
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
  1 – 1 | The Gods are Bastards
 


 
  Glad as she was to be off the caravan, Trissiny stepped into a scene of such chaos that she froze, unable to take it all in. The Rail station at Calderaas was bigger than the entire Abbey back home, but vastly open and apparently made of
  
   glass
  
  . She’d have thought the metal framework which supported it was some kind of empty cage, except that rain was pounding on it at the moment. Worse, the huge station was crammed with people; shouting, shoving people, dressed in a variety of costumes such as she had never seen. Barely a majority of them were even human.
 

 
  She inhaled deeply, trying to orient herself. The Hand of Avei would not be paralyzed by indecision, nor peer about stupidly like some sort of bumpkin just in from the sticks. Truthfully, that might be a fair description and Trissiny had little in the way of personal ego, but she was terrified of being an embarrassment to her goddess. She could do this.
 

 
  Behind her, someone cleared his throat loudly. Blushing, she mumbled an apology and quickly lugged herself and her trunk out of the path so everyone else could leave the caravan. Apparently the Hand of Avei
  
   could
  
  freeze like a spooked rabbit and hold up the entirety of Imperial commerce on this Rail line. Only the fear of making herself an even bigger spectacle stopped her from slapping her own face in frustration.
 

 
  Judging by the level of pushing and general rudeness going on around her, that more gentle reminder had been very special treatment. Well, even if people didn’t know the significance of the silver finish of her armor, it was still recognizably the ceremonial gear of the Sisters of Avei; few would seek to irritate her. She took up a position to the side of the caravan steps, out of everyone’s way, and fished out her travel itinerary from her belt pouch to look it over again. Not that she hadn’t memorized the thing long since, and anyway it wasn’t that complicated, but it was a tiny bit of familiarity.
 

 
  People back home weren’t all that homogenous, or so she’d thought. Viridill had been settled by humans from every part of the Empire, and even today was home to humans of every color, shape and description. But with the exception of the odd elven traveler and the lizardfolk up in the mountains, they
  
   were
  
  all humans, and dressed themselves mostly in the same, humble style. The people here in the station were a cross-section of the entire Empire, or so it seemed to her, and she didn’t know what to make of the variety of costumes she saw. Suits, waistcoats and coats with long tails seemed the custom for most men, often with stovepipe hats on the more elaborately dressed, or wider brimmed ten-gallon styles for those who worked for a living. Nearby, a knot of well-to-do ladies tittered amongst themselves, garbed in flowing pastel-toned gowns, a menagerie of preposterous hats and
  
   corsets
  
  . Trissiny forced herself not to gape. How could a woman even
  
   breathe
  
  in those things, much less move? Perhaps Mother Narny had been right about fashion being a weapon against all womankind.
 

 
  Oddly dressed as they might be, though, humans were something Trissiny understood, and most of her attention was on the various others in the crowd. There were more elves than she’d ever imagined seeing in one place, mostly keeping to themselves and moving in small pockets in the crowd, as if their neighbors were reluctant to touch them even by accident. Dwarves she knew only by description, but the several who were presently trundling rapidly about their business on the platform were unmistakeable even so. A passing couple of very small people on a goat-pulled cart had to be gnomes of some kind. Through gaps in the crowd, Trissiny glimpsed a small family of lizardfolk seated against one wall, a battered hat set in front of them. That sight was troubling; she’d rarely dealt with the lizardfolk back home, but she thought of them as too proud to beg.
 

 
  She was gathering stares of her own, as well; none hostile, but many awed and some rather fearful. Apparently quite a few people in Calderaas
  
   did
  
  know what silver armor meant. There might even be some present who could sense the aura of divine power that she had been told hovered over her. Trissiny schooled her expression, tucked away her itinerary and set off in search of Platform Ten. There hadn’t been a paladin of Avei in thirty years, and she surely hadn’t been called now to make a spectacle of herself in the Rail station.
 

 
  Five minutes later she had to give up and reorient herself again. The layout of the station was confusing; platforms were interspersed with Rail lines, reached by collections of wrought-iron footbridges that arched over the Rails themselves. Her trunk had a handle and wheels, which she’d thought a great luxury when it was first given to her, but that was before she’d had to drag it up and down half a dozen sets of stairs. The platforms weren’t labeled in the most helpful manner, either. She ultimately had to stop in the middle of one of the footbridges and crane her neck around to find the signs, which revealed that she had been going in the wrong direction. With a sigh, Trissiny turned back and made her up-and-down way, gritting her teeth against the constant bumping of her trunk, to Platform Ten.
 

 
  She was a good twenty minutes early to catch her next caravan, but made certain to consult the board posted by the stairs to verify that this would be the one going to Last Rock. With little else to do but wait, she tucked herself as out of the way as she could on the bustling platform and fell back to studying her environment.
 

 
  Of the same iron construction as the footbridges, there were several small platforms extending
  
   over
  
  the Rails themselves, which were in use for a variety of purposes. Two were clearly for storage, piled high with crates and barrels. Another, otherwise empty, was being taken advantage of by several travelers as a respite from the pushing throng. On the nearest, a couple of elves had set up a tiny stand and were selling tea from beneath a hand-painted sign reading “Platform 9 ¾.” Trissiny appreciated the whimsy, but she was not tempted. Between her general nervousness, the roiling in her stomach from the Rail ride she’d just escaped and the anticipation of her next one, she couldn’t have kept a cup of tea down. Riding the Rails was one of the most romanticized experiences of the modern age; in practice, she found it rather like being sealed inside a barrel and rolled down a hill.
 

 
  “Hey, Blondie! Yeah, you, girlie. I’m talkin’ to you!”
 

 
  It took a couple of repetitions for Trissiny to realize she was being addressed. No one in her life had ever spoken to her that way, and since she had gained her sword and armor, most people possessed of any sense would not have dared.
 

 
  Now, a man ambled up to her directly, grinning and eying her up and down as he came in a manner that nearly made her reach for her sword. He was garbed like something out of a penny novel, all dust-stained denim and flannel, with snakeskin boots and a ten-gallon hat. “Mighty pleased to meet you, missy,” he said in a prairie drawl, his grin becoming an outright leer. “If you got a bit before your car comes, mebbe we can find a shady spot to have a drink? My treat.”
 

 
  Trissiny was too astonished by the sheer effrontery to react as she otherwise might. That bought her a moment to reconsider her first impulse; thrashing this fool would doubtless lead to trouble no matter how much he deserved it. At the very least, she’d miss her caravan.
 

 
  “No, thank you,” she replied stiffly. A whipping with the flat of her blade would do him a world of good, but she could not go around smiting every idiot who lacked manners. She reminded herself forcefully of this as he leaned in close enough for her to smell the whiskey on his breath.
 

 
  “Aw, don’t be like that, darlin’. Why, I bet you’ll find me the best company you ever—oof!”
 

 
  A second cowboy, dressed similarly and strongly resembling her admirer in the face, shouldered him roughly aside, then turned to her and tugged the brim of his hat. “My apologies, ma’am. My brother ain’t been off the ranch in half a year, an’ sometimes he forgets he wasn’t raised by wolves.” He cut off the protest forming on the first man’s face by swatting him upside the back of the head, forcing him to catch his flying hat. “Won’t happen again. ‘Scuze us.”
 

 
  “Turn loose a’ me, Ezekiel!” the first cowboy said furiously as his brother grabbed him by the arm and began dragging him toward the nearest set of steps. “I was just havin’ some—”
 

 
  “You shut the hell up. Land’s sakes, boy, if you gotta be embarrassing, couldja at
  
   least
  
  not be suicidal? Don’t you know a paladin when you see one? You ain’t
  
   that
  
  shitheaded!”
 

 
  They were halfway up the footbridge, but their loud conversation remained clearly audible on Platform Ten. “Paladin? That ain’t no paladin, dumbass. That girl ain’t more’n fifteen.”
 

 
  “Jebediah Jenkins, if I weren’t such a good brother I’d send you back over there to finish what you started, an’ spare myself the trouble of
  
   whuppin’
  
  your ass for botherin’ a girl you think is fifteen!”
 

 
  Trissiny would have liked very much to sink into the platform and vanish. The brothers Jenkins were acquiring stares, which were quickly transferred to herself as people discerned the source of their quarrel. Against her will, her cheeks heated. Hopefully the onlookers would take it for righteous anger, selflessly suppressed. Yeah, and if hopes were coins, Avei would have a temple in every hamlet in the Empire.
 

 
  A well-dressed man with the silver gryphon badge of an Imperial agent pinned to the breast of his coat, and another decorating his hat, shouldered quickly through the crowd, moving purposefully in the direction of the loud brothers. His wand remained holstered, though he held a hand conspicuously near it and kept his gaze fixed on the two cowboys. He paused before Trissiny to tilt his hat respectfully to her. “Blessings, ma’am.”
 

 
  “And to you, Sheriff,” she replied gratefully, inclining her head. At least someone took her seriously without having to taste her blade. She did
  
   not
  
  look fifteen!
 

 
  He proceeded after his quarry, and she fixed her gaze stiffly on a point above everyone’s head. It was funny how she could
  
   tell
  
  people were whispering about her, despite the ambient noise in the station.
 

 
  She was unaccustomed to the crawling pace of time in a tense situation. Trissiny’s days were always full; there was never a lack of work to be done at the Abbey, and whenever she was not pitching in her fair share, she had more training and prayer to attend to than the other novice Sisters. On the very rare occasions when she wanted time to pass by faster, she would occupy herself in meditation, or in communing with the goddess.
 

 
  There was simply nothing to do on the platform. Focusing inward was not an option as she did not feel remotely safe in this crowd of pushy strangers, especially after the encounter with the Jenkinses. She had her sword in its sheath at her belt and her shield on her back, but even had there been enough space to run through a combat drill without injuring someone, the sight would have caused turmoil in the bustling station. So she stood, for fifteen interminable minutes while the caravans roared by on their Rails and people gazed curiously at her, often pausing in their own business to do so. Trissiny practiced her situational awareness, keeping her gaze rigidly fixed on empty space but trying to maintain a knowledge of her surroundings through peripheral vision. It was the only thing she could think of to do aside from weltering in her own discomfort.
 

 
  She was first to move when the caravan slowed to a stop next to Platform Ten. Trissiny watched the procedure with interest; she had seen it at the much smaller Rail depot in Trasio, but it remained impressive. The Rail itself, a single raised line on spokes like a bannister that extended into the distance in both directions, began to hum and glow arcane blue with the caravan’s approach. The train that arrived to take her on to Last Rock had eight passenger cars, twice the size of the one which had brought her here. They looked the same, though, tiny bits of glass and steel looking like a single squared tube with so many in a line. This caravan also had four larger, boxy cargo wagons affixed after the passenger cars, and another angular enchanter’s post behind that to match the one at the front. She wondered if the added weight meant it needed a second enchanter to keep it going.
 

 
  Trissiny edged back from the Rail along with the other passengers as lightning sparked along the rim of the platform with the energy of the caravan halting itself. The tiny hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood upright.
 

 
  She stood back to let the passengers disembark, most of them looking as stiff and disoriented as she had after her previous Rail ride, then moved quickly to claim her seat in the frontmost car, just behind the enchanter’s post. Nobody complained or tried to slip in ahead of her. Trissiny supposed it was all right to benefit from a healthy respect for paladins, as long as she wasn’t intimidating people on purpose. If folks thought the Hand of Avei might smite them for pushing in line ahead of her, well, there wasn’t much she could do about that, aside from proving them wrong.
 

 
  She stowed her trunk under the seat as she’d been shown on the last caravan, strapping it in tightly with the frayed arrangement of leather thongs and buckles provided, then unslung her shield and laid it on the bench beside her, before taking her seat. This car might have been a duplicate of the other, except that she had it to herself. The padded benches were wide enough to seat three without much discomfort; she took the one facing the front, reasoning that it would diminish the dizzying terror of the Rail ride not to have to do it backward. It was like being in a little glass bubble, and she enjoyed the solitude after the crowded platform.
 

 
  People weren’t hurrying to join her, but that would probably only last until someone came along who hadn’t seen the paladin duck in here. She enjoyed the breather while it lasted, literally. Proper breathing was essential to both combat form and meditation, and Trissiny had been storing her gathering tension in her chest. The caravan was parked for several long minutes, presumably while the large cargo cars in the rear were loaded and/or unloaded, and she took full advantage of the time to breathe slowly and evenly, without slipping into full meditation.
 

 
  Thus, she was calm enough not to be overly perturbed when a man entered her car.
 

 
  “Good day!” he said cheerily, straightening. He was an older gentleman, well-dressed and very round about the middle, with a jowly face accentuated by bushy, steel-colored sideburns. “Ah, a Sister! Excellent, I was just wondering why a pretty girl was sitting alone in a car. Usually the lads would be all over you. Don’t mind if I share, do you? It’s filling up back there, and a man of my great physical fitness is less welcome where the seats must be squeezed into.” He chortled, patting his plump belly.
 

 
  “The caravan is open to all,” she said politely, forcing a smile. “Please, be welcome.” It was so formal as to be stilted, but she couldn’t just up and say she didn’t mind his company. Avei frowned upon lies, even little social ones.
 

 
  “Many thanks, my dear, many thanks.” He grunted as he lowered himself onto the bench opposite her, sliding over so as to grip the handhold bolted to the wall of the caravan. “Whoof! As often as I ride these things, you’d think I’d grow accustomed to the acrobatics it takes getting in and out of them. Heywood Paxton, Imperial Surveyor.” He extended a hand to her. “I’m the Emperor’s eyes on the frontier! Of course, the Emperor has more eyes than a nest of spiders, and do please remind me of that if I start to sound like I think I’m important.” His pale eyes twinkled with good humor.
 

 
  “Trissiny Avelea,” she replied, shaking his hand. His eyes flicked over her and she tensed, but it was nothing like the gaze Jebediah Jenkins had dragged across her. In fact, Mr. Paxton seemed to be looking at her armor, not her body; his eyes darted from bracers to boots to divided leather skirt, without lingering on her breastplate the way too many men did. She saw the moment when he absorbed the fact that her Avenic armor was silver rather than bronze.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath,” he exclaimed, settling back in his own seat and regarding her wide-eyed. “Forgive if I’m impertinent, Ms. Avelea, but…would you be a paladin?”
 

 
  “I am.” She forced a small smile. At least he knew the proper way to address a Sister of Avei. He was the first man she’d met on her journey who did.
 

 
  “Bless my old soul!” he enthused. “I’d heard that Avei had called a new paladin, but… Well, this is a rare privilege, ma’am! An honor, it truly is. Wait’ll I tell the grandchildren I rode the Rail with a paladin!” He laughed aloud. “Now, you be sure to tell me if I’m bothering you, Ms. Avelea. I do tend to let the old mouth run away with me sometimes.”
 

 
  “I don’t mind,” she replied, and found that she meant it. Trissiny was not used to men; obviously, she’d been around them before, as the Sisters of Avei were not a cloistered order. But briefly or at a distance, usually; those men who weren’t shy about being around Sisters had been strongly encouraged to keep away from the novices. Still, Heywood Paxton was one of the least menacing individuals she’d ever met.
 

 
  “And would you be on quest, then?” he asked enthusiastically. “Not that you need pay any mind to old me, of course! I shall gladly shove off if told to. But I’m heading out to Sarasio on the Emperor’s business, and I should be glad of the company, I don’t mind telling you. If there’s any place that could benefit from a taste of Avei’s fist, that’s it for sure.”
 

 
  “No,” she said with some hesitation, and a small twinge of guilt. “Actually, I’m going to college. At least for now; that was the goddess’s command. I’m sure she has good reason.” Why did she feel the need to explain herself to this stranger? It wasn’t his business; it wasn’t even hers. If Avei chose to send her paladin to university rather than to the battlefield, well, she was entitled. No matter how Trissiny chafed at what felt like a waste of her calling.
 

 
  “Goodness me, to college? This line is heading straight out of the civilized territories! Nothing but the Golden Sea, tribes of wild elves and a few frontier towns where we’re…ohhh.” His expression cleared and he nodded sagely. “Last Rock, then?”
 

 
  “Yes, to Professor Tellwyrn’s University. You’ve heard of it?”
 

 
  “Indeed I have, Ms. Avelea, indeed I have. You don’t last long in my line of work without knowing who all the players in the Great Game are. Omnu’s breath, I should’ve put that together the moment I noticed you in that armor. My brains are getting as droopy as my jowls, I declare.” He grinned at her with such genuine good humor that she had to smile back.
 

 
  A sharp retort like the crack of a whip resonanted through their little chamber, and the caravan lurched. Then it began smoothly moving forward; Trissiny found herself pressed back into her seat, while Mr. Paxton had to cling to the handbar and surreptitiously brace his leg against the bench beside her to keep from being poured out of his.
 

 
  “My goodness, they don’t give us much time to get settled, do they?” He grinned cheerily. “I can’t imagine how ticket holders ever manage to get into their cars on time.”
 

 
  “Ticket holders?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” he explained, “most people must purchase a ticket to ride the Rail; it’s good for only one specific trip, and then you have to buy another to ride again. Laying these Rails isn’t cheap; the Empire has to fund it all somehow!”
 

 
  “Nobody told me about tickets,” she said in some alarm. They had left the station behind in seconds, and just now were racing past the borders for Calderaas, fast enough that she could barely make out the difference between city and country scenery; it evolved from a grayish blur to a greenish one. And the caravan still accelerated. Paxton’s face was beginning to bead with sweat, from the effort of holding himself in his seat.
 

 
  “Not to worry, my dear, the Rails are free to Imperial agents and officials of the Church. Which, clearly, includes you!”
 

 
  “Oh. But…I didn’t even see anyone collecting…that is, none of the guards asked me about…”
 

 
  “Well, obviously, Station officials know a bit more about the world than the average run of hayseeds who might be riding the Rails. One look at that armor and they’d let you hop into whatever caravan you pleased without so much as a word.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said again, now feeling rather guilty. “Oh…I hope I didn’t cheat somebody out of a seat.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, they never sell enough tickets to fill out a caravan. It leaves some seats open for the likes of us, and if none such come along, well, these things run faster the less weighted down they are. Everybody wins!”
 

 
  “Except the people who have to pay for passage.”
 

 
  “Well, I suppose not,” he conceded, his smile fading somewhat, “but then again, if they weren’t paying for tickets, the Rails couldn’t run. Then nobody would have them!”
 

 
  “It just seems unfair,” she murmured.
 

 
  “Very little in this world is fair, Ms. Avelea,” he replied. For the first time, the cheer had fled his face, leaving a sober and faraway expression. “May you have better luck than I’ve had finding remedies for it.”
 

 
  The silence that fell in the compartment was strained and awkward. Trissiny feared little, but was unpracticed at social subtleties; she couldn’t decide whether to avoid Paxton’s eyes or meet them, whether to leave the quiet alone or try to fill it.
 

 
  He took the dilemma out of her hands moments later, when their acceleration finally leveled off. The Surveyor grunted, settling himself back into his seat now that he didn’t have to brace himself into it. “Whew! Every trip an adventure. You know, the Rail cars servicing the interior provinces have buckled belts on each seat for the passengers to strap themselves in. It seems there’s no budget for upgrading old frontier equipment just yet.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, unsure whether she would prefer that. It would be nice not to be tossed around, but she wasn’t at all certain she’d care to be strapped in, either.
 

 
  “Oh, here comes the wide arc around the Mirror Lakes,” Mr. Paxton said, peering out the window. “Best brace yourself, Ms. Avelea, we’re going to—”
 

 
  And then the ground whipped out from under them. The caravan curved so sharply to the right that its left wall became the new de facto floor; Paxton was tossed against it with a grunt. Only Trissiny’s trained reflexes saved her from a pummeling. Spinning on the bench, she stuck one foot against the wall and the other on the seat opposite, while grabbing her shield as it tried to fly across the car. It was made to endure much more abuse than being dropped, but it had been a gift from the Goddess herself and Trissiny hated to see it handled disrespectfully.
 

 
  “Almost!” her fellow traveler cried with a grin. “More than a dozen trips on this line; one day I’ll have that timing down exactly.” She grinned back. The man’s good humor really was infectious.
 

 
  The car leveled out so abruptly that they were both tossed back in the opposite direction. Paxton slid along his bench, this time very nearly tumbling to the floor; Trissiny managed to pivot in midair, never releasing her hold on her shield, again bracing herself with a foot against the opposite seat.
 

 
  They blinked and stared at each other, both pale, and then at her boot, which had struck down directly between his legs on the edge of the bench. Had he slid six inches farther, he’d have come to grief on her greave.
 

 
  “I’m sorry!” she blurted, quickly folding herself back into her own bench.
 

 
  “Hah, no harm done,” he reassured her, pulling a handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and mopping his face. “Though that’s a nearer miss than I usually have before even getting off the caravan!”
 

 
  “Are they always this bad?”
 

 
  “Well, depends on the Rail you ride. They try to lay them in the straightest lines possible, but there are some things that cannot be carved through. It’s when the Rail has to dodge around obstacles that we have trouble! But that’s the price we pay for speed. You know, when I first started out in the Emperor’s service, the journey from Calderaas to Last Rock would have been weeks. Now, we should be there within another five minutes, and I’ll be safely to Sarasio not more than fifteen after that.”
 

 
  “I believe,” Trissiny said, shifting on her seat, “I like that idea of belted seats very much, the more I think about it. Why didn’t they put those into the caravans in the first place?”
 

 
  “Ah! You see, the enchantments that make these beauties run are still newfangled enough that much of the older generation doesn’t trust them, my dear. When this caravan was built, there was nobody to ride it but soldiers, Imperial agents and adventurers heading to the frontier. You know, the sort of folk who aren’t apt to put up a fuss about their safety or comfort.” He edged toward the opposite wall, getting a good grip on the handlebar and bracing both legs against her bench. “Common folks riding the Rails are a pretty new event, considering, and few enough of them take these outer lines. You’ll want to brace yourself, Ms. Avelea, we’re coming up on the worst stretch of this particular journey.”
 

 
  She slid her shield against the wall opposite him, sat down on it, gripped the bar and placed a foot against the far bench. Not a moment too soon; the caravan changed course with a wrench that drew a grunt from her, even as it flattened Mr. Paxton against the other wall of the car.
 

 
  What followed was even worse than her first trip down from the mountainous territory of Viridill. The Rail apparently dodged back and forth through some kind of obstacle course, yanking them first one way and then the other before they had time to compensate. She couldn’t spare the attention to try to study the passing scenery, keeping her arms and legs constantly tense against the forces seeking to toss her about the car. Paxton kept his grip on his handlebar, though at one point lost his seat and was flung full-length across the bench, still clinging to the wall, and only recovered his position upon being shoved back into it. Trissiny quickly lost track of the passage of time; her arms and legs were growing sore, and even her jaw started to ache from the effort of holding it closed. Letting it bounce was a sure way to bite off a chunk of her tongue.
 

 
  As suddenly as the chaos had begun, it ended. The caravan sailed along in near silence and perfect balance, its two shaken passengers blinking at each other.
 

 
  “Is it over?” she asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “For the moment,” he replied, heaving himself back onto the bench with grunt; he’d not managed to avoid a tumble to the floor in the last few moments. “Whew! They really should post warnings; that’s one of the worst stretches in the entire Rail network, you know. Not much else is even half so bad.” He shifted about on his seat, straightening his rumpled clothes.
 

 
  “What exactly were we dodging around?” She resettled herself, surreptitiously stretching tensed muscles. Trissiny felt a moment of envy for her trunk, safely lashed in below her seat.
 

 
  “Why, that’s the Green Belt, so they call it. It’s a whole network of elven forests, separated by fairly small stretches of open grassland. Different tribes of elves, you see, and they’d worked out a solution to their border conflicts by making sure they weren’t even in the same forest. All this was long before the Empire, or even any humans living in this area.” He chuckled, dabbing sweat from his face again. “So when the first Surveyors came to find a route for the Rail, they ran into ill luck. Oh, the elves were very polite, as they always are, but dead set against letting the Rail come through any of their woodland. Finally, one poor fool lost patience and told them it would have to be done whether they liked it or not.” He laughed aloud, shaking his head. “As I heard it, they politely told him to invite the Emperor to try it.”
 

 
  “I’m a little surprised he didn’t,” she replied. “The Empire conquered every other human nation on the continent, after all. Aren’t elves a bit…primitive?”
 

 
  “Well, yes and no!” He smiled broadly, clearly enjoying his role as storyteller. “They’re not primitive in the sense of lacking magic and sophistication of their own; they just choose to live a little closer to nature than we do. It’s been a long time since Imperial agents chose to mistake the one for the other. For all our new magics and enchantments, the elves are something the Empire is wise not to provoke. Makes for a ghastly muddle, with them living in their own enclaves all across Imperial territory. The Surveyors finally chose to mark off the elven provinces as ‘reserves,’ and leave ’em alone.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Absently, she ran a hand along the edge of her shield, pondering. “I seldom met any back home, and then only one or two at a time. They seemed rather standoffish, as a rule…”
 

 
  “Anybody’ll act different traveling in foreign lands than they would at home, surrounded by kinsmen.”
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn is an elf,” Trissiny mused.
 

 
  “That she is!” Paxton nodded, grinning. “An old one, and one of the most notorious people alive of any race. Not had the pleasure of meeting her myself, and for that I can’t decide if I’m grateful or disappointed. Ah, we’re coming up on the last stretch of our run, Ms. Avelea. Hold tight now!”
 

 
  She swiftly followed his instruction, but it was not nearly as bad as before. The Rail curved in another long sweep to her right, but this one much more shallow. Trissiny got a good grip on her handle and had no trouble staying seated, though the centrifugal force tried to tug her back across the bench.
 

 
  “If you crane your neck a bit, Ms. Avelea, you can see your destination! I recommend it, Last Rock is quite a sight from a distance.”
 

 
  Indeed it was. She had to press her cheek to the glass to manage a good view, but it was worth the minor discomfort. They were long past the hilly region surrounding Calderaas and even the elven forests; here was low, rolling scrubland, fading before her eyes into the Golden Sea up ahead, the huge and very magical stretch of prairie the occupied the heart of the continent. The Empire had encircled it entirely, but the Golden Sea was much larger within than without; some theorized one could travel into it forever, and never reach the other side. It was a territory that could not truly be explored, much less conquered, but the Emperor did the best he could, establishing a perimeter of forts and settlements along its frontier. One of these was the tiny town of Last Rock.
 

 
  The town itself was a small and rather sad cluster of buildings dwarfed by the mountain from which it drew its name; rising straight up from the plain with not so much as a hill within sight, the Rock itself was tall enough to be taken seriously in most mountain ranges, and seemed utterly colossal in its flat environs. Wedge-shaped, it formed a rising prow cutting into the Golden Sea itself, falling sharply in rocky cliffs from its highest edges, but sloping up gently from the other side, in an incline that was no steeper than the average staircase. It resembled a long, narrow plateau tilted up with one edge sunk into the ground.
 

 
  Now, a path ran from the town of Last Rock up toward its peak, and the upper quarter of the mountain was covered with the spires and terraces of the University. Her home for the next four years.
 

 
  Trissiny eased back into her seat, against the force of the curve. They had already drawn too close for her to get a solid look at anything, and she didn’t care to look like an overeager child with her face mashed against the glass.
 

 
  “Not bad, is it?” her seatmate said with a grin. “Ah, the things there are to see along this Frontier. And all over the Empire, for that matter…well, no rush. I expect you of all people will become plenty acquainted with it in time.”
 

 
  “I expect so,” she murmured. As the curve of the Rail leveled out, she slid along her bench away from him, gripped her shield in one hand and braced both feet against the seat opposite. As if on cue, the caravan decelerated sharply, seeking to pitch her face-first against the front wall.
 

 
  Trissiny didn’t let out her breath until the caravan finally came to a full stop with a muted squeal. Paxton sighed in unison with her, again straightening his coat. “Well, I believe this is your stop, ma’am. May I just say again that it has been an honor?”
 

 
  “I appreciate your company,” she replied, this time with a genuine smile. “And the information.”
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh, just an old man’s ramblings about all the things he’s seen. Trust me, you’d find it much less interesting if you had to endure it more than once.”
 

 
  She bent to unfasten her trunk and pull it out from under the seat, exchanging a grin with him one more time as she slung her shield onto her back.
 

 
  “Still…it was a much better journey than the last one. May I offer you a blessing Mr. Paxton?”
 

 
  His grin vanished at once into a nearly awestruck expression. “Oh! Well, that is…if—if you feel it’s… I mean, I’d be honored.”
 

 
  Smiling, Trissiny reached across the narrow compartment to place a hand on his brow, not minding the sweat in his hair. A soft golden glow rose about them, seemingly from the air itself; she felt her own aches washing away in proximity to the divine power, though it was merely being channeled through her, and into the man beneath her palm.
 

 
  “Peace and Justice be upon you, friend,” she intoned softly, hearing the resonance in her voice of the Goddess echoing, “and Avei watch your path.”
 

 
  Trissiny let her hand fall, enjoying the serenity that always came in the aftermath of calling on Avei. Heywood Paxton’s face held an expression of almost childlike wonder.
 

 
  “I…I swear you took ten years off me. Ms. Avelea, I don’t know how to…”
 

 
  “Just be as kind to the next person you travel with, as well,” she replied.
 

 
  “Oh, that I shall. This has been a real gift, ma’am… A very rare privilege.” He trailed off, seeming at a loss for words for once.
 

 
  With a final smile at him, Trissiny pushed open the compartment door and stepped out onto the platform of Last Rock.
 




 
  1 – 2 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  Once again, she landed in chaos.
 

 
  Trissiny’s mental picture of a frontier town admittedly came from comics and cheap novels (what few had slipped past the Abbey’s defenses); she should hardly have been surprised to find that Last Rock was not a single dusty street lined with wooden buildings. Cobblestone streets fanned out from the Rail platform, framing solid and quite elegant structures of well-dressed stone that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a medieval village. Really, that only made sense, positioned as the town was at the base of a mountain with no trees in sight.
 

 
  She barely had a chance to appreciate the town, however, as a roar of pandemonium went up as soon as she stepped off the caravan. The streets and the edges of the platform were thronged with townsfolk apparently in their churchday best, cheering and applauding as though greeting victorious soldiers just back from the trenches. Somewhere nearby, barely visible through gaps in the crowd, an enthusiastic but clearly unpracticed brass band struck up a sprightly tune. Colorful streamers and buntings were draped everywhere, wreaths hung from darkened streetlamps, and strung across the main avenue directly ahead of her was a huge banner reading:
 

 
  WELCOME, FRESHMEN!
 

 
  And below that, a slightly larger one:
 

 
  WELCOME BACK, ASSHOLES!
 

 
  That was…troubling.
 

 
  Before she’d decided how to react to all this, a door was flung open two cars behind her and a boy came staggering out. Trissiny gathered only an impression of dark, tousled hair and a long black coat before he stumbled to his knees and was loudly, violently sick. At this, the cheering on all sides intensified and a few catcalls rang out.
 

 
  She scowled, letting go of her trunk and turning toward the poor boy. Riding the Rails the first time without the benefit of a lot of physical training must have been a nightmarish experience; even she would have come out of the Belt bruised at the least if not for Mr. Paxton’s warnings. And it was
  
   not
  
  right for people to treat someone’s misfortunes as entertainment.
 

 
  A second young man, casually dressed and with a very dark complexion, had emerged from the same car and now knelt by his fallen companion, ignoring the crowd. Trissiny hesitated; if it were herself, she’d rather people gave her space and didn’t acknowledge her discomfort so publicly, but that was just her. Besides, Avei expected her to render aid wherever it was needed, and though she wasn’t a healer by calling, just channeling raw holy power at someone would soothe a lot of ailments.
 

 
  “You there! You, girl, in the armor!”
 

 
  Warily, she twisted back the other way, in time to see an old woman in a black gown nearly a century out of fashion swat a grinning boy of about twelve out of the way with one of the two canes on which she dragged herself along.
 

 
  “You’re that paladin, right?” The old woman grinned broadly, and Trissiny forced herself not to flinch; her teeth, those that remained, were as brown as old wood. “Paladin of Avei. Finally the gods are sending us a message again, yeah? Finally the paladins are coming back, and they’re both coming here! That’s you, right?”
 

 
  “I am a Hand of Avei,” Trissiny said carefully, having to pitch her voice a little louder than she liked to be audible over the crowd. Several of the closest bystanders immediately cheered even more loudly at her; nobody offered up any of the rude commentary they’d thrown at the boy who’d lost his lunch. She glanced over at him; he was standing, weakly, with his friend’s arm about his shoulders, and the pair were being pressed in upon by several of the locals carrying small trays. More detail than that she didn’t manage to catch before the old woman in front of her let out a loud crow like a cockerel.
 

 
  “I knew it!” she chortled, thumping one of her canes against the stone platform. “It’s about time, is all! Yes, time for the gods to send someone to straighten out that nest of iniquity and vice up there on the hill. Elves and wizards and perverts, the lot of ’em! You’ll fix ’em good, won’t ya, paladin? Eh?”
 

 
  “Ah…” Trissiny glanced around again. Over a dozen pairs of eager eyes were upon her; she was surrounded by grins. By all the Pantheon, did these people think this was street theater?
 

 
  “Oh, Mabel, give the poor girl a moment to get her boots on the ground before you start preaching,” said a new voice in a throaty purr that really seemed too soft to carry as well as it did over the noise. Trissiny spun again and found herself almost nose-to-nose with a strikingly pretty black-haired woman. Only as an afterthought did she realize it was an elf.
 

 
  Dark hair was supposed to be rare among the elvish tribes, so she’d heard. Trissiny had rarely met elves and never been this close to one; the differences from humans weren’t so glaring. This woman was of slender build, but not abnormally so; her eyes were on the large side and her features rather pointed, but not enough to seem out of place on a human face. Trissiny herself had some of those traits. Only the long, tapered ears poking up through her hair marked the elf for certain.
 

 
  “Hussy!” screeched the old woman, clobbering the elf with a cane, to no effect. Apparently there wasn’t much strength in those bony arms. “Freak! Harlot! Painted trollop! I know what you get up to, over in the taverns! Sub-human thing from Elilial’s bosom! You get away from that girl. She’s a good girl, she is! And you!” Trissiny jerked back as a cane was pointed directly into her face. “You smite this heathen slattern! She’s of the Black Lady’s own stock, she is! Do yer duty, girl!”
 

 
  “I see you’ve met my fan club,” said the elf airily, ignoring repeated blows from the cane. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you at last, Trissiny. Welcome to Last Rock. I have something here I think you’ll like.” Smiling disarmingly, she produced a small, flattish wooden box from within her coat and opened it; a golden pendant formed in the eagle symbol of Avei rested upon black velvet within.
 

 
  “Do I know you?” Trissiny asked loudly, resisting the urge to grip her sword. Symbol of her faith or no, something about this woman set her on edge; she smiled the way that oily man who sold the Abbey produce did. Mother Narny had to supervise him very closely.
 

 
  “I know
  
   you,
  
  my dear, which will do for a start. Everyone knows about the new paladins joining the student body this year. I’m just a simple enchanter and purveyor of magical trinkets, and purely honored to make your acquaintance. I’d like you to have this as a gift, from me, at no charge.” Smiling broadly, she pressed the box forward again, then had to jerk it back as the crone tried to swat it out of her hands.
 

 
  
   CRACK!
  
 

 
  Even the band faltered. Townspeople who’d been pressing ever closer to her scuttled back, revealing a man in denim and flannel, with a wand pointed skyward and a silver gryphon pinned to his shirt. In the confusion she hadn’t even seen the lightning bolt, but the tip of his wand still smoked faintly.
 

 
  “Okay, folks, that’ll do. Show’s over. Let’s all take a step back before I have to feel disappointed in somebody.”
 

 
  “Sheriff,” Trissiny said desperately, cocking a head at her two admirers. Tugging the broad brim of his hat to her, he ambled over.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, you two, were you raised in a barn? Do we have to go through this
  
   every
  
  year?”
 

 
  “I was raised in a tree,” said the elf with a grin. “And unless it’s suddenly illegal to talk to paladins, nobody’s doing anything wrong here. Ms. Avelea, here. Please take this.”
 

 
  “Don’t you pull that attitude on me, master Samuel Sanders!” squawked the old woman, brandishing a cane. “Just because you’ve got a big fancy badge now doesn’t mean you don’t have to respect your elders! And taking a god’s name in vain, for
  
   shame!
  
  I know your poor mother, Omnu rest her soul, raised you better than that.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve caught me dead to rights, Miz Cratchley,” the sheriff said easily. “It’d serve me right if you went and wrote a letter to the editor about my deplorable behavior right this minute.”
 

 
  “You see if I don’t, you young hellion!” She waved the cane at him once more, then began the complicated process of turning around and ambling off, still shrilly complaining. “Young people these days.
  
   No
  
  respect. None! In my day, we knew how to pay respect to the gods, yes sir. And to our elders!”
 

 
  “Welp, that takes care of the one I’d feel bad about shootin’.” He raised an eyebrow at the elf, who fluttered her eyelashes at him.
 

 
  “All right, all right, keep it in your pants, Sam. Trissiny, if you’d just—”
 

 
  “No, thank you,” she said firmly. “I don’t need jewelry. Of any kind.”
 

 
  “Oh, but I know what a young adventurer needs! Trust me, I deal only in the most magical of—”
 

 
  “That will
  
   do
  
  , Sippy,” said the Sheriff, all humor gone from his voice. “She’ll be here all year. You can bide your time and make a pest of yourself when the poor girl’s had a chance to settle in. Move along.”
 

 
  The elf closed her box with a loud snap. For just a moment she glared daggers at Sanders, then turned an amiable grin on Trissiny. “Well, the man’s not wrong. It’s wonderful to have you in town, Trissiny. I look
  
   forward
  
  to seeing you again.” Bowing, she backed away into the crowd.
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said with feeling. The sheriff smiled at her.
 

 
  “Not at all, ma’am, that’s why they pay me the big bucks. Can I offer you an escort past the town?”
 

 
  “I appreciate your help,” she said a little stiffly, “but I don’t require any man’s protection.”
 

 
  “I am well aware that you don’t, miss, but there’s more to life than what a body requires. I thought you might like a little protection anyway. See that?” He cocked a finger at the crowd where the two boys had been moments ago. There was no sign of them now; apparently they’d managed to escape. In their place stood half a dozen well-dressed people carrying trays of snacks, toys and baubles, all eying her hungrily. “My beloved constituency. Good folks, as a rule, but you should know up front that they view you and the rest of the students as walking coin purses. They’ll leave you alone if you’re with me, but if you’d rather not…” He shrugged. “You can always beat ’em back with your sword, I guess, but the we’ll have to have an entirely different kind of conversation.”
 

 
  Abruptly, the fine hairs along Trissiny’s arms stood on end; her scalp tingled distractingly. Then, with an earsplitting crack of arcane energy, the caravan behind her began moving. Its acceleration was a frightening thing to behold; it was over the horizon in seconds. How had she survived riding that wretched thing? How did anyone?
 

 
  “When you put it that way,” she said carefully, bending to grasp the handle of her trunk, “I think I would appreciate an escort.”
 

 
  “I live to serve. Shall we?”
 

 
  He was as good as his word. The cheering had begun to fade as soon as the caravan departed, people drifting away to tend to their own business; though she remained the center of attention, nobody else pressed forward or tried to intercept her with the Sheriff by her side. He led her at an easy pace away from the Rail platform and down what appeared to be the main avenue of the tiny town.
 

 
  “Is it like this every year?” she asked cautiously. Stands and stalls, most looking rather cobbled-together, occupied the edges of the street, displaying a wide variety of goods and obstructing the actual storefronts. Bright banners, pennants and bunting were hung everywhere, including several with text welcoming the students to Last Rock. None after the big one across the road referred to them as assholes, which was a positive sign.
 

 
  “We’re a college town,” he said with an amiable grin. “Last Rock is probably the most cosmopolitan village of its size in the whole Empire. We’ve got entertainment and specialty goods such as you’d expect to see in the capital itself, including more taverns than we need. Students bring money from all over the place, and the population has mostly adjusted to suit their needs. Pretty open-minded folks, as a rule, at least compared to most frontier stock, despite a few holdouts like Miz Cratchley. Of course, the downside of being so dependent on the University is the summers around here are a dry season, and I don’t just mean the weather. So yeah, the kids coming back is a pretty big deal.”
 

 
  “I don’t have much in the way of spending money,” she said carefully. “Or want any. My needs are few.”
 

 
  He nodded. “I can spread that around, if you’d like. Might spare you a certain amount of harassment next time you visit.”
 

 
  “Is there much trouble between townspeople and students?”
 

 
  “Oh, rarely. You can’t have those two groups in one spot without some butting of heads, but Professor Tellwyrn’s a good neighbor. You cause trouble in my town and I’ll have to wait for her to finish scraping and smoking your hide for embarrassing her University before I even get to toss you in a cell. Not exactly a boon to my manhood, but I can’t argue with the results.”
 

 
  “I have no intention of causing any trouble,” she said frostily.
 

 
  “My apologies, ma’am, didn’t mean to imply that. It was a general ‘you.’ I end up having to have this talk with most of the kids at one point or another; force of habit. And to speak the plan truth, it’s not you I’m worried about. It was a right breath of fresh air to learn we’d be getting two paladins this year. Actually…if I’m not mistaken, Principia was actually trying to
  
   give
  
  you something, which is downright weird; usually when she’s around it’s wise to keep a hand on your wallet. I guess everybody loves a paladin.”
 

 
  “Hm.” She didn’t know what to say to that. Trissiny hadn’t been offered much detail on the other students, but she had been told there was a Hand of Omnu her own age who’d be starting school alongside her. Hopefully they could compare notes. But it was hard to know what was expected of her, here. The citizens of Last Rock clearly saw her as a person of action, much as she wanted to see herself, but Avei seemed to have different plans. Why else would she be here and not someplace like Sarasio, where a sword of the Goddess would actually be useful?
 

 
  “And this is as far as my authority extends,” he announced, coming to a halt. Indeed, they had reached the edge of the town; directly ahead, even with the walls of the last buildings, the cobbled street abruptly became stairs of white marble, which marched the entire way up the mountain. Above, the University loomed, offering her only a vague impression of towers and walls from this angle. She could also see two dark figures who had to be those boys from her caravan, climbing the stone stairs.
 

 
  It was an awe-inspiring sight, especially compared to the gray stone of the town and the rusty gold plains that stretched in every direction. The grass climbing the slope was lushly green, and the marble steps almost blinding under the bright sun. She saw, now, that in addition to the stairs marching directly upward, a broad, flatter path zigzagged back and forth all the way to the University, probably for wheeled conveyances that couldn’t navigate the stairs. It had a much gentler slope, obviously, and would be easier in terms of pulling her trunk…but it’d also take about ten times as long. This was going to be quite the hike, whichever path she chose.
 

 
  “Thank you, Sheriff, for everything.”
 

 
  “My pleasure, Ms. Avelea. And please, it’s Sam, so long as you’re on my good side.” He winked. “Welcome to Last Rock. I truly hope you enjoy your stay.” With one more tip of his hat, he turned and strolled back into his town, leaving her to face the rest of her journey alone.
 

 
  Trissiny drew a deep breath, tightened her grip on her trunk, and started up the steps. The sturdy wheels were big enough to climb each step without too much banging, but the repeated bumps quickly began to jar her arm even worse than sword practice. Well, back home, she started her day with a run up and down the steep hills of Viridill, in full armor, on ancient stone steps far more treacherous than these. Granted, the sun at home was never quite this oppressively hot, but Trissiny wasn’t about to admit defeat this early in her journey.
 

 
  She glanced back. About…twenty feet up. Gritting her teeth, she focused on her breathing, on the mechanical motions of her legs. One step at a time.
 

 
  Fifteen minutes later, Trissiny had developed a theory that between the Rail rides and this infernal staircase, Professor Tellwyrn was attempting to weed out the weak and unworthy from even approaching her precious University. She was in excellent physical shape and bore the strain of the climb without complaint, though her arm was already aching something fierce. She considered switching the trunk to her other side, but instinct compelled her to keep her sword arm limber and free. The heat was worse than the exercise, really. Those poor boys…she was pretty sure one had been in a long black coat. There was no sign of them ahead now.
 

 
  A thin, reedy sound of music had begun to grow as she’d climbed, becoming more and more distinct with each step. The tune was a cheerful one she didn’t recognize; it helped, a bit, in distracting her from the rigors of the climb. Now, as she finally approached the gates of the University itself, she discovered the source.
 

 
  Though the dark stone walls weren’t battlemented, she was impressed by their height. This was clearly a defensible structure. There was only one gate, positioned in the center of the slope and with the broad marble steps leading directly to it; a small plaza had been carved from the mountain and paved in matching white marble to accommodate the two huge, iron-bound wooden gates, which presently stood open. An arch of decorative wrought metal spanned the gap between them, and upon this perched what she assumed was a student, playing an ocarina.
 

 
  He had thick, black hair tied back in a long tail, and the mahogany complexion common in the western provinces. All he wore were loose canvas trousers and an open-fronted leather vest decorated with bits of bones and tusks. At Trissiny’s approach, he broke off his playing and grinned down at her.
 

 
  “Frosh?”
 

 
  “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “Freshman,” he clarified.
 

 
  “Um…” She’d seen that word on the banners below. Apparently it was the opposite of asshole?
 

 
  “You’re a first-year student?” the young man clarified further, his grin broadening. It was a friendly expression, though; she didn’t feel mocked or belittled.
 

 
  “Oh! Yes. Yes, I am.”
 

 
  “Welcome to the University!” He had a deep voice, and sounded like he was laughing even when he merely spoke. “You’ll like it here. Probably. At the very least you won’t be bored. This year’s freshman girls are living in Clarke Tower. Just follow the blue flags along the path, and you’ll head right there. And don’t worry, it hardly ever falls.”
 

 
  With that and a final grin, he lifted the ocarina back to his lips and resumed playing.
 

 
  “Oh. Uh, thank you,” she said weakly. He didn’t stop, but blew a high trill, wiggling his fingers at her, and winked. Trissiny ducked her head and strode forward, passing under him and into the University itself.
 

 
  Three paths branched off from the gates; a wide one that seemed to continue directly on from the stairs, and one meandering away to each side. The path on her left was marked with a small blue pennant. Drawing closer, she noted that the slim pole to which it was tied was not stuck in the ground; it floated, immobile, about a foot off the grass. Opposite that, a red one hovered by the other side. She drew another deep breath and set off down the marked path.
 

 
  Here, the slope of the mountain had been re-shaped into terraces, and Trissiny’s route, marked with more floating blue flags every few feet, took her along a meandering course down broad thoroughfares, through narrow alleys and across a few patches of open lawn. There was an amazing variety of scenery, and Trissiny quickly came to the conclusion that the path she was directed to take was designed to show off the campus rather than get her anywhere efficiently. Not that it wasn’t pretty, or that she wouldn’t appreciate knowing where things were, but after her hike up the mountain she didn’t enjoy it as much as she otherwise might.
 

 
  The University made the best possible use of the space available to it. Many of the walled terraces had doors leading into subterranean chambers, and the stepped architecture meant there was shade everywhere. There were plants in every available space; shrubs, flowers, vines climbing stone walls and even several trees, where room existed for them to grow. Three levels up from the gates she passed along the edge of a broad, flat area carpeted with lush grass, with a gazebo near the front, perched on the edge of the terrace.
 

 
  She passed few other people, all of them clearly students. Some nodded or called out greetings, which she returned politely, and all gave her long considering looks; nobody offered to engage her in conversation, for which Trissiny was actually grateful. She wanted to get settled in before having to deal with any more people, especially if they were all going to be as weird as those she’d already met in the town. Humans predominated the student body, what little she saw of it, but there were a handful of elves as well, and she actually spotted two dwarves, both women. On the flat lawn by the gazebo, a lizardfolk person in a nice suit fenced with a human girl, the clash of blades intermingling with cheerful taunts and laughter in a way that made her homesick for the Abbey and her sisters-in-training.
 

 
  Eventually her path brought her to the very edge of the mountain, and a nasty surprise.
 

 
  A wall surrounded the perimeter of the University, where buildings weren’t perched right on the edge, to keep people from accidentally wandering off the cliff. The blue flags led Trissiny directly to a gate in this wall, which opened onto a stone footbridge bordered by tall iron railings; a plaque right by the gate proclaimed this the way to Clarke Tower. She had to stop at the foot of the bridge and stare in horror.
 

 
  The bridge was gently arched and about thirty feet long, and terminated at the top of a colossal stalactite at least four stories tall. It tapered to a jagged point aiming downward, and had a flat top upon which was built a thick round tower with a conical roof that had a huge clock face inset. And the whole island just…floated in midair, above a nauseating drop to the prairie far below.
 

 
  Hesitantly, she crept across the bridge. It certainly
  
   felt
  
  solid. In her rational mind, Trissiny knew this all had to be perfectly fine. This was a University run by the most famous former adventurer still living, a woman who was a formidable wizard in her own right. Magic was ancient and well-understood. Furthermore, they wouldn’t have built a building on this and housed students in it if it weren’t entirely safe.
 

 
  But all that was merely cognitive. She was stepping on a thin bridge to an island in the sky on which they apparently expected her to sleep. In her heart of hearts, Trissiny
  
   knew
  
  she was about to plunge to her horrible death.
 

 
  Only by keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the door to Clarke Tower did she make it across the bridge, and that despite the strong breeze that seemed to perpetually flow across it. The door was actually quite lovely, made of old iron-bound wood with stained glass panels inset. Coming to a stop before it, she had to pause and take a few deep breaths. This was good; nothing in her vision but the door and stonework. She could almost forget she was standing on ground that was floating on nothing.
 

 
  Trissiny decided she was beginning to hate this place.
 

 
  She raised her hand to knock, then shook her head. If they expected her to live here, she wasn’t going to mince around. Grasping the handle, she pulled the door open and dragged her trunk inside.
 

 
  “Oh! Hi there!”
 

 
  Blinking, she surveyed her new surroundings. It was a comfortably furnished living room lined with overstuffed chairs surrounding a coffee table, with a battered couch along one wall; a grandfather clock ticked away in one corner. There were no windows, Avei be praised.
 

 
  Upon her entrance, a woman rose quickly from one of the chairs and bustled toward her, beaming. She was a head shorter than Trissiny and at least twice as broad, her plump frame squeezed into a very fancy corseted gown of black and purple silk that displayed a dizzying expanse of cleavage. She wore a heavy layer of makeup that made her lips and eyes seem almost to pop off her rouged face; Trissiny was aware of cosmetics in theory but had seldom seen them used, and couldn’t help staring. Waves of glossy ebon hair were wound around her head in an elaborate bun, decorated with sprays of purple feathers.
 

 
  “And you must be Trissiny!” the woman gushed. “Oh, it’s so good to meet you at last! Imagine, a paladin staying under my roof. Arach—that is, Professor Tellwyrn’s told me all about you. You’re one of the first to arrive, dear.”
 

 
  “Uh. Thank you?”
 

 
  “I’m Janis Van Richter, the house mother. Please, just call me Jan! I’m here to look after the place and you girls, make sure everyone’s comfy and right at home. Any problems you have, just come to me and we’ll get it all sorted, okay? Oooh, this is going to be such a good year! C’mon, I’ve put you in the upper room, so let’s not waste any time getting you settled in.”
 

 
  Janis seized Trissiny’s free hand in both of her own—they were plump and bedecked with far too many rings—and beamed up at her.
 

 
  “Welcome to the University, Trissiny. Welcome to Clarke Tower. Welcome home!”
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  “Thank you,” Trissiny said weakly, trying not to dwell on what was under her feet, and what wasn’t. “Did you say…upper room?”
 

 
  Janis clucked her tongue, practically radiating sympathy. “You poor dear; I know, I know! More stairs, right after that awful hike up the mountain. And you wearing armor! But it’s almost over, I promise, and this’ll be
  
   much
  
  easier on your feet. We’ve got just the
  
   best
  
  carpeting on these steps. C’mon, I’ll show you!”
 

 
  She led an unresisting Trissiny across the room, where two doorways occupied a corner. One, into which Janis immediately climbed, led to a spiraling staircase, twisting upward into shadows. As she passed by, Trissiny glanced into the other; it led into a short hallway, in which all that was visible was a closed door and another arched doorway that didn’t appear to have one.
 

 
  “It’s a bit cozy here, but with only six girls Clarke Tower’s
  
   just
  
  the right size,” Janis nattered on as they climbed. “You saw the parlor, of course. On the bottom floor there’s also the kitchen. Here’s my door!” she said as they arrived at a small landing. “The tower narrows a bit after the first floor, so it’s only one room per level from here on up. Now, you can knock on my door any old time you need anything, dear, I’m here to help with whatever problems you may have. Don’t be a stranger!”
 

 
  Trissiny kept silent, following her hostess. Janis had been right about the stairs; they were covered in the thickest carpet she’d ever seen or imagined. It was like walking on dense moss. Aside from being easier on her tired feet, her steps were completely silent and even the thumping of her trunk against the stairs was muted, and didn’t seem to vibrate her arm as much. A dour corner of her battle-trained mind noted that anyone sneaking up to her room for any nefarious purpose would have the advantage of complete stealth; she’d never hear it coming. She shut that paranoid thought down as the voice of disgruntlement and fatigue. At least the staircase was well-lit. They passed a window every story or so and wall sconces gleamed with a steady light that had to be some manner of magic.
 

 
  Janis kept up her cheery babble for the entire climb. Trissiny tried to pay polite attention but after a few sentences about the weather and fashion and how exciting the school year was going to be, her attention wandered. Apparently the woman just felt the need to talk, and wouldn’t stop just because she lacked anything relevant to say. They passed two more doors on their climb, at which Trissiny learned that her housemates assigned to the third floor had not arrived yet, and that one of the fourth-floor girls had come in that morning, much earlier than expected, and had already departed to explore the campus a bit.
 

 
  “Of course I’ve got everyone’s travel schedule, dear, I like to be as prepared as possible. I’m so sorry you had to come in alone! It’s ever so much nicer to meet new friends as you’re moving in. But there’ll be two more Rail arrivals just after yours and the rest of the girls are supposed to be on them. They’re probably on the way up the mountain right now! So it’s about to get rather hectic, I’d imagine, but that’s just as well! A full house is a happy house, I always say. Ooh, and did I tell you about the attic? Well, it’s not exactly an attic, more of a study. Or music room. There’s a pianoforte on the top level, under the roof, and our little library; not much in the way of textbooks, but I like to keep a stock of some lighter reading. It can’t be all study, all the time, or we’d all go mad! And here we are, Trissiny dear: your new room!”
 

 
  Stopping in front of the next door they came to, Janis opened the heavy wooden door and ushered her inside. Trissiny paused in the doorway, taking stock.
 

 
  The staircase occupied its own little turret on the back side of the tower, leaving the main building open. Her room was much larger than she’d expected, almost circular and perfectly symmetrical. A straight wall across the side opposite the door interrupted the curve of the outer walls, with another door set in its center. On either side of that, two beds in heavy oak frames were flat against the straight sections of the wall; marching along the rest of the perimeter were two heavy wooden desks and two towering wardrobes, both elaborately carved and apparently ancient, to judge by their dark finish and numerous dents and pockmarks. Four narrow windows were spaced evenly along the walls, admitting the golden light of late afternoon. A line between the two doors could have been a mirror, both sides of the room so perfectly reflected each other.
 

 
  Janis bustled past her and opened the opposite door. “Bathroom’s in here, dear; the Tower’s only about twenty years old, so it’s fully rigged up with plumbing. Imagine that! Cold
  
   and
  
  hot running water, all the way to the top! Oh, it’s common enough now, I suppose, but when all this was put in it was unheard of. Professor Tellwyrn’s always on top of the newest trends, which you really don’t see often in the really old elves. Omnu’s breath, don’t tell her I called her old!” She laughed heartily, making her bulging cleavage bounce alarmingly. “I know it’s not much, but of course you’re welcome to decorate it however you like. Small, yes, but cozy! I’m sure you’ll be very comfortable.”
 

 
  “I’m used to sleeping in a barracks with eleven other girls,” Trissiny said slowly, still blinking in the doorway.
 

 
  “Good heavens! This must seem like the lap of luxury, then!”
 

 
  She nodded, keeping silent. It
  
   did
  
  seem luxurious to her, and that wasn’t necessarily a positive thing. Avei’s followers were not to indulge themselves in excessive comfort, nor take more than they needed. Truthfully, indoor plumbing was something she’d only heard of before, but she wasn’t about to say that and look like an unschooled hick.
 

 
  “Now, you take your time getting settled in, Trissiny dear. We’re going to have a little get-together in a bit down in the parlor, but not till everyone else has arrived, of course! Forgive me for leaving you so soon but I had best go man the door and make sure to greet everyone as they get here. Dear me, I may not have the chance to show everyone else around individually…ah, but here I am still blathering on! Sorry to rush out…”
 

 
  She hurried over and swept Trissiny into an impromptu hug. “Oof! Goodness, that armor isn’t joking around, is it? Now don’t you worry about a thing, dear, and remember, don’t hesitate to come find me if there’s anything you need, anything at all. Ta ta for now! We’ll all see you later at the meeting!”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said belatedly as the house mother bustled back out; she couldn’t make out words from the cheery reply, as Janis was already out of sight down the stairs. For such a stout woman, she certainly moved energetically.
 

 
  After glancing back and forth a couple of times, Trissiny wheeled her trunk over and set it down by the bed on the right. The choice of sides made no difference that she could see.
 

 
  She took a bit of time to investigate the bathroom and its fixtures. They were mostly self-explanatory, though there was a faucet above head height in the bathtub, which, though its purpose was apparent, struck her as incredibly indulgent. Another window provided illumination, but there was also one of those glass bulbs she’d seen in the stairwell, currently darkened. After a little experimentation, she learned to handle the light, too; it could be turned on or off by pulling a small lever attached to the wall by the door. There was another of these in the main room. Good to know.
 

 
  The view out the windows was breathtaking, until she made the mistake of poking her head out to look down. Apparently Clarke Tower had a small outdoor terrace on the bottom level; it would have been a lovely little spot if it weren’t hanging terrifyingly in midair. Trissiny gulped and ducked back inside, then went quickly around the room pulling the curtains closed. They were flimsy things of pale blue lacework, not much of a barrier, but it was something.
 

 
  Unpacking helped distract her. She owned little, having few personal needs, and all of it was within her trunk, plus a bit extra. Her spare clothing was quickly tucked away in the wardrobe; from this she learned that it lacked the proper accoutrements to store armor correctly. There had to be somewhere in Last Rock she could buy an armor stand, which really was little more than a few pieces of wood. In the meantime she could make do arranging it carefully on the floor by her bed, as per camping procedure. It did have drawers, as well, as space and hangers for clothes; her few toiletries filled only half of one.
 

 
  The books she stacked carefully on her desk. Trissiny had been assured that the University library would provide the necessary textbooks, but Mother Narny and several of the other sisters had made her gifts of additional volumes, mostly of history and theology, which they feared her education might otherwise be lacking. Trissiny wasn’t much of a reader but felt an obligation to at least make an attempt…but not tonight, she reflected, studying the neat stack of battered old tomes.
 

 
  Her other gift from Mother Narny was far more practical and immediately useful. The wooden fixtures for her sword and shield were enchanted to adhere to any surface, which was a lucky thing as there would be no question of driving nails into the stone walls of Clarke Tower. In short order, she had them both displayed above her bed.
 

 
  Trissiny was standing back, studying her handiwork with some satisfaction, when the door to her room burst open with a bang. She spun, dropping into a fighting crouch and reaching fruitlessly at her waist for the sword she’d just put on the wall.
 

 
  “PREPARE TO BE BOARDED!” roared the new arrival, then swaggered in, grinning at her. “Whoah with the fists, girl. Naphthene’s tits, I’m kidding! Let’s not start off with a scrap, eh, roomie? Maybe you need to work off a little tension but after dragging my ass up this mountain and then this crazy damn tower, I sure as hell don’t.”
 

 
  “Sorry.” She straightened slowly, unclenching her hands. “I’m a little on edge. That was…quite an entrance.”
 

 
  “Only kind I make, babe!” Her apparent roommate was a somewhat plump girl a head shorter than herself with nut-brown skin; she was dressed in an ankle-length coat of brown leather, over a midriff-baring shirt that seemed made of ruffles, baggy trousers and knee-high boots. A sword was belted on over her coat, an ostentatious rapier with an extravagantly bejeweled gold handle. Topping off this ensemble was a wide-brimmed hat bristling with a spray of colorful feathers. Striding into the room, she swept this off and executed an elaborate bow, revealing black hair in a tight braid, and a tiny blue gemstone somehow affixed between her eyebrows.
  
   “Princess
  
  Zaruda Carmelita Xingyu Sameera Meredith Punaji, commander of all I survey and your new bunkmate. My friends call me Ruda, those of them I let live.” She straightened, replacing her hat, and grinned.
 

 
  “I’m Trissiny Avelea.” She extended a hand, hoping her growing dismay didn’t show on her face. “You’re a princess?”
 

 
  “And you’re a paladin!” Zaruda crossed the room in three long strides and clasped Trissiny’s wrist in a warrior’s handshake, still wearing that faintly maniacal grin. “I guess we should both be honored, eh? Should be an interesting semester.”
 

 
  “I…suppose. Didn’t you pack anything?”
 

 
  “Course I did, you think I’m an idiot?” Releasing Trissiny’s hand, she tugged on her lapels. “Got everything I need here in my pockets. But unpacking later—tonight, we
  
   party!
  
  Last chance before we gotta waste time studying and shit, right?” She nudged Trissiny with her elbow, winking broadly. “The nice lady with the rack said we’re having some kind of get-together down in the front room. Sounds about as exciting as tea with the Emperor’s granny, but we might as well put in an appearance, eh? Check out the competition, at least. TO ARMS!”
 

 
  With this bellow, she pointed at the door as though commanding a charge, and swaggered back out. Trissiny tried to swallow the sudden sinking feeling that she wasn’t going to be getting much sleep this semester. She elected to leave the cumbersome shield behind, but grabbed her sword before following. There wasn’t likely to be much danger here, but its weight at her side comforted her. Besides, Zaruda wore hers around.
 

 
  There was something new in the spiraling stairwell: music. The soft sounds of a harp echoed off the curving walls, a gentle melody that made Trissiny think of the small mountain streams back home. Ahead, Zaruda half-turned to give her a thoughtful look, but didn’t speak. Trissiny didn’t want to make any sounds to cover the music, either; it was a relief to learn her new roommate wasn’t completely infatuated with the sound of her own voice after all. Their boots silent on the plush carpet, they followed the steps down, soft chords growing louder with every step.
 

 
  At the next landing down, the door was now flung wide open, revealing a scene of chaos. Posters had been somehow tacked up on the stone walls, showing a variety of magical carriages, the new kind that needed no animals to pull them; Trissiny had seen a few of those over the years, but the ones depicted in the room’s artwork were much more extravagant, fancifully shaped and lavishly painted. A music stand stood in the middle of the floor, laden with pages, a large floor harp under a window, and two cases appropriately sized to hold a guitar and violin sat beside one of the beds. Clothes were strewn
  
   everywhere:
  
  draped over the desk chairs, scattered on the bed, hanging from the open doors of a wardrobe, piled on the floor.
 

 
  Sitting on a heap of coats on the edge of her bed, a girl bent over a gilded lap harp, her fingers gliding deftly across its strings, seeming to caress them and producing that otherworldly music. She had brown hair cropped boyishly short and was dressed in the height of men’s fashion, with crisply-pressed slacks and a sharp coat over a waistcoat and white shirt, its collar hanging open where a necktie would ordinarily go. Though Trissiny wasn’t well-versed in clothes, especially men’s clothes, she could tell these had been tailored to their owner; they hugged her figure in such a way that despite the hair and the suit she would never be mistaken for a boy.
 

 
  Zaruda and Trissiny both stopped just outside the open door; the girl with the harp played on, apparently oblivious to them. Trissiny felt an urge to close her eyes, which she resisted, but she let the music flow over her, bringing a sense of serenity that she’d never realized music could. The notes glided by, golden as the harp, feeling very much like the streams of Viridill used to when she let them wash away the weariness in feet tired from a day of drilling. Even Zaruda stared, sightly slack-jawed, making no comment.
 

 
  It ended rather suddenly, the soft arpeggios slowing and terminating in a single chord that swept all the way across the harp’s strings. For a moment, silence reigned, then the harpist drew in a soft breath and let it out in a sigh.
 

 
  “Woo!” Zaruda ruined the moment by hooting and applauding; the harpist started violently, clutching her instrument, then just as quickly relaxed when she saw them in the doorway. “That’s amazing! Do you do parties?”
 

 
  “I guess? Is there going to be one?” Carefully laying the harp down on her pillow, she rose, straightening her slacks, and walked over to them with a smile. “You must be the upstairs girls. I’m Teal. Teal Falconer. Let’s see…you’ve gotta be Trissiny.” She turned a warm grin on the paladin, who smiled back, then turned to Zaruda. “And… I’m sorry, I didn’t get everyone’s name yet.”
 

 
  “Oh, I see how it’s gonna be. There’s a paladin on campus, so I’m gonna be upstaged everywhere.” Zaruda grinned amiably as she spoke, though, taking any bitterness out of the words, and grasped Teal’s hand, rattling off her long string of names again. Trissiny listened closely, though it might take a few more repetitions before she got them all down.
 

 
  Her attention was caught, however, by a glitter of light from Teal’s lapel. Pinned to her coat was a trapezoidal silver badge carrying the emblems of the three principal gods of the Pantheon—Omnu’s sunburst, Avei’s eagle and the mask-and-scythe of Vidius—in a cartouche surmounted by the ankh symbol of the Universal Church, all inlaid in some kind of pure white metal.
 

 
  “Is that—that’s a Talisman of Absolution!” she exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh…” Teal winced. “Hah, yeah…I guess you of all people would recognize that. Most folks just think it’s a decoration.”
 

 
  “Then it’s authentic?”
 

 
  “Well, yes. I don’t think the Church would let somebody wear a fake one around.” She laughed nervously. Trissiny was bursting with questions, but restrained herself in light of Teal’s obvious discomfort. Given what the Talisman signified, the poor girl probably had excellent reason for not wanting to talk about it. Zaruda looked back and forth between them, bemused, then cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  “Okay then! We’re headin’ down to the house meeting that’s supposed to be…I dunno, about nowish. Wanna come with?”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah. Sure, I’ll just…” Teal turned to look around her messy room. “I’ll just finish this later, I guess. No sign of my roommate yet…she may as well learn up front I’m not the neatest person alive.”
 

 
  Zaruda let out a boisterous guffaw and clapped Teal on the shoulder as she pulled her door shut. Trissiny only forced a smile and moved ahead to continue down the stairs, the others a step behind her. The staircase was too narrow for three to walk abreast, anyway, and not having Teal right in front of her helped her to keep a lid on her curiosity. She
  
   was
  
  going to have to get answers sooner or later, and not just out of idle nosiness. She was a paladin, a servant of Avei and by default an agent of the Church. Whatever circumstances had led to a teenage girl having a Talisman of Absolution
  
   were
  
  her business, especially if she was going to share a residence with said girl.
 

 
  This time the footfalls were not so silent; a loud slapping noise accompanied each of Teal’s steps. Glancing back, Trissiny noticed for the first time that she was wearing cheap rubber sandals in a garish shade of blue. What an odd thing to pair with her obviously expensive clothes…
 

 
  Occupied with her ruminations, she turned out the chitchat of the two behind her—which was mostly Zaruda, really—barely paying attention to where she put her feet, until they reached the third floor landing and met another person coming up. Trissiny had only a moment to gather an impression of slate-gray skin, white hair and elfin features before a burst of adrenaline flooded through her.
 

 
  
   “Drow!”
  
  she shouted, whipping out her sword and falling into a ready stance. A blaze of golden light sprang up around her, filling the dim staircase with an almost physical force. Behind, Teal let out a yelp.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah! Put that thing up, you loon!” Zaruda exclaimed. “We’re not gonna be invaded here of all places. That’s another student!”
 

 
  “She’s a—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I can
  
   see
  
  that. Use your head, Triss, an assassin wouldn’t be strolling up the stairs like she owned the place, and if we were under attack there’d be more than one. Anyway, there’s no Underworld entrances anywhere in this province. What would a drow be doing here if she wasn’t attached to the school?”
 

 
  “One of the drow city-states is allied to the Empire, y’know,” added Teal. “Can you…maybe turn that light down a little?”
 

 
  “I…suppose,” Trissiny said reluctantly, lowering her sword a faction. “Is that the case?”
 

 
  The dark elf had stopped at the other edge of the landing, squinting, with one hand raised to shade her eyes. She was short and slight, Trissiny saw, unlike the tall, lanky elves she’d seen before now. Odd; drow were supposed to be more muscular than their surface cousins.
 

 
  “I am a student, yes.” Her voice was a cultured alto. “You may call me Shaeine. I believe this is meant to be my room?”
 

 
  “Oh. I…” Trissiny swallowed, sheathing her sword. The glow faded from her; Shaeine lowered her hand and Teal breathed a faint sigh of relief. “I’m so sorry. I just…reacted. That was unforgivable of me.”
 

 
  “Few humans seem so willing to express contrition.” the dark elf replied with a small, polite smile. “I have experienced numerous such misunderstandings since coming to the surface, and expect many more. May they all be so quickly resolved.”
 

 
  “There, see?” Zaruda clapped her on the back, nearly earning herself a backhand from the still-twitchy paladin. “We’re all friends here. Is the sword your default reaction to everything?”
 

 
  “Not everything,” Trissiny said tersely. “I’m sorry, Sheen. I’ll just get out of your way…”
 

 
  “Shaeine,” she enunciated carefully, “but that was a good try.”
 

 
  “Sha-ayne,” Teal said, drawing it out.
 

 
  “Very good! Shorter, though. It is one vowel which changes pronunciation midway through. My language is counterintuitive to most humans, and vice versa.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Teal, scratching her head. “There seems to be a fundamental disagreement concerning what a vowel is, for one thing.”
 

 
  At this, Shaeine’s smile broadened to almost genuine proportions. “Are the three of you going to the house meeting?”
 

 
  “That was the plan, yeah,” replied Zaruda, “before the littlest crusader here got all wand-happy.” Trissiny gritted her teeth, but said nothing.
 

 
  “Splendid. Our remaining two housemates are already below, speaking with Miss Van Richter. As my belongings have not yet been delivered anyway, I believe I shall postpone examining my room till afterward, since everyone else is ready.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a plan,” Zaruda said cheerily, then prodded Trissiny in the back. “Well, you heard the wicked child of the underworld, sparkles. We can’t walk with you in the way.”
 

 
  Trissiny started moving, to get away from Zaruda if nothing else. Shaeine stepped in beside her, walking somehow even more silently than the rest of them on the thick carpet, and she fell to studying the elf sidelong. Her skin had an oddly matte texture that seemed to absorb the dim light in a way that human skin did not, but her straight white hair, which fell to her waist, was almost luminous. She wore a modest robe of green silk so dark it was almost black, trimmed in black, with patterns of spiderwebs in a different shade of black. Trissiny had never thought that black came in shades before.
 

 
  Shaeine tilted her head slightly, catching her looking, and Trissiny flushed in spite of herself. “I really am sorry about that,” she said lamely.
 

 
  “You are a protector, and have the instincts of such,” the elf replied smoothly with another of those purely polite smiles. “And your reflexes are certainly impressive. No harm was done.”
 

 
  Nobody else found anything to say until they reached the parlor on the bottom floor. Passing through, Trissiny noticed for the first time that the staircase also continued downward from here. The tower had a basement, then? It would have to have been carved into the rock of the floating stalactite itself. Somehow, that was even more horrifying.
 

 
  “Ooh, everyone’s here!” squealed Janis from near the front door, clapping her hands. “My,
  
   aren’t
  
  you girls punctual! Most years I have to go around gathering everybody up. Everyone, this is Juniper and Fross, our last two arrivals. Fross, Juniper, these are…” she pointed to each of them in turn. “Shaeine, Teal, Zaruda and Trissiny. I know, that’s not everybody’s full name, I’m sorry. But! Since we’re all here and ready, why don’t you girls each find a seat and then we’ll go about introducing ourselves! Go on, go on, get comfy! I’ll be right back with a little something to nibble.”
 

 
  She bustled away down the hall to the kitchen, leaving the five girls alone. Five; to her confusion, Trissiny could only see one additional person in the room, but it was a person who made her blink to clear her vision, and then stare.
 

 
  “
  
   I’m
  
  Juniper,” she clarified, waving. “Good to meet everybody! Teal, wasn’t it? Looks like we’ll be sharing a room.”
 

 
  Juniper looked like the kind of woman dreamed up by lonely men, then drawn and printed on the covers of the sort of tawdry magazines Trissiny wasn’t supposed to know existed. Her close-fitting, sheer dress did nothing to obscure a figure that was almost improbably curvaceous; an inch more bosom or less waist and she’d look like a caricature. Even that and her startlingly lovely face weren’t her most eye-catching features. She had long, luxurious hair of a vivid green, and skin a shade of green-tinged gold that reminded Trissiny of new leaves in the early spring. Her eyes, incongruously, were an ordinary brown.
 

 
  “Well,” Zaruda said resignedly, “looks like I’m not gonna be the hot one after all.”
 

 
  “Oh, uh, hi,” said Teal, who had to keep jerking her eyes back up toward Juniper’s face. “It’s, uh, good to meet you too. Wow, you’re…unusual.”
 

 
  “Thanks! You have a very interesting fashion sense.” Juniper smiled earnestly at her. “Anyway, just so there’s no confusion, I think that we shouldn’t be more than friends, since we’re going to be rooming together. I don’t understand human relational politics very well yet and I’d hate to blunder into a situation where somebody’s feelings get hurt.”
 

 
  “W-what?” Teal flushed scarlet, then took a step back, waving her hands in front of her. “No, no, that’s perfectly—I mean, of course, I wouldn’t…that is, I don’t…” She groaned and clapped a hand over her face. “Y’know what, I’m just gonna crawl under the rug here. Talk amongst yourselves.”
 

 
  A streak of light shot past Trissiny’s face, making her jump backward, and came to a stop right in front of Shaeine, who again had to squint against the glare.
 

 
  “Hi hi hi!” it chimed. “I’m Fross, I’ll be rooming with you! Good to meet you! Wow, you’re pretty. Can I touch your hair?”
 

 
  “I would rather you did not.”
 

 
  “Oh! Right, personal space, sorry, I forget about that.” The little ball of light fluttered backward with a faint buzzing of nearly-invisible wings. “How’s that? Better? Haven’t got a feel yet for how close is okay. Big people are all different about it and it’s tricky with me being so much smaller, y’know? But I’ll get it down! There’s a lot of rules to remember, I’m working on it.”
 

 
  “You’re a fairy,” Trissiny said dumbly.
 

 
  “Yup! Well, we’re both fairies, but I’m a pixie.”
 

 
  “Great seas, you’re tiny,” Zaruda said in awe. “Why’s a pixie need a room? Wouldn’t you be fine with, like, a lily pad?”
 

 
  Fross seemed confused by the question; she drifted sideways in midair, as though her concentration on her flight had slipped. “Students are supposed to have rooms. All students are required to live on-campus, and the University provides housing. It’s in the student handbook.”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   read
  
  that? Mine’s propping up an uneven chair back home.”
 

 
  “Of course I read it! All the rules are in there! How are you supposed to know the rules if you don’t read it?”
 

 
  “Easy, Fross,” Juniper soothed, but the pixie began bouncing up and down in agitation, her voice growing shriller and more rapid with each word.
 

 
  “What’s the point of having rules if people aren’t even going to know them? I’m still trying to wrap my feelers around the whole business and I can’t be the only responsible person here and please tell me I’m not the only one who read the handbook!”
 

 
  “I read it!” four voices immediately piped up.
 

 
  Fross visibly calmed, her flight steadying. “Oh. Oh, good, okay. That’s good.” She zoomed forward directly into Zaruda’s face; the princess jerked her head back, grabbing the hilt of her sword. “It’s just you, then! Don’t worry, I’m still got my copy. We’ll go over it later and I’ll make sure you know all the rules, all right?”
 

 
  “Great. Thanks. Sounds like fun.”
 

 
  At that moment, Janis returned, carrying a tray laden with a full tea set as well as piles of tiny cookies and finger sandwiches. “Goodness me, are you girls all still standing around? Sit, sit, get comfortable! We’ll just go over a few important facts and then we’ll all introduce ourselves and learn a bit about each other! Won’t that be fun?”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced around the room; the only comfort she found was that everyone looked as nervous and out of place as she did, with the exception of Fross, whose body language (if she even had any) was unreadable, and Shaeine, who wore serenity like a cloud of perfume. In eighteen years she’d lived with the same faces at the Abbey; new arrivals had come all the time, but there’d been plenty of time to get to know them individually, one by one, and besides, that was on her home ground where she was comfortable and knew the way of things. Here, she’d had a bunch of strangers dumped on her in a handful of minutes and would be doing well not to call any of them by each other’s names. Not to mention that her mind kept jerking back to the appalling stretch of
  
   nothing
  
  a few yards under their feet.
 

 
  “Yeah,” she said weakly, edging toward a chair. “Fun.”
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  Trissiny perched in a hard wooden chair; it was the only one that lacked armrests to tangle up her sword when she sat. Zaruda sprawled in an overstuffed armchair, twisting her belt so that her sword lay across her lap. Teal and Shaeine perched on the couch with a person-width between them, Fross continued to buzz about everyone’s heads and Juniper settled herself warily in one of the remaining seats.
 

 
  While Janis, still chattering pleasantly, poured tea into seven cups (Trissiny wondered what she expected Fross to do with hers), the girls silently studied each other with naked speculation. Except for Shaeine, who appeared to be meditating with her eyes open.
 

 
  “Dig in, everybody! Go on, go on, there’s absolutely no call to be shy; this is your home, after all. And you’ll all be needing a little something to nourish the body after that awful hike you had up to the campus.” Janis stood back, beaming at them, and didn’t settle herself into the last chair until everybody had taken a teacup and a cookie or sandwich from the tray. Fross eventually settled on the rim of the last remaining cup; perched as she was on the coffee table between them, her faint bluish glow cast a pale light across all their faces.
 

 
  “Right, then!” the house mother went on in her improbably happy tone when nobody volunteered to speak. “To start off, I’d like us to play a little ‘getting to know you’ game!” Zaruda groaned and Teal grimaced, both of which she ignored. “We’ll just go around the circle here, and everybody can introduce herself, tell us what you’re studying and then tell us something interesting about yourself! Who wants to start off?”
 

 
  “Sure, I’ll get it over with,” said Zaruda easily, setting her untouched teacup back on the coffee table. She stood and bowed dramatically, gesticulating with a handful of cookies. “I am Zaruda Carmelita Xingyu Sameera Meredith Punaji, and no, I don’t expect you to remember the whole thing; you can call me Ruda unless I tell ya otherwise. I’m technically royalty, but don’t let
  
   that
  
  put you off. My father’s Blackbeard Punaji, the Pirate King. So, yeah, we don’t really stand on ceremony.”
 

 
  “You’re a pirate?” Trissiny said in alarm.
 

 
  Zaruda grinned and gestured at herself. “Chyeah! What, in this getup you thought I was a seamstress?”
 

 
  “I thought you were a princess…”
 

 
  “For a given value of ‘princess,’ sure. We don’t have spoiled nobles where I come from; I work for a living.”
 

 
  “As a pirate.”
 

 
  “This going to be a problem?” She stared flatly at Trissiny, the grin melting from her face.
 

 
  “All right, then!” Janis interjected, smiling broadly. “Ruda, what do you plan to study here at the University?”
 

 
  Zaruda lowered herself back into her chair with a shrug, her easy smile returning. “I dunno. Whatever’s lyin’ around, I guess.”
 

 
  “Um, all right then!” She turned her beaming smile on Trissiny. “Would you care to go next, dear?”
 

 
  “I…certainly.” She elected not to stand up; after Zaruda’s performance, it seemed self-indulgent. “My name is Trissiny Avelea; I’m the chosen Hand of Avei. The only one currently, but the goddess can elect as many paladins as she likes. She has in times past. I grew up at the Abbey attached to the primary Temple of Avei in Viridill.” She swallowed, feeling the unaccustomed weight of eyes on her. Sisters of Avei practiced modesty as a spiritual virtue; a good soldier didn’t seek attention for herself. “Right now I’m enrolled as a double major in martial arts and the divinity program, but I may narrow that to one or the other as I become more familiar with the school. This is all new to me…”
 

 
  “It’s new to everybody,” said Teal with an easy smile, which Trissiny returned gratefully.
 

 
  “Very good, dear,” Janis beamed. “Now, if we’re going around the circle—”
 

 
  “Oh! That’s me, then!” The pixie shot straight into the air, almost upsetting her teacup in passing. “My name is Fross and I’m here because the Pixie Queen decided to start strengthening ties with the human world and Professor Tellwyrn who’s not even a human was the only person willing to take her seriously, which is a little insulting I guess but on the other hand I can sort of see how we’d seem, I dunno, more cute than impressive to people as big as you guys, no offense. I am studying to become a mage because I have a natural knack for magic of all kinds and I’m
  
   really
  
  interested in the arcane magic that humans practice but it’s pretty hard to pick up any information on that where I come from so of course I’m very glad to be here!” She buzzed in a complete circle around their heads. “And I’m very glad to meet all of you and I look forward to living with you!”
 

 
  “Thank you, Fross.” Even Janis seemed a little dazed by all that.
 

 
  Not waiting to be prompted, Shaeine rose smoothly to her feet and bowed to them. “I am Shaeine, daughter of Ashaele, matriarch of House Awarrion. My family serve the Queen of Tar’naris primarily in diplomatic capacities, which led to my selection as part of Her Majesty’s program to strengthen ties with the Tiraan Empire. I have selected a major of history, which is deeply interesting to me. Since I am an ordained priestess of Themynra, I will not be harmed by holy energy, but as a subterranean dweller I don’t appreciate bright lights in my eyes.”
 

 
  “I
  
   said
  
  I was sorry!” Trissiny and Fross said simultaneously.
 

 
  “Now, now, let’s not dwell on little missteps,” Janis said soothingly, “such things are bound to happen, and we put them behind us. Teal, dear, care to go next?”
 

 
  The short-haired girl cleared her throat, then lifted her teacup to them as if in a toast. “Well, I’m Teal Falconer, music major, looking to become an accredited bard eventually. I’ll be playing and singing quite a bit, but I’ll try not to bother anybody. There’s, ah, not much interesting about me.”
 

 
  “How can you say that?” Trissiny burst out. “The Talisman of Absolution is only given to creatures ordinarily aligned against the gods who devote themselves to the service of the Church. You’d have to be a thing of unspeakable evil with a heart of gold to get that! It must be an
  
   incredible
  
  story!”
 

 
  “Okay!” Janis said with frantic good cheer, her smile seeming to crack at the edges.
  
   “Going forward
  
  , let’s not refer to our housemates as things of unspeakable evil.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said contritely. “Obviously your privacy is important. I just…such things are sort of relevant to my calling. Forgive me.”
 

 
  “Hey, it’s not exactly a secret,” Teal said quickly, wearing a nervous half-grin. “I’m just not… I don’t much care to talk about myself, is all.”
 

 
  “Well, you did very well, dear,” Janis said soothingly, “so let’s move on. Juniper, it’s down to you, honey.”
 

 
  The green-haired girl waved, smiling pleasantly; she seemed oblivious to the tension in the room. “That’s me! I’m a dryad, but I guess you can tell that.”
 

 
  “What’s a dryad?” asked Zaruda.
 

 
  Juniper blinked a few times. “Um…oh. I’m not sure quite how to answer that…”
 

 
  “Why not,” the pirate said lazily. “If you don’t know, who does?”
 

 
  “What’s a human?” said Shaeine suddenly. “Explain it in a sentence.”
 

 
  Zaruda blinked, frowned, and straightened in her seat. “Okay, point taken. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess we’ve got plenty of time to get to know each other,” said Juniper cheerfully, “but since this is just basic introductions, dryads are a kind of tree spirit. I’m like Shaeine and Fross; here from the fae kingdom as a kind of diplomatic outreach. Dealing politely with humans is going to be better in the long run than ignoring or fighting them, I guess.”
 

 
  “Where’s the fae kingdom?” asked Teal.
 

 
  “Um…” Juniper seemed nonplussed by this question. “Everywhere?”
 

 
  “And what are you studying, Juniper, dear?” Janis piped in, clearly trying to steer the conversation back on track.
 

 
  “Well, I haven’t really decided yet. I mean, I read the list of available majors and they
  
   all
  
  look very interesting, but that’s because I don’t know what most of them even are. I think I’ll have to get a little more used to things here before I pick one.”
 

 
  “Undeclared, then,” said Janis, smiling warmly. “Don’t you worry about that, dear, lots of freshmen start out that way.”
 

 
  “I, uh, wasn’t worried?” The dryad tilted her head. “Should I be?”
 

 
  “All right!” Janis clapped her hands together. “So, that’s everybody. Wasn’t that fun?” Zaruda snorted into an otherwise chilly silence, but the house mother pressed on. “Life here is pretty simple! You’ll be busy with classes and such soon enough, but you’ll have enough free time to relax a bit, as well. Unless the campus is locked down for any reason, which almost
  
   never
  
  happens, you can always visit Last Rock, but students aren’t permitted to take a Rail out or otherwise leave the town unless accompanied by a professor.”
 

 
  “So, what, we’re stuck here?” Zaruda frowned.
 

 
  “Oh, not at all, dear, this is only during the academic year. Vacation times are your own, and anyway, more of your professors than otherwise grade based on field work, so you’ll actually be traveling quite a bit! Depending on what classes you have, of course. This being your first semester, you’ll mostly be in the same classes; they like to start you kids off with the general education credits first and then move on to your individual studies. Your Monday-Wednesday-Friday schedules and Tuesday-Thursday morning classes will be as a group, with Tuesday-Thursday afternoons for major studies, depending on what you’ve enrolled in.
 

 
  “The house rules are pretty simple; no complicated magic in the tower without supervision. We woudn’t want you to destabilize the spells holding it up, haha!” Trissiny wasn’t the only one to grab the sides of her chair at that eerie reminder. “No boys in the tower, either, and that’s not a rule you can break; the tower’s spelled to prevent them entering. Aside from that, just use your common sense and try not to start fires in your rooms or anything.” She chortled happily at that, but Juniper looked alarmed and Zaruda rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Where
  
   are
  
  the boys?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Oh, they’re lodged somewhere else, dear, don’t you worry about that. You’ll meet them in class tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Fitting,” said Shaeine with a solemn nod. “Men are delicate creatures; they require careful handling.”
 

 
  Everyone gaped at her, which she appeared not to notice, sipping her tea.
 

 
  “Six of them, too?” asked Zaruda, sitting up straighter in her chair.
 

 
  “Actually, that’s sort of a funny story,” said Janis. “The balance usually skews in the opposite direction, but this year you girls heavily outnumber the lads. Only two in the freshman class.”
 

 
  “DIBS!” shouted Zaruda, waving a hand in the air.
 

 
  “On
  
   which?”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “I will let you know!”
 

 
  “I’d pace yourself, Ruda,” said Janis with a conspirational grin. “Your first class tomorrow is with Professor Tellwyrn. She has zero patience for clowning or horseplay. Unless she’s the one doing it.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Um, I didn’t say that last part. Tell no one.”
 

 
  Shaeine raised an eyebrow. “Tell no one what? I heard nothing.”
 

 
  “I think I’m going to really like you girls!” The house mother giggled, and for the first time Trissiny had to wonder how old she was. Janis looked to be in her late twenties, but she acted like a strangely motherly teenager. “Well, that’s all I have for now. Anything any of you’d like to talk about?”
 

 
  An awkward silence descended.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said, rising from her seat, “unless someone needs me for something, I have evening prayers to perform.”
 

 
  “There’s a lovely chapel on campus!” said Janis. “Have you seen it yet?”
 

 
  “I haven’t…I think I’ll explore later. My room will suffice for now. Ruda, you of course may come and go as you wish but I’ll ask that you leave me in peace for a while if you’re coming back to the room.”
 

 
  “Y’know what, you go ahead. Knock yourself out.” Zaruda waved a hand at her. “I think I’ll hang out down here for a while.”
 

 
  “Very good. It’s been a pleasure to meet all of you.” Trissiny bowed somewhat awkwardly, a gesture Shaeine returned with enviable smoothness without even rising from her seat. She turned and strode back to the staircase, conscious of eyes upon her back.
 

 
  As she rounded the curve into the shadows above, a faint murmur of conversation rose behind her.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Trissiny felt, as always, refreshed and calmer after time spent in prayer; it helped that Zaruda had not returned to their room. With the tension of the day bled away by contemplation of the goddess, she felt calm enough to return to the window, pull aside the curtains and gaze outside.
 

 
  The sun had set while she prayed. The view from Clarke Tower was much less nauseating at night, and even more beautiful, mostly because in the darkness she couldn’t see how far from the ground she was. A glittering vault of stars was obscured by only a few patchy clouds, and Trissiny stood there for long minutes, just looking at them. They, at least, were the same as back home. The world seemed divided in half, the spangled sky meeting the black line of the horizon in a single, even border that circumnavigated the world. It made the sky seem larger than in the hilly territory of Viridill, where mountains rose up on all sides to obscure the lower portions of the sky. Still, it was peaceful.
 

 
  She considered going to bed, but prayer left her feeling both serene and energized, and she knew from experience that sleep wouldn’t come easily in that state. Casting about for something to do, she glanced over at the stack of books from the Abbey and winced. Maybe…another day. It occurred to her to wonder where Zaruda was. She really shouldn’t get in the habit of staying out late but this early in the semester, but it might be wise to make an effort to befriend the other girls of her class. After all, she
  
   had
  
  just walked out on them. Hopefully they’d understand the importance of prayer, but there was no reason to encourage hard feelings.
 

 
  Satisfied with this reasoning, Trissiny belted her sword back on and headed down the stairs.
 

 
  She paused outside Teal and Juniper’s door, which was still closed, but there was no sound from within and after a moment she decided not to knock; years in the barracks had trained her not to infringe on anyone’s privacy unless she had a specific need. They were probably all still down in the parlor with Janis. Nodding to herself, she continued on.
 

 
  The echo of voices was faint; sound bounced oddly off the curved walls of the stairwell and was deadened by the absurdly plush carpet, so it couldn’t have been coming from far ahead. As she drew in sight of the third floor door and beheld it standing open several inches, Trissiny determined the speakers had to be within. She was almost abreast of the door before words became audible.
 

 
  “That’s easy for you to say,” Zaruda’s voice declared loudly. “You don’t have to room with her!”
 

 
  Trissiny froze.
 

 
  “Are we
  
   still
  
  talking about this?” Teal’s voice groaned.
 

 
  “At least one of us is,” Shaeine said softly. Were they
  
   all
  
  in there?
 

 
  “Come on, guys, look at this from my point of view. She’s already almost stabbed Shaeine, tried to interrogate Teal at the meeting and you should’ve seen the way she glared at me when I walked into my own room earlier. This may be funny for
  
   you
  
  but I’ve gotta worry about getting a sword amidships while I sleep!”
 

 
  “Um, I really didn’t feel any hostility from her.” Juniper’s voice was nervous, uncertain. “But I’m not so adept at reading humans yet…”
 

 
  Trissiny’s heart pounded painfully. They
  
   were
  
  all in there, talking about her. Every instinct born of her training shouted at her to knock, or speak, or announce her presence somehow; eavesdropping was toweringly rude at the very least, and arguably a moral failing. But she felt frozen, listening to them.
 

 
  “Nobody’s going to stab you in your sleep,” Teal said patiently.
 

 
  “Okay, why doesn’t somebody switch rooms with me, then! See how you like it. I asked van Richter, she said the rooming assignments aren’t set in stone and somebody always changes, every semester.”
 

 
  “I don’t agree that Trissiny’s intentions are hostile,” said Shaeine calmly, “but it is early yet. I am not sure I would feel safe sleeping in her presence until I know her better.”
 

 
  “See!?” Ruda shouted. “How about you, June? Since you don’t think she’s dangerous?”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “Ruda, stop it,” Teal said firmly. “You’re being ridiculous.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Why don’t
  
   you
  
  move in with her, then? C’mon, she
  
   likes
  
  you. You got that Merit Badge of Evil-But-Not-Evil.”
 

 
  “Absolutely not.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Shaeine’s head swiveled suddenly toward the door. Rising smoothly, she glided across the floorboards to push it the rest of the way open.
 

 
  “Is…is anyone…” Teal trailed off, her heart rising into her throat. Gods above, if someone had overheard their discussion… Janis would not be happy, to say the least, but if it was
  
   Trissiny…
  
 

 
  “Nothing,” said Shaeine, pulling the door gently closed. “I thought I heard…well. Sound echoes confusingly in this stairwell.”
 

 
  “Back to the subject at hand, then!” Ruda half-sat, half-lay sprawled in a corner, occasionally drinking from a bottle of whiskey. So far, nobody had bothered to ask where it had come from. “If you’re so in favor of Trissiny, why’re you so opposed to rooming with her?”
 

 
  “Because, as I said, you’re being ridiculous. More to the point, Ruda, you’re being unfair. None of us know thing one about each other at this point, Janis’s little game notwithstanding, and we know even
  
   less
  
  about Trissiny because she’s not been part of this conversation.”
 

 
  “Cos she’s too holy to hang out with us mere mortals,” Zaruda sneered.
 

 
  “Because she is a person with a sacred calling, and thus has an obligation to spend time in prayer,” said Shaeine. “As do I. You may believe as you choose, but for me to condemn her as asocial due to that would be the height of hypocrisy.”
 

 
  “Besides, some people just don’t like large groups,” said Teal reasonably.
 

 
  Zaruda snorted.
  
   “Large
  
  groups? Y’all should try sleeping belowdecks in a storm sometime.”
 

 
  “Okay, I’ve gotta say, I am
  
   completely
  
  confused,” said Fross, who was fluttering around the ceiling. “I thought Trissiny seemed nice!”
 

 
  “Guys, I’m telling you, you’d know what I meant if you’d seen her earlier. All I did was come in the door and there she is, making fists and looking like she wants to kick me out the window.”
 

 
  “If I may ask,” Shaeine interjected, continuing to arrange dark silken tapestries along her walls, “did you enter your room the way you did mine a few minutes ago?”
 

 
  “What’s that got to do with anything?”
 

 
  “Only that if you burst in, shouting and gesticulating with a wine bottle, upon a highly-trained warrior who doubtless feels as out-of-place and uncertain as the rest of us to begin with, much of the responsibility would fall on your head if she
  
   had
  
  struck you.”
 

 
  “Shaiene nailed it,” said Teal approvingly, nodding at the drow, who paused in her work to nod back politely. “We are all of us in a new place, surrounded by virtual strangers, homesick and scared pantsless about sitting through class with the most dangerous individual in the Empire tomorrow. I’ll admit if, if nobody else will. I don’t assume I’m a good judge of what any of you are really like, because I’ve only met you while we’re all stressed as hell. Trissiny’s in exactly the same boat as the rest of us.” She sighed and sat down next to Juniper on Fross’s bed, which the pixie had told them to treat as a couch since she didn’t need it. “Ruda, just give it
  
   time.
  
  In three weeks if you two still can’t get along, maybe we’ll talk about redoing the room situation. But seriously, give her a fair chance before you start trying to upend the whole tower.”
 

 
  The pirate grumbled to herself and took a long pull from her bottle.
 

 
  “And I’ll tell you something else,” Teal went on grimly. “Your arguments are flimsy and your instinctive dislike of her is irrational. If I
  
   were
  
  to start making assumptions about people, I wouldn’t start with Trissiny. It looks to me like you’re trying to grasp for a sense of control because you’re more comfortable fighting than trying to get along with people who’re different from you.”
 

 
  “What did you call me?” Zaruda straightened from her slump, glaring.
 

 
  “Actually, that seemed pretty spot-on,” said Juniper. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, you’re so much prettier when you smile.”
 

 
  “I would not have put it so bluntly,” added Shaeine, “but it is a common enough tactic among those of a warlike disposition. It is worth pointing out that, considering that we are all here discussing Trissiny in her absence, it is not
  
   she
  
  who is chiefly guilty of hostile behavior.”
 

 
  Zaruda swept her glare around the room, but nobody backed down. Finally, she sighed, sloughing back against the wall. “Three weeks, huh.” She took another drink from the bottle. “Fine, we’ll see. But you’re all gonna feel pretty stupid if one of us turns up dead.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Trissiny paid no attention to where she was going. The paths of the University were well-lit at night; on her previous trip through the campus during the daylight she hadn’t even noticed the glass orbs hovering unsupported over the paths, but in the darkness they put out a steady white glow that drowned out even the moonlight. She barely noticed them now.
 

 
  She wanted to hunch over and wrap her arms around herself as she walked, but fought off the impulse. Proper posture was as much a part of her as her sword…as was the instinct not to show vulnerability.
 

 
  No one had ever hated her before.
 

 
  Mechanically she put one foot in front of the other, staying on the paths but not seeing where they led. At the Abbey she’d been a hero. Because of Avei’s calling more than anything she’d actually done, but the knowledge of that disparity had driven her to work twice as hard, to make herself worthy of the attention. Even before the goddess had singled her out at fifteen, she had been well-liked among the other initiates. How had she offended everyone so badly in the course of one afternoon?
 

 
  Trissiny raised her head and found that she’d wandered back to the open lawn she had seen earlier. Though she’d passed a few other students on the way, this place was empty now. Slowly, she made her way over to the gazebo and climbed the three steps into its shade. It was darker here, with no light-globes nearby and the roof obstructing the stars.
 

 
  So this was what it would be like here. Mother Narny had tried to warn here that out in the world, she would quickly meet people who resented Avei and all she represented, and would resent Trissiny by proxy.
 

 
  She finally let herself slump into a bench, staring down at her boots.
 

 
  She was a warrior. Her whole life was the expectation of battle. How could she let herself be so…hurt? It was just a few words from a few girls who didn’t really know her. She swiped at her eyes; the tears weren’t there, and she wasn’t going to let them be. This whole thing was just stupid.
 

 
  “You okay?”
 

 
  Trissiny lunged halfway to her feet, gripping her sword, and the boy who’d spoken hopped back, raising his hands peaceably.
 

 
  “Sorry! Sorry, didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”
 

 
  “I… No,
  
   I’m
  
  sorry. I shouldn’t have let myself be snuck up on.” She sank back down onto the bench. “I’m fine, thank you.”
 

 
  “Okay, well…I won’t bother you, if that’s what you want, but I don’t think Avei approves of lying.”
 

 
  She snapped her head up to glare at him. Something about him seemed familiar, though she couldn’t place him and hardly knew that many boys anyway. He had skin the darkest shade of brown she’d ever seen, and curly hair trimmed very close to his head. The expression on his face was pure open friendliness.
 

 
  “Do I know you?”
 

 
  “Oh…sorry, I guess that was maybe a little presumptuous.” He smiled ruefully. “It’s just hard not to recognize you, what with the armor and all. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you since I learned we were both coming here this fall.” The boy extended a hand to her. “Tobias Caine, Hand of Omnu. Toby to my friends, which I hope includes you.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Trissiny rose again, fully this time, and grasped his hand. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’d been hoping to meet you, too, Mr…ah, Toby. I’m Trissiny. Avelea. Um, sorry, I’m just really out of sorts tonight.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I got that impression.” Letting go of her hand, he hopped up the steps in one stride and seated himself on the bench opposite her, placing them on both sides of the gazebo’s entrance. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, of course, but it’s amazing how much it can help just to talk about what’s on your mind.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry about it,” she muttered, slumping back onto her seat. “It’s stupid, anyway.”
 

 
  He shrugged. “Maybe. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t matter.”
 

 
  Trissiny cast about for something to say that would get rid of him. Omnu’s followers were all about compassion and there would be no shaking a paladin of that deity if he believed she actually needed help. She lifted her head; he was just sitting there, watching her. He had the kindest eyes she’d ever seen.
 

 
  “Everyone hates me!” she burst out.
 

 
  “That’s hard to imagine…”
 

 
  Still with a polite demurral half-formed, Trissiny listened to herself babble on in growing horror; it was as if her mouth was done taking orders. “They do, though, everyone in my house, I heard them talking about it. That makes it even worse! I mean, what kind of person listens in on a private conversation?! I was raised better than that! But they were all talking about me and how they apparently think I’m going to murder them in their beds and I was just, I don’t know,
  
   frozen.
  
  And the worst part is, this is all so
  
   stupid!
  
  Why do I—how can I possibly even care about this? I’m a paladin, my whole life is going to be spent applying a sword to people who’re going to hate me no matter what. It’s just ridiculous that this bothers me so much. But it does, and now I don’t even want to go back to my room…”
 

 
  He just sat there, watching her and listening, his expression attentive without offering a trace of pity, until she finally trailed off and drew in a long, shuddering breath, trying to get herself back under control. She was
  
   not
  
  going to cry, damn it!
 

 
  “That’s rough,” Toby murmured. “But first of all, there’s nothing stupid
  
   at all
  
  about feeling hurt when people are jerks to you.”
 

 
  “I don’t think they were jerks to me,” she muttered. “I…I think they’re
  
   afraid
  
  of me.”
 

 
  “Can I tell you what I think?”
 

 
  She sighed. “Fine.”
 

 
  “It sounds to me like a misunderstanding. Whatever you did to set them off, they probably took somewhat out of context. I mean, come on. You’re the Hand of Avei, champion of justice, protector of the weak. I
  
   know
  
  you didn’t walk in there and say or do anything you meant as a threat. Speaking from experience, we paladins can take a little getting used to.”
 

 
  “We do?” She looked up at him miserably.
 

 
  “If I remember right, you’re from Viridill, right? Grew up at the Temple there?”
 

 
  “In the attached Abbey, but close enough.”
 

 
  He nodded. “No offense intended, Trissiny, but…honestly, I bet you’re a little sheltered. I was raised at the primary Temple of Omnu, but that’s in Tiraas a stone’s throw from the Imperial palace itself. Literally, my friend Gabriel threw a stone onto the Emperor’s balcony once.”
 

 
  “Ooh, ouch,” she winced. “Is he still alive?”
 

 
  Toby laughed. “Yeah, he’s got a knack for getting out of the trouble he gets into. But my point is, I’m used to the politics and the fast pace of the capital. It’s…well, the first thing you learn there is that life is a bunch of confusing gray areas. It can be really hard to take a stand for what’s important and hold to it when you’re surrounded by people who genuinely think nothing means anything and all that matters is power.”
 

 
  “You think that’s what it’s going to be like here?” Trissiny wanted to groan.
 

 
  “No…I think the University is going to be a whole different tank of fish. More, uh, detectible shades of gray, maybe. But still, it’s just not going to be as simple as being only around people who share your faith and your convictions.”
 

 
  “Great. So I’m naïve as well as a menace.” She sighed.
 

 
  Toby stood up, walked over and sat down beside her, resting a hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t feel his skin through her armor, but there was something reassuring about the weight of it. “I wouldn’t put it that way. You’ve just got a little adjusting to do. Avei’s paladins have been a force for everything that’s right in the world for thousands of years, and I know she didn’t call you by accident. You’ll do fine, Trissiny; remember you’ve got a goddess to help you through it.” He smiled at her, so warmly that she couldn’t help returning it.
 

 
  “Besides,” he went on, “keep in mind your housemates are all as lost and scrambling to adjust as you and I are right now. I bet you anything when things start to settle down, you’ll find out they didn’t mean any harm.”
 

 
  She took a steadying breath and nodded. “I…may have exaggerated when I said they all hated me. Teal seemed to be, I don’t know, trying to calm things down.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right, you’ll be rooming with Teal Falconer.” He grinned, nodding. “That’s good, she’s a natural born peacemaker. Yeah, I highly doubt Teal suspected you of anything nefarious.”
 

 
  “You’ve met Teal?” She let out a huff of breath. “Does
  
   everyone
  
  here know more about what’s going on than me?”
 

 
  Toby laughed. “Oh, no, nothing like that; I got to spend some time with her a few years ago when she was at the Church in Tiraas. They weren’t exactly giving her the run of the place, for obvious reasons; it’s spooky going from your own cozy life to being cooped up by suspicious priests. We were both sort of in need of a friend.”
 

 
  Trissiny felt a perplexing stab of envy for her housemate; it must have been nice, getting to know Toby in a more comfortable place than this increasingly disturbing campus. Or had that really been comfortable? He didn’t make it sound so…
 

 
  “Is that when she got that Talisman?”
 

 
  “Yeah… Teal has a demon inside her. It was some kind of possession attempt that went wrong. She’s got control of it, and the Talisman of Absolution helps her keep it contained and protects her from holy magic.”
 

 
  “Wow…” she breathed. “Yeah, I guess it would burn a possessed person, wouldn’t it? That’d be an awful surprise if someone was trying to heal her.”
 

 
  “Exactly. Look, I may have said too much about this already; it’s her business.”
 

 
  “No, I understand. That’s fine, thank you for telling me. I’d been wondering.”
 

 
  Smiling at her again, he stood. He really did have the kindest eyes… “Well, class starts early and Professor Tellwyrn is…legendary. Showing up half-asleep probably isn’t a good idea, so we ought to get to bed. I’m glad to have met you, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “You too,” she replied, then smiled hesitantly. “Thanks for listening, Toby. You’re…a good listener.”
 

 
  “That’s what I’m here for.” He gave her that glowing smile again, then reached over to squeeze her shoulder one more time. “You’re going to be fine. I promise.”
 

 
  She sat there, watching him stride away across the shadowed green. What a nice boy… Growing up in the Abbey one didn’t get the best impressions of men. It was good to know the world had kind ones. She’d already met a few since leaving home, of course. But, she reflected, tilting her head as she watched Tobias make his way down the path, they weren’t all that pleasant to look at…
 

 
  Trissiny clapped a hand to her face. “Oh, good. That’s great, Triss,” she muttered. “Meet the only other paladin in the world and you immediately start drooling. Goddess, I’m worse than the pirate…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Zaruda had apparently prevaricated about not packing anything but what was in the pockets of her coat. When Trissiny got back to her room, she discovered that half of it had been utterly transformed by colorful rugs, wall hangings and throw pillows, all heavily embroidered and most with gilded fringes and tassels. It was as if the room had been turned into some kind of harem, albeit with maps tacked up onto the walls. Or at least, half of it had. Zaruda had arranged her rugs on a very precise line along the floor, perfectly bisecting the room. Trissiny’s side was still as spartan as ever.
 

 
  The pirate herself was reclining in her bed, her face hidden behind an issue of
  
   Varsity Princess.
  
  She had finally removed her coat and hat; they currently decorated one corner of her wardrobe’s open door. Seeing Zaruda in nothing but trousers and that ruffled wrap around her upper chest, Trissiny had to revise her impression of the girl as plump. She was short and had a curvy frame, yes, but her arms and abdomen showed solid muscle. Piracy, she reflected, must be hard work.
 

 
  “Hello,” she said carefully, receiving a grunt in reply. She sighed and began removing her armor, carefully arranging it on the floor beside her bed. “We’d better not stay up too late. Class comes early.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  Trissiny paused for a moment, looking up at her roommate. “I’m not going to attack you or anything, you know. We’re all here to learn. I don’t want any problems.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you know what’s good for that?” A pair of dark eyes appeared over the rim of the magazine, the blue gem glinting in the magic light of the glow-ball.
  
   “Stop creating problems.”
  
 

 
  Biting back an unhelpful reply, Trissiny stripped down to her shift and pulled back the thin blanket on her bed; Zaruda vanished behind the pages again. Trissiny padded across the cold floor, not stepping on any of the rugs, and pulled the wall lever by the door, plunging the room into darkness.
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
 

 
  “Good night, Zaruda.”
 

 
  There came a flutter of paper and a thump as the magazine was thrown into a wall. Trissiny climbed into bed and lay still, listening to her roommate’s growling and shuffling as she crawled under her own blankets. She missed the barracks, the quieter sounds of the other girls. Girls she knew and trusted.
 

 
  She would not cry. Not yet, at least.
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  The Emperor sat on his balcony, brooding.
 

 
  Tiraas was a city of lights. The streets were lit with hovering fairy lamps, and even at this late hour, windows blazed with the same magical light, except in the poorer districts, where they flickered with candles and oil lamps. Scrolltowers pierced the sky in all directions, the crystalline orbs atop them flickering in rainbow hues as they received and dispatched coded messages to all quarters of the Empire. Massive antennae atop factories pulsed and crackled with lightning, discharging the unstable residue of the magics within directly into the atmosphere. From the altitude at which he sat, he could even see, between buildings, the occasional blue streak of a Rail caravan as it arrived or accelerated on its way out of the city.
 

 
  He couldn’t see the stars. “Light pollution,” they were calling it. Progress demanded its price.
 

 
  Sharidan Julios Adolphus Tirasian, ruler of an entire continent, lounged back on his settee, dressed in a fairly modest robe of crimson silk. On the armrest beneath his hand sat a flat jewelry box, on which he occasionally drummed his fingers. Despite the awe-inspiring sight of his glowing city spreading out at his feet, despite the soothing incense wafting from the door to the harem wing behind him and the soft notes of a harp playing nearby—in fact, partly because of that—he brooded, dreading what he would shortly have to do. He was not a man to shirk duty, but this one would be painful.
 

 
  The piece of music came to an end, finishing on a long ascending arpeggio. He drummed his fingers once more on the jewelry box.
 

 
  “Beautiful.”
 

 
  “Thank you, my lord,” murmured the woman, setting her harp down at her feet. She rose from the ottoman on which she had perched and approached him from behind, kneeling on the settee and beginning gently to knead the Emperor’s shoulders. “I would feel more flattered if my music soothed you as it usually does. You are one great knot of tension tonight.”
 

 
  
   Because you’re touching me
  
  , he did not say. It was the truth, but would have been a heartless statement; he was likely going to have to hurt more than her feelings before this was done, but needless rudeness was not in his nature. Besides, it was ridiculous; the whole situation was. She had done a lot more than touch him, and quite recently.
 

 
  “Tell me what troubles you, my lord,” she murmured. There was no sultriness in it—that wasn’t her way—but in spite of himself, despite what he suspected, his blood warmed at her voice, at the way her fingers glided along his skin. Not for nothing was she his favorite concubine. Gods above, this was going to be painful.
 

 
  “What troubles me?” He felt his own shoulders tensing further as he spoke, despite her ministrations. “What
  
   shouldn’t
  
  trouble me, Lillian? There’s been too much progress, too fast. It’s not just magical conveniences and technologies, or even weapons. Too many new ideas, too much travel and communication; the populace has been slapped in the face with the whole size of the world and the diversity of the people in it, and they’re reacting about as well as one would expect to their children growing up learning dwarven philosophy and elvish ideas about sex and love.” He sat up, leaning forward out of her grasp. “And the Church, may their own Pantheon piss on the Archpope in alphabetical order, has taken ruthless advantage to increase their own sway with the people. The Church and the Throne have always existed in a careful balance, but we are both militarizing. It’s tradition against progress all over the Empire, but this time both sides are militarizing.” The Emperor stood up and began to pace rapidly. “I’m sitting atop a fault line into which every citizen of my Empire is constantly pouring black powder and oil of combustion. Yes, I am
  
   troubled.”
  
 

 
  “Well,” she murmured, gazing up at him with limpid eyes, “if you don’t want to talk about it…”
 

 
  He halted, glaring down at her. The Lady Lillian Riaje was tall and lean of build, almost elvishly so, though her bronze skin and prominent nose hadn’t come from any elven bloodline. He usually preferred his women buxom and soft, but Lillian had always had a way of calming his tensions and carrying him away from his troubles that no other could rival. Even that fact was beginning to look damning, in the light of what he’d recently learned.
 

 
  “Perhaps you didn’t hear me, my lady?”
 

 
  “I heard you give a nice expository speech on current affairs, my lord,” she replied, smiling. Her dark eyes glinted with mischief, in that adorable expression that made him find her charming even when she said things for which he’d have other people banished. “It was well done, very succinct. But
  
   those
  
  troubles are simply part of the world in which we live, ailments like war, poverty and disease. Nothing that should drive you into such a state. You have never hesitated to share your burdens with me before, my master…I begin to wonder if I’ve done something to displease you.”
 

 
  The Emperor drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. “You…have never been anything but a joy, Lillian.”
 

 
  “There’s an unspoken ‘but’ following that compliment,” she replied after a pause. “Does this have anything to do with the four Hands lurking about just out of sight?”
 

 
  He didn’t bother to ask how she’d known, did his best not to betray any surprise, though he had a feeling she could read him much too well for such dissembling. The Hands of the Emperor were his agents of choice, his voice and touch throughout the vast realm, as well as the last line of defense protecting him, even here in his home. A diverse group of men hidden behind their homogenous black suits, they had in common only their ferocious loyalty to the Throne and the high degree of their dangerous talents. Facing a Hand of the Emperor, one never knew exactly what his abilities might be, only that they were prodigious. He had chosen these four for their stealth; that Lillian had spotted them was more than merely troubling.
 

 
  The Emperor turned his back on her, staring out from the balcony. Directly before him, across Imperial Square, loomed the Grand Cathedral of the Universal Church of the Pantheon, flanked on both sides by the central temples of Avei and Omnu. Not visible, but its presence very much felt, was the Temple of Vidius beneath the pavement of the Square itself. Avei had her stronghold in Viridill as well, but this square was the center of divinity and worship in the Empire. On its fourth border, the Palace seemed…outnumbered.
 

 
  “My expository speech, as you put it, was immediately relevant,” he said finally. “The Archpope has taken to moving more directly, and I am not yet sure what to make of it. Most recently, he has made troubling suggestions about you, Lillian.”
 

 
  “That’s a novel approach,” she said wryly. Most people—almost anyone sane—upon learning the Archpope himself had fixed his attention upon them, would have panicked. She was far too cool. “Subtle, but perhaps effective. The girls in the harem may not have political power but we do contribute to your well-being. At least, so I devoutly hope.” Her laugh was a throaty ripple of music. “Besides, if he can cut you off from the chance to produce an heir…”
 

 
  He scowled, twisting his mouth at the reminder.
 

 
  The Imperial harem had been built to house dozens; some of Sharidan’s predecessors had filled it to capacity and more. He was not so self-indulgent; there were only seven women in residence, and three of them belonged to his wife. The concubines were, as Lillian pointed out, not a luxury…or at least, not entirely. The Empire needed the Tirasian dynasty to continue, and there would be no heir from Empress Eleanora.
 

 
  He counted Eleanora as his best and possibly only true friend, as well as his most potent ally in the shark pool of court politics; as such, he had chosen to respect the revulsion she felt at the prospect of sharing herself with any man. It was within his rights to force her to perform wifely duties, but not in his nature. So she had her girls and he his; they were an odd little family, but a strangely happy one. Yet there was still no sign of pregnancy in any of his mistresses. Lillian was correct: if the Archpope, or
  
   any
  
  of his enemies, could prevent that from coming about, they could throw the Empire into easily exploitable chaos simply by removing him from the picture.
 

 
  Eleanora had not been pleased at being excluded from tonight’s business, but he needed her safe, elsewhere. Given how badly this could go…if anything befell him, she would have to hold the Throne against those who would try to seize it. The Empire’s needs must come first.
 

 
  “I’m taking precautions,” he said quietly. “But I will not be bullied nor tricked into blundering. I am just…so tired of this maneuvering. The Empire has always flourished with the Church and the Throne both strong. We need that tension, the back and forth of power. Archpope Justinian seems determined to…” He trailed off.
 

 
  “To win,” Lillian said.
 

 
  The Emperor nodded. “Yes. He either doesn’t understand the nature of this game, or places his own ambitions above the greater good. I’m not sure which prospect I find more frightening.”
 

 
  “How to defeat an opponent whom you cannot actually afford to vanquish?” She hummed softly to herself. “That is quite a puzzle. There is one encouraging thing: Justinian will likely expect you to meet him on the same absolute terms—that, or if you fail to do so, believe that you haven’t seen the true nature of his own game. Either way, perhaps it is you who can trick him into a misstep.”
 

 
  “I love the way your mind works.” He turned to give her a sad smile. “Sometimes I regret not giving you a greater role in the palace. And not just you… Am I wasting valuable potential, keeping such clever women as…as pets?”
 

 
  “I, for one, quite enjoy being a pet,” she said blithely. “It’s not for everyone, but I don’t miss having obligations. Milanda might like to have another outlet for her cleverness, I suppose…but by and large, we remain here because we love to be here.” The humor faded from her features, and she simply gaze up at him, into him. “Because we love you.”
 

 
  It made the weight in his chest ache, because even if what he suspected proved correct, he knew that she spoke the truth.
 

 
  “I have a gift for you,” he said, bending to pick up the jewelry box from the settee.
 

 
  “You didn’t have to,” she said softly.
 

 
  “That’s what makes it a gift, my love. Please.” Steeling his nerves, he held the box out toward her. Though he could not see or hear them, he knew the watching Hands had tensed, preparing to spring if it proved that they needed to.
 

 
  “All I need is to be near you…but thank you. I can’t refuse an offering of love, now can I?” Lillian rose, giving him a sad little smile, and took the box from him. He stepped back twice as she turned it in her hands, thumbed open the catch and opened it.
 

 
  A burst of golden radiance exploded on the balcony with the intensity of the sun. Lillian shrieked in pain and went staggering backward into a potted fern, flinging the box away. It clattered against the balustrade, spilling a masterwork diamond necklace onto the stone floor. The priceless piece of jewelry lay in a jumble, glowing furiously; a faint sound like bells hovered at the edge of his hearing.
 

 
  That necklace carried the most powerful blessing that his considerable resources could arrange, the kind of holy magic that one might expect to find on a paladin’s sword, not a court lady’s ornament. Lillian scrambled backward, deeper into the plant, glaring down at it.
 

 
  There was only one kind of creature that was harmed by holy magic. Any demon would be blinded and hurt by that blessing, but only one of immense power could have caused it to erupt so fiercely.
 

 
  The moment the necklace blazed to life, the four Hands had plunged onto the balcony, two through the door into the harem and the others out of nearby windows. In the space of a second, two had bracketed the fallen consort and covered her with a pair of wands and a wizard’s staff; the remaining duo positioned themselves between her and the Emperor, both holding swords at the ready.
 

 
  Sharidan felt something crack inside himself. He forced the pain not to show. Later, he would sit with Eleanora and grieve in peace. Now, a brave face was needed.
 

 
  “That,” said Lillian reproachfully, “was a discourteous prank, my lord.” She carefully lifted herself out of the shrubbery, straightening her sheer robe and recovering a bit of dignity, though she kept well back from the blazing necklace. For all the attention she paid them, the two Hands and the firepower they had pointed at her might as well not exist.
 

 
  “So Justinian was right,” the Emperor said, then heaved a sigh. “There is going to be absolutely no living with him after this… Please don’t do anything brash, Lillian. I’ve no wish to see you harmed, but it’s clear I can’t allow you to roam free any longer.”
 

 
  “You always were such a clever lad,” she said fondly. He could just see her face past the shoulder of the nearest Hand. “Better when you have time to prepare, though. Come, you Majesty, you know anything you’d try to have your servants do to me would be more than merely harmful at this point.”
 

 
  “I am Emperor,” he said simply. “I’ve done things that pained me before. Today, even. And I will again.”
 

 
  “You and I both,” she replied, and flicked both hands at the two men holding weapons on her. One was sent hurtling into space over the balcony’s rail, the staff discharging a burst of lightning that cracked the stone at her feet; the other slammed into the wall of the palace with a nauseating crunch, wands tumbling uselessly to the floor.
 

 
  Instantly, one of the remaining hands bore the Emperor to the ground, flipping the settee up into a makeshift barricade and tossing his liege behind it with one efficient burst of motion. The other lunged at Lillian, sword first. The Hand and the concubine were both cut from the Emperor’s view as he was unceremoniously shoved down, but he could not miss seeing the burst of flame that illuminated the balcony for an instant, nor hearing the man’s quickly stifled scream. A split second later, his last remaining Hand was yanked away with a cry of surprise, dropping his sword in the process. There came the sound of flesh striking flesh, then flesh striking stone. Then silence.
 

 
  Sharidan snatched up the sword and rolled to his feet. It was obvious, now, how this was going to end, but he was determined to end it upright with a weapon in his hand, not cowering behind a couch.
 

 
  The balcony had become a scene from a nightmare in the intervening few seconds. Everything was burned, ferns and flowers reduced to ash, rugs and pillows to smoldering scraps; Lillian’s harp was a twisted, blackened shape resembling an unfortunate piece of driftwood. Three bodies lay where they had fallen, two wearing Imperial black, one little more than a charred skeleton. All of it was illuminated sickeningly by the light of the gods, burning from that accursed necklace.
 

 
  Lillian hadn’t even a hair or a fold of her robe out of place. Ignoring him for the moment, despite the sword he held pointed at her heart, she heaved a soft sigh, then stepped over to the necklace, bending to pick it up. The intensity of its blaze grew in warning as she approached; when she touched it, a shrill whine of protest rose in his ears, and smoke began to curl from her fingers.
 

 
  “This really is a stunning piece of work,” she said calmly. He could barely see her through the glow now. “A fitting gift from an Emperor. I believe I’ll keep it, as a reminder of you, my lord. Since it seems I must leave you now.” With that, she lifted the necklace to her throat and fastened its clasp behind her neck.
 

 
  A chime like silver bells rang out, and the glow abruptly vanished. The necklace, still smoking slightly but now inert, lay fetchingly against her coppery skin. He blinked in the sudden dimness.
 

 
  It hardly mattered, now, given what was surely about to happen, but Sharidan’s heart sank further. He had never heard of a demon powerful enough to
  
   snuff out
  
  a holy blessing. That should not even be possible.
 

 
  “What
  
   are
  
  you?” he whispered.
 

 
  She looked up at him, and he was taken back by the pure hurt in her expression. “I wish you had less of the Church’s nonsense poisoning your mind. Of all the things I’ve been called, Lillian Riaje will do fine, at least for you. I am a woman who has shared your bed and your travails this last year, and never done you any wrong.” Again, she sighed. “Well, I can’t blame you for this, not entirely. The world is what it is.”
 

 
  Lillian stepped toward him and he backed away, keeping the sword between them. “Stay back. Please.”
 

 
  Shaking her head, she reached out to touch the tip of the sword with one finger; the blade instantly drooped as though made of rubber. Sharidan stared down at it for a second, then, shoulders slumping in defeat, dropped the ruined weapon to the floor with a clatter. “Whatever you intend to do, I hope you’ll do quickly.”
 

 
  “Oh, Sharidan.” Lillian shook her head, gliding closer. She lifted her hand toward his face, but let it fall again when he flinched. “I want you to know a few things. First of all, your dynasty
  
   will
  
  continue. And your heir will be beyond the power of the Church or anyone else to harm.” Her lips curled up in a smile and she placed a hand against her belly.
 

 
  “Oh,” he groaned. “Oh,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  “Second…despite what the Church and the Pantheon have said these last millennia, I have never been humanity’s enemy. And I have never been,” she said, gazing intensely at him, “nor ever shall be, yours. I really will miss you, Sharidan. This last year has been the first time in so long that I’ve felt…happy.”
 

 
  She stepped back, and smiled at him again, sadly. “Goodbye.”
 

 
  Then she was just…gone. Only the faint scent of sulfur remained.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Roughly sixteen hundred miles to the northwest of Tiraas, at the rim of the space-altering magical prairie dubbed the Golden Sea, a mountain rose from the flat ground. Eight thousand years ago, during the celestial war in which the current gods had risen, when this region had been a stagnant swamp filled with crawling horrors, the mountain had been raised by a now-forgotten deity, a long plateau into which his fortress was hewn. A millennium later, a cataclysmic attack by a rival had destroyed him and made the stones of the earth run like water, sinking half the mountain into the ground and leaving the hidden fortress in ruins.
 

 
  Now, the drunken mountain was a wedge-shaped interruption of the prairie, with a little town at its base and a citadel of learning at its peak. And deep within, even still, darkened halls filled with mysteries far better not disturbed.
 

 
  Professor Alaric Yornhaldt pondered the nightmares snoozing under his feet as he walked through the halls of the Unseen Univeristy in his dressing gown and robe. It was a habit of his, when he couldn’t sleep, to pace the corridors and ponder what lay below. Magic, especially magic of the slumbering, half-forgotten kind, was at its most dangerous just when you thought you had a handle on it.
 

 
  This night, he thought sourly as he passed the door to Professor Tellwyrn’s office, it was refreshing to be able to worry about his old standby instead of worrying about starting the semester with the University’s president and professor of history absent, as he had for most of the past week. Tellwyrn had come traipsing in this afternoon, a few hours after the last of the students had arrived, looking disgruntled but not sullen. Long experience told him this meant that her quest had failed and she’d taken a little time off to work out some of the disappointment. He wondered how many people were dead and how many lying tangled in their sheets, wearing blissful smiles and lacking the use of their legs. Arachne typically left a few of each in her wake when she decided to let her hair down.
 

 
  Just as he came abreast of the study, an explosion occurred within that rattled the door in its frame, accompanied by a scream.
 

 
  
   “Arachne!”
  
  Yornhaldt bellowed, his annoyance of a moment before forgotten. He grabbed the doorknob; locked, of course, and bespelled against his customary tricks. Backing up, he rammed his shoulder into the wood.
 

 
  The door had held against the pyrotechnics but was not up to resisting two hundred forty pounds of frantic dwarf. It burst off its hinges and tumbled inward in pieces, Yornhaldt staggering in atop it.
 

 
  His first sight was of Professor Tellwyrn, sitting on the floor against the far corner, her face blackened and glaring at him furiously. He relaxed; if she was angry enough to glare, she wasn’t badly hurt.
 

 
  “What have I told you, Alaric?!” she shouted.
  
   “How
  
  many times? If you hear knocking and screaming in here, I am either amidst a delicate experiment or masturbating and your assistance IS NOT REQUIRED.”
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt took a moment to straighten his robe, surveying the office. Papers were blown about, heaping in the corners like snowdrifts, and the chandelier hung crookedly, but nothing else appeared to be damaged except for the utterly pulverized scrying stand that had stood in the center of the carpet. It was now two cracked halves of a crystal ball, a charred map and a few sticks of kindling. The carpet was going to need cleaning, too, if not outright replacing.
 

 
  “We go through this every time you scream and I break in,” he rumbled, “and I have yet to catch you doing either of those things. I
  
   usually
  
  find you either on fire or wrestling something you’ve accidentally summoned, and on one memorable occasion, glued to the ceiling. How in blazes did you manage to blow up your scrying equipment? There’s not enough magic in that to light a candle.”
 

 
  “Hmph.” She surged athletically to her feet, unable to repress a small smirk. Over the years Yornhaldt had grown adept at handling Professor Tellwyrn; the fastest way to soothe her annoyance was to give her a chance to boast when she’d done something clever. “Well, I discovered that you can significantly boost both the range and receptivity of a scrying attempt using the energy-to-matter component of a conjuration spell, with a few tweaks.”
 

 
  “You…you did…” He blinked in confusion, then a thunderous scowl began to grow on his face. “Arachne, that sounds like an excellent way to unintentionally conjure up whatever you were trying to scry on. Which, I gather, was the interior of a furnace. Is this what happened the day you had this place knee-deep in venom-spitting saberfish?”
 

 
  “Don’t be absurd, I was making bouillabaisse.” She half-heartedly brushed ash from her vest, then reached up to pat at her hair. “Besides, desperate times, inventive measures, and all that. I’m out of leads on the exploding girl problem and I would prefer to pursue this without interrogating Miss Falconer, who has enough concerns of her own.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt’s scowl deepened. “You used a
  
   conjuration
  
  spell to scry on
  
   demons?
  
  Woman, have you gone utterly
  
   insane?”
  
 

 
  “No more than when last we spoke.” She leaned down toward him. “How’re my eyebrows?”
 

 
  “Full of soot, but still there.”
 

 
  “Ah, splendid. It’d take all night to re-grow them, and I can hardly start class without.”
 

 
  “Damn it, Arachne, take this seriously! If a student had done something so reckless you’d toss them off the mountain! Are you
  
   trying
  
  to open a hellgate in your office?!”
 

 
  She stepped around behind her desk, pulled open a drawer and produced a hand mirror. “Nonsense, if I wanted to open a hellgate, I’d do it in the men’s room in the music building. Have you
  
   seen
  
  what’s written about me in there?”
 

 
  “What were you doing in the—
  
   Arachne!”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn paused in rubbing soot from her face to peer down at him in exasperation. “What?”
 

 
  Yornhaldt stomped over to the desk and leaned his fists upon it surface, glaring at her. The pose was less effective than it might have been, given that the desktop was at chest height on him. “What. Happened. Here.”
 

 
  “Oh, that.” She flicked her fingers at him dismissively, causing a tiny puff of soot. “I was having a measure of success, at first. Scanning for current demon activity, since I wasn’t sure yet how to combine my modified scrying spell with a time-bending spell, and that’s the kind of thing that tends to break reality if you do it wrong.” Yornhaldt clapped a hand over his eyes, which she ignored, continuing to scrub at her face while she talked. “I found quite a sizeable spike in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “In the capital?”
 

 
  “Unless they moved the capital while I was frontier-hopping, yes, it’s in Tiraas. More precisely than that I wasn’t able to tell, which means it was in a warded location. Which means the Imperial Palace or the Grand Cathedral; I’ve cracked everyone else’s wards. Cracked the Palace wards, too, but they change them every few weeks. Sharidan has been annoyingly careful about security since the vodka elemental incident.”
 

 
  “Still think that was funny?”
 

 
  “More so every year. Anyhow, I was trying to narrow my focus on whatever demon—and it had to have been a
  
   really
  
  big one, probably more so even than Vadrieny—when whatever it was did something very extravagant and the feedback blasted my scrying table.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt leaned back from the desk, stroking his neatly-cropped beard with one hand. “…do you think we should warn the palace?”
 

 
  “I guarantee,” she said dryly, “they already know, and are dealing with it. All that would do is raise awkward questions about why I was trying to scry on the palace. This new Emperor is a pretty reasonable fellow but his grandfather tried to have me kidnapped for that once.” She sighed reminiscently. “Now
  
   that
  
  was a good time. Nobody knows how to throw a proper kidnapping anymore.”
 

 
  “Then what do we do?”
 

 
  “We?” She cocked her head to one side. With half her face still smudged with ash and her blackened hair sticking up every which way, she looked like an inquisitive jungle bird.
  
   “I
  
  am going to back off and try a different approach in a few days, depending on when I have time.
  
   We
  
  are going to go to bed. We’ve got the freshmen first thing in the morning, and I want you alert for that, Alaric. I’ll want your opinions of them right after classes. Oh, and also, I’ll need to get Stew up here to fix my door,
  
   apparently.”
  
 

 
  He grunted. “Fine. As long as you’re not going to detonate yourself again
  
   tonight,
  
  bed sounds very inviting. Who knows, I might actually sleep.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt turned his back on her and stumped back to the blasted door, but paused just before entering the hall. “It looks like you’ll need Stew to scrub the walls out here, too.”
 

 
  “What’s that?” She slipped around the desk and came to peer over his head.
 

 
  On the corridor wall outside Tellwyrn’s office, facing the door, words had been burned into the stone.
 

 
  MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS
 

 
  “Ah. Heh…fantastic.” Professor Tellwyrn rubbed her hands together, grinning with manic glee. “They never bother to send warnings unless you’re getting close.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt turned ponderously and jabbed her in the stomach with a thick finger. “Arachne, enough. You need to drop this.”
 

 
  “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?” Her eyebrows climbed. “You are, I trust, aware of the usual effect of telling me
  
   not
  
  to do something?”
 

 
  “Then get over it!” he roared. She blinked in surprise at this out-of-character display of temper. Yornhaldt rubbed at his eyes with a thumb and forefinger, collecting himself, before continuing. “Arachne, we’re not adventurers anymore. There’s no dungeon to loot, no princess to rescue or war to intervene in. We’ve got eighty students for whom we are responsible, and provoking the powers of hell itself is more than merely foolhardy; it’s a betrayal of that trust.” He heaved a sigh, finally looking up to meet her eyes earnestly. “I’m not telling you to give this up, since I know you wouldn’t anyway. And with the Falconer girl here, I’ll agree that it
  
   is
  
  our business. But this—” he pointed at the message “—means it’s time to take a step back and come at this from a different, less provocative angle.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a melodramatic sigh. “There you go, being the voice of reason again. I remember when we used to have fun, Alaric.”
 

 
  “The necessary cleanup after you’ve had fun just isn’t in the budget,” he said wryly.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, fine, of course. I won’t have time to fool with it for at least a week anyhow, with classes starting up. I’ll think of something more subtle. And now,” she added gently, pushing at his shoulders. “Go to bed.”
 

 
  “Promise me you will too.”
 

 
  “Oh, no worries on that score. Omnu forbid I should have to face the little monsters at less than my best.”
 

 
  “Good night, you crazy witch.”
 

 
  “Night, y’old worrywart.”
 

 
  As Professor Yornhaldt strolled off toward his own rooms, he found he wasn’t worried about the unknown horrors lurking beneath their feet at all.
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  Between keeping one eye on his hastily-sketched map of the campus and one on where they were walking, and half an ear attuned to Gabriel’s chatter, Toby’s attention was well divided as they made their way to their first class. He hated to snub any of his fellow students, but he simply didn’t have any focus to spare for the returning upperclassmen they passed along the paths; luckily, they mostly ignored the two freshmen as well, so at least he wasn’t offending anyone. Hopefully he’d soon have his feet under him and would be able to pay more mind to people in the future. People were always important.
 

 
  “So I saw the other paladin this morning when I was out nosing around,” said Gabriel, suddenly catching a bigger share of Toby’s attention. “The blonde?”
 

 
  “Yeah, Trissiny,” he replied. “Left here, Gabe. Your
  
   other
  
  left, up the stairs. Yeah, I met her last night. Nice girl, very down to earth.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Gabriel slouched along, hands thrust into the pockets of his sweeping black coat. It was a striking effect; between the coat, his prominent nose and tousled black hair, he looked like a self-important crow, though Toby privately thought he’d be a lot better-looking if he would stand up straight and dress more carefully. “Tall, too. Not bad looking, either, in a sort of gangly way. It’s funny, the Hand of Avei not looking anything like the Avenic ideal.”
 

 
  “Avei has absolutely no interest in how pretty anyone is,” Toby said wearily. “The so-called ‘Avenic ideal’ is just Imperial society deciding that curvy, dark-haired women are attractive because that’s what Avei happens to look like. I seriously doubt she’s pleased to have her name attached to it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, no offense to Miss Trissiny but I happen to think that ideal is pretty great.” Grinning, Gabe finally removed his hands from his pockets and made a vulgar squeezing motion with them. “I like a lady with a little something I can sink my fingers into.”
 

 
  Toby came to a stop. They had arrived at the uppermost level of the University, which housed the administrative offices, the dining hall, greenhouses and Helion Hall, their destination. He turned to face Gabriel directly, tucking the map into his pocket.
 

 
  “You know, Omnu pays attention to what’s around me. The gods don’t watch everywhere all the time, but from things he’s revealed during my meditations, I can tell that he makes a point to be aware of events in my vicinity.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, you guys are great together,” Gabriel said, frowning. “Why are we stopping?”
 

 
  “There’s a paladin of Avei at this University, as we were just discussing, which probably means that Avei is keeping an eye on things here. Avei, goddess of war and justice, and the
  
   protector of women
  
  . A goddess of the Pantheon, and thus predisposed
  
   not
  
  to give you the benefit of the doubt, Gabe. So maybe it would be smart if you
  
   didn’t
  
  walk around campus loudly talking about girls like sides of meat in a butcher’s window.”
 

 
  Gabriel paled slightly, which didn’t go at all well with his copper complexion. “Ah, well…you didn’t let me finish. I just think it’s a shame, how society imposes such arbitrary standards on women. Good on Avei, ignoring all that when picking a paladin.”
 

 
  Toby snorted, turning and resuming his walk. “Nice save.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s me. Slick as buttered silk.”
 

 
  The entrance to Helion Hall was up a short flight of broad marble steps, just left of the dining hall. Both boys paused in the foyer, peering around.
 

 
  “This is a bit more like home,” Gabe noted. “I was half-afraid this whole place would be made of logs or something.” They stood in a handsome, vaulted entry hall with a glossy marble floor. Dark wood paneling was interspersed with flute columns rising to a dome two stories up, which was inset with stained glass windows. “Which way from here? You still have that map, right?”
 

 
  “I think that’s a hint,” said Toby, pointing. Opposite the door ahead of them was a hefty wooden desk, currently unmanned; on either side, hallways opened. The one on the left was marked with a small cardboard sign reading FRESHMEN with an arrow pointing down it.
 

 
  “Well, sure, if you’re gonna go paying attention to stuff. Showoff.”
 

 
  Toby nudged him with an elbow, grinning, and received a good-natured jostle in return. Together, they strode off as the sign indicated. After only a few feet, the left wall vanished and they found themselves walking down a marble colonnade. Aside from the pillars holding up the roof, all that stood between them and a lovely, terrifying view over the side of the mountain was a chest-high fence of wrought iron.
 

 
  “Oh, good, an outdoor hallway,” Gabriel groused. “Does it snow in winters around here?”
 

 
  “I think we’re too far north for that.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s something. Does it
  
   rain?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah. You can tell, because everything’s not, y’know…dead.”
 

 
  “Sir, I believe I have spoken to you about throwing logic around when I’m being melodramatic.”
 

 
  The open walkway curved around the outside of the apparently round building. It terminated at a heavy-looking wooden door, which proved to be either not as sturdy as it appeared or impeccably balanced; at any rate, it swung open easily to admit them to their classroom. The boys found themselves at the bottom of a small amphitheater, with rows of small desks and chairs occupying two ascending levels. They entered at a little stage on which sat a lectern and another, much larger desk, which was against the opposite wall near the other door.
 

 
  Their classmates had already arrived.
 

 
  Trissiny immediately caught Toby’s eye and gave him a bright smile, which he returned. Of the other girls, only Teal glanced up upon their entrance, also grinning delightedly at him. It was good to see them both in good spirits. The rest of the freshmen girls were apparently absorbed in a conversation taking place between the drow and a tiny fluttering ball of light.
 

 
  “Three to one,” Gabriel murmured. “I
  
   like
  
  these odds. It’s like a buffet.”
 

 
  At that, though he had spoken barely above a whisper, the dark elf turned her head to fix Gabe with a chillingly neutral stare, and Toby fought down the urge to slap a hand to his face. Gabriel fancied himself a ladies’ man, despite the preponderance of evidence to the contrary. Fortunately, the drow quickly turned her attention back to the conversation.
 

 
  “I know it’s not in the student handbook or any official University policy,” the pixie was chattering loudly enough to be plainly heard, “but I read and listened as much as I could about human customs from anybody who’d help me learn them and yes I know neither of us is human but we’re staying here now and it’s only polite to respect their customs and anyway I think this is a good one, right? I mean, it makes sense, right? So since it’s our room we can make it our own official rule: if anybody’s having sex, they hang a sock on the door handle so everybody knows not to accidentally barge in on them.”
 

 
  “Fross,” the drow said with serene patience, “casual sexual encounters are utterly out of the question for me for cultural reasons, and with all due respect, I doubt you will be able to find a physically compatible partner on this campus. This appears to be a non-issue.”
 

 
  “Also,” added a dark-skinned girl in a huge hat and coat, one row down, “apparently boys can’t even get in the tower.”
 

 
  “What do boys have to do with it?” Fross began buzzing around in agitated circles. “So if the rule’s never needed that’s fine, that doesn’t hurt anybody or cost anything, which is so much better than if it turns out that we need a rule and it’s not there and then somebody ends up embarrassed or worse, right? I mean, we’re new here and there’s no telling what might happen and life is unpredictable and all, especially since neither of us
  
   knows
  
  all that much about the customs! You get what I’m saying?!”
 

 
  “It’s a comfort thing,” said the green-haired woman softly. “Rules help us know what’s expected of us in unfamiliar surroundings.”
 

 
  “You present several compelling arguments,” the elf said seriously, her eyes tracking her darting roommate. “I find your proposal agreeable. We shall consider it a rule.”
 

 
  “Okay. Okay, good.” Fross slowed her oscillations, settling into a hover over the desk. “Okay, that’s fine, then!”
 

 
  Gabriel chose that moment to swagger up the stairs ringing the amphitheater and lean against the nymph’s desk, grinning. “Hi there. I’m Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Well, hi!” She turned to face him with a bright smile. “My name’s Juniper!”
 

 
  “Juniper, I have never been so delighted to learn anything in my life. So, did you invite all these people? I was hoping we’d have privacy.” She laughed delightedly, but from the next row up, Trissiny lowered her eyebrows, staring hard at Gabe. Once again, Toby repressed a groan. Hassling female students was the quickest possible way to get on the Hand of Avei’s bad side. Not that Juniper seemed at all averse, but even that had its inherent risks. Obviously the dryad wouldn’t be here if she were hostile, but fae were unpredictable at best. He had to let his friend make his own mistakes, but…maybe smaller ones, to start out?
 

 
  His ruminations were interrupted when the door on the far wall opened and a slender blonde woman strode in.
 

 
  “Class rule,” she announced. “Anyone not in their seat when I reach mine will be expelled. From a catapult.”
 

 
  Neither Gabe nor Toby wasted a second wondering if she could possibly be serious until after leaping into chairs; Fross was a streak of light that slapped into the back of a desk chair hard enough to set it rocking. Professor Tellwyrn ignored all of this, turning her back to drop an armload of heavy books on the desk, then casually kick the door shut. She strolled toward the podium, interweaving her fingers and flexing in a way that set her knuckles loudly cracking, and eight pairs of eyes (assuming pixies had eyes) silently studied the first living legend they had ever encountered.
 

 
  She didn’t look particularly impressive, and certainly didn’t look three thousand years old. Tobias had met a few of the older elves in the course of his training, and though age didn’t show on their faces, there was a serenity, a gravity to their every movement that his new history professor lacked. Arachne Tellwyrn was a slim woman with her blonde hair tied back in a simple tail; she was pretty, but not eye-catchingly so. In fact, she looked about like one would expect from a member of a race characterized by delicately pointed features and large, expressive eyes. Her ears came to the sharp points that marked her as a wood elf, but then again he’d known she wasn’t from this area.
 

 
  The Professor halted next to the podium, resting a hand upon it, and slowly dragged her gaze across the room. Her eyes were green, and vibrant enough to be striking even from across the room. Suddenly, she grinned lopsidedly, but it was not a humorous expression. There was something predatory in the set of her eyes.
 

 
  “Who can describe Imperial relations with the pirate bands with which the Tiraan Empire has treaties? Miss Punaji, do not answer. Miss Awarrion.”
 

 
  The drow lowered her hand. “Tiraas has nearly identical treaties with the Punaji pirates of the Azure Sea in the east and the Tidestriders of the Grand Mere in the west. In fact, these treaties and their attendant Imperial support are largely the reason those two bands have grown to dominate their respective territories. The pirates agree not to harass Imperial shipping, and in return are not attacked by the Tiraan Navy. Indeed, both are expected to render aid to one another during any crisis on the seas.”
 

 
  “Correct, but shallow. From another perspective, the Empire is in essence paying pirates to exclusively prey on overseas interests. How has this not provoked a war with other nations?”
 

 
  “The Tiraan Empire is a famously, or in some circles infamously, expansionist power which consolidated its rule of this continent more than a century ago. By entering into relationships with the pirates which depend of them having a steady supply of non-Tiraan victims, the Empire tacitly promises not to extend its control to foreign shores, which would make any ocean between them unavailable to the pirates according to the treaties. The Empire gains maritime vassal states to secure its borders, other nations gain the assurance that Tiraas will not encroach upon theirs, and the pirate bands gain patronage and safe harbor on this continent’s coasts. All parties incur costs, but ultimately benefit.”
 

 
  To Toby’s left, the girl in the hat twisted her mouth as if tasting something awful, but Professor Tellwyrn nodded approvingly at Shaeine. “Excellently reasoned. Can someone explain how mortals have historically interacted with fairies? Juniper, Fross, do not answer. Yes, Mr. Arquin?”
 

 
  “By staying the hell away from them,” said Gabriel with a grin.
 

 
  “How colloquial, Mr. Arquin. Care to expand on that slightly?”
 

 
  “Well, everyone knows, or should, not to accept gifts from fae, or make any deals with them, or try to attack them. And to always be as polite as possible if you do meet one. But, yeah…honestly, the best policy is to avoid them as much as possible.”
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn folded her hands behind her back, fixing him with a flat stare.
  
   “Why?”
  
 

 
  “Professor?”
 

 
  “There have been no wars against fairykind, no major interactions at all. Why this aversion?”
 

 
  Gabe glanced over at Juniper; for a wonder, his gaze stayed above her collarbone. “Because…we don’t understand them. Most experts, I mean, most philosophers and mages
  
   and
  
  the diplomats who’ve tried, believe we
  
   can’t
  
  understand them. They run on a whole different kind of logic, sort of like demons. They’re extremely powerful and totally unpredictable. The only safe thing is just not to bother them.”
 

 
  “We’re scary?” Juniper looked so hurt Toby wanted to get up and give her a hug.
 

 
  “See, Mr. Arquin?” said Tellwyrn. “You do know a thing or two, once it’s pried out of you. Someone describe the nature of Imperial relations with the drow city-state of Tar’naris. Miss Awarrion, do not answer. Yes, Miss Punaji.”
 

 
  Grinning, Zaruda lounged back in her chair. “As I understand it, the Empire just went in and pretty much re-did the place overnight. Put up sun crystals, like the dwarves have underground, taught the drow about agriculture, imported a bunch of soil and plants and stuff and basically turned their big empty cave into a place that can support itself with plenty of food without needing to raid the surface. I understand before the treaty with the Empire, the drow valued food more than gold.”
 

 
  “That’s an awfully generous move from a huge, militaristic power which was previously at a state of undeclared war with the Narisians and all other drow,” the Professor said dryly. “Are you maybe forgetting something?”
 

 
  “Oh, right. In return, they get peace, of course, and also Tiraas gets first dibs on metals and jewels and stuff out of Tar’naris, pretty much for free.”
 

 
  “Essentially correct. Tar’naris controls access to several of the continent’s richest mineral deposits, for which it has little use. To be more specific, by the treaty the Narisians have first access to their own resources, but deliver a yearly quota to the Empire in perpetuity in exchange for the magic that makes their caverns verdant. And yes, to drow, access to plentiful food is a bounty whose value simply cannot be overstated. But Tar’naris is only one of three drow city-states controlling an egress from the Underworld into Imperial territory. Why does Tiraas not have similar treaties with the others? Mr. Arquin?”
 

 
  “Because they’re too crazy to deal with.”
 

 
  “How
  
   eloquently
  
  dismissive, Mr. Arquin. I don’t suppose you’d like to add a little more detail to your analysis.”
 

 
  Gabe grimaced, but straightened in his chair, continuing. “Well, of the other two drow cities, one has refused a treaty like the Narisian one without saying why, and the others literally
  
   are
  
  too crazy to deal with. Or at least too aggressive. You can’t do diplomacy with people who attack diplomats on sight.”
 

 
  “Again, more or less correct, though it would be closer to truth to say that the Akhvari explained their reasons for declining commerce and the Empire failed to understand them. What has been the most significant drawback of normalized relations with Tar’naris? Yes, Mr. Caine?”
 

 
  Toby lowered his hand. “Dwarves.”
 

 
  “’Dwarves’ is not an answer, Mr. Caine. It is not a sentence, nor even a sentence
  
   fragment.”
  
 

 
  He shifted in his seat, repressing annoyance. “The dwarf kingdoms were the Empire’s biggest trading partners when it came to metals and stone. With the Empire suddenly getting a lot of free minerals, they stopped buying, and the dwarven economy was hit hard. They’ve been…a lot less friendly, since.”
 

 
  “Economies; the dwarves are hardly a monolithic entity. But you are correct. Who can summarize what is known about demons? Miss Falconer, Mr. Arquin, do not answer. Oh, this should be good. Yes, Miss Avelea?”
 

 
  “I prefer
  
   Ms.
  
  Avelea,” Trissiny said firmly. She glanced speculatively at Gabriel. Everyone was now looking speculatively at Gabriel, except for Gabe himself, who was looking speculatively at Teal.
 

 
  “I prefer not to be contradicted. Life is a succession of disappointments, Miss Avelea; embrace it. Your answer?”
 

 
  Trissiny visibly gritted her teeth before replying. “Demons are the evil creatures native to the infernal plane, also known as Hell. They are servants of Elilial, the Black Goddess, who rebelled against the Pantheon, and for her crimes against the mortal races and the other gods was hurled into Hell, where she became ruler by slaughtering all who opposed her. All demons hate mortal creatures and constantly seek to enter the material plane to spread destruction in whatever way they can.”
 

 
  “That was better than the rant I was expecting. For future reference, Miss Avelea, reciting Church dogma in this class is no way to attain a passing grade; you’ll be lucky if I don’t make you eat soap. However, in this
  
   one
  
  case, the Church has the right of it.” Professor Tellwyrn folded her hands in front of her, peering around the room as if to make sure everyone was listening. “Whether demons are constantly seeking to escape from hell and invade us is up for debate; some experts even within the Church theorize that many of them accidentally wander in through hellgates and cause havoc much the way a bear accidentally caught in a tavern would. But it is unquestionably true that most if not all demons are specifically hostile to life on this plane, and there is strong reason to believe the majority if not the entirety of Hell answers to Elilial. And they certainly
  
   have
  
  mounted a number of organized invasions, which were repelled only at great cost.”
 

 
  “You don’t agree with the Church?” Gabe said, suddenly looking a lot more interested.
 

 
  “Raise your hand, Mr. Arquin, we are not baboons. And the matter is not that straightforward. Religious institutions by nature view the world in simple, dichotomous terms, whereas the infernal plane is probably as huge and diverse as this one. Mortal excursions through hellgates have never gotten far, and we have only cataloged nineteen sentient and eighty-three other varieties of demons. We know less about what goes on in Hell than we do about what’s under the ocean; it would be tremendously foolhardy to pretend total understanding of it. Enough about that. Who has observations to share about paladins? Miss Avelea, Mr. Caine, do not answer. Yes, Miss Awarrion.”
 

 
  “Paladins are the designated servants of the gods. An individual is selected by a deity to serve as that god’s Hand on this plane, which entails chiefly taking action when, for whatever reason, the god in question cannot or will not. Paladins gain a variety of powers and gifts from their patron, which vary by deity, but all called by gods of the Pantheon are able to summon holy light, which has healing properties to life native to this plane and is destructive to demons.”
 

 
  “Textbook, Miss Awarrion, but incontrovertible. Anyone have something to add? I’m fishing for recent history. Mr. Arquin?”
 

 
  “Yeah, paladins were supposed to be
  
   gone.
  
  At least until recently; there hadn’t been one in twenty years, since the last Hand of Omnu died, and none had been called by any of the gods for more than ten years before that. Most people thought that since magic had advanced so much and most fighting is done with wands and staffs nowadays instead of swords and armor, they were pretty much obsolete and the gods had given up on the whole thing.” He grinned wickedly. “Then boom, Toby and Trissiny are called out of nowhere, and the Church was caught with its pants down.”
 

 
  “Such a way with words you have, Mr. Arquin. You’re not wrong, though, and the world is avidly waiting, now, to see if more paladins will be called again, and herald a new Age of Adventures.” She snorted. “Gods, I hope not. Speaking as a retired adventurer myself, we managed to cause enough havoc without having ready access to cheap magical weapons. These days you can buy a wand for less than a horse used to cost… But that’s a subject for another class.”
 

 
  She stepped behind the lectern and leaned forward on it, looking them over slowly. Then, again, that diabolical smile spread across her face. “Welcome,” she said, “to the Unseen University.”
 

 
  “Unseen?” Gabe looked around at the others. “I thought it was just called the University.”
 

 
  
   “Hand
  
  , Arquin. This institution’s name is hidden; it is part of a geas laid upon this land at its founding. Only initiates of this University know its name, and you will find yourselves quite unable to share it with outsiders. In this way you may recognize one another in the wild, as it were, which you’ll find a very useful thing. Graduates of the Unseen University are almost the best and brightest, and definitely the most dangerous, people at large in the Empire, and beyond.”
 

 
  She drummed her fingers on the lectern once, then straightened. “Since none of you are stupid, you’ll have deduced the theme of my little question-and-answer session. There are other schools in the Tiraan Empire, several of them with academic standards that, I must acknowledge, surpass our own. The student body here is composed of…well, look at yourselves. Several of you are here for diplomatic reasons, rather than having been strongly encouraged to attend by the Throne, but
  
   all
  
  of you have this in common: you possess the academic qualifications necessary to attend a competitive school of higher learning…” Her wolfish grin widened. “And you are simply too dangerous to be allowed to run around unsupervised.”
 

 
  Toby slowly lifted his hand; Professor Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow in his direction. “What happens to people who are too dangerous to be unsupervised but
  
   don’t
  
  have the academic qualifications?”
 

 
  “A complex question, Mr. Caine, and one which has as many answers as individuals to which it pertains. Later in your tenure here, you will in fact be exploring that very subject. For now, suffice it to say that you should be grateful to find yourself here and not there.”
 

 
  She stepped around from behind the podium and began to pace slowly up and down the stage. “Given the unique nature of our student body, we do things a little bit differently here. Book learning is all well and good, and you can expect to do a great deal of it, but our entire curriculum is strongly skewed toward the practical. This class, for instance, has been billed as History 101. Undoubtedly, you were surprised to find there is no textbook. Yes, I do expect you to learn some history, because understanding the past is a necessary first step in not blundering back into it, but in truth, this class will be an ongoing examination of the forces that move people, both as individuals and nations.” She spread her hands wide, smiling more kindly around the room. “Why, in other words, do people do what they do? This is something you, in particular, will very much need to understand. You’ll all go out into the world and be expected to have a great impact on the course of events. In fact, more of you than otherwise are going to end up leading large groups of people.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn folded her hands again and resumed her pacing. “You’ll find this same emphasis reflected in your other courses, to varying degrees. Our music program is, in fact, designed to produce fully competent and accredited bards, individuals who are roving entertainers, diplomats and on occasion, mercenaries. As such it covers a great deal that would horrify the music students at Tirasian University even to contemplate. Herbalism is a required freshman course rather than an elective, and could be more correctly called ‘How Not to Have an Embarrassing Plant-Related Death.’ On the other hand, martial arts are martial arts, and not much goes on there that doesn’t elsewhere, though in that area our standards are toweringly high.
 

 
  “The point is,” she went on, coming to a stop, “everything you think you know about school, you can forget. Those of you who aren’t familiar with Imperial academic traditions are actually at something of an advantage here. All but one of your first-semester classes will be taken in the company of the people in this room. You are a unit, my dear freshmen, so I suggest you begin getting used to one another. There is no organized competition, as such, between your class and the others…” Again, she grinned that disturbing grin. “…but some of them may take it upon themselves to organize their own. You have been warned. Which brings us to the homework. You will each have on my desk by tomorrow night a two-page paper, detailing in brief a general tactical analysis of each of your classmates, including strengths and weaknesses, and how you personally expect to be of assistance to them.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled with much more humor at the flabbergasted expressions this produced. “Welcome home, kids. Class dismissed.”
 

 
  With that, and leaving her stack of books on the desk, she turned and walked out.
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  “So.” Zaruda broke the slightly dazed silence that hovered over the eight of them as they navigated the University’s paths. “Anyone else have the distinct feeling they’ve accidentally been sent to the loony island and we’re
  
   all going to die?”
  
  She tugged the lapels of her coat up around her ears, reached inside and somehow pulled out a bottle of bourbon. “I’ve got that, a little.”
 

 
  “Well…sure, we’re gonna die.” Juniper seemed puzzled. “Everything dies, that’s just science. But not, like…right
  
   now.
  
  Probably.”
 

 
  “She wants us to write essays about each other’s weaknesses,” Teal mused, “as some kind of bonding tactic. Does that seem completely ass-backward to anyone else?”
 

 
  “Armies do something similar, at basic training,” Trissiny said slowly. “Conditions are meant to be intense and drillmasters make themselves into hostile figures. It encourages the soldiers to form a strong bond against any prospective enemies.”
 

 
  “My people use similar techniques in training,” said Shaeine, as serene as ever. “Though I am not an expert in military matters by any means, I don’t believe soldiers are encouraged to pick at one another’s failings, however.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure that woman is entirely sane,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “Hah! You should talk.” Zaruda took a long swig from her bottle, cocking a thumb at her roommate. “This one was up at buttfuck o’clock in the morning. Came back to the room an hour later, in full armor, looking worn out, and this just when I was getting up. Needless to say, we had us a discussion about shower privileges.”
 

 
  “I went for a run,” Trissiny said defensively. “The main stairs up the mountain make for a good track.”
 

 
  “You…you ran down and back up the stairs?” Teal boggled at her. “In
  
   armor?”
  
 

 
  “Of course in armor,” Trissiny retorted testily. “People who expect to fight in armor should train in armor. The academic life is no excuse for me to get soft.”
 

 
  “Damn, girl,” said Gabriel. “There’s not getting soft, and then there’s that.”
 

 
  “What do you know about demons?” she asked, half-turning her head to stare at him.
 

 
  His expression went flat. “I know to stay the hell away from them. What else does anyone
  
   need
  
  to know?”
 

 
  “Hm.” She turned away from him, absently fingering the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “I’m assuming, by the way, that somebody knows where the hell we’re going,” Zaruda said, peering around. The campus was lively and lovely in the midmorning sun, with students passing them on the way to their own classes. The eight freshmen had just descended a staircase to the next level down from the upper terrace and Helion Hall.
 

 
  “We’ve got Introduction to Magic with Professor Yornhaldt,” chimed Fross before Toby could reach for his map. “Derringer Hall, dead ahead! Follow me!” She flitted away down the path, occasionally darting back impatiently to the more slowly-walking students.
 

 
  They had progressed only another ten feet when a figure plummeted from above, landing directly into their path. “Well,” she drawled, “isn’t
  
   this
  
  just precious.”
 

 
  They stopped as one; Fross darted behind Juniper, and Trissiny gripped her sword, eyes narrowing. Zaruda snorted loudly and had a pull of bourbon. Blocking their way was a drow woman in denim trousers and a laced vest that left her muscular arms bare. She wore rectangular shades of black glass that hid her eyes, and her white hair was combed and gelled into a spiked ridge over the top of her head, the ends dyed livid green. Folding her arms across her chest, she sneered. “Another little rat scurries up from below, all prettied up and repressed half to death. Come to learn how to live without being waited on hand and foot?”
 

 
  “Are you addressing me?” Shaeine said mildly. Upon leaving the classroom she had donned a dark cloak and put the hood up to shelter her face from the sunlight.
 

 
  “Well, I wasn’t talking to the pixie.” The drow woman’s sneer grew to an animal ferocity. “Let me guess, Narisian? Pampered pet of the Empire, never had to work a day in your life? Word of advice, little bitch-pup: go home.”
 

 
  “Okay, I think that’s just about enough of that,” said Toby firmly, stepping in front of Shaeine. “If you’ll excuse us, miss, we have class.”
 

 
  She transferred her gaze to him, eyed him up and down, and smirked. “Yeah? And?”
 

 
  “So this is what we’re doing? We’re hassling the freshmen now? Good, great. That’s an excellent use of our time when we’re about to be late for class.”
 

 
  Two figures appeared on the ledge of the terrace above, from which the drow had jumped: a grinning boy with sharp features and pale blonde hair, who had spoken, and the dark-complexioned young man in the bone-decorated vest who had sat over the arch yesterday giving out directions.
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” said the latter with a cheerful wave. “Finding your way around all right?”
 

 
  “Until very recently, yes,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Yeah, sorry about her,” said the blonde. “I’d do something, but, y’know how it is. She terrifies me. Also, I’m hoping to sleep with her at some point.”
 

 
  “Fuck you, Chase,” snapped the drow, glaring up at them.
 

 
  “I’ll pencil you in! How’s Thursday at eleven?”
 

 
  She bared her teeth and actually growled, then turned on her heel and stalked off.
 

 
  “Tanq, do correct me if I’m mistaken, but Natchua’s in our next class, right?” said Chase from atop the wall.
 

 
  “That she is, my friend,” his companion replied.
 

 
  “Which is very much
  
   not
  
  in the direction in which she just departed.”
 

 
  “The sacrifices that must be made for a dramatic exit.”
 

 
  “Do you suppose we ought to be late, too? As a show of solidarity?”
 

 
  “If by ‘solidarity’ you mean ‘not setting off our insane classmate,’ then your reasoning is sound.”
 

 
  “Seems like we’ve got a plan, then.” Chase seated himself on the wall, dangling his legs over, and waved down at them. “Flee, little froshes! Flee whilst you can!”
 

 
  “Yeah, okay.” Zaruda shouldered through the pack and swaggered off ahead, the others trailing after her.
 

 
  “Nice to see you again!” called Teal, waving up at Tanq. He nodded gravely in return.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head, muttering. “I really don’t think I like it here.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Derringer Hall resembled a medieval castle from the outside, though within it was done in marble and dark wood, much like most of the University appeared to be. The campus was actually only a few decades old, despite the antique sensibilities of its styling, and nothing had had time to get properly dilapidated. There wasn’t even any graffiti on the desks, as the freshman class discovered while finding seats in the room where Professor Yornhaldt’s Introduction to Magic was to be held.
 

 
  Given the brevity of their class with Professor Tellwyrn, and even after making a slow way across the campus and being interrupted by the ill-tempered elf, they were in plenty of time. The eight of them prowled about the classroom, talking in small groups, before drifting toward seats as the time for their class approached.
 

 
  This time, Gabriel perched beside Zaruda, and leaned over to her as soon as she was seated. “So, yeah, I’m with you. Crazy island. All gonna die. How many of ’em do you reckon we can take out with us?”
 

 
  She took a drink from her bottle, which was already half-empty. “Is this a strategic planning session, or are you just makin’ small talk ’cause you want to bone me?”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t try to pin me down. I’m a multi-tasker.”
 

 
  “You’re cute.” She grinned. “Remind me of a puppy I used to have.”
 

 
  “Aha! Then my plan is working!”
 

 
  Her grin widened. “Nope. Unless you’re planning to get stabbed.”
 

 
  He was spared further embarrassment by the arrival of their professor.
 

 
  “Good morning,” said Professor Yornhaldt in a deep baritone that seemed almost to vibrate the air. He was unmistakably a dwarf: less than shoulder-high on an average human and twice as broad, but clearly with muscle. The man resembled a brick, with nothing round or soft anywhere on his frame. That was as far as the resemblance to the famous wild-bearded, leather-and-loincloth wearing dwarves of the north went, however. Professor Yornhaldt was in a dapper tweed suit, with neatly combed black hair and a short, very precisely trimmed beard that outlined his jaw. “Ah, good, everyone’s already seated. My congratulations, you are officially better students than last year’s freshmen. Welcome,” he proclaimed with a smile, coming to stand at the front of the room, “to Introduction to Magic.”
 

 
  “Thanks for havin’ us,” replied Zaruda, lifting her bottle.
 

 
  “Ah. Miss Punaji, if you would please put that away.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’ve got an exemption to the drinkin’ policy.”
 

 
  “For the campus, yes, I was told. But there is no eating or drinking in this classroom.”
 

 
  She grunted, but tucked the bottle back into her coat.
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  magic, then?” asked Yornhaldt with a jovial smile. “Most are of the opinion that magic is a form of energy, which, like most conventional wisdom, entirely misses the point. Some energy is magical, yes: the divine, the arcane, the infernal and the even less-understood work of the fae, to name a popular few. But magic itself is not a means of acting, but a means of classifying actions.”
 

 
  The Professor turned and opened the top drawer of his desk, pulling out carved wooden hummingbird the size of his palm; its tail was fully spread, its wings flung forward past its head. “There are two kinds of natural law,” he said, turning again to face them. “Objective, and subjective.
  
   Objective
  
  natural law governs the realm of physics. It is what it is, and what anyone thinks of it is totally irrelevant. In the physical world, there is nothing free from the interconnected forces that move all things. Every step you take is affected by the pull of gravity and the friction of air through which you must pass. It has been theorized that the weather can be changed on a grand scale by something so seemingly inconsequential as the flapping of a butterfly’s wings on the other side of the world. This is why so many things, of which weather is a good example, are beyond our power to predict: though the processes by which they come about are rational, consistent and in theory predictable, we are never able to know the entirety of the forces at work. With me so far?”
 

 
  He grinned at them, and in the absence of any disagreement, continued. “This is an example of physics in action.” The Professor gently placed the tip of the hummingbird’s long wooden beak against one of his thick fingers and released it with his opposite hand. Incredibly, it hung there, rocking slightly, apparently balanced on one of the carving’s furthest ends. “Now how does this little beauty work? Any ideas?”
 

 
  “It’s enchanted?” guessed Juniper.
 

 
  “I’m afraid not! No, there is no magic at all at work here, merely a bit of carnival trickery. There are weights very cunningly hidden in the wingtips, you see, which shifts the whole bird’s center of mass. It balances on the tip of its beak because that truly is its most perfect balancing point.
  
   That,
  
  kids, is physics at work. No matter how much it
  
   seems
  
  like a thing should or should not be, it is. It will do what it does and nobody can gainsay it.
 

 
  “This brings us to the opposite principle:
  
   subjective
  
  natural law. As one might expect from the name, this principle gives reality to what is subjectively true.” He began to stroll slowly up and down the front of the room, the carefully balanced hummingbird held in front of him on his fingertip the whole time. “While the realm of physics functions just the same no matter who is there to see it, or if anyone is, the realm of magic is what happens when the perspectives of intelligent beings are imposed upon physical reality. Magic is not the divine, or the arcane: those are magical in nature, yes, but they are merely expressions of magic. The
  
   nature
  
  of magic is that things become what it
  
   seems
  
  like they should be, to whoever is doing it. The logic of physics goes completely out the window. By casting a spell, you re-write all rules. You become, at least as far as the tiny amount of the world you are able to affect is concerned, a god. It should go without saying that the potential for disaster in casting even the simplest spell is immense.”
 

 
  Raising his free hand above the balancing hummingbird, he went on. “I am going to cast a minor spell here. All this does is map a small network of artificial ley lines across this object; it’s a necessary first step for most enchantments, but has no effect on its own except to make the item amenable to having arcane magic worked upon it. In essence, it is the minimum possible thing you can do and still be working magic.”
 

 
  There was no light or sound, merely his hovering hand and intent expression, but quite suddenly the hummingbird tumbled from his finger and clattered to the floor.
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt spread his hands wide, casting a long look about the room. “To perform magic is to introduce subjectivity to a physical system. It is to replace consistent rules and a resilient physical connection with the rest of the world with…whatever happens to be in your own head. It is to create
  
   chaos.
  
  Hopefully, a small and controllable amount of chaos, but by its very nature, chaos is unpredictable and uncontainable.”
 

 
  “How does anyone do it, then?” asked Gabriel. “You make it sound like every act by any wizard could potentially end the world.”
 

 
  “Actually, Mr. Arquin, there aren’t any wizards capable of acts that could end the world; the world is quite large. Some of the primary gods probably could, but they are generally more careful. But yes, that it somewhat beside your point, is it not? The question is, just how in blazes do wizards have any control over anything they do, when what they are doing is taking bits of our rational, predictable world and turning them into the kind of blathering soup that occurs when a person dreams?”
 

 
  He tapped his temple with a blunt fingertip, smiling. “The answer, my friends, is that magic is more art than science. The answer is
  
   intuition.
  
  A wizard knows, and thus can control, what a spell will do under a given set of circumstances because he
  
   feels
  
  it. And the only way to develop this intuition is through practice. Long, arduous, potentially quite destructive practice. And that, kids, is why, despite advances in enchantment and the proliferation of mass-producable magical technologies, an actual
  
   wizard
  
  is still a rare and powerful thing. Also why getting them to
  
   do
  
  anything is damnably expensive.”
 

 
  “What about enchantments, though?” Fross piped up. “I mean, they can do those in factories now and crank out piles and piles of things that are just loaded down with magic and if magic is all the subjective thoughts of one person given reality I don’t understand how that works, especially since they all do the same basic thing no matter who’s using them.”
 

 
  “Ah…you must be Fross,” Professor Yornhaldt said. “Enchantment is its own realm of study, and one to which we’ll be giving a great deal of attention this semester. But you’ve struck upon a very relevant point! To enchant something is to
  
   use
  
  magic to alter it in a way that can then interact consistently and predictably with the rest of the world. It takes the enchanted object out of your little space of creative chaos and puts it back into the network of physical forces that binds all the world together, with a piece of magic now tied to it that is
  
   also
  
  part of that network. So enchantments by their very nature must be logical, predictable and reproducible. It is by capitalizing on this principle that modern magical mass-production works, but the underlying properties are the same for a factory-made moving carriage as a two-thousand-year-old enchanted sword.”
 

 
  He cracked his knuckles, flexed his arms and shook his hands as though limbering up, wearing a cheerful grin. “But I believe that’s enough dry recitation for our first day. I like to start my freshmen off with a few simple tricks; they say a picture is worth a thousand words, after all. Now, nobody panic.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt snapped his fingers and the room was plunged into darkness. Gabriel cursed and there came a wordless exclamation from Fross, but his injunction not to panic proved unnecessary. It was not pitch-black, but merely quite dim; they could all still see each other plainly, especially Fross, who illuminated those nearest to her in a cold blue glow.
 

 
  “To begin with, let’s see who’s carrying enchantments, shall we?” said Yornhaldt from the front of the room. He did not appear to move his hands again, but suddenly a bright glow sprung up around Teal, Trissiny and Zaruda. Tobias blinked against the sudden light, frowning; upon second reflection, the girls themselves weren’t glowing, but rather objects they were carrying were. It was a bit confusing in Zaruda’s case, as it was apparently her coat that put off light.
 

 
  “This is a variant of an old trap-detection spell I developed,” said their professor. “Not much use tactically as it’s fairly easily blocked, but still good for a bit of fun. Now, let’s see what we’ve got here. Ah, yes, Miss Falconer’s talisman. The Church does tend to be a bit heavy-handed with their enchantments, but given what that little badge has to do, I suppose it’s called for.”
 

 
  “What
  
   does
  
  it do?” Gabriel asked curiously.
 

 
  “Now, Mr. Arquin, time enough for you two to get to know each other outside of class. Moving toward the middle of the room, we see Ms. Avelea’s sword and shield putting off even
  
   more
  
  light! Nothing surprising about that, either. Important safety tip, kids:
  
   never
  
  touch a paladin’s weapon without its owner’s permission. Those are gifts directly from their patrons, and not only just about the most magical items in existence, but directly connected to the power of the gods. Accidentally offending a deity is a very silly reason to die. And over here…goodness, Miss Punaji, that’s an awful lot of power on that coat. If I may ask, what manner of enchantments do you have there?”
 

 
  “Oh, this?” Zaruda slid her thumbs along her lapels. “Was a present from my Uncle Raffi when I got accepted to the University. It’s weatherproof, slightly armored and has bag-of-holding spells on the pockets.”
 

 
  “Hrum. That is…an awful
  
   lot
  
  of energy for such comparatively minor enchantments. Are you sure that’s it?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Well, I guess you could say they’re bag of a
  
   lot
  
  of holding spells. He insisted I’ve got about as much cargo capacity as a merchant ship in this thing, but Uncle Raffi tends to exaggerate. He just wanted to make sure I could go a few weeks without having to make a beer run.”
 

 
  “Make a beer…” Professor Yornhaldt stared at her in awed silence for a moment. “…Miss Punaji, exactly how much alcohol are you carrying?”
 

 
  “I dunno. How much is there?”
 

 
  “Yes. Well. All right, then. Moving on.” He waved a hand, and the three glows vanished. “There’s one more trick I like to do; it never fails to be a crowd-pleaser. This is strictly stage magician stuff, you understand. The Wizards’ Guild would make exceedingly stern faces at me if they knew I was doing it in public. Still and all, I think everyone should have a look at their aura at least once in their life, and what better time than at the outset of a magic class? Behold!”
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt threw out his hands, and suddenly the room blazed with light.
 

 
  Both Trissiny and Tobias gleamed with coronas of pure gold that seemed to reach into the farthest corners of the room. They didn’t obscure the other students’ auras, however; they immediately discovered that only the aura at which one directly looked would be clear in one’s vision, with the others merely dimly perceived details in the background. Gabriel was surrounded by a cloud of darkness, shot through with streaks of green and purple; he looked like he was wearing a giant bruise. From Teal there blared an intense orange blaze as if she were on fire, which pushed outward even more aggressively than the paladins’ auras did. Zaruda had a simple but pretty halo in shades of blue. Shaeine gleamed a cold, pure white. The two fae had by far the most interesting effects: Fross appeared to be within a tiny blizzard, completely with clouds and whirling snowflakes, that almost blotted her from view, and Juniper was illuminated by a beam of sunlight from above, with vivid grass constantly growing and vanishing from the floor below her and illusory butterflies flitting about her head.
 

 
  “Shiiiiiiiiiiiny…” whispered Fross in awe.
 

 
  Yornhaldt gave them a few minutes to study each other before gesturing again. At his command, the glows faded from around them and light came back up. The classroom looked suddenly drab and somehow surreal after the light show.
 

 
  “I know very well how tricky this campus can be to adjust to,” he said, “so I’ll spare you the indignity of homework on your first day. Besides, if I know Professor Tellwyrn, and I do, she’s got you doing something absurd and borderline sadistic. Bear with, kids, she takes a bit of getting used to but I think you’ll come to quite enjoy her classes. And, I would hope, this one. For now, though, you are dismissed, and I’ll bid you good morning.”
 

 
  With a final smile and a wave of his stubby hand, he turned and strolled from the room, humming.
 

 
  “Now that one I like,” said Zaruda, “even if he won’t let me drink in class. I wonder if any of our other professors will be reasonable people, or more like Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “Well, Tellwyrn hired all of them,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “I liked her,” Juniper protested.
 

 
  “The professors don’t worry me nearly as much as the other students,” Trissiny said grimly, “if that…what’s her name was any kind of indication.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Shaeine supplied.
 

 
  “Thanks. Anyhow, we’re free until early afternoon. I think I’m going to go find the chapel.”
 

 
  “Wait, wait.” Teal stood up, grinning conspiratorially. “If you don’t want to run into the rest of the student body—and I’m with you there, at least for now—consider this: the dining hall is open whenever we want to use it, and it’s a bit early for lunch, which means we’re less likely to have to share.”
 

 
  “Eating in relative privacy sounds delightful,” said Shaeine quietly.
 

 
  The others exchanged glances and shrugs.
 

 
  “Ah, what the hell,” said Zaruda, standing and pulling her half-finished bourbon back out of her enchanted coat. “I could eat.”
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  Their first Martial Arts class with Professor Ezzaniel met on the big lawn on the University’s middle level, near the gazebo. Having eaten early, the freshman class arrived long before the professor. To their mild discomfort, several other students were already lurking about the periphery of the lawn, obviously watching them. None came close enough to introduce themselves or offer greetings. Despite not yet being entirely comfortable with one another, the eight found themselves edging closer together under the scrutiny.
 

 
  “So, you really packed away that chicken,” Zaruda said to Juniper, who tilted her head in evident confusion.
 

 
  “Is that bad? It was really good chicken! I’ve never had cooked food before, and Mrs. Oak is very good at cooking.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but…you’re a dryad.”
 

 
  “Yeeesss…” Juniper looked even more puzzled. “And you’re a human.”
 

 
  “I thought you nymphs were all vegetarians. Y’know, not eating Mother Naiya’s creatures and all that.”
 

 
  “What? Where did you get that idea? You know how many things in nature eat animals? Including quite a few plants!”
 

 
  “Oh. Uh…”
 

 
  “And besides, almost all life forms exist by consuming other life forms. Plants are nourished by decomposition of dead matter in the soil, and are then eaten by animals. It’s a vast, intricate web, and everything in it is food for something else.”
 

 
  “I…guess that’s so…never really thought about…”
 

 
  “What, you thought I’d value the lives of animals more?” Juniper planted her fists on her hips, frowning. Even that was pretty on her. “It’s fine to kill broccoli and rice but Naiya forbid anyone harm a chicken? Maybe you should get out more, Ruda!”
 

 
  “Okay, okay, whoah now,” said Teal soothingly, sliding between them. “It was an honest misunderstanding. I’m sure Ruda didn’t mean any harm. And we all got to learn a bit about dryads. Everybody wins, right?”
 

 
  “I guess so,” Juniper said slowly, then suddenly broke into a dazzling smile. “I’m sorry, Ruda, I misunderstood what you meant. I’ll get better at that, promise.”
 

 
  “Hmp.” If anything, Zaruda looked even more annoyed than before.
 

 
  “So, that’s a pretty amazing sword,” said Teal cheerfully, carefully moving to block Zaruda’s view of the dryad. “Where’d you get that from?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. My sword.” Zaruda removed her hat, dropping it behind her; deprived of its shade, her face suddenly looked deadly serious. Slowly, she drew the rapier and held it out for them all to see. Sunlight gleamed along steel and gold and glittered in the facets of a dozen gems. “My grandfather was one of the greatest sword crafters who ever lived. This…this was his final masterpiece, a great gift commissioned by the king of a foreign land. He labored on it for a year, and when it was done, the king’s ambassador returned to collect the blade—but offered only a tenth of the promised price! My grandfather, of course, refused. Without saying a word, the ambassador stabbed him through the heart, and fled, with a dozen furious pirates on his tail.” She let the blade fall slowly, resting its gleaming tip against the ground. “They did not catch him, for he used some form of shadow magic to escape. But I swore to my father that I would take up this blade, and once I was strong enough and skilled enough, hunt down that ambassador wherever he may hide, and end his life with this very sword.”
 

 
  She bowed her head in the sudden, heavy silence.
 

 
  “Zaruda,” Trissiny said hesitantly, “I had no idea. I’m sorry if I…”
 

 
  “Nah, I’m just funnin’ ya.” Ruda lifted her chin and grinned. “I read all that in a book once. My papa gave me this for a sweet fifteen present. Isn’t it sparkly? I think it’s dwarf-made.”
 

 
  Trissiny went pale, then scarlet, stammering in apoplectic rage. “I—that—I—that—you—”
 

 
  “Breathe,” Teal murmured, placing a hand on her back.
 

 
  “Good morning, students.”
 

 
  Professor Ezzaniel appeared almost as if by magic, striding toward them with the easy grace of a prowling cat. He was a tall man with a proud eagle’s beak of a nose and a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee, his black hair cut just long enough for its natural wave to be apparent, and beginning to show silver at the temples to match the faint crows’ feet bracketing his eyes. He was dressed simply in slacks, an open-collared shirt and a coat with a saber belted over it, and carrying a large carpet bag.
 

 
  “Good, no one has seen fit to begin their academic career by playing hooky. Most years, there’s at least one. As I know each of you by name and your rather distinctive descriptions, we shall dispense with roll call and proceed directly to…theory.” Ezzaniel placed the bag at his feet and folded his arms, sweeping his eyes across the group thoughtfully. “I understand that Professor Tellwyrn has you analyzing one another’s strengths and weaknesses.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Gabriel. “Is that, uh…normal?”
 

 
  “’Normal,’ Mr. Arquin, is a word you will find has little bearing on this campus and none whatsoever on your history professor. However, this dovetails nicely with a test of your analytical abilities which which I like to open our first class. In your opinion, students, which of your classmates is the most dangerous combatant?”
 

 
  Nobody bothered to answer, but everyone immediately turned to look at Trissiny, who straightened her spine and lifted her chin, saying nothing.
 

 
  “Ah, yes. A reasonable conclusion, but a shallow analysis. The focus of this course will be to give you the tools needed to preserve your life and health in a hostile situation, and based on my experience with teaching those new to the martial arts, I expect several of you will be surprised by the cerebral elements of this course. Combat is, to a great extent, in the mind. More than merely studying combat, we will also, chiefly on days when weather prevents meeting outdoors, study many of the dangers of this world and how to most effectively counter them. Knowledge is power; power is survival.”
 

 
  He stroked his goatee, smiling slightly. “To begin with, while Ms. Avelea is indeed a force you would be wise not to challenge, Miss Falconer is a far deadlier one. For that error I cannot blame you, as there are certain things I should imagine you have not yet been told. However, it
  
   was
  
  an error in judgment to dismiss Juniper. Given the choice, I personally would prefer to duel a paladin than a dryad.”
 

 
  There were several raised eyebrows at this, and Juniper looked uncomfortable, but Gabriel openly scoffed. “What? Seriously? I mean…look at her.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, because appearance is always a sure indicator of substance. I see we have a budding tactician in our midst.” Zaruda laughed loudly, earning a glare from Gabriel. “Mr. Arquin, let us engage in a little test. You see that tree?” Ezzaniel pointed at a towering oak that stood at the far edge of the lawn.
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  “Good. Go over there and hit it.”
 

 
  He stared at the Professor blankly for a moment. “…I’m sorry, what?”
 

 
  “Is your hearing less than nominal? Do please tell me so up front; that will make a difference in the methods I use to train you.”
 

 
  “No, Professor, my hearing’s fine,” Gabe snapped. “I’m simply questioning what it tells me because it’s hard to believe a teacher would say something so dumb.”
 

 
  “Belief is a crutch that cripples your faculties, Mr. Arquin. You are wasting your classmates’ time. Get over there. Now.”
 

 
  With a long-suffering roll of his eyes, Gabriel turned and stalked over to the indicated oak tree. He paused beside it, looking back at the group as if to double-check that Ezzaniel could possibly be serious. The Professor gestured at him to proceed. With a shrug, he lifted a hand and slapped the tree.
 

 
  “Pitiful!” Ezzaniel shouted. “Once more, and pretend that you mean it.”
 

 
  Not even looking back at him, Gabriel straightened his shoulders and threw a punch into the trunk. He took a step backward, grimacing and shaking his hand.
 

 
  “We can do this all day, Mr. Arquin,” called the Professor. “Let me see whether there’s any meat in those arms at all, which frankly I begin to doubt.”
 

 
  This time, Gabe actually snarled at him, then drew back his fist and slammed it into the bark with a
  
   thump
  
  that was clearly audible all over the lawn. There were some scattered cheers from the onlookers, but Gabriel doubled over, clutching his hand in obvious pain.
 

 
  “Very good, Mr. Arquin. You may rejoin us.”
 

 
  He stomped back over, glaring furiously and breathing loudly through his teeth. “Right. Fine.
  
   Very
  
  cute. Now, am I allowed to know the freaking
  
   point
  
  of that?”
 

 
  “Quite.” Ezzaniel folded his hands behind his back and turned to address the group as a whole. “This has been an example of the price of ignorance. As Mr. Arquin has just demonstrated, punching a tree is a painful and pointless exercise. The reason for this is physics: a tree is immobile, massive and dense, especially in comparison with most of you. A dryad, students, is a magical creature, and thus physics alone fail to account for her full traits and capabilities. She has all the properties of a tree, but more conscious control of them. Being punched by a dryad is very similar to being struck by the full weight of an oak, moving at the speed at which she can swing her fist.” One corner of his mouth quirked upward in a sly half-smile. “Dryads are, for the most part and making allowances for individual personality, peaceably inclined. They can afford to be; if you irritate a dryad, she will simply remove you from her personal space. This can extend for several miles, and she can do it with one blow.”
 

 
  Juniper, by now, looked positively mortified; everyone else was eying her nervously.
 

 
  “Our first class, as you may have already surmised, will focus on gauging everyone’s level of skill,” Ezzaniel went on crisply. “More on analysis later. First of all, those of you with weapons, remove them. We will exclusively use safety equipment in this class. Miss Punaji, Miss Awarrion, come here, please.”
 

 
  Zaruda had already unbuckled her rapier and dropped it to the grass beside her hat. At his summons, she shrugged and swaggered over to him, grinning, with Shaeine gliding along behind her.
 

 
  Professor Ezzaniel knelt to open the clasp on his battered carpet bag. “Within this bag are the practice weapons you will use for this class. Each of them is an enchanted item which will mimic the properties of a normal weapon but inflict no harm upon anyone, and there lies within sufficient variety to appease even the most exotic tastes. Simply put in your hand, grasp the first object you find, and pull; you will produce a weapon appropriate to your fighting style.”
 

 
  “Neat,” said Ruda, bending over and plunging in her hand. She straightened, dragging a rapier from the bag, hilt-first. It was far plainer than her own, but apparently the same in basic design. She stepped aside to make room for Shaeine, who knelt, reached in with both hands, and pulled out a pair of matched scimitars.
 

 
  “Heh, not bothering to defy the cliché, are we?” Zaruda asked, grinning.
 

 
  “You used that word at lunch, as well,” replied Shaeine, tilting her head inquisitively. “I am not able to infer the meaning from context.”
 

 
  “What, cliché? That’s, uh… You know how a phrase or idea or something is really awesome when it’s first invented, but gets repeated so often everybody gets sick of it and it loses all meaning?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes.” Shaeine nodded in understanding. “We call that a
  
   drizzt.
  
  ”
 

 
  “Enough chatter,” Ezzaniel said brusquely. “Ladies, square off. Now, we shall observe the requisite etiquette in this class, so a duel will begin with a bow.”
 

 
  Still grinning, Zaruda swept an elaborate bow, flourishing her rapier. Shaeine simply bowed from the waist, swords held loose at her sides.
 

 
  “Very good,” said the Professor. “Begin!”
 

 
  Zaruda lunged forward, the tip of her sword aimed for Shaeine’s heart. It was slapped deftly aside by a scimitar, and the drow fell back, blocking each blow with small precise movements, allowing the pirate to push her around in a circle. Ruda, for her part, threw her weight into each thrust, seemingly tireless. Then, like a pendulum reversing its swing, they changed roles, with Shaeine pressing forward in a sequence of whirling, dancelike movements that forced Zaruda back, her rapier barely intercepting each hit.
 

 
  Back and forth they went, first one way, then the other. The onlookers, both their own classmates and the other miscellaneous students at the periphery, watched avidly, the latter occasionally shouting advice and encouragement. As time went on, Zaruda’s face grew sweatier and more frustrated, while Shaeine remained as collected as ever, despite her heavy robes and cloak.
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Ezzaniel finally called when a break occurred in the combat. Shaeine stepped back, lowering her weapons, but Zaruda lunged at her again.
 

 
  The Professor was a blur in a stylish black suit. He bore Zaruda to the ground, her sword flying off in the opposite direction; after a brisk tangle of limbs she ended up face-first in the grass with both arms pinned behind her back.
 

 
  “When I call an end to combat,” Ezzaniel said mildly, “combat ends. Is that entirely clear, Miss Punaji?”
 

 
  Ruda lifted her head and spat out a few blades of grass. “That was amazing! Do that again, but slower. I wanna see how it—erk!”
 

 
  “Clear?”
 

 
  “Yes clear ow ow leggo!”
 

 
  Smoothly, he released her and stood. “See that you remember. Now, then. Miss Punaji, you were handed a sword as soon as you were old enough to lift one, set against an opponent roughly your own size or possibly slightly more and told not to die. Miss Awarrion, you have been carefully trained to exacting competency in a ritualized style of combat but never had to defend yourself in your life. Am I correct?”
 

 
  “Correct,” Shaeine said crisply.
 

 
  “Wow.” Zaruda got to her feet, brushing grass off her coat. “You got all that just from watching us fight?”
 

 
  “I got all that because I know how pirates and drow nobility, respectively, raise their children. However, nothing I just saw contradicted my expectations. This is why I selected the two of you as opponents: one is all street-learned skill with zero technique, the other just the opposite. You can learn a great deal from one another, and I’ll expect you to do so. Return your weapons to the bag, please.”
 

 
  He swept his gaze across the remaining students speculatively while they did so, then nodded. “Ms. Avelea, Mr. Caine, you know the drill. Weapons, then face off.”
 

 
  Toby pulled a simple wooden staff from the bag; Trissiny, having left her goddess-given armaments at the edge of the circle, produced plainer replicas of her shield and short sword.
 

 
  “That’s amazing,” said Toby with a grin. “How’d you manage to pull that shield out? I’m pretty sure it’s wider than the mouth of the bag.”
 

 
  “You know, I…” she looked down at the round shield thoughtfully. “I have no idea.”
 

 
  “Each year, I am surprised anew at the talkativeness of youth,” Ezzaniel mused. “There is a time for conversation and a time for combat, and you confuse them at your lethal peril. Bow, and begin.”
 

 
  They did so, Toby with a simple bend of the waist, Trissiny saluting with her blade at the heart as she bowed. Then she surged forward, shield first.
 

 
  Toby clearly knew what he was doing. His movements were swift, precise and powerful, and he was not limited by a purely technical knowledge of the staff, but able to improvise when she tried to trip him up. His choice of weapon also gave him the advantage of reach, which he used well, trying to keep her at too great a distance to employ her sword. The one advantage she pressed was that he was clearly not accustomed to an opponent with a shield; rather than trying to hook his longer weapon behind her shield and throw her off balance as she had learned to do at the Abbey, he simply beat against it to push her back when she closed in. And he never went on the attack. Trissiny chased him in a circle first one way, then the other, at first waiting for him to reverse the tide of their engagement, then growing increasingly confused when it never happened. It occurred to her that he might be trying to outlast her, which would be a good tactic. His conservative style forced her to expend a lot more energy trying to penetrate the wide range of his whirling defense.
 

 
  “Enough,” said Ezzaniel quite abruptly. “Cease.”
 

 
  Trissiny immediately stepped back, though she did not lower her shield, which at that moment had Toby’s staff heading straight for it at blinding speed. He managed to rein it in at the last possible instant, and they exchanged a slightly awkward grin.
 

 
  “Ms. Avelea,” said the Professor, “I’m afraid this class will be an utter waste of your time. Your level of skill is well beyond the scope of this level of study. Beginning next year I will place you in advanced courses; you are not nearly so skilled that I have nothing to teach you. However, given Professor Tellwyrn’s insistence upon keeping the eight of you as a unit during this semester at the least, skipping a level is not currently an option. I may make use of your talents to assist your classmates.”
 

 
  “I’ll be glad to help in any way I can, Professor,” Trissiny said modestly, bowing to him. Behind her, Zaruda sneered and rolled her eyes, receiving an elbow in the side from Teal.
 

 
  “Mr. Caine,” Ezzaniel went on, “You are clearly not new at this either, but you have a long way to go. I saw several opportunities for you to end that contest using the superior reach and speed of your weapon. I cannot be sure, yet, whether your skill was simply inadequate to the task, but I
  
   am
  
  sure that you lacked the initiative even to try. We must work on teaching you to employ some aggression.”
 

 
  “I don’t do aggression, sir,” Toby said quietly. “It’s against Omnu’s way. I train only to defend myself.”
 

 
  “Do you imagine, Mr. Caine, that you are the first holy warrior ever to lack a taste for violence? This is the great irony of your position, paladin. It will simply not always be possible to defuse conflict before it occurs. Once the weapons come out, there remains only one way to end violence.” He stepped closer to Tobias, staring directly into his eyes.
  
   “Finish it.”
  
 

 
  Ezzaniel turned and walked away, folding his hands behind his back. “If your role in life is that of peacemaker, you must resign yourself to the fact that sometimes, peace can only be made through force. Peace is a condition that
  
   exists
  
  only when those who hate to fight are better prepared to do so than those who love to. Furthermore, as far as finishing blows are concerned, it is very simple and very easy to kill. If you would learn to neutralize an opponent while doing them the minimum possible amount of harm, you must master the art of attack; master it more thoroughly than any killer ever needs to. Do you understand?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.” Toby dropped his gaze, looking profoundly troubled.
 

 
  The Professor sighed. “All right, return your weapons. Fross, Juniper…we’re going to have to skip your contribution to today’s events. I am forced to design an alternative curriculum for each of you. Fross, in particular, will simply not be able to engage in physical combat, but that doesn’t mean you have nothing to learn about protecting yourself. I will be working with Professor Yornhaldt to arrange your studies, but in the meantime, I do want you to pay close attention and learn as much theory as you can absorb from this class.”
 

 
  “Can do, Professor!” the pixie chirped.
 

 
  “And Juniper…you won’t have a strictly hands-off class, but for the time being, I’m not sending you against a classmate in a duel until I have a better idea of your level of skill and your ability to control yourself. I mean no insult, but the potential for catastrophic injury is simply too high.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Juniper said in a very small voice, eyes downcast. Fross settled on her shoulder.
 

 
  “Which leaves only two.” He turned and raised an eyebrow at those remaining; Gabriel bared his teeth, still clutching his hand. “Mr. Arquin, Miss Falconer, choose your weapons.”
 

 
  “Sir?” Teal raised her hand. “I…can’t. I’m an avowed pacifist.”
 

 
  “Then you will die by violence,” said Ezzaniel curtly. “Pick a weapon, Falconer.”
 

 
  Her eyebrows lowered. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me…”
 

 
  “Perhaps
  
   you
  
  failed to attend
  
   me
  
  when I explained this very issue to Mr. Caine just now. Your convictions are not my concern; your ability to defend yourself is. Rest assured, Miss Falconer, considerable safeguards are in place in this class to prevent you from doing any harm to your fellow students, accidentally or on purpose. However, you
  
   will
  
  acquire the necessary skill to do so—or, more precisely, to prevent such being done to you.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   rather
  
  suffer violence than inflict it,” she retorted.
 

 
  “And once you have passed this class, that will be your business. Until you do, it is mine. I promise you, Miss Falconer, your compliance is not optional. I strongly recommend you offer it voluntarily.”
 

 
  Teal drew in a long, slow breath, then stalked over to the carpet bag and thrust in her hand. Moments later, she withdrew it, empty.
 

 
  Ezzaniel rolled his eyes. “Close your fingers
  
   around
  
  whatever item you find, Falconer. Your stalling tactics are neither original nor acceptable.”
 

 
  “I
  
   tried!”
  
  she protested. “There’s nothing in there!”
 

 
  “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “Try again.”
 

 
  This time, Teal sank her arm in the bag up to her shoulder, making a show of rooting around for a full minute, before coming up empty.
 

 
  “Reach in and pull out a quarterstaff.”
 

 
  With a sigh, she put her hand into the bag a third time, and almost immediately pulled out a staff just like Toby had used, possibly the same one. She blinked at it in surprise. “…huh.”
 

 
  “My, my. You actually
  
   are
  
  a pacifist. Most people will find a certain weapon that resonates with them, even if they have no knowledge of its use.”
 

 
  “Did you think I was kidding?” she snapped.
 

 
  “I think you’re an eighteen-year-old, and I have dealt with far too many of
  
   those
  
  to presume that you know your own mind. Regardless…put the staff back, Miss Falconer, this is as good a time as any to begin working on open-handed techniques. Mr. Arquin, my apologies; this means you won’t be starting off with a weapon, either.”
 

 
  “Whatever,” Gabriel grunted.
 

 
  “Square off and bow,” Ezzaniel ordered. They did so, both looking unhappy and uncertain. “Begin.”
 

 
  Teal awkwardly raised both hands, bracing her legs. She didn’t even form fists, and looked like she was trying to catch a ball. Gabriel just stood there looking at her, then at the Professor.
 

 
  “Did you two perhaps intend to sign up for a comedy improv class instead of Introduction to Martial Arts?” Ezzaniel demanded. “Fight.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  “I…” Gabriel looked back at Teal, who shuffled her feet, still watching him warily. “I can’t hit a girl.”
 

 
  “Oh, by all the gods in the sky,” Ezzaniel groaned. “I’d hoped to go at least
  
   one
  
  year without one of these. Very well, Arquin, fate has graced us with a remedy to your ignorance. Falconer, step back, please, since you’re clearly only going to hurt yourself here. Ms. Avelea, if you would be so kind, go over there and punch Mr. Arquin in the mouth.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” Trissiny said grimly, striding forward.
 

 
  “What?! Wait! No!” Gabriel tried to scramble backward, tripped over his coat and tumbled to the grass, where he attempted to crab-walk away from Trissiny until she got too close. Then he curled himself into a fetal position, arms over his head.
 

 
  
   “Ugh,”
  
  said their professor in tones of utter despair. “Avelea, stand down. This is like kicking a three-legged puppy with two lazy eyes. Well, at least I know who my
  
   special projects
  
  this year are going to be. Falconer, Arquin, I’m going to tell you this once: no grades are being assigned today, but if you keep up this hilarity, you will find yourself failing my class, and thus repeating it. I am fully prepared to prevent you from graduating until I am satisfied that you are capable of protecting yourself, if that takes until you are my age and I am forced to teach from a rocking chair. Furthermore, Professor Tellwyrn will back me every step of the way, and feel free to go ask her if you doubt it.”
 

 
  He knelt to snap the carpet bag closed and lifted it. “The purpose of today was for me to learn what I will need to teach to whom. Mission accomplished. All of you should have something to think about before we meet on Wednesday, at which time we will begin training in earnest. I cannot emphasize enough the importance of
  
   being
  
  earnest. If you are not capable of caring about your own self-preservation, then care about your grades. Until that time, you are dismissed.”
 

 
  With that, Ezzaniel turned and strode away in the direction from which he had come, still with that easy loping step; it was as if he were part liquid. The freshmen stood—or in Gabriel’s case, huddled—and watched him go.
 

 
  Then Zaruda grinned broadly. “I
  
   like
  
  that guy!”
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  “Hey.”
 

 
  “Mm?”
 

 
  “You ever wonder why we’re here?”
 

 
  Rook paused in his eighteenth consecutive game of solitaire to peer upward at Finchley. “Interesting. Now, is this an existential-type question, such as ‘what is the meaning of life’ or ‘why did the gods see fit to place us in these bodies at this time in history?’” He reached into the unbuttoned collar of his uniform jacket to scratch himself. “…or more along the lines of ‘why in fuck’s name did the Army assign us to guard this here empty box canyon approximately five clicks west of nowhere’s asshole?’”
 

 
  “Our orders
  
   specifically
  
  prohibit speculation as to the nature of this assignment,” their other companion growled, not looking up from polishing his Army-issue wizard staff.
 

 
  “Blargle largle blumble boo,” said Rook airily, sweeping up his cards and beginning to loudly shuffle the deck. “Look at us, Moriarty. Five privates on two duty shifts assigned to a hatbox-sized ‘fort’ in the aforementioned empty-ass box canyon, with
  
   no officers present.
  
  Even by Army standards, this whole thing is idiotic. I bet they
  
   want
  
  us to start ignoring orders. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”
 

 
  Finchley sighed, recognizing a new chorus of an old quarrel warming up. He leaned forward against the rail, not minding the way the entire structure vibrated; experience had taught him that it would probably hold, and if not, tumbling off the roof would at least alleviate the tedium. Their ‘fort’ was little more than a wooden hut with a railed observation platform on top, occupying one end of the small box canyon. Behind it was the retractable rope ladder leading to the stairs
  
   out
  
  of the canyon. They really had nothing to do while on ‘watch’ but to stare at the abandoned mine opening at the other end of the canyon, which they had been emphatically ordered never to approach.
 

 
  “It was a practical question,” he said, cutting off the gathering argument. “And don’t glare at me like that, Moriarty, you know he’s right.”
 

 
  Private Moriarty harrumphed and bent over his staff again, dipping his rag in the jar of polish. The thing already gleamed blindingly in the sun. The hot, hot sun… Finchley cast a longing look up at the trees rimming the canyon’s lip. It must be so shady and cool up there…
 

 
  “You better leave that thing alone or you’re gonna rub all the magic out of it,” Rook said, his customary sly grin creeping across his swarthy face. “How’s about you go below and polish your
  
   other
  
  staff for a while? Might improve your disposition.”
 

 
  “If I bothered to report every flouted regulation or act of open insubordination that goes on in this wretched excuse for a base,” Moriarty said woodenly, “I’d have no time to do anything but write reports. If not for me, Rook, you’d be running a still and a brothel here by now.”
 

 
  “That just isn’t true, brother, and I’ll tell you why.” Rook tucked the cards into the pocket of his jacket and folded his arms behind his head, leaning against the rail. “This is an answer to your question, too, Finchley. See, my theory is we’re part of some big experiment. I mean, seriously. Five privates, middle of nowhere, no officers? It makes no
  
   sense.
  
  And what the hell are these?” He lifted a hand to tap one of the clouded crystal orbs that surmounted the corner posts of the railing. “I think these are some kind of scrying equipment. I think they’re studying how long it takes discipline to completely break the hell down when they don’t bother to maintain it.”
 

 
  “That’d be useful for them to know if we ever go to war again,” Finchley mused, shifting his staff to the other hand.
 

 
  Rook nodded. “Excatly! See? He gets it! So yeah,
  
   that
  
  is why you chumps don’t have the privilege of living in Rook’s Hookerarium and Moonshine Palace. I figure they
  
   expect
  
  us to let the uniform situation slide a bit, but I try to keep my court-martial-worthy offenses to no more than three a day.”
 

 
  Indeed, of the three of them only Moriarty kept his navy-blue Imperial Army uniform to regulation standards. Finchley had, after the third week of not being checked up on by Imperial Command, stopped buttoning his jacket as a concession to the heat. Rook didn’t even bother to tuck in his shirt most days, nor to lace up his boots properly, and only a truly epic tantrum from Moriarty had prevented him from tearing the sleeves off his coat.
 

 
  “I think it’s a hellgate,” Finchley said.
 

 
  “Hellgates are classified material,” Moriarty all but shouted. “Speculating about them while
  
   on duty
  
  is a class four act of insubordination!”
 

 
  “Oh, blow it out your ass, Moriarty,” Rook said lazily. “And Finchley, get your head out of yours. If this was a hellgate they’d have a platoon here covering it. With artillery and wizards.”
 

 
  “No, see, my dad
  
   is
  
  a wizard. He does research for the Guild. Almost all known hellgates are completely quiet, sorta like they’re blocked from the other end or something. But gates that’ve been silent for years have been known to unexpectedly cough out a demon once in a while, so the Empire wouldn’t just leave them unwatched. But there’s only so many troops and so much funding to go around and with most of it on the frontier around the Golden Sea they can’t possibly put full security on every single known hellgate, there are hundreds of ’em. But five soldiers, two or three on duty at a time with wands and staves? A couple blasts would do for most of the kinds of demons that might accidentally slip through. And this one being in the middle of nowhere, if Elilial was gonna invade or something, she wouldn’t use this one.”
 

 
  “That,” Rook said slowly, “makes a scary amount of sense. Well, fuck, I didn’t want to ever sleep again anyway. Thank you
  
   so
  
  much, Finchley.”
 

 
  “If this conversation stops
  
   now
  
  I’ll forget I heard it,” said Moriarty through gritted teeth. “Otherwise…”
 

 
  “Otherwise you’ll go and
  
   tell
  
  on us. I bet your schoolmarm
  
   loved
  
  you, Moriarty.”
 

 
  “I bet
  
   yours
  
  tried to drown you in the well!”
 

 
  “Nope,” Rook grinned, “but her husband did.”
 

 
  “Well.
  
   This
  
  wasn’t here before.”
 

 
  The three soldiers lifted their heads in surprise at the new voice behind them, then as one, froze and stared in slack-jawed stupefaction.
 

 
  Standing between their fort and the ladder that offered their only chance of escape stood a woman with skin of a dusky crimson, eyes that were swirling pits of orange flame and a pair of ridged horns sweeping backward from the crown of her forehead. She wore an improbable black leather outfit studded with steel rings and spikes of dubious utility, and with her feet on the ground, towered over their rooftop watch post by a good ten feet. That voice seemed like it would have been a throaty, sultry purr, had it not been powerful enough to rattle the floorboards.
 

 
  “I see Sharidan has found my little bolt-hole,” she went on with a sly smile. “Such a clever lad, that one. Though honestly, his habit of putting soldiers at all my doors and windows is becoming tiresome.”
 

 
  “H-h-halt!” Finchley squeaked, though the apparition wasn’t moving. He raised his staff and pointed it at her; the uncontrollable trembling of his arms would have killed his accuracy, had she not been so close and such a huge target. “Id-d-dentify yourself!”
 

 
  “Oh dear, how rude of me.” That smug smile widened to a grin; she had fangs as long as his forearm. “You would know me as Elilial, among other, less polite monikers. Incidentally, lads, you’ve built your little clubhouse right across my back steps, as it were. That’s hardly neighborly.”
 

 
  All three of them were now on their feet, Rook after some awkward scrambling and nearly falling off the platform twice. Finchley and Moriarty had staves pointed at her heart; Rook couldn’t reach his, but aimed his sidearm at her (and also Finchley’s, which he’d stolen a week ago to see how long it would take his bunkmate to notice).
 

 
  “Elilial?” Rook croaked. “Oh, bugger. I pictured someone less hot.”
 

 
  “Why, aren’t you a sweetie,” she cooed. Her breath smelled of a very confusing blend of sulfur and spearmint. “Suppose you just drop those things, boys? Surely you wouldn’t shoot a pregnant lady.”
 

 
  A moment of silence held, while the goddess of demons eyed the three petrified Imperial privates with unveiled amusement.
 

 
  “Elilial,” Moriarty finally said in a shrill squeak, “if that is your real name, you are under arrest on the authority of the Emperor of Tiraas. You are commanded to stand down and submit to—to—to, uh, arrest.”
 

 
  At this her grin widened to truly appalling proportions. Rook felt the blood rush to his head, and his knees began to buckle.
 

 
  “Well, just look at you three,” she purred. “Brave, loyal…
  
   not
  
  too bright. Exactly the way I like my boys. Makes me sad I don’t have time to stop and play, but I have bigger fish in the fire. Take a nap, lads.”
 

 
  As though she’d flipped a switch, the three soldiers crumpled silently, dropping their weapons with a clatter. Moriarty began to snore.
 

 
  Elilial shook her head as she stepped around the fort, heading for the old mineshaft. “Poor kids. You’ve seen what your superiors would rather no one knew was real, and that’s usually a death sentence. Still, at least this time they won’t have me to blame for the deed.” In passing, she tapped one of the smoky crystal orbs with a fingertip; it exploded into powder.
 

 
  And then she was gone, striding through a hole that opened in the air at the far end of the canyon and snapped shut behind her.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well,” said Gabriel, “I’m willing to call it. No one, anywhere, is having a weirder day than we are.”
 

 
  They stood awkwardly around the University greenhouse, where their first Herbalism class was to be held, watching Juniper dart around in manic glee. She sniffed, rubbed her head against, fondled, greeted and in a few cases sang to every plant she came across, looking as delighted as a child in a candy store. Everyone else kept carefully to the paths and as far from the foliage as possible, due partly to the large sign reading “IF YOU DON’T RECOGNIZE IT, DON’T TOUCH IT,” but mostly to having watched Fross narrowly avoid being eaten by what appeared to be a daisy.
 

 
  So long as nothing jumped out at anyone, the greenhouse was a place of stunning beauty. Though there had to have been some plan to its layout, it wasn’t readily apparent, and the profusion of plant life resembled a jungle. Green fronds were draped everywhere, vines climbed every available surface and exotic blossoms made explosions of color in all directions. The air was damp and heady with the scent of earth and dozens of flowers.
 

 
  “A bold assertion,” Shaeine noted. “I think, with respect, that you underestimate the weirdness of the world.”
 

 
  “Uh, Trissiny?” said Teal nervously. “That vine is going for your foot.”
 

 
  “What?
  
   Yipe!”
  
  Trissiny leaped backward onto the path, almost bowling into Toby; the woody protrusion that had been creeping stealthily toward her boot slithered back into the underbrush.
 

 
  Gabriel raised an eyebrow at Shaeine. “See?”
 

 
  The greenhouse’s heavy wooden door exploded inward, rebounding off the wall (luckily an interior wall, not a glass one) with a crash, and their professor arrived.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!” he thundered, pausing in the doorway to strike a dramatic pose, before swaggering the rest of the way in. He was a tall, thinly built man with subtly pointed ears and flowing golden hair that fell nearly to his waist, dressed in painfully tight pants, glossy knee-high boots and a lace-trimmed blouse that hung open halfway to his navel.
 

 
  “I,” he informed the eight stupefied students, “am Professor Admestus Rafe, master of plants and lord of this verdant domain! Lest you question my
  
   utter dominance
  
  of this subject, let me reassure you that an affinity with nature is in my blood. I am, as you can see, a half-elf!” He placed a hand just above his belt. “This half, from here up. Everything below is of the meatiest, manliest proportions, I assure you.”
 

 
  “Gwuh,” said Teal.
 

 
  “I will be brutally frank,” Professor Rafe intoned, stalking toward them along the gravel path, his hands clasped at the small of his back. “The warm, cozy security of this greenhouse is the greatest comfort you will experience in this class. To learn the lore of plants, we shall go where the plants are—the wild plants, the hungry, crawling children of Naiya’s various drunken indiscretions with dark things born of an inebriated goblin’s nightmares.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Juniper protested. “You shouldn’t talk about goddesses that way.”
 

 
  “SOME OF YOU MAY NOT SURVIVE.” Silence fell, during which Rafe examined them slowly with one eyebrow superciliously arched. Then, suddenly, he grinned. “Probably you’ll all survive, but you’re officially warned now, so if somebody doesn’t you can’t blame me. But seriously, kids, this is a lab work class; we’ll do some stuff here in the greenhouse, but for the most part we’ll be traveling. Occasionally by Rail to other parts of the Empire—I hope nobody’s got a weak stomach—but largely into the Golden Sea. I’ve got friends out there and one
  
   rarely
  
  sees a dragon or minotaur this close to the frontier, so it’ll probably be fine.”
 

 
  Rafe turned his entire body in a slow half-circle. “So let’s see what I’ve got to work with this semester…hm, good, good, skinny but spry… Uh, I’ve got a sun-blocking oil you can use,” he said to Shaeine. “We’re gonna be in a
  
   lot
  
  of sun, and I don’t know if your type burns or what. You with the armor, you’re gonna slow us down.”
 

 
  “I will
  
   not
  
  ,” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “You totally will. You’re wearing like half your body weight in metal.”
 

 
  “Would you like to step outside and have a footrace?”
 

 
  Rafe threw back his head and roared with laughter. “Excellent! Stick it to the man, Avelea! Ten points extra credit!”
 

 
  “I…wh…huh?”
 

 
  “But seriously, the armor’s not gonna work. If you want to wear it, fine, but don’t whine to me when you sink in a bog. Let’s see…nice hat, Punaji. Oh,
  
   my.
  
  ” He eyed Juniper up and down slowly. “Any more like you at home?”
 

 
  “Um…not
  
   exactly
  
  like me?”
 

 
  “Splendid. Show me sometime; we’ll have privacy. All righty then!” Rafe clapped his hands together and rubbed them briskly. “Considering it’s morally wrong to do actual work on the first day of classes, we’re pretty much done here. Your homework! Before our next class, I expect you each to investigate the properties of grains by drinking something distilled from some. I am far too important to follow you around checking up on you, so you’re on the honor system. Also, it has come to my attention that tomorrow morning you all have Introduction to Alchemy.” He glowered at them so hard that Teal took a step back. “I will warn you up front that your instructor in that course is a blasted swaggering troglodyte who is unworthy to suck down the oxygen of my magnificent greenhouse. Extra credit will be awarded in
  
   this
  
  class for pelting him with books while his back is turned. And with that, you are dismissed. Yes, oh great pirate princess?”
 

 
  “Yeah, question.” Zaruda lowered her hand. “Are you an idiot?”
 

 
  “Ehh…” He made a waffling gesture with one hand. “I’ll give you five points. Defying authority is less impressive when you’re the second person in a row to try it. Nobody likes a brown-noser, Punaji. And now: ONWARD TO GLORY!”
 

 
  Professor Rafe spun on his heel and charged out of the greenhouse, kicking up a spray of gravel. Seconds later, he popped back in, grabbed the door and slammed it shut. They heard the muffled echoes of maniacal laughter receding into the distance.
 

 
  “He didn’t answer my question,” Zaruda noted.
 

 
  “Oh,” Gabe said grimly, “I think he did.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Got you.” Arachne Tellwyrn grinned down at her rebuilt scrying table, deftly marking a location on the attached map and jotting down a notation next to it.
 

 
  She had promised both Alaric and herself that she would focus on school business for now, but the siren call of research—and, to be honest, of adventure—was too much to ignore, particularly when the automatic warnings she had set up had pinged to indicate a huge spike of demonic energy just outside the Home Province.
 

 
  The golem she had set to observe the scrying array had taken detailed notes, which she had just finished analyzing. The opening of a hellgate left an unmistakable energy signature; reassuringly, this one had been open for barely a second. The bad news was that this meant it was not a bear-in-a-tavern situation, but a purposeful crossing by a demon powerful enough to pry the gate open. The good was that, based on the lack of residual energy in the area, whatever had opened it had gone
  
   in,
  
  rather than come out, otherwise the gate would have bled infernal radiation all over the site. It was strange for a demon to want
  
   into
  
  hell; everything ever recorded having made the crossing had adamantly refused to go back. Unless this one was on specific business…
 

 
  “Crystal, you’re positive about your readings? I don’t find any trace of divine energy in the area now.”
 

 
  “Positive, Professor,” the golem chimed softly. Crystal was unimaginatively named (well, she was a prototype, no point getting too attached); her form was little more than a set of large, faceted white stones suspended in a cloud of pure arcane energy. Gold-embossed sigils carved into her primary center of mass collected and suspended both her physical form and the free-floating energy that powered her, as well as holding the spells that governed her behavior. “It was brief and difficult to pick out from the background noise, but distinctive during its duration.”
 

 
  “And your analysis?”
 

 
  “I extrapolate from the evidence that a deity opened the hellgate and entered.”
 

 
  “Mm.” The question was a test; Arachne had come to the same conclusion, but Crystal was a work-in-progress and it paid to check up on her reasoning abilities.
 

 
  The Professor began to pace back and forth, her feet marking an already-worn groove in her carpet. Which deity? Tellwyrn was on speaking terms with more gods than most priests, and couldn’t immediately suss out why one of them would do such a thing. Elilial was the only one who had any business in hell, but unless she’d recently learned a great deal more circumspection than Arachne suspected her capable of, she couldn’t have gotten
  
   out
  
  of the infernal plane without kicking up a cosmic ruckus, and certainly wouldn’t have slipped quietly back in. Such would be utterly out of character for the Demon Queen. Avei? No… Even if Avei took a notion into her head to attack hell, she’d have gone in with an army. And what with her new paladin on this plane, indications were that Avei’s attention was focused here. That line of reasoning also ruled out Omnu, who’d never have done such a thing anyhow. Vesk might do something like this, or Eserion, but speculating on the trickster gods’ motives was an exercise in futility. Shaath or Calomnar might either of them be rash enough to try a one-god war on hell, but the allure of getting rid of those two menaces was probably clouding her mind with wishful thinking; they’d never tried it before. Vidius? She could imagine several reasons he’d be interested in hell. The god of death occasionally found a need to bend his own rules and return a soul to the mortal plane, which might necessitate retrieving it first.
 

 
  She came to a stop mid-pace, fingers twitching with the desire to grab books and begin searching for answers. She had
  
   responsibilities,
  
  damn Alaric and his relentless logic. The very beginning of the semester was no time to go haring off on a quest. Nothing indicated these events were urgent; the matter would keep.
 

 
  Still…
 

 
  “Crystal, pull the reference material on temporal magic and Vankstadt’s notes on experimental scrying methods. Cross-reference them for…”
 

 
  Crystal let the silence stretch on for a moment before gently prompting her. “For what, Professor?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snapped her wandering attention back to the present. “For any points of mutual applicability, I suppose. Anything that might be relevant to time scrying.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor. If you intend to scry in the past, may I suggest studying the works of Telonius the Great? His theories on the subject of time travel are considered fundamental.”
 

 
  “Pfft, I
  
   taught
  
  Telonius. Smart boy, but a pure theorist, and I need something practical. Just get me what I asked for to start with and we’ll go from there. Oh, and Varing’s treatise on boundary spells, too, the, uh…which is the one that focuses on protecting scrying systems?”
 

 
  “His Eighth Treatise, Professor.”
 

 
  “Yes, that one. Pull it. Have ’em all prepared for me after classes tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor. Will there be anything else for now?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn chewed her lip, staring down at the scrying table. “Gods in pants, I hope not.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Teal?”
 

 
  She jerked her head up at the soft voice at her shoulder. The freshman girls were on their way back to Clarke Tower, having parted from Toby and Gabriel outside the greenhouses. The other four went up ahead, loudly speculating and complaining about their professors; Teal and Shaeine trailed along behind them, both content with the quiet. At least, they had been until the dark elf had spoken.
 

 
  “Hm? I’m sorry, did I miss something?”
 

 
  “The path, nearly. You seem preoccupied.”
 

 
  Teal laughed softly, echoed by another laugh within her mind, which of course Shaeine could not hear. “Just…conversing with the voice in my head.”
 

 
  Shaeine’s garnet-colored eyes dropped for a moment to study Teal’s talisman. “I see.”
 

 
  “It’s… Sorry, that probably sounded random. I’m not crazy…it’s a real voice.”
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  She bit her lip hesitantly. “And you’re not…bothered?”
 

 
  “If you are not, why should I be?” The elf gave one of her small, polite smiles; as sometimes happened, Teal had the feeling there was real amusement hiding behind the practiced expression, but Shaeine was hard to read. “If it is not presumptuous to ask, what does it say?”
 

 
  “Only what I already know.” She shook her head. “Or what I feel, anyway. A little bit of the excitement has bled out of this place for me. I’ve got this expectation of…doom.”
 

 
  “Even Rafe was not
  
   that
  
  bad, surely.”
 

 
  Teal had to laugh at that; Shaeine’s small smile widened almost imperceptibly in response.
 

 
  “I have never imagined feeling so out of my element, either. But I also do not doubt that we will prevail. Those who are not challenged do not grow.”
 

 
  “Spoken like a priestess.”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  a priestess. But if that does not comfort your worries, what does the outlook of a bard say about the obstacles before us?”
 

 
  Teal grinned, a slow, sly expression. “To a bard? Obstacles are the first step of an
  
   adventure.
  
  ”
 

 
  “As we were recently told, then: Onward, to glory.”
 

 
  “Yeah. To glory.”
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  “Off to dinner, girls?” Janis said cheerily as she puttered about Clarke Tower’s sitting room, applying a feather duster to the furniture. “Remember, just let me know if you ever want to eat in. Not that the cafeteria food isn’t just wonderful, but we’ve a fully-stocked kitchen here, and sometimes a lady doesn’t feel up to facing the crowds. You know how it is.”
 

 
  Shaeine and Juniper had just entered the room from the stairs; Teal sat on the couch, strumming a soft melody on her guitar. She looked up and grinned without pausing.
 

 
  “Pertaining to that,” said Shaeine, “I have a favor to ask. Has anyone seen Trissiny or Zaruda?”
 

 
  “Not since we got back,” replied Teal, still playing. “If they’re both up in their room…well, we maybe
  
   should
  
  go break up whatever’s going on, but I’m not so sure it’d be safe to.”
 

 
  “Tut, tut, those girls just need a bit of time to get used to each other,” Janis scolded gently. “Mind your head, duckie, let me just get the back of the couch.”
 

 
  “I see.” Shaeine folded her hands together, causing them to vanish in the wide cuffs of her sleeves. “I need to visit the scrolltower office in Last Rock and dispatch a message to Tar’naris. I would greatly appreciate a human escort, if such is available. The more open-minded of Imperial citizens, I find, react to my race with mere suspicion. I will be glad to pay for a dinner in town, as thanks.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Juniper bit her lower lip. “Oh, that actually sounds like a lot of fun, but I’ve already made plans this evening. I promised Mrs. Oak I’d be back at the dining hall for dinner, and then I have a date.”
 

 
  “Already?” Janis tittered. “But I shouldn’t be surprised, you’re such a lovely little thing. Just be careful, dear, a lady must mind her reputation.”
 

 
  “I’ll come along,” said Teal, her melody easing to a stop. “Mind if I bring my guitar? I’ve been wanting to have a go at playing the local taverns anyway; my parents never let me do it back home.”
 

 
  “I should be very grateful of the company,” Shaeine replied, bowing to her. “And I never object to music.”
 

 
  “That’s what I like to hear!” Grinning, Teal gently laid the guitar in the case at her feet and snapped it shut, then slung it over her shoulder as she stood. “I’m good to go whenever you are.”
 

 
  “I would not dream of making you wait. Shall we?”
 

 
  Juniper watched, her head tilted inquisitively, till the girls had shut the door behind them, then turned back to Janis. “What about my reputation?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hold up. Can we stop a minute?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  Teal sank to the ground, sitting on the lower step of the great marble staircase with the main street of Last Rock opening before her, and placed the guitar case across her knees. She leaned on it with both elbows, panting. Shaeine stood silently nearby, only the faint shine of her eyes visible from within her hood.
 

 
  “In Tiraas I once got to visit Thomas Esdel’s factory. He’s got this thing, called an escalating staircase. Basically the steps just sort of flow upward like a backwards river; no walking required. I think it’s powered by an elemental turning a wheel.” She lifted her head and wiped sweat from her face with her sleeve. “I’m gonna suggest Tellwyrn put one of those in here.”
 

 
  “It was my supposition that Professor Tellwyrn arranged this approach to her University specifically to discourage easy access,” Shaeine replied. “Such would befit someone of her reputation.”
 

 
  “Ugh…I swear I’m not out of shape. There just aren’t any mountains to climb where I’m from.”
 

 
  “In my home, level surfaces are scarce and not found on a single, convenient plane. We build where building is possible. Stairs are a fact of life to which I am, I think, more accustomed than most of our classmates.”
 

 
  “I bet Clarke Tower is downright homey to you, then.”
 

 
  “Its interior, yes, in some ways. I am only able to sleep by cultivating deep denial of what lies outside its walls.”
 

 
  Teal chuckled, then heaved herself back to her feet with a grunt. “Well, that’s not just you. I mean, who builds a floating tower? Honestly.”
 

 
  “Wizards?”
 

 
  “Wizards who are
  
   jerks
  
  .”
 

 
  “Or merely ostentatious.”
 

 
  “Ostentatious jerks!”
 

 
  They attracted some long looks from the townsfolk as they passed into the town proper, but no overt hostility. The citizens of Last Rock were doubtless used to unusual types, living in the literal shadow of the University; several offered polite greetings in passing, which Teal returned cheerily and Shaeine with a formal bow.
 

 
  “Teal, I wish to ask what may be a personal question, but I desire not to offend. I do not yet understand the limits of acceptable conversation in Imperial society.”
 

 
  “Ask away,” she replied lightly. “I reserve the right not to answer, but I won’t be offended by curiosity.”
 

 
  Shaeine’s nod was a barely perceptible shuffle of her cowl. “In the dining hall, I heard two upperclassmen express fascination that a Falconer is in attendance this year. Are you of the nobility?”
 

 
  “I…ehhh. Not as such.” She made a wry face. “That is, a pedigreed aristocrat would be offended at the suggestion, but…partly because my family are richer than most of them.”
 

 
  “I see. Please forgive my impertinence.”
 

 
  “Shaeine, it’s fine. If you tread on my privacy I’ll tell you, but questions aren’t a bother. That’s how people get to know each other, after all.”
 

 
  “I will keep it in mind.”
 

 
  They walked in silence, occasionally nodding to locals. Last Rock was surprisingly busy, considering the hour; the sky was streaked with crimson shadows, the sun having long since vanished behind the mountain.
 

 
  “Not very convenient of ’em to build the scrolltower office at the outer edge of town.”
 

 
  “Inconvenient for University residents, perhaps, but not for the sake of commerce. It is, after all, adjacent to the Rail platform.”
 

 
  “I can hardly imagine anyone coming
  
   here
  
  just to send a telescroll,” Teal grumbled. “Students and faculty probably give them more business than anybody stumbling off a caravan.”
 

 
  “Perhaps they take satisfaction in making us walk.”
 

 
  “I just bet they do. First Tellwyrn with her bloody staircase and then all these…fine people.” She glanced around warily; nobody appeared to be close enough to listen in. “You know, we should visit town more often. It’s rare I can walk among the proletariat and not be the center of suspicious attention.”
 

 
  “Honored to be of service,” Shaeine said dryly. “Though, with respect, I would assume that your manner of dress did not signal an aversion to attention.”
 

 
  Teal kicked a pebble out of her way. “It’s…maybe not so prudent. I suppose I’ll have to up and grow out of it one of these days. I just…gah. It got to where I felt like I’d explode if I couldn’t just be
  
   me
  
  and not what’s expected of me. You know?”
 

 
  “I confess that I don’t. In Tar’naris, expectations are a fact of life, and the consequences for flouting them are not merely social.”
 

 
  “…you must think I’m pretty shallow.”
 

 
  “Not in the least. I think your concerns reflect the world in which you live, and are shaped by pressures wholly alien to me.” She turned her cowled head to look at Teal directly. “I am accustomed to the demands of a society with rigid gender roles; sometimes I think that integrating into a culture that lacked them would be easier than adapting to one whose roles are so utterly different.”
 

 
  “How so?”
 

 
  “There is no word for ‘patriarchy’ in my language. Explaining the concept would incite either derision or violence, depending on circumstance. I am…given to understand that Imperial society is not accepting of persons attracted to their own gender.”
 

 
  “Not especially, no.” Teal sighed heavily.
 

 
  “If the subject bothers you, of course I will not press.”
 

 
  “No, no…really, if anything it’s nice to talk with someone who’s not just…tolerating me. I guess elves are okay with…with that?”
 

 
  Shaeine cocked her head to one side. “Orientation is a human concept. Among elves, both surface and subterranean, refusing sexual contact with an entire gender is considered a sign of mental illness.”
 

 
  “…wow. I guess I might not fit in so well in Tar’naris after all.”
 

 
  “On the contrary. You might not be welcomed among a plains or forest tribe, but my people have a more lenient view of the mind. Any condition which does not inhibit an individual’s ability to contribute is considered a personality trait, not a problem. Drow do not waste resources.”
 

 
  “So…really? By that standard, elves would consider almost all humans crazy.”
 

 
  “Oh, we do.”
 

 
  Teal’s laughter was loud and bright; Shaeine smiled at her in return.
 

 
  The scrolltower was impossible not to find; it was the tallest thing short of the mountain in the region, and in any case the road led almost directly to it. Last Rock’s tower was an unpretentious pillar of metal scaffolding topped by the great crystal orb, which flickered dimly in the twilight as information passed through it. There was apparently little for Last Rock to transmit, and at present it served simply as a waypoint for messages flying across the Empire.
 

 
  Teal pulled the door open and held it for Shaeine, bowing grandly; she received a nod and a smile in return.
 

 
  Inside, the office more resembled stereotypical frontier sensibilities than did most of Last Rock. The interior walls were paneled with wood and decorated with maps and a few hunting trophies. Mounted heads of bear, elk, unicorn and some kind of enormous cat glared down at them, and a single preserved dragon wing was stretched across one entire wall. Benches were upholstered in patched red leather in a style that had been popular in Imperial offices twenty years ago, and the wall sconces pulsed and flickered, clearly the original prototype fairy lights rather than the steadier modern variety.
 

 
  “Well, hey there! Y’all are just in time, I was about to close up. C’mon in, let’s see what we can do for you.” Behind the counter opposite the door grinned an old man with bristly white sideburns, and the silver gryphon badge of an Imperial officer pinned to his flannel shirt. Over his shoulder they could just see the pale blue glow of arcane magic at work.
 

 
  “Good evening,” Shaeine replied, gliding toward him with Teal strolling along behind. “I apologize for the late hour. I must dispatch a message to the Narisian consulate at Fort Vaspian.” She produced a neatly folded sheaf of parchment from within her robe and placed it on the counter.
 

 
  “Vaspian, that’s right over by the path to the Underworld…message to Tar’naris, then? Well, of course, just listen to me babble.” He laughed as he opened the paper. “’Course to Tar’naris, not likely you’d be writin’ to Svenheim. Sure thing, little lady, comin’ right up! Oh, this is a diplomatic code. That’s a priority, then. Not that there’s any waitin’. Lessee…”
 

 
  He turned his back and stepped two feet to the machinery that formed the base of the scrolltower; Teal and Shaeine both stepped up against the counter, craning their necks to watch. Off to one side was an enormous scroll of paper, with a pen hovering over it attached to a metal arm. Atop this assembly sat the tiny globe of a fairy light, no doubt an indicator, currently dark. The operator went to a station next to it, where his body blocked their view, but shifting patterns of blue light limned him as he fed Shaeine’s message into the device.
 

 
  “Folks came up from Tiraas ’bout four years ago to put this here girl in,” he said amiably as he worked. “Used to be, us scrollmasters were a trained an’ disciplined corps! Had to know our geography and the numeric code the towers use to transmit. Nowadays, it’s a scrying apparatus does it, reads the message an’ parses it out into code an’ all. She’s even smart enough to interpret your transmission code. Ain’t that a hell of a thing? They got enchantments smarter’n people now. Soon enough a monkey’ll be able to do this job.”
 

 
  He turned back to face them with a smile; behind, the tray in which he’d placed the letter continued to gleam, casting a shifting pattern of light on the walls like the reflection of moonlight on water. “Now, it’ll take ‘er just a minute or two to percolate. I still got the old-style interface for when things get busy; these ol’ fingers are still nimble enough to get the job done faster’n any machine! Oh, ‘scuze my manners, I get used to knowin’ everybody in this town. Silas Crete, Imperial scrollmaster, fer whatever that’s still worth.”
 

 
  They introduced themselves, Shaeine with a formal bow, to the grinning scrollmaster. “Pleasure to meet new faces. Y’all just started up at the school? Pretty sure I ain’t seen ya in town before.”
 

 
  “We did,” Shaeine replied.
 

 
  “Well, missy, it’s good to see you. Some folks are all het up about how fast things’re changin’, but I don’t hold with that kinda backward thinkin’. Ol’ Silas remembers when we used to have troops at the entrance to Tar’naris all the time. Big ol’ waste, y’ask me. Damn good thing to see people getting’ along.
  
   That’s
  
  progress I kin get behind!” He turned to glance at the reader, which was still working. “Hmf, damn thing takes forever, but they want me to use ‘er unless it’s too busy. Pencil jockeys in Tiraas, no idea how things work in a real office… Say, missy, if it ain’t an imposition, I wonder if you could settle an argument.”
 

 
  Shaeine tilted her head curiously. “I will be glad to help if I can.”
 

 
  “Me an’ my nephew—he was in the army, used to be stationed at Vaspian, ‘course this was after the treaty—me an’ my nephew Jonas have a disagreement ’bout drow customs. He keeps tryin’ to feed me this line about how drow women kill their men after they, y’know…get with the business of makin’ the next generation. That ain’t so, is it?”
 

 
  For the first time since Teal had met her, Shaeine seemed taken aback. “That…would be a recipe for population collapse. No, that is not our custom. A matriarchial culture does not presuppose institutional hostility toward males.”
 

 
  “
  
   Haw!
  
  Exactly what I told ‘im, miss, exactly what I told ‘im. That’s just beautiful, finally I get to shut the little punk up. You just made my week!”
 

 
  “Happy to be of service,” Shaeine said carefully. Teal bit down on both her lips, concentrating on restraining her laughter.
 

 
  “Oop, there she goes! Message sent, no problems, and you’re all set.” He retrieved the letter, refolded it and handed it back to Shaeine. “Anything else, little lady?”
 

 
  “That is all I require at present, thank you. What do I owe you?”
 

 
  He waved her off. “Don’t you worry about that, darlin’, it’s on ol’ Silas this time. Jes’ my way of sayin’, welcome to the Empire! I surely do hope you enjoy your stay.”
 

 
  “You are extremely kind, sir,” she said, bowing again.
 

 
  “Say,” Teal chimed in, “can you recommend a place in town where we can get some dinner?”
 

 
  “Well, the Ale an’ Wenches does a lotta good business, it’s pretty popular with the students. You can see it right outside the door, other side of the Rail platform.”
 

 
  “Mm, right, I heard about that one up at campus,” she said, nodding slowly. “How about…anyplace a little quieter, maybe?”
 

 
  Silas grinned broadly at her. “Not much for carousin’? Well, that’s a good thing to hear, ma’am. Not sayin’ all the University kids are loud an’ destructive, a’course. It really don’t need to be said.” His laugh was a tenor bark like a seal’s. “Well, remember my nephew Jonas? He’s a little numbnut sometimes, but a good kid. Runs the town saloon, keeps it quieter than the A&W an’ they got pretty good food.”
 

 
  “Sounds perfect!”
 

 
  “You can get there easy enough, ain’t nothin’ hard to find in this town. Up the main street toward the mountain, hang a left just past the barber shop, head down a few doors an’ it’ll be on your right. Can’t miss it, the sign says Saloon and hangs over the dang street, too low for a horse to walk under.”
 

 
  “Thank you again,” Shaeine said with another bow.
 

 
  The sun had set while they were in the scrolltower office. Back on the street, Shaeine left her hood down, and though most of the townsolk had cleared out indoors, those who remained frequently stopped and stared, now. With the Narisian treaty barely ten years old, drow weren’t a common sight anywhere in the Empire, and their reputation as enemies of anyone who dwelt in the sunlight was millennia old. Shaeine greeted anyone who gave her a look with a bow and one of her polite half-smiles, and nobody challenged them, but even so, Teal stayed close. Last Rock might be an open-minded place for a frontier town, but one never knew.
 

 
  “I confess to a measure of excitement at this prospect,” said Shaeine, sounding no more excited than usual. “The ‘saloon’ is a fixture of our popular fiction about the Imperial frontier. I had hoped to visit one at least once during my stay on the surface.”
 

 
  “Really, you guys have popular fiction about the Empire?”
 

 
  “Have you never encountered popular fiction about drow?”
 

 
  Teal winced. “I, uh…actually own a couple of novels. I figured they weren’t very accurate…”
 

 
  “Those I have seen tended to be quite erotic.”
 

 
  By this point, Teal’s face was burning. “I’ve…heard that.”
 

 
  “Well, that is both an amusing irony and a basic fairness. Humans are often sexualized in my culture as well.”
 

 
  “They…we…really?”
 

 
  “Our standards of beauty emphasize that which differentiates us from our paler surface cousins,” Shaeine went on serenely, “including muscularity and curvaceousness. Humans are more prone to both than even we. There are other cultural factors at play, especially the universal allure of the exotic. It’s a fascinating topic; I will perhaps write a paper on it during my tenure at the University.”
 

 
  “I think I’d like to read that,” Teal sad wonderingly.
 

 
  Everything was exactly where old Silas had said it would be. The Ale & Wenches cast a glow of golden light and a babble of happy voices across the square fronting the Rail platform, but they went nowhere near it. Finding the saloon was simple enough, following his directions. Just approaching it they could tell it suited Teal’s request for a quieter venue, though the cheerful sound of a slightly off-tune piano trickled out from the swinging wooden doors. This time, Shaeine went in first, pushing the doors wide, and stepped to one side once within to admit Teal.
 

 
  It was a clean and well-lit space, its furnishings slightly shabby but clearly cared for. The décor reflected the same sensibilities as the scrolltower office had, with mounted animal heads on the wall and a full-sized stuffed bear rearing in one corner opposite the piano. The patrons filled the room with a cheerful but muted babble, which faded upon Shaeine’s entrance as they turned to stare at her.
 

 
  The two students found a table near the wall, by the bear, and slid into seats; already the murmur of conversation began to pick back up. A slender figure dodged nimbly around tables and patrons, sliding to a stop beside them.
 

 
  “Hi there, ladies. What’ll it be?”
 

 
  Teal had to force herself not to stare; the waitress was an elf. Aside from the fact that elves seldom chose to live in human towns, they were nearly always too prideful to take on any kind of servant work. This woman, furthermore, had black hair, which was a striking rarity.
 

 
  “Ah…” She glanced at Shaeine, who tilted her head slightly, indicating that Teal should proceed. “Just here for dinner. What’s good?”
 

 
  “Good,” mused the elf, as though this were a foreign concept to her. “Now, do you mean good by the standards of the fancy-feasting Imperial rich kids up at the University? Because I’m afraid we don’t serve that here. Or what’s good for someone treating themselves to a night out on a cobbler’s wages? There’s a whole spectrum of
  
   good
  
  to explore.”
 

 
  Teal found herself relaxing; the woman had a somewhat cheeky attitude, but she, herself, was right in her element when it came to banter. “Let me put this another way. What would
  
   you
  
  order?”
 

 
  “Ahh, this one’s got a mind. Well done.” The elf smiled broadly at her, with a semblance of actual warmth. “That sounds to me like a steak dinner with the works. However, you being strangers, there’s an obligatory gold check before anything that pricey comes to the table.”
 

 
  Shaeine reached into the folds of her robe, but Teal was faster, placing a small stack of Imperial doubloons on the table. “This being cattle country, I can’t imagine steak is too outlandish.”
 

 
  “Not nearly as outlandish as
  
   that,”
  
  she replied, nodding to the coins. “Put those away, the losers around here can smell money. And to drink? I can’t say I’d recommend the wine, but the beer is better than decent.”
 

 
  Teal glanced at Shaeine questioningly.
 

 
  “Tea, please,” said the drow.
 

 
  “Coming up.” The elf deftly pocketed a couple of coins before Teal retrieved the remainder of the stack. “I’m Principia; sing out if you need anything. Just don’t call me Sippy unless you want a surprise in the bottom of your glass.” With that and a wink, she darted toward the door at the back of the common room.
 

 
  “That,” Shaeine mused, “was an altogether unfamiliar experience. Doubtless local standards differ, but I am very unaccustomed to hearing insults and threats from servants.”
 

 
  “She was a little mouthy,” said Teal, “but yeah, things are a little more relaxed around here. I suspect there was an element of elvish pride there; I’m honestly astonished to find one waiting tables. Though on the other hand, a waitress isn’t exactly a servant as such.”
 

 
  “Hm. Her duty is to serve, is it not?”
 

 
  “Maybe I’m imposing my own perspective,” Teal admitted. “My family has servants; they’re actually professionals with training and take a lot of pride in being attached long-term to one employer. Our Butler would be pretty offended if I compared him to a saloon waitress.”
 

 
  “I see. I am not alone in being out of my element, then.”
 

 
  “You’re a little farther out, maybe.” Teal returned her companion’s smile. “But we can all stand to learn.”
 

 
  “That is always true.”
 

 
  Principia returned, carrying a tray with a full tea service; the china was coarse and unadorned, but not chipped. “Here we are,” she said lightly, sliding it onto their table. “The good part will be along presently. Say, are you two new this year?”
 

 
  “Yup,” said Teal. “Second day.”
 

 
  “Thought so. There’s only one other drow up there, to my knowledge, and she lacks…social graces. Nice to meet you both.” She grinned and slid away again, this time to check on another table.
 

 
  “Would you excuse me for a minute?”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “Of course.”
 

 
  “Thanks. Be right back.” Teal slid from her seat and crossed over to the pianist, who was just finishing up a piece. He played with the exuberant imprecision of long practice and no particular talent; there was no applause when he finished, but saloon music wasn’t really intended to hold an audience’s attention. As the man turned sideways on his stool to grab a tankard of beer that had been resting (on a coaster) atop the piano, she noted a striking resemblance to Silas Crete, right down to the sideburns; this might be the same man twenty years younger, his bushy brown hair just beginning to go gray. This must be the nephew, Jonas.
 

 
  “Evening,” she said pleasantly. “That’s nice work. You have live music in here all the time?”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   all
  
  the time, miss,” he replied with an easy smile. “These fingers can’t go every minute a’ the day, and I’ve got the bar to run, too. But I like to play now’n again, when I can.”
 

 
  “A personal touch, I like it,” she said, matching his laid-back good humor. “I have a guitar with me tonight. Would you mind if I played a song or two after dinner?”
 

 
  “Sure, long as you keep it clean an’ don’t expect me to pay for the entertainment.”
 

 
  “Nah, it’s just for the fun of it.”
 

 
  “Then consider yourself on the program, miss…?”
 

 
  “Falconer. Teal Falconer. Thanks, I’ll wander over after we eat. I’ve heard good things about the steak here.”
 

 
  He just smiled and nodded at her again, took a long pull of his drink and turned back to the keys.
 

 
  She barely made it back to rejoin Shaeine before Principia reappeared, this time balancing another tray laden with steaming plates. Teal goggled at her as she slipped back into her chair.
 

 
  “Wow. Doesn’t steak take
  
   time
  
  to cook?”
 

 
  “Everything takes time, my young learner,” the elf intoned, sliding plates in front of each of them, then grinned. “Things take
  
   less
  
  time when the owner of the establishment is obsessed with having all the latest magical doodads from Calderaas in his kitchen.”
 

 
  “It was my impression,” said Shaeine, “that cooking times cannot be artificially accelerated without adversely affecting the product.”
 

 
  Principia glanced to the left, then the right, lifting her head and checking that Jonas was absorbed with the piano. Then she leaned in close to them, one side of her mouth curling up in a mischievous smirk. “Can you keep a secret?”
 

 
  “Sure,” said Teal warily.
 

 
  Principia’s smile widened to a grin. “Me too.” She straightened up and dusted off her hands. “Enjoy your dinner, girls.”
 

 
  “I begin to see,” said Shaeine, watching the waitress leave, “why surface elves customarily avoid serving work. They seem ill-suited to it.” She examined her silverware, then peered at Teal’s, which she had already picked up.
 

 
  “Oh, um… Not what you’re used to?”
 

 
  “I am accustomed to a single knife as an eating impliment.”
 

 
  “Wow, that sounds…messy.”
 

 
  “Potentially. I am struck by the irony that your society and not mine invented those portable items we had for lunch. On the other hand, we seldom have bread.”
 

 
  “Sandwiches? Yeah, those are handy. Here, just hold it like this. Don’t worry about doing it wrong, it’s just me here and nobody else is watching.”
 

 
  “But there is clearly a customary way to do it. There are no meaningless rituals, no matter how small; from such things is culture built.”
 

 
  Dinner was pleasant. Teal scooted her chair closer to Shaeine’s to show the drow how to handle the silverware, and managed not to laugh at the intensity with which she approached this task. It was like watching a child learning a new subject for the first time. Their conversation was more casual, when they spoke, and chiefly about growing up in Tar’naris and Tiraan province, respectively. They really were from totally different worlds, so much so that it hardly seemed to either that sentient people could truly live as the other described. Long pauses were devoted simply to chewing, however. Shaeine had never had a steak before. She strongly approved.
 

 
  “How’re we doing?” Principia asked, coming by their table as they were finishing up. Both girls were chewing at that moment, but Teal gave her a thumbs up, getting a grin in reply. “Tolja the steak was good here. Hey, I wonder if you could do me a favor?”
 

 
  Teal swallowed. “Uh, maybe. What would that be?”
 

 
  The elf dipped a hand into her apron pocket and pulled it out, closed; a gold chain dangled from her fist at both ends. “You’re freshman girls, so you’ll be living with that new paladin, right? Trinity?”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Teal corrected automatically. “Yeah, she’s in our building.”
 

 
  “Trissiny, right. Totally knew that, I was just testing you.” She winked and unfolded her fingers; in her hand rested a gold necklace, Avei’s eagle symbol on a braided chain. “I do a little side business in trinkets and charms, and…well, I guess you could say I’m a big fan. Could you give this to her, please?”
 

 
  “What kind of charms?” asked Shaeine.
 

 
  “Oh, all kinds,” Principia replied glibly. “Minor enchantments, I’m not wizard. You can’t put much on a holy symbol, of course, beyond a simple brightening charm. Not that I would, anyway.”
 

 
  “You’re an Avenist?” Teal said in surprise.
 

 
  The elf frowned at her. “What, you aren’t? Avei is the protector of all womankind. No exceptions for pointy ears.”
 

 
  “I know, I just…I’d never heard of elves being…” Teal swallowed and reached for the necklace. “Yeah, sure, I can give this to Trissiny. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the gesture.”
 

 
  “Prin,” called Jonas from across the room, “I’m not payin’ you to stand around jawin’ with the customers!”
 

 
  “Whoops, the master calls,” the waitress said with a roll of her eyes, then flashed Teal a brilliant smile. “Thanks, doll. You’re a peach!” She whisked away to another table whose occupants were calling for beer.
 

 
  “I mistrust that girl,” Shaeine said softly.
 

 
  “Hm.” Teal looked down at the necklace in her hand for a moment before tucking it into her pocket. “She’s probably harmless; someone like Triss is bound to have admirers. Though I’m going to ask her how she feels about getting gifts for future reference. No point in making her uncomfortable.”
 

 
  “Indeed.”
 

 
  Teal caught Jonas’s eye; he grinned at her and nodded. Nodding back, she picked up her guitar case and rose. “Well, wish me luck!”
 

 
  “You don’t need it,” replied her companion, “but good luck.”
 

 
  The proprietor cleared the way for Teal to seat herself on the piano stool; he patted her shoulder once, smiling, then strode off toward the kitchen. Apparently the younger Mr. Crete was a man of fewer words than his uncle. She pulled out her guitar, gently plucking at the strings and adjusting the pegs. It had been in tune earlier, but been carried down a mountain since then.
 

 
  “Hey, Ox, check this out,” called a reedy man at the table nearest her. “A college student with a guitar! Will wonders never cease.” He leaned one arm over the back of his chair, grinning at Teal. “How ’bout we make a bet, darlin’. If we ain’t already heard all three o’ the chords you know, your drinks’re on me tonight.”
 

 
  “No bet,” she replied. Her fingers lightly fell on the strings, and the guitar sang. A soft waterfall of notes poured forth, growing in volume and speed and climbing back up the scale, swirling about each other in a playful dance that distracted from their utter precision. Teal brought the sequence to a close with a relatively simple arpeggio, then winked at the man, who was now gaping at her. “I’d hate to take your money.” Then she began to truly play, and sang.
 

 
  It was a love song, but barely. She sang of a life that was peaceful and in order, suddenly upended by the arrival of a beautiful, beloved enemy; of the confusion of passion and frustration, of coming together and breaking apart until nobody knew where they stood. The song wove a bittersweet story of beauty and pain, the guitar added its coppery voice, and all throughout the saloon silence fell as every patron stopped drinking and stared fixedly at the bard, many with mouths open. Principia leaned against the far wall, watching with a wistful smile; Jonas and the portly cook both leaned out from the kitchen. Shaeine straightened till she was barely still seated, her gaze fixed on Teal with an intensity she had never shown in class.
 

 
  No one could have said how long it went on; time stopped having any meaning. Three more people arrived while Teal sang, but they didn’t make it any farther inside than the door, immediately transfixed by the music. As long as the song lived, they were her prisoners. Teal never noticed, never looked up to see; her eyes were closed, her entire being wrapped around the guitar, coaxing the river of music from its strings.
 

 
  And then it ended. The song came to a predictable close as good songs do, the notes of the accompaniment winding to a conclusion for a few seconds after the words stopped and ending on a tonic chord, but still the audience leaned back as one at the severance of the invisible chains binding them in place. A tiny exhalation echoed around the room, as dozens of people in unison let out the smallest breath, each too soft to have been heard in isolation.
 

 
  For a moment, silence reigned. Then someone cleared his throat roughly and began, “That was—”
 

 
  “HEATHENS!”
 

 
  The swinging doors burst open to admit a stooped figure in a severe black gown, leaning on two canes, her wizened old face contorted with rage.
 

 
  “Evenin’, Miz Cratchley,” somebody said in a resigned tone.
 

 
  “You should every last one of you be ashamed!” the old woman screeched. “Carousing and drinking and listening to devil music! This used to be a good town, a town that feared the gods, and then SHE came. Now there’s poison in the streets, and honest human folks who can’t say they don’t know better have heads full of evil elvish ideas and would rather spend their nights in a saloon than a chapel!”
 

 
  “Oh, brother,” said Principia, just loud enough to be clearly audible. Teal, taking advantage of the distraction, quickly bent to put away her guitar.
 

 
  “And YOU!” Miz Cratchley shrieked, pointing a cane at Prin, who stuck out her tongue in reply. “Shameless slattern! Walking filth, corrupting the young of this town! You, and all the deviants and lunatics up there on the hill, pouring down their poison like sewage! What is
  
   that?!”
  
  Her voice rose to a thin scream of rage as she caught sight of Shaeine.
 

 
  “Now, Mabel,” said Jonas, striding toward her with his arms open. “You seem tired. Maybe it’s time to head home and—”
 

 
  “Don’t you dare to touch me, Jonas Crete, not when you’ve opened your doors to the demons of hell itself!” Several of the locals stood up in alarm; Mabel Cratchley had actually begun to foam at the mouth, her eyes rolling wildly as she ranted. “Monsters and wizards and the forces of evil walk among us! You’ll see what happens to a town that turns its back on the gods! YOU’LL SEE!” She flailed ferociously with both canes, swaying in place. “A great doom is coming, and woe to those who fail to repent! A GREAT DOOM!”
 

 
  Then Shaeine was there, having slipped nimbly through the crowd. At her sudden approach, Miz Cratchley drew in a deep breath to unleash a bellow, her face twisting in incoherent rage. Before she could finish, Shaeine reached out and touched her lightly between the eyes with a fingertip.
 

 
  Mabel Cratchley crumpled like a paper doll. Shaeine dived forward and caught her before she could hit the floor and eased her the rest of the way down, showing surprising strength for someone so diminutive. Gingerly letting the old woman’s head come to rest on the floorboards, she placed a slate-gray hand over Mabel’s forehead and closed her own eyes in concentration. Men rose to their feet on all sides and crowded around.
 

 
  “I find no physical ailment,” the drow said, “beyond the stresses of age. However, I am not as familiar with human anatomy, and problems in the mind are difficult to diagnose at best. Is this normal behavior?”
 

 
  “No,” rumbled a huge man in a faded old Imperial Army coat. “Miz Cratchley is a lady of strong opinions, but I never seen her get like that. Never.”
 

 
  “Here now,” someone said near the back, “what’s the dark elf done to ‘er? We oughtta—”
 

 
  “You shut the
  
   hell
  
  up, Wilson,” Mr. Crete snapped. “The elf just saved her from prob’ly busting her own heart, and we all know it. Ain’t nobody got time for your trouble-makin’. Tommy, run quick and fetch Dr. Akers. And Prin, you go get Father Laws and the Sheriff.”
 

 
  “I’m an errand girl now?” Principia muttered, but did so while moving. In seconds she was out the door, right on the heels of the boy who had exited at Jonas’s first command.
 

 
  “Is there…I mean, can we help at all?” Teal asked worriedly. She had worked her way around to the door and managed to squeeze in next to Shaeine.
 

 
  “Best leave this to the professionals now,” Jonas replied, scratching his head. He nodded respectfully to Shaeine. “You stopped her from doin’ herself real harm there, miss, an’ I appreciate that. But I think now we need to give her some space till the doc gets here. That means y’all! Everybody move back, let the woman breathe.”
 

 
  Grumbling, the crowd shuffled backward from the fallen old woman, only Mr. Crete staying close to watch over her.
 

 
  “Maybe we should just…” Teal trailed off, but Shaeine nodded to her, and they slipped through the swinging doors.
 

 
  The huge man in the army coat came out right behind them. In the dimness of the moonlit street, his enormous mustache and bushy eyebrows made his size even more intimidating. “Ladies,” he said, nodding respectfully to them, “If you don’t mind I’d feel better if you allowed me to walk you back to the stairs.”
 

 
  “I believe we are capable of looking after ourselves,” Shaeine replied.
 

 
  “Ain’t what concerns me, ma’am,” he said. “On average, one of you University kids is worth at least four drunk galoots in a scrap. But if it should happen that you
  
   need
  
  to ‘look after yerselves,’ there’ll be real trouble after that. The kind that don’t go away as long as anybody’s left alive to remember it. Nobody in this town’ll have a go at you if I come with.”
 

 
  The girls exchanged a look. “Um, yeah,” Teal said at last. “We’d appreciate the company.”
 

 
  He nodded and fell in alongside them, and they headed up the street.
 

 
  “How likely is it that there will be ‘real’ trouble, do you think?” asked Shaeine.
 

 
  “Not very likely at all,” he replied. “This here’s a good town, full of good people. Folks who’re more familiar with the outlandish than the average run o’ frontiersmen, besides. You did a good turn for Miz Cratchley when nobody’d have blamed you for just lettin’ her bust ‘er own heart, and that’s what most in that room will remember.” He snorted, rather like a bull, causing his huge mustache to flutter. “But, only takes one idjit to wreck the peace for everybody. I learnt that in the army: if a given outcome is bad enough, you plan for it, no matter how unlikely it is to happen.”
 

 
  “That is a wise policy,” Shaeine said approvingly.
 

 
  He nodded. “I’m Ox Whipporwill, by the way, an’ pleased to make your acquaintance. I hope this don’t put you off visitin’ the town.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Teal, having regained most of her equilibrium. “Like you said…it only takes one. And there’s a few like that in every town. Doesn’t pay to let them upset you.”
 

 
  “Well said, miss, well said.” They had kept a brisk pace; Ox didn’t rush, but the easy reach of his enormous legs had them both making quick steps. In just a few minutes, they had reached the edge of town and the abrupt beginning of the steps up the mountain. He turned to face them and tugged the brim of his hat to Teal. “Ma’am, I surely did enjoy your singin’. I never heard nothin’ like it before, an’ I got to see the opera in Tiraas once. I do hope you’ll come an’ play for us again sometime.”
 

 
  “I’d love to,” she said, unable to repress a grin of pleasure.
 

 
  He tugged his hat again to Shaeine, receiving a bow in return. “Night, ladies. You have a safe trip home.”
 

 
  They had ascended almost to the height of the scrolltower before Shaeine spoke. “Your song… It is the strangest thing, but I cannot recall any of the lyrics.”
 

 
  Teal stumbled over a step, clutching her guitar case protectively against her body before regaining her balance. Then she sighed and continued trudging upward, not meeting her companion’s questioning gaze. “There weren’t any lyrics, Shaeine. I was humming.”
 

 
  The dark elf’s eternally calm face grew considerably more intent, the closest Teal had seen to a frown on her. “I was certain the song told a story. Now that I recall, I am not sure why…”
 

 
  “I…it’s…I didn’t mean to…ugh.” She threw back her head, took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and said, “Her name’s Vadrieny. My…partner. She has a kind of voice magic, really the only magic she can use…sometimes, when I play, it sort of seeps out. I don’t do that on purpose; I think it’s cheating. A bard should be able to move an audience with the sheer power of the music itself, or nothing at all. But, we’re…we’re still working out how to exist together, and things like that sometimes happen. I can’t control it. The only way to control the effect would be for me to let her take over, completely, which…is probably not a good spectacle to show a saloon full of cowboys.”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “I understand, then. Thank you.”
 

 
  After a dozen more steps, Teal spoke again, very softly. “Thank you, too. For not digging.”
 

 
  Shaeine turned her head and smiled, and this time there was no doubt at all of the genuine feeling behind it. “You will speak of it when you choose to. There is no hurry.”
 

 
  They climbed the rest of the way in comfortable silence.
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  “A black-haired elf?”
 

 
  Trissiny studied the necklace lying in her palm as she walked; it was not hard to identify, and not merely because Avei’s eagle symbol had been an omnipresent part of her life since birth. She distinctly remembered the pushy elf who had tried to give her this item right as she stepped off the caravan into Last Rock.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Teal, walking along beside her. She had stuck her hands in the pockets of her coat immediately after giving Trissiny the necklace, as though glad to be rid of it and worried it would be handed back. “She’s a waitress at the saloon in town, said she moonlights as an enchanter. Um, I’m blanking on the name…it was one of those polysyllabic elvish monikers.”
 

 
  “Principia,” Shaeine supplied from Teal’s other side. “And I believe it is actually Old Tanglish. It comes from no branch of elvish with which I am familiar.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Teal said with a wince. Shaeine touched her lightly on the shoulder, earning a smile in return.
 

 
  “I remember her.” Trissiny carefully tucked the necklace into one of her belt pouches. She’d put it away somewhere when they were back at the tower; she did
  
   not
  
  wear jewelry. “She tried to give me this the other day when I first got to town. The hair is distinctive.”
 

 
  Shaeine and Teal exchanged a glance. “Really?” said the bard. “Because she seemed to have trouble remembering your name.”
 

 
  “She knew my name well enough when we met in person,” Trissiny said slowly.
 

 
  “A small deception,” said Shaeine, “merely an attempt to underplay the degree of her interest in you to avoid raising our concern. A person of upright motives has no need for such tricks. It might be prudent to have that item examined by someone schooled in enchantment.”
 

 
  “I think you’re right.” The necklace suddenly seemed to weigh more heavily at her belt. “Thanks, Teal, Shaeine.”
 

 
  “I’d have brought it up last night, but we got back lateish. Your door was closed.”
 

 
  “No worries, this clearly wasn’t urgent.” Trissiny smiled at her before returning her attention to watching the path, mulling the matter of Principia and the necklace over in her mind.
 

 
  The freshmen straggled toward their Tuesday morning class in a broken line. Tobias brought up the rear, close enough to have heard their conversation, but he offered no comment; Trissiny resisted the urge to turn back and see if she could read anything from his expression. Ahead of them, Gabriel strolled along between Ruda and Juniper, flirting unabashedly with both. Trissiny was not well-schooled in such interactions, but even she could tell that Ruda was egging him on for her own amusement. The girl was increasingly difficult to like. Juniper…was hard to read. She clearly enjoyed the attention, but at different times she had displayed startling insights into what people were thinking and complete obliviousness to things others found obvious. It wasn’t clear whether Gabe was getting anywhere with her. Fross flittered about excitedly, shooting ahead and then coming back to rejoin them, bobbing impatiently at their slow bipedal pace. She appeared never to stop talking, though the thread of her speech was often inaudible as she wandered out of range.
 

 
  Ronald Hall was on the second-lowest terrace, just above the library. For whatever reason, it was a battlemented structure clearly modeled after a medieval barracks, flying the University’s banner from each of the four squat towers which stood at each corner. Trissiny felt a wave of mingled comfort and homesickness as they approached; the obviously militaristic style was a reminder of where she came from, though why the alchemic sciences building had such styling was beyond her. Knowing what she did of Professor Tellwyrn, she was willing to believe that a lot of things on this campus had no purpose whatsoever.
 

 
  She was looking forward to this class. The professor’s name wasn’t on her schedule, but if Rafe had some sort of vendetta against him, he must have at least some redeeming value.
 

 
  Gabe darted ahead to open the door and hold it for the girls, bowing grandly to each as they passed and receiving a mixture of flirtatious and polite responses; Teal ruffled his hair, while Trissiny glared at him. He winked in response to that, and Toby had to ward off a likely confrontation by gently pushing her into the building.
 

 
  The Ronald foyer looked appropriate to the exterior of the building and totally unlike the other interiors they’d seen on campus, with well-trodden wood floors and stone walls decorated by weapons and shields, all of which had clearly seen active duty. Directly across from the entrance was the main auditorium; a note beside the doors informed them that this was where the freshmen Introduction to Alchemy class would be held. They proceeded in the same order in which they’d entered, except with Gabriel in the rear this time, but quickly became bottlenecked in the door.
 

 
  Juniper and Fross wandered right in, seeing nothing amiss, but Ruda stopped in the doorway, gaping; Trissiny did the same beside her.
 

 
  “Is there a problem?” Teal finally asked. Wordlessly, they parted, allowing the others to enter.
 

 
  This room looked more academic in design and out of place in the roughness of Ronald Hall. Much like Tellwyrn’s history classroom, rows of desks descended toward a dais at the bottom level opposite their entrance, accessed by doors on either end. Various alchemy paraphernalia was scattered about this and along the edges of the auditorium, though nobody gave it more than a cursory glance. Everyone was staring at the mural. It covered the entire huge wall behind the dais.
 

 
  After nearly a full minute of silent contemplation, Teal finally spoke. “Is everyone else seeing what I’m seeing?”
 

 
  Shaeine descended the steps gracefully to study the vast painting up close. “It appears to depict Professor Rafe.” She tilted her head slowly. “…shirtless, playing a lute and kicking a rearing dragon between the legs. Framed by lightning bolts. This is very good work; the brush strokes are exquisitely precise.”
 

 
  “I think dragons are bigger than that,” Teal said weakly.
 

 
  “Also,” added Shaeine with the same unflappable calm, “they don’t keep their genitalia in the same place as bipeds. I suspect this depicts an entirely fictional scene.”
 

 
  Gabriel snorted. “You
  
   think?”
  
 

 
  “I thought Professor Rafe hated the guy who teaches this class,” said Ruda, idly sipping from a bottle of vodka.
 

 
  “Maybe he snuck in here to prank the classroom,” said Toby.
 

 
  “The effort involved would have been extraordinary,” Shaeine replied, returning to the group. “As I said, though the subject matter is trite and the composition uninspired, the mural is a masterpiece in terms of technique. It would have taken considerable time and effort—”
 

 
  She was interrupted by one of the lower doors flying open with such force that it rebounded off the opposite wall, its inset glass panel shattering. Professor Rafe himself burst onto the dais, flinging an arm outward melodramatically.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!”
 

 
  “You’ve gotta be shitting me,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  Fross almost fell out of the air in shock. “I have to
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  Fortunately, Rafe missed this exchange, having turned to regard the damage caused by his entrance. “Oh…bugger. That’s the third door this year. Arachne’s gonna throw me off the astronomy tower again… Ah, well.” With a shrug, he tossed his head, sending his golden hair sailing about, and strode toward the center of the dais. “It’s only to be expected. No mere edifice is up to the task of CONTAINING MY GLORY!” So declaring, he slammed his armful of books down on the lectern and grinned maniacally up at him.
 

 
  “Dude,” said Gabe, “are you on the shrooms?”
 

 
  “Doubtless,” Rafe intoned, “you ducklings are curious about yesterday’s encounter in the greenhouse. I have it on good authority that that dastardly oaf Professor Rafe has been filling your head with calumnies and lies about my fitness to hold this post. I think you will find, my children, that it is
  
   he
  
  and not I whose incompetence and moral turpitude will result in his expulsion from this fine seat of higher learning. It is only a matter of time.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck
  
  is wrong with you?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Tell it like it is, Punaji!” he crowed, pumping a fist in the air. “Ten points extra credit! Anyway, it’s quite simple. Academic rivalries are all part of the faculty experience at any fine university. You can’t be taken seriously down in the faculty lounge unless someone else there hates your guts and spends their free time plotting against you. But woe is unto me, for there are none who DARE stand against the magnificence that is Professor Rafe!” He shrugged nonchalantly, beginning to leaf through one of the textbooks he’d deposited on the lectern. “But be not dismayed on my behalf, children! For such is my versatility and vigor that I, in addition to teaching multiple disciplines, am able to serve as my own greatest rival! Thus, you shall soon behold the inevitable triumph of the glorious Professor Rafe over the nefarious and cowardly Professor Rafe!”
 

 
  “I will say it again,” Ruda repeated, “what the
  
   fuck
  
  is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?!”
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough folderol, kids. Butts in seats; we’re here to learn. Anybody who wants to hear me wax poetical about how awesome I am, my office hours are clearly posted. Now then!” he went on as they trickled into chairs, still staring at him askance, “In this class we will explore the exacting art of alchemy, the wonderful wizardry whereby the simplest of substances become the most magical of mixtures! Alchemy has practical potential that rivals that of conventional magic, but is far more logically organized and has a somewhat lesser chance of accidentally ending the world or teleporting yourself to the moon.
 

 
  “We shall pursue an aggressive curriculum here! By the end of the quarter I fully expect you to be able to poison each of your classmates, and also to prevent your classmates from doing the same to you. By the way and while we’re on the subject…no spoilers, but…” He leaned forward over the lectern, grinning insanely. “Guess what your semifinal is!”
 

 
  Trissiny repressed a groan; the rest of her classmates sat in stupefied silence. She really was starting to hate this place.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were still dazed and quiet an hour and a half later. In front of Ronald Hall was a pleasant little garden-like area, a round patch of tallgrass and wildflowers that looked as if it had been lifted directly from the Golden Sea below, ringed by a circular path from which other paths branched of to other parts of the campus. A few benches were placed around the perimeter.
 

 
  The eight freshmen came to a stop out of sheer lack of momentum, straggling to a halt once they were safely clear of the Hall. Even Fross appeared subdued, fluttering around Juniper’s head. Teal flopped on her back on one of the benches and covered her eyes with an arm.
 

 
  “How is your stomach?” Shaeine asked solicitously, perching beside her head at the very edge of the bench.
 

 
  “Better,” the young bard grunted. “Should be fine in a bit. Hopefully.”
 

 
  Ruda gave up on adjusting her hat and tossed it into the grass, growling. Her hair was still bright blue, but true to Rafe’s word, the color was starting to recede, the roots already returned to her normal lustrous black. “Okay, yesterday I was at least half kiddin’ around. But seriously, now. Are they actually trying to kill us?”
 

 
  “My theory is this all some kind of test,” said Toby, scratching his enormous beard. According to Rafe, it would fall out overnight. “It would fit with what we’ve seen so far, and what I know of Professor Tellwyrn from…other sources. I don’t think the Unseen University is the kind of place where they ease you in. Hopefully things will calm down once we’ve proved we can handle the pressure.”
 

 
  “You’re assuming we’ll prove we can handle the pressure,” grumbled Gabriel, flopping down on another bench and cradling his burned hand.
 

 
  “Is that the same one Ezzaniel made you hit the tree with?” asked Juniper, sitting next to him.
 

 
  He grunted. “Yeah, about that. Next time a professor orders me to do something asinine, somebody please remind me to pretend I’m left-handed.”
 

 
  Trissiny seated herself slowly on his other side, frowning in thought. Class had been a whirlwind of “demonstrations,” most of which were interesting and some actually entertaining, but Rafe had certainly not taken it easy on them. Only she and the two fae were free of lingering side effects; they appeared to be naturally resistant to alchemy, and she had flatly refused to participate, going so far as to reach for her blade after Gabriel had tested the “Burn in a Bottle” to demonstrate the properties of faked wounds. Rafe had given her an F for participation and then awarded her sufficient extra credit for defiance that she was now (as he had not hesitated to tell everyone) setting the curve for the class.
 

 
  “This is too…chaotic,” she said. “Abuse for a purpose is pattered. Rafe is a lunatic and Tellwyrn herself doesn’t seem too stable. This may all
  
   be
  
  some kind of sick test, but even if so, I think it’s just because the inmates are running the asylum.”
 

 
  “I’m—and I can’t believe I’m saying it—with Stabby on this one,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Trissiny said sourly.
 

 
  “Got your back, babe.”
 

 
  “Hang onto your britches, kids, our day’s about to get even better,” said Gabriel. Everyone looked up at him, then followed his gaze.
 

 
  The drow with the dyed mohawk was striding up the path toward them. Behind her trailed Chase, the blond human boy they’d met the previous day, carrying a stack of books—probably including hers. He appeared to be trying to engage his companion in conversation, but Natchua was visibly fixated on the freshman class, wearing a gleefully intent expression.
 

 
  Shaeine rose smoothly, gliding forward to place herself at the center of their group; the other drow would have to step between Toby and Fross to reach her. Indeed, Natchua seemed intent on her specifically, but she stopped short of surrounding herself. Chase had trailed off talking as they came within earshot, and was now watching everyone with the eager expression of someone who had bought a ticket for a boxing match.
 

 
  “Can we not, please?” said Toby. “We’ve just had a rather—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I bet you’ve had a rather,” Natchua smirked. “First class with Rafe, eh?”
 

 
  “Second,” he said.
 

 
  “Ah, then you’ve found out about his multiple academic personality.” She grinned, and he relaxed slightly. Her bearing was still aggressive, but it was a positive sign that she didn’t launch right into threats and insults.
 

 
  “Is he actually as crazy as he acts?”
 

 
  “Kid,
  
   nobody
  
  is as crazy as Admestus Rafe acts. Nobody who can put on their own pants and doesn’t drool when they’re awake. He’s definitely not all there, though. My theory is he tried to play the part of the madman for whatever reason and lost himself in the role somewhere.”
 

 
  
   “My
  
  theory is Tellwyrn tortures him regularly,” Chase piped up. “Whips, chains, dripping water… Actually, she’s probably got a better setup than that. I wonder if she takes bookings…?”
 

 
  “You goslings have barely seen the tip of the iceberg,” Natchua said with visible relish, grinning at them all in a way that was startlingly reminiscent of Tellwyrn herself. “Still feeling good about coming to the grand and glorious Unseen University?”
 

 
  “Is there some reason you need to be a bitch about it?” asked Gabriel. “Do you have a condition or something?”
 

 
  She actually laughed at him, loudly. “Boy, if anything
  
   I’ve
  
  said gets under your skin, you won’t last a week here. The professors alone will eat you alive. You, especially.” She turned her wolfish grin directly on Shaeine. “Are you feeling homesick for your fancy manor and army of servants, yet?”
 

 
  “I would ordinarily not presume to correct any person’s manners in public,” Shaeine replied calmly, “but your lack of decorum reflects poorly on us all.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s just priceless. Decorum, she says.” She stepped forward; Toby eased closer himself, but Natchua didn’t move within arm’s reach of Shaeine, though she lowered her voice to a sneering hiss. “Maybe a rich Narisian kid can afford to care about decorum, but you’re not there anymore. The surface is like the Deep Dark, little one. Eat or be eaten.” She snorted, and turned her back. “We can discuss it further if you ever decide to ‘correct’ my
  
   manners
  
  yourself. As if you’d have the spine.”
 

 
  “That has already been seen to,” Shaeine said evenly. “I told your mother.”
 

 
  There came a sharp indrawing of breath, followed by utter silence. Natchua froze; Chase looked like his birthday presents had all arrived early.
 

 
  Few on the surface world understood Narisian culture in any detail, but it was common knowledge that drow in general were matriarchal. It wasn’t a reach, from there, to conclude that using the M-word was the first step to a fight.
 

 
  “What,” Natchua said softly, “did you say about my mother?”
 

 
  “I contacted her,” Shaeine replied, then tilted her head. “Do you truly not recognize me?” Natchua just glared at her, nostrils flaring, and she let out a soft sigh of regret. “I see. That being the case, I am truly sorry for my actions. I would have preferred to stay out of your business, but as your logical next move in protecting your charade would be to contact Tar’naris and cast aspersions on
  
   my
  
  character to undercut my credibility, I deemed it necessary to report your actions to your House immediately, as a simple matter of self-preservation. If I have done you harm for no reason, I deeply apologize.” She bowed from the waist, which was a mistake; it meant she wasn’t looking when Natchua let out a feral scream and lunged for her.
 

 
  Somehow, instantly, Trissiny was between them, catching the charging drow’s weight on her shield and throwing her back, hard enough to send her tumbling to the ground, knocking Chase aside in the process. Natchua yelped, having landed hard on her tailbone, and glared pure hatred up at the paladin.
 

 
  “Don’t,” Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  The fallen drow scrabbled awkwardly to her feet, bunching her fists and falling into a combative stance.
 

 
  “Do
  
   not!”
  
  Trissiny’s voice cracked like a whip; she gripped the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  Natchua drew in a long, hissing breath through her teeth, then abruptly spun and dashed away back down the path. Evidently dark elves could move as quickly as their surface-dwelling cousins; she was out of sight in two heartbeats.
 

 
  “Ohhh, boy,” said Chase, running a hand through his hair. “That isn’t good. You’ve made her back off twice now. In public, no less! Next time she’s gonna go right for somebody’s jugular.” Despite his ominous words, his face beamed with the glee of a child in a toy store.
 

 
  “How did you get over there so fast?” Gabriel demanded. Seconds before, Trissiny had been sitting beside him on the bench.
 

 
  “It’s what I do,” she replied, still watching the path down which Natchua had vanished as she slung her shield on her back.
 

 
  “Let me see if I got this straight,” Chase went on, still grinning madly. “You’re telling me that Natchua the deep dark drow from below is from the same effete, civilized culture that produced
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “She is my cousin,” Shaeine said evenly. “Our Houses have been allied for generations. We were never close, and in fact have met only a handful of times, but I am frankly surprised that she failed to recognize me.”
 

 
  “Ohh, but this is just too…I can’t even…” Chase dragged a hand across his face, as if trying to scrub away that grin. It didn’t work. “This whole act she’s been putting on for the last year… Gods on bicycles, I have no words.”
 

 
  “I do not presume to understand Natchua’s motivations,” Shaeine said, a hint of sharpness in her voice now, “but the kind and respectful thing a friend would do is leave the matter alone until you know her intentions.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course, surely.” He bent and gathered up his dropped books; his grin was, if anything, broader now. “If you guys’ll excuse me, I have to go and
  
   not
  
  tell every single person I know about this.”
 

 
  Chase strode off, whistling, down the path in a different direction from that which Natchua had taken. The eight freshmen watched in silence till he vanished down a staircase onto the lower level.
 

 
  “I’m…um…I wanna say ‘confused’ but the word isn’t quite confused-sounding enough,” said Fross.
 

 
  “So, that guy fits in pretty well around here,” said Gabriel. “By which I mean, he’s a dick.”
 

 
  “I truly did not intend to cause her grief.” The merest hint of distress was audible in Shaeine’s voice, all the more startling because she was ordinarily so composed.
 

 
  “You were protecting yourself,” Teal reassured her. “And it sounds like your reasoning was solid. I don’t really know enough about your culture to guess how much trouble this’ll mean for her, but…”
 

 
  “Potentially a great deal,” said Shaeine. “Her mother will in all likelihood recall her to Tar’naris. What awaits her there will depend upon her House’s traditions, but I cannot imagine it being gentle.”
 

 
  “Really?” asked Gabriel. “I mean…sure, she’s a mean-spirited little piece, but it doesn’t seem
  
   so
  
  bad. People go off to college and reinvent themselves. It’s almost expected.”
 

 
  “The expectations of my people are very different. We have lived for millennia scrounging the barest survival from the rocks of the Underland. Those who will not contribute to the best of their ability are not accorded a share of the resources needed for survival, and those who turn against own are dealt with harshly, of necessity. Such behavior cannot be allowed to spread. To come here, in Imperial territory, and deny association with her House and city…”
 

 
  “Yeah…I get that it’s rude, at minimum. It’s just, it seems like a pretty harmless sort of rebellion.”
 

 
  “The concept of adolescent rebellion is fairly unique to human societies, and not all of those,” Shaeine said, a hint of sorrow hanging in her voice. “I gather that a human who disgraces her family is not placed in a spider box.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence.
 

 
  “Okay,” said Gabriel finally, “I’ll bite.
  
   What
  
  is a sp—”
 

 
  “Exactly what it sounds like.”
 

 
  Trissiny slowly returned and retook her seat next to him, her head swirling with commentary that she was determined not to make. She had put her foot in her mouth plenty of times already. The ways of Shaeine’s people sounded harsh, but if their existence was as grim as all that, perhaps they had their reasons. On the other hand, Tar’naris had become positive verdant since the Imperial treaty. On a third hand, she could manage little sympathy for Natchua. Trissiny had been raised in what amounted to a barracks. She’d never lacked for love and care, but had also never lacked for discipline, and associated the shirking of one’s duties with the worst kind of fundamental weakness of character.
 

 
  Gabriel was still absently rubbing the reddened burn on his hand. “Here,” she said, reaching over to take it.
 

 
  “Hm?” He looked up at her in puzzlement, then his eyes widened. “Oh. Wait, don’t—”
 

 
  She had already clasped his hand between both of hers and concentrated. The warm, familiar glow of the divine grew around her—
 

 
  A burst of acrid smoke rose from Gabriel’s hand. He shrieked in agony, jerking away from her and tumbling over backward off the bench and incidentally clocking Juniper in the face with his knee on the way down, which didn’t cause the dryad to so much as blink. She, like everyone else, was staring down at Gabriel where he lay, panting and clutching his hand.
 

 
  “Wh—I don’t…I’m sorry,” Trissiny spluttered. “I was trying to help, that’s never happened before….”
 

 
  “Move.” Toby brushed past her, and her heart plummeted still further at his curt command. She’d never heard him speak with anything but kindness. He knelt beside Gabriel, gently forcing him to relinquish his grip.
 

 
  “The hell did you do?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “It was just holy light!” Trissiny exclaimed, near tears. “It’s a simple healing spell!”
 

 
  “Juniper, do you know any healing?” Toby asked sharply. “Anything non-divine.”
 

 
  “I, uh… I mean, I’ve never tried. Basic life magic is supposed to heal wounds, though…”
 

 
  
   “Could it hurt him?”
  
 

 
  “I don’t see how.” She knelt beside them; Toby had coaxed Gabe to a seated position.
 

 
  Trissiny stared down at them, shocked and confused. Teal had approached and placed a hand on her shoulder; Zaruda was saying something snippy again. She was barely aware of either of them.
 

 
  The light of the gods
  
   healed.
  
  There was no reason it should cause pain to anyone. Had she done it wrong?
  
   Could
  
  she do it wrong? The power wasn’t hers, but channeled directly from Avei. What would have to be wrong with her to make it come out so horribly backward?
 

 
  All at once, the hints clicked into place in her mind. Tellwyrn had all but spelled it out in class yesterday, but she’d been too obtuse to follow the reasoning through. There was one obvious and simple explanation. There was one type of being always struck down by the power of the divine.
 

 
  Trissiny grabbed her sword, shaking herself free of Teal, and a glow sprang up along the scabbard before she even pulled it free.
 

 
  
   “Demon.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The infirmary was built at the very edge of the plateau; its east wall was the east wall of the University itself, and the tall windows in it opened directly over a nauseating drop. The view was stunning, though.
 

 
  It was a long room, wide enough to hold a row of beds along each wall with an ample aisle between them. The beds and nightstands were clearly handmade, elaborately carved of a strangely glossy, whitish-yellow wood that Trissiny only realized after careful examination was actually bone. Dreamcatchers hung over the head of each bed, every one unique, and on a long counter on the far wall were a number of elven ritual tools that she could recognize from illustrations, but did not know the purpose of.
 

 
  The infirmary matron back at the Abbey had bustled about briskly, often humming to herself; she was a comforting memory. The University’s healer was somewhat eerie by comparison. She was a plains elf, with hair a shade of blonde that was nearly white, and ears which protruded more from the sides of her head than Professor Tellwyrn’s. Miss Sunrunner, as she had introduced herself, wore a simple dress of leather bleached nearly as light as her hair, dyed at the cuffs, hem and neckline with organic patterns in green and pale yellow. She moved gracefully and in near total silence, which was disconcerting and left the students mostly to stew in their own awkwardness.
 

 
  Gabriel and Ruda were both unhappy at being confined to beds; Trissiny privately agreed that his burned hand and her black eye did not require lying down, but Miss Sunrunner had been adamant as to how patients were treated. Trissiny herself sat on another bed alongside Toby, who hadn’t spoken to her since the drama outside of Ronald Hall. She had mostly avoided looking at him; the sheer weariness on his face when she did made her feel horribly guilty. Fross buzzed around in obvious agitation, but at least she had finally stopped chattering. Long before that point her speech had grown so fast and high-pitched that no one could pick out any actual words.
 

 
  It was almost a relief when Professor Tellwyrn herself breezed into the room, though her presence almost certainly heralded some administrative retaliation for them all. Brawling on University property was not an activity approved by the student handbook.
 

 
  “Congratulations, Punaji,” she said lightly, moving down the aisle with a casual, strolling gait that somehow propelled her as fast as most humans could run, “first punishment of the academic year.”
 

 
  “What?” Ruda squawked, jerking upright and ignoring Miss Sunrunner’s pointed throat-clearing. “Me? I just—that’s a load of—she started it!” She pointed an accusing finger at Trissiny.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the battlecry of mature adults everywhere,” Tellwyrn said drily. “Here’s a bit of useful knowledge for you kids: the ley lines on this campus are carefully adjusted to suit my needs, which include scrying. This morning’s events having been recent enough, I was able to get Professor Yornhaldt to show me a full replay on his crystal ball. He was so disappointed at having to do such a thing this early in the semester, the poor dear. I wish you could have seen those big puppy eyes he does so well. I’d show you, but I can’t really pull it off. I’m told it makes me look homicidally insane.”
 

 
  “Which differs in what way from the norm?” Gabriel asked the ceiling without raising his head.
 

 
  “Glad you’re feeling better,” Tellwyrn replied. “In any case, here’s what I saw go down out there: Miss Avelea—”
 

 
  
   “Ms.”
  
 

 
  “Shut. Up.
  
   Avelea
  
  here found out about Mr. Arquin’s little family secret and reacted exactly the way I’d expect a paladin to do: by flaring up and going for her blade.”
 

 
  “See?” Ruda screeched.
 

 
  “The next person who interrupts me is going to find themselves with a
  
   good
  
  reason to be in the infirmary.”
 

 
  “There will be no threats of violence here,” Miss Sunrunner said firmly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a sigh and shoved her spectacles up the bridge of her nose.
  
   “As I was saying,
  
  Trissiny then allowed herself to be persuaded to stand down by the intervention of Caine and Falconer. Since she is notably not attempting to murder Arquin in his bed, she has clearly come round to the understanding that a person with a human soul who has clearly done no harm, as he’s allowed to run around freely and attend college, is not someone she needs to put down. Which is
  
   also
  
  how paladins usually react to nonviolent demonbloods, once they get over the initial shock. Despite her general stuck up narrow-mindedness and trigger-happy ignorance—”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” Trissiny all but shouted.
 

 
  “You are, in this instance, excused. Despite these failings, our resident Hand of Avei is not a complete imbecile. Avei tends not to employ those, unlike some deities I could name. And that would have been that, except that
  
   you,”
  
  she turned to glare at Ruda over her glasses, “decided to ‘protect’ Mr. Arquin by pulling your sword on your roommate.”
 

 
  “I—” Ruda broke off as Tellwyrn held up a hand.
 

 
  “I am giving you credit for not having lethal intent,” she said. “You were pretty clearly beating on her shield rather than going for flesh. Maybe next time you’ll think twice about pulling a sneak attack on someone who’s been drilling in combat forms since she could walk. For future reference, Miss Punaji, if you must pick a fight with a Sister of Avei, go for one of the older ones. They’ve been training long enough to neutralize you harmlessly. A neophyte Sister your own age is likely to kill you before she can figure out what else to do with you.”
 

 
  “So she got in a lucky shot,” Ruda said sullenly.
 

 
  “No,” Tellwyrn replied, her voice suddenly silken, “she did not get in a lucky shot. Be assured I get reports from all your teachers, including Professor Ezzaniel. In any kind of fair combat, Trissiny would obliterate you. Aww,” she cooed at Ruda’s furious expression. “What’s the matter, Punaji, does reality ruffle your pirate sensibilities?”
 

 
  “Arachne,” Sunrunner warned, “this is a place of healing. Behave yourself.”
 

 
  “So, yes, Punaji,” the Professor went on in a more businesslike tone, “punishment. Immediately following your last class of the day, you will report to Stew the groundskeeper and see to whatever tasks he assigns until he is satisfied with your work. He put a lot of effort into the campus over the summer, so there shouldn’t be much to be done. With any luck, you’ll be able to sleep tonight.”
 

 
  “Professor?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn lifted her gaze. “Yes, Fross?”
 

 
  “Should I be punished, too? I mean, I did attack Trissiny. Sorry, Triss,” she added for the fourth time since the incident.
 

 
  “For purposes of this discussion, Fross, freezing someone’s boots to the ground does not constitute assault. You may have saved Miss Punaji’s life, in fact; I wouldn’t be inclined to blame Miss Avelea too much if she had reflexively lopped off an arm.”
 

 
  “Am I in trouble, then?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn tilted her head. “For what?”
 

 
  “Well, I…” She glanced guiltily over at Gabriel, who was still staring at the ceiling, and then at Toby, who was watching Gabe. “I did sort of start it.”
 

 
  “Avelea, if being naïve and hotheaded were an offense that warranted punishment, this University and all others would essentially be forced labor camps. You
  
   badly
  
  need to find a better default problem-solving tool than your sword, but the fact is you didn’t actually draw the thing until somebody was coming at you with another one. So no, you are not in trouble. At least not as far as the school is concerned. I can’t say how long that condition will persist if you don’t straighten up.”
 

 
  Trissiny ducked her head. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “To whom, exactly, are you apologizing, and for what?”
 

 
  “I don’t…” she shot another glance at Gabriel. Knowing what he was, it was a lot harder to feel bad for him. “I’m just sorry.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Tellwyrn said acidly, “still harboring a bit of animosity there, are we? Splendid, for a moment I was worried we’d have to put all this idiocy behind us.”
 

 
  Miss Sunrunner had been busy with Gabriel while they talked, cleaning his burned hand and wrapping it in a poultice. She finished this just as Tellwyrn wrapped up her little speech, and cleared her throat loudly. “Tobias, since you’re here, would you kindly come and heal Zaruda’s bruise?”
 

 
  “Gladly,” Toby said, and indeed, he sounded very glad to have something productive asked of him.
 

 
  “Hang on, now,” Ruda protested. “Not interested. I’ve seen what that stuff does…”
 

 
  “You saw what it does to a half-demon,” Miss Sunrunner said wryly. “Unless there’s something you
  
   really
  
  should have told me when you first came into my infirmary, a touch of divine magic will do you nothing but good.”
 

 
  “But…what if I don’t wanna…”
 

 
  “Zaruda Punaji, you lose the right to be irrationally stubborn the moment you fall into a healer’s care. Now hold still.”
 

 
  “This really should take just a second,” Toby said encouragingly, holding a hand over Ruda’s black eye. She didn’t stop grumbling all through the gentle glow of Omnu’s healing light, though Trissiny knew for a fact that a cleric’s healing was one of the most pleasant sensations a person could experience.
 

 
  “Is there going to be any problem treating Arquin in the future?” Tellwyrn asked. “Avelea here seems to have gotten her head out of her ass, albeit somewhat belatedly…”
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
 

 
  “…but there’s always next time, and there’ll probably be more holy types enrolling every year.”
 

 
  “Gabriel is quite resistant to most forms of damage, as a result of his heritage,” Miss Sunrunner replied, “and apart from that, heals much the way an ordinary human does. My default methods do not rely on divine magic, though I won’t hesitate to make use of a paladin when I have two at hand. We won’t have a problem.”
 

 
  “Still in the room, by the way,” Gabe said.
 

 
  “Well, that was less mystical than I was expecting,” Tellwyrn mused. “Which I suppose is to the good.”
 

 
  “Really? You want mystical?” Miss Sunrunner turned and lifted a couple of heavy items from her cabinet along the wall, draping one over herself. When she turned back around, she wore a large cow skull over her head, outfitted with branching antlers and rattling strands of bone beads, with a richly-dyed leather cape bordered in feathers attached to the back. She carried a gnarled wooden staff with three differently-sized gourds on the tip, also bristling with colorful feathers, which rattled when she shook it. She did this now, in Tellwyrn’s direction. “Shaman speaks! The boy’s aura seethes with shadow and flame, a living touch of the dark beyond! Woe to those who gaze upon his spirit! But for any physical injuries, modern medical science is very good medicine.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to be a brat, Taowi,” Tellwyrn snapped.
 

 
  Sunrunner rattled the staff at her again. “Whatever gets you out of my infirmary.”
 

 
  “Let this be a lesson to you, students: never hire a friend’s kid. All right, you’re all patched up and properly abashed, and you all have class. Move it along.”
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  Images in crystal balls were always somewhat distorted by the shape of the thing; it was like looking through a soap bubble. The larger and clearer the crystal, though, the sharper and more comprehensible the image. That was why the four men met in the Emperor’s own conference chamber rather than the little out-of-the-way nook in one of the Palace’s sub-basements, as they were accustomed. It was hardly less secure, and had the advantage of the proper equipment to display what the Hand of the Emperor felt they should see personally, without the awkwardness of making several of the Empire’s more important personages crane their necks and squint.
 

 
  On a brass stand in the center of the hulking conference table sat a pumpkin-sized globe of utterly flawless white quartz, a gift from the queen of Tar’naris. Viewed from any angle, its central body was all but perfectly transparent, but with a white haze around the edges—at least, when it was not in use. Now, the peripheral discoloration remained, but the scene within was of another time and place. Modern “crystal” balls of formed glass avoided this property, but they held enchantments less well and showed paler, washed-out images with greater distortions due to the shape of the ball. On balance, the quartz made for sharper viewing. It had been a kingly gift indeed.
 

 
  The four watched the recording in silence; the image in the crystal orb was the same no matter the angle from which it was viewed. There was no sound, but before sending the recording to them the scryers had added floating words to the bottom of the image conveying dialogue. A ripple briefly distorted the scene when Elilial casually destroyed one of the scrying orbs atop the watchpost, but the image cleared immediately. There was nothing much to see by that point, though, save the goddess walking away, but every man present observed that intently. Queen of demons or no, she was well worth looking at.
 

 
  Once she vanished, however, so did the recording, and the four men leaned back in their chairs in unison. The black-coated Hand turned the crank beneath the table, and with a clacking of gears, the crystal orb descended back into its resting place inside the heavy piece of furniture, the hidden panel sliding over it once it was down. It wouldn’t do for it be be chipped or scratched, no matter how unlikely that was. Plus, they could now see each other clearly without having to crane their heads around it.
 

 
  “The men?” asked Quentin Vex, who headed Imperial Intelligence. As usual he looked disinterested and half-asleep, which they all knew to be an act; one did not get ahead in his field by being dull-witted, but one often could by pretending to be.
 

 
  “They’re fine,” said the man across from him, a slender and diminutive figure in a plain Imperial Army uniform without any medals. General Toman Panissar disdained the fripperies and indulgences that his position entitled him to; it was one of the things that endeared him to his men. “Woke up within the hour, none the worse for wear. Not even much confused, though getting coherent reports out of them was a chore. All three have an amazing literary gift for botching even a simple incident report. This is the first time I’ve had a clear picture of what actually happened that day.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve seen it now,” said the Hand, who sat at the head of the table in the Emperor’s place. For almost anyone else that would be a misdemeanor at least, but Hands of the Emperor were his voice and spoke with his authority. Outside their own ranks, nothing was known of the process by which they were selected and trained, nor what powers they wielded or even how many there were, but their absolute and devoted loyalty was a cornerstone of Imperial rule. According to rumor, these men had no names and no desires or even identity apart from their service to the Emperor. This Hand was a balding man with craggy features, his remaining hair a dark brown that matched his deep-set eyes. “The view from the ground, so to speak, is significant, but Lord Quentin has more for us, I believe.”
 

 
  “Quite, and I’ll forestall the obvious question that I know is at the front of everyone’s minds,” the spymaster said, slouching languidly in his chair. “It’s her, beyond doubt. The visual identification is a complete match with Elilial’s other recorded incarnations on this plane. That can be faked, yes, if someone had the skill and the haycart necessary to carry his balls around, but we’ve no shortage of corroborating evidence.” He nodded to the Hand. “She was in the Palace itself immediately prior to this incident, having planted herself among the staff—”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,”
  
  Panissar cursed, then shot a guilty look at the fourth man at the table. “Ah, my apologies, Bishop.”
 

 
  Vex went on with an amused twitch of his lips. “…and we had our scryers point everything in their arsenal at the site the instant she set off the wards—which she did in a dramatic way. The hellgate was unmistakeably opened from the outside, then closed from within, which I’m sure you know is extremely unusual. And it was done by
  
   divine
  
  energy. We can know for an absolute fact that this was the act of a god. As an incidental aside, our scans picked up traces of another scrying spell on the site, which we tracked to the vicinity of Last Rock.”
 

 
  “That woman,” Panissar growled.
 

 
  “That about sums it up, yes,” Vex said wryly, then turned to regard the Bishop. “We sent a briefing and a request to the Church immediately…”
 

 
  “Indeed, yes,” said Bishop Darling, putting on a polite smile. “His Holiness was appraised beforehand of events unfolding within the Palace, having himself foreseen Elilial’s involvement and warned the Emperor. He communed personally with the Pantheon immediately upon receiving your request. The Archpope personally verifies that none of the deities with whom we have any contact entered Hell at that location. Several were keenly interested to learn that Elilial apparently had.”
 

 
  “They don’t know things like that anyway?” Panissar asked drily.
 

 
  The Bishop shrugged. He was a new addition to their group, the previous Church liason having retired quite recently, and this was his first attendance at their regular meetings. He was also, by at least a decade, the youngest man present. “What the gods do and do not know is a matter best not speculated on. Of course,” he admitted with a grin, “we do anyway. They are known to be able to hide their movements from each other, and Elilial, perhaps by necessity, is exceptionally good at that. To the point that I don’t believe
  
   we
  
  would have been allowed to see this move on her part if she did not wish us to.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Vex.
 

 
  “And that is where the matter stands, gentlemen,” the Hand said, drumming his fingers on the table. “The Mother of Demons is on the move, and has an interest in the Empire itself, specifically. Tiraan forces have fended off several of her campaigns at various times in the last thousand years, but this marks her first direct move against our government that we know of.”
 

 
  A sober silence fell as they digested this, broken by the General. “What, exactly, was the nature of her interest in the Palace?”
 

 
  “That’s classified,” said the Hand stiffly.
 

 
  “Seriously?” Panissar leaned forward, glaring. “Classified to
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  “Sealed to the Throne,” replied the Hand. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, General, that this is not a thing lightly done. The mere knowledge of what she was up to would rock the Empire if it spread. Therefore, preventing its spread is our highest priority. Rest assured that his Majesty and the Empress are tending to it with the full support of the Hands.”
 

 
  “What
  
   are
  
  we allowed to know, then?” Panissar shot back with heavy sarcasm. “Bureaucrats sending soldiers into battle with faulty intel is a recipe for dead soldiers and not much else.”
 

 
  “At this point, our priority should be preventing this from becoming a matter for soldiers,” said Vex. “We can’t match a deity for brute force. Our best chance is to play her game. No matter how powerful or how
  
   beyond
  
  us the gods are, an individual god isn’t more intelligent or devious than a human is capable of being. Or am I wrong?”
 

 
  “You aren’t,” said Darling, “though I may be forced, later, to deny admitting that.”
 

 
  “And so the game is on,” the Hand said grimly. “I’d like to begin by sketching a profile of our enemy, if Bishop Darling will oblige us. You are the resident expert on the gods.”
 

 
  “I don’t see this leading to anything but a sermon,” said the General.
 

 
  “Well, the high points such a sermon would hit are relevant.” Darling folded his hands on the tabletop, gazing earnestly at them. “Mother of Demons, betrayed mankind, cast into Hell, obsessed with revenge against the Pantheon, et cetera. All this is pertinent to her motivations, but I’m going to assume you’ve all managed to attend enough Sunday services to have heard it before. Unless someone wants to correct me? Good. I have, in fact, made something of a study of the records of Elilial’s various gambits over the millennia, and I am struck by an observation that I’m afraid the Church tends to bury in its zeal to warn against her. Elilial is, by any reasonable definition, a trickster god.”
 

 
  “How do you mean?” asked the Hand, frowning. “That she’s sly? We knew that.”
 

 
  “I would say it is more that she’s
  
   gleefully
  
  sly.”
 

 
  “That makes a difference?”
 

 
  “It does indeed,” said Vex, looking somewhat more alert.
 

 
  “It means,” Darling went on, “that she fits a pattern of behavior which better suits, say, Eserion or Vesk, than the leader of rampaging demonic hordes that the sermons tend to portray. In account after account, she has favored subtlety over brute force, and never been gratuitously cruel except on the rare occasions when she had a god of the Pantheon at a disadvantage. She
  
   really
  
  hates them. When it comes to dealing with humans and other mortals… I would say that she seems to appreciate a worthy opponent. From her recorded comments alone, it’s apparent she has quite a sense of humor.”
 

 
  “Humor,” Panissar said flatly.
 

 
  The Bishop nodded. “We think of evil in a certain way…a rather theatrical one. But ‘evil,’ gentlemen, describes a class of actions, not a state of being. I am imposing my perspective somewhat, here; as I said, I have made something of a personal study of Elilial’s movements. It’s a hobby, you might say. But my impression from this is that she tends to be less aggressive and more…playful.”
 

 
  “How certain are you of that analysis?” asked the Hand after a moment in which the other silently digested this.
 

 
  “Very. If you would like, I can bring you a selection of materials to read. None are actually classified by the Church, but most of the accounts are not widely published…”
 

 
  “That’s all right,” the Hand said quickly, “I have enough reports to slog through. You’re the expert; we’ll take your word. That’s why you’re here, after all.”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “That being the case, it’s a significant observation,” said Vex. “A campaign against a con artist will play right into her hands if you try to approach her as a general, but if you know what she is and how she works…”
 

 
  “Then the game becomes less one-sided,” said Panissar, nodding. “Know your enemy. Unfortunately, if we are not allowed to know
  
   what
  
  she is up to, her personality profile is of little use.” He pressed his lips into a thin line, staring at the Hand.
 

 
  “This much I can tell you,” the Hand replied, “her actions suggest an attempt to place a puppet on the throne of the Empire itself. The Bishop’s observations fit with her methods, in fact,” he added, frowning in thought. “She killed four Hands, but only when they attacked her. She was left with a golden opportunity to assassinate the Emperor himself, but offered him no harm.”
 

 
  Vex suddenly sat bolt upright in his chair. “The recording. She said ‘you wouldn’t shoot a pregnant lady.’”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,”
  
  Panissar hissed, realization thundering down on him.
 

 
  The Hand shot to his feet, slamming both palms on the tabletop and leaning forward to glare at them. “This matter is
  
   sealed to the Throne
  
  . You will not repeat anything you have heard outside this room, even to each other, nor speculate further on the matter! Is that utterly clear?”
 

 
  He did not relax even slightly until receiving a verbal acknowledgment from each of them.
 

 
  “You were right, though,” Darling noted. “That information would rock the Empire. And I think we’ve seen the evidence of her willingness to use it. Dropping that hint just where it would get back to the people analyzing it…”
 

 
  “I think,” Vex said slowly, “you had better begin laying contingency plans for the rumor, at least, to get around.”
 

 
  “I believe that is
  
   your
  
  job, Lord Quentin?” the Hand shot back, still visibly irate.
 

 
  “Indeed, sir, and now that I have an idea what is going on I may be able to actually do it.” He sighed, slouching back down in his seat. “There’s a method to countering rumor, if you get out in front of it. Of course, one runs the risk of spreading the very tale we want to suppress, if she doesn’t, in fact, attempt to spread it herself.”
 

 
  “And so it begins,” Darling said. “We second-guess ourselves and each other while she is out there, freely acting. This is exactly how trickster figures operate.”
 

 
  “What would you suggest we do about it, then?” demanded the Hand.
 

 
  “Individually, I’d have to say we would be overmatched. As a group, however, I advise you each to simply be careful not to become bogged down in introspection. Trust your instincts, communicate clearly with the rest of us, and between our various skills I believe we have a good chance of countering her.”
 

 
  “So, you suggest we fulfill the letter of the reason for this group’s existence,” the Hand said flatly. “Thank you very much, Bishop.”
 

 
  “Don’t take it to heart,” said Vex with a grin. “He likes to have the last word.”
 

 
  “Let’s keep this on track,” said the Hand, still quite stiffly.
 

 
  “Indeed, he reminds me of a smart-mouthed fellow I used to know in my younger days. Always had to make sure he was the head of the group, that one.”
 

 
  “But you forgave his trespasses and became the bigger person, as the gods would have it of us,” said Panissar, rolling his eyes. “Yes, yes, we know.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Darling mused reminiscently, “eventually I kicked the crap out of him and slept with his girlfriend. And then his sister.”
 

 
  A dead silence fell, the three of them staring at him. The Bishop spread his arms in a gesture of benediction, smiling beatifically. “No one is
  
   born
  
  a priest, gentlemen.”
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  the Hand said loudly, “all other things being equal, we are in the unenviable place of needing to await our opponent’s next move before we understand enough of her plans to counter them. The purpose of this meeting is to ensure that each of the bodies represented by this group is aware of the situation, in communication with one another, and able to meet the threat as it rises.”
 

 
  “That’s it, then?” Panissar grunted. “We wait?”
 

 
  “We’ve little choice, General, unless you propose to invade Hell.”
 

 
  “I have, in fact, drawn up projections of that very campaign.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The Hand lifted an eyebrow. “And what did you conclude?”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine I would need to spell it out for you. Insufficient data to properly plan an attack, and even the Tiraan Empire hasn’t the resources to wage war on an entire plane of existence.”
 

 
  “Then yes, we wait. In the meantime, there are two related matters that need to be addressed, pertaining to the security of this matter. First is the ping from Last Rock.”
 

 
  “We should just send someone round to put that damned elf out of our misery,” Panissar said sourly. “You could see to that, couldn’t you, Quentin?”
 

 
  “It’s been attempted,” Vex replied with a dry smile, “by the best. The last time it was attempted by the Empire itself, Tellwyrn sent the family signet ring of the then head of Intelligence to Princess Sharina as a wedding gift. His hand was still in it.”
 

 
  “There is a policy in place to deal with Tellwyrn and those like her,” said the Hand, “and it revolves around not antagonizing them without good and specific cause. The effort it would take to purge the Empire of such troublesome individuals would leave our civilization in ruins. For the time being, we are simply concerned with keeping her out of
  
   this
  
  matter.”
 

 
  “Need we, though?” asked Darling. “It seems to me she could be a useful ally in this.”
 

 
  “The Tiraan Empire does not make
  
   alliances
  
  with individual citizens living in its borders!”
 

 
  “You know what I meant. Tellwyrn’s name crops up repeatedly in my readings of the histories of the gods. I rather think she knows many of them more intimately than their own priests. I’m sure all three of you are aware that she’s almost certainly killed one herself. For all her apparent love of causing trouble for its own sake, she is a heroic figure in legend as often as a villainous one. And she’s very likely been investigating this matter longer than we have.”
 

 
  “What?” The Hand leaned forward, frowning. “How?”
 

 
  “There is the matter of the exploding girls. You’re aware of it?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t,” said Panissar, though Vex and the Hand both nodded. “Exploding girls?”
 

 
  “Roughly four years ago, there were five confirmed cases of spontaneous human combustion,” Darling explained. “All teenage girls. In each case, it was discerned after the fact that the victim had been attacked by a demon of extraordinary power, which attempted to possess her, resulting in the destruction of both demon and girl in all cases except one. The one successful possession was of Teal Falconer, who is, I believe, currently enrolled at the University in Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Blazing hell,” Panissar whispered.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Darling, nodding. “The Falconer girl has control, and the demon Vadrieny appears to be amnesiac as a result of the trauma of possession, and evinces no desires except to exist. After a
  
   thorough
  
  examination by the Church, they were issued a Talisman of Absolution. I can’t imagine Tellwyrn is ignorant of the other events surrounding this student’s condition, nor that she’s let them go.”
 

 
  “She hasn’t,” Vex said. “She’s been sniffing around the attack sites for the last year, despite our attempts to keep the business hushed up. You’re assuming this is part of Elilial’s current activity?”
 

 
  “I’m not discounting Elilial’s capacity to have multiple irons in the fire,” the Bishop replied, “but on the scale on which gods move, four years is
  
   nothing
  
  . I think it’s a safe assumption that the matters are, at least, related. So not only is Tellwyrn already involved, and a person of useful capabilities who could
  
   help
  
  , but I think there’s a good chance she’s a leading expert on the matter.”
 

 
  “Bringing her in is absolutely out of the question,” said Vex. “That, too, has been tried. It was…ugly.”
 

 
  “How ugly?” asked Panissar.
 

 
  “Ever heard of the Ministry of Mysteries?”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “That’s right, you haven’t. Neither has anyone else, since they tried to hire Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said the Hand. “Directly involving an individual with a legendary capacity to destroy everything she touches is not on the table.”
 

 
  “However, it’s not impossible that we can make use of her, provided we maintain a
  
   very
  
  circumspect distance,” Vex mused, “especially if she’s already involving herself. Pointing Tellwyrn at Elilial would be a handy way to keep them both busy.”
 

 
  “I’ll present the idea to his Majesty,” the Hand said briskly. “The only remaining matter is our three witnesses, who I believe are currently being detained. Obviously, the most logical solution is that they be silenced—”
 

 
  “No,” Panissar said flatly.
 

 
  The Had scowled. “Imperial security is a matter well worth the lives of three extremely underperforming soldiers…”
 

 
  “The Empire is
  
   people,”
  
  the General snapped, “not some vast mechanism. The day this government begins to exist for its own sake instead the benefit of its people is the day it needs to fall.”
 

 
  “General,” said the Hand quietly, “you’ve picked a strange audience to give voice to borderline treason.”
 

 
  “Go tell the Emperor what I said; it’s nothing I’ve not said to his face. I’m fairly confident, in fact, that he agrees with me. Those three boys may not be the best soldiers by any stretch of the imagination, but I want you to remember something: faced with the most evil force in existence, their response was to draw their weapons and invoke their Emperor’s name. They will
  
   not
  
  be thrown away like inconvenient puppies. I will fight you with every resource I can muster if you try.” He leaned forward, staring intently at the Hand. “I advise you not to force me to exhaust the resources I can legally use.”
 

 
  “Getting soldiers for those posts is tricky,” Vex explained to Darling in the icy silence which followed. “Hellgate guard and such. We like to use men who’ve tested well above average on loyalty and devotion to the Empire, but in the bottom rungs of every trait that makes them useful as soldiers. Loyal enough to be trusted, in short, but expendable in case whatever they’re guarding acts up. It’s not a common combination of traits, and well…it leads to complications like this when it comes time to actually
  
   expend
  
  them. This is why you don’t name the goats you raise for meat.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Darling said slowly. Panissar and the Hand were still glaring daggers at each other. “I might be overstepping my bounds, here, but I believe I have an idea.”
 

 
  “Go ahead,” said the Hand wearily, leaning back in his seat.
 

 
  “Well, it sounds to me like we have two problems,” he said. “There’s the matter of handling Professor Tellwyrn, who is probably inextricably involved in this already, without letting her botch our own efforts completely or attempting to force her out of it, which we’re assuming would backfire.”
 

 
  “Backfire
  
   horrifically,
  
  yes,” sad Vex with a faint smile.
 

 
  “And then,” Darling went on, “we have three soldiers who frankly deserve medals, but who for security reasons need to be stuck somewhere that they cannot go blabbing and blow the lid off the whole thing.”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Panissar. “And?”
 

 
  The Bishop smiled. “Sometimes, gentlemen, if the gods smile on us, two problems are the solutions to each other.”
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  Tellwyrn accepted their essays at the start of class, and graded them right in front of the students…for a given value of “grading.” She stood at the lectern, calmly reading over each of the eight two-page papers and setting them aside in turn, while the freshmen sat staring at her in trepidation. It wasn’t a very long wait; the Professor didn’t spend more than a few seconds on each page. Somehow, though, nobody seemed to doubt that she had read them all in full.
 

 
  Finally she sighed, stacked the papers neatly, and stepped out from behind the podium. “Well, as you doubtless managed to figure out, this has been a little ‘getting to know you’ exercise. You’ll be glad to hear that you are reaching a point in the semester after which there won’t be many more of those, if any. The idea here is chiefly to give
  
   me
  
  an understanding of what I have to work with; I’m not somebody who teaches by the book, nor is anyone who understands how people learn. The weaknesses you perceive in those around you reveal a great deal about your own, which will tell me what I’m going to have to work on with each of you. So, mission accomplished.”
 

 
  She began to stroll calmly up and down the rows of desks, speaking as she did so. “Miss Avelea, you are a judgmental jerk.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
 

 
  “Worse, you’re not aware of it. Mr. Caine, you’re
  
   also
  
  a judgmental jerk. You
  
   do
  
  realize this, and in overcompensating you reduce yourself to spinelessness. Miss Falconer, you have lofty ideals and neither the guts nor the backbone to do anything with them. Miss Awarrion, you’ve a head full to bursting with academic knowledge and little notion how such things actually play out in the real world. That’s a forgivable failing; it’s what you’re here to learn, after all. On the same note…” She came to a stop between the desks occupied by the two fae. “Juniper, Fross… I really can’t tell whether the issue is that you two don’t understand mortal society or that you just don’t understand, period. We’ll work on that, as best we can.
  
   Mr.
  
  Arquin. You are an extremely clever young man.”
 

 
  “Aw, thanks, teach,” he said smugly.
 

 
  “You are nearly a tenth as clever as you
  
   think
  
  you are. The gap there will be what kills you. Try not to let that happen on my campus. Miss Punaji…” She heaved a sigh. “…grow up.”
 

 
  They stared at her in furious silence as she slowly picked her way back down to the podium and took her place behind it. “Well,” she said at last, staring up at them over her spectacles, “you did the assignment, so I guess I’ll have to pass you. Everybody gets a D.”
 

 
  The outcry from all sides was so heated that the only individual words audible were curses, and that only because Ruda yelled the loudest. Shaeine alone kept silent, though she raised an eyebrow sardonically at the professor.
 

 
  Tellwyrn endured this gracefully for about ten seconds, then raised a hand and snapped her fingers. A thunderclap blasted through the room, accompanied by a rush of air that tipped empty desks backward and rocked all the students into silence, sending Fross careening against the back wall.
 

 
  “As you go through life,” Tellwyrn intoned, “you’ll find that doing what you’re told by authority figures is a path to mediocrity.
  
   Opposing
  
  authority figures in a knee-jerk fashion leads to a swift and brutal end. It is necessary to find a middle ground—and finding that means understanding the forces that move both individuals and groups, and how you can manipulate those forces to your advantage. Ironically, this is an art that hinges heavily on the elucidation of your own principles, the philosophical framework of your life that you must uphold to protect your identity as a coherent being. This is the entire purpose of this class. The ultimate point of this task was to show me how far along you already are. I can’t say I’m impressed.
 

 
  “Each year,” she went on, beginning to pace again, “I start off my freshmen with an assignment along these lines, if not this one exactly. Something needlessly, extravagantly cruel, calculated to attack each person where they are weakest and drive wedges between them. In case you were wondering, the correct solution to this problem would have been for you to confer outside of class, then show up here this morning with no essays done and tell me where to stick my damned homework.” She smiled grimly at them. “Don’t beat yourselves up too hard. Out of forty-eight freshman classes which have started at this University, only six did the right thing, and of those two did it in such a wrong-headed way that they fared little better than yourselves. For future reference, outside of Rafe’s classes, attempting to lynch your professor gets you a B minus at best, if I’m feeling benign enough to grant points for style and strategy.”
 

 
  “How much of what happens in this class is gonna be sadistic mind games?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “How many times, Arquin, must I tell you to
  
   raise
  
  your
  
   hand
  
  before speaking?”
 

 
  “A day may come when I give a flying fuck what you think,” he shot back, “but it’s not this day.”
 

 
  “Aw, look who found his balls. Better late than never.” She grinned diabolically. “To answer your question, which is a valid one, your performance today gains you a bit of leeway going forward; I will not be party to the kicking of helpless kittens. Though I guarantee this is not the last time you will think so, the purpose of these exercises
  
   isn’t
  
  to break your spirits. However, I will not have you leaving my University having memorized a bunch of names and dates out of a book.
  
   Understanding
  
  is what I teach, and what I expect you to gain. To that end, there will be a great deal of what Mr. Arquin describes as ‘mind games.’ I will test you nearly constantly, in one way or another. You will acquire and demonstrate a capacity to think quickly, fluidly and beyond conventional patterns, or you will keep retaking my class until you do. Is that what anyone wants?”
 

 
  She tilted her head inquisitively, looking around at them, but no one offered a comment.
 

 
  “Rightyo, then!” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “The scope of history is nigh-limitless, but for our purposes we’re going to focus on comparatively recent events. The Tiraan Empire itself is an excellent, ongoing case study in everything a civilization can do right and/or horribly wrong, so we will begin our investigations with the Empire’s founding, a little more than one thousand years ago, and proceed forward from there. Those of you who have an interest in other, more specific historical studies will doubtless find electives that suit your needs later in your academic career.
 

 
  “To begin with, though this fact is as vigorously hushed up by the modern Empire as can be without actually qualifying as suppression, the city-state of Tiraas was a republic for a relatively long time before the rise of Dazian Estarian, the general who would go on to proclaim himself the first Emperor. Though we will not downplay the contributions of exceptional people or peoples to the Empire’s rise, Tiraas is also an excellent example of the quite accidental factors that affect the course of history and politics—which is history when it’s still too fresh to chew. Over the long run, geography
  
   always
  
  has its way. The city itself is one of the most naturally defensible locations on the continent, and its position makes it an important hub of various trade routes…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Ruda caught up to Trissiny as they were leaving Helion Hall.
 

 
  “So, she said with an elaborately casual air, “I’ve been thinking.”
 

 
  Trissiny forcibly bit back a snotty comment that sprang to the forefront of her mind. Malicious sass was
  
   not
  
  becoming conduct for a paladin. Even if directed at a…pirate. She looked at Ruda, showing acknowledgment, but held her silence and waited for the other girl to continue.
 

 
  She gave Trissiny a smile that, to her credit, only looked about half forced. “Yeah, I’m maybe not so inclined to take Tellwyrn seriously…and less every time she talks…but like I said, I was thinking, and I have to admit she wasn’t completely wrong. I was outta line; I shouldn’t have taken a swing at you. I was being needlessly hostile and pretty much showing off.”
 

 
  “We all make mistakes,” Trissiny said after the silence had stretched out enough that she was reasonably sure Ruda was done talking. She’d grown used to silence between them; they had managed not to communicate or acknowledge one another since the incident yesterday, which made for tense living conditions. Still, she wasn’t sure that was worse than actually talking with her roommate. “I accept your apology.”
 

 
  Ruda blinked, then frowned. “Did someone use the word ‘apologize’ and I missed it?”
 

 
  “Well, what was the point of this, if not that?”
 

 
  For a moment, she thought they were about to have another go; Ruda drew in a deep breath, swelling like an angry toad. She let it back out, though, without incident. “…all right, fair enough. I’m apologizing.”
 

 
  “You’re forgiven.”
 

 
  “Yeah, good. Great.” She eyed Trissiny up and down quickly. “Cos the scowl and the moving combat stance really scream forgiveness.”
 

 
  Trissiny set her teeth, choosing her words carefully. “Forgiveness is just that. As far as I’m concerned there need be no recrimination between us for anything in the past. However, I would be foolish to simply forget that a person is prone to being needlessly hostile and
  
   showing off
  
  with a deadly weapon.”
 

 
  “That’s good advice,” Gabriel said brightly from behind them. Most of their class was still walking in a group, though Fross and Juniper had fallen far behind, talking between themselves. “What does that say about somebody who decides to murder a person based on what kind of blood they’ve got?”
 

 
  “Oh, hey, this sounds like a great thing for you not to get in the middle of,” Teal said quickly, taking Gabe by the arm and all but dragging him away. Toby followed them, glancing back once.
 

 
  “Look, I am
  
   trying,
  
  here,” Ruda practically growled. “It’s not like diplomacy is a big part of the Punaji upbringing. Meet me halfway, maybe?”
 

 
  “I am,” Trissiny said woodenly. “You apologized, I forgave you. We’re moving on.”
 

 
  “All right, so that’s step one,” she replied, managing another somewhat unforced grin. “Then I can teach you what pirates
  
   do
  
  know about diplomacy. How’s about we grab a drink, my treat? I hear good things about the pub in town.”
 

 
  “I don’t drink,” Trissiny said coldly.
 

 
  Ruda sighed heavily and shortened her stride, allowing herself to fall behind.
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  you fucking don’t.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was, altogether, a beautiful day. The brisk wind which was nearly constant at the University’s altitude was mostly cut by its walls, but a pleasantly cool breeze persisted, which nicely offset the unseasonably warm weather. For early fall, it was pleasantly cool; the winters around the Golden Sea were mild at their worst, but if this pattern held it might be a downright warm season. For now, though, it was perfect. Professor Yornhaldt had set out early from his lodgings, planning to take time to walk slowly over the less direct route to work, and had been quite enjoying the walk toward his classroom until someone exploded out of the azaleas immediately in front of him.
 

 
  “BEHO—”
 

 
  Professor Rafe fell silent halfway through his customary introduction, but his mouth did not stop moving. Yornhaldt lowered the stubby finger he’d pointed at the half-elf, permitting himself the luxury of a faintly smug smile as Rafe, frowning in confusion, kept apparently talking, but producing no sound. He caught on quickly, scowling at Yornhaldt, then plucked a vial out of a belt pouch and drank down its contents.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   cheating,”
  
  he said accusingly.
 

 
  “You’d be amazed how much time and attention on this campus goes toward shutting you up. Perhaps you wouldn’t, though. Or have you always carried vials of anti-magic potion everywhere you go?”
 

 
  “Hah! I carry vials of
  
   everything
  
  everywhere I go!” Grinning, Rafe planted his fists on his hips and thrust his hips forward. It would have been less awkward if his groin were further from the dwarven professor’s eye level. “Belt of infinite holding, baby! Of course, I got it to hold the infinity beneath my belt, if you know what I mean, which I think you do. The extra storage is a nice perk, though.”
 

 
  “And what were you doing in the bushes?” Yornhaldt asked, removing his glasses and polishing them on his sleeve as an excuse to avert his eyes.
 

 
  “What else? Lying in wait for my prey!
  
   Nailed
  
  it, by the way.”
 

 
  “I have class, Admestus.”
 

 
  “Yes indeed, that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” Rafe fell in beside him as Yornhaldt continued on his way. “I think everybody’s had a chance to size up this year’s froshes. What do you think?”
 

 
  “In what sense?”
 

 
  “Don’t do this to me, Alaric, you know I don’t have the attention span for word games. I’m asking for your overall opinion. Vague impressions. Detail not necessary.”
 

 
  “Hm. You might be better off asking Arachne. She’s the one who likes the secret tests of character.”
 

 
  “And I plan on doing just that, since they’ve probably finished the traditional first one by now, but I like to poll the more level heads before spinning the roulette wheel of Arachne’s moods.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt couldn’t suppress a chuckle at that. “Well, I’d say they are a potentially volatile mix. The paladins and the demon-touched alone…well, lumping them all together seems to me an invitation for trouble. On the other hand, this class has an unusual number of diplomatically-inclined individuals who will go a long way toward keeping the peace. Tobias and the Lady Awarrion are actually trained mediators, and Miss Falconer and Juniper seem to have solid instincts in that direction.”
 

 
  Rafe lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “You got all that from one class with them?
  
   Damn,
  
  son.”
 

 
  “Well.” Once again, Yornhaldt allowed himself a trace of satisfaction. “I did the aura trick in that one class. They always enjoy that; it’s interesting to see which of them catch on that I might have an ulterior motive. I think only Shaeine did, this time.”
 

 
  “What fascinates me,” Rafe said, stroking his chin in an ostentatious pantomime of deep thought, “is how you focus upon the relationships between them.”
 

 
  “This year, more than most, I feel that will be the telling—”
 

 
  A greenish blur whizzed past them, clapping Professor Rafe on the back of the head and sending him tumbling into the bushes, before resolving itself into the scowling figure of Professor Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “The record will show,” she declared, “that I have been
  
   more
  
  than lenient with your various over-the-top eccentricities, Admestus. I won’t deny there’s an element of satisfaction in having to constantly fix whatever new nonsense you’ve inflicted on my campus. One hates to be bored.
  
   However,
  
  when you do things I have
  
   specifically
  
  told you not to do, such as opening your classes by boasting about the size of your manhood, I’m gonna smack some decorum into you no matter who’s watching.”
 

 
  “Aww, yeah,” Rafe said, grinning, as he extricated himself from the poor azaleas. “I leave
  
   all
  
  the ladies with an element of satisfactyeeeeow!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn clapped him on the side of the head again; this time he hurtled
  
   over
  
  the bushes, struck the wall beyond and tumbled to the ground behind them.
 

 
  “Why did you specifically tell him not to…” Yornhaldt trailed off at the withering look Tellwyrn gave him and sighed. “Right. Never mind. You’re actually going to hurt him one of these days, you know. At least hit him in the torso; you could break his neck.”
 

 
  “He’s a big boy,” she said dismissively, “as he won’t bloody stop reminding everyone. I want you both to get it into your heads that my patience for shenanigans this year is at an all-time low. Our student body is a cross-section of the most significant factions of the Empire and points beyond, and right now there is too much unrest abroad for us to afford any slip-ups. On top of everything else, Elilial is doing something beyond her usual level of simmering, and I don’t believe for a second that she’ll leave us out of it entirely.”
 

 
  “Not after you’ve spent the last year snooping around her trail, no, she probably won’t,” Yornhaldt rumbled.
 

 
  “I think it’s more an issue of the fact that we have her daughter enrolled here,” said Rafe, brushing crushed blossoms from his shirt. He shrugged at their stares. “Excuse me, last surviving daughter. I’ve gotta figure that’ll be kind of a big deal to her. Oh, don’t give me that look, Arachne, it’s not like it’s some big secret. Vadrieny is mentioned by name in some of the old texts.”
 

 
  “Some of the old texts,” she repeated, glaring. “Those texts are the
  
   definition
  
  of a big secret. The Church has been known to lock people up for knowing that they
  
   exist
  
  , never mind having read them.”
 

 
  “Really?” he said, putting on an innocent face. “You should probably do something about all the copies we’ve got in the library, then.”
 

 
  “Those are in the
  
   restricted—
  
  no, never mind, I’m not getting baited into this. I see I’ll have to have a talk with Weaver about letting you
  
   read
  
  stuff.”
 

 
  “Hah!” He planted his fists on his hips again, throwing back his head and laughing dramatically. “No one
  
   lets
  
  Professor Rafe do anything! Rafe is as Rafe does, baby!” She growled wordlessly at him and turned to go. “Oh, wait, hang on, Arachne, this is kinda related. We were just talking about the froshes. What do you think of ’em?”
 

 
  “Think? They’re a little more obtuse than I would like, but there’s potential there. Of course, we don’t get any students without that potential.”
 

 
  “Alaric thinks the most important thing to consider is how they interact with each other.”
 

 
  “You don’t?”
 

 
  He shrugged. “That’s never seemed like such a big deal before. I mean, beyond the obvious. I remember the year we had the vampire and those two clerics, but I can’t see this bunch wrecking the campus to get at each other’s throats.”
 

 
  She regarded him silently for a moment, then lifted one corner of her mouth in what was not exactly a smile. “I suggest you hang onto your belt, then, Admestus, because we are about to have a very interesting year. You have no idea who those kids really are.” Tellwyrn turned and strolled away, pitching her voice just loud enough to be heard behind her. “Or, more importantly, who they’re going to be.”
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  Late in the afternoon, after classes were out, Trissiny found Teal on the big open lawn by the gazebo where their fighting course was held. She was returning from a jog down the mountain and back up—midday wasn’t the ideal time for such exercise, but she needed to clear her head, and running tended to attract less attention than sword drills, even if it was on the University’s abominable staircase. It had been a cool day, though, and she hadn’t pushed herself. As such, she was barely sweating.
 

 
  She paused in the shadow of the gazebo, watching Teal clumsily try to practice a few things Professor Ezzaniel had laboriously tried to teach her that day. Even having taken off her tailored coat, Teal really wasn’t dressed for exercise; those flapping sandals alone would be sure to trip her if she put the necessary amount of effort into her motions. That, however, didn’t happen. Trissiny cringed, watching the girl make clumsy, disinterested parodies of punches without paying the slightest attention to proper form or stance. At least nobody else was around to see her.
 

 
  Apparently, Teal had about the same opinion of her performance. She stopped in what she was doing and just stood there for several long minutes. Just as Trissiny was about to turn and be on her way, Teal sighed so deeply that the paladin could see her chest rise and fall even from this distance, and trudged over to the gazebo. She plunked herself down on the steps and rested her face in her hands.
 

 
  Trissiny was on her way over to join her before she’d decided to move.
 

 
  She sat down beside the other girl. Teal didn’t look up, though Trissiny’s approach hadn’t been quiet; nobody else at the University seemed to wear armor as a matter of habit. She wasn’t sure what to say, how to begin, and so let the silence stretch. It was not an uncomfortable silence, though; sometimes, having a person nearby was all you needed. She’d been there herself.
 

 
  “I can’t do this,” Teal said at last.
 

 
  Trissiny bit back her knee-jerk reaction, which would have been very unhelpful. Back at the Abbey, novices who expressed unwillingness or inability in their combat practice were landed on
  
   hard
  
  by their drill sergeant; those blocks were mental, and helping girls work through them sometimes required a rough hand. By the time she’d left, Trissiny was advanced enough in the ranks that she’d been the sergeant for several of the younger squads, and had an automated response to whining from a student. Here, she had to remind herself that not everyone had grown up in a barracks.
  
   Most
  
  people hadn’t.
 

 
  Fortunately, Teal continued without Trissiny needing to say anything. “I hate violence. I can’t
  
   stand
  
  it. Even play fighting, like what we do in class, it makes my guts clench up and…” She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “…and that’s not even the worst of it. I’ve got a…that is, inside me, there’s…” Teal scrubbed a hand across her face. “Well. Suffice it to say that me getting used to aggression is a very, very bad idea. Sometimes I think my pacifism is the only thing keeping me from being an authentic menace to the world. I went to talk to Professor Tellwyrn about getting excused from that class as a conscientious objector or something.”
 

 
  “How did that go?”
 

 
  “She laughed at me,” Teal said sourly. “Then griped at me for wasting her time, and called me…some names.”
 

 
  “She did what?” Trissiny straightened up, frowning. Just who had put that woman in charge of a school?
 

 
  “To be fair, that last part was as I was leaving,” Teal said hastily, “and I don’t think she knew I understand elvish. It’s just… Even putting my own problems aside, that attitude terrifies me. Why does everyone in the world think it’s so damn
  
   crazy
  
  not to want to hurt other thinking, feeling people?” She glanced sidelong at Trissiny. “Oh, forget it. Look who I’m talking to.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Trissiny raised an eyebrow. “You do realize that the Sisters of Avei, among other things, protect the pilgrims and shrines of gods who don’t allow violence in their followers? We prepare for war because someone needs to. I guarantee you have
  
   never
  
  heard an Avenist condemn you for being a pacifist.”
 

 
  Teal flushed. “I’m sorry. You’re right, that was a stupid thing to say. I’m just frustrated and stressed, and taking it out on the wrong person. Sorry.”
 

 
  Trissiny studied her thoughtfully for a long moment, then stood. “C’mon, get up. I want to show you something.” Teal hesitantly followed suit as Trissiny stepped away, giving them some room to move, then turned to face her. “Okay, throw a punch at me.”
 

 
  Teal got a long-suffering look on her face. “Triss, what was I literally
  
   just
  
  talking—”
 

 
  
   “Slowly
  
  , if it helps you. Don’t actually try to hit me, just demonstrate how the action would look.”
 

 
  She pursed her lips mulishly for a moment, then shook her head and stepped forward, pushing out her fist in an exaggeratedly slow motion.
 

 
  Trissiny grabbed her wrist, hooked her other hand behind Teal’s elbow, and spun, tossing the other girl to the grass.
 

 
  Lying face-up on the ground, Teal heaved a sigh. “Great. Thanks. Thank you. I don’t get nearly enough of this in class.”
 

 
  “Stop complaining for a moment and
  
   think
  
  about what just happened,” Trissiny said, a smile tugging at her lips. Amusement and irritation struggled inside her. She was no stranger to training girls, but Teal’s obstinate attitude would have long since gotten her either kicked out of the Sisters or worked to the bone till she had no energy left for grousing. Yet, something about the girl was just impossible not to like; she was funny even when being difficult. “I didn’t strike you, didn’t lay a hand on you at all. You landed quite gently; you’re not even winded. I only had to put any muscle into it because you were throwing a pantomime of a punch; if you’d
  
   actually
  
  been trying to hit me, I would have simply used your own energy to move you out of my way.” She bent over the fallen bard, extending her hand. “Self-defense doesn’t have to be about inflicting violence. It can be about deflecting violence, turning it back on its user. Or, potentially, about taking all the violence out of a situation.”
 

 
  Teal allowed herself too be pulled upright, her forehead creasing in a thoughtful frown. “Then…you’re saying Ezzaniel’s full of it when it goes on about nonviolent self-defense being a crock.”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly. “He’s never said it’s not possible: he said it’s prohibitively
  
   hard
  
  , and he was dead on. It is
  
   always
  
  easier to inflict damage, that’s why most schools of fighting start by teaching that, and then move on to the subtler, more complicated approaches. Different martial arts are more than just different sets of movements, Teal, they’re built on different philosophies. The Eagle Style I learned is based on the idea that the goal of a fight is to eliminate your opponent’s capacity to fight. You’ll be defeated if you do any less; you become a monster if you do more. However, the fact is the most efficient way to neutralize a foe is almost always to kill or maim them. We eschew both cruelty and hesitation.”
 

 
  “You get a kind of cadence in your voice when you talk about it,” Teal said with a smile, “like you’re reciting something.”
 

 
  Trissiny shrugged ruefully. “That happens when you’ve heard the exact words enough times. Look, there are elder Sisters of Avei who can disarm and incapacitate a soldier without so much as ruffling his hair, but that is true
  
   mastery.
  
  It builds upon a lot of very violent technique, and I personally am nowhere near that level yet. I do, however, know enough that I would rarely need to kill someone unless they were trying very hard to kill me. I think Ezzaniel is encouraging you not to think along those lines because, honestly, the only athleticism you have is in those harp-strumming fingers.”
 

 
  “No offense taken,” she grinned.
 

 
  “The point being, starting you off on the hardest possible approach isn’t going to be any decent teacher’s first choice. But… If you are
  
   serious
  
  about this, if you acknowledge up front that you’re setting yourself up to have to work harder than anyone else in the class, and you’re willing to bust your butt to do it… I think we can persuade the Professor to back down and let you. I’ll help you as best I can. Plus, you have another classmate who’s in a position to help you out even better than I ever could.”
 

 
  Teal perked up. “Shaeine?”
 

 
  
   “Really?”
  
  Trissiny raised an eyebrow. “Have you
  
   ever
  
  heard of drow hesitating to use force?”
 

 
  “Well…I just thought, Tar’naris being pretty peaceful…”
 

 
  “The Narisians are civilized, not soft. Before the Treaty, they used to raid the surface for slaves.” Trissiny shook her head. “I was talking about
  
   Toby.
  
  After our fight in that first class, I did some reading on the Omnist monks, and their fighting style is pretty much exactly what you’re looking for. They use it mostly as an exercise form, and only occasionally for self-defense. That’s why he was having such a hard time beating through my guard; the staff form Toby learned is all about deflection and wearing down an opponent; the unarmed forms of Sun Style
  
   have
  
  no offensive moves. The whole point is to neutralize an opponent without doing them any harm. It’s going to be a
  
   very
  
  difficult thing to learn from the ground up…” She smiled. “…but I can’t imagine that Toby would be unwilling to teach you. Anything that brings a little less violence into the world will make an Omnist happy.”
 

 
  Teal was already looking a lot more chipper. “I’ll talk to him next chance I get. And…you were serious? You’ll help me too? I don’t know if I can ever really thank you properly…”
 

 
  Trissiny held up a warning finger. “I meant what I said, Teal: this is going to be
  
   hard.
  
  You’ll have to work outside of class, a lot, and work harder
  
   in
  
  class. Ezzaniel is likely to hold you to a higher standard if you commit to this, assuming he’s willing to allow it. My time is yours, if you make the commitment, but I will expect you to
  
   hold
  
  to it. I will not waste my time on a disinterested pupil.”
 

 
  Teal nodded firmly. “You have my word, I’m in it for whatever it takes. And seriously, Triss…
  
   thank
  
  you.” She grinned again, shuffling her feet into a cringeworthy approximation of a fighting stance. “Now…show me how you did that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Night had almost fully fallen by the time they left the broad lawn, with only a reddish tinge lingering in the sky above the rooftops to the west. Most of the light was from the fairy lamps which lined the campus’s paths; the lawn had little illumination, and Trissiny had called a halt to practice due to darkness.
 

 
  She was increasingly impressed with Teal. The girl was as winded and obviously sore as expected for someone in unimpressive physical shape who had just spent an afternoon exercising, not to mention that her expensive suit was now rumpled, stained by sweat and grass and actually torn in a couple of places, but she had stuck to it with a rugged determination that Trissiny found as surprising as impressive. There was a lot more to Teal than music and snark, apparently, which made her feel more optimistic about having committed to train her.
 

 
  They met Shaeine and Gabriel at the nexus of paths leaving the lawn, to Trissiny’s surprise.
 

 
  “Hey there,” Teal said brightly, waving and lengthening her stride to join them, despite the slight limp she’d picked up.
 

 
  “Good evening, Teal,” the drow replied with one of her polite little smiles. “Are you quite all right?”
 

 
  “Oof, yeah, I’m fine. This one’s quite the taskmaster,” she said with a grin, nodding at Trissiny. “Good at what she does, though! I feel almost ready to stand off an alley full of thugs.”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t try that,” Trissiny said firmly. She was sweaty enough to need a bath once she got back to her room, but nowhere near as disheveled as Teal.
 

 
  “I concur,” added Shaeine. “I would much prefer you uninjured.”
 

 
  “It was a joke. I was joking. Calm down, guys, I’m not a
  
   complete
  
  idiot, usually.”
 

 
  “What are you two doing together?” Trissiny asked curiously, glancing at Gabriel. He had remained silent through this whole exchange, staring flatly at her.
 

 
  “We are returning from the library,” Shaeine replied. “Gabriel was kind enough to help me access the upper shelves. I fear I am not tall even by elvish standards.”
 

 
  “Don’t they have a librarian to help with stuff like that?” asked Teal. “Or at least stools or ladders or something?”
 

 
  “Yes, but I found the librarian to be…how shall I put this…”
 

 
  “A fuckin’ creep,” Gabe supplied, scowling. “Ruda and Fross were with us earlier, but that was before she tried to flirt with him and he basically called her a whore. We barely talked her out of drawing steel on him. Now Ruda’s gone into the town to get good and drunk, and the pixie went along to keep an eye on her.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure nothing can possibly go wrong.”
 

 
  “He said that?” Trissiny demanded. “To a student? That is
  
   intolerable!”
  
 

 
  “I thought you didn’t like Ruda,” said Gabe flatly.
 

 
  “That is
  
   completely
  
  beside the point. A man in a position of authority has
  
   no
  
  business treating female students like—”
 

 
  “Gabriel may have exaggerated the exchange slightly,” Shaeine cut in soothingly. “It was a far more passive form of aggression. His exact words—”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Gabe said quickly. “Nobody needs to hear it again, and there’s really no point in trying to reason with a cranky paladin.”
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t give me that wounded face,” he growled, “or at least save it for someone we don’t
  
   know
  
  you’d rather kill than talk to. ‘What are you doing together,’ my ass. Like you thought I was gonna drag her behind a bush and suck her blood out.”
 

 
  “You are being needlessly aggressive, Gabriel,” Shaeine noted.
 

 
  “No known demon species does that,” Trissiny said coldly, ignoring the drow. “And Shaiene is a cleric. I would actually like to see you try to harm her.”
 

 
  “Well, Trissiny, I’ve misjudged you.” Gabriel gave her a grin that was all teeth and no humor. “Here I figured you were too craven to admit your murderous impulses in public. My apologies. I give you points for integrity, bitch.”
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine both lunged into action, the bard wrapping her arms around Trissiny and the priestess grabbing Gabriel by the arm and hauling him backward a few steps. It barely averted disaster.
 

 
  “WHAT DID YOU SAY TO ME?!” Trissiny roared, stepping forward despite Teal’s attempts to dig her heels in.
 

 
  “Damn it, Gabe!” Teal yelled. “Do
  
   not
  
  throw gendered insults at a Sister of Avei! What kind of death wish do—” She cut off with a grunt as Trissiny effortlessly hooked a hand under her arm and threw her to the grass.
 

 
  Gabriel yanked himself out of Shaeine’s grasp and stalked toward the seething paladin, baring his own teeth in a snarl. “You
  
   heard
  
  me. You know what, Trissiny? I have done
  
   nothing
  
  to you, or near you. I’ve done nothing to
  
   anybody.
  
  All I ever did was get born, which believe me, nobody asked me my fucking opinion about beforehand. I am sick of being spit on and treated like a rabid animal for
  
   no fucking reason.”
  
 

 
  “No reason?” she snarled right back.
 

 
  “Guys, that’s
  
   enough!”
  
  Teal tried to jump between them, but Trissiny just pushed her back out.
 

 
  “You’re trying to pick a fight with me out of nowhere and you have the
  
   gall
  
  to act like the victim here?”
 

 
  “Yeah, this is really coming right the hell out of nowhere,” he spat back. They were now inches from each other’s faces. “After you burned my hand, then went for your sword on me like
  
   I
  
  was the one who did something wrong, and now you’re acting like me
  
   walking a classmate
  
  home is some kind of…of crime against humanity!”
 

 
  “You. Are. A.
  
   Demon!”
  
 

 
  “I’m a
  
   person!
  
  ” he screamed. “And if I wasn’t, I’d rather be a demon than a fucking
  
   hypocrite!”
  
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, here’s the great and noble paladin, protector of the innocent,” he raged, waving his arms, “keeping us all safe by jumping up everybody’s ass when those of us who weren’t raised in a convent act like
  
   normal
  
  human beings. Thank the gods we have Trissiny here to let us all know how much better she is than the rest of us mere mortals!”
 

 
  Teal’s continued attempts to calm them were not only ignored, but all but inaudible beneath the shouting match. Shaeine had stepped back, and was alternating between watching the combatants carefully and scanning the environs for help. They seemed to be alone, for now, but it was only a matter of time before the raised voices drew attention.
 

 
  “I have
  
   never
  
  held myself above others,” Trissiny snarled at Gabriel, “which you would know if you’d paid any attention to me instead of the—the—the
  
   cartoon
  
  of me you have in your head. I have to wonder what you’re so guilty about that you have to cast the paladin as a villain in whatever drama you think you’re playing in!”
 

 
  “My
  
   best friend
  
  is a paladin, you self-righteous asshole! He’s never threatened me, or overreacted to me, or acted like I’m less than human. He also doesn’t make a habit of
  
   burning
  
  me just to prove a point!”
 

 
  “I was trying to
  
   help
  
  you!” she shrieked. “Excuse me for embracing the light of the gods that protects us on this realm! If the purest form of energy in our world is so painful to you, why don’t you just go somewhere you belong?”
 

 
  “Damn you and your attitude, I belong
  
   here!
  
  I am not less than you, I’m not evil, and I don’t deserve to have to put up with this bullshit! If you don’t want to have a problem with me, why don’t you try not being such a
  
   cunt?!”
  
 

 
  Teal clapped a hand over her face.
 

 
  “That,” said Trissiny softly, “is too far.” She drew her sword.
 

 
  Gabriel reflexively hopped backward from the blade, but then forced himself to a stop, sneering at her. “Well, there we see your true colors. You really can’t deal with anything except by killing it, can you?”
 

 
  “This has indeed gone too far,” Shaeine said. She was serene as ever, but her voice held iron command that none of them had yet heard from her. “You two are behaving like errant children. This must
  
   stop
  
  before real damage is done.”
 

 
  “I’m just standing here,” Gabe shot back, spreading his arms as if to embrace Trissiny, sword and all. “Just existing. We’re just now finding out how much of a problem she has with that.”
 

 
  “You want to stand here?” Trissiny pointed the blade at him. “Then let’s see you
  
   stand here.”
  
 

 
  A pure, golden glow sprang up around her, it intensity enough to illuminate the lawn. Gabriel screamed in pain and stumbled desperately backward, covering his face with both hands.
 

 
  Teal leaped away from the light, looking frantic. “Trissiny, stop it!”
 

 
  Trissiny stepped closer to Gabriel, forcing him backward. “He goes on, and on, and
  
   on
  
  about how he belongs here just like anyone, but show a bit of the divine to him, and we see the truth. What kind of
  
   thing
  
  can’t bear the light of the gods?”
 

 
  Gabe let out a long, animalistic sound that started as a groan but morphed into a serpentine hiss halfway. He parted his fingers to glare at her. His eyes were totally black, with no whites or irises.
 

 
  “And the real face emerges,” the paladin whispered.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Teal shouted desperately from a safe distance.
 

 
  “Trissiny, you
  
   must
  
  end this,” Shaeine snapped. “You are
  
   torturing
  
  him. Is this how Avei commands her paladins to behave?”
 

 
  “I’m beginning to think you’re right,” she replied. “This is foolish. I should end it.”
 

 
  She slashed at Gabriel with the sword. He bounded backward, but screamed in pain as the weapon put off a fierce blaze of light that struck him in midair. It wasn’t a human scream. He stumbled as he landed, but regained his balance and snarled at her again. In the light of her aura, his face was twisted, fangs sprouting from his mouth, scaled ridges appearing along the backs of his hands, eyes fathomless pits. There was no reason or hesitation left in them.
 

 
  The paladin and the demon lunged for each other simultaneously; sparks flew as they collided with a barrier of silver light that sprang up between them.
 

 
  “This cannot happen!” Shaeine said firmly. “You’ve already pushed him too far, Trissiny.
  
   You
  
  must be the one to draw back and bring this to a stop!”
 

 
  “That’s what I’m doing!
  
   Get out of my way!”
  
  She darted for the side of the barrier; it shifted, following Shaeine’s pointed finger, keeping her separated from her quarry. Gabriel, however, dashed the other way, whipping around its back edge with the agility of a jungle cat and lunging for her side. Trissiny barely got her shield up between them and threw him backward; she followed up with a thrust for his heart, but he flung himself back with the momentum of her throw and skidded out of range, before gathering himself to lunge again.
 

 
  The silver wall of light darted between them again, and this time slammed into Trissiny’s face, shoving her backward. At the same time, Teal leaped onto Gabriel’s shoulders, trying to wrap her arms around him. He snarled and threw her roughly to the side.
 

 
  “Teal!” Shaeine shouted desperately. “You need to get help! I can hold one of them, but not both, and whichever I incapacitate will be vulnerable!” As she spoke, she gesticulated, swatting first Gabriel and then Trissiny with the wall of light; it served to keep them apart for a few more precious seconds, but both were incredibly agile and singlemindedly fixated on getting to each other. It was as if they could no longer even see anything but the enemy ahead.
 

 
  “It’ll take too long…” Teal grimaced, climbing back to her feet. “All right. Hold Trissiny back.”
 

 
  Then she exploded.
 

 
  The eruption of flames coalesced into a pair of immense, burning wings; a corona of fire wreathed her head. She stepped resolutely toward Gabriel, a creature of flame and scything talons, with eyes that blazed like portals into hell…and still wearing Teal’s dapper suit.
 

 
  “Gabriel.” Vadrieny’s voice was music, as though an entire choir were speaking in flawless harmony. She did not immediately succeed in getting Gabe’s attention, however; just as he tried to lunge around Shaeine’s barrier, she reached out with one clawed hand and seized him by the collar. “Gabriel! I know you’re still inside there. You need to calm yourself. We are your friends. You don’t want to do this.”
 

 
  He thrashed in her grip, unable to shake her; finally, he reached back to grab her hand and wrenched himself free by ripping the fabric of his coat where she held it, then spun and drove his fist directly into her nose.
 

 
  Vadrieny didn’t move to dodge or block, taking the blow with a grimace of annoyance. “You didn’t want to do
  
   that,
  
  either,” she said, and backhanded him halfway across the lawn.
 

 
  Trissiny charged for him while he was down, shrieking in frustration as Shaeine’s barrier zipped into her path again. Vadrieny gave one flap of her fiery wings and leaped over the lawn to stand beside the fallen half-demon, getting herself in position seconds before Trissiny, having feinted left and then pivoted around the shield when Shaeine moved to to respond, arrived.
 

 
  She opened her mouth to speak, but didn’t have a chance before Trissiny drove her sword directly at her throat. Vadrieny swatted the blade away with one set of claws; it rang like a bell and emitted a blast of golden light where she touched it.
 

 
  
   “Ow,”
  
  the demon complained, and punched Trissiny in the chest.
 

 
  Her breastplate absorbed the worst of the impact, but she was flung backward and hit the ground in a skid, sliding a good fifteen feet away.
 

 
  “This isn’t going to stop until at least one of them is out of the picture,” Vadrieny stated, turning to point at Shaeine. “Try to calm that one down. I’ll deal with him.”
 

 
  So saying, she bent, grabbed Gabriel by both lapels, beat her wings once, and sent them both shooting into the sky. They were out of view in seconds.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “All right,” Natchua said reluctantly, “I forgive you for dragging me out of bed. That was…
  
   very
  
  interesting.”
 

 
  “Woman, what you were doing in bed at this hour I shudder to think, since you were in it alone,” said Chase with his customary insouciant grin. He leaned against the pretentious battlements atop the music building, having turned his back on the scene below as soon as Vadrieny took off with Gabriel. His drow companion was crouched behind them, peeking far more carefully down at the freshmen. “Anyhow, you should know by now that I
  
   always
  
  have your best interests at heart.”
 

 
  “You don’t have a heart,” she said dismissively. “So our new paladin has impulse control issues, and the thing inside the bard is strong enough to beat down both her and…whatever he is.”
 

 
  “Looks like a hethelax,” he said. She turned to frown up at him.
 

 
  “A what?”
 

 
  “Hethelax. The kind of demon he is. Or, half is, I guess. But yeah, the eyes, the scales, the way he transforms, then goes crazy and can’t be reasoned with. Lower weight class berserker demons. What gets me is the full-blooded ones are a
  
   lot
  
  uglier than that. To think a human would screw one…I am both repulsed and strangely titillated.”
 

 
  “How do you know so much about demons?”
 

 
  “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” His grin grew to maniacal proportions. “I’m taking a divinity class this semester with November.”
 

 
  “November hates you.”
 

 
  “November hates everybody. The kicker is, Trissiny’s in it, too, and Vember is not at all subtle about wanting to climb up her skirt. Triss was the only on in the room who managed not to pick up on it.”
 

 
  “…
  
   very
  
  interesting,” Natchua repeated, a slow smile growing on her features. “Keep me informed.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There was no thought, no motive, no hesitation. There was only the rage, and the enemy before him.
 

 
  He clawed frantically at the massive talons holding him by the throat, to no avail; their strength was far beyond his. She stared up at him from an arm’s length away, those hateful orange eyes that were nothing but pits of flame in an otherwise human face. Her expression was implacable, cold. She didn’t hate him, didn’t fear him. It filled him with rage.
 

 
  Striking her did nothing. She didn’t even close her eyes when he tried to jab at them with his fingers, but the hellfire within was so intense that he jerked away from it, feeling the burn in his hands even from the depths of a berserking state in which there was no Gabriel Arquin, only his unleashed rage and the infernal genetic memory that drove it. His skin was—should be—impervious to any damage, yet she burned him. That angered him, too.
 

 
  Up they went, her massive wings of flame beating like a hummingbird’s, filling his view with fire and depriving him of any sense of context. He couldn’t have seen the context, anyway, not with an enemy before him on which to focus. Yet, he couldn’t do anything. She was just carrying him upward; she wouldn’t fight or flee, wouldn’t acknowledge his fury. He was helpless; he was ignored. That angered him most of all, constantly stoking his wrath until it seemed his very skin would rupture from the effort of containing such primal, savage rage.
 

 
  But that didn’t happen, she didn’t relent, and they were alone with only each other and the whistling wind. Snarling and slashing at her, he did not even notice when the wind faded away; he noticed nothing until she let go.
 

 
  His enemy released him, pushing off and shooting backward; he reached for her frantically, but she was instantly beyond his grasp. Even in the grip of his mindless fury, battle instinct told him what should happen: he would begin to fall. That was worth nothing unless she got below him, but he instinctively aligned his body anyway to control his descent anyway.
 

 
  The descent never began.
 

 
  The lack of air meant nothing to him, as he was running on pure infernal magic now; the cold was enough to hurt, but pain did not slow him either. However, as physics failed to act as they should, as he slowly rotated in place instead of falling properly, a tiny part of his awareness perked up to study his surroundings, and in the next moment, awe crept through the rage, finally beginning to diminish it.
 

 
  Below, he could see the world.
 

 
  It was
  
   round.
  
 

 
  Stars blazed on all sides, more than there had ever been in the sky, in a sky that was bigger than the sky should be. The ground was distant, and he could see its circular edges, hazy with atmosphere. The land was green and gold, brown and gray, flanked by endless seas of blue, and between himself and all of that drifted titanic banks of cloud, looking positively flat from this height.
 

 
  How long had she carried him?
 

 
  He drifted, kicking and clawing at nothing and having no apparent effect on his momentum. Helplessly, he slowly pivoted to bring the world out of his view. Beyond him, against the jeweled sky, a reddish streak was circling about in the near distance, diving toward him. His rage sharpened back into focus at its approach. It was her. His enemy, the thing of fire and claws. Her speed was incredible. Hardly had he recognized her distant form before she slammed into him again from above, talons latching back around his throat and pushing him downward.
 

 
  He tried to scream his rage at her, but there was no air in his lungs to express, no air through which sound could move. He flailed, punched, scratched, helpless as before. It was intolerable. It was maddening.
 

 
  But this time, it was different. This time, he began to burn.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The old lizardfolk shaman sat atop his rock as the third day faded to darkness. He was too old for this; he knew it in the gray creeping around the edges of his scales, in the stiffness of his bones, the way his body rebelled at this effort. Yet, there was no other. His apprentice was not yet ready to undertake a vision quest. The People needed guidance; he had to seek the gods’ will.
 

 
  So here he had sat, as the cycles of sun burned into him, filling his body and spirit with energy, to be cooled and bled away during the desert’s harsh night. Several times, rattlesnakes had come to bask with him, but had not bothered his motionless form. Coyotes had sniffed about, but left, choosing to respect the sanctity of his quest. The creatures of nature understood… Yet this time, there were vultures. First a lone specimen, then a second. Now, at the end of the third day, a third joined them. Scavengers had never circled on his previous quests.
 

 
  They knew. He was too old for this.
 

 
  The hunting had worsened; this year’s rains had been pitiful, not enough to store enough water in their caverns to last the dry season. Even the cacti held less water, and almost no fruit, for which they had to compete with every other starving thing in this desert. The People could go to the mountains, where others of their kind dwelt…but it was a journey across the wet lands of the humans, filled with perils that would surely claim lives. And what if the folk in the mountains suffered similarly? What if it was not the desert rising up to buck them off, but the world? He could not advise the chief without knowing the gods’ will. So here he sat, seeking it.
 

 
  The world turned, nature cycled around him, driving weakness from his body, seeking to pluck loose his spirit into the realm where lay all wisdom. He had done this before, but his body was weak, now. He only sought to survive to give the People the answers they desperately needed. If the pursuit of this vision claimed his life after that, it was a cost he would embrace. The shaman only needed to cling until the vision came…
 

 
  A star fell.
 

 
  He knew all about shooting stars. They were important omens. This one, however, was different. The stars that fell slashed across the sky, covering only a tiny span before burning out, lasting a bare second if that. This one continued to fall, as if driven downward by some greater force than gravity. He blinked both sets of eyelids to clear his vision, then focused upon the star as it plummeted. It did not burn up. This was no simple act of nature’s cycles, but something from beyond. Something
  
   sent.
  
 

 
  His eyes tracked it steadily until the star struck the desert, miles toward the horizon. Though its fall had been silent to him, now he heard the thunder of its landing. An immense wall of dust was thrown up by the impact, rushing outward with a sound like the rage of a storm.
 

 
  He stood, slowly. His muscles wailed in agony at their stiffness, but he had no time for complaints and ignored them. The wall of dirt and debris was rushing toward him, across the expanse of the desert. For the first moment, he thought he might be overtaken, but it dissipated too quickly, the heavier particles falling to earth, the sound and movement trailing off. Two full minutes after the impact, the last edges of the shockwave reached him, as a hot wind and a rush of dirty air. He shut his inner lids to protect his eyes.
 

 
  The horizon was still fogged with dirt and sand where the star had fallen, but he did not stay to study that; his duty here was over. Stiffly, slowly, he turned and limped away, eager to return to the tribe with what he had learned. Despite his body’s failures and complaints, he forced it to hasten.
 

 
  Never had the gods sent so clear or so dire an omen.
 

 
  A great doom was coming. The People must go.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Vadrieny beat her wings slowly, driving away the airborne dust and dirt. Soon enough, she had created a clear space in the base of the crater they had just made.
 

 
  Gabriel lay at her taloned feet, limp and unconscious, and fully human. Every scrap of clothing he wore had been incinerated by the reentry, but his demonic heritage had protected his body from the heat and impact. That, at least, had been enough to beat back the demon in him. Though his eyes were closed in exhausted sleep, she could see from the lack of scales and subtler skeletal distortions that his demon blood slept again.
 

 
  
   “So
  
  much trouble,” she said, the loveliness of her layered voice echoing across the desert. “Lucky for you, I have a soft spot for kids with demon issues.”
 

 
  Kneeling, she gathered him into her arms. Then, with a great pump of her wings, she took off, carrying him back toward Last Rock.
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  Tellwyrn ignored them for a good half hour.
 

 
  The office was dim, illuminated only by moonlight from the windows behind the Professor and a single fairy lamp under a shade which directed its light straight onto the desk, where she scratched busily away at an old-fashioned parchment with an equally old-fashioned feather quill. In addition to leaving the four students in relative gloom, it backlit the woman behind the desk while at the same time forcing them to squint against the lamplight if they chose to look directly at her.
 

 
  For the most part, they didn’t.
 

 
  Trissiny had refused the proffered chair, standing at parade rest with her gaze fixed on empty space at a point behind and to Professor Tellwyrn’s right. She had been kept in that pose for far longer than this and was fully content to stay there, stone-faced, as long as the elf chose to carry on what she considered an absurd charade.
 

 
  Of the others, only Shaeine looked similarly at ease, standing behind Teal’s chair with her customary serenity unruffled. She kept one slender hand on the bard’s shoulder.
 

 
  Teal slouched in her chair, staring emptily at the floor in front of the desk; ironically, of the four of them she seemed the most traumatized by the day’s events. Her suit was still grass-stained and rumpled from her earlier exertions with Trissiny, but appeared to have suffered no damage at all during Vadrieny’s brief rampage, though her rubber sandals had gone missing at some point, leaving her barefoot.
 

 
  Gabriel sat to her right, not coincidentally putting the other girls between himself and Trissiny. He, too, slumped in his chair, but where Teal seemed exhausted and depressed, he mostly looked sullen, and perhaps somewhat embarrassed. Though the robe he wore was securely tied, he clutched it closed with both hands. He’d not been given time to put anything else on.
 

 
  The minutes stretched on, marked only by the ticking of a wall clock and the scratching of Tellwyrn’s pen, and occasional sighs from Teal or Gabriel. The latter showed increasing signs of impatience as time passed, lifting his head briefly to glare up at Tellwyrn, but he didn’t go so far as to say anything. It wasn’t as if there was any ambiguity over why they were in trouble, nor any suggestion that it was undeserved.
 

 
  “There we go,” Tellwyrn said quite suddenly, causing Teal to jump in her seat. She pushed the parchment to one side, neatly returning her quill to its holder on the desktop. “Sorry to keep you waiting; I had to draft a letter explaining all this rhubarb to the Empire, and it’s best to do such things sooner than later. Generally speaking I require that they keep their noses out of my University and its business, but matters become different when a couple of my students create exciting new craters on Imperial territory. Can’t deny the Imps have something of a legitimate interest.
  
   So,
  
  I’m left to explain matters in a way that doesn’t make it sound as if I’ve completely lost control over you lot. Fortunately, as a college professor, my life is full of examples of bullshit in essay form. Given Miss Avelea’s involvement, I’m putting it down to an act of the gods. I doubt Avei will bother to contradict me—she owes me a favor.”
 

 
  Trissiny shifted her gaze to Tellwyrn’s at that, frowning, but the Professor merely folded her hands in front of her and put on a warm, friendly smile that made all four of them shift backward slightly. “Well then,” she said pleasantly, “what an interesting evening this has been. I have to say I’m curious that Gabriel was forcibly rendered unconscious and inert. Hethelaxi are notoriously resilient; even a halfblood shouldn’t have buckled under anything but divine magic.”
 

 
  “We hit him with the planet,” Teal said listlessly. Shaeine squeezed her shoulder.
 

 
  “I guess that would do it,” Tellwyrn said dryly after a moment’s pause. “Out of curiosity, did Vadrieny aim for that desert, or was she just aiming for
  
   down?”
  
 

 
  Teal raised her eyes, tilting her head to the side for a moment as if listening to something. “…aiming for the desert. Nobody was there.”
 

 
  “Good. That takes care of one of my concerns.
  
   However,
  
  matters are not so simple as that. Even a desert may have people in it, either passing through or in some cases living there. Quite apart from people, they are surprisingly rich in plant and animal life, a big swath of which you two just incinerated.” She tilted her head to stare at Teal over the rims of her spectacles. “Of much greater concern is the implications. Dropping indestructible objects from orbit would be a
  
   fantastic
  
  new way of waging war, which we are spared only because most of the people who’d be willing to do such a thing are not aware that ‘orbit’ is even a concept. The last thing the world needs is for them to get any ideas.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, her expression growing grim. “Do
  
   not
  
  do that again.
  
   Ever.
  
  Am I clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Teal whispered, dropping her gaze again.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at her for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was startlingly gentle. “Are you all right, Teal?”
 

 
  The young bard hunched her shoulders, not raising her head. She still spoke barely above a whisper. “I…hate violence.”
 

 
  “I know. Professor Ezzaniel has
  
   detailed
  
  opinions about that, which he seems to enjoy sharing with me.” Tellwyrn shook her head, expression rueful. “But if anything, this incident only goes to prove that you
  
   need
  
  to develop a middle ground. Right now your options for dealing with aggression are to stand there and take it, or unleash an unstoppable force of hellfire. If you can’t get away from an attacker or put him down, it
  
   will
  
  get to the point that Vadrieny forces her way out on her own to protect you. You do understand that, right? And why this is not an acceptable state of affairs?”
 

 
  Teal nodded mutely.
 

 
  “With that said…you did well. You separated those causing the disturbance and pacified the one whom you
  
   could
  
  pacify without doing him permanent harm. A number of points about the execution could have been refined, but all things considered, I am impressed. I’ll be giving a very favorable report to your parents and to the Church. I haven’t heard about it specifically, but knowing the priesthood as I do, I’m assuming you need every bit of help you can get keeping them off your back.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Teal said softly.
 

 
  The Professor nodded and lifted her eyes to Shaeine. “As for you…same goes. I’d have been
  
   more
  
  impressed if you managed to put a stop to that without resorting to force, but I’m willing to grant that may not have been possible. Could have done better, in short, but your instincts and your strategy were both solid, Miss Awarrion. Would you like me to keep your House appraised?”
 

 
  Shaeine bowed slightly. “Thank you, Professor, but if that is meant as a kindness, I would rather you did not. I concur with the first part of your assessment; my mother will not be impressed that I failed to end a confrontation through diplomacy.”
 

 
  “As you like, then. For my part, neither of you are in any trouble here. Which leaves
  
   you two.”
  
 

 
  In spite of themselves, Gabriel and Trissiny glanced at each other, then immediately averted their eyes, neither of them looking at Tellwyrn, either.
 

 
  “I wish I could say this is the worst thing a group of freshmen has ever done in their first week on campus,” Tellwyrn went on in a pleasant tone. “Just for dramatic effect, of course. If I’m to be honest, though, it doesn’t even make the top ten. Our admission standards being what they are, I’ve had some
  
   inventively
  
  pernicious little bastards matriculating here. I will say, however, that tonight’s events may well be the
  
   stupidest
  
  thing I’ve ever seen happen at this University. And that, children, is a much greater offense in my eyes.”
 

 
  Her voice had grown increasingly stern as she spoke, and finished on nearly a growl. Tellwyrn paused to draw breath and apparently collect herself. “I make allowances for exceptional circumstances. Hell, there’s not a student at this school whose circumstances aren’t exceptional; that’s why you’re all here. But the
  
   one thing
  
  I will absolutely not tolerate is mindless behavior. You will
  
   think
  
  before you act. This is not up for discussion. That goes for everyone on the campus, but honestly, out of all the students here you are the
  
   last
  
  two who can afford to behave this way.
 

 
  “You,” she pointed at Gabriel, glaring, “are going to have people watching you for your entire life, just waiting for an excuse to decide you need to be put down like a rabid animal. How you’ve managed to live for eighteen years without wrapping your head around this concept is utterly mystifying to me, but it stops now. Walking up to one of the few people on the campus who both poses a serious physical threat to you and has a motivation to act on it and
  
   deliberately
  
  pushing her over the edge is…it’s just… Gods, I don’t have
  
   words
  
  in this language for the sheer stupidity. I’m almost regretful that I have a responsibility for your welfare, here. A creature with
  
   your
  
  survival instincts frankly deserves to die.”
 

 
  “Yup,” he said bitterly, “so I’ve been told. Glad to know whose side you’re on, Professor.”
 

 
  She stared at him for a long moment, blinked her eyes once, then smiled sweetly. “You just bought yourself an extra homework assignment on top of disciplinary action, chuckles. Hit the library, do the research on Imperial law governing demonbloods, and by this time tomorrow night be back in this office and present an oral report on the legal statutes which give me the prerogative to
  
   execute you on the spot.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn shifted her gaze to the one person she had not yet addressed, and spoke very calmly. “Trissiny,
  
   one
  
  of us is going to wipe that smug look off your face.” Trissiny instantly schooled her features while the Professor went on. “I’ll be honest: I’m going to go a bit easier on you, because nothing I can do or say will be half as serious as what you get from Avei the next time you call on her. Best to do that as soon as possible, by the way, she gets cranky if you make her wait.”
 

 
  “Goddesses do not get
  
   cranky!”
  
 

 
  “It’s amazing to me that you can say that, having actually met the one most prone to it,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “Oh, calm down, you’re swelling up like a bullfrog. If Avei needs you to defend her honor, she’ll tell you so. In the meantime, consider the fact that you are responsible for carrying both her reputation and her plans in this world, and allowing yourself to be provoked to violence by a shrieking idiot who wanted nothing more than to get a rise out of you is a
  
   catastrophic
  
  failure. As someone who has met a few dozen Hands of Avei over the centuries, I can assure you that if that’s the limit of your self-control, you’re going to have a short, undistinguished career and a rather pitifully brief existence.”
 

 
  She drummed her fingers on the desk, glaring at both of them in turn. “You two simply cannot act like this. There are too many forces arrayed against you, and too much riding on your shoulders. You don’t
  
   get
  
  to be wangsty, mad-at-the-world teenagers. It’s not an option. As such, since I perceive that the basic problem for both of you is facing individuals who make you uncomfortable without acting out like overstimulated ferrets, and because I believe that punishment should always carry a lesson, here’s what I’m going to do. Starting tomorrow night, you will both report to Mrs. Oak in the dining hall immediately after dinner. You’re on cleaning duty. I will inform her that there will be no splitting up of tasks, either. You will work side by side, and demonstrate a capacity to work together. Furthermore, you will damn well
  
   get along.
  
  ” She grinned wolfishly. “Kitchen duty will end when Mrs. Oak and I are both satisfied that you’re either friends or have learned to act like grown-ups in the presence of someone you don’t like. If there are any further outbursts of
  
   any
  
  kind, any evidence that you are not only failing to learn this lesson but backsliding, your proximity will be gradually increased until the problem is solved, one way or another. I assure you, kids, I will not hesitate to
  
   chain you together at the wrist
  
  if you don’t get your act together under your own power. I’ve done it before.”
 

 
  “Are you completely out of your damn—”
 

 
  “That is
  
   totally
  
  unaccept—”
 

 
  
   “SILENCE!”
  
  Tellwyrn thundered, jolting to her feet and slapping both her palms on the desk. All four of them jumped back, including Shaeine. The Professor glared at them with teeth bared, leaning her weight on the desktop. “You squandered your right to complain when you tore up my campus in a breathtaking act of mutual stupidity. I will not
  
   have
  
  this kind of idiotic behavior. Not from you, not from anyone! You’re here to learn how to be stable, effective people in a hostile world. So help me, you kids are going to get an education if it
  
   kills us all!”
  
 

 
  They stared at her, wide-eyed, for an infinite moment. She looked almost wild, her teeth bared and eyes narrowed to furious slits. Then, quite suddenly, Tellwyrn sagged back into her chair, as though overcome with weariness, and waved a hand dismissively at them. “All right, I have spoken. Get out, all of you. Go to bed.
  
   Except
  
  you, Arquin. Stay a moment.”
 

 
  Teal gave Gabriel a sympathetic grimace and a squeeze on the shoulder as she stood to go. In silence, the three of them filed out, Trissiny pausing to shoot one last, disdainful look at the Professor before pulling the door shut behind her with more force than it required.
 

 
  Gabriel shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Tellwyrn had fallen back into an unnerving stillness, her elbows propped on the desk and hands folded in front of her face, obscuring her mouth. She stared expressionlessly at him over the rims of her glasses.
 

 
  A minute ticked by, then another, without a word spoken.
 

 
  “That is a predatory look,” he said finally. “I can’t decide if you want to eat me or screw me.”
 

 
  Very, very slowly, she raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  “I said it out loud, didn’t I,” he mumbled.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “The thing that gets me, Gabriel, is that you appear on paper to be so
  
   smart.
  
  Not necessarily of the bookish variety, though speaking as an educator that is one of the less important kinds of intelligence. You’re sort of witty, you think quickly, you exhibit good lateral thinking and decent social skills, your knack for offending women notwithstanding. Why is it, then, that you insist on being such a
  
   bonehead?”
  
 

 
  Gabriel heaved a deep sigh. “I gotta be me.”
 

 
  “Just for your edification, neither of the two options you mentioned is on the table so long as you’re my student.” She stood, stepping around the side of the desk, and walked over to a closet door. Opening this, she began rummaging around within, speaking loudly enough to be audible, if somewhat muffled. “I noticed your choice of attire…prior to your current situation, that is. The black trench coat. Shows good fashion instincts; it’s hard to go wrong with a good longcoat. Practical, attractive, and it goes with anything. The choice of a black one is maybe a
  
   tad
  
  cliché, but on the other hand it’s evocative. I grasp the image you were trying to project…though maybe it would be smarter for a half-demon
  
   not
  
  to try to be intimidating.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I was pretty fond of it,” he said bitterly. “Saved up the whole summer doing odd jobs to buy that…but whatever. Dunno why I expected I’d be able to keep anything nice.”
 

 
  
   “Ugh.”
  
  She turned back around, carrying a folded heap of fabric in both hands, and kicked the closet door shut with one heel. Her expression was disdainful. “You have
  
   got
  
  to drop that self-pitying griping, Arquin. If you won’t be moved by the fact that you sound like a dumbass, let me assure you that girls are not attracted to whiners. Confidence and a sense of humor will get you much farther than pity. Though a sense of style doesn’t hurt, either. Here.”
 

 
  She tossed the fabric to him; he caught it somewhat clumsily, unfolding it and then having to stand up to shake it out completely. It was a trench coat, made of corduroy in a shade of green so dark that it verged on black in the dim office. Heavy bronze buttons inscribed with dwarven runes were its only decoration.
 

 
  “Black, while timeless, is a bit trite, as I said. It’s also not as stealthy as people like to think; truly black objects are rare in nature, and it tends to stand out in darkness. You’re much better off with very dark shades of primary colors. Blues and reds, but that’ll work too.” She nodded at the coat in his hands.
 

 
  He stared down at it, rubbing his thumbs over the coarse fabric, then looked back up at her. “I…you’re loaning this to me? I dunno when I can get another one…”
 

 
  “I don’t loan people things, Arquin, and if you want my advice you shouldn’t either. That’s a good way to lose possessions and friends in one fell swoop. No, that’s yours to keep. I have a habit of collecting trophies from beaten enemies, which sounds impressive until you realize that it’s little more than a recipe for clutter. That one belonged to a pirate lord from a century or so ago. It’s weatherproof, has a light armor enchantment that’ll protect against some physical and a lot of magical damage. Also the standard bag-of-holding spells on the pockets.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Now that I think on it, the guy I took that from was one of Zaruda’s ancestors. It probably would be wise not to mention that to her.”
 

 
  “I…” he swallowed, keeping his eyes on the coat. “I don’t know what to say.”
 

 
  “That’s a big part of your whole problem, Gabriel. For starters, you could try putting it on.”
 

 
  Nodding, he did so, rather awkwardly as he tried to keep one hand on the front of his robe. Soon enough, though, the dark green coat was settled over his shoulders; he was surprised to find it a nearly perfect fit. Even his old coat had been somewhat loose on him in comparison.
 

 
  “There,” Tellwyrn said with satisfaction. “I thought that looked about your size.”
 

 
  “Do you know what the buttons say?” he asked, fingering one.
 

 
  “Yes. From top to bottom: Beer, Honor, Family, Ham, Intelligence, and that last one is a kind of meat pastry they used to make in Svenheim that I don’t think I’ve seen in a few decades. Dwarven runes were trendy a while back; humans often tacked them onto things without getting them translated. There is some truly embarrassing centennial architecture in Tiraas.”
 

 
  Finally, he lifted his eyes to hers almost shyly. “Thank you.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn waved him off. “All other things being equal, a sense of style is a very important thing to have. Losing your coat, at least, was one part of tonight’s doings that I can’t entirely blame on you.” Taking him by the elbow, she steered him gently toward the door. “Off to bed with you, now, and don’t forget your assignments.”
 

 
  Gabriel paused right before opening the door, looking back at her. He’d never stood this close to the Professor before; it felt a little incongruous to note that he was a couple of inches taller than she. Tellwyrn had a presence that seemed to fill whatever space she was in.
 

 
  He managed a hint of a grin. “So, uh…what about after I’m not your student anymore?”
 

 
  Again, she raised an eyebrow. “Remember what I was saying about you being a bonehead?”
 

 
  “…right. I’ll…show myself out.”
 

 
  “Do.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Silence reigned until they were well out of Helion Hall, where Tellwyrn’s office was. Once the three had put a few yards between themselves and the building, Teal came to a stop, with the others following suit. She took a deep breath, wiggling her bare toes in the grass, and tilted her head back to look up at the stars. Fairy lamps ringed the nexus of lawn bordered by the Hall, the cafeteria and the admin building, but they weren’t powerful, leaving the girls with a clear view of the night sky. At the moment, there was no sign of anyone else in the vicinity.
 

 
  “Well,” Teal said after a moment’s quiet, “this sure has been an evening.”
 

 
  “I retrieved these for you,” said Shaeine, and pulled a pair of blue rubber sandals from within a fold of her voluminous robes. They were completely destroyed; the thongs had been snapped, one had an enormous puncture from Vadrieny’s talon in the middle of the sole, and the other was torn nearly in half.
 

 
  “Ah…yeah.” Teal grimaced. “And now you know why I wear those dumb things. Actually, something about Vadrieny’s aura protects my clothes from damage when she comes out. Even the wings don’t burn holes in my shirt or anything. But, yeah, those claws don’t fit in any kind of shoes, so whatever’s on my feet gets pretty well obliterated. I actually really
  
   like
  
  a nice pair of shoes…it got downright heartbreaking to see them get shredded every time. I’ll just throw those away…”
 

 
  She reached for the sandals, but Shaeine smoothly tucked them away again, giving her a bow and one of her polite little smiles. “Not at all, I believe you have had enough to deal with tonight. I’ll deposit them when we return to the tower.”
 

 
  They had turned to face one another directly as they spoke. Teal opened her mouth again, looking like she wanted to protest, when she caught sight of Trissiny from the corner of her eye.
 

 
  The paladin had stopped along with them, and was staring at the ground, her posture rigid. She had one hand on the hilt of her sword in a white-knuckled grip; her other was clenched so tightly that her entire arm trembled.
 

 
  “Triss?” Teal said hesitantly. “You okay?”
 

 
  “What do you think of me?” she asked quietly, not raising her eyes. The other two girls exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “I’m not sure what you mean,” Teal said slowly.
 

 
  “It’s a simple question.”
 

 
  “Without context, it is anything but,” Shaeine replied. “In the broadest terms, Trissiny, I have enjoyed getting to know you.”
 

 
  “I heard you talking. The first night in the tower.”
 

 
  Teal cringed. “Oh. I…uh. That…that wasn’t…”
 

 
  “Wasn’t you. You’ve both been perfectly nice. I appreciate that.” She lifted her face, finally, and Teal leaned reflexively backward before she could stop herself. Trissiny didn’t seem hurt or frustrated; her expression was one of pure rage, kept barely under control. “In fact, it hasn’t been
  
   most
  
  people, if I’m being fair. I wouldn’t worry myself about people who seem determined to provoke me, in general. But when the biggest offenders are the woman I room with and the one running this University…that’s a problem.”
 

 
  “Triss…” Teal trailed off, not certain what to say.
 

 
  “Well?” Her voice rose slightly. “Triss, what? Am I wrong? Have you actually not
  
   noticed
  
  Tellwyrn jumping on my case every chance she gets without any provocation? Or Ruda doing the same?” Her sword whispered faintly as she pulled a few inches of it from the sheath. “Zaruda Punaji is nothing more than a swaggering fool. I can ignore her. I can’t exactly brush off Tellwyrn, since she’s in charge, but I can live under a vindictive lunatic if I must. But I draw the line at being
  
   attacked
  
  by a demonblood in public and shrugging it off with a smile!”
 

 
  “No one here contests that Gabriel was the instigator, or that he was unjustified,” Shaeine said gently. “I for one am curious as to his motivations; that struck me as the act of a person in a great deal of inner pain. But remember, Trissiny, that it was you who first used force.”
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  lecture me about force,” Trissiny snapped. She pulled more of the sword free, glaring. “I’ve studied the art of war since before I could read. War is in the mind—it’s in any contest of wills. A half-demon who screams obscenities in my face out of nowhere is someone who won’t hesitate to draw blood, and doesn’t need a reason. Well, I do, and I promise you this: the next time Gabriel Arquin
  
   gives
  
  me one, I am going to finish him off.”
 

 
  “Put away the weapon,” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  Trissiny glanced down at her sword and blinked, apparently surprised to see her hand in the process of slowly pulling it free. She shoved it fully back in the scabbard and removed her hand from the hilt.
 

 
  “And don’t be so eager to forswear the prospect of mercy,” said Shaeine quietly. “If it helps, I concur that you have not been treated fairly by some. Since you spoke of the art of war, however, remember to consider the motivations of your opponents. Zaruda is fairly obviously acting out of insecurity, and I think most of what Tellwryn does is calculated to pressure us into adapting. Gabriel could benefit from a great deal of discipline, it’s true, but not at the expense of your compassion.”
 

 
  
   “My
  
  compassion?” Trissiny bared her teeth. “I am the Hand of a goddess of
  
   war.
  
  Some peop—some
  
   creatures
  
  do not deserve mercy.”
 

 
  “Compassion isn’t about what anybody deserves,” Teal said sadly. “Triss, you’re angry right now. Please think before you commit to any—”
 

 
  
   “Of course I’m angry!”
  
  Trissiny snarled, throwing her arms wide. “I don’t even know what I’m
  
   doing
  
  here, and I am
  
   through
  
  taking abuse from wretched people who don’t deserve a minute of my time! And now you’re talking to me about compassion as if that has anything to do with anything. Have you ever heard of anyone beating an enemy through
  
   kindness?”
  
 

 
  “All right, that’s
  
   enough.”
  
  Teal turned to face her full-on, meeting the paladin’s furious stare. “Have I heard of anyone prevailing through kindness? I’m a bard, Trissiny, the stories are
  
   full
  
  of people doing just that.”
 

 
  “Stories! Of all the—”
 

 
  “No!” Teal snapped, thrusting a finger into Trissiny’s face; the paladin reared back in surprise. “It’s my turn to talk, now! You want to know about winning through kindness? Three years ago, I was taking a walk in the woods, minding my own business, when someone opened a hellgate inside my
  
   brain.
  
  Can you even imagine what that would feel like?
  
   I
  
  can’t, and I
  
   remember
  
  it. I think you’d need a whole set of senses that humans don’t have just to appreciate the amount of pain that caused. And
  
   then
  
  , something came through it.”
 

 
  She stepped backward from Trissiny, clenching her own fists at her sides, but holding the other girl’s stare. “I have tried, over and over, to describe what it was like. To my parents, to all those Priests and Imperial agents who wanted every detail. There just aren’t any words. To have something
  
   inside
  
  you, something that’s so much unfathomably
  
   bigger
  
  than you are. Your body burning up and being shredded at the same time because it can’t hold all that power, your whole identity being crushed within your own mind by the pressure of some colossal, alien intelligence trying to take root in your brain. I was
  
   burning alive
  
  , and I could barely even feel that anything was wrong with me, because her mind was all I could sense.
 

 
  “And she was in worse agony than me. I could feel her pain at being crushed into something that couldn’t hold her more clearly than I could feel mine at being crushed
  
   by
  
  her. She was…screaming. It wasn’t a sound, it was like the
  
   concept
  
  of a scream, as a pure thought, filling my consciousness. Confusion, betrayal, agony…I could barely feel myself at all. I could only feel
  
   her
  
  , and all she could feel was anger and pain. So I… I gave her a hug.”
 

 
  Teal shrugged, a gesture of helplessness, and actually laughed softly, though tears were sparkling in the corners of her eyes. Shaeine, off to the side, stared at her fixedly. Trissiny seemed frozen in place.
 

 
  “Not a physical hug, obviously, since it wasn’t a physical thing. There was barely enough of my mind functioning for any kind of action at all, certainly not enough I could have hoped to understand what was going on. I just… I felt how she was suffering, and I opened up. Tried to embrace her, offer what little comfort I could. I did
  
   that,
  
  and only that, for… I don’t know, it must have been several hours. It took a long time for us to sort ourselves out.”
 

 
  Slowly, and without fanfare, she shifted.
 

 
  A spark ignited deep in Teal’s eyes, expanding until they were filled entirely with fire. The blazing wings unfolded from behind her, as her hair blossomed into flame, and her posture shifted subtly with the transitioning of her feet into birdlike talons. Six-inch claws of black bone extended from each of her graceful fingers. In the end, Vadrieny simply looked like Teal with extra features, touches of fire and wicked claws. Standing still, it was apparent that her hair and the feathers of her wings weren’t actually flames, but glowed orange from within as though formed of fire, an effect emphasized by the way her long mane gently waved about her head as though moved by an underwater current.
 

 
  “I couldn’t tell you which of us was in more pain,” she said softly, and even just speaking, her voice was like a choir, like a dozen women speaking in perfect harmony. “I couldn’t feel anything except how much it hurt, just being on this plane, within this body that couldn’t hold me. The only thing I could feel outside my own agony was that…that thread of compassion. It was a lifeline, and I grabbed it and hung on. I clung to her even as pieces of me broke away and dissolved. I could feel myself fracturing, and…I was terrified.” She shivered, closing her eyes momentarily, those wings twitching behind her. “My whole identity vanished. Who I was, everything I’d done, my memories…gone. All the power that should have been mine slipped away. All I managed to hold on to was my name. I could have tried to fight it, tried to grasp it all, but that would have killed us both, though I didn’t realize it at the time. I didn’t realize
  
   anything.
  
  All I knew was that the world was nothing but agony, but I was trapped in it with one tiny little presence that offered me love. I accepted it. She gave me enough courage to let it all go…and that saved us.”
 

 
  For a long moment, the demon and the paladin stared at each other, then Vadrieny shook her head. “I don’t understand love. It makes little sense to me. But I don’t argue with results. You know we weren’t the only ones? Whatever sent me to this realm sent others, into other girls, and every one of them died. Demons and girls both, burned to nothing. Teal saved us, because when her whole identity was being burned away, the only instinct she had left was to
  
   love
  
  . So yes, Hand of Avei, I follow her lead when she wants to use compassion. I don’t
  
   need
  
  to understand it to know it works. Love is
  
   stronger.
  
  It’s not as quick as force, not as immediately satisfying, but it succeeds absolutely in the long run when other methods turn against themselves.”
 

 
  As gradually as she had come, the demon retreated back within. Flames died away and claws withdrew, till only Teal stood there, blinking in the lamplight. She reached up to brush away tears, but still managed a smile at Trissiny. “So yeah… I pretty much do believe in the power of compassion. You can think of it as another kind of strategy. All it takes, really, is a little patience.”
 

 
  There was absolute stillness for a moment that seemed to stretch forever. Trissiny clenched her jaw once, opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it, and glanced to the side.
 

 
  Teal stepped forward, slowly, raising one hand. “Trissiny…”
 

 
  “I need to pray,” the paladin said curtly, then turned on her heel and stalked off in the direction of the campus chapel.
 

 
  Teal was left staring after, still with the hand reaching out to her. After a moment, she let it fall, and sighed. “Well…I tried.”
 

 
  Shaeine stepped up and placed a hand gently against her back, smiling. “Let her cope, for now. This isn’t over. It is as you said: it takes a little patience.”
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  Bishop Antonio Darling smiled and nodded to his neighbors as he glided along the sidewalk toward his home in the last glow of twilight. The nod was nuanced and practiced; a full-body gesture containing just a hint of a bow and more than a suggestion of ecclesiastical benediction. He kept his pace to a modest stroll that allowed him to appear almost to float, and did not cause the white robes of his office to billow dramatically in his wake. Some priests went for that, but he favored restraint. Darling’s image was carefully cultivated, from his emptily cherubic smile to his exquisitely coiffed hair, to his ever-so-slightly effeminate hand gestures.
 

 
  Everything precise, everything calculated.
 

 
  The neighborhood reflected his own facade, with its towering brownstones behind shallow, beautifully cultivated gardens, only hints of which could be seen through stone and wrought iron fences. Darling opened his unlatched gate, closed it behind him and smoothly traversed the path to his front door, observing the perfection of his little garden with pleasure. His door, too, would be unlocked. No thief in this city would dare have a go at his home, no matter how tempting it might be.
 

 
  Pausing on his step only to return a polite wave from Lady Ansovar across the street, he finally slipped inside and pulled the door shut, blocking out the city. Darling took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, savoring for a moment the quiet gloom. His foyer was narrow and shallow, but two stories tall, crafted of marble and mahogany with only weak light filtering in through the sole window high above. There were wall sconces, of course, but the fairy lights were left inert; Price knew how much he enjoyed this little respite in the dimness. It was both a break from the overstimulation of his life, and a line of demarcation between two pieces of it.
 

 
  His Butler, of course, was waiting for him, her timing precise as always. “Good evening, your Grace,” she intoned quietly, standing at the other end of the foyer. “Everything is in readiness in the study for your evening appointment. I have taken the liberty of providing a meal.” It was positively magical, how she could convey a whole conversation’s worth of disappointment and reproach without altering her expression or voice in the least. Of course, she knew he’d not bothered to eat. Price was of the opinion he didn’t take nearly enough care of himself.
 

 
  The Bishop leaned back against his heavy front door for half a moment longer. Just a little indulgence, a few seconds’ peace and quiet… Then, smoothly and suddenly as if he had never stopped moving, he levered himself back upright. “Splendid, thank you. Whatever would I do without you, Price?”
 

 
  “I shudder to think, your Grace.”
 

 
  Whistling, he bounded past her into the hall and up the stairs, this time moving at a pace that did set his robes to billowing. There was nobody but the Butler here to see, though. Darling took the steps three at a time, grabbed the banister to slingshot himself around the corner at the top, and flew down the hall to his study. Price followed at a more sedate pace, though she managed to keep very nearly on his heels without appearing to exert herself in the slightest.
 

 
  He inhaled deeply of the lovely fragrance filling his study without pausing. His clothes for the evening were laid out upon his big, excessive mahogany desk, with a sandwich rolled in pita bread for portability set beside them. The sandwich, he noted with amusement, occupied the exact center of the desk. Off to the side, a steaming carafe of coffee perched on an end table, providing the aroma that suffused the room.
 

 
  Ah, coffee… How mystifying that something which smelled so divine could taste so much like axle grease steeped in hate. Darling had used the mind-enhancing drug as a secret weapon for several years now, being careful to indulge only at need and not build up a tolerance, much less a dependence. It gave him a boost he needed on the days like this one when his double life disallowed the possibility of enough sleep. Best of all, it was a purely natural drug, not magical or alchemical and thus not detectable by ordinary means. He had heard, recently, that one could buy the stuff in some of the more upscale tea rooms these days. He’d have thought it a more appropriate addition to the menu of shroom dens.
 

 
  Darling roughly pulled off the rich, flowing robes of his office, grumbling to himself as he dragged what always felt like yards of cloth over his head. He tossed it carelessly in the general direction of an armchair; Price swooped over, intercepting the robe and deftly arranging it so that it draped over the back of the chair without wrinkling. Such little concessions pained her; he knew she’d have it properly tucked away in his wardrobe the moment her presence was not immediately needed.
 

 
  He continued discarding his inner garments, which she similarly rescued. Darling stripped down to his skivvies without self-consciousness, though it had taken time for him to grow that comfortable in their relationship. One’s Butler was, in some ways, more intimate than family; she had seen every inch of his skin at one time or another, and cleaned and sewed up a number of punctures and tears in it. Somewhere along the line he’d gotten over the fact that she was a fairly attractive young woman. It certainly never seemed to have occurred to her.
 

 
  While Price reassembled his flurry of cast-off cloth into a neatly folded stack, he plucked the evening’s suit from across the desk, carefully not disturbing the sandwich in the process. He could do without her passive-aggressive throat-clearing while getting himself into the proper mindset for the other half of his life.
 

 
  She had pressed the slacks, in defiance of his explicit orders. The shirt, too, was new, a pale pink silk that he had never seen before. Well, it wasn’t worth starting an argument over, particularly as arguing with a Butler was a tragically unsatisfactory experience. At least they were his old slacks, well-worn and bearing faint stains that were all but invisible against the black, yet added texture that was part of their character. The old tuxedo jacket was his as well, a little too loose across the shoulders and too long in the arms, exacerbating the effect of its frayed cuffs. Price had laid out his favorite waistcoat, the one in a black-on-maroon paisley pattern that managed to be screamingly tacky and understated at the same time. The final touch, the cravat, he draped around his neck, letting its ends hang untied down his shirt front. This one was powder-blue and pale orange; it clashed with everything else in the outfit. In fact, it clashed with everything on the planet, including itself.
 

 
  He kicked off his preposterously expensive loafers, plopped down in the room’s other armchair, pulled over his worn old leather boots—they were of high quality, sturdy despite being more scuff than black at this point—and began lacing them up while Price stepped over and saw to his hair. It was a simple enough job, though he was always impressed that she managed to do it while he bobbed his head about in the process of tying his boots. Plus, the position prevented her from looking longingly at the discarded shoes, lying haphazardly against the far wall.
 

 
  They finished their tasks at nearly the same moment, thanks to the rhythm of repeated practice. He stood, and she stepped back, holding up a hand mirror for his inspection.
 

 
  The transformation was complete. From scuffed boots to shabbily loud suit, to a nearly invisible layer of stubble and blonde hair that was now heavily greased down and slicked back, he looked almost a different person. It was as much in bearing and mannerism as attire, however, that personality was expressed. He stood loosely, his posture slouched and lopsided, lips always pulling toward a faint smirk.
 

 
  “Smashing. Thanks, Price.”
 

 
  “Of course, sir.” She set down the mirror and turned to retrieve a tray while he strolled over to the end table and picked up his carafe of coffee. It was always “Your Grace” when he was the Bishop, but simply “sir,” now. She understood.
 

 
  He gagged slightly as he forced the concoction down. It had to have been some joke of the gods, that such a useful and potent tonic had to taste so foul. Thanks to Price’s typically precise timing, the coffee was cool enough that he could get it down in a series of gulps without having to unintentionally savor any, but it was not yet growing cold. For some reason, it was even worse cold. He felt the warmth in his stomach immediately; the growing alertness in his mind and senses would kick in about ten minutes hence. None too soon; he could feel the weariness of the already long day wearing down on him.
 

 
  Turning back around, he found Price waiting, the tray held in front of her. He deftly snatched up the variety of items proffered: several different coin pouches, two decks of cards (playing and tarot), a couple of flowers, knives for eating, throwing and stabbing, lock picks, magnifying lens, vials of alchemical solutions, odds and ends. Each he tucked away deftly in its proper place about his person.
 

 
  With this final step done, he was ready to go. Casually tying his cravat into a lopsided knot that didn’t resemble anything commanded by the creed of fashion, he turned to the grandfather clock.
 

 
  Price cleared her throat loudly. “You will find the pita sandwich eminently portable, sir, wrapped as it is in butcher’s paper.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course,” he said glibly, snapping his fingers and leaning over to snatch up the sandwich. “I’ll leave my head behind one of these days.”
 

 
  “You are far too fond of it, sir.”
 

 
  “Love you too. Don’t wait up, darling, it’s gonna be a long night.”
 

 
  Busy rescuing his loafers from against the wall, Price didn’t trouble to dignify that with a response. He turned the hands on the clock to 3:13 AM, stepped back as the entire thing swung away from the wall with a soft hiss, then ducked into the dim space beyond, lit only by a single fairy lamp. With the ease of long practice, he began descending the wall-mounted ladder down a deep shaft, not at all inconvenienced by having only one hand to use. Bites of the sandwich disappeared as he climbed down. Above, once he was past the lip, the clock slid shut, sealing him in.
 

 
  Darling had been so proud, when he’d had it installed, of his sewer-access escape route leading to the second-floor study. How original, how cunning! Nobody would think to look for a tunnel to the sewers from the second floor. He had fairly quickly come to the realization that no one would think of it because it was a damn fool thing to do. Anybody doing a thorough search of his home would find it anyway, and any parties likely to be up to such a thing in the first place would probably know exactly where it was going in. He had simply outsmarted himself and guaranteed a long, dark climb at the beginning and end of each of his outings.
 

 
  At the bottom, he set off down the path, as familiar with the tunnels as he was with his own chambers, and waited till he was around the first corner to toss the mostly-uneaten sandwich into the vile-smelling water. Not that Price was likely to come down here and see it—and click her tongue disapprovingly—but one couldn’t be too careful. Honestly, had she really expected him to eat while walking the sewers? The stench pervaded everything except his own boots, which had been alchemically treated to prevent it from clinging. He’d be able to taste nothing but the offal of the whole city.
 

 
  Situated as it was on an island right at the mouth of a river, Tiraas had an incredibly expansive sewer system. As long as it wasn’t flooding, there was ample space to walk along the banks of the channels which flushed its detritus out to sea. This made it a popular means of traveling, storage and other less savory business for those citizens who didn’t care to explain their movements to the constabulary. They were left mostly to themselves, observing a strict code of not seeing one another, even should they happen to pass close enough to step out of each other’s way. Only Imperial agents were met with hostility in this underworld, which was a big part of the reason they stayed out.
 

 
  He let his mind turn, getting into the proper state for tonight’s business, paying little attention to where he walked. His feet knew the way.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was dim around the sewer gate, rather than simply dark, where the lights of the city filtered in and the residents of the little shantytown lining the broad tunnel had installed a few (almost certainly stolen) fairy lamps. Made of scraps of wood, metal and canvas, its architecture changed totally a few times a year, depending on how often the sewers flooded. During these times, its residents fled to more temporary shelters above, gradually trickling down to their gloomy home once the waters receded—those who weren’t taken by surprise by the deluge. It was a sad and hardscrabble existence, a life lead only by those who had no better options, or believed they didn’t. They looked up, noting his passing, but without the sullen hostility these cast-offs showed toward most outsiders. He garnered a couple of respectful nods and even one smile on his way to the gate.
 

 
  The guard was one he’d never seen before, a girl probably in her early twenties, but with a grimy, hollow-eyed face marked by acne scars and one obvious burn. She carried an improvised polearm consisting of a jagged scrap of a tin can bent around a mop handle and affixed with twine; this she leveled at his chest as he approached.
 

 
  “There’s a toll t’use our gate,” she growled. “Three coppers.”
 

 
  “Of course, love,” he said agreeably. The toll was and had always been two coppers. He flourished one hand, making a whole silver piece appear in his fingers, and tossed it through the air. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”
 

 
  The sewer girl nearly dropped her weapon, fumbling to catch it, but managed. She squinted at it, then bit it, showing the blue-stained teeth of a glittershroom addict, then peered up at him with a predatory glint in her eyes, blissfully unaware of all the opportunities she had just given him to disarm and disable her. “If you c’n throw silver about, may’aps you’ve got more t’spare, eh?”
 

 
  He put his hands in his pockets, shifting his weight to one side, grinned at her, and repeated himself. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  barked a hoarse voice, and another woman stomped up, an ambulatory heap of old leather and scraps of fabric sewn together into a crude cloak with a soot-stained face and gnarled hands peeking out. “Beggin’ y’pardon, Sweet, she ain’t been here long. You don’t hassle Sweet none when he comes through, girl! He’s good folk.” She snatched the shoddy polearm away; the younger woman let it go, frowning first at the bag lady, then at him.
 

 
  “Sweet?” she said incredulously.
 

 
  “As cherry pie,” he replied with his best grin, stepping closer, “and just a little tart to keep it interesting.” He moved smoothly into her personal space, despite her backpedaling, but only manifested a silk rose from inside his sleeve and tucked it into her greasy hair behind one ear before hopping nimbly back and turning to bow politely to the older woman. “How’s business, Mags?”
 

 
  “Can’t complain.” She spat to one side. “No point. Been some work lately. Bout due for a run-off, though.”
 

 
  “We survive, eh?”
 

 
  “Aye.”
 

 
  He winked at the young woman, who was prodding at the rose with her fingertips, her expression stunned. He left her that way, swaggering through her gate out into the lower slums of Tiraas.
 

 
  It wasn’t a disguise, not truly. Anyone who had seen him up close in either persona would recognize him easily in the other. Besides, his identity was a matter of public record—the Church knew exactly from where he had been promoted, and the cult of Eserion knew where he’d been sent. It was more about appearances, about mindset, and about keeping separate certain worlds which were mutually better off not interacting. Those who moved in the same circles as Bishop Antonio Darling would instinctively not deign to notice Sweet, the scruffy priest of the God of Thieves, while Sweet’s associates paid very close attention to the likes of the Bishop, but knew better than to mess with him. In the end, it was all for the devout and the wealthy, so they could interact with a high-ranking official of the Universal Church without troubling their effete little heads over just who and what was in their midst.
 

 
  Sweet strolled through the slums, whistling, and though even his shabby suit was a mark of wealth in this environment, no one troubled him. He returned called greetings and smiles, winked flirtatiously at the women no matter how worn-down they appeared, exchanged respectful nods with toughs lurking in the mouths of alleys. It was all about reputation.
 

 
  The Glums, as the Lower Western Ward was called by its inhabitants, was built right up against the edge of the island, in what had been a stone quarry over two thousand years ago, before Tiraas was a walled city. A thick lip of bedrock rose along the western edge of the district, with the city wall built atop that, and the road sloped gently upward from the sewer from which he’d entered. City ordinances prohibited building into or against the rock, for fear of undermining the stability of the walls, and this was just about the only law enforced in this poorest of districts. The result was that the narrow quarry, winding upward around the edge of Tiraas proper, had the feeling of a cavern, bound on one side by living stone and the other by towering tenements built into the rim of the quarry itself. Above, bridges arced overhead, both ancient stone structures that blocked out the light and the newer Rail lines which were a source of illumination as often as not. During the day, weak sunlight filtered down into the gloom; now, the Glums were suffused with a dim glow of arcane blue from the richer folk above. There
  
   were
  
  lamp posts, and even sconces for fairy lights instead of torches thanks to the progressive policies of Emperor Sharidan, but those lamps seldom lasted long without being smashed or stolen.
 

 
  The Glums were practically next door to Darling’s house, their chasm part of the view from his windows between his wealthy neighborhood above and the city walls. It simply would not have done for him to be seen walking there, however. Nor, for that matter, would the sight of Sweet departing by the front door have been acceptable. He’d likely have been picked up by a passing constable.
 

 
  It was a good twenty minutes’ walk at his brisk pace to the border of the district, and his first stop for the evening. There was a slanted netherworld at the lip of the Glums, in the last hundred feet or so before the rising road drew even with the rest of the city, where the homes and businesses were in slightly better shape, owing to their custom largely coming from those who dwelt above. It wouldn’t do to expose the finer Tiraan citizenry to the real hardships of slum life, and risk scaring them—and their money—away. His goal was three houses from the edge of the district, the first of the large structures to have its roof peek up above the lip of the city proper, but not close enough to the border that respectable folk might see it and have to be shocked. Close enough, still, that those who knew it could get there with little trouble.
 

 
  The Pink Lady was the only pink building he’d ever seen; it was actually built of pink marble, not painted, though its once-fine stone was long since pitted, scarred and stained. If the sign hanging above the door, with the words of the establishment’s name worked into the form of a reclining, voluptuous woman, didn’t clearly indicate the nature of the business, the scantily-clad women loitering about its facade did. As Sweet approached, one of the furtive-looking men lingering in the area apparently concluded negotiations and hustled inside with a slender girl on his arm.
 

 
  His arrival was quickly noticed.
 

 
  “Sweet!” squealed a short, plump girl, hopping nimbly down from the bannister on which she had perched and sauntering toward him. The cry was taken up by others; they shifted en masse to meet him, like a flock of seagulls spotting food. Across the way, a couple of well-dressed young men who’d clearly been working up their courage to approach scowled.
 

 
  “Ladies!” He swept off an imaginary hat and executed a ridiculously elaborate bow, to a reception of titters and coquettish smiles. The girls clustered about him, several babbling all at once while the less forward hung at the edges of the throng, and a few new one who didn’t know him watched, mystified, from the safety of the porch.
 

 
  Sweet had never taken an apprentice, but if he had, one of the first lessons he’d have taught with regard to establishing one’s presence in a city was to
  
   befriend the whores.
  
  It was often as easy as showing them unfeigned respect and friendliness, and spreading around a little coin without making them work. From such a small investment came astronomical dividends.
 

 
  Brothels were hardly a booming business in Tiraas, or in most parts of the Empire. People did not line up to pay for what they could get free. However, there were always those who, for one reason or another, weren’t welcome in a Temple of Izara, and where a market existed, someone would take advantage. Unfortunately for those in the business, it meant that the clientele of a brothel were almost always the worst possible kind of people. Prostitutes led a harsh existence, and all too often a tragically short one. Their misfortune, however, made them very useful. They were often the first to hear of it when something truly ugly was moving in the city, and were frequently privy to the most interesting sort of secrets.
 

 
  The Pink Lady’s matron took care of her girls by the expedient of hiring only girls she could afford to take care of. She served a niche market, and thus managed to cater to wealthy patrons with particular kinks—and wealthy
  
   young
  
  patrons sowing wild oats, like the lads across the street—rather than the muddle of the drunken, diseased and depraved who frequented most such establishments. There wasn’t a human girl among the Lady’s stable; Sweet found himself towering over a throng of dwarves, gnomes, half-elves and even two full elves, both of whom managed to look depressed despite their best efforts at the industry’s mandatory coquettishness.
 

 
  “You’ve got some nerve, mister, swaggering in here like you own the place after we’ve not seen a hint of you in weeks,” the dwarven girl declared, planting her fists on her hips. She smiled, though, and Sweet grinned back insouciantly. The others fell silent; she had seniority.
 

 
  “Aw, Rose, you can’t hold it against me; I’m a busy man, people to see, stuff to steal. You know you’re the only one I love.” This brought a round of guffaws and cackles, but Rose only grinned up at him as he tucked another silk flower behind her ear.
 

 
  Sweet continued handing out presents while he got the news. For the sake of goodwill, he had something for everybody; candies and paper flowers, if nothing else, but coins for those who had something worthwhile to tell him. It was a time-consuming process, slowed down by banter and chitchat, but that was all necessary. The girls were plenty accustomed to being bribed; taking the time to be
  
   nice
  
  bought him the extra consideration that was his bread and butter. He joked, flattered, flirted, handing out his little gifts with amusing sleights of hand, and never groped or made lewd suggestions. They loved him.
 

 
  The big prize for the evening went to Elly, a gnome girl who reported that she’d been approached while out shopping by the followers of Shaath, trying to recruit her. Missy, the owner of the Pink Lady, had chased them off several times from pestering her girls, but she had less of a problem with them than the other brothels; the Huntsmen of Shaath didn’t favor non-humans, though they made exceptions for half-elves and dwarves. That they were interested enough in a gnome to try to catch her away from the aegis of her madame was very interesting indeed. He gave her a brooch, a tin thing shaped like a lily with a glass gem in the center and a cheap alchemical glaze that made it shine
  
   almost
  
  like silver. Anyone with a shred of taste in jewelry would have been ashamed to be seen with it. She beamed as if Solstice had come early.
 

 
  Little else was of particular interest to him. He picked up tidbits about the movements of other cults in the Glums and the richer districts neighboring, some potentially useful leads to follow up concerning business deals both legitimate and not. Really, the things people let slip in the presence of whores. He’d pass that along to the Guild, serene in the knowledge that such careless players deserved to be robbed. The one bit of bad news was that Missy herself was entertaining a client, which meant he’d need to double back here later in the evening; he couldn’t afford to wait that out right now, and couldn’t risk her goodwill by hobnobbing with her girls and not paying his respects.
 

 
  There was a certain necessary timing to these things; the girls couldn’t be away from their business too long, so he began making his goodbyes before Rose had to start hinting. As the others drifted back over to their stretch of sidewalk, waving and catcalling all the while, he caught the dwarf’s eye and tilted his head toward the corner of the building, receiving a wink in return.
 

 
  Sweet strolled off, paused right at the edge of the next structure (a pawn shop where even he disdained to do business) and lounged against the brickwork. Some of the Pink Lady’s girls glanced curiously over, but knew better than to involve themselves, especially when Rose sashayed over to join him.
 

 
  “I noticed your new arrivals,” he commented, nodding toward the two elves. They were huddled together in the shelter of the porch, miserably failing to be alluring despite the clearly borrowed dresses that overemphasized their assets.
 

 
  “Aye,” Rose said, sighing as she followed his look. “The twins. Flora and Fauna.”
 

 
  “…seriously?”
 

 
  “Oh, get down off yer pedestal, Lord Fancy Pants,” she scolded, smirking. “My mam didn’t name me Rose, and yours
  
   sure
  
  as hell didn’t call you Sweet. Unless she was trying to set you up for a hard time.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he said peaceably, raising his hands in surrender. Also, twins? They might have been, he supposed. He hadn’t spent much time around elves and didn’t find it easy to tell them apart. There was only so much possible variation within the spectrum of lean, blonde, sharp-featured and large-eyed. “They don’t seem terribly excited.”
 

 
  Rose frowned, shooting another look at the porch. Their conversation was well within the range of elven hearing, but the alleged twins didn’t so much as glance their way. “…they aren’t gonna make it,” she said grudgingly. “It’s been almost two weeks now, time enough for even the most stubborn girls to start adapting. They won’t eat enough, they cry every night, and they’re scaring off the johns. Even the customers eager to get their mitts on a real elf will shrivel up if she’s obviously disgusted by ’em. Well, except for the few what’s into that, but them two sure as hell won’t play
  
   that
  
  up properly. Word’s gonna start getting around before much longer, and then Missy can’t afford to keep givin’ ’em beds. Fair breaks my heart, and me thinkin’ nothing could anymore. It’s like watching flowers wilt.”
 

 
  “Mm. You still know how to get me a message at need, right?”
 

 
  “You and that Guild of yours, aye.” She grimaced up at him. “You know my feelings about that, but…hell, Light knows there’s nothing else we can do for the girls, if they won’t shape up.”
 

 
  He couldn’t tender this offer to any of the others; they would immediately want to know why he hadn’t offered
  
   them
  
  a place with the Thieves’ Guild. He actually had offered to sponsor Rose—she had a quick tongue and deft fingers—but she’d been mightily offended at the idea. Apparently, to dwarven sensibilities, whoring was a more respectable pastime than thieving. He’d been too mystified to be insulted.
 

 
  “We don’t get many elves, but they’ve been some of our best,” he said. “Frankly, I’m amazed to see elves even willing to have a try at your line of work.”
 

 
  “Dunno what they’re runnin’ from, but it must be a doozy,” she said thoughtfully. “Aye…your lot might be a better fit for ’em after all. But you
  
   know
  
  what Missy’ll say about you tryin’ to poach her employees.”
 

 
  “Why, my sweet Rose, you
  
   wound
  
  me,” he protested, deftly tucking a silver coin into her cleavage. “I would never so much as
  
   dream
  
  of hiring away talent she’s actually using. If it comes to the point where she’s out to get rid of them, though… You might remind her that a pair of dead elves aren’t nearly so useful as a pair of thieves who think fondly of her as the one who first gave them a roof and a chance in this city.”
 

 
  “I might at that,” she said wryly, adjusting her bodice. What they both immediately realized and that Missy would not was that a pair of prideful elves in a position of strength were far more likely to hold a grudge against her for snaring them into degradation. Missy was as canny as anyone in her business, but not terribly insightful or far-sighted.
 

 
  He gave her a cheerful wink, politely declined the insincere offer of a “freebie,” which she’d have punched him in the balls for trying to accept (every society had its little rituals), and proceeded on his way as she turned back to her work.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The island of Tiraas was a craggy, shorn-off mountain rising from the very edge of the falls where the River Tira plunged into the Gulf of Punamanta. Rocky walls rose nearly a hundred feet directly from the waters to a gently rounded plateau, having been severed millennia ago during one of the wars between gods which had left a number of such features around the landscape, including the half-sunken mountain of Last Rock.
 

 
  Now, man-made walls ringed the edges of the almost perfectly circular island, with bridges spanning the distance between them and the rim of the canyon walls to either side. The city was high enough that the roar of the falls, while constant, was not intrusively loud anywhere, and the river had never swelled high enough to reach the city’s deepest foundations. Due to the stone island’s poor drainage, though, the region’s heavy rainfalls periodically washed out the sewers, which had been dug deep and wide after a long-ago Emperor had grown fed up with regular flooding in the streets. In addition to the bridges to the east and west, the city was served by a river port in the north, and a small seaport to the south, hundreds of feet below the city itself. This was used only for Imperial business, as the spiraling tower of stone stairs connecting the wharf to the gate made for a nightmarish ascent, though the Empire took great pride in this architectural marvel. A naval base was located half a mile along the coast to the west, with most of the capital’s maritime traffic routed through the seaport at Anteraas, twice as far away in the opposite direction.
 

 
  Within the walls, it was often said that the poor washed downhill with the rainwater. The highest point in the city was Imperial Square at the very center, flanked on all four sides by the Palace, the Grand Cathedral and the main temples of Omnu and Avei; the pavement in the Square itself was precisely even with the tops of the city walls. From there, districts grew progressively poorer as they sloped downward toward the edges, with the city’s slums crammed up against the walls themselves, several being dug partially into the ground like the Glums. Around the gates, finer neighborhoods were protected by heavy patrols of the city constabulary and even Imperial troops, so as to present the city’s best face to those entering. Aside from those four peninsulas of wealth, however, the periphery of Tiraas was mostly home to its dregs, with neighborhoods and populations growing more respectable as one climbed inward.
 

 
  There had been a time when Sweet’s life consisted almost entirely of making his rounds throughout the city. Each night he would head out to a different district, adjusting the quality of his attire so as to stand out for his jarring style without offending the financial sensibilities of the residents. As his increasing duties within the Guild and then the Church had commanded more and more of his time, however, he’d drawn back his operations, and now focused on the Rim and the poorest neighborhoods, deciding that his time spent seeing to the Bishop’s business gave him as much exposure to wealth and power as he could stand.
 

 
  He didn’t even have time or energy to go out every night anymore, and tonight he had someplace to be. Out of stubbornness and the fact that even his presence would help prevent his reputation from fading further, he kept his path to the Rim, circumnavigating half the city on his way to the Guild’s headquarters on the opposite side instead of cutting straight across. He was careful to be seen, but kept his interactions to a minimum of the most important cogs in the vast machine of the Tiraan underworld, rather than stopping at every pawn shop, whorehouse, back-alley moot, shroom farm, burlesque and hidden Eserite shrine, as he preferred to do. Just the sheer volume of greetings he received and returned threatened to slow him down, but he pressed on. Still, it took a few hours to make the full walk. By the time he neared his final destination, he could feel the boost of the coffee beginning to wear thin, and had decided to take the straight route on the way home.
 

 
  It wasn’t truly dark anywhere, anymore, even in the gloomy slums. Many of them were sandwiched between the city walls and modern factory districts, where even at this late hour the lightning of magical discharges crackled from towering antennae, casting an eerie glow for blocks around and filling the air with their sullen snapping. Passing close to several of these, he felt the tingling along his skin and in his scalp, where even his greased-down hair tried to stand up. A brisk business was done in some such districts in anti-static charms of variable effectiveness. What impact all the loose energy had on the health of the inhabitants was hotly debated in certain intellectual circles, but for the Rim’s dwellers, it was just another fact of life. The poor had too many concrete worries to fuss about vague possibilities.
 

 
  Sweet had to climb a few streets in, near the eastern edge of the city, for the Guild didn’t lurk in the deepest slums. That would have been beneath their dignity.
 

 
  He arrived with a light but steady stream of more well-dressed patrons at a small cul-de-sac bordered on three sides by a sprawling structure of white marble that would have looked almost ecclesiastical if not for the brightly-colored banners and multi-hued fairy lights bedecking its surface. Though the people he passed on his way to the doors were mostly residents of even finer districts than this one and dressed in a manner that far surpassed his own in taste and quality, he received not so much as a disdainful glance. It was unlikely that any recognized him—though then again, some might. Regardless, anybody coming here knew very well what a shabby individual like himself would be doing in the place, and that it would be most unwise to antagonize him.
 

 
  Sweet tipped a wink to the burly guard at the door, who only nodded respectfully to him and held the portal open, ushering him into the opulent interior without a word. The extremely well-dressed lord and lady who arrived at nearly the same time paused politely, allowing him to go first.
 

 
  Organized gambling was technically illegal in Tiraas, thanks to pressure by the Universal Church and the preoccupations of a previous, more moralistic Imperial dynasty. The Thieves’ Guild had encouraged this for the sake of the monopoly it granted them. Even the Empire would not challenge the rule of a god on his own territory, no matter that it took place in defiance of its laws and on its very doorstep.
 

 
  And so, there was exactly one place in the city where the wealthy and powerful could congregate to indulge publicly in several of humanity’s favorite vices, enjoying the style of luxury to which they were accustomed and without fear of any legal repercussion: the Imperial Casino, not-so-secret headquarters of the Guild and the central temple of Eserion, the God of Thieves.
 

 
  Gambling, after all, was just stealing on the grandest scale when you ran the games.
 

 
  Sweet swaggered in as if he owned the place, receiving respectful bows and smiles from the staff and curious looks from the patrons scattered about the atrium. He didn’t linger, though, setting out for the gaming floor, and none of the Imperial’s employees moved to intercept him, even to so much as offer a cocktail. They knew his ways well enough to anticipate at a glance whether he wanted to chitchat or get after his own business…even still. It had been over a year since he’d left his duties here to accept the role of Bishop, but these people were, after all, functionaries in a temple.
 

 
  They didn’t quickly forget the habits of their onetime High Priest.
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  It was a thing of beauty, really.
 

 
  Not the Imperial itself. All white marble, gilded furniture and red plush carpeting, accented by stained glass and actual
  
   frescoes,
  
  it was a faux-royal monstrosity on the inside, albeit an unusually loud and bawdy one. Sweet had little use for such ostentation; when he’d run the Guild, he had frequently hammered home the point that anyone who flaunted their wealth was a mark whether they knew it or not. A
  
   thief
  
  who acted that way was looking to change places on the food chain.
 

 
  Its
  
   business
  
  was another matter. A gambling den of any kind was a standing long con: a use of illusion and social pressure to part people from their money without resorting to any kind of force, which (best of all), relied on the greed of the victim to work. People who were content with their lot, who had no inclination to get something for nothing or take an apparent opportunity to put something over on a fellow citizen, were all but impossible to con. The richest class of the Imperial capital were almost terrifyingly easy. Night after night they came, frittered away impossible sums of money on games that didn’t even have to be rigged to offer them no realistic chance of winning, and every night
  
   they came back
  
  . It was beautiful. For the sheer elegance of it, Sweet could forgive the casino’s ostentation.
 

 
  Besides, this place pretty much funded the Guild’s operations by itself. They were thieves, disciples of Eserion; they stole as a way of life, as a spiritual discipline, and to an extent because their presence kept more dangerous criminal elements from arising. They weren’t necessarily very profitable.
 

 
  Sweet strolled casually across the gaming floor, navigating around roulette wheels and tables hosting a variety of card and dice games, smiling and waving to people he recognized. Well-dressed citizens who doubtless thought themselves his social betters politely stepped out of his way, and pulled aside newer patrons who apparently didn’t know yet how the Casino worked. He noted familiar faces and unfamiliar ones, and out of sheer force of habit kept an eye out for trouble. The Casino wasn’t his to run anymore, but he couldn’t help doing a quick visual sweep to ensure everyone was doing their job.
 

 
  Only some of those present and working were members of the Thieves’ Guild. The men and women running the tables, definitely, as well as the girls chosen for their looks who changed money for chips behind barred windows along one wall. The cocktail waitresses sashaying through the crowd and the girls in lingerie gyrating on a stage near the bar were employees; Guild members were expected to have more pride than that. Many a thief had paid for his or her apprenticeship on a series of mattresses, just…not out in
  
   public.
  
  The guards were a mixed bag. Burly men in dark suits or the Imperial’s red-and-gold livery kept watch throughout the building; they were mostly hired on, with a leavening of actual thieves among them to keep them on their toes. Several doors and sensitive locations had other sorts loitering near them, however, more shabbily-dressed men and women who had in common a lean and hungry look that did not belong among the Imperial’s clientele, some openly carrying weapons. The choice of different kinds of guards helped the patrons differentiate doors they weren’t supposed to enter from doors they absolutely did not want to try entering.
 

 
  “Care for a drink, sir? On the house.”
 

 
  Sweet drew up short, startled, as a tray of cocktails was thrust in front of him by a winsome, dark-haired young woman who fluttered her eyelashes at him. Not one he knew, of course, or she wouldn’t have gotten in his way while he was obviously going somewhere. Like all her fellow servers, she wore a low-hemmed and high-collared sleeveless dress that was almost painfully tight; it kept the waitresses from being visual competition with the dancers while making them nearly as alluring. More so, in his opinion. Still, he had no time for flirting this evening.
 

 
  “Not tonight, love,” he said with a wink, sliding a doubloon out of his sleeve and setting it on her tray. “People to do, things to see, you know how it is.”
 

 
  Grinning delightedly, she bobbed a skillful curtsy without disturbing her tray and turned, swishing off into the crowd. Sweet gave himself a moment to watch her go, then resumed his own trek.
 

 
  In a shadowy alcove disguised as a small grove of artificial trees—really, the décor in this place was way over the top—two men lounged on either side of an unimpressive wooden door, the bigger one cleaning his fingernails with a knife so elaborately evil-looking Sweet was sure it would break in half if he actually tried to stab somebody with it.
 

 
  “Thumper!” Sweet said cheerily to the other man, who resembled nothing so much as a salesman in his fancy but inexpensive suit and slicked-back hair. “They still letting you work here?”
 

 
  “Eh, give it a week,” he replied easily, but Sweet did not miss the momentary tightening of his eyes, the slight flare of nostrils. Still a lot of anger in this one, and very likely still enough to impair his performance. Well, it wasn’t Sweet’s problem anymore. “They’re expecting you, go on through.”
 

 
  The bigger man had straightened quickly at his approach, and now appeared somewhat tongue-tied. Sweet recognized him, vaguely, a kneecapper who’d been only just raised to the most junior level of Guild membership at the time he’d left his position for the Church.
 

 
  “I, uh, yeah, it’s an honor to… I mean, go on through, Mr. Sweet, sir,” he added unnecessarily, sketching a clumsy bow.
 

 
  “At ease, soldier,” Sweet said sardonically. Thumper grinned with actual humor this time.
 

 
  “Yeah, he’s new. I’ll work with ‘im.”
 

 
  “Glad to hear it. Stay sharp, gentlemen.” Pulling the door open, he slipped between them and through, into a dimmer, quieter space.
 

 
  Sweet strolled through the darkened halls more quickly, now that there was nobody around for him to interact with. At this time of night, not many people would be in the Guild’s headquarters on business; night was when thieves were out in the city, hard at work. The relatively few who actually lived here were mostly at work on the casino floor, and most who used these offices to do business kept that to daylight hours. Here and there he came upon an open door with merry or muted sounds of activity beyond, or exchanged greetings with someone hurrying past on a similar errand, but for the most part it felt like he had the sprawling place to himself.
 

 
  Along an exterior hallway, hang a left, cut through a small meeting chamber, down another stretch of hall, then down two flights of steps. A couple more turns and he was at his destination.
 

 
  Down here, the stone halls were rough-cut and rounded from their great age. The Imperial was an old building, only repurposed by the Guild within the last century, but even it had been built upon the foundations of a much older temple. Exactly how old the lowest levels of the Guild’s headquarters were nobody seemed to know, but the stonework was as worn as anything in Tiraas and the iron accepts corroded in some places almost to nothing. Down here, torches provided the only light. They could certainly afford fairy lamps, but in the Guild’s heart of hearts, the thieves did not try to make things easy or comfortable for themselves. That would have made for weak thieves.
 

 
  The chamber he entered was huge, opening before him and plunging twenty feet to the floor, with an unrailed rim of stone surrounding its upper edges. Below, novices and some very junior Guild members practiced a variety of skills; climbing, sparring, opening locks, all under the watchful eyes of more experienced trainers. Sweet smiled fondly down at the spectacle, but didn’t descend the narrow stone steps to the training floor or pause to watch. He moved swiftly around the perimeter of the upper level to a door directly opposite the one through which he’d entered.
 

 
  This room was longer and narrower, and also more cluttered. The ancient stonework was all but concealed by maps, charts and wall hangings; pigeonholed desks lined its edges, interspersed with bookcases containing ledgers and scrolls by the dozen. It was considerably better lit, with fairy lamps hanging from the ceiling, and even had a long stretch of mismatched bits of carpet along its center, between the rows of desks. Most of these had been worn to an embarrassing state by years of foot traffic.
 

 
  Now, the room was unoccupied, save for one person.
 

 
  “Look who finally showed up,” Style said sharply, rising from the overseer’s chair (the only one with any padding, or armrests) in which she’d been lounging and swaggering over toward him. “Afraid to show your face around here while you’re behind on your tithes?”
 

 
  “Style, we gotta do this
  
   every
  
  time? The Big Guy gets the first cut of every copper I bring in. You know it, he knows it, the Boss knows it. When have you ever succeeded in skimming off me? Save it for the newbies.”
 

 
  “It’s the principle of the thing,” she said with a grin, then swept him into a hug as soon as she got close enough. “Good to see you around again, Sweet. Damn, though, you’re all gristle and bone. Doesn’t that Butler of yours feed you?”
 

 
  “Well, gods know she tries,” he replied, matching her grin as he pulled away. Style was dolled up today in the Punaji fashion, with a heavy leather overcoat and preposterous wide-brimmed hat which bristled with feathers, plus giant clunking boots. Underneath she wore only a pair of harem pants in a screamingly loud pattern and several yards of ruffled silk wound around her breasts. It was a new look for her, but then, all her looks were knew. He’d wondered many times in the past how she managed to feed herself, given how much she spent on clothes. It definitely worked out for her, though; Style was a horse-faced woman and brawny as any dockworker, but had no trouble at all finding men to share her bed. Living proof that it wasn’t what you had that mattered, but how you worked it.
 

 
  “Seriously, though, I’m not late. Not very early, either, which begs the question: where the hell is the Boss? He’s usually lying in wait for me.”
 

 
  “Usually is, yeah.” Her grin widened, and he began to smell a rat.
 

 
  “Care for a drink, Mr. Sweet, sir?”
 

 
  He spun around, stepped back, and gaped. The pretty waitress who’d accosted him above stood smiling flirtatiously up at him, batting her lashes and proffering her tray, which still had his gold coin sitting amid the glasses.
 

 
  “What the—” He shot a perplexed look at Style; how the
  
   hell
  
  had this girl gotten down here? Style, though, was trying and failing to contain laughter. He narrowed his eyes, peered more closely at the simpering girl, then swore. “Damn it, Tricks!”
 

 
  Style let out a bray of amusement, giving up the fight, and the illusion melted. The girl’s posture and facial expressions subtly shifted and suddenly he was looking at a short, slender man in extremely skillful drag and a lot of makeup, grinning up at him. “That’s another one for me!”
 

 
  “You are a pain the ass,” Sweet scolded. “We
  
   know
  
  you’re good, dammit, you don’t need to put on a show every time somebody comes to visit!”
 

 
  “Oh, let me have my fun.” Tricks tossed the tray casually down on a nearby desk and pulled off his wig, further ruining the illusion. “I certainly don’t get much of it, what with trying to keep all you goons in line. It’s good to see you again, though. You know, you’re allowed to come visit, Sweet, you don’t have to wait till we’ve got business to discuss.”
 

 
  “I know,” he said with a grimace. “You’re not the only one with too much on his plate, Boss. If I had the time…”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, the time.” Tricks had unfastened the high collar of his dress as they spoke, and now reached behind his neck, grasping a string there, and pulled. In a swift, oddly disturbing display, the false breasts attached to it popped out of his neckline, and he casually tossed this apparatus to Sweet. “As always, it’s wasting. I will require you to hang out for a bit and catch up after business…but we better see to that first.”
 

 
  He strolled off toward the closed door at the opposite end of the room, pulling a rag from within one sleeve and wiping makeup from his face as he went. Sweet draped the fake boobs around Style’s neck and followed, grinning at the swat he received in the back of the head.
 

 
  They strode through in single file, Style pausing to shut the door behind them. This room was completely bare of furnishings or decorations, lit only but four fairy lamps, one in each corner. Its sole content was the towering statue of Eserion against the far wall, surmounting a small fountain which gurgled softly. Gold and silver gleamed faintly within the water. The three thieves approached solemnly.
 

 
  Sweet pulled an Imperial decabloon from within his coat, pausing to press his lips against the golden gryphon inset into the platinum coin, then placed it gently in the fountain. Tricks touched his coin gently to his forehead before dropping it in; Style tossed hers, winking up at the statue as it splashed down. As one, they bowed to the idol, then stepped backward three times from it before turning to face each other again.
 

 
  “All right, Sweet, what have you got for me?”
 

 
  Sweet heaved a sigh. “Seriously, Boss, can you lose the dress? I can’t take you seriously like this.”
 

 
  Tricks gasped in mock horror, fanning his face with one hand. “Land’s sakes, he just wants to see me in the altogether! A
  
   true
  
  gentleman wouldn’t stare so at my decolletage!”
 

 
  “I’m keeping a wary eye on your decolletage, all right, otherwise Style’ll club me with it.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, this is like having kids,” Style growled. “Will you two settle down? Banter after the meeting, we’ve got shit to do.”
 

 
  “Right, right,” Sweet said peaceably, winking at her, then his expression sobered. “Well, the news isn’t great. Things were proceeding more or less according to plan, but then a new player entered the game and everything’s gone to hell.”
 

 
  Tricks frowned. “Who?”
 

 
  “Elilial has officially made the opening moves of a campaign against the Empire.”
 

 
  Style spouted off a few choice epithets, while Tricks’s expression grew grimmer. “You mean, more of a campaign than what she and the Wreath have been up to in general for lo these many years.”
 

 
  Sweet nodded. “Planted herself in the Palace and got
  
   very
  
  close to the Emperor himself, then swaggered through a hellgate a few days later in a manner calculated to tip off Imperial Intelligence, and prevent the Hands from keeping it contained. There’s…um, more, but it’s Sealed to the Throne.”
 

 
  “So?” Style snorted. “Spill.”
 

 
  “Heel, girl,” said Tricks. “Sweet’s taking enough risks to keep us in the loop here. The Hands have some kind of fairy witchery up their sleeves; when something’s Sealed to the Throne, they’ll know immediately if somebody unseals it. Then we’ll be ass-deep in Hands within the hour.”
 

 
  “And you’d need to find yourself a new inside man,” Sweet said dryly. “It’s a hell of a thing they’re sitting on, but
  
   shouldn’t
  
  affect us directly, any more than it will the rest of the Empire. I’ll do my best to warn you out of any danger if it comes up. Anyhow, I hadn’t even got to the best part, yet. It seems the Archpope was the one who warned Sharidan about Elilial being in the Palace, and provided the means to root her out. So the Church has counted coup, the Throne’s lost face, and now…”
 

 
  “Oh, let me just fucking guess,” Tricks groaned.
 

 
  Sweet nodded. “Justinian’s fondest desire is approved. The Universal Church is forming its own independent military.” Style’s swearing intensified; he had to raise his voice slightly as he continued. “They have permission for a small, elite force, adequate to defend the Church’s holdings and carry on some anti-demon operations. Not enough that the Church can take or hold territory, but… It’s something. The biggest immediate change will be that the Imperial Army isn’t going to be responsible for securing Church holdings anymore. Justinian is one step closer to being his own political entity. It’ll take him some time, at least a year, I’d think, to get this thing up and running smoothly, but it’s going to happen. I don’t see how it can be pushed back at this point.”
 

 
  “There wasn’t
  
   anything
  
  you could do to stop this?” Style complained.
 

 
  He sighed. “I greased most of the wheels myself. Remember, I’m Justinian’s inside man, too, and I’m good at making connections. Even with Imperial approval, there were roadblocks in place; I managed to disappear a few of them.”
 

 
  “What the fuck?!” Style roared, her face darkening with rage. “What the incandescent donkey
  
   fuck?
  
  Isn’t this what we sent you in there to stop from happening? This
  
   specific exact thing?
  
  And now you go off and—”
 

 
  “Settle, Style,” Tricks said firmly.
 

 
  “But he—”
 

 
  
   “Settle.”
  
  His voice grew sharper and she subsided, glowering. “Hon, you know I love you, but this is why you’re my enforcer and I’m the Boss. You don’t have a knack for subtle. If Sweet pitched in to help this thing along, that means there was nothing he could’ve done to stop it.”
 

 
  “You didn’t have to fucking
  
   help
  
  it!”
 

 
  “Yes, I did,” Sweet said grimly. “Because that game was over, we’d lost, and I had to think of the next one.”
 

 
  Tricks nodded. “If he’d tried to get in the way, or even just refused to help, Justinian would know that Sweet doesn’t have his back, and that’d be the end of him ever learning anything useful or being in a position to take action.
  
   Now,
  
  he’s earned some trust, gotten closer to the Archpope, and might be able to throw the next round our way.”
 

 
  She glared back and forth between them, then suddenly deflated, kicking the ground savagely with one booted foot. “Well…just…
  
   Fuck,
  
  is all.”
 

 
  “Pretty much,” Sweet agreed. “The upside is my gambit
  
   did
  
  succeed. I’m getting more face time with his Holiness, and he’s hinted at involving me in something else he’s cooking up. But I’m afraid I just didn’t work fast enough or gain enough trust ahead of time to put a stop to this when it was still possible.”
 

 
  “So what’s his next play?” asked Tricks.
 

 
  Sweet shook his head. “Don’t know yet. I also don’t know what security he’s got. I
  
   do
  
  know he doesn’t have anything like the Hands have set up, to let him know automatically if he’s been betrayed. That’s fae business, and the Church refuses to have anything to do with it. In the meantime, I’m doing my best to make myself useful with smaller tasks that won’t affect the Guild or the Big Guy’s interests. Just basic brown-nosing, but it’s paying off. I want to be in the best position possible when the next big thing goes down.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Tricks, still frowning. “Keep me posted.”
 

 
  “Always.”
 

 
  “Okay, wait,” said Style. “So Elilial’s up to something big, right? Can we use that? At the very least it seems like it’d keep the Archpope busy…”
 

 
  Tricks was already shaking his head before she finished speaking. “It’s just one more hand stirring the pot. A clever operator, which Justinian
  
   is
  
  , can turn that to his advantage. Remember what I’m always telling you about running a con?
  
   Misdirection.
  
  Anything that creates chaos is potentially useful, if you know how to use it.”
 

 
  “Feh. I’ll stick to breaking kneecaps, thanks.”
 

 
  “The trouble is we don’t yet know the extent of Elilial’s plans,” said Sweet. “Not her timetable or even more than the broadest strokes of what she actually wants. She’s making a play for the Imperial government, sure, but my instinct tells me that’s a feint; she has always been obsessed with the gods of the Pantheon. Right now, though, everyone’s waiting to see her next move.”
 

 
  “Right. So when she moves,
  
   we
  
  move, and hit the Church while they’re not looking.”
 

 
  “Style,” Tricks said patiently, “we do
  
   not
  
  have the manpower or resources to ‘hit the Church.’ You’re talking about one of the most powerful institutions on the planet, with the backing of dozens of deities.”
 

 
  “We hit Justinian, then. Don’t tell me that wouldn’t help; no other Archpope has been half the pain in the ass he is.”
 

 
  “A direct attack on the Church is not happening,” he said firmly. “There are too many ways we can lose and no real way to win. This is a game of maneuver. We need to weaken Justinian and
  
   keep
  
  him weak until he goes away. You’re right that he’s the problem here, him and his ambitions.”
 

 
  “And trying a sneak attack on someone right when they’re at their most alert for trouble is a horrible idea,” Sweet added. “Remember, everyone’s on tenterhooks, waiting to see Elilial’s next play. Maximum possible security by everyone, everywhere. No, we wait. When the next step of the game is in motion we’ll have to move fast, but it’d be a critical mistake to move too early.” He turned to Tricks. “With that in mind, wait till you hear about the possible
  
   other
  
  player getting involved.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” groaned Style. “Who
  
   else
  
  can possibly stick their nose into this that matters enough for you to worry about? Naphthene? Fairies? Orcish revanchists? Arachne Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  He winced.
 

 
  “…you have got to be fucking kidding me.”
 

 
  Succinctly, he sketched out the history of the exploding girl phenomenon, including the presence of Elilial’s child in Tellwyrn’s camp and the evidence of Tellwyrn tracking the Demon Queen’s movements. “By the last meeting of the council there wasn’t a concrete plan in place, but it looks like the Empire’s leaning toward trying to passively use Tellwyrn to run interference with Elilial. She appears to be doing that anyway, so it becomes a matter of discreetly helping her along.”
 

 
  “Risky,” Tricks said skeptically.
 

 
  “Yes,” Sweet nodded. “But I think it’s actually a solid idea. If you look at her movements historically, Tellwyrn gets
  
   really
  
  aggressive with people who try to put something over on her, but I don’t think she’ll fly off the handle at a good faith offer of aid. In fact…I think we may want to look into it ourselves.”
 

 
  
   “Too
  
  risky for my blood.”
 

 
  Sweet held up a hand. “Hear me out. At the meeting I floated the idea of using the three soldiers who witnessed Elilial’s manifestation as a peace offering, and General Panissar went for it. The Empire is stationing them at Last Rock. On the grounds of the University itself.”
 

 
  “They’re putting
  
   troops
  
  on Tellwyrn’s property?” Style said, aghast. “She’ll go berserk.”
 

 
  “This isn’t troops, it’s three guys who apparently aren’t even any good at their jobs. They’re being placed there under an old law that allows the Empire to quarter soldiers in civilian institutions at the host’s expense during a crisis. Bad as that sounds, in
  
   practice
  
  it means these guys will have nothing but their staves and the clothes they’re wearing; they’ll be dependent on Tellwyrn’s hospitality for everything. In short, they are
  
   no
  
  threat to her. They’re a peace offering, a little gesture that the Empire wants to open a relationship.”
 

 
  “And best of all,” said Tricks thoughtfully, “they’re an opportunity we can use. We can watch this to see how she reacts with no stake in the outcome. Nice work, Sweet.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” he said modestly.
 

 
  “This means I’m gonna want someone reliable in Last Rock to keep an eye on things as they develop. The hell I’m leaving this up to Keys.”
 

 
  “Why,” Sweet said dryly, “you mean you don’t find Principia just a
  
   joy
  
  to work with?” Style snorted loudly.
 

 
  Tags were both a practical necessity for protecting a thief’s real name, and a spiritual rite within their faith. Upon elevation to full membership, a thief was tagged by their primary trainer in one of the Guild’s few actually religious rites; the working name thus bestowed would serve not only to identify them within the Guild, but signify their approach to Eserion’s service.
 

 
  Keys had been so named for her nigh-preternatural ability to get into and then back out of places she was not supposed to be. And not just places, but situations, even arguments… She would pop in out of nowhere and deftly weasel her way back out once she had what she wanted. The utility of this trait for a thief was obvious and considerable, but occurring as it did in someone who was allergic to authority and usually working her own agenda, it made her a nightmare for whoever was responsible for keeping her under control. Principia’s assignment to Last Rock had been her own request three years ago, when Sweet was still running the Guild, and he’d been delighted to have her out of his hair. Plus, there was the hopeful prospect that she’d irritate Tellwyrn and cease to be his problem for good.
 

 
  The Guild had a standing policy of not messing with powerful individuals who tended to be vindictive, so the only qualification for the Last Rock position was that the person holding it should be willing to not do anything, which suited Keys down to the ground. Now, though, they actually needed someone reliable on the scene, which complicated matters considerably. Based on the dark look Tricks was giving him, the current Boss had followed this thread of thought all the way to its logical conclusion.
 

 
  “I’ll find somebody,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair, still mussed from the wig. “Got a couple of ideas… Anyhow. Unless you’ve got something else of crashing urgency to report, Sweet, there’s a little something
  
   I
  
  need to tell
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Oh?” He glanced back and forth between them. “See, now Style is grinning. That makes me nervous.”
 

 
  “As well it should,” said Tricks with some amusement of his own. “We’ve been approached directly by…an interested party. One who wants to open talks, and asked to speak with you specifically.”
 

 
  “Me?”
 

 
  “You.” The Boss grinned fiendishly. “And best of all, this request comes with an endorsement from the Big Guy himself.”
 

 
  That brought Sweet up short. Eserion was a hands-off sort of god. On the rare occasions when he gave explicit instructions to the Boss of his Guild, it meant something big was brewing.
 

 
  “I hope you’re well-rested, brother,” Tricks went on, “because you’ve got another appointment coming up.”
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  “So, what do you think of my odds?”
 

 
  “Well,” Juniper said slowly, “it seems like either Professor Tellwyrn is crazy, or maybe just wrong,
  
   or
  
  you just couldn’t find what she sent you there to find. So, y’know, the way she likes to play mind games with people, I’m guessing the second one.”
 

 
  Gabriels sighed heavily. “Damn it…that’s what I thought.” He shrugged, scowling, and folded the paper on which he’d scrawled his notes and citations and stuffed it in the pocket of his new coat. “But I went over it and
  
   over
  
  it, and even asked that asshat librarian for help. Imperial law is absolutely dead clear: anybody with human blood is legally human under the law. If I don’t commit a crime, nobody’s allowed to hurt me. The only way she can legally
  
   execute me on the spot,”
  
  he said this last in a sneering imitation of Tellwyrn’s voice, “is in self-defense. I don’t
  
   get
  
  it. She’s setting me up for something, that has to be it.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” the dryad mused, “that
  
   is
  
  the trick. There’s no legal reason for you not to act like anybody else. Like, a hidden moral lesson?”
 

 
  “Hm. So we’re in agreement that there’s a hidden trick of some kind?”
 

 
  “Well, ch’yeah. I’ve got class with her too, y’know.”
 

 
  He grinned at that. “I like your way. But…damn it, this is
  
   Tellwyrn.
  
  What’s more likely, a hidden moral lesson or a hidden trap?”
 

 
  “…I see your point.”
 

 
  The fine weather had continued to hold; indeed, it seemed the dry country of the prairie wasn’t prone to much besides clear skies and warm sun. It was enjoyable, certainly, but Gabriel was starting to feel twinges of homesickness for the interminable rain of Tiraas. Still, the company made up for a lot. He and Juniper were ambling slowly through the campus, not really going anywhere in particular. After the day’s classes and a further two hours on his part squirreled away in the library poring through legal texts, he badly needed to stretch his legs and enjoy the fresh air. The company of a gorgeous girl in a short, sheer, almost skin-tight sundress woven apparently of leaves just made everything seems brighter and more beautiful.
 

 
  “Well, the hell with it,” he said, stretching his arms over his head. Amazingly, he wasn’t even hot, despite the hearty sunshine; the coat’s weatherproofing enchantment clearly applied to more than wind and rain. “It’s a sunny day, I’m strolling with a pretty girl, it’s hours yet till I have kitchen duty with our resident stabadin…and did I mention strolling with a pretty girl? Because that makes up for a lot.”
 

 
  Juniper smiled up at him, a mischievous expression that was more than half smirk, but it faded just as suddenly as it had come, leaving something like puzzlement hovering around her large brown eyes. “Gabriel… I’m having a little trouble wrapping my head around all the customs here, and I don’t want to offend, so…um, you’ll let me know if I say something wrong, right? And not hold it against me?”
 

 
  “Sure, June, what’s on your mind?”
 

 
  She bit her lower lip for a moment. “Well, I’m just trying to figure out what to do here. ‘Cause you obviously want to have sex with me, but you haven’t
  
   asked.
  
  Did I do something wrong?”
 

 
  He choked and very nearly did a spit-take, which was all the more impressive because there’d been nothing in his mouth.
 

 
  “And I think that’d be really fun,” Juniper went on earnestly, causing him to trip while standing still, “but I didn’t want to ask you either, because there are rules about men and women that I just can’t wrap my head around and nobody will
  
   explain
  
  them to me. Shaeine told me to ask the humans, but when I do, Trissiny starts ranting about feminism and Ruda just tells dirty jokes. I haven’t tried Teal yet, but she’s not even into men, so I’m not sure what she even knows. See my problem? I sort of get that female humans aren’t expected to be
  
   forward
  
  , and okay, honestly, it seems pretty silly to me, but I want to respect the culture, y’know? Does that make sense?”
 

 
  “I think I need to sit down,” he said weakly, glancing around. The nearest bench was thirty feet down the path.
 

 
  “And now I’ve upset you,” she said, chewing her lip in earnest. “Darn it, this is exactly what I was afraid of. Cos even aside from issues about what’s expected of women, there are issues of what’s expected of men, and
  
   that
  
  I think I understand a little better. You’re supposed to make the overtures, right? It’s the whole hunter/warrior thing, it’s very primal, and I
  
   respect
  
  that. I really didn’t want to make you feel… Aw, I’m doing this all wrong.”
 

 
  “Okay, whoah, hold up,” he said, taking her by the shoulders. She was starting to look genuinely upset. “Yes, there are rules, and yes, they’re pretty much as silly and arbitrary as you think, but I swear to you, Juniper, no guy will complain about you making the first move. Hell, guys
  
   dream
  
  of being approached by a woman like you. For the most part unsuccessfully.”
 

 
  “You’re not mad?” She gazed up at him with limpid eyes.
 

 
  “Mad?” He swallowed. “No…I am not…uh, that.”
 

 
  “Oh, thank Naiya,” she gushed, beaming. “I didn’t want to cheat you out of anything. I mean, I really don’t object to being your first, at all. In fact it’d be an honor.”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait, what?” Gabriel backed up, holding up his hands and frowning. “What do you mean, my first?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I actually would really like to try that,” she said brightly. “I’ve never mated with a virgin before. I bet it’s interes—”
 

 
  “Now you can stop right there,” he said firmly. “I’ll have you know I’m a witty and stylish half-demon from the world’s most cosmopolitan city. Girls go
  
   crazy
  
  over me. You really think I’ve never had any opportunities before now?”
 

 
  “Um,” she said, nonplussed, “okay…”
 

 
  “Besides, we went over this in Yornhaldt’s class, remember, when Ruda asked about witchcraft? Virginity as a magically significant state is an old wives’ tale. It’s nonsense, it doesn’t make any difference at all.”
 

 
  “Well…uh, technically, that’s not really…”
 

 
  “Look, I’m just saying, if you’re worried about offending people, maybe don’t throw around accusations about a guy’s manhood like that!”
 

 
  “Okay!” Juniper raised her hands in surrender. “You’re not a virgin. There’s no such thing as virginity. But just for, you know,
  
   reference,
  
  dryads are a species of nymph, so I have senses specifically for…well, magically significant states. What’s magically significant to me, I mean. So, uh, lying to me about anything sexual is pretty much a waste of time.”
 

 
  He stared at her for a long, tense moment, then suddenly sagged where he stood, dropping her gaze. “That’s not fair. He
  
   said
  
  it wasn’t really a thing…”
 

 
  “Well, Professor Yornhaldt’s class is about arcane magic,” she said helpfully, “which is a whole different type of deal. Nature magic is…honestly, I’m not sure I’d even call it magic. It’s just what we do.”
 

 
  “Sorry I snapped at you,” he mumbled. “Fuck…this suits the week I’m having. Why am I so good at pissing people off?”
 

 
  “Gabe,” she said gently, “I’m not mad.” He finally lifted his gaze as she stepped close enough to him that they were nearly touching. Juniper was smiling up at him, amused. “Look, I’ve been exploring the campus a lot since we got here. I know a wonderfully private little spot where we can go and make love. If you’re up for it.”
 

 
  Gabriel swallowed once, heavily, then had to clear his throat before he could speak again. “May I be honest?”
 

 
  “I would prefer that, yeah.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   so
  
  up for it I may have trouble walking there.”
 

 
  Juniper laughed delightedly, taking him by the arm and setting off. He let himself be pulled.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hello,” Shaeine said politely, nodding as Trissiny fell into step beside her. She nodded back, opening her mouth to speak, but closed it mutely.
 

 
  They walked in silence across the entire width of one of the University’s terraces, before turning right, ascending a stone staircase and continuing back in the other direction on a path that would eventually lead to the dining hall. The layout of the campus was unfriendly toward the goal of getting anywhere efficiently, a fact which Trissiny actually appreciated. Despite the lack of battlements, it would be an easy structure to defend from invaders; the terraces and numerous switchbacks created ample choke points and opportunities to ambush from above. There were actually ways to get directly from one point to another, but not all students felt equally about squeezing through tiny alleys, crawling under bushes and scrambling up dirt inclines. Neither she nor Shaeine had much interest in such, when it was easier to simply budget one’s time to allow for travel.
 

 
  “Forgive me if I am impertinent, but something appears to be on your mind,” Shaeine said, her voice as calm as ever. Her expression was invisible; with the afternoon sun still high, she had her heavy cowl pulled forward.
 

 
  “I don’t… I’m not good at…talking to people. At least, not at broaching uncomfortable topics…”
 

 
  “Do you know anything of the political structure of Tar’naris?”
 

 
  “I actually don’t,” Trissiny admitted, puzzled by the apparent non sequitur, but not ungrateful.
 

 
  Shaeine’s hood bobbed as she nodded. “The organization of Houses is common to all drow societies, as is infighting between them. In most cultures, particularly among the Scyllithene drow who live in the deep underworld, a House is a self-contained political entity. In Tar’naris, however, our queen has reorganized the city so that each House provides one essential service. Agriculture, defense, construction, magic, worship… In this way, Narisians avoid the constant civil warfare that plagues most of our kind. To attack a House is to attack an essential point of the city’s infrastructure. In the unlikely event that any matriarch were mad enough or foolish enough to do so, the queen and the other Houses would instantly move against her.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Trissiny said, meaning it quite sincerely. It actually did sound like a very functional system, albeit rather arcane.
 

 
  Shaeine nodded again. “House Awarrion serves as the city’s diplomatic corps. We arbitrate disputes within the city and serve as the queen’s voice and face to the outside world. This is what all of my family are trained for, specifically, from birth.” Her hood shifted so that she faced Trissiny somewhat more directly as they walked. “You may think of me as an ambassador and negotiator, Trissiny. I am very conscious of the difficulties people face communicating across differences in perspective, and trained to bridge those gaps. Above all, I will not take offense unless it is plain that you truly mean to give it. Please, I would have you speak your mind.”
 

 
  Trissiny mulled for a moment, selecting her words carefully. Shaeine made no sound to hurry her along. “Last night, when I knelt to pray over the day’s events, Avei manifested to me in the chapel.” She grimaced. “It…wasn’t one of the more pleasant conversations I’ve had with her… But, well, most of that is irrelevant. Of course I’m ready to do anything she commands me to, but… She, in essence, ordered me to make friends with someone. And I…have no idea how to go about doing that.”
 

 
  Shaeine cocked her head to one side. “Gabriel?”
 

 
  “I think she has an even lower opinion of Gabriel than I do. No…I was referring to you.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
 

 
  There was more emphasis and emotion in those two words than Shaeine normally expressed all day, but Trissiny couldn’t quite discern what emotion, exactly, it was. Fortunately, the drow continued before she had to think of something worthwhile to say.
 

 
  “I have been trying, as I have time, to familiarize myself with the theological history of the surface world, but eight thousand years of lore are not easily condensed, and the Universal Church has codified much of it in service to its own political agenda. As such, I am in no position to make assumptions about what you may or may not know. Are you aware of the reason my goddess is not a member of the Pantheon?”
 

 
  “I…no. We really were never taught anything about the pagan gods, good or bad. Mother Narny just said they were nothing we needed to worry about.” She kicked a pebble out of her way with more force than it probably deserved. “I’m sorry if that seems rude, I don’t mean it to.”
 

 
  “The expectations taught to us in childhood are a powerful thing.”
 

 
  She nodded.
  
   “My
  
  goddess said, specifically, that if I find myself opposed by a cleric of Themyrna it’s a sign I should reconsider my actions.”
 

 
  “How flattering,” said Shaeine with a note of wry humor. “According to history as I was taught it, Themynra was an ally of your gods during the Elder Wars, and upon the formation of the Pantheon she was offered a place among them. She declined, largely in protest over their treatment of Elilial.”
 

 
  
   “Elilial?!”
  
 

 
  “Before the Pantheon, during the Wars, three goddesses formed the strategic core of the rebellion against the Elders: Avei, Themynra, and Elilial. At least, this is history as my goddess has taught it to us.”
 

 
  Trissiny stopped walking in sheer disbelief. Shaeine came to a halt alongside her without commenting on this, continuing with her tale. “The goddesses, respectively, of strategy, judgment and cunning, they were in effect the mind of the rebellion, and each a formidable warrior in her own right. We remember them as the Three Sisters.”
 

 
  
   “Sisters?”
  
 

 
  “You seem shocked.”
 

 
  “Elilial is the goddess of
  
   demons.”
  
 

 
  Shaeine held up a finger. “Ah, but you are mistaken. She is the goddess of
  
   cunning.
  
  Each deity is tied at the core of her or his identity to a
  
   concept,
  
  something which roots their power in the nature of the world. Elilial is the
  
   Queen
  
  of Demons, because she now resides on their dimensional plane and is sufficiently powerful to command the obedience of Hell’s populations.”
 

 
  “That’s…that’s hair-splitting. The point is, Elilial has been at war with the Pantheon and all its members since they overthrew the Elders and then she tried to turn on the others and destroy humanity.”
 

 
  “And does it shock you so that such enmity now comes from such closeness before? Your cult call themselves the Sisters of Avei; you address one another as ‘sister,’ I understand. Is this so?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said tersely. “What of it?”
 

 
  “Just that you surely understand the nature of such a relationship. The bond between sisters is not easily broken, because it does
  
   not
  
  break; if tested more cruelly than it can bear, it twists, transforms into a bitterness like no other. Seen in this light, in context of the closeness the three once had, does not the present status quo make
  
   more
  
  sense? Elilial’s hatred, Themynra’s detachment?”
 

 
  “Avei isn’t hateful
  
   or
  
  detached.”
 

 
  “I think you know well how discipline and duty can sustain us when other motivations falter. It does not strain my credulity at all that the soldier could carry on when the judge and the trickster could not.”
 

 
  Trissiny was silent for long moments, parsing these insights. Eventually she began moving again, and Shaeine fell into step with her.
 

 
  “Are you…that is, do you have plans to meet with anyone over dinner?”
 

 
  “Teal and Ruda usually join me, but it is not a
  
   plan
  
  , per se.”
 

 
  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear more about this.”
 

 
  Shaeine reached up and eased her hood back just enough to alleviate the shadows around her face and reveal a faint smile. “You have enjoyed our conversation? And wish to have more?”
 

 
  “Very much. I think I could learn a lot from you. I mean…if you don’t object.”
 

 
  “And that, Trissiny, is how you make friends.”
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  “This is almost criminal, how much crap there is to deal with. They actually make poor Mrs. Oak do all this
  
   without
  
  help? How does she manage when nobody’s being punished?”
 

 
  Trissiny ignored him, stoically washing dishes. He wasn’t entirely wrong; the pile of detritus that resulted from the feeding of a hundred-odd people was taller than either of them, but she had never been one to be intimidated by work. If anything, she would have found the monotony rather soothing, if not for his constant patter.
 

 
  Mrs. Oak just grunted at him in passing as he mentioned her, stomping back over to the ovens, which she was scrubbing out by hand. If she felt any particular way about Gabriel’s commentary, she gave no sign. The woman uncannily resembled a tree stump in a stained apron. Almost cylindrical in shape, she had a flattish head crowned with a thatch of wiry brown hair, a face composed entirely of horizontal lines and folds which all but hid her eyes, and beefy arms dusted with dark hair and old scars. If she had more expressions than the disgruntled one now wore, there had been no hint of it thus far.
 

 
  Getting no response from his last foray, Gabriel tried again as he swabbed at a plate with a threadbare towel. “What do you reckon the odds are we’ll be outta here before midnight?”
 

 
  She shot him a sidelong look, not pausing in her scrubbing. She was washing, he drying, and so far they were still on the flatware. For all the complaining the boy was doing, he looked to be in annoyingly good spirits. His posture was relaxed and carefree, and he couldn’t seem to keep the grin off his face. It was, she decided, ominous.
 

 
  “What are
  
   you
  
  in such a good mood for?”
 

 
  “Me? Oh, nothin’. I just had a
  
   really
  
  good day. Well, good afternoon, actually. Okay, to be precise, a good hour and a half.” He glanced over at her, as if expecting to be prompted for more. When she refused to look up from the dishes, he finally burst out. “With Juniper!”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny replied, filling the word with the full weight of her disdain.
 

 
  “What, you’ve got a problem with Juniper, too?” That, at least, seemed to finally puncture his bubble of happiness.
 

 
  “None whatsoever, I like Juniper just fine. She’s one of the more consistently kind people on this campus. Of course, even if I were interested in women, I wouldn’t go to bed with her.”
 

 
  “Wait, you’re
  
   not?
  
  I thought all you Silver Legion types were supposed to be les—” He cut himself off, a syllable too late.
 

 
  For the first time since they had begun, Trissiny paused in her work, bracing her hands on the edges of the sink. She drew in a deep breath, then very slowly let it out, relaxing the sudden tension in her shoulders with visible effort. Then, making no further comment, picked up her rag again.
 

 
  “In hindsight,” he mused, “it occurs to me that since we’re supposed to be learning to get along, repeating rumors about Avenists is probably not gonna be my best approach.”
 

 
  “I bet you discover a lot of baldly obvious things in hindsight.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that right there is a big improvement.”
 

 
  Trissiny went back to ignoring him, and for about two minutes was able to work in blessed silence, scrubbing plates clean and passing them to him to be dried. The slosh of water, the chink of porcelain were their only accompaniment. She almost dared to believe he would let up…
 

 
  “What’s your big problem with me sl—uh, dat—um,
  
   being
  
  with Juniper, then?”
 

 
  “No problem. By all means, do that.” She glanced at him again, carefully keeping her face neutral; he was watching her suspiciously. “Of course, a
  
   smart
  
  man would do some research on dryads before sticking anything of his into one, but that is clearly none of my business.”
 

 
  “I do believe, Trissiny my dear, that the overall lesson of the last few days is that I am
  
   not
  
  a smart man.”
 

 
  “We agree.”
 

 
  They got through the rest of the plates in relative peace, by dint of making no conversation. Gabriel, though, would not be repressed for long, and made another stab as they were getting into the cups.
 

 
  “Does it really bother you that much?”
 

 
  “Many things bother me. Pick one.”
 

 
  He sighed. “I meant me being half…blooded.”
 

 
  “You have full agency regardless of your heritage,” she said immediately. “Demonbloods have been known to go their whole lives without harming so much as a mouse. No, I take no interest in your bloodline.”
 

 
  “Well…that’s good, I guess.”
 

 
  “The fact that you are an arrogant, belligerent, self-entitled, disrespectful
  
   fool,
  
  however…”
 

 
  “I think I see where this is going.”
 

 
  “…makes the fact that you have hellfire in your very veins a matter of immediate concern.”
 

 
  “Yup, there it is.”
 

 
  He let the silence hang for a few more minutes before speaking again, in a more subdued tone.
 

 
  “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  She shot him a glance. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  Gabriel paused in wiping, leaning his head back to look up at the ceiling, and heaved a sigh. “For…well, all of it. Especially for calling you names, that was a really shitty thing to do. I’m sorry for getting in your face in the first place. I was reacting to stuff in my head, not anything you’d done. I just… I was an asshole, and I actually do really regret it. So…sorry.”
 

 
  She stayed still for a few seconds, peering at him from the corner of her eye, before realizing that she had paused in her work, and resumed scrubbing. “Apology accepted.”
 

 
  “…just like that?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  He grinned. “So…we’re all right, then?”
 

 
  “Of course not,” she said scornfully. “You’re still the person who
  
   did
  
  all that. I see nothing to suggest you won’t turn right round and do it all again. Words are easy, Gabriel. I choose not to hold grudges for my
  
   own
  
  sake; it’s exhausting and morally deficient. That doesn’t mean you’ve earned any trust, or respect.”
 

 
  “Well,” he replied after a moment, picking up his towel again, “how…refreshingly honest.”
 

 
  Mrs. Oak came over to collect an armload of plates and trundled off with them to the cabinet they called home. She did not speak to or acknowledge her two enforced helpers for the three trips it took to pack them all away. Gabriel held his peace until she finished and went back to her own cleaning.
 

 
  “So, apparently they hold a big harvest dance down in the town every year. Not that there’s much of a harvest, Last Rock does business mostly in trade and cattle. But hey, it’s a dance! People need to relax once in a while, let their hair down.”
 

 
  He grinned at her; she carried on ignoring him.
 

 
  “So?” he prompted.
 

 
  “So?”
 

 
  “So, you wanna go?”
 

 
  Trissiny set down the cup she was working on, hard enough to earn a warning growl from Mrs. Oak.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said stiffly to the wall behind the sink, “I think I may be suffering from hallucinations. I could
  
   swear
  
  I just heard you ask me to go to a dance with you.”
 

 
  “That’s not a no.”
 

 
  Finally, she turned fully to face him, pulling her sopping hands out of the dishwater. She hadn’t worn her armor or shield for this task, for obvious reasons, but carried her sword belted at her waist, and had to repress an urge to place a wet hand on its hilt.
 

 
  Gabriel stepped back from her fierce expression, holding up his hands placatingly. “Now look, just hear me out. Tellwyrn wants us to get along, right? We can either spend who the hell knows
  
   how
  
  long doing this crap every night without killing each other until she decides the point is made,
  
   or
  
  we can do something a little more proactive to demonstrate how chummy we are. What, I ask you, is more chummy than dancing?”
 

 
  “You’re insane,” she snorted, turning back to the dishes. “Anyway, that wouldn’t work. Tellwyrn isn’t going to fall for an obvious ruse.”
 

 
  “That’s the beauty of it,” he said, resuming his own labors alongside her. “We
  
   can’t
  
  fake this. Even if we’re only pretending to like each other for one night, that’s us, collaborating on something. If we can get through it without breaking down into yelling or fighting, the point is pretty much proven. Or do you
  
   really
  
  wanna spend the whole semester on kitchen duty?”
 

 
  “Aside from the company, I rather enjoy this. At the Abbey we were all expected to work to sustain the place; it makes you feel like part of the community. Here, all I do is study, train and attend classes. I’ve been feeling more and more like a…burden. This is comfortable. Homey.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   so
  
  weird.”
 

 
  “I’m not the one who wants to go dancing with me.”
 

 
  He had the gall to laugh at that, as if she were joking with him. “Okay, fine, so you like doing dishes. Think, though. Remember that horseshit essay assignment where apparently the only right answer was to
  
   not
  
  follow the instructions? You’ve gotta think like your enemy. Tellwyrn rewards initiative and…let’s say, lateral thinking.”
 

 
  “Is Tellwyrn our enemy?”
 

 
  “She has her good points,” he said a little grudgingly, shooting a glance at the door of the kitchen where his green coat hung from a peg. “But for purposes of
  
   this
  
  problem? She’s the thing we need to work against.”
 

 
  “I don’t see why. As I’ve said, this situation is fine with me.”
 

 
  “And what makes you think
  
   this
  
  situation is going to be the end of it? You really believe she’s gonna let us get away with coasting, with mediocrity?” He let that hang in the air between them for a moment. This time, Trissiny’s lack of response was because she didn’t have one. “No, I’m talking about dances and thinking about strategies, because I’m pretty damn sure if we don’t come up with something extra to deal with this, she will. And I really,
  
   really
  
  would rather not end up chained to your wrist.”
 

 
  “That was hyperbole,” said Trissiny without conviction. “She wouldn’t
  
   actually
  
  do that. It’s completely crazy.”
 

 
  “If half the things I’ve heard about that woman are true, there’s
  
   nothing
  
  she wouldn’t do, and not much that she can’t,” he said grimly. “We’re talking about one of the only people known to have
  
   killed a god.”
  
 

 
  “What?!” Something heavy and cold clutched at her guts; it was an absurd thought, but looking at his face, she had a terrible feeling he wasn’t speaking in ignorance for once. “That’s not even possible.”
 

 
  “Look it up,” he retorted. “The Church doesn’t like it getting around—obviously—but I’ll bet you anything the story’s not hard to find in
  
   this
  
  school’s library. The point is… Yeah, I know you don’t like me. I’m not gonna claim you’re my favorite person in the world, either. But we dug ourselves into this hole, and nobody’s gonna dig us back out. Personally I’d rather do that with an evening at whatever kind of hick-ass hoedown they throw around here than…wait to see what Tellwyrn cooks up.”
 

 
  Trissiny realized that she had stopped working again. The water was growing cold and scummy anyway; she reached into it to pull the plug, watching the suds swirl down the drain around the remainder of the cup. She didn’t speak until more hot water was running to refill the sink.
 

 
  “I’ll consider it.”
 

 
  “That’s all I can ask, I guess. Well, except maybe…” He grinned at her expectantly, getting only a raised eyebrow in return.
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “Come on, there was some mutual responsibility for all this. We’re having a moment, just like in the stories. I apologized, so now you…”
 

 
  “Apologies are for people who’ve done something they regret,” she said, turning a cold shoulder to him and resuming her scrubbing.
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “Yeah. Great. Good talk, Triss.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn read over the Imperial proclamation a third time, even more slowly than before. At this point, she wasn’t absorbing any new information; it was simply dramatic effect. It was also rather petty, she knew, since the three soldiers standing in front of her were no more to blame for any of this than a rabbit was for the snare it stepped in. Still,
  
   someone
  
  had to suffer for this, and Sharidan Tirasian wasn’t here.
 

 
  Finally, she lifted her eyes and stared at the men over the rims of her spectacles, slowly drumming her fingers on the paper bearing the Imperial seal, now resting on her desk.
 

 
  “Do you know what this says?” she asked finally.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” replied the one on the right. Private Moriarty. Dark complexion, proudly stiff posture of a man for whom standing at attention was a nigh-spiritual rite. Polite, too…this would be Mr. By-the-Book. Of course, devotion and a love of regulations didn’t make one a good soldier. He wouldn’t be here if he were.
 

 
  On the opposite side of the lineup, Rook, the guy who managed to look like he was slouching even while standing at attention, cleared his throat. “Professor, I respectfully ask that you not explode our heads. ‘Specially Moriarty’s. The stick up his ass’d shoot right out and punch a hole in your ceiling.”
 

 
  “I will take that under advisement,” Tellwyrn said gravely, as Private Moriarty clenched his jaw and Finchley, the third one, swallowed. They were afraid of her, even Rook. Maybe especially Rook; she knew his type well, joking in the face of what he thought was doom.
 

 
  Good.
 

 
  “It seems you’re to be staying with us,” she went on in a mild tone. “Now why do you suppose that is?”
 

 
  The trio exchanged glances.
 

 
  “Ma’am, if we were the types to ask ImCom what the hell they were thinking, honestly I think we’d’ve started with the empty box canyon in the middle of the wilderness,” Rook offered.
 

 
  Tellwyrn ignored him. Also Moriarty, who was clearly too preoccupied with presenting the image of a respectable soldier to do any independent thinking. The third one, though… Private Finchley had orange hair, a smattering of freckles and the pale complexion of someone who must spend half his pay on sun lotion if he managed to serve in the Army and not be burned to a crisp by exposure. Moreover, there was something about the set of his eyes that reminded her of the students who aggravated her the least. Especially in the way they narrowed slightly, tracking involuntarily to the side as he accessed memory and cognition, when prompted by a question. This one was a thinker.
 

 
  He noticed her studying him, and swallowed again, somehow managing to go even paler.
 

 
  “Something on your mind?” Tellwyrn asked him directly, still in that calm tone.
 

 
  “What we…that is, the events at Outpost C9-121 are strictly classified,” he said slowly, “but General Panissar himself told us…” He glanced sidelong at Moriarty. “He, uh, hinted that it would be all right if we talked to you about it.”
 

 
  “According to Lord Vex, you are granted provisional security clearance on this
  
   one
  
  issue,” Moriarty said stiffly.
 

 
  “Provisional security clearance,” Tellwyrn mused. “I do believe that’s one of the more idiotic things I’ve ever heard of. Rather defeats the purpose of having things secured in general, doesn’t it? It sounds like the sort of made-up-on-the-spot nonsense they’d tell a person who can’t function in the blind spot between regulations and necessity.”
 

 
  Moriarty gave no sign of understanding her implication, but Rook snorted a laugh.
 

 
  “So it’s politics,” Finchley went on, frowning in thought. He grew more confident as his attention drew into his own mind. “Legally you can’t be involved. Off the books…the Empire is willing to accept you as a player, extending an olive branch. Shit, this is way over my pay grade,” he added under his breath, then started and flushed, abruptly remembering who he was talking to.
 

 
  “Not bad,” Tellwyrn murmured approvingly. “Not bad at all. Better than I was expecting, anyhow. So, you three are de facto Imperial ambassadors, without any of the training, competence or diplomatic privilege. That’s quite a promotion from monitoring one of Vex’s little shoebox deathtrap forts. Or, rather, a sidestep. Out of the absurd frying pan into the equally ridiculous fire. This must be a rather trying week for you.”
 

 
  “I want it known up front that I will not be swayed by money,” Rook intoned. “Beer and girls, sure, I’ll sell you my mum’s bones for those, but financially? My honor has no price. I’m sure my colleagues will say the same.” Moriarty closed his eyes and squeezed his lips shut, visibly repressing a response.
 

 
  Tellwyrn didn’t validate his posturing with a response. “So. You three met Elilial, then.”
 

 
  “Met her?” Rook grinned broadly, reaching around Finchley to punch Moriarty in the shoulder.
  
   “This
  
  crazy bastard tried to
  
   arrest
  
  her!”
 

 
  “Don’t touch me,” Moriarty growled.
 

 
  “And how did that go?” Tellwyrn asked, intrigued in spite of herself.
 

 
  “How do you think it went? She knocked us the
  
   fuck
  
  out!” Rook said, incongruously gleeful.
 

 
  “Stop.” Tellwyrn held up a hand, then pointed at Finchley. “You. Recount the series of events.”
 

 
  He gawped at her for a moment, then shut his mouth, glancing from side to side at each of his fellow privates.
 

 
  “While we’re young, please,” Tellwyrn snapped.
 

 
  “Aren’t you, like, three thousand?”
 

 
  “Private Rook, do you know how many pounds of pressure are necessary to break a human femur?”
 

 
  He gaped at her.
 

 
  “It’s a trick question,” she went on, grinning. “It depends on how long you’re willing to spend at it. And I assure you, I have
  
   all
  
  day.” She gave that a moment to sink in before returning her gaze to the man in the middle. “Finchley. Report,
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  As she suspected, receiving an order in a superior officer’s tone galvanized Finchley’s training to overcome his natural wishy-washiness. He spilled out the details of their encounter with the Queen of Demons in a thorough if rather disjointed fashion, helped along by commentary from Rook. Moriarty remained silent throughout, thankfully. It was something of a chore to sit through, but Tellwyrn had absorbed crucial information from even less reliable witnesses, and anyway, the story was a short one. It was impossible not to get the gist of it.
 

 
  “But why would she do that?” the Professor murmured to herself after Finchley trailed to a halt. Elbows on her desk, hands folded in front of her lower face, she stared through her spectacles at a point in empty space past Moriarty’s shoulder. “Stealth is what she
  
   is.
  
  Nobody catches Elilial in the act unless she intends them to. But
  
   you
  
  three? Why do
  
   you
  
  matter enough to warrant a visitation?”
 

 
  “Hey, no offense taken,” Rook said lightly.
 

 
  “The scrying orbs,” Finchley said, frowning again. “Remember, Rook? You thought they were monitoring us through them. It actually
  
   was
  
  a hellgate, though, so it probably wasn’t us that ImCom was watching. One was broken when we woke up… She wanted the Empire to see.
  
   We
  
  didn’t matter, she was just…setting it up. Letting the message get sent through the right channels.”
 

 
  “The right…channels…” Tellwyrn sat bolt upright, startling the three of them. “The right
  
   channels.
  
  Sending the message… Scyllith’s
  
   tits,
  
  I’ve been going about this all wrong. Son of a…” Snarling, she launched into a tirade of curses in elvish, pounding the heel of one hand against her forehead. The three soldiers stared wide-eyed for a moment, then slowly began edging backward from her desk as she carried on.
 

 
  “Private Finchley,” Tellwyrn said abruptly, resuming her former calm demeanor as if none of the preceding had occurred, “you’ve given me the hint that may be just what I need to finish a project I’ve been butting my head against for the last year. Thank you.”
 

 
  “Oh. Uh, you’re…welcome?”
 

 
  “In the process, you
  
   also
  
  made me feel like an idiot.”
 

 
  “I…” he squeaked.
 

 
  “I’ve decided the two balance each other out. As such, I’m going to let you live. This time.”
 

 
  He gulped, hard. Rook and Moriarty eased away from him to either side.
 

 
  “Relax,” Tellwyrn said wryly. “It’s a joke. You can laugh.”
 

 
  “I…I don’t think I can, ma’am,” he said weakly.
 

 
  “So,” she went on briskly, “here you are and here, it seems, you will be staying for a while. I’ll expect you to learn and adhere to the same code of conduct that applies to my students. This is a dry campus; you will not drink or
  
   be
  
  drunk here. If you must pickle brain cells, go to the town and do it; they’ll be delighted to take your money. Unlike the students, however, you may
  
   stay
  
  in town until you’re sufficiently dried out to walk a straight line. I don’t want to see you drunk on my campus. Clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” they chorused.
 

 
  “The other item of particular note to you three is that you will not interfere with the education of those who are here to get one. I don’t mind you fraternizing with the students; they aren’t prisoners. I’ll even tolerate romantic relationships between you and them,
  
   until
  
  and
  
   unless
  
  it begins to interfere with their academic careers. Despite what the storybooks tell you about true love—beginning with the delusion that that’s a real thing—I can and will separate you in the most permanent manner possible.
 

 
  “Any harassment of female students will, if I’m feeling lenient, result in your immediate expulsion from the mountain. I do mean
  
   immediate
  
  , and it won’t be down the sloping side. Or, if I’m in a more vindictive move, I’ll simply hand you over to our resident Hand of Avei. Understood?”
 

 
  Finchley and Moriarty repeated their affirmation, looking progressively more intimidated, but Rook perked up visibly.
 

 
  “The Hand? She’s
  
   here?”
  
  He grinned. “Awesome! I’ll have to pay my respects. What’s she like?”
 

 
  There was a moment’s baffled silence.
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  an Avenist?” Finchley finally demanded.
 

 
  “What, you aren’t?” Rook frowned at him. “Either of you? Come on, how can you not follow the goddess of war? What kind of soldiers are you?” At that, Moriarty clenched is jaw and began to physically swell with repressed fury.
 

 
  Tellwyrn slapped a hand down on her desk, regaining their wandering attention before this could develop into something truly annoying.
 

 
  “As luck would have it, there are only two boys in this year’s freshman class, so I have a heavily underoccupied male dormitory in which to stick you. I’ll have someone show you there. In fact, I’m expecting him any time now.”
 

 
  “Only two boys?
  
   Fantastic!”
  
  Rook grinned maniacally. “So the ratio of girls is about…uh…that is… Of course, I’m speaking strictly of my admiration of the lads’ good fortune. Not out of any
  
   personal
  
  interest. I wouldn’t dream of… Well, you know.”
 

 
  She stared at him evenly.
 

 
  “…that is a predatory look,” he mumbled after a long pause. “I’m not sure if she wants to eat us or—gn.” Rook broke off with a grunt as Finchley jammed an elbow into his ribs.
 

 
  “So, um, Professor,” Finchley said somewhat desperately. “What is it you would like us to…ah,
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “Do?” Tellwyrn turned her gaze on him. “How should I know?”
 

 
  “It’s just…we’re to be
  
   stationed
  
  here, but… There are no officers present and we weren’t given any orders except to be…ah…stationed. I’m just wondering what our duties will be.”
 

 
  “The hell if I care,” she said. “Don’t cause a ruckus on my campus and you can spend your days playing poker or learning piano for all it matters to me. If the Army didn’t give you anything to do, I certainly don’t have a stake.”
 

 
  They exchanged another series of dubious glances.
 

 
  “But,” Moriarty began, “what if—” He was interrupted by a knock at the office door.
 

 
  “Ah, what timing,” Tellwyrn said dryly, then raised her voice. “Come in, Mr. Arquin.”
 

 
  The door opened and Gabriel poked his head in, peering around its edge. He frowned on seeing the three soldiers.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” said Tellwyrn, “you will kindly wait in the hall till I’m done here, which I don’t expect to take too long. Then Mr. Arquin will escort you to your new residence.”
 

 
  “Wait, I’ll what?” Gabriel said. “What’s their new residence?”
 

 
  
   “Your
  
  residence. In case you failed to notice, which I’m not going to rule out at this point, you and Mr. Caine are living in a suite meant to house ten.”
 

 
  He scowled at the three privates. “Who
  
   are
  
  these guys?”
 

 
  “The comedy relief,” the Professor said, “so you can give it a rest. Outside, boys, you’ll have plenty of time to get to know Gabriel later.”
 

 
  They filed past him and out the door; he watched with a frown as they went, then turned back to Tellwyrn. “What’s going on?”
 

 
  “Imperial politics. You’re going to be ass-deep in it soon enough, I expect, but that’s a headache for another day. Right now, I believe you have an assignment?”
 

 
  “Yeah, well…sort of.” He pulled a slightly rumpled sheaf of paper from an inner pocket of his coat and unfolded it. “I took citations of every legal textbook I could find that mentioned demonbloods, and according to
  
   all
  
  of them, what you asked about is… Um, it’s not. Legally you
  
   don’t
  
  have the right to execute me, under any circumstances. If I were attacking you with deadly force you might be excused for using deadly force in return, but…that’s it.”
 

 
  She stared at him for a long moment. “And that’s all you’ve got?”
 

 
  “That’s all there
  
   is.”
  
  His voice rose with annoyance.
 

 
  “Do you recall your question a few days ago about…let’s see, how did you put this, it was rather poignant…ah, yes, ‘sadistic mind games?’”
 

 
  “Yeah, I had a feeling this was gonna be one of those.” He re-folded the paper and stuffed it back into his coat. “Let me guess, I failed to find the trap.”
 

 
  “Fortunately for you, I don’t apply the results of punishment assignments to your grade in my class; I just break your fingers if you don’t do them. So you’re still passing. You did the work…well, half of it.”
 

 
  “What the fuck was the other half?!”
 

 
  “The
  
   assignment
  
  was to prepare a report on the legal statues that allow me to kill you. There were two things for you to research there: you, and me. You only did one.”
 

 
  He stared at her for a moment, then glanced furtively back at the door, behind which waited the three Imperial soldiers. “Do… Are you an Imperial agent?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn threw back her head and barked a laugh. “Ohh, that’s rich. Really, I’m gonna have to remember that one. Seriously, though. Ever heard of Designation: Zero Twenty?”
 

 
  “Um…I think maybe at one point…” He trailed off under her stare. “No.”
 

 
  “It’s a code used by Imperial Intelligence,” she explained. “Part of Quentin Vex’s new system of categorizing threats to the Empire; before he came along the relevant classification was Class Zero Personified Event. Standards for identifying a Zero Twenty are a little vague, as the spooks like to leave themselves some room for interpretation…but basically, it refers to an individual who is immortal, sufficiently powerful that even the full resources of the Empire could not easily put them down, and while not directly
  
   hostile
  
  to the Empire, prone to being…difficult.” Professor Tellwyrn leaned back in her chair, smiling smugly at him. “My personal designation is Z20-136.
  
   Do
  
  keep that under your hat; I’m looking forward to seeing the look on Vex’s face when he finds out I know it.”
 

 
  “…wow,” he said dryly after a moment in which she paused, evidently for a reaction.
 

 
  “You think you’re being ironic, but after some thought I believe you’ll realize how ‘wow’ that is. What this means, legally, is that a person designated a Zero Twenty becomes a walking act of the gods. They are not regarded as a sentient being by the Empire, but a force of nature. You don’t jail a typhoon or execute an earthquake for treason, after all. So if I heal someone, they had a miraculous recovery. If I
  
   kill
  
  someone, they died of natural causes.” She spread her arms as if to embrace the office.
  
   “Legally,
  
  this University just sprang up out of the ground like a patch of mushrooms.”
 

 
  “Hell, that wasn’t even two subjects to research,” he said. “Only thing that matters here is
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  Tellwyrn sat up straight glaring. “No, dammit, Gabriel! You need to think about
  
   context.
  
  So the Empire won’t intervene in every little thing I do or hold me responsible as they would just about anyone else. That doesn’t mean they’ll let me wander around doing whatever the hell I please. So, I’m a walking natural disaster. How does the Empire respond when a natural disaster hits? What does it do?”
 

 
  “I guess,” he said slowly, “it depends on the situation.”
 

 
  She pointed a finger at him. “Bingo! It depends on the situation. So…what’s the situation? What response is merited? Big bad Tellwyrn has just offed some whiny half-demon. What reaction does this get?”
 

 
  “’Whiny’ is a little strong,” he muttered.
 

 
  “If I were to kill someone important, or a large enough group of people, that would pretty much require an Imperial response. So the question becomes: how important are you? If you die,
  
   who cares?”
  
 

 
  “My father,” he said immediately.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, your father. I’m sure
  
   that
  
  would make an impact on Imperial policy. A washed-up ex-soldier, discharged for ‘gross indecency.’ Which is a bit of a catch-all, as they don’t have specific regulations to cover doing something with a hethelax demon that results in an offspring. Sounds like ‘gross’ was the operative word, there. I can practically hear his old Army buddies telling him to be glad the evidence of
  
   that
  
  lapse in judgment is gone. Worst case scenario, he decides to come up here and avenge you and I have to waste two minutes dealing with it.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  what you’re doing,” he snarled.
 

 
  “Oh, is that what you think.”
 

 
  “You’re just trying to make me angry!”
 

 
  “Gabriel, look at yourself,” she said dryly. “I’m not
  
   trying
  
  anything; you’re pretty angry. Seriously, though, who else?”
 

 
  “Toby,” he shot back.
  
   “Toby
  
  cares what happens to me.”
 

 
  “Yes, Toby. The chosen Hand of a god whose core teaching is unconditional compassion, a boy who happens to think of you as a brother. That, and your only blood relative, is all you can muster? Doesn’t look encouraging.”
 

 
  
   “Juniper
  
  likes me!”
 

 
  “Oh, yes.
  
   That.”
  
  Tellwyrn wrinkled her nose in disgust. “I did hope you’d go at least a week without plunging into more trouble… No, I’m not even going to get into that right now, you can learn all about dryads on your own time. Suffice it to say that yes, Juniper would probably miss you, and no, she wouldn’t do anything about it. So…where are we, then? Gabriel Arquin is dead, and it just doesn’t
  
   matter
  
  enough for anybody to bother dealing with the one who did it. Seems kind of sad, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “Is this
  
   really
  
  the point of this whole thing?” he demanded. “So you can make me feel like shit? Or did you just want to brag about how you can do whatever you like around here?”
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn planted an elbow on her desk and leaned her face into her palm, displacing her glasses. “Arquin…seriously. This has got to stop. Your first response whenever anybody challenges you is to complain about it, instead of
  
   thinking
  
  about what it
  
   means.”
  
  Lifting her head, she pulled the spectacles off and tossed them down carelessly on the desk, staring up at him almost sadly. “I’ll spell it out for you: you cannot carry on as you have. Too many people are going to want to take a piece out of you just for being what you are, and you just
  
   can’t
  
  fight them all off, no matter how skilled or dangerous you become. You need
  
   friends.
  
  You need for there to always be someone willing to back you up. You’ve got the raw material for that, I told you as much last night. Funny, sort of charming, generally well-intentioned, intermittently clever. But it’s a long road to developing personality traits into a useful skill set, and in this case it begins with you learning to
  
   stop pissing everybody off.”
  
 

 
  Silence stretched out in the office while he shuffled his feet, staring down at them. Tellwyrn let him, remaining still in her pose. Finally, he lifted his eyes again, and spoke much more softly.
 

 
  “That was the point of this…whole assignment? You want me to be
  
   nice?”
  
 

 
  “Nice is a starting point,” she said wearily. “Frankly, it won’t get you far. Being useful would be even better. There are a thousand ways to go about it, but in the end, you just need to
  
   matter
  
  to people. Build connections, create an identity as someone the world is better off having, with people willing to vouch for that. You’re safer at this University than probably anywhere else on the planet, but right now, the path you’re on, you’ll be lucky to live long enough past graduation to collect your diploma.”
 

 
  “…any advice?”
 

 
  “For the very basics? Talk less, listen more. You have an irritating habit of making everything about you. Try focusing on the other people around you, learn about
  
   them,
  
  make them the focus of your interactions. You will be flabbergasted how popular you become, and how quickly.”
 

 
  “Really?” He perked up a bit.
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough of that for tonight. While you’re here, though, how are you enjoying Trissiny’s company?”
 

 
  “She, uh…seems to like the work. Honestly, I don’t think that girl has a personality.”
 

 
  “Well,” Tellwyrn said wryly, “you’re off to a great start, then. Run along, Arquin. Show those soldiers to their new lodgings, introduce them to Toby. You might take this as a golden opportunity to practice what I just told you: those three lads have no idea what a boneheaded pain the ass you are. Make a good impression.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir, ma’am, sir,” he said, saluting crisply.
 

 
  “Cute,” she replied.
  
   “Out.”
  
 

 
  After he had gone, she sat alone in her office for several minutes, simply staring into space while her thoughts churned. Eventually she stood and stepped over to her closet, opened the door, and pulled out a trunk which had been stashed in the bottom beneath a pile of old tapestries. Tellwyrn raised its lid and stepped back.
 

 
  Crystal drifted disjointedly from the trunk, reassembling her various parts back into a semi-coherent shape. She was a bit more cohesive than before, floating chunks of quartz operating in a tighter formation and the cloud of pure magical energy which sustained her more solidly resembling a physical shape, rather than a puff of mist. From one side of her form hung an obvious arm, the elbow nothing but a glowing patch of empty space between alabaster bones etched with runes, but an elaborate gauntlet of gold, studded with gems, gave her a functioning hand.
 

 
  “How can I help you, Professor?” the arcane golem intoned.
 

 
  “I’m going to need you to take down a letter,” Tellwyrn said, returning to her seat and slumping down into it. “No, actually, I’m going to give you some general instructions and you sort it out into a letter. Contact my solicitor’s office in Tiraas; I need some favors called in. I want investigators, information brokers… Check my files for a list of essential ingredients used by diabolists in…let’s call it target selection. Finding the names of demons, sending them to the correct places with proper instructions. Cull it down to the rarest and most expensive, send that list to the lawyers, my banker and the thief-catcher I keep on retainer. I want to know who’s been buying and selling that stuff in the last year. I want a map formed of where it’s moved to and from, and wherever that map intersects one of the attack sites for the girls like Teal, I want a list of everyone who ever had anything to do with them. Time is of the essence; I want this scrolled out tonight.”
 

 
  “That will take time and considerable investment, Professor,” Crystal noted. “Tracking illicit channels carries the risk of drawing attention back to you, the surcharges for these activities will be enormous, and even the fee for sending such an involved set of instructions via telescroll will be considerable.”
 

 
  “And?” Tellwyrn said irritably.
 

 
  “You asked me to prompt you, Professor, when you seemed to be making large and/or reckless expenditures without considering the consequences.”
 

 
  “Yes, all right, fine,” she said, “but this time it’s necessary. Like an idiot I’ve been relying on magic and my own sleuthing to follow spell traces and people. This century, this new era, it’s all about
  
   systems,
  
  about structure. I need to think like a bureaucrat, not an adventurer. The Black Wreath may have gone to ground, but the
  
   stuff
  
  this took to accomplish has to have left a paper trail. If nothing else, the Thieves’ Guild will have records.”
 

 
  “You also asked me to prompt you, Professor, if you seemed about to do something rashly aggressive. Please do not attempt to steal from the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Oh, nonsense, there’s not even a point. Eserion and I go way back, he’ll do me a favor. Even if not, they can be bought off.”
 

 
  “Very well, Professor. Do you need anything else before I begin?”
 

 
  Arachne sighed heavily, closing her eyes. “…I’ve taken a side, Crystal. Almost fifty years I’ve managed to put it off, but everything’s going to hell and this University can’t fight off the whole world. Letting the Empire plant those boys here is tantamount to mooning Justinian.” She shook her head. “Seems like I ought to be worried, but I can’t make myself regret it. The Empire is politicians; they’re predictable up to a point. It’s not like I could have aligned us with the Church or any of its component cults. Gods and their followers might up and do any damn thing at all.”
 

 
  “Is there anything I can do to help?” Crystal asked gently after a moment. Tellwryn shot her a sharp look. That was both more initiative and more personality than she had designed the golem to have. Maybe keeping the thing around and continuing to tinker was a bad idea; she’d intended to scrap Crystal at the experimental stage days ago and start the next model from scratch. It was just so
  
   interesting,
  
  though, the way she was developing. Plus, Tellwyrn hadn’t had such a competent secretary in decades.
 

 
  “That’ll be all. Let me know when you’re done, I’ll need to go down there and wake Crete up myself to get a telescroll sent at this hour.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor. At once.”
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  Darling couldn’t help noticing that he had never noticed this place before.
 

 
  Positioned in the Steppes, an upscale mercantile district which had been formed into a series of terraces rather than flowing with the gradual slope of the ground as most of Tiraas did (hence the name), it was a little over a quarter of the way downhill from Imperial Square in the opposite direction from his own home. He had been here many times, both as Sweet and on the more aboveboard business of the Church, and knew it well, yet the Elysium was an unknown sight to him. From the outside, it could have been any upscale tea room or winery (the very wealthy did not loaf about in bars or pubs, at least not where their friends were likely to see), with an understated sign bearing its name and nothing else to distinguish its modest facade. This was
  
   exactly
  
  the sort of place that should have caught his interest many times before.
 

 
  Of course, there were enchantments that could conceal a place from those who were not invited, or who were not looking for it specifically, or based upon any number of other variables. They were complex and expensive spells, though, which raised questions about what was hidden behind them and who would bother to place them there. Luckily he knew who he was here to meet, which answered several such questions, but he could not shake the feeling that he wasn’t being told everything.
 

 
  He paid close attention to this feeling. It had saved his life repeatedly.
 

 
  Thus, he loitered for over a minute on the sidewalk, studying the plain stone construction, the tastefully gilded sign—and wondering what “Elysium” meant, aside from sounding vaguely elvish—the wrought iron bars on its curtained windows and bordering the stone staircase descending to its subterranean entrance, which was lit only by a single fairy lamp.
 

 
  He was already uncomfortable, dressed as he was in a simple but expensive suit, with his hair styled in the Bishop’s well-groomed coif rather than Sweet’s slicked-back look. Lurking between identities set off a dissonance in his mind that only exacerbated his general unease, but given who he was here to meet and how little he knew of what to expect, this was the best he could do.
 

 
  With a sigh, he descended the stairs. At the bottom was a clean little nook containing an elegant stone bench and the entrance. The Elysium’s door was of redwood, polished to near luminosity, offset by clouded glass panels and a brass handle. Darling rolled his neck, straightened his shoulders, double-checked his aloof smile (in place and operating normally), then pulled the door open and strode in as though he owned the place.
 

 
  It
  
   was
  
  a pub, though its target clientele would probably have disdained the word. A more expensively appointed space he had rarely seen outside of the mansions of the rich; everything was dark-stained wood, with accents of marble and gilt, with silken tablecloths and draperies, surmounted by a chandelier of actual crystal, which glowed without benefit of candles. The room was tall, easily a story and a half, but neither broad nor deep. Tables were scattered widely enough that those sitting at them would have relative privacy. A bench lined the wall adjacent to the street above, a long bar lined the other immediately to his right, and at the rear of the room a short flight of steps rose to an elevated nook containing a lavishly-appointed booth, at which his “date” for the evening waited.
 

 
  Darling didn’t immediately fix his eyes upon her, however, first taking stock of the room’s other inhabitants. The Elysium was sparsely inhabited at the moment. Closest to the door was a woman in an Imperial Army uniform, sitting at the bar; she glanced up at him when he entered, then returned to nursing her drink, clearly dismissing him as unimportant. She was also, he noted, quite pretty: tall and strongly built, with black hair drawn back in a severe ponytail which cascaded down her back in an avalanche of curls. Women could and did serve in the Imperial Army—the Empire’s goddess of war being also the protector of women, there was no discrimination by sex among the armed forces. Most women who wanted to be soldiers joined the Silver Legions, though. Still, this wasn’t the first female Imperial soldier he’d ever seen. The Legions didn’t take everyone who applied, and besides, there were always the patriotic, the irreligious, and various other outliers.
 

 
  Like the soldier, the bar’s other denizens gave him barely a glance before returning to their own business. In the corner opposite the door, a burly blonde man dressed as a laborer and a slim man in the black coat of a Church priest were hunched over a game of chess; they ignored him entirely. A young couple was canoodling in another corner. He made a point not to stare. The mix of people in here made little sense to Darling—from the rich trappings and extravagant magical security, not to mention the company
  
   he
  
  was to keep this evening, he’d have expected lords and ladies, high priests, possibly even the better class of criminals. Soldiers, preachers, farmers…the list of incongruities continued to grow.
 

 
  He nodded respectfully toward the alcove at the back and moved forward to approach it.
 

 
  “Evening, Antonio! Punaji Sunrise, right?”
 

 
  Darling blinked in surprise, turning to look at the bartender, who had been hidden behind the soldier from his position at the door. This was a face he knew
  
   very
  
  well: lean, swarthy, with shaggy black hair and perpetual mirth lurking about the eyes. On the bar before him was a drink, a layered confection of different liqueurs and syrups that cost far too much and took far too long to make, which was exactly why Darling habitually ordered it. The man pushed it gently toward him.
 

 
  For a moment, his mind went blank at the sheer enormity of the implications. Then, the pieces snapped into place, and he cast another swift glance about the room. The soldier, the farmer, the dark man…of course. No
  
   wonder
  
  he’d never seen this place before. None of them looked up to acknowledge him, but the woman took a contemplative sip of her whiskey on the rocks as his eyes slid across her. Realization did nothing to lessen his unease—if anything, it did the opposite.
 

 
  Then he was back in character, the interlude having taken a sliver of a second that few humans could have noticed and the bar’s occupants surely had. “You remembered!” he said cheerfully, stepping over to collect his drink. “Should I be flattered, or concerned at the prescription?”
 

 
  “Prescription, bah,” the bartender waved him away, grinning. “Worst you’ll get from that thing is a sugar rush. Best go on, your date’s waiting.”
 

 
  “Aren’t they always,” he said vaguely, tilting the Sunrise toward him in toast, then turning to resume his course.
 

 
  He ascended the steps carefully to the alcove. Quentin Vex sat above, at one side of the table, but Darling ignored him for the moment; it would not have done at all to greet him first. Instead, he bowed deeply to the person who had asked him here.
 

 
  “Your Majesty.”
 

 
  Empress Eleanora Sultana Tirasian was, needless to say, a strikingly beautiful woman. She was also a crafty and formidable individual who was known to have little regard for looks—her own, anyway. The reality was, however, that one did not marry onto the Imperial throne without being something of a showpiece. She certainly was that: waves of sable hair, deep mahogany skin, black eyes that glinted like daggers. She was tall and fell right into the combination of “slender yet curvy” that occurred so often in cheap novels and so rarely in biology. Indeed, she might have suited the (so called) Avenic ideal perfectly, except that she lacked the strong build of a woman who worked and/or fought for a living. Eleanora was a noblewoman and born politician; she had never run two steps in her life, nor lifted anything heavier than a wine bottle.
 

 
  “Bishop,” she replied coolly, not inclining her head in return. There was probably no one in the world to whom she would bow. “Please, join us.”
 

 
  “My thanks, Majesty,” he said, then set his drink on the table. Taking one of the gilded chairs by its back, he slid it around and seated himself at the side of the table, opposite Lord Vex, rather than directly before her as indicated. She raised an eyebrow and even the normally-somnolent Vex straightened slightly at this flagrant breach of protocol, but the hell he was putting his back to that room full of…
  
   them.
  
 

 
  Eleanora flicked her eyes once to the main floor of the bar, then smiled very faintly. Darling took this for a sign of understanding; she was far too savvy to accidentally betray her thoughts with careless gestures.
 

 
  “How may I be of service, your Majesty?” he asked once seated.
 

 
  For a moment she just looked at him. There was a stillness about her, a piercing intelligence in her gaze, that threatened to ruffle his equilibrium. As both Sweet and the Bishop he was accustomed to the presence of dangerous people and rarely met anyone who penetrated his calm. Something about her, though… Eleanora had certainly
  
   not
  
  become Empress because of her looks.
 

 
  “I am in need of a priest,” she said finally.
 

 
  “I am flattered,” he replied. “And somewhat perplexed, I confess. Surely you could have your pick of the services of any priest in the Empire?”
 

 
  “I have,” she said dryly, “and it is to my great fortune that my pick of priests
  
   is
  
  available to me, as I think you know that many are not.” This was skating close to the dangerous topic of the rivalry between Church and Throne, a subject he was eager to avoid in this of all company, but she went smoothly on. “The gods are fond of reminding us that no degree of mortal power entitles any human being to a greater stake of their attention, but the reality is as you see it here. For the leaders of the Empire, certain little courtesies
  
   are
  
  extended, to our great gratitude. One such is access to this…sanctuary.”
 

 
  Again, she glanced past him to the bar area, and he did likewise. The barman winked.
 

 
  “Here,” the Empress continued, “we are effectively outside the world and its concerns. Its bloody neverending
  
   politics.
  
  Here I can forget for a moment about being Empress, you can relax the tension that leading the multiplicitous existence you do must cause. Neither of us need pretend that we don’t all know
  
   exactly
  
  the nature of my relationship with the man I call husband.” She leaned forward slightly, holding his gaze. “I can approach you as a woman with a spiritual problem, seeking help from a cleric who happens to be the leading expert in this topic.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” he said slowly. “Is there…something you would like me to steal?”
 

 
  The corners of her eyes crinkled very slightly in amusement, but she quickly mastered her expression and spoke a single name.
  
   “Elilial.”
  
 

 
  “Ah,” he said ruefully. “I’m afraid I was never one for kidnapping, but I’ll see what I can do.”
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “I believe I warned your Majesty that the Bishop fancies himself…amusing.”
 

 
  “He
  
   is,”
  
  the Empress said, not taking her eyes off Darling, “but I would prefer that we be serious now.”
 

 
  “My sincere apologies, your Majesty.” He bowed to her from his seat.
 

 
  “She was in my
  
   home,”
  
  she said, and from beneath her iron self-control there whispered hints of ferocity, barely contained. “She shared a bed with the man I think of as a brother. We talked, shared meals, even games.” The Empress clenched her jaw momentarily. “I once let her rub my shoulders. She was
  
   remarkably
  
  good at that.”
 

 
  Darling put on and held his very best sympathetically attentive face. In truth, this was a situation he had little idea how to handle.
 

 
  “Among the theologians who have studied Elilial extensively,” Eleanora went on, “most are so heavily wedded to Church dogma that every other word from them is a sermon in miniature. But Lord Vex tells me that you are something of an expert on her movements as well. More importantly, he suggests that you see her as an individual, not an…incarnation.”
 

 
  “You know what invaded your home,” he said softly. “You want to understand
  
   who.”
  
 

 
  “Precisely.”
 

 
  Something tingled at the back of Darling’s neck, a sensation with which he was well acquainted: risk, and opportunity. “What, then, would your Majesty like to know?”
 

 
  “First of all…how did you come to devote such time and study to Elilial?” Apparently she wasn’t one to come right to the point, but then, few politicians were. “It seems a peculiar hobby for an acolyte of the god of thieves.”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” he said smoothly, simply running with it, “the cults of Elilial and Eserion have many similarities. Sometimes I am tempted to conclude that ours are the only faiths which inherently value
  
   subtlety.”
  
 

 
  Below, one of the chess players—the thin man in the dark coat—cleared his throat. Darling carefully did not betray himself by glancing at him.
 

 
  “As for why… I have often thought that the Church’s approach to warning people against Elilial’s schemes has done more harm than good. So much effort putting into portraying her as the destroyer, the deceiver, playing up her relationship to the demonic plane without ever mentioning how
  
   that
  
  is happenstance caused by the Pantheon and not her own choice. It warns the faithful and the casual away from seeking her out, yes—well, most of them—but leaves people frighteningly vulnerable to her when she
  
   does
  
  choose to move among us.”
 

 
  “How so?”
 

 
  “She’s a thief,” he said, warming to his subject. “A con artist, a trickster. All theatrics and misdirection, someone who plays as many parts as the job requires. You could say that from a certain perspective, I empathize with her. More to the point, I understand the broad strokes of how she operates, and why telling people that she’s some kind of slavering monster is the worst possible thing we can do. The Black Wreath is older than the Empire by a wide margin, older than the Church, and while it’s damnably difficult to track their movements, we know they’ve never suffered from a lack of membership. That’s because Elilial, when she wants to be, is just so bloody
  
   nice.”
  
 

 
  “Nice,” Eleanora said flatly.
 

 
  “I think, Majesty, that you are in a position to know that better than most, if you’ll pardon me saying so.”
 

 
  She held his gaze silently for a moment, then glanced to one side in thought, and nodded slowly.
 

 
  “And so we shoot ourselves in the foot,” he said. “People meet this fearsome Queen of Demons, and find her warm, charming, rather funny, in fact. It throws everything the Church has taught them about her into question. That, by association, throws
  
   all
  
  the Church’s teachings into question. Thus, she gets one fingernail into their minds, and knows exactly how to work that until she has a loyal convert, willing to die for her.”
 

 
  The Empress narrowed her eyes slightly. “Funny?”
 

 
  “People are always so surprised when I say that,” he said wryly. “Yes, she has quite the sense of humor. Was that not apparent when you met her?”
 

 
  “I didn’t merely ‘meet’ her, I knew her well for several months, or so I thought.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “And yes…she did, in fact, have a sardonic wit that Sharidan and I both enjoyed. In hindsight, I’ve been second-guessing everything I remember about her in light of what I now know.”
 

 
  “Don’t do that,” he advised, “it’s a trap. You are, by reputation, both perceptive and clever when it comes to people. Elilial is
  
   certainly
  
  sly enough to use that against you, but that doesn’t mean everything she said or did was a deception. Encouraging you to think it was gives her a kind of invisibility. If nobody
  
   believes
  
  what they know about her, they don’t really know anything, do they?”
 

 
  She kept her gaze to the side, frowning slightly in contemplation. Vex sipped at his own wineglass, staying silent. Darling sat, not reaching for his Punaji Sunrise, allowing the Empress to think.
 

 
  “How certain are you of the things you know? Why is it you know better, as you believe, than most of the Church’s theologians?”
 

 
  “Simple scholarship, your Majesty,” he said modestly, refusing to back down from her intent stare once she returned it to him. “There are over eight
  
   thousand
  
  years worth of materials about Elilial’s movements to sift through, much of it muddled by simple time or tainted by the agendas of millennia of history. Not to mention that some incarnations of the Black Wreath have been quite adept at spreading misinformation. I simply hired a bunch of university and seminary students to sort through the information there was and single out the bits that met a good historian’s standards of believability. Thirty of them, for over two years…there really was a
  
   lot
  
  of material. In the end, only the tiniest amount could be considered reliable. That tiny amount was merely the work of another couple of years for me to study through, and the picture it painted of our girl was remarkably consistent.”
 

 
  “Our girl?” Eleanora raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” he said contritely. “If one spends enough time studying somebody’s life, one tends to feel oddly attached. No matter how horrifying the subject matter may be.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Whatever she thought of that, her face gave nothing away. “She had ample opportunity to harm Sharidan, myself, and many of those closest to us. As far as we can tell, she did not.”
 

 
  “That is consistent,” he said, nodding. “Historically speaking, she only harms people in particular and for specific reasons. If anything, I’d say she’s more careful about collateral damage than some gods of the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “Really. Regard for others?”
 

 
  He leaned back in his chair slightly, frowning in thought. “No…and yes, but no. It’s wasteful, inelegant. A
  
   good
  
  con artist uses only the lightest touch and leaves as little trace as possible. A good kneecapper relies on the threat of force rather than the use of force; you have to beat a few people down now and again to establish that you can and will, but nobody could do business if everybody were constantly attacking each other. It becomes…a code of honor, so to speak, a set of best practices that all
  
   good
  
  scoundrels follow, irrespective of any affiliations or moral leanings they may have. In time, that can be internalized to the point that causing unnecessary pain is troubling to the spirit, like a twinge of conscience. Not true compassion, but…” He groped silently for the word. “An ethic of restraint.”
 

 
  “Again, you speak of her as you would a member of your Guild.”
 

 
  “I think she’d do very well in the Guild. This business of infiltrating an organization in human guise… The recent events in the Palace are not the first time she’s done this. I’d be totally unsurprised to learn she has
  
   been
  
  a member of the Thieves’ Guild at one point.”
 

 
  Below, the bartender laughed aloud, but did not look up from wiping the glass he was working on. The soldier shot him an irritated look.
 

 
  “To move this back to my original concern…how likely do you think it that she left some trap behind, some delayed way of harming my family?”
 

 
  “Not very likely at all. At least, that would be wildly out of character.” He drew in a breath slowly, looking down at the table. “Your Majesty, I’m not certain how to phrase this with any delicacy…”
 

 
  “Then don’t concern yourself with delicacy,” she said firmly. “I’ll neither break nor demand your execution if you ruffle my feathers.”
 

 
  “Very well,” he said gravely, keeping amusement hidden only through a truly heroic effort. “Everything in the histories suggests that Elilial’s attachments are quite real, at least to her. She’s been known to discreetly watch over people with whom she has formed relationships through deception, giving assistance when they need it years after their part in her schemes is over, sometimes avenging them when necessary.”
 

 
  Eleanora narrowed her eyes. “You suggest she is truly a caring person, deep down.”
 

 
  “I am not sure I’d go that far,” he hedged. “No… My perception has always been that she’s a
  
   lonely
  
  person. Her only real peers are the gods she turned against, and who cast her into Hell for it. She’s down there with nothing but demons for company most of the time. All things considered I have a hard time seeing her as particularly soft-hearted, but able to form real attachments? Maybe even desperate to do so? That I have no trouble believing.”
 

 
  “Then…with regard to my family…”
 

 
  “I am not sure how much of the story I know,” he admitted, “but from the basics that I do… If there were any hostility, any animosity there, you’d know already. If she behaved toward you and yours with affection, that affection is likely to be sincere. Oh, she’ll use you in her schemes like she does everyone else, and I know I needn’t tell you how these schemes in particular could well kick the very Empire right out from under us all. But on a personal level? No, I don’t believe your family has anything to
  
   fear
  
  from Elilial. If anything…should you ever find yourself in truly desperate straits, you might find yourself with a very unexpected protector.”
 

 
  There was silence. In the stillness of the chamber, the very soft voices of the two in the other corner were almost intrusive; the echo of a chess piece being set down seemed to reverberate.
 

 
  “That should be encouraging,” Eleanora said at last, “but if anything, I find myself more disturbed.”
 

 
  “I know what you mean,” Darling said with perfect sincerity. “This is why I am always careful to study Elilial and her people from a safe distance. Reading old stories, rather than interviewing those of the Wreath we’ve managed to capture. It’s terrifying, how easily she can suck you in.”
 

 
  “We still have no Imperial heir, nor any sign of one forthcoming,” she said abruptly. “The court physicians are positive that the problem is not with Sharidan. But then, they say that about each of the women in his harem, as well, and it defies reason that
  
   someone
  
  hasn’t ended up with child by now. He’s quite energetic. You will repeat that to no one.”
 

 
  “Repeat what? Your pardon, Majesty, I’m a trifle deaf on this side.”
 

 
  “Good. Elilial has twice hinted broadly that
  
   she
  
  is now carrying his child. Once to his face, once to three hapless soldiers who, luckily for them, had no idea what she was talking about. Is there any chance she is lying?”
 

 
  “Of course.
  
   Lying
  
  is the better part of what she does. I fancy myself probably most likely of those outside the Wreath itself to give credit to Elilial’s better traits, but even I won’t try to present her as anything less than a compulsive deceiver. Before the Fall, she was simply the goddess of cunning. The other gods didn’t turn their backs on her
  
   then,
  
  and that’s when they counted her an ally.”
 

 
  “But on the other hand…”
 

 
  “On the other hand, yes, she has birthed several demigods that we know of.
  
   One
  
  of whom is currently attending classes in Last Rock.”
 

 
  The Empress’s mouth twisted in dislike, a curiously strong reaction, but she simply went on: “Could she have been responsible for the childlessness of the other women in the Palace?”
 

 
  “It does seem consistent with her apparent scheme, but… I’m sorry, your Majesty, I’m glad to share my insights into what Elilial is
  
   likely
  
  to do, based on what she’s done in the past, but as to what she
  
   can
  
  do…nobody can really help you. The one thing we
  
   know
  
  she is very good at is concealing her movements, a trait which extends to members of the Wreath. Just as priests of Omnu have that calming aura, and Izarite clerics get the uncanny ability to discern someone’s emotional needs, invested followers of Elilial gain the gift of hiding their movements. Even from the gods.”
 

 
  There were no fewer than three small sounds of activity from the floor below. He reflexively froze for a moment.
 

 
  “Which, obviously, makes any other powers they possess…particularly unknowable.”
 

 
  “Just so, your Majesty.”
 

 
  “You have been very helpful, Bishop Darling,” the Empress said, leaning back in her seat. “Not that my mind is put at ease, but I feel I can worry constructively rather than generally, now.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” he said modestly.
 

 
  “Well, that is another question,” she said in a mild tone that instantly made his hackles rise. “Rather like Elilial, it is a curious conundrum…what you
  
   can
  
  do, and what you are likely to do.”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon?” he said politely. His mind was racing at the shift of mood. Vex, still silent, was watching him fixedly through half-lidded eyes. Eleanora’s attention was less subtle, and there was a hint of a satisfied smile hovering about her mouth that he didn’t like at all.
 

 
  “Tell me, are you acquainted with Bishop Syrinx?”
 

 
  “We have spoken in passing,” he said, tilting his head to the side in a gesture of innocent curiosity. “I can’t say I know her well.”
 

 
  “She is possibly the
  
   worst
  
  Avenist I’ve ever met,” Eleanora went on conversationally, not even flinching when the soldier set her whiskey glass down hard on the bar. “Vindictive, underhanded, and altogether a better politician than a priest. But if I do say so, she makes an excellent Bishop.”
 

 
  “I begin to wonder if I should feel offended.”
 

 
  “There is an interesting layer to the power struggle in this city, you see. Not just between the Throne and the Church, but between the Church and the disparate faiths it is supposed to collect under its aegis. So many of their doctrines contradict one another outright that the Archpopes have always been forced to dance a
  
   very
  
  delicate line, keeping a unified doctrinal front.”
 

 
  Darling nodded pleasantly, refusing to glance at the door. He knew this, she knew he knew it;
  
   everyone
  
  who was a player in this game, or even just a somewhat educated cleric, knew it. She was giving a monologue, like a villain in a novel. This was not a good sign; Eleanora Tirasian was clever enough and ruthless enough to make an
  
   excellent
  
  villain. Vex, even less encouragingly, had begun to smile. Both of them had a theatrical streak.
 

 
  “This results in things like the Bishops,” the Empress went on, still in that conversational tone. “By and large, they are a consistent bunch. Crafty, better at rising through the ranks of religious hierarchies than at practicing any actual faith. I imagine their respective High Priests were just as glad to get rid of them, and they make
  
   excellent
  
  pawns for Justinian. And then there is you.”
 

 
  “I’ll have you know I fit in splendidly with my colleagues,” he said mildly. “I get along with everyone.”
 

 
  “I know you do, Sweet. You are everybody’s friend.” Her eyes bored into him; he refused to react to the use of his tag. “This city is just lousy with people who owe you favors, or simply like you enough to
  
   do
  
  you favors, which has been the secret of your success. And that is what makes you stand out among your fellow Bishops. You are actually a really
  
   good
  
  priest of Eserion.”
 

 
  “You’re going to make me blush!”
 

 
  “It may just be that Eserion’s cult is an inherently unusual one,” she went on, ignoring him. “Where most of the gods direct their followers to some beneficial end, or what they believe to be one, disciples of the god of thieves are sent to go out and
  
   steal
  
  things. So I have to wonder… Why would the Guild send their once high priest to the Church?” She folded her hands primly on the table and smiled pleasantly at him. “What, exactly, are you supposed to steal?”
 

 
  Darling made a show of glancing back and forth, then leaned in close. “Can you keep a secret?”
 

 
  Still smiling, she raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  He grinned.
  
   “Everything.
  
  Every damn thing, down to Justinian’s fuzzy slippers. It’ll be the heist of the millennium.”
 

 
  “I believe I asked you to be serious.”
 

 
  “So you did, and so I was. And
  
   then
  
  you attempted to maneuver an avowed thief into a corner. I’m curious, your Majesty, what response you expected that to get.”
 

 
  “There is a question here, Darling, about loyalty. I am intrigued by you on a number of levels, but it is hardly possible for me to take any action with regard to you before I know with whom you stand. Is it the Empire? The Church? Your god, or the gods in general?”
 

 
  “This I know about gods,” he said, picking up his untouched drink. The layers had begun to blend into each other after long minutes sitting idle. “I am fully aware of and grateful for their gifts to us. But gods, like people, are individuals, with their own personalities and agendas. They
  
   are
  
  people, however fundamentally different. And like any other group of people, they can be a right bunch of bastards.”
 

 
  Her eyebrows climbed at that, and a deathly silence fell over the room. Darling raised his glass to her in toast and focused his attention, reaching for that inner glow deep inside himself.
 

 
  They were not encouraged to draw on it; thieves had little use for it. But Eserion, for good or ill, was a god of the Pantheon, and he and his followers were therefore entitled to certain benefits—including the healing light. Channeled through his hand, it caught the liquid in the glass, blazing from each of the slightly-muddied layers of the drink and causing it to glow like a stained glass fairy lamp.
 

 
  “Those who have my loyalty know it. Those who
  
   would
  
  have my loyalty can earn it, in the usual ways. To them, and to you, your Majesty…good health.” He smiled at her, sipped his drink, and turned to look once out at the bar. It was a look he’d had ample occasion to practice on Guild business: not quite a challenging look, but more than simple acknowledgment. It was a look that said “Yeah, I see you, what of it?”
 

 
  The gods were looking back at him, and most were smiling. The exception was Avei, who had swiveled around on her barstool to give him a look of weary disdain. Eserion, behind the bar, laughed aloud as he added a splash of whiskey to her glass. In the corner, Izara’s eyes twinkled merrily, brightly enough to be visible from across the room; beside her, Vesk, the god of bards, lifted his hands and patted them together lightly in a silent ovation. Both the chess players were staring at him now, Omnu with a gentle smile, Vidius wearing a grin of wry humor.
 

 
  The Empress, when he turned back to her, looked decidedly less amused. “And I am left to wonder, still, at the
  
   exact
  
  nature of your apparently considerable interest in, and sympathy for, a certain goddess of cunning.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said softly, “so
  
   that’s
  
  it, then.”
 

 
  “I have the Black Wreath running rampant in my Empire and in my city,” she went on, “more so than we had previously imagined. Aside from recent shenanigans in the Palace itself, an entire cell of them recently popped up in a little flyspeck town, with a suicide summoner and dwarven technology that we’ve never seen before. Unfortunately, Arachne
  
   bloody
  
  Tellwyrn demolished them before any useful questions could be asked, but the fact remains: they’re growing bolder, and stronger, at the same time their mistress is up to something
  
   well
  
  beyond her usual antics. This, obviously, is not acceptable.”
 

 
  “Obviously,” he said dryly. “But if you’ll pardon my narcissism, what does it have to do with
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  “Imperial Intelligence are the best in the world at what they do,” she said, absently patting Vex’s wrist, as one might acknowledge a favored pet, “but they face certain stark limits against the Wreath. To say nothing of the inherent challenges of chasing after diabolists and dark priests, we have no effective counter to Elilial’s gift of stealth. The Church doesn’t either, and while they are better equipped to contend with demons, they lack any personnel with the skill Lord Vex’s people have in this kind of skullduggery. Besides, I obviously cannot trust Justinian or any of his lackeys.”
 

 
  “What, you don’t think I’m his lackey?”
 

 
  “I don’t know
  
   whose
  
  lackey you are, if anyone’s,” she said evenly. “And that is where you may be exactly what we need. You said yourself that the Thieves’ Guild is very like the Black Wreath in its operations and general outlook.”
 

 
  “The Guild is not going to start a war with the Wreath.”
 

 
  “For innumerable reasons, obviously, no. But a man whose loyalties are stretched multiple ways to begin with provides deniability to all his putative masters.”
 

 
  “Ahh,” he nodded, smiling, “now I see. If
  
   I
  
  were to go chasing after the Wreath, they wouldn’t know against whom to retaliate. Very clever. Quite elegant, really.”
 

 
  “I’m glad you think so.”
 

 
  “Of course, I’m absolutely not going to do it, but I do appreciate the merits of the idea.”
 

 
  “I think you mistake my intentions,” she said with a smile. “You spent what had to have been most of your earnings in your first years as Bishop, not to mention the years in question, on a colossal research project just to build up a working understanding of Elilial’s psychology. Strange behavior, for a thief.”
 

 
  “What, a man can’t have hobbies?”
 

 
  “No. People like you…and like me…do not have hobbies, we have
  
   obsessions.
  
  One singular obsession for each of us, really, which fills our lives and colors every activity we undertake. You are an information man, Sweet, a connection man. You wanted to know the Black Lady’s ways for a reason.” Her smile widened a fraction of an inch. “You’re hunting her.”
 

 
  “Or perhaps,” he offered, swirling his glass idly, “I’m looking to join her. She
  
   does
  
  run a most admirable outfit. Perhaps I already have.”
 

 
  “And what would you do if you had? Wage war on the gods? Overthrow the Empire? No, Darling, she has nothing you want. You want the
  
   chase.
  
  We are talking about the single most challenging prey that has ever existed. I think if you ever manage to
  
   catch
  
  her, you’ll find yourself at a loss.”
 

 
  “You presume to know me well, your Majesty.”
 

 
  “Indeed so. And perhaps I am wrong.” Still she kept that smile, but her eyes burned with intensity. “I am not threatening you, nor will I ever. I’m not asking you to do anything. I am extending an offer.”
 

 
  He raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “How is it the organized criminals always put it in the novels?” she mused. “You’ve done me a favor today. Perhaps someday I’ll be in a position to do you a favor. Especially if it leads to progress in uprooting the Black Wreath from my city.”
 

 
  Darling matched her smile. “Your Majesty has a fertile and eloquent imagination.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said sweetly. “But my offer stands. Whatever aid I may lend you, should you need it in hunting the Wreath.” With that, she stood. Vex and Darling did likewise, as protocol demanded. On their feet, she was shorter than he, though not by much. Whereas most women of her breeding and upbringing would never miss a chance to look up at a man through their lashes, Eleanora tilted her head to gaze at him directly. “And, of course, should you decide that your loyalty lies against the Empire…I will not bother to threaten you then, either. You are a most valued subject, Antonio Darling.”
 

 
  “There are not words in our inadequate mortal language for my appreciation at your acknowledgment, your Majesty,” he replied, bowing deeply.
 

 
  “Thank you for your time, Bishop.”
 

 
  He took the dismissal for what it was, backed up a step, and descended the stairs.
 

 
  The gods were all watching him.
 

 
  He nodded to Eserion, and then tipped Avei a wink. For just a moment he thought something very bad was about to happen to him, but Izara let out a peal of delighted laughter from across the room, and the goddess of war wordlessly turned her back on him. He didn’t breathe again until he was back outside, and not deeply until he had climbed the stone steps and stood safely on the streets of Tiraas. Already, the tense atmosphere within the Elysium was starting to fade like a dream.
 

 
  Darling wondered, as he started walking, whether he would still be able to see the sign if he turned around. He didn’t check. His mind was already furiously at work, teasing apart the details of that conversation.
 

 
  None of this made sense. The Empress had as much as accused him of having divided loyalties, offered her support, and then dismissed him. Vex, too, by implication. Those actions were totally self-contradictory. Why? One didn’t just baldly come out with such details right in front of the person one suspected of double-dealing, especially if one intended to secure that person’s aid. Traitorous people could be incredibly useful, but only if you knew they were traitorous and they didn’t know you knew. This disarming honesty…this was no way to play the game.
 

 
  Unless…
 

 
  Darling frowned as he walked, letting his feet carrying him home by sheer muscle memory.
 

 
  Unless the game was not going in your favor, in which case the best move available was sometimes to introduce a little chaos. Forcibly change the board, realign the players, knock a few pieces out of place. It might improve your position, or might not. It was a gambit for when no sensible actions could lead to victory.
 

 
  The Wreath, the gods, Elilial, Tellwyrn, the Church, the cults
  
   within
  
  the church…all swirled around and within the Empire, nipping at it from all directions. And, he now realized, the Empire, or at least its Empress, believed it was losing.
 

 
  Interesting.
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  Everyone in town knew Milton Oxford was afraid of the dark. Saddle Ridge wasn’t quite so small that all of its citizens knew each other, anymore, but the town’s most prominent banker was recognizable enough that his habits were effectively public knowledge. Such as, for example, the fact that the light of an oil lamp was always visible in his bedroom window, all night, every night.
 

 
  Nobody said a word to him about it. Oxford was the sort of man who singlehandedly redeemed the bad name of bankers in his town; he drew the line at giving away money (except through the usual charitable avenues), but bent his financial expertise and the generous loan policies he had instituted at his bank to helping everyone get ahead, as best he could. Many a shop and nearby farm owed its solvency, and some their very existence, to his compassion. Thus, nobody mocked the kind-hearted, portly old banker for his fear of the dark, even behind his back. The people of his town were likely to turn vehemently on anyone who did.
 

 
  Matters might have been different if they knew
  
   why
  
  Milton Oxford feared the dark. He knew exactly what was lurking in it.
 

 
  For similar reasons, he had never been a sound sleeper, usually waking three or four times a night at the slightest little sounds. Normally, his first act would be to glance at the oil lamp on his bedstand, then perform a quick visual survey of the corners of the room. He had laid out his furniture such that his lamp illuminated everything, leaving no patches of shadow. It was dim, yes—his financial instincts rebelled at the waste of leaving a lamp burning at full strength all night, he spent enough on oil as it was—but left no black space in which
  
   they
  
  could hide. Many had tried to convince him to switch to the steadier, modern fairy lights, but Oxford was old and comfortable in his ways.
 

 
  There was never anything there. That never stopped him from waking again the next time.
 

 
  On this night, however, he opened his eyes at close to two in the morning and found a wood elf standing at the foot of his bed.
 

 
  “Who—wha—
  
   how!?”
  
  He scuttled backward, working himself to a sitting position against his headboard and clutching the blankets up to his neck.
 

 
  The elf was dressed stereotypically—though there were obviously more plains elves in this area, he had seen enough illustrations of wood elves to recognize the type. She wore simple brown trousers and vest over a loose shirt in a shade of deep green, with blousy sleeves. Incongruously, gold-rimmed spectacles perched on the tip of her nose. The elf made no reply to his stammered queries, but tossed something onto the tented fabric between his legs.
 

 
  It was the small gold statuette of Verniselle, goddess of money, which occupied pride of place in the shrine in his living room downstairs. To Oxford’s fear and confusion was suddenly added a spike of outrage.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you! That is a sacred artifact! You broke into my home just to mock my faith?”
 

 
  “There seems to be a problem with your idol,” she said in a mild tone. “On the base.”
 

 
  His blood went cold.
 

 
  Whether through skill on her part or luck—he suddenly feared it was the former—the idol had landed with its bottom pointing at his face. The glyph carved into it was clearly visible in the lamplight.
 

 
  Oxford was an honest man, as much as his position allowed him to be, but he was also a banker, and no stranger to negotiations, or bluffing. “What? You violated my home and my goddess’s shrine to show me some goldsmith’s mark?
  
   Shame
  
  on you, young woman.”
 

 
  She smiled faintly. “How curious that a goldsmith would engrave an idol of Verniselle with a Black Wreath glyph to prevent the goddess from seeing anything amiss with its use.”
 

 
  “What in the
  
   world
  
  are you going on about?” he blustered, even as his stomach plummeted. “The Black Wreath? Nonsense, they don’t exist. You had better explain what you are doing—”
 

 
  He broke off as if choked when she tossed a second object down beside the first. A statue carved from black glass, of the horned and hooved goddess Elilial, which had stood in the other, secret shrine in his home. A shrine in a sub-basement, accessible only by a secret staircase behind a hidden panel in the kitchen pantry.
 

 
  Oxford swallowed, hard, wrenching his eyes from the two statuettes up to meet the elf’s. Her expression is vaguely disdainful. “Wh-who are you?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sorry, how rude of me. I do tend to get distracted.” She smiled thinly. “My name’s Arachne.”
 

 
  He let out an embarrassing squeak.
 

 
  “Ah,” Professor Tellwyrn said with satisfaction, “you’ve heard of me.”
 

 
  “I-I-I shall call the Sheriff!”
 

 
  “Oh, let’s not do this,” she said dismissively. “You are not going to involve any authorities who might want to learn about your
  
   true
  
  religion, and you know very well that you’re no threat to me even with that wand under your pillow. Stop reaching for it, Milton. No, we are going to have a nice, civil conversation, and then I’ll be on my way.”
 

 
  Oxford huddled down against his pillow, pulling the blankets up to his neck. “What do you want?”
 

 
  “Four years ago, you did some clerical tasks.” Tellwyrn produced a thick manilla folder from midair and began leafing through it calmly. “Of course, I doubt that helps you bring a specific incident to mind; they likely all blur together after a while, eh?” She raised her eyes and gave him another chilling smile. “If it makes a difference, I’m referring to the ones that resulted in the horrifyingly painful death of an innocent girl.”
 

 
  “I have
  
   no
  
  idea what you’re talking about!” he said shrilly.
 

 
  “Oh, good, does that help you sleep?” Her smile widened, but did not grow warmer. “Let me add some detail. You were tasked with finding a pretext to present a jade ring to one June Witwill, in the nearby village of Hamlet. They really have run out of names for these little towns, haven’t they?
  
   So,
  
  Mr. Oxford, you sponsored, as one of your many admirable charity activities, a raffle through the local church out there to fund improvements to its chapel. The prize was a box of miscellaneous jewelry, including said ring—which, unbeknownst to Miss Witwill, was one of the signs whereby members of the Wreath identify one another, marked with a glyph very like that on your statue there, but modified to make her highly visible to certain demonic entities while
  
   also
  
  deflecting the attention of gods, priests, and anyone else. Standard Wreath spellcraft, but not known to anyone else. It was
  
   further
  
  bespelled to make it irresistibly alluring to its possessor, otherwise she wouldn’t have kept it. She gave away all the rest of the jewelry. That particular charm is
  
   not
  
  Wreath business, but does happen to be very much against the law.”
 

 
  Oxford tried to speak, but Tellwyrn simply raised her voice and carried on her recitation right over him. “Needless to say, you fixed the results of the raffle, as you were instructed. The item fell into Miss Witwill’s possession, and you, your instructions carried out, washed your hands of the whole affair and went right back to busily pretending you had never heard of her.”
 

 
  “Hearsay!” he squawked. “Baseless accusations! You’ve no proof of
  
   any
  
  of this!”
 

 
  “Proof?” She raised her eyes to his, eyebrows climbing in an expression of incredulity. “Milton Oxford, you poor, sweet, honest,
  
   stupid
  
  man, you
  
   filed the paperwork.
  
  The charity raffle was duly authorized by the Church and relevant civil authorities. For the jewelry you purchased, you claimed a tax exemption for religious rites, with receipts submitted to the Imperial Treasury. Likewise for under-the-table fees for the
  
   illegal
  
  spellwork on the jade ring. You’re lucky the number jokeys down there had no idea what that was. Everything was very properly filed with your bank and with the Treasury; you left a paper trail so wide…well, you want to know how long I’ve been following it?
  
   Three days.
  
  On a trail that should have gone cold four
  
   years
  
  ago. I’m starting to wonder how the Empire manages to function under the weight of its own bureaucracy, but I do say it’s useful when one wants to know anything that has ever happened within a mile of any financial transaction in this province.”
 

 
  “They…they
  
   were
  
  for a religious rite,” he mumbled. “I shouldn’t have to pay…”
 

 
  She snapped the folder shut, making him jump. “You know who else is good at following painfully obvious trails, Milton? Imperial Intelligence.
  
   That
  
  is why you’ve not been contacted by anyone in the Wreath in the last four years, nor ever will be again. The Empire’s eyes are on you, and your fellow cultists know it. The Imps will wait for you to lead them to larger prey…but they won’t wait forever. Once their patience expires, some enterprising young spy will move a few papers around, remove you from a list of potentially useful free agents, and your arrest and execution will simply be a feather in the cap of his career. Honestly, man, how did someone like
  
   you
  
  end up working with the Wreath?”
 

 
  Oxford tried to reply, but all that came out was an embarrassing whimper. She gave him a look of pure disgust. “Then let me tell you what happened next.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to know!” he wailed. “It wasn’t my fault!”
 

 
  “June Witwill,” she said loudly, “was attacked by an archdemon. It attempted to possess her, but she couldn’t contain it, so she burned. She
  
   burned alive,
  
  Milton. There was nothing left of a sixteen-year-old girl but
  
   ashes.
  
  Because
  
   you
  
  painted a target on her back!”
 

 
  “I didn’t know!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stalked forward, reaching into her vest and pulling out a little silver locket. She snapped this open and thrust it into his face, revealing a tiny portrait of a smiling, freckled girl with auburn curls. “She was a
  
   choir girl.
  
  Her parents were well-off enough to give her a weekly allowance, and she donated every
  
   copper
  
  that came into her hands to the church’s poor box. June once converted a man who tried to abduct her to the faith of Omnu—he’s a monk, now. He lights a candle for her
  
   every night,
  
  and hasn’t spoken a word since her death.”
 

 
  “Take it away,” he said piteously, trying to shove the locket aside, but she only pushed it back into his view.
 

 
  “You will
  
   look
  
  , Milton Oxford. Look at
  
   what you did.
  
  This girl was a light in the life of everyone she touched, and she is
  
   dead.
  
  Her death was pointless, wasteful, and agonizing beyond belief.
  
   Because of you.”
  
 

 
  Despite himself, Oxford couldn’t tear his eyes from the tiny portrait. June Witwill smiled innocently up at him, with not a hint of accusation. He imagined he saw forgiveness in her painted eyes. It made the horror dawning in him even worse; tears began to run down his plump cheeks.
 

 
  “Her
  
   dog
  
  died,” Tellwyrn went on inexorably, her green eyes boring into him from above. “He just sat on her bed and refused to eat. Her mother had to be hospitalized for the shock—she’s little more than a broken shut-in, now. They still light candles at the shrine for her every night, she was so loved in that town. That’s the kind of girl she was, the kind of woman who,
  
   thanks to you,
  
  will never exist, now. All the good she would have done in the world, all the light she would have spread, gone. There is absolutely no way to calculate the
  
   damage
  
  you have done!”
 

 
  “I didn’t know!” Milton blubbered. “How was I to know? It was just a ring! I’m not responsible!”
 

 
  “You may lie to yourself, Milton Oxford, but don’t you
  
   dare
  
  lie to me!” Tellwyrn thundered. “You didn’t
  
   know?
  
  You
  
   dare
  
  claim that you put a demonic beacon into the hands of an innocent
  
   child
  
  and didn’t
  
   realize
  
  you were condemning her to death, or worse? You
  
   sicken
  
  me.”
 

 
  
   “I was a child, too!”
  
  he wailed, pulling up the covers to just below his eyes and causing his feet to poke out from beneath them. “I never
  
   wanted
  
  to join the Wreath, my parents were in it! They took me to a meeting where they
  
   fed
  
  a woman to demons! They
  
   ate
  
  her, right in front of us, in front of me! I was
  
   eight years old!”
  
  He was sobbing in earnest now, scrubbing at his eyes with the blanket. “She tried to go to the Church for amnesty. That was why they killed her, why they had her eaten
  
   alive,
  
  for being a traitor. No one leaves the Wreath! You don’t say
  
   no
  
  to these people!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head slowly. “You can say ‘no’ to anyone, Milton. You can say anything to anybody, for any reason. It’s just a matter of facing the consequences afterward. Don’t you realize the opportunity you squandered? For most people the slide to depravity and the climb to virtue are long, slow things, full of little steps whose significance they never realize until long after the fact. It’s a rare and priceless thing, to have so much hinge on one moment, one choice. One point, Milton, where you could have made a stand and
  
   redeemed
  
  a life you’ve wasted cowering from every shadow. Instead…you rendered yourself permanently beyond any hope of redemption.” She sighed heavily; she sounded almost mournful. “Anyway, it’s pretty much over for you. At this point it’s just a matter of waiting to learn whether the Wreath ties up the loose end you represent before the Imps get tired of waiting for them. Had your chance. You blew it.”
 

 
  She stood there, silently watching him for long minutes as he sobbed into his blanket. Milton curled forward, rocking his chubby frame, wracked with spasms of grief, remorse, and increasingly muted terror. It went on for a long time, what seemed to him to be forever, though she simply stood there, her patience apparently inexhaustible. His body gave out long before the inner pain did; guilt clawed at him without reprieve, but there came a point after which he just didn’t have the strength to weep anymore.
 

 
  “What do you
  
   want?”
  
  he asked finally, his voice raspy with crying.
 

 
  “Have you been faithful, Milton?” she asked quietly. “You’re a lousy excuse for a diabolist, but have you kept up with your offerings? You are a servant of Elilial in good standing?”
 

 
  “I…yes. Just…just prayers and little gifts, I… I never dared forsake…” he trailed off miserably.
 

 
  “Good. Then I want you to carry a message to her for me.”
 

 
  “What?” he choked. “I can’t just…”
 

 
  “First,” Tellwyrn stated, “I have never had any argument with her and I don’t mean to start one. Second, she need have no fear of me for her daughter’s sake; I protect and train
  
   all
  
  of my students to the best of my considerable abilities, equally. Third, I want to speak with her. We need to establish some ground rules, or I’ll be left with little choice but to keep blundering across her schemes and fouling them up. Fourth, and finally,” she went on, her expression growing very grim, “she is going to
  
   answer
  
  for those girls she had murdered. For all the centuries I’ve known her, I expected
  
   better
  
  than that. Have you got it?”
 

 
  “I…” He gaped up at her, finally lowering the blankets. His face was streaked with tears, snot clumped in his mustache. “I’m the lowest possible… I can’t just carry a
  
   message
  
  to a goddess! She’d never speak to me.”
 

 
  “Of all the ways we send word to the gods,” Tellwyrn said evenly, “only one is
  
   guaranteed
  
  to receive their notice, by ancient compact. They may or may not pay attention to our prayers and offerings, but they
  
   always
  
  heed the willing self-sacrifice of their faithful followers.”
 

 
  They stared at each other for moment, her gaze hard, his blank, broken. Then, finally, he lowered his eyes, nodding. “I understand.”
 

 
  “The message, Milton?”
 

 
  Oxford cleared his throat. “You want no fight with Elilial. You will not mistreat her daughter. You want to speak with her in person.” He swallowed. “And…you intend to make her pay. For…for June, and…and the others.” He gulped again at the last, convulsively, but repeated back her instructions without confusion. Even at this final, traumatic point in his life, he was a banker. He understood a contract. “Can you… Make it quick, please?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “Do you
  
   deserve
  
  for it to be quick, Milton?”
 

 
  He shrugged once, briefly, not looking up at her again. “I was…just asking.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she said noncommittally, and flicked her fingers at him.
 

 
  Milton Oxford’s body twitched once, convulsively, then slumped back against the headboard, utterly still, as all electrical activity in his nervous system abruptly ceased. It was quick; he didn’t feel a thing.
 

 
  Arachne sighed, and tucked the silver locket bearing the picture of some nameless girl back into her pocket. She’d picked it up in a pawn shop in Calderaas; it might as well go back there. Or more likely, she’d forget about it and leave it in a drawer for years. Her embellishments to the details of June Witwill’s short life, at least, were all based on actual facts she knew. Except the bit about the dog. Any bard she’d ever known would have cringed at that heavy-handed slab of cheap pathos, but it had done well enough considering her quivering, uncritical audience. She had needed Oxford broken and willing, otherwise he’d have been useless. Only a voluntary sacrifice was assured to work.
 

 
  For far from the first time in her very long career, she made a mental note to work out
  
   some
  
  more efficient, more reliable way to get a god’s attention. Then again, if it were that easy, most of her own life would have gone very differently.
 

 
  She glanced around the room, then deliberately reached out and knocked over the oil lamp onto Oxford’s pillow. It immediately guttered out, but it was the matter of an instant’s concentration to cause a small spark to ignite on the fabric next to his head. She waited only long enough to be certain the little flame was spreading toward the growing puddle of lamp oil before turning and walking from the room. Oxford’s home was of fieldstone and wouldn’t burn easily, but the interior trappings of this room, including its hardwood floors, would go up nicely. There’d be nothing left for anyone to examine. Most conveniently of all, someone had probably warned him about that oil lamp long before.
 

 
  Eventually, the growing blaze of Milton Oxford’s deathbed pyre heated the wand under his pillow till the wood cracked and its binding matrix failed; the blast shattered windows across the street.
 

 
  By that time, Arachne Tellwyrn was a thousand miles away.
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  “You can’t do this to us!”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   murder!”
   

  
 

 
  “He’ll drop us all down a well or something!”
 

 
  “There have to be laws about this kind of thing!”
 

 
  “Don’t you have a bleeding
  
   heart,
  
  woman?”
 

 
  
   “Children!”
  
  Professor Tellwyrn shouted in exasperation. “You’ve been here nearly a month. You were told on the first
  
   day
  
  that you’d be graded primarily on field work. This expedition has been scheduled for two weeks. The announcement of the professor leading it went out
  
   five days
  
  ago. Honestly, if you want to put up a fuss about things that aren’t going to change, that’s your lookout, but just
  
   now?”
  
  She shot them an irritated look over her shoulder. “I have
  
   no
  
  tolerance for procrastination.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stepped off the staircase, cutting diagonally across the grass about three fourths of the way down the mountain, with the girls of Clarke Tower trailing along behind her. Ruda, Teal and Fross kept right on her heels, exchanging glances and gearing up for another round of complaints; the others followed a bit more sedately. Everyone was carrying a well-stuffed backpack, and not everyone was fully awake yet. Most of them weren’t used to being up before the sun.
 

 
  “It’s one thing to know something’s coming,” Ruda ventured at last. “This is last-minute panic. As in, ‘holy shit, they’re actually going to send us out into the goddamn wilderness with an idiot from another dimension as a tour guide.’”
 

 
  Tellwyrn actually laughed at her, not turning around, and lengthened her stride. The line stretched out as the girls made varying degrees of effort to keep up. They remained mostly quiet, though, for the rest of the trip down. Their professor had cut a path that avoided the town, depositing them at the base of the mountain beyond its edges. The boys and their guide were already there waiting for them.
 

 
  Toby smiled and waved; Gabriel appeared to be asleep standing up. Upon their approach, Professor Rafe turned and threw out his arms as though offering the world a hug, beaming delightedly.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!”
 

 
  “We’re gonna fuckin’ die,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “Ten points, Punaji!” he crowed, pumping a fist in the air. “But pace yourself. And remember, people
  
   do
  
  have feelings.”
 

 
  “We,” she repeated, “are going to fucking
  
   die.”
  
 

 
  “Yup,” said Gabe. “Can we just do that
  
   now
  
  and save ourselves a hike?”
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “Admestus, go wait up ahead.”
 

 
  “Aw, but I was gonna make a speech!”
 

 
  “You can speech while walking.
  
   Go.”
  
 

 
  He turned and trudged away, shoulders slumped, in an exaggerated pantomime of dejection. Naturally, this did not set a very fast pace.
 

 
  
   “Now!”
  
  Tellwyrn shouted. He shuffled faster, taking off at a near run, still with his arms hanging limply and head down.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   seeing
  
  the problem, here?” said Ruda.
 

 
  “He has no respect for rules!” Fross added shrilly. “Not even basic standards of civilized behavior! I don’t think he even gets how to—”
 

 
  “Enough,” Tellwyrn said flatly, with enough force that they all fell silent. She tilted her head down, staring at them over the rims of her spectacles. “Admestus Rafe has created a limited anti-death potion.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence.
 

 
  “That’s impossible,” Ruda finally scoffed.
 

 
  “Wait, anti-death?” Gabriel paused to yawn, scratching his head. “Isn’t that just, y’know…medicine?”
 

 
  “Miss Punaji, you seem to have done some out-of-class reading,” said Tellwyrn. “Care to take this one?”
 

 
  Ruda scowled at her, but answered grudgingly. “Medicines are made to treat specific problems. An anti-death potion is just that: it prevents
  
   death.
  
  If you take one, anything that would cause death just doesn’t affect you.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Gabe said, then blinked owlishly. “Wait…how’s that even work?”
 

 
  “It fucking
  
   doesn’t!”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “It’s like eight different kinds of tautologically impossible. It’s a
  
   myth
  
  , like the Philosopher’s Stone.”
 

 
  “Actually, Philosopher’s Stones are real,” said Professor Tellwyrn, “but the Empire tends to disappear people who have them, since manufacturing gold on any significant scale would implode the economy overnight. But back to the topic at hand, yes, anti-death potions are
  
   quite
  
  impossible; they violate several physical and magical laws. And yes, Admestus Rafe created one.”
 

 
  She let that sink in for a moment, panning her gaze around them. Several of the assembled freshmen still barely looked awake, but they were all quiet, now, and paying attention. “Your professors at this University were offered employment here because they are the best living practitioners of whatever art they teach,” she went on at last. “They were
  
   not
  
  selected for their academic qualifications.” She glanced over at Rafe, who was now standing on his head, facing out at the Golden Sea. “…or social skills. The exception being Professor Yornhaldt, who
  
   is
  
  one of the greatest teaching mages alive, but honestly I hired him to be a calming influence on this place. Regardless, before you start getting uppity, be aware of who you’re dealing with, and why they deserve some respect.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s all well and good,” said Fross, “I mean, he’s good at alchemy, that’s very impressive, but we’re not doing alchemy on this trip unless someone gave me the wrong assignment parameters, which I’m gonna be
  
   really
  
  mad if that’s true because that’s a mean thing to do to someone. We’re basically doing wilderness survival with miscellaneous other tasks and maybe someone who’s good with alchemy and doesn’t have the most basic social skills isn’t the best choice for keeping eight students alive in the depths of a huge, endless magical prairie?”
 

 
  “Ah, but that’s
  
   not
  
  his job,” Tellwyrn replied, holding up one finger. “It’s
  
   yours.
  
  This is something of a dry year; ordinarily I have a much bigger freshman class to deal with. However, even just the eight of you are a force to contend with. You’ve heard a lot about the dangers of the Golden Sea, and what you’ve heard was not exaggerated, but keep it firmly in mind that as long as you don’t fall to backstabbing each other
  
   you
  
  rank high among those dangers. Follow Juniper’s lead on outdoor survival issues and Trissiny’s in a combat situation. Let Shaeine and Toby handle any negotiations that you need to do. You’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “And the rest of us are what, chopped liver?” Ruda asked sourly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned at her. “You each have a valuable role to play, as anyone can attest who’s tried to play a game of chess without pawns.”
 

 
  “Oh, fuck you.”
 

 
  “While Professor Rafe
  
   does
  
  have some friends and contacts out in the Golden Sea which may prove useful to you, all that is secondary.” Tellwyrn laced her fingers together in front of her stomach, looking smug. “He is there to watch you, not watch over you, and report back on your performance pertaining to the core classes in which you’ll be given credit for this outing: history, combat, magic and herbalism. In short, you’re going out there to deal with people, fight things, contend with local magical forces and make use of native plants. Your assignment, kids, is to have an
  
   adventure.”
  
 

 
  “That’s just idiotic,” Gabriel groused. “This is the twelfth century.
  
   Nobody
  
  does that anymore.”
 

 
  “I kind of want to,” Juniper piped up. “It sounds like fun!”
 

 
  “In a sense, yes, a journey into the Golden Sea is a journey into the past,” said Tellwyrn. “You’re accustomed to living in a settled, civilized world, full of mortal laws and the institutions that enforce them.”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me, but—”
 

 
  
   “Except
  
  Juniper and Fross,” Tellwyrn amended. “The point is, the Golden Sea is a patch of land where such things have never taken hold, and likely never will, nor can. Testing yourself in such a state of existence will give you a firsthand idea what life was like for your ancestors. More to the point, it will give you the opportunity to strengthen and harden yourself as
  
   they
  
  had to merely to survive. There is a tradeoff, students, for living in a comfortable world of
  
   systems.
  
  You gain numerous assets and advantages from being part of an advanced society, but you are denied the opportunity to develop the toughness and inventiveness that people in less fortunate societies must. I intend to see that you go out into the world with the advantages of both. I’m setting you up to
  
   win at life,
  
  kids. Kindly stop bitching at me about it.”
 

 
  “I would rather you didn’t use that word.”
 

 
  “Oh, give it a rest, Trissiny,” Tellwyrn sighed. “Anyhow, we are done here. There’s your guide…the skinny man now doing cartwheels in the grass…and there’s the Golden Sea. Off with you, try not to get killed, don’t stab each other in the back. I’ll be up here enjoying some peace and goddamn quiet.”
 

 
  “Does she know there are other students on this campus?” Gabriel asked as Tellwyrn turned to go.
 

 
  “Shh,” said Ruda, grinning. “She’s making a dramatic exit.
  
   Respect
  
  the exit, man.”
 

 
  Rafe must have heard them approaching, assuming those ears of his weren’t merely decorative, but he didn’t turn around until the eight freshmen came to a stop right behind him, several dropping their backpacks to the grass. He stood, silently, staring out into the Golden Sea.
 

 
  “We live in fishbowls,” the alchemy professor intoned quietly. A soft wind blew across the prairie, making his golden hair shimmer along with the waves of tallgrass, both gleaming in the orange light of a new sunrise. “Our lives are ordered, structured, safe. We are fed, provided for, housed, and in return our labors go to sustain the grand machine of civilization. It makes us healthier…in some ways stronger. More secure. But we forget, sometimes, just who and what we are. And so, my children, we embark on this voyage into the great beyond, into the last of the wilds, where there will be no one to catch us where we fall. We will live as animals, as savages. We will
  
   live.
  
  I say unto you…” He slowly raised both arms from his sides, extending them fully as if to embrace the prairie itself, and drew in a deep breath.
 

 
  
   “BEHOLD!”
  
  
   
   
  
  shouted nine voices in unison.
 

 
  Rafe turned around to face them, grinning broadly. “See, this is why I love you guys. You
  
   get
  
  me.”
 

 
  “You’re not that complicated, man,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “All right, kids,” the professor said, suddenly brisk and all business. “Grab your satchels and your asses, we are
  
   out
  
  of here! Let’s go grub around in some dirt. ONWARD TO GLORY!”
 

 
  He took off at a run into the prairie, not even turning to see if they followed.
 

 
  “Yup,” Ruda said fatalistically. “Everybody remember that I called it. We are going to fucking die.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  As if to prove that nature itself bore him a grudge, vast improbabilities aligned such that neither the region’s interminable rains nor the discharges of the city’s magical factories blotted out the sky on the morning that, a little after seven, Bishop Darling’s bedroom drapes were flung open. Brilliant, hateful sunlight burst in upon his peace like a stampede of buffalo.
 

 
  “GRAAAUGH!” he roared, coming awake in the most unpleasant manner he could remember. Sleep-addled, Darling tried to throw off his blankets with one hand while pulling them over his head with the other, succeeding brilliantly in entangling himself. “PRICE! What in the fell hell are you doing?!”
 

 
  “Good morning, your Grace,” his Butler said crisply, stepping away from the windows and beginning to swiftly lay out a suit from his wardrobe.
 

 
  “What
  
   bloody
  
  time is it?”
 

 
  “Nearly two hours before your Grace’s customary breakfast. You have a visitor. I took the liberty of installing her in the downstairs parlor.”
 

 
  “Visitaaaaaaaarh.” The word was mangled by an enormous yawn, but at least he finally managed to extricate himself from his blankets. “She? Who in Omnu’s flaming name would be daft enough to barge in here at this hour?”
 

 
  “One of the young talents at the Pink Lady, a Miss Rose.”
 

 
  He blinked, then frowned. “Wh… Rose knows how to get in touch with me. There are
  
   channels,
  
  procedures. She also knows damn well better than to show up here.”
 

 
  “Indeed, your Grace has spoken positively of her wits and discretion. The young lady appears quite distraught. I gathered that the circumstances must be exceptional and took the liberty of awakening your Grace, lest the matter should require immediate attention.”
 

 
  “Right,” he said, shook his head to clear away the fog of sleep, and then repeated more firmly, “right. Good thinking, Price. I’ll dress, you brush.”
 

 
  “Very good, your Grace.”
 

 
  He tossed aside his silk pajamas and stuffed himself into one of Sweet’s better suits, an only slightly shabby outfit in royal blue and maroon. Price darted about him like an efficient hummingbird, sorting his sleep-tousled hair into a semblance of a proper order.
 

 
  “Shoes,” he asked, looking around for them, as they finished this joint task. Price handed him a pair of slippers. “…really?”
 

 
  “Laces are a relatively time-consuming prospect, your Grace. Perhaps we ought not leave the young lady to wait too long.”
 

 
  Darling rolled his eyes, but dropped the slippers to the ground and stepped into them. “She’s not gonna
  
   steal
  
  anything, Price. The girl’s not an idiot.”
 

 
  “As you say, your Grace.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   such
  
  a snob. You know that?” Rubbing the last traces of sleep from his eyes, he strode toward the door.
 

 
  “As you say, your Grace.”
 

 
  Price managed to barge in front of him diffidently—really, Butler training was astounding—and by the time he had reached the bottom of the stairs, was in position to open the door of the downstairs parlor for him with a bow.
 

 
  It was the less impressive of the rooms in which he entertained guests, but only Bishop Darling’s guests were entertained here; Sweet went to where the people were, rather than bringing them to him. As such, the room’s thick carpet, ornate wallpaper, expensive furniture and assortment of art and knickknacks made it probably the most sumptuous room this guest had ever visited
 

 
  She was standing with her back to the door, studying a silver idol of Eserion that stood over the mantle, which was about two feet above her head, treating him to a view of a pleasingly plump backside and an upper back left almost entirely bare by the uniform of her trade. Gods above, had she come in the front door? There’d be hell to pay with the neighbors… Rose jumped like a startled rabbit on his arrival, though, spinning to face him, and he felt a twinge of alarm. She was ordinarily one of the most unflappable people he knew. She had to be, in her line of work.
 

 
  It grew worse as he took in the sight of her face. Tears had melted her makeup into a hideous mudslide, and apparently hadn’t stopped flowing. She looked… It was hard to pin a name to the emotion ground into her features, but it was clearly something on the ragged edge of trauma.
 

 
  “Sweet,” she cried desperately, taking a stumbling step toward him. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t’ve come, I’m sorry, but I-I-I didn’t know what to do! She’s dead, it’s such a mess… Oh,
  
   Light,
  
  she’s dead, it was just
  
   awful
  
  , I never saw nothing anything like… I never
  
   imagined…
  
  And there’s police and Imps all over, and the girls are all a wreck and Light, I hated to leave ’em but I didn’t know what to do, you’re the only one I could think of…”
 

 
  “Rose!” He crossed the room in three long strides and knelt to take her gently by the shoulders, holding her gaze with his own. In ordinary circumstances it was one of the worst possible things you could do with a dwarf, short of pissing in their beer; they tended to take poorly to being reminded of any difference in stature. Rose, though, was clearly on the edge of an utter breakdown. She collapsed against him, dissolving in sobs, and he rocked her gently, heedless of what the mix of mascara and snot was inevitably doing to his suit.
 

 
  “It’s okay, doll, you’re safe right now. I need you to stiffen up for just a bit, though, all right? We’ve gotta figure out what to do and I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s up. Price, fetch us some brandy?”
 

 
  “Immediately, sir.”
 

 
  Gently, he eased her back. “Can you hold on for just a bit longer for me, love? I know you can, you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.” She nodded, gulped, and gasped for air, choking back another sob. “That’s my girl. Now start at the beginning, tell it slow. What happened? Who’s dead?”
 

 
  Rose gulped again, and drew in a shuddering breath, staring up into his eyes. “It’s Missy, Sweet. She…it was murder. They
  
   butchered
  
  her!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  He was the first one off the coach when it rolled to a stop, but held the door open for the other passengers politely. Eager as he was to get the hell out of that hot, dusty, rattletrap prison, good manners were important. Without them, a body was likely to piss off the wrong people and alienate all the others. No way to do business.
 

 
  The man in the cheap suit smiled politely at expressions of thanks from the old Army officer and the aging lady in the severe gray dress, and then much more warmly at her young charge. He didn’t quite dare go any further, though she was a lovely little piece, and had been shooting him increasingly daring grins all through yesterday. Poor girl was too sleep-struck to carry on their silent flirtation now; he was the only one who hadn’t managed to nod off during the overnight ride. Ah, well, nothing could have come of it anyway, though he did treat himself to a long appraisal of her rear as she collected her luggage and made her way into the town.
 

 
  His own suitcase was the last to be handed down. The discourtesy of it rankled, even as it suited his purposes; he wanted to pause here and get a good look at Last Rock before getting down to work.
 

 
  A wooden footbridge arched over the Rail line from the coach stop, which was the only thing on this side of the line from the town itself. This was where the road was, and for some damn fool reason the Imperial Survey had decided the Rail was of more import to the town than the means of transportation favored by honest folk since time immemorial. Not that he was honest folk by any means, but it was the principle of the thing. He could have made this journey in minutes rather than days had he taken the Rail, but he had ridden that damnable contraption once before, and it had been plenty. How anybody got out of it without broken bones was mystery to him.
 

 
  He accepted his suitcase from the driver with a curt nod and turned away, noting the man’s clenched jaw at the lack of a tip and not caring. The guy would be on the road again soon and he’d never see him again, so why waste the effort, or the copper? Plenty of both would be needed in the town in the days to come. Settling his hat over his slicked-back hair, he set off for the footbridge.
 

 
  The mountain was an awe-inspiring sight, especially with the University clinging to its peak, though he couldn’t see that as well from this close up, what with the angle of the mount itself. Still, the University wasn’t his business, at least not directly. His firm orders were to stay the hell away from it.
 

 
  Crossing the bridge, he made his way right for the first tavern he saw, a place with a sign proclaiming it the Ale & Wenches. Sounded like his kind of spot.
 

 
  Inside, the A&W was asleep, as all reasonable taverns were at not nearly long enough after sunrise. A groggy-looking boy was busy sweeping up the floor, and raised his head to blink stupidly at him as he entered.
 

 
  “Mornin’,” the man said politely, tipping his hat. No telling who this kid was or who he knew; no use getting off on the wrong foot, though the Big Guy knew the little shit looked like he didn’t have two brain cells to rub together. “I’m lookin’ for a place to stay for a spell. Got any rooms to let?”
 

 
  “Uh…” The kid blinked and stared at him, and the man repressed a spike of aggravation. Really, this was no worse than he’d expected from this little cowpat town on the very edge of nowhere. “Uh, rooms’re a silver piece a night, or five fer the week. An’, uh, I’ll need a name.”
 

 
  “Jeremiah Shook,” he said, still polite despite the rising urge to slap some of the stupidity out of the boy. “And if it’s not too much trouble, maybe you can help me find a friend of mine I’m lookin’ for. Heard she was settled around these parts. Name’s Principia?”
 

 
  At that, the kid straightened up, suddenly a lot more alert. “You know Prin?” Oh, we wasn’t just alert. He was
  
   alarmed.
  
 

 
  Thumper permitted himself the luxury of an honest grin, not caring how it seemed to unsettle his new acquaintance. This was the place, all right. Maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to have a little fun with this job after all.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Within the town, only the scrolltower was taller than the church steeple; as such, Principia was the first person to experience the sunrise. It illuminated her and her perch from the east, warm orange light causing the crystalline coating of the ankh atop the structure to burst into radiant life, then sliding progressively down the steeple, doing interesting things to the subtle highlights in her black hair. Even looking north as she was, it would have been half-blinding to a human. Her eyes, of course, had no trouble.
 

 
  She leaned back against the sloping wooden obelisk, arms folded across her chest, heels resting on the tiny lip at the base of the steeple. Wind blew errant locks of her hair loose from the tight ponytail into which she’d pulled it, but she ignored this. It wasn’t strong enough to affect her balance.
 

 
  The elf watched, face intent, as the small column of people set out from the base of the mountain, heading into the Golden Sea. They weren’t setting much of a pace; it took hours for them to vanish over the horizon. Still she stood there, motionless as a gargoyle, as the wind faded, the day heated, dew turned to steam and the ruddy glow of sunrise turned into the steadily hot glare of day. Not until the town had come fully alive did she finally move. Even her elven eyes could no longer see the students.
 

 
  Principia leaned her head back, looking momentarily up into the bright blue sky, and sighed softly.
 

 
  “Keep her safe. Just for a while longer. Please.”
 

 
  She kicked herself carelessly forward, dropping down to the sloping roof of the church, slid down its shingles on her heels, and plummeted to the alley below, where she landed as silently and gracefully as a cat.
 

 
  Whistling, she strolled off down the street, returning greetings from her fellow townsfolk with her customary insouciance. Just a pretty young woman without a care in the world.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “What is it?” he asked as the younger man abruptly straightened.
 

 
  “Thought I saw something…”
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “I don’t… Nothing. It’s nothing. Just a flicker, I must’ve been imagining it.”
 

 
  The sergeant grunted. “Write up a report.”
 

 
  Private Carstairs cringed. “Aw, for…sir, there’s nothing to write. It was nothing.”
 

 
  “You saw
  
   something
  
  . I saw you see it. Write the goddamn report, son.”
 

 
  “But…I wouldn’t know what to write! It was…just a flicker out the corner of my eye. Probably just my lack of sleep—”
 

 
  He fell silent as the sergeant rounded on him, clenching his jaw.
 

 
  “I’m hearing a lot of ‘wah wah boo boo’ and not nearly enough ‘yes sir,’ private. Do you know what that fucking thing is?” He pointed below at the object of their surveillance. “That is a fucking
  
   hellgate.
  
  If you saw a flicker of movement, you write a fucking report. If you get a mysterious itch on your ass while looking in its general direction, you
  
   write a fucking report.
  
  ImCom gets a report whenever a titmouse so much as farts on this site, you understand?
  
   They
  
  will decide what is and is not significant, and they’ll know what to decide between because for every event, there is a GOD BUTTFUCKING DAMNED REPORT. Just as soon as Lord Vex starts to give a bloody shit what you think about anything, he’ll come down here and give you your promotion. Until that time, son, you will
  
   write your reports,
  
  and you will never,
  
   ever,
  
  require a superior officer to repeat himself when giving you an order. Am I INESCAPABLY clear?”
 

 
  “Sir, yes, sir!” Carstairs shouted, saluting, and scrabbled for the pad of incident forms in its waterproof box affixed to one of the walls of their watchtower. He fumbled out his pen and bent over the railing, scribbling furiously, while the sergeant turned with a grunt to glare at the apparently empty stone platform the tower overlooked.
 

 
  “Watch that penmanship, private.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!”
 

 
  “And when your shift is over, report to the latrine. I’ll be along in an hour to inspect it, and if I find it in a lesser state of cleanliness than that which is suitable to serve tea to the Empress upon, I will redo it myself using your goddamn face. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “I hear a distressing lack of enthusiasm, private.”
 

 
  “YES, SIR! Thank you, sir!”
 

 
  Below them, Elilial had paused in strolling past their watchtower to listen in on this exchange, and laughed delightedly. Tilting her head back, she blew a kiss up at the tower before continuing on her way into the heart of Imperial territory. Her hooves left no mark on the ground, and the soldiers, of course, neither saw nor heard her.
 

 
  But the crystal scrying orbs on each corner of the tower did.
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  It quickly became apparent which of them were accustomed to hiking, and which were not. Very rapidly the sun climbed, the air heated, and the more indoorsy of the students began to struggle with the erratic pace Professor Rafe set as he darted back and forth, picking plants and usually shouting gleefully about them. Juniper, likewise, would sometimes rush away to investigate something growing, but little that they found made much of an impression on the other students. The Golden Sea was a featureless plain stretching in all directions, with not so much as a shrub to break the shimmering monotony. The variety of grasses to be found was limited and of interest only to their resident herbalist and dryad. For the most part, the rest of the freshman class were preoccupied with the heat and their aching legs.
 

 
  Just about when the sun had risen high enough to banish the colors of dawn and turn the sky crystal blue, they came to a sudden halt when Gabriel let out a yelp.
 

 
  “The mountain!” he shouted, facing back the way they’d come. “It’s gone!”
 

 
  “Nonsense, it’s right where we left it,” Professor Rafe said easily.
  
   “We’re
  
  gone.”
 

 
  “Wh—I
  
   know
  
  we’re gone, but we’ve barely been walking an hour! That mountain is freaking huge, we should still be able to see it from here.”
 

 
  “Oh, you worry too much,” Rafe said, grinning easily. “Like you said, it’s huge. I’m sure we’ll find it again when we need it. For now: further up and farther in!”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   nuts?!”
  
  Ruda shouted. “The Golden Sea shifts around and changes, everyone knows that. We’ve been shunted off to fuck knows where! How the hell are we gonna get back?”
 

 
  “I’m sure something’ll turn up,” their professor said breezily, turning back around and strolling off. “Come on, that’s why it’s called an adventure! Get into the spirit, Punaji. Now keep a lookout for any interesting geographical features, kids. We’ll wanna stop pretty soon to rest our legs and have some breakfast. Sitting down in standing tallgrass is kind of a pain, much less making a fire.”
 

 
  “I knew it!” Ruda pointed at him, turning to glare around at the others. “I fucking
  
   called
  
  it. The moron’s led us out here to die.”
 

 
  “Then we shall die as heroes!” Rafe bellowed, already ten yards distant. “ONWARD TO GLORY!”
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up, you asshole!”
 

 
  “If I may?” Shaeine raised her voice only slightly, but it was sufficiently out of her normal character that both Ruda and Gabe stopped and turned to look at her. “Do you recall Professor Tellwyrn saying in our first class that there is a geas upon the University that prevents outsiders from knowing its true name?”
 

 
  “Yeah, what of it?”
 

 
  “There is more to it than that. Initiates of the Unseen University can always find it from the Golden Sea. The general rule of navigating the Sea is that going uphill leads one farther in, while going downhill leads toward the edges.
 

 
  “Wait, there’s a hill?” Gabriel looked around, then lifted one of his feet and checked under it, as if expecting to find a squashed hill beneath his boot.
 

 
  “The incline is slight, but it’s noticeable,” said Trissiny. “Look to the east or west.”
 

 
  “Moving laterally is…effectively random,” Shaeine went on, “in terms of where the Sea will put you. For most people, exiting the region may mean departing at any point at it circumference, but we will always come back to Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Oh. Okay.” Ruda let out a breath slowly. “That…would’ve been nice to know a little earlier.”
 

 
  “Yup!” said Rafe cheerily, coming back to join them. “And since our resident pixie is clearly an ice elemental and not an exposition fairy—”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but those are a myth,” Fross interjected.
 

 
  “—you can assume that Shaeine came by her knowledge the old-fashioned way, by braving the wrath of Grumpypants McPonytail to access the library. Which you could
  
   also
  
  have done, had you been arsed to do the slightest of prep work before swaggering off into one of the world’s most dangerous wildernesses. This is what we in the biz call a ‘teaching moment.’” Grinning, he pointed a finger at Ruda and pantomimed squeezing a clicker with his thumb. “Zzzzzap! You’re dead.”
 

 
  “Up yours, twinkletoes.”
 

 
  “Wait, who’s Grumpypants McPonytail?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “The librarian,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “I…wait, what? The librarian’s name is Weaver. I’m
  
   positive
  
  it is, I pay close attention to him. He said he was gonna put me in a bottle and use me as a lamp if I got frost on the books.”
 

 
  “Grumpypants is his nickname,” Rafe said solemnly, “a hard-earned moniker that gives due credence to his vast contributions to the field of being grumpy.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Fross buzzed around in a circle a couple of times. “Should…should I call him that?”
 

 
  “Yes!” chorused Rafe, Gabe and Ruda, wearing identical grins.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly, dividing a hard look among the three. “Don’t make fun of her. How would you like it if someone set you up for that kind of rude awakening?”
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh,” Rafe said cheerily. “How do you think Arachne welcomed me to the staff?”
 

 
  “I am so confused,” said Fross.
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat loudly. “Since we seem to have stopped anyway, how does breakfast sound to anyone else?”
 

 
  “Remember what I was saying just now about camping in the tallgrass?” Rafe said condescendingly. “We can do that if you really
  
   want,
  
  but honestly, it’s a recipe for getting really itchy even
  
   before
  
  the bugs start climbing up your clothes.”
 

 
  
   “Bugs?”
  
  Gabriel squawked, jumping to the side and looking down under his feet again.
 

 
  “I remember, thanks,” Toby said patiently, then pointed off to the group’s right. “How’s that?”
 

 
  Visible above the shoulder-high grass about thirty yards away was a flat-topped outcropping of stone. Its surface was irregular and slightly angled, but looked large enough to hold them all comfortably, and more besides. It had definitely not been there a moment ago.
 

 
  “Ha-
  
   hah!”
  
  Rafe crowed. “Brilliant! Good eye, Mr. Caine, your quick thinking has saved us all a raging case of ass grass! ONWARD TO BREAKFAST!” He charged off toward the rocks, flailing with both arms to push tallgrass out of his way.
 

 
  “I
  
   still
  
  say we’re gonna—”
 

 
  “Oh, give it a
  
   rest
  
  , Ruda,” Trissiny said sharply, and stalked off after Rafe.
 

 
  The pirate lifted her head to scratch at her head, peering quizzically after her roommate. “What’s with her?”
 

 
  “Dunno,” said Gabe, following the paladin. “Don’t care. Imma go sit down.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The lowest end of the flat rock was about chest-high, and had a convenient pile of tumbled stones on one side that enabled them to scramble up without difficulty. Rafe commented, as he set up a fire, that this boulder was probably a piece of the same mountain on which the University sat, hurled into the Golden Sea millennia ago by the explosion that had half-sunk the plateau. His pupils were mostly disinterested—only Gabriel was paying him any attention, and that was not to anything Rafe was saying, but to the fire he’d set up by liberally coating a handful of tallgrass stalks in oil from a vial he’d taken from his belt. They burned as hot and steadily as a stack of wood.
 

 
  Rafe sang off-key in elvish as he fried bacon and eggs. He and his cook fire were set up on the tallest part of the rock, and also the only completely flat one. The eight students sat in small clumps along the long, downward-sloping surface, positioned mostly facing west to keep the sun out of their eyes. Even without being blinded, there was no escaping the heat. None of them wanted to be anywhere near the fire.
 

 
  “Aren’t you hot under all that?” Teal asked, sitting down beside Shaeine, who as usual when outdoors, kept her hood well up. “I thought Professor Rafe gave you sun oil for your skin.”
 

 
  “He did. I don’t like to complain,” the drow demurred. “The heat I can suffer; without the shade of my hood, I’m afraid my eyesight is rather poor in this level of illumination. At home, I’d thought being out in the sun would be like walking in the agricultural caverns, with their sun crystals. I’m afraid they do not do justice to the real thing.”
 

 
  Teal nodded, a smile tugging at her lips. “So…aren’t you hot under all that?”
 

 
  Shaeine shifted slightly. “…extremely, yes.”
 

 
  “Oh!” The bard sat bolt upright, then clapped a hand to her face. “Oh,
  
   damn
  
  it, I’m sorry… I meant to do this before we set up, but I overslept and then it just went right out of my head. Hang on.” Pulling over her backpack, she pried one of its smaller compartments open and withdrew an oblong leather case. “Here. I got this for you in town. It was gonna be a surprise…just, ahem, a more timely one. Sorry about that.”
 

 
  Shaeine took the little case carefully and flicked it open with her thumbs. Inside nestled a pair of rectangular eyeglasses, made of smoky black glass.
 

 
  “They’re enchanted,” Teal said a little nervously. “Should protect your eyes from the glare, even though they won’t cover your whole face, obviously. It seems to work for Natchua. I thought the rimless ones were more your style, though… Oh, and the rubber coatings for the earpieces are detachable, so I got the ones in dark red and green. Awarrion colors, right?”
 

 
  Gingerly, Shaeine unfolded the glasses and slipped them into the depths of her hood. After a moment’s adjusting, she lowered the cowl of her robe, revealing her face; her hair glowed under the full sunlight. The dark glasses made her look oddly rakish, in contrast to her serene demeanor.
 

 
  “Thank you, Teal,” she said softly. “This was extremely thoughtful.”
 

 
  Teal grinned delightedly. “You like ’em?”
 

 
  “I do. Very much.” She smiled in return, an expression that was just a perceptible hair warmer than her usual polite smile. After a moment, Teal, cleared her throat and glanced away, biting her lower lip.
 

 
  “Well, it’ll at least help out here. Honestly, I don’t know how you’ve been managing in Ezzaniel’s class.”
 

 
  “With my eyes narrowed to slits, actually. It is less than optimal, but allows me to preserve some vision, at least. And I am accustomed to using other senses to compensate.”
 

 
  “Wait, wait, hold up,” said Ruda from a few feet away, craning her neck to look around Teal at the drow. “Are you telling me that on our first class, you fought me to a draw with your
  
   eyes closed?!”
  
 

 
  “Not
  
   closed,”
  
  Shaeine clarified. “Narrowed.”
 

 
  The pirate groaned and collapsed backward onto the rock. “My humiliation is complete. I should give Papa back the sword and become a fisherwoman.”
 

 
  “Or,” Shaeine said gently, “apply yourself in Professor Ezzaniel’s class and return home a better warrior than you left.”
 

 
  “No, no.” Ruda placed her hat over her face and waved a hand dismissively. “It’s all over. I’ll just lie here and wait for decomposition. Clearly, I do not even deserve a proper burial at sea.”
 

 
  “Now, help me out here, ’cause I can’t always tell,” Gabriel said, grinning. “Is this
  
   ironic
  
  self-pity, or do you actually need your diaper changed?”
 

 
  “Arquin, if my legs weren’t so fucking sore, one of ’em would be halfway up your ass right now.”
 

 
  “Whoah, girl, let’s save that for the third date,” he said, grinning, then barreled on before she could reply. “I like your vest, by the way. I don’t think I’ve seen you in that before. Is it armor?”
 

 
  Under her long coat, Ruda wore a tight midriff-baring vest of sturdy leather, embroidered sparingly with blue thread to offset it obviously utilitarian design. “Yeah,” she said without looking out from under her hat. “It’s armored.”
 

 
  “Well, I should point out that it leaves your tummy exposed. Y’know, the part that has all your vital organs?”
 

 
  “Just because you
  
   can
  
  point something out doesn’t mean you should, Gabe,” Toby remarked.
 

 
  “Well, what can I say,” Ruda shrugged. “I’m a creature of style. I’ll be the swankiest disemboweled corpse in the group.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t listen to her,” Juniper said cheerfully, “she’s just funning you again. That’s for support.”
 

 
  “June,” Ruda said, a note of warning in her voice.
 

 
  Gabriel blinked and cocked his head. “Support?”
 

 
  “Yeah!” the dryad bubbled on. “We’re gonna be doing a lot of physical activity on this trip, probably, and Ruda’s pretty busty. Breasts actually get
  
   really
  
  uncomfortable if you just let ’em bounce around. Like, even painful, for the bigger ones. They’re just glandular tissue and a coating of fat, with a lot of nerve endings, so they need some artificial structure to avoid getting hurt.”
 

 
  
   “Really,”
  
  Gabriel said, grinning broadly. Across from him, Toby sighed.
 

 
  “Juniper,” Ruda said more firmly, sitting up and adjusting her hat.
 

 
  “Yup!” Juniper went on blithely. “Well, not
  
   mine,
  
  of course, but I don’t really have the same kind of nervous system you guys do. Also my internal structure is more…well, that’s kinda off the topic. She’s probably fine with a good brassiere most of the time, but when we’re gonna be out—”
 

 
  
   “Juniper,”
  
  Ruda said sharply, finally getting the dryad’s attention.
 

 
  “Hm?”
 

 
  “Remember when you asked me to warn you when you were talking about things that aren’t for polite company?”
 

 
  “Uh, yes?” The pirate stared at her evenly. Juniper gazed back, nonplussed. “…what about it?”
 

 
  “I think she means you’re doing that now,” Fross piped up.
 

 
  “What? I… Wait,
  
   really?”
  
  Juniper frowned. “You don’t talk about
  
   breasts
  
  in public?”
 

 
  “Not as a rule, no.”
 

 
  “But that’s just
  
   crazy,”
  
  she protested. “Boys love breasts. Even the gay ones. Girls, too.
  
   Everyone,
  
  just about! It’s pretty much a universal positive. Everybody can gather together and bond over breasts. Nobody doesn’t like them!”
 

 
  “She speaks wisdom!” Gabriel proclaimed, his grin having reached almost Rafe-like proportions. “This is a profound revelation of truth and society would be better for everyone if the whole world accepted Juniper’s understanding.”
 

 
  “See, he gets it!” The dryad nodded enthusiastically. “Gabe
  
   definitely
  
  loves breasts.”
 

 
  “It’s true,” he agreed.
 

 
  “And he could really benefit from an open discussion of the subject, too. I mean,
  
   I
  
  like being roughed up a bit…well, heck, I like just about everything…but I’m concerned for the first human girl he sleeps with, if he’s not a bit more gentle.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s smile slipped. “Uh, wait a second, Juno…”
 

 
  “I mean, really, you don’t seem to grasp that that’s
  
   one
  
  scenario where you want to suck on something without trying to suck it
  
   off,
  
  y’know?”
 

 
  Ruda fell back to the stone, howling with laughter.
 

 
  “Wait, stop!” Gabriel waved his arms frantically. “I changed my mind! I’m with Ruda, now.
  
   Inappropriate!
  
  Subject closed!”
 

 
  Juniper blinked her eyes twice, glanced back and forth between him and Ruda, then sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Aw, man… I can’t say
  
   anything
  
  right, can I?”
 

 
  “Aw, c’mere, you,” Ruda said cheerfully, getting up and going to sit down beside the dryad. She threw an arm over Juniper’s shoulders. “You’re an adorable little numbnut, y’know that? Don’t ever change.”
 

 
  “Thanks, I’ll…try not to? Oh, but I don’t
  
   actually
  
  have nuts. I’m not technically a tree, you know.”
 

 
  “So noted.”
 

 
  “Also, nothing on me is numb.”
 

 
  Ruda grinned diabolically at Gabriel. “So I hear.”
 

 
  “Students! Companions! Fellow adventurers!” Rafe waved a spatula at them from the top of the rock. “BEHOLD! I give you the glory that is EGGS AND BACON! And also beans.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “We have to
  
   what?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “Hunt!” Professor Rafe cried exultantly, stomping ahead of them through the tallgrass. It was late midmorning and several of the students were as worn out and hungry as they’d ever been at the end of a long day. Rafe had finally settled down and set a more reasonable pace, after he ran out of things to show them. It hadn’t taken long; there was a starkly finite number of grass species to be found, and after the flat rock on which they’d paused for breakfast, the Golden Sea had stubbornly refused to yield any more interesting geographical features.
 

 
  “None of us knows anything about hunting!”
 

 
  “At least one of you does,” Rafe said cheerfully, glancing back over his shoulder. “And really, Gabe, you might wanna let someone else get the next round of whining. I admire your enthusiasm, but we’re all here to learn! Well,
  
   you’re
  
  all here to learn. So maybe you set up camp and, say, Fross can whinge and gripe about everything.”
 

 
  “Um, is he serious?” Fross asked nervously, fluttering along just above the tallgrass. “Is this humor? I don’t really have anything to gripe about.”
 

 
  “Why the hell didn’t you bring enough food?!” Gabriel bulled on.
 

 
  
   “Because,
  
  princess, the whole point of this outing is for you lot to try your hand at keeping your butts alive in the howling wilderness! What, you want I should bring along a Butler, set up a pavilion each evening? Have your meals catered? Maybe with an orchestra and dancers, yes?” Gabriel fell to cursing under his breath; Rafe laughed at him and went on. “The eggs you just ate were all I brought. We’ve got beans, jerkey, hardtack and tea. That is
  
   it,
  
  boys and girls. From this point on, you wanna eat, you best damn well find something
  
   to
  
  eat!”
 

 
  “We could stay stocked up on protein by grazing as we go,” Juniper said brightly. “There’s
  
   lots
  
  of bugs in this grass.”
 

 
  During the general outpouring of groans at this suggestion, and Juniper’s confused response, Toby shortened his pace slightly, falling back to walk beside Trissiny, who’d appointed herself rear guard.
 

 
  “You seem to be in your element,” he commented.
 

 
  To her horror, she felt a flush climbing up her neck; she blurted out before it could take hold in her face: “Well, it’s not my first hike, by a long shot. I mean, we didn’t do a lot of
  
   walking
  
  for its own sake, but, yeah, Sisters in training do cover wilderness survival. It’s pretty important for those who plan on going into the Silver Legions. It’s not really my
  
   thing,
  
  per se. Not that I mind it.”
  
   Oh, goddess, Trissiny, shut up,
  
  she commanded herself silently. “I guess, yeah, I’m maybe a little less
  
   out
  
  of my element than the others. Well, some of the others. I don’t mean you! I mean, I don’t know what kind of training you have.”
  
   Shut! Up!
  
 

 
  Toby, fortunately, laughed softly. He had a nice laugh; it made her feel included, not mocked. “The walking doesn’t bother me; Omnist monks keep pretty fit. The sun definitely doesn’t, of course.”
 

 
  “Oh, right, yes. Omnu. Sun god, that makes sense.”
  
   What is going on?!
  
  she berated herself.
  
   When did I forget how to hold a conversation?
  
  This had been the first time they’d talked alone in weeks. She didn’t remember it being this
  
   awkward
  
  before. Of course, the last time had been before the…incident.
 

 
  Toby nodded. “My complexion is too dark to burn, ordinarily, anyway, but it is nice not to have to worry about sunstroke. It’s the little things that make a paladin’s life bearable, eh?” He grinned at her sidelong; she couldn’t help smiling rather foolishly back.
 

 
  “I know you have that aura of serenity you can use… I didn’t realize Omnu… Well, actually, now that I open my mouth I’m remembering I have no idea what I’m talking about. I don’t know
  
   what
  
  Omnist paladins get.”
 

 
  “Don’t you have any special perks? Like, an aura of command or something?”
 

 
  She had to laugh at that. “Do I
  
   seem
  
  like I have an aura of command?”
 

 
  “Well, yes,” he said frankly. “I’m not the only one who’s noticed, either. Honestly, I suspect that’s why your roommate seems to butt heads with you; I don’t think she likes authority very much.”
 

 
  Trissiny didn’t know what to say to that. The silence began to stretch, feeling heavier with each passing second; almost frantically, she grasped at the first thing that came to mind. “Well, it’s not a divine gift, but apparently I’m a General in the Imperial Army. I mean…automatically, by default, all Hands of Avei are. They didn’t tell me about that at the Abbey… Mother Narny probably didn’t want it to go to my head. I, uh, had a kind of awkward encounter with your roommates, the first time I ran across them. Apparently they can’t even talk to me unless I say ‘at ease’ first. It was a challenge to figure that out, with them doing nothing but standing at attention and answering only direct questions. Tellwyrn had to explain it to me.”
 

 
  At that, he laughed again. She could listen to his laugh all day… “Yeah, they mentioned that. Rook’s got a case of hero worship going for you, I think.”
 

 
  “Really? Isn’t he the one who looks rumpled even when he’s not?”
 

 
  “Hah, that’s a pretty good description! Well, it’s like I said: aura of command. If it’s not a gift from Avei, it must just be you, then.” He smiled over at her, and she felt another blush rising. Trying to conceal it, she moved a hand over her ear as though tucking away an errant strand of hair. There was none, of course; her braid was firmly in place. “You manage to make an impression, whatever it is. People either want to fight you or respect you.”
 

 
  So far, so good… If they could just avoid the bad subjects…
 

 
  “Is that why you’ve been avoiding me for the last few weeks?” she heard herself ask quietly.
 

 
  
   …why, brain? What did I ever do to you?
  
 

 
  He lowered his eyes, silently watching the grass ahead as they walked. In front, Rafe and the other students carried on their banter; the voices washed over the two of them, finding no purchase.
 

 
  “I wasn’t sure you’d want to hear from me,” he said finally. “After my best friend started a fight with you over nothing.”
 

 
  Trissiny was so surprised she almost stopped walking; she did stumble slightly, hoping he didn’t make anything of it.
  
   Toby
  
  felt awkward? After being chewed out by Tellwyrn and then Avei, enduring jabs from Ruda and some sniping from Gabriel himself during their nightly dish-washing sessions, it had come to seem to her that everybody blamed her for what had happened. She didn’t quite know how to explain this to Toby, however.
 

 
  “You mean, you don’t blame
  
   me
  
  for that?”
 

 
  Well, that worked.
 

 
  He looked up at her, startlement registering on his features. “What? No, of course not! I got the full report from Gabe himself; even
  
   he
  
  says it was his own stupid fault.” His eyes widened. “Oh, Triss, is that what you thought? I am
  
   so
  
  sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel—that is, it didn’t occur to me you’d think…”
 

 
  “It’s okay!” she said quickly. She actually was not sure whether it was, but he looked so upset. She hated to see him upset. “It’s, uh…actually kind of funny, I guess. We both thought the other was mad.”
 

 
  This time, his laugh had a bitter undertone. “Some peacemaker I am. Well, I apologize anyway, Trissiny. I certainly didn’t want to add to your burdens. Especially after Gabriel did.”
 

 
  “You’re not responsible for Gabriel.”
 

 
  “I sort of am, though. I mean…no, technically, I’m not, but I
  
   feel
  
  that way. I’ve always kind of…looked out for him. Well, we did for each other. It really kills me that you guys don’t get along… He’s like a brother to me, and you’re one of the most admirable people I know.”
 

 
  “People have to make their own mistakes,” she said vaguely. After not speaking with him for weeks, she did
  
   not
  
  want to talk about Gabriel Arquin. He really found her admirable?
 

 
  “The thing is,” he went on quietly, “Gabe is… I think he’d be just about the best person I know if he would just
  
   think
  
  before acting, or opening his mouth. You really haven’t seen what’s he’s like, deep down. He works hard to do the right thing, and he’s a great guy to have your back. He’s just…well, a little reckless, I guess.”
 

 
  “Being thoughtless isn’t a charming personality quirk on anyone,” she said stiffly. “For a half-demon, I’d say it qualifies as a real
  
   problem.”
  
  Did they
  
   really
  
  have to talk about this?
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” Toby said solemnly. “And I’m only just starting to realize that. He’s always been just Gabe to me. We grew up together, and…well, maybe I have a blind spot there. It never occurred to me before that he might actually
  
   hurt
  
  someone.”
 

 
  Trissiny held her silence. She didn’t trust herself to say anything that wouldn’t offend him.
 

 
  “GUYS!” Abruptly, Professor Rafe rushed over to them, scattering the other students in his abrupt change of course. His expression was even more maniacally gleeful than usual; Trissiny felt a sudden urge to kick him in the shin. “Guysguysguysguys! C’mere, come over here, you gotta see this!” So saying, he charged off to the left of the group.
 

 
  “Onward to glory,” Toby muttered, and Trissiny shot him a grin.
 

 
  Rafe left a trail of mashed tallgrass leading to a patch of leafy green stalks that towered over them. He skidded to a halt in before this, leaving the freshmen to meander in behind him. Flinging both arms wide, he actually hopped up and down twice in excitement. “BEHOLD! A wonder of the Golden Sea! A marvelous plant! A gift from the very gods themselves! CORN!”
 

 
  For a moment, only the rustling of the breeze in the grass could be heard. A hawk cried in the distance.
 

 
  “You rushed all the way over here to show us
  
   corn?”
  
  Gabriel said in disgust. He had moved more slowly than the others in responding to Rafe’s enthusiasm and now stood at the rear edge of the group.
 

 
  “Hell yes I did!” Rafe crowed. “Corn is
  
   awesome.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Um,” said Teal, “this…this is
  
   cultivated
  
  . Look, it’s planted in neat rows. And the patch is almost square.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it great?” their professor gushed. “Ooh, and it looks about ripe, too. Everybody grab an ear. You’ve never tasted corn till you’ve had it
  
   right
  
  off the stalk.”
 

 
  “Or,” Ruda said loudly,
  
   “or,
  
  we all back the hell away and get outta here before whoever’s ballsy enough to
  
   farm
  
  in the Golden goddamn Sea comes back and finds us fucking around with their corn.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Gabe said nervously. “About that…”
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at him, and the group shied away as one.
 

 
  An elf had appeared out of the tallgrass.
 

 
  She wore simple buckskin shirt and trousers, bleached almost white and decorated with erratic, vertical streaks of brown and gold that blended seamlessly with the waving grasses. Similar markings were painted on her face, and dark strands were dyed through her honey-blonde hair. The camouflage was nearly perfect; even having stepped out of the grass into the cleared area around the cornfield, she seemed almost to fade into it.
 

 
  The cleverness of her garb wasn’t what held their attention, however. In her right hand was a wand, the tip of which was pressed against Gabriel’s throat.
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  Trissiny and Ruda both reached for their swords, but before either had a chance to draw, Toby stepped forward, his hands raised peaceably.
 

 
  “Good morning,” he said politely. “Despite what Professor Rafe was suggesting, we have no intention of disturbing your corn. We don’t listen to him as a rule. Would you mind removing the wand from my friend, please?”
 

 
  “Actually, go ahead and blast him,” Rafe said cheerily. “Boy’s half hethelax, I doubt he’ll even get a sunburn.”
 

 
  “Professor,” said Gabriel tersely, trying to watch the elf out of the corner of his eye without moving,
  
   “please
  
  go fuck yourself.”
 

 
  “Hah! Sass and sauciness in the face of imminent zappage! Ten points, Arquin!”
 

 
  “Sideways,” Gabe clarified, “with a hatchet.”
 

 
  “Enough
  
   banter,”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “Put down the wand, please. Nobody here wants a fight, but if it comes to one you’re
  
   not
  
  going to win.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, everybody just calm down,” Rafe said soothingly. “She’s not gonna shoot him, she knows Tellwyrn’s hunted people down over longer distances for less reason. Also, Triss, when you’re scrapping with elves, don’t worry about the one you see; worry about the three you don’t. Guys, this is my old buddy Ansheh. Annie, dollbaby,” he went on, turning to face the elf directly and holding out his arms for a hug. “You never come visit anymore! I was starting to worry you’d been eaten by a swallowgator or disemboweled by a jackalope.”
 

 
  For a tense moment, she stared at Rafe, eyes narrowed but her expression unreadable. Then, her lips curled up in a sneer and she spoke one syllable.
 

 
  
   “Ugh.”
  
 

 
  She did, however, remove the wand from Gabriel’s neck, immediately stepping back out of arm’s reach. The wand stayed pointed at the ground—not overtly hostile, but ready to be brought up in an instant.
 

 
  “Well,” Gabe said, rubbing his throat, “I guess that’s a sign she really does know him.”
 

 
  Professor Rafe said something rapidly to the woman—Ansheh, apparently—in elvish. She replied in the same language, her posture still wary and expression faintly disdainful. The students glanced about at each other as this exchange drew longer.
 

 
  “Is anybody gonna let us in on the joke?” Ruda asked finally. Rafe and the elf ignored her, but Teal spoke up in a low voice.
 

 
  “He’s getting the news on the region. Apparently her tribe live around here, usually… Oh, wait, no, they travel through this area a lot. They’re nomadic. They’re not here now, though, she’s scouting the region to check up on patches of crops like this one and to see if…” Her voice trailed off and she grew a shade paler. “Centaurs.”
 

 
  “To see if centaurs?” Ruda snorted. “Well, that’s good to know. Personally, I hate it when centaurs.”
 

 
  “Don’t joke,” Trissiny said tersely.
 

 
  “Listen, shiny boots, the day I stop joking because
  
   you
  
  told me—”
 

 
  
   “Ruda,”
  
  Teal said more urgently. “She’s right. Centaurs are not a joking matter.”
 

 
  “They are not,” agreed Ansheh flatly. The two of them had ceased talking as Ruda grew louder, and now she switched to Tanglish and addressed herself directly to the students. “The presence of a full horde in the region is the reason my tribe have moved on.” Rafe started to say something again in elvish, but she cut him off with a slashing gesture. “Are you not some manner of teacher, Admestus? Then do not presume to ‘protect’ your students from truth. I will warn you, and them, of a danger in the region as I would any traveler in good faith.”
 

 
  “Are they still nearby?” Trissiny asked, tense.
 

 
  Ansheh shook her head. “The main horde has moved on, and the Sea has shifted. They are nowhere near. However, there are fresher tracks of a smaller band that may have split off from them, within miles of here. Forty to sixty, maybe. I have three times seen tracks of individuals, doubtless sent out to scout.”
 

 
  “Time? Location?
  
   Direction,
  
  even?”
 

 
  “You’re new to the Golden Sea, little warrior,” the elf replied, her face softening into the merest hint of a smile with more than a hint of condescension. “These things cannot be planned for, here.”
 

 
  “Then how do you maneuver, or manage not to get lost from
  
   your
  
  tribe?”
 

 
  “There are ways.” Finally, she holstered the wand, then reached behind herself into the tallgrass and plucked two long stalks, one with each hand. The left she held up before them, perpendicular to the ground. “The center of the Golden Sea can never be reached, but one can travel toward or away from it; one can go deeper in, or seek to escape, and the Sea will allow this.” As she spoke, she manipulated the other stalk with the fingers of her right hand with amazing deftness, twisting it into a figure eight. “To travel
  
   around,
  
  though, is to travel at the Sea’s whim. One place may be next to another place one moment, on the opposite rim the next. A person may never see it shifting, but in the instant you close your eyes, the world realigns around you.”
 

 
  “We know this, thanks,” Gabriel said, reaching up to rub his throat again. His expression was just barely on the right side of a glare.
 

 
  “It is in traveling
  
   around
  
  that one must make accommodations with the Sea itself,” Ansheh continued, ignoring him. “You initiates of the
  
   tauhanwe
  
  University tie a rope to yourselves that leads you back home. The Sea allows this because it does not affect the Sea itself, but only how you pass through it.
  
   My
  
  people align ourselves with the will and the way of the Sea. It is kind to us because we are kind to it, because we are
  
   of
  
  it. We trust in it to lead us where we should go.”
 

 
  “The fuck does that even mean?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “It is a thing that is done,” said Ansheh, gazing inscrutably at her, “not a thing that is said.”
 

 
  “…the fuck does
  
   that
  
  mean?”
 

 
  “The centaurs,” the elf continued in the same even tone, “are practitioners of dark magic. They twist the Sea to carry them where they wish to go. It works, until it does not. That is why we are always alarmed to find centaurs where they are rarely seen. Right after the Golden Sea has struck back against their manipulation and thrown them off…that is when they are most angry.”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked her eyes twice, then shook her head. The elf’s roundabout explanation—or what was apparently meant to be an explanation—made her brain feel the way her stomach did when she tried to digest richer food than she was used to eating. “All right, well… Can you tell us
  
   anything
  
  about how close the centaurs are? Any suggestions how we avoid them?”
 

 
  “They are few, and they are not
  
   here,”
  
  Ansheh said infuriatingly. “’Close’ means nothing here. You will probably not find them unless you wish to, or they wish to find you. The Sea does not reward their sorcery.”
 

 
  “…okay then. Thank you.”
 

 
  Ansheh nodded gravely to her.
 

 
  “Right then!” For a few moments while he and Ansheh had been speaking, Rafe had seemed almost concerned. His irrepressible cheeriness was back now, in such force that it made his momentary lapse seem like a trick of the light. “Nothing for it but to press on! We’ll either meet centaurs or we won’t, and probably not more than sixty.”
 

 
  
   “Not more than sixty?!”
  
  Ruda planted her fists on her hips, glaring at him. “I don’t even know what the deal is with these centaurs, but if they’re hostile,
  
   sixty
  
  is a pretty big fucking deal!”
 

 
  “Nonsense!” he bellowed. “Bring them on in their hundreds, in their hordes! We shall show them what it means to be, uh…paladins, pirates, priests and whatever-all else! The bards will sing of our triumph for ages to come!”
 

 
  Ansheh gave him a flat look and said softly,
  
   “Tifau.”
  
  It was one of those words that didn’t need a translation to communicate quite plainly. She made three soft clicks with her tongue in a syncopated rhythm, and a shape rose out of the tallgrass behind her.
 

 
  It was horse-sized, but built more like a deer, with delicate legs and cloven hooves, and a long tail ending in a graceful tuft of fur. A single, spiraling horn rose from above its eyes. The unicorn’s coat was silvery white, but had been painted with vertical streaks in shades of brown and gold; hiding motionless in the tallgrass, it was as invisible as the elf had been.
 

 
  Fross gasped audibly.
  
   “Pretty.”
  
 

 
  She placed one hand against the unicorn’s neck and then leaped onto its unsaddled back, in a smooth motion that resembled water flowing uphill. Ansheh clicked her tongue once more and her mount turned to face the endless sea of tallgrass; she looked over her shoulder at them and nodded once, curtly. “We will not be back here in time to harvest. Take as much corn as you need; the rest will go to the crows as the wards fade.” Then the unicorn bounded away, making only the most impossibly soft noise as it disturbed the grass in passing. In seconds they were lost to sight.
 

 
  “Huh,” said Gabriel. “After Tellwyrn and Sunrunner, I figured the old stereotype about elven mysticism was bunk. Maybe it’s just the wild ones.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no, the stereotype is bull,” Rafe replied, grinning. “Don’t go expecting any elves you meet to act like that; they’ll either laugh at you or shoot you. Ansheh’s the biggest drama ham I ever met. You give her attention, she’ll give you a show.”
 

 
  “Also, it may be a bad idea to judge anyone by Tellwyrn’s example,” Toby noted.
 

 
  “That, too,” Rafe agreed. “Welp! You heard the nice lady with the ears, kids. Since I was just talking about finding food a few minutes ago, let’s CORN IT UP!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So what’s the big issue with centaurs?” Ruda asked after they had resumed their trek. Rafe was again in the lead, and again singing to himself in elvish. Ruda had produced a bottle of bourbon from within her coat and was working at it. Apparently, their professor had similar bag-of-holding enchantments on the pouches at his belt; that, anyway, seemed to be where he was keeping all their supplies, including the corn they’d just picked. “The way you guys reacted I’d have thought you were talking about Elilial’s own brood.”
 

 
  “They might as well be,” Trissiny said darkly. “Centaurs are diabolists. That magic the elf was talking about that they use, it’s pure evil.”
 

 
  “Oh, everything’s evil with you,” Ruda said dismissively.
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “How many things have you actually heard me describe as evil? Name two.”
 

 
  “Centaurs and Teal.” The pirate grinned at her and had a long pull of bourbon.
 

 
  “Honesty, I thought centaurs were a myth,” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “History,” said Teal, “not myth. They only still live in the Golden Sea, because the shifting geography makes it pretty much impossible to go in and hunt them down. The Sisters of Avei have wiped them out everywhere else.”
 

 
  “Big fuckin’ surprise, there!”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Teal said sharply, “the fact that you can’t get along with your roommate doesn’t mean you get to call all Avenists genocidal maniacs. They’re anything but. The Sisters gave up trying to deal with centaurs diplomatically and simply killed them en masse, and
  
   nobody
  
  , not even the Omnists or Izarites, argued with them about it.
  
   That
  
  should tell you everything you need to know about centaurs. The demon magic isn’t the worst part, though.”
 

 
  “We don’t need to hear about it,” Trissiny said, her face hardening.
 

 
  “Triss, I’m gonna have to argue with that,” Teal replied. “This group is three-fourths women. If we even
  
   might
  
  meet centaurs…everybody deserves to know what to expect.” She turned her head to face Ruda again as they walked. Rather than going single file as before, the students had drawn together in a clump with Fross darting overhead and the boys bringing up the rear. “Centaurs don’t have a word for ‘rape’ in their language. Or maybe it’d be better to say they have
  
   only
  
  words for that, and none for love.”
 

 
  There was a brief period of relative quiet while Ruda scowled, the bottle in her hand momentarily forgotten. The swish of grass, the buzz of Fross’s wings and Rafe’s less-than-tuneful singing were the only sounds.
 

 
  “Wait, you mean they…” Ruda shook her head. “These are the things that are horses on the bottom half, right? How does that even
  
   work?”
  
 

 
  “It does not work,” Teal said grimly. “That’s
  
   not
  
  how I would prefer to die, thank you.”
 

 
  Another brief silence fell, which again, Ruda broke. “Well…shit. Good on the Sisters, then. Hell, I kinda hope we meet some, now. Wouldn’t mind killing a few of those myself.”
 

 
  “You really don’t possess a shred of common sense, do you?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Really, blondie?” Ruda tilted her head back to give her a long look from under the wide brim of her hat. “You wanna start this up?”
 

 
  “Let us not start anything up, please,” Shaeine said quietly. “In fact, unless there is something further we urgently need to know about centaurs, I suggest a change of topic. This one is likely to inflame tempers.”
 

 
  Ruda grunted and tilted her head back, drinking. They all watched the level of bourbon in the bottle go down.
 

 
  “Ruda,” Toby said from behind them, “it occurs to me that I always seem to see you drinking something, but I’ve never actually seen you
  
   drunk.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah?” She grinned at him over her shoulder. “Or maybe you’ve never seen me sober.”
 

 
  “I’ve been meaning to ask about this, too,” Gabriel added. “It’s supposed to be a dry University, but I’ve seen you hitting the bottle right in
  
   front
  
  of Tellwyrn. How come the rules don’t seem to apply to you?”
 

 
  “Diplomatic immunity,” she said cheerfully. “It’s good to be a pirate, boys. Incidentally, anybody have any clue just where the fuck this guy is taking us?”
 

 
  Rafe paused in his current song to shout “TO GLORY!” without turning around.
 

 
  “Wow,” Ruda muttered, “I walked right the fuck into that, didn’t I. Well, I hope glory’s got a roof. We’re gonna get rain here in a day or two.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Gabriel peered around at the sky, which was deep blue and cloudless. “Maybe you
  
   are
  
  drunk, after all.”
 

 
  “Up yours, hell’s bells. That’s your new nickname, by the way. I grew up on ships; don’t fucking talk to me about weather.” She twisted her mouth in a grimace, then took another drink. The bottle was getting close to empty. “I could tell you more exactly than that, but…I dunno how much this place is fucking with my weather sense. There’s no decent-sized bodies of water anywhere around, and who the hell knows how it all works when the ground isn’t even lashed down properly. Rain’s coming, though. Bank on it.”
 

 
  Before anyone could reply, the ground began to rumble.
 

 
  “What the—earthquake!” Gabriel cried, reflexively ducking down.
 

 
  “Shh!” Up ahead, Rafe turned and waved his arms frantically, shushing them as if he hadn’t been singing at the top of his lungs moments ago. “SHHHHH!”
 

 
  Juniper’s gasp of obvious delight only added to the confusion, at least until she pointed off to their right. “Look! Look! Bison!”
 

 
  Carefully, the eight of them crouched low enough to almost hide themselves, peering through the upper fronds of the tallgrass. Fross belatedly fluttered down to join them after being hissed at and urgently beckoned by Ruda.
 

 
  It was an awe-inspiring sight. The herd stretched nearly to the horizon beyond, but they were passing close enough that those nearest the students were clearly visible, their numbers fading into a deep brown expanse that moved as if with one mind. The bison were running parallel to them, beginning to curve away, but as the freshmen watched, they gradually slowed, coming to a halt and beginning to graze. No longer running, they could be examined individually. Massive, shaggy beasts with huge hammerlike heads surmounted by black horns, each bison was an impressive spectacle. Together in their sheer numbers, they were breathtaking.
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “Um,” said Ruda softly, “what happens if they all charge this way?”
 

 
  “Well, then we get trampled,” Rafe said cheerfully. “That’s not likely, though. So, who wants to go bag one?”
 

 
  “Every time I think you’ve said the stupidest fucking thing you can possibly say, you open your mouth again,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss, Punaji. Elves hunt these.”
 

 
  “They hunt them with staves, spears and arrows, while riding unicorns,” Teal hissed. “Let’s
  
   not
  
  provoke the herd, please.”
 

 
  “Oh, but you were saying we need meat, right?” said Juniper. “One of those would keep us supplied for…well, probably the whole trip, assuming we’re not planning to be out here more than a week or so. That’s about what Tellwyrn said, right?”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, the fact remains, those are
  
   bison
  
  , there are
  
   thousands
  
  of them, and we are really not equipped or prepared to do any hunting,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Lemme see what I can do,” she replied, and stood upright, disregarding the hisses of her classmates. The dryad strode forward through the grass directly toward the herd.
 

 
  “The thing that bothers me most is how we didn’t hear them before they were this close,” Teal muttered. “If the Sea can drop thousands of bison right on top of us…”
 

 
  She didn’t bother to finish. Everyone knew where that thought was going:
  
   why not centaurs?
  
 

 
  They all reflexively ducked even lower when the herd spotted Juniper and shied away. Those nearest the dryad seemed to move as one organism, the effects of their alarm rippling backward. She kept approaching slowly, though, making a beeline for one specimen standing relatively near. The general consensus of the herd seemed to be that she wasn’t a threat worth running from, but they weren’t interested in being approached; they began to resume their course at a brisk walk.
 

 
  All except for the single animal Juniper was approaching. It moved to face her directly, tail swishing behind as it studied her. There was something almost poetic about the way it broke from the herd to acknowledge the dryad’s approach; suddenly it wasn’t facing the same direction as the others, nor moving along with them. From part of a unit, it transitioned to an individual, shifting its allegiance to the dryad. It did shy backward a few steps as she drew closer, hands upraised, but eventually allowed her to stroke its face.
 

 
  “Quick bit of trivia,” said Rafe, “dryads have an innate and powerful connection with nature. The rest of you, do
  
   not
  
  try to pet wild animals. Especially not ginormous ones with big-ass horns.”
 

 
  “Got it, thanks,” said Gabriel. Nobody else commented; nobody tore their eyes from the spectacle before them.
 

 
  It was a spectacle worth seeing.
 

 
  The woman stood before the mighty beast, her green hair and golden skin framed by its dark, shaggy bulk, running her hands over its face, scratching in its bushy mane, stroking along its giant horns. All the while, behind them, the herd was picking up speed, heading away and leaving one of its members to the dryad’s attentions. Juniper had crossed her arms, now, for some reason, each hand taking hold of the horn on the opposite side of the bison’s head.
 

 
  When it happened, it was almost too fast to watch.
 

 
  She quite suddenly un-twisted her arms, throwing her weight to one side. The audible
  
   crack
  
  of the bison’s massive neck breaking was immediately lost in the
  
   thud
  
  of its huge weight slamming to the ground on its side. It landed, head twisted at a horrible angle; its legs kicked feebly a couple of times, then with startling suddenness, the creature stilled.
 

 
  The herd took this as the signal to leave. In the next moments, nothing was audible but the constant thunder of their stampede. Blessedly, they held to their previous course and did not turn toward those watching, but some of the students had difficulty balancing due to the shaking of the ground. Despite their speed, the incredible numbers of the bison meant it went on for some minutes.
 

 
  Eventually, though, the ragged rear edge of the herd passed, and then they were retreating toward the horizon. As soon as the noise lessened enough that she could be heard, Juniper waved cheerily back at the others, shouting, “I got lunch!”
 

 
  Ruda summed up what they were all thinking.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  They approached slowly, warily. Juniper seemed as cheerful as usual, and rather pleased with herself. “It’s a
  
   lot
  
  of meat,” she said proudly. “Like I said, this should keep us set for the rest of the trip. How much storage space have you got in that belt, Professor? Oh, well, Ruda and Gabe have the same kind of enchantments on their coats, we’ll manage. You don’t mind helping carry, right, guys?”
 

 
  “Um. No?” Gabriel offered hesitantly.
 

 
  “Great! Let’s just get this started, then.” Stepping around to the side of the felled bison, she pulled back her arm and drove a hand directly into its shoulder, sinking up to the wrist in flesh. Gabe clapped a hand over his mouth and turned away. “Oh…oops, I’m sorry I should’ve thought, first… Did anybody want its hide? Cos, y’know, it’s pretty
  
   big
  
  so I guess it doesn’t matter where we tear it. I’ve heard people trade the hides for good money, though.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that’s important right now,” Trissiny said carefully. “We’re survivalists, for the moment, not fur traders.”
 

 
  “Great!” the dryad said, beaming. “We can still make use of the skin, I’m sure, but I guess it doesn’t matter how many pieces it’s in.” She grasped the torn edges of the bison’s thick hide with both hands and pulled, ripping a long seam open across its side, baring steaming muscle. Gabriel retched and doubled over; fortunately Juniper didn’t seem to be paying him any attention. She sank the fingers of one bloody hand into the muscle and pulled, dragging out a large chunk. Strings of tissue snapped, flicking droplets of blood across her face and upper chest, leaving her with a thick handful of raw meat.
 

 
  “Um, I always forget details like this,” she said thoughtfully. “How important is it to you guys that meat be cooked before you eat it?”
 

 
  “It’s fairly important,” Teal said, her voice faint.
 

 
  “Ah. Well, I guess we’ll need to make a fire, then…” She pulled off a few strands of muscle and tucked them into her mouth, slurping them up like spaghetti. Gabe, having chosen that moment to look up at her again, immediately turned away; Toby stepped over to drape an arm over his shoulders as Juniper carried on with her mouth full. “Y’don’ min’ if I do, righ’?”
 

 
  “Knock yourself out,” said Ruda, and finished off her bourbon.
 

 
  “You’ve got blood in your hair,” Fross noted.
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ll clean up after we’re done here,” the dryad said cheerfully. In fact, she had apparently opened an artery in her prey and now had blood splattered across herself rather liberally, including dripping from the corners of her mouth. “Doesn’t seem much point when I’m just gonna get all bloody again! Now, who’s got a knife? Or I can just keep tearing, it’s no trouble!”
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  Jeremiah Shook pushed open the swinging doors of the Saloon with both hands and stepped inside, pausing just past the threshold to sweep his gaze around the room. Scattered at tables and the bar, men in the rough garb of laborers and cattle-hands looked up at him curiously; he nodded once to the room at large, then stepped inside and made his way to an empty table. A few pairs of eyes followed him till he sat, but most turned back to their drinks, conversations and card games. His dark suit was of a more moneyed cut than most of them wore, but not by much.
 

 
  He could afford better, but rarely bothered. In his line of work, clothes tended to get mussed pretty quickly.
 

 
  “Nice entrance,” said the waitress, sidling up to him. “Classic. You’re a fan of cowboy fiction, I take it?”
 

 
  She was mocking him. Bile rose in his throat; he pushed it back down, giving her an easy smile. “Tell me honestly: how many out-of-town visitors feel the need to do that at least once?”
 

 
  “Pretty much all of ’em,” she said with a grin, “but you’ve got them mostly beat for self-awareness. What’ll it be, stranger?” She was an elf, a pleasingly slender little piece with sharp features and almost childlike eyes, but where elves were almost always some shade of blonde, her hair was a glossy raven black. He’d eat his boots if there were two women of that description in a town this size, but the proprieties must be observed.
 

 
  “A wanderer like me is compelled to keep simple tastes,” he said, a rueful grin camouflaging his use of Guild codes for the sake of the onlookers. “At least, till I get settled in and figure how well my business will fare in this town.”
 

 
  “So, cheap whiskey, then?” She winked, but her smile was sympathetic. “You’re in luck; Last Rock is kind to wanderers. They bring us most of our custom, after all. The welcome’s warm and the drinks are…substantially less awful than they could be.” Her reply covered all the Guild countersigns and told him everything he needed about the current situation. No current business active, no pressure from police. A ripe town; it was ironic that they were both specialists in particular fields and not positioned to begin relieving the townsfolk of their money.
 

 
  “Cheap, but not the cheapest,” he replied. “Upgrade me from ‘less awful’ to ‘not awful,’ if y’don’t mind.”
 

 
  “Ooh, big spender! Anything in particular want it to wash down?”
 

 
  “Just here to drink for now, doll.”
 

 
  “And drink you shall, darlin’. Back in two shakes.” She sashayed off; he indulged in a half-moment’s perusal of her backside before returning his attention to the room at large. Principia had a cute little tush, but he didn’t yet know how well-liked she was in this town. Based on what Tricks had told him of her, he suspected not very, but ogling a woman who the locals held in esteem was a quick way to get on everybody’s shit list. Best not to take foolish risks till he had is bearings.
 

 
  Nobody was even looking at him. In addition to finding out where Principia lurked, he’d taken advantage of his day at the Ale & Wenches to learn a bit about the town. Last Rock got most of its income from the University, one way or another. Quite a few of the students had more money than was good for them, and the townsfolk had grown adept at squeezing it out of them without cultivating any bad blood. Aside from that and the local cattle industry, the town did business largely with passing adventurers. The Age of Adventures might be over, but the Golden Sea still held the promise of riches for the skilled and the lucky. The town saw a decent traffic in heavily-armed loners heading into the prairie, and in some cases staggering back out of it, and there were tradesmen who made a good living seeing to their needs. He was clearly neither student nor adventurer, and thus of little interest to the men in this room.
 

 
  “Here we go,” Principia breezed, returning and setting a bottle and glass on the table. “Whiskey, and a
  
   clean
  
  glass, because I like you. So tell me, wanderer, what’s this business that brings you to our dusty little town?”
 

 
  “This year, it’s alchemy.” He set a small stack of copper coins on the table before pouring himself a drink; she deftly made them vanish into her apron. “Cures, minor enhancements, that sort of thing. I’ve a modest stock with me and the option to send back to Tiraas for more if the ground here proves fertile.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She leaned one hip saucily against his table, folding her arms in a manner that framed her bust. Like most elves, she wasn’t particularly buxom, but had clearly selected her dress and apron to maximally accentuate her assets. “Now, would that be real,
  
   effective
  
  alchemy, by any chance?”
 

 
  “Y’know, that’s a fairer question than I might admit in other circumstances,” he replied with a grin, taking a sip of the whiskey. She was right; it wasn’t awful. “I’m not ashamed to say I’ve peddled a few vials of snake oil in my day; a man has to make a living. But in the end, there’s no future in it. The real stuff’s where the money is, once you’ve built up enough of a nest egg to invest in a basic stock.”
 

 
  “There’s a town alchemist, you know,” she said. “He may not appreciate the competition.”
 

 
  “Mm. Then again, he may not mind. I’m sure we can come to an understanding.” Shook sipped his drink again. “There are lucrative but shady concoctions an upstanding local business owner may not want to pass across his counter. Not to mention the kind of characters he wouldn’t want to pass ’em to. I’m confident I can keep out of his hair.”
 

 
  “Well, I know the lot of the casual tradesman,” she said with a sly smile. “I do a side business in minor enchantments as well. In a town like this, it’s enough to keep me drinking a slightly better quality of whiskey than that.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” he said appreciatively. “Fertile grounds after all?”
 

 
  “Oh, you’d better believe it. Between the college kids and the wannabe heroes, you can always find someone willing to trade his coin and his common sense for a little edge.”
 

 
  “Perhaps we might have business to discuss, then. We are in similar fields, after all.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” she purred. “I just know there’s
  
   something
  
  mutually beneficial we can find to talk about.”
 

 
  “Hey, Prin, how about this,” rumbled the man behind the nearby bar. “How’s about you see to the business I’m actually payin’ you for while you’re on shift. Table three needs drinks.”
 

 
  “It seems there is a whiskey crisis and only my unique combination of brains and beauty can see justice done,” she said wryly, straightening up, and tipped him a flirtatious wink. “I will see
  
   you
  
  later, handsome. I’m off at ten.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” he murmured again into his glass as she swished away.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  He was going half stir-crazy by the time ten o’clock rolled around. There was nothing to damn well
  
   do
  
  in this wretched patch of streets they called a town. Only the two pubs, a bunch of shops of various kinds, and one hotel that didn’t offer a public drinking room, preferring to maintain a calm atmosphere for its clientele. Shook stayed the hell away from
  
   that
  
  place while he was in this mood, well aware he might otherwise end up burning bridges he’d not even crossed yet. What kind of frontier town didn’t even have a whorehouse?
 

 
  It didn’t help at all that Principia made him wait. He lounged against the front wall of the Saloon, working quietly away at a cigar, while ten PM drifted by and retreated further into the distance. Passersby nodded to him, and he nodded politely in return; some gave him curious looks, but he wasn’t challenged. Doubtless the locals didn’t see much aimless loitering, but clearly they didn’t see much real trouble either. He took his time at the cigar, it being his only excuse for hanging around outdoors, but it would only burn so slowly. If she made him light up another one…
 

 
  Principia finally emerged from the swinging double doors with a splash of panache that made his eye twitch, as if she hadn’t a care in the world, nor anybody standing out in the dark waiting on her.
 

 
  “You’re late,” he noted, barely keeping his tone under control.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah,” she said sweetly, wagging a finger at him. “I’m an elf, a thief and a woman. That’s three separate flavors of doing whatever the hell I want and automatically being right. Shall we?” Slinking up to him, she wrapped herself around his arm, giving him an up-through-the-lashes look that she had doubtless practiced.
 

 
  Shook drew in a deep, slow breath, forcibly repressing the first five urges that came to mind. Not much got under his skin faster than a woman with an uppity attitude. He flicked the remains of his cigar to the ground and crushed it under his heel before stepping away from the wall and heading at a sedate pace back toward the center of town—such as it was—with the elf clinging to his arm the whole way. Doubtless they looked like any pair of lovers out for an evening stroll.
 

 
  He glanced about swiftly. Despite the late hour and the general dinkiness of Last Rock, they weren’t entirely alone. There was a faint sound of carousing from the Ale & Wenches, even though they were several streets distant from it, and lights on in a few windows. For the moment, they had the street to themselves, however.
 

 
  “This’n’s gone larking after catching the birdsong,” he said quietly. “A big bird tweeted of—nf!”
 

 
  
   “Stop
  
  that,” she said sharply but in a similarly low tone, punctuating it with a fist to his ribs and very nearly earning herself one in the eye. Principia continued on, apparently heedless of the hazards to her health she was accumulating. “Don’t use cant in this town, you’ll bring all manner of hell down on our heads.”
 

 
  Shook drew a deep, slow breath in through his teeth, counting to ten as Sweet had instructed him once upon a time. “Unless you have a quiet place to talk…”
 

 
  “The street is plenty quiet. Oh, unclench your sphincter, you’re gonna burst something. Look, you know the three kinds of invisibility, right?
  
   Tell
  
  me you have at least that much savvy.” The look she gave him, up through her lashes, was equal parts condescension and amusement.
 

 
  Right then, he decided he wasn’t going to get through this job without smacking that mouth of hers. It was just a matter of when.
 

 
  “Can’t see, don’t see and won’t see,” the elf explained, as much as calling him an untrained fool right to his face. “You probably think of the cant as a ‘can’t see,’ and you’d be partly right. There are probably a few outsiders who can puzzle it out, but not enough to matter. But in Tiraas, where the Guild is a significant power, it’s also a ‘won’t see.’ People hear the cant spoken and know it’s time to find some business elsewhere and mind it. Last Rock is
  
   different.
  
  Nobody will pay any attention to two people acting as they expect, but between the damn students and the so-called adventurers, anyone hearing a snatch of theives’ cant has a good chance of figuring out
  
   what
  
  it is, even if they can’t follow it.
  
   Then
  
  all hell breaks loose.”
 

 
  He was only listening to her witless prattle with half an ear. A man had stepped out from around the corner up ahead and was ambling toward them on their side of the street. In the darkness, he couldn’t make out any details except for the hat and the rattle of spurs, but he shifted his fingers toward the knives hidden in his sleeves. “Shush, girl, let me handle this,”
 

 
  “Here, I’ll show you,” she said, ignoring him, and then actually waved to the figure ahead. “Evening, Sheriff!”
 

 
  “Prin,” the man replied, tugging the brim of his hat politely, while Shook tensed, ready for a fight. “I don’t believe I’ve met your friend.”
 

 
  “He’s an itinerant salesman passing through town,” Principia went on cheerily. “I’m gonna take him back to my rooms under the pretext of letting him under my skirt, then slip him a mickey, rob his ass blind and skip town!”
 

 
  “Dammit to Vidius, Prin, no!” The Sheriff clapped a hand over his eyes, disturbing his ridiculous ten-gallon hat. “You
  
   know
  
  I have to take that stuff seriously. Don’t even joke.”
 

 
  “If he doesn’t have anything worth stealing, I may even slit his throat!” she said, grinning ghoulishly, and leaned closer to the Sheriff, drawing her next word out with relish. “Mmmmm
  
   uuuuurrrrderrrr.”
  
 

 
  “No. Absolutely not, the hell with this. I don’t have the patience for your bullshit tonight.” The lawman swiped a hand across the empty space between them, as if wiping Principia and her companion from existence. “This didn’t happen, I never saw you, go
  
   away.
  
  And you, stranger.” He paused, leveling a finger at Shook. “I don’t care how pretty she is, I don’t care if you’ve never had an elf before and been dreaming of it since before you could shave,
  
   this one
  
  is not worth the trouble. She ain’t gonna do anything as gentle as what she just promised, but I guarantee she’ll give you a bigger pain in the ass than a joint case of sunburn and crabs. You have a pleasant night, people I don’t see.”
 

 
  Principia laughed aloud in evident delight as the Sheriff stepped into the street to go around them, steadfastly refusing to acknowledge her any further. Shook glowered down at her, and had to be tugged along impatiently before he continued moving.
 

 
  “See?” she went on in a more circumspect tone. “I have a rep in this town. People know me, and know what I’m about: shady business, but strictly small potatoes with a side of aimless mischief. I’m seen strolling around in the middle of the night with the new salesman in town, they’ll just assume I’m out to bed and/or swindle you. Anybody passes close enough to hear a snatch of conversation, they’re not likely to make anything of it, because a snatch is all they’ll hear. On the off chance someone
  
   does
  
  overhear a dirty word like ‘steal,’ well, that’s just me again, and as the good Sheriff Sanders just demonstrated, messing around in my business is more of a pain than it’s worth.
  
   However,
  
  if someone hears the resident ne’er-do-well and the new guy talking in the thieves’
  
   goddamn
  
  cant,
  
   that
  
  will get their attention. They will then go get the Sheriff’s attention, and it’s a toss-up whether he’ll then go get the Empire or
  
   Tellwyrn’s
  
  attention first, and it’s equally a toss-up which of those things would ruin our day faster or more thoroughly. So, at the expense of repeating myself…” Again, she looked up at him through her lashes, but this time her expression was hard and her voice dropped to a hiss. “Knock it the
  
   fuck
  
  off, newbie.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. You about done?”
 

 
  “I believe that covers the basics, yeah. So, how’s about you tell m—”
 

 
  Despite his original intention to avoid attention, trouble and people in general, he had allowed her to lead them toward the A&W, where lamplight and laughter spilled out through windows and a set of swinging doors much like the Saloon had. They weren’t yet in front of the building, and thus within sight of its windows, and the noise did, he had to acknowledge, provide a little auditory cover. After glancing briefly about the square next to the Rail platform to verify that the Sheriff had passed from sight and nobody else was about, Shook grabbed her by the upper arms and darted into the alley between the A&W and the general store beside it. He lifted the elf bodily from the ground to prevent her digging her heels in. She hardly weighed anything.
 

 
  Prinicipia didn’t struggle or protest as she was carted a few feet down the alley, not far enough that they’d be hidden, but not in immediate sight from the street. She did let out a soft grunt as he slammed her back against the stone wall of the general store, then covered her body with his own. To any passerby, they were just a couple necking in a patch of improvise privacy. “Won’t see,” indeed.
 

 
  “I’m Thumper,” he said in a bare whisper, inches from her pointed ear. “Want to guess why?”
 

 
  “An homage to your exquisite dancing skills, no doubt,” she said lightly.
 

 
  He lifted her away from the wall momentarily, then slammed her back into it. This time, she made no sound, just giving him an ironic look with a raised eyebrow. This time, too, he shifted his position to place a hand around her throat, and so wasn’t fooled by her cool act. He could feel her pulse.
 

 
  “I’m an enforcer,” Thumper breathed. “You
  
   do
  
  know what that is, don’t you? Not much of one for cutting purses, jimmying locks or running cons. Some of those in my line like to crack heads in alleys and collect the Unwary Tax that way. Me? I’m a creature of order. A true servant of Eserion and his Guild. I don’t like it when the Guild’s business is disrupted, when the Guild has problems. I made problems go away…or at least rethink their choices. So the question, Keys, is this: Are you going to be a
  
   problem?”
  
 

 
  “Does Tricks know you’re out manhandling Guild members this way?” she asked lightly. “You wanna be careful,
  
   Thumper,
  
  or the Boss might decide
  
   you
  
  need someone to come around and…’solve’ you.”
 

 
  “I asked you a question,” he said in a mild tone. “I expect an answer.”
 

 
  “I find that expectations are exactly the kind of—”
 

 
  He drew back just enough to lift his hand from her throat and slap her, then backhanded her face drawing it back the other way. Her head bounced against the wall behind her, those big, pretty eyes going momentarily out of focus.
 

 
  “Tricks gave me the rundown on you, Keys,” he said softly. He lifted his hand again, grinning in satisfaction at her flinch, but this time just brushed the backs of his knuckles over her cheek. “He knows you got yourself assigned to this shithole town to work some angle of your own. Probably something to do with Tellwyrn, since all you’re
  
   supposed
  
  to be doing…all there really
  
   is
  
  to do in Last Rock…is watching to make sure she doesn’t pull anything harmful to the Guild’s interests. He knows you don’t like taking orders, that you fancy yourself above any authority. That is why he sent me, Keys.
  
   I
  
  wasn’t brought to Last Rock to carry out an assignment; I came here to give you orders for
  
   your
  
  new one…” Thumper leaned in closer, near enough that his breath was hot on her face. “…and ride you as hard as I have to to make sure you fucking
  
   do
  
  it. So I’m gonna ask my question one more time. It’s a simple question, for a simple girl, all it needs is one word: yes or no. You’re gonna answer the question accordingly. So tell me, Keys. Are you going to be a problem?”
 

 
  “No,” she said quietly. Somehow, the silly trollop managed to fill the word with another dose of her dry, disdainful attitude. He let it pass, for the moment. Plenty of time to straighten her out later.
 

 
  “Good girl,” he said approvingly, stroking her black hair once and enjoying the grimace the flickered across her features. “Then let’s talk about the job.”
 

 
  Thumper drew back slightly, granting her a little breathing room, though he kept one hand gripping her upper arm. Keys, evincing some basic common sense for the first time since he’d met her, didn’t attempt to pull away from him or offer any further sass. Those blue eyes watched him carefully.
 

 
  “We’ve got trouble with Elilial and the Black Wreath,” he began, nodding at her when her eyes widened. “Yeah, that’s bad. They’re not after us, but they’re fucking with both the Church and the Empire in a big way, bigger than usual. Do I need to explain all the thousands of ways this could cause problems for the Guild? No? That’s my girl. The Guild isn’t getting involved directly, but the Boss is preparing for a situation in which we might need to, and that means casing. Lots and lots of casing. We need information, and
  
   you
  
  are going to help us acquire it. Right now, the only other player who the Boss
  
   knows
  
  is involved in this is Arachne Tellwyrn. What we know is she’s responded favorably to an overture from the Throne, and she’s personally beaten the hell out of at least one Wreath cell recently. We need
  
   better
  
  intel than that. And since you’re not only conveniently on site but have a history with Tellwyrn, you’re going to get it for us.”
 

 
  “Tricks is out of his fucking mind,” she breathed. “There is no possible good result from screwing around with Tellwyrn. The
  
   only
  
  safe plan for dealing with her is to watch from a circumspect distance and give warning if she starts making noises on our direction. Y’know, what I’ve
  
   been
  
  doing.”
 

 
  “Actually, as I understand it this was Sweet’s idea,” he said lightly, “but the orders come from the Boss. So that’s what you’ll be doing.”
 

 
  “Then you can tell the Boss he’s asking for what can’t be—”
 

 
  She managed to brace herself slightly, this time, as he slammed her against the wall again. “In the years you’ve been farting around out here in the sticks, Keys, you seem to have started confusing the Guild with the law. The Guild does not need to
  
   prove
  
  that you’re trying to fuck us over beyond a reasonable doubt; if it knows damn well that you are, that’s it for you. You’re clever, you’re stealthy, you’re good at not getting caught. Those are the skills you are being ordered to use. They are
  
   not
  
  skills that will protect you if you decide to challenge the Boss’s authority. And since it apparently hasn’t sunk in yet, as far as you’re concerned…” He leaned closer again, pressing his stubbled cheek against her smooth one to whisper right into her ear, “I
  
   am
  
  his authority. Do the job, Keys.”
 

 
  “I
  
   can’t
  
  get close to Tellwyrn!” she protested. “She knows me, I used to work with her a couple of decades back. She
  
   specifically
  
  told me to stay off her mountain and away from her students. I so much as
  
   try
  
  to snoop up there and she’ll fry my ass.”
 

 
  “Well then,” he said, drawing back enough to let her see his grin, “sounds to me like you’ve got yourself a problem. Ah, ah, ah,” he chided, placing a finger over her lips as she opened her mouth to protest again, “I believe that’s enough lip out of you for one evening. Let me be clear: You’re a Guild member, Keys, but you are not a member in good standing. You’re not trusted, or liked. This is an opportunity for you to redeem yourself…or create the opportunity for the Guild to get you out of its hair for good. Tricks expects you to try to run instead of doing your job. That’s fine, I’m not to bother chasing after you if you bolt. In fact, I didn’t want to tell you this but he gave me firm orders, so here it is: you wanna pull a runner, you can. You’ll be a dark mark, and any Guild member who happens across you can bring back your head—attached or not—to make his own rep, but Tricks isn’t gonna bother
  
   sending
  
  anybody to do it. Course, he won’t be Boss forever, and elves live a long time, I hear. That’d be a stressful existence for you, waiting to see if each new Boss of the Guild decides to start tying up loose ends. But all that’s in the future. Let’s talk about the now.”
 

 
  Thumper grinned even more broadly at her; still holding her arm with his left hand, he lowered his right to place against the side of her body at the ribs. She was as compact and delicate as all her race; he could clearly feel the frantic banging of her heart. “If you try to run and I
  
   do
  
  catch you before you get out of town… Or if you continue to refuse your assignment, or if you turn on the Guild and try to bring Tellwyrn or the law down on us, if you
  
   fail
  
  at your task… Or hell, if I find myself less than satisfied with your progress… Then you’re mine, Keys. I have full discretionary authority over this job, and what disciplinary measures need to be exercised.” He lowered his voice to a growl, and as he continued, slowly dragged his hand downward, brushing this thumb against the side of her breast, sliding it across her waist and then around to grip a handful of her rump. “In that event, Keys, the
  
   first
  
  thing I’m gonna do is bend you over the nearest level surface, hike up your skirt and take myself some recompense for the various insults and annoyances you’ve already caused me. And
  
   then
  
  we will get down to the disciplinary measures.”
 

 
  For a silent moment, he held her that way, staring into her eyes. Her insouciance was gone, but nothing replaced it; she stared back up at him, face utterly blank.
 

 
  Then, so suddenly that she staggered, he released her and stepped back. “Do the job, Keys. I’ll be checking in on you. Regularly.”
 

 
  Thumper turned away and strolled nonchalantly back out the mouth of the alley, tucking his hands in his pockets. He didn’t look back at her as he went, not even when he turned left to amble toward the A&W’s door and the promise of a pint to wind down the evening. As such, he didn’t see the look she directed at his back. If he had, he wouldn’t have cared.
 

 
  He had always had more self-confidence than self-preservation.
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  Sweet waited deep within the belly of the Guild. Off to one side of the training pit, perpendicular to the exit and the door to the Treasury with its shrine beyond was the Map Room, a chamber whose function was immediately obvious. The Guild had an institutional fondness for simple, descriptive names. Waist-high shelves lined two walls, filled with rolled up or folded maps which could be spread out on the circular table in the center of the chamber. Above the shelves, every stretch of wall was covered with permanently hung maps. The city, the province, the Empire itself, and various detailed portions of each were all depicted. The far wall, before which Sweet stood, was covered floor-to-ceiling by an incredibly detailed map of the city of Tiraas.
 

 
  Legs akimbo, hands folded behind his back, head lifted to study the map, he made an impressive sight from the door, even (perhaps especially) in his slightly scruffy suit. That was the whole reason for his position. Truthfully, he was starting to get a crick in his neck; it was taking longer than he’d expected for those he’d summoned to arrive.
 

 
  
   Finally,
  
  he thought as the door creaked open behind him. All the doors in the Thieves’ Guild creaked, otherwise people would tend to inadvertently sneak up on each other, which could result in…accidents.
 

 
  He turned, slowly, starting with the legs but keeping his face aimed at the map for another second or two; it acknowledged those entering (initially ignoring them didn’t suit the image he wanted to project) while creating the impression that weighty matters occupied his attention, warring with his desire to greet them. Everything precise, everything calculated. When Sweet started really putting on a show, he often ran the risk of becoming distracted by how
  
   good
  
  he was.
 

 
  Two elves slipped into the room, followed by a glowering Style. They still slipped and crept everywhere, as if afraid they were going to be thrown out; it had only been a couple of weeks and though Flora and Fauna were starting to settle in, there was a process. They had more to adjust to than most of the human Guild members. Dressed in simple shirts and trousers for training, better rested and more well-fed than when he’d first seen them, and best of all, smiling, they’d already come a long way from the two miserable streetwalkers he’d encountered outside the Pink Lady.
 

 
  Well, aside from certain little details like what they were here to discuss.
 

 
  “Ladies,” he said warmly, coming around the table to greet them. His smile was careful: he needed to be glad to see them, but not too chipper, in light of what was coming. The elves smiled back at him with a lot more enthusiasm. He was, after all, the one who’d not only sponsored their apprenticeships in the Guild but helped them settle in for the first few days. If not for Sweet, they would still be turning tricks in the Glums. That gratitude was real and counted for a lot. Or so he devoutly hoped.
 

 
  “I’m sorry I haven’t been to see you more often,” he went on. “They’ve got me running all over the city doing the work of three men. How are you getting along? Anything you need help with?”
 

 
  “We are very well,” Flora said, still beaming up at him. “There’s a lot to remember, but the work is not arduous.”
 

 
  “Training is good,” Fauna added. “Very satisfying. It’s good to flex minds and muscles again.”
 

 
  Still they smiled in simple delight at seeing him. After some initial uncertainty, he had decided there wasn’t a crush developing there. Among other things…well, they definitely weren’t twins, upon closer inspection, and probably not even sisters. When nobody was paying close attention, they sometimes gave off a vibe that was very much not sisterly.
 

 
  “They have potential,” Style grunted from behind them, folding her arms and not relaxing her glare. She was dolled up in an Eastern barbarian outfit that was even more revealing than her Punaji phase of last month. It was all boiled leather, with brass studs and fur accents; above the waist all she had on was a kind of thick leather brassiere such as barbarian women were often shown wearing on the covers of penny dreadfuls and pretty much never in real life, because it was a stupidly impractical garment even in a much warmer climate than the Eastern mountains. Some women bared skin to be alluring; Style bared her square shoulders, trunklike arms and craggy abs to discourage people from giving her backtalk. It worked.
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear it. And I mean it: I may not be around much, but if you need anything, you can get a message to me.” Sweet let the smile slip from his face, leaving his expression grave. “For now… I asked Style to bring you in here because I’m afraid I have some pretty bad news. You may want to sit down for this.”
 

 
  The pair exchanged a glance, but at his gesture, slowly lowered themselves into chairs beside the map table, Fauna pulling one over so they could sit side-by-side. Behind them, Style pushed the door shut and positioned herself in front of it, then folded her arms and resumed glaring. This earned her a couple of glances from the elves, but Sweet quickly recaptured their attention.
 

 
  “I know you weren’t exactly close, but I thought you should be informed that Missy, from the Pink Lady, died last night.”
 

 
  “…oh,” said Flora when he paused. They didn’t glance at each other this time; in fact, both girls looked rather nonplussed.
 

 
  “I’m afraid it was pretty bad,” Sweet went on, eyebrows creased together in his best expression of Bishoply solicitousness. “Really quite brutal, in fact. Her digestive tract was strung all around the room, without having been, ah, disconnected, first. There were glyphs of some sort written on all the walls, floor and ceiling in her blood and…well, other fluids. And,” he added gravely, “her head was missing.”
 

 
  “How awful,” Fauna said, gazing up at him without expression. Her tone tried at regret without much effort. Oh, the rain isn’t letting up. Oh, it’s okra stew for lunch again. Oh, Missy was savagely butchered.
 

 
  “As per the terms of her will, Rose gets the property and the business.”
 

 
  “That’s good,” Flora said with a bit more enthusiasm. “Rose cares about the girls. She tried to help us. As much as…possible.” She trailed off, looking away; Fauna reached over to squeeze her hand.
 

 
  “I’m sorry to have taken so long to get to you about this,” he said sincerely. “I’ve been out all day dealing with it.”
 

 
  At that, their eyes widened a fraction and they did exchange a glance.
  
   “You
  
  had to deal with it?” Fauna asked, sounding more actually concerned now.
 

 
  “Well, surely you don’t think someone like Missy
  
   actually
  
  left a will, do you?” He gave them a very careful hint of a grin, conveying a touch of gallows humor without undercutting the gravity of the situation. “Putting those girls in Rose’s care seemed the best thing I could do for them, since I can’t exactly move them
  
   all
  
  into the Guild.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Fauna said.
 

 
  “I’m afraid that little matter took longer than it ought to have, since I wasn’t able to give it my full attention. There was the rather more urgent issue of dealing with the Imperial interest in the case. Even in the Glums, a murder that, ah,
  
   extravagant
  
  draws their interest. I don’t mean to imply that the Imps give a damn about anybody living down there, but you just can’t have people doing things like that while you’re trying to carry on a civilization. It’s bad for business, you see.” He sighed heavily. “Unfortunately, the whole city’s in a tizzy over it, now.”
 

 
  “It is?” Flora asked faintly.
 

 
  He nodded. “The papers got wind of it. Now everyone’s in a panic about there being a headhunter in Tiraas.”
 

 
  Both of them stiffened. It was slight, but perceptible. They very obviously did not look at each other.
 

 
  “Headhunters are a myth,” Fauna said tersely.
 

 
  “That’s right,” Sweet agreed, nodding. “The official stance of the Church and the Empire has always been that elven headhunters do not exist. Just a scary bedtime story mothers use to make their little ones behave. Of course, interestingly enough, Imperial Intelligence somehow knows
  
   exactly
  
  what a headhunter attack looks like, and has protocols in place to deal with it.”
 

 
  “…they do?” Flora croaked.
 

 
  “Keep that to yourself, though,” he went on. “I probably shouldn’t have told you. I am the Church’s liaison to the highest level of Imperial government; I learn the most
  
   fascinating
  
  things on busy days like today. Let me tell you, it kept me on my toes, working this thing around to keep the Imps from busting in here to haul you two little rascals away. Quite apart from the sanctity of our temple, I’m kinda fond of you.”
 

 
  “Now, wait a minute,” Flora protested. Both of them had gone quite rigid.
 

 
  “Don’t worry, it’s all taken care of. I was able to deflect attention to Rake. Elowe something or other…what was his last name, Style?”
 

 
  “I always called him Treefucker,” she grunted.
 

 
  “I guess it doesn’t matter now. He’d been passing information on our jobs to the authorities for
  
   months.
  
  A known traitor is actually a fabulously useful thing to keep around, ladies; you can feed them false intel to throw your enemies off the scent, and when a situation comes up where you need to throw somebody under the carriage—like today—you’ve got a ready-made scapegoat on hand. So the Guild is down one elf, and I’m sure poor Elowe was more surprised than anyone to learn he’s secretly a headhunter, but…so it goes.”
 

 
  “We don’t have to listen to this,” Fauna snapped, leaping to her feet; Flora was a split second behind her. Both of them braced themselves as if for a fight. “You can’t just
  
   accuse
  
  someone of—”
 

 
  
   “Girls,”
  
  Sweet said firmly, raising his hands in a peaceable gesture. “Please,
  
   think.
  
  I’ve just stated I believe you’re among the most dangerous creatures in existence, and were doing something unspeakably vicious about this time yesterday. Now, would I put myself in a room with you if I intended to piss you off?” He gave that a second and a half to sink in, then went on in a more soothing tone before they could begin forming more objections. “I am trying to
  
   help
  
  you. Please, sit down.”
 

 
  They did, slowly, looking warily at him, around the room, and at Style, who was still leaning against the door.
 

 
  “Now,” he continued, straightening up and folding his arms behind his back. “I hope you understand the problem we have here?”
 

 
  The two exchanged another telling look. “We don’t have a problem with anyone in the Guild,” Flora said quickly. “Mis…
  
   That woman
  
  snared us into…into utter
  
   debasement.
  
  So she could make
  
   money.
  
  It was personal, and justified. We don’t want trouble with anyone else.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, and shook his head. “I feared not. The issue is…how shall I put this…”
 

 
  “You scrawny, knife-eared, pants-on-head psycho DUMB FUCKING TWATS!” Style roared, stalking toward them. Flora and Fauna again leaped out of their seats, backing against the table. “Do you ever stop to fucking
  
   think
  
  before you act?! This is
  
   not
  
  whatever fucking tree you swung down out of, this is motherfucking Tiraas! Did you
  
   actually
  
  think you could just strew someone’s guts around a room like she was a scarecrow and not bring the fucking Imps down on you? Down on
  
   all of us!
  
  So help me, if you
  
   ever
  
  put my Guild in this kind of danger again—”
 

 
  
   “Style,”
  
  Sweet said sharply. “Enough. Please. Mistakes happen, we deal with them. These are apprentices; we’ll
  
   teach
  
  them, not box their ears. Girls,” he went on, again gentling his tone, “again, please, sit. You’re not in any danger here. I
  
   won’t
  
  say you’re not in any trouble.” He put on a more dour expression. “This is exactly the kind of thing we can’t just let pass; next time, you could do significant damage to the Guild.”
 

 
  They looked at each other, then spoke in unison. “I’m sorry.” He believed it; both looked quite crushed as they slid carefully back into their seats.
 

 
  “To begin with, I had to spread quite a bit of coin around today.
  
   That
  
  is being added to your apprenticeship debt. If you prove as skilled as I’m confident you will, you’re looking at probably an additional year of heavy tithing to the Guild after your elevation.”
 

 
  “A
  
   year?”
  
  Flora said.
 

 
  “Again, it was
  
   quite
  
  a bit of coin. I didn’t add anything for having spent an entire day of
  
   my
  
  time straightening this out, but you should know that next time you force a high-ranking member of the Guild to fix a mess you made…well, the consequences will depend on the situation, but they will be significant. Do you understand?”
 

 
  They both nodded, then lowered their eyes to the ground. Between those big eyes, their pointed features and the presently downcast expressions, they seemed almost childlike. It was ironic; for all he knew, they were older than he. That, and they had spent last night festooning Missy’s entrails around her room like tinsel. From what he’d read about headhunters, in and around his various other tasks of the day, she had likely still been alive for part of that.
 

 
  “Right…” He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t want to make any prejudiced assumptions about elves…”
 

 
  “Can I?”
 

 
  
   “Enough,
  
  Style. But it’s obvious you two aren’t very familiar with city life. So, I am going to assume you’re more comfortable with the world of nature and try to spin a metaphor from that. I apologize for any insult given; it’s not intended.”
 

 
  “It’s not insulting,” Flora said softly.
 

 
  “Good, that helps me to know. Girls, you seem to regard Tiraas as a sort of hunting ground, that you can prowl through, strike your prey and retreat when you’re done. That about right?” He paused for them to glance at each other again and nod mutely. “It isn’t that you’re entirely wrong…but the matter is more complex. Hunting is an excellent description of much of what the Guild does, but… Well, think of the city as a spider’s web. Every touch you make resonates across the
  
   entire
  
  thing. Light enough touches to avoid attracting anything dangerous should be your goal. It grows more complicated from there, however. It isn’t just a matter of avoiding the attention of the very large, very hungry spider in the center. There are
  
   multiple
  
  spiders of various sizes, operating at cross purposes; multiple powerful organizations and agendas at work in the city, and you need to be intimately familiar with each before you go traipsing through their hunting grounds. The Guild is one such spider, one of the bigger ones, and that affords you some protection…but only some. You are also competing with millions of other little bugs, all doing the same dance, all trying to hunt one another without growing tangled in the web itself or attracting the attention of the spiders.”
 

 
  “I think this metaphor is getting away from you, Sweet,” Style commended with a mirthless grin.
 

 
  “Oh, shut it, I think I’m doing fine.”
 

 
  “I think so too,” Fauna piped up. “It…explains some things. We…” She glanced over at Flora. “We didn’t think anybody would care. Nobody ever cared about any of us, or anything else that happened in the Glums.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why you cannot just run around and
  
   do
  
  things,” Sweet said firmly. “You don’t understand
  
   who
  
  is active and powerful in this city. You don’t know
  
   what
  
  they care about, what will or won’t provoke them to take action. That’s not a criticism, ladies, it’s an analysis of your situation, and part of the purpose of your apprenticeship will be to rectify that ignorance. Until you have achieved this knowledge, though, you are two bugs with unusually big stingers which won’t do you a damn bit of good if you don’t know which are the sticky strands or where the other predators lurk. In fact…it’s those big stingers of yours that cause us some problems, now.”
 

 
  “Can we
  
   stop
  
  with the bug metaphors?” Style groaned.
 

 
  “Fine, I’ll speak more plainly. Flora, Fauna, you’re
  
   dangerous.
  
  I promise you, however, that you are
  
   not
  
  the most dangerous things lurking in this city. The Church and the Empire both have powers under their control that could crush you. If you act carelessly, if you give them a
  
   reason
  
  to do so, they won’t hesitate. And you are members of the Thieves’ Guild, now; your actions both reflect on us and involve us. Nothing you start up with a rival faction will affect only you. Today you got Elowe killed. That’s no great loss; he was, as I said, a traitor. Next time, it could be me. Or anyone else.” They both looked up again at that, alarm registering broadly on their faces. “Now do you understand the problem?”
 

 
  Both nodded. “We won’t do anything else without your orders,” Fauna promised.
 

 
  “Let’s not be too hasty,” he said, holding up a hand. “The worship of Eserion heavily emphasizes a love of freedom; you don’t want to be bound
  
   too
  
  restrictively to the Guild. This is a relationship; you’re not servants. But
  
   while
  
  you are still apprentices, I will hold you to that promise. And you will
  
   stay
  
  apprentices at least until I—and your trainers—am confident that you don’t absolutely
  
   need
  
  to be held to it anymore. Clear?” They nodded again.
 

 
  Sweet leaned back against the edge of the table, folding his arms and turning his head to speak to them sidelong. “Now, as a rule, the Thieves’ Guild does not dispense death. It’s messy, irrevocable, draws
  
   very
  
  persistent attention from the authorities… It’s a lot of the things we most ardently avoid, is what I mean. However, if there is
  
   one
  
  truth all thieves can embrace, it’s that
  
   rules
  
  are not meant to be absolute things. There are times when…well, let me just say that people of your unique talents are useful to have around. Again, I don’t want you doing diddly dick out there in my city until I’m reasonably sure you’re not going to inadvertently screw the pooch again. To get us to that point…it looks like you’re going to need a somewhat more refined curriculum of training than most of your fellow apprentices.”
 

 
  “Refined, how?” Flora asked.
 

 
  “To begin with, you’ll be working closely with Style here.” They gave Style a very careful look; she grinned back in a way that showed far too many teeth to be friendly. “The finer points of causing pain you clearly have down; she’ll teach you about the blunter ones, which are more generally useful to our sort of people. She will
  
   also
  
  teach you how to carry yourselves so as to create the impression you need to for any given circumstance, and I guarantee you’ll find no better trainer in
  
   that
  
  art anywhere.”
 

 
  “Your flattery isn’t getting you any closer to my bed, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Baby, I quit fantasizing about
  
   that
  
  after you broke that guy’s back. Additionally, girls, I am going to break with my usual policy and take you under my personal tutelage.” At that, their heads snapped around in unison and smiled bloomed on their faces. “The
  
   reason
  
  I don’t take on apprentices is, as I mentioned earlier, I quite simply have too goddamn much to do. You’ll get a better idea how I spend my time as we go forward, because if you’re going to be underfoot demanding my attention, I assure you, you’ll make yourselves useful in the process.”
 

 
  “We will,” Fauna promised.
 

 
  “I know. That’s going to mean a change of sleeping quarters, I’m afraid, since it’s going to be a lot easier for you to commute to the Guild for daily training than it will be for me to get down here to train you. As such, you will be moving into my home. The cover story will be that you’re housemaids; I have a civilian identity to keep up, after all. My Butler will show you that particular set of ropes.”
 

 
  “Your…a servant?” Fauna asked, frowning. “Can he be trusted with…Guild business?”
 

 
  Style brayed in amusement, earning a pair of annoyed looks.
 

 
  “Guild business, she says.” Sweet shook his head. “Girls, I’m a high-ranking priest of Eserion. I don’t employ anybody who’s not a member of this Guild in good standing. Don’t worry about that, you’ll get to know her in good time. For now, I want you to concentrate on training. What you’ll be learning from
  
   me
  
  is the subtle art of being a spider. Knowing where the strands are, how to navigate them, pluck them, make the web itself serve your needs. Tiraas is a living thing, girls. She breathes, she feels; she has moods. You have to
  
   romance
  
  her.”
 

 
  “That would be disturbing even if you didn’t segue into it from more spider talk,” Style said, grimacing.
 

 
  “I intend,” he went on, ignoring her, “for you to gain a sense of perspective. You’re going to learn how to get by in this city
  
   without
  
  dealing out death…and how to
  
   do
  
  so, if the need arises, with such circumspection that it doesn’t come back to bite you—and the rest of us—on the ass.”
 

 
  Again, they exchanged a long glance, then Fauna looked back up at him with a particularly inscrutable expression.
 

 
  “You want us to kill for you.”
 

 
  “No.
  
   No.”
  
  He straightened, turning to face them directly and staring down with more intensity. “I want you to use your skills for
  
   your own
  
  best interests. As your sponsor and trainer in the Guild, that means my task is twofold: I need to prepare you to do so in this extremely complex world without causing unforeseen havoc, and I need to help you understand why the Guild’s interests are your own. Ours is not an authoritarian cult, ladies; the Guild retains the loyalty of its members because it
  
   earns
  
  that loyalty. In time, you’ll understand why, but for now, I just ask that you trust me, and trust the Guild, to have your back when you need it.”
 

 
  “Like today,” Style snapped, “when Sweet ran his ass ragged all over the fucking town to fix your fucking screw-up, when we should’ve just given your fucking heads to the Empire, gift wrapped.”
 

 
  “My ass is not ragged, thank you,” he said wryly. He words had their effect, though; the elves looked very suitably abashed. “But she’s not wrong. We look out for each other here. Now, do you have questions about any of this?”
 

 
  Flora bit her lip and looked at the ground, but Fauna raised her eyes to gaze at him seriously.
  
   “Eldei Alai’shi,”
  
  she said, “what you call headhunters… It’s a very specific path. It involves…bargains, rituals, contracts with powers that… What I mean is, there’s reason we’re not welcome among our tribe, or any tribe. None of this is done lightly, and there are costs. Whatever happens in the future, you cannot expect us to serve as assassins. The spirits demand purpose, and
  
   challenge.
  
  The prey must be worthy—either because it deeply deserves to suffer, or because it will not fall easily. Preferably both.”
 

 
  “We do not and
  
   cannot
  
  kill at a whim,” Flora added, “or none of those…
  
   men
  
  …would have survived laying hands on us. We cannot kill for…for
  
   business.
  
  It may not be possible for us to serve you the way I think you expect.”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t know,” he mused. “It sounds to me like you may be precisely the thing I need.” Sweet glanced over at Style; behind the elves’ back, she grinned broadly at him. They’d done this routine enough times to have it down pat. Once, he had jokingly suggested that he could be the bad cop for a change; she’d laughed for nearly a full minute, then punched him. “As I said, the Guild doesn’t kill lightly. Ideally, not ever, but we’re not exactly idealists here. No, there are exceptional circumstances afoot, growing more exceptional faster than I can get a handle on them. I have something specific in mind that your spirits might find to their liking.”
 

 
  “You don’t know the spirits,” Fauna remarked, and there was both bitterness and sour humor behind her voice.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” he said. “Let them be the judge. Tell me… Have you two ever heard of the Black Wreath?”
 

 
  Again, the two looked at each other, but this time much more slowly. Faces blank, they held gazes for a very long moment, communicating on some level he couldn’t grasp. Then, just as slowly, they both turned their heads face him again. Identical smiles blossomed across their faces.
 

 
  There was nothing childlike about them now.
 

 
  He smiled back.
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  “Finally,” Gabriel groaned. “It’s about time the Sea gave us something good for a change.”
 

 
  “Oh, you are
  
   such
  
  a whiner,” Ruda said, grinning easily. “This trip has been awesome! So far the Sea has given us free corn and all the beef we can eat.” She laughed at his slightly peaked expression.
 

 
  Carving up, cleaning, parceling out and preparing the meat from the entire bison had occupied them the rest of the afternoon; Rafe and Juniper had been adamantly against letting anything go to waste, and their thrifty sensibilities had found enough traction among the group that Teal and Gabriel hadn’t gathered much sympathy when they’d suggested stopping once they judged enough meat to have been gathered.
 

 
  Drying, smoking and curing meat were all very long processes, ordinarily the work of days at least, but Rafe, of course, had alchemical shortcuts a-plenty in his magic belt. Cheerily announcing that this would count toward their grade in his classes, he handed out reagents, walked them once through the processes involved, and then set the students to preparing meat for storage in a variety of ways while he built another alchemical fire, broke out his frying pan and cooked up some fresh bison steaks for their lunch.
 

 
  By the time they’d taken a break to eat, their collective desire for food was diminished. Only Shaeine appeared completely unbothered by all the blood and effluvia they’d been handling. Juniper had somewhat spoiled her appetite; once she determined that nobody else wanted a share of the bison’s organs, she had been busily snacking while they worked. Watching this had seriously dampened everyone
  
   else’s
  
  appetite, albeit for different reasons.
 

 
  Bison-carving kept them occupied till dusk was closer than noon had been. By then, the bison was reduced to bones, scraps of hide and various detritus that nobody wanted to touch no matter how Rafe nattered on about the uses of each bit. Evidently, wasting all that bowstring-worthy sinew offended his elven sensibilities. Juniper had eventually declared, in her cheery way, that nothing left to nature was truly wasted. She’d said this while cradling the animal’s skull, which she intended to keep as a souvenir (after having eating the brain, eyes and tongue), and was all but slathered with liquid bison.
 

 
  After pausing a bit longer to clean themselves up with the aid of more of Rafe’s alchemy, they had finally continued on their way.
 

 
  Sunset was far enough in progress that Trissiny, their most experienced trekker, had started making noises about camping for the night when they came across their next, and hopefully final, surprise of the day.
 

 
  Now, they stood—or in Gabriel’s case, sat in the grass—around a house-sized formation of volcanic rock which put off faintly sulfur-scented steam, watching the two fae return from inspecting it.
 

 
  “Safe!” the dryad yelled, waving. She had clearly taken the opportunity to scrub some of the bison bits out of her hair that had been missed earlier during Rafe’s alchemical cleaning. In fact, she was drenched from head to toe, her green hair plastered haphazardly in her face. “No elementals of any kind present—uh, that we didn’t bring with us, sorry Fross—and it’s stable, no current volcanic action. There’s a nice little current and it’s old enough the stones inside the pools are nice and rounded. It’s perfect!”
 

 
  “Also, no curses or undead,” Fross chimed in. “No anything, really, I don’t think anybody’s been here in years. If ever.”
 

 
  “Animals have,” Juniper said, “which is how you
  
   know
  
  it’s safe.”
 

 
  “All
  
   right!”
  
  Rafe rubbed his hands together gleefully, wearing an even more manic grin than usual. “Hot springs, baby! Kids, you have not
  
   lived
  
  until you’ve had a soak in natural hot springs!”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me, but I’m pretty sure I’m alive.”
 

 
  “It’s a figure of speech, Fross,” Toby explained.
 

 
  “There’s a nice flat area up on top where silt has settled in a depression and there’s grass growing,” Juniper said brightly. “Not as tall as down here, but it’s softer than the rocks and probably safer than camping on the flat ground where
  
   anything
  
  might come creeping out of the tallgrass.”
 

 
  “Campsite ho!” Rafe shouted. “But first: WE BATHE!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The rock formation looked like a tumbled heap of dark stone when approached, but as they explored it well enough to gain a sense of its proportions, it revealed itself to be rather like the stump of an old tree in shape. The “roots” of stone spread out in multiple directions, dividing up low areas between them and affording some privacy; a lot of these contained pools of water, the three lowest of which were large enough to swim in, though not deep. They were also, fortuitously, sufficiently separated by the mass of the formation that the travelers could segregate themselves by sex and soak in relative privacy. The broad, flat top of the “stump” was probably another such crater, now inactive for whatever reason. Over the eons it had filled with wind-blown dirt, and then a light carpet of soft grasses and moss.
 

 
  “This is almost suspicious,” Trissiny said, leaning her head back against the rock wall; her utterly relaxed posture clashed with the tone of her observation. “It’s so…perfect. Like a gift from the gods. I almost can’t imagine it not being some kind of trap.”
 

 
  “Anybody ever tell you you’re a real ray of sunshine?” Ruda asked lazily from the other side of the pool.
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “Ever wonder why?”
 

 
  “There’s stuff like this all over the world,” Teal said. “This planet wasn’t shaped by entirely natural forces, you know; lots of things that seem like part of nature are actually designed for the sake of people. And yeah, a lot of them
  
   are
  
  traps, but there are also quite a few that are gifts. The gods aren’t the only powers up there that like people. Anyhow, Juno and Fross would’ve noticed anything bad lurking around here.”
 

 
  “Probably,” Jupiner said lightly. While the others were sitting around the edges of the steaming pool, submerged up to the shoulders, she was floating on her back in the middle with no regard for modesty. Teal flushed and averted her eyes whenever she happened to glance at the dryad.
 

 
  “Paladins can also sense evil, as I understand it,” said Shaeine. “You would likely be the first to know if we were in danger, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “For a given value of ‘evil,’” she replied. “Demons, undead…a few other, related things. Sometimes people who’ve had a lot of contact with them. Things not directly, specifically opposed to the gods can slip by my senses.”
 

 
  “What’s that?” Ruda grinned at her. “You mean you’re
  
   not
  
  perfect? I am
  
   stunned.”
  
 

 
  “Don’t you ever get tired of that?” Trissiny asked with a sigh.
 

 
  “Not so far, but I’ll let you know! Sure you don’t wanna come in, Shaeine?”
 

 
  “I am quite comfortable, thank you,” the drow replied politely. “The steam is invigorating.” She was sitting on a rock formation beside their pool, still in her robes, ostensibly keeping watch over their clothes. The whole time they’d been soaking, she had steadfastly refused even to glance in their direction.
 

 
  “I just feel kinda bad, you missing out,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Not all cultures are okay with communal bathing,” Teal admonished her. “Don’t push. In fact, hell, Imperial culture really isn’t okay with communal bathing. I’m very privileged to be an acknowledged deviant.”
 

 
  “Now, is it the pacifism that’s considered deviant, or the gay?”
 

 
  “Take one of each, I’m feeling generous,” Teal said lightly, closing her eyes and shifting down in the water so that only her head was above the surface.
 

 
  “My culture does, in fact, practice communal bathing,” Shaeine said, still watching the horizon, “but only among family.”
 

 
  “Guess I can respect that,” the pirate conceded, then playfully sent a wave in Trissiny’s direction. “Gotta say, roomie, I’m surprised you unbent enough to be naked in a big tub with a lesbian. Not afraid you’re gonna catch it?”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Trissiny said wearily, “would you at least
  
   read
  
  about my faith enough to mock it
  
   intelligently?
  
  Avei has always supported the right of women to love whoever and in whatever way they choose. In fact, I was raised in a barracks among other girls, in a culture that idealized romance among women. I was
  
   thirteen
  
  before anybody thought to reassure me that being attracted to boys didn’t mean I was mentally ill.”
 

 
  Ruda blinked her eyes. “Well…damn.”
 

 
  “We have a sort of legend,” the paladin went on, relaxing into the water, “about one of the early Hands of Avei and her traveling companion. She was a warrior from the Eastern mountains, who left home as a girl because the Shaathists there didn’t allow women to fight. Even after joining and training with the Sisters, she was a little rough around the edges… Till she fell in with a serving girl from some noble’s house who was practicing to be a bard. They traveled together, gradually growing closer over many adventures, becoming friends and eventually more… It’s sort of an ideal, I guess.” She sighed somewhat dreamily, gazing into the distance.
 

 
  “Uh, Triss?” Juniper righted herself, landing on her knees on the pool’s bottom. She was in the deepest part; only her chin stayed above the water, surrounded by a green nimbus of floating hair. “I try not to tell people their own business, but… You’re, like, the straightest girl I’ve ever met.”
 

 
  “I know,” Trissiny said glumly.
 

 
  “This isn’t dangerous to you, is it, Fross?” Teal asked, looking up at the pixie, who’d been drifting slowly around above them, riding the updrafts of steam.
 

 
  “What? Don’t be silly, I’m not
  
   made
  
  of ice. I actually kind like the heat. The contrast is soothing. Sort of almost painful, but in a good way, y’know? Like a really intense thing that kind straddles the line between good and bad. But no, it’s not dangerous.”
 

 
  “Wanna try swimming, then?” Teal suggested. “Or are your wings not built for that?”
 

 
  “Pshaw, my wings are built for everything! I’ll try anything twice. You know, cos nobody ever does something right the first time.
  
   Dive bomb!”
  
  With an uncharacteristic battlecry, she buzzed down, plopping into the surface of the water near Juniper.
 

 
  Strangely, the intense glow that surrounded her seemed to wink out while she was viewed through water. For the first time, the girls were treated to a view of the tiny humanoid figure of Fross, white as fresh snow, as she plunged to the bottom of the pool, then fluttered back upward.
 

 
  Unfortunately, ice had begun forming around her before she got there. Fross broke the surface, lifted off a few inches and fell back, encumbered by the clump of ice in which the lower half of her body was stuck. It expanded rapidly, and soon she was drifting in the hot springs, trapped in a thick, dinner plate-sized ice floe that steamed constantly as its edges melted and re-formed. Her wings buzzed impotently, lifting it no more than an inch out of the water.
 

 
  “Um,” she said sheepishly, “help?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Gotta hand it to you, Professor,” said Gabriel, relaxing in the steam, “sometimes you
  
   do
  
  come up with a pretty damn good idea.”
 

 
  “Hah!
  
   All
  
  my ideas are damn good, sonny Jim. You just lack the wit to appreciate my genius. I look forward to the day when you are educated enough to understand the sheer brilliance of everything I’ve tried to teach you.” Rafe paused, then amended, “Well, the day when most people would be educated enough to appreciate it.
  
   You…
  
  We’ll have to see.”
 

 
  “Oh, up yours,” he said, but without rancor. “Let me just enjoy the steam, and the knowledge that there’s a half-dozen naked girls a mere few yards from here.”
 

 
  “You do realize Shaeine can probably hear you,” Toby noted, fighting a smile.
 

 
  “And Shaeine knows I’m not gonna go peek. Trissiny barely needs an excuse to stab me in the guts as it is.”
 

 
  “Yeah, how’s that coming along?” Rafe asked cheerily, pushing his rubber duck around the surface of the water. The boys had steadfastly refused to comment on it. “Aren’t you two supposed to be all chummy by now?”
 

 
  “Ugh.” Gabriel grimaced. “I’m
  
   trying.
  
  She’s completely immune to my charms.”
 

 
  “Have you tried a love potion?”
 

 
  “That’s right, Professor. I, a half-demon, will slip an illegal mind-altering potion to the Hand of Avei. Just as soon as I want the entire fucking Sisterhood to mount a crusade for my head.”
 

 
  “You have
  
   got
  
  to learn to take a joke, kid.”
 

 
  “I’d be careful with that kind of joke, Professor,” Toby warned. “Sisters of Avei consider the use of love potions a form of rape. So does Imperial law, for that matter, but Imperial law doesn’t get quite as…
  
   worked up
  
  on the subject as they do. I doubt Trissiny would find this conversation funny at all.”
 

 
  “Bah! I will not be censored!” Rafe brandished his ducky, grinning wildly.
 

 
  “I think I blew it with Triss pretty hard,” Gabe said more soberly. “It’s been weeks of dishwashing and… Well, she
  
   tolerates
  
  me. Exactly as much as she did on the first night. It’s like… She’s decided the status quo is perfectly fine and is done with the whole thing. And I wouldn’t mind that so much, she’s not exactly the most delightful company… But Tellwyrn’s got a bug up her butt about this. I dunno how long this can go on before she actually
  
   does
  
  chain us together.”
 

 
  “She hasn’t done that in years, and it was a much more extreme case,” Rafe said airily. “You’re probably safe.”
 

 
  Gabriel straightened up. “Wait, she’s
  
   actually
  
  done that?”
 

 
  “Twice, that I know of.”
 

 
  He slumped back down into the water. “Well, fuck. How do you get a grumpy paladin to give you a second chance?”
 

 
  “Well, there’s the usual,” Rafe suggested. “Flowers, chocolates, poetry… Of course, she’s an Avenist, so maybe the still-beating heart of an enemy…”
 

 
  “I’m not trying to
  
   court
  
  her, you lunatic. I just want to get things…civil. But I can’t have a civil relationship alone. If she doesn’t cooperate…”
 

 
  “Aside from self-interest with regard to Tellwyrn,” said Toby, “and by the way, Trissiny doesn’t have a lot of self-interest… Why does she
  
   need
  
  to give you a second chance?  Or you her, for that matter. That’s what I don’t get, man. Are you
  
   sure
  
  nothing else happened that night? When we talked about it you emphasized pretty hard that it was all your fault.”
 

 
  “Come on, why would I lie about
  
   that?”
  
  Gabriel muttered, looking out toward the horizon.
 

 
  Rafe lowered himself into the water so that it covered him up to his nose, eyes darting back and forth between the two boys.
 

 
  “It’s just…” Toby frowned, obviously choosing his words with care. “When I talked to Teal and Shaeine, they both said you asked them not to discuss it with anyone else. Taking all the blame for some mutual fight doesn’t sound like you, but neither does going that hard at the Hand of Avei in the first place. Either way, I don’t get it.  What
  
   was
  
  that, Gabe? You’ve never done anything remotely like that before. It was like…the kind of thing the Church was always claiming you were going to do, and I could just never picture it. I
  
   still
  
  can’t.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not so complicated,” Rafe said breezily. “A man can endure all manner of slings and arrows from the world at large, but when they come from a pretty girl he knows he can never, ever have? That shit’s
  
   personal.”
  
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   ew,”
  
  Gabriel spat. “Don’t even joke, man. I’d sooner stick it in a termite nest.”
 

 
  “You stuck it in a dryad, which is considerably more risky.”
 

 
  “Quite aside from Trissiny’s personality, what there is of it, she’s a twig! I like
  
   curvy
  
  girls.”
 

 
  “Again, let’s remember that Shaeine can probably hear us and dial this back a bit,” Toby said. “And my question stands. I’m not trying to give you a hard time, Gabe. I’m…worried.”
 

 
  Gabriel lowered his eyes from his friend’s concerned face and sighed. Long seconds passed before he spoke.
 

 
  “I just…had it all worked out in my head. It was going to be
  
   different
  
  here. Better, y’know? It was the University, run by Arachne Tellwyrn, famous anti-hero or anti-villain, depending on which stories you listen to. No more black and white, gods-vs-Gabriel bullshit. I was gonna meet people, maybe some like me, but at least people who wouldn’t treat me like a freak. People who understood the world was
  
   complex.
  
  And then…there she was.”
 

 
  “Trissiny never treated you like a freak,” Toby said gently. “She was startled,
  
   once
  
  , when she found out you’re a demonblood. Honestly, I think half of that was her being upset because she’d accidentally hurt you.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know!”
  
  Gabriel thew up his hands, splashing them both. “And
  
   this
  
  is why I’ve avoided talking about it, because there’s no way not to be reminded what an utter dumbshit I’ve been about the whole thing. She just… She gave me that
  
   look,
  
  and all I could see was every other fucking person in Tiraas who’d looked at me that way. Except it was at the University, my second chance where I thought things would be better… And it was a freaking paladin of Avei. Probably exactly the person they’d send to put me down if they found an excuse to. I overreacted.” He slumped down in the water, so low that he made ripples when he spoke. “Holy fuck, did I overreact.”
 

 
  “Have you said any of this to her?” Toby asked.
 

 
  Gabe snorted, causing a minor splash. “I’m terrified to even bring up the topic. I’m just trying to be
  
   nice
  
  to her, for all the good that’s doing me.  I just want…peace, with her. No more drama. It’s easier if she’s not getting riled up with more recrimination, y’know? I was the angry dumbass, so I’ll be conciliatory and eventually it’ll all go away.”
 

 
  “Half of diplomacy is understanding the other person’s perspective. Avenists don’t generally care much about
  
   nice,
  
  Gabe. But they’re reasonable. You basically have her as a captive audience when you’re doing those dishes, right? Just…try opening up like you did just now. Let her see you have
  
   reasons
  
  , even if they aren’t good ones. Right now, I bet all she sees in you is a berserk demonblood who thinks he’s funny.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’m fucking
  
   hilarious,”
  
  Gabriel said with deep dignity.
 

 
  “Yup!” Rafe grinned. “Now if you could just pull it off when you’re
  
   trying
  
  to, you might get laid by something that has a pulse.”
 

 
  “Go fuck your—wait a second. Juniper doesn’t have a
  
   pulse?”
  
 

 
  “Boy,” the professor said, shaking his head, “you have the observational skills of a deaf cave bat.”
 

 
  “Oh, give me a break, I was distracted by the… Well, you’ve seen them.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I may have to give you that one.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Really, it’s no trouble,” Fross said nervously. “I don’t mind at all.”
 

 
  “And I appreciate that, Fross,” Trissiny replied patiently. “Regardless, we should set a watch. It’s an important habit to be in, when camping out in potentially hostile territory.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Ruda groaned. “Why the hell are you so allergic to anything being
  
   easy?”
  
 

 
  “Because
  
   life
  
  is not easy,” the paladin said sharply. “This is a training exercise—its purpose is to prepare us to deal with the real world. How often do you expect to have a party member who doesn’t need sleep along on a mission?”
 

 
  “Trissiny is correct,” Shaeine said smoothly as Ruda opened her mouth to object again. “Posting watch is an important habit to acquire. And we
  
   are
  
  on training maneuvers, for all intents and purposes.”
 

 
  Ruda thew up her hands. “Fine, what-the-fuck-ever. Wake me when it’s my turn, I guess.” She turned and stomped over to one of the tents, leaving the rest of the freshman class behind. Rafe was already in the boys’ tent, snoring a touch too loudly to be believable.
 

 
  Everyone was much refreshed after a long soak in the hot springs, but most were still tired from the day’s hiking—and butchering. Glancing around at her classmates, who were mostly standing near their three tents clustered around a campfire in the upper crater of the volcanic formation, Trissiny could plainly see the weariness in many of them. Shaeine as usual was all but unreadable and Toby had divine strength to draw on, but the others were visibly drooping—even Juniper. She, of course, was hardly even tired.
 

 
  “I’ll take first watch, then,” she said, giving the rest of them a smile. “Sleep well, but…if you can, not too deeply. The Golden Sea’s odd geography may protect us, but in normal territory a campfire on top of a hill like this will be visible for miles in every direction. It isn’t improbable that we’ll have visitors of some kind before dawn.”
 

 
  “And on
  
   that
  
  cheery note,” Gabriel muttered, turning and dragging himself toward the tent from which the snores were emanating. “Good news: looks like we’ll have that ‘don’t sleep deeply’ thing down. Without even trying.” Toby laughed, following him in.
 

 
  The crater itself was uneven, the rim of stone surrounding it even more so. On the side opposite from their approach—the uphill side, closer to the center of the Sea—it rose to a rather steep lip that almost qualified as an outcropping. Trissiny, no longer in armor but carrying sword and shield, climbed this, taking up her perch as her classmates retreated into their tents. She noticed with some gratitude that Teal and Shaeine had joined Ruda, leaving the other tent for her and Juniper. And Fross, of course, should she want to take advantage.
 

 
  That seemed unlikely; the pixie was more interested in keeping company with the only other member of the party who was staying awake.
 

 
  “Fross,” she said some minutes later, which she spent slowly scanning the horizons for signs of movement and her companion spent buzzing about with no apparent aim, “I don’t mean to be rude…”
 

 
  The pixie came to an instant halt, hovering right in front of her. “Are you mad at me?”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny blinked her eyes, taken aback. “No. Why would I be?”
 

 
  “Oh. It’s just that… Well, I’ve kinda noticed a pattern when somebody says ‘I don’t mean to be rude’ or ‘not to be rude’ or ‘sorry if this is rude’ or anything along those lines, that whatever comes next is usually pretty rude. So, uh, I’m still having kind of a hard time untangling the colloquialisms around here, but I figure if you’re about to say something rude I’ve done something to make you mad.”
 

 
  Trissiny stayed silent for a moment, digesting that, then had to smile. “That is actually pretty perceptive. It…probably doesn’t mean they’re
  
   mad
  
  , per se. People can be hostile for a lot of different reasons. Most are fairly silly, and it’s honestly best to brush them off unless they’re actually threatening you.”
 

 
  “I don’t…man, that makes
  
   no
  
  sense. Social interactions aren’t a zero-sum game. I mean, that’s just not how it
  
   works.”
  
 

 
  “That’s people for you,” Trissiny said wryly.
 

 
  “So, uh…why were you wanting to be hostile?”
 

 
  “Oh!” She clapped a hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry, Fross, I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression…I’m not hostile. I actually just wanted to ask you something and didn’t want to hurt your feelings because I’m not sure if it would or not.”
 

 
  “Oh!” The pixie buzzed around in a rapid circle. “Oh, that’s okay then, that’s not actually rude at all! Go ahead, you can ask me whatever and if I don’t like it I can tell you so we don’t have to have the awkwardness again, ‘kay?”
 

 
  “Deal,” Trissiny said with a smile. “That being established…is it possible for you to turn down your glow a little? You’re sort of wrecking my night vision.”
 

 
  The pixie vibrated in midair for a moment. “…aw, man, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about…I mean, I’d read about how human eyes work, I did all my research before coming here… Gosh, that’s embarrassing. Um, yeah, I can repress a bit, but…”
 

 
  “But?” Trissiny prompted after a silent moment.
 

 
  “Well… I don’t want to be rude.”
 

 
  She laughed. “I will try not to take offense.”
 

 
  “Is it, uh, okay if I sit on your shoulder? See, it’s kinda hard to stay aloft with my magic dimmed, and I try not to be on the ground as a matter of policy.
  
   That
  
  is a recipe for getting stepped on. Also, there’s snakes and rats and stuff in the grass, and getting eaten is really annoying.”
 

 
  “I don’t mind that at all,” Trissiny assured her, still grinning.
 

 
  “Great!”
 

 
  She zipped over to alight on Trissiny’s shoulder, momentarily making the problem of night vision even worse. Almost immediately, however, her white glow dimmed, then vanished entirely, leaving Trissiny able to study her classmate up close for the first time.
 

 
  Fross was about three inches tall, and…
  
   fuzzy.
  
  She looked something like an anthropomorphic white moth, her humanoid figure coated in white down that glittered like snow in the starlight, with reddish highlights where it caught even the glow of the distant campfire. Her eyes were enormous (proportionately) black jewels that dominated her head, leaving no room for anything else on her face but a thin little mouth and two arched, fuzzy moth antennae. From her back sprang four wings, long and narrow like a dragonfly’s, but without the network of veins. In fact, they were all but invisible except for their frosted edges. They buzzed in short bursts, apparently unwilling to be still even when Fross wasn’t flying.
 

 
  She was also very cold. Trissiny quickly began to develop a numb spot on her shoulder. Despite thinking fondly of her metal pauldrons, she found herself reluctant to dislodge the fairy. A paladin’s life was sacrifice, after all.
 

 
  “While we’re sharing stuff, I have a question,” the pixie said, sitting down and folding her arms around her knees.
 

 
  “Go ahead,” Trissiny replied, slowly turning to scan the empty horizon.
 

 
  “Why don’t you like Gabriel?”
 

 
  She was silent for a moment. “Everybody doesn’t have to get along,” she said finally. “I don’t want conflict with Gabriel. I don’t really want to interact with him at all.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I kinda got that, I’m just confused about why. I mean, he tries
  
   so hard
  
  to be nice to you. I don’t understand what’s going on with you two. I guess it’s not really my business, you don’t have to explain. I’m just trying… I mean, there’s so much about human relationships I don’t get. I want to understand as much as possible, that’s all.”
 

 
  “Gabriel…is annoying. And he’s a fool.”
 

 
  “Well, yes. He’s a lot like Ruda, which is an opposite thing. You keep trying to give her a chance and she keeps being mean. I don’t understand what the difference is.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared hard at a fixed point in the distance, forgetting for the moment to turn her head and scan. “The difference is that Ruda, at the end of the day, is only human. Whatever her bloodline or responsibilities, she’s one woman and there’s a stark limit to the amount of damage she can cause. Gabriel is part
  
   demon.
  
  If he can’t control himself, the harm he could potentially do is…staggering.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, I mean, sure, but…that’s a lot of us, right? You and Toby are both pretty powerful. Shaeine the same way, you’re all connected to gods. Don’t even get me started on the mess Teal could make with that demon she’s got, and Juniper… Well, Juniper’s pretty much a force of nature. I read up on hethelax demons, and… I don’t see why Gabe’s so dangerous, really. He’s only a halfblood, and even full hethelaxi aren’t any stronger than a human, and they don’t have any magic. They’re just really, really hard to stop or kill, so of course it’s really hard to contain them if they get into a berserk mode.”
 

 
  “That’s just it: they’re berserker demons. The others…and myself…have basically understandable motivations. Without
  
   incredible
  
  self-control, Gabriel can be set off and cause untold havoc.”
 

 
  “So…doesn’t it make more sense to encourage him when he’s obviously trying so hard?”
 

 
  Trissiny glared at the horizon, refusing to look at the pixie. “It’s not that simple, Fross.”
 

 
  “Why?”
 

 
  “Because…some things are just not as simple as it seems like they should be.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, okay, but…
  
   Why?”
  
 

 
  The paladin sighed slowly. “Because the world…is imperfect.”
 

 
  Fross buzzed her wings once before speaking softly. “No, it’s not.”
 

 
  “Pardon?”
 

 
  “The world
  
   is
  
  perfect. It’s exactly what it was meant to be, whatever that is. If it seems wrong…maybe you’re expecting something from it that it was never designed to give.”
 

 
  Trissiny found herself nodding. “Maybe I am, at that.”
 

 
  They lapsed into silence for a moment before Fross spoke again.
 

 
  “Also, I
  
   really
  
  don’t think you understand Juniper’s motivations. I know I pretty much don’t, but… She looks pretty human, yeah, but she doesn’t think like one. At all.”
 

 
  “I’ve been getting that impression more and more.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Teal relieved her without having to be awakened. Trissiny was initially unsure about leaving Teal on watch—the bard was likeable and making progress in their sparring sessions, but she’d grown up in the very lap of luxury, never having to work or struggle for anything. However, as Trissiny headed toward her tent, the blossoming of flames behind her meant that Teal’s other half was taking over. Trissiny lengthened her step. She really did not want to have a conversation with Vadrieny… But at least the demon could be trusted not to nod off.
 

 
  In her bedroll, she stared at the ceiling of the tent for a long time.
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  Professor Tellwyrn’s office door opened without warning.
 

 
  “Knock knock!” Principia sang, leaning inside with a cheery smile.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at her over the rims of her spectacles for a moment, one hand still holding a quill poised above the papers on her desk. “Oh, this had
  
   better
  
  be good,” she said finally. “It won’t be, but it had better.”
 

 
  “Don’t be such a grouch,” Principia replied, sliding in and shutting the door behind her. “We used to get along so well! Remember?”
 

 
  “I remember paying you to do things you were going to do anyway to people I wanted you to do them to instead of the general public.”
 

 
  “Uh…” She blinked. “You lost me about half—”
 

 
  “I
  
   do
  
  know the basics of running a con, Prin. Trying to establish an emotional connection with your mark is amateur stuff. I’m very nearly offended; don’t I deserve the top of your game? Anyway,” she went on more loudly as the other elf opened her mouth to object, “you would be wise to say your piece before my tolerance wears out. You are specifically
  
   not
  
  supposed to be on my campus.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, there’s a difference between the letter of the law and the
  
   spirit
  
  of the law,” Principia said, edging closer to the desk. “We both know why you don’t want me around, and she’s not even
  
   on
  
  campus right now.”
 

 
  “The fact that you know this isn’t helping your case. Spit it out, Prin.”
 

 
  She sidled closer, letting the smile fade from her face. “I need your help.”
 

 
  “Interesting. I’m leaning heavily toward ‘no.’”
 

 
  “You haven’t even—”
 

 
  “And it is not in my interests to even. I know how you operate; it’s not as if you’re terribly complicated. Whatever you may or may not be up to right now, I
  
   know
  
  your ultimate goal at this University, and you’re not getting that.
  
   Engaging
  
  with you is just a way for you to work a fingernail into some crack.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” she said somberly, “I’ll give you my word that I’m not working any angle. I won’t swear that I might not change my mind and try to take advantage in the future…we both know me too well for that to be believable…but if you really think I’m nothing but self-interest, then I promise you that’s all this is. I might be in
  
   real
  
  trouble here. I’m asking for your help.”
 

 
  “I have every confidence that you’ll manage to weasel your way out of whatever you’re into. Probably the same way you got into it in the first place.”
 

 
  They locked eyes, Principia glaring, Tellwryn impassive. Finally, Prin heaved a sigh and shrugged.
 

 
  “Well, if that’s how it’s going to be… I guess I’ll go throw myself out, then.”
 

 
  “Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Tellwyrn said sweetly.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “All right, you’re down for two doubloons on the drow, despite my earnest advice.”
 

 
  “Hey, I like me an underdog! Comes down to it, they’re the ones who fight hardest.”
 

 
  “Whatever you say, Wilson. Ox, are you
  
   sure
  
  you want the dryad?”
 

 
  “Positive,” the big man rumbled. “Put three doubloons on her.”
 

 
  Hiram Taft, the owner of the town bank, shook his head and chortled even as he jotted down Ox’s name on the grid inscribed on the parchment rolled out between them. The men were clustered around an upturned barrel on the shaded front of the Sheriff’s office. Sheriff Sanders himself stood at the edge of the sidewalk with his back to them, working a toothpick and watching the comings and goings in the street.
 

 
  “Well, I hate to take your money, Ox—”
 

 
  “The gods frown on lies, Hiram.”
 

 
  “—but if that’s the way you want it. Mind you, I’d have much stronger opinions about the green girl if I was twenty years younger, but there ain’t no way she’s a match for my demon.”
 

 
  “’Your’ demon,” Sanders grunted, not turning around.
 

 
  “That’s ‘cos I’ve read my Imperial Army encounter manual,” Ox rumbled. “Dryads are classified as a sapient monster race, neutral alignment, divine origin. Threat level of
  
   eight.
  
  I like my odds.”
 

 
  “If you’re sure, then!”
 

 
  “I have half a mind to go to Mayor Cleese,” Sanders said. “Or the council, or Father Laws. Hell, or Miz Cratchley.
  
   Somebody
  
  who’ll slap a ban on this foolishness so I can toss you galoots in a cell.”
 

 
  “Aw, don’t be a spoilsport, Sam, it’s harmless fun,” Taft said jovially. “And who knows, the pool might actually pay out this year! You know there was a scrap between the Avenist and that half-demon boy already.”
 

 
  “The pool has never paid out, and
  
   will
  
  never pay out,” Sanders grunted. “It’ll all go to the church fund like always, and you can all be damn glad of that. If the pool ever pays out, it’ll mean the freshmen have
  
   actually
  
  started takin’ blades to each other. And
  
   that
  
  will only happen if the whole place up there dissolves into complete anarchy, in which case this town is likely to be razed to its foundations.”
 

 
  “What’s the harm, then?”
 

 
  The Sheriff shook his head. “I live in fear of the day Tellwyrn finds out about this annual pool of yours. Dunno whether she’d knock all your heads together or join in. Frankly, I’m not sure which idea spooks me more.”
 

 
  An enormous
  
   POP
  
  sounded a few yards away, sending a blast of expelled air in all directions, which lifted off the Sheriff’s hat and forced Taft to lunge after his suddenly airborne parchment grid. In the middle of the street, at the epicenter of the disturbance, Principia Locke appeared from midair, about two feet off the ground. She landed with catlike grace, peering about in startlement for a moment, then a scowl fell across her features.
 

 
  “Oh, you smarmy
  
   bitch.”
  
 

 
  “Prin!” Sanders shouted, straightening up with his errant hat in hand. It took him all of one second to do the math on this situation. “You wanna tell me
  
   why
  
  you were up there pestering Professor Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “Ah ah ah,” she scolded, wagging a finger at him as she approached out of the street. “Just as soon as somebody passes a law against me visiting old friends, that’ll be your business. Till then, you can just butt out.”
 

 
  “Hmp,” he grunted, folding his arms and leaning against one of the vertical wooden beams holding up the awning. “On your head be it, then. I have it on
  
   very
  
  good authority that Tellwyrn does not like you at all.”
 

 
  “Really? I hadn’t noticed. Ooh, hey, are you guys doing the annual pool? Put me down for three on the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Taft chortled, grinning. “Any other year, sure, but you do know there’s a bona fide
  
   demon
  
  up there now? You’ve got no chance.” He did, however, mark her name and wager down on the appropriate spot.
 

 
  “I like my odds. You whippersnappers may not remember what the world was like when paladins were running around willy-nilly, but
  
   I’ve
  
  seen the Silver Legions in action.” She leaned forward, peering over the map; three sets of eyes shifted momentarily to her low-cut bodice. “I see Ox is shafting you out of an honest ten doubloons, Hiram.”
 

 
  “Bah! I have faith in my demon, even if she is attached to a bard.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. I take it nobody’s informed you that demons are critically weak against high-level fae?”
 

 
  “…wait, what?”
 

 
  “Yup!” she said cheerfully. “Their magic just peters out, like a fire underwater. That’s why witches are almost as good as priests against warlocks. Your demon isn’t gonna do squat against that dryad.”
 

 
  “That…you…
  
   Ox!
  
  You cheating son of a bitch!”
 

 
  “No takebacks,” Ox said smugly.
 

 
  Sanders shook his head, still not looking at them. Instead, he glanced up the street at the mountain, wondering at the source of the bad feeling he suddenly had.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  They didn’t call it the Grand Cathedral because it lacked grandiosity.
 

 
  Bishop Darling was fully in character: serene, aloof, smiling vaguely at all he passed in humble benediction. No matter how many times he walked these halls, though, he could never quite suppress the inner voice of Sweet as he passed gilded columns, rich tapestries, extravagantly wrought furniture, masterwork paintings and statues of gods, all decorating halls and rooms of the finest white marble. That voice kept repeating to itself,
  
   these guys are just
  
  begging
  
   to get ripped off.
  
 

 
  They weren’t, of course. Anybody daft enough to try stealing from the gods—and there had been quite a few, throughout history—would soon find that stealing from the Church was an altogether different proposition. The gods, at least, were often inclined to be merciful.
 

 
  Ascending a broad marble staircase with a red-and-gold rug cascading down its center, Darling nodded to the two Papal Guards keeping watch over the door at the top, smiling with a mild, smug satisfaction that he did not feel. It was highly unlikely that these two mooks would bother to interpret his expressions, much less report on them to anyone who mattered, but appearances had to be kept up.
 

 
  They certainly were resplendent in their burnished silver breastplates over golden coats, carrying upright spears that were ornamented so richly he frankly doubted they would hold up in actual combat. These men were definitely showpieces, but well-trained, as they proved in the flawlessly precise simultaneous bow they gave him. Under any other Archpope, Darling might have suspected they were only to be kept for show. Justinian, though, had not gone to the trouble of assembling his own force of guards because he liked to look at shiny things.
 

 
  He pulled open the great gilded oak doors himself, stepping into the Archpope’s private meeting room. Behind him, one of the guards pushed the doors shut, but Darling ignored this, striding forward with his attention on those before him. More stairs… The architecture of this place was not subtle, forcing any who would approach the Archpope to climb, emphasizing that they were beneath him except at his sufferance. At the top of another broad flight of deep marble steps, a room lined entirely by windows was adorned with high-backed gilt chairs and a massive table. Four people were present; Darling initially ignored all but one.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” he murmured, kneeling and pressing his lips to the proffered ring, a thick gold band with an absurdly-sized round-cut diamond within which an ankh symbol glowed with the golden light of the gods.
 

 
  Archpope Justinian was well over six feet in height, with broad shoulders that suggested a more athletic lifestyle than his ecclesiastical duties required. In his later middle years but still handsome, he wore his brown hair a touch longer than was fashionable, with a neat goatee surrounding his square chin. Two wings of gray swept back from his temples, with a matching pair of thin stripes in his beard, all as precise as if painted on; the only lines of experience on his face suggested a lifetime spent smiling. Though his office traditionally involved rich, fur-lined robes, glittering jewels and a truly massive crown, Justinian wore the simple black surcoat of a Church priest, with a white tabard emblazoned with the Church’s ankh symbol in gold. Only that and his ring announced his office. His humility had done wonders to endear him to the people.
 

 
  “Rise, my friend,” Justinian said with a characteristic smile, and Darling did so. The Archpope radiated power and calm in a way that had nothing to do with any divine energies. As a student of body language and theatrics himself, Darling always felt he was in the presence of a master when he met with Justinian.
 

 
  “I apologize for my tardiness, your Holiness,” he said humbly, finally glancing over at the others in the room. Three fellow Bishops, people he knew—they weren’t a large community—but not well.
 

 
  “Nonsense, you arrived well before the stated time,” the Archpope replied, turning to stride back to his thronelike seat at the head of the table. Darling followed.
 

 
  “It’s all relative, your Holiness. If everybody else is already here, clearly I’m late.”
 

 
  “What makes you think
  
   everybody
  
  who’s coming has arrived?” asked the slim, dark-haired woman nearest him, smiling faintly.
 

 
  “Everyone
  
   important,
  
  then,” he said with a wink. She gave him a raised eyebrow, but the other woman at the table laughed obligingly. Darling was known for being somewhat irreverent. Obviously he kept it subdued in the Archpope’s presence, but acting too out of his established character would have created suspicion.
 

 
  He glanced over them swiftly as he sat, noting that they were all regarding each other—and him—with the same wary curiosity. This, then, was not a group accustomed to meeting with each other, unlike the Imperial security council in which the Archpope had placed him.
 

 
  Lean and sharp-featured, with a coppery complexion and a dominant nose that didn’t spoil her looks, Basra Syrinx wore the traditional white robes of a Bishop, as did they all, with a brooch in the shape of Avei’s golden eagle pinned at the shoulder to identify her cult. Darling knew relatively little of her, personally, but nothing he’d heard suggested that the Empress’s assessment—sneaky, mean and less than devout—was inaccurate. Directly opposite him sat Branwen Snowe, a woman who was strikingly beautiful in a way that she clearly was well aware of and spent effort on. That was actually unusual for disciples of Izara, but her fiery auburn hair had been wound into an elaborate knot that had certainly taken time and probably needed help, and she actually wore cosmetics. Skillfully enough that they might not be apparent to everyone, but Darling knew a thing or two about disguises. The fourth Bishop present, Andros Varanus, was a follower of Shaath and truly looked the part. With his thick beard, untamed black hair and deep, glaring eyes, he looked out of place in the sumptuous surroundings and uncomfortable in his white robe. Doubtless he’d have preferred to be in furs as his cult considered proper for a Huntsman.
 

 
  “Since you mention it,” said the Archpope, smiling serenely at them from the head of the table, “everyone invited is now here, and as such, we may begin discussing our business. My friends, I have selected the four of you according to very particular criteria. Despite what you may believe, it has little to do with your various efforts to acquire my political favor.”
 

 
  As one, they stiffened slightly, like youths caught out in some mischief: urgently wanting to protest, but not sure how to do so without challenging an authority figure and making the situation worse.
 

 
  “There is neither shame nor condemnation in it,” Justinian said gently, his kind smile unwavering. “You were all sent here by your various cults in recognition of your skill at the great game of politics. Indeed, there are few within the Church who do not pay that game, and none at or near your rank who fail to play it skillfully. I have no shortage of clever operators at my disposal. What I need from you…what I believe you are uniquely suited to provide, is something different entirely.” He folded his hands before him, leaning forward and somehow holding all four of their gazes without moving his eyes. “Faith.”
 

 
  “I do not lack faith in my god,” Varanus said in a tone that was perilously close to a growl. “Nor do any of my people. The faithless are not suffered in Shaath’s cult.”
 

 
  “Faith is a decision,” replied the Archpope smoothly. “It is a choice of alignment, a determination to believe a given thing regardless of what evidence presents itself.” He paused, his smile widening as he watched them glance uncertainly at one another. To hear the leader of the Church give voice to what was beginning to sound like agnosticism put them all off balance. “Faith is perhaps the most
  
   crucial
  
  aspect of human existence. We have faith that our loved ones will not betray us, that our government will shelter us, that our partners in trade will deal fairly with us… That our gods will succor us. And no matter how many times each of these disappoints that faith, we
  
   hold
  
  to it. Because without it, we are nothing. We would be eternally at each other’s throats, trusting no one, never able to rest. Faith, friends, makes all human endeavor possible. It is the one thing that binds us together while all our other impulses seek to rend us apart.
 

 
  “My concern is not the depth or sincerity of the faith you have in your individual gods, or in me. No, I have gathered the four of you, specifically, because of the
  
   nature
  
  of the faith you hold. After all, one does not have faith in a spouse or parent the same way that one has in a deity. I have watched all my Bishops closely, and selected the four of you on one basis.” He lowered his hands to his lap and leaned back in his great chair, eyes roving across their faces. “You understand that the gods…are
  
   people.
  
  And as such, they are far from perfect.”
 

 
  Absolute stillness reigned in the room. For excruciatingly drawn-out seconds, the Bishops stared at their Archpope in shock, afraid even to glance at each other.
 

 
  It was Darling who finally broke the spell. “I feel like the only safe thing I can do here is take a pratfall to cut the tension.”
 

 
  Branwen tittered nervously; Andros gave him a scathing look. Basra was still staring fixedly at the Archpope.
 

 
  Justinian, for his part, nodded, still smiling. “In point of fact, Antonio has the right of it. Before the gods, what are mere creatures such as we? We dance for their amusement. I do not mean to suggest that we attempt to elevate ourselves above our station. On the contrary,” he went on, leaning forward and gazing at the intensely, “it is my belief that we serve the Pantheon better by acknowledging their limitations. By not expecting them to tend to every little thing that takes place on the mortal plane. There are matters which it is ours, their servants, to address, so that they can be about the business of holding up the firmament and maintaining the order of the world.” Slowly, he panned his gaze around the table, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “One of these matters, which I have called you together to attend to, concerns the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  Darling felt a shiver begin at the base of his skull and travel slowly down the whole length of his spine. Too much coincidence…too many people pointing him in this one direction, the same direction he’d set out to search on his own, first. Or had he? Was he being moved by the gods—his, or others? How
  
   much
  
  did Justinian know? Or Eleanora?
 

 
  The possibilities grew more disturbing the more he wondered. He felt…elated. The game was
  
   on.
  
 

 
  “That, of all things, would seem to be the gods’ concern,” Basra said slowly.
 

 
  “It is an easy mistake to make, Basra,” Justinian replied.
  
   “Elilial
  
  most certainly is a threat for the Pantheon to address. The
  
   Wreath,
  
  however, are mortal men and women…like ourselves. What power they have is the gift of a deity.”
 

 
  “Like ourselves,” Andros said, his eyes narrowed in thought.
 

 
  “Just so,” the Archpope nodded. “And they are becoming more active in recent days. The Church’s capacity to contend directly with such threats is growing, of course.”
 

 
  “We saw the new guards,” Branwen commented.
 

 
  “Indeed. However, some wars are not meant to be fought by armies. Some
  
   cannot
  
  be fought thus. That is why I’ve assembled you.”
 

 
  “I assume I am missing something,” Basra commented, “if you intend the four of us to
  
   fight
  
  the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Not directly, or in its entirety, nor all at once,” Justinian replied. “As I said, I chose you based on mindset, on your willingness to act in necessity and not be excessively bound by the traditions of your own faiths. Your willingness to see members of other cults as colleagues rather than rivals. Unfortunately, the
  
   lack
  
  of that same willingness still chokes some divisions of the Universal Church, despite my best efforts. However, despite my selection of you on that criterion alone, I see the providential hand of the gods in the array of skills before me. Warrior, hunter, thief, persuader. I believe you were guided to this task by the Pantheon themselves.”
 

 
  There came another brief silence, while they all studied each other speculatively.
 

 
  “Intrigue,” Branwen said at last. “You are talking about espionage, not combat.”
 

 
  “Just so. We will begin with specific, individual missions, pursuing certain leads that have come to my attention, and work up from there. Elilial, in the end, is distinct from our gods by circumstance, not nature. Whatever leadership she provides the Wreath, she is not running every aspect of its actions, any more than your own gods direct every step you take.” A note of wry humor entered his voice. “If my own Bishops can manage to trip each other up in the halls of this very Cathedral, how much more effective will four of you prove against a single target?”
 

 
  “What target?” asked Basra.
 

 
  “Small ones, at first. By necessity. But eventually… You will do what Imperial Intelligence, what centuries of counter-action by the various individual cults of the Pantheon, have failed to do.” The Archpope smiled. “For in the end, what is a faith without a high priest?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The sparse crowd in the square was drifting toward and around the Ale & Wenches, in preparation for the traditional lunch rush, and Principia let herself be carried along with the throng after she stepped out of the scrolltower office. Her eyes darted across the people present, seeking out navy blue uniforms and paying little attention to those who didn’t have them. In this, she was quickly disappointed.
 

 
  And then chagrined by her lack of attentiveness when a hand closed around her upper arm.
 

 
  “Heard you ran into a mite of trouble up there on the mountain,” Jeremiah Shook said mildly, smiling down at her.
 

 
  “Oh, how people love their gossip in this town,” she replied dryly.
 

 
  “Every town, as I understand it. The smaller, the gossipier.” He glanced about quickly at the idlers and strollers in the square, and she quashed an urge to smack him upside the head. Nobody was paying them any attention; the surest way to
  
   attract
  
  attention was to act like there was something more going on than two people pausing for a chat. “Now, you wouldn’t have gone and blown our business here, would you? Maybe counting on Tellwyrn to protect you from…the consequences?”
 

 
  Principia gave him her most scathing look. “No,
  
   Thumper,
  
  Tellwyrn is not aware that you are sniffing around her business. Know how you can tell? Because your ass isn’t
  
   dead.
  
  I was just…ruling out a possibility. I didn’t really think it would pan out, but it had to be tried, and now I can focus on more likely prospects.”
 

 
  “And now she knows to watch you,” he said, his voice gaining an unmistakeable threat, though he kept it too low to be overheard.
 

 
  “She
  
   always
  
  knows to watch me. Now, duckling, she’s watching for the wrong
  
   thing.
  
  She thinks I’m running some kind of con on her. So she’ll keep me at arm’s length and feel smug about it, while I can maneuver around more
  
   reliable
  
  sources of information without having to worry about her overhearing something awkward. This isn’t my first rodeo, y’know,” she added, smirking.
 

 
  “What reliable sources?” he asked curtly.
 

 
  “Gonna start with those three soldiers the Empire sent over. They come to town for meals and booze. Getting intel out of sloshed soldiers is like taking candy from three big, tipsy babies.”
 

 
  “Those three tipsy babies are at the heart of all this,” Thumper warned. “Be careful not too get
  
   too
  
  clever, Keys. This is not a mission you want to blow.” As he spoke, he kept his hand on her arm, but began moving his thumb up and down in a soft, caressing motion.
 

 
  “Aw, are you worried about little ol’ me?” she asked sweetly, reaching up to pat him on the cheek. “That’s so thoughtful of you. Tell me, since you’re clearly the expert: exactly how clever is it safe for me to be?”
 

 
  “That,” he said quietly, “is too clever. Don’t push me, Keys.”
 

 
  Principia let her smile drop. “Look, wiseass, you can be in charge and as threatening as you want. But if you want this job to succeed, don’t forget who the expert is. You want me to work?” She gripped his wrist and extricated her arm from his grasp. “Then let me
  
   work.
  
  Tricks will get his info, if there’s anything to get. If there’s not, I’ll get verification of that. And
  
   you,
  
  meanwhile, need to not get under my feet.”
 

 
  He allowed her to remove his hand. “Fine, then. When are you going to corner the boys?”
 

 
  “I was hoping to see them in town for lunch, but no dice today, it seems. I’ll keep trying that, but according to the local scuttlebutt they’re only
  
   reliably
  
  here in the evenings. My next night off is in three days; I’ll spend it at the A&W chatting them up if nothing better comes along in the meantime.”
 

 
  “Your next night off?” He raised his eyebrows incredulously. “Are you seriously confusing your bullshit job slinging drinks at that run-down little rathole with what’s actually
  
   important
  
  here?”
 

 
  “That bullshit job is my cover,” she said, forcing herself to moderate her tone. They were already pushing the boundaries of polite conversation; it wouldn’t do to attract any further interest. “Without that, I’ve got no reason to loiter around this town, and then I
  
   can’t
  
  do the real job. And the Saloon is not a rathole.”
 

 
  “Keys, you’re going native.” He shook his head. “It’s almost tragic, a fine little piece like you, wasted on this dust bunny of a town. Fine, three days, then. I expect to have some good news waiting for me on the morning of the fourth.”
 

 
  “Oh, I will be
  
   sure
  
  not to disappoint,” she simpered.
 

 
  “Good girl,” he said condescendingly, reaching up to pat her on the head.
 

 
  Principia smiled broadly, showing more teeth than was necessary, and turned on her heel, flouncing off down the street. He stood for a long moment and watched her go.
 

 
  Behind him and high above, the orb atop the scrolltower began to flash, sending out a message.
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  Ruda yawned hugely as she descended the rocky incline to the plain below. The chilly gray of predawn lingered in the sheltered area she was headed for, where the rocky outcropping cast a long shadow; everywhere else, the endless expanse of tallgrass blazed red and gold with the sunrise. She’d paused to admire this briefly, but Zaruda Punaji had seen her share of sunrises. What was going on below was far more interesting.
 

 
  Yawning again, she flopped down on a low, flat lump of stone next to Shaeine and watched Trissiny and Teal exercising on the area of flattened grass they’d already created with their exertions. The paladin was dressed but not armored or armed—her gear sat nearby—and she looked as alert and energetic as if she’d just spent an uninterrupted night in a luxurious feather bed. Ruda didn’t know how the hell that girl always looked in top shape, but it was maddening. Teal was no longer visibly groggy, as they’d been at it for a good ten minutes already, but her movements were stiff and showed weariness.
 

 
  They weren’t actually sparring, but drilling. Punches, first with one hand then the other; from the shoulder, from the waist, overhand, underhand. Twenty repetitions of each while Trissiny called out a cadence and corrected the other girl’s form.
 

 
  “I dunno how the hell you can stand that,” Ruda said when the paladin called a rest and Teal flexed her spine, grimacing. “The same damn thing over and over. That’s not fighting, it’s
  
   homework.”
  
 

 
  “You repeat motions until your body knows them,” Trissiny said, her voice thick with patience that made Ruda want to club her. “Till you don’t have to think about every move you make in a fight, because a real fight won’t give you the luxury. The point of the
  
   homework
  
  is to get them down perfectly, so that when they’re needed, they will
  
   be
  
  perfect.”
 

 
  “Bah. You want to learn to fight, you go out and fucking
  
   fight.
  
  You can talk about form and stance and technique till you pass out, but when it comes down to it, what matters is that you have the
  
   will
  
  to fuck somebody up.” She removed her hat, dropping it next to Trissiny’s armor, and grinned. “People who’ve never been in an actual scrap don’t realize just how big a deal that is. A person who’s right in the head doesn’t want to inflict pain. You’re drilling to fight
  
   right,
  
  when the truth is that fighting
  
   well
  
  means being just a little bit…wrong.”
 

 
  “I think it’s interesting that Professor Ezzaniel’s never had us spar with each other,” Trissiny replied coolly. “Don’t you?”
 

 
  “I always thought that was a pretty good idea,” Teal commented, slightly out of breath.
 

 
  “Why,” Ruda drawled, “you afraid of learning there’s a pirate-shaped hole in our fancy-ass
  
   technique?”
  
 

 
  “If you’ll recall,” the paladin replied evenly, “we tested this once. Or rather, you did.”
 

 
  Ruda was on her feet before she decided to be. “Are you saying you want a rematch?”
 

 
  “Ladies,” Shaeine said firmly, “let’s please be civil.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Trissiny said, nodding at her. “We’re just here to practice. If you don’t mind learning some pure technique, Zaruda, you’d be welcome to join us.”
 

 
  “Do I fucking look like I need your help?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  She bounded off the rock and stomped over to stand inches from Trissiny. Immediately she regretted this decision; the other girl was a head taller, and Ruda had to crane her neck to make eye contact. The hell she was going to back down, though. “Where I come from, that’s a challenge.”
 

 
  “Yes, it is a challenge,” Trissiny replied, still insufferably calm. “I’m not interested in a real battle with you, Ruda, because that would be unfair even if we were unquestionably equal in skill. I have powers at my command that you just can’t contend with. But again, we are here to
  
   practice.
  
  If you’re willing, I’d like to see what you can show me.”
 

 
  Ruda took the excuse of thrusting a finger into her face to step back. “No magic, no weapons.”
 

 
  “Agreed.”
 

 
  She unbuckled her whole belt and threw it to one side, rapier and all, and instantly lunged forward, driving a fist at Trissiny’s midsection.
 

 
  Trissiny spun to one side, slapping her arm away and sending Ruda stumbling past her. She wheeled around, lashing out again and following up with a flurry of punches; the taller girl ducked and dodged, deflecting blows with precise little motions when evasion wasn’t possible. It took only a scant few moments of this before Ruda could positively taste the rage on the back of her tongue.
 

 
  “Fucking fight
  
   back,
  
  you bitch!” she screamed, swinging a wild haymaker at the paladin’s jaw.
 

 
  Trissiny grabbed her wrist, then her upper arm with the other hand, and flipped her neatly overhead. Ruda slammed into the ground on her back, hard enough that she saw spots and momentarily lost the ability to breathe. When her senses swam back into focus, the first thing she became aware of was Trissiny’s foot on her neck.
 

 
  It was withdrawn immediately, but as far as Ruda was concerned, the damage was done.
 

 
  She lay there, gasping, and squeezed her eyes shut, forcing back tears and a sob of pure, undiluted frustration. The
  
   hell
  
  she was going to show that kind of weakness here.
 

 
  “You’re sloppy,” Trissiny said inexorably. “You let anger drive your movements, which makes you predictable. You have little fine control or even awareness of your body.”
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up,” she hissed. All of this she’d heard from Ezzaniel.
 

 
  Trissiny just sat down in the grass beside her. “And not
  
   one
  
  of those things is a fault of yours,” she said. Ruda kept her eyes closed, recovering her breath as the paladin continued. “You’ve got bad habits, that’s all. You’re clearly an experienced fighter, Ruda. That ferocity you were talking about is there; if you’d just
  
   practice,
  
  solidify the technique, you’d be an absolute terror.” She sighed. “And I’d really like to work with you on it, but I feel like you take it as an insult that I know something you don’t.”
 

 
  “I take it as an insult,” Ruda growled, “that you think you’re
  
   better
  
  than me.”
 

 
  “I’m better
  
   at
  
  something than you, which is a whole different thing. Once when I was fed up with being smacked around by the older girls training me, I asked my instructor how long it would take before I’d be considered a master. She laughed at me, and said a master is whoever’s been working at it long enough to have
  
   failed
  
  more times than you’ve tried.”
 

 
  A long silence stretched out, and Ruda eventually opened her eyes. Trissiny was watching her face.
 

 
  “It seems to me we each know some things the other doesn’t,” she said gently. “We’re students. It’s not a contest. I’m willing to teach you, Ruda, and I don’t think it’d make me weaker to learn from you. If anything, it would make us both stronger.”
 

 
  Ruda groaned and threw an arm over her eyes. “There you go, doing that paladin thing again. How do you just pull wisdom out of your ass like that?”
 

 
  “Because a lot of women who know more about the world than I ever will spent a lot of time stuffing it up there. I’ve got quite a backlog at this point.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that
  
  was a mental image I didn’t fucking need.”
 

 
  Trissiny laughed lightly. “Well, the offer stands. Teal and I do this every morning before breakfast; we’d both love to have you join. I would
  
   really
  
  appreciate it, though, if you didn’t call me a bitch.”
 

 
  Ruda grunted as she sat up, seizing gratefully on the change of topic. “Yeah, what’s your deal with that, anyway? I thought you were just making an issue of it to get under Tellwyrn’s skin.”
 

 
  “I don’t need a reason to antagonize Tellwyrn,” she said wryly. “I just dislike gendered insults.”
 

 
  “Gendered? So fucking what? Most of the people I’ve called bitches were men. Hell, that makes it sting harder.” She grinned, but the corners of Trissiny’s mouth turned down.
 

 
  “Exactly, it’s meant to hit harder. Did you ever pause to think about
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “Because no man likes to have it pointed out that he’s being a pussy?”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a breath slowly through her nose. “So calling a man weak is one thing, but calling him weak and
  
   feminine
  
  is even worse? Don’t you see the implication? It’s a statement that womanhood is a disadvantage. Call someone an idiot, a jerk, or whatever else, and you’re making a personal statement about them. Call them a
  
   bitch,
  
  and you make it about all women.”
 

 
  Ruda frowned, then stood, dusting off her pants. “Well…shit. I was all ready to just blow you off like I usually do, but…fuck me if that doesn’t actually make some sense.”
 

 
  “I do my best,” Trissiny said dryly, rising also.
 

 
  
   “Fuck.
  
  I
  
   liked
  
  calling people ‘bitch.’ Now I’m gonna have this in the back of my head every time.”
 

 
  “Or,” she suggested, “you could not do it.”
 

 
  “Don’t rush me, prissy britches. You can belittle my fighting technique, but if you take away my cussing, I’ll turn to dust and blow away. What’s next, cutting off my booze supply?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t dare,” she said, deadpan.
 

 
  “Damn right, you wouldn’t.” Ruda turned around and scowled. “And what the fuck are
  
   you
  
  two grinning at?”
 

 
  “I’m not grinning,” Shaeine said mildly. Sitting beside her on the rock, Teal only grinned more broadly.
 

 
  “Morning, everybody,” Gabriel said, stumbling sleepily down from the rock and plodding toward them. “I’m almost afraid to even ask how the hell you’re all so chipper at this disgusting hour. Hey, Ruda, how’re—”
 

 
  He broke off as Ruda slapped him hard across the face.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Ms.
  
  Punaji,
  
   asshole.
  
  I care about that shit now.” She cackled gleefully as she snatched up her sword belt and hat, and swaggered back toward their camp.
 

 
  Gabriel, suddenly wide awake, stared after her with a hand held to the side of his face. “What the
  
   hell?!”
  
  he screeched, turning around, then scowled as his gaze fell on Trissiny. “This is
  
   your
  
  doing!”
 

 
  “Well,” she said, hiding a smile while she retrieved her sword and shield, “it’s a start.”
 

 
  “CENTAUR!”
 

 
  Their heads snapped up in unison at the shout. Juniper was standing on the rim of the crater above, waving to get their attention. Once everyone was looking, she pointed down and to the side, at an area hidden from their view by the rocky slope.
 

 
  Ruda and Trissiny immediately set off at a run, but they had to navigate around a long arm of the rock formation too steep to climb over with any speed, painfully aware that any four-legged enemy would be long gone by the time they got there. Fortunately, not everyone in the group had the same problem.
 

 
  Teal erupted upward in a burst of flame, and an instant later Vadrieny was banking over the rocks and diving to the plain beyond, folding her blazing wings around herself as she fell.
 

 
  Trissiny had longer legs; she pulled ahead despite Ruda taking the inside track around the rocky outcrop. They had to sprint across an open area between that and another long extension of stone; ahead, flashes of orange were just visible over it from Vadrieny’s wings. Juniper bounded down the incline ahead of them, then yelped as she lost her footing and went tumbling the rest of the way. They didn’t slow to help her; she might not be the most agile member of the party, but she was one of the most durable. Behind them, Gabriel and Shaeine (neither of whom were used to running) brought up a distant rear.
 

 
  Ruda was lagging behind and putting too much breath into running even to curse about it by the time Trissiny rounded the next stone barrier and skidded to a halt, taking stock.
 

 
  The centaur was exactly as she’d always heard them described: a horse with a man’s torso sprouting from where its neck should be. He had wild, bushy hair and she caught glimpses of a full beard, despite him being faced away from her and trying to escape. Draped over his back was a collection of bags such as a packhorse would carry, with two spears and bristling quivers of arrows visible among his inventory. Geometric designs were tattooed onto his human skin, and appeared to have been
  
   branded
  
  into his hindquarters.
 

 
  Vadrieny was blocking his frantic efforts to escape. The demon was far more agile and had the advantage of flight; no matter which way he wheeled, she swiftly placed herself in front of him, snarling and flexing her talons. She didn’t seem to be attacking, for whatever reason, but was effectively holding him in place
 

 
  It was enough.
 

 
  Ruda charged past her, and Trissiny burst into motion on her heels; the paladin went right and the pirate left. At their approach, the centaur whirled to face them, throwing all his weight onto his front legs for a moment to lash out with his powerful back hooves at Vadrieny. In one hand, he held the broken half of a bow; those hooves seemed to be his only functional weapons.
 

 
  The maneuver cost him. Vadrieny hopped nimbly back out of his range, but the rearing kick gave the two humans time to close in. Before he could get his footing firmly back, Trissiny dropped to a crouch mid-run, skidding on the grass, and slashed at one foreleg with her full strength. The crack of breaking bone was clearly audible.
 

 
  With a cry of agony, the centaur stumbled drunkenly to one side, his left front leg out of commission. He brought up the broken half of his bow to club Trissiny; she raised her shield, but before the blow could fall, Ruda reached him and drove the tip of her rapier into his upraised underarm.
 

 
  From there, it took only a few more slashes and hits to subdue the centaur; finally, the tip of Ruda’s sword pressed into his throat seemed to convince him to cease struggling. He glared pure hatred at them, chest heaving with exertion, but making no more aggressive moves.
 

 
  They had matters pretty much under control by the time the others gathered. Fross arrived first, buzzing around the felled centaur in frantic circles. Juniper, Gabe and Shaeine all came staggering up as a group, the former brushing gravel out of her hair and the latter two out of breath. Toby and Professor Rafe were the last to arrive; they had been forced to pick their way down the steeper side of the rock formation to avoid going all the way around.
 

 
  “What the fuck was
  
   that?”
  
  Ruda demanded as soon as relative calm had descended, scowling at Vadrieny. “You could’ve finished this fucker off easy.”
 

 
  “Had we been alone, I would have,” the demon said, meeting her glare. “But as it was, you were on hand to deal with him. Teal does
  
   not
  
  like it when we hurt people.” Having said her piece, she withdrew, flames fading and claws withdrawing to leave Teal standing in her place, looking pale and shaken.
 

 
  “This’ll be a scout,” Rafe noted, looking more focused than they’d ever seen him before. “Obviously, we can’t let him take word of us back to his…group.”
 

 
  “Herd?” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  “They’ll be curious if he doesn’t come back at all,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Rafe said, nodding, “but that buys us some time. And they may not. There’s no shortage of dangerous crap in the Golden Sea; we’ve had a pretty gentle time of it, largely because we haven’t been screwing around with it. You remember what Ansheh said? Centaurs navigate by twisting the Sea to take them where they want to go. It tends to drop the nastiest stuff it has on them in retaliation. I bet they lose scouts all the time.”
 

 
  “So what do we do with this guy, then?” Juniper asked, stepping up close to the kneeling centaur despite hisses of warning from her classmates. He ran his eyes over her body slowly, then smirked. The dryad didn’t seem to notice this, peering intently at his face. “Should we…I dunno, interrogate him for information?”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  information?” Gabriel asked. “The Sea shifts around, and
  
   we
  
  can’t make it take us anyplace useful. Knowing where his herd are doesn’t do us much good when we can’t even know where
  
   we
  
  are.”
 

 
  “So he’s not really good for anything, then?” she asked, turning her back to the centaur to face them.
 

 
  “Gabe’s got the right of it,” said Rafe. “Even if we could make him cooperate… Well, there’s just not much of any use we could learn from him.”
 

 
  “This is a problem!” Fross cried, buzzing around in a tizzy. “Cos we can’t really take him with us and we can’t afford to leave him here, and Imperial law governing the treatment of prisoners—”
 

 
  “Meh,” Juniper said dismissively, then turned around and smacked the centaur hard in the face. With a sickening crunch of pulverized vertebrae, his head was wrenched backward to hang over his spine. He spasmed violently, toppling to one side, legs twitching.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?!”
  
  Ruda bellowed, barely leaping back out of the way in time. Other voices of shock and protest joined her.
 

 
  “What?” Juniper looked around at them, apparently baffled. “What’s the problem? What else were we gonna do with him?”
 

 
  “You don’t just
  
   kill
  
  a
  
   prisoner!”
  
  Ruda snarled.
 

 
  “Why
  
   not?
  
  He’s only a prisoner if we want to keep him one, right? And we didn’t! He was an enemy combatant.” The dryad shrugged, frowning around at them. “I don’t know what you’re all so upset about.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is what we’re upset about,” Toby said quietly. “It’s important to treat beaten foes with
  
   mercy,
  
  Juniper. That’s what separates us from the animals.”
 

 
  “No,” she shot back, scowling, “what separates you from the animals is that you burn up resources you don’t need doing things that don’t contribute to your survival. I’ve gotta say, this sounds like more of that. Mercy, indeed. The poor thing couldn’t even walk anymore.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  the
  
   point!”
  
  Ruda shouted. “Yeah, mercy indeed! If someone weaker than you is under your power, you don’t fucking
  
   abuse
  
  it!”
 

 
  “That doesn’t make
  
   any
  
  sense!” the dryad retorted, growing increasingly irate.
  
   “None
  
  of you are making any sense! If something wants to kill you, you kill it back,
  
   first,
  
  otherwise you die! I don’t
  
   get
  
  why this is so hard for you all to understand! How has your species survived this long if you don’t grasp the most basic—”
 

 
  “All right, enough,” said Rafe.
 

 
  “But she—”
 

 
  
   “Enough!”
  
  They all reared back from the unfamiliar crack of command in his voice. Rafe moderated his tone somewhat, but his expression was still much more resolute than they were used to seeing on him. “Kids…don’t argue moral philosophy with fae. Okay? Juniper simply doesn’t think the same way the rest of us do. You wanna have this talk, that’s great, but do it
  
   later,
  
  when you have time to go around in circles and everybody’s not riding an adrenaline high. And Juno, hon, I love you, but don’t
  
   do
  
  shit like that, all right? There are rules we have to respect. If you don’t know them, let the people who do take the lead. Kay?”
 

 
  “All right,” she said in a small voice.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “Well. I was kinda hoping to have another dip in the springs before we left, since we’ll probably never see this place again, but… I’ve suddenly got a feeling it would be in our best interests to get the hell out of here.”
 

 
  “No shit,” Ruda grunted, wiping blood from her sword with a handful of tallgrass stalks.
 

 
  “Right,” said Rafe, rubbing his hands together and looking a bit more like himself. “Time to break up camp, my little cabbages. I’ll get all our crap packed away. Gabe, Ruda, I’m putting you in charge of cleaning up this guy.”
 

 
  “Fuckin’
  
   ew.”
  
 

 
  “Wait! Are we allowed to do that?” Fross asked shrilly. “We don’t know their burial customs! We could be messing up his spirit or something! Isn’t it bad enough we killed him?”
 

 
  “’Scuze me, but
  
   we
  
  didn’t kill him,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “Fross, if he’d been here with more of his group, he would have raped and murdered us and looted our corpses,” Trissiny said firmly. “In fact, his goal was probably to go
  
   get
  
  more of his friends so they could do just that.”
 

 
  “But what does that have to do with their funerary rites!?”
 

 
  “What Trissiny means to say,” Gabriel said, “if she’ll pardon me for presuming, is that we don’t give a fuck about their funerary rites. There are enemies who are treated with respect, and then there’s
  
   these
  
  guys. Let him rot.” Trissiny nodded grudgingly at him.
 

 
  “O-okay,” the pixie said uncertainly. By her continued darting back and forth and soft undercurrent of jangling chimes, she wasn’t much reassured.
 

 
  “Great!” said Rafe cheerfully. “Since we’ve got that cleared up, I’m gonna give you guys some protective gloves and vials of solution to dispose of him.”
 

 
  “What, some kind of potion that’ll make him invisible or something, so the other centaurs can’t track him?”
 

 
  “Yes, Gabriel, just so, in the sense that it’s basically a virulent acid which will reduce him to biodegradable goo. Also, don’t get any on your skin. Even with two paladins, a cleric and a dryad on hand, I’m not sure we’re packing enough healing to straighten that out.”
 

 
  “Have I mentioned yet today how much I hate your class, Professor?”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit, Punaji! Ten points!”
 

 
  
   “Seriously,
  
  fuck you.”
 

 
  “Right, while they’re doing that, I’ve got a subtler solution for the rest of you to apply to the bottoms of your feet. Also, the hems of any robes, skirts, or anything else that’ll be trailing along the ground. It will prevent us from leaving any tracks. I’m not sure it’s
  
   possible
  
  for us to be tracked in the Golden Sea, but I’m not taking any risks with something like this. Here, Toby, pass these out. Now if I could just get a hand breaking down the tents, I’ll go stuff the rest of our campsite down my pants and we can get movin’. Oh, Fross,” he added more somberly. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything to conceal pixie tracks. For the good of the group, you’ll have to be left behind.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  she squealed. “But that—how?! I don’t—it doesn’t—what does that—”
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  make fun of her, you addled degenerate!” Trissiny snapped. “Fross, ignore him. He’s trying, at the most inappropriate possible time, to make a joke. We’re not leaving anybody behind.”
 

 
  “Okay. Okay. All right.” Muttering softly to herself, the pixie darted over to flutter around behind Trissiny.
 

 
  As they all split up, heading off to their various tasks, Juniper stayed put for a minute, looking down at the fallen centaur, then back after the departing members of the group. She sighed heavily. “I just don’t
  
   understand.”
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  “And here we are!” Sweet proclaimed, coming to a stop. They stood in a small square in the predawn gloom; to the right, the street began to descend into another former quarry and current border district like the Glums. A surprisingly well-polished city street sign proclaimed this the Lower Northeast Ward.
 

 
  They weren’t dressed for this part of town, Sweet in an expensively tailored suit of conservative cut, the two elves in simple, modest dresses. Privately, he suspected that Price enjoyed having girls to dress for once, though he wasn’t going to tempt fate by saying so. For his part, he’d not have come here in this attire, but his very full schedule for today wouldn’t permit time for a costume change between this errand and the next one. So, overdressed or not, he led the way with his customarily nonchalant swagger, Flora and Fauna trailing along behind.
 

 
  He heard their light steps stop when they rounded the corner. Three men were leaning casually against the quiet storefronts just beyond the border into the Ward with the elaborately casual stance of people who were guarding something. They nodded to him, the one in the old Army coat even smiling noncommittally. Doubtless it was the third who startled his charges, though. They were probably not used to meeting drow.
 

 
  “Mornin’, lads,” Sweet said easily, strolling past them. “Come along, girls! Left foot, right foot! We’ve got errands to see to, and we’re on a schedule.”
 

 
  They darted to catch up; Fauna leaned in close to him, hissing, “That man was a
  
   drow!”
  
 

 
  “Very insightful, Fauna. Those keen instincts will serve you well in the Guild. Welcome, ladies, to the Lower Northeast Ward, formerly known throughout the city as Freak Street, and more recently as Lor’naris!”
 

 
  Even as they descended the sloping street, tenements rising on one side and the rocky exterior wall of the island on the other, Lor’naris made its differences from the Glums glaringly plain. It was
  
   clean,
  
  for one thing; there was no litter, no graffiti, no broken windows or other signs of vandalism. It definitely was not a rich district, as the repairs done to many buildings were a patchwork of obviously scavenged supplies, but significantly, the repairs had
  
   been
  
  done. The fairy lamps atop the light poles were often missing, but not haphazardly; one in three remained at precise intervals, leaving the street well-lit enough for human eyes to navigate, but dim.
 

 
  And, despite the very early hour, it was occupied. Unlike most who thronged city streets after dark, the residents of Lor’naris wore the garb of working people on their way to or from jobs, or running errands. They were polite in passing one another or the three visitors, if reserved. And at least half of them were drow.
 

 
  “The story of Lor’naris has its roots in the long, complicated relationship between the humans of the Empire and the drow of Tar’naris,” Sweet lectured his two charges as he led them along, deeper into the district. “For most of that history, you see, humans were something of a prized commodity down there. Drow ideas about beauty tend to focus on what makes them different from their surface-dwelling cousins: specifically, burly men and busty women. Well, guess who’s even brawnier and curvier than drow!” He half-turned as he walked to grin at them; the elves were clinging to each other, wide-eyed, staring around as if expecting to be ambushed any second.
 

 
  “Obviously,” Sweet continued, “the formation of the Empire and its military might put a damper on that; once it consolidated its hold on this continent, Tiraas put its armies to work defending its various interior frontiers. The stretches around the Golden Sea and the Deep Wild, for example, various hellgates, and in particular the access points to the Underworld. Where Narisians used to be able to launch raids right from their front steps, as it were, about sixty years ago they found their door blocked off by Fort Vaspian, and a lot of well-disciplined troops wielding battlestaves from behind battlements. So, no more slave trade. And with the human lifespan being what it is, it wasn’t long before the remaining slaves were losing much of their pep. No more sexy, sexy humans to play with. It was very sad. Good morning, Cassie!” he called, waving.
 

 
  Coming their way on the sidewalk was a woman of about thirty leading a child of no more than five by the hand. The little girl had shock-white hair and skin of pale gray, her ears subtly elongated but not pointed. She ducked behind the woman’s skirts at their approach.
 

 
  “Morning, Sweet,” the adult said politely, smiling.
  
   “Look
  
  at you! What’s the occasion?”
 

 
  “Oh, you know how it is,” he said breezily, tucking his thumbs behind his lapels and strutting a little. “Sometimes a lad just wakes up and wants to feel fancy. And who’s this? Is that Ezirel?” He bent forward, smiling more gently, and produced a wrapped lemon drop from within his sleeve. “My gods, you’re huge! You’d better stop growing, or I’m gonna forget what you look like.”
 

 
  The child found enough courage to accept the offering before ducking shyly behind her mother’s skirts again.
 

 
  “What do you say, Ezirel?” Cassie prompted with just a hint of reproof.
 

 
  Two big, garnet-colored eyes appeared above a fold of fabric. “Thank you, Sweet,” she said dutifully, somewhat muffled. He laughed.
 

 
  “Sorry I can’t stop to chat this morning, Cass, but I have a delivery to make.”
 

 
  “Of course, don’t let us keep you. Always good to see you, though.”
 

 
  “And you’re a sight to brighten up any day yourself. Cheers!”
 

 
  Fauna let some distance accrue between them and the woman and child before speaking again, still in a low hiss.
  
   “These
  
  are the friendly drow your Empire is allied with? Those who used to prey on your people?”
 

 
  “Ah, now
  
   that’s
  
  the meat of it exactly,” he said, wagging a finger over his shoulder without turning around. “There are drow and then there are drow, girls. The drow
  
   we
  
  know are Themynrites, servants of a goddess of judgment who very carefully seeded her cult among the drow city-states which controlled access points to the surface.
  
   All
  
  such cities, in fact, making them an effective plug in a planet-sized bottle of horrors. Y’see, the drow
  
   below
  
  that worship Scyllith, goddess of, among other things, cruelty.
  
   Those
  
  are the drow who practice infant sacrifice and fill their cities with random booby traps just for shits and giggles. The drow whose national sport is murder. It’s thanks to the Narisians and other Themynrite drow that
  
   those
  
  assholes don’t come boiling out of the Underworld like stylish, evil locusts. We get to live in prosperity and relative peace up here because of
  
   their
  
  eternal vigilance, and since most of humanity had no idea any of this was even going on for most of history, naturally nobody offered a word of thanks.”
 

 
  He glanced back again, still grinning, to make sure his two charges were still following along, both in his footsteps and his story. They glanced about mistrustfully every time the threesome passed a slate-skinned pedestrian, but seemed to be attentive. They weren’t the only ones; he wasn’t moderating his tone, and several people, both drow and human, watched and listened as they passed.
 

 
  “Anyway, it’s hardly surprising the Narisians developed a bit of an attitude about it,” he continued. “As I understand, the belief down there was that the difference between a human enslaved in Tar’naris and a human faffing around on the surface was that the slave, at least, was damn well pulling their weight. Sound about right, Vengniss?”
 

 
  “Succintly put,” replied a drow woman behind a pastry stand, with a small, polite smile. “Good morning, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Mornin’, sunshine,” he said cheerily, setting a small stack of coins on the counter. “Three, please!”
 

 
  It was plain, Imperial peasant food, simple rolls of sausage, onion and cabbage with a dab of gravy in a heavy pastry, but the elves seemed to enjoy them. At least, they appeared less tense as they ate, continuing along in Sweet’s wake.
 

 
  “So that brings us forward to the Imperial treaty,” he said after downing a few bites. “Now we have Imperial troops supporting the Narisian front lines against incursions from the deep drow, and a heavy Narisian presence in Fort Vaspian itself. Soldiers mixing with each other all the time, not to mention diplomats, the arcanists and others involved in the agricultural projects in Tar’naris, plus merchants salivating over the exciting new markets that have opened up, consultants and participants in new mining ventures… People from all walks of life, but the common thread is that they fall in two groups suddenly thrust into proximity: drow who remember when humans were a much-prized luxury items, and humans whose ideas about drow were full of lurid images of wild-eyed women dressed in scraps of spidersilk, brandishing whips. Two groups who each regarded the other as alien, mysterious, bizarre, and
  
   sexy as hell.”
  
 

 
  He took another bite and winked over his shoulder at them. “Well, the inevitable happened. It happened
  
   frequently,
  
  and with gusto. Now, most of those liaisons were brief affairs, but people
  
   do
  
  fall in love, often to their own amazement. If you’re a drow/human couple, you’ve got two basic options. If your drow half is a sufficiently ranked member of their House, you can settle down in Tar’naris and nobody’s going to so much as look at you the wrong way. That’s a pretty shriveled minority of cases, though; most aren’t highly-placed enough in their Houses to gain any leeway, and I imagine several of those who are did not please their matriarchs by bringing home a round-eared albino with a hundred-year lifespan. So most of them came to the great Imperial melting pot of Tiraas…and from there, here. Thus: Lor’naris.”
 

 
  “Why this district?” Flora asked quietly.
 

 
  “Remember I said this used to be known as Freak Street?” He glanced back, nibbling at his pastry as he waited for them to nod in acknowledgment. “The Lower Northeast Ward has always been a gathering place for the racially unwelcome. Lizardfolk, half-elves, half-dwarves, half-thingies of all stripes, including a solid handful of demonbloods. If you couldn’t show your face on most of the streets of Tiraas without getting aged produce thrown at you, then you came here. What changed with the exodus from Tar’naris was the general
  
   tone
  
  of the place. Within a few years, there were more drow than any one other type of person, save humans, though there still aren’t more than a couple hundred in the whole city, if that. Nearly all of those drow came with a human partner, more of whom than otherwise were ex-soldiers; basically, the new Narisians were not people who were going to be pushed around, so they ended up setting the standard for the district. And it’s a very Narisian standard they set: clean, orderly, and
  
   safe.
  
  There’s basically no criminal element left in Lor’naris. It’s not a rich district by any means, but it’s a good place to raise your kids. The folks who settled here made it that way for that specific purpose. It doesn’t hurt that it’s practically underground, which was just more comfortable for them generally.”
 

 
  “Fascinating,” Fauna murmured. He didn’t detect any sarcasm in her tone, but it could be hard to tell.
 

 
  “Hang a right here, girls,” he said, leading them down a narrow side street where the buildings above met in the middle more often than not. It was nearly a tunnel; also lit by the occasional fairy lamp, but markedly dimmer, even in the gathering dawn.
 

 
  Sweet finished off his breakfast pastry on the much shorter walk through the darkness. They met no more people here, but light beckoned from up ahead. The alley terminated in a small square cul-de-sac, illuminated by more closely-spaced fairy lamps hung from the surrounding walls. High above, the gray sky was just beginning to be streaked with pink. Despite the dingy, angular surroundings, it had the aspect of a secret grotto, with its darkened entrance and tantalizing glimpse of faraway sky.
 

 
  The entire wall of the square opposite them formed the front of a shabby old theater, with freshly-painted posters advertising a play opening in a week. Sweet came to a stop in front of this, stepped to one side, and bowed grandly, gesturing the two elves forward to the doors.
 

 
  “Ladies, we have arrived.”
 

 
  It wasn’t locked. Sweet led them through a shabbily ornate foyer and through a set of double doors into the theater proper. This was the kind of place that, though spotlessly clean, seemed as if it should be festooned with cobwebs. The rafters above were lost in the dimness, but the worn old chairs had been carved elaborately when they were new, and ragged velvet draperies hung over ornate wall carvings.
 

 
  “Yoo hoo!” Sweet called.
 

 
  “Yes, I heard you,” said a man from behind them, making the two elves jump. “Right on time, Sweet. I gather these are my new project?”
 

 
  “Ah, splendid,” Sweet said cheerfully, turning to bow to their host. “Girls, this is Orthilon. Orthilon, meet Flora and Fauna.”
 

 
  “…seriously?”
 

 
  “Now, be nice,” he chided, watching them study each other. The girls didn’t seem particularly happy at meeting another drow, though they muttered a wary greeting. Orthilon, for his part, looked them over carefully. It was an analytical, appraising stare, not the kind of once-over men tended to give women, but the two elves stiffened regardless.
 

 
  “Ladies,” Sweet said, recapturing your attention, “you’ve been most patient with this enterprise so far, but I’m sure you’re eager to know why you’re here.”
 

 
  “That would be nice,” Flora said.
 

 
  “We have a bit of a problem, you see: you two can’t lie.”
 

 
  “Yes, we can,” Fauna said, scowling. She scowled further when Sweet laughed at her.
 

 
  “No, love, you really can’t. You can say the words, but… Hah, no. You’ve got the
  
   worst
  
  poker faces I’ve ever seen in my life. All that jumping and glaring on the way down here? You can bet everybody we passed knows how phobic you are of drow.”
 

 
  “Well, what did you expect?” Fauna said testily. “If you’d
  
   warned
  
  us…”
 

 
  “Now, don’t mistake me!” Sweet raised a hand to forestall further comments. “If you manage to open your minds and learn a few lessons in tolerance and understanding while you’re here…well, great, that’s fine and dandy. But honestly, I don’t much care. Eserion isn’t big on social justice. The problem is that when you dislike someone, it’s written
  
   all over
  
  you. Likewise when you try to deceive. This just won’t do, girls. If you’re going to get anywhere in the Guild, you’re going to have to learn to hide your feelings, and especially your intentions. Now, we have our ways of teaching those lessons, but they take time, and exposure. There’s merit in doing things the slow way, but I’m going to need you two shipshape in a relatively quick span of time, so an accelerated curriculum is needed. And lucky for us, we have the best possible thing for teaching a pair of bright-eyed youngsters the art of reserve: a whole district full of Narisians!”
 

 
  “What,” Flora asked very carefully, looking at the smiling Orthilon, “do Narisians have to do with it?”
 

 
  “Narisians observe a cultural ethic of restraint and respect,” the drow replied to her. “For millennia we have lived practically on top of one another in the darkness. While our Scyllithene cousins deep below address the tensions of Underworld society by viciously culling each other, in Tar’naris we have developed a society structured to keep us from rubbing against one another to our mutual discomfort. That is why my people do not commonly express emotion except among intimate family: it is seen as an offensive act, to inflict your feelings upon others. We learn from birth to govern our features and all expression of what passes across our minds.”
 

 
  Fauna rounded on Sweet, her face twisting in disgust. “You want us to learn how to act like
  
   drow?”
  
 

 
  “From what I’ve seen, there’s nothing about Narisian drow that you’d be worse off knowing,” he replied easily, “but no, I’m not looking to have you convert or anything. Just learn the specific lesson I’m sending you here to teach:
  
   reserve.
  
  Hide your feelings and your thoughts a bit better. Do you really think, girls, that you see the truth of what
  
   I’m
  
  feeling when I speak to you?”
 

 
  That gave them pause. They frowned at him in unison, then glanced at each other, having one of those quick, silent conversations of theirs.
 

 
  “That sounds like it would still take time to learn,” Flora hedged.
 

 
  “That’s why I’m bringing you to Orthilon,” Sweet said cheerfully. “In addition to the fact that you’ll be hobnobbing with actors around here, he’s something of an expert, you see. Orthilon was in the human trade, back in the day.”
 

 
  “He’s a
  
   slave trader?”
  
  Both elves shied away from the drow, who only smiled calmly at them.
 

 
  “Trainer,” Orthilon clarified. “I worked with humans; I was not involved in their acquisition or sale. You could say that I am a…connoisseur of humans. They really are intriguing, delightful creatures.”
 

 
  “Imagine you’re a Narisian noble,” Sweet explained. “You’ve just purchased a domesticated human for your personal use. Obviously, you’re gonna want your new acquisition to behave like a civilized person, instead of like…well, like a human. That’s where Orthilon came in! His job was to teach people not raised in Narisian culture how to get along in it, and he was damn good at his job.”
 

 
  “I was the acknowledge master of my craft,” the drow said modestly. “My charges learned proper behavior in a matter of weeks, on average, and that beginning when they were most unwilling students. It is much easier, much quicker, working with volunteers.”
 

 
  “So here’s the deal,” Sweet explained. “We have a little exchange of interest going. You two are going to help Orthilon with various projects over the next few weeks. They’re still renovating this theater ahead of the scheduled opening next week—it’s gonna be tight, and every able pair of hands is a gift. After that, well, there’ll be other stuff to do. The new locals are still cleaning up decades of damage caused by slum living. They’ve only been here five years or so; the place isn’t going to shape up overnight. In payment for your services, you get education. Your lessons stop when I personally am satisfied with the state of your poker faces.”
 

 
  “You’re…leaving us here?” Flora said faintly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be silly,” Sweet chided her gently. “You’re still living at my house, and you’ll still report to the Guild for your lessons. Style will have a new schedule for you, worked around your duties here. In the mornings, though, you come to Lor’naris to work; Orthilon will drill you while you do so. It’s gonna be a busy couple of weeks, girls, but I have every confidence you’ll come through just fine. If you need anything, Price or Style can see to it. I’m afraid I’m about to catch a Rail caravan myself; I’ll be out of pocket for a few days at least. Maybe longer.”
 

 
  “Where are you going?” Fauna demanded shrilly.
 

 
  “Now, now, mustn’t pry into things that don’t concern you. Don’t worry, ducklings, I
  
   promise
  
  you’re in good hands.”
 

 
  They looked at him, at each other, and at Orthilon—still wearing his polite little smile—and did not seem at all reassured.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The house in Hamlet had once been owned by a prosperous merchant, somebody who’d made it good in the cattle trade. Cattle were really the only trade worth bothering in out here; the village wasn’t close enough to the Golden Sea to have any commerce from passing adventurers. It was two stories tall, which was positively grandiose for this little town, though its simple white paint and utter lack of adornment was almost shockingly plain to those accustomed to the grandeur and grime of Tiraas. There was even a white picket fence. Basra had yet to run out of jokes about that.
 

 
  The four bishops had taken time, after arriving, to freshen up and settle in. It wasn’t a large house, so Basra and Branwen ended up sharing a room. Darling, who had been feeling out his traveling companions during their exhausting journey, was not sure how well that was going to go; he didn’t see those two becoming friends, but hopefully they were both professional enough not to snipe at each other. Branwen’s habit of flirting with every man she met seemed to antagonize Basra, but fortunately, the Avenist expressed her antagonism through smug superiority, rather than outright hostility. He had ensconced himself in a tiny servant’s room which was plenty adequate for his purposes, leaving Andros the other main bedroom.
 

 
  Thoughtful neighbors had left them a pie and several congenial notes. The rental of the house had been undertaken by the Church through a real estate broker in Tiraas; nobody was supposed to know anything about it, but such things worked differently in little towns. The locals were an almost comically straightforward lot, failing utterly to conceal the curiosity about the new strangers in their town behind a facade of friendliness.
 

 
  The four of them did not in any way resemble a family. They were all in fancy civilian garb rather than Bishop’s robes or the trappings of their respective cults; just suits and dresses such as would befit wealthy citizens and did nothing to hint at their ecclesiastical profession. Andros was as awkward stuffed into his starched collar as a bear in a tutu, and Basra was decidedly unstylish, having flatly refused to wear a corset, but overall they were not a distinctive or memorable group—or wouldn’t have been, in Tiraas. Just well-to-do travelers, not worthy of particular notice, but here, that fact alone drew attention. That was the idea.
 

 
  Clothing aside, Darling was tall, lean and blonde, Andros tall, burly and dark-haired, with a wild beard and wild eyes. Branwen was similarly pale, but short and curvy, with reddish hair and blue eyes; Basra had an olive Tiraan complexion and a lean build. Speculation was bound to run rampant as to their identities and business.
 

 
  Darling had quickly taken over dealing with the nosy neighbors; he could charm anyone, and these folk were easy. Branwen helped, here and there; by the unspoken mutual understanding of people who liked people, they collaborated in keeping the others away from the public. Basra’s sense of humor would likely not go over well in this town, and Andros didn’t seem capable of making a good impression on anyone. It didn’t help that none of them really liked one another that much. Andros, in particular, was still sullen and smarting over Darling having been placed in charge of their expedition.
 

 
  Fortunately, pleading fatigue from the journey proved effective in driving away the curiosity seekers, and had the advantage of being quite true. They had changed caravans once; their first Rail line from Tiraas to Calderaas had been positively idyllic. The cars were larger, the seats were deeply padded and came with sets of buckled straps to hold passengers in place, and enchantments on the cars themselves minimized the forces acting upon their occupants. For the last leg of their journey to Saddle Ridge, however, they had been forced to take one of the older Rail cars that still serviced the frontier, the ones that had been designed to move troops and small parties of adventurers, rather than civilians. It had been a tense few minutes, to say the least; the four of them being bounced around in the spartan can of steel and glass, practically blazing with divine light to both shield and heal.
 

 
  After that, there had been a five-hour carriage ride, which left them all stiff and out of sorts. Branwen and Darling had failed to keep any kind of conversation going. The stiffness, at least, was easily remedied by drawing on the light of the gods. For the other problem, the best they could do was retreat to different corners of the house under the pretext of settling in and avoid each other.
 

 
  Darling had eventually taken a stroll around the picturesque little frontier town to escape the tension. Branwen had occupied herself cooking dinner; she’d actually been
  
   singing
  
  when he left. He didn’t wait around to see how Basra and Andros passed their afternoon. All he really hoped was that they didn’t rip into each other in his absence.
 

 
  Dinner was similarly terse, though they were in a somewhat better frame of mind by then, and even more so after a meal. A full belly did wonders for one’s disposition. At least the discomfort of the trip from Tiraas to Hamlet had taught them a thing or two about dealing with each other. Three of the religions represented in their group had deep doctrinal conflicts, and Darling’s cult had a complex relationship with Basra’s, to say the least. Still, they managed to be civil, which gave him hope. The fact that they collectively hadn’t exchanged more than a few sentences all day was less encouraging, but perhaps it was the best that could be expected.
 

 
  Now, finally, night had fallen and they were ready to get down to the business at hand.
 

 
  “The house is secure,” Andros growled, descending the steep wooden step to join the others in the basement. It wasn’t a hostile tone; his normal speaking voice was a growl. “I’ve placed wards and charms at all entrances. I will know if anyone approaches.”
 

 
  “We’re hunting the Black Wreath,” Basra chided. “The whole problem with them is that they can slip through—”
 

 
  “I will
  
   know,”
  
  Andros repeated sharply, “if anyone approaches. The Wreath’s stealth works like an animal’s camouflage. We may not notice them in the wild, but when they step into one of
  
   my
  
  traps, it will go off.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure…”
  
 

 
  “Let’s assume he’s sure, and that he’s right,” Darling said from the opposite side of the room, where he was studying an open spellbook by the light of the oil lamp that was the room’s sole illumination. “Have a little faith in your partners, Bas! Either we’re all competent and trustworthy in our respective fields, or we’re all about to be excruciatingly dead.” He looked up, grinning toothily at her. “Me, I prefer to be an optimist.”
 

 
  “Antonio,” she replied, “at some point in your youth, someone allowed you to gain the impression that you’re funny. That person owes a great debt to the world.”
 

 
  “Oh, like I’ve never heard that one before.”
 

 
  “I have a
  
   very
  
  bad feeling about this,” Branwen said, then went more sharply as Basra opened her mouth to comment.
  
   “Yes,
  
  I know I’ve said that already, and
  
   yes,
  
  I know my reasons for it are painfully obvious. I believe it bears repeating, nonetheless. There are
  
   so
  
  many ways this can go horribly wrong.”
 

 
  “Go upstairs and tend to the kitchen if you’re frightened,” Andros said, staring at her. He might have been glaring, or that might just have been what his face looked like. “This is the work of men.”
 

 
  “Okay, let’s please agree not to start up with that,” Darling said soothingly. “We’re already a setup for a punchline as it is: an Izarite, a Shaathist, an Avenist and an Eserite walk into a basement to cast a spell circle, eh? I think it’d be a very good idea to avoid topics that we
  
   know
  
  are just going to lead to arguments.” The Huntsman grunted. Darling chose to take that for acquiescence.
 

 
  “How’s this?” Branwen asked, stepping back from the circle she had just finished laboriously drawing on the floor in a selection of three different colored powders. Darling picked up the book in one hand and the lamp in the other, crossing over to her to study her handiwork.
 

 
  “Excellent! Matches the diagram exactly.”
 

 
  “Is this
  
   really
  
  all it’s going to take?” Basra asked skeptically. “It seems like there should be something…more. Just lines on the ground aren’t going to do much.”
 

 
  “This is powdered dragon bone, blessed by the Archpope himself in the Hall of the Pantheon,” Darling said absently, pacing around the circle and comparing it to the diagram despite his pronouncement that it was correct. It
  
   looked
  
  right, but he shared the women’s nervousness. They were meddling with serious forces, here; there was no such thing as too much caution. “Fae and divine energies in considerable strength. That makes up for a lot; most practitioners would need a more elaborate circle to compensate for the lack of raw power. The glyphs provide the arcane boost we need, and as for the rest… Well, we’re coming to that. Anyone else care to double-check us, or shall we proceed?”
 

 
  “Just get on with it,” Andros growled.
 

 
  “Jolly good. Basra, how’re we coming along?”
 

 
  “Oh, please, I’ve been done for twenty minutes.”
 

 
  “Smashing! Let’s have a look!”
 

 
  She crossed over to him, giving the circle a wide berth, and laid out five pieces of parchment on the upturned wooden crate he was using for an impromptu desk. Darling, with the same excessive care he’d given to the circle, laboriously checked each line against the illustrations in the book. He couldn’t read what was written—that language wasn’t spoken natively by anyone on this plane—but he could check the marks against each other.
 

 
  “It looks good to me,” he said at last. “Branwen, come have a look, please?”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, you don’t think I—”
 

 
  “Basra,” he said firmly, “I have the
  
   utmost
  
  faith in your penmanship. But when it comes to this, I am going to be unreasonably, excessively cautious, and I won’t apologize for that.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” she said with a faint smirk, crossing her arms.
 

 
  “I agree,” said Branwen, peering at the book and the marked parchments. “If we
  
   must
  
  do this, let’s do it as carefully as possible. The markings match the book as far as I can tell.”
 

 
  “Good. Andros, wanna quadruple-check us?”
 

 
  Andros grunted.
 

 
  “…so, no, then? All right.” Darling carefully stacked the papers up in the proper order and handed them back to Basra. “Each needs to be laid in one of those triangular glyphs spaced around the edge of the circle, in order. If we were
  
   speaking
  
  the spell, it would be one continuous thing, but none of us can pronounce any of this gobbledygook, so timing is going to be a factor. The actual incantation is supposed to take just under a minute, so…give it a slow count of ten between them.”
 

 
  “Got it,” she said crisply, moving over to the circle. “Everyone ready?”
 

 
  “No,” said Branwen. “Do it.”
 

 
  Pausing only to grin at her, Basra bent and carefully laid the first parchment in place.
 

 
  It was fortunate that she moved her fingers so adroitly, as it immediately burst into flame. The parchment burned with a painfully unnatural green fire, putting off neither smoke nor heat. The lines of powder on the floor began to glow, luminosity spreading out from that glyph like dampness through cloth, petering out about halfway to the point of reaching either of the next glyphs along the edge.
 

 
  Basra’s timing was good. She set down the second, and the effect repeated itself; the slowly creeping illumination reached the same flat light from the other direction and doubled in intensity, two glyphs now alight, lines of brightness stretching between them.
 

 
  They didn’t quite hold their breath as she stepped smoothly around the circle, laying down each piece of the spell in turn, but the tension in the room was palpable, increasing with each added component of the spell and subsequent increase in light level. Basra set the final parchment in place and immediately backed away. By unspoken plan, they had placed themselves in the four corners of the chamber, encircling the now fully illuminated spell circle.
 

 
  As it burst into a brighter illumination than before and the five rune-marked parchments erupted in puffs of bluish flame, they reached for the divine light in unison. The glow filled the room with a much brighter light than the oil lamp could manage, illuminating the rough brick walls and dirt floor as clearly as the sun would have. Light coruscated against an invisible cylinder of protection cast upward by the spell circle, golden sparks marking out a line where the power of the gods was held back from a small piece of territory that now belonged to something else.
 

 
  It rose up slowly from below, as though the dirt floor were fluid and it was breaching the surface, gasping for breath. The thing writhed in obvious discomfort at its passage, sliding headfirst up into the chamber over the long course of a minute. It was lifted bodily off the ground momentarily after breaking through, then fell back, its feet landing on the packed earth.
 

 
  Everything about it was…wrong. It was humanoid, but could never have passed for human. There were the horns, the spiny wings, the lashing, barb-tipped tail and oddly gray-blue complexion, but more than that, it was simply shaped wrong. Too lean, too long. Its skull was grotesquely elongated, its facial features likewise; its limbs were spindly, its torso scrawny and skeletal. For feet it had birdlike claws, balancing upright on only two large toes; its hands were far too large for even its peculiar frame, dangling from bony wrists like overfed spiders. It was, somehow, the subtler inhumanities in its appearance that were truly disturbing, more than the ostentatious ones. Most disturbing of all were its eyes—its plain, gray, apparently human eyes.
 

 
  It flexed its wings once, wincing when they sparked against the borders of the containing circle, then folded them around itself rather like a cape, concealing its figure. All it wore beneath them were tightly-fitted scraps of leather that looked reptilian in origin and concealed little of its emaciated flesh. Tilting its head in apparent curiosity, it turned in a slow circle, studying the four priests who had summoned it.
 

 
  “Well,” the demon said at last.
  
   “This
  
  is different.”
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  The law came knocking a little after lunch.
 

 
  Fortunately it was Darling who answered the door. This was not happenstance.  He and Branwen had taken over the task of dealing with the natives of Hamlet; the idea of Basra or Andros trying to deal with an Imperial Marshal without blowing their whole operation made him break out in a cold sweat.
 

 
  “Afternoon,” the man on the step said politely when Darling opened the door, tipping his hat. “I’m Marshal Ross. How’re you folks settling in?”
 

 
  “Splendidly, thanks!” Darling said cheerfully, his mind already racing ahead. He’d prepared for this as best he could, knowing it was coming. “After the big city, Hamlet is a remarkably friendly place.”
 

 
  “By and large, I find that’s so,” the Marshal said agreeably. “I’ve only lived here a few years myself, but it’s easy to settle in. I wonder, though, how much you know about the history of our little town?”
 

 
  Darling bit back a snide comment; Hamlet was a picturesque but utterly stereotypical frontier town of not more than three hundred people, all plank buildings and dirt streets, that couldn’t have been here longer than the Empire’s push to the very edge of the Golden Sea sixty years ago. He wasn’t sure “history” was the right word. Luckily, Marshal Ross went on without waiting for a response.
 

 
  “We’ve had a recent spate of pretty big trouble for such a little place,” he said, hooking his thumbs into his belt, “which is all the harder to bear because this
  
   is
  
  such a quiet town ordinarily. The demon attack four years ago cost us one of the brightest young spirits any of us knew… June’d be twenty this summer.” He sighed heavily before going on. “Then, a few months back, a good half-dozen townsfolk, neighbors and friends all, got themselves outed as Black Wreath cultists and took their own lives. The shock from
  
   that
  
  hasn’t even properly started to fade yet. What I mean to say is, we’re all a little edgy about the strange and unexpected around here.”
 

 
  He glanced past Darling, who half-turned his head to follow his gaze. Branwen was visible in the kitchen, singing as she puttered around the stove. Honestly, she was settling into her role with a little too much enthusiasm to be feigned; he was starting to wonder if she harbored a secret desire to be a housewife. Closer to hand, though, was Andros in the living room. He had a thick book open and had been reading, but was now staring unblinking at the conversation taking place in the door. The huge, hairy, keen-eyed man had never yet managed to look at someone without glaring.
 

 
  “Four rich folks who are clearly not related renting out the old Moorville house and then settling in on no business in particular… Well, that’s strange and unexpected.”
 

 
  “Is this an official visit, then, Marshal?” Darling asked mildly.
 

 
  He shook his head. “As of this moment, this is me stopping by for a friendly chat. I’d love nothing more than some assurance I won’t need to make an official visit.”
 

 
  “Wonderful! Maybe you wouldn’t mind taking a little stroll with me, Marshal? I’ve seen the sights, but it’s always good to have an experienced guide along.”
 

 
  The man nodded slowly. “Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
 

 
  Darling thought rapidly as they stepped down from the porch and out into the street, pausing only to close the fence gate. This was complicated by the Archpope’s firm orders that they not reveal their affiliation with the Church. He didn’t want to outright lie to a man who had a direct line to Imperial Command. Between the proliferation of the scrolltower network and the Imperial bureaucracy itself, the Marshal could get confirmation or disproof of any story Darling told him within a few days. Long enough for them to finish their business and go…maybe.
 

 
  “I can see how it’d be hard for us to slip in and out unnoticed,” he said lightly once they were out in the street. In fact, the main street of Hamlet terminated directly at the front gate of their rented house. Darling would have preferred something a lot more circumspect, but apparently it was the only available space adequate for their needs.
 

 
  “Old man Moorville had quite the opinion of himself,” the Marshal said, strolling along beside him. “To be fair, he did work his way up from ranch hand to cattle baron without stepping on any more faces than he had to, and it’s thanks to his herds that we even have a town. Always very particular about getting the proper respect, though. Had to have his house right there where everybody had to see it… And then when he got rich enough to envy the lords and ladies of the home province, well, a two-story wooden house just wasn’t good enough anymore, so off he went to join them. To speak the plain truth, he makes a better neighbor when he’s a thousand miles away.”
 

 
  Darling laughed obligingly. The Marshal gave him a keen sidelong look. “So, what brings you to his old home, then?”
 

 
  “My name is Antonio Darling,” he said. “I’m a member of a council tasked with overseeing Imperial security at the highest level.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,”
  
  the Marshal groaned. “I thought the Empire was done stomping around here.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t ask me,” Darling said easily, “I’m on vacation.” It was true, technically; he’d left notice with the Church and the council and everyone that he’d be gone for a week. The Church, of course, already knew (and he’d been more forthright with Tricks and the Guild), but there was merit in leaving the proper paper trail.
 

 
  “On vacation,” Marshal Ross said flatly, “in Hamlet.”
 

 
  “Yes, just some friends and I taking a little time away from the rigors of city life to enjoy the local scenery. We have
  
   no
  
  official business here whatsoever.”
 

 
  “And unofficial business?”
 

 
  He was silent for a moment as they strolled along, apparently gathering his thoughts. Truthfully, it was just for dramatic effect; his thoughts were never un-gathered.
 

 
  “I understand you met Professor Tellwyrn.” This got a noncommittal grunt, so he pressed on. “What’s she like? I’ve always wondered.”
 

 
  “Quite frankly? Scary. She…has her moments, though.”
 

 
  Most people might have missed the faint color rising in Ross’s cheeks and the deliberate way he avoided the other man’s gaze, but Darling analyzed people the way most people breathed, and he found himself forced to repress any sign of his amusement.
  
   Why, Arachne, you sly dog.
  
 

 
  “So she shows up, pokes around the town for half a day, outs and then kills a bunch of cultists, and then takes off the next morning, having left the impression of shock and awe she usually does. Am I more or less right?”
 

 
  “More…or less.”
 

 
  He nodded. “It’s hard to analyze the motives and methods of people like that. You can never put it completely out of your head how
  
   beyond
  
  you they are… Which makes it tricky to see their weaknesses, unless you go looking for them. The weakness is always there, though, if you do. In Arachne Tellwyrn’s case, it’s her over-reliance on brute force tactics.”
 

 
  The Marshal made no reply, but glanced at him again, showing his attention. Darling went on in the same blithe tone. “I’m not saying she’s unintelligent, because that clearly isn’t true. But she’s the most powerful known wizard by a wide margin, not to mention a more than competent fighter, and those are the traits she uses the most. Her plans are bluntly straightforward, and subtler things…slip her notice. Like, for example, the rest of the Black Wreath in this town.”
 

 
  At that, Marshal Ross came to a stop and turned to face him, glaring. They were right in front of the town’s general store; Darling glanced about at the people passing by and failing to conceal their interest in the two. “It sure does get hot out here on the plains,” he said lightly. “You wouldn’t happen to know someplace shady we could continue this chat?”
 

 
  Ross glanced about, too, clearly taking note of the townsfolk and imagining the result of having this particular discussion in their hearing. He jerked his head to the right and set off again, Darling trailing along behind.
 

 
  They came to the town jail a few doors down, marked by a hand-painted sign and the Imperial flag. Ross led the way inside, where a young man was lounging behind a desk, smoking a cigarette and reading a magazine.
 

 
  “Rusty, take a little walk,” the Marshal said curtly. The youth looked up at him, then at Darling—who grinned cheerily—then stood up and slipped outside without a word. Ross closed the front door, then the one opposite it, which led to a hallway lined by cell bars. They were left in a narrow front office, sparsely furnished with battered wood chairs, the big desk, and behind that a wall full of dented file cabinets. Ross stepped around behind the desk and seated himself, setting his hat atop a cabinet.
 

 
  “So what,” he asked grimly, “makes the Empire think there are still Black Wreath in this town after Tellwyrn cleared them out? And why the hell didn’t all the other Imperial agents who’ve been through here in the last two months say or do anything about it?”
 

 
  “Oh, I wouldn’t presume to know what the Empire thinks about anything,” Darling replied, pulling over a ladderback chair and seating himself. “I’m just a guy on vacation, remember? But, hypothetically, think about it. Wreath cultists are ninety percent dumb, ordinary folks who like feeling naughty but have no idea what they’re screwing around with. Maybe one or two in an entire cell will be an actual diabolist… Not to mention that they keep their numbers low in a given area for obvious reasons of blending in. There’s a
  
   lot
  
  about the Wreath cell in Hamlet that was strange. There were too many, for one thing, they had been supplied with dwarven technology that even the Empire is only just beginning to implement, every last one of them was willing to sacrifice themselves… That’s not the general run of cultist nonsense. Those were people on a
  
   mission,
  
  one for which they’d trained and been equipped.”
 

 
  “I’m still not hearing how this adds up to there being more of them.”
 

 
  “If you were running a cell of well-trained, well-equipped agents, Marshal, would you throw
  
   all
  
  of them at the first problem to rear its head?” He gave that a silent moment to sink in, watching Ross’s face grow longer. “I see two scenarios, depending on whether they knew who Tellwyrn was when they struck. Either they didn’t, and she was just some elf needing to be silenced, in which case excessive force wasn’t needed and would have risked drawing attention, or they
  
   did,
  
  and would never have gambled the lives of every agent they had against her. Hell, I’m leaning toward the former; the Wreath has tended to give her a wide berth when they know she’s coming. She and Elilial have a history.”
 

 
  “They didn’t know,” Ross said curtly. Darling nodded.
 

 
  “Then… It hardly makes sense to assume they’re all gone, then, does it?”
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch!”
  
  The man slammed a fist down on his desk. “Those people were
  
   friends.
  
  Neighbors, at the very least. Now you’re telling me that even more of
  
   my
  
  townsfolk are…”
 

 
  “I’m telling you it’s likely,” Darling said evenly. “More than that I’m hardly in a position to know.”
 

 
  “I don’t know how much more this town can take,” he said gloomily, his anger of a moment ago dissipating rapidly, though even as he slumped in his chair, a spark of a glare ignited behind his eyes, directed at Darling. “I’m sure as hell not gonna thank you for bringing more trouble to my town.”
 

 
  “I haven’t brought anything. Either the trouble’s here, or it’s not. If it’s not, well… My friends and I will spend a relaxing few days enjoying the peace and quiet before we have to head back to our various dull office jobs. If it
  
   is…
  
  I have a suspicion our vacation will be interrupted very soon.”
 

 
  The Marshal dragged a hand over his face, staring glumly into the distance. “Fuck.”
 

 
  “You said you weren’t from here, originally,” Darling said mildly. “I wonder if that means you’d have friends from other parts of the Empire? The sort of friends who are unquestionably loyal to their Emperor, and have wands. You may want to pass along a recommendation from me: it’s a good time of year to take a week or so off, and Hamlet is a surprisingly pleasant spot to spend some free time.”
 

 
  “You’re suggesting men like that are going to come in handy soon.”
 

 
  “Men like that
  
   always
  
  come in handy,” Darling said, smiling disarmingly. “I just have a hunch that pretty soon, Hamlet’s Black Wreath problem will be over, one way or another.”
 

 
  For some reason, that didn’t seem to make the Marshal happy.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Hearing raised voices even through the door, Darling quickened his pace at the porch, hustling inside. The scene within didn’t surprise him.
 

 
  Basra and Andros were less than a foot apart, staring each other down. The hulking Shaathist was physically the more intimidating, but even though she had to crane her neck to meet his gaze, Basra didn’t look remotely cowed. In fact, she grinned wickedly into his glare.
 

 
  “Antonio,” Branwen said in obvious relief, standing in the door to the kitchen. “What happened is—”
 

 
  “Thanks, love, but I know what happened.”
 

 
  “What, you were lurking just outside?” Basra said, turning her grin on him. Something about her eyes was just unsettling. “Naughty, naughty.”
 

 
  “No,” Darling replied evenly, “but I’m acquainted with you two, and neither of you are full of surprises. Bas, go check on our guest.”
 

 
  Her grin widened. “What’s the magic word?”
 

 
  
   “Now.”
  
  The grin vanished from her face; he pushed on before she could make another remark. “Have I ever given you a direct order before? Honestly, Bas, usually I can trust you to see what needs doing and do it without having to be told. If you’re going to act like a child, however, I will
  
   speak
  
  to you like one. That, or we can go back to the previous option, which I liked better. Your call.”
 

 
  She stared at him for a long moment through narrowed eyes, then turned on her heel and flounced off through the kitchen, shouldering Branwen aside.
 

 
  “As for you,” Darling said to Andros, who glared mutely at him, “same goes. You’re a grown-ass man, Andros, have some basic self-control. If you don’t respond to her needling, she’ll get bored and quit doing it.”
 

 
  “I will
  
   not
  
  be treated with disrespect by that
  
   woman,”
  
  he growled.
 

 
  “Yeah, you probably will be. Look at it this way: getting a rise out of you is Basra’s way of asserting dominance. If you don’t let her goad you, she can’t win.”
 

 
  “Where I’m from, we have ways of dealing with women who won’t learn their place,” the Huntsman rumbled, but his tone was more subdued. After two days, Darling was growing used to the subtle gradients of his growling and snarling, and interpreted this as evidence that Andros had at least absorbed his message. Hopefully it would stick.
 

 
  “How did it go with the Marshal?” Branwen asked brightly. An unsubtle change of topic, but he’d take it.
 

 
  “Well enough,” he said. “I managed to deflect his attention without revealing anything. He’s under the impression that we’re here on Imperial business, so nobody do anything to rock the boat.” In truth, he’d somewhat exceeded his mandate in making suggestions as strong as he had, but Darling was the expert in navigating social and political tensions; that was why he’d been placed in charge. This would all be so much easier—and quicker—if they could just reveal that they were agents of the Church, but he had his orders.
 

 
  The reason behind that particular order was a puzzle he was still teasing out.
 

 
  “I knew you’d take care of it,” she said warmly, gazing up at him with limpid eyes. Andros snorted loudly and returned to his seat and his book.
 

 
  “That’s what I do, pet,” Darling replied cheerfully, chucking her under the chin as he slipped past her into the kitchen, and getting a flirtatious giggle in return.
 

 
  Branwen had begun broadly hinting that if they’d had a little more privacy, she would like to get to know him a lot better. It was flattering, and she was certainly lovely enough to make it an interesting prospect, but he was frankly losing patience with her. Darling had never accused a woman of sleeping her way into a position—for one thing, his life was full of women who’d break his arms for even thinking it too loudly—but he was running out of alternate explanations for how Branwen Snowe had attained the rank of Bishop. Her entire skill set appeared to consist of housewifery. She was an Izarite, a devotee of the goddess of love, and should have been someone he could rely on to help soothe tensions and keep order in their group, but all she ever did when the other two got into it was wring her hands and look distressed.
 

 
  The solitude and close confines were wearing on all of them. It wasn’t Branwen or even Andros who were causing most of the trouble, though, which frankly surprised him. Despite Andros’s generally surly demeanor and the fact that his cult had deep doctrinal conflicts with all of theirs, the Huntsman was mostly content to be left to himself, working through the surprisingly substantial library that came with the furnished house. Basra, however, was pushing her luck. Where Branwen dealt with stress by baking and Andros by retreating into himself, Basra did so by picking at people until she got a reaction.
 

 
  The door to the cellar swung open and the Avenist herself stepped out, giving him an ironic look. “Our boy’s snug as a proverbial bug in a rug, no problems with the circle. Same as it’s been every time previously.”
 

 
  “Smashing. I believe I’ll go have a look.”
 

 
  “I literally
  
   just—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yes,” he said soothingly, “and I don’t doubt your assessment. But we’ve been looking in on him at half-hour intervals for nearly a whole day now. Sshitherossz are trickster demons; I don’t want him getting a handle on any consistent pattern he can try to manipulate.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” she scoffed, “what could he possibly manipulate from inside that circle?”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine, and that’s what spooks me. The first step to getting outmaneuvered by a demon is letting yourself believe it’s not dangerous. Be right back.”
 

 
  He shut the door behind him as he stepped into the gloom of the cellar, as per their established house rule. Despite Andros’s wards and the general unlikeliness of any of the locals barging in here, there was no limit to the hell that would break loose if anybody found out they were keeping a demon in the basement. Some things were simply not to be risked.
 

 
  The only light now came from the glowing circle. It was adequate to navigate the room, though the effect was eerie.
 

 
  “What’s this?” the occupant of the circle asked wryly, not getting up from his seat on the ground. “Two for one? Why, I’m downright flattered! Oh, it’s just the poncy one, though. I was hoping for that chesty redhead again, but eh… You’re not bad.” He grinned viciously and made a twirling motion with one clawed finger. “Spin for me, let me get a good look.”
 

 
  Darling made a show of pacing around the circle slowly, studying it. Despite being made of fine powder that should be easily disturbed by the faintest breeze, it was intact and unchanged. Once imbued with the kind of magic that coursed through it, it took on a solid integrity of its own. Not that he couldn’t wreck the whole thing with a carelessly placed foot, of course.
 

 
  “I think you’re the one they all hate the most,” the sshitherossz went on airily. “Ah, the burdens of leadership! I wonder how long it’ll be before they—” He broke off as Darling burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Oh, please. Really? ‘They’re all plotting against you?’ I’m almost insulted. Tell you what, skippy, you can go back to sitting alone in the dark and think about your tactics. Next time I come down here, I want to hear some
  
   quality
  
  manipulation.” He turned his back on the creature and began ascending the ladder.
 

 
  “What do you
  
   want?”
  
  the demon snarled, its calm facade shattering. It bounded upright, slamming both fists against the invisible barrier and causing them to spark. “Who the fuck summons a devil and doesn’t
  
   do
  
  anything with him? Damn it, don’t just leave me
  
   sitting
  
  in here!”
 

 
  Darling paused at the top of the ladder and turned to wink at him before climbing out and shutting the door. Behind, the creature cursed him at the top of its lungs. He didn’t need to speak its infernal language to recognize cursing.
 

 
  “Ooh, cookies! Ow!” he rubbed his knuckles, staring reproachfully at Branwen as she waggled the spoon with which she’d rapped them.
 

 
  “You let those cool or you’ll just burn yourself. You can wait fifteen minutes, Antonio.”
 

 
  “Ah, how we suffer,” he sighed. Standing in the doorway to the kitchen, Basra snorted.
 

 
  “If I were going to complain—”
 

 
  “You? Perish the thought.”
 

 
  “—I wouldn’t start with the cookies.
  
  
  We’re all going nuts here, Antonio. How much longer are we just going to sit on our hands?”
 

 
  “I’m giving it three days,” he said. “It’s a nice round number.”
 

 
  “Three is
  
   not
  
  a round number.”
 

 
  “A significant one, then. Any practicing diabolists in this town would have been aware of the summoning when we cast it. That’ll give them time to organize and investigate. They’ll be keeping their senses alert and the circle doesn’t block scrying, so they’ll know the creature is still on the premises. If we haven’t been approached, one way or another, within three days, we’ll give up this spot and try our luck at the next attack site.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand why we didn’t start with the one where the Falconer girl was taken,” she said. “Nobody ever found the cultists in that region, but they’ve got to be there. They
  
   succeeded,
  
  which means they’re the best of the lot, the most likely to be useful.”
 

 
  “And the most likely to be dangerous,” Branwen murmured, working her spoon in a bowl full of batter. Gods above, was she baking something
  
   again?
  
 

 
  “That,” Darling said, nodding, “plus the fact that they succeeded changes the game. Vadrieny was looked over by several actual deities in addition to Church priests, and her amnesia appears to be genuine. We want to move
  
   very
  
  carefully in areas where we may trip over whatever strings still tie her to Hell. The Church is assuming that the deaths of the other six archdemons means the Wreath failed to provide adequate hosts, and that Vadrieny’s trauma is more of the same. However, it’s not impossible that her memories are meant to be restored later.”
 

 
  Basra grinned crookedly. “All the more reason to set that off
  
   now,
  
  rather than wait for them to be ready. Let the demon be Tellwyrn’s problem; I wish I could be there to take bets.”
 

 
  “You’re a bloodthirsty little thing, aren’cha?”
 

 
  Her grin widened. “Watch who you’re calling ‘little.’”
 

 
  “Oh,” he assured her, smiling calmly, “I am.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  In the dead of night, the door creaked. A slim crack of illumination opened at the top of the steep steps, though between the darkness of the silent house and the burning circle in the basement, the difference was barely noticeable. A dark shape blotted out the light in the crack for a moment, then the door eased the rest of the way open, and it stepped down onto the stairs.
 

 
  She was a plump woman in her middle years, clad in a simple dress suitable for a farmwife, clutching a candleholder on which stood a single unlit taper. Her broad, plain face was clenched in a mask of suspicion; she peered carefully around the dark cellar, not reacting to the spell circle or its occupant.
 

 
  It was an almost empty room. Aside from the circle, there was only an upturned shipping crate against the far wall with one of the kitchen chairs dragged over beside it, and an oversized armoire against the right wall from the steps, its glossy finish and ornate carvings incongruous in the plain, dusty basement. Apparently satisfied with what she saw, she began descending the stairs.
 

 
  “It’s a traaaa-aap,” the demon sang, grinning at her.
 

 
  “Silence,” she hissed, pausing on the upper steps to glance back through the open kitchen door. “Where are your masters?”
 

 
  “In Hell,” he replied with a chuckle. “In about three seconds when you’re feeling
  
   really
  
  stupid, remember I did warn you.”
 

 
  “Wh—” She broke off with a cry, receiving a hard shove from behind, and tumbled forward down the steps.
 

 
  
   “Careful,”
  
  Darling protested, popping into view as he threw aside the shroud that had covered him. “We need people able to answer questions! That means with unbroken necks.” There came a characteristic grunt from Andros at the top of the stairs.
 

 
  “Oh, she’s fine,” Basra said dismissively, likewise appearing in the opposite corner and striding over to the fallen woman. Branwen joined them from the back of the room, draping her cloak of concealment over the crate.
 

 
  “Oh, hey, it’s Mrs. Harkley!” Basra said cheerfully, having grabbed a fistful of the woman’s hair and wrenched her head back to reveal her face. With her other hand, she had adroitly twisted one of her captive’s arms and was effortlessly holding her down. “You remember, the nice lady who brought us the cherry pie? Come to borrow a cup of sugar, neighbor?” She grinned far too broadly. “We’ll forgive you the late hour. I’m sure you have
  
   lots
  
  of fascinating things to tell us.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you
  
   nothing!”
  
  Mrs. Harkley spat.
 

 
  “You’re mistaken,” Basra said gleefully. “And I’m disappointed. What, no attempts to dissemble? You heard a noise and were investigating, fearing for our safety? You’re not even gonna
  
   try?
  
  Come on, there are traditions to this game! It’s no fun if you won’t play.”
 

 
  The woman spat a word in a harsh, guttural language, and the darkness around her intensified, then solidified, forming into spikes.
 

 
  Just as quickly, it shattered and disintegrated as the three of them, and Andros at the top of the stairs, blazed with divine light, driving every shadow from the room.
 

 
  “Hey!” the demon protested, shielding his eyes with an oversized hand. “Do you mind? Do you
  
   know
  
  what time it is? People are trying to sleep, here!”
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough of that nonsense out of you,” Darling said lightly, crouching beside Mrs. Harkley’s head on the floor and meeting her dumbfounded stare. “I don’t suppose you’d like to be helpful and tell us how many of your cell are still in this town?”
 

 
  Her expression of shock melted into one of pure stubbornness. She clamped her lips firmly shut.
 

 
  “Ah, well, it was worth a try.” With a regretful sigh, he stood, brushing off his knees. “Into the box she goes, ladies.”
 

 
  “You think I’m afraid of you?” Mrs. Harkley spat. “You’re not the first clerics who came to this town looking for trouble. There’s more trouble here for you than you can handle.”
 

 
  “You should worry about the trouble
  
   elsewhere,”
  
  Darling informed her. “Nobody here will harm you.”
 

 
  “Aw…”
 

 
  
   “Nobody,”
  
  he repeated firmly, giving Basra a flat look. “No, we’re just going to put you on ice, so to speak, till we’re ready to transport you back home. The people who’ll be asking the questions are
  
   very
  
  good at getting answers.”
 

 
  “The others will come for me!” she shrieked, unable to keep the panic out of her voice.
 

 
  “Of course they will, duckling,” he said soothingly. “Really, I’m not being sarcastic—I fully believe your friends will come. And unless they’re a lot smarter than
  
   you
  
  are, we’ll be returning to Tiraas with a full set.”
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  He stepped calmly from the Rail caravan and looked around, resting the butt of his staff on the stone platform. Around him rose Last Rock, a collection of plain stone buildings that weren’t old but would not have looked out of place in a bygone era. Aside from the modern dress of the people passing by, and the scrolltower perched at one edge of the square, it could have been a painting of a medieval village.
 

 
  To his right, another man weakly extracted himself from another caravan, clutching the edge of its door for support briefly before wobbling out onto the platform. Listing from a combination of dizziness and a limp—probably freshly acquired—he stumbled toward the tavern at one side of the square, its sign proclaiming it the Ale & Wenches.
 

 
  He snorted. Pretentious. The kind of name designed to sucker in fools who went treasure hunting in the Golden Sea and called themselves “adventurers,” as though they were dungeon delvers of old.
 

 
  “Made the trip all right?”
 

 
  He looked to the left, finding himself approached by a towering, burly man with an impressive mustache in a faded old Imperial Army coat. His expression was solicitous, but stern.
 

 
  “Well enough,” he said easily. Tucking his staff into the crook of one arm, he reached into his coat and pulled out a small cigar case, carefully selected a cigarillo, and lit it by tapping the end against the head of his staff, this whole display giving the big man time to look him over carefully. He knew the way of these small towns.
 

 
  His appearance, as he was well aware, invited scrutiny. The tan leather duster he wore was old, scarred, and even burnt in places, as was his matching flat-brimmed hat. Around his neck was a sweat-stained bandana, and his boots, though of fine quality, had been with him long enough to bear their own scars, too deep to be healed with polish. Below all that, though, his suit, while also dusty and rumpled from travel, was presentable. Much as it galled him to admit it, his age was an asset. Nobody seemed to expect trouble from a well-lined face framed by steely gray whiskers.
 

 
  “I think that other fellow came off it a bit worse than I,” he said mildly, jerking his head toward the man who was even now limping through the A&W’s doors.
 

 
  The big man had fixed his eyes on the lighting of the cigarillo with a faint frown, but apparently decided he passed muster. “That’s Jethro, he comes through here every couple weeks. Works with some bank in Tiraas, has some business with the University. After a whiskey he’ll be good as new. I’m Ox. Welcome to Last Rock, stranger.”
 

 
  “McGraw.” Clenching the cigarillo between his teeth, he took the proffered hand and shook it firmly. “Good to know you.”
 

 
  The crack of the Rail re-igniting its transit matrix sounded; a static buzz washed over them and his arcane senses were momentarily blinded by the activation of complex, powerful enchantments so close. It passed quickly, though, as the caravan accelerated away and was soon lost to view.
 

 
  “Damn fool contraption,” Ox grunted. “I dunno why the Empire lets people ride those things. They kill a couple dozen a year, as I understand it.”
 

 
  “Control,” he said simply, puffing at his cigarillo. Ox raised an eyebrow. “I was around when the Rails were new, got to ride in some of the very first caravans. They had safety harnesses. The cargo cars still do—all kinds of straps and buckles to hold things steady. Despite what the Empire likes to say, those things were
  
   not
  
  meant to move troops. They were for moving adventurers, specifically to the frontier.”
 

 
  “Never heard that,” said Ox, frowning.
 

 
  “Suppose, friend, you’re in charge of running some rats through a maze. You want ’em to go a specific way, get ’em to the end where you want ’em. Now what’s a better use of your energies: trying to herd and heckle each one along, or move the walls such that they naturally lead where you want?” He glanced over at his new acquaintance; Ox was studying him more closely now, his eyes narrowed. He grinned, teeth clutching his cigarillo. “The world is run by a certain kind of men, my friend. Be it the crowned kings of old or the bureaucrats of today, they’re well-fed men in expensive suits, who have no idea what it means to risk your neck and bust your ass workin’ for a living. To governments, rats in a maze is all we are. The Empire was modernizing, moving from a chaotic loot-based economy to one of systems, structures and laws. Shunting off the well-armed loners to the last place guaranteed to grind ’em up en masse served two purposes: getting
  
   them
  
  out of society, and helping to push back the frontiers as far as they can
  
   be
  
  pushed, so society has room to expand. Thus, crazy rattletrap Rails, fit for those willing to risk their necks, but sure to discourage the saner, calmer breed who they want to stay in the cities and pay their taxes. It was…elegant, really.”
 

 
  “That’s…an interesting theory,” Ox said noncommittally when he finished.
 

 
  He shrugged. “And I may be wrong. Wouldn’t be the first time. A funny thing, though… There are hardly any adventurers or adventures left, these days. Lo and behold, the Rails are getting upgraded. The ones serving the interior provinces are downright comfy, now, safe as your mother’s arms. Last I heard, the schedule they’re on, even these frontier lines will have full safety features within two years.”
 

 
  “Well, whatever the Empire’s motives,
  
   that
  
  I can get behind. All I know is, these Rail cars are insane. Sooner they get straightened out, the better.”
 

 
  “On that we can agree.”
 

 
  “What brings you to Last Rock?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m just stopping in on my way elsewhere,” he said easily. “I heard a friend of mine might be loitering in this town and thought I’d see if I could catch him. Name of Shook? Greasy-lookin’ fellow, cheap suit… Ostensibly a salesman but I’ll lay odds he’s not been seen trying to sell jack shit to anybody.”
 

 
  “I know him,” Ox replied slowly. His increasingly serious expression told McGraw this was, indeed, the place. “He don’t cause any trouble, just hangs around the A&W, playing cards and drinkin’. Seems to be an acquaintance of Prin’s.”
 

 
  “Prin? That wouldn’t be Principia Locke? Brunette wood elf?”
 

 
  “You know Prin, too?” Now, Ox looked downright leery.
 

 
  “Only by reputation. We have acquaintances in common, you might say.”
 

 
  “You’re not reassurin’ me, McGraw. Shook’s not good for much that I can see, but like I said, he’s no trouble. Prin’s another matter. I’m not sure Last Rock needs any more of their ‘friends’ moving in.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry none about me,” McGraw said, grinning around his cigarillo. “Like I said, I don’t aim to be here long. Just to pay my respects, and then I’ll be on my way. You attached to the law in this town, by any chance?”
 

 
  “There’s no budget for a paid deputy,” Ox rumbled, “but I help out Sheriff Sanders when help’s needed. I live on a pension; I’ve got the free time.”
 

 
  “That’s good to hear, friend, good to hear. Do give the Sheriff my regards, won’t you?” He puffed smoke contentedly for a moment, jabbing his cigarillo in the direction of the A&W. “How’re the accommodations over yonder?”
 

 
  “Clean. Food’s good, whiskey’s…plentiful. Ain’t a quiet place, though; that’s the common watering hole for the University kids and every wannabe hero who passes through on the way in or out of the Sea.”
 

 
  “Perfect. I believe I’ll arrange a bed for the night. These old bones don’t look forward to another Rail ride any sooner than they have to.”
 

 
  “I’ll let the Sheriff know you’re in town, then,” Ox said firmly. There was no mistaking the warning in his tone. McGraw just smiled at him.
 

 
  “Do that, friend. Perhaps I’ll see you around.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  No one had ever accused the Ale & Wenches of false advertising.
 

 
  There
  
   was
  
  ale, technically, though frontier tastes being as they were, the A&W did more business in whiskey, with beer coming in second. As for the other part, the serving girls did indeed dress in medieval-style attire, prominently featuring low-bodiced peasant dresses and blouses. That was as far as it went, however. There was invariably at least one burly man with a cudgel and a wand on duty, but they rarely had time to step in, even when the need arose. In a town the size of Last Rock, every one of those girls was the daughter of someone’s friend or neighbor. The University kids knew to treat them politely; out-of-towners seldom had to be told twice. Even had any of the young ladies in question been willing, there was absolutely no chance of a traveler slipping her a coin and taking her upstairs.
 

 
  Despite the way expectations thus yielded to the reality of modern life, the A&W remained a perennial favorite of the students and the would-be heroes who passed through town, because it played perfectly to their fantasies. The fairy lamps illuminating the common room were of the flickery old style rather than steadier modern versions, and housed behind yellow-tinted glass that made their light resemble that of torches. Maps, hunting trophies and well-used old bladed weapons decorated the walls, and the room itself was of rough timber and plaster with fieldstone accents, just like the illustrations of taverns in modern books full of old stories.
 

 
  It was an unspoken joke among the citizens of Last Rock that the illusion pitched by the A&W succeeded so well because those who bought into it were no more adventuring heroes than the tavern itself was a real adventurer’s bar, such as had formed a basic economic role throughout the frontiers five hundred years ago. The closest thing to real adventurers present were the University students, who were an odd, eclectic and often dangerous bunch, though they were ironically the better-behaved of the patrons. Those who were actually there for adventuring purposes rarely deserved to be taken seriously. People
  
   did,
  
  occasionally, still find treasure and glory in the Golden Sea. Most of those who went looking came staggering out weeks later, half-starved, traumatized, and hell and gone from wherever they’d entered…those who came out at all. It wasn’t something rational, well-adjusted people attempted.
 

 
  Principia loved it here.
 

 
  She didn’t push the swinging doors open and stand in them—aside form being mindful of the cliché, it wasn’t her habit to be the center of attention unless a specific con required it. Usually there was better hunting to be had in blending in. But she did, as usual, slip to one side of the doors and treat herself to a moment of soaking in the ambiance. This was just like old times. The Age of Adventures was already stumbling toward its slow end by the time she’d started her career, but she was still old enough to have been in a few adventurer bars—the
  
   real
  
  ones. Those were some of her happiest memories.
 

 
  But that was then, this was now, and she was on a particularly unforgiving deadline. The reminder of her straits soured some of her nostalgic pleasure, and she narrowed her focus to the night’s business.
 

 
  It was after sundown on a Friday and the A&W was predictably busy, but she had no trouble zeroing in on her targets; they were ensconced at the largest table in the place. The three privates stood out in their navy blue Army uniforms, and were keeping company with a couple of the more exotic University kids. Chase and Tanq blended in as they would in any group of miscellaneous humans, but Hildred, a honey-blonde dwarf girl, and especially Natchua made for a more distinctive sight. There was a card game in progress, as well as tankards and pitchers and platters of the A&W’s simple but good finger food.
 

 
  Prin took a moment to consider her approach. She needed those boys’ interest, and first impressions were vitally important.
 

 
  “Hey! PRIN!” Chase waved at her, grinning delightedly. “Perfect timing, get that perky butt over here!”
 

 
  Her sly smile wasn’t entirely faked. Once in a while, fortune
  
   did
  
  favor her.
 

 
  She threaded her way nimbly through the crowd, pulled out a chair between two of the soldiers and plopped down. “What’s this, then, you started without me? Now my feelings are hurt. Somebody better buy me something to compensate.”
 

 
  “Something shiny or something alcoholic?” Tanq asked with a grin.
 

 
  “That’ll do for a start!”
 

 
  She received a smiling greeting from Hildred and a glare from Natchua, which she knew by now not to take personally. It
  
   wasn’t
  
  personal, and wasn’t even the usual hostility that drow often held toward surface elves and vice versa; Natchua was simply, as usual, trying for the “brooding badass” look, and as usual managing only to come off as surly. The three soldier boys all eyed her with interest.
 

 
  “Well, hello,” she purred at them. “I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure.”
 

 
  “Not so far,” said the swarthy one to her right, grinning. “Am I going to?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  haven’t,” Chase complained. “Rumor has it that makes me the only one in town.”
 

 
  “Funny thing is,” she said airily, setting a stack of copper coins on the table, “he keeps saying things like that to me, and yet appears to think he’s going to get somewhere. Deal me in.”
 

 
  “I am very stupid,” Chase agreed, nodding solemnly. “This is known.”
 

 
  It was a good group to work. Chase and Rook, the soldier with the olive complexion, were jokers and talkers, keeping conversation going. Finchley, Hildred and Tanq were quieter, but affable; Natchua and Moriarty were too sullen and stiff, respectively, to contribute much, but that was fine. A group that size would have been chaos with everybody talking over each other. Prin could apply her charm in chaos—she could apply it anywhere, but chaos was less than ideal.
 

 
  A few hands and a pitcher of beer were enough for her to get the measure of her targets. Moriarty she dismissed as a prospect to leverage. Not that she couldn’t do it, but guys like him required a lot of effort and very particular tactics, which she had neither time nor inclination to pursue. Finchley and Rook were likelier prospects, though the personalities demanded such different approaches that she wouldn’t really be able to work both at one time. Luckily, she’d placed herself right between them at the table, and both kept giving her eyes of interest. Prin didn’t devote great time or attention to her looks; sometimes, in company like this, being an elf was all it took.
 

 
  Half an hour after sitting down (it didn’t do to rush these things), she’d settled on Rook as her best prospect, as he was clearly the more careless of them. Getting useful intel on Tellwyrn out of him here, now, during a loud poker game, wasn’t really an option, but she had plenty of room to strike up a rapport to be leveraged later. This couldn’t all be done in one night.
 

 
  Hopefully that would be enough to keep Thumper off her for a while longer.
 

 
  She had just gotten down to a seriously, slowly escalating campaigns of subtle touches and flirtatious glances when a man stepped up to their table.
 

 
  “Evenin’, folks,” he said, tipping his hat politely. “This a closed game or can an old wanderer join in? Ain’t had a good round of cards in far too long.”
 

 
  Principia gave him a carefully calculated look—not overtly hostile, but not one he’d have mistaken for welcome. Such an addition would shift the dynamic of the group, and she’d have to take time to adjust her tactics. She needed to come out of this with, at minimum, plans to meet up with Rook later. Something
  
   concrete,
  
  as Thumper wasn’t the sort to understand subtler degrees of progress.
 

 
  “Glad to have you, stranger!” Chase said cheerily without waiting to get anybody else’s opinion. “I don’t mind taking your money if you don’t mind donating.”
 

 
  “Much obliged.” The old man pulled over an unoccupied chair from a nearby table and seated himself beside Hildred.
 

 
  “Another hand like that last one, Chase, and you’ll be out of it for the night,” Tanq warned.
 

 
  “Nonsense, I’ll just tap into my reserves.”
 

 
  “You asked us not to let you do that. Remember?”
 

 
  “Oh, I say lots of things. You should always listen to what I’m saying
  
   now.
  
  Past me was naïve and innocent, and future me will probably be drunk.”
 

 
  Prin appraised the new arrival silently. He was clearly well along in years, and had the dark complexion of a westerner, though his skin was several shades lighter than Tanq’s. The ragged old coat and hat gave off a certain impression, but the staff gave another one entirely. That was no mass-produced soldier’s weapon, but an old and hand-crafted object polished to a dull glow, surmounted by a short obelisk of smoky quartz in an asymmetrical iron setting. There was no clicker, or any mechanism to activate it, meaning its owner did so mentally, which she could have guessed anyway; even from across the table she could feel the haze of arcane energy around the thing and its owner.
 

 
  He caught her looking and nodded politely, giving her a small smile. She returned an equally stiff one.
 

 
  Their game resumed mostly unchanged. The stranger, who gave his name simply as McGraw, was on the quieter side, or at least seemed so in comparison with some of the others at the table, though he wasn’t shy about joking along, and quickly endeared himself to the party by paying for his own drinks rather than partaking of what was already on hand. Principia let him be, pursuing her own game, which was also going well. Finchley seemed a bit put out at the lack of her attention, but Rook was clearly quite interested.
 

 
  She felt a little wistful, in truth. It was a good night: food, drink, noise, and the company of friends and cheerful strangers. It would have been nice to simply enjoy it.
 

 
  McGraw caught the elbow of a serving girl the next time his tankard was empty, beckoning her closer, and murmured a message into her ear along with his order. She smiled, nodded, and gave him a pat on the shoulder as she straightened, then trotted off. Prin seemed to be the only one paying attention to this exchange; again, he caught her looking, acknowledging her with that private little smile.
 

 
  “What is it you do, McGraw?” Chase asked without looking up from his cards.
 

 
  “For starters, I take coin from smug kids who try to distract me from considering my bets.”
 

 
  Chase laughed in response to that. “Well, that must keep you busy. I was just curious—you’ve got sort of the look of an adventurer, but most of those around here are, ah…”
 

 
  “Younger?” McGraw said dryly. “By a good thirty years’ minimum, I’d say, yeah. Heh, been a while since anybody accused me of having ‘the look.’ Guess it clings to a man.”
 

 
  “So you
  
   were
  
  an adventurer, then?” Natchua asked giving him what she probably thought was a piercing look. It made her look nauseous. Not for the first time, Principia felt an urge to pull the girl aside and give her a few pointers on acting.
 

 
  “One of the last,” McGraw mused, staring down at his cards without really focusing on them. “When I was your age, a body could still make an actual living roaming about, slaying monsters and looting ruins. Not as good of one as previous generations, of course…even then, the end had already begun, so to speak. The times sure are changin’… I had a couple of good scores, though, enough to set me up. Good thing, too, since there ain’t much room for my kind in the world of today.”
 

 
  “I wish you’d explain that to Professor Tellwyrn,” Hildred commented, taking a sip of her beer. “I think she’s trying to train us up for a new Age of Adventures, sometimes.”
 

 
  “With regrets, little lady, I’ll leave you to deal with that on your own,” McGraw said with a wry smile, tipping his hat to her. “I managed to have a full career without bein’ in a room with Arachne Tellwyrn or any of her ilk, and I’m long past being foolish enough to be disappointed by it. Anyhow, I fold, and I’ll have to wish you kids good night.” Grunting softly, he rose from his chair, leaning for a moment on his staff. “Get to be my age, you find yourself heading to bed at decent hours whether you want to or not. Enjoy my coin, kids, and thanks for the game.”
 

 
  “Cheers!” Chase said, suiting the words with a lifted mug, which he then drained.
 

 
  McGraw looked directly across the table at Principia. “Actually, if I could borrow you for a moment, Miss Keys? Won’t take long.”
 

 
  She did not freeze like a startled rabbit, nor allow any emotion to show on her face except mild confusion. She was too old, too practiced and too
  
   good
  
  for that. “Wh—is that me?” she asked blankly. “I think you have me confused with somebody else.”
 

 
  “I might, at that,” he said agreeably. “Wouldn’t be the first time. I’d be mighty grateful if you’d spare a moment to correct me, lest I waste an evening barkin’ up the wrong tree.”
 

 
  “Eh…sure, I’ll sit this hand out.” She leaned over to Rook with a smile, placing a friendly hand on his arm. “I’ll be right back. Don’t let Chase steal my coins.”
 

 
  “Shock! Outrage! I would never!”
 

 
  “’Cos you can’t
  
   reach
  
  ’em from over there.”
 

 
  “Precisely!”
 

 
  She stepped smoothly around the table and wrapped herself around McGraw’s free arm, simpering up at him. Keep your enemies closer; that applied double to casters. Besides, she might ignite a spark of jealousy in Rook that she could make use of later. “So,” she said at a good volume as she led him away, mostly for the benefit of the group, “tell me about this
  
   clearly
  
  attractive and talented acquaintance of yours. You know, I believe I’ve been approached by friends of every dark-haired elf on the continent; we really do all look alike to some people! I wonder what she would say.”
 

 
  “I’m curious to find that out myself,” he said more quietly, gently steering them toward the only remotely private spot in the common room, a relatively shady nook under the stairs to the second-floor balcony. He had clearly identified it in advance, and timed his approach for a moment when there was nobody in there having a quick grope. That, plus the fact that the arm coiled up in hers was corded with lean muscle belying his apparent age made her consider him a bit more carefully. This one was more than he appeared.
 

 
  “If you will indulge me in wasting a bit of your time, ma’am, in the interest of not repeating myself I’d like to wait for—ah, nevermind! Speak of the devil.”
 

 
  Rounding the bottom of the steps into their shadowy alcove stepped the last person she wanted to meet at that moment.
 

 
  “Why, Jeremiah,” Prin said coolly, “I was
  
   specifically
  
  not expecting to see you this evening.”
 

 
  “Always a pleasure, Miss Locke,” Shook replied dryly. “I was just informed by one of the girls that a patron was asking after me down here? You look to have found him.”
 

 
  “Indeed, at least we’re all gathered,” McGraw said agreeably, gently disengaging himself from Principia. “My apologies for interrupting your respective evenings. It was a bit of bother to follow you all the way from Tiraas, Mr. Shook, and regretfully I didn’t manage in time to grab a word with you on the way. Regardless, and you may well call me a relic of an older age for this, which would be fair enough, but I feel if you’re going to kill somebody, you owe it to ’em to look ’em in the eyes first. Seems to me what little nobility there was in battle went out of it when we moved from blades and armor to magic bursts from a hundred yards away.”
 

 
  They both stared at him blankly for a moment. Prin eased a step away from him. “…I’m sorry, I think I must’ve misheard you.”
 

 
  “That’s one of the great peculiarities common to all sentient beings, I find,” McGraw said, reaching into his coat to pull out a thin cigar case. As he continued speaking, he withdrew a cigarillo, lit it by pressing the tip against the quartz head of his staff, and tucked the case away. “I had an acquaintance some years ago…well, a friend, really, as best as men like myself can reckon such things…with the given name of Bell. No matter how clearly he enunciated, upon introducing himself to just about
  
   anyone,
  
  he’d get back a ‘Nice to meet you, Bill!’” He puffed calmly at the cigarillo for a moment. “Now, nobody thought this over and decided to change his name for him… I reckon none even decided on a conscious level that they’d misheard and corrected it. It’s a thing that happens quicker than thought. Our fickle brains look for patterns, for the familiar. They see somethin’ outside their register of what makes sense, well, they just erase it and substitute something more comfortable. Thus, a man named Bell gets called Bill. Likewise, a man who states his intention to kill the other party in a civilized conversation
  
   must
  
  have been misheard. Why not? The way we’re accustomed to treating each other, well, it just doesn’t make a damn lick of sense. My apologies for the language, ma’am,” he added, tipping his hat to her.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Prin said sourly. “He’s a talker.”
 

 
  McGraw laughed at that. “Apologies for that, too. Afraid at my age, I’ve already kicked the bad habits I’m going to and made peace with the rest.”
 

 
  “Just to be clear,” Shook said softly, “you
  
   are
  
  talking about killing us?”
 

 
  “Well, her, specifically. Things bein’ as they are, it’s likely to end up being you, too, ‘less you decide to keep well enough out of it.”
 

 
  “Now why would you want to go and do a thing like that?” the enforcer asked, still in that mild tone. His hands, though, had curled in on themselves, obviously (to the trained eye) preparing to access the knives hidden up his sleeves.
 

 
  “I don’t concern myself with the likes of ‘why,’” McGraw said, puffing away. “Ain’t a wise thing to ask about, nor a safe thing to know. Once the money’s paid, I proceed with the job. I will say, as I’ve been authorized to do so, that the Thieves’ Guild has stepped on toes that ought not to’ve been stepped on. A rival cult would very much like to see the end of whatever specific business
  
   you
  
  two are sniffing around after, in the most absolute manner possible. Hence, here I am.” He spread his hands in a gesture that was half-shrug, as though amused by the vagaries of life.
 

 
  “What cult?” Shook asked tersely. McGraw just gave him a long look. “…right.”
 

 
  “This is insane,” Principia protested, backing up again. “If you intend to murder someone, you don’t
  
   announce
  
  it to them ahead of time.”
 

 
  “Indeed, assassination must come from the shadows, right?” He shook his head. “That’s just the way it’s done. I wonder how many people a year die from seein’ what they expect to, ‘stead of what’s right in front of ’em.”
 

 
  “You’re in the middle of a crowded bar
  
   full
  
  of witnesses, most of whom would love nothing better than to jump into a fight and play hero. And
  
   threatening
  
  murder is itself a crime under Imperial law! All we have to do is go to the Sheriff and you’ll be in a cell faster than you can finish that foul-smelling cigar.”
 

 
  “You make an awful lot of presumptions concerning what I do or don’t care about,” he replied calmly. “Yes, you could, indeed, go to the Sheriff, at which point the matter would be your word against mine. That can be a dicey thing, when one’s an outsider in these little towns. Folks are more inclined to believe what’s familiar and comfortable to them, as I think I’ve mentioned recently. Course, matters become different when the familiar faces are the town’s two shiftiest residents.
  
   My
  
  blank slate looks a lot more attractive in that situation, I think. And I happen to find the smell soothing.”
 

 
  “You can’t just—”
 

 
  “My apologies for cuttin’ you off, ma’am, but it’s been a long day and I really would prefer to move this along. There are a couple ways this can proceed. Best of all for me is that you try to get the jump on me. Thank the gods for self-defense laws; they’ve allowed me to put down more than a few targets in public without appearin’ so much as suspicious.”
 

 
  “You’re assuming we can’t take you,” Shook snarled.
 

 
  “Why, yes,” McGraw said mildly. “It appears I am assuming that. Slightly less advantageous to me is that you try to flee the town, get yourselves lost in the Golden Sea, or the more mundane prairie in the opposite direction. Killing you out of sight of civilization is similarly clean. Just as a word of warning, though, if either of you puts a foot near the scrolltower office or a Rail car, you’ll be dead before the second foot comes down.”
 

 
  “You can’t watch us
  
   all
  
  the time, you know!”
 

 
  “You think not, miss?” he asked in that same tone of calm. “Down the list to the less preferable alternatives, you could just sit on your hands and wait till I’ve got no choice but to act. I have a generous timetable, but I don’t aim to fool around in this town more than a few days. Or, you could attempt to enlist help. It’d have to be help of the illicit sort, since the law won’t be too kindly disposed toward a couple members of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “You can’t possibly prove—”
 

 
  “That is actually a lot less challenging than you Eserites like to believe. Most people simply don’t bother.”
 

 
  “That’s because being a member of the Guild is
  
   not
  
  against the law!”
 

 
  “Just so, ma’am,” he said agreeably. “But it sure doesn’t make the law more favorably inclined toward you. And if you optimistically assume you’ll be around to continue your operations after I leave town, well, it’d complicate your life considerably to be outed. So, what’s it to be, then? Care to do me a favor and start this right now?”
 

 
  He puffed placidly on his cigarillo, watching them. Principia glanced sidelong at Shook; she wasn’t armed, and wasn’t much use in a fight anyway. The enforcer was glaring pure fury at McGraw, every line of his frame rigid. He remained silent, though, and made no movement toward the other man. Whatever his prowess in hand-to-hand combat, it didn’t take much wit to see that they were dealing with a magic user of some kind. The way to attack one of those was
  
   not
  
  from the front, when they were expecting it.
 

 
  “Pity,” McGraw mused after the silence had stretched out for a few moments. “But circumstances being as they are, I can hardly fault you for being less than accommodating. No offense is taken, I assure you. Well, in that case, I’ll bid you good night.”
 

 
  He stepped forward twice, till his way was blocked by Shook, who still stood tensely, glaring at him.
 

 
  “’Scuze me,” McGraw said politely. He received only a murderous stare in reply. After a moment, he grinned around his cigarillo and shifted sideways to slip around the enforcer. “Be seein’ you two real soon,” he said amiably as he turned to mount the stairs.
 

 
  They stood in silence, listening to the sound of his footsteps above, until they grew too distant to be audible over the babble of cheerful noise in the tavern.
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  “Why can’t they just look like the illustrations in the book?” Trissiny complained.
 

 
  “I guess the plants just don’t feel a need to conform to your expectations,” Toby said, smiling. “Maybe Juniper could carry a complaint to Naiya for you?”
 

 
  “Actually, that would be a
  
   really
  
  bad idea,” Juniper called from a few yards away. “She doesn’t have a lot of patience for complainers.”
 

 
  Trissiny just grumbled, staring at the sad little cluster of leaves in her hand, wondering whether to pick it and add it to her collection. “I can’t tell if this is a twisted, undernourished specimen or just…not a
  
   versithorae.”
  
 

 
  “Rafe did say those wouldn’t be as common,” Gabriel said, craning his neck around Toby to peer at her. “I mean, look how thick the brush is around here. Stands to reason there’s been no burning for a while.
  
   Versithorae
  
  like ash.”
 

 
  With a sigh, Trissiny plucked the scraggly little plant and pressed it into the small book Rafe had issued for the purpose. “Well, whatever, I’m counting it. If I’m wrong, the worst thing that’ll happen is I get a poor grade in herbalism. I’ve yet to hear someone explain why I should care about that.”
 

 
  Gabriel laughed; she ignored him, turning toward another clump of brush in search of the next item on her list.
 

 
  The Sea had dropped an interesting geographical feature into their path, and Rafe had not hesitated to make homework of it. A crater, deep but sloping gently due to its considerable width, was set in the floor of the prairie, its lip surrounded by a rim of thick trees that made it look like a patch of jungle when approached from the outside. Within, however, the broad bowl was filled with bushes and lush grasses, around a small, almost perfectly circular lake in the center. After having seen nothing but miles and miles of amber tallgrass, the various shades of green were a relief for the senses.
 

 
  They had paused to enjoy the little oasis, but Rafe had also set them to collecting and identifying plant samples, as he had at the last such feature they’d encountered, which was a near perfect opposite of this one: a steep, rounded hill rising out of the prairie, covered with towering trees. Two days after their brush with the centaur at the hot springs, they had seen no other signs of intelligent life, and were beginning to relax a little.
 

 
  Everyone remained in sight of each other, though it wasn’t hard; the underbrush wasn’t as tall as the tallgrass, and the sloping geography of the crater made everything visible from any point within. They’d wandered off into smaller groups, though. Only Rafe was by himself, apparently asleep on the shore of the lake. Teal and Shaeine were prowling up near the lip of the crater, where the shade of the trees was more comfortable for the drow. Ruda was making methodical progress through a swath of brush with her list in hand, Fross buzzing about her head to help spot plants, and Juniper ranging widely around them—and doing more goofing off than work, or at least so it appeared to the others. Much like her performance their first day in the University’s greenhouse, she seemed delighted to meet every plant she came across, and determined to introduce herself to each of them. The last group was mostly quiet and somewhat more tense. Trissiny and Gabriel had both gravitated toward Toby, but were little inclined to talk to each other.
 

 
  Trissiny knelt to rummage beneath a bush, looking for the shade-loving ground cover plants near the bottom of her list. Behind her, Toby nudged Gabriel with an elbow, then jerked his head significantly in her direction. Gabe grimaced, shaking his head emphatically; Toby bopped him gently on the forehead. With a sigh, the half-demon took a hesitant step toward her, squaring his shoulders as if about to march into a dragon’s den.
 

 
  “So,” he said with forced lightness, “I keep forgetting to mention it, Trissiny, but I think we know one of your relatives.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  She shot upright and spun so abruptly that Gabe staggered backward, raising his hands to ward her off. Her expression was a blend of shock and disbelief.
 

 
  “I…uh…I… A teacher!” he stammered, still backpedaling. “At our school, growing up… There was a Ms. Avelea who taught history. I liked her a lot better than Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  
   “Oh.”
  
  Trissiny relaxed, then, disconcertingly, chuckled. “Oh. You startled me for a moment.”
 

 
  “I, um, noticed. Sorry? I…think I’ve missed something.”
 

 
  She shook her head, still smiling ruefully. “Avelea is the surname given to orphans raised by the Sisters of Avei. So, in a sense… Yes, your teacher would be my sister, as we all are. I doubt I’ve met her, though. Hardly any of us with the name share even a drop of blood.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said, then grimaced. “So that…
  
   Oh.
  
  So when I talked about your relatives out of nowhere, that probably sounded like…”
 

 
  “Like more of what I generally expect from you,” she replied, turning back to the bush.
 

 
  “Um…sorry. I didn’t realize…”
 

 
  “No harm done.” Trissiny spoke without turning around, her voice somewhat muffled by the foliage. “Or meant, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t have
  
   deliberately
  
  pushed a button like that,” he said, sounding lame even to himself. “I was just…trying to be friendly.”
 

 
  “Okay.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed again, staring at her back. He turned to face Toby, shrugging. Toby rolled his eyes and made a shooing gesture in Trissiny’s direction, getting another emphatic headshake in reply.
 

 
  “Guys?” Juniper eased up out of a nearby stand of broad-leafed grass in which she’d been crouching. Her voice was pitched lower than usual. “Trissiny? Stand up slowly and come over here.”
 

 
  “Why? What’s up?”
 

 
  “You’re being stalked. I’m gonna try to put myself between—”
 

 
  She spun mid-sentence and leaped to one side as an enormous shape exploded out of a nearby copse of bushes, lunging at Gabriel. Juniper collided with it in midair; she brought a hand down on the animal’s head, eliciting a howl of protest, and they both crashed to the ground, immediately springing apart.
 

 
  It was a cat, that much was obvious, though the thing was the size of a horse. Its tawny coat made for poor camouflage in the green crater, but would have suited it ideally out among the tallgrass of the prairie. Most alarmingly, it had two colossal fangs protruding from its upper mouth, each the length of a human forearm. The cat rolled to its feet immediately, glaring at Juniper, but did not lunge at her again, even though she was slower to regain her balance. With the two of them standing so close together, it seemed absurd that her weight could have been enough to slow the creature, much less knock it down.
 

 
  Toby and Trissiny both burst alight, golden radiance flaring up around them, and sending Gabriel staggering away, retching in pain. Trissiny drew her blade, but didn’t even have time to step around Juniper to face the cat.
 

 
  Vadrieny landed beside them with a
  
   thump,
  
  having hit the ground hard from a steep dive. The great cat whirled to face her, but the demon extended her burning wings to their full extent, flexed her talons, and screamed.
 

 
  Gabriel and Juniper both backed away, clutching at their ears in pain; only the two paladins seemed protected. The sound was abominable, a protracted shriek somewhat like the cry of a hawk, but filled with an impossible fury that clawed at the brain, and with a shrill resonance like nails on a blackboard.
 

 
  The cat flattened its ears back against its skull, dropping to the ground. It stared at Vadrieny for a bare few seconds before turning and bounding away with a howl of protest. Within moments, it had ascended to the rim of trees and vanished beyond the crater.
 

 
  It took the sudden silence following the demon’s cry for them to realize just how noisy the crater had been, before. Insects, birds and frogs from the lake had all filled the air with the sounds of life; now, dead silence descended, broken only by the faint voice of the wind. And then by Gabriel.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  was that?!”
 

 
  “Smilodon,” said Ruda, having just made it there. Her sword was out, but she was simply staring after the departing animal, letting the blade trail among the grass. “Damn… Never thought I’d see something like that. We got a skeleton of one back home, but they’re supposed to be extinct.”
 

 
  “Like centaurs,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “Triss, would you mind awfully turning down the glow a bit?” Gabriel asked. He was standing a good fifteen feet from her, but still wincing at the light she was putting off. Toby had extinguished his as soon as the cat had departed. She turned her head to regard him silently for a moment, but then allowed the light to wink out. “Thanks.”
 

 
  “There’s lots of supposedly extinct stuff still bopping around in the Golden Sea,” Professor Rafe said brightly, arriving along with Shaeine. “The thing
  
   I
  
  wonder about is what it was doing in here! Do you guys see any prey animals? Cos I sure don’t.”
 

 
  “Oh, it probably just came to drink,” said Juniper. “I don’t guess there are a lot of sources of fresh water out there. Actually…it is sort of puzzling how a predator that size lives in the Sea. Aside from those bison, we haven’t seen a lot of animals big enough to support him.”
 

 
  “Maybe the Sea takes them where they need to go,” Gabe suggested. “And on the subject of
  
   going,
  
  I’m of the opinion that the charm has gone out of this place.”
 

 
  “Oh, please, you heard the tree lady,” Ruda said, grinning. “The big kitty’s gone, probably a hundred miles away on a Sea shift by now. We’re safer here.”
 

 
  “Nonsense! We move on!” Rafe declared, pointing dramatically at the rim of the crater. “Everybody pack up your samples and lace up your boots, we’ve tarried plenty long enough! We’ve been going mostly uphill, deeper into the Sea, and not getting much action except for the odd bit of pretty scenery. From now on, we travel…SIDEWAYS!”
 

 
  With this declaration, he marched off, heading for the edge of the crater. After exchanging a round of significant glances, the students began trailing after him.
 

 
  “Was that more joking?” Fross asked uncertainly. “Because I’m not wearing boots.”
 

 
  “For purposes of this discussion, sure, it was joking,” Ruda said. “But don’t repeat any jokes you hear from Rafe, they’ll just make you sound like a fucking idiot. Gods know they do him.”
 

 
  “I was starting to figure that part out anyway, but thank you.”
 

 
  “Now that you brought it up, I’m really curious about how something that size makes a living out here,” Gabriel mused as they walked. “It could probably bring down a bison pretty easily, but they travel in
  
   big
  
  groups.”
 

 
  “We brought one down easy enough,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Um, no, ‘we’ didn’t,” Fross corrected. “Juniper did. And no animal would attack a dryad unless it was mentally damaged. You saw how even the smilodon didn’t jump after her even after she hit it.”
 

 
  “Maybe we’re just a rare delicacy, then,” Gabriel said lightly. “I wonder what human tastes like.”
 

 
  “It might be best,” Trissiny said without turning around to look at him, “if
  
   you
  
  in particular didn’t wonder about things like that out loud.”
 

 
  “A lot like pig,” said Juniper, who was in the lead of the group. “Or…I guess you’d call it pork when you’re eating it. Which is
  
   really
  
  funny when you think about it! There’s, like, no resemblance at all. Maybe humans and pigs evolved from the same kind of animal?”
 

 
  She continued blithely on in Professor Rafe’s tracks, apparently unaware that the entire group had come to a stop and were staring at her back.
 

 
  “Wait, so… How does she know what humans taste like?”
 

 
  Ruda sighed. “Welcome to the conversation, Fross.”
 

 
  “Thanks! I’m still confused, though.”
 

 
  “You’re probably better off.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Some time after noon, they encountered other travelers for the first time.
 

 
  Rafe, walking in the head of the group as usual, was the first to spot them. Trissiny, following his pointing finger, discerned them immediately, but it was some minutes before the others could make anything out beyond a faint smudge of dust thrown into the air. Two covered wagons, pulled by oxen, were on the way directly toward them, heading downhill and thus to the edge of the Sea. Moving east as they were, the students could likely have avoided the other party entirely by continuing on their way, but by consensus everyone stopped to meet the others. Aside from the fact that they were supposed to be having encounters with denizens of the Golden Sea, the alternative of traipsing along through endless tallgrass was just plain boring.
 

 
  They had plenty of time to arrange themselves and watch the others approach. The occupants of the second wagon were hidden by the first, but those driving the lead wagon were visible: a man and a woman, both human, and both dressed in typical frontier style, in denim trousers and plain buttoned shirts. He was blonde and fair, as was pretty common among frontier towns, with a ten-gallon hat shielding him from the sun; she was dark-haired and had a swarthy Tiraan complexion. Both carried staves, which they raised and aimed at the students when they drew close.
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby both glowed subtly, probably not enough to be noticeable in the sunlight, but ready to throw up divine shields at need. Standing just behind them, Shaeine drew on her own power, a silver luminescence rising around her hands, which were folded behind her back.
 

 
  The wagons rumbled to a halt, their occupants surveying the nine of them warily. Toby cleared his throat, opening his mouth to speak.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!” Rafe bellowed, grinning maniacally and throwing his arms wide. Toby sighed.
 

 
  “Yeah, we see you,” said the woman, shifting her staff to aim at him in particular. “Weren’t expecting to meet any other adventurers, specially not on foot at this time of day. The sun’s not—holy fuck, is that a drow?”
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “We don’t mean you any harm. I don’t begrudge you holding weapons, this being dangerous territory and all, but would you mind not pointing them at my friends?”
 

 
  “I mind a little,” said the man. His expression remained cold, and his staff remained aimed at Trissiny, who he had clearly decided was the most obvious threat. “I see you’ve got a Sister along, which is a little reassuring. Fact remains, though, it’s been years since there was loot in any quantity to be found in the Sea. Most reliable way to strike it rich out here is to rob somebody else who’s already done the heavy digging. It ain’t wise for us to be too friendly toward strangers.”
 

 
  “Ooh, you looted something good? Nice!” Ruda grinned widely. “What’d ya get?”
 

 
  Both of them shifted, aiming their staves at her. “Don’t see how it’s any of your business,” the man said grimly.
 

 
  “If I may?” Gabriel stepped forward. “We don’t want or need your loot. We are on a glorious quest to wander around the prairie like idiots for an indeterminate amount of time until
  
   this
  
  head case over here decides we can go home.” He jerked a thumb at Rafe, who grinned delightedly.
 

 
  The pair eyed him, then glanced at each other. The woman, though, relaxed and raised her staff to point at the sky. “Ah, I see. Kids from Tellwyrn’s University, then?”
 

 
  “I’m a little troubled by how obvious that apparently is,” said Teal.
 

 
  “That’s another matter,” said the man, also lifting his weapon. “Sorry for the rude welcome. Can’t be too careful out here.”
 

 
  “No harm done,” Toby said, smiling. “It’s a good idea to be cautious, especially in a place like this. Have you run into much trouble?”
 

 
  “Not of the kind that’s likely to be roaming around makin’ a pest of itself,” the man replied, then leaned over to spit to the side. “We did come across some ruins down in a canyon… Full o’ monsters, but a fairly decent haul for the effort. You’ll forgive me if I don’t give you directions.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Toby replied equably. “It wouldn’t do us much good anyway; I doubt the way there still exists. Or if it does, it leads somewhere else by now.”
 

 
  “True enough.”
 

 
  “I should warn you that there are centaurs on the move,” he went on more seriously. “The Golden Sea being what it is, there’s no telling how close they might be. But we’ve encountered a lone scout, which we killed, and met an elf who said there’s an entire group of as many as sixty still in this general region. If…we’re still in that general region. It’s hard to say.”
 

 
  The man and woman exchanged a long, serious look.
 

 
  “That’s troubling news,” she said slowly. “The Sea doesn’t commonly shift you by a huge amount at one time…except that sometimes it does, but if you’ve seen something, it’s likely to stay in your general area until you do some serious walking. When was this?”
 

 
  “Two days ago.”
 

 
  “We appreciate the warning,” said the man, tipping his hat to them. “Not much to be done about it except keep our eyes out and weapons up, but…forewarned is forearmed, as they say.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he replied. “I wouldn’t want anybody to wander into them by mistake.”
 

 
  “You’ll pardon us if we don’t hang around to chat, but with this news especially, we’re eager to get outta the Sea and back to somewhere we can start spending our haul.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Toby said again. “Thanks for talking with us.”
 

 
  “Mm,” the man said noncommittally, and flicked his reins. He tugged the brim of his hat again as the oxen started moving. “Y’all take care.”
 

 
  They stood aside to let the tiny wagon train pass. Driving the second cart was a blonde man with subtly pointed ears, doubtless a half-elf, with a much scruffier man beside him, both also holding staves. They nodded to the students in passing, but didn’t offer a word of greeting.
 

 
  “So,” Ruda said thoughtfully, “ruins. Wonder what our odds are of finding those?”
 

 
  “Dismal,” said Rafe cheerily. “But worry not, my little chickens! It’s the Golden Sea, after all. We’re sure to find something rewardingly deadly, if we only persevere and have
  
   faith!”
  
 

 
  “Seriously,” said Gabe. “Is there a medical term for what’s wrong with you?”
 

 
  “It’s called
  
   genius,
  
  y’little hellbug. All right, that’s enough lollygaggin’. ONWARD TO FUCKING GLORY!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Given the lack of general interest in the Sea’s terrain—amber waves of grain were scenic and all, but got old quickly when there was nothing else to see—when the students found anything interesting, they made a beeline for it. Thus, when a canyon opened up before them, the group headed into it without a second thought. It began as a little dip in the level of the plain, but the tallgrass quickly faded away, yielding to gravel and dusty rock, with increasingly tall stone walls to either side.
 

 
  “And what happens if there’s not a convenient exit at the other end of this?” Gabriel asked, after they had hiked deep enough into the ravine that the entrance was no longer visible behind them.
 

 
  “Then we backtrack!” Rafe said cheerfully. “Anyhow, these things often have side branches, so don’t assume the exit’s in a straight line ahead. Besides, odds are good we’ll find something cool! Most of the interesting stuff in the Sea is attached to some anomaly in the geography. Once in a while you
  
   do
  
  find things just sitting around on the prairie, but odds are much better within the hills and canyons and whatnot.”
 

 
  “That guy on the wagon said they found ruins and treasure in a canyon,” Ruda commented, gesticulating vaguely with a half-consumed bottle of whiskey. “Think this might be it?”
 

 
  “Not likely,” said Toby. “He also said that canyon was full of monsters.”
 

 
  “I don’t think we’ve gone deep enough into this one yet to determine what it might be full of,” Trissiny said grimly. “In hindsight, I wish I’d thought to ask him exactly what kind of ‘monsters’ they were.”
 

 
  Teal stopped short, raising her head. “Something…does anyone else hear that?”
 

 
  “What?” Rafe paused, looking back at her. “I don’t, and my hearing is
  
   exceptional.”
  
 

 
  “Hoofbeats,” Shaeine said tersely.
 

 
  The others glanced at one another, but before anybody could voice a question, the sound grew loud enough to be audible to everyone. Nervously, the group pulled together and by silent consensus pressed themselves against the canyon wall. Above, the noise grew until it was obviously right above them.
 

 
  “Could be bison,” Gabriel said. “Or wild horses. Unicorns…”
 

 
  A long, whooping shout echoed from above, followed by answering yells in a language none of them understood. The steady drum of hooves all moving in unison changed tempo, fading into the more chaotic noise of creatures stomping about in one place.
 

 
  “With riders?” Gabe suggested weakly.
 

 
  “Fross,” Trissiny said very quietly, “would you mind having a look?”
 

 
  The pixie didn’t reply verbally, but zipped straight upward to the rim of the canyon. Her glow, already hard to spot in the bright sunlight, dimmed further. Seconds later, she shot back down to rejoin them. Nobody was surprised when she said exactly what they did not want to hear.
 

 
  “Centaurs.”
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  “How many, approximately?” Trissiny asked very quietly.
 

 
  “Approximately fifty-one,” Fross replied. “They’re…I’m not sure what they’re doing. Milling around, listening to a big female who’s giving orders.”
 

 
  On cue, the whole group paused and looked up at the rim of the canyon. Amid all the stamping and shouting, there was indeed one recurring voice which, while deep, might have been feminine. It certainly sounded authoritative.
 

 
  Trissiny glanced around at her companions; they were a knot of tight, nervous faces. Only Shaeine looked truly calm, but apparently Narisians were trained for that from the cradle. Rising onto her tiptoes to look over their heads—and giving thanks for her height, for once—Trissiny scanned their environs. Nothing ideal jumped out at her, but she did spot something serviceable.
 

 
  “This way, everyone,” she said, gently pushing between Toby and Ruda to lead the way up the canyon. “Quiet as you can.”
 

 
  A few yards ahead was a deep alcove in the base of the canyon, protected by an overhang of rock. It was barely out of the midday sun, not deep enough to qualify as a proper cave, but it’d shield them from view if any of those above happened to glance over the edge. Following Trissiny, they filed and and huddled together; Fross descended to Juniper’s shoulder, dimming her glow almost completely.
 

 
  “What do we do?” Gabriel hissed, his voice verging on panic. “Can we run? Hide in here?”
 

 
  “We’re sitting ducks down here,” Ruda replied in a similar tone.
 

 
  “What do you think, Trissiny?” Toby’s tone was deliberately calm. It seemed to ground the others; again, everyone looked expectantly at Trissiny.
 

 
  “Whatever they’re doing up there, they don’t seem to be leaving.” She kept her tone calm and her voice low; a level-headed commander could do a lot to maintain order among frightened troops, and much as some of them might have resented her taking charge, it seemed to work. “Whether they’re settling in to camp or planning to move along the rim of the canyon to a place to cross, they’re likely to send scouts down here.”
 

 
  “I think horse legs would have trouble with those cliffs,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “The way
  
   we
  
  came in isn’t that far behind, and we don’t know how many other paths up or down there may be. Best to plan on having to engage them. Listen, I think we can take them.”
 

 
  “Are you off your
  
   nut?”
  
  Ruda hissed furiously. “I love a good fight as much as the next girl, but we’re talking six to one odds against us!”
 

 
  “As Professor Tellwyrn pointed out, we heavily outclass most threats, Ruda. That’s
  
   why
  
  all of us are at her crazy school instead of somewhere else. There was a narrow spot a bit behind us where we can make a stand—”
 

 
  “You can’t seriously think—”
 

 
  
   “Listen
  
  to me,” she said urgently, struggling to keep her voice low. Goddess, give her patience; this lack of order and discipline would be the thing that got them killed, if anything did. For a wonder, Ruda shut her mouth, glaring. “Centaurs are more of a raider than a warrior culture. Like all bullies, they’re cowards at heart; once they lose a few fighters without inflicting any losses on us, they’ll back off and avoid us thereafter. If we run, though, they will pursue. This isn’t going to end until we fight them off.”
 

 
  “What the hell makes you think we can inflict losses without taking any?” Gabriel snapped, barely remembering to keep his voice low. “Or that even if we somehow do it’ll scare them off?”
 

 
  “I’ve had to study every known culture that practices diabolism in an organized fashion, the tactics of every enemy the Sisters of Avei have fought over millennia, and every group considered a systemic threat to the safety of women.
  
   Believe
  
  me, my education has covered centaurs.
 

 
  “Look around at us,” she continued. “Vadrieny, Juniper and Gabriel are incredibly resistant to damage, and two of the three can hit
  
   very
  
  hard, regardless of their level of martial skill. We can add me to that list as long as I’m calling on Avei’s power. That’s our front line. Ruda’s nimble and has a long reach with that rapier; she makes an ideal backup to cut down any enemies who manage to get through the first four, which is possible, as we’ll have to spread ourselves a bit to cover the canyon even at the narrow spot. Fross provides ranged magic attacks, and she’ll be virtually impossible to hit with any returned fire. Toby can heal injuries on the fly, with Omnu’s blessings, and Shaeine’s magic shield will be perfect to protect us from arrow fire from the rim of the canyon. And Rafe…” she looked over at him for a moment. “…is a Professor of the Unseen University; he’s bound to be good for something.”
 

 
  “Finally, some proper respect,” he said smugly.
 

 
  “We can
  
   do
  
  this,” Trissiny insisted, ignoring him. “Just hold them for a few minutes, inflict a few losses, and make it plain that we are not easy prey.”
 

 
  They all stared at her for a moment, faces creased in near identical expressions of worry, silently listening to the sounds from up above. Whatever the centaurs were doing, they hadn’t left; the way sound echoed in the canyon, it was impossible to tell what direction they were moving in, but they clearly were staying in the same general vicinity. One by one, the students tore their eyes from Trissiny’s resolute face to glance around at each other.
 

 
  “We’ll decide as a group,” she said quietly, “but remember, we don’t have
  
   time.
  
  They’ll start scouting any minute, if scouts aren’t already on the way. There’s no luxury of debate or long thought, here.”
 

 
  “Fuck it, Shiny Boots here knows her tactics,” said Ruda, nodding to her. “I say we stand and fight.” Trissiny felt a rush of unexpected warmth toward her roommate at the endorsement.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, but… I don’t want anything to do with any battle,” Teal said softly. “Not if there’s any other way.” Beside her, Shaeine nodded.
 

 
  “The only unequivocal victory in battle is a battle that is avoided completely,” said the drow. “I doubt we can negotiate with these creatures, but I also cannot believe escape is impossible, given the terrain.”
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn
  
   specifically
  
  told us to listen to Trissiny in a combat situation!” Fross said, her wings buzzing in agitation, though she was still perched on Juniper’s shoulder. “She knows the most about it, and she has a good plan. We should do that!”
 

 
  Juniper nodded. “That one guy wasn’t so tough, and we weren’t really using all our resources against him. I’ve never seen organized fighting the way humans do it; we should try that, since Triss has a strategy and everything. Also, I’ve decided I
  
   really
  
  don’t like centaurs. We should definitely kill some.”
 

 
  “I can’t support violent action, not when there’s a possibility of avoiding it,” Toby said gravely. “Sorry, Triss.” She nodded to him, keeping her expression even with some effort. His rejection stung especially hard. Even though she knew the reason—Omnu was a god of peace. Even though she also knew why his opinion mattered so much, which made her feel foolish to boot. This was no time to be nursing a crush.
 

 
  “I hope nobody thinks I’m selfish about this,” said Gabriel, “but I
  
   really
  
  don’t like that this idea puts me on the front lines. I mean, if centaurs are big diabolists or whatever, I’m guessing they don’t have many clerics, so nothing they’ve got is actually going to
  
   hurt
  
  me. But let’s face it, I kinda suck at fighting. I feel like this is gonna lead to me being the reason one of you gets hurt. That’s…” He swallowed. “I say we run.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at Professor Rafe. For all that Tellwyrn had insisted he wasn’t in charge or responsible for their safety, he was part of the group, and now was in a position to cast a tie-breaking vote.
 

 
  “Let it never be said that Professor Rafe retreated from a fight,” he said solemnly. “All things considered, though, I think this is a good time to charge slowly and as quietly as possible in the opposite direction from the enemy. Avelea has a good strategy; we’ll do that if it comes to a scrap. But we’re better off making that plan B and trying to get away from all this horseshit. Fair?”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath slowly, nodding her acknowledgment along with the others. She shoved aside frustration—and a certain amount of hurt—to be dealt with properly in prayer, later. When there was time. For now, she still had to get these people out of danger. And no matter that they were apparently turning down her advice, she still deemed it her responsibility. The Hands of Avei existed to protect those who needed it.
 

 
  “Right,” she said, briskly but quietly. “Keep the noise to a minimum. Try to hug the canyon wall to make us less visible, and
  
   absolutely
  
  no divine or infernal magic; diabolists will sense either immediately. That means no transforming, Teal.”
 

 
  “It’s not
  
   actually
  
  a transformation so much as…ah.” Teal trailed off under Trissiny’s exasperated stare. “No transforming, got it.”
 

 
  “I’ll take point. Juniper, bring up the rear, please. Quick and quiet, people. Let’s move.”
 

 
  She slipped out of their little alcove, having to brush past Gabriel to make the exit, and set off down the edge of the canyon. Walking as close as she could to the wall but not actually sidling against it, and placing each foot as carefully as possible without sacrificing efficiency of movement or literally tiptoeing, she tried to set an example for the others to move by. It was frustrating, though unsurprising, how much noise they made, even though she was the only one in armor. Trissiny reminded herself that nobody else likely had training in operations like this, and the centaurs probably couldn’t hear them anyway over the noise they were making up above.
 

 
  It was hard to figure exactly what the centaurs were up to, from a tactical standpoint. She considered sending Fross up to look again, but given the group’s decision to choose stealth over combat, decided that using a luminous scout should be kept as a backup plan, something she’d do if the pattern of noise from above changed. It didn’t, which was all the more frustrating because she couldn’t place a
  
   meaning
  
  on the pattern. They kept galloping past in both directions, as if the centaurs were running willy-nilly back and forth along the ravine’s edge. Were they scouting? The apparently aimless whooping and shouting—she didn’t understand their language but a lot of the noise was clearly just non-verbal yelling—made little sense in that context. There was no military method to it that she could grasp. Just general high-spirited antics? Or perhaps some cultural affair that would only make sense to a centaur? She could sense glimmers of infernal magic here and there, the sort consistent with the presence of warlocks, but none that seemed to be actively in use, so whatever they were up to wasn’t diabolic in nature.
 

 
  Whatever it was, it seemed to range widely. No matter how quickly the students moved, they didn’t get out of range of the noise. Given their focus on quiet, they were not making great time and hadn’t been moving long, but even so, the fact that they weren’t leaving the centaurs behind grew increasingly alarming. Either they were galloping up and down the
  
   whole
  
  length of the canyon, or at least a very large stretch of it—again,
  
   why?
  
  —or the group was moving more or less along with the University group. That this might be coincidence strained credulity, to say the least. Yet, there was nothing to indicate they’d been spotted, just more galloping and whooping.
 

 
  She looked back, smiling encouragingly at the others, who were looking as tense and drawn as she felt, and apparently not coping with it as well. Not for the first time, Trissiny felt homesick for the Abbey and her sisters-in-training, women who she could trust to know how to behave in a hostile situation. Much as she wanted to trust in her fellow students, she wasn’t at all sure how several of them would react to the pressure. She generally couldn’t predict how the two fae would react to anything at all… Shaeine would keep cool, and probably Toby, but Teal was
  
   way
  
  out of her comfort zone, and Gabriel…was generally hopeless. To say nothing of Rafe, who didn’t run on any kind of coherent logic.
 

 
  Her right hand, which she was using to pad along the wall as she went, waved emptily at her next step and she paused, turning back around. She had come to a gap in the wall, which she’d failed to see coming up due to its narrowness; it had looked like nothing more than a crack when approached from the side. She held up a hand to signal the others to stop, studying this. It was very roughly the size and shape of a door in an average human house, though the upper edge was angled crazily and the left side bowed inward. Its edges were as rounded as every other stone in the canyon by exposure to the elements, but something about the regularity of it tugged at her mind.
 

 
  “It’s out of place,” Rafe whispered, having broken formation to come up beside her. “See? Any time something happens to the rock due to natural geological forces, there are signs of it all around. Fallen rocks, cracks leading into each other. There’s no debris under this, and there are no cracks at all around it. It’s old now, but this was
  
   cut.
  
  By someone intelligent.”
 

 
  “Could it be centaurs?” Gabriel asked in a hushed voice from just behind them.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “Look at the size of it, they couldn’t get through. It’s too short…and possibly too narrow.”
 

 
  “There’s no animal life anywhere around here,” said Juniper, joining them. “Seems pretty deep, though. Fross?”
 

 
  The pixie zipped forward and into the opening before Trissiny could warn her not to. Her icy glow illuminated a corridor that, though rough, was unquestionably too squared to have occurred naturally. “There’s…something,” she said, coming back to the entrance. “It’s not arcane or nature magic, and it’s not strong. Hard to identify… It’s like a faded old echo of a spell.”
 

 
  “Infernal?” asked Teal from behind them.
 

 
  “I don’t sense anything like that,” Trissiny said, “though it’s a little hard to tell; there are definitely warlocks up above, and that might be throwing me off. Toby?”
 

 
  “I don’t think so.” He joined the growing cluster around the opening. “No, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing like that in there, at least not within the range of my senses.”
 

 
  “Okay, so…empty cave, made by people, too small for centaurs to follow us in, no animals or bad juju. Why the fuck are we just standing around instead of getting
  
   in
  
  there, then?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Because this is too convenient,” said Gabriel, getting several nods of agreement.
 

 
  “Convenient or no, I say we take it,” said Trissiny. “We’re not getting any farther away from them. If they’re not following us deliberately, the chances of them noticing us get higher the longer this goes on. We can wait in there till they pass us by, and if they
  
   do
  
  find where we’ve gone…this gap is very defensible. I think I could hold it by myself, even.”
 

 
  So saying, she ducked inside, having decided after the last episode that the surest way to get this group to comply with sense was not to offer them an alternative. What she wouldn’t give for a functioning chain of command…
 

 
  Fross bobbed alongside her, providing ample light that didn’t require Trissiny to call on divine energy. Aside from the fact that it seemed somehow sacrilegious to use the power of the gods given to her to heal the innocent and strike down the wicked as a lamp, Gabriel’s presence in the group complicated the matter further.
 

 
  The floor ascended gently as they went. Trissiny had to wonder if this was leading toward an exit onto the prairie, in which case they were heading straight for a centaur encounter unless the tunnel was extremely long. It didn’t get quite that far, however. About the time the floor of the tunnel reached the height of the upper edge of its outer door, it abruptly evened off and turned sharply to the right, leading back in the direction from which they’d originally come along the canyon floor. She paused at this point to give the others a chance to regather, noting that Shaeine had lit herself with a silver glow which seemed to be causing Gabriel, who was right in front of her, no distress.
 

 
  Now, the magical light put off by Fross and Shaeine was their only illumination. Fortunately, this next leg of the corridor wasn’t quite as long. After only a few dozen steps it terminated in an arched doorway, much more evenly cut than the exterior opening, which opened into a much broader chamber. Three steps led down from the door to the ground in here. Trissiny descended carefully, scanning the space for any signs of trouble.
 

 
  There was none; she had the strong impression that no one and nothing had been here for a very long time, and not just because her boots made significant prints in the otherwise undisturbed layer of dust on the floor. There was a heaviness, a gravitas to the chamber that was something more than just her emotional response to entering a dark, empty space.
 

 
  “Fross?”
 

 
  “Yeah?”
 

 
  “That feeling you mentioned outside, about something vague in here… Is it stronger here?”
 

 
  “Ohhhh, yeah. You feel it too, now?”
 

 
  “I think so. Do you think it’s dangerous?”
 

 
  Fross didn’t answer for a moment, zipping back and forth in the air just above Trissiny’s head. “I don’t…think so. But I’ve got the impression it’s sort of…barely…maybe… Conscious.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly. But she neither felt nor saw anything she could interpret as a threat, and stepped aside to let the others gather in the chamber.
 

 
  The impressiveness of its size was partly an illusion due to the cramped tunnel through which they’d reached it. All in all, the space was smaller than the chapel back at the University; high by the standards of an average house, but she could have reached the ceiling by extending one arm overhead and hopping unenthusiastically. It was maybe fifteen feet wide and a little more than twice that in length, with the doorway standing on one of the short sides. Small enough that their relatively modest light sources touched the far wall and their group made the near end seem rather crowded once they’d all pushed inside.
 

 
  Along every visible inch of the walls were crude paintings of the sort that supposedly adorned lizardfolk caves, though these walls were perfectly square-cut. Done in dull colors, mostly reds and blues, with brown and black lines, they seemed to depict scenes of battle, with figures mostly on horseback but sometimes afoot brandishing a variety of weapons. The lower parts of them weren’t completely visible, due to an assortment of actual weapons lining the walls along the floor. Axes and swords were present, but the most commonly represented were spears, some decorated near the head with brightly colored feathers, now faded and scraggly with age. Bows and bundles of arrows were also present in abundance. Most of these were stored in large clay jars decorated with more paintings similar to those on the walls, but quite a few were also stacked in baskets, or on wooden racks. The jars and racks were mostly intact and the weapons generally in decent (if long-neglected) shape, but some of the baskets had broken apart to dump their contents onto the floor, and in several places arrows were scattered in heaps where the thongs holding together them had broken.
 

 
  Occupying pride of place in the chamber, however, was a huge oblong slab of stone, apparently of a piece with the floor, having been carved out of the living rock. A precise line ran all the way around it where the upper piece, about a foot thick, was apparently detachable, resting on top. It was set far back enough that they had room to gather near the steps, and of roughly the same proportions as the long chamber itself. Though devoid of any decoration, either carved or painted, it was unquestionably a sarcophagus.
 

 
  “Whoah,” Teal said softly.
 

 
  “This place should be treated with respect,” said Shaeine, echoing what they all felt.
 

 
  “It couldn’t be…” Professor Rafe shouldered past the group, frowning with uncharacteristic intensity at the wall paintings. “Could it? I think… Surely not, it’s not possible. But…” Picking his way carefully around jars and over piles of arrows, he followed along one side of the room, scanning the wall paintings as if reading a story, though there were no words in any language. “It might be… I don’t believe it. It really… I think…” He came back toward them, still carefully watching the paintings as though they might have changed in the last few seconds, his expression one of growing awe. “My gods, I do believe it is!”
 

 
  “I think he’s trying to communicate,” said Gabriel
 

 
  “Guys!” Rafe turned to face them directly, his face practically shining with joy. “I think this is the tomb of Horsebutt the Enemy!”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “Nevermind.”
 

 
  “Wait…are you serious?” Teal stepped down from the doorway, frowning at the walls. “How can you possibly tell that?”
 

 
  “Look at the pictograms! See, there’s no actual writing, but these look
  
   exactly
  
  like Stalweiss tomb decorations, which, come on, how many Eastern barbarians would be buried in the Golden Sea?”
 

 
  “But…really?” Teal began slowly retracing Rafe’s steps, frowing intently at the paintings. “It’s obviously a battle… But
  
   the
  
  Horsebutt? What are the odds?”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Gabriel said sharply.
 

 
  “Like I said, who
  
   else?”
  
 

 
  “It does seem to strain the bounds of coincidence,” Trissiny said frowning. “At the same time, the Sea moves unpredictably, but not necessarily randomly. If our steps are being guided toward some purpose… Perhaps. And Rafe is right, they do look like early Shaathist battle paintings. No one touch the walls; if they’re done in the traditional ash pigments they could be very fragile.”
 

 
  “I almost can’t believe it!” Rafe spun dizzily in a circle, grinning madly at every inch of the tomb. “Arachne would chew her foot off with envy! Horsebutt’s tomb!”
 

 
  “Are you guys pranking me?” Gabriel demanded shrilly. “Because this is
  
   not
  
  the time!”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned at him. “Have you
  
   seriously
  
  never heard of Horsebutt the Enemy?”
 

 
  “Stop
  
   saying
  
  that! It can’t possibly be a name!”
 

 
  “I haven’t either,” Toby said more quietly.
 

 
  “Um, you guys went to an Imperial public school, right?” Teal said hesitantly.
 

 
  Gabriel scowled at her. “What of it?”
 

 
  “It’s just that… Horsebutt’s campaign against the Empire was basically the last act of the Enchanter Wars. That whole business has been covered up and changed in retrospect by so many different factions that even the historians aren’t exactly sure what happened…”
 

 
  “I guess you haven’t gotten to that in Arachne’s class yet,” Rafe said absently, still ogling the tomb paintings avidly. “She was ass-deep in the whole thing.”
 

 
  “…yeah, well, anyway, nobody came out of it looking good, and the Tiraan Empire ended up looking worse than most. In fact, by most accounts the Empire itself was nearly broken. I’ve heard some versions where it
  
   was
  
  overthrown, and then got pieced back together after the fact. Point being, most official Imperial sources hush it all up pretty hard.”
 

 
  “I’d hush it up too if I got my ass kicked by somebody named Horsebutt,” Gabriel scoffed.
 

 
  “If it helps you,” Teal said, grinning, “his name in the original language was Heshenaad.”
 

 
  “Yes. That helps. Let’s
  
   please
  
  say that from now on.”
 

 
  “Yeah, especially considering we’re maybe standing in the guy’s fucking
  
   tomb,
  
  and our resident pixie wizard thinks there’s some kind of mojo still working here,” Ruda said sharply. “Might not hurt if everybody showed a little goddamn
  
   respect.”
  
 

 
  There was a momentary silence while they considered that.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat. “Anyhow… Heshenaad was actually an honor name given to him when he distinguished himself in battle. The Stalweiss, uh, have different ideas about respect than we do.”
 

 
  “Boy, that’s for damn sure,” said Rafe, turning back toward them and grinning. “Just because the Easterners decide you’re hot shit doesn’t mean you can go around calling yourself by whatever honor name they give you. Arachne’s practically a demigod over there and you should hear what they call her. Teal, don’t wander off!”
 

 
  “There’s no
  
   off
  
  to wander to!” Teal protested, picking her way carefully toward the shadowed back of the tomb. “I just wanna look at the paintings…” Her voice trailed off as she rounded the end of the sarcophagus, gazing up raptly at the walls. Shaeine went after her, carefully holding up the hem of her robe out of the arrow piles and taking her silver glow along, leaving Fross’s light the only illumination for the rest of them.
 

 
  “Wait, what do they call Professor Tellwyrn?” Ruda asked, grinning.
 

 
  Rafe winced. “Um… I don’t remember. Ask Chase when we get home, he loves to share embarrassing stories.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Trissiny said firmly, “Horsebutt—”
 

 
  
   “Heshenaad!”
  
 

 
  “—the Enemy was a barbarian cavalry leader who pillaged his way across Imperial territory from the Stalrange to the Golden Sea, where he effectively trapped himself. Indirectly he’s responsible for reuniting the fragments of the Empire, giving the factions a common enemy and a reason to rally together again under the restored Emperor. Some historians think he might have been manipulated into his campaign for exactly that reason. He actually survived within the Sea itself for almost ten years, which made him a
  
   severe
  
  threat, as no one knew where he’d strike. Even he didn’t; his raiders would just come out of the Sea at whatever random point it spat them out, then vanish back into it. He’s the reason the Empire has such a solid military infrastructure around the frontier, even now.”
 

 
  “Hm,” said Toby thoughtfully. “Sounds like he did the Empire quite a few favors, then, however unintentionally.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “That’s why he’s remembered as the Enemy. At the time he lived, an enemy was exactly what the Empire needed, something to band together against. If not for him… The continent might be a patchwork of kingdoms again, like in the Age of Adventures. No Empire, no Church, likely no Rail or telescroll networks even if humanity still had the chance to develop those enchantments…”
 

 
  “How’d he die?” Gabriel asked, looking interested in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Nobody knows.” She shook her head. “He was always guaranteed to lose what had become a war of attrition. His forces took losses with every raid, with no way to get reinforcements from the Stalrange, and their successful attacks grew fewer and farther between as the Empire moved more resources to the frontier, at the same time it was developing better weapons. That was about the time the earliest battlestaves and wands were used by the Imperial Army. He was also doubtless losing forces to centaurs and whatever else lives in the Sea… Some thought he must have a fortress out here, but since his tomb is in a ravine in the middle of nowhere, it seems more likely they were just living nomadically, like the centaurs and plains elves. A decade after his horde made it to the Sea, their attacks just…trailed off. Eventually it was assumed that he’d died, but no one ever learned how.” She turned slowly in place, looking around at the tomb. “People have been hunting for his tomb for all the usual reasons. Everyone figured a great raider would be buried with fabulous riches or something. All I see are weapons, though…”
 

 
  “Yeah, riches,” said Ruda firmly. “He was laid to rest with what his culture considered important. The things that
  
   matter
  
  to a warrior. All this stuff would have been sacred to the Stalweiss, therefore nobody is
  
   fucking
  
  touching a thing. You don’t fuck around with a great man’s resting place.”
 

 
  Though there was enough airflow from the open door that the air in the tomb didn’t seem poisonous or even very stale, it had been dead still the whole time they were present, only the tiny breeze of their passing stirring the dust on the floor. As she spoke, however, there came a short, faint gust of wind, ruffling Ruda’s coat and blowing back the few strands of her hair that had come loose from her braid. Her eyes widened slightly; the others shifted away from her.
 

 
  “I think he likes you,” Fross noted.
 

 
  Rafe cleared his throat. “Ah, yeah, anyway, everybody get a good look; who knows when anyone will see this place again, if ever. But yes, let’s be
  
   respectful.
  
  The last thing we need on top of our other problems is to incur the Curse of Horsebutt.”
 

 
  “Why is this my life?” Gabriel asked of the ceiling.
 

 
  “What Ruda and Trissiny said goes. Don’t touch the paintings, don’t take any souvenirs. In fact, just don’t mess with the weaponry at all.
  
   Meanwhile,
  
  we’ve got more immediate problems.” Rafe cut his eyes toward the now-dark opening to the passage beyond. “With apologies to our host, we’re gonna have to park it here for a little while. Somebody can scout down near the door and keep an ear out; we better not try to leave until our friends up there have moved on, and there’s no telling how long
  
   that’ll
  
  take.”
 

 
  “It better not be too long,” Gabriel muttered. “That whole ‘respect’ thing is gonna get a hell of a lot harder as soon as somebody needs to take a piss.”
 

 
  “Good gods, don’t even joke,” Rafe groaned. “We’ll…figure something out. Somebody can check the canyon, see if there’s a convenient…uh, spot…near the entrance. Whatever happens, we’re staying the hell put until it’s safe. If it comes down to it, I’d rather stay out here with Heshenaad than go back and explain to Taath K’varr how I got you lot killed.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Coming back around the sarcophagus the other way, Teal stopped suddenly and frowned at him, apparently having caught only the last part of that. “Who’s a golden bitch?”
 

 
  There was one beat of silence, and then Ruda collapsed onto the steps, howling with laughter.
 

 
  “Great,” Rafe said dourly. “You wanna put a cork in it, Punaji? That’s probably echoing all the way to the—”
 

 
  He cut off, and so did she, as a heavy thudding began all around them. They all jerked to attention, staring wide-eyed at each other. The noise was relatively faint, as though heard from a distance or through a thick barrier, but seemed to resonate unnaturally in the very air around them. It seemed to be coming mostly from the ceiling, to judge by the tiny streams of dust that fell with each pound, but echoed sharply from the tunnel.
 

 
  “Is that who I think it is?” Teal asked wanly.
 

 
  “Centaur war drums,” said Trissiny, unconsciously gripping her sword.
 

 
  Gabriel gulped.
  
   “Please
  
  tell me they’re having a square dance.”
 

 
  
   “War
  
  drums, Gabe,” she said tersely. “Those are magical. They’re a
  
   weapon;
  
  they only use them in the presence of enemies.”
 

 
  “Then…” Toby trailed off, staring at her.
 

 
  She nodded. “Either they’ve found somebody to fight up there… Or they know we’re here.”
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  Sanders knew his aversion to the campus was irrational. It was an intriguing and objectively beautiful place, the students were typically friendly toward him, or at least respectful, and he had Tellwyrn’s explicit permission to visit at need, or even socially. Nonetheless, climbing the mountain was like putting half a world between himself and his town, for all that he could see the entire thing from up here. He belonged down below, in the streets and humble structures of Last Rock, among its straightforward people. The University was a place for…someone else. A whole other
  
   kind
  
  of someone else.
 

 
  Still, he navigated adroitly through the stairs and switchbacks leading up through the terraces, returning cheerful greetings from passing students with as much poise as he could muster. The passage through Helion Hall was similarly well-remembered, all because he had taken great pains to memorize the route. Getting lost in this place…well, once had been enough.
 

 
  The door to Professor Tellwyrn’s office was open. Voices sounded within, but he approached anyway. The Professor was not one to act carelessly; if she wanted to be private, she would have been. He eased up to the doorway, making sure she could see him from behind the desk, and tugged the brim of his hat respectfully to her when her eyes cut to him from the student standing in the office.
 

 
  “No one is restricting your right to practice your religion, November,” Tellwyrn was saying patiently. “In fact, I’m not
  
   requiring
  
  you to do anything. I am simply advising you in the strongest terms, for your own benefit, to take down that absurd shrine to the Hand of Avei you’ve put up in the campus chapel. She’s on the same freshman trek you participated in, not off crusading against the barbarians.”
 

 
  “All I’m hearing is you telling me
  
   not
  
  to show support for the champion of my faith,” retorted the young woman stridently. Sanders winced; November Stark was one of the more annoying of the current crop of students. A tall young woman with her dark hair hacked boyishly short, she wore, as usual, a white shirt and trousers in an approximate imitation of the uniform of lay clerics of Avei. The best thing he could say about her was that she rarely visited the town.
 

 
  “Be with you in a moment, Sam,” said Tellwyrn past the girl’s shoulder. “Stark, if you want to argue further, maybe you’d like to postpone it till you don’t have an audience?”
 

 
  November glanced over her shoulder at Sanders, and a catlike smile appeared on her face. Turning back to face Tellwyrn, she folded her arms, adopting a smug posture. “What, you’re not comfortable discussing your stance on religious freedoms in front of an agent of the law? I don’t mind if he doesn’t.”
 

 
  
   I mind a little,
  
  Sanders thought, but wisely kept his opinions out of it.
 

 
  “Is that really what you want?” Tellwyrn asked in a very mild tone that really should have warned the girl off.
 

 
  “Absolutely.” November set her jaw firmly, her expression proud and confident.
 

 
  “Very well,” said Tellwyrn. “As I said, I’m not going to make you take it down. For the record I
  
   do
  
  have that authority, but despite what you like to tell yourself, I have absolutely no interest in anybody else’s religious practices on this campus unless they convert to the Black Wreath or something. I am
  
   suggesting
  
  that you remove it for your sake and Trissiny’s, Miss Stark.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Ms—”
  
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  Tellwyrn’s voice cracked like a whip, and she leaned forward, planting an elbow on the desk to point a finger at Stark. “Don’t
  
   fucking
  
  start with me, you irritating little rash. I put up with that from Trissiny because
  
   she
  
  was raised in a Temple of Avei and actually
  
   has
  
  a deep understanding of feminist philosophy.
  
   You
  
  are a self-absorbed child who’s less than a year on from discovering how cloyingly righteous it feels to be oppressed by the patriarchy.
 

 
  “That ridiculous shrine is not a religious expression, it’s an extension of your schoolgirl crush, which by the way, everyone has well and truly noticed. The only people who are not embarrassed on your behalf are yourself because you lack sense, Trissiny because she’s not here to see it, and Chase, who runs on pure schadenfreude and is probably glorying in the awkwardness. You can avoid at least
  
   one
  
  of those by getting rid of the damn thing before Trissiny comes back and has to share in the general humiliation.
 

 
  “And for the gods’ sake, child, quit pussyfooting around. If you want her,
  
   ask
  
  her. The worst case scenario is that she’ll say ‘no,’ and you can avoid wasting the best years of your life pining after what you can’t have.
 

 
  “Now,” Tellwyrn finished sweetly, folding her hands on the desktop, “is there anything
  
   else
  
  you would like to discuss in front of the Sheriff, while he’s here?”
 

 
  “No,” said November in a strangled voice. Her posture was so rigid now that she practically quivered, her face flushed almost crimson. Sanders felt a rush of pure pity, which he very carefully kept from going anywhere near his expression. It would only have made it worse.
 

 
  “Right, then. Run along.”
 

 
  Sanders stepped aside to allow her room to exit, tugging his hat politely. November avoided his eye, stalking stiffly past and away down the hall.
 

 
  “Sorry about that,” said Tellwyrn as he stepped into the room. She had removed her glasses and was scrubbing wearily at her eyes with one hand. “I don’t mind keeping discipline in an unruly classroom, but gods, how I hate it when they force me to act like their mom. What can I do for you, Sam?”
 

 
  “I’m in a somewhat awkward position, Professor,” he said, stepping up to the desk. “Something’s moved into town which, if it becomes a problem, I have to frankly acknowledge I won’t have the capacity to deal with.”
 

 
  “Do tell.” He managed not to flinch as she focused her attention fully on him. She had never been anything but polite, both to him and to his predecessor, but damn it, a man couldn’t stand in a room with a living, breathing legend without being keenly aware of his shortcomings, unless he was an enormous fool.
 

 
  “A new fellow stepped off the Rail yesterday,” he said, keeping his tone as even as possible. “Name of McGraw. He didn’t identify himself as such, but others have. It’s
  
   Longshot
  
  McGraw, in the flesh.”
 

 
  “Longshot, huh,” she mused. “I wonder what kind of pissing contest he had to win to get a moniker like that.”
 

 
  Sanders blinked, taken aback. “You’re…not familiar with him?”
 

 
  “Sam, it’s been more than twice your lifespan since I bothered to keep track of who’s who in adventuring. As my students love to keep reminding me, the whole
  
   concept
  
  of adventurers is a holdover from another time. Give me the basics?”
 

 
  “Well, today’s frontier wandfighters aren’t exactly the same breed of adventurers you remember,” he said. “Longshot McGraw is a name mentioned alongside the likes of Tinker Billie and the Sarasio Kid. Which…I guess you might not be familiar with, either…ahem. He’s an actual wizard, not just some wandslinger. Popular imagination paints a somewhat contradictory picture, but he’s roamed around the frontier for decades, taking down any wandfighter who challenged him. A man like that doesn’t come to a town like this to just take in the sights.”
 

 
  “Hm. What’s he done?”
 

 
  “So far? Had a civil conversation with Ox, sat in on a poker game with several of your students, and then pulled aside Principia and that guy Shook for a brief conversation that left them both lookin’ spooked.”
 

 
  “Principia.” She closed her eyes momentarily. “Why is it
  
   always
  
  Principia?”
 

 
  “My thoughts exactly, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Who the hell is this Shook?”
 

 
  “New face in town. So far he ain’t done anything worthy of note, but he’s not somebody I enjoy having around. Oily-lookin’ fellow, which is suitable enough as he claims to be a salesman, but I can’t find a single person to whom he’s sold anything. Mostly loafs around in the A&W, drinkin’ and playin’ cards, when he’s not hanging out with Prin. He’s got a habit of looking at women in a way that makes ’em leave the room. I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”
 

 
  “So that’s two undesirables rolling into town on Prin-related business,” she said grimly. “This verges on impacting my interests.”
 

 
  “I thought that might be the case, Professor,” he said. “I don’t rightly know why Prin moved in but it stands to reason it’s University-related.”
 

 
  “Oh, it is. She wants something she’s not going to get and hasn’t the sense to set herself more attainable goals.”
 

 
  “Well…be that as it may, I can deal with Shook, and probably Principia, if it comes down to it. McGraw, though, is way outta my pay grade. If any serious trouble starts and he’s involved… This is the kind of thing that gets towns burned to the ground.”
 

 
  “Mm. Where is this McGraw at the moment?”
 

 
  “He’s stayin’ at the A&W. It’s only been one day, but he’s been a model guest so far. Probably’ll be sitting down to lunch along with everybody else here in a bit.”
 

 
  “I do believe I’ll be sociable, head down and introduce myself.” She stood, straightening her glasses. “You can walk me down the mountain, if you’ll just give me a minute to grab my privates first.”
 

 
  It took Sanders a moment to remember to say something, at which point he discovered that his mouth was conveniently already open. “…I’m sorry,
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It’s pointless, is all I’m saying,” Rook groused, smoothing out his pillow. “Making beds adds nothing to their utility and little to their aesthetic. It’s just bullshit busy work to fill two minutes in the morning when I could still be asleep.”
 

 
  “Are you done yet?” Moriarty asked woodenly. He and Finchley had finished theirs long since. It was well understood among the group that Rook’s bed would never be made if Moriarty didn’t chivvy him about it every morning, and it was something of a toss-up which of them had developed a bigger attitude on the subject.
 

 
  “Yes, done, bed is made, for all the good it does anybody. It’s just gonna get
  
   unmade
  
  again the first time it gets used for its intended purpose.”
 

 
  “It is no different from keeping your uniform neat! Cultivating a properly ordered environment is a boost to both morale and especially discipline in the service.”
 

 
  “Moriarty, have you ever heard the fable of the boy who cried wolf?”
 

 
  Moriarty rolled his eyes. “No, I don’t think I
  
   ever
  
  have. How does it go?”
 

 
  “I’m just saying, it’d be a lot easier to take you seriously on the rare occasions when you have a point if you didn’t talk in that metered singsong like you were reading
  
   right
  
  out of your operations manual. Especially since that’s all you ever do.”
 

 
  The door burst open before Moriarty could reply—fortunately—and Professor Tellwyrn stuck her head in.
 

 
  “Ah! Excellent, everybody’s home. And dressed. Come along, boys, we’re going to take a little walk down to the town.”
 

 
  She ducked back out, leaving the three soldiers to exchange wide-eyed looks. This was the first time Tellwyrn had expressed an interest in having them do anything since their arrival. Much as they had all bemoaned the lack of anything to relieve the tedium, they couldn’t help but see this as an alarming development.
 

 
  “Morning, Sheriff,” said Finchley when they trooped out into the hall and found Sanders waiting for them.
 

 
  “Boys,” he replied, nodding.
 

 
  “So, uh…what’s up, Prof?” asked Rook.
 

 
  “We are going to pay a little social call on a new resident of Last Rock,” said Tellwyrn, bounding up the stairs at a clip that forced the men to scramble after her. The dormitory housing this year’s freshman boys and the three Imperials was a subterranean gallery built right against the eastern edge of the mountain. Aside from its floor-to-ceiling windows, which afforded a beautiful and terrifying view of the open plain from high above, it appeared to be a long, naturally occurring cave, with a sanded-down floor and uneven walls sloping up to form an arched roof studded with runty stalactites. Reaching it involved a long staircase which terminated in what appeared to be a small storage shed out behind the music building.
 

 
  Whoever had designed this campus had a weird sense of humor.
 

 
  Tellwyrn didn’t seem inclined to wait for them, but they hustled up to rejoin her above, falling into step as they reached the main lawn.
 

 
  “And how can we help with that?” asked Finchley once they were regathered.
 

 
  “Just stand around looking uniformed,” she replied. “This McGraw character may not have a lot of regard for authority, but if he’s as sensible as he pretty much has to be, he’ll know that getting rough with Imperial soldiers will have far-reaching consequences.”
 

 
  “Getting rough with
  
   you
  
  would have immediate and horrible consequences,” Rook pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes,” she said, grinning, “but you have to understand the mentality of adventurers. The law is one thing; a fellow spellslinger is another. A rival who is unequivocally more powerful, well…some take that as an inherent challenge. I don’t expect him to start tossing fireballs right there in the tavern; I just want to remind him of the lay of the land should he get a notion to plan something more long-term.”
 

 
  “Wait, McGraw?” said Finchley. “Old guy, long coat, well-spoken in a prairie drawl kinda way?”
 

 
  “That’s him,” said Sanders.
 

 
  “What’s he done? He seemed like a nice enough fellow.”
 

 
  “He’s
  
   done
  
  nothing,” replied the Sheriff. “We’d all very much prefer to keep it that way. You boys didn’t realize you were talkin’ to Longshot McGraw?”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Rook muttered.
 

 
  “That about sums it up,” said Sanders grimly.
 

 
  “It’s…not such an uncommon name,” Moriarty protested. “I don’t know about you, but when I meet a scruffy old man my first thought isn’t ‘legendary wandfighter.’”
 

 
  “So
  
   everyone’s
  
  heard of this guy but me?” Tellwyrn said with a touch of petulance.
 

 
  “You’ve seriously never heard of Longshot McGraw?” exclaimed Rook. “What rock have you been living under?”
 

 
  “The rock currently affording you free room and board, boy.”
 

 
  “And an
  
   excellent
  
  rock it is,” he said hastily, “which I am very much enjoying, and by the way I’ve been meaning to ask if there’s anything I can do to be more helpful around here. Also your hair looks lovely today.”
 

 
  “A little artless, but points for enthusiasm. Your backpedaling is accepted, Rook.” She glanced over her shoulder at them, one corner of her mouth turned up wryly. They passed under the wrought archway of the University’s main gate and she set a pace down the steep marble stairs that was just short of reckless. “Anyway, I had a secondary motive for bringing you lads along on this little outing. I’ve been informed of something by Lord Vex which concerns you.”
 

 
  “Orders?” Moriarty perked up visibly at the prospect.
 

 
  “Any orders would be sent directly to you, not through me. No, it seems Elilial is back on the mortal plane.”
 

 
  They digested this in silence for a moment before Finchley replied. “That’s…good to know, I guess, but what’s it got to do with us?”
 

 
  “Just that you not only saw her, she actually stopped to speak to you. It may mean nothing; a goddess of cunning is hard to predict, by definition. But historically, she’s been something of a…people person. She remembers those with whom she interacts, and sometimes visits them again when she needs something from a mortal.”
 

 
  “What?” Rook squeaked. “She—you—that’s… She might come after
  
   us?!”
  
 

 
  “Probably not,” Tellwyrn replied, calm as ever. “I’m reasonably sure your role in her plans was brief, obvious, and already fulfilled. However, as I said, it’s a mistake to make assumptions about someone like that; she thinks in
  
   very
  
  elaborate patterns. Anyhow, this campus is one of the most magically protected spots on the world, but I’m not sure how much good that’ll do in her case. It seems her purpose in returning to the mortal plane the way she did was to make a point about what she can and cannot do.”
 

 
  “How so?” Finchley asked nervously.
 

 
  “Just that she came through the hellgate itself without tripping it, without creating any impression that the thing had opened at all. We only know she had because she paused to make an impression on the scrying orbs set up on site. You may not have covered this in whatever theological education you received, gentlemen, but the reason the Pantheon chose the infernal plane as Elilial’s prison is the nature of passages between them. They can’t exactly
  
   keep
  
  her there by main force; it’s been effective for eight thousand years because even with all her stealth, it’s never been possible to slip through a hellgate without kicking up a cosmic ruckus. When anything comes through, it’s obvious; when
  
   she
  
  does, the gods immediately know where and when, and can move to do something about it. But not this time. This is a game-changer, boys; her options have just opened up considerably.”
 

 
  “Well, fuck a duck,” Rook said eloquently.
 

 
  “Professor,” Sanders said in the tone of a man clinging to his calm by sheer bloody stubbornness, “what, exactly, would you estimate are the odds of the Mother of Demons showing up in my town in the near future?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn was silent for a moment, before finally shaking her head. “I wouldn’t lay odds, Sheriff. She may or may not—probably not—have some leftover business with these lads. She definitely has some with me, though I’m not yet sure if anything’ll come of it.” She glanced back at him, smiling faintly. “For what it’s worth, any business she’s likely to have should be of the civil and quiet variety. Anyway, Elilial coming to town is honestly a better prospect than some of the Pantheon gods doing the same. She, at least, is very careful about collateral damage. A few of the others have a tendency to…step on people, so to speak, the way you might a passing anthill.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure that’s some kind of blasphemy,” Rook said.
 

 
  Tellwyrn made a dismissive gesture. “If the gods were going to gripe at me about blasphemy, I think they’d have done so when I did it to their various faces.”
 

 
  “With all due respect, Professor, I’m not sure I like going on field trips with you,” Finchley said weakly.
 

 
  “What he means is, we’ll be only too happy to accommodate your needs, nice lady who can kill us with a thought,” Rook said, grinning.
 

 
  “Actually, painless death spells are tricky to set up and require rather expensive reagents, and I used the last of mine a month ago. If I were going to kill
  
   you,
  
  I’d use cheaper elemental magic. Fire, lightning, something like that.”
 

 
  Moriarty frowned. “Wait…who did you—” he broke off, getting elbowed in the sides by both Finchley and Rook.
 

 
  Sanders heaved a sigh, and refused to ask.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  One of the fringe benefits of being an old man in less than pristine garb was that he was commonly left to enjoy his meals in peace. The A&W was somewhat less rowdy during the midday meal than it had been the night before, but a hubbub of conversation still filled the room, and more tables were full than otherwise. McGraw had found a seat at an unoccupied circular table in the corner, and so far had been left to enjoy it alone. The waitress having just delivered his plate of sausages and potatoes, he was looking forward to a quiet meal, unless the wards he’d set warned of Principia or Shook making for the telescroll office.
 

 
  She moved fast. Scarcely had the sudden hush of an attention-grabbing arrival fallen over the common room when Arachne Tellwyrn pulled out a chair and sat down across from him.
 

 
  That, McGraw reflected wryly, was what he got for boasting of a perfect record. The very next day, there it went.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said politely. “Pardon me for not standing; you kinda snuck up on me there. Can I offer you a bite to eat? My treat.”
 

 
  “To be frank, I only bother to fence and dance about with pleasantries when my sparring partner exceeds a certain level of significance,” she said, folding her hands on the table and staring at him over the rims of her spectacles. “Don’t take offense; there are very few individuals who make the cut, and most of them refuse to have anything to do with me anyway. So I’ll come to the point, McGraw: what the hell are you doing in Last Rock?”
 

 
  He chewed a bite of sausage carefully, weighing his options. The buzz of arcane energy around her was palpable, but also…less so than it should have been. Less than his own, even, which far from suggesting that she was a lesser mage, raised the disturbing prospect that she was simply able to consciously contain her aura to a degree that was beyond his abilities. It was
  
   Tellwyrn;
  
  he wasn’t about to underestimate her.
 

 
  Her commentary suited her reputation: blunt, aggressive, and heavy-handed. McGraw didn’t much care for needless confrontation, himself, but he knew when trying to deflect would cause more harm than good.
 

 
  “I’ve been employed by an outside party,” he said calmly after swallowing, “to remove Principia Locke from Last Rock.” Past her, he noted those three soldier boys making a brave but inept try at looking imposing. The Sheriff pulled it off much better, lounging against the wall by the door.
 

 
  “Define ‘remove,’” Tellwyrn said flatly.
 

 
  “The young lady is under the impression that I’m here to kill her. I’d take it as a professional courtesy if you didn’t correct her.”
 

 
  The elf raised an eyebrow. “Then you’re not, in fact, after her head?”
 

 
  “At this stage in my career, it’d be pretty hypocritical to balk at a little homicide,” he said, carefully maintaining his calm tone, despite the ratcheting tension in the room. Around them, other patrons were steadily finding excuses to cut short their lunches and go elsewhere. Nobody was obviously within earshot. “But no, killing is very seldom necessary, and certainly not my first choice of method in a civilized place like this. Ain’t like the old days,” he went on reminiscently, stirring potatoes around his plate with his fork. “Seems nowadays, nobody’s so inconsequential that a whole mess of paperwork doesn’t ensue when they turn up dead. I do hate dealing with lawyers.”
 

 
  “But as long as Prin thinks you’ve got a contract on her life, she’s likely to go and do something rash… Which will make it that much easier to chase her out of Last Rock.” She nodded approvingly. “Elegant. I like it. Provided, of course, that you’re not lying to me.”
 

 
  McGraw finished chewing a bite of potato and swallowed. “Granted, you’ve no reason to take me at my word. Let me assure you, ma’am, that if I
  
   am
  
  lying, I’m well aware I’d be gambling my life on the outcome. You can trust me to proceed with all due caution and restraint.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s something, I suppose. I will be frank, then: it would suit me admirably to have Principia out of this town and out of my hair. I can’t say I’d shed any tears if that involved her death, but I agree that cleaner methods are usually preferable.”
 

 
  “Mm. I’m less inclined to be careful around her buddy, Mr. Shook,” he mused. “Been listening to the local scuttlebutt… Honestly, a man like that is better off removed from the mortal coil.”
 

 
  “Which brings me to a point of concern,” she said flatly. “I neither run this town nor enforce the law in it. Generally speaking, the citizens of Last Rock do not need, nor would they appreciate, my help in seeing to their business. I do, however, have an ancillary interest in the doings of the town, for obvious reasons. So, let me establish my ground rules: if you cause such a degree of collateral damage that my help is requested to come down here and deal with it, I kill you. If any of your actions result in harm to my University or any of my students, I may or may not kill you, but I
  
   guarantee
  
  you will have ample time to repent your mistakes before that final judgment is made. Anything else you get up to is between you, the law, and whoever you do it to. Understood?”
 

 
  McGraw calmly carried on eating, swallowing another bite as she finished speaking. Many years of practice kept his expression even as ever, despite the unaccustomed frisson of fear that passed through him. It wasn’t often he had been so baldly threatened by someone who could unquestionably back up their bluster. “Seems quite reasonable, ma’am. As I said, I don’t aim to do anything that’ll run afoul of your rules, but a little extra motivation never hurts.”
 

 
  “Glad we understand each other,” she replied, standing up to leave.
 

 
  “I was recently reminded,” McGraw said mildly, “that making threats of murder are, in fact, grounds for imprisonment under Imperial law.” He glanced over at Sheriff Sanders, who was still lounging by the door, too obviously not looking at them to be unaware of every detail of the conversation.
 

 
  Tellwyrn gave him a condescending smile. “That’s adorable.”
 

 
  Gathering up her uniformed entourage with a peremptory gesture, she swept out as suddenly as she’d arrived, leaving behind only Sanders, who calmly straightened up and wandered over toward the bar in search of a drink.
 

 
  McGraw chuckled to himself, and tucked back into his lunch.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Tazlith made a show of frowning in contemplation as she examined the amulets behind the glass barrier of their display case, hoping the shopkeeper would interpret her expression as a sign she was carefully weighing the pros and cons of each enchantment as they were described on the accompanying notecards. In truth, she was weighing the pros and cons against what remained of her money purse.
 

 
  She’d been sold on the idea that stocking up on equipment back home in Calderaas was foolish, when things were bound to be cheaper out on the frontier. Last Rock, however, did most of its commerce in the hopes and dreams of people like herself, and she was finding that the pendulum swung the opposite direction. Not by very much, but weaponry and enchanted gear was proving to be a touch pricier than she’d seen it advertized in the city. Foodstuffs, at least, were cheaper, whatever sense that made. Economics was over her head.
 

 
  Occupied with her grim thoughts, her general disappointment with the way reality was sullying her excitement at setting off into the Golden Sea and her efforts to look as upstanding as possible—the shopkeeper’s patience with her browsing had visibly begun to fray—she didn’t realize she had been approached until the man cleared his throat softly.
 

 
  Tazlith jumped, and immediately flushed with embarrassment. Great,
  
   very
  
  heroic. Luckily, he wasn’t laughing at her, though she was hardly delighted to meet the guy with the oily hair and cheap suit who she’d caught checking out her butt yesterday in the tavern.
 

 
  “Can I help you?” she asked in her unfriendliest tone. Had she been interested in ending up as some jerk’s bedwarmer, the prospects had been better in Calderaas.
 

 
  “Depends, ma’am,” he said. Well, at least he was polite, and seemed to have less trouble keeping eye contact than some men. “You’ll doubtless find this a presumptuous question, for which I apologize in advance.” Oh, great, here it was. “Are you one of those adventurers in it for the fortune and glory… Or more the storybook-inspired type? Looking to right wrongs and smite evil, that kinda thing?”
 

 
  She frowned at him. This was a setup to an insult or a scam, she just knew it…and to her embarrassment, a flutter of hope stirred deep inside her. “What’s it to you?”
 

 
  “I’m just hoping it’s the latter, is all. ‘Fraid I don’t have a lot of budget to hire on muscle, but there’s somethin’ bad about to unfold in this town. Someone who aims serious harm to a good friend of mine, and needs to be stopped. If you require fair payment for your time, I’ll have to leave you to your shopping…” Jeremiah Shook smiled, and maybe it was Tazlith’s own repressed dreams that did it, but suddenly he looked a lot less crooked. “But if you have plans to be a hero, it may be that only you can help.”
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  “There’s nobody out there now,” Fross reported, buzzing back into the hall, “but there are horse tracks all over. Centaur tracks, actually, I’m assuming. Also…our tracks, which I guess explains how they found us.”
 

 
  “Stupid,” Trissiny muttered. “I should’ve thought of that. Rafe even has that stuff which hides footprints…”
 

 
  “Then we’re
  
   all
  
  equally stupid,” Toby said firmly, “and there’s no point in dwelling on it or casting blame. Let’s deal with our current situation.”
 

 
  They had moved into the last stretch of hall, leaving the tomb itself, by unanimous agreement. Whatever the spirit of Horsebutt may have thought of them, it simply didn’t feel right to anybody to loiter in someone’s final resting place. Juniper had seemed somewhat nonplussed at this, but had followed the group without comment.
 

 
  “My original plan stands, then,” said Trissiny, nodding. “Matters are slightly different now that they’ve had a chance to prepare for us, but the canyon remains a good place to hold off a charge. Shaeine, can you put a shield over us to cover while we get in position?”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Rafe protested. “I’m not about to sign off on you kids going to
  
   war.
  
  Waiting the bastards out seems like a better strategy, since they can’t get in here. We’ve got plenty of food for a few days.”
 

 
  “We are
  
   not
  
  equipped for a seige,” she said firmly. “They can hunt and gather up there, quite apart from whatever provisions they have.
  
   We
  
  don’t even have water. Plus there’s the immediate issue of sanitation.”
 

 
  “Actually, I can fix that,” he said brightly. “For a day at least; it’s not wise to take back-to-back doses, that can mess up your body chemistry. But a quick sip and you’ll all be fully self-contained biological vessels for the duration!”
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   ew,”
  
  Ruda muttered.
 

 
  
   “Plus,”
  
  Trissiny went on patiently, “there is the
  
   immediate
  
  matter of the drums.”
 

 
  They all paused to glance upward. The drumming was muted by rock and distance, but hadn’t let up in the last half hour.
 

 
  “Do you remember me saying those drums were a weapon?” she continued. “Specifically, they are warlock tools. The war drums induce a state of bloodlust in those already steeped in infernal magic, and create unnatural fear in all others. Stealing emotional energy, in essence, trading our poise for their power. They severely demoralize a foe while strengthening the centaurs themselves.”
 

 
  “I can deal with that,” said Toby. “The aura of calm is Omnu’s most basic gift to his followers. It should neutralize their advantage completely.”
 

 
  “That’s great, as far as it goes. But I’m not as much concerned about fear among the rest of us as the drums’ effect on those
  
   already steeped in infernal magic.”
  
  She turned to stare significantly at Gabriel, the others following her gaze.
 

 
  “I’m fine,” he said hoarsely, and completely unconvincingly. He was hunched over and breathing hard, as if winded, and refused to lift his head to make eye contact with anyone.
 

 
  “Oh…shit,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   fine,”
  
  Gabriel snapped.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” said Trissiny quietly, “look at me.”
 

 
  “I don’t need your—”
 

 
  
   “Look at me!”
  
  she barked. He jerked his head up, meeting her gaze.
 

 
  His eyes were completely black.
 

 
  “Toby,” said Trissiny calmly, “your aura of calm is divine in nature. It will hurt him if you use it. Do you think it would have a calming effect, even so? Are you willing to subject him to constant pain if it does? And how long can that possibly work even in the best case scenario?” She shook her head. “We can’t stay here. The longer we wait, the more worn out and vulnerable we become. We have to
  
   deal
  
  with our enemy, and in this situation that means striking first.”
 

 
  Juniper, who had been crouched against the wall nearest the exit tunnel, stood up, walked over to Gabriel, and wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her head on his shoulder. He took a deep, shuddering gasp, then straightened slightly. The darkness receded somewhat from the edges of his eyes. “Oh…wow. That’s actually better. What did you do?”
 

 
  “Cuddled you,” she replied, not moving.
 

 
  “Juniper is a very high-ranking fae,” said Shaeine. “Fairy magic is disruptive to infernal magic. Have you any active spells you can use, Juniper?”
 

 
  The dryad shook her head, rubbing her cheek against Gabriel’s shoulder. “Some healing, but it only works on physical wounds. I can talk with animals, and plants, sort of. Nothing…y’know, flashy.”
 

 
  “It’s better, though,” said Gabe, then actually grinned faintly. “And I can’t say I mind. This is cozy.”
 

 
  “That’s because I have
  
   very
  
  nice breasts,” Juniper said matter-of-factly. “I know how you like it when they’re touching you.”
 

 
  “And that buys us some time, at least,” Trissiny said, her impatience beginning to leak into her voice. “But it doesn’t change our situation!”
 

 
  “She’s right,” said Ruda. “We’re just gonna get weaker if we try to wait this out; they’ve got all the advantage. With apologies to our resident pacifists, there’s a time when you just gotta go out there and fuck somebody up. It’s that time, people.”
 

 
  “All right, hold up,” said Rafe firmly. His tone and expression were so different from his normal slack-jawed insouciance that they all looked over at him in surprise. “There’s more to a situation than fight or huddle.
  
   Fleeing
  
  is also a good option.”
 

 
  “Those are
  
   centaurs,”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “They run like horses!”
 

 
  “I didn’t say we should challenge them to a footrace. There’s such a thing as subterfuge, though. All we’ve gotta do is create a little confusion, and I think I know how.”
 

 
  “And then what? Wait till they run us down again?”
 

 
  “I was thinking more about making sure they’re in no position to do that. And frankly, Triss, maybe you should acknowledge your own bias. It’s not so hard to conceive that the Hand of War is more inclined to a combative solution, is it?”
 

 
  “Um, I don’t see how this is anything but a combative situation,” Fross interjected. “Those aren’t creatures we can negotiate with, even
  
   I’ve
  
  read enough about centaurs to know that. This is almost certain to come to a fight one way or another, and if everyone will
  
   please
  
  remember, Professor Tellwyrn specifically said we should listen to Trissiny if a fight happens!”
 

 
  “She is not
  
   here,”
  
  Rafe said sharply, “and while we’re on the subject, let me tell you about Professor Tellwyrn. She believes in testing people,
  
   hard.
  
  I would even say cruelly. If she were leading this expedition and you went too long without stumbling into something life-threatening, she would damn well go find or
  
   create
  
  something life-threatening for you to deal with, just to see how you did.
  
   However,
  
  she would also stand watch over the proceedings and make sure nobody actually died. End of the day, testing is all well and good, but what matters is getting you kids home alive, and I’m making a decision here. Fifty bloodthirsty centaurs is not an academic exercise, it’s a
  
   threat.
  
  The trip’s over, we’re getting the hell out of this.”
 

 
  “Fine!” Trissiny said sharply. “But you still haven’t presented a solid case against
  
   fighting them off!
  
  We
  
   have
  
  the capacity.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” he replied. “Maybe not. If you’re right and we tried it, well, great. If you’re
  
   wrong
  
  , then we wouldn’t find out until somebody was dead or maimed.” He panned a stare across the whole group. “Going to battle is something you do only when it’s necessary. If I can present a solid plan that’ll get us out if this without it
  
   becoming
  
  necessary, will you guys agree to go along?”
 

 
  Nobody answered him; they all turned to look at Trissiny. She folded her arms. “Fine. Let’s hear it.”
 

 
  “All right. Step one, we have to evacuate our devilkin before those drums get to them. Vadrieny can fly and carry someone, she’s proven this. She needs to take Gabe and get out of range, pronto. You can make it back to Last Rock pretty quick at her flight speed; tell Arachne what’s going on and try to get help in case it’s needed.”
 

 
  “I don’t…think…the drums are working on Vadrieny,” Teal said hesitantly. “I don’t feel anything…
  
   She
  
  doesn’t feel anything.”
 

 
  “She’s a whole other class of demon, Teal. A dozen orders of magnitude beyond a half-hethelax; she’ll be resistant to tampering. That might mean the drums just won’t work, or that they don’t work as well… Or maybe that they won’t work as
  
   quickly
  
  and the effects will hit all at once later. Frankly, that’s a risk we can’t take. If Vadrieny goes berserk… Two paladins, a cleric and a dryad aren’t going to cut it. She’ll demolish us.”
 

 
  Teal folded her arms around herself and looked downward, but didn’t offer him any argument.
 

 
  “If that’s the case,” Toby said slowly, “how many can she carry? I doubt she could take us
  
   all
  
  out, but…she’s got two hands.”
 

 
  “Nope,” said Ruda. Toby blinked at her.
 

 
  “Nope?”
 

 
  “Nope.” The pirate shook her head. “Nobody else’ll go. Think what we got here: three Light-wielding types, right? Any of you willing to bug out and leave the rest of us to the centaurs?” She raised an eyebrow, glancing around at them. “Didn’t think so. You can add
  
   me
  
  to that list. I’d never be able to look my papa in the eye if I ditched crewmates in a battle.”
 

 
  “That still leaves Juniper,” Gabe said, placing a hand over one of the dryad’s, where it pressed against his heart.
 

 
  “Nuh uh.” Ruda shook her head again. “She couldn’t even
  
   fly
  
  carrying Juniper. Fae and demon magic, remember? C’mon, we’ve been over this in Yornhaldt’s class; it’s not advanced stuff. Vadrieny doesn’t actually have a body, she’s using Teal’s. So when she…y’know, comes out, that’s all magic. It’s a spell effect. It won’t even
  
   work
  
  if she’s so much as touching a dryad.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence while they digested this.
 

 
  “That’s…very insightful, Ruda,” Toby said slowly.
 

 
  Ruda grinned sardonically. “Ooh, look, pirate girl has a
  
   brain.
  
  Stop the fuckin’ presses.”
 

 
  “So, that’s settled,” Rafe said, drawing their attention back. “Demon-touched safely out of the picture, all we have to do is throw the centaurs into confusion and get ourselves the hell out.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   still
  
  waiting to hear how you intend to do that.”
 

 
  He grinned. “Wait no longer, then, Trissiny. I think even
  
   you’ll
  
  like this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Are you people
  
   insane!?”
  
  the man in the cell shrieked. “What are you
  
   doing?
  
  How?!”
 

 
  “I see you’re still in a mood,” Darling said solemnly. “That’s fine, I’ll come back later.”
 

 
  “Of course I’m still in a mood, you fucking imbecile! You were just here a minute ago!”
 

 
  “All right, well, good chat,” he said cheerily, waving his fingers at the three inmates. “You kids be good, now!”
 

 
  Whistling jauntily—just to irritate them, because he was not inclined to be the bigger person as a rule—Darling bounced up the steps to the doors of the jail. Aside from the elaborately carved oak door, it looked like any other prison on the inside: stone floors, torchlight, iron bars separating cramped cells. When he slipped out, though, shutting the door behind him on the newest prisoner’s ranting, he was left standing in front of the elaborately carved wardrobe set up in the little house’s basement.
 

 
  “Have fun eyeballing your little collection?” the demon said snidely from within his circle. Darling just strode past him, still whistling. It didn’t pay to interact with demons any more than was absolutely necessary.
 

 
  His thoughts were occupied, anyway. That wardrobe had certainly cost more than a comparably-sized prison would have to build. The enchantments on it were state-of-the art, and the power source running it was an enchanted crystal of the sort the archwizards of old had spent lifetimes creating and went to war to steal from each other. The use of pocket dimensions for storage—even of people—wasn’t anything new, but time within this prison was frozen except when a person bearing one of the control runes entered. Thus, the four prisoners had scarcely had time to get their bearings, even two days later Mrs. Harkley had originally been locked in. With the Bishops checking on them every hour and not staying long, she had only been there a few minutes by her own reckoning. As it must have looked to the prisoners like their captors were cycling in and out immediately on one another’s heels, not to mention that the three from the previous night had been collected right behind Harkley, it surely wouldn’t take them long to figure out the basics of their situation. It hardly mattered; the important thing was that they wouldn’t work any infernal magic while actively under a Bishop’s eyes, and couldn’t do anything at all unless one of the Bishops was present.
 

 
  What troubled him was how this thing had come to be given to them for their mission. It had been delivered shortly after their arrival in the town, with no explanation beyond a description of its function and directions for its use. Such incredibly advanced enchantment was the kind of toy he’d expect Imperial Intelligence to have in its possession, but everything they carried had been provided by the Church, which historically didn’t work very much with arcane magic. Had Justinian established a group of enchanters or mages under the Church’s aegis? Had they somehow appropriated Imperial property? If so, was it with the Empire’s cooperation? Every question spun off into more questions; the only thing he could be certain of was that the extra-dimensional wardrobe showed the Archpope’s resources to be well beyond what he had imagined.
 

 
  That, needless to say, was disturbing.
 

 
  He emerged into the kitchen to find it quieter than when he left. Branwen’s mixing bowl was sitting on the counter, still full of batter with her spoon stuck in, but the stove was cool. Darling frowned, unease tingling at the back of his neck. It was a small break from pattern, but a break nonetheless.
 

 
  “Everything all right?” he asked, stepping into the living room.
 

 
  “Doesn’t look like it,” Basra replied. She and Andros were by the front windows, holding up the curtains to peer out. Branwen stood near the kitchen door, wringing her hands; she gave him a tense smile as he entered.
 

 
  “The town is too quiet,” Andros rumbled. “It’s only just sundown; there should still be people about. The street is deserted.”
 

 
  Darling frowned, striding across the room to join him. Sure enough, Hamlet appeared to be a ghost town. He half expected an iconic tumbleweed to blow across the road. “You suspect our Wreath friends?”
 

 
  “Who else?”
 

 
  “This may be their last gasp,” said Basra thoughtfully. “Given the size of the town and the sheer number of those Tellwyrn took out, there can’t have been many left. Strategically speaking… They sent one to investigate our demon, let a night pass after she turned up missing, then dispatched three with more obviously hostile intentions.” She turned to look at him, frowning. “I’d thought that might be the end of them… If it wasn’t, though, we might be about to see the last, desperate act of whoever’s left.”
 

 
  “Good,” Andros growled. “I’ll be glad to see the end of this nonsense.”
 

 
  “How’s our perimeter, Andros?” Darling asked.
 

 
  “Intact. My wards and traps have not been approached.”
 

 
  “Mm. Anyone sense any magic at play? Anything that might make the townspeople up and leave?”
 

 
  “No,” said Basra, “for whatever that’s worth. We’d sense infernal magic, but other branches? Warlocks wouldn’t have access to fae magic, but they’re known to use arcane spells.”
 

 
  “I don’t sense
  
   anything,”
  
  Branwen said fretfully. “Even stretching my mind out to its furthest extent. There should be…a buzz, a background noise of people’s desires and passions. There’s nothing. It’s like the townspeople are all asleep.”
 

 
  “Or gone,” Andros growled.
 

 
  “Right.” Darling stepped back. “Everybody, gear up. Seems likely something’s about to go down; it’s not going to take us by surprise. Cloaks on, weapons at hand, in position. Andros, you’re on point. Let us know the instant anything gets too close.”
 

 
  For a wonder, Andros didn’t give him any backtalk about being told to take obvious measures. He and Branwen turned and retreated to their rooms to gather their things; Basra remained on watch until they returned, then she and Darling did the same.
 

 
  He could feel it in the very air, now. Not something magical, or something tangible, but a tension. A feeling weighing on the back of his neck that this was all finally coming to a head.
 

 
  He hoped they were ready for it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  In the end, they didn’t need Andros’s wards. Their enemy approached openly as the sun fell over the silent town.
 

 
  Three figures in cowled gray robes stepped up to the front gate of the house and paused. The one in the middle drew back a hand, then hurled it forward as through throwing a ball. At the gesture, the four Bishops felt a spike of diabolic energy and the middle section of the white picket fence exploded into splinters.
 

 
  “Classy,” Basra snorted.
 

 
  She stood beside the door; the rest of them were positioned throughout the living room. All four wore their invisibility cloaks—also rare items and proof of the Archpope’s heavy investment in this mission. They watched through the windows as the three attacking Wreath cultists strode forward onto their lawn, and paused again.
 

 
  Once more there came a huge swelling of infernal energy, though this time the cultists weren’t visibly doing anything but standing there. Immediately, however, the gathering shadows rippled around them like disturbed water, and two additional figures appeared between them.
 

 
  A serpentine creature wound itself around the cultist on the far left; the length of a python and twice as thick around the chest, its horselike skull contained a flickering green flame that blazed through its open mouth and apparently empty eye sockets, casting an eerie glow along its glossy black scales. Between the middle and right figures, a creature appeared that was the size and roughly the dimensions of a dog. It had enormously burly forelegs like a gorilla, however, and a long snout bristling with teeth, reminiscent of an alligator. With neither fur nor scales—nor apparently skin—along much of its frame, it had preposterously oversized claws on each foot, and spiky plates of bone lining its spine.
 

 
  Their familiars summoned, the cultists lowered their hoods. Even in the falling light, their features were clearly visible, as were their grimly resolute expressions. Darling couldn’t see his fellow Bishops, but he suspected he wasn’t the only one who reared back in surprise.
 

 
  They were
  
   children.
  
 

 
  Well, teenagers, anyway. The boy on the right, the one who rested a hand on the hellhound’s back, couldn’t have been thirteen. On the opposite side was a girl maybe a year or two older, if that, with the taller boy in the center just barely old enough to lie his way into the Army.
 

 
  Darling held position, though internally he was reeling. Was this the Wreath’s plan? Send someone they’d be reluctant to harm? He had to acknowledge that if that was their game, it was a good one; he wasn’t at all sure he had the stomach to use force against kids that young. What disturbed him more, however, was his certainty that at least one and probably two of his compatriots
  
   did.
  
 

 
  The three started forward as one, their demons in tow, but stopped just short of the stairs, uncertainty registering on their faces, when Basra silently opened the door. She was still invisible behind her cloak; they stared warily at the suddenly empty space for a moment before the tallest youth, the one in the middle, set his jaw and stepped forward again. Taking his cue, the others came too, visibly re-gathering their courage.
 

 
  The youngest boy snapped his fingers and pointed at the door; the hellhound let out a hoarse grunt and lunged forward, barreling through.
 

 
  Basra threw aside her cloak and lashed out with her sword, neatly beheading the demon as it charged past. It plowed into the stairs, already beginning to crumble to ash and let off gouts of sulfurous smoke before it had stopped twitching. The boy who commanded it emitted one short cry of shock.
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Basra said, standing in the door and grinning at them. “You’re not even trying.”
 

 
  The smirk vanished from her face when all three of them pulled out wands and took aim. Basra barely dived out of the line of fire before lightning bolts ripped through the front of the house, blasting the door off its hinges, taking out a chunk of its frame and punching a hole in the staircase.
 

 
  The serpentine demon—a species Darling didn’t recognize—lunged forward, flying without the benefit of wings, and spat a gout of green fire at her. Basra, cursing, erupted in golden radiance and swiped at the creature with her sword. She was quick and precise, but it spun through the air with unnatural agility, evading every strike. She was forced to retreat through the door to the downstairs bedroom to evade another round of wandfire as the two older kids pushed inside, forcing her back.
 

 
  Then Andros threw off his cloak. Beneath it, he had a bow ready with arrow nocked; in one smooth motion, he drew back and let fly, and this time it was the Wreath kids who were forced to dive aside. He hadn’t aimed at them, however; the arrow thunked into the lintel above the shattered door, and an eerie blue radiance rose from it. All at once the temperature plummeted in the room. Flakes of actual snow began to appear from the ceiling, flung about by the winds that suddenly sprang up. With the blessing of Shaath suddenly upon the house, its internal weather became a facsimile of that in the frigid Stalrange, contrasting painfully with the heat of the plains. The kids found snow driven into their eyes by winds which whipped their ill-fitting gray robes about as though seeking to tear them right off.
 

 
  They barely had time to react to this before Andros tossed aside his bow, pulled out a pair of wands, and returned fire. Darling noted with relief that he was aiming to keep them separated and on their toes, not to kill. Even so, every shot blasted a hole in the wooden walls of the house, except those which pulverized furniture instead. Only the frigid winds kept the place from catching fire.
 

 
  The winds also had the unintended side effect of blowing their invisibility cloaks loose. Darling had the presence of mind to grab at his with both hands and pin its hem to the ground with his feet, but Branwen almost immediately lost hers, winking into view. She wreathed herself in a golden glow, forming a divine shield just in time to absorb a blast from a wand aimed by the youngest boy.
 

 
  One of Andros’s wandshots clipped the snake demon, sending it careening into the wall with an unnatural screech that grated painfully on the ears. Branwen immediately directed a blast of pure light at it, pinning it against the wall long enough for the Huntsman to level both his wands and unleash a barrage that reduced the creature to ash and that section of wall to kindling.
 

 
  Meanwhile, the girl finally took aim at the blessed arrow with her own wand, blasting it to oblivion and taking the upper half of the doorframe down with it, causing a section of wall adjacent to the front door to tumble outward, unsupported.
 

 
  In the sudden absence of howling winds, the house groaned alarmingly.
 

 
  Darling wasn’t paying attention to this. Still shrouded under his cloak, he was staring at Branwen. For a moment, something had flickered through her golden aura, disturbing it at the moment when it was weakest, when she was directing more power at the snake demon. He glanced around; Basra was still in the other room, apparently the target of the wandshots the tallest boy was firing in that direction, and Andros was in a momentary standoff with the other two. Three warlocks…two demons. There was no way these kids had conjured familiars of that caliber on their own…
 

 
  He darted over to Branwen, placing a hand on her back and hoping she didn’t jump in startlement. She didn’t react at all, in fact. But then, she had probably sensed his approach.
 

 
  “Give me ten seconds,” he murmured, “then drop your aura.”
 

 
  Darling scuttled backward from her, hoping his message was received and accepted; she had the presence of mind not to give away his position by acknowledging it verbally. Sure enough, ten seconds later, she turned to face the two kids in the corner, letting the glow around herself wink out and placing a shield of light between their wands and Andros.
 

 
  He watched her back intently. A moment…wait for it…could he have been wrong? No, there…the faintest distortion.
 

 
  Darling lunged forward, reaching out a hand from under his cloak, snatched a heavy pewter candlestick from the mantle. He brought it down with all his strength, apparently into midair; by sheer luck or the favor of Eserion, it was a dead hit. The succubus popped into visibility as the chunk of pewter was slammed down on her skull. Darling threw aside his cloak, dropping the candlestick and reaching out to grab her by the hair as she crumpled. With his other hand, he whipped out his belt knife and drove it into her back, then viciously yanked the blade out sideways, splattering the floorboards with black ichor. The demoness crumpled to the ground, unconscious and bleeding out.
 

 
  Gods in the sky, a succubus. Not even a warlock would be crazy enough to give teenagers access to a succubus. This was all wrong.
 

 
  With the younger two distracted, the tall boy was suddenly alone and found himself in the sights of both Andros’s wands. He turned, wide-eyed, raising his own weapon at the Huntsman.
 

 
  Basra whipped around the corner, commanding his attention again, but before he could swivel his wand back around to aim at her, she closed with him and drove her sword into his belly just below the ribs.
 

 
  
   “Andy!”
  
  the girl shrieked in anguish. The boy dropped his wand, gaping at Basra, who winked at him, then yanked her weapon free. He crumpled soundlessly.
 

 
  “Damn it!” Darling swore.
 

 
  “You
  
   didn’t
  
  need to do that!” Branwen exclaimed, rushing to the side of the fallen boy. Her shield over the other two winked out, but Andros immediately swiveled both his wands to cover them.
 

 
  “Drop the weapons,” he snarled. Both kids, tears pouring down their faces, did so.
 

 
  Meanwhile, Basra was wiping blood from her short sword with a piece of curtain that had been badly scorched by wandshots. Her eyes flicked between Darling and Branwen, narrowing. “I don’t tell you two how to pick pockets or suck dicks. Do
  
   not
  
  tell me how to end a fight.”
 

 
  Branwen had placed her hands over the boy’s wound. While light blazed around her, Darling eased over to the other two and collected their wands. Stepping back, he peered critically around the room.
 

 
  The stairs had been pulverized, the front door was completely gone… Holes had been blasted in all four walls and the ceiling, and most of the furniture was nothing but scraps of kindling and scorched fabric. He winced at the sight of all those books, burned to ash and fragments, their pieces strewn about by Shaath’s winds. The entire front of the room was more open space than wall at this point.
 

 
  “Something tells me we’re not getting our security deposit back,” he said.
 

 
  “Still too quiet out there,” Andros grunted, then raised one wand to point directly at the girl’s face. “You. Explain.”
 

 
  She tore her eyes from the spectacle of Branwen trying to heal her fallen friend. Tears still ran down her face, but the glare she directed at Andros was pure hatred. She answered, however, her voice thick with barely controlled emotion. “It’s a spell. Arcane. The elders set it up long ago in case we needed to…to…” She paused, swallowing down a lump in her throat. “Everyone’s asleep, but they’re fine. They’ll wake up fine.
  
   We
  
  don’t harm innocents,” she spat.
 

 
  Andros grunted. “How many more of you?”
 

 
  “We’re
  
   it,
  
  moron!” the younger boy said shrilly. “Do you think they’d send
  
   kids
  
  after you? There’s nobody else
  
   left.
  
  You killed our
  
   parents,
  
  you bastard! We called up their familiars and came to—to—to…” He trailed off, squeezing his eyes shut, and choked back a sob. The girl wrapped both her arms around his thin shoulders.
 

 
  “To what?” Basra asked dryly. “Get revenge? Well done.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Darling said sharply. Turning to the kids he moderated his tone. “Nobody’s been killed, no thanks to you. Your parents, if that’s who paid us an unannounced visit last night, are fine. They’re about to go to Tiraas, but the good news is you’ll be going too. Branwen, how’s it look?”
 

 
  She had just let the glow around her fade, and sat back on her heels, looking exhausted. “I’m
  
   really
  
  not a healer. I think… I think he’s stable. But it’s not a
  
   good
  
  stable… He’s lost blood, which I can’t do anything about. Might be in shock, too.”
 

 
  “Right…” Darling looked around again at the destroyed house, the eerily silent street, their beaten and traumatized underage foes. “Well then, not only is our mission accomplished, but I think we’re about to be very unwelcome in this town. Time to be moving along. Andros, Branwen, get these three into the cells. The stasis should keep the lad stable until we can get him to an actual healer. Basra, we’re done with the…thing…in the basement. Be so kind as to kill it.”
 

 
  
   “Excellent,”
  
  she said, already grinning and fondling her sword lovingly as she shouldered past Andros into the kitchen.
 

 
  “I’m going to make a break for the scrolltower office, while the town’s asleep,” Darling said, already starting for the door. “We can’t take that wardrobe on the Rails; we’ll need transport out of here as quick as possible. Andros, I don’t anticipate more trouble, but keep everything stable here till I get back.”
 

 
  The Huntsman nodded to him. Confident this situation was as under control as it could be, Darling exited through the gaping hole roughly where the front door had been and bounded down the steps.
 

 
  Hamlet was downright creepy like this. The last redness of sunset had faded while they were occupied shooting up the house, but even in the darkness, the town felt
  
   dead
  
  in a way that no town should. He had an irrational thought that the residents might not be merely asleep, and made a mental note to double check on them—or at least some of them—once his immediate errand was done. Gods knew they’d have time while they waited for a coach to get out here.
 

 
  It happened faster than he could react.
 

 
  One instant he was disturbingly alone in the silent town, the next, the moon-cast shadows seemed to blossom all around him, spitting out half a dozen figures. All but one of them wore ash-gray robes.
 

 
  Darling skidded to a stop, completely encircled. Directly in front of him, a man in a dapper white suit and matching boater hat stepped forward. His face was dark brown, homely, and brightened by an amiable smile.
 

 
  “Evenin’,” he said lightly, tugging the brim of his hat. “It’s Sweet, isn’t it? I do believe you have something of mine.” That mild-mannered grin widened, and the cultists began to close in. “Well…something of my Lady’s, that is.”
 

 
  “Ah,” said Darling mildly, glancing around. No gaps to exploit. “Well, you know how it is, one picks things up. What are you missing, exactly?”
 

 
  “Four members of my cult.” The man’s smile faded into grimness. “And their children.”
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  “We ready, then?” asked Rafe brightly. Trissiny repressed a sigh. They weren’t ready; she did not have a good opinion of this plan, but the others had overruled her. Again.
 

 
  “It’s a little unwieldy,” said Fross, drifting slightly to one side before catching herself. “The featherweight oil’s working, though. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble carrying it at speed.”
 

 
  “Just be careful not to spill it. At least, not before it’s time to.”
 

 
  “Yes, I
  
   know,
  
  Professor.”
 

 
  She looked very odd with a cobbled-together tray of bottles and glass vials suspended from her, swaying gently back and forth. Fross appeared to be able to handle the weight, but the students were nonetheless keeping their distance, knowing what was in those bottles.
 

 
  “I
  
   still
  
  don’t like that we pillaged Horsebutt’s grave goods to make that,” Ruda grumbled. “It’s not respectful.”
 

 
  “We just took a few arrows to make the frame,” said Gabe tersely. He still had Juniper wrapped around him, and was still clearly feeling the effects of the war drums. The rest of them were mostly okay, thanks to time spent in Toby’s calming aura. “Just be glad Rafe had so much spidersilk in that belt or we’d have been truly fucked.”
 

 
  “Still doesn’t feel right,” she said. “I left some food and ale, but… I dunno if that’s what he’d like. Don’t need an angry ghost coming after us”
 

 
  “Well, he was a barbarian warlord,” Teal said. “What else would he like? We could leave some coins?”
 

 
  “Hmph. Simple things, practical things. Food, drink, loot and girls. Oh,” she said, grinning suddenly. “Maybe I could strip down, lie on his tomb and jill myself off a couple times. Bet he’d get a kick out of that.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Gabriel said after a moment’s stunned pause. “Two questions. Would that actually work, and if so, can I watch?”
 

 
  “It actually might,” said Rafe, “and no, that seems like the kind of thing for which Trissiny would stab you.”
 

 
  They all shifted their eyes to look at her. Trissiny glanced back and forth around the group, then shrugged irritably. “What? You’re expecting me to argue?”
 

 
  “Horsebutt will have to be content with Ruda’s offering and our apologies,” Rafe said firmly. “I don’t think we can afford to waste much more time here. Fross? You’re up.”
 

 
  “Wish me luck!” the pixie chirped, then drifted toward the doorway to the canyon. She was moving without apparent strain, but much more slowly than usual. There was a collective indrawing of breath as she came perilously close to clipping the stone doorframe with her makeshift basket, but she corrected and made it out into open air without trouble. From there she ascended rapidly out of sight. There came no immediate outcry from the centaurs; she had clearly well followed her instructions to move outside their range of view.
 

 
  “Right,” said Rafe. “Demons, your turn.”
 

 
  Juniper gave Gabe a quick kiss on the cheek, squeezed him once, and then let him go, backing away. Immediately the blackness in his eyes expanded to fill them completely and he hunched forward, features twisting as he fought the artificial rage induced by the centaurs’ infernal magic.
 

 
  Teal shifted without a word; even with her wings folded tightly against her back, Vadrieny’s blazing presence was overwhelming in the cramped tunnel. She stalked forward, talons crunching on the gravel-strewn floor, the others pressing themselves against the wall to get out of her path, and laid one clawed hand on Gabriel’s shoulder.
 

 
  “Right,” Rafe repeated. “Good. Now that you’re here and the moment is upon us, Vadrieny, I want you to grab Ruda too.”
 

 
  “What?” Ruda said shrilly.
 

 
  “She’s the most vulnerable of those left, with no magic of her own,” the Professor continued inexorably. “Get her to safety. The rest of us can cope.”
 

 
  “Fuck you!” Ruda snarled, grasping at her rapier. “I’m not leaving my friends like that!”
 

 
  “This isn’t up for discussion,” he said sharply. “Vadrieny—”
 

 
  “Not happening,” said the demon curtly.
 

 
  Rafe boggled at her for a moment, then scowled. “Look, this is in the best—”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  look.” She pointed one wicked claw at him, glaring. “Ruda
  
   fights.
  
  She stands by her friends. Loyalty and valor—those aren’t just values, that’s who and what she
  
   is.
  
  Maybe someday, Rafe, someone will strip away
  
   your
  
  identity, and then you’ll understand why you don’t
  
   do
  
  that to a person. Ready to go, Gabriel?”
 

 
  “As I’ll ever be,” he rasped, lifting his eyes to look helplessly at the others. “Guys, I… I’m sorry. I wish…”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   all right,
  
  Gabe,” Toby said firmly. “Get to safety. Get Tellwyrn; that’s the best thing you can do for us now.”
 

 
  Gabriel had time to nod once before Vadrieny steered him firmly out of the tunnel, wrapped one arm around his chest, and took off with a mighty beat of her wings. They were instantly lost to sight, but there came a whooping from above as the centaurs spotted the glowing demon passing.
 

 
  “We are going to
  
   talk
  
  about this, you and me,” Ruda said grimly, glaring at Rafe.
 

 
  “Can’t wait,” he muttered.
 

 
  “Is there even the slightest chance of Tellwyrn coming to help?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  “Not really, no.” Rafe shook his head. “She may be the biggest, baddest mage alive, but the Golden Sea… Even
  
   gods
  
  have had trouble navigating in here. Teleporting into the Sea is completely random. Traveling by foot or by air isn’t much better unless you’re going toward the edge. Nope, we’d best not count on any backup arriving.”
 

 
  She nodded, unsurprised, and drew her sword.
 

 
  Toby shifted uncomfortably. “How long do you think it’ll take Fross… Oh. That must be her.”
 

 
  The sounds from above erupted into utter cacophony. The drums, mercifully, stopped. The centaurs’ hollering abruptly increased tenfold in volume and intensity, many of the shouts becoming outright screams, and the sound of hoofbeats thundered about even more erratically than when they had first arrived.
 

 
  Fross’s collection of bottles had been a hodgepodge of disruptive compounds Rafe had been carrying. Hallucinogens and fear inducers, both of which he’d tweaked—while the others had woven together the hasty basket—to become airborne once opened. A bottle of pure elemental wind to spread the effects around as much as possible. A few bottled shades, barely intelligent shadow elementals which would rush around in a mad panic in the absence of specific orders; he had bemoaned the loss of those, but they would be just the push needed to scatter the suddenly drugged and terrified centaurs.
 

 
  “Ahh.” Rafe grinned fiendishly, rubbing his hands. “I do love it when a plan comes together. Confusion and chaos, kids. This is why you don’t screw with the alchemist!”
 

 
  “Time for us to move,” Trissiny said curtly, stepping out into the canyon.
 

 
  Afternoon was fading above; it was already deep twilight within the canyon, only the reddish sky still showing any signs of light. The gloom was less disturbing than the chaos from the plains. No matter that the centaurs were enemies of the worst order, hearing them screaming in abject terror was not pleasant for anyone.
 

 
  The others filed out behind her, quiet as possible; Trissiny barely waited for them to exit the passage before setting off back the way they had come.
 

 
  It was a tense, macabre reenactment of their journey into the canyon in the first place. Again, the centaurs were galloping about without plan or purpose, but this time they were obviously suffering utter havoc, rather than exulting in high spirits. Here and there, sounds of fighting broke out as the potion-addled brutes turned on each other. This time, too, it was dark, and growing darker by the moment; Shaeine carefully tucked her black glasses into their case and then into her robes. As before, though, the students made their progress as carefully and quietly as they could without sacrificing too much speed.
 

 
  With a horrible scream, a centaur pitched over the rim of the canyon above, striking the ground with a massive
  
   thud
  
  mangled by the snapping of limbs. She lay there, kicking with broken legs and shrieking nonstop until Trissiny darted over to her and beheaded the creature with a quick stroke.
 

 
  The others stared at her, wide-eyed, as she returned to the group. Shaeine, though, nodded once in understanding. In that instance, the tactically sound thing was also the only kindness she could have offered. Neither of them could have healed those injuries, even if they’d wanted to.
 

 
  “Hug the wall, just like we did on the way in,” she said, pitching her voice barely loud enough to be audible above the carnage. “If any more fall off, they’ll hopefully overshoot us. We
  
   don’t
  
  want to be landed on.”
 

 
  She resumed her place in the lead, setting off. They followed again with only the slightest hesitation.
 

 
  For all that the trip back started much worse than the trip out had been, it gradually got better. The centaurs grew more scattered and this time they actually managed to leave them behind; they had apparently made their camp above the tomb to wait for the students to emerge. They made much better time, too, moving with a purpose and a somewhat diminished need for stealth. In what seemed like relatively short order, the canyon walls shortened enough that they had to hunch to hide beneath them, which they did; distant or no, the centaurs were still audibly present, still making a constant din of screams and occasional crashes.
 

 
  Trissiny called a halt; this was where they were meant to rendezvous with Fross, and there was as yet no sign of the pixie. She knew to head downhill, which would lead reliably to Last Rock, if she became separated, but Trissiny very much hoped it didn’t come to that. They wouldn’t know their missing classmate’s fate until they got back to the University in that case, and if Fross didn’t turn up there, they’d have no realistic prospect of mounting a rescue.
 

 
  At least it was finally growing dark enough to see stars. The pixie would be much easier to spot against a black sky.
 

 
  “Everybody catch your breath,” she said quietly. “When Fross finds us, we’re going to move as quickly as we can, straight downhill. Once we’re out on the open plain, stealth is not going to be a possibility. We’ll do our best to get out of range of the centaurs, and if any of them catch up, we’ll have to fight.”
 

 
  “How long does that stuff last, Professor?” asked Toby.
 

 
  “Should keep ’em completely out of commission for most of the night! I don’t brew halfway, sonny boy.”
 

 
  “And after that they’ll have a hard time regrouping. They’ll have wounded to tend to, and whatever supplies they were carrying were almost certainly damaged in the chaos.” Trissiny nodded grudgingly. “It’ll mean a very exhausting night, but I’d say odds are decent that if we make good time we won’t have to deal—”
 

 
  It had been perfectly still; none of them had realized anyone was there. But abruptly, a centaur burst upright out of the tallgrass not twenty yards away, where he had apparently been lying on his side. Trissiny spun to face him, and for an instant they locked eyes. His face was twisted by panic, but not reduced to witlessness. She saw him see her. See all of them.
 

 
  He raised a horn to his lips and blew a series of sharp blasts, galloping back along the rim of the canyon toward whatever was left of the main herd.
 

 
  “All right,” said Rafe, “which one of you forgot to make an offering to Arseface, the god of irony?”
 

 
  “Nevermind,” said Trissiny. “We have to move. Those who are so inclined, say a prayer of guidance for Fross, but do it while we run.”
 

 
  She suited the words with action, setting out at a sharp pace after doing a quick visual scan to identify the direction in which the prairie gently sloped. The others immediately followed; to her frustration, Trissiny had to moderate her pace somewhat. Clearly she was the only one accustomed to prolonged running.
 

 
  In fairness, it hardly mattered. There was no way they were going to outrun centaurs.
 

 
  For a good ten minutes it seemed they actually might; it was at least that long before the sounds behind them obviously became organized. Trissiny skidded to a halt, though, when the hunting horns rose. At least three separate tones. She turned back to face their pursuers. They were merely a line of indistinct shapes in the darkness, but even at this distance, she felt the faint prickling of diabolic magic at work.
 

 
  “Stop,” she said firmly. Juniper leaned forward, bracing her hands on her knees; Shaeine was also out of breath. “Everyone catch your breath as best you can, we don’t want to face this overtired. Toby, can you ease everyone’s weariness?”
 

 
  “I have been,” he replied, then grimaced apologetically. “Except… It won’t work on Juniper, divine magic’s not helpful for fae. Sorry, June.”
 

 
  “’S’fine,” the dryad said, waving him off. She straightened slowly with an odd cracking sound like twigs snapping. She wasn’t panting; she wasn’t, Trissiny realized, breathing at all, but her body language clearly showed fatigue.
 

 
  “Are you all right, June?” she asked.
 

 
  “Yup. Just let me…limber up a bit.” Juniper rolled her neck and shook out her arms. “I’m not really used to running. I’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “Good. When they get close enough to start their attack, I want you on point. Be out in front and take down whatever they send at you.”
 

 
  “Can do,” the dryad said grimly, stepping forward to position herself between the group and the rapidly approaching centaurs.
 

 
  “Shaeine, support her initially with your shields until the battle closes and Ruda and I advance to her position. I want her to take the first hits; use your best judgment about what’s too much for her to take.”
 

 
  “Why’s that, exactly?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Psychological warfare,” Trissiny said, keeping her eye on the enemy. They had slowed their advance, forming into a more even line. That was not the behavior of people hopped up on alchemical terror drugs. Either the potions had missed a few, or they had a way to counteract them. It was barely more than a dozen, though, which was much better than facing the full horde of fifty. “They’ll open with arrows, spears and/or infernal magic. Juniper’s impervious to diabolism—well, diabolism of the caliber
  
   those
  
  creatures can manage. She’s also our most durable member, and can take a few hits. I want them to see their opening salvo fail to make a dent on a pretty girl in a short dress before we proceed to carving them up. June, as soon as you feel you’ve had enough, start backing up and Ruda and I will move in and take the front. Then focus on healing yourself until you feel ready to rejoin the fight.”
 

 
  “Got it.” The dryad smiled brightly at her. “You know, you’re actually really good at this!”
 

 
  “This is what I’ve trained for my whole life,” the paladin said grimly.
 

 
  “And me?” Rafe asked. Trissiny repressed the first comment that came to mind. Thanks to him and his nonsense, she was conducting this battle with their two most impervious members—one of whom was also their hardest hitter—absent, not to mention their ranged magic support. This was not the time, though; you didn’t berate your troops right before an engagement if you wanted them fighting at their best.
 

 
  “Unless you’ve got a weapon, hang back. Since holy magic won’t heal Juniper and I’d rather she not waste her energy, use any applicable potions you’ve still got to support her.”
 

 
  “Rightyo!”
 

 
  “What, no special instructions for me?” Ruda asked grinning.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “Your job is to kill things. I don’t think you need supervision.”
 

 
  The pirate laughed. “Once in a while, roomie, you say something that makes me think we just might learn to get along.”
 

 
  “Here we go,” Trissiny said firmly as the centaurs let out simultaneous blasts on three hunting horns. “Stand firm and show them just what they’re messing with, people.”
 

 
  The centaurs—fourteen of them—formed a cohesive line fifty yards distant. At their center was a female who stood head and shoulders taller than any of the others, wearing a feathered headdress and carrying a long staff surmounted by a collection of grinning skulls. Even from this distance, Trissiny could feel the demonic magic radiating from her.
 

 
  One trotted forward, a male—the same one, she realized, who’d spotted them and sounded the alarm. He made a diagonal pass across the distance between the two groups, studying them. She saw the moment when he realized they had no bows, wands or spears: a savage grin broke across his features and he wheeled about, charging forward directly at Juniper.
 

 
  The dryad had stepped forward, placing a good six yards between herself and the other students, and stood there, watching him come. He eyed her up and down with a leer even as he rapidly closed with her; even if she didn’t know the habits of centaurs, Trissiny would have suspected his intent. In seconds, he had closed the distance. Not slowing in the slightest, he re-angled himself to pass perpendicular to the battle lines, reaching out to grab a fistful of Juniper’s hair in passing.
 

 
  He might as well have grabbed a tree.
 

 
  The centaur emitted a pained squawk as he was brought up short, flopping onto his side, his legs going out from under him. Juniper very calmly raised her own leg and kicked him right under the chin.
 

 
  With a disturbing
  
   pop,
  
  his head went sailing back the way he had come, striking the ground and bouncing toward the other centaurs. It vanished into the tallgrass before reaching them.
 

 
  With a howl of rage, another female broke from the centaur lines and charged forward, this one brandishing a staff somewhat less elaborate than that wielded by their leader. She gesticulated with this as she came, sending a huge, roughly bird-shaped patch of shadow careening straight at Juniper.
 

 
  It struck the dryad and vanished.
 

 
  The charging centaur’s yells only grew more furious. She launched two more of the shadow-birds, each of which simply petered out upon making contact; the second one, Juniper actually swatted out of the air, grinning.
 

 
  Her smugness vanished when the warlock changed tactics, hurling a fireball. The dryad yelped, diving frantically out of the way. The spell impacted the ground just beyond where she had been, igniting the tallgrass; Juniper rolled to her feet and lunged away from it in a panic, even as the rest of the students were forced back from the growing blaze, Rafe fishing frantically in his belt for something to put it out.
 

 
  The centaur warlock brandished her staff again, grinning triumphantly and calling another ball of fire into being. Her own victorious expression was snuffed out when a translucent silver wall sprang into existence right in front of her. Moving too fast to stop,she slammed into it at full speed with a hideous crunch and staggered backward, then fell to the ground, stunned.
 

 
  “Good work, Shaeine!” Trissiny shouted. “Everyone, regroup! Back away from the fire. Juniper, this way! Don’t get separated!”
 

 
  The centaurs had started to move forward at a walk, the leader brandishing her skull staff overhead. The students were in disarray, despite Trissiny’s efforts to regather them together; the fire was taking hold admirably in the dry tallgrass, spreading fast and unpredictably.
 

 
  And then, out of nowhere, a blast of frigid wind ripped across the space between them, accompanied an instant later by a brutal splattering of sleet. In seconds, the fire was gone and a swath of scorched tallgrass glistened under a thin coating of ice.
 

 
  “Hi, guys!” Fross sang, zipping into their midst. “What’d I miss?”
 

 
  “Fross!” Trissiny shouted in relief. “Thank the goddess, I was afraid they’d caught you. Can you discourage them while we pull back together?
  
   Elemental
  
  magic only, they may be able to turn arcane spells against you.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’m an arcane sciences major. I
  
   know
  
  my circles of interaction. Hey, four-legged assholes! BEHOLD!”
 

 
  From the tiny point of white light that was the pixie sprang forward an unthinkable torrent of magic. A wave of wind rippled across the plain, drawing the centaurs up short; in its wake came dozens of icicles, spraying across them without pattern. They let out cries of surprise and pain; some of those shafts of ice were sharp enough to pierce flesh. A few halfhearted bursts of fire cut swaths into the ice storm, but after less than half a minute, the centaurs broke formation and wheeled about, galloping away in full retreat.
 

 
  “They grow up so fast,” Rafe sniffled.
 

 
  “Is everybody all right?” Trissiny asked as they finally managed to regroup.
 

 
  “Peachy keen! I’m…whoo, head rush…” Fross chimed weakly, and dropped suddenly from the air. Shaeine dived forward to catch her in her cupped hands.
 

 
  “Fross!” Toby said in alarm.
 

 
  “She’s okay,” Juniper assured them, peering down at the spent pixie, “just exhausted. Pixies are basically
  
   made
  
  of magic; she can’t exactly run out, but she can dip so low she’s got no energy left for stuff like flying and talking. Here, give her to me, your fingers’ll get frostbite.” Tenderly taking Fross from Shaeine, she set the pixie atop her head, nestling her into her thatch of green hair. “There. That was a
  
   lot
  
  of power to be throwing around at once. She’ll be okay in a few hours.”
 

 
  “So we can’t expect her to do that again anytime soon?” Rafe said, glancing back the way the centaurs had gone.
 

 
  “Better not. Honestly, I think she might try, but she’ll just burn herself out again. It’s not…
  
   unsafe.
  
  Like I said, pixie magic is pretty much bottomless. But there’s a limit to how much she can hold at one time.”
 

 
  “So she needs to regenerate,” said Trissiny, “and we need to move. I don’t think we can afford to assume they’ve had enough.”
 

 
  “What would you guess are the odds?” Toby asked, as they fell into step behind her. She didn’t try to lead them at a run, this time; she’d chivvy them into a faster pace presently, but for now, Fross wasn’t the only one needing to regather her strength.
 

 
  “Depends on too many factors we can’t really understand,” she replied. “Mostly down to their culture and the psychology of that big one who was leading.”
 

 
  “It comes down to this,” said Ruda. “They’re raiders. We’ve just embarrassed them twice; they can’t have that. The leader can’t have it, it’ll be cutting into her authority. If we scared them badly enough, she may not be able to whip them back into fighting shape to come after us. Otherwise, they definitely will.”
 

 
  “Their apparent leader, in addition to being an abnormally large specimen, was clearly a warlock of significant power,” said Shaeine. “It is difficult to imagine that they are more frightened of us than they are of her.”
 

 
  Toby closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “So you’re saying…”
 

 
  “We’re saying,” Trissiny said grimly, “it is going to be a
  
   long
  
  night. Walk faster.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There were few things more brutally exhausting than a long fighting retreat, as they soon learned.
 

 
  The centaurs did not give up. They managed to kill a few with each engagement, but the overall trend in their numbers was in the opposite direction as they gathered more of their scattered herd. The students suffered only minor wounds, easily mended with three light-wielders and an alchemist in their group, but they were leaning heavily on Toby’s gifts and Rafe’s concoctions to keep their energy up. Nobody knew exactly where the tipping point would be, but they were all very well aware that magic and alchemy were not long-term substitutes for rest, especially when they were alternating constant running with short bursts of grueling violence.
 

 
  The first time the centaurs charged again, a swift counter-charge by Trissiny and Ruda smashed their lines, throwing them into disarray. Despite their disadvantages in numbers and size, the two humans were wreathed in healing light from Toby and mobile barriers provided by Shaeine; the centaurs very quickly grew tired of fighting indestructible little pests who darted into their midst wielding cold steel, and broke away to regroup.
 

 
  Thereafter, they abandoned their strategy of using numbers and weight, preferring to make passes from a safe distance, firing arrows and spells. Shaeine continued to shield the group from projectiles and Fross, by that point, had recovered enough to retaliate with ice bolts, though at Juniper and Trissiny’s insistence, she carefully paced herself. Even Rafe managed to be helpful, hurling vials that unleashed fire, poison, blasts of wind, glue, and all manner of effects. Any lone centaurs who wandered too close to the group were taken down brutally by Juniper; the couple of times small knots of them tried to charge, those who slipped past the dryad were cut down by the two swordswomen.
 

 
  This long engagement stretched for over and hour before the students, faltering with weariness, changed their own tactics. As yet another column galloped past, readying their bows, Fross zipped overhead to blast them with wind and snow from the other side, herding them closer to the group, while at the same time Shaeine slammed a shield into place, boxing them in. Ruda, Trissiny and Juniper waded into the mix, wreaking devastation, until the centaurs broke completely and scattered, beaten and demoralized.
 

 
  One group, anyway. There always seemed to be more trickling back into the herd to replenish their numbers, even as the students grew weaker and more weary.
 

 
  In the aftermath of the failure of their last charge, they attempted to regroup into battle lines, as they had in the first place, but were sent into full retreat when Toby burst into radiance with an intensity that lit up the prairie like high noon. Throwing his arm forward, he sent his own aura rushing at them, a small mobile sun. In its wake, Trissiny could feel the crawling miasma of infernal magic burned away. The centaurs finally retreated out of their line of sight.
 

 
  “Sorry, Shaeine,” Toby said ruefully.
 

 
  “No apologies necessary,” she replied, rubbing at her eyes. “I would appreciate a word of warning next time, however.”
 

 
  “There’s…there’s not gonna be a next time,” he said. “I can’t manage that again. Guys…I’m nearing the point of burnout, here. If we don’t do something to stop this soon…” He let the thought trail off. It wasn’t really necessary to finish it.
 

 
  The light of the gods was infinite in scope and depth, but there were stark limits to how much of it mortal flesh could safely channel. “Burnout” was not a euphemism; clerics who drew too deeply on divine power tended to literally combust. Some deities cut off their followers before it got to that point. Avei, trusting her soldiers to recognize the battle in which they would die, did not. Trissiny wasn’t feeling the warning twinges of heat herself, but she had been relying more on muscle while Toby was using divine magic entirely.
 

 
  “It will be as the gods will,” she said grimly, bringing up the rear of the party.
 

 
  “That’s just fuckin’ wonderful, that is,” Ruda growled, trudging along just in front of them. “What a fucking miserable place to die. No proper body of water within miles.”
 

 
  “We’re not going to—” Trissiny broke off her reassurance as Juniper abruptly collapsed.
 

 
  “June!” Ruda shouted, rushing over to her and kneeling at the dryad’s side. “Oh, fuck…she’s not breathing!”
 

 
  “She
  
   doesn’t
  
  breathe,” said Rafe, coming over beside her. “Not the way we do, anyhow. You won’t find a pulse, either. See, her skin’s warm. Dryads go all wooden when they die, she’s fine.”
 

 
  “I think ‘fine’ might be an overly optimistic description of someone who has just fallen unconscious,” said Shaeine. Indeed, Ruda’s shaking and patting was getting no response at all from the dryad.
 

 
  “All right,” Rafe said grimly, hooking his hands under Juniper’s shoulders, “We’ll have to—OW! My back! Holy fuck, she weighs a literal
  
   ton!”
  
 

 
  “Metaphysical properties of a tree, remember?” said Trissiny. “That’s how she’s been shrugging off all those hits. I guess if she’s not conscious to control it, she gets more…tree-like.”
 

 
  “I’ve never seen a tree faint before,” Toby said worriedly.
 

 
  “I bet if you ever saw a tree run cross-country as long as Juniper just has, you’d see it faint.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure that’s it exactly,” Fross said, buzzing about their heads in a tizzy. “Dryads are
  
   really
  
  strong and very durable but they aren’t perfect, everybody’s got their weaknesses. Fire’s very bad for them, and they’re really meant to be kinda stationary. Oh, man, what are we gonna do? We can’t let her die, Naiya would massacre everybody within a mile.”
 

 
  “No one is letting anyone die,” Trissiny said firmly. “Rafe can carry her.”
 

 
  “Are you out of your—”
 

 
  “Featherweight oil!” she snapped. “Surely you didn’t use all of it making that absurd basket?”
 

 
  He blinked at her. “Oh. Huh. That’s actually a pretty good idea. Right on…sorry about this, Juno, but I’m going to have to lather you a bit,” he said, turning back to the fallen dryad and reaching into one of his belt pouches.
 

 
  Trissiny scanned the horizon. On this flat terrain the centaurs
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t have been able to get out of their view so quickly, especially when they were up the incline, slight as it was. Perhaps the Golden Sea had shifted them away… But then, how did they keep following? Ansheh had said they had ways of controlling or at least influencing the Sea’s changes up to a point.
 

 
  In the end, logic only went so far; she was a creature of faith. They were still out there. They were still coming. She could feel it.
 

 
  Her fellow students were in sorry shape. Fross seemed to have recovered from her previous exhaustion and was buzzing around Rafe, chattering something about dryads at high speed. Ruda and Shaeine were both sitting in the grass, the pirate looking absolutely worn out. The drow was poised as ever, but even her slim shoulders were slumped with fatigue. Toby had kept his feet, but his face was drawn tight with exhaustion.
 

 
  Trissiny wasn’t tired. She had always had more stamina than the other girls she’d trained with; now, with the goddess supporting her, she was still good to keep going. The others, though, weren’t going to last much longer.
 

 
  “Toby,” she said quietly, “a word?”
 

 
  He looked up, glanced over at the others, and nodded, allowing her to lead him a few yards away. Still plenty close enough for Shaeine to hear, but it couldn’t be helped.
 

 
  “I need you to look after everyone,” she said quietly. “Keep them safe, and keep them moving. Do not stop until dawn at the earliest, and even then, not until the Sea gives you something defensible to camp in.”
 

 
  “Triss, no,” he said sharply. “I know what you’re driving at, and you can forget it. We stick together.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  ship has sailed,” she retorted. “We should have made our stand when we had the full group together. Everyone’s on their last legs; they
  
   can’t
  
  keep doing this. Look at me.
  
   I
  
  can.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “I wasn’t trained for diplomacy, so I hope you’ll forgive my bluntness,” she said fiercely. “You are
  
   holding me back.
  
  None of you can fight in anything approaching my league, with the exception of Ruda, who doesn’t have any magic supporting her. Having to ride herd on all of you is crippling me. If I can get into the middle of the centaurs, call on everything Avei will give me, go
  
   all out…
  
  Well, only the gods know what will happen, but it will be a very different game. All I need to do is take out the leader, I think.”
 

 
  “And the others? How will you get back, even if you win? And how can you
  
   possibly
  
  win? Trissiny, think about this, you can’t seriously—”
 

 
  “A paladin’s life is sacrifice,” she said coldly. “With all due respect, Tobias, I suggest you get used to it.” He reared back, staring at her as if she’d slapped him, and a stabbing pain shot through her heart. “This is what I do,” she said more gently. “This is what I
  
   am.
  
  I fight. I protect.
  
   You
  
  nourish and support. These are the roles our gods called us to, Toby. You have to let me do this.” He just stared at her, anguish suppressing the weariness on his face. She reached up and gently placed a hand on his shoulder. “I
  
   know
  
  I’m asking a lot, and I’m sorry. But I need you to get the others moving, make
  
   them
  
  accept this, and get them home, and
  
   safe.
  
  Can you do it?”
 

 
  He closed his eyes for a long moment, then nodded, swallowing heavily. “I guess I’ll have to,” he said miserably, opening his eyes to look at her again. There was a strained moment between them, and then, suddenly, Toby wrapped her into a hug, squeezing fiercely despite the way her armor had to be digging into his skin. “Omnu light your path, Hand of Avei,” he whispered fiercely, then kissed her on the forehead. It tingled nearly as much as the gentle warmth of Omnu’s blessing did, settling over her.
 

 
  A blush suffused her features as she finally, reluctantly pulled back; Trissiny devoutly hoped none of what she was feeling was visible on her face. Of all the silly things, at a time like this…having the tingles over a boy. Mother Narny would either laugh at her or box her ears.
 

 
  Suddenly, she realized that Shaeine was right there. The drow reached up to place one hand gently on Trissiny’s cheek, and she felt another light sensation ripple through her like a gentle breeze.
 

 
  “Wisdom guide your steps, sister,” the priestess said quietly, “and bring you safely back to us.
  
   An’thashar talamyth nil.”
  
  She stepped back three times, bowed deeply, and turned back to the others.
 

 
  Trissiny swallowed, forced herself to meet Toby’s gaze, and nodded to him. “Go. Now. I don’t know how much time I can buy you.”
 

 
  Turning her back on them was easier than facing them. She wasn’t made for heartfelt goodbyes and awkward embraces: she was the Hand of Avei, a creature of justice, of
  
   war.
  
  Among the torrent of emotions spiraling through her was a rising sense of purpose. Certainty.
 

 
  Trissiny strode forward, alone, toward the enemy, while her friends resumed their retreat behind her, and found that for the first time in days, she was finally calm.
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  Principia was just finishing up, settling her reagents back into place on her worktable, when a sharp knock came at her door. Thanks to the escalating stresses of the last few days, her usual equanimity was frayed; she started violently, then had to move quickly to prevent the vial of glittering powder from spilling even as she slid it back into its holder. Who the
  
   hell
  
  would be bothering her in the middle of the night?
 

 
  The door to her attic apartment swung open before she could even call out that she was busy, and Shook strode in. She scowled, putting the cork back on the vial.
 

 
  “By all means, come
  
   in,”
  
  Prin snapped. “Make yourself at home.”
 

 
  “Much obliged,” he said easily, his eyes flicking over her in that skin-crawling way he had. She was reasonably sure he wasn’t even all that attracted to her. That just made it worse. “While you’ve been hiding away in your room, I’ve been getting things set up to get your hide out of this mess intact. Principia, meet our newest ally.”
 

 
  Shook stepped to the side to admit possibly the most ridiculous person Prin had ever seen.
 

 
  She was human, an ethnic Tiraan, with the dark hair, olive complexion and narrow face. Most eye-catching, however, was her costume: impractically tight pants, boots with two-inch
  
   heels,
  
  and a low-cut, sleeveless, midriff-baring top, every inch of the whole thing in black leather. An absolutely idiotic number of knives were bedecked around her in various places which made them far from practical to grasp, their sheaths stitched into the outfit itself. The only remotely useful thing she was wearing was a fairly typical belt with two holstered wands, which clearly had come separately. It was dyed a different shade of black and looked out of place.
 

 
  “What,” Principia demanded, “are you supposed to be?”
 

 
  The girl frowned at her. “Name’s Tazlith; I’m an adventurer. And I’m here to help you.”
 

 
  “Uh huh.” Prin leaned back, exaggeratedly eying her up and down. “An adventurer dressed as
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Be nice, Prin,” Shook reproved her gently. With Tazlith behind him, his face was hidden from her, and he didn’t trouble to conceal his amusement.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m nice. All peaches and sunshine, that’s me. By the way, it’s pronounced
  
   tasleef.”
  
 

 
  The “adventurer” narrowed her eyes, color rising in her cheeks. “I know how to say my own name, thanks.”
 

 
  “It’s elvish for ‘arrow,’” Prin explained to Shook. “I guess it’d come out
  
   tazlith
  
  if you’ve got a thick Tiraan accent, like this one does. I
  
   know
  
  your parents weren’t daft enough to call you that. Unless the outfit is an heirloom.”
 

 
  “I really don’t need to be here, you know,” Tazlith snapped. “If you want to deal with your problems alone—”
 

 
  “Girls, girls!” Shook said soothingly. “Please! You’re both pretty. Taz, understand the kind of strain Principia’s under; a rather legendary wandslinger’s in town after her head. You’d be grouchy too. And Prin, Taz has a point: she’s helping us for not nearly enough material compensation, out of the desire to do a good deed. I think it’d be appropriate if you were a little more gracious about it.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Prin said ungraciously. “You’re right, I’m pretty damn tense. And I don’t see how gathering up stray adventurers is going to help; have you
  
   heard
  
  the rumors about this guy McGraw? You’re probably just gonna get the poor girl killed.”
 

 
  “I know what I’m doing,” Tazlith said curtly, tucking her thumbs into her belt and adopting what she probably thought was a cocky pose.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Shook interjected, “I don’t intend to just throw people at this guy like pies at a clown. We’re still refining a strategy, but when it comes down to it, no matter the quality of everyone’s equipment or skill, taking out a contract on one elf is a very different thing from facing a whole adventuring party. I highly doubt this guy’s badass enough to start something that’ll end with the town being shot up. Quite apart from what the law will say, he’s pretty much done for if he makes enough of a stink to coax Tellwyrn down off her mountain.”
 

 
  “We’re
  
   all
  
  done for if anybody makes that kind of stink,” Principia groaned.
 

 
  Shook nodded. “Exactly. Which is why I aim to persuade him not to do it. Taz here has been in town a couple weeks, and knows some people. She’s already gathered one other and got leads on more.”
 

 
  “Heroes,” Tazlith said, nodding solemnly, “or those who have the inclination. Much better than hiring mercenaries; you want people who’re in it because it’s
  
   right,
  
  not because they’re looking to make a quick doubloon.”
 

 
  Principia had to concentrate hard on repressing her response to this absolutely idiotic statement. Of
  
   course
  
  people in it for the money were better; someone who expected to make a living at something had an immediate need to be
  
   good
  
  at it.
 

 
  “Yes. Well.” She smiled toothily. “Thank you for your assistance, Tazlith. I apologize for any snide things I’ve said, and likely will in the future.”
 

 
  “She’s kind of a bitch,” Shook said agreeably, nodding.
 

 
  “I’d argue with that, but the record’s against me. Would you mind if I had a word with Jeremiah in private?”
 

 
  “Of course.” The wretched girl glanced back and forth between them and smirked faintly. “Take all the time you need.” Principia wasn’t sure whether she wanted to scream or punch somebody, but at least Tazlith stepped out into the stairwell, pulling the attic door shut behind her.
 

 
  She rounded on Shook, but he spoke up before she could get a word out. “So, how’m I doin’? I never was much for running cons, but I think it’s going rather well. Doubtless you’ve already found a whole laundry list of things I could be doing better.”
 

 
  “You seem to have it in hand,” she said grudgingly. Laundry list indeed. As if she were fool enough to poke holes in his brittle ego, knowing how he reacted to that. “Of course, you couldn’t have picked a better target. Manipulating people who are desperate to believe something is downright unfair. But…seriously? You’re gonna send
  
   that
  
  up against McGraw?”
 

 
  “Not too bright, is she?” he said, grinning. “No, I don’t aim to make this a war. It’s just like I said: the hope is to put up a spectacle that’ll persuade McGraw to step more lightly,
  
   without
  
  involving Tellwyrn or anyone else who’ll overturn the whole cart. If it
  
   does
  
  come down to a fight, though, I want him wasting his spells on Taz and her dumbass friends, not us. It’s a shameful waste of a nice pair of tits, but them’s the breaks. While that’s going on, he’ll be vulnerable, and that’s what I came to speak with you about.” He nodded toward her workstation, on which were laid out her glittering enchanting dusts, imbued inks, and the various tools of their use. “What’ve you got?”
 

 
  She gave him a grudging look but turned to gesture at a row of bronze rings laid out on the table. “Some basic boosts. Luck, protection, constitution…”
 

 
  “Really?” He twisted his features disdainfully. “That’s it? That’s crap straight out of a museum.”
 

 
  “No,” she said wryly, “the museum pieces would be gold and set with gems. Yeah, they’re the oldest, most basic enchantments, and that’s about all you can plan on. Modern enchantment is all about specific, reliable effects, which works great for making enchanted objects but if you want to enhance the attributes of a
  
   person,
  
  you have to be vague, or run the risk of messing them up. People are complicated.”
 

 
  “Hm.” He stepped over to the table, running a fingertip over the row of rings, and she tensed, fighting the urge to chase him away from her work. “I guess it’ll have to do, then. Can you gear up Taz and her buddies?”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Prin said incredulously.
  
   “Gear up?
  
  Does this
  
   look
  
  like a production line to you?
  
   This
  
  took me all day. I’m a hobbyist; I make some pocket change on the side because this town is such a steel market. You want a pile of adventure-grade enchantments, you’re gonna have to go
  
   buy
  
  some.”
 

 
  “Shame,” he murmured, stepping away from the table. Shook raised his eyes to her face and she had the distinct impression of something greasy being dragged along her skin. “Well, that’s not in the budget. I guess they’ll just have to trust their luck.”
 

 
  “Mm hm.” She folded her arms. “Anything else you wanted?”
 

 
  He watched her silently for a moment that stretched long enough to be awkward.
 

 
  “You’re wandering why I bother,” he said finally. “I don’t really expect you to like me, Keys. Hell, though you dug yourself into this whole mess, I’ll freely acknowledge you’ve got some just cause to look unkindly on me. But you can trust that I’m quite sincere, here. I’m not gonna let anything happen to you if it’s in my power to prevent it.”
 

 
  He stared at her, the hint of a grin hovering about his lips, until she finally had to ask. “Why?”
 

 
  “Because I’m responsible for this mission, and for you. You may be a poor resource, but for the time being, you’re mine.” He reached up to brush the backs of his knuckles across her cheek, smiling faintly; her skin crawled so hard it was all she could do not to physically shiver. “I don’t
  
   like
  
  it when people mess with my things.”
 

 
  “Your friend out there’s probably wondering what we’re doing,” she said coldly. He laughed.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah. Wouldn’t want the young’uns to get the wrong idea. You just sit tight for now, doll, and let me take care of this.”
 

 
  He briefly but very deliberately flicked his gaze over her body once more, then turned and walked to the door. Shook stepped out and shut it gently behind himself without looking at her again.
 

 
  She stood there silently, regathering her calm. It took a few minutes.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The cultists’ faces were well-hidden, but the man in the suit wore an expression which clearly said he meant business.
 

 
  “I’m going to take it upon myself to assume you’re here in the capacity of your role as Imperial advisor, Mr. Darling,” he said amiably. His tone was light, his posture relaxed, but those eyes were hard as flint. This was a man worth taking seriously, one who knew that roaring and gnashing teeth weren’t nearly as impressive as some liked to think. “There is…an
  
   understanding.
  
  Most of the cults of the other gods know it—excepting yours, of course, as Eserion isn’t much for waging war, even against my Lady. Over the last century we’ve even hammered the lesson into the Church, somewhat laboriously. It’s a good system. Peaceable; functional.”
 

 
  He put on a mild, slightly lopsided smile, taking a step closer to Darling. His steps were smooth, slow, precise and somewhat exaggerated; with his long limbs, in that white suit, he put Darling in mind of a wading stork. “The Wreath guard this world against demonkind, you see. You could say we have an affinity with the children of Hell; we know, better than most, that they can’t be allowed to run amok on this plane.
  
   As such,
  
  other cultists—even the Sisters of Avei—don’t jump on our backs when we are cleaning up a demon problem. And they most
  
   definitely
  
  do not abuse our willingness to be helpful by
  
   using
  
  a demon to coax us out. You’re hardly the first to think of that trick, my boy. The rest simply know better.”
 

 
  “Well, this is just downright embarrassing,” Darling said genially. He kept his own face cheerful and posture relaxed, concealing the frantic racing of his thoughts. That explained the Archpope’s insistence that they not identify themselves as agents of the Church; posing as Imperials gave them plausible deniability if they were breaking some kind of treaty. “There are customs? Rules, even? I feel like I’ve showed up at a party and nobody told me it’s fancy dress.” But why hadn’t Darling and the others been informed of this up front? What was Justinian playing at?
 

 
  “Speaking more generally,” the man in the suit went on, his smile growing brittle, “I think it’s considered bad form anywhere to go after an opponent’s kids. That’s the kind of conflict you don’t want to escalate; it gets
  
   real
  
  ugly, real fast.”
 

 
  “Now, I’ll have to demur, there,” Darling replied, holding up one finger. “Those precocious little sprouts came at
  
   us.
  
  I’m pretty sure they put the town to sleep and conjured up Mommy and Daddy’s demon companions, too.”
 

 
  “Well, little ones grow up pretty fast out here on the frontier,” the man said with a grin, tucking his hands into the pockets of his coat. His movements were languid, graceful. “They
  
   also
  
  had the forethought to call for aid; wading right into your little nest of vipers was a somewhat less intelligent move, I’ll grant. ‘Course, matters look different if you put yourself in their shoes. Bunch of outsiders from Tiraas come swaggering into town and kill your parents? You’d be a bit excitable too.”
 

 
  “I’m reasonably sure you’re already aware nobody’s been killed,” Darling replied. “By the way, sir, it seems you have me at a disadvantage. Aside from the obvious, I mean,” he added, turning his head to wink at one of the cowled cultists.
 

 
  “Why, I do most humbly apologize!” The man swept off his hat, revealing a shiny bald pate, and executed an elaborate bow. “Embras Mogul, at your service. I’m sorry we aren’t meeting under more cordial circumstances.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, we go where the gods dictate,” Darling said lightly. Could this be Elilial’s high priest? If so, he had a name and a face, which put the Archpope’s plans
  
   and
  
  his own miles ahead of where he’d expected this night’s events to lead. Could he advance the one without aiding the other? At any rate, even if this wasn’t the one, he was clearly high enough in the organization not be be bound by their dress code.
 

 
  “Yes, they’re good at…dictating, aren’t they?” Mogul replied, straightening and replacing his hat. “In honor of our new acquaintance and in recognition of your relative inexperience in this business, Darling, I’m going to let you off with a proverbial slap on the wrist. Obviously, I’ll need my people back, especially those kids. The demon, too. Aside from that, you and your little compatriots are free to go, with my blessing. Provided they behave themselves.”
 

 
  Darling was spared having to form an answer to this by the opening of the saloon’s door.
 

 
  Marshal Ross stepped out and crossed the board sidewalk at an even pace, as though he hadn’t a care in the world. By the time he’d descended to the street and turned to face the gathering of Wreath cultists and Darling, the two nearest Embras Mogul had drawn wands from within their robes.
 

 
  “Welcome to Hamlet,” the Marshal said flatly. His hand hovered at his sides, near but not grasping his wands. “It’s usually a friendlier place, but
  
   someone
  
  appears to have put my townsfolk to sleep.”
 

 
  “Present company excepted, I note,” Mogul replied, his tone as even as ever.
 

 
  “Present company and more.”
 

 
  Figures rose from the rooftops around them. Two men in denim and leather, each carrying staves, stepped out from behind the sign on the general store’s flat roof across the street. Another, aging and with a gray-streaked beard, knelt on the edge of the saloon’s overhanging porch roof, carrying a pair of wands. A middle-aged woman in a threadbare Imperial Army coat hopped from concealment into the rungs of the iron lattice scrolltower, balancing adroitly and keeping both hands on her staff. All of their weapons were aimed at the group in the street. Darling had to admire their positioning; they had the cultists neatly positioned to be cut to pieces by crossfire without accidentally firing on each other. Unfortunately, he was in exactly the center of the killzone.
 

 
  “There ain’t a town on the frontier that doesn’t keep at least one practicing witch in business. Casting town-wide infernal magic ain’t a smart move, if you intend to keep a low profile; my girl knew exactly who to wake up and how.
  
   Legally,”
  
  the Marshal drawled, “I suppose I ought to arrest you. Seems like you could spare me some paperwork, though, if you decline to drop those fucking wands in the next ten seconds.”
 

 
  “It’s Ross, isn’t it?” asked Mogul politely. “Jackson Towerwell always spoke of you in the highest terms. Marshal, we’re both civilized men, and I presume that we are both followed by more of the same. You don’t want your town shot to bits, and I don’t want any of my people cut down. How about, instead of that, you and I reach an accord, here?”
 

 
  “Mm.” Ross tilted his head downward so his eyes were concealed by the brim of his hat. “Mr. Mogul, was it? Mind if I ask you a question?”
 

 
  “But of course,” said Embras, bowing with an elegant flourish of his hands. “Glad to be of service in any way I can.”
 

 
  Ross lifted his head again, and the look in his eyes was beyond ice, beyond fury. “Did you offer to ‘reach an accord’ with June Witwill?”
 

 
  For one breath, everything was still.
 

 
  Ironically, it was Darling who started the action—by diving to one side, throwing his arms over his head. He didn’t quite fit under the boardwalk, but smashed himself against it, squishing down as small as possible, while the whole street dissolved in lightning and hellfire.
 

 
  Eserion didn’t encourage his followers to draw on divine light, as a rule. Members of his Guild were meant to rely on their wits and their skills; that was the whole point of their faith. The god of thieves was out to set an example, not to solve people’s problems for them. Darling had used more divine magic in the last week than in his entire previous career, what with one thing and another. Oddly, this thought sat in the forefront of his mind as he crept, inchworm-like, along the edge of the sidewalk, glowing with an intensity of held light that was the closest he could manage to a divine shield. It wouldn’t stop a wandshot, but would certainly discourage any demons that might have been summoned in the vicinity.
 

 
  He didn’t risk looking up until he came to the corner of the saloon, but he could clearly hear the snap of thunderbolts, as well as the crashes and screams that marked their impacts. The air buzzed with static electricity, and his nose was assaulted by the reek of ozone and sulfur.
 

 
  Finally reaching the corner, Darling bounded up and somersaulted around the edge of the building, keeping himself as low as possible. He pressed himself against the wall, very carefully peeking out.
 

 
  Three bodies lay in the street, two in gray robes, one where it had fallen from the roof of the general store. The firefight continued, though Ross’s posse were exchanging blasts with opponents now out of his field of view down the street. Retreating? Were these cultists local, or had they come in with Embras? Whatever the case, they’d sure made a mess of the town. Every building in sight bore scorch marks and outright holes where they’d been blasted by wands. Plus, there was that stink of sulfur hanging in the air; someone had summoned something.
 

 
  Obviously, his original plan of getting to the scrolltower office was off the table. He needed to get back to the house, regroup with the others, make sure all the prisoners were secure and the demon taken care of. Equally obviously, he wasn’t going back up the main street. He’d stick out like a sore thumb, and no place in this town was out of wand range of any place else. All it’d take would be one Wreath with a grudge and a clear shot to put him down.
 

 
  He reversed course, heading for the alley behind the saloon. Hamlet didn’t have a lot of depth; there was nothing in town that he’d describe as a “street” aside from the main one, but behind the shops there were houses, stables and a few other structures, enough to give him a little cover.
 

 
  In theory, at least.
 

 
  No sooner had Darling slipped around the corner into the wide alley that would carry him on a roundabout way back to the house than Embras Mogul stepped out of a perfectly flat shadow lying against a wall, followed by one of his robed cultists.
 

 
  Darling skidded to a stop; no more than six feet separated them. The cultist was carrying a wand, pointed at him; Mogul appeared to be unarmed, but he wasn’t about to dismiss the man as a threat.
 

 
  “Well, this has all gone belly up, hasn’t it?” Embras said cheerfully.
 

 
  “You said it,” Darling replied in the same tone. “What
  
   is
  
  it about wands coming out that makes people stop using their brains?”
 

 
  “Must be that fight-or-flight instinct everyone’s always talking about. Ah, well; you’ll note that I
  
   did
  
  try to do this the civilized way. As will your patron, if he happens to be watching.”
 

 
  “I like the civilized way. I was never in favor of abandoning it.” He still clung to the glow of divine light. It wasn’t likely to do him much good. “How about we try that again?”
 

 
  “Alas,” Embras replied with a mournful expression, “the good Marshal’s intervention has played hell with my timetable. Now it seems I’ll have to content myself with making an
  
   emphatic
  
  statement to your superiors and bugging out. A disappointing outcome for everyone, but such is life.”
 

 
  Darling opened his mouth without knowing what he was even going to say—it was a good strategy, usually, as his mouth was a finely tuned machine that reliably figured out the proper course of action—but before it even became an issue, a shadow passed over the moon, accompanied by a rush of wind, and the demon which had been imprisoned in the basement landed on the roof of the tiny shed next to them.
 

 
  “Hi, boss,” he said, grinning unpleasantly at Darling.
 

 
  “Well, well,” Mogul remarked, and for the first time there was an obvious note of strain beneath his affability. “Every time I turn around, this night just gets more interesting.”
 

 
  “Bad news, big man!” the demon said, turning its gaze to him. “By way of saving my own ass, I’ve cut a deal with my erstwhile captors. I have come to interfere with you, so as to assure this asshole here’s escape!” He made a silly face, stretching his spiny wings to their fullest extent and waving his hands about over his head. “Grawr! Boo! Boogity boogity!
  
   Are you not distracted?!”
  
 

 
  Mogul pointed a finger at him and growled a word that was just barely a word, and the shadows around them swirled as though trying to take physical form, sweeping the demon off the shed and dragging it to the dirt floor of the alley. The shadow coalesced into black chains, dark as iron but even less reflective, holding him to the ground by the wrists and ankles.
 

 
  “Curses!” he declaimed. “Foiled again! Well, shucks, I keep finding myself in jail in this town,” the demon said gleefully, turning to leer at Darling. “Ah, well! Can’t say I didn’t try. You might have a word with that ferret-faced chick of yours, though. She can’t bargain worth a
  
   crap.”
  
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Mogul said wearily. “You, hush, we’ll get you home in just a minute. Brother, kindly
  
   shoot
  
  this—”
 

 
  He broke off as the steel tip of a sword appeared from the center of the robed man’s chest. An explosive grunt was driven from the cultist’s mouth; face still concealed by his cowl, he lowered his head, staring down at the blade. Behind him, the air rippled as Basra Syrinx tossed aside an invisibility cloak, deftly plucking the wand from the man’s suddenly limp fingers.
 

 
  “Are you not distracted?” she said, grinning wickedly, and kicked the slumping cultist to the side, wrenching her sword free as he fell. She leveled the wand at Mogul’s heart.
 

 
  “Right,” he said dryly. “Well. Looks like I owe you lot one. Until then!”
 

 
  Lightning snapped straight through him, illuminating the alley for a split second, but he was already gone; it was as if he had turned to shadow, then was dispelled by the blaze.
 

 
  Darling blinked rapidly to clear his vision. “Well. You sure have excellent timing.”
 

 
  “Andros would’ve come too,” she said lightly, “but neither of us thought leaving Branwen in charge of the prisoners alone was the best idea. I guess we all have our strengths and weaknesses. After all…” She turned to the demon, her grin broadening. “Apparently I can’t bargain worth a crap.”
 

 
  “Hey, just a little drama to sell the story,” he said, all bravado suddenly gone. The chains of shadow were steaming slightly as though coming apart, but continued to hold him, even as he tugged experimentally on them. “All’s well that ends well, right? I mean…we had a deal.”
 

 
  “So we did! And it’s now fulfilled.” Basra stepped forward and drove her sword straight through his bony chest. She leaned in close, placing her face inches from his. “Avei thanks you for your service,” she said sweetly. “Go, with her
  
   blessing.”
  
  Light blazed along the blade, wrenching an impossibly shrill scream from the creature. For just a moment, golden radiance burned from his mouth and eyes, and just as quickly ceased.
 

 
  Basra ripped her sword out sideways; the pieces of demon that were pulled loose more resembled charcoal than flesh. The smoking corpse flopped to the ground, already reeking of sulfur.
 

 
  It was on this scene that Marshal Ross arrived, panting.
 

 
  “Ah, there you are,” Darling said brightly. “Got the rest of them rounded up?”
 

 
  “Three dead,” Ross said tersely, “four including this guy. The rest escaped. I’ve got no real way of tracking demon magic; Mavis is working on the spell keeping everybody asleep.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a wise choice of priorities. Honestly, I doubt it would matter, Marshal. We’re not going to find them, I suspect.”
 

 
  The Marshal straightened his back, setting his shoulders; the mantle of authority was all but visible as he pulled it back on. “Well. Seems you’ve had an interesting night.”
 

 
  “To be honest,” Darling said ruefully, “I feel more as if it’s had me. Well, the good news is we’ll be out of town just as quick as we can arrange transport from Tiraas, and we’ll be taking the last of your Wreath problem with us.”
 

 
  “Do I wanna know who?”
 

 
  “Legally, you’re entitled. If you think it’ll make you happy.”
 

 
  “I don’t do this job because I want to be happy,” he growled. “Right… Clyde took a bad hit, but Doc thinks he’ll live. I’ll round up the others and we’ll help you finish up the last of your business.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Basra said sardonically, “but I think we can manage without your help. Just like we have been from the beginning.”
 

 
  “Bas,” said Darling gently, “just because the man spoke politely doesn’t mean he was asking.”
 

 
  “Well put,” said Ross.
 

 
  They allowed the Marshal to take the lead on the way back to the ravaged house. It was still the most damaged structure in sight, much of its bottom floor having been ripped out—Darling hoped they could get themselves and their magic wardrobe out before the second floor came down—but after the shoot-out with the cultists, much of the town matched. Ross’s scowl deepened with every step. It was hardly surprising that he’d take all this personally.
 

 
  Darling was grateful for the silence; he desperately needed a chance to think. Much had been explained, but more questions had branched out from each answer. The next steps in this dance would have to be taken in Tiraas, where he intended to suss out more of the Archpope’s plans before proceeding with his own.
 

 
  He hoped, quite sincerely, that Hamlet had seen the end of its problem with demons and cultists. For him, though, this matter had just barely made a beginning.
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  She fought in broad daylight.
 

 
  Light encompassed Trissiny: her own energy, drawn from Avei, as well as the blessings of Omnu and Themynra laid upon her. Omnu granted peace, which was an ironic sensation under the circumstances, but she certainly appreciated the core of unshakeable inner calm while she fought among two dozen foes each more than three times her size. His blessing was also one of life and healing, which she also had cause to be thankful for, especially the first time she took a kick full in the chest from an equine hind leg. Her breastplate didn’t so much as dent, its silvered steel having been a gift of the goddess, but she felt her ribs break and skin rupture, and then set themselves instantly right, with a pleasant tingling sensation.
 

 
  Themynra, as Shaeine had said, was a goddess of judgment, and Trissiny was grateful for her assistance as well. She had been skeptical at being told of the drow goddess’s association with Avei, but in the heat of this melee, the matter began to make a great deal more sense. Her mind already held the knowledge she needed of martial arts and military tactics, but she found herself thinking faster and three steps farther than she usually did, deducing where a strike would fall or an enemy would maneuver almost before they did.
 

 
  She whirled among them, unable to reach higher than their equine backs, but nearly impossible for them to strike—and when they
  
   did
  
  land a hit, immediately back on her feet, unhurt. It was a battle of attrition, and while the centaurs might have expected to win that had it just been her, they were facing off against the power of the gods.
 

 
  It helped a lot that they could hardly see. Trissiny moved in a mobile blaze of light that blinded and confused them; they could either look right at her and accept momentarily blindness and longer-term damage to their night vision, or look outward into the darkness, and fall afoul of the rapidly dancing little human with the inhumanly precise sword.
 

 
  That didn’t mean she was going to win. Themynra’s touch told her the odds, and Omnu gave her peace with it. Gods or no, she was an imperfect vessel for their power, and her enemies had power of their own.
 

 
  After the first clashes, though, the warlocks had pulled back to let the warriors face her. Her divine light didn’t effortlessly snuff out their spells the way Juniper’s fae magic did, but rather reacted against it—violently. It was quickly proven that whatever sources they were drawing on, Trissiny’s was stronger. Curses hurled at her rebounded or exploded at the outer edge of her aura; the two demons initially summoned to attack her had died excruciatingly within seconds, one bisected by her blade, the other struck insensate to the ground by a burst of radiance, to have her boot slam down on its throat. The third had taken one look at her and fled across the prairie, its shrieking warlock in pursuit.
 

 
  Trissiny learned quickly that the best place to be was right in front of them. To the side, they could turn swiftly, using their bulk to knock her over; behind, she was in range of those mighty hindquarters, which was very much to be avoided. No blessing or healing would save her if a kick took her head off, which they seemed fully capable of doing. She had gained some insight into why the barbarian lord whose tomb had hosted her party had been given his name, now that she knew firsthand which end of a horse was
  
   not
  
  to be messed with.
 

 
  Too far back, and they sent arrows, spells and javelins at her, which she had ways of dealing with, but that forced her to expend her energy with nothing to throw back at them. No, the sweet spot was right in front; they couldn’t reach her with their hands, and she was quick enough to deflect their longer weapons on sword or shield. From that range, she could reach their human bellies with her blade, which seemed to hold
  
   some
  
  vital organs. They were most likely to rear up and slash at her with their hooves, which afforded her the chance to dodge beneath them and put her sword into their lower bodies. From there, it was somewhat tricky to disengage her blade and get away before being crushed under their falling weight, but the centaurs were only faster over long distances. Up close, she was the more nimble.
 

 
  Three lay dead, now, with half a dozen more still on their feet but bleeding or limping. A further four were alive but immobile; Trissiny had found that the creatures were just as vulnerable as horses once their legs were broken. Of those, only one had tried to continue the fight with bow and arrow, and had subsequently lost a hand as a lesson in why one should not launch a ranged attack on a mobile foe when one could not run away.
 

 
  She wasn’t even tired, yet. It would come, though, she knew it. So far, she still didn’t feel the burning sensation of too much Light, despite the fact that she was using more than at any previous point in her life. That was coming, too, however. It wasn’t a pretty way to die.
 

 
  What would be, would be. Live, die, it hardly mattered. She was protecting her friends. She was the hand of Avei. She
  
   fought.
  
 

 
  Sword, shield and boots were equally useful for breaking legs. Shield and aura both worked to deflect attacks. Her blade bit into flesh, her power pushed back against curses. Trissiny rolled under their legs, smashed their limbs, maneuvered them to collide with each other, slashed at them till their blood ran under her armor. Those who survived this night would remember Avei’s wrath.
 

 
  The blast of a hunting horn split the night. One long note, two short ones, a pause and a final bleat. She didn’t know their signals, but Trissiny suddenly found herself alone. The centaurs peeled away in every direction, flowing around her at a respectful distance to regroup.
 

 
  She held her ready stance. Were they
  
   retreating?
  
  Had she convinced them they couldn’t win this? She hadn’t yet convinced herself of that… Then again, they were expecting easy prey; the fact that she was not might be enough to dissuade them.
 

 
  A sudden fear chilled her as she watched them gather together. What if they just backed off and went
  
   around
  
  her, after her friends? She’d never catch up in time.
 

 
  The centaurs, however, held their position, about fifty yards distant, excepting the nine lying wounded or dead on the battlefield. Thirteen still in their ranks, as best she could tell; they were milling about enough to confuse the matter.
 

 
  Then, they parted, and their leader emerged from the throng.
 

 
  She held her skull-staff in one hand and the hunting horn in the other. Stepping forward, she tossed the horn to one of her number and continued on at an even pace, alone, her gaze fixed on Trissiny.
 

 
  The towering centaur came to a stop. Then, very deliberately, she raised her staff high over her head, and nodded once to the paladin.
 

 
  For a moment, Trissiny felt only revulsion. A warlock among a tribe of warlocks, rapists, and the gods only knew what else was not worth treating as any kind of equal. That, she realized, was only her faith talking. And in the end, there were some things which were about faith, and some that were about being a warrior.
 

 
  Trissiny returned the salute in the Avenist fashion: sword hand over heart, blade vertical beside her face, and a shallow bow.
 

 
  They lowered their weapons at the same moment.
 

 
  The centaur broke into a canter, calling upon her power; shadowy forms, an inky purple against the night sky, began to circle above her like vultures over carrion, first one, then more, till they swirled above her head in a twisted vortex. As she accelerated into a full gallop, the skull head of her staff burst into sickly green flame.
 

 
  Trisiny charged to meet her, shield forward, blade held out and ready to strike. Her aura intensified till the other centaurs couldn’t look, her sword burning almost white with divine energy. A tone like the chime of an immense bronze bell rang across the prairie, and in the final sign of Avei’s favor, golden eagle wings lit the air behind her, as if to lift her from the ground.
 

 
  From the point where light and shadow met, the tallgrass was blasted flat for a quarter mile around.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The little hillock wasn’t much in the way of shelter, but it was something, and in the endless flatness of the Golden Sea, something was plenty. Small, thorny bushes decorated it, interspersed with craggy little protrusions of rock. It had also held a few grouse, which were now roasting over their campfire. Not much else of interest was to be found, but the travelers had made the best use they could of it. With the hillock on one side and the two wagons drawn in a loose V formation, they formed a sheltered little triangular nook, lit by their campfire.
 

 
  The oxen were tethered outside the formation, and Jim sat atop the modest high point of the hillock, still plenty close enough to speak to without shouting, keeping watch. The other three sat cross-legged on the ground around their campfire, laughing, chatting, and waiting for dinner to be done.
 

 
  “Somebody’s coming,” said Jim suddenly, standing up.
 

 
  A hush fell over the group; Bella slipped a hand into her vest to grasp at one of the talismans hidden there.
 

 
  “Trouble?” asked Lance tersely.
 

 
  “Dammit, man, if I
  
   knew
  
  I’d have said so. Shut up a minute and let me look.”
 

 
  Moving slowly so as not to create noise or cast dramatic shadows, Elroy leaned to one side, picking up his staff and Lance’s, which he passed over; Lance accepted the weapon with a nod of thanks. Bella was fingering her amulet now, almost silently whispering an invocation of some kind. Lance had little understanding of witchcraft, but it seemed to involve almost as much muttering and superstition as he expected from clerics.
 

 
  “It’s those kids,” said Jim, his tone more bemused than relieved. “The ones from the other day. Well…half of ’em, looks like.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn’s kids?” Bella asked, biting her lip. “Hell.”
 

 
  “Ain’t likely to rob us, then,” Lance mused. “How far?”
 

 
  “Bout a hundred yards. Makin’ right for us. No surprise there, what with the fire.”
 

 
  “You say there are fewer?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I count… Four. No, five, one’s unconscious and being carried. They got some kinda floating glowball for light.”
 

 
  “Down part of their number and walkin’ around in the middle of the night,” said Lance, frowning in thought. “Sounds like trouble. Anything comin’ after ’em?”
 

 
  “Not that I can see. They ain’t hurrying, either. Look plumb wore out, to me. Kinda, y’know…trudging.”
 

 
  “All right. Hands near weapons, but until we get a sign otherwise, I’d say it’ll pay to be neighborly.”
 

 
  “You sure?” Bella asked carefully.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn ain’t a good enemy to have. We’ll be polite until a compelling reason not to pops up. Like I said, they ain’t likely to mean us harm, and it sounds like they’ve had some trouble of their own .”
 

 
  She nodded slowly, Elroy doing the same. They waited in silence for the few minutes it took the students to reach their camp.
 

 
  The little brown girl led the way, stepping through the gap between the wagons with naked steel in her hand. Lance’s eyes flicked to the sword, and Elroy’s hands tensed on his weapon. Her posture wasn’t aggressive, though; the blade was practically dragging along the ground. She looked angry and tired, but relaxed slightly as her eyes widened in recognition.
 

 
  “Oh, hey,” she said. “It’s
  
   you
  
  guys again.”
 

 
  “Evening,” Lance said mildly. He glanced at her unsheathed weapon and came to one of the rapid decisions that had marked his career up to this point. “We weren’t expecting to run into y’all again. It’s not often that paths cross twice in the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “Perhaps the gods brought us,” said the tall, dark-skinned boy, gently pushing past her. “Sorry to barge in on you like this.”
 

 
  “Ain’t no trouble,” Lance replied. “Elroy, point that thing someplace else, nobody here’s bein’ hostile. Sit a spell, neighbors. Food’s not quite ready, but you’re welcome to the fire. Unless I’m mistaken, there were more of you previously.”
 

 
  “We’ve had…a day,” the boy said ruefully, glancing back as the last of his companions entered, the drow and the half-elven man, who was carrying the slumbering green-haired girl. “Thanks for the welcome. You’re the first good news we’ve seen in quite a while.”
 

 
  “Centaurs?” asked Bella, tense.
 

 
  “A good way behind us,” said the boy, nodding. “But we’ve not seen them in hours. It looks like we lost them.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure?”
  
  Elroy asked nervously.
 

 
  “They are not stealthy creatures,” said the drow, and Elroy started violently, twitching his staff in her direction. Thankfully, she ignored this. “I would have heard any pursuit. No, we’ve left them behind…though the price was steep.”
 

 
  “Then it sounds like you’ve more’n earned a little rest,” Lance said solicitously as the four carefully arranged themselves to one side of the fire, Elroy having stood and circled around to stand between him and Bella. The blonde main carefully laid out the green-haired girl to one side before seating himself. “Hell, I’m not gonna make you kids wait on this to finish cookin’. Bella, why don’t you find something for our guests to eat? They look tuckered out. Hey, break out some of that special cornbread of yours.”
 

 
  The others twisted their heads around to look at him in obvious surprise. “The…
  
   special
  
  cornbread, Lance?” Bella asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “Now, don’t be stingy,” he said with gentle reproof. “We’re doin’ okay for supplies, and you can have all the cornbread or whatever else you want once we get back to civilization. These kids needs a little somethin’ to pick ’em up after the day they’ve had.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” she said, flushing. “I just… Yeah, sure, gimme a second.”
 

 
  She stood and stepped over toward one of the wagons, but reared back in surprise when a glowing silver ball zipped around from behind them. “Need a hand?” it asked in a bright, somewhat squeaky voice. “I’m getting good at carrying stuff!”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Bella whipered in awe. “You’re a
  
   pixie.”
  
 

 
  “Um…yes?” The pixie bobbed in place a couple of times. “We’ve met before, you know. I was there when we ran into you out on the prairie.”
 

 
  “You
  
   were?
  
  How did I not see that?”
 

 
  “Oh, well, it’s my coloration, I guess. I’m told I can be kinda hard to spot in broad daylight.”
 

 
  “I bet we’ve got all kinds of stories we can share,” Lance said pointedly, “but we’ve got hungry guests, Bella.”
 

 
  “Ah. Yes, right.” Grudgingly tearing her eyes away from the pixie, she hopped up onto the wagon and vanished within. “Comin’ right up.”
 

 
  The special cornbread was wrapped up in oilcloth, bound with some of Bella’s charmed twine to keep it fresh. In short order she had undone this and was passing around tin plates, breaking off chunks of bread for the students.
 

 
  “Y’all go ahead and dig in,” she said, smiling warmly. “You’re welcome to some bird, too, when it’s ready, but we can wait on that. Looks like you kids have had a hell of a day. Is your friend there all right?”
 

 
  “She’s just tired out,” said the half-elf, managing a weak grin. “…hopefully. We’re not a hundred percent sure. She doesn’t seem sick or injured, anyway.”
 

 
  They accepted the offering of food with murmurs of thanks; only the boy tried to demur, insisting on sharing, but Bella was too gently persistent, and Lance managed to distract them by asking about their situation.
 

 
  For all that the story was fairly straightforward, it seemed hard for them to get through. Toby, as he introduced himself, took the main role in laying it out, with occasional interruptions, mostly from Ruda and the Professor. The drow remained silent, eating quietly, and Fross just sort of drifted about their heads, commenting little.
 

 
  He was carving the birds by the time they were done, and waved off their refusals with a smile as he refilled plates with fragrant fresh grouse, in addition to passing shares around to his own people.
 

 
  “So the long and the short of it is,” he said carefully, “y’all have had one
  
   hell
  
  of a day.”
 

 
  “Few days,” Ruda muttered, chewing. “…this is really good cornbread.”
 

 
  “Bella’s special recipe,” he replied easily. “It’s got beans baked right in—you probably noticed that—and a dusting of cinnamon on the top. Your ma’s recipe, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  “No, Lance,” she said, rolling her eyes. “It was Mother Gowan’s, the woman who taught me the Craft. Honestly, do you even hear words when I talk?”
 

 
  “Depends on how much I’ve had to drink,” he replied, grinning at her, then sobered, turning back to their guests. “At any rate, I’m glad to hear the rest of your crew aren’t a total loss. Sounds like you managed to send ’em off to safety, at least. Well, except for the paladin girl. Reckon she’s all right?”
 

 
  An obvious pall fell over them. Ruda’s features twisted into a virulent scowl and she glared into the fire as though it had just insulted all her ancestors. Toby glanced down at Juniper, lying stretched out a safe distance from the fire, as if to reassure himself that they hadn’t lost any more members of their group while he’d been talking.
 

 
  “We hope and pray it is so,” said Shaeine. “There seems little more we can do at this juncture.”
 

 
  Lance nodded. “That’s life, sometimes. You expect help from your University?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda said quickly, an edge to her tone. “Tellwyrn will know if anything happens to Triss. She’ll take care of it.” Toby glanced sidelong at her, uncertainty plain on his face, but he made no comment.
 

 
  “Well, regardless, you kids are welcome to spend the night here,” Lance continued. “We’re headin’ back to the edge of the Sea as quick as we can make it, and I gather you’re planning the same?”
 

 
  “We are,” Toby said, nodding.
 

 
  “Good, then there’s no reason not to help each other out. We’ll cover the watch tonight, since you’re kind of under the weather.”
 

 
  “Not necessary, we’ll gladly…” He yawned hugely, mid-sentence.
 

 
  “So I see,” Lance said dryly. “Tell you what, anybody still awake when it’s time to change shifts can draw straws for it. Fair?”
 

 
  “’s fair,” Toby agreed, nodding again. He and the others were all visibly sleepy now, lulled by fatigue, the cozy fire and a belly full of hot food. Shaeine had set her plate on the ground after nearly dropping it once, and Rafe was already stretched out on his back next to Juniper.
 

 
  “We’ll just see about getting’ squared away for the night, then,” Bella said, rising with a smile and leaving her half-eaten plate of grouse. “You still want to help, Fross?”
 

 
  “Oh! Uh, sure, what can I do?” The pixie fluttered curiously over to her. Bella smiled, clambering up onto the nearest wagon and reaching under the seat.
 

 
  “Well, we always keep somebody on watch, as you can see. That’s just basic common sense.”
 

 
  “Ooh! I can stay on watch, I don’t need to sleep!”
 

 
  “I know you don’t,” she replied, smiling, and pulled forth a lumpy knapsack. “But I was going to say, in addition to keeping a pair of eyes out, I always lay some simple protections on us and set a few wards for the evening.”
 

 
  “Wards? Oh! You’re a witch!”
 

 
  “Bingo!” Bella grinned. “So you see why I’m a little embarrassed. Imagine, a witch not noticing a pixie.”
 

 
  “Aw, shucks, don’t worry about that. Human eyes aren’t made for spotting white lights in broad daylight.”
 

 
  “Well, regardless, we’re all together now, and that’s what matters.” She had set her sack on the wagon seat and was laying out items, old charms, bundles of herbs, bones, crystals and a pint-sized glass jar with a lead stopper and swirling designs inked on the sides. “So, while I’m sure you’re
  
   very
  
  talented at lifting things, maybe you can help me out with this instead?”
 

 
  “Well…sure! I’ve never assisted a witch before, it should be interesting. I mean, where I was born we didn’t really run into humans at all, but I’d heard about humans who used fae magic and I always thought that must be the most fascinating thing, so, yeah, I’d be glad to! Sorry if I ask too many questions, I don’t know very much about the Craft and I always love to learn new things.”
 

 
  “I don’t mind at all,” Bella said easily. She had tied a thin silver chain around the upper rim of the lead stopper and laid two springs of dried herbs in the bottom of the wide-mouthed jar. “Here, let me show you. Can you come down here, please? Right by the jar.”
 

 
  The pixie obediently buzzed downward, doing a lap around the jar before settling on the wood next to it. “What am I looking for?”
 

 
  “What I need you to do is very carefully infuse those dried leaves with just the
  
   tiniest
  
  bit of pure elemental magic. Careful not to overdo it; if they burn up we’ll have to start over.”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Fross said nervously, “I’ve never tried that before.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about a thing, darlin’, I’ve got plenty more. A few false starts won’t hurt us any. Here, try to get a straight shot; can you perch on the rim of the jar?”
 

 
  “Easy peasy!” She buzzed her wings once, bounding up onto the very edge of the jar’s mouth. “Oh, I see your point, this thing’s enchanted to bar magic.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Bella said, nodding, “the power only goes in and out through the mouth, that way I can control it. Now…let me walk you through it. Don’t draw on any magic yet, just start by looking at the herbs.”
 

 
  “Check. I’m looking.”
 

 
  “Look
  
   hard.
  
  Really focus on them, get a feel for them. Let the herbs fill your awareness…”
 

 
  Her wings buzzed briefly, but Fross made no reply, her light dimming slightly in concentration as she peered down at the bits of dried plant at the bottom.
 

 
  “Very good,” Belly cooed softly. “Nice and still. Hold that in your mind, and now…”
 

 
  With a single motion, she knocked Fross forward with the lead stopper and then drove it firmly into the mouth of the jar, trapping the pixie inside. Quick as a cat, she snatched up a length of woven cord wrapped in an elaborate pattern of silver thread, winding it three times around the jar, and tied it off. Inside, Fross buzzed about frantically, though she barely had room to extend her wings. Her voice was reduced to meaningless squeaks by the thick glass.
 

 
  “Ah!” Bella set the jar down on the wagon seat and shook her hands. “Cold!” She held them out toward the fire, but her savagely triumphant grin didn’t so much as waver.
 

 
  “You about done, then?” Lance asked dryly.
 

 
  “Oh, I am
  
   so
  
  done,” she purred. “Got everything I ever wanted right here.”
 

 
  “Really? You were just supposed to put her out of commission. What do you want her for? What can you
  
   possibly
  
  do with a captive pixie?”
 

 
  “What
  
   can’t
  
  you do with a pixie?” she retorted gleefully. “She’s a little bundle of
  
   pure
  
  elemental magic, endlessly self-replenishing. Doesn’t need to eat, sleep or breathe, and no matter how much power I pull from her, she’ll produce more. Most witches only
  
   dream
  
  of binding a pixie! You almost never see them unless you go where they live, and then they’ll mob you if you mess with one. Ohh, this is ten times better than that haul of jewels we found.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s great and all,” Elroy said skittishly, “Bella gets her little glow-toy, and meanwhile
  
   we
  
  just probably pissed off Arachne goddamn Tellwyrn. For what? I’ll eat my boots if these kids have anything worth taking in their pockets.” Gingerly, he reached out and nudged Toby with a toe. He and Ruda had slumped over backward and were now stretched out side by side, their feet toward the fire. Only Shaeine still sat up, but she was slouched heavily and just as deeply asleep.
 

 
  Lance permitted himself a smug smile. And they’d told him bringing the special cornbread was a waste of time in the Golden Sea. Preparedness; that’s why he was in charge. He stood up, stepped around the fire, bent down and picked up Ruda’s sword. “Have a look at this,” he said mildly, holding it out toward Elroy.
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon,
  
   that?
  
  Yeah, sure, the gems’ll probably sell, but dammit, Lance, they ain’t nothin’ compared to what we’re already hauling! How the hell was that worth the risk?”
 

 
  “Don’t assume the sparkly part is the most important part, dummy. Hey, Jim, come down here. Have a look at this.”
 

 
  Jim picked his way down the rocky slope and approached curiously, plate in hand and chewing. He froze, though, staring at the sword in the firelight, going wide-eyed. Lance could almost swear his elongated ears perked up slightly.
 

 
  “Okay, what are we missing?” Bella asked, tearing her eyes away from the glowing bottle. Fross had iced over the interior, hiding herself from view.
 

 
  “See how the light shines on it?” Lance said, slowly turning the sword to make the firelight gleam on the blade. “Not like steel, more like it’s soaking up the light and glowing, right? This, lady and gents, is
  
   mithril.
  
  Honest-to-gods dwarven-cast mithril. Magically non-conductive and damn near indestructible. This blade would stop a wandshot; it’ll be around long after the Empire is dust.” To demonstrate, he took the rapier’s blade very carefully in both hands and attempted to flex it, to no effect. A length of steel that thin would have bent easily. “This here shaft of metal is worth three times our entire haul of jewels. Add to that the fancy handle, and this is a weapon that should belong to a prince or high priest.”
 

 
  “Damn,” Elroy whispered. “What’s that little girl doin’ with it, then?”
 

 
  
   “That,
  
  Elroy, is the best part,” Lance grinned. “See that blue jewel on her forehead? She’s Punaji—a pirate. The obvious answer to what a scruffy teenager is doing with a piece like this is that she
  
   stole
  
  it. That’s what Punaji do. So whoever actually
  
   paid
  
  for this thing will be lookin’ for her, not for us. That’s assuming they ain’t at the bottom of the Azure Sea with a slit throat.
 

 
  “So our plan’s the same: we head back to civilization and sell the jewels.
  
   Now,
  
  though, we re-invest some of the proceeds in, shall we say…gentrification. Proper outfits, introductions. It’ll take some doin’ to get into the right circles to sell this sword; can’t just anybody afford something like this, even if we don’t let it go for its full value, which we ain’t gonna get. Even so, once all the effort’s made, we just doubled the size of our haul, easy.” He caressed the slender blade as lovingly as Bella was now fondling her bottle. “We are
  
   made.
  
  After this score, we can retire and live like lords until we get so tired of decadence we’re ready to shuffle ourselves off the mortal coil.”
 

 
  “You are rather glossing over the complication of our…guests,” Jim pointed out.
 

 
  “Right,” Lance said, drawing his attention away from daydreams of wealth and idleness, back to the present. “That’ll be an extra step or two, but nothing too onerous.”
 

 
  “Just slit their throats and have done with it,” Jim said curtly.
 

 
  Lance shook his head. “You heard the girl. They die, Tellwyrn knows. Wouldn’t put it past that lady to have ways of keeping an eye on the life force of her students. I’ve heard stranger things about her.”
 

 
  “That sounded like a bluff to me.”
 

 
  “T’me, too, Jim. But given the
  
   risk
  
  involved, and the fact that we don’t
  
   need
  
  to call that bluff, we won’t.” He nodded at Bella. “Our resident witch here can use that memory spell we laid on Lord Calwynth last year. We take ’em out of the Sea, find someplace
  
   relatively
  
  safe where they won’t get immediately killed, lay the whammy on ’em and haul ass out of there. They’ll wake up amnesiac, which’ll slow ’em the hell down without calling Tellwyrn down on us.”
 

 
  “It’s a good plan,” Bella agreed. “No permanent harm, even, just for a humanitarian bonus. They’ll get most of their memories back eventually, but not the ones most recent before the spell. So they won’t ever know what happened or who to look for.”
 

 
  “Sounds foolproof,” Jim said, narrowing his eyes. “I distrust foolproof. It never works out in practice.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s
  
   one
  
  complication,” Bella admitted. “Lance, I don’t think my memory spell will work on the dryad.”
 

 
  “So…that’s an actual dryad?” He let out a low whistle. “I sorta figured green hair was trendy in Tiraas these days. Kids’ll do any dumb fucking thing to piss off their parents.”
 

 
  “Lance Rogers, any woman wandering around the Golden Sea dressed like
  
   that
  
  is either a dryad or about to be a corpse. Use your head for somethin’ besides a hatstand. Look, I can bind her so she won’t wake up, that’s easy enough. We’ll leave
  
   her
  
  someplace separate, somewhere in the Golden Sea. Animals won’t mess with her, and the Sea is twisted by fae magic; she’ll be right at home until Naiya sends somebody to wake her up. If she ever does. She ain’t exactly the most attentive mother. But we sure as hell do
  
   not
  
  want to bring her any harm. A pissed-off Tellwyrn would be
  
   nothing
  
  compared to a pissed-off Naiya.”
 

 
  Elroy jumped in startlement at a sudden movement from Shaeine, but she was only tumbling over on her side, finally overbalancing. He grinned weakly at them. “Well. Um…sounds like a plan, then?
 

 
  “It does,” Lance agreed. “And we’ll get started on it first thing in the morning. We ain’t more’n a day or two from the outer rim, if that. Bella, anyplace special we should look for to leave the dryad?
 

 
  “Anyplace’ll do, in a pinch,” she said, chewing her lip and staring thoughtfully down at Juniper. “Could just drop her in the middle of the prairie and it’d probably be fine… But someplace
  
   meaningful
  
  would be better. We should hold out for a grove, something that could be sacred to the fae. If we don’t come across anything, we’ll just ditch her, but showing a little respect will go a long way toward appeasing Naiya.”
 

 
  “She ain’t gonna be mad about us putting the girl to sleep, then?” Elroy asked nervously.
 

 
  “We
  
   didn’t
  
  put her to sleep, I’m just gonna keep her that way. Which, in a roundabout way, is probably for her own good, if her so-called friends let her wear herself out running in the first place. Anyway, fae have very different sensibilities. Long as we don’t do her active harm, we’re not pickin’ a fight.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” said Lance. “I want
  
   two
  
  people on watch at all times tonight. One looking outside, and one keeping an eye on these kids. We don’t want any surprises, and let’s face it, Tellwyrn doesn’t let just any jackass attend her school. It’ll mean short sleep, but in three days this’ll all be behind us, and we’ll be on our way to wealth and privilege. Jim, you take a rest; Bella, you an’ me’ll have the first watch, since it looks like you’re too busy getting’ cozy with your new pet pixie to sleep anyway.”
 

 
  “Aw, you know me so well.”
 

 
  As they talked, Ruda’s hand twitched toward Toby, and viciously pinched the skin on the back of his wrist. His breathing didn’t vary in the slightest.
 

 
  She cracked an eye open a slit, to glance up at the four travelers, then immediately shut it as they dispersed, two into the wagons, the leader toward her and her companions. There she lay, limp and breathing deeply.
 

 
  Waiting.
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  McGraw began to have a fatalistic feeling about the day when he wasn’t even allowed to finish breakfast. It wasn’t that the food at the A&W was particularly sumptuous, or even that he could afford to give it his undivided attention. He always kept an eye and ear on his surroundings when out on a mission, and in this particular town he also had his mental senses attuned to the wards that would notify him of his quarry attempting to flee via Rail. It was
  
   breakfast,
  
  though. There were some things to which a man was simply entitled, things he took it amiss when someone interrupted them.
 

 
  He had, as usual, chosen a seat in the front corner of the room, which afforded him a view out the windows and one of the inn’s common room itself. After Tellwyrn’s surprise visit, he’d also taken to keeping a weather eye on the door. As such, he of course noted the five figures assembling in the square outside, but didn’t assign any particular attention to them until the one in the middle bellowed his name.
 

 
  With a sigh, he glanced down at his plate of eggs, beans and hash browns, currently half-finished. The thought of just ignoring them crossed his mind, but with some regret he dismissed it. The sort of fool who stood outside a tavern yelling for someone to come out was the sort of fool who’d create an even more disruptive ruckus if they weren’t obliged. He brought the bite currently sitting on his fork to his mouth and stood, carefully wiping his face and beard with his napkin, and strolled across the room to the bar while chewing.
 

 
  He swallowed just before reaching the waitress currently minding the tavern and tipped his hat politely to her. “Mornin’, miss. Just wanted to settle up here, in case I don’t get the chance later.” Smiling unthreateningly at her wary expression, he set a small stack of coins on the counter.
 

 
  “That’s…uh, that’s well more than enough,” the girl said carefully.
 

 
  “I’m aware. Listen, those kids outside yelling in the street? If they’re in a position to take advantage later, give ’em a round on me. They’re likely to need it.”
 

 
  Nodding to her again, he turned and strode unhurriedly toward the door.
 

 
  McGraw stepped outside and descended the short steps to the square, then came to a stop a couple of yards from the front of the tavern.
 

 
  “Mornin’,” he said politely, tipping his hat. “It’s a mite early for it, don’t you think? I don’t suppose you kids would care to do this later.”
 

 
  Two of the five—the women—he recognized from the tavern and around town; they were by far the more distinctive. The more absurd, if he was to be honest. The one in the center who’d been yelling was the attractive young lady in the dramatic black leather that showed a distracting amount of skin. He’d done his best not to be distracted, of course. McGraw’s policy was never to ogle a woman unless she specifically indicated that she wanted him to, and this one looked more the type to invite attention just so she could ream some poor fellow out for showing it. The other was a short, waifish, rather hollow-cheeked girl in sweltering black robes, clutching a staff of dark-stained hardwood. A magical staff, but not one that fired bolts of lightning at the press of a switch. No, it was a wizard’s staff in the tradition of his own, an aid to spellcasting. For all that, he didn’t perceive any arcane energies around her. A witch, then, or warlock? Either way, an amateur. People who meddled with either fairies
  
   or
  
  demons quickly learned to be serious and not waste time on such melodramatic touches as sweeping black robes and ornately-carved staves, or they came to a swift and sticky end.
 

 
  The men were slightly more respectable-looking, with the exception of the mage, who was actually wearing hooded robes straight out of the last century. The man was middle-aged at least, with a slight paunch and as much gray as brown in his beard; of all people, he ought to know better. Beside him stood a fellow who wasn’t a cowboy but had dressed as one, his leather and denim attire brand-spanking new and embellished with needless embroidery, surmounted by a
  
   white
  
  ten-gallon hat. He also sported late-model wands holstered at his belt, over which his hands hovered menacingly. On the other side was a nervous-looking fellow in a plain suit, a bronze badge at his lapel marking him a cleric of Salyrene.
 

 
  
   “Justice,”
  
  said the girl in leather self-importantly, “doesn’t wait till it’s convenient for you.”
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” McGraw said mildly, “it wouldn’t be the first time. But I was under the impression that justice in this town was the province of a nice fellow with a badge, who has the actual authority of the Empire to hand it out.”
 

 
  “Our weapons are all the authority we need,” sneered the “cowboy.”
 

 
  “That’s no way to live, son,” McGraw told him gravely. “It makes for a world that ain’t fit for anybody to live
  
   in.”
  
 

 
  “There are things more important than the law,” the girl in leather said sharply, clearly trying to steer the conversation back toward herself. “Especially when assassins hide behind the law to do their dirty work.”
 

 
  “Was that directed at me?” he asked. “I didn’t realize I was hiding behind anything.”
 

 
  “There are higher powers,” intoned the girl in the black robe. She had a thin, strained voice. “Higher concerns. A great doom is coming; it is whispered on the wind in every corner of the world. Those who care to stand against the darkness must do so, ere it is too late.”
 

 
  “Kid,” he said wearily,
  
   “nobody
  
  talks like that.”
 

 
  “Enough,” snapped Leather. “We’re not here to argue the point.
  
   Any
  
  point. We know what you’re here for, Longshot, and it’s not happening. I think you should leave town.”
 

 
  “If there’s a problem with me minding my own business in this fair little burg, I believe I’ll wait till I hear about it from an official source. Just as a point of curiosity, though, are you kids aware the people you’re protecting are members of the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  That caused a stir in their ranks. The girl in the leather narrowed her eyes; the cleric actually twitched as if startled, looking over at the leader as if for direction.
 

 
  “So,” said the mage with a smile, “you not only know who we’re discussing, but that they need protection. Sounds like an admission to me.”
 

 
  “Well, it seems I’ll have to grant you that one,” McGraw said, chuckling ruefully. “Fairly caught. That’s what happens when I don’t get to finish my breakfast. What’s your story, friend? Forgive my pointin’ it out, but you don’t seem to quite fit in among these whippersnappers.”
 

 
  “Rotscale,” the other wizard replied, holding up an arm and pulling back the sleeve of his robe to show a long streak of black, hardened skin. “I’ve been to every cleric in Tiraas; they can’t do a thing. The doctors say I’ve got two years, tops. Always wanted to be a hero, ever since I was a boy. Facing the prospect of actually dying in bed, well… A man reassesses what’s naïve and what’s true.”
 

 
  “That, I can respect,” McGraw said, nodding gravely. The other man nodded in return, his expression still calm and faintly amused.
 

 
  “So what’s it gonna be, McGraw?” asked the girl in the leather. “Are you gonna leave on your own terms? Or do we have to do this…the hard way?”
 

 
  “Ideally,” he replied calmly, “the outcome here is that I go back inside and finish my meal, and y’all cut this foolishness out and go get a real job. Ain’t my policy to tell anybody how they oughta live, but I do wish you’d consider the consequences of your actions for people who aren’t you. This here’s an inhabited town,” he nodded to the side, where a dozen or so townfolk had gathered to watch the proceedings with great interest. “Anybody starts shootin’, there’s likely to be bystanders injured and
  
   sure
  
  to be property damage. Also, the way you’ve been carryin’ on out here, I expect the Sheriff to arrive any second, and as things stand it ain’t me who’s aimin’ to spend a night in the pokey.”
 

 
  That brought them up short. Some of the bluster leaked out of the leader; she glanced uncertainly around at the buildings and people nearby, while the cleric and the robed girl looked to her for guidance. The cowboy only stared at McGraw, a faint grin hovering around his mouth. That one was going to be trouble, no matter how this played out.
 

 
  “All of this,” McGraw went on, “is leaving aside that you poor saps have been suckered in by some authentically
  
   bad people
  
  to do their dirty work. So I’ll turn your question back around on you, miss. You wanna step inside, have a seat, talk this out like civilized folk? Or would you prefer to do something foolish and get buried under the consequences of it? What’s it gonna be?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Watching from the shadows of a nearby alley, Thumper cursed softly to himself. Already it was all going wrong. All those damned kids had to do was be their stupid selves, and they couldn’t even do
  
   that
  
  right. Even as he watched, he could see their resolve faltering.
 

 
  As usual, he had to do everything himself.
 

 
  He pulled a small hinged case from the inside pocket of his coat and flipped it open; inside were several vials from his potion kit. He might be a fake salesman, but the props provided for his cover were quite real, and he had taken the precaution of bringing several along in case they came in handy for today’s work. Selecting one, he shut the case and tucked it back away, flicked the cork off the vial with his thumb, and drank it down, grimacing at the bitter taste. Would it interfere with the functioning of alchemy to add some damn flavor?
 

 
  At least it worked. In seconds, his own arms faded from view. Clothes and all, luckily; he’d read horror stories of adventurers caught in sticky situations when their invisibility elixirs had only concealed flesh, but thankfully modern alchemy was more reliable.
 

 
  Shook was no sneak-thief, but he’d grown up on the streets of Tiraas and knew how to move quietly. For all that sneaking out in the open in broad daylight set his nerves jangling, he circled around the little tableau unfolding in the square without being spotted by any of the participants. He’d half-expected McGraw to be able to see through the effects of the potion, but it seemed luck was with him.
 

 
  He ghosted around behind the five would-be heroes, creeping up on the fool in the cowboy hat just as McGraw was finishing up his little speech. He was right about one thing: the sheriff would be here very soon. Thumper had singled out this guy when Tazlith had introduced him around to the posse she’d put together: he was aggressive, reckless, and exactly the sort of fellow who could be relied on to start trouble. Even if he didn’t actually start it, nobody would have a hard time believing that he had.
 

 
  As the fives wannabes hesitated, glancing at each other, Thumper crouched, moved in closer, and then lunged. He grabbed one of the cowboy’s hands with one of his and his wand with the other. The man cried out in surprise and tried to pull away, but Thumper was faster, stronger and had the element of surprise. He mashed the wand against the man’s hand, twisted it in the general direction of McGraw, and squeezed the clicker.
 

 
  The shot missed, of course, cracking one of the wooden supports holding up the A&W’s awning. That didn’t matter; what mattered was that to those watching, it looked like the man had performed a quick draw and fired from the waist.
 

 
  It had been a gamble; it would have backfired had his targets shown any introspection or reserve, but human nature didn’t fail him. Once the shooting started, the thinking stopped.
 

 
  McGraw hadn’t been in the path of the wandshot, but he nevertheless threw up a shield, a sparkling blue sphere around himself, which protected him from the blast of unfocused shadow magic hurled by the girl in the black robe. People screamed and ran in all directions. The cowboy had dropped his wand when Thumper let it go, and was looking around in confusion.
 

 
  The Sheriff would be there in seconds, surely.
 

 
  Thumper was already on his way back into the alley.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Principia had chosen a good spot once she heard the shouting begin. For all the trouble-making types who came through Last Rock, few bothered to make use of the town’s rooftops, which was almost a shame; the stone structures were extremely solid and their slate shingles kept in good repair. They also didn’t transmit sound well, so as long as she stepped lightly, nobody knew she was making her way over their house.
 

 
  It helped that people never thought to look up.
 

 
  The sloping roof of the general store had a conveniently-placed chimney from behind which she peeked down at the action in the square. She had marked the alley into which Shook had vanished prior to the action starting, and thus noted the faint disturbance of invisible footsteps in the dust heading toward the adventurers. It was, she had to acknowledge, a good effect. If not for elven eyes and the fact that she’d been watching specifically for something from that point of emergence, she would have missed it.
 

 
  “You bastard,” she murmured with a faint smile. He was nothing if not predictable.
 

 
  Prin ducked lower as the first shot went off, hiding herself completely and thus losing her view of the action. There followed two more wandshots and the less distinctive sounds of spells being cast, then a lull. She peeked out again a moment later, taking stock of the scene.
 

 
  McGraw had vanished. Unless one of those fool casters had managed to disintegrate him—about as likely as a sudden revelation that she was in line for the Imperial throne—that meant he had moved to reclaim the advantage. The fact that she didn’t know where he was…well, that could be all kinds of bad.
 

 
  Tazlith was trying to rally her troops, who were varying degrees of frightened, confused and pissed off. Principia decided none of this needed to be dealt with by her.
 

 
  Moving lightly as a squirrel, she darted across the rooftops to the large house where she rented an attic, slipping neatly through her open window into her chambers. Even using her unconventional paths, nowhere in Last Rook took long to reach.
 

 
  Prin shut the window behind herself, turned to her enchanting table…and froze. She darted over to the door—yes, it was open, the lock broken. Naturally Shook didn’t have the skill, and probably also not the inclination, to pick a lock like a professional. She looked back to the table, where her row of carefully enchanted rings were missing.
 

 
  
   “Bastard,”
  
  she said with more feeling.
 

 
  Right. Predictable.
 

 
  Speaking of, at that moment her broken door pushed open and Longshot McGraw ducked inside.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said courteously, tugging the brim of his hat to her. “Pardon my intrusion, but it seems I need to move up my timetable considerably.”
 

 
  She stared at him for one silent moment before bolting.
 

 
  Prin threw down a coin as she fled; its simple anti-magic charm wouldn’t have held against anything a wizard of McGraw’s caliber threw at it deliberately, but it disrupted the stasis spell he tossed after her enough that she only felt a brief tugging sensation before she managed to dive through the still-open window.
 

 
  She somersaulted midair and landed on her feet in a slide, shooting straight down the sloping roof tiles. In the alley below, she kicked off the far wall to blunt her momentum and rolled as she reached the ground, sprinting for the mouth of the alley.
 

 
  McGraw’s teleportation wasn’t as tidy or potent as Tellwyrn’s; his appearance was presaged by a split-second flash of blue light, giving Prin enough warning to skid to a stop rather than plow into him, and his reappearance came with a
  
   crack
  
  of energy and a static buzz that made her hair try to stand up.
 

 
  “It seems,” he said conversationally as though nothing had just happened, “that your friend Mr. Shook has set a pack of ravenous puppies on me. I actually have to admire his cleverness; I’d feel quite bad if I brought harm to any of those silly kids, which hampers me more than a little. My feeling, though, is they’ll maybe be a bit less trigger-happy if I show up again with you in tow. They
  
   did
  
  turn up to protect you from my depredations, after all,” he added with a grin.
 

 
  Principia backed up two careful steps. “Why are you doing this?”
 

 
  He shrugged. “The money’s good.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is what I meant. Why? You could have apprentices…wealth, a life of comfort. You’re ten times the mage any of those turkeys who go adventuring in the Sea are. Why
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  McGraw tilted his head to one side, regarding her curiously for a moment before replying. “Short answer is, it’s something to do.”
 

 
  “Seriously? That’s
  
   it?”
  
 

 
  “Miss, when you get to my age—”
 

 
  “I’m at least
  
   twice
  
  your age.”
 

 
  “—you start to think about who you are and what you really want, whether you intend to or not. I stumbled into the adventuring life quite by accident and spent a couple decades moaning about it…but come time to retire, I found the thing I
  
   truly
  
  fear is… Well. Apprentices, wealth, comfort, and all the trappings of a staid life. Won’t say I crave
  
   adventure,
  
  as such, just…not to be bored. Things like this suit me fine.”
 

 
  She crept back another step. “I could only wish I had your problems.”
 

 
  “I imagine my situation looks a fair bit better’n yours at this moment. Not that I’m not enjoying this discussion, ma’am, but I also am not a fool. We can carry on chatting while we walk, if you are so inclined.” He leveled his staff at her and smiled politely. “This way, please.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Shook made a point of breathing hard as he dashed up to the adventurers, who were huddled together in the square. Townspeople had fled; they had the place effectively to themselves for the moment. Where the hell was that Sheriff? It had been more than a couple of minutes already; Sanders had never been so slow to respond to a disturbance, at least not from what the locals had told him over the last few days. He’d had to wait for the counteragent to the invisibility elixir to take effect, and had been sure he’d come back to find his minions slugging it out with the law while their actual quarry slipped away. Well, odd as it was, he’d take it.
 

 
  “Everybody all right?” he panted, doing his best to look concerned. “Damn, he moves fast. I didn’t even have a chance to get in behind him.”
 

 
  “Jeremiah,” Tazlith said with obvious relief, turning to him. “Marks says he was grabbed; somebody got his wand and made him shoot at McGraw.”
 

 
  “We are not of one mind on what to make of this story,” said Lorrie, the warlock. “It seems terribly convenient for him. Terribly
  
   inconvenient
  
  for us.”
 

 
  “I didn’t detect any invisible presence,” the mage (whose name Shook hadn’t troubled to learn) intoned pompously. It was all Shook could do not to roll his eyes.
 

 
  “Dammit, I should’ve expected that,” he said, putting on a rueful face.
 

 
  “What?” said Tazlith. “What do you mean?”
 

 
  “The whole point of this was to stand him down,
  
   prevent
  
  it coming to a fight, right? McGraw told me to my face he’d like nothing better than if I started the shooting so he could claim self-defense. If he realized we weren’t going to oblige him, obviously he made it
  
   seem
  
  you were starting the fight.”
 

 
  “Can…can he do that?” Marks asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “Man’s a famous battlemage. Who can say
  
   what
  
  he can do?”
 

 
  “It’s an interesting theory.”
 

 
  They all spun toward the speaker in unison, those who had weapons raising them. Sheriff Sanders was striding toward them, his stare promising murder. With him came Ox Whipporwill… And the three Imperial soldiers quartered at the University.
 

 
  So
  
   that’s
  
  what had taken him so long.
 

 
  “I cannot recommend strongly enough that you lower those wands,” Sanders said grimly. “Needless to say, a
  
   thorough
  
  investigation of everyone involved in this mess is forthcoming. If there’s been magical meddling, we’ll find out, one way or another. In the meantime, though, you are all coming down to the office with me. It’ll look much better for you if I don’t have to be assertive about it.”
 

 
  “All
  
   we
  
  wanted to do was protect that girl McGraw is after,” Tazlith said stridently. “We’ll cooperate in any way we can, but right now he is
  
   still out there,
  
  and so is she.
  
   We
  
  aren’t the threat here. Do your
  
   job,
  
  Sheriff!”
 

 
  Shook would have winced if her blustering didn’t so perfectly suit his aim of deflecting the trouble toward herself. That was one of the top ten things you absolutely did
  
   not
  
  say to law enforcement.
 

 
  “This ain’t a conversation, miss,” Sanders shot back, placing a hand on his own wand. “I am gonna repeat myself one more time, and after that I’ll assume you’re resisting. We are going—”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said the robed mage, “but you should all see this.”
 

 
  They turned to look where he pointed, Sanders a second after the others as if expecting to be attacked from behind if he averted his eyes. It was no trap, though, at least not for them. McGraw and Principia were entering the empty square from the street beyond. She walked in front, stiffly, her hands balled into fists at her side. The old wizard strolled behind her, staff resting over his shoulder, puffing idly on a cigarillo.
 

 
  “Hello again,” he said. “Ah, ah, ah, let’s nobody go an’ do something rash. There’s been enough dust kicked up for one morning, I think. Seein’ as how Ms. Locke and myself seem to be the source of all this commotion, we’ve talked it over amongst ourselves and decided the most responsible course of action is for us to remove ourselves from town till everything has a chance to settle down again.”
 

 
  “That true, Prin?” Sanders asked tersely.
 

 
  She glared at him. “Of course it’s not
  
   fucking
  
  true, you half-wit, I’m being kidnapped!
  
   Do
  
  something!”
 

 
  McGraw shook his head. “Nobody around here can ever let me do anything the easy way,” he said fatalistically. “Y’know, I believe I’m beginning to actively dislike this town.”
 

 
  “Feeling’s mutual,” Sanders said, drawing his wand. “Elias ‘Longshot’ McGraw, you’re under arrest.”
 

 
  “If you consider the matter carefully,” McGraw replied calmly, smiling, “I think you will find that I am not. As I was saying, Ms. Locke and I will be leaving the town now. I leave it to you and these lovely people to decide how much needs to get broken in the process, Sheriff.”
 

 
  “You are astronomically outnumbered, villain,” the warlock intoned. “Submission is your only wise course.” Around her, the others readied their weapons; wands and staves were aimed at him, and Tazlith drew a pair of throwing knives.
 

 
  “It seems to me,” McGraw said evenly, stepping up behind Principia so that he addressed them over her shoulder, “a show of force isn’t appropriate in your situation. I’m assuming, of course, that you would rather Ms. Locke not get shot in the process. I might be wrong about that. Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 

 
  “We fan out, take him from all angles,” Shook said tersely. “He can’t hide behind her skirts if he’s encircled.”
 

 
  “Thank you for your input,” Sanders said sarcastically.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Principia screeched, a note of hysteria entering her voice. “No shooting!”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   wanna
  
  get hauled off into the prairie to be executed like a dog?” Shook replied. “Just keep your head down and try not to get shot.”
 

 
  “No! Fuck you, Shook!
  
   No shooting!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Prin—”
 

 
  “Go to hell!” She was shrieking now, eyes wide in panic. “Nobody’s taking shots in my direction just because
  
   you
  
  would rather I’m out of the picture! You stole my fucking enchanted rings and left me high and dry, you faked the shot at McGraw with that invisibility charm! This bullshit is entirely
  
   your
  
  fault!”
 

 
  “Wait, you did
  
   what?”
  
  Tazlith said, whirling on him.
 

 
  He glared at her. “This is not the time—”
 

 
  “He’s wearing rings,” the robed man noted. “Rather a lot of them. I wondered about that.”
 

 
  “Seems I’m gonna need a bigger cell,” Sanders said wearily. “Goddamn it, the middle of the street with weapons pointed in all directions is not the place for this. Everybody stop whatever the
  
   hell
  
  you’re doing and stand down!”
 

 
  “Y’all clearly have matters to discuss amongst yourselves,” McGraw said cheerfully. “We’ll just be heading—”
 

 
  “No, you don’t!” Sanders raised his arm, aiming his wand right for McGraw and disregarding Principia’s squeal of protest. “Nobody fucking moves!”
 

 
  McGraw opened his mouth to reply, but cut off, his eyes widening as they shifted to look past the group. Immediately he and Principia were wreathed in a sparkling sphere of transparent blue light. Two wandshots splashed against it, causing it to flicker and dim—Marks and one of the soldiers had apparently been spooked by the sudden spell effect.
 

 
  “Hold your fire!” Sanders roared, to no effect.
 

 
  McGraw pointed his staff at the ground between them; light flashed along its length, and an elaborate circular glyph appeared on the paving stones. Everyone backed rapidly away from it, Rook and Moriarty swiveling to point their weapons at the shape that began forming out of mist above it.
 

 
  “What the fuck?” Marks moved one hand to aim at the figure, keeping his other wand pointed at McGraw and Principia.
 

 
  “He summons something,” said Lorrie, shifting her staff to rest in the crook of her arm and folding her hands together. “Two can play at this game.”
 

 
  “No!” Tazlith shouted, whirling on her. “Dammit, we
  
   talked
  
  about this! Do not bring that damn thing out, this’ll
  
   all
  
  go to hell if you lose control of it!”
 

 
  “An elemental!” exclaimed the mage as the missed coalesced into a figure. It wasn’t even vaguely humanoid, though it had two arm-like protrusions. “How does an arcane wizard have access to a water elemental?!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit.”
  
  Sanders’s outburst wasn’t aimed at the elemental, however; he’d glanced over his shoulder, following McGraw’s eyes.
 

 
  “Shoot it!”
 

 
  “Don’t shoot it! Don’t make it mad!”
 

 
  “Will somebody do
  
   something?!”
  
 

 
  
   CRACK!
  
 

 
  The bolt of power that roared across the square, making all their hair stand up and momentarily blinding everyone, was massive enough nearly to suit a magical artillery shot. It struck the creature dead center; half its mass evaporated on the spot, the rest splashing harmlessly to the ground, apparently now inert.
 

 
  The weapon that had fired it was clearly antique. Shorter than modern battlestaves and at least twice as thick, it was a throwback to the age when such enchanted weapons were a new invention borrowing from older sensibilities; elaborately carved, decorated across its whole length with bands of silver and surmounted by a globe of glowing crystal, it looked like what an artist designing a cover for a penny dreadful might imagine an old-fashioned wizard’s staff to be.
 

 
  The person carrying it had made that perfect shot with the cumbersome weapon
  
   one-handed,
  
  using the other to prop herself up on one of her canes. She glared coldly at McGraw.
 

 
  
   “Shame
  
  on you,” said Mabel Cratchley.
 

 
  With a burble and a huge gout of steam, the elemental rose up from the ground; it was smaller now, but clearly re-forming itself.
 

 
  This time, Marks, Lorrie and the cleric dived away as Miz Cratchley blasted it again, Rook stumbling backward from the incredible force and falling on his rear. It made a smoking crater in the middle of the square where it struck.
 

 
  The staff, too, was smoking now, though Miz Cratchley didn’t pay it any mind, shifting her aim to McGraw.
 

 
  “Don’t do it!” Principia wailed, cowering back against him.
 

 
  “Impressive shootin’, ma’am,” McGraw said, tipping his hat to her. At some point in the last minute he had dropped his cigarillo. “But there’s a reason those old thunderbuses were taken out of service. One more shot and the thing’s likely to blow up.”
 

 
  “I’ve lived long enough,” she replied, staring him down. “I’m ready to account for myself to the gods. Are you?”
 

 
  McGraw stared back at her, apparently lacking an answer to that.
 

 
  Before anybody could act or come up with something to say, there came a soft
  
   pop
  
  from right between the two groups, the effect rather underwhelming after the recent show of firepower. The effect on the group of the figure who materialized was another matter entirely.
 

 
  “All right,” Arachne Tellwyrn said flatly, “that’s enough.”
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  “Oh, what the hell is this now,” Lance muttered. Ahead, Jim was already bringing the lead wagon to a stop. Between the gentle downward slope of the Sea and the height of the tallgrass, they hadn’t seen what was coming up until they were right on top of it. Or for that matter, maybe it hadn’t been there before.
 

 
  He hopped down from the wagon seat before it had even fully stopped moving. “Stay put,” he said curtly to Bella when she began to rise, too. “And keep your eyes on those kids, I don’t want any surprises at this point.” Not pausing to see her reaction, he strode forward, around the other wagon, and approached Jim, who was standing on the ground as well.
 

 
  “What do you think?” asked the half-elf as he approached. Lance panned his gaze around at the expanse of flat, rocky ground that had opened up before them. It looked like granite—uneven, marred by cracks, pits and protrusions. “This’ll play hell with the wagons. Won’t be great for the oxen, either.”
 

 
  Lance cursed under his breath. “Can you see how far it extends?”
 

 
  “Nope.” Jim shook his head. “Not in front or to the sides. Of course, how big it objectively is has little to do with how long we’ll be in it if we try to cross.”
 

 
  He glanced back at his own wagon, in which they had laid out the kids from Last Rock. “Bella reckons we can maybe keep ’em asleep a bit longer with her hoodoo, if it comes to that. The last thing we need is for our passengers to start waking up… That’ll play bigger hell than anything this does to the wagons.”
 

 
  “Unless we throw a wheel, or lame an ox,” said Jim, “in which case it’ll all go to shit anyway.”
 

 
  Lance glared at the plain of stone, thinking. They were between the proverbial rock and an annoyingly literal hard place. “Risk damaging the wagons in the badlands, or risk getting lost as fuck and adding days to our trip if we try to go around. Both mean we have some angry and very dangerous people to deal with… Looks about the same level of risk to me either way, with more or less the same consequence. Unless you disagree.”
 

 
  Jim shook his head. “Sounds about right to me.”
 

 
  Lance heaved a sigh. “Then I say we go for the risk that gets us out of here quicker. Make sure everything’s lashed down tight and let’s move on. You best stay in front, I want your eyes findin’ us the safest route.”
 

 
  The other man nodded mutely and climbed back up onto his wagon seat while Lance turned and walked back to Bella.
 

 
  “I heard,” she said. “Everything’s secure back here, and it doesn’t matter too much if the passengers get jostled a bit. The wagons were in good shape when we set out and Elroy’s been looking ’em over at every stop. We should be fine.”
 

 
  “Any chance of the bumpy ride waking our sleeping beauties?”
 

 
  She grinned. “Not till dusk at the earliest, and even then they’ll be too groggy to be useful for hours. Best we get a move on.”
 

 
  Jim’s wagon was already moving, and Lance prompted the oxen to follow suit.
 

 
  “Try not to distract me,” Bella said, closing her eyes. “I’m gonna keep my attention on a little charm work, to help the wagons bear up under the abuse.” Already she had to raise her voice to be heard under the aggressive rattle of wheels over uneven stone. Lance gave her a sidelong look, holding onto his seat.
 

 
  “Shouldn’t you have got out and laid that
  
   on
  
  the wheels before we started moving?”
 

 
  “I don’t actually know a
  
   spell
  
  that’d do that, though you can bet I’m gonna look one up after this. I’m just using general buffing magic. Strength, endurance, good fortune, all that. Remember what I said about distracting me?”
 

 
  He grunted irritably, but fell silent. It wasn’t worth arguing, especially when they had to almost shout to be heard, not to mention devoting serious effort to holding on. The noise really was incredible; it seemed the entire wagon shuddered with each little jostle, and not all of the jostles were little. Jim set them on a weaving course that sought to avoid the worst of it, but there was simply no good ground. The stone itself made the wheels grate ominously as they passed over its flatter stretches, and seemed to delight in tossing little cracks and rocks under them.
 

 
  In the shady back of the covered wagon, Ruda cracked an eye, surreptitiously studying their captors even as she and the others were jostled roughly against each other. Neither were looking back at them, and the noise and shaking made the best cover she’d found thus far for any action. This was clearly the time.
 

 
  It wasn’t that simple, though. She could probably take out Lance and Bella, having the element of surprise as she did. The others would be another matter, though; they had staves. Ruda could grab one of those in this wagon, of course, but the best case scenario was still a firefight, which would put her sleeping companions at serious risk even if the enemy didn’t deliberately target them.
 

 
  Careful not to move too much—no telling when one of the bastards would glance back to check on them—she swept an eye around the interior of the wagon. She’d become quite familiar with the layout during the long morning. Two wooden chests were set against the right side of the wagon bed, with herself and her fellow captives laid out like logs filling the rest of the space. They were cargo; the rest of the adventurers’ belongings, including nearly all their supplies, had been moved to the lead wagon and piled in to make room. Ruda was pressed between the chests and Toby; blessedly, nobody had been laid on top of her, though Juniper’s legs half covered her own. The front end of the wagon held sealed barrels, lashed in place, and ahead of that was just the driver’s seat. Her sword was tucked carefully between two barrels, its pommel barely visible; Bella kept the bottle containing Fross with her.
 

 
  She lifted her eyes at a sharp rattle from above her head. The rear gate of the wagon was held in place by a long, thin iron bar which fit into metal fixtures attached to either wall of the bed. It was all one piece, meaning it could be conveniently rotated to open both sides of the latch and lower the gate with a single motion. As she watched, the wagon went over a bump and the latch nearest her jumped again, nearly coming loose.
 

 
  Ruda glance at the chests, back at the latch, then forward at the drivers. A plan fell into place. Well, the rough outlines of one, but she hadn’t the luxury of time to dither and refine.
 

 
  She lifted one hand and wrenched the latch open, then swiftly lowered her arm and shut her eyes. By the time the unfastened gate banged open, she gave no sign of ever having been awake.
 

 
  “The hell was
  
   that?”
  
  Lance shouted. Bella said something in reply, her voice muffled beyond audibility. “Oh, fuck, the gate’s popped open. Signal Jim to stop, I gotta grab that before something falls out.”
 

 
  He kept up a chorus of grunts and curses as he picked his way back across the bed, his efforts becoming easier when the wagon eased to a stop. Ruda barely managed not to make a sound when he overbalanced and stepped right on her stomach; it helped that it drove the breath right out of her. Growling, he clambered over her, finally, leaning over the end of the bed to grab the fallen gate, pull it back up, and re-set the latch.
 

 
  Ruda concentrated on her breathing, keeping it as deep and even as she could. That footprint was going to become a respectable bruise. It occupied plenty of her attention while orders were shouted and the wagons pulled forward again.
 

 
  She had long since learned the value of patience. Ruda waited until she judged they’d been moving again for a good quarter of an hour, and then opened the gate again.
 

 
  “Goddamn it!” Lance shouted from up ahead.
 

 
  “Just
  
   leave
  
  it,” Bella replied, raising her own voice to be heard over the racket. “The kids aren’t gonna slide out and the trunks are too heavy.”
 

 
  “Those trunks are our
  
   haul,
  
  dammit! If one falls—”
 

 
  “Too heavy,” she repeated firmly. “If the latch has popped twice it’ll just do it again. Unless you plan to balance back there and
  
   hold
  
  the damn thing shut, leave it.”
 

 
  “I can lash it shut!”
 

 
  “With what, your belt? Elroy’s got the rope up there with all the rest of the supplies. We’ll deal with it when we stop next, let’s not waste any more time with this.”
 

 
  He replied, but it was muted enough that Ruda couldn’t make out his words, and anyway it didn’t result in the wagons stopping again, or him climbing back into the bed. Good, that was the easy part dealt with.
 

 
  The trunk wasn’t large, thank Naphthene, otherwise she’d never have managed, as it was full of rocks. Jewels, anyway. The bigger one, behind, held uncut stones salvaged from some kind of old mining operation the adventurers had found; the one closer to the back of the wagon contained their much smaller haul of cut and polished gems. Ruda wasn’t clear on what exactly they’d found and didn’t particularly care. All that mattered right now was that the trunk weighed far too damn much, and she couldn’t risk getting herself into a proper position to shift it. She managed to hook her right hand around its end and
  
   pulled.
  
 

 
  For the most part, it was reluctant to budge. It wasn’t beyond her strength, but she was in a bad position and it was an uphill battle. The roughness of the ride actually helped; some of the worst bumps were bad enough to lift the trunk momentarily off the wagon bed, and in each of those little gaps she managed to tug it a few more inches.
 

 
  Ruda kept one eye open and constantly on the seat up front, now. The two sitting there appeared to be having an argument, which was lucky. If not for their distraction, they would surely be keeping a closer eye on their cargo, and then she’d be in trouble.
 

 
  The trunk inched past her head; she had to adjust the position of her arm to keep pulling. Surely the end of it had to be past the edge of the wagon bed…
 

 
  Then they went over a particularly bad bump, the trunk actually bounced
  
   off
  
  the bed for a moment, landed in a slide, and overbalanced. It tumbled over the back, hitting the ground with a very satisfying crunch of breaking wood.
 

 
  Not nearly so satisfying as Lance’s cursing.
 

 
  He brought the entire wagon train to a stop this time, calling the others back to survey the damage. Ruda hardly dared to breathe. The tension of her situation was actually a benefit, as she felt more than a small amount of pleasure at the situation of her captors, and this would be a bad moment to accidentally crack a smile.
 

 
  
   “Too heavy,”
  
  Lance snarled after a long, silent moment in which the four of them had stood there, staring down at the mess. The wagon had creaked forward a few yards before it could be brought to a stop, so they at least weren’t standing right
  
   over
  
  Ruda and the others.
 

 
  Bella sighed and didn’t respond to his accusing tone. “What do you think? Can the box be salvaged?”
 

 
  “Kindling,” Jim said curtly. “And we don’t have another.”
 

 
  “We got barrels…”
 

 
  “None that aren’t in
  
   use.”
  
 

 
  “Food, right?” said Lance. “We’ve got more’n we need. Dump some hardtack, just enough to make room for this. We’ll be out of the Sea by the end of the day.” Jim turned and trudged past without another word. “Elroy…clean this up. Just forget about the trunk. Gather up the gems in a pile, move ’em over there so we won’t have to carry the barrel far once it’s loaded. Oh, and when you’re done with that, bring out some rope or something to lash down this
  
   fucking
  
  gate.”
 

 
  “Uh, the rope’s all packed away,” Elroy said nervously. “I mean, it’s
  
   under
  
  a pile of—”
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch,
  
  can’t
  
   anything
  
  today go right?”
 

 
  There came a moment of silence, and then the crunch of boots on gravel, approaching the wagon.
 

 
  “This is all awfully,
  
   specifically
  
  inconvenient,” Lance remarked, standing right at the edge of the wagon bed.
 

 
  “I’m tellin’ you, they’re out,” Bella said from behind him. “The dryad’s bound and the others aren’t gonna be getting up anytime—”
 

 
  She broke off at the loud slap of a hand striking flesh.
 

 
  Ruda managed not to tense, not to react at all, despite the rush of white-hot rage. Toby was laid with his feet toward the end of the wagon bed, as was Rafe. If that hand had hit a face, as it sounded, it was Shaeine’s.
 

 
  Her wondering came to a stop seconds later when a similar slap landed on her own cheek. Her head was knocked to the side by the force of it, cheekbone bouncing off the wooden floor. Ruda stayed limp, let herself roll with the blow, kept her face neutral. This wasn’t the first time she’d played dead, under more pressure even than this. The University wasn’t nearly the beginning of her training.
 

 
  “Satisfied?” Bella asked dryly. “I really hope so. I’m sure the ride won’t wake ’em up, but you’re pushing it.”
 

 
  Lance grunted. “Come help me find the goddamn rope. Elroy, get to work.
  
   Jim!”
  
  he shouted, stalking away. “Where the fuck is that rope buried?”
 

 
  Ruda listened to them move past, listened to Elroy’s muttering and grunting as he bent and hauled handfuls of jewels over to pile them by the end of the wagon. He was loud enough to give her a clear idea what he was doing. She waited until the fourth trip, as he was turning away to go back for another batch.
 

 
  After a long, nearly sleepless night followed by a long trip in the bumpy back of a wagon, she was a solid knot of bruises, sore spots, and stiffness in general. Her whole body screamed in pain, rebelling at the speed with which she suddenly demanded that it move, which was just too damn bad. Ruda came upright, less smoothly than she would have liked but still her athletic self, lunged off the back of the wagon, and closed with Elroy while yanking her boot knife free.
 

 
  One hand over his mouth cut off his cry of surprise; with the other, she reached around and ripped the knife through his throat before he even knew what was happening. Ruda pushed him away, letting him flop to the ground, clutching at his ruined throat. Not dead yet, but that didn’t matter; he was well and truly silent. She turned her back and crawled as swiftly and silently as she could manage into the wagon and over the prone forms of her friends.
 

 
  Her luck continued to hold. Bella had had the sense to leave her prize behind while going forward to forage in the other wagon. Ruda had to hide herself behind the barrels, watching surreptitiously, and time her grab for when the three were all facing away, but when the moment came she reached out quick as a striking snake and grabbed the bottle off the wagon seat. Hopefully Bella wasn’t looking back to check on it every minute; as enamored as the woman was of her captive pixie, Ruda wouldn’t have put it past her.
 

 
  Ducking back down behind the barrels, she brought the jar to her face. It was still iced over completely on the inside, but the pixie’s glow was visible nonetheless. “Fross, I’m gonna get you out. We’re still in trouble here, so I need you to stay low, out of sight, and be
  
   quiet.”
  
 

 
  She ripped away the thin chain binding the bottle, set the tip of her knife into the lead stopper and viciously levered it loose.
 

 
  Fross could at least follow directions. She zipped out, immediately diving to the floor of the wagon, and managed to keep her voice low, despite the fury filling it. “I am just so
  
   mad!”
  
 

 
  “Me too,” Ruda said tersely, having turned to face her other somnolent companions. “…fuck. That’s two of us now, and one of them down, but these are still not odds I like. We’ve gotta protect the others, which is a major handicap…” Her eyes fell on the form of Juniper, who was wrapped in thin cords decorated with little charms and bits of marked paper. “…how do you unbind a dryad? Do you know enough about witchcraft to counter the spell?”
 

 
  “Just rip the cords off, they’re holding the magic.”
 

 
  “Cake.” She sliced through them, careful not to nick the dryad, and pulled them aside. “C’mon, Juno, rise and shine.”
 

 
  The dryad made no response, even when Ruda leaned over to pat her roughly on the face. “Juniper! Up, girl, we need your help.
  
   June!”
  
  Finally, in desperation, she slapped her.
 

 
  Nothing.
 

 
  “She fell asleep cos she was overtired, remember?” said Fross. “Maybe she hasn’t rested enough yet.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a shame, because she is out of time,” Ruda said grimly. She reached forward between the barrels and grabbed the handle of her sword, tugging it out. “…doesn’t breathe, no heartbeat. Fross, do dryads have vital organs at
  
   all?”
  
 

 
  “How should
  
   I
  
  know?”
 

 
  “Wh—you’re a fairy too, aren’t you?”
 

 
  Fross buzzed a complete orbit of her head in agitation. “There aren’t more than three dozen dryads in the world, and they’re all cozy with Naiya herself. This is like me asking you how the Emperor takes his tea. You’re both humans, aren’t you?”
 

 
  Ruda sighed. “All right then, looks like I’ll have to test a theory. Juno, I’m really sorry about this. If it turns out I’m wrong, I’ll be really,
  
   really
  
  sorry.”
 

 
  She placed the tip of her rapier at a point just under Juniper’s right breast, and before Fross could say anything, shoved down, impaling the dryad until the mithril blade bit into the wood below.
 

 
  Juniper sat bolt upright, eyes flying open, drawing in a desperate gasp. The sword moved with her body, wrenched out of Ruda’s hands, but that was fine, as she immediately clapped them both over Juniper’s mouth.
 

 
  “Welcome back,” she said cheerfully. “Here’s the short version. We’ve been kidnapped, everyone else is drugged and won’t be awake for hours, and we’re a few seconds from being in a major fight.”
 

 
  “You
  
   stabbed
  
  me!” Juniper said, disbelieving, when Ruda took her hands off her mouth.
 

 
  “Yeah, sorry about that. I couldn’t get you to wake up. Desperate times, desperate measures, all that shit. Are you… I mean, obviously you’re not
  
   okay,
  
  but is this, like…debilitating?”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   hole
  
  through my chest,” the dryad grumbled, probing experimentally at the point where the sword entered. “It doesn’t feel
  
   good.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “What I mean is, can you fight? Is it safe to pull the—well, there you go,” she finished as Juniper yanked the blade out and handed it to her. Streaked across its length, and oozing from the tiny wound, was a thick amber goo. Ruda wouldn’t go quite so far as to taste it, but couldn’t resist lifting the sword to have a sniff. She’d been taught about shipbuilding and repair from the cradle, and knew the smell of tree sap very well.
 

 
  “Right,” Juniper said grimly, dragging herself upright. “Kidnapped and drugged. If I
  
   really
  
  hated these guys, we could just let them do it and have to deal with Omnu, Tellwyrn, Naiya and Blackbeard later.”
 

 
  “I’d rather take care of my own shit, thanks. Especially if it means I get to live. You, uh, all right there? You’re moving a little stiffly.”
 

 
  “I’m exhausted,” the dryad said shortly, “and recently stabbed. I’ll cope. Oh, here’s a dead guy,” she noted, hopping down from the back of the wagon with Ruda and Fross right behind her. “Your doing? I’m kinda surprised, I was starting to think you humans were squeamish about everything.”
 

 
  “Pff, I killed my first man when I was
  
   seven.
  
  C’mon, there’s three more to—”
 

 
  “Hey, Elroy!” Lance bellowed. “Jim doesn’t know where the rope is either, and we don’t have all day to fuck around with this. Get over here and lend us a hand.”
 

 
  “Only three?” Juniper said grimly. “Easy enough.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Ruda exclaimed as the dryad stepped around the wagon to face the others, then winced at the storm of shouted curses that rose.
 

 
  Above them came Bella’s frantic voice. “Wait, no! No!
  
   Don’t shoot!”
  
 

 
  Too late.
 

 
  A thunderclap ripped across the badlands and a blast of energy struck Juniper right in the midsection, hurling her backward two yards.
 

 
  Ruda clapped a hand over her mouth in horror. The lightning bolt had clipped the dryad right below the ribs, blasting a large chunk completely out of her body. Almost a third of her abdomen was gone, its edges seared black and smoking.
 

 
  “You big—mean—
  
   JERKS!”
  
  Fross howled, taking to the air. In the next instant, a blizzard roared out of the clear sky, pounding the lead wagon with sleet and jagged shards of flying ice. The three remaining adventurers, Ruda saw as she stepped around to look, scrambled into its meager shelter to avoid the worst of it. They hadn’t let go of their staves, though. Two more lightning bolts ripped out of the wagon, of course not getting anywhere near Fross, but sending Ruda diving back into cover.
 

 
  Such as it was. One of those staves would rip apart a wood and canvas wagon, along with her sleeping friends inside. She cursed monotonously to herself;
  
   now
  
  the luck chose to desert her. This was
  
   exactly
  
  the situation she’d been trying to avoid.
 

 
  A soft sound from her left caught Ruda’s attention. Juniper was dragging herself laboriously up, staggering as she got to her feet. She listed slightly to the right, as if her torso couldn’t quite hold itself up on that side. Finally she lifted her head, and even Fross fluttered back from her expression. There was no hint of the cheerful openness her face usually held.
 

 
  “That,” the dryad snarled, “really…
  
   really…HURT.”
  
 

 
  Then the earth split apart.
 

 
  The lead wagon was tumbled onto its side as an enormous pillar of wood burst from the ground beneath it, sending shards of stone flying in every direction and causing the rocky ground to crack and shift for dozens of yards on all sides. As it grew from the very stone, the tree twisted itself over to one side, unfurling thorny vines like tentacles to wrap around the damaged wagon and rip it apart, sending the oxen fleeing, braying in terror. The pair yoked to the wagon containing the students tried to bolt, too, but were stopped by tangles of vines tethering them to the earth. There they stood, bellowing piteously.
 

 
  The three adventurers were plucked from within the wreckage by thorny curls of vine and slammed to the ground, where more brambles twined around them, digging into flesh and holding them firmly captive. Lance’s stream of cursing was cut off as a thick vine wrapped around his head, covering his mouth.
 

 
  Juniper limped toward them, glaring. Seeing her approach, Bella frantically redoubled her struggles against the vines holding her down. “I told them not to shoot!” she babbled. “It’s not my fault!”
 

 
  The dryad wasn’t moving smoothly enough to kneel with any particular grace; she more fell to one knee beside the bound woman. “It wasn’t me!” Bella wailed. “I’m
  
   sorry!”
  
 

 
  “Don’t care,” Juniper said curtly, drew back a fist, and slammed it straight through Bella’s chest into the ground. The woman emitted a strangled croak that was all but drowned out by the sound of breaking bone and tearing flesh. Her body thrashed once, weakly, as Juniper yanked out a moist handful of meat studded with bits of ribs, and then fell still.
 

 
  Actually, everything went comparatively quiet at that point. The sudden thorn tree, its work apparently done, had stopped growing. Fross settled on Ruda’s shoulder; not minding the cold, the pirate turned her gaze away from Juniper to the two bound men. Blood pooled under both of them, and neither was so much as twitching. Those vines had
  
   very
  
  large thorns.
 

 
  “Guess that’s one way to do it,” Ruda said grudgingly. She glanced down at her sword; sheathing it wasn’t going to be an option until she’d cleaned all that sap off. What a mess. A sudden, sickening
  
   pop
  
  caught her attention; she looked up again just in time to see Juniper tug the sleeve off Bella’s arm, which she’d just pulled free from her body. “Augh… Juno,
  
   please
  
  don’t do that.”
 

 
  “What?” The dryad half-turned to face her, scowling. “Oh, for the… You people and your nonsense. Look, I’m
  
   sorry
  
  about your funerary customs or whatever, but I have an actual,
  
   real
  
  problem. I’m exhausted and injured, I need protein and calcium and
  
   mass.
  
  I killed this, so I’m eating it. That’s life. That’s how it
  
   works.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, easy there!” Ruda said soothingly, holding up her hands. “Sorry, knee-jerk reaction. You take care of yourself however you need to, hon.”
 

 
  “That’s okay, I forgive you,” Juniper said brightly, and just like that she was as cheerful as ever, despite the carnage around her and the burned chunk missing from her own body.
 

 
  “By the way, I, uh…didn’t know you could do that. Call up trees to fight for you.”
 

 
  “Oh, I can’t,” the dryad said offhandedly. “That wasn’t me.” She lifted the arm to her face and bit off the thumb, and Ruda instantly decided to find somewhere else to busy herself rather than continue that conversation.
 

 
  “Did
  
   you
  
  know she could do that?” she asked Fross as she strode back to their wagon. The oxen now seemed as placid as ever, which struck her as odd, but what did she know about beasts of burden? Maybe it was something else Juniper did.
 

 
  “She…that wasn’t her. She told you that.” Fross buzzed her wings somewhat weakly, and it occurred belatedly to Ruda that she might have exhausted herself again with that wild torrent of ice and wind. “Do you… You don’t know much about dryads, do you?”
 

 
  Ruda paced around to the back of the wagon and clambered up, bending down to check on the others. They were all still out, but breathing normally and she detected no wounds. “Fross, I’m from the sea. I can tell you exactly how to kill a mermaid, but why the hell would I know anything about dryads?”
 

 
  The pixie emitted a soft chime that Ruda had learned to recognize as laughter. “Yeah, well… Let’s just say that killing a dryad is an exceptionally bad idea. You, uh, didn’t realize that Juniper’s technically a demigoddess, then, I guess.”
 

 
  Ruda stopped short and looked over at Juniper, who she could just see over the barrels out the front of the wagon. She immediately looked away again; the dryad was sitting amid the ruins of somebody, chewing busily and holding up two red, dripping handfuls.
 

 
  “She…are you serious?”
 

 
  “I don’t know if… I mean, probably not the way you’re thinking. They’re not a
  
   species;
  
  they don’t reproduce. But, yeah, Naiya created each one individually. Some people call them daughters of Naiya, which is pretty much the relationship. So, yes,
  
   never
  
  kill a dryad.”
 

 
  “She wasn’t killed,” Ruda protested, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at Juniper. “There she is.”
 

 
  Fross buzzed her wings briefly. “Um, yeah. That’s why. In the first place it’s pretty pointless; it doesn’t exactly…take.”
 

 
  “…oh.”
 

 
  “And in the second, very,
  
   very
  
  bad things happen to people who kill dryads. If nature itself is mad at you, well, you pretty much don’t get to be alive anymore. As you just saw.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m learning all kinds of fascinating new shit today,” she muttered, picking her way carefully back to the rear and sitting on the end of the wagon. “For future reference, Fross, that’s the kind of information I’d
  
   really
  
  like to have about someone before I stab them.”
 

 
  “How was I supposed to know you were gonna do that?! I don’t
  
   usually
  
  assume my friends are going to act like crazy people!”
 

 
  Ruda grinned at that. “Well, it hasn’t been a total wash. In fact, hell, I’d say we came out of this pretty good.”
 

 
  “Did you… I’m sorry if this is too personal, but did you
  
   really
  
  kill somebody when you were seven? That’s, uh, that’s pretty young for a human, isn’t it?”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Oh, that? Wasn’t my idea. Some asshat assassin or thief or something broke into my father’s fortress, and just happened to come in through my window. Punaji kids sleep with knives under their pillows. Fucker got blood on my teddy bear.” She scowled. “I’m
  
   still
  
  pissed about that. Why, seven’s not young for pixies?”
 

 
  Fross chimed again. “I’m three years old.”
 

 
  “…oh.” She cleared her throat. “Well, anyway, as I was saying, we’re doing pretty good. Obviously, I’d have been happier if June hadn’t gotten hurt, but it looks like she’s gonna be okay, with some rest and…” She glanced back at the dryad and winced, averting her eyes again. “…nutrition. The rest of our gang are having their beauty sleep. And as a bonus, we scored a free wagon, two oxen and a shitload of jewels!”
 

 
  Fross buzzed down to the scattered gemstones, avoiding Elroy’s cooling body, and then returned to the wagon. “Those, um, jewels…have blood on them.”
 

 
  Pulling a bottle of rum from within her coat, Ruda grinned, yanked the cork out with her teeth, and took a swig.
 

 
  “And that, my beauty, makes ’em the only kind worth having.”
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  Tazlith’s group exchanged a round of glances, Shook began creeping back to place them between himself and Tellwyrn, the three soldiers grinned in unison, McGraw very casually lowered his staff to point in the Professor’s general direction, and Principia said something in elvish that was, even to those who didn’t understand the language, unmistakeably a curse.
 

 
  “I know what several of you are thinking,” Tellwyrn said, “and the answer is ‘no.’ This nonsense is at an end.”
 

 
  Marks raised one of his wands. “I think we can take—”
 

 
  She gestured in his direction and he vanished with an audible
  
   snap
  
  of arcane energy. In his place a small terrier reappeared at about chest height, yelping when it fell to the ground.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Tazlith exclaimed. “What did you
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “It’s called a baleful polymorph,” Tellwyrn said serenely. “I do not like repeating myself.”
 

 
  “You can’t just
  
   cast
  
  a baleful polymorph!” said Lorrie the warlock, her attempts at sententious diction gone in panic. “It takes a ritual circle, multiple spell foci, a
  
   huge
  
  power source…”
 

 
  Ox cleared his throat. “That’s Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Oh,” the warlock squeaked, and fell silent, edging behind Tazlith.
 

 
  “There will be no more acts of violence or general disruptive behavior,” Tellwyrn continued. “Those of you who are under arrest will go quietly with the Sheriff; the rest of you get lost back to your own business.”
 

 
  “You wretched
  
   witch!”
  
  Miz Cratchley screeched, brandishing her still-smoking staff at Tellwyrn. “This is all
  
   your
  
  fault,
  
   all
  
  of it. This was a good, quiet town before
  
   you
  
  came along!”
 

 
  “Except for Mabel, for whom we make allowances,” Tellwyrn said, waving a hand. With a soft
  
   pop,
  
  Miz Cratchley disappeared.
 

 
  Sanders cleared his throat. “Ah, if you don’t mind my asking…”
 

 
  “She’s safely at her home,” Tellwyrn said, “and that staff of hers is in your office. Not sure why I bother,” she added, giving him an exasperated look, “since I know you’re just going to give it back to her again.”
 

 
  “That staff is an heirloom,” Sanders replied in the weary tone of a man who has had this conversation once too often. “Her husband carried it in the Emperor’s service. It’s also a valuable antique. She’d need to actually
  
   hurt
  
  someone with it before I can confiscate it.”
 

 
  “At least have the enchantment stripped off. She’s gonna blow herself up one of these days, and then how will you feel?”
 

 
  “The vintage enchantment is the better part of what
  
   makes
  
  it valuable. Damn it, Professor, some of us have to follow the laws!”
 

 
  “Seems you two could use a mite of privacy,” McGraw said solicitously. “Shall we come back and finish this later?”
 

 
  “Do you think you’re funny, McGraw?” Tellwyrn asked, turning to face him. She extended an arm and pointed at Rook. “The boy in the scruffy uniform there,
  
   he’s
  
  funny.
  
   You
  
  are a pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “Well, to be fair,” said Rook cheerfully, “I’m also a pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “With regard to our understanding, ma’am,” McGraw said politely, “I didn’t start this, and I did my very best to prevent it getting out of hand. As I’m sure you are more than aware, reasoning with high-strung youths just ain’t always feasible.”
 

 
  “Do you know what Zero Twenty means, McGraw?” Tellwyrn asked mildly.
 

 
  He subtly tightened his grip on his staff. “I’m afraid I do, ma’am.”
 

 
  “If I may?” the mage with Tazlith said politely. He bowed when Tellwyrn turned to stare at him. “Mr. McGraw speaks truthfully. He made every effort to talk this down before someone intervened, apparently forcing one of Marks’s wands to discharge. It is, by the way, quite an honor to meet you, Professor.”
 

 
  “Did they, now,” Tellwyrn said quietly. “That’s
  
   very
  
  interesting.” She shifted her eyes to look straight at Shook.
 

 
  She wasn’t the only one.
 

 
  “Anybody who wants to make an accusation had best have more than hearsay backing them up,” Shook said, glaring.
 

 
  “Oh really? Should I?” Tellwyrn grinned savagely. “And why is that,
  
   precisely?”
  
 

 
  “If you don’t mind, Professor,” Sanders interjected, “I would prefer to handle this. After all, a fine, upstanding member of the Thieves’ Guild like Mr. Shook here knows better than to resist arrest when he’s fairly caught. Ain’t that right, Jeremiah?”
 

 
  Shook gave the Sheriff a share of his furious stare, which appeared not to faze him in the slightest.
 

 
  “It’s true?” Tazlith whispered. She glanced down at Shook’s hands; he tucked them back into his sleeves, but not fast enough. “You stole her rings, too? You said we were
  
   protecting
  
  her.”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up, you dimwitted sow,” he snarled. “She’d be dead twice over by now if not for me.”
 

 
  “Everything was going
  
   fine
  
  until you blundered into town, dumbshit!” Principia snapped.
  
   “Now
  
  look. Good
  
   fucking
  
  job,
  
   Enforcer.”
  
 

 
  “Yup,” Sanders said. “Looks like everybody’s coming down to the office. Boys, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate your help a while longer.”
 

 
  “You kidding?” Rook replied, still wearing a grin. “This is
  
   fantastic!
  
  Most excitement we had at our last post was when they sent us a shipment of bad beans and Moriarty had the runs for a week. Well, until that thing we can’t talk about.” He staggered, having been elbowed hard from both sides by Finchley and Moriarty.
 

 
  “Shook’s getting charged,” Sanders went on grimly, then pointed at Tazlith. “Also
  
   you,
  
  missy, since I know for a fact you’re the organizer of this motley troupe. Whatever your intentions, you need to learn a thing or two about law and order, and why you
  
   don’t
  
  take them into your own little hands.” Tazlith looked absolutely stricken by the unfairness of it all; mouth hanging open, she couldn’t even formulate a response. The Sheriff continued, moving his pointing finger around at those assembled. “The rest of you… I’ll wait till I’ve heard the whole story from all participants before I decide if it’s worth charging anybody with anything. Um…and that fellow who’s now a dog…” He glanced helplessly at Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “He’s fine,” she said dismissively. “He’ll revert in about an hour, none the worse for wear. You might give him some water, though. This climate is rough if you’re wearing a fur coat.”
 

 
  Marks yapped furiously at her.
 

 
  “And
  
   her?”
  
  Tazlith demanded shrilly, pointing at Principia. McGraw wasn’t visibly aiming a weapon at her, but the elf still held herself as still and small as possible. “Apparently she’s a thief, too!”
 

 
  Sanders heaved a sigh. “Being a thief is a crime. Being a member of the Thieves’ Guild is not.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “The Guild is the organized cult of Eserion,” Tellwyrn explained, smiling faintly. “You can’t just outlaw the cult of a god of the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “And as
  
   usual,”
  
  Sanders said in annoyance, “Prin is sitting pretty in the gray area between what I’m pretty sure she’s done and what I can
  
   prove
  
  she did. Apparently all she’s guilty of is getting threatened, stolen from, and kidnapped.”
 

 
  “I would just like to say,” Principia remarked, “fuck you all. Every last one of you in particular. I’m certain you each knows exactly why.”
 

 
  “Which just leaves the man of the hour, here.” Sanders turned to face McGraw directly. “Kidnapping. Threats of murder. That’s more’n a slap on the wrist.”
 

 
  “With the greatest possible respect, Sheriff, you are something of a redundancy here,” McGraw said politely, then tipped his hat in Tellwyrn’s direction. “Professor, I’d take it as a kindness if you could suss out just where we stand. Makes quite the difference with regard to what I do next.”
 

 
  She shrugged. “If you didn’t cause the trouble, you didn’t cause the trouble. You start messing with the Sheriff and matters will be different, but if all the harm you’ve done is to Principia… Well, I did specifically exempt that from any promises of retribution, didn’t I?”
 

 
  “Wait,” Prin said, stiffening. “You fucking
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “I told him I didn’t care what he did to you,” Tellwyrn replied, grinning nastily. “Are you surprised? Offended? Do you think that’s in any way
  
   unfair?
  
  Grow up already, Prin.”
 

 
  “Oh, you absolute unutterable
  
   bitch!”
  
 

 
  “My, my, gendered insults between women. And in public, no less! What would Trissiny think, I wonder?”
 

 
  Principia fell silent, but her face went scarlet with rage.
 

 
  “On the subject of gray areas,” Sanders said, “out here on the frontier I sometimes have to make a decision between observing the letter of the law and keeping the general peace. If the good Professor doesn’t care to step in, and considering I don’t fancy havin’ a shoot-out with
  
   you
  
  in particular… And since I’m also not excessively perturbed by crimes committed exclusively against Miss Locke, here, I might be amenable to lettin’ all this go.”
 

 
  “You
  
   fucking WHAT?”
  
  Principia screamed.
 

 
  “I always appreciate reasonable exceptions to silly laws,” McGraw said mildly, stepping around from behind the apoplectic elf. He held his arms wide, grinning disarmingly. “Course, I’m honor-bound to point out that if you
  
   did
  
  choose to make an issue of this, and I
  
   did
  
  defend myself, well… I’m pretty sure that’d cross the line drawn by the esteemed Professor, here. Might be small consolation for having half of Last Rock leveled, but you could go down in history as the man who helped bring down Longshot McGraw.”
 

 
  Sanders strode forward, straight at him. McGraw didn’t back down by so much as an step, and the Sheriff didn’t pause until his nose was a bare inch from the other man’s. He kept his voice low, but in the sudden stillness, the mild wind of the prairie wasn’t enough to prevent his words from being clearly heard by everyone present.
 

 
  “Get the hell out of my town, McGraw.”
 

 
  They locked gazes for a long moment, utterly still. Then Longshot McGraw very deliberately stepped backward, nodding politely.
 

 
  “Fair enough, Sheriff. D’you mind awfully if I loiter on the platform, there, till the next caravan arrives? It’s a long stretch of nothin’ between here and…well, anything at all. You get to be my age, and the thought of hiking through the prairie for weeks just ain’t as exciting as it once was.”
 

 
  Sanders held his gaze for another long moment, then turned away. “Ox, me an’ the boys’ll take this lot down to the jail. Kindly stay here and make sure Mr. McGraw gets safely on the Rails. He so much as sneezes, blast him.”
 

 
  “Sheriff,” Ox said, nodding grimly.
 

 
  “Feh,” Tellwyrn said, making a dismissive gesture with one hand. “Half the morning, wasted. If I have to come deal with this again, everybody dies.” She vanished with a quiet
  
   pop
  
  of air rushing in to fill the space she had occupied.
 

 
  “Least one good turn came outta this,” Sanders remarked loudly to Finchley as he and the soldiers began herding Shook and the adventurers down the street at wand point. “Membership in the Thieves’ Guild isn’t a crime, but it does constitute probable cause. So much as a butter knife goes missing in this town from here on an’ I get to search Prin’s rooms as a matter of course. Should make several things easier.”
 

 
  “Well,” McGraw said ruefully, “this’ll be a blot on the record, I suppose. Guess I’ll have to go give back some money, soon as I get to Tiraas.” Turning to Principia, he tipped his hat politely. “Ma’am.”
 

 
  She watched him stroll over to the Rail platform and lounge against one of the pillars holding up the awning there, taking out a cigarillo and lighting it with his staff.
 

 
  For a heartbeat, all was quiet.
 

 
  Then Principia Locke threw back her head and let out a long, wordless scream.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Admestus Rafe swam slowly up through the most delicious dreams. As reality began to coalesce around him, he found it just as agreeable, full of splendid warmth and softness. He opened his eyes, finally, just as gentle lips were withdrawn from his own. For a second, all he was conscious of were the big brown eyes inches from his, and the warm, curvy weight resting across his body.
 

 
  “Hey, it worked!” Juniper said cheerfully.
 

 
  
   “Waugh!”
  
  Suddenly lucid, Rafe scrambled backward in panic, throwing her off. “No! Bad!
  
   Student!
  
  Arachne will eat my liver!”
 

 
  “Mornin’, sunshine!” Ruda said cheerfully from just above him.
 

 
  He paused to take stock. They were in a covered wagon, trundling along; to judge by the light filtering through the openings, it was early afternoon. Fross flittered around the interior, Ruda sat on the driver’s seat just behind his head, Juniper was…well,
  
   right there.
  
  Toby and Shaeine were still laid out, unconscious.
 

 
  “I wasn’t absolutely sure I could do it,” Juniper said, then yawned hugely. “I mean, basic healing, yeah, but drugs are so much more…complicated. But apparently I can sorta…take it on myself? Sort of. Not, like, the
  
   drug,
  
  but some of the…badness of it?”
 

 
  “You can suck drugs out of people?” Fross chimed. “Neat!”
 

 
  Ruda cackled. “Word around campus is she can suck the enchantment off a battlestaff.”
 

 
  Juniper yawned again. “It’s not easy, though. Been a rough day… I’m gonna…” She listed over onto one side and curled up, asleep before she finished her sentence. For the first time Rafe realized there was a large hole in the side of her dress, its edges burned black, and the flesh underneath it appeared to be covered in some kind of bark.
 

 
  “What
  
   happened
  
  to her?” he asked.
 

 
  “She got shot,” said Ruda.
 

 
  Rafe bit back a curse. “Oh…
  
   hell.
  
  Who’s dead?”
 

 
  “Just the fuckers that did it. All’s well that ends well an’ all that shit.”
 

 
  “Whew… I guess Naiya was in an uncharacteristically reasonable mood. Last time I heard about somebody shooting a dryad, it was killer bees and wasps from one horizon to the other.”
 

 
  “Let me get you caught up,” the pirate went on, still in that cheery tone. “The nice people who gave us dinner drugged us with magic cornbread. It was damn
  
   good
  
  cornbread, almost worth the drugs. Beans baked right in and a cinnamon glaze, I gotta remember that… Anyway, they were gonna steal our shit, dose us with memory-altering magic and leave us somewhere. Except Fross, who was being made into a lamp.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’m an arcane sciences major! That bottle was only warded against fae magic. I would’ve gotten out
  
   eventually.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, but not before the rest of us were goners. I
  
   still
  
  saved all our asses.”
 

 
  “That’s right, you did!” She buzzed down to hover in front of Rafe’s face. “She did! Ruda’s very smart.”
 

 
  “Also good-looking and a goddamn terror in a fight,” Ruda said merrily. “So yeah, yadda yadda, yadda, they knocked us out, I’m awesome, and now here we are and I get to make fun of you, Professor Big Heap Alchemist, for getting drugged by cornbread.”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon,” he said stiffly, “but I’m a genius, not a deity. Do you know how
  
   many
  
  tasteless, odorless and basically undetectable compounds can be cooked into food to knock people out? No, you don’t, and neither do
  
   I,
  
  because that’s just about the simplest thing there is to do.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” she said, grinning over her shoulder at him. “’Bella, get the
  
   special cornbread.’
  
  They might as well have been twirling their fucking mustaches. Honestly, how the hell any of you so much as buy breakfast without getting swindled outta your goddamn pants is beyond me.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  ate it too,” he said irritably, getting up. It wasn’t easy with the lurching progress of the wagon, but he needed to check on Toby and Shaeine.
 

 
  “I was hungry, and I don’t
  
   get
  
  drugged. Just one of the many benefits of being Punaji. It’s pretty much
  
   all
  
  benefits, for the record.”
 

 
  “And how did you know they weren’t going to just feed us poison, if you’re so smart?”
 

 
  “It’s called
  
   tactics,
  
  chucklenuts. Trissiny might be the military expert, but when it comes to knocking people down an’ taking their shit, we’re in
  
   my
  
  territory. They had staves, see? Practically pointed at us. If I’d made a stink about the cornbread, they’d’ve just shot us. Contrariwise, the fact they
  
   didn’t
  
  indicated they didn’t want us dead. So I played along until an opportunity came up to turn the tables. Which, inevitably, it did, and here we are. You’re fucking
  
   welcome
  
  , by the way.”
 

 
  “What, you want a medal? I’ll see to it Tellwyrn passes you for the exercise, anyway.”
 

 
  “Eh, that’ll do for a start,” she said airily. “I expect everyone to go on at
  
   length
  
  about the glory that is me, by the way.”
 

 
  “You savor that, kiddo,” he said, grinning. “Now you have a taste of what it’s like to be Professor Rafe every day!”
 

 
  Ruda’s smile faded; she glanced back again. Rafe was bent over Toby, holding a small vial under his nose.
 

 
  “Ooh, is that smelling salts?” Fross asked, fluttering close. “Will that wake him up?”
 

 
  “No, no, I don’t want to just pump drugs into them without knowing what we’re dealing with. I’m just working out
  
   what
  
  they got dosed with. Then I can apply the right counter-agent without risking a bad interaction. Actually, could you fly a little closer? I need to watch how this changes color and you’re the only light in here.”
 

 
  “So,” said Ruda, turning back to face forward again. “What’s with you, anyway?”
 

 
  “Me?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “No, him.”
 

 
  “Nothing’s with me,” Rafe replied, showing signs of his old bluster returning. “Merely the extravagant and vigorous splendor that is my stock in trade!”
 

 
  “Cut the bullshit. You spent most of last night practically silent. Well, talking about like a normal person does, which for you is practically silent. Then you got your ass drugged, and you can make excuses all you want but we
  
   both
  
  know that’s a sign you fucked up. I bet you’d have seen the trap coming if you’d been paying attention. So, spill.”
 

 
  They were quiet for a minute while he fiddled with his reagents. Fross buzzed around as if uncertain where she wanted to hover. Ruda didn’t prompt him again, and had just about decided he wasn’t going to answer when he finally did.
 

 
  “We’ve lost students before, of course. C’mon, the
  
   kind
  
  of people Arachne recruits? You little bastards are one of the better-behaved years I’ve seen in a while. You just don’t throw the Empire’s most powerful weirdos onto a campus together and then send them out against real-world threats three times a semester without having fatalities. But…
  
   I’ve
  
  never lost someone before. Having a student I alone was personally responsible for get…” He broke off, stuffed a vial back into his belt pouch and took out another one, not looking at her or Fross. “It’s…something to deal with.”
 

 
  Ruda nodded slowly. “I think I get you. Man… I didn’t even
  
   like
  
  her. But she was part of my crew, and…now we don’t even know if she’s gone or not. I’m still wondering if there’s even anything I need to deal with, never mind how the fuck I’m actually
  
   going
  
  to deal.”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  “So, get the fuck over it.”
 

 
  He twisted around to scowl at her. “Excuse me? Real sensitive, Punaji.”
 

 
  Ruda kept her face forward toward the horizon, but spoke loudly enough to be clearly heard. “That’s what leadership means: everything is your fucking fault, and you don’t
  
   get
  
  to whine about it. You just keep at it and do the job. Instead, you got into your little funk and walked all our asses right into a trap.”
 

 
  “If you’ll recall,” he said pointedly, “Professor Tellwyrn reminded everyone that I’m along on this little shindig in an observational capacity. I’m
  
   not
  
  the one giving orders.”
 

 
  “Bullshit.
  
   That
  
  went over the side when you shouted Trissiny down for doing
  
   her
  
  fucking job and giving us advice on dealing with the centaurs. Which, by the fucking way, was good fucking advice and we probably wouldn’t be in all this shit if we’d just followed it. You
  
   took
  
  the job, so
  
   do
  
  the job.”
 

 
  He scowled and turned back toward Toby, gently lifting the boy’s head and tipping a vial of thick fluid into his mouth. Seconds later, Toby coughed weakly, his eyelids beginning to flutter.
 

 
  “Well, too late now,” Ruda said lightly. “No sign of the mountain yet, but the kidnapping assholes thought they were gonna get to the edge of the Sea by the end of today. Fuck if
  
   I
  
  know, I’m just figuring they understood how this place works.”
 

 
  Rafe had no answer for her. He simply occupied himself tending to the others.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The mountain at Last Rock cast a long shadow. Unlike its sudden vanishing when they had first headed out into the Golden Sea, it appeared in a geographically normal fashion upon their return, giving the students hours to prepare themselves for their homecoming. It was hours spent mostly in conversation; even after everyone had been fully brought up to date on events, they found comfort—even Shaeine—in just talking.
 

 
  Consequently, it was a tired and quiet group who drew their captured wagon to a stop at the foot of the mountain.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stood alone, waiting for them.
 

 
  Toby had been handling the oxen; Ruda didn’t actually know anything about steering them, and had simply been sitting up front for the view, Juniper having given the beasts their instructions. He took time to stop and pat both animals as the others filed down from the wagon, Juniper still yawning and rubbing her eyes.
 

 
  “Well?” Tellwyrn said simply when they had finally assembled in front of her.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said, “and Gabriel?”
 

 
  “Are fine. In their respective rooms, as far as I know, worrying about
  
   you
  
  lot.”
 

 
  “We scored us a free wagon, and a small fortune in gemstones,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “Actually, not such a small fortune,” Shaeine corrected.
 

 
  “Whatever. It’s our plunder, won fair and square. The two demony types get a cut, too. Everybody, otherwise I wouldn’t feel right takin’ my share. And
  
   nobody
  
  who has any sense better come between a pirate and her booty.” She glared over at the others.
 

 
  “Miss Punaji,” Tellwyrn said wearily, “three of your classmates—including
  
   you—
  
  are heirs to massive fortunes and don’t need gems. Two are paladins who have no attachment to worldly wealth, and two are fae who don’t even participate in the economy.”
 

 
  “Everybody gets a share,” Ruda repeated stubbornly. “Sell ’em, donate ’em, chuck ’em down a well, fuck if I care.”
 

 
  “Right. Anything
  
   else
  
  you’d like to report?”
 

 
  “Professor,” Toby said quietly. “We…lost Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Really,” she said dryly. “Have you checked your pockets?”
 

 
  There was a moment of stunned silence before Ruda responded. “Is that a fucking
  
   joke
  
  to you?!”
 

 
  “Pretty much,” Tellwyrn replied glibly. “I assure you, Trissiny’s fine and will be along presently.”
 

 
  “How can you
  
   possibly
  
  know that?” Toby demanded.
 

 
  “I keep forgetting you kids grew up in an era without paladins. Have you heard about the Stand at Stavulheim?”
 

 
  “One Imperial legion held the city gates, alone, against an army of orcs for three days,” Shaeine replied. “Though the relevance of it to this situation escapes me.”
 

 
  “The relevance is that
  
   that
  
  is the sanitized, politicized version taught by Imperial historians. I was around then, and I can hardly blame them for changing it up, as the truth is a lot less believable. It was
  
   two
  
  Hands of Avei who did that. Two. Against two
  
   thousand.
  
  And you think Trissiny was felled by a handful of centaurs? Please.
 

 
  “Quite apart from that,” she went on, raising her voice over the comments that arose, “I am far from Avei’s favorite person; I assure you, if her brand new Hand had just gotten killed on one of my training exercises, we would be hearing about it. Also, she’s right behind you.”
 

 
  They spun, Toby so quickly he nearly overbalanced, to look back at the Sea. Nobody was there.
 

 
  “Are you just fucking with us now?” Ruda snarled, whirling back to glare at her, one hand falling to the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “A little,” Tellwyrn said with a smile. “’Right’ behind you may have been overstating it, but yes, she’s on her way, and making much better time than you did. Should be here in minutes. Trust me, you don’t argue with elven eyes.”
 

 
  “You wear
  
   glasses!”
  
  Ruda shouted.
 

 
  “Meanwhile,” Tellwyrn went on in a more grim tone, “we can discuss your performance, or lamentable lack thereof. To review: Upon being accosted by centaurs, your first move was to send your two most durable combatants away, hopelessly splitting your group and depriving the rest of their best defenders.”
 

 
  “The centaurs’ war drums—”
 

 
  “Miss Awarrion, do
  
   not
  
  interrupt me when I am chastising you.
  
   Then,
  
  you set out on a long, exhausting fighting retreat, with the inevitable result that your next most durable member—and also your best remaining counter to your opponents’ infernal magic—collapsed from fatigue. Honestly, how could you possibly have thought a
  
   tree nymph
  
  would fare well on a cross-country run? And finally, you apparently sacrificed your last magically-endowed fighter to the horde while the rest of you went blundering away to…” She trailed off, running her eyes over the wagon and oxen. “…all right, I have to admit I’m baffled how you got to a wagon full of plunder from fleeing for your lives from centaurs. It promises to be a good story, though. Probably not enough to redeem your grade for the exercise, but something.”
 

 
  “Then how,” Shaeine asked quietly, “did you know we lost Trissiny to the centaurs?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn tilted her head forward to stare them down over the rims of her spectacles. “Because, despite the fact that I specifically
  
   told
  
  you to follow Trissiny’s advice on combat matters, I know
  
   she
  
  didn’t tell you to enact this utterly hambrained plot. Which means you weren’t listening to her. You know what a paladin does when the idiot civilians she’s trying to protect refuse to see reason? She puts herself
  
   between
  
  them and whatever is out to get them. Ergo, here you are, sans paladin, and plus plunder. I doubt she’d have let you loot the corpses of whoever else you killed, either. Hello, Trissiny.”
 

 
  They whirled around again; this time, Toby
  
   did
  
  overbalance, landing on his rump in the grass and staring up at the spectacle approaching them.
 

 
  It was as if they’d appeared out of a fold in the ground—which was probably close to the literal truth, the Golden Sea being what it was. The horse was absolutely massive, an enormous, barrel-chested draft horse with a thick arched neck, blunt nose and feathered hooves the size of dinner plates. He wore silver armor over his neck, face and rump, and the golden eagle sigil of Avei was worked into his breast collar. Sitting in the saddle, dwarfed by the huge horse despite her height, was Trissiny. She was covered in grime and dried blood, but appeared as alert and unharmed as when they’d last seen her.
 

 
  “Professor,” she said, nodding as she guided the steed to a halt next to them. For all his size, his hoofsteps were eerily quiet. “Is everyone all right? I passed these travelers’ other wagon a while back, and their bodies. It looked like they were eaten by wild animals.”
 

 
  “No, that was me,” Juniper said brightly. “Hi, Triss! I’m glad you’re okay!”
 

 
  “Hi,” the paladin said slowly. “…and you did that because…?”
 

 
  “Oh, they drugged everybody and captured Fross and were going to rob and abandon us. And then they shot me.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Trissiny nodded. “Very well, then. I’m just glad you all made it.”
 

 
  “We made it?” Ruda said, gaping at her. “You’re glad
  
   we
  
  made it?! We—you were—we left you… How did…
  
   WHY THE FUCK DO YOU HAVE A HORSE?”
  
 

 
  “Paladins get mounts,” Tellwryn said serenely. “Avei usually doesn’t bequeath one until the Hand in question has proven herself in actual combat. I guess the centaurs were an adequate test.”
 

 
  “Less trouble than I expected, honestly,” Trissiny said. “Once I killed their leader, the rest scattered.”
 

 
  “Yes, for all their size and ferocity, they really aren’t militarily impressive. Which makes it all the sadder that you lot got yourselves routed by them. Honestly, if anybody important had been along to see that, it would go down in the annals of tactical incompetence. I can’t believe you let them do this,” she added directly to Trissiny.
 

 
  The paladin raised an eyebrow. “Oh, so they have to
  
   listen
  
  to me, now? Splendid. I want everyone assembled on the main lawn at six AM for drill.”
 

 
  “You joke,” Tellwyrn said grimly, “but after this debacle I’m half-tempted to authorize that.”
 

 
  “You got,” Ruda said slowly, as though trying to convince herself of it, “a fucking
  
   horse.”
  
 

 
  “His name’s Arjen,” Tellwyrn said helpfully.
 

 
  “How do
  
   you
  
  know that?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “There’s a limited number of celestial steeds in Avei’s stable,” the Professor said cheerfully. “These creatures are
  
   truly
  
  immortal, not merely ageless like elves. If killed on this plane, they just return to their divine point of origin, ready to be summoned again. This fellow has served the Hands of Avei for millennia. We’ve met before,” she added, raising a hand as if to pat Arjen’s nose. He snorted disdainfully and twisted his head away. “See?” she said wryly.
 

 
  “Arjen, is it,” Trissiny murmured, leaning forward to pat his neck. He whickered softly.
 

 
  “You know what?” Ruda said flatly. “I fucking hate you.”
 

 
  Trissiny sat bolt upright in her saddle, gaping at her in shock.
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “Can you just
  
  
  for
  
   once
  
  not try to fucking show me up?” She clawed a bottle out of her coat and took a long swig. “But,” she added, wiping her mouth on her sleeve, “I’m really glad you’re not dead.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at her, open-mouthed, unable to formulate a reply.
 

 
  “All right, it’s been great adventuring with you lot, but I’ve had enough,” said the pirate. “Tellwyrn can tell us all how much we suck another time, I’m done with this horseshit. Anybody needs me, too fucking bad. I’m gonna be in town, and I will not be back till I’ve drunk my weight in the dilute pisswater that passes for beer around here and screwed at least three local boys. Concurrently if I can find enough of these hicks without too many goddamn hangups. Have a good fucking night, all.”
 

 
  Still drinking from her bottle, she stomped off in the direction of Last Rock.
 

 
  “Don’t get pregnant!” Tellwyrn called after her.
 

 
  “Fuck you!”
 

 
  “So!” Rafe said brightly. “How’ve things been back here?”
 

 
  “Eh.” Tellwyrn waved a hand dismissively. “Nothing ever happens in this town.”
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  Darling threw his bag to the parquet floor, shoved the door shut with his entire body and then leaned heavily against it, closing his eyes and letting out a long, melodramatic sigh. For a much longer moment than usual he just leaned there, savoring the quiet and the dimness of his entryway.
 

 
  He opened his eyes just in time to catch Price’s disapproving look at the discarded bag of luggage before she returned her gaze to his, schooling her features. That was undoubtedly intentional; her timing in all matters was preternaturally precise.
 

 
  “Welcome home, your Grace,” she sad serenely. “I trust your trip was satisfactory?”
 

 
  “A rousing success,” he said with a sour grimace. “We got the Archpope
  
   exactly
  
  what he wanted, and a dash extra.”
 

 
  “I am sorry to hear it, your Grace. Brandy and scones are prepared in the downstairs parlor.”
 

 
  “Bless you, Price,” he replied, heaving himself fully upright and striding past her.
 

 
  Naturally, she made a point of stopping to collect his luggage before attending him, but Darling had far more pressing things on his mind than Price’s nitpicking, or scones, or even brandy, no matter how badly he felt the need for one.
 

 
  The Wreath and the Archpope chased each other endlessly around in his head. Just who
  
   was
  
  Embras Mogul? It could be a false name, though Darling couldn’t fathom a reason for such deceit since he had only hunches concerning the man’s identity and purpose. Clearly he was highly ranked in the Wreath. Maybe Elilial’s own high priest? Justinian seemed to think so, which brought him to the other question of just what the Archpope was up to with the little circle of Bishops he’d assembled. They’d been sent there with oddly specific yet unexplained orders—why did it matter so much that they not identify themselves as agents of the Church? Not to mention that details of the Wreath’s (alleged) understanding with the other cults had been withheld from him. Did all of
  
   that
  
  add up to enough to warrant the attention of the Wreath’s high priest? What
  
   did
  
  it add up to?
 

 
  Lost in his own mind, he had crossed half the parlor toward the table on which the tray was set before realizing the room wasn’t unoccupied.
 

 
  Price had no doubt enjoyed dressing the two elves. Their slim, modest black frocks were of the very latest fashion for the servants of the well-to-do, and he noted immediately that their demeanor much better suited the uniforms than last time he’d seen them make the attempt. Both girls stood to one side of the room, expressions carefully blank and hands clasped demurely in front of them.
 

 
  “Well, well!” he said. “You two look positively harmless; how delightful. I gather Orthilon’s lessons have been going well?”
 

 
  “Indeed, your Grace,” Fauna said softly. Clearly, Price had also drilled them on the separate forms of address for his different identities.
 

 
  “As did his partner, who runs the theater,” Flora added. “The acting lessons have been most instructive.”
 

 
  “As has the incidental education in carpentry,” Fauna said without a hint of accusation. “Your Grace will be pleased to know that Lor’naris now has a functioning and fully open theater.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s very good to hear,” he said solemnly. “I’m afraid developments have gone quite sour on my end. It seems I’ll have to terminate both your employment and your apprenticeships. It’s a very good thing you’ve picked up the beginnings of another trade.”
 

 
  Neither of them reacted overtly, though the corner of Flora’s eye twitched.
 

 
  “If that is meant to be some manner of test,” Fauna said, “your Grace will have to do better. Orthilon has been giving us worse.”
 

 
  “On an hourly basis,” Flora chimed in, with merely the faintest hint of asperity.
 

 
  “For the last week.”
 

 
  “He has
  
   quite
  
  the imagination.”
 

 
  “Ooh, that’s
  
   perfect!”
  
  Darling squealed, applauding with a girlish, fluttery motion of his hands. “So self-contained, with just the right soupcon of derision. And after only a week! Last time I saw you I swear you couldn’t have lied to a blind Omnist monk. You two are positively
  
   gifted!
  
  Don’t worry, there’s no way in Hell I’m letting such a pair of talents get away; you’ve got a place here as long as you want it.”
  
  
  He crossed to the table and poured himself two fingers of brandy, feeling an almost paternal satisfaction at their pleased smiles. “That’s something you’ll have to watch for, by the way; people will set you up to reveal something, you’ll spot the trap, and then when you’re feeling good about yourself with your guard down, zing! There comes the
  
   real
  
  trap.”
 

 
  The smiles vanished; Fauna failed to repress the tiniest annoyed grimace before their blank masks settled again.
 

 
  Darling flopped onto the settee just gently enough to avoid sloshing his brandy and took a sip. “Ah, that was so very needed. In seriousness, ladies, I hope it hasn’t been too bad. It’s intensive training, I know, but it’s better than practically any other apprentices get—which, by the way, is why you were asked not to mention it to them. I think you’ve a bit longer to go, but the last thing we want is for you to be burned out. We don’t drill our learners into the ground like bloody Avenists around here. You’re bearing up all right?”
 

 
  “It’s actually been kind of fun,” Flora admitted, allowing her smile to creep back into place. “Exhausting, yes, but it’s satisfying to learn something new.”
 

 
  “Satisfying to find out we’re
  
   good
  
  at it,” said Fauna, nodding. “And Orthilon isn’t so bad. He’s not gentle, but he seems to have a good instinct for knowing just how far to push. It only gets
  
   really
  
  annoying when he tries to play us against each other, but I think we’ve taught him not—” She broke off as Darling sat bolt upright, choking on his brandy.
 

 
  “Against,” he coughed, then cleared his throat and slammed the glass down on the coffee table. “Play us
  
   against
  
  each other!
  
   Augh!”
  
  He threw himself backward, grinding the heels of his hands into his eyes and kicking both feet in the air. “It was
  
   right there
  
  in front of me the whole damn time! I am so very,
  
   very
  
  stupid!”
 

 
  “I’m sorry to hear that, your Grace,” Price intoned solemnly, entering the parlor empty-handed after having done something with his bag. He didn’t actually know where in the house it lived. “Shall I arrange for a private tutor? Perhaps a stay in a sanitorium?”
 

 
  “Fauna, you bloody little
  
   genius!”
  
  Darling bounded to his feet and across the room, seizing the surprised elf by the waist and spinning her around in the air twice. Fauna, to her credit, refrained from kicking him senseless, which was assuredly within her capabilities. She staggered slightly when he thunked her back down, but didn’t seem annoyed, merely bemused. “That was exactly the clue I needed—I know what Justinian’s doing! It was a false flag operation!”
 

 
  He stared at them expectantly, grinning. Price raised an eyebrow; the elves exchanged one of those loaded glances of theirs.
 

 
  “Sir?” Flora said hesitantly.
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  why we weren’t to reveal we were from the Church. I mean, it wouldn’t be hard to find out who the four of us are, but all of us have other allegiances—individual cults, and all except Basra have worked for the Empire in some capacity.” He began to pace up and down the carpet. “Elilial made her move directly against the Empire, but we
  
   know
  
  it was a diversionary measure, or the first stage in a more elaborate plan. The one simple thing about her is her goals are a foregone conclusion: she wants the Pantheon brought down, and has never done anything with anybody on the mortal plane that wasn’t part of a scheme toward that end.”
 

 
  “Right,” Fauna prompted when he fell momentarily silent.
 

 
  Darling paused before the window, staring out while he formed swirling thoughts into sentences. “So the Church, being an extension of the gods, is definitely her enemy, and the Empire is at least momentarily so. They should be allied against her.
  
   But!
  
  Not only does the Church have a central interest in thwarting Elilial, but
  
   Justinian
  
  has been angling for more political power since he took office, often against the Empire itself.”
 

 
  “It’s a triangle, then,” Fauna said, frowning.
 

 
  “Exactly! And Justinian is trying to fill in its third side! The Wreath has to know at least some details of their goddess’s plan, but they probably have even less direct guidance from her than most cults do—she’s usually not even on this plane of existence, so it’s not like they can run to her for confirmation on every little thing.
  
   They
  
  know the Empire isn’t the real target, and the plan has to take the Empire’s inevitable responses into account—Elilial is definitely clever enough to lay a scheme that elaborate. But if the Empire
  
   appeared
  
  to be escalating the conflict beyond what they expected, turning their sham war into a
  
   real
  
  one while Elilial has her fingers in some other pie…”
 

 
  “Then the Wreath and the Empire would be at each other’s throats,” Flora said, her eyes widening. “It’s the oldest gambit in war: if you have two enemies, pit them against each other!”
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
  Darling whirled to face them. “And so we were sent there, ordered not to reveal we were with the Church—and of
  
   course
  
  the Empire is the only other logical culprit for such an action—and not told to respect the ceasefire in place. Escalation of hostilities, and both Wreath and Empire would feel themselves the attacked party because
  
   neither
  
  was the one truly doing the attacking! Oh, Justinian, you magnificent
  
   bastard!”
  
 

 
  “Then…everything’s explained,” Flora said slowly.
 

 
  
   “Nothing’s
  
  explained!” Darling crowed, throwing his arms wide. “I still don’t know who that Wreath guy we met really is or what he was doing there. I don’t know whether this little cabal Justinian’s put together are trusted agents he can send into the field with incomplete intel or patsies he can afford to lose on a suicide mission, which means I don’t know where I stand with him, and therefore I don’t know what I can get away with or what I need to do with regard to him.” He had to pause for breath. “I have no
  
   fucking
  
  clue what Elilial’s plan actually
  
   is,
  
  much less how to begin unraveling it! This whole thing is an ungodly
  
   mess!”
  
 

 
  “Congratulations, your Grace,” Price said serenely.
 

 
  “Thank you!”
 

 
  “His Grace is most at home under adverse circumstances,” she explained to the elves, who looked more baffled by the minute. “He tends to wilt under serenity.”
 

 
  “I do know
  
   one
  
  thing, though, and that’s enough to start,” Darling went on, his maniacal grin fading to a grimmer, more cynical expression. “Ladies, it’s early yet, but I’m afraid your talents are about to be called upon.”
 

 
  “Just tell us what you need.” Instantly, all training forgotten, both were on point, with matching expressions that put him in mind of a pair of cats about to pounce.
 

 
  “I hope everybody’s feeling patriotic,” he said, rubbing his hands together and grinning fiendishly. “Looks like we have to save the Empire.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The first hints of a storm were blowing in, and the citizens of Puna Dara were out in force to greet it. Everything was tied down and secured, loose objects brought inside and shutters and doors sealed, but while the inhabitants of most port cities would hide themselves away indoors when bad weather was coming, the Punaji became almost gleeful. There was a downright festive atmosphere in the streets, with knots of people standing around chatting excitedly, hawkers desperately peddling wares ahead of the downpour that would shortly drive them into shelter, and knots of children racing about underfoot.
 

 
  It wasn’t a large city—it couldn’t be, with essentially no farmland, framed on three sides by stark cliffs and the harbor on the fourth, its only sources of fresh water a few mountain springs. Positioned at the northeasternmost corner of the continent, Puna Dara was accessible by land only through ancient dwarven tunnels, wide enough for merchant trains and used by such, but most of the city’s commerce was by sea.
 

 
  There were some few mansions of the wealthy and privileged against the cliff walls, built on high above their poorer neighbors and well back from the dangers of the ocean and its fickle winds—and fickle goddess—just as the wealthy and privileged set themselves up everywhere, and had for all of history. At the very edge of the water, however, jutting into the harbor itself, stood the Rock, the massive square fortress in which had lived for centuries the family for whom Punaji was a name as well as an ethnicity. They lived in the very teeth of the storm, always the first to launch themselves into the sea, and the last to retreat from it—which, to date, they
  
   never
  
  had. The Punaji were a fierce people, and demanded fierce rulers.
 

 
  The Mermaid’s Tail, like most of the structures in the city, was solidly built of stone and well able to withstand the onslaught of the elements, which was necessary as it was perched practically on the docks themselves.
 

 
  The common room of the tavern was loud and stifling tonight, what with the press of people seeking shelter within, and the fact that the windows had been shuttered against the encroaching weather. The same carnival atmosphere reigned in the taproom as out in the streets. People talked, sang, joked and drank, men and women alike in heavy boots and long greatcoats over baggy trousers and brightly-colored blouses. It was a perfectly middle-of-the-road tavern: rough and rowdy enough that any sort of person might wander in and most would not look out of place, but not so much that one needed to worry about watching one’s pockets—or back.
 

 
  It was McGraw’s favorite spot in the city. He always stayed here when he was in Puna Dara, and preferred to conduct his business here if the other party was amenable. The staff knew him and had managed to get him his usual circular table in the corner under the stairs, despite the hefty crowd.
 

 
  He much preferred to be seated and out of the way, standing out as he did among the Punaji. His skin was as dark as theirs, but lacked the bronze undertone they had. Plus, they ran toward sharp features while he was obviously a broad-nosed Westerner, and stood head and shoulders taller than most of them. His coat and broad hat suited their fashion up to a point, though the suit beneath was clearly Imperial in style. It wasn’t that he minded standing out, exactly, just that when one was meeting with a business partner, it paid not to draw attention. Especially given the kind of business he usually conducted.
 

 
  The waitress brought him his order, a platter of fried squid with a dish of curry sauce, big enough for two. He thanked her with a smile, and she accepted her tip with a flirtatious wink—which was all part of the job—and a grin of authentic friendliness, which was not. Getting on the good side of serving girls was as simple as showing respect, tipping well and not letting one’s eyes or hands wander. It constantly amazed him how few men seemed to manage it.
 

 
  McGraw had ordered for two and gently nursed his rum, nibbling now and then on the squid. Curry wasn’t exactly his favorite thing, but he did love fried squid, and you just couldn’t get it inland. For the most part, though, he steeled himself to leave it alone, along with the second glass beside the rum bottle. Wouldn’t do to seem inhospitable. He didn’t bother trying to scan the crowd; in this press of bodies, he’d never see anyone approach before they were right on top of him. So he waited, ready to offer a polite smile or a barrage of fireballs, depending on what came out of the crowd at him.
 

 
  Thus, despite the lack of forewarning, he was not particularly startled when Principia Locke materialized from a tiny gap in the press of bodies and slid into the seat across from him.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Not that it ain’t a pleasure, but this is a long way from where we last met.”
 

 
  “Oh, you can cut that out already,” she said with a grin, pouring rum into the empty glass. “The job’s over, and we are hell and gone from Last Rock. You can speak plainly.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said. “Pardon me, I figured it was safer to let you lead. You seemed determined to maintain the facade back at the town, even when we were alone.”
 

 
  “When a job involves both a thief and an archmage, I don’t make assumptions about who’s in a position to overhear what,” she replied, pulling out a small leather bag and tossing it across the table. “Here you go, as agreed. Your performance was absolutely perfect.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” he replied, catching it and tucking it inside his coat without bothering to count the coins within. “And I suppose that’s a wise policy. Now, with regard to the
  
   other
  
  part of my payment we discussed?”
 

 
  “Hmm?” Principia dragged a fried tentacle through the curry sauce and raised her eyebrows innocently at him. “If you’d care to inspect the bag, you’ll find every copper accounted for.”
 

 
  McGraw had been at this too long to bother getting annoyed. Some folk just liked to drag things out and be difficult; it was usually easier to indulge than oppose them. “You were going to tell me how you managed, on such very short notice, to bust into my scrying mirror, despite all my wards, and send me a message. I’ve been pretty anxious to get my hands on that little bit of spellwork.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” she purred, then popped the bit of squid into her mouth, chewing smugly. Just to drag out the tension. McGraw waited, wearing a faint smile of amusement until she finished. “Well, as with most of a thief’s best tricks, it was all about strategy and had little to do with fancy tools. I’m a fourth-rate enchantress; you have to know there’s no way I could power through your magic.”
 

 
  “That was my presumption, yes. Hence my curiosity.”
 

 
  “The trick was that I’d set all that up far in advance, and it took the better part of a year. I’d been thinking I’d use you to get Arachne off my tail if things in Last Rock went sour. But then the Guild set Shook on me and I had more urgent concerns, so I had to blow my little failsafe.”
 

 
  McGraw shook his head ruefully. Of course; he really should have thought of that. Anybody could crack any ward given enough time and persistence, which was exactly why it was smart to change them up regularly. He did have the unfortunate habit of leaving his unmodified for far too long. At his age, the enthusiasm for attending to piddly menial tasks just wasn’t there.
 

 
  “So you were going to aim me at Tellwyrn?” he said mildly, letting the other matter drop. “That sounds downright…unfriendly.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t make faces at me,” she said with a cheeky wink, “it’s not as if I was plotting your demise. Honestly, there’s not a damn thing I could’ve offered you that would make you do something as daft as try to take on Arachne in a head-to-head fight, correct?”
 

 
  “You better believe it. I’m way past having pissing contests with dragons.”
 

 
  “Trust me, Arachne’s not so hard.” She chewed another bite of squid, face twisting in an annoyed grimace. “She isn’t
  
   subtle.
  
  If you understand how she thinks and have the right leverage, it’s fairly simple to distract her, or maneuver around her. I know her, and you could’ve provided the leverage. Not
  
   now,
  
  of course, since we’ve both gone and pissed her off. But those are the breaks.”
 

 
  “It does seem you burned a few bridges over the course of this business,” he noted after taking a sip of his rum. “Feel free to shut me down if it ain’t my place to ask, ma’am, but is it wise to turn on your Guild like that? I can’t imagine they’d appreciate you bringin’ in an outside contractor to get rid of one of their enforcers.”
 

 
  “No, that is pretty explicitly against the Guild’s codes,” she said wryly. “The penalties would be…significant. What the Guild doesn’t know won’t hurt me, though.” Principia stared at her glass, her expression sobering. “I do enjoy my little pranks and I’ll be the first to admit I’m not one to respect authority unless there’s something in it for me, but I’ve always been loyal to the Guild. Faithful. This…is a first for me, and I don’t mind telling you it sits poorly. No matter how necessary it was.”
 

 
  “I didn’t get the impression Mr. Shook was an easy fella to work with.”
 

 
  She laughed bitterly. “No, I decided he and I weren’t going to develop a solid working relationship about the time he declared his intention to rape me into submission if I didn’t get results fast enough.”
 

 
  McGraw straightened in his chair, all the humor draining from his expression instantly. “Is that…typical policy for the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  “That’s the best part.” Principia lifted her eyes; her grin was utterly devoid of amusement. “Hell no, it isn’t. Last time one of our members did anything like that, our chief enforcer bent him in half so he could suck his own dick, stuffed him in a barrel that way and sent him over the Tira Falls.
  
   But,
  
  there is the issue of credibility. As I’ve mentioned, I’m a bit of a wild card and happily so. Shook, on the other hand, has built a career keeping his shittier tendencies in check when important people are looking, and hanging around the central offices of the Guild enough to have built up a solid rep.” She shrugged fatalistically. “I had no way to win. If it came to his word against mine, I would’ve lost that by default. It was either turn on the Guild or let that asshole treat me like his personal…” She cut off, turning her head to the side to glare at nothing. “Well. Let’s just say you were the lesser evil and leave it at that.”
 

 
  “I’ve been fairly called much worse things,” he replied, taking a sip. “If my opinion holds any weight with you at all, ma’am, I’d say you handled the situation well. Truthfully, I was impressed by your ability to play a part. Ain’t often I’ve had such a professional to work with.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the whole world knows of Longshot McGraw’s weakness for pretty girls in peril.” She turned back to him with a grin, her dour mood of the moment before apparently forgotten.
 

 
  He coughed. “Yes. Well. S’pose it’d be disingenuous to deny it at this juncture in my career. Truth be told, I had it in mind to decline monetary compensation once we were settling up accounts… But there at the end, I
  
   did
  
  have to expend a very rare elemental evocation on your behalf. Had that sucker waiting for an emergency for years.”
 

 
  “Yes, Mabel has that effect on everybody’s plans,” she said wryly.
 

 
  “Well, all things considered, I’m just happy to have been of—” He broke off in shock, feeling a slippered foot slowly slide up his calf under the table.
 

 
  Principia had leaned her elbows on the tabletop, resting her chin on her interlaced fingers and batted her eyes coquettishly. “Well, drat. With everything all paid for, I can’t use my line about thanking you
  
   properly.
  
  Now I have to be baldly forward like some kind of hussy.”
 

 
  McGraw coughed again, for the first time in a long while finding himself utterly at a loss. “I, uh… I don’t… Ma’am, I’m not sure if…”
 

 
  “You can call me Prin, you know,” she purred. “There are, in fact, a
  
   lot
  
  of things you can call me. We can go over that at some length, if you want.”
 

 
  He gaped at her for a long moment, then jumped as her foot made contact with him again, even higher this time. Finally finding his tongue, McGraw decided to go with the simplest statement he could. “I am confused.”
 

 
  “Let me tell you something about good-looking boys,” she said, still gazing up at him through her lashes. “By and large, that’s all there is to them. It takes time and experience to make a man into something interesting… Experience of a kind that leaves its own mark. I learned a long time ago to look past a lined face; learned a somewhat less long time ago to appreciate the face itself. Give me
  
   interesting
  
  men; they’re the only ones worth the effort.”
 

 
  “I, um. Just to be clear, and I don’t mean to put you on the spot, but you are talking about…”
 

 
  “Oh, Omnu’s breath,” she said, visibly amused. “Yes, Elias, I am offering to go to bed with you. Asking, even. If you’re having trouble with that, you can assume I’m trying to trick or swindle you or something. You can keep a wand pointed at my head the whole time if you like…
  
   That
  
  I’ve not done for a while. Might add a certain spice.”
 

 
  “I’m…having a little trouble with this,” he admitted frankly. “You’re, uh… Well, a strikingly attractive young lady. It’s been a longer time than I care to acknowledge since any such found me worth…um, spending the time with.”
 

 
  “Well.” She smiled, a catlike expression. “It’s something to do.”
 

 
  McGraw had to laugh. “Well then, Prin… There, you’re speaking my language.”
 

 
  Heading up the stairs, they passed the waitress who had brought the platter. She grinned and winked at McGraw, laughing when he actually ducked his head bashfully, before heading back down to collect their dishes and sweep them off to the kitchen. Like any good waitress, she had seen the signs of a pair of customers about to leave and made sure she was on hand to clean up promptly. At least, that was what she’d planned to tell the tavern owner if he gave her an earful for loitering on the balcony right above them.
 

 
  She swished into the kitchen, casually deposited the dishes, and made her way over to the corner where a boy of nine sat on an upended barrel, shelling clams.
 

 
  “Sanjay! How’s my favorite brother?”
 

 
  “Your favorite brother knows very well when you want something. You’ve gotta work on that subtlety, y’know.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” she said, grinning. “I need you to run down to the wharfmaster’s office and carry a message to Rajur for me.”
 

 
  “Storm’s coming,” he said, finally lifting his gaze to hers and matching her grin. “And I’m not your errand boy, Lakshmi.”
 

 
  “Fine.” She stepped closer, lowering her voice and dropping the smile. “I need you to go take a message to
  
   Fang
  
  from
  
   Peepers.
  
  It’s urgent.”
 

 
  “Oh
  
   ho!
  
  That’s another matter!” Sanjay’s grin widened and he hopped down. “Sounds like it’s worth some compensation, if you’re gonna be dragging me into Guild business.”
 

 
  “Don’t get smart with me, little brother, you will
  
   always
  
  owe me for changing your diapers.” She leaned in closer, letting her smile return slowly. “There’ll be compensation for everybody; enough rep for both me and Fang to move up the ranks, maybe even to sponsor you an apprenticeship. This is gonna go right to the Boss in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “That good?” He grinned up at her expectantly.
 

 
  “That bad. It seems we have a traitor among us.”
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  Tricks would have felt more comfortable in one of his disguises. More than keeping in practice, more than having fun with his subordinates or even making a constant effort to keep them sharp, it was a way for him to defray the stress of his position, drawing on another face, another identity. He’d never discussed this with anyone, though he suspected Style had an inkling. She was oddly perceptive at times, for being so bullheaded.
 

 
  But this business required his own original face as the head of the Guild, and so he waited in the office just off the training pit, wearing a plain, unprepossessing suit, lounging in the room’s one padded chair.
 

 
  Fortunately, he didn’t have long to wait. The office door opened and Style entered, a quietly seething Jeremiah Shook on her heels. Despite his glower, he was self-possessed enough to shut the door behind them while Style paced down the carpeted center of the room, past the rows of accountants’ desks, to come stand behind Trick’s shoulder.
 

 
  “Thumper!” he said genially, beckoning the man forward. “Good to see you back safely.”
 

 
  “Boss,” Thumper replied, making an effort to get his expression under control. Well, the man had due cause to be upset. None of that, as far as Tricks knew, was directed at him. Still, on top of the failure of his job in Last Rock, it was always humiliating, having to be extracted from the clutches of the law by the Guild’s attorneys. At least they’d gotten to Shook before he’d been handed over to Avenists. The cults of Avei and Eserion had a…complicated relationship.
 

 
  “First of all,” Tricks said, “I want to reassure you up front that you’re not being called down on the carpet. What happened in Last Rock was patently not your fault. You were dealing with a foe extremely well-positioned and practiced at outmaneuvering opponents.”
 

 
  “We should deal with that asshole McGraw,” Thumper all but snarled, his self-control fraying. “Our rep’s on the line. We can’t have people thinking they can spit in the Guild’s face and walk away.”
 

 
  “All in good time,” Tricks said mildly. “He’s not the foe I was speaking of, however. One of our people in Puna Dara spotted McGraw less than a week after the events in question.”
 

 
  “Doing
  
   what?”
  
  Thumper demanded.
 

 
  Tricks grinned, well aware that it was an unpleasant expression. “Having dinner,” he said, “with Principia Locke. Apparently they went upstairs together afterward. Our agent heard enough of their conversation to confirm that Prin was the individual who hired McGraw to interfere in your operation.”
 

 
  For a moment, Thumper just stared at him, completely nonplussed. Then his eyes tracked to one side, then the other. Tricks could almost see him making connections, considering events in light of this new information. Slowly, his posture stiffened until the man was practically vibrating. Fists clenched at his sides, he failed to maintain the mask of calm, his face twisting with rage.
 

 
  “That little. Fucking.
  
   Whore.”
  
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” Tricks went on, feigning a casual air but watching Thumper carefully. The man was clearly on the verge of a complete blowup; it would be preferable if Style didn’t have to beat him compliant. “That operation of hers?
  
   Brilliant.
  
  One of the more elegant cons I’ve seen, and that is saying something. If she’d just had you roughed up or killed, the Guild would have sent along another, more dangerous agent, escalating the stakes and the risk. No, she had to generate complete chaos, turn the whole mission into such a complete and utter tits-up-in-the-rhubarb
  
   debacle
  
  that we have no choice but to withdraw all our attentions from the town. That succeeded brilliantly. Any new arrivals in Last Rock for the next little while are going to be examined
  
   very
  
  carefully, both by the local law and likely by Tellwyrn, which we risk the identity of any of our people we send back in there. And that leaves me in an awkward position. If it were anything simpler—going to the law, hiring an outside thug to take out a Guildmate—you know exactly what we’d do.”
 

 
  “Drag her ass back here and beat it purple,” Shook snarled.
 

 
  “For starters,” Tricks said with a faint grin. “But the point of that is to demonstrate to all the the Guild is still in control, that we’re not to be made fools of. In
  
   this
  
  case… Well, Thumper, we’ve been made right fools of, and no mistake. Keys made you and I look like complete idiots. Only reason she hasn’t managed to make a mockery of the Guild itself is nobody outside this room knows the extent of what she pulled. And it’s going to stay that way. You keep your mouth shut about this business, understand?”
 

 
  Thumper forgot himself so far as to take a step forward, raising both fists. “You’re actually going to let the little cunt get
  
   away
  
  with—”
 

 
  “Settle,” Style said quietly. Thumper stopped, collected himself, and nodded sharply, evidently not trusting himself to speak.
 

 
  Style yelled, cursed and generally blustered as a matter of course, but as her enforcers quickly learned, when she whispered, people tended to die.
 

 
  “So,” Tricks continued, “I’m giving you a little time off from your duties. It’s going in the records as a suspension related to a recent failed job. Consider it a well-earned vacation.”
 

 
  Shook physically twitched as though struck. “You said,” he replied, clinging to a frayed thread of restraint, “I wasn’t to be punished.”
 

 
  “You’re not,” Tricks said gently. “It’s like this, Thumper. I obviously cannot let Keys get away with turning on the Guild like this, and I cannot afford to spend any more resources going after her without further undercutting our credibility. If it comes down to it, I’ll suck it up and chase her down with whatever we’ve got, but
  
   first,
  
  I’m going to hope for her to magically find herself back here under completely other circumstances so I can straighten her out and make it look like we were all of us in full control the whole time.”
 

 
  Thumper’s sneer eloquently said what he thought of that. “And she’ll come back here
  
   because…?”
  
 

 
  “Hypothetically speaking,” Tricks said, “if an off-duty member of the Guild were to find and bring Keys here… Well, that person would gain quite a bit of rep for exposing and collaring a traitor when they weren’t even supposed to be at work. Naturally, if there were any recent blemishes in such a person’s record, they’d be quite overshadowed. Hell, I could probably see my way to removing such black marks entirely.”
 

 
  Slowly, visibly, Thumper grew calmer as understanding dawned on him. His face didn’t quite relax completely, but there appeared something in his eyes that hinted at a very cruel sort of smile. “I see.”
 

 
  Tricks grinned. “Enjoy your vacation.”
 

 
  “You got it, Boss,” Thumper said, nodding first to him and then to Style, then turned to go.
 

 
  Tricks let him get the door open and start to step out. “Oh, and Thumper.”
 

 
  He turned back to look warily at his two superiors. “Boss?”
 

 
  “In this hypothetical scenario, anybody bringing Keys back here had better be mindful of the condition she’s in. I can’t make an example of a corpse.”
 

 
  “In this hypothetical scenario,” Thumper replied, “I would know
  
   exactly
  
  how to teach an uppity bitch some humility.” He nodded to them again, stepped out, and shut the door behind him.
 

 
  Just like that, Tricks let the mask fall, slumping down in his chair and covering his eyes with a hand. “Ugh…what an absolute cock-up. I
  
   still
  
  can hardly believe all this, Style. Principia’s disrespectful and ornery, but she’s always been faithful to the Big Guy. I just…didn’t see this coming. Before the end of this, I’ve really gotta find out what it is she wants so badly in Last Rock that she’s willing to cross the Guild to get it.”
 

 
  “This is why I wish you’d let me deal with my enforcers directly,” she replied. “Before sending Thumper off, I’d rather have spent some time finding out what he
  
   did
  
  to set her off that way. Yeah, I know my man. You can bet he did
  
   something.
  
  People don’t just up and turn on their cult on a fucking whim.”
 

 
  He twisted around and leaned his head back to look up at her. “Do you think he tried to hand her off to the Wreath or something? To Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  Style shook her head slowly, her expression troubled. “No…not that. Shook’s stuffed to the skull with rage and he’s got bad habits around women… Sweet tried to teach him some self-control, and ended up just teaching him to repress, which has
  
   not
  
  been helpful. But the Guild is his whole life. Even more than Prin, I can’t see him betraying a member to our enemies.”
 

 
  “Then it doesn’t matter what he did, it matters what she did about it,” Tricks said firmly. “I will not have treason, Style. It’s not to be tolerated. Anything else we can deal with, work around, forgive if need be. Anybody who turns on the Guild is an enemy, simple as that.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath and blew it out all at once. “You
  
   really
  
  think Thumper has a chance of collaring Prin in the wild? He’s a kneecapper; she’s a conwoman, and a damn good one. She’s already manipulated the hell out of him once.”
 

 
  “Of course not. He’ll flush her out, though. Principia settled down in some nest with her defenses up is something I don’t fancy trying to root out. Principia fleeing across the countryside with
  
   that
  
  asshole at her heels… Well, if we play this right she might still be persuaded to come home voluntarily. After all, Thumper’s not working on my orders here, now is he?”
 

 
  Style shook her head. “Well, let’s just hope this works out better than your
  
   last
  
  clever idea.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Emperor Sharidan preferred a simple breakfast. When he had first ascended to the Silver Throne, moving into the harem wing and to a staff of servants who didn’t yet know his ways, he’d been greeted in the morning by a veritable feast, enough to feed a small village, from which he was expected to graze lightly, letting the rest go to waste. Over a dozen servants were posted about the room, ready to dash forth and pander to his merest whim.
 

 
  He had quickly made his opinions about this known.
 

 
  Now, breakfast in the Imperial harem was a small, almost cozy affair. He sat at a little round table in the parlor outside his bedroom, only four other people present, none of them servants. Milanda Darnassy, the young lady with whom he’d spent the night, was serving as hostess, pouring tea for those present. Sharidan never slept alone, and this duty always fell to his consort of the evening—which, these days, was more likely than not to be Milanda. In truth, he’d have welcomed her to sit down at the table, and while the other girls usually did, she preferred to keep a respectful distance from the rest of his company. This consisted of his wife, Eleanora, and sometimes a minister of some department or another called to deliver reports. Having breakfast with the Emperor was considered not so much an honor as an occasional duty. Today it was Lord Quentin Vex, who was in the process of running down a list of events he deemed important to bring to the Emperor’s attention, all but ignoring his pastry and braised swordfish.
 

 
  Vex was more Eleanora’s creature than Sharidan’s, to be truthful, but she made a point of never receiving reports from the man except in his presence. The nature of their partnership was that she handled many of the more aggressive aspects of the Throne’s duties, chiefly espionage and military matters, but she was insistent that Sharidan be kept fully in the loop.
 

 
  The fourth person in the room, and the reason no guards were present, was a black-coated Hand of the Emperor. Barring another attack by a deity, guards would have been quite superfluous.
 

 
  “Nothing will come of it, as usual,” Vex was saying. “The orcs are always rattling sabers at us, but even if they
  
   did
  
  manage to land a raiding party on Tiraan soil they’d be obliterated by our forces. Even that is practically impossible; they’d have to get through the Tidestriders or the Punaji first.”
 

 
  “We know this very well, Quentin,” Eleanora said with a hint of reproof. “The question was how this new round of saber-rattling will affect our relationship with the kingdom of Sifan.”
 

 
  “Your pardon, Majesty, but the Sifanese are as aware of the situation as we. If any orcs
  
   actually
  
  launched an attack from their shores, it would be considered an act of war by
  
   them.
  
  They’ll never allow it, and the orcs know this very well. It’s all just talk.
 

 
  “Nonetheless,” said Sharidan, “talk is the first step in every kind of interaction between nations, and there are things far short of war that could more than merely inconvenience us. I think it’s time to arrange a state visit to Sifan. With gifts suitable to express the great esteem in which we hold them.”
 

 
  “Conveyed by warships,” Eleanora added, smiling at him. “The carrot
  
   and
  
  the stick.”
 

 
  “Just so.” He returned her grin. “We have no objection to the Sifanese allowing orcs to dwell in their lands. It doesn’t hurt to remind them, now and again, why they don’t want us to
  
   develop
  
  objections.”
 

 
  “Very good, your Majesty,” Vex said with an approving nod. “Then, there are only a couple more domestic issues, related to each other. I have…been in touch with Professor Tellwyrn regarding the Elilial matter.”
 

 
  There was a moment of stillness at the table. Even the Hand tore his gaze from his perpetual survey of the room’s entrances to look over at them. This was a subject the Emperor did not prefer to discuss.
 

 
  “Define ‘in touch,’” Eleanora ordered, her voice cold.
 

 
  “I took the liberty of notifying her of Elilial’s re-entry to this plane, and the fact that she has worked out a way of doing so without tripping the alarms thought to be inherent in opening hellgates.”
 

 
  “And you did this…why?” the Empress asked quietly. Vex appeared unruffled by her razor stare. He was one of the few who could manage it.
 

 
  “With respect, your Majesty, managing Tellwyrn is something of an art form. I have been reviewing my predecessors’ notes on her, and the point that jumped repeatedly out at me is that she is usually reasonable and amenable to working with others, even with enemies, if treated with respect. If she feels someone is trying to manipulate her, well… At that point, people begin to vanish and things start exploding. I’ve not come out and
  
   said
  
  I’m using her to run interference with Elilial, nor will I, but it seems she is inclined to do that anyway, and I’d rather she not get the impression I’m doing anything at her expense.”
 

 
  “That woman is unreliability given flesh,” Eleanora said with a sneer, but let the matter drop, turning back to her fish. Sharidan held his tongue. He had not asked about the details of Eleanora’s brush with Arachne Tellwyrn, as it had obviously happened before they had met, and hoped he would never have to. His wife’s dislike of the elf was clearly personal.
 

 
  “In any case,” Vex went on smoothly, “I received, finally, a reply from the Professor. It read, in its entirety: ‘I’ll talk to her.’ Hopefully she will extend the same courtesy in appraising me of the broad strokes of that conversation, if or when it happens.”
 

 
  “Can she actually do that?” Sharidan asked with interest. He told himself the interest was purely tactical, that he had no hope or desire of ever having another conversation with the woman he’d known as Lilian Riaje. He told himself this every time Elilial came up, in the hope that he would eventually start to believe it.
 

 
  “That is impossible to know,” Vex said with an eloquent shrug. “I would say that if anyone can, though, it’s Tellwyrn. She is possibly the world’s leading expert on getting audiences with deities. That was the main thrust of what she’s done with her life since she appeared on the scene three thousand years ago. Whatever she wants with the gods, she’s managed to get a personal audience with every single one known, then vanished for thirty years, then showed up again to found that University of hers. I rather suspect this will be just like old times for her.”
 

 
  “Don’t put us in a position where we must
  
   rely
  
  on her,” Eleanora said sharply.
 

 
  “Your pardon, Majesty, but I would never do that,” he said politely. “I will, however, make use of every tool that presents itself. The other thing is tangentally connected. Last week, a Black Wreath cell was uprooted and obliterated in the village of Hamlet in Calderaan Province.”
 

 
  Eleanora narrowed her eyes. “I thought the cell in that village was already wiped out. By Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Yes, well…it would appear she missed a spot. The fascinating thing is that this was done by four Bishops of the Universal Church, in civilian clothes, who did not identify themselves as such to the locals, though they did not use assumed names. The Imperial Marshal in residence was under the impression they were there on the business of the Throne.”
 

 
  The Empress’s eyes were onyx slits. “Which four?”
 

 
  “Basra Syrinx—” This brought a snort from Eleanora, which he ignored. “—Andros Varanus, Branwen Snowe…and Antonio Darling.”
 

 
  The Hand looked over at them sharply. Vex met his eyes and nodded. This particular Hand was the one who also sat on the security council, of which Vex and Darling were members.
 

 
  “Isn’t that absolutely
  
   fascinating,”
  
  Sharidan mused, while Eleanora glared holes in the far wall. “It fairly well has to be Church business, does it not? Those are four deities whose followers tend to try to strangle each other when they come into contact.”
 

 
  “Perhaps the time has come to have another conversation with dear Antonio,” Eleanora suggested grimly.
 

 
  “With respect, your Majesty,” said Vex, “my recommendation at this point is to leave him alone and watch what he does. He is, after all, doing more or less what you told him to.”
 

 
  “While misrepresenting himself as an agent of the Throne!”
 

 
  “He
  
   is
  
  an agent of the Throne, even if he wasn’t officially on Imperial business. Consider that the man is balancing loyalties to the Throne, the Church, and the Thieves’ Guild; several of those loyalties are inherently contradictory. I think it would be a mistake to call him down before we learn which of them truly has his heart. If, indeed, any of them do. He’s the kind of man who juggles impossibly complex games for incalculable stakes because anything less would bore him. I am, however,” he added, “placing his home under surveillance over a different matter.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Eleanora raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “It seems Bishop Darling has recently hired two housemaids.”
 

 
  Sharidan knew Vex well enough to assume that this apparent non sequitur was going somewhere relevant. “I thought I remembered that Darling had a Butler?”
 

 
  “He does,” Vex nodded.
 

 
  “And his home,” Eleanora said slowly, “is big enough to need additional servants?”
 

 
  “It is not, your Majesty. The girls in question are both elves. They are both former prostitutes at the establishment whose proprietress was recently murdered in the headhunter attack.”
 

 
  He paused, giving that a moment to sink in.
 

 
  “Go on,” Eleanora said.
 

 
  “The perpetrator of that homicide was caught and dealt with—or so we assume, as no further incidents have occurred, and it’s not in the nature of headhunters to lie low. The thing that catches my attention about this chain of events was how instrumental Darling’s help was in identifying and apprehending the elf responsible. Who, as an interesting point, was a member of the Thieves’ Guild. It appears that these two elves are now apprenticing at the Guild. Directly under Darling himself.”
 

 
  “You surely don’t think one of those elves is a headhunter,” Sharidan said slowly.
 

 
  “There are innumerable other explanations which are more likely,” Vex replied, nodding. “Elves are quick, agile and deft; they make fantastic thieves, and yet are rarely inclined to become so. I can well imagine Darling snapping them up as apprentices. Then, too, he would hardly be the first wealthy man to arrange for a couple of exotic prostitutes to be exceedingly grateful to him. To look at it from another view, headhunters are solitary creatures and rarely evince an excess of self-control; the fact that there are two of these girls suggests neither is one. It is unlikely both would still be alive in that instance.”
 

 
  “But?” Eleanora prompted.
 

 
  “But.” He nodded to her. “If there were anyone ambitious enough and reckless enough to think he could keep a headhunter under control… Well, I have no trouble imagining Darling trying to play that game. It’s enough of a possibility, however remote, to justify a few basic precautions. Surveillance, and notifying you—nothing further at this point, but I’m sure I need not tell your Majesties that a headhunter loose in the city is an absolutely unacceptable outcome.”
 

 
  “Is it possible that he
  
   could
  
  manage to control a headhunter?” Sharidan mused. “Or two…or more? Think what someone could do with an entire
  
   force
  
  of those things.”
 

 
  Lord Vex cleared his throat. “I…do not presume to speak toward what is magically possible, your Majesty. But what you suggest… It is in the category of every reclusive mage who sits in a tower ranting about how he’ll show everyone who mocked him. We simply can’t afford to take
  
   all
  
  such threats seriously. An army of headhunters under intelligent control is… It’s like a spell to drop the moon on one’s enemies. The odds of such a thing being achieved are not even worth calculating, and if it were somehow to happen, well… There is simply not much that could be done about it.”
 

 
  Sharidan turned to regard the Hand, who was looking at him steadily. What the two of them knew that no one else in the room did—even Eleanora—was that Vex had also just neatly described the process by which Hands of the Emperor were created.
 

 
  “The possibility, as you say, is enough,” he said to Vex, and then to the Hand, “begin preparing countermeasures.”
 

 
  The Hand nodded, a deep gesture that verged on a bow.
 

 
  Eleanora gave him a look; he gave her one back, and she quirked an eyebrow but turned back to Vex, letting it go. For all that their marriage was a sham as marriages went, the two of them were closer than he had once imagined he might ever be with another human being. The amount of trust between them was enough to permit his occasionally taking actions she did not understand, even to do so without explaining them to her, despite her suspicious nature. He accepted the same from her in turn. Neither had ever given the other cause to regret it.
 

 
  Vex seemed quite unperturbed at being tacitly contradicted, but then, he rarely seemed perturbed by much. “That settled, then, nothing that remains is a significant interest to the Throne, in my opinion. There are a few minor intrigues among several of the Houses which you may wish to keep abreast of going forward. House Madouri has effectively withdrawn from the city…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The little attic apartment had never been much of a home. She’d only spent three years there, which in an elf’s lifespan was hardly enough time to make unpacking worthwhile—not that she’d ever owned enough to fill the space anyway. Even so, there was something sad and hollow about the sight of the long room cleaned up and emptied of the touches that had made it hers.
 

 
  The bed, small table and single ladderback chair had come with the space—“furnished,” indeed. Her rug, bed linens and quilt, and the thin little cushion on her chair had all been disposed of. The meager rest of her possessions were on her person in her bag of holding; they really amounted to little but clothes, toiletries and her enchanting supplies. All that was left out was a small disc of crystal, which currently sat in the middle of the floor, in the center of a diagram scrawled on the hardwood in enchantment-grade chalk.
 

 
  Projected above it was a translucent model of Clarke Tower, glowing a dim blue that illuminated the room better than the late afternoon sun; that window was in the worst possible position for light. The model flickered occasionally, usually accompanied by a tiny spark from the chalk below as some of it burned out. It had grown progressively dimmer the whole time she’d been watching, though even still, she could clearly see the tiny golden eagle, the only object picked out inside the tower. It had been moving around all afternoon, since it had re-entered the tower—since Trissiny had come home from class. Now, it stayed relatively stationary in the upper room.
 

 
  Principia sat on the uncovered mattress, her back against the wall, knees drawn up and arms wrapped around them, staring at the glowing little tower. She sat thus, unmoving, as the last of the light faded outside, true night fell and the only thing brightening the room was her magical model. Not until the little eagle had remained completely still for nearly an hour did she stir.
 

 
  It was the work of a moment to scrub out the diagram, causing the tower to vanish and true dark to fall over the room. It would have been dark to a human, anyway; her eyes had no trouble picking out the details of the attic. She picked up the crystal disc and tucked it into a pocket, then turned without a backward glance and left her room for the last time, leaving behind nothing but a smudge of spent magical chalk on the floor.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Lianwe clawed at her sheets, having long since given up on sleep. It was bad tonight.
 

 
  Mostly the spirits let her be. She could always hear them—except it was more feeling than hearing, for all that she clearly perceived the words—but usually in the distant background, not distracting her. They had at least that much pragmatism, that they avoided disrupting her actions or putting them all in danger. If they were going to act up, it would be when all was quiet, when she was trying to rest. It had rarely been this bad before. But then, she had rarely gone this far without indulging them.
 

 
  They were a torrent, a cacophony, yet she clearly heard each voice. Some screaming incoherently, some screaming for vengeance, for blood. Insistent voices urged her to hunt, to glory in the chase, the kill. Others whispered advice—one even was trying to calm her. She appreciated the thought, at least.
 

 
  It wasn’t the voices that bothered her, disturbing as they were. Much as it seemed such things might be enough to drive one mad, something about the transition she had taken on when she’d embraced the spirits had left her able to cope. No, the problem was that one of them—possibly more, she couldn’t tell—had grabbed at the powers, and she clenched and trembled with the effort of controlling them.
 

 
  She was no mage, no warlock, witch or priest to have picked a magical path in life and learned a deep control and understanding of it. She knew what the powers did intuitively, but it was different each time they came. They always provided what she needed in a given situation. Or what the spirits thought she needed, anyway. She did not need what they were trying to do now.
 

 
  Infernal spells to rip open portals in reality and slide through the streets of the city. Elemental fireballs. Fae magic to pull thorny vines from the ground and ensnare prey. Lightning, ice… Pain. Lianwe clung to her control.
 

 
  So intent was she on this that she didn’t even hear Shinaue rising from her own bed on the other side of their small room, didn’t notice her until the other elf climbed into her own bed and wrapped her arms around her. Soft murmurs, gentle hands stroking her hair. Just like that, the spirits began to calm, the powers sliding back into the void from which they sprang. Something in them responded to the spirits in the other woman. They had gone to the dark place together, come out together. The
  
   things
  
  inside them knew each other. In some ways, they were all one.
 

 
  Lianwe relaxed, burying her face in Shinaue’s neck gratefully. Soon enough, she knew, it would be the other who risked a loss of control, and it would be she who offered relief. Eventually, if they didn’t give in to what the spirits demanded, no relief would be enough.
 

 
  It wouldn’t come to that point, though. They would kill before then. Once had been enough to teach them never to let it come to that.
 

 
  But this time… Things were different now. This time, they had purpose. Prey who deserved,
  
   needed
  
  to die. This time, Sweet would tell them who to kill.
 

 
  As she drifted to sleep, Lianwe wondered if it was wisdom or cowardice, letting him make that decision for them. Before the darkness drifted over her, she decided it did not matter.
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  Trissiny returned from her morning run looking forward to a shower. Much as she’d found the thing ostentatious on her first arrival at the University, she’d come to enjoy the experience. It was certainly a more efficient way of getting clean than soaking in a tub of water. Upon opening the door to Clarke Tower and stepping inside, however, she had to stop, taking in the scene.
 

 
  At first glance, everyone appeared to be having breakfast. Pancakes, in fact; there was a large, steaming platter of them set in the center of the coffee table, along with dishes of butter and syrup, and those present were holding laden plates and forks. Shaeine and Teal sat side by side on the sofa, Ruda and Janis in two of the chairs.
 

 
  Something about the situation made the fine hairs on the back of Trissiny’s neck stand up, however, and she knew very well to respect her intuition about danger. Indeed, on a second look, only Ruda appeared to be enjoying the meal. Teal and Shaeine were glassy-eyed and chewing slowly as if bespelled or drugged. Janis was holding a plate but not eating; her body language was tense, and upon Trissiny’s entry she looked up at her, an incoherent plea in her eyes.
 

 
  Reflexively, Trissiny reached for her sword.
 

 
  “What’s going on?” she asked tersely.
 

 
  “Breakfast,” said Shaeine with a broad smile so totally unlike her normally reserved demeanor that it sent chills down Trissiny’s spine. “Have I mentioned how much I
  
   love
  
  Imperial food? Sugar on
  
   everything.”
  
  She swirled a forkful of pancake in syrup and stuck it in her mouth, Teal giggling beside her.
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure they’re okay,” said Ruda, grabbing Trissiny’s attention. “I’m keeping an eye on this and Janis hasn’t eaten the food.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  eating the food!”
 

 
  “Yeah, have you
  
   noticed
  
  I drink a barrel’s worth of liquor a day and never so much as slur my speech? Mind-altering shit doesn’t work on me.” She glanced at the hallway door. “Like I said, I’m keeping an eye on this; didn’t wanna start up a scrap when we’ve got two incapacitated crewmates, that’s asking for somebody to get hurt. ‘Sides, help’s on the way. Glad you’re here, though, it seems to be you she’s after.”
 

 
  “What’s…
  
   Who
  
  did—”
 

 
  She broke off as Principia Locke bustled into the room from the direction of the kitchen, carrying another platter of pancakes. She looked eerily domestic, wearing a frilled apron and oven mitts. Her whole face lit up when she saw who was present.
 

 
  “Trissiny! How wonderful, everyone’s finally here. I’m so glad, dear; I’ve been waiting a long time to—”
 

 
  “What have you done to my friends?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  Prin clucked her tongue, coming forward to set down the pancakes on the coffee table. “I made them breakfast. Honestly, everyone’s so
  
   suspicious
  
  when I do a nice turn, you’d think…” She trailed off at the rasp of Trissiny’s sword coming out of its sheath.
 

 
  “I am not going to indulge you in banter,” the paladin said icily. “Something is clearly,
  
   badly
  
  amiss with them. You will explain this, or you’re going head-first out the nearest window.”
 

 
  The elf stared at her in silence for a moment, her expression neutral, then sighed softly. “They’re fine. It’s just a little charm to encourage peace and happiness; people pay good money to have it done to them. Wears off in an hour. Honestly, Trissiny, all I wanted was a chance to
  
   talk
  
  with you, but you’re always surrounded by…” Her eyes cut back and forth around the room, and a scowl fell over her features. “All right, what happened to the dryad?”
 

 
  “Went to get Tellwyrn,” Ruda said cheerfully. “C’mon, you didn’t expect using a fairy charm on a
  
   dryad
  
  would do anything but cheese her off? Be glad she didn’t decide to deal with you herself; Juniper’s tastes in breakfast doesn’t run toward pancakes. These are really good, by the way.”
 

 
  Prin narrowed her eyes.
  
   “You
  
  are annoyingly lucid for someone who’s supposed to be charmed.”
 

 
  “Yup. Let’s see, you’re clearly using witchcraft, so it runs on sympathy and symbolism… Something that clouds minds, but it’d almost have to be divine in origin to avoid tripping Triss and Shaeine’s alarms… Ah!” She grinned broadly. “Sacramental wine in the pancake batter, right? I’m right, aren’t I? Yeah, read about the Punaji Curse sometime, see if you can guess where you fucked up.”
 

 
  The door to the tower flew open. A shrill whine just at the edge of human hearing sounded for a moment, and then with a sharp
  
   pop
  
  and a flash of light, something burst from above the doorframe and shot across the room, landing smoldering in Prin’s new dish of pancakes. It was a silver horseshoe, slightly charred. Immediately, Shaeine and Teal straightened up, blinking, and the goofy smiles faded from their faces.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stepped inside, Juniper hovering behind her. Her expression promised murder.
 

 
  “Well, aside from the obvious,” Ruda added.
 

 
  “Arachne,” Janis said in obvious relief. “I could have fought her, but the girls…”
 

 
  “You acted correctly, Janis,” the Professor said, her eyes on Prin. “Kindly make sure they’re suffering no lingering effects.”
 

 
  Principia stared at Tellwyrn for half a second, then turned back to the paladin. “Trissiny, just—”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Tellwyrn snarled. She stepped to one side, herding Juniper along with her, then pointed at Principia and gestured at the open door. With a yelp, Prin was yanked forward and hurled bodily outside.
 

 
  Tellwyrn followed, Trissiny right on her heels, Juniper and Ruda bringing up the rear while Janis attended to a confused Shaeine and Teal. Principia landed on her feet on the bridge, skidding briefly but managing not to lose her balance, thanks to elven agility.
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is too far,” Tellwyrn said icily. “You were warned about this, Principia. By me, and by the Sisters of Avei. The fact that you chose to challenge
  
   me
  
  instead of
  
   them
  
  just goes to prove you’ve not developed any wisdom in the last twenty years.”
 

 
  “The Sisters didn’t send her into the Golden Sea to face off against a centaur horde,” Prin shot back, glaring.
  
   “They
  
  aren’t trying to get her killed!”
 

 
  “They will, though,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “No Hand of Avei has ever died in bed. Well, except Taslin of Madouris; somebody got her with some kind of flesh-dissolving poison.
  
   Nasty
  
  business. Which doesn’t change the fact that
  
   none
  
  of this is any of your concern.”
 

 
  “What is going on?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “This will
  
   always
  
  be my concern, Arachne!”
 

 
  “You gave up the right long ago,” Tellwyrn said inexorably. “Deliberately. Now I have to decide what to do with—”
 

 
  “She’s
  
   still my daughter!”
  
  Principia shrieked, then fell silent, fists clenched at her sides.
 

 
  The only sound was the constant wind that sighed over the bridge.
 

 
  And then Trissiny laughed. “Oh, come on,” she scoffed, “that’s not even
  
   believable.
  
  I’m not an elf!”
 

 
  No one answered her. Principia was staring at her with something like hunger, and Tellwyrn… The Professor’s face was carefully blank, not the expression of someone who’d just heard an easily debunked falsehood. Trissiny felt her smile drain away.
 

 
  Prin opened her mouth, then glanced warily at Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “Well, you’ve gone to all this trouble,” Tellwyrn said, folding her arms. “Go on, say your piece. See if she thanks you.”
 

 
  “The ears are a recessive trait.” Prin began with a careful eye on the Professor, but turned her gaze to Trissiny as she spoke. “Your friend Rafe is the exception, not the rule.
  
   Most
  
  half-elves are basically just tall, lanky humans with incredible stamina and really good eyesight. Usually blonde. Sound like anyone you know?”
 

 
  She paused, as if for a response. Trissiny stared blankly at her, unsure whether she was experiencing a total lack of thoughts or simply too many at once for her to pick one out.
 

 
  “You’ve probably already felt the effects, training with the Sisters,” Principia went on, her tone gentle. “You have ten times the stamina of a pure human and don’t need as much food, but you’ll have had to work thrice as hard as any of the other girls to put on muscle.”
 

 
  “I…” Trissiny looked desperately at Tellwyrn, who was still watching Principia.
 

 
  “It’s a tree,” Prin said, barely above a whisper. Trissiny looked back at her and she swallowed painfully before going on, still as softly. “The trissiny. It’s… I don’t know the Tanglish word, they aren’t common on this continent. It literally means ‘silk tree.’ There was one in the grove where I grew up; I used to climb it as a child. It’s one of the very few happy memories I have of home. Slim branches, leaves like fern fronds and little pink puffball flowers in the spring—”
 

 
  “A
  
   mimosa?”
  
  Trissiny burst out, horrified. There had been a mimosa tree on the grounds of the Abbey at Viridill. A delicate, decorative thing that with absolutely zero practical use, it was a standing affront to Avenist sensibilities. It had been a gift from some Izarite temple, Mother Narny had said. The cults of Avei and Izara had deep doctrinal conflicts, and the Izarites were forever trying to mend the divide with such ill-considered presents.
 

 
  Principia jerked back from her as if struck; her expression fell, and Trissiny realized she had let revulsion stand out plainly on her own features. If any of this were true… The fact that she might have been named after that
  
   stupid
  
  tree was the last straw.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn heaved a sigh. “Well, there you go. Look how
  
   happy
  
  everyone is. Janis?”
 

 
  “The girls are fine,” the house mother reported from the doorway behind them. Her eyes were on Trissiny. Everyone’s eyes were on her; she couldn’t make herself meet anyone’s gaze. “It’s a harmless enough spell, but Shaeine is furious.”
 

 
  “You came onto my campus,” Tellwyrn said grimly, turning back to Principia, “broke into a residential building and laid a hostile enchantment on
  
   my
  
  students. I have killed people in
  
   extravagant
  
  ways for considerably less, and none of them had been warned to stay off my property beforehand. All things considered, though, I think it’s more poetic to leave you to stew in the consequences of your selfishness, Prin. The Sisters of Avei will know you flouted their command before the day is out, and you’ll find them a more reasonable enemy than I, but also far more persistent. Enjoy. But you’re done in Last Rock. I want you out of this town within the hour, and if I
  
   ever
  
  see you on my campus again, I will personally send you to Hell.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Principia sneered, “the great Professor Tellwyrn hands out death like candy at a parade. We
  
   know.”
  
 

 
  “I’m not talking about killing you,” Tellwyrn said with a cold smile. “Not directly. On the Acarnian subcontinent there is a hellgate which, though easily accessible from this side, opens thirty feet in the air above a phosphorous swamp on the infernal plane. The nearest exit point back to this dimension is more than fifty miles distant, in the hands of a major demon settlement on the Hellish side and blocked by an Avenist temple on the other. Cross me again and I will take you there, toss you through, and see if you can weasel your way out of
  
   that.
  
  In four years she’ll be out from under my protection and you can decide whether your selfishness is worth further antagonizing the Sisterhood. Meanwhile, get out of my town.”
 

 
  “I’m already packed,” Principia said grimly, looking at Trissiny again. The sadness in her eyes made Trissiny furious, for some reason. “I just wanted her to know.”
 

 
  “Yeah, good job. Everybody’s just so very happy. Feh.” With a wave of Tellwyrn’s hand and a quiet
  
   pop
  
  of air, the dark-haired elf vanished.
 

 
  The silence that followed was painfully awkward.
 

 
  “She…was lying, right?” Trissiny had to pause to swallow the lump in her throat. She could hear a note of pleading in her voice and hated herself for it, but couldn’t hold it back. “Right?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed heavily, taking off her glasses to rub at her eyes with a thumb and forefinger. Every moment she didn’t casually brush off Principia’s claims was another damning affirmation of them. “I suppose we should talk, Trissiny. Let’s go to my office.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, you are
  
   not
  
  dragging her across the goddamn campus at a time like this,” Ruda exclaimed. “I’ll help Janis clean up and you can have the room. How many thousands of years does it take you to grow some fucking sensitivity, woman?”
 

 
  “Thanks, Ruda,” Trissiny said, touched in spite of herself. Ruda grunted and waved her off, turning to head back inside.
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” Fross zipped over to them from the gate to the main campus, coming to a stop in the middle of the bridge. “Wow, everybody’s up early! You know this is Saturday, right?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ruda had been progressively decorating the whole time they’d lived there, and her side of the room was now draped in rugs and heavily embroidered throw pillows, the walls swathed with silken hangings and tapestries. At the foot of her bed were an old-fashioned treasure chest that looked like it belonged in an illustration in a penny dreadful, as well as a modern enchanted cold box in which she kept pints of frozen custard. A white bearskin rug, complete with mounted head and claws, was draped haphazardly over her bed. Trissiny’s side of the room was as stark and spartan as ever.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stopped in the middle; she didn’t seem to be terribly interested in either side, but frowned at the sharp line of demarcation between them.
 

 
  Trissiny shut the door behind her, a touch more firmly than was necessary. “It’s…true, then? That woman is my mother?”
 

 
  The Professor turned to face her, a distasteful grimace twisting her lips. “Trissiny, any imbecile can get knocked up, carry a child to term and squeeze it out. Profound as the experience may seem when you’re going through it, the fact that so many imbeciles
  
   do
  
  so is the only thing that explains the state of the world. Motherhood is another matter entirely.”
 

 
  “You’re avoiding the question,” Trissiny accused.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “I am
  
   clarifying
  
  the question, because you asked the wrong one. Now you listen to me:
  
   Abbess Narnasia Darnassy
  
  is your mother.
  
   She
  
  gave years of her life to loving you every minute, taught you everything you know about the world, formed you into a young woman capable of living on your own and then let go to let you do it.
  
   That
  
  is what a mother is, and you have a damn fine one.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded; the lump in her throat was too painful to speak around, but there was something sweet in it as well. Mother Narny had been responsible for all the girls at the Abbey, trainees of every age from all backgrounds, as well as the seven other orphans who’d been raised alongside her, but Trissiny had never once felt that she lacked for care or attention. It was a timely and welcome reminder—and surprising, coming from Tellwyrn—and she resolved on the spot to let the Abbess know how much she was appreciated the next time she had the chance to go home.
 

 
  “With that said,” Tellwyrn went on, suddenly sounding weary, “the answer to what you
  
   meant
  
  to ask is yes. You do owe half your blood to Principia Locke. Best have a seat, Trissiny,” she added, suiting the suggestion by stepping over to sit down on Ruda’s bed.
 

 
  Trissiny pulled out her desk chair and seated herself, keeping silent for the moment as she still didn’t trust her voice not to waver, and also wasn’t sure which of the questions roaring in her head to grasp at first.
 

 
  “Principia,” Tellwyrn began, “is selfish, clever, unburdened by moral scruples and rather predictable despite her twisty way of thinking. I make a point to keep several such people in my address book; they’re very useful to know. So it was that I happened to be acquainted with her about twenty years ago when she was pulling something particularly crafty with a rural noble House—which I won’t bother to name, as it’s not really material to the subject.
 

 
  “She’d managed to initiate a fling with the eldest son of the family. I don’t know how and it doesn’t particularly matter. As you probably know, and should if you don’t, such things are taken very seriously by the nobility; the two things they love most are their comforts and their bloodlines, and there is thus always some contention when an aristocrat’s prerogative to screw around with lowborn women creates the risk of producing bastard potential heirs. Matters are more serious still when non-humans are involved; the rich do love exotic playthings, but a half-human member of the family is seen as a disgrace most Houses would go well out of their way to cover up. Of course, all of this happens regularly, everywhere, but it’s still something shameful. The wealthy and powerful, Trissiny, are weird.
 

 
  “Alchemical contraceptives weren’t common back then, but you can bet that the aristocracy had access to them, and even the most dissolute noble wastrels were heartily encouraged to make use of them. Principia’s paramour most definitely did; he didn’t lack for intelligence or ambition. That ended up being immaterial, however. Prin arranged things so that her status as the young noble’s mistress was well-known throughout the province, behaved herself with uncharacteristic good taste and charity and actually managed to be somewhat well-thought-of. And then she got herself pregnant.”
 

 
  “You mean… I’m an aristocrat?” Trissiny said numbly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced. “You wouldn’t be even if the poor boy had been your father—House Whatever would go to great lengths to hush you up in that case. Anyhow, he wasn’t; he was more careful than that. Prin went and found herself some other human in another district to take care of that little detail. It was a rather inspired little con, which was why I loitered in the area to watch how it played out. She couldn’t
  
   prove
  
  anything and didn’t need to; it was all about perception and insinuation, about the court of public opinion, not courts of law. She couldn’t have won a paternity suit, but with some skillful manipulation of rumor, she placed the House in the position of having to be
  
   nice
  
  to her or risk a greater scandal than she’d already created. If their scion’s pregnant mistress were made to up and disappear, there would’ve been an outcry. She effectively forced them to pay her off, make a show of how generous and understanding they were. And then, of course, she wisely removed herself from the region before the fickle public forgot the whole story and the much more vindictive nobility she had effectively blackmailed decided to correct her manners.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   despicable,”
  
  Trissiny breathed.
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn said, grinning faintly. “but it was quite clever, and it worked. That, I assure you, was all that mattered to Principia. After that, she was only left with the inconvenience of actually
  
   being
  
  pregnant, and too far along to extinguish it gently. So…when you came along, she was very relieved when I offered to find you a home.”
 

 
  “You offered?” Trissiny said shrilly.
  
   “You?”
  
 

 
  “That’s a little more shock than I think the story warrants,” Tellwyrn said wryly. “Yes, me. I didn’t happen to have any reliable friends who’d have wanted a child at the time, and state-run orphanages have a tendency to be unspeakable hellholes. Of the cults who take in orphans… Well, it was just lucky you turned out to be a girl. The Sisters of Avei indoctrinate their youth just like anyone—obviously, I mean look at you—but they generally don’t screw kids up too badly. And Narnasia had just taken over as Abbess at the time; I knew she’d do very well by a foundling. It was part of why she was given the job.”
 

 
  “But you
  
   hate
  
  the Sisters!”
 

 
  The Professor rolled her eyes. “Other way round, Trissiny. I’ve never had an argument with the Sisters; it’s
  
   they
  
  who hate
  
   me.
  
  I doubt they even remember why anymore, but Avei chose to take something I did a few centuries back more personally than it was meant, and let me tell you, nobody holds a grudge like an immortal.”
 

 
  “And of course, you’re famous for rescuing orphaned babies from a life of drudgery,” Trissiny said bitterly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn gazed at her in silence for a long moment before replying. “I’ve had five children, Trissiny. All by human fathers.  Four errors in judgment and one extremely extenuating circumstance.  Not a bad record for a three-thousand-year career.”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked in startlement. “I… You… Really? Somehow…I can’t see you raising a child.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, girl, I didn’t
  
   raise
  
  them. Can you imagine how messed up someone would be with
  
   me
  
  as their primary moral example?”
 

 
  “That’s a great thing to hear from an educator.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  kids are at least nominally adults. You are intellectually and morally formed; I’m simply teaching you how to
  
   think
  
  effectively. Creating a fully functioning person from whole cloth, as it were, is an entirely different matter. Trust me, I know my limitations.” She sighed softly and glanced to the side. “So no, Trissiny, I don’t make it a habit of gallivanting around the world rescuing orphans… But I happened to be there, and I have a soft spot for the half-elven offspring of horribly unfit mothers. Prin didn’t want you, and I found it wasn’t in me to just
  
   leave
  
  you there. So…here we are.” She shrugged, smiling ironically. “If I hadn’t intervened, you’d have been brought up as a small-time grifter. In the best-case scenario. In the other… I would like to think even Principia wouldn’t have abandoned an inconvenient baby in a haystack somewhere, but if you asked me to look you in the eyes and swear to it, I’d have to balk.”
 

 
  “Here we are,” Trissiny repeated in a whisper, staring at the floor. Slowly, she lifted her eyes. “She…Principia… She’s a bad person, isn’t she?”
 

 
  “In all my years, after all the things I’ve done, for all that I’ve kept myself at the forefront of world events about half the time, I’ve met maybe a dozen
  
   bad people.
  
  Trissiny, most evil in the world is due to stupidity, ignorance and laziness. Some is the work of the mentally ill; much results from the accidents of birth and culture that train people to see the world in irrational ways. Actually evil
  
   people,
  
  individuals who understand right and wrong and deliberately choose wrong, are vanishingly rare. For the most part, people do what seems best to them, and their moral failings are the extension of intellectual failings.
 

 
  “Principia Locke is selfish, lazy, deceitful, irreverent and gratuitously obstreperous, but there are much,
  
   much
  
  worse things a person can be. I can’t tell you she’s a good person to know, but she is not the sort of person you as a paladin are likely to be called on to chase down and bring to justice.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, lowering her eyes again. “I don’t even know what to think about all this. What… What do you think I should do?”
 

 
  “I think I’m the wrong person to ask,” Tellwyrn said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. “I’m here to help however I can, but in this case, you have better sources of support. I suggest talking to Avei, and to Narnasia when circumstances permit. I’ll tell you this much: redemption is a real thing and the desire for it is downright commonplace. People
  
   do
  
  change, and the love for a child is a powerful motivator. You should know, however, that Principia brought you into the world as a
  
   prop
  
  for a con she was running, and after handing you off to me, the first time she evinced the slightest interest in your existence was when you were chosen by Avei to be her paladin. A week after the announcement, she turned up on the steps of the Abbey, and Narnasia threw her bodily down the stairs.”
 

 
  “Mother Narny did that?” Trissiny said, shocked. The Abbess had been a Silver Legionnaire in her youth, but now suffered arthritis and walked with a cane.
 

 
  “She was
  
   quite
  
  irate, I understand. She also swallowed her pride enough to keep me informed, which was lucky, as the next thing Prin did was move into Last Rock. Avei determined you were to attend school here when you were old enough almost as soon as she called you, though how
  
   Prin
  
  found out about that I’ve no idea. You may choose to forgive her or not, maybe even to let her be part of your life, but don’t do so blindly: remember her interest in you began when you became a person who’d be useful to know. If she
  
   is
  
  genuinely repentant, I strongly advise you to make her prove it before you come to any decisions.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly. “…I’m a half-elf, then. I think I’m having the most trouble with that.”
 

 
  “If you’ve gone eighteen years without knowing that, it’s not likely to break your stride now. You’re lucky in that you can pass; most humans and an unfortunate lot of elves tend to shun half-bloods. You’re also the Hand of Avei, so nobody with a lick of sense is going to give you a hard time. Talk with Admestus if you have questions. I can explain the basics, but it’d all be very technical; he’s actually lived them.”
 

 
  “Ugh.” Trissiny made a face, and Tellwyrn laughed.
 

 
  “Yes, I know. Remember what I said about people doing what makes sense to them? Rather than turning up your nose at his eccentricities, it would behoove you to wonder what motivates him to act that way.”
 

 
  “I’m…altogether surprised at how
  
   you’re
  
  acting,” Trissiny admitted, forcing herself to meet Tellwyrn’s gaze.
 

 
  “Why, because big bad Tellwyrn has a kind streak?” The elf shook her head. “If I had to guess at Avei’s motivations in sending you here, I’d say she meant you to soften the black-and-white view of the world that growing up in what amounts to a convent has left you with. Nobody’s all one or the other, Trissiny. Honestly, I’m probably the most straightforward person you will ever meet. If I confuse you, you are dramatically oversimplifying the world.”
 

 
  “Do you know who my father is?”
 

 
  “No idea,” Tellwyrn admitted. “Some human. He was a bit part in Principia’s game; probably got the night of his life out of the blue and never had an inkling it resulted in consequences for anyone else. They never do. Let
  
   me
  
  ask a question: what kinds of interactions have you had with Prin since you got to town?”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head slowly. “Not much… She tried to give me a necklace once, but Sheriff Sanders chased her off. Well, actually gave it to me, I suppose.”
 

 
  “What?” Tellwyrn straightened up. “You have something she
  
   gave
  
  you?”
 

 
  “She didn’t give it directly to me,” Trissiny explained. “She found Teal and Shaeine in town one night and gave it to them to pass along. I, uh… I was going to have someone look it over for enchantments, but…it slipped my mind.”
 

 
  “Slipped your mind.
  
   Well,
  
  now we know how she’s been following your movements, at least. I was all set up to go hunting down whoever blabbed about centaurs.” She rubbed her forehead. “Damn it, Trissiny, I can accept your priggishness as a result of upbringing, but you of
  
   all
  
  people should know to be more careful than this.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Trissiny said, flushing. She opened her belt pouch and rummaged inside for the necklace; it took some doing, as the thing had slid under her first aid kit. “I’ve been kind of overwhelmed by this place, but that’s a poor excuse. Here it is.”
 

 
  “And you’ve even been
  
   carrying
  
  it—” Tellwyrn broke off abruptly, staring at the necklace dangling from Trissiny’s fingers. “That’s a golden eagle.”
 

 
  “Uh…yes. I guess she thought it’s the only kind of ornamentation I might want. Which is true; I didn’t even want
  
   this,
  
  but the sigil…”
 

 
  “The
  
   sigil!”
  
  She snatched the necklace out of Trissiny’s hand, staring at it. “Yes, there’s a tracking charm… Oh,
  
   hell,
  
  Principia, what have you done?”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny stared at her, nonplussed. “I’m confused, what does that—”
 

 
  “No time!” Tellwyrn said curtly, and then the room vanished.
 

 
  Trissiny had never teleported before; the lack of sensation was disorienting. It seemed it should feel like
  
   something,
  
  but her room simply disappeared and the sheriff’s office in Last Rock replaced it. She also materialized in a seated position and staggered to one knee, only her years of physical training warding off an embarrassing tumble to the floor. Tellwyrn, she noted with annoyance, had re-sorted herself in transit so that she appeared upright.
 

 
  “Damn it!” Sheriff Sanders shouted, jerking backward from his desk so abruptly he caused a minor avalanche of papers. “Don’t
  
   do
  
  that!”
 

 
  “Where is Principia Locke?” Tellwyrn demanded. “Have you seen her today?”
 

 
  “A few minutes ago,” he grunted, re-settling himself in his chair. “She popped out of midair and landed right there in the street. I kinda figured it was
  
   your
  
  doing.”
 

 
  “Which way did she go?”
 

 
  “Hell if
  
   I
  
  know,” he said. “I ain’t her keeper, unless I can manage to actually
  
   catch
  
  her committing a crime for once. Home, I reckon.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn hissed a curse, and the world vanished again.
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch!”
  
  Sanders barked when they materialized; this time he was dumped to the floor, suddenly without the chair under him. He winced, looking up at Trissiny. “Ah… My apologies, ma’am.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded abstractly to him, looking around. They were in a bare attic space containing nothing but a bed with an uncovered mattress and battered old table and chair. “Where are we?”
 

 
  “Prin’s place,” Sanders grunted, climbing to his feet. “Though it looks like she’s skipped town. Well, for all that I couldn’t help liking her a little, I’ve gotta say this’ll make my job a mite easier.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Tellwyrn said sharply, “do you sense anything? Anything demonic or otherwise evil?”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned, panning her gaze around the bare little room. “Nothing like that. Why? Are you expecting demons?”
 

 
  “I would take it as a great kindness if
  
   someone
  
  would explain to me what’s going on,” Sanders said with visibly strained patience.
 

 
  Tellwyrn held up the necklace, regarding it grimly. “This piece of jewelry has a tracking charm on it. She’s been using it to keep tabs on Trissiny’s movements.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a misdemeanor, if Ms. Avelea didn’t consent to the surveillance,” he said slowly. “I’m not sure I understand the urgency of all this, though.”
 

 
  “Sam, this is the sacred symbol of Avei! The gods aren’t always paying attention to us—okay, hell, they aren’t
  
   often
  
  paying attention. But to lay a charm on a holy sigil intended to surreptitiously track her Hand? Avei would damn well notice
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “What are you saying?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “There are ways of hiding such things from the gods,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “They’re commonly used on idols, to prevent the deities in question from realizing that those worshiping them are…less than sincere. This is
  
   Black Wreath
  
  spellwork.”
 

 
  Silence held for a moment.
 

 
  “Aw, Prin,” Sanders groaned, dragging a hand over his face.
 

 
  “It’s probably not what you’re thinking,” Tellwyrn said. “Principia wouldn’t join the Wreath.”
 

 
  “This looks pretty damning!” Trissiny retorted. A hollow sensation was opening up inside her; this was just too many revelations for this early in the morning.
 

 
  “Pun not intended?” Tellwyrn actually smiled a little when Trissiny glared at her. “Two kinds of people join the Black Wreath: true believing fanatics eager to pull down the gods, and everyone else, most of whom just like feeling subversive and get squeamish when they realize what they’ve gotten into—if they ever do. Principia is too self-centered and too cynical to be in either group. However, I can
  
   well
  
  imagine her being brazen enough to con the Wreath out of some spellwork. Which leaves the very significant question of
  
   what
  
  she offered them in return and whether she came through on her end of the deal. I can see that going either way.”
 

 
  “That’s assuming she’s not
  
   actually
  
  a Wreath cultist,” Trissiny added grimly. “A personality profile isn’t evidence, Professor.”
 

 
  “Yes…in any case, she’s certainly intelligent enough to foresee how this would play out when she broke into Clarke Tower,” Tellwyrn said, beginning to pace. “Packed up and ready…an escape prepared. We won’t catch her.”
 

 
  “She broke into…” Sanders trailed off, shaking his head. “What do you mean, we won’t catch her? Are you Arachne Tellwyrn or not?”
 

 
  “Legendary power does not connote omnipotence or infallibility,” Tellwyrn said, still frowning into the distance. “Last person I met who thought it did was a god. I will forever cherish the look on his face when I killed him.”
 

 
  Trissiny and Sanders exchanged a wary look.
 

 
  “City girl or not, she’s still an elf. All she has to do is get lost in the tallgrass and that is pretty much that. With even the basic enchantments she can use, she can deflect a tracking hound.” She shook her head, coming to a stop and staring out the room’s one window. “This goes way beyond Principia. Damn it… We need to find her. We aren’t going to be the only ones trying, and depending on who gets there first, she may be silenced before anybody can get answers.”
 

 
  “By ‘silenced,’” Trissiny said slowly, “you mean…”
 

 
  “You know exactly what I mean.”
 

 
  She realized she was gripping the hilt of her sword. Whether for comfort or in anticipation of trouble, Trissiny couldn’t have said, and it bothered her that she could make so little sense of her own thoughts. Whatever else was going on, they needed—
  
   she
  
  needed to find Principia Locke. They needed answers.
 

 
  So did she.
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  Professor Yornhaldt was usually precisely punctual, but on Monday the students arrived in his classroom to find him already present, carefully drawing a diagram on the blackboard. He greeted them distractedly, not looking up from his task, and they let him be.
 

 
  The eight freshmen were an undersized class for the lecture halls they occupied, and had tended to spread out to fill the space, but since their excursion into the Golden Sea, by unspoken consensus they had begun sitting together in a tighter group. Everyone had shared trauma; several had had cause to worry that they’d not see some of the others again. There had been no awkward or intimate conversations, at least not that Trissiny had been party to, but they were more comfortable together.
 

 
  Which was nice, except that everyone was being awfully solicitous toward her since the incident on Saturday morning. It was starting to grate on her nerves.
 

 
  Yornhaldt’s punctuality remained downright uncanny. At precisely the class’s starting time, he finished his drawing, stepped back from the board, and tapped it once with a thick forefinger. The chalk lines began to glow gently, standing out against the dark background, and he turned with a smile.
 

 
  “Good morning, class,” he repeated with more enthusiasm. “Today’s lesson marks a new phase in our exploration of the subject of magic. Thus far, we have dealt with the broadest generalities, the universal facts common to magic itself, and thus all branches thereof. Now, we shall begin to narrow our focus into an exploration of the individual forms magic can take. Who among you recognizes this diagram?”
 

 
  
   [image: Circle of Interaction]
  
 

 
  “Ooh!” Fross shot straight upward in eagerness. “That’s the Circle of Interaction!”
 

 
  “Just so!” Yornhaldt said, beaming. “As I expected from our resident arcane arts major.”
 

 
  “I thought it was called the Circles of Interaction,” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “The terms are interchangeable,” replied the Professor. “In practical terms, it makes little difference, though among theorists there is some quibbling over whether the interactions of the four branches of magic form one circle or multiple intersecting ones. In the end, there is nothing to it but semantics. For our purposes, you may call it what you will.”
 

 
  He stepped to one side to give them a clear view of the diagram and held out one hand; a long, slim stick of polished wood appeared silently in his grip. With this, he began tapping parts of the image in turn as he explained them. “You will note, first of all, the four small circles at the upper, lower, left and right positions on the perimeter. Each of these represents one of the four classifications of magical energy. Clockwise from the top: the divine, the fae, the infernal and the arcane. I apologize for my artistic skills; the illustrations are really the least important part of the diagram. What matters is their position.”
 

 
  Each of the four small circles had an image drawn within. The ankh symbol of the Universal Church occupied the uppermost position, signifying divine energy.
 

 
  “Is that a tree or a leaf on the fae one?” asked Gabriel.
 

 
  “It works either way,” Teal said, grinning. “What I want to know is why arcane magic is symbolized by an eye?”
 

 
  “An old tradition,” Yornhaldt rumbled. “And, as I say, not really the point…”
 

 
  “What’s that thing on the bottom?” Gabriel asked. “The twisty, spiky circle deal?”
 

 
  “A wreath,” Trissiny said quietly, and a momentary hush fell.
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt quickly took advantage of it to bring the discussion back on track. “Again, what is important is the position of each of these with relationship to one another. The Circle of Interaction is just that: it describes the way magical powers interact when exposed to each other. This diagram connects each to each of the others by one line, and it is the position of those lines which delineate the nature of their interactions. There are three kinds: first, the opposite actions.”
 

 
  He traced the horizontal and vertical lines quadrisecting the circle with his pointer. “It is widely known that the divine and the infernal are in direct opposition. Less commonly understood in the modern age is that a similar relationship exists between arcane and fae energies; this is why, in our new era of increasingly widespread enchantment, fairies of all kinds are becoming a rarer sight within Imperial territory. The more arcane magic becomes commonplace in our society, the more hazards abound for them.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt turned from the diagram to face them directly, idly tapping his pointer against his broad palm. “Opposing magical interactions tend to be…violent. These are two sets of forces which attempt, by their very nature, to snuff each other out in the most brutal fashion possible. The visible effects are often flashy, and potentially dangerous in some cases. It is also important to note that the contest—and make no mistake, it is very much a contest—always comes down to a quantity of raw energy. In most cases, the skill and intelligence with which you wield magic counts for far more than your mana pool, but when you are flinging spells of a certain kind against spells of the opposite kind, the spell with more
  
   oomph
  
  behind it will triumph. If it is a close difference, it may be an empty sort of triumph, leaving the ‘victorious’ spell ragged, unstable and useless. It is for this reason that the clashes between diabolists and clerics have always tended to be particularly brutal. Victory in that kind of contest means bludgeoning your opponent down with as much overkill as you can muster.”
 

 
  He lifted his eyebrows, pausing for a moment to glance across their group as if waiting for questions or comments. When none were forthcoming, he turned again to the diagram and traced his pointer around it.
 

 
  “As you can see on the exterior of the main circle, there are arrowed lines indicating movement in a clockwise direction. This is the Circle of Interference… Which is sometimes known as the Circle of Annihilation, but as that term is both needlessly melodramatic and less than accurate, we won’t be using it in this class. I mention it only so you will know what is being referenced if you encounter the term in your reading. Ahem… The directional markings indicate which power interferes with which. For example, the divine is disruptive to the fae; fae magic disrupts infernal, and so on and so forth, around the circle.
  
   These
  
  interactions are much gentler in nature. Rather than being an outright contest of power, the interfering form of energy simply causes the interfered to fizzle, to sputter out into nothingness. Quantities of energy
  
   are
  
  a factor, but a much less significant one. Very minor diabolic spells, for instance, can still disrupt arcane magic of significant strength, which is a major reason—aside from the obvious, that is—why diabolism is in disfavor in the modern world. Warlocks can do incalculable damage to a modern enchantment production line simply by being there. Spells of roughly equal strength cast into opposition will usually cause the complete negation of the spell from the school of magic positioned clockwise on the circle.”
 

 
  “What about when the interfering form of magic is much stronger than the interfered?”
 

 
  “Then, Ms. Avelea, a great deal of energy is wasted. There is no reason to dump a bathtub full of water on a campfire when a bucket will suffice.”
 

 
  “And that’s why Juniper is impervious to warlock spells!” Fross said brightly.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Yornhaldt said, his eyes crinkling in amusement. “I’ve heard some details of your adventure in the Golden Sea. Yes, despite her lack of offensive spells, our Ms. Juniper is a magical powerhouse, as it were. There are few fairies more well-stocked with energy than dryads. Casting infernal magic at a dryad is very much like pelting the ocean with fireballs.”
 

 
  He traced the pointer around the inner edge of the circle in the opposite direction. “Moving counter-clockwise, we have the Circle of Augmentation. Whereas the previous two forms of magical interaction are naturally occurring—if you bring such and such powers into contact, what follows will be a simple matter of natural law—this describes a type of interaction which requires a certain amount of expertise to put into effect. It has, in fact, been a point of debate among the wizarding community for many a year whether it even deserved to be recognized in the Circle, but the form of this diagram as you see it now has been in use for more than two centuries. The expertise needed to use the Circle of Augmentation is really quite minimal in all cases, but its forms are different, depending on which school of magic one is using.
 

 
  “What this means is that, if one knows how, one can absorb magic of a given school, redirecting it and using it to power spells of the school counter-clockwise on the Circle.”
 

 
  Again, he gave them a moment to consider. This time there were frowns and murmurs as the class digested the implications of this.
 

 
  “Wait,” Gabriel said. “That means… Hell, every school of magic is a complete trump card to the one before. Is that right? It seems…weird. Like, there should be more, I dunno, balance.” He shifted in his seat. “And yes, we can now have the obligatory comments about how an eighteen-year-old ignoramus doesn’t need to be criticizing the laws of magic.”
 

 
  “Well, Mr. Arquin,” Yornhaldt said with a smile, “for a teenage ignoramus, you strike very close to the heart of the greatest debate in magical theory. The fact is, we don’t
  
   know
  
  why the interactions are what they are, and it puzzles and infuriates many of the wizards who study magic. Very many, including those who have made the study of magic their life’s work, keep coming back to the same point you articulated: it
  
   seems
  
  wrong. In nearly all other aspects, nature appears to seek a balance between opposing forces. When it comes to magical forces, however, there is an overall balance of a sort, but it is that of dogs chasing each others’ tails. Whatever the reason, you are quite correct: if you are any kind of spellcaster, you absolutely do
  
   not
  
  want to be in an altercation with anything that stands counter-clockwise from you on the Circle of Interaction.”
 

 
  He half-turned so he was staring at the glowing chalk diagram. “This fact has done much to form the nature of magical society as it stands today. Fairykind have always avoided temples and other holy places. Many a powerful wizard has been brought low by a fairly inexperienced warlock. The very same Black Wreath cultists who aggressively seek out and attack clerics will flee in a panic from a village witch or wandering satyr. The long-standing cultural tension between the Church and the wizarding community has little to do with any hostility on the part of wizards, but rather with the vulnerability of the Church’s agents. No one who considers themselves a representative of the gods’ will enjoys being at a painful disadvantage.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt shook his head as if to clear it, then traced his pointer across the diagonal lines intersecting the Circle. “There is a final point of these interactions which we must cover, and that is the imbalance in the Circles of Augmentation and Interference. You will note these straight lines, moving from the upper right to the opposite side. These indicate the fairly balanced nature of these interactions. However, see how the lines crossing in the other direction are considerably wider at one point and narrower at the other? That is because
  
   this,”
  
  he tapped the arc between fae and infernal magic with the pointer, and then the one opposite, between the arcane and divine, “is considerably stronger than
  
   this.
  
  Fairy magic is an absolute menace to diabolic magic of any kind, to an extent which goes well beyond any other interaction on this circle. Very few fae have anything to fear from the infernal; in fact, some species of fairies which are not noted otherwise to be predatory make a habit of hunting demons and draining them of energy. Conversely, the interfering effect of the arcane against the divine is substantially muted, compared to the other interactions between magics. Wizard spells
  
   do
  
  disrupt deific workings…somewhat. They are not nearly so effective at it as any other school is at disrupting its clockwise counterpart.”
 

 
  “Why?” asked Toby.
 

 
  The Professor shrugged exaggeratedly. “That, Mr. Caine, is something a great many people would give a great deal to know. It is what it is. The Circle simply is not fair; it is not necessarily reasonable. It was just not designed to be.”
 

 
  “Who says it has to be
  
   designed
  
  at all?” Ruda asked. “Sometimes, things are just what they are.”
 

 
  “The gods had their say in every aspect of the world’s creation,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “Oh, will you
  
   stow
  
  that already,” Ruda groaned, rolling her eyes. “The modern gods are like eight thousand years old; they didn’t make the world.”
 

 
  “If I were a god, though,” Teal said, “I’d definitely set things up so my followers’ natural enemies were at an unfair disadvantage. Which seems to be pretty much what happened.”
 

 
  “I fear I must step on Professor Tellwyrn’s toes somewhat,” Yornhaldt rumbled, “as it is simply not possible to cover the origins of magic without delving into history. You are correct; the gods have had their say. Magic, as we have discussed previously, is simply a means of classifying certain kinds of interactions of matter and energy. It has assuredly always existed, in some form or another, because it is a fundamental part of
  
   existence.
  
  The
  
   schools
  
  of magic as we know them, however, are the direct work of gods. They stem, specifically, from the events of the Elder War in which the modern Pantheon arose.” Again, he tapped relevant points on the Circle of Interaction as he spoke. “The divine as we know it was the gift of the new gods to the people of the world; using the energies of the slain Elder Gods, they created a field of energy by which they were bound to the world and the mortal races, which we mortals can access and use with their blessing. The fae and infernal schools, however, each owe their existence to one of the only two surviving Elder Gods, the two who remained neutral in the war and thus did not fall afoul of the rising Pantheon. Fairy magic is, of course, the gift of Naiya. The infernal was the…ahem,
  
   gift
  
  …of Scyllith, the original goddess of evil and queen of demons.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Gabriel straightened up, frowning. “I thought Elilial was the queen of demons.”
 

 
  “She certainly is
  
   now,”
  
  Yornhaldt said, nodding. “But before the Elder War, Elilial was an ally of the gods who would go on to form the Pantheon. Her betrayal came after the war’s resolution, at which point she was cast into Hell by her former compatriots. There, she overthrew Scyllith, whom she expelled to the lowest points of the Underworld. Today, Elilial rules Hell and Scyllith rules the majority of the drow, save those nearest the surface who follow Themynra.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Gabriel mused, frowning into the distance.
 

 
  “All of which, I fear, is getting us somewhat off track. Elder Gods are…a thing unto themselves. Pound for pound, they are substantially more powerful than the younger generation of deities, but they are more
  
   diffuse,
  
  more rooted in the nature of the world and less able to act independently. Thus, these two dispersed their own natures across creation, giving us these forms of magic.”
 

 
  “What of the arcane?” Shaeine asked. “I am not aware of any deity having had a hand in its creation.”
 

 
  Again, Yornhaldt spread his hands. “That, Ms. Awarrion, is another mystery. Given the provenance of the other schools of magic, it does certainly seem that the arcane ought to have been created by some deity or other. But of this, we know nothing. No god has claimed credit; none seem interested in discussing the matter, though that may or may not be significant as gods do not tend to dwell on any subject not of immediate interest to their designs.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “And with that, we must depart the realm of pure theory and come to more…practical matters.”
 

 
  “Ooh, I
  
   love
  
  practical matters,” Ruda said, grinning. “This is where we learn how to kick different kinds of magical ass, right?”
 

 
  “As a rule,” Professor Yornhaldt said, looking almost pained, “I don’t encourage my pupils to think in combative terms. It distracts from the academic nature of these pursuits and, sometimes, tends to exacerbate preexisting tendencies which… Well,
  
   your
  
  class is relatively close-knit, so perhaps that will not be such an issue as in other years. Suffice it to say, while we are discussing unfortunately…
  
   visceral
  
  …aspects of magical interactions, keep in mind that I am not suggesting you go out and
  
   do
  
  something.”
 

 
  “Psst.” Ruda leaned over to nudge Trissiny with an elbow. “That means no stabbing anybody.”
 

 
  She gave the pirate a sidelong look. “No promises.”
 

 
  Ruda barked a laugh; Yornhaldt cleared his throat loudly.
 

 
  “To proceed,” he said firmly, “we will now discuss the use of multiple forms of magic by individuals, with a specific eye toward taking advantage of magical interactions, and compensating for the weaknesses imposed by them.”
 

 
  “Can you
  
   do
  
  that?” Gabriel asked, perking up. “Use more than one kind, I mean?”
 

 
  “Uh, hello?” said Fross. “Fairy arcanist here. It’s a thing.”
 

 
  “It is, indeed, a thing,” Yornhaldt said with a smile, “but your question is valid. The answer is…it depends. There are
  
   some
  
  paths of magical practice which preclude…multitasking, so to speak. Some followers of certain gods become so saturated with holy energies that they cannot sustain any other form of magic. Some demonologists become so hopelessly corrupted with infernal magic that they cannot
  
   use
  
  other forms, but rather aggressively hunt arcane power sources to feed their addiction. Certain kinds of fairies cannot use other forms of magic—”
 

 
  “Can dryads?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “Nope!” Juniper said brightly.
 

 
  “…and, though it is by far more rare, there are wizards who become so immersed in the arcane that they are unable to make use of other schools. For the most part, however, and for most people, magic is a thing they do, or that they have, not a thing that they
  
   are.
  
  There is nothing stopping the majority of practitioners from branching out… Except the almost comically mundane barrier of time.”
 

 
  “Time?” Toby frowned.
 

 
  “There are only so many hours in a day,” Yornhaldt explained, grinning, “and so many days in a lifetime. Mastery of a school of magic is like any other craft: it demands a great investment of time and effort. Most multi-practitioners are specialized in a certain school of magic, with enough of a minor focus in a second one to offset their liabilities. Some
  
   do
  
  attempt to study three or even four schools, but there are inherent barriers that have little to do with the magic itself. Working magic is tiring, stressful; working multiple kinds imposes different kinds of stress, and combining too many leads to simple exhaustion. Also, everyone has to learn from someone—this is not the sort of thing you can pick up from a book—and few teachers are interested in spending their own valuable time and effort on a distracted pupil with scattered focus. Then, too, every hour spent studying an extra form of magic is one not spent studying a different one, and those hours add up quickly when they prevent one from delving deeply into the essence of a given school.”
 

 
  Again, he raised his pointer to indicate the diagram. “The majority of secondary specializations fall into two categories: A practitioner will either study and pick up a few spells in the school against which their primary magic is strongest—that clockwise on the Circle from them—or, less commonly, they will learn some of the opposite school. There are usually cultural reasons why the second option is not done, though it does come with the significant benefit of having spells which are strong against the school which is strongest against their primary school. By the way, the cyclical nature of this discussion makes for tangled syntax,” he added ruefully. “Please don’t hesitate to stop and ask for clarification if I trip you up.”
 

 
  Nobody took him up on it, but Shaeine did speak. “And, it seems, the benefit of the first and most common option is to have access to spells which diametrically oppose those which are most dangerous to the practitioner.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Yornhaldt said, nodding approvingly. “With the additional benefit that if a practitioner chooses this arrangement, he or she has access to a form of power which can be used to feed his or her primary spell arsenal. This arrangement, class, is downright commonplace. Many clerics know a little witchcraft; many witches practice a little diabolism, and it is unfortunately common for warlocks to know some arcane magic. The exception, again, falls at the point where the Circle of Interaction is weakest.” He tapped the upper left quadrant with his pointer. “It is considerably less common for wizards to know or use divine magic.”
 

 
  “Is that an…inherent problem?” Toby asked. “Or more cultural?”
 

 
  “To the extent that the culture is inherent to the magic, both. It is not uncommon for dwarves to be born with the ability to channel divine magic directly, without forming a pact with a deity, but this appears to be a peculiarity of my race. For most, the divine is accessible only by making a commitment to a god or goddess. Who, in turn, tend not to encourage their followers to practice the form of magic which is most disruptive to their workings.”
 

 
  “What about picking up spells in the type of magic against which you’re weakest?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “That,” said Yornhaldt, “is very occasionally done…but not easily.
  
   Using
  
  those spells can be highly disruptive to any workings one has in one’s primary focus. Possibly to one’s very self, depending on the circumstances. For example, Ms. Avelea, you could safely study and use some basic arcane enchantment, but you would need to be careful, or you’d run the risk of eroding the divine blessings on your weapons.”
 

 
  He paused to grimace faintly. “Since we have broached the subject of combative interactions, it is worth noting that one of the major contributors to the Tiraan Empire’s military success is its practice of asymmetrical warfare. All units of the Imperial Army have attached casters—of all four varieties. In addition, the Empire fields squads made entirely of spellcasters, again, with a balance of the four schools represented. Thus, no matter what magical threat they come up against, they have on hand the means to counter it most effectively, and they are well-trained in identifying the nature of a foe and bringing up the relevant spellcaster without needing to stop and strategize.”
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt paused, staring abstractly into the distance. Oddly, he seemed to be wrestling with reluctance to continue, to judge by his expression. The students exchanged a round of uncertain glances.
 

 
  “There is, of course, another means of wielding the power of multiple magics,” he said finally. When he returned his gaze to the class, it was serious, even grim. “How much have you heard about elven headhunters?”
 

 
  For a moment, they were silent, several frowning at him.
 

 
  “Headhunters are…um.” Gabriel’s tone was scornful, but he caught himself mid-sentence, apparently reconsidering whether the Professor would raise an obviously specious topic. “I thought they were a myth.”
 

 
  “They’re real,” Trissiny said quietly, and grimly. “Rare, but real.”
 

 
  “They are, officially, considered a nonexistent legend,” Professor Yornhaldt said. “This, class, is politics and nothing more. The nature of headhunters is such that they are an unmatched threat; when one trespasses into Imperial territory, it is dealt with swiftly and decisively by the Empire…to the extent that this is possible. Bringing down a headhunter usually results in a loss of personnel, but the Empire’s priority is always to keep the matter quiet. If it became known what they are, and that one is on the loose… ‘Panic’ would hardly begin to describe it.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s bullshit,” Gabriel said, looking angry. “Where do they get off hiding the truth from the public?”
 

 
  “That, Mr. Arquin, is one of the most common uses of governmental power anywhere. Allowing panic to spread is a quick way to make a disastrous situation even worse. It would be one thing if informing the public would help alleviate the problem, as with most natural disasters. However, mobilizing against a headhunter is simply not an option. Conventional troops are useless against them; the public would be little but a parade of victims. Worse, the specific nature of the creatures is such that large groups of people attempting to flee them tend to invite them to attack.”
 

 
  “Wow,” said Fross. “Are they really that dangerous? And, y’know,
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “I assure you, they are.”
 

 
  “Okay… Second question.” She bobbed in the air. “What’s a headhunter?”
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt sighed heavily, clutching his pointer with both hands so hard it seemed about to break and staring at the ground. Finally, he looked up at them. “Once again, I must trespass on Professor Tellwyrn’s territory. The story of headhunters is the story of the orcs of Athan’Khar and their demise, the story of the Enchanter Wars. Not only is it outside the realm of this class, but Professor Tellwyrn was actually present and heavily involved with those events; it would be presumptuous in the extreme for me to try to relate them when they are due to be covered in her class. However, there are a few basics that you must understand to know how these things came to be.
 

 
  “The term ‘headhunter’ actually refers to the archetypal orcish warrior, as they existed before the Enchanter Wars about one hundred years ago. The war was named after the weapons used to ignite it. The original mass-produced energy weapons, class, were not wands and staves, nor even their larger cousins in magical artillery. They were considerably…grander…in scope. What, exactly, they were and how they worked is no longer known, and you may be grateful for that. For purposes of this discussion, you need only know that the Tiraan Empire created and stockpiled certain armaments which were intended to shock
  
   all
  
  enemies into subjugation through pure fear, weapons whose destructive power was truly unthinkable. And, for political reasons I won’t go into, they were all deployed simultaneously against the orcs of Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  He stared silently at the ground for a moment before continuing. “That is why there are no orcs on this continent, why Athan’Khar is uninhabitable to this day, why the Tiraan Empire is declared permanently anathema to the orcish people and why every surviving tribe throughout the world exists in a state of declared war against Tiraas, until the Empire is destroyed or the last drop of orcish blood has fallen. What was done to that land obliterated every sentient being in it, including the very
  
   god
  
  they worshiped. It twisted and distorted the land itself until it was more magically unstable than the Golden Sea or the Deep Wild, turned every surviving thing there, animal and plant alike, into a warped abomination. The very insects and flowers in Athan’Khar are venomous, viciously aggressive and capable of casting offensive magic. Time itself is disrupted in the region, rippling like an unmade bed, with its most damaged point being the Well of Entropy, a place where one year passes inside for every
  
   minute
  
  in the outside world. It is the most haunted place in existence; so badly was reality itself broken that every soul that died, mortal, fey and even demonic, was denied any normal afterlife, condemned to prowl the land.
  
   That
  
  is what the first energy weapons wrought. That is what broke the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  There was dead silence in the classroom. They all stared at him, none willing to speak.
 

 
  “Athan’Khar,” Yornhaldt continued finally, “is a place of pure horror, now, a place where reality is unrecognizably twisted, where the dead hunger for revenge and every living thing seeks only to spread destruction. Any humans who trespass there are immediately destroyed, for those spirits know very well what race brought that down upon them. Some adventurers go there from the dwarven and gnomish peoples, even a few lizardfolk, as some of the weapons that destroyed the land and people did so without destroying all their wealth. But what
  
   we
  
  are concerned with are the
  
   Eldei Alai’shi.
  
  The elves who journey to Athan’Khar. Those who become headhunters.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “It is not a thing done lightly. It results in immediate expulsion from one’s tribe; to make the journey to the dark land is to become a thing too dangerous to associate with. But when an elf has a
  
   need
  
  to become a living weapon, a foe who cannot be defeated through any ordinary means… Some make the journey. Most of those who try are simply destroyed by the insane inhabitants of Athan’Khar. But some few do manage to take those spirits into themselves and emerge as headhunters.
 

 
  “They have no conscious control of the magic; all of that belongs to the spirits within them. Those spirits are of
  
   everything
  
  that died in that land, twisted and mixed together, and between them they command magics of every possible kind. To face a headhunter is to face a thing which may spin out spells of any sort, automatically in response to the needs of the moment. In terms of raw firepower, they are not usually a match for a well-trained wizard or cleric, but this is a case in which raw firepower is meaningless. No matter what you throw at a headhunter, they have the
  
   perfect
  
  counter for it. And that counter is cast by the spirits within, not by the headhunter himself. Be assured that those spirits think and react much faster than anyone mortal can.” He stared hard at them, as if trying to pound the importance of his words into their minds through the sheer weight of his gaze. “And those spirits are completely insane, consumed by thoughtless rage, and have all the instincts of
  
   predators.”
  
 

 
  “Can… Can’t the Empire fight them?” Teal asked somewhat hoarsely. “I mean, you were talking about asymmetrical warfare. It sounds like the same thing.”
 

 
  “Indeed it is, Miss Falconer, and it usually comes down to that. Not only because the Empire is the only organization with the capability, but also because once a headhunter has done whatever they made the pact to do, the spirits usually drive them to attack Imperial interests. But the Empire’s asymmetrical tactics involve the use of multiple people. Well-trained and well-equipped people to be sure, but people who simply cannot react or adapt as fast as the headhunter can. In the end, the Empire’s might and resources have always prevailed… But in every headhunter attack of which I’m aware, the cost was steep. None of the first wave of Imperial agents sent to counter them survive.”
 

 
  “What would you recommend,” Trissiny asked quietly, “a person do if they faced a headhunter in combat?”
 

 
  Yornhaldt closed his eyes for a moment before answering. “I will repeat my earlier warning, Ms. Avelea; we are speaking of theories, and nothing we have discussed is meant to be taken as a call to action. But…to answer your question…” He looked directly at her, his expression solemn. “Whatever paladin, dryad, archdemon or whatever else you are, if you face an
  
   Eldei Alai’shi,
  
  you run. Pray that they aren’t interested in you, and
  
   flee.
  
  Let the Empire and the gods deal with it, because I promise you, no one else can.”
 

 
  In the thick silence which followed, he sighed again, then turned and tapped the drawing of the Circle of Interaction with a finger. Immediately, its glow winked out, leaving it an ordinary design of chalk on the blackboard.
 

 
  “No homework today. I suspect you all have plenty to think about, for now. Class dismissed.”
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  Aleesa was drinking tea while she read, but that was all right, as she was in the lounge attached to the clerical dormitory and not in the library proper, and she was handling nothing more significant than reports of the temple’s operations. So many supplies purchased, so much paid out in wages, tallies of tithes by visitors and stipends from the Universal Church… It was all nearly mind-numbing in its banality, and not for the first time in her career she entertained a brief fantasy of
  
   deliberately
  
  spilling tea on the papers. This was chased away by a rush of guilt. Mundane and irritating or no, the written word was still sacred.
 

 
  Still, if an accident should happen, she wouldn’t be particularly upset.
 

 
  It was the younger acolytes’ shift change, and they bustled past her efficiently. Smiles were exchanged along with pleasantries and snatches of conversation, even the odd laugh, but the overall tone of the room was demure. They were followers of Nemitoth, and after all, the temple was still a library, for all that this was their living space. Calm, quiet and order were not only the rules of the house, but the major inclination of those who served the god of knowledge. He didn’t call just anyone to his side.
 

 
  For all that working in her office would have been quieter and more comfortable—and would have allowed her even more luxury than a cup of tea—she like to position herself here or in the dining hall when she had paperwork that didn’t demand the whole of her concentration. It helped her stay in touch with the young ones. And helped them remember that they were watched. They were good kids, but few were over twenty years in age and you just didn’t collect that many youths into one environment without needing to supervise them heavily. Nemitoth didn’t encourage multitasking, but Aleesa chose to regard this habit of hers as simple efficiency.
 

 
  Sipping her tea, she lifted her eyes from the ledger she was perusing. Two young women sat in different chairs, reading; a few people were still chatting quietly against the far wall, where the shelves of battered old novels were kept—well-tended, but aging and consigned here rather than presenting their shabby condition to the public in the main library—and as she watched, a boy wearing an expression of suppressed panic dashed by, in too much of a hurry even to hear her pointedly cleared throat. Ah, well, it likely wasn’t worth chasing him down to criticize his decorum, especially since he was clearly already late for something. Other than that, the room was slowly clearing out as the acolytes scattered to their duties, only the mere handful who were free this hour remaining.
 

 
  Which meant she should think about heading back to her office… Aleesa sighed softly and tilted the ledger to check how many pages she had left to go over. It was simple work; she only had to read and verify that the figures were correct. Her position as head of the temple demanded that she sign off on them, and she made it a point of policy to always know what she was signing and be certain it was right. Some administrators simply slapped a signature on whatever they were handed, and in truth, she’d rarely caught an error and none of those would have caused significant problems if left unattended. It was the principle of the matter; this was a holy place, dedicated to a deity who espoused precision and reason in pursuit of knowledge. Letting the little details slip by would have been tantamount to a spiritual failing, in her opinion.
 

 
  Aleesa finished her tea about the same time she finished a page, taking that as a sign that she had reached a stopping point. The rest of the ledger she could polish off more efficiently in her office and return to her scribes by evening bell. With a soft sigh, she stood, setting down her teacup on the low table to be cleared away by the acolyte whose duty it was this shift.
 

 
  “Ah, priestess, I’d hoped to find you here!”
 

 
  Approaching her with a smile was Colin, one of the seniormost acolytes, not far shy of his own ordainment. He wore white gloves and was carrying a large, leatherbound volume carefully in both hands.
 

 
  “Colin!” she exclaimed—quietly; it was a temple of Nemitoth, after all. “Is that…? Please tell me it is.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he replied, with a faintly teasing smile that said she knew very well what it was. Aleesa couldn’t quite identify every volume in the library at a glance, but this one was distinctive and had been the subject of some recent controversy. “Duke Madouri has opted to move with his family back to their ancestral home. His seneschal just delivered this to the temple.”
 

 
  “I suppose we should count ourselves fortunate it hasn’t found a permanent home in the Duke’s personal library,” she said dryly. “Is it…unharmed?”
 

 
  “Indeed, it appears to have been well-treated,” he said, grinning. “I can’t find any damage. It’s almost as if it was handled properly by someone well-versed in caring for old books.”
 

 
  “I suppose if you have Madouri money, you can afford to hire experts in anything,” she replied, fingers itching to reach for the tome. She didn’t, of course, not until withdrawing the pair of white gloves she kept in a pocket of her uniform and slipping them on. “It frankly surprises me that he would bother.”
 

 
  “Well, this whole furor was kicked off by the Duke’s sudden fascination with his ancestry,” Colin said, gently placing the old book in her hands. “In a way, this is a physical link to them.”
 

 
  “Which makes it all the more surprising that he didn’t simply cart it away to Madouris,” she said, deftly tilting the book this way and that to inspect it. Indeed, there had been no harm done that she could detect. “After throwing his weight around to be allowed to take this out of the library, it was clear enough we could hardly have stopped him.”
 

 
  “May I never have cause to understand how nobility think,” Colin intoned solemnly. “I fear it would damage my faculties. I need those for work and flirting with girls. And prayer, of course.”
 

 
  Aleesa pursed her lips, regarding him with a raised eyebrow. “I must say, I’m rather disappointed in
  
   you
  
  for bringing this in
  
   here.
  
  You are well aware that food and drink is served in this room.”
 

 
  “Now, now, priestess, I was only pausing to glance in the door and see if you were present. Had you not been I would have gone straight to your office. Now that you’re here, though, you can escort our lost little lamb to its home in the vault.”
 

 
  “And, of course, now my hands are too full to take you by the earlobe and dish out a lesson in manners.”
 

 
  “Indeed!” He grinned wickedly. “My insidious plan is complete. Infer an evil laugh; I’ve been asked not to do that where people are studying. And now, I abscond!”
 

 
  “Hold it,” she said severely. “Since you were heading toward my office anyway, you can take that ledger and deposit it on my desk.”
 

 
  “Ooh, almost got away,” he said ruefully, snatching up the ledger where she’d laid it on the arm of her chair. “Consider it done.”
 

 
  “All right, get on with you,” Aleesa said, unable to repress a smile. He winked at her and turned to glide out of the room.
 

 
  Aleesa caught Farah, one of the acolytes, gazing after him with such piquant longing she might as well have been on stage. Ah, to be young enough to make that face un-ironically… The girl glanced up at the priestess momentarily as Colin slipped out, failing to disguise a dirty look before burying her nose back in the book she was allegedly reading. Aleesa decided to let it go. One of the first lessons of working with young people was that there were some things it just didn’t pay to get involved in.
 

 
  The lounge exited into a quiet exterior hallway which was actually a balcony over the main library floor. Aleesa slowed, as she almost always did, passing across this. Cunning architecture set the stone balustrade a distance back from the actual edge of the balcony, the angle making it difficult for those below to see those above. Indeed, it wasn’t evident from the floor that there was anything up here at all.
 

 
  Still holding the book carefully, she peered over the edge as she passed, savoring the view of orderly stacks, well-behaved patrons and silently bustling clerics in the crisp brown shirt and slacks of Nemitoth’s uniform. She could have claimed it was part of her duty as head of this temple to keep an eye out for trouble, but if she were to be honest with herself, Aleesa simply enjoyed the sight of a well-run library. That she was the one running it filled her with a satisfaction she didn’t try to suppress. No harm in a little pride. Nemitoth wasn’t a god who demanded asceticism of his followers, just orderly thinking.
 

 
  From the balcony she stepped into a wide, spiraling stairwell that carried her down past the ground floor. Even holding the heavy tome, Aleesa made the trip without growing winded, though she felt the beginnings of twinges in her knees and lower back. Those were new… Working in a library kept one in surprisingly good shape if one went about it with the proper enthusiasm. Books were
  
   heavy,
  
  and the library’s proper functioning demanded that things be done swiftly and precisely—and quietly. They were not only librarians, here, but clerics of Nemitoth, and had a divine mandate to treat every task as an act of worship.
 

 
  Nemitites liked to joke among themselves that they ran as quickly and silently as elves.
 

 
  The sharp little pains weren’t debilitating or even terribly distracting, but they still occupied Aleesa’s mind. She was in her sixth decade, and a point would inevitably come when drawing on the divine light each evening wouldn’t erase them entirely. Eventually, she would have to pass on the task of running the temple to someone else, and the thought caused a sinking feeling to open up inside her. It wasn’t that she craved authority so much as that she loved her work. Without her work…she wouldn’t even know who she was, much less what to do with herself.
 

 
  Carrying the precious old volume of biographies, one of only three copies still extant and the only one in Tiraan Province, she of course took care where she placed her feet, taking no risk of any accident that might damage it. Still, she knew these halls well enough to navigate them sightless, and various matters weighing on her mind tugged at her attention. Nemitoth’s opinions on multitasking notwithstanding, Aleesa was well accustomed to running a secondary train of thought as she worked—or walked.
 

 
  She really shouldn’t encourage… No, to be truthful, she really shouldn’t
  
   tolerate
  
  Colin’s attitude with her. It wasn’t as if she took his flirtations seriously; she was old enough to be his grandmother, and had never been a great beauty even in her youth. He only did that to brighten up her day, and incidentally make his own life easier. They both knew it, and well, it worked. She got a kick out of his charm when he turned it on her, and perhaps was a bit more lenient with him than he deserved. But Colin actually
  
   was
  
  one of her better acolytes, and he’d never crossed a line and never would. She wasn’t fool enough to think he was even
  
   interested
  
  in crossing that line, even had he lacked the self-control and respect for their respective positions. It wasn’t as if it had ever caused problems.
 

 
  So far, anyway, she thought ruefully, thinking of Farah. Poor, silly girl… Aleesa had doubts about whether Farah had a future with Nemitoth’s cult; her aptitudes were simply not clerical in either sense of the word. She was a good people person, though, and had been helpful in keeping her fellow acolytes motivated and calm through the more stressful aspects of their training. Perhaps her obvious interest in Colin could be subtly encouraged… Farah would probably make a better librarian’s wife than she would a librarian.
 

 
  Of course, Aleesa hadn’t the faintest clue how one went about matchmaking. Doubtless somebody in this place did. She’d make discreet inquiries.
 

 
  She opened the door to the rare book vault and stopped, blinking in confusion.
 

 
  This was not the rare book vault.
 

 
  She was facing one of the lower reading rooms, well-lit by fairy lamps—the temples of Nemitoth had been quick to adopt these enchanted conveniences and rid themselves of having open flames anywhere on the premises—but completely empty. Aleesa backed up, frowning, and peered up and down the hall. No, this was definitely not the right place. Gods above, she truly was getting old. She hadn’t managed to get herself lost in the lower passages since
  
   she
  
  had been an acolyte.
 

 
  Retracing her steps, Aleesa shook her head, grateful nobody had been there to see her mistake. Oh, the ribbing that would result from that. Subdued, good-natured ribbing of course, given the culture of Nemitoth’s cult, but she didn’t much care for teasing in any of its forms, at least not when it came at her expense.
 

 
  Maybe, she acknowledged grudgingly to herself, it was time to at least think seriously about her replacement. There was, of course, a hierarchy in place, but theirs wasn’t a cult that encouraged competitiveness or ambition, and none of those in the ranks directly under her wanted more out of life than they had, at least as far as she knew. Of course,
  
   wanting
  
  a position didn’t qualify one for it… She had years yet, surely, before it would be necessary for her to step down. Plenty of time to single out a good successor and groom them for the role. A shame Colin was so new; he had all the right skills, plus a way with people that would make him a good leader someday. Especially if she could wrangle him into a relationship with that Farah. They really would be adorable together… How hard could it be to get him to notice? Farah was quite a pretty girl.
 

 
  Aleesa opened the door and stepped through, then slammed to a sudden stop. She was in a storage closet, looking at rows of bottled ink, quills, nibs, rolls of parchment and sheafs of the newer white paper.
 

 
  Her heart began to pound. Something was not right here; she was
  
   not
  
  that absent-minded. She wasn’t absent-minded
  
   at all.
  
  Was she ill? She couldn’t afford to be ill, she had a library to run.
 

 
  She stepped back out into the hall, gently nudging the closet door closed with her hip, and looked around. This was definitely not the right hall. This was not the right
  
   floor.
  
  She was one level too high… But the reading rooms weren’t on this floor either. She surely hadn’t ascended a flight of stairs without noticing it.
  
   Nobody
  
  was that absent-minded. Something was going on.
 

 
  It was time for a truly desperate measure: she raised her voice.
 

 
  “Excuse me? Could someone help me for a moment?”
 

 
  It was a calculated gamble. If someone came and found the head of the temple wandering confused around the basement, well, she’d never live that down. Quite literally, she probably never would. Senility was seen as one of the greatest tragedies which could befall a follower of Nemitoth, and even the rumor of it would dog her. Still, at least help would get her out of here.
 

 
  Nobody came, though, or called back. In fact, the silence in the basement hall was absolute. This was a teaching temple; despite their nice little collection of rare volumes, the Steppe Library was far from the best repository of books in the city. It was full of acolytes-in-training, and even in these lower halls, there was always
  
   somebody
  
  moving about on some task, except in the very latest hours of the night.
 

 
  Something was wrong, and not with her.
 

 
  Aleesa reversed her course, heading back for the stairwell—she could at least tell where that was from her surroundings. Back to the main floor, to get help. It baffled the mind what could be afflicting the temple… There were cases of buildings suddenly developing space-warping properties and even signs of a governing intelligence, though that was usually a side effect of too much arcane magic practiced in the area. She’d never heard of such a thing happening to an active, dedicated temple of a god of the Pantheon. What else could it be, though?
 

 
  Rounding the corner that led to the stairwell, she came to a sudden stop, finding her way blocked.
 

 
  To someone who had read as much as Aleesa, a person shrouded head-to-toe in dramatic black, complete with mask and voluminous cloak, was more overwrought and cliché than imposing. It said something about the mood of the place—the unnatural stillness of both the hallway and the figure blocking the stairs—that she forgot herself so far as to hug the old book against her chest. Her uniform was spotlessly clean, of course, but that wasn’t how you carried valuable books.
 

 
  “Can I help you?” she asked in her best
  
   “shh, this is a library!”
  
  voice, despite the irrational stab of fear that pulsed through her.
 

 
  The cloaked person stared silently at her. He (or she) wore the hood up and a swath of fabric across the lower face, revealing nothing except a pair of blue eyes in a pale complexion.
 

 
  Then, a hand emerged from the folds of the cloak, casually holding a murderous-looking knife.
 

 
  Rarely had she had occasion to do so, but Aleesa grabbed for the light, drawing in as much energy as she could hold, a golden aura flaring up around her and illuminating the hall brilliantly.
 

 
  “Pretty,” crooned the cloaked figure in an incongruously high-pitched, unmistakeably feminine voice. “What else will you do for me, I wonder?”
 

 
  Aleesa stepped backward once. The woman in the cloak began striding toward her, moving with a sinuous, leonine grace that rapidly ate the distance.
 

 
  Clutching the book, the priestess turned heel and fled. A mocking laugh rang out behind her.
 

 
  Now she quickly grew winded, to say nothing of the pain in her knees, but Aleesa didn’t give any of her body’s complaints a sliver of her attention. She made for the other primary stairwell, several halls east, being as careful of the book as she could. As she ran, her mind raced even harder than her feet. Figure in black, possible spatial distortions, possible perception tampering… Trained as she was in analysis and critical thinking, even with Nemitoth’s light burning in her and incidentally aiding her mental faculties, there just wasn’t enough data. No telling what she was dealing with, much less
  
   how
  
  to deal with it. Her best hope was to get back to the main floor, surround herself with other clerics.
 

 
  And hope she wasn’t leading something to them that would overwhelm them all.
 

 
  She rounded a corner, almost fast enough to overbalance—she was used to moving quickly but
  
   efficiently,
  
  not this pell-mell gait—and skidded to a stop, choking back a panicked sob.
 

 
  The cloaked woman was in front of her.
 

 
  “Are you lost?” she asked sweetly, balancing the point of her knife on the tip of one gloved finger.
 

 
  “What do you
  
   want?”
  
  Aleesa rasped, breathing hard.
 

 
  “I need to check out a book,” said the woman, idly strolling closer, now tossing the knife in the air and catching it. Aleesa backed away from her, but didn’t try to run again; experience indicated it wouldn’t avail her much. “Something not in the main stacks. I think you’re
  
   just
  
  the person to help me. Ever hear of
  
   The Writhing Way?”
  
 

 
  Aleesa’s breath hitched. The Tiraan Empire was not in the habit of banning books—not because there wasn’t anything the Throne didn’t want people reading, but because the Tirasian Dynasty understood that prohibiting material only drove it underground. The Universal Church was another matter, and
  
   The Writhing Way,
  
  an introduction to Elilinist philosophy written over five centuries ago and still seen as one of the most accessible primers to the mindset of the Black Wreath, was so firmly repressed it had been all the cult of Nemitoth could do to save a few copies. They only did so because it was Nemitite belief that destroying written lore was an abomination, no matter how repellent the lore in question; copies of the book in their possession were well-hidden in the deepest vaults.
 

 
  “There are none at this library,” she said, hearing the quaver in her voice, hating it and unable to stop it. “H-have you tried the main temple?”
 

 
  “How disappointing,” said the cloaked woman, sounding almost gleeful. “Well, perhaps we could discuss some of the finer points. You prize knowledge, yes? I bet you’d
  
   love
  
  to learn what the Black Wreath thinks about your cult’s involvement with the activities of the Church.”
 

 
  Well…that made a number of variables coalesce into a more coherent picture. It also told her just how much danger she was in. The woman stepped forward, right into the glow of Aleesa’s aura, without so much as flinching. Either a
  
   very
  
  powerful diabolist, then, or using some kind of arcane magic. The effects she’d already seen could be done with either; the Wreath was known to use both. Insufficient data.
 

 
  “Stay back!” she said, tucking the book under her right arm and holding up her left hand, as if her thin arms could physically hold back the warlock.
 

 
  The woman deftly caught her by the wrist.
 

 
  “There’s more to the world than hiding away with your books, you know.” Her voice, now, was cold, those eyes hostile. Oddly, despite the glare, there was something almost
  
   childlike
  
  about them, and Aleesa couldn’t quite grasp what. With her arm in the warlock’s grip, she was having trouble focusing on anything but her own growing fear. Holding out a hand had been a critical mistake. She was
  
   certainly
  
  not trained for any kind of physical combat. “This is the real world,” the dark woman went on, icy and sibilant. “It’s not any more distant because you view it through a lens of numbers and paperwork. Your real
  
   actions
  
  have very real
  
   consequences.”
  
 

 
  Quick as a striking snake, the knife came up. It was impossibly sharp; Aleesa felt nothing for a second. Only her eyes told her when the blade sliced off the first two fingers of her left hand.
 

 
  The pain came seconds later, sharp but overwhelmed by the numb weight of shock. She felt the rushing, pounding sensation of blood running away from her head, threatening to make her faint. Aleesa grasped desperately at the light, drawing in so much that it nearly hurt, so much she could feel a faint, uncomfortable heat on her skin. It kept her upright, though. Light blazed from the clean stumps of her first two fingers, the wounds healing over before her eyes. The warlock flinched back from the glow, dropping her hand.
 

 
  She stumbled as she turned to flee, but found her feet and used them, careening back down the hallway.
 

 
  Her thoughts were completely scattered, much as she tried to corral them. How was this
  
   possible?
  
  This was a
  
   temple,
  
  warlocks couldn’t just operate freely in here, much less do… What had the woman even done? Where was everyone, how was she moving around so quickly? Aleesa needed a safe place… What was on this floor? Oh, gods, her
  
   hand.
  
 

 
  She spotted a familiar intersection and thoughts clicked into place. There was an option.
 

 
  Aleesa staggered to a halt, panting, and very tenderly set the book down against the far wall. Hopefully it would be all right there; it seemed violence was following her and it would only be damaged if she held onto it. If nothing else, the wounds on her hand hadn’t closed entirely, and blood would have a horrible effect on the aged paper. Straightening as best she could despite the sudden pain in her side—she hadn’t run like this for any reason in decades—she took off again down the side hall, making for the large oaken door at the very end.
 

 
  She fished out her keys as she ran, staggering slightly with the effect it had on her balance, but had them in hand by the time she reached the door. Shaking fingers bungled the job of finding the right one, and then of fitting it into the lock. She didn’t dare look back to see how close her pursuer was. Gods, this was hard to do one-handed…
 

 
  The lock clicked open and she yanked the heavy door toward herself, ripped out her key, staggered through, pulled it shut from the other side and threw the bolt.
 

 
  Aleesa slumped against the door, gasping for breath. This was the most secure vault in the entire temple, the place where the most sensitive documents were held. Ironically, if the library
  
   had
  
  owned a copy of
  
   The Writhing Way,
  
  this was likely where it would have been held. Far more than the simple security of the heavy door, the blessings and enchantments on this room were enough to deter almost any threat; both key and lock were heavily charmed with divine magic, enough to resist a far greater attack than anything its designers had anticipated them actually having to repel. This was the innermost sanctum, and Nemitites took the protection of knowledge very seriously indeed.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are. You know, the service here is really sub-par. I can’t make heads or tails of your filing system, and it’s
  
   impossible
  
  to find a librarian down here.”
 

 
  This time, she didn’t bite back the sob that rose up.
 

 
  The woman standing before her was also dressed in black, this one in tight leather that was if anything even more absurd than the one with the cloak, except that it clearly showed off the knives sheathed around her person. She turned to face Aleesa; she also wore a mask which covered everything but her eyes. Blue eyes…what was it about them that made her think of a child?
 

 
  This was impossible. There was no
  
   way
  
  anyone could be in here.
 

 
  To her left, the shadows behind a rack of scrolls deepened, then lengthened, and the first woman stepped out of them, accompanied by a faint whiff of sulfur. Of course, shadow-jumping was a known infernal technique. But the
  
   wards.
  
  They shouldn’t be able to do that anywhere in the
  
   temple,
  
  much less in this room!
 

 
  “Ah, good, everyone’s here,” said the cloaked woman pleasantly. “Any luck, sister?”
 

 
  “Not quite…
  
   ahh.
  
  I do believe this is it. What
  
   excellent
  
  timing.” She plucked a volume bound in black leather from a case of similar books, without even reading the spine. The analytical corner of Aleesa’s mind that was still functioning recognized how she was being played, the sense of drama at work here. Obviously the woman knew what was in that book; obviously she had been in here long enough to thoroughly investigate. They were just toying with her emotionally, now.
 

 
  It was working.
 

 
  
   “Why?!”
  
  she screamed, huddling back into the farthest corner from them. “We serve the god of
  
   knowledge!
  
  We’ve never harmed anyone!”
 

 
  “Oh?” The woman in leather tossed the book at her.
 

 
  Catching it one-handed taxed her frayed coordination to its limits, but her desperation not to allow a book to be damage was too deeply ingrained to permit failure. She finally jimmied it into the crook of her arm, face-up, and risked taking her eyes from her attackers to read the title. Her blood chilled. She recognized this one.
 

 
  The slim volume detailed the Church’s program of removing children from the homes of Black Wreath cultists, both confirmed and in some cases only suspected, and placing them among families loyal to the Church. Names, dates, numbers, progress reports…
 

 
  “We only
  
   keep the records!”
  
  she shrieked. “The cult of Nemitoth has
  
   nothing
  
  to do with the Church’s programs!”
 

 
  “Complicit,” said the woman in the cloak, toying with her knife. There wasn’t even a drop of blood on the blade.
 

 
  “Our work helps thousands…millions!
  
   Everyone!
  
  Research into medicine, agriculture, enchantment… The cult’s tithes can’t fund everything, we have to do work for the Universal Church to function! None of this is our fault!”
 

 
  “Complicit,” said the one in leather coldly. “Responsible.”
 

 
  “How’s the saying go?” said the other one, turning to her. “Evil prevails when the good do nothing?”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine how you can keep
  
   records
  
  of something like this, keep the Church’s dirty secrets, and still sleep at night,” said Leather, still staring at Aleesa. “And they call us cruel.”
 

 
  She could only stare back in helpless horror at those childlike eyes. What
  
   was
  
  it about them that was so… And then it clicked. They were too big for her face—not enough to be off-putting, but just enough to seem unusually…cute. The leather hood was too heavy, but Aleesa looked over at the one in the cloak, studying the side of the cowl, finding what she sought: the fold of fabric that meant nothing isolation, but once she knew what to look for, clearly marked the shape of an elongated, upturned ear.
 

 
  Elves.
 

 
  And then more information snapped into place. The headhunter scare weeks back. Spatial distortion, messing with her perceptions, operating freely in a very temple of Nemitoth without raising an alarm. That was more than diabolism, more than the Wreath’s gift of stealth. By all the gods, Elilial had recruited headhunters.
  
   Two
  
  of them.
 

 
  She had to survive. Someone had to be told.
 

 
  Nemitoth didn’t much encourage intuition; it wasn’t reliable, wasn’t
  
   knowable.
  
  It resulted from the aggregation of the subconscious mind’s knowledge, and while occasionally powerful, it didn’t follow rational processes and sometimes was based on erroneous preconceptions. Despite the disfavor of intuition among her cult, though, Aleesa experienced a flash of it when the eyes of both women subtly changed. Intuition told her they had followed her train of thought, and come to exactly the opposite conclusion.
 

 
  
   Nemitoth,
  
  she prayed silently,
  
   I’ve never seen you and rarely asked you for anything. I know the gods want us to solve our own problems. But if there were ever a time for you to intervene, this is it. Please…
  
 

 
  Her god did not answer.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was hours before the high priestess of the temple was missed. The first clues to the direction she had taken were gruesome: the fingers lying in a basement hall, specks of blood forming a trail. The venerable book of noble biographies, intact and unharmed but lying on the floor in a hall, where no self-respecting librarian would
  
   ever
  
  have left such a book.
 

 
  The door to the inner vault was ajar, the blessed key stuck in the lock. The acolytes searching had begun, by that point, to suspect what they would find within, but first they stopped to extract the thin leather volume pinned to the door by a heavy, razor-sharp knife. They were librarians, after all, and quite apart from horror at seeing a book so treated, they couldn’t resist the desire to learn what it said. Even in these circumstances… Perhaps
  
   especially
  
  in these circumstance, for in this context, it was clearly a message.
 

 
  The contents of the book, paired with the body of the high priestess, made the meaning plain.
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  “This is long overdue,” Ruda said firmly. “We owe a debt, and circumstances being as they are, it’s one we may never be able to repay. At the very least, we can offer our respects, and I say there’s no better time. A libation for the dead!” She upended her bottle of ale, pouring a generous slosh onto the floorboards, then lifted it high. “And honor to a memory. TO HORSEBUTT!”
 

 
  “To Horsebutt!” the rest of the freshman class chorused, raising their glasses. With one exception.
 

 
  “To
  
   Heshenaad,”
  
  Gabriel said, wincing.
 

 
  “Aw, look at the froshes belatedly celebrating their victory,” Chase crooned from around the card table on the other side of the room.
 

 
  “Everybody’s celebrating,” Hildred said. “Don’t be an ass. You remember the aftermath of
  
   our
  
  first excursion into the Golden Sea? It’s worth savoring, let them have it.”
 

 
  “Not as well as I remember the adventure itself!” he proclaimed, grinning. “We had some good times, didn’t we?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Natchua. “My favorite part was when you tried to
  
   sell me
  
  to those witches.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   still
  
  on about that? They weren’t buying, and anyway, it was obviously a ruse on my part.”
 

 
  “Did they really find the tomb of Heshenaad the Enemy?” Hildred asked, tilting her head to regard the freshman class, who were arranged on a couch and set of loveseats flanking a low table. “Damn, that’s not half bad. Makes Connor’s magic sword seem like chump change.”
 

 
  “She’s right! We’ve been shown up!” Chase nodded seriously, shuffling the cards. “Looks like we better find ourselves a new round of heroics! Hm, but if it’s extracurricular we’ll have to fund it ourselves. Anybody know what the going rate for a surly drow is on the black market?”
 

 
  “Boy, do you
  
   know
  
  how many ways I could hurt you?”
 

 
  “Promises, promises!”
 

 
  The music building formed a U-shaped open space on three sides of the main auditorium. Balconies ringed the upper floor, leaving most of the space open for two stories up, with a dangling chandelier of crystal beads occupying the large, formal foyer inside the front doors. There in the front it was all decorative statuary and small potted trees, the chandelier hanging directly from a domed skylight, though the same open chamber became more intimate, furnished with a scattering of chairs and sofas, in the two wings. It was large enough to host a gathering of this size, all one room yet affording a semblance of privacy to those who sought it, and the balconies above made an excellent perch from which one could keep watch on the area.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn idly swirled her glass of punch in one hand, seemingly studying the chandelier with a vague smile, but listening to conversations from throughout the space. She had the central stretch of balcony to herself, for the moment. The acoustics of the building were carefully designed; even someone without the benefit of elven hearing might have been able to keep an ear on the whole place from this perch.
 

 
  Professors Yornhaldt and Rafe approached, her, the latter swigging a clear liquid from an unmarked glass bottle. Surely not vodka; he knew better.
 

 
  “Anything of interest?” Alaric asked in the basso rumble that was his version of a whisper.
 

 
  “Plenty, but nothing I feel the need to intervene in. Two hearts being broken and a couple more due to fall before the night is out. Several ill-conceived pranks being planned, most of which I will allow to unfold, but I am not going to permit the girls of Isaac Gallery to summon an incubus. I know you can hear me, Cailwyn. Tell your roommates to put that book back and drop this foolishness before I have to make them. All and all, lads, it’s a nice little party. Not often we
  
   encourage
  
  the whole student body to assemble, and it’s always a pleasure when it doesn’t devolve into gladiatorial matches.”
 

 
  “Or an orgy,” Yornhaldt said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Oh, come on, that was
  
   one time.”
  
 

 
  “And there was no end of fuss and complaints from the parents, as I recall.”
 

 
  “As
  
   I
  
  recall, there was an end once I taught a couple of them the meaning of Suffering. Anyway, we’re not going to have a repeat of the incident with this group. This, as I say, is a much better party.”
 

 
  “Bah!” said Rafe, grinning and gesticulating with his bottle. “A party has drinking, dancing and debauchery!
  
   This
  
  is, at best, a social.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced at the bottle, noting the way the liquid within flowed slowly, clearly thicker than alcohol. “Admestus, what are you drinking?”
 

 
  “Corn syrup! We got the most marvelous fresh elven corn from the Sea, and I do hate to waste good reagents.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt shook his head and sighed.
 

 
  “What in the
  
   world
  
  is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?” Tellwyrn demanded.
 

 
  “Corn syrup deficiency! Don’t worry, I’ve got it under control.”
 

 
  “Right. You do that.” She stepped past him, heading for the stairs. “I’m going to go terrorize people.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Mind if I join you?” Hildred asked, strolling up to the freshman alcove.
 

 
  “Hey, Hil,” said Gabe, waving at her. “Sure, pull up a…” He glanced around at the fully occupied couches. “Um. Lap?”
 

 
  “Oh ho! Are you volunteering?” she grinned.
 

 
  “No distractions,” Fross said severely. “You’re helping me draw, remember? I can’t exactly handle a pencil. I mean, I
  
   can,
  
  but that’s using a modified levitation spell and while I got course credit for designing it there’s a lot of
  
   really
  
  fine control involved and it tires me out. Also, this is your project too!”
 

 
  “Easy, Fross, I’m not abandoning you,” Gabe said with a grin, tapping the diagram sketched on a sheaf of parchment on the low table. “These equations are a bit over my head, though. Just tell me what to write down when you figure it out.”
 

 
  “I’m working on it!”
 

 
  “What’re you two up to?” Hildred asked with interest, perching on the arm of the loveseat next to Gabe.
 

 
  “Oh, Fross had an idea after we covered the Circle of Interaction in Yornhaldt’s class. We’re pretty much just goofing around, but as the only two arcane majors here, it seems like nobody else is interested enough to join in.”
 

 
  “You’re studying the arcane, then?” she asked.
 

 
  “Enchanting, is the plan. But it’ll be next year before they let me take courses in it. Lots of ground work to cover first, apparently. Fross is doing a more general course of study.”
 

 
  “I’m a wizard!”
 

 
  “And a damn good one!” he said, grinning.
 

 
  “So I’ve gotta ask,” the dwarf said, placing a hand on his shoulder and leaning subtly against him. “Did you guys
  
   really
  
  find the tomb of Horsebutt the Enemy?”
 

 
  “Rafe thinks it was,” Trissiny replied. She was standing at the other end of the long sofa, next to Toby, who was perched on the end seat. “It
  
   could
  
  have been, though without any actual writing it’s hard to say for sure.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty certain,” Teal said from the loveseat opposite Gabe and Hildred. “It was definitely a Stalweiss warlord’s tomb, and come on, how many of those would be out in the Golden Sea? I took a good look at the tomb paintings, and they seemed to depict a lot of the same scenes as we know of from history. Of course, that stretch of history is murky, and when you’ve seen one Stalweiss battle painting, you’ve sort of seen them all.”
 

 
  “That’s pretty amazing,” Hildred said, squeezing his shoulder. “You’ll have to tell me all about it sometime.”
 

 
  “Well, history isn’t really my thing,” he said, glancing up at her with a grin. “Teal can tell you a lot more than I can. Or Rafe, and we all know how he loves to hear himself talk.”
 

 
  “Right. Yeah, maybe I’ll look into that,” she said disinterestedly, turning her gaze to the diagram over which Fross was hovering, chiming quietly to herself. Across the way, Teal exchanged a look with Shaeine, who was sitting beside her, and rolled her eyes, repressing a grin.
 

 
  “I know going into the Golden Sea looking for specific things is pretty much a waste of time,” Ruda said, “but I’d still like to visit again. It doesn’t feel right, the way we left it. You shouldn’t disturb a warrior’s final rest.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   really
  
  fixated on that,” Trissiny noted.
 

 
  “It’s called
  
   respect,
  
  blondie. Look into it.”
 

 
  “If only you showed the same regard for the floors in here,” Hildred said, grinning. “I just about slipped in your patch of rum.”
 

 
  “That’s ale. Come on, what kind of dwarf are you?”
 

 
  “The kind who doesn’t drink off the floor, you hooligan,” she replied, matching Ruda’s easy smile. “I feel sorry for Stew, having to clean up after all this.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  don’t. He enjoys a challenge, he told me himself. Also, whether he does or not, I don’t much care. The guy made me mulch
  
   flower beds.”
  
 

 
  “Oh? What’d you do to deserve that?”
 

 
  “She attacked Trissiny with a sword!” Fross said helpfully. Hildred raised an eyebrow, looking over at the paladin.
 

 
  “Really? I don’t recall you looking any the worse for wear.”
 

 
  “Imagine that,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  Ruda scowled. “All that’s beside the point. I’m a
  
   pirate,
  
  dammit! If I’m mulching anything that doesn’t involve the body of an enemy, a great travesty has occurred.”
 

 
  “So!” Hildred turned her attention back to Gabriel, leaning more heavily on him to peer at Fross’s diagram. “What’s all this then? How’s it work?”
 

 
  “It
  
   won’t
  
  work.”
 

 
  In unison, they started and swiveled their head to look at Professor Tellwyrn, who had ambled up and was peering down at the parchment, idly swirling a glass of punch.
 

 
  “You’re trying to design an amulet to cycle powers around the Circle of Interaction, right? Transmute one into the next around the ring so you can turn an enemy’s spell against him in the form of whatever he’s weakest against?”
 

 
  “That’s the general idea,” Fross said, sounding a little put out. “Why won’t it work?”
 

 
  “In the first place, that kind of power transmutation has to be done mentally, not with an artifact or static system. They’ve made amazing strides in enchantment in my lifetime; someday we may well be able to transmute forms of energy with static enchantments, but nobody is anywhere near that point now.”
 

 
  “Oh,” said the pixie, crestfallen. “Well… We’ve still got the basic equations sketched out, maybe if we formulate it into a ritual circle…”
 

 
  “In the second place,” Tellwyrn went on lightly, “you’ve misunderstood the method of converting power. You’re not actually changing one kind of energy into another; you’re draining energy
  
   out
  
  of a spell and using that raw, unformed energy to power one of a different school. They don’t alter around the circle, it’s more that they prey on each other.”
 

 
  “…oh.”
 

 
  “And if you somehow got past those two
  
   fundamental
  
  reasons why this won’t work, there are practical considerations, too. The power loss is fairly significant in most cases, and it grows exponentially if you try to cycle energy between spell networks. If you hypothetically made this work, by the time you got three points around the circle your power would be down to effectively nothing. Plus, there’s still the fact that you’d need to personally be able to use
  
   all
  
  those schools of magic to do it, and battlemages of any type don’t try that as it precludes carrying magical objects or prepared spells; shifting schools messes those up something awful. That, and re-working a spell takes
  
   time.
  
  It’s rarely done in combat, and then only if you have a way to keep your enemy from reacting during a long casting.”
 

 
  “Aw.” Fross drifted slowly down like a falling leaf, coming to rest atop her diagram. Gabe sighed and set the pencil down alongside her.
 

 
  “Well, that’s that, then. Sorry, Fross. It sounded like a good idea to
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “No, no, this is good work,” Tellwyrn said, with an easygoing smile that was so unlike her usual predatory grin it was downright disturbing. “You’re thinking ahead of what you’ve been told, applying things in unconventional ways, doing your own research and working outside of class. This is perfect, kids; this is what makes for good students, not to mention good mages. Just have a sense of proportion, hey? What you were trying to design would have revolutionized the practice of magic. Generally speaking, if you were the kind of savants who could come up with something like that in their first weeks of formal schooling, you’d have seen signs of it before now.”
 

 
  “Wait a sec,” said Gabriel, frowning up at her. “Hold that thought, I have an important question. Where’d you get
  
   fizzy
  
  punch?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn chuckled and flicked a finger in his direction. The red liquid in his glass began to bubble cheerfully.
 

 
  “Oh.” He blinked down at it. “Uh, thanks.”
 

 
  “Keep it up, kids,” she said cheerfully, strolling off. “Enjoy the party.”
 

 
  Hildred and the freshmen watched her go in momentary silence.
 

 
  “Okay, that was weird,” Ruda said finally. “She was acting like a… Like a
  
   person.
  
  Think somebody murdered Tellwyrn and is walking around wearing her skin?”
 

 
  “Um, that’s not as easy to do as it sounds,” Juniper said. “Believe me, we’d notice.”
 

 
  A second silence descended, everyone turning to look at her.
 

 
  “What?” she said, then her eyes widened. “Oh! No, I didn’t…
  
   I’ve
  
  never done that. Good grief, no, what a mess.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a relief,” Ruda said as some of the tension went out of the group.
 

 
  “One of my sisters tried it like four times, though. Every time woodcutters came too close to our grove. I mean, get a hint, right? I’m pretty sure she was just being ghoulish by the third time. She can’t have been that dumb.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Gabriel said loudly, “Tellwyrn has her good points. Nobody’s all asshole, all the time.”
 

 
  “She has at least
  
   some
  
  capacity for kindness,” Trissiny agreed. “More than you might think.”
 

 
  “Also, she can still hear us,” Toby noted. “Those ears aren’t for decoration.”
 

 
  “I’m a little surprise to hear that from
  
   you,
  
  Shiny Boots,” Ruda said, grinning at Trissiny. “Gabe, not so much, especially when he watches her butt all the way out—”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed, almost choking on the last of his newly fizzy punch. “I wasn’t! I wouldn’t! I don’t… Damn it, I go for
  
   curvy
  
  girls! Um,” he added weakly, glancing quickly around the group. Ruda’s grin took on fiendish proportions as he tried to extricate himself. “Not that, I mean… You’re all very pretty. All due respect. Um.”
 

 
  “I don’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved,” Trissiny said, arching an eyebrow.
 

 
  “I appreciate your respect, Gabriel,” Shaeine said in such a tone of overwrought solemnity that Teal burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Welp, that’s it for me tonight,” he said resignedly. “If you’ll all excuse me, I’ll just go die in a hole now.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Fross buzzed about in alarm. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting just at
  
   little?!”
  
 

 
  “Hyperbole, Fross. Remember? We talked about this.”
 

 
  “Oh. Right. Yes.”
 

 
  “Look on the bright side,” Hildred said cheerfully, “at least November wasn’t in earshot of that one!” Gabriel groaned, covering his face with a hand.
 

 
  Teal frowned. “Who?”
 

 
  “She’s in my divinity class,” Trissiny said, then frowned down at empty space next to the table. “An Avenist. Very…devout.”
 

 
  “That’s one word for it,” Hildred said merrily. “Makes our paladin here look like a tavern wench.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I appreciate the comparison.”
 

 
  “Oh, lighten up for once in your life, it’s a fucking party,” Ruda said. “I haven’t met this November, either. You already got on her bad side, Gabe?”
 

 
  “I’m not on
  
   any
  
  of her sides,” he said firmly. “I stay away from her. Gods in kilts, Ruda, I’m not dense enough to mess around with an oversensitive Avenist. I manage to piss Trissiny off just by being in the room.”
 

 
  “The fact that you think it’s that arbitrary is possibly why it keeps happening,” Trissiny noted.
 

 
  “Come on, now, it’s a
  
   little
  
  arbitrary,” said Ruda. “Yeah, Gabe likes to stick his foot in his mouth, but sometimes I think you get even madder at him when he’s trying to be
  
   nice.”
  
 

 
  “Maybe he should stop trying, then.”
 

 
  “I believe they’ve forgotten I’m here,” Gabriel said to Hildred. “Think I could sneak away?”
 

 
  “I’d offer to smuggle you out under my skirt, but I don’t come much higher than your chest standing up.”
 

 
  “Well, it was worth a thought.”
 

 
  “Might be worth a second thought, eh?” she said, waggling her eyebrows. “What with you liking curvy girls and all.”
 

 
  “Yup. It’s official, I am never gonna live that down.”
 

 
  “Aw, there are worse things,” she replied, patting him on the shoulder. “I’m not holding anything against you. Unless you ask me to, of course.”
 

 
  “You’re a pal, Hil,” he said, then bent to pick up his empty glass from the table and stood, gently disentangling himself from her. “I’m gonna go grab some more punch. Anybody else want any?” A round of negatives answered this. “Cheers, then,” he said, ambling off.
 

 
  Hildred stared after him, then turned to the others, wide-eyed. “He…that… I just got turned down, right? The boy can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be that thick.”
 

 
  “You underestimate Gabriel,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  “Oh, he’ll realize what just happened sometime tomorrow,” Toby said, grinning. “Then he’ll come groveling. You can probably get major concessions out of it if you’re still interested.”
 

 
  Shaeine stood smoothly. “If you will all pardon me, I believe I will return to the tower.”
 

 
  “Not havin’ fun?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “On the contrary, I have enjoyed the conversation,” the drow replied with one of her polite little smiles. “However, I am accustomed to a much more…low-key form of socialization. Entertaining as this event is, it is somewhat emotionally taxing. I mean no offense.”
 

 
  “None is taken, Shaeine,” Trissiny said with a smile. “We’re always glad to hang out with you, but please don’t feel obligated if you’re tired.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Shaeine replied, bowing slightly in her direction.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat, getting to her feet. “I’m a little worn out, too. If you’re not, uh,
  
   too
  
  overtaxed, would you mind some company walking back?”
 

 
  “Not at all, that would be most agreeable,” the drow said politely. “Secure as the campus reputedly is, I always feel safer in company.”
 

 
  “Great! After you, then, m’lady.”
 

 
  “Good evening, all,” Shaeine said to the others, receiving a wave of farewells in reply.
 

 
  Ruda managed to wait until they were fully out of the building before commenting. “Man, those two need to hurry the hell up. The suspense is drivin’ me nuts.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Trissiny frowned at her.
 

 
  Ruda gave her an incredulous look, which slowly blossomed into a sly grin. “…nevermind, Trissiny. I’ll tell you when you’re older.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Having slipped away during the conversation, Juniper loitered on one of the small balconies off the side wing. She had shut the glass door behind her, muting the sounds of the party in progress, and was enjoying the relative quiet. Climbing roses covered the side of the building, where subtle trellises had been laid against the stone to give the support, and the dryad leaned herself against one of these, savoring the smell of the flowers and leaves, the subtle prickle of thorns against her skin, the communion with the earth provided by the plants. They hadn’t a very interesting story to tell; they were young, and domesticated. But all life was beautiful.
 

 
  It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy her new life at the University, but it didn’t afford her as many opportunities to enjoy the quiet and just…commune.
 

 
  The balcony door swung open and Chase popped through, grinning. “Hey there! I thought I saw you head out here. Cuddling with the flowers?”
 

 
  “Hi, Chase,” she said cheerfully, then added to the two boys who followed him onto the balcony. “Hi, guys! You got tired of the noise, too?”
 

 
  “Eh, noise, crowds, you know, it’s all very oppressive,” said Jerome, a junior, dragging his gaze slowly up and down her and lingering on her chest. Juniper smiled in response, enjoying the attention.
 

 
  “Evenin’, Juno,” said Tanq, nodding politely and leaning against the door after pulling it shut. She noted that he had loosened the interior curtains first, hiding them from the view of those inside. “This a bad time?”
 

 
  “Nonsense, there are no bad times!” Chase proclaimed, sidling up to Juniper and wrapping his arms around her, nuzzling at her hair. “It’s just not our kind of party, is all. You know me, I prefer to be knee-deep in trouble.”
 

 
  “I know you,” she said dryly, snaking an arm around to pat him on the back, “and you’re more interested in being penis-deep in me.”
 

 
  “Alas, my clever ruse is uncovered!” he said, pecking her lightly on the lips. “Well, it was a thin one, anyway. At least now we can get down to the fun part.”
 

 
  “You know how we treasure every moment of your company,” Jerome added smoothly, easing up to her other side while Tanq approached from the front. “It’s not just that so few women anywhere have a shred of your beauty.”
 

 
  “Aw, thanks!”
 

 
  “It’s also that even fewer women enjoy a good three-on-one like you,” Chase murmured, ducking his head to lick the side of her neck.
 

 
  “You guys are really sweet,” she said, gently pushing him away. “I had a lot of fun the last time. I’m just not in the mood right now, sorry. Another time?”
 

 
  “Aw,” Tanq made a try of pouting at her, his grin spoiling it. “Well, no worries, June. You enjoy the flowers.” He stepped back, reaching for the door handle.
 

 
  “Now, don’t be silly, my little blossom,” Chase said reprovingly, pulling her close again while Jerome wrapped arms around her from the other side. “Mood is a fickle thing, no? I bet we can improve yours pretty quickly.”
 

 
  Both boys bent their heads to nuzzle at her neck from both sides, hands stroking her waist, but she frowned. “Um…no thanks, I’m pretty much in charge of my own moods.”
 

 
  “Be fair,” Jerome wheedled, nipping at her ear. “Give us a bit to work.”
 

 
  “Um, could you not?” she said, beginning to be annoyed. “Personal space, please.”
 

 
  
   “Guys.”
  
  Tanq was frowning heavily now, his expression as much disbelieving as disapproving. “She doesn’t
  
   want
  
  to. That’s it, end of. It’s not a discussion.”
 

 
  “Oh, she doesn’t know what she wants,” Chase said dismissively, slipping a hand between Juniper’s legs and trying to tug her thighs apart. “She’ll change her tune soon enough.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” she said incredulously. “That’s enough. Please let go of me.”
 

 
  “She’s a dryad,” Jerome said, grinning over his shoulder at Tanq. “They don’t get to say no.”
 

 
  “Something tells me that’s the
  
   least
  
  of the things you don’t know about dryads,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s enough.” Tanq stepped forward, glaring. “You two need to start thinking with your heads. She
  
   asked
  
  you to leave her alone.”
 

 
  “It’s true, I read it in a book once,” said Chase, sliding around Juniper and trying to lift her up off the bannister. He might as well have tried to uproot a tree with his bare hands. “They’re
  
   always
  
  willing, it’s in their blood. She just needs a little reminder, don’t you, baby?” He squeezed her breast, none too gently. Jerome began tugging down her sundress in the back.
 

 
  Juniper looked at one of them, then the other. Her previously cheerful expression had fully vanished.
 

 
  “Juno,” Tanq said frantically, “easy. Jerome’s a noble, there’ll be hell to pay if he turns up dead. Goddammit, you two, get
  
   off
  
  her! You have no idea what you’re screwing around with!”
 

 
  “Tanq, what
  
   are
  
  you going on about?” Jerome said irritably, glancing up at him. “If you’re not gonna join in, go
  
   away.”
  
 

 
  Juniper took in a deep breath, raised her head and shouted at the top of her lungs.
 

 
  “TRISSINY!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit,”
  
  Chase hissed, instantly letting go of her and tossing himself backward off the balcony. It was only a very short drop into the bushes; Jerome landed right beside him and they made a terrific crashing and crunching as they struggled loose, then bolted off around the side of the building.
 

 
  “Gods, Juno, are you okay?” Tanq asked, looking rattled. “I’m sorry, I should’ve just punched the morons instead of talking at them… You all right? I didn’t seriously think they’d… I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry.”
 

 
  “Tanq, I’m fine,” she said, tilting her head in puzzlement. “What are you sorry about? You were perfectly nice.”
 

 
  “I’m just… Those two assholes, I’m gonna bend them in half.”
 

 
  The balcony door burst open and Trissiny stepped through, peering about with her hand on her sword. “What is it? Juniper, are you all right?”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” the dryad said cheerily. “I’m sorry to take you away from the party! It was a false alarm, I guess.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure?”
  
  Trissiny squinted suspiciously at Tanq.
 

 
  “No,” he said grimly. “There was a problem. It’s gone now. Thanks for coming, Triss.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said slowly. “Does anyone feel like
  
   telling
  
  me exactly what the issue was?”
 

 
  “I hate to cause any more trouble,” Juniper said earnestly. “I’m already interrupting your evening. Really, I just wanted to enjoy the flowers for a bit, but it seems like something’s always happening around here, doesn’t it? Anyhow, thanks again for being so quick, Triss. I don’t care what anybody says, you’re a good friend.”
 

 
  “Well…thank you,” Trissiny said, slowly easing up out of a ready stance and taking her hand away from her sword. “And you’re welcome. And… Wait,
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, that was a wash,” Jerome said irritably, coming to a stop and brushing leaves off his suit. “Ugh, look at my jacket. This is the last time I follow you on one of your escapades.”
 

 
  “Oh, you say that
  
   every
  
  time,” Chase said dismissively, flopping down on one of the benches. They had come to a stop in the little cul-de-sac outside Ronald Hall. It was well lit by the floating fairy lamps, but quiet and deserted at this hour. “And you’re being melodramatic every time. You know we end up having a blast more often than not.”
 

 
  “Or
  
   getting
  
  blasted!”
 

 
  “Don’t disallow for the possibility of some overlap there!”
 

 
  “You’re such an idiot,” Jerome said, but couldn’t repress a grin. “Damn it, now I’m horny, too.”
 

 
  “Why, Jerry!” Chase widened his eyes, affecting a shocked expression. “I had no idea! Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!”
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up, you asshole.” Jerome aimed a halfhearted, easily-dodged punch at him. “And this little fleabait town doesn’t even have whores. Three years I’ve been here and I
  
   still
  
  can’t believe that. Feh, after getting an armful of dryad there’s no way I’m ending this night without getting laid. Think I’ll go try my luck with Amelie.”
 

 
  “Ooh, now
  
   there’s
  
  an idea! Maybe we can talk her into a little menage!”
 

 
  “First of all,” Jerome said severely, “Amelie is a nice girl who is not into any kind of outlandish modern kinkiness. More’s the pity.
  
   Second,
  
  I thought we agreed that dryads are a special case. Under any normal conditions, I don’t want to be in proximity to your naked junk. Or any man’s.”
 

 
  “Spoilsport,” Chase pouted, slumping down on the bench and pouting. “What am
  
   I
  
  supposed to do, then? There’s a sad shortage of amenable womanflesh on this campus since last year’s seniors graduated. Bunch of terrible prudes, our generation.”
 

 
  “Why don’t you go try your luck with Natchua?” Jerome replied, grinning.
 

 
  “Hey, don’t joke, I’m
  
   working
  
  on that. It’s a process. It’ll take
  
   time.
  
  Ideally, I’ll be in and out of her bed without incurring some kind of vendetta, but if she’s still being obstreperous by the time we’re set to graduate, I’ll take my chances. When else am I going to have a chance to bed a drow?”
 

 
  “Don’t make me laugh, you’d never wrestle her into submission. That girl can kick your ass without trying.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you babbling about? I don’t
  
   wrestle
  
  women into submission, you brute. Honestly, the way you combine poetry with barbarism boggles the mind.”
 

 
  “Then just what were we doing back there?”
 

 
  “It’s like you said, dryads are a special case. Look, don’t worry about Juniper, she’ll have forgotten all about it by tomorrow. She’s not that bright. Come on, when has she ever said ‘no’ before?”
 

 
  “You
  
   fucking
  
  idiots!” Tanq thundered, stomping up to them.
 

 
  “Oh, look who decided to rejoin the party,” Chase said airily. “Tanq, my man,
  
   please
  
  tell me your chivalrous knight routine worked. If
  
   none
  
  of us managed to nail that dryad I’ll have to write this night off as a loss, and I’m just not ready to do that.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   hear
  
  yourself?” Tanq exclaimed, glaring. “What the hell is wrong with you two?! She told us
  
   no.
  
  That should have been the end of it. You do
  
   not
  
  push yourself on a woman who doesn’t want you!”
 

 
  “That wasn’t a woman, you twit,” Jerome said, scowling right back at him. “She’s some kind of fairy plant spirit. Have you ever cracked a book in your life? Dryads are always either screwing people or killing them. And Juniper’s pretty obviously housebroken; Tellwyrn won’t have her killing people
  
   here.
  
  So what does that leave?”
 

 
  “You can’t possibly be this stupid,” Tanq said incredulously. “This is a university. You got in.
  
   How
  
  are you hearing yourself say these things and not dying from embarrassment?”
 

 
  “Now, let’s be honest with ourselves,” said Chase, grinning nastily. “Are you upset because we’re stupid, or upset because hanging out with us reflects on you morally? Come on, Tanq, unbend a little. We weren’t hurting anybody; it was a bit of harmless fun. She would have had fun too if she’d let us; she always does.”
 

 
  “I see.”
 

 
  Chase and Jerome bolted upright off the bench at the new voice, took one look at Trissiny, who had arrived just behind Tanq, then turned and fled in panic for the second time that night.
 

 
  She turned her gaze on Tanq, who met it warily. “And you were going to what? Reason with them?”
 

 
  “I think,” he said slowly, “I was going to just hit them, but when I got here… Damn it.” He looked away, folding his arms across his chest. “They’re my friends, have been even since I started at this school. We have
  
   fun,
  
  but we’ve never hurt anybody. But they were
  
   actually
  
  going to… I don’t want to believe it.”
 

 
  “You’re a good man, Tanq,” she said quietly. “I think you should reconsider whether you want to associate with people who’ll try to make you forget that.”
 

 
  He heaved a deep sigh. “Maybe. Yeah, probably. No, not probably, I know you’re right. Just having trouble with… Well, none of this is about me, anyhow. Is Juniper okay?”
 

 
  “She says you asked her that several times,” Trissiny said, quirking an eyebrow. “It confused her. Yes, she appears to be fine. While I’m not
  
   about
  
  to justify anything those two were doing, they weren’t completely wrong about dryads. Juniper just doesn’t react to these things the way a human woman would.”
 

 
  “She’s still a person,” he said, shaking his head. “It still matters what she thinks, especially about what’s being done to her. How can they look at her and not see a
  
   person?”
  
 

 
  Now it was Trissiny’s turn to sigh. “The truth is, Tanq, there are some men who won’t be convinced that
  
   any
  
  woman is truly a person. Otherwise, there would be little need for people like me.” She turned to stare down the darkened path in the direction the two boys had fled, her expression cold. “I wonder if you’d do me a favor?”
 

 
  “Probably,” he said warily. “What do you need?”
 

 
  “Please give my apologies to Professor Tellwyrn, and tell her I’m leaving campus. I’ll try to be back before classes Monday morning, but we’ll have to see how things work out.”
 

 
  “All right,” he said slowly. “I can do that. I…assume you’ll want me to wait till you’re well and truly away before carrying the message? Being that leaving the town is very much not allowed and all.”
 

 
  “Exactly.” She turned her head; following her gaze, he jumped back and muffled a curse. An absolutely enormous white horse decked with silver armor was standing there. How the hell could anything that huge have arrived so silently?
  
   Where
  
  had it come from?
 

 
  Trissiny vanished around the side of the giant animal, then reappeared atop it, springing lightly into the saddle. How she moved so nimbly wearing armor, even light armor, was uncanny.
 

 
  “Are you going to kill those two?” Tanq asked warily.
 

 
  “No.” Trissiny shook her head. “That might have been my first response, but…no.
  
   That
  
  would not be justice. Thanks for your help, Tanq. And for supporting Juniper.”
 

 
  “I didn’t do much,” he protested.
 

 
  “You didn’t need to. If she had been an ordinary woman, what would you have done?”
 

 
  “Thrown the fuckers off the balcony myself,” he answered immediately.
 

 
  Trissiny grinned down at him. “Good. I’ll see you in a few days.” She clicked her tongue and the horse took off, trotting toward the University’s gates. Tanq stood alone in the night, watching her go.
 

 
  It was funny… More than a few people had complained in his hearing about Trissiny being judgmental. From what he’d seen, she mostly appeared awkward and uncomfortable, though his perceptions might have been colored by his first sight of her arriving at the campus, as lost and alone as they all were on their first day. But as he watched her slim form atop the massive draft horse vanishing into the night, he had the sudden thought that there went a woman he could have followed into Hell itself.
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  “You did
  
   what?!”
  
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure you heard,” Fauna said somewhat testily. “Do you really need us to go over it again?”
 

 
  Darling took two steps backward and slowly sank down into his plush desk chair, staring at them. “…girls. When I was a lad, I once got a little too high-spirited in a library and the cleric in charge shushed me so hard I could hardly speak above a whisper for a week. Right in front of a girl I was trying to impress, too. It was embarrassing. And I’m pretty sure that was the worst thing any Nemitite has ever done to anyone. Did I not
  
   tell
  
  you to only kill people who deserved it? I could
  
   swear
  
  I remember saying that very specifically. It was kind of central to the whole idea.”
 

 
  “She met the criteria,” Flora said defensively. “Involvement in the Church’s shady dealings, defenses light enough we could get through without revealing we were more than just warlocks. There aren’t a
  
   lot
  
  of people who are both! And that really was an awful program. They’re separating children from their families to indoctrinate them. Some were just for some cleric’s revenge against suspected diabolists.”
 

 
  “How,
  
   exactly,
  
  did you find out about this program if the records were locked away in a sealed vault?”
 

 
  The two elves exchanged one of their long, significant looks. “The spirits…have ways,” Flora said at last. “They can gather information from sources that aren’t exactly available through normal means. We asked them for help finding the right place to strike.”
 

 
  For a long moment, the only sound in the study was the ticking of the grandfather clock.
 

 
  “Are you telling me,” Darling finally said, “that I sent you out on an extremely delicate mission to disrupt the political situation in this city with a surgical strike, and you let the omnicidally insane voices in your head pick the target?”
 

 
  Flora winced. “Well, when you put it
  
   that
  
  way…”
 

 
  “Those are the resources we have, so they’re what we used,” Fauna said, folding her arms. “Of course they have their limitations. Drawbacks. This entire
  
   pact
  
  is the world’s bitterest drawback, frankly, but we make do as best we can.”
 

 
  “Well,” he said slowly, “the good news is this should have exactly the effect we intended, in spades. The handy thing about committing appalling atrocities is they make people
  
   good
  
  and mad. And…I suppose if they were voluntarily covering up the Church’s operation…”
 

 
  “No,” Fauna said quietly. “I was there, Sweet, and I can’t make myself think that librarian deserved that. Don’t rationalize.”
 

 
  “There something you want to get off your chest?” he asked mildly.
 

 
  “Take it from someone who knows: if you make a deal with a monster, things will only get worse as long as you try to deny that’s what you’ve done.” She spread her arms, a gesture that was at once helpless and frustrated. “This is what it is. What we are. It’s the best we can do, and it’s a horrible travesty. It’s…it’s just all we’re good for anymore.”
 

 
  “Don’t do that,” he said sharply. “What have I been training you for, then? You have the potential—”
 

 
  “And we’ll
  
   still
  
  be monsters! We can’t
  
   not
  
  kill—it’s all we can do to keep the collateral damage to a minimum. To try to use the power where it’s necessary. But even if we only ever killed people who needed to die, we’re still just killers. Do you think there’s anything we haven’t
  
   tried?”
  
  She stared at him, almost pleadingly. “I’m not being rhetorical, I’m asking. If you have
  
   any
  
  ideas for keeping the spirits under control, we’ll take anything not to have to keep doing this.”
 

 
  “We…we came to Tiraas for this reason,” Flora said quietly, miserably. “It was a compromise. The spirits wanted to strike at the Empire and grew more agitated the more we tried to keep away from humans. We figured…here in this city there had to be thousands of people who at least deserved to die. We thought maybe we could…sort of, incidentally, do some good. But it’s never that simple.”
 

 
  “It always ends up like this,” said Fauna wearily. “Something always goes wrong, someone always gets hurt who doesn’t deserve it. The only reason we haven’t picked a fight with the Empire and gotten ourselves put down is we can’t make the spirits go down easily. We’ve talked it over in detail. If we could hand them a win… But it’ll be a fight, and lots of people will die for wanting to defend their homes. You’re right: the spirits are insane.
  
   We
  
  know this Empire has nothing to do with the government that destroyed Athan’Khar, but that doesn’t matter to them. Lots of people will die. So…” She sighed heavily. “If you don’t want us around anymore, that’s fine. Just…please don’t turn us in, unless you know how to put us down quietly. We don’t want to kill any more good people.”
 

 
  Flora nodded silently, and they both stared at him as if waiting for the axe to fall.
 

 
  Darling held his silence for a few moments, then sighed in turn. “Well. I guess I owe you two a big apology.”
 

 
  The elves blinked in unison. “Um…pardon?” Fauna said.
 

 
  “Here I’ve been using your talents for my plans and not doing anything to help you get a grip on your situation, which is exactly the opposite of what I promised when I took you on. So, yes, I’m sorry. I’ve been thoughtless, and I guess we’re lucky the collateral damage wasn’t
  
   worse.
  
  I can’t just put the world on hold, girls, and I’m afraid I can’t do this without your help. But you have my word, I will be thinking much harder about how to help you.”
 

 
  “You can’t help us,” Flora said gently, wearing a sad little smile. “Nothing takes away the pact, not as long as we’re alive.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” He held up a finger. “I can’t
  
   cure
  
  you, that’s probably true. But there is a huge yawning gulf between that and not being able to
  
   help.
  
  I will, as I said, think on it. For now, let’s focus on the present, though. Why didn’t you
  
   tell
  
  me? If you were having trouble finding deserving targets, I would
  
   much
  
  rather have pushed back the timetable than let something like this happen.”
 

 
  They glanced at each other, and then down at the floor. “It was getting…bad,” Fauna admitted. “If we go too long without a hunt, the spirits get… Well, ‘restless’ doesn’t quite capture it. We’ve learned not to let it go too far. Eventually they’ll get out of control, and then there
  
   will
  
  be massive collateral damage. In the city…it would be unthinkable.”
 

 
  “Again,” he said, “why didn’t you
  
   tell
  
  me? If you’re having trouble, I expect to be kept in the loop.
  
   Especially
  
  about something like this.”
 

 
  “What would you have done?” Flora said bitterly. “Gone out and found somebody deserving for us to kill?”
 

 
  “You say that like you think it would be hard,” he said dryly. “This is the greatest city in the world, ladies. It’s absolutely crawling with assholes who need to be scrubbed out of the gene pool.”
 

 
  “You can’t just
  
   feed
  
  us like throwing steaks to a tiger in a zoo,” Fauna said, twisting her lips. “The spirits need to
  
   hunt.
  
  They need prey that’s both challenging and deserving. Or what they think is deserving. Mostly they’ll take any human. We had to
  
   seriously
  
  twist things around to make them satisfied with killing Missy.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” he mused. “But even so, my point stands. We have royally fucked this up: me by making assumptions and failing to prepare you properly, you by acting without letting me know what’s going on. Now we’ve got innocent blood on all our hands, and who knows what the after effects of this will be? Henceforth, girls, you will
  
   keep me informed.
  
  We can’t afford to screw around with this or it’s likely to be worse next time. I don’t care how sensitive or embarrassing it is, if it has to do with your pact and your ability to function, you will
  
   tell me
  
  before it becomes an immediate issue. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes sir,” they chorused meekly.
 

 
  Darling sighed heavily and dragged a hand down his face. “Right then. Meantime… We’ll continue operations. But!” He held up a hand. “For the time being,
  
   no killing.
  
  You’ve just been…ah, sated, so you should be fine for…what, a few weeks?”
 

 
  “On average,” Fauna said slowly. “A few weeks, usually. Maybe longer than last time; this was a much better hunt than…the last one.”
 

 
  “Right. Let me know when you feel the twinges coming on. But for now, I want you to move to intelligence gathering. Use whatever powers you’ve got, prowl among the Church and the cults without being seen or leaving evidence. Can you do that?”
 

 
  “Of course we can!”
 

 
  “Good. Get me lists of
  
   targets.
  
  Obviously, we’re not going to rely on your spirits to pick them. Ever. Again. Find me clerics, be they cultists or Church officials, who are into bad stuff, specifically stuff that impacts the Church or the Wreath. Ideally both. The point here is to create hostility
  
   between
  
  the Church and the Black Wreath, and hopefully make the cults reconsider their support for the Church in the process. You’re both smart; if you find anything like that, you’ll know it. Above all, remember we’re looking for people who the world is better off without. There’ll be no shortage of them; we just have to find the ones who are positioned in the right place that killing them will have the effect we want.”
 

 
  “Please don’t hate me for saying this,” Fauna said meekly, “but…why does that matter so much? It seems like this business is
  
   bigger
  
  than a few lives.”
 

 
  “It’s not for
  
   us
  
  to decide what a life is worth,” he said firmly. “We have to be better, Fauna. Have to. Right now, we may make mistakes, we may have to do some unsavory things, but we’re working
  
   toward
  
  something. It’s about caring for the world and making it better, and it’s not our goals that keep us on that path but the principles that rule out certain means of achieving them. Without those principles… Then we’re just another faction of assholes muddying the water, just to improve our own position. You, especially, can’t afford to surrender the moral high ground. Most people are on a slippery slope;
  
   you
  
  two are walking a tightrope over an abyss. Understand?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” they said again.
 

 
  Darling held their gazes for a moment, then sighed. “All right… That’s your orders for now. Sorry to rush out on you, but I’ve been summoned to the Guild, and I’m
  
   really
  
  hoping it’s not to discuss anything related to this business. Remember, we can’t involve the Boss or the rest of the Guild in this. I know it looks shifty, but if this goes wrong, it’ll only bring us down. So long as they don’t know what we’re doing, they have deniability. We can’t sink the Guild.”
 

 
  “Got it,” Flora said, nodding. “If…if Tricks is onto you, anything we can do to help…”
 

 
  “Pshaw, you let me handle Tricks. I’m good at weaseling out of trouble. For now, you’ve got practice to get to. Go on, off you go.”
 

 
  He had prepared for the night’s errand (with Price’s help) before calling them in, and once they had left the study had only to open the clock and slip down into the tunnels, and from there make his way toward the Guild. His thoughts were a shifting vortex, distracting him from his usual task of getting properly into character as Sweet.
 

 
  He hadn’t said it to them, but he was deeply trouble by their cavalier attitude about the killing. It wasn’t that they seemed cold or remorseless, but rather, they were clearly growing all too used to the guilt. It wasn’t affecting them as strongly, and that was a big problem. It would be a short, direct walk from there to using their powers and brute force against any problem that arose. They’d be completely out of control unless he did something about this. They had to be shown that this wasn’t acceptable. They had to be made to
  
   feel
  
  it.
 

 
  But how the hell did one
  
   discipline
  
  a pair of unstoppable avatars of destruction? It wasn’t as if he could spank them, or rub their noses in the corpse.
 

 
  It wasn’t just they who needed discipline, either. He’d sent killers to do an assassin’s job without considering the large difference between the two. This whole disaster was his fault; he should have been more careful, given them better instructions, made an effort to understand how they worked before sending them out. In hindsight, he could identify a dozen steps he
  
   ought
  
  to have taken which… Well, they might or might not have prevented this, but they added up to sheer bloody carelessness on this part. And the price for his carelessness was just too damn high.
 

 
  Gods, that poor
  
   librarian.
  
  He was pretty sure Elilial had reserved seating in Hell for people who did things like this…
 

 
  It took him a lot longer than usual to get his thoughts in order, and they never did get ordered all the way.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The mood in the accounting room below the casino was more dour than usual, and Sweet didn’t find it encouraging that he wasn’t the worst offender in terms of bad vibes. He still didn’t know why he’d been called here urgently, but it was hard not to suspect that the slaying at the Steppe Library was a factor, despite the fact that there should have been nothing connecting that to him. He hadn’t made it this long by brushing aside the worst case scenarios.
 

 
  Nobody was seated when he arrived. Style looked grouchy, which was unusual; usually when she was authentically upset, she looked murderous. Tricks, though, just seemed tired, and that was downright unsettling.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, Sweet, you look like you’ve not slept in days due to your dog dying,” the Boss said when he entered. “Those two apprentices keeping you up? Cos, just sayin’, that’s
  
   allowed,
  
  but it won’t do your rep any favors.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  should talk,” Sweet shot back, managing a grin. “Here I find you without a disguise or a prank prepared to greet me. Exactly how terrified should I be?”
 

 
  Tricks sighed heavily. “Yeah… Guess it’s a stressful time all around. Seriously, though, what gives? You don’t look like yourself.”
 

 
  “Stress. Fatigue. Maybe taking on apprentices wasn’t such a great idea, with me having to handle the Church and the Empire on top of everything else. They’re damn quick, though, I’ve never once had to tell ’em something twice.”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed that too,” Style said, peering at him with an analytical glint in her eye. “Answer the question, Sweet. Are you porking those elves? ‘Cos you’ve stuck it in some exotic peril, I know, but
  
   that
  
  would take the fucking cake.”
 

 
  “No, I’m not sleeping with Flora and/or Fauna in any combination,” he said in some annoyance. “Not that they aren’t cute and all, but you said it. I’d sooner cuddle a bear trap.”
 

 
  Tricks chuckled dryly, then stepped over to one of the desks and picked up a single sheet of paper. “Well, I won’t drag out the suspense any longer. I got the most
  
   fascinating
  
  piece of correspondence today. I think you should read this.” He held out the paper and Sweet stepped forward to take it.
 

 
  He scanned it quickly, frowning at the signature, then went over it again more slowly. Then a third time. Finally he lifted his gaze from the page to find Tricks and Style watching him with matching grim expressions. He let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “Well… Damn. This would explain some stuff, assuming it’s true. How safe an assumption is that?”
 

 
  “That is what I was hoping you could tell me,” Tricks said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “You’ve known Principia longer than I have, and you actually had to handle her while you were Boss. The whole time
  
   I’ve
  
  been running the show, she’s been dicking around in Last Rock, not bothering me, and I liked it that way.”
 

 
  Sweet drew a deep breath and let it out in a rush, ruffling the letter. “Well, for starters, she’s never written a letter before. Or confessed to anything. Or just generally…laid her cards on the table like she appears to be doing here. Yes, she’s a weasel with a knack for twisting things around to her benefit, and yes, all of this very neatly makes everything not her fault.”
 

 
  “All that sounds like the preamble to a great big ‘but.’”
 

 
  “But,” Sweet agreed, “yeah…I could see this being the truth. Especially with her explanation for what she wanted in Last Rock to begin with. Damn, though, that’s a surprise. I can’t see her having a kid, somehow.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   have
  
  a kid unless you
  
   raise
  
  it,” Style grunted. “Any fuckhead can squeeze one out.”
 

 
  “At minimum,” Tricks said wearily, “that’s a detail we can verify. At least in theory. The Sisters of Avei undoubtedly have records of who this Trissiny’s parents are, though fuck if I know how we can convince them to clue us in.”
 

 
  “Prin’s not the only variable that fits, here,” Sweet mused, frowning at the letter. “I also have absolutely no trouble seeing Shook pulling shit like she describes.”
 

 
  “Me either,” Style said grimly, a muscle working in her jaw. “I’ve been asking questions and twisting arms. Seems
  
   nobody’s
  
  surprised at the prospect he might try to manhandle his way into somebody’s pants as soon as he was out from under the Guild’s thumb.”
 

 
  “And you didn’t
  
   know
  
  about this?”
 

 
  “Neither fucking did
  
   you,
  
  so don’t fucking start with me.”
 

 
  “Let’s nobody start with anybody,” Tricks said soothingly.
  
   “That,
  
  at least, isn’t anyone’s fault. We’ve
  
   always
  
  had trouble staying on top of bad behavior in the ranks.”
 

 
  They both nodded in agreement. Members of the Thieves’ Guild had a low opinion of snitching under any circumstances; nobody ever reported anything without significant incentive. If there was a problem with a member of the Guild, the leadership were usually the last to learn of it.
 

 
  “Have you asked Thumper his take on this?” Sweet inquired. He glanced back and forth at their faces. “Oh, boy. Those aren’t optimistic expressions.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid,” Tricks said with a wince, “I’ve gone and done something clever.” Style snorted.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, do I have enough time to flee the city?”
 

 
  “Just button it and listen, wiseass. I put Thumper on a probation, told him every detail of Prin’s apparent betrayal as we got it from that girl in Puna Dara—”
 

 
  “Peepers,” Style supplied.
 

 
  “—and
  
   broadly
  
  suggested to him that if he were to drag her back here under his own initiative it’d go a long way toward mitigating the disaster he was involved with in Last Rock.”
 

 
  “That…actually is pretty clever,” Sweet said after a pause. “Solve the problem and save face by not having to send official street soldiers after her. Elegant, I like it.”
 

 
  “Thanks.”
 

 
  “Unless, of course, Principia is telling the truth and you pretty much forced her into this corner in the first place, in which case you just compounded the problem exponentially.”
 

 
  “Thanks.” Tricks rubbed at his temples. “Thank you, yes, I did manage to put that together myself.”
 

 
  “I helped,” Style said with a grim smile.
 

 
  “I don’t suppose there’s
  
   any
  
  chance Thumper’s still in the city?”
 

 
  “What do you think the
  
   first
  
  thing I did was?” Tricks sighed. “Your information network still functions beautifully. I know exactly when he left Tiraas: thee days ago. By Rail. To Calderaas.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Sweet finished, “he could be goddamn anywhere by now. Do we have any hints what leads he was following?”
 

 
  “Keys is inherently better at this game than Thumper. She doesn’t leave
  
   leads.
  
  I just wanted him to be out there, making ripples and getting rumors back to her that she’s being hunted by worse than the Guild, figured maybe she’d be more amenable to throwing herself on our mercy.”
 

 
  “My goodness, what a magnificent fuck-up
  
   this
  
  is,” Sweet said in awe.
 

 
  “Yup.”
 

 
  “Leaving aside our need to deal fairly with Prin and Jeremiah…holy shit, we’ve gotta smooth things over with the Avenists somehow. If
  
   they
  
  get wind of this… She could set the Sisters on us with one more of these letters.”
 

 
  “Um, what?” Style frowned at him. “She actually said right out that she went for Trissiny in Last Rock because the Sisters told her to stay the hell away. Which she obviously hasn’t done. I can’t imagine she’s in favor with them right now.”
 

 
  “Style,” Sweet said wearily, “the Sisters of Avei are basically militant and
  
   militarized
  
  feminists.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  who the fuck they are, thank you, Sweet.”
 

 
  “So think this through,” said Tricks.
  
   “Assuming
  
  Prin’s told us the truth… We just deliberately sent a would-be rapist to hassle the mother of their long-awaited, brand new paladin.”
 

 
  “Oh…fuck.”
 

 
  “And then,” Sweet went on grimly, “let him off his leash to chase her down on his own time.”
 

 
  
   “Fuck.”
  
 

 
  “Whether she’s in favor isn’t really gonna be a factor. This is the kind of thing for which they’ve been known to drop everything, put aside their differences and send a Silver Legion to collect the heads of everyone involved.”
 

 
  “Fuck, all
  
   right!
  
  The point is made, you don’t have to keep pounding on it.”
 

 
  “All of which is secondary,” Tricks said, sounding more tired than Sweet had ever heard him. “I mean, yes, it’s a practical consideration we
  
   do
  
  need to pay attention to, but there’s more at stake.
  
   If
  
  Prin’s story is true, then the Guild fucked her over hard. Thumper in particular, but we set it up to happen. We can’t have shit like this; it’s respect and trust in each other that keeps this Guild functioning. We
  
   don’t
  
  create pointless hell for faithful members, or what are we?”
 

 
  “Don’t get too weepy on Prin’s account,” Style said. “This wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t invested years in being such a pest that her word doesn’t count for anything around here. Which, by the way, brings us back to the very
  
   important
  
  question of whether there’s any truth to this story of hers.”
 

 
  “Which is why we need to get
  
   both
  
  of them back here and answering questions,” Tricks agreed grimly. “One way or another, we’ll get the truth that way. But
  
   that
  
  isn’t likely to happen in the near future. We may or may not be able to lay our hands on Thumper, but I’ve got a suspicion if he gets wind that we’re pulling him back in for questioning, he’ll bolt. And Keys is a whole other matter. I frankly am not sure we have the
  
   capacity
  
  to find and apprehend her if she’s really opposed to that happening.
  
   So,
  
  though it’s a backward case of priorities, we’re likely gonna have to deal with the Avenists first. Both to keep them off our case and to get intel on Prin’s relationship to this paladin of theirs.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Sweet rubbed his chin with one hand, frowning in thought. “As to that… It’s a little unconventional, but I think I have an idea.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  His personal shrine was in the basement of his home. Ironically, it wasn’t accessible from the sewers; he had to climb all the way up to his study and then down the interior stairs. Darling didn’t encounter any members of his household in the process, but between elven hearing and Price being Price it was a given that they knew he was home.
 

 
  He shut the thick door of the room behind himself and knelt before the statue of Eserion and its little bowl of water, enchanted to prevent it going stagnant or scummy. Taking a decabloon from an inner pocket of his coat, he rolled it back and forth across the backs of his knuckles for a few moments, thinking, then sighed and tossed it into the bowl. It drifted down and sat there with the rest. Eserion was a god of action who didn’t encourage too much prayer and reflection; he expected his followers to solve their own damn problems. As such, there weren’t all that many coins in the bowl, though Darling had left them untouched since he’d put the shrine in upon moving into the house.
 

 
  It was still a tidy little fortune, every one of them decabloons. When one had means, tithing a pittance to one’s god was just asking for a divine spanking.
 

 
  “I fucked up, Big Guy,” he said quietly. “Bad, this time. I know, I know, we all make mistakes and you expect us to deal. Don’t worry, I’m dealing. But this one… This one hurts. I went and got somebody killed because I was cocky and careless, somebody who was completely harmless and probably a gift to the world. I don’t even know what to do with that, y’know? I’m still sorta numb. You know how it is; we thieves learn not to feel guilty. But then, we thieves don’t do shit like this as a rule.”
 

 
  He stared into the bowl of water and coins in silence for a dozen heartbeats.
 

 
  “When you screw somebody over, you pay them back. There’s… I mean, there’s just no way to do that when it’s their life. No offense, you know I’ve got your back, but your cult doesn’t exactly prepare a person to deal with something like this.
 

 
  “And not just my moaning and weeping, I mean, I’ve still gotta fucking figure out something to do with those two girls… Gods, they’re like a couple of kids. Does that make any sense at all? Pair of terrifying spirit-addled monstrosities and I mostly feel like I gotta teach ’em how to live so they’ll be okay once I’m gone. How messed up is
  
   that?
  
  I just want them to have a chance to be okay. I’ve mostly been okay, because I had people—your people—who showed me how to live when I was in a bad place. But it doesn’t change the fact that they’re fucking
  
   dangerous.
  
 

 
  “And… Man, this thing with Prin and Thumper, I’ve got a terrible feeling she told us the truth in that letter. Which means we’ve all fucked her over and basically rewarded him for spitting on the bonds that hold this Guild together… It’s bad, is what I’m saying.”
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And…yeah, I know, I’m pretty much just whining. Sorry. I’m dealing, okay? I never stop thinking and moving. I just…needed to take a moment to vent. Thanks for listening, Big Guy.”
 

 
  Darling sat back on his heels, raising his eyes to study the faintly smirking face of the idol. “Shit’s getting serious, and we’ve had too many screwups, too close together. I have to face it: we might not win this one. If it all goes as bad as it can go, remember when I get up there that I’m trying my damnedest. We all are. If we fail, it’s not because we were lazy.”
 

 
  He stood, bowed to the statue, and backed away. “Talk to you later, Big Guy. Looks like I’ve got work to do.”
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  There were fourteen persons in the current sophomore class, and most days on which classes were held, the majority of them arrived early enough to have breakfast in the dining hall. So did the seniors, Toby and Gabriel and the three soldiers. The junior class rarely showed, nor did the girls of Clarke Tower. The freshman girls usually awoke to a fresh breakfast prepared by Janis. What arrangement the juniors had, Trissiny had never inquired; student housing on the campus was apparently somewhat idiosyncratic.
 

 
  She replied to Toby’s welcoming smile with a nod, but didn’t pause as she passed his table, heading straight for the sophomores.
 

 
  They were grouped around two tables, one circular and one rectangular, and her target sat at the latter. By happenstance or design the ten students seated there had arranged themselves with the girls on one side and boys on the other, and it was the girls who had a view of the door and the approaching paladin. Two of them, whom Trissiny didn’t know, watched her warily, but November gave her a brilliant smile, Hildred a cheerful wave, and Natchua narrowed her eyes.
 

 
  Most of the boys she didn’t know either—Tanq apparently hadn’t come to breakfast this morning—but several turned to see who was approaching, including Chase and Jerome.
 

 
  Chase, exhibiting a typical lack of self-awareness, grinned broadly at her. “Well! The prodigal paladin. I hope you enjoyed your little jaunt, kiddo. Tellwyrn’s gonna scrub out her sink with your scalp.”
 

 
  Jerome was watching her with more appropriate wariness. Trissiny came to a stop by their table, pulled a libram from her largest belt pouch and carefully extracted the envelope that had been tucked into its cover for safekeeping. She held this out to Jerome.
 

 
  “This is for you,” she said, “from your father.”
 

 
  His eyes narrowed to slits. Across the table, Hildred covered her mouth with a hand, eyes wide; Natchua actually grinned faintly. “Why,” Jerome asked in a tightly controlled voice, “do you have a letter from my father?”
 

 
  “I expect the contents will explain that,” she replied calmly, still holding it out. After staring at her for a long moment, he finally reached out and took it.
 

 
  Not waiting to see any further reactions, Trissiny turned and left the dining hall.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hello, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Oh! Hi, Shaeine,” she replied, somewhat startled at being approached. She had been lost in her thoughts. It had been a mostly average morning with a few moments of tension, such as when Tellwyrn opened history class by giving her a blistering look. But no one had asked prying questions and even Tellwyrn hadn’t said anything further. Trissiny didn’t doubt for a moment that retribution for flouting the campus rules was coming; in fact, she was starting to wonder if stretching out the anticipation like this was part of the punishment. That would be exactly like Tellwyrn.
 

 
  Now, in the lull between Intro to Magic and their lunch period, Shaeine had caught up with her on a winding path which Trissiny had selected specifically because it was a long route to nowhere and gave her time to think.
 

 
  “Was your mission successful?” the drow inquired politely.
 

 
  “Partially,” she said. “I had an unexpected interruption, and… I’m sort of stymied on half of what I set out to accomplish. But I did get some of it done.”
 

 
  “I am glad to hear that much, at least.” Shaiene produced a small rectangular box from within the folds of her robe. “I have something for you.”
 

 
  “For me?” Nonplussed, Trissiny accepted the box and lifted its lid. Nestled within was a folding knife. A remarkably thick one. “My goodness,” she said, carefully extracting it. “How many blades does this have?”
 

 
  “Two, of different sizes. Most of those attachments are tools of various kinds. It has tweezers, bottle and can openers, scissors, a magnifying lens and several other items whose purpose I do not understand. Apparently these are manufactured in the dwarven kingdoms, and becoming quite popular among gnomish adventurers. You like useful things; I saw this in a shop in town and thought it would suit you well.”
 

 
  “That’s…incredibly thoughtful,” Trissiny said, raising her eyes from the utility knife to Shaeine’s serene face. “You really shouldn’t have. How much do I owe you?”
 

 
  Shaeine raised her eyebrows a fraction of an inch, then smiled faintly, permitting a touch of ruefulness into her expression. “Ah…forgive me, I failed to express myself clearly. That is a gift.”
 

 
  “It is?” Trissiny’s response might have been less than polite, but she was startled. “Why? What’s the occasion?”
 

 
  Shaeine glanced to the side for a moment as if marshaling her thoughts. “I must ask your pardon if I trespass upon a sensitive subject; I assure you it is inadvertent, if so. I know you have had a stressful time recently.”
 

 
  “You…could say that.”
 

 
  She nodded. “I have observed that Imperial customs favor feasting, gatherings of loved ones and gift-giving on celebratory occasions, and largely symbolic gestures and platitudes when someone has been hurt. Among my people, it is much the opposite. A friend’s most troubled moments are seen as the appropriate time to remind them that they are valued. And kind words do only so much.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said slowly, feeling a smile stretch unbidden across her face. “Thank you.” Her voice was soft, but full of feeling.
 

 
  Shaeine nodded at her, and for once that polite little smile of hers didn’t seem standoffish. “Perhaps it is a failure on my part to adapt to local customs, but I cannot help feeling that in this instance, the Narisian way is the wiser.”
 

 
  “I’d never thought about it, but now that you bring it up I think you have a point.” Trissiny turned the knife over in her hand silently for a moment. “Is it…
  
   Are
  
  you badly stressed by how things are up here? You left the party so early, I was concerned.”
 

 
  The drow tilted her head, considering, and began moving at a slow pace; Trissiny fell into step beside her. “I would not claim that my culture shock is worse than yours,” she said at last, “but the particular nature of it may impact me more directly. Among my people, reserve is cultivated from early childhood primarily as a measure of respect for others. We live in very close quarters, and it can be stressful indeed to cope with the feelings of everyone around you, constantly pressed in upon your awareness. In Tar’naris, emotional openness is practiced between family members and occasionally other intimates. Among friends, colleagues and particularly strangers, we seek not to impose the weight of our feelings on others.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said. That actually explained quite a bit.
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “Everything is so much louder and more open here; even still, I find myself constantly startled by the frankness of those around me. Yet, there is much more space in which we can spread out, so the pressure is mitigated somewhat. That party, though… It was an enclosed space filled with loud talk, laughter and a general…letting go of inhibitions. The proximity to so much
  
   feeling
  
  began very quickly to be an almost tangible pressure to me.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” she said automatically.
 

 
  “Please do not be, you’ve done no wrong. Nor did anyone else there. I suppose I am rather a poor diplomat, to be coming to terms with this culture so slowly.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t dismiss yourself that easily,” Trissiny protested. “It’s only been a couple of months. You’re already the most even-natured and understanding person I know.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that very much.”
 

 
  “So…are you empathic, then? Is that typical for drow?”
 

 
  “No more than the average person anywhere, I suspect,” she said with a smile. “Merely unaccustomed to certain kinds of emotional expression. And, more to the point, certain volumes thereof.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly. “With everything I learn about Narisian culture, I feel like I understand you a little better and Natchua a little less.”
 

 
  “I have had the converse experience. With exposure to Imperial life, I am constantly gaining insights into my own culture that reflect its imperfections. Yet, I feel I’m developing an understanding of my cousin that I initially lacked.”
 

 
  “You made it sound as if all the fuss and prattle up here was almost painful for drow.”
 

 
  “I would draw a distinction between Narisians and drow in general. The Scyllithene drow are far more aggressive than any human I have ever met. As for pain…” She tilted her head, mulling. “Perhaps…in the way that slipping into a very cold pool is uncomfortable at first. Very quickly, it becomes bracing. At home I would never dream of revealing every thought or feeling that passed across my mind; it would be the height of disrespect to those around me, making them deal with my emotions on top of their own. But here, where
  
   everyone
  
  does exactly that and is accustomed to coping with it, where I might relax myself with the assurance that it is harming no one to do so… Well, I have begun to understand why Natchua has so fervently embraced Imperial life.”
 

 
  “Yet you don’t, and she does.”
 

 
  “Because I am more than my own desires. I am a representative of Tar’naris and House Awarrion; my conduct reflects upon my mother, my people and my queen. I would not dream of disappointing them. Besides, even as I grow to recognize that my culture has its flaws, it remains mine, the way of life in which I am invested. I feel no desire to show a lack of respect for it.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “I’ve been feeling much the same, in some ways. Strangely liberated, yet…focused.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Shaeine raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  To her own surprise, Trissiny laughed softly. “I’m half elf. Who would have thought it?”
 

 
  “I suspected; you have the aspect, and it has been my impression that a typical human even in excellent shape would balk and running down and up the mountain stairs in full armor every morning. I saw neither opportunity nor reason to broach the subject, though.”
 

 
  “Yes, a lot of things are suddenly making sense to me in hindsight. And at first I was… Scared, and upset, because it felt like I no longer knew who I was. But… I’ve come to see that as a blessing.”
 

 
  Shaeine was silent as they walked, her head slightly tilted toward Trissiny to show her attention. After a moment spent gathering her thoughts, the paladin continued.
 

 
  “Ever since Avei called me, I’ve felt the weight of expectations. It was like I couldn’t afford to be flawed any more. Everything I did reflected upon her, and the thought of letting her down was just…unbearable.”
 

 
  “I doubt Avei would call any mortal to her service if she expected flawlessness.”
 

 
  “Which I can understand intellectually,” she said, nodding, “but feeling it was a different matter. It doesn’t even make sense, really. This revelation has no bearing at all on my calling, but it’s somehow freeing. I’m not that girl I thought I was. I’ve been so wrong about something so pivotal, it’s like I’ve rediscovered the prerogative to
  
   be
  
  wrong. And,” she added, wincing, “in hindsight I keep finding things I’ve been wrong about, that I wouldn’t back down from because to retreat,
  
   any
  
  retreat, felt like failing my goddess.”
 

 
  “Perhaps you should not discount the chance that she has had a hand in events,” Shaeine suggested. “It may be that this is her way of opening your mind.”
 

 
  “That has occurred to me. Of course, it’s not the kind of thing you can up and
  
   ask
  
  a deity. They don’t generally seem inclined to explain themselves.”
 

 
  “I have noticed that,” Shaeine said dryly.
 

 
  “Trissiny!”
 

 
  Trissiny managed not to wince at being called. November Stark was approaching them rapidly, wearing a bright smile. “Hi, November. Have a good weekend?”
 

 
  “Hail and well met, Hand of Avei!” To Trissiny’s horror, she stopped and dropped to one knee, bowing her head. “I pray your mission met with success!”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t do that!” Trissiny said in alarm, resisting the urge to grab the girl and drag her upright. “We don’t kneel. A Sister would salute a superior officer, but even the High Commander doesn’t get more than that.”
 

 
  “Oh…ah, of course.” November bounced back upright, raised a hand and then let it hang in midair as if uncertain what to do with it. “Um, how do… I mean, what’s the proper way…”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  don’t,” Trissiny said firmly. “You’re not a Legionnaire or even in the Sisterhood. Lay Avenists don’t owe me anything but basic courtesy.”
 

 
  “That can’t be!” November insisted, staring ardently at her. “You’re the Hand of Avei, the chosen representative of our goddess on this world. Surely
  
   some
  
  show of respect—”
 

 
  “Courtesy,” she interrupted, “is plenty of respect. Avenists don’t grovel or subjugate themselves. Even the
  
   goddess
  
  doesn’t demand that. Really, November, you’re overthinking it. Just be yourself.”
 

 
  “I can do that,” she said, nodding eagerly, and Trissiny held back a sigh.
 

 
  The Sisters of Avei prized discipline, order and clear thinking above mysticism and blind faith. These were the priorities their goddess encouraged. As a result, the cult didn’t tend to attract fanatics, and Trissiny had rarely met any. Mother Narny had told her that such women nearly always came from a background of some kind of abuse and desperately needed something to believe in. As such, she remained as patient and positive as she could with November, no matter how uncomfortable the girl made her.
 

 
  “November, have you met Shaeine?” she said, seizing upon a distraction. “Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion, this is November Stark.”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” November said distractedly, barely glancing at the drow before returning her gaze to Trissiny. There was an almost worshipful light in her eyes that the paladin found unsettling.
 

 
  “The honor is mine,” Shaeine replied politely, despite the fact the person to whom she was being introduced was no longer paying her any mind, then she, too, returned her attention to Trissiny. “I must say that surprised me. I do not recall introducing myself by Narisian honorifics on this campus.”
 

 
  “I looked it up,” she explained a little self-consciously. “It’s seemed to me you don’t get as much respect around here as you deserve… And maybe I still feel a little guilty about almost drawing steel on you when we first met.”
 

 
  “I see,” the drow said quietly, then gave Trissiny one of those rare smiles that had real feeling behind it. “That was extremely thoughtful. You even got it right. I have been incorrectly addressed by members of the Imperial diplomatic corps on multiple occasions.”
 

 
  “Oh, good, I was worried about that. I did my best, but you guys have a
  
   lot
  
  of honorifics and I’m none too sure I understand the hierarchies they all apply to.”
 

 
  “Trissiny’s very considerate,” November said somewhat loudly. She was looking at Shaeine now, and her expression held tension verging on hostility. “You should see her in our divinity class.”
 

 
  Trissiny was trying to recall what she’d done in divinity class that was particularly considerate when she was addressed by someone else to whom she really did not want to talk.
 

 
  “Hey, Trissiny!” Gabriel called, strolling over to them. “Hi, Shaeine. Ms. Stark, good to see you,” he added almost deferentially, actually bowing his head. Despite herself, Trissiny felt amusement bubbling up. He
  
   really
  
  didn’t want to provoke November, and she couldn’t say he was wrong in that. It raised the question of what he wanted to urgently that he was willing to risk it.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said calmly in unison with Shaeine’s greeting. November just stared at him through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “Sorry to bother you, I won’t be long,” he said almost hurriedly, “but this is the first time I’ve caught you since Friday, and I wanted to ask you something.”
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  “Well, y’know that fighting practice you do with Teal and Ruda in the mornings?”
 

 
  “Yes, I know it,” she said carefully. “How do
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “It’s…sort of interesting to the gossip mill around here,” he said with a wince. “I was just wondering, I mean… If it’s a girls only thing, that’s fine, I won’t bother you, I know how it is with Avenists sometimes. But if not, would you mind if I tagged along?”
 

 
  “You?” Her eyebrows shot up. “Why?”
 

 
  “Well, in case you haven’t noticed in class…and I’m pretty sure you have…I kind of suck at fighting,” he said, grinning ruefully. “And you’re the best one in the class. If you’re teaching people anyway… I mean, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d really like to benefit from your experience.”
 

 
  She stared at him blankly for a moment, and he actually took a step back.
 

 
  “Hey, if not, that’s fine, I don’t want to be a bother. It was just a—”
 

 
  “You’re coaching other students in hand-to-hand combat?” November burst out, her eyes practically shining.
 

 
  Trissiny pressed down a sudden urge to slug Gabriel on general principles.
 

 
  “YOU!” Jerome roared, stalking toward her from the bend in the path up ahead. In his fist was clutched a crumpled sheet of paper.
 

 
  “You are extremely popular of late,” Shaeine commented quietly.
 

 
  “This one, at least, I was expecting,” Trissiny replied in the same soft tone. That was all she managed before Jerome stomped right up to her, brandishing the letter.
 

 
  “You fucking
  
   bitch,
  
  you got me disinherited!”
 

 
  “Uh…
  
   not
  
  your best approach, man,” Gabriel said carefully.
 

 
  “I think you will find,” Trissiny replied calmly, “you got
  
   yourself
  
  disinherited. The matter is probably explained in some detail in that missive.”
 

 
  “Because of
  
   you!”
  
  he snarled, wagging the crumpled letter in her face so rapidly she wouldn’t have had a chance of reading it, even had she been so inclined. “If
  
   you
  
  hadn’t stuck your fucking nose in—”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you!” November shot back, matching his tone for ferocity. “Do you have any idea who you’re talking to?!”
 

 
  “November, I can handle this,” Trissiny said firmly, stepping to one side to place herself between the two sophomores.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, you just
  
   love
  
  handling things,” Jerome raged. “Are you fucking
  
   happy
  
  now? Does this make you feel powerful, you fucking
  
   cunt?”
  
 

 
  Gabriel winced. “Oh, Jerry…
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  “Your parents were absolutely
  
   crushed
  
  when I spoke to them,” Trissiny said, holding tightly to her calm. “Devastated to learn you had attempted to force yourself on a female classmate, and humiliated at having to hear about it from me.”
 

 
  “You—”
 

 
  “What they were
  
   not,”
  
  she went on loudly, “was
  
   surprised.
  
  They have a portrait of you in their formal parlor, Jerome. Hunting trophies displayed with your name on them. I could see touches of you all over the house; it wasn’t the home of heartless people who would cast aside their son at the
  
   first
  
  report of wrongdoing on his part. This has been building for some time, hasn’t it? I wonder what else you’ve done that has been a disappointment to your House?”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you—”
 

 
  “You will
  
   note
  
  that you are, as of receipt of this letter, disinherited.
  
   Not
  
  disowned. It seems to me your family is leaving open the door for you to redeem yourself. There is no time like the present to start.”
 

 
  He gaped at her, fishlike, opening and closing his mouth, before finding words. They came out in a strangled screech. “Do you have any idea who I am?!”
 

 
  “You’re some guy,” Trissiny said evenly,
  
   “without
  
  the backing of a powerful House, who is getting aggressive with the Hand of Avei. Tell me, in what scenario does this end well for you?”
 

 
  Jerome glared at her, quivering with impotent rage. Finally he stuffed the letter into his pocket and spat,
  
   “Whore,”
  
  before turning to stomp away.
 

 
  “The boy just doesn’t
  
   learn,”
  
  Gabriel said wonderingly.
 

 
  “Gabriel.” She turned to face him, and he actually shied back from her. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Gabe blinked twice, then glance at Shaeine and November, as if for clarification, before returning his attention to Trissiny. “I, uh… You what, now?”
 

 
  “For my role in our altercation,” she said. “I acted wrongly, and owe you an apology.”
 

 
  “Oh. That.” He managed a weak grin, waving her off. “Well, I pretty much started the whole stupid thing, so…”
 

 
  “Yes, you did,” she agreed, nodding, “but
  
   I
  
  escalated it to violence. That was both foolish and morally wrong. So, I am sorry. Especially for that, and also for being so stubborn. I should have apologized weeks ago.”
 

 
  “Water under the bridge.” He seemed to have regained some of his equanimity. “I’ll forget about it if you will.”
 

 
  “I’d like that.” She managed a smile.
 

 
  “That’s so
  
   kind
  
  of you,” November whispered in something like awe.
 

 
  Trissiny was spared having to reply to that by the arrival of Professor Tellwyrn out of thin air with a soft
  
   pop.
  
 

 
  “Ah, there you are,” she said grimly. “My office, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said resignedly. “Let me just—”
 

 
  “I was informing you, not instructing you.” There came a second
  
   pop
  
  and she vanished, this time taking Trissiny with her.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  She reappeared in the familiar office, off to one side of the room. Chase and Jerome were already present, the latter looking shocked as well as furious; they had evidently been collected as abruptly as Trissiny. Chase, as usual, seemed delightedly intrigued, as if everything going on had been arranged for his amusement.
 

 
  Tellwyrn seated herself behind her desk, folded her hands on top of it, and glared at them over her spectacles.
 

 
  “Well. What a busy weekend we’ve all had.”
 

 
  “Best kind!” Chase said brightly.
 

 
  “Shut up. I’ve held off dealing with this to find out what Miss Avelea was up to in Tiraas. Yes, Trissiny, I know where you were, and you’d better believe I could have retrieved you, had I been so inclined. I determined this was not necessary, and indeed things have played out in…a marginally satisfactory fashion. Jerome is already somewhat chastened, in a fashion I find rather satisfying. That was impressively quick research, by the way. How did you manage it in the course of one weekend?”
 

 
  “The Nemitite clerics in Tiraas seemed quite eager to be of service. It appears there are Imperial records on
  
   everything.
  
  The bureaucracy is daunting, but professional guidance gets one through it quite quickly.”
 

 
  “Then I’m sure you discovered that no one cares enough about the doings or fate of Chase Masterson to take an interest in the matter.” Across the room, Chase grinned brightly at them. “I wonder, how did your meeting with the Shaathist monastery in which he was raised go?”
 

 
  “I didn’t bother,” Trissiny admitted. “Shaathists would be as likely to greet
  
   me
  
  with arrows as agree to a meeting, and anyway, the Huntsman who filed Chase’s final reports quite specifically indicated their order had no further interest in him.” She glanced coolly over at Chase, earning another grin in reply.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “In one respect, I find I’m rather proud of you. Rather than going for your sword, you found a pretty graceful way to dispense justice.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “Don’t get too comfortable,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “You are
  
   still
  
  in trouble.”
 

 
  “I assumed as much.”
 

 
  “Good, then you’re doing better than
  
   these two.”
  
  The Professor shifted her stare to the boys. “As I see it, we have two big problems here: First and foremost, you don’t seem to grasp the seriousness of what you’ve done. As a disturbing bonus, you don’t understand the
  
   stupidity
  
  of it.”
 

 
  “What we did?!” Jerome burst out. “We were just flirting with the dryad, there’s no need for—”
 

 
  “I WILL INFORM YOU WHEN YOU MAY SPEAK.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s voice filled the room so thoroughly the framed pictures on the walls rattled. She had to have been using magic. For a moment, she allowed silence to reign, then continued.
 

 
  “To begin with, you will both research and present to me five-page annotated papers on the known habits of dryads. By the end of this, you will at the very least understand how close you came on Friday night to an exceedingly grisly fate. That leaves the first and greater of my concerns: your disdain for the severity of this offense. Boys… It’s not just Avenists who get excited when you press your attentions on a woman who has indicated she doesn’t want them. That doesn’t go over well
  
   anywhere.
  
  I want you to consider that there were over a dozen elves in that building, all of whom could hear very well what was happening on the balcony, and
  
   every one
  
  of them—yours truly included—decided to
  
   let
  
  you antagonize the dryad and get reduced to a pile of giblets.”
 

 
  “Giblets?” Chase said in a fascinated tone. “Juniper? You’re joking.”
 

 
  “I think you’ll find your assigned research
  
   very
  
  enlightening. Back to the point, I’m in the position of almost regretting the responsibility I have for your welfare. When I find men acting this way at large in the world, I generally just teleport their skeletons three feet to the left and have done with it. Here…it seems I’ll have to find a better way to deal with you. Something…educational.”
 

 
  She opened a drawer in her desk, reached in and pulled out a handful of glass vials, each stoppered and containing a murky purple liquid. Tellwyrn tossed one of these to Chase; he caught it reflexively.
 

 
  “What’s all this, then?”
 

 
  “Impotence.”
 

 
  Chase jerked his gaze up to hers from his perusal of the tiny vial. “Um. Pardon?”
 

 
  “You heard me,” Tellwyrn said with a hint of grim amusement. “That is an alchemical treatment which will, for a time, deny you the use of the organ which you’ve been allowing to make some of your decisions recently. It’s my hope that a month or so spent like that will give some of the blood time to redirect itself to your brain. You will report to Professor Rafe every evening immediately following your last class for your treatment until I say otherwise.
  
   Both
  
  of you.” She tossed another to Jerome, whose face had lapsed into morose sullenness.
 

 
  For just a moment, Chase stared at her with something very like rage, before marshaling his expression so completely it almost seemed as if it had never been anything but affably unconcerned. “I see. That’s actually kind of clever. And, just hypothetically, if we…
  
   decline
  
  to drink this vial of voodoo?”
 

 
  “Then I’ll have to find a less sophisticated way of punishing you,” Tellwyrn said sweetly. “Making use of whatever resources are available. And oh, look! I have a Hand of Avei right here. You can deal with me, boys, or you can deal with her.”
 

 
  Chase glanced quickly back and forth between them, then actually chuckled. “Well then! I find this a poetic and very appropriate resolution to this little misunderstanding, and look forward to being properly chastened. Bottoms up!” He plucked the cork from the vial and swiftly drank down its contents, then raised his eyes in surprise. “Mm…not bad. Blackberry!”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   flavored?!”
  
  Tellwyrn burst out before catching herself, then removing her spectacles to pinch at the bridge of her nose. “…Admestus. All right, you too,
  
   Lord
  
  Conover.”
 

 
  Jerome looked for a moment as if he might try an outright rebellion right there in the office, but then his shoulders slumped defeatedly. Without a word, he uncorked and drank his vial.
 

 
  “And that just leaves you, Avelea. I trust you understand why you are facing disciplinary action?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Trissiny said crisply. “Leaving the vicinity of Last Rock without permission is prohibited. I apologize for disrespecting your rules, Professor. It was a matter of my calling.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve got half of it. The
  
   other,
  
  and perhaps greater issue, is that you usurped my authority. I make the rules on this campus, Trissiny, and I enforce them. I may, as in cases exactly like this one, sometimes ask your assistance in dealing with certain matters, but that is up to my discretion. You
  
   do not
  
  take it upon yourself to deal out punishments for infractions of
  
   my
  
  rules at
  
   my
  
  University.” Her green eyes bored into Trissiny’s, their expression relentless. “I don’t care what is at stake or whose Hand you are. On this campus,
  
   I
  
  am god.”
 

 
  A crack of thunder struck so close that the whole room rattled; all three of those standing before the desk jumped violently in startlement, then gaped at the windows behind Tellwyrn, which had the curtains drawn back to show a stunning view of the cloudless blue sky over the Golden Sea.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn’s left eye twitched slightly. She tore off her glasses and tossed them down on the desk so hard they bounced, then stood, turned, opened the window, leaned out so far that her whole upper body was suspended over the drop down the cliff, and roared at the empty sky.
 

 
  “YOU HEARD ME!”
 

 
  Thunder rumbled again, much more distantly.
 

 
  Growling, Tellwyrn ducked back in and slammed the window shut hard enough to rattle the panes. “Nosy bastards. Gods are like police: never at hand when you need one and knee-deep in your business the rest of the time.
  
   Anyway,
  
  Trissiny, you will report to Stew every night for a week for your disciplinary action. He will direct you to dig a hole deep enough for you to stand in.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “And then?”
 

 
  “And then, fill it in.”
 

 
  “…I don’t understand.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   not
  
  an idiot, Trissiny. The purpose of your dish washing sessions with Mr. Arquin was to force you into his company in the hope that you would find an accommodation. It was a less cordial one than I was going for, but peaceable enough. It was not lost on Mrs. Oak or myself that you enjoyed the work. Hell, being raised as you were, I’m sure you get a lot of satisfaction from contributing to the upkeep of whatever place shelters you. So yes, I’m well aware that giving you the kind of busy work that would infuriate your roommate is the opposite of punishment. Thus, you will wear yourself out performing humiliating, counterproductive and generally
  
   useless
  
  tasks until I’m satisfied the memory will flash across your mind
  
   any
  
  time in the future that you feel an urge to stick your nose into my running of this University. Does that explain matters?”
 

 
  “Perfectly,” Trissiny said rigidly.
 

 
  “I’m so glad.” Tellwyrn gave them all an unpleasant smile. “Unless there are any questions…? No? Good. That being the case, everyone knows their assignments. Get lost, all of you.”
 

 
  “Say, Professor,” Chase said with an ingratiating grin, “if it’s not too much trouble, how about sending us out the way we came in? I was right in the middle of—”
 

 
  “OUT!”
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  The attic room hadn’t changed since she had last been here, though it had been a little troublesome finding it. Last Rock wasn’t a large place, but Trissiny hadn’t wanted to go around asking people for the address. She couldn’t have said why, but the thought of leaving a trail of people who knew she was sniffing after Principia didn’t sit well with her. Still, she allotted herself plenty of time, and remembered the walk back from it fairly well. The space had luckily been designed to rent out, and its door opened onto an exterior flight of wooden steps, which spared her having to walk through the large house atop which it perched and explain herself to the occupants.
 

 
  Late afternoon sunlight beamed through the narrow window, staining the room red. Trissiny swept her eyes around the space by reflex, finding nothing amiss, before focusing them on the occupant.
 

 
  Principia rose from where she had been seated on the bed, staring at her with an expression to which Trissiny couldn’t put a name.
 

 
  “You got my message.”
 

 
  “Obviously.”
 

 
  “And you came.”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  The elf smiled. “You even came alone.”
 

 
  There was nothing menacing in Principia’s aspect, but Trissiny had been trained to be wary of anything that even
  
   hinted
  
  at a threat. Light flared up around her, overpowering the weak sunset and filling the room with gold. Principia leaned backward away from her, lifting a hand to shield her eyes.
 

 
  “I am
  
   never
  
  alone.”
 

 
  “All right, point taken,” the elf said. “I just meant… I’d half expected you to show up with Arachne or the Sheriff in tow, if at all.”
 

 
  “I won’t deny that was my first impulse,” she said. “But…perhaps in this one case I can afford to be a little selfish. You being dragged away in chains wouldn’t leave us with much opportunity to talk.”
 

 
  “A
  
   little
  
  selfishness never hurt anybody,” Principia said with a roguish grin.
 

 
  Trissiny felt her own face fall into a frown. “That could not be less true.”
 

 
  The elf’s amusement faded and the silence between them stretched out. Principia just…
  
   stared
  
  at her, as rapt as if Trissiny were a puzzle on which her life depended.
 

 
  “How have you been tracking me?” Trissiny asked finally. “I gave that necklace to Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  Prin shook her head. “I haven’t been. At least, not in the sense of following your movements. I have friends in Tiraas, though… Both ‘friends’ in the sense of people I like, and several whom I keep well-paid. I made sure to know of it if you ever visited the city. Which you not only did, but went straight to the main temple of Nemitoth and asked for help researching the archives. That’s the kind of activity that couldn’t be better designed to create notice and leave a trail. What did you want with the cult of Shaath and House Conover, by the way?”
 

 
  “None of your business.”
 

 
  She raised her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Fair enough, I was only curious.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “What is it you
  
   want
  
  from me?”
 

 
  “Well…what do
  
   you
  
  want? You agreed to meet with me, so I know you have—”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Trissiny said sharply. “Do
  
   not
  
  do that. If you try to play word games or mess with my head, I will march right out of here and you’ll have as long as it takes me to reach the Sheriff’s office to get yourself out of town. Just because my primary talents are martial does
  
   not
  
  mean I’m stupid. I am, in fact, trained to deal with Eserites in particular.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Principia said simply. “I…will try. Please don’t go for the sword if I slip up, though. The habits of a hundred years don’t vanish in one conversation.”
 

 
  “My question was quite relevant,” Trissiny said. “I want to know what your interest in me is.”
 

 
  “You mean, aside from me being the source of half your blood and your entire life?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is a little too close to a word game. Professor Tellwyrn told me about the circumstances of my birth. Or are you going to claim she was lying?”
 

 
  Principia’s lips twitched once, and she shook her head slowly. “I can’t say
  
   what
  
  , exactly, she told you…but I’m certain it was the simple facts as she perceives them. I’ve never known Arachne to lie to anyone. Not out of any point of principle; I think she just finds it beneath her to have to live by wits and guile the way most of us do. If it can’t be blasted to ash or teleported away, she can’t be bothered to deal with it.”
 

 
  “Is it true, then,” Trissiny said softly, “you never so much as asked about me until I became a paladin?”
 

 
  Prin closed her eyes, but nodded. “Yes…that is a fact. It’s not how it looks, though.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m here,” she said tersely. “Explain if you’re going to.”
 

 
  “First things first.” Turning and kneeling by the bed, she reached under it and dragged out a knapsack, which she held out, open, revealing it to be full of books. “Since there are so many ways for this conversation to go badly, you’ll want to take custody of this before you decide to storm out or go for your weapon or something. These are all volumes on diabolism, in one form or another. I was supposed to be working on Teal Falconer.”
 

 
  
   “Teal?!”
  
 

 
  “Yes, Teal. You didn’t happen to
  
   notice
  
  she’s sharing a body with an archdemon?” Principia grinned. “The Black Wreath is very interested in
  
   that.
  
  Their own people don’t operate this close to Arachne’s aegis, however. This is how I got my hands on the spellwork I needed to…well, all I wanted to do was create an opening to
  
   talk
  
  to you. I hope you can believe that… Anyway, I was meant to be striking up an acquaintance with Teal, gradually working her around to sympathize with their point of view. The books are full of stuff they want Vadrieny to be able to use.”
 

 
  “Then,” Trissiny said carefully, “you’re
  
   not
  
  actually a member of the Black Wreath?”
 

 
  Principia’s eyebrows shot up. “…seriously? Trissiny, the Black Wreath wants to overthrow the gods and end the world. Honestly, what has to go
  
   wrong
  
  in a person’s brain to make them think
  
   that’s
  
  a worthwhile use of their time? Not everyone who doesn’t share your outlook or theology is some kind of nihilistic idiot, kiddo.”
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  call me kiddo.”
 

 
  “Okay,” she said meekly. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “I’ll look these over and get them into the hands of someone appropriate.” She glanced down at the satchel as Principia set it on the floor, but didn’t move to take it.
 

 
  “Send them back to Viridill,” Prin suggested. “Let the Avenists dispose of them. I doubt there’s anything in there that Arachne doesn’t already know about, but I try not to hand any kind of magic over to her on principle.”
 

 
  “Oh? You had to know planting that necklace on me would end with it in her hands.”
 

 
  “Sometimes you have to make sacrifices,” the elf said softly. “I’d have risked a lot more than that to have a chance with you.”
 

 
  Silence stretched out again, even more awkward than before. Trissiny refused to drop her gaze, but the intensity of Principia’s stare made her deeply uncomfortable. She cleared her throat. “Then, I think you were about to give me an explanation.”
 

 
  “Yes. Right. So I was.” Heaving a deep sigh, Prin finally tore her eyes from her daughter and sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor. “It’s the damnedest thing… I’ve done practically nothing all day but work this over in my head and figure out what I want to say to you, here I still don’t know where to start.”
 

 
  “Start at the beginning,” Trissiny suggested, “and stick to the truth.”
 

 
  “The beginning. The truth. Right.” She laughed softly. “You
  
   do
  
  like to challenge me. All right, well…the truth. The truth is, eighteen years ago I thought the idea of having a child was nothing but a horrifying burden. It felt like the end of the world, like everything I enjoyed about my life—the freedom, mostly—would just be gone, like that. So…Arachne offered to take you off my hands and find you a home and I jumped at it. Thought I’d really dodged a wandshot. And…” Still not looking at Trissiny, she lifted her head to stare at the ceiling. “…and not one goddamn thing in my life has felt right ever since.”
 

 
  “How so?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   know!”
  
  Finally, Principia looked at her again, and the frustration in her expression seemed to be pushing her close to the point of tears. “I just don’t have the vocabulary to understand any of this, Trissiny. Everything I am is… Well, I’m not an Eserite by accident. I
  
   believe.
  
  This is how I live: free, unburdened, the only rules my own and my wits and skills the only thing protecting me. I turned my back on my family and tribe because I couldn’t stand to exist the way they did. I can’t imagine how I could possibly have coped with raising a child. All I know is I’ve been thinking of you constantly for eighteen years, and trying my level best
  
   not
  
  to. It only worked sometimes.”
 

 
  Silence fell again, and Trissiny didn’t dare break it. She waited, watching, while Principia gathered her thoughts.
 

 
  “Well,” she continued finally, “I was just starting to feel like
  
   me
  
  again. Like I could put it behind me and focus on living the way I wanted to. And then…the announcement came out that Avei had called a new paladin. Some orphan girl named Trissiny. As if there could
  
   possibly
  
  be two girls raised in the Abbey at Viridill named the elvish word for a tree that doesn’t even grow in the Empire. A new Age of Adventures…or a new something, or maybe the return of an old something. There’s been a lot of speculation. All
  
   I
  
  knew was this meant you’d be
  
   involved
  
  in the world, in a big way. Your name and face would be all over everything.” She dropped her gaze, staring at the floor. “…that I would
  
   never
  
  be able to escape you. So…I gave up.”
 

 
  “Gave up?”
 

 
  “Gave up trying not to love you,” she said quietly. “May all the gods help me, I have spent the entirety of your life trying with everything I have not to care about you, and it just doesn’t work. You’re still my daughter. And yes, I realize I’ve thrown away any possible claim I had on you, but…” She lifted her eyes again. Tears glittered in them in the dimness. “I love you. I’m sorry for everything. That’s…really all I have to say.”
 

 
  Only sheer force of will enabled Trissiny to hold her gaze. “I… I really don’t have anything to say to that.”
 

 
  To her surprise, Principia actually laughed, breaking eye contact to brush tears away with one hand. “Well, that was a better reaction than I was expecting, anyway.”
 

 
  “You went through
  
   all this…
  
  All the scheming, antagonizing
  
   multiple
  
  cults, not to mention Tellwyrn, just to say that?”
 

 
  “I may have overcompensated,” she admitted. “When I first had my little epiphany… Well, all I can say was I was in a pretty stupid frame of mind, so much so I can hardly understand what I was thinking, looking back. I think I had some idea about making everything right, admitting my faults, and then you’d forgive me and we’d be some kind of family.
  
   Fortunately,
  
  that extremely scrappy old lady running the place tossed my ass down the stairs, which was not only exactly what I deserved but a much-needed wake up call. I haven’t lived this long by being fluffy-headed and delusional. It shook the wits back into me, anyway, and I resolved I’d approach you more in my
  
   own
  
  way next time.” She shrugged, wearing a rueful half-grin. “At the end of the day, tricks and schemes are what I do. What I am.”
 

 
  “That is exactly what troubles me,” Trissiny said grimly. “It might have been better if you were just some shifty con artist using the cult of Eserion for a free ride. If you are
  
   truly
  
  devoted to his ways… You have to know your faith and mine have virtually the most hostile relationship between any two cults that doesn’t come to actual violence.”
 

 
  “We don’t see it that way, you know. It’s more like…a dance. Avei has the judges, the police, the lawyers and the soldiers… Eserion has the thieves, sure, but the Guild makes sure that
  
   more
  
  dangerous forms of organized crime never get a foothold wherever Eserion’s name is honored, better than the law ever can. We put the letter of the law against the spirit of justice, and it drives you guys crazy. Truth be told, most of the Eserites I know think pretty well of Avenists. If we had
  
   nothing
  
  to deal with but cold, hard law, life would be a lot more challenging.”
 

 
  “And there we have it,” Trissiny said with a despairing shrug. “It’s not as if I can
  
   redeem
  
  you or anything… There’s nothing
  
   wrong
  
  with you. It’s just that everything you believe, everything you are, stands in opposition to everything
  
   I
  
  am.”
 

 
  For a fleeting, horrified instant, she thought Principia was about to cry, but the expression passed so quickly Trissiny wondered if she might have imagined it. The elf shrugged, managing a slight grin.
 

 
  “So…that’s it, then? There’s no chance at all?”
 

 
  “Chance for
  
   what?
  
  You’ve said your piece. What else do you want from me?”
 

 
  “I…” She paused to swallow painfully. “I would like to be part of your life, is all. In…in whatever capacity you have room for me.”
 

 
  “My life is
  
   service.
  
  Protection, justice, and likely war. I will spend it going wherever the goddess needs me, in the company of my sisters and whatever comrades I meet who share the mission. I…” She sighed. “If not for that, if it was just me… I don’t know. I think I’d like to… Well, it doesn’t matter. My life isn’t
  
   mine,
  
  Principia, it has a purpose, and I cannot imagine you having any part of it. You are just… You’re not the kind of person the Hand of Avei needs to know.”
 

 
  Principia kept her expression neutral, but her eyes glimmered and she was twisting her hands fiercely in her lap. “And…what if I were? What would that take, to be someone you could let into your life? I’m pretty sure I’d be a dismal excuse for an Avenist, but…”
 

 
  “It doesn’t matter,” Trissiny said firmly. “We are what we are. You have your path, your calling. Turning away from it for the sake of someone else is a
  
   terrible
  
  idea. You’d just end up resenting me for it, at best.”
 

 
  The elf swallowed and dropped her gaze again. “So…that’s it, then? Is that really all there is to it?”
 

 
  Trissiny opened her mouth to speak, closed it, glanced around the room for inspiration and said a silent prayer for peace.
 

 
  “I’m glad,” she said finally, “we got a chance to talk.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Principia whispered. “Me too.”
 

 
  The Hand of Avei picked up the satchel of books, turned and left the room, leaving the thief behind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Shook had blown most of his ready money taking Rail rides around the countryside, and by this point the combination of sprains and bruises from time spent on that damnable thing and his general frustration at the lack of progress had worked him into a fury that was above and beyond, even by his standards. He had ostensibly come back to Calderaas to withdraw more funds from his accounts to continue his search, but truth be told, there was nothing like a big city to work off some pent-up energy. There were whores to be had, and no shortage of seedy taverns and dark alleys full of brutes who’d serve as an outlet for his stress.
 

 
  As such, when the door of his rented room burst inward off its hinges, his initial response was a sort of savage joy.
 

 
  What came through, however, was tall enough it had to stoop to get through the doorway, broad enough in the chest that it cracked both sides of the frame on the way through, and appeared to be made of biological armor, like a misshapen amalgamation of crab shells. Its massive hands were tipped in serrated growths that resembled no claws Shook had ever seen, though their purpose was obvious, and rather than legs it had a pair of thick tentacles lined with suction cups.
 

 
  Shook couldn’t put a name to the creature and had never been in a room with a demon before, but it wasn’t hard to deduce what it was. It certainly had no business being on this plane of existence. The thing looked like it had been created with nothing in mind but sheer destruction.
 

 
  He threw both the knives he’d drawn in the general direction of the thing’s eyes, let out a roar of challenge and charged it, driving his cudgel at its throat.
 

 
  The demon moved with impossible speed. It backhanded him in the chest, slamming him against the wall and knocking over the room’s wobbly table in the process. He staggered, barely keeping his footing. Winded and with his vision swimming, Shook lost precious seconds while the monstrosity positioned itself.
 

 
  “Now, now, let’s all calm ourselves, shall we? There’s no need for any rough stuff. Perhaps we can have us a little chat, like civilized folk.”
 

 
  The voice came from his right side, from the corner of the room opposite the door. Shook turned his head, blinking to re-focus his eyes.
 

 
  A man with a well-lined, dark brown face stood there, wearing a pristine white suit and a smug grin. Behind him yawned a shadowy gap in reality which shrank as Shook watched, dissipating back into the mundane shadows of the corner.
 

 
  The man in the suit appeared to be unarmed, so he returned his attention to the demon. It had stepped into the room and stopped, however, and now stood guard, offering no aggressive action. Two figures in dark gray robes had followed it in; one covered Shook with a wand while the other lifted the fallen door with much grunting and cursing, wrestling it back into place.
 

 
  “Wreath,” he spat. Well, they weren’t exactly being subtle about it.
 

 
  “Quite so,” said the suited man, bowing. “Name’s Embras Mogul. I wonder if I might have a moment of your time, Mr. Shook?”
 

 
  “I’m half tempted to say ‘no,’ just to see what happens,” Shook growled.
 

 
  Mogul grinned at him. “You won’t, though, and it’s not because you’re afraid of my little friend, here. Man like you isn’t afraid of much, is he? Most especially not when he ought to be. I respect that. No, this is a curious development and you’re interested in learning where it leads, in spite of yourself.”
 

 
  “You presume a lot, mister. You don’t know me.”
 

 
  “I know enough.” He tossed a small object from hand to hand; it glinted in the light. “This, for example, is one of my means of getting at information I’m not meant to have. A travel talisman. Know anything about shadow jumping?”
 

 
  “Just get to the point.”
 

 
  “It’s not as efficient as a wizard’s teleportation, or so they tell me,” Mogul went on, ignoring him. “Course, a mage has to study for years, not to mention building up a considerable store of personal power, to manage a trick like that. You can shadow jump the same way if you devote enough time and energy to the command of infernal magic, but there are easier ways if you have a travel talisman. Crafted in the bowels of Hell at the behest of the Black Lady herself, they are. These are handed out to our cult as a way to make our lives…easier. So
  
   many
  
  folk go out of their way to give us trouble. But look who I’m telling! I’m sure a member of the Thieves’ Guild can suss out very well how handy it’d be to be able to go where you want at a whim.”
 

 
  Shook glanced at the demon and at the cultist holding him at wandpoint before turning his attention back to Mogul. “What the fuck is this? A Black Wreath cultist comes hopping out of the shadows to rough me up and
  
   monologue
  
  at me? Did I get transported into a novel or something?”
 

 
  Mogul laughed. “I salute your candor! Very well, I’ll come to the point.” Still grinning, he held up the travel talisman. It was made of bronze, shaped in the twisted symbol of a wreath, and apparently formed of two interlocking pieces. “Now that you know what this is, would you like one?”
 

 
  For a beat, only the slightly wet sound of the demon’s breathing disturbed the quiet.
 

 
  “You came here to
  
   offer
  
  me a magic gizmo?” Shook said finally, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  “Well, yes and no,” Mogul replied. He made a complicated flourish of his fingers and the talisman vanished, no doubt up his sleeve. “I need this one, for obvious reasons. I want to convey my blessing to you, however, to obtain one of your own. It’s currently in the hands of someone I recently employed to do some work which, wonder of wonders, did not get done. If you can get your hands on the talisman currently in the possession of Principia Locke, you may keep it.”
 

 
  “All right,” Shook said after a long pause, “maybe you’d better explain.”
 

 
  “Oh, had I better?” Mogul’s grin widened. “Well, if you insist.”
 

 
  Shook straightened slowly, feeling at his midsection. He was going to be a rainbow of bruises, but his ribs appeared to be intact. He kept his attention focused on this for the moment, refusing to gratify Mogul’s posturing with a response.
 

 
  “I
  
   do,
  
  in fact, have a little present for you, compliments of my goddess.” He produced an object from behind his back and tossed it too quickly for Shook to get a good look before reflex took over and he snatched it out of the air.
 

 
  He found himself holding a small reliquary, a tube of green-tinted glass not quite as long as his forearm, capped on both ends and supported internally with rough-shaped iron. A slim chain hung from one end, no doubt for it to be affixed to a belt, and inside was a single rose, suspended in the center of the glass tube, touching nothing. Even the drops of dew on its petals were undisturbed by motion. The color of the flower was impossible to guess; the shade of the glass made it look sickly.
 

 
  “That,” said Mogul, folding his arms with a satisfied expression, “is the prison of the succubus Kheshiri. Whoever holds it can command her, and she will obey him absolutely. Twist the cap on the end, there, to loosen it; that will summon her to corporeal form. She can’t see or hear anything being said while it’s sealed, so you needn’t worry about your privacy. You’ll forgive my pointing it out, Mr. Shook, but your talents run more toward breaking things than finding things. I think you’ll find her assistance invaluable in locating your quarry.”
 

 
  “I don’t need help from some whore demon,” Shook spat, but did not drop the reliquary.
 

 
  “It’s like this,” Mogul went on amiably. “I have been having all
  
   kinds
  
  of trouble with your Guild lately. Nothing too onerous so far, but the little annoyances are starting to pile up. If it’s not Principia running off with our equipment and not doing the work we contracted, it’s Antonio poking his nose into matters that are no concern of his or his god’s. Everywhere I turn, some Eserite is causing me headaches and having a giggle over it. It’s enough to drive a man to drink.”
 

 
  “I don’t know anything about any of that,” Shook said carefully.
 

 
  “Dear fellow, I know very well that you don’t. I have just handed you the means to both outfox and overpower our wayward Miss Locke, and you know it. It’s
  
   exactly
  
  the thing you need to get everything you want.” His grin widened to downright skeletal proportions. “Of course, it’s still a
  
   demon.
  
  A trickster demon, a corrupter demon. Kheshiri is trouble enough that someone went to the effort of binding her; that should tell you everything you need to know.
 

 
  “I see this playing out in one of two ways. Either you prove a much more capable fellow than I expect you are, hunt down Principia and beat some much belated respect into her… Or, more likely, you come to grief screwing around with that thing and become a walking hazard which Darling and his crew will have to go
  
   well
  
  out of their way to clean up. Either way, some Eserite ceases to be my problem and learns a valuable lesson about messing with the business of the Black Wreath.
 

 
  “Alternatively,” he went on with a chuckle, “you do the
  
   sensible
  
  thing, drop that reliquary where you stand and forget you ever met me. Of course, what are the odds of that?”
 

 
  Shook glared at him in silence.
 

 
  “Well, this has been fun,” Mogul said cheerily, rubbing his hands together, then flicked his fingers, making the travel talisman slide back into his grip. “But I’ve got just all
  
   kinds
  
  of things to do today, and not much free time to socialize. You’ll pardon me, I hope, for dropping off your gift and running. Maybe next time we can catch a drink? Till then, ta ta!”
 

 
  He twisted the talisman in his hands with a soft clatter of its tiny thorns against each other. The shadows swelled around him, engulfing his form in blackness, then receded, leaving nothing behind. A second set of tiny clicks sounded at the same time, and the other cultists and the demon vanished similarly.
 

 
  Shook was left standing in a disheveled room with a broken door, staring at the reliquary resting in his hand.
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  Three broad doors were positioned between four fluted columns leading from the front of the Temple of Avei, facing Imperial Square, into its great hall; four Silver Legionnaires stood at attention at the base of each column. They studied Darling’s party curiously as he entered, but made no move to challenge him. The temple was open to all, at least in theory, and though more of its visitors than otherwise were women, all sorts of people revered the goddess of war and justice.
 

 
  Of course, not many were elves, he reflected as the guards’ eyes passed him to fix on Flora and Fauna, and didn’t move away as quickly. Then again, it might have been how they were dressed.
 

 
  The great hall was of a standard layout for large temples; rectangular with its entrance on a short side, lined with columns and stained glass windows depicting scenes or iconography relevant to its deity. The central section rose at least four stories to an arched roof, its upper floor lined by balconies. Behind the columns on the ground floor lay shaded areas lined with benches, suitable for prayer, meditation or simply resting in the presence of the goddess. At the far end from the door a raised dais held a towering bronze statue of Avei, dressed in full battle armor and wearing a thoughtful expression.
 

 
  Darling wondered what the Avenists would say if he told them their goddess had taken to wearing modern uniform, last time he’d seen her.
 

 
  They were certainly everywhere, as befit the temple of their goddess. In most temples one could see priests here and there, moving about to maintain the sanctuary and speak with visitors, and there were several white-robed Sisters doing just that. However, the Legionnaires in their bronze armor were a more imposing presence, one standing at the base of each column, two flanking every door from the main room, and several patrolling the balconies above. There were more armed women present and standing at attention than visitors, as far as he could tell at a glance.
 

 
  He and the elves accrued more than their share of attention in passing, which partly had to do with his direct, purposeful gait down the center of the temple, heading for the dais at the end and the priestess currently on duty overseeing the main sanctuary. There was also their attire. Darling felt a little off-kilter in his suit, which was well-tailored and in perfect condition, but a bit flashier than was fashionable. It blurred the lines between his roles as Sweet and the Bishop, which always made him uncomfortable, but it couldn’t be helped; a blur between those roles was exactly what this mission called for. The girls, however, were obviously armed and ready for trouble, in simple shirts and slacks with heavy boots, thick leather vests that verged on a kind of armor, and several obviously placed knives, including long hunting knives at their belts that verged on short swords in terms of their dimensions. The Temple of Avei saw no shortage of armed women, but thanks to popular fiction about life on the prairie, the sight of armed elves was enough to make most Imperial citizens nervous. Indeed, as they passed, the Legionnaires fixed their attention on his group and several other people quickly and quietly retreated into the shade behind the columns.
 

 
  Nobody moved to follow them, however. At the far end of the chamber, a tall blonde woman stood below and just to the right of the great statue, watching him with a closed expression. She wore the simple white robes of Avei’s clergy, but unless he missed his guess, those broad shoulders and lean limbs were the result of plenty of time spent in armor.
 

 
  “Good morning,” Darling said courteously, coming to a stop a respectful distance from her and bowing. “My name is—”
 

 
  “I know who you are, Bishop Darling,” the priestess said coolly. “To what do we owe this…” She hesitated, her eyes flicking from him, to Flora, then to Fauna and finally back. “…this?” Avenists and Eserites seldom interacted in civil circumstances. He doubted she had ever seen a member of the Thieves’ Guild walk brazenly into a temple of Avei before.
 

 
  “I realize this is quite abrupt and I do apologize,” he said, keeping his expression calm and open. He had one that fairly dripped sincerity, but that would only make her suspicious. Well, more suspicious. “I wouldn’t trouble you if the matter were less than urgent. I need to speak with the High Commander. With apologies, as quickly as she can accommodate me.”
 

 
  The woman’s eyebrows rose. “Do you now,” she said, visibly unimpressed. “And what urgent business could you possibly have with her?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid that is rather sensitive. It’s best not to repeat it in front of more ears than absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid you’re not getting any further unless I decide you have something to say worth the High Commander’s time. As intriguing as this development is, your cult has a well-earned reputation for trickery and general foolishness.”
 

 
  “I assure you, this is no trick.”
 

 
  “Less meaningful words were never spoken.”
 

 
  He had to grin at that, an unfeigned expression of amusement. “Heh, fair enough. I’m
  
   not
  
  trying to put anything over on you, however. The truth is, I came here to ask for help, and ward off a potential problem down the line. Certain…members of my cult have removed themselves from under our authority, and we have reason to suspect they may impact your interests.”
 

 
  “Do tell.”
 

 
  “Again, this is sensitive…”
 

 
  “Do,” she repeated firmly, “tell.”
 

 
  He sighed. “If you’re not familiar with the name Principia Locke, I suspect the High Commander will—ah, but I see you are.”
 

 
  Her eyes had narrowed to slits. She regarded him in silent thought for a moment, then turned her head to one side. “Lieutenant Faseraan,” she said to the Legionnaire standing silently at attention nearby, “kindly keep our…guests…company while I carry the Bishop’s message to High Commander Rouvad.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your help,” Darling said sincerely, bowing again.
 

 
  “Don’t thank me,” the priestess said cryptically, then turned and strode away toward a door hidden in the shadow of a pillar. He noted her gait, reaffirming his previous assessment; that was an ex-soldier. Well, most of the higher-ranking Avenists were. He turned his attention back to the Legionnaire with a bland smile—watching a woman walk away in an Avenist temple was asking for all kinds of trouble. The soldier simply stared at him without expression, maintaining a grip on her spear.
 

 
  Keeping him company consisted, then, entirely of keeping him out of trouble. Well, he hadn’t really expected more than that.
 

 
  “Will they try to disarm us?” Fauna asked quietly.
 

 
  “Nope,” he replied. “And there is no ‘try.’ If they decide we need to be disarmed, that’s what will happen. They won’t, though.”
 

 
  She shifted, scowling. “We’ll see.”
 

 
  Darling laughed softly. “I promise you, they don’t
  
   need
  
  us disarmed. These women practice war the way you practice…” He looked over at her. “Hell, they practice war in a way unlike you’ve probably ever done anything in your life. Trust me, ladies, if you want us all to die, draw a weapon in here. Am I right?” he added to the Lieutenant, not expecting a response.
 

 
  “Yes,” she said simply, meeting his gaze. He gave her a carefully constructed grin—unthreatening, amused, amiable—and got nothing in response. Still, he’d gotten her to speak. He’d call this encounter a success.
 

 
  They were kept waiting for a full half an hour. Patience was an essential virtue in thieves, as was the ability to keep track of time. His two apprentices hadn’t yet learned the latter skill, though, and grew visibly more restless as time passed, which contributed to their being left alone. At least, he strongly suspected the presence of the pacing, scowling elves was the reason nobody came to add an offering to those accumulating on the steps below Avei’s dais.
 

 
  For his part, Darling amused himself engaging in brief one-sided conversations with the Lieutenant, which was an exercise in people skills by itself. The goal was to get her to warm up to him a bit without irritating her, a fine line to tread. When taking breaks from that so as not to wear out her patience, he idly performed coin tricks, rolling doubloons across the backs of his fingers, making them appear and disappear and in one case pulling one out of Flora’s ear. She didn’t seem to think that was as amusing as he did.
 

 
  Finally, however, the priestess returned.
 

 
  “It seems the High Commander has time for you after all, Bishop,” she said evenly, her face betraying no hint of what she thought about this. “Best not to keep her waiting.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said smoothly, bowing again for good measure. “Lead on.”
 

 
  The last was a subtle dig at her hospitality, as she had already turned and was striding away through the door again. Gathering up his apprentices with a gesture, Darling followed. As they stepped into a cool, shadowed hallway, two Legionnaires fell into step behind them.
 

 
  It was not a short walk, which made sense; the mortal leader of the faith was unlikely to keep her personal offices near the main sanctuary where anyone might wander in. He noted with approval that their route was relatively direct, however, with no nonsensical detours, switchbacks or attempts to disrupt his sense of direction. Some would do that when hosting known members of the Guild, which was insulting on several levels. They did, however, keep to halls, not passing any barracks, training rooms or anything that provided a view into the temple’s inner workings.
 

 
  Finally, though, a few floors up and many halls down, the priestess stopped before a tall door flanked by two more Legionnaires and rapped.
 

 
  “Enter,” said a crisp voice from within. The priestess turned the latch and pulled the door open, stepping aside to gesture him through.
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said politely to her, stepping into the office as directed, his two apprentices right on his heels. He’d been unsure whether they would be allowed into the High Commander’s company with him; their presence was a bonus to the operation he had planned, but not essential. No effort was made to hold them back, however.
 

 
  Farzida Rouvad sat behind a massive oaken desk with her hands folded on its surface, staring contemplatively at him. Though her position and ceremonial armor mostly concealed it, he knew her to be a woman of middling height and the wiry, compact build of a lifelong soldier. Her skin was bronze, hair black except where streaks of gray began to speckle it. Darling couldn’t have put an age to her at a glance; her face was only faintly lined, at the corners of her eyes and mouth, indicating a propensity to smile that wasn’t currently displayed, but those piercing eyes belonged on someone who had seen and survived many decades of troubles.
 

 
  Four Legionnaires stood in the office, one at each corner. So some preparation had been made for his visit, after all. He would never believe they were kept there at attention all the time. Many nobles and some cults were prone to such displays, but Avenists were far too pragmatic.
 

 
  “High Commander,” he said, bowing deeply. “I greatly appreciate you making time to speak with me. I’d have written ahead, but…well, what would be the point?”
 

 
  “Simple courtesy, if nothing else,” she replied calmly. “I’m not sure why you assume you wouldn’t be shown the same consideration as any representative of a god of the Pantheon. I know a surprise attack when I see one, Darling; I take it you expected to be delayed if we had advance warning of your coming.”
 

 
  “The thought crossed my mind,” he said with a faint grin.
 

 
  Rouvad shook her head. “That’s not how we do things. Please, sit, and let’s discuss this help you say you need.”
 

 
  Nodding his thanks, he pulled out the single chair before her desk and sat down, the elves coming to flank him from behind. “I hope you’ll pardon the presence of my apprentices. I am rarely in a position to do one-on-one diplomacy with a high priestess; it’s a learning opportunity I couldn’t pass up.”
 

 
  “Happy to be of service,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “I’ll come right to the point, then,” Darling said, leaning forward to look at her intently. “We need information. Really just the answer to a question. Is Principia Locke really Trissiny Avelea’s mother?”
 

 
  She stared at him in silence for a long moment. He was impressed; this woman was even more tightly controlled than the Empress. Well, then again, there was no reason that should be surprising.
 

 
  “Biologically, yes, she is,” Rouvad said finally. “The concept of motherhood covers a great deal more than the biological, however. What an oddly specific query, Bishop Darling. Would you care to elaborate on the circumstances that make this urgent?”
 

 
  “Oh, hell,” he muttered. “And yes, of course. I intended to anyway, but I’d been hoping to find out Prin was just pulling one of her tricks again. We may have a problem.”
 

 
  “We?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid so.” He set his face in grim lines. “I’ll just tell you the whole story; there’s nothing to be gained by dissembling at this point. Principia has been stationed in Last Rock for the past three years. She asked for the posting, and we sent her there without asking why. Frankly, most of us were happy enough to see her go. She’s always been faithful, but…difficult. Fond of practical jokes and not one to take orders well.”
 

 
  “I am better acquainted with her records than you may suspect,” Rouvad said.
 

 
  “Right. Well, anyway, she was just mouldering out there until very recently, when the Guild had need to keep aware of events surrounding Professor Tellwyrn. In response to developments with the Black Wreath; it seemed likely their next move would be in Tellwyrn’s vicinity.”
 

 
  He paused for commentary, but Rouvad only nodded. Of course, as the head of her cult, she was privy to a great deal. Many expressed surprise at hearing of the Thieves’ Guild taking any action toward the greater good, but interfaith cooperation against the Wreath predated the Universal Church by centuries, if not millennia. Eserites had formed the de facto intelligence branch of several joint efforts over the years.
 

 
  “To do this,” he went on, “we sent another agent, Jeremiah Shook, primarily to keep Locke on task while she attempted to gain information.”
 

 
  “How interesting,” said Rouvad. “I’ve of course had reports of these events, but your Guild is a vague presence in the background of them. It’s not often I get to hear your own perspective.”
 

 
  “If you’ve been getting reports, then, I won’t bother you with a description of what went down in Last Rock. Both our agents chased out, independent agitators involved, Tellwyrn antagonized. The bear well and truly poked, in other words. What becomes interesting is the report
  
   we
  
  received days later, claiming that Principia had hired an outside contractor to disrupt our operations and chase off her fellow agent.”
 

 
  Rouvad raised her eyebrows. “I
  
   see.”
  
 

 
  “I’m not going to claim we’re as disciplined an outfit as you lot,” Darling said grimly, “but
  
   that
  
  kind of behavior is obviously unacceptable.”
 

 
  “Obviously.”
 

 
  “So we went our man Shook to find and retrieve Locke under his own initiative.” He sighed heavily. “And then we got a letter from Principia herself. She explained the whole thing from her perspective, beginning with her interest in being in Last Rock: she claimed to be the mother of the new Hand of Avei, looking to reconnect with her estranged daughter.
  
   Then
  
  she claimed that Shook forced her actions with brutality and…and threats of sexual violence.”
 

 
  He paused to swallow. There came a faint shifting of the soldiers in the corners of the room, which was as good as a chorus of jeers considering their famous discipline. Rouvad’s expression darkened just perceptibly.
 

 
  “Let me assure you,” Darling went on, “that we do not—”
 

 
  “Stop.” She held up a hand. “You’re about to launch into a tedious explanation of how well you treat women and how you don’t stand for this kind of behavior. I’m well aware that your cult has never discriminated by sex in its practices, and I’m
  
   also
  
  aware of what you do to rapists caught in your ranks. I’m not impressed and don’t care to hear about it. Summary execution is
  
   not
  
  justice. Let’s keep this conversation focused on the matter at hand. I take it you have some additional support for Principia’s claims?”
 

 
  “Nothing conclusive,” he admitted. “But with you confirming her story about Trissiny, the circumstantial evidence is starting to be pretty damning. In addition to that, questioning Shook’s acquaintances suggests this is a pattern of behavior for him.”
 

 
  “And you didn’t
  
   know
  
  this before sending him out?” she said disdainfully.
 

 
  Darling shrugged fatalistically. “Thieves aren’t soldiers, Commander. It’s not easy getting our people to squeal on each other. For any reason.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “Then you have both Principia and this Shook at large.”
 

 
  “And we’re working to bring them both in,” he said, nodding, “but Prin was actively running from us to begin with, and while we haven’t gotten confirmation that Shook’s received his orders to come home…the feeling among our leadership is he’s not going to. He’s a wee bit obsessive, and well… Prin made
  
   quite
  
  the fool of him in Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Naturally,” Rouvad said dourly. “And what is it you want from me?”
 

 
  “Well, to begin with, I was under the impression you were after Principia yourselves. Apparently approaching Trissiny the way she did was directly contrary to your cult’s orders.”
 

 
  “There are offenses that demand punishment, and then there are offenses that are best dealt with by letting the offender…get lost. Obviously we acted to protect Trissiny while she was still, effectively, a child. But she can take care of herself, now. And the Sisterhood has no
  
   legal
  
  prerogative to bar Principia’s access to her, nor to punish her for her actions.”
 

 
  “Well,” he said slowly. “There’s that, then. All that leaves, I suppose, is keeping you in the loop.
  
   If
  
  your cult should happen to get hold of either of them, or even a rumor of their passing, we would greatly appreciate being informed.”
 

 
  
   “Would
  
  you.”
 

 
  “We would,” he said firmly. “This is a thorny tangle that needs to be unsorted carefully, but anyone potentially getting into the middle of it should be aware of the realities. Principia, at least, deserves some consideration and protection, and Shook… Well, it’s probably best to put him someplace dark and quiet until we verify just what he is or isn’t guilty of and deal with
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Mm. I do, in fact, appreciate you bothering to inform me,” Rouvad said. “I’ll let it be known that this Jeremiah Shook is a person of interest in a case of sexual assault; that will make it more difficult for him to move freely wherever Avei has followers.” Which, she didn’t need to add, was everywhere; Avei was a deity of the Trinity and patron, specifically, of all those in the military and legal professions. “Principia, of course, is a woman and entitled to any Avenist temple’s protection at need. I rather doubt she will take advantage, however.”
 

 
  “Probably not,” he said with a sigh.
 

 
  “What brought this on, Darling?” Rouvad asked. Those eyes were no less penetrating, but her voice was softer, more inquisitive. “It’s…out of character.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, I told the Boss I had something unconventional in mind,” he said with an easy grin. “What’s more surprising from thieves than simple, straightforward honesty?”
 

 
  “Little,” she replied, “hence my curiosity.”
 

 
  He met her gaze, allowing his own expression to grow sober again. “You could say I’m preparing for the future. The world’s changing on us, Commander. You doubtless know that Elilial is doing something, and I honestly wish I could offer you more insight as to what. Then there are…Church politics.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said evenly, “there are always those.”
 

 
  “We disagree on a lot of subjects, and the nature of our deities does tend to bring us into conflict. I think, however, that it’s a good time for us all to remember that when it comes to the stark matters of good and evil, we are on the same side.”
 

 
  “Well said,” she replied after a moment’s pause. “And it’s a reminder I will think on.”
 

 
  “Please do. I won’t keep you any further,” he said, rising. “Unless there’s anything you wish to ask me?”
 

 
  “If I think of something, I will let you know.” Rouvad smiled, slightly, for the first time.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  They were four blocks away before Flora spoke. “Well? How’d we do?”
 

 
  “Perfect,” he said, turning to them with a grin. “I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to use your lines in front of the High Commander, but you handled the soldier in the sanctuary perfectly.”
 

 
  “Did that
  
   really
  
  make such a difference?” Fauna asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” he chided gently, glancing around. This was a quieter street, but there were still people nearby. “I think this conversation calls for more privacy. This way!”
 

 
  Down an alley, up an exterior staircase and a short expanse of decorative stonework that provided easy handholds out of sight of the main streets, they quickly repositioned themselves on a narrow lip of stone rimming a sharply slanted roof. The view of the city from up here wasn’t one of the more breathtaking, interrupted as it was by taller buildings nearby, but it was still impressive; at this hour the factories were in full swing, discharging arcs of lightning into the sky from their antennae all around.
 

 
  “Now then, to answer your question,” Darling said, rolling his shoulders. “No, it didn’t make
  
   such
  
  a difference. The key to cultivating a disguise, or leaving
  
   any
  
  impression in the minds of people, isn’t usually to make a grand gesture, but rather a lot of smaller, consistent ones. In this case it ended up not mattering much; that soldier’s opinion wasn’t that important, and we didn’t have the chance to build on it. But it was good practice, and an essential habit to be in. You were setting yourselves up as the naïve, somewhat hotheaded apprentices to the Guild in case Rouvad was going to be hostile. You did it perfectly. Remember your role; you’ll need to reprise it if we have occasion to talk with the Avenists again.”
 

 
  “She didn’t seem aggressive at all,” Flora murmured. “You made it sound like you expected her to have this Principia dragged back in chains.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  wasn’t likely, but you can never quite tell with Avenists,” he admitted. “They don’t appreciate having their authority flouted. But it seems the rule of law wins out over ego in this case. Prin shouldn’t be in any danger from them, and now that we’ve laid our own cards on the table, she can’t make them a danger to us. So that’s
  
   that
  
  much of this mess taken care of, at least.”
 

 
  “You’re going well out of your way to ensure her safety,” Fauna noted, frowning. “Extenuating circumstances aside, didn’t she betray the Guild?”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said, frowning into the distance. “Yes, she did, and that will have to be dealt with. But we have to consider the situation. If her story proves true, the Guild betrayed her first.” He turned to face them fully, keeping his face serious to impress on them the importance of what he was saying. “The trust among members of this Guild is sacrosanct. As things stand, the Guild not only let Principia down, it actively placed her in danger without her consent or just reason. We can’t have that, girls; it cannot be allowed to stand. If not for the bond between us, the Guild’s nothing more than a criminal cartel. We look after our own; we
  
   don’t
  
  abuse our people. This
  
   must
  
  be put right. As long as it’s left as it is, there’s a breach in all of us.”
 

 
  “One tribe before the world,” Flora said softly, nodding. “We’re familiar with the concept.”
 

 
  “It’s something we never expected to be a part of again,” Fauna added, her expression intent. “Anything we can do to help, just say so.”
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said, smiling. “Both of you. All right…back to the townhouse for now. We’ve got more to do today, and our next errand requires a costume change.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  For what was essentially an extravagant crypt, the Temple of Vidius was a pleasant place to visit. Vidius was the god of death and duality, patron not only of those who handled the dead, but of all who wore false faces—which included actors. Theatrics were an intrinsic part of his worship, and characterized his cult and their abode.
 

 
  Positioned directly beneath Imperial Square, the central temple complex was elaborate and easy to get lost in without a guide, but Darling and the elves weren’t going into its deepest recesses. The main sanctuary of the Vidian temple was commonly used as a place of mourning for those passed. It consisted of several galleries, lined with nooks of varying sizes in which small shrines could be set up to commemorate those who had passed. For the right donation, one could have a larger, fancier place of mourning closer to the central hall, but death was impartial to at least some degree. Those who hadn’t the copper to spare for tithes were relegated to little nooks too shallow for a person to fully enter in some back hallway, but the Vidians did not permit any dead to go unmourned or unrecognized, if there was anyone left who wanted to remember them.
 

 
  Candles lit the galleries of the dead, and flowers were hung everywhere, picked fresh each day and donated by the temple of Omnu, where such things were grown rapidly under the auspices of the sun god. Petals were strewn across the floor like a patchy, shifting carpet, and the scent of flowers, beeswax candles and incense hung pleasantly in the air, along with gentle notes of music which was played at all hours. Primarily harp and flute, the tones were soothing and soft, and echoed throughout the tunnels from cunningly designed alcoves with just the right acoustics to carry their voices as far as possible. Mourners came here to grieve; the priesthood of Vidius believed they should not suffer more than they already were.
 

 
  There were women in bronze armor here, as well, though not so many. The Silver Legions undertook the protection of followers and temples of gods who did not maintain armed forces of their own. Legionnaires stood at entrances and where hallways met. Darling noted with muted amusement that their posture was much less precise than in their own temple.
 

 
  Darling followed the black-robed priest somberly, dressed now in his Church robes and with his hair styled in the blond waves of his role as Bishop. Behind him, looking around nervously, came the two elves, simply garbed in dark shirts and slacks. The cult of Eserion had no uniform as such, so they had been free to choose—or, more accurately, have chosen for them by Price—their own attire. There were some quarters of the Empire where women dressing in pants was still considered scandalous, but the Avenist influence in Tiraas was strong enough that no one had looked twice at them. Or, more accurately, no one had looked beyond the pointed ears.
 

 
  The priest of Vidius led them to a large alcove, almost a whole room unto itself, in the central gallery of the Halls of the Dead. He stopped before it, bowing, and then looked up at Darling with an expression of sympathy that was absolutely unfeigned. “This is the shrine you paid for, Bishop. We have already begun placing offerings sent by many in her temple; she was well-loved, and will be well missed. Others will arrive when the shrine is opened to the public next hour, but you shall have your privacy until then. I share your grief.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Darling said softly, nodding to him in acknowledgment. The priest bowed again and retreated. He glanced back at the elves, who were now wide-eyed with trepidation, and firmly gestured them forward, ushering them into the deep alcove.
 

 
  Darling carefully unbound the heavy draperies hung to either side of the entrance and drew them across the wide opening. Once they were in place, the sounds from without—soft music, soft snatches of conversation and the distant sounds of several people weeping—were cut off by the silencing enchantment laid on them. The privilege of mourning in privacy was one reserved for those who had the coin to devote to their dead.
 

 
  Flora and Fauna had gone completely stiff, staring at the shrine set up here. Books were the primary offerings left, though there were also the usual flowers and coins. The Vidians had arranged everything quite gracefully; there was an artistic symmetry to the display of volumes stacked about. It was evident at a glance that this was a shrine to honor someone who had loved literature. The hint wasn’t necessary to any of those present, for all that Darling hadn’t told the girls exactly what they were coming for.
 

 
  In a central position against the far wall, a sizable drawing depicted the smiling, careworn face of Aleesa Asherad, priestess of Nemitoth and head of the Steppe Library. Below and to the right of that, there was even a lightcap, a sepia-tinted scene captured by one of the new enchanted devices that recorded still images. It showed the librarian standing with two uniformed acolytes of Nemitoth, the three of them bent over a huge open book, while Aleesa pointed to something on the page.
 

 
  Darling crossed the space in a few strides, keeping his pace even and respectfully slow. He passed between the two elves to kneel before the altar, and pulled a book from within his robes. The
  
   Exploits,
  
  written by the half-elf Ashner Foxpaw, was a favorite among the Thieves’ Guild. They had no scripture as such, keeping the only written copies of their order’s laws within the Guild’s heart itself, but this memoir of one of its most famed members encapsulated the spirit of the Guild, the outlook of thieves and those who strove to live free. Foxpaw’s
  
   Exploits
  
  had been the inspiration for many to seek out membership in the Thieves’ Guild in the first place, including Antonio Darling. This was his personal, dog-eared copy, which he now laid upon the altar. As per his instructions, the offerings left in the shrine (except the coins, which would go to Vidius’s cult) were to be collected by the cult of Nemitoth when it was time for the shrine to be dismantled. There seemed, to him, something appropriate in the knowledge that his book would find its way to the shelves of Aleesa’s library.
 

 
  “Say what you need to,” he ordered quietly. “We can’t be overheard here. You needn’t speak out loud if you would rather not, but we all owe her, at bare minimum, the courtesy of a farewell. And I expect you to go beyond the minimum, not for her sake, but for yours.”
 

 
  “We…” Flora paused to swallow a lump in her throat. “We don’t mourn them. There are…there are just too many. There will always be more, no matter how we try.”
 

 
  “It would break us,” Fauna whispered. “We decided long ago, we don’t—”
 

 
  Darling rose and whirled on them; they took a step back from his expression, fiercer than they had ever seen him.
 

 
  “Then this is where your ways change. You have a Guild to rely upon now, friends who will have your back. You have me, Price, and Style, plus whoever else you grow close to. I swear to you I will help you to get by, and more than get by—to
  
   live
  
  . Your life is
  
   not
  
  going to be privation and suffering alone. And that means you will not defer responsibility for your actions.”
 

 
  Stepping to the side, he gestured at the smiling portrait of Aleesa. “We did this. You, and I. Our mistakes cost this woman her life—this woman who dedicated herself to knowledge, to her students and her god. The world was better because she was in it.
  
   We
  
  have made it worse by taking her out of it. We will
  
   face
  
  what we did, and hold ourselves accountable.”
 

 
  He held their eyes for a few heartbeats, allowing emotion to well up in his normally controlled voice. “You can’t let it harden you, girls. That’s a road to relying on violence, on death, to solve all your problems, and that’s
  
   not
  
  what we do. It’s no way to live. You have to face what you’ve done. It has to
  
   hurt,
  
  before it can start healing.
 

 
  “It starts by saying you’re sorry.”
 

 
  Darling took each of them gently by the arms and pulled the forward, then down, to kneel beside him. They offered no resistance.
 

 
  All three said what they needed to Aleesa’s spirit silently. Darling did not weep, but both of the elves did, at length. He stayed there with them, alongside them on his knees, as long as they needed to.
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  Finally, after days of preparation and waiting, he twisted the cap.
 

 
  Greenish smoke hissed out of hidden apertures at the end of the reliquary, but didn’t act as smoke should; sliding to the floor in a sinuous stream, it coiled and rose like a rearing serpent, expanding and taking shape. Color blurred into the misty translucence, and finally the succubus emerged.
 

 
  She tilted her head inquisitively to one side, darting a quick glance around the room before fixing her eyes on Shook. A sly smile tugged at one side of her mouth.
 

 
  “Well. This is a—”
 

 
  “Be silent.”
 

 
  Her obedience was instant; if she resented it, no sign showed on her face. She simply watched him, her expression open and patient.
 

 
  He kept her waiting. Plenty of time presently to explain her new situation; for now, he wanted to get a good look at his acquisition. Pacing around her in a slow circle, he did just that, from every angle.
 

 
  The obviously inhuman touches were noted, analyzed and dismissed in moments. Spiny, bat-like wings sprang from her back; currently folded (squirreled away as they were in his basement room, they had no space to spread) they looked like they’d have a span of eight or nine feet once unfurled. That didn’t seem big enough to support her in flight—but then again, she wasn’t a purely physical creature. Physics only applied so far, probably. Her tail began just above the cleft of her buttocks, too wide at the base for him to encircle with his forefinger and thumb—he tested—tapering to a finger’s width before flaring out into a spade shape, just long enough to drag along the floor except that she kept the end curled upward.
 

 
  There were subtler differences, too. Her hair fell to mid-back in waves, gathered up between her wings; appearing a simple yet lustrous black at first glance, he noted something shifty about its color upon closer inspection. As the light hit it just so, he could swear its highlights were a reddish purple, but the effect seemed to vanish as he tried to focus on it. Her skin, too, was like porcelain, and not in he sense that the comparison was usually used. It didn’t quite look like
  
   skin:
  
  milk-white, faintly glossy, and completely uniform in color, with no hints of blood beneath. Silky and soft to the touch, though. Her eyes were an exotic violet. He’d half expected slitted pupils or some such, but they were normal in that regard, except that they appeared distinctly crystalline in the way they caught and refracted the light, like bowls of carved amethyst.
 

 
  Shook didn’t restrict himself to looking with his eyes—and why should he?—as he took in her more humanlike assets, which were plenty striking in their own right.
 

 
  It was no surprise that she was stunningly lovely; succubi were just like that, everyone knew it. She had a gorgeous, heart-shaped face, with pouty lips and an impish little nose, but Shook had never found women’s faces to be among their more interesting features, provided they weren’t dog-like enough to put him out of the mood. The succubus wore a stained, torn dress that had originally been suited for a prostitute: low-cut, high-hemmed and backless (which accommodated her wings), giving him excellent access. He made a second circuit around her, taking in details visually, running his hand along her shoulders, down her arm, up the curve of her waist. Buxom, wasp-waisted, with generously curvy hips and long legs that practically undulated… She looked like a woman
  
   should,
  
  if the gods had intended the world to be fair. He cupped a hand around her breast, then slid it down to heft it from beneath, testing its weight. It was all her flesh, no hidden augmentations in that dress. She sighed softly and subtly arched her back, pressing herself into his hand, and he smiled.
 

 
  Finally Shook stepped back, having come around to stand in front of her again.
 

 
  “My name is Jeremiah Shook,” he said. “Also known as Thumper among the Thieves’ Guild. And you, Kheshiri, belong to me.” He bounced her reliquary in the palm of his hand, noting the way her eyes snapped to it. “You were…a gift. From someone intending to trip me up, figuring I’d come to grief trying to handle you. I’m an enforcer, you see, a man who lives by asserting his will physically. People who live by schemes are always thinking they’re smarter than me. Annoying as that is, I’ve come to enjoy the looks on their faces when they learn otherwise.”
 

 
  She smiled at that, an expression of malicious delight, and he found himself warming up to her a bit.
 

 
  “It wasn’t a bad idea,” he went on, “or wouldn’t have been fifty years ago. That’s the way it’s always been, after all: mundane people meddling with magic always came to sticky ends, right?” He smiled, slowly, and waggled the reliquary at her. “Well, that was then, and this is now. You’ll have noticed some of the modifications to this. The extra chain binds it to my life force; you’re not going to get out from under my sway by having it stolen or lost. That’s a commercially available enchantment, these days. Lots of people wanting better control over their bespelled heirloom doodads. For someone who knows the right back-alley enchanters to ask, it’s easy enough to have some of the safety features lifted—like the clause that breaks the enchantment when said life force is terminated, for example. I die, Kheshiri, and you’re the slave of a corpse. You go right back in the bottle and you fucking
  
   stay
  
  there—for eternity. It’s in your best interests to ensure that I don’t die.
  
   Also,”
  
  he added, smiling and tossing the reliquary from hand to hand, “my guy didn’t think it was smart to try modifying the spells on your leash, here, but apparently
  
   adding
  
  to them was child’s play. Hence the extra runed bands around the end, as you see. You will not lie to me; you will not harm me; you will not act against my wishes. Those aren’t orders, little girl, they are statements of the facts of your life, now. And here’s another one: I have not told you all the extra features I’ve added, nor will I. Only way you’ll find them is if you go poking around for ways to work against me—and believe me, I will know if that happens. Then, I’ll be annoyed.” He stepped forward and reached out to caress her cheek; keeping her eyes fixed on his, she leaned into his touch like a petted cat. “I see no reason we can’t get along perfectly well, Kheshiri. If I get annoyed, though, we—by which I mean
  
   you—
  
  will have a problem.” He let his hand fall, but held her gaze.
  
   “This
  
  is an order: you will remember your place, and show me the proper respect at all times. You are to address me as Master, or Sir, if we’re in public and don’t want to draw attention. Do you understand?”
 

 
  She stared up at him through her lashes, her violet eyes limpid. Silence stretched out, and Shook felt fury beginning to grow in him. Already a challenge? He was going to have to— Then realization hit, and he had to smile. Well, well. It seemed she
  
   did
  
  take direction, after all.
 

 
  “You may speak,” he amended.
 

 
  “I understand, master,” Kheshiri said immediately. Her voice was delightful, a sulty alto. Just the kind he liked. So many fool women thought it was attractive to affect a childish, breathy timbre.
 

 
  “Good girl,” he said condescendingly. “And as long as you
  
   stay
  
  a good girl, I’ll take good care of you. We’ll have plenty to do to keep your wits exercised. And you can bet I’ll be sure you stay fed.”
 

 
  “I don’t need to eat,” she said, then blinked, and smiled. “Oh, did you mean…? That’s a misconception, master. We don’t
  
   need
  
  sex to live.” Tail waving behind her, she underwent a kind of slow-motion, full-body wriggle. “We just really,
  
   really
  
  like it. Who doesn’t?”
 

 
  Shook laughed, chucking her gently under the chin. “I think I like you already. We have work, my dear: you were given to me for the purpose of finding and apprehending someone who’s caused a lot of trouble for a lot of people. Me, especially. We need to bring her in alive…but not necessarily unharmed. And who knows, maybe we’ll have time to have a little fun with her before handing her over.”
 

 
  “That sounds delightful,” the demon purred, fluttering her eyelashes up at him.
 

 
  “All that’s in the future, though,” he said, his voice growing rougher. He reached up to cup her face in both hands, then slid them slowly down her throat, over her upper chest, and squeezed her breasts, before lifting one again to the top of her head and using it to push her downward. “On your knees, bitch.”
 

 
  Kheshiri giggled, dropping almost eagerly, and reached for his belt buckle without further prompting.
  
   Finally,
  
  a woman who knew her place without needing to be told, or kicking up a fuss about it.
 

 
  He let out a long sigh and leaned his head back as she got to work, already modifying plans in the back of his mind. After dealing with Principia, he just might decide to keep this one. After all, it wasn’t every day you found the perfect woman.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  A thick fog hung over Puna Dara, which was about the only thing that could shut the city down. Though they knew better than to risk their precious ships in bad weather, the Punaji themselves had a positive affinity with storms, staying out in the streets as long as they possibly could when the wind and lightning raged. The city had mostly flat, stone roofs, and it was a tradition that a newly married couple hadn’t properly blessed their new home until having made love on the roof in a storm.
 

 
  Fog, though, was a different matter. Storms could make a person feel alive; fog was just inconvenient and depressing. Better than anything else, it reliably drove the Punaji indoors to their fires. Thus, Lakshmi had the docks mostly to herself.
 

 
  Light blazed from the windows of the Mermaid’s Tail, three piers down; the distance was just enough to mute the noise of laughter and music from within, though it was still audible in the quiet of the night. The soft lapping of waves against the pier was more immediate, which was fine. It was also more soothing, and she needed a little relief from tension.
 

 
  “You’re gonna fall in one of these days.”
 

 
  Lakshmi squawked and flailed in startlement, slipping off her perch on the barrel she’d commandeered as a seat and windmilling her arms at the very edge of the pier, desperately trying not to prove the voice’s prediction. A hand grasped her firmly by the collar and tugged her backward to safety.
 

 
  “Damn it!” she scolded, whirling to glare at her laughing rescuer. “Fucking
  
   elf!
  
  Stop
  
   doing
  
  that! You scared the hell out of me!”
 

 
  “Oh, calm yourself,” Principia said, grinning. “I wouldn’t’ve let you fall—”
 

 
  She broke off as Lakshmi lunged forward and threw her arms around her.
 

 
  “I didn’t mean
  
   that,
  
  jackass,” she said fiercely. “Do you know how worried I’ve been? Weeks with no word! And if something had gone wrong, it’d be
  
   my
  
  fault, since I’m the one who sent that message to the Guild. I should know better than to get dragged into your crazy schemes…”
 

 
  “You should know my crazy schemes always
  
   work,”
  
  Prin chided gently, hugging the girl back before extracting herself. “And, as usual, it did. You did perfect, Peepers. The Guild got word I’d turned on them, they set Shook loose to come after me—that was the only part I was a little worried about, but in the end it was too good a ploy for Tricks to pass up—and
  
   then
  
  I got them the truth, once Thumper was out of sight. Now the Boss feels guilty and I’ve dropped down the priority list. He’ll be a lot more accommodating once I
  
   do
  
  decide to go home, and that turd Thumper is well on his way to getting what’s coming to him. Just takes a little patience and caution from here on out.” She spread her arms wide, grinning. “Everything’s coming up Prin.”
 

 
  “Except that Thumper is still after you,” Lakshmi retorted, scowling. “If half what you’ve told me about that asshole is true, that’s not a small thing!”
 

 
  “Oh, sure it is,” Prin said, waving a hand dismissively. “He hasn’t a chance in hell of actually
  
   finding
  
  me. And if by some miracle he does, he’ll have used up all the luck he’d need to
  
   catch
  
  me. Everything I needed is in motion, hon. Thanks for playing your part so well.”
 

 
  Lakshmi shook her head. “I dunno. Yes, you’re a professional, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Maybe this’ll make you feel better,” Principia replied, handing her a folded slip of paper.
 

 
  “What’s…?”
 

 
  “You memorize that, then you destroy it,” Prin said firmly. “It’s the access details of an account with Heath & Farousi. They’re not one of the biggest banks, but they’re about the most widely-spread; you can get into that account from just about anywhere in the Empire.”
 

 
  “What account?” Lakshmi said curiously.
 

 
  Principia grinned rakishly, bobbing up on the balls of her feet.
  
   “My
  
  account. That’s the product of two centuries of running cons up and down every inch of this continent and beyond. Congratulations, you are now stupidly rich.”
 

 
  Lakshmi’s eyes went wide and she tried to thrust the paper back at the elf. “Prin, no! I
  
   can’t!
  
  Are you crazy, this is your whole life’s work!”
 

 
  “No,” Principia said firmly, thrusting a finger of admonishment into the girl’s face. “The
  
   work
  
  was my life’s work. You know what I’ve done with that money, Lakshmi? Let it sit, gathering dust and interest, mostly. Once in a while I’ve needed to dip in to extract myself from one of my rare blunders, but for the most part…” She shrugged. “It’s not about the money, hon. It can’t be; don’t let it be. An account full of liquid assets is a wind in your sails; a house full of luxuries is an anchor chain around your neck.”
 

 
  “Oh, a nautical metaphor. I do believe I’m being pandered to.”
 

 
  “Watch it, squirt. Just because your grandfather’s not around to paddle your butt anymore doesn’t mean you’re too big.” Prin aimed a halfhearted swat at Lakshmi’s head, grinning. “Look, the fact is, a thief doesn’t need riches. I don’t need that money, and right now, you do. I want you to get out of Puna Dara. This is not a good city for thieves.”
 

 
  “Oh, not
  
   this
  
  again,” Lakshmi groaned. “The Punaji way of life is the
  
   closest
  
  thing to the Guild’s philosophy—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I know. And doesn’t that make it seem odd that the Guild has such a small presence here?” Prin shook her head. “It’s because you’re ruled by pirates, and pirates do not like competition. Quite apart from the fact that Eserites aren’t wanted here, we aren’t
  
   needed.
  
  Blackbeard’s laws keep the idle rich humble and on their toes, and he doesn’t rob from his own people. There’s just not much to
  
   do
  
  here. I want you to go to Tiraas, get yourself set up with a place. Something
  
   modest,
  
  you don’t want to draw attention. Thanks to my little scheme, you’ve got some rep with the Guild now; you’re the girl who unmasked a traitor, remember?”
 

 
  “You did this on purpose,” Lakshmi accused.
 

 
  Principia grinned. “Come on, now, any action that serves only
  
   one
  
  purpose isn’t an efficient use of your time. Yes, I made an opening for you. Take Sanjay and go. Tiraas is a melting pot; for the gods’ sakes, there’s a whole district full of
  
   drow.
  
  Anybody can make it there. You’re an information girl, Peepers; try to get in with Sweet, he’s the master of that craft. He doesn’t take apprentices, so don’t go for that angle, but he’s fair-minded and has a soft spot for younglings. Do some good work in his field and make sure he sees it.”
 

 
  “Prin, where is all this coming from?” she demanded. “You show up out of nowhere after leaving me to stew for weeks, and now you’re insisting we
  
   both
  
  uproot our lives?”
 

 
  The elf sighed, glancing out over the bay. A few ships’ lights were visible, but for the most part, the fog made it a featureless blur. “It’ll be a while before I see you again, ‘Shmi. Where I’m going next, I won’t have any need for money. And Shook won’t be able to get at me no matter what he does. Hell, I sort of hope he tries.”
 

 
  “Prin, you’re scaring me.”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t worry,” she said more gently, stepping forward and taking both of Lakshmi’s hands, the paper crumpling in their combined grip. “I’m not about to do anything desperate. I think I may be entering the most safe and rational phase my life has ever had. It’s just…unfamiliar territory for me. And since I’m likely to be out of pocket for a while, I want to make sure you and Sanjay will be all right before I go. I promised the old man I’d keep an eye on you as I had time. Go to Tiraas, Lakshmi. Only use the money when you
  
   need
  
  it; live on your wits. I know you’ve got enough to do so. Promise me.”
 

 
  “I can’t just—”
 

 
  
   “Promise.”
  
 

 
  Lakshmi swallowed heavily. “I promise.
  
   You
  
  promise you’re going to be okay.”
 

 
  “Aw, honey, nobody can guarantee that about anybody. I give you my word, though, I’ll be taking care of myself as best I can. And I’ll be back in touch just as soon as the opportunity comes up. I’ll expect to find you in Tiraas, clambering up the ranks in the Guild, you hear me?”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath and let it out, then managed a weak grin. “Are you kidding? Look who you’re talking to. Hell, once I get out of this backwater to a place where there’s opportunity, I’ll be running it by this time next year.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  my girl.” Principia grinned and gently patted her on the cheek. “He’d have been so damn proud of you, y’know.” She stepped back, then again, tendrils of fog beginning to swirl around and obscure her from sight. “Live free, Peepers.”
 

 
  “Live well, Keys.” The lump rose again in Lakshmi’s throat, nearly cutting off the traditional Eserite farewell. By the time she finished it, the fog had closed in around the slender figure of the elf, leaving her alone on the docks, holding the crumpled key to a fortune.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Flickering torchlight nearly overshadowed the sickly glow of the spell circle. The corners of the chamber were lost to shadow, but there wasn’t much to see aside from cobwebs and mildew. The sewers of Tiraas had many such private nooks, their original purpose now unknown; those who traversed the dark tunnels knew well enough to stay away from any secluded spot where there was light and voices.
 

 
  It wasn’t like summoning the sshitherosz demon had been. The basics of the circle were the same, enchanted glyphs standing in for the presence of summoners, the reason this could be done by someone who knew no infernal magic. There were differences in the runes and structure of the circle, of course, and the final product didn’t look the same at all. Where the sshitherosz had clambered up from below, the incubus sort of
  
   congealed
  
  out of the air, collecting scraps of shadow and sparks into a form.
 

 
  He flicked his tail idly, peering about. You could always tell whether an incubus or succubus had been recently on the mortal plane by their attire. They liked pretty things, fancy things, but there just wasn’t much to wear in Hell except the skins of things one had killed. This one wore nothing but a ragged fur loincloth hanging to his knees, secured by a wide belt with a hammered pewter buckle.
 

 
  Naturally, he was ridiculously good-looking. Once you got past the tail and wings, of course, and the garnet-colored eyes. The demon’s face was long and flawlessly formed, somehow combining a rugged handsomeness with an effete pretty-boy look that didn’t seem like they should go together at all, much less as well as they did. He had the lean musculature of a swimmer, and those perfect muscles shifted beneath his exposed alabaster skin with even the slightest motion as he turned this way and that, studying his new environs. Darling had never been interested in men, but he’d also never been this close to an incubus before. It was hard not to admire the sheer
  
   artistry
  
  of the demon’s perfect body.
 

 
  “Haha!” he bellowed, throwing up his arms in an over-the-top gesture of theatrical triumph. “Behold your doom, creature of the pits!
  
   I
  
  have called you forth, and it shall be
  
   I
  
  who is your undoing!”
 

 
  “Do I know you?” the demon asked languidly, his expression sardonic.
 

 
  Darling was dressed in a stained and ragged robe of the sort worn by Omnist monks, though the monks of course kept their attire in much better repair. The right touches of makeup had made his eyes and cheeks hollow, his hair dirty and unkempt. The rest was all mannerisms. In total, he made the perfect image of a deranged religious fanatic, if he did say so himself. Which he had.
 

 
  “Spare me your blandishments, fiend!” he screamed, spittle flying from his lips. “I heed only the voice! The voice commands and I carry forth its will! Yes, one by one I shall call you, one by one I shall strike you down! The voice knows the way! The pits of hell shall be emptied by
  
   my
  
  hand!”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly,” the incubus said in disgust, looking him up and down. “Why do
  
   I
  
  always get the crazy ones? Useless, the lot of you; one can’t even have proper
  
   revenge
  
  on a madman. It’s like whipping the wolf that killed your dog. It takes some sanity to truly suffer properly.”
 

 
  “Be silent, unclean thing!” Darling bellowed, his voice cracking. “You need not speak, you need only die!” A nimbus of golden light sprang up around him; the demon flinched back, sparking where he impacted the cylinder of magic thrown up by the summoning circle. “Yes, now you see your doom!” Darling cackled. “Now you know its face! Repent with your last breath, worm!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you even doing?” the demon demanded, shielding his eyes. “You’re going to summon demons one by one and kill them? Do you know how many
  
   eons
  
  that would take? And anyway, the Black Wreath will be on you within days.” A honeyed tone entered his voice. “Look, if it’s dead demons you want, perhaps we can be of service to each other. Between you and me, I can’t stand most of—”
 

 
  “SILENCE!” he screamed, frothing with mad rage, and called up more light than he ever had in his life, enough that he could feel the burning in his fingertips. Enough that the infernal runes holding the circle steady exploded, winking out and dissolving the demon’s prison. As they had been designed to do.
 

 
  The incubus snorted, gave one pump of his wings and lunged backward out of the range of Darling’s aura. “Nice move,” he said, chuckling. “Well, I guess this is it, then. Thanks for the lift, friend! I’d been looking for a way back to this plane for
  
   years.
  
  Ta ta!”
 

 
  Turning, he darted down the long tunnel into the sewers, fading into invisibility as he went.
 

 
  “NOOO!” Darling howled behind him, raging and stomping up and down. “This cannot be! The voice promised! This is the way! Reveal yourself, monster!” Throwing his hands out hither and yon, he sent aimless bolts of holy power in all directions, splashing against the walls of the chamber and shooting down the corridor. That kind of thing was well outside his areas of expertise; they wouldn’t have done much against a demon of that caliber, but even the incubus wouldn’t have been able to remain invisible if hit by one. All he succeeded in doing was establishing that the creature was long gone.
 

 
  Finally, he fell still, then permitted himself a grin. “All right, girls, show’s over. You can come out now.”
 

 
  From the two back corners of the room, shadows deepened, then fell apart, revealing the forms of the two elves. They stepped forward carefully, eying him as though concerned for his health.
 

 
  “That,” Flora said, “was a hell of a thing.”
 

 
  “Care to let us in on the joke,
  
   finally?”
  
  Fauna added with a touch of asperity.
 

 
  “Gladly!” Turning to face them, Darling tucked his thumbs in the ragged cord currently serving as his belt. “I don’t know how it is for elves, ladies, but when a human dies, if they weren’t a faithful enough follower for any god to claim their soul, it becomes a concern for Vidius. He’s a pretty easygoing chap; you can be a filthy agnostic your whole life, but if you made a solid effort to be a decent person, you’re still likely to end up on the divine plane. It’s not as much a certainty as if you followed a god faithfully, but there it is. For the rest, though…they get sent to Hell. What goes on down there we don’t much know, but we
  
   do
  
  know that some of them take to it.”
 

 
  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction the demon had fled. “That was an incubus, a demon…sort of. Incubi and succubi are the souls of humans who were, first, so wicked in life that they warranted infernal punishment, and second, so clever and strong-willed even in death that they managed to survive and advance themselves in the infernal realms, where basically everything is stronger than they are and wants to destroy them. Those who make it long enough or do well enough come to the attention of Prince Vanislaas, the first incubus, and are reborn as…
  
   that.
  
  Human soul, so corrupted with stabilized infernal magic that they are almost unrecognizable. Not well liked in Hell, and down to the last one, obsessed with getting back to the mortal plane to spread their corruption among their own former species.”
 

 
  He grinned broadly. “Their powers include shape changing, invisibility, all manner of illusion and flight. They’re
  
   cunning
  
  almost beyond belief; they live to seduce and corrupt. A nasty piece of work, in other words, and not easy to take down.
  
   And,
  
  in at least a metaphysical sense, human. Best of all, there is absolutely no question that they
  
   need
  
  to be destroyed. So!” His grin broadened. “Think that’s enough of a challenge to satisfy your spirits?”
 

 
  They stared at him, and then as one, delighted grins blossomed on their faces.
 

 
  “I think that would do
  
   very nicely,”
  
  Fauna breathed.
 

 
  “Well, then, you’ve given the bastard a sporting head start. I’d say the hunt is on.”
 

 
  She dashed past him without another word. Flora paused only to lean in and peck him on the cheek.
 

 
  “World’s best boss,”
  
  
  she whispered, then dashed off down the tunnel after her sister. They were gone in seconds.
 

 
  Darling let the cheerful expression drop from his face, leaving him haggard and exhausted. He stepped backward until he came to the rear wall of the chamber and slumped against it. Momentarily he’d need to clear up all this detritus and then bless the space; one couldn’t be too careful when it came to demonology. He just needed a moment, first, to gather himself.
 

 
  It was the best solution he could think of; the girls had certainly seemed to think it a good one. The incubus was crafty, but not nearly a match for one headhunter in terms of magical firepower, let alone two. The only question would be whether they could
  
   catch
  
  it… But no, they’d managed to pierce the secrecy around a vault sealed by the Church and the cult of Nemitoth without even trying. They could run this thing down, it would just give them a workout in the process. Of course, he
  
   had
  
  just set loose a devious corrupter demon in Tiraas. Yeah, there was absolutely no way
  
   this
  
  could end badly.
 

 
  But no. They could do it. He just had to have faith in his little monsters.
 

 
  Darling straightened up and began cleaning up the room, hoping, not for the first time recently, that he wasn’t in over his head.
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  The crow ruffled its feathers and shook itself, emitting a muted croak, but did not stir from its perch in the rafters. Just outside the awning, rain pattered down upon the streets of Tiraas, as rain so often did. It was a cool day, cooler than it had been recently, but not quite cold yet; not quite so bad that the oven and open lamps in the little pastry stand didn’t keep its inside comfortable, despite the fact that the entire front was open to the elements.
 

 
  “Nice bird,” remarked the boy, peering up at it while rolling a coin across the backs of his knuckles. “Where’d you get something like that?”
 

 
  “It’s not mine,” said the woman behind the counter. Her face was neutral, her tone polite—too neutral, too polite. They were alone in the stand at present, the rain not being conducive to much foot traffic in the market street, and the tension between them was almost tangible, for all that it ran one way. The young man seemed perfectly at ease. “I give it scraps sometimes and so far it hasn’t tried to steal any. I think it’s somebody’s pet, though. Doesn’t act like a wild crow.”
 

 
  “You ought to do something about that, then,” he said lazily, then flapped a hand at the bird. “Shoo! Go on, you’re unsanitary!”
 

 
  The crow hopped to one side, not even bothering to take wing, and tilted its head, watching him. With a shrug, he turned back to survey the hot pastries on display under the glass counter.
 

 
  “Ah, the hell with it. Do something about it though. I don’t want to see that bird here next time I visit.”
 

 
  “Anything for a customer,” she replied, her voice weighted with sarcasm.
 

 
  He smirked. “A bit of an attitude today, eh? Just for that, I believe I’ll have a cream puff along with the meat pie. A little dessert’s just the thing to work off the hurt your sharp tongue has done to my feelings.”
 

 
  “You know,” she said stiffly, not reaching into the pastry case yet, “I
  
   do
  
  have to make a living.”
 

 
  “So do we all, cupcake,” he said, grinning. “A pastry now and then won’t bankrupt you.”
 

 
  “One of my most
  
   expensive
  
  pastries every
  
   day,
  
  on the other hand…”
 

 
  “Well, that’s what you get for overcharging,” he said glibly. “Chop chop, now. Some of us have better things to do with our time than loiter around a till all day.”
 

 
  The crow emitted a loud, hoarse squawk, flapping its wings once without lifting off its perch. He half-turned to glance up at it in irritation, then started violently, catching a glimpse of the front of the stall. Two figures now stood there, silent as moonlight.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath,” he breathed, placing a hand over his chest, then grinned weakly. “You startled me, ladies.”
 

 
  “Did we,” said the one on the left. They were elves, dressed in simple blouses and trousers of modest quality, damp with rain. Both stared at him with an utter lack of expression. His grin faltered.
 

 
  “I… Eh, well, no harm done. I’ll be out of your way in just a moment, as soon as this slowpoke here hands over my breakfast.”
 

 
  “Will you,” said the other tonelessly. As one, they stepped forward, twice. In the small space this placed them all in very cramped proximity. Ordinarily he’d have felt quite differently about being packed in so close with a pair of pretty, exotic young women, but there was a subtle threat in their cold demeanor.
 

 
  “I think you can wait,” said the first, then looked past him to the woman behind the counter. “The usual, please, Denise.”
 

 
  “Keep the change,” added the other, tossing something. Denise caught it awkwardly, clearly not used to such maneuvers, and then boggled down at the well-stuffed coin purse in her hand, its strings neatly sliced. She wasn’t the only one.
 

 
  “I—wh—hey!” the young man exclaimed, more shocked than angry. “That’s mine!”
 

 
  “Is it?” said the first elf mildly. “It appears to be hers, now.”
 

 
  “Now listen here,” he said, outrage welling up on his features. “You don’t know what you’re meddling in, girls. I’m a member of the Thieves’ Guild!”
 

 
  At that, they both grinned. Broadly. He flinched.
 

 
  
   “Are
  
  you,” said the second elf.
 

 
  “Whose apprentice?” added the first.
 

 
  “W-what makes you think I’m an apprentice?” he stammered, trying to draw himself upright. The crow emitted a coarse chuckling noise, and he ruined the effect he was going for by flinching again.
 

 
  “First,” said the second elf, “a full member of the Guild would know
  
   better
  
  than to abuse our privileges in the city. Shopkeepers toss us freebies because we deter pickpockets and cutpurses; a tidbit here and there costs them a lot less than a city full of ne’er-do-wells would. The system is there to benefit
  
   everyone.
  
  It is not carte blanche for you to walk all over people and do whatever the hell you please.”
 

 
  “Second,” said the other, “a full member of the Guild would know better than to announce his membership, in public, to strangers.”
 

 
  “Third…” The second elf leaned in close to him, her grin broadening to proportions that resembled that of a wolf. “A full member of the Guild who behaved this way would be dragged into the basement of the Guild headquarters and have things
  
   broken.
  
  Fingers, definitely. Possibly knees. You, clearly, are just some dumb kid who doesn’t yet understand how things work. They’ll probably be more gentle with you. Maybe.”
 

 
  “I—I—I—”
 

 
  “Fourth,” added the first elf in an especially silky tone, “and not to blow our own horns or anything, any active Guild member in this city would recognize Sweet’s apprentices. I’m told we’re sort of…distinctive.”
 

 
  He swallowed, loudly.
 

 
  “What’s your name?”
 

 
  “Who’s your trainer?”
 

 
  “I—I…” He gulped again, finding a small measure of courage. “I don’t know you two. How do I know you are…who you say? I don’t have to tell you anything.”
 

 
  “We don’t have to ask nicely,” the woman on the right said, her expression growing grim.
 

 
  Denise cleared her throat. “Um, could you
  
   please
  
  ask nicely? I really,
  
   really
  
  don’t need any trouble in my stall, Flora.”
 

 
  “Of course, my apologies.” Flora nodded to her, then returned her stare to the boy. “It needn’t come to any rough stuff, anyhow. We can simply follow him.”
 

 
  “Ever been stalked by elves?” the other one said lazily. “You’ve probably read stories about dramatic bison hunts. Bows, staves, unicorn charges, all that. That’s plains elves, though. We’re from a forest tribe.”
 

 
  “It’s called
  
   tela’theshwa,”
  
  said Flora. “Persistence predation, according to the scholars who felt the need to name it in Tanglish. No violence at all. We just follow our prey, at a walk, until it drops dead from exhaustion. He’s a robust specimen, Fauna, but I bet he gets tired before we do.”
 

 
  “You have to go home
  
   sometime,”
  
  Fauna told him in a singsong tone, grinning. “Us? We can go for
  
   days.”
  
 

 
  “Weeks,” Flora corrected smugly. “We’re well-fed and well-rested.”
 

 
  “Randal Wilcox,” he bleated. “I’m apprenticed to Grip!”
 

 
  In unison, their eyebrows rose.
 

 
  “You work under Grip,” Fauna said slowly, “and you do something like
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  Flora shook her head. “Boy, you are almost too dumb to be alive.”
 

 
  “He’d have been eaten by a cougar in the old country.”
 

 
  “A cougar? Please, this numbnut would’ve been eaten by opossums.”
 

 
  “Tell you what, Randy,” Fauna said. “Mind if I call you Randy? Swell. We’re heading back to the Guild ourselves, but not in any great hurry. We just stopped by for a bit of breakfast on the way.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you noticed this stall is in a
  
   really
  
  convenient spot,” Flora added. “Nice place to grab a bite you can enjoy on a leisurely stroll.”
 

 
  “It’ll take us a while to get there, is what we’re saying. Half an hour, maybe?”
 

 
  “Eh, twenty minutes.”
 

 
  “Aw, I wanted to feed the ducks!”
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  want to feed the ducks. It’s
  
   raining.
  
  The ducks are under shelter, like all sensible beings.”
 

 
  “Spoilsport,” Fauna pouted. “Twenty minutes, then. That’s how long you’ve got to either get your ass back there, explain your fuck-up and hope Grip is in a reasonable mood for once… Or get out of Tiraas.”
 

 
  “It’ll look better coming from you,” Flora added. “If they have to hear about this from us? Well, then Grip will be embarrassed on top of pissed off. Makes her look bad in front of Sweet. Rumor has it she gets
  
   really
  
  crabby when somebody makes her look bad.”
 

 
  “Of course, if you—” Fauna broke off, dodging nimbly as Randal shoved past her and took off at a sprint.
 

 
  “Heh.” Flora leaned out from under the awning to watch him go. “Wait for it, wait for…aw, he didn’t fall. Guess he knows where the slippery patch is.”
 

 
  “I keep telling you, just because humans can’t see in the dark doesn’t mean they’re blind. Anyhow!” Fauna smiled winsomely at Denise. “Sorry about all that. Some people, right? I don’t mean to rush you, or anything…”
 

 
  “Oh! Sorry.” Belatedly, the shopkeeper began loading a couple of meat pies into folds of waxed paper for easy carrying. “Got distracted by all the…well. Um, stop me if it’s not my business, but…what’s gonna happen to him?”
 

 
  “Not sure.”
 

 
  “Not really interested.”
 

 
  “Not our problem.”
 

 
  “I can tell you this much,” Fauna added. “If you ever see him in here again, it’ll be so he can deliver an apology, and possibly some monetary remuneration.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t make a claim like that against the Thieves’ Guild,” Denise said carefully, keeping her eyes on her hands as she folded the pies up neatly.
 

 
  
   “Please,”
  
  Flora said earnestly, “make claims like that. That kind of crap makes us
  
   all
  
  look bad. The Guild doesn’t stand for it; we don’t pick on honest tradespeople who are just getting by. It’s bad for everyone’s business and bad for our rep.”
 

 
  “I understand if you’re not comfortable going to the casino to talk to somebody,” Fauna said. “The Church is available for that, though. You can leave a message for Bishop Darling at the Cathedral; anybody ever hassles you like this again, do so and he’ll take care of it.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t want to be a bother,” she demurred, sliding their wrapped pies across the glass counter. “Here you go, girls.”
 

 
  Flora caught her hand, gently, and held it until Denise looked up to meet her eyes. She was smiling, an authentically warm expression totally unlike the one she’d given Randal. “You’re safe with Guild members,” she said softly. “The only reason a Guild thief would harm you is if you’d done something to
  
   royally
  
  deserve it.”
 

 
  “And, no offense, I have a hard time picturing you being so adventurous,” Fauna added, grinning.
 

 
  “You’re even safer than most,” Flora said with a wink. “Because now we have something to prove to you.”
 

 
  Denise gently pulled her hand back, managing a weak grin and an awkward little laugh. “Aha…well… Like I said… Yeah, you’re right, I’m not the pushy kind. I wouldn’t want to be a bother. I’ll tell you what, though, your next visit’s on the house.”
 

 
  The crow chuckled softly to itself and finally took wing, flapping out into the rain.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Nineteen,” said Archpope Justinian, “in the last month. I never held out much hope that Asherad’s murder would be an anomalous event; far too much effort had to have gone into it. In the lull that followed, though…” He trailed off, shaking his head.
 

 
  The four Bishops assembled for his little cabal sat around the conference table in the Archpope’s private study, wearing grim expressions, as the subject deserved.
 

 
  “I’d say we’re in the opposite of a lull now,” Basra said once it was clear the pontiff had finished speaking. “Four weeks of this is having what I’m sure was the intended effect. It’s getting harder and harder to get any kind of cooperation from individual cults that they don’t absolutely
  
   have
  
  to offer. They can tell which way the wind’s blowing.”
 

 
  “And which way is that?” Darling asked. “I mean, what do the victims have in common? Is there a
  
   theme
  
  here? My Guild hasn’t lost anybody, but we’ve all but stopped operations in the city in the last week. The Boss thinks it’s too risky for
  
   any
  
  kind of cultist to be operating until something’s done.”
 

 
  “There’s a theme,” Basra said, glancing at the Archpope. “It’s…sensitive. I’m sure you wouldn’t want—”
 

 
  “The murdered all have two things in common,” Justinian said gravely. “First, they were individuals of such character that if the world knew what I know, there might not be so much an outcry at their deaths.”
 

 
  “How can there be
  
   that many
  
  people like that among the cults of the Pantheon?” Branwen whispered, horrified.
 

 
  
   “That many
  
  would have to just about cover it,” Darling ruminated. “There are rotten people everywhere, Bran, and not all gods are as compassionate as Izara. But…you’re not wrong, it strains credulity that every cult is so corrupt you can just walk in and kill somebody who deserves it. Which raises a whole host of other disturbing questions…”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said the Archpope, nodding. “Which reflects upon the second point they had in common: each of these individuals was involved in a corrupt or shady program run by the Universal Church itself.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment.
 

 
  “Such as?” Andros finally said, staring as sharply at the Archpope as he could probably get away with.
 

 
  “I’ll make full documentation available to each of you if you request it,” said Justinian, folding his hands on the table before him. “However, before we delve into such details, let me pose a question. This is in line with your inquiry, Antonio. How much longer can this go on? Someone is clearly making a considerable effort to clean house. How much more cleaning, in your estimation, is required?”
 

 
  “Corruption is a hard thing to pin down across different religions,” Basra said after a pause. “Antonio’s people do things as a matter of doctrinal obligation that’d get anyone thrown out of my Sisterhood.”
 

 
  “And vice versa,” Darling said wryly. “In fact, we could go clockwise around the table and talk about how everybody’s faith is a tangle of depravity from the perspective of somebody else’s, so let’s take it as given and…not. I think that’s dodging the issue, though. Or, your Holiness, are these people really being targeted over doctrinal issues?”
 

 
  “I can unequivocally say that they are not,” Justinian said solemnly. “The four slain this week included a known pedophile, and two individuals involved in a Church-run operation which has been financing
  
   actual
  
  witch hunts along the frontier.”
 

 
  “People still
  
   do
  
  that?” Branwen said, aghast.
 

 
  “In that case,” Andros growled, “perhaps this killer is doing us a favor.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” said Basra dismissively. “Making the bad people go away is a child’s solution to improving the world. You
  
   can’t
  
  fix societal problems through assassination.”
 

 
  “Besides,” Darling added, “it’s fairly obvious that the thrust of this is to create a stir, not just to get rid of the individuals who’ve been…gotten rid of. A wedge is being driven between the Church and its member cults. I can’t imagine that’s anything but intentional, if not the entire point.”
 

 
  “And,” said Justinian, nodding, “it carries an additional message to
  
   us,
  
  who know the secrets of those being targeted. Our foe knows these secrets too, and has the power to penetrate our defenses.”
 

 
  “The Wreath,” Branwen murmured.
 

 
  “It almost has to be,” Basra agreed, “but…how? Why
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “Why now seems obvious enough,” said Darling.
  
   “We
  
  just escalated the conflict with them considerably. Specifically those of us sitting in this room.”
 

 
  “Okay, fine, but that leaves the bigger question,” she said impatiently.
  
   “How?
  
  If the Wreath had the capacity to do things like this, they’d have been
  
   doing
  
  them. For a very long time. What’s changed?”
 

 
  “We changed the rules of the engagement,” said Andros. “It would be poor strategy for them to accept battle on our terms. They are altering the conditions in turn, forcing us to act on theirs.”
 

 
  “Again,” Basra exclaimed,
  
   “how?
  
  We can talk whys and wherefores until we’re all blue in the face, but the hard truth is that
  
   somebody
  
  is slipping through the sturdiest magical defenses in existence and slaughtering people who should be powerful enough to prevent this from happening to them.
  
   That
  
  should be our biggest concern!”
 

 
  “The issue,” said Justinian firmly, drawing their attention back to him, “is that in previous times, our engagements with the Wreath have always been that: with the Wreath. They’ve employed outside agents throughout their history when it served their ends, usually as a method of preserving their anonymity, but the actual campaigns of the cult itself have been carried out by Elilinist warlocks. Those are methodologies with stark limitations, which are very familiar to us. What has
  
   changed
  
  is that they are sending someone
  
   else
  
  , now. Consider what a temple’s defenses are meant to ward off. Could any of your strongholds deter, say, an Imperial strike team, with professional fighters wielding multiple systems of magic?”
 

 
  “Most of
  
   mine
  
  could,” Basra said with a hint of smugness, then added somewhat ungraciously, “probably several of Andros’s, too.”
 

 
  “But most temples in general, no,” said Branwen. “That being the case…why are we certain that the Wreath is behind this at all?”
 

 
  Justinian spread his hands in a shrug. “Who else?”
 

 
  “This was all kicked off by Elilial opening a new project,” Darling said, frowning thoughtfully into the distance. “We may have accelerated her timetable somewhat, but we shouldn’t rule out that some or all of this was planned from the beginning.”
 

 
  “Just so,” said the Archpope, “and it is for that reason that we are going to continue to let it happen, for now.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Basra said shrilly.
 

 
  “Andros has raised a couple of extremely pertinent points,” Justinian went on, his calm a stark contrast to her agitation. “Whatever the additional effects, our house
  
   is
  
  being cleaned, and I would be dissembling if I did not acknowledge some relief. I inherited a huge bureaucracy in this Church, my friends, and some of my predecessors were… Well. Suffice it to say that the Throne does not hold a monopoly on political ruthlessness. Our enemy is hurting us, yes, but they are also destroying dead weight and counterproductive elements, not to mention relieving us of a moral burden by excising corruption. There
  
   is
  
  an incidental benefit to us in this.”
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t
  
  be suggesting we don’t do something to
  
   deal
  
  with this,” Darling protested, then added belatedly, “your Holiness.”
 

 
  “Indeed I am not, which brings me to Andros’s other point. The rules have been changed on us. I intend to change them again. The Wreath is managing to strike at our strength without engaging us directly; we shall do likewise. To that end, my friends, the time has come for us to put an end to the Age of Adventures.”
 

 
  There was silence in the room. The Bishops glanced around the table at each other, avoiding the Archpope’s eyes.
 

 
  “What, nothing?” Justinian actually grinned. “Antonio? Basra? Someone give us the obligatory witticism.”
 

 
  “That seems a little…
  
   belated,
  
  your Holiness,” Basra said carefully.
 

 
  “Quite so.” The Archpope rested his hands flat on the table and leaned forward at them, his face now focused and stern again. “And that makes this project doubly important. Recently, Antonio, your cult was peripherally involved in an engagement with Arachne Tellwyrn which was disrupted by one Longshot McGraw, is that not so?”
 

 
  “It is,” Darling said slowly.
 

 
  “McGraw and his ilk, which includes Tellwyrn herself, are the last fading echoes of a long dead era,” Justinian went on. “Civilization as it stands now is not tolerant of people who choose ‘adventuring’ as a career. Those who do so successfully manage because of the
  
   degree
  
  of their skill. They are, simply put, so dangerous that it is not worthwhile trying to rein them in, so long as they do not cause problems on a massive scale.”
 

 
  “If you hope to exterminate free spirits,” Andros rumbled, “you will be frustrated.”
 

 
  “You are quite correct, my friend, we shall always have such characters with us. But there are more of them now in the world than the world needs, and
  
   this
  
  is the resource the Wreath has leveraged against us.”
 

 
  “You think this is being done by
  
   adventurers?”
  
  Basra exclaimed.
 

 
  “Those who are actually
  
   good
  
  at that sort of work don’t call themselves such,” Justinian replied. “But…yes. Powerful, dangerous people who make their way in life by wielding that power. The Age of Adventures is long over. We don’t need them in the world anymore. Now, it seems
  
   some
  
  have allowed themselves to be used against the Universal Church. We will deal with
  
   this,
  
  solve a societal problem, and deprive the Black Wreath of the resource it is using to terrorize us.”
 

 
  “The Wreath is a difficult foe precisely because they’re hard to pin down,” Darling said, frowning. “But at least they’re an organization. Adventurers…even the really dangerous ones…are barely even a community. It’s not like we can just round them up.”
 

 
  “I was hardly suggesting a pogrom, nor would I if such a thing were feasible. Which, as you have rightly pointed out, it is not. We must act carefully. I am not jumping to conclusions, here, my friends; it is based on solid information that I believe the Wreath is contracting exceptional professional individuals to attack our cults. We will do two things: in the broader and longer term, change the environment of the city such that any such people will work at our behest or not at all. And, more immediately, we will identify the perpetrators of these crimes specifically and deal with them.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” Basra said, smiling. Andros nodded sharply in agreement.
 

 
  “That’ll stop this from happening, all right,” Darling said. “Assuming was can pull it off. And what then?”
 

 
  “Basra was correct in that eliminating problematic people is a partial solution at best. I think, perhaps, we can find a better use for our enemies than the Black Wreath can. It certainly will be safest, I believe, not to approach them…confrontationally.”
 

 
  He met the Archpope’s eyes, nodding slowly in acquiescence, the thoughtful frown on his own face unfeigned. Justinian’s visage was calm, open; his eyes were unthreatening, but glittered with intelligence. They revealed no hint at how much he knew.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Man…I do
  
   not
  
  wanna ride this thing,” Gabriel groaned.
 

 
  “Ask me how much I care what you want,” Tellwyrn said breezily. She turned to stare at him, planting her hands on her hips, and grinned. “Go on, ask. It’ll be funny.”
 

 
  “Is it absolutely
  
   necessary
  
  for you to be a jerk?”
 

 
  “In the long run, Mr. Arquin, you’ll find that few things are truly necessary or in any way meaningful. In the shorter term, I find being a jerk is often an effective way of accomplishing my goals. Now hop to, time and the Imperial Rails wait for no one!”
 

 
  So saying, she clambered into the lead car of the Rail caravan waiting for them on Last Rock’s platform. Gabriel grumbled under his breath, but went to help Toby and Ruda finish stowing their baggage in the cargo car at the rear.
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath, looking with some trepidation at the assembled caravan. Her own journey along the Rails was a vivid and uncomfortable memory. They had three cars to themselves, which was a little bit excessive with only nine people (one of whom was a pixie), but condensing their party into two would have been cramped indeed—and a cramped party on the Rails was a bad idea.
 

 
  “I can’t decide if this’ll be better or worse than our last excursion,” Teal murmured, standing just behind Trissiny with Shaeine. “I mean…we’re going someplace civilized instead of into the wilderness…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m worried about that, too,” Juniper admitted, chewing her lower lip. “In the wilderness you know what to expect. There are
  
   rules.
  
  Civilized people might up and do anything at all. But hey, we won’t be alone! We’ve got a teacher with us.”
 

 
  “That, I believe, is Teal’s other concern,” Shaeine said, glancing at Teal with a raised eyebrow. The bard grinned back at her.
 

 
  “You know me so well.”
 

 
  “Well, anything’s bound to be better than Rafe,” Trissiny said grimly. “And Tellwyrn…isn’t without redeeming qualities.”
 

 
  “Aww,” came Professor Tellwyrn’s voice from the open hatch of the lead car. “Dear diary!”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, gritting her teeth.
 

 
  “Welp, that’s about all the procrastination we can squeeze into this,” Gabriel said, dusting off his hands as he rejoined them. “Everything packed away and nothing left to stop us from hopping into this demented death machine on our way to Sarasio. Wherever the fuck that is.”
 

 
  “It’s a frontier town,” said Teal, “not so much like Last Rock and more like the ones you read about in cowboy novels. Cattle raids, attacks by tribes of wild elves, wandfights in the streets. All that good stuff.”
 

 
  Gabe snorted. “And she expects us to what? Burn it to the ground?”
 

 
  “I suspect we will learn her intentions in due time,” Shaeine said evenly. “Considering how much of our final grades are resting on the outcome of this expedition, I do not imagine it will be anything so…simple.”
 

 
  “Not that we’d burn down a town anyway,” Toby said firmly.
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “All right,” said Trissiny, “given the makeup of our group, I think we should split up healers. Juniper, Shaeine and Gabriel should ride together; their healing won’t hurt him if he gets hurt, and they can heal each other or themselves.”
 

 
  “I won’t get hurt anyway,” Gabriel grumbled. “I’ll just get motion sickness so bad I wish I was dead.”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced at him, then at Shaeine, then at Teal. “Teal, you should go with that group. You’re also pretty durable…”
 

 
  “Pretty much indestructible, actually.”
 

 
  “…but if the unforseeable should happen, you’ll still be with the healers who won’t hurt Vadrieny by using their magic.”
 

 
  “Sounds good!” Teal said with a broad grin, edging closer to Shaeine. “Shall we then?”
 

 
  “That was nicely handled,” Toby murmured to her as the four of them trooped into the middle car and began ducking inside, one at a time. Even lowering his voice he was well within Shaeine’s earshot; the significant look he gave her and Teal was the only hint to Trissiny of what he really meant. She met his smile with a wink.
 

 
  “Strategic planning isn’t new to me.”
 

 
  “Aw, you mean you didn’t set this up just for more quality time with me, roomie?” Ruda said, grinning. “I’m hurt. Really, I might cry.”
 

 
  “Eh, that’s kind of reaching,” Trissiny said. “You’re not at your most cutting this early in the morning, are you?”
 

 
  “Oh, you are
  
   asking
  
  for it, kid,” the pirate shot back, but she was still grinning. “Welp, we’re the last ones out. C’mon, Fross, let’s grab a seat.”
 

 
  “I don’t really need a seat,” the pixie said, fluttering along obediently behind her. “I’ve never ridden in one of these before, though! I’m very curious!”
 

 
  “Me either. I bet it’s gonna
  
   suck!”
  
 

 
  Trissiny smiled at Toby. “Well, then. Onward to glory.”
 

 
  He laughed, and her smile broadened. His laugh did that to her.
 

 
  Alone in the lead car, Tellwyrn was smiling, too. Fortunately none of them could see it.
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  Gabriel was first off the caravan. He stumbled to his hands and knees, gasping. Juniper practically threw herself out of the car to his side, looking distressed.
 

 
  “I’m sorry! I don’t think I can do anything for… I mean,
  
   injuries,
  
  that’s another—”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Shaeine said politely, stepping around her to kneel at his other side.
 

 
  Gabe lifted his head, eyes widening as a silver glow lit up around her. “Wait,” he said hoarsely.
 

 
  She placed a hand on his shoulder, and like a ripple in a pond, silver washed across him. Gabriel blinked twice in surprise, then slowly straightened up. “Oh…wow,” he said, then cleared his throat.
  
   “Wow.
  
  That’s amazing. Is that what divine healing always feels like?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I have no basis for comparison,” Shaeine said, straightening. “Are you well?”
 

 
  “Mostly just embarrassed,” he admitted, accepting a hand from Juniper to get to his feet.
 

 
  “That dovetails nicely with a little history lesson,” Tellwyrn remarked, stepping down from her own car. The rest of the students had already assembled on the Rail platform and were clustered around Gabriel. “The divine energy we know was created by the Pantheon when they first organized. It is, basically, the collected corpses of the previous generation of gods.”
 

 
  Ruda wrinkled her nose. “Fucking gross.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, the good stuff in life usually is,” said the Professor with a grin. “Gods are beings of unfathomable power. When they die, that energy has to go
  
   somewhere.
  
  It was, in part, by killing off the Elder Gods that the future Pantheon rose to godhood. There was more to it, but I really couldn’t tell you what. Apotheosis is not well understood.”
 

 
  “Sounds like they might not want anybody to know how,” Gabriel suggested, “if it’d mean someone doing to them what they did to the Elders.”
 

 
  “You are flirting with blasphemy,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “He’s not wrong, though,” Tellwyrn said. “In fairness it should be acknowledged that the Elder Gods were nightmarish things. They brutalized the mortal inhabitants of the world; the Pantheon’s rebellion didn’t just happen on a whim, and it wasn’t about seizing power. The gods acted to free their people.
  
   Anyhow,
  
  once all this was done, they gathered up as much of the remaining free energy of the slain Elders as they could and created the wellspring of divine light we know today, establishing certain rules in the process. One of those, of course, is that the light burns demons and their kindred. This was just after Elilial had been expelled to Hell, and they had every reason to expect she’d be out for vengeance.”
 

 
  “And Themynra isn’t part of the Pantheon,” Toby said, nodding at Shaeine.
 

 
  “Just so,” Tellwyrn replied. “She is, in fact, the goddess of
  
   judgment.
  
  When you call on power from the Pantheon gods, there’s something rather mechanistic about it; the light does what it does according to its established nature. Shaeine’s method is different. She is inviting her goddess’s attention and intervention, which means that rather than a simple exercise of energy, Themynra is passing judgment upon the situation.”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked, then wrapped his arms around himself. “That’s… A little creepy.”
 

 
  “Oh, relax,” Tellwyrn said wryly, “you just got a free healing, didn’t you? Honestly, Mr. Arquin, I can’t imagine Themynra is impressed with
  
   your
  
  judgment, but that evidently doesn’t mean she thinks you deserve to suffer. Anybody who believes
  
   you
  
  are in any way evil is suffering from a severe case of narrow-mindedness.”
 

 
  Ruda and Juniper looked at Trissiny; the others very pointedly did not. Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out through her teeth, but said nothing.
 

 
  “Anyway!” Tellwyrn said brightly. “Welcome to Sarasio, kids. Let’s unload our junk, we don’t want to keep the caravan waiting.”
 

 
  They drifted toward the baggage car, belatedly studying their new surroundings. The first and most immediate thing the students noticed was that they were not
  
   in
  
  Sarasio. The Rail platform stood alone on the prairie, with subtly rolling land dotted with a patchier, more uneven sort of tallgrass than grew around Last Rock dusting the area. To the west, the ground smoothed out into the Golden Sea, and there were other interesting features in the near distance. A forest grew about a mile to the east, and the road north led to a huddle of buildings beneath a drifting cloud of firewood smoke, evidently Sarasio itself.
 

 
  The platform itself was severely run down compared to its counterpart in Last Rock. There was no ticket office to be seen, just the flat stone platform and a small wooden frame over which a canvas awning had been stretched as meager protection from the elements. The wood had been painted at one point—blue, to judge by the flecks that still remained. The awning had holes and had fallen entirely on one end, waving dolorously in the faint breeze. Old cans, broken glass, scraps of wood and other miscellaneous trash littered the ground.
 

 
  “Suddenly I’m glad we packed light,” said Gabriel. “Damn, never thought I’d find myself missing Rafe and his pants of holding.”
 

 
  “I’ll be sure to mention to Professor Rafe how eager you are to get into his pants,” Ruda said cheerily.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “You just had to, didn’t you?”
 

 
  “I really, really did.”
 

 
  Trissiny hefted her own knapsack, hoisting it over one shoulder so it left her hands free, keeping an eye on their surroundings. They weren’t alone. Sitting around a small, weak campfire were three men in denim and flannel, with scuffed boots and ten-gallon hats that had clearly seen better days. Though they were just sitting, their postured hunched and uninterested, two were clutching wands and the third had a staff in his hands, and all three were staring fixedly at the group on the platform, unease written plain on their faces.
 

 
  “What’s their story, I wonder,?” Toby murmured, glancing at them.
 

 
  “Oh, they’re probably just waiting there to rob anybody fool enough to ride the Rails to Sarasio,” Tellwyrn said brightly, loud enough to be plainly audible. “Of course, they probably weren’t expecting a paladin, a dryad and a drow. If they knew how dangerous the
  
   rest
  
  of you were, they’d already be running.”
 

 
  Apparently the three men thought this was good advice; she hadn’t even finished speaking before they bolted to their feet and set off for the town at a run.
 

 
  “Hey!” Trissiny shouted, grasping her sword and taking a step after them.
 

 
  “Leave it, Avelea,” said Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “They were actually going to—”
 

 
  
   “Leave it.
  
  That is an order.”
 

 
  “This is my—”
 

 
  “Young lady, you are going to drop this and accompany the rest of us into town. You can do this under your own power, or be levitated and pushed ahead with a stick. Go for whatever you think best serves Avei’s dignity; I assure you, I have no preference.”
 

 
  “Y’know, Professor, you could really stand to work on your social skills,” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  
   “All
  
  my skills are at precisely the level I require, boy. Ah, here’s our escort, splendid.”
 

 
  Another figure was rapidly approaching from the direction of the forest, this one mounted. She was, it quickly became clear, an elf astride a silver unicorn. She was dressed somewhat like Professor Tellwyrn, with a leather vest over a blousy-sleeved green shirt and trousers, but while Tellwyrn tended to wear simple pieces in fine fabrics, this elf was the opposite; her pants were coarse leather, but they and the vest were decorated with bright embroidery, and her blouse had been tie-died in shades of green and brown that would have made it effective forest camouflage. She had a short staff slung in a holster on her back, its end poking up over her blonde hair, which was tied back with a green bandana.
 

 
  Drawing up adjacent to the platform, the elf hopped nimbly down from her mount before it had even stopped moving, landing lightly among them. This close, the small but beautifully engraved tomahawk hanging at her belt was visible.
 

 
  “There you are,” Tellwyrn said in a satisfied tone. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten.”
 

 
  “No need to be insulting, Arachne,” the elf replied. “I try not to loiter close to humans obviously bent on mischief. I was watching for you.”
 

 
  “Students, I’ll let you all introduce yourselves as the opportunity arises, but this is Robin. She’ll be escorting you into town, and hopefully helping us deal with the local tribe.”
 

 
  “Deal with them how?” Ruda demanded. “What are we
  
   doing
  
  here?”
 

 
  “All in good time,” Tellwyrn said, smiling with a hint of smugness. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go arrange quarters for us. You catch up at your own pace.” She vaulted neatly from the platform onto the unicorn’s back; the animal pranced nervously at the unfamiliar rider, but plunged into motion at the merest squeeze of her knees. It bounded away in a series of fluid horizontal leaps, like a deer, with Tellwyrn balanced skillfully on its back.
 

 
  “Huh,” said Gabe. “For some reason it seems odd that she knows how to ride.”
 

 
  “She knows how to do a great many things,” Robin said dryly.
 

 
  “Not how to plan ahead, apparently,” Ruda grunted. “Who packs nine people off to a town without arranging things ahead of time?”
 

 
  “Many of Professor Tellwyrn’s actions seem calculated to force us to adapt and learn,” Shaeine noted. “Perhaps this is more of the same.”
 

 
  “That may be part of it,” Robin said, nodding, “but in any case it would have been hard for even her to make arrangements anyway. Communications in and out of Sarasio are difficult at the moment. I suspect that’s why you’ve come.”
 

 
  “What’s going on in Sarasio?” Trissiny asked with a frown. On her Rail trip to the University, the Imperial Surveyor she’d met had indicated the town was a trouble spot. But that had been months ago; surely he’d been on the way there to deal with it?
 

 
  “It’s a long story, which you’ll be told in due time,” Robin replied, hopping lightly down from the platform. “Come along, now, no need to dawdle. Arachne will have plenty of time to make arrangements without us dragging our feet.”
 

 
  They followed her, picking up baggage as they went. Per Tellwyrn’s instructions, they had packed lightly, everyone carrying no more than basic toiletries and a change of clothes. Evidently this wasn’t expected to be a long trip. Still, that was more than they’d been allowed to bring into the Golden Sea, the aim of that excursion having been outdoor survival as much as anything.
 

 
  “So, you’re a friend of Professor Tellwyrn’s?” Toby asked their guide, walking with her in the head of the group.
 

 
  Robin was silent for a few moments before answering not taking her eyes from the town ahead. “To the extent that she has friends, yes, I would like to think that I am. Arachne is, as you have doubtless discovered, a person who goes her own way.”
 

 
  “This one’s got a knack for understatement,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “It is not something very widely discussed among elves. The individual is respected, of course, but our tribes live in harmony with one another and the world as a way of life. Persons who run out into the world to do their own thing are seen as…disruptive.
  
   Tauhanwe
  
  are not widely welcomed among most tribes. My acquaintance with Arachne is, at best, tolerated.”
 

 
  “Ansheh used that word, too,” Teal said, frowning. “Remember, Rafe’s friend from the Golden Sea? I thought I’d heard wrong, though… It translates as something like ‘person who stirs a pot.’”
 

 
  
   “Tauhanwe
  
  translates more directly as ‘adventurer,’ Robin said, turning her head to smile at Teal. “But you have a solid grasp of the etymology. You studied elvish in school?”
 

 
  Teal shook her head. “One of my parents’ best friends is an elf. He sorta helped raise me, actually; they work a lot.”
 

 
  Robin nodded. “To be quite precise, the ‘pot’ referred to is what you would call a chamber pot.”
 

 
  For a moment, there was only the sound of their footsteps.
 

 
  “Hold on,” Gabriel said. “So basically Tellwyrn is known among elves as a
  
   shit-stirrer?
  
  That may be the single most appropriate thing I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  Trissiny did not join in on the round of laughter that followed, frowning into the distance ahead. By Robin’s description, Principia would be
  
   tauhanwe,
  
  too. What did that make her? If anything…
 

 
  “So how do you know Tellwyrn?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “It’s a long story.”
 

 
  “We’ve got time!”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Trissiny said patiently, “when someone tells you ‘it’s a long story,’ that usually means they don’t want to get into it.”
 

 
  “Yeah? And when someone keeps picking it it, that usually means they wanna hear it anyway.”
 

 
  “No harm meant,” Gabriel assured their guide somewhat hastily, though Robin seemed totally unperturbed. “It’s just hard not to be curious. For being such a straight-shooting in-your-face person, Tellwyrn is damn hard to figure out.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “It’s tempting to conclude that she is simply mentally unbalanced or obstreperous,” Trissiny said. “But then out of nowhere she’ll do something…oddly kind. Or perceptive.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Ruda said, frowning. “What’s she done that’s kind or perceptive?”
 

 
  “You’ll know it if you see one,” Gabriel replied, “which is kinda the point. She’s so…
  
   cranky
  
  most of the time, it takes you by surprise.”
 

 
  “Don’t judge Arachne too harshly,” Robin said, still watching the town. The monotonous nature of the prairie made perspective tricky and distance hard to judge; they hadn’t covered more than half the path. The Rail platform was a
  
   long
  
  way from the town…why? The elf went on before Trissiny could start considering it in any detail, however. “She has always been somewhat difficult, but she is generally reasonable. And she is devoted to her students, in her own way. Keep in mind that she is grieving; that will explain much of her behavior.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper looked shocked. “Grieving who? What happened?”
 

 
  “I tell you this because knowing will help you understand her,” Robin said, “but I don’t advise raising the subject with her. Arachne lost her husband a little over a century ago.”
 

 
  Gabriel let out an explosive sound of surprise that started as a laugh and finished as a gasp in reverse. “What, a
  
   century?
  
  I dunno how much
  
   that
  
  excuses. I mean, sure, it’s very sad, but that’s plenty of time to get over it.”
 

 
  Robin glanced over at him. “You must be Gabriel.”
 

 
  He turned to watch her warily, the levity fading from his face. “Yeeeaah. That’s me. For some reason, I suddenly feel offended and I’m not sure why.”
 

 
  “That’s the little voice inside your head that tells you when you’re being a fucking dumbass,” Ruda informed him. “You might try listening to it
  
   before
  
  talking, just for a change of pace.”
 

 
  “How would you like it, Gabriel,” Robin went on calmly, “if I pointed out in conversation that you are a snub-eared land ape with the lifespan of a prairie dog?”
 

 
  Gabe actually stopped walking, staring at her in shock.
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?”
 

 
  “No?” Robin glanced back at him, but did not slow her pace, forcing him to start moving again or be left behind. “Then let us not pick at one another’s racial traits. In a group such as this, I would expect you to have learned that lesson long since.”
 

 
  “He ain’t the quickest learner,” Ruda said with a grin, thumping Gabe with her elbow.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you even talking about?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “Immortality is not without its drawbacks,” she explained. “Humans do not live shorter lives so much as
  
   faster
  
  lives. You mature faster, and you
  
   heal
  
  faster, both physically and emotionally. For an elf, a papercut is an inconvenience for several weeks or months. A broken bone means a year at least of inaction. Luckily we do not cut or break as easily as you. To an elf, however, a heartbreak dominates the mind for longer than the average human lives. I assure you, to an elf, the loss of a mate a century ago is a very raw wound indeed. So have a
  
   little
  
  patience with Arachne. She lives with a great deal of pain, and yet devotes her energies to educating people who will likely be dead before she herself is fully healed.”
 

 
  Nobody found anything to say to that, and they walked on in silence for a while. At least until the edges of the town drew closer, and they came within viewing range of Sarasio’s scrolltower. It was harder to spot than most of its kind because this one was horizontal.
 

 
  The metal framework of the tower itself was in pieces, bent and snapped in multiple places, forming a ragged line between the shattered crystal orb that now lay on the prairie and the burned out husk of the office that had been at its foot. Only the two largest pieces of the orb remained; they were probably the only two pieces too big to carry away. The larger of the two would have been difficult to fit into a wagon. Scrolltower crystal wasn’t high quality and would degrade quickly once separated into bits, but it was still laden with potent magic. There was value in such things.
 

 
  “What the hell…” Gabriel whispered, frowning.
 

 
  “Welcome to Sarasio,” Robin said dryly. “Keep your eyes open and your wits about you; this is not a friendly place.”
 

 
  She wasn’t kidding.
 

 
  The town wasn’t as badly repaired as the Rail platform had been; obviously people lived here and took at least some care of their environs. Next to Last Rock, however, it was a shambles. A number of windows were boarded up, and nearly every building had some small touch that was in need of repair—peeling paint, broken gutters, missing shingles. The streets were dirt, and in awful repair, marred by deep wheel ruts and potholes, with a liberal spattering of animal droppings, which added unpleasantly to the sharp smell of wood smoke hanging in the air.
 

 
  Worst, though, were the people.
 

 
  The only individuals out on the street were men. None were well-dressed, and all were armed. Most could have done with a bath and a shave. It wasn’t their general scruffiness that made the group draw closer together, though, but their behavior. At this time of day, townsfolk should be
  
   working,
  
  or possibly socializing, depending on their jobs, but the men of Sarasio—at least, those currently visible—seemed totally idle. They lounged against storefronts on the mouths of alleys, faces blank and eyes narrowed, staring—in many cases, glaring—at the new arrivals. Far too many hands crept toward holstered wands.
 

 
  “Good gods,” Gabriel murmured. “Professor Tellwyrn just ran this gauntlet. I wonder if she killed anybody.”
 

 
  “The body would still be here if so,” Robin said quietly. “These people are not quick to care for each other. But this is more hostility than they usually show, even accounting for my presence. I suspect she did
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “Your presence?” Shaeine asked softly. She had put her hood up as they approached the town, despite the early hour and her shaded glasses, and now kept her hands tucked into her sleeves. Without skin or hair showing, her race was hidden, which was doubtless to the good.
 

 
  “Elves are not well thought of in Sarasio at the moment,” Robin replied dryly.
 

 
  “Here we go,” Toby muttered as a cluster of four stepped out of an alley ahead of them, pacing to the center of the street. Two more men crossed from the other side to join them, placing themselves in a staggered formation to bar the whole road. One stepped forward, his thumbs tucked into the front of his belt.
 

 
  “Morning, gentlemen,” Toby said more loudly as their group came to a stop. “Something we can help you with?”
 

 
  The man in the lead eyed him up and down once, then twisted his mouth contemptuously and spat to the side before addressing Robin. “Get on outta here, elfie. Your kind ain’t wanted.”
 

 
  “I have a simple errand to run,” Robin replied calmly. “I’ll be on my way then.”
 

 
  “You’ll be on your way
  
   now,
  
  ” he snapped, then grinned unpleasantly and took another step forward. “’less you wanna make yourself useful, first. Only one use I can see for an elf bitch that don’t involve stringin’ them ears on a necklace.” He dragged his eyes slowly down Robin’s figure, smirking, while his companions grinned and snickered.
 

 
  “Boy, it’s like they
  
   want
  
  to get smote,” Gabriel muttered. Indeed, Trissiny dropped her pack in the street and stalked forward, pushing past Toby, and stepped right up into the man’s face until her nose was inches from his. She was very nearly his height. He reared back slightly in surprise, but didn’t give ground or move his feet.
 

 
  “Move,” she said simply, her voice deadly quiet.
 

 
  “Yeah?” he drawled. “Or
  
   what?
  
  This ain’t no place for a Legionnaire, girl. Or didn’t your mama ever teach you not to bring a sword to a wandfight?”
 

 
  Another round of guffaws followed this, instantly cut off as light erupted from Trissiny. The man in the lead threw a hand up to shield his eyes, staggering back; with his other, he yanked his wand from its holster, but not before Trissiny slammed her shield into his chest.
 

 
  Reeling, he nonetheless managed to bring the wand up and fired a lightning bolt directly at her torso at point blank range.
 

 
  Sparks flew from the sphere of golden energy that had formed around her; those standing closest felt their hair rise from the static electricity.
 

 
  “What the f—” He got no further as Trissiny stepped calmly forward, reversed her grip on her sword and slammed the pommel into his solar plexus. The man crumpled to the street with a wheeze, and she stomped hard on his wand hand. He emitted a strangled sound that didn’t quite manage to be a scream, the breath having been driven from him. It wasn’t loud enough to cover the crack of breaking fingers.
 

 
  Trissiny pointed her sword at his head, the blade burning gold. From the nimbus of light around her, golden eagle wings coalesced, flaring open in a display of Avei’s attention.
 

 
  “Never point your wand at a paladin, fool,” she said coldly, then lifted her gaze to the nearest of his allies. “Does anyone
  
   else
  
  want to try me?”
 

 
  They broke and ran, vanishing back into the alleys. All up and down the street, figures shifted backward, sliding into doors and alleyways or just folding themselves into shadowed corners. Within a minute, they had the street to themselves.
 

 
  “That was overly dramatic,” Robin said, her neutral tone giving no indication what she thought of it. “You very likely just bought yourself another visit from this poor fool’s friends, when they think they have the advantage.”
 

 
  “What will be, will be,” Trissiny said, removing her boot from the fallen man’s hand. He gasped, cradling his crushed fingers against his chest and scuttling backward away from him.
 

 
  “We could offer him a healing,” Shaeine said.
 

 
  “We could,” Trissiny said coldly, “but we won’t. Right?” She gave Toby a sharp look. He returned her gaze, then looked back at the man who had now scrambled to his feet and was fleeing to the nearest alley, leaving his wand lying in the street. Toby’s mouth drew into a thin line, his eyebrows lowering, but he only shook his head and said nothing. Trissiny felt a sharp pang, but dismissed it. She had her duty. The light faded from around her.
 

 
  “Well,” Robin said with a shrug, “on we go, then.”
 

 
  They made no further conversation until they reached their goal. Down a couple of side streets, they came to a fairly large building in somewhat better repair than most of Sarasio seemed to be. The wooden sign above its doors proclaimed it to be the Shady Lady in a curly font. Two large men wearing grim expressions flanked the doors, ostentatiously carrying wands. Unlike most of the town’s inhabitants, though, they were clean-shaven and well-dressed in neat suits. They looked over the group but made no move to challenge their approach.
 

 
  “What’s this?” Juniper asked curiously. “What makes you think Tellwyrn is
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  “There are exactly two places in Sarasio where a party of this size can find room and board,” Robin said. “The other is neither clean nor safe. The Shady Lady is not my kind of place, but it is, in a sense, an island in a sea of squalor. In we go.”
 

 
  So saying, she hopped lightly up the steps and pushed through the swinging doors. The two guards watched her enter, then returned their stares to the students, but held their peace. One by one, the nine of them stepped inside.
 

 
  True to Robin’s word, the interior of the Shady Lady was a sharp contrast to the rest of Sarasio. The wide-open main room soared two stories tall and was well-lit and spotlessly clean. The furnishings and décor were of good quality and showed understated good taste, running toward highly polished wood and fabrics in dark jewel tones, with subtle brass accents. It had clearly all been decorated with an eye to theme; everything matched. A spiral staircase led to a second-floor balcony; a grand piano sat in one corner, being played right now—the music wasn’t audible from the street, suggesting a sound-dampening enchantment on the building—and a heavy wooden bar lined one side of the room, behind which were a huge assortment of gleaming bottles. Most of the floor area was taken up by round tables encircled by chairs.
 

 
  More startling, though, were the people present. There were three more burly guards in suits, as well as a man with a handlebar mustache behind the bar, presently polishing a glass mug; he looked up at them and smiled. A lean young man was playing the piano, his attention fully focused on the keys. Several of the tables were occupied by customers. Most of those present, though, were young women, and most were in nothing more than lingerie. Perched on the bar—and on the piano—seated with customers and laughing flirtatiously, leaning over the balcony rail, they had scattered themselves around the area like merchandise on a showroom floor.
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said hesitantly. “…never mind.”
 

 
  “No, go on,” Ruda insisted, grinning from ear to ear. “What’s on your mind, Gabe?”
 

 
  “I said never mind. I’m following our advice, Ruda. The little voice is telling me I’m about to say something dumb.”
 

 
  “Is it telling you to ask if we’re in a brothel?” she asked, her grin stretching till it looked almost painful. “’Cos if so, your timing sucks, as usual. You picked the one moment when you’d have been
  
   right
  
  to start keeping your mouth shut. Because we are, in fact, in a brothel.”
 

 
  
   “How?”
  
  Teal demanded, then lowered her voice. “I mean… I know brothels exist, but how could somebody run one this big, and this…
  
   fancy?”
  
 

 
  “Supply and demand,” Toby murmured. “Can you really see someone setting up a temple of Izara in
  
   this
  
  town?”
 

 
  “Okay, that’s a point.”
 

 
  “What’s a brothel?” Juniper asked curiously. Shaeine leaned in close and stood on her tiptoes to whisper in her ear. The dryad’s eyes widened. “You can
  
   sell
  
  that?!”
 

 
  A hush descended on the room, all eyes shifting to the party at the door. Then the pianist resumed his piece, and others gradually went back to what they’d been doing.
 

 
  Juniper, meanwhile, shook her head slowly. “Man, humans are
  
   bonkers.”
  
 

 
  “When you’re right, you’re right,” Trissiny agreed.
 

 
  “Um. Well, yes. When I’m right, I by definition am right. I’m not sure why that needs to be said.”
 

 
  “It’s one of those figures of speech,” Fross told her.
 

 
  “Oh.”
 

 
  “Yoo hoo!” Professor Tellwyrn sang. She was seated at a large round table across the room with several other people, and now waved enthusiastically at them. “Over here, kids! Chop chop!”
 

 
  They dutifully trooped over to join her, Robin falling to the rear as they crossed the room and arranged themselves in the empty space near her table.
 

 
  Tellwyrn, uncharacteristically, seemed to have made friends. A teenage boy in an extremely well-tailored suit sat next to her. He looked a few years younger than the University students, certainly not old enough to be hanging out in a place like this. A deck of cards sat under his gently drumming fingers on the table; the huge piece of tigerseye set in his bolo tie flashed distractingly. He nodded politely to them at their approach.
 

 
  On Tellwyrn’s other side, Trissiny was surprised to note, sat Heywood Paxton, the Imperial agent she had met and blessed several months ago on his way to Sarasio. He didn’t even look up, now, staring morosely at the center of the table, his mind clearly elsewhere. He had lost weight, and to judge by the bags under his eyes, sleep.
 

 
  The fourth person present was seated with her back to them, but on their arrival she turned in her chair, draping her arm across the back to eye them over. She was a slim woman with a bronze complexion, with a long, sharp face that was subtly lovely though disqualified for true beauty by a slightly beakish nose. She wore a close-fitting red dress that showed a daring amount of cleavage, and had her black hair pinned up in an elaborate bun bedecked with scarlet feathers and rubies.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   hello,”
  
  she purred. “So
  
   you’re
  
  Arachne’s students? What an absolute pleasure. You can call me Lily.”
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  “Hi, Lily! I’m Fross!”
 

 
  The others introduced themselves with a little less enthusiasm, still bemused by the situation. Lily greeted everyone politely, but with a grin that Trissiny couldn’t help feeling was rather predatory.
 

 
  “And
  
   this,”
  
  Tellwyrn said loudly, “is Heywood Paxton, Imperial Surveyor.” Paxton simply stared at the center of the table; her brows drew together.
  
   “Hey!”
  
 

 
  He jumped, finally raising his eyes; they were notably bloodshot. “Oh! I’m sorry, drifted off… Ah, yes, hello, everyone. New faces, how good to…” Paxton trailed off, catching sight of Trissiny. His eyes widened, and to her surprise, he looked downright crestfallen. “Why, Ms. Avelea, we meet again. I dearly wish it was under better circumstances.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I don’t quite know what the circumstances are,” she said carefully. Several things about this situation were giving her a very uneasy feeling.
 

 
  The boy next to Tellwyrn had stood, and now bowed to them. “Joe Jenkins. Right pleased to make your acquaintance, all of you. And it is, of course, an honor to meet the great Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, don’t do that,” Ruda groaned. “Her head is swollen beyond capacity as it is; you’ll rupture her or something.”
 

 
  “I assure you, Miss Punaji, my ego reached its maximum capacity long before your ancestors crawled out of the muck and hasn’t wavered since,” Tellwyrn said with one of her wolfish grins. “Now, we’ve some things to discuss; Mr. Paxton and…Lily…” She shot the woman a distinctly unfriendly look. “…have found themselves trapped by circumstance, but Joseph, here, is a longtime resident of the town, and has agreed to help fill you in on the situation. From there, we shall proceed to what I expect you to do.”
 

 
  “Happy to oblige,” said Joe. He spoke with the drawling inflection common to prairie folk, but seemed both polite and articulate. There was a world-weary intelligence well beyond his years on his face.
 

 
  “So,” Tellwyrn went on, “assuming our hosts don’t mind us rearranging a bit, everybody squeeze in. Pull over some chairs and let’s all have a sit down.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Gabriel said suddenly, staring at the boy. “Joe Jenkins? As in
  
   Joseph P. Jenkins?”
  
 

 
  “The same,” he replied dryly. “I gather you’ve heard of me.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Gabe breathed. “You’re the Sarasio Kid!”
 

 
  “Let’s watch our language, shall we?” Joe said coolly. “There are ladies present.”
 

 
  “Does he mean us?” Ruda stage-whispered to Trissiny. “Boy’s in for an epic letdown.”
 

 
  “Oh, uh, sorry,” Gabriel said distractedly. “I just… I mean, I’m a little taken aback. You’re, uh… I pictured… You’re so…”
 

 
  “Fifteen,” said Joe, now smiling faintly. “As of last month. And now you know why the bards don’t sing the legend of That Guy from Sarasio.”
 

 
  “Oh… I just figured they called you that because you were twelve when you wiped out Hoss Calhoun and his gang.”
 

 
  “Eleven, actually, but that is essentially the case. It was a little over three years ago.”
 

 
  “Da—ang,” Gabriel caught himself, barely. Joe smiled, his dark eyes glittering with amusement. Truly, he only looked youthful until one looked into those eyes. “Seems like it’d take
  
   longer
  
  than that for a legend to spread.”
 

 
  “Once upon a time, yeah,” said Teal. “But now we’ve got scrolltowers, newspapers, mass-printed novels and comics… Truly, we live in an age of wonders.”
 

 
  “All of which is very fascinating,” Tellwyrn said in a bored tone, “but I note that none of you are pulling over chairs and
  
   sitting down.
  
  If you
  
   really
  
  want to stand around uncomfortably, that’s your lookout, but I’m not best pleased at my instructions being ignored.”
 

 
  “You have such a way with people, Arachne,” Lily murmured, smiling coquettishly. Tellwyrn just stared at her through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “So…you two know each other?” Toby asked, pulling over a chair.
 

 
  “Oh, we go
  
   way
  
  back,” Lily purred. “In fact, Arachne had just sent me a little note a few weeks ago suggesting we ought to catch up! I’m afraid I just haven’t had the time to sit down and arrange something—busy busy, you know how it is. But, fortuitously, here we all are! Isn’t it funny how life works, sometimes?”
 

 
  “Funny,” Tellwyrn said, deadpan. “Fortuitous. In any case,
  
   Lily,
  
  I am here with my students on a matter relevant to their education. I will have to object in the
  
   strongest possible
  
  terms if they are in any way interfered with.”
 

 
  Tension gathered around the table; Tellwyrn stared at the woman in red with a cold intensity that spoke of deep hidden meanings. Lily, however, seemed completely unaffected, waving a hand airily.
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, you silly goose, why would I meddle with your students? I’m not one to enjoy being cooped up, but this really is a lovely place; I’m not nearly
  
   that
  
  bored. Since none of us is going anywhere immediately, surely we can find a moment to ourselves to chat.”
 

 
  “We aren’t going anywhere?” Juniper tilted her head quizzically. “Why not?”
 

 
  “Hey there, neighbors,” said a new arrival before anybody could answer her. They twisted in their chairs to behold a young woman with short dark hair approaching, carrying a large tray weighted down with glasses and two carafes of water. “Welcome to the Shady Lady! Drinks are on the house—I’m afraid food is strictly rationed, so if you want to graze socially all we’ve got is water and a
  
   prodigious
  
  collection of booze.” She sidled in between Toby and Ruda, laying the tray down on the table. “Joe, I know you don’t drink. Any other takers…?”
 

 
  “Take note of the new faces,” said Tellwyrn. “They are
  
   not
  
  to have alcohol while they’re here.”
 

 
  “Duly noted. Heywood? Lily?”
 

 
  “I’ll spare you having to ask again every time, dear,” Lily said cheerily, patting her belly. “None of the hard stuff for me. I’m expecting.”
 

 
  “Oh, by all the gods in heaven,” Tellwyrn groaned, covering her eyes with a hand and causing one earpiece of her spectacles to come loose and stick out at a crazy angle.
 

 
  “Congratulations, Lil!” the girl said brightly, beaming. “I’m sorry you got stuck in
  
   this
  
  hole of a town at a time like this.”
 

 
  “Not at all, dear. Believe me, I’ve been in worse places.”
 

 
  “I’ll have the usual, please, Jenny,” Paxton said wearily. She gave him a concerned look, which he seemed not to notice.
 

 
  “You’re, uh, the waitress?” Gabriel said hesitantly. “Wow, not what I’d have expected for a place like this. You look more like an adventurer, to be honest.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Jenny said brightly, winking at him. In fact, she wore a leather jacket over a sturdy ensemble of shirt, trousers and boots, with a long scarf wound about her neck and a pair of goggles perched atop her head. “I
  
   am
  
  an adventurer, truth be told. But, well…here we all are. I hate just twiddling my thumbs; serving drinks is something to do. Makes people happy, y’know?”
 

 
  “Heh. Happy,” Paxton muttered, staring at the tablecloth.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s the second time in two minutes,” said Ruda, scowling. “Why the hell does everyone act like this place is some kind of prison?”
 

 
  “I’ll…just go get Heywood’s drink,” Jenny said, edging away.
 

 
  “If we’re all settled, then?” Tellwyrn readjusted her spectacles and looked around at them. “Good. Joseph, if you would be so kind?”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said politely, nodding to her. “I assume, neighbors, that Robin brought in in through one of her careful routes, so I couldn’t say how much of the town you’ve seen. But even a casual look should be enough to tell you this place has gone right to the dogs.”
 

 
  “Actually, she took us right through the main streets!” said Fross. “Some men tried to rob us or something and Trissiny broke a guy’s hand.”
 

 
  
   “Robin,”
  
  Tellwyrn exclaimed, exasperated. “Seriously?!”
 

 
  The other elf hadn’t joined them in sitting; she leaned her hip against a nearby table, watching the group with her arms folded. At being addressed she shrugged, looking as unperturbed as ever. “Talk is fine, but nothing beats a visual demonstration. If you’re going to drop eight kids in a place like this, they deserve to see what they’re getting into. Also, I figured it’d help matters
  
   here
  
  if it was quickly understood that the new arrivals are not to be trifled with. That succeeded a bit more than I expected, actually. This one’s got quite a flair for the dramatic,” she added, nodding at Trissiny.
 

 
  “These men who accosted you,” Joe said, his eyes sharp. “How were they dressed?”
 

 
  “Uh…not very noticeably?” Gabriel said hesitantly. “Shirts, pants… A little scruffy, but nothing that caught my attention.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Joe, nodding. “There’d be trouble if you’d run into… Well. We’ll get to that in a moment. The reason the food is being parceled out and we’re all drinking water is this town does not have any kind of functioning economy at the moment. Goods and services are effectively shut down; money is so much dead weight. We’re at the point of nothing but food and a few bare essentials being worth our notice. The Shady Lady is… Well, not so much a prison as a fortress. One of very few decent places left in Sarasio, and the only one that could be called remotely safe.”
 

 
  “The bordello is the last decent place?” said Ruda, raising her eyebrows. “Damn. This place must be pretty fucked up.”
 

 
  A fleeting expression flickered across Joe’s face, as if he wanted to wince but wouldn’t be so rude. “That’s…a fair assessment. Let me start at the beginning, then.” As he spoke, he began deftly shuffling the deck of cards under his hand. “As little as a year ago, Sarasio was a prosperous town with an adventurer-based economy, much like most of the more significant frontier outposts. You know the type, I’m sure, being from Last Rock. There were shops and amenities catering to those launching expeditions into the Golden Sea, and those returning from it.”
 

 
  Paxton stirred himself as Jenny returned, reaching up to take a glass of amber liquid from her without even looking. “It was quite the boom town, in fact,” he said, then tossed back the drink. Jenny stood behind him, grimacing with obvious concern, but he paid her no mind. “That’s why the Rail platform is so infernally far away. It was meant to give the town room to expand, and also grant a measure of access to the nearby elf grove that wouldn’t make the inhabitants come into town if they’d rather not.” He fell silent abruptly, staring down at the now-empty glass in his fingers.
 

 
  “All that aside,” Joe went on slowly, “Sarasio’s always been a little…corrupt. More or less harmlessly so, for most of its history. The Sheriff, the mayor and most of the richer folk were good ol’ boys, looking out for each other. It was inconvenient, but I’m told not much worse than that for some years. At least, until Hoss Calhoun and his gang set up shop in the area.”
 

 
  His eyes narrowed and he glared down at the cards, now flashing through his fingers at blinding speed. “I don’t rightly know what manner of hold Calhoun had on the Sheriff and the powers that be, but a blind eye was turned to his activities, even when they started…crossing lines. This wasn’t a matter of waived fines and selective enforcement of tax laws anymore; they were robbing and worse, all across the area, and Sheriff Yates wouldn’t touch ’em. Well… To cut a long story short, I put a stop to all that.”
 

 
  “That actually sounds like a pretty damn good story,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “It’s been written down enough times,” Joe said almost curtly. “What matters for our purposes is that the immediate problem of the Calhoun gang was solved, but there was still a town run by a cozy cadre of backroom dealers, and after a few months of borderline terror, everybody had a lot less of a sense of humor about it. Yates decided to let me be and I returned the favor, provided he didn’t go overboard.”
 

 
  “Why?” asked Toby.
 

 
  Joe finally stopped shuffling, and began rapidly laying down a game of solitaire. He kept his eyes on this as he spoke. “If you only know how that question has hovered over me. I could’ve probably warded off a
  
   lot
  
  of what’s happened to this town if I’d been a bit more proactive… But things were simple, for a while. Never seemed to me that doing favors for your friends and leaning a bit too hard on the taxpayers were the kinds of offenses that warranted getting’ shot dead in the street. Conversely, the Sheriff wasn’t eager to start trouble up with the kid he’d just seen take down nine grown men with wands.”
 

 
  “You did fucking
  
   what?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “How is that mathematically
  
   possible?!”
  
 

 
  “Have you seriously never heard of the Sarasio Kid?” Gabriel asked her.
 

 
  “Arquin, I’m Punaji. We have different heroes. Have you ever heard of Anjal the Sea Devil?”
 

 
  “…okay, point taken.”
 

 
  “It was a comfortable little truce,” Joe went on, ignoring the byplay. “I could’ve blasted him and his whole social circle to Hell—pardon my language, ladies—but on the other hand, he could’ve called down Imperial help, bein’ that I was technically an outlaw by virtue of multiple manslaughter.”
 

 
  “Sounds like that was pretty obviously self-defense,” Toby noted.
 

 
  “Oh, sure, I probably would’ve won that in court,” Joe said with a shrug. “My policy on court, though, is not to go if you don’t absolutely need to. So things continued much as they were…which was the problem. Yates never did get it through his head that folk just didn’t have the same patience for his games as they had before. If he’d been smart, he’d’ve backed off a bit and reined in his cronies. He wasn’t smart. And that’s what brought us the White Riders.”
 

 
  Mr. Paxton heaved a heavy sigh and raised his glass. “Jenny? Another, if you please?”
 

 
  “Heywood, don’t you think you’ve had enough?” she replied, placing her hands on his shoulders from behind.
 

 
  He grunted a bitter little stump of a laugh. “That and more, long since. I may’s well do my part to hold down the floorboards, my girl. Seems all I’m good for, after all.”
 

 
  “That’s enough of that kind of talk,” she said firmly. “C’mon, it’s barely past breakfast. Let that settle for a while. Look, we’ve got help finally! Stay and maybe you can help Joe lay out the details.”
 

 
  Paxton grunted again, staring morosely at the tablecloth. The students exchanged a round of glances.
 

 
  “You’d know ’em if you’d seen ’em,” Joe continued. “They dress in white, as the name suggests. Robes and hoods—they look almost ecclesiastical. They started interfering anonymously with the folks running the town, and… Well, you don’t really care about the whole story nor need to know. End of the day, we had a corrupt office of law run by a man who refused to back down, and now a gang of vigilantes who
  
   also
  
  wouldn’t back down. It came to shootin’, inevitably. This place starting going downhill
  
   fast
  
  when the Sheriff was killed. The mayor went not long after, and then they started in on the landowners and cattle barons, everybody who’d wielded influence in Sarasio. Even patrolled the Rail platform to make sure none of ’em could get away and report what was happening here to the Empire.”
 

 
  “And the scrolltower?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  Joe nodded. “Yup, that was their work too. Only took ’em a couple months to eliminate everybody who’d been involved in oppressing Sarasio. Amazingly enough,” he added bitterly, “things did not get better at that point.”
 

 
  “It’s the story of most political revolutions everywhere,” said Tellwyrn. “A corrupt system is still a
  
   system.
  
  It knows how to run things. People who rise up and kill the rulers don’t necessarily know anything about ruling and frequently acquire a taste for blood in the process. All they know how to do is destroy those who oppose them…”
 

 
  “Which,” Joe finished, nodding, “was what they continued to do. The results are as you see them now. Sarasio’s crawlin’ with vermin, and decent folk—such of them as are left—are afraid to step foot outside their own doors.”
 

 
  “Wait a second,” said Toby, frowning thoughtfully. “If those men who confronted us weren’t these White Riders, who were they?”
 

 
  “They may have been, for all I could tell you,” Joe admitted. “Those hoods aren’t just a fashion statement. But it’s not just the Riders anymore. The only law in Sarasio is the law of the wand, now. The Shady Lady is a safe haven because we’ve got armed men lookin’ after is, and because
  
   I
  
  live here. Everywhere else…it’s survival of the strongest, period.”
 

 
  “How long can this possibly go on?” Trissiny demanded. “I mean, the Empire
  
   has
  
  to know what’s happening here! Don’t they care?”
 

 
  “I may have failed to emphasize how quickly all this went down,” Joe replied. “The Empire heard rumors, all right, and sent an Imperial Surveyor to check out the situation and report back.” He nodded at Paxton, who heaved a deep sigh. “Well, obviously, the Riders caught wind of this. Luckily we were able to get Mr. Paxton in here with us, but he’s now pinned down. Comings and goings from the Lady are observed very carefully. They’ve taken out the scrolltower and they make sure nobody gets on the Rails.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  security,” Gabriel said, scowling. “The Rail conductors passing by have to know something’s going on. And there are
  
   other
  
  ways in and out of the town—the whole place is surrounded by prairie. People can hike through the wilderness with the right know-how, they do it all the time. How can these Riders possibly think they can get away with this?”
 

 
  “People are dumb,” said Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “That,” Trissiny replied coldly, “is dismissive and reductive.”
 

 
  “You’re correct,” the Professor replied, nodding. “It is both of those things and a gross oversimplification besides, and I’m encouraged to see that you realize it. If you’re ever to sort out the tangle of other people’s motivations, you have to consider their perspectives carefully and take into account all kinds of information that may not seem relevant from your own point of view. All sentient beings take action for what seems to them like good reason; most pointless conflicts stem from people dismissing one another’s reasons and going mindlessly on the offensive. That is the main thrust of what I teach in your history class, kids:
  
   understanding.
  
  Tease out the meanings and motives behind the actions of other people, and you will be in a position to change the situation according to your own aims.”
 

 
  She leaned her elbows on the table, interlacing her fingers in front of her mouth and slowly sweeping her gaze across the group as she continued. “However, there is a time and a place. In the thick of a tense situation, it is sometimes—in fact, it is
  
   often
  
  simply not possible to consider all these things. In order to protect yourself and accomplish anything in the immediate term, you will often have to dispense with deeper understanding and
  
   act,
  
  as best you can. In such moments of crisis, there are generalities you can usually rely on, shorthands for understanding the behavior of people that will warn you what they are likely to do and help you see at a glance what you
  
   must
  
  do in response. One of these is that
  
   people are fucking dumb,
  
  and frequently, also assholes.”
 

 
  “Oh, Arachne,” Lily sighed. “Ever the sourpuss.”
 

 
  “I’m comfortable with the conclusion that a lot of people around here have been exceedingly dumb over a long stretch of time,” Joe said with a grimace, “myself not excluded. I couldn’t tell you
  
   what
  
  the Riders are thinking at this point. Given what they’ve been up to lately, I can’t find it in me to believe they’re still trying to act for the greater good. Still… Those men you saw, and others like ’em, they’re a mixed bag. A lot are former adventurers who found the lawlessness here to their liking. Some are just folk, citizens of Sarasio who came to the same conclusion. I’m of the view that most folks are basically decent, but anywhere you go there’s always a few who’re only held in check by the rule of law. Take that away, and you see their true faces.”
 

 
  “The problem,” said Tellwyrn, “is the specific nature of Sarasio’s ailments. These men have raised an organized militia, overthrown a legitimate civil authority, destroyed and denied access to Imperial communications and travel networks, killed and
  
   attempted
  
  to kill Imperial representatives and set themselves up as a savage puppet principality. This goes beyond anarchy, and into the legal criteria for
  
   rebellion.”
  
 

 
  “And when the R word gets tossed around,” Joe said grimly, “the Empire starts getting a whole lot less understanding in general. Might be they’d listen to our side of the story. Maybe not. If not… They might simply relocate everyone and abandon Sarasio. On the other hand, it ain’t inconceivable the Empire will decide to make an example out here. There’s not been an open rebellion on this continent in decades. The Imperials can’t have people gettin’ the idea they can get away with it.”
 

 
  “The Tirasian Dynasty isn’t so ham-fisted, as a rule,” Tellwyrn pointed out. “Also, you have Mr. Paxton here to vouch for you.”
 

 
  Paxton let out another little half-grunt, half-laugh that held more bitterness than humor, still gazing blearily into the table as though it promised a solution to the dilemma of Sarasio.
 

 
  “I am somewhat less comforted by these facts than I might be,” Joe said carefully. “And a lot of folk agree with me. You’re not wrong in that the town ain’t exactly secure, Gabriel. People’ve been slipping away…well, not in droves, but in as steady a trickle as they can manage. The Riders discourage it in the most brutal way possible, but it happens. It’s only a matter of time, and not much of that, before the Empire comes down on us. Then, only the gods know where the chips will fall.”
 

 
  “They’ll come,” Paxton mumbled. “I’m
  
   weeks
  
  late making my report. Someone’ll be sent to find out what happened to useless old Heywood Paxton sooner or later.”
 

 
  “And so there you have it,” said Tellwyrn, spreading her hands wide. “The town divided against itself, subjected to a reign of vigilante terror, and under severe strain in its relationship with the nearby elves.”
 

 
  “Wait, what? There’s
  
   more?”
  
  Gabriel groaned. “What’s going on with the elves?”
 

 
  “Robin can explain that in detail,” said Tellwyrn. “For now, you understand the basics of the situation. You have been brought here to perform a field exercise which will determine the bulk of your final grade for this semester. Your task:
  
   save Sarasio.”
  
 

 
  Joe’s eyebrows shot up. “We’re an
  
   academic exercise?”
  
 

 
  “There are much worse things you could be,” Tellwryn told him, “and likely
  
   will
  
  be if something isn’t done quickly. There are two reasons I have chosen this task for you, students. In the first place, your previous expedition put you in a series of brute-force situations, which you severely overcomplicated and thus outsmarted yourselves. Be assured, we
  
   will
  
  be working on that before you leave my University, but I am interested in seeing how you handle a more cerebral problem. Given the makeup of this group, it might be more in line with your various talents. The situation here won’t yield to such straightforward measures; you are going to have to make a solid plan and execute it
  
   carefully.”
  
 

 
  “The hell are you talking about?” Ruda demanded. “This could not be simpler. We round up these White Riders, end them, and boom. Everything goes back the way it was.”
 

 
  “Except it won’t,” said Gabriel, frowning into the distance. “They already tried that, Joe and the Sheriff both. There’s been too much bad blood…too much blood
  
   spilled.
  
  Everybody here’s at each other’s throats, and that’s just the ones we know about. Gods only know how the elves fit into this.”
 

 
  “Poorly,” Robin commented from the sidelines.
 

 
  “Gabriel’s right,” said Toby. “There are a whole chain of breaches that need to be healed. Getting rid of the Riders will have to be part of the solution, but that won’t do it by itself.
  
   Saving
  
  the town will mean…” He trailed off, then shook his head. “I don’t even know.”
 

 
  “Which brings me to point two,” said Tellwyrn. “Sarasio is in a death spiral. One way or another, whether the White Riders manage to depopulate the town before the Empire does, within another half a year there’ll be nothing here but the coyotes.”
 

 
  “The Lady looks pretty,” agreed Joe, “but that’s because it’s full of refugees who have nothing better to do than look after the place. It helps keep us sane. Nobody here is doing any kind of business; we’re low on food and all but out of all other kinds of resources.”
 

 
  “The point being,” Tellwyrn said with a faint smirk, “you cannot
  
   possibly
  
  make this situation any worse. Even if you manage to botch it as enthusiastically as you did your
  
   last
  
  field assignment, it’ll only mean granting this town a clean beheading rather than a lingering death by infection. The Empire won’t care about saving Sarasio; if it’s not done before they get here, it won’t be done. It’s up to you now, kids.”
 

 
  There was silence around the table for a moment. Then Toby stood, pushing back his chair. “Well, then… I guess we’d better start making plans.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Once in motion, the students lost no time heading off to a corner with Robin to get the rundown on the local elven population; it took Jenny only slightly more effort to coax Mr. Paxton up and off to his room for a nap.
 

 
  Joe glanced back and forth between Tellwyrn and Lily, who were watching each other far too intently, the elf as if planning to invade a fortress, the woman in red with amused detachment. He cleared his throat softly.
 

 
  “I believe I’ll stretch my legs a bit. No doubt you’ll want some privacy to catch up.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Joseph,” said Tellwyrn without taking her eyes off Lily.
 

 
  “Ladies,” he said courteously, bowing once before backing away and heading off.
 

 
  The faintest tingle across the skin was the only sign of a silencing spell going off, a subtle effect that would likely have gone unnoticed by anyone not looking for it. Lily’s smile widened till she was nearly laughing outright; she stood, paced around the table and dropped herself into Joe’s seat, next to he other woman.
 

 
  “Still paranoid, I see. You really needn’t bother with such touches, Arachne. I am never overheard when I don’t wish to be. By definition.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Tellwyrn just stared at her.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t look at me like that.
  
   You
  
  wanted to talk, remember? You went to considerable trouble to send me that little message, you heartless
  
   ghoul,
  
  you. Don’t blame me for not being fool enough to approach you in your own nest. Anyhow, this is
  
   much
  
  more interesting! What an intriguing little town this is. Did you know the Shifter was here?”
 

 
  “The Shifter’s always somewhere. You’d be a lot less impressed if you spent as much time on this plane as you claim to wish.”
 

 
  Lily’s grin widened. “Well, we can’t all just do whatever we want, you know. On the other hand, look who I’m talking to.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn looked at her in silence for a moment before answering. “I’ve been in communication with Quentin Vex. He doesn’t tell me
  
   much,
  
  but he did point me to the remaining possession sites. I know, now, Vadrieny was the only survivor.”
 

 
  Lily’s smile vanished like a snuffed candle, replaced by an icy look of fury. “Straight to the point, is it? If you insist on sticking your nose into my business, Arachne, you should know better than to try to
  
   provoke
  
  me as your opening move. I have not come all this way to—”
 

 
  Tellwyrn reached out and grasped Lily’s hand in one of her own, then simply held it, squeezing. Lily fell silent, looking down at their clasped hands in confusion, then up at the elf’s eyes.
 

 
  Arachne simply held her in a white-knuckled grip, and said very softly, “I’ve seen four of my own buried.”
 

 
  In the silence that followed, the rage melted from Lily’s face as though she simply didn’t have the strength to hold onto it. Her lips twitched, eyes squeezing shut; little slipped past her mastery of facial expression, only hints of the turmoil within. But she tightened her grip on Arachne’s fingers, squeezing till it hurt both of them. Neither let go.
 

 
  It was long minutes before Tellwyrn spoke again. “I still need to know why.
  
   What
  
  possessed you to take such a risk?”
 

 
  “It was perfect,” Lily whispered. “Flawless. It had been worked on for years, decades. Everything set up in advance, everything just so. Those girls were selected with the greatest possible care, each a perfect match. They’d have bonded fully, innocent mortal spirits with archdemons, and by the time the full plan had unfolded, the world would have changed its mind about me. The Church’s pillars knocked out from beneath it, the Pantheon’s lies held up to the light. And
  
   someone interfered.”
  
 

 
  Her grip on Tellwyrn’s fingers tightened until their hands shook with the strain, but the elf didn’t so much as flinch. “Who?”
 

 
  “Oh, who do you
  
   think?”
  
  she spat, finally releasing her. “I don’t know which of them did it, but I know it was more than one. To see through my fog of war, to alter those exquisitely designed spells so perfectly that neither my warlocks nor my demons, on either side of the dimensional barrier, saw anything… No one god could have done such a thing. If not the whole Pantheon in concert… Well. I
  
   will
  
  find out who it was. They will suffer
  
   unimaginably
  
  for this.”
 

 
  “That kind of power and subtlety…” Tellwyrn shook her head. “An Elder could have done it unaided.”
 

 
  Lily’s laugh dripped with scorn. “Oh, please. Scyllith is sealed away in her caverns, and if you’re going to try to pitch the idea that Naiya has decided to start taking an interest in divine politics
  
   now,
  
  after all this time…well, try harder.”
 

 
  “I’m concerned by the
  
   lack
  
  of subtlety I see here,” Tellwyrn said. “You forget, I know your real face. It’s startling to see you wearing it openly. I’m playing a hunch, here, but would I be wrong in guessing that Sharidan would recognize that face, too? And then there’s your little trick outside my office. Writing messages on the wall
  
   really
  
  isn’t like you, Lil. You’re beginning to come unglued.”
 

 
  “They killed. My.
  
   Children.”
  
  She didn’t raise her voice, but the lights in the room flickered, the temperature dropping a few degrees, and the entire building trembled faintly. The people around the room paused, looking up in alarm, the sounds of conversation and piano music faltering. Then Elilial’s aura reasserted itself and everyone present resumed not noticing that anything was or ever had been amiss. The goddess herself, however, met Tellwyrn’s eyes with a fierce glare. “All these years I’ve played the noble demon, never brought harm to their followers when I didn’t have to, never been more cruel in battle than I must. Even
  
   after
  
  everything they did to me. And now, they do
  
   this?
  
  No. I am done, Arachne. All these millennia I’ve wasted trying to win the point of
  
   principle
  
  when I should have just been destroying the bastards one by one. Well, lesson learned.”
 

 
  “You know, one of the more reliable ways to outmaneuver someone
  
   smarter
  
  than yourself is to make them so angry they can’t think straight. I get excellent mileage out of that technique. Always have.” Tellwyrn’s eyes bored back into Lily’s, not giving an inch. “You are being
  
   played.
  
  What alarms me most is that you don’t even seem to see it. You’re
  
   better
  
  at this; this is your game, after all. You need to wake up before you’re goaded into making a mistake that will damn us all and the whole world with us, Lil.”
 

 
  “Don’t talk to me about mistakes,” she snapped. “You really think I’m so dense I don’t see what’s happening here? I’m not about to go on a city-smashing rampage, that
  
   would
  
  be playing into the Pantheon’s hands. Those who think me less cunning because I’m angrier have made what will be
  
   their
  
  final and greatest mistake.”
 

 
  “I’m not letting you wreck the world, Lil,” Tellwyrn said evenly. “I
  
   like
  
  the world. It’s where I keep most of my stuff.”
 

 
  “You know very well I have no argument with you, Arachne,
  
   except
  
  when you stick yourself in where you don’t belong. Like this new idea you seem to have, that you’ve the right
  
   or
  
  the capacity to punish me for my transgressions.” A cold smile drifted across her face. “This is not a good idea, what with you having finally put down roots and all. Someone with as much to
  
   protect
  
  as you now have shouldn’t be shaking the coconut tree.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s hand slapped down on the table. “I will tell you this
  
   once,
  
  and once only,” she hissed. “You do
  
   not
  
  come at me through my students. I’ve told you before, Lil, I don’t have an argument with you on principle. I’ll do what I think is best, but I am
  
   not
  
  your enemy. You mess with my kids, and that changes. Then it will be you and me, until only one of us is left. That is an
  
   oath.
  
  I don’t honestly know which of us would come out on top, but I do know the survivor would be reduced to almost nothing. And that is what will happen if you bring those students into this confict.”
 

 
  Lily simply stared at her for a long moment, allowing naked surprise to show on her features. “My, my. You’re
  
   actually
  
  that confident you’re a match for me?”
 

 
  “I don’t commonly go for the throat, with gods,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “Only twice. I won both times.”
 

 
  Lily grinned. “I remember. The first, with
  
   my help.”
  
 

 
  “And I couldn’t have done that without you,” she acknowledged, “nor you without me. You’re good, but you’re no Scyllith. Besides, that was then; this is now. I finished off Sorash without anybody’s help. And as I was recently telling my kids…” She raised an eyebrow, the faintest hint of an icy smile crossing her features. “When a god dies, all that power has to go
  
   somewhere.”
  
 

 
  Lily regarded her thoughtfully. “Very well. You have
  
   my
  
  oath: I mean your students no harm and will do them none.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded, relaxing subtly. “Good. Then—”
 

 
  “I have to tell you, Arachne, I’m rather offended that you thought I’d do such a thing in the first place. I was
  
   referring
  
  to the fact that you can’t just swagger through the world, not caring what it thinks of you anymore. Your University is an
  
   institution.
  
  You get away with so much because people aren’t willing to challenge you; you take advantage of so many systems and structures you’ve never bothered to appreciate. I wouldn’t
  
   need
  
  to do anything as barbaric as threaten your kids to rip the whole thing from under your feet. So let’s not start this, hmm? Just mind your business, Arachne. Raise up the next generation of heroes and villains and whatnots. By the time I’m done with
  
   my
  
  business, there’ll be plenty of work for them all.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn rubbed her forefinger and thumb together as though fondling a coin. “Not good enough,” she said after a pause. “I’m serious, Lil. You doing
  
   your
  
  thing, as per your particular idiom, that doesn’t bother me. Frankly the world needs more people—and more gods—acting with care and a sense of balance. But I know the pain you’re in, and I see the slaughter behind your eyes. This is what brought me into this in the first place. That business, those poor girls you immolated: that’s not like you. You are
  
   making a mistake.
  
  You need to stop. Step back, see what’s happening and
  
   try something else.”
  
  She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Something that doesn’t result in a great doom, preferably.”
 

 
  Lily shook her head. “It’s just too late, Arachne. Time was close to up before they committed their final sin. It’s been all I can do to re-work my strategies without my girls to count on. I will
  
   not
  
  be stopped now.”
 

 
  They stared at each other, the silence stretching out between them.
 

 
  The goddess was the first to look away. “How is she?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn slowly eased back in her chair, suddenly weary. “As well as I can say, considering how rarely she comes out? Actually, quite well. Teal is a good influence on her, I think.”
 

 
  Lily nodded. “Teal Falconer is only of the most exceptional people of this or any age. I’ll never be able to fully repay her.”
 

 
  “No, you really won’t. But you can start by not dragging her into a war between you and the gods.”
 

 
  “That hasn’t ever been an option,” Lily said with a sigh. “All seven of them? Maneuvering just right, that would have been a
  
   movement.
  
  More than cults: social change on a vast scale. But just one? She’d only be a target. She’s fierce and durable, but the gods and their Church would
  
   find
  
  a way to put her down. No… Just…” She swallowed. “Just…please look after my girl, Arachne. She’s all that’s left. Let her sit this out.”
 

 
  “You are talking about two women in one body, one an idealist and the other a nearly literal fireball. They won’t be sitting
  
   anything
  
  out.” Tellwyrn shook her head, smiling ruefully. “If I do my job right, though, they’ll be ready for whatever comes by the time it does.”
 

 
  “Do that, then.”
 

 
  “Lil.”
 

 
  The goddess met her eyes, and Arachne reached out to briefly squeeze her hand again.
  
   “When
  
  you have calmed enough to consider it, remember what I said. You haven’t seen everything going on here. You’re not the only player with a stake in this game; someone is pulling your strings. If you continue to
  
   let
  
  them, you won’t have a prayer of winning.”
 

 
  “It’s been a very, very long time since I had a prayer,” she replied with a smile. “I tend to win anyway. And perhaps, Arachne, it’s not only I who don’t know as much as I think. Hm?”
 

 
  She stood, raised one eyebrow sardonically, then turned and sashayed away without another word.
 

 
  “Well, I know
  
   that,”
  
  Tellwyrn grumbled at the empty table. “Otherwise why would I bother?”
 

 
  ***
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  Darling rarely got much use out of his dining room, but he couldn’t help noticing how much louder the whole house seemed with guests. Generally, he did his socializing elsewhere, but for several reasons—most of them having to do with his colleagues’ lack of private living space—he had ended up hosting this meeting. Now the other three bishops sat around the long oak table in the dining room, and he was mentally composing an apology to Price, whom he had gently mocked on several occasions for her determination to keep the room spotless despite the lack of action it saw.
 

 
  Price, currently, was supervising the “housemaids,” standing at attention near the door to the kitchen. She might have been a wax statue except for her eyes, which followed every motion the two elves made. They hadn’t been best pleased at this assignment, but Darling had approved of it; the ability to blend in and assume another identity was a vital skill for a thief, and considering what these two were, would be especially vital for them if they hoped to survive long. This was good practice. Unfortunately, they were already getting more practice at self-control than anyone had expected or wanted.
 

 
  As Flora leaned forward to place a small tray of cookies on the table, Andros eased back in his chair to cast an eye over her backside. For just a moment, Darling feared he would pat her and something would happen that he would be very hard pressed to explain away. It wasn’t quite that bad, luckily, but Andros apparently couldn’t resist a comment.
 

 
  “Not bad,” he rumbled approvingly, nodding at Darling, who sat at the head of the table. “A tad scrawny for my tastes, but there’s something to be said for the exotic.”
 

 
  Flora straightened, her face utterly impassive, and eased back from the table with the precisely controlled gait of someone repressing a physical urge.
 

 
  “Let’s speak respectfully to and of my staff, please,” Darling said quietly. “In general, but especially in their presence.”
 

 
  “You feel there is a lack of respect? I assure you, Antonio, that’s a simple doctrinal difference.” Andros raised one bushy eyebrow. “It was a compliment on your taste. I don’t doubt your women are talented in many ways, but a woman is meant to be decoration as
  
   well
  
  as utility and personality, just as a man has his own role to play in a household.”
 

 
  Basra and Branwen were sitting very still, both looking at him sidelong. The cults of Avei and Izara had deep conflicts over the role of women and the very nature of femininity, but they held in common the belief that the Shaathist approach to both was purely abhorrent. Neither seemed about to jump in, though. Basra, in fact, appeared to be repressing a smile. Darling found that more than a little alarming.
 

 
  Andros actually smiled; his beard mostly hid his mouth, but the crinkling at the corners of his eyes suggested the expression was sincere. “I rarely am hosted in a home outside my faith which is so correctly run. Your girls are admirably well-behaved—especially impressive, given how difficult it is to housebreak elves. We should discuss training methods sometime, man to man, when we don’t have more pressing work.”
 

 
  The man couldn’t possibly be this daft. Elves were thought in popular culture to be savage and unpredictable; more enlightened minds knew them to be dangerous for entirely other reasons. He was also delivering this speech in front of a skilled swordswoman who didn’t particularly like either of them, but would surely take Darling’s side on this issue. No… This, Darling realized, was a test, not stupidity. It was an utterly Shaathist thing to do: no sooner step into another man’s domicile than begin feeling out the situation, trying to determine who was alpha male here.
 

 
  He hadn’t a shred of interest in such games, which unfortunately meant he needed to win this one decisively and immediately or Andros would never let it drop.
 

 
  “Leave,” he said softly.
 

 
  Andros raised his eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”
 

 
  “You heard me just fine. Remove yourself from my home.”
 

 
  The humor had faded from the Huntsman’s face; now his eyes narrowed into a glare. “My presence is commanded. We are here on the orders of the Archpope himself—”
 

 
  “And when you go
  
   whine
  
  to him about it, be sure to explain that I threw you out for insulting and harassing my domestic staff,” Darling said evenly. “You’ll look a lot less foolish than if he has to hear it from me after the fact. Now are you going to walk out with some dignity, or shall I have my Butler toss your ass bodily into the street?”
 

 
  Flora and Fauna had drifted against the back wall and were standing stiffly in an approximation of the demure pose Price had taught them. Price herself was expressionless as ever, but everyone at the table tensed slightly. Andros held Darling’s gaze for a few seconds…pushing it. Just when Darling was about to back up his threat, the Huntsman pushed back his chair and stood.
 

 
  Instead of moving toward the door, however, he turned to face the two elves and bowed deeply, and then did the same to Price. “I ask your pardon, ladies. I am accustomed to things being done a certain way, and at times I fail to remember that not everyone lives as Shaath commands. Truly, my words were meant to convey respect, and I regret my failure to show proper courtesy as a guest.”
 

 
  Price, of course, didn’t respond. Fauna and Flora glanced at each other.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, sir, did you say something?” Fauna asked sweetly.
 

 
  Price cleared her throat very softly and Darling winced; Basra grinned wickedly, and Branwen failed to repress a giggle behind her hand. Obviously, Price would be having words with them later, but Darling found himself torn. A good servant did
  
   not
  
  sass her employer’s guests no matter how they behaved, but on the other hand, a good Eserite did not take crap from a stuck-up windbag who couldn’t actually do anything to her.
 

 
  Andros looked back at him, expectant, but silent, and not pushy. His apology hadn’t sounded in the least forced or resentful, which was rather striking as it was possibly the first thing Darling had
  
   ever
  
  heard him say that wasn’t forced or resentful. Darling simply nodded and gestured with one hand to the chair, and Andros seated himself again.
 

 
  “I didn’t realize you served theater along with brunch, Antonio,” Basra said, smirking.
 

 
  “Well, I hate to let an opportunity go to waste. When we reach a stopping point I plan to bring up marriage customs and the proper treatment of apostates, just to see what happens.” Branwen groaned and covered her face with a hand, but Basra laughed.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Darling said, “I believe you brought props, Bas?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” she replied, patting the stack of thick folders sitting on the chair next to her. Darling sat at the head of the table, with the others occupying the seats nearest him. Basra fished out four small sheafs of paper—the newer, more expensive, almost-white paper, he noted—and handed them out to each of them while the two elves slipped out of the room and shut the door behind them. Despite the sensitivity of their conversation, none of the Bishops objected to Price’s continued presence. A Butler’s discretion was sacrosanct. “These are copies of the basic list I’ve assembled of agents who meet the Archpope’s criteria and are known to be active.”
 

 
  “Agents?” Branwen wrinkled her brow, removing the clip holding hers together and leafing through it. “I thought most of these people were unaligned.”
 

 
  “They are. It’s just a technical term, dear,” Basra said condescendingly. “It’s as complete a registry as I could put together based on the information the Church and the Sisters have. If anybody knows of a name I haven’t got here, by all means sing out. Not all of these are going to be equally relevant, though. The entire first page are people we can rule out immediately.”
 

 
  “How confident are you of that?” Andros asked.
 

 
  “Quite confident, though I’ll gladly explain my reasoning if you need me to. At the very top, of course, are Arachne Tellwyrn and Gravestone Weaver, both of whom are more or less permanently stuck in Last Rock, at that University of hers.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn still moves around,” Branwen noted, frowning at her list. “Even I’ve heard details of some of her…trips.”
 

 
  “Right, yes, but keep in mind what we’re looking for: suspects, possible agents for the Church to recruit, and especially people who might be
  
   both.
  
  Tellwyrn is pretty obviously neither. Whoever’s been assassinating clerics is
  
   very
  
  discreet, very stealthy. If Tellwyrn had been doing that, she’d have blasted in the doors of every temple she visited, autographed the corpse she left, instructed at least six terrified bystanders to spread her legend and then personally barged in on the Archpope in his bath and dared him to do something about it. I’m glad I amuse you, Antonio.”
 

 
  “You do! Have you ever been on stage?”
 

 
  Basra rolled her eyes, but continued. “In addition to method, there’s the question of motive. Whoever’s doing this is either acting on a personal vendetta or in the employ of someone who has one. Tellwyrn has no
  
   reason
  
  to do something like this; she’s known to be on civil terms with most deities and to be personally friendly with several. And she definitely isn’t for hire. So, no, I don’t consider her a prospect.”
 

 
  “And this Weaver?” Andros asked.
 

 
  “Much the same: no motive, not his method. Also he
  
   hasn’t
  
  left Last Rock in the preceding five years. I don’t know exactly what kind of leash Tellwyrn has him on, but hey, whatever works. Next… Can we all agree that the Hands of Avei and Omnu aren’t reasonable prospects? Good. The next seven names are dragons, and of them, only Zanzayed the Blue even
  
   might
  
  do something like this, and it’d be a departure for him. Also, like the rest of the dragons there, his whereabouts are known and have been for several years; the Empire and the Sisters both keep very careful tabs on them. He’s in Onkawa, working on some noblewoman.”
 

 
  There was a brief pause, filled by a round of grimaces and a delicate shudder from Branwen. The mating habits of dragons weren’t a subject for polite conversation.
 

 
  “Below that is Tethloss the Summoner… This isn’t common knowledge, but I trust you can all be discreet. He’s actually dead and has been for at least a year.”
 

 
  “What?” Andros looked up at her, frowning deeply. “Huntsmen at the lodges in Thakar Province regularly report that his territory is still unsafe.”
 

 
  “Yes, but what your Huntsmen don’t know is that his minions and constructs are now operating on their own, with one or more of the intelligent ones controlling the operation. At least one of those is a demon, so clearly that can’t be allowed to flourish. But with the Summoner himself dead and no functional hellgate in the vicinity, they can’t get reinforcements. The Fourth Silver Legion is en route as we speak to mop that up.”
 

 
  “That’s good to hear,” Branwen murmured.
 

 
  “On page two,” Basra went on, turning over the first sheet of her packet, “we come to some names that I
  
   do
  
  consider very viable prospects. Antonio, I understand your people recently had a run-in with one Elias ‘Longshot’ McGraw.”
 

 
  “A thankfully brief one,” he said offhandedly, unsure how much she knew, given Principia’s involvement.
 

 
  “Who is this Longshot?” asked Andros.
 

 
  “An adventuring wizard of the old school, though he uses a lot of the affectations of the modern frontier wandfighter. The man’s got a sense of drama. He’s mercenary, in both senses of the word: work for hire, and known to be ruthless once contracted. So that’s motive taken care of. And while this suite of murders is more
  
   ambitious
  
  than anything he’s known to have done, the fact that he’s an arcane mage is suggestive. A powerful enough warlock could bash through a temple’s defenses, maybe, but a powerful enough
  
   wizard
  
  could slip in, carry out a kill and slip out, nullifying the defenses and leaving no trace. That’s exactly what we’re looking for.”
 

 
  “Says here he was last seen in Puna Dara a few weeks ago,” said Darling.
 

 
  Basra nodded. “He’s known to have a permanent residence in Calderaas; I have no up-to-date intelligence on that, however. If we can agree this man’s a suspect, I can get Church personnel on it immediately. I’d have to explain something to Commander Rouvad if I wanted to have Sisters look into it.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said Darling. “I think that’s a good idea.”
 

 
  “Splendid, we’ll consider that done. Next up is also a very good prospect: Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  Branwen frowned. “Who?”
 

 
  “My goodness,” Basra said with clear amusement, “you Izarites really do live in satin-lined ivory towers, don’t you?”
 

 
  “Let’s
  
   please
  
  not resort to maligning each other’s faiths,” Darling said hastily as an uncharacteristic scowl settled across Branwen’s features. “In
  
   this
  
  group, that could get out of hand before any of us realize what’s happening. Bas, just assume we’ve all been living in a basement somewhere and know nothing about anything. This isn’t a subject most of us have had reason to research.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  have,” Andros disagreed under his breath, but thankfully didn’t pursue the matter.
 

 
  “Fair enough,” said Basra with a shrug. “The Crow is… Well, think of Arachne Tellwyrn without the whimsy, and a witch instead of a mage. She’s dangerous enough in practice that several people have assumed she’s a headhunter, but in truth she predates the fall of Athan’Khar by centuries.
  
   Reliable
  
  reports place her back as much as six hundred years ago, but more legendary accounts predate the founding of the Empire.”
 

 
  “So…she’s an elven witch? A shaman?”
 

 
  “Yes, Branwen. She is at least centuries and possibly millennia old, and with that long to practice her craft, she is
  
   damn
  
  good at it, scary enough to take on just about any other name on this list and walk away, if not win.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Andros rumbled. “Think she could handle Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “There’s no telling. I know what you’re thinking, and don’t.
  
   Neither
  
  of those women take orders, and trying to manipulate them is a staggeringly bad idea. But no, if she’s even met Tellwyrn we have no record of it. A lot of the older names on this list seem to deliberately avoid each other, in fact. Which is probably good sense.”
 

 
  “So what’s Mary’s deal?” Darling asked.
 

 
  “The short version is she has a vendetta against the Empire. We don’t exactly know over what; the few times she’s talked with anyone, she wouldn’t say. But she has stated explicitly that her aim is to see the Tiraan Empire fall. For all that, she’s not reckless or stupid; her exploits have varied from wiping out inconsequential border forts to infiltrating major operations and causing significant damage, but she treads a very careful line. When the attention gets too pointed, she’ll vanish for years or decades to let it die down. She
  
   knows
  
  exactly how dangerous the Empire is, with all its resources, and she doesn’t piss it off enough to put herself at the top of a kill list. Elves, as a rule, can afford to be patient, and this one knows exactly how long the human generational attention span is.”
 

 
  “So…smart, hostile, has a sense of perspective, subtle…” Darling whistled. “Damn. Yeah, I’d say we’ve got a match. Anything we can glean from those reports of her past doings that might be helpful?”
 

 
  “I’ve given them a look over, but you’re welcome to try yourself.” Basra pawed the stack of folders next to her, pulling out an especially thick one after a moment and thunking it down on the table. “The problem is she’s smart enough to change up her methods. Still, when she pops up she makes for a distinctive figure. A black-haired elf sticking her nose into things and generally causing a ruckus, that lingers in people’s minds. Of course, matters become a bit more confused in the last two centuries when there have been
  
   two
  
  women of that description active, but I’m sure I don’t need to tell you about that.”
 

 
  A prickle ran down his spine. “Beg pardon?” he said politely.
 

 
  Basra grinned. “Page three, fourth name from the top.”
 

 
  Darling flipped the page over and looked down at it, then had the rare experience of needing to focus quite hard to keep his facial expression under control as he zeroed in on the name.
 

 
  
   Principia Locke.
  
 

 
  “Who’s this?” Andros asked, having also followed Basra’s directions.
 

 
  “One of Antonio’s people,” she said lightly. “But don’t worry, I don’t consider her a prospect either. Not only would a killing spree be totally out of character, I find no reason to think she has the physical capacity.”
 

 
  “So this is a thief?” Branwen asked.
 

 
  “For all intents and purposes,” Basra said with a grin, “the Queen of Thieves.”
 

 
  Darling very nearly fell out of his chair, and devoutly hoped his years of constant play-acting were keeping his shock mostly invisible.
 

 
  “Then why be in a hurry to dismiss her?” Andros frowned. “We’re looking for someone who slips through defenses without a trace. A skilled thief is
  
   exactly
  
  the right kind of target, I would think.”
 

 
  “She’s not that kind of thief,” Basra said.
 

 
  “Prin’s a con artist,” said Darling, grasping for some control. He was relieved to hear his voice come out as light and unaffected as always. “She doesn’t
  
   take
  
  things; she creates elaborate intrigues to trick people into
  
   giving
  
  her things.”
 

 
  “And she’s been active all but non-stop at a
  
   very
  
  high level, preying on the richest and most powerful people alive, for a good two hundred years,” Basra continued. Darling listened intently, managing to keep calm despite the way his urge to boggle at her was renewed with every word. “The Sisters have only been keeping tabs on her specifically for the last eighteen, though. Locke also happens to be the new biological mother of Trissiny Avelea.”
 

 
  Andros frowned again. “Who?”
 

 
  “The new Hand of Avei,” Branwen supplied.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said dismissively.
 

 
  “Since we’re already talking about her,” said Basra, “I’ll say that Locke is a possibility for someone to tap for the Archpope, if we can find her, but no, I don’t consider her a suspect.”
 

 
  “That,” Darling said carefully, “is an
  
   exceptionally
  
  bad idea. She doesn’t like authority any more than Tellwyrn, but instead of blasting everyone in sight she just creatively misinterprets orders and plays extravagant, vicious practical jokes until everyone gives up on trying to make her behave.”
 

 
  “There are
  
   ways
  
  to cure a woman of that attitude,” Andros growled.
 

 
  “You’d have to catch her first,” Darling said dryly. “Better than you or I have tried, and embarrassed themselves. Basra, this is a little off topic, but would you mind if I have a look at those files on Principia? I find it pays to keep aware of what she’s up to.”
 

 
  “Sure, help yourself,” she replied, fishing out another thick folder and sliding it down the table at him. “Those are copies; you can keep it if you want. Glad to be of service.
  
   Anyhow,
  
  moving back to where we were: top of page two, third entry. Tinker Billie is included here on the strength of reputation, but these attacks are not at all her pattern, and frankly well beyond the scope of her skills. I’m not sure I’d suggest bringing her in as a contractor, either, but we can discuss that in more detail after we go over…”
 

 
  Darling let her voice wash over him, trying sincerely to pay attention but more fully aware of the thick folder now under his hand, begging to be opened and read on the spot. But no, that would have to wait. One job at a time. He just couldn’t get over the shock of it, though. Prin was a modestly performing thief at
  
   best,
  
  too much of a nuisance to be tasked with important Guild missions and utterly lacking in initiative. Could the Avenists be mistaken about who they were following? Surely they were.
 

 
  On the other hand, he realized with a sinking sensation, maybe it was the
  
   Guild
  
  that was mistaken. They simply had never bothered to pay much attention to one irritating, mid-level member who paid her dues and rubbed people the wrong way whenever she was close enough to do either.
 

 
  For not the first time in the last ten seconds, he forced his attention back to Basra’s recitation, and away from the growing suspicion that resting under his hand were the details of what might be the greatest con in history.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Lunch!” the girl sang out, holding up her basket as she stepped into the Imperial Law office.
 

 
  “Cassie!” Behind the desk, Marshal Task set looked up from the form at which he’d been scratching with a battered old pen, grinning delightedly. “Girl, you’re gonna spoil us.”
 

 
  “We could maybe do with a little spoiling,” said Lieutenant Veya with a smile. “Hi, Cass. Are you sure it’s okay for you to keep doing this? It’s the third day in a row; we
  
   do
  
  get paid enough to eat, you know.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s no expense,” Cassie said, tittering coquettishly—but not too coquettishly, no sense in irritating the two Legionnaires. “The bakery gives us these extras for free, and if I don’t get rid of them
  
   somehow,
  
  Uncle Ryan will just eat them all himself, and the poor man
  
   doesn’t
  
  need all that bread junking up his system. He has enough troubles,” she added conspirationally, setting her basket down on the corner of the Marshal’s desk and beginning to pull out cinnamon buns.
 

 
  “Well, I’m sure gonna be disappointed when y’all leave town,” said Task, reaching for a bun. “How long’re you planning to stay?”
 

 
  “Maybe a few more days?” She screwed up her face in an expression of intense thought, one that suggested this was an unfamiliar labor for her. “Uncle Ryan isn’t sure. He gets crabby when I ask, just tells me his wares will sell when they sell.”
 

 
  “He’s not…
  
   mean
  
  to you, is he?” asked Tirouzi Shavayad, the other Sister present. She was a lean, tawny-skinned ethnic Tiraan, unlike the Veya and Task, who were dark-complexiond Westerners from this region.
 

 
  “Oh! Oh, nothing like that,” Cassie said hastily. “My goodness, you mustn’t think that! He just gets so worried, and it makes him cranky. Uncle Ryan wouldn’t hurt a
  
   mouse.
  
  Anyway, this is a good trip; he always complains, but his fabrics are selling quite well. I guess that means we’re not around for much longer,” she added wistfully, then held out a bun to Tirouzi. “Here you go!”
 

 
  “We’re on duty,” the senior Legionnaire said firmly, but with a smile. “But thank you for bringing them, Cass. We’ll have some later. Assuming the Marshal leaves us any,” she added, raising an eyebrow at Task, who was already on his second.
 

 
  “Hey, don’t look at me like that,” he said with his mouth full. “I can’t eat like I used to, y’know. Sides, there’s plenty. Our girl here doesn’t skimp on her generosity.”
 

 
  “Oh, you,” Cassie giggled, perching on the edge of the desk and kicking her legs. The position was perfect—the childlike demeanor to play to Tirouzi’s maternal streak, the pose that gave Veya tantalizing glimpses into her cleavage and Task a splendid view from behind of the way her slender waist flared into womanly hips. They were all either actively eating or hungry—in other words, distracted—and each presented with just what they wanted to see, in such a way they never imagined the contradictions in how each of them beheld her. Damn, but she was good.
 

 
  “I know that look, young lady,” Veya said with a try at firmness, but she spoiled the effect by smiling. “Now, what ulterior motive does a traveling merchant’s niece have in hanging around the Marshal’s office so much?”
 

 
  Cassie blushed and ducked her head shyly, then glanced from side to side. She leaned forward a bit more, not missing the way Veya’s eyes darted to her bodice and back up, and whispered. “Well… I was talking to Deputy Tonner last night…”
 

 
  “That damn fool boy,” Task muttered behind her, reaching for another roll. “Can’t keep his mouth shut for five minutes.”
 

 
  “Oh, but he didn’t tell me a thing!” she said sincerely. “Not on purpose, anyway, and he clammed right up when he thought he’d let something slip.” She lowered her voice to a nervous whisper. “Is it true there’s a
  
   rapist
  
  loose in this town?”
 

 
  The two Legionnaires exchanged a dark look.
 

 
  “No,” Task said firmly, “it’s not true. That’s…misrepresenting the facts. Which, by the way, you don’t need to stick your pretty little nose into, kid.”
 

 
  “She has a right to know,” Tirouzi said with a hint of belligerence, then met Veya’s warning look fiercely. “Well, doesn’t she?
  
   Every
  
  woman deserves to know something like that.”
 

 
  “But that’s
  
   not
  
  what…ah hell, it ain’t classified,” Task grumbled as Cassie scooted herself around, changing position to keep all three of them in view of her rapt gaze—a pose which lifted one leg onto the desk, incidentally tugging her skirt well above the knee. She affected not to notice their glances, but a thrill of amusement rippled through her. It was just so
  
   easy.
  
 

 
  “He’s not a rapist,” Task said, folding his hands on the desk top and giving her his stern I Am The Law look. “Just a man wanted for questioning in
  
   connection
  
  with such a case. And this is a warrant put out by the Sisters, so it doesn’t have legal force, but of course the Emperor’s agents are always glad to help out in Avei’s work,” he added with a respectful nod for the Lieutenant.
 

 
  “In connection with a rape case?” she breathed, her face a perfect blend of horror and morbid fascination that looked so perfectly natural on her innocent young features.
 

 
  “No such has been committed,” Veya said firmly. “He’s only accused of
  
   threatening
  
  it, and we have only rumor that he’s been sighted in Tallwoods. From a fairly good source, though it’s hard to imagine what a city slicker like that would want in a town like this.”
 

 
  “To hide, maybe,” Tirouzi muttered darkly.
 

 
  “Anyhow, hon, you’re perfectly safe,” Veya added to Cassie in a more gentle tone, then spoke with increased firmness. “And this business isn’t common knowledge, so don’t you be spreading it around.”
 

 
  “Yes ma’am!” she said, nodding eagerly. “I mean…no, ma’am! I mean… I won’t.” Veya softened under her limpid gaze. Really, this was almost
  
   too
  
  easy. In the back of her mind, she found herself planning out a seduction. The woman was older and liked her position of authority; well, she’d had plenty of practice lately playing the submissive role. It would be so simple, she could just run the hesitantly intrigued ingenue routine from start to finish: curious about the rumors concerning Silver Legionnaires, not quite believing but fascinated despite herself, let the woman think
  
   she
  
  was the one coaxing the eager young innocent into her first taste of feminine love… And just like that, much of the interest went out of the matter for her. Too routine. Nobody in this little podunk town had enough imagination to offer her any real fun.
 

 
  “All the same,” Veya added firmly, “if you meet or hear of any man called Jeremiah Shook, you come get the Marshal or one of the Legionnaires. Understand?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” she replied, nodding. “I will. I better get going now, though,” she added regretfully, hopping down and treating them all to a minor show as she smoothed the dress down over her hips. “Uncle Ryan gets worried if I spend too much time at the market. But I’ll see you all again, at least once! We’re not leaving tomorrow, I know that much.”
 

 
  “You take care, darlin’,” said Task, gesturing with his fourth roll. “And be sure you
  
   do
  
  come say goodbye before you leave, understand!”
 

 
  “You bet I will!” she said cheerfully, breezing out through the door and pausing only to wiggle her fingers flirtatiously at them. “Bye!”
 

 
  Outside in the street, she set off with a bouncing stride, passing the citizens of Tallwoods with cheerful smiles and greetings, enjoying how many of them failed to keep eye contact—and how many of the women were visibly annoyed. Her dress was modest in cut and quite plain, but
  
   very
  
  flattering, and of course the figure it flattered was exceptional. That was all easy, though, practically cheating. A
  
   challenge,
  
  now, was to pose as someone plain, ordinary, and
  
   still
  
  coax an unsuspecting person into heights of pleasure they’d never dreamed of, followed by a slide into the most delicious depravity…
 

 
  She caught herself licking her lips slowly and giving the bedroom eyes to a passing workman who allowed his gaze to linger on her bust. No, no…focus.
  
   That
  
  kind of thing wasn’t at all in character for Cassie, the innocent merchant’s niece. She affected a blush and modestly downcast look when he grinned and winked at her, which hopefully would repair some of the damage. Still… It would be the easiest thing in the world to drag him along, glances and glimpses making as firm a lead as any chain, till she could lure him into some dark alley, close enough for a kiss… Close enough for a knife across the throat.
 

 
  And then what? The Tiraan Empire had gotten markedly more sophisticated since she’d last been here, and she wasn’t about to tangle with law enforcement until she was certain what its capabilities were. The could do things with enchantments now that would have been unimaginable fifty years ago. Plus, there was an entire Silver Legion currently camped just outside the town.
  
   Those
  
  never failed to be a problem, if they found out who and what she was.
 

 
  She did slip into the first convenient alley, however, making sure she wasn’t followed. No sooner was she out of sight of the street and certain of the absence of prying eyes than she rippled and vanished entirely from view. Behind her invisibility, the arrangements of features that made Cassie melted away. Her true form was very much the same, only with different coloration, different attire, and
  
   very
  
  different features. A more total disguise was more effective, obviously, but she enjoyed dancing on the razor’s edge. Besides, who around here would have ever seen her before, or ever would again?
 

 
  Humming to herself in satisfaction, Kheshiri pumped her wings once, shooting skyward, and sailed invisibly out over the roofs of the town. She veered sharply in the opposite direction from the Fourth Silver Legion’s camp; the clerics wouldn’t be likely to spot her unless they were specifically looking, which they had no reason to be, but it didn’t pay to take chances with Avenists.
 

 
  She zipped along, low enough to the ground that she could have sailed under the branches of the trees in the oak forest, though she skirted its edge. Flying in there would be an amusing challenge, but also a waste of effort and likely to end with an embarrassing pratfall.
 

 
  Even staying low and taking the roundabout route at the edge of the woods, it still took her only ten minutes or so to cover the distance. In short order, she was settling to the ground outside the dilapidated little shack. All was quiet. The birds and squirrels had fallen silent at her approach, but slowly resumed their noise as she stood there.
 

 
  Kheshiri paced around the shack twice, noting the closed door and boarded windows. No signs of anything having been tampered with… Well, they had no reason to suspect anyone know they were out here. She faded back into visibility and strolled right up to the front door, then knocked.
 

 
  The quiet from within stretched out so long she very nearly knocked a second time, then the door was abruptly yanked open and she found herself staring down the shaft of a wand.
 

 
  Kheshiri put on a look of relief.
  
   “Master,”
  
  she said breathily, and threw herself forward, pushing past the weapon to wrap her arms around Shook and bury her face in his chest. It wasn’t the way he’d instructed her to greet him when they were alone—honestly, the man seemed to think he was a Stalweiss chieftain in how he expected women to behave around him—but she was finding that she could get away with a
  
   lot
  
  if her transgressions were cloaked in a hint that she actively enjoyed his treatment of her. Shook was another man who was almost too easy to be fun to play with.
 

 
  “You took your goddamn time,” he growled, but didn’t reprove her further, wrapping his free arm around her and tugging her inside, then kicking the door shut. Kheshiri grinned into his coat as he slid his hand down her back to pat her butt. Easy…but still amusing.
 

 
  “I get so worried every time I come back,” she said, lifting her head to nuzzle at his throat. “I’m always afraid
  
   this
  
  will be the time I’ll find you gone or in chains and a bunch of Avenists standing around with swords…”
 

 
  He gripped a handful of her hair and pulled her roughly away, and she immediately toned it down, looking up at him meekly but without a hint of flirtation. The last thing she wanted was for him to start associating her moments of warmth toward him with suspicion. Slow and steady, that was what did it…it had to look like a real attachment. They took
  
   time
  
  to unfold.
 

 
  “We’d have a lot less to worry about if you could
  
   find out
  
  what I keep sending you into that town to learn,” he said coldly.
 

 
  Her face lit up with pleasure. “Oh, but master, I did!
  
   Finally,
  
  those women unbent enough to tell me a little; I was afraid I’d have to work on them all
  
   week.
  
  The Legion’s here after some rogue warlock or wizard a few miles to the north; they’re just waiting for their scouts to report back and will move out within a week.”
 

 
  Shook nodded, some of the tension going out of his frame. “So they don’t know I’m here.”
 

 
  “They don’t
  
   know,”
  
  she said, wincing. “I got a straight answer out of the Marshal, finally, too. You
  
   were
  
  spotted outside town that night, and apparently by someone who’d seen your sketch. They’re treating it as a prospect they have to take seriously, but nobody’s out looking. I don’t think they actually believe you’re in the area.”
 

 
  His face settled into a scowl. “Fuck. That
  
   fucking
  
  bitch. When I find out how she managed to call down all this trouble, I…” He broke off, fixing his wandering gaze on her face. “What’s that look for?”
 

 
  She quickly schooled her features. “Nothing.”
 

 
  He struck quickly; even expecting the slap, she might have been hard pressed to dodge or deflect it. She did neither, of course, just rolling with the blow and then looking back up at him, wide-eyed with one hand pressed to her face where he’d hit her.
 

 
  “What have I
  
   told
  
  you about lying to me, whore?” he said dangerously.
 

 
  “It’s just…I just…” Kheshiri swallowed. “I don’t think you’d believe me. I didn’t want to make you mad.” She ended on a near whimper, obviously cowed.
 

 
  Obviously.
 

 
  “You don’t want me to be mad?” he breathed, still with one hand in her hair. He twisted it hard, wrenching her head back. “Then you answer a question when I ask it, and you tell me the fucking truth.”
 

 
  “Yes, master,” she said meekly, dropping her eyes. “I… I just… I like it. When you talk about Principia.”
 

 
  There was silence between them for a moment. The birds kept up their cheerful noise outside.
 

 
  “You like it,” he said finally.
 

 
  “It makes you so mad, and then you talk about what you’re going to do to her, and…” She trailed off.
 

 
  “Go on,” he said coldly. She knew his voice, now, knew his every detail; this was the coldness of fire being held barely in check.
 

 
  “It’s just, you’re so…” Kheshiri swallowed, finally lifting her gaze to his. “It makes you seem…powerful. Cruel. I am what I am.” She shrugged, a tense little motion, jerky enough to make her breasts wobble in their tight, inadequate confines. Naturally, his eyes shifted right where she wanted them, then back. “I’m a little drawn to that.”
 

 
  “Is that so,” he growled, relaxing his grip on her hair and leaning back with a self-satisfied smile. “Well, then… Let’s see what we can do about that, shall we?”
 

 
  Grinning, she eased forward and reached up to begin unbuttoning his shirt, while he slowly ran his hands up and down her sides, and over other spots. “Master?”
 

 
  “Hm?”
 

 
  “You didn’t have to stop twisting, you know,” she said, making her voice a shade huskier. “I appreciate that you’re careful, but…you can hurt me, a little.”
 

 
  Fingers glided up her neck, took her by the chin, tilted her face up. He wore the smug smirk of a man firmly convinced of his absolute control. “That so? Then is there something you want to
  
   ask
  
  for, my pretty little bitch?”
 

 
  Kheshiri bit her lower lip, then said in a bare whisper,
  
   “Hurt me.”
  
 

 
  He was on her like a pouncing wolf, then, and she played along flawlessly, suppressing the laugh that wanted to bubble up from her. Oh, so
  
   easy.
  
  Really, the man would be downright
  
   dull
  
  if she weren’t operating under such a massive handicap. It was the reliquary that made this game interesting, that and the extra spells he’d added to it. Getting out from under his thumb was going to be a
  
   long
  
  game at least, deliciously slow, determined by very careful attention to every detail. Oh, there was fun to be had, here. Still… Not as much as if he were actually
  
   smart.
  
 

 
  As he threw her forward over the table and positioned himself behind her, she came to a decision. There was just too much downtime involved in this game; she’d go mad if she played it straight, without something else to occupy her energies. This Principia… Kheshiri hadn’t managed to unearth any information about her on her various scouting trips—yet—but she knew from Shook’s own descriptions and stories that the elf was a manipulator. Somebody
  
   worth
  
  playing against.
 

 
  So be it, then—she could play two games at once. She was going to get rid of Shook, for the obvious reason that his ownership of her wasn’t acceptable, but before finishing with him, she’d at least help him attain his heart’s desire. Principia Locke would never know what hit her.
 

 
  This was going to be
  
   fun.
  
  Thinking on it meant she didn’t have to entirely fake her moans.
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  “Thanks, Horace,” Robin said, nodding to him as she squeezed past.
 

 
  “My pleasure, ma’am,” the slim bartender replied. His tremendous mustache all but hid his smile, but he had the kind of eyes the conveyed it very well on their own. He stood aside, gallantly holding the door to the pantry open for the students.
 

 
  “I don’t think we’re all gonna fit in there,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Won’t all be in here…” Robin’s voice from deep within the pantry trailed off, followed by a
  
   thunk
  
  and then the scrape of something heavy being moved. Then, slowly, the line of students began to shuffle forward.
 

 
  It was a narrow space and not very deep, lined by shelves which were sadly rather bare at the moment. A few jars of preserved vegetables, two hanging hams, bags of dried beans and rice and several other odds and ends remained—clearly not enough to support the Shady Lady’s population for long. Nobody commented as they filed past, and stepped one by one into the hole at the far end of the pantry, where one of the floor stones had been lifted to reveal a makeshift ladder of rusted steel bars driven into bedrock.
 

 
  This descended about ten feet into a tunnel, which ironically was more spacious than the pantry had been. There were no torches, but in the relatively small space, Fross’s white glow provided them ample light to see, not that there was much to look at. Once they were all down, Robin darted back up the ladder and pulled shut the hidden door, sealing them into the gloom.
 

 
  “Right,” she said, descending again and sliding through them to the head of the group. They were in a dead end; she began leading them down the only remaining path. “This way.”
 

 
  “Oh, really? That way?” Ruda snipped. “You sure you don’t want us to tunnel through the wall?”
 

 
  “You can try that if you really want. At least you’d be kept busy.” Robin was already vanishing into the darkness ahead, and didn’t turn to look at them when she spoke. They hastened to catch up, especially after Fross fluttered on to keep right behind the elf.
 

 
  “Joe is more aware of the situation in the elven grove than most of Sarasio’s residents,” she said as they walked. “He didn’t go into it because there is really not much to tell. Elves and humans alike are broadly divided into two camps: those who feel favorably toward the other race, and those who feel otherwise. There is a constant push and pull between them, with the bulk of the population falling somewhere in the middle…some apathetic, some prone simply to changing their minds. The only great difference is that while human political movements tend to be volatile by nature, elves… Well, we take the longer view. Most of the grove’s current population has seen entire human generations rise and fall. Dozens of such, in some cases. What seems like an apocalypse to the residents of Sarasio appears more like just another round of tomfoolery to us.”
 

 
  “Do you agree with that?” Toby asked.
 

 
  Robin shook her head without turning around. “I do not. That’s why I and a few others have been making use of this tunnel, and several like it. We bring food and supplies to the few secured spots in Sarasio.”
 

 
  “How many secure spots are there?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “In terms of permanent locations? Just the two, the Shady Lady and the other tavern. Joe is inclined to be modest: I assure you, the men guarding the Lady’s doors are not a deterrent to the White Riders. Even they don’t want to cross wands with the Sarasio Kid, however; most of them have
  
   seen
  
  him in action. The other meeting spot is likely to be full of armed, drunken townsmen at any time, and while the Riders could perhaps vanquish them if they struck in force, it would be a massacre. They are either reluctant to risk their numbers in a pitched battle or still holding to some code that disallows them to slaughter civilians in bulk.”
 

 
  “Maybe both?” Toby suggested.
 

 
  “Maybe.” She shrugged. “I can’t really say how they think. Any other safe spots are mobile and highly temporary. Some of us make an effort to keep an eye on things, look after the humans who deserve protection and won’t, for whatever reason, huddle up with the others. That’s very hard to do, however; as you saw above, my kind are not exactly welcome in Sarasio these days.”
 

 
  “I bet,” Gabriel said slowly, “that has an effect on how the elves feel about the town.”
 

 
  “That’s our problem in a nutshell,” she said, nodding. The tunnel began bending slowly to the right and climbing very slightly. “As yet, there are not enough elders in the grove who disapprove of having congress with humans that they can prohibit us. Their camp, however, has gained a great deal of favor in the last year. Even immortals who can remember many generations of human friends will tend to get their backs up when faced with a barrage of threats and insults. We sometimes have more pride than sense.”
 

 
  “That’s pretty much true of all intelligent races everywhere,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “So I have noticed. Here we are.” She came to a stop where the tunnel broadened into a roughly circular chamber, lined with dusty old wooden benches. A ladder was propped against one wall, leading up to a trapdoor in the ceiling. Robin darted up this like a squirrel, not causing the rickety thing to so much as shift, and paused with her head just below the portal. “Quiet, please, I need to be sure the other side is clear.”
 

 
  They stood there somewhat awkwardly, tense and uncomfortable. Even in the relatively broader chamber, there was scarcely room for everybody once they all made it in from the tunnel. Fross began to drift in slow circles around the perimeter of the room, casting shifting shadows across the walls.
 

 
  “Can you turn down that light?” Robin hissed. “I’m trying to listen.”
 

 
  The pixie came to a dead stop. “Uh. Why does that—”
 

 
  
   “Shh!”
  
 

 
  Fross chimed once in alarm and whizzed over behind Juniper to hide under her hair, plunging the chamber into blackness.
 

 
  This was alleviated seconds later when Robin pushed open the trapdoor and peeked out. “All clear,” she said, hoisting herself up. Ruda was the first to follow.
 

 
  One by one they emerged in the ruins of a barn whose roof had half-collapsed along the back. Once everybody was up, Robin carefully gathered up some of the moldy old straw that lay drifted against the walls and spread it over the trapdoor. Through the numerous gaps in the walls, they could get a general idea of their position: on the farthest outskirts of Sarasio, and not much more distant from the edge of the forest.
 

 
  “All right,” said Robin finally. “We’d best make this fairly quick; people don’t do much moving around these days, but we can’t be found here. You were seen going to the Lady, and the tunnel will be compromised if anyone puts this together. Arachne said you’re to have free reign, so…what’s your plan?”
 

 
  They glanced at each other uncertainly.
 

 
  “We must speak with all factions resistant to the White Riders,” said Shaeine. “Ultimately they will need to be knitted into a single unit.”
 

 
  “You’ll find
  
   that
  
  a tall order,” Robin noted.
 

 
  “Very likely, yeah,” said Toby, nodding. “But she’s right: that’s exactly what we’ll need to do. More beating up bad guys isn’t going to save this town: we need the people here to start being neighbors again.”
 

 
  “Nothing unites people like a common foe,” Trissiny added. “The Riders may have caused all this trouble, but they are also part of a solution.”
 

 
  “So you’ll want to talk to the elves
  
   and
  
  the townspeople?” Robin shook her head. “That’s going to take more time than I think you realize.”
 

 
  “We can split up, then,” Juniper suggested. She glanced around at the uncertain expressions this brought. “What? It’s a good idea!”
 

 
  “It’s… Actually, I think you’re probably right,” Trissiny agreed after a moment. “We don’t know
  
   what
  
  kind of timetable there is for the final dissolution of Sarasio, but people are actively suffering for every hour we waste. I don’t feel good about it, though. As a unit, we’re a match for the Riders and whoever else. I hate to leave people vulnerable.”
 

 
  “No more than two groups, then,” said Gabe, stroking his chin and frowning into the distance. “Any four of us should be plenty to handle themselves against whatever. In fact…yeah, that’s perfect. Me, Toby, Ruda and Trissiny can talk to the locals, the rest deal with the elves. Remember, these are simple frontier folk, and about half this group will either scare them or piss them off on sight, whereas Triss and Toby, at least, are Hands and have real authority. Ruda’s a pirate
  
   and
  
  a princess, so she’s awesome twice. I’ll just keep my mouth shut and that’ll be a good group to deal with them.”
 

 
  “You want to send a
  
   drow
  
  into an elven grove?” Robin raised her eyebrows. “Either she poisoned your dog or you Imperials do not play gently with your practical jokes.”
 

 
  “Shaeine’s actually a trained diplomat,” Teal pointed out.
 

 
  “Trained and accredited,” Shaeine added calmly. “I have credentials and official standing. And my family have managed to have civil, if not terribly productive, conversations with the elders of this particular grove in the last few years. I do not anticipate a problematic reaction to my presence.”
 

 
  “You’re a kudzu?” Robin asked in surprise. “Well…then yeah, I suppose that’d work.”
 

 
  “What’s a kudzu?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “A story for another time,” Shaeine said smoothly.
 

 
  “Not to be a complainer,” said Teal, “but how come you didn’t stick me in the human group?”
 

 
  “You speak elvish, right?” Gabe said, then winced. “And, uh…remember what I said about scaring or pissing people off?”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna flare up at them,” she said, exasperated. “I
  
   usually
  
  don’t. How many times have you even
  
   seen
  
  Vadrieny?”
 

 
  “It’s not that,” said Ruda with a broad grin. “Teal, you’re just about the nicest person there is, but a girl with short hair in boy’s clothes says ‘queer as an obsidian doubloon.’ Let’s
  
   not
  
  give the yokels a reason to get their backs up on sight, yeah?”
 

 
  Teal narrowed her mouth into a thin, unhappy line, but declined to comment further.
 

 
  “Having one obvious human in the group to approach the elders is a good idea,” said Robin. “Particularly if you seek to bring them into contact with more humans. Fross and especially Juniper will lend you credibility, as well. I will accompany those of you going into the town, then.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Trissiny frowned. “You’re not going to introduce the rest of them to the elves?”
 

 
  “Ironic as it may seem,” Robin said dryly, “my help will be more needed in town. The locals know me. Not only will you not
  
   find
  
  the right people without some guidance, you will never get them to talk to you unless introductions are made by a friendly face. Or, at least, a familiar one. The grove is another matter; they will not throw out visitors, particularly an exotic bunch such as you.”
 

 
  “Especially if we mention your name?” Juniper said.
 

 
  Robin shrugged. “That might or might not help. I’m not an important person in the tribe, but to my knowledge I have no enemies. If you appear to be in danger of being expelled, though, unlikely as that is, mention that you are Arachne’s students. Not unless it’s necessary, mind. That will ensure you are treated with a modicum of politeness, but it will
  
   not
  
  make you any friends.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Ruda said, shaking her head. “Even the other elves are scared of her.”
 

 
  “It’s more complicated than that, and not something we should get into now. Those of you coming into the town, come along.”
 

 
  “Wait!” said Fross. “How will we even
  
   find
  
  the elves?”
 

 
  Heading out the door of the old barn, Robin paused and grinned back at them over her shoulder. “You won’t. Just head into the trees. You will
  
   be
  
  found.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Your guests have departed, your Grace,” Price intoned, re-entering the dining room.
 

 
  “Oh, thank all the fucking gods in alphabetical order,” Darling groaned without looking up. He was resting his head in his hands, elbows on the table. It had only taken Price a few minutes to get everybody set up with their coats and politely escorted out. She had
  
   not
  
  approved of the host’s absence from this little ritual, but Darling’s patience had taken all the punishment it could stand, and he’d sat here, ripping through the file compiled by the Avenists on Principia. He would go over it in more detail later, of course. For now, all he knew for certain was that his active headaches had just multiplied exponentially. “Girls,” he said more calmly. “Kindly rejoin us.”
 

 
  It took a minute; they’d been upstairs. The elves, of course, didn’t make a sound as they re-entered the room, but Price cleared her throat at their arrival.
 

 
  Finally, Darling lifted his head and leaned back in his chair. “See what I mean?”
 

 
  “Yup,” said Flora.
 

 
  He nodded. “Right. Did you do as I asked?”
 

 
  “Once again,” Fauna said a little testily, “if any of them had been candidates, we’d have spotted them on our
  
   first
  
  pass.”
 

 
  “I remember,” he replied, scowling. “And I asked you to check them out specifically anyway. Did you or did you not?”
 

 
  “Of course we did,” she said. “And no, they don’t need killing. I wouldn’t describe
  
   any
  
  of those three as nice people. And frankly, I think we should kill Basra anyway on general principles.”
 

 
  “For the record!” Flora held up a finger. “I disagree.”
 

 
  Fauna rolled her eyes. “Right, well, anyhow…no, none of them meet the criteria you set. No shady business that can be linked to either Church or Wreath in any respect. Honestly, no shady business at all. The two women are career politicians,
  
   very
  
  careful to keep their own fingers clean, and Varanus…” She shook her head. “He’s actually a decent enough fellow, in his ass-backward way.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Darling rubbed his chin. “Mind going into a little detail on that?”
 

 
  “Well, there are some interesting facts,” said Flora. “You said you wanted anything remotely pertinent, right?”
 

 
  “Yes. Do go on.”
 

 
  “Okay, so… You know how the Guild sent you to the Bishopric because they wanted a loyal agent close to the Archpope? Well, the Avenists and the Izarites sent Basra and Branwen to get rid of them. Those two are
  
   not
  
  well liked in their own cults. They just aren’t very devout or much interested in the principles of their goddesses, but they’re
  
   good
  
  at what they do. Too good to be discarded, and too careful to do anything that deserves punishment. Neither faith takes the Church very seriously, so this is basically latrine-digging duty.”
 

 
  “Hm. And Andros?”
 

 
  “Andros…” Fauna twisted her lips in distaste. “Andros is a devout family man. His wives wear collars, call him ‘Sir’ and have to kneel to greet him, but…they’re there voluntarily. The younger one wasn’t even a member of the faith before she fell in love with him.
  
   He’s
  
  not into anything corrupt because he’s just not a corrupt
  
   person.
  
  He’s a true believer, like you. His religion is just fucking creepy, is all.”
 

 
  “And,” Flora added more grimly, “he is a Bishop because the Huntsmen are firmly behind the Archpope and he’s the best they could spare for Justinian’s work.”
 

 
  Darling frowned deeply. “Now
  
   that
  
  is fascinating. How certain are you of this intel? Where’d you get it?”
 

 
  “As certain as we are of anything,” said Fauna.
 

 
  “A combination of divinations and good old-fashioned listening at keyholes and rifling through people’s mail,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Excellent work. Fauna, I’m interested in this antipathy you have toward Basra.”
 

 
  The elf’s face drew into a taut expression of loathing. “She’s heartless.”
 

 
  “Well, yeah, she’s known to have a mean streak, but…”
 

 
  “No.
  
   No.”
  
  She shook her head emphatically. “I wasn’t just being descriptive…
  
   Anth’auwa.
  
  The word translates as ‘heartless.’ A person without compassion, remorse, without any
  
   connection
  
  to others. People are just…just objects to her. She plays the game well, but she cares about nothing.”
 

 
  Darling leaned forward, staring at her intently. “That’s a serious accusation, Fauna.
  
   Very
  
  serious.”
 

 
  “You know what I’m talking about, then?”
 

 
  “With regard to Basra in particular? Not as such. I’m familiar with the personality type, though; the Guild tends to attract them. Our whole credo is to live free.”
 

 
  “What does the Guild do with them?” Flora asked warily.
 

 
  “It’s one of the few matters for which we trouble the Big Guy,” he admitted. “Generally he wants us to solve our own damn problems, but… For something like this, the absolute certainty of a divine being’s perspective is necessary. Because if we
  
   know
  
  we’re dealing with one of those, they get a quiet knife across the throat. There’s just not much else you
  
   can
  
  do with them.”
 

 
  “Yes. Agreed.” Fauna nodded emphatically. “And
  
   that
  
  is why we need to kill Basra Syrinx. She cares about no one and has too much self-control to reveal herself. That is a
  
   bad
  
  combination.”
 

 
  “Again,” said Flora, frowning at her sister (Darling still thought of them thus for the sake of convenience, though he was fairly sure they weren’t), “I don’t agree. We do
  
   not
  
  have enough information to
  
   diagnose
  
  the woman. She’s deceitful and has a mean streak, yes, but…”
 

 
  “Divinations,” Fauna said stubbornly. “They don’t always show exactly what we ask for. They showed us Basra as a child. Torturing a cat with a knife.” She clamped her lips shut and swallowed heavily. “Children who do such things… It’s a warning sign.”
 

 
  “Flora’s right,” he said. “That’s not conclusive. But!” He held up a hand as she opened her mouth to argue. “I do respect your insight, Fauna. In addition to the solid information you’ve given me, this about Basra is very much worth knowing, whether or not she proves to be completely broken in the head. Even if she’s just a rotten bitch, it’s worthwhile to know how deep that rot goes. All right… How’re you doing on your list?”
 

 
  “We are running out of names,” Flora said. “The good news is the spirits are… Well,
  
   glutted.
  
  It does accumulate, we’ve tested; after all this slaughter they’re likely to be quiet for a year or more.”
 

 
  “That,” he said feelingly, “is very good to hear.”
 

 
  “Do you want us to start scouting for new names?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  “Hmm…” He stared accusingly at the sideboard for a long moment, eyes narrowed in thought. “How thorough were you the first time around?”
 

 
  “As much as we could be,” said Flora. “If you want to expand the list… We’re either going to have to broaden our criteria or start looking outside Tiraas.”
 

 
  “It’s doubly hard because we made it so obvious what the point was,” Fauna added. “The city is all but emptied of crooked clerics who’ve antagonized the Black Wreath. The ones
  
   we
  
  didn’t do for have seen which way the wind blows and gone to ground.”
 

 
  “Then no,” he said decisively, “don’t go fishing for new names, and
  
   especially
  
  don’t relax your standards. What matters is we’ve sent the message we meant to. If the killings stop as suddenly as they start, that’ll make it plain that the killers are still in control, operating on their own terms. It suggests they might come
  
   back
  
  at any time. Fading out, scraping for applicable targets…that just looks desperate. Weak.”
 

 
  The elves nodded in unison.
 

 
  “I’m gonna have other problems in the immediate future.” He picked up his still-clipped sheaf of papers with Basra’s list of the Empire’s most dangerous and heavily-armed loners. “Starting with these jokers. Once again, Justinian has us out beating the bushes to scare out the boars, and I still haven’t decided whether the point of this is to get us killed off, or because we’re actually the people he trusts to get the job done. The answer to
  
   that
  
  question will tell me a lot about what to do next, which is part of why I was so interested in some intelligence on my fellow Bishops. Basra and Andros, sure, I can see that. The Huntsman and the Legionnaire, they’re both good people to have in a fight. Me, even; thieves are known to be sly, and I’m known to be a good thief. It’s Branwen’s inclusion in the group that keep throwing me off. I am obviously
  
   missing
  
  something there.”
 

 
  “The redhead is an utterly useless piece of fluff,” Fauna said dismissively. “You should bone her, though, and have done with it. She’s into you, and not good for much else.”
 

 
  “While she
  
   does
  
  look like a cuddly armful,” Flora said with a grin, “I’m not sure I agree about her usefulness. She doesn’t have the same general
  
   kinds
  
  of talents as the rest of you, which does make all this harder to tease out. But she’s far from useless.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Darling raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Izarites are good at reading people,” Flora went on. “From there, as I understand it, what they’re supposed to do is help people find whatever answers they need to improve their own lives.”
 

 
  “I’ve never understood what that has to do with screwing everyone,” Fauna snorted.
 

 
  “They don’t screw
  
   everyone,”
  
  Darling said, smiling faintly. “You walk into a Temple of Izara and you’ll be given whatever it is your heart needs.
  
   Lots
  
  of people, maybe even most, end up getting laid, because the goddess of love seems to think everybody needs to.”
 

 
  “I think that’d be good for a lot of people,” Flora said, glancing at Price, who didn’t react.
 

 
  “Thin ice,” Fauna warned.
 

 
  “I was talking about Style.”
 

 
  “Sure you were.”
 

 
  “I’ve known a lot of people who have gone to an Izarite temple and
  
   not
  
  gotten what they wanted,” Darling went on, “but I have never talked to a single person who walked out disappointed with whatever it was they got. Izarites are good therapists, too, and just good people to talk to. I went to one when I was fifteen, looking to lose my virginity. A beautiful girl gave me a fantastic meal, two hours of good conversation and the best hug I’ve ever had, and I left happier than I could ever remember being.”
 

 
  “Aww,” they said in unison, beaming.
 

 
  Darling cleared his throat and straightened in his seat, wiping the reminiscent smile from his face. “Somehow, we’ve wandered off the subject of Branwen.”
 

 
  “Right, Branwen,” said Flora. “Branwen is good at getting people to
  
   do
  
  things. Her record suggests she does it for people’s own good, nudging and manipulating people in the direction of their own best interests, but…it makes the other Izarites nervous. They’re not into being that proactive with other people’s lives. Also, she’s kinda vain, which I understand is a pretty big sin over there.”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed the makeup,” said Fauna. “It’s subtle, but she’s the only Izarite I’ve ever seen who wears any.”
 

 
  “And that
  
   hair.
  
  Must take her an hour every morning.”
 

 
  “I bet she’s not even a redhead.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, she’d never get away with
  
   that.
  
  Can you imagine how many, heh,
  
   worshipers
  
  have been in a position to check?”
 

 
  “Pff, she shaves. You can tell; she’s the type.”
 

 
  “While this is some of the most entertaining of ignorant gossip I’ve ever been privileged to hear,” Darling said dryly, “it’s not helping us any.”
 

 
  “Right. Sorry.” For a wonder, Fauna actually looked somewhat contrite. “Anything you
  
   do
  
  need us to do?”
 

 
  He slid the list across the table to them. “Ladies, you belong on this list. The only reason you’re
  
   not
  
  on it is nobody knows you exist, and priority number one is keeping it that way. If anybody finds out I’m keeping headhunters in my house,
  
   all
  
  our asses are grass.”
 

 
  “Buuuut?” Flora prompted, grinning.
 

 
  “But.” He nodded. “My buddies and I are about to go poking these bears with inadequately long sticks, and there’s a distinct possibility that all this is set up for the express purpose of getting us killed. If that’s so, we’ll need to find a way to turn it around on the Archpope. If it’s
  
   not
  
  , we need to play along until the real game is revealed. Unfortunately, making the right choice here requires us to know what’s what…which we won’t know, in all likelihood, until we’ve made a choice, one way or the other.”
 

 
  “Tricky,” Fauna murmured.
 

 
  “Boy, is
  
   that
  
  putting it lightly. I need you two to be the aces up my sleeve, girls. Someone I can count on to meet these assholes on their own level if need be. The tricky part is going to be
  
   finding
  
  them, and having you in the vicinity without setting off alarm bells in anybody’s mind about how my maids are always following me around whenever something violent goes down.”
 

 
  “That’s not a concern,” Flora said dismissively. “If we don’t want our presence to be known, it won’t be.”
 

 
  “When dealing with the average run of clerics and Imperials, sure,” he agreed. “But against
  
   these
  
  guys? Can you play these games with, say, a dragon?”
 

 
  They glanced at each other, then at the floor. Their silence was answer enough.
 

 
  “Exactly,” he said. “So, first of all, we’ll want to do some gentler test runs, which will mean starting on any of these who are currently in the city. The group will be doing that anyway, so there’s nothing suspicious about it. Thing is…” He chuckled ruefully. “I have no idea how to begin going about that.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s easy,” said Fauna. “Mary the Crow is in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Flora said brightly. “She hangs around our favorite pastry stand!”
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  The forest was like another world entirely. Rather than grasses, the ground was covered with a thick, springy moss, where it wasn’t interrupted by bursts of flowers, bushes and spreads of leafy ground plants. Trees rose all around, their bark an almost reddish brown, the lowest branches several times a human’s height above. They created the illusion of a cathedral, almost, a soaring space bordered by graceful columns. Only a relatively few yards into the forest, the intervening shade of branches and obstructing stands of underbrush almost totally cut off the outside world; the flat prairie might as well have been the fading memory of a dream. Here, even the light was green, and the air filled with birdsong and the earthy smell of moss.
 

 
  “I thought I knew the beauty of nature at home,” Shaeine murmured, interrupting the quiet of their walk. “In the sun caverns, and in my House’s garden, lit by sunstones. Then I came to the surface world and saw how much vaster, more vibrant plant life is under the true sun. But even the prairie seems nothing compared to this. I wonder what glories are there in the world that I’ve never thought to dream of?”
 

 
  “Nature
  
   is
  
  variety,” Juniper said. Contrary to her frenetic performance in the University greenhouse, and in other places where they had encountered plant life, she seemed almost half asleep, gazing languidly about as they strolled deeper into the woods. “Not all forms of life thrive, or even survive. It’s violent…brutal. They’re all beautiful, though, in their way. Alone, and especially in connection. The web is intricate, and life is different in every place.”
 

 
  “I have to say I feel a little foolish,” Teal admitted. “Here I’m supposed to be the bard, and nothing I can add beats you two for poetry. I’m kinda stuck on ‘flower pretty, tree big.’”
 

 
  Shaeine smiled at her. “There’s a purity in such stark observations. Remind me to introduce you to Narisian poetry when we are back home.”
 

 
  “I will.”
 

 
  “How deep do we have to go to meet elves?” Fross wondered.
 

 
  “Oh, there’s a guy who’s been stalking us since we passed under the trees,” Juniper said blithely. “Don’t worry about it, he’ll say hello when he wants to. You can’t rush elves.”
 

 
  Teal came to a stop, glancing around warily. Shaeine stepped up next to her, calm as always but with a pointedness to her expression that hadn’t been there before.
 

 
  “You didn’t have to spoil my fun,” a voice complained, and then an elf materialized out of a bush. He was dressed much as Robin had been, in shades of green and brown, though the dyed patterns on his vest and leggings were purely abstract, obviously meant as camouflage rather than decoration. They certainly worked at that, blending into the shrubbery behind him even now, though how he had hidden his pale skin and long golden hair was an open question.
 

 
  “Aw, sorry,” Juniper said, grinning. “Some other time we could play a nice long game, but we actually wanted to speak with your tribe.”
 

 
  “It is, of course, an honor to host you, Juniper,” he said gallantly, bowing.
 

 
  “You know him?” Teal said in surprise.
 

 
  “Nope!” the dryad replied brightly.
 

 
  “I’ve not had the pleasure before,” the elf said, his expression much more cool as he settled his gaze on her. “But we know of all the dryads, of course. It is curious that Juniper has left the Deep Wild; Naiya keeps the younger ones close to her.”
 

 
  “We’re classmates! I’m Fross! It’s nice to meet you! Wow, this place is really pretty, it must be wonderful living here!”
 

 
  “Fross,” he said gravely, nodding to her. “Such an interesting group. Dryad, pixie, human, and…” He trailed off, staring flatly at Shaeine. “You.”
 

 
  “I am Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion,” she said, bowing. “It is my honor to be a guest in your grove, cousin.” There was a subtle emphasis to the last word; the elf’s eyebrow twitched as she spoke it.
 

 
  “A kudzu, I should have known,” he said. “Well, that means I shouldn’t kill you, I suppose. Is that a good thing or a bad?”
 

 
  “Oh, you wouldn’t be killing her anyway,” Juniper said earnestly. “Shaeine’s my friend. I’d pretty much rip you in half if you tried. And that always feels like such a waste, y’know? There’s just no
  
   point
  
  in killing elves. They take forever to grow, there’s hardly any meat and what there is is all lean and stringy. It seems wasteful. I hate that.”
 

 
  “Then it’s a good thing,” he said gravely. “I certainly would not want to distress you.”
 

 
  “No, you really wouldn’t want to do that,” Juniper said breezily.
 

 
  “I’m Teal Falconer,” said the bard with a slightly tense smile. “Which makes me the second to last person here to give a name.”
 

 
  “Oh?” His answering smile was equally tense. “I imagine you’re accustomed to being a person of importance in other company, Miss Falconer. Be assured, your surname carries no weight
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “I’m, uh, actually pretty surprised you’ve even heard of my surname. We don’t sell a lot of carriages to elven groves.”
 

 
  “Ooh! Maybe he has a lot of human friends!” Fross buzzed in an excited circle, apparently not noticing the way the elf’s expression hardened.
 

 
  “Let me guess,” he said. “You’ll be a group of Thaulwi’s foundlings, come to try to cajole the elders?”
 

 
  “What’s a Thaulwi?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “It’s a songbird. Dark feathers, with a distinctive red patch on the breast.”
 

 
  “Oh!” said Teal. “You mean a robin—oh. Right.”
 

 
  “I thought so.” The elf took a step back, his patterned clothing beginning to fade into the green shadows behind him. “I suppose I could go ask the elders if they want to talk to you. Or perhaps you would find a few hours spent wandering in the woods instructive.”
 

 
  “You’re being mean,” Juniper said, frowning.
 

 
  “More to the point, he is being an ass.”
 

 
  The new voice came from directly above; even as they craned their necks to look, another elf dropped from the thick branch hanging over them, landing almost soundlessly on the moss in their midst. This one hadn’t made even an attempt at camouflage; she wore a loose blouse and trousers in silvery white, the latter tucked into snug moccasins, with a tight black vest embroidered in patterns of gold and red leaves.
 

 
  “I’m Thassli,” she said, bowing with a sardonic grin. “This is Fraen, and for the record, he’s just trying to show dominance by giving you a hard time. I gather he’s been chewing the wrong kind of leaves if he thinks it’s a good idea to play that game with a dryad.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t
  
   actually
  
  going to turn them away,” Fraen said testily.
 

 
  “Welcome to our grove, daughter of Naiya,” Thassli said, ignoring him. “It’s a rare honor; none of your sisters have been through the area in many seasons. Welcome, daughter of Ashaele. I suspect whatever you’re here for is going to make a lot of dignified people very upset, which makes you aces in my book.”
 

 
  Shaeine met her grin with a polite bow. “I very much fear that I shall not disappoint, despite my best efforts.”
 

 
  “As a point of curiosity, did my sister actually send you here? I gather your well-groomed friend here,” she nodded to Teal, “recognized her Tanglish moniker, but actually sending a human
  
   into
  
  the grove is a new one even for her.”
 

 
  “We have met Robin, yes,” Shaeine said smoothly. “Last we saw her she was introducing some of our friends to the townsfolk. She did not attempt to stop us from entering the forest, though in my opinion she didn’t seem excited about our plans to visit.”
 

 
  “Feh, she’s never excited about anything,” Thassli said dismissively.
 

 
  “Wow, you’re Robin’s sister?” Fross exclaimed. “It’s a small world! And a small forest. Well, even smaller. By definition. Obviously.”
 

 
  “I think some tribes address each other as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ by custom,” Teal said. “Correct me if I’m wrong, though. I don’t know how you guys do things around here.”
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” Thassli said gravely. “Thaulwi is my sister in the sense of being a fellow member of the tribe, of our extended family. Also, by a strange coincidence, we have the same parents. It’s funny how the surly, unfriendly one is so fond of humans and
  
   tauhanwe
  
  and outsiders in general, while the upbeat, outgoing one is
  
   less
  
  sanguine about people who behave like children as a cultural imperative, except with weapons.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Teal muttered. “Hint taken.”
 

 
  “So, you want to see the elders?” Thassli went on, not responding to her.
 

 
  “Yes, thank you,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Then so you shall. Right this way.” Sketching a mocking bow in their direction, she took off into the shadows of the forest at a languid pace, the visitors falling into step behind her. Fraen waited till they had passed before settling in at the rear of the group.
 

 
  “So,” Teal said after a quiet few minutes, as it seemed their guides weren’t about to start a conversation. “That’s the second time I’ve heard you called a kudzu. Is that, uh, some kind of racial epithet?”
 

 
  “Nothing so harsh,” Shaeine replied with a faint smile. “And it refers to my family, specifically, not my race. It could be fairly described as an epithet, though I like to think there is a certain wry fondness behind it.”
 

 
  “Kudzu is a crawling vine,” Thassli said from ahead. “Attractive, has a pleasing smell, and renders several alchemically useful reagents. It also grows at an absolutely phenomenal rate and is incredibly durable, all but impossible to kill off if you miss so much as a fragment of the root. If left unchecked, it can choke whole forests. I have seen abandoned human towns completely smothered under kudzu.”
 

 
  “I’m…not sure I see the resemblance,” Teal said carefully.
 

 
  “When my people entered into the treaty with the Empire, the Queen determined that we must undergo a fundamental change in the way we relate to
  
   all
  
  the races on the surface. My family being the diplomatic branch of Tar’naris, much of this work has fallen to House Awarrion. Making headway with the dwarves has been slow and difficult; they blame us in part for their current economic woes, and several of the dwarven kingdoms have actually declared war.”
 

 
  “Wait, you’re at
  
   war
  
  with the dwarves?!”
 

 
  “They have
  
   declared
  
  war,” Shaeine said, smiling. “To
  
   prosecute
  
  war, they would have to either cross many miles of Imperial territory overland, or tunnel through multiple Underworld enclaves of Scyllithene drow who would like nothing better than for someone to bore then a convenient hole into the dwarven caverns. The hostilities are effectively limited to the dwarves refusing to speak with the emissaries we send to sue for peace. They have hosted them quite generously while keeping them waiting, however. It cannot be said that the dwarves are anything less than civilized. We have had much greater success overall, however, in approaching our surface-dwelling cousins.”
 

 
  Fraen snorted loudly, Thassli actually laughed. “They just won’t
  
   quit,”
  
  she said, grinning at them over her shoulder. “You no sooner chase out an Awarrion than another one comes visiting. We’ve had a party of them
  
   camp
  
  at the edge of the forest for weeks, trying to flag down passing adventurers to carry gifts into the grove. Sadly for them, humans are even more leery of drow than we are.”
 

 
  “Persistence pays off,” Shaeine said serenely. “In a mere ten years we have worn down virtually
  
   all
  
  the forest tribes from attacking us on sight to permitting our emissaries to approach. They still refuse to conduct any official correspondence, but my mother is confident that with time and continued goodwill—”
 

 
  “I’ve always thought kudzu was an inappropriate metaphor,” Fraen said from behind. “Some kind of invasive fungus, perhaps?”
 

 
  “Oh, stick a plum in it, Fraen,” Thassli said dismissively. “If you want to be passive-aggressive, do that, but don’t be churlish in front of the diplomats. It just makes us look bad.”
 

 
  “Well, forgive me for having an opinion,” he said, raising his voice slightly. “I get a little worked up when we’re leading a human and a
  
   drow
  
  right into the grove.”
 

 
  “He’s very young, yes?” Shaeine said.
 

 
  
   “Very.”
  
  Thassli glanced back at her again, smiling. “I think of him like a puppy.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Fraen demanded.
 

 
  “You lack subtlety,” Shaeine said to him. “I’m certain your tribemates were aware of our approach already; all your warning accomplished was to let me know we are within earshot.”
 

 
  “Which I let you do because it
  
   doesn’t matter,”
  
  Thassli added firmly. “There is no subterfuge going on here; we’re taking visitors to see the elders. If this
  
   were
  
  some kind of sensitive operation, I wouldn’t have kept
  
   you
  
  along.”
 

 
  Fraen subsided into a sulk.
 

 
  “Juniper? Where are you going?” Thassli asked when the dryad peeled off to splash across a creek.
 

 
  “Um, to the grove?” she said, looking back and pointing in the direction she’d been heading. “Where the elves are?”
 

 
  “That’s where I’m leading you,” Thassli said patiently. “This way?”
 

 
  “Um, no, they’re over here.” Juniper pointed more insistently. “Elves smell
  
   really
  
  distinctive. Even in an elven forest like this, it’s not hard at all to tell where the settlement is. Are you lost, maybe?” She tilted her head curiously. “Were you trying to get
  
   us
  
  lost? ‘Cos I’ve gotta tell you, that would be really silly.”
 

 
  “Good thing there’s no subterfuge going on,” Teal muttered.
 

 
  “It is a very common thing to disguise the approach to one’s home when escorting visitors of uncertain intention,” Shaeine said soothingly. “Don’t be rude, Juniper; they have a right to their security.”
 

 
  “Oh…gosh, I’m sorry.” Juniper splashed back across the creek toward them. “My fault, I just didn’t think. Okay, we can walk in circles in the woods a while longer; it’s a
  
   very
  
  pretty forest. Just, not too long, please? We
  
   do
  
  need to get on with our business.”
 

 
  Thassli stared at her in silence for a moment, then burst out laughing. “Well! And that is what happens when I start to think I’m clever. Perhaps I’ll actually learn the lesson this time. Ah, well, no point in it now, is there? Let’s go upstream a bit, though. There’s an easier place to cross.” She smiled a little too broadly at Teal. “I know how humans wilt when you get them wet.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well, what a complete waste of a morning
  
   that
  
  was,” Ruda groused.
 

 
  “It wasn’t wasted,” Toby said thoughtfully. He wore a slight frown of concentration. “We walked into a complex situation we didn’t understand; obviously, our first round of meetings would be spent getting a handle on things.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Well, now we’ve got our fucking handle, and I think I may have spotted our problem.” Ruda savagely kicked a rock; it went sailing down the road ahead, clattering off the side of a farmhouse in need of repainting. “These bastards all
  
   hate
  
  each other.”
 

 
  “Told you,” Robin said noncommittally.
 

 
  “They don’t, though,” said Gabriel. He, too, was frowning in thought, mirroring Toby. “We’ve talked to seven families, that’s not everybody in town, obviously.”
 

 
  “They’re the big movers and shakers,” said Robin. “Before the Riders came and all this went down, they were the closest thing the town had to political factions, below the level of the Sheriff and his cronies. Even now they’re the ones who matter. Everyone else who’ll be willing to take any action will be looking to one of those men for a lead.”
 

 
  “Right.” He nodded. “And they don’t
  
   all
  
  hate each other. It’s just that several of them hate each other specifically, and most of the rest have complex relationships, and all of them have their own extended family stuff to deal with, and all this is complicated by the fact that the town is besieged, terrorized and basically starving.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Ruda deadpanned. “That’s just fucking great. Thanks for chiming in, Gabe, before you explained all that I was afraid this was gonna be
  
   hard.”
  
 

 
  “My point is,” Toby said patiently, “this was a preliminary. We know who we’re dealing with, now; we’ve got a general sense of what the tensions are.”
 

 
  “They were a
  
   lot
  
  of tensions,” Gabriel admitted. “Uh, I don’t suppose anybody was taking notes? I’m not positive I’m gonna remember…”
 

 
  “I will,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “I can spell it all out for you anyway,” Robin offered. “Probably more logically than you’ll get it from any of the men themselves.”
 

 
  “And once we have that,” said Toby, “we can start negotiations. Diplomacy. I really wish there was a way to be sure we could get Shaeine into this without upsetting anybody. She’s much better at it than I am, but treaty or no, I don’t expect the folks around here will react well to meeting a drow.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is the problem,” said Trissiny. “We have a starting point for what’s sure to be a long, involved process. We do not have
  
   time
  
  for this. The town is falling apart
  
   now,
  
  and there’s no telling how long we’ve got till the Empire reacts to all this. In my opinion we are already pushing that deadline. These men and their petty vendettas are going to be their own death.”
 

 
  “These are the issues they’ve lived with for years,” Toby said gently. “None of it seems petty to
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, please.” She glared ahead, setting her feet down with more force than was necessary on each step. “Did you
  
   hear
  
  the things they were upset about? This man’s son eloped with that one’s daughter a generation ago. A dispute over a border fence; a dispute over ownership of a
  
   cow.
  
  Two housewives who got in a public brawl over who stole whose mincemeat pie recipe. Those are just the ones that stuck in my mind.”
 

 
  “I’m with Shiny Boots here,” said Ruda. “I am just about out of patience with these assholes. Seriously, all of this is small-town bullshit, most of it’s from
  
   years
  
  ago. And they’re all still so fucking worked up about it, half of ’em were about ready to pick up their wands and round up a posse to go lynch their neighbors.”
 

 
  “And
  
   all
  
  of this,” Trissiny concluded grimly, “while their town is a
  
   war zone.
  
  How can so many people be so utterly devoid of basic common
  
   sense?!”
  
 

 
  “But that’s exactly it,” said Toby. “The situation has kept everyone tense, armed and afraid, prevented them from talking to each other. It’s not talking things out that causes little offenses to escalate to deep tensions, and then to violence.”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Gabriel mused. “They did seem like rather petty grievances. But… Usually, if you give people a common enemy, you’ve got a ready-made way to bind them together. Did you hear the way those guys all talked? They were all for standing up to the Riders, but they know they don’t have the strength to do it alone, and they balked at siding with other families they have a feud with. It…
  
   smells
  
  wrong.”
 

 
  “I still say it makes sense,” said Toby. “I mean, what common enemy do they have? The Riders are guerrilla fighters; their identities are kept secret, their meeting places are secret, they might as well be wraiths. They rule through
  
   fear.
  
  When fear is the enemy, reason is the first victim.”
 

 
  “Very pithy,” said Robin, grinning. “I’ll have to remember that one.”
 

 
  “What I meant is,” Gabriel went on, “maybe the Riders are doing something, or did something, to play on these tensions? It’d be a tidy way of preventing any resistance from organizing. That, and working up hatred against the elves.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” said Ruda with a frown. “And since nobody knows who they are…they’re probably folks who can move around the town openly with their hoods off. Fuck, why did I think of that sooner?”
 

 
  “I’ve thought of it,” said Robin. “As have others. It makes little difference, though, how all this came to be. As Trissiny pointed out, we no longer have the luxury of time to engage in this maneuvering. This knot must be
  
   cut
  
  through, soon. Somehow.”
 

 
  “Horses,” Gabriel said suddenly, frowning. “The Riders actually ride horses, right? It’s not just a euphemism?”
 

 
  “They ride, yes,” Robin replied.
 

 
  “Okay, well…how many horses can there be in a town this size? Hasn’t anybody figured out who was on whose horse? Even if the
  
   men
  
  are masked, surely somebody must’ve recognized one of the animals.”
 

 
  “No luck,” she said, shaking her head. “In the beginning they only struck at night and didn’t let anybody get a good look. They’ve gotten bolder, but by this point they’re using mounts stolen from the rich families that were the first ones killed. Probably stabling them at one of the old properties, too.”
 

 
  “Shit.”
 

 
  “It was a good thought, though,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “Hm, what if we tracked them to this stable?”
 

 
  “Then we’re right back where we started, Ruda,” Trissiny said wearily. “Yes, if we can get these Riders to face off with us, we can almost certainly take them…but that is beside the point. What we need to do is unite the town against them. And as for that… The more I see of these people, the more I think it’s not possible. Honestly, I’m starting to question whether they even deserve the help.”
 

 
  “That’s not like you,” Toby said quietly.
 

 
  “It’s pretty much like me,” she replied, not meeting his eyes. “I find it hard to have patience for people who bury their heads in foolishness when their whole world is coming apart around them. But…it’s not a thought worthy of the Hand of Avei.” She heaved a deep sigh.
 

 
  “We’ve just gotta change the situation, then,” said Gabriel. “We’ve got the ready-made enemy to hold up as a target. We just need to…
  
   engineer
  
  a scenario where they’re not all scared of the boogeymen and are inspired to fight
  
   back.”
  
 

 
  “Hmf. Yeah, maybe that’d do it,” Ruda said. “Any ideas?”
 

 
  “Um.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Me either.”
 

 
  Abruptly, Robin stiffened. “Only three. Stand your ground.” As swiftly as a fleeing squirrel, she shot across the road, vaulted over a dilapidated picket fence and vanished into a tiny patch of scraggly bushes that seemed hardly big enough to conceal her.
 

 
  The four of them had another few seconds to be confused before they could hear the hoofbeats.
 

 
  They were on one of the outer roads of the town, lined on one side by intermittent structures that were mostly abandoned, and on the other by the backs of houses. All four drew together as the first White Riders they had seen wheeled around the corner ahead and galloped toward them. The outfits were definitely impressive, white cloaks with the hoods up and masks covering the lowers parts of their faces, over loose white robes. They were windblown and dusty, however, and doubtless got that way minutes after being put on in this prairie town. Compared to Imperial or Avenist soldiers, the three men were not much to look at. Bearing down on them on horseback, though, they made a solid impression.
 

 
  Light flared up around Toby and Trissiny; Gabriel hissed in pain and stumbled backward away from them. Ruda unsheathed her sword but didn’t take a step, leaving the two paladins in the forefront of the group.
 

 
  The Riders came to a stop far closer than was safe, horses prancing restlessly.
 

 
  “Leave,” said the one in the middle. The voice was terribly wrong, echoing cavernously and with a hissing resonance like the wind through the tallgrass. However cheap their theatrics, a little enchantment could go a long way if one knew how to use it properly. Nobody would ever place that voice as belonging to a human being, much less one they knew.
 

 
  “Perhaps we can talk—”
 

 
  
   “Leave,”
  
  the lead Rider repeated, cutting Toby off. “This town doesn’t need your help. It’s no place for you. Go back where you came from.”
 

 
  “No.” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  All three Riders raised their wands.
 

 
  “Oh, fuck this,” Ruda snorted, and stabbed Gabriel in the foot with her rapier.
 

 
  He let out a shriek of pure surprise and pain, his face twisting—then twisting further, hardening into defensive ridges of bone protecting his eyes, which suddenly went coal black and faintly reflective.
 

 
  The horses screamed in panic, wheeling about despite the imprecations of their riders; the one in the lead reared, nearly unseating its master and almost falling over before it managed to get turned and moving. All three dashed away back where they had come, one nearly falling out of his saddle, all of them flailing without success to get their mounts back under control.
 

 
  “Stay here,” Trissiny said curtly, running two steps past them and vaulting into Arjen’s saddle.
 

 
  “What the f—where the
  
   fuck
  
  did that thing come from?!” Ruda squawked, stumbling backward and incidentally yanking the sword out of Gabriel’s foot, prompting another yowl from him. “Where did she—did she have that fucking horse on the
  
   Rail?!”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   stabbed
  
  me!” Gabriel shouted. He was clutching at his head with both hands, hopping about on one foot.
 

 
  “Oh, you’re fine, y’big baby. We’ll have Shaeine heal you up when she gets back and you’ll be good as new.”
 

 
  
   “Why the fuck did you stab me!”
  
  he roared directly in her face. Ruda didn’t back away, but gripped her sword tighter. His eyes were still bottomless pits of darkness.
 

 
  “Gabriel.” Toby turned from watching Trissiny, who had already galloped out of sight. “You’re getting angry. Nobody likes you when you’re angry.”
 

 
  Gabriel glanced at him, breathing heavily through clenched teeth. Slowly, with visible effort, he forced himself to relax. He closed his eyes, taking deeper, slower breaths while the armor plates on his cheeks and forehead melted back into the skin; when he opened them again, they looked fully human.
 

 
  “All right,” he said more calmly. “Let me rephrase that. Ruda, dear classmate and colleague, why the
  
   fuck
  
  did you
  
   fucking stab me?”
  
 

 
  “Well, it’s something,” Toby muttered.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” she said, sounding sincere but in no way remorseful. “Tactics, though. This house behind us is smoking from the chimney; there are
  
   people
  
  in there. If shooting started, there’d be bystanders hit. Had to scare ’em off and they didn’t look too impressed by Trissiny’s sword.”
 

 
  “And that leads by what circuitous logic to you
  
   fucking stabbing me?!”
  
 

 
  “Animals don’t like demons,” she explained, grinning. “And horses are jumpy beasts at the best of times. I figured, we show them a bit of your inner monster, and they’d take the decision out of the Riders’ hands. Went off perfectly, by the way. Don’t everybody thank me at once.”
 

 
  “That
  
   really
  
  hurts,” he complained, still holding his injured foot off the ground. “How the fuck did that even break the skin?! Did you have your sword blessed?”
 

 
  “If it was blessed, you’d be burning,” said Toby. “Mithril is a natural magic-blocker. That’s why it’s so valuable; that sword could cut through a dragon’s scales, too.”
 

 
  “Stab,” Ruda clarified. “It’d
  
   stab
  
  through a dragon’s hide. Rapier’s not a slashing weapon.”
 

 
  “Okay, well, forgive me, but I’m still kind of hung up on the part where you
  
   fucking stabbed me!”
  
 

 
  “So I noticed,” she said dryly. “Look, I
  
   am
  
  sorry, but I needed to upset you spontaneously. I figured that was more reliable than going off on a spiel about how your mother’s a whore.”
 

 
  “My mother is a hethelax demon, you lunatic!”
 

 
  “Oh. Really? I’d always assumed… Well, my mistake.” She grinned broadly. “A spiel about how your
  
   father’s
  
  a whore.”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Toby said firmly. “Enough.”
 

 
  “Man, you ruined my
  
   shoe,”
  
  Gabriel said petulantly. “I
  
   like
  
  these shoes.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, I will
  
   buy
  
  you new shoes, just for being a good sport.”
 

 
  “I am not a good sport! I’m whining and bitching and carrying on and I intend to
  
   keep
  
  doing it!”
 

 
  Toby turned his back on them, staring in the direction Trissiny had gone, his face creased with worry.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Arjen was a draft horse, not built for speed; but then, he wasn’t just a horse. Despite the lead the Riders had, and the extra time they’d had to sort themselves out and turn their mounts’ panic into a controlled retreat, Trissiny was gaining on them. At least until, a few minutes after they had left the town behind, Arjen suddenly skidded to a stop.
 

 
  “What?” she demanded. “What are you doing?!
  
   After
  
  them!”
 

 
  He twisted his head around and gave her a look.
 

 
  Up ahead, the three Riders also stopped, wheeling their mounts around to prance back and forth—not the behavior of fugitives fleeing a dangerous enemy. Trissiny glanced around, quickly taking in the scene.
 

 
  Between her and them, the path narrowed into a small pass between two little hillocks, each crowned with a small thicket of trees. Plenty of space to hide armed men in each, and a good spot to rig a trap. It was still too open for a proper ambush, but with modern weapons, they wouldn’t need to enclose her fully.
 

 
  “I see it too,” she said softly. “Thank you, Arjen. Good work.” She patted his neck and he whickered softly, lowering his head to stare at their foes and pawing at the ground with one massive hoof.
 

 
  A golden sphere of light sparked around them as it was struck by a lightning bolt, then a second. It was reflexive, now. In hindsight, Trissiny understood how she had used so much divine magic against the centaurs without burning herself out; elves could carry and channel
  
   huge
  
  amounts of energy. She probably couldn’t match a full elf, but her capacity was clearly high enough to make a significant difference. Blocking the wandshots barely even registered.
 

 
  “What’s wrong, paladin?” called the lead rider in his eerie, magically enhanced voice. “Lost your nerve?”
 

 
  Goddess, they weren’t even being subtle about it. How had these amateurs managed to suborn the
  
   entire
  
  town so completely?
 

 
  Trissiny considered her options. She could probably withstand whatever they had waiting, to judge by the way their wands were making no impression on her shield, but charging into a trap of unknown nature was deeply foolhardy. She could easily go
  
   around
  
  the hillocks; the forest was too thick on one side but there was plenty of open prairie on the other. That would take precious moments, however, and they’d flee as soon as she started. She’d lose them for sure; they knew this land, and she didn’t.
 

 
  She could, of course, retreat, and it seemed to be the logical option anyway. This wasn’t the time or the place for a confrontation. But there was more to war than tactics and strategies; symbolic victories counted, and Trissiny now realized she had been maneuvered into this place for exactly that reason. If the Hand of Avei backed down from them, the White Riders would gain untold credibility and tighten their grip on the town without shedding a drop of blood.
 

 
  The leader sat his horse patiently, watching her, but the other two wheeled their mounts back and forth, whooping and hollering. Daring her.
 

 
  Trissiny nudged Arjen forward, taking him around in a wide arc to approach the gap from an angle. The Riders’ shouting rose in pitch and they mirrored her approach, wands up and aiming.
 

 
  She drew back her arm and, with all her strength, hurled her sword at them.
 

 
  The blade arced through the air, spinning end over end, and struck the earth equidistant between them, sticking upright out of the soil directly between the two little hills. Trissiny continued her wide arc, wheeling around again to regard the Riders from a greater distance.
 

 
  Yipping and hollering in triumph, one of them galloped forward straight at the sword, leaning far to the right out of his saddle. It was an impressive display of horsemanship; held in place only by one foot in a stirrup and a hand on his saddle horn, he swept his other arm out, low enough he could have dragged his fingers along the ground.
 

 
  The leader shouted a warning in his creepy voice, but too late.
 

 
  The Rider closed his fingers around the hilt of Trissiny’s sword.
 

 
  The world dissolved in light.
 

 
  It wasn’t a bolt so much as a tower of lightning, a single shaft of blinding energy like a bar of solid moonlight, burning with the intensity of a furnace. For one fiery instant it connected the sword with the sky above.
 

 
  The horse, now riderless and screaming in panic, went galloping away across the prairie, leaving behind the blackened and still smoking corpse of a White Rider, lying beside the sword stuck upright in the ground.
 

 
  Both the remaining Riders spun their mounts and took off as fast as they could move.
 

 
  Trissiny sat in her saddle and watched them go. When she finally nudged Arjen forward, leaning down to retrieve her sword, there came not a peep from either hillock, and she didn’t bother investigating them. Sheathing her weapon, she turned her steed and headed back for the town.
 

 
  Behind her, the fallen Rider continued to smoke.
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  It was almost odd to find the Guild’s counting room full of accountants. During his tenure as Boss, of course, Sweet had seen this sight many times, but more recently he’d only been down here to meet with Tricks and/or Style about matters that weren’t for general consumption, and the counting room made an excellent spot due to the passive enchantments on the space which ruled out any attempts at eavesdropping. Not that anyone was likely to try eavesdropping on the Guild’s leadership, but thieves did not succeed in life by skipping obvious precautions.
 

 
  Now, the rows of desks were occupied by men and women, most of them younger and a lot still apprentices. The majority of the accounting staff were there for the dual reasons that they provided the Guild with free labor, and their sponsors found this an excellent way to teach apprentices to handle money properly—a surprisingly important skill, which few people outside the merchant and banking guilds and the cult of Vernisalle bothered to learn. Some few, though, were number people by inclination and made this their whole career with the Guild.
 

 
  It was to the foremost of these that Sweet made a beeline upon entering.
 

 
  “Odds!” he called, grinning. Three nearby number-crunchers started violently, one dropping his pen; a few others gave him irritated looks. “Sorry,” he added contritely in a lower voice.
 

 
  “Hey, Sweet,” said the master of the counting room, waving. “What brings you to my lair?”
 

 
  Where many Guild members went out of their way to look as little like what they were as possible, Odds might as well have been an artist’s conception of the chief numbers man for a guild of thieves. Short, slight, dark-skinned and clean-shaven—even on top of his head—he wore round spectacles and a stylish, tailored suit. The avuncular look was ruined by a yellow silk tie embroidered with purple and scarlet diamonds, tucked into a waistcoat of the same screamingly insane pattern and held steady by a gaudy, bejeweled tie pin. He also carried an entirely useless cane of polished dark wood, topped by an enormous faceted crystal.
 

 
  “Wonder if I could have a word with you in private,” Sweet said, holding up the thick folder he carried. “In the record room?”
 

 
  Odds raised his eyebrows, but shrugged. “Sure, I can spare you a few minutes. Stay on task, people.” Rapping his knuckles on one of the desks in passing, he strolled over to the far wall and pulled aside a tapestry, revealing a hidden door. He ducked inside, followed by Sweet, and shut it behind them, sealing off the soft but busy sounds of the accountants at work.
 

 
  “Do they normally throw a party when your back is turned?”
 

 
  “Not nearly often enough,” Odds grunted. “Some of those kids I have to deal with act like they’re in freakin’ Hell. I would
  
   take
  
  a hit to the operation’s efficiency if I could just get those number monkeys to enjoy their jobs a bit more. But no, as soon as I get somebody who’s got an actual
  
   gift
  
  for the work, they get shipped off to head up the financial operations in another Guild post the gods know where. What’d you need, Sweet?”
 

 
  They were in a smaller, irregularly lit room lined with file cabinets. One of the fairy lamps had gone dark, and another was flickering; this place evidently didn’t see much upkeep.
 

 
  “Want you to have a look at this,” Sweet said, handing him the folder, “and then I’d like to check it against our own files.”
 

 
  “Ah, Prin,” Odds chuckled, accepting it and noting the name on the cover. “World’s perkiest butt attached to a personality like a malicious honey badger who thinks she’s funny.”
 

 
  “You’ve met her?”
 

 
  “Once,” the accountant said distractedly. “It was enough. More’n one reason I was glad to see her walk away…” He trailed off, frowning at what he was reading, and Sweet held his own silence to let him.
 

 
  Odds was a fast reader, unsurprisingly. He made it about halfway through the stack of papers in a couple of minutes before lifting his head. “I’m just gonna assume the rest of this is more of the same. Or is there a surprise toward the end?”
 

 
  “It’s all like that,” Sweet said, shaking his head. “What do you make of it?”
 

 
  “It’s bullshit,” Odds said without hesitation. “Anyone pulling off this stuff would be making more dough than the Boss, easily. Prin’s a low-end performer. Or rather, she
  
   was
  
  before she got put on guard duty in Last Rock. Since then she’s been
  
   drawing
  
  a salary, not doing jobs and contributing tithes. Not a big one, either.”
 

 
  “And you don’t think she could be embezzling?”
 

 
  “Sweet, did you
  
   read
  
  this thing? This is like the adventures of Foxpaw and Eserion himself if they lived in a more exciting world than this one. No, even apart from the fact that this is a crazy pile of fiction, you
  
   don’t
  
  skip your tithes. That never goes unnoticed.”
 

 
  Sweet grunted. “And yet, Style tries to shake me down for skimping every time I set foot in here…”
 

 
  “Style tries to mug me for lunch money three times a week, despite drawing a salary that’d buy her into the lower nobility if she wanted. That’s what happens when you keep one of the world’s best leg-breakers cooped up in here on administrative work. Seriously, though, you steal from the Guild, the Big Guy himself notices. It doesn’t fucking
  
   work.
  
  Where’d you get this pile of lies?”
 

 
  “It’s a copy of the file the Sisters of Avei have on Principia.”
 

 
  Impossible as it seemed, Odds’s eyebrows rose even higher. “Now just why in the
  
   hell
  
  do the Sisters have a file on Prin?” Notably, he didn’t seem curious how Sweet had acquired such a thing.
 

 
  “You probably haven’t heard, but Prin has a daughter. Just turned eighteen.”
 

 
  “I hadn’t heard that, no. Sort of wish I
  
   still
  
  hadn’t. It’s a frightening thought.”
 

 
  “No kidding, especially considering that Principia’s daughter is the new Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  Odds stared at him for a moment.
 

 
  “Seriously?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid so.”
 

 
  He shook his head. “You ever get the feeling the gods are just fucking with us?”
 

 
  “Only when I’m awake,” Sweet said dryly. “Anyway, that is why the Sisters have been making note of Prin’s exploits; they’re worried about her corrupting the girl, I think. So these
  
   aren’t
  
  lies; this is operational data used by the world’s most established military force. Either they know something—a whole hell of a lot of somethings—that we don’t, or for some reason they mistakenly
  
   think
  
  Principia’s been doing all this.”
 

 
  “All right, well…” Odds looked around, scratching the back of his neck with the head of his cane. “I agree, that’s worth looking into, seeing how dramatically it fails to add up. And you’ve got the rank and clearance, so I guess we better crack open Prin’s file.”
 

 
  He crossed over to one wall, tracing a finger along labels. “Let’s see, these are currently active agents…. Enforcers, special ops, cats, cutters, informants… Con artists, here we go.” He tugged open a long drawer and began paging through the dusty files therein.
 

 
  “You keep a separate category for the
  
   type
  
  of work a person does?” Sweet asked with interest. “That’s crazy. A lot of our people don’t
  
   have
  
  just one specialty.”
 

 
  Odds spared him an annoyed glance. “See, this is why I was glad when you got kicked over to the Church. You never took an
  
   interest
  
  in this stuff, Sweet. I’d try to explain our methods and your eyes’d just glaze. Tricks, now, he makes sure to know how everything works. Yeah, some folks’re into more than one basket of fruit, so it can take a while to figure out which section they’re filed under. Specially since different people are in charge of each category and aren’t permitted to compare notes.”
 

 
  “What?” Sweet boggled at him. “Odds, this is the filing system of the
  
   damned.
  
  Never mind being able to
  
   find
  
  anything in here, what the hell is keeping everyone honest?”
 

 
  “We have a
  
   god
  
  to do that,” Odds replied, glancing up at him again, this time with amusement. “Like I was saying earlier, you don’t steal from the Thieves’ Guild. Nobody who tries it is after money; that’d be stupid. Some, though, get a bug up their butts about something or other the Boss does and thinks they’re going to stick it to us. Every time somebody tries, the Big Guy lets the Boss know who to call down for it.”
 

 
  “That…never happened while I was Boss,” Sweet said, frowning. “Shit. Was I so bad he didn’t want to talk to me?”
 

 
  “Nah,” Odds said distractedly. “Tricks is an operations guy; you’re a
  
   people
  
  guy. He may run a more profitable Guild, but he doesn’t have your knack for keeping everybody happy.”
 

 
  Sweet narrowed his eyes. “How much more profitable?”
 

 
  “Solid fifteen percent, across the board.”
 

 
  “Are you fucking—”
 

 
  “Here we go!” Odds straightened up, pulling out a file. “Locke, Principia. Let’s see what you’ve been up to, darlin’…” He laid the file open atop the others filling the drawer, paging through it. “Pretty skimpy. Yeah, this is all stuff we knew about. It’s not a
  
   fraction
  
  of what the Avenist file claims. Let’s see, narrowing it to the last twenty years… Yeah, there’s that one big job, the blackmail thing. Heh, she actually got herself pregnant for that? Now that’s dedication to the craft. Also explains where the kid comes from, I guess. But the rest of this is small time hustling. The Sisters’ records are full of
  
   epic
  
  stuff. Look at this last entry, they claim she posed as an elvish shaman to enter the house of a dwarven smith clan whose heir had a rare wasting disease. Then stole a bejeweled mithril rapier,
  
   then
  
  traded that to the king of the Punaji for freedom for a friend of hers who was going to be executed for trying to rob his vaults… And disappeared before the dwarves figured out she’d poisoned their boy in the first place.” He paused for breath. “You could make a novel out of that one alone. The Sisters have a
  
   seriously
  
  exaggerated idea of what Prin’s capable of.”
 

 
  Sweet sighed softly. “So…is there
  
   any
  
  chance they’re right about any of this?”
 

 
  “Just a second,” Odds mumbled, frowning. He now had both files open and was leafing through them, back and forth. “I dunno… It
  
   is
  
  fishy. They’ve got notes on a lot of the little stuff, too, the same things
  
   we
  
  have records of. Some of ’em they missed, I guess they haven’t managed to follow her around all the time. It’s crazy, though. If Prin was pulling small jobs
  
   and
  
  big ones and only reporting the small… Well, that’s classic embezzlement, and the Big Guy would call her down for it. Nothing like that’s happened.”
 

 
  “Hm. You’ve been doing this for years, Odds, trust your instincts. Does
  
   anything
  
  about those files jump out at you as suspicious?”
 

 
  Odds chewed his lower lip for a moment. “I’d have to go over ’em in a lot more detail, build a comparison chart… Huh, it is kinda strange about the name.”
 

 
  “Name?”
 

 
  “Locke, Principia.” The tapped the name scrawled on the Guild file with one long forefinger. “They’re supposed to have all relevant nomenclature right there on the front. It should have her tag, too, but it’s just last name, first name. Probably only means somebody was in a hurry when they filled this out, or it was a new kid doing it. Only thing that leaps off the page at me as out of place, though.”
 

 
  A prickle ran down Sweet’s spine. “Hm… Check under K.”
 

 
  “Under K?” Odds frowned at him. “What am I looking for under K?”
 

 
  “Keys. It’s her tag.”
 

 
  “You think she has
  
   two
  
  files?” Odds squinted thoughtfully into the distance for a moment, then shrugged. “I dunno what that would explain, but it’s not impossible, I guess. Yeah, gimme a minute.” He lifted the thick Avenist file off the drawer and began rooting through the pages several inches up from where he’d found Principia’s Guild file. After only a few moments, he suddenly stopped. “Well, as I live and breathe. Here we are, under Keys.”
 

 
  Sweet crowded in closer as he pulled out the new file and laid it open atop the other. “Let’s see… Yeah. This is more little odd jobs of the kind she’s known for, but also… Also a couple of bigger ones.” Odds’s frown deepened. “Set herself up as a money launderer for some non-Guild group, stole their entire haul from a stagecoach robbery and then arranged for them to get nailed by the Sisters while she made off with the gold. Here, joined an adventuring party to loot an abandoned old Avenist temple…once again, turned on the group, set them up for the Sisters to nab. This time, she actually made an offering to Avei at another temple, gave
  
   back
  
  all the treasure. Which explains how she managed not to get on that goddess’s shit list. Paid the tithe to the Big Guy, though, apparently out of her own pocket.” He raised his eyes to meet Sweet’s. “Both of those are in the Avenists’ file, too.”
 

 
  Sweet rubbed his chin, frowning in thought. “…where’s P?”
 

 
  “Excuse me? You need to go? You know where it is.”
 

 
  “What are you, nine years old?” Sweet scowled at him. “P, the
  
   letter
  
  P. In the
  
   filing system.”
  
 

 
  “Oh! Right. Next drawer up.”
 

 
  “Watch your fingers,” he said, pulling the indicated drawer open and beginning to shuffle through its contents. Odds barely managed to snatch the open folders from the top of the one they’d been working on, muttering a curse. “Also, why in hell’s name is the alphabet arranged in ascending order here?”
 

 
  “Well, ex-Boss, there are characteristics of our system that suit the unique needs of the Guild, some that encourage snoopers to get themselves lost, and some that are just out-of-touch fuckery perpetrated by our forefathers, some of whom clearly couldn’t spell. Like I said, we don’t have to worry about embezzlement around here. We mostly worry about people having too much access to other people’s info. A corrupt accountant some decades back
  
   actually
  
  dug into this for blackmail material. That’s why we keep different people assigned to different divisions, so nobody has access to everybody’s records.”
 

 
  Sweet stopped suddenly. “Odds…look at this.”
 

 
  Odds leaned in, peering at the indicated file. “Principia Locke. Holy monkey fuck, she has
  
   three?
  
  And why the hell is it under her
  
   first
  
  name? Even
  
   our
  
  system isn’t that obtuse.”
 

 
  “Probably to keep it away from the other two so nobody noticed…” He pulled the file loose, set it atop the open drawer, but then suddenly stopped, frowning.
 

 
  “Problem?” Odds asked.
 

 
  Abandoning the third file, Sweet took a step to his right, patting another filing cabinet. “What’s in here?”
 

 
  “That one? Those are records for the enforcers.”
 

 
  “Good.” He pulled open the drawer which corresponded to the one in the con artist cabinet containing the letters K and L.
 

 
  “Sweet, what are you doing? I didn’t bring you here so you could rummage around in everybody’s records. If Keys is an enforcer, I’m the Empress.”
 

 
  “You’d look smashing in a ball gown,” Sweet said distractedly.
 

 
  “Nah, I don’t have the ankles for it. Hems this season are just too high. That’s the moral decay of our culture for you.”
 

 
  “I refuse to ask how you know that.”
 

 
  “And maybe that’s your problem, buddy. If you took an interest in fashion, perhaps you wouldn’t walk around looking like an unmade bed. And that’s
  
   after
  
  that Butler of yours works on you.”
 

 
  “Locke.” Sweet yanked out a file. “Principia Locke.”
 

 
  Odds stared. “She’s in the enforcer cabinet?” he finally said softly.
  
   “Why?”
  
 

 
  Sweet stepped back into the center of the room, holding Principia’s enforcer file. He turned in a slow circle, studying the rows upon rows of file cabinets. “Odds, my man, I think we’ve got some serious digging to do. We may wanna call the Boss in here.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “All right, Sweet, let’s hear it,” Tricks said grimly, stepping into the record room. Style entered on his heels, tugging the door shut behind her. Today she was in some kind of maroon military uniform (belonging to no army that actually existed), bedecked with huge golden epaulettes, braided piping and a ludicrous number of shiny medals.
 

 
  “Ah, you’ve had a chance to look over our little gift from the Avenists, I see,” Sweet said cheerfully, noting the thick file in Tricks’s hand.
 

 
  “Yeah, and for future reference, if you want to get my attention you can just send over the jaw-dropping evidence in the
  
   first
  
  place,” the Boss said sourly, “instead of wasting time sending imperious demands via messenger.”
 

 
  “Well, someone’s in a mood.”
 

 
  “No more’n usual,” Style muttered.
 

 
  “You’ll have to forgive me,” said Tricks, scowling. “I’m never
  
   not
  
  ass-deep in administrative bullshit these days, and
  
   this
  
  was a shock my delicate constitution didn’t need. Exactly how the hell did you get your hands on the Sisterhood’s records? Surely you didn’t manage to impress Rouvad
  
   that
  
  much.”
 

 
  “No, this came to me by the same phenomenon which is the undoing of all really great cons.”
 

 
  Tricks raised an eyebrow. “Sheer bloody happenstance?”
 

 
  “Bingo.” Sweet nodded. “Justinian has us looking into independent operatives who might be behind the cleric murders; he had Basra get into the Sisterhood’s records and draw up a list of everyone in the Empire who’s a free agent too powerful to be ignored. Imagine my amazement when
  
   Prin
  
  turned up on the roster. Basra let me keep that copy, and here we are.”
 

 
  “Here we are,” Tricks repeated grimly. “You’re telling me this stack of fairy tales is accurate?”
 

 
  “That and more,” said Odds from behind. Sweet moved out of the way, allowing Tricks and Style a clearer view of the accountant. He had pulled a folding table out of the corner in which it had been stashed and was sorting through stacks and stacks of files—all of them carrying some variant of Principia’s name. “They didn’t catch everything. I’ve confirmed each of these jobs from the reports she submitted herself. She’s reported and paid tithes on quite a few pieces of work that
  
   aren’t
  
  mentioned in the Sisters’ notes. Not more than one or two were in any single file, and they’re cushioned with smaller jobs, the kind that make her look like strictly small potatoes.”
 

 
  “What do you mean, any single file?” Style demanded. “Everybody’s supposed to have
  
   one
  
  file of listed jobs. How the hell many does Locke have?”
 

 
  “At least thirty-eight,” Odds said solemnly.
 

 
  “What?” She gaped at him. “What the buttfucking
  
   what?!”
  
 

 
  “At least three under each classification of agent,” Sweet clarified. “Filed under first name, last name and tag. She may have others that we haven’t thought to check for.”
 

 
  “How,” Tricks asked quietly, “is that remotely possible?”
 

 
  “It’s actually pretty easy,” Odds admitted. “She’d just have to know the names of everybody who handles the files, and send in different reports marked to each of them specifically. Privacy protocols mean they won’t compare notes. Lots of our people do this, for various reasons, mostly having to do with wanting some kind of special treatment from somebody they’ve buttered up. This way nobody has any notion of the volume or
  
   quality
  
  of the jobs she’s been doing.”
 

 
  “How in fuck’s name did we not know this was going on, but the motherfucking
  
   Sisters of Avei
  
  did?!” Style demanded, snatching the file from Tricks and furiously paging through it.
 

 
  “That much, at least, I can understand,” Tricks said slowly. “Running a con on someone has little to do with how smart they are; if they’re dumb enough, you pretty much don’t even need to con them. It’s all about finding out what people expect to see, and then showing them that. So they don’t look beyond it to what’s really there.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Sweet said, nodding. “Prin’s spent decades making sure nobody wants to be around her by being an aggravating pest whenever anybody is. She pisses off Guild members left and right, turns in reports and tithes for piddly little jobs, so naturally her reputation is as an underperforming bitch. Not even worth keeping track of. So we
  
   weren’t
  
  keeping track of her, but the Avenists
  
   were.”
  
 

 
  “I guess it wouldn’t be necessary for her to throw them off,” Odds commented. “The Guild and the Sisterhood don’t exactly sit down for tea and conversation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it was just dumb chance that set me onto this track,” Sweet admitted. “She moves around a lot, does her little cover jobs in the cities where the Guild has a presence, then heads out to do the big stuff in relative isolation. Assuming we didn’t compare notes with the Sisters was safe; they dislike us almost as much as they do the Black Wreath. If it weren’t for a serial killer in Tiraas and Justinian’s twisty, underhanded response to it, we’d never have found this out.”
 

 
  “I’ve put together a sort of map,” Odds added. “She’s been slowly migrating up and down the continent for over a century. With this big a territory to work and her lifespan, she can set the proper pace, rob a place fucking dry and move on to the next, and by the time she’s back where she started there’s basically a whole different generation of people living there. It’s…brilliant.”
 

 
  “What is she even
  
   doing?”
  
  Style asked, clenching both hands on the file until the thick cardboard binding crackled in protest. “Is this embezzlement?”
 

 
  “No,” said Odds, shaking his head, “it’s pretty much the opposite of that. Anti-embezzlement. She’s set all this up to make sure the Big Guy always gets his cut of every job she does. In fact, several of these she didn’t even profit from, and paid the tithe out of her own funds. But with her records spread across all these files, nobody notices just how effective a thief she is. She fulfills all her responsibilities and dodges the credit.”
 

 
  
   “Why?!”
  
 

 
  “Isn’t it obvious?” Tricks sounded almost weary. “If you’re too good, you get promoted. Be honest, Style, do you enjoy working here in the casino more than you did being out there cracking heads? I’m run ragged most of the time, and Sweet looks and acts a
  
   lot
  
  healthier since he got moved from his desk job to being back in circulation in the city. Prin, apparently, is another like us; she wants to be out there doing the work, not in here running the Guild.” Gently, he took the folder back from her. “And with a record like this, plus an indefinite lifespan? There’s no way she could’ve dodged a promotion. An immortal master thief would be the perfect Boss.”
 

 
  “But she always pays her tithes,” Sweet said softly. “Always. And we know enough of her movements to know she’s not spending this money on herself. I mean, Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  she has to have pulled in more than the average noble House’s treasury in a given year, but you’d never know it from her lifestyle.”
 

 
  “All but the last three years,” Odds added. “It stops since she went to Last Rock. Apparently she really has been sitting on her hands out there.”
 

 
  “What the fuck is she buying, then?” Style exclaimed.
 

 
  “You’re missing the point,” Sweet said, shaking his head. “It’s not about the money. It’s about the
  
   work,
  
  about our purpose in life
  
   .
  
  She steals to test her skills and humble the powerful, not to enrich herself.”
 

 
  “She’s faithful. A true believer,” said Tricks. “Hell, apparently a model Eserite.”
 

 
  “Well…fuck.” Style drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “I feel increasingly shitty about us sending an apparent rapist to ride her tail.”
 

 
  Sweet and Tricks cringed in unison.
 

 
  Odds’s eyebrows shot up. “We did
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Obviously, this changes the whole tone of the matter with her and Thumper,” said Sweet.
 

 
  Tricks nodded. “You’ve got that damn right. We may be looking at the best, truest Eserite alive, here. No way she’d have turned on the Guild after
  
   centuries
  
  of this kind of faithful service without seeking personal advancement—unless she was driven to it. Specifically, in this case, by my stupid mistake.”
 

 
  “Mistakes,” said Style. “There’s a plural there.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” he said acidly.
 

 
  “Got your back,” she replied, grinning, then sobered quickly. “So…what do we
  
   do
  
  about this?”
 

 
  “First thing’s first.” Tricks stepped forward and gently laid the folder down along with the other files on Odds’s makeshift desk. “Sweet, burn this. Odds, you put the rest of those right back where they were, let her continue on as she has been. I’m calling a Hush on this whole thing. None of you ever breathes a word of it to anyone. Forget you even know of it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I
  
   know
  
  what a fucking Hush is,” Style said sardonically.
 

 
  “It’s for rhetorical effect,” Sweet said, grinning. “The man knows how to give a speech. Let him work.”
 

 
  “This is a fucking
  
   masterpiece,”
  
  Tricks said solemnly. “The con to end all cons, perpetuated on the very people who ought to have known better. This is the highest practice of our craft I’ve ever seen, heard of or imagined. I would sooner take a sledgehammer to the bicentennial stained glass gallery in the Cathedral than mess this thing up for her. It’s a work of art, a thing of
  
   beauty.
  
  We’re gonna leave it alone. Got it?”
 

 
  Odds nodded; Style grunted affirmatively. “Agreed,” said Sweet.
 

 
  “More immediately,” Tricks said, then sighed. He turned away from the table and began pacing; the cramped space didn’t give him much room to do so, and he had to turn around every four steps. “Obviously, I’m no longer seriously entertaining the notion that Prin’s a traitor. Consider that warrant canceled. Style, put out the word to all your enforcers, everywhere: the hunt is off. Prin is considered a member in good standing; she’s welcome to come home safely, at any time.”
 

 
  “No…no. Overcompensating.” Sweet shook his head emphatically. “That says something has
  
   changed.
  
  If you want to protect her secrets, it’s gotta be more subtle.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Style said pointedly, “but you do
  
   not
  
  get to bark orders around here anymore,
  
   ex-
  
  Boss.”
 

 
  “Right,” he said, chagrined. “Sorry. This is why I shouldn’t take apprentices; I get used to ordering people around and it goes right to my head.”
 

 
  “He’s right, though,” said Tricks. “And the day I refuse to listen to advice from my top people is the day you need a new Boss. Mind the tone, though, Sweet. You do that in front of the rank-and-file and I’ll have you cutting purse strings in Glass Alley for a week.”
 

 
  Sweet stood at attention and saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!”
 

 
  “Can I hit him?” Style asked. “Pretty please?”
 

 
  “Heel, girl.” Tricks shook his head. “And back on subject, yes, it’d blow Prin’s operation if we reveal we know about it. And…well, she’s still a person of interest, isn’t she? We need to debrief her about all this business, even if she’s not in trouble. All right, this is what you tell your enforcers: She’s not wanted or suspected of any offense against the Guild, but if seen she’s to be ordered to return here to report. They don’t force her, but make it clear it’s not a request.”
 

 
  “Got it. And if she refuses that not-a-request, which we both fucking know she’s gonna do?”
 

 
  
   “Then
  
  she’ll be wanted for an infraction against the Guild, albeit a much more minor one than we’ve been discussing, and we’ll deal with that.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t assume she’ll bolt, though,” Sweet said ruminatively. “She has too much invested in the Guild. A little reassurance that we’re not gonna nail her ears to the wall may be all it takes to bring her home.”
 

 
  “Right, well, just for your information my people haven’t even
  
   seen
  
  her,” said Style. “Anywhere. In weeks. All this is well and good, but we don’t know where the fuck she
  
   is.”
  
 

 
  “Or doing what,” Odds remarked, already busily replacing Principia’s various files in their proper cabinets. “If she’s getting back to the Big Guy’s business, though, I bet she sends in a report and a tithe as expected.”
 

 
  “And that leaves the
  
   other
  
  party implicated in this brouhaha,” Sweet pointed out, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  Tricks sighed, his expression grim. “Yeah. Style, tell your enforcers this as well: I want Thumper’s ass back here
  
   yesterday.
  
  This goes beyond needing his perspective on the matter. The fuckery he’s apparently been up to is going to make us all look bad in the
  
   best
  
  case scenario, and we all know better than to count on that being the scenario that happens. If he’s ignoring orders to return, then he’s to be considered fugitive. Collar him and bring him home. Alive…” He scowled. “Or whatever’s convenient.”
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  “Thou art welcome to the hospitality of our grove,” Elder Shiraki intoned. “Verily, thy visit ignites a fire of joy within the hearts of all who dwell herein. And yet, so seldom do thy kind partake of this hospitality. I sense that thou hast come to us, as have so many before thee, seeking the aid of the immortal elves.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Fross breathed. “The way you speak…it’s so
  
   pretty!
  
  It’s like a poem!”
 

 
  The elf smiled at her and bowed from the waist. Somehow, this didn’t disturb the golden flows of his hair, which were draped over his shoulders and trailing to the ground behind him in a way that suggested accidental placement but was just too perfect to have occurred without help.
 

 
  “He’s only doing that to be difficult,” said Elder Sheyann with a sardonic half-smile. “It’s a statement that he’s far too important to bother keeping up with human trends. Languages
  
   don’t
  
  evolve that fast, and Tanglish isn’t hard to keep on top of.”
 

 
  “You’re not supposed to end a sentence with a preposition,” the pixie noted.
 

 
  “Fross,” Shaeine said firmly. “Please don’t correct the elders.”
 

 
  “On the contrary, this is how we stay abreast of the flow of the world.” If anything, Sheyann’s smile grew.
 

 
  “Let it nowhere be said that those of this grove turned away from the wisdom of the fae folk,” added Shiraki. He seemed much less amused, though it was hard to tell. The Elders had a gravitas, a
  
   stillness
  
  about them that made them difficult to read, even when they emoted deliberately.
 

 
  The elves certainly did not lack hospitality, though several of those who had interacted with the visitors showed the same standoffishness as Thassli and Fraen. Nobody was outright rude, but there were a thousand subtle ways to slip into a conversation hints that they weren’t interested in getting to know humans. That attitude was far from universal, however, and of the dozens of elves crowding around the meeting area in which they were being hosted, quite a few seemed intrigued and delighted to meet Teal. Juniper was universally a celebrity; very few of them appeared willing to warm up to Shaeine. It made for a tricky social space to navigate.
 

 
  The grove itself was a ring of enormous trees surrounding a wide glade. A stream, not broad but brisk and evidently deep, entered from the north and had been diverted into two channels which completely encircled the central meeting area, rejoining at the southern edge of the grove and departing back into the forest. Like everything else here, the stream gave the impression of great age; it had cut deeply into the ground through which it ran, and now mossy overhanging lips of stone protruded over the rushing waters. Bonfires built atop rough, ancient-looking stone slabs were positioned equally around the inner side of the stream, bathing the seating area in the middle in orange light, but despite that and the climate of the surrounding prairie, it wasn’t hot.
 

 
  The actual homes of the elves were outward and up, woven into the branches of the trees themselves. The trees in the grove proper were absolutely massive, greater in diameter than the height of a human and rising impossible distances; the common area in the center of the glade was not small, but surrounded by those giant sentinels, it felt like a tiny island. Steps spiraled around many of the trunks, apparently grown outward from the wood itself. Some elvish residences had apparently been built into the trunks themselves, to judge by little doors appearing here and there, but the majority were constructed of wood, balancing on branches and systems of bridges. They were unpretentious in design, but beautiful, their proportions graceful and highly polished surfaces contrasting pleasingly with the rough bark and deep foliage surrounding them. The same design ethic showed in the wooden bridges which spanned the creek at intervals, and the low tables which dotted the central meeting area.
 

 
  The welcome of the elves involved a meal, but a rather eclectic one, taken sitting cross-legged on the ground around low tables. Shaeine nibbled politely at the handful of fruit that had been arrayed before her; Juniper had been handed a haunch of deer. Literally, a raw leg off a deer, uncooked and apparently quite fresh. She had tucked in with enthusiasm, which resulted in a ghastly amount of blood dripping down her face and onto her chest. Though the elves were clearly acquainted with the habits of dryads, to have served her thus, even they seemed put off by the spectacle. Teal had been served baked beans and cornbread on a dented tin plate, and was trying to decide whether this was an honest effort at accommodating her or some kind of jab at humans.
 

 
  “You see truly, Elder,” Shaeine said politely, setting down an oblong yellow fruit in a thick peel that she hadn’t figured out how to open. “We would not presume to trouble the peace of your grove except at need.”
 

 
  “How very refreshing,” Sheyann noted, sipping her tea, “to meet an Awarrion who would not presume to trouble the peace of our grove.”
 

 
  “Elder Sheyann speaks truly,” said Shiraki, his expression solemn. His long, lean face sported a small goatee, the only facial hair on any of the elves present, even among the other elders. “Thy family oft comes bearing gifts and pleasing words, seeking to curry our favor. Never have I heard one of thy breed ask aid of us. Verily, thy company pardons many a shortcoming, yet we dare not lay down our vigilance lightly.”
 

 
  “I must make a clarification,” said Shaeine, “with apologies for not having done so in the first place. My friends and I are here as visitors and free agents; I do not represent my House or Tar’naris. To my knowledge, none of my people are aware of my presence here.”
 

 
  “That may be fair news or ill,” Shiraki said, nodding. “Speak thy piece, child of the dark, and we shall decide.”
 

 
  In their stillness was an absolute mastery of nuance. Sheyann merely sipped her tea, somehow conveying both a shrug and an eyeroll. Teal watched her in such fascination that she nearly missed Shaeine’s reply.
 

 
  “We have recently come from the town of Sarasio, which as you likely know, is in a dire situation. It is our intention to help the residents as best we can, and hopefully find a resolution to their troubles. To do this without the aid of the neighboring elves would seem brash…and, in frankness, unlikely to succeed.”
 

 
  A stir ran through the assembled elves, dying down as Sheyann swept a cool gaze around the clearing. “Then you have stepped into an established discussion,” the elder said, returning her calm stare to Shaeine. “We are in the process of deciding whether the matter warrants our attention.”
 

 
  “It is hardly up for debate,” said Shiraki, giving her a cool look. “Did we stir ourselves from our lives each time the humans upset themselves, never would we have a moment to attend our own affairs. The suggestions of a paltry few younglings do not hint at division within the grove.”
 

 
  “I do not consider any of our people ‘paltry,’ Shiraki,” Sheyann replied with weary reproof, “nor dismiss their concerns out of hand. Neither the elders nor the tribe as a whole have raised a quorum of voices proposing to intervene in Sarasio. The tribe, thus, does not move. This does
  
   not
  
  mean the views of the minority are without merit.”
 

 
  “Merit they may have, but the fact is as thou hast spoken: our course does not stray. The humans must, as always, attend to their own problems, or fail in the trying.”
 

 
  “But surely
  
   some
  
  of the townsfolk are friends of yours,” Teal protested. The expressions of several nearby elves hinted that she was right, while others regarded her with veiled hostility. Most held themselves carefully aloof. “Don’t you care about them at all?”
 

 
  “That may be, though such attachments are concerns of individuals, not of the tribe. Yet our relationships with humans must always come at a price. Tell me, child, hast thou ever had a pet?”
 

 
  “Shiraki, that is enough,” Sheyann said firmly.
 

 
  “I’ve had pets, yes,” Teal said, frowning. “I don’t see what that has to do with it…”
 

 
  “It’s a metaphor,” Juniper supplied, wiping blood from her chin. “Kind of an old one, actually; it pops up pretty often if you talk with the immortal races. I’ve heard it from my sisters. Basically, you can get attached to a person with a shorter lifespan, but you always know they’re going to die soon, so don’t get
  
   too
  
  attached.”
 

 
  “Oh, wow,” said Fross. “That is
  
   really
  
  condescending.”
 

 
  “Fross,” Shaeine warned.
 

 
  “What? It is!
  
   We’ve
  
  been perfectly nice, here. There’s no reason to call us
  
   pets.
  
  It’s just rude!”
 

 
  “It is pretty condescending, yeah,” Juniper agreed. “Honestly I’d have expected a lot more courtesy from an elder of a grove.”
 

 
  “You are not alone in that,” Sheyann said wryly.
 

 
  “I ask thy pardon if my frankness hath wrought offense,” Shiraki said in a stiff tone that belied his apology. “Look, if thou canst, through elven eyes. Condescending as our view may be, it is nonetheless
  
   ours.
  
  Year by year, we watch the generations of humankind rise and fall like the grasses of the field. Wherefore should we invest our hearts and energies into their care?”
 

 
  “You will note, Shiraki,” Sheyann said, “that the validity of your perspective was not questioned, but only your manners in mentioning it. Be mindful that the tribe’s hospitality is represented here, and let us not insult guests we have invited to sup.”
 

 
  “I feel like it’s sort of beside the issue, anyhow,” Teal said somewhat hastily. “So the tribe as a whole doesn’t wish to get involved, that’s quite all right, we can respect that. We know
  
   some
  
  of your people care enough to act, though. Elves have been supplying food to refugees in the bordello.”
 

 
  Another soft ripple of reaction flowed through the surrounding crowd, and Teal glanced around somewhat nervously.
 

 
  “We do not presume to dictate the actions of each member of the tribe, so long as those bring no danger nor harm down upon us all,” said Shiraki. “Those who choose to sprinkle water on the forest fire may do so; their time is their own to waste. We elders intercede only ere they burn themselves.”
 

 
  “If I may ask,” Shaeine said respectfully, “what restrictions have been placed on the movements of tribe members within the town?”
 

 
  “To date, none,” Sheyann said before Shiraki could reply. Five other elves had been introduced as elders, but they remained as silent as the rest of the tribe, watching the conversation. It was clear that the two elders who bothered to participate represented two factions of opinion…but beyond that, the politics of this group were opaque to the outsiders. “There is a somewhat delicate dance being carried out, there. Certain of our number have, as you say, rendered aid to their friends in Sarasio. As the tribe as a whole has withdrawn, they have been increasingly careful not to risk crossing any possible line. Should the elders deem it necessary to forbid their efforts…that would be that.”
 

 
  “Okay…what about this,” Teal said carefully, shifting. She was unaccustomed to the position, and her legs were rapidly stiffening. “As it is, the elves helping out in town are being careful to stay safe and stay out of it. I understand you must be concerned for their welfare, but… I really think the best help they could offer doesn’t necessarily put them at risk. It would mean the world to the townsfolk to see a little
  
   solidarity.
  
  Most of them are basically trapped in their homes right now, or in small groups where there’s some safety. The White Riders can only intimidate a town that size into submission by keeping people afraid and separated; if somebody were to help
  
   rally
  
  the—”
 

 
  “Thy suggestion treads upon dangerous ground,” Shiraki warned. “I tell thee true, ere any of this tribe involve themselves in the politics of that blighted human settlement I will bend my efforts to forbidding
  
   all
  
  contact. Far too often have I seen groups of mankind destroy themselves, and all in their purview. I will
  
   not
  
  watch as my people are caught up in their insanity.”
 

 
  “Your whole plan is really to just sit in this grove and wait for everything to blow over?” Juniper tilted her head. She had finished eating and was busy cleaning herself off with a damp towel given to her by a nearby elf. “That’s, uh… I think that’s a survival tactic for a very different situation.”
 

 
  “Little changes, in the long run,” Shiraki intoned.
 

 
  “A great deal has changed, in fact,” Shaeine countered. “A century ago, could you have imagined my presence here, at this table?” There came a soft murmur from the onlookers; she allowed it for a moment, then went on before any of the elders interrupted. “The existence and the
  
   power
  
  of the Tiraan Empire completely alters the equation. Your tribe is already relevant to the situation, and the Empire will see it as such. If matters are allowed to run the course they are currently on, there is likely to be Imperial reprisal against
  
   everyone
  
  involved.”
 

 
  “Thy concern gladdens my heart, child of Tar’naris,” Shiraki said dryly. “We do not worry for the retribution of mankind, however.”
 

 
  “Shiraki is still adjusting to the notion that humans outnumber us,” said Sheyann wearily.
 

 
  “What?” Fross emitted a discordant chime. “That tipping point happened like five
  
   centuries
  
  ago. It’s not even about that! The Empire is
  
   organized,
  
  they conquered pretty much the whole continent! They’ve got
  
   much
  
  better weapons now. If they get mad at this grove, you’re gonna have
  
   big
  
  problems!”
 

 
  “Often in the past have I heard this rhetoric,” said Shiraki, his expression growing colder by the word. “Always, these threats prove impotent.”
 

 
  Fross fluttered lower, her glow dimming. “I wasn’t
  
   threatening
  
  you. You guys might be in
  
   danger
  
  here, I just don’t want—”
 

 
  “I thank thee for thy visit, travelers,” he said, standing abruptly. “It has been our honor to host thee. Please, enjoy the bounty of our grove until thy travels call thee elsewhere.” With a curt bow, he turned and glided away, the assembled elves parting to make a path for him. The elder’s departure was clearly a signal; may of the rest of the tribe began drifting off.
 

 
  “What happened? Where’s he going?” Fross demanded.
 

 
  “Leaving,” said Juniper. “I think we offended him.”
 

 
  “What? Us? How?”
 

 
  Shaeine sighed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Thank you for escorting us, Elder,” Shaeine said as they walked slowly through the forest.
 

 
  “The pleasure is mine, child,” Sheyann replied. “I confess I rather enjoyed seeing my…beloved colleague’s feathers ruffled. I fear little will come of it, though.”
 

 
  “The ruffling of feathers is seldom productive. I certainly did not set out to achieve that end.”
 

 
  “Yes,” the elf said with a faint smile. “For a trained diplomat, to have attempted that meeting with the
  
   exuberant
  
  help you enjoyed must have been very like trying to weave a basket with the aid of three friendly woodland creatures.”
 

 
  “Is that us?” Fross stage whispered. “Are we the woodland creatures?”
 

 
  “I’ve been called worse things,” Teal replied, smiling.
 

 
  “I could not say,” Shaeine said diplomatically. “I have never tried my hand at weaving.”
 

 
  Sheyann’s light laugh was a pure pleasure to hear. It added to her ethereal aspect; she walked so smoothly even over the uneven ground that she seemed almost to hover.
 

 
  “Wait,” Teal said suddenly. “We’re missing someone.”
 

 
  “Your dryad friend backtracked to the grove, to visit Shiraki alone,” Sheyann said calmly. “You’ve tried your method of persuasion; she is trying hers.”
 

 
  “What? What’s her…” Teal trailed off, then clapped a hand over her eyes. “Oh, come
  
   on,
  
  Juniper.”
 

 
  “There is little use in arguing with her ways,” Sheyann said, amused. “In fact, I would advise against attempting to thwart a dryad under any circumstances. In any case, she is unlikely to shift him, but I cannot help thinking he will be much improved in mood when next I see him, for which I’ll be grateful. It’s been many a year since any of us have lain with a dryad. I’d rather hoped to mate with her myself before you leave the area, if she’s amenable.”
 

 
  Teal flushed and looked down at her feet, ostentatiously picking her way with great care over the moss.
 

 
  “Juniper, in my experience, is rarely anything but amenable,” Shaeine noted in perfect calm.
 

 
  “Yes, she is one of the youngest. They, as with most kinds of people, are always the most eager to try new things.”
 

 
  “If it is not too great a presumption to say so,” Shaeine went on, “I thought it seemed you were somewhat more sympathetic to our pleas than Elder Shiraki.”
 

 
  “You really are an Awarrion,” the elder said wryly. “You needn’t worry so about ruffling
  
   my
  
  feathers, child. Yes, I don’t mind saying that I would prefer to see our tribe—and our people as a whole—take a more active role in the world. The issue of our friends in this town aside, the world is changing around us, and I foresee the day fast approaching when we’ll not have the
  
   luxury
  
  of ignoring it. Variants of this debate are happening among every elvish tribe, and unfortunately, each has its Shirakis. The satisfaction of seeing the look on his face when the Empire’s progress grinds us all underfoot will, I think, not be worth the cost.”
 

 
  “The Empire isn’t quite that bad,” Teal protested.
 

 
  “Now? I suppose not. It has at various points in the past been quite bitterly oppressive, and employed degrees and types of violence that would stagger your imagination. Human society is a tumultuous and changeable thing. Such days will come again…but in the future, they will come with wands and staves, and we will not be able to ride out the storm as we have always done.”
 

 
  “Well, then,
  
   help
  
  us!” Fross chimed in exasperation. “This mess
  
   right here
  
  would be a great place to start! If you allied with the people of Sarasio and cleaned all this
  
   up,
  
  you’d be on good footing with the Empire, and—”
 

 
  “If that were up to me alone,” Sheyann interrupted, “I would do so in a heartbeat. But we elves live in balance with our world, and with each other. The tribe moves as one, or not at all. That is our way, ancient beyond imagining.”
 

 
  “Ways change,” said Shaeine. “They
  
   must
  
  change, if those who practice them are to survive in a changing world.”
 

 
  “You, too, come from a society of immortals,” Sheyann replied. “I trust you have seen firsthand the pains that come from too much change, too rapidly.”
 

 
  “I have indeed, and I have seen both the benefits of enduring it, and the price of failing to do so. Drow have never enjoyed the bounties you have here on the surface, elder. We are practical people—ruthlessly so, at times. We have made our accord with the Empire, and prospered mightily for it.”
 

 
  Sheyann shook her head. “I applaud your intention and effort, child. Every part of it. The fact remains, though, you are trying to carry a snowball across the prairie in your cupped hands. No amount of skill or luck on your part will make this task feasible.”
 

 
  They came to a stop; ahead the trees thinned markedly, and the town was just visible between them in the distance.
 

 
  “Well,” Teal said with a sigh, “we really shouldn’t get separated, or let any of our number wander into town alone. I guess we’ll wait here for Juniper to…um. Finish.” She coughed, her cheeks burning anew. “Will she be able to find us okay?”
 

 
  “Undoubtedly,” Sheyann replied. “But in any case she will have an escort. You will be safe here; we have taught the Riders not to enter the trees. Forgive me for leaving you, but I must return to the grove and attempt to wrest some order out of the eddies you have left in your wake.”
 

 
  “I hope we have not disrupted your lives too much,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  The elder smiled at her. “You came here to do specifically that. And, in all sincerity, I wish you fortune in your task.” She bowed once more, then turned and glided back into the dimness of the forest. Green shadows swallowed her up in seconds.
 

 
  “Well,” said Fross after a few moments, “here we are.” She buzzed around in a lazy circle. “Hey, how come you two’ve never had sex with Juniper? I bet she’d be glad to.”
 

 
  Shaeine and Teal looked at each other, then quickly away in opposite directions.
 

 
  “What?” Fross darted toward one, then the other, then hovered midway between. “What’d I say?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Here they are,” Robin called, re-entering the lounge area of the bordello with the last four students on her heels.
 

 
  Fross buzzed ahead, chiming excitedly, but came to a halt above Gabriel, who was sitting with his leg propped up on a chair, foot wrapped in a bloodstained bandage. “Whoah! What happened to you?”
 

 
  “It’s kind of a funny story,” he said brightly. “Once upon a time, Ruda
  
   fucking stabbed me.”
  
 

 
  “Language,” said Joe softly. Tellwyrn just rolled her eyes.
 

 
  The Professor and the Kid were sitting at one of the round tables with Toby, Trissiny and Ruda, who flicked a cork at Gabriel, grinning. He was lounging a few feet away, where the space between tables gave him room to elevate his leg.
 

 
  “Glad to see you’re all okay,” Toby said feelingly. “I hate to start making requests if you’ve had as exhausting a morning as we have, but Shaeine, none of us can safely heal Gabe’s foot…”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said, gliding forward and kneeling beside the half demon, placing her hands on his leg. “You do seem to be experiencing the brunt of the excitement on this trip, Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno if I can claim that,” he replied. “Trissiny’s already killed a guy today.
  
   Ah,
  
  that’s so much better. Thanks, Shaeine, I’m sorry to keep putting you out.”
 

 
  “It is never a hardship to be of service to one’s friends,” she replied with one of her polite little smiles, then lifted her gaze to Trissiny. “I gather you have an interesting story to tell?”
 

 
  “It would be more accurate to say that Avei killed him,” said the paladin, “but yes, there is one less White Rider troubling the town.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  good,” Teal said, frowning. “The rest will be out for revenge…and not on us. They’re the type to pick on people who can’t fight back.”
 

 
  “I know,” Trissiny said grimly.
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “So, do you give Avei credit for everybody you kill?”
 

 
  “Since I’m guessing you’re
  
   not
  
  looking for a theological discussion, let me just clarify that in this
  
   specific
  
  case—”
 

 
  “Oi!” Tellwyrn slapped a hand on the table, making most of them jump and Gabriel fall out of his chair as he tried to reposition himself. “Honestly, it’s been months. At this point I’m pretty sure the eight of you just squabble because you like it. I’ve had freshman classes full of bitter feuds who could put their heads together with less griping and general nonsense. Both groups, start at the beginning and tell each other
  
   plainly
  
  and
  
   sequentially
  
  what you’ve been up to.”
 

 
  “We got fed and then sassed by some elves and then Juniper had some sex with one of them!” Fross declared.
 

 
  “That’s it,” said Gabriel. “Next time I wanna be in Juniper’s group.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be a grouse,” the dryad said affectionately, ruffling his hair, “you know you can just ask me anytime. Come to my room tonight and we’ll—”
 

 
  “Can we please try to keep this a
  
   little
  
  more on point?” Toby pleaded, wincing.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Ruda with a grin, “those of us who aren’t into girls are being cruelly left out here. Where’s our muscly man-dryad to nibble on, huh? Am I right?” She prodded Trissiny with an elbow.
 

 
  “Please don’t touch me.”
 

 
  “I give up.” Tellwyrn stood and stalked over to the bar, where Lily sat, watching them and shaking with silent laughter, a hand pressed over her mouth.
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat. “If I may? We very quickly made contact with the elves in the forest…”
 

 
  Once they got started, telling the adventures of the morning went fairly quickly, most of the effort undertaken by Shaeine and Toby on behalf of their respective groups. Trissiny filled in details of her final encounter with the Riders, and then Juniper wanted to add some extra of her own last-minute efforts. The others hushed her and hurried on, over Ruda’s grinning protests.
 

 
  “It seems to me,” Shaeine said finally, “that we have two variants of the same basic problem.”
 

 
  “A completely intractable population,” Trissiny agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “They aren’t
  
   completely
  
  intractable,” said Toby. “I mean, I can attest that there’s potential to bring together the different groups of townsfolk, and even the elves… I
  
   have
  
  to believe there’s common ground that can be built on.”
 

 
  “Here’s a basic lesson in religion for the paladin,” said Ruda, pausing to take a swig of boubon. Everyone else was sipping water, Jenny having brought over a carafe and glasses while they laid out their stories. “Anything you believe because you
  
   have
  
  to is almost certainly wrong.”
 

 
  “Let’s not derail this any further,” Trissiny said firmly. “As I said before, the problem isn’t that we can’t make the humans and the elves see reason, first separately and then together. I’m sure that
  
   could
  
  be done, at least in theory. The problem is that
  
   we don’t have time to do it.”
  
 

 
  “That’s it in a nutshell,” said Gabriel, frowning into the distance. “Unless either of our diplomatic aces has a grand scheme to hustle the process along?”
 

 
  “Afraid not,” said Toby with a sigh. “Though I’m hardly a diplomatic ace.”
 

 
  “I could not in honesty characterize myself as such either,” said Shaeine. “And, as a rule, when the goal is to build trust and mutual understanding,
  
   schemes
  
  are seldom a good approach. I concur; the diplomatic possibilities are there, but we haven’t the luxury of the necessary time it would take to fulfill them.”
 

 
  “Okay.” Still staring at nothing, Gabriel nodded. “Okay. I think I know what to do.”
 

 
  “All right,” said Trissiny, rolling her eyes. “How about we do anything
  
   except
  
  that?”
 

 
  He looked up at her and scowled. “You haven’t even heard my idea.”
 

 
  “I’ve met you.”
 

 
  “Ease up,” Toby said reprovingly. “If Gabriel has a plan, we’re off to a solid start. He makes good plans.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him.
 

 
  “Um, whoah, hold up.” Ruda pointed at Gabe. “Just for reference, we’re talking about
  
   this
  
  Gabriel. Arquin. This guy right here. The one with his foot perpetually in his tonsils whose only known act of diplomacy was screaming cusswords at the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “It’s so nice to be appreciated,” Gabriel groused.
 

 
  “I know what I’m talking about,” Toby said firmly, holding Trissiny’s gaze. “In a diplomatic situation, I would follow Shaeine’s lead. Out in the wild, I’d follow Juniper’s. If we were going into battle, I’d want you to take charge, Triss. If we’re going to execute any kind of complicated maneuver that incorporates elements of all of the above, then trust me: we want Gabriel to lay the plans.”
 

 
  She frowned at him, cut her eyes to Gabriel, then back. “You’re serious.”
 

 
  “You don’t know him like I do.” He grinned. “You’ve never played chess with him.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out very slowly, then eased back in her chair, folding her arms across her breastplate. “All…right, then. Let’s hear it, Gabe.”
 

 
  He stared at her with an annoyed twist to his mouth, then shook his head. “Okay, well… So the issue is we need to get all these people whipped into one unit, despite the fact that most of them hate each other and obviously would rather sit in their homes getting picked off one by one than unite.
  
   Fast.
  
  Sound accurate?”
 

 
  “That pretty much sums it up,” Teal agreed.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded. “Then it seems pretty simple to me. I say we don’t give them a choice.”
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  The Shady Lady’s position near the outskirts of town had probably been necessary in the days when Sarasio had possessed a functional society. No matter how upscale, nobody enjoyed living near a brothel. The fenced-in yard behind the bordello contained little but tamped-down earth, a couple of storage sheds and some moldering old farm equipment of uncertain provenance, though a smaller plot had been roped off with stakes and twine, and was apparently being used as a garden. It was completely barren, having apparently been planted recently, far too late in the season. At the far end of the yard was an old fieldstone barn, more sturdily constructed than most of the wooden town, and also in ruins; at some point in the past, fire had gutted it, leaving only the standing stone walls. These were heavily marred by scorch marks and what seemed to be the damage of small explosions.
 

 
  Gabriel wandered out after a desultory lunch of strictly rationed and unseasoned beans and rice, to find Joe practicing quick-draw shooting against the old barn. To judge by all the scoring on the stones, this was a long-standing custom. The wall had been pitted almost through in a few places, and had a sizable chunk blown out of one corner. Off to one side and behind the shooting, Ruda was trying to show some of the Shady Lady’s girls some knife fighting tricks, though it seemed to be slow going as they were rather distracted watching Joe. Their tutor took this with good humor, and in fact contributed a murmured observation that sent them all into peals of laughter.
 

 
  Glancing over at this, Joe noticed Gabe approaching and nodded in greeting, holstering his wands. “Afternoon. How’d your planning session go?”
 

 
  “Eh, it…went.” Gabriel made a face. “I think everyone’s more or less on the same page now. It was a bit of an uphill battle getting them to take my ideas seriously at first.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “To be fair, I guess I haven’t shown them much reason to respect my intelligence up till now,” he said ruefully.
 

 
  “Mm. First impression’s a hard thing to overcome.”
 

 
  “Tell me about it. Anyhow, we didn’t mean to chase you off. In fact, I’m sure everybody would’ve welcomed your input.”
 

 
  Joe shook his head. “Afraid I’m not much of a strategic thinker. Put me
  
   in
  
  a situation with an armed enemy and I do fine. Arranging those situations…not my strong suit.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well…” Gabriel shrugged. “We’re gonna try to do just that. It’d help a lot if we could count on you to come along. Both in dealing with the Riders and in gathering support. You’re basically a hero in this town, and according to Robin even a number of the elves respect you.”
 

 
  “Amazing how easy that is,” Joe said wryly. “People become remarkably less standoffish if you’re polite to ’em. But…no, I’m afraid not. Me bein’ here is what keeps the Riders elsewhere. Last time I took it into my head to go out an’ do somethin’ proactive about them, they hit the Lady as soon as I was too far away to get back quickly.” He looked away, staring at the old barn with an intensity that belonged to something else, a muscle in his jaw working. Gabriel was struck by the contrast between his youthful face and haggard expression. The Kid had lived through much more already than a person should have to. “One of the men was killed, an’ two of the girls hurt. One badly. Robin called in some kinda favor at the grove an’ got a shaman to come out here and help. He wasn’t pleased to be dealing with humans, but for all of that, he did good work. The elves respect life, and balance. I guess lettin’ a young woman die slowly of lightning burns was more’n he could stomach.”
 

 
  “How is she?” Gabe asked quietly.
 

 
  “Alive, pretty much well,” he replied, nodding. “She has some scars. Not bad ones, but… That’s still a hard thing for a girl, specially one used to makin’ her living by bein’ pretty. Burn wounds are nasty. So, what’ve you got there?” He directed his gaze to the object in Gabriel’s hand.
 

 
  “Ah, well… Actually, I’m sure you probably get pestered quite a lot about it, but since we’re all sort of cooped up here for the moment, maybe you could give me some pointers?” He lifted the wand he was holding, his voice rising hopefully.
 

 
  “Ever used one of those before?”
 

 
  “Nope.”
 

 
  “Hm. Where’d you get it?”
 

 
  “Oh, some guy accosted us in the street when we got here. Trissiny beat him down and broke his wand hand, and he sort of…left this behind in his hurry to get away.” He grinned. “Triss has that effect on people. I asked if she wanted it—spoils of battle and all that—and she just looked at me like I was an idiot. Or at least I think she did. Maybe that’s just what her face looks like. When I’m around, anyway.”
 

 
  “Mind if I have a look?”
 

 
  “Sure.”
 

 
  Gabriel handed over the wand and Joe held it lightly, turning it this way and that to examine it. “Mm. Mass-produced, not exactly a showpiece, but not a cheap knockoff, either. Indifferently maintained, but no major damage. Yeah, not a bad little piece. Actually, pretty nice for a first weapon. How much do you understand about how these work?” he asked, handing it back.
 

 
  “Um… How annoyed will you be if I say ‘aim the pointy end at the other guy?’”
 

 
  “Depends on whether you’re genuinely dumb or think that’s funny,” Joe replied with a wry half-grin. “All right, the good news is you’re a college student, so you’re pretty well accustomed to lectures. We’ll start with basic assembly.” He drew one of his own wands and held it up. “First thing you’ll note is the grip here at the base unscrews from the shaft, like so. Inside that grip, you’ll find…yup, there it is. Looks to be in pretty good shape, too.”
 

 
  “Is this quartz?” Gabriel asked, studying the small crystal which had been hidden inside the grip of his wand. The rest of it lay in pieces in his other hand, now; in addition to the grip, the trigger mechanism had come loose when he’d screwed the two main pieces apart, as it apparently rested between them.
 

 
  “That one looks to be, yep. It’s rough-cut, but that doesn’t make as much of a difference as some enchanters think. See how it’s glowing, just faintly? Means it’s got a pretty good charge. Hard to make out at this time of day, but you can use your wand’s power crystal to read by at night, assuming you keep it charged. Recharging is simple enough, you can do it with standard enchanting dusts of the kind shops carry.”
 

 
  “Does it ever wear out?”
 

 
  “Eventually, that one will. Natural quartz is both cheap and effective, which is why it’s popular, but after too much recharging it’ll start to develop cracks, and then you wanna switch it out for a fresh one as quick as you can.”
 

 
  “Otherwise…boom?” Gabriel winced.
 

 
  Joe shook his head. “Not from that. Wands don’t blow up easily; if you overheat it, it can, that’s why they tend to go off if you set them on fire. But even that won’t happen if you have a safety charm on the clicker. Nowadays, all wands use crystals for power sources. They’re more stable, less volatile than older methods.” He held up the one from his own wand; it was both longer and thicker than Gabe’s, glowing steadily with an intensity that rivaled Fross in flight, and capped on both ends with gold filament. “This has a much greater capacity and is endlessly rechargable; it also slowly regains energy from ambient arcane magic between actual rechargings. Some folks’ll swear that natural materials are best; they are either hidebound traditionalists or trying to sell you natural materials. Modern alchemical synthetics are more expensive—by
  
   far—
  
  but perform much better. In the old days, wands would use things from magical creatures as power sources. Phoenix feathers, dragon heartstrings, unicorn horn…”
 

 
  “Yikes.” Gabriel grimaced. “Feathers I can see, but… Wouldn’t you have to
  
   kill
  
  something to get its heartstrings or horn?”
 

 
  “Yup,” Joe said grimly, nodding, “which is the main reason that practice has died off, apart from the inefficiency of those power sources. They last longer—possibly infinitely, in fact. There are early phoenix-feather wands still functioning. They’re fickle, though, and don’t give you the kind of consistent output as a modern lightning wand. Different kinds of power for each one. Half the fight was knowing what kind of weapon your opponent had, and you tended to make enemies depending on what kind
  
   you
  
  had. A dragon wand would prompt pretty much any dragon to roast you on the spot, and elves get
  
   very
  
  unfriendly toward people who use pieces of unicorn as magical gear.”
 

 
  “Well, hooray for modern enchantment!”
 

 
  “No kiddin’. Now, you’ll note yours has a clicker and mine doesn’t. That’s because I’m an enchanter; I fire it with my mind.”
 

 
  “How’s that work, exactly?”
 

 
  “I’ll show you in just a minute, we’re almost done with the physical inventory of pieces. All that’s left is the shaft. See those markings?”
 

 
  Gabriel held the shaft of his wand up to his face and squinted at them. “Oh, yeah. That’s really faint…”
 

 
  “They don’t need to be deep, just precise. Those carvings are treated with enchanting dusts; they’re what makes the wand work when the shaft is exposed to raw arcane energy from the power source. Squeeze the clicker to open a gate between them, then the shaft is drawing pure power from the crystal and turns that into a lightning bolt as per the instructions coded into those runes. Lightning tends to sort of jump all over, so it’s actually multiple enchantments; the directional charm makes a tunnel of ionized air that it prefers to travel through. Your aim will still be messed up if the bolt arcs too close to something metal, though. The upside is it’ll naturally tend to jump into a body, so you don’t have to be
  
   too
  
  precise in your shots. That’s why these things are pretty well impossible to dodge, even with magical speed boosters in effect.”
 

 
  “Um… What does ‘ionized’ mean?”
 

 
  “I do not know.” Grinning, Joe shook his head again. “Had a wizard explain it to me once; after a half hour lecture on advanced arcane physics, all I came away with was the realization that I wasn’t that curious after all. Now, see how your carvings there are slightly eroded? That happens with time and use. This one’ll pull slightly to the left, your ionized airstream is weaker on that side with the decay pattern. And that’s why you never,
  
   ever
  
  fire a wand with a damaged shaft. There is really no telling what will happen.”
 

 
  “So…the lightning bolt travels along the shaft and out the front…”
 

 
  “No, no. Arcane energy is drawn along the shaft and forms a lightning bolt several inches in front of the wand, proceeding from there.”
 

 
  “Really? Seems…roundabout.”
 

 
  “Gabriel, have you ever seen a tree that’s been struck by lightning?
  
   That
  
  is what happens when a massive charge of electricity passes through wood.”
 

 
  “Oh.” He blinked. “Then…why use wood?”
 

 
  “Metal holds enchantments better, precisely because it inhibits them from moving around, and it conducts electricity beautifully. It would try to stabilize the charge and not propel the lightning outward; and if it did, it’d just arc back along the shaft, frying you. Wood is the opposite. It’s an excellent
  
   magical
  
  conductor, but doesn’t conduct lightning. Alchemically treated synthetic wood is, of course, even better.” He held up his own wand; the shaft was black and longer than Gabe’s.
 

 
  “So, the actual lighting bolt isn’t formed
  
   in
  
  the shaft.” Gabriel tilted up the disconnected shaft, peering at the tip from inches away. “Good to know. Is that why—”
 

 
  He broke off as a scowling Joe snatched it out of his hand. “Don’t
  
   ever
  
  point that thing at your face, you lunatic.”
 

 
  “It’s in pieces!”
 

 
  “Don’t. Point it. At. Your. Face.” The Kid’s eyes bored into his fiercely. He handed back the piece of Gabriel’s wand, holding up his own for emphasis. “This is an enchanted device whose only function is to dispense white-hot
  
   death
  
  . You
  
   never
  
  treat it as if it’s disarmed, or harmless. Do not point it at anything you don’t
  
   fully
  
  intend to destroy.”
 

 
  “Right,” Gabriel said a little weakly. “Noted. Gotcha.”
 

 
  “Put her back together,” Joe said a little more easily, “and take a shot at the wall there.”
 

 
  Gabriel re-inserted the power crystal and carefully screwed the wand back into one piece, being certain to keep it pointed away from himself and anyone else. The girls were unabashedly watching, now, but he ignored them. Holding the weapon out at arm’s length, he squeezed the clicker.
 

 
  
   CRACK!
  
 

 
  Lightning leaped forward, adding another black scar to the stone wall, where it blended with its predecessors.
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabe murmured, tilting the wand upward. Smoke rose faintly from the tip. “You were right. Little to the left.”
 

 
  “They’re made of interchangeable parts,” said Joe, “so you’ll be able to find a replacement shaft without much trouble. It’s wise to carry spares of everything, in fact, if you’re gonna be away from a supplier for any length of time.”
 

 
  “Can it be…repaired?”
 

 
  “If you’re an enchanter? Sure.
  
   Should
  
  it be?” He shook his head. “Not if you have any other option. Re-engraving the shaft will make the enchantment…unreliable. It wears out exponentially faster each time, assuming it keeps working long enough for a second re-engraving. Using a cracked power crystal will just make the thing shut down and turn into so much driftwood if the crystal shatters—which it will. Firing a wand with a faulty clicker… Either the safety charm will lock and it just won’t fire, or it’ll lock itself
  
   open
  
  and you’ll be holding a stick that constantly sprays lightning with no control. Actually, it’ll only do that long enough to heat the wood till its binding matrix fails and the power all goes out in one big blast.”
 

 
  “Yikes. So…take care of your equipment. Got it.”
 

 
  “See that you do. Now, on the subject of clickers…put that away, let me show you how
  
   these
  
  work.”
 

 
  Joe placed the grip of his own wand in Gabriel’s hand, then laid his own hand over it. The wand was identical to the one in his other holster: longer than the standard-issue one Gabe had just tucked into his coat pocket, coal black and its grip banded with yellowed ivory. “The thing about enchanter wands is…well, either you can, or you can’t. It depends on whether a person has any magical potential at all, any gift at using the arcane.”
 

 
  “I’m an enchanting major…”
 

 
  “Yeah? Actually done any enchanting yet?”
 

 
  “All theory so far,” Gabriel admitted.
 

 
  “Then this’ll be an important test for you. There’s pretty much no way to figure this out but to be attuned by someone who already uses such a wand. Now, you’re holding the weapon, but I’m holding you. A person is magically conductive, so… I’m going to fire the wand
  
   through
  
  you. Keep your attention on the wand, and tell me if you feel anything.”
 

 
  The bolt of energy that shot forth before Gabriel could speak was different than the wands he had seen used thus far. Clean, pure white and traveling in a straight line, it was more like a concentrated moonbeam than a lightning bolt, though it made the same sound and left the same sharp scent of ozone drift from the tip of the weapon.
 

 
  “Oh…
  
   wow,”
  
  he whispered.
 

 
  “Got it, you think?” Joe pulled back, stepping away from him.
 

 
  “I got…
  
   something.
  
  It felt like… I dunno.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to be able to describe it,” the Kid said with a grin. “Some folks write poetry about the sensation, if you’re the type who enjoys that. Just see if you can reproduce it. Keep the wand aimed at the wall, and recall what it felt like. Call it up again. If you can get the same—”
 

 
  Light blasted forth, making a small crater in the side of the barn. There came an outpouring of cheers and applause from the watching girls, led by Ruda.
 

 
  Gabriel lowered the wand, grinning.
  
   “Wow.”
  
 

 
  “Congratulations,” said Joe with an easy smile. “You’ve got the spark.” He held out his hand, and Gabriel placed the wand in it with a trace of reluctance. “Yeah, she’s a beauty, isn’t she? Eventually you’re gonna want to create your own weapon, if you’re planning to be an enchanter. Don’t be in a hurry, though. Trying to craft a custom wand without understanding the spells involved is an excellent way to blast yourself right off the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “I’ll remember that. So…where’d
  
   you
  
  learn all this?”
 

 
  There was quiet for just a moment, then Ruda began loudly resuming her own lessons. Joe held his peace a bit longer, staring down at the wand in his hand before finally holstering it.
 

 
  “People ask me what makes me such a good wandfighter,” he said at last. “Truthfully, I always considered it some sort of mental defect. I can…feel numbers.”
 

 
  “You, uh…” Gabriel blinked. “I don’t think I understand.”
 

 
  “Angles,” said Joe, looking up at him. “Force, voltage, temperature, pressure… Most people, as I understand it, live in a wet and squishy world of variables that don’t explicitly mean anything to them. Me, I live in a world of
  
   math.
  
  Everything is made of hard quantities—I see just how they all intersect, where the tiniest force will have the most impact. Frankly I don’t even know the terminology for most of the kinds of energy I can perceive, and I ain’t interested in learning. Knowing how electricity and heat work mean I have a great intuitive command of wandfighting, yeah, but it also means I’m always conscious of the weather in a way you’re probably not. It’s…distracting.”
 

 
  “Damn,” said Gabe slowly, and for once Joe didn’t correct his language.
 

 
  “Mamie taught me a lot more,” the Kid said more quietly. “After Hoss and his gang killed my pa, she took me in, here. Took in lots of kids, mostly girls… And some’d say that making a runaway girl a whore was a heartless thing to do, but here, Mamie could look after ’em, teach us all skills we’d use later in life. It’s not like any of us had better prospects. Anyhow, I’ve been luckier’n most—I make my living at the card table.”
 

 
  “You can…make a
  
   living
  
  playing poker?” Gabriel said in astonishment. To judge by the Kid’s fine suit and the huge chunk of tigerseye in his bolo tie, to say nothing of those clearly custom-made wands, it must be a pretty good living at least.
 

 
  Joe’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile.
  
   “I
  
  can. World of numbers, remember?”
 

 
  “Ah. Right. Yeah, I can see how that’d help. So, Mamie runs this place? I don’t think I’ve met her yet.”
 

 
  Joe turned back to look at the girls, one of who was being guided through a series of knife attacks by Ruda while the others looked on. He shifted his gaze from there to the Shady Lady itself. “She was actually a wandfighter, too, in her youth. Dabbled a bit in fae magic, mostly bits and bobs she picked up from the local elves; never got good enough to be considered a real witch. For that, you have to either enslave some kind of fae creature or form a relationship with one, and she had other things to do. When the Riders started getting bad, Mamie rode off to deal with ’em.” He clenched his fingers into fists, then very deliberately relaxed them. “We ain’t seen ‘er since.”
 

 
  Gabriel just looked at him helplessly for a long moment while the princess and the prostitutes laughed and scuffled in the background.
 

 
  “We’ll get them,” he said finally, quietly.
 

 
  Joe nodded. “These people are depending on me; I can’t leave ’em.” He turned to fix Gabriel with a hard stare. “But you bring those Riders here, and…we’ll see.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Deep in thought, he wandered back through the main area, barely noting the refugees, students and miscellaneous others dotting the room, and took a seat at the bar.
 

 
  “That’s an even longer face than the situation warrants,” said the man next to him, and Gabriel started.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said lamely, “sorry, I… Didn’t even see you there. Kinda lost in thought. Sorry, I don’t mean to disturb you.”
 

 
  The man waved a hand dismissively. “If I can manage not to be disturbed by this town and this very charming prison, you’re no threat to my equanimity, no offense.” He reached into his long, black coat and pulled out a silver flask. “Have a drink with me. It’s not like there’s much else for us to do.”
 

 
  “Sure,” said Gabriel with a bit more interest as Horace set a couple of glasses in front of them. “What’re we having?”
 

 
  The man chuckled as he poured two fingers of amber liquid into one of the glasses.
  
   “You’re
  
  having water, as usual. I clearly heard your Professor’s orders concerning her students and drinking. Now that’s a lady I don’t need mad at me.”
 

 
  “Boy, ain’t that the truth,” Gabriel muttered, nodding thanks at Horace after his own glass was filled with water. “I could do with having her mad at
  
   me
  
  a little less.”
 

 
  He studied his new companion sidelong. Dressed in a sweeping black coat and a wide-brimmed matching hat which he hadn’t removed despite being inside, he looked sort of like a Universal Church parson, but something about his aspect didn’t agree with that impression. He had a long, narrow face, his jaw lined by a thin beard, and there was something sly in the movements of his deep-set eyes and long fingers. Not menacing, but crafty.
 

 
  “What is it you keep doing to make her mad, then?”
 

 
  Gabe shrugged, toying with his glass. “Speaking without thinking, mostly. She takes particular exception to that.”
 

 
  “Sounds like an educator, all right.” He swirled the untouched liquor in his glass, smiling thinly to himself. “Also sounds like a bad habit on your part. Forgive my eavesdropping, but there’s a stark lack of anything else to do around here. Your friend the paladin certainly seems to believe in you, and you managed to get the rest of your class on board with your plan. It’s not as if they think you’re stupid, then.”
 

 
  “I guess. Just…thoughtless. Which is fair.”
 

 
  “Is it?”
 

 
  Gabe took a sip of water and chuckled bitterly. “When you’re born a half-demon, you learn quickly enough to accept that you’re just never going to be quite…right. And yeah, I was, and am. You can run screaming now, if you want. Promise I won’t be offended.”
 

 
  “And what if, instead of screaming and running, I doused you in holy water?” the man suggested. Gabriel leaned away, looking at him askance, and he laughed. “Oh, relax. You’re in luck; I don’t happen to be carrying any. Anyhow, I think I can understand your position. A dual nature, caught between one thing and another. You might find it surprising how many people could relate, if they bothered to try.”
 

 
  “Why should they?” He shrugged morosely. “Demons are evil creatures.”
 

 
  “Destructive creatures, sure, but the nature of evil is a little subtler than that. To the fly, the spider is an evil creature.”
 

 
  “Spiders are evil creatures to
  
   everyone.”
  
 

 
  “Really? Have you shared that insight with your friend the dryad?” He grinned. “If not for spiders we’d be knee-deep in bugs at all times—bugs that, unlike spiders, are actually harmful to human life. There’s a place in this world for creepy, venomous things.”
 

 
  “Yay. Woo.” Gabriel threw up one hand in a lackluster parody of enthusiasm. “I have a place.”
 

 
  “I just wonder, though, how much effort you’ve made to find a place that suits
  
   you,”
  
  the man said thoughtfully, staring into his glass. “Seems to me you’ve got a couple of things mixed up. Being half-demon, now…that’s something you
  
   are.
  
  Can’t do anything about that. Growing up with a thing like that, maybe you start to see everything that’s wrong in your life as some kind of immovable object, when in fact, a lot of them are well within your power to change.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Gabriel gave him a skeptical look. “Like what?”
 

 
  “Like, for example, your habit of blurting out the first thing that pops into your mind. All your friends over there who
  
   don’t
  
  do that, especially the pirate. You think that’s not a learned trait? It’s only children who are so honest; everyone else learns some self-control. I wonder if you’ve ever made a serious go at it.”
 

 
  “Ruda?” Gabe said, then snorted. “If anything she’s got a bigger mouth than me.”
 

 
  “That girl is smarter than any two of the rest of your group put together,” said the man with a smile that was dangerously near to a smirk. “The signs are there if you watch for ’em. Oh, she flaps her tongue a lot, but she does it to create a
  
   specific
  
  impression; she’s not just venting the contents of her skull, like you. So let me pose you a question: what have you
  
   done,
  
  exactly, to bring your own yapper under control? Ever made a solid
  
   effort
  
  at it? Or did you just decide that spouting off like a dumbass is as much a part of you as bursting into flames when you step into a temple?”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned at his water. “I…hadn’t really thought about it.”
 

 
  “Maybe that’s your problem then, eh?”
 

 
  “Maybe so,” he said slowly. “I, uh…don’t think I caught your name.”
 

 
  “Don’t think you did, either.” The man rose from his stool, his motions smooth but somehow
  
   off;
  
  it was like watching a spider in human form unfurl his limbs. “Something to think about, anyway. Here’s a little advice for free: stay clear of the woman in red.”
 

 
  “Lily?” Gabe looked up at him, blinking. “Tellwyrn’s friend? She seems harmless enough.”
 

 
  “Nobody’s harmless, son. Nobody. The ones who
  
   seem
  
  harmless are hiding something. But by all means, don’t take my word for it.” He tugged the brim of his hat. “I’m sure we’ll have time to chat later. Try some things out; be sure to let me know how they go.”
 

 
  The man backed up two steps, then turned and strolled away with his glass of untouched liquor. Gabriel watched him go for a moment, then swiveled back forward and frowned into his own drink, quickly growing lost in thought.
 

 
  How long he sat there, mulling, he couldn’t have said, but it was brought to an end by a thump on the bar next to him that made him start nearly out of his stool.
 

 
  Trissiny slid onto the recently-vacated seat, unfolded the wooden chessboard she had just laid down and began setting up pieces from a bag she plopped into the bar next to it.
 

 
  “There you are,” she said. “Took me a while to find one of these.”
 

 
  “Um…Triss?” He blinked at her. “Can I…help you?”
 

 
  “Yes. You can be white.” She gave him a cool look, but a more considering one than he was used to getting from her. “Show me what you’ve got.”
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  “Anyhow,” Darling said, strolling casually along the stone lip surrounding the roof, “a Hush means the subject isn’t even to be discussed. There are exceptions involved in patron-apprentice privilege, if the subject Hushed is relevant to your education. However, if it gets back to Style or Tricks that I’ve told you about this, I’ll have to explain
  
   why
  
  it’s relevant… Which involves the fact that I’ll need your help if Prin ever resurfaces, which I’d rather not have a conversation about. So…”
 

 
  “Got it,” said Fauna.
 

 
  “Mum’s the word,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Why
  
   are
  
  you telling us, though?” Fauna asked. “I mean, I appreciate the trust, but it’s not clear to me how we factor into this.”
 

 
  “Two reasons,” he replied, then turned and leaped across the gap in front of him, sailing over an alley and landing on the next roof over, a distance away that would have been impossible for him to jump except his landing spot was a good six feet lower. Darling savored the thrill that rushed through him as the four story drop passed by underneath. It wasn’t often, anymore, that he got to do stuff like this.
 

 
  The two elves, of course, appeared almost to float across, alighting soundlessly on either side of him with barely a flex of the knees to betray any difficulty in the jump. By the gods, they were going to make
  
   fantastic
  
  thieves.
 

 
  “Prin is still on that list of Basra’s, though she’s not considered a target or a suspect at the moment.” He set off at a right angle to the path they’d been taking before, again strolling along the decorative lip of stone rimming the roof. All the buildings in this, a newer and fairly rich part of town, were made in a style that proved very convenient for rooftop work. Flora and Fauna followed him on the actual sloping roof, appearing to have no trouble keeping their footing on slate pitched at forty-five degrees. “The list is about more than that, though. Justinian wants people to work for
  
   him,
  
  and this business of hunting the mysterious priestkiller sounds like an excuse. I think a big part of what we’ve been sent to do is to recruit anyone on the list who’s willing to serve the Church, and use them to take out the rest, giving him a monopoly on formerly independent operatives. It’s a good ploy in his position, since the priestkiller in question,” he grinned over his shoulder at them, “has beautifully succeeded in undoing his work in setting the Wreath and the Empire against each other. All my intel points to the same; the cults are more suspicious than ever of the Church, and any hostility the Wreath held toward the Throne has been handily redirected. Brilliant work, ladies.”
 

 
  “Serial killer,” Flora said primly.
 

 
  He paused and turned back to them, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “A priestkiller is a kind of demon,” said Fauna. “A gnagrethyct, in the infernal tongue.”
 

 
  
   “Nasty
  
  critter,” Flora added. “Not a pleasant thing to have associated with you.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” he said dryly. “I’ll try to keep it in mind. The
  
   point
  
  is, even if Principia isn’t a target for elimination, she is a target for
  
   recruitment,
  
  and that would be a huge problem. Either Justinian might actually suborn her, which, given what I learned looking through her files, would be a
  
   nightmare,
  
  or we’d need to protect her from him. Which, frankly, I don’t think we can even do.”
 

 
  “Bet
  
   we
  
  could,” Fauna said, grinning.
 

 
  Darling snorted and turned to continue along his path. “A day may come when I set you loose upon the Church openly, but if it does, know that the end is near. That, girls, would be the very definition of a last, desperate act. No… I want your ears to the ground, physically and metaphysically. Don’t go hunting after Prin—there’s no need to create a trail that anyone
  
   else
  
  might be able to follow, especially since we don’t know what divinatory methods Basra or Justinian may have. But if she does turn up again, we need to know first, and be positioned to redirect any Church attention away from her.”
 

 
  “Got it,” said Flora.
 

 
  “Second reason,” he continued, “is that this actually is an educational opportunity. Consider what we found and how the Guild’s leadership reacted. Principia has clearly been conning the Guild itself on an unprecedented scale, and…no response. Thoughts on that?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s like you said,” Fauna replied slowly. “It’s…a pretty epic con. I can see why the Guild would respect that too much to mess it up.”
 

 
  “Uh huh, and I
  
   told
  
  you that right out. That’s a hint I’m not looking for you to spit it back to me as a critical thinking exercise.” He gave her a smile over his shoulder to take the sting out of the words. “Think deeper, broader. Think
  
   implications.
  
  What have I told you about cons and how they fail?”
 

 
  “Simpler is better,” Flora said immediately. “The more possible ways a con has to fail, the more likely one of them is to happen.”
 

 
  “Bingo, you’re on the right track. Now consider what Prin was doing. How huge it was, how
  
   many
  
  things had to line up for it to work. You’re seeing the discrepancy?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fauna said, growing excitement audible in her voice. “She’d had to have bribed basically
  
   all
  
  the accountants, there’d be no way to ensure none of them would compare notes if they were just filing reports as always…”
 

 
  “That’s still really complex,” Flora said thoughtfully. “Ooh! What if it was just
  
   one
  
  accountant she got on her side? I bet slipping things
  
   into
  
  the files is a lot easier than taking things out.”
 

 
  “Simpler,” Darling conceded, “but still missing details. Girls, if anybody had come to me proposing this con I’d have refused to have anything to do with it. The records are
  
   far
  
  from the only thing she’d have to control. Think how many people might send in reports
  
   about
  
  her, how many places she’s been, how many of her schemes could have crossed someone else’s and provoked a response… It’s just too damn huge.”
 

 
  “I give up, then,” Fauna said testily. “How did she do it?”
 

 
  Darling shrugged, not looking back. “Your guess is as good as mine, I expect. Like I said… I could never have plotted out something like this, much less carried it out. There’s a
  
   reason
  
  we were all so damn impressed.”
 

 
  “I, uh, think you lost us,” said Flora hesitantly. “What’s the lesson here, then?”
 

 
  “Think,” Darling admonished. “We have this massive scheme, clearly indicating the Guild’s inner enforcement has been compromised on multiple levels by one of its members, most of them completely unknown, and the Boss not only refuses to investigate… He
  
   forbids anyone else
  
  from doing so, either.” He stopped and turned to face them.
  
   “Why?”
  
 

 
  They exchanged a glance. “The Boss is in on it?” Fauna suggested.
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “It’s all about motivations, about values, girls. Even I think Odds’s record system is ridiculous, but I totally understand where he’s coming from. The fact is, girls, though we do stand for certain principles, the kind of folk who are attracted to join the Thieves’ Guild are not necessarily good people. They are very rarely
  
   nice
  
  people. We don’t all get along, and a good many of us work together only under duress. So what’s holding this Guild together? The rules?”
 

 
  “Loyalty.”
 

 
  “Faith?”
 

 
  “What’s the opening of the catechism?” he countered.
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt!”
 

 
  “All governments and all laws exist to benefit those in power!”
 

 
  He held up a hand to stop them there, suppressing a grimace. They even did
  
   that
  
  in tandem. Well, at least the answer was satisfyingly prompt, and enthusiastic.
 

 
  “Exactly right.
  
   All
  
  laws.
  
   All
  
  governments.” He stared at them intently.
  
   “All systems.”
  
 

 
  In unison, their eyes widened, his implication sinking in.
 

 
  “But…” Flora sounded almost betrayed. “But the
  
   Guild?”
  
 

 
  “What your fellow thieves will rarely tell you,” he said, beginning to move forward again, “is that systems, laws and governments are a necessary evil. Without them it’s just anarchy, the strong preying on the weak—exactly the thing we
  
   don’t
  
  want. Remember, though, that the Guild itself is one of those necessary evils. In order for Eserites to be effective as a group, we need some organization. But we
  
   never
  
  place our faith in systems, in structures. Be very
  
   cautious
  
  about placing faith in people—only specific people who have earned your trust and respect, never people in general. I told you the Assumption of People?”
 

 
  Fauna cleared her throat and recited, “The average person’s stupidity and incompetence is the only thing holding their malicious intentions in check.” Her grin was audible, even from behind.
 

 
  “Exactly. You can have faith in the Big Guy himself, so long as you don’t expect him to solve your problems for you. What you
  
   should
  
  have faith in is yourself, and your skills. Never the Guild or any organization. And
  
   that
  
  is what the lesson of Principia Locke so abundantly demonstrates. The fact that she twisted and abused and weaseled around the Guild is not only
  
   not
  
  a hostile action against her fellow thieves, it is damn well laudable. It’d earn her a standing ovation if we let it be known.”
 

 
  He hopped over a much smaller gap onto another roof, this one flat, and cut straight across it. “That’s how it is in the Guild. People are always trying to get around the rules, not to mention conning each
  
   other.
  
  Or, depending on the branch in which their skills lie, cracking each other over the head, so to speak. We expect, understand and even
  
   depend
  
  on that friction; it’s a big part of what keeps us all sharp. Over time and with exposure, you’ll build rep and gain respect, assuming you make yourself worthy of it—which I have every confidence you will. You’ll make friends who you can count on to have your back. But I expect you to become
  
   very
  
  familiar with the Guild’s codes governing what you are and are not allowed to do to fellow members. Partly so you’ll know where to place your
  
   own
  
  steps, but largely so you’ll understand where the lines are drawn and don’t get taken by surprise when somebody screws you over while still obeying the letter of the rules.”
 

 
  “Sounds…stressful,” Flora murmured.
 

 
  “Would you rather be bored?” he said airily.
 

 
  “What keeps people honest, then?” Fauna asked. “Or loyal, anyway. You make it sound like everybody should be at each other’s throats, but the Guild’s always seemed… I dunno, kinda warm and open, to me.”
 

 
  “At the end of the day, we
  
   are
  
  a cult. We serve a living, active god. Odds told me that it’s Eserion himself who warns the Boss of attempts to embezzle Guild funds, which I hadn’t known. It didn’t happen under my leadership. But I certainly
  
   did
  
  know that the Big Guy steps in whenever
  
   real
  
  treason is brewing. He knows what’s in your heart, girls. You don’t need to worry about that; he’ll keep it to himself…
  
   unless
  
  you turn on the Guild. Then, expect the Big Guy to send your fellow thieves after you.”
 

 
  “Huh,” said Flora. “Well, that just makes this whole mess harder to understand.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fauna chimed in, “If the Big Guy spots traitors and tells the Boss, how come Tricks seemed to think Principia was a traitor and then changed his mind?”
 

 
  Darling had just hopped another small gap and nearly lost his balance as he landed. Flora arrived next to him and grabbed his collar; she didn’t have the upper body strength to lift him, but he only needed a momentary steadying. He nodded thanks to her, but distractedly so.
 

 
  “That,” he said slowly, “is an
  
   excellent
  
  question.”
 

 
  Bloody hell, it really was.
  
   Something
  
  didn’t add up, and more than the missing details of Principia’s scheme. What was Tricks playing at? Ruefully, Darling reminded himself to pay attention to his own advice about Guildmates. Tricks hadn’t earned his tag by being straightforward.
 

 
  “Well, in any case, here we are.” He forced himself to push the matter to the back of his mind, pointing at the next building over. “You know your instructions. Take up your positions, ladies; you won’t be able to keep an eye on me directly, but you’ll spot my accomplices first, followed by the target.”
 

 
  “On it!” Flora said cheerily, and they both bounded away, seeking good vantage points from which to view the surrounding alleys.
 

 
  Darling marshaled his thoughts as he pulled out the thin packet of fabric from within his coat. The slippery material of the cloak folded beautifully; it could be reduced to a truly tiny package. He had led them to a point a little bit distant from his eventual goal, but this rooftop had a perfect exterior staircase, which would spare him the indignity of shimmying down a drainpipe. He strolled calmly down the steps, swirling the cloak around his shoulders as he went and vanishing from view.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Looking like he did, it wasn’t often that Oz had such good luck with the ladies. Usually, he had to go to a Temple of Izara in order to get his hands on a woman, and he tried not to make a habit of that. The priestesses had a way of getting a man to talk about what was on his mind…more than he might with any bedmate, even. And sacred duty or no, some of them might feel the need to report some of what he admitted in the afterglow to Imperial authorities. Granted, that had only happened once and in the long run he’d been more let down by the look on the girl’s face than the minor (and familiar) inconvenience of having to skip town barely ahead of the Marshals, but the whole experience had been enough to make him wary.
 

 
  Still, it was the fact that priestesses of Izara were the only real love he’d sampled in many a year that drew him toward this girl—even more than her pretty face and build. Well, maybe not more than the build. She had just about the most impressive bust he’d ever seen, and framed it in a dress that was pleasingly tight and far from excessively high-cut. Still, though, it had been her brooch that was the clincher, the pink lotus sigil that marked her as a devotee of Izara. Probably not a very good one, considering that she was clearly wearing makeup, but still. Izarites, laypeople or clergy, were all about openness and love. And hell, if she was hanging around in a dive like this, she probably wasn’t stodgy enough to go for the constables if he let down his guard a little.
 

 
  And indeed, she hadn’t turned away when he approached, even giving him a warm smile and a flirtatious look up through her lashes. She really did have the prettiest blue eyes. Furthermore, she actually seemed to be into him—mashed nose, scarred face, cauliflower ear and all. Oz didn’t even remember the cheesy line he’d used to get her attention. He’d been into the whiskey for a good two hours already by that point, and it wasn’t one of his better ones, but it was for precisely that reason that he was encouraged when it didn’t immediately scare her off.
 

 
  Branwen was, indeed, an Izarite, and seemed fascinated to hear the details of his life. He had no shortage of exciting stories—Oz the Beater’s reputation was well-earned, and with her encouragement, he’d gone into details he normally wasn’t in a hurry to share. Brushes with the law, stints in prison or work camps, run-ins with wild elves and frontier witches, excursions into old temples and occasional jobs working with members of the Thieves’ Guild, or sometimes outlaw bands (while they lasted before the Guild crushed them). He’d led an exciting life, after all. And since it hadn’t made him any richer, why not use it to cash in with the ladies, when one seemed interested?
 

 
  He’d lost track of time and how much he’d spent on drinks, but it was going
  
   very
  
  well. Branwen was snuggled neatly up under his arm, one hand on his broad chest, looking up at him more adoringly with each anecdote. Oz was very much aware of her full breast pressing against his side, under the ribs—she was pretty short—but somewhat oddly for him, he was almost enjoying her attention more than the thought of how much further he was going to get tonight. Sure, she was a lovely bit, he hadn’t had a woman in far too damn long and he had possibly
  
   never
  
  gotten his hands on a pair of tits like that, but still… Oz would never have admitted it, but being
  
   liked
  
  by a pretty girl was, in its own way, as satisfying as getting laid. Harder to achieve, too. He couldn’t remember the last time it had happened. If it ever had.
 

 
  The other patrons in the dimly lit bar were giving him his space. Even those who didn’t recognize him or know his reputation knew well enough to let a man alone when he was working a girl. At least, a man of his size, with the kind of face that told of brawls beyond counting. The bartender was clear at the other end of the room, engrossed in a penny dreadful by the light of an oil lamp—this run-down hole was too cheap for fairy lamps, even the flickery old-fashioned ones. Oz and Branwen had a little island of relative privacy at one end of the bar.
 

 
  Coming to the end of a story, he basked in her delighted laughter, but let the silence drag on a bit afterward. Gulping the last of his whiskey to cover for it, he inwardly cursed at himself. What the hell was this? Was he
  
   nervous?
  
  He was Oz the Beater—he was afraid of nothing! But… Damn it, he
  
   liked
  
  this girl. Still, he didn’t aim to spend the whole night serenading her with old stories in a dive bar.
 

 
  “So, uh,” he said, then trailed off, cleared his throat and tried again. “I got a room, not too far from here.” Slowly, almost gingerly, cursing his sudden inner weakness, he let the arm draped around her slide downward, finally letting his fingers graze her butt. “You, uh, maybe wanna…”
 

 
  Branwen grinned up at him, and suddenly there was something warm, something
  
   heated
  
  in her eyes that caused his head to go even fuzzier than the whiskey made it.
 

 
  “I’ve been waiting for you to ask for the last half hour,” she purred, slowly rubbing her hand up and down his chest. “Not that you don’t tell great stories, Oz, but you should learn to tell when you’ve
  
   got
  
  a girl’s attention.”
 

 
  “Well, ya got me,” he admitted easily. Emboldened by the sudden elation coursing through him, he squeezed her bum firmly; when she giggled and snuggled in closer, he gave her a quick, one-armed hug. “Hope you’ll excuse me bein’ a little slow, honey. Ain’t every day I meet a lady as pretty as you. Hell…ain’t
  
   any
  
  day. I keep thinkin’ you’re gonna wise up any minute an’ ditch me for somebody in your league.” Too late, he clamped his mouth shut.
  
   Stupid.
  
  Why’d he have to go and say a thing like that? Now she was gonna—
 

 
  Branwen reached up to place her fingers over his lips, and suddenly there was a simple sincerity in her expression that made his heart ache oddly. “Don’t,” she said softly. “Don’t do that. You deserve happiness just like anybody else.”
 

 
  Maybe the gods had a few rays of light to shine on old Oz after all.
 

 
  He cleared his throat roughly. Despite the whiskey lubricating his tongue, words just weren’t there. “Well, uh… Shall we, then?”
 

 
  She was all smiles and giggles again when he helped her into her coat, even when he fumbled slightly with the differences in their height, but he had to chortle along with her. Some girls would’ve laughed
  
   at
  
  him—well, okay, most girls—but she made him feel included. He felt so on top of the world he was barely conscious of anything but her as they stepped out of the bar and into the dank alley leading to it. Hopefully he could remember the way to the room he’d rented…
 

 
  “Oswald Terrence Chamberlain.”
 

 
  The voice out of the shadows up ahead jolted him to a stop. He hadn’t even seen them; two people stood on either side of the alley, not blocking the way physically, but clearly presenting themselves as a barrier. A slim, dark-haired woman and a bearded man, taller even than he, though not as burly. Oz blinked, refocusing his vision, but the spectacle refused to change. She wore a white robe with a bronze breastplate over it, not full Legionnaire uniform but the light armor they sometimes used on non-combat missions. The man was in fur and leathers, carrying a longbow and with the bow-and-wolf pin prominently displayed at his shoulder.
 

 
  A Huntsman of Shaath and a Sister of Avei?
  
   Together?
  
  That was insanity. Surely he wasn’t
  
   that
  
  drunk.
 

 
  “More commonly known as Oz the Beater,” the Sister continued, eying him over and looking unimpressed. “Might we have a word?”
 

 
  “No,” he growled. “I’m busy, as if you couldn’t fucking tell.” He patted his girl on the hip. “Now move outta the way. You’re crowdin’ the lady.”
 

 
  “We insist,” the Huntsman growled back. Oz noticed that he was carrying a ceremonial longbow, but hadn’t lifted it. Well, the thing wouldn’t do much good in these close quarters anyhow… But the traditional leaf-bladed short sword he now realized the woman had was another matter.
 

 
  “If you know who I am,” he snarled, “you know don’t nobody fucking
  
   insist
  
  with me. Now get your asses outta my way!”
 

 
  “Wait.” Branwen spoke soothingly, placing her hand against his chest as if to hold him back. “Just listen to them. It’ll be worth your while.”
 

 
  He looked down at her, confused. She didn’t seem alarmed at being accosted, nor even surprised.
 

 
  Oz wasn’t really a thinker at the best of times, and he was a little drunk… But after a few seconds’ deliberation, even he got it. The most surprising thing was the little ache that opened up in his chest.
 

 
  “Oh…Bran,” he sighed, and carefully removed his arm from around her. Funny thing how he didn’t even want to punch that pretty face, which was what he
  
   usually
  
  did to people who manipulated him. Well, this’d teach him, good and proper. Maybe a man could trust a woman, generally speaking, but a man who looked like
  
   him
  
  probably couldn’t trust a woman who showed him any interest.
 

 
  “Wait,” she pleaded, and seemed so genuine he had to harden himself anew. “Please, Oz, just
  
   listen.
  
  We can still…pick up where we left off. But this is important.”
 

 
  “Nah,” he said gruffly,” shaking his head. “Think I’m done. No hard feelin’s, honey doll, you gotta do what you gotta, but I—”
 

 
  “How’d you like a job?” the Sister interrupted.
 

 
  He blinked, then squinted at her. Those were words he’d learned to value. “What…
  
   kinda
  
  job?”
 

 
  “Long-term,” she said, smiling. It was
  
   not
  
  a pleasant smile, made him think of the tense half hour he’d once spent eye-to-eye with a rattlesnake, afraid to move, till one of his companions had come back to camp and shot the creature. “In fact, you might say we’d like to put you…on retainer.”
 

 
  Oz narrowed his eyes. “I don’t work
  
   for
  
  no man. You got somethin’ needs doin’, we can talk, but ain’t nobody gonna put a shackle on me.”
 

 
  “Well, see, that’s a problem,” she said, still with that chilling smile. “If you’re not with us, you’re…maybe not against us. But a loose end.”
 

 
  “The time of adventurers is over,” growled the Huntsman. “There’s a new order rising, one that doesn’t tolerate armed loners and malcontents stirring up trouble. This is
  
   charity
  
  we’re offering you, boy. Join the future, or be crushed underneath it.”
 

 
  “I don’t take well to threats,” he rumbled. “I’m outta here. Now are you movin’, or am I movin’ you?”
 

 
  The hand that appeared around his shoulder came literally from nowhere. It seemed actually disembodied…or, more likely, as if the body to which it was attached was invisible. Oz didn’t spare this phenomenon much thought, however, being more concerned with the knife clutched in that hand, which was pressed firmly against his jugular.
 

 
  “Should take the deal,” said a male voice from just behind his ear. Oz considered. He could probably clock the bastard with an elbow, but that would just push the knife into his own neck. He could grab the hand and pull it away… But could he do it fast enough? Damn it, he was too drunk for this bullshit…
 

 
  “Three years ago,” the man behind him went on, deadly quiet. “Silver Falls, in Calderaan Province. You took a stagecoach job run by a member of the Thieves’ Guild. Faisal Alfarsi; you may have known him as Claws.
  
   He
  
  turned up a week later with a knife through the heart. We caught one of the other members of the gang, who was persuaded to tell us
  
   exactly
  
  how that happened.”
 

 
  “What of it?” Oz growled. Yup, he remembered that. Always knew it was gonna bite him on the ass one day.
 

 
  He grunted at the blow to his torso, staggering backward; the man caught him, struggling momentarily under his much greater weight, then pushing him forward again. Only then did he notice the sword sticking out of his chest, the woman’s hands still on its hilt.
 

 
  Son of a bitch. He hadn’t even seen her move.
 

 
  “I just thought you should know what that feels like,” the main said glibly, stepping away. The woman laughed, a low, throaty sound that might have been alluring under other circumstances. Then she gripped him by the shoulder to yank her sword out, followed by a gush of blood, and Oz found himself crumpling to his knees. His limbs wouldn’t work properly.
 

 
  
   “This
  
  was disappointing,” the Huntsman growled. “This is what we’ve come to? Thugs in alleys?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t get your beard in a twist,” the Sister said dismissively. “You knew we were starting at the bottom of the list. This clown’s fully mundane, but he’s pretty much the top thug-for-hire in the Empire.”
 

 
  Oz felt a very peculiar rush of gratification at the acknowledgment. Blood was pouring out of him at a really alarming rate, taking the strength from his limbs as it went. He’d seen too much death to have any illusions about what this was.
 

 
  They continued to talk over him as if he weren’t there. Insulting, but he couldn’t really take it personally; he’d done the same enough times. Branwen, though, was looking at him, a hand over her mouth, real pain on her face. That made him feel good. It showed he did matter to her on some level. After all, why should she bother lying to him at
  
   this
  
  juncture?
 

 
  He’d always known it’d be something like this, a blade in some alley, he reflected, his vision fading. But hell, they were worthwhile opponents, it was revenge for something he’d
  
   actually
  
  done… And there at the end, a pretty girl had cared about him for a while.
 

 
  Yeah. This would do. This was pretty good.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The elves, watching from perches on either side of the alley above, drew back from craning their necks to peer downward, letting the tension ease from them. As with so many things, they did this in perfect unison.
 

 
  “Messy,” Flora murmured, “and altogether unpleasant.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t seem like much of a loss,” Fauna said with a shrug.
 

 
  “Well, no. I just feel… That would be an appropriate thing for
  
   us.
  
  But he’s
  
   better
  
  than this. Is that weird?”
 

 
  “A little,” Fauna acknowledged, then grinned slightly. “But I do feel what you mean. You’re not wrong. Keep in mind what he’s better
  
   at,
  
  though
  
   .
  
  Sometimes, you have to do unfortunate things.”
 

 
  “I guess we should know that better than anyone, huh.”
 

 
  “Yup.” Fauna lifted her gaze to stare at the third watcher. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
 

 
  The crow studied them, tilting its head to one side, then ruffled its feathers and emitted a very soft croak.
 

 
  “Fauna,” Flora warned.
 

 
  “What? We see her, she sees us, and I’m getting tired of this game. Well?” she added directly to the crow. “Anything to contribute? If you’re not going to be sociable, I suggest you learn to stay out of our business.”
 

 
  The crow made a guttural chuckling noise, and abruptly took flight. Both girls watched it flap away; it vanished quickly among the forest of chimneys in this district.
 

 
  “That’s going to be trouble,” Flora murmured.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fauna said with a sigh. “I think we’d better warn Sweet as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “Agreed.” She leaned over again, then stiffened, staring at the three figures striding away from the alley, leaving the cooling corpse behind. Nowhere was the telltale distortion of the invisibility cloak, its inherent magic rendering it obvious to the spirits that watched from behind her eyes. “Wait. Where
  
   is
  
  he?”
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  He strolled along the cobbled road without a care in the world. It was dim, nearing or just following sunset; the towering structures that filled Tiraas could make it hard to tell, to say nothing of the lightning discharges from the industrial districts and the near-constant cloud cover. Mist shrouded the road, making the passing walls murky, turning the distance before and behind into vague shadows and the fairy lamps into golden blossoms of thin light, seemingly hovering on their own.
 

 
  To some, it would be a spooky scene, even threatening. But he knew this stretch of road. He knew
  
   all
  
  the roads. This was Tiraas, his city. Sweet knew her like the back of his hand—better, as he rarely gave the back of his hand any attention. She’d never turn on him.
 

 
  He whistled as he walked, enjoying the quiet, the momentary solitude, the familiarity with his city. Everything was just wonderful.
 

 
  For some reason, that nagged at the back of his mind.
 

 
  Up ahead loomed a quaint stone footbridge, arcing over a small canal. Darling ambled up to this, fishing a silver coin out of his pocket as he went and flipping it in the air, over and over. Below, mist swirled above the surface of the water, obscuring it completely. He paused at the apex of the bridge, leaning back against one of the thick stone rails, tossing his coin and just soaking in the ambiance. When was the last time he’d allowed himself a moment to just…be? He needed to do this more often.
 

 
  It was a little dimmer in the middle, but the path leading onto the footbridge was fairly well-lit. Two lamp posts bracketed the road at each end. While Sweet stood there, a crow winged out of the mist and settled atop one of the lamps. It let out a desultory caw, fluffing its feathers once, then hunkered down, staring at him.
 

 
  “Hello there,” he said airily. “Hm… Sorry, I don’t have any crumbs for you. But, hey, crows like shiny things, right? Here you go.” He flicked the coin up at the bird.
 

 
  His thumb didn’t have nearly the power to send a silver coin that far, but it flew amazingly well, arcing straight at the crow. She caught it out of midair.
 

 
  It was the oddest thing; Sweet didn’t notice any transformation, per se, it was more as if she’d been sitting there the whole time and he had suddenly realized he was looking at a black-haired elf in fringed buckskins, perched improbably atop a lamp post.
 

 
  “I appreciate the thought,” she said, palming the coin. “Hello, Darling.”
 

 
  “Hey, honey,” he replied airily, and laughed. He hadn’t used that old joke in years, but it had been one of his standbys as a younger man. When had he grown so stodgy?
 

 
  She tilted her head; it was a fittingly birdlike motion. “My name is—”
 

 
  “I know who you are, Mary. My girls mentioned you were lurking about.”
 

 
  “That
  
   isn’t
  
  my name,” she said, seeming faintly amused. “But I suppose you are more comfortable dealing with masks and false faces. Do you prefer to be called Sweet?”
 

 
  “It all depends,” he said, producing another coin from inside his sleeve and rolling it across the backs of his fingers. “What are we if not a selection of masks? No one is the same person in every situation. With our lovers, with our children, with colleagues, we put on different faces. Are any of those faces false?” He tossed the coin to the other hand, watching the way the dim lamplight flickered across it as it continued to roll. “Wear a mask long enough, and you become the mask. It becomes part of you. A collection of masks is what we each are, in the end.”
 

 
  “Intriguing,” she said, folding her long limbs so that she sat cross-legged atop the lamp. Even as slight as elves were, it was an impressive feat of balance. “That sounds like Vidian theology. Not what I’d have expected from you.”
 

 
  “You expect what I want you to expect,” he said with a wink.
 

 
  “Is that so.” Her tone was quiet, even, and then he suddenly realized how
  
   old
  
  she looked. She was only the second black-haired elf he’d ever met, and this one was nothing at all like Principia, who tended to behave like a teenager. Age didn’t show on Mary’s face, of course, but she was visibly old in the way that old elves often were. There was a stillness to her, something ponderous in her movements, an almost palpable gravitas that hung around her like a cloud of perfume. “What, then, do you want me to expect? I am very curious when I will receive
  
   my
  
  visit from your Archpope’s little posse.”
 

 
  “Never,” he said lightly, tossing his coin back and forth.
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Come on, we aren’t idiots. The list is the list; Basra rounded up the names of every significant player she could find.”
 

 
  “It was an impressive achievement,” she noted. “The
  
   tauhanwe
  
  by definition are difficult to track.”
 

 
  “But,” he went on, “by the very nature of the thing, some of those people are just not to be messed with. The dragons, the dryads, the Zero Twenties. We’re sure as hell not recruiting Tellwyrn, either.”
 

 
  “That is good to know, I suppose,” she murmured. “Or perhaps not. If I’m not mistaken, the pretext for all this was to track down the
  
   tauhanwe
  
  killing off corrupt priests in the city. Of course, there are two of you involved who know very well that none of those on the list are the culprits.”
 

 
  “Who is to say who knows what?” Sweet said cheerfully.
 

 
  “You are an interesting case.” She smiled, and it wasn’t a threatening smile, but also wasn’t a warm one. “Loyal priest of Eserion, loyal agent of the Empire, loyal Bishop of the Universal Church. Obviously, you cannot be all of these things. One, at least, is a lie. Probably two, possibly all three. Yet you juggle these conflicting loyalties with consummate skill, a better deceiver than most I have met. Perhaps you, too, belong on that infamous list.”
 

 
  The crow took flight in a flurry of dark wings, and then she was standing at the foot of the bridge, studying him with her head tilted. “A practical action for me would be to simply kill you now.”
 

 
  “That’s one approach,” he agreed. “Can’t say I’m too worried, though.”
 

 
  “Aren’t you?”
 

 
  “You’re too smart for that,” Sweet said, winking at her. This was fun; he loved conversational games. Still, something wasn’t quite right… He brushed that thought aside. “Whatever you know, you know you don’t know all of it, and you’re not reckless enough to stick a knife into the heart of this web without knowing what kind of spiders may be knocked into your hair.”
 

 
  “I have noticed an odd trend, over my many years,” she said, smiling again. “Thieves with a streak of poetry in their souls tend to cause me a disproportionate amount of trouble.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” he said modestly, tucking his coin into his palm and executing an elaborate bow at her.
 

 
  “You are correct, though. You walk a path scarcely a hair’s width, dealing with those two
  
   eldei alai’shi.
  
  Much, there, confounds me, and all interests me.” She began pacing back and forth like a caged cat, swiveling her head with each turn to keep her gaze on him. With each pass, she drew a little closer. “At the risk of seeming arrogant, I take it upon myself to punish those I find abusing elves. However, men have tried in the past to harness the power of the headhunters; that is a hubris that leads to its own punishment with no need of my help. Yet…here you are, months later, seeming to prosper from your association.”
 

 
  “They really are sweet girls,” he murmured. “You don’t know how murder wears on the soul till you look someone in the eye who’s had to kill to live.”
 

 
  “And there we have it.” She came to a stop again, in the center of the bridge, now not more than six feet from him and staring intently. “I’ve seen the stress weighing upon men who have seized a monster by the tail and dare not let go. Then again, I have seen the stress of a man whose daughters are not yet ready to take on the world without him, yet may soon have to. They are dissimilar enough that I am unlikely to confuse them.”
 

 
  Sweet barked a startled laugh. Something about the sheer
  
   ridiculousness
  
  of it all jostled him to his core; what was even going
  
   on
  
  here? “I think you’ve leaped to an incorrect conclusion,” he said wryly. Then, immediately, wanted to kick himself. If she believed something that made him less of a target, then damn it,
  
   let her.
  
  Why was he so off his game?
 

 
  What was
  
   wrong
  
  with this situation?
 

 
  “You are one of the better liars I’ve ever met,” Mary said, openly amused now. “Less so when you lie to yourself.”
 

 
  He wasn’t listening anymore. He was noticing that sourceless alarm kept rising up in his mind, then drifting away; he was so very content, having so much fun with this.
  
   That
  
  was what was wrong. He
  
   didn’t
  
  brush off alarm when it reared up. And as for contentment… Contentment was a moment standing in the dimness of his foyer after a long day in the noisy streets, the look of delight on Flora and Fauna’s faces when they mastered a new skill he was teaching them, a snifter of brandy and a cheap novel in the night as he was going to sleep. Contentment was like a holiday season: if you had it all the time, it wouldn’t be enjoyable anymore.
 

 
  This was wrong.
 

 
  Sweet was a good Eserite and didn’t trouble his god for help when he could deal with his own problems; on the other hand, a good Eserite honed and then trusted his instincts, and now, his instincts insisted he needed the support. Without thinking, he reached into that well of energy that normally lay just beyond his attention, and golden light blazed up around him.
 

 
  Mary narrowed her eyes slightly against the glare, but didn’t back away by an inch, or otherwise react.
 

 
  Mist burned away in their immediate vicinity, the divine energy melting through her fae magic like fog in the sun. More importantly, the cobwebs vanished from his own mind, the false sense of security that had made him reckless and talkative, and suddenly Sweet was keenly aware that he was alone, in a place of her choosing, with a being powerful enough to qualify as a demigod at least, who had every reason to be hostile toward him. Adrenaline spiked through him, sharpening his senses and mind further—but of course, he didn’t let so much as a hint show on his face, keeping his easy, slightly daffy smile in place.
 

 
  Now
  
   this
  
  was more like it. This was living.
 

 
  “Nothing personal,” he said lightly. “It’s not that I object to a spot of mind control between friends. It’s good form to go over ‘no’ lists and establish safewords first, though, however harmful that may be to the spontaneity of it all. And quite frankly, I expect to be wined and dined a bit first.”
 

 
  “Are you taking me to task for being hostile?” she said mildly. “Ensnaring the senses, arranging a quiet place to talk… All that takes effort. It would have been
  
   much
  
  simpler to use the same opening to just kill you. That is, after all, what you intend to do with me.”
 

 
  “Dear lady, why in the world would I want to kill you?”
 

 
  “Did you not say you don’t intend to recruit me?” She smiled again, coldly. “And that leaves…what? Your Archpope will have all the world’s
  
   tauhanwe
  
  either serving him or destroyed. You, Darling, and even your fellow Bishops…even your Church’s entire might, are not enough to bring me down. But you with an army of
  
   tauhanwe
  
  at your beck and call? Hm. I cannot swear that that wouldn’t do it. It’s hard to know, of course, what all their capabilities may be, much less how well they will work together. Obviously, I can hardly stand back and allow this plot to reach fruition.”
 

 
  “And yet, here we are, talking,” he countered, rolling the coin across his knuckles again. “Well,
  
   my
  
  cards are on the table. Thanks for asking first, by the way. Suppose you share with me just what deal you’re thinking of making?”
 

 
  Mary began to pace again, slowly, this time in a circle. Sweet matched her, in a slow dance around the center of the wide bridge.
 

 
  “I said there are
  
   two
  
  parties involved who know the Empire’s adventurers are not behind these murders. You, obviously, because you’ve set your apprentices to do the work. But there is also the Archpope.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Sweet kept his tone and expression mild despite the frisson that coursed through him. “And just what does he know?”
 

 
  “Who is to say who knows what?” She grinned mockingly. “I doubt he knows who is behind the killings, or you would have much more immediate problems than me. But it may behoove you—and your fellow Bishops—to find out what
  
   he
  
  is doing before you take this campaign any further.”
 

 
  “And what, pray tell, is he doing?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah.” She wagged a finger at him.
  
   “That
  
  knowledge is what I have come to trade.”
 

 
  “I see. What would you like in return? I can bring you some breadcrumbs next time, if you’ll just bother to let me know in advance where you’ll be.”
 

 
  She came to a stop, and so did he. “You know nothing I would care to learn. All you have that I might require is…assurance.”
 

 
  “That you won’t be targeted for elimination?” He shrugged fatalistically. “You surely have to know I don’t have the authority to guarantee that.”
 

 
  “Pity,” she mused. “I guess I’ve no need for you to be alive, then.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be melodramatic,” Sweet said, grinning. “I’ve been threatened by scarier things than you.”
 

 
  “If you believe so, those things lied to you.”
 

 
  “We both know I’m your
  
   in.
  
  I’m the only member of our little cabal who’s likely to give you the time of day.” He tossed the coin to his other hand and spun it on a fingertip, grinning. “You want to meet with… No, not the Archpope, not if you intend to warn us what he’s up to. The other Bishops, then?”
 

 
  “Don’t think yourself too indispensable,” she warned. “For each, there is an approach that will work. I began with you because you intrigue me… And because your very clever scheme with those
  
   eldei alai’shi
  
  shows you are not firmly on the Archpope’s side. If not you, I can deal with one of the others.”
 

 
  “You could,” he agreed, smiling. “Would you like to know, before you try, which of them is firmly in Justinian’s camp, and which could be turned against him?”
 

 
  She stared at him thoughtfully for an endless moment. He had the impression of being watched by a wolf trying to decide how hungry it was.
 

 
  “That card will have been played anyway as soon as you arrange a meeting,” she said. “You will
  
   have
  
  to warn me which of them cannot be trusted.”
 

 
  “Just so! Consider that a gesture of good faith, then, when we come to it.”
 

 
  Mary cocked her head again, then smiled. “It’s a start. You take good care of those girls, Darling. They take care of you.”
 

 
  He watched the crow flapping away through the gathering dark. What mist there had been left had dissipated, leaving him alone on the footbridge. With Mary gone, taking whatever geas or glamour she’d used with her—he wasn’t up on witchcraft—the noise of the city intruded again. This was a quiet street, but he could hear the traffic from the main avenue up ahead, and now people were starting to walk toward him. A well-dressed lady gave him a flirtatious smile, which he automatically returned with a gallant bow, though his mind was firmly elsewhere.
 

 
  It appeared to be early evening, and he was completely hell and gone from where he’d been. How much of that was the Crow’s magic? Had she walked him the whole way here? No, she had to have done something unnatural to get him away from his apprentices and the other Bishops. Witchcraft didn’t have any answer to teleportation or shadow-jumping… It was great for manipulating emotions, though, as he’d just seen demonstrated. He definitely needed to read up on it.
 

 
  Sweet set off for home. The Church he could deal with later; his girls would be worried.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  
   “Sweet!”
  
  Flora actually pushed Price aside, throwing her arms around him and burying her face in his chest. Fauna arrived a second later, adding herself to the pile from a slightly awkward angle.
 

 
  “Girls!” he protested, patting them both on the back. “Omnu’s breath, you’d think I was back from the dead. How long was I gone?”
 

 
  
   “Hours!”
  
 

 
  “We lost you right after Basra killed that thug.”
 

 
  “Mary the Crow was there, we knew she
  
   had
  
  to have been responsible.”
 

 
  “We were about to start hunting her!”
 

 
  “And how,” he asked mildly, “did you know I wasn’t just under the invisibility cloak?”
 

 
  They pulled back in unison and exchanged a guilty glance.
 

 
  “You can see through it, can’t you,” he said resignedly.
 

 
  Flora winced. “Um…no?”
 

 
  “Now see here,” Darling said severely. “I’m not about to get on your case for keeping secrets, especially not after what I was telling you earlier tonight about dealing with Guildmates. If I insisted on knowing everything, there’s a
  
   lot
  
  I’d have wanted you to tell me before now. But damn it, I will
  
   not
  
  have you lying so clumsily! Do I need to send you back to Orthilon?”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Fauna said, though she wasn’t the one being reprimanded. “We were just so
  
   worried.
  
  It’s been awful, not knowing what happened to you.”
 

 
  “And I appreciate that,” he said more gently, patting them both again. “But you can’t relax your standards over something like that. It’s precisely in an emotionally tense moment that you
  
   need
  
  to lie convincingly.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” they chorused, looking abashed.
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Flora went on, “I was telling the truth. We can’t see
  
   through
  
  the invisibility cloak, but we
  
   can
  
  see when it’s in use. When it vanished…that was worrying.”
 

 
  Price cleared her throat. “Might I suggest a more comfortable place to continue this discussion?”
 

 
  “Ah…quite right,” Darling said. They were still huddled in the narrow foyer. “And Price, I’m going to need a brandy.”
 

 
  “Very good, your Grace.”
 

 
  In relatively short order, they were ensconced in the drawing room. Stories were swapped fairly quickly; the elves hadn’t much to explain, and he didn’t bother to completely retrace his conversation with Mary, just hitting the high points. After everyone was up to speed, he took a moment to savor the smooth burn of the expensive brandy while the elves frowned into the distance, thinking over what he’d told them.
 

 
  “How dangerous is she, do you think?” he asked at last. “And yes, I know roughly what her capabilities are. I’m asking for an elvish perspective.”
 

 
  “What,” Fauna said dryly, “because you think we all know each other?”
 

 
  He gave her a look.
 

 
  Flora prodded her with an elbow. “It’s a fair question. Yes, we
  
   do
  
  know of her. All elves know of the Crow.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. So she’s…what? Some sort of boogeyman?”
 

 
  “Not
  
   quite
  
  like that,” Fauna said carefully. “She isn’t…well thought of. She’s seen as probably the greatest elvish
  
   tauhanwe,
  
  her and Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “She kept using that word, too,” he said, swirling his drink. “I have a feeling if it just meant ‘adventurer,’ as I’ve been told, you could’ve used the Tanglish word.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t
  
   mean
  
  ‘adventurer,’” Flora explained, “it’s our
  
   word
  
  for ‘adventurer.’”
 

 
  “Oh, thank you. That clears everything up.”
 

 
  “It’s the connotation,” said Fauna, grinning. “To call someone
  
   tauhanwe
  
  gives them a certain amount of credit for skill, but also heavily implies they’re… Let’s say antisocial and leave it at that.”
 

 
  “A trouble-making pain in the ass, according to my uncle,” Flora said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Right.” Fauna gave her an exasperated look. “Anyhow, the Crow is known. We’re warned about dealing with her. She’s not
  
   outcast
  
  like we are… Some groves and plains tribes both have hosted her, and considered it something of an honor, even.”
 

 
  “She helps elves who are in trouble, when she finds them,” Flora added. “It’s just seen as kind of… Inappropriate, having anything to do with her.”
 

 
  “Not outcast, but not welcome.”
 

 
  “Yes. That.”
 

 
  “Hm.” He took another sip. “And here she is in Tiraas, despite the fact she’s known to hate humans.”
 

 
  They frowned at him.
 

 
  “She doesn’t hate humans,” Fauna said.
 

 
  “Where’d you get that idea?”
 

 
  “I, uh…was told she’s obsessed with destroying the Empire.”
 

 
  “Well, yes, but that’s the Empire.”
 

 
  “For an elf to
  
   hate
  
  humans… They’d probably be regarded as crazy. Or at least stupidly naïve.”
 

 
  “You can’t judge an entire race, that makes no sense. Individuals and cultures make a
  
   huge
  
  difference.”
 

 
  “Hating the Empire doesn’t translate to hating all Imperial citizens. In fact, there are a lot of humans who hate the Empire.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s
  
   that
  
  much explained,” he said, “but that
  
   still
  
  means if she’s hanging around the Imperial capital, she’s not here for anything good.”
 

 
  “She’s here for you and your Bishops,” said Fauna. “She explained that.”
 

 
  “And how did she
  
   learn
  
  about that?” He shook his head. “That’s all developed much more recently. She may have been here already, up to something… Or she might have come to investigate those murders. Is there a chance she might be able to spot headhunter attacks even if you covered your tracks well enough to fool the Empire and the Church?”
 

 
  Flora chewed her lower lip. “Not sure,” she admitted. “A shaman can do…interesting things. And she’s an old and incredibly powerful one.”
 

 
  “Well, we’ll have to deal with that when the time comes.” He finished off the brandy, then leaned forward to stare intently at them, cradling the empty glass in his fingers. “More immediately, girls, how did it look when she grabbed me? Maybe we can pick up on something to be on guard against in the future.”
 

 
  They cringed.
 

 
  “We…didn’t see it.”
 

 
  “That’s why it scared us.”
 

 
  “Didn’t
  
   see?”
  
  He frowned. “I can believe she could redirect the other Bishops’ attention—she sure did a number on me. But you two are supposed to be… I mean, what are those spirits good for if they can’t spot magic that powerful being thrown at you?”
 

 
  “Misdirection,” Price said suddenly.
 

 
  “Hm?” Darling looked up at her. She was standing at the ready as always, beside the door.
 

 
  “You said you were engaging with the Crow herself right before the disappearance?”
 

 
  “That’s right,” Fauna acknowledged.
 

 
  “Don’t look for magical explanations where mundane ones will suffice. She caught your attention, made you take your eyes off him.”
 

 
  “That was just for a
  
   moment!”
  
  Flora protested.
 

 
  “You’re thieves; think like it,” Darling said severely. “A moment is
  
   more
  
  than plenty. She’s right. She usually is; it’s infuriating.”
 

 
  “I guess so,” Fauna said slowly. “I keep forgetting you’re Guild-trained, too, Price.”
 

 
  “Good,” said the Butler calmly.
 

 
  “Then
  
   that’s
  
  something we’ll need to work on,” Darling continued. “If you two are going to work in tandem, you have a built in advantage when it comes to keeping a lookout. Your target should
  
   never
  
  not be under someone’s eyes.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” they chorused, looking stricken.
 

 
  Darling smiled and waved away the apology. “I haven’t trained you on surveillance. What the student doesn’t do is her own fault; what the student doesn’t
  
   know
  
  is the teacher’s. All right then!” He stood with a grunt. “It’s late and I doubt the other Bishops have had cause to worry yet… But it’ll be important to keep them in the loop on this. The last thing I need is for it to look like I’m letting Mary play me against them. That means I need to haul my ass downtown and report all this lah-dee-dah pronto. Price, another?”
 

 
  “Nuh uh,” Flora said firmly, shaking her head. “Have another as you’re going to bed.
  
   Don’t
  
  start associating alcohol with alleviating stress. That’s how you acquire a nasty habit.”
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   mom,”
  
  he said scathingly. She just gave him a prim, self-satisfied smile. “All right, fine. You two run along to your own beds, I’ll not have my apprentices running themselves into the ground. Off you go.”
 

 
  “I’m glad you’re home,” Fauna said feelingly, Flora nodding enthusiastically in agreement. They let themselves be shooed out, though.
 

 
  Darling stood there, gazing after them in thought for a long time after they were gone. “Price, you ever think about having kids?”
 

 
  “If that is a proposal, sir, I must inform you that that duty is not included in my contract.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be vulgar,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Well, back to the streets for me. I should’ve known it was gonna be one of those days…”
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  “I just wish you’d at least take somebody with you, ma’am. Believe me, I understand not wantin’ to be cooped up in here anymore, but that’s exactly why it ain’t safe to just take off, with the town the way it is.”
 

 
  “You’re a sweet boy, Joe,” Lily said fondly, reaching out to ruffle his hair. “Much too good for the lady you’ve got your eye on. But don’t you worry about little ol’ me. If
  
   I
  
  were worried about my safety, you can bet I wouldn’t be going.”
 

 
  “Seriously, she’ll be fine,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “If anything, her leaving just means we’ll miss out on the accidental hilarity of somebody
  
   trying
  
  to harm her. I’m a little perplexed, though, Lil. It’s not like you to take off in the middle of the action.”
 

 
  “Oh, this is
  
   far
  
  from the middle, Arachne,” Lily said, smirking at her. “Anyway, it’s not that I’m not interested in seeing how your little field trip goes, but an old acquaintance of ours has started sniffing around. One I’d rather not have a confrontation with at this time.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn narrowed her eyes. “Oh? Who?”
 

 
  “Don’t you fret your pretty head about it, dear. He was always fond of you anyway.”
 

 
  The Professor’s nostrils flared in irritation, but she didn’t rise to the bait. “Be that as it may, I
  
   meant
  
  that when you vanish, you usually do just that. It’s the bothering to say goodbye that’s out of character.”
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  Arachne. Just because
  
   you
  
  have no regard for the most basic social graces doesn’t mean nobody
  
   else
  
  does.”
 

 
  Lily picked up her carpet bag and strolled toward the door with an entirely unnecessary sway to her movements that commanded everyone’s attention. To her customary scarlet dress she had added an old-fashioned traveling cloak in deep crimson, and now pulled up the hood over her dark hair as she reached the exit. Pausing at the threshold, she half-turned to look back at those assembled.
 

 
  “Bit of advice, kids,” she said. “A little less enthusiasm, a little more finesse. Toodles!” Wiggling her fingers flirtatiously, she turned and departed, leaving a momentary silence behind her.
 

 
  “Didn’t she say she was pregnant?” Gabriel asked finally. “Sure doesn’t look it.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted and stomped over toward the bar.
 

 
  “I wonder just who that woman really was,” Trissiny said slowly.
 

 
  “She’s either pretty badass or a fucking idiot, goin’ out there alone,” Ruda agreed. “I mean, what’s she gonna do? Just
  
   walk
  
  out into the prairie? Try to flag down a caravan? The speed those things travel, I doubt the enchanter driving could even
  
   see
  
  someone waving.”
 

 
  “There’s that,” Trissiny said, still frowning at the door, “and the fact that Professor Tellwyrn allowed her to talk to her that way. That’s what throws me off.”
 

 
  The students, as well as Joe and Jenny, glanced in unison over at the bar, where Tellwyrn was now nursing a whiskey and ostentatiously ignoring them.
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said after a pause. “I guess there’s no use putting it off. Everything ready, Robin?”
 

 
  The elf shrugged. “They all know the time and place. I can’t guarantee everyone will turn up, but it’s not like there’s much
  
   else
  
  for them to do in this town these days. Most of the families are as fortified as they can get inside their homes; even tending their kitchen gardens is risky. Of course, I asked their wives to lean on them a bit, too,” she added with a grin. “That should improve the turnout.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, nodding. “We’d better move out, then.”
 

 
  “Just a moment, if I may.”
 

 
  They turned in surprise at the voice, beholding Heywood Paxton approaching from the stairs to the upper floor, where the private rooms were. He looked much better, with none of the reddened eyes and nose that indicated he’d been at the bottle again. The man had lost weight, and his suit hung on him somewhat loosely, but it looked clean and freshly pressed nonetheless, and the silver gryphon badge of his office gleamed with fresh polish.
 

 
  “High time this old fool started doing his duty to his Emperor,” he said, head high. “My friends, I thank you not only for coming to the aid of this town, but also for jostling me out of my stupor. You may count on Heywood Paxton, Imperial Surveyor, to do his part.”
 

 
  “I’m…not sure that’s such a great idea,” Joe said carefully. “You’re a
  
   big
  
  target, Mr. Paxton.”
 

 
  “Less so that previously, my boy,” the Surveyor replied with a grin, patting his somewhat diminished paunch.
 

 
  “You know what I mean,” replied the Kid, his expression growing drawn. “You’re a high priority for the Riders. They can’t have an official Imperial report getting back to Tiraas.”
 

 
  “And that is precisely what I must accompany this expedition,” he replied, turning to face the students again. “Pardon me for eavesdropping, but there’s precious little else to do around here except drink, and I believe I’ve done
  
   far
  
  more than my share of
  
   that
  
  lately. As I grasp it, my friends, your plan is, in part, to provoke a response from the Riders Am I correct?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Gabe said thoughtfully. “And…yes, you’re right that having you along would be even better bait…”
 

 
  “I don’t like that at
  
   all,”
  
  Jenny said, eyes wide. “Heywood, no offense, but you’re no wandfighter. This is too risky. It’s
  
   crazy.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Ah, but I hardly expect to have to do my
  
   own
  
  wandfighting,” said Paxton with a grin. “I’ll be with a whole party of heroes! Paladins, clerics, dryads, wizards, even a bard! Safe as houses, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “Having to look after a civilian does alter the equation somewhat,” said Shaeine. “I am confident that we can protect
  
   ourselves
  
  from attack, but… On this matter I defer to more tactical minds.”
 

 
  “It’s doable,” Trissiny said immediately, then turned a sharp stare on Paxton.
  
   “Provided
  
  that the civilian in question strictly follows orders and stays
  
   far
  
  from the front lines when combat breaks out.”
 

 
  “My word on it, Ms. Avelea,” he said, nodding firmly.
 

 
  “Then it’s up to the healers; they’ll be the ones having to stretch their capacity by an extra head. Shaeine?”
 

 
  “Ah, let me just cut in here,” said Gabriel. “It’d be better if he went with our group rather than Shaeine’s. An Imperial Surveyor has some official rank that may help us impress the townsfolk. The elves, on the other hand…”
 

 
  “…may interpret an official Imperial presence as aggressive,” Shaeine finished. “That is a solid point.”
 

 
  “I thought your whole plan for the grove was to try to agitate them out of their complacency,” said Robin. “That’d be a start.”
 

 
  “I’d rather appeal to reason and higher virtues first,” said Teal. “If it does come to
  
   agitating,
  
  well, it’s probably better not to put them on the defensive the moment we walk in. They may already be annoyed with us for showing up a second day in a row. I think a lot of ’em were glad to see us leave the last time.”
 

 
  “I will, of course, yield to your strategic expertise,” said Paxton, “but quite frankly I’m not sure I’d be much use in dealing with elves. Imperial citizens, now, those I know just how to motivate.”
 

 
  “That’s settled, then. Right?” Teal looked around for objections. “Right. Okay, then, all we’ll have to do is try to jostle a bunch of hidebound immortals who don’t think our opinions are worth a squirrel’s fart. No problem.”
 

 
  “You’ve been in this town too long,” Ruda said, grinning. “You’re picking up the vernacular.”
 

 
  Teal rolled her eyes. “Robin, any guesses how many of the elves hate humans as much as your sister does? If they have a majority, this is pretty much hopeless.”
 

 
  Robin barked a laugh. “If you mean how many of the elves are anti-human, it’s actually a pretty tiny minority. That’s not the problem. My sister, for your information,
  
   loves
  
  humans, in every conceivable sense of the word.
  
   She
  
  is throwing a sulk because her boyfriend’s family were rude to her—which, by the way, was entirely her own fault and has nothing to do with the Riders or anything else going on.
  
   That’s
  
  going to be the bigger part of the problem. Elves typically err on the side of caution and consistency. The current climate just exacerbates petty disagreements like that, gives leverage to the few who
  
   really
  
  don’t want to be involved in human affairs, and the whole thing is held down by our general tendency to stay put and wait for something to happen.” She shrugged expressively. “You’re not going to get all the elves behind you, no matter what you do. The trick will be getting enough to break with the group, which…isn’t something we like to do. Shake that complacency enough, though, and you just might walk out of there with some allies.”
 

 
  “It is a start,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “It’ll have to do,” Teal agreed grimly.
 

 
  “I’ll help,” Jenny said brightly. “I’m good at shaking things up.”
 

 
  
   “Jenny,”
  
  Joe protested.
 

 
  “Don’t you start with me,
  
   Mr.
  
  Jenkins,” she said, leveling a finger at him. “I
  
   told
  
  you I’m not one to just sit on my hands! I wasn’t about to go take on the White Riders
  
   myself,
  
  but if people are taking action, I’m in.” She turned back to the others, folding her arms. “And I know a thing or two about elves.”
 

 
  “Well, we won’t turn down any help,” said Teal. “We’re not going to stop with the elves, though; the plan is to go after the Riders immediately after we finish whatever happens in the grove.” She sighed, glancing at Gabriel. “And, despite what I earnestly wish, I don’t think diplomacy is going to be in the cards, with them. You sure you’re up for that?”
 

 
  Jenny cracked a lopsided grin. “I may have seen a little bit of action here and there. Don’t you worry about me.”
 

 
  “Anybody else care to lend a hand?” Toby asked. “Joe? I don’t like the idea of fighting any more than Teal, here, but she’s right: it’s almost surely going to come down to that. An extra pair of wands would be helpful. Besides, you’re widely respected; you’d be a big help in getting people up off their butts.”
 

 
  Joe shook his head. “My place is here.”
 

 
  “He’s right,” said Gabriel. “Without him here, there’s nothing to stop the Riders from hitting the Lady as soon as we’re all gone. It’s the biggest holdout against them; burning it and scattering the people here would be their logical move if we left it undefended.” He nodded at Joe, who nodded back gravely.
 

 
  “Very well, then,” said Trissiny, slinging her shield over her back with an air of finality. “Everyone knows their role. Let’s move out.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Sunset made the streets of Sarasio positively spooky. It was a time when a town should ordinarily be winding down its business; subdued, but still alive, still active. In Sarasio, there was total silence. Orange light stained the pitted street and the dilapidated boards of the buildings lining it, but there was no one about, not so much as a horse or stray dog moving.
 

 
  The total silence was made more ominous by what lay behind it. This was their third patrol in the streets surrounding the old barn, now converted to a tavern, in which the meeting was being held. On the first, they had been watched, carefully, from the shadows, but apparently word of Trissiny’s performance on their group’s first arrival in town had spread, and none had offered them a challenge. Now, even those dim shapes lurking in doorways and the mouths of alleys had vanished, leaving only the unnatural quiet.
 

 
  And the prospect of a lightning bolt out of any window.
 

 
  Gabriel froze as a clatter pierced the quiet, clutching his wand and pointing it first one way, then another, seeking the source of the disturbance. Seconds later, another soft sound followed it, this one clearly coming from a junk-filled alleyway nearby. Clutching the wand in both hands, he aimed it straight for the pile of broken furniture that clogged the narrow opening, then drew in a deep breath, steeling himself to call out a challenge.
 

 
  He stumbled backward as a small heap of what looked to be barrel staves toppled, and a rabbit shot out of the alley, darting across the road and vanishing into the dried-out bushes opposite.
 

 
  Gabe slowly let out the breath he’d drawn, some of the tension easing from his frame. He gave Trissiny a sour look.
 

 
  “Don’t say a word.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “Too easy.”
 

 
  With a soft sigh on his part, they resumed their slow circuit.
 

 
  “Relax,” she said in a low voice.
 

 
  He gave her an irritated sidelong look. “How in the hell am I supposed to relax? We’re the worms on the end of a hook, here.”
 

 
  “This was
  
   your
  
  plan, you know.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well… It all sounds much less deadly from the comfort of a lavish…uh, brothel.”
 

 
  “Anyway, I’m serious. You’re wasting energy by holding so much tension. You can most likely survive a wand shot, and I can shield myself.”
 

 
  “Most likely,” he said sourly. “Could be better odds.”
 

 
  “I should probably have said ‘almost certainly.’ Compared to what Vadrieny did to you, a bolt of lightning is nothing.”
 

 
  The silence which ensued was even more strained. The pair of them walked, alone, down the center of the dusty street, eying their surroundings as much for the excuse of avoiding each other’s gaze as to keep watch for ambushers. They had managed, for the most part, not to discuss their brawl on campus and its aftermath; the subject was invariably awkward at the very least.
 

 
  Turning a corner, they slowed slightly by unspoken consensus, passing the old barn. One of the few stone structures in a town mostly of wood, it, like the ruined one out behind the Shady Lady, had once been part of a farmstead before Sarasio had grown to encompass it. Lamplight blazed from its windows, now, along with the sound of voices. Specifically, the sound of arguing. Two men on either side of the broad front door, each holding staves, nodded at them. Trissiny nodded in return, Gabe saluting with his wand, and they continued along their route, gradually leaving behind the only sight ad sound of other life in the town, the oppressive silence falling around them again.
 

 
  “They’ll be all right,” he said quietly, nodding at nothing. “Toby’s in there, and Mr. Paxton. If they can’t straighten those folks out, it can’t be done.”
 

 
  “Ruda is also in there,” Trissiny said darkly. “She can create a fight out of thin air. I shudder to think was she can do from the middle of a whole web of petty vendettas.”
 

 
  “I didn’t hear you nominating her to come on patrol with us.”
 

 
  “Once again,
  
   you’re
  
  invulnerable, and
  
   I
  
  have defenses. Ruda would be felled instantly by a wandshot. She’s safer in there with the diplomats.” She grimaced, glancing around. “Though all this is for nothing if they can’t get at least
  
   most
  
  of those people working on the same page.”
 

 
  “And Teal and Shaeine doing the same with the elves…” He kicked a stone out of the way, scowling after it. “And
  
   then
  
  we’re assuming the Riders will try something… And with the right timing, too… Augh, I’m an idiot. What was I thinking?”
 

 
  “Don’t,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “Don’t second-guess yourself after the plan’s in motion.
  
   No
  
  strategy survives contact with the enemy. If it goes wrong, we’ll adapt.” He sighed, and they walked in silence for a while longer before she spoke again, even more quietly. “It
  
   is
  
  a good plan, Gabriel.”
 

 
  He risked a glance at her; she was watching the road ahead. “You’re not just saying that?”
 

 
  “Seriously? Have I ever gone out of my way to coddle your feelings? Can you
  
   imagine
  
  me doing that?”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he said sourly.
 

 
  “We wouldn’t all have signed off on it if it weren’t solid. You’re not
  
   that
  
  persuasive a speaker. They Riders have to know what’s going on, and they have virtually no choice but to respond—and only one method they’re likely to use. The biggest risk is, as you said, the timing. If they strike before we can get in position… But then, most of this is getting these people to work together. An attack by an outside party is the best
  
   possible
  
  way to do that.” She nodded. “It’s a good plan.”
 

 
  “What would you say,” he said thoughtfully, “if I told you Ruda’s smarter than any of us give her credit for?”
 

 
  Trissiny raised her eyebrows, but still kept her attention on the street rather than on him. “I would ask what makes you think so.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I do.” He shook his head. “It’s just… A guy I met in the bordello said so.”
 

 
  “Just…some guy? Someone who’s only seen us a few times, when we were mostly just squabbling?”
 

 
  “Exactly. I’m not sure whether he was talking out of his ass, or if maybe his outsider opinion… That is, maybe he noticed something we’ve missed. She
  
   is
  
  royal. I mean, she has to have had training in politics and stuff.”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “What does it matter?”
 

 
  “Just thinking out loud, I guess. The different kinds of intelligence. It’s been sort of on my mind, the last day or two, how a person can be really smart in one area and kind of an idiot in others.”
 

 
  “You mean, the way you actually have a pretty strategic mind, apparently, but possess all the people skills of a billy goat?”
 

 
  He grimaced. “Just for a completely random example, yeah, sure. Not that
  
   you’re
  
  one to criticize anybody’s people skills.”
 

 
  She shrugged.
 

 
  Gabe coughed softly. “You, uh…actually think I have a strategic mind, though?”
 

 
  “Really?” She rolled her eyed. “Must we go over this
  
   again?
  
  I have no intention of stroking your ego, or anything
  
   else
  
  of yours.”
 

 
  “Oh, ew. I just got the cold shivers. Don’t
  
   say
  
  things like that!”
 

 
  “Yeah, that was ill-advised,” she agreed, twisting her lips in disgust.
 

 
  “I just… Well, coming from you, ‘strategic’ is pretty high praise. I’m not used to high praise, uh… Coming from you.”
 

 
  Trissiny shrugged again. “It’s fair. I’ve said your strategy was solid. And don’t forget, I’ve played you at chess, too.”
 

 
  “Where you won two out of three games.”
 

 
  “Do you really imagine I didn’t see what you were doing?” Finally, she glanced over at him, but only for a second. “The first two I won quickly, using two different strategies, while you played almost entirely reactive, defensive games. The last one you stretched out, using multiple,
  
   deep
  
  feints to counter the strategies you’d seen me use, and maneuvered me into exhausting my pieces while you set up a trap. That’s
  
   grand
  
  strategy, studying an opposing general’s patterns and thinking beyond the needs of the battle at hand. So yes, to my surprise, there
  
   does
  
  appear to be a highly functional brain lurking somewhere behind that mouth.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, you know how it is,” he said modestly. “The way I was raised, it’s just good manners to let the lady win.”
 

 
  She glanced at him again, eyes narrowed. “You are
  
   trying
  
  to make me stab you now, aren’t you?”
 

 
  “Invulnerable, remember?”
 

 
  “Specifically
  
   not
  
  against a blade crafted by Avei.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s not really fair, then, is it? You’ve got all
  
   kinds
  
  of advantages over me in a fight. What say we move this back to the chessboard, next time we have a chance? Best three out of five?”
 

 
  To her own surprise, Trissiny found herself grinning. “You’re on.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was out of the question, of course, if he was to keep any shred of control over this situation, but more and more, Toby wanted to plant his face in his hands and groan.
 

 
  Well over two dozen men crowded the barn, coalesced into small clumps keeping a wary distance between each of them. Despite the palpable tension in the room, they were thankfully leaving one another alone, all their focus on the main table in the center, at which sat the heads of the four families, along with Toby, Ruda and Mr. Paxton. The Surveyor was doing his best to remain professional, but he had wisely left most of the talking to Toby, who actually had formal training in negotiation. Not in Shaeine’s league, of course, but diplomacy called heavily upon the virtues that Omnu sought to instill in his followers: patience, compassion, understanding, respect. Ruda leaned back in her chair, balancing it on its two back legs, her boots propped on the table. She was sipping intermittently from a bottle of whiskey, her hat pulled forward so that it mostly hid her eyes, and not contributing to the conversation. All things considered, Toby decided he was glad of that.
 

 
  At least there was one thing to be glad of.
 

 
  “All I’m sayin’ is, we need
  
   assurances,”
  
  Jonas Hesse said stridently. “Who knows what’ll get back to the Riders, all of us meetin’ like this? Nobody here’s exempt from suspicion!”
 

 
  “Nobody ‘cept
  
   your
  
  boys, is what you mean,” snarled Jacob Strickland, the oldest of the four patriarchs at the table. His beard was short, but more gray than brown, and did little to add to his dignity. If anything, he did more shouting than any of the others. He did so now, thrusting a finger at Hesse. “Well? Ain’t it?”
 

 
  “We
  
   all
  
  prob’ly suspect everybody
  
   else’s
  
  boys of bein’ in with the Riders,” said Lucas Wilcox, the youngest of the four, who was leaning back in his chair much like Ruda.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” Paxton tried for the third time in the last minute, but Hesse overrode him.
 

 
  
   “Nobody
  
  calls my sons traitors!” he snarled, jerking to his feet and planting both fists on the table to glare at Wilcox.
 

 
  “Oh, but
  
   you
  
  can say what you want about
  
   ours?”
  
  Ezekiel Conner snapped, folding his arms and glaring mulishly. “Just like a Hesse.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s
  
   it.
  
  You’re gonna eat them words, Ezekiel!”
 

 
  “Yeah? I don’t see you makin’ me.”
 

 
  
   “Gentlemen,”
  
  Toby said, much more loudly than Paxton—enough to grab their attention momentarily. “I
  
   know
  
  you all have issues to work out. Having everybody here at the table is an important first step. But with all due respect, this is
  
   not the time.”
  
  He held his arms out wide, as if to embrace the whole barn and the town beyond. “Look around you. Sarasio is
  
   dying.
  
  You—and your
  
   families—
  
  will die with it if you don’t
  
   do something
  
  about the White Riders! And to
  
   do
  
  that, you are going to have to put these vendettas
  
   aside
  
  and
  
   work together.”
  
  He leaned forward, trying to hold them still with the sheer intensity of his stare. “Peace takes time and effort to build. I’m not asking you all to suddenly forgive everything and embrace each other. But, just for a little while, please.
  
   Put it aside.”
  
 

 
  “Ain’t that I don’t appreciate what you’re tryin’ to do, kid,” said Wilcox, nodding to him. “And it ain’t even that you’re wrong. Fact is, though, you’re askin’ us to ride into what’s sure to be a firefight with the very real possibility of bein’ shot in the back.”
 

 
  “The Riders know too much, we’ve seen it in the way they maneuver,” added Conner, still glaring at Hesse. “Somebody’s tippin’ ’em off.
  
   Several
  
  somebodies, ‘less I miss my guess.”
 

 
  “I ain’t puttin’ my life on the line, and sure as
  
   hell
  
  not any of my family’s, until we straighten out just
  
   who
  
  the traitors are an’ deal with ’em,” Strickland declared. “An’ until these three dumbasses admit they’ve got Riders among their own families, that don’t look like it’s about to happen.”
 

 
  “You shut yer foul mouth, Strickland!” Hesse roared, shooting back to his feet. “Your whole brood o’ weasels’re probably in league with the Riders! Hell, I bet
  
   you’re
  
  leadin’ the bastards yourself! You always did want more’n you deserved outta this town!”
 

 
  “That does it!” squawked Strickland, also jerking upright. “I’m gonna hear an apology outta you if it’s the last thing you ever—”
 

 
  Toby slapped both hands down hard on the table, startling them into momentary silence.
  
   “Please,”
  
  he implored, silently pouring more power into the calming aura he was using to keep this whole thing from exploding into violence. Already, it was a strain to keep enough concentration on that task while also trying to keep the conversation on target. He’d never been in a room with so may deep-seated resentments.
 

 
  Into the brief quiet, Ruda snorted a laugh. “Listen to you guys. Everybody’s so sure that all the
  
   other
  
  families are corrupted. First step to dealing with this is you each admitting you’ve
  
   all
  
  got traitors in your midst.” She lifted her head, meeting their incredulous stares. “Every one of you.”
 

 
  “Young lady,” Wilcox began.
 

 
  “It’s Princess, if you wanna be formal. Me, I don’t. Formal doesn’t look good on me.” She jerked her boots off the table and let her chair thump to the ground, leaning forward to stare intently at them. “Use your goddamn heads, boys. Why would the Riders only infiltrate
  
   some
  
  of the clans populating this town? They need intel on
  
   everybody’s
  
  movements, or they’d never have been able to head off every effort you made to move against them.”
 

 
  “Now, look here,” Conner began.
 

 
  
   “Furthermore,”
  
  Ruda said doggedly, “look around you at what is happening
  
   right here, right now.
  
  You’re all about to rip each others’ fucking throats out. Is that
  
   normal?
  
  Is this what life was
  
   always
  
  like in this town? Or, if you think back carefully, do you find that stuff started getting real bad between you
  
   after
  
  the Riders started being a big problem?”
 

 
  “What are you suggesting?” Hesse demanded.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   suggesting
  
  the Riders in your ranks aren’t just passing information—they’re pitting you against each other. Think from their perspective: they can’t have the whole town uniting against them, which is the logical thing for a town full of
  
   sane fucking people
  
  to do when they’re basically under siege. You’ve all got the
  
   same damn problem.
  
  Now quit pointing fingers and fucking
  
   do
  
  something about it!”
 

 
  “That’s all fine an’ dandy,” Strickland growled, “but it don’t change the problem. You wanna round up a posse and take on the Riders? Fine by me. Ain’t a man by the name of Strickland who’ll hang back if that’s what it’s gonna take to save our town. But the fact remains, we got bad apples in the bunch. We ride out, and our men’ll be vulnerable to fire from their own ranks!”
 

 
  “She ain’t wrong, though,” Wilcox noted. “It ain’t just any one family’s problem.”
 

 
  “What difference does it make?” Hesse demanded.
 

 
  “It makes a difference,” Toby said firmly, “because you will
  
   all
  
  face the same peril together. Do you really believe there’s any way to do this without putting men in danger?” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t lie to you, gentlemen, even if I thought you were naïve enough not to have realized the truth on your own: ride out to battle, and men will die. Right now, you are quibbling over the ways and means in which that might happen, and avoiding the larger truth.”
 

 
  “You callin’ us yellow?” Strickland growled squinting at him.
 

 
  “No!” He managed, barely, not to shout. Honestly, they were like children. “I’m pointing out that Ruda is
  
   right.
  
  You’ve been manipulated, gentlemen; someone has been trying to distract you, to focus your energies against each other.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe our energies
  
   belong
  
  against each other!” Hesse shot back. “I ain’t seen
  
   one
  
  bit of evidence any man in my family’s sided with the Riders, and I’m not puttin’ any of ’em in harm’s way to save a bunch o’ chickenshit varmints who can’t keep order in their own clans!”
 

 
  The whole table instantly dissolved into shouted pandemonium, the voices too loud and too rapid for any single thread to be clearly heard. All four men were on their feet, pointing and gesticulating at each other and growing increasingly red in the face. Now, other voices began contributing from all corners of the room, first shouting at the general mess at the round table, and then starting in on each other. Toby slumped back in his chair, rubbing his forehead; Paxton planted his elbows on the table, putting his face in his hands.
 

 
  “Okay,” said Ruda, “this is bullshit.”
 

 
  She stood up, tilted up the bottle of whiskey to gulp down the last of its contents, then hurled the empty bottle at Wilcox and punched Strickland in the jaw.
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  “I’m telling you, I can take us right there,” Juniper said petulantly. “Yes, Fross, I believe you about the wards. But I can
  
   smell
  
  them.”
 

 
  “Exactly how sharp is your sense of smell?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Oh, whatever I need it to be,” the dryad said, waving a hand vaguely. “My senses are based on animals. Mostly I go with the norm for elves, that’s pretty sharp. You wouldn’t want to walk around smelling like a hound or seeing like an eagle
  
   all
  
  the time, you’d go nuts.”
 

 
  “Dryads.” Jenny shook her head.
  
   “Little
  
  overpowered in this continuum…” She trailed off; Teal glanced at her curiously, but didn’t pry.
 

 
  “The issue is not what you
  
   can
  
  do, Juniper,” Shaeine said quietly. “The elves do not appreciate unannounced visitors.
  
   No
  
  elves do; these have specifically shown us the seriousness with which they take their privacy. Bypassing their defenses would be an unequivocally hostile action.”
 

 
  “And?” Juniper actually scowled.
 

 
  “We are trying to
  
   talk
  
  with them,” Shaeine said gently.
 

 
  “That didn’t seem to go over so great last time,” said Fross, buzzing along behind them. “It’s not so much that they’re difficult…”
 

 
  
   “Some
  
  of them are difficult,” Juniper grumbled.
 

 
  “Well, yeah, sure. But, y’know, if you pick up the clues about their culture and how they decide things… I don’t think we’re going to make any headway trying to persuade the tribe to get moving. It’d take
  
   years.”
  
 

 
  “And that is why I don’t much care about their privacy or their defenses,” said Juniper crossly. “These guys really irritate me. Elves usually
  
   respect
  
  nature, most of them live very close to it. But this…this
  
   passiveness,
  
  that’s not natural.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it?” Teal asked. “Nature is sort of…reactive, right? It adapts, it doesn’t charge in.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Juniper nodded eagerly. “It
  
   adapts.
  
  They’re not adapting! It’s not that they can’t, they just don’t
  
   want
  
  to, and it’s so…so
  
   silly!”
  
  She actually paused in walking to stomp her foot. “Elves should know
  
   better.
  
  They’re all gonna get killed from sheer stubbornness!”
 

 
  “Harmony with nature is one thing,” said Shaeine. “Never underestimate an elf’s pride.”
 

 
  “I’m still not clear on what we’re gonna do, anyway,” said Fross. “If they won’t be persuaded… You’re not thinking of attacking them, right?”
 

 
  “What could we
  
   possibly
  
  gain by attacking them?” Jenny asked, amused.
 

 
  “Well, see, that’s what
  
   I
  
  figured! But I dunno what the other options are, here.”
 

 
  “We spoke with the leaders, before,” said Shaiene, calm and quiet as ever. “Perhaps they are not the only people worth talking to.”
 

 
  “I suppose that’s something, at least,” said a voice from above.
 

 
  The party came to a stop, looking upward. Two elves, both women, sat on a huge branch extending overhead. They were garbed in sturdy leathers patterned with camouflage and well-armed, carrying knives, tomahawks, bows and laden quivers. Clearly, these were scouts or warriors.
 

 
  “It’s very reassuring that you’ve decided not to attack us,” said the second elf dryly. “I’m sure we’ll all sleep more soundly.”
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” said Juniper, planting her hands on her hips. “All right, fine, we found some elves. They can take us to the grove, and everybody will be happy.”
 

 
  “Some elves found you. The distinction is important.”
 

 
  “I’m not hearing a reason why we should take you anywhere.”
 

 
  “Perhaps some time spent wandering around the forest will improve your disposition? You certainly don’t seem to be in a friendly frame of mind.”
 

 
  “We
  
   do
  
  enjoy our peace and quiet.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no, we’re not going to do that,” Juniper said firmly. “I am going to the grove. Shaeine doesn’t want me to just walk in, fine. I respect her opinion because she’s smart and she’s a friend, but she
  
   doesn’t
  
  get to tell me what to do.
  
   You
  
  don’t tell me what to do, either.” Her face drew into a scowl. “Only
  
   one
  
  person gives me orders, and I swear I am
  
   this
  
  close to
  
   complaining
  
  to her.”
 

 
  The warriors exchanged an unreadable look. Then, quite suddenly, one rose to her feet and took off, bounding from one branch to another, and vanished quickly into the foliage. The other dropped to land lightly on the moss beside them, and bowed deeply to Juniper.
 

 
  “We apologize for offending you, daughter of Naiya,” she said courteously. “My companion will see that a welcome is prepared in the grove. If you’ll follow me, please?”
 

 
  “That’s more like it,” Juniper said with satisfaction, gesturing for the elf to go ahead.
 

 
  They trooped along in her wake, quieter now that the matter was, for the moment, settled.
 

 
  “Well,” Teal said softly, “I have a feeling this will be…interesting.”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So quickly, thou hast returned to us,” Shiraki intoned. His expression was almost mournful, though it lightened somewhat when he turned and bowed to Juniper. “It gladdens my heart to see thee once again, child of Naiya.”
 

 
  “I’m sure it does,” she said, winking. The old elf actually cracked a smile. Standing beside him, Sheyann rolled her eyes. Once again, most of the population of the grove seemed to be present, though they were less formally arranged now; the majority stood at a safe distance, unabashedly watching. The weight of their direct attention seemed greater, now that no one was occupied with dinner.
 

 
  “Within hours, there is going to be a confrontation in Sarasio between the White Riders and the townspeople,” said Shaeine. Her voice was as calm as ever, but there was something very subtly different in her demeanor. She was businesslike, not quite brusque, but some of the gentleness of her previous address of the elves was gone. “It is too early to know the shape this will take, much less its outcome. The citizenry have a numerical advantage, but the Riders are more mobile and better positioned.”
 

 
  “That,” Sheyann noted, “and the people of Sarasio are too divided and generally timid to take action.”
 

 
  “Kinda like you guys,” said Jenny, folding her arms and raising an eyebrow. A faint stir swirled among the onlookers.
 

 
  “That is being addressed as we speak,” Shaeine said evenly. “We have come to request the help of any elves who care enough for their human neighbors to lend it.”
 

 
  “This matter has been settled,” Shiraki said, somewhat sharply. “The tribe will take no action that will bring the dangers of human barbarism into our midst.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, elder, for my lack of respect, and my temerity,” Shaeine replied, bowing to him. “But I was not speaking to you.”
 

 
  Dead silence fell. All around, dozens of elves watched, hawklike. The brook continued to gurgle softly on its way, making the only sound in the grove. Sheyann raised an eyebrow, her expression mildly interested. Shiraki, however, was close to scowling outright.
 

 
  “We speak for the tribe,” he said firmly.
 

 
  “Then the tribe need not act. Only the individuals who are willing.”
 

 
  “The tribe acts as
  
   one,
  
  or not at all!” His voice climbed in volume, and very slightly in pitch. “That is our way, older than thou canst imagine.”
 

 
  “Then,” Shaeine replied calmly, “it is time for your ways to change.”
 

 
  Some of the onlookers drew in sharp breaths, enough to make a soft sound that filled the clearing.
 

 
  “Thou reachest
  
   far,
  
  child of the underworld,” Shiraki said softly.
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Juniper interjected, “and are you gonna explain why she’s wrong? Things change. The world changes. You either change with it, or you get left behind. Ten thousand years ago, this was a swamp. Would you try to live in that the way you do in a forest surrounded by prairie?”
 

 
  “That is a slender and specious comparison.”
 

 
  “No.” Sheyann shook her head. “It isn’t.”
 

 
  “The situation is thus,” Shaine went on inexorably. “The White Riders have gone well beyond random violence and obstructionism. They are guilty of rebellion against the Tiraan Empire, and their efforts to prevent the Empire from learning of their actions were doomed from the start. Already, the duration of their success has pushed the bounds of likelihood. There will be Imperial reprisal
  
   soon,
  
  and this problem will be resolved.”
 

 
  “And so should it be!” Shiraki snapped. “Let the humans solve their own problems.”
 

 
  “At that time,” Shaeine continued, very nearly cutting him off, “the Empire will begin to look around at the surrounding situation. They will find a community of powerful immortals, situated in extreme proximity to a rebel group, who did nothing to inhibit this sedition. They will
  
   not
  
  ignore your involvement.”
 

 
  “We are not involved!”
 

 
  “To exist is to be involved. Your isolationism is a choice; it affects the course of events around you, and you will be held accountable for those effects.”
 

 
  “Thy threats are as empty as they are ill-mannered,” he shot back. “We fear no human reprisal.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  do,” Sheyann said quietly.
 

 
  “It has been more than three centuries since the Tiraan Empire directly engaged in combat with any group of forest elves,” Shaeine carried on, her stare boring into Shiraki. “This was before the use of wands and staves in battle, before zeppelin transport, tactical scrying and modern spellcaster protocols. All these methods were employed several years ago against the Cobalt Dawn tribe of plains elves, the last elven group to directly attack Imperial interests. That tribe no longer exists.” The reaction from the crowd to this was such that she had to raise her voice slightly as she continued. “The same measures sufficed for decades to
  
   decisively
  
  overmatch the armies of Tar’naris, whose military capabilities outstrip your own by a
  
   wide
  
  margin. The Cobalt Dawn were wiped out; Tar’naris allied itself with the Empire and has prospered greatly. Those are the two main possibilities before you.
  
   Ignoring
  
  the power of Tiraas will soon cease to be an option for anyone. The option will be taken from your tribe
  
   very
  
  soon.”
 

 
  “That is enough,” Shiraki snarled. “Twice, thou hast abused our hospitality to threaten ruin. Thou shalt remove thyself from our grove, or be removed.”
 

 
  Shaeine raised her voice further, turning from him to pan her gaze around the assembled elves. “The world is
  
   changing!
  
  Any of you who wish to continue
  
   living
  
  in it must change, too. You
  
   cannot
  
  ignore what is happening in Sarasio, any more than you could ignore a famine or tornado.
  
   Help us,
  
  for your own future is as much at stake as anyone’s!”
 

 
  “I said ENOUGH!” Shiraki thundered, making a lifting gesture with his fingers stiffened into claws. Roots erupted from the ground around Shaeine’s feet, swelling to twine around her legs in seconds, entangling her robes and lifting her off the moss. She pinwheeled her arms frantically, struggling not to be toppled over.
 

 
  
   “LET HER GO!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Elves fled in all directions as Teal erupted in a cascade of flames and Vadrieny emerged, burning wings fully extended, her face twisted in a snarl that showed the full length of her murderous fangs.
 

 
  The roots stopped growing the instant Juniper laid her hands on them; the dryad began carefully peeling them off the drow, while Vadrieny stalked toward Shiraki, her talons gouging deep rents in the moss. Jenny let out a yelp and jumped backward, barely managing to catch her balance before tumbling into the stream. She stared, open-mouthed, at Vadrieny.
 

 
  All around them, elves drew weapons, aiming a variety of arrows, wands and tomahawks at the demon, but no one let fly. Vadrieny came to a stop after only three paces, staring in puzzlement at Shiraki, who did not react at all the way she had expected. The ancient elf scrambled backward so frantically that he actually tripped over his robes and fell, continuing to scuttle away awkwardly on his back. His face was a mask of horror, all the famous elven grace stripped from him.
 

 
  “Invazradi!” he squealed. “No,
  
   no!
  
  You’re dead!”
 

 
  “Yes, she’s dead,” Sheyann said calmly. She had produced a tomahawk from within the folds of her robe and slipped smoothly into a fighting stance, her eyes on the demon, but had not backed away an inch. Her expression was utterly cold. “That’s not her.
  
   Hello,
  
  Vadrieny.”
 

 
  Vadrieny turned her eyes, narrowed to blazing slits, to the other elder. Sheyann still made no move to advance or retreat; the surrounding elves kept their weapons trained on Vadrieny, but for the moment, no one offered aggression. Juniper had quickly peeled away the roots entangling Shaeine, who was now carefully unwrapping her robes from them.
 

 
  “Do I know you?” Vadrieny asked sharply.
 

 
  Sheyann actually straightened up, surprise replacing her glare. “Do you
  
   know
  
  me?” she demanded. “Is this what passes for
  
   humor
  
  in Hell?”
 

 
  “Vadrieny is without memory,” Shaeine said, stepping forward. She did not quite place herself between the elf and the demon, but interjected her presence. “As I keep having to repeat, a great deal has happened in the world while you’ve enjoyed the peace of your grove.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
  The two words held a great weight of hidden meaning. Sheyann didn’t lower her weapon, but slowly eased into a less aggressive posture. “…I did not even see you in the girl’s aura. You share a
  
   body
  
  with a human, now? Only discorporeal demons are capable of such.” A faint, very unpleasant smile tugged at her lips. “My, my. Something
  
   very
  
  bad has happened to you, hasn’t it?”
 

 
  “How do you know me?” Vadrieny demanded, her musical voice echoing across the glade.
 

 
  “How have you hidden yourself so thoroughly?” Sheyann countered. Shiraki was actually behind her now, having gotten to his feet. He wasn’t quite hiding, but very carefully kept his fellow elder between himself and the demon.
 

 
  “Oh! Oh! Oh! She wasn’t hiding!” Fross buzzed around Vadrieny in a circle, seeming unperturbed by the flames wreathing her hair and feathers. “I’ve researched this! Warding spells are just about the most universal kind of magic, they function almost the same if they’re arcane or divine or whatever. You’re using fae magic, of course, but it’s still the basic ‘detect evil’ that clerics use! It didn’t ping when Vadrieny entered the glade, because she’s
  
   not
  
  evil.”
 

 
  “Not evil?!” Shiraki said shrilly. “Are you utterly
  
   daft?”
  
 

 
  Fross paused in her buzzing. “Oh, hey. You
  
   do
  
  speak modern Tanglish!”
 

 
  “He does it in bed, too,” Juniper noted.
 

 
  “It’d be different if you’d set it up to scan for demons, but it’s not efficient to have multiple wards for every
  
   possible
  
  kind of intruder, you’d have more wards than trees! So you’re using a fae spell that screens for aggressors,” the pixie continued, beginning to buzz in figure eights between the two groups. “Evil really isn’t a quantifiable state, but fae magic is good for emotional gradients, so you’re probably looking for malice as a magical state. That’s common to both demons and wild fae. Vadrieny doesn’t have any malice toward you, so, there you go! Didn’t ping the wards.”
 

 
  “No malice?” Sheyann barked a bitter laugh. “Do you have any idea what that creature
  
   is?”
  
 

 
  “First of all, she’s a who, not a what,” said Juniper. “And second, yes. She’s our friend.”
 

 
  “I would like to hear what you know about me,” Vadrieny said sharply.
 

 
  
   “Would
  
  you?” Sheyann’s icy smile widened, beginning to look somewhat like Tellwyrn in one of her moods. “Life is full of disappointments.”
 

 
  Vadrieny drew back her lip in a sneer; Shiraki cowered behind Sheyann at the sight of the fangs thus displayed, but Sheyann herself finally lowered her weapon, straightening and effortlessly reclaiming her poise. As though this were a signal, much of the tension went out of the surrounding elves, but very few lowered their own arms, keeping the demon well covered.
 

 
  “You’re going to look down your nose at me, elf?” she growled. Even that guttural tone sounded like music, joining the splash of the stream and resonating through the glade, seeming as natural as birdsong. “Let me tell you something about being swept along by the world: it’s more painful than you can imagine.”
 

 
  “I can
  
   imagine
  
  more than you’d credit,” Sheyann retorted, narrowing her eyes. “I remember pain that you, apparently, do not.”
 

 
  “Then you’re oddly eager to revisit it.” Vadrieny folded her wings, hunching them over her shoulders almost like a huge, luminous cloak. They were too large to fit precisely, but the effect was visually striking. “Bad enough you want to sit here and wait for reality to stomp over you—forcing the rest of your people to suffer the same fate is cruel beyond belief.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  would speak to
  
   me
  
  about cruelty?” Sheyann said softly.
 

 
  “Feh.” Vadrieny turned her back on the elf, panning her burning gaze around the glade. Wide-eyed elves stared back; Jenny eased herself behind Juniper, while Shaeine simply folded her hands, listening. “I’m not going to bother threatening you. If I wished you
  
   harm,
  
  the easiest thing in the world would have been not to come. To
  
   let
  
  you sit on your hands and wait for the inevitable to happen. You think you can hide from the world? Please. By all means, try that. Sit here in your pretty orchard until the Tiraan or whoever else decides they want what you have, and comes to show you all the shiny new ways they’ve invented of
  
   taking
  
  it from you. Is this what all elves are like? There’ll be nothing left of your species but drow and Tellwyrn at this rate.”
 

 
  “…Arachne,” Sheyann said, closing her eyes. “I should have known.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you
  
   really
  
  should have.” Vadrieny turned to look over her shoulder at the elder, moving one wing gracefully aside to clear her view. “If anyone here had been paying the
  
   slightest
  
  attention to what was happening beyond the points of your ears, you’d have found her sitting right there in Sarasio. Ever wonder what
  
   else
  
  has crept up on you while you ignored it?”
 

 
  She looked to the left, then the right, then sneered again. “You know what? I don’t even care. Just sit here and die, all of you. If this is how you want to live, the world will be rid of elves within the century. I hope a few of you survive to see how
  
   little
  
  difference it makes to anyone. Bah.”
 

 
  Vadrieny pivoted on one clawed foot and stalked toward the edge of the clearing, right at a knot of armored elves. They raised bows and wands as she approached.
 

 
  
   “Move!”
  
  the demon barked, not slowing.
 

 
  “Let her out.” Sheyann sounded suddenly weary. The defenders parted, shying back from the burning wings as Vadrieny passed. Jenny and the other students fell into step behind her, eager to get away from the tense, armed elves surrounding them.
 

 
  “Nice to see you all again!” Fross said politely before zipping off after her classmates.
 

 
  “So, uh…” Jenny swallowed, keeping her eyes on Vadrieny’s back. “There’s more to you guys than meets the eye, huh?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They walked in silence through the darkened forest. This time, the way was illuminated by Vadrieny’s orange glow in addition to Fross’s white one. The demon stalked at the head of the group, Shaeine right behind her, with Fross fluttering back and forth. Periodically she would dip close to someone and chime softly, but never got as far as speaking.
 

 
  “Sorry,” Vadrieny said suddenly.
 

 
  “For what?” Shaeine asked, her voice soft.
 

 
  “For ruining that. I suppose that was pretty much the opposite of diplomacy.”
 

 
  “It was, at that,” the drow replied slowly. “But…much as I am loath to acknowledge it…diplomacy has its limits, and I believe we had reached them. I cannot say whether your approach was the right one, but it was something. Now, what will be, will be.”
 

 
  They all straggled to a halt, glancing around. There was no sign of any elf having followed them.
 

 
  “You took a stand on principle,” Shaeine went on. “And you protected your friends. I cannot imagine Teal is upset with you.”
 

 
  Slowly, Vadrieny shook her head. “That… A lot of that was Teal’s anger.”
 

 
  Mutely, Shaeine raised her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Hey, uh…we’re just gonna go on up ahead a little bit,” said Jenny, taking Juniper by the arm and gently tugging her forward. The dryad went without protest, though she paused to wink and give Shaeine a thumbs up behind Vadrieny’s back.
 

 
  “Uh, is it wise to split up?”
 

 
  “Come
  
   on,
  
  Fross.”
 

 
  “Okay, okay! See you two in a bit, I guess…”
 

 
  The pixie chimed softly in agitation as she followed the others out, leaving Shaeine and Vadrieny in a small clearing, lit by the demon’s fire.
 

 
  “You ought to know.” Vadrieny’s low voice hummed through the darkened trees, harmonizing with the crickets and bullfrogs that sang in the night. “She’ll be mad at me for telling you, but… Teal’s parents have a very good friend who’s an elf. He was like an uncle, really, helped raise her. He’s the reason she speaks elvish. And he never said a word to her about sexuality.”
 

 
  Shaeine tilted her head mutely to one side.
 

 
  “Remember the night we went to Last Rock, and she played the guitar?”
 

 
  “And you helped her sing.” The drow nodded. “Vividly, yes.”
 

 
  “You mentioned that elves are normally attracted to both genders.”
 

 
  “Gender isn’t exactly a polar—ah. Yes, I recall.”
 

 
  Vadrieny sighed, fanning her wings once and sending a warm breeze through the nearby bushes. “It’s been weighing on her. How can he not have said anything? It was…brutal, growing up the way she is in Imperial society. She’s only managed this well because her family is too powerful to let her be abused too much, but she was still bullied. The one person who could have made a difference, who
  
   should
  
  have known better, said nothing.”
 

 
  Slowly, finally, the glow faded. Wings and claws withdrew and the forest grew dark again, and only Teal stood there, one arm crossed awkwardly in front of her to grasp the opposite elbow. She stared at the ground.
 

 
  “And the worst thing is, I never had to wonder for a moment why he didn’t.
  
   Elves.
  
  Balance, harmony, respect, tradition… He wouldn’t have wanted to rock the boat. I am just. So.
  
   Sick.
  
  Of elven
  
   bullshit.”
  
  She twisted her lips, clamping down on the emotion bubbling up. “…I’m sorry, Shaeine, I shouldn’t have let her dump all this on you. I know you don’t like to talk about emotions…”
 

 
  She broke off with a soft gasp as Shaeine closed the gap and wrapped her arms around her. The drow was shorter by a good bit; her thick white hair effectively blocked Teal’s mouth.
 

 
  “Not everything,” Shaeine said softly, “is about what I like.”
 

 
  Slowly, hesitantly, Teal loosened her arms and hugged her back. Shaeine squeezed her once before pulling away.
 

 
  “I am very uncomfortable with
  
   public
  
  displays of emotion,” she said. “But I am also your friend, and I greatly value your happiness. Should you wish to talk, we can do so anytime we have privacy.”
 

 
  Teal let a tremulous smile flutter across her features. “I-I would like that.”
 

 
  Shaeine smiled back, and more warmth illumined the expression than she usually showed in the course of a day, clear even in the shadows.
 

 
  “Am I intruding?”
 

 
  They both spun to face the figure slowly materializing out of the darkness. Elder Sheyann moved at a serene, unthreatening pace, hands folded before her. The tomahawk was not in evidence… But then, it hadn’t been before, either.
 

 
  “What a fascinating group of young people you are,” she said, her gaze on Teal, and came to a stop a few yards from them. “You have certainly disrupted the tranquility of our existence.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Teal said curtly.
 

 
  Sheyann smiled very faintly. “You owe me no apology…for
  
   that.
  
  Nothing you said was incorrect, though you were perhaps a bit pushy. I cannot say I was best pleased at having an
  
   archdemon
  
  brought into our home unannounced.”
 

 
  “I prefer it if she stays unannounced, usually,” Teal said frankly, shifting her bare feet awkwardly on the moss. Her rubber sandals were no doubt back in the glade, ripped apart by the manifestation of Vadrieny’s talons.
 

 
  Sheyann studied her in silence for a moment. “You certainly managed to keep a secret from me,” she said at last, “but I am rarely wrong in my assessment of a person’s character. You seem like such a… Forgive the banal description… Such a
  
   nice
  
  girl.”
 

 
  “Teal Falconer is the best person I know,” Shaeine said evenly. Teal looked over at her, opening her mouth in surprise, but closed it silently after a moment.
 

 
  “In that case,” Sheyann went on in a grimmer tone, “I strongly advise you to separate yourself from that
  
   creature
  
  as quickly as you possibly can, by
  
   whatever
  
  means are necessary.”
 

 
  Teal shook her head. “The clerics at the Universal Church… Well, they said a lot, but one thing that stuck with me was the metaphor of applesauce.”
 

 
  Sheyann raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “You can take two apples,” Teal explained, “mash them up, add spices, mix them together…y’know, make applesauce. But once you’ve done that, applesauce is all you have. Even if you could somehow strain out all the other ingredients, separate
  
   each
  
  particle into the two separate piles and put them all back
  
   exactly
  
  where they were… Both are still basically destroyed. There’s not enough left of either to make two whole apples again.”
 

 
  “I see. I am sorry to hear it.” The elder sighed. “Be warned, then. Memories or no, that creature is what it is. Its nature will out, eventually.”
 

 
  “What did she do to you?” Teal asked in a small voice.
 

 
  The elf simply stared at her in silence for a very long stretch of moments, then shook her head again. “I must return to the grove and try to salvage some order among those of the tribe who are left.”
 

 
  “Left?” Shaeine asked sharply.
 

 
  Sheyann actually grinned at her, but it was a wry, almost bitter expression. “Oh, yes. Whatever your other flaws and virtues, the two of you… The
  
   three
  
  of you can put on quite a show.” She turned and glided back into the darkness, her voice echoing back to them. “Return to the town, and do what you can for it, children. You won’t be going alone.”
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  They came to a stop in the middle of the street, hearing the crash. Trissiny and Gabriel exchanged a brief look, then turned and dashed back the way they had come, toward the barn. She smoothly drew her sword while in motion, eyes darting about in search of threats. Despite the ongoing noise from up ahead, in which they could now hear shouts and curses in addition to the continued ruckus of battle, the town itself remained eerily still. It was as if, improbable as that seemed, all the roughnecks and thugs hanging around had spontaneously gone elsewhere. For the moment, though, Trissiny was grateful enough to have only one apparent threat on which to concentrate.
 

 
  Gabriel skidded as they rounded the corner, nearly overbalancing; she, being far more athletic, came to a smooth stop, taking in the scene.
 

 
  Two men lay in the street, the same two who had been previously guarding the door. Another was in the process of stumbling down from the board sidewalk, limping heavily and clutching one arm. There was no sign of the Riders, and though the details weren’t exactly explicit, from their garb these were townsfolk rather than ruffians. Given the lack of apparent external threats, whatever was happening had begun
  
   inside
  
  the tavern.
 

 
  That hypothesis gained weight as the front window exploded outward and a man flew through, striking the edge of the sidewalk painfully on his way to sprawling in the street.
 

 
  Trissiny bounded to his side, kneeling to place a hand on his shoulder. He was bleeding from multiple cuts, thanks to the window, and though she couldn’t tell past his sturdy denim and flannel garb, it was very possible he’d broken something and inconceivable that he wasn’t heavily bruised. She drew on Avei’s light, sending a gentle wave of energy through him. Just enough to stop any bleeding, internal or otherwise, and prevent him from expiring from trauma. Too much divine magic was risky with an undiagnosed patient; healing a broken bone without setting it in the right position first could cripple a person for life.
 

 
  “What happened?” she demanded as the man’s eyes swam back into focus. “Is it the Riders?”
 

 
  His gaze locked on her face, and then his eyes widened as though he’d just remembered what was happening. He clutched her arm frantically.
 

 
  “Gods, you’ve gotta do something! She’s
  
   insane!”
  
 

 
  
   “Oh,”
  
  Trissiny growled, her expression collapsing in a scowl. “Ruda.”
 

 
  One of the men in the street was already standing, the other being helped upright by Gabriel. She paused to touch the limping fellow on his apparently injured arm, giving him a soft boost of light to ease the trauma, then turned resolutely toward the saloon and marched in. This involved pushing past the broken doors, one of which was angled crazily across the doorway and somehow stuck. Luckily, kicking it down suited her mood.
 

 
  The scene inside was utter chaos at a glance. The more than two dozen men present were either fighting or on the ground and injured; half of the light fixtures were knocked out, and ninety percent of the furniture had been smashed, some of that serving as makeshift cover for cowering townsfolk who’d apparently had enough. Sweeping her gaze around the room, however, Trissiny’s trained mind put the various pieces into place, and she realized that she was looking at one of the most flawlessly controlled battlefields she’d ever seen.
 

 
  Heywood Paxton had retreated to a front corner, where he was clutching Ruda’s sheathed rapier in front of himself as if it would bar the brawl from reaching him. Oddly enough, it seemed to have worked; his suit wasn’t so much as rumpled and nobody had come within ten feet of the Surveyor. Toby was moving efficiently around the perimeter of the tavern, aglow with divine energy, helping men upright and healing injuries as he found them. It was the circular pattern that was impressive; the center of the room was mostly cleared, but knots of men had clumped together around the outside. Most were now lying or sitting amid the ruins of their tables, but two groups were still actively brawling.
 

 
  Trissiny could see how it had been done. The original layout of the room had had Paxton, the students and the heads of the four families ensconced at the center table (now on its side with half its legs broken off), while their various sons and relatives had organized themselves by clan around the wall. Quickly identifying each of the men she’d seen sit down to parley and where they currently were—all but Wilcox now down—Trissiny could retrace the steps that had led to this. All Ruda had to do was get a fight going and then push each patriarch into the arms of a rival clan. Men would have crossed the center to get to their objectives, but the action would ultimately concentrate itself around those four men, swiftly turning the brawlers’ attention from Ruda to each other. Eventually the fighting would spill everywhere, as fighting invariably did, but that wouldn’t matter of someone were to systematically move around the edge of the room, taking advantage of the brawlers’ preoccupation with one another to beat down each group one at a time.
 

 
  Grudgingly, she had to recognize the quick thinking, tactical savvy and martial skill it had taken to pull this off. Unless, of course, it was all the random outcome of a completely aimless act of aggression. Not long ago, Trissiny would have instantly made that assumption, but Gabriel’s recent question about Ruda’s intelligence made her wonder.
 

 
  As she entered, the second-to last knot of struggling men was in the process of being dismantled. Ruda, armed with a table leg, circled the edge of the group, delivering methodical blows to legs that took fighters neatly out of the action, until she had whittled down their numbers and the remaining three men turned on her, finally realizing who the true threat here was. It was a bit dicier from there, but Ruda’s unique blend of deftness and savagery quickly put down the overmatched farmers. Trissiny noted, also, some of the skills she herself had drilled into the pirate during their morning practice sessions with Teal.
 

 
  The last fellow actually backed away, raising his hands in surrender, and Ruda, grinning, tossed the table leg to him, then rolled her shoulders and cracked her knuckles before stalking over to the last group of fighting men, which included Mr. Wilcox. She was limping and bleeding from both the lip and forehead, but seemed no less energetic. Her target group was down to six men, Wilcox and two of his apparent relatives being backed against the wall and beset by a pair from one side and a particularly hulking fellow from another.
 

 
  Ruda diverted her course toward the middle as she went, picking up the only two intact chairs within reach. One she hurled directly into the two on the left, then smashed the other across the big man’s back.
 

 
  Gabriel shoved past Trissiny, coming to a stop just inside and taking in the scene as quickly as she had, though probably with less understanding of what he was seeing.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit!
  
  Are…should we help her?”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  He gave her a sidelong look. “Is this a warrior-culture thing where you don’t interfere in somebody else’s battle, or are you just pissed at her for starting a fight?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “How do we even know
  
   she
  
  started it?”
 

 
  Trissiny looked at him.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know,” he muttered, sticking his hands in his pockets.
 

 
  The two attackers were already down, as was one of the Wilcox boys. Ruda’s chair was reduced to two legs, with which she was hammering at the big man, using no stickfighting technique Trissiny knew, but holding her own. She feinted at his groin; like a lot of intimidatingly burly men in rural towns, he’d never bothered to learn an actual fighting style, and went for it in panic, hunching forward to protect his jewels with both thick forearms. Ruda neatly clocked him on both sides of the head with the chair legs, and he went down like a sack of flour. Trissiny winced; head trauma was always a serious matter. Fortunately, Toby was working on the last group to face the pirate’s wrath, and already looking ahead at the current fight between patients.
 

 
  The Wilcox patriarch and his younger kinsman both raised their hands, backing against the wall.
 

 
  “Miss,” Wilcox began, “I—”
 

 
  Ruda jabbed them both viciously in the solar plexi, then dropped her improvised weapons, turned and was walking away before they had finished slumping to the floor.
 

 
  “Damn,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “You with the hand!” Ruda barked, stomping up to a man lying on his own closer to the middle of the room than most. He was, in fact, cradling a hand to his chest; the position obscured it somewhat, but Trissiny could see a couple of fingers clearly bent the wrong way. Ruda prodded him in the shoulder with her boot, the force used just short of qualifying as a kick. He took this with a whimper.
 

 
  “Bad.
  
   Fucking.
  
  Form.” Ruda growled, nudging him again. “You do
  
   not
  
  pull a wand in a bar fight, you little shit. There are
  
   rules.
  
  I see you doing anything like that again and next time I’m not gonna be so playful with you. Savvy?”
 

 
  “My apologies, ma’am,” he gasped.
 

 
  She grunted, then bent to pick up the wand lying a couple of feet from him, twirling it in her fingers. “Behave yourself and I’ll think about letting you have this back later.”
 

 
  “Much obliged, ma’am.”
 

 
  Ruda turned from him, limping over to the center of the room, where she swiveled slowly, dragging her gaze across all those present. A surprising number quailed back from her. Even as short as she was, even badly disheveled and obviously injured, her sheer
  
   presence
  
  commanded everyone’s attention.
 

 
  “Listen up, fuckers!” she said, not yelling, but projecting as well as any actor on stage. Her voice boomed through the room, echoing off the stone walls. “You, the hard-working, hard-drinking, hard-fighting pride and manhood of the whole goddamn town of Sarasio, just got your collective asses kicked by a
  
   girl.
  
  There are two kinds of men among you right now: the bitterly ashamed, and
  
   utter fucking morons.
  
  There’s some overlap there. The question you need to be asking is this: Just how the
  
   hell
  
  did this happen?!”
 

 
  Ruda paused, letting her words sink in. The silence was nearly total, broken only by soft scuffling and the occasional whimper, and the muted sound of Toby murmuring encouragement to the burly fellow he was in the process of healing from a head injury. Ruda slowly dragged her gaze across the assembled men again, curling her lip up in a sneer.
 

 
  “What you’ve just experienced was the whole last goddamn year in miniature. Here comes an outside force, systematically moving across the room and beating each of your asses down one by one, and you fuckwits
  
   let
  
  it happen because you were too damn busy kicking the shit out of each
  
   other
  
  to do a thing about it!” Her voice began to slowly climb in volume. “Naphthene’s
  
   tits,
  
  people! One girl—
  
   one!—
  
  against two
  
   dozen,
  
  and there you all lie, looking stupid. Do you not comprehend the sheer, epic scale of your own dipshittery? Can you even
  
   wrap your heads
  
  around the scope of your failure? If anybody had told me last year I’d ever meet a whole
  
   town
  
  full of men who
  
   suck
  
  as hard as you assholes I’d have busted him in the lip for lying to me.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Jonas Hesse started.
 

 
  Ruda, who was currently facing the other direction, flung out an arm to point at him without looking. “You get
  
   one
  
  pass because I feel sorry for you numbnuts. Next man who interrupts me, I’m gonna go over there and he can say his piece to my face.”
 

 
  Silence fell again. Even the whimpering stopped.
 

 
  “Well? Any takers?” She waited for a few seconds, but nobody offered comment. “Fine. This catastrophic ass-kicking is a
  
   lesson,
  
  boys. The White Riders have been doing this exact shit to you for months now, and you’ve let ’em get away with it because you let ’em turn you against each other. If just
  
   half
  
  of you witless fucksticks had quit trying to bash each other and turned on the person
  
   actually
  
  attacking you just now, I’d be the one lyin’ bleeding on the floor. If you’d put your tiny dicks back in your pants instead of waving ’em at each other and turned all this energy against the Riders back when they
  
   started
  
  being a problem, they wouldn’t fucking
  
   be
  
  one
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  “That don’t change the facts!” Jacob Strickland piped up, leaning on a young man’s shoulder. “We got Riders and Rider sympathizers in our
  
   own
  
  ranks, ready to turn on us. How’re we supposed to fight ’em like that?”
 

 
  He actually tried to back away as Ruda whirled and stomped toward him. She came to a stop two feet from him, grabbed a fistful of his long beard and yanked his head down till he was closer to her eye level.
 

 
  “You wanna bitch and moan, that’s on you,” she said, her voice low but still echoing throughout the chamber. “But if you insult my intelligence again, I will stuff you head-first up your own ass and
  
   roll
  
  you from here to the Rail platform. Got it?” She released him and gave him a none-too-gentle shove in the chest, turning her back and stalking toward the center as the younger man barely managed to keep Strickland from falling. “Yeah, so you’ve got Riders in your midst. So what? So
  
   fucking goddamn what?
  
  What’re they gonna do, blow their cover the second you turn your back? Worst thing they can do is get in
  
   one
  
  good hit, and then you’d know who they are and could deal with ’em. You should be so
  
   fucking
  
  lucky as to
  
   hope
  
  they’re that fucking stupid—which, obviously, they aren’t, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation! I am sick of you dipshits and your excuses. The
  
   truth
  
  is, you just
  
   want
  
  to fight each other and you’ll grasp at any little pretext to do that instead of solving your own, actual fucking problems! Well?” She turned in a full circle, glaring furiously around the room.
  
   “Well?!
  
  Deny it!”
 

 
  Silence.
 

 
  “You’re prisoners in your own homes,” she bellowed. “You families are one more bad week from starving. You can’t walk your own streets, can’t live your own lives. Your town is on the edge of
  
   annihilation.
  
  Everything you have worked for has been torn down and shat on by the White Riders. Haven’t you had
  
   enough?!”
  
 

 
  To Trissiny’s amazement, there actually came a rumble of assent this time. Expressions were growing grim and angry again, but for a wonder, they weren’t turned on each other.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   I’m
  
  sorry,” Ruda said in a sneering mockery of contrition. “Here I thought I was addressing the men of Sarasio, when it turns out I’ve wandered into a rehearsal of the Tiraas Ladies’ Auxiliary Bake Sale Choir. I
  
   said:
  
  HAVE YOU HAD ENOUGH?!”
 

 
  She finished on a roar that rattled the remaining windows in their frames, and this time, the men roared back, a wordless bellow of outrage and assent. Trissiny tightened her grip on her sword, keenly aware that she was in a room with a bunch of men being deliberately whipped into a frenzy.
 

 
  “Are you going to
  
   let
  
  these bastards do this to you?”
 

 
  “NO!” they bellowed in near unison.
 

 
  “Are you going to
  
   take
  
  this any more?!”
 

 
  “NO!!”
 

 
  “Are you going to let your families, your whole town, just
  
   die
  
  because a bunch of assholes in bedsheets like feeling powerful?!”
 

 
  This time, the roar of negation barely qualified as a word. Still, Ruda managed to raise her own voice above the noise.
 

 
  “Or are you going to march out there, find those goddamn Riders, and PUT THEM IN THE GROUND?!”
 

 
  Fists were shaken, faces twisted into animalistic snarls, weapons—both actual wands and hatchets and various pieces of furniture—brandished. Paxton had eased over and now placed himself behind Trissiny, ready to bolt through the door at an instant’s notice. Gabriel had also slipped backward and lurked now in the doorway, keeping an eye on the street.
 

 
  “Are you victims?” Ruda thundered, wild-eyed, pumping a fist in the air,
  
   “OR ARE YOU MEN?”
  
 

 
  
   
   
  
  The noise quite literally shook the floorboards, and this time it didn’t stop. The men kept up a continuous bellow of fury as Ruda made a circuit around the room, shouting incoherently and exchanging thumps and shoves with everyone she came close enough to touch.
 

 
  Toby finally rejoined them, looking as tense and displeased at these events as Trissiny felt. She carefully eased backward, pushing Paxton and Gabriel a step closer to the door.
 

 
  The men carried on shouting and gesticulating even after Ruda stopped riling them, now turning to each other, shaking hands, slapping backs, exchanging bellowed exhortations. Amazingly, they mingled without any regard for family affiliation. Even the four patriarchs had grouped themselves together, clasping arms with grim-faced determination. They seemed a bit more restrained than their kin, though, shooting glances at Ruda’s back as she strolled, grinning, over to rejoin her companions.
 

 
  “Toby, my man,” she said, slugging him in the shoulder. She kept her voice at a normal conversational level, which, given the noise in the room, was as good as a whisper for ensuring their privacy. “No offense, but you don’t understand how the common man thinks.”
 

 
  “There is a
  
   difference,”
  
  he said grimly, “between relating to common folk and
  
   inciting a riot.”
  
 

 
  “Yep, there surely is,” she said easily, nodding. “But funny enough, you need the one to do the other. And cut that shit out,” she added with a scowl as he reached a glowing hand toward her. “I need those bruises for credibility. You can do your paladin thing after the big fight.”
 

 
  “Ruda,” he said wearily, “I’ve
  
   been
  
  healing you the whole time. I don’t care how badass you are, one woman doesn’t take on a whole bar and walk away without help. You were
  
   stabbed
  
  twice. Remember when I grabbed your arm? That’s because it was
  
   broken.”
  
 

 
  “What? Don’t be stupid, it was just a bruise.”
 

 
  “Forearms aren’t supposed to bend in the middle!”
 

 
  “Maybe
  
   yours
  
  aren’t.” She grinned insanely at him. “I’m Punaji. We don’t fuck around.”
 

 
  “I don’t even know what that means,” he exclaimed.
 

 
  “That’s okay, I still like you. Heywood, my sword?”
 

 
  The Surveyor handed the weapon over, his eyes darting around the aggressive crowd. “Not to disparage your work, Princess, but, ah… Should you perhaps
  
   contain
  
  this? Or at least direct it? This kind of thing can go
  
   very
  
  bad, very quickly.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m gonna.” Ruda finished buckling the rapier’s scabbard back to her belt and planted her fists on her hips, looking around the room at her handiwork. “Timing’s a factor. Don’t wanna let ’em tire themselves out or start brawling again, but I need to give the Riders in the audience a minute to slip out the back.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   what?”
  
  Toby exclaimed. “Don’t we want to keep them pinned down where they can’t act?”
 

 
  “No, she’s right,” Trissiny said grudgingly. “The whole point of this is to
  
   force
  
  the Riders to move, so we can hit them back. Now the ones in this group will know we’re coming for them with the whole town behind us. They’re pretty well forced; to take advantage of that, though, we need to give them a chance to warn their fellows.”
 

 
  “See?” Ruda grinned. “She gets it.”
 

 
  “That said,” Trissiny went on grimly, “we do need to control this
  
   quickly.
  
  A mob is like a rabid animal: if we can’t target them at the actual enemy, there’s no telling what they’ll destroy.”
 

 
  “Yeah, about that.” Gabriel was leaning half-out the doorway, staring down the street outside.
  
   “That
  
  won’t be a problem.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You didn’t
  
   notice
  
  I was gone?” Darling asked, peeved in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t get your bloomers in a twist,” Basra said. “That’s classic witchcraft. Redirecting attention, inducing emotional states… We really should’ve been on guard for that, though. Divine magic is a very good counter for it.”
 

 
  “And so we must be, going forward,” said Andros firmly, scowling more than usual. “I do
  
   not
  
  like that this Crow woman is taking aggressive action against us. We had best be prepared to deal with her decisively.”
 

 
  “Ah, granted I only know about her what was in Basra’s report,” Branwen said somewhat timidly, “but… I don’t think Mary the Crow is the kind of person who gets decisively dealt with.”
 

 
  “She clearly has considerable sources of information to have learned what we are doing,” said Andros, turning his glower on Darling. “You are certain you told her no more than what you related to us?”
 

 
  “Positive, but that may be beside the point,” he replied. “She clearly knew a
  
   lot
  
  going in. There’s no telling how much, or from what source.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Basra was gazing into space, rubbing her lips absently with a thumb. “She was always one of my top suspects… Both in terms of the level of her power and her established patterns. Moving against us strongly supports that theory. From what Antonio’s told us, though, she seemed
  
   uncertain.
  
  As if she were trying to figure out who knew what, who had done what.”
 

 
  “That could mean either that she’s not involved, or that she is,” Andros growled. “Either way, she’s used what amounts to mind control on a Bishop of the Church. That is an
  
   automatic
  
  death sentence.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Darling exclaimed, “she’s Mary the freakin’ Crow. An absurdly overpowered, self-declared enemy of the state. Her
  
   existence
  
  is an automatic death sentence; if the Empire were able to put her down it would’ve done so years ago.”
 

 
  A tense, glum silence fell over the table.
 

 
  They were meeting in one of the Cathedral’s smaller conference rooms, much less lavish than the one in the Archpope’s personal suite. It was late, well past midnight; most of the rest of the Church’s headquarters was asleep, like the city itself. It had taken considerable time for Darling’s messages to reach their recipients and bring them back here, Branwen having been the last to arrive by a wide margin. He wondered sourly how long it had taken her to do her hair; it had been uncomfortable sitting with Basra and Andros, both of them surly from the interrupted night’s sleep, without explaining the details of his adventure while they waited for her. They well understood his desire not to have to go over it twice, but the pair of them hardly needed a reason to be grouchy around each other to begin with.
 

 
  The Archpope was secluded in prayer, according to the Holy Legion officer guarding his chambers, and could not be disturbed. They would have to settle for reporting in tomorrow. It was looking increasingly like it’d be a long night.
 

 
  “Then,” Andros said finally, “the question is this: What are we going to do about the Crow?”
 

 
  “The more
  
   immediate
  
  question is whether she’s responsible for the killings,” Basra shot back, rubbing irritably at her eyes with her fists. “That makes a difference in how we proceed.”
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t,” Andros retorted. “She’s attacked Antonio. That makes her an enemy.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” Darling held up his hands peaceably. “Not attacked! Here I am, fit as a fiddle; believe me, if I tangled with the Crow I wouldn’t have walked away. She wanted to
  
   talk.
  
  Frankly, I think we should encourage this. Fighting her is just plain not gonna be feasible.”
 

 
  “You propose to let that woman walk all over us?” Andros snarled.
 

 
  “I propose to
  
   investigate,”
  
  Basra chimed in, then stifled a yawn. “We need data before we act! Gods, it’s too late to have this conversation…”
 

 
  “Maybe we should adjourn till tomorrow?” Branwen suggested. “Then we’ll be fresher, and we can include his Holiness in the discussion.”
 

 
  “We should sleep while the Crow runs loose?” Andros’s sneer was visible even through his beard.
 

 
  “Timing is, indeed, a factor,” Mary said solemnly, resting her chin on her interlaced fingers. “While you sit here talking, an opportunity is about to slip away.”
 

 
  Dead silence fell, the four Bishops turning in their seats to stare at her. Mary the Crow sat at the head of the table, watching them with an aloof little smile.
 

 
  “Okay,” Basra said at last. “Not gonna lie, I’m impressed.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” Mary said firmly as Andros started to rise, reaching a hand toward his belt. “Sit, boy. There is no need for hostility.”
 

 
  “You’ve been there the entire time, haven’t you,” Darling said resignedly. “Otherwise, Andros would’ve sat at the head.”
 

 
  “Very good, Antonio,” she replied with a smile. “You continue to display a keen eye for details and personalities. That’s why you’re my favorite.”
 

 
  “Whoopee,” he said sourly.
 

 
  Branwen cleared her throat. “You mentioned an opportunity?”
 

 
  “Quite so.” Mary straightened, separating her hands and resting one on the table. “There have been, to date, twenty-eight executions of high-profile priests in the city, all within the last few weeks.”
 

 
  Darling managed not to react.
  
   Twenty-eight?
  
  That was off from Flora and Fauna’s count. The number should be lower. If they’d been going off on their own again…
 

 
  “One of those has just been committed,” the Crow continued, “and will not be discovered, in all likelihood, until dawn. The person responsible is still in the city, and can still be confronted if you move quickly.”
 

 
  “Who?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  “You would know him as the Jackal.”
 

 
  She grimaced, as did Darling. The Jackal was a fully non-magical foe, but several orders of magnitude more dangerous than Oz the Beater had been, by virtue of being an elf. Fast, agile, stealthy…and sadistic. So much for working
  
   gradually
  
  up the list.
 

 
  “You claim he is responsible for all these murders?” Andros growled, so physically tense in his seat he seemed almost ready to erupt.
 

 
  “For this most recent one, at least,” Mary replied with unflappable calm. “He is not expecting any kind of intervention; in fact, he has no reason to think he has been discovered.”
 

 
  “And yet, you have?” Basra said wryly.
 

 
  Mary nodded, smiling. “I rarely choose to announce my presence. Among other benefits, this often means I know a great deal more about my surroundings than anyone expects. In this case, I can tell you where the Jackal is. Apprehend him, and you may just learn how many of these assassinations are his doing.” Her smile widened. “And at whose behest.”
 

 
  “Unless, of course, this is an
  
   obvious
  
  trap,” Andros snarled.
 

 
  Mary held up her right hand, palm out. “By my totem spirit, may my bond with the earth be forsworn if I deceive thee, I swear that I have told you nothing but the truth, and intend to lead you toward enlightenment, and not harm.” She lowered her hand, leaning back slightly in her chair. “Of course, he
  
   is
  
  the jackal. Pursuing dangerous prey means that harm is more than possible.”
 

 
  “What was that, exactly?” Basra asked, her eyes narrowed.
 

 
  “An oath not lightly broken,” Andros rumbled. “…I am satisfied, at least, as to her intentions.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are?” she said, visibly surprised.
 

 
  “The Huntsmen are acquainted with the ways of the wild. We must deal regularly with elven witches.”
 

 
  “She’s not hostile toward us,” Branwen added, watching the Crow carefully. Mary turned the smile on her, blinking her eyes languidly.
 

 
  Darling sighed. “Are we in any shape to go chasing after someone like the Jackal right now?”
 

 
  “As to that, I can offer you a little aid. A token of good faith.” Mary lifted her left hand from below the level of the table, opened it palm-up, then blew across it. Nothing visible flew outward from her hand, but a gentle scent like herbs and clean water flowed briefly through the room.
 

 
  Darling unconsciously straightened in his chair, fatigue draining away, leaving him feeling alert and fresh as a daisy. Around the table, the others perked up visibly as well, then exchanged a round of uncertain glances.
 

 
  “A little
  
   warning
  
  before you do witchcraft at us would be appreciated,” Basra said testily.
 

 
  “Of course,” Mary said noncommittally. “Now, we had best move. I will guide you to your quarry, but it will be up to you to bring him down. Alive, remember, or he’s no use to us. I’ll find you outside.”
 

 
  The black bird let out a hoarse caw, flapping across the room, then slipped out through the upper window which Darling was
  
   sure
  
  had not been left open when they came in.
 

 
  “Well, what the hell.” Basra pushed back from the table, standing. “I’m going to swing by the Avenist shrine and arm myself. Meet you lot out front; don’t start without me.”
 

 
  “Not how I expected to spend the evening,” Branwen murmured, also rising and following the others. Andros had stood and strode toward the door without further comment.
 

 
  Darling trailed along in the rear, considering the situation and not liking the way it looked. More murders than his girls had committed? And now he was being sent off to confront the person responsible
  
   without
  
  having them there to watch his back—at the behest of the Crow, no less. He had thought her not guilty of any of the assassinations, knowing their source as he did, but if there were other parties getting in on the action, everything was thrown into doubt.
 

 
  One thing was certain, though: Mary knew who had carried out the bulk of the killings, and knew that he had ordered them. Her say-so might not be enough to convict him, but it would certainly start the ball rolling, and she had every reason to think of him as a threat. Now, she was guiding him and the other three Bishops toward some revelation of her own design.
 

 
  Whatever he was heading toward, it wasn’t likely to be good for him.
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  “Here,” said Basra, trotting down the front Cathedral steps to rejoin them. She held a small handful of wands, mass-produced models with thick grips and shiny new clickers that suggested they’d never been used. To Darling she gave two; Branwen accepted one, looking somewhat bemused.
 

 
  “The shrine of Avei in there has
  
   wands?”
  
  Darling said in surprise. “I thought you lot were all about blades and traditional enchantment and whatnot.”
 

 
  “That’s what
  
   I’m
  
  carrying,” Basra said, patting the sword now buckled at her waist, “but with all due respect—however much is due—I’m not going to assume either of you can handle a real weapon. And no, the shrine doesn’t, but the Holy Legion’s armory is pretty well-equipped.”
 

 
  “I’m not shooting anybody,” Branwen insisted, holding the wand as gingerly as she might a live snake. “Izarites offer harm to
  
   no one.”
  
 

 
  “That’s fine,” Basra said condescendingly. “I’ve given you the thing, so when you die from not defending yourself nobody can say it’s my fault. All right, you!” She pointed at the crow currently perched atop a nearby lamp post. “Which way are we heading?”
 

 
  Fortunately, at this hour, even the Cathedral’s main steps were deserted. Tiraas was a city that never stopped glowing, nor truly slept, but it was a city whose weather often didn’t encourage sightseeing and lollygagging after dark. This was one such night; fog that couldn’t seem to decide whether it wanted to be a gloomy drizzle had dampened everything, reducing the fairy lamps to fuzzy patches of disembodied glow and obscuring the architectural splendor of Imperial Square. There was probably nobody about but the local constabulary, and none happened to be close enough to see a Bishop of the Universal Church addressing a bird.
 

 
  The crow ruffled is feathers, tilting its head to peer down at her inquisitively.
 

 
  “Well?” Basra prompted after a moment, then scowled. “…is that her? That had better be her. If I’m trying to have a conversation with some random carrion-eating feather duster, I’m gonna stab somebody.”
 

 
  “Well, we can’t have that,” said Mary, amused. As always, she didn’t visibly shift; she was just an elf now, and apparently always had been, standing on the toes of her moccasins atop the lamp post as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Those non-changing transitions were starting to give Darling a sense of vertigo. “At least, not before it’s time. For me to lead you directly through the city would garner more attention than I like, but I assume you can follow directions well enough. You should start with the attack site; the crime is still fresh, and undiscovered. The Jackal has made arrangements and is counting on it remaining so until morning. Get there now and you can begin disrupting his plans.”
 

 
  “And where is
  
   there?”
  
  Andros demanded.
 

 
  Mary grinned. “Go to the Temple of Izara. Ask for Hernfeldt, and when they try to stop you, insist.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no,”
  
  Branwen whispered, and took off at a near run. The others quickly fell into step behind her, Basra muttering irritably under her breath. Behind them came the flapping of wings as their guide disappeared into the night.
 

 
  Branwen was in surprisingly good shape. Like most of the main temples, that of Izara wasn’t far from Imperial Square; the city planners, and/or whatever Izarites had lobbied them, had placed it prominently at another large intersection. Nonetheless, it was ordinarily a walk of fifteen minutes. They made it in five, with Branwen staying in the lead of the group and never growing so much as winded, despite her short stature and generally cushiony appearance. She didn’t visibly glow during the trip, but drawing on divine healing may have helped explain her sudden vigor.
 

 
  “You know this Hernfeldt?” Darling asked as they went. He and Andros had long enough legs to keep up with her vigorous trot without breaking into a jog themselves. Basra was having a little more trouble, being forced to lope for a few steps every minute or so, and looked increasingly annoyed by it.
 

 
  “Yes,” Branwen said, uncharacteristically terse.
 

 
  “You don’t seem surprised to hear of this,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  She shook her head, neither slowing nor looking back at him. They passed a few people, now, some of whom recognized at least part of their group and bowed to them, but Branwen didn’t allow them to slow and engage in pleasantries. “No follower of Izara deserves…that.”
 

 
  “All the so-called victims deserved what they got,” Basra said snidely from the rear of the group. “That’s what they all have in common.”
 

 
  To this, Branwen made no reply.
 

 
  The city’s layout being what it was, they actually approached the Temple of Izara from the rear and had to proceed along its whole length to round the building and reach the front entrance. Apparently there was no back way in, which struck Darling as odd… Or perhaps it was just on the other side, or maybe underground. Regardless, there wasn’t a visible break in the towering wrought iron fence that enclosed the temple grounds until they rounded the corner into the square ahead. The archway leading into the front garden was bracketed by two Silver Legionnaires on either side, who stiffened and saluted Basra as they passed within.
 

 
  While the Cathedral and the main temples of Avei and Omnu favored towering spires and sloped roofs, the Temple of Izara had a softer look. Set well back from the street, surrounded by lush flower gardens well-illuminated with fairy lamps, the white marble structure might actually have looked rather squat and blocky if not for its several gilded domes, stained-glass windows heavily favoring pink, and the vines and climbing roses ascending many of its walls. Overall it had a gentle look, even in the darkness, which the four Bishops didn’t pause to appreciate.
 

 
  Branwen took the steps up to the main entrance at a near run. At this hour, the large doors were shut, though of course they weren’t locked; the acolytes of Izara made themselves available at any and all times, which resulted in good-natured jokes about “love emergencies.” Two more Legionnaires guarded the entrance. They, too, were stiffly at attention in Basra’s presence, which deprived Darling of the chance to observe some interfaith tensions in action. He’d heard that guarding Izarite temples was considered a punishment duty among Avenists.
 

 
  The main hall was a similarly soft place, lit by fairy lamps and some exterior light through towering pink windows. It was full of pillows, low couches, the sweet scent of incense and the sound of gently splashing fountains. A few people were about, sitting or strolling together, some talking in low voices.
 

 
  “Bishop Snowe,” a tall, willowy blonde woman greeted them, gliding over from the shade of a huge potted fern. “Your Graces, this is a surprise. How can—”
 

 
  “We need Hernfeldt,” Branwen cut her off.
 

 
  The woman raised her eyebrows. “Brother Hernfeldt is in seclusion in his chambers this evening,” she said carefully, “communing with the goddess. He is not to be disturbed.”
 

 
  “He’s been pretty well disturbed, if our source is correct,” Basra remarked.
 

 
  “One’s meditations are not to be—”
 

 
  
   “Now!”
  
  Branwen said sharply. “This is a matter of life and
  
   death,
  
  Zoe!”
 

 
  The priestess leaned back in surprise. “I…if you say so, Bishop. I hope we are not disrupting him frivolously. Abdul, please take the door position?”
 

 
  Leaving another priest to assume her post greeting visitors, Zoe led them to an arched doorway off to one side of the hall. Apparently she was, indeed, taking Branwen’s orders seriously; at least, she set as rapid a pace as she could without causing a disturbance in the great hall. There was probably not much running in a temple of the goddess of love.
 

 
  “You two,” Basra said sharply to another pair of Legionnaires standing inside the front doors. “With us.”
 

 
  They exchanged a glance. “Ma’am, we’re assigned to guard—”
 

 
  “Did I
  
   ask
  
  for your opinion, soldier?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am!”
 

 
  Zoe led them through the halls of the temple, the four Bishops right behind her and the two Legionnaires bringing up the rear. They walked in tense silence, the priestess having quickly picked up the mood. Well, Izarites were famously empathetic, after all. The temple’s layout seemed somewhat obfuscatory, assuming Zoe was taking them on as direct a route as possible; they changed direction and seemed to have to backtrack as they climbed floors, no single staircase apparently continuing for more than one story. Annoying as it was, Darling could appreciate the tactical benefit; anybody not familiar with these corridors would quickly become lost. Of course, Izarites being as they were, they probably had different reasons, but he didn’t understand their worldview deeply enough to interpret their architectural choices.
 

 
  Finally, though, Zoe brought them to a stop outside a thick oak door on an upper corridor. Branwen strode up to this and rapped sharply with her knuckles. “Brother Hernfeldt?”
 

 
  “Waste of time,” Andros growled. “We were told it was already too late.”
 

 
  “Too late?” Zoe looked back and forth between them. “What is going
  
   on?”
  
 

 
  “It’s locked,” Branwen said, jiggling the knob uselessly. “Blast… He really was in seclusion.”
 

 
  “Allow me.” Darling knelt beside the door, extracting lock picks from within his sleeve.
 

 
  “Oh,” Zoe fretted, “I don’t think you should be doing that…”
 

 
  Before he could start working, however, Basra bumped him heavily with her hip, nearly sending him sprawling; he barely managed to keep a grip on his tools with one hand, catching himself with the other. She took one step back and drove her foot against the door in a powerful snap kick, wrenching it open with a crunch of wood.
 

 
  “That also works,” he acknowledged, getting up. Before anybody could say anything else, Zoe screamed.
 

 
  There was a brief traffic jam as all four Bishops tried to crowd into the door to look. Branwen was ultimately bumped forward into the room itself, Darling and Basra filling the opening and Andros craning his neck to see over them.
 

 
  Brother Hernfeldt’s room was not large, nor ostentatious, but in keeping with Izarite aesthetics, it was more comfortable than the chambers of priests of other faiths tended to keep theirs. A large bed predominated the space, along with a cushy-looking sofa lining one entire wall and a much more modest desk and low bookcase opposite. He had apparently liked quilts; they were draped over the bed, couch and desk chair. The large one on the bed was a predominantly white and pink pattern, which very well showed off the blood drenching it.
 

 
  Hernfeldt himself was a dwarf, or had been. He lay with his feet toward the door, pinned to his bed with the poker from his small fireplace driven clean through his chest.
 

 
  Darling frowned. This was, indeed, not the work of his girls; too sloppy, no touch added to signify a Wreath link. The Jackal, from what little he knew of the elf, could certainly have done it. But then, so could Mary. She was definitely playing
  
   some
  
  kind of game with him. How willing was she to sacrifice pawns to achieve her ends? What
  
   were
  
  her ends?
 

 
  “The killings,” Zoe whispered, one hand over her mouth. “Oh…oh, no,
  
   Hernfeldt.
  
  I
  
   told
  
  him to leave the city…”
 

 
  “What’s that?” Basra turned to her, arching an eyebrow. “You
  
   do
  
  know the killer’s been targeting the corrupt, then? What was this fellow about that drew his attention?”
 

 
  “He…he had…” She swallowed. “…urges. He controlled himself, though! He would
  
   never
  
  have acted on… That is, the worship of our lady helps us to channel our desires, to emphasize what’s healthy over… Hernfeldt is—” Zoe choked on a sob, but continued. “He was a good man, he’d never have actually
  
   done…
  
  anything.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Basra said dryly. “What was it, eh? Goats? Corpses? Little boys?”
 

 
  “Enough, Bas,” Darling said firmly, pushing into the room and swiftly casing it. The Jackal—or
  
   whoever
  
  had done this—was good. The locked door meant he hadn’t gone in and out that way. There was one window, narrow, but big enough for a person to slip through. He crossed swiftly to this, studying it. Closed, but not latched. It wouldn’t latch from the outside.
 

 
  “Pretty girls pissing on decoupage—”
 

 
  
   “Basra!”
  
  he shouted, turning to glare at her. “Needle the Izarites on your own time.”
 

 
  “Fine, fine,” she said, following him into the room. “Our perp is gone, I take it?”
 

 
  “This was his exit.” Darling knelt, touching the thick carpet under the window. “Damp here… The rug’s color makes it hard to see, but these are footprints, not just splashing from a loose window. This is how he came and went. Look, there’s a roof right outside here… It’s almost too easy.”
 

 
  “You two,” she said more curtly, turning back to the Legionnaires standing just outside the room. “This needs to be reported immediately. Notify your captain and have word sent to the city watch and the Church.”
 

 
  The two soldiers exchanged another glance.
 

 
  “And the High Commander, ma’am?” one prompted.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Basra said impatiently, waving them off.
  
   “Go.”
  
 

 
  They saluted in unison, then whirled and dashed back down the hall. Branwen had slipped out of the room and was now trying to comfort Zoe, who appeared nearly catatonic.
 

 
  Darling pushed open the window and lifted one foot to rest on the frame. “I’m going to have a look, here, see if I can determine the route he used.”
 

 
  “Foolish,” Andros rumbled, “to follow a badger into his den.”
 

 
  “He’s in Tiraas,” Darling said grimly. “This isn’t his den. It’s
  
   mine.”
  
  He slipped nimbly through, splashing down on the stone outside.
 

 
  Hernfeldt’s view had been somewhat obstructed by a sizable dome that terminated right outside his window, but it did make for a convenient escape route. Being a round roof on a square building, the dome left a lip of flat stone all around this section of the temple, widest at the corners and guarded by a low, crenelated wall. Just below this was another half-dome over a lower wing of the temple, providing an easy slide down—or, for someone as nimble as an elf, a path up. Right now, everything was slick with the spurting drizzle, but Darling didn’t doubt the Jackal could have made the climb.
 

 
  Of course, climbing was a complete non-issue for the Crow…
 

 
  He wasn’t terribly surprised when Andros and then Basra joined him outside.
 

 
  “There,” he said, pointing over the edge. “Down that roof, and from there he could jump to that pillar in the fence. Flat-topped…not very good for keeping people out.”
 

 
  “The Izarites don’t want to keep anybody out,” Basra said disgustedly. “Unfortunately for what’s-his-name.”
 

 
  “Or he could have climbed the vines,” Andros said. “The pillar is too far to jump.”
 

 
  “To far for
  
   us,”
  
  Darling corrected. “An elf could make that.”
 

 
  “Elves are fast, but they are
  
   not
  
  strong,” the Huntsman growled. “Jumping a long distance requires muscular legs.”
 

 
  “Look, I don’t presume to know
  
   how
  
  they do it, but believe me, I’ve seen firsthand what elves can and cannot jump. Trust me, one could get across that. I’m gonna take a closer look.”
 

 
  “You’re gonna catch your death of three-story drop, is what,” Basra said. “Look, it’s not like you can—and there he goes.”
 

 
  Darling vaulted over the edge, sliding neatly down the half-dome below to land on the lower rim of stone without losing his footing. Behind him, Andros slid down a little more carefully and less gracefully, but also without falling.
 

 
  “Yeah, you two take the more dangerous route,” Basra called from above. “It’d be just awful if everybody failed to see how big your dicks are. I’ll meet you at the bottom.”
 

 
  “Funny thing is,” Darling mused aloud, peering across at the thick pillar, “this is probably the
  
   one
  
  temple in the city where this isn’t the first time somebody’s said that.” Inwardly, he filed that away against Fauna’s theory about Basra. The heartless, as elves called them, were usually the
  
   most
  
  reckless members of whatever group they were in, and never the least. That was what got most of them caught.
 

 
  “You are more adept on your feet than I expected,” Andros remarked.
 

 
  “I’m not just a pretty face, Andros.”
 

 
  “Hn.”
 

 
  “You were right,” he said, peering over, “there’s a thick vine cover here. Hm… Also no lights nearby. This would be a
  
   perfect
  
  place to climb up.”
 

 
  “It makes no difference,” Andros growled. “Tracking in the rain is hard. Tracking in the city is hard. Tracking
  
   elves
  
  under any circumstances is prohibitively hard. Together they add up to an impossibility. We are dependent upon that
  
   woman
  
  to tell us which way he went. Assuming she actually knows.”
 

 
  “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it,” Darling mused, “what kind of game she’s playing. Seems to me that bringing us here to see all this first is just…”
 

 
  “Wasting time.”
 

 
  “Yup.” They exchanged a grim look. “Bas didn’t give you a wand. I assume you’ve got your own?”
 

 
  “Always.”
 

 
  “Good.” He slipped nimbly over the side and began to descend; the vines did, indeed, provide an excellent grip. Getting up this way would have been easy enough for him, probably as simple as a stroll through the meadow for an elf. “Don’t trust the Crow any farther than you absolutely must.”
 

 
  
   “Obviously,”
  
  Andros said disdainfully, following him over. Though he was much bigger, his weight didn’t prove too much for the vines, and he was deft enough in his descent. Once he was relatively certain the Huntsman wasn’t going to fall on him, Darling didn’t give him any more attention for the rest of the way down.
 

 
  Not trusting the Crow was, indeed, obvious, but he wasn’t just making conversation. Mary had all the knowledge she needed to turn the other Bishops against him with a few well-chosen words. He could choose words, too, and it was never too early to start cutting into her credibility.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  She ruffled her feathers, scattering raindrops, watching the two men descend from a convenient roof across the street. They’d regroup outside, once they’d finished setting the Church, the Imperials and the Avenists on the Jackal’s trail. By the time she re-convened with the four Bishops to give them their next breadcrumbs, the forces set in motion would be great enough to make this his last visit to Tiraas even if these humans failed to deal with him themselves. It would be ideal if
  
   they
  
  managed, but if push came to shove, she could arrange for him to confess his involvements to whoever brought him down. It would be trickier to pull off, and carried less certainty that the information would lead to the result she wanted, but it would be something.
 

 
  Could the Bishops deal with him? The Sister and the Huntsman were potent threats, and Darling was not to be underestimated. Even the Izarite had tactical use against a stealthy foe; it was very hard to sneak up on an empath. Still, she might need to give them a few nudges. Subtly, of course. It was important they think they’d done it without her help.
 

 
  Mary felt the howling presence of dozens of maddened spirits even before she saw the two materialize on either side of her.
  
   Impressive.
  
  Invisibility was a parlor trick to
  
   eldei alai’shi,
  
  but few of them had mastered the subtleties of their expensive gifts well enough to hide from
  
   her.
  
 

 
  “You should understand something, if you’re going to be leading Sweet around on adventures in the city,” Flora said in a pleasant tone.
 

 
  “You have tacitly taken responsibility for his well-being,” said Fauna, her smile doing nothing to offset the tension in her frame.
 

 
  “You know something of our…kind, I take it?”
 

 
  “Of course, someone like you has dealt with headhunters before.”
 

 
  “Every one I could find,” Mary replied calmly, in her elven form again.
 

 
  Flora’s smile widened enough to show just the tips of her teeth. “Ever killed one?”
 

 
  “I never tried.” She shook her head. “Pointless. You were dead the moment you walked into Athan’Khar. All that remains at question is how much time passes before you lie down and accept it… And how many you bring down with you.”
 

 
  Fauna cocked her head to one side. “Interesting. What would you seek them out for, if not to kill them?”
 

 
  “Because they were elves,” she said simply, “because they suffered, and because no one should have to be alone.”
 

 
  The two exchanged a loaded glance that made her wonder about the nature of their relationship.
 

 
  “So,” Flora drawled. “Think you
  
   could
  
  kill one?”
 

 
  “Let alone two?”
 

 
  “Aren’t you two supposed to be at home, asleep?”
 

 
  “We’re supposed to do a
  
   lot
  
  of things.”
 

 
  “Our teachers are
  
   very
  
  disappointed with us.”
 

 
  “When they catch us.”
 

 
  “Which has nothing to do with
  
   this.
  
  You were asked a question.”
 

 
  “I really don’t have time for this tonight, girls,” she said mildly. “Kindly make your threats and be done before I have to resume guiding the humans. They’re clever, but I hate to leave them blundering around unsupervised with the Jackal in town.”
 

 
  “Very well, if you’re in such a hurry,” said Flora, still with that icy smile. “You’re an impressive piece of work, but so are we.”
 

 
  “Whatever you do, we
  
   can
  
  track you down.”
 

 
  “And if it comes down to it, you are not a match for the both of us.”
 

 
  “So whatever it is you’re planning for our Sweet, I suggest you be
  
   extremely
  
  cautious of his well-being.”
 

 
  “We will hold you responsible for what happens to him.”
 

 
  “If he comes back with so much as a stubbed toe or a bump on the head…”
 

 
  “Whatever happens to him, will happen to you.”
 

 
  
   “Twice.”
  
 

 
  Mary kicked her legs idly over the edge of the roof. “Two of you…apparently a matched set. That’s only the beginning of what’s new and fascinating about you. Already you’ve made it longer than most, and you are more stable, more sane and well-adjusted, than
  
   any
  
  headhunter I’ve encountered. And…a great deal of the credit for that, it appears, goes to Antonio Darling.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” said Flora, nodding. “Hence our attachment to him.”
 

 
  “I’ve seen men try to control
  
   eldei alai’shi
  
  before,” Mary went on, still calm as though she weren’t bracketed by maddened avatars of death. “It ends quickly, and exactly as they deserve. With him, though… It’s not about control, is it? There is
  
   care
  
  there. He is not only invested deeply in your welfare, he has actually managed to
  
   secure
  
  it. Something that no one, even no
  
   elf,
  
  has ever thought to try. No… I don’t want Darling harmed. I’m not certain what to make of him, just yet, but I strongly suspect I’ll want to wait and see how he develops.”
 

 
  “The curiosity of a scientist examining a specimen,” Fauna said coldly. “That’s
  
   not
  
  what we’re looking for. Do we need to repeat our warning?”
 

 
  They tensed as she flowed swiftly to her feet, but Mary made no aggressive move. Instead, she placed one hand over her heart, bowing to each of them in turn.
  
   “An’shala nau selenai. Valthiis nau selenai.”
  
 

 
  Both of them reared back from her in surprise, going wide-eyed.
 

 
  “Does that satisfy you?” Mary asked dryly.
 

 
  “I think,” Flora said slowly, “that will do.”
 

 
  “Very good, I’m glad we could settle this. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must continue to oversee my humans, otherwise they’ll probably fall in a hole or something. They’re such children.”
 

 
  She took off in a flutter of dark wings before they had a chance to respond, leaving the two headhunters to stare after her in bemusement.
 

 
  “Could she really be serious?” Fauna asked. “Would she go back on her word?”
 

 
  “No. Not that one. She’s as
  
   tauhanwe
  
  as they come, but firmly, proudly elf. A vow like that… She won’t break it.”
 

 
  “Then… I guess he’ll be safe, after all, with her watching over him.”
 

 
  “Oh, well then, we can just go home and sleep safe and sound in our comfy beds.”
 

 
  “There’s no need to be snide,” Fauna said reproachfully. Grinning, Flora gave her a quick one-armed hug.
 

 
  No one could have seen, in the dark and the mist, the two shapes that soared silently across the street, leaping farther than even elves could have.
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  Trissiny carefully leaned backward, tilting her head to peer outside with one eye without exposing her head to the street, then quickly stepped back into the tavern, tugging Gabriel along with her.
 

 
  “Well,” she said, “now we know where all those thugs and galoots went.”
 

 
  “Right outside?” Toby said resignedly. She nodded. “Any sign of the Riders?”
 

 
  “If so, they’re not mounted or in uniform. Nobody but scruffy men with wands. About thirty-five, at a guess. Ruda, you seem to have these folks more or less in your pocket; can you get them all moving in one direction?”
 

 
  “Fish in a barrel,” Ruda said cryptically, then winked. “Gimme sixty seconds.”
 

 
  “You’ve got it, and don’t be in a hurry.”
 

 
  “You can’t seriously be planning to send these men out there to fight,” Toby protested. “Some of them don’t even have wands. It would be a bloodbath!”
 

 
  “On both sides, yes,” she said, nodding. “It’s not hard to guess the Riders put those ruffians up to this to soften us up.
  
   They
  
  don’t want a bloodbath either, not when so much of the blood’ll be theirs. They’re scared. They’re about to be more so.” She paused, watching Ruda, who was now exhorting the men again, and had everyone’s attention. Trissiny lowered her voice. “There’s about to be some noise. Help Ruda keep order in here, and don’t let them fight until the right moment. You’ll know it when you see it.”
 

 
  With that, she turned and strode outside. The street to her right was clear; all the thugs were approaching from one direction. They had also arrived as a unit, rather than straggling in. Good; that meant they’d been rounded up beforehand and sent here with a purpose. A rabble might do anything at all, but if they fancied themselves an army, they’d break all the more easily when proven wrong.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped down into the street and strode to its center, then turned to face them. Quite a few grinned and leered, nudging each other and making comments she could tell were suggestive, even unable to hear them. That was plenty to kindle a white-hot rage in her, though she kept it tightly controlled. Some, though, were looking at her much more warily. Quite a few had seen her performance upon the students’ arrival that first day.
 

 
  She glanced to the side at the sound of footsteps, then scowled.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she hissed, “I don’t need—”
 

 
  “You don’t need help,” he murmured back. “I know that damn well. I need
  
   to
  
  help. Orders?”
 

 
  That brought her up short, and she sized him up quickly. He looked grim, unafraid… Well, he had his wand in hand and wasn’t in much physical danger from anyone here. Except her, of course.
 

 
  “Need to break their spirits,” she said tersely. “Being trounced in melee by one girl will go a long way, but there’s a lot of them. Can you split off a few so they don’t swamp me?”
 

 
  “So, scare and distract ’em?” He nodded. “Holy shit, I might actually be
  
   good
  
  for this.”
 

 
  The mob began shuffling forward. No motive or driving force visible; she could plainly see the differences in their expressions, ranging from hungry to frightened. The moon was nearly full, illuminating the street fairly well—but then, her eyesight was a good deal better than the human norm, especially in the dark. Trissiny unsheathed her sword and began moving forward at a measured pace, alone toward the men.
 

 
  Then Gabriel was beside her, a few feet away. He raised his wand as he walked, then, to her surprise, lifted his other hand, aiming the tip into his own palm. Glancing sidelong at her, he winked.
 

 
  “A little trick I picked up from Ruda.”
 

 
  The
  
   crack
  
  of the wand firing brought the front-runners up short in surprise; they stared at him, and particularly at his hand, which had just absorbed a wandshot at point-blank range. It smoked faintly, but appeared unharmed. Gabriel, however, had clenched his teeth in pain, hunching forward slightly.
 

 
  His teeth looked…longer.
 

 
  Twice more the wand fired; now, all the men before them were staring wide-eyed, and his panting had taken on a deep, rasping quality. Black swallowed his eyes, claws sprouted from his fingertips. Gabriel began pacing forward more quickly, growling deep in his throat.
 

 
  Trissiny embraced the light. Gabe hissed and jerked to the side, but she ignored him, striding forward, rapidly closing the distance now.
 

 
  The thugs had come to a complete stop. The front row showed uncertainty on the bravest (or slowest) faces, with outright panic displayed on many. They had been sent here to rough up a group of students and townspeople; now, Heaven and Hell were stalking toward them, shoulder to shoulder. Well, a good six feet apart, which was as close as Gabe could get to Trissiny’s aura without visibly smoking. This was not what these frontier rowdies had signed on for. Several of them tried to turn and push back into those behind.
 

 
  A short scrum occurred, those bringing up the rear refusing to retreat—whether they were more motivated or just couldn’t clearly see what was coming at them she couldn’t guess, and didn’t care. It brought panic to the front-runners when they realized they couldn’t flee, and that was when the first wandshots came.
 

 
  Two sparked against golden light a foot from her, the shield snapping into place unbidden. For millennia, armies had known not to waste arrows on those who walked in the shelter of Avei’s hand; clearly the same protection worked against wands. Then somebody shot Gabriel, bringing him to a stop—for a moment.
 

 
  Black eyes bulging in fury, he parted his jagged teeth and let out a howl that chilled even Trissiny’s spine, then charged forward with the speed of a pouncing mountain lion. She flew into motion only a second behind, her speed overmatching his. Training, or elven blood? Whatever the reason, they hit the crowd simultaneously.
 

 
  Gabriel almost instantly went down in a flurry of fists. Hethelaxi were nearly unstoppable and all but invulnerable, but no physically stronger than the human norm, and in a berserker fit, Gabriel didn’t seem to possess an iota of the fighting technique she and Professor Ezzaniel had laboriously beaten into him. Still, a berserker with merely human strength, unbreakable claws and a complete immunity to pain was more than their rabble of an enemy was prepared to face. Trissiny was dimly aware, in her periphery, of men falling, cursing, bleeding, but she had her own to concentrate on.
 

 
  A fist glanced off her divine shield even as her metal shield bashed the first man aside. One approached her from the right, wand upraised. She took his hand off at the wrist with her sword, its ancient and visibly pitted blade sharp enough to split hairs with the light coursing in it, then ripped it through his throat on the backswing.
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated, for just a moment. It was bound to happen sooner or later, probably sooner, but…she had never killed anyone before. That moment caused her to soak up another lightning bolt that would have struck her heart if not for Avei’s protection, and she flew back into motion.
 

 
  To say that this wasn’t ideal was vast understatement. The only remotely workable technique for fighting a group was to maneuver them so that you could face them one at a time; she now did the opposite, wading right into their midst and laying about with sword and shield. Her goal wasn’t a clean victory, though, but terror and confusion, and she certainly achieved that. Wreathed in Avei’s light, Trissiny was physically invulnerable, but she quickly became so pressed by the crush of bodies that just staying upright demanded most of her concentration, leaving actual combat as an afterthought. By that point it hardly mattered, as her plan was succeeding admirably; these men were trying to get away, not to attack her.
 

 
  Then the crowd broke and managed to scatter, fleeing back up the street whence they had come. Trissiny regained her balance, swiftly taking stock. Six men down, four dead, three from sword wounds. Gabriel lunged onto the back of the slowest straggler, bearing him to the dusty street, then fortunately lifted his head to sniff the air before he could began ripping into the man. Already his claws and lower face were stained with blood.
 

 
  Unfortunately, he fixed his eyes on Trissiny. In that glare, in the subtle shift in his expression, she knew that whatever progress she had made in her relationship with Gabriel, the demon inside him remembered her all too well.
 

 
  “Gabe,” she said firmly, “I don’t know whether a blast of divine light will drive back the demon or just kill you. Don’t make me put you down.”
 

 
  He snarled, tensing himself to spring.
 

 
  Then Toby was there, gliding past her and right at the halfblood. Gabriel shifted his focus, baring his teeth in a warning growl, but Toby strode right up to him, reached out and laid a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder.
 

 
  Claws gripped his arm, then dug in, tearing Toby’s sleeve. Blood began to flow. Trissiny tightened her grip on her sword, taking a step forward, but Toby flung up his other hand to stop her, not taking his eyes off Gabriel. He didn’t draw on his own light, either to heal or protect himself; he only tightened his grip.
 

 
  “It’s me,” he said quietly.
 

 
  Gabriel panted, blinked his eyes. Then again. He shook his head as if to dislodge something; when he opened his eyes a third time, white showed around their edges. The transition back was slower, but he got there, finally straightening and removing his grip from Toby’s arm.
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said eventually, out of breath, then looked over at Trissiny. “You, too.”
 

 
  “Me?” She raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Well. You
  
   could’ve
  
  just killed me.”
 

 
  “She wouldn’t be the only one,” Toby snapped, light flaring from the puncture wounds along his forearm. Gabriel flinched and stumbled back from him. “What were you
  
   thinking?
  
  Gabe, you just killed someone! Your demon blood is
  
   not
  
  a weapon. Even if you
  
   could
  
  control it, half-demons do not
  
   get
  
  to go on violent sprees in the Tiraan Empire! Do you
  
   want
  
  to get dealt with by a Church hit squad?”
 

 
  “When you can’t help being an evil thing,” Gabriel said quietly, “sometimes the only way to be a good person is to keep yourself pointed at the bad people.”
 

 
  Toby looked almost pained. “Gabe…we’ve been over—”
 

 
  “You two can have that out later,” Trissiny said curtly, striding past them toward the crowd of men now pouring out of the tavern. “We have more immediate concerns.”
 

 
  “Damn, that was quick,” Ruda said by way of greeting as she approached, then lowered her voice, stepping forward to within whispering range. “You were supposed to leave some for us to fight. Remember? We need to let the locals drive off the Riders, bringing them together was only half the battle.”
 

 
  “We’re a long way from done, yet,” Trissiny said grimly.
 

 
  “That was all them out-of-towners,” one of the men said.
 

 
  “Yeah,” piped up another, “where are the White Riders?”
 

 
  Trissiny raised her voice. “Everywhere else.”
 

 
  The hush that fell as they paused to consider her words proved her right. The sounds were faint with distance, but the crack of lightning, the cries of horses and people were now audible, and sounded from every side.
 

 
  Some of those cries were unmistakeably women.
 

 
  “Coming here, you left your homes undefended,” said a new voice. As a unit, they whipped around to behold an elf perched atop the wooden awning over the tavern’s sidewalk. “You aren’t the only ones looking to finish this tonight.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  During the idle days of his youth, before he had attained the mature age of twelve, Jasper had fantasized about being the man of the house, of saving his family from some kind of attack. Bandits, maybe, or marauding prairie cats. Centaurs, wild elves, the villains in his personal inner drama didn’t matter, so long as they served to distract him from the tedium of chores.
 

 
  Nothing was ever as fun in real life as it was in his head.
 

 
  “Jasper Wilcox, you get back in here
  
   right now!”
  
  He knew his mother’s no-nonsense voice, and a powerful part of him quailed at it now. Even worse was the ring of undeniable terror in her tone—fear for
  
   him,
  
  he knew, not for her. For once, though, he couldn’t obey. He was the man of the house. Pa had told him so. It had been to take the sting out of his being too young to go to the meeting, and he was well old enough to realize it, but those words
  
   meant
  
  something. Jasper would protect his home and his family. All of them.
 

 
  Boomer whimpered, the hound dragging himself toward Jasper on three legs, the right hind one mangled and burned almost beyond recognition by lightning. Beyond, three mounted figures in white cloaks whooped, firing wands into the air as they rode back and forth, playing up the spectacle they made in the darkness, lit by moonlight, their own wandshots and the flickering of the fires they’d caused. Patches of dry grass smouldered, as did pieces of wooden fence they’d shot.
 

 
  Jasper kept his pa’s staff leveled at them, his one-handed grip clumsy, as he stopped and knelt next to Boomer. “There you go, boy, it’s okay.” It was not okay. The dog had to be in unimaginable pain, and…he had no idea what to do now. He couldn’t carry the hound and hold his staff in any kind of ready position.
 

 
  His mother screamed his name again, and this time lightning flashed past him, not close enough to singe, but painfully bright. He wasn’t holding the only staff in the house, after all. It also didn’t come dangerously near the wheeling Riders, but they chose to take offense anyway, and two returned fire, lightning bolts smashing into the farmhouse. Its fieldstone foundation would hold, but most of the house was wood. The porch had already collapsed into burning rubble, and his sisters had nearly run out of water to throw on the smoking patches elsewhere. Snarling, Jasper grasped his staff with both hands, raised it and squeezed the clicker.
 

 
  It was a good shot; he wished his pa could have seen it.
 

 
  Unfortunately, it was useless.
 

 
  Lightning slammed directly into the lead Rider’s chest, flashing off something that rested there; the horse whinnied and tossed her head in displeasure, and for a moment, a hazy aura of static lit up the Rider in the night. Then the energy of the shot dissipated, leaving him unharmed—and now focused on Jasper.
 

 
  They had deflector charms. Well, of
  
   course
  
  they did.
 

 
  “Brave, boy,” the man called out. His voice was muffled by the hood, by distance and the ambient noise; Jasper wondered if he’d have recognized it, otherwise. If this was one of his neighbors. “Stupid, but brave.”
 

 
  He wheeled his horse around again, not charging at Jasper directly, but the boy knew that wouldn’t matter. The man guided his horse with his knees, aiming both wands. Jasper was frozen. He wanted to fire back at least once, just so he wouldn’t be shot down like a rabbit, but his fingers wouldn’t obey. All he could do was watch his death take aim.
 

 
  Then Hell plummeted from the sky.
 

 
  She slammed into the ground between him and the Rider, hard enough to shake the earth. Wings of pure flame stretched from her shoulders; she spread her arms wide, flexing black claws, and screamed.
 

 
  It was a sound like the cry of a great hunting cat, or like a falcon—somehow both, but also like nails down a chalkboard, and above it all, hideously
  
   musical,
  
  striking harmonies that should not have been existed. It was the most horrible, beautiful thing he’d ever heard.
 

 
  Jasper hunched to the ground, clasping both hands over his ears before he even realized he’d dropped his staff; Boomer howled in protest. Behind, his mother had fallen silent. That was nothing, however; the Riders’ horses went straight into an unreasoning panic, shrieking in abject terror and bolting off in three separate directions. Two of the Riders managed to keep their saddles, but the one who’d been charging at Jasper without the benefit of hands on his reins was flung loose as his mount wheeled mid-charge and fled.
 

 
  There was an audible crack when he struck the ground. He didn’t move.
 

 
  The creature straightened up from the crouch in which she’d landed and turned to face him, and Jasper very nearly pissed himself. His mind didn’t want to make sense of what he was seeing.
 

 
  Aside from the wings and the claws…and the fiery hair and, he now saw, burning eyes…she was a girl. No older than his sister, surely, kind of pretty, and dressed in an expensive-looking man’s suit. Then she smiled at him, showing off terrible fangs, and he felt the blood begin to rush to his head.
 

 
  “A-are you a demon?” It was the only thing he could think to say.
 

 
  “Yup,” she replied. Her voice… It was like listening to a choir. “Good eye, kiddo. My name’s Vadrieny, and I’m here to help.”
 

 
  That made so much nonsense he didn’t even bother trying to formulate a response. The demon didn’t seem to expect one; she lifted her head and raised her voice. “We could use a healer here.”
 

 
  “One is already working,” said a new voice, and suddenly there was an elf standing there, in dyed buckskins, holding a wand in one hand and one of those hatchets of theirs in the other. A tomahawk, Jasper remembered belatedly. The elf strode over to him, smiling much more reassuringly than the demon had, and knelt to sweep Boomer into his arms. The hound, who usually didn’t take to strangers, feebly licked at his hand. “We’d best get her new patient to her. Your family is safe, Mr. Wilcox; your sister was burned along one arm by lightning, but the shaman feels she is in no danger. Yours was a very brave stand. Come.” He set off toward the house. Jasper stared after him, torn, then looked back at the demon.
 

 
  She winked, flexed her wings once, and then shot into the sky with a mighty push of them. He followed the orange streak she made, heading to the north and the nearby Jensen stead, where the distant snapping of lightning could still be heard. Then, with nothing else for it, he turned and jogged after the elf, pausing only to snatch up his staff.
 

 
  “Your house is only mildly damaged, compared to some, and is the first we have secured,” the elf said. “With your permission, may we use it as a staging area? There will be other wounded, some who cannot be best treated in the middle of a battle.”
 

 
  “I—that—I mean, of course. Anything we can do to help.” Jasper was keenly conscious that he was being addressed with the respect of one man to another. Any other time, he’d have managed to savor it. “Ah—sir, what’s
  
   happening?”
  
 

 
  “That is still an open question,” the elf said solemnly. “A great deal of carnage and suffering. With luck and the aid of friends, we will soon be rid of the Riders and have some peace, but it is going to get worse before it gets better.”
 

 
  Then they were stepping into the scorched kitchen, where another elf, a woman, sat at the table with Maribelle, binding her arm in bandages, and his mother swept him into an embrace, trying to sob and scold at once. So much for being the man of the house.
 

 
  He found he minded a lot less than he’d have thought.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There was barely a second’s stunned silence before the shouting began.
 

 
  “Listen,” Trissiny said firmly, but no one even heard.
  
   “Hey!”
  
 

 
  It was no use. The crowd began to break up, despite her exhortations and Ruda’s curses, men heading in different directions toward their own homes.
 

 
  
   CRACK! CRACK!
  
 

 
  Lighning stabbed twice into the sky from the tip of Gabriel’s wand. Hadn’t he dropped that when he’d shifted? Or maybe it was another wand he’d picked up; there were several now lying in the street.
 

 
  “Listen up!” he shouted, glaring around at them. “You wanna save your families? You
  
   listen
  
  when the Hand of Avei starts talking strategy.” He nodded to her, and Trissiny realized she was still glowing. She pushed a little more energy into it, not missing the way the men zeroed in on her. The visible reminder that the gods were with them might be the only thing holding this crowd together. Their fear and anger was palpable, as was the primal urge to rush off to and protect their homes and loved ones.
 

 
  “Running off in different directions is exactly what the Riders want,” she said, projecting from the diaphragm without shouting. It wasn’t the first time she’d addressed a crowd of rattled would-be soldiers, though the stakes here were very different from the war games back at the Abbey. “What they fear is
  
   this,
  
  all of us standing together. You cannot let them separate you and cut you down. We
  
   will
  
  deal with them. Now. Tonight. What’s the situation?” She turned and directed this last to the elf on the rooftop, then managed not to flinch when she discovered two more of them to either side of him.
 

 
  The first elf tilted his head, staring down at her quizzically. “A halfling paladin? Now I’ve seen the—”
 

 
  
   “REPORT!”
  
  Trissiny roared.
 

 
  He flinched back, but the female elf to his left answered. “Riders are terrorizing the outlying farms; they haven’t moved into the streets proper, so most of the houses are safe. They’re spread thin, using terror tactics, guerrilla hits and cheap theatrics. We are moving right now to hamper them.” She grinned savagely. “They have mounts and better weapons, but we are a
  
   lot
  
  better at this game.”
 

 
  “Numbers?”
 

 
  “About thirty accounted Riders, dispersed around the edge of the town. Twenty-five tribesmen have come to help, including five shaman. They are attending to wounded. Plus, we seem to have picked up a dryad, archdemon, pixie mage and drow priestess, as well as a couple of miscellaneous humans who’ve come to help. They fight well.”
 

 
  “Right.” Trissiny nodded firmly, shifting her attention back to the men. “This is what we’re going to do. I want two groups; move in both directions down this avenue to the outskirts of town and
  
   past.
  
  Get outside the Riders’ range and spread out with wands up. From there we sweep back
  
   into
  
  the town, pushing them before us into the middle. You,” she added, turning back to the elf. “Can you instruct your people to form the flanks and press inward at an angle from both sides of each line? I need outriders to make sure they are pulled into the trap.”
 

 
  “It will be done,” the woman said, snapping her fingers. Both the other elves took off, bounding onto rooftops and then out of sights in opposite directions.
 

 
  “You’re bringin’ em into the town?” Mr. Strickland said uncertainly. “We just wanna get
  
   rid
  
  of the bastards!”
 

 
  “No,” Trissiny said firmly, turning to face the crowd of men fully and planting her feet. Her sword was still in her hand, stained with blood; she lifted it to point at them. “We do not want the Riders driven out of Sarasio. Then they just become someone else’s problem later. We will pull them into the middle, surround them with our own numbers, and we will
  
   end them.”
  
 

 
  A roar of approval went up, startling her. The patriarchs were already at work following her orders, pushing the men into two groups.
 

 
  “Better have Trissiny lead one party and Ruda the other,” said Gabriel. “Each needs one person in charge who knows tactics.”
 

 
  “And has a good shoutin’ voice,” Ruda agreed, grinning.
 

 
  “And,” he went on with some reluctance, “I had better go with Triss.” All three of them turned to look at him in surprise, and he set his jaw grimly. “If I have an… Episode… Trissiny can put me down if it needs to be done.”
 

 
  “You trust her not to if it doesn’t need to be?” Ruda said skeptically.
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “Gabriel… I can go with you,” Toby said. Gabriel was already shaking his head.
 

 
  “We need one light-wielder per group for healing and shields as needed.”
 

 
  “I… I see your logic,” Toby said reluctantly. “It’s just… I’m used to being the one to look after you, y’know?”
 

 
  Gabriel stepped over to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I know. I love you like a brother, you know that?”
 

 
  Toby clasped his hand. “I do. You know I feel the same.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” He nodded. “And… That’s why you can’t do it this time. This is gonna be a battle, with people’s lives on the line; you can’t waste time talking me down.” He turned to look at Trissiny. “I’m gonna do my best to stay out of the line of fire, but… If it comes down to it, I know you won’t hesitate to do what needs doing.”
 

 
  She had just finished cleaning her sword, and slid it back into its sheath. “You’re a fool, Gabriel Arquin.”
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  said Ruda. “Way to kill the mood, Shiny Boots.”
 

 
  “I’ve known
  
   that
  
  since the day we met,” Trissiny went on, ignoring her. She stepped forward and reached out, squeezing Gabriel’s shoulder briefly with her gauntleted hand. “But I also thought you weren’t a good man, and I’ve rarely been so dramatically wrong about anything.”
 

 
  The silence that followed verged upon awkwardness, but everyone smiled. Tentatively, in three cases. Ruda grinned widely, then opened her mouth to speak.
 

 
  “Ma’am?” Strickland approached, tugging the brim of his had respectfully to Trissiny. “We’re split up and ready to move.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said firmly, stepping away from Gabriel and nodding to him, then raised her voice to be heard by all those present. “Princess Zaruda will lead your group; the other will follow me. Let’s put an end to this, people. March!”
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  The crow flapped from perch to perch, pausing atop lamp posts, fences and eaves to look back at the four Bishops as they struggled to keep up before flittering off into the gloom again. In the darkness and oppressive drizzle, the black bird was all but invisible except when it moved; keeping it in sight was a challenge.
 

 
  “Once again,” Basra growled under her breath, “this had
  
   better
  
  be her. If we are chasing some random crow across the city…”
 

 
  “Crows
  
   are
  
  clever enough to play complex games like this,” Andros noted, “but a mundane bird would not be out at this hour, or in this weather.”
 

 
  “She could’ve
  
   said
  
  something instead of pulling this cockamamie pantomime,” Basra complained, then raised her voice. “Oi! Beaky! Do all elves lack basic social skills or just the creepy shamans?”
 

 
  “Shaman,” Branwen said.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “It’s ‘shaman.’ The plural is the same as the singular.”
 

 
  “Are you sure?” Darling asked. “I always thought it was ‘shamen.’”
 

 
  “I’m pretty certain—”
 

 
  “Nobody cares!” Basra shouted. “Antonio, if this turns out to be a bust I’m blaming
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Me?! What did
  
   I
  
  do?”
 

 
  “She’s
  
   your
  
  elf.”
 

 
  “She is
  
   not
  
  my elf! I’m pretty sure she’d object
  
   strenuously
  
  to being called anybody’s elf.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you found her for us.”
 

 
  “Actually, she found him,” Branwen said helpfully. She wasn’t quite panting, but was having more trouble with the pace than the rest of them, between having the shortest legs and roundest figure in the group.
 

 
  “Whatever, don’t care,” Basra said, now grinning wickedly. “Blaming you. I’m permitted to be irrational. Woman’s prerogative.”
 

 
  A silence fell while the other three exchanged glances. Hearing misogynistic jargon repeated by a ranking Avenist cleric was…jarring.
 

 
  “Where is she leading us?” Andros demanded after a moment. They rounded a corner at high speed, Branwen slipping on the slick paving stones before Darling caught her.
 

 
  “Hear that?” Darling said. “That snapping noise in the distance? Those are antennae. We’re in the northern factory district. They’re supposed to shut down in the rain—
  
   bad
  
  things can happen when you discharge lightning into a watery atmosphere. But it’s still just drizzling, and some industrialists will push every rule they can to the very limit. Anything to scrounge a copper.”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   well
  
  past midnight,” Basra huffed. “Who the hell is still running a factory anyway?”
 

 
  
   “Every
  
  copper. Production would shut down when they had to burn lamp oil, but fairy lights are practically free to run.”
 

 
  They came to an abrupt stop, their guide having done likewise, perched atop a lamp post. Branwen leaned against it, catching her breath, while the other glared up at the crow.
 

 
  “Well?” Basra demanded, planting her fists on her hips.
 

 
  The crow turned around to point its beak dead ahead and let out a hoarse caw.
 

 
  The street ended about a block in front of them, where another street running perpendicular fronted another row of factories, with one dead ahead. It was at this that the crow now stared. Like most of the buildings here, it was dark, though a faint residual glow wreathed the antennae atop the structure. As they watched a faint flicker of static sparked across one.
 

 
  In some of Tiraas’s wealthier industrial zones, the factories were showpieces, architecturally pleasing, their interiors clean and spacious, often fronted by elaborate foyers through which common employees were not permitted passage. It was to these that visiting dignitaries were usually shown to be awed by the city’s sophistication and industrial prowess.
 

 
  This was not a wealthier industrial zone. The factory toward which they were pointed was a squat, ugly building of reddish brick, four stories tall and most of its exterior lined by rows of square windows. That would be for light, the factory clearly having been built before fairy lamps were cheap and widely available; newer structures favored thicker, more solid walls that gave them better insulation. It was clean, at least. Only in the city’s poorest and shiftiest districts was filth and decay permitted to accumulate.
 

 
  “I guess we’re here, then,” Basra said in a quieter tone. The crow ruffled its feathers, croaking softly in response. “Right, then. Standard tactics for fighting elves. Remember, they are faster, more agile and more stealthy than you, but not as physically strong. Do
  
   not
  
  engage them hand-to-hand; their speed and accuracy gives them a considerable advantage.”
 

 
  “Speed and accuracy gives them an even
  
   greater
  
  advantage in ranged combat,” Andros growled. “Do you propose to bring down the Jackal with stern language?”
 

 
  “Elves are faster, not
  
   better,”
  
  she replied, giving him a look of pure irritation. “Humans are stronger, as I said, and sturdier. Our main advantage is that the elvish frame is compact, has lighter bones, very little fat and less muscle. Plus, they heal at something like a fourth the rate we do. Not only are they quite prone to injury, but
  
   any
  
  injury is a much more serious matter to an elf. Thus, they are
  
   cautious.
  
  Don’t compete with him in finesse: use brute force tactics at a safe distance. Cause damage, scare him.” She grinned, waggling the wand she had taken from the Cathedral.
  
   “These
  
  little beauties make all the difference. Remember, we want him alive to answer questions, so shoot up the area around him. A consistently effective strategy is to create barriers of burning debris. Hem him in, make it more attractive to deal politely with us than get blasted.”
 

 
  Above, the crow squawked, ruffling its feathers.
 

 
  “Yup, that’s how we take down elves,” Basra said, grinning savagely upward. “Want a demonstration? Oh, but you’ve probably seen it a time or two, haven’t you?”
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  antagonize her,” Darling said firmly. “This guy’s already way up the list from what we started out tonight prepared to take on. Let’s not have
  
   two
  
  angry elves to deal with. Bas, the main problem with your strategy is it involves busting into somebody’s factory and shooting it to hell.”
 

 
  “These places are all insured to the rafters,” she said with a shrug. “Besides, we answer only to the Archpope, and this business is in defense of the realm. We’re fine.”
 

 
  “All the people who work there won’t be fine when their jobs are wrecked tomorrow,” Branwen said worriedly.
 

 
  “Eh. Omelets, eggs, you know how it goes. Forward march, people.”
 

 
  “Keep a divine shield around you at all times,” Andros rumbled, a glow springing up about him as he suited his words with action. “We will not be able to sneak up on him anyway. If he cannot strike back against us, he’ll have little option but to surrender.”
 

 
  “Or flee,” Darling pointed out. “Let’s
  
   not
  
  just charge in there. How many entrances are there?”
 

 
  “Come on, do you see those windows?” Basra said. “It’s pretty much one big entrance. The Jackal has killed one priest tonight, and my files on him suggest an aggressive temperament. If he runs, there won’t be much we can do about it. I’m betting, though, he’ll think he can take us.”
 

 
  “Antonio is right,” Andros said, his glow winking out. “It would be wise to reconnoiter.”
 

 
  “For
  
   what?”
  
  she demanded, exasperated.
 

 
  “To plan for more than the best case scenario,” Darling said. “Look, I know this district. Behind that row of factories is a canal. At this time of year the water level will be too low for him to jump into; it’s a painfully long drop into not enough water to cushion the fall. We should at least check out the factories to either side, see where the convenient entrances are. If the Jackal’s holed up in there, he’ll have scouted already; knowing where the bolt holes are will tell us which way he’s likely to run, so we can better stop him from doing it.”
 

 
  “We don’t have—oh,
  
   fine,”
  
  Basra said with poor grace, throwing up her hands. “Do what you want. Ten minutes, no more, and for the gods’ sake keep
  
   quiet.
  
  Elves can hear like rabbits.”
 

 
  “I will investigate the factory to the left, you take the right,” Andros said, nodding to Darling. “The women will wait here.” He strode off into the dimness without waiting for a reply.
 

 
  “The women can make decisions, too,” Branwen said, frowning after him.
 

 
  “Oh, leave him alone,” Basra snorted. “He thinks he’s being the alpha male. Let him, it’ll be funnier when he finds out how wrong he is.”
 

 
  Darling didn’t bother to reply, already striding off toward the other building. He did, indeed, know this district, in the general way he knew all the city’s streets, but had never had occasion to familiarize himself with these factories in particular. In fact, his information network tended to encompass the highest and lowest elements of the city; factories were so uniform, so uninteresting, little enough went on there that mattered to him. They were useful for all manner of dealings when closed—as the Jackal had clearly found—but functionally interchangeable for that purpose. The people who ran them usually had interesting secrets, but those were better investigated in their homes and the places where they went to play.
 

 
  There were no convenient fire escapes, external stairs or even drain pipes to shimmy up. That was annoying; he much preferred the vantage of rooftops for getting a good look around. These factories were so square and unadorned there was hardly
  
   anything
  
  to climb. The brick walls were too smooth to ascend without the proper enchanted tools, and anyway, he wouldn’t even care to try
  
   that
  
  with everything as rain-slick as it was tonight. While this wasn’t good for his view, it was tactically advantageous for this specific situation. Darling was no elf, but he knew how to monkey his way around an urban landscape. If he couldn’t find a way to ascend, the Jackal likely couldn’t, either.
 

 
  The alley between the two factories wasn’t broad, but it was also clean. Darling slowed his pace as he entered; it was even darker in here, without the benefit of the city lamps, but enough dim glow filtered through for him to make out where to put his feet. Clearly, though, this had been deliberately cleaned, and likely that very day. There wasn’t so much as a broken bottle. He mentally filed this away to investigate later; keeping alleys spotless had certain advantages, but it was a resource-intensive task, and didn’t seem characteristic of the fat cats who owned these factories and paid their workers just enough of a living wage to keep them coming back every shift.
 

 
  Just as clearly, the two buildings had been designed in tandem. They shared the same spartan architectural sensibilities, and the lack of any windows facing one another showed their designers had known there would be no natural light to be had from this angle. Still, he traveled the full length of the alley, giving due diligence to his task. There was one door in the side of the factory in which the Jackal was allegedly holed up, and two in the other, all three of them firmly locked.
 

 
  Darling reached the end and poked his head out; a chest-high wall was all that separated him from the drop into the canal below. Both factories were built right against the edge, with no space on which to stand above the canal.
 

 
  The factory on the right was a good story taller, so even if he made the roof, the Jackal couldn’t jump it. No climbing, no usable entrances… Their quarry wouldn’t be escaping in this direction. It was good to know, but Darling couldn’t shake the feeling he’d just wasted a chunk of time.
 

 
  Turning to head back, he froze. Mary stood blocking his path, her form mostly in shadow.
 

 
  “It seems,” she remarked, “I don’t strictly
  
   need
  
  to know which of your companions you find trustworthy. Perhaps we shall let them demonstrate for themselves, hm?”
 

 
  “Is this really how you want to do this?” he asked mildly. “I enjoy gamesmanship as much as… Well, okay, a good deal more than the next man, but really, do we need to cultivate a hostile relationship?”
 

 
  “If we had a hostile relationship, I would have removed you from consideration already.”
 

 
  “Well, isn’t
  
   that
  
  reassuring.” He moved a step closer; she didn’t back away. “You know what I mean. You’re clearly interested in forming
  
   some
  
  kind of understanding. How about we agree to stop playing these games with each other?”
 

 
  “You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.”
 

 
  He hesitated. She already had him over a barrel, given what she knew about Flora and Fauna. It would be so easy for her to explode his entire world… It made him instinctively reluctant to give her more information. On the other hand, that one secret was so potentially devastating she hardly needed
  
   more
  
  knowledge to scuttle all his plans, so what did it matter? On the third hand, it was a measure of control, giving her intel that she could use against him for lesser effect than completely wrecking his cover, and her “help” this far had been openly manipulative, verging on coercive. On yet another hand, trust was earned, and someone had to make the first overture…
 

 
  Mary chuckled softly, and he realized he’d ruminated a second too long. “That is our dilemma, is it not? So let us see how this night plays out, Darling, and go from there. I will not betray you, you don’t turn on me. If we can trust one another
  
   this
  
  far…we’ll see.”
 

 
  “Should we really be talking here?” he said, tilting his head to tap one ear significantly. “You lot have
  
   really
  
  sharp hearing, I’m told.”
 

 
  “Oh, you needn’t worry about the Jackal,” she said dismissively. “He knew you were coming long before you did.”
 

 
  The crow fluttered back down the alleyway, completely invisible in the darkness. Once its wings were out of earshot there was no sign it had ever been there.
 

 
  “Right,” he muttered.
  
   “That’s
  
  a great way to build trust.”
 

 
  Andros was already there when he jogged back to the others. The crow was not.
 

 
  “The left flank is extremely porous,” the Huntsman said by way of greeting. “Two unsecured exits from our target’s nest, one into the building beyond.”
 

 
  “Then we know which way he’ll go if he runs,” Darling replied. “The opposite side is a proverbial duck’s butt. Everything’s locked up tight.”
 

 
  “Too convenient,” Basra noted. “Sounds like he’s set things up that way. A trap?”
 

 
  “That’s worth considering,” Darling said, nodding. “I just had a little visit from our taciturn guide; she said the Jackal knows we’re coming.”
 

 
  “And
  
   how
  
  does he know?” Andros growled.
 

 
  “Maybe you made too much noise?” Basra said sweetly.
 

 
  “No, he’s got a good point,” said Darling. “I don’t get the feeling Mary’s betrayed us, but…that’s just a feeling. She is most definitely working
  
   some
  
  angle here. We’re gambling that it’s in line with our own.”
 

 
  “Um,” Branwen said hesitantly, “when the stakes is us walking into a probable trap with a dangerous enemy waiting… Maybe we should consider, uh,
  
   not
  
  doing it? Is anything about this urgent enough that we have to do it
  
   tonight?”
  
 

 
  “Just that the Jackal is likely to get away if we don’t move now,” said Basra, then scowled. “Assuming the Crow isn’t in league with him. It wouldn’t be in character; they both work alone, according to my intel. But who knows with elves? Even normal elves, and these two are all kinds of trouble.”
 

 
  “The Crow has no reason to play such elaborate games,” Andros rumbled. “If she wished us harm, she would simply do us harm. Her power is beyond ours. Besides, she swore an oath, and such as she do not do so lightly. It makes more sense to conclude she is sincere in her desire to help.”
 

 
  “Into the trap, then,” Darling said grimly.
 

 
  “Just so,” Andros nodded, then lit up again. “Shields.”
 

 
  Darling and Branwen weren’t practiced at using the light for that purpose, but they managed. Basra and Andros took the flanks; they approached the factory side by side. Even considering the hour and the weather, the streets were eerily quiet. Between Mary and the Jackal, it seemed likely someone had cleared this area of people. By what means, he didn’t care to contemplate.
 

 
  They had to break their impromptu formation to enter; the double-wide doors weren’t expansive enough to accommodate four people walking abreast. They opened, though, as soon as Branwen tugged the handle.
 

 
  “Um,” she said quietly, “is it…normal for factories to be left unlocked after hours?”
 

 
  All three of them looked at her.
 

 
  “Right,” she mumbled. “Just checking.”
 

 
  The lobby inside was as modest, utilitarian and generally ugly as the building itself: scratched and pitted hardwood floor, brick walls, a large old wooden desk just across from the entrance, behind which towered rows upon rows of pigeonhole shelves, most stuffed with papers of one kind or another.
 

 
  Darling stepped forward and tapped the bell sitting on the desk. Its high, thin sound resonated through the stillness. Nothing happened in response, though.
 

 
  He turned and smiled at the others, shrugging. “Worth a try.”
 

 
  “Idiot,” Andros muttered. Basra just shook her head and led the way toward one of the doors along the back wall on either side of the desk.
 

 
  They had to pass through this in single file, but beyond, they found themselves on the main factory floor. The space was cavernous, intimidating in the darkness. Half-seen shapes loomed around them, marching into the distance; the golden light the four of them put off was the only illumination present, and it only lit up their immediate environs, which largely consisted of boxes stacked against the front wall. Some dim light filtered in through the many rows of windows, but it did nothing to brighten the space, serving only to outline the windows themselves in a sullen glow.
 

 
  They stood, looking about them, just inside the door, the only sound their breathing…painfully aware that their enemy could detect them clearly. Darling wondered if the Jackal could even hear their heartbeats.
 

 
  “What does this place even make?” Basra asked. Her voice was impressively even.
 

 
  Darling stepped to one side, picking up one of the boxes. “Looks like… Toasters.”
 

 
  “Toasters? What?”
 

 
  “They toast bread. Heh, that’s actually pretty nifty. ‘No muss, no fuss, perfect toast every time.’ I kinda want one, now.”
 

 
  “Who needs a whole
  
   device
  
  to make
  
   toast?”
  
  Andros growled. “Do people in this city not have fire?”
 

 
  “Are they expensive?” Basra asked.
 

 
  Darling turned the box this way and that, studying its labels. “Hm, suggested retail is two doubloons. Not bad! Think I’ll get one for my Butler if we don’t all die in here.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s something, anyway,” she said, grinning. “We’re already about to learn the limits of the Archpope’s power to get us out of trouble. Breaking and entering, and I foresee a heaping helping of property damage in our near future.”
 

 
  “We didn’t
  
   break,”
  
  Branwen said defensively. “It was open.”
 

 
  “Bran, love, I’ve yet to meet a judge who was impressed with that line,” Darling said with a wink.
 

 
  “You would know,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  “My, my, does Justinian know how absolutely
  
   precious
  
  the four of you are?” They stiffened, peering this way and that; the voice echoed unnaturally in the vast space, seeming to come from every direction. “Did he select you for your vaudeville skills? But no, he’d have you on pulpits if you were only good for dramatic effect, not skulking around in the dark. Pity.”
 

 
  “Show yourself!” Andros barked, the light around him intensifying.
 

 
  A cold chuckle echoed through the darkness. “Well. Since you
  
   asked.”
  
 

 
  Light bloomed all about them. Above, a row of hanging fairy lamps burned to life, illuminating the first few yards of the factory floor. Then another beyond them lit, then the next, and so on, light expanding from the front of the room to the far distance in a silent march. Half-glimpsed shapes became even stranger in the illumination; Darling recognized conveyor belts, towering glass tubes filled with enchanting dusts and hoses connecting them to various structures, and simple golems positioned to turn the belts and provide motive force in other places, but that was about it. The stacks of metals and other raw materials were fairly obvious, but the rest of the equipment, great abstract sculptures of brass and rune-carved iron, glass and exposed wires, was a mystery to him. Apparently making toasters was complex business.
 

 
  A row of metal walkways lined the factory’s edges, two stories up. Immense chimneys, connected to every large piece of equipment by pipes and wires, would lead to the antennae atop the factory. The conveyor belts ran in two long rows down each side of the building, lined by equipment and stations for workers, with a long open space between them. At the far end of this stood the Jackal.
 

 
  Darling was keenly aware of the disparity between human and elven vision. From where they stood, the Jackal was just a slender figure with blonde hair and a dark suit, but he could doubtless tell the color of their eyes. As they squinted at him, their eyes still adjusting to the sudden brightness, he spread his arms wide. Again, his voice echoed unnaturally through the chamber.
 

 
  “Step into my parlor.”
 

 
  Adros began moving instantly, striding forward at a good clip, with Basra next. The other two followed a touch belatedly, making their ranks a little uneven until they caught up.
 

 
  “You will answer for the murder of the priest Hernfeldt,” Andros boomed, glaring at their prey.
 

 
  “Well, yes,” he replied calmly. Rapidly closing on him, they could see him smiling now. He didn’t look like much, just an elf in a nice suit; he wasn’t even carrying any visible weapons. “Spend enough time in the dirty business, and you eventually have to accept that at some point,
  
   everyone
  
  answers for all they’ve done. The question we are here to decide is this: will I answer to you, tonight? Or will the four of you just become one more thing for which I must answer later?” He rolled his shoulders and adopted a wider stance, still watching them come.
 

 
  Darling’s skin was fairly crawling. This was wrong; it made no sense for the elf to let the four of them, invulnerable behind their divine shields, get this close. He slowed his pace, finding the others doing likewise. Branwen was visibly frightened; Basra and Andros were glancing about, in between keeping tabs on the Jackal, clearly looking for the trap they all knew had to be there.
 

 
  Focused as they were, only Branwen jumped when the great arcane furnaces hummed to life. Around them, conveyors began moving as the golems began turning their cranks. Almost immediately, toaster components started piling up into impromptu junk piles and magical machinery sparked and hissed, all of it operating without any of the people who should be there to oversee the process. In seconds the pieces sitting on the conveyors had been swept into heaps at the far end of the lines, and thaumaturgical equipment was casting a variety of charms directly at the empty belts, mostly to no effect. Things at various points started to spark and smoke, however.
 

 
  “Is this all you’ve got?” Basra sneered. “Planning to burn the place down around us?”
 

 
  The crackle of arcane energy was all around them now, unfocused. Darling was no enchanter, but he couldn’t help thinking all this stuff was working faster than made sense; at the speed those belts were turning, it would be prohibitively hard for even a well-trained team to assemble anything moving along them, and the charm-dispensing equipment was starting to emit shrill sounds of protest. Yes; watching, he could clearly see them accelerating. Why overclock the works? To what end?
 

 
  “That must be it, yes,” the Jackal said equably, smiling at them.
 

 
  “Surrender,” Andros barked. “You have no avenue of escape. You will be destroyed if you are encircled and give us no reason to hold our fire.” He raised his wand menacingly.
 

 
  Something flickered through Darling’s perception, a peculiar sensation to which he was quite unaccustomed; it was like a momentary flutter in the divine light coursing through him. Branwen lifted her head, glancing about at the same moment. She had felt it too.
 

 
  Sudden realization crashed down on him, and he slammed to a stop.
 

 
  
   Encircled.
  
  The Circles of Interaction.
 

 
  Even as he realized he was surrounded on all sides by an increasingly unfocused haze of pure arcane magic, he felt the flutter again, stronger; the sensation of divine energy faltering as it was gradually neutralized.
 

 
  “Back up!” he shouted. “Away from the equipment!”
 

 
  It was, of course, entirely too late. They were halfway down the length of the whole factory, right between two long corridors of arcane-powered equipment, which was running at an exponentially faster rate as the sabotaged golems cranked them ever more furiously. Sparks and crackles of lightning flashed across the aisle behind them, now; static filled the chamber, lifting their hair and snapping at their clothes.
 

 
  Andros and Basra both fired simultaneously. Bolts of lightning arced away to the sides, smashing into chunks of machinery. The wands wouldn’t even shoot straight in this. As Darling began frantically backpedaling, dragging a frozen Branwen with him, his shield failed entirely. Hers had already vanished; Andros’s was flickering, and Basra’s had visibly weakened until it was barely discernible in the increasing haze of arcane blue light around them.
 

 
  Then, finally, the Jackal flew into action.
 

 
  Darling had, of course, seen elves moving at speed; he was in the process of training two. It had never happened with his life on the line, though, nor with an almost painful concentration of static tugging at him from all sides and lightning beginning to arc between pieces of machinery and various metallic structures all around. The Jackal was a black-and-blonde blur, darting among them. Darling had his grip on Branwen ripped away, then she went tumbling head-over heels with a yelp a split second before something slammed into his solar plexus, driving the breath painfully from his body.
 

 
  He slumped to his knees, doubled over. Then Andros stumbled backward over him, bearing both of them to the ground, and Darling was effectively blinded, not to mention stunned and dazzled.
 

 
  Well. This really wasn’t how he’d expected to go out. He’d have preferred something less…ridiculous.
 

 
  Gasping, trying to force the breath back into his body, he couldn’t spare enough concentration to even try to get a grip on his surroundings—which mostly consisted of Andros’s considerable weight, anyway. But when the Jackal began barking curses in elvish, he did finally realize that the fierce crackling of arcane energy around them was starting to diminish.
 

 
  He forced himself to breathe as Andros staggered to his feet. Yes, the machinery was shutting down, the power dissipating much faster than it had gathered. He lifted his head, blinking tears from his vision, in time to see the Jackal, standing on a conveyor belt that was slowing to a crawl, his face clenched in a snarl, holding a knife aloft in the act of hurling it.
 

 
  Darling still couldn’t manage even enough breath to cry out.
 

 
  Then another black blur sped across his vision, intercepting the blade. The Jackal stared, frozen in momentary surprise, which cost him; yet a third slim figure slammed into him from behind, pitching him forward off the belt.
 

 
  Darling pushed himself laboriously upright, turning in a painful circle to take stock.
 

 
  Basra was slumped against a conveyor, in the process of dragging herself up right and looking murderously angry. Andros had his feet again and was now aiming a wand at their foe. Branwen was still down, huddled on the floor with her arms over her head and her rump in the air, which might have made for a pleasing sight in less tense circumstances. Hell, it was a pleasing sight anyway, but he hardly had time to enjoy it.
 

 
  The fight was already over by the time he managed to focus on it again. The Jackal slumped on the floor, dazed, while Flora efficiently tied his arms behind him and Fauna held his confiscated knife at the ready.
 

 
  
   “More
  
  elves?” Basra spat, finally straightening herself up. “This is getting downright stupid. Did somebody plant a grove in this city without telling me?” She looked frightful, her short hair sticking up in all directions. Andros was likewise a sight, his already-bushy beard puffed up from static like a scared cat’s tail. Darling discreetly swept his hands over his own coif, smoothing it back into shape.
 

 
  “How very curious,” Andros rumbled, turning to glare at him, “to find your
  
   housemaids
  
  here, Antonio.”
 

 
  “What?” Basra turned to squint at Fauna, who grinned at her. “How can you… Holy shit, they are.”
 

 
  “Is it over?” Branwen asked tremulously, lifting her head.
 

 
  Darling sighed and helped her to her feet. “Well. Everyone, you remember Flora and Fauna, my apprentices.” He divided a grim look between them. “With whom I will be speaking later about
  
   blowing their cover.”
  
 

 
  “You’re
  
   welcome,”
  
  Flora said acerbically.
 

 
  “There is no cause for condemnation,” Andros said firmly, turning his stare on Darling. “They performed well, and their eagerness to protect you, even against your orders, speaks to your virtues as a teacher.” He dragged a hand over his beard, pushing it into a semblance of formation, and turned back toward the three elves. “You, however, should remember that you owe your master obedience. What if he had planned an operation that could be botched by well-meaning intervention? You would have ruined everything.”
 

 
  They gave him matching sardonic stares, and Darling rolled his eyes. Andros’s repeated attempts to position himself as the patriarch of this group were getting annoying. It wasn’t going to work, for the simple reason that nobody here would have taken orders from a self-appointed patriarch, but he’d have to find time and a method to deal with it nonetheless. Andros wasn’t the type to give up just because his project was equally pointless and foolish; when this failed to work, he’d start looking for control in some other manner.
 

 
  “Thanks for the help, girls,” Darling said, releasing Branwen to step over to them—and keeping a wary eye on the Jackal, who was now tugging experimentally at his bonds. Flora appeared to have mummified his arms together behind his back with a considerable length of thin cord; Fauna cleared her throat and brandished the knife as he shifted his legs. “Orders aside, you really saved our bacon. How’d you know how to shut down the machines?”
 

 
  “Everything’s pretty clearly labeled,” Fauna said cheerfully.
 

 
  “You guys actually walked
  
   past
  
  the master controls on the way in.”
 

 
  “At first we thought this was some counter-strategy…”
 

 
  “But then we realized, no, you’d just blundered into the trap.”
 

 
  “So, sorry it took so long, we weren’t sure you needed help.”
 

 
  “Next time we won’t give you so much credit!”
 

 
  “Oh, goddess, they talk in tandem,” Basra groaned.
 

 
  “Precious, isn’t it?” said the Jackal dryly, then shook his head. “I always suspected it’d be somebody
  
   cute
  
  who did me in.
  
   You
  
  four made me nervous enough; the addition of these two bits was the last nail in the coffin, I suppose.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah.” Basra stalked over to him and kicked him in the chest, bowling him over backward.
 

 
  “Hey, hey, hey!” Fauna protested, glaring.
  
   “Easy,
  
  lady!”
 

 
  “Keep it in your pants,” Flora added, tugging the gasping Jackal back upright. “Elves are
  
   delicate.
  
  How’s he gonna talk if you smash his lungs?”
 

 
  “Simple enough,” Basra said, holding out a hand. A warm glow extended forward, suffusing the fallen elf. “We can do this
  
   all
  
  night and he’ll still be fit as a fiddle when we’re done. Be a love and hold him up, I need to work off some frustration.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   enough,”
  
  Andros growled.
 

 
  “Yeah, leave off, Bas,” Darling agreed, noting but not responding to the significant look Fauna gave him. “Go out and get laid afterward like everybody else, we don’t have time for this.”
 

 
  The Jackal actually laughed. “Ah, you lot really are just a rabble, aren’t you? Can’t even stand each other. It kills me how you’re dumb enough to think
  
   you’ll
  
  be the ones Justinian decides to keep around. There’s always a bigger fish, kids. Trust me, the
  
   final
  
  predators will be the ones who can work together without bickering or waltzing into obvious traps.”
 

 
  “Let me clarify,” Darling said pleasantly. “It’s late, I’m tired, we’re
  
   all
  
  cranky, and nobody has any patience for your horseshit. You’re here to answer questions, succinctly and accurately, not to make villainous soliloquies.”
 

 
  “Oh, by all means,” said the Jackal, grinning up at him. “Consider me
  
   humbly
  
  at your disposal.”
 

 
  “Marvelous. To begin with, we know
  
   you
  
  had no reason to kill an Izarite priest of your own volition. Spit out the name of the person who hired you, and I’ll think very seriously about keeping you away from Basra until you’re safely in prison.”
 

 
  “I
  
   never
  
  get to have any fun,” she muttered sullenly.
 

 
  The Jackal was staring up at Darling. He looked… Actually, he looked shocked. Almost immediately, however, a grin blossomed on his face, and then he actually burst out laughing. Flora stepped back, glancing up at Darling uncertainly, as the Jackal fell backward, rolling about and kicking his legs in manic glee.
 

 
  “I begin to see why this guy didn’t settle down to grow trees with the rest of his clan,” Basra said dryly.
 

 
  “Oh come on,” Fauna protested. “Do humans
  
   really
  
  think that’s what we do?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m done with this,” said Darling. “I take it back. Bas, kindly kick him in the nuts.”
 

 
  “Yay!”
 

 
  “Wait, wait!” their prisoner gasped, laboriously forcing himself back upright. Basra, who had started moving in response to Darling’s request, paused with one leg upraised. “I’m sorry, it was just too perfect. You didn’t… You actually didn’t know!” He shook his head, still chortling, and grinned up at Darling. “Who
  
   hired
  
  me? You poor, stupid assholes, we’re on the same team. I was contracted by
  
   Archpope Justinian.”
  
 

 
  There was a moment in which the only sound was the Jackal’s continued chuckling.
 

 
  “You’re lying,” Branwen said finally. She didn’t manage to sound convinced.
 

 
  “I guess I probably am, from where you’re sitting,” the Jackal said gleefully. “That’s the logical conclusion, right? I’m in your power, so the only thing left for me is to sow distrust in your ranks. Hah! Go right ahead and believe that. You’ll never
  
   really
  
  know the truth until the
  
   next
  
  time Justinian decides to eliminate a group of unreliable lackeys who know too much. That’s
  
   you
  
  guys, by the way.”
 

 
  “Actually, the Archpope did not send them here. According to the itinerary he was given, they would not have gone anywhere near you.”
 

 
  The Jackal’s mirth vanished instantly and he glared past them at Mary, who now sat atop a still-smoking heap of arcane machinery.
  
   “You.
  
  You did this?! What did I
  
   ever
  
  do to you?!”
 

 
  “Not a thing,” she replied serenely. “You’re merely a means to an end. It’s worth considering that I might have moved to protect rather than use you, had you taken any of the
  
   several
  
  opportunities I’ve offered you to be of aid to your own people. Yet…here we are.”
 

 
  He spat a string of words at her in elvish, cutting off only when Fauna slapped him across the back of the head.
 

 
  “Watch your mouth,” she said sternly. He glared up at her, but fell silent.
 

 
  “You knew,” Andros growled, turning to face Mary.
 

 
  “Of course I did,” she said, calm as ever.
 

 
  “You could have
  
   said
  
  something,” Darling complained. “Hell, there are a
  
   lot
  
  of things you could have just told us instead of setting up all this rigamarole.”
 

 
  “Could I?” She tilted her head. “What reason would you have for believing me? Better that you discover the truth for yourselves. Now that you know it… Well, I imagine you have some decisions to make.”
 

 
  “Oh, we most certainly do,” Basra said grimly. “You two! Chat and Chew, or whatever it is. Drag that asshole along.
  
   We
  
  are going back to the Cathedral to have a little conversation with the Archpope.”
 

 
  “But…” Branwen actually swallowed when Basra turned a glare on her. “But we
  
   can’t
  
  see him. He’s in seclusion!”
 

 
  “Can’t we?” Even Darling shied back from Basra’s expression. A grin stretched across her face, pulling her lips to their very limit and baring a
  
   lot
  
  of teeth. Her eyes, though… It wasn’t that the smile didn’t reach them, but that it reached too well. Her eyes were almost painfully wide, their pupils narrowed to pinpricks. “I think he’ll
  
   make
  
  time for us.”
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  Trissiny led Arjen in a wide loop, charging directly at two mounted Riders who were approaching her column from the left flank. Two wand shots sparked off the shield of light surrounding her; when she didn’t so much as slow, both Riders peeled off and bolted for a nearby farmstead, just visible in the distance. Under the moonlight, flashes of lightning flickered among the buildings, and she spared a prayer for the residents and whatever elves were helping them. This was war, though, and strategy was strategy. She couldn’t afford to be diverted.
 

 
  “I was afraid they were gonna go for the troops once they realized they weren’t making an impression on you,” Gabriel said as she trotted back to them.
 

 
  “Better-trained soldiers might have,” she said, pushing down the urge to object to this disorganized chain of stragglers being called
  
   troops.
  
  “All right, men, form a line! Wands up at all times. Whatever happens, you will
  
   stay
  
  in step with the men to your left and right. You do not charge forward under any circumstances, and don’t retreat unless I call for it. Keep an ear out for orders to fire, but for the most part, I want you to fire at will! Don’t wait till you can see their eyes; we aim to herd them inward, not to cut them down here. I’ll be ranging ahead to scout and deal with problematic individuals. I am protected by Avei, but I would
  
   appreciate
  
  it if you’d try not to shoot me.”
 

 
  She galloped Arjen up and down the line as she called orders, almost despairing at their slow, disorderly progress toward getting lined up, some of them chuckling nervously at her last comment. They got there, though, not as quickly as she’d hoped but faster than she’d feared, and their final line was suitably straight.
 

 
  “Uh, ma’am?” called a man toward the right flank as she came abreast of him. “Does that mean you
  
   don’t
  
  want us to shoot to kill?”
 

 
  “This is war,” she said grimly. “People die. The men who
  
   started
  
  the war have no right to complain. Don’t hesitate if you have a good shot, but
  
   no one
  
  is to break ranks and pursue. Is that clear?”
 

 
  An uneven chorus of “Yes, ma’am!” sounded from up and down the line. Trissiny gritted her teeth, keeping her expression under control. They were not ready. This was war; people
  
   would
  
  die, and her soldiers—to use the word as loosely as possible—were terrifyingly vulnerable. No matter the situation was by no means her fault, their deaths would weigh on her.
 

 
  “Goddess, grant us your favor,” she whispered, and not as a formality; if the goddess of war didn’t lend her support to this enterprise, it was not going to end well. Bringing Arjen around, she came to a stop in front of them, at the center of the line; directly ahead was the central street of Sarasio.
 

 
  “The company will advance at a walk!”
 

 
  Gripping weapons, they did so.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “All right, lads,” Ruda called out, stalking back and forth behind the line of men with her rapier in hand. She had declined the offer of a wand. “I could make a speech, but fuck it, we’ve got shit to do. You know what’s going on, and you know what’s at stake. We’re gonna stick to Trissiny’s plan, and that means you stay. In. Line. We move
  
   forward
  
  or not at all; we move
  
   together
  
  or not at all. You keep your wands up and if you get a bead on any asshole in a white cloak, you burn ’em down! This is the line of death for them; we want them to know that getting too close is a non-starter, because let’s be honest, this group is not gonna stand up to a cavalry charge. So we make sure no such charge happens! Nothing on horseback gets close enough to run us over without being a burned-out husk, is that clear?”
 

 
  She exchanged a grim look with Toby while the men called out their agreement, then shouldered through the line, placing herself in front of them and looking into the town. Sounds of battle and flickers of lightning sparked at the edges of the outskirts, but at their approach, the two small groups of Riders harassing the nearest farmsteads had turned tail and run. They had a clear path into Sarasio.
 

 
  Ruda looked over her shoulder at her troops, and grinned. They were staring forward, hard-faced, gripping weapons. Now
  
   this
  
  was a fine sight. These prairie folk were no Punaji, but once properly motivated, they weren’t going to take the Riders’ abuse lying down. She was born to lead men like this into battle.
 

 
  “All right!” she called, brandishing her sword overhead and bringing it down in a flashing arc to point at the street. “Gentlemen: let’s fuck ’em up!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The farmer averted his eyes from the discharge of lightning, grimacing, but when he raised the smoking tip of his staff, the horse was dead. It had been the only kindness they could offer the beast, which had broken two legs in the fall. Turning, he picked his way back toward the others, carefully avoiding the streaks of ice that marred the grass, one of which had brought the Rider to grief. It was plenty warm even at this late hour; the ice was steaming in the prairie air, already melting away. Good; the ground could use the water, and he limped hard enough without slipping on fairy magic in his own front yard.
 

 
  Now, in addition to the talkative ball of light zipping around, there was an elf standing next to his daughter-in-law and granddaughter.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say the situation is under control,” the elf was saying as he rejoined them, leaning on the staff. “However, the prospects are optimistic. The Hand of Avei is executing a workable strategy which, if successful, will bring an end to the Riders in Sarasio.”
 

 
  “What strategy?” the old man demanded, keeping his weight on the staff and off his aching hip as much as possible.
 

 
  She turned and bowed to him. “The men who attended the meeting in town are dispersed at the northern and southern edges, sweeping inward and pushing the Riders before them. My people have fanned out along the flanks to prevent them escaping that way. We will surround them in the center of Sarasio and finish them here.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” he grunted, rubbing his chin. “Sounds pretty solid.”
 

 
  “It is!” chimed the pixie, bobbing up and down. “Trissiny is
  
   great
  
  with plans, she knows all about war!”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said the elf solemnly.
 

 
  “Welp, seems to be all settled here,” the old farmer said, straightening up. “You’ll need every warm body you can get to herd ’em up proper. Which way next?”
 

 
  “Oh no you
  
   don’t,
  
  Gramps,” Lucy said firmly, keeping a grip on the toddler, who was gazing raptly at Fross and trying to grab the pixie. “There’s no way you’re goin’ out there on that bum leg.”
 

 
  “Girl, I been protectin’ this land since before you was a gleam in your daddy’s eye! If the men are finishing off the Riders, I ain’t
  
   about
  
  to sit this out.”
 

 
  “I fear it will not be possible for
  
   anyone
  
  to sit it out,” the elvish woman said, turning her big, serious eyes on him. “The operation is aimed at controlling chaos, but chaos has a way of escaping. For exactly that reason, it makes more tactical sense for you to remain with your farm, elder. You have demonstrated your prowess with that weapon; lacking mobility, you better serve the effort holding this ground.”
 

 
  He growled, searching for a flaw in her argument, but Fross chimed in before he could speak.
 

 
  “All right, well,
  
   I’m
  
  still pretty mobile! I’m gonna head upward and see where they need the most help. Be careful, everybody! I’ll try to come back if you run into trouble!”
 

 
  She shot skyward with a soft chime, leaving the humans and lone elf staring after her.
 

 
  “Friendly little glowbug,” the old man said, then looked over at the dissolving patches of ice. “Scary, though.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Here they come,” Gabriel noted unnecessarily, raising his wand alongside the rest of the men in line. Trissiny nodded, her eyes fixed on the five mounted figures which had burst out of a gap between buildings. The townsfolk had reached the outer edge of the city, almost coming to the point where she would have to rearrange their formation to get them through the streets—a logistical mess to which she was
  
   not
  
  looking forward. Now, the Riders wheeled down the central street straight at the line.
 

 
  Several of the men in their path shied backward, but at Trissiny’s roar of “FIRE!” lightning flashed forward from a dozen wands and staves, striking one down, glancing off the flank of another’s horse and causing the panicked animal to bear him to the ground, and making a third wheel and bolt back into the town.
 

 
  She mentally added “poor shots” to her list of reservations about the men she was leading.
 

 
  Two still came, though. Identical as they looked in their hoods and cloaks, Trissiny knew the one in the lead was one she’d met before.
 

 
  “HOLD FIRE!” she shouted, and urged Arjen forward.
 

 
  At her approach, glowing like the sun, the fourth Rider wheeled around and galloped back into the town. The leader, though, kept coming right at her, controlling his mount with his knees and taking aim with both wands.
 

 
  The light he shot at her was more intense and more direct than most of the lightning bolts she’d seen hurled about this night. Also, he used it with a lot more technique. One wand kept up a veritable spray, hitting her shield hard in a roughly circular area around her face, nearly blinding her; Trissiny felt the impacts as if in her own limbs, that region of the glowing shield weakening and drawing more power to compensate. Then it got worse: a much more powerful single bolt smashed right into the center of the targeted region. Then another.
 

 
  He had fought light-wielders before, clearly. Over time, assuming she did nothing, the technique would wear through the shield until she took one of those hits directly. Matters were different, though, with the two of them barreling at each other at top speed. Arjen whinnied and tossed his head, clearly understanding the danger; Trissiny did a quick calculation in her mind. Her shield was failing. She was seconds from getting within sword range. Was it enough time?
 

 
  No.
 

 
  Arjen lowered his head, and Trissiny raised her metal shield as her divine one shattered under a last bruising wandshot. Raw energy struck; the impact physically rocked her, and she felt the shield grow warm, felt a moment of real fear. That shield was ancient,
  
   not
  
  made to stand up to modern energy weapons.
 

 
  Then the shield itself glowed gold. It had been forged before mass-produced wands were even dreamed of, but a shield given to the Hands of Avei had been meant to withstand curses, dragonfire and all the perils of the Age of Adventures.
 

 
  She closed with the Rider, and bashed him with the shield in passing. He tried to wheel his horse around; Arjen followed with astounding agility, but he was a huge creature built for power and the Rider’s leaner mount proved more agile. Trissiny managed to bring her sword into play, but only felt the slightest snag as its tip nicked the Rider’s shoulder in passing.
 

 
  Then he was vanishing back into the warren of dirt streets. She watched after him for a moment before turning Arjen back to rejoin her troops, who greeted her with cheers and brandished weapons. A few wands were even fired skyward in celebration.
 

 
  “If they’re spread as thinly as the elves have suggested,” she said, “they can’t have enough manpower concentrated in one place to do that too many times. Luckily they tried it here instead of against Ruda’s line.”
 

 
  Gabriel grinned up at her. “I’ll refrain from telling her you said that.”
 

 
  “Thanks.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Teal panted slightly as she came padding up out of the darkness on bare feet. “How’re we doing?”
 

 
  “Apparently we are meeting with some success,” Shaeine replied, nodding to the elf who had arrived moments before to deliver a terse report. “Both lines have entered the city proper, and been slowed considerably by the need to navigate the streets, which presents obvious challenges. Only two Riders have slipped through the blockade; one was brought down by elven warriors, and Fross is pursuing the other as we speak.”
 

 
  “The Hand of Avei just broke a Rider charge aimed at her lines,” said another elf, arriving out of the darkness. “One Rider slain, another dismounted and apprehended by our scouts. We don’t find a similar concentration of them anywhere else in the town. They have evinced no signs that they are in communication; it’s not clear yet whether the entire group realizes what is happening.”
 

 
  “Good,” growled one of the humans nearby. They were a mixed group, standing at the western edge of Sarasio: a small, constantly rotating roster of about half a dozen elves kept coming and going, relaying information before darting back out to gather more. About twice their number of townsfolk had been gathered, all armed; most of Sarasio’s men having gone to the meeting and now forming the main battle lines, these were the leftovers, those rescued from beleaguered outer farms. More than half were women, the rest a mix of elderly and adolescents of both sexes, all armed.
 

 
  “I suggest we press forward,” said the elven warrior who had remained alongside Shaeine throughout the night. “The battle enters a new phase as it enters the town, and it will not do to be left behind.”
 

 
  “Sounds good,” a middle-aged woman with a staff slung over her shoulder said, nodding. “C’mon, everybody. You see anything in a white cloak, blast it.”
 

 
  The group moved forward in a loose formation, elves fanning out to scout ahead and cover the flanks, townsfolk forming a rough line behind them. Shaeine walked in the rear, Teal falling into step behind her.
 

 
  “Have you seen Juniper?” Teal asked.
 

 
  The drow shook her head. “Not since we parted ways at the edge of the forest. I confess I worry more for her than any of our other compatriots; she is resilient, but we have seen her vulnerability to lightning. I can only trust that she knows how to take care of herself.”
 

 
  “I guess we’d hear about it if anything happened to her,” Teal agreed, nodding. “Naiya apparently isn’t the subtle type.”
 

 
  “Indeed.”
 

 
  They slowed slightly, the outer buildings of the town looming ahead.
 

 
  “You approached on foot,” Shaeine noted.
 

 
  “Ah…yeah, I figured it’d be best not to startle the locals any more than we can help. On that note, I see you’ve been sticking by the other elves.”
 

 
  “It seemed wisest,” Shaeine agreed with a faint smile. “Though after the initial shock wears off, I have been offered no hostility as yet, once I show myself to be allied with them. These people are admirably pragmatic.”
 

 
  “Yeah…” Teal swallowed. “I hate that it had to come to this.”
 

 
  “As do I,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “I just… I
  
   know
  
  sometimes you can’t talk things out. It just seems like fighting in the streets is a
  
   failure.”
  
 

 
  “I think you’re right on both points. Many failures have led to this disaster… But the situation is what it is. It can no longer be solved with words. Our best hope is decisive action, to prevent the crisis from dragging itself out further.”
 

 
  Teal nodded. “I guess I’m fairly well invincible, but… Still. I’ve never been in a… I mean, it’s still terrifying. The though of losing… Someone I’ve come to care about.”
 

 
  Shaeine looked at her and smiled gently. “I know.”
 

 
  They had come to a stop, the others moving ahead at a very careful pace now. Teal swallowed, and took one of Shaeine’s hands in her own. The drow glanced down in apparent surprise, then lifted her gaze with an inquisitive look. Teal took a short but deep breath and leaned in closer.
 

 
  The first naked emotion she had ever seen on Shaeine’s face descended: shock. The drow jerked backward, pulling her hand away. “I think there has been a miscommunication.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Teal said weakly, going deathly pale. “Oh, I… Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t… I don’t…”
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Shaeine said evenly, turning and gliding forward with her normal serenity firmly in place. Behind her, Teal gulped, allowing her own misery to show on her features for a moment before getting it back under control.
 

 
  “I… Sorry, Shaeine, I don’t want—”
 

 
  “It’s past,” she replied, her tone even and very nearly curt. “We needn’t discuss it.”
 

 
  They reached the streets in silence.
 

 
  At the rear of the group, Teal cleared her throat. “Seems quiet here. I’m gonna find where the trouble is and help.” There was a rush of flames the sound of beating wings, and then a fiery figure soared over them, vanishing beyond the rooftops.
 

 
  One of the elves glanced over at Shaeine with a wry half-grin. “Smooth.”
 

 
  She glided past him without response.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Toby straightened, helping a young man to his feet, the glow of healing around him subsiding.
 

 
  “My thanks, friend,” the lad said with a smile. “Ah… I mean, sir. Mister. Your, uh, paladin-ness.”
 

 
  “Toby’s fine,” he replied, grinning.
 

 
  “Nice horse!” Ruda said cheerfully as two men calmed the rearing animal. Two others were roughly hog-tying the Rider who had been knocked from the saddle by a low-hanging sign he had tried to ride under to avoid their group after seeing all the wands pointing his way. “Maybe I should keep one a’ these. Course, I’d have to learn how to ride it…”
 

 
  “We’re doing well,” said a voice from above. No matter how many times it happened, the soundless appearance of an elf made most of those present jump and aim their weapons. The slim woman now perched atop the general store sign continued, ignoring this. “Your pixie friend has brought down the last Rider to evade the blockade; all those still in action are within the town, being herded toward the center. Most are now dismounted; that flying demon has been chasing them down and scaring the horses into bucking them for the last fifteen minutes. She seems oddly reluctant to
  
   fight.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s no surprise,” Ruda said, nodding. “Teal’d never forgive her for getting blood on her claws. How’s the formation overall?”
 

 
  “Uneven and prone to buckling,” the elf said with a smile, “but impressively effective. Your friend Trissiny makes good plans.”
 

 
  “I was afraid of that,” Ruda said sourly. “There’ll be no living with her now.”
 

 
  Another form dropped from above, earning another round of curses, jumps and pointed weapons, but she similarly ignored this, making a beeline for the young man who had recently been injured.
 

 
  He saw her at the same time.
  
   “Thassli!”
  
 

 
  The two met in the middle of the alley and embraced, while the nearby men and elves averted their eyes, embarrassed, and Ruda grinned unabashedly.
 

 
  “Hi, Jason,” Thassli said finally, pulling back enough to cup his face in both hands.
 

 
  “I thought I’d never see you again,” he said.
 

 
  “I told you, love, you just have to be patient.” Someone coughed.
 

 
  “I can’t be patient anymore.” Taking both her hands in his own, he knelt before her in the dust. Behind him, Lucas Wilcox clenched his jaw, glaring. “Thassli, will you marry me?”
 

 
  “What?” She laughed lightly. “Of course not, don’t be ridiculous.”
 

 
  The silence that fell was awkward to the point of being physically painful. Ruda let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “I,” he choked. “But…”
 

 
  “Jason,” Thassli said with gentle reproof, ruffling his hair, “we’ve had fun. You’re a sweet boy, really. But, honestly, if I wanted to tie my heart to a hairy, overly exuberant creature who’ll die just when I’ve had time to get properly attached to him… Well, I could just get a dog, couldn’t I? Now c’mon.” She tugged the unresisting lad to his feet. “The night’s not over. I’ll come find you when we win this. Try not to get killed, eh?”
 

 
  She blew him a kiss, then kicked off a nearby wall, grasped the overhanging roof opposite, heaved herself lightly up and vanished.
 

 
  Ruda cleared her throat. “Yeah, well, anyway. On we go, stuff to do, assholes to shoot…”
 

 
  “I did tell you, boy,” Wilcox said wearily, coming up to stand next to Jason.
 

 
  “Yeah.” The boy sounded numb. “I heard you, pa. Always said that elf was trouble. I just figured…”
 

 
  “You figured I had a problem with you carryin’ on with an elf,” Wilcox said, draping an arm around his son’s shoulders. “You don’t
  
   listen,
  
  boy. I said
  
   that
  
  elf was trouble.”
 

 
  “Hell,
  
   I
  
  told you that,” Robin added from the roof above, causing another ripple of startlement among the men.
 

 
  “Dammit, will y’all
  
   stop doin’ that!”
  
  somebody shouted.
 

 
  “Here.” Grinning ruefully, Ruda handed Jason a bottle of whiskey. He took it in silence, pulled out the stopper with his teeth and took a long pull. “Now c’mon, boys. We’ve still got work to do.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Robin, her expression grim. “We’ve got a problem.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hostages?” Trissiny said sharply.
 

 
  The elven scout nodded, his eyes serious. “Four groups have managed to take them. They appear to have arrived at this plan independently, but as we’ve forced them into the middle of the town, more have met up and consolidated both their forces and their strategies.”
 

 
  She drew in a long breath and let it out through her teeth. “You have archers?”
 

 
  “Moving into position now,” he said. “But coordination is a problem. Our strikes would need to be simultaneous, and the Riders are adeptly making use of urban cover to prevent us from getting a clear shot.”
 

 
  “All right,” she said, then raised her voice, turning to look back at the men following her. They had broken into multiple groups to push forward through the streets, and not all of those she’d set out with were present; those remaining were in a cluster rather than a line now. “Everyone, continue moving forward, but
  
   slowly,
  
  and do not fire on enemy targets until you are
  
   certain
  
  they have no hostages.”
 

 
  “Ma’am?” one said, worry etched on his features. “What if they
  
   do?
  
  I mean… How’ll we get our people back?”
 

 
  “If all else fails, we’ll negotiate,” she said flatly. “But before it comes to that, I’ll trust in the elves to pick them off. Now, move ahead.”
 

 
  They didn’t have much farther to move before joining another group of townsfolk, followed by a third emerging from another alley. The noose had tightened significantly; they were not exactly in the center of the town, more like several streets to the east, but Trissiny sensed at once that they had reached the place where the endgame would play out.
 

 
  Mostly because of the Riders who were there ahead of them.
 

 
  She counted eight with a quick scan. Half their number were occupied with holding two young women by the arms, including one Trissiny recognized.
 

 
  “Really?” Jenny was saying aloud as they approached.
  
   “Really?
  
  The damsel in distress? Oh, if you only
  
   knew
  
  how insulting this is.”
 

 
  “Quiet,” growled one of the Riders, aiming a wand at her face. Jenny shut her mouth, glaring at him. To her credit, she didn’t seem much perturbed by her predicament, unlike the other hostage, who appeared to be on the verge of fainting.
 

 
  “Not another step,” said the leader of the Riders, his distinctively eerie voice echoing through the street. He pointed one wand at Trissiny, and the other in the opposite direction down the street—where, she could see from her vantage atop Arjen, a large group of townsfolk with Ruda and Toby at their head had just rounded a corner into view. They were proceeding slowly and carefully, clearly having been warned of the situation just as she was, and came to a stop at the Rider’s warning.
 

 
  More Riders arrived, drifting in from all directions, but now they pressed themselves against walls, under eaves; some kept their wands on hostages, of which there were now four, two more groups having arrived with victims in tow. The rest divided their focus between the two large groups of townspeople and students and keeping weapons trained on the rooftops. Obviously, they had managed to meet and compare notes, and were aware of the intervention of the elves.
 

 
  Another Rider backed into view, keeping his wand aimed into the alley from which he’d come. A moment later, Juniper emerged, glaring at him. Trissiny’s momentary surge of hope died when two more Riders came right after her, also holding wands on her.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  don’t think you want to do that,” the dryad warned.
 

 
  “Shut it, bitch!”
 

 
  Trissiny unconsciously raised her sword.
 

 
  “Enough,” said the leader. Just hearing his voice was like having wet burlap dragged over her ears. “Everyone stand down.
  
   Everyone.
  
  I want all weapons dropped.”
 

 
  “And if we don’t?” Ruda called from the other end of the street.
 

 
  “Don’t be disingenuous,” he replied, shifting his wand to aim at Juniper’s head.
 

 
  “And then what?” Trissiny called. “Right now, you have a chance of being taken properly into custody and serving jail time. Play
  
   that
  
  card, and nothing I say or do will stop these men from tearing you to shreds. I may not be inclined to try.”
 

 
  “I’m sure that will make you feel much better,” he replied mockingly. “Will it bring back the dead?”
 

 
  Vadrienly landed on a nearby roof with a force that shook the building, slate tiles crunching under her talons.
 

 
  “There are so many things,” she said, baring fangs down at the group, “that are
  
   so
  
  much worse than death.”
 

 
  “I will not warn you again!” The leader raised his voice. “Drop your weapons! NOW!”
 

 
  Occupied with the tense drama unfolding, Trissiny hadn’t realized what street they were on until the door of the Shady Lady opened and Joe Jenkins stepped out. Riders swiveled to aim wands at him; ignoring this, he calmly strolled across the sidewalk, stepped down into the street and paced forward till he stood at its center.
 

 
  To his sharply-tailored suit he had added a knee-length leather duster with a matching black hat; he kept his head tilted forward at an angle that hid his eyes under its brim. The duster was belted at the waist, his holstered wands hanging at his sides. His hands hovered just above them.
 

 
  He finally raised his head, staring directly at the leader of the White Riders.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” said the Kid. “Draw.”
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  Only the faintest breath of wind broke the silence, one brief pause hanging delicately over the scene.
 

 
  “What?” came the slightly muffled voice of a Rider at last. “Draw? Boy, everybody has wands
  
   out.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah?” Joe mused. “Where are they pointed?”
 

 
  Hands hanging at his sides, he flexed his fingers once, and smiled.
 

 
  The Riders exchanged a round of glances, then several shifted, turning their aim to the Kid.
 

 
  Joe moved so fast his hands were nearly invisible. A fraction of an instant later, his wands were out and had cut two arcs of white light around him, as though he were swinging luminous knives; a fan of slender rays lanced out in multiple directions, striking multiple targets. Unlike the percussive cracking of most wandshots, they made a hissing noise, quickly drowned out by a series of grunts and cries.
 

 
  Nine men slumped or staggered, none killed, but every one struck square in the head by a beam. Wands were dropped; only one managed to keep a grip on Jenny’s arm, though with her other hand freed she immediately slugged him in the face. Already dazed, he went down, tugging her off-balance. Every Rider who had been covering a hostage was out of action.
 

 
  
   “Damn,”
  
  Gabriel breathed.
 

 
  “I could’ve taken him,” Jenny grumbled, shaking her hand.
 

 
  “Everyone stand down,” Joe called into the stunned silence that followed. “Weapons away, and back up.”
 

 
  “We don’t take orders from you, boy!” a Rider snarled. All of them shifted their aim, over a dozen wands now covering the Kid.
 

 
  Joe grinned lopsidedly, the left corner of his mouth tugging upward. “No one’s talkin’ to you,
  
   boy.”
  
 

 
  “Do as he says!” Strickland called hoarsely. “Back away!” Townsfolk shuffled backward, still gripping weapons; Toby eased back with them, but Ruda and Trissiny were left isolated in the street, both clutching swords in ready positions. Gabriel, standing in the shadows in the mouth of an alley, didn’t back up either, but hesitantly lowered his wand a fraction.
 

 
  Several sharp commands were barked in elvish, and slender figures on the rooftops eased back, many slipping entirely out of sight.
 

 
  “Men!” shouted the lead Rider. “Whatever happens, whatever you do, do
  
   not
  
  shoot the dryad!”
 

 
  “Darn right,” Juniper growled, tugging along an erstwhile hostage who seemed to be in shock as she joined Gabriel. The rest had already bolted, most to the ranks of the townspeople, Jenny through the doors into the Shady Lady.
 

 
  After three tense seconds had passed, the leader yelled again, exasperation audible even through the filter on his voice, “You can shoot
  
   him!”
  
 

 
  Once again, Joe swung his arms in wide, impossibly rapid arcs, forward then back, shifting dramatically from side to side as he did so. It looked more like a sword dance than any kind of wand fighting; he didn’t even fire, though again a distinct hissing sound emerged from his weapons.
 

 
  It was immediately drowned out as lightning filled the street. Every Rider present let loose at Joe, firing until some of their wands began to smoke. The staccato
  
   cracks
  
  of wandshots blended into a constant, deafening crackle; among all the onlookers, hair stood on end and fabric clung to skin, tugged by the massive amount of static unleashed. In seconds, the reek of ozone was overpowering.
 

 
  Not one bolt struck its target. Lightning arced off course, zipping along tunnels of ionized air Joe had placed to either side of him, close enough to singe his sleeves but never hitting home. Sizzling bolts were redirected mostly into the hard-packed dirt street, though some ripped past and struck down Riders on the opposite side of the Kid.
 

 
  “Stop!” The leader had to raise his voice to a near scream to be audible above the carnage. “Stop! CEASE FIRE! You’re killing each other, morons!”
 

 
  Indeed, fully half their number were down, their white cloaks scorched by friendly fire, some actually burning. A low chorus of groans was audible from those who hadn’t been instantly slain. The remaining Riders shifted as one organism, stumbling backward from Joe, sudden panic evident in their body language despite their enveloping disguises.
 

 
  Then the Kid attacked.
 

 
  Angling his body and raising both arms, he aimed wands up and down the street and fired. His weapons now unleashed bolts of pure white light, straighter and more solid than the lightning of standard wands, the sharp noise they made notably higher in pitch. Fixing his gaze straight across the street and leaving only his peripheral vision to see both groups of foes, he made only minute corrections with his wrists, as if he were conducting an orchestra, and squeezing off a sharp volley of shots in each direction.
 

 
  Every shot struck a White Rider. Not a one was a kill shot; he pierced arms and legs, sending wands tumbling from nerveless fingers and enemies sprawling in the street, their limbs unable to support them.
 

 
  It was over in seconds. No more than half a minute had passed since he had first drawn his weapons.
 

 
  Smoke and static hovered over the street, along with the sharp tang of ozone and muted sounds of pain from two dozen felled men. The onlookers had progressively shifted back, and had the sense to clear a path up and down the avenue; now the elves silently thronged the rooftops, while the residents of Sarasio lined the sidewalks, pressing themselves against buildings and as far out of the line of fire as they could get. Even Trissiny and Ruda had withdrawn during the onslaught, the paladin having dismounted and dismissed her steed. Only the Kid and the leader of the White Riders still stood in the street, both with weapons drawn.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit.”
  
  Ruda didn’t raise her voice, but in the relative quiet she was clearly audible. “I just
  
   saw
  
  that and I don’t believe it.”
 

 
  The last White Rider stood with his weapons held loosely, aiming at the ground. The Sarasio Kid still had his pointed up and down the street, their tips smoking faintly, but he was now staring straight at the Rider. Slowly, the Rider stepped over from off to the side, kicking one of his fallen men out of the way in passing, and came to stand in the center of the street.
 

 
  Joe turned to face him, lowering his arms. All four wands were aimed at the dirt now, the two glaring at each other across a distance of some twelve yards.
 

 
  “Forgive me for not applauding,” the Rider rasped. “Seems my hands are full.”
 

 
  “I don’t find myself in a forgivin’ mood, for some reason.”
 

 
  “Mm.” He nodded. “Seems a fellow of your talents could put a pretty clean end to this right now.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the difference between us.” Joe rolled his shoulders slowly. “I don’t do everything I
  
   could
  
  do.”
 

 
  “Fair enough. I’ll remind you, even a housecat’ll only torment its prey for so long.”
 

 
  “Depends on how bored it is. I’ve spent
  
   quite
  
  a span of weeks cooped up in there.”
 

 
  The Rider’s derisive laughter was an almost painful thing to hear, the magic filter on his voice turning it into a hoarse, abrasive sound. “You didn’t
  
   have
  
  to hide away, kid. The time you’ve wasted can be measured in
  
   lives.
  
  This would’ve all been over weeks ago if you’d had the guts to come after me and end it,
  
   coward.”
  
 

 
  Both whipped up their wands; Joe was the faster by a hair. The Rider staggered backward, struck in the chest by two bolts, his own return fire going wide and splashing against the eaves of a nearby roof. An elf fell to the ground with a strangled cry; two more dived after him and Toby came running, while the rest of the watchers on the roof skittered backward, farther from the line of fire.
 

 
  The blue glow of a shielding charm pulsed around the Rider, though; he staggered, but didn’t fall. Regaining his aim, he unleashed a fierce volley at the Kid.
 

 
  Joe held up both wands, lightly flicking one about as though mixing a bowl of batter, and the Rider’s shots veered away in all directions. With the other, he returned fire, blast after blast slamming into the Rider’s shield.
 

 
  As a defensive strategy, Joe’s deflection proved more tenable than the Rider’s reliance on charm work. The Kid began to advance at a measured walk, still firing and and creating air tunnels to draw away lightning bolts. The Rider retreated before him, staggering as he was pushed back by the kinetic force of each bolt. The sphere of pale blue light around him was constantly ignited, now, and starting to grow hazy at the edges; the entire thing smoked faintly. Pressed as he was, his footing suffered; he began to miss, sending wild shots into storefronts, the sky and the ground.
 

 
  The onlookers had already begun retreating further, vanishing deeper into the alleys and backward over the roofs. Most of the stragglers took the hint and bolted as the duel intensified and shots began to fly far afield, leaving just the brave and the exceptionally foolish lurking behind what minimal cover there was to watch. Only Vadrieny remained on the rooftop, now, observing the combat calmly with her arms folded. The rest of the students had assembled and also remained; Trissiny and Shaeine had planted themselves firmly in front of the others, protecting them behind golden and silver shields of light. The drow, in fact, had walled off the entire street and was protecting all the townsfolk beyond. Trissiny didn’t have that much range or power in her shield and had resorted to shoving Gabriel and Juniper behind her.
 

 
  Then, with a flash and a puff of smoke, the Rider’s barrier went down. It shattered under a hit dead center by Joe’s wand, and the force of that plus the disorienting burst of light caused the White Rider to stumble backward. His shots ceased as he flailed his arms momentarily for balance.
 

 
  Joe deftly aimed a shot straight between his legs. However he had tricked out his wands, this one also wasn’t a conventional lightning bolt: it hit the ground right behind the Rider with an explosion of dirt and fire, sending him staggering forward again, completely unbalanced now. In the next instant, Joe reversed his fall yet again with a shot to the shoulder, sending him spinning in a circle.
 

 
  The Rider let out a cry of pain, dropping to one knee in the street. He lost his grip on one wand, and Joe sent it flying with a precise shot. He raised the other, however—but too slowly.
 

 
  The Kid nailed his opponent’s wand dead on the tip as it fired, and the wand exploded. Only the energy of the lighting bolt currently being discharged erupted outward from the destroyed shaft; if the power crystal had gone, the blast would likely have demolished the street. As it was, it merely mangled the Rider’s hand.
 

 
  “That’s for killing innocents in my town,” Joe said grimly, still stalking forward. He fired a beam of light into the ground at an angle in front of the kneeling Rider, burning a neat hole in the street. Then, with his other weapon, he discharged a burst of energy directly into the tiny shaft, and the ground directly under the Rider erupted, sending him reeling.
 

 
  The Rider, amazingly, managed to regain his feet on the fly, but Joe nailed him in the other shoulder, spinning him around again. “That’s for provoking the Empire to demolish Sarasio…” A second hit to the opposite shoulder, already burned from a previous impact, spun him back the other way. “And for trying to murder an Imperial agent
  
   under my protection.”
  
 

 
  Two simultaneous shots clipped the tops of the Rider’s shoulders on both sides, sending him tumbling backward to the street.
 

 
  “That is for sending your goons after my home. And
  
   this—”
  
  Another neatly burned hole followed by an explosive bolt caused an eruption directly under the Rider’s upper body, catapulting him forward where he landed on his knees, barely catching himself with his good hand. “—is for shooting a
  
   girl
  
  who was no threat to you.”
 

 
  The White Rider, after one brief cry of pain, managed to keep it in, but now his breath rasped so heavily it was audible up and down the street, sounding horrific with the spell altering his voice. Joe strode calmly toward him, his boots crunching on cinders and debris littering the ground.
 

 
  “I could go on all night,” the Kid growled, coming to a stop before the kneeling, hooded figure. “But
  
   you
  
  wouldn’t last to appreciate it all, so
  
   this
  
  is for your general lack of civilized behavior.”
 

 
  He drew back his foot and kicked the Rider right in the face, hard. The fallen man let out another weak cry, toppling over on his side to lie in the street.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Joe said in disgust. “Wearing white after Remembrance Day? Our distance from the Imperial capital does
  
   not
  
  give you license to act like a savage.”
 

 
  He turned and strode away, holstering his wands, leaving the last of the White Riders sprawling in the street. Joe navigated around fallen figures in white to stop before Trissiny, where he tipped his hat respectfully.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said. “I surely do appreciate your help, you and all your friends. I dunno how this would’ve gone down without you, but I know we were just about out of hope ’round here before you came along. Sarasio owes you her life.”
 

 
  “I think you deserve a fair share of the credit,” she said, finally letting her golden glow drop. Gabriel, who was cowering behind Juniper, let out a sigh of relief and straightened up, grimacing.
 

 
  Ruda’s arrival was announced by the clomp of heavy boots and the rattle of her sword in its sheath. “May I just say,” she declared, “that was the single most amazing fucking thing I have ever seen, and before we leave town Imma tell you some stories about shit I’ve met on the open sea so you properly appreciate my perspective.”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you this guy was a big deal,” Gabriel said, grinning.
 

 
  “Anyhow, Shaeine, Triss, keep an ear up for calls for help,” Ruda went on, her expression sobering. “We’ve got a good number of wounded and more’n a handful of dead. The elves brought witches and they seem to have it all in hand; they’re letting Toby help, but I don’t think they want any more cooks stirrin’ the broth. Still’n all, you’ve both got the mojo, so they might need you.”
 

 
  “Noted,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  People were filtering back into the street, now, both elves and humans. Some milled around, seemingly at a loss, but there were more businesslike figures present who began checking the fallen Riders, separating the injured from the dead, removing hoods and checking wounds. The crowd were worn out and focused, but more than a few of the faces revealed brought outcries. It seemed the Riders were, indeed, people they knew and had trusted.
 

 
  Trissiny’s blade came free of its scabbard with a silken rasp and burst alight.
  
   “Stop!”
  
  she barked, pointing it at a man who had leveled his wand at a fallen Rider, who was trying to scrabble backward away from him.
 

 
  The man turned his attention to her, but didn’t back down. “Sister, you have any idea what these pieces of shit have put us through? I say we put every last goddamn one of ’em in the ground,
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  An ugly rumble of agreement rose from many of those present. Most of the elves and more than a few human residents remained silent, frowning.
 

 
  “How much carnage will be
  
   enough
  
  for you?” Trissiny demanded. “Can you really not
  
   see
  
  the pattern at work here? These men started out protecting you from those who abused you, because there was no law to do it. The brutal use of power only escalates itself; vengeance turns into more vengeance. It will just keep going until there is
  
   no one
  
  left to kill! It has to
  
   stop.”
  
 

 
  “You’re better than this,” Toby agreed, approaching from up the street. He seemed almost to glide along in a serene counterpoint to Trissiny’s force of personality. The monk of Omnu and warrior of Avei operating in concert; even the loudest dissenters fell silent at the tableau they presented as he placed himself alongside her and turned to face them. “You
  
   must
  
  be better than this. We’ve fought because we had to, and we’ve won. Our victory isn’t complete until we end not only the Riders but what they stand for: the spirit of brutality.”
 

 
  “What’ll we do with ’em, then?” someone called out.
 

 
  “We give healing to those who can be healed,” Trissiny said firmly, “bind and imprison them, and then hand them over to the Empire to stand trial for what they have done.”
 

 
  “And where was the Empire when our town was burning down around our ears?” someone else shouted, followed by angry cries of agreement.
 

 
  “Worry about where the Empire
  
   will
  
  be, not where it was!” she shot back. “What are they going to find when they finally get here: carnage and destruction, a few survivors who know only how to keep fighting? Or a town full of loyal citizens who rose up to protect their homes and deliver their attackers to Imperial justice? The Empire isn’t a perfect thing by any means. If you lack faith in it, at least try to understand its nature. Give the Imperials something to show Sarasio is worth rebuilding and protecting.”
 

 
  “This is why we need justice,” Toby added firmly, giving Trissiny a nod. “Justice comes from law, from order. It means everyone has rights and knows what to expect. Justice means you can have a place worth
  
   living
  
  in again. If you insist on having more vengeance, you need to acknowledge the price.”
 

 
  “The cost of vengeance is
  
   everything,”
  
  said Trissiny.
 

 
  There was quiet, townspeople exchanging uncertain glances. It wasn’t by a long shot the ardent agreement Trissiny would have hoped for, but at least the people weren’t offering them any further rebellion.
 

 
  “All right, you heard the paladins,” Joe said firmly. “Let’s get these varmints rounded up, patched up and into cells. Somebody clear out whoever’s squatting in the Sheriff’s office, an’ get the smith over here to make sure the jail’s still serviceable. Anybody who needs healing or medicine, head to the Shady Lady, an’ we’ll have whatever help we can get standing by. Somebody find me Mr. Paxton, too. We’ll wanna get him back to Tiraas as quick as possible so he can spread the good word and get us some help out here.”
 

 
  The townspeople may have been uncertain about Toby and Trissiny taking charge, but they sprang to follow Joe’s orders. Faces remained grim, but resistance seemed to melt away as everyone sprang into action, and in no time the movements around them took on a more focused pattern, people sorting themselves out, administering aid and rounding up fallen Riders, to be bound for imprisonment or laid out with their scorched cloaks over them.
 

 
  Joe turned to the leader, who had begun to stir weakly. “All right,” he said grimly, “let’s answer the big question on everybody’s mind.” Grabbing the Rider by the clasp of his cloak, he threw back the white hood and ripped away the mask.
 

 
  Then he just as suddenly let go, stumbling backward looking like he’d seen a ghost.
 

 
  The leader of the White Riders was a woman. She looked to be in her fifties, with hair just beginning to go gray and a handsome, fine-boned face that had clearly been quite lovely once, despite the blackened eye, bruised forehead and bloody nose marring it now. She coughed once, then managed a weak smile.
 

 
  
   “Mamie,”
  
  he choked.
 

 
  “Hey, Joe.” She coughed again, and cleared her throat. “That was some damn fine shooting out there, boy. You did me proud.”
 

 
  “…how long,” he said tersely, clenching his hands into fists at his sides.
 

 
  Mamie heaved a sigh. “You wanna hear how I got roped into the Riders’ scheme and was trying to bring ’em down from the inside? Sorry, Joe. This has been my show from the beginning, from Calhoun on down. It did get a mite out of hand, I’ll grant you.”
 

 
  “A mite out of hand?!” he said incredulously. “Why would you
  
   do
  
  this? You nearly destroyed the whole town!”
 

 
  “Let me see that,” Toby said softly, kneeling beside her. He took her mangled hand in his own and lit up. She winced, averting her eyes, but gradually relaxed. The blood remained on her face, but the bruises faded away after a few seconds.
 

 
  “Thanks, kid. Appreciate it.”
 

 
  “That’s…the best I can do with this,” Toby said solemnly, still holding her hand. Two fingers were missing, the remainder twisted out of place. “Mana burns are awful things. You’re lucky the wand’s power source didn’t blow; I don’t think you would’ve survived that.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t gonna happen,” she said with a hint of a grin. “My Joe’s the best damn shot I ever saw. Maybe the best ever to live. He know more ways to disable a wand than most people know ways to fire one.”
 

 
  “Joseph,” Trissiny warned. The Kid, his face twisted in a furious snarl, had pulled out a wand and leveled it at Mamie.
 

 
  “You—you—I should
  
   end
  
  you right here,” he choked.
 

 
  She shook her head wearily. “Can’t be that way, Joe. It’s like the paladins said. This was rebellion; somebody’s gotta swing for it. When the Empire gets here, you give ’em the White Riders and especially the gang’s leader, neatly gift wrapped. Imps are very generous with folks who help ’em put down rebels, but if they don’t have somebody to pin this on, they will go out and
  
   find
  
  someone.”
 

 
  
   “Why?!”
  
 

 
  “You ain’t been alive long enough to’ve seen a Burning,” she replied. Mamie’s voice had a soft rasp that hadn’t cleared up under Toby’s healing; it sounded like the result of a lifelong smoking habit. “Every few decades, the forest gets a mite overgrown, so the elves just up and light the whole sucker on fire. Burns out the underbrush to give things a chance to grow again, and the ash nourishes the ground. If they didn’t, well… What a tangled mess that’d turn into. They work carefully so the trees themselves don’t catch, and in the end, the forest is cleaner and just alive as it was to begin with. More so, once it’s had a chance to heal.”
 

 
  Activity around them had come to a stop, elves and townspeople alike staring and listening. Mamie panned her stare around at those assembled, then smiled wearily and shook her head. “Most of you wouldn’t see it, but this town has been dying for years. The Sheriff and the mayor took the spirit of law out of it; Hoss and his cronies made it worse. We could’ve come back from the brink any number of times, but that would’ve taken a leader stepping up and the mass of residents showing some
  
   sense.
  
  Nobody but me seemed inclined to try…” She laughed bitterly. “And the funny thing about being the old whore running the brothel is, no matter how much effort I put into taking care of this town and everyone in it, there’s not a chance y’all would’ve followed me if I’d tried to bring back order the right way. That only left me one option.
 

 
  “Sometimes, the only way to clear out the damage is with an act of controlled destruction.”
 

 
  She simply knelt there, looking up at them calmly while they stared.
 

 
  “Lady,” Ruda said at last, “your
  
   control
  
  could use some serious fucking work.”
 

 
  Mamie shrugged. “Can’t really argue with that, can I? This all went farther than I’d planned on. I really did figure Joe would’ve stepped up before it got nearly this bad.” She turned her gaze on Joe, expression unreadable. He turned his back, ramming his wand back into its holster. Mamie sighed and lowered her eyes. “Do y’all mind awfully if I stand up? Any whore my age has spent enough time on her knees, they start to protest at the treatment.”
 

 
  Toby helped her gently to her feet, earning a nod of thanks. Trissiny accepted a coil of rope from a Sarasio resident who had been tying up Riders, and approached. “Hands out, please,” she said firmly. “I’m going to need to bind you.”
 

 
  “You do that
  
   behind
  
  the captive, girl,” Mamie said with a grin, turning around and presenting her wrists. She turned her head to look at Trissiny sidelong over her shoulder. “Even a well-behaved prisoner might be planning something. Take it easy with the right one, if you don’t mind. All respect to your buddy’s work, but it’s a mite tender still.”
 

 
  “Only one more thing to work out,” Trissiny said, lashing her wrists efficiently together. “We need to know what you did to disrupt the town and how to undo it.”
 

 
  She stepped back and Mamie turned back around, frowning. “I, um…may have missed something. Here I was thinking this was all finally settled.”
 

 
  “It’s been a
  
   long
  
  day,” Trissiny said sharply. “Nobody here has the patience for any more dissembling. We know you’ve dabbled in witchcraft, and we know how useful fairy magic is for manipulating emotional states. Whatever you’ve been doing to pit the citizens against each other, and all of them against the elves and vice versa. It needs to end.
  
   You
  
  are going to tell us how.”
 

 
  Mame stared at her, and then, to Trissiny’s baffled annoyance, burst out laughing. “Oh,” she said, shaking with mirth, “oh, you poor kid. I haven’t done a damn thing to mess with anybody’s mind. Come on, there’s a whole forest full of
  
   elves
  
  right there. You think they wouldn’t have noticed that? Reclusive or not, they’d have sent shaman over to bust it up if I even tried.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “But…”
 

 
  “Look around you,
  
   paladin,”
  
  Mamie said, still grinning, but there was a harsh edge to it, now. “All the suspicion, the hate, the pointless bickering for brutally high stakes? Unless they’ve really changed what paladins do in the last thirty years, this’ll be your life. The path to slaughtering people wholesale begins with trying to
  
   help
  
  them. Because that’s how you find out that they just aren’t damn well worth it. Given the choice, most folks’d rather cling to their delusions than save their own lives. Pfft, witchcraft. Humans, elves, or whatever-else-have-you, this is just what people are
  
   like.
  
  No. Damn. Good.”
 

 
  She hung her head, still chuckling, while the onlookers stared in silence. Every eye rested on Mamie. It was as if the townsfolk and elves were afraid to meet each other’s gazes.
 

 
  “Well handled,” said Professor Tellwyrn, stepping forward. The crowd parted silently to let her approach. “Well done indeed, I would say this redeems your lackluster performance in the Golden Sea. Everyone is in good shape to finish the semester. Now, for a little extra credit, recall the lists of classic logical fallacies you were supposed to learn by heart, and spot the ones you just heard.”
 

 
  “Appeal to emotion,” said Shaeine evenly. “She seeks to impose her personal despair on everyone listening.”
 

 
  “Special pleading,” added Toby. “Broad claims about the nature of all intelligent beings are almost never correct, you’d have to pretty much make your own examples to make that stick. Even this situation is more complex than she makes it sound.”
 

 
  “Tenuous, but I’ll grant it,” Tellwyrn nodded. “Anyone else?”
 

 
  “Fallacy of the slippery slope,” Trissiny said grimly. “Setting out to help people does
  
   not
  
  have to end this way. It doesn’t have to end any way in particular.”
 

 
  “The, uh, genetic fallacy,” Gabriel chimed in. “Like Toby said. There’s no evidence to warrant that everybody just
  
   sucks.”
  
 

 
  “That, in fact, is a more correct match for Mr. Caine’s argument,” Tellwyrn agreed.
 

 
  “Pertaining to that, the black-or-white fallacy,” said Vadrieny, still perched on the roof above. “Nihilism like that grossly oversimplifies…anything.”
 

 
  “So you
  
   are
  
  listening when Teal is in class,” Tellwyrn said, grinning. “I can’t always tell.”
 

 
  “Oh! Oh!” Fross dived through the group, chiming in excitement. “The gambler’s fallacy, the composition/division fallacy, the anecdotal fallacy! Her whole argument is based on taking one scenario which may or may not even be hypothetical and applying it to all of life!”
 

 
  
   “Very
  
  good, Fross.” Tellwyrn folded her hands, looking self-satisfied. Mamie was staring at her, flabbergasted. “There are any number of reasons why someone will try to bring you around to their worldview, but in the case of a vanquished opponent whose view is inherently nihilistic and has nothing concrete to gain by persuading you, it is almost always out of an emotional need for validation. In short, if they can convince
  
   you
  
  that everything is hopeless and meaningless, they can avoid facing the prospect that they have wasted their own lives on wrong ideas.
 

 
  “People are as noble, as depraved or as pitiful as they choose to be. A situation is exactly as hopeless as you choose to
  
   let
  
  it be. I am pleased with your performance, students, because you didn’t just round up the bad guys and beat them down, though it was in your power. Helping this town meant reminding the people here that they
  
   can
  
  help themselves. Now, there’s every reason for us to believe they’ll be fine when we’re gone. That is the measure of a successful mission.”
 

 
  She turned and strolled back toward the Shady Lady. “Good work, kids. We leave bright and early tomorrow; we’ll need to give Mr. Paxton a ride, after all.”
 

 
  “So…yay!” said Fross. “We won!”
 

 
  Joe looked at her, then at Mamie, who dropped her eyes from his gaze. He turned and trudged after Tellwyrn. Around them, people began moving back to their various tasks, though there was now a murmur of muted conversation from every direction.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Gabriel quietly. “We won.”
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  “Are you sure this is necessary? Or even a good idea?” Branwen huffed slightly, trying to keep up; Basra was setting an even more blistering pace back to the Cathedral than Mary had to the factory, and the shortest member of their group was actually having difficulty, now. Darling and Andros were both tall and long-legged; the elves, of course, had no trouble keeping up, even though one had his arms tied behind him and the other two were occupied keeping him under control. They marched right behind him, Flora holding an end of the rope lashed securely around his wrists, Fauna ready with an unsheathed knife.
 

 
  “I’m with Ginger,” the Jackal said cheerfully. “It’s late, it’s damp, everybody could use a warm brandy. What say we call this a night and pick up in the morning?”
 

 
  “We’ve got nothing but
  
   this
  
  guy’s word that his Holiness is responsible,” Branwen went on, ignoring him. “And even if he’s right, it’s not as if we were set up! It’s the Crow who sent us into this encounter. He has nothing to do with us!”
 

 
  “Well, if I’m just getting in the way, here, I could toddle off,” said the Jackal helpfully. “Sounds like you lot have some things to discuss.”
 

 
  “Justinian sent us out into the city to hunt adventurers,” Basra snapped, still stalking forward. She wasn’t quite running, but used the full length of her legs with every rapid step. “He conveniently
  
   failed
  
  to mention that he was employing them himself—to do the very thing he’d set us to hunt them for. How dense can you possibly be?”
 

 
  “You don’t need to be rude,” Branwen muttered.
 

 
  “Bah. Antonio, explain it to her.”
 

 
  “That combination of factors made it pretty much inevitable his two groups of agents would blunder across each other, and likely start shooting as soon as they did,” Darling said grimly. “Not having sent us specifically after the Jackal only means he arranged himself plausible deniability.”
 

 
  “All of this only matters if we are taking this oaf at his word,” Andros growled. “Why should we suspect the Archpope of this?”
 

 
  “Because I
  
   do
  
  suspect him of it,” Basra snarled. “It’s too perfect. He’s got multiple teams in the field, involved in dirty work that he can’t have coming to the public’s attention. There’s no better tool to silence them than
  
   each other.”
  
 

 
  “When you see him,” suggested the Jackal, “be sure to ask
  
   why
  
  Brother Hernfeldt needed to die. Not that I’m admitting anything, mind you. I may be privy to some interesting facts, however. Better yet, don’t ask the Archpope; do your own digging. Find out what the good brother was covering up for his Holiness.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  being awfully accommodating, considering you’re being marched to the gallows,” Darling remarked.
 

 
  The elf laughed. “Oh, please.
  
   You
  
  lot aren’t going to kill me; I’m a source of information you very much need. Neither is anyone else, because you’ll find there’s a total lack of evidence connecting me to anything to do with that dwarf. All you’ve got me for is vandalizing a factory. I can survive a few months in jail.”
 

 
  “Speaking of that, where
  
   are
  
  we taking this guy?” Flora asked. “It doesn’t seem like a great idea to march him into the Archpope’s office…”
 

 
  “No,” Basra said sharply, turning her head as she walked to glare back at them. “Don’t put him in Justinian’s clutches where he can be silenced. We’ll put him in Imperial custody.”
 

 
  “Bad idea,” said Darling. “Justinian can get to him there. Take him to the Temple of Avei, explain the situation. They’ll keep him secure.”
 

 
  “All of this is just a wacky misunderstanding, you know,” the Jackal said, oozing sincerity. “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 

 
  “You’ve just admitted you were working with the Archpope!” Fauna exclaimed.
 

 
  “Didn’t say doing what, now, did I? I am but a humble shoe-shine boy. His Holiness is
  
   very
  
  particular about his holy boots.”
 

 
  “The Avenists are probably the best custodians for him for the time being,” Andros rumbled. “Funny how
  
   you
  
  didn’t think of that, Syrinx.”
 

 
  Basra didn’t acknowledge him.
 

 
  They emerged into Imperial Square and came to a momentary stop.
 

 
  “Looks like this is our platform,” said Darling, turning to his apprentices. “Straight across to the Temple of Avei, girls.”
 

 
  “What should we tell them?” asked Flora.
 

 
  “Why, the simple truth,” he said serenely. They exchanged one of their glances.
 

 
  “You guys are Eserites, yes?” asked the Jackal. “I dunno if you should try the truth. You might burst into flames or something. Not that I care, but y’know, one of you’s connected to me by rope…”
 

 
  “Aren’t you hilarious,” Fauna said sourly.
 

 
  Flora flicked his rope like a horse’s reins. “On with you.”
 

 
  He carried on his good-natured jabbering as they escorted him across the empty Square to the Temple of Avei. The four Bishops watched them go for a moment. Then Basra snorted and began climbing the steps to the Cathedral. The others, after a moment’s hesitation, caught up with her.
 

 
  They didn’t speak during their trek through the Cathedral itself, and she didn’t slow until they came right up to the doors to the Archpope’s chambers.
 

 
  “His Holiness is in prayer,” one of the guards said. They both angled their spears to block her path to the door.
 

 
  Basra paused, looking back and forth between them for a moment. The Holy Legion wore heavier armor than the Silver Legionnaires—and more elaborate, buffed to a luminous shine and etched with decorative spirals. Beneath the armor, their uniforms were all extravagant white and gold, and the two ceremonial spears bore enough ornamentation that they had to be too heavy to use effectively in battle.
 

 
  “See, it’s fine,” said Branwen. “We can come back when—”
 

 
  Basra punched the guard on the right in the throat. The other man wasted a precious half-second looking shocked; before he could even draw breath to cry out, she kicked him between the legs, hard. He crumpled with a hoarse gasp.
 

 
  “Gap in the armor, there,” she said. “This whole pet project of Justinian’s is just ridiculous. These guys are recruited from the Army—they’re trained to fight with wands and staves, in light uniforms. Then he gives them armor and melee weapons. Feh.”
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Branwen fretted, wringing her hands, her gaze darting about between Basra and the two felled guards, both of whom were clearly struggling to breathe. “Oh, dear, this is going to be trouble…”
 

 
  Basra kicked open the doors, then bent momentarily to grab both guards by their heavy steel breastplates and stalked through, dragging them along. For being a woman of such compact build, she was remarkably strong.
 

 
  The papal meeting chamber in which they ordinarily conferred with the Archpope was deeper into his suite. These main doors opened directly upon a chapel of sorts; the room itself was two stories tall and dominated by a towering staircase covered in thick red carpet, leading up to a dais above. Only a small foyer area sat at its foot, ringed by doors that led deeper into the complex. On the dais was an altar, surrounded by a trifecta of stained glass windows depicting the Trinity of Omnu, Avei and Vidius. All in all, the unusual chapel was more vertical than horizontal. It hadn’t been designed to host religious services; it was just for the Archpope’s personal use.
 

 
  Justinian himself knelt before the altar above. Two more of the Holy Legion stood at attention at each side of the steps on the floor level; upon Basra’s dramatic entry, they sprang forward, leveling their spears at her.
 

 
  “Wait.”
 

 
  The Archpope didn’t trouble to raise his voice. The accoustics in the room being what they were, it wasn’t necessary. He rose smoothly to his full, imposing height, turning to gaze down at them. The two soldiers paused, not taking their eyes off the four Bishops now crowding in the doorway.
 

 
  “What’s troubling you, Basra?” Justinian asked mildly.
 

 
  “We need to talk,” she snapped.
 

 
  “I gather this must be rather urgent, then. I
  
   do
  
  hope you’ve not damaged my guards unduly.”
 

 
  “Plenty more were they came from,” she said dismissively, dropping the two men to the floor. Both were still clutching the injured portions of their anatomy, the one who’d been hit in the throat making ugly rasping sounds. Branwen shoved past Darling and knelt beside him, lighting up with a golden glow and ignoring the soldier who swiveled his spear to aim at her. After a few seconds of her attention, his breathing eased audibly.
 

 
  “Thank you, Branwen,” the Archpope said, nodding down at her. “Gentlemen, would you kindly escort your comrades to the infirmary?”
 

 
  “Your Holiness!” one of the men protested.
 

 
  “It’s quite all right,” he said, serene as ever. “I have nothing to fear from my Bishops, and this must be very important indeed.”
 

 
  They obeyed, visibly reluctant and with much glaring at the Bishops. Soon enough, though, they had helped the two limping soldiers out, and Darling pushed the great doors shut behind them.
 

 
  “So,” said Justinian, still unruffled. “What’s on your mind, Basra?”
 

 
  “We just had a
  
   fascinating
  
  conversation with an elf calling himself the Jackal,” she said, glaring up at him.
 

 
  “Do tell?”
 

 
  “He just murdered an Izarite priest by the name of Hernfeldt, in the Temple of Izara itself.”
 

 
  “How deplorable.”
 

 
  “And he insisted,” she went on, baring her teeth, “that
  
   you
  
  contracted him to do so.”
 

 
  “I see.” Justinian appeared to ponder this for a moment. “My friends, would you join me, please? I hate to talk down to you so.” He stepped back and to one side, making room for them on the dais.
 

 
  Again, three of the Bishops held back for a moment, exchanging uncertain glances, but Basra began climbing the stairs immediately. Darling followed suit once she was about head height above them, the others finally falling into step behind him. In short order they stood clustered around the altar; while they had ascended, the Archpope had stepped around behind it.
 

 
  “So,” said Justinian, his expression serious, “in the course of your work on the adventurer problem, you apprehended an admitted murderer, who claimed that I had hired him. And…you believed this?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t,” Branwen said immediately.
 

 
  “Oh?” He turned his gaze on her, open and nonconfrontational. “Why not?”
 

 
  She stared back at him, her mouth open soundlessly.
 

 
  “Forgive me, perhaps I misspoke,” Justinian went on, shaking his head. “I was not challenging your acceptance of this Jackal’s claim, merely calling your attention to it. I gather he offered you no evidence to support this, or you would have mentioned such in the first place. Yet the mere accusation was enough to send you marching back here, to mow down my guards and burst into this chamber.”
 

 
  “Just for the record,” said Darling,
  
   “most
  
  of that was Basra.” She gave him a filthy look.
 

 
  “Then I salute her initiative,” Justinian said with a faint smile. “Yet you all followed. Now, why is that?”
 

 
  “Because,” Darling replied evenly, “it would be quite in character.”
 

 
  If anything, the Archpope’s smile widened slightly. “And since you’ve been set loose upon the adventurers of this city, at least one of whom is a priest-killer of terrifying power, you are naturally somewhat perturbed at the thought that one might be working under the Church’s auspices.”
 

 
  “It is a troubling idea, if true,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  “Troubling?” Justinian raised an eyebrow. “I should think it would be appalling.”
 

 
  The four of them exchanged looks again; even Basra seemed confused, now. This was not going at all the way they had anticipated.
 

 
  “I would like to show you something,” Justinian said with a small smile. Turning, he ran his fingers along the lower lip of the frame holding Omnu’s stained glass portrait, then reached under it. Silently, the entire window swung inward, revealing a spiraling staircase vanishing downward into darkness. The Archpope stepped through this. “If you would follow me, please? Whoever is last through, kindly push the window closed behind you.”
 

 
  They looked at each other for an uncertain moment, in which he vanished completely from sight around the bend and downward, and then Basra grunted and set off after him, Darling right on her heels. Branwen followed, leaving Andros to come along behind and close off the secret passage.
 

 
  It wasn’t a dauntingly long stairwell, though it was steep, narrow and generally uncomfortable. At least it wasn’t left in pitch-darkness; the lights came from the tiniest of fairy lamps, but they were frequently spaced, leaving the steps dim but not difficult to navigate. They descended perhaps two stories before the stairwell terminated and deposited them on the floor of a room much smaller than the chapel above.
 

 
  It was a library, that much was obvious at a glance. For some reason, it was predominated by a fountain against the far wall, which produced both a soft, constant chuckle of falling water and a pale blue glow which was the only illumination in the dim room. It was barely enough to reveal the laden bookshelves lining both walls and low reading stand in the middle of the floor. Justinian stepped to one side, turning a knob mounted by the door, and fairy lamps came alight, bringing the illlumination in the room up to a pleasant, warm glow.
 

 
  “This,” he said, “is one of the great secrets of the papacy. In that fountain is an oracular koi, a gift from Sifan.”
 

 
  “An oracle?” Branwen breathed. “A
  
   real
  
  one?”
 

 
  “Its powers are, of course, limited,” the Archpope admitted. “It does not answer questions pertaining to immediate tactical concerns, but rather those which touch upon a person’s path in life.”
 

 
  “What’s the difference?” Basra asked.
 

 
  “I confess it sometimes eludes me,” Justinian said with a smile. “It can be…frustrating…to work with. Luckily, there are other tools available.” He gestured to the shelves lining the left side of the room. “You may recognize some of those instruments as divinatory. All are relics; modern divination enchantments are quite specific in their application, but less powerful. The Church, of course, has access to such measures, and they are useful in their place, albeit quite easy to block with simple counterspells. These older, more powerful tools are, like the oracle, designed to reveal
  
   truth,
  
  not fact. They are likewise rather difficult to work with, and harder still to interpret. The same is true of the books,” he added, nodding to the shelves lining the other side of the room. “Every one old, and profoundly magical. These are the sort of tomes which are more than ink on paper; they reveal whatever truth they are designed to, which often depends upon the reader and the needs of the moment. Some of them, in fact, are quite full of personality. Some of
  
   those
  
  are particularly difficult.”
 

 
  Smiling, he stepped forward, positioning himself in front of the reading stand, and spread his hands. “Welcome, my friends, to the Chamber of Truth. You are the first individuals aside from a sitting Archpope to set foot in this library. Here, generations of pontiffs have consulted these various tools to gain wisdom and perspective. And, to a lesser extent, knowledge, though as I have said, the creators of these devices were either unable or unwilling to grant access to the facts of the present-day world. I cannot, in short, identify the perpetrator of the murders, but I can obtain guidance toward the right direction in which to look.”
 

 
  “Why show this to
  
   us?”
  
  Andros demanded.
 

 
  “Why assume the Jackal spoke truth to you?” Justinian returned. He shook his head, his expression growing troubled. “Each of you is a politician, in your own way. You are here, as I told you when I formed this group, because your particular personalities are, in my opinion, well-suited to the kind of work I intend for you to do. But there must be thousands with such inclinations;
  
   you
  
  have brought yourselves to this point through your own cleverness and ambition. You know what the politics of this city are like. Mistrust is deeply seeded in you…and rightly so.”
 

 
  “And?” Basra said skeptically.
 

 
  “And,” Justinian replied, “that has placed us on uneven footing. You have always had to come to me as supplicants; you have always scrabbled for every scrap of information you could find, while I reaped the benefits of all these gifts, gathered by all those who came before me.”
 

 
  He began to pace slowly around the room, frowning in thought as he studied various books and tools in passing.
 

 
  “I am not satisfied with this. There are men and women…and then there are gods. What other steps do we need between?”
 

 
  “There must always be sheep and shepherds,” Andros rumbled. Basra rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Quite so,” said the Archpope with some amusement, glancing at him. “Make no mistake, I am a man of many complex plans; it is not, for innumerable reasons, feasible for me to share every detail of my operations with you. But I want you, finally, to understand what it is that I mean to accomplish.”
 

 
  “Which is?” Darling prompted when he fell silent for a moment.
 

 
  Justinian stopped directly in front of the oracular fountain, staring at them intently.
  
   “Change.
  
  A more equal world. A world in which only the gods are above us. The world is evolving rapidly; institutions are failing. The Empire teeters, and the Church cannot claim to be faring much better. Individual cults cling to ancient ways that simply don’t function in the modern world. We have reached and
  
   passed
  
  the limit of what can be accomplished through reform. Right now, Elilial and her Black Wreath are preparing another mighty campaign against the mortal realm, as she has done several times in the past. This time, though, she has struck at a perfect moment; there are no more heroes or adventurers of a quality adequate to throw her back, and the institutions which should otherwise take up that burden are reeling from their own failure to adapt to reality, too weak and misaimed to take action. It falls to
  
   us,
  
  my friends, to break both the rock and the hard place. To bring humanity into the future.”
 

 
  “That’s a lovely speech,” Basra said skeptically, “but I don’t see what it has to do with you hiring the Jackal to kill us.”
 

 
  “I hired the Jackal,” said the Archpope evenly, “but not to kill you. To be frank, Basra, I did not plan or expect you to encounter him at all; he was not aimed at you.”
 

 
  “Are you behind
  
   all
  
  the killings?” Darling asked.
 

 
  Justinian shook his head. “Not even most. However, I have taken the opportunity they present to advance my goals.”
 

 
  “How remarkably…forthright,” Andros said, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  Justinian smiled faintly. “I have brought you here and shown you this for a reason. It is time that there be greater trust between us. Up till now, you have moved in suspicion, uncertain of each other’s intentions, or mine. Now, we are on even footing: now, I have as much to prove as you. To be honest, I had not expected things to come to this pass so soon. Still, we adapt. I would have us be more equal, my friends. We
  
   must
  
  be, to work together. To save our world.”
 

 
  He stepped to one side, gesturing around him with one hand. “This is the beginning. Going forward, I want you to have access to this library. You may find it takes some time to develop an affinity for it; extracting useful information from these various tools is something of an acquired skill. But you have proven yourselves trustworthy, at considerable personal risk. It is time that I do the same.”
 

 
  “But…what are we doing, then?” Branwen asked tremulously. “Are we done chasing the murderers?”
 

 
  “The Black Wreath’s retaliatory strikes are a lesser concern,” said Justinian. “I would not consider the matter dropped, but for the time being, it must become a lower priority. In any case, the killings are about to cease.”
 

 
  “How are you able to ensure that?” Andros demanded.
 

 
  “Because their pattern is quite particular, and because I have taken steps to identify all those who meet the criteria they have shown in picking their targets. They weren’t exactly subtle. There simply aren’t any suitable victims
  
   left.”
  
 

 
  “So, you think they’re just going to stop?” Basra asked scornfully.
 

 
  Justinian shook his head; the faintest grin tugged at his lips. “I think they are going to change tactics. We will deal with whatever comes next, but I fear we must acknowledge our failure to stop this particular campaign. However, it has set us on the right track. I intend nothing less than the dissolution of every corrupt, non-functional institution holding humanity back and leaving us vulnerable to Elilial’s advances. Obviously, to simply obliterate the political powers of this world would result in sheer anarchy, leaving us even more vulnerable than before…”
 

 
  “So you’ll set
  
   yourself
  
  up as the power in Tiraas,” Basra said.
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  Justinian turned to focus the full weight of his gaze on her. “I will set
  
   humanity
  
  up as the power. And a necessary first step in that is to cull the last destructive malcontents who roam this world. Your work will continue, my friends. We must control or silence every powerful remainder of the Age of Adventures, and we have not much time in which to do it.”
 

 
  Silence fell while they digested this, staring at him.
 

 
  “You are talking about war on the entire damned world,” Darling whispered. “Treason against the Empire is only the
  
   start
  
  of this. You’d need to bring down the Church itself, the cults… The elven tribes, the remaining dragons, Tar’naris, Tellwyrn’s University… Everything which is a power in the world.”
 

 
  “A daunting prospect, is it not?” Justinian said, smiling pleasantly. “To do this, Antonio, we will need to move beyond combative models of thinking. As you have implied, waging
  
   war
  
  on all these institutions simply isn’t a prospect—and if it were, we could not afford to leave the world so vulnerable to Elilial’s depredations. No, this will not be about destroying, but creating. We must
  
   lift up
  
  the people, grant them the power to seize their own destiny. We must create a world in which
  
   everyone
  
  is a power to contend with. In this world, no one can rule over or oppress the masses. No demon goddess can destroy them.”
 

 
  “You’ll still have to bust a
  
   lot
  
  of heads to do that,” Basra mused, rubbing her chin and staring into space thoughtfully. “There are a lot of well-established institutions that won’t take kindly to losing their power.”
 

 
  “Such as, for example, all of them,” Andros grunted.
 

 
  “But we wouldn’t need to break every one of them completely,” Branwen added. “Just…prevent them from acting against us…”
 

 
  
   “How,
  
  exactly, do you mean to elevate the human race like this?” Darling asked.
 

 
  “Eight thousand years ago,” said the Archpope, “the beings we now call gods were mortal men and women. They rose up when the needs of their people demanded it, to seize power, to level the playing field, cast down the corrupt powers of their age and usher the mortal races into a new and brighter era. What has been done once can be done again. A great doom is coming. We will finish what the gods began, and lift up
  
   everyone.”
  
 

 
  “If everyone is a god,” Darling said slowly, “no one is.”
 

 
  The fountain splashed quietly, all of them staring, thinking, waiting.
 

 
  “I can see why you need all the adventurers either working for us or out of the picture,” Basra said at last.
 

 
  “It is a necessary first step,” Justinian agreed, nodding. “The question is: can you share my vision? Will you join me?”
 

 
  “I will,” Branwen said immediately. She was gazing at him with something perilously close to worship. Andros nodded silently.
 

 
  “Hell with it, I’m in,” said Basra.
 

 
  “All right,” Darling said slowly. “All right…let’s do it. But!” He pointed a finger at the Archpope. “This business of running around chasing our tails after various adventurers
  
   isn’t
  
  going to work. We’ll just keep tripping over each other, scaring them off and provoking them to counterattack. We only stumbled across the Jackal because this project spooked Mary the Crow into intervening. If we do this, we do it smart. We do it
  
   my
  
  way.”
 

 
  Justinian smiled. “I would have it no other way.”
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  Debris crunched under Trissiny’s boots as she approached the Rail platform. Behind, Sarasio was relatively quiet—not the menacing, deathly silence with which it had first greeted them, but still a departure from the celebratory air of the night before. It had been a complicated evening, the hours immediately after the battle spent in damage control, healing the injured and mourning the dead. Still, all the action had left the townsfolk with energy that needed to be discharged, and there had been a veritable party at the Shady Lady lasting past dawn.
 

 
  Thus, not only was Professor Tellwyrn’s intention of retiring right afterward thwarted, so was her plan of embarking on the Rails bright and early. It was mid-morning now, and Trissiny, like nearly everyone else, hadn’t managed much sleep. The students were still mostly getting themselves together in preparation for their departure. The citizens of Sarasio were more quietly adjusting to everything that had changed. There were few families without someone to grieve. The elves had quietly slipped away during the evening, but Robin, at least, had seemed optimistic that those who had come to help would be less standoffish in the future, and perhaps other members of the tribe would join them in the time.
 

 
  Now, Toby stood alone on the Rail platform, beneath the tattered awning, gazing out over the Golden Sea. The Rail itself was inert; Tellwyrn had said a caravan was coming today to retrieve them, but not when. Trissiny climbed the short steps to the platform and went to stand beside him.
 

 
  Toby’s expression was drawn and grim, more than simple fatigue should explain. She opened her mouth to speak, found she had nothing to say, and closed it, painfully aware of the silence. He hadn’t even acknowledged her, which was unlike him. Trissiny found herself thinking back to a few moments the night before when she’d spoken shortly to him in the heat of battle. Was he angry with her?
 

 
  Then, finally, he glanced over at her and managed a weary little smile. “I’m kind of redundant, it seems. All the injured are doing very well. Those shamans do good work.”
 

 
  “I always thought the plural was also shaman.” She immediately wanted to slap herself in the face. Why could she
  
   never
  
  find the right thing to say?
 

 
  He chuckled. “You’re probably right… I’d have to look it up to be sure. More than an Omnist, right now, I think Sarasio needs a Vidian priest. Far too many dead.”
 

 
  She nodded slowly. There just wasn’t much to be said in response to that.
 

 
  Toby shook his head slowly. “I guess we must have a pretty different outlook on how things turned out here.”
 

 
  “How so?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  “Well… We won. It was an unquestionable victory in battle. I’m trying to be glad about that… I know I
  
   should
  
  be, given what was at stake. Things will be immeasurably better here, now, thanks to us. I just… I can’t think of anything but the dead, the injured, the grieving.” He fell silent, clamping his lips together firmly.
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Avei’s doctrine tells us that
  
   any
  
  contest of wills is a form of war, and the art of war applies to it. There are so many ways of engaging in warfare that don’t involve violence; violence is considered the least desirable, least honorable method. We view any situation that’s allowed to degenerate into physical violence as a failure.”
 

 
  He looked over at her, surprised. “Really?”
 

 
  “We fail a lot, of course. There are situations that are beyond our control… Situations that went bad before we became involved, or where the possibility of preventing violence simply doesn’t exist. And yes, sometimes, we just fail because we make mistakes. Avenists train and prepare for combat because it’s part of the reality of the world, and once it breaks out, it’s far better to win than to lose. But we don’t seek it. Our energies are devoted to preventing it from occurring whenever possible. A battle averted is a battle won by the only truly honorable method.”
 

 
  “I never knew that,” he said quietly, again staring the horizon. “You see the Legionnaires guarding all the temples, hear the old stories about the Hands of Avei and their exploits…”
 

 
  “Have you ever heard of Laressa of Anteraas?”
 

 
  “Of course.” He grinned ruefully. “The Apostate, we call her.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  call her the Peacemaker. The only time Avei ever called a paladin who was a follower of a different god. The Omnist Hand of Avei lived in a particularly brutal time. She fought with diplomacy and trickery as her weapons, and the Sisters certainly questioned her strategies, but nobody ever claimed she was anything but a warrior. Her stubborn avoidance of physical combat is credited with a whole social movement that brought about a century of peace. Such things move slowly; she didn’t live long enough to see it, unfortunately.”
 

 
  He nodded slowly. “I’m…sorry, Trissiny. I guess I misjudged you.”
 

 
  “You’re not the first,” she said bitterly. “Or the tenth.”
 

 
  Toby gave her another smile, and placed a hand on her shoulder. Even through the layers of metal, leather and cloth, she felt his touch like an electric current. “Sometimes it’s not so bad to be wrong. Maybe we’re not so different.”
 

 
  “I think there’s a lot we have in common,” she whispered, turning to face him. She was aware, suddenly, of how close they were standing; it was a heady sensation. She felt she should be doing something…anything. She couldn’t think what, though, except to stare at his warm brown eyes. It almost seemed they were getting bigger…
 

 
  No, Trissiny realized; she was drifting closer.
 

 
  Then those eyes widened in sudden comprehension, and Toby moved backward with a speed that was just barely short of abrupt. He quickly schooled his features, but not quite in time to disguise a wince.
 

 
  He’d moved back. And winced.
 

 
  Something in her felt as brittle as old leaves.
 

 
  “Ah, look,” he said, very carefully. “I think you’re a great girl, Triss…”
 

 
  Everything after that was kind of hazy.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Darling was still more than a little bleary when he slouched into his smaller, more intimate parlor, guided by the scent of hot scones and tea. It had been a
  
   long
  
  night; even after dealing with the Beater, the Crow, the Jackal and the Archpope in that order, he’d had to go pull rank at the Temple of Avei to extract his apprentices. Unsurprisingly, the Sisters had reacted to the sudden arrival of three armed, self-described criminal elves telling conflicting stories by detaining everyone while they sorted out what was going on. Darling, Eserite or no, was a Bishop of the Universal Church and his say-so counted for something; he’d straightened that out, retrieved the girls and seen to it the Jackal was comfortably ensconced in a cell.
 

 
  All this meant he hadn’t had time for much sleep, certainly hadn’t had a chance to sit down and process the Archpope’s revelations, and Flora and Fauna weren’t done being peeved at him yet.
 

 
  “Good day,” Mary the Crow said politely. She was sitting cross-legged in one of the chairs around the parlor table. Not his favorite chair. She probably knew that.
 

 
  He blinked at her, then shambled in and flopped down in his customary seat. “Morning. By all means, come on in. Make yourself right the hell at home.”
 

 
  “Morning is nearly over,” she replied calmly, wearing a faint smile.
 

 
  “Mornings are evil things,” he grunted, pouring himself a cup of strong black tea. “No decent person would be caught participating in one. Scone?”
 

 
  “Thank you, no.” He began spreading butter on one in silence.
 

 
  Mary waited until he’d had two bites. “Perhaps we should discuss last night’s events, Darling. I feel we’ve made some progress toward building trust. Or do you disagree?”
 

 
  “Lady, let me get some tea and hot food in me, and then I’ll start determining what I think about anything. There’s a
  
   process.
  
  You don’t rush the process.”
 

 
  From the doorway, Price cleared her throat softly. “Your Grace, you have…” She gave Mary an unreadable look. “…another visitor. Bishop Syrinx is here to see you.”
 

 
  “How interesting,” Mary said, her smile widening.
 

 
  “Oh, bugger it all,” Darling groaned. “Might as well show her in, Price, she’ll probably chew down the door or something otherwise.”
 

 
  “Very good, your Grace.”
 

 
  He managed to stuff the rest of the scone into his face before Basra arrived.
 

 
  “Are you still having breakfast?” she demanded, sparing the Crow barely a glance. “How long have you been up? You look like death’s droppings.”
 

 
  “Why, how lovely to bloody well see you
  
   too,
  
  Bas. Please, have a seat. How’ve you been? How’s the weather?”
 

 
  She snorted, sliding onto the loveseat and helping herself to a scone. “We need to talk, Antonio. First, though, what are you doing with
  
   this
  
  here first thing in what I gather is still the morning for you?”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, I just came downstairs and
  
   there
  
  she was,” he exclaimed. “What do you want me to do, put up a scarecrow?”
 

 
  “Hnh. Maybe she can go play with the other elves while we talk?”
 

 
  
   “They
  
  are at the Guild, attending to their training.” He grinned at her over his teacup. “So, no, the only elven ears in the building are the ones you see before you.”
 

 
  “It may interest you to know, however,” said Mary calmly, “that your home is under Imperial surveillance.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s just Lord Vex’s way of beating his chest,” Darling said dismissively, though inwardly he wanted to curse. He
  
   hadn’t
  
  known that. It was something he’d have to keep in mind. “Ignore them, they’ll get tired and go away after a few more weeks of me being my boring self.”
 

 
  “Seriously, though,” Basra said, staring at Mary. “Do you mind? We need to talk Church business.”
 

 
  “I was here first,” the elf said placidly.
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Darling snapped. “Don’t try to swim up the waterfall, Bas. If she wants to know what’s going on, she’ll find out. Better in the long run to work with her than against her.”
 

 
  “I suppose,” Basra said grudgingly, then grinned. “And after all, it’s probably better that you get used to hanging around here, what with Antonio being your new boss, and all.”
 

 
  Mary raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Basra said with relish. “He’s been placed in charge of the Archpope’s adventurer program. No more running around the city taking them down one by one. Antonio thinks he can do it
  
   smart.”
  
 

 
  “And Justinian agreed to that?” Mary said mildly. “You must have made quite an impression.”
 

 
  “I capitalized on an opportunity,” Darling said wearily, setting down his teacup. “He pretty much
  
   had
  
  to give me something. I don’t think he’d planned on revealing all that he did so early; after we found out about the Jackal and burst in on him like that, he needed to offer something to keep us loyal. Even after showing us the Chamber of Truth and announcing his plans… Well, it was a show of trust
  
   and
  
  a bribe, sure, but it was crazy enough he still needed to coax us. You could have probably gotten something, too, if you’d thought to ask.”
 

 
  “Well…damn,” she said, scowling now.
 

 
  “And what plans are these?” Mary asked, in the same mild tone.
 

 
  “Well.” Basra gave her an unpleasant smile. “It seems his Holiness aspires to universal apotheosis. He intends to elevate
  
   all of humanity
  
  to godhood.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment while Mary contemplated this. Her face, as usual, showed no emotion. “The reasons that would not work are outnumbered only by the reasons it would be a disaster if it did.”
 

 
  “Pretty much what I thought,” Basra replied, leaning back in the loveseat and crossing her legs. “And what Antonio thought, I’ll bet, which is why I’m here. He’s got Branwen wrapped around his little finger—not that that’s hard, she’s about as intellectually impressive as a bucket of shucked clams. And I
  
   strongly
  
  suspect Andros knew something about this going in; his cult is more heavily behind the Archpope than any other. You and I, though, signed off on that asshat project only as our best chance of getting out of that room alive and without a price on our head.” She stared at him piercingly, the intensity of her gaze belying her relaxed posture. “Or am I wrong?”
 

 
  Darling nibbled at a scone, rapidly pondering. How much could he trust Basra? Whatever the state of her mental health, she was cunning, unscrupulous and had a cruel streak. Still, that could be an advantage. Allies of convenience were often less prone to giving each other unpleasant surprises than those bonded by deeper trust.
 

 
  “You’re more or less in the right,” he said. “Whatever Justinian is doing is clearly going to go forward. I’m happier being around to keep an eye on it than sitting here wondering when the hammer will come down.”
 

 
  “So the question is: was he serious?” She turned her gaze to the window, frowning as she stared into space. “I trust
  
   you
  
  of all people noticed we were being fed a line of bullshit from the start of that meeting to the end. My favorite part is how he twisted it around so that his hiring outside contractors
  
   ostensibly
  
  not to kill us was evidence that we should trust him more.”
 

 
  “However did he manage to express
  
   that?”
  
  Mary asked, tilting her head. It was a distinctly birdlike gesture.
 

 
  “Basically,” Darling explained, “we’ve spent so much time proving ourselves to him to be let into the inner circle; now that he’s called his own trustworthiness into question,
  
   he
  
  has to prove
  
   himself
  
  to
  
   us,
  
  which places us on more even footing.”
 

 
  “I see.” She ruminated for a moment. “It does make a certain, insane kind of sense.”
 

 
  “’Insane’ is a very relevant word, here,” Basra said grimly. “I’ll admit I might be indulging in wishful thinking by concluding he’s putting one over on us. Schemes, lies and betrayals are things I understand, things I know how to deal with. The Archpope concealing his true plans behind a grandiose front would make sense to me. The alternative is that one of the world’s most powerful men is irretrievably screaming bugfuck insane, and there’s basically nothing we can do about it.”
 

 
  “It is not impossible that he is both,” Mary suggested. “Elevating an entire species to godhood is, in a word, unthinkable. Elevating
  
   individuals,
  
  however, has been done.”
 

 
  “Not in eight thousand years,” Basra retorted, “and nobody knows how. The gods have been
  
   very
  
  particular about keeping that information quiet.”
 

 
  “Shifty bastards, aren’t they?” Darling said cheerfully.
 

 
  Basra winced. “I can’t help expecting thunder or something whenever somebody says something like that.”
 

 
  “Meh, I’m not nearly important enough for them to pay attention to,” he said dismissively. “The question becomes, then, how serious is the Archpope?”
 

 
  “And what are we going to do about it?” Basra added, taking a bite of her scone.
 

 
  “This does not seem to be the time for aggressive action,” Mary said calmly. “The protections of the Church are…considerable. Even I would hesitate to strike at Justinian; whatever his plans, he enjoys the general favor of the Pantheon and the active, personal support of
  
   several
  
  gods. I believe your current strategy is the best one.”
 

 
  Darling chewed slowly, not replying, not willing to give voice to the thought currently foremost in his mind. It was an absurd thought, of course, but he hadn’t succeeded this far in life by failing to cover the angles.
 

 
  What if Justinian was sane, sincere…and successful?
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So how’s this Rail thing work, anyhow?” Ruda asked, climbing into the car. “Was there just no caravan scheduled this whole time we’ve been in this town, or what?”
 

 
  “Sarasio isn’t a regular stop,” Professor Tellwyrn replied. “You’ll note that, like Last Rock, there is only a single Rail line; consequently, the caravans only travel in one direction. They only come to Sarasio when someone charters a caravan to this location.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Ruda frowned. “Wait, the telescroll tower’s down. How’d you get a caravan out here so fast?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled at her in silence.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   realize
  
  how fucking annoying that is?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s smile widened.
 

 
  “Yeah.” Ruda folded her arms and slouched in her seat. “I figured you did.”
 

 
  The students weren’t the only ones departing Sarasio; in addition to Heywood Paxton, a number of residents were taking the opportunity to flee the beleaguered little town. Not many, luckily for the remainder. It seemed Sarasio would retain enough of its population to rebuild. The extra, however, meant different seating arrangements than on their trip out. For starters, Tellwyrn didn’t have a car to herself this time; Trissiny, Teal and now Ruda sat with her.
 

 
  “So what’s all
  
   that
  
  about?” Ruda demanded, pointing at the bright hibiscus flower tucked behind the Professor’s ear. It was a very peculiar look for her, and not just because it clashed with her blonde hair.
 

 
  “Apparently the Shady Lady has a small attached greenhouse,” Tellwyrn said mildly, looking out the window. “I can see the utility of an upscale bordello cultivating some exotic flowers. It was a little going-away present.”
 

 
  “Uh huh.” Ruda grinned broadly. “Well, is anybody else gonna say it?” Teal and Trissiny both glanced at her momentarily before returning to their own window-gazing. “All right, guess it’s up to me, then. Lady, that boy is
  
   fifteen years old.
  
  I know you’ve got a rep to keep up, but there’s a line between doing whatever damn thing you please and just being a fucking creepy old creep. See?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned her head to look at Ruda. She kept her expression perfectly neutral.
 

 
  Ruda shifted slightly in her seat, her grin slipping. “I’m just saying.”
 

 
  The professor stared.
 

 
  “Oh, hey, there’s Gabe,” Ruda said, rising. “I need to ask him something.” She exited more quickly than she’d entered.
 

 
  “Important life lesson, girls,” Tellwyrn said with a small smile. “There’s a time and a place for shouting and making accusations, but people who know they’re in the wrong absolutely cannot
  
   stand
  
  silence.”
 

 
  The two girls glanced at her again, momentarily, before returning their stares to the glass.
 

 
  “Oh, good, a seat,” said Juniper, ducking into the compartment. “Ruda apparently really wants to sit with Shaeine and the boys. I dunno why it’s important, but whatever. Fross is riding with them, I guess she’s small enough she doesn’t need her own seat.”
 

 
  “Welcome aboard, Juniper,” Tellwyrn said mildly, now fishing in her pocket with one hand.
 

 
  “Thanks! And don’t worry, I’m not gonna crush anyone when we go around the turns. I don’t weigh like a tree when I’m concentrating, and anyway I’m
  
   really
  
  good at bracing myself.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” said the professor, finally retrieving what she was after. She handed a small square wrapped in gold foil to Teal and another to Trissiny.
 

 
  “What’s this?” Teal asked, not sounding terribly interested.
 

 
  “Svennish artisan chocolate,” replied the professor. “The cure for nothing and the treatment for everything.”
 

 
  “None for me, thanks,” said Juniper, cheerful as ever.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  don’t need any,” Tellwyrn said dryly.
 

 
  “Boy, that’s for sure. I mean, I can metabolize just about anything, but processed sugar makes me all sluggish.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Trissiny said somewhat belatedly, leaving the chocolate resting in her hand, still wrapped. Teal had already extracted hers and was single-mindedly devouring it.
 

 
  “Don’t mind them,” Juniper said earnestly, leaning toward the professor. “They both just got—”
 

 
  “I forgot to mention, Juniper, you did very well during the battle,” Tellwyrn interrupted her smoothly. “Excellent use of strategy.”
 

 
  At this, Trissiny finally looked up. “She got captured.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said the professor, nodding.
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” said Juniper. “I mean, if I didn’t let them capture me they were gonna
  
   shoot
  
  me. I
  
   really
  
  don’t like being shot, but that was sort of beside the point. We were supposed to be saving the town, which pretty much can’t happen if it gets destroyed. My mother is, uh, not exactly
  
   precise
  
  when she’s in a mood.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Trissiny turned back to the window.
 

 
  “Ah, youth,” Tellwyrn murmured. Juniper blinked at her in confusion, but no one replied.
 

 
  The sharp
  
   crack
  
  of arcane energy sounded and the caravan began moving. All four braced themselves in their seats, some more glad of the distraction than others, and they accelerated away, on their journey home to Last Rock.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “A moment, your Majesty?”
 

 
  Sharidan indulged in a sigh. It was only Quentin Vex, whose loyalty he trusted. It wouldn’t do for the Emperor to show weakness in front of
  
   any
  
  of his courtiers, but in front of those he knew were on his side, a little annoyance now and then didn’t hurt. Eleanora still gave him a look, of course, which he ignored. They were on the way back to the harem wing from the morning’s session holding court, and he knew she was looking forward to a quiet meal without anyone pestering them as much as he.
 

 
  “Something urgent, Lord Quentin?” Sharidan asked mildly.
 

 
  “No, your Majesty, not urgent, but immediate. I would advise that you receive this report no later than today, but if your Majesty is busy…?” He trailed off, falling into step beside them. A Hand of the Emperor prowled ahead of the party, two more behind; at least one of those would be watching Vex like a hawk.
 

 
  “Just spit it out,” the Empress said curtly, and Sharidan gave her a little smile.
 

 
  Vex, as usual, bore his Empress’s sharp tongue with perfect equanimity. “The situation in Sarasio has been resolved, and the outcome is optimal. Professor Tellwyrn personally delivered her report to me this morning, along with a written report by Surveyor Paxton and two communications from the Hands of Omnu and Avei. The town is secure, the rebels under citizen’s arrest awaiting Imperial retrieval. Sarasio’s request for Imperial aid is being processed; I understand it has been fast-tracked and should result in shipments of personnel and supplies within the week. The Minister of the Interior has already appointed a Marshal, who will embark later today. General Panissar has dispatched a regiment to secure the town, and per the Hands’ requests, three ranking clerics of Omnu and a squad from the Seventh Silver Legion are already en route.”
 

 
  “How in the
  
   hell,”
  
  Eleanora demanded, “did that woman
  
   personally
  
  get into your offices?”
 

 
  Vex’s normally sleepy expression showed uncharacteristic annoyance, a sign of the favor he enjoyed; the Empress knew well enough that it wasn’t aimed at her. “Apparently, your Majesty, she teleported directly in. And yes, that should be impossible. We are looking into it.”
 

 
  Eleanora snorted. “I do
  
   not
  
  like the idea of involving that woman in Imperial affairs. The entire purpose of that University of hers, however she tries to dress it up, is to crank out high-level adventurers. More of
  
   those
  
  are the last thing the Empire needs.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” Vex said diplomatically. “However, she will be doing that anyway, and attempting to prevent her will certainly cause more harm than good. I am quite optimistic about the long-term prospects of cultivating an amicable relationship. Tellwyrn has already proven useful in this specific situation, and as a general rule, I believe it’s better to have her working with us than against us.”
 

 
  “At least the town is stable,” said the Emperor before Eleanora could start in again. “What of the neighboring elves?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, your Majesty. They assisted in reclaiming the town and putting down the rebels. It seems Tellwyrn’s students were instrumental in arranging this.”
 

 
  “Excellent,” Sharidan said, nodding. “So far, I concur with your analysis. If the good Professor is willing to play nicely, that certainly beats the alternative.” Eleanora snorted expressively, but withheld comment. “Anything further on the situation?”
 

 
  “That covers it, your Majesty. I will of course keep you informed as new developments arise.”
 

 
  “A moment,” said Sharidan as Vex started to bow out. They had arrived at the door to the harem wing, which the Hand in the lead opened for them and slipped through, quickly surveying the interior before nodding his liege forward. “It’s nearing the end of the academic semester in the next few days, isn’t it? While we’re on the subject of Tellwyrn and her University, let’s have your semiannual analysis.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” said Vex, obediently following them in and toward the dining room. “It is quite early, yet, and the Sarasio event is the students’ first organized foray into Imperial territory, so my information is, at best, incomplete, but I have been able to gather several basic impressions. There are no surprises from the two Hands, nor from the Narisian exchange student. That last is a welcome improvement from last year’s drow. The half-demon is, of course, entirely unimportant; he’s only there because his father and Tobias Caine petitioned Tellwyrn to admit him. The pixie, likewise, is of no immediate significance and a fairly minor long-term concern.”
 

 
  “How so?” the Empress asked as they stepped into the dining room, where servants held out chairs for the Imperial couple. Vex positioned himself discreetly to one side where they could both see him.
 

 
  “We have ascertained that, as expected, the Pixie Queen has already forgotten the matter. Fross is an academically interesting case, but she is one individual, completely isolated from her species and of no diplomatic or political interest. It
  
   will
  
  be interesting to see whether an individual pixie can be housebroken, so to speak. If she proves this to be the case, in four years or so we may wish to look into acquiring some pixies of our own; they have potential tactical value. Fross’s current academic career is well within the margin of error for a pixie’s established attention span, however, so such action would be premature.”
 

 
  He paused, and Sharidan gestured for him to continue while servants place a plate of steaming fish in front of him.
 

 
  “The more important cases are, of course, the dryad, the archdemon and Princess Zaruda. In all three cases, I consider it far too early to make any significant judgments.”
 

 
  “What are your gut feelings at this point?” asked the Emperor.
 

 
  Vex frowned, contemplating momentarily. “If the Juniper experiment proves successful, it will change everything. So far, she appears to be obeying Tellwyrn’s rules without trouble, but it is, as I have said, early, and I am not aware that her self-control has been significantly tested against her predatory instincts. Should it prove that dryads
  
   can
  
  be integrated into mortal society… The implications are vast, not least because it will be the first sign in recorded history that Naiya is personally interested in interacting with us on a large scale. I almost hope Juniper reverts to type and Tellwyrn has to get rid of her. It will certainly cause less complication in the long run.”
 

 
  Sharidan nodded, chewing, and kept his expression bland, not glancing at any of the Hands nearby. Privately, he agreed with Vex; the less the world at large understood about dryads, the better.
 

 
  “The duo of Teal Falconer and Vadrieny remain stable,” Vex continued. “There is as yet no indication of progress on any front. Miss Falconer is, by any measure, a loyal and admirable citizen, but the nature of her relationship with the demon makes it impossible to predict what will happen should Vadrieny’s memories return, or she turn against the Empire for any other reason.”
 

 
  “And the Punaji girl?” Eleanora asked. She had her wineglass in hand, but neither ate nor drank, her piercing stare fixed on Vex.
 

 
  He shrugged eloquently. “Observation reinforces what we knew of her personally before she went to Last Rock. Princess Zaruda is as clever as her mother and as fierce as her father. All indications are that she will one day be one of the greatest Queens the Punaji nation has ever known; an education at Tellwyrn’s hands will only increase her capacities. At issue, then, is purely how she feels about the Tiraan Empire. She may become an absolutely priceless ally… But if she decides her people are better off separating themselves from Tiraan interests…” He let the thought trail off.
 

 
  “Clearly, then, we must prevent that from happening,” said Sharidan, setting down his fork.
 

 
  Vex nodded. “Yes, your Majesty. It is a delicate matter, however. Zaruda is likely to perceive any charity or blatant attempts to sway her as hostile acts, and she is certainly intelligent enough to see through them. Much as it pains me to say it, I don’t believe handling her is an appropriate task for my department. She should be approached with sincerity and skill by the Foreign Ministry. Specifically by whoever is best-versed in dealing with the Punaji.”
 

 
  “How immediately do you think that need be addressed?” Eleanora asked.
 

 
  “I don’t recommend that we involve ourselves with
  
   any
  
  of the students at Last Rock at this time,” said Vex. “Let them develop for a while. It’s too early, yet, to know exactly what action will need to be taken. I will repeat my earlier analysis, however, that this group of students on balance represents more potential for change than any of Tellwyrn’s recent crops. If anything, this underscores the importance of handling Tellwyrn herself correctly.”
 

 
  “Which you wish to continue doing, I take it,” said the Empress, her mouth tightening.
 

 
  “My current policy toward her appears to be an unequivocal success, your Majesty,” he said mildly.
 

 
  “Very well,” said Sharidan, nodding. “Thank you for your report, Lord Quentin.”
 

 
  “Your Majesties.” Vex bowed to each of them before turning and slipping out.
 

 
  Eleanora sighed, finally taking a sip of her wine. “What an unmitigated headache.”
 

 
  “But a headache for another day,” Sharidan replied with a grin. “Let’s focus on the ones right in front of us for now, Nora.”
 

 
  They finished eating in companionable silence, enjoying the brief respite from the politics of the Palace. All too soon, it would be back into the fray for them both.
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  Most of Clarke Tower was quiet as the week drew to a close. Late in the afternoon, as the last red glow of sunset was fading to darkness in the windows, Teal sat at the pianoforte in the small music lounge that occupied the tower’s topmost floor, beneath its conical roof. The mechanisms that powered the tower’s clock face hung suspended from the rafters, shifting rhythmically under a silencing charm. Though their ticking wasn’t audible, Teal had learned to keep her eyes fixed firmly on the keys, or just the motion of the gears would tend to creep into her awareness and change the rhythm at which she played.
 

 
  A pen sat on the piano’s music stand, untouched for several minutes as she played through the piece completely. It was a soft, sad tune, but not a slow one; it moved with a subdued energy that hinted at anger beneath sorrow. The score sitting in front of her was so marred with corrections and notations that it was beginning to be difficult to read. Teal let the last notes echo in the chamber, frowning at it. She was fairly satisfied with her progress, but the music on the page would need to be cleanly re-scored on a fresh sheet before she could continue working. Well, it was a good stopping point, anyway.
 

 
  “Beautiful.”
 

 
  Teal jumped slightly, turning to stare at Shaeine in the doorway, and cleared her throat awkwardly. “Ah…thanks. I’m not exactly happy with it yet… I like the introduction and it wraps up well, but it feels like the harmonies should be deeper during most of it. Like it wants to be more complex. I’m having a little trouble sussing out what the piece needs, though. When I try to add to it, it ends up feeling, I don’t know…tacked-on and kind of
  
   busy.
  
  Not to mention a stretch for my fingers,” she added ruefully, flexing her hands.
 

 
  Shaeine shook her head, gliding into the room. “Doubtless your judgment is correct. I fear my knowledge of music isn’t enough to render a useful opinion. All I can tell is that it is beautiful.”
 

 
  “Well, thank you,” Teal replied, managing a tentative smile and receiving one in return.
 

 
  She sat, feeling almost frozen, as the diminutive drow approached. Shaeine was watching her with one of those courteous little smiles that didn’t mean anything, though there was an inquisitive tilt to her head. She came to a stop next to the bench, hands folded before her, a picture of serenity. Close enough to touch.
 

 
  “I heard you conversing with several elves last night, in Sarasio. You seem quite fluent.”
 

 
  “Um, pretty much, yes,” Teal said uncertainly. “I was taught growing up, and spent some time around elves during the summers. They seemed pleased that a human was interested in learning their language rather than making them speak Tanglish. Enough to help me along, anyway.”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “There is really only one elvish tongue. The language of immortals evolves at a glacial pace compared to Tanglish; there are regional differences, but all are mutually intelligible. The Narisian dialect has, comparatively, idiosyncratic vowel pronunciation, as well as several extra classes of pronouns that reflect the complexities of our society. It is not much beyond the base language you already know. If…you are interested… I would be glad to help you learn.”
 

 
  Teal had been folding up her music and pocketing her pen, mostly to have something to do with her hands. She paused, now, staring down at the pages in her grip, a faint blush rising on her cheeks. Only with some effort did she make herself lift her gaze to meet Shaeine’s, but the small smile which followed was completely unbidden. “I would really like that, actually.”
 

 
  “I am glad to hear it.” Shaeine’s smile widened just barely, though her rigid serenity remained fully in place. A momentary pause fell, during which they simply looked at each other, then the drow made a very soft noise deep in her throat, as if clearing it. The sound caught Teal by surprise; she was so unused to any expression of awkwardness from Shaeine that it was almost jarring. “Both my elder sisters have daughters of their own.”
 

 
  “I…oh?” Teal dropped her gaze, folding her music with much more care than the task required, uncertain what response that comment merited.
 

 
  “As such, I have a certain amount of…leeway. It will not be incumbent upon me to continue the matriarchal line, barring extremely improbable mishap.” She made that tiny throat-clearing sound again. “Though it isn’t common, there is a precedent of humans being adopted into the ranks of Narisian Houses.”
 

 
  Teal had gone completely still, staring down at the pages in her hands.
 

 
  Shaeine continued. “A trained bard would be considered a very prestigious addition to a noble House. And Vadrieny, even stipulating that she does not act aggressively, can be an immense tactical asset. If you are…amenable to…
  
   discussing
  
  it… I am reasonably confident I could persuade my mother that you would be a suitable consort.”
 

 
  The music crackled slightly as it creased in Teal’s grip. When she finally spoke, still staring downward, it began with a low hiss.
  
   “Sssssssuitable.”
  
  She shook her head slowly. “Well. You
  
   really
  
  know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”
 

 
  “I just mean that—”
 

 
  Teal stood up abruptly; Shaeine took a reflexive step back, watching her wide-eyed. The bard refused to meet her gaze. “With all due respect, upon consideration, I think this needn’t be discussed any further. I’m turning in. See you tomorrow, I guess.” She turned and made for the stairs.
 

 
  “Teal, wait.”
 

 
  “Good
  
   night,
  
  Shaeine.”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  wait.”
 

 
  Teal stopped short. After months of learning to read the tiny emotional cues that slipped through Shaeine’s mask of calm, hearing naked pleading in her voice was startling. Almost against her will, she turned to look back. The drow was all but wringing her hands, staring at her with arresting intensity. When she spoke, her voice was composed again, but soft. “Fross is spending the evening at the library pursuing a personal research project; I have the room to myself. May I speak with you in privacy?”
 

 
  Teal hesitated, her uncertainty doubtless apparent on her face.
 

 
  “Please,” Shaeine whispered again.
 

 
  She swallowed the confusing mass of emotions trying to rise up, and nodded.
 

 
  “All right.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Trissiny stepped out of the bathroom, absently tugging her damp hair back into a loose braid for sleeping. She glanced around the room. Everything was stowed away properly—well, on her side, anyway. Ruda’s profusion of rugs and pillows made excellent camouflage for the discarded clothes that were tossed here and there. Trissiny’s half was neatly arranged, though; shield and sword on their hangers, armor on its stand, boots by her bed, everything else in the appropriate hamper. She had taken the extra time to oil and polish everything after coming back from her run down and up the mountain and before showering. It was something to do. Unfortunately, nothing had been in need of mending, so she had eventually run out of things with which to keep her hands busy.
 

 
  “Okay, what’s
  
   with
  
  you?”
 

 
  Ruda was slouched in her bed as usual; she had lowered the copy of
  
   Varsity Princess
  
  she was reading to rest on her stomach and was staring at Trissiny with a faint frown.
 

 
  “Nothing,” Trissiny said shortly.
 

 
  “Don’t give me that. You usually parade around like you’ve got something jammed up every orifice. You’re
  
   hunched;
  
  you look like somebody just kicked you in the gut, except it’s been going on all day.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   fine,”
  
  Trissiny snapped, straightening her posture. “Just a cramp.”
 

 
  “Bullshit. Just cos we don’t cuddle each other to sleep doesn’t mean I don’t
  
   know
  
  you after four months of sharing a room. Spill.”
 

 
  “Can you just
  
   mind your own business?”
  
  she exclaimed, turning her back.
 

 
  “I
  
   am.
  
  Once again, yes, we’re not exactly sisters, but we’re part of a team and sharing quarters. It
  
   does
  
  concern me when you are
  
   obviously in pain.”
  
 

 
  “Why is it you’re only interested in me when you smell weakness?” she snarled, stalking over to sit on her bed.
 

 
  “Okay, are you not hearing how weird you sound right now?” Ruda threw aside the magazine, sitting up fully on the edge of her own bed. “You’re acting more like
  
   me.
  
  I’m sure you understand why that’s kinda fucking disturbing. Come on, what’s up? You were fine yesterday in the fight. Did you get shot and you’re too stubborn to ask for healing?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be ridiculous.”
 

 
  “So what the hell
  
   is
  
  it? What’d you get into between that and hitting the Rails? You were weird in the caravan, too.”
 

 
  
   “Nothing happened!”
  
  Trissiny shouted. “It was a perfectly norm—calm day. I got up, ate, talked to Tob—” she clamped her lips shut, fixing her stare on the far wall, helplessly aware of the blush rising in her cheeks. To her horror, something welled up in her throat, too, along with the prickle of incipient tears behind her eyes. Horror turned quickly to fury. How
  
   dare
  
  her own body betray her like this?
 

 
  Fury heightened into true rage when she chanced a glance at her roommate. Ruda was gazing at her with a knowing, sympathetic expression that was just begging to be smacked off her face.
 

 
  “Oh,” she said. “I see.”
 

 
  “Oh, what would you know about it?”
  
  
 

 
  
  
  “Quite a fuckin’ lot more than you, I’m willing to bet,” she said wryly. “I may not be in Juniper’s league, but I’ve had my share of lovers. Did you ever even
  
   talk
  
  to a boy before coming to school?”
 

 
  “What is your problem?!” Trissiny raged, jolting to her feet, fists clenched at her sides. “When is it ever going to be
  
   enough
  
  for you? Can you for
  
   once
  
  just stop
  
   picking
  
  every time you get—” She broke off, choking. Tears were threatening even harder, and Trissiny would be damned if she’d show that to her smug thug of a roommate. She tightened her whole body until every muscle practically vibrated, trying to force it back under control. This tidal wave of emotions was not something she was well versed in dealing with.
 

 
  Ruda rose much more calmly to her feet. “Well, there’s a time-honored tradition here, roomie. Across cultures, creeds and enmities, all can band together and agree over a beer or ten that boys suck.” She stepped over to the cold box at the foot of her bed, opened it and began rummaging inside. “Of course,
  
   you
  
  don’t do the beer thing, being a professional stick-in-the-mud. Luckily for you, I’m prepared for all eventualities.” She stood, turned, and threw something.
 

 
  Trissiny’s reflexes kicked in and she caught the cold object one-handed. She found herself holding a pint of frozen custard. With her other hand, she snagged the spoon that Ruda tossed somewhat more gently.
 

 
  “Ruda,” she said, her outrage draining away in a sudden rush of exhaustion, “sometimes I think you go out of your way to be as much of a cliché as possible.”
 

 
  “You’re goddamn right I do,” the pirate said, grinning. She sat down on the edge of her bed, prying the lid off another pint. “An’ fuck me if people don’t buy it every time.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   actually
  
  expect me to sit here crying over a boy and stuffing my face with frozen custard like some sexist caricature in some
  
   awful
  
  piece of fiction out of one of your so-called women’s magazines?”
 

 
  “No, I more’n half expect you to turn up your nose at it, like you do everything else you haven’t tried before. Look, I know dick all about spirituality or whatever it is you use to compensate for your lack of worldly experience. All I know is gettin’ your heart hurt fucking sucks, and nothing but time makes it better. Stuffing your face with ice cream is a pretty damn good short-term treatment, though.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is ice cream?”
 

 
  “Somethin’ I’m gonna import to Tiraas and become richer than Verniselle, unless some asshole beats me to it. Eat your custard.”
 

 
  “Just let me go to bed,” Trissiny groaned. The pint was beginning to make her fingers numb.
 

 
  “Hey.” Ruda’s face was serious, her voice more gentle than Trissiny had ever heard it. “You threw my ass to the ground out there in the Golden Sea and made me agree to come to your little sparring practices. And y’know what? I’m better off for it. Since we’ve both pretty much established I can’t beat
  
   you
  
  compliant—
  
   yet—
  
  let’s skip that part an’ you take my word for it, all right? Consider it a return favor.”
 

 
  Trissiny twisted her mouth skeptically, staring down at the cardboard pint. Condensation had started to form, making it somewhat slippery.
 

 
  “If it helps, you can look at it as a cultural experience.” Ruda grinned at her over a spoon loaded with golden custard. “Pirate diplomacy. A trick you can use later in life to subdue the wild Punaji.”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh and pried the lid off the pint.
 

 
  “There ya go!” Ruda crowed, pumping her spoon hand in the air. “For freedom! For equality! For diplomacy!”
 

 
  Trissiny scooped up a heaping spoonful of the frosty confection and stuffed it in her mouth.
 

 
  “Wha’eva’.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Teal stopped in the center of the room, folding her arms around herself and setting down her folded papers on one of the two desks. Shaeine and Fross’s room reflected both their sensibilities; it was markedly cooler than the rest of the tower, its walls hung with silken tapestries of abstract geometric patterns in such dark shades of primary colors that they seemed almost to be shades of black. In fact, they were quite beautiful; in addition to the color of the thread used, there were subtle patterns of texture that caught the dim light in different ways. Patterns upon patterns. Between them, potted plants grew, mostly of the succulent variety, each under a small, weak sun crystal. The light in the room was warm and golden, but dim, like early dusk.
 

 
  Shaeine had paused at the door, fiddling with the exterior knob, before pushing it shut. She stood in silence for a moment with her back to the room. Teal had an urge to clear her throat awkwardly, but was hesitant to disturb the quiet.
 

 
  “I really am the worst diplomat I’ve ever heard of,” Shaeine said finally.
 

 
  “I think that’s a little harsh,” Teal said carefully. “You’re easily the best diplomat I know.”
 

 
  The drow shook her head, finally turning to face her. “All members of House Awarrion receive training in the arts to which our House is dedicated, but not all of us are expected to serve directly in that capacity. I am a cleric; I have trained my whole life to serve in the House chapel, with only a basic grounding in negotiation and conflict resolution. I was a last-minute substitution for the Tiraan exchange program. I had less than a year to learn what others have spent their lives studying.”
 

 
  “I didn’t know that,” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  Shaeine shrugged. “It isn’t something I commonly discuss, for obvious reasons.”
 

 
  “Well. Still.” In spite of herself, Teal cracked a grin. “You represent Tar’naris much better than Natchua.”
 

 
  If Shaeine was reassured by the humor, she didn’t show it. She dropped her gaze. “All these months, I’ve proceeded on so many bad assumptions, taken so much for granted. I never communicated to you how my cultural framework causes me to interpret our interactions, nor taken the Tiraan perspective fully into account. I…fear to imagine how disappointed my mother would be. All I can offer as explanation is that… I feel
  
   comfortable
  
  with you. More as if I can be myself, without second-guessing everything as I do with nearly all my other interactions here. And with the best of intentions, I’ve ended up abusing that gift.”
 

 
  “I don’t…feel…abused,” Teal said, well aware of how lame it sounded. She couldn’t think of anything better to contribute.
 

 
  Shaeine glided across the room to her desk, where she picked up a flat wooden box, ornately carved with black-stained patterns of vines and spiderwebs. “In hindsight… I think my conduct recently has made it seem I am completely passionless, motivated only by calculations. Even in…matters of the heart.”
 

 
  “That’s…maybe a little harsher than I would have put it,” Teal hedged.
 

 
  The drow gave her a rueful little smile. “And that is not a denial.”
 

 
  “…no, it isn’t.”
 

 
  Shaeine stepped slowly toward her, holding the box in both hands. “The Narisian concepts of respect and reserve fill our social interactions with lines of demarcation. There is no such vagueness as prevails among Imperial society; we know precisely with whom we may express what, and it is explicitly clarified when an acquaintance moves from one classification to another. It is a matter of how we express sentiment, not how we experience it.”
 

 
  She held out the box. Hesitantly, Teal reached up and took it from her hands; Shaeine stepped back, giving her space. After a silent moment, the drow nodded encouragingly, and Teal carefully raised the hinged lid.
 

 
  Within, on a cushion of black velvet, rested a pair of shredded rubber sandals in light blue. She recognized them as the ones ripped apart by Vadrieny’s claws the night they had had to separate Trissiny and Gabriel—the pair Shaeine had collected and offered to dispose of.
 

 
  Teal lifted her eyes from the box. Shaeine was staring at her, eyes wide, and there was something achingly vulnerable in her gaze despite the stillness of her expression.
 

 
  “I think,” she said very softly, “I am as sentimental as anyone. Perhaps more so than some.”
 

 
  “I…” Teal swallowed and tried again. “I’m just confused how… I don’t
  
   understand.”
  
 

 
  Shaeine nodded. “And for that, I will accept blame. We are surrounded by your culture, and I have failed to explain mine. Just…know, please, that…that… If I seem standoffish, it is not an expression of how I
  
   feel
  
  about you.” She actually swallowed. That little sign of vulnerability made Teal’s heart ache in several different ways.
 

 
  “Okay,” she replied, nodding.
 

 
  “If…you are willing to have the conversation… May I try to explain?”
 

 
  “I…would like that very much.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I just don’t get what I’m even supposed to
  
   do,”
  
  Trissiny said, gesticulating with her empty spoon. “And that’s the thing that gets me, I guess. I’m used to being
  
   good
  
  at things. Well, the things I care about doing, anyhow. How in the world are you supposed to learn how to deal with boys?”
 

 
  “Pretty much exactly the way you learn anything else, Shiny Boots,” Ruda said, grinning.
  
   “Practice.”
  
 

 
  
   “Ugh,”
  
  Trissiny groaned. “No, thank you. Whole lot of stress and, and…
  
   frustration,
  
  no real benefit.” She scooped up another dollop of custard and stuck it in her mouth. For some reason, her pint seemed to be running low. When had that happened?
 

 
  “Aw, don’t quit something just because you got hurt the first time you tried,” Ruda chided. “Helll, if that was standard policy nobody would ever learn how to do anything. Back on the horse!”
 

 
  “I’m serious,” she grumbled. “All this is a waste of time anyway; I shouldn’t be distracting myself with…with nonsense like this. I have a calling. Maybe this is the goddess’s way of nudging me back onto the right track.”
 

 
  “Okay, I’m gonna have to shut down that line of thinking right there,” Ruda said severely, pointing a spoon at her. “You may be the doctrinal expert and whatnot, but I
  
   have
  
  read my history, and I’ve got a basic grounding in the broad strokes of theology. I know I make fun of your religion, but seriously, Avei
  
   isn’t
  
  a malicious bitch; she’s not gonna punish you for liking a boy. Hell, Hands of Avei have had all kinds of lovers. Some were married. I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure you know this. Don’t make that your excuse to shut yourself down, kid.”
 

 
  “Don’t call me kid,” Trissiny said sullenly. Ruda barked a laugh.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the refrain of everybody who knows they’re in the wrong.”
 

 
  “Whatever,” she growled. “I’m still not getting back on any horse.”
 

 
  “Well, not right
  
   now.
  
  Yeah, a lot of people I’d tell to go out and get laid by way of heartbreak therapy, but I think we both know by now you just aren’t wired that way.”
 

 
  “I’m glad that much is apparent.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t a compliment,” she said dryly. “In seriousness, though, Triss…don’t be so quick to just give up on a huge swath of life. I bet when you find the right guy, it’ll all seem worthwhile.”
 

 
  Trissiny scowled, scraping her spoon through the dregs at the bottom of her pint. “…is there any more of that chocolate fudge custard you made me try?”
 

 
  “Hell yes there is! I am
  
   stocked.”
  
  Ruda straightened from the cold box again, waving a cardboard package in one hand. “In fact, you’re in luck; I just got out a fresh pint.”
 

 
  “May I have some?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” With an insane grin that verged on a leer, she waggled her spoon reprovingly. “How do we ask?”
 

 
  “Ruda, I’m not saying that. It’s just ridiculous.”
 

 
  “Oh, so now you’re mocking my culture? Dirty pool, paladin.”
 

 
  “I’m not—no, I’m not getting into this. You’re just trying to make me sound foolish.”
 

 
  “There is no sounding foolish at custard time! C’mon, Triss, like I taught you.”
 

 
  “No!”
 

 
  “You can do it! I know you can!”
 

 
  “You are
  
   such
  
  a pain!”
 

 
  “Well, if you don’t
  
   really
  
  want any more, I guess I can put this back…”
 

 
  “Oh, for—
  
   Gimme the damn fudge!”
  
 

 
  
   “There’s
  
  my girl!” Ruda crowed, tossing the carton to her.
 

 
  Trissiny wrenched off the lid, stuck in her utensil and dragged out a heaping pile of fudge-speckled chocolate custard, almost too much to fit on the spoon. She sighed heavily before shoving it in her mouth.
 

 
  “I’m goin’ straight t’hell…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So… Wait. You go from being basically strangers, to engaged, and then your mother decides if and when you can be married?”
 

 
  Shaeine actually winced—faintly, but distinctly. “It seems I continue to muddle my explanations. That was an ill-considered metaphor. Engagement and marriage, as you mean the terms, are concepts that don’t exist in my culture; they are simply the closest Tiraan parallels to what I was trying to explain.”
 

 
  “How
  
   does
  
  it work, then?” Teal asked. “You don’t need to water it down for me; I might have to go over it multiple times but I’d rather understand the real concepts than work with more misconceptions.”
 

 
  “You’re right, of course.” Shaeine stood from where she’d been sitting on the edge of the bed and paced back and forth a few steps. Teal, seated in the desk chair, watched her silently. Finally the drow came to a stop and turned back toward her, seeming to have gathered her thoughts. “Though politically arranged unions aren’t uncommon, it isn’t quite right to say that we customarily start as
  
   strangers.
  
  It’s just that… Everyone outside immediate family belongs in the category of people to whom one does not display emotion. One does not move, ah, naturally, or
  
   organically,
  
  into the classification of an emotional intimate, as seems to be the norm among humans. If one is to be taken on as family, it is formally agreed to by all parties involved.”
 

 
  “There’s…a ceremony?”
 

 
  “Well, sometimes. Mostly in the case of the aforementioned political unions. What’s important is the unambiguous understanding; how much pomp and circumstance need surround the event depends on the situation and the individuals. But even keeping outside the category of acknowledged intimates, there are gradients. I have many acquaintances in Tar’naris with whom it would be shockingly inappropriate to…ah, to laugh with, or hug. That does not mean I don’t
  
   know
  
  them, or that I don’t value them, or they me. It is simply a way for us to understand where we are, and what is expected of us. Drow are no more likely to become romantically involved with strangers than humans.”
 

 
  “Except for the political unions.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course. But there, too, the comparison holds. That is really only done among the nobility, and doesn’t account for all or even most unions.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Teal said, nodding. “Human nobles do that, too. And pretty much no one else.”
 

 
  “So I have observed.”
 

 
  “So…how does it work with the, uh, not-quite-engagement, then?”
 

 
  Shaeine drew in a deep breath and let it out. “The concept is a sort of…provisional adoption. If two people feel an attraction and have established basic compatibility, they can agree to elevate one another to a more intimate status that exists only between them. For the most part, one’s intimates are the business of one’s entire family, which is why we don’t rush to become that close with others. In this case, though, a pair who are
  
   courting
  
  will…lower their defenses, so to speak, but only with each other, and only in private. There’s really no other way to learn whether you are truly compatible enough with someone to form a lifelong bond.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s certainly true,” Teal said ruefully. “Actually this all sounds like a very sensible system.”
 

 
  “We have done our best to make it so,” Shaeine agreed, nodding. “Our cultural institutions did not develop haphazardly; they were carefully crafted to help us succeed under harsh conditions. Beyond the courtship phase, there need be no more formal acknowledgments between a couple…unless, of course, they decide to terminate their relationship, in which case it is best to establish this explicitly so as to avoid awkwardness later. If they
  
   do
  
  agree to continue on as mates, though, the next step involves adoption into one another’s families.”
 

 
  “And that’s where the mothers come in.”
 

 
  “Just so. The bond between two people is no one’s business but theirs, but a matriarch has the right to determine whether someone is a suitable member of her family.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Teal frowned into the distance. “What…what happens if the matriarch doesn’t approve?”
 

 
  “In most cases,” Shaeine said quietly, “that is the end of it. Some do defy their mothers for the sake of love, but…that is risky, and carries a heavy social stigma. We are a matriarchal culture, and place a high value on family. A person who abandons or betrays their family is…not trusted.”
 

 
  “I see.”
 

 
  “I really do think my mother would like you,” Shaeine said softly. “I…would not have dared raise the subject if I did not.”
 

 
  Teal nodded, dropping her gaze. She could feel the blush rising in her cheeks. “It seems like there’s a lot to learn.”
 

 
  “I…think…you understand the immediately relevant basics,” Shaeine said tentatively. “There is plenty of time for us to discuss more details in the future.”
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat and stood, nervously rubbing her palms on her trousers. She made herself meet Shaeine’s eyes, and then found she couldn’t look away. “So, then, uh… What’s…
  
   involved?
  
  In this ‘conditional adoption,’ I mean. There’s a ceremony? Something exchanged?”
 

 
  Slowly, Shaeine shook her head, keeping her gaze fixed on Teal’s. “It
  
   is
  
  somewhat like your Imperial engagement customs, from what I’ve read. It’s…nice…to add a touch of romance to such things. In the end, though, what’s important is the agreement.” She swallowed. “In…a case which has already been something of a comedy of errors, it might be…wisest…to keep it as simple as possible.”
 

 
  “And… That, then, is formally courting. It’s not, like,
  
   engaged.”
  
 

 
  “Correct.”
 

 
  “But close enough to be…well, intimate.”
 

 
  “Exactly.” She smiled ruefully. “I can only imagine that this must seem as strange to you as many of your customs do to me.”
 

 
  “Well, I wasn’t gonna figure all this out on my
  
   own,
  
  that’s for sure,” Teal said, unable to repress a grin.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Teal,” she said quietly. “I should have been… I should have done better. Just, please believe I am not being arbitrarily weird. These matters are deeply ingrained in me. To set them aside would be to discard much of what makes me who I am.”
 

 
  “I would never want you to do that.” Teal stepped toward her before realizing she was going to. “I
  
   like
  
  who you are, Shaeine. Very much. And…” She paused to swallow. “If you will too, I… Agree.”
 

 
  Shaeine slumped forward suddenly as if the energy had gone out of her, clenching her hands in fistfuls of her robe.
 

 
  “Shaeine?!” Teal exclaimed in alarm. “Are you—”
 

 
  And then the drow flew across the space between them, wrapping her arms around Teal and squeezing her fiercely, her face buried in her shirt. Her voice was somewhat muffled, but clear, and so much more passionate than Teal had ever heard her that she couldn’t help but hang on every word.
 

 
  “Teal, I’m so
  
   sorry,
  
  I made such a wreck of everything and I’ve been
  
   terrified
  
  I’d ruined it all for good, I just can’t…I don’t know how to… I’m
  
   sorry!
  
  You just make me so confused and frightened and happy and
  
   alive.
  
  I never wanted to hurt you, it was like stabbing myself in the heart when I thought… Goddess, I love you so much it
  
   aches.
  
  Please don’t—”
 

 
  
   “Hey.”
  
  Firmly, tenderly, Teal took her face in both hands, tilting it up till they were eye to eye. Tears glistened on Shaeine’s gray skin, her garnet eyes glistening, wide, and full of feeling like she’d never seen them before. It was so beautiful she could hardly breathe. She gently traced her thumbs over Shaeine’s cheeks, wiping away tears. “It’s okay, love, we figured it out. I’m right here.” She grinned, hugely, madly happy. “You’ve got me.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ruda carefully took the empty custard carton from Trissiny’s hand, tossing it into the wastebasket with a soft
  
   plunk.
  
  With a corner of her sleeve, she rubbed a smear of fudge from the corner of the paladin’s mouth. Trissiny muttered and turned her head away, but didn’t wake.
 

 
  She was stretched out on top of her bed, one leg hanging off; there’d be no way to tuck her in without waking her. It was the work of moments, however, for Ruda to gather up the white bearskin from her own bed and drape it over her roommate.
 

 
  Ruda stood for a moment, just looking down at her quizzically. Then, with a faint smile, she shook her head and padded across the room to switch off the light.
 

 
  “G’night, y’crazy bitch. Welcome to being human. It gets better, I promise.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Smoke.”
 

 
  “Hmm?”
 

 
  Shaeine pulled back slightly, gazing up adoringly. Her unguarded, joyful smile, the passion in her eyes…it was intoxicating. Teal could hardly even think, couldn’t do anything but
  
   look
  
  at her and savor the way the drow fit into her arms, as if she’d been molded to be there.
 

 
  “You taste like smoke. I like it. It suits you.” She
  
   giggled.
  
  It was music.
 

 
  “Ah…”
 

 
  Shaeine tasted…
  
   clean.
  
  Like moonlight, like a clear spring, like a cold breath of cave air. Before Teal could sort out the words to express it, though, an insistent little hand reached behind her neck, pulling her head down, and she found a much better use for her mouth.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Sound hardly traveled in the steeply curving staircase of Clarke Tower, with its thick, echo-eating carpet. The tiny buzz of pixie wings was inaudible a mere few feet from where Fross hovered outside the door to her room, staring at the sock hanging on the knob.
 

 
  “You have
  
   got
  
  to be shitting me.”
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  “That’ll be all, Hilda,” said High Commander Rouvad, coming to a halt before her office door. “I’ll speak with her alone.” Thunder rumbled in the distance, punctuating the constant drum of rain on the temple’s roof.
 

 
  Captain Strennan’s eyes widened, and her posture stiffened.
  
   “Commander,”
  
  she protested, her unhappiness with this pronouncement obvious in her tone. She took it no further; she was too on the ball to forget the person waiting in the office could plainly hear them despite the walls and thick door. Already, directly questioning an order from the High Commander was pushing things.
 

 
  Rouvad had spent plenty of time in both the clergy and the trenches, as both superior officer and raw recruit, and all steps in between. Regulations or no, she knew when it wouldn’t be helpful to call someone down for insubordination. Hilda Strennan’s protectiveness toward her was occasionally annoying, but it came from deep loyalty, and she was too professional to cross the line.
 

 
  “I’ll be fine,” Rouvad assured her with a small smile, reaching out to momentarily squeeze the younger woman’s upper arm, between her pauldron and gauntlet. “I am
  
   hardly
  
  in physical danger from one elf. Dismissed.”
 

 
  Strennan saluted, as did the two Legionnaires flanking her, though the managed to keep their expressions more neutral. As one, they turned and marched back down the hall the way they had come. The Captain didn’t turn to look back, however she probably wanted to. Exceptions were exceptions, but discipline was discipline.
 

 
  Farzida Rouvad treated herself to a soft sigh before squaring her shoulders and entering her office.
 

 
  “Please, sit,” she said mildly when the woman waiting in the chair before her desk jumped to her feet. The Commander strode around and took her own chair, setting down the file she’d been carrying on one corner of the desk and folding her hands in front of her, studying the elf as she sat back down. The quiet patter of Tiraas’s ever-gloomy weather filled any awkwardness in the silence, a steady drum of rain interspersed by occasional soft thunder.
 

 
  She wore a plain gingham dress in Imperial rather than elven fashion, looking like something straight from a frontier novel. Her blonde hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. The points of her ears aimed straight upward, marking her a forest elf, but her eyes were blue, hinting at mixed ancestry.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” she said hesitantly, “I don’t know, um…protocol. I really wasn’t expecting the High Commander herself to meet with me. I’m not wasting your time, am I?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is what we’re here to determine,” Rouvad said coolly. “Ms. Stern, was it?”
 

 
  “Yes—well, sort of. It’s an assumed name. I find the less elven stuff I have to explain to everyone, the easier it is to get along in Imperial society. Namaeia is my original given name, though.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rouvad said, keeping her tone and expression fully neutral. “More than a few prospective Legionnaires come to us fleeing some trouble or other. If the law is after you, we
  
   will
  
  hand you over to them, but aside from that it makes little difference to us what name you go by. Be sure before you sign the contract, though; we’re not going to change it later.”
 

 
  “That’s fine,” she said quickly. “Is this…usual? I mean, surely the leader of Avei’s faith doesn’t personally greet
  
   every
  
  prospective Legionnaire.”
 

 
  “Elves make everything more complicated,” Rouvad replied, finally breaking eye contact. She pulled over the thick file, opened it and began leafing through the pages. “There
  
   are
  
  elves in the Legions, of course, and a fair number among our priestesses, but like most cults of the Pantheon, we don’t get very many. Integrating them into a human armed force requires special measures to be taken to bring them up to our required standards of physical strength and durability. Here; you’ll need to sign these. I strongly recommend you read them in their entirety first.”
 

 
  She slid a few pages across the desk, continuing her explanation as the elf picked them up and dutifully began perusing them. “Your training period, and depending on how you respond to it, possibly some time after, will require a rigorous course of alchemical medicine to boost your physical strength and endurance. You should know that these effects will be permanent, which I understand makes this a serious commitment for an immortal. Nor are they without downsides; when the full program is complete, in addition to being as physically strong as a healthy human of your body type, you will heal more quickly, but may have less stamina than you are accustomed to, and the extra muscle mass can interfere with your agility. In short, you will become more
  
   human
  
  in all physical respects. There appears to be no direct cost to your overall health, but the availability of these techniques is too recent for us to understand how they impact the elvish lifespan, if at all. You’ll want to be
  
   very certain
  
  of what you’re doing before you sign those waivers.
 

 
  “Additionally, this is not as simple as giving you potions to drink. The full course of treatment lasts several months and must be administered and
  
   monitored
  
  very carefully by professionals. That means daily sessions with clerics, alchemists and an elvish shaman. All of this, plus the rather esoteric potions themselves, make this a resource-intensive program. Like all cadets, it’s considered part of your training and will be provided at no cost, but should you leave the Silver Legions at any time before your contracted tours of duty are complete, you will be financially liable for what was invested in you.”
 

 
  “I understand,” the woman said firmly. “I won’t back out. But in the worst case scenario, I have some savings tucked away.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rouvad said dryly.
 

 
  The elf laid the forms back on the desk and met her eyes. Her expression was open and earnest. “Do you have a pen?”
 

 
  Rouvad watched her in silence for a few seconds before opening the top drawer of her desk and pulling out an old-fashioned quill pen and a small jar of ink. She set these on the desktop by her own hand, not yet offering them to the other woman. “And will you be enlisting as Namaeia Stern, or Principia Locke?”
 

 
  Thunder sounded gently, a little nearer than before.
 

 
  The elf blinked owlishly and tilted her head. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “Don’t waste my time,” Rouvad said curtly. “There aren’t
  
   so
  
  many black-haired elves in the world that we failed to recognize the only one the Sisterhood has been actively monitoring when she walked into our own temple.”
 

 
  Her expression of confusion deepening, the woman reached behind her head to pull forth a handful of blonde ponytail and hold its end in front of her face, as if double-checking its color.
 

 
  “The alchemical dye you used is formulated for humans,” said the Commander. “It reacts with the magic saturating elven tissue, creating those subtle but distinctive silver highlights. Also, you arrogant turkey, I know what your
  
   face
  
  looks like. Elves only look alike to people who don’t
  
   pay attention.”
  
 

 
  Rouvad held her stare. For a few more seconds, the elf stared back, obviously confused and nonplussed. Then, quite suddenly, her expression collapsed in annoyance and she slumped back in the chair, folding her arms mulishly.
 

 
  “Ugh,
  
   fine,”
  
  Principia groused. “How is it
  
   you
  
  know so much about hair dye, anyway?” she added, her gaze flicking across Rouvad’s hair, which was dusted with silver.
 

 
  “As I said, we get a few elves,” the Commander replied with a faint but genuine smile, not rising to the bait. “And it turns out a
  
   lot
  
  of modern alchemical products react badly with your race. My healers are under orders to keep me abreast of any such information as it arises, however seemingly inconsequential. Whatever you’re considering doing,” she added just as calmly, “I wouldn’t.”
 

 
  Slowly, Principia un-tensed. She regarded the High Commander through narrowed eyes for a moment, then grinned insouciantly and thrust out her hands. “All right, then. Clap her in irons, I suppose?”
 

 
  Rouvad raised an eyebrow. “Why? Would you like to confess to something that deserves punishment?”
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   know
  
  you’ve had reports from Trissiny,” she replied, lowering her arms.
 

 
  “That you infiltrated a Black Wreath cell and quietly neutralized a plot to corrupt Teal Falconer? Not long ago, Bishop Darling sat in that very chair and reminded me that when it comes to the real evils in the world, our two cults are on the same side.” She shook her head. “We protected Trissiny from your influence while she was a child, but in case you didn’t notice, she’s
  
   not,
  
  anymore. And the Sisters have no legal authority to bar your access to her…at this time.”
 

 
  “So… I could just walk out of here and you won’t do anything about it?”
 

 
  “That is one of the things you could do, yes.” Rouvad pulled another sheet of paper from the file and pushed it across the desk. “In addition to the standard Legionnaire contract and the extra issues involved with training an elf, I am adding a couple of further stipulations to your enlistment. First, you aren’t going
  
   near
  
  Trissiny until she or I tell you otherwise. You don’t approach her or attempt to communicate with her in any way, on pain of court martial. Second, you will not reveal to anyone, most
  
   particularly
  
  not your fellow soldiers, by word, action or omission, that you have any relationship to the Hand of Avei at all. So far as you as a soldier are concerned, Trissiny Avelea is
  
   nothing
  
  to you but a distantly glimpsed role model and superior officer, just as she will be to each of your thousands of sisters-in-arms.”
 

 
  Principia was staring at her quizzically, now. “So…” she said slowly. “Wait, I’m confused. I’d have figured… You actually still want me to enlist?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I don’t want you in my Legions,” Rouvad said with more than a little asperity. “You are the living incarnation of the term ‘pain in the ass.’ I see having you around as nothing but a giant nuisance in the
  
   best-
  
  case scenario, and all this is discounting the very
  
   high
  
  probability that you’re up to something which will imperil the Legions as a whole, if not the entire faith. I’m willing to offer you complete clemency on anything you have
  
   ever
  
  done that would earn the ire of the Sisterhood—and legal prerogative or no, there are quite a few—if you will just
  
   go away.”
  
  She pursed her lips together in annoyance, folding her hands again. “However, in this matter, I have been overruled. If you truly wish to enlist as a shieldmaiden of Avei, a place is available for you.”
 

 
  “Wait, overruled?” Principia grinned. “How does
  
   that
  
  work, I thought you were the biggest cheese in the whole dairy. Who has the authority to overrule…” She trailed off, the smile faltering, then vanishing completely. Her face grew a shade paler.
 

 
  “That’s right,” Rouvad said with grim amusement, “it seems you have sponsorship at the
  
   highest
  
  level. Whether she deems you worthy of a chance at redemption, or more likely has a use for you in one of her plans, Avei
  
   personally
  
  welcomes you,
  
   sister.
  
  She notified me you were coming and instructed that you were to be welcomed into our ranks.
  
   If
  
  you wish to take advantage of the offer.”
 

 
  There was only the muted sound of the rain for long moments. Principia, wide-eyed, clutched the chair as if afraid she would fall off; for once, it seemed she had nothing to say. The Commander simply watched her.
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing,
  
  Locke?” Rouvad asked finally. “I know well enough this is
  
   some
  
  kind of ploy. For one thing, you’re too deft to have really assumed nobody in the entire Sisterhood would know your face. I can tell when I’m being manipulated, even if I don’t know to what end.”
 

 
  Slowly, the elf shook her head. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
 

 
  “Yes, I expected that much. You’ll note that I asked you anyway.”
 

 
  Principia sighed. “Trissiny said that I’m… Not the kind of person she wants to know. I’ve lived a good while—not by elvish standards, but I’ve seen generations of humans come and go. I’ll probably live much longer yet. I can afford to take some years and…try to be someone different. For the right stakes…” She shrugged, avoiding Rouvad’s gaze. “If it doesn’t work, I can just go back to living the way I’m used to. And maybe if I… Well, maybe she might find reason to have me in her life, if I can make it work.” A soft, bitter laugh bubbled up from her and she finally lifted her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know how that sounds. I
  
   said
  
  you wouldn’t believe me.”
 

 
  Rouvad snorted softly. “I don’t know whether you’re trying to con me, or
  
   actually
  
  think it’s that outlandish for a person to try to change for someone they love. I’ll have to assume the former; if it’s the latter, I’ll start feeling sorry for you, and
  
   that’s
  
  the sign you’re definitely putting something over on me. Regardless,” she went on more briskly. “In case you failed to put it together yourself, whatever game you walked in here intending to play, you’re not playing against the opponent you thought. Disappoint me and I’ll simply toss you out and be glad to see the back of you. Disappoint
  
   Avei…”
  
  She smiled slowly, but not warmly. “…and there will be
  
   nowhere
  
  for you to hide. I almost hope you try; it would be one way to put you out of my misery for good.”
 

 
  Principia clenched her jaw, staring with an intensity that was just short of a glare, but didn’t reply.
 

 
  “My offer still holds,” said Rouvad in a mild tone. “You may turn around and walk out of here with no animosity from me or any member of the Sisterhood. No one will chase you, or bother you at all. I’ll even refrain from informing the Guild of your whereabouts, despite the fact that I’ve agreed to a formal request from them to share information regarding your movements. Unless you do something
  
   else
  
  to specifically antagonize the Sisters of Avei, you can consider yourself free and clear of interference from us.” She let that hang in the air for a long moment before continuing. “If, however, you’re determined to do this… Then you’re
  
   mine.”
  
 

 
  The elf held her stare for a quiet moment, then held out her hand. “I’ll need that pen.”
 

 
  Rouvad offered it, as well as ink and blotting paper, and watched in silence while Principia signed her name—her actual name—everywhere it was required. She gathered up the forms, tapped them neatly into a stack, returned them to the file and flipped it closed…then smiled.
 

 
  “Welcome to the army, Cadet Locke.”
 

 
  The thunder rumbled even closer. Neither would have admitted it, but both women had the irrational thought that it sounded like laughter.
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  Rajakhan stood with his hands folded behind his broad back, staring at the preserved skeleton of the smilodon which stood in his trophy hall. It almost didn’t look feline, being nothing but bones held together by wire; so much of what made a cat was in the way they moved.
 

 
  Outsiders rarely understood about Punaji and cats. Everyone assumed the pirate kingdom should put something nautical on their flag, but there was nothing on or under the sea that so perfectly captured the Punaji spirit. Cats offered respect and obedience to none, rejected all rules and pursued their own ends… But in their own, freewheeling way, they were loyal and devoted, fierce in the protection of those they loved. It remained one of the odd quirks visiting merchants and scholars shook their heads over. Punaji, like cats, didn’t feel a need to explain themselves.
 

 
  This was his thinking pose, and the place where he most often came to do his thinking; the servants left him alone. They, at least, knew him well enough not to be intimidated by his imposing namesake beard, massive frame and tendency to scowl as a resting expression. He’d had to develop other signals to indicate when he didn’t wish to be disturbed. Maneuver, impression, appearance… Politics. It never ceased to gall him, having to care about such trifling things. A king’s lot was just not meant to be easy.
 

 
  But there were worse things.
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath and blew it out in a huff, glaring at the skeleton as if he could blame it for his worries. The weight of his nation’s troubles was a familiar one to him. What weighed on him now was far more personal, and harder on his equanimity.
 

 
  Hearing her footsteps before she appeared, he turned to face the archway to the outer hall. Anjal entered with the force of someone slamming a door—impressive, given that there wasn’t one. She was a diminutive woman, lean and no taller than his collarbone, but her muscular frame and aggressive stride made an imposing sight even when she wasn’t glaring and clenching both fists at her sides.
 

 
  “Well?” the pirate king asked after a moment in which she simply stood there, staring daggers at him.
 

 
  “Nothing.” Anjal bit off her words, fairly quivering with fury. “She just
  
   sits.
  
  This is not
  
   normal.
  
  Children are supposed to be resilient—it has been three days! The windshaman is worried she will starve herself; it’s all we can do to make her drink water.”
 

 
  Rajakhan heaved another sigh, stroking his beard with one hand, while Anjal glared at him accusingly. They had come a long way since their earliest meeting, as captains of opposing ships tearing into each other—he the prince of the Punaji nation, she the commander of the Punaji nation’s first organized rebellion against the crown. Anjal the Sea Devil met every situation with fire and steel, in her spirit if not in her hands.
 

 
  That was what made him worry, now. She drew in a deep, shuddering breath, and the sudden crack in her voice made his heart ache. “I can’t
  
   fight
  
  this, Raja!”
 

 
  He was across the room in two long strides, wrapping his arms around her, and for a wonder, she let herself be held, regardless that they were more or less in public. Anjal buried her face in his shoulder, leaning both clenched fists into his chest.
 

 
  “Some things cannot be fought, my heart,” he said quietly, resting his chin atop her head.
 

 
  “I don’t know what to do!” Her whole body was clenched tight with the effort of not breaking down. She would never forgive herself for showing such weakness. “Naphthene send me
  
   enemies,
  
  problems that can be killed. Our own daughter is withering away from within and…and what can we
  
   do?
  
  I can stand there and
  
   watch.”
  
 

 
  She broke off, trembling, and he just held her in silence. In the privacy of their chambers, he would murmur soothingly, stroke her hair… In privacy, she would let herself weep. Rajakhan knew her well enough not to show her tenderness when she was trying to harden herself; it would only spoil her efforts.
 

 
  Gradually, she relaxed, her furious tension easing into the more normal stiffness with which she faced the world. Anjal was no more to be taken for granted than the sea; after years of marriage, he was attuned enough to her to sense, even without seeing her face, when she had composed herself enough to carry on.
 

 
  “I will go speak to her,” he rumbled.
 

 
  She pulled back, staring up at him. Tears glistened in her eyes, but didn’t fall. “What can you say that we haven’t tried?”
 

 
  “Duty,” he said firmly. “It is time to stop this indulgence.”
 

 
  Anjal’s expression hardened all over again. “The child is in
  
   pain,
  
  Rajakhan. Yelling at her will do only more harm.”
 

 
  “A captain need only raise his voice to be heard over the wind and rain,” he replied. “We have raised our daughter well, Anjal. She has a brave heart, and knows her duty. If soft words will not shake her out of this, a reminder of her obligations will. I have that much faith in her.” He softened his voice and expression when the skepticism on her face did not diminish. “What else is there to try, love?”
 

 
  Anjal closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She gently pulled herself back and impatiently scrubbed tears from her eyes before opening them again. “Go, then. If this does not work…”
 

 
  “It will have to,” he said, taking one of her slim, callused hands and lifting it to his lips. “Only her own strength will lead her through this, my pretty devil. She just needs a reminder.”
 

 
  His wife allowed this intimacy for a moment, a hint of a smile flickering across her eyes, before composing herself and pulling away. “Try it then, husband. Why are you still here?”
 

 
  In spite of himself, in spite of everything, Rajakhan rumbled a low laugh, stepping back from her with a respectful bow. He turned and strode out.
 

 
  The pirate king’s bulky frame made him look squat, belying his height and the long reach of his legs; he set a sharp pace, passing through the castle at a clip that made servants and courtiers scramble to keep up. It was to the better, for several reasons, that none accompanied him today. Those he passed were glimpsed only in the distance where halls crossed or doors opened into rooms. Sensing the mood and knowing some of what caused it, the domestic staff were taking pains not to be near him or Anjal. It suited him just fine.
 

 
  Despite his set expression and rapid stride, he was dreading this. All too soon, he reached his destination, a door in the hallway just down from his own chambers. Rajakhan “Blackbeard” Punaji, King of Pirates, had to pause and steel himself before rapping on the door. That done, though, he pulled it open and stepped in without waiting for a response.
 

 
  It was as bad as he had feared; at the first glimpse of his daughter, a crack formed in his heart.
 

 
  Zaruda was a blocky, square-faced child. So had been his sister and cousins at that age, though, and they had grown into their frames; the women in his family were famed for being curvaceous and vivacious. She was likely to become a great beauty, which concerned him and her mother not at all. The sort of leadership strategies which used looks to influence people would not serve a leader among the Punaji. The young Princess had given her parents plenty of cause for pride, however; she was clever, rambunctious, aggressive, and fiercely affectionate.
 

 
  Now, she sat on her bed, knees pulled up to her chest. Dark circles of sleeplessness ringed her eyes, a horrible sight on so young a face. Zaruda’s expression was hollow, empty, her shoulders slumped. Only seven years old, and she looked completely broken. She had for three days. The sight was almost enough to unman him completely; Rajakhan barely retained his composure in the face of it.
 

 
  “Hello, Zari,” he said gently. Her eyes flickered to him, but she made no other acknowledgment. He glanced quickly about the room, taking stock. Zaruda wasn’t alone; her two cats both sat on the bed with her. Shashi, an expensive purebred Sifanese, was draped over her feet, while Fancy Hat, an orange tabby with a ragged ear whom Zaruda had insisted on rescuing from an alley, sat upright beside her, leaning firmly against her. In the last three days they had left her side only to eat and use the box. The sound of their purring was plainly audible even from across the room. And outsiders still tried to tell him cats were disloyal…
 

 
  Aside from her rumpled bedclothes, the rest of the room was depressingly in order, a very bad sign. Zaruda was a walking mess, usually; things were clean in her presence only when she was asleep. His eye did settle on one thing out of place, however. A worn stuffed bear lay against the wall, face-down.
 

 
  “What’s this?” he rumbled, bending to pick it up. The bear had been hastily but thoroughly laundered, yet its head was still marred by a large discolored patch. They had gotten all the blood out, but the well-loved toy could only submit to so much washing without falling apart completely. “And why is Commodore Bear on the floor? Is this how you treat a war hero?”
 

 
  Zaruda glanced at him again, then cleared her throat. “’s just a stupid toy,” she said hoarsely. Her voice was raspy with thirst, with lack of sleep… But not from crying. That was the truly worrying thing. She had been watched closely enough that he knew she had not cried. Not once.
 

 
  Rajakhan stepped into the room, pulling the door shut behind him. He crossed to her and sat down very carefully beside her on the bed, setting Commodore Bear on his other side and stroking Fancy Hat’s head. No matter the care with which he moved, the child-sized bed creaked and shifted under his weight.
 

 
  He let the silence stretch out. For all his talk to Anjal, now that the moment was here, he found it embarrassingly hard to put his plan into action. His little girl was suffering, and all he wanted was to hold her and fight away her fears. But they had tried that, and she’d only retreated further into herself.
 

 
  “You think I’m weak,” Zaruda said softly.
 

 
  “What?” Rajakhan frowned at her. “Who told you this?”
 

 
  “Nobody.” She shook her head. “I know, though. The windshaman thinks so. Mama thinks so.”
 

 
  “You are wrong,” he said firmly. “You are not weak, and only a fool would believe you are.”
 

 
  “I feel weak,” she whispered.
 

 
  Rajakhan drew in a deep breath and let it out. Finally, he laid his large hand against her back, stroking her gently. “Tell me what’s on your mind, little Zari.”
 

 
  It was long minutes before she answered. He didn’t repeat his command or push her; she wasn’t ignoring him. It took time for her to gather her thoughts.
 

 
  “That man,” she said softly. “He had a mama and a papa too. Maybe brothers and sisters. Maybe a wife. Somebody loved him.”
 

 
  “Likely so,” Rajakhan replied. “Most people are connected to somebody.”
 

 
  “And they’re hurt now because he’s gone,” she whispered.
 

 
  He nodded slowly. “Yes.”
 

 
  “I didn’t mean to kill him.” Her voice was achingly hollow, echoing with pain she was too tired to feel except distantly.
 

 
  “I know, Zari,” he rumbled. “But you were in the right. He broke into your room; he meant harm to your family, possibly to you. When someone attacks you, it’s right to defend yourself.”
 

 
  “I know.” She closed her eyes. “Everyone’s said that to me.”
 

 
  He let the silence hang for a moment before prompting her. “But?”
 

 
  “I don’t feel right. I feel… Wrong. A man is dead and nothing will ever bring him back.” Finally she opened her eyes again, and the emptiness in them was haunting. “And that’s why I’m weak.”
 

 
  “Why is that?” he asked softly.
 

 
  “You’ve killed people. Mama has. Everyone… All those stories, of battles and wars and raids… The Punjai fight to live, we kill our enemies.” She slumped, sinking into herself. “I can’t call myself Punaji.”
 

 
  “Now you hear this,” Rajakhan said firmly. “I will
  
   never
  
  hear those words out of your mouth again. Is that clear?”
 

 
  He stared down at her, leaving no room for ambiguity in his tone. She finally looked up, meeting his eyes, and nodded.
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “My little Zari,” he said with a sigh, stroking her hair. “You are
  
   not
  
  weak. You have just learned a very hard lesson, and don’t yet have the perspective to see it all in context. Do you know how rare it is for a child your age to think things out as clearly as you have? To
  
   feel
  
  them as deeply?”
 

 
  She shook her head, dropping her eyes.
 

 
  “It is rare,” he said. “Many grown men and women don’t have the brain or the heart to do either. Weak? Pah. This is how I know you will be a great Queen someday. You think things through, farther than most do. You have a heart big enough to hold the whole world, and that’s why you feel the pain of all those you may have hurt.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to,” she whispered.
 

 
  “Don’t wish for that.”
 

 
  “I can’t be a queen,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut. Finally, tears brimmed between her lashes. “I just sit here and… I can’t think of anything but that man’s death.”
 

 
  Rajakhan heaved a deep sigh. “You can, Zaruda. You just have not yet learned how. Now listen up: I have orders for you.”
 

 
  He waited for her to open her eyes and look up at him before continuing.
 

 
  “Tonight, you will cry. I know you’re trying to be strong and fight back the pain, but this is the wrong way to do it. It must
  
   hurt,
  
  little minnow. Pain is a poison; you must get it out of you. If you hold it in, it will just rot you out from the inside. You know how your mama and I, and all the Punaji heroes in the stories, have lived as long and fought as hard as we have?” He draped his huge arm around her hunched shoulders. “We make time to mourn, when it is time to. Do you understand?”
 

 
  She nodded slowly. “…yes, sir.”
 

 
  “Good. I am not done.
  
   Tomorrow,
  
  you will wake up, wash yourself, eat breakfast, and then we will hold a feast. All the captains will be invited, and they will all be told the story about Princess Zaruda, the fiercest scion of the Punaji bloodline, who killed her first enemy when she was seven. And at this feast, you will boast, and laugh, and
  
   show
  
  them how ferocious you are. You will be
  
   proud,
  
  and revel in your first kill.”
 

 
  She had stared up at him with consternation growing on her face the longer he talked. Finally, she burst out,
  
   “Papa!
  
  I
  
   can’t!”
  
 

 
  “Can’t?” He did not raise his voice, but poured every ounce of command into it. “You
  
   can’t?
  
  You were not asked a question. This is what you will do. I expect my orders to be followed.”
 

 
  Zaruda swallowed heavily, then again. Her expression was of panic and pure misery.
 

 
  “Do you understand,” he said more gently,
  
   “why
  
  I am ordering you to do this?”
 

 
  She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out; all she could do was shake her head, the tears beginning to run down her cheeks at last.
 

 
  “Because this is the craft of our family,” Rajakhan explained. “Our trade. You know that professions are passed down from parent to child. We have soldiers, fishermen, craftspeople of all kinds, scholars, windshaman. All of them are necessary for our nation to function. What do
  
   we
  
  make, Zaruda? What does this family provide that people need?” He held her gaze for a moment; she stared up at him without replying. “We
  
   rule.
  
  We provide leadership to our nation. The time has come for you to begin training in this trade. That means, among other things you will learn, that sometimes you have to push aside what you feel and show your people what they need to see. The Punaji need to know that our bloodline is strong, that the future is secured. They need to know that their Princess, their future Queen, is powerful, clever, and fierce. They will
  
   not
  
  see you hiding in your room, wallowing in your pain. They will see you standing before them, reveling in your victory.”
 

 
  “That’s not—” She broke off. Punaji children learned at a very young age not to protest that anything was unfair. They were a nation of sailors; their lives were dedicated to the tempestuous ocean and its fickle goddess.
  
   Nothing
  
  was fair. Asking for it to be was asking to be punished.
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  fair, though,” the king said firmly. “Who do you think has paid for every meal you have ever eaten? Your clothes? Your teaching, your toys? You are royalty, Zaruda; you live on the taxes levied on your people. That is what it means to rule. The Punaji have paid you to do a job from the moment you were born. Will you cheat them of their honest trade? Would you show the world such dishonor?”
 

 
  “No, sir.” She shook her head. Her expression was still pained, but now thoughtful as well.
 

 
  “It’s a hard thing, little one,” he said, stroking her back. “You have a lot to learn, and this is only the beginning. I promise you, though, it will get easier as you grow to understand more about the world.”
 

 
  “Why can’t you just tell them what you said to me?” she asked plaintively. “If feeling the pain of others makes me a good Queen…”
 

 
  Rajakhan sighed heavily. “Because, little minnow, that is
  
   wisdom,
  
  and it’s hard-won. Not everyone understands that.
  
   Most
  
  people will not understand it. They will see your true strength as weakness, and see strength in killing and boasting about it. Never forget that those people are fools.”
 

 
  “If they’re fools, why do we care what they think?” she demanded sullenly.
 

 
  He rumbled a low laugh. “Because there are a
  
   lot
  
  of them, and because the stupider a person is, the louder they are. Fools make enough noise that even people who
  
   ought
  
  to know better listen to them. This is part of the craft you are going to learn, Zari: managing fools, just as you must manage all sorts of people. It’s a delicate line to walk, at times, but it is what we must do.”
 

 
  She nodded, dropping her gaze. Finally, though, she uncurled herself, extending her legs to dangle them over the side of the bed. Shashi, disturbed from her place, muttered a soft complaint, but climbed back into Zaruda’s lap. Rajakhan watched the life and spirit visibly returning to her with a degree of relief he had never imagined he could feel. They weren’t there yet, but it was a start.
 

 
  “Part of the careful balance is knowing when and how to hurt,” he said. “In the eyes of the world, you must be the bravest, the strongest, the loudest. Your allies and enemies alike must see you as
  
   dangerous,
  
  or they will never respect you. But as I have said, you cannot shove all your pain down inside yourself. It must come out. Just…never in front of the world.” He rubbed her gently. “You understand?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Be strong for others, and suffer alone. It… It sounds hard, Papa.”
 

 
  “It is hard,” he agreed solemnly. “But you have missed an important part. You needn’t suffer
  
   alone;
  
  that is no way to do it. Sharing your weakness with others is a vital part of being human, Zari. You can’t live if you wear the mask every minute. Only family can be trusted. When you cry tonight, you will have me and mama here, plus Shashi and Fancy Hat. And Commodore Bear,” he added, smiling.
 

 
  “You won’t live forever,” she said quietly, not looking at him, and another pang struck his heart. She was far too young to have thought so much about death.
 

 
  “That’s true,” he acknowledged. “No one does. But that
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean you will ever be alone. Blood is an accident, Zaruda; it just happens. Family are the people you would give your life for. You keep that big heart open, and you will
  
   always
  
  have family. I guarantee it.”
 

 
  She nodded, then leaned against him. Between them, Fancy Hat purred furiously, seeming not to mind being the meat in a Punaji sandwich. Rajakhan breathed deeply for what seemed the first time in days, feeling the terrible tension in his chest ease. His daughter was going to be all right.
 

 
  “I’m hungry,” she said after a few minutes.
 

 
  “Then I’ll have some food brought to you.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Papa.”
 

 
  “And now,” he rumbled, picking up the stuffed bear and holding it in front of her, “I think you owe someone an apology.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Commodore Bear,” she said dutifully, taking the toy from him. Then she wrapped her arms around it, pressing a kiss to the Commodore’s head, right atop the scrubbed-out bloodstain.
 

 
  Rajakhan squeezed her once more before standing up. “Remember your orders, sailor.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.” She managed a smile at him, and he let himself believe everything would work out.
 

 
  “I’ll be back in a little while. Mama too.”
 

 
  “Okay.”
 

 
  As he slipped out and made his way back through the castle to find his wife, the pirate king felt weak, drained in a way he rarely had; wrung-out, both physically and emotionally. Of course, he kept his scowling mask firmly in place, kept his stride steady and strong. His advice to Zaruda had been from lessons he himself had learned, no less painfully than she.
 

 
  What a terrible, wonderful thing it was to be a parent—very much like being a king, but so much more intimately. He could only do his best, knowing all the while that he was fumbling his way in the dark, trying to provide answers he didn’t truly have.
 

 
  And though he had never been so proud of her, it seemed that nothing would ever hurt so much as the day his daughter started to grow up.
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  Years after her battles were all won or lost, Narnasia had learned that glory and victory were nothing at all, compared to watching her girls play in the sun. They darted in and out of the shadows—and there were always shadows in Viridill, where the high altitude kept their skies clear, but the rounded old peaks to all sides, many topped with massive trees, cast unpredictable patches of shade. The air was filled with the warmth of early summer, the smell of baking grass and leaves, the screams and laughter of a dozen teenage girls. They had been playing some kind of game at some point, some variant of tag perhaps, but by now were just chasing each other around for the sheer joy of it. Girls in sleeveless white novice robes dashed this way and that, shrieking and tackling each other, rolling in the grass, bounding up to take off again.
 

 
  It was getting very close to time for afternoon drill. She really ought to put a stop to this, call them to order… But they were just so happy. So alive. Indulgent it might be, but she was indulging herself as much as them.
 

 
  Narnasia leaned with both hands on her cane, braced against the ancient stonework in front of her, soaking it all up. The sun did her bones a world of good, soothing the ache that tended to accumulate in her joints, but the happiness of the novices was just as therapeutic to the spirit as the sun was to the flesh.
 

 
  “Okay, all right!” shouted a gangly blonde, waving her arms. “Everybody back to barracks to wash up, or we’re gonna be late.”
 

 
  They were a far from homogenous group, in temperament as much as description. Several immediately came to a stop—or picked themselves up off the grass—and began moving toward the novice barracks. Mostly, Narnasia noted, the orphans who had been raised in the Abbey and some of the boarders who’d been there longest. From others came groans, shouted imprecations (mild enough that she didn’t feel the need to intervene) and one loud, wet raspberry.
 

 
  “Yes, I know, your life is
  
   so
  
  hard,” said Trissiny, the older girl calling them to order, with an easy smile. “You can complain all about it all the way there and back. Just get it out of your systems before Sister Zanouri is—”
 

 
  She broke off, pivoting on one foot to hook the younger girl who tried to leap on her back by the arms. Half a second later, Trissiny had Mafi, a short thirteen-year-old with an olive Tiraan complexion, in a headlock.
 

 
  “No fair!” Mafi shouted, struggling impotently.
 

 
  “You can have it one of two ways,” Trissiny said, holding her without apparent effort. “Either ambush people from behind, or talk about fairness. Can’t do both, squirt.”
 

 
  “Thug! Tyrant!”
 

 
  “Yup, and I sleep with one eye open.” She finally released the younger girl, giving her a playful swat on the rear to shoo her in the direction the others were drifting off. “All right, barracks! Nobody wants to be late for drill; you all remember what happened last time.”
 

 
  More groans and razzes rang out, but the girls were all moving now. They were a mixed lot, these dozen. A core of five them had always lived in the Abbey; they had grown up together and shared the surname Avelea, which made them sisters in every way that mattered. Others rotated in and out of the ranks with each year, few staying more than a handful of months, though some returned on a seasonal basis. They were a mix, some the well-trained daughters of particularly devout Avenists who viewed a stint in the barracks a vital part of their upbringing, and some just the opposite, troublesome girls sent here to benefit from the Sisterhood’s famous discipline—often as a last resort.
 

 
  Narnasia’s smile widened as she watched Trissiny chivvying them along. She was the oldest of the Abbey-raised in this lot, just a year off from being able to enlist in the Silver Legions. Not all Aveleas did, but there had never been a question about Trissiny. The faith was her life, its discipline as natural to her as breathing. She was a skilled fighter and in the last year, since the previously eldest sister in her barrack had grown and left, had slipped into the role of leader with effortless success. That girl would be an officer by the time she was twenty.
 

 
  She leaned one-handed on her cane, lifting her other arm to beckon. Trissiny glanced at her, then made a final round of shooing gestures and paused to make sure her squadmates were moving in the right direction before turning and trotting over to Narnasia.
 

 
  “Mother Narny,” she said with a respectful bow and a bright smile.
 

 
  “How’re your squad faring, Trissy?” she asked, then chided herself inwardly at the brief grimace that flickered across the girl’s face. At the mature age of fifteen, she had decided the childhood nickname no longer suited her and insisted on its retirement. She was too polite to make an issue of it, which was largely why Narnasia accommodated her—when she remembered. She was too old to quickly discard the habits of a decade and a half.
 

 
  “We’re having a really good few weeks,” Trissiny replied, her normal good cheer quickly returning. “It still takes a while to get Mafi and a couple of the others moving, especially in the mornings, but they’re good girls once they decide to be.”
 

 
  “Good. I think you’ve earned a little extra responsibility.”
 

 
  Trissiny straightened slightly, her expression growing serious. “We’d be honored. What’d you have in mind?” One could always tell the Abbey-raised girls from the boarders by whether they regarded extra responsibility as a privilege or a punishment.
 

 
  “Just a little thing for now. Since the weather’s holding, I believe we’ll move dinner to the lawn this evening. What do you think?”
 

 
  “That sounds grand!”
 

 
  “Good. Your barrack is in charge of setting up tables. Everything needs to be ready by five.”
 

 
  “Consider it done!” Trissiny swelled with pride and snapped off a salute—a little too exuberant for regulations, but she wasn’t an inducted Legionnaire, and Narnasia wasn’t foolish enough to punish a child’s eagerness to please. “We won’t let you down.”
 

 
  “I know you won’t, Trissyyynnny.” She caught herself, barely, and the girl’s mouth twitched in amusement. “Best get after your squad. You don’t want to disappoint Sister Zanouri.”
 

 
  “No, I don’t,” she said seriously, stepping back. “I prefer my nose un-bitten-off.”
 

 
  “You mind that attitude, child!” Narnasia leveled a finger at her, barely managing to keep her face straight. “That’s a full Sister you’re speaking of, one who could be out serving with the Legions but stays here to see to
  
   your
  
  education.”
 

 
  “You’re right, I’m sorry,” Trissiny replied, making an effort at an abashed expression. “She’s only done that once.”
 

 
  “Brat!”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Grinning now, Trissiny bowed again before turning to flee after the rest of her squad. Watching her go, Narnasia let the smile spill back over her features.
 

 
  Having favorites was an absolutely terrible practice, both in raising children and in training soldiers. She had to be content with the self-discipline not to let it show in her actions, however. When the Goddess sent her a true golden child, well, she was too human to be truly objective. Ah, it was going to be a hard thing when her Trissy left, and the time was coming all too fast. But that was the way it was. Girls grew up, and women had to create their own lives.
 

 
  She turned and walked back into the shade of the Abbey, slowly so that her arthritic legs supported her without the need for her cane. It was simple pride that made her do it, the same reason she refused to call on the healing light to soothe her aches except when she was alone in her chambers, but Narnasia Darnassy had served her Goddess with distinction, ran a well-ordered Abbey and had raised a fine crop of girls. She was entitled to a little pride.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Important as discipline was, a good commander didn’t forget morale. Besides, however they had been raised, teenagers were not soldiers, and a treat now and then was a healthy part of their upbringing. The picnic had proved quite a success; the conversation over dinner was louder and happier than that which usually rang out in the mess hall, but didn’t cross the line into raucousness. Some of the girls present might have pushed it toward that if left to their devices, but they were surrounded by better influences that kept them in check. Avenist discipline could bend when the situation allowed, but it did not break.
 

 
  The Abbey’s current population—at least those not tending to guard posts or other duties during the dinner hour—fit at four long rows of tables. The folding tables set up on the lawn were more narrow than those in the mess hall, forcing their occupants into a greater than usual intimacy, but no one complained; personal space was always at a premium in the Abbey. There were the girls in training, several barracks of youngsters boarding at the Abbey, and about twice their number in cadets, adult women undergoing their basic training as Legionnaires. The Legion currently stationed in Viridill, the Third, was most encamped around the area, but two squads of full Legionnaires were present, positioned in the Abbey to look after their trainees. The cadets treated them with appropriate respect; the Abbey girls kept shooting them awed and envious glances. Between the various guests and trainees, the mix of priestesses and retired soldiers who ran the Abbey itself were a small minority.
 

 
  There were no men present, though some few were attached to the Abbey in various capacities. It was a delicate line to walk; Narnasia had no patience for sexism of any kind and didn’t tolerate it in her Abbey, but she also had to manage the practical considerations of a campus full of teenage and twenty-something women. With an even blend of men and women, there was rarely a problem. When it was
  
   just
  
  women, men were of course a non-issue. A large group of women and a handful of men, however, resulted in all manner of competitive nonsense that undermined everything she was trying to teach these girls. It was tricky to ensure that male Avenists were shown adequate respect while still keeping them isolated for the sake of the students. It didn’t help that Avei’s faith tended to attract misandrists, though Narnasia took great pains not to employ any of those.
 

 
  Still, tonight she put aside such headaches, eating slowly and letting the babble of conversation wash over her. As much of her attention went to looking around as to her dinner. Barrack Four had outdone themselves; they had taken the time to pull out the sturdy benches from the dining hall rather than inflict the Abbey’s stock of notoriously unreliable folding stools on the diners. The tables were impressively even, despite the inevitable small dips and fluctuations in the lawn’s terrain. Lanterns were hung carefully from the branches of ancient trees that twisted overhead, above head height but low enough they weren’t going to set the foliage afire. That was an impressively thoughtful touch; it saved space on the narrow tables, which of course was at a premium to begin with. Narnasia wondered whose idea that had been. Likely Trissiny, though she was wary of giving her golden child too much credit. That was a slippery trap.
 

 
  Already the lamps were necessary, despite the early hour. To the southwest, through a gap in the surrounding mountains, they could see a rolling expanse of foothills still glowing in the late daylight, but the peaks sheltering the Abbey itself had already cast their deep shadows across the grounds.
 

 
  Some commanding officers arranged their mess with themselves and their command staff at a head table. Narnasia much preferred to be amid her troops, to be part of them. Her seat was at an outer corner of one table, from which she could see the whole group. The ate, talked, laughed, and enjoyed themselves. Not all were so outgoing, but she saw no overtly unhappy faces.
 

 
  Arrogance was a character flaw, one she tried vigorously to expunge, but looking over the women who answered to her, Narnasia again allowed herself to enjoy a rush of pride. However long she had left on this world, she would leave it confident she had done well by her duty. Who could ask more out of life?
 

 
  Her musings, and everyone else’s talk, were interrupted by a sudden blaze of golden light.
 

 
  Burning against the darkening sky, the eagle sigil of Avei hung suspended a dozen feet from the ground at the end of the long table arrangement. Stunned silence fell, but held for mere seconds before there came a scramble of benches being pushed back. Not everyone present knew what the sign meant; there couldn’t have been more than a few who had seen this in person. Even the Abbess hadn’t. But those educated by the Sisterhood recognized it, and surged to their feet to stand at attention. The Legionnaires and priestesses were first upright, saluting, followed by a smattering of the Abbey girls who had grown up with Avenist traditions, several of them looking shocked almost to the point of terror. The other students and trainees straggled to their feet, clearly uncertain what was happening, but following the example of their peers and superiors.
 

 
  Narnasia was one of the last to rise, and not due to any sloth on her part. Rare and precious as this event was, her joints simply did not suffer leaping about; even once upright, she had to lean upon her cane, which didn’t adhere to regulations for standing at attention, but the Goddess would surely forgive her.
 

 
  In a short span of moments, every woman present was upright, the enlisted saluting and all facing the glowing golden eagle, their expressions a blend of awe, reverence, fear and exultation.
 

 
  The sigil pulsed once, trailing a curtain of light to the ground below it, which coalesced into a figure nine feet tall. There were several soft cries, quickly silenced, as the last of the younger groups finally realized what was happening.
 

 
  Avei, in human form, was a strikingly beautiful woman, in a way that was impossible not to notice even when one knew how little value she and her cult placed on looks. She wore Legionnaire armor in the etched silver that had distinguished her paladins in the days when she still had them. A crested helmet concealed her black hair and partially obscured her face, but those blue eyes swept piercingly over the assemblage, causing more than one person to quail. She carried no shield, but had a traditional leaf-bladed short sword buckled at her waist, and a lance in her right hand, its butt resting on the earth.
 

 
  There was near silence. The presence of divine magic in truly awesome quantity caused a faint but constant hum at the edge of hearing; it was a soothing, pleasant sound that filled the listeners with energy and calm. Even Narnasia’s aches ebbed away in the goddess’s presence. She knew that when they chose, the gods could project such a force of sheer
  
   personality
  
  that anyone gazing upon them could be driven to their knees, incoherent with awe. It was a good sign that Avei did not choose to unleash so much of her essence here, boding well for her intentions.
 

 
  “The world is changing.” Her voice was deep, powerful, and echoed among them as though emerging from every part of the air. “Humanity regularly does what has once deemed impossible, or at least rare. Justice remains constant, but the nature of
  
   war
  
  has changed swiftly, and even we who should know best have struggled to adapt. As humankind have elevated themselves, the gods have grown more distant. We have watched you to see what came of all this progress.”
 

 
  She paused, and slowly panned her gaze around the entire assembly. “We are concerned.”
 

 
  Avei let this hang ominously for a moment before continuing. “The changes wracking the world are without precedent. The quiet of the gods in the last few years, the dwindling of our cults and the absence of paladins, has not been because we have left you to your fate, but because the times demand that we act carefully. As the world changes, the faithful must change with it, and even the Pantheon must adapt to properly care for our people. We have watched, in these latter days, and judged. We have considered deeply, planned accordingly, and made decisions. Now, the time has come for new action.
 

 
  “In Tiraas, a Hand of Omnu has been called.”
 

 
  The faintest stir rustled across the women present. One did not shift about and mutter to one’s neighbors in the presence of a
  
   goddess,
  
  but the implications of this announcement were too enormous, and too easily seen, to be ignored; quite a few reacted physically before they could restrain themselves. Narnasia especially saw immediately where this was going. Her heart tightened in her chest; her grip tightened on the head of her cane, hard enough that it would have seriously hurt her arthritic hands if not for the constant glow of divine light.
 

 
  “Others will follow,” Avei declared. “Many have said that the age of paladins has ended, and they were right—but only because the nature of paladins needed to change. In addition to a period of observation and introspection among the gods, a clean break was needed. Now, a
  
   new
  
  age begins, one that will be led again by Hands of the Pantheon, by all the gods who have summoned paladins to their bidding, and in the years to come, by some who have never done so before. We serve the world according to its needs, just as you serve me. Now, the call goes out.”
 

 
  She fixed her stare at a point near the middle of the assembly.
 

 
  “Trissiny Avelea. Stand forward.”
 

 
  Narnasia felt every muscle in her body tightened into unbidden rigidness. It saved her, barely, from screaming.
 

 
  
   No.
  
 

 
  Trissiny gaped at the goddess, completely poleaxed. She made an erratic, whole-body twitch before apparently remembering how her limbs worked; even then, the girl stumbled as she stepped out of line. Swallowing visibly, she walked slowly toward the deity, past the lines of silent, staring women. Her body struggled between disciplined posture and an obvious desire to curl up into invisibility. Though she didn’t hurry by any means, in moments she stood within reach of the towering deity’s arms. One knee buckled momentarily, then stiffened. Avenists were not required to kneel to anyone, but few people could stand that close to the goddess of war without feeling a powerful urge to show
  
   some
  
  kind of obeisance.
 

 
  Narnasia clutched her cane, actively trying to snap it now. The sturdy hardwood was in no danger from her aged arms, but it served as an outlet.
 

 
  
   No, no, no, not her. Not
  
  her!
 

 
  “There is a hard road ahead,” Avei said more quietly but still audible to everyone present. “The call I lay upon you is an honor, but it is also a heavy burden, and will exact a steep price, more painful than you can yet appreciate. In my thousands of years guarding the world, I have summoned many of the bravest and best to my service. Some have refused the call, and not one of them did I condemn. It is a lonely thing and a hard one, to give up your own life for the sake of others. Do not doubt that I ask anything else of you. Do not answer this call out of any desire for glory, or any expectation for your own happiness. Answer it only if you desire to
  
   serve.
  
  That you will serve is the only thing I can promise. What say you, Trissiny? Will you be my Hand in this world?”
 

 
  
   NO!
  
  Narnasia screamed silently.
 

 
  Trissiny gulped. “I—I’m not…ready. I’m not
  
   worthy.”
  
 

 
  Avei smiled at her, and her expression was both gentle and achingly sad. “No one is ready, child. No one can be. And I would not call upon anyone so arrogant as to believe herself worthy. If you doubt yourself, Trissiny, do not doubt me. I have chosen
  
   carefully,
  
  I promise you. The only question is whether you are willing.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath, squared her shoulders and set her face. Slowly, she sank to one knee, bowing her head. “I will serve
  
   however
  
  you think I best can.”
 

 
  “So be it.”
 

 
  The three words rang across the Abbey grounds, echoing in the luminous background noise of the goddess’s aura. Above and between the two figures, light flashed and coalesced into two shapes, a sword and a shield. Both were clearly ancient, and battered from long use. They floated slowly downward to hover at chest height.
 

 
  Narnasia glared at them. She had seen those weapons before.
 

 
  “Rise, then, and take the tools of your calling.”
 

 
  Trissiny rose slowly; almost hesitantly, she reached out, first threading her left forearm through the shield’s grips. Then, finally, she grasped the sword by its handle.
 

 
  The change was instant and without fanfare. One moment the girl stood diminutive before her goddess, a slim and somewhat gangly figure in a short robe. In the next she stood tall, sword and shield in hand, clad in the silver armor that so many present had only seen in paintings.
 

 
  “We have a long road to travel together,” said Avei solemnly. “You will face countless battles and many hardships, but you will
  
   never
  
  do so alone. This new world will learn to respect you, Trissiny Avelea. Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  Trissiny’s own aura flared into existence, and eagle wings of golden light stretched from her back, blazing with the intensity of the sun. The light swelled until no one could stand to look, then faded just as suddenly, leaving her standing alone in the dusk, only a faint gleam of divine favor limning her sword and shield. In the dimness that followed, Avei was gone, even more abruptly than she had arrived.
 

 
  The newly minted Hand of Avei stared into space where the goddess had stood. Despite her armor, despite everything, she looked bemused and lost.
 

 
  Then, quite suddenly, she was mobbed by a rush of women from each of the tables. The air was filled with cheers, praises, and shouted questions, mixing into an unintelligible jumble and overridden only by the shrieks of Barrack Four, who were the first away from their seats and managed to cluster around their squad leader before everyone else dogpiled her.
 

 
  
   “ENOUGH!”
  
 

 
  Old and thin her voice might be, but Narnasia Darnassy had commanded troops in her day, and could still seize and hold the attention of a battalion at need. Silence fell as she stepped forward—slowly, as her joints demanded, but not so slowly as her pride asked. She limped and relied on her cane, making her way between the tables as quickly as her legs would permit, unwilling to leave Trissiny alone for a second longer than necessary.
 

 
  “Mother Narny,” the girl said desperately as she drew close, “I don’t… I don’t know what I’m supposed to
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  Narnasia struggled as she had rarely struggled with anything to smile, but for Trissiny’s sake, she did it. “When you
  
   need
  
  to do something, child, you will be told. That is one of the advantages you have, now. For now, you only have to
  
   be.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny carefully sheathed her new sword at the scabbard hanging from her belt and slung the shield over her back, then stepped forward, arms outstretched.
 

 
  Narnasia met her half way, gathering the girl into an embrace. She squeezed as hard as her thin arms could, ignoring the way the armor pinched and dug at her.
 

 
  “I am just so
  
   proud
  
  of you,” she whispered fiercely into Trissiny’s hair. With her expression momentarily hidden, she allowed it to relax, permitted the tiniest sliver of the agony she felt to show through. She wanted to weep.
 

 
  She did not, of course.
 

 
  Discipline.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  In the darkness of the pre-dawn hours, she limped doggedly through the winding paths between tombstones and mausoleums behind the Abbey. The moon had already vanished behind the mountains and there were no torches, but the faint starlight of the mountains was enough. Despite the darkness, despite the betrayal of her aging body, she had walked this path many times. She hardly
  
   needed
  
  to see.
 

 
  The tomb occupied pride of place, facing a little cul-de-sac which itself encircled a bronze statue of the woman interred here. Narnasia only glanced up at this; it was only dimly visible in the darkness, anyway. She limped past it, making a beeline for the tomb itself. In her haste, she actually stumbled the last few steps, dropping her cane and throwing up both hands to catch herself against the broad stone door. There she stood, leaning against it, finally,
  
   finally
  
  letting the tears come.
 

 
  It was far too dark to make out the words, but she could feel their indentation under her hands. She knew that name better than her own.
 

 
  Here lay Jasmine Darnassy, the last Hand of Avei. Dead these twenty years, and as everyone had believed,
  
   truly
  
  the last. The Age of Adventures, the era of paladins, was
  
   over.
  
  There would be no more brave, brilliant women hurled into the thick of the carnage, set to face struggles that no one could hope to survive for long even with the full aid of a goddess. Narnasia had allowed herself to believe, and take comfort in the hope, that no more mothers would ever have to lay their girls to rest this way.
 

 
  Now it was all starting again. And the first lamb laid on the altar was another beautiful, amazing young woman she regarded as her daughter.
 

 
  There was a saying among their cult, fully endorsed by history: No Hand of Avei ever died in bed.
 

 
  “Why?” she rasped, letting her head hang and the sobs come. “Haven’t I given you
  
   enough?
  
  What more do you
  
   want
  
  from me? I have never asked anything of you. Is it too much that I be left with someone to love?”
 

 
  She drew back a fist and slammed it into the stone. That, needless to say, was agonizing, spikes of white-hot pain roaring up her entire arm, her hand throbbing unbelievably. Narnasia was falling before she realized it.
 

 
  Strong hands caught her, then gently and with the utmost care pulled her upright, held her steady. It was light, now… And the pain that had so undone her seconds ago had already receded.
 

 
  She heaved a deep sigh, closing her eyes, then turned. When she lifted her head and opened them, Avei was regarding her with an expression of weary sorrow. She was human-sized, now, scarcely taller than Narnasia would be if she could still fully straighten her spine. She didn’t glow, per se, but it was lighter around her, bright enough to see clearly.
 

 
  “You’ve given everything,” Avei said quietly. “You have done all I ever asked, and done more than I would have required. Willingly, even eagerly. I have had soldiers as valuable as you, Narnasia, but none more so.”
 

 
  For a devout, lifelong Avenist to hear such praise directly from her goddess—in fact, to be personally visited by Avei
  
   at all—
  
  was all the dream she would once have wished for. Now, all she could feel was bitterness.
 

 
  “If I’ve earned
  
   any
  
  favor from you,” she whispered, “don’t take my Trissy. She deserves so much better.”
 

 
  The goddess actually hung her head for a moment. “…she does. As do you. As has every brave woman who has followed me into an early grave, and all those left to mourn them.”
 

 
  “Then it’s just business as usual,” Narnasia said, the bitterness of it clawing at her from the inside. “A world full of paladins again. More meat for the grinder.”
 

 
  “I know your pain,” Avei said quietly. “You may not believe it, but I do. Jasmine was
  
   my
  
  daughter, too. I shared your pride in her, your love for her, and the agony that I couldn’t protect her in the end. Everything you’ve suffered, Narnasia, I have suffered. And not only the once, but for
  
   every
  
  Hand I have lost. Every
  
   single
  
  soldier who has fallen in my name. Every Legionnaire, every loyal trooper of the hundreds of nations that have lived in the last
  
   eight thousand
  
  years. They serve, they suffer, and they
  
   die,
  
  and they
  
   never
  
  do so alone. I’m there at the end to mourn each one. Every. One.” Narnasia couldn’t look away; there were
  
   tears
  
  sparkling in Avei’s eyes. “And each time, I call forth more, knowing it will only end in more loss and bereavement… Because that is the meaning of duty. We fight because someone has to, even knowing the fate of all those who serve. Every time I think I can’t possibly bear to go through this
  
   once more,
  
  I remember every soldier who has fallen in my name, and I have to go on. They didn’t quit. How can I?”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Narnasia whispered. “I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry. I can’t believe I… I shouldn’t have
  
   dared
  
  to speak to you like that.”
 

 
  “You hurt, sister. And you have every right to.” The goddess shook her head, gently leading the Abbess over to a stone bench and helping her to sit. “The day I no longer care about your pain is the day you should find a new faith.”
 

 
  Narnasia leaned back against the bench, closing her eyes. “…how do we go on?”
 

 
  “How do old soldiers do anything?” Avei sat down next to her and slumped forward, planting her elbows on her knees. “We’ve forgotten how to do anything else.”
 

 
  The Abbess nodded. There was silence for a while.
 

 
  “I only wish I could take the burden from her,” she whispered at last. “I wish I could have suffered instead of my Jasmine, too. Let them have the glory and me the pain. But… I know very well why you called them and never me. Jasmine, Trissiny… They’re special. I couldn’t have done justice to that duty. Jas did her title proud.”
 

 
  “She did,” Avei said, nodding.
 

 
  “Trissiny will, too.”
 

 
  “I have no doubt of it.”
 

 
  She heaved a sigh. “Forgive an old woman’s hysterics. How, then, can I help her? Whatever time I have left, I’ll do anything I can. I wasn’t there to support Jas; I’m
  
   not
  
  leaving my Trissy to face this alone.”
 

 
  “She’ll never be alone.” Avei straightened, gazing up at the bronze statue of Jasmine Darnassy. “As I said before, the world is changing. Paladins have to change, too. I won’t make you any promises, but I have…plans. I have hope. I’m holding to a
  
   chance
  
  that we won’t lose this one so easily.”
 

 
  “I’ve never told her,” Narnasia whispered. “About her blood. I’ve gone back and forth on it… To this day I don’t know whether it was right or wrong. I just wanted her to have as normal a life as she could, but… I suppose that’s not a consideration anymore.”
 

 
  “You have some time, still, to make a decision,” said the goddess. “Three years.”
 

 
  “Three?” She had expected to have Trissiny to herself for one more year at most. Girls raised in Avenist temples could join the Legions at sixteen.
 

 
  “Three,” Avei said firmly. “At eighteen, she will be old enough for the next stage of her education. She will go then to the University at Last Rock.”
 

 
  Even in the goddess’s radiant presence, Narnasia’s body ached at the speed with which she sat bolt upright.
  
   “Tellwyrn?!”
  
 

 
  “Arachne,” Avei said, her expression grim. “Believe me, I know her faults; they are numerous and deep. I also know her virtues, however, and I think my cult has become too eager to discount those. Trissiny already owes everything to her kindness.”
 

 
  “But…
  
   why Tellwyrn?”
  
 

 
  “You have raised up a fine soldier, Narnasia. But do you know how many fine soldiers I have?”
 

 
  “…all of them?”
 

 
  “Exactly.” Avei nodded. “Trissiny is destined to be more, and Arachne can teach her that. She lives in a gray, meaningless world of nihilistic complexities with no moral compass whatsoever. Somewhere between
  
   that
  
  and the stark, black and white ethics you have instilled in Trissiny is the balance she will need to do her duty in the world that is taking shape around us.”
 

 
  “What could I have done differently?” In spite of herself, Narnasia bristled. “I raised her in the faith. I’ve taught her
  
   your
  
  principles.”
 

 
  “This may be a very painful thing for you to learn,” Avei said wearily, “but even the gods are not perfect. I am not content with sacrificing my most prized warriors like chess pieces. I want Trissiny to have a
  
   chance.
  
  Don’t you?”
 

 
  Narnasia could make no reply to that.
 

 
  “To do this, she will need more resources than my Hands have had in the past. It’s a new world, and a new type of paladin will be needed to uphold justice in it.” She turned her head to stare directly into Narnasia’s eyes. “We may yet lose her. But it will
  
   not
  
  be because we failed to arm her with everything she needs.”
 

 
  The Abbess drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “…three more years, then. There’s so much left to teach her… Suddenly it doesn’t seem like enough time.”
 

 
  “You’ll have my help. Together we will send her off
  
   prepared.”
  
 

 
  “All right…” Steeling herself, she nodded firmly. “All right. I’ll do as you ask.” Narnasia rolled her shoulders, feeling the old aches, but also the old determination of her younger self. She would not send her Trissy off with anything less than everything she had to offer.
 

 
  “How may I serve?”
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  There were few spectacles so glorious as the coronation of the new Emperor of Tiraas. The world’s wealthiest and most powerful nation, as was the nature of human nations in general, deemed it necessary to create as much pomp and splendor as its fathomless resources could arrange. To be fair, most of the common run of people just enjoyed having a reason to hold a party, and the three weeks of celebrations were probably the best party they would ever experience. Ashaele, though, had less sympathy for the organizers of this self-important spectacle of waste; the resources spent on food, decorations, costumes, servants and innumerable other displays would have sustained her city for years. She had very much enjoyed the fireworks, however. That was like nothing she had ever expected to see.
 

 
  In its second week, now, they were nearing the halfway point of the festivities. The new Emperor, Sharidan Julios Adolphus Tirasian, had been crowned and subsequently married in what was just barely two separate ceremonies. Ashaele did her best to follow the events as they unfolded, but the need to maintain her cover prevented her from gathering as much information as she would like, and the politics of the situation were doubtless immensely complex, and mostly over her head.
 

 
  This particular ceremony was an actual Tiraan tradition, rather than a shallow display of wealth as so much of the last week had been: On the day after his coronation, the Emperor held court from dawn to dusk, and could be approached and petitioned directly by anyone. A thousand years ago when Tiraas had been a single city-state, the ceremony had likely been much more significant. Now, the line of people stretching out from the Palace and into Imperial Square were entirely of individuals whose presence here had been pre-approved by Imperial functionaries weeks ago. A commendable effort had been made to include a fair mix of commoners, foreigners and representatives of all classes and walks of life, but even so the nobility were much more heavily represented here than among the general population.
 

 
  Whatever else it was, it was a day-long ceremony, and it was nearing noon; everyone was already tired, bored and thoroughly sick of the whole thing, and desperately struggling not to show it. The boy Emperor had made a heroic effort since taking his seat in the Silver Throne this morning to attend every citizen who approached him with care and sincerity, but even he was visibly weary by this point. Beside him on her own smaller throne, his young wife had started the day looking aloof at best, and by this point seemed severely annoyed. The people in the line were drooping; the countless courtiers packed into the sides of the great throne chamber were mostly half-asleep on their feet, a surly, drowsy sea of finery and painful-looking fixed smiles. Only the guards and the several black-coated Hands of the Emperor in the room were still alert. Even the official who had the honor of calling forth and announcing each new petitioner was drifting. He had flubbed two names and once let a moment of awkward silence stretch out before realizing it was time to bring up the next person.
 

 
  Her moment was coming soon. There wouldn’t be a better.
 

 
  Ashaele had long since carefully forced her way to the front of the crowd, and now was positioned a mere few yards from the foot of the steps up to the Emperor’s dais. Feeling so exposed did her nerves no favors, but it had been a necessary preparation; had she bulled her way out of the thick of the crowd, the disturbance would have been spotted immediately and guards would have been on her before she got anywhere near the Emperor. Guards and, terrifyingly, one of those unsmiling Hands had fixed their glares on her when she first pushed to the front, but by this point they had dismissed her as another position-jockeying dignitary and gone back to scanning the crowd.
 

 
  Her attire was a hodgepodge of Punaji and Onkawi styles, with elvish touches and some completely random additions that served to conceal her as much as possible. She wore a heavy greatcoat with a ceremonial hooded shawl over that, complete with silken scarf that concealed her lower face. Her eyes and hairline were exposed, but they were altered by magic. The efficacy of the disguise was in its reliance on mundane measures; the less skin she revealed, the less would have to be concealed by charms, and it was vital to keep the charm work to a minimum. Plenty of noblewomen in Tiraas used minor enchantments to tweak their appearances, but anyone walking into an Imperial audience with enough magic on them to completely alter their appearance would have been set upon by wizards immediately.
 

 
  Naturally, the costume caused her all sorts of anxiety. So far her hope that the aristocrats pressing in on her from all sides would dismiss her mismatched appearance as a miscellaneous foreigner had been realized… But all it would take was one astute member of the diplomatic corps to realize the woman in the greatcoat, shawl and mask had cobbled together the most concealing features of traditional costumes that by themselves wouldn’t have hidden half so much.
 

 
  Also, with her own ceremonial robes underneath, it was insufferably hot.
 

 
  It would all be worth it if she were successful.
 

 
  Ashaele forced herself not to peer around the room as the man kneeling just a few feet from her droned on about agricultural quotas in the frontier provinces. She held herself as still as possible, avoiding any action that would draw attention. It was enough to
  
   know
  
  that her allies were in the crowd. She had brought three friends from House An’sadarr to observe and report back to the Queen if her mission went awry. They were individuals she trusted; members of her own House would have been better for several reasons, but if it came down to it, any of them would have tried to protect her if she failed, and inevitably ended up sharing her fate. The An’sadarrs were reliable precisely because they would leave her behind. It wasn’t that her people lacked discipline or obedience, but the military House’s famous dedication to the mission at hand was, in this case, much more useful than the personal loyalty her family would have shown.
 

 
  “I appreciate your concerns, Master Tethloss,” the Emperor said when the kneeling man paused to draw breath. It was very nearly an interruption, but it was becoming clear that he was not about to stop speaking any time soon. “Understand, though, that your perspective is only that: your own. I must be responsible for the economy as a
  
   whole.
  
  To intervene at one level would have repercussions well beyond what you intend. In my judgment this is not the time or the proper place for dramatic action.
  
   However,
  
  your concerns are valid, and you have my word that I will consider them and consult with my advisers. Perhaps the Throne can and should exert some influence.”
 

 
  Tethloss looked far from happy, but he managed a suitably obsequious thanks, bowing as he backed away. Ashaele was less concerned with him than with Sharidan. This answer was consistent with the rest of his performance today. He was intelligent; he cared for the welfare of his people. It boded well for her plans.
 

 
  The seneschal was watching Tethloss’s departure impatiently; the disgruntled petitioner was in no hurry to yield the floor, and still partially blocked the path of the next in line. Around the room, assembled nobles rustled in the lull, fanning themselves and whispering to one another. The Emperor sat back in his chair, indulging in a barely perceptible sigh. For a precious moment, everyone was distracted, everything paused.
 

 
  Now. Now!
 

 
  Ashaele grabbed a fistful of her mask and shawl, ripping them to the side, and shrugging out of her greatcoat in the same motion. They fell to lie puddled on the marble mosaic floor. Her illusions, having been attached to the clothes rather than herself, vanished with them. Somnolent and irritable as they were, it was a dramatic enough move that she gathered immediate attention, and screams rang out, spreading like wildfire. Nobles devolved into a pushing panic to escape the drow suddenly in their midst.
 

 
  Ashaele crossed the floor in long, smooth strides, turning to face the Throne, and sank to one knee, bowing her head before the Emperor. That was as much as she managed before being seized by both arms. Guards roughly kicked her legs out from under her; a staff was thrust directly under her chin, humming with an active charge just waiting to be released. Her hair and the collar of her robes lifted in response to the static. She offered no resistance. Everywhere there was shouting, Imperial guards yelling contradictory orders and imprecations, onlookers screaming.
 

 
  She permitted herself a small, fatalistic sigh. Too slow… She would be sad not to see her children again. Heral would lead House Awarrion well, however. It had been worth the effort; if she had succeeded, everything would have changed.
 

 
  “HOLD.”
 

 
  
  
  The acoustics of the room were carefully designed to maximize the voice of whoever sat on the Throne. Sharidan now stood in front of it; his order boomed through the massive hall, causing a sudden lull in the activity. The hands pulling at Ashaele from every direction stilled, though they did not relax their grip.
 

 
  “Stand down,” the Emperor commanded. “Release her.”
 

 
  The guards glanced at each other uncertainly, and at the dark elf kneeling placidly in their grip. One wearing a captain’s insignia cleared his throat. “Your Majesty—”
 

 
  He broke off as Eleanora surged to her feet. The Empress stepped forward to lay a hand on her husband’s arm, staring down at them with icy fury.
 

 
  “Your Emperor,” she said, her voice promising merciless death, “has
  
   spoken.”
  
 

 
  They hesitated a fraction of a moment longer, and then Ashaele was released. She staggered inevitably, barely catching herself, but quickly resumed her position on one knee, surreptitiously smoothing down her hair and disturbed garments. The guards eased backward, but not so far that she failed to see the assortment of swords, wands and staves aimed at her, even with her eyes lowered.
 

 
  “Lady, you have the apologies of the Tiraan Empire and of House Tirasian for this ill treatment,” the Emperor said. “My men are zealous in their protection of me, and your appearance was…rather startling.”
 

 
  “Your soldiers’ zeal and loyalty is a credit to their master,” Ashaele replied. “It is I who should apologize, your Excellency, for intruding in this way. I regret that I failed to find a more polite way to gain an audience.”
 

 
  “Then perhaps we can put these misunderstandings behind us,” said Sharidan, slowly sinking back onto the Silver Throne. His wife remained standing, though she stepped back to place herself slightly behind him, one hand on his shoulder; she stared down at Ashaele through narrowed eyes. “I gather you have come to observe Tiraan custom? Anyone may ask a boon of the Emperor today.”
 

 
  “If it pleases your Excellency, yes,” she replied. “I am Ashaele nur Tamashi zae Awarrion, matriarch of House Awarrion of Tar’naris, most humbly at your service.”
 

 
  The general volume of whispers echoing around the room increased slightly, then faded as Eleanora lifted her gaze from the kneeling drow to pan a glare around the chamber. Sharidan regarded her in thoughtful silence for a moment.
 

 
  “I have heard,” he said at last, “that matriarchs of the drow Houses kneel to no one, even their Queen.”
 

 
  “That is correct, your Excellency,” Ashaele replied. “We do not lack respect for Her Majesty, but such obeisance is not our custom.”
 

 
  “Then it shall not be asked of you here,” he said firmly. “Please, stand. Be at ease; you are welcome here.”
 

 
  The whispers started anew; Ashaele rose smoothly to her feet and raised her head, letting them wash over her. Hope soared in her chest. This was going better than she had dared hope. A brief manhandling by a few guards was the tiniest price to pay if this man
  
   listened
  
  to her.
 

 
  “I must clarify that I do not speak for Tar’naris. I have come of my own volition, and not on the orders or permission of my Queen.”
 

 
  “Then, for the time being, you shall be the guest of the Imperial Palace,” the Emperor replied, causing another stir. “Now, you have surely not come all this way for small talk. What can Tiraas do for you, Lady Ashaele?”
 

 
  “Your Excellency,” she said, bowing, “I most humbly and respectfully beg, as a citizen who loves her people and her state, that the Tiraan Empire extend diplomatic contact to Tar’naris toward the goal of normalizing relations between our two great societies.”
 

 
  This time there was an outcry, quickly rising to such chaos that the last part of her sentence was all but inaudible. Luckily it had ended on a fluff of diplomatic flattery; the important part of her request had been clearly heard. The noise was so pervasive that she couldn’t identify many individual threads…except for the few loudest shouts, which were almost universally imprecations. She
  
   did
  
  hope her Narisian allies were managing to remain hidden. There would be no end of trouble if somebody stumbled upon one of them right now.
 

 
  
   “Silence.”
  
  Empress Eleanora’s voice cracked like a whip. The crowd obeyed her, though perhaps not as instantly or completely as she would have liked; they did, at least, trail off to a constant undercurrent of murmurs. She swept another baleful stare around the room before turning it on Ashaele. “It is curious, lady, that such a request comes from one who takes pains to assure us that she does not speak on behalf of her government.”
 

 
  “Nations have their pride, as do their rulers,” Ashaele replied smoothly. “The exchanges over the last decades between Narisian scouts and the Imperial forces at Fort Vaspian have
  
   decisively
  
  demonstrated that Tiraas is militarily superior. For Queen Arkasia to extend a request for peace at this time would be for her to sacrifice face—a thing I do not wish to see. The Silver Throne, being in the dominant position, does not suffer this drawback. An overture from Tiraas would be an offering, not a plea.”
 

 
  “This verges on flattery,” Eleanora said sharply. Sharidan glanced up at her, then returned his gaze to Ashaele, his expression neutral. He seemed content, for the moment, to let his wife speak, despite the fact that she had been mostly silent through most of the day’s ceremony. How interesting that he deferred to her now that there were hard questions to ask… Ashaele’s finely tuned political mind immediately sussed out the implications. Oh, these two were
  
   very
  
  clever. They were likely to make a most effective team. “The entire history of human relations with Tar’naris,” the Empress went on, “with
  
   any
  
  drow, has consisted of your people raiding ours. Stealing, destroying, and enslaving. Today of all days your request will be considered with all due weight, but do not think we fail to see the context. No drow has attempted to approach us
  
   until
  
  we held a decisive advantage.”
 

 
  “It is not my intention to explain or excuse history,” Ashaele said calmly. “It is relevant, however, to
  
   consider
  
  history, as your Excellency has said. Nations and peoples act in a manner that they believe is justified; Tiraas has assuredly considered itself justified in its systematic conquest of this continent.” Another rumble rose around her at this, but she pressed on. “I humbly call to your Excellencies’ attention the manner of this conquest: Tiraas has enjoyed such success in part because it exercised military force only in the absence of better options, in keeping with Avei’s doctrines of war. Nations that have joined you voluntarily have historically become your most prosperous provinces.”
 

 
  “You are offering submission and absorption into the Empire, then?” Eleanora asked, her tone deceptively mild, now.
 

 
  “No,” Ashaele said evenly. “Even were it within my authority to offer, you shall not have that. Nor is it the only prospect suggested by history. Tiraas has
  
   very
  
  productive relationships with the Punaji and Tidestrider nations, which remain independent but tightly linked to the Empire.”
 

 
  “Both play a vital role in securing our borders,” the Empress shot back. “With respect, Tar’naris is hardly positioned to offer such a service.”
 

 
  “With respect,” Ashaele replied, her voice soft, “with the
  
   greatest
  
  respect, you are deeply mistaken. Tar’naris must guard its gates on
  
   two
  
  fronts. You can scarcely imagine the horrors of the true Underworld. Your forces could hold it back, now…perhaps. Thousands of years of the effort and spilled blood of
  
   my
  
  people has bought your society the luxury of developing to this point.”
 

 
  Another rustle began to swell in the chamber, but it quickly died as the Emperor held up one hand for silence. He leaned forward on the throne, staring intently down at Ashaele.
 

 
  “For obvious reasons, we don’t get the freshest reports from beyond Tar’naris,” he said, “but in fact I do know something of what lurks in the Deep Dark. For that reason, and the others you have raised, your request is… Interesting.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at him with baited breath now, Ashaele perhaps most of all. He leaned back against the Throne, glancing up at Eleanora. She met his eyes momentarily, and a silent exchange seemed to pass between them. For having been married only a day, they seemed to share a significant bond.
 

 
  “Lady Ashaele,” he said in the tone of a pronouncement, “as it seems we cannot host you as befits an ambassador, you shall, as I have said, be our personal guest for the remainder of the Coronation, during which time the Throne’s focus is and must be largely inward. After that, we shall furnish you a suitable escort back to Tar’naris.” She tensed, barely, in spite of herself; all around her, whispers swelled anew. “If you will kindly do us this service, Tiraas will thank you to escort our ambassadors to your Queen.”
 

 
  The crowd truly erupted again, but was swiftly silenced by the Empress’s roared threat to have the great hall cleared.
 

 
  Ashaele felt the tension drain from her for what had to be the first time in weeks. She bowed deeply. “Your Excellency, it shall be my honor.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ugh, I can’t believe you’re reading that. It’s in
  
   Tanglish
  
  . Have you run out of domestic books completely?”
 

 
  Shaeine lifted her head to scowl at her grinning sister.
  
   “This
  
  is an account of Mother’s first journey to Tiraas,” she said pointedly. “A little respect would be appropriate.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Nahil said despairingly. “How many times have you read that story? You probably know it better than she does at this point.”
 

 
  “Yes, but those are the Narisian accounts,” she shot back. “This is a novelization by a Tiraan bard.”
 

 
  “Really?” Heral asked, her mild tone a contrast to Nahil’s aggressive ribbing. “Do they portray her with horns and shooting fire from her eyes?”
 

 
  “In fact she is treated very respectfully,” Shaeine said stiffly. “Heroically, even. There’s some fudging of the facts, of course, for drama’s sake, but I must say that if this is Tiraas’s introduction to Mother… Well, it’s a good one, that’s all.”
 

 
  “Course it is,” Nahil said cheerfully. “She probably paid to have it written. She doesn’t miss a trick.
  
   Sneaky
  
  lady, like all good negotiators!”
 

 
  
   “Respect,
  
  you hooligan!” Shaeine shouted, making as if to throw the book at her.
 

 
  “All right, you two, behave,” Heral said reprovingly. “I didn’t interrupt your reading and her carousing on a whim, Shaeine. Mother’s in the grand hall with the Queen, the ambassador from Tiraas and that aggravating gold elf. She’s asked for us to attend them.”
 

 
  “Attend them?” Nahil asked sharply. “Why?”
 

 
  Heral grimaced. “General purposes.”
 

 
  Nahil and Shaeine winced. “General purposes” meant standing there looking calm and pretty, and being ready to back Ashaele up should the need arise. “General purposes” meant the meeting was not going well.
 

 
  Regretfully, Shaeine marked her place and set the book down on her bench, smoothing her hair as she rose. “Best get out there, then.”
 

 
  “That aggravating gold elf has a name, you know,” Nahil pointed out as the three sisters strode down the hall.
 

 
  “We know her name,” Shaeine grunted.
  
   “Everyone
  
  knows her name. I’d rather not pronounce it; I hear that summons her.”
 

 
  Nahil laughed, but Heral gave her a gently remonstrative look. “You haven’t even met her, little sister.”
 

 
  “I’d have been extremely content never having met her,” Shaeine muttered, then fell silent as they passed through a door which was held open and then closed behind them by armored House guards. House Awarrion’s residence, in addition to being their home, served as Tar’naris’s universal embassy and the place where negotiations between Narisian Houses were held. By crossing that threshold, they had passed into the palace’s public wing. All emotion faded from the three women’s expressions, and they glided the rest of the way in perfect, silent serenity, public faces firmly in place.
 

 
  What was now the grand hall had been a series of smaller rooms originally. Upon the renovation of Tar’naris’s caverns using Tiraan enchantment, House Awarrion had knocked down both interior and exterior walls, making a long, tall chamber bordered on one side by archways which led to the House’s new outdoor gardens. Full-sized willow trees speed-grown by the most powerful witchcraft they could import shielded the hall from the glow of the cavern’s sun crystals; the hall, in addition to its beautiful view, was livened by the splashing of fountains and an artificial stream, plus the smell of flowers and greenery. It was also equipped with modern fairy lamps of the highest quality, straight from the factories of Calderaas, and lined with discreet padded benches. At one end stood a huge stone chair on a low dais, on which sat the matriarch of House Awarrion, or, when she was conducting meetings here, Queen Arkasia.
 

 
  The Queen sat there now. She glanced at the three daughters of the House as they entered, but did not acknowledge them further. Their mother gave them a fleeting little smile, no more than politeness dictated. All three women stopped just inside, bowing to the Queen and then their matriarch, before gliding over to stand behind her.
 

 
  A small delegation of women in House Dalmiss colors were just departing, leaving Arkasia and the Awarrions alone with two humans and a surface elf who wore gold-rimmed spectacles and a thunderous scowl. Ambassador Conover gave them a nod and a warm smile; his aide, Rashid, bowed much more politely, his expression neutral.
 

 
  Shaeine rather liked Rashid. Most of the Imperial staff in residence kept to their own customs and trusted diplomatic immunity to gloss over their missteps. Rashid had actually bothered to learn why the Narisians cultivated emotional reserve, and did his best not to inflict his every little feeling on everyone. His efforts were imperfect, of course, but she gave him a great deal of credit for trying. In her opinion, he’d have made a better Ambassador than Conover.
 

 
  Shaeine did not, as a rule, enjoy the company of humans. True, they were an attractive people, with their powerful physiques, adorable little ears and exotic colorations, but she found them easier to enjoy from a safe distance. They were like
  
   children,
  
  casually emoting every little feeling that flickered across their minds. It was charming for the first five minutes, then quickly became exhausting, and from there downright offensive. The worst part was that far too many of them just wouldn’t
  
   learn.
  
 

 
  These two she knew, however, and gave more attention to the other person present. Shaeine had never left Tar’naris, and despite her family’s attempts to establish contact with the surface tribes, none of them had yet deigned to venture below. As such, this was her first sight of an elf from the sun-blasted wastelands above, and she found the sight rather disturbing. Humans were one thing; an elf with human coloring was just…unnatural. The woman had skin like the paler breed of humans, the lightest possible tan with pinkish highlights, hair the color of polished gold and
  
   green
  
  eyes. It was downright creepy…and all the worse because Arachne Tellwyrn’s reputation preceded her.
 

 
  “I understand that this is not what you expected, Professor,” Queen Arkasia said calmly.
 

 
  “That is
  
   one
  
  way of putting it,” Tellwyrn snapped. Shaeine barely managed not to wince. Just who did this woman think she was, speaking to the Queen in that tone? Of course, it was a silly reaction. Tellwyrn knew exactly who she was.
 

 
  “I really think it will work out, though,” Lord Conover said brightly. “House Dalmiss oversees agriculture, as I’m sure you know—”
 

 
  “It was mentioned once or twice,” Tellwyrn said with heavy sarcasm. “Roughly every third sentence, in fact.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, that’s something they’ll have in common with a lot of Imperial citizens,” Conover pressed on, his good cheer beginning to look a little desperate. “Especially in the Great Plains region around Last Rock. Ambassadors are well and good for dealing with other ambassadors, but the whole point of this program is to begin getting the citizens of Tar’naris and the Empire acclimated to each other. Miss Natchua probably has a lot more in common with most of your students than the average drow. It’s a solid start!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn tilted her head back, staring at the ceiling as if she expected to find patience there. “Conovor, do you
  
   know
  
  what kind of school I run? Exactly how many farmers do you think I have enrolled in an average year?”
 

 
  “House Dalmiss has been more heavily involved with Imperial personnel than most, what with the agricultural projects here,” Rashid said more quietly. “That should give Natchua an advantage.”
 

 
  “And was this Natchua involved in any way with any of those discussions?” Tellwyrn snapped.
 

 
  “I’m afraid we don’t know, precisely,” Ashaele said smoothly. “But there is still time for her to meet with embassy personnel and grow acclimated—”
 

 
  “Do you know who’s
  
   already
  
  acclimated to humans?” the Professor interrupted. “House Awarrion.”
 

 
  Shaeine kept her calm, but inwardly she bristled. How
  
   dare
  
  this ill-mannered woman cut off her mother?
 

 
  “I’m sure you gleaned the basics of the situation during the introductions,” Queen Arkasia said with total calm. “The reality is that House Dalmiss has amassed considerable favor and influence
  
   due
  
  to their position and involvement with the cavern renovations. Matriarch Ezrakhai is owed certain concessions, and her protege’s inclusion in the exchange program is her fondest wish.”
 

 
  “I’m still waiting for someone to explain what that has to do with me.”
 

 
  “Politics are an inescapable fact of life
  
   everywhere,”
  
  Ashaele said soothingly. “The Queen’s obligation is first and foremost to the city, and this requires certain accommodations. Surely you can find it in you to be reasonable.” That last came very near to a reprimand; it was a sign that the normally unflappable Ashaele’s patience with this woman was already considerably frayed.
 

 
  “Reasonable?” Tellwyrn snorted and folded her arms, looking mulish. “I can’t think of a single reason why I should.
  
   None
  
  of this is my problem, and I don’t appreciate you trying to make it so. I agreed to participate in this program as a
  
   favor
  
  to both the Empire and your city. This is not something I have any
  
   need
  
  to do. I went along because, in part,
  
   I was promised an Awarrion.”
  
  She turned the full force of her glare on Ashaele, and Shaeine was not the only one present who stiffened imperceptibly. “Putting a
  
   trained diplomat
  
  on my campus is an entirely different matter from some random drow!”
 

 
  “Natchua d’zun Dalmiss is hardly random,” Arkasia said languidly. “Her matriarch would not have nominated her were she not confident of the girl’s ability to represent her House and Tar’naris well.”
 

 
  “And what does the matriarch of a House of subterranean
  
   farmers
  
  know about what makes a good citizen ambassador?” Tellwyrn shot back. “Maybe this Natchua is the perfect bloody candidate; stranger things have happened. But far
  
   more
  
  likely is she’ll react the way
  
   most
  
  people do when suddenly immersed in a completely alien culture. She could withdraw completely and piss everybody off acting like the worst caricature of a surly drow…
  
   Or
  
  she might go native and come back here in four years using Tanglish slang and acting like a dime novel cowboy. The point is, we don’t
  
   know.
  
  Anyone care to place a bet which of those outcomes would do
  
   more
  
  damage to your little exchange program?” She set her teeth, staring at the Queen. “I was invited—
  
   begged—
  
  to participate in this rigamarole because I was offered a student from
  
   House Awarrion,
  
  whom I could count on to actually promote the peace on my campus.”
 

 
  “And you shall have one,” said the Queen. “Next year. For the time being, the politics of the situation are what they are. I regret your disappointment.”
 

 
  “You are not alone in incurring costs,” Ashaele added. “That is the very essence of compromise. I have been grooming a young man for this post as well, and those plans will have to be put off.”
 

 
  “Well, you sure picked a great time to misplace your backbone, Ashaele,” Tellwyrn said dryly. Shaeine clung to her serenity by a fingernail, unable to stop her body from going rigid with rage. That this creepy blonde
  
   lout
  
  should speak to her mother in such a manner was absolutely intolerable. “What happened to the daring hero who crept alone into Tiraas to make peace with the savage surface-dwellers?”
 

 
  “I did
  
   that
  
  in the service of my Queen and my city, as I do everything,” Ashaele replied, calm as ever. “Just as I do
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “I hope you’re happy with your service, then,” the Professor said sardonically. “I can’t help noticing that your ‘compromise’ is nothing
  
   but
  
  costs on my part, and no benefits. The old diplomacy a little rusty, hmm?”
 

 
  “Perhaps you could do better, Professor, since you are clearly an expert. There are nearly three whole rules of basic civilized behavior you have managed not to flout in the last five minutes.”
 

 
  Dead silence fell. Shaeine realized only belatedly that it was she who had spoken. As everyone turned to stare at her, horror welled up in her—to have spoken out of turn like that, to have lost
  
   control,
  
  and in front of the
  
   Queen—
  
  but it did not lessen her fury. In fact, if anything, she felt a giddy sense of liberation. Well, the cat was out of the bag now, as the Imperials said. At least she hadn’t lost her serenity.
 

 
  “I beg your pardon?” said Tellwyrn, her tone and expression suddenly very mild.
 

 
  “You have it,” Shaeine replied, “though I confess I am puzzled as to the utility of the request. It seems I am the only person present whom you have not personally insulted.”
 

 
  “Shaeine,” her mother said, very quietly, completely without expression. Oh, yes, she was in trouble now. Well… In for a penny, in for a pound. The Tiraan really did have such pithy colloquialisms.
 

 
  “And this is another budding diplomat, I take it?” Tellwyrn asked, still in that soft tone.
 

 
  “Quite so,” Shaeine replied, bowing to her. “It is my pleasure to offer you a remedial instruction in diplomacy: one succeeds in negotiations by showing respect toward the other party’s position while keeping one’s own goals firmly in mind. In this case, the central dilemma seems to be your determination to behave like an undisciplined child despite being in civilized company. I, for my part, would be deeply mortified if I were to go over there and kick you in the midsection. If, however, that will make you more comfortable in our home, it is a sacrifice I am willing to embrace.”
 

 
  Her pulse pounded in her ears, to the point she was certain the others in the room could hear it. Terror, shame, exhilaration, rage…emotions whirled in her to such an extent that she couldn’t predict which would would shine through if she allowed her calm facade to crack. She clung to it desperately. Already she’d dug herself into an impossible hole; at least she’d go down courteously.
 

 
  Everyone was staring at her, the drow with appropriate calm, Rashid wide-eyed and struggling for control; Conover gaped like a fish. Tellwyrn’s expression…was an expression, quite unlike the Narisian idea of reserve, but Shaeine couldn’t interpret it.
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to Ashaele, pointing a finger at Shaeine. “And…
  
   this
  
  is…?”
 

 
  “Shaeine,” the matriarch said, the very picture of serenity. “My youngest daughter.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
  The Professor grinned slightly, and for some reason dread began to drown out the other emotions fighting for Shaeine’s attention. “Very well, your Majesty, since we were just discussing compromise, I have decided to be reasonable.”
 

 
  “How lovely,” Arkasia deadpanned.
 

 
  “I’ll accept your random farmgirl,” Tellwyrn went on, “with the proviso that next year…” She grinned more broadly and again pointed at Shaeine. “I want
  
   this
  
  one.”
 

 
  Shaeine’s reserve very nearly faltered.
  
   No, no no, absolutely not, anything but that.
  
 

 
  “Oh?” the Queen said laconically. “An interesting choice.”
 

 
  Ashaele stepped back and sideways, placing a hand on Shaeine’s shoulder. It verged on inappropriate display, but rank enabled one to get away with some things. Such a show of overt protectiveness from a matriarch would have warned any drow that they were stepping on dangerous ground indeed. Of course, Tellwyrn probably understood the gesture just as well and didn’t care. “Shaeine is a cleric, not a diplomat by vocation. She is training to serve in the House chapel.”
 

 
  “Still beats the hell out of a farmer,” the Professor said bluntly. “Don’t give me that look, Ashaele, I am
  
   not
  
  aiming to punish the girl for speaking out. Quite the opposite; I think she’s absolutely
  
   perfect.
  
  She’s got spine, spirit, loyalty…and she’s
  
   funny.
  
  I don’t think I’ve ever met a Narisian with an overt sense of humor that I wasn’t sleeping with.
  
   This
  
  is what your exchange program needs. Natchua is going to do the gods only know what; a well-trained diplomat will manage, at best, to ward off conflict. Shaeine, though, has a very good chance of making people
  
   like
  
  her. You want drow and humans to start getting used to each other? She’s the perfect place to begin.”
 

 
  
   No, Goddess, please, I don’t want to go to Tiraas…
  
 

 
  “That,” Lord Conover said slowly, “makes a great deal of sense. I mean no disrespect to your culture, your Majesty, but the single greatest hurdle we’ve faced in getting our people to work together is that Narisian reserve seems so cold and aloof to Tiraan sensibilities that it comes off as very nearly hostile. Diplomacy
  
   and
  
  charm may be exactly the ticket.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Arkasia mused. “What say you, Shaeine?”
 

 
  
   Please, please no!
  
 

 
  Shaeine bowed deeply to the Queen, her expression perfectly calm. “I am less than confident of my competence in this matter, your Majesty. As my mother has said, the main thrust of my education has been in Themynra’s worship. If, however, your Majesty deems this a wise course, I shall be honored to serve Tar’naris in whatever way I can.”
 

 
  “Perhaps it’s for the best,” Conover said, looking positively cheerful now. “She’s got a full year to bone up on diplomatic procedures.” Shaeine felt a sudden, intense urge to slap him off the balcony with a divine shield.
 

 
  “Matriarch Ashaele, the matter is in your hands,” said the Queen languidly. “I will not command this of you, but I do endorse it as an elegant solution to the present standoff.”
 

 
  Ashaele’s hand tightened slightly on Shaeine’s shoulder. “I would discuss this matter in privacy with my daughter before making a final decision, your Majesty.”
 

 
  “Very well. We shall re-convene tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Some of us don’t have time to take extended vacations down here,” Tellwyrn said sharply. “If this can be settled—”
 

 
  “No.” Queen Arkasia’s manner was as emotionless as ever, but there was steel beneath it now. “I am well aware that your notion of compromise is to bully everyone until you get your way, Arachne, but you have pushed my patience as far as you will for one day. You are done browbeating my people. We will resume this discussion tomorrow. That is all.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Shaeine was barely conscious of the walk back into the private part of the palace, clinging to her serenity in an almost fugue-like state. She was dimly aware of her sisters bidding her farewell, and then she was alone with her mother in the matriarch’s chamber.
 

 
  Ashaele came to a halt in the center of the room, still as a sculpture, her back to her daughter. Shaeine, feeling some of the fog of shock clearing from her mind, took two deep breaths, and then bowed deeply.
 

 
  “Mother, I humbly apologize for my shameful loss of composure. Hearing that woman speak to you that way… No, that is not an excuse. I will accept whatever punishm—”
 

 
  All of a sudden she was hauled upright and swept into a fierce embrace. Ashaele squeezed her close, rocking them gently; Shaeine gratefully buried her face in her mother’s shoulder, wrapping her own arms around her waist. They were silent like that for several minutes.
 

 
  “That can be addressed later,” Ashaele said finally. “First we must deal with the consequences. I don’t know
  
   what
  
  designs that sun-baked lunatic has on you, but it goes without saying that I am not just handing you over to her.”
 

 
  “You should, though.”
 

 
  “Shaeine, I will handle you
  
   myself,
  
  as I would any member of this House who stepped out of line. Don’t be overeager to punish yourself.”
 

 
  “That isn’t what I meant.” Carefully, she pulled back, enough that she could lift her chin and look her mother in the eye. “My inclusion in this program will enable it to go forward despite Professor Tellwyrn’s stubbornness. That, then, is what I should do.”
 

 
  Ashaele’s brow furrowed in consternation. “Is—Shaeine, do you
  
   want
  
  to go to the University?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I don’t want to go!” she burst out, finally letting the repressed panic escape. Tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t
  
   like
  
  humans, and the thought of being alone, surrounded by the Empire for four years
  
   terrifies
  
  me.” Firmly, she forced her breathing back under control, brushing tears from her cheeks. “But… This needs to be done, and I need to do it.”
 

 
  “Shaeine…”
 

 
  “You’re my mother,” she said simply, gazing up at her. “But…you’re also my matriarch. And you’re my
  
   hero.
  
  I’ve only ever done you justice in
  
   one
  
  of those capacities. Please, Mother, don’t try to protect me from my duty. You didn’t raise a lout who puts her own desires above the needs of Tar’naris. I need to serve.”
 

 
  Ashaele drew in a slow, long breath; it shuddered on the way back out. She closed her eyes for a moment before opening them again, and gently placed a hand on Shaeine’s cheek. “My dearest little one… I’ve been selfish too. After we lost your father… I was so pleased you were called by Themynra. It meant I could keep you close to me.”
 

 
  “I would never want to disappoint you,” Shaeine whispered.
 

 
  “I am not disappointed. Just…” Impulsively, she pulled her daughter forward again into another hug. “You grew up. At some point you went and turned into the woman I hoped you’d be. I just never thought it would hurt so to realize.”
 

 
  Shaeine nuzzled at her shoulder. “I hope I am. I want to make you proud. I just…need to prove myself.”
 

 
  “My lovely, you don’t need to earn anything here.”
 

 
  “I don’t need to earn your love,” she said softly. “I am so grateful for that. But…I
  
   do
  
  need to earn my place. I am Narisian. I have my duty.”
 

 
  They were silent for another stretch of minutes. The matter was decided; there was nothing more to say about it.
 

 
  “I love you so much.”
 

 
  “I love you too.”
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  All days were beautiful, of course, but this was her
  
   favorite
  
  kind of day. It was warm but heavily overcast; rain hovered and threatened, but did not fall. A steady,
  
   fierce
  
  wind tore across the landscape, thrashing the canopy furiously and making its presence felt even in the innermost depths of the forest. Juniper had climbed as high as she reasonably could, though, selecting a perch in the branches of a towering tree that happened to peek above the canopy, providing her a firsthand exposure to the wind, as well as a stunning view over the Deep Wild. Her chosen tree was thin enough at the top to move strenuously in the wind, swaying back and forth nearly hard enough to pitch her out if she relaxed her grip.
 

 
  It was good. She spent most of the morning there, just existing. Feeling the tree, the wind, the moisture-laden sky, being part of nature.
 

 
  Toward noon, the cloud cover had begun to thin, driven south by the wind, which still kept up. Now, there was sunlight as well, and she basked in it for a while. This didn’t hold her attention as thoroughly, though. It was still good, but it wasn’t her
  
   favorite
  
  kind of day anymore. As the sun passed its zenith, the dryad grew bored. A morning spent in inactivity, soaking up the fury of wind, sun and sky, had left her feeling energized and wanting an outlet. She wasn’t exactly hungry, so there was little reason to go hunting. There was always
  
   something
  
  to do, though. Maybe some of her sisters were in the mood to play. Or she could chase a fairy around for a while, perhaps find a satyr to mate with. Ooh, or chase him down first! Though that wasn’t likely to happen; satyrs took direction well, but they tended to be obsequious with dryads, and to get them to indulge her creativity she usually had to explain things so elaborately that all the spontaneity was ruined.
 

 
  She clambered down about half the tree, the indulged herself in a freewheeling drop the rest of the way. Juniper hit the ground hard enough to half-bury herself in loam, and giggled from the sheer exuberance of it as she dug herself out. Fun, but not really enough to scratch the itch…
 

 
  Brushing dirt off herself, she attuned to the Wild, feeling its presence opening up like another set of senses. It was a blissful experience as always, just for its own sake, but it was also pleasant to connect with the other children of Naiya in the vicinity. There were fairies of various kinds all around her, of course, mostly of the smaller variety that had little to offer her (or vice versa). Ah, but there
  
   was
  
  a satyr not far away, and apparently not doing anything. Then again, she discerned two other dryads even closer.
 

 
  Juniper debated for a moment. Ah, well, there would always be more satyrs; she was kind of bored with them anyway. Spending time with her sisters was more important. Holding to her attunement, she took off at a walk, asking the Wild to direct her.
 

 
  This was exactly how outsiders got lost in here; too much consciousness made it impossible to keep one’s bearings when physical space shifted around on all sides. Even the fae took years to get the hang of it, those intelligent enough to bother. The smaller ones just went where the Wild took them, but Juniper had had an embarrassing and frustrating few years of constantly getting turned around before she grasped the trick of focusing on a destination and not paying attention to where she went in the process of getting there. She directed the Wild to take her through a fast-running stream to finish washing the mud off her and out of her hair, then closed in on the others she sensed.
 

 
  “Juniper!” Larch called, waving as she approached. “I was just looking for you!”
 

 
  “You weren’t looking very hard,” she replied pointedly. Dryads sensing each other through the Wild went both ways; Larch would have known the moment Juniper sought her ought through the attunement.
 

 
  “Well, I was
  
   about
  
  to start looking,” Larch amended, looking unrepentant.
  
   “This
  
  one isn’t any fun at all today.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t gripe, it makes you sound silly,” Aspen chided, rolling her eyes. “I’m just not in the mood right now, that’s all. The sky’s clearing; I was gonna go sunbathe.”
 

 
  
   “Sunbathe,”
  
  Larch said in disgust. “You’re so
  
   boring.
  
  How often do we find
  
   humans
  
  in the Deep Wild?”
 

 
  “Humans?” Juniper asked, suddenly very interested. It wasn’t often at
  
   all.
  
  There had only been a few incursions of humans in her lifetime, and she had been kept away from them.
 

 
  “Woodcutters!” Larch said, grinning fiendishly.
 

 
  “Ew.” Juniper wrinkled her nose. “Just feed them to something.”
 

 
  “You’re as bad as Aspen, little sister. Don’t you want to play with them first?”
 

 
  “I—me?” Her voice squeaked embarrassingly.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, her?” Aspen gave Larch a warning stare. “I know she has to be introduced to humans sometime, but… Maybe starting with woodcutters isn’t the best idea. We could find her a nice witch!”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’m standing right here,” Juniper said, planting her fists on her hips. “And
  
   you
  
  aren’t Mother.”
 

 
  “Yeah,
  
   Aspen,”
  
  Larch said in an annoying singsong, grinning insanely. “You aren’t Mother! Let the girl have some fun.”
 

 
  Aspen pursed her lips disapprovingly, and Juniper found herself torn. On the one hand, humans!
  
   This
  
  was something new and different; if Larch was willing to share her catch, she badly wanted to meet them, woodcutters or no. On the other… Maybe encouraging Larch wasn’t the best idea. She was a little…off.
 

 
  It happened to dryads as their years turned into centuries, then millennia; too much time in which they’d seen and done everything left them bored and looking for new experiences, which resulted in some very dangerous—or at least twisted—behavior. Juniper had heard stories of some of the older ones, but dryads were scattered across the world; the only two “oddballs” who were in residence in the Wild during her lifetime were Larch and Poplar. Poplar’s project of copulating with every creature she could coax into it was a source of appalled fascination for most of the dryads; some had tagged along to watch a few times, returning with disgusting anecdotes which they gleefully recounted. Larch, though, had taken to hunting for pure sport, killing things she didn’t intend to eat and even inflicting pain in elaborate ways before finishing off her prey.
 

 
  She wasn’t even that old. Juniper had to wonder, sometimes, if something was just
  
   wrong
  
  with her.
 

 
  “What did you mean by ‘play?’” she asked dubiously. “Did… Did you skin them again? Please tell me you’re not going to try to wear their hides.”
 

 
  “Feh, no point; it doesn’t even scare them after the first shock,” Larch said dismissively. “Only makes them angry. Anyhow, I’m just horny, not in the mood to waste a lot of time. I have two of them tucked away in a nice little grotto with wood spirits keeping them put,
  
   but!”
  
  Her grin widened, eyes locked on Juniper’s. “There’s a third one, I put him away separately. Since fuddy-duddy here doesn’t want him, you can have him!”
 

 
  Juniper licked her lips, glancing back and forth between her two sisters. Aspen didn’t look particularly excited, but she shrugged.
 

 
  “Oh, why not, you might as well. It’s not like he’s dangerous, isolated and being contained by the spirits.”
 

 
  “Well…all right,” Juniper said, trying for a nonchalant tone. “If you’re sure you don’t want him, yeah. I guess I don’t have anything better to do.”
 

 
  Larch cackled gleefully, and somehow managed to make it sound smug. Clearly Juniper’s act was fooling no one. She didn’t have to dwell on it, though, as Larch attuned to the Wild and sent her a destination. Juniper fixed the image in her mind. It was far away, but distance didn’t mean anything here.
 

 
  “Sure you don’t want to come?” she said politely to Aspen. In truth she wouldn’t have minded a familiar face present while meeting her first human.
 

 
  “Eh, you have fun,” her sister replied, stretching. “I’m gonna go find a clearing to bask in.”
 

 
  “And
  
   I
  
  will be busy,” Larch said cheerfully. “As you well know. Heh.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Juniper said belatedly as Larch set off into the trees, getting a half-hearted wave in reply. Aspen, too, was already moving away.
 

 
  She squared her shoulders, sternly reprimanding herself for feeling nervous, and stepped forward into the Wild, keeping her destination firmly in mind. In just a few moments she rounded the thick bole of an ancient tree and found herself in a swampy area.
 

 
  The trees here were titanic, so thick around that twenty of her holding hands couldn’t have encircled the trunks. They stood on dense lattices of roots above the water, forming their own little islands. Unlike most normal swamps, there was a startling lack of insect life here, just butterflies and some phosphorescent moths. This was a fairy home, then, a fitting place for a prisoner to be kept.
 

 
  Through her attunement to the Wild, Juniper sensed spirits positively everywhere, whispering and giggling to each other in their silent language. They instantly pointed her to where the human was being kept. She wasn’t sure whether they even realized she wasn’t the same dryad who had asked them to confine him. It could be hard to tell how intelligent forest spirits were. Not that she really needed the help, though, with the noise he was making.
 

 
  Juniper waded through the hip-deep water to the spot where the woodcutter was confined. One tree-island had two layers, a thick mat of loam covered with soft moss nestled out of the water but under the tree’s thick roots, making a little cave into which dim light peeked through a thousand cracks. There was only one opening large enough to pass through, half-obscured by hanging lichen; inside, luminous mushrooms and small flowering plants that really shouldn’t grow in this shade bedecked the space. Clearly some dryad had had the spirits make this spot as a love nest. Possibly Larch, though this was too old for her to have done it just to hold this particular human.
 

 
  He fell silent as she ducked into the grotto, squinting up at her. Juniper, belatedly remembering what she’d been told about how their eyes worked, pulled the hanging moss back down over the opening so she wasn’t standing silhouetted in the light. In the relative dimness, he could see her clearly again, and his eyes widened, racing up and down her nude figure.
 

 
  Immediately, despite his obvious agitation, his appreciation and desire for her filled her awareness, and Juniper couldn’t hold back a delighted grin. Most of the dryads she spent time with were of a willowy build, though some of the older ones were downright plump. The satyrs had always insisted her heavy breasts and wide hips excited them, but that meant nothing; satyrs worshiped any dryad who deigned to play with them. This was her first objective experience, and the fact that he clearly found her beautiful was deeply endearing.
 

 
  “Who are you?” he demanded, his tone gruff despite his rising lust. “Where are my friends? You can’t just keep me here!”
 

 
  “Sure I can,” she said distractedly, studying him. Vines and roots, animated by forest spirits, had coiled around his limbs, keeping him firmly in place; at her statement, he began struggling against them again, to no effect. He was…
  
   different.
  
  She could see the resemblance to other, similar classes of creatures. Supposedly, she and her sisters were modeled after the females of his species, though nobody seemed to know why. It was hard to tell in a race as sexually dimorophic as humans, but being this close to one, she could see the resemblance. He was thicker, more powerful than an elf, but hairier…though not so much as a satyr. Not as muscled as a troll, though, not enough to be off-putting. He was…just right. Like something that
  
   had
  
  been designed for a creature like her.
 

 
  It was intriguing.
 

 
  “Look, I don’t know what you want, lady, but you’re asking for trouble! I’m a Tiraan citizen. People will come looking for me! What happened to my friends?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” she said honestly.
  
   “I
  
  didn’t capture you.”
 

 
  He stilled at that, studying her more closely. Mostly above the shoulders, too; she felt the ambient lust in the grotto diminish as he directed more blood back to his brain. “You didn’t? Are you…with that other one?”
 

 
  “Who, Larch?” Juniper wrinkled her nose. “Eh… Look, I’m sorry if she was rough with you. Honestly—and don’t tell her I said this—I don’t think she’s completely right in the head. Are you okay? You don’t seem hurt.”
 

 
  He looked slightly mollified at that. “Well…no, not really. Mostly just pissed off and—” He broke off, swallowed. “Uh, curious.”
 

 
  “Scared,” she said helpfully. The human scowled.
 

 
  “Who says I’m scared?”
 

 
  “Your scent and body language,” she answered, stepping closer. He watched her come, his eyes darting over her form again.
 

 
  “Why aren’t you wearing—is your hair
  
   green?”
  
 

 
  “Yep! Do you like it?”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” he whimpered. “You’re one of
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  Juniper tilted her head. “One of whom?”
 

 
  “One of those—those
  
   fairies.”
  
 

 
  “Well, yes, I’m a fairy. Honestly, you came cutting trees in the Deep Wild and you’re surprised fairies captured you? No offense, but that’s not very smart.”
 

 
  He barked a short, strained laugh. “Yeah, I know. But the money was good. I’m trying to save up to get some land, build a homestead out in the Great Plains.”
 

 
  She didn’t know what any of that meant, and wasn’t curious enough to ask. Juniper eased closer, studying him avidly; he eased back, as much as he could with the vines holding him.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sorry! Are you uncomfortable? Here.” She directed her will through the Wild and the spirits acted; the bonds loosened, then slithered away, leaving him free. He fell back against the moss, looking simultaneously relieved and spooked.
 

 
  “Uh…thanks,” he said, rubbing at his arms. “Does…. Am I free to go, then?”
 

 
  “You
  
   could
  
  go,” she said, nodding, “but you’d probably get killed in, like, five minutes. The Deep Wild isn’t a safe place for humans in general.
  
   You
  
  were cutting on the trees. Really, you’d better stay with me. Nobody will bother you with me.”
 

 
  “Um…” He eyed her up and down, and she felt his desire increase. “…thanks? Do you…think you could help me get out of here?”
 

 
  “Are you hungry?” she asked, directing her will outward. The spirits responded, and more vines coiled into the little grotto. The human jumped nervously, but these didn’t go for his limbs; they were holding a selection of fruit. “You should eat something,” she continued, picking up a pear and holding it out to him. “You’ve been yelling and thrashing and wearing yourself out for who knows how long. You need sugar and calories.”
 

 
  “Cal…uh, I guess I am a little hungry,” he said warily, slowly taking the pear from her. She felt a frisson of desire, her own and his, when their fingers brushed. “After…you’ll help me get out?”
 

 
  “You definitely don’t want to try hiking through the Wild on an empty stomach,” she agreed.
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said again, taking a bite for the pear. “Um… Oh, wow, that’s good.”
 

 
  “Probably the best fruit you’ll ever taste!” she said cheerfully. “Oh! My name’s Juniper.”
 

 
  “Juniper,” he said slowly, as if tasting it. “That’s pretty.”
 

 
  “Thanks!”
 

 
  “I’m Marc.”
 

 
  “Hi, Marc,” she said, remembering what little she’d been told of their customs. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 

 
  “It’s nice to meet you too,” he said gravely but with humor behind his eyes.
 

 
  She leaned forward. “Would you like to make love?”
 

 
  Marc choked on a bite of pear.
 

 
  “I’ll understand if you don’t want to,” she went on, “I mean, you’re probably having kind of a stressful day. But you’re the first human I’ve ever met, and you’re so
  
   pretty.”
  
 

 
  “Pretty,” he said numbly.
 

 
  “Yeah!” She nodded enthusiastically. “Just…y’know,
  
   perfect.
  
  Like you were made to fit with me. In me,” she added, giving him a sultry look. He swallowed, hard. “So yes, I would really,
  
   really
  
  like to have sex with you, please.”
 

 
  Marc gulped again as she crept forward on hands and knees, sliding her body over his, pressing down on him. She could feel his clothes, all woven plant fiber and treated animal skins, with here and there little bits of metal, wood and bone holding them together. They weren’t natural, but didn’t feel at all unpleasant against her skin. Even more pleasant was his body underneath.
 

 
  “I, uh…” He gulped a third time. “Well. I wouldn’t want to disappoint a lady.”
 

 
  “Good,” she purred, draping herself across him fully and pressing her mouth to his. She savored the taste of
  
   him,
  
  the warmth of his breath, the sweetness of the pear juice.
 

 
  Then a low growl sounded deep in his throat and his arms wrapped around her, the fingers of one strong hand twining in her hair, and he rolled them over, pressing her down into the moss. She laughed in delight, tugging at his clothing, carelessly ripping where she couldn’t figure out how they were meant to open.
 

 
  He didn’t seem to mind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  They were at it most of the day, pausing here and there to nap or eat fruit, but his energy didn’t really flag until dusk was falling. Juniper kept pace with him, matching herself to the desires she could taste in the air, and when he was finally too tired to continue, she lay draped across his warm body, just savoring the sensations while he dozed in utter relaxation.
 

 
  The grotto smelled of them now, of sweat and sex and fruit juice. The moss beneath then was soaked with it, but they were both so damp with one thing and another that it didn’t bother them. Or at least, it didn’t bother her, and Marc certainly didn’t seem to mind. His sweat was saltier than hers; his seed had a bitter taste. She had tried a few things with that; the flavor wasn’t pleasant and she certainly didn’t choose to conceive his child, so what had gone into her at both ends was pretty much a loss, but she rather liked the way it felt on her skin. The proteins seemed to be good for her as she slowly absorbed it. Altogether, though, humans didn’t seem to taste very good.
 

 
  At least not their fluids…or at least not what they released during sex. Juniper lifted her head, reaching up to caress his cheek; he smiled and leaned into her touch, but didn’t rise from his nap. She slowly dragged her fingertips down his neck, feeling the pulse there, adjusting her senses to smell the blood coursing in him. Blood didn’t do much for her by itself…but fresh blood was strongly associated with other things.
 

 
  She lifted one of his unresisting hands, pressing a kiss to his palm. His fingers absently stroked her cheek. The smell of him
  
   was
  
  rather enticing, once she approached it the right way. Fresh fruit was well and good, but after an afternoon of exercise, she
  
   was
  
  rather peckish.
 

 
  Juniper slowly slipped his thumb into her mouth, smiling around it at his pleased murmur, and sucked up and down it a couple of times. His eyelids fluttered dreamily open. Then she clamped down with her teeth, cleaving through meat and bone.
 

 
  Marc was instantly awake and screaming, thrashing about. She held him down effortlessly with one hand on his neck and her own weight on top of his body, not paying much attention to his flailing or noise. He actually regained the presence of mind to punch her with his un-mangled hand after a few moments, but that of course had no effect. Juniper chewed thoughtfully, fully exploring the flavors and textures.
 

 
  Not bad at all. Awfully crunchy, of course… She eyed him over critically. There really wasn’t a lot of
  
   meat
  
  on him for his body mass. Maybe this was why Mother forbade eating elves? They were even scrawnier.
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing?”
  
  Marc was screaming, still slapping fruitlessly at her.
 

 
  “Eating,” she replied, accidentally spraying flecks of blood across him. “Oop, sorry.”
 

 
  “My
  
   hand!”
  
  he wailed. “You crazy bitch!”
 

 
  “Oh!” Juniper put a hand over her mouth. “Gosh, I’m sorry, I didn’t think…”
 

 
  
   “Sorry!?
  
  What is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?”
 

 
  “Nothing’s wrong with me,” she said testily. “Y’know, you really shouldn’t be so rude to someone you just had sex with. Here, let me fix that.” Taking his bleeding hand in her own, she drew up a current of her essence, pouring it into him as pure healing magic. The wound where his thumb had been scabbed over in seconds, the bloodflow stopping, and tender pink skin began to stretch over it. “There! All better.”
 

 
  “Better?! My
  
   thumb!
  
  How am I supposed to—to—”
 

 
  “Well, you really don’t need to worry about that,” Juniper said reasonably, tracing her fingers up and down his arm. “You’ll be dead soon, anyhow.”
 

 
  Marc stared up at her, aghast. “Wh—why?”
 

 
  “I’m hungry,” she replied.
 

 
  “B-but, we…we just…”
 

 
  “Yes, we did, and you were
  
   very
  
  good,” he said affectionately, tousling his hair. “But that was then. I’m not horny now.”
 

 
  He stared at her for a stupefied moment, then began thrashing again. Juniper increased her weight, keeping him pinned down, and pulled his arm to her face. Marc began screeching, apparently having an inkling what she intended even before she took a bite out of his forearm.
 

 
  “That’s kind of shrill,” she said, somewhat muffled by her mouthful, as she healed the wound over. “Do you mind?”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, Juniper,
  
   please!”
  
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “Just let me go, I won’t tell anyone or bother you again, I swear—”
 

 
  “Well, no, that’s not going to happen,” she said.
 

 
  “Gods, just don’t kill me!”
 

 
  “I’m gonna
  
   try
  
  not to, right away,” she explained. “You’re my first human, like I said; I want to find out
  
   everything.
  
  But you’ve got lots of redundancy and bilateral symmetry. You know, things you’ve got two of. Don’t worry, I’ll keep you healed up; we could be here for days.”
 

 
  The scream he let out at that made her wince.
 

 
  “Ow, seriously. That is
  
   really
  
  shrill, and this is kind of an enclosed space, y’know?”
 

 
  “Please, I’m begging you—”
 

 
  “Could you not?” she said irritably. “I’m not letting you go, and the pleading makes me feel bad. Now, I wonder…”
 

 
  He made a muffled sound of confusion when she lowered herself to cover his body with hers again, followed by a yowl as she bit off a chunk of his ear.
 

 
  “Bleh,” Juniper said after a moment, spitting it out and almost absently applying some healing magic to the wound. “That’s all cartilage. Okay, that was kind of dumb of me; I
  
   know
  
  how ears work. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Juniper,
  
   please!
  
  I’ll do anything!”
 

 
  “I asked you to stop doing that,” she said severely. “You’re not being very considerate. Y’know, considering how you got
  
   into
  
  this situation, I’d
  
   think
  
  you’d have learned to show a little more respect. Now let’s see…”
 

 
  She had to call on the spirits and their vines to hold him properly still as she reached for his left eye.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Some time later, Juniper sat morosely chewing on fingernails. She hadn’t much liked them at first—they seemed distracting and annoying, the texture neither crunchy or chewy. Just…in the way. But that improved when she increased the acidity of her saliva to break them down a bit, and she found the sensation actually rather pleasant.
 

 
  Unfortunately, while she was focusing on that, she’d forgotten to keep applying healing spells to Marc, and he’d bled out. She heaved a sigh, the rapidly cooling blood-soaked moss beneath her squelching as she shifted her weight. Her first human, and she hadn’t managed to keep him alive for
  
   one day.
  
  Larch was never gonna let her live this down.
 

 
  Caught up in her thoughts and out of attunement, she didn’t sense the approach of another dryad until Aspen was close enough to hear. Juniper cast her gaze around in panic, but fruitlessly; her sister was already too near. There was no way of hiding the evidence of her blunder.
 

 
  “Hey!” Aspen said brightly, poking her head into the grotto. “How’s—oh, come on. Already?”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Juniper said crossly. “Someone
  
   could
  
  have told me they were so
  
   delicate.”
  
 

 
  “Did you…good grief,
  
   look
  
  at this guy. Bites out of him everywhere. Did you
  
   nibble
  
  him to death?” She grinned. “You’re turning out as bad as Larch.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  isn’t called for,” Juniper snapped. “It was an accident! I wanted to keep him for a while longer, believe me.”
 

 
  “All right, well, leave him for the scavengers, we’ve got something more interesting to see.” Aspen grinned broadly. “The Arachne’s here!”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper sat bolt upright, her disappointment forgotten. “Really? Now? Why didn’t anybody see her coming?!”
 

 
  
   “Anybody
  
  did,” Aspen teased.
  
   “You
  
  were a little distracted.”
 

 
  “What’s she want?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Dunno, but she’s making for the Heart. If you want to see what’s going on, you’d better make tracks. She can navigate the Wild as well as us.”
 

 
  “I’m coming!” Juniper scrambled upright, slipping on blood in her haste. “Uh…I better wash up a bit first.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no kidding,” Aspen said, ruffling her hair. “I’m going on ahead.”
 

 
  “Wait—”
 

 
  “See you there!” She bounded off through the trees, leaving Juniper muttering irritably behind her.
 

 
  Washing up took more than a couple of minutes—she had blood and other stuff absolutely
  
   everywhere—
  
  but she didn’t want to look less than her best. As soon as she was satisfied with her level of cleanliness, Juniper attuned to the Wild and directed herself to the meeting place.
 

 
  The Heart of the Wild was a deep, ancient crater, long since blunted by the elements and completely overtaken by the forest. The ground was green with moss, shrubs and patches of grass, crawling vines extending over everything till the blasted stone was all but invisible. Trees rimmed its lip, many listing inward and providing shade far into the depression. At the center was another tree, twisted and ancient, dwarfed by the sentinels guarding the perimeter. On this one grew only a sparse handful of leaves, but there were always birds and butterflies fluttering in its thin branches.
 

 
  Dryads were clustered around the old tree; Juniper was the last to arrive. There were only a dozen or so of them in the Wild at this time, but it seemed every one had shown up for this. How had they all gotten word before she had? Well, Aspen was right; she
  
   had
  
  been sort of preoccupied.
 

 
  Juniper took a seat next to Willow, just in time for the Arachne to enter the Heart from above.
 

 
  The assembled dryads watched in silence as she descended the slope. Juniper had seen elves before, of course, and aside from her glasses she really didn’t look at all unlike a typical wood elf. Same attire, same thin build and golden hair… Something about the way she moved, though. Elves seemed to flow with nature, every breath part of their environment. It was part of why they got on so well with dryads. The Arachne certainly didn’t lack grace, but her stride was aggressive. As if she were pushing against the world, as opposed to dancing with it.
 

 
  Across from Juniper, Larch grinned maliciously at the approaching elf; her face and upper body were still smeared with drying blood, and she carried a very fresh femur with scraps of meat still attached to its end. She brandished this, snickering.
 

 
  “What are you, a housecat?” the Arachne said curtly, brushing past her without so much as a glance. “Don’t play with your food.”
 

 
  The look on Larch’s face was absolutely priceless.
 

 
  The Arachne came to a stop just inside the ring of dryads and crossed her arms. She began to tap one foot impatiently, staring at the tree. The onlookers glanced uncertainly at each other. Juniper wasn’t the only one who had never met the Arachne before; she likely wasn’t the only one who didn’t know what to think. So far this elf really wasn’t behaving like an elf.
 

 
  Then the Heart began to beat.
 

 
  The soft pulse was in the wings of the birds and butterflies, in the wind over the grass, the trembling of the leaves, the songs of insects. The assembled dryads caught their breath as one, gazing avidly at the twisted little tree.
 

 
  Her shape began with vines, coiling upward from the ground. They caught up and carried fallen branches, and were joined by fluttering butterflies. As the body coalesced, feathery grasses sprouted as hair, lichen spread across its surface, and innumerable forms of life took shape, adding to the impression until what stood before them might, at first glance, have been mistaken for a dryad. Only upon closer inspection did the moss, wood, vines and leaves betray their true nature. She stood silently, turning her head slowly to pan a smile across the dryads, before settling her gaze upon the Arachne.
 

 
  
   “Welcome,”
  
  said Naiya. Her voice was the wind, the birds, the insects; it came from every living thing in the Heart, surrounding them. This was not her, of course; the goddess of nature was far too vast to be contained in one shell. This avatar was a rarely-used tool, and it was high praise to their guest that she used it now.
 

 
  “My thanks,” the Arachne said in a clipped tone. “I hope you’ve given thought to my proposal. Time is growing short.”
 

 
  
   “Time goes on as it always does,”
  
  Naiya replied.
  
   “You have seen enough of it pass to know.”
  
 

 
  “I am not getting drawn into this debate again,” the Arachne said. “You know very well what is going on and what’s at stake. I’m sorry to rush you, Naiya, but the academic schedule is what it is. If you intend to accept my proposal,
  
   this
  
  is the time. If not, I’ll be on my way.”
 

 
  
   “You ask a great deal,”
  
  said the goddess.
  
   “Not only the risk at which you would place one of my beloved children. You ask nature itself to change its ways.”
  
 

 
  “I’m asking nature itself to
  
   survive.
  
  That, supposedly, is what it does best.”
 

 
  “What’s all this about?” Maple demanded.
 

 
  The Arachne gave her a considering look, then turned back to Naiya’s avatar. “You haven’t told them anything?”
 

 
  
   “I have been thinking. There is no use in troubling them unless I must.”
  
 

 
  “Hm.” The elf turned back to Maple. “I’m talking about humanity.
  
   They
  
  are evolving, faster ad faster. A time is quickly approaching when the balance of power, and of nature, is going to dramatically tip. I’m in favor of
  
   guiding
  
  this process so that it doesn’t end in disaster.”
 

 
  “Evolution isn’t guided,” Beech scoffed. “It just happens.”
 

 
  “Let the humans do what they do,” added Larch. “We’ll deal with them if we have to.”
 

 
  “Oh, really,” the Arachne said grimly. “Have you seen the enchantments they wield now?”
 

 
  “Pfft,” Larch waved the femur dismissively. “I’m not impressed.”
 

 
  “I see. You’re an
  
   expert
  
  on arcane physics, then. Do you know what an atom is?”
 

 
  The dryad blinked. “Uh…”
 

 
  “Do you know what happens when you split one apart? Or mash two together?” The Arachne shook her head. “There are a bare handful of archmages in the world who
  
   do,
  
  and we all have better sense than to meddle with such things. What you consistently fail to understand about humans is that their capabilities are
  
   cumulative.
  
  Each generation adds to the pool of knowledge and skills the species as a whole commands; each grows more powerful, faster than any other race, even the other sentients. They are on the path to achieving the unthinkable. Within two hundred years, at my best estimate, the human race will have the capacity to
  
   kill. Absolutely. Everything.”
  
  She let that hang in the air for a silent moment, glaring at Larch. “At this rate, they’re a good
  
   millennium
  
  from being able to handle that power with anything resembling responsibility.”
 

 
  “Are you sure about this?” Aspen asked quietly.
 

 
  “The numbers may vary,” the Arachne replied, turning to her. “The realities do not. Humans must be
  
   dealt
  
  with, and before any of you suggests it, it’s already too late to just wipe them out. They’re too strong.”
 

 
  “They’re not stronger than nature itself!” Rowan declared, tossing her hair.
 

 
  “I’m no longer certain of that,” the Arachne said quietly.
 

 
  Silence greeted this pronouncement. The avatar of Naiya remained motionless, watching; the dryads looked uncertainly at each other.
 

 
  “So what
  
   are
  
  you suggesting?” Aspen asked finally.
 

 
  “That the children of Naiya start dealing proactively with the human race,” said the Arachne, “beginning with the Tiraan Empire. The fact is, you girls do not grasp
  
   how
  
  they think…or vice versa. That needs to change. Humans
  
   need
  
  your influence; they need powerful, credible voices to help guide their development toward something more friendly to the natural order. If they don’t have that, they’re going to end up at war with the planet, and I’m very much afraid they might win. In which case they, along with the rest of us and everyone and everything else, will lose.”
 

 
  “You’re talking about cultivation,” said Juniper. She shrank back as everyone turned to look at her.
 

 
  “Watch your
  
   mouth,”
  
  Maple said caustically.
 

 
  “No,” said the Arachne, staring at Juniper. “Go on. Finish your thought.”
 

 
  Juniper swallowed, glancing at the avatar; Naiya smiled at her and nodded. She cleared her throat. “Well…it’s cultivation, right? What humans do to wild plants and animals, to turn them slowly into something they can use. You’re talking about
  
   us
  
  cultivating
  
   them.”
  
  She shrugged defensively. “It makes good sense to
  
   me.
  
  See how they like it for a change.”
 

 
  “And which one are you?” the Arachne asked.
 

 
  “I’m Juniper! It’s nice to meet you!”
 

 
  “She’s new,” said Pine, rewarded by a chorus of snickers. Juniper stuck out her tongue at her elder sister.
 

 
  The Arachne was ignoring the byplay, staring at the avatar. Naiya’s image drew in a deep breath and let it out as a slow sigh that filled the whole crater with a warm, sweet-smelling breeze.
 

 
  
   “Yes, Arachne, I have long since seen the wisdom in what you ask. As you see, I have been making my own preparations.”
  
 

 
  “Mm hm,” the Arachne said cryptically, turning her gaze back to Juniper. “Well, she’s certainly gorgeous enough according to the current ideal of Imperial society. That’ll help. I’m not sure I want to know how you kept abreast of the trends.”
 

 
  “Um, thank you?” Juniper said uncertainly. “But…what’s going on? Mother?”
 

 
  The goddess gave her a sad smile.
 

 
  
   “Juniper, my daughter… I have a task for you.”
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  “I am just so fucking bored,” Ruda moaned.
 

 
  “Yes,” Juniper said patiently, not looking up from her book. “You have mentioned that an average of eight times an hour for the last week.”
 

 
  Ruda had been sprawled on the sofa in Clarke Tower’s front parlor, her boots on the table and her head dangling off the back of the couch. Now she straightened herself up enough to peer quizzically at the dryad.
 

 
  “You’ve been counting? And computing averages? That is both fuckin’ creepy and proof that you’re as bored as me.”
 

 
  “What?” At that, Juniper finally lifted her gaze, blinking in confusion. “No, I… That was supposed to be hyperbole. I thought I was getting the hang of humor. Did I do it wrong?”
 

 
  Ruda stared at her for a moment, then chuckled, shaking her head. “Hah, y’know, actually you did it just fine.”
 

 
  “Yay!”
 

 
  “Seriously, though.
  
   Bored.”
  
 

 
  “How is it possible you can’t find
  
   anything
  
  to do?” Juniper asked, now uncharacteristically annoyed. “There’s
  
   lots
  
  of stuff. Read. Go start a fight. Have sex with someone.
  
   I
  
  manage just fine.”
 

 
  “That, Juno my dear, is because you’ll fuck anything that moves.”
 

 
  “That just isn’t true,” the dryad said haughtily. “Only sentient beings whom I don’t actively dislike. I have
  
   standards.”
  
 

 
  “See, the problem with your suggested activities is they involve
  
   other people.
  
  Everyone is fucking
  
   gone.”
  
 

 
  “Everyone is
  
   not
  
  gone! There’s at least a couple dozen people left on campus, and the town…”
 

 
  “Let me rephrase that. Everyone worth a damn is
  
   gone.
  
  Present company excepted. Seriously, doll, I’m sorry if I’m annoying you but I’m hanging around you like a fuckin’ gull over a barrel of chum because you’re the last goddamn person on this mountain I actually like.”
 

 
  “Aww!” Juniper beamed at her over the book. “I like you too!”
 

 
  Ruda pulled a bottle of whiskey out of her coat, yanked out the stopper and took a long drink. “But with all due respect, I can’t fight
  
   or
  
  fuck you. All we can do is talk.”
 

 
  “You
  
   could
  
  do either of those things,” Juniper pointed out. “You just really, really wouldn’t like them.”
 

 
  “…yeah, I’m not quite
  
   that
  
  bored.”
 

 
  “Y’know, everybody
  
   else
  
  went home for the vacation to see their families and whatnot. Or other people’s families.”
 

 
  “Yeah, what the fuck is up with that? What’s Fross gonna do at the fucking Avenist convent in Viridill?”
 

 
  Juniper shrugged. “Study human society, she said. My point is, you could have gone too.”
 

 
  “Juno, by the time I
  
   got
  
  to Puna Dara it’d be too late to turn around and get back in time for the semester to start. We don’t even have a Rail line.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Juniper said patiently. “I meant, you could’ve gone visiting with someone else.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Ruda said sardonically. “Who?”
 

 
  The dryad opened her mouth, then closed it, frowned, and cut her eyes to the side, visibly thinking. “Um… I bet Teal has lots of space?”
 

 
  Ruda blew out a huge sigh. “Yeah, and she’d let me come, too. Teal’s fancy-ass house of gold has got to be the only place I’d be
  
   more
  
  bored than with Toby’s monks. I’d be a diplomatic crisis waiting for an excuse in Tar’naris, and really, what the fuck am I gonna do hanging around in Tiraas with Gabe?”
 

 
  “You
  
   could
  
  do exactly that,” Juniper pointed out. “Gabe is very attracted to you.”
 

 
  Ruda made a face. “Ew. He’s a nice kid, when he’s not talking, but… Ew.”
 

 
  “Yeah, not your type, I know.” She shrugged, lowering her eyes to the page again. “I’m not sure he’d go for it anyway. He’s learning to view women as more than just potential mates, and he really respects you a lot.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Ruda said, staring at the wall. “He does? How ’bout that.” She took another drink.
 

 
  “Everyone does. You set the grading curve last semester, after all.”
 

 
  “Feh.” She waved the wine bottle airily. “Grades. Bunch of pencil-pushing bullshit.”
 

 
  “Yeah. I guess they need to measure our progress somehow, though. Maybe…or something. I’m still not absolutely convinced of the benefit of
  
   measuring
  
  stuff. Why can’t people just let the world be what it is?”
 

 
  “Cos sometimes the world fucking blows, and only a sissy just lies down and takes it.”
 

 
  Juniper raised her eyes again, frowning. “I…am not sure whether I disagree with you or just don’t understand your idioms.”
 

 
  “Prob’ly a little of both.” Ruda stood abruptly. “Okay, that’s it. Let’s go get in trouble.”
 

 
  “Uh.” Juniper blinked up at her. “I…don’t think that is a good idea.”
 

 
  “I’m not talking
  
   general
  
  mayhem, that would be pointless. I wanna break into Tellwyrn’s office!”
 

 
  Juniper stared. “I really don’t think that’s… No, I’m positive that is a
  
   very bad
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “Oh, pfft.” Ruda brandished the bottle, grinning. “What’s she gonna do? Your mother can end the world and my papa would raze this town to the ground if the turned us into toads or something.”
 

 
  “Ruda, it’s
  
   Professor Tellwyrn.
  
  I’m a little scared that I apparently have to explain
  
   why
  
  this is a bad idea!”
 

 
  “Look, she has one of the Vernis Vaults in that office. I
  
   saw
  
  it when I was in there last. It’s just sittin’ against the wall with books stacked on it like a goddamn end table.”
 

 
  “One of the what?”
 

 
  Ruda perched on the arm of the couch. “They’re artifacts made thousands of years ago by Verniselle. The goddess of money? She only made five, and they’re all supposed to be lost. Whatever you put in there, you can take out an
  
   infinite
  
  amount of as long as you’re alive!”
 

 
  Juniper blinked slowly. “And… You want to steal it?”
 

 
  “What? Don’t be crazy, Tellwyrn’s the owner. We’d have to kill her to take it, and I wouldn’t wanna do that even if it was remotely fucking possible. I actually really like her class. No, I just wanna see what she’s got in there!” She grinned broadly. “What is
  
   so
  
  important to the great and notorious Arachne Tellwyrn that she arms herself with an unlimited supply of it. Aren’t you curious?”
 

 
  “Ruda, I’m curious about a
  
   lot
  
  of things, but I’m still hung up on the part where you want to break into the office of the great and notorious Arachne Tellwyrn. I’ve found that as a
  
   general
  
  rule, everyone’s happier when she’s
  
   not
  
  mad.”
 

 
  “Well, everyone but her.”
 

 
  “…will a time ever come when I understand most of what you say?”
 

 
  “Don’t feel bad, dollbaby, it’s not just you.” Ruda straightened up, her boots thunking back to the floor. “I’m going, and you need to come with.”
 

 
  “Excuse me? I
  
   need
  
  to? I need to follow campus rules!”
 

 
  “Juno, there are rules, and then there are
  
   rules.”
  
 

 
  “What? That doesn’t make
  
   any
  
  sense. There are just rules!”
 

 
  “Look at it this way,” Ruda said, grinning. “There are rules made by people, and then there’s the laws of nature, right? The one that’s arbitrary and has to be enforced, and the other that just
  
   exists.
  
  Yes?”
 

 
  Juniper tilted her head, frowning. “I…yes. What about it?”
 

 
  “Well, within human society, there’s that same dichotomy. There are things you’re
  
   supposed
  
  to do, and then there are things you just
  
   have
  
  to.”
 

 
  The dryad groaned and let the book fall to her lap, bending forward to cradle her head in her hands. “I’m never gonna figure everything out!”
 

 
  “Aw.” Ruda plunked down on the arm of her chair and draped her arm around Juniper’s shoulders. “Hon, the great secret is
  
   nobody’s
  
  got it all figured out. They just decide you’re an adult, basically, when you get good enough at faking it that you can cope. You’re doin’ fine, trust me.”
 

 
  “Really?”
 

 
  “Really. And right
  
   now,
  
  one of those unwritten rules is we need to go break into Tellwyrn’s office.”
 

 
  “…I’m sorry, but that still doesn’t make a lot of sense.”
 

 
  “It’s not about the office, specifically,” Ruda said. “It’s about
  
   living.
  
  College students are expected—hell, we’re
  
   supposed
  
  to act out. To just go out and
  
   do
  
  shit. Find out where the boundaries are!”
 

 
  “We
  
   know
  
  where the boundaries are! There’s a student handbook!”
 

 
  “Juno, trust me, you don’t know the boundaries until you’re pressed up against one. The handbook is more like a guideline, really. You wanna know the extent of Tellwyrn’s patience? You fucking
  
   push
  
  it!”
 

 
  Juniper stared up at her. “You really are bored, aren’t you?”
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
 

 
  She sighed. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  it’s not a good idea. That’s why we’re doing it!”
 

 
  “Ugh, if we just go
  
   do
  
  it, will you stop trying to explain it? I’m getting a headache.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ruda rapped sharply on the door to Professor Tellwyrn’s office, then stepped back, folding her hands primly behind her.
 

 
  Silence.
 

 
  “I don’t think she’s in there,” Juniper whispered.
 

 
  “I
  
   figured
  
  she wasn’t,” Ruda replied. “She usually eats lunch in the faculty lounge with the other professors. Well, then!” Kneeling, she inspected the door handle with its large keyhole below. “Looks like a standard tumbler lock… Old one, too. You’d think she’d upgrade her security. Let’s see, I’ve got picks somewhere…”
 

 
  Juniper reached past her and turned the knob. The door opened smoothly.
 

 
  “Spoilsport,” Ruda muttered, standing up and sweeping inside.
 

 
  Juniper hovered in the doorway, glancing down the hall nervously. “If you didn’t think she was in there, why’d you knock?”
 

 
  “Because if she
  
   was
  
  in there, it’d be awfully embarrassing if we just barged in, wouldn’t it?”
 

 
  “Oh. So, uh…what were you going to say if she
  
   was
  
  here?”
 

 
  Ruda grinned at her. “I was gonna ask if we could see the Vernis Vault.”
 

 
  Juniper’s head whipped around and her expression collapsed into a scowl. “Wait, what?
  
   That
  
  was an option? Then why are we
  
   doing
  
  this?!”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, this way’s more fun! Look, there it is, with that…fucking thing sitting on top of it. What
  
   is
  
  that?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Juniper huffed, folding her arms. She still lurked in the doorway, as if afraid she’d lose her deniability if she fully entered the office.
 

 
  Ruda approached the piece of furniture to which she had pointed. The alleged Vernis Vault was about chest-high on her, perched on little irregular clumps of volcanic rock that just barely qualified as legs. The wood was ancient and stained almost black, scarred and pitted so deeply that the engraved sigil of Verniselle on its front was barely discernible.
 

 
  Atop it sat what appeared to be an abstract sculpture of crystal and bronze. A metal framework enclosed a row of faintly glowing power crystals, attached by wires to a circular metal plate on which sat a thin black ceramic disk. Attached to its rear was an upright frame containing what appeared to be a gong.
 

 
  “Huh,” Ruda said, bending forward to peer at the object. “It looks like a… Hell, I don’t know. I wanna say a musical instrument.”
 

 
  “Why are you fussing about
  
   that
  
  thing?” Juniper demanded. “I thought you wanted to see what was in the—” She broke off, peering wide-eyed down the corridor outside. “Someone’s coming.”
 

 
  “What?” Ruda straightened up. “Who?”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   Tellwyrn!
  
  And…someone else, I don’t know!”
 

 
  “Quick!
  
   Hide!”
  
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  Ruda lunged forward, grabbed her by the arm, pushed the door shut and dragged the flustered dryad over to Tellwyrn’s closet. Shoving Juniper in ahead, she pressed herself in after and pulled the door shut.
 

 
  It was very cramped and very dark. The door didn’t fit well; there was a sizeable crack between it and its frame, enough to admit a little light and provide a very narrow view of the room outside. After a momentary shuffling, Ruda ended up sitting on the floor with her face pressed against it, Juniper standing over her, so they could both see out.
 

 
  “Don’t move,” Ruda whispered. “Try not to breathe.”
 

 
  “I don’t have to—”
 

 
  
   “Shh!”
  
 

 
  The exterior door opened and Tellwyrn herself bustled in, chattering away. “Here we are! Please make yourself comfortable, pull up a chair. It must have been a grueling trip. I know what, let’s have some relaxing music! Have you seen one of these? Newest thing out of Calderaas.”
 

 
  She stepped into view of the crack—barely—and began fussing with the peculiar apparatus sitting atop the Vernis Vault. In moments, the room was filled with music. It was oddly
  
   small
  
  for being clearly the sound of an orchestra, and had a raspy undertone that probably resulted from the mechanism playing it.
 

 
  “Impressive,” said a woman’s voice, deadpan. She was a deep alto, not yet visible from the closet.
 

 
  “I know it’s a little tawdry, showing off my new toys, but this is quickly becoming a favorite,” Tellwyrn said cheerily. “They’re starting to put all the great symphonies on these disks. I’m just waiting for them to begin recording operas; I so rarely get to Tiraas to buy a ticket these days. Please, sit! Tea? I have the most exquisite jasmine blend from Sifan…”
 

 
  She puttered around, collecting cups and a teapot and explaining how the arcane hot plate worked, and Ruda frowned into the crack. This cheerful, almost
  
   domestic
  
  Tellwyrn was deeply incongruous. She was acting almost like
  
   Janis.
  
 

 
  Then, finally, the Professor’s guest entered her very limited field of view, seating herself in the chair in front of Tellwyrn’s desk, and drove all questions about the Professor’s behavior out of Ruda’s mind. The woman was a drow, regal and stately in aspect even when sitting down. She was taller than Shaeine, and somewhat more strongly built, though her attire had clearly come from the same aesthetic. Her robes were of a similar cut to those Shaeine wore, and likewise of the same deep, dark shade of primary color that was nearly black, though where Shaeine wore her House colors of green and red, this woman was in blue.
 

 
  “I don’t wish to take up any more of your time than absolutely necessary,” the woman said curtly, interrupting Tellwyrn mid-comment. “If you will kindly direct me to my daughter, I will collect her and depart.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course,” Tellwyrn said calmly, seating herself behind the desk and pouring tea. The scent of it filled the room pleasantly, even in the closet. “Forgive me, Nassra, I may be a little behind the times. With a campus full of students, one loses track of the details of all their lives. Last
  
   I
  
  heard, Natchua didn’t intend to return to Tar’naris until her education here was complete.”
 

 
  “That changed when she chose to humiliate her House and make a mockery of herself,” Nassra said flatly. Her face and tone were expressionless, but where Shaeine always seemed serene, this woman was icy. “I am supremely uninterested in what she intends or wants. Natchua is to return home, where she will no longer be a warped reflection of our society before Tiraan eyes, and face appropriate discipline for her actions.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shrugged and sipped her tea. “Natchua is legally an adult by Tiraan standards, is not in any legal trouble and is a student in good standing at this University. It seems that what she wants
  
   is
  
  a factor. I realize the relationships between mothers and daughters is enshrined in both custom and law in Tar’naris, but in the Empire, I’m afraid you don’t actually have the prerogative to take her anywhere.”
 

 
  “This is absurd. She is
  
   my daughter.
  
  I
  
   demand
  
  that you hand her over to me!”
 

 
  Slowly, very carefully, Tellwyrn set down her teacup. Her tone, when she spoke, was neutral. “Would you perhaps like to rephrase that?”
 

 
  The drow leaned back slightly; her face betrayed nothing, but she spoke more carefully. “Forgive me. This matter has seemed to bring out the worst in everyone involved.”
 

 
  “Of course, perfectly understandable,” Tellwyrn said pleasantly, picking up her cup again and taking a sip. “Now, I would suggest that if you’re determined to bring Natchua home, you could try to persuade her to go. However, when I raised the matter with her earlier she indicated that she didn’t want to speak with you. Perhaps you could approach her via correspondence? In any case, I regret that you made the trip for nothing. Please, try the tea.”
 

 
  “You have no
  
   right
  
  to stand between me and my child,” Nassra said, tension breaking through her reserve.
 

 
  “Probably true,” Tellwyrn conceded. “Personally, I don’t think in terms of
  
   rights.
  
  In my experience, that results in people acting all entitled and smug. Responsibilities, now,
  
   those
  
  I can get behind. My responsibility in this matter is to my student, and her education.”
 

 
  “I did
  
   not
  
  come all this way to be thwarted by a pompous desk-dweller,” Nassra snapped. “If you insist on blocking me in this matter, I will not hesitate to go over your head.”
 

 
  “And let me tell you how
  
   that
  
  will go,” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “First, you’d have to convince Matriarch Ezrakhai that expending political capital to bring home your ill-behaved brat is a worthwhile use of House Dalmiss’s resources. I don’t know enough about your internal politics even to guess how that would go. Assuming she goes for it,
  
   she
  
  would then have to convince Matriarch Ashaele that pushing this with the Tiraan diplomatic corps is a worthwhile use of Tar’naris’s resources, and frankly, I don’t see that happening.”
 

 
  “You do not—”
 

 
  “Of course,” Tellwyrn barreled on, “Ezrakhai could go over
  
   Ashaele’s
  
  head; I understand it wouldn’t be the first time. If she can get Queen Arkasia to sign off on it, Ashaele will obey, and petition the Empire to have Natchua returned. At
  
   that
  
  point, you would find yourself completely stymied and locked in an eternal runaround. Not out of any malice, mind; the Empire simply can’t politically afford to acknowledge that they can’t
  
   make
  
  me do anything on my campus. If you’re extremely lucky, some bureaucrat in the Foreign Ministry will take you aside and quietly explain all this, but far more likely you would never hear anything further except that your request was being processed. Of course, by the time all this played out, Natchua’s remaining two and a half years at the University would likely be over and the whole thing moot.”
 

 
  By the end of this recitation, Nassra was gripping the arms of her chair, her fingers tensed into veritable claws.
 

 
  “My House,” Nassra said frostily, “is not paying her tuition any further. You should be aware of this and make any relevant decisions before the next academic semester starts.”
 

 
  “It seems Natchua anticipated that,” Tellwyrn said, smiling. “Turns out she qualifies for a number of academic scholarships. Despite being a thoroughly annoying individual, she
  
   is
  
  a very good student. Who knew? Anyhow, you needn’t worry about her welfare; everything is being covered.”
 

 
  “If you insist on depriving me of legitimate avenues to my daughter, there are
  
   other—”
  
 

 
  In that instant, Professor Nice Guy left the room.
 

 
  Tellwyrn lunged across the desk, sending teacups splashing to the floor, and gathered a handful of Nassra’s collar, dragging the astonished drow forward. “Now you hear this,” the Professor snarled. “I don’t care who you think you are, you do
  
   not
  
  come onto my campus and threaten harm to one of my students. I have destroyed people more completely than you can imagine just for
  
   offering
  
  to cause that kind of trouble. But you? No, Nassra, it won’t be the death of you. If you
  
   actually
  
  are overweening enough to send someone to try to ‘retrieve’ Natchua from this University before her time here is up, I will
  
   first
  
  reduce whatever agent you employ to a greasy smear of ashes and regret, and
  
   then
  
  I will come after you in Tar’naris. I will walk right into your House, put you over my knee, hike up your robes and
  
   spank. Your. Butt.”
  
 

 
  All Narisian reserve lost, Nassra gawped at the furious Professor from inches away. “Y-you—”
 

 
  “I
  
   what?
  
  Wouldn’t?
  
   Can’t?”
  
  Tellwyrn grinned psychotically; it was a far more disturbing expression than her previous snarl. “I did it to a Hand of Avei, right in front of her army. The Sisters have never forgiven me for that, but what they
  
   haven’t
  
  managed to do is avenge her, much less prevent me from doing it in the first place. You think your House can protect you?” Tellwyrn tugged her closer, till their noses were actually touching. “Laurel Aselstyne spent the rest of her career as a punchline. Care to guess what
  
   your
  
  political prospects are after you bring that down on yourself?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn held her gaze for a long, drawn-out moment in which there was only the sound of the tinny symphony playing from the music contraption. Then, abruptly, she released Nassra and slid back across her desk, settling into her chair, and folded her hands.
 

 
  “Or,” she said, again as calm and pleasant as though nothing had happened, “you can acknowledge that some things are simply beyond your power to influence, and we can relate to one another like civilized people. Despite certain…irregularities…with her behavior, Natchua has given you much to be proud of. She’s intelligent and driven, and seems to make friends easily. All in all, she has done much better here than I first anticipated when Ezrakhai shoehorned her into the exchange program. Perhaps you’d be wise to let her develop a bit more on her own before writing her off as a bad job.”
 

 
  “I don’t need
  
   your
  
  advice on raising my daughter,” Nassra said, still visibly shaken.
 

 
  “Oh?” Tellwyrn’s tone was soft, now. “I haven’t pried into her home life, but the fact remains that for someone from a duty-oriented, matriarchal culture to try to divorce herself so completely from her mother’s influence… Well, that’s suggestive, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare—”
  
  Nassra broke off suddenly, clamping her lips shut.
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Tellwyrn said silkily,
  
   “please
  
  finish that sentence. I can always do with a good chuckle.”
 

 
  Nassra glared daggers at her for a moment, then abruptly stood, turned, and stalked away, out of Ruda’s narrow field of view.
 

 
  “You have
  
   not
  
  heard the last of this,” she declared from out of sight.
 

 
  “By all means, drop by anytime,” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “We’re always open!”
 

 
  The door opened, then slammed shut.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn sighed heavily, leaning back in her chair. With a flick of her finger, the music shut off; she then extended her right hand to the side, making a grasping motion and lifting it upward, and spilled jasmine tea rose from her desk and the carpet, forming an amorphous ball in midair, which she carefully guided back into the teapot. Finally, she took off her glasses and set them on the desk, rubbing at the bridge of her nose.
 

 
  “In the interests of world peace,” she said aloud, “I’m willing to be persuaded that you two are snooping in my office for unrelated reasons, and not
  
   trying
  
  to ignite the diplomatic incident you very nearly just did.”
 

 
  
  
  Ruda caught her breath, then let it out fatalistically. She stood up, bumping Juniper’s chin with the top of her head, and pushed the door open, trying not to look sheepish. Sheepish was not a good look for a Punaji.
 

 
  Tellwyrn eyed them sidelong. “Needless to say, you are not, under any circumstance,
  
   ever,
  
  to repeat anything you just heard. Anywhere, or to anyone.”
 

 
  “Repeat what?” Ruda said innocently. “I couldn’t make anything out over the music. That’s a nifty gadget, by the way.”
 

 
  “Really?” Juniper frowned at her. “It wasn’t
  
   that
  
  loud, you should have been able to oh I know what this is.” She nodded sagely and winked. “Right.
  
   I
  
  didn’t hear anything either!”
 

 
  “You’re coming along nicely,” Ruda said dryly.
 

 
  “Thanks!”
 

 
  “I’ve got a question, though,” Ruda went on. “I mean, I can tell the music and the smelly tea was a sensory distraction so Miss Elf Ears didn’t know we were there, but if
  
   you
  
  did…why not just kick us out?”
 

 
  “You’re here to learn,” the Professor said cryptically. “It’s not hard to suss out how all
  
   this
  
  came to pass. Zaruda, I’m sure your intentions are good, but Juniper does
  
   not
  
  need your help to break out of her shell. Try that with your roommate;
  
   she
  
  could actually benefit from unclenching a bit.
  
   Juniper
  
  needs to adhere to the rules I’ve set down.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, she—”
 

 
  “The rules,” Tellwyrn said grimly, “are the only reason you’re not part of the food chain.”
 

 
  Ruda pulled back, glancing over a Juniper, and grinned nervously. “What? She wouldn’t…”
 

 
  “Actually,
  
   everything’s
  
  part of the food chain,” Juniper said earnestly. “Well, everything alive, anyway. But there are rules about what I’m allowed to eat while I’m at the University.”
 

 
  Ruda’s smile slipped away.
 

 
  “What,” Tellwyrn asked wearily, “are you doing in here?”
 

 
  “Ruda wanted to see what was in the Vernis Vault,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “Ugh.” The Professor rolled her eyes. “What
  
   is
  
  it with you kids and that box? Fine, here.” She stood and stepped over to the Vault, pulling its door open. It swung outward silently. Within was a mostly empty space, containing nothing but a small bowl at its bottom, filled with brightly-colored little balls. Tellwyrn dipped her hand into this, bringing out three, and popped one into her mouth as she turned back to face them. “These were made by Svenheim’s best confectioner. He’s dead now, so this is the world’s only source. Here you go.” She tossed one to each of them.
 

 
  “This…is candy?” Ruda asked, dumbfounded, staring at the little lump of sugar now in her hand.
 

 
  “Really
  
   good
  
  candy.”
 

 
  “I don’t… I can’t… But you could have
  
   anything.
  
  Infinite money. Weapons. Magical artifacts, basically unlimited power if you used that box right. And… You keep your
  
   candy stash
  
  in it.”
 

 
  “Let it never be said I have my priorities mixed,” Tellwyrn said, rolling the confection around her tongue. “The truth, girls, is that all the great things you are taught to strive for can and
  
   will
  
  be taken from you at a moment’s notice. Beauty fades, health fails. Love, despite what the bards try to sell us, is a fragile and fickle thing, all too easily crushed by the weight of reality. Eventually, your very body and mind will turn on you, no matter how supposedly immortal your race.
  
   Nothing
  
  is eternal. It is our expectation that the things which are important to us will survive that leads us so often into grief. In the end, the truest forms of happiness are those which are openly,
  
   knowingly
  
  fleeting. They don’t disappoint when they are gone, because you knew up front that they soon would be. In short, never underestimate the profound significance of candy. It is, in some ways, the purest joy in the world.”
 

 
  Ruda stared at her, completely at a loss; Juniper peered back and forth between them, then at the piece she was holding, clearly just as confused. Almost absently, Ruda lifted her hand and put the candy in her mouth.
 

 
  Immediately she choked and spat it back into her palm.
  
   “Sour!”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn said smugly, “I can stretch a metaphor around the moon and back when I get going. Seriously, though, stay out of here unless you’re invited. My secrets guard themselves; this office is off-limits to students because there ensues an embarrassing mess of paperwork when students turn up killed in here. Now run along.”
 

 
  They made it almost to the door before she spoke again. “Oh, and girls.” Tellwyrn had settled back into her chair, and now regarded them sardonically over her spectacles. “Report to Stew and tell him you need help staying occupied for the remainder of vacation. I’m sure he can find
  
   something
  
  to fill your time.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor,” Juniper said glumly. Ruda just sighed.
 

 
  “Okay,” the pirate said once they were about halfway down the hall. “Not gonna lie… I think I’m a little bit gay for Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “What?” Frowning, Juniper turned to stare at her. “No, you’re not.”
 

 
  “It’s just a figure of—oh, nevermind. I could be persuaded, let’s leave it at that.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure she can still hear us.”
 

 
  “Well, good. I’d hate to think I was embarrassing myself for nothing.”
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  “I have to say I am glad to be back in Last Rock,” Toby said, adjusting the collar of his coat. “Tiraas is miserable in the winter. This is practically a vacation spot.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not
  
   that
  
  bad,” Gabriel said lightly. “It hardly ever snows in the city!”
 

 
  “Snow, no,” Toby grumbled. “Just constant, chilling rain, with a weekly splatter of
  
   sleet
  
  and at least once per winter a serious ice storm, just to remind us that Ouvis still rules the skies.”
 

 
  “What’s this?” Gabriel grinned broadly. “Mr. Toby the Paladin Caine is actually
  
   complaining?
  
  I never thought I would see the day! Damn, and me without my diary.”
 

 
  “It’d be complaining if I were still
  
   in
  
  Tiraas,” Toby replied, grinning back. “I’m not. Here, I’m
  
   appreciating
  
  the balmy Great Plains climate. Relatively.”
 

 
  “Heh… You remember the first time we walked into this building and I wondered if it ever snowed here?” Gabriel craned his neck back, studying the towering face of Helion Hall as they approached it.
 

 
  “Ah, nostalgia. Were we ever that young?”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t make fun. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Toby said, his expression sobering. “We’ve…gotten used to things around here. And yeah, things around here are unpredictable enough to maybe help prepare us for the wide world. I can kinda see where Tellwyrn’s going with all her nonsense, sometimes… Still. This isn’t the world.”
 

 
  “Man, you’ve always gotta rain on
  
   somebody’s
  
  parade,” Gabe groused. “Oh, hey, Ruda! How was your—”
 

 
  Ruda’s short stature and round build were deceptive; she could strike as swiftly as a rattlesnake when she wanted to. Toby was flat on the ground before he even understood that he’d been punched.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?!”
  
  Gabriel screeched, wide-eyed.
 

 
  Toby emitted a soft groan, pressing a hand over his eye, and looked up at Ruda, who stared down at him now with her hands planted on her hips. There was a tense moment before he sighed softly. “Right. Would you rather I’d strung her along?”
 

 
  “No.” Ruda shook her head. “No, you did the right thing. Or maybe the least wrong thing available to you. But
  
   you
  
  didn’t have to watch the aftermath of that. I did. I gotta see the living incarnation of backbone reduced to a cringing mess,
  
   somebody’s
  
  getting punched. Sorry.”
 

 
  She offered him a hand up, which he accepted, still grimacing. “It’s probably a waste of breath even to say it, but
  
   maybe
  
  socking people in the head isn’t the best way to work out your problems?”
 

 
  “I didn’t go around doing it back home,” she said with a grin. “The great thing about the class of 1182 is everyone but me is either basically indestructible or they can heal themselves instantly.”
 

 
  “Well, you always seem to find workarounds,” Gabriel snapped, “such as when you
  
   fucking stabbed me.
  
  And not to change the subject, but what the
  
   hell
  
  is even going on here?!”
 

 
  “You’re an exciting new kind of clueless, aren’t you, Gabe?” she said wryly.
 

 
  “I’m not— Don’t stand there smirking at me, you screaming lunatic, you just walked up and
  
   punched
  
  him!”
 

 
  “It’s not that bad, Gabe,” Toby said. “Stand back for a minute.” The hand over his eye glowed gently for a moment, Gabriel stepping warily away from the burn of divine energy. “Anyhow… I’m glad you two are getting along better.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah. Maybe you should ruin somebody’s vacation more often,” she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Seems to’ve done
  
   some
  
  good, anyway. See you boys in class!”
 

 
  They stood, watching, as Ruda strolled ahead into Helion Hall, whistling.
 

 
  “That girl is one hundred and eight percent out of her goddamn mind,” Gabriel said wonderingly. “…wait.
  
   Wait.
  
  By ‘she…’”
 

 
  “Leave it alone, Gabe.”
 

 
  “Did something happen with you and
  
   Trissiny?
  
  Oh, man, that must’ve…”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Toby said firmly. “Please. Let it go.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed, and they began to move again. “Seriously, though. She can’t just go around punching and stabbing people. I am really starting to wonder if we should be worried about our physical welfare.”
 

 
  Toby shook his head. “Ruda is…rough. You heard her, though. She doesn’t treat people any worse than they can handle. We
  
   are
  
  a pretty resilient group, all told. In fact, she’s easily the most physically vulnerable member of our class. Maybe throwing her weight around is a way to compensate.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’d be a lot more reassuring if she hadn’t gone and taught me that I’m not impervious to mithril when she, as I keep having to remind people,
  
   fucking stabbed me!”
  
 

 
  “Well, be reasonable, Gabe. You have that effect on girls.”
 

 
  “Boy, just because you’re the Hand of Omnu does not mean that I’ll hesitate to kick your ass.”
 

 
  “No, the fact that I’m ten times the martial artist you are is what’ll make you hesitate.”
 

 
  “My point stands.”
 

 
  When they entered Tellwyrn’s classroom, the rest of their class were already assembled. Juniper waved and called a hello, as did Fross, rushing over to buzz affectionately around their heads. Teal and Shaeine were whispering with their heads together. Trissiny, sitting next to Ruda, glanced up at their entrance and immediately averted her gaze, staring stonily at the lectern in front.
 

 
  Tellwyrn, uncharacteristically, was already there, flipping idly through a book. She looked up as Toby and Gabriel found their seats.
  
   “Well.
  
  Look who finally decided to join us. I guess we can get started, then!”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, we’re not even late,” Gabriel protested. “It’s not time for class to start yet!”
 

 
  “Whether you approach it from a philosophical, scientific or any other standpoint, it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that time is
  
   relative,”
  
  Tellwyrn intoned. “If you’re the last to arrive, you are by definition late.”
 

 
  “By
  
   that
  
  argument,
  
   you
  
  were late to every class last semester!”
 

 
  “I’m in charge,” she said with a grin. “If I’m late, everybody is, and thus by the principle of relativity, everyone is on time. Anyhow! Welcome back, kids. Despite my belief that pampering is a counterproductive approach to education, over the last fifty years I’ve learned to accept the fact that students on their first day back from vacation are simply
  
   not
  
  going to perform at their best. As such, this will be a homework-free class, and I won’t even ask you to take notes. What we’re about to discuss will be interesting enough, if I have the measure of all of you, to hold your attention; you’ll need to keep it in mind but it’s nothing I’ll be testing you on.
 

 
  “Last semester we covered, in brief, the history of the Tiraan Empire, chiefly as a series of examples of the various principles of governance and sociology in action. We will be broadening our scope this semester to look at the progress of nations and societies as a whole. The beginning of this study, because it impacts everything that comes after, is the effective beginning of recorded history: the origin of the gods. Miss Falconer, while I
  
   appreciate
  
  the restraint of young lovers who don’t paw at each other in my class, having your demon send sub-sonic messages is
  
   extremely
  
  distracting for those of us with elven ears and arcane senses.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Teal croaked, flushing with mortification. Gabriel winced sympathetically; Ruda failed at repressing a snicker.
 

 
  “Some of you will take or
  
   have
  
  taken divinity electives, but those are not a requirement for graduation here, so I’m not going to assume you have an equal grounding in theological history,” Tellwyrn continued. “The origins of the Pantheon explain, from a certain point of view, almost everything about the modern world. While our gods are far,
  
   far
  
  from perfect—
  
   don’t start,
  
  Avelea—you can be assured that they beat the alternative by a vast margin. The Elder Gods were…simply monstrous. Of them, Naiya was by far the most benign, and she is simply icily amoral and completely without mercy. She is rational and
  
   consistent,
  
  though; it is possible and in fact rather simple to avoid getting on her bad side. Naiya doesn’t intervene directly to
  
   help
  
  people, but her influence on the world is not actively harmful to intelligent life. Of the rest of her generation, not one were so…genial. The Elder Gods regarded the sentient races as livestock; the only reason they didn’t capriciously wipe all of them out was that the relatively few who exercised a fair degree of forethought shepherded mortal populations in exactly the way we manage herds of sheep and cattle today, and for most of the same reasons.
 

 
  “My point is, you will find me to be critical of the gods where they deserve it, but I am here to tell you: it could be a hell of a lot worse.”
 

 
  She paused, pointlessly adjusting her spectacles, while the students stared at her in silence. Personally aggravating as Tellwyrn tended to be, she
  
   did
  
  know how to hold an audience’s attention.
 

 
  “And so, our inquiry begins with a deceptively simple question.” The Professor spread her hands, smiling. “What
  
   is
  
  a god?”
 

 
  Several of them glanced at each other speculatively; Toby carefully kept his thoughts to himself. Trissiny raised her hand.
 

 
  “Avelea, are you thinking of reciting Church doctrine in my class again? And if so, what makes you think it’ll go any differently than every
  
   other
  
  time?”
 

 
  Scowling, Trissiny put her hand down.
 

 
  “It was a rhetorical question anyway,” Tellwyrn said. “A god is at the intersection of three things: personality, power, and concept. The first two are extremely basic. We know that gods are individuals—in fact, we know that all of the current Pantheon were once mortals, most of them human. Power is equally obvious. Less commonly understood, but of arguably greater importance, is their
  
   meaning.
  
  Izara is the goddess of love, Vesk the god of music, Verniselle the goddess of money, we all know this. But while the common worshiper is content to regard these as jobs, or hobbies, or at best a sacred calling, the truth is that these concepts are
  
   absolutely integral
  
  to what makes a god. Pound for pound, there have been demons, dragons, archmages and several other individuals who could rival a lesser god for power. The gods, however, are more than who they are and how strong they are. It is
  
   what
  
  they are that makes them so enduring and so potent. They are diffuse yet discrete incarnations of
  
   ideas,
  
  and this is what firmly roots them in existence. Fross, is that more of your customary fluttering about or do you have a question?”
 

 
  “Question!” the pixie exclaimed, darting back and forth above her desk. “I’ve been dying to know this but none of the books have anything but speculation, but I’m sure
  
   you
  
  have some insights because you’ve been around practically forever and everyone knows you’ve gotten closer to more gods than basically
  
   anyone,
  
  but I didn’t want to interrupt another class with the unrelated question, so, yeah! How does this
  
   happen?
  
  What
  
   makes
  
  a god become a god?”
 

 
  “That was a good question once we finally got to it,” Tellwyrn said gravely. “I’m afraid I don’t know.”
 

 
  Fross came to an abrupt stop in midair, then actually began to fall before catching herself. “But…but…”
 

 
  “Nobody does,” Tellwyrn said with a smile. “Well, nobody aside from the gods, and they aren’t talking. Apotheosis remains a great mystery. As I said, we know the Pantheon and its few unaligned deities of the same generation were once mortal. The two surviving Elders likewise were, so we can assume that most if not all of their generation were the same—”
 

 
  “Wait!” Juniper interrupted. “Wait,
  
   what?
  
  Are you seriously claiming that Naiya was once
  
   human?”
  
 

 
  “Juniper, have you ever given any thought to why you and your sisters
  
   look
  
  so human?”
 

 
  The dryad gaped at her.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “Yes, I assure you, Naiya began life as a human, an unfathomably long time ago. As did Scyllith.”
 

 
  “How do you
  
   know
  
  that?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “As Fross mentioned, I’ve had contact with a
  
   lot
  
  of deities. All of them, to my knowledge. And yes, that includes closer brushes with Scyllith than I’d wish on anyone. To bring this back to my original point, exactly how this came to be is not known. The Pantheon all rose at the same time; whatever mechanism they found to achieve this, they subsequently buried and expunged from history.”
 

 
  “Well, that pretty much makes sense, considering what they did with it,” Gabriel noted. “They’d have to be worried about the next generation doing to them what they did to the Elders.”
 

 
  “You are flirting with blasphemy,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “He’s quite correct, though, despite his
  
   continuing
  
  inability to raise his hand before speaking,” Tellwyrn said. “Whatever the Pantheon did when they ascended seems to have changed the rules. Previously, the Elder Gods acted with basically no constraint. Now, gods are both defined and to an extent bound by the concepts they represent. There are no gods who just
  
   exist;
  
  each is the god or goddess
  
   of
  
  something. The Elders are, individually, more powerful than any of the Pantheon, but also more limited in their actions, more diffuse. Their essence is spread more broadly, impeding their ability to
  
   exercise
  
  that power.”
 

 
  “In what way?” asked Shaeine.
 

 
  “Well, let’s take a modern example,” said Tellwyrn, smiling. “Who are the most powerful gods of the current generation? Yes, Mr. Caine?”
 

 
  “The Trinity,” Toby said, lowering his hand. “Omnu, Avei and Vidius.”
 

 
  “Correct. And
  
   why
  
  are they so much stronger than their compatriots? Arquin?”
 

 
  “Based on what you were just telling us,” Gabriel said slowly, “Each of those three is tied to multiple concepts.”
 

 
  “Excellent!” Tellwyrn’s smile blossomed into a grin. “Very good, you’ve just sussed out something that most priests of most faiths are reluctant to acknowledge. Yes, the majority of gods are linked to a
  
   single
  
  identifying idea, but the Trinity are another matter. Omnu, the god of life, the sun and agriculture. Vidius, god of death and duality. Avei, goddess of war, justice and women. Also significant is that each of their alignments is a broad and deep one; each of those concepts is something that inevitably pops up everywhere and impacts almost everyone. Worth noting is that Scyllith is much the same: she is goddess of light, beauty and cruelty.”
 

 
  “What you suggest,” said Shaeine, “is that power, for gods, is fundamentally tied to breadth of application.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” said Tellwyrn, nodding. “Let’s consider Avei as an example. She is the patron of war, justice and women. Straightforward concepts yes?”
 

 
  “For the record, ‘patron’ is an explicitly sexist—”
 

 
  “Trissiny, if you can’t make it through this discussion without being an obnoxious pedant, I can and
  
   will
  
  seal your lips for the duration of the class.
  
   Anyway,
  
  consider each of Avei’s areas of influence. What, exactly,
  
   is
  
  war?”
 

 
  She raised an eyebrow, watching them in silence while they glanced at each other.
 

 
  “The…resolution of conflict through violence on a large organized scale,” Shaeine said finally.
 

 
  “Ah, but
  
   is
  
  it? Why must it be organized, or large? As our resident pacifists can tell you, even
  
   threats
  
  are by many standards considered acts of violence—but by other standards, not. The Avenists themselves hold a doctrine that
  
   war
  
  is any situation where two or more parties are in conflict. This should, in theory, expand the role of their goddess to almost everything… Yet while that extremely liberal definition would encompass all diplomacy and argument, the Sisters of Avei seem to concern themselves largely with violent conflict, leaving other forms of resolution to less martial gods.
 

 
  “What about justice, then? Again, it seems straightforward on the surface, but when you begin to analyze it, justice is such a culturally dependent concept that it may mean completely different things in different societies. Even among peoples who share a basic idea of what is
  
   just,
  
  the
  
   application
  
  of those principles is so often complex that…well, lawyers exist. It takes highly educated people to sort out the mess that ensues from attempting to apply this apparently simple idea to everyday life.”
 

 
  “But women?” Gabriel said. “I mean, it doesn’t get much more obvious than that.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Tellwyrn tilted her head. “Have you ever given any thought to the question of what
  
   is
  
  a woman?”
 

 
  “Every night,” he said, grinning.
 

 
  “Gabe,” Ruda said, “just because we all know you do it doesn’t mean we wanna
  
   hear
  
  about it.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Tellwyrn continued, “that’s another issue about which the cult of Avei are, themselves, divided. Trans women can become priestesses in the Sisterhood, but only biological females are permitted to join the Silver Legions.”
 

 
  “Uh…trans what?”
 

 
  “Nevermind, Arquin. You can learn about that later when Trissiny’s yelling at you.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t going to
  
   yell
  
  at him!”
 

 
  “I bet you’re never
  
   going
  
  to yell at anyone,” Tellwyrn said with a grin. “You set out to calmly and reasonably explain your point of view, and it’s always a surprise when you find yourself yelling. Sound right?”
 

 
  “Why did I come back to this campus?” Trissiny muttered, hunching in her seat.
 

 
  “In the case of Avei,” Tellwyrn continued, “in addition to the conflicts inherent in her fundamental concepts, there are actual workarounds. For example, if you find yourself having personally offended the goddess of war, you can very easily get her off your case through simple
  
   penitence.
  
  And I do mean sincere penitence. If you are authentically
  
   sorry
  
  for whatever you did to cheese her off, and devote yourself to making amends and living a better life, her personal pursuit of you will simply, instantly, cease. The Sisters have made significant efforts over the centuries to suppress this fact, as in fact have the Church and many of the other cults, because a lot of gods share the same quirk. This isn’t a total avoidance of consequence, mind you; the Sisters themselves can hold a grudge like you wouldn’t believe.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at Trissiny, who shrugged after a moment. “Well, she’s not wrong.”
 

 
  “The point,” said Tellwyrn, “is that such sudden and
  
   predictable
  
  forgiveness is uncharacteristic of Avei’s general personality. It
  
   reveals
  
  that when the first and third traits of a god come into conflict, concept triumphs over individuality.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment while the students contemplated this, and Tellwyrn let them.
 

 
  “So—” Gabriel snapped his mouth shut and raised his hand.
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  Mr. Arquin?” Tellwyrn said sweetly.
 

 
  “You make it sound…
  
   mechanistic.
  
  Like the gods have, I dunno, counterspells.”
 

 
  “That’s an oversimplification, but it works as a metaphor. It’s nothing so clean or convenient, but the reality is that the gods are constrained by the very thing that makes them what they are. If you’re clever, and particularly ballsy, you can use that against them. People have. Be aware, though, that trying and
  
   failing
  
  to manipulate a god is a recipe for the most apocalyptic smackdown a person can receive. Honestly, in most cases, it’s better to deal frankly with them. With the exceptions of such as Scyllith and Elilial, or sometimes Shaath and Eserion, so long as your intentions are good and your efforts consistent and sincere, they’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and probably not cause you trouble you don’t deserve.”
 

 
  “So…who would you say is the most dangerous of them?” Gabriel asked, clearly quite interested.
 

 
  “I do hope, Arquin, you aren’t thinking of some kind of revolt against heaven. Half-demons have tried that before. It has never gone well.”
 

 
  “No, I… I was just curious. I mean, you’re kind of the expert, and it sounds like what we’ve been thinking of divine power all wrong. You basically just told us that Avei’s rage has a kill switch.”
 

 
  “A
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s something modern enchanted appliances tend to have,” Teal explained. “Flip a switch, shut down the device.”
 

 
  “For your information, Trissiny, half-elves have a lifespan in the centuries if not millennia, and dental reconstruction is mostly beyond even the best healers, so you
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t grind your teeth.” Tellwyrn grinned wickedly at her for a moment before continuing. “And yes, Arquin, your question is significant; the nature of gods calls into question the nature of their power. Honestly, I wouldn’t consider Avei the most dangerous enemy by a wide margin. Nor Elilial…or even Scyllith. She is stronger than the younger gods, but also more heavily bound; Scyllith is all but helpless to act except through the agency of her cultists, who are trapped in an environment where the goddess of
  
   light
  
  is at an explicit disadvantage. No, if I had to nominate
  
   one
  
  god I really wouldn’t want mad at me, I’d pick Eserion.”
 

 
  “Um, which one is that?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “The god of thieves,” said Fross. “I’m not sure I understand why, though.”
 

 
  “It helps to have a basic grasp of Eserite theology,” Tellwyrn explained. “Unlike nearly every other deity, the main thrust of Eserion’s teaching is self-reliance. He doesn’t so much grant power to his followers as
  
   teach
  
  them how to cultivate and maximize their own skills. As such, he appears, at face value, to be among the weakest of gods. He doesn’t go for showy displays of force. For exactly that reason, though, Eserion doesn’t have the same built-in
  
   weaknesses
  
  that many gods suffer; he’s not constrained by much, and what power he has is entirely under his own agency. You can’t play alignment tricks with him. You can’t even exploit the Circles of Interaction against his followers, who, unlike every other priestly order, won’t come at you with divine magic. That leads into the primary issue here: Eserion is heavily bound up in the lives of his cultists, mostly leaving them alone as a point of principle, but
  
   able
  
  to follow and interact with them individually on a level that other, more widely active gods seldom bother with. You irk Eserion, and you’ve made an enemy of the Thieves’ Guild. That is very,
  
   very
  
  unwise thing to do.”
 

 
  “The Guild isn’t nearly as threatening as you make them sound,” Trissiny said disdainfully.
 

 
  “Spoken like an Avenist,” Tellwyrn said with a grin. “What you don’t realize about your cult’s rivalry with the Eserites is that only the Sisters take it seriously; the Guild thinks it’s all a grand game. Think about it: these are people who cultivate and hone their skills as a point of divine command, who have no
  
   moral
  
  codes to speak of, whose chief doctrinal obligation is to forcibly inflict humility upon the mighty. There are thousands of them, they are everywhere, and beating them on a small scale only convinces them that you
  
   need
  
  to be brought down. Even the Black Wreath mind their manners around the Guild.”
 

 
  “That…actually makes a lot of sense,” Teal said slowly. “Eserion is widely described as a trickster god. It stands to reason he’d find a way to game the system.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Tellwyrn agreed, nodding. “To consider the question another way, if we are thinking in terms of how a god can be outmaneuvered or brought low, I would have to say that only Naiya and Naphthene are truly indestructible. Gods, like anything else which lives, can die… But not without being severed from the concepts which sustain them, or having those concepts themselves destroyed. If you try to attack
  
   life
  
  or the ocean…well, you’re not going to win that. If those two ever wear out and die, it’ll be long after everything else has.”
 

 
  There was a momentary shifting in seats before Gabriel asked the question suddenly on everyone’s mind.
 

 
  “How, exactly, do you kill a god?”
 

 
  “Is that a general ‘you?’” Tellwyrn asked wryly.
 

 
  “…if that helps you, sure.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “It depends on the god. In all honesty, that’s a question that doesn’t have an explicit answer. The god of the orcs was destroyed because he was so connected to the land of Athan’Khar that when the
  
   land
  
  was distorted beyond recognition, he had nothing left to sustain him. A number of deities have been felled over the course of history, though the Church has managed to suppress most of the accounts. Some were like Khar, unmoored by the loss of whatever granted them permanence. In fact,
  
   most
  
  local or tribal deities are extinct at this point, and even some who were aligned to broader concepts have fallen. Sometimes by having their alignment deliberately destroyed, but the majority simply by their relatively limited philosophies simply falling out of favor, their worship drying up. Virtually all the gods active today are rooted in something that is nigh-universal in the experience of sentient life.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn paused, twisting her lips to one side as though unwilling to continue, but continue she did. “And then, as you
  
   meant
  
  to ask, there are those who were personally brought down by powerful entities who set out to do exactly that. Mostly by rival gods…sometimes by comparatively lesser powers. All I can tell you about that is, again…it depends on the god. There’s not a single, reliable godslaying technique; if you are ever in a situation where you
  
   must
  
  destroy a deity in order to preserve your own being, you will either find a way to do so, or in all probability you won’t. They don’t fall easily. It takes a great deal of power, will and ingenuity to bring it about, but in the end much of it comes down to the caprice of fate.
 

 
  “Don’t try it,” she added firmly.
 

 
  Only silence answered her.
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  Despite the intermittent freezing drizzle, Sweet was enjoying himself. For one thing, he was full of hot spiced tea (with just a smidge of brandy); for another, the weather was an excuse for him to peacock a little bit. His customary loud, slightly scruffy suit was augmented with a truly garish scarf, a ragged broad-brimmed hat trailing a patchy old feather halfway down his back, and a Punaji-style greatcoat. Also, he was wearing personal heating charms that kept the worst of the elements from troubling even his exposed face and fingers. Truly, modern enchantment was wonderful.
 

 
  Mostly, though, it was good to be out and about, talking to people, tasting the air, being seen. He’d been making his rounds most of the morning, for the first time in more than a week—far too long. Sweet wasn’t meant to be kept in the safety of the Guild or Church, and no matter how he savored the high-stakes intrigues of Justinian and the Empire, he did get tired of associating only with the rich and well-bred. That was the Bishop’s turf. It was good to just be Sweet again. He needed to find or make time to do this more often; it kept him grounded.
 

 
  Which was why he was annoyed when someone behind him cleared his throat and said, “Your pardon, Bishop Darling?”
 

 
  He was passing through one of the city’s back alley markets—not of illegal goods, in this case, but simply the kind of place where the less-than-wealthy could acquire non-perishable items for less than the going rate, due to the fact that most had been damaged or worn out and shoddily (or not at all) repaired. And yes, well, some of them had probably fallen off the backs of various carts.
 

 
  Sweet suppressed his annoyance and turned, putting on an amiable smile. His instinctive reaction was that nobody who ought to be talking to him would have called him that, here, in this getup, but that was just knee-jerk defensiveness; just because this fellow didn’t know his ways didn’t mean he had nothing worthwhile to say. Some of Sweet’s best tips came from people he wouldn’t have paid to shine his boots.
 

 
  Upon finding himself face-to-face with an elf in a sharp suit, he immediately thought of the Jackal, but just as quickly dismissed that idea. This elf wore a startling emerald green shirt under his jacket, and had a diffident aspect totally unlike the assassin’s insouciance. Also, he was underdressed for the weather, and tensely hunched in on himself, though not quite shivering.
 

 
  “Well, hi there,” Sweet said easily. “I don’t think you’ve had the pleasure. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  The man smiled thinly at him. “I’m afraid I must take up a certain amount of your time, Bishop Darling. You have something which belongs to my master, Khadizroth.” He stopped, gazing significantly at Sweet with the distinctive expression of someone who has just dropped an important name and awaits the awed recognition thereof.
 

 
  “Oh?” Sweet replied. “Can you narrow that down for me?”
 

 
  The elf’s smile faded. “I think you know.”
 

 
  “Sonny Jim,” Sweet said condescendingly, “I’m a ranking priest of the god of thieves. I make it a point of principle not to own anything that didn’t use to belong to someone else. So no,
  
   seriously,
  
  I need you to be a
  
   lot
  
  more specific about several details. Is it…bigger than a breadbox?”
 

 
  The elf glanced furtively about, and Sweet wanted to roll his eyes. This one was clearly a newcomer to illicit dealings—but the fact that he betrayed his nervousness of onlookers revealed that his business was, at minimum, illicit. Still, nobody was paying the two of them the slightest attention. Just because the people selling wares in this alley were on the right side of the law didn’t mean they were strangers to seeing shady deals unfold. Everyone present had the good sense to vigorously mind their own business, especially when an agent of the Guild was involved.
 

 
  “I am referring,” the man said in a lower tone, all but glaring now, “to the two women. Lianwe and Shinaue.”
 

 
  Sweet coughed to poorly cover a chuckle—and skillfully conceal his sudden unease. “Buddy, you may want to reconsider your terminology. This city is
  
   crawling
  
  with Avenists. We don’t refer to women as ‘somethings’ around here, nor imply that one can have ownership of them. Also, neither name rings a bell.”
 

 
  “Enough,” the elf snapped. “I
  
   know
  
  you have them. Two teenage elves; you’ve
  
   hardly
  
  been secretive about the fact that they live in your house! My master has a prior claim to those girls.”
 

 
  “I see,” Sweet said slowly. “Well…how about that. And here I thought they were free range.”
 

 
  “That was my master’s impression,” said the elf, calming slightly. “Which is why he sent me to approach you as a gentleman, and discuss a deal. You have clearly made an investment in them, unaware that you were poaching in his territory. To demonstrate that there is no ill will, my master has authorized me to discuss fair compensation for your trouble, once they are returned to him.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Sweet said seriously, wearing a thoughtful expression. “I see, I see. Well, if he’s willing to be reasonable about it, perhaps we can do business. So your master—Khadgar, was it?”
 

 
  
   “Khadizroth,”
  
  the elf said peevishly.
 

 
  “Right, yes, sorry. I have the most terrible memory, though in my defense, that’s barely even a name. Anyhow! I think we can establish a starting point for negotiations.” Smiling blandly, he held out his hand. “Can I ask you to carry a message to him?”
 

 
  “I—if necessary,” the elf said reluctantly, very slowly moving to clasp Sweet’s hand in his own. “My master is not to be lightly bothered; I have full authority to negotiate on his behalf—”
 

 
  Sweet wasn’t a fighter by specialization and didn’t oversee most of his apprentices’ combat training, but in the course of their education he’d managed to pick up a few points about sparring with elves. They were devilishly fast, agile, and impossibly coordinated, but not very strong at all. The key was to get your hands on them. Once the sparring match turned into a wrestling match, the advantage was the human’s.
 

 
  He gripped the elf’s wrist, whirled and took off at a run. His momentum kept his gasping prisoner trailing along behind him, too off-balance to even keep his feet, much less launch an attack, his meager weight barely even a consideration. Sweet dashed a couple of yards till he found a particularly slick stretch of pavement and dived into a controlled slide, still dragging his flabbergasted hostage. Pushing forward with a foot every once in a while, he kept going until they approached the mouth of another alley running across this one, its mouth on one side filled with a heap of broken, half-rotted barrels that smelled of the ancient memory of fish and decomposition. Then he hopped to the side, onto a patch of cobblestones that gave his feet better purchase, spun the elf in a full circle, and hurled him bodily into the trash.
 

 
  It probably wasn’t hard enough to damage him seriously, but elven physiology being what it was, the poor fellow was dazed, winded, and carrying a collection of bruises and scrapes that were going to be with him for a good while, unless he went to a healer to have them dealt with.
 

 
  Sweet glanced around to make sure everyone nearby was pointedly not seeing any of this—as they should be—then stepped over to him and knelt next to the elf’s head. The man blinked, glassy-eyed, up at him.
 

 
  “Be sure you convey that message
  
   exactly,”
  
  he said cheerfully. “So much nuance is lost in translation, you know? Oh, and a little addendum. Those girls are apprentices of the Thieves’ Guild. They aren’t his, and they aren’t mine.” He let the good-humored facade drop and stared grimly down at the fallen elf. “They belong to
  
   Eserion.
  
  Your boss should think about picking on somebody his own size.”
 

 
  With that, he turned and strolled away.
 

 
  Back the way he came, though, rather than on to the rest of his customary rounds. It seemed that, once again, his usual habits would have to yield to the newest crisis.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “You wouldn’t have to hold it closed like that if you’d just get a coat like a normal person.”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up. You’re just jealous because I’m stylish.”
 

 
  “Stylish?
  
   Stylish?
  
  You are the
  
   only
  
  person in this century who wears a cloak!”
 

 
  “Well, yeah! What did you
  
   think
  
  ‘stylish’ meant?”
 

 
  Price arrived while the two elves, grinning and bickering amiably, finished hanging up their outer garments in the hall.
 

 
  “Good afternoon, girls,” she said. “He’s waiting for you in the study.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Flora said, grinning. “Not the
  
   study.”
  
 

 
  “Nothing good ever happens in the study! Are we about to get spanked?”
 

 
  “You wish.”
 

 
  “Oh…ew.
  
   Gross.
  
  You are
  
   such
  
  a freak.”
 

 
  “You love it.”
 

 
  Price stood, watching them expressionlessly as they climbed the stairs, then followed at a distance.
 

 
  Fauna rapped twice on the study door before pushing it open and ducking her head in. “Hey there! What’s up, Sweet?”
 

 
  He was sitting in the overstuffed chair behind his desk, gazing moodily at the far wall. At her entrance, he looked up, but didn’t smile. “Ah. Girls. C’mon in.”
 

 
  They slipped inside, their own cheerful expressions growing more solemn. Sweet’s distant, thoughtful attitude didn’t exactly promise disaster, but it was sufficiently out of his normal character to be cause for concern.
 

 
  “Is everything okay?” Flora asked.
 

 
  “That’s a good question,” he said seriously. “Here’s a better one: Who’s Khadizroth?”
 

 
  In the following silence, they both went rigid.
 

 
  Sweet regarded them for a moment. “You’ve made excellent progress in the last few months, girls. It’s gotten almost impossible to shock you off your cool, and you’re turning into very competent little liars. So, based on this reaction, I’m going to assume whatever’s going on is a big damn deal.”
 

 
  “Where did you hear that name?” Fauna whispered.
 

 
  Sweet shook his head. “I haven’t pried into your history because you’ve the right to keep it to yourselves if you want. Matters become
  
   different
  
  when your history shows up in my city looking to collect you.”
 

 
  “He’s
  
   here?”
  
  Flora squalled in alarm.
 

 
  “I don’t know!” Sweet exclaimed. “But some poncy elf in a green shirt who claims to work for him told me today that
  
   you two
  
  are considered missing property.”
 

 
  “We’ll go,” Fauna said tremulously. “We don’t want to involve you or the Guild in this. We’ll take—”
 

 
  “Shut. Your. Mouth.”
 

 
  Both their eyes widened at the ice in his tone. Sweet glared up at them, leaning forward and planting his hands flat on the desk. “You’re Guild; we
  
   don’t
  
  abandon our own. You’re my apprentices, and that means I protect you, I don’t give a shit who or
  
   what
  
  is after you. Goddammit, we’re
  
   family.
  
  If you have a problem,
  
   I
  
  have a problem, and straightening out problems is what I
  
   do.
  
  I don’t want to hear any more talk like that, understand?
  
   Ever.”
  
 

 
  “Okay,” Flora said in a small voice, smiling despite the sheen of tears in her eyes. Fauna only nodded, biting her lip.
 

 
  “Okay,” Sweet repeated, leaning back and relaxing slightly. “With
  
   that
  
  out of the way, my original and increasingly pertinent question remains.
  
   Who
  
  is this Khadizroth?”
 

 
  They looked glumly at each other.
 

 
  Fauna drew in a deep breath, visibly steeling herself. “Khadizroth the Green is the dragon who basically raised us. We took the headhunter pact to kill him. Obviously, we failed.”
 

 
  Sweet stared at them silently for a moment, then drew in a breath slowly threw his nose and blew it out in a huff.
 

 
  “PRICE!”
 

 
  She entered, calm as always, carrying a tray bearing a glass of brandy.
 

 
  “Ah. Thank you.” He took it from her and had a sip. “How do you always know?”
 

 
  “Sir, it’s me, Price,” she said, deadpan. Sweet grimaced and took another drink.
 

 
  “All right…stick around, I suspect you’ll need to be kept in the loop. Girls, sit. No, over there on the loveseat, might as well be comfortable. All right, let’s have it from the beginning, shall we?”
 

 
  Once ensconced on the little sofa, the two elves looked at each other again. He couldn’t tell if they were silently communicating in the way they sometimes did, or just stalling.
 

 
  “I believe it’s Flora’s turn to speak,” he said dryly.
 

 
  She sighed, then did so. “Our parents were from the Cobalt Dawn tribe.”
 

 
  “Dammit!” They both looked up at him in surprise. He shrugged. “I owe Style a doubloon. Sorry, go on.”
 

 
  “I take that to mean you know what happened to the Cobalt Dawn,” Fauna said with some annoyance.
 

 
  “Tried to fight the full power of the Imperial Army, yeah. It’s not exactly a state secret. Honestly, though, nobody’s seen or heard from any member of that tribe in more than a decade. The Army claims to have all but obliterated them. I always figured the rumors of holdouts were just fanciful nonsense.”
 

 
  “They were,” Flora said, nodding. “There
  
   was
  
  a group of survivors, but… We were kept under tight control. I guarantee no rumors escaped.”
 

 
  “After the Army routed the tribe,” Fauna continued, “Khadizroth rounded up what survivors he could. Only nine adults, all badly injured.
  
   Badly.
  
  Aside from broken bones and organ damage, they had lighting burns, mana burns… The kind of wounds that mean you need constant care. He also manged to find the tribe’s children, though.”
 

 
  “All eight of us,” Flora chimed in. “We’d been sent away with the tribe’s youngest shaman before the battle. He ended up being the last grown member with an intact body.”
 

 
  “We…were the oldest of the kids.”
 

 
  They fell silent, staring at the carpet, and Sweet glanced at Price. Her face, as always, gave no hint what she thought of all this.
 

 
  “What did a green dragon want with a bunch of elves?” he prompted after a moment.
 

 
  Flora drew another deep, steadying breath. “He… Offered his protection. He would safeguard and provide for the remainder of the Cobalt Dawn tribe, make sure the wounded lacked for nothing. That we young ones would have a chance to grow up, safe from the Empire.”
 

 
  “Generous,” Sweet said skeptically.
 

 
  “Oh, there was a price,” Fauna said bitterly. “I assume you know how dragons reproduce?”
 

 
  “Gnh.” He grimaced.
 

 
  Flora nodded. “Of the surviving warriors…well, nobody was in adequate shape, nor likely ever would be again. But six of the young ones were girls.”
 

 
  Sweet twisted his lips in revulsion, then frowned. “Wai, six? That’s…uncharacteristic. Dragons have always gone after one woman at a time. It’s their whole shtick.”
 

 
  “Khadizroth wasn’t doing it for the pleasure, or the chase,” Fauna said grimly. “He had a
  
   plan.”
  
 

 
  “He was concerned about the ascendancy of the Tiraan Empire, and the human race in general. What he wanted…was his own force to challenge them. A force of his own offspring.”
 

 
  “That was the deal,” said Flora, looking suddenly exhausted. “The survival of the last of our tribe, and in exchange… We were to give him children, when we were old enough.”
 

 
  “As many and as often as we could.”
 

 
  “That,” Sweet said weakly, “is very nearly as terrifying as it is abhorrent. Gods, an
  
   army
  
  of dragons? But why did he need captive elves for that? Even when they go after one woman at a time, dragons sometimes resort to brute force rather than persuasion. Seems like he could just collect a harem from whoever was handy.”
 

 
  “Well, it wasn’t as if he wanted to
  
   raise
  
  his own spawn,” Flora said venomously. “No, taking in a group of orphans was
  
   ideal.
  
  He would raise
  
   us,
  
  make sure we were loyal to him, then entrust us with bringing up…” She broke off, turning her head to glare at the wall.
 

 
  “Sounds like that didn’t quite work out,” Sweet noted quietly.
 

 
  “We were too old,” Fauna said, her voice uncharacteristically quiet, almost meek. “We…played along. It was the only way to survive. The younger ones bought into his cult of personality, but… We remembered our real families, we knew what it was he expected of us and what it meant. And as we got old enough to…to…”
 

 
  “To start our duties,” Flora whispered, her eyes still averted. Fauna draped an arm around her and pulled her close.
 

 
  “You ran,” Sweet said.
 

 
  “We ran.” Fauna nodded. “But not just to get away. We went to Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “It…was the only thing we could think of.”
 

 
  He let them compose themselves in silence. It took a couple of minutes, but Sweet simply kept his expression open and calm. Finally, Fauna drew in another breath.
 

 
  “Well… We waited until he was away to come back. Then we…abducted the rest of the tribe. In small groups, using arcane and infernal teleportation.”
 

 
  “The older ones were cowed, broken, dependent… The younger ones thoroughly invested in Khadizroth. He was their whole world. None of them would have left willingly.”
 

 
  “We took them to other tribes, split them up across as wide a space as we could, explained to the elders and shaman what was going on.”
 

 
  “They wouldn’t let
  
   us
  
  stick around,” Flora said bitterly. “We were
  
   eldei alai’shi.
  
  But they would certainly protect imperiled elves from a dragon. Even if it meant dealing with a certain amount of…”
 

 
  “Brainwashing.”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  They shared one of those long looks.
 

 
  “Needless to say, he wasn’t happy when he got back.”
 

 
  Sweet resisted the urge to whistle. A dragon against two headhunters? That had to have been a
  
   cataclysmic
  
  fight. It must indeed have happened deep in the Golden Sea, or everyone would have heard about it.
 

 
  “It didn’t happen the way you’re probably thinking,” Flora said with grim amusement. “We ambushed him. Even with our powers, he’s still a
  
   dragon.
  
  Giving him a fair fight would have been suicidally stupid.”
 

 
  “Apparently, though, he realized what we’d done, and didn’t think a fair fight against two headhunters was in his interests, either. So he fled.”
 

 
  “After that… We roamed around a bit. We were free, but… Alone. No elves would let us near them, and the spirits…”
 

 
  “We’d traded a bad situation for a worse one.”
 

 
  “Eventually, we came to Tiraas, and…”
 

 
  “And we’re pretty much caught up,” Sweet said firmly. They both looked up at him as he stood and came around to the front of the desk. “All right, on your feet, both of you.”
 

 
  They stood, watching him with obvious trepidation. He stepped forward, wrapped his arms around them both, and held them close.
 

 
  “I am just so
  
   goddamn
  
  proud of you girls. The initiative, the sacrifice, the sheer bloody
  
   willpower
  
  to get through that… You’re fucking amazing. Don’t let anybody try to tell you different.”
 

 
  After a moment’s stiff resistance, they slumped, then melted, burying their faces in his shoulders. He just held them there while they quivered with silent sobs.
 

 
  “We destroyed our own family,” Fauna said at last, muffled.
 

 
  “They were furious…betrayed. They’ll
  
   never
  
  forgive us.”
 

 
  “You destroyed
  
   nothing,”
  
  he said firmly. “Your family were drafted into a
  
   war.
  
  No matter how this dragon’s plans went, any confrontation with the Empire would have been messy as
  
   hell.
  
  Honestly, I can’t imagine what his endgame could have been. If he’d attacked the human race with a force that could have
  
   significantly
  
  threatened us, he wouldn’t just be dealing with the Empire. The
  
   Pantheon
  
  would have stepped into that; they’ve done it before, with things like demon invasions. A marauding dragon army would certainly have been serious enough. He was going to get what remained of your tribe
  
   killed.
  
  You saved their lives, not to mention the countless others who would have died in the conflict. Hell, you girls saved the whole bloody world, and look what you’ve given up to do it. No paladin who ever lived has
  
   anything
  
  on you for heroics.”
 

 
  They finally pulled back enough to smile up at him. Weakly, through tears, but genuinely. He grinned back, gently ruffling their hair.
 

 
  “The elf you say you spoke to…” Fauna said. “Did he look…scarred?”
 

 
  “Was he really young?”
 

 
  “No,” Sweet said, frowning. “He was an adult. No scars on his face or hands, and he didn’t have any trouble moving around. Or at least he didn’t before I threw him into a pile of driftwood.”
 

 
  Their eyes widened. “You…did what?”
 

 
  “Hey, the asshole was talking about you two like pieces of luggage, and clearly expected me to do the same. I chose to take exception.”
 

 
  They glanced at each other, suddenly scowling. “Vannae,” said Flora.
 

 
  “Old friend?”
 

 
  “So-called shaman who was supposed to have been looking after us,” Fauna spat, finally pulling away from him. Flora followed suit.
 

 
  “He was the one who campaigned for Khadizroth’s deal, got the other survivors to agree to it.”
 

 
  “We stuck
  
   him
  
  with a forest elf tribe as far from the Golden Sea as we could get without crossing the ocean.”
 

 
  “We figured even
  
   he
  
  would be grateful to get out from under the bastard’s scaly green thumb.”
 

 
  “Apparently he’s managed to become actually
  
   loyal
  
  to Khadizroth after all these years.”
 

 
  “And here we just thought he was a sycophant.”
 

 
  “He did have that indefinable air of the brown-noser,” Sweet agreed solemnly, getting a pair of grins in response. “Well. That brings us to the here and now.”
 

 
  He backed up and perched on the edge of his desk. Flora and Fauna didn’t sit back down, standing close together with arms around each other’s waists, watching him. Price looked on, cool as a cucumber.
 

 
  “Even a dragon wouldn’t attack a whole tribe of elves,” Sweet said, frowning into the distance as he thought out loud. “Nor would a tribe of elves allow your compatriots to get away until they were sure they’d undone the damage of their upbringing.”
 

 
  “The
  
   Empire
  
  finished off a tribe of elves pretty effectively,” Fauna said, scowling.
 

 
  “With all due respect to your kin, the Cobalt Dawn picked a fight they failed to understand. It’s not
  
   widely
  
  known, but tribes out of the Golden Sea have skirmished with Imperial forces since then, too, and the results are a lot more even. By maximizing their advantages they do pretty well. This is still a massive shift; for most of history, any armed conflict between humans and elves was a decisive elven victory, which is probably why the Cobalt Dawn thought they could actually
  
   conquer
  
  a slice of Imperial territory. Anyhow, the
  
   point
  
  is, elves know how to deal with dragons, and it doesn’t usually involve fighting. I think it’s best to assume your buddy…Vannae, was it? He went back to the Big K on his own. Until we learn otherwise, the most logical conclusion is the rest of your people are still where you left them. It might not hurt for you to discreetly check up on them in the next week or so, though.”
 

 
  They nodded in unison.
 

 
  “The tribes won’t stand for us hanging around,” said Flora, “but they’ll probably be reasonable if we make it clear we’re just checking that our kin are all right.”
 

 
  “So the issue is, what does Khadizroth want with you
  
   now?”
  
  Sweet stood and began pacing back and forth. “His dream of a dragon army is effectively wrecked. Revenge?”
 

 
  “That would be like him,” Fauna said darkly. Sweet was already shaking his head, though.
 

 
  “No… Doing it this way, he’s inviting your attention. Unless it’s to lure you into some kind of trap, that’s not a winning move on his part. You’re dangerous enough to give him pause. If he wanted to
  
   end
  
  you, he’d try what you tried: an ambush. So why let you see him coming?”
 

 
  Sudden realization showed on their faces. “He wants to know who we’ve told!” Flora blurted.
 

 
  “Bingo!” Sweet grinned. “Here we’ve got a green dragon who was
  
   actively
  
  plotting a massive campaign against the Tiraan Empire. Here the only people who
  
   know
  
  of it and have proven willing to resist him are hanging around Tiraas itself. He needs to find out who knows what before silencing you.”
 

 
  “So…what do we do with that information?” Fauna asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “For the time being, you leave it to me.” Sweet nodded, his expression firm. “The nature of his interest means he’ll be cautious; we have a little time to maneuver. All right… You two head off to dinner. I’ll be along shortly. I just need to think a bit.”
 

 
  “Sweet,” Flora said, staring at him worriedly, “he’s a dragon.”
 

 
  “It’s not that we lack respect for your skills, please don’t think that…”
 

 
  “But
  
   don’t
  
  try to take Khadizroth on. Please.”
 

 
  “What, are you two somehow under the impression you’ve been training with the Silver Legions all this time?” Sweet grinned at them. “We’re thieves. We don’t take people on. Sure, if they’re small fry, maybe we bust their kneecaps, but for a
  
   worthy
  
  foe? This calls for plans, traps, and tricks. This is the perfect time for a really good
  
   con.
  
  You let me work on this for a bit, okay? Trust me, we’re gonna be fine. Now seriously, you head down and get fed.”
 

 
  Impulsively, they both rushed forward and hugged him again.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Fauna whispered.
 

 
  “For everything.”
 

 
  After they had left, he slowly paced back around to his chair and sank down, frowning into space. How
  
   did
  
  one go about conning a dragon? He needed a lot more information on this Khadizroth…
 

 
  Immediately the thought of the Chamber of Truth sprang to the forefront of his mind, and just as immediately he dismissed it. He wasn’t sure, yet, whether Justinian had some means of keeping track of what was researched in the hidden library, and wasn’t about to take the risk of pulling the Church into this. Justinian and his schemes were enough of a nightmare without giving him a dragon to play with. Besides, he had several very good reasons for wanting to avoid bringing Flora and Fauna to anyone else’s attention. No, far better to keep those two pieces of his life strictly separated for now.
 

 
  Of course, he realized, he
  
   did
  
  know someone who was likely well-acquainted with dragons and any other major players operating in the world. Of course, their interactions had always been pointedly at her initiation, not his.
 

 
  “Price,” he said, a grin stretching across his face.
 

 
  “Sir?”
 

 
  “I want you to find, buy, steal or build a scarecrow.”
 

 
  “A…scarecrow, your Grace?”
 

 
  He nodded vigorously. “And then place it on the roof.”
 

 
  Price was still and silent as a tombstone for a second and a half, which was what she did because she was far too proper to dramatically sigh. “May I suggest that if your Grace desires to antagonize the neighbors, there are more elegant ways?”
 

 
  “You’re hilarious, Price. Seriously, hop to. I’m gonna need to call in some major help with this one.”
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  For centuries Onkawa had been known in song and story as the Jewel of the West, but in the modern era it had also taken to calling itself the Tiraas of the West. The first city-state of the coastal provinces to join the Empire’s march and the only one to do so willingly, it had old and deep ties to the Silver Throne and was one of the only places in this part of the continent where to be seen as Tiraan was considered desirable.
 

 
  Like Tiraas, Onkawa was a political capital, a seat of learning and culture filled with libraries, museums and academies, as well as a financial center home to trade guild halls and trading syndicates. It was also a city whose shape was defined by rivers and cliffs, with some districts perpetually filled by the roar of waterfalls.
 

 
  The similarities ended there. The cliffs which bordered Onkawa on its western edge were an uneven sixty to a hundred feet high—tall enough to be good and fatal if one were to tumble off, but hardly the imposing drop of the Tira Falls. All manner of stairs, ramps and tunnels made travel up and down all but routine. Three rivers passed through the city, broad, shallow and sluggish as opposed to the Tira’s furious rapids, pouring over the cliffs into a lake below the city. Where Tiraas was a walled city tightly packed onto its island mountaintop, Onkawa sprawled across the granite plain above the marshlands below; no fewer than three concentric rings of old walls marched through it, most now crumbling and neglected, and the city continued to meander ever outward like a spreading urban puddle. There was no major industry to speak of, no factory antennae lighting up the night, though the Onkawi had their share of fairy lamps, Rail lines and scrolltowers. Best of all, at this time of year, was the city’s tropical clime.
 

 
  In fact, quite a few of the well-to-do of Tiraas chose to winter in the Jewel of the West. The pace of life was slow, the cost of living low, the streets colorful and the people cheerfully outgoing. If one hadn’t the luxury of garden walls and hired guards, though, life in Onkawa tended to be dangerous and dirty. For the richer classes, the squalor of the baking streets just outside their villas was as distant as the freezing drizzle back home in Tiraas.
 

 
  Approaching one of these estates, Kheshiri couldn’t help being impressed by both its defensible position and lavish appointments. The walled compound backed right up against a stretch of the old city walls, which towered above, cutting off the view to the south. Its own walls were much more modest, but glistened along their upper reaches, where shards of broken glass had been arranged into abstract mosaic murals—with their sharp edges extending outward. Beautiful
  
   and
  
  vicious; she appreciated every part of it. From the street out front, she could see three guards patrolling the tops of these walls, as well as the tops of trees extending upward from the gardens within.
 

 
  The broad gates, though, stood open. A guard lounged outside, slumped against the wall and seeming half-asleep under the beating sun, but she could
  
   feel
  
  his acute attention to his surroundings. A broad-brimmed hat protected him from sunstroke while also concealing his eyes, and he wore neither armor nor uniform, though a scimitar was thrust through his colorful sash and he cradled a staff in the crook of one arm. As she strolled up, a trio of laughing young women sauntered out of the compound, ignoring both her and the guard.
 

 
  Kheshiri paused in front of the open gate, peering about and putting on an intimidated expression. There was music and laughter from the gardens within; she could see people lounging around a broad pool. It seemed more like some kind of resort than a private residence.
 

 
  “Help you?” asked the guard, eying her up and down with lazy approval.
 

 
  She had chosen to style herself as a local. Her skin was as dark as his, a shade or two past mahogany, her thick black hair tied back in the multiple braids currently worn by fashionable young Onkawi women. The rubber sandals flapped annoyingly when she walked—amazing how they all seemed used to it here—but she enjoyed the sheer, colorful wraparound garment that passed as a dress, tied about the waist by a broad sash in a manner that emphasized her curves.
 

 
  “I-is this Mr. Vandro’s residence?” she asked a little uncertainly. Kheshiri, as always, knew precisely where she was, but a big man with a weapon usually liked to feel superior, especially when talking with a pretty girl. Confidence and competence played up the “mysterious and alluring” angle, which didn’t suit her current character.
 

 
  “It is,” he said, nodding and not exerting himself overmuch to maintain eye contact. “Come to join the party?”
 

 
  “Oh, I… No, I’m not
  
   visiting.
  
  I have a message for Mr. Vandro.” She raised the envelope in her hand, pressing it protectively against her breast—and drawing his attention there.
 

 
  “Shame,” the guard said with a vaguely smarmy smile. “Just head on in. Follow the path straight through the garden to the main house. Mr. Vandro’s probably busy, but you can leave a message with Wilberforce, his Butler. Any of the servants can call him for you.”
 

 
  “Oh! Oh, um, okay. Thanks!”
 

 
  He looked her over again, one side of his mouth twitching upward in a grin. “Don’t mention it.”
 

 
  Kheshiri affected a bashful duck of the head as she trotted past him into the grounds. She didn’t roll her eyes once out of his view—there were people about, it wouldn’t do to break character. It was tempting, though. Big man with a weapon.
 

 
  She looked thoroughly impressed and out of her element while traversing the lavish gardens, hunching her shoulders and picking up her pace on being catcalled by one of the guests. All the while, she analyzed her surroundings carefully and came up impressed. The guards weren’t numerous, but they were strategically placed. Doors were sturdily constructed, in contrast to the usual Onkawi custom of making things as flimsy and open as possible to encourage cooling breezes; Vandro’s estate made use of heavy oak doors and shutters, often with large cut-outs as a concession to airflow, set with thick iron bars in sturdy frames. More bars lined the windows, and whatever access there was to the wall tops was apparently locked away, available only to authorized personnel. More of those deadly glass murals lined the inner walls; this place could protect itself from its guests as well as any potential invasion.
 

 
  The central building was pleasantly cool, shaded from the sun and inhabited by a constant, gentle breeze. The architecture provided part of that, no doubt, but considering some of the things she’d seen lately Kheshiri had to wonder if there was some passive enchantment at work, too. The long hall rose two stories from its marble floor, lined with huge silken hangings that billowed in the soft currents of air; a long, low pool ran the length of the center of the floor, fed by a laughing fountain at the far end.
 

 
  It was quieter, too. A young Sifanese woman sat on a bench near the far end, idly fanning herself and reading a magazine; she glanced up at Kheshiri but quickly dismissed her from interest. A local servant was pushing a mop across the glossy marble; the succubus made a beeline for him.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” she said politely, “I just have a message to deliver, I was told to ask for Wilberforce?”
 

 
  The man looked up at her, blinking as though waking up. “Oh, uh, he’s around somewh—”
 

 
  “May I help you, miss?”
 

 
  Kheshiri had heard him approach, of course, but still jumped slightly and gasped before whirling to face the Butler. He was a man in his later middle years, hair gone steely gray, but still trim and unbowed, his eyes sharply intelligent. His neatly pressed suit looked like it would have to be horribly uncomfortable in this climate, but he didn’t even appear to be sweating.
 

 
  “Um, are you the, uh, him?”
 

 
  “I am Wilberforce, Mr. Vandro’s Butler,” the man said blandly.
 

 
  “Oh! Good, the guard said… That is, I have a message for Mr. Vandro. He said you could get it to him?”
 

 
  “And may I tell Mr. Vandro who called upon him?” the Butler asked, deftly plucking the envelope from her hand.
 

 
  Kheshiri bit her lip. “I don’t think I’m… I mean, I’m sure it’s all explained in the letter.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said, somehow clearly expressing disapproval without breaking his courteous deadpan in the slightest. She was impressed in spite of herself. “I will see that Mr. Vandro receives this with all haste.”
 

 
  “Oh, thanks so much,” she said, practically gushing with relief. “I, uh… I’ll just be going then. Thank you!”
 

 
  “Not at all, miss,” he said politely.
 

 
  She could feel his eyes on her as she trotted back out into the garden, and he wasn’t inspecting her rump. Kheshiri made a mental note to be careful around that one in the future.
 

 
  “Be safe,” the guard outside said to her as she exited the compound.
 

 
  “Thank you!” she replied with a demure smile, setting off back the way she had come at a respectable clip. He
  
   did
  
  stare at her butt as she departed. She resisted the urge to put a little more than her customary sway into it.
 

 
  Two streets over, five minutes later, she was still in a wealthy district, though the walled private villas had yielded to exclusive shops—jewelry, antiques and the like. The street ran along one of the city’s three rivers, an ornamental iron rail on one side and storefronts on the other. She had subtly tweaked her appearance as she stepped onto the boardwalk, not drastically enough to draw attention, just the addition of some jewelry and cosmetics and an improvement in the cut and fabric of her dress, so she wouldn’t look out of place in this neighborhood. The guards wouldn’t pay attention to a clearly wealthy woman out for a mid-morning stroll.
 

 
  People flowed along on all sides, and she let the currents of the crowd carry her. Most of those present were Onkawi, tall humans with dark skin and colorful local garments, though in a district this ritzy there were more than a handful of olive-skinned Tiraan present, and even some paler Stalweiss types. Or possibly folk from the newly-settled Great Plains region; they apparently tended toward pale complexions as well. The new world took some getting used to; last time Kheshiri had been out and about, there was nothing within leagues of the Golden Sea but elves and centaurs. She spotted three gnomes sitting on the rail, chatting, and at one point a dwarf trundling along the street, but the people were overwhelmingly human. No elves at all, which suited her fine. Elves were annoyingly perceptive.
 

 
  The street was well-patrolled and orderly, for the most part. One person tried to pick her pocket; she calmly raked the offending hand with vicious claws that in the next instant weren’t there. The would-be cutpurse was too professional to draw attention, but she could
  
   feel
  
  the pain and shock radiating from him. She savored it until he vanished into the near distance behind her.
 

 
  It took her nearly half an hour, keeping to a meandering pace, to spot a suitable mark. He was clearly a merchant, strolling along rapidly, his mouth moving in silence as he peered at a sheet of expensive white paper in his hand. His clothes were well-cut, but rumpled and bore ink stains. Rich, but careless—perfect.
 

 
  She had placed herself at the rail, leaning against it and gazing dreamily out over the water. At the target’s approach, she “absentmindedly” backed up, and he walked right into her. Kheshiri yelped and went staggering, wheeling her arms for balance.
 

 
  “Oh, gods!” The man dropped his list and reached out frantically, catching her in time to save her from tumbling to the pavement. “I’m so sorry, I wasn’t—are you all right?”
 

 
  “Watch the hands!” she snapped, pushing him away. “And watch where you’re
  
   going,
  
  idiot!”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry,” he repeated, wringing his hands as he stepped back. “I just didn’t see—are you quite all right? Let me make it up to…”
 

 
  “Hmph!” Sticking her nose in the air, she strode past him, stalking away down the boardwalk and ignoring his last shouted apology as he receded into the crowd behind her.
 

 
  She crossed the river at the next footbridge that came up, and waited till she was two streets distant from it to inspect the contents of the merchant’s purse. Excellent—loaded with doubloons, and even four decabloons. A few silver pieces, too, but clearly he was of a class that didn’t consider copper coins worth the effort of carrying.
 

 
  Kheshiri stopped at a food cart to acquire a delightful confection of crushed ice and orange juice. In and around flirting with the scrawny youth manning the cart, she inspected the enchanted devices which composed it. A cold-creating charm, another to condense moisture out of the atmosphere and a third, much simpler enchantment powering a grinding wheel to keep the resulting frost thoroughly mixed, all working together to create an unlimited supply of crushed ice—at least as long as its power crystal held out, which was likely to be basically forever. Those things were used in wands, staved and even horseless carriages.
 

 
  It was amazing. Back in her day…well, it wasn’t that magic wasn’t used on such frippery, but only the richest of the rich could have afforded it. Royalty, or upper aristocracy at minimum. Now? This car sat right on the street, dispensing wonder for pocket change to whoever happened by. Humanity had come so far, so fast…
 

 
  Kheshiri found a bench in a small, sunny park, and lounged, basking in the sun and enjoying her frosty treat. It wasn’t that she had nowhere to be, but she took her time finishing the confection, then licking the melted juice from her fingers unabashedly before finally rising and continuing on her languid way.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was nearing noon and the streets had mostly cleared by the time she got back to the crumbling, sprawling inn-cum-tenement from which she had set out that morning. The heat was nothing to
  
   her,
  
  obviously, but the city’s human residents customarily took shelter during the hottest part of the day. Kheshiri navigated the stained hallways and rickety steps back to the room and rapped on the door.
 

 
  There came furtive motion from within; she stood patiently, waiting for him to identify her through the peephole. All of a sudden, the door was yanked open and Shook grabbed her by the arm, hauling her roughly inside and slamming it behind her.
 

 
  “Where the
  
   fuck
  
  have you been?” he snarled, rounding on her.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   sorry!”
  
  she said, shrinking in on herself and staring up at him wide-eyed through her lashes. “I really thought I knew this city, but it’s not like Tiraas, with all the historical architecture. They keep
  
   changing
  
  everything! All the landmarks are different, some of the
  
   streets
  
  are different even. There’s some kind of temple where the Royal Avenue used to be!”
 

 
  His annoyance diminished visibly, even to the point of a faint smirk cutting through his scowl. “You got
  
   lost?”
  
 

 
  “Not
  
   lost,”
  
  she hedged. “Just a little…turned around. A few times.”
 

 
  Tension leaked from his shoulders and he actually chuckled, grinning at her unpleasantly. “Well, of all the goddamn things. I thought succubi were supposed to be smart.”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  smart,” she said defensively. “It could’ve happened to anyone!”
 

 
  “Sure,” he said dryly. “Did you at
  
   least
  
  get your errand done, you silly trollop?”
 

 
  “Of course I did! I wouldn’t have come back if I hadn’t. Your friend Vandro has a hell of a place; he’s done pretty well for himself, by the looks of it. I didn’t get to see him but I left the letter with a servant—”
 

 
  He crossed the space in one long step, seizing her arm in a bruising grip and glaring down into her eyes. “You gave that letter to a
  
   servant?”
  
 

 
  “It was the best I could do!” she squealed. “I promise, master, I couldn’t get any closer—that place is like a fortress. It was obviously a senior servant, he had on a suit even in the heat…”
 

 
  “Wait, what kind of suit?” he said sharply. “Describe it.”
 

 
  “Uh… Black coat with tails, charcoal gray slacks, waistcoat and bow tie.”
 

 
  Again, Shook relaxed. Not for the first time lately, Kheshiri wondered about the effect his mood swings must have on his heart. “Oh. A Butler. That’s okay, then. I guess you managed not to
  
   completely
  
  fuck it up.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t let you down, master,” she said earnestly.
 

 
  “No,” he mused self-importantly, studying her down his nose. “You’re a bit of a ditz sometimes, but I can’t say you don’t know what’s good for you.”
 

 
  He released her and crossed to the window, twitching aside the ragged curtain to peek out. The little room was stifling; even in his shirtsleeves, Shook was drenched in sweat. The curtain admitted only a slight breeze, but he had insisted on it being left in place, and the door closed, despite the usual custom in Onkawa. Their privacy was far more important than their comfort. Well, his comfort. She could make do anywhere.
 

 
  Kheshiri shifted back to her own appearance, stretching. She didn’t have room to extend her wings in here, but coiled and uncoiled her tail vigorously, savoring the freedom of motion.
 

 
  “So,” she said hesitantly, “now what, master?”
 

 
  “Now we wait,” he said, still peering out through the gap at the edge of the curtain. “Alan’s never let me down yet. He’ll come through.”
 

 
  She slinked up behind him and began to knead his shoulders. “Then everything’s going according to your plan,” she breathed into his ear. “I’m sorry I made you wait, master. Can I help you…ease the tension?”
 

 
  Shook turned to study her face, lifting one hand and stroking her cheek with the back of his knuckles. He smiled, the lopsided, self-satisfied little smirk he often got when inspecting her. Not bothering to reply, he tugged her close, tilting up her face to kiss her roughly.
 

 
  Kheshiri purred and melted against him. The kissing was relatively new, but he’d been doing a lot more of it lately. Bit by bit, he was growing more relaxed around her, more certain he had her firmly under control.
 

 
  Everything was indeed going according to plan.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Late in the afternoon, the sun had lowered enough that the constant breeze over the plains had begun to alleviate its fury. Shook and Kheshiri, again in her disguise as a local woman, sat on an outdoor patio at a restaurant several orders of social magnitude above their current residence, sipping iced lemonade and watching the street. Even in his best suit and with her looking fully presentable, the waiter had given them some very dubious looks. Fortunately, Shook was too preoccupied to notice. It was always a headache, running interference between him and polite society.
 

 
  Several hours after she’d returned, a uniformed messenger, looking even more out-of-place in their slum than they did here, had arrived, directing them to this restaurant at this time. Or rather, to this restaurant half an hour ago. Shook kept his attention on the street, watching for the arrival of their putative guest; uncharacteristically, he remained calm. Aloof and somewhat tense, but not gradually working himself up the way he usually did when someone made him wait. Kheshiri had to wonder about this Alan Vandro and his relationship with Jeremiah Shook.
 

 
  She shifted her chair subtly closer to his and experimentally ran her foot up his calf under the table.
 

 
  “Cut it out,” he said curtly, not even looking at her. Kheshiri didn’t have to feign her disappointed frown. Whatever was going on, it was enough to distract him from the effect she had on him. That wasn’t good.
 

 
  Shook straightened. An enchanted carriage had arrived out of the traffic, pulling up against the curb outside, an unnecessarily large and lavish model driven, she saw, by Wilberforce the Butler. He brought the machine to a stop and hopped down from the driver’s seat, opening the door.
 

 
  The man who stepped out had clearly been big and powerful in his youth and was only slightly less so now. He had just the faintest stoop to his posture and a modest gut, but his shoulders were broad and his arms still thick. Clearly not local, he had what had once been a pale complexion, stained patchy red by sun and wind, his wild hair and neatly-trimmed beard gone pure white. Stepping out of the carriage, he instantly fixed his eyes on Shook and grinned so hugely she could have counted his teeth, regardless of the distance.
 

 
  “Jerry, my boy!”
 

 
  Alan Vandro bounded up the steps to the little terrace, his loose khaki-colored suit fluttering around him in the breeze. Shook had also stood, Kheshiri following suit behind him, and stepped forward to meet the man, grinning just as broadly. They clasped hands firmly and Vandro clapped Shook on the shoulder.
 

 
  “I hear you’re living like a king out here,” Shook said, still smiling broadly. “Palace and all!”
 

 
  “You don’t seem to be doing as badly as I expected, yourself,” Vandro replied, leaning around him to leer at Kheshiri. “What’s
  
   this
  
  little morsel, eh?”
 

 
  “This is Shiri,” Shook said, letting go of the older man and stepping back to the table. “My most prized possession. Shiri, Alan here taught me everything I know.”
 

 
  “I
  
   tried
  
  to teach him everything
  
   I
  
  know,” Vandro said, still grinning, “but there’s a limit to how much sense can be pounded into a skull that thick.”
 

 
  Shook, to her amazement, laughed. Vandro, meanwhile, bowed over her hand, pressing a kiss to the back of her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Shiri. Jerry, lad, I’ve been telling you all these years you need to come out here and sample the local flavor. I guess now you’ve finally acquired a taste for dark meat, here you are.”
 

 
  “Well, I’d like to say I just wanted to look you up for a visit,” Shook replied as they resumed their seats, Vandro taking one across from them, “but the truth is I need your help.”
 

 
  “Goddamn right you do, boy,” Vandro said, his expression growing more serious. Kheshiri was fascinated. Here the man kept Shook waiting, mocked him to his face and flirted with his woman, and rather than blowing up the way she’d learned to expect, Shook treated it all as a joke. Amazing. “I’ve been hearing the rumors. Dunno
  
   what
  
  you did to piss Tricks off, but he’s good and pissed off.”
 

 
  “Gnn.” Shook bared his teeth, grunting in annoyance. “I’ve only been able to get bits and pieces, here and there—the first of which convinced me to avoid Guildmembers for the time being, which is exactly what’s made it hard to get news. What’ve you heard?”
 

 
  “Well, my boy, you’re wanted back at the Guild posthaste,” Vandro said, lounging back in his chair and accepting a glass of lemonade from the waiter without even glancing up at him. “And not in a friendly way. Somehow you’ve
  
   also
  
  managed to get the Avenists out for you. That’s pretty fucking impressive, Jerry.”
 

 
  Shook growled. “None of this is my fault. It all comes back to that
  
   fucking
  
  bitch Principia.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I figured from the context there was a woman at the back of this somewhere.” Vandro shook his head. “I’ve told you and told you, my boy, they are
  
   none
  
  of them worth upsetting your life over. I dunno what it is with you and women, but you’ve
  
   got
  
  to learn to just get what you need and kick ’em to the curb when you’re done.”
 

 
  Kheshiri, too amused to be offended, kept her peace. Clearly these two man’s men wouldn’t welcome her input in the conversation. That suited her just fine; one learned more and revealed less by keeping one’s mouth shut.
 

 
  “That
  
   cunt
  
  is a traitor to the Guild,” Shook snarled.
  
   “I’m
  
  the one tasked with dragging her home. And what do I find? Tricks no sooner sent me out than turned on me.”
 

 
  “The word on Principia Locke is she’s also wanted to answer some questions,” Vandro said ruminatively, sipping his lemonade, “but far,
  
   far
  
  less urgently than you. Clearly, she’s held in somewhat better regard. How’s that work, with her evidently being a traitor?”
 

 
  “I don’t fucking
  
   know!”
  
  Shook exclaimed, clenching his fists on the table. “But I am gonna
  
   find
  
  her and find
  
   out.”
  
 

 
  “Now, there you go, getting worked up about it,” Vandro said easily. “I bet that’s exactly how you got into all this in the first place. You take everything too damn personally, always have. Now, this Principia… I never met her, but I’ve heard the rumors for years. She’s got a good, solid rep on her. Sneaky as a weasel and a big pain in the ass to deal with. Not hard to figure she’s twisted events to make
  
   you
  
  look bad. You can’t let it get under your skin, Jerry, that’s how she plans to bring you down. You’ve gotta get
  
   your
  
  side told. Even the playing field before you get yourself and her back into the Guild’s clutches.”
 

 
  “Not so easy to do when I’m the next goddamn thing to being declared traitor, myself,” Shook said morosely.
 

 
  “Well, now, we’ll just have to see what we can do about that,” said Vandro with a grin. “Obviously, things aren’t gonna stand as they are. Some bitch gaming the system to make my apprentice her fall guy? No, I don’t fucking think so. We’ll deal with this, Jerry. You were right to come here. Long as you’re out there chasing after her like the coyote and the hare, you’re playing
  
   her
  
  game. Now, we’ll play
  
   mine.
  
  I guarantee the bitch won’t know what hit her.
  
   Meanwhile,
  
  you and your ladyfriend will stay with me.”
 

 
  “You don’t get Guild visitors?” Shook asked sharply.
 

 
  “I get Guild visitors.” Vandro’s grin widened. “And they know to mind their fuckin’ manners in my place. This isn’t Tiraas, my boy; the Guild’s a powerful presence here, too, but matters are different. It’s not so hard to move without their say-so…or their knowing about it. Trust me, I’ll show you the ropes. Who knows, maybe I can even arrange for you to have some work while you’re here. A thief shouldn’t be sitting on his ass when there’s a city this rich full of complacent turkeys waiting to be plucked.”
 

 
  Shook grinned, and Kheshiri didn’t bother to hide her fascination. So even a man like Jeremiah Shook could have a friend—an
  
   actual
  
  friend, who seemed to care about him as a person. What was more, a
  
   powerful
  
  friend, whose presence opened up all kinds of options for him.
 

 
  She’d have to do something about that.
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  “Rise and shine!” Tellwyrn crowed, throwing the door open and slapping the light switch.
 

 
  Trissiny and Ruda were both on their feet in seconds, aiming swords at her.
 

 
  “Congratulations, you two are officially the most alert residents of your dorm,” the Professor said, grinning diabolically. “I think Teal’s
  
   still
  
  not out of bed. You’ve got thirty minutes to be packed and at the Rail platform. We’re going on a field trip! Plan on at least three days away. Anybody not there will be teleported into place, no matter how unpacked or naked you are. Chop chop!”
 

 
  “What…” Trissiny began.
 

 
  “Time’s wasting!” Tellwyrn said cheerfully, ducking back out.
 

 
  The girls looked at each other, then at the window. It was still fully dark outside.
 

 
  “What the fuck.”
 

 
  “….yeah.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “But there was no announcement! This is unscheduled! There’s supposed to be an announcement of field trips at least two weeks in advance! It’s the rules!”
 

 
  “That’s a policy, not a rule,” Tellwyrn said patiently, tromping through the dew-damp grass of the mountainside with most of the inhabitants of Clarke Tower trailing along behind her in various states of wakefulness.
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “Fross, what did I tell you concerning situations like this?”
 

 
  The pixie emitted a discordant chime. “The rules are whatever you say they are,” she said fatalistically.
 

 
  “Damn skippy.” Tellwyrn nodded. “Anyhow, this isn’t a completely anomalous situation; it’s not what you’re used to, but that’s because you’re new. I’ve been called away to consult on an academic matter; when that happens, I customarily consider which if any of my groups of little bastards would educationally benefit from a visit to wherever I’m going, and if there’s a match, they come along. This time, it’s you. Don’t you feel lucky?”
 

 
  “Hoo-fuckin’-ray,” Ruda mumbled, then stifled a yawn.
 

 
  “Where’s Juniper?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “She’ll be along presently,” said Tellwyrn. “She needed a little extra preparatory time for the trip to Tiraas.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Fross shot four feet straight upward, sparking in alarm. “We’re going to Tiraas? You can’t take a dryad into Tiraas! It’s illegal!”
 

 
  “Many years ago,” Tellwyrn said, “there was an actual Heroes’ Guild. They were quite the institution, really; the Guild Hall was one of the world’s great cultural centers. Of course, that was before the earthquake. It’s at the bottom of a lake now, which is a shame. Besides the loss of life, I mean; it was a beautiful structure. I always particularly enjoyed the frescoes inside the main rotunda. They were of scenes from legend, and portraits of the great adventurers and villains of the age, interspersed with calligraphic adages pertaining to the adventuring way of life. Naturally, my favorite part was the one that said ‘Never tell Arachne not to do something.’ Even painted my good side; nobody ever seems to get that right.”
 

 
  “If you are
  
   quite
  
  finished publicly fondling your ego,” Trissiny said acidly, “taking a dryad into a major city is a
  
   terrifyingly irresponsible
  
  act. It’s considered a crisis when a dryad wanders too close to a
  
   village.
  
  The sheer horrifying
  
   number
  
  of things that could go disastrously wrong boggles the imagination!”
 

 
  “You know, Avelea, you get positively poetic when you’re being pompous. Damn it, child, I have
  
   told
  
  you not to grind your teeth. Listen up, all of you: Juniper will not be unescorted. In addition to
  
   you
  
  lot, we’re bringing along the soldier boys, whose job will be to ride herd on her at all times. This project was cleared with Imperial Intelligence, agents of which will be shadowing your group.” She glanced over her shoulder at them, grinning. “So if any of you were planning to overthrow the Empire, pick a different trip. This, like Juniper’s very presence on this campus, is an experiment. We’ll have safeguards in place, but the whole point of her being here is for her to learn how to get along with mortal society. This had to happen at some point.”
 

 
  “This is still a terrible idea,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “In the catalog of good ideas, few of them looked like such the first time,” Tellwyrn said airily.
 

 
  “What’re you going to consult about?” asked Teal.
 

 
  “Never you mind. Ah, here they come!”
 

 
  Four figures were making their way down the hill after them. The campus’s three uniformed soldiers were easily identifiable, for all that their navy blue coats tended to fade in the pre-dawn gloom. With them was a young woman in a somewhat ill-fitting dress, at whom the students had to look twice.
 

 
  “Wow, Juniper,” Teal said as they caught up. “You look…different.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   awful,”
  
  the dryad complained, plucking at her skirts. She wore very typical frontier attire, a dress of conservative cut with a heavy shawl draped over her shoulders. Most strikingly, she now had creamy pale skin and brown hair. “How do you people move around with all this crap hanging all over you all the time? I can’t breathe!”
 

 
  “You can’t walk around Tiraas in a sundress, is what you can’t do,” said Tellwyrn. “It’s winter.”
 

 
  “The cold doesn’t bother me, I’m an evergreen.”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Professor said patiently, “but you are
  
   passing
  
  as a human, which will not work if you prance about in the city’s characteristically miserable weather showing off half your skin. Remember what I told you, Juniper: you can’t let anyone know you’re a dryad. There’ll be a panic.”
 

 
  “Maybe I could just stay here this time?” she suggested hopefully.
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted. “What is it you
  
   think
  
  Naiya sent you here to do? This is a golden opportunity for you to immerse yourself in human culture, get a feel for how they do things. Just remember your rules and be on your best behavior.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Juniper said glumly, making futile adjustments to her bodice.
 

 
  “And you three!” Tellwyrn pointed at the soldiers arrayed behind the dryad. “You are not to let her out of your
  
   sight.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Private Moriarty said crisply.
 

 
  “That means you’ll be rooming together, needless to say. I’m serious; this was a condition of Lord Vex authorizing this. She is to have Imperial escort
  
   at all times.”
  
 

 
  Ruda barked a laugh. “Something tells me they’ll find ways to pass the time.”
 

 
  “I resent the implication,” Rook said haughtily. “I would
  
   never
  
  take advantage of a lady caught in an uncomfortable situation.”
 

 
  “Bucko, I think what’s at issue here is the lady will take advantage of
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yes.” He nodded emphatically. “And I am
  
   perfectly
  
  okay with that.”
 

 
  “Where are those two boys?” Tellwyrn demanded.
 

 
  “When we left the room,” said Finchley, “Toby was still packing and I don’t think Gabe was actually awake.”
 

 
  The Professor grunted and turned to resume walking. “They have a couple of minutes, yet.”
 

 
  “You look very nice, Juniper,” Shaeine said.
 

 
  “Really?” The dryad looked forlorn. “I don’t think this coloring agrees with me at all.”
 

 
  “With respect, I don’t concur. But then, I’ve been learning to appreciate the aesthetic of humanity.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Ruda with a huge grin, “we all know you’ve got a thing for brunettes.”
 

 
  Shaeine glanced at her and actually smiled slyly. Teal flushed scarlet.
 

 
  “How’d you do that, anyway?” Trissiny asked, falling into step beside Juniper. “Is it hair dye and makeup?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, that wouldn’t work on me. I metabolize pretty much anything, magical or alchemical or not. It’s an enchantment.” She wiggled her left index finger, on which was an apparently plain steel ring. “Professor Tellwyrn says I’m not to take it off until we’re back on the campus. Which is… I mean, it’s a little odd-looking, but it’s not
  
   so
  
  bad. It’s the clothes that are driving me bonkers. I
  
   know
  
  humans don’t wear them
  
   all
  
  the time. I can’t wait till we’re in whatever rooms we get. I’m gonna be naked every chance I get.”
 

 
  “So the gods do love us after all,” Rook said tearfully.
 

 
  Trissiny shot him a look. “Private.”
 

 
  “Sorry, General.” He managed a halfhearted look of contrition and she sighed, but didn’t pursue the matter.
 

 
  They walked through the silent town, conversation petering out. At the Rail platform, Tellwyrn planted her hands on her hips, peering about. “Well, time’s up.”
 

 
  With a soft
  
   pop,
  
  two more figures appeared alongside them. Toby was upright and alert, leaning on his staff with a knapsack dangling from one hand. Gabriel was hunched in front of an open suitcase, which appeared in midair, having apparently been resting on something in its previous location. It thunked to the ground, spilling clothes, and he tumbled over sideways.
 

 
  “Goddammit! Do you
  
   have
  
  to do shit like that?!”
 

 
  “Did you think I was kidding?” Tellwyrn asked dryly. “Hope you’ve got everything you need, Arquin. Our caravan will be here momentarily.”
 

 
  He muttered mutinously, getting up and surreptitiously rubbing his tailbone. “Well, Toby, this’ll teach you to complain about the weather in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Yep,” said the paladin wryly. “Back we go to the land of gloom and sleet.”
 

 
  “Do you, like, lose your powers if you go too long without seeing the sun?” Ruda asked, sipping from a bottle of whiskey.
 

 
  Toby sighed. “I hope not. If so, I have a feeling we’ll find out.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “They’re gone.”
 

 
  “Are you sure?”
 

 
  “…no. No, I just rolled some dice and the omens portend that Tellwyrn has left the campus.”
 

 
  The other robed, hooded figure stood up, turning its cowled head to stare at the one currently standing in the doorway.
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  I’m sure,” she said sharply. “I watched the caravan leave. They’re halfway to Calderaas by now.”
 

 
  “All right, all right, no need to get snippy. I think my concern is
  
   understandable.
  
  This is Tellwyrn we’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Hm,” his companion said noncommittally, stepping back into the chamber.
 

 
  It wasn’t deep into the Crawl, but the dungeon beneath the campus was supposed to be off-limits to students except during school-approved exercises. The students at this University being who they were, it was all but traditional for them to sneak in, using the space for various illicit purposes. Most of the corridors and chambers this close to the entrance were relatively secure, long since cleared of monsters and hostile magics, but they did tend to shift about from time to time. Not so dramatically that a person setting foot within was automatically doomed to wander in darkness forever…just enough to make it pointless trying to map the area. This place was the product of the same governing power that had made the Golden Sea; many of the same rules applied.
 

 
  These two students were garbed in all-concealing robes of deep blood red. Heavy hoods concealed their features, complete with shadowing charms that made their faces invisible underneath. It was the kind of over-the-top getup used only by the most dedicated of cultists, and raw amateurs diligently imitating what they thought a dedicated cultist would do.
 

 
  The woman paced slowly around the edges, studying the elaborate spell circle inscribed on the floor in faintly glowing enchanting chalk. The man had knelt again, applying the finishing touches to a glyph. Finally, he got somewhat awkwardly to his feet and stepped back.
 

 
  “Well…there it is. Looks like we’re done. Ready to make a wish?”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure
  
  you copied the glyphs correctly?”
 

 
  “No,” he said, deadpan. “I just drew some squiggly lines. I thought they looked pretty.”
 

 
  “All right,” she muttered. “I guess I deserved that.”
 

 
  “As long as you’re aware of it. Here.”
 

 
  She took the sheet of paper he offered, studying its contents. “Ugh. What
  
   language
  
  is this?”
 

 
  “You know damn well what language it is. Honestly, what’s with you?”
 

 
  “I’m stalling,” she groused. “Trying to convince myself this was a good idea.”
 

 
  “Yeah? How’s that going?”
 

 
  “About halfway there.”
 

 
  “Relax, it’ll be contained in the circle, and the magic inherent in the Crawl will keep it from going far if it
  
   does
  
  escape. Besides, we brought insurance!” He drew a wand from within his voluminous sleeve and waggled it. “Nothing can go wrong.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, you can’t just
  
   say
  
  things like that. That’s just
  
   asking
  
  for the fates to intervene!”
 

 
  Both of them yelped and staggered backward away from the circle, boggling at the figure now standing within.
 

 
  “By the way,” she said, grinning, “for future reference, just inscribing a summoning circle is enough to weaken the barriers of reality enough that something can slip through, even before you start casting. As a matter of general practice, it’s smarter
  
   not
  
  to stand around chitchatting in between steps.”
 

 
  She was a woman, apparently human, in a slinky red dress with a matching floppy-brimmed hat over her dark hair. A bronze complexion offset the scarlet fabric pleasingly; dark eyes glittered with intelligence above a longish nose.
 

 
  “…well,” said the man after a moment. He and his companion both had wands out and aimed at her. “That sure doesn’t look like a sshitherosz.”
 

 
  “Aw, aren’t you sweet,” she said, fluttering her lashes flirtatiously. “I’m the lady in red. It’s something new I’m trying out. You like?” She spread her arms wide as if putting herself on display, cocking her pelvis to one side.
 

 
  “Very nice,” he said approvingly. “I’d whistle, but you know, I’m not sure what that might mean in demonic and I’d hate to accidentally let you out of that circle. Meanwhile, here we are.” He looked over at his robed companion. “Can we keep her?”
 

 
  “Kindly don’t be any more idiotic than you can help,” she said caustically. “Now how the hell do we banish her back to wherever she came from?”
 

 
  “Well, as to that, you don’t,” the lady in red said languidly, waving a hand. Instantly, the white chalk lines on the floor blackened as if scorched, then sizzled away, filling the room with the smell of sulfur.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit,”
  
  the female student hissed. She managed to squeeze off two shots with the wand; both lightning bolts slapped harmlessly into the lady’s outstretched palm. Then, suddenly, both wands were bunches of tulips.
 

 
  “Now, there’s no need for that,” said the lady reprovingly. “And here after I went to all the trouble to come visit you,
  
   and
  
  prevented the thing you were trying to summon from coming through. You’re
  
   welcome,
  
  by the way, since that circle of yours would not have held it. Seriously, do you know how many grammatical errors you made in those glyphs? Demonic is a
  
   language,
  
  not a set of spell components. How daft do you have to be to try improvising commands when you don’t even
  
   speak
  
  it?”
 

 
  “You
  
   improvised?”
  
  the girl shrieked.
 

 
  “Oops,” he said weakly.
 

 
  “You need to have a talk with your buddy, here,” the lady said. “Rule of thumb: never leave the man to work unsupervised. Am I right?”
 

 
  “If it’s not too impolite to ask,” the man said, edging toward the door, “who
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  “And what do you want?” the girl added tersely.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m just
  
   sure
  
  you’ve heard of me at some point. Everyone has. Let me see if I can jostle your memory,” said the lady, smiling mysteriously, then dissolved in smoke. The reek of sulfur overpoweringly filled the room. Both robed students immediately whirled and sprinted toward the exit; the dilapidated metal gate slammed shut just as they arrived, causing them to smash themselves against it. Despite its rusted appearance, it was more than sturdy enough to hold up to the impact, barely even shifting in its frame.
 

 
  “Now, now, don’t wander off. We have things to discuss, you and I.”
 

 
  Both of them turned slowly.
 

 
  She towered above, all but filling the room. Its ceiling didn’t seem high enough even to fit her, but she managed, as though space itself didn’t dare to inform her she was wrong. The face with much the same—lean, angular, sharp-nosed—but her skin was a dusky crimson now, her eyes swirling pits of orange flame. Horns sprouting from her forehead swept back over her hair, and her legs terminated in cloven hooves.
 

 
  “Oh…well, then. Fuck,” the boy said weakly. The girl whimpered.
 

 
  “Nobody’s ever happy to see me,” Elilial complained. “It’s enough to give a girl a complex. Ah, well, I’ll manage. Let’s talk about
  
   you.”
  
  She grinned broadly, showing off fangs, and both would-be summoners pressed themselves furiously against the gate as though trying to ooze through the bars. “Here you are, precisely like every lazy fool who’s come before you, looking to take extremely hazardous shortcuts to whatever it is you want and utterly failing to comprehend the cost. Oh, stop looking at me like that, you two, I’m not going to incinerate you or anything. In fact,
  
   that
  
  is precisely the thing at issue here. I promised dear Arachne I wouldn’t harm any of her students. Despite my reputation, my word is my bond.”
 

 
  The two cowled heads turned toward each other, then back to the goddess. “Whatever you say,” said the boy.
 

 
  “Oh, if you only knew how right you are,” she said, smiling broadly. “Now, we don’t need to go into the details of what you wanted with a sshitherosz demon. To be perfectly frank, I’m not interested. To yourselves, you are individuals full of hopes, ambitions and mitigating flaws, the protagonists in your own little stories; to
  
   me,
  
  you’re something for Arachne to
  
   do.
  
  Something other than sticking her spectacles into my business. To that end, here’s what I’m going to do for you.”
 

 
  She folded her arms, still smiling smugly. “Of all the gifts of the infernal arts, all the boons that summoners call up demons to beg or demand, there are none more potent or more dangerous than
  
   knowledge.
  
  And so, knowledge you shall have.”
 

 
  “W-what knowledge?” the young woman asked, very nearly masking a quaver in her voice.
 

 
  “More or less all of it,” Elilial said, her grin widening again. “Oh, there are the standard exceptions, a few little tidbits I
  
   really
  
  can’t have mortals knowing. But aside from that? The dark arts, in general. The
  
   entire
  
  library of lore and spellcraft sought by diabolists. What I am giving you, countless others have sacrificed everything up to and including their souls to obtain, and precious few succeeded in their goals.”
 

 
  Both figures had straightened slightly as she talked; even from within the all-enveloping robes, their body language betrayed their interest.
 

 
  “That is…alarmingly generous,” the boy said slowly. “What is it you want in exchange for this?”
 

 
  “Exchange?” she repeated, feigning confusion. “Why, I wasn’t proposing to make an exchange. This is my
  
   gift,
  
  children, free of charge, free of strings or stipulation. I snap my fingers and you go from zero to grandmaster warlock. Oh, there’s a
  
   hell
  
  of a learning curve, pun intended, and you’ll have a great deal of work to gather up your power—and, even more, to manage how to handle it without corrupting your mortal shells into uninhabitable husks. But the knowing
  
   how,
  
  that will jump you vastly farther ahead. Farther than the most ambitious should dare dream.”
 

 
  “No. Bullshit.” The girl shook her head emphatically. “You’re talking sheer insanity.
  
   Nobody
  
  hands out power of that magnitude without getting
  
   something
  
  in return
  
   .
  
  If you’re not going to reveal the catch, I want nothing to do with this.”
 

 
  “I’m very nearly offended,” Elilial said mildly. “I’ve told you my motives already. I am in the
  
   middle
  
  of something, and a handful of stubborn interlopers, including your charming professor, are increasingly determined to
  
   do
  
  something about it. I simply cannot spare the effort or personnel to go chasing down every last little threat to my plans. Thus, you.” She raised a hand languidly, inspecting her claw-like fingernails. “Have you heard the expression ‘power corrupts?’ It’s extremely true. So what do you suppose power over corruption
  
   itself
  
  does? I’ll tell you exactly what I gain from this arrangement, kids: Red herrings. Ticking time bombs. Mad dogs with torches tied to their tails, set loose in my enemies’ fields. You want to know who hands out vast quantities of unearned, unappreciated
  
   power?”
  
  A cruel smirk tugged the side of her mouth upward. “Someone who doesn’t care one little bit about the welfare of the person receiving it, or anyone they come into contact with.”
 

 
  “And how do you know we won’t just use it against
  
   you?”
  
  The girl swatted him in the midsection with the back of her hand, eliciting a grunt. “Ow! What? It’s a fair question!”
 

 
  “You could try,” Elilial said with amusement. “You’d hardly be the first. I really can’t express how little I worry about the revenge of mortal warlocks. Besides, you’ll be quite
  
   busy,
  
  you see. You’ve got to get through the remainder of your education here without Arachne sniffing you out and blasting you to atoms.
  
   Then
  
  make your way out there in the wide world, avoiding the many hazards that await the powerful. The Tiraan Empire is a dangerous enough thing these days that few if any high-level casters dare challenge it. There are no shortage of
  
   other
  
  members of the elite club you will have joined, most with power as great as yours and every last one with vastly more experience. Some will regard you as competition, some as a threat to the world. A highly capable druid, priest or even a mage might be able to make friends out there, but
  
   you
  
  will be hunted and alone, effectively at war with everything which becomes aware of you. Oh, the sheer
  
   wreckage
  
  you’ll cause in your desperate flailing… It positively chills the blood.
 

 
  “Or,” she went on, looking viciously self-satisfied, “you could try to counter my plans with a little
  
   honesty.
  
  Take the gamble that Tellwyrn, or the Empire, or the Pantheon, or the dragons or fairies or anyone else, will give you a fair shake. That they’ll not react to you exactly as any sensible person would to Elilial’s chosen archwarlocks. When you get tired of trying to stay alive—and oh yes, my children, you
  
   will—
  
  go right ahead and roll those dice.”
 

 
  “There’s a better option,” the girl said tightly. “We can counter your plans
  
   quite
  
  effectively by not taking the deal. Count me out.”
 

 
  “Deal?” the goddess said softly. “My dear, sweet little poppet… No one is offering you a
  
   deal.”
  
 

 
  She made no gestures, spoke no magic words; there was no visible spell effect, not so much as a puff of sulfur. Elilial simply stood there, smiling thinly down at them, but when she had done speaking, both students rocked abruptly backward as if struck, bouncing against the closed gate.
 

 
  They crumpled slowly, the boy slouching against the doorframe and sliding down, the girl pitching forward, both clutching at their heads, their minds assaulted by unnavigable torrents of information. Very quickly, the effects escalated and they lost what remained of their footing entirely, their whole nervous systems faltering under the strain of absorbing impossible amounts of knowledge, delivered through a mechanism the brain was never meant to accept.
 

 
  Elilial watched, her faint smile fading to impassivity, as the pair devolved into kicking, twitching messes on the ground, no longer consciously aware of her—or of anything.
 

 
  “In a few weeks, or years, or however long it takes for your whole life to come unraveling around you,” she said softly, “and you’re cursing my name… Just remember,
  
   you
  
  are the brain who decided demonology was a workable shortcut to what you want. Dabbling in what you were… Oh, there are so,
  
   so
  
  many ways this could have ended
  
   so
  
  much worse for you. Then again, by the time you’re thinking about it, you’ll understand that full well.”
 

 
  She turned away, then paused and glanced back over her shoulder. The boy had fallen mostly still, his breath coming in labored rasps; the girl was still twitching feebly.
 

 
  “Believe it or not,” she said, “I actually am sorry. You’re a means to an end…eggs in a greater omelet than you can imagine. Somebody has to suffer. Might as well be you.”
 

 
  She made a casual gesture with her hand as though drawing back a curtain, and stepped through. With no visible distortion in the air, she was simply, suddenly gone, leaving behind nothing but the acrid tang of sulfur and the two felled University students, just beginning to regather their senses.
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  “Home, sweet home,” Gabriel groaned, carelessly heaving his suitcase through the open door of the first room he came to.
 

 
  Tellwyrn had rented the entire top floor of an inn, giving the students a pretty comfortably-sized living space. In fact, there were four rooms surrounding a lounge area which contained a table and wooden chairs, as well as the stairwell to the three floors below. It was well-lit, the fairy lamps old and flickering, but the space dominated by a large bank of windows.
 

 
  In fact, everything was old. The woodwork was pitted and scarred, the furniture ramshackle, the rug little more than a pancake of cobwebs with fond memories of having been dyed. One of the widows was, in fact, a board, and one of the others a pane of wavy, frosted glass that admitted light but didn’t provide much of a view.
 

 
  “You’ll have to shuffle the room arrangements a bit,” Tellwyrn said brightly, standing with her back to the windows. It was still early enough—and cloudy enough—that the daylight framing her wasn’t adequate to cast her face in shadow. In fact, it was barely adequate for dramatic effect. “At least two of the privates will need to room with Juniper—”
 

 
  “I bet
  
   all
  
  the privates would like to—”
 

 
  “You can be vulgar on your own time, Miss Punaji. I am
  
   speaking.”
  
  Glaring at them over her glasses, she continued. “A certain amount of hanky-panky is to be expected. I don’t particularly care about that. Just be cognizant that there are people on the floors below you and try not to act like caricatures of college students. I don’t recommend advertizing your identities, but these things have a way of getting out. Some of you are rather distinctive.”
 

 
  “If you don’t care about hanky-panky,” Teal asked, stifling a yawn, “why is Clarke Tower bespelled to keep boys out?”
 

 
  “Kids,” said Tellwyrn solemnly, “in the course of my three-thousand-year career, I have traversed every continent, explored the Underworld as far as Scyllithar itself, spent years in the Deep Wild and ascended to the very edge of the atmosphere. I’ve fought in wars, started wars and ended them; I have met, befriended and battled gods, dragons, demons and monsters for which you know no description. I have mastered magics and fighting styles that each demand lifetimes of study, founded cities which are now only dust and memory, and in general participated in such adventures that my memoirs, should I ever get around to writing them, would effectively re-shape history itself. My very name is synonymous with chaos and belligerence. For all that, I know my limitations, and one task I am not foolhardy enough to undertake is to prevent a bunch of teenagers from going at each other like bunnies the moment my back is turned.”
 

 
  “How,” Gabriel asked in awe, “can you be so
  
   talkative
  
  this early in the morning?”
 

 
  “Clarke Tower is bespelled—as is the boys’ barracks, by the way—to minimize the chances of somebody ending up accidentally pregnant. Considering the political status of many of my students,
  
   that’s
  
  a scandal that could resonate across the Empire and beyond. The hope is that if you have to make plans and arrangements to play hide-the-wand, one or the other participant will remember to take some basic precautions. I do not care in the slightest if
  
   matching
  
  pairs of genitals are rubbed together in any configuration, and I’ve seen enough of you lot interacting with each other at this point that I know nobody here is going to get the wrong kind of lucky. So! Room where you like.”
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  Trissiny managed.
 

 
  “Anyhow!” Tellwyrn produced a gold pocket watch and consulted it. “I have a breakfast appointment, which was the whole purpose of this excursion, so I’ll leave you to it and check back in this afternoon.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Toby said as she started for the stairs. “What are we supposed to be
  
   doing?
  
  What’s our assignment for this trip?”
 

 
  “You had to remind her,” Gabe muttered.
 

 
  “Ah, yes. That.” The Professor smiled disarmingly. “The first part of your assignment is to figure out what your assignment is. Best of luck! As a personal favor, though, do try not to burn the place down; I
  
   like
  
  this inn. Cheerio!”
 

 
  She bounded down the steps four at a time, her footfalls making barely a sound.
 

 
  “I’m just a little bit in love with her,” Rook admitted after a moment.
 

 
  “You, sir, are a weirdo,” Gabriel informed him.
 

 
  “Gods, you have
  
   no
  
  idea,” Moriarty muttered.
 

 
  “What I need,” said Ruda, “is to figure out how to tell when she’s fucking with us as part of one of her bullshit secret tests, and when she’s fucking with us just to fuck with us.”
 

 
  “I believe there are elements of both in most if not all of her actions,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Probably. Anyhow, speaking of you, I’m a bit sleep-deprived so I might’ve been hallucinating, but did anybody else notice that like half the people outside on the street were drow?”
 

 
  “We’re in Lor’naris,” Gabriel explained.
 

 
  “Uh huh. And what’s that mean when translated into words?”
 

 
  “Actually, it’s called a lot of things,” he added, pausing to yawn. “It’s got one of those boring district designations I don’t even remember, but the main avenue is Firousi Street. Lor’naris is a newer nickname, from the last few years when all the drow who apparently don’t like living in Tar’naris moved in here. Most of the city calls it Freak Avenue.”
 

 
  “Do they indeed?” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “Hey, I’m relaying information here,” Gabriel said, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “As a long-time resident of the city. This district has always been a gathering place for people who don’t fit in elsewhere. Most of the non-humans and halfbloods and such, except the dwarves, who have their own district. I used to come here a lot when I was a kid, before my dad made me promise to stop. From what I understand, it’s actually a much nicer place since the Narisians basically took over the district.”
 

 
  “Narisians are great at keeping things orderly,” Teal said, glancing at Shaeine. They exchanged a little smile and shifted their hands together, not clasping fingers, but lightly touching.
 

 
  “Ugh,” Ruda groaned, “I
  
   insist
  
  that you two not be so adorable before breakfast. You’re gonna put me off my whiskey.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Teal said, grinning unrepentantly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be so grumpy just because
  
   you’re
  
  pent-up, Ruda,” Juniper admonished.
 

 
  “Allow me to hastily change the subject,” said Gabriel. “As usual, we don’t know what the hell Tellwyrn’s expecting us to do…”
 

 
  “Oh!” Fross chimed, buzzing around the ceiling in a circle. “But if she put us
  
   here,
  
  there’s a good chance it’s drow-related!”
 

 
  “That’s a logical conclusion,” Trissiny agreed, nodding. “So…any ideas where to start?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ve got one.” Ruda yawned hugely. “With a fuckin’
  
   nap.”
  
 

 
  “I’m with her,” Gabe said firmly. “Wait, I mean… I
  
   agree
  
  with that. I’m not
  
   with
  
  her, in a bed sense. Not that you’re not pretty, Ruda! It’s just I’d rather not be stabbed again. I mean, not that—”
 

 
  “Gabe.” Toby laid a hand firmly on his shoulder. “Stop talking.”
 

 
  “…maybe that’d be best, yeah.”
 

 
  “You can’t seriously want to
  
   sleep,”
  
  Trissiny complained. “We’ve just arrived in the capital of the Empire! And it sounds to me like we’re in one of the most interesting districts.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and it’s
  
   probably
  
  not gonna burn down while we get the rest of the fucking night’s sleep Tellwyrn was in too much of a hurry to let us have,” Ruda said, turning toward another of the room doors. “Nighty-fuckin’ night, guys.”
 

 
  “Perhaps some additional rest would not be amiss,” Shaeine agreed. “Especially if we are to be at our best when exploring the district.”
 

 
  “Okay, here’s what we’ll do,” Juniper said decisively. “Boys in that room. You three guys can split between my room and Gabe and Toby’s, however you want. Fross, Ruda and Triss can room together, and that leaves the smallest one for Shaeine and Teal.”
 

 
  “Wait, how come they get their own, oh, uh, nevermind.” Finchley trailed off, blushing. Teal blushed even harder, but Shaeine smiled slightly. There was something vaguely smug about it, unlike her usual little meaningless smiles. She’d been doing that a lot since coming back from break.
 

 
  “I’ll help you unpack!” Fross declared, zooming into the room after Ruda.
 

 
  “I can’t believe this,” Trissiny said aloud, standing still while the others shuffled off into their various rooms.
  
   “Nobody
  
  wants to explore? How much sleep do you all
  
   need?”
  
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat softly. He was the last person aside from her left in the lounge. “I’m pretty well rested. If you want to go have a look around the area, I’m game.”
 

 
  She gave him a long look, clenching her jaw.
 

 
  “On second thought,” she said tightly, “maybe a little more rest wouldn’t hurt.” Trissiny turned and stalked into the room after Ruda and Fross, shutting the scratched old door with more force than it deserved.
 

 
  As Toby stood there, staring at the door, a soft pattering sound began, and quickly swelled. In moments, sleet was peppering the windows. He stared out at the gloomy weather and heaved a sigh.
 

 
  “It’s gonna be a long trip.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Sleet flowed around her, deflected by the invisible shield of heated air she kept over her head. Tellwyrn had toyed with the notion of vaporizing it from the sidewalks in front of her, too, but had decided that would have been purely self-indulgent. Even the umbrella verged on too much; she had suffered much worse than cold and damp, and could have dried herself of within seconds of being back indoors, but she really didn’t feel like getting iced down this early in the morning. Walking on the slippery mess was no imposition to one blessed with elven agility, in any case.
 

 
  She was the only person out and about, which might be typical for the hour, but in this case was undoubtedly due to the weather. It was a lovely neighborhood, a long double row of towering old brownstone townhouses, crammed closely together but each behind its narrow little garden. The gentle curve of the avenue, parallel to the city’s outer wall, meant the end of the street was always out of sight around a permanent bend, which was a nice trick by some city planner to ensure the fat cats who lived here wouldn’t have to see the hoi polloi in neighboring districts when looking up and down their own street. Every so often, at artfully irregular intervals, a building plot had been left, holding a small slice of park or a monument instead of a townhouse, serving to break up up the monotony.
 

 
  It was actually rather peaceful. If one endured the cold and had some protection, the sound of the sleet was soothing, and trees, iron fences and eaves were taking on a surreal beauty as they were gradually encased in ice.
 

 
  Thanks to discreet but clear street numbers, finding her destination was simplicity itself—luckily. There were places in this old city where one’s only hope for locating a specific home was getting very clear directions from someone in the know. Tellwyrn pushed through the unlocked gate, crossed the ice-soaked garden in three long strides and stepped into the shelter of the tiny porch.
 

 
  She had barely tugged the bell rope when the door was pulled open, revealing a lean young woman in a Butler’s traditional suit.
 

 
  “Good morning, Professor Tellwyrn,” she said crisply, stepping back and bowing. “Please, come in. You are expected.”
 

 
  “I should hope so,” she replied, stepping inside. The Butler shut the door and cast a rapid glance over her; Tellwyrn could almost see her customary courtesies being frustrated. A guest who had just been out in an ice storm, yet wasn’t so much as damp and had no outer garment to take, must have been somewhat disconcerting. Her composure, of course, didn’t so much as flicker.
 

 
  “His Grace awaits you in the dining room,” she said diffidently. “Breakfast will be served immediately. If you would follow me?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn trailed after the girl, peering critically about. This place could have been lifted straight from a magazine illustration. The décor, the art, the furnishings… Its immaculate condition testified to the Butler’s touch, but nothing here evinced the slightest speck of personality. She knew a front when she saw one. Of course, given who occupied this house, that made perfect sense. The only unique thing about the Bishop’s residence was the low light. Even for this hour, it was dim; fairy lamps were present in abundance, but only one in the hallway was lit, and at a minimal level. This guy was comfortable working in the dark, then—which also made sense.
 

 
  The dining room was more of the same: expensively but tastefully decorated, and as blandly impersonal as a museum display. Tellwyrn gave it scarcely a glance, fixing her attention on the man who rose from the table to greet her.
 

 
  “Professor,” he said warmly, striding forward and taking her hand in both of his own. “I so appreciate you taking the time to visit me—really, it’s too generous. And in this hideous weather! I’d have taken no offense at all had you wanted to reschedule.”
 

 
  “I never allow the weather to change my plans,” she said. “That just encourages it.”
 

 
  He grinned with actual humor. Bishop Darling was a man to whom she’d not likely have given a second glance if she passed him on the street—which was probably the exact effect he was going for. A lean, fit man in his thirties, he was of average height, blue-eyed, his blonde hair just long enough to have been styled in a foppishly wavy coif. His suit was casual, but tailored and clearly expensive.
 

 
  “Please, please, sit!” he said, ushering her to a chair and holding it gallantly for her. “Let’s get some hot tea into you. Price will have breakfast out in a jiffy.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said evenly, watching him like a hawk as he strode around to seat himself opposite her. “Food can wait, however. I was offered a bribe for coming out here, I believe.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course. Price?”
 

 
  The Butler stepped forward, holding out an antique-looking flat jewelry box, which she opened and extended to Tellwyrn. Within, on a cushion of black velvet, sat an incongruously cheap-looking necklace. Attached to a simple silver chain, it consisted of nothing but a few carved wooden beads, the largest of which was bound by a twist of silver wire to a lock of golden hair.
 

 
  Tellwyrn very carefully lifted the charm from within the box, mindful of its great age. It wasn’t at all fragile, however; the enchantment on it was minor by modern standards, but sufficient to have protected it from the passage of time. She simply held it for long minutes, staring at it, lost in memory. The Butler stepped back, allowing her space; Darling held his peace.
 

 
  Finally, she shook herself slightly, rousing from her reverie, and carefully tucked the necklace into her vest pocket, just over her heart.
 

 
  “Well,” she said, turning a piercing look on the Bishop, “considering whose priest you are, I suppose there’s no need to ask how you acquired this. I would
  
   very
  
  much like to know from
  
   whom
  
  you took it, though. I’m quite curious where it’s been all these centuries.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything about its journey,” he said, spreading his hands apologetically. He seemed completely unperturbed by her stare, which was the one she used to control classrooms full of the Empire’s most dangerous teenagers. This fellow, clearly, had mastered the art of restraint, for all his apparently warm demeanor. “Except that most recently, Mary the Crow had it.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised her eyebrows sharply. “You
  
   stole
  
  from the Crow? You surprise me, Bishop Darling. I didn’t come here expecting to be impressed.”
 

 
  “Oh, wouldn’t
  
   that
  
  be a hell of a thing,” he said wistfully, as Price began laying out plates and serving scones. “They’d remember my name in the same breath as Foxpaw’s… But no, nothing so dramatic, I’m afraid. I recently asked for Mary’s input on a little problem I’m having. She demurred, pleading ignorance, but then nominated you as the leading expert on the matter. Then gave me that, said it was certain to get your attention.”
 

 
  “I see. Well, this was worth the trip, to me, and entitles you to a few minutes of my time. So now we come to it. What would this ‘little problem’ be?”
 

 
  He folded his hands on the table, for the moment ignoring his scone. “Khadizroth the Green.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “And what business, exactly, do
  
   you
  
  have with Khadizroth?”
 

 
  “Oh, none, I assure you. In fact I’d like nothing better than for him to simply go away and forget about me.”
 

 
  “That’s wise,” she said, nodding approvingly. “I gather
  
   he
  
  has business with
  
   you,
  
  then. This should be a good story.”
 

 
  “A fairly short one, though some of it might be news to you. Are you familiar with the Cobalt Dawn tribe?”
 

 
  “I’m aware of them…or perhaps I should say I was. They make a convenient cautionary tale for my history class.”
 

 
  “Well, it turns out a handful of them survived their attack on the Empire.”
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  don’t tell me,” she groaned. “Khadizroth took them under his wing.”
 

 
  Darling nodded. “What’s alarming is what he intended to do with them. He specifically rescued the children, and was having them raised with himself as their primary caregiver and role model. Once they were old enough, he intended to use the females to…produce more dragons. A lot of them. Ultimately, his plan was to have a force with which to challenge the Empire.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared. “That’s…actually rather brilliant. Elves aren’t the most fertile race, but there are ways around that. Gods, if he could manage to produce just a
  
   dozen
  
  adolescent dragons, with him leading them… It would take
  
   multiple
  
  deities to put a stop to that. I doubt the Empire can yet field anything that could have handled it. To read between the lines, I gather this plan is not currently still viable?”
 

 
  “Thankfully, no,” Darling said, grimacing and toying with his scone. “The two eldest girls were a little too old when Khadizroth took them in to buy into it fully. They smuggled the other elves away from him, hid them with other tribes, and finally fled themselves. From there they ended up in Tiraas, and then as my apprentices in the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “And now, you have a green dragon who wants his property back.”
 

 
  “Precisely.”
 

 
  She drummed her fingers on the table. “…I gather that
  
   giving
  
  them to him isn’t an option.”
 

 
  “No,” Darling said, and there was an undercurrent of steel in his voice. “It is not.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tellwyrn said with some satisfaction. “Well then, you
  
   do
  
  have a problem. I’m not sure I concur with Mary that I’m an expert on Khadizroth…”
 

 
  “She did say that you’d bested him. Repeatedly.”
 

 
  “Not alone.” Tellwyrn shook her head. “And that, I think, is the beginning of your difficulty. Your instincts are working against you here.”
 

 
  “My instincts?” He raised his eyebrows.
 

 
  “You’re an Eserite,” she said. “Unless I miss my guess, you’re thinking in terms of a long con. Trying to control information, use the dragon’s cleverness against him. Playing the game, in other words. Correct?”
 

 
  “In essence,” he said slowly, leaning back in his chair. “That’s what we
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  “And that’s your problem. As things stand… You and your apprentices are mostly safe so long as you
  
   stay
  
  behind the walls of Tiraas. Without his planned army, Khadizroth won’t risk his own safety against the might of the Empire. He’ll come at you through intermediaries, and none of the individuals who do that kind of work are crazy enough to pick a fight with the Guild. Conversely, there’s really nothing you can do to
  
   him,
  
  either. Do you even know where he is?”
 

 
  “No,” Darling admitted ruefully.
 

 
  “Right. So here you two sit, on opposite sides of a board filled with pieces you can’t even move. I guarantee the dragon’s patience is a lot longer than yours, Bishop Darling. Eventually, someone will have to give up their advantage and take some action. That’s likely to be you, and it’s all but certain to be your downfall.”
 

 
  He was frowning now, but in thought, not dismay. “I see. What, then, are you suggesting?”
 

 
  “Ignore your instincts,” she said firmly. “Don’t take him on alone. Make
  
   noise,
  
  Darling.
  
   Tell
  
  people what’s going on. This dragon was trying to raise an army against the Empire? The Empire will have very strong opinions about
  
   that.
  
  He was planning to use women as captive breeding stock? Elves or no, that’s exactly the kind of thing that drives the Sisters of Avei into a rage. They
  
   have
  
  brought down dragons, too.”
 

 
  “I’ve been operating on the assumption that his interest in my girls is to find out what they’ve revealed, find out who else he has to silence. Keeping him in the dark on this matter is probably all that’s staying his hand.”
 

 
  “You’re probably right,” she acknowledged, “but what do you really lose by
  
   forcing
  
  his hand?”
 

 
  “I go from being a possible nuisance to a definite target for revenge,” he said wryly.
 

 
  “True. But Khadizroth isn’t one of the more vengeful dragons; most of the greens aren’t. Once his secret is out,
  
   you
  
  become completely irrelevant. If he’s having to run and hide from a continent full of enemies… Well, they might actually do him in, but even if not, he won’t have the time or attention to spare for you. Better to be a target for revenge than one of active tactical concern.”
 

 
  “Sounds logical,” he said, now staring at the far wall in thought. “A simple solution.”
 

 
  “The best ones usually are,” she said with some satisfaction and took a bite of her scone.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darling said, then chuckled and shook his head. “And like all the best solutions, it’s not really a realistic option for me. The problem, Professor, is my apprentices. They’re Cobalt Dawn by blood, and… Well, without getting into the messy details, there are
  
   other
  
  concerns. Guild stuff, elf stuff, various miscellany. The point is, I really cannot afford to bring them to the attention of the Empire. Either Imperial Intelligence or the Sisters will need credible information to act against Khadizroth, and if I provide it… I place my apprentices at considerable risk.”
 

 
  “Elf stuff?” she said flatly.
 

 
  He gave her a disarming smile. “I don’t pretend to understand all of it. Suffice it to say, I can’t afford for those girls to become a pin on the Empire’s maps.”
 

 
  “Mm. You sure didn’t bring me an easy one.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s well known that you dislike being bored.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn chewed a bite of scone for a long moment before replying. “Then I guess you were right to ask me. I can offer you some insights into Khadizroth that you may be able to use.”
 

 
  “You are a gentleman and a scholar!”
 

 
  “First of all, my original recommendation still applies. If you can’t bring official attention down on him, there are others who’ll help you. Since you somehow have Mary the Crow in your address book, by all means tell
  
   her
  
  about this, if you haven’t already. She tends to get
  
   very
  
  aggressive with people who abuse elves on a systematic scale such as you’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Is Mary a match for a dragon?” he asked, clearly fascinated.
 

 
  “I have no idea,” Tellwyrn said bluntly. “I don’t know if she’s a match for
  
   me,
  
  either. I don’t know if
  
   I’m
  
  a match for Khadizroth, because as I said, when I’ve had to tangle with him in the past, I always called in help. It’s all about maneuver, not force. Yes, I’m aware of my reputation and the irony, but when you’re talking about the affairs of gods and dragons and archfae—anything that deserves a Zero Twenty designation, really—different rules apply. We do not engage one another in destructive contests of power, nor enact grand plans to seize more terrestrial power than we need. Khadizroth clearly just did that last one, and in a way that’s likely to damage the reputation of
  
   all
  
  dragons—such as it is—should the story get out. Find and tell
  
   any dragon
  
  what he was up to, and he will immediately have problems of exactly the kind he was trying to inflict on the Empire.”
 

 
  “Dragons, unfortunately, I do
  
   not
  
  have in my address book,” he said with a grin, then leaned forward, staring at her intently. “I wonder—”
 

 
  “No, I will
  
   not
  
  take him on for you,” she said firmly. “I’ve made my own accommodation with the new order of the world, Darling. I perch atop my mountain and train my students, and the Empire tolerates me occasionally throwing my weight around because I’ve very carefully made it plain that I only do so when I perceive a real need. I’m
  
   not
  
  an adventurer any more, and acting as one would be a betrayal of the responsibility I owe my students.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said regretfully. “Well, had to ask.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what I
  
   will
  
  do for you, though,” she went on. “I know one dragon who’ll listen to me; the others will listen to him. Once I set that in motion, it’ll just be a matter of time before Khadizroth has far more important things than you and your apprentices to worry about.”
 

 
  “That would be
  
   greatly
  
  appreciated,” he said fervently. “It surprises me to hear you have a dragon for a friend—though on second thought, I really don’t know why it should.”
 

 
  “More a nemesis than a friend,” she said, grinning. “A three-thousand-year pain in the ass. Zanzayed was the first individual to cause me real problems when I… Well, that’s not important. We’ve been dueling off and on basically forever now. After that kind of time… Friends come and go, Darling, but the right kind of enemy can become more important to you than a lover. I don’t know what either of us would do if something were to befall the other at this point. When my husband died, it was Zanzayed who tracked me down and talked me out of doing something extremely rash.” She shook her head. “Anyway. Of course, I’ll have to
  
   find
  
  him first; I’ve not heard from him in a few years, and he does enjoy his intrigues. It’s likely to be months before I can get that in motion. You’ll have to cope in the meantime.”
 

 
  “Zanzayed the Blue?” he said, tilting his head. “He’s in Onkawa.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared.
 

 
  “Or was a few weeks ago,” Darling amended, “pursuing some woman. I only know that by happenstance, but I
  
   do
  
  have access to intelligence reports. I can find out where he went after that, if indeed he’s moved on.”
 

 
  “No,” she said slowly, “a few weeks is a fresh enough trail. Apparently it’s best if you don’t have the Empire looking into this matter, remember?”
 

 
  “Quite so. That being the case, thank you
  
   very
  
  much for the help.”
 

 
  “Then here’s what you should know about Khadizroth,” she said, pushing aside her plate and leaning forward over the table. “He has the capacity for subtlety, but for the most part disdains it. Sneaking around offends his sense of honor, and of his own majesty. If he feels you’re manipulating him…well, don’t do that, you don’t want him to start making effective use of his resources. If you’re careful, though, if you engage him directly, you can keep his attention focused and his actions relatively aboveboard.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said thoughtfully. “The fellow sounds a bit like you.”
 

 
  She raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Sorry,” he said, smiling slightly. “But there it is.”
 

 
  “Okay, I suppose I’ll have to grant you that,” she said ruefully. “The other significant fact about Khadizroth is that he’s a people person.”
 

 
  “….oh?”
 

 
  “Most dragons tend to regard the mortal races as beneath them. Some are relatively benevolent, though, and by and large, Khadizroth is one of those. He likes to attract and keep followers, and in fact has a knack for earning very real loyalty from the people with whom he surrounds himself. It sounds like your
  
   girls
  
  scattered the bulk of his retinue, but it’s best to assume he has devoted servants ready to throw at you.”
 

 
  “At least one that I know of,” Darling said, frowning.
 

 
  “It’s not
  
   all
  
  bad news. He recruits based on loyalty, not skill.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that fits the guy I met,” the Bishop grinned.
 

 
  “Khadizroth is, in his way, loyal to his followers. It’s very much the loyalty of an autocrat toward his country; filtered through his ego, but sincere. An attack on them is an attack on him, and in fact he may take that more personally than he would a direct strike against himself. He
  
   expects
  
  enemies to attack
  
   him,
  
  you see. Going after his people is dirty pool.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said, wincing. “And…hypothetically, what if I already roughed up one of his servants? Possibly the only one he has left?”
 

 
  “Then,” Tellwyrn said dryly, “that revenge thing is likely to be a higher priority for him than I previously suggested.”
 

 
  “…bollocks.”
 

 
  “Well, now you know,” she said lightly. “You might be able to make amends. I
  
   do
  
  encourage you to open a line of communication and keep it open until you can get
  
   somebody
  
  powerful on his scaly tail. Your best case scenario is to set enemies after Khadizroth without revealing you were behind it. He may be willing to negotiate an end to hostilities with you if he finds you honorable and has bigger fish to fry.”
 

 
  “That may be a slice of pie in the sky,” Darling said, “the situation being what it is. If
  
   anybody
  
  gets wind of what he was doing with the Cobalt Dawn and comes after him for it, he’s going to have to assume I was behind that.”
 

 
  “True,” she said nodding, “but as long as you keep it relatively polite, again, that’s just business as usual. If you’re a declared enemy, he’ll expect you to be hostile. He may still be willing to make peace and turn his attention to more serious threats.”
 

 
  “Then it sounds like I have a working plan.” He smiled, leaning toward her. “I really can’t thank you enough, Professor Tellwyrn. I know this must have been out of your way—”
 

 
  “Stop.” She held up a hand. “I’ll tell you what, your Grace. After this is over, if you and your apprentices are still alive and free, look around at your situation and decide whether you still want to thank me. You’ll know where to find me if so.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  After the Professor had left, Darling paced in his study, working off some of the tension. She had proven a lot more personable than rumor suggested, but the facts were what they were; Tellwyrn was by far the most dangerous individual he’d ever had under his roof, including the Crow. Mary, at least, was somewhat predictable. Her motives were understood.
 

 
  Still, it had been well worth it. Tellwyrn’s information was extremely useful, and her offer to help had been more than he’d dared to hope for. Of course, he was still stuck in a contest of wills with a
  
   dragon.
  
  There was nothing for him to cheer over just yet.
 

 
  Price cleared her throat softly from the doorway. “Would your Grace like a brandy?”
 

 
  “Y—no,” he said. “No, Fauna lectures me enough as it is. It’s not even noon, Price. Honestly, I’m surprised at you. What kind of bacchanal are you running here?”
 

 
  “As you say, your Grace,” she said, perfectly neutral and yet accusing. He grinned at her.
 

 
  “Price, I have just had a thought.”
 

 
  “Shall I alert the fire marshal, your Grace?”
 

 
  
   “My,
  
  aren’t you hilarious. I’ve been thinking I needed to keep this dragon issue as strictly separate from the Archpope and his schemes as possible.”
 

 
  “That sounds sensible, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. However.” He turned from her and began to pace again. “Based on Tellwyrn’s recommendation, I need to find something straightforward and aggressive to point at Khadizroth until she can get some other dragons to deal with him. On the other hand, the Archpope expects me to recruit and control some of the world’s most dangerous adventurers. My biggest problem there has been finding something for them to
  
   do;
  
  these aren’t people who’ll be willing to be put on retainer and sit around in pubs until they’re called for. And what, I ask you, is more of a classic task for adventurers than slaying a dragon?”
 

 
  “I confess I had rather hoped your Grace would task them with the collection of proverbial bear rumps. I have an excellent recipe.”
 

 
  Darling grinned fiendishly. “Sometimes, Price, when the gods smile on us, two problems are the solutions to each other.”
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  The sleet subsided not long after mid-morning. Even the clouds retreated out to sea, for the most part, leaving Tiraas bathed in sullen winter sunlight filtered through a damp haze. As soon as this happened, the students and their soldier escorts all but bolted from their inn, being by that point well-rested, slightly stir crazy and increasingly hungry. Professor Tellwyrn’s favorite inn did, indeed, serve food, but only Gabriel had been willing to try the stale bread and “sausage,” which he subsequently described as “tiny little gristle tubes held together with grease.”
 

 
  “Grease is a lubricant,” Ruda pointed out. “It doesn’t
  
   hold
  
  stuff together. Literally the opposite of that.”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna argue with you,” he replied, still grimacing faintly. “Those things were an abomination against nature.”
 

 
  They picked their way carefully along the sidewalks, which were dangerously slick. Ice coated every available surface, actually quite pretty where it glittered on the street lamps and overhanging store signs, but a nightmare on the road itself. Shop owners had begun strewing thick salt outside their doors, but not every building they passed was a shop, and none of the salt used was of the enchanted variety, to judge by how slowly it was melting off the accumulation. Stretches of unbroken ice were interspersed with mere slush. The students passed small groups of drow and human residents pulling carts of salt, trying to render the street passable for vehicles.
 

 
  “Fross,” Trissiny asked, “do you have a way of
  
   removing
  
  ice? Or do you just make it?”
 

 
  “Um, as an apprenticing sorceress there are any
  
   number
  
  of spells I could use to remove ice. Mostly just by making heat, y’know? I mean, that is, in theory. I, uh, don’t really have the power reserves to fix the whole street, or the, y’know…expertise.”
 

 
  “If you can’t do it, just say so,” said Ruda with a grin.
 

 
  “I could
  
   theoretically
  
  do it!” Frosss bobbed up and down in front of her. “I’m just kind of reluctant to try, for several reasons pertaining to my personal safety and the fact I’ve never seen a city before and I’d really like to not black out on my first day.”
 

 
  “So your pixie magic doesn’t let you destroy ice?” Gabe asked.
 

 
  “I’m an ice elemental,” she huffed. “No destroying. I could
  
   move
  
  the ice around, but…to where? Pretty much any place would cause problems for somebody.”
 

 
  “How about on top of the buildings?”
 

 
  Fross let out an incredulous chime. “Gabriel, do you have any idea how much ice
  
   weighs?
  
  It’s
  
   water
  
  
   !”
  
 

 
  “Why in the world would I know how much ice weighs? Sorry I asked.”
 

 
  “I’m surprised you didn’t go with the others, Gabriel,” Trissiny said, more to curtail the burgeoning argument than because she was interested.
 

 
  He shrugged moodily, hands jammed in the pockets of his big green coat. Despite the way his breath misted in the air, he didn’t seem particularly cold. “Six is a crowd, y’know? And…okay, this sounds terrible to say, but… Much as I like Juniper, I’m kinda nervous about being around her if she’s gonna be as stressed as I suspect the city will make her. It’s good that Toby’s along to calm her down, he’s great at that.”
 

 
  “You finally did your reading about dryads,” Trissiny said, stopping to smile at him.
 

 
  “Maybe,” he admitted.
 

 
  “Reading what?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Juniper is single-handedly rewriting the statistics around dryad encounters,” Trissiny explained. “Before now, just about everybody who ever slept with a dryad ended up eaten.”
 

 
  “Every human,” Fross clarified. “They don’t harm elves.”
 

 
  “Is…is this more of your holier-than-thouadin exaggeration?” Ruda asked, squinting at her. “Like how you almost attacked Shaeine and Teal on first sight?”
 

 
  “No. No to
  
   all
  
  of that, and please don’t spread rumors about me.”
 

 
  “You kinda did, though,” Fross said helpfully. “Shaeine anyway.”
 

 
  “You weren’t there!”
 

 
  “I was
  
   right
  
  downstairs!”
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly, “no. Imperial and Church personnel, and any adventurers who get any kind of training, are all warned against having sexual congress with dryads. They
  
   usually
  
  kill their partners afterward.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   seriously
  
  fucked up,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  Trissiny shrugged. “They don’t see people and relationships the way we do, Ruda. I like Juniper too, she’s a lovely person, but… She is what she is. After sex, they’re hungry, and if there’s fresh meat
  
   right there…
  
  Well.”
 

 
  “Can we talk about something else?” Gabriel pleaded.
 

 
  “It’s a little late for you to be squeamish, isn’t it?” Trissiny asked with some amusement.
 

 
  “I was more thinking this is an entire district full of people with elven hearing, so it’s gonna be all over town within the hour that there’s a dryad in the city. If Shaeine’s any example, Narisians are more level-headed than basically anyone, but even so, we are one more hasty sentence from starting a panic.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked nervously around the street. Not many people were out, thanks to the ice. A few were picking their way along the sidewalks on the opposite side; there was a salt cart passing by, and three shopkeepers outside their establishments with salt and shovels. All of them were drow, and half of them were standing stock-still, staring at the four students.
 

 
  She cleared her throat. “Yes, well. She is being escorted by Imperial solders and watched by Imperial Intelligence, and personally accompanied by the Hand of Omnu. I’m
  
   sure
  
  there will be no problems.”
 

 
  “Smooth,” Ruda muttered, stomping her feet. Her coat was apparently not as well insulated as Gabriel’s; even with her hat jammed down over her ears, she was shivering. “Okay, I give up. Let’s get inside someplace. Preferably someplace I can buy a fucking scarf and some gloves.”
 

 
  “That’s right,” Gabriel said, grinning. “It’s pretty warm up in Puna Dara, isn’t it? Balmy seas and the eternal summer of the tropics?”
 

 
  “Fuck you, Arquin. I dunno what asshat even decided to settle this area. Humans aren’t
  
   meant
  
  to live where the ground gets covered in fucking
  
   ice.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny glanced around again. She wasn’t excessively cold, despite feeling somewhat naked. In an effort not to attract unnecessary amounts of attention, she had gone out without the distinctive silver armor which she was known to be the only person on the planet currently entitled to wear. Her shield, likewise, sat back in her room at the inn. She had her sword buckled on over a Punaji-style greatcoat, but Avenist short swords were not uncommon side arms, especially for women, and while the weapon was a virtual beacon for those with the right kind of magical senses, it
  
   looked
  
  like a battered old piece barely worth stealing.
 

 
  So far—at least aside from the attention their conversation had garnered—none of the three of them appeared to be standing out, though a lot of the human passersby slowed down to rubberneck at Fross. The Narisians seemed too polite.
 

 
  “Ooh!” Fross chimed, fluttering upward a few feet. “A magic shop! Let’s go in there!”
 

 
  “I said
  
   scarves,
  
  Fross,” Ruda snapped.
 

 
  “Oh, wake up and join the century,” the pixie retorted. “You can get a warming charm in there. C’mon c’mon c’mon, I wanna see what they’ve got!”
 

 
  She fluttered ahead, toward the sign a few doors down the street from them which identified the store as The Minor Arcana.
 

 
  “Damn,” Ruda muttered, falling into step with the others. “Is it just me, or she gettin’ pushy?”
 

 
  “Both,” said Trissiny, smiling. “She’s learning it from you.” Gabriel snorted a laugh, trying to stifle it when Ruda turned to glare at him.
 

 
  The sidewalk outside the Minor Arcana was fully cleared, the nearby ice showing no shovel marks. Apparently this shop did use enchanted salts—which made sense.
 

 
  Inside it was pleasingly warm, and the three students fanned out just beyond the door, peering around and letting the heat soak into them. Fross had already darted ahead, chiming and chattering to herself excitedly; the shop was relatively dim, and her pale glow flashed across the displays like errant moonbeams as she fluttered this way and that. A whole wall was devoted to books, another to vials and bottles of enchanting dusts. On a third, wands and staves hung on racks, ranging from obviously antique pieces to modern mass-produced models. Other paraphernalia occupied lower shelves and tables in the middle. It wasn’t a large space, no more than ten feet wide and twice that in length.
 

 
  “Wow,” said the gawkish young man sitting behind the counter by the door, staring at Fross.
  
   “Nice
  
  pixie. Is it yours?”
 

 
  Fross came to a halt midair.
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?!”
 

 
  “She’s not anyone’s except hers,” Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  “That’s a sentient being, asshole,” Ruda growled. “And our friend. Watch your fucking manners.”
 

 
  “Sorry!” he gasped, jerking backward so abruptly he nearly fell off his stool. “Sorry, I didn’t—I don’t mean—that is, we get witches in here, some have pixie familiars, I just never figured… I mean, they’re not that
  
   intelligent,
  
  you know?”
 

 
  
   “Excuse me?!”
  
  Fross shouted. “I have changed my mind! We will
  
   not
  
  be shopping here!”
 

 
  “That’s fine,” said a new voice. “We don’t serve your kind.”
 

 
  A tall, stately figure approached from a curtained doorway in the back corner. The students, turning to stare, froze in unison. She was a slender woman, rather attractive, dressed in a flowing robe with a fringed shawl over her narrow shoulders. None of that caught their attention, however. Her eyes glowed faintly in Fross’s reflected light, exactly like a cat’s. She had skin of a dusky reddish hue, and her forehead rose to a bony crest that seemed on the verge of becoming horns.
 

 
  “Oh, so you won’t take fairies that aren’t on somebody’s leash?” Ruda said finally. “Fuck you, lady.”
 

 
  “The pixie is welcome,” the woman said coldly, raising one slender arm to point accusingly at Trissiny. “I was addressing
  
   her.”
  
 

 
  “You picked a strange district to set up shop in if you’ve got a problem with half-elves,” Gabriel said, frowning.
 

 
  “I think there may have been some mistake,” Trissiny said carefully. “I’ve never been here before. My name—”
 

 
  “I know exactly who you are, Trissiny Avelea,” said the shopkeeper, her expression stony, “and I would like you to leave. If I have to repeat myself any further, I will summon the city guard to remove you. My
  
   next
  
  act will be to go to the nearest newspaper office and make a tidy handful of silver letting the world know the new Hand of Avei likes to bully honest tradeswomen.”
 

 
  “Now, hold
  
   on,”
  
  Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “Do you really think it’s smart,” Trissiny said flatly, “for a half-demon to be
  
   nakedly
  
  hostile to a paladin? That’s not a good way to avoid…suspicion.”
 

 
  “I was born with the wrong face to avoid suspicion. I have
  
   long
  
  since learned that no amount of good behavior on my part will make me welcome in human society. After being spit on, harassed and excluded by every light-sucker who placed themselves on a pedestal above me, being ejected on sight from
  
   your
  
  cult’s premises, specifically those set up to allegedly shelter women, I do not choose to do business of any kind with clerics. Get out of my shop, and take your hypocrite goddess with you.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry if you were…disappointed in your interactions with the Sisterhood,” Trissiny said more quietly. “Please don’t blame Avei—”
 

 
  “It wasn’t the Sisters who
  
   burned
  
  me when I tried to pray,” the woman shot back, raising her voice. “Leave.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny clamped her lips together, but turned without another word and pushed the door open.
 

 
  “Hell with
  
   this
  
  bullshit,” Ruda snorted. “C’mon, Fross.” The pixie actually darted out ahead of her, after pausing to make a rude noise at the flummoxed-looking boy behind the counter.
 

 
  Gabriel was the last out, pausing to glance back at the stately woman before turning to follow his classmates.
 

 
  “I wonder if you appreciate how lucky you are,” she said quietly, “being able to pass.”
 

 
  He paused, his hand on the door, then turned to stare at her. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 

 
  “Yes, you do. You
  
   look
  
  fully human. So long as you stay out of temples and avoid holy symbols, no one should be able to tell. Or…” She took a step closer, craning her neck forward to peer at him. “And, I gather, as long as you remain relatively calm. Hethelaxi, yes?”
 

 
  Gabriel stared at her for a moment, then cut his eyes sideways, squinting at the shop boy.
 

 
  “Ferdinand,” said the woman, “go inventory the last dust shipment. I believe the count is off.”
 

 
  “What? No, I checked when it came in, everything’s—”
 

 
  
   “Now,
  
  please.”
 

 
  The boy clamped his lips shut, looked accusingly at Gabriel, then turned and flounced off, pushing aside the curtain in the back and disappearing from sight.
 

 
  “You needn’t worry,” she said, actually smiling faintly. “Nothing in particular gives you away. I have a gift for spotting the infernal and the divine, a useful legacy from some poor choices made in my youth. The same way I identified your…companion. She all but glows, and there are not two swords like that in the world at present.”
 

 
  “Trissiny isn’t so bad,” he said somewhat defensively. “I mean, sure, she’s a little priggish, but she tries. She…I guess she
  
   did
  
  try to kill me that one time, but that was mostly my fault.”
 

 
  The shopkeeper drew in a long, slow breath, her shoulders rising, then let it all out in a rush, seeming to slump where she stood. “I bet you’re convinced a
  
   lot
  
  of such incidents were your fault. How very inconsiderate of you to
  
   exist
  
  where people are trying to peaceably be bigots.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t like that, exactly. She apologized. Eventually.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well, then. I guess that makes it all
  
   better.”
  
  Despite the sarcasm, the woman sounded only sad. “My name’s Elspeth. You may consider yourself welcome here.”
 

 
  He glanced back at the door. The girls weren’t in view; they evidently hadn’t waited for him. He let his hand fall from the handle. “Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Welcome, Gabriel.”
 

 
  “So,” he said, studying her warily, “you’re a warlock.”
 

 
  Elspeth stared at him for a moment. “Do you always assume that about other half-demons? Are
  
   you
  
  a warlock?”
 

 
  “I’ve never met another half-demon, to my knowledge. But being able to identify a paladin or a species of demonblood on sight? That kind of sensitivity to the infernal and the divine is a classic warlock trait. One of the basic ones, in fact.”
 

 
  “You’ve had the benefit of some education,” she said approvingly. “The answer to your question is no…and yes. Tell me, how many times were you approached?”
 

 
  “Approached?” he said hesitantly.
 

 
  “We
  
   all
  
  are, sooner or later. By independent warlocks sometimes, but usually by some agent of the Black Wreath. Not that they identify themselves as such. Often, for the unlucky or unwise, by actual demons. Half-bloods are
  
   extremely
  
  interesting to those who traffic in such powers.”
 

 
  “I…I never…” He swallowed. “There was once. A woman. She…my dad ran her off.”
 

 
  “Once?” she said quietly. “Only once?”
 

 
  “My best friend growing up was an Omnist monk. And my dad’s a career soldier. I guess I wasn’t as easy to get to.”
 

 
  Elspeth shook her head slowly. “You have been fortunate almost beyond belief, Gabriel. I would say ‘blessed,’ but I would have to incinerate both of us by mistake.”
 

 
  “How…many times were
  
   you
  
  approached?” he asked warily.
 

 
  She smiled, a small, bitter expression. “Also only once… But in my case, because I was foolish enough to fall for the first opportunity that came my way. A sshitherosz demon, name of… No. It doesn’t matter now, he’s dead.” She glided around behind the counter, seating herself gracefully on the recently vacated stool. “That is also sadly common. The favorite tactic of the sshitherosz is to recruit warlocks from among the young, naïve and ambitious; a battle of wits between a teenager in a desperate situation and a trickster demon is generally a foregone conclusion. For half-demons… Our entire
  
   lives
  
  are desperate situations. Rejected, threatened, constantly running away, trying to hide what we are… We are easy prey for someone offering power, and a sense of belonging.”
 

 
  “So…” Intrigued in spite of himself, he drifted closer. “How does taking a demon up on the deal end up with you being a warlock, but not a warlock?”
 

 
  “I suppose I have been as fortunate as you,” she said. “I fell in with the only priests who can be trusted by our kind.”
 

 
  He blinked, then raised his eyebrows. “Do tell?”
 

 
  “I met a man who arranged for my demon to be trapped and destroyed. He even helped me establish my shop. So, no, I do not practice infernal magic of any kind—ever. I must endure regular visits from a very professional Imperial agent who clearly doesn’t care at all about my well-being, and an official of the Universal Church who tries hard to be friendly to me, though she is repulsed by being in my presence and is not good at hiding it. I can never decide which of them is better. They report to their respective superiors, however, that I am a law-abiding citizen who has no traffic with demons, and I am allowed to live my life in relative peace.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “Who are the only priests who can be trusted?”
 

 
  Elspeth looked away, toward the door, smiling mysteriously. “If you
  
   must
  
  have help from clerics, Gabriel, find the acolytes of Eserion. They’re as likely to see you as prey as they are to try to help you; that’s what they do, after all. But if you’re humble and have nothing worth stealing—or don’t flaunt it if you do—you’ll find that the thief-priests don’t throw light around, and they don’t judge.’
 

 
  “Huh.” His frown deepened. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever even met an Eserite.”
 

 
  She grinned outright. “Oh, I
  
   guarantee
  
  you have.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Is he actually
  
   staying
  
  in there?” Fross demanded as they finally moved away from the Minor Arcana, growing tired of waiting in the cold for Gabriel.
 

 
  “Guess he is,” said Ruda, again wrapping her arms around herself, “and frankly I don’t think I blame him. Sure, that lady was a raging bitch, but how many chances is Gabe gonna have to meet another half-demon? Besides… It sounded like she maybe had a little bit of a point.”
 

 
  “What is it going to take to get you to stop using gendered insults?” Trissiny groused.
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   could
  
  clean up my vocabulary,” Ruda replied, grinning, “but it makes you all grumpy, which is just adorable.”
 

 
  Trissiny wasn’t listening. She stood on tiptoe to crane her neck, frowning, then set off ahead as quickly as she safely could without slipping on the still-icy sidewalks.
 

 
  “And we’re off,” Ruda said resignedly. “What’s the big deal up there?”
 

 
  “Looks like trouble!” Fross announced, hovering several feet above to get a better view.
 

 
  “Well, it made Trissiny run off to get involved. I didn’t figure it looked like
  
   fun.”
  
 

 
  Near the mouth of the street, where a small square marked the beginning of the curving, descending avenue into Lor’naris, a small squad of five guards in heavy winter uniforms were squaring off with four people in civilian attire. Three of them, two women and a man, were drow, the fourth a graying human man with the starched collar of an Imperial Army jacket rising above his heavier fleece coat.
 

 
  “I am not going to warn you again,” the soldier wearing sergeant’s stripes was announcing loudly as they arrived. “Disperse!”
 

 
  “Sonny,” snapped the older man, “I did not serve
  
   my
  
  time in his Majesty’s army to stand here and take crap from—” He broke off as one of the drow women lifted a hand.
 

 
  “With respect, Sergeant,” she said more calmly, “no one here is doing anything illegal, or even questionable.”
 

 
  
   “Loitering
  
  is illegal,” he shot back.
 

 
  “On private property where the prohibition is clearly posted, yes,” she replied smoothly. “This is a public street.”
 

 
  “Would you like to try another approach?” inquired the male drow politely. “I should warn you that after your compatriots’ recent visits, we
  
   have
  
  read all the applicable laws.”
 

 
  “Vanthis,” said the woman with calm reproof, “peace. There is no need to be provocative.”
 

 
  “You heard her, men,” said the sergeant grimly. “This one’s being provocative. Now every last one of you bugger off back to whatever it is you do all day, or you’re coming to the guardhouse in irons. What’s it gonna be?”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is going on here?” Trissiny demanded, stalking up to join them.
 

 
  “Oh, for f—
  
   Nothing
  
  that concerns you, citizen!” snapped the sergeant. “Just chasing off some vagabonds. Go about your business.”
 

 
  “These aren’t vagabonds, they’re the neighborhood watch,” she said incredulously. “You can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be unaware of this. How does it serve the city guard’s interest to dissuade concerned citizens from protecting their own districts?”
 

 
  “Enough!” he shouted. “Go
  
   home,
  
  girl.
  
   All
  
  of you!”
 

 
  “I don’t think so,” she said firmly. “I will have your name and that of your commanding officer.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  “That does it,” he snapped. “Sadour, arrest her. Fuck it,
  
   all
  
  of them. You are hereby placed under arr—”
 

 
  Golden light blazed forth, piercing the gloom of the winter morning; all three drow threw up their arms to protect their eyes, one of the women slipping momentarily on the icy sidewalk.
 

 
  Trissiny stood wreathed in radiance, golden wings extending from behind her. “I think you will find,” she said, deadly quiet, “that I outrank you,
  
   sergeant.
  
  Name, badge number, superior’s name. Do
  
   not
  
  make me repeat myself.”
 

 
  Less than two minutes later, she finally let the light subside, wings withdrawing into her, as she stood watching the five soldiers retreat hastily down a side street toward the city center.
 

 
  “Fuck me, you can pop those things on command?” Ruda exclaimed. “I thought that shit just happened spontaneously when Avei was all happy with you. Can you
  
   do
  
  stuff with those? Do they fly? Or is it just decorative?”
 

 
  
   “Later,
  
  Ruda,” Trissiny said impatiently, turning to face the four residents. “I’m sorry about that; I should have given you some warning.”
 

 
  “All things considered, General Avelea, I think that went very well,” said the woman who had taken the lead earlier, bowing. The other drow followed suit, the human saluting her while grinning. “Our thanks for your assistance.”
 

 
  “What was that all about? Why would the city guards object to you standing watch here?”
 

 
  They exchanged a round of glances.
 

 
  “It is a complex question,” the other woman said finally. “We are foreign and, in many ways, downright alien.”
 

 
  “Or,” added the human, still grinning, “we’re the filthy pervert race traitors who call the foreign aliens friends and family.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” she went on, giving him a very un-Narisian smile, “there are elements in the city who are not pleased that outsiders such as ourselves have found so much success in handling our own affairs in a piece of Tiraas, however small. Some of those, we have recently found, wear uniforms.”
 

 
  “For the most part,” said the first woman, “the pressures exerted are carefully subtle.
  
   This
  
  is new. The law
  
   is
  
  on our side—we have assiduously checked—but if the guards choose to take exception to our use of volunteer citizen peacekeepers… Well, their official standing gives them options and courses of action that we do not enjoy.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said grimly. “Perhaps there’s something I can do about that.”
 

 
  “Okay, wait, hold up,” said Ruda. “All due respect to our new friends here, but are you
  
   sure
  
  this is something you wanna get in the middle of? Sounds like a thing these very resourceful folks can handle themselves without you making an incident of it.”
 

 
  “Are you nuts?” Fross demanded. “They just about got arrested! For protecting their homes! Somebody down in the guard office has got some
  
   serious
  
  issues!”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn said we’re to figure out what it is we’re supposed to be doing here, remember?” Trissiny unconsciously gripped the hilt of her sword, glaring down the street in the direction the soldiers had fled. “I think I just found something.”
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  The unforgiving sun made midday naps a venerated tradition in Onkawa—at least during the summer. Now, in winter (such as it was), the climate was mild enough that Shook had no trouble bearing the heat with nothing but a wide-brimmed hat to shield him. He was sweating, of course, but that didn’t bother him overmuch.
 

 
  Vandro’s palatial residence truly had it all, including a shooting range. Shook stood in the long, shaded alley between the rear of the villa and the defunct city wall it abutted, firing bolt after bolt of light into the targets eighteen yards away. A whole bank of sizeable power crystals supported the shielding charms over them; these could have stood up to artillery fire. There were also golem logic controllers that would make the targets move. Much as it galled him to acknowledge it, he wasn’t up to that just yet.
 

 
  He was getting pretty good, though. After a fourth consecutive bullseye, his concentration was momentarily disrupted by a cheer and applause from Kheshiri.
 

 
  Shook glanced over at her, annoyed but keeping his features carefully schooled. She was off to the side, lounging on a low divan shaded by a huge parasol. She had, as usual, draped herself to show off her figure, lying on her side in a way that emphasized the curve of her hip, twisting her torso so as to make the arch of her breast stand out. Since she’d been around, he had been paying close attention to her wiles, and had incidentally picked up a few things about women that he’d never bothered to know. For instance, that unnatural position, mouth-watering as it was, must put an excruciating strain on her lower back. Or at least, it would have on a real woman’s. He also knew that the tight, colorful Onkawi robe she wore didn’t contain the kind of undergarments that would make her bosom stand out that way when she was reclining, which meant she was using her shapeshifting to cheat.
 

 
  He had told her first thing, in their very first meeting: he was
  
   not
  
  stupid. Still, her games didn’t particularly surprise him. She thought she was leading him along, into some trap down the road, wearing down his alertness, earning his trust. He was rather looking forward to brutally disappointing her. Shook had already decided he’d be keeping Kheshiri, even after he’d straightened out Principia and got himself back in the Guild’s good graces, as he deserved. This was looking like it’d be a long-term project, though; plenty of time to break her in properly. Even knowing she was trying to undermine him, the succubus was enjoyable to have around. Not just sexually, either. She had a biting sense of humor, an appreciation of malice that was gratifying when he was dealing with somebody who needed to be taken down a peg, and a knack for easing his tensions that was no less effective because he knew she was using it to manipulate him.
 

 
  Seeing his distraction, she took the opportunity to ooze upright, daintily picking up one of the tall glasses of iced punch that sat on a tray on the ground nearby, and slinked over to him, offering it. “A cold drink, boss? You need to be careful in this heat.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he said noncommittally, picking it up and taking a sip. Damn fruity concoction, not at all to his taste, but using chilled drinks as everyone here did to beat the heat, it would have been a bad idea to go for the hard stuff he preferred. Even
  
   he
  
  wouldn’t have been able to hold that quantity of liquor.
 

 
  “Good shooting, my boy,” said Alan Vandro, strolling forward. Shook managed, barely, not to jump; he hadn’t noticed the man there. Kheshiri, of course, was clearly not surprised, though she positioned herself behind him, peering demurely at their host over Shook’s shoulder. Their cover story was that she was a Shaathist, not particularly devout, but into the cult because she enjoyed being told what to do and occasionally slapped around by her man. This explained their dynamic, but necessitated some change in her public address of him; even for an alleged Shaathist, “master” would have raised eyebrows. He didn’t much like abusing Vandro’s hospitality by deceiving him, but a captive succubus was something he didn’t fancy trying to explain—to anyone. “You’re enjoying my little gift, then?”
 

 
  “It’s anything but little, Alan,” Shook replied, tilting the wand skyward to study it. Not a proper enchanter wand; he hadn’t a spark of magic in him and couldn’t have used one. Still, this was a top-of-the-line model, hand-crafted using the finest materials by a master enchanter. It packed a significantly stronger punch than its mass-produced cousins, would last longer between rechargings and had several useful enhancements. Vandro had given him two of these, along with a proper wandslinger’s belt which held extra power crystals and components, plus grounding and shielding charms to repel incoming wandfire. “I’ve gotta say… Part of me hates the necessity. Seems like there’s no honor in the old profession any more. If you’re gonna kill a man, or just rough him up, you should be able to see the look on his face when you do it.” He sighed, lowering the weapon and slipping it back into its holster. “But that’s the world, now. It’s becoming clear to me I’ve been living in the past; failing to make use of the resources available is part of the reason for my current troubles. This was…timely. And they’re beauties. I can’t thank you enough, Alan.”
 

 
  “Hell with that, you’re family, my boy,” Vandro said, waving him off. “And don’t sweat your missteps. What matters is you learn from your mistakes and survive to apply the lesson. Isn’t that right, honey?” he added, winking at Kheshiri.
 

 
  “If you say so, sir,” she said demurely, lowering her eyes.
 

 
  “It’s not all tactics and equipment, you know,” Vandro went on, watching Shook’s face closely. “Ever think you might have made some errors in how you behave? Who you trust?”
 

 
  Shook narrowed his eyes. “What are you getting at, Alan?”
 

 
  “Think about it, boy. You’ve always been a faithful man of the Guild… And yet, here you are. They want you dragged back kicking and screaming, and the bitch who set it up is apparently lounging on her sofa, eating bonbons and having a giggle at your expense.
  
   Something
  
  sure as hell ain’t right about this. How’d you manage to get so thoroughly taken for a ride? It doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that should happen if everything in the Guild is being run as it should.”
 

 
  Shook frowned, but didn’t comment, finding nothing he could say to that.
 

 
  “So, say you clear your name,” Vandro went on, still studying him carefully. Kheshiri, now, was watching
  
   him
  
  just as closely. “What do you gain? Your name should’ve been clear to begin with. Someone aside from Principia fucked you over—or at the least, she took advantage of failures in the Guild’s leadership. How long before it all happens again? Will throwing
  
   her
  
  ass in an oubliette somewhere really solve the problem?”
 

 
  “Well, what the fuck do you expect me to do?” Shook demanded, flinging his arms out in a furious shrug. “I can’t just
  
   leave
  
  this like it is! What’s the point of anything if I can’t get my life back?”
 

 
  “The problem isn’t you, my boy,” Vandro said, reaching out to place a hand on his shoulder. “Never was. All I’m saying is, it looks like the problem runs deeper that you may have realized. I’m glad to see you’re lookin’ beyond the immediate future, expanding your repertoire, so to speak. Here’s the question: how
  
   far
  
  are you willing to expand it?” He glanced significantly at Kheshiri, and Shook felt a moment of unease. “How many things are you willing to consider you may have been wrong about?”
 

 
  “I know when something’s being hinted at,” Shook replied. “Get to the point, Alan. This kind of pussyfooting around isn’t like you.”
 

 
  Vandro threw back his head and laughed. “Ah, fair enough, my boy, fair enough. C’mon, there are some folks I think you should meet. I was just about to have a discussion with ’em myself; you should come along, see if you can’t learn anything useful.”
 

 
  “All right,” Shook said, nodding. He was far from certain where all this was leading, but Vandro had more than proven his trustworthiness, many times in the past and more recently as well. “Shiri, I’ll be back later. Stay out of trouble.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, bring her along!” Vandro said glibly, slapping him on the shoulder. “I bet you can find a use for her in all this, too.”
 

 
  Shook frowned again, saying nothing, but let Vandro lead him off into the main house. He had a feeling about this… Not a bad feeling, but not a comfortable one. The two men stepped into the shade, Kheshiri trailing obediently behind them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The villa was even larger than it looked; more than half its interior volume was under ground level, carved from the massive slab of granite on which Onkawa sat. Underground living was another adaptation against the heat which was widely practiced in the city, or at least was among the wealthier classes. The effort of actually carving out subterranean chambers discouraged many.
 

 
  Vandro led them to a long, narrow lounge two levels down. It was lavishly appointed, as was everything in the villa, lit by sun crystals rather than fairy lamps, which enabled potted ferns and a dwarf fig tree to flourish in the corners.
 

 
  The meeting, it seemed, was already in session when they arrived. Vandro’s party doubled the population of the room. On a wicker chair against the far wall sat a young Sifanese woman who rose on their entry, bowing politely. Two others, locals by their dark coloration, stood beside the room’s small bar, holding cocktails. The man wore a fairly cheap suit and a nervous expression; he was of average height, but very powerfully built, making him look almost squat. The woman was tall, bony and rather gawkish, though her manner was stately. She wore a simple tunic and slacks, in a style that wasn’t quite Tiraan or Onkawi.
 

 
  “Here we are!” Vandro boomed, holding out his arms as he stepped into the room as if to embrace everyone present. “All finally gathered. Thanks for waiting, everybody, I hope it wasn’t too long. Damn it, Kamari, I told you you don’t have to serve drinks! You’re a
  
   guest
  
  here.”
 

 
  The burly man had already begun mixing three more daiquiris. His teeth were large, even and very white; his grin was almost luminous in his black face. “This is Onkawa, Mr. Vandro. Guests are family, and family do for each other.”
 

 
  “Cheeky bastard,” Vandro said with a grin, gesturing Shook and Kheshiri in. “Everyone, this is my old apprentice, Jeremiah. I’ve told you about him. And that’s his ladyfriend, Shiri. Jerry, the fellow who won’t get it into his head he’s not a servant here is Kamari; take advantage while you can, he makes the best damn cocktails I’ve ever had in my life.”
 

 
  “Only glad to serve,” Kamari said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Over there is Saduko, a visitor from Sifan. Hands off, now, m’boy, she’s an honored guest. And this, of course, is Amanika, priestess of Eserion and something of a muckety-muck in the local Guild chapter house.”
 

 
  Shook froze, staring at the woman. She inclined her head to him, politely but distantly. “That’s the first time I have been called
  
   that,
  
  exactly. Hm, I might just keep it, though. Has a nice ring.”
 

 
  “You should get business cards printed up,” Vandro said, winking.
 

 
  “Alan,” Shook said warily. “I’m not sure if…”
 

 
  
   “Relax,
  
  my boy, nobody here is gonna snitch on you. Yes, Amanika knows the orders about you, but you’re in
  
   my
  
  place, and I vouch for you. We’ve already had this conversation. Isn’t that right, Nika?”
 

 
  “Quite,” she replied calmly, peering first at Shook and then Kheshiri. “All is as I told you.”
 

 
  “See? There you go, all friends here.” He handed Shook a daiquiri. “Nobody’s gonna turn you over to the Guild. Hell, nobody here is turning
  
   anything
  
  over to the Guild. The fact is…we’re here to plan a job. I want you to be part of it.”
 

 
  “I’m…honored,” Shook said carefully, holding the icy drink but not sipping. Kheshiri had accepted another from Kamari. “That’s problematic, though. My situation being what it is, it’d raise all kinds of eyebrows if I sent in my tithe on a job.”
 

 
  Vandro sipped his daiquiri, watching Shook with a knowing little smile. “Now, Jerry, what did I
  
   just
  
  say? We’re not giving the Guild shit.”
 

 
  Shook stiffened, his hands clenching on the glass. “Alan… You know you’ve been like a father to me, and I owe a lot to your generosity. But I
  
   can’t
  
  be party to shafting the Big Guy. Eserion does
  
   not
  
  let people get away with that, even if I were willing to turn against him. Hell, you of
  
   all
  
  people—”
 

 
  “Now, Jerry, there you go making assumptions,” Vandro interrupted, grinning. “Nobody’s gonna try to stiff the Big Guy. Even Kamari and Saduko have agreed to pay the proper tithe, despite the fact they aren’t Eserites. No, Eserion gets his cut, as always; this is not negotiable. We’re just not giving it to him through the
  
   Guild.”
  
 

 
  There was silence in the room, while Shook scowled and others sipped their drinks, or in Saduko’s case, just stood with an impassive expression.
 

 
  “Go on,” Shook said finally.
 

 
  “It started three Bosses ago,” Vandro said, beginning to pace up and down. “Catseye was…just too damn ambitious. She pulled off some epic jobs, yeah, and that bought her a lot of cred, which is how she got away with all she did. She
  
   organized
  
  us far too heavily, personally mobilizing large groups on large jobs. Made the Guild more centralized than it used to be.
 

 
  “Then came Sweet, the ultimate people person. Honestly, I liked him, and I’d have been all right with his style of leadership if he hadn’t followed Catseye…or if he’d been willing to dismantle her bureaucracy. He didn’t; instead, he
  
   used
  
  it. Kept his eyes everywhere, stuck his fingers into everyone’s business. Again, nobody complained, even though he never pulled down the kind of income Catseye did, because Sweet was all about keeping everyone happy. Not much of a Guild leader, in short, but he was a kickass high priest. A
  
   lot
  
  of us owe him a great deal.”
 

 
  “Yours truly included,” Shook said, finally sipping his fruity drink and grimacing at the taste. “Sweet was the first person aside from you who took an interest in me, made sure I got a fair chance.”
 

 
  Vandro nodded. “Which brings us to the current situation. Tricks is another Catseye, an operations fellow. And he, again, built on what those before him created. Catseye’s ops protocols, Sweet’s information network, and his own cunning and knack for planning cons. Once again, everybody seems fine with this state of affairs; he doesn’t keep the Guildmembers as happy as Sweet did, but
  
   damn
  
  does he rake in the gold.”
 

 
  “I’m not seeing the problem, here,” Shook said.
 

 
  “Don’t you?” Vandro’s stare bored into him. “You, of
  
   all
  
  people? Boy, just how the hell do you think Principia managed to get her tentacles into the Guild’s structure and use it against you the way she has? The Guild is not
  
   supposed
  
  to have a fucking structure, at least not one like this. We
  
   all
  
  know the catechism.
  
   All systems are corrupt.
  
  The Thieves’ Guild has lost its way, become an
  
   institution.
  
  It is behaving exactly as institutions do: accumulating power, developing new rules and traditions, and gradually twisting everything around till all its actions are about prolonging its own existence, instead of pushing the Big Guy’s principles.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  Alan,” Shook breathed. “You’re talking about rebelling against the Guild!”
 

 
  “No,
  
   no,
  
  Jerry.” Vandro shook his head emphatically. “Come on, you’re smarter than this. You overthrow something, well, then you’re stuck with the unenviable task of
  
   running
  
  whatever you just took over.
  
   Hell
  
  no, we’re not rebelling. That’d just put
  
   us
  
  in power, which isn’t what we want or what the Guild needs. The problem isn’t that the Guild needs a regime change; it’s that the Guild needs to
  
   not have a regime.”
  
 

 
  Shook frowned into his drink, pondering. Amanika spoke into the ensuing silence.
 

 
  “We do not propose to replace the leadership of the Guild; merely to undermine it. To introduce the random elements that
  
   should
  
  be the norm for those in Eserion’s worship.”
 

 
  “It’s about setting a precedent,” Vandro agreed, gesticulating with his glass. “What we do here will be carefully spread around the continent and beyond, whispered of until others try it—with, perhaps, a little help from us. One by one, jobs will start being sponsored that cut the Guild out of the action, making the Boss look impotent and foolish and depriving the bureaucracy of tithes. Eventually the Boss will go back to being the figurehead and spiritual leader he’s
  
   supposed
  
  to be. Not a man who’s knee deep in everybody’s damn business.”
 

 
  “I can…see your point about undermining respect for the Boss,” Shook said slowly. “But you’re not about to starve the Guild. Trust me, I worked security at the Imperial Casino for years. The Guild could run itself on
  
   that
  
  place alone. Indefinitely.”
 

 
  “One thing at a time, my boy,” said Vandro, grinning. “One thing at a time. The relevant question in the here and now is this: are you in?”
 

 
  Shook glanced around the room. Vandro was grinning, as was Kamari. Amanika studied him with a calm yet intent expression; Saduko was impassive as a statue. Finally, he glanced over his shoulder at Kheshiri. She nodded slowly.
 

 
  “Hell with it,” he said. “What’s the job?”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  my boy,” Vandro crowed. “All right, we’re still in the early planning stages, but I’ll run you over the basics. Our target is one Chief Om’ponole.”
 

 
  “They still have
  
   chiefs
  
  here?” Shook demanded, curling his lip.
 

 
  “We have chiefs in the way that the lord governor of Calderaan Province styles himself a King,” said Amanika with a faint smile. “Nations that joined the Empire willingly enjoy certain privileges. At the end of the day, though, there is only one law under Tiraan rule.”
 

 
  “Om’ponole doesn’t even have any political clout,” agreed Vandro. “What he has are business interests. In short, he’s a rich asshole of
  
   exactly
  
  the kind that we exist to teach a little humility to.”
 

 
  “All due respect, Alan, what’s that make you?” Shook asked, smiling wryly. “I mean…this
  
   place.”
  
 

 
  “You’re not wrong, boy,” Vandro said with a grin. “That’s our in, though. As far as the
  
   rest
  
  of the hoity-toity types in Onkawa know, I’m a rich asshole just like them. That means I get invited to all their bullshit parties, and they come get shitfaced on fruity booze here in
  
   my
  
  humble abode when it’s my turn to pass out invitations. You would be
  
   amazed
  
  how much I learn about all their various palaces this way.”
 

 
  “Alan is hosting one such party fairly soon,” said Amanika. “Om’ponole will be here, as will everyone who fancies themselves important. While this is going on, we will liberate the contents of his personal safes.”
 

 
  “Everybody has a role,” said Vandro. “Kamari, here, is a servant on Om’ponole’s estate—a servant who isn’t paid a living wage, nor given so much as a ‘thank you’ or solstice bonus.
  
   Classic
  
  rich asshole mistake; you keep this in mind when you’re my age and have your own nest egg, Jerry. Everyone working on
  
   these
  
  grounds is well provided for. I don’t employ people with drug addictions, gambling habits, or chronically sick or imprisoned relatives. No cracks for somebody to get their claws in. I know all their names and ask about their day; I damn well say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ when they water my plants and fetch my slippers.”
 

 
  “Mr. Vandro has very generously offered me employment on his estate,” Kamari said with his infectious grin. “I am only too glad to help him arrange a
  
   proper
  
  resignation for me from the Chieftain’s household.”
 

 
  “Hell, I’d run more than a job to get this man on my staff,” Vandro chortled. “So help me, if I could slap a pair of tits on this daiquiri I could get rid of all the damn girls always cluttering up my gardens; I’d have no more need of them.”
 

 
  “You give me
  
   far
  
  too much credit, sir,” Kamari laughed.
 

 
  “Needless to say, Kamari’s our inside man. He gets our team into Om’ponole’s estate, and Saduko gets us into his valuables.”
 

 
  “She’s a safecracker?” Shook asked, turning to regard the young woman.
 

 
  “I am an arcanist,” she said calmly. Her Tanglish was good, but carried more than a hint of a lilting accent.
 

 
  “Saduko comes to us from the University at Kiyosan,” explained Vandro. “In fact, she’s a specialist in
  
   creating
  
  magical security—exactly what we need to defeat it. Unfortunately, she has found that Onkawa isn’t exactly the melting pot that Tiraas is, and in any case, the lucrative avenues of legitimate employment are typically granted to citizens over foreigners, even when the foreigner is the better man—or in this case woman—for the job.”
 

 
  “So it is everywhere,” Saduko said philosophically. “The economy in Sifan does not support many persons of my skill set at present. I gambled that life would be better in the Empire. When one gambles, alas, one must expect eventually to lose.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry, darlin’,” Vandro said, grinning. “You help us through this and I guarantee I’ll have plenty more work for you.”
 

 
  “No more stealing,” she said stiffly. “That was our arrangement.”
 

 
  “I’m a man of my word, Saduko. One job to prove your skills, and after that… Well, you’ve seen my place. I have plenty of perfectly legal uses for a person of your profession.”
 

 
  “I, for my part, will handle the Guild end of this,” said Amanika. “Ensuring that the Big Guy receives his cut without going through Guild channels. That will require some creative laundering
  
   and
  
  the aid of someone with a close spiritual connection to our god.”
 

 
  “The fact that Amanika’s on board with this is a sign of Eserion’s favor,” said Vandro smugly. “You know how many people there are with
  
   exactly
  
  that skill set?”
 

 
  “I will also, as needed, act to direct the Guild’s attention away from us,” added the priestess with a faint, mysterious smile.
 

 
  “Sounds solid so far,” said Shook slowly. “What is it you need me for?”
 

 
  “You
  
   and
  
  the girl,” said Vandro. Shook raised his eyebrows sharply.
 

 
  “Shiri? What the hell do you expect to do with
  
   her?”
  
 

 
  “Now, now, my boy, don’t be modest!” Vandro smiled beatifically, turning back to face the rest of the group and holding his daiquiri for all the world like a scepter. “Jeremiah, here, is one of the best enforcers the Guild has. He and the girl are providing security. I’m gonna have to level with you all, and I hope you won’t take offense: for a job like this, when we Guild thieves employ outside contractors, security is needed not
  
   only
  
  for our protection during the heist itself, but also…afterward. There are all
  
   kinds
  
  of pressures that can fall on a person to rat out their partners, and for those of you who don’t enjoy the Guild’s direct support…well, extra measures are needed to keep you safe. Should you have any trouble with authorities, or
  
   anyone,
  
  Jerry and Shiri will see to it they get off your back. In addition to getting you through the job itself without getting shot, stabbed or imprisoned.”
 

 
  “And,” Saduko said, twisting her mouth distastefully, “should we decide to reveal what we know to any outsider, they will silence us.”
 

 
  “Now, darlin’, I’m not even considering that possibility,” Vandro said kindly. “I respect your intelligence far too much; you both know very well which side your bread is buttered on. In
  
   theory,
  
  yes, that could happen. I’m sure we don’t need to worry about it, though. Do we?”
 

 
  “No worries, boss,” Kamari said, nodding emphatically. “I’m with you all the way.”
 

 
  “I keep my word,” Saduko said coldly.
 

 
  “I think you’ve got the wrong idea about Shiri,” Shook said, glancing at her. She was doing a marvelous impression of demure confusion. Even
  
   he
  
  was nearly fooled. It seemed Kamari was likewise puzzled by her inclusion in this, though Saduko was unreadable and Amanika wore a knowing expression that he didn’t like at all.
 

 
  “Well, now, we have two uses for your little pet, there,” Vandro drawled. “There is the matter of after-the-fact enforcement. She’ll be
  
   marvelous
  
  for tracking down anybody who needs to be hushed up, not to mention getting close to them. During the job itself, though, she’ll be providing our alibis.”
 

 
  “What are you talking about?” Shook said sharply.
 

 
  “We’ll all be at the party,” said Vandro. “We will be
  
   seen
  
  there, by innumerable witnesses of unimpeachable character. Since we, obviously, will in fact be across the city at Chief Om’ponole’s palace, this will be a perfect job for a shapeshifter.”
 

 
  “A…a shape…” Shook stared at him.
 

 
  “Absolutely,” Vandro said, grinning broadly. “You know what they say: when life gives you demons, make demonade. How’s about a little demonstration, first?” He turned to Kheshiri and winked. “Darlin’, show us those pretty wings.”
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  “Oh, hey!” Fross cried suddenly, and zipped off toward the door of the cafe, leaving her classmates staring after her, mystified. The door opened a few inches, untouched, and she swerved through the gap into the street outside.
 

 
  “Uh…” Gabriel looked down at his sandwich. “Are my table manners that bad?”
 

 
  “Yup,” said Ruda lazily, then belched. “You should be ashamed of yourself. Uncouth fucker.”
 

 
  The door swung open again, fully this time, and Teal stepped back, holding it for Shaeine, who passed through with a smile. They made straight for the other students’ table, Fross buzzing excitedly around their heads.
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” Ruda said cheerfully, waving a breadstick. “How’ve you been? Seen Juno and the boys?”
 

 
  “We have not encountered them since this morning,” Shaine said, “though we’ve been outside the district.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “We actually went to see Imperial Square, and Shaeine had to stop by the Narisian embassy on the way,” said Teal, holding out a chair for Shaeine.
 

 
  Trissiny looked up from her ruminations at that. “Official business?”
 

 
  “Of a sort,” the drow replied, calmly folding her hands in her lap. “I anticipate no further need of my presence at the embassy, but it was necessary to present my compliments and offer my services to the Ambassador.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “Why’s that, if you don’t think you’re needed?”
 

 
  “It is a question of status,” she explained, smiling at Teal as the bard sat beside her before returning her gaze to Trissiny. “As the matriarch’s daughter, my hereditary rank in House Awarrion considerably exceeds hers. As an appointed ambassador to our most important ally, however, her
  
   earned
  
  position considerably exceeds mine.”
 

 
  “So how do you decide who’s top dog?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “That is precisely the issue. Those two things do not correlate in any way. So long as the matter was left unaddressed, my presence in the city would throw the social calculations of all resident drow into disorder;
  
   leaving
  
  the matter that way would be considered an openly hostile act on my part. Quite apart from the fact that my mother would seal me in a spider box for doing such a thing, it would be incredibly irresponsible to so disrupt Narisian operations in the city.”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” said Ruda, grinning. “Hence the spider box.”
 

 
  “You guys
  
   actually
  
  do that?” Gabriel exclaimed. “I thought that was a joke!”
 

 
  “Presenting myself to the Ambassador,” said Shaeine, disregarding the byplay, “and publicly placing myself at her disposal, resolved the issue. I acknowledged myself to be subordinate, and thus her authority remains unquestioned.”
 

 
  “When I was growing up,” said Teal, “my parents always told me that social rules and customs were arbitrary and often silly, but it was important to respect them in order to get along with people. Going to social events and dealing with the nobility, it always seemed to me they were dead right. The more I learn about Narisian culture, though, the more
  
   elegant
  
  it all seems. Purposeful.” She smiled at Shaeine. “Everything they do has an immediate
  
   reason
  
  behind it.”
 

 
  “You think spider boxes are in any way reasonable?” Gabriel said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Narisians are extremely courteous and responsible from a very young age,” Shaeine noted serenely. “How has your morning been?”
 

 
  “We found some trouble,” Trissiny said dourly. “I don’t know if it’s what Tellwyrn brought us here to do, but it’s not something I think we can afford to just leave alone.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Teal frowned. “What’s up?”
 

 
  “It seems the guard have been pressuring the residents of Lor’naris. They don’t seem to like the idea of the locals providing their own neighborhood security.”
 

 
  “I suppose,” Shaeine said slowly, “that is not entirely unreasonable. Tiraas is a military power; the thought of foreign citizens establishing a militia in its capital might be seen as hostile.”
 

 
  “Those people are
  
   not
  
  a militia,” Trissiny said firmly, scowling. “They have no armor, no
  
   weapons.
  
  They don’t even have a chain of command! There’s barely even a
  
   schedule,
  
  they just show up and keep an eye on things. There are never more than six on duty at one time; four to watch the entrance to the district and two more to walk up and down the street. All they do is walk and watch; if there’s an actual problem, they call for help from the rest of the citizens. I think I know a little about military matters, and I’m here to tell you the Lor’naris volunteer watch is a complete and total non-threat. They wouldn’t pose a hazard to an
  
   actual
  
  militia, much less to the world’s highest concentration of the world’s largest and best-equipped military.”
 

 
  “What kills me,” said Ruda, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms, “is the goddamn stupidity of it all. Doesn’t the local guard benefit from people keeping their own shit together? The less trouble there is, the better they look.”
 

 
  Gabriel drew in a deep breath and blew it out in an explosion that was barely a sigh; Fross, hovering silently over the middle of the table, was actually pushed back a few inches. “You guys are missing the point. Tiraas is a
  
   human
  
  power.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at him.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Teal. “And?”
 

 
  
   “And,”
  
  he said, frowning at her, “right here in its capital, in the very jewel of the Empire, a bunch of weird-ass foreigners show up—no offense, Sheaine—move into a slum district that even the local guard had given up on, and whip it into shape in just a couple of years. Suddenly the place where you could always go to get knifed or robbed is full of people taking their kids to school, all clean, orderly and increasingly prosperous. It’d be a slap in the face to the guard if
  
   Tiraan
  
  citizens had done it. The Narisians made them look bad.”
 

 
  “That’s fucking idiotic,” Ruda snorted. “The guard made
  
   themselves
  
  look bad. I’m sorry, but if a bunch of outsiders who don’t know the culture show up out of nowhere and make a better go of it than you were, the issue is that you suck.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Gabe said wryly. “Why don’t you go explain that to the soldiers. See what happens.”
 

 
  “Soldiers?” Shaeine tilted her head. “I thought the problem was with the civil guard.”
 

 
  “They’re—” Trissiny and Gabriel started to speak at the same moment and broke off, staring at each other. He bowed his head, gesturing for her to continue.
 

 
  “In the capital, they’re the same,” she said. “Tiraas is Tiraas. In many respects, the city
  
   is
  
  the Empire, at least in miniature. There’s no mayor or distinct municipal government; the Emperor is the local head of state, and Imperial offices run the city directly.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Ruda said, shaking her head. “And stuff actually gets
  
   done?”
  
 

 
  “Well, the relevant Imperial offices have separate departments for managing the city,” Gabriel said with a grin. “Otherwise, no, nothing
  
   would
  
  get done. But yeah, among other things, there’s no civil guard as such. The Imperial Army provides military police.”
 

 
  “So it’s the Lor’narisianites against the Army?” Fross chimed in distress bobbing up and down. “Wow. Oh,
  
   wow.
  
  They’re
  
   really
  
  not gonna win that.”
 

 
  “So far it hasn’t become a ‘versus’ issue,” said Trissiny, “and hopefully it
  
   will
  
  not.”
 

 
  “Well, hell, if it comes to it, Trissiny can just call in the Legionnaires, right?” Gabriel suggested, grinning.
 

 
  “I
  
   sincerely
  
  hope you’re not suggesting I set the Silver Legions into armed conflict with the Imperial Army in the heart of the Empire,” she grated, glaring at him. “Yes, they
  
   would
  
  muster if I called them, unless their officers invoked the long-standing precedent we have of disregarding unethical or incredibly
  
   stupid
  
  orders. And then, once Avei got through ripping my hide into strips, High Commander Rouvad would take her turn.”
 

 
  “Was just a thought,” he mumbled.
 

 
  “I thought you had the same rank in the Imperial Army?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “That…is a courtesy, as I understand it,” Trissiny said more calmly. “A concession to Avei’s authority and the influence of the Sisterhood, based on the logical presumption that a Hand of Avei is well-trained in matters of strategy and may at any time be involved in campaigns that might necessitate the aid of soldiers. Those men are
  
   not
  
  spontaneously harassing the locals on a whim; someone is ordering it. If I start countermanding them… Well, I would pretty much have to go to whatever barracks is responsible for securing this area and take it over.
  
   That
  
  would also cause endless trouble.”
 

 
  “But, uh, what
  
   are
  
  you gonna do, then?” Fross asked. “It sounds like you’re taking this pretty seriously.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “I got the name of a commander and am going to send him a letter. If it continues, I’ll go down there and speak with him personally.”
 

 
  
   “Fear
  
  the Hand of Avei!” Ruda crowed. “For her wrath is terrible and her boots are shiny!”
 

 
  Trissiny scowled. “And what’s
  
   your
  
  idea to help, then?”
 

 
  “Me?” She snorted and took a swig of her drink. “Hell no, I’m staying out of this.”
 

 
  Trissiny straightened up, frowning. “What? But I thought…”
 

 
  “Look, it’s
  
   not
  
  that I don’t sympathize with the people here,” Ruda said. “I’m always gonna side with the people keeping their own shit together over uniformed assholes trying to push them around. But, first of all, I am not convinced that us butting into this is a great idea
  
   at all.
  
  Folks in Lor’naris are, as I said, capable of dealing with their own issues. It seems to be pretty much their defining trait.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “Furthermore,” Ruda went on firmly, “let’s keep in mind that I am heir to the throne of the Punaji nation. I can let my hair down in Last Rock and nobody gives a damn.
  
   This
  
  is different. Me sticking my sword into an internal security matter in
  
   Tiraas
  
  would cause an even bigger shitstorm than you calling in the Legions.”
 

 
  “That…kind of goes for me, as well,” Teal said nervously. “I mean, my family aren’t
  
   royal,
  
  or even noble, but anything I do in the capital will reflect on Falconer Industries. Me butting into the Army’s affairs is… Well, we can afford to lose some business, frankly, but it’s not just about the bottom line. Damaging my family’s credibility could put a lot of good enchanters out of their jobs. At minimum.”
 

 
  “Opposite problem.” Gabriel raised a hand. “First rule of being a half-demon in Tiraas: keep your head the fuck
  
   down.
  
  This city is full of people who barely need an excuse to blast it off, and have the authority to do that.”
 

 
  “Pfft, you can count on me, Trissiny!” Fross declared, zipping back and forth. “Apparently nobody takes pixies seriously around here. We’ll just see about that!”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   not
  
  asking for any rash action, Fross,” Trissiny said quickly. “I still don’t know what
  
   needs
  
  to be done. I’ve spoken with the residents at some length, at least those who serve in the watch, but I don’t yet have the Army’s perspective on the matter.”
 

 
  “I will speak with Ambassador Shariss about this,” said Shaeine. “It clearly
  
   is
  
  a diplomatic concern if Narisians are being abused by the Army in the capital—though in acknowledgment of Ruda’s point, the fact that the residents of Lor’naris have not already sought aid from the embassy is telling. They would take such action if they deemed it necessary. However, with regard to your plan to talk to the Army… Perhaps it would save time to go over the heads of the local barracks? Seek out a higher authority? You have the explicit rank, not to mention the prestige.”
 

 
  “It isn’t that simple,” Trissiny said glumly. “I think you may underestimate how much
  
   bureaucracy
  
  is involved in running an army. It’d take me longer to get an appointment with a highly-ranked official than we’ll probably be in the city. I
  
   could
  
  barge in, but that’s an excellent way to guarantee they don’t listen to a thing I tell them, particularly when they’ll probably resent me butting into their business in the first place. The local barracks captain is my best bet. I
  
   do
  
  have enough authority to get to him and make him listen.”
 

 
  “You realize that’s probably the guy whose idea all this is,” said Gabriel. “Some outsider forcing her way in and telling him how to run his barracks is likely just gonna make him dig his heels in.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she snapped, “I
  
   do
  
  realize that, thank you.”
 

 
  “Perhaps there is another option,” said Shaeine. “As part of my introduction at the Narisian embassy, I was informed of major social events occurring in the city during the course of my projected stay. I did not think any such would likely be relevant to me at the time, but I
  
   do
  
  recall that General Toman Panissar, the commander of the Imperial Army, is hosting a very lavish party at his home tomorrow night.”
 

 
  A momentary silence fell.
 

 
  “You’d need an invitation to get into that,” Teal said at last, frowning.
 

 
  “Oh, the hell you would,” Ruda replied with a grin. “C’mon, look who’s at this table. We’ve got foreign royalty, foreign nobility, the heiress to the biggest
  
   non-
  
  noble name in the Empire and the freakin’ Hand of freakin’ Avei. One or two of us might be able to gatecrash. Three, they
  
   probably
  
  wouldn’t turn away. All four? No chance, they wouldn’t fucking
  
   dare
  
  tell us we couldn’t come in. And hey, Fross is a curiosity! Extra points right there.”
 

 
  “Yay! I’m curious!”
 

 
  “What about me?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “Gabe,” Ruda said condescendingly, “what the hell would you do at a fancy society party? Do you even know which one is the shrimp fork?”
 

 
  “Really, now?” he said sourly. “What would most of
  
   you
  
  do at a society party? I can see Shaeine fitting in there, but… Do
  
   you
  
  know which one is the shrimp fork?”
 

 
  Ruda grinned. “Yup. The shrimp fork is the one with which I stab the shithead who tells me I’m using the wrong fucking fork.”
 

 
  “I shall consider my point made,” he said.
 

 
  “I don’t know about this,” Teal said nervously. “I mean… I try to avoid parties. That means dresses, and I
  
   really
  
  do not have one. And tomorrow night? That’s kind of late to…”
 

 
  “Nah, it’s fine,” Ruda said breezily. “A good tailor with the right enchanted equipment can do a rush job, set us up with suitable duds overnight. That shit ain’t cheap, but let’s be honest, we can afford it.”
 

 
  “Okay, you want me to come out and say it?” Teal grimaced. “I
  
   hate
  
  wearing dresses.”
 

 
  “Then don’t,” Shaeine said quietly. Teal turned to her, raising her eyebrows in surprise. “I have seen Imperial formal wear, and… You would look positively
  
   stunning
  
  in a well-fitted tuxedo.”
 

 
  Teal flushed slowly, but said nothing, merely holding the drow’s gaze. They stared into one another’s eyes in silence.
 

 
  “Ugh,” Ruda groaned, throwing her head back. “People are still eating in this room, you two.”
 

 
  “I don’t have a dress uniform with me,” Trissiny murmured, “but I could get one easily enough at the Temple. And… Gabriel isn’t wrong; I can’t imagine being anything but profoundly uncomfortable at a society event. But it
  
   would
  
  get me in a room with General Panissar.”
 

 
  “Yup,” Gabe said fatalistically. “And that can
  
   only
  
  end well.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Silence held sway in the room.
 

 
  Amanika stared at Kheshiri, blank-faced. Saduko and Kamari glanced uncertainly at once another, at Vandro, at Kheshiri and Shook. Vandro himself simply stood there, holding his drink and smiling complacently. Kheshiri kept her gaze on Shook, who had tensed to the point that his hand quivered on the glass it held, the other clenched in a fist at his side.
 

 
  “Shiri, honey, we’re waiting,” Vandro prompted gently.
 

 
  At last, she cut her eyes to him, expression blank.
  
   “You
  
  don’t command me.” She returned her gaze to Shook.
 

 
  After a tense moment, he nodded slowly. “Do it.”
 

 
  She sighed, shrugged…and changed.
 

 
  Warm brown skin bleached white in two seconds—not pale as some strains of humans were, but
  
   white,
  
  an icy matte color that didn’t belong on flesh. The broad features of a pretty Onkawi girl lengthened into more sharp-edged shapes; her black hair uncoiled itself from its braids, taking on subtle highlights in unnatural colors. Dark eyes faded to crystalline blue-violet, her tail uncoiled behind her, and finally, in acknowledgment of Vandro’s initial command, a pair of spiny wings stretched into existence, then stretched further, extending until they brushed the walls.
 

 
  Kamari dropped his glass.
 

 
  
   “Aiya,”
  
  Saduko whispered, backing up until she was pressed against the wall.
 

 
  “Now, let’s nobody go an’ do anything abrupt,” Vandro said cheerfully. “My boy Jerry has full control over her. Ain’t that right?”
 

 
  Shook nodded curtly, glancing at Kheshiri. The succubus dropped her eyes demurely. Then, moving with a sinuous grace and far more sway than necessary, she stepped over to him, descended to crouch on the ground at his feet and wrapped her arms around his leg. Cheek pressed to his thigh, she stared smugly at the others in the room.
 

 
  Shook rested his free hand on her head after a moment, twining his fingers in her hair.
 

 
  “So you see,” Vandro went on, swirling his daiquiri idly in one hand, “just what we have attending to stealth and security. You have
  
   nothing
  
  to worry about, my friends. Anybody trying to put pressure on you will be
  
   very
  
  capably dealt with.”
 

 
  “And,” Saduko said quietly, “any betrayal from us will be punished beyond the mercy of death.”
 

 
  “My dear,” said Vandro, shaking his head sadly, “I am very nearly hurt. I only hope in time I can reassure you that I
  
   don’t
  
  deal so heavy-handedly with my business associates.”
 

 
  “Bringing
  
   this
  
  thing here was not a step in that direction,” she said evenly.
 

 
  “We’re running a complicated job,” he replied with a grin. “We’ll make use of
  
   every
  
  available resource—particularly the ones nobody expects we have. To that end, it should go without saying, but I’ll say it anyway for thoroughness’s sake: the demon is a
  
   secret.
  
  Not a word of this is to be breathed to anyone outside this room. Clear?”
 

 
  He waited for them to nod before carrying on, beaming. “Jolly good! Now, I beg your forgiveness for hustling you along, but I need to clear up a few things with Jerry in private. Of course, you are
  
   all
  
  honored guests here; avail yourselves of any amenities my villa has to offer. Kamari, I’m afraid you’ll have to do so in the private areas, as we don’t want to getting around that you have any association with me just yet. Still, there’s plenty for you to do. Wilberforce will see to it you don’t lack for entertainment.”
 

 
  “Thank you, sir,” the burly servant said nervously. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Kheshiri yet.
 

 
  They filed toward the door in silence, all three stepping well out of their way to avoid the spread of the demon’s wings, now somewhat furled and closer to hip level. As soon as the door clicked shut behind Saduko, the last to leave, Shook whirled on Vandro.
 

 
  “Just what the hell—”
 

 
  “First of all,” Vandro said calmly, “I am
  
   not
  
  upset at you bringing a demon into my home, Jerry. It’s apparent you
  
   do
  
  have her restrained, and hell, in light of our earlier conversation I’m glad to see you reaching at unconventional resources. You’re gonna need that if you mean to run down this Locke bitch and straighten out the elements in the Guild that’ve turned on you. But boy, you have got to be more
  
   careful.
  
  She was spotted the first day here.”
 

 
  “How?” Kheshiri demanded, scowling.
 

 
  Shook swatted her on the side of the head. “You keep your mouth shut till someone asks your opinion, whore,” he growled without looking at her. “It’s a good question, though, Alan. How?
  
   Who?”
  
 

 
  “Jerry, my boy, you were just in a room with a
  
   priestess.
  
  You had a demon within arm’s reach of her; you really think any magical disguise would’ve fooled someone soaked in the light of the gods? Come on, now. Amanika’s in and out of this estate all the time; she spotted your little pet immediately.”
 

 
  “She did? She is?” Shook frowned. “I never…”
 

 
  “Never noticed her?” Vandro said dryly. “No, I’ll just bet you didn’t. No rack or ass to speak of, face of a billy goat, dresses like she’s trying to convince all the other dykes to bow down before their queen. Boy, I have
  
   told
  
  you about this, time and again. Women are trouble, every last one of ’em, but most are not in any way stupid. That’s exactly
  
   why
  
  they’re trouble. You have got to start paying
  
   attention
  
  to the women around you. There are much more important calculations to be made about a woman than the likelihood and desirability of nailing her. The pretty ones use beauty as a weapon; the homely ones make use of the fact they’re basically invisible. If Amanika didn’t happen to be more indebted to
  
   me
  
  than the local Guild chapter…well, guess how that would’ve ended for you. She’ll keep your secret because
  
   I
  
  vouched for you.”
 

 
  He stopped and sighed; Shook actually lowered his gaze, abashed.
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Vandro went on, “Amanika assures me
  
   you’ve
  
  got no more infernal magic in you than the piddly residue you’d get from spending time around this critter.” He leaned down and ruffled Kheshiri’s hair. “So either you’re one of the most powerful warlocks alive, or not a warlock at all, and having trained you myself I pretty much know which. So I busted out the scrying equipment and observed you have an object of considerable infernal and arcane power on you. That’s the mechanism, I take it.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Shook said slowly, nodding. “She’s bound to a reliquary. I can put her
  
   in
  
  it, when I get tired of her mouth. It’s vintage Black Wreath work, but I had it modified with some modern enchantments to secure her more thoroughly and bind it to me.”
 

 
  “Good man,” Vandro said, nodding approvingly. “This is why you’re still my favorite student. You’ve got your blind spots, Jerry, but you use the ol’ noggin more than most enforcers can be bothered to. Still, you’re pushing your luck. What was spotted once can be spotted again. I’m gonna hook you up with my magic guy in the city; he can mod this reliquary of yours to help keep your pet concealed. Long as you take a little more care about
  
   who
  
  you rub elbows with, it should prevent another slip-up like this.”
 

 
  “This guy’s trustworthy?” Shook asked tensely.
 

 
  Vandro burst out laughing. “Boy, if you’re gonna ask dumb questions…”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “Boris has never let me down yet. He does infernal and arcane work; between the two, you can spot pretty much any type of magic if you’ve got the right equipment. Or, more importantly, you can stop any school of magic from spotting what you want hidden.”
 

 
  “There’s always a bigger fish,” Kheshiri murmured.
 

 
  “I see you’re forgetting your manners, bitch,” Shook said, staring coldly down at her. “We’ll discuss that in private, later.”
 

 
  “Sorry, master,” she said, a quaver in her voice.
 

 
  “Now
  
   that’s
  
  what I like to see,” Vandro said, beaming in approbation. “If only you could shut the real kind up as easily. But yeah, she’s got a point; you get her in a room with an archmage or paladin and the jig’ll be up no matter what kind of precautions you take. Still, shouldn’t be too hard to stay away from
  
   those.
  
  Now, then, about the plan. She can do it, I trust? Shapeshift to mimic us and secure our alibis?”
 

 
  “Answer him, girl,” Shook said.
 

 
  “Changing shape is simplicity itself,” the succubus said promptly.
  
   “Mimicry…
  
  That’s all about acting. To really sell the role, I’ll have to spend time around each of them, enough to properly observe their mannerisms. I don’t think they like me, though.”
 

 
  “That shouldn’t matter,” said Vandro, waving a hand. “At the party you won’t be spending enough time around anybody to
  
   need
  
  to sell the illusion. You’ll have to do for all six of us, remember. The point is to be seen here and there. Don’t waste time conversing with people, just make sure you’re spotted with each face on.”
 

 
  “Then yes, sir, I can do it,” she said, waving her tail. “Easily.”
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said with a grin, and turned his face back to Shook. “And now, of course, the real, ultimate question. How is she in the sack?”
 

 
  Shook stared at him silently for a moment, then slowly, a smile stretched across his face. He lightly stroked Kheshiri’s hair with his fingertips. “Absolutely, incomparably
  
   magnificent.
  
  She’s a handful sometimes, but I’ve got to say, the bitch knows what she’s for, and she takes pride in her work. Justifiably.”
 

 
  “Ah, my boy,” Vandro said, shaking his head, “I think this is divine compensation for your run of bad luck lately. What I wouldn’t have given for a girl with a body like that who’d shut up on command at your age… Hell, I’d give a lot more for one
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  Shook looked contemplatively down at Kheshiri, then gave her hair a gentle tug. She rose smoothly to her feet.
 

 
  “Well, don’t take my word for it,” Shook said with a faint grin. “Why don’t you try her out?”
 

 
  Vandro raised his eyebrows. “You’re joking.”
 

 
  “Alan, it’s like you said: we’re family. Besides, you’ve been
  
   more
  
  than generous with your hospitality. I’m serious, borrow her for the night. And don’t worry about bringing her back in the same condition; she heals up
  
   fast,
  
  and she’s an experience you won’t wanna hold back with. Now, Kheshiri,” he went on, turning his stare to her, “Alan is the man to whom I owe everything I know. I expect to hear you’ve given him the greatest night of his life, or I’m gonna take it out of your ass. Clear?”
 

 
  She looked thoughtfully up at him for a moment, then turned her considering gaze on Vandro, and smiled. “Mm… He strikes me as a man who’s sampled innumerable pleasures over a very full life. That’s a tall order, master.”
 

 
  Shook chucked her gently under the chin. “You’re a tall girl.”
 

 
  “I won’t embarrass you, master,” she said, waving her tail, then gave him a wicked little smile, gazing up through her lashes. “And
  
   afterward,
  
  if I bring back a favorable review… Can you still take it out of my ass, please?”
 

 
  “Okay, damn,” said Vandro. “I want one.”
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” Shook replied. “Enjoy the good and don’t worry about the headaches involved with keeping her reined in. My gift to you.”
 

 
  “Well, of course,” Vandro said easily, grinning as Kheshiri stepped over to him and snuggled under his arm, draping a wing around his shoulders. He wrapped an arm around her and squeezed her rump. “It’s like I’ve always said; if it’s got tits, it’s trouble. Best you can do is find one that’s no more trouble than she’s worth.”
 

 
  The demon smiled.
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  “It’s all so
  
   simple.”
  
 

 
  “Hm?” Toby turned his head to look inquisitively at Juniper, who had been mostly quiet since they’d re-entered Lor’naris.
 

 
  “I finally put my finger on what’s been bugging me about the city,” she said quietly, her gaze straight ahead but unfocused. “Humans love straight lines and right angles so much, and I’ve been puzzling over it… I don’t see the benefit. I think I’ve figured it out, though. Lines and angles mean
  
   simple
  
  patterns. Patterns you can easily design and…and control.”
 

 
  “Patterns?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Everything is patterns; everything is mathematics, ultimately. Nature has no restraints on its complexity, though. So much in nature
  
   looks
  
  completely chaotic from any one, limited perspective… But it’s not. There’s always a pattern. A lot of it is fractal. And that’s what it all comes down to: simplicity, and control. Everything humans make is square because you can clearly see the whole pattern of square things. You master it by making it. There’s nothing in it to remind you of how tiny and insignificant you are in the grand scope of things.”
 

 
  He walked along in silence for a moment, digesting this.
 

 
  “Deep, man,” said Rook behind them. Moriarty let out one of his exasperated sighs.
 

 
  “That’s…actually a kind of compelling theory,” Finchley mused. “My dad told me something similar, once.”
 

 
  “We could go back to the park later,” Toby suggested, “or a different one? There are quite a few in the city. You didn’t get a chance to really explore…”
 

 
  “Ugh. Parks.” Juniper actually shuddered.
  
   “Please,
  
  no. At least the city is honest about itself; it’s
  
   supposed
  
  to be all bricks and planks and flat surfaces. Seeing all those plants corralled into that… That pre-planned
  
   space…
  
  Trees in a park are no better off than eagles in a cage. They
  
   can’t
  
  be happy there, but they don’t know any other life. It’s depressing.”
 

 
  He could find no answer to that, instead glancing reflexively around the street. Few people paid their group any attention, which was refreshing. All day as they’d strolled around the city, visiting spots he thought Juniper might find interesting, intent stares had followed them. Some of those were doubtless from the agents of Imperial Intelligence which were
  
   supposed
  
  to be keeping tabs on the dryad, but the attention was more than could be explained by this alone. He well understood the cause, and it made him uneasy.
 

 
  They didn’t fit with any understood pattern. Some in the city might recognize his face, but he as casually dressed, and the monks of Omnu and the Universal Church had tried to limit access to him until he was grown and educated. Juniper, for her part, was just another pretty girl, albeit one who behaved a little oddly, and whose dress and shawl were constantly disheveled because she couldn’t stop tugging at them. But for such an otherwise unremarkable couple to be followed by Imperial soldiers was attention-getting, and the exact composition of their escort was worse for those who knew about such things.
  
   Three
  
  troopers was odd; escorts were almost always even in number. Plus, these were all privates, equal in rank and unsupervised by any officer, which was all but unheard of. Toby had considered asking them to wear civilian clothes in the future, but a day spent in Moriarty’s company had warned him off suggesting such a huge breach in regulations.
 

 
  Among the rambunctious students of the University and the straightforward folk who inhabited Last Rock, he’d begun to let himself forget some of the things he liked least about life in the city. The nature of Tiraas was the same everywhere, from the meanest slum to the halls of the Palace itself, but growing up dividing his time between working and meditating with fellow monks and prowling the back streets with Gabriel, Toby had remained blissfully ignorant of politics—until Omnu decreed he should take a central role in the world’s events. Then, he’d been forced to learn quickly. Nobles, priests, the wealthy and the ambitious… They watched like hawks, latching onto anything they could use. Anything out of the ordinary was either a threat or an opportunity to them, sometimes both. Toby could hardly imagine what would happen when somebody tried to make use of Juniper in his or her schemes, but it wasn’t going to be pretty. Omnu grant that Tellwyrn would take them back to Last Rock before anything went that far…
 

 
  “Home again, home again,” Rook said cheerfully, and Toby realized with a pang of guilt that the man had been talking the whole time he’d lapsed into rumination. He tried never to ignore anyone, but the more time he spent in Private Rook’s company, the easier it became to tune his prattle out. More than half of his jokes and commentary had been underhanded flirtation with the fairy they were escorting, and nearly all of it had gone right over her head. Toby was seriously considering suspending his policy of staying out of other people’s personal business, taking Rook aside and explaining that if he wanted to bed Juniper his best bet was just to ask nicely.
 

 
  “Home again,” he agreed with some relief as they stepped into the common room of the relatively warm inn, nodding to the innkeeper, who grinned broadly in response. Tellwyrn—or, more likely, Tellwyrn’s gold—was apparently well-liked in this establishment. Hopefully that would help in smoothing over any trouble the students caused. Toby wasn’t quite optimistic enough to believe there’d be none.
 

 
  Juniper, who for most of the day had been content to let herself be led around, now took the lead, climbing the stairs in silence. Her moods were hard to interpret, but she seemed troubled by something. That was bothersome, and not just because she was a friend. A troubled dryad in the heart of Tiraas could cause untold havoc. What could Tellwyrn have been thinking?
 

 
  The others, with the exception of their professor, had already assembled in the top floor common area when they reached the top of the stairs.
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” Ruda called, waving languidly. She sat sideways in an armchair with her knees over one arm and her head hanging off the other, her hat hung on a corner of the chair’s back. “Good timing, the boss lady just popped off to fetch us some dinner.”
 

 
  “It’s a little early, isn’t it?” Toby said, ambling over to join Gabriel by the window.
 

 
  “Bite your tongue,” Gabe said, grinning. “It is
  
   never
  
  too early, or too late, or too
  
   anything
  
  for a free meal.”
 

 
  “What he said,” Rook agreed.
 

 
  “How was your day?” Teal asked. “We haven’t seen any of you since this morning.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a big city,” Finchley noted. Juniper had seated herself in a chair and was frowning pensively at the far wall, again tugging at the collar of her dress.
 

 
  “Pretty good, all things considered,” Toby said, smiling at Teal. “We mostly just walked around a bit, visited some of the sights. It seemed like a good way to show Juniper the city.”
 

 
  “I tried to blend in,” the dryad said, finally lifting her gaze. “Lots of people were staring, though.”
 

 
  “That probably wasn’t to do with you,” said Trissiny, frowning. “Men, starting tomorrow, this is to be considered discreet ops. Civilian attire only.”
 

 
  “Yes, General,” Moriarty said with such obvious relief that Toby felt abashed. It had been arrogant to assume he was the only member of the group who’d spotted the problem.
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said quietly to her. She glanced over and actually smiled momentarily, before her expression stilled and she sharply turned her stare back to the window.
 

 
  Toby withheld a sigh. She would get over it, in time… But when? He missed their camaraderie. It wasn’t just that he authentically liked Trissiny, or that she was the only fellow paladin in the world. She hadn’t been wrong; they
  
   did
  
  make excellent counterpoints to each other in many ways. It was nobody’s fault they’d never be able to do so in the way she wanted.
 

 
  “Ah, good!” Professor Tellwyrn said, appearing at the head of the stairs. “Everyone’s finally here; we can proceed. Clear a space, please.”
 

 
  As everybody shuffled back from the low table in the middle of the room, she gesticulated casually at it, and suddenly the lounge was filled with spicy aromas as steaming platters of food appeared, with a neat stack of plates and utensils on one end.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  yes!” Ruda crowed, surging to her feet. “You beautiful freak, I could kiss you!”
 

 
  “Strictly prohibited by campus policy,” Tellwyrn said, smiling faintly. “And I wasn’t pandering to your sensibilities, Zaruda. Puna Dara curry is just the thing to cut the chill of a Tiraan winter. You’ll note the pitcher of milk: that’s a consideration for the more than half of you whom I expect to be unequal to the spice. Dig in, everybody. Oh, for the…
  
   Neatly!
  
  Form a line, people. Omnu’s breath, it’s like you’ve never seen food before.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn evidently wasn’t hungry; she hung back near the windows, smiling faintly and making acerbic observations about people’s table manners while they gathered up plates of food in cheerful disorder. The cuisine ran heavily to fish, but was unfamiliar to most of them, and the act of dishing up noodles, meat and steamed vegetables cut in exotic configurations wrought some confusion. Tellwyrn had provided both forks and the traditional chopsticks; Ruda was the only one who selected a pair of the latter. As they got down to eating, the milk did, indeed, become quite popular.
 

 
  “All right,” the professor said finally once everyone was dutifully tucking in, “there’s been a change of plans that concerns you. Our stay in Tiraas will be extended by a few days, I’m not sure how much exactly. That being the case, I’ve popped back to Last Rock to collect assignments from you from your other professors. This was an unscheduled trip in the first place, and occurring as it does so early in the semester, you run the risk of being put behind if you don’t get some coursework in. Some have left lecture notes for you,” she said, producing a disconcertingly thick bundle of papers from thin air, “but most are reading assignments. You’ll have to acquire the books yourselves, but there are no shortage of Nemitite libraries in this city, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”
 

 
  Toby had felt a sinking sensation at her first pronouncement, and now glanced furtively at Juniper, who was chewing a mouthful of fish and looking uncharacteristically morose. He hadn’t realized until this moment just how concerned he was. She’d done nothing aggressive so far, not even hinted at hostility, but he couldn’t escape the feeling that the longer the dryad remained in the city, the closer they came to a real problem.
 

 
  “Why the extension?” Gabriel asked, fanning his face. He was flushed from the curry.
 

 
  “My appointment in Tiraas has turned into a somewhat more complicated quest,” she said. “The details don’t concern you, but I will need to visit Onkawa for a few days. You lot will remain here, tend to your work and proceed with what you were doing. I’m satisfied with your progress so far.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  progress?” Trissiny exclaimed, but was quickly shouted down by her roommate.
 

 
  “Bullshit!” Ruda declared, pointing her chopsticks accusingly at Tellwyrn. “Why the fuck do we have to stay here in Slizzle City while
  
   you
  
  run off to bask in the capital of fucking sunshine?”
 

 
  “Slizzle?” Gabriel said, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Combination of sleet and drizzle,” Tellwyrn said cheerfully.
  
   “I
  
  got it. Nice wordplay, Punaji.”
 

 
  “Fuck you! Why can’t we come to Onkawa too?”
 

 
  “Because your assignment is
  
   here,”
  
  the Professor said with implacable calm. “You are making good strides and the last thing I want is to disrupt your progress.”
 

 
  
   “What progress?!”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “All in good time,” said Tellwyrn with an enigmatic smile. “Explaining it would defeat the purpose. Suffice it to say, you’re doing just as I anticipated so far, and I have no doubt that you will absorb the relevant lesson by the time we’re done here. Now, then! The situation being what it is, we’re going to have a little lesson of our own while we’re here and before I have to leave in the morning. Everybody comfortable? Splendid. Boys, you can stick around; congratulations on getting to audit a lecture at my very exclusive University. People would kill for this opportunity.”
 

 
  “I will bet ten doubloons that no one has ever killed for the chance to audit one of your lectures,” said Rook.
 

 
  “Perhaps not, but people have paid a lot more than ten doubloons.”
 

 
  “People such as all of us, for example,” Ruda grumbled.
 

 
  “Not all,” said Gabriel with a grin.
  
   “Some
  
  of us earned scholarships.”
 

 
  “Arquin, do you want me to come over there?”
 

 
  “Flirt on your own time, kids,” Tellwyrn said brusquely, then pressed on while both of them stammered in incoherent outrage. “Class is now in session. Previously we were discussing the gods, their nature and origin. The focus of this class being what it is, the reason for covering this topic is obviously to keep in mind the impact the gods have had on the progress of history. What we went over in the last class was merely background; what
  
   remains
  
  is to cover the way in which gods impact the course of societies and nations. Their subtler workings, in short.
 

 
  “Previously we discussed weaknesses of gods, ways in which their natures can be used against them, used to manipulate them and circumvent their behavior. In this class we will discuss the
  
   context
  
  in which that is applicable: the broader, subtler influence the gods have on the world. Dealing with them in person is another matter. A god incarnated into physical form is a thing in a class unto itself. It has been eight millennia since the last apotheosis; while there once were deities of all types and degrees of power, by this point the weaker ones have long since been picked off. Any extant deity, once before you in the flesh, as it were, has full agency and sufficient power to decisively overwhelm any other type of force which is currently known to exist. If you set yourself against a god and don’t manage to head him or her off before they arrive in front of you…you lose.”
 

 
  “What’s the difference between subtle and more direct workings, then?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “I was just coming to that very subject. Since you asked, Miss Falconer, let me reply with a question: How was your day?”
 

 
  Teal blinked at her, then looked over at Shaeine, who shrugged. “Uh…fine?”
 

 
  “Falconer, I should think that by now you know me well enough to realize I have no interest in pleasantries, especially not during class. I was asking for
  
   information
  
  . You have spent the day walking around Tiraas, with your hair hacked short, dressed in men’s clothing and in the company of another young woman. Tell me, what sort of reactions did you get to that?”
 

 
  Teal’s face closed down. “I don’t know. I don’t bother to notice them anymore.”
 

 
  “Really?” Tellwyrn said sardonically. “Impressive self-restraint.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t really optional,” Teal said sharply. “Vadrieny doesn’t have much of a sense of humor about it. I barely stopped her from killing the girl who used to bully me as a kid.”
 

 
  “I see. Fair enough, then. Miss Awarrion, you are keenly attuned to the responses of others. Tell me, did you notice any hostility toward the two of you on your outing today?”
 

 
  “Nothing overt,” Shaeine said, calm as always. “A number of individuals seemed displeased to see us, but I assumed the response was to the presence of a drow. We were not harassed or accosted.”
 

 
  “Well, let me put it another way.” Tellwyrn leaned back slightly, glancing around the room. “Does anyone doubt that there was an adverse social reaction to Teal walking around the city quite visibly being gay as a solstice tree?”
 

 
  “Is there a
  
   point
  
  to this?” Teal demanded, with more of a bite in her tone.
 

 
  “I don’t pick on people because their suffering amuses me, Falconer. Not students, anyway. You’ve
  
   all
  
  encountered the attitudes of which I speak.” She began to pace up and down, as she usually did when she got well into a lecture, though the little lounge didn’t provide her nearly as much space as her classroom. “A woman’s place is in the kitchen. Boys kiss girls and vice versa, and anyone who says differently is an aberration. Why should this be so? A mere few blocks from us is the greatest concentration of Avenist power outside of Viridill itself. Not far from that is the central temple of Izara, who resolutely teaches that all love is good. Indeed, Teal and Shaeine weren’t overtly pestered; the city of Tiraas is probably one of the more accepting places in the Empire for two women strolling hand-in-hand. But throughout the Empire itself, these attitudes prevail. How can this
  
   be?”
  
 

 
  “Well…based on context, I’d say you’re talking about the influence of the gods,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Obviously, yes. In this case…?” She trailed off, peering around expectantly.
 

 
  “Shaath,” said Gabriel after a moment.
 

 
  “Interesting,” Tellwyrn mused. “Now what would make you think of him?”
 

 
  “Well…he’s the most obvious culprit for the kind of social attitudes you’re talking about. Sort of infamous for it, actually.”
 

 
  “Indeed. And yet, Shaathism is far from a majority faith. The lodge in Tiraas itself is little more than an afterthought, a glorified drinking hall. The actual cult of Shaath has never been large, and its areas of direct political influence are by definition on the outer fringes of the civilized world. How could such a deity possibly promote his worldview to the point that it seriously challenges that of Avei, one of the primary gods of the Pantheon?”
 

 
  “Which one is Shaath?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “He’s the god of the wild,” said Toby. “The patron of hunters, explorers…” His eyes widened. “…and pioneers.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn pointed at him, nodding in approbation. “Yes. Go on, Mr. Caine.”
 

 
  “And…pioneers are kind of huge right now. The Empire’s putting enormous effort and resources into settling the frontier regions in the Great Plains. Popular fiction is full of cowboys and elves.”
 

 
  
   “Precisely.”
  
  She clapped her hands and then rubbed them together, grinning. “In fact, Shaath and Avei have been doing this dance since time immemorial. You can tell at a glance whether a given society is in an expansionist phase, and
  
   how
  
  it is conducting that expansion, by observing how it treats women and anyone who lies outside the heterosexual norm.”
 

 
  “To call that a ‘norm’ is counter—”
 

 
  “Yes, Avelea, we all know you’re a feminist. At this point, you can just
  
   assume
  
  we all know, and refrain from
  
   harping
  
  on it every chance you get.
  
   Anyway.
  
  We have already discussed how an idea, a concept, a set of principles, is central to the very identity of a god. It naturally follows that they do their best to promote these ideas, but it is also important how the ideas promote
  
   them.
  
  The ascendance of Shaathist philosophy in cultures with minimal Shaathist belief is a prime example. Where one part of the god’s aspect—reverence for the wilderness and those who make their lives in it—is ascendant, other parts—such as a patriarchal approach to societal organization—ascend as well. In some cases, the distinction blurs, because most gods have fairly coherent identities and the concepts they embody are naturally associated. Shaathism is a good example precisely because patriarchy has nothing to do with the frontier spirit
  
   except
  
  in his cult. Seeing the connection play itself out in society is unmistakably seeing his influence at work. That, students, is the subtle influence of the gods. It’s not in bolts of lightning or divine visitations; those are things
  
   I
  
  could do, and have done. The gods slowly, imperceptibly,
  
   gently
  
  twist the very world around us on an incomprehensibly vast scale.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s not terrifying or anything,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “Mr. Arquin, if you’re not afraid of the gods, you’re a fool. I am not referring to your ancestry, either. These are beings of truly awesome scope and power. That they can be outmaneuvered, that they can even be killed, does not change this fact. They are not lightly to be challenged, for the same reason that hurricanes are not.”
 

 
  “So… You talked about manipulating the gods,” said Fross. “Can you do that with their, y’know, ideas? Try to change societies by promoting one god? Or vice versa?”
 

 
  “The attempt to change society by promoting a given god is a large part of what religion
  
   is,”
  
  Tellwyrn pointed out. “But yes, I do know what you’re referring to; it’s known as ‘the impossible arithmetic’ by scholars. Measuring and taking advantage of the social influence of deities on a smaller scale is something on a par with astrology in terms of the sheer silliness of the effort. Which is not to say that people don’t try to do it.”
 

 
  “What, you don’t believe in astrology?” Ruda asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of wizard?”
 

 
  “There are two common fallacies when it comes to astrology,” said Tellwyrn. “One is that the position of heavenly bodies has no influence on life on this world, and the other is that they have a strong enough influence to be discernible. In
  
   practice,
  
  astrology is relevant in certain kinds of ritual spellcasting and almost nothing else. The influences are there, and they are real, but they are effortlessly overwhelmed by mundane, terrestrial concerns. So it is with the subtler workings of the gods, in general. Indeed, only on the scale of civilizations the size of the Tiraan Empire are such movements even
  
   observable,
  
  and that without any great deal of precision. Attempts are made to calculate these considerations for short-term political gain, but frankly, if you’re going to try to use a god’s influence for your own benefit, you’re better off just going to temple services.”
 

 
  “That’s hard to believe,” Trissiny said. “First you say the gods are powerful beings in person, who can overwhelm just about any force. Then you say their broader influence is so subtle it might as well not be there except in the very long term.”
 

 
  “A good point, Avelea, and precisely the concern which will concern our explorations in this semester’s classes. We have discussed how Shaathist philosophy is currently predominant throughout the Empire; that era is coming to an end, however. Even now, the Rails are being upgraded, the Empire has all but secured the frontiers around the Golden Sea and the Deep Wild, allied with Tar’naris and effectively sealed the other two drow city-states in their own tunnels. The Age of Adventures is long acknowledged to be over, and its brief resurgence in the form of cowboy culture is soon to peter out. Soon enough, the lands occupied by people will be largely settled, and everyone will then turn themselves toward more civilized concerns—such as, for example, justice and war. Another age of Avei will rise. And the scale on which these things happen is so vast and so ponderously slow that in any remotely detailed survey of history, it is hardly worth considering.”
 

 
  She smiled, looking pleased with herself. “What matters to us, as we study history, is the point where these two aspects of divine being intersect. The gods are forces, and they are individuals, and those two things
  
   interact.
  
  Not one of them is unintelligent, or unmotivated. As long as they’ve been at it, they have perfected the art of exerting just the right amount of force in just the right place to start events moving in the direction they want. Frequently, too, they find themselves at cross purposes; Avei and Shaath are far from the only two who have strong differences of opinion about how the world should be run. This is why the various cults are constantly scheming against each other, and why the formation of the Universal Church is such an astonishing achievement. I grouse about the Church, and for good reason, but the fact that it does as well as it does at keeping the cults in line and at peace is really incredible.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn began pacing again. “A prime example of what I mean was in the peaceful annexation of Madouris by Tiraas seven centuries ago, and the Eighty Year War which immediately preceded it…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Four?” Darling said in surprise. “Already?
  
   Damn.
  
  It’s just been one day. I was expecting to be at this for weeks before we got so much as a nibble.”
 

 
  “If your Grace is feeling overstimulated, there is plenty of time yet to be bored,” said Price calmly, still holding out the four telescroll envelopes on a silver tray. “As I’m sure I need not remind your Grace, these represent less than a third of the overtures sent out.”
 

 
  He snatched the envelopes. “How many of them are interested? I assume you read these.”
 

 
  “Indeed, your Grace, I took the liberty. All four acquiesce to your request. In fact, they appear rather eager to meet at your earliest convenience.”
 

 
  “Four,” he mused, tugging papers out of envelopes and grinning as he beheld the names on each one. “No…five, counting Mary. Hm. Yes, I do believe this is enough to start with. Yes, this is actually a pretty solid group, decent balance of skills. Send out a batch of replies, Price; they’ll get their meeting. Oh, and put the scarecrow up on the roof again.”
 

 
  Price looked pained, which he knew was deliberate. “If your Grace insists. When shall I schedule the meeting?”
 

 
  “Let’s not waste any time; the gods only know what Khadizroth is doing while we dilly around. Set it up for tomorrow.”
 

 
  She cleared her throat pointedly. “Regardless of these individuals’ apparent eagerness to meet, and the convenience of Rail travel, tomorrow morning is too soon to be feasible. Tomorrow night your Grace has consented to attend the gala at General Panissar’s house.”
 

 
  “Oh, right.
  
   That.”
  
  Darling made a face. “That man throws the
  
   dullest
  
  parties… But the Emperor might come. Bugger, I really can’t afford to miss it… All right, the next day, then. First thing!”
 

 
  “May I remind your Grace that none of these people is Arachne Tellwyrn. At least one is known to be even more prickly, and at least one other is prone to drinking heavily on a nightly basis. Proposing a breakfast meeting may be seen as…antagonistic.”
 

 
  “Fine, fine,” he said impatiently. “In your finely-tuned social opinion, would lunch be appropriate?”
 

 
  “Perhaps an hour before,” she said calmly. “To convey urgency, acknowledge the importance of their time and leave them the opportunity to make their own plans? We should offer them a meal and be prepared to provide it… But following your Grace’s proposal, it is likely they will want time to consider and discuss their options. These are people unaccustomed to answering to any supervisor. Granting their space will be paramount in keeping their interest.”
 

 
  “Do what you think is best,” he said, striding around behind his desk and plopping down in the chair. “I do mean that, Price, I’m relying on your judgment. Keep me in the loop with your plans, but… We are
  
   not
  
  going to regard this as a trial run. We need to
  
   hook
  
  these people.” Darling set the papers down on the desktop and stabbed them with a fingertip for emphasis. “We’re not gonna get a better lineup. These are the ones I want.”
 

 
  “Even aiming for late morning,” she replied, “this may prove…uncomfortable…for your Grace, given the party which is to take place the night before.”
 

 
  “The
  
   boring
  
  party,” he said dismissively. “I don’t plan to be there late, and even if something interesting happens… Well, just have the coffee ready.” He spread out the four telescrolls, grinning fiendishly. “This is just too perfect. Mary the Crow, Gravestone Weaver, Tinker Billie, Longshot McGraw and the Sarasio Kid. If I can point
  
   these
  
  guys at Khadizroth, this is as good as over.”
 

 
  Price made a subtle expression with her mouth that was far too proper to be either a grimace or a wince, but nonetheless conveyed her disapproval. “I trust your Grace is indulging in hyperbole, and need not be reminded that
  
   nothing
  
  is ever so quickly or neatly dealt with.”
 

 
  “Well, of course,” he said, grinning. “Are you kidding me? I’m about to set fire to the barn, here. What matters is it’s
  
   his
  
  barn, and not mine.”
 

 
  “I fervently hope your Grace is correct on that point.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” He lowered his gaze to the slips of stiff, yellow paper, each bearing a terse message and the watermark of the Imperial scroll service. “Yeah, me too.”
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  “First duty shift?”
 

 
  They both nodded, Farah adding a belated “Yes, ma’am” after a moment.
 

 
  “Don’t call me ma’am, I work for a living,” replied the Legionnaire, but she did so with a lazy grin.
 

 
  “It’s a good shift to pull for first-timers,” added the other, older soldier, indicating the great temple space with a jerk of her head. Reflexively, Casey glanced around the huge chamber, at the Legionnaires standing at attention, the priestesses near the dais with its grand statue of Avei, the worshipers and petitioners coming and going. She couldn’t help feeling vaguely uncomfortable, as if she ought to be doing something specific, but they had been posted to the front of the temple, ready to be put to use as needed by Avei’s guests and at the discretion of the overseeing priestess. In between such discretionary acts, this seemed to chiefly involve standing around, waiting.
 

 
  “I was sort of afraid they’d assign us to guard the Temple of Izara,” Farah admitted, permitting herself a shy smile.
 

 
  The younger soldier snorted a laugh. “Yeah, they threaten all the newbies with that. Don’t worry, cadets are
  
   rarely
  
  assigned guard duty at non-Avenist temples. The bronze are too afraid you’ll do something to embarrass the faith.”
 

 
  “I would be, too,” Farah murmured, adjusting her cuirass for the umpteenth time. Their armor was visibly lighter than that of full Legionnaires, but both of them were still very much unaccustomed to the weight. This was their first actual duty shift wearing it.
 

 
  “Well, if you’d care to make yourself useful, keep your mind off the armor and the pressure, this posting means you can do some basic caretaking duties around the temple,” the younger Legionnaire said casually. “Refill the pixie dust, for example.”
 

 
  Farah blinked. “Pixie dust?” Casey narrowed her eyes.
 

 
  “Nobody likes doing it,” the soldier went on, while her older partner watched impassively. “It involves getting up on a ladder and opening the fairy lamps manually; it’s a pain. You’d probably rack up some serious brownie points for making the effort.”
 

 
  “I…uh…what?” Farah frowned at her in confusion, then craned her neck to look around at the globes set above each of the hall’s columns, between the stained glass windows lining its upper story. “Fairy lamps are fully self-contained. Aren’t they?” she added uncertainly.
 

 
  “The new ones, sure. These are historic, though; they won’t even hear about upgrading them. Apparently there was enough of a flap back when they put
  
   these
  
  in; the priestesses aren’t about to mess with the temple’s décor again. You can find pixie dust in with the cleaning supplies in the second sub-basement.”
 

 
  “All fairy lamps, by definition, are self-contained and would simply break if you opened them.” Casey said firmly to Farah, then turned a hard stare on the Legionnaire. “It’s not kind, or
  
   just,
  
  to play pranks on someone who’s already out of her element.
  
   Ma’am.”
  
 

 
  The soldier glared at her. “Are you
  
   sassing
  
  me, cadet?”
 

 
  “All right, private, that’s enough,” the older woman interrupted. “You’ve had your fun, and she’s not wrong. Mind the chain of command, girl,” she added to Casey, “but good show of backbone. You’ll do well in the Legions.”
 

 
  Farah suddenly snapped to attention, her eyes widening. The two Legionnaires followed her gaze, then immediately straightened up themselves, looking similarly shocked. Casey had to turn around to see what was up.
 

 
  They had been approached by another soldier; Casey reflexively looked for her rank insignia to see what had the others so startled, but the woman didn’t seem to have any. She was going to catch hell for that from her commanding officer… Couldn’t have been very highly ranked, though; she was barely older than Casey and didn’t seem even as old as Farah. Just a rangy teenage girl with blonde hair tied back in a regulation braid.
 

 
  Only then did she process the fact that the newcomer’s armor was silver, not bronze. In the space of half a second, Casey cycled through shock, self-recrimination and nausea, and only then finally came to attention, saluting. Beads of sweat manifested on her temples.
 

 
  “All right, there, cadet?” the Hand of Avei asked mildly, looking directly at her.
 

 
  Casey fervently wished she could just skip the preamble and die on the spot. “Yes, ma’am!”
 

 
  The young paladin glanced her over. “You weren’t raised in the Avenist tradition, were you, cadet…?”
 

 
  Outright terror burst in her. This was it; her first day in armor, and she had managed to antagonize General Avelea herself. She was going to be thrown out of the Sisters, and then straight into a prison like her parents…
 

 
  “Cadet Elwick, ma’am!” she barked, frantically trying to suppress the quaver in her voice. “No, ma’am!”
 

 
  Avelea nodded. “All these regulations and practices must seem downright oppressive.”
 

 
  Oh, goddess, she was just
  
   fishing
  
  for an excuse now.
 

 
  “Not at all, ma’am,” Casey croaked. “I find it…that is, it’s all very…”
 

 
  “Arbitrary,” Avelea said with a smile. “Pushy, pointless, and apparently calculated to exhaust and confuse you to no real purpose. Yes?” There was absolutely no safe reply to that, but while Casey was struggling to come up with something, to her astonishment the General reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s like that for everyone, Elwick,” she said gently. “Getting through training takes
  
   faith.
  
  I don’t mean in religion; faith that the rules serve a purpose, and faith in
  
   yourself
  
  that you’ll find the strength to push through. You truly will, though. In hindsight, you’ll be astonished by how much sense it all makes, and how much you’ve grown for the experience.” She let her hand fall, turning her head to include the other three in the conversation. “At ease.”
 

 
  They didn’t ease up much, considering whose company they were in, but did relax slightly, staring. Casey couldn’t tear her gaze off the paladin’s face; suddenly, all she could think was that Avei had chosen perfectly. She could see herself following this woman into battle.
 

 
  “General Avelea,” said Sister Ramousi, gliding over to join them. “Welcome. Forgive the reception; I was not even aware that you were in the city.”
 

 
  “It’s something of a surprise to me, too,” said Avelea. “I won’t take up your time, Sister. If someone could simply direct me to the quartermaster? I’m afraid I haven’t visited this temple often enough to remember the layout that well.”
 

 
  “Of course!” said the priestess. “I’ll be glad to escort you, with a proper honor guard.”
 

 
  “That isn’t at all necessary,” the paladin said quickly. “Your soldiers have much better things to do than chaperone me around. Directions will suffice; I can find my way.”
 

 
  “It’s no trouble at all,” Ramousi replied. “Quite the opposite, it’s a matter of honor. You have not visited the Temple in several years; we cannot do less than show the respect due your station.”
 

 
  Avelea looked momentarily annoyed, but quickly schooled her features. “If you say so, Sister. I wouldn’t want to let down the dignity of the temple.”
 

 
  “If you will follow me, then?” Sister Ramousi bowed to her, then nodded at the two Legionnaires and their attending cadets. “Fall in, ladies. Lieutenant! Cover the door post, please.”
 

 
  Stares and whispers followed them as they crossed the great chamber. For once, Casey didn’t have to struggle with the irrational worry that somebody had sussed out her secret; everyone was quite obviously watching the paladin. Endearingly,
  
   she
  
  seemed slightly uncomfortable with the attention. All in all, Trissiny Avelea was not how Casey would have imagined her. If anything, she was much better.
 

 
  It eased up when they passed into the quieter halls of the temple. Avelea and Ramousi walked in the front of their little formation, the priestess deftly leading the way without stepping in front of the paladin. The Legionnaires followed on their heels, with the two cadets bringing up the rear. Farah and Casey took advantage of the momentary lack of scrutiny to exchange excited glances.
 

 
  Once they were out of the full view of the public, the General spoke to her guide. “If I could trouble you to carry a message to High Commander Rouvad, Sister, I would like to arrange a meeting in the next few days, as soon as it is convenient.”
 

 
  “Of course, I’ll be glad to,” Ramousi said, somehow managing to bow while walking without looking foolish. “If you wish to speak with her today, though, you most assuredly are entitled to her time.”
 

 
  “The Commander is
  
   busy,”
  
  Avelea said firmly. “I will not disrupt the running of this Temple and the Sisterhood by intruding on her schedule unless the matter is urgent. Which it is not.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Ramousi said diplomatically. “If you have questions or concerns of a lesser nature, General, I’d be glad to offer any insight I may?”
 

 
  She left the suggestion hanging. From the rear, Casey of course couldn’t see the General’s expression, but the quiet stretched out as they walked. She had just about decided Avelea was refusing to continue the conversation when the paladin spoke.
 

 
  “Are all temples and facilities used by the Sisters consecrated?”
 

 
  “As…a matter of policy, yes,” Sister Ramousi said slowly. “Some divisions of the Legions, in particular, may make temporary use of unsanctified structures and locations, but blessing the spaces we use is a high priority, both for spiritual and defensive reasons.”
 

 
  “Even our social outreach missions? Women’s shelters?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “Hm. Then what considerations are put in place for the care of demonbloods?”
 

 
  Ramousi actually missed a step. “Demonbloods, General? What… Are you referring to prisons?”
 

 
  There was a bite in Avelea’s tone when she answered. “I was discussing, specifically, shelters. The Sisterhood offers sanctuary to any woman who claims need of it. If all our facilities are sanctified, how do we accommodate half-demons?”
 

 
  “I… I am not sure that has ever come up. Or would.”
 

 
  “No? Who, I ask you, is in a
  
   more
  
  vulnerable position in Tiraan society than a demonblooded woman? She would face all manner of persecution through no fault of her own.”
 

 
  “Half-demons
  
   do
  
  show a pronounced proclivity toward joining the Black Wreath, General…”
 

 
  “That’s hardly a wonder, if they are denied any better options.”
 

 
  “Perhaps, General, you may fail to appreciate the full historical context of the issue,” Sister Ramousi said very carefully. “I have made something of a study of the history of our faith. Like all the cults of the Pantheon’s gods, the Sisters of Avei have always been a specifically
  
   human
  
  institution. Of course, we welcome any who are called to Avei’s service, and there are elves, gnomes and dwarves among our ranks. But originally and
  
   ultimately,
  
  the Sisters have been raised up for the protection of the human race. Our species does not enjoy the natural advantages of many of the others. We haven’t the longevity or magical aptitude of the elves, the hardiness of dwarves, the resilience of lizardfolk or the famous gnomish versatility and adaptability. If you will forgive me for pointing it out, General, this is why paladins have always been human. The gods protect us as their chosen. If the demon-blooded are not accorded a share of this protection…perhaps that is the will of the gods at work.”
 

 
  “I see,” the paladin said quietly. Casey had to bite down on the inside of her cheek to keep herself in check. Showing her tongue to a priestess and the bloody Hand of Avei herself would lead to nothing but trouble.
 

 
  “It seems the world truly is changing, then,” Avelea said after a pause. “And surely Avei must expect us to change with it. Why else select a half-elf as a paladin?”
 

 
  Farah stumbled, but luckily, no one so much as glanced back. Casey could almost see the two Legionnaires studying their paladin with fresh eyes, taking note of her golden hair, lean build and narrow features. She could definitely see the wide-eyed priestess half-turn to do the same.
 

 
  “Thank you, Sister,” Avelea said politely. “You have given me some things to think about.”
 

 
  Ramousi managed a strangled noise that might have been acquiescence. Casey was paying her no attention, her gaze fixed on Trissiny Avelea’s back past the shoulder of the soldier in front of her.
 

 
  Never mind battle. She would follow this woman straight into Hell.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Getting the day to herself had been refreshingly challenging. Kheshiri’s management of Shook had become stiflingly routine, almost dull; she’d had to think creatively and make good use of their surroundings in order to get out from under his thumb for a few hours.
 

 
  Luckily, their surroundings included Alan Vandro’s constantly rotating collection of vapid young women drawn to his villa by the promise of leisure, fun, free food and booze, and if they played their cards right, the prospect of becoming a kept woman to one of the wealthy men who also frequented the estate. For a certain kind of person, any number of little indignities were bearable if it meant attaining a comfortable life without having to get a real job.
 

 
  Shook, of course, had noticed them—often, and in detail. They’d noticed him, too, and taken note of his clearly privileged position in Vandro’s eyes. He had kept fairly aloof, however, concerned about his anonymity and the Guild hunting them… At least until Kheshiri had started getting clingy and jealous. When she began viciously trying to chase other girls away from him, Shook had latched onto an amenable pair and led them toward his room. A particularly shrill tantrum from Kheshiri had resulted in her being banished from the suite with instructions not to wander far.
 

 
  For a being who had traversed continents, centuries and the very planes of existence, “far” was an extremely relative term.
 

 
  Now she knelt in a small, natural cave she’d found connected to the city’s sewers. Some detritus strewn in its corners suggested this place had once been used by smugglers, back in the days before Onkawa’s extremely lax import and export laws made most smuggling pointless. Kheshiri was losing patience and growing tense; she couldn’t afford to spend any more time than necessary at this, and she was on her fourth attempt already. The first three summons she had attempted had yielded nothing, the demons called upon either dead or already on the mortal plane. Much had changed while she’d languished inside that damned reliquary. She was running out of names, and wasn’t about to risk calling up an unknown.
 

 
  Before her was drawn the faintly glowing circle, on which she was putting the final tweaks, spelling out yet another name in demonic runes. More modern enchanting paraphernalia sat in neat stacks near her. The night before, Vandro had taken them to his “guy” in the city to get her reliquary modified for improved stealth. She knew, then, to leave
  
   him
  
  alone, and had confined her “shopping” to other enchanting suppliers throughout the city, making use of a different face for each. None had even caught her stealing, but if any happened to remember her after they discovered their missing goods, whatever they told the city guard would lead them nowhere.
 

 
  The fascination of applying a small arcane charge to the summoning circle hadn’t worn off, at least. Back in her day, this would have involved no end of chanting. She’d still be on the first attempt, in all likelihood. Really, it was amazing the things humans came up with.
 

 
  She all but cheered aloud when a figure began to form inside the circle this time, but kept her calm and put on a smug, aloof smile while he coalesced. In just a few seconds, the incubus was fully present, peering around quizzically and stretching his wings until the tips brushed the edges of the circle. He grinned, his eyes falling upon her.
 

 
  “Well! This is the best in a string of surprises. It’s been, what…ninety years? I thought you’d been bound, Kheshiri.”
 

 
  “Oh, they tried,” she said airily. “You should know I’m not so easily taken.”
 

 
  “That’s not what
  
   I
  
  hear,” he said with a leer.
 

 
  “Now, now, let’s be polite, Adrimas,” she admonished, grinning and wagging a finger at him. “I’m assuming you
  
   do
  
  want out of that circle eventually, yes?”
 

 
  “And I’m assuming it’s going to cost me,” he said lazily. “By all means, darling, let’s hear it. I’m in a mood to be mercantile; I’m sure you know very well I’d part with everything but my manhood to be loose on the mortal plane again.”
 

 
  “Well, before you go running off and getting into trouble, you may want to hear a bit about how humans have advanced. You just would not
  
   believe
  
  some of the stuff they can do, now. For example.” She picked up a slender object from the nearby pile of arcane goods and held it up between thumb and forefinger, waggling it at him.
 

 
  Adrimas leaned forward till his nose nearly brushed the tubular field containing him, peering quizzically at the tip of the wand as she shifted her grip to the clicker. “What’s that?”
 

 
  At that range, the shot threw him bodily backward. He bounced off the back of the circle, sliding down to lie twitching at its base, his whole head a smoking ruin. It was only seconds before he suddenly slumped through the invisible wall that had been partially propping him up, wings and one leg flopping outside it as well. The summoning circle had been designed to contain living demons, not dead flesh of hellish origin.
 

 
  Kheshiri hummed to herself, exchanging the wand for for a large hunting knife and setting up her sample jars in the arcane cooling matrices that would keep their contents fresh for weeks (according to the manufacturer, anyway). She got to work, collecting and storing pieces of flesh. Piled on her other side was work for another day, the much more complex tangle of spell components and golem logic controllers. She’d have to do some finagling to mix that enchantment with her infernal craft, but the right modern golem circuitry in combination with the proper spells and the all-impotant magical substance of an incubus should, in theory, yield six portable, self-driving illusions. Servitors that would play her assigned role in Vandro’s plan, impersonating the conspirators, while Kheshiri herself, left behind while the others went to burgle the chieftain’s safe, would find herself with a wholly free evening—at exactly the right time to make the best use of it.
 

 
  She worked as quickly as she could without sacrificing precision. Best to be back at Shook’s side as soon as possible; today’s window of freedom was brief, and not well-timed to take good advantage. Very soon, though, she’d have a better one. A perfect one.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hey, Toby!” Gabriel called across the common room, waving. “C’mon over!”
 

 
  Toby threaded his way through the tables. It was early evening, yet, not by far the busiest time for inn common rooms, but it was already well into the dinner hour and the chamber was filling up. The noise and fuss was distracting, but it would afford a measure of privacy, he reflected as he slid into a seat across from his friend. Relative privacy would be good. So would sitting down and not having to be
  
   responsible
  
  for anything for a little while.
 

 
  “Dang, you look worn out,” Gabriel observed, pouring an amber liquid from a pitcher into a mug and pushing it across to Toby. “Long day?”
 

 
  The paladin peered suspiciously at his pint. “What, exactly, are you giving me?”
 

 
  “Oh, relax,” Gabe said with a grin. “It’s spiced cider—the family friendly variety. Good stuff for this weather. Yeah, our jovial innkeeper has been warned against serving us the hard stuff.”
 

 
  Toby took an experimental sip, then a longer one. He had learned to mistrust the food in this establishment, but the cider was actually quite good. “Mm. Thanks, I needed this. You do realize, though, you could probably get beer if you really wanted. It’s a big city, and Tellwyrn’s already left for Onkawa.”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   mister
  
  Caine, are you trying to corrupt me? I am shocked.
  
   Shocked!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, sod off,” Toby said, grinning. “Just not like you to pass up a chance for mischief, is all.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well.” Gabriel paused to take a long drink of his own cider. “I’m reasonably sure Tellwyrn would just
  
   know
  
  , somehow. And then she’d strap me down, stuff a funnel in my gob and pour me full of holy water.”
 

 
  Toby grimaced. “You know, I
  
   really
  
  wish it was harder for me to imagine her doing that.”
 

 
  “I know, right? So what’s got you looking so knackered? Surely Juniper hasn’t caused any trouble. I have a feeling I’d have heard about it if she had.”
 

 
  “No…nothing. Yet.” He took a long drink, staring contemplatively at the wall past Gabriel’s head. “That’s part of what’s starting to wear on me, Gabe. I’ve just got this feeling…
  
   Something
  
  is gonna go wrong. I can
  
   feel
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Gabe set down his mug and folded his arms on the table, leaning forward to peer at Toby. “This feeling. Is this an Omnu thing?”
 

 
  “Not divine in origin, if that’s what you mean. I just…” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “She’s a
  
   dryad.
  
  In
  
   Tiraas.
  
  How can this possibly go anything but badly? But all she’s done so far is just…look. Walk around, look at stuff. She seems kind of confused, really, like everything’s disorienting. No hostility. I’m starting to go a little crazy from the anticipation, I think.”
 

 
  Gabriel leaned backward. “Toby, don’t take this the wrong way, but…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   this
  
  should be good.”
 

 
  “Well, if you’re
  
   not
  
  getting a warning from Omnu about this…maybe it’s all in your head?”
 

 
  “My head,” Toby repeated, giving him a look.
 

 
  Gabriel shrugged. “Let’s face it, you’re a worrier. This is not news. You feel responsible for everything that goes on anywhere near you, you’re always wanting to help people and prevent any kind of misfortune.”
 

 
  “This whole thing is a giant misfortune waiting to happen!”
 

 
  “Is it, though? Honestly, man, I think you’re not giving Juniper enough credit.
  
   Or
  
  Tellwyrn, when it comes down to it. Yeah, she’s definitely a sink-or-swim mentor, but think back. She’s never tossed us into a river where we didn’t have the
  
   chance,
  
  at least, to swim. Plus, for all her big bad wizard act, I don’t think she wants to piss off the Empire. Who would? I suspect the situation with Juniper is more stable than you’re thinking.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Tobdy drummed his fingers absently on the table, frowning in thought.
 

 
  “This kinda concerns me, actually,” Gabe went on, regarding him seriously. “Juniper is… I don’t know if ’empathic’ is the word, but she’s got senses we don’t.
  
   People
  
  senses. She responds very directly to emotion.”
 

 
  “I thought that was all sexual stuff.”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   mostly
  
  sexual stuff,” Gabriel admitted. “But…not all, no. I think she can perceive people’s feelings sort of directly. At least, I’ve known her to pick up on things that…well, that’s neither here nor there.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Toby said, grinning.
 

 
  “What
  
   concerns
  
  me,” Gabriel went on hastily, “is if you’re spending all day around her, being all tense and nervous and holding the idea in your head that she’s about to snap or something… Well, I can sort of see that becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Y’know?”
 

 
  “Hm. You’ve…maybe got a point,” Toby said reluctantly. “I don’t know what else to do, though. With all respect to our roommates, I don’t think it’s smart leaving them in charge of a dryad by themselves.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no, you’ll get no argument from me on that.” Gabriel grinned broadly, picked up his mug again and took a drink.
 

 
  “Well, why don’t you come with us, then? I mean, what have you been
  
   doing
  
  all day? I know the girls are all tied up in preparations for that party tonight.”
 

 
  “I’ve been hanging around at the local magic shop,” Gabe said casually. “The shopkeeper is…interesting. Nicer to me than most people in the city, too.”
 

 
  “Well, how about you come along with Juniper and the boys and me tomorrow? I bet you’d be a help in getting her acclimated. She likes you.”
 

 
  “Oh, she likes everybody,” Gabriel said dismissively.
 

 
  “Yes, that’s true… But in addition, she likes
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “…really?”
 

 
  “Yes, really. I mean, don’t fall in love with her or anything…”
 

 
  “I’m not quite
  
   that
  
  lacking in self-preservation,” he muttered.
 

 
  “I wasn’t gonna make assumptions,” Toby said with a grin. “But seriously. She
  
   does
  
  like you. She’s calmer around you.”
 

 
  “Where is she now, by the way?”
 

 
  “Upstairs with the fellas,” Toby said, wincing.
 

 
  “With the…ah.”
 

 
  They both drank.
 

 
  “…wanna take bets whether they’ll come out grinning or traumatized?”
 

 
  “I am a monk, Gabriel,” Toby said piously. “Gambling is a sin.”
 

 
  Gabe snorted. “Especially for someone who’s as
  
   bad
  
  at it as you.”
 

 
  “That aside,” Toby said more thoughtfully, “you’ve gotten remarkably
  
   insightful
  
  lately. It’s almost like you’re growing up or something.”
 

 
  “You know, I’ve discovered the most fascinating thing,” Gabe said cheerfully. “So I walk around doing stupid shit like I always do, y’know? But it turns out, if I pay
  
   attention
  
  to what happens as a result of that, sometimes I actually
  
   learn
  
  stuff. Incredible, right?”
 

 
  “Wow. You should write a book.”
 

 
  “I’m thinking about it!” He gestured with his half-empty mug.
  
   “Dumbass: The Life and Times of the World’s Lamest Half-Demon.”
  
 

 
  “It’s got a nice ring to it.”
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Gabriel went on, his expression sobering, “yeah, sure I’ll come with tomorrow. It’s not like I have anything better to do, and I do like hanging out with you guys. And Juniper, of course. Seriously, I don’t think you need to worry all that much. This must all be alien for her, but she’s smart. And Tellwyrn brought her here for a reason. I really think there’s more, y’know,
  
   humanity
  
  in her than we may be giving her credit for. Come on, she even
  
   looks
  
  almost human. Why would dryads look like beautiful women if there wasn’t something fundamentally human about them?”
 

 
  Toby toyed with his mug, staring into it. “You remember last semester when I couldn’t find half the allegedly common medicinal plants Rafe set us to collect from around campus, and he let me do a research paper to make up the credit?”
 

 
  “Mm?”
 

 
  “I ended up reading a bit on the local insect life. Did you know the way fireflies flash is a kind of mating dance?”
 

 
  “…kinky.”
 

 
  “They actually signal with very precise timing. But out in the Golden Sea, there’s a species of predatory worm that climbs up on the tallgrass and flashes back at them. It uses exactly the right firefly signals to lure them in close, mimicking a receptive female. Then when an amorous firefly lands…crunch.”
 

 
  He raised his eyes, staring grimly at Gabriel’s suddenly serious face.
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  why dryads look like beautiful women.”
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  Fairy lamps blazed everywhere, their golden auras driving all shadows from the front of the manor. A line of carriages, some few drawn by horses but most of the modern enchanted variety, wound through the circular driveway, depositing their elegantly-dressed riders directly before the broad steps that rose to the mansion’s towering doors. Guards were everywhere, soldiers in the navy uniforms of the Imperial Army, covering multiple vantage points with staves at the ready. Others milled about, too, in addition to the trickle of wealthy guests making their way into the party. Some loitered near the carriage line or in the surrounding gardens, most chit-chatting idly while in truth watching like hawks, ready to swoop down upon any morsel of social advantage. More than a few of those who had already attained entry lined balconies extending from the front of the building, gazing down on the people below.
 

 
  As an old-fashioned horse-drawn carriage pulled out of the way, an impossibly sleek and low-slung roadster eased into its place directly before the walkway to the doors, the arcane blue of its running lights glaring even in the brightly-lit garden. Necks were craned and avid faces marked its progress; this glossy new model was the very latest thing off the Falconer lines. There couldn’t have been a dozen on the roads in the whole province. Its driver, a figure in a sharply-tailored tuxedo, hopped lightly down from the master seat, stepping around to open the door of the passenger compartment, bowing and extending a hand.
 

 
  The onlookers stared intently, quite a few forgetting to pretend they weren’t watching, as the driver helped a petite drow woman down to the path. Whispers broke out on all sides as the roadster, itself a novelty, continued to disgorge fascinating passengers: a short brown girl in a richly-embroidered blue coat that swept to her ankles, and then a blonde woman in the dress uniform of the Silver Legions, complete with
  
   silver
  
  armor. As they lit on the path, the soldier rather stiffly draped her white cape about her shoulders and the young Punaji woman settled a broad-brimmed hat bristling with feathers on her head. A ball of light, somewhat hard to see in the glare of fairy lamps, darted out of the carriage’s open door and floated around their heads energetically, bobbing in apparent excitement. The driver strolled forward in the lead, the drow on her—her!—arm, and casually tossed the roadster’s control rune to a uniformed footman.
 

 
  “You probably could’ve arranged a driver for us,” Ruda commented as the party ascended the steps.
 

 
  “A Falconer is never driven,” Teal replied, grinning over her shoulder. “We
  
   drive.”
  
 

 
  Her bravado diminished somewhat when they arrived at the top of the stairs. The entrance was flanked by four soldiers at attention, supervised by a supercilious-looking young man in black livery.
 

 
  “Good evening, ladies,” he intoned, sweeping his gaze quickly across them. If he felt any surprise at their group’s composition, he was too professional to show it. “Invitations, please?”
 

 
  Teal hunched her shoulders slightly, opening her mouth to speak, but Shaeine beat her to it.
 

 
  “I’m afraid we arrived in the city too recently to have received such consideration,” she said smoothly. “As General Panissar would surely not wish to be embarrassed by this oversight, we do not wish to press the issue.”
 

 
  The servant looked serenely unimpressed. “Be that as it may, I am afraid this event is strictly by invitation only.”
 

 
  “I told you so,” Fross stage whispered.
 

 
  “How about we make a deal, then,” Ruda suggested, pushing forward and grinning broadly. “We’ll tell you who we are, and then take bets on how long you stay employed when your boss finds out you turned us away.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Toman Panissar liked things simple, and in this he was usually thwarted. These absurdly over-the-top social events were a perfect case in point, and a painful reality of his exalted rank. It was impossible for the commander of the Empire’s military to avoid rubbing elbows with the high and mighty, unwise to leave all such rubbing up to them to initiate, and apparently unacceptable to entertain them in anything less than the absurd fashion to which they were accustomed. The necessity of these idiotic, wasteful spectacles was the only reason he had purchased this manor, which was itself the most humble residence he felt he could get away with. He and his wife lived in all of two rooms, in what had been an apartment for the residence’s master servants. Various military purposes had been found for the otherwise unneeded space, except on nights like this when it was all put to the use its designers had intended.
 

 
  Panissar knew people talked down about his parties, and didn’t give a damn. There was free food and liquor of the finest quality, abundant light from fairy lamps, and a small orchestra to provide motive to their dancing and background noise to cover their scheming. That, he felt, discharged his duties to the social elite. He’d been to no shortage of
  
   their
  
  parties, and found their preposterous spreads of food, illusionists, actors, exotic animal shows and even more excessive spectacles laughable. If they didn’t like his events, they didn’t have to damn well come.
 

 
  “Smile,” his wife murmured, squeezing his arm.
 

 
  “No,” he said sullenly, and she laughed. He relaxed a little in spite of himself. She had that effect on him.
 

 
  They were making their slow rounds through the knots of people standing around talking, having just come back from the dance floor. He exchanged nods and greetings with some of those they passed, Marie giving somewhat more enthusiasm to her duties as hostess. She was an absolute treasure, and indispensable at these wretched things. Marie shared his preferences for order and simplicity, but she was of a more social inclination, organizing and managing even to enjoy the events somewhat. At the very least, she compensated for the grouchiness they brought out in him.
 

 
  His Butler, manning the front doors of the great hall, announced the arrival of Lord and Lady Radour, and Panissar winced. He shot Marie a glance, having to tilt his head; she was several inches taller than he. “Do we need to…”
 

 
  “Eventually,” she said calmly, patting his hand. “Let them circle a bit first, though, the Radours love being seen. Remember, you’ll need to compliment her dress when we do greet them.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” he grunted, eying the new arrivals as they immediately entered a large knot of chatting nobles. “What there is of it.”
 

 
  “There are elves in the room, dear,” Marie said, but didn’t try to repress her grin.
 

 
  “Did we ever hear back from that pompous fool Madouri?”
 

 
  “The Duke did not deign to RSVP,” she said calmly, “but he is still keeping his family on their country estate. He is very unlikely to put in an appearance.”
 

 
  “Splendid. There’ll be no end of paperwork if I disembowel him in public.”
 

 
  “I should think not,” Marie replied. “The receipts for the carpet-cleaning alone…”
 

 
  “We’ll have to deal with
  
   that
  
  anyway, unless these well-bred lushes have learned not to spill their snacks everywhere since the last time.”
 

 
  “Toman,” she warned, but smiled.
 

 
  Panissar spotted someone he actually wanted to talk to, at the mercy of old Colonel Norynx, and changed course to intercept.
 

 
  To his very great credit, Bishop Darling was attending to the Colonel’s recitation of his service in the Stalnar Rebellion without glazing over or nodding off. He wasn’t too self-possessed to look relieved when the General cleared his throat from just behind him. “Colonel, if you’ll forgive me, I need to borrow his Grace for a moment.”
 

 
  “General, unless you’re here to march me to execution, I owe you a great debt,” Darling said as they stepped out of earshot, Norynx already having latched onto another victim. “It’s absolutely amazing how that man makes carnage and bloodshed so soporifically dull. In fact, if we’re doing the execution thing, I want you to know there are no hard feelings.”
 

 
  “Are you enjoying yourself, your Grace?” Marie inquired, smiling.
 

 
  “Much more now than a moment ago, thanks to you! Always a pleasure, Captain.”
 

 
  “I’m retired,” she said. “It’s mostly Lady Panissar, these days.”
 

 
  “Madam,” Darling said with a flourish and a bow, “nearly all of the most useless people I know answer to Lady. My belief is that a person who has
  
   earned
  
  a rank is entitled to be called by it, no matter how bewitchingly lovely she may be.”
 

 
  “You don’t even realize you’re doing it, do you,” Panissar said sourly.
 

 
  Marie smiled, squeezing his arm again. “Oh, he knows exactly what he’s doing.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” said the General, “I’ve need of your skills, Darling.”
 

 
  “Happy to help! Whose pocket shall I pick for you?”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t,” Panissar said feelingly. “In fact, let’s try to stay out of arm’s distance of everyone for as long as possible. I need you to be my beard.”
 

 
  Darling blinked, looked thoughtfully at Marie, then made a show of stroking his chin in contemplation. “Well. This just got a great deal more exciting than I anticipated.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   so
  
  glad when we get to talk outside of work,” Panissar grumbled. “I’m mostly spared your sense of humor at council meetings. Just walk with us, if you would, your Grace. I know you loathe these events as much as I do. Act like we’re discussing something important, and perhaps we can both be spared the attentions of these…people.”
 

 
  “Oh? What makes you think so?” Darling asked with a smile. “I’ve always thought of myself as a people person, really.”
 

 
  “You’re not so smooth that I haven’t caught you cringing at the politics we have to deal with,” said Panissar, beginning to walk again. Marie and the Bishop fell into step on either side of him. “This isn’t your scene. I suspect you’d much rather be hanging around with the city’s lowlifes.”
 

 
  “You’re both right and missing the point,” Darling mused. “People are people; all of them are fascinating in their way. I
  
   do
  
  enjoy the lowlifes, though. So many in
  
   this
  
  social circle fail to appreciate them. It’s satisfying, feeling like I’m getting something others are missing out on.”
 

 
  Their course had taken them to the foot of the dais opposite the entrance, on which the buffet tables perched. There came a momentary lull in their conversation while the General mulled the Bishop’s words, and at that moment, Panissar’s Butler, Spencer, announced the arrival of new guests in his booming voice.
 

 
  “Princess Zaruda Carmelita Xingyu Sameera Meredith Punaji.”
 

 
  Murmurs sprung up around them, conversations staggering to a halt. Panissar narrowed his eyes. “…what?”
 

 
  “Not your idea, I take it?” Darling asked.
 

 
  Spencer wasn’t done.
 

 
  “General Trissiny Avelea, Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Panissar growled; the murmuring around them rose in pitch and volume.
 

 
  “Miss Teal Falconer,” Spencer intoned. “Lady Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion.” He actually hesitated, the first time Panissar had ever seen the man anything less than perfectly smooth. “Fross, emissary of the Pixie Queen.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  said Darling, looking and sounding delightedly fascinated.
 

 
  “Bloody
  
   hell,”
  
  Panissar growled. “Do you realize what this means?”
 

 
  “You’re about to spend a fortune on booze?”
 

 
  
   “That woman
  
  must be in the city.”
 

 
  The Bishop turned to look at him, surprised. “You mean Tellwyrn? You didn’t know? Vex has people all over her.”
 

 
  “Nobody tells me anything,” Panissar snarled. “Dear?
  
   Help?”
  
 

 
  Marie spoke in a low voice as they moved slowly forward, Darling trailing along after them. “The Princess may be trouble; she’ll be mindful of the honor of her family, but Punaji ideas of proper behavior have been known to cause diplomatic incidents in the past. Avelea is a complete unknown; first the Sisters and then Tellwyrn have been hiding her. She’s a soldier, though; you should get along. The drow is of House Awarrion, and will be a mitigating factor if anything. No trouble from that source. The Falconer girl… Her whole family are artists and enchanters who disdain high society, and Teal has a reputation for being socially awkward.” She hesitated. “The pixie… I have no idea. I didn’t realize they were intelligent.”
 

 
  The four uninvited guests descended the stairs to the lowered floor of the ballroom, the target of nearly every eye in the place. Five, he amended silently, counting the pixie. Well, six, if one considered that one of them was infested with a bloody
  
   demon.
  
  On his first visual inspection, he mostly found Marie’s analysis borne out. The drow looked calm and aloof as only a Narisian could. Avelea, dressed in silver armor over a sharp white dress uniform with the high-collared, gold-trimmed white ceremonial cape over that, was straight-backed and self-possessed, but visibly slightly uncomfortable. A woman after his own heart; a dance floor was no place for soldiers like them. The Punaji girl, who was hard to think of as a Princess now that he saw her, wore royal blue heavily embroidered with gold, the feathers in her hat glittering garishly with a rather tacky enchantment; between the lapels of her open coat, she was showing a bare midriff and a
  
   lot
  
  of decolletage, and probably getting a kick out of spitting in the face of Imperial fashion. Speaking of which, the Falconer girl was wearing a
  
   suit.
  
  What with that and the haircut he could have mistaken her for a boy, were it not so well-tailored. She had by no means the most impressive figure he’d ever seen on a girl, but the way her coat outlined her was eye-catching, to say the least. Great; socially awkward and apparently out to make some kind of point. Why did she have to pick
  
   his
  
  party to do it?
 

 
  “Ladies,” he said, approaching. “Your Highness; General. Lady Shaeine. Miss Falconer. And… I’m sorry, miss, I don’t know the formal customs of your people.”
 

 
  “We don’t really have any,” the fluttering ball of light chimed, her voice high-pitched and disgustingly cheerful. “My name’s Fross! It’s nice to meet you!
  
   Wow,
  
  your house sure is pretty!”
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said, somewhat nonplussed. “Most of the credit goes to my wife. May I present Captain Marie Panissar.”
 

 
  “She’s pretty too!”
 

 
  “Why, thank you, Fross,” Marie said with a smile. “So are you. Ladies, welcome to our humble home. You honor us with your presence.”
 

 
  “We must apologize for descending on you unannounced, Captain,” said the drow. Marie made a wry face, and Panissar grimaced, inwardly cursing Darling for putting the reminder in his head. His wife had served with honor and distinction, but usually preferred civilian address now, feeling it an appropriate counterpoint to her husband. They had a good functional partnership: he organized the Empire’s army, and she organized the rest of his life.
 

 
  “Not at all, it’s
  
   I
  
  who should apologize,” Marie said smoothly. “I am terribly embarrassed that none of you were sent an invitation to our little event. I simply had no idea you were in the city.”
 

 
  “Don’t feel bad, everyone was taken equally by surprise,” said Princess Zaruda, grinning. Panissar took note of that grin and resigned himself to having to clean up a mess later. That was the grin he saw on the face of young soldiers who were about eight hours away from being in lockup for drunk and disorderly conduct.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Darling cheerfully, “Hurricane Arachne has a way of blowing everyone off course.”
 

 
  Zaruda barked a most un-Princesslike laugh. Panissar cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to leave you out, your Grace. Ladies, this is Bishop Antonio Darling of the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” said Avelea crisply, extending a hand and clasping the Bishop’s. “From what faith do you come to the Church, if I may ask?”
 

 
  “Of course you may! I have the honor of being a priest of Eserion.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said somewhat grimly.
 

 
  “I’m sure you believe that you do,” Darling replied with a broad smile. “Do you play poker, General? We really should have a game sometime.”
 

 
  Avelea narrowed her eyes, and Panissar sighed, making a mental note not to hang around with Darling outside of work if it could be helped. He was much better behaved in a small room with three of the Empire’s most powerful men.
 

 
  Zaruda laughed again, deftly snagging a flute of champagne from a passing waiter. “All right, keep it in your pants, your Generalship, ma’am. I have decided that I like this guy.”
 

 
  “Smashing!” Darling proclaimed with a grin. “Does that mean I get to live?”
 

 
  “For the time being. I’ll expect you to flirt shamelessly with me for a good chunk of the evening, of course.”
 

 
  “Your Highness, I do
  
   everything
  
  shamelessly,” he said with a deep bow.
 

 
  “General Panissar,” said Avelea crisply. “I wonder if I could trouble you for a word in private?”
 

 
  “I would be
  
   delighted,”
  
  he said, patting Marie’s hand and then releasing her arm. He spoke in absolute sincerity. Anything to get away from this crowd for a moment.
 

 
  Panissar led the way across the ballroom, up the dais and to the row of picture windows overlooking the manor gardens. There, he had to abruptly change course as the small private balcony to which he was headed proved to be occupied by two figures trying fervently to become one. Luckily, there was an identical one on the opposite side, this one empty. Panissar led Avelea across to it, ushered her through, and shut the door, cutting off the sounds of the party with more than a little relief.
 

 
  “I’m afraid I’m a rather poor guest,” said Avelea, turning to face him and placing her back to the railing. “I must confess I came here tonight with the primary goal of speaking with you.”
 

 
  “General,” he said with a smile, “every one of those overdressed peacocks in there is here for the singular purpose of currying favor, with me or in some cases with each other. The only exceptions are some of my officers whom I ordered to attend. Out of all those bootlickers, not
  
   one
  
  has had the basic spine to tell me to my face what they’re up to. You are now officially my favorite guest. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  She smiled, and Panissar found himself liking the girl. Avelea was an enigma, little known and much speculated about, due to the secrecy in which her caretakers had shrouded her. She was young enough to be the rawest recruit his Army would allow in, but had the poise and bearing of a much more experienced soldier. Well, that made a certain amount of sense, given her upbringing.
 

 
  “I am… Please don’t take offense, General Panissar,” she said, frowning slightly in thought. “I don’t mean to interfere in the running of your forces. I’d not trouble you with this matter at all if I didn’t believe it important.”
 

 
  “You’re not about to bruise my ego,” he said. “Please, speak freely.”
 

 
  She took a deep breath and nodded. “There is an issue in the city district commonly known as Lor’naris. It seems soldiers acting as city guards have been harassing the residents.”
 

 
  Panissar frowned. “Harassing? In what way?”
 

 
  “So far, it has been limited to verbal attempts at intimidation, but the matter is gradually escalating. The guards have repeatedly tried to disperse the neighborhood watch, and most recently attempted to arrest them on entirely specious grounds.”
 

 
  
   “Attempted
  
  to arrest?”
 

 
  “In fact,” she said dryly, “they attempted to arrest everyone present. Including me.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that
  
  is fascinating,” he said grimly. “I can’t think of a single good damn reason why I haven’t been informed of such an event taking place. Ah, pardon my language.”
 

 
  She nodded. “The residents have turned to me for help. I’ve sent a message to the commander of the local barracks, but… I expect little result from that, frankly. Any further action on my part would be disruptive to your chain of command, which I of course would rather avoid. That’s why I sought you out.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that,” he said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Then I trust you’ll address the matter?”
 

 
  “Mm,” Panissar murmured. “I will definitely look into it. I have an immediate need to know of any such things occurring among my soldiers. But before I make you any promises, General Avelea… Based on what you’ve told me so far,
  
   addressing
  
  the matter in any concrete way might not be the right move.”
 

 
  She looked shocked, an expression which slowly began to morph into frustration. “I’m not sure I understand…”
 

 
  “Let
  
   me
  
  apologize, now, if I seem impertinent,” he said. “I know you’ve had the best training available. Have you had much experience in actual battle?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t say
  
   much,”
  
  she admitted. “Some centaurs, a few bandits. Not substantial engagements.”
 

 
  Panissar nodded. “Did you command troops in any of these conflicts?”
 

 
  “Not…
  
   troops.
  
  Civilian recruits. Some…adventurers.”
 

 
  He winced. “Ouch.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” she said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Inexperience isn’t a failing unless you refuse to remedy it,” said Panissar. “In this case, it’s my experience leading soldiers for the last several decades that makes me reluctant to take direct action. I can’t speak for the Silver Legions, obviously, but this is actually something for which officers in the Imperial Army are trained; the Empire has frequently needed to station forces among native populations who aren’t always happy with the presence of troops. There’s an art to keeping peace between soldiers and foreign civilians, and direct confrontation isn’t any part of it.”
 

 
  “Direct confrontation is absolutely the
  
   last
  
  thing anyone wants,” she said earnestly. “That’s exactly
  
   why
  
  I’d hoped you would call down the offending regiment. This pattern of behavior goes well beyond just a few individuals.”
 

 
  “There are more kinds of confrontation than soldiers clashing with rebels,” he said. “Tolerance is a lot like morale; you can’t just
  
   order
  
  your soldiers to have it. It must be carefully fostered. The important thing to understand about the bigoted mind, General Avelea, is what it
  
   fears.”
  
 

 
  Her eyebrows rose sharply. “Fears?”
 

 
  He nodded. “Lor’naris isn’t just drow, you know. Oh, there are a few drow adventurers who came to Tiraas looking for who-knows-what, I’m not contesting that. The vast majority of the drow in that district, however, moved there because they chose human mates and their own families weren’t having any of it back in Tar’naris. And of
  
   those
  
  pairings, a lot are my former soldiers who were stationed at Fort Vaspian and the Imperial embassy in Tar’naris itself.
  
   That
  
  is what the bigoted mind fears: normal people living out the contradiction of its ideas. Proof that it is wrong. Bad enough that the drow and humans of Lor’naris are all cuddly with each other; they’ve gone and become successful, which must be absolutely infuriating. This kind of thing is why the most ardent racists get more worked up over halfbloods than they do about actual elves or dwarves or whatever their problem is.”
 

 
  “This is quite interesting,” she said patiently, “but I’m not sure how it pertains to the matter of enforcement.”
 

 
  “Just that coming down on the troops who are causing this ruckus won’t solve the problem,” he said. “Oh, if this were wartime, if the overall situation were worse in any of a number of possible ways, that’s
  
   exactly
  
  what I’d do. But it’s not. This is about the culture of my Army and the welfare of this city, and that means…” He sighed. “…that it doesn’t get to be simple. Ordering those soldiers to lighten up, even disciplining them, will make them dig their heels in. Consider the positives of the situation. A lot of those residents are fellow soldiers, or were. A lot of those serving in that barracks are likely just toeing the line; the cohesiveness of the unit is a powerful force, and many of them may not have any animosity toward the residents. Shutting them down would alleviate the current tension at the cost of entrenching those attitudes, making them much harder to root out in the future.”
 

 
  “What
  
   do
  
  you intend to do, then?” she asked. Avelea was holding to her self-control, but he could plainly see the frustration on her face. Were she any junior officer of his, Panissar would have laid a hand on her shoulder, but Legionnaires could be prickly about men touching them without permission. He contented himself with folding his hands behind his back.
 

 
  “Don’t think I’m going to ignore this, General,” he said firmly. “I greatly appreciate you bringing it to my attention. I had no idea any of this was going on, and it’s
  
   always
  
  preferable to act from a position of knowledge. First, though, I need to gather more information, and if and when action
  
   is
  
  necessary, it will be of the careful variety, and possibly not undertaken from within the Army itself. This is a good job for diplomats, religious leaders and civic organizers. The folk in Lor’naris have a solid reputation for being able to handle their own affairs, too. It should never be an excuse for apathy,” he added more gently, “but sometimes, the best thing you can do actually is nothing. Provided you do that nothing in a careful, controlled manner and stand ready to take action if it becomes needful.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said stiffly, and Panissar barely managed not to sigh. Yes, she might be disciplined and mature for her age, but… Teenagers always thought they could save the world. A teenager who was the personal Hand of a goddess was doubtless ten times as bad.
 

 
  Avelea turned to stare thoughtfully out over the garden, and one good look at her expression told Panissar he hadn’t heard the last of this.
 

 
  It almost made him eager to get back to the party.
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   “Well.
  
  It seems they’ll invite just
  
   anyone
  
  to these events. Poor General Panissar; he must be completely out of friends if he has to stuff the guest list with wharf rats.”
 

 
  Ruda took her time savoring a sip of champagne before turning slowly to regard the speaker. A young woman in a daringly low-cut gown that glittered with iridescent charms stood a few steps from her, smirking over a lavishly embroidered court fan. Two more stood behind her on both sides, wearing similarly smug expressions.
 

 
  “Um, I think you’re confused,” Fross noted. “This is Princess Zaruda. Not someone you should be rude to.”
 

 
  “Princess, oh, but of course,” the girl tittered, fluttering her fan. “I guess in a small enough pond, the wartiest frog is the queen. So, is
  
   this
  
  what they’re wearing in Puna Dara this season?” She made a languid up-and-down gesture with her fan, indicating Ruda’s outfit. “My, that’s quite a step up from the traditional used sail canvas and fish scales. How many merchants did you have to rob to afford that coat, dear?”
 

 
  Fross fluttered down to hover next to Ruda’s ear. “I think this girl may be touched in the head,” she whispered, sort of. She had mastered the breathy intonation of a whisper, but apparently not learned how to speak more quietly.
 

 
  “Nah, this is a social game,” Ruda said. “Making backhanded insinuations and snippy remarks cloaked behind pretty words, trying to pull down my character. It’s how people try to assert dominance when they don’t actually have any.”
 

 
  “Ooh, what a wicked little tongue you have,” the young lady said, her smirk widening. “The other scullery maids must be absolutely terrified of you.”
 

 
  “Must say, I’m intrigued to see this in practice,” Ruda said mildly. “We Punaji prefer a more direct approach. For example.” Grasping her sheathed rapier in her left hand, she jerked it upward, causing it to slide out of the scabbard, then pinched the leather sheath so that the sword was trapped half out. Its glittering hilt stayed just below her eye level, held up like a scepter. “Bitch, my jewels cost ten times what yours did, and I can kill you with them. Now fuck off, you underdressed, overweening speck.”
 

 
  “Bark louder,” the girl sneered. “Maybe the other dogs—”
 

 
  “Why, Miss Covrin, how lovely to see you out and about!” Bishop Darling said pleasantly, oozing out from behind Ruda. “And congratulations on the outcome of your recent pregnancy scare. I’m sure all of Tiraas shares your relief that you haven’t managed to accidentally reproduce.”
 

 
  The girl went dead white, her fan falling still. Her two companions both gasped softly, turning shocked gazes upon her from behind.
 

 
  “Oh,” said Darling, wincing, “I’m sorry, was that meant to be a secret? I always forget these little details.”
 

 
  Miss Covrin whirled and flounced rapidly away, trailing her little entourage. Darling grinned savagely after her; Ruda grunted, let her sword slide fully back into its sheath and delicately sipped at her drink.
 

 
  “Okay, I am
  
   so
  
  lost,” Fross complained. “What was
  
   that
  
  about? Did you know that girl? She seemed
  
   really
  
  mad at you.”
 

 
  “Never saw her before,” Ruda said idly, taking another dainty sip.
 

 
  “Then why was she being so mean? It makes no
  
   sense!
  
  You’re
  
   way
  
  more important than her and there was no
  
   reason
  
  for her to act like that! And why are you drinking that so slowly? I’ve seen you go through
  
   bottles
  
  faster than the amount of time you’ve had that glass.”
 

 
  “Effervescent wines, Fross my dear, are an
  
   experience.
  
  They are to be
  
   savored,
  
  one sip at a time.”
 

 
  “Why?”
 

 
  Ruda sipped her champagne. “Because if you drink ’em too fast, you get the burps.”
 

 
  “And as for your other question,” Darling remarked, turning his disarming smile on the pixie, “some folks mistakenly believe that socializing is a zero-sum game. They think they have to tear somebody down in order to build themselves up.”
 

 
  “And…that’s not true?”
 

 
  “Eh.” He shrugged. “In certain, specific situations, it can be. As a general rule, though, you get better results being
  
   nice
  
  to people.”
 

 
  “See, that’s what I think,” the pixie agreed bobbing enthusiastically. “Oh, hey, Trissiny’s back!”
 

 
  The paladin strode toward them, exhibiting barely-held restraint; her stride was just short of stomping, her face scarcely less than a glare.
 

 
  “I’d ask how your conversation went,” Ruda said dryly, “but, well…look at you.”
 

 
  “He’s not going to do
  
   anything,”
  
  Trissiny said tightly, coming to a stop next to them. Unconsciously, she rested her left hand on her sword, thumb caressing its pommel. “Oh, he didn’t come out and say so, but all he
  
   did
  
  give me was a speech about restraint and subtlety. I know by now when I’m getting the runaround from a bureaucrat.”
 

 
  Bishop Darling burst out laughing.
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him in silence for a moment, her expression deteriorating further. “I’m glad I amuse, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Sorry!” he wheezed. “I’m sorry, but… You just called Toman Panissar a bureaucrat. If you knew the man at all, General, you’d realize just what a grand joke that is.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “General Panissar isn’t likely to tell you his plans under any circumstances; the world typically finds out what he intends to do after he’s done it. If he gave you a speech about restraint, well… That sounds to me less like a man declaring his intentions and more like a seasoned commander taking the opportunity to offer some advice to a less experienced one. What’s all this about, if I may ask?”
 

 
  Trissiny pursed her lips for a moment before replying. “Trouble in Lor’naris. Some of his soldiers have been hassling the residents.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. That.” Darling nodded. “I begin to see why the talk of restraint. It’s good of you to take an interest, Ms. Avelea, but the Lorisians can usually handle their own affairs.”
 

 
  “You know about this?” she demanded, her eyebrows rising.
 

 
  “It’s been going on for a while. A number of people aren’t happy about having a district full of drow right here in Tiraas; some of them happen to wear uniforms. Like I said, the matter has never gotten out of hand.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s beginning to,” she said sharply. “I personally saw soldiers of the city guard attempt to arrest several citizens on entirely trumped-up charges. If I hadn’t been there to put a stop to it, who knows how this might have escalated?”
 

 
  Darling’s expression sobered in an instant. “Now that…is troubling. Not least because I hadn’t heard word of it.” He glanced around at the party-goers. Most of them were trying to be subtle about it at this point, but a lot of the nearby eyes were on their group, nakedly speculating. “I wonder if I could borrow you for a little bit, General?”
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated, glancing at Ruda.
 

 
  “Hell yes, go have a chat with him,” the pirate said. “This guy’s sharp. And if you didn’t get anywhere with Panissar, maybe you could use the extra help.”
 

 
  “All right,” Trissiny said, nodding to Darling.
 

 
  “Splendid! The General has the dullest, most unimaginative gardens in the entire city. Shall we go have a look?”
 

 
  Ruda sipped at her champagne, watching them leave.
 

 
  “Is…that gonna help at all?” Fross asked uncertainly. “That’s a priest, right? He can’t do much about misbehaving soldiers…”
 

 
  “Could do. That’s a priest of Eserion, specifically; they’re crafty. To be frank, that’s exactly what Triss needs if she insists on getting involved in this. More confrontation will only make it worse; a little craftiness might be just the thing.”
 

 
  That was as far as she got before another knot of young women manifested seemingly from thin air around her, these far more friendly than the last group had been.
 

 
  “Princess Zaruda, it’s an honor to meet you,” one said, curtsying deeply. “I am Lady Laila Falsravi. Welcome to our city!”
 

 
  “Glad to know you,” Ruda replied, nodding in return. “So far I like what I see.”
 

 
  “I hope we’re not intruding,” another young woman said, her expression both eager and uncertain, “but, well… We just
  
   had
  
  to ask you.”
 

 
  “You can ask me anything, girls,” Ruda said with a beatific smile. “I reserve the right not to answer, but I don’t stab people for curiosity.”
 

 
  “Well…” Lady Laila bit her lip nervously before bursting out. “Is that
  
   really
  
  the Hand of Avei?”
 

 
  As if her question had burst a dam, the others began talking over each other in their enthusiasm.
 

 
  “Are you actually her roommate?”
 

 
  “What’s she
  
   like?!”
  
 

 
  “Have you seen her fight?”
 

 
  “Is she
  
   single?”
  
 

 
  After that last, they dissolved into giggles, then expectant stares, waiting avidly for her to reply.
 

 
  Ruda closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, then tilted her head back, draining her glass in one go.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “The best part,” Shaeine mused, “is how worried she was about the reception of polite society.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a fair concern, but not at
  
   this
  
  party of all places,” Mrs. Khalinar said with a smile. “Oh, I’m sure there are some crusty traditionalists in the audience who are just seething, but remember, this is General Panissar’s party. At least half those present are officers in the Army and their families. None of
  
   us
  
  will give either of you so much as a cross look, and the rest have better sense than to start trouble in a large room full of Avenists.”
 

 
  “And quite a few of us are relatively accustomed to drow,” added Lady Ashravi. “None of our husbands attained the rank they have without having been posted at Fort Vaspian for at least a while.”
 

 
  “Look how well she’s fitting in,” Mrs. Khalinar added wryly.
 

 
  A few feet away, a knot of men of varying ages, wearing a mix of Army uniforms and formal evening wear, stood around Teal. A couple of them had female escorts at hand, who were pretending with varying degrees of enthusiasm to be interested in the conversation.
 

 
  “I get what you mean,” a young man with a sergeant’s stripes was saying, “but it’s old-fashioned thinking! The advances in golem logic controllers have changed the whole game. All-wheel drive tied to a central spell network is going to revolutionize the carriage industry.”
 

 
  “’Revolutionize’ is a pretty strong term,” Teal replied animatedly. “Yes, the new spell lattices have a lot of potential, but just because an enchantment is
  
   new
  
  doesn’t mean it’s
  
   better,
  
  or that it’s useful in all situations. There’s a very good reason no modern carriage maker uses centralized control for wheel enchantments.”
 

 
  “Yeah, of course, it was less efficient than having four separate wheel enchantments, but that was before there were logic controllers sophisticated enough to make
  
   use
  
  of the system! I’m talking about active traction control, terrain adaptation…”
 

 
  “All very nice,” she retorted, “but none of that has proven to be at all useful in actual, on-the-road
  
   trials.
  
  The separate wheel enchantments are designed for stable, mutual interaction anyway, and the existing systems have
  
   not
  
  been improved on. We’ve tested our newest lines against those clunkers put out by DawnCo, and in every
  
   single
  
  case, Falconer carriages outperformed them in adverse road conditions.
  
   With
  
  independent wheel controllers.”
 

 
  “Yes, we’ve all heard about the famous trials,” an older man said with a grin. “DawnCo argues pretty vehemently with the results.”
 

 
  “Yes, we smoke their carriages in tests before an independent panel, and they want to quibble about the results,” Teal said, grinning.
  
   “Shocking.”
  
 

 
  “Welcome to the ranks of the carriage widows, dear,” Mrs. Khalinar said resignedly. Lady Ashravi laughed.
 

 
  “I almost hate to spoil their fun,” Shaeine said. “How
  
   do
  
  you pull them away?”
 

 
  “My experience has been that it’s easiest to let them work it out on their own,” Lady Ashravi said, watching her husband with an indulgent smile.
 

 
  “Mm. We do things a little differently in Tar’naris. Please excuse me, ladies.” Shaeine bowed to them, then glided over to the other group.
 

 
  Teal was just winding up another enthusiastic anecdote about carriage stability when Shaeine placed a hand on her arm. She broke off, looking at her date in surprise.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said, “they have just begun playing a waltz.”
 

 
  “Oh! Um, I…”
 

 
  “Dance with me,” the drow ordered, gently pulling her away. Teal allowed herself to be tugged onto the dance floor, looking dazed and a little uncertain, but very quickly turned her full focus onto her partner as Shaeine expertly guided them into the steps.
 

 
  “Well,” Mrs. Khalinar marveled. “Do you think that’d work?”
 

 
  “I see only one way to find out,” Lady Ashravi replied with a grin.
 

 
  “You’re troubled,” Shaeine murmured.
 

 
  “I…cannot remember the last time I was less troubled,” Teal replied just as quietly, smiling down at her.
 

 
  “That may be,” the drow said, smiling back, “but it’s still a less than perfect moment. You are tense.”
 

 
  “I’m… I’ve never done anything this
  
   brazen.”
  
  She glanced around furtively at the other dancing couples. They had maneuvered near the middle of the floor; nobody nearby was even looking in their direction. “I feel like every eye in the room is on me. Knowing that’s completely irrational doesn’t change it.”
 

 
  “You are concerned about word getting back to your parents?”
 

 
  “Hardly,” she said rolling her eyes. “They take
  
   pride
  
  in refusing to follow gossip. I’m sure
  
   somebody
  
  will try to carry tales of this back to them, and they’ll brush it off, if they even hear it at all.”
 

 
  “It is a general concern, then.”
 

 
  Teal sighed softly. “I’m sorry, love. I don’t mean to spoil anything… And you! You dance beautifully. When did you learn to waltz?”
 

 
  “I was trained for most of the likely social situations a diplomat to Tiraas could expect to encounter,” Shaeine replied with one of her mysterious smiles. “The hard part was acclimating myself to the expectation that the man would lead.”
 

 
  Teal grinned. “Then…you’re not concerned about
  
   your
  
  mother hearing about this?”
 

 
  “I have no doubt that she will. And I have no reason to think she does not trust my judgment. The nature of House Awarrion being what it is, fraternizing with humans is not discouraged. That is why there are relatively few from my House living in Lor’naris; they were never made unwelcome at home. Those who have come here did so presumably to be close to the families of their human partners.”
 

 
  Teal nodded, bit her lip, and glanced around again.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said gently. She lifted her hand from the taller girl’s waist and reached up to touch her cheek. “The fear is not real. The other people are not real. Nothing is real but you, me and the music.” She murmured on, her garnet eyes staring up with arresting intensity. “The world will wait. Right now, at this moment, you are only mine.”
 

 
  Teal held her gaze in silence, in something very like awe, for several seconds, before the tension began to seep out of her frame. Her steps grew more fluid, and she smiled softly, replying in elvish.
 

 
  
   “Ala’thai saue.”
  
 

 
  “And I you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Please don’t think me impertinent,” said Darling, “but I wonder if I could prevail upon you to recount the details of your brush with the soldiers? The exact sequence of events, as you’d put it in an official report.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned, but responded, keeping her eyes on the path ahead. The garden was dim, its fairy lamps fewer than those illuminating the front of the manor, but not truly dark. “I saw soldiers squaring off against civilians at the mouth of the district and went to investigate. The men were verbally accosting four members of the Lor’naris neighborhood watch, who were refusing to rise to the bait. I asked the sergeant’s name and that of his commander, he ordered his men to arrest everyone present, I revealed my identity, repeated my request and then directed the soldiers to leave. They did without further protest.”
 

 
  “Hm,” said the Bishop thoughtfully. “Then you weren’t in armor at the time?”
 

 
  “No. I was trying to avoid needless attention.”
 

 
  “I see.” He nodded slowly. “So to review… It was more of the same that the Lorisians are accustomed to dealing with, and they were gently talking down their harassers as usual. Then you arrived, as far as anyone could tell, just some random girl. You started giving orders, the soldiers responded to
  
   that
  
  pretty much as any soldiers would… And
  
   that
  
  is when things began to go south. Yes?”
 

 
  “Are you saying this is
  
   my
  
  fault?” she demanded, her voice rising an octave.
 

 
  “Whoah!” Darling held up his hands. “Fault isn’t even a relevant concept here. I know what those men have been doing around that district and how the watch have been handling them. I know
  
   you
  
  aren’t likely to have done anything illegal or inappropriately aggressive, so yeah, that leaves the guard’s attempt to arrest everyone a pretty blatant abuse of authority. To answer your question, though… Maybe it would be wise for you to consider how your own actions have added to this.”
 

 
  Trissiny pressed her lips into an angry line, glaring at the path ahead.
 

 
  “Let me put it in military terms,” Darling said more gently. “You wouldn’t want to commit your forces to a charge without doing some reconnaissance first, right?”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” she said grudgingly. “But I don’t know what else you think I should have done.”
 

 
  “You’re not on trial here,” he replied. “Once again, it’s fairly obvious who’s been acting inappropriately. The question, now, is what to
  
   do
  
  about it. I think the General was right to remind you of caution. This is a tense thing; you’re dealing with groups of people who are in fairly intractable positions. The folk of Lor’naris are defending what’s theirs, what they have built up with their own hands and have the perfect right to take pride in. The guards, on the other hand, haven’t a moral prerogative here, but their specific motivations are exactly the kind of thing that makes people stubborn and unbending. The rock and the hard place; unstoppable force and immovable object.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” she said in exasperation. “What’s important is that a direct confrontation between these parties be avoided. So everyone keeps telling me, as if I hadn’t the wit to see that for myself at a glance. The question is
  
   how?!”
  
 

 
  “Exactly,” he nodded. “This is the time for some careful maneuvering behind the scenes.”
 

 
  “Hn,” she grunted. “That’s exactly how I’d expect an Eserite to address a problem.”
 

 
  “Oh, are we playing that game?” he replied wryly. “Very well. You Avenists love to talk about the art of war being applicable in any situation, which sounds impressive and all, but in
  
   practice
  
  it tends to mean that you approach every problem like a fight.
  
   Fighting,
  
  in this case, is exactly what no one should be doing. Look, the people in that district can take care of themselves and have spent years proving it. They’re pretty much the most competent, self-reliant group of folk in this city. Lorisians are a lot like frontier pioneers, but with a lot of hard-earned expertise at navigating the social and legal currents of the city. They can
  
   handle
  
  this.”
 

 
  “So you just want to abandon them to it?” she demanded. “Let a corrupt unit of the city guard operate without repercussions?”
 

 
  “No,
  
   no,”
  
  he said firmly. “I mean that any solution should not take the form of an avenging hero descending from on high to rescue them from their tribulations. In the
  
   best
  
  case scenario, that’ll leave the folk in that district deeply suspicious of guards and civil authorities, and the soldiers in the city—all of them, not just the offending barracks—deeply resentful of Lor’naris. It’s a recipe for inevitable trouble down the line. No…this calls for
  
   careful
  
  action.”
 

 
  “Of what
  
   kind?”
  
 

 
  “You’re not gonna like hearing this…” he said with a wince.
 

 
  “To be perfectly frank, Bishop Darling, I didn’t come to this ridiculous party expecting to like anything I encountered.”
 

 
  Darling’s lips twitched with repressed mirth. “Very well, then. For now, I advise you step back and let people who are in a position to gather information do so. I’m guessing Panissar said he would be following up on this? Quietly, in his own way?”
 

 
  “That’s…pretty much exactly what he said,” she admitted.
 

 
  He nodded. “I’ll do the same. And I can involve others; a number of the cults have interests in Lor’naris, including mine. Those that won’t talk to me directly I can reach via the Church. There’s also Ambassador Shariss, who can make inquiries and draw official attention if necessary. I, for my part, will be sending some people I trust to gather information for me in the district.”
 

 
  “At the expense of igniting another interfaith tiff,” she said stiffly, “I don’t see how sending
  
   thieves
  
  to poke around will create
  
   less
  
  tension.”
 

 
  “Not official Guild agents,” he said with a grin. “You’re right, that’d only ratchet up the stakes. That’s why I won’t be sticking my own personal nose into it, even though I’m fairly well liked around there. No, there are plenty of folk in Lor’naris itself who’ll be glad to bring me intelligence if I ask for it. I may just have my apprentices pop by the local inns for a drink now and again; they can be trusted to take more direct action, if needed, without officially involving the Guild. Apprentices are
  
   always
  
  rushing off and getting into trouble, you know how it is.”
 

 
  “I certainly do not,” she said, twisting her lips disdainfully. “Cadets in the Legion do as they’re told, or they don’t last long.”
 

 
  Darling chuckled. “Well, my point is, no one is going to
  
   ignore
  
  this. But for now, let’s have the action be of a fairly hands-off variety, yes? At least until we know more.”
 

 
  “And then?”
 

 
  “And then,” he said, “when it’s apparent what the situation is, we act
  
   gently
  
  to encourage the guards to lighten up. It may be as simple as reassigning the commander of that barracks; some firmer pressure might be needed in a few places. Or, hell, the whole thing might just up and go away on its own, if nobody stirs the pot. We’ll have to see. But in the meantime, with all due respect, I really don’t think that the Hand of Avei swaggering around barking orders will calm things down any.”
 

 
  “I neither swagger
  
   nor
  
  bark,” she said stiffly. “But…I take your point. We may not be in the city for long, anyway.”
 

 
  “Far be it from me to inquire into the great and mysterious Professor Tellwyrn’s plans…”
 

 
  “I’ve learned there’s not much point,” she groused.
 

 
  Darling grinned. “But as long as you
  
   are
  
  still in the city, I’ll see to it you’re included in anything that’s decided, provided you’re careful and don’t escalate this any further. Fair?”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” she said grudgingly, nodding.
 

 
  “Smashing! Then perhaps we’d best rejoin the party, before rumors about us begin to circulate!”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily. “Great.”
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  “Are you
  
   pleased
  
  with yourselves?”
 

 
  They weren’t, and his tone indicated that he knew it. Moriarty folded his arms, staring down at his two fellow soldiers with an expression that was just a shade too grim to qualify as a smirk; Rook and Finchley hunched in their seats, refusing to meet his eyes, or each other’s.
 

 
  The inn’s common room was quiet this early in the morning, this not being the sort of establishment whose patrons relied on the in-house kitchen for breakfast. The party from the University had commandeered a table in one corner, and ordered a pot of tea, which the inn’s notorious cook hadn’t found a way to botch. Aside from the two privates, who were sitting somewhat limply, Toby leaned against the wall nearby, watching the stairs and ostensibly ignoring the byplay. Moriarty stood as stiffly as ever, starting to really get into his tirade.
 

 
  “This is why we have regulations. This is why
  
   societies
  
  have
  
   rules,
  
  and standards of what constitutes decent behavior. The fact that you two are having an awkward morning after spending much of the night in uncomfortable proximity to one another’s junk is pretty much a best-case scenario. You do realize that, right? Not only fraternizing with with the object of your escort mission, not only indulging in I don’t even want to
  
   know
  
  what hedonistic revelry, but fooling around with a threat level eight sapient monster? In the heart of a city where the bulk of our assignment involves keeping her calm? Do you
  
   realize
  
  all the ways this could have blown up in your faces? The mind
  
   boggles.”
  
 

 
  “The tongue doesn’t boggle, I notice,” Rook muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, you want to criticize
  
   me?”
  
  Moriarty demanded acidly. “Maybe you should occupy yourselves thanking Avei there are no superior officers here to rip you a whole new set of orifices. I have half a mind to report this whole boondoggle to General Avelea!”
 

 
  “I really can’t imagine anything good resulting from that,” Toby said without looking over at them.
 

 
  “I suppose it’s not a worthwhile reason to bother her,” Moriarty allowed. “I’d be embarrassed on behalf of our unit, anyway.”
 

 
  “Our ‘unit?’” Rook said incredulously. “You mean, the three losers who only aren’t court-martialed because it wouldn’t be worth what ImCom spent on paperwork to do it?”
 

 
  “And yet, you keep
  
   testing
  
  Command’s patience,” Moriarty snapped. “By, for instance, engaging in some kind of depraved orgy with—”
 

 
  “All right, enough!” Finchley exclaimed, finally lifting his stare from his cooling tea. “I would really like it if we never,
  
   ever
  
  discuss this again. Agreed?”
 

 
  “I’ll drink to that,” Rook muttered, lifting his teacup.
 

 
  “And if we promise not to
  
   do
  
  it again,” Finchley barreled on as Moriarty opened his mouth to speak, “will you finally freaking
  
   drop
  
  it already?”
 

 
  “I suppose that’ll have to do,” Moriarty said, his expression reverting to vague smugness. “So long as you learned something from all this.”
 

 
  He was spared Rook’s reply—which, to judge by the look on his face, would have been scathing—by the arrival of Fross. The pixie appeared at the base of the stairs and shot over to their table in a frantic streak of white light.
 

 
  “Juniper doesn’t wanna come out today!” she announced.
 

 
  Toby straightened, frowning at her. “What?”
 

 
  “Yeah!” Fross bobbed up and down in midair twice. “She says she doesn’t like the city and would rather just stay in the inn.”
 

 
  “I’ll go talk to her,” Toby said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Uh, are you sure that’s smart?” asked Rook. “Or, um,
  
   necessary?
  
  If she wants to sleep in, I say we respect her wishes.”
 

 
  “I said I’d
  
   talk
  
  to her, not try to persuade her of anything,” Toby said patiently. “If she just wants to rest, there’s no harm at all in that. But if she’s starting to get fed up with the city or the people in it… One way or another, that needs to be addressed before she decides to do something about it.”
 

 
  “Fuck a duck,” Rook muttered.
 

 
  “Well, so long as you two don’t take it into your heads to try to improve her mood through sexual healing again,” Moriarty began while Toby headed off to the stairs, the pixie darting around his head.
 

 
  “We had an
  
   agreement!”
  
  Finchley said, pointing accusingly at him.
 

 
  Moriarty snorted. “Fine, fine. You two sit here and sulk. I’m going to go procure some rations for us.”
 

 
  “Have you not noticed the food here sucks?” Rook demanded.
 

 
  “We’re in the army,” Moriarty shot back. “Food is
  
   supposed
  
  to suck. Living on that campus is turning you two soft.” He hesitated, then sniffed disdainfully. “Softer. I’ll be back momentarily; try not to have an orgy while I’m gone.”
 

 
  They watched him go with matching expressions of disgruntlement.
 

 
  “Not a
  
   word,”
  
  Finchley said after a moment.
 

 
  “Right.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   one
  
  word!”
 

 
  “Right.”
 

 
  
   “Ever.”
  
 

 
  “Agreed.”
 

 
  They sat in silence, staring at their now-lukewarm beverages. The sleepy common room was still and dull, the only sounds being muted conversation from the direction of the kitchen, where the inn’s cook was being introduced to Moriarty’s people skills. It was several minutes before either spoke again.
 

 
  “…she gives
  
   really
  
  good—”
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  yeah.”
 

 
  They clinked their teacups together, grinning.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Gabriel had long since decided the chill of the winter morning was far less oppressive than the atmosphere in the common room, to say nothing of Private Moriarty’s nagging. It had been a good ten minutes, though, and no sign of movement from within. He tucked his hands into his pockets and hunched down to bring his ears into the protective aegis of his upturned collar; the weatherproofing enchantment on his coat was truly marvelous, but did no good for the skin left exposed to the frigid air. Cold probably wouldn’t
  
   harm
  
  him, the way it could a full human, but it certainly wasn’t his favorite thing. He was considering going back inside to wait for the rest of the group to decide they were ready to leave.
 

 
  “Why, hello! Gabriel, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  He looked up, blinking in confusion for a moment before he placed the figure now approaching him. The man wore a much heavier coat, which made perfect sense given the weather, but his broad black hat was distinctive, as was the long, narrow face beneath it, angular jaw lined by a thin strip of beard.
 

 
  “Well, hey there!” he said with a smile. “You made it out of Sarasio!”
 

 
  “Most of us did, thanks to the intervention of your group,” the man remarked, coming to a stop alongside him.
 

 
  “I think maybe ‘interference’ is the word you want,” Gabriel said, grinning. “Possibly ‘meddling.’ There are adventuring traditions to be maintained, after all.”
 

 
  “Pah.” The man in black waved a hand. “It’s meddling if you screw it up. Save the day and you get to be heroes. Savor that, my boy; the world increasingly seems to have little use for heroes. Had a chance to consider my advice?”
 

 
  “Lots of chances,” Gabriel nodded, “and even some to practice. I have managed
  
   not
  
  to start arguments with Ruda and Trissiny on at
  
   least
  
  half a dozen occasions. It, uh… Doesn’t always come back to me in time,” he admitted, wincing.
 

 
  “Well, they wouldn’t call them habits if they were easy to cast off. The effort is the important thing. It’s been a good long time since I was in school, but isn’t this during the academic semester? You haven’t dropped out, have you?”
 

 
  “No such luck. We’re here on another of Tellwyrn’s jolly little field trips.”
 

 
  “We?” The man raised an eyebrow. “All of you? In the city? That sounds like an utterly
  
   terrible
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “Well, yes. If
  
   you
  
  want to explain that to Tellwyrn, be my guest. Just give me time to get at least three streets away, first. How about you? This seems like an odd place to run into you.”
 

 
  “The place isn’t odd,” the man mused. “All roads lead to Tiraas. It’s fairly interesting that the two of us would cross paths, though; it’s not a modest-sized city by any means. In fact, you could say I’m following up on the events in Sarasio, myself. There’s an enchanting shop in this district, rather famous in some circles, run by a half-demon. Seemed like a worthwhile place to visit.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned pensively. “How so?”
 

 
  The man in black regarded him in silence for a moment, his expression serious but difficult to read. “I come from a rather conservative background,” he said at last. “My…family…are quite heavily invested in certain well-trod notions about the way the world is. Lately, though, I’ve begun wondering if we might have been very wrong, all this time, about certain things. Demonbloods, just for instance.”
 

 
  “That’s…maybe not an unhealthy attitude,” Gabriel said slowly. “Demonbloods are dangerous. By definition.”
 

 
  “Lad, nobody isn’t dangerous. A schoolchild can ram a pencil through your eye socket into your brain and kill you in seconds.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  cheerful.”
 

 
  “It’s an example. The measure of the threat a person poses is in what they
  
   do
  
  with their capacity to inflict harm. Some make a point of doing none; some devote that destructive potential to protecting the first group from the third, which are those who spread damage around wherever they think it benefits them most. The real question, then, is whether being part demon makes a person more
  
   inclined
  
  to be dangerous.” He tilted his head, dark eyes studying Gabriel piercingly. “Any thoughts on that?”
 

 
  “…it’s not a simple question,” Gabe replied after a pause for thought. “For one thing, there’s more than one kind of demon.”
 

 
  “Mm.” The man nodded. “Lots of complicating factors. That fact alone makes it seem somewhat foolish to dismiss all demonbloods as one category, wouldn’t you say? Particularly after speaking with you and Mistress Elspeth, I wonder if I’ve not made a right fool of myself all these years by brushing aside the half-demons I’ve encountered. Lots of possible friends and allies, never given a chance. All that wasted potential.”
 

 
  “You meet a
  
   lot
  
  of half-demons?” Gabriel asked, raising his eyebrows. “Th—we aren’t exactly
  
   commonplace.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I travel around a fair bit,” the man said easily. “You meet all sorts, if you spend enough time circulating.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Gabe shuffled his feet, which were growing chilled. His shoes, though sturdy, lacked the coat’s magical protections. “Well…I guess it’s good and all if you’re being a bit more progressive. Won’t make much difference in the long run, though. The world at large is never going to be accepting of devilkin.”
 

 
  The man in black stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I was in the city for the hanging of that lady from Sarasio. The proprietress of that establishment that provided us all with room and board, and apparently instigator of the whole uprising. Actually, there were a few visitors from Sarasio on hand, aside from those on the scaffold. Young Mr. Jenkins, for one. It was all…surprisingly tasteful.”
 

 
  “…tasteful?” Gabriel said warily.
 

 
  “You read about public executions in fiction,” the man said, now gazing across the street, apparently lost in his train of thought. “Jeering and cheering from the crowd, dramatic speeches about the glory of the state and the evils of whoever was on the chopping block. All manner of rotten food being thrown. Fairly accurate, in a lot of cases; people
  
   did
  
  stuff like that. When life is hard, life is cheap, and people learn to mock death as the only way they can stand to live so close to it. None of that happened at the hanging, though. Not much of a crowd, and they were all… I want to say bemused, and saddened. No pontificating from the Imperial officials, either, just a list of charges and the pronouncement of sentence. The fellow was even quite polite to his…guest of honor.” He shook his head slowly. “As knowledge increases, so does
  
   understanding.
  
  Philosophy…decency. People are truly getting
  
   better.
  
  Oh, not consistently, and not as quickly as one might hope. But looking at the grand scale of progress, I’m inclined to be optimistic. So who’s to say who may or may not find acceptance in the world tomorrow, or next year?”
 

 
  “I don’t think I’d know how to live in a world that accepted me,” Gabriel mused, now staring into the distance himself. The man in black turned his penetrating gaze back on him.
 

 
  “You’re accustomed to keeping your head down, I’m sure. There are two sides to everything, though. Ever thought about trying to make yourself
  
   part
  
  of that progress?”
 

 
  Gabriel was quiet for a while. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft. “I’m not sure if I ought to. It’s not like the world’s ever given
  
   me
  
  a break. What’s my motivation to help
  
   it?”
  
 

 
  “That, son, is a question to which you should give some real thought.”
 

 
  Gabe shook himself as if rousing from a reverie, turning back to the man with a smile. “Heh, you know, this is twice we’ve met, and I never have gotten your name.”
 

 
  “Hm… I suppose that’s so, isn’t it? Tell you what.” The man in black grinned and reached up to tug the brim of his hat. “If our paths should happen to cross a third time, I’ll consider that a sign that you need to know it. Till then, perhaps.” He strolled off down the icy street, whistling.
 

 
  Gabriel watched him go, momentarily forgetting even the cold. “Weird.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I did not sleep enough,” Teal said, yawning.
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes. “Nobody told you to stay up half the night dancing.”
 

 
  “You are not being fair, Trissiny,” said Shaeine. “Someone did tell her to stay up dancing. And I stand by that directive.”
 

 
  “I didn’t
  
   need
  
  to sleep enough,” said Teal with a smile, brushing the back of Shaeine’s hand with her own. “Dancing was much better. We should do that more often.”
 

 
  “Goddammit, what is it going to
  
   take
  
  for you two to quit acting like a fairy tale?” Ruda exclaimed. “Breakfast wasn’t so fantastic that I want to taste it again.”
 

 
  “Oh, let them be happy,” said Trissiny, smiling faintly. Ruda just snorted.
 

 
  They paused, breaking their formation to press themselves against the front of a store and let a woman with two children pass. The mother, a drow, gave them a deep nod of the head and a polite little Narisian smile. The two kids stared openly, the girl with the happy grin of pure innocence. Both had ash-gray skin and dusty blonde hair; the girl’s ears were human in shape, while her little brother’s came to points, but were not as long as an elf’s.
 

 
  “This place is kind of amazing,” Ruda said to herself as they continued on their way.
 

 
  “Proof that differences need not result in conflict,” said Trissiny, nodding. “And that, I suspect, is precisely why someone seems determined to undermine the district. A closed mind is directly threatened by the presence of open ones.”
 

 
  “Oh, you see evil conspiracies in every shadow,” Ruda said disdainfully. “Sometimes, Triss, people are just assholes. You don’t need to reach for hidden agendas to perfectly explain everything going on here.”
 

 
  The paladin sighed. “Maybe. Well, after last night, I can at least hope
  
   something
  
  will be done.”
 

 
  “I thought you weren’t happy about your conversation with the General?” said Teal.
 

 
  “Not particularly, but sometimes the goddess provides in unexpected ways.
  
   Very
  
  unexpected. Panissar brushed me off, but Bishop Darling seemed far more motivated to step in.”
 

 
  “For whatever good
  
   that’ll
  
  do,” Ruda grunted. “The man seemed smart, but…shifty. Nobody who’s
  
   that
  
  full of himself helps just to be helpful.”
 

 
  “He’s not by any means the help I would have preferred,” Trissiny admitted. “Certainly not someone on whom to rely. ‘Smart but shifty’ sounds about right, but… I’ll take whatever works. Whether it’s the General properly keeping order among his troops or Antonio Darling protecting whatever illicit business interests he has in the district, so long as it results in these people getting the support they need, I can live with it.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit! A little pragmatism goes a long way, I say.”
 

 
  The four came to a sudden stop, turning to stare at the speaker, who had just appeared alongside them. She was a young woman of Punaji origin, to judge by her accent, complexion and traditional boots, greatcoat and feathered hat, though her ensemble was of a much thicker shirt and trousers than Punaji style dictated and had been accessorized with a huge scarf and wooly mittens. She grinned cheerfully at them.
 

 
  “Can we help you?” Trissiny asked at last.
 

 
  “Why, yes! Yes you can!” the girl said, her grin widening. “I was just about to ask if you’d be willing to do me a little favor. Word is you’ve gotten fairly friendly with Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  “How could you know about that?” Trissiny demanded. “That was
  
   just
  
  last night!”
 

 
  “Ah, but you see, Trissiny, it’s my business to know things,” the girl replied mysteriously.
 

 
  “That,” said Ruda, rolling her eyes, “and you were
  
   just
  
  talking about it. Literally seconds ago.”
 

 
  “Spoilsport,” said the visitor, her grin returning. “By the way, it’s a real honor to meet you, Princess Zaruda.”
 

 
  “You haven’t met me, spanky. You just walked up and started talking.”
 

 
  “Right, sorry, I get carried away. You can call me Peepers!”
 

 
  Trissiny suddenly grimaced.
  
   “Oh.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, oh,” Peepers said cheerfully. “Anyway,
  
   since
  
  you offered to help me out, it’d be a real boost to my career if you could mention how much I helped you with your Lor’naris project to Darling next time you see him.”
 

 
  “Wh—how much you
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “You haven’t…you
  
   just
  
  walked up! What help are you talking about?”
 

 
  “Well, as to that.” Peepers turned to point one of her thick mittens up the street. “Left side, bout forty yards ahead, there’s an alley between a boarded-up building and an accountant’s office on the other side. You’re gonna want to have a look at what’s going on in there, General Hand, ma’am. In fact, you probably wanna get to it
  
   soon.
  
  And don’t go alone.”
 

 
  They all stared at her.
 

 
  “Like, today,” Peepers prompted. “Nowish. Time’s wasting.”
 

 
  “Why?” Teal asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “What, I’m supposed to give you
  
   all
  
  the answers? Hold your hand the whole way? You’ve got your tip, ladies; if you’re gonna act on it, now’s the time. Remember, my regards to the Bishop!”
 

 
  The girl turned and actually skipped away, back up the sidewalk in the direction from which they’d come. Ten feet distant, she slipped on a patch of ice, barely avoided tumbling to the pavement, and from there proceeded at a much more sedate pace.
 

 
  “The fuck kind of name is
  
   Peepers?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “It’s not a name,” Trissiny said grimly. “That sounds like a Thieves’ Guild tag.”
 

 
  Ruda’s face crunched into a grimace. “What? That girl was Punaji. We don’t
  
   have
  
  Eserites in Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “There’s
  
   nowhere
  
  that doesn’t have Eserites,” said Trissiny. “If you do a better job than most at pushing them underground, that just means you don’t know who they are. Come on, we’d better have a look at that alley.”
 

 
  “Oh, good, sure, let’s fuckin’ do
  
   that,”
  
  Ruda groused, though she fell into step alongside Trissiny as the paladin set off, Teal and Shaeine trailing along behind them. “Since it’s not an obvious trap or anything.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Trissiny allowed. “It wouldn’t be the first case of a Guild agent playing a prank on a Legionnaire, but they never take it to the point of causing actual
  
   harm.
  
  The Guild is quite deft at toeing the line, when they choose to.”
 

 
  There had been no precipitation overnight, so there was no more buildup of ice on the sidewalks; unfortunately, that meant there had been less effort than yesterday to clear them, and treacherous patches remained where the morning frost lurked almost invisibly. The girls proceeded much more purposefully than their previously meandering pace, but not so quickly that they didn’t watch each step with care. Trissiny kept her attention on their destination, the others falling silent in her wake.
 

 
  The boarded-up building was broader and squatter than most structures in the district; it looked like it might have been a warehouse or factory when in use. The accountant’s on the other side of the alley was in much better shape, its brickwork a little pitted and chipped like almost everything in Lor’naris, but it had a large window set into its front, apparently new and freshly painted with the firm’s name. No one appeared yet to be active within. The four gave it barely a glance before following Trissiny into the alley.
 

 
  Here, the dimness quickly faded to real dark only a few steps in. Trissiny slowed to a halt, peering into the gloom; she could make out shapes, but not much more, and her vision was better in the dark than Teal or Ruda’s.
 

 
  “Shaeine, cover your eyes,” she said quietly, then drew her sword. The blade ignited with golden radiance, lighting up the dismal space as if the alley suddenly had its own private sun.
 

 
  For the most part, it would have been better left unseen. It was a dead-end alley, terminating in the bedrock below the city walls, with no doors to its bordering structures on either side. Consequently, despite the general ethos of cleanliness and order that prevailed in Lor’naris, upkeep here had been neglected, and truly ancient trash of all descriptions littered the ground, gathering into drifts in the corners, all of it coated with a layer of uncleared ice. The walls themselves were somewhat grimy, water-stained in many places. The girls spared none of this so much as a glance, however.
 

 
  The man standing two thirds of the way down the alley wore a scarf wrapped around his lower face; his eyes were concealed by a thick pair of tinted goggles. He stood utterly still, apparently having frozen upon their entry in a bid to remain unnoticed. Before him, against the wall of the warehouse, sat a disorderly stack of barrels and old planks; the light glittered on small bottles of fluids and iridescent powder strategically placed throughout. In his hands he held a modern arcane firestarter of the kind sold to pioneers for extended trips into the wilderness.
 

 
  For a moment, there was utter stillness.
 

 
  Then Trissiny spoke, her voice several degrees colder than the winter air. “You have six seconds to convince me this is not what it looks like.”
 

 
  He dropped the firestarter and reached into his coat.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  she barked, striding forward with her glowing sword upraised.
 

 
  The man withdrew his hand and swung it at the ground; something small tumbled from his fingers to strike the icy pavement.
 

 
  A tremendous clap of thunder echoed through the alley, and for a split second an utterly blinding white radiance overwhelmed even Trissiny’s light. She yelped and staggered, clapping her free hand over her eyes; behind her, the others cried out as well. The divine glow vanished along with Trissiny’s concentration, but none of them could see the alley plunged back into darkness. They couldn’t see anything. She felt a figure brush past her, then heard a curse from Ruda followed by the thud of someone losing their footing on the slick ground. Stars and comets still swarmed her vision, leaving her blind and helpless.
 

 
  The man slipped as he burst out from the mouth of the alley, but didn’t moderate his pace, dashing back toward the entrance to Lor’naris. People got out of his way as quickly as they saw him approach, his progress half running and half sliding.
 

 
  “Hey!” shouted a drow man, turning and setting off after him, but he didn’t respond or slow.
 

 
  Then, to a chorus of screams and curses, a streak of fire burst out from the alley behind him.
 

 
  Vadrieny arced overhead, swooping past above and executing a graceful pirouette midair, transferring her forward momentum downward with a flap of her burning wings. Her talons sank into the very pavement with a
  
   crunch
  
  as she landed, securing her footing on the slick street. People bolted in all directions, several standing their ground and reaching for weapons.
 

 
  “I think you’re about to be under arrest,” the demon commented calmly. She only stood, blazing wings extended to block his progress; she flexed her claws, but made no movement to attack.
 

 
  Fumbling slightly with cold and nerves, the man drew a wand from within his coat and pointed it at her.
 

 
  Vadrieny grinned, displaying a mouthful of terrifying fangs. “Whatever mistakes you have made in life,
  
   that
  
  would surpass them.”
 

 
  He hesitated, the wand quavering but still aimed in his general direction. Too late, he registered and responded to the sound of bootsteps behind him, turning to face back the way he’d come.
 

 
  Trissiny deliberately launched herself onto a patch of ice, hurtling forward in a slide. As the man pivoted to face her, she slammed her shield into his face, transferring her full momentum into the blow. He hurtled backward to the street, the wand tumbling from suddenly nerveless fingers.
 

 
  The fallen would-be arsonist groaned softly, one hand twitching, then fell still.
 

 
  Ruda stomped up, slipping and cursing vehemently even by her standards, while Trissiny knelt next to the fallen man. Several drow and humans had stepped cautiously forward, still eying the burning demon askance, but having taken their cue from the fact that the paladin was clearly not alarmed by her. Some might even have recognized the Talisman of Absolution pinned to her lapel.
 

 
  “Is he dead?” Ruda demanded, coming to a stop.
 

 
  “Stunned,” said Trissiny. “I’m not much of a healer; I hope I didn’t crack his skull. That can cause serious problems…” She raised her head, then glanced around. “Isn’t Shaeine with you?”
 

 
  “Here,” called a voice far behind them. Shaeine had just emerged from the alley and was picking her way with great care along the sidewalk, keeping one hand on the wall for balance. The other was still held over her eyes.
 

 
  Vadrieny pumped her wings once and shot back overhead, coming to a much more gentle landing beside the drow. With astonishing tenderness, she wrapped her arm around Shaeine, huge claws curling over her shoulder protectively; the priestess actually leaned against the demon. “Forgive me,” she said, raising her voice to address the others up ahead. “I’m afraid my eyes were more sensitive than yours to that device. Give me a moment to apply healing, please.”
 

 
  “Sorry for leaving you,” Trissiny said with a wince.
 

 
  “Not at all, you had an obvious tactical concern,” Shaeine replied absently, her whole head alight with silver. Vadrieny stood silently by, one blazing wing arched protectively over the priestess.
 

 
  Ruda, meanwhile, had tugged free the fallen man’s scarf and goggles. “Anybody recognize this asshole?” He was a young human, clean-shaven and with his hair cropped short, with a perfectly unremarkable Tiraan complexion.
 

 
  “He’s a city guard,” said a drow woman standing nearby. A human girl next to her nodded in agreement, grim-faced.
 

 
  “Are you sure?” Trissiny asked, her expression dissolving into a scowl.
 

 
  “Quite,” said the drow. “I have found it is wise to know them all on sight.”
 

 
  “Unbelievable,” Ruda muttered. “Does the Imperial Army
  
   deliberately
  
  train its troops to wade hip-deep in the most idiotic bullshit they can find? I mean, fuck, those three privates we have at the school are kinda funny, but the shit going down in this city is starting to get seriously fucked up.”
 

 
  “An accusation isn’t proof, Ruda,” said Shaeine, approaching, her eyes open and apparently working. Teal hovered protectively behind her, the demon once again submerged. Shaeine carefully knelt on the man’s other side, reaching out to place a fingertip against the center of his forehead. “Give me a moment… Yes, he is very mildly concussed. Easily fixed.” Her hand glowed momentarily, then she looked up at Trissiny. “I have placed him in a natural sleep, and taken the liberty of helping him relax more deeply than he is accustomed to, while leaving his ability to speak. You may find him…suggestible.”
 

 
  “Excellent,” Trissiny said grimly. “All right, you. Why were you trying to set a fire?”
 

 
  The alleged guard turned his head, smacking his lips for all the world like a man deeply asleep in his own bed. She was about to repeat her question when he finally answered, his voice dreamy. “Jus’ a small one, nobody hurt. Empty building. Setting an example… Make it clear the district’s not under control. Still need soldiers.”
 

 
  Ruda snorted loudly; Trissiny made a shushing motion at her. The surrounding citizens were now dead silent, the drow impassive, the humans looking increasingly furious.
 

 
  “Why now?” Trissiny demanded. “Why this escalation?”
 

 
  “General Panissar…throwing his weight around,” the man mumbled. “Inspections… Paladin sticking her nose in. Captain says we—”
 

 
  Abruptly, Shaeine reached out to touch his forehead again, and he fell silent with a deep sigh, a goofy smile passing across his face.
 

 
  “What—why did you stop him?” Trissiny demanded. “He was confessing!”
 

 
  “His use of ‘we’ indicated he is, indeed, a soldier,” Shaeine replied calmly. “This man is a Tiraan agent; for me to interrogate him under magical coercion would be a violation of treaty.”
 

 
  “You
  
   knew
  
  that already!”
 

 
  “Suspected,” she said impassively. “He was accused. Hearing it confessed from his own mouth changed the situation entirely.”
 

 
  “Bah,” said Ruda. “I say we wake him up again, smack him around till he goes back to talking.” There were several mutters of agreement from the onlookers.
 

 
  “No!” Trissiny shouted, then continued more quietly, dragging a hand over her face. “…no, Shaeine is completely right. Without law, justice is impotent. Though you
  
   were
  
  playing it pretty close with the technicalities,” she added, turning a wry look on the drow.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Shaeine with a satisfied little smile. “We call that ‘diplomacy.’”
 

 
  Trissiny stood with a sigh. “All right… Clearly, he must be placed under arrest.
  
   Just
  
  as clearly, there is a conflict of interest with the local guard barracks, which means we can’t hand him over to them. I’ll take him to the Legions. May I have some help getting him on the horse, please?”
 

 
  There were gasps and curses, and even visible startlement on several drow faces, when the crowd turned to find Arjen waiting patiently just behind them. The Lorisians quickly marshalled themselves, however, and as requested helped lift the slumbering guard up, draping him across the saddle behind Trissiny. No one, luckily, indulged in the temptation to be unnecessarily rough with their captive, though there were several good-natured offers of rope and chains to lash him down.
 

 
  “I can manage,” she demurred, reaching behind her to keep a one-handed grip on the fellow’s belt.
 

 
  “You might have some trouble getting through the city, though,” Ruda commented, planting her fists on her hips. “Paladin or no, carrying a man draped over your horse’s ass like a sack of flour is gonna draw you some attention. And what if you pass more assholes from this guy’s barracks on the way? They might arrest
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny gave her a small, cold smile. “I almost hope they try.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  5 – 14 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Joe hunched his shoulders, trying to lift up the high collar of his coat to the brim of his hat and offer his ears some protection from the Tiraan cold. The coat was new, and pleasingly thick—a necessary adaptation to the climate—but he’d lacked the foresight to invest in a scarf or gloves. The weather in Sarasio made such considerations unthinkable, and so he hadn’t thought them. He was kicking himself now.
 

 
  The sidewalks in this ritzy neighborhood had been cleared of ice, so he felt safe in accelerating his pace, the better to get out of the cold as quickly as possible. Carriages and riders passed him on the road now and again, but no one else was braving the elements on foot, which spared him the effort of removing his hat should a lady pass. Manners came before comfort, but he could still be grateful that the need didn’t arise. Any other time, he might have peered around appreciatively at the graceful houses with their elegant gardens; despite having grown up in a rough town, he couldn’t help feeling that all this was much more to his taste. The girls back at the Shady Lady would give him no end of ribbing for that…
 

 
  The right house wasn’t difficult to find; he’d memorized the address, the old brownstones were clearly numbered, and the street was logically laid out. The gate at the correct address was unlatched and standing open a couple of inches in unspoken invitation. Joe carefully restored it to the same position behind himself after slipping through, crossed the narrow garden in a few strides and pulled the bellrope.
 

 
  He had only a couple of seconds to wait on the little porch before the door opened, revealing a young ginger-haired woman in a black-and-gray suit.
 

 
  “Mr. Jenkins?” she said. “Welcome; you are expected. Do come in.”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said politely, removing his hat as he stepped inside. Faint social discomfort nagged at him; she was obviously some sort of servant, but he wasn’t about to relax his standards with regard to the treatment of ladies. It worsened when she deftly helped him out of his overcoat; Joe tried not to shuffle his feet awkwardly as she hung it and his hat on a peg in the hall alongside several others. He was accustomed to doing for himself.
 

 
  “This way, please,” she said, indicating a short hallway splitting off near the stairs to the second floor. “The Bishop and the rest of your party await.”
 

 
  “I’m not late, am I?” he asked uncertainly. He’d been careful to allow himself plenty of time…
 

 
  “Not at all, sir. Please, make yourself comfortable within. Refreshments shall be provided momentarily.”
 

 
  Joe nodded to her and stepped warily through the indicated door. It was a well-appointed parlor with blue patterned wallpaper, tastefully furnished and just short of crowded; the group wasn’t large, but neither was the space. He had only a moment to gather impressions before his host descended upon him.
 

 
  “Mr. Jenkins! I’m so glad you could come. Please, have a seat, enjoy the fire. I hope the Rail ride wasn’t excessively horrible.”
 

 
  “Could’ve been worse,” he replied, carefully eying the man now vigorously shaking his hand. Antonio Darling was blond and well-groomed, wearing an open and honest expression of the kind that, in Joe’s experience, honest people seldom used. “Thanks. Hope I didn’t keep everyone waiting.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re the last one here. What do you think?” The speaker was a man in a dark suit who could have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty, to judge by his face, unlined but set in a disgruntled expression that gave the impression of being habitual. He had a somewhat scruffy goatee set in a wash of five o’clock shadow, and brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail. What appeared to be a guitar case leaned against his chair.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be any more’ve a dick than you can help,” said a gnomish woman perched on the arm of the couch, reaching over to swat the man’s knee. “We’re all early; no need to criticize the boy fer bein’ the only one with the good manners to show up on time.” She grinned and winked at Joe, who smiled tentatively in response. He’d never met a gnome before. She wore what he’d have thought of as men’s work clothes, with an improbable pair of thick goggles perched atop her reddish hair.
 

 
  Joe sank into the only available seat, on the couch between the gnome and the only other woman present, nodding at each of them and doing his best not to stare. The other woman was an elf; she had upward-pointing ears like the wood elves he was used to, but was dressed in the style of the plains tribes, in bleached and fringed buckskins with faintly dyed vertical patterns that would have provided camouflage in the tallgrass. Most strikingly, her hair was
  
   black.
  
  She gazed at him contemplatively for a moment before nodding back, face expressionless.
 

 
  The other man present, sitting across the low table from him in another chair, nodded as well. He was an aging fellow in a ragged suit that had once been of good quality, his brown face deeply lined and fringed by a neatly-trimmed white beard. An impressive wizard’s staff leaned against the arm of his chair, inches from his hand.
 

 
  “Welcome, everyone,” said Bishop Darling, returning to his own seat at the head of the table, a position from which he effectively commanded the room. “Now that we’re all here, allow me to introduce everybody! I, of course, am Antonio Darling, Bishop of the Universal Church and your host. It’s good of you all to come; I apologize for the short notice and appreciate your flexibility.”
 

 
  “I’m as flexible as needed when properly bribed,” said the lean man in the black suit.
 

 
  “Indeed,” replied Darling with a smile. “This, of course, is Damian Weaver. Occupying the other chair is Elias McGraw, and on the sofa, our new arrival Joseph Jenkins, the irrepressible Wilhelmina Fallowstone—”
 

 
  “That’s Billie, to those who don’t want their kneecaps blasted off,” said the gnome, grinning and punching Joe in the arm. For such a tiny person, she hit hard.
 

 
  “And, finally, Mary the Crow, who presumably has another name but declines to share it.”
 

 
  “I offered you my name once, if you’ll recall,” said the elf mildly. “You weren’t interested.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, dear, I’m not quite myself when mind controlled. By definition.” There was something icy in Darling’s smile; Mary smiled in return, evidently in complete calm. “We’ll have tea and biscuits out in just a moment, but for now, I imagine you’re all curious why I asked you to join us.”
 

 
  “I might be mistaken,” said McGraw, “it wouldn’t be the first time. But given the roster you’ve assembled, I’d have to guess you want something difficult, dangerous and possibly of questionable legality accomplished.” Joe silently agreed. He had heard, of course, of every one of these people; he’d grown up on the stories of their exploits. Being intimidated by the company he kept was a new experience for him, but he found himself tongue-tied.
 

 
  “The legality of what
  
   I
  
  want is something of a gray area,” said Darling with a grin, “but we’ll come to that in a moment. There’s an important background to this that you should understand before we get to discussing any specific tasks. Ah, thank you, Price.”
 

 
  The girl in the suit had returned bearing a tray of tea and cookies, which she set on the low table and made a discreet exit. The Bishop began pouring tea and handing out cups as he continued.
 

 
  “I’m sure you heard about the recent rash of murders in Tiraas, targeting clerics in supposedly secure areas.”
 

 
  “I followed that rather closely,” McGraw said, nodding.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t,” said Weaver. “Murders? What happened?”
 

 
  “The details are gruesome and mostly irrelevant,” Darling continued, his expression solemn. “The short version is that virtually anyone associated with the Church or a major cult who was both known to be involved in some kind of shady business and had taken part in operations against the Black Wreath has been wiped out. Most were killed inside actual temples, where they by all rights ought to have been safe from warlocks or even assassins.”
 

 
  “Sounds like the Wreath made themselves useful for once,” said Billie, grinning. “Is this still goin’ on? I’ve been out east for the last few months.”
 

 
  “Not that I’ve heard,” said McGraw. “the assassinations trailed off a couple weeks ago. Almost as suddenly as they started.”
 

 
  “What’s reasonably sure is that this was beyond the capability of the Black Wreath itself,” Darling said, folding his hands in his lap now that everyone had their tea. “If they could do stuff like that on a whim, they’d likely have
  
   been
  
  doing it for lo these many years. His Holiness the Archpope is of the opinion the Wreath contracted with high-level, extremely
  
   dangerous
  
  adventurers to do the deeds themselves. Two such, the assassin known as the Jackal and our friend Mary, here, were known to be in the city during these events.”
 

 
  The five of them exchanged a round of wary glances. Well, four of them; Mary seemed calm to the point of being disinterested.
 

 
  “High-level adventurers,” McGraw said at last. “A fella could almost take that for an accusation, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be dense,” Weaver snorted. “If he thought we were priest-killers of that caliber, he wouldn’t have put himself in a room with all of us, Butler or no Butler.”
 

 
  “Lemme stop ya there,” said Billie. “’Priestkiller’ is the common name for a gnagrethyct, a particularly nasty bugger of a demon. Not something you wanna accidentally bring up in the wrong company, ‘specially when the Black Wreath is being discussed.”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   thank
  
  you, Miss Fallowstone,” Weaver said with saccharine disdain. “I do so enjoy a spot of aimless pedantry with my tea.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Mary said quietly. “Focus.”
 

 
  “I bring this up,” Darling went on, “to explain Archpope Justinian’s newest project. There just aren’t that many adventuring types left in the world, at least not of the caliber of those of you can claim. You five represent a significant chunk of those who are still in the business, so to speak.”
 

 
  “I’m out of the business,” Weaver cut in, “and I’m still waiting to hear about what you offered to tempt me back in.”
 

 
  “I am coming to that,” the Bishop assured him. “His Holiness has decided that if the likes of you are still going to exist in this world, they should work for the Church, or not at all. Those who can be recruited, he plans to use to deal with those who refuse. I am responsible for executing this program.”
 

 
  Another silence fell, this one colder; now, they all stared at Darling. The expressions were not friendly.
 

 
  “A fella could take
  
   that
  
  for a
  
   threat,”
  
  McGraw said grimly.
 

 
  “Same objection applies,” Weaver mused. “You’re not quite daft enough to threaten us all to our faces, are you, Darling?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said the Bishop with a knowing smile. “I should point out that it is
  
   Justinian’s
  
  grand idea.
  
   I
  
  am the man in charge of making it happen.”
 

 
  “It’s unclear to me why that hair needs to be split,” Joe said quietly.
 

 
  “Is it truly?” Mary asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “He’s not gonna just come out and
  
   say
  
  it,” said Weaver with a smug little smile. “One doesn’t just up and tell a bunch of dangerous strangers that one isn’t completely in the pocket of one’s nigh-omnipotent boss.”
 

 
  “Let’s just say that my warning you all of this is a good faith offering,” Darling said smoothly. “You all know, now, which way the wind is blowing, and have some time to arrange your affairs to deal with it in whatever fashion you will. I, for my part, have a much more personal matter for which I would like to employ your skills. Justinian’s adventurer project means I can justify making the Church’s resources—and funds—available to you if you should choose to help me with this goal, and
  
   while
  
  you are officially on a Church payroll, you are assured not to be a target.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Billie said wryly. “And once you hook us, we’re good an’ hooked. We leave, the rest hunt us down, yeah?”
 

 
  “Nope,” said Weaver, pausing to sip his tea. “The hell I’m going to mix it up with any of
  
   you
  
  lot, I don’t care who’s paying or how much. And if I walk out of this deal, be it right now or after a long series of engagements together, I will go straight back to Last Rock and screw anybody who wants to try and dig me out.”
 

 
  “Gonna go back to hidin’ under Arachne’s skirts, then, eh?” asked Billie with a smirk.
 

 
  “First of all,” Weaver replied, looking down his nose at her, “there is no shame in taking advantage of the protection of an extraordinarily powerful and cranky individual, and second, you’d take position behind her skirts too if you knew what an exquisite little butt she has.”
 

 
  “Language,” Joe said coldly. Everyone turned to stare at him. “Let’s consider what kinds of conversation are appropriate in the presence of ladies.”
 

 
  They continued to stare. Finally, though, Mary smiled.
 

 
  “Oh, this one is absolutely
  
   adorable,”
  
  Weaver said at last, grinning unpleasantly.
 

 
  “He ain’t exactly wrong, however,” McGraw noted. “If you can’t be a gentleman, at least show a little restraint. And in any case, all this is cuttin’ into our host’s exposition, which I for one would like to hear.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” said Darling gravely, his lips twitching with repressed humor. “I’m not going to make you any guarantees about what the future may hold. Suffice it to say that for right now, I’m offering the prospect of sanctuary from the Archpope’s bad list and the opportunity to profit considerably.”
 

 
  “What’s the job, then?” asked Billie, cocking her head to the side.
 

 
  Darling smiled beatifically. “I want to hire you to deal with a dragon.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  yes!” she crowed, hopping up to stand on the couch and grinning with manic glee.
 

 
  “Hell,
  
   no,”
  
  said Weaver, standing and setting his teacup on the arm of the chair. “Include me out. I have been on
  
   more
  
  than my share of suicidal exploits, thank you. There’s not enough gold in the Imperial treasury.”
 

 
  “Please!” Darling held up a hand. “Everyone, please. Sit, allow me to explain. I wouldn’t presume to drag you all out here with only the offer of something as pedestrian as
  
   money.
  
  Recall that the telescrolls I sent to each of you indicated that far more valuable forms of payment would be rendered.”
 

 
  “Knowledge,” Mary said quietly. Weaver and Billie sank back into their respective seats, both studying Darling very carefully now.
 

 
  “Knowledge,” the Bishop said, nodding. “As a high-ranking official of the Universal Church, I have access to certain resources of an oracular nature.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Weaver said, smiling pleasantly.
 

 
  
   “Language,”
  
  Joe said automatically.
 

 
  “Hush, child.”
 

 
  Mary shifted in her seat. “He speaks truth…at least partially. The Archpopes have been accumulating oracles of all kinds for centuries; that is precisely
  
   why
  
  they are so rare in the world at large. I am surprised to learn that anyone besides Justinian himself has access to them, however.”
 

 
  “That is a fairly recent development,” Darling admitted. “But think about it: my claim is its own proof. Each of you
  
   wants
  
  something, some specific piece of knowledge that, for all your skills and powers, you have not been able to acquire yourselves. Billie wants to know a location; the Kid is hunting for a name, Longshot for a method. The Crow seeks the elaborate answer to a deceptively simple question, and Gravestone wants nothing less than to spit in the eye of a major god without suffering the obvious consequences; he only needs to know
  
   how.
  
  And assuredly, none of you have let it be known what you’re all after. How, then, did I find out enough of your desires to tempt you out here?”
 

 
  The Bishop leaned back in his chair, hands folded before him, wearing a smile that was half serene and half smug.
 

 
  “And knowing what I seek to know,” Mary said softly, “you would still help me learn it?”
 

 
  “I will, if you agree to accept my terms, do my best to uncover your answer and deliver it to you honestly and in full,” Darling said gravely. “In your case, however, I make no promises about what
  
   else
  
  I may do with that information.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she mused, but spoke no further.
 

 
  “I am similarly skeptical,” Weaver commented. “You described my ambitions pretty well. I’m finding it hard to believe a man of the Church would be willing to help me in that.”
 

 
  “The Church, though it tends to forget this fact, is ultimately just an administrative convenience,” said Darling with a grin. “It’s there to help the various cults coordinate and avoid conflict. It’s not
  
   my
  
  god you’re looking to thwart; I don’t figure it’s any of my business how you feel or act toward other faiths.”
 

 
  “And after we deal with this dragon of yours, we get our answers?” McGraw said, peering at the Bishop through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “That is the somewhat thorny issue,” Darling admitted. “I don’t know if any of you have ever tried to extract a straight answer on a factual subject from an oracle, but it’s very much like pulling teeth. Rectally.”
 

 
  “Convenient,” Billie noted. “And bloody disgusting metaphor, by the way. I might just borrow that one myself.”
 

 
  “Be my guest,” Darling said with a smile. “Getting your answers, in all honestly, is likely to be a longer-term project than wrangling Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “Khadizroth the
  
   Green?”
  
  Weaver exclaimed. “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  you don’t ask for much, do you?”
 

 
  “What I mean,” Darling pressed on, “is that what I am offering does, indeed, imply a longer-term cooperation between us. For your immediate help, however, there will, as I said, be ample remuneration, provided by the Church.”
 

 
  Another quiet fell.
 

 
  “Tempting,” McGraw said, stroking his beard. “Very tempting. Also tricky and potentially problematic in
  
   several
  
  different ways.”
 

 
  “If by that you mean it’s a big fat
  
   trap,
  
  then I agree,” Weaver said grimly. “I’ve not quite made up my mind whether the bait is juicy enough to lunge for.”
 

 
  “By all means, you should take time to think it over,” Darling said smoothly. “In fact, talk amongst yourselves without me present. I do have certain time constraints, but I certainly won’t begrudge you taking the day to consider.”
 

 
  “A whole day, eh?” Billie said dryly. “Well, that’s downright magnanimous of you.”
 

 
  “Time is, as I indicated, a factor.”
 

 
  “Welp!” She set aside her plate and hopped down from the couch; on the floor, she wasn’t tall enough to see over its back. “If we’re done
  
   here
  
  for the time being, how’s about us honored guests toddle off and have a high-level adventurin’ lunch? Seems we’ve got notes to compare.”
 

 
  Weaver sighed. “Might as well, I guess.”
 

 
  “I for one would welcome some additional perspective,” Joe murmured.
 

 
  “Perfect!” the gnome grinned up at him. “I know just the place.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Hey there, neighbor!” Kheshiri said cheerfully, popping out of a side room.
 

 
  Saduko jerked away from her, skittering almost to the opposite side of the hall, and the succubus tittered in amusement. It was a reaction of pure revulsion, not startlement—the enchantress had proven quite difficult to surprise. The demon was in her disguise as the local girl Shiri, a pretty young woman who had no apparent reason to arouse such a reaction. Luckily for Saduko, they were alone in this particular hallway.
 

 
  “Why are you off your leash?” Saduko demanded coldly.
 

 
  “Oh, Master’s off playing with his wands again,” Kheshiri said, pouting. “I swear, all he does anymore is gossip with Vandro and blast artificial targets. I’m just about crawling up the walls with boredom.”
 

 
  “That is neither my problem nor of any interest to me,” the woman said with her customary Sifanese reserve. They weren’t quite as cold as drow, but they had stern ideas about proper behavior. “Leave me be, creature. I have no wish to interact with you outside of planning sessions.”
 

 
  “Or even then?” Kheshiri asked, grinning. Saduko merely turned and strode away. “That’s a shame,” the succubus said cheerfully, falling into step behind her, “because I find
  
   you
  
  very interesting. What
  
   ever
  
  can you be up to, sneaking about the way you do?”
 

 
  Saduko’s shoulders stiffened—almost imperceptibly, but Kheshiri was finely attuned to the tiniest shifts of body language. She grinned savagely, enjoying the effects of her needling. “It’s how
  
   good
  
  you are at it that caught my attention. People sneaking around clumsily are dull; they almost never lead to anything good. Just fools having affairs and stealing things, mostly. But you? No uncomfortable glances around, no awkwardness or fumbling, you just very skillfully manage to be coming and going from empty places all the time, just when nobody’s there to catch you. How very
  
   fascinating.
  
  I just can’t resist a puzzle.”
 

 
  “In the courts of Kiyosan, discretion is a priceless skill,” Saduko said icily. “One must step lightly and know how to avoid attention, or one does not survive, must less prosper.”
 

 
  “There, see!” Kheshiri said brightly, running a few steps to bring herself alongside the woman. “Already you’re sharing things about yourself. I feel
  
   very
  
  close to you. We’re making progress!”
 

 
  “I explain the minimum that I must, because you will make trouble otherwise,” the woman snapped. “Now leave me.”
 

 
  “Aw, don’t be like that. Whatever you’re after, you just might find I can help. I’m a helpful kind of girl!”
 

 
  Saduko came to a stop, reached into the collar of her shirt and pulled out a necklace, a silver ankh on a thin twisted chain. She thrust this at Kheshiri, chanting a few words in Sifanese.
 

 
  Kheshiri yelped and staggered backward against the wall; her facade rippled, momentarily exposing glimpses of her milky complexion and sharp features through her disguise. The shadow of wings flickered behind her for a bare second.
 

 
  “That,” she snarled, “is
  
   rude.”
  
 

 
  Saduko smiled coldly. “I attempted the polite approach first, for all that
  
   things
  
  such as you deserve no such consideration. Now
  
   leave,
  
  before I am forced to be truly insistent.”
 

 
  “See you when I see you, then,” the succubus sneered, and faded into invisibiliy.
 

 
  Saduko stood staring at the place where she had been for a moment, then glanced warily around the hall before turning to continue on her way.
 

 
  At the next intersection, she suddenly spun, yanking out the ankh again and brandishing it, snapping out her chant.
 

 
  “Dammit!” Kheshiri squawked, popping into visibility a mere few feet away and staggering backward.
 

 
  “You have entirely consumed your meager allotment of my patience,” Saduko said, glaring at her. “I am also carrying a wand, creature. If I have to
  
   dissuade
  
  you from meddling a third time, I shall be forced to assume the holy symbol is insufficient for the task.”
 

 
  “You are not
  
   nearly
  
  as clever as you think,” Kheshiri growled. “A
  
   smart
  
  person would make allies out of enemies, not the other way around.”
 

 
  Saduko didn’t even bother to answer this time, reaching into her pocket and drawing out a short wand. Its stubby shaft couldn’t hold a large power crystal nor provide sufficient carving space for the runes that would improve its range and accuracy, but it’d be more than adequate for delivering crippling electric shocks from a few feet away.
 

 
  “Fine!” Kheshiri snapped, backing away. “Your loss, bitch. When it counts, remember I made the offer.” She faded from view again, continuing to retreat as she did so.
 

 
  For a moment, she feared the woman would fire the wand into the apparently empty hall for certainty’s sake, but after another few seconds of suspiciously staring about, she pocketed it again and went on her way.
 

 
  The succubus, of course, followed her all the way to her room.
 

 
  At the door, Saduko played her little trick with the ankh again, holding it up and delivering the singsong blessing as before. Kheshiri, waiting invisibly a few feet away, grinned in silence. Very few people ever actually encountered demons; in this age of scrolltowers, newspapers and mass-printed novels, a lot of folk had acquired some truly absurd notions in lieu of the survival knowledge their ancestors might have had. For example, when dealing with demons, faith counted for nothing; you needed
  
   power.
  
  That demanded a pact with some god or other, which it was clear that Saduko did not have.
 

 
  Satisfied that she had at last driven off her pursuer, the enchantress began unlocking her door, and Kheshiri did a quick survey of their surroundings to see what she could use. Potted plants, wall hangings, windows… Ah, windows with unsecured shutters. They were in a hallway near the back of the estate; as with most places in Onkawa, the window was large and left open by default to admit a cooling breeze. Kheshiri slipped silently over to it, leaned out and took a grip on the shutter.
 

 
  As Saduko opened her door, she yanked. The shutter clattered against the window frame, simulating an errant gust of wind, an illusion aided by the powerful flap of the demon’s wings, which it effectively disguised.
 

 
  The children of Vanislaas were gifted with the power to shift into any shape worn by their erstwhile species—that is, they could disguise themselves only as humans. Kheshiri, never one to be content with any limitations placed upon her, had pressed the boundaries of what was acceptable and
  
   possible
  
  to the point that even those trained at handling incubi and succubi had often been completely blindsided by her tricks. In a way, that had been her downfall; ultimately, the Black Wreath had found her too interesting (and too potentially useful) to simply destroy, but far too dangerous to leave running around loose. Thus she had been cornered and bound to that damned reliquary.
 

 
  Now, the thing she shifted into was human, technically—a human a bare few weeks into its earliest development cycle. Her timing was perfect: once propelled forward into the air by the beat of her wings, she shed nearly the entirety of her mass in a display that made a shameless mockery of physics, shriveling to a tiny blob of invisible flesh. Immediately she was blind, deaf and totally helpless, the zygote unable to do anything but exist, and that not for long in the open air. It wouldn’t take more than a second, however. As Saduko spun to stare at the banging shutter, the little lump that was Kheshiri sailed right over her head, through her open door and into her room.
 

 
  Unable to see, she had to guess at the timing, but she was well-practiced at such dicey maneuvers. Just inside the door, Kheshiri snapped invisibly back to her true shape, spreading her wings to halt her forward momentum. There was, of course, no space to glide, but she had ample room to come to a midair halt, clasp the thick beams supporting the high ceiling and swing herself up onto it, where she crouched catlike, wings compressing against her back. Barely a second had passed; to Saduko, the tiny sound of moving air this caused was only a continuation of the same gust that had startled her in the first place.
 

 
  Satisfied, the enchantress stepped into her chambers, closing and locking the door behind her, oblivious to the demoness crouching above. Kheshiri could feel the lines of power trapping the walls and windows, the spells that would alert their mistress if the door’s frame, hinges or lock were manhandled, even the few miscellaneous enchantments on the carpet ready to impede the unwary. Saduko hadn’t exaggerated her resume, clearly; she was a
  
   very
  
  competent spellcaster when it came to security. She’d neglected, however, to provide measures to warn her of anyone passing through a door that she herself had opened, and as Kheshiri had learned long ago and many times since applied to her own benefit, nobody ever looked
  
   up.
  
 

 
  The enchantress made a quick visual check of her room, no doubt ensuring that her spells were all active. Lucky that she hadn’t added anything specifically to detect demons, especially since she knew she was sharing a house with one and clearly wasn’t happy about it. It had been a gamble, risking that, but anti-demon measures were divine magic; few arcanists had reliable tricks in that line, and hardly any of those were as young as Saduko. Kheshiri noted with some satisfaction that her room wasn’t nearly as large as Shook’s suite, nor as well-appointed.
 

 
  Her smugness vanished when Saduko knelt before a small cabinet, taking nearly a minute to disarm protective spells and open it, and drew out a tiny idol. The faint, acrid crawl of nearby divinity stung her while the enchantress prayed. No priestess was she, but sincere enough in her faith that her meditations attracted some small amount of her god’s attention.
 

 
  Kheshiri slunk backward as far and as silently as she could, till she was huddled against the wall, barely clinging to the beam, and poured as much concentration as she could manage into her invisibility, even reaching into her rarely-used gifts for deflecting divine detection, tricks she had learned from an unwary Elilinist warlock ages ago. She didn’t fear the bombast of Avei, the pursuit of Shaath or the various eccentricities of most of the gods, but this one… This one was savvy. He didn’t fling his power around, but he kept an eye on his people, and
  
   they
  
  were capable enough to be treated with caution.
 

 
  Despite her discomfort and fear, Kheshiri’s imagination bloomed with this revelation, and with new possibilities.
 

 
  People in the Empire tended to think the Empire was the world. It was understandable; in addition to being the planet’s most politically powerful government, Tiraas housed the leader and central offices of the Universal Church, as well as those of nearly all the Pantheon’s cults. It was easy to overlook the fact that the cults existed outside this continent.
 

 
  Which, she reflected as Saduko tucked away her little idol of Eserion and set about re-sealing its housing, made this a wonderfully clever ploy on the part of the Thieves’ Guild; send in a foreigner to infiltrate Vandro’s operations, and nobody would think to wonder if she might be one of theirs. Even if they did, it was unlikely Vandro had the capacity to check up on her history in Kiyosan—if that was even where she came from. Saduko’s accent was right, but accents could be faked, and there were more than a handful of ethnic Sifanese born and raised in the Empire.
 

 
  It seemed that Kheshiri wasn’t the only party interested in derailing the planned heist for her own benefit. She was going to have competition and no end of trouble. This whole thing had just gotten immeasurably more complicated. Even as she began pondering the problem of getting out of this room undetected and unscathed, Kheshiri grinned to herself.
 

 
  Oh, the
  
   fun
  
  she was going to have.
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  On her way back, Trissiny chose to sacrifice speed for the luxury of not being gawped at by every single person she passed; to judge from the questions and pleas that were constantly shouted at her, it was her rank and station that everyone found irresistibly interesting, not the unconscious man draped over the back of her horse. Thankfully, on the way to the Temple, she’d had her prisoner as a vivid excuse for not engaging in chitchat and having to face a lot of questions to which she really had no good answers. Once there, after having deposited the soldier in the care of the Third Silver Legion and left orders concerning his treatment, she had requisitioned a heavy cloak from the quartermaster and proceeded back to Lor’naris on foot, with her armor hidden and no distinctive silver steed to draw attention.
 

 
  She drew back the heavy hood as she approached the intersection where the street began to descend into the border district. Walking around in a heavy hooded cloak had been odd enough to earn her no shortage of glances, but apparently a certain amount of oddness was permissible in a city the size of Tiraas, and she’d been left alone. Now, as she brought her face back into view one of the individuals casually leaning against the wall near the mouth of the street straightened and approached her.
 

 
  “Welcome back, General,” said the drow. Avrith, that was her name; she’d been briefly introduced during the episode earlier, but it had been a little hectic.
 

 
  “Just Trissiny is fine,” she said with a smile. “How are things here? It looks fairly quiet.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Avrith said calmly. Many of the Lorisian drow, Trissiny had noticed, were a tad less self-contained than the example Shaeine set, but they still tended to be hard to read. She thought there was something unhappy in Avrith’s expression, but couldn’t have placed a finger on it. “We have had a very
  
   helpful
  
  visit from the city guard. They
  
   helped
  
  clean up the scene of the attempted firebombing.”
 

 
  “They what?” Trissiny scowled. “…soldiers from Imperial Command, or guards you recognize from previous encounters?”
 

 
  “The latter, I am afraid.”
 

 
  “So, any evidence suggesting any such bombing was attempted is now safely back at the barracks, where I’m
  
   sure
  
  it’s being analyzed with all due diligence and justice will be served,” said Bob, Avrith’s husband and patrol partner. He was a tall, lean human man with sharp features who Trissiny thought might have some elven blood—or maybe her own issues were just making her oversensitive to narrow faces and physiques.
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath and let it out in s heavy sigh. “I should have anticipated that. Did anyone attempt to stop them?”
 

 
  “Not as such,” Avrith said with a faint smile. “Clearly, none of us have the legal authority to interfere with the guard, and it is not wise to antagonize them any more than we must.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t a complete loss, though,” Bob added, grinning. “Lady Shaeine clarified that Princess Zaruda’s diplomatic immunity extends to little things, like cussing at the police. I am in awe of that girl’s vocabulary.”
 

 
  Trissiny clapped a hand over her eyes. “…and she tells
  
   me
  
  not to make things worse.”
 

 
  “Actually, Trissiny, there is some potential good news,” said Avrith, pausing to nod to the two drow standing guard on the other side of the street. “It’s easier demonstrated than explained, however, if you’ll follow me?”
 

 
  “Lead on.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The shop to which they led her was labeled “A Trick of the Light,” which didn’t tell Trissiny anything about what it sold. It didn’t immediately become clearer once they were inside, though she did appreciate the relative warmth. The only items she recognized were on a small rack of shelves near the door, things she’d have expected to find in Elspeth’s shop, which she could identify mostly thanks to Yornhaldt’s class. Arcane power crystals, vials of glittering enchanting powder, spell parchment and charged ink, even pre-forge metal filaments suitable for use as arcane conductors in complex magical instruments.
 

 
  Everything else was a mystery, though. The rows and stands of equipment made no sense to her; they looked more like pieces of disassembled telescopes than anything. At least half the shop appeared to be some kind of art gallery, with banks of drawings or paintings on display. Quite a lot were slightly fuzzy, and all were in a peculiar range of sepia tones.
 

 
  Gabriel, Ruda and Fross were present, all studying the pictures, though they looked up when Trissiny entered with Avrith and Bob. The shop was quite well-lit, with very good modern fairy lamps, so Fross’s glow didn’t have much effect on the lighting even when she zipped excitedly over to Trissiny.
 

 
  “Welcome!” exclaimed the shopkeeper, approaching Trissiny before she had the chance to greet her classmates. The woman was a half-elf—of the obvious variety, with the ears and everything—dressed in jarringly loud fabrics that made her stand out in this sea of sepia. “Welcome to the future! It’s an honor to host you in my humble shop, General Avelea. Take a look around! I’m sure you’ll appreciate the
  
   tactical
  
  value in what I have to offer!”
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny said intelligently.
 

 
  “I am Arpeggia Light, enchantress and innovator, dweller on the cutting edge of progress! My authentic Light-brand lightcappers are the best to be had, hand-crafted by myself and guaranteed to capture the clearest, crispest pictures available, or your money back!”
 

 
  “…oh?”
 

 
  “Just think!” Arpeggia exclaimed, making a sweeping gesture with both hands that encompassed her entire peculiar stock. “Images of enemies and positions, frozen in time with the flick of a switch! In this room you see the birth of a whole new form of art, soon to revolutionize every aspect of mortal society. Behold the future!” She finished with both arms outspread, beaming ecstatically.
 

 
  “Do you by any chance know an Admestus Rafe?” Trissiny asked hesitantly.
 

 
  Ms. Light dropped her arms and her smile. “Okay, seriously. Why do you kids keep asking me that?”
 

 
  “Hey, roomie,” said Ruda, grinning. “Bout time you made it back.”
 

 
  “Where are the others?”
 

 
  “Shaeine went to speak to the folks at the Narisian embassy, and Teal went along because they are attached at the hip.” Gabriel’s tone was light, but his expression solemn and a little tired. “Juniper…is boycotting the human race at the moment.”
 

 
  “Um… What?”
 

 
  “I think she’s just overstimulated,” Fross chimed. “Tiraas has more people and less greenery than she’s ever seen in one place. It’s gotta be a lot to take in!
  
   I’m
  
  having a great time!”
 

 
  “She’s on the roof of the inn, enjoying the cold,” Gabriel said with a shrug. “The privates are staying nearby because…well, they have to. And Toby’s guarding the ladder to the roof like a gargoyle. He’s got it into his head Juno is one more little disappointment from some kind of apocalyptic tantrum.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “What do
  
   you
  
  think?”
 

 
  “Me?” He looked surprised.
 

 
  “I realize there may not have been much talking,” she said dryly, “but what with one thing and another, you’ve probably spent the most time with her.”
 

 
  “I think,” he said slowly, “Fross is right. She’s just adjusting. But…that’s not a bad thing, it’s what she
  
   needs
  
  to do. June’s got a very good handle on her own needs; if she wants a day of quiet, I say she should take one, and no cause for worry. If anything, I’m more concerned about Toby. He gets like this sometimes, when he’s afraid something bad is going to happen.”
 

 
  “He feels responsible for everybody,” Fross said knowingly. “Poor boy’s gonna give himself a heart attack or something. I read about those. They sound
  
   painful.”
  
 

 
  Avrith cleared her throat.
 

 
  “Right, yes, sorry,” said Trissiny. “What was it you wanted to show me?”
 

 
  “Thanks to Peggy’s lightcappers and willingness to donate her time,” said the drow, “we have a visual record of the guards removing the firebombing materials from that alley.”
 

 
  “Avrith’s idea, she’s the strategic mind around here,” said Peggy, grinning maniacally. “I’ve got the prints developing in the back! We have those bastards dead to rights!”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Trissiny, turning to look at the wall of brownish pictures. “You can actually take visual records with these devices?”
 

 
  “It’s actually pretty awesome,” said Ruda. “Yeah, it captures an image of whatever it’s pointed at. Seems our new neighbors here were expecting some underhanded fuckery from the guards and set themselves up to catch it on paper. Peggy set up camp on a roof across from that alley and capped everything the guards did.”
 

 
  “These are a new enough form of enchantment that nobody thinks to account for them,” Peggy admitted,
  
   “yet.
  
  But! They have already been held up in courts as admissible evidence! I’ve actually got the records somewhere around here…”
 

 
  “That’s brilliant!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “I know!” Peggy cried.
 

 
  “But it’s not going to be enough.”
 

 
  Everyone in the room deflated slightly, even Avrith.
 

 
  “Why the hell not?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “What you’ve got is evidence of the guards removing dangerous materials from a crime scene,” Trissiny said, frowning and beginning to pace back and forth. “Which is part of their
  
   job.
  
  It builds toward the case we’re making about their corruption and abuse of power, but it
  
   isn’t
  
  conclusive. It doesn’t prove that one of theirs set the bomb in the first place.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that the Sisters’ job from this point?” asked Gabriel. “I mean, that’s why you took him down there, right?”
 

 
  “They won’t be able to hold him for long,” Trissiny admitted. “Legally, the Sisters can assist in criminal and judicial proceedings, and with as many Avenists as there are in the courts we’re often given a lot of leeway, but the letter of the law is they can only hold a suspect until the actual police take custody of him or her. There’s usually not much hurry, but in this case…”
 

 
  “In this case, the fuckers will want their boy back ASAP,” said Ruda. “Fuck.”
 

 
  “I took him to the Temple in the hope that a confession can be extracted,” said Trissiny grimly, “but he was already showing signs of being stubborn when he woke up. A man in his position knows the law and knows the guards’ policies; he only has to sit there for a few hours refusing to talk. There’s no real pressure on him.”
 

 
  “What, don’t you Legionnaires have interrogators or something?” Gabriel asked. “With the thumbscrews and the dripping water and all that?”
 

 
  “We
  
   don’t
  
  use torture,” Trissiny snapped. “It’s unjust, and also ineffective. A person who breaks under torture just says whatever they think will make the pain stop, which is not necessarily true or useful. Yes, we
  
   do
  
  have methods of breaking resistant prisoners, but they involve building rapport and using a lot of careful manipulations, which takes
  
   time.
  
  I made sure there would be no hurry for the Sisters to report they have the man in their custody, but
  
   something
  
  tells me the local barracks will know about it pretty soon anyway.”
 

 
  “So…this was all for nothing?” Peggy looked positively crushed.
 

 
  “It’s a start, as I said,” Trissiny reassured her. “It’s
  
   part
  
  of the puzzle. We still have a long way to go. If only I could get at the barracks’s
  
   records!”
  
 

 
  “Pfft,” Ruda snorted. “You think they made a
  
   log
  
  of their illegal arson attempt?”
 

 
  “Not that
  
   specifically,
  
  obviously! But the Army, like everything else in the Imperial government, runs on paperwork. There’ll be
  
   something.
  
  Avrith, these guards… Have they shown signs of being generally corrupt aside from trying to push you around?”
 

 
  “In fact, they seem to have been relatively upstanding,” Avrith said calmly. “Racist, impolite and overbearing, but we have heard no complaints of illegal activity on their part, and I assure you we have looked for it. This event is the first thing I have
  
   ever
  
  heard from the local barracks that pushed past the boundaries of the law.”
 

 
  “That’s…good,” Trissiny mused. “It means they won’t be practiced at covering their tracks. That oil and enchanting dust came from
  
   somewhere
  
  and likely wasn’t stolen. It wasn’t purchased on a guard’s salary, either; I’ll bet it was supplied by the barracks out of its operational budget. There may be other things, adjustments to shifts and schedules that explain why that man was here at this time.”
 

 
  “You really think they were dumb enough to send a guard who was
  
   on duty?”
  
  Ruda said scornfully.
 

 
  “Probably not,” Trissiny acknowledged. “But the Army feeds on records the way fire needs fuel. There’ll be
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “So, you want some unnamed records, you’re not even sure what, which you can’t get at in the first place because not
  
   only
  
  are they locked up in a barracks full of guards who
  
   specifically
  
  are pissed at you, but you won’t be able to use anyway if you managed to get them, because you’re trying to build a legal case and
  
   stealing paperwork
  
  pretty much undercuts the whole point.” Ruda shook her head. “Gotta tell you, Shiny Boots, this doesn’t seem like a real useful line of inquiry.”
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat hesitantly. “Um, I’m not an expert on the law, but… If we could find and
  
   get
  
  those records, and if they proved the guards were up to something illegal… Wouldn’t they still be admissible in court?”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Trissiny firmly. “There’s a precedent for that, and for the forgiveness of any charges relevant to acquiring the evidence in question. Anyway, we don’t strictly need to build an airtight case. If it looks like we’ve
  
   nearly
  
  got one, that will motivate Imperial Command to step in and remove the corrupt regiment before a group of citizens ends up putting a black mark against them in the courts. The newspapers alone would have a party with that if it got out.”
 

 
  He nodded. “All right, then… I may have an idea.”
 

 
  “An idea?”
 

 
  “Of how to get those records.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “…go on.”
 

 
  “I sort of…know somebody who knows somebody. Ruda said you made some kind of understanding with an Eserite Bishop, right?” At her nod, he continued. “Well, Elspeth down at the enchanting shop is in good with the Thieves’ Guild. I mean, she hasn’t come out and
  
   said
  
  it, but she’s hinted.”
 

 
  “She is,” said Bob. He shrugged when everyone turned to look at him. “Everyone in the district knows it. You need to get a message to the Guild, Elspeth’s your girl.”
 

 
  “Really,” Trissiny mused. “She’s self-righteous enough I wouldn’t expect her to be into anything illegal.”
 

 
  “She is not involved in anything remotely illegal,” said Avrith. “In fact, due to her condition, her premises are inspected regularly by the Church and the Empire.
  
   Everything
  
  that happens in that shop is scrupulously aboveboard. Such an establishment is extremely useful to an organization like the Guild for a variety of reasons. She is not prone to involving herself in city events, however, or making use of her contacts on behalf of others.”
 

 
  “I think she’d do me a favor,” said Gabriel. “Especially if I can honestly say Bishop What’s-His-Name—”
 

 
  “Darling,” Bob supplied with a grin.
 

 
  “Right, him. He’s tacitly signed off on this.”
 

 
  “I am hesitant to involve thieves for all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons,” Trissiny said, grimacing.
 

 
  Gabriel shrugged. “You want to get something out of a locked barracks, who better?”
 

 
  “Okay, wait a sec,” said Ruda. “Trissiny, a word in your ear, please?”
 

 
  Trissiny let the pirate lead them over to a corner while Gabriel engaged the others in conversation. “You realize this is kind of pointless, right? Avrith and possibly Peggy can hear everything we’re saying.”
 

 
  “These Narisians practice respect like it’s their religion,” said Ruda. “Unless we start plotting her murder, Avrith won’t hear anything she doesn’t think is her business. Look, Shiny Boots, I get that you’re wanting to help these people, and I’m with you on that, but come on. You’re actually considering launching
  
   operations
  
  against the
  
   Imperial Army.
  
  Who died and made you Horsebutt?”
 

 
  “Not the Army,” Trissiny said patiently. “One corrupt fragment of it, which is only a problem because General Panissar isn’t motivated to get off his rump and do something about it. The law is on
  
   our
  
  side.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s one interpretation,” Ruda said skeptically. “But remember that guy in the street said the General was coming down on them? Which he might not have done if you hadn’t lit a fire under him—that’s a pretty quick turnaround, considering he didn’t know this was going on before last night. This all started getting
  
   really
  
  interesting when you started putting the pressure on.”
 

 
  “Are you saying this is
  
   my
  
  fault?” Trissiny exclaimed, forgetting to lower her voice.
 

 
  “Don’t be stupid,” Ruda said sharply. “This would all have come to some kind of a head sooner or later, we all know that. There’s no guessing what might have happened if you hadn’t gotten involved. But the reality is, shit started going down pretty much
  
   exactly
  
  when you stepped in. I don’t believe in coincidence.”
 

 
  “Well, what’s
  
   your
  
  suggestion, then?” Trissiny demanded. “Do nothing?”
 

 
  “Not nothing,” Ruda said, shaking her head. “C’mon, Boots, you know me better than that. Just… Look, maybe I’m the one being irrational, but I’ve got a feeling you’re not being as
  
   careful
  
  about this as you could be. You don’t have to save the day yourself, you know. Why not see what resources the Lorisians have to solve their own problems?”
 

 
  “That is
  
   precisely
  
  what we’re doing,” Trissiny said firmly. “Including their connections to the Thieves’ Guild. Believe me, Ruda, I am
  
   not
  
  looking to start a war with the guard. All we have to do is collect the necessary evidence, and this can still be put to rest quietly.”
 

 
  “If you say so,” said Ruda, doubt plain on her face.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Trissiny said more loudly, turning and striding back to the rest of the group, “let’s have a word with your friend.”
 

 
  “Ah…” He winced. “Actually, Triss, it might be better if you don’t come.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “So, for our discussion that is to be kept private from the ears of a ranking member of the cult of Eserion, you bring us
  
   here.”
  
  Weaver dragged an expressive gaze around the Imperial Casino’s attached restaurant. “This just might be one of the dumbest things I’ve ever heard of. Just to put that into perspective for you, I’ve spent the last few years dealing with college students and their rich parents.”
 

 
  “I know!” Billie said, grinning cheerfully. She was barely head and shoulders above the table, but didn’t seem put off by the size of everything. “It’s
  
   so
  
  stupid, it’s
  
   brilliant!”
  
 

 
  Joe was studying Billie sidelong, fascinated and trying not to obviously stare. She was the first gnome he’d been around in person, and she was so
  
   different.
  
  Elves were delicately built, but aside from their ears, they could potentially be very fine-boned humans in appearance, albeit with rather big, childlike eyes. Dwarves, too, were broad and stocky, not to mention short, but could have fallen at the extreme ends of the human body type.
 

 
  Gnomes, if Billie was a typical example, came from entirely different stock. The proportions were all wrong: her arms were a hint too long, her legs too short, her skull a smidge too large, none enough to be striking but enough to register on Joe’s mathematical awareness. It was hard to make out, fully clothed as she was, but it also seemed her muscles and ligaments attached and moved in ways that weren’t quite
  
   right.
  
  Gnomish women had a reputation for curvaceousness, and while Billie wasn’t particularly buxom he could see where the idea came from. Her short frame was wider from side to side but proportional from front to back; that, and her spine had a deeply sinuous curve that made her seem far more rounded than she was. There was also the faintest elongation of her nose and lower jaw—not that she had a muzzle, but that she might be descended from something which had. The ears which poked up through her dense mop of hair were pointed but also tufted, more like a cat’s than an elf’s, and it was hard to tell with her frizzy mane in the way, but they seemed to move of their own volition from time to time.
 

 
  He averted his gaze, determined not to stare, and caught McGraw watching him. The old man smiled faintly, turning his attention back to the conversation.
 

 
  “Anybody who uses that argument is only one of those things,” Weaver was saying.
 

 
  “Thanks!” Billie said brightly.
 

 
  “That wasn’t—no, nevermind, fuck it. Where’s that girl with our drinks?” he grumbled, slouching in his chair and folding his arms.
 

 
  “Actually, it’s not a bad idea,” said Mary. Being technically a public enemy, she had applied a little glamor, turning her hair a typical elven blonde, though her attire was still drawing stares. “The measures we would need to undertake to really keep Darling out of our business would be borderline hostile in their intensity. We must simply trust that he will choose to grant us space to speak in private. Meeting here is an expression of that trust.”
 

 
  “You seem more acquainted with the man than the rest of us,” said McGraw. “In your opinion, is that trust warranted?”
 

 
  “He is what he is,” she replied calmly. “A thief is a thief, no matter the scale on which he operates. But Darling is an
  
   intelligent
  
  thief, who knows when pushing will not serve his interests.”
 

 
  “Which is a roundabout way of saying…what, exactly?” Weaver raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “In this case,” said Mary, “I think he will grant us our space. In
  
   general,
  
  I think he will treat us respectfully. I am not, however, comfortable broadly describing the man as
  
   trustworthy.”
  
 

 
  “That sorta brings us to the topic at hand, doesn’t it?” said Joe. “I’ll be honest: whatever reputation I have, I’ve been on exactly one adventure in my life and it ended last week. The rest of the time I was just protecting my town. Being admittedly over my head, here, I’m very interested in hearing what y’all think of Darling’s proposal.”
 

 
  “He’s full of it,” Weaver grunted.
 

 
  “Hell yes he is,” Billie said easily, “but like Mary says, that doesn’t mean he’s gonna screw us over. An honest person might up and do any damn thing at all if they’re pressured; a really good trickster doesn’t lie if he can help it.”
 

 
  “Seems…counterintuitive,” Joe said carefully.
 

 
  “Yup!” The gnome grinned up at him. “All the really good stuff is.”
 

 
  At that moment, a young woman in the tight uniform of the Imperial Casino approached their table, bearing a tray laden with drinks. “Here we are,” she said cheerfully, setting each in front of its patron, and glanced at the menus, most of which were still lying unopened on the table. “Had a chance to decide what you’d like to order?”
 

 
  “Hello, yes,” Billie said, suddenly all business. “We’re still contemplating meals, but on the recommendation of my very good friend Mr. McGraw, here, we’d like an appetizer plate of fried calamari with Punaji curry sauce. And I would like to bury my face in your cleavage, please.”
 

 
  Joe choked on his orange juice.
 

 
  “That’s not on the menu,” the waitress said with amusement, reaching down to ruffle Billie’s hair. “One calamari platter coming up.”
 

 
  “Just as a point of reference,” said McGraw in a somewhat strained tone as the girl sashayed away, “everyone working here is technically in the employ of the Thieves’ Guild. Some of the servers and guards and such are actually apprentices, who answer to individuals I really don’t want irritated with me. So can we keep the harassment of the staff to a minimum, please?”
 

 
  “Yes, I am,” Billie said seriously. “That was the minimum. So, Joe! What was this one and only adventure of yours?”
 

 
  “Had to go to the center of the Golden Sea,” he said noncommittally. After a moment’s silence, he looked up from his orange juice to find them all staring at him. “…what?”
 

 
  “The
  
   center
  
  of the Golden Sea?” Weaver demanded. “It has a
  
   center?
  
  I call bullshit.”
 

 
  “No one has ever been there,” said Mary. “It was thought to be unreachable, if indeed it even existed.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said thoughtfully. “Might have had something to do with the company I was keeping. The Shifter needed to get there and needed an escort to do any necessary shootin’. There’s a kind of dimensional portal in the center; she used it to leave this world.”
 

 
  “Wait, you know the
  
   Shifter?”
  
  Billie exclaimed. “Just what the hell kind of town is Sarasio?!”
 

 
  “The Shifter
  
   left
  
  the world?” Mary frowned. “That makes little sense. The Shifter is in all worlds; that’s the whole point of her.”
 

 
  “What the hell is a Shifter?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  Joe sighed and shrugged. “I wasn’t claiming to understand the details. You’d have to ask Jenny, which as I just indicated isn’t really an option anymore. Some folk from the Imperial Army were after her; apparently the situation was a little rich for her blood.
  
   Anyway,
  
  we’re getting off topic, here. Not that I’m averse to swapping stories sometime, but we were discussing whether we’re going to take Darling’s deal.”
 

 
  “I am,” said Billie with a shrug, taking a sip of her cocktail. “Pay’s good and it’s not morally abhorrent; that’s all I really ask out of life. Plus, dragon! Always wanted to fight a dragon.”
 

 
  “There are cleaner ways to die,” Weaver said, curling his lip.
 

 
  “Pfft, who wants to die cleanly? Cowards and lazy people, that’s who.”
 

 
  “Well, you can sign me up for both,” he said, toying with his own drink but not lifting it to his mouth. “This isn’t even the kind of job I’d normally consider; if it wasn’t for what he’s offering, I wouldn’t even be having this conversation. For all that, it’s not the job that leaves me uncertain, but what it implies.”
 

 
  “That, I think, is the real issue before us,” said McGraw. “I might be mistaken—it wouldn’t be the first time—but what Darling implied about the Church looking to recruit or destroy everyone left in our loose little fraternity of wandering souls… Well, that smacks to me of the end of an era.”
 

 
  “The Age of Adventures has been over for centuries,” Weaver said dismissively.
 

 
  “Has it?” McGraw leaned his head back to stare down his nose at the younger man. “The word ‘adventurer’ may be synonymous with ‘grandstanding fool’ these days, but the very fact that people find the need to seek other terms for the likes of those of us at this table proves there’s still a place for us in the world. If the Archpope has his way, that’s about to change.”
 

 
  “It sounds to me like this matter is the sticking point,” said Joe. “Those of us who’re uncertain whether to go for the deal are worried about those longer-term implications, not about
  
   this
  
  job in particular. Right?”
 

 
  “Pretty much,” Weaver said reluctantly. “I mean, it’s a crap job, but… Darling’s got us by the short ones there, if he can actually back up his promise.”
 

 
  “He strikes me as a man too intelligent to make promises he couldn’t back up to the likes of us,” said McGraw.
 

 
  “I agree,” Mary nodded.
 

 
  “Then that’s our point of contention,” said Joe. “Mary, you know Darling better than most of us, and you’re the oldest person here by a pretty huge margin. What do you think?”
 

 
  She cocked her head to one side, a strikingly birdlike gesture. “Great powers rise and fall; the Church itself will not endure forever. I agree with Elias; the Archpope’s plans, if brought to fruition, would severely hamper our ability to move. I, as I have no intention of serving his ambitions, would be forced to lie low for however many centuries it would take for the political structure of Tiraas to collapse. In the long term, however, they always do. This is not without precedent; in the days of the Heroes’ Guild, a similar situation prevailed. All things pass.”
 

 
  “It’s a pretty well permanent state of affairs for those of us who
  
   aren’t
  
  immortal,” Weaver commented.
 

 
  “Oh?” Mary turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “Can you actually die, Gravestone? Will you?”
 

 
  He only grunted and took a drink.
 

 
  “What are
  
   you
  
  going to do?” Joe asked, staring at Mary.
 

 
  “I will take the deal,” she said, calm as ever. “In this matter, Antonio Darling can be relied upon, because his nature and his interests align with my goals. And those of each of you, if I may assume that none of you wish to either retire or work for the Church.”
 

 
  “Until this week, I
  
   was
  
  retired,” Weaver complained.
 

 
  “And the other option?” McGraw asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Hell with that. If the only option is doing Justinian’s dirty work, I’m goin’ right back to Last Rock and my nice, quiet library.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I think we’re pretty much all in agreement on that,” said Billie cheerfully. “So the question becomes, why do you think throwing our lot in with Darling’s the best way to achieve that?”
 

 
  “Darling is a priest of Eserion,” said Mary. “The former High Priest, in fact. He is also a Bishop in the Universal Church, and a high-ranking official in the Imperial government. Those loyalties contradict each other directly. The Church and the Empire feud constantly for power; the Guild’s driving force is the goal of preventing
  
   anyone
  
  from acquiring too much power. At issue is which of these alignments truly has his loyalty. In my estimation, it is that of his god.”
 

 
  “How certain are you of that?” McGraw asked quietly.
 

 
  “Very. I have watched him with care; he embodies the principles of Eserion’s faith in his daily life. I do not know the full extent of what Darling is planning, but his plans are not Justinian’s. I believe that when it comes down to it, he will act to undercut the Archpope. On that day, I would prefer to be at hand and involved than in some distant corner of the world, waiting to learn how my fate has been decided.”
 

 
  A grim silence fell over the table. In unison, all five of them sipped at their drinks, staring into the distance.
 

 
  “Hi there,” said their waitress, bustling back up to their table with a platter of steaming calimari and bowls of dipping sauce. She bent over to place it on the table, ignoring the way Billie craned her neck to get a better view. “Come to any decisions?”
 

 
  Weaver sighed. “Yeah… Looks like we pretty much have.”
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  “You’d think she could hang out with us a little,” Gabriel grumbled as he and Trissiny stepped into the inn’s stairwell. Behind them, Ruda appeared already to be making friends—despite having left them just seconds ago—by swaggering up to the most crowded table in the common room and offering to buy a round.
 

 
  “Ruda’s a social creature, and she sees
  
   us
  
  all the time,” Trissiny said with a shrug. “Let her relax in her own way. We still see plenty of her during study sessions and our activities on behalf of the district.”
 

 
  “I’m half tempted to ditch the studying, what with Tellwyrn not even
  
   being
  
  here,” he grumbled. “I was really hoping to have time to visit my dad while I’m in the city. Should’ve done that today, while Juniper’s having her sulk.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn would know.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he sighed. “She
  
   always knows.”
  
 

 
  “Perhaps you could send your father a message?” she suggested. “If he’s not too busy to join us briefly, I’m sure he’d be glad to see Toby again, too. And I wouldn’t mind meeting—”
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  no you don’t,” he said sharply. “Seriously, not a good idea. My dad… He’s not as bad as Elspeth, but he doesn’t much enjoy the company of cleric-type people. Too many have asked pushy questions about my, uh, origin.”
 

 
  “The word is ‘conception,’” she said dryly. “And yes, I can imagine. I’m a little curious myself about—”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why this isn’t happening,” Gabe said firmly. “Perhaps I should have said ‘smug, disdainful accusations disguised as pushy questions.’ We don’t talk about it.
  
   You
  
  will just piss him off, and he doesn’t need or deserve it.”
 

 
  “I suppose that’s fair,” Trissiny said slowly, keeping her eyes on the stairs as she climbed. “It isn’t right to impose. I just can’t help…
  
   wondering.
  
  Clearly he had his reasons. I mean, you’ve got your issues, Gabe, but you’re generally too well-adjusted to have been raised by some kind of deviant lunatic.”
 

 
  “Be still, my heart.”
 

 
  They arrived at the top floor and came to a stop in unison. There were strangers in their lounge area.
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said slowly. “Afternoon, ladies. Sorry to be pushy, but, uh, this floor is reserved…”
 

 
  “Yes, and you took your time getting here,” said one of the elves, grinning.
 

 
  “But you’re here now,” added the other. “So let’s talk business! What can we do for you?”
 

 
  The visitors were both elves, dressed in simple clothing that might have belonged to any factory laborer if not for a striking preference for very dark shades. Grays, browns and deep blues, specifically, rather than black. One wore a suitably heavy winter coat; the other had a thick
  
   cloak
  
  draped around her shoulders, which ruined her otherwise passably normal look.
 

 
  “Do for us?” Trissiny asked carefully. “And…you are?”
 

 
  “I’m Flora,” said the one in the cloak, flourishing it as she bowed, then arranged herself atop it in a chair.
 

 
  “I’m Fauna,” added her counterpart, offering a mocking salute.
 

 
  “You called for aid from the Thieves’ Guild, yes?”
 

 
  “So, here we are. Whatcha need?”
 

 
  “…seriously?” said Gabriel. “Flora and Fauna?”
 

 
  “They use tags rather than their real names,” said Trissiny. “It’s a religious thing, don’t be rude.”
 

 
  “While she’s not wrong,” said Flora, “we’re apprentices; no tags yet.”
 

 
  “Those actually are our names.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said slowly. “And which of us are you following?”
 

 
  The two elves exchanged a quizzical glance. “Following?” Flora asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Gabriel has
  
   just
  
  come back from speaking with Elspeth. It would take time for a message to be sent and responded to—much more time than this. You, or one of your compatriots, were waiting. Since you managed to get back here ahead of us, you’d almost have to have been
  
   there
  
  when he spoke with Elspeth.”
 

 
  “Well, well,” said Fauna, smiling. “And here we were told she wasn’t quick on the uptake.”
 

 
  “This is much better,” Flora added. “Dense people are such a pain to work with.”
 

 
  “Consider it our audition, then,” Fauna added, smiling broadly at Trissiny. “We know what we’re about and can get the job done.”
 

 
  “Which brings us back to our increasingly tedious original question…”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  the job?”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a slow, calming breath. “This is a very sensitive matter. Can I trust you two to be…discreet?”
 

 
  “That’s a
  
   little
  
  like asking a Legionnaire if she’s ready for a fight,” Flora remarked.
 

 
  “Not
  
   quite
  
  insulting,” added Fauna, “but missing the point to a nearly insulting degree.”
 

 
  “Fine, sorry,” said Trissiny. “I’ll just have to trust you to keep this to yourselves, then. I’m sure you’ve heard about the increasing problems Lor’naris is having with the city guard. Are you aware of the firebombing attempt this morning?”
 

 
  “Of course, we’re not blind.”
 

 
  “And yes, we know who was behind it.”
 

 
  “You weren’t exactly subtle with the guy.”
 

 
  “Okay, do you two
  
   always
  
  talk in tandem?” Gabriel asked. “I’ve gotta tell you, that’s more creepy than cute.”
 

 
  The elves grinned broadly at him.
 

 
  “And what makes you think we intend to be cute?”
 

 
  “I need evidence!” Trissiny said loudly, shooting Gabe a glare. “Something concrete to tie the corrupt soldiers of that barracks to the bombing. Any such will be inside the barracks itself.”
 

 
  The elves exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “What, you expect them to have a
  
   log
  
  of their illegal bombing attempt?”
 

 
  “No I don’t—why does everyone keep—” Trissiny cut herself off and breathed deeply again. “Look. I don’t anticipate there’ll be a signed confession. That operation, like all operations, required
  
   resources,
  
  and those came from somewhere. The Army’s bureaucracy being what it is, there will be a paper trail. If there’s anything definitive, I’d like you to find and retrieve it.”
 

 
  Flora and Fauna regarded her in silence for a moment, then shifted to look at each other. They seemed to be having a mute conversation. Finally, Fauna stood from the chair she’d commandeered and paced over to the windows, where she peered out at the street. Flora crossed her arms, leaning back in her own seat. The cloak draped over it and under her created the suggestion of a queen on a throne.
 

 
  “Robbing the Imperial Army itself, hm,” Fauna said at last. “That’s dicey.”
 

 
  “Not the central headquarters, obviously,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “It’s more plausible than it sounds,” Flora mused. “People who it would be absolutely crazy to try to rob tend to skimp on their security. It’s unlikely anyone has ever tried this.”
 

 
  “At least not at that particular barracks,” Fauna added, earning a grin from her counterpart.
 

 
  “All right, General, we’re in.”
 

 
  “There’s one important point,” said Trissiny. “I know how important credit for successful thefts is to you people, but it would really be best if your involvement in this is kept scrupulously quiet. For something so illegal
  
   and
  
  guaranteed to antagonize the soldiers in question…well, it’s better if the weight of it falls on me.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Gabriel interjected. “You said that if it’s for the greater good and we successfully prove the guards are corrupt, any charges for the break-in will be forgiven.”
 

 
  “No,” she said patiently, “I said there is a
  
   precedent
  
  for that. Imperial magistrates have discretion in such matters, but they don’t pardon vigilantism in general—that’d be a recipe for anarchy. Hands of Avei are useful to the justice system because we operate with but outside the law.”
 

 
  “Sharidan’s a pretty laid-back sort of chap,” added Fauna, “and the whole Tirasian Dynasty espouses the philosophy of the velvet glove, but at least on paper, the Empire is still a military dictatorship.”
 

 
  “Imperial magistrates have an admirably ruthless appreciation for whatever gets the job done,” Flora agreed, “but she’s right—a Hand of Avei doing it is a whole different subject from a couple of apprentice thieves.”
 

 
  “They take a
  
   very
  
  dim view of folks undercutting the power of Imperial authorities in particular.”
 

 
  “Anything that smacks of rebellion, really.”
 

 
  “So, no, Trissiny, we have
  
   no
  
  problem with you hogging the credit on this one,” Fauna said, grinning.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Trissiny said. “You’re certain you can handle this? You’ve mentioned you’re just apprentices; I don’t want to be responsible for you getting hurt. Adding Bishop Darling to the list of people annoyed at me wouldn’t be a good move.”
 

 
  “We wouldn’t have agreed to help if we weren’t confident,” said Flora.
 

 
  “And I thought we’d already passed our audition,” Fauna added, “but if not…here, catch.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned and snagged the object the elf tossed out of the air, then frowned. “…this is my coin purse.”
 

 
  “Sure is. Have I made my point?”
 

 
  Flora rose gracefully to her feet and joined her compatriot. They bowed in unison, smiling cheekily. “You’ll be hearing from us as soon as the job’s done. Hope you’re not a heavy sleeper.”
 

 
  “I’m not one to care overmuch about money,” said Trissiny grimly, looking into her coin purse, “but I had a
  
   little
  
  more silver than this.”
 

 
  “Consider that a fee,” said Fauna cheerfully. “Not for the job—that’s just our civic duty—but for summoning a couple of thieves and then impugning our skills.”
 

 
  “See you soon!” Flora chirped, and they set off down the stairs at a good pace that wasn’t too efficient to disguise an obvious swagger. The two students watched them depart.
 

 
  “Man,” Gabriel said at last, “you make friends everywhere you go, don’t you?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well. Well
  
   well
  
  well
  
   well
  
  well well!”
 

 
  Shook froze, stiffening. Beside him, her arm tucked through his, Kheshiri shifted to look over her shoulder at the voice from behind them.
 

 
  Strolling through the courtyard wasn’t exactly his idea of a good time, but he was running out of ways to keep himself occupied, and in any case needed some time to think. Even Vandro’s endless supply of amenable girls were losing some of their novelty, largely because Shook had become rather spoiled by having a woman on hand who obeyed without question, refused him nothing, never complained about her treatment and always came back for more. He was now wondering if this was just the natural side effect of having a captive succubus or if Kheshiri was deliberately messing with his head. He’d told her to be quiet, so there was little harm in having her along while he contemplated her wiles. Anyhow, it made her happy; she’d actually been acting jealous of him and the time he spent around other women, which was almost endearing.
 

 
  Slowly, he turned to face the speaker, who was framed in the open gate to the villa’s grounds, hands on her hips, wearing a particularly shit-eating grin.
 

 
  
   “Look
  
  who’s out and about and not in jail,” Arachne Tellwyrn said brightly. “Those Guild lawyers really know their stuff. And Kheshiri! Someone finally let you out of your bottle, I see.”
 

 
  Kheshiri, who was in her standard mortal disguise, scowled in blended puzzlement and irritation. “Excuse me? Have we
  
   met?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right, you didn’t know I was watching… Well, never mind, that’s all ancient history. Whatever are you doing with
  
   this
  
  galoot?”
 

 
  “And why wouldn’t I be?” the succubus asked, twining both of her arms around Shook’s and resting her chin on his shoulder, smirking. “He’s a demigod in the sack.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted loudly.
 

 
  “May I fucking
  
   help
  
  you?” Shook grated.
 

 
  “Why, Jerry, you found us an elf!” Alan Vandro exclaimed, strolling up to them with a cocktail in one hand. “Why don’t you introduce us? I see you two have met.”
 

 
  Shook wasn’t quite sure what Vandro did with his time when the man was out of his sight, but this was not the first time he’d seen his host appear as if by magic in time to prevent a tense situation from going sour. Vandro described his estate as a haven of fun and relaxation, and it seemed he had the will and the means to prevent anyone from ruining the atmosphere.
 

 
  “Alan Vandro,” Shook said tensely, not taking his eyes off the new arrival, “this is Arachne Tellwryn.”
 

 
  At that, Vandro actually looked startled. “Wait—really? Are you sure?
  
   The
  
  Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “The
  
   the
  
  herself,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “Good, you’re the fellow in charge of this joint. I understand you like to throw a lot of frivolous parties.”
 

 
  “Why, yes I do!” Vandro said, beaming. “Some of the best and most frivolous people in the province put in appearances at my little shindigs, but I must say
  
   you
  
  would be an honored guest indeed.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said, deadpan. “I’m looking for someone who’s been loitering in this city, likely crashing the most hoity-toity events being held, if I know him. Unfortunately I’m having the damnedest time tracking him down, as just mentioning his name seems to make people wet themselves and slam the door in my face.”
 

 
  “Oh. Really?” Vandro frowned thoughtfully. “You’re looking for Zanzayed the Blue?”
 

 
  “Ah,” she said with satisfaction, “then he
  
   is
  
  here?”
 

 
  “Well, I certainly hope so,” Vandro replied, grinning. “I’m having one of my asinine little get-togethers two nights hence and I’ve already ordered all his favorite hors d’oeuvres. It’ll just break my little heart if he doesn’t come.”
 

 
  “You
  
   want
  
  him to come?”
 

 
  “Are you kidding?” Vandro grinned even more broadly, idly swirling his drink. “Everyone practically shits themselves at learning they’re in a room with a dragon. Ever seen a bunch of rich, powerful assholes in that sweet moment when they learn they are
  
   not
  
  the biggest, baddest thing around?”
 

 
  “Frequently,” she said with a reminiscent smile.
 

 
  “Glorious, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Definitely has its points.”
 

 
  “Yeah, Zanzayed was still in the city last I heard, but there’s no telling how much longer he’s going to stay. Apparently things went sour with that noblewoman he was trying to work over. If I were him, I’d find the place serving the most free drinks and put them out of business, but who can say how dragons think?”
 

 
  “Mm. As long as the drinks are of good quality, served by pretty girls in the company of well-dressed nobles…that’s more his scene.” Tellwyrn sighed, glancing around the courtyard. “Day after tomorrow, then? Damn it all, I’d really hoped to have this dealt with faster than that, but there’s just no running him to ground when he doesn’t want to be…”
 

 
  “Well, now, I’d hate for you to have come all this way only to leave disappointed,” Vandro said magnanimously. “We’ve got all
  
   kinds
  
  of room, and it’s full of absolutely tasteless amounts of luxury. Why not stay and enjoy my hospitality until you find your friend?”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Shook burst out. “Alan, have you lost your mind? This creep
  
   lives
  
  to wreck other people’s business!”
 

 
  “Jerry, son,” Vandro said, suddenly tense, “let’s not be needlessly provocative with the charmingly eccentric archmage.”
 

 
  “The hell with it,” Shook snapped. “If she decides to incinerate everyone or turn me into a lawn sculpture, she’ll just fucking up and
  
   do
  
  it, and there’s not much anybody can do to stop her. I’ll be damned if I’m giving her the satisfaction of seeing me cringe and grovel first.”
 

 
  “Why, Mr. Shook,” Tellwyrn said with a little smile. “You’d best be careful; keep showing that kind of backbone and I’ll find myself respecting you. Then I’ll be
  
   really
  
  annoyed.”
 

 
  He just glared at her. Kheshiri, wisely, remained silent.
 

 
  “There, see? All friends!” Vandro said cheerfully. “What do you say, ma’am? My home is yours as long as you need it.”
 

 
  “Very generous,” Tellwyrn said skeptically. “What’s the catch?”
 

 
  “Well,” Vandro said, stepping over and placing a hand at the small of her back, gently ushering her toward the main house. For a wonder, Tellwyrn let herself be ushered. “I’m afraid you’ll have to put up with me clumsily trying to get into your pants.”
 

 
  “Ah, I see.”
 

 
  “I’m over-ambitious, y’see, and not terribly bright.”
 

 
  “I believe you.”
 

 
  “Honestly, hon, it’s not even that you’re my type, but… The
  
   bragging
  
  rights. You understand.”
 

 
  “Quite.”
 

 
  Shook, staring after them, clenched his fists until his knuckles crackled under the strain.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “You look like hell,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Nice to see you too,” Toby said wryly, massaging the back of his stiff neck and glancing around the lounge. Dusk was falling; the dim light from the windows had taken on a reddish tint. “Where is everyone?”
 

 
  “Ruda is downstairs in the common room and looks like she plans to make a night of it; the lads just trooped down to join her. But you probably knew
  
   that.
  
  Shaeine and Teal took off for the embassy hours ago, and I suspect they found something a lot less official to occupy themselves after that. Fross and Trissiny went for a walk—well, a walk and a hover, I guess. About time, too, she was pacing like a caged tiger and looking about as friendly.”
 

 
  “I assume you don’t mean Fross,” Toby said, grinning.
 

 
  “Good catch, smartass. And of course, you know where Juniper is.”
 

 
  Toby sighed heavily. “I’m ridiculously tired for as little as I’ve actually done all day.”
 

 
  Gabriel shut the book in his lap, moved it to the low table and set down the clipboard with the paper on which he was writing on top of it. “I don’t think so. You’ve basically been holding yourself at maximum tension waiting for the hammer to fall all day. That’d exhaust anyone. And seriously, man, I know I say this a lot but right now you
  
   specifically
  
  need to lighten up.”
 

 
  “I know,” Toby groaned, leaning against the wall. “So you keep telling me. And it’s not even that I disagree…”
 

 
  “But…?” Gabe prompted.
 

 
  He sighed. “I just… I don’t understand her.”
 

 
  “She’s a fairy, man. You’re not supposed to understand her.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but it’s…” Toby sighed again. “Tastes like pig. You know?”
 

 
  “She’s not gonna start
  
   hunting
  
  people in the streets,” Gabe said. “You know the rules she’s operating under.”
 

 
  “It’s not that. Something’s bothering her, and… With most people, I’m good at working out what’s wrong and helping if I can. Lots of them just need someone to listen. But with Juniper… I can’t
  
   read
  
  her. One minute she’s just this naïve, good-hearted girl who’s kind and cheerful and I know exactly where I stand, and the next she’s something terrifyingly alien.
  
   That’s
  
  what’s weighing on me. If she
  
   does
  
  snap and start… Well, I don’t know how to see it coming.”
 

 
  “Toby, I hate to say it, but you’re probably making it worse.”
 

 
  “Worse?”
 

 
  “Seriously, you’re just pissing her off at this point. I really don’t think we have anything to worry about
  
   unless
  
  something specifically sets her off. Which you’re kind of doing.”
 

 
  Toby frowned. “She told you that?”
 

 
  “No, I haven’t talked to her since this morning. But she told us all she wants some space to herself with no people around, and you then spent the whole day hovering. Come on. How would
  
   you
  
  feel?”
 

 
  “That’s…well, crud, you’re completely right.” Toby leaned his head back, thunking it against the wall. “Uh, I’m an idiot.”
 

 
  “You’re overburdened with the cares of others,” Gabriel said wisely. “Sometimes, my friend, you’ve gotta let people make their own mistakes.”
 

 
  “Well, it seems to have worked with you.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Gabe said cheerfully. “In any case, just…go relax, man. Take a nap, go down and hang with Ruda and the boys. Something to take your mind off all this.”
 

 
  Toby glanced at the short hall which terminated in the narrow stairwell that led to the roof. “I don’t… Finchley, Rook and Moriarty only agreed to take a break because I said I wouldn’t leave her unwatched.”
 

 
  “You’re not,” Gabriel assured him. “I will sit in this room until she either comes through and goes to bed or you come back out. Fair?”
 

 
  “I…yeah. Thanks. In fact, a nap sounds like a really good idea. We’ll try again tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Or, don’t try again. Try leaving her alone for a while.”
 

 
  “I’ll think about it,” Toby muttered, turning and shuffling into their room and shutting the door gently behind him.
 

 
  Gabriel shook his head and reached for his book again.
 

 
  “Psst.” He looked up to find Juniper peering around the corner from the roof access hall at him. “Is he gone?”
 

 
  “Uh…he’s in there, getting some sleep. Are you okay?”
 

 
  She was still in her human guise, but had dispensed with all the mandated outer garments. After spending the whole day on the privacy of the roof, she was soaked with sleet, her hair wind-blown, sopping wet and actually twisted into odd shapes by patches of frost. Freezing water dripped down her, plastering her sheer sundress very distractingly to her skin. Despite all that, she didn’t seem at all uncomfortable.
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Juniper said crossly. “I just wanted a little time to myself. There aren’t many plants in this city, and the only animals are humans. It’s all so…weird. Hard to center myself.” She sighed, turning to stare gloomily out the windows.
 

 
  “Hey, can I ask you something?” Gabriel inquired, getting up and walking over to join her.
 

 
  Juniper shrugged. “I’ve never understood this thing where people ask about asking. If you’re curious, ask. No harm in that.”
 

 
  “It’s about respecting your feelings,” he said with a smile. “Giving you a chance to cut off the conversation if you don’t want to talk.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well… I guess that makes sense. That’s actually very considerate.” She turned to give him a bright smile. “What did you want to know?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s… A little awkward, I’m not sure how to…”
 

 
  “Gabriel, you have had your penis in every part of me where it would fit. Seriously, just spit it out. I’m not gonna be shocked.”
 

 
  He flushed deeply, then cleared his throat. “It’s just, if this
  
   weren’t
  
  a school sanctioned trip, if there were no rules… I’m just trying to figure out where we stand. Would you actually…y’know…eat me?”
 

 
  “Of course not!” she exclaimed, looking scandalized.
 

 
  Gabriel un-tensed a bit. “Okay. Yeah, I figured, but I just…”
 

 
  “I mean, no offense, Gabe, but
  
   nothing
  
  eats demon.
  
   Blech.
  
  I realize you’re only half, but I can smell it on you, and… Yeah, it’s not
  
   unpleasant,
  
  you know, but definitely not appetizing.”
 

 
  He had re-tensed while she spoke. “I…see. Um. What about the others?”
 

 
  “Others? Our classmates?”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  She shrugged, looking back out over the street. “Well, mother forbids us eating elves, so that rules out Trissiny and Shaeine. And Fross is basically a little clump of pure magic; no nutritional value except to other pixies.”
 

 
  “And…” He paused to swallow heavily. “Ruda? Toby?”
 

 
  “Sure,” Juniper said nonchalantly. “I mean, I’d have to be
  
   hungry.
  
  Not just peckish, but seriously needing nutrition. Otherwise I’d must rather keep them alive. I
  
   like
  
  Ruda and Toby. Even when he’s being an annoying mother hen.”
 

 
  “I don’t… I don’t understand how you can think that way,” Gabriel said very carefully. “They’re… They’re your
  
   friends.
  
  Wouldn’t you miss them if they were gone?”
 

 
  “Of course I would,” she said patiently. “And I
  
   will,
  
  when they die. Which they will. You’re all going to die, eventually, and when you do, something will be nourished by your flesh. I would
  
   think
  
  you’d care enough about me to prefer that would be
  
   me
  
  than some random bunch of microbes.”
 

 
  “I, um… You should know there’s a kind of a
  
   disconnect
  
  there,” he said. “This kind of talk
  
   really
  
  bothers people.”
 

 
  “You asked!” she exclaimed.
 

 
  “Yes, I did,” he said soothingly, “and I appreciate you clearing it up for me. It’s just gonna be hard to…process. For humans, caring about someone… Loving someone means you wouldn’t
  
   eat
  
  them.”
 

 
  “Oh, you people and your taboos,” she said, scowling. “Your laws and customs, and stupid square buildings and fences and domestications and all these completely arbitrary,
  
   made-up
  
  rules that don’t
  
   mean
  
  anything but you act like they’re the center of the world!” Juniper’s voice rose steadily while she spoke, until she finally slapped a hand against the windowpane. The whole thing rattled in its housing, but thankfully didn’t break. Gabriel began easing backward away from her. “I’m just so
  
   tired
  
  of it! How can you
  
   live
  
  like this? You’re animals! You are all. Just.
  
   Animals!
  
  Just
  
   act
  
  like it!”
 

 
  Juniper stopped, drew in a deep breath and let it out explosively. “Feh… Now I’m all tense and wound up. C’mon, let’s go have sex.”
 

 
  “Um,” he said hesitantly. “I, um… It’s not that I don’t… I mean, I’ve just gained a sort of
  
   perspective
  
  about you and I, uh, I need time to think about it. I mean, I’ve kind of misjudged you, and I want to treat you fairly, and that’s gonna involve some sorting out how I really feel, and, y’know, what to do about it…”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said impatiently, “you can do all that anytime.” A sudden, sly smile crossed her face, and she pressed forward, backing him against the wall and pushing her chest into his. Gabriel let out a soft squeak when she leaned in and nipped gently at the base of his throat. “You can do that
  
   after
  
  you spend a couple of hours enjoying every pleasure my body can give you.”
 

 
  “I…well…that… Yeah, okay.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Lakshmi said, smiling fondly. “You can tell me all about it on the way
  
   home.”
  
 

 
  “Aw,” Sanjay whined. “It’s still early! I wanted to go to the park!”
 

 
  “Kid, it is nearly
  
   dark.
  
  You know what kind of creeps hang around in the park at night?”
 

 
  “Creeps like
  
   you?”
  
  He stuck out his tongue at her.
 

 
  “Exactly,” she said, nodding solemnly. “You wouldn’t want to meet
  
   them
  
  in the dark of the night, would you? C’mon, squirt, it’s getting colder and we still have to eat. Home.”
 

 
  Sanjay fell into step beside her. The sidewalks had emptied enough for them to walk together without needing to weave and dodge around other passersby. “Home was in Puna Dara,” he muttered rebelliously.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Lakshmi said softly, nodding.
 

 
  Sanjay looked up at her in surprise. “What, really? You’re not gonna give me some speech about how
  
   this
  
  is our new home?”
 

 
  “What, this ice city?” She shuddered. “Please. Tiraas is a place, like any other. We’re Punaji, and don’t you ever forget it. But…this can be a
  
   good
  
  place. There are opportunities here we’d never have found back home. Just takes a little work and cleverness, is all. If we do our part to take care of the city, it’ll take care of us.”
 

 
  “So that’s why you were in such a hurry to tell that paladin about the bomber?”
 

 
  “Exactly. That, and she’s a useful person to get on the good side of.” Lakshmi patted him on the head, which was covered by a thick knitted cap. “Now c’mon, pick up those feet. I don’t wanna be out in this miserable cold any longer than we absolutely have to.”
 

 
  As they passed a small newsstand, boarded up at this hour, a young woman in a thick longcoat and heavy scarf who’d been leaning against the nearby wall reading the day’s paper looked up, honing in on their conversation. She stood in silence while Sanjay and Lakshmi continued up the sidewalk, letting them get a good twenty paces ahead before folding the paper and tucking it under her arm, stepping out onto the walkway after them.
 

 
  As she fell in, she carefully adjusted her collar, making sure the heavy overcoat and scarf concealed the Imperial Army insignia below. Night was falling, people were hurrying to get home out of the cold, and nobody paid any attention to her, least of all the two Punaji she followed toward their home.
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  Ruda stopped in the doorway to her room, blinking sleepily at the scene in the lounge. “….the hell is all this?”
 

 
  “Breakfast,” Gabriel said helpfully.
 

 
  “What… Where’d you
  
   get
  
  it? I know that spread didn’t come from the kitchen in
  
   this
  
  hole.”
 

 
  Everyone else was clustered around the low table in the center of the room, plates in their laps laden with an assortment of sausages, fried potatoes and honey cakes, the serving dishes of which lay steaming on the table.
 

 
  “Fross bought it for us,” said Teal, waving a fork at her. “Wasn’t that sweet?”
 

 
  “Aw, it was nothing,” the pixie said modestly. “Professor Tellwyrn left me with some money in case we needed anything, and you all were still asleep and I
  
   don’t
  
  sleep, so it really seemed like the most logical division of labor for me to go and get food, though I had a little bit of trouble at the market because I guess the people in this city aren’t used to doing business with pixies, but it all worked out in the end!”
 

 
  Ruda blinked again. “…okay, three questions. How did you carry all this, and
  
   where
  
  are you keeping money?”
 

 
  “Simple levitation and a very basic pocket dimension spell, just like the bag-of-holding enchantments on the pockets of your coat except anchored to my aura instead of a charmed object, and that’s only two questions.”
 

 
  “Third question, why the hell did Tellwyrn leave
  
   you
  
  in charge of the money?!”
 

 
  Fross chimed softly in apparent confusion. “Why wouldn’t she? What’s wrong with that?”
 

 
  “Fross is very responsible,” Trissiny said. “It makes perfect sense to
  
   me.
  
  Stop gaping and come get something to eat, Ruda.”
 

 
  Ruda, shaking her head, stepped into the room, picked up a plate and began dishing out potatoes and sausage. “Well, whatever works, I guess.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Fross said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Try one of the honey buns, Juno,” Gabriel suggested around a mouthful of one.
 

 
  “No, thanks.” Juniper wrinkled her nose. “Processed sugar, bleached flour… I’m mystified at some of the things humans do to food. What is the
  
   point
  
  of all that?”
 

 
  “The point is they are delicious,” said Teal, picking one up.
 

 
  “If you say so,” the dryad said with a shrug, taking another bite of sausage.
 

 
  “Don’t want any potatoes, either?” Toby asked with an elaborately casual air. “They’re quite good.”
 

 
  “Why is everyone so concerned with what I’m eating?” she demanded. Juniper had piled a plate with sausages and nothing else. “I don’t feel like starch this morning. I like these. Protein and fat, good for energy.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Toby said carefully. “Just don’t, y’know…overdo it.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper frowned at him. “You mean, like, over-eat? I don’t do that.”
 

 
  “Maybe leave her alone?” Trissiny suggested.
 

 
  “Okay, sorry,” Toby said peaceably. “I’m probably going on about nothing. Just wondered…”
 

 
  “Wondered what?” Juniper said sharply.
 

 
  “How about you all settle down?” Ruda suggested blearily. “Bitch at each other after I’m awake enough to participate.”
 

 
  “It’s nothing,” said Toby.
 

 
  “No, really. Clearly it is not nothing.” Juniper set her plate down on the floor beside her chair and angled her body to face him directly.
  
   “What
  
  is it that has you so concerned
  
   this
  
  time, since you’ve appointed yourself my guardian.”
 

 
  “Guys,” Gabriel said nervously. “Let’s have peace in the house, yeah?”
 

 
  “It’s just that you’re eating nothing but meat,” Toby said quietly, ignoring him. “I’m not certain that’s a good habit to get in, while we’re in the city.”
 

 
  Teal sighed, covering her eyes with a hand.
 

 
  “Toby, come
  
   on,”
  
  Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  a
  
   shark,”
  
  Juniper snapped. “I am not going to go into some kind of blood frenzy.
  
   What
  
  is your
  
   problem?!”
  
 

 
  “I don’t have a…” Toby trailed off, staring at her, then glanced quickly around at the group. He sighed, picking at his own potatoes with a fork. “Okay, Juniper, I’m sorry. I just wish I could help you. You’re clearly bothered about something, and I don’t know how to help you deal with it.”
 

 
  “You could
  
   try
  
  doing what I
  
   asked,
  
  and leaving me alone about it! You’re acting like I’m gonna do something horrible if you don’t watch me every minute. How do you think that makes me feel? I’m not some kind of monster!”
 

 
  “Actually,” Fross chirped, “according to the Imperial Army Encounter Manual—”
 

 
  “Fross!” Trissiny said sharply. “Not the time.”
 

 
  “Really?” Juniper exclaimed.
  
   “Really?
  
  From
  
   you,
  
  Fross?”
 

 
  “No one has intended any offense,” Shaeine said firmly. “I suggest we table this subject before someone’s feelings are hurt by a careless remark.”
 

 
  “If anything,
  
   you’re
  
  the monsters!” Juniper railed, standing up and beginning to pace back and forth behind the group. “What’s a monster if not an unnatural creature that’s destructive and out of balance? Does that sound like anything you know?”
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Teal protested.
 

 
  “Flesh and blood is all it is,” the dryad ranted, continuing to pace like a caged wolf. The other students began shuffling back from her, some setting down their plates. “You’re
  
   animals.
  
  Why won’t you
  
   act
  
  like it? Why do you have to treat
  
   me
  
  like some kind of freak because I’m not
  
   like
  
  you?! It’s just…it’s hypocritical!”
 

 
  “Hey.” Gabriel stood up, speaking gently, and stepped in front of her. Juniper came to a stop, glaring at him, fists clenched at her sides. “Juno, hon… That’s the second time I’ve heard you say something like that lately. Can I ask why you feel so strongly about it?”
 

 
  “Why I— Why
  
   wouldn’t
  
  I?”
 

 
  “It’s just…nature, you know?” he went on, keeping his tone quiet. “We all are what we are. Humans are just doing what they do. Believe me, I’ve had reason to give a lot of thought to this, growing up; people weren’t exactly thrilled to have
  
   me
  
  around, and all because of what nature gave me. So humans don’t act like, say…sheep.”
 

 
  “Now there’s a political
  
   ow!”
  
  Ruda protested, rubbing her arm where Trissiny had jabbed her.
 

 
  “Humans, elves, whatever else, we all follow our nature. Different kinds of creatures behave in different ways,” Gabriel continued, keeping his eyes on Juniper’s. “And…you seem to support that as a rule. Why is it that what humans do
  
   bothers
  
  you so much?”
 

 
  She stared at him, flexing her hands. “I don’t… I can’t—”
 

 
  He took a step closer. “You have nothing to feel guilty about.”
 

 
  Juniper stepped back, eyes widening. “Guilty?! I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
 

 
  “You just…you are what
  
   you
  
  are, too,” he said. “Naturally. It was all before you’d gotten to know any humans. And maybe before you started to find out how much humanity you have in you as well.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  human! I’m less human than
  
   you
  
  are!”
 

 
  “I’m not so sure,” he said, shaking his head. “Remember what Tellwyrn said? Naiya was once human. You’re made in a basically human image. There’s
  
   more
  
  to you, but at your core—”
 

 
  “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Juniper raged, baring her teeth at him.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Toby said firmly. “I think you should leave her alone.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   you’re
  
  one to talk,” Ruda snorted, taking a bite of potato.
 

 
  “It’s called empathy,” Gabriel went on, still soft but relentless. “We recognize ourselves in each other, and we feel for each other. Maybe being around all these people is starting to—”
 

 
  “Shut up!” Juniper snapped.
 

 
  “—make you realize that something in you is basically—”
 

 
  “Shut UP!” she shrieked, then hauled off and punched him. Her wild swing only hit him in the shoulder, but Gabriel was hurled, spinning, into the wall, where he left cracks in the wood before slumping to the floor.
 

 
  There was a chorus of shouts as the other students leaped to their feet; Teal and Toby rushed to Gabriel’s side. Juniper took a step back from him, looking stricken.
 

 
  Shaeine crossed the floor with swift strides that set her long robes to fluttering. Juniper turned at her approach, trying to marshal her features; it was like seeing a child attempt to control her expression, so unpracticed at it was she. “Oh, don’t bother, Shaeine, that sleep trick of yours won’t work on—”
 

 
  Shaeine drew back her whole arm and slapped Juniper full across the face.
 

 
  Stunned silence fell. Juniper’s head wasn’t moved by so much as an inch; given her constitution, the blow had to have hurt the drow more than the dryad, but Juniper looked utterly shocked, slowly raising a hand to her cheek.
 

 
  Shaeine was
  
   glaring
  
  at her.
 

 
  “Is
  
   this
  
  how you treat your friends, Juniper?” she snapped. “I thought
  
   better
  
  of you.”
 

 
  Juniper stared at her, then past her shoulder at Gabriel, who was slumped against the wall, clutching his arm. Tears welled up in her eyes; emitting a choked noise, she whirled and fled around the corner to the roof access stairs.
 

 
  Silence held for a moment.
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   ow,”
  
  Gabriel groaned. “Why am
  
   I
  
  always the one who gets hurt?! This is getting ridiculous! I’m supposed to be invulnerable, but
  
   noooo.
  
  Everybody has to take their turn finding a loophole.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it can’t be that you do stupid shit like pick fights with paladins and agitate dryads,” Ruda commented. She was the only one still seated, and hadn’t stopped eating.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabe said, baring his teeth at her. “And then there was the time you
  
   fucking stabbed me!”
  
 

 
  “Are you
  
   still
  
  on about that? Let it go, boy.”
 

 
  Shaeine, now as calm as she normally was, had knelt beside him and placed a hand over his shoulder, glowing faintly. “You seem to have suffered no damage from the impact; hethelaxi constitution is exceedingly durable, indeed, but ‘invulnerable’ may be overstating it. Fairy magic still cancels infernal, which is why you suffer broken bones on being punched by a dryad.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s broken?” he said, wincing. “Doesn’t hurt
  
   that
  
  much…”
 

 
  “You are likely resistant to pain, given your heritage. This is beyond my skill,” Shaeine said gravely. “I could heal it, but… You have crushed muscle, torn ligaments and yes, broken bone. Healing it as is would cause all this to calcify in its current position, rendering your arm permanently unusable.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” he said feelingly.
 

 
  “Can you stand? We must go to a more capable healer.”
 

 
  
   “Fuck,”
  
  Gabriel repeated, looking increasingly agitated. “Healers are no good for me, they’re all about the light…”
 

 
  “The clinic in Lor’naris is run by an elvish shaman and a much more experienced priestess of Themynra than I,” Shaeine said gently. “And it is unconsecrated. You will be fine. You need their attention, Gabriel.”
 

 
  He allowed Teal and Toby to help him to his feet, wincing when his arm was jostled.
 

 
  “Hey, um,” Trissiny said hesitantly, catching Shaeine’s eye. “Did you just…emote?”
 

 
  “I am sorry you had to see that,” the drow said calmly. “Anger is an exception.”
 

 
  “An…exception?”
 

 
  Shaeine sighed softly. “Explaining cultural concepts in a few words is…difficult. Teal, I recall that you summarized it rather succinctly?”
 

 
  “Basically,” said Teal, “the Narisian practice of emotional reserve is all about respect and keeping harmony within the group. In certain circumstances, it’s permissible to show anger. It’s a warning, a way of letting someone know unequivocally that they’ve pushed too far, so as to ward off a more serious confrontation. If a drow ever gets
  
   visibly
  
  angry, you need to stop whatever you were doing.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  “Just for the record, Gabe,” Toby said, helping Gabriel limp toward the stairs,
  
   “telling
  
  someone not to feel guilty is pretty pointless. Feelings don’t work like that.”
 

 
  “Fuck it, I tried,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “It was perceptive of you to discern the cause of Juniper’s discontent,” said Shaeine. “I confess I myself failed to interpret her actions so well.”
 

 
  “Surprisingly perceptive, but clumsy in execution,” said Teal, grinning.
 

 
  “Classic Arquin!” Ruda said cheerfully around a mouthful of sausage.
 

 
  “Is this a bad time?”
 

 
  They all stopped again, staring. Bishop Antonio Darling stood at the head of their stairs, wearing a slightly shabby suit and looking around the room with a raised eyebrow.
 

 
  “Little bit,” said Gabriel. “’scuze us? Off to the sawbones.”
 

 
  “Need a hand?” the Bishop offered. “I’m not much for healing but—”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Gabriel squawked.
 

 
  “Thanks, your Grace,” said Teal, “but he’s a half-demon. That wouldn’t help him any.”
 

 
  “Ah. Gotcha.” Darling stepped to one side. “I’ll just get out of your way, then.”
 

 
  “Much obliged,” Gabriel grunted, still leaning on Toby as they hobbled past. “Fuck, this is just stupid. It’s my
  
   shoulder.
  
  Why is it hard to walk?”
 

 
  “Impact from footsteps,” Toby explained. “Also, your muscles are all connected. Damaging anything in your torso will pretty much mess you up…”
 

 
  “Life is unfair.”
 

 
  They vanished down the steps, Teal and Toby flanking the injured half-demon with Shaeine trailing along behind them.
 

 
  “Mornin’, your Graceness,” Ruda said pleasantly, waving with her fork. “Care for a bite? This is good stuff, our pixie really knows her way around a kitchen, somehow.”
 

 
  “I try,” Fross offered, sounding bemused. She had been uncharacteristically silent throughout the exchange with Juniper.
 

 
  “No, thanks, I’m just here on business,” said Darling, fixing his gaze on Trissiny. He had a thick folder tucked under his arm and a leather pouch in his hand. “I’ll be out of your hair pretty quickly.”
 

 
  “What can we do for you, your Grace?” asked Trissiny, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Well.” He kept his eyes on her, something oddly tense in his expression. “I have some deliveries for you, Ms. Avelea. Here.” He tossed her the bag, which she deftly caught. “Your coin, which my apprentices were completely out of line to have taken.”
 

 
  “Thank you, but…” She opened the bag, blinking in surprise at its contents. “This is
  
   considerably
  
  more than they took. There are
  
   decabloons
  
  in here.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said grimly. “In addition to returning
  
   your
  
  property, that is their wages for the month. Yes, yes, I know you have little regard for money; drop it in a collection plate if you wish. For my purposes, what matters is not you having it but them losing it, and that’s only
  
   part
  
  of the discussion I had with them last night. The Guild does
  
   not
  
  steal from Silver Legionnaires, nor antagonize powerful people just to be snarky, nor harass the mortal representatives of major deities. They were seriously out of line, for which I apologize.”
 

 
  “No harm done,” Trissiny said carefully, tucking the coin purse away in one of her belt pouches.
 

 
  “Further,” Darling went on, his expression notably not lightening any as he held out the folder, “here is the paper trail you requested they retrieve. You may find it less incriminating than you hoped; the soldiers at the local barracks are not, in fact, as bumblingly incompetent as villains in a cheap novel and had the basic sense not to fully document their abuses of power. There are, at least, budget records and even receipts detailing the acquisition of scrap wood and volatile enchanting powder, as well as requisitions from the barracks stores of lamp oil.”
 

 
  “They still use oil lamps?” Ruda snorted. “And here I thought the Imperial Army was all modernized.”
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said slowly, accepting the folder, “that’s something. Less than I’d hoped, but it will help
  
   build
  
  a case. Along with other evidence already gathered, I believe we are making progress. Thank you, Bishop.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re making progress, all right,” he said darkly. “You employed a pair of highly talented but
  
   inexperienced
  
  agents to retrieve those documents, so naturally they
  
   took
  
  them instead of copying them and replacing the originals. The barracks commander will notice they are missing, and I assure you he is not stupid enough not to figure out who’s behind it, thanks to your heroics. The only good news
  
   there
  
  is that he won’t know who did the actual lifting, just that the agitating paladin was the mastermind.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, tucking the folder under her own arm. “Well, I shall be cautious. Thank you for the warning, your Grace.”
 

 
  “You’re not listening,” Darling said sharply, stepping forward. “You sent two Thieves’ Guild
  
   apprentices
  
  to steal legal documents from an Imperial installation. The sheer number of ways this could go tits-up-in-the-rhubarb
  
   wrong
  
  beggars imagination. If you were
  
   anyone
  
  else, Trissiny Avelea, you would be having this conversation with six of my burliest associates in an alley.”
 

 
  Trissiny stiffened. “You’ll find I don’t respond well to threats, sir.”
 

 
  “There!” He pointed a finger directly in her face. “That, right there! I make a point of how you are
  
   specifically
  
  not being threatened
  
   despite
  
  your behavior richly deserving that approach, and you take it
  
   as a threat!
  
  Everything is a
  
   fight
  
  with you, Avelea! Your enemies in this situation are prejudice and pride. This will be solved with
  
   words
  
  or not at all; if these issues could be overcome through brute force, don’t you think
  
   someone
  
  in the entire scope of human history would have
  
   done
  
  it by now?!”
 

 
  Trissiny actually backed away from the Eserite’s tirade, clutching the folder. “I—I didn’t—”
 

 
  “Yes, you bloody
  
   did,
  
  and you need to
  
   stop
  
  doing. For your information, this matter has been kicked up to the Boss of the Thieves’ Guild; you’ll be glad to know there’s now an official Guild presence in this district. Fully trained agents are keeping watch on the situation. Their orders are to prevent any harm being done with maximum possible discretion, summon
  
   legal
  
  help if any action by the guard makes it necessary, and I quote, ‘stop that airhead paladin from burning down Lor’naris.’”
 

 
  “Now, wait just a minute,” she protested.
 

 
  “That is
  
   excellent
  
  advice,” Darling pressed on. “For the sake of all the gods, girl,
  
   wait.
  
  Just because no one is jumping boots first into your pet cause does
  
   not
  
  mean nobody cares! General Panissar is working on this, as is Ambassador Shariss.
  
   Now,
  
  thanks to you, so am I, and you have just made it vastly more complex. Any more ham-fisted action on your part is likely to turn a very tense situation into a completely intractable one. So please, please, I’m
  
   begging
  
  you, sit back and
  
   let us work.”
  
 

 
  
   “What
  
  work?” she demanded. “I don’t see anything being
  
   done!”
  
 

 
  “In what, two days? Of course you don’t! These problems have been building for
  
   years.
  
  This is not a demon for you to slay, Trissiny. Rushing in with your sword out will only make things worse. In fact, it already has. Now, please, take a break. There is no way this is all going to be settled in the brief time you’re in the city; accept that. The best thing you can do for the people of Lor’naris is set an example, and by that I mean you need to embody calm and
  
   restraint.”
  
 

 
  “They don’t seem to have a problem with restraint around here,” Ruda commented.
 

 
  “Like all people,” said Darling, “they follow the examples of leaders.
  
   That’s
  
  the power you lot have in this situation. Your conduct will influence what people around you do, how they react to pressure. You need to be mindful of the example you’re setting.”
 

 
  
   “I’ve
  
  been loitering around, shopping and drinking in common rooms,” Ruda said brightly.
 

 
  “Good show,” he replied, nodding approvingly.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said, her voice weak.
 

 
  Darling looked pensively at her for a moment, pursing his lips, then his expression softened. “I know,” he said more gently. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Trissiny. Just…
  
   think
  
  a little more carefully before you act, all right?”
 

 
  “All right,” she said, struggling for poise.
 

 
  “All right,” he repeated, then sighed. “And with that, I need to go immerse myself in some of the delightful paperwork I now have. Have a good day, kids. Have a good, safe, calm,
  
   quiet
  
  day.” With a final, warning look at Trissiny, he turned and descended the steps.
 

 
  There was silence for a long moment.
 

 
  “Wow,” Fross said at last.
 

 
  Ruda chuckled, forking another bite of sausage and potato into her mouth. “I
  
   really
  
  like that guy!”
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  The caravan eased to a stop, Rails sparking beneath it, and the car doors were unsealed with a soft hiss. One popped open and Billie leaped out, landing on the platform beyond with her fists raised exultantly in the air.
 

 
  “WHOOHOO!” she bellowed. “Aw,
  
   man
  
  I love those things! I need to get one, buy myself a patch of land and build a Rail that just goes around in a big circle. How expensive d’ye think that’d be?”
 

 
  She turned to grin at the others as they disembarked. McGraw leaned stiffly on his staff; Joe stepped very carefully, concentrating on keeping his balance and keeping his breakfast down. Weaver staggered out, arms wrapped protectively around his guitar case, and squinted balefully down at the gnome.
 

 
  “Y’know what?” he said. “I really hate you.”
 

 
  “Don’t care,” Billie said cheerfully. “Welp! Here we are, then.”
 

 
  Their caravan had been slightly better equipped than most of the frontier lines; not that it possessed all of the rumored “safety features” being installed on the interior Rail lines, but it did at least have seatbelts. Those were not optional. This particular line passed into hilly territory at the base of the Wyrnrange—in fact, these hills were the same formation that rose gradually into the rounded old mountains of Viridill, far to the south. Here, they were little more than decoration around the much younger, craggier Wyrns, but were still plenty tall enough that riding over them at the speed at which the Rails traveled (digging through the hills had apparently not been in the Imperial budget) would have dashed passengers’ brains out against the roofs of their caravans without some restraints.
 

 
  The crow fluttered her wings, detaching herself from Joe’s shoulder, and an instant later Mary stood beside them, calm and inscrutable as always. “We can rest for a time in this town, if you wish,” she said. “Some recuperation might not be amiss, and in any case, the divinations that will lead me to Khadizroth will take time.”
 

 
  “How much time, if I may ask?” McGraw inquired. He still leaned heavily on his staff, though only with one hand, now.
 

 
  “The magic in question is very like tracking a creature through the wilds,” she replied. “The trail ends when it ends. I expect it to be hours…possibly days. It does not seem likely that our quarry will have settled near human-occupied territory, and Darling’s intelligence was not able to place him more precisely than ‘the Wyrnrange.’ That is not a small region to inspect.”
 

 
  “Lovely,” Weaver growled.
 

 
  “Yeah, let’s call that Plan B,” said Billie. “I got a better one. There’s a gnomish settlement not too far from here, ’bout half a day’s ride up the hills. I guaran-damn-
  
   tee
  
  they’ll know the exact whereabouts of any dragon livin’ in their territory, probably be able to tell us all about his movements, how widely he ranges, who’s with him, how many sheep he eats fer breakfast an’ what are his favorite kind.”
 

 
  “Why would gnomes care about a dragon?” Weaver snorted.
 

 
  “Lad, how utterly daft is it possible for ye to be? What sort a’ feckin’ imbecile
  
   wouldn’t
  
  care about a dragon?”
 

 
  “You know your accent gets thicker the farther from civilization we get?”
 

 
  “Aye, too much comfort make me allergies act up, gets the nose all stuffy.”
 

 
  “That is a good plan,” said Mary. “I have found gnomes to be reliable sources when it comes to dangers in their territory. At the worst, if Khadizroth has evaded their detection, we will be closer to the mountains and I can still try my…” She glanced down at Billie. “Plan B.”
 

 
  “Right, then!” the gnome declared, sitting down right on the platform and reaching into her pockets. She evidently had formidable bag-of-holding spells on her various pouches, to judge by the sheer quantity of wood, metal, tools and enchanting equipment she now began to lay out around herself. In moments, the pile was more massive than she.
 

 
  “What in the fell hell do you think you’re doing?” Weaver demanded. “This is a public Rail platform.”
 

 
  “Oh, quit yer bellyachin’,” Billie said dismissively, fastening lengths of steel rods together. “Nobody cares. Not like they do a brisk business around here in… Anything, from the look of it.”
 

 
  Joe had been carefully checking the other people nearby at every mention of Khadizroth’s name, but no one was paying them any mind. Billie’s performance now garnered a few curious glances, but nothing more. Hollowfield was a considerably larger settlement than Sarasio, big enough to be considered a small city, for all that it was only a few decades old. Evidently, the crush of people here was enough that one did not expect to be involved in the business of one’s neighbors, for all that it seemed sleepily quiet at the moment.
 

 
  Situated far to the warm north, Hollowfield was a trading and mining establishment—the two were heavily mixed, as close as this was to the dwarven kingdoms. To the southeast, the land gradually flattened into the Great Plains, though they weren’t close enough to the frontier to see the Golden Sea itself. The foothills rose to the Wyrnrange to the west, the spiky mountains forming an oppressive wall running from the south to the north, blocking the whole horizon from view. Far to the north, across more prairie, was the distant rise of the Spine, the ancient mountain range that stretched across the entire northern coast of the continent, with nowhere a harbor or beach—nothing but cliffs and treacherous rocks. Those mountains housed the dwarven kingdoms beneath them, and the homes of the reclusive high elves above.
 

 
  Hollowfield itself was a rather drab expanse of square, stone structures, but standing here and looking around, Joe couldn’t help but feel he was at the intersection of several distinct realms of adventure. That, of course, was a silly thought in this day and age. The dwarven kingdoms were teetering on economic disaster and had been since the Narisian Treaty, the Great Plains saw farms and herds of cattle where once there had been nothing but nomadic elves, and the Wyrnrange was industriously mined and quarried; it had been decades since anyone had seen a yeti or direwolf come prowling down from their heights. Trying to bring his flights of fancy to heel in this way only made him feel slightly melancholy, as if he’d been born half a century too late.
 

 
  He looked back over at his companions and had to blink and shake his head. Billie had already expanded her construction to a wood and metal frame about the size and shape of a small wagon and attached heavy sheets of canvas to its floors and sides. It was now upside-down; she was installing axles. Four wheels, made from bolted-together lengths of curved steel, sat stacked nearby, next to a heap of enchanting materials. Joe recognized power crystals, a golem logic controller and a runic spell interface. He was no carriage buff, but it wasn’t hard to piece together what she was doing.
 

 
  “A carriage?” he said, fascinated. “You carry a collapsible
  
   enchanted carriage
  
  in your pockets?”
 

 
  “Nah,” she said brightly, tightening bolts. “I carry a bunch of scraps suitable for piecin’ together into whatever configuration I need. Today, it’s transportation! Trust me, we don’t wanna
  
   hike
  
  into those hills, and the hell I’m shellin’ out whatever it takes to rent mounts out here. She won’t be a Falconer, but she’ll get us there.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna go find us something to eat,” said Weaver, turning and stepping away toward the far end of the platform, where several vendor stalls had been set up to serve Rail travelers.
 

 
  “How can you think of food after that ride?” McGraw asked, grimacing.
 

 
  “Something that’ll keep for later,” Weaver clarified. “No, I’m not hungry either, but it beats standing around here like a goddamn tourist while she puts together that rattletrap.”
 

 
  “Language,” Joe said automatically.
 

 
  “Kid, that was barely cute the first time. You are padding my list of reasons to shoot you in the back.”
 

 
  Joe watched him slouch off. “How serious do you reckon he was?” he asked finally.
 

 
  McGraw chuckled. “Don’t pay him any mind, son. That one’s a complainer. Adventurers don’t live long enough to earn a reputation like his by casually murdering their companions.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Mary said pleasantly, “some
  
   make
  
  their reputations that way.”
 

 
  “Boy’s all talk,” Billie said brightly, grunting as she tipped the now-wheeled vehicle over to sit right way up. She worked with truly astonishing speed and efficiency, now clambering underneath it and beginning to install the enchanting components that would make the wheels move.
 

 
  “With all due respect,” McGraw noted, “that thing doesn’t look awfully…sturdy.”
 

 
  “Well, I wouldn’t take ‘er on a drive from here to Shaathvar or nothin’,” Billie grunted, “but she’ll get us to Venomfont safe enough.”
 

 
  Joe, who was again peering around at the scenery, whipped back to stare down at her. “Wait, we’re going
  
   where?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was actually Joe’s first ride in a horseless carriage, so he lacked a basis for comparison, but from Weaver’s very educational complaints he learned that Billie’s hastily-assembled contraption lacked several features that were considered essential, such as shock absorption enchantments. Indeed, it was a very bumpy ride; there apparently were no roads leading where they were going, forcing them to ride up and down scrubby hills, running over rocks and small bushes and detouring around anything too big for the cart to overcome. There weren’t many of those; this was a singularly barren landscape.
 

 
  Billie sat up front on an elevated little platform bolted to the cart’s frame; the control interface, rather than being attached as any carriage’s would be, was connected to the axles by wires. She held it in one hand, pressing runes as needed with the other, and Joe fervently hoped she knew where they were going. “Toward the mountains” wasn’t difficult, but the mountains, as Mary had pointed out, were enormous.
 

 
  Mary saved them some precious passenger space by remaining in bird form; she seemed to have chosen Joe’s left shoulder as her default perch. Being appropriated as furniture by a legendary immortal was so surreal he hadn’t bothered to work out how he felt about it. Joe and McGraw sat side by side with their backs against the front of the cart, Weaver slouching opposite them. There were no benches, and it was short enough that their legs tended to entangle in the middle, altogether not a very comfortable way to ride. Weaver had taken out his guitar and was plucking aimlessly. He had tried, briefly, to actually play, but the vehicle’s bouncing and jostling had proven too severe to allow that. It was hard to tell how disappointed he was by this; the man was so perpetually grouchy it was pointless to wonder about what.
 

 
  “This is that moment,” Joe mused aloud.
 

 
  “Well, it’s
  
   a
  
  moment,” McGraw ruminated. “Can’t say I expect to look fondly back on this one as one of my favorites.” Mary croaked softly.
 

 
  Joe shook his head. “It’s…a literary device that’s started cropping up in modern adventure fiction. Your heroes will be in the middle of something tedious and uncomfortable, and will comment about how it’s never like that in the stories, and someone more experienced will say most of adventuring is the long, boring stretches between the action.”
 

 
  “Read a lot of adventure fiction, do you?” Weaver asked, arching an eyebrow superciliously.
 

 
  “There’s not a
  
   whole
  
  lot to do in a frontier town once the bandits are driven out,” Joe said somewhat defensively. He wasn’t about to tell the man he lived in a bordello.
 

 
  “It was a rhetorical question,” said Weaver, openly grinning now. “We’ve all met you.”
 

 
  “Happens to be true, though,” McGraw noted. “I doubt there’s
  
   any
  
  job or path in life that’s all excitement, all the time. Nobody could handle it if there was.”
 

 
  “Anyhow, I don’t think it’s wrong to be thinking in terms of stories and sagas,” Joe added. “We’re on the way to fight a
  
   dragon
  
  . It’s just about the most traditionally mythic thing a person
  
   can
  
  do.”
 

 
  “Don’t romanticize it, boy,” Weaver said, looking even grimmer than usual. “This is a political dispute between two powerful individuals over two women. We’re a group of thugs who are being well-paid to rub out one of the parties. Nobody’s gonna write a saga about this, and you should be thankful for it.”
 

 
  “I think you’re oversimplifying a little,” said Joe, frowning. “You heard the Bishop about what that dragon was doing with those elves.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Weaver plucked a discordant arpeggio. “What was he doing? Rescuing a group of refugees who likely would’ve faced internment camps or summary execution if the Empire had caught them? Starting a family?”
 

 
  “Using women as
  
   breeding
  
  stock!”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s fairly sinister,” Weaver allowed, “assuming Darling told us the full story about that, which I doubt, and assuming
  
   he
  
  was told the full story, which is pretty much unthinkable. And even if so, how is Khadizroth the villain in this tale? I’m a librarian and former bard; I
  
   know
  
  about stories. The best ones force the protagonist to confront his own ethics and make painful choices. Khadizroth the Green is known for being honorable to the point of stupidity. He has
  
   also
  
  lived to see fractious human kingdoms be absorbed into an all-devouring Empire. He was alive when that Empire unleashed hell itself on Athan’Khar. If you saw the mice in your walls take up enchanting and start burning down your neighbors’ houses… What might
  
   you
  
  be willing to compromise to stop them?”
 

 
  “I… Still think you’re oversimplifying,” Joe said, somewhat subdued.
 

 
  “Am I?” Weaver grinned unpleasantly. “How?”
  

  “He’s not
  
   entirely
  
  wrong,” Billie said from behind them, sounding not particularly concerned. “This is why I make a point never to delve into the motives and values of every person in a dispute I’m hired to intervene in. That shit’s for diplomats and priests. If ye make yer living by cracking heads and blowin’ shit up, understanding why everyone’s doing what they’re doing is a handicap, not an asset. Everybody’s got their reasons.”
 

 
  “But…he’s a
  
   dragon,”
  
  Joe protested. “You
  
   know
  
  what they’re like.
  
   Especially
  
  about women!” Mary ruffled her feathers and cawed sharply, startling him.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Weaver mused. “And what’s so terrible about that?”
 

 
  Joe boggled at him.
 

 
  “Some time ago, before I got out of the business, I was along with a group kind of like this one, including a priestess of Avei,” Weaver said, gazing unfocused at the passing horizon. Seemingly of their own accord, his fingers began plucking out a dour tune, jangling here and there as the cart bumped over the treacherous ground. “We were sitting around a campfire one night and I happened to make a comment very much like that. I don’t even remember how the conversation got around to dragons; I mostly just remember the way she lit into me. Tell me, Joe, have you ever given any
  
   thought
  
  to dragons and women, and why everyone gets so worked up about it?”
 

 
  “I would think an Avenist of all people would be disgusted by the subject,” Joe said.
 

 
  Weaver shrugged. “What do they do? They’re an all-male species; they mate with humanoid females to propagate. That’s just their nature. Nothing particularly evil about it.”
 

 
  “It’s in the nature of dire wolves to
  
   eat
  
  people. Nothing evil about that, either, but we still kill them for it.”
 

 
  “But eating people and having sex with them is
  
   hardly
  
  in the same territory,” Weaver said wryly.
 

 
  “The line blurs if you do it right!” Billie cackled. Joe flushed.
 

 
  “But…don’t they rape women?” he asked, flustered.
 

 
  “Sometimes, occasionally,” said Weaver with a shrug. “Actually quite rarely; as I understand it, the pursuit, the seduction is a big part of the appeal for them. But yes, very
  
   young
  
  dragons pursuing their first mate have been known to use either force or magical coercion. Let’s consider that, shall we? How many dragons are even alive on this continent?”
 

 
  “Thirty-one,” said Billie without turning around. “Thirty-two if you count Razzavinax the Red; he lives on an island off the east coast. Actually, it’s probably less than half of that. We only take ’em off the roster if the death is confirmed, and… Well, that’s tricky. A sick dragon who knows he’s dying pretty much always crawls off to do so in secret. An’ the ones that get done in by adventurers in their own lairs, well, the adventurers usually don’t let on what happened, so as to keep the location of the dragon’s hoard secret. Yeah, there’s names on the active list who haven’t been seen in centuries.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Weaver equably, uncharacteristically sanguine about the lengthy interruption. “So, let’s say, probably about a dozen dragons in the entire Empire, maybe a few more. Most of them have probably never committed a rape; any that have, probably only did so once or twice. Sure, that’s a horrible thing for the victims, but
  
   statistically?
  
  If we’re going to get worked up about rape, dragons are pretty much not even a consideration. That focus belongs on humans, and all the ways in which we are horrible creatures. Rape is an excuse, Mr. Jenkins.” He grinned wolfishly. “We hate dragons because they come for our women. They’re immensely powerful and they are
  
   taking our stuff.
  
  Mention dragon mating habits in polite company sometime, and pay attention to all the delicate shudders and expressions of revulsion. That, my little friend, is the look of pure, ass-backward Shaathist sexism. It’s all about the conception of women as things we own, not people with agency over their own choices. There’s pretty much no other way to explain getting irate if a lady wants to fuck a dragon. Or anything else.”
 

 
  “Funny,” McGraw said mildly. “I’d never have taken
  
   you
  
  for a feminist, Mr. Weaver.”
 

 
  “You can understand a philosophy without subscribing to it, Longshot. I know enough to persuade a Silver Legionnaire I don’t need my ass kicked.”
 

 
  “That comes up a lot, I’ll bet,” Billie said cheerfully.
 

 
  “It’s a vital survival skill,” Weaver agreed.
 

 
  Joe didn’t respond. He was staring at the distant horizon behind them, frowning in thought.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Before they reached their destination, the group learned to be grateful for Weaver’s hastily purchased fried and breaded sausages, unappetizing as they had seemed at the time. As the day wore on and noon passed, even the cold sausages made for a passable lunch. McGraw won the brief, fairly civil disagreement over which of them would provide relief from the sun; he actually conjured a small cloud above the cart, which provided not only shade but a faint, pleasant little mist. Weaver complained bitterly about this as he protectively tucked his guitar away.
 

 
  Billie’s navigational sense proved correct, however; shortly after noon, the ride had evened out as she found an actual track. A faded and patchy one, to be sure, but the old marks of wheel ruts were unmistakeable. As they ascended into the hills, the track had evolved into an authentic road, unpaved but blessedly smooth after the morning’s jostling, winding between the increasingly tall hills to either side while the mountains up ahead loomed ever higher. Eventually McGraw dismissed his increasingly superfluous cloud, as they rode in shade more often than sun.
 

 
  Their arrival at Venomfont was sudden, though there had been signs here and there as they approached. They passed old pieces of armor and broken weapons, worn to little more than scraps by the elements and only visible due to the lack of vegetation. Twice they glimpsed partial skeletons.
 

 
  “You’d think they could clean up the place, if they’re actually
  
   living
  
  there now,” Weaver said critically.
 

 
  “We like the ambiance,” Billie said with a shrug.
 

 
  The entrance to Venomfont itself loomed up as they rounded a sharp curve, taking them by surprise. Billie stopped the cart in a small, flat valley which terminated in a cliff face. From this protruded an enormous carved snake head, mouth gaping wide and lined with cruelly sharp stalactites and stalagmites, representing far more fangs than snakes actually had. Fire flickered sullenly in the stone beast’s eye sockets—green fire. Its open mouth, set flush with the floor of the little valley, formed a tunnel deep into the mountainside.
 

 
  “Lovely,” Weaver said sourly.
 

 
  “If tone of voice could be recorded in writing, they’d put that on your tombstone,” said Joe, lifting himself over the side of the cart and hopping down.
 

 
  They weren’t alone; a gnome sitting before a small campfire rose and approached them, grinning broadly. He carried a halberd that looked huge on him and wouldn’t have been long enough to form the haft of a serviceable human-sized broom.
 

 
  “As I live and breathe, Billie Fallowstone!” the guard declared. “This is a right honor, an’ no mistake.”
 

 
  “Why it’s…it’s, uh…” She tilted her head, peering quizzically at him. “Sorry, do I know you?”
 

 
  “Nope,” he said cheerfully. “I’m Collins, but don’t you worry about the likes o’ me. I hope you’re not lookin’ ta take a dive into the depths? Venomfont’s not open for delving for another six years this cycle.”
 

 
  “Oh, I know all about that, don’t worry. Actually we’re just lookin’ to stay the night, re-supply an’ get information.”
 

 
  “Well, then you’ve come t’the right place!” Collins proclaimed, bowing extravagantly. “You go right on in, make yerselves at home. Venomfont welcomes you!”
 

 
  “Damn right,” she said with a grin, and nudged the cart forward.
 

 
  Joe elected not to hop back in; Billie kept its speed low as she guided the vehicle into the snake’s mouth, and he had no trouble keeping up at a walk. He stayed close, though, trying and failing not to be intimidated by the looming darkness and massive stone fangs. The place had been designed to be oppressive, and designed well.
 

 
  “I have to say,” he remarked, mostly to fill the silence, “when you said that gnomes had settled in Venomfont, I pictured… Well, a settlement.
  
   Outside
  
  the dungeon, around the entrance.”
 

 
  “What? That’d be completely barmy,” Billie snorted. “Why throw up a rickety-ass shantytown out there where it’s all exposed to the elements when there’s a perfectly serviceable underground structure to be used? The upper levels have been cleared out fer centuries, safe as houses. Don’t mind the original stonework—it’s all there for historical value. This is gnome territory now, you’ll be as safe as if you were home in yer little bed.”
 

 
  Venomfont was a notorious dungeon, one of those never truly conquered; right up until the end of the Age of Adventures, it had been a source of occasional plunder and frequent trouble. No sooner was one snake cult cleared out by heroes than another took root, raiding the surrounding countryside and performing…well, whatever unspeakable rites snake cultists got up to in the privacy of their evil lair. Billie was right about historical accuracy, Joe reflected as they creaked along to the end of the long tunnel and emerged into an enormous cavern. He hadn’t thought such elaborately sinister architecture could exist outside the illustrations of particularly cheesy adventure books.
 

 
  Snakes were everywhere. The huge columns supporting the space were carved snakes; they coiled around the entrances to side chambers, were patterned in mosaics on the walls and even the floor. Their fanged mouths formed fountains from which water splashed with an incongruously cheerful sound. From all directions, serpentine eyes carved from faintly reflective green stone glinted suspiciously down at them.
 

 
  And yet, around and on top of all the snakes, the gnomes had clearly made their mark. Burnished steel poles held up modern fairy lamps, illuminating the cavern with a bright, steady glow that made what would once have been shadowy, half-glimpsed sculptures seem washed out and rather silly. Snake-carved doorways were hung with cheerfully patterned curtains and strings of beads, metal and wooden structures had been added to the fronts of some chambers to form storefronts and free-standing structures. Sounds of talk and laughter echoed, even music from somewhere distant, and the smells of cooking food and burning wood hovered over all. The sprawling cavern had become a town, bright and pleasant, filled with gnomes going this way and that about their business. The looming, oppressive evil around it, the vibrant modern village ignoring it, and the fact that the latter was half-sized… It was the most surreal thing Joe had ever seen.
 

 
  Not far beyond the mouth of the tunnel was a square of sorts, in the center of which stood a bronze sculpture, roughly human-sized, of a three-headed cobra with arms, its fingers ending in talons. He stepped over to this to read the plaque set up before it.
 

 
  “Svinthriss, first and greatest Boss of the Venomfont, once master of this cavern. Slain by Talia Valradi of Calderaas.”
 

 
  “Rub the tip of ‘is tail fer luck,” Billie said cheerfully, hopping down. “All right, everybody out! I gotta break this sucker down before she falls apart. We’ll need ta go on foot from here; cart’s not gonna be any use in the mountains.”
 

 
  “This is amazing,” Joe murmured, turning to peer around at the gnomish town. Its residents were present but not numerous; they regarded the newcomers with interest, but seemed to hang back from approaching them. He revised his first assessment; the town in Venomfont was modern, clean and bright, but rather sleepy in terms of the activity going on.
 

 
  “Yup,” said Billie cheerfully. “Wouldja believe gnomes used to be nomadic? Like plains elves! Only in the last hundred years or so have we started really settling inta places, every last one of ’em in one o’ the old dungeons. Best way to control access to the deeper catacombs, not ta mention the loot therein.” She looked up and winked at him. “Course, the Empire caught onto that pretty quick; they’re not quite so brutish as to root honest gnomes out o’ their homes, but they did snag a few dungeons fer themselves. Those are basically Army bases now; the ones that still have anything good are plumbed by Imperial strike teams.”
 

 
  “Are most of the old dungeons partially cleared out?” he asked, fascinated.
 

 
  “A good few are
  
   entirely
  
  cleared out,” said McGraw, stretching and knuckling his lower back. “Some of ’em, though, are the kind of places that can’t ever be truly quelled. Just contained. The gnomes are doing the world a favor by keeping a lid on them; I say it’s well worthwhile to let ’em have first crack at the loot. Specially since their economy pretty much depends on it now.”
 

 
  “Aye, there are some that’re empty now,” Billie agreed, focusing on detaching bolts. “Some permanently as dangerous as the day they were opened, like the man said. Those mostly date right from the time of the Elder Gods. Only one that’s mostly untouched is the Crawl, under Last Rock; Tellwyrn uses that to train her University kids an’ doesn’t let anybody else have a crack at it anymore. An’ then there are those like the Venomfont, in between. This dungeon is fallow right now. Gates ta the lower levels are sealed, an’ no delving permitted until the monsters ‘ave had a chance ta rebuild their populations. This one’s mostly goblins on the bottom; they do some primitive mining and enchanting work, so it’s fairly profitable still when delving is reopened.”
 

 
  “You
  
   cultivate
  
  dungeons,” Joe said wonderingly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Weaver said disdainfully. “What an age of wonders we live in. Are we seriously just going to stand around here explaining the modern age to the kid?”
 

 
  “Keep yer pants on, I’m workin’, here,” Billie said without rancor. “I’ll show ye around in a minute. There’s no supplies like gnomish supplies, an’ we can get a good meal and a place to sleep for pretty cheap, with the dungeon itself not actually open. First an’ foremost, of course, we gotta get our intel on where our boy’s set up shop.”
 

 
  “We
  
   have
  
  supplies,” the bard said petulantly.
 

 
  “There’s better ones here,” she replied. The cart was already fully reduced to pieces; really, the speed with which she worked was astonishing. Billie was now occupied sorting its parts and stowing them back away in their various pouches. “Seriously, even without the dungeon active, Venomfont’s a fantastic source fer rare reagents! They got all
  
   kinds
  
  o’ good shit in the shops here. Naiya beans! Nimbus boots! Hellhound breath!”
 

 
  “No!” A gnome with a bushy white beard came dashing up to them, waving his arms. “No hellhound breath! Arachne’s boots, Fallowstone, will you stop
  
   telling
  
  people that?! Do you
  
   know
  
  how many warlocks we’ve had try to break in here and get at the secret stash of
  
   non-existent
  
  hellhound breath?!”
 

 
  “There he is!” Billie crowed, approaching the man with her arms held wide as if for a hug. “Mapmaster Bagwell,
  
   just
  
  the fella we need to see! Give us a kiss!”
 

 
  “Off with ye, trollop!” he shouted, whipping off his baggy hat and swatting her over the head with it.
 

 
  “What’s the deal with hellhound breath?” Joe asked McGraw quietly.
 

 
  “Extremely rare reagent,” the old wizard replied in the same tone. “Used in necromancy. You pretty much can’t get it on the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “All right, all right, don’t get yer beard up yer bum,” Billie was saying, still grinning. “Look, we’ll be outta your way by tomorrow, just need a little info and you’re exactly the man to supply it. We’re after a dragon!”
 

 
  Bagwell planted his fists on his hips, scowling. “Dragons? Would that be the old dragons, or the new dragon?”
 

 
  “Old dragons?” Weaver asked, clearly curious in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Aye!” Bagwell transferred his irate stare to the human, having to lean backward to make eye contact. “Varsinostro the Green has his glade in the southern part of the Wyrnrange, an’ Telithamilon the Blue lives far to the west of here. They’re good neighbors, never cause any trouble. Very polite when they come visit. You leave those dragons
  
   alone,”
  
  he commanded, aiming an admonishing finger up at the bemused bard.
 

 
  “Relax, we don’t care about them,” Billie assured him. “By ‘new dragon,’ did ye hopefully mean Khadizroth the Green?”
 

 
  “Oh.
  
   Him.”
  
  Bagwell huffed disdainfully into his beard. “Sure, by all means, get rid of that one.”
 

 
  “What’s he done?” Joe inquired.
 

 
  “Not a thing! Not so much as introduced himself, just arrived at a
  
   prime
  
  settling spot on Mount Blackbreath, declared it was his new home and took to hunting the area. That dragon’s
  
   entirely
  
  too full of himself, if you ask me.”
 

 
  “Smashing!” Billie proclaimed. “We’ll need a map to Mount Blackbreath, an’ any notes you’ve compiled on Khadizroth’s habits.”
 

 
  Bagwell huffed again. “Those services aren’t free, Fallowstone.”
 

 
  “Why, Mapmaster, you
  
   wound
  
  me! Me feelin’s are very nearly affronted. Do I have a reputation for cheating honest gnomes?”
 

 
  He snorted. “All right, all right, fine. You go about yer business, I’ll come find ye when I have your maps and notes collected. That’ll take me some hours, they’re in my personal cipher. Meantime, enjoy Venomfont’s legendary hospitality, an’
  
   do
  
  try not to burn the place down this time.”
 

 
  He pointed to both his eyes, then at Billie with the same two fingers, glaring, before turning and stomping off back into the crowd.
 

 
  “You’re popular,” Joe noted.
 

 
  
   “This
  
  time?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Bah, he exaggerates. I burned down
  
   one
  
  tavern. Honestly, a gnomish inkeeper who waters his drinks is askin’ fer whatever he gets. All right!” She rubbed her hands together and resumed collecting up her parts and tools. “That’s taken care of. Easy as fallin’ outta bed! We’ll pick up some new supplied, get some dinner, find an inn…”
 

 
  “At the expense of repeating myself, which I’m increasingly accustomed to,” said Weaver, “we
  
   have
  
  supplies.”
 

 
  “Lemme rephrase that.” Billie gave him a long look. “Venomfont is a
  
   fallow
  
  dungeon. The major source of economic growth around here is in a coma, so to speak. A bunch a’ fancy big-city adventurers after a particularly rich target on a mission from a wealthy Imperial agent? We don’t drop some coin in this town, well, there’s like to be trouble.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence while the party glanced around them. They were still being watched, the faces of passing gnomes curious, open and not the least bit hostile, but subtly calculating.
 

 
  “That’s the kind of thing that, for future reference, we’d appreciate knowing about
  
   before
  
  getting into the thick of it,” McGraw said finally.
 

 
  “Right, gotcha. Humans are slow on the uptake. No matter how many times I get reminded, I
  
   always
  
  have trouble with that.” She buttoned her last belt pouch with a flourish and folded her arms, grinning up at them.
 

 
  “Why is it,” Weaver asked, “that every time we go anywhere, do anything or have a conversation, I end up hating you more?”
 

 
  “Aye, that’d be because I’m made of awesome, and you’re a big steaming wanker.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that must be it.”
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  “It’s amazing how you find time to walk me all over the place while you’re supposedly out earning us a living,” Sanjay griped.
 

 
  “It’s amazing how you tend not to turn up at school if I don’t physically take you there,” Lakshmi shot back. “It’s not as if I have
  
   nothing
  
  better to do, you know.”
 

 
  “How about we compromise and I stop going to the stupid school?” he suggested helpfully.
 

 
  She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Little brother, we have had this conversation so many times we could both recite it, so can we just
  
   not,
  
  please? Look, I
  
   know
  
  you find it boring…”
 

 
  “And yet,” he prompted.
 

 
  She gave him a critical sidelong look. “Your plan is still to apprentice with the Guild?”
 

 
  “Yes!” Sanjay skipped a step and actually hopped up and down in place, looking up at her with shining eyes.
 

 
  “Well, you
  
   know
  
  I can’t sponsor you myself, but I’m making good connections in the city. It shouldn’t be hard to get someone to—”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,
  
  yes!” he crowed. “Finally! Where do I sign?!”
 

 
  “Easy, squirt,” Lakshmi said, amused. “You’re not old enough.”
 

 
  Sanjay deflated abruptly, his expression quickly morphing from disappointment to ire. “…you are a tease. Did you know that? This is why you don’t have a boyfriend.”
 

 
  “Maybe I’m into girls, ever think about that?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   ew!”
  
  He planted both hands over his ears. “I don’t need to hear these things! I’m a child, damn it!”
 

 
  “Exactly.” She swatted one hand away from his head and nudged him forward, resuming their walk. “Too young to apprentice.
  
   But,
  
  perhaps we can reach a compromise, yeah?”
 

 
  “I’m listening,” he said cautiously.
 

 
  “You go to the school—
  
   without
  
  making me drag you there like a sack of flour every day. You pass your classes every year, and don’t create more trouble than you can weasel your own way out of without me having to go smooth it over.
  
   Then,
  
  when you’re fifteen, I promise I will make sure someone sponsors you for Guild membership.”
 

 
  “When I’m
  
   fifteen?”
  
  he whined, a portrait of despair. “That’s three
  
   years.
  
  That’s an age and a half! I’ll be as old and wrinkly as
  
   you
  
  by that time. Can’t you just
  
   tell
  
  them I’m fifteen? I’m huge for my age, look.”
 

 
  He raised one arm, flexing a scrawny bicep, which would have been a meaningless display even had the arm not been swaddled in a heavy winter coat. Instead of responding, however, she mutely placed one hand on his shoulder. Sanjay looked up at his sister, confused, then fell silent at her expression. Only then did he peer around them and see what was wrong.
 

 
  They had settled in one of the poor border districts, not far from Lor’naris. Sanjay didn’t know the extent of the money they had access to thanks to Principia, and Lakshmi strictly kept it that way. Anyhow, the slums were a more appropriate residence for Eserites than a posh middle-class neighborhood, for reasons ethical, spiritual and practical. Once she formed enough connections that it became known who she was, they had nothing to fear from their neighbors. Everyone knew better than to get rough with any member of the Thieves’ Guild.
 

 
  The public school Sanjay attended was, of course, in a more well-heeled area, several blocks up the hill toward the city’s center. They were passing through one of the intermediary districts, a mercantile street whose occupants were exceptionally shady and extremely practiced at minding their own business. The business in question was by nature quieter than in streets occupied by more legitimate tradesmen, with no hawking of wares and little attempt to attract attention in general, but it was still business; it still made noise.
 

 
  The street had gone all but silent.
 

 
  Shopkeepers were deliberately turning their backs to the street, pretending to rummage in the shelves of their stands or vanishing into the depths of their own shops. Pedestrians expeditiously removed themselves from the area; loiterers slunk away into the deeper shadows of alleys.
 

 
  It was alarming, because a city was like the woods in that vermin fell silent in the presence of their natural predators. It was doubly alarming because they tended to offer solidarity, even if just in glances and little hand signals, to their fellow vermin, but everyone was studiously ignoring Lakshmi and Sanjay, just as they were the two men following them.
 

 
  Lakshmi half-turned her head to casually glance behind. Those men did not belong. They walked along with their gazes fixed on herself and her brother; their clothes were unremarkable, but they strode with the stiff purpose of soldiers who had never learned to disguise themselves in public. Worse, a third man was up ahead. He leaned against a store front, arms folded and head down, seeming to ignore everything around him, but he was still
  
   there,
  
  when all the toughs who frequented the neighborhood had judiciously made themselves scarce. In moments, they would reach him, and find themselves pinned between him and those following.
 

 
  “Shmi?” Sanjay said, a quaver in his voice.
 

 
  She calculated quickly, keeping her pace even and taking her little brother’s hand. They could cross the street easily enough, but at the first sign they were aware of the trap, their pursuers would drop pretenses and be after them at full speed. Lakshmi did a rapid visual survey of the surroundings. There… A food cart just ahead stood just below a drainpipe that led to an overhanging sloped roof, itself an access to an exterior staircase in the next building over.
 

 
  “Listen carefully,” she said quietly, keeping her expression neutral. “When I give the signal, you run—”
 

 
  “I’m not leaving you,” he said fiercely.
 

 
  “You will
  
   do
  
  as you are
  
   told.”
  
  She did not raise her voice, but spoke with a full authority that she never used with him. It had the desired effect; he nodded miserably. “Don’t go home. Head for Lor’naris, go right to the inn where the paladin’s staying. If you find anyone from the Guild you know, or they spot you first, get their help; if not, get Trissiny or any of the people traveling with her, bring them back here. I’ll stall these guys long as I can. Love you, little brother.”
 

 
  They drew abreast of the cart, and time was up.
 

 
  Lakshmi seized Sanjay under the arms and grunted, heaving him up; she didn’t have to bear his weight long, luckily. Once he got a grip on the wooden frame of the cart, he was up it and onto the roof in a flash, climbing as deftly as a squirrel.
 

 
  At their sudden motion, the man ahead straightened, turning to face them, and the two behind broke into a run.
 

 
  Sanjay was already darting away, quickly gaining the rooftops and putting himself out of their reach. Lakshmi, the sounds of pursuit slapping behind her, bolted across the street, moving her legs as fast as they could pump.
 

 
  She didn’t waste time with prayers. The Big Guy helped those who helped themselves.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The Corner Garden wasn’t much of a garden, but then, the only things in Lor’naris that remotely qualified as gardens were the window boxes in which a few residents grew flowers and herbs—and at this time of year, even those were barren. It was a fairly pleasant little spot, though, originally a very tiny warehouse space sandwiched between two sturdy limestone buildings which, after having burned down, had been cleaned up by the residents and nothing rebuild there except a couple of benches lining its walls. With a worn gravel floor and provided seating, it made for a popular gathering spot in a district that didn’t have much open space.
 

 
  Now, it was filled with grunts, the crunch of boots on gravel and a constant clacking of wood against wood as Trissiny and Ruda danced back and forth, sparring with practice “swords” made of bundled reeds capped with rubber balls. Several of the residents had stopped to watch, some (none drow) offering cheers and good-natured advice. Both girls ignored the onlookers, tightly focused on their duel.
 

 
  They were closely matched, comparable in skill and the differences in their styles compensating each other to an extent. Trissiny was taller and had longer limbs, and thus the advantage of reach, but didn’t make as much use of it as Ruda, who darted forward aggressively and retreated just as quickly. Her rapid footwork and swift-striking style made her more mobile, but also consumed more energy; the previous two bouts had both ended in Trissiny’s favor after dragging out for long minutes, the paladin letting the pirate tire herself out until she made a mistake. This one was looking likely to trend in the same direction.
 

 
  Trissiny did have a tendency to guard weakly on her left, perhaps due to habitual reliance on her shield, and had several times barely managed to parry rapid strikes at that side. Now, Ruda darted forward again, lunging at a brief faltering of her guard, just a hair slower than she had been moving.
 

 
  However, when Trissiny swung her weapon to intercept, Ruda’s sword was not there. Suddenly moving at her usual snake-like speed again, she whipped the blade around Trissiny’s parry, under her sword arm and clapped her smartly across the ribs on the right side.
 

 
  The paladin staggered back, hunching over to clutch at her midsection, and a chorus of “Ooos” sounded from the onlookers, followed by a smattering of applause. Ruda halted as well, grounding the tip of her practice sword and breathing heavily.
 

 
  Trissiny raised her head, wearing a grin beneath the coating of sweat on her face.
  
   “Nice!”
  
 

 
  “You walked right into that one,” Ruda replied smugly, somewhat out of breath.
 

 
  “Yes, good strategy. In an actual fight you’ll only be dead twice before finishing off your opponent.”
 

 
  “You wanna go for real, Boots?”
 

 
  “Hah! Best three out of five?”
 

 
  Ruda laughed, casually tossing aside her practice sword. “I’ll pencil you in. Seriously, though, I’m calling it for now. One of us is gonna fall over at this rate, and you know how it is. We wouldn’t both bounce as well.” Leering, she patted herself on the chest.
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes, not rising to the bait, but set aside her own weapon more gently, taking a seat on one of the benches. The crowd, slightly disappointed, began to drift away as Ruda flopped down beside her roommate and drew a bottle of whiskey from within her coat.”
 

 
  “Want a swig?” she offered. “Just the thing to ward off the cold.”
 

 
  “I don’t drink, as you know. I’m also not exempt from Tellwyrn’s rule
  
   against
  
  drinking; that’s just you. And how does it
  
   warm
  
  you if alcohol doesn’t affect you?”
 

 
  “Trissiny, my poor, sweet child, a person who drinks as much as I do inevitably has all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons why they’re perfectly justified and entitled to. Everyone of of them, without exception, are bullshit.” Grinning, she tilted her head back, taking a long gulp.
 

 
  “An impressive show of skill,” said a tall man in an Army uniform, stepping forward. Both girls looked up at his approach, their expressions sobering immediately. Most of the residents had departed, but Avrith and a male drow whom Trissiny didn’t recognize were loitering casually by the entrance to the Garden.
 

 
  She flicked her eyes to his insignia and back to his face. “Thank you, Colonel. Something we can help you with?”
 

 
  He bowed—respectfully, but notably not the salute owed a superior officer, a subtle reminder that whatever honorary rank Trissiny held, she was not part of his chain of command. She was unsure what the actual protocol in this situation was, and made a mental note to find out. “Andrel Covrin, at your service. Actually, I’d hoped to speak for a moment with Princess Zaruda. I owe you an apology.”
 

 
  “Do you, now?” Ruda asked, wiping sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. “I don’t recall us having met. What’d you do that needs to be apologized for?”
 

 
  “It is a family matter, I’m afraid,” Colonel Covrin said, his expression grim. “At General Panissar’s party, I understand you had a regrettable encounter with my daughter, Jenell.”
 

 
  “Jenell?” She blinked, tilting her head. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”
 

 
  He sighed, squaring his shoulders as if facing down an enemy. “You may perhaps recall a young woman in a spectacularly immodest dress who approached you with a barrage of unprovoked ad completely inexcusable insults.”
 

 
  “Well, that describes
  
   most
  
  of the bitches there, as I recall,” Ruda said lazily, “but yeah, now that you mention it, it’s all coming back to me.”
 

 
  Covrin nodded stiffly. “Her treatment of you was unconscionable. I
  
   assure
  
  you, she is being disciplined. You have my heartfelt apologies for any embarrassment suffered.”
 

 
  Ruda waved a hand dismissively, bending to pick up her sheathed rapier. “Well,
  
   you
  
  didn’t do any of that. Doesn’t seem you’re the one who ought to be apologizing.”
 

 
  “Call it a matter of family honor,” he replied, a sour twist to his mouth.
 

 
  “Ah.” Ruda nodded. “In that case, apology accepted. Seriously, no harm was done to
  
   me.
  
  I haven’t given her another thought, starting the second she walked away.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that,” he said, nodding again. A somewhat tense silence fell, the Colonel standing stiffly at attention, seeming at a loss for words.
 

 
  “Anything else?” Ruda prompted.
 

 
  “There is, in fact,” he said. “I realize I am in no position at all to ask you favors, but there was another matter I’d hoped to broach with you.”
 

 
  “Go on,” she said when he fell silent. Trissiny discreetly moved off to one side, picking up her own sword and shield and carefully settling them back into place on her person.
 

 
  “There is an ancient tradition, practiced among the noble houses, of fostering,” said Covrin. “Young people are given education in the homes of allied and even rival families, to expand their understanding and give them perspective into the broader world. I… My wife and I come from humble roots. I’ve never thought of myself as anything more than a soldier, but Amelie has grown…very comfortable with the lifestyle afforded by my rank. As she has had the bulk of Jenell’s raising while I attended to my duties to the Empire, I fear my daughter has grown up somewhat…spoiled.”
 

 
  “I’d never have guessed,” Ruda said solemnly. To the side, just out of Covrin’s range of view, Trissiny bit her lip to repress a grin.
 

 
  The Colonel sighed, not missing the sarcasm. “Yes, well… Placing the blame on Amelie is disingenuous. I should have put a stop to this long since, but… No, no buts, I take responsibility. In any case, following the party, my wife has quite sharply relented in her protective attitude toward our daughter. I’m embarrassed to say she is more concerned about this ‘pregnancy scare’ than the fact that our only child chose to harass and insult visiting royalty for no discernible reason.”
 

 
  “Well, you can’t fault the girl’s pluck,” Ruda said cheerfully.
 

 
  Covrin sighed again. “I suppose. Anyhow, the result is still the same. I have an opportunity to inject a little much-needed discipline into Jenell’s life, and it seems both practical and poetic to…if you are at all willing…send her to Puna Dara to learn something of the ways of our closest allies.”
 

 
  Ruda was already shaking her head before he finished speaking. “Colonel, I like where your head’s at, I encourage your line of thinking, but that particular idea is a
  
   terrible
  
  one. Your kid would get killed among Punaji.”
 

 
  “I realize her attitude could do with some shaping. If anything, your people’s reputation for forthright—”
 

 
  “I don’t think you understand,” she said wryly. “That wasn’t hyperbole. If I talked to my
  
   servants
  
  the way that girl does to her betters, one of them would draw steel on me, and my father would say I had it coming. In all literal seriousness, Colonel, if you send your daughter to Puna Dara, somebody will straight up
  
   slit her throat.”
  
 

 
  “Ah,” he said after a moment. “Well. I suppose that’s to be avoided, then. Might upset her mother.”
 

 
  “Mothers are funny like that,” Ruda said gravely. “However, if you’re serious about this, perhaps we can help you after all. I have it on
  
   excellent
  
  authority that there’s no better way for a girl to learn some discipline than a good long period spent training with the Sisters of Avei.” She turned a broad grin on Trissiny, who grinned back. “And what do you know, I just happen to have an acquaintance who can probably get her a spot.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Clearing his throat, Covrin turned to the paladin as well. “If you are so inclined, General Avelea…”
 

 
  “How old is your daughter, Colonel?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Seventeen.”
 

 
  “Mm… That’s just barely too old for a slot at the Abbey barracks. However… The Third Silver Legion is presently stationed in the city, and has a regiment of cadets currently in training. The Legions don’t sign on women under duress or for any kind of punitive duty… But if you would like Jenell to go through the full course of cadet training without the expectation of Legion service thereafter, I could probably pull strings and make that happen. Who knows, she might find she actually
  
   wants
  
  to serve after all that. Basic training changes a person, as I’m sure you know.”
 

 
  “I don’t think it likely, with all respect,” he said, “or I’d simply make her join the Army. But if you’re willing to do this, General, I would consider myself in your debt.”
 

 
  Before she could answer, there came a rapidly approaching patter of small feet moving fast; Avrith and her companion had both turned to look up the street. A boy of about twelve with a dark Punaji complexion came pelting down the sidewalk past them. Catching sight of Trissiny, he tried to stop, skidded on a patch of ice and would have taken a tumble if the drow man hadn’t caught him.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” he gasped, fighting loose. “Paladin…please…help…”
 

 
  “What is it?” she demanded, striding forward. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  “My sister,” he said desperately. “Lak—Peepers! You know her! They’re after her!”
 

 
  “Who is?” she asked sharply.
 

 
  “Fuck that, we’ll sort it out later,” Ruda snapped.
  
   “Where?”
  
 

 
  “This way!” Breathless or no, the boy turned and set off back the way he had come at the same frantic pace, pausing only to beckon them urgently forward.
 

 
  Trissiny and Ruda dashed out of the Corner Garden right on his heels, racing for the mouth of Lor’naris.
 

 
  Above them, two dark shapes detached themselves from the eaves of a flanking building and kept pace, bounding across the rooftops.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It was here!” he said frantically, coming to a stop in the middle of the street and trying to look around even while doubled over in near exhaustion. “Right…here…”
 

 
  “Oy, you!” Ruda bellowed, stalking toward a woman who was trying to duck behind the counter of her stall. “Yeah, you know what we’re lookin’ for. Where is she?”
 

 
  Fauna landed in the middle of the sidewalk with a barely perceptible
  
   thump.
  
  “This way!” she barked, pointing up the street. “Second alley ahead, we can hear them.”
 

 
  Sanjay took two steps in her direction and staggered, winded; Trissiny and Ruda set off on the elf’s heels, not bothering to react to her sudden appearance. Fauna bounded as swiftly as a deer, and reached the alley first, whipping around the corner with near-impossible agility. Instantly, she dived back out, hitting the ground in a roll, and a lighting bolt blasted through the air above her.
 

 
  Trissiny hopped over the huddling elf, a golden shield flaring up around her as she charged into the alley. Another wandshot sparked against her aura; she barely noticed it.
 

 
  Ahead of her, three men stood around a woman huddled on the dirty floor of the alley. One was pointing a wand at her; of the other two, one held a ragged plank as a makeshift club, and the other was in the process of kicking the woman in the midsection. She was curled into a fetal ball, arms over her head, but in the glow of Trissiny’s divine light, she could unmistakeably see blood. On the floor, on their boots, on the club.
 

 
  White-hot rage burst to life in her, and she was moving forward again before deciding to. Even in her fury, years of training clicked into place; she charged silently, sword and shield coming up in perfect form. At her side, Ruda clearly experienced the same reaction and handled it very differently, letting loose a wordless roar. Side by side, they pelted straight at the knot of attackers. Two more lightning bolts impacted uselessly on the shield before they arrived.
 

 
  Trissiny slammed the man to one side with her shield and Ruda drove her rapier straight through his stomach, viciously ripping it out sideways and splattering the alley wall with blood and viscera.
 

 
  The man with the board let out a furious howl and charged her senselessly; his makeshift weapon shattered against her upraised shield and she smashed her fist, braced around the hilt of her sword, into his teeth, sending him rebounding off the wall and slumping to the ground, stunned.
 

 
  Only then did she realize her mistake. The third man, standing farthest back, now had a clear shot at the un-shielded Ruda. The pirate was lunging at him, sword first, but he had a wand out; there was no way she could reach him before he squeezed the clicker. Trissiny had over-committed to her lunge, and couldn’t change her momentum in order to get back between them in time. She didn’t have Shaeine’s skill with shields, couldn’t place a barrier of light in front of her friend.
 

 
  Time slowed in that instant, and she tasted true helplessness, the despair of it cutting through her fury.
 

 
  A
  
   whooshing
  
  sound like a huge gliding bird came from above; a shadow fell across them, blocking the illumination from the gap high overhead between buildings.
 

 
  Flora struck the man feet-first, her cloak trailing through the air behind her. Wrapping her legs around his neck, she spun entirely around him once, throwing him off balance and leveraging her momentum such that even with her meager weight, she was able to hurl him to the ground. She sprang loose as he fell, landing lightly on her feet.
 

 
  Ruda managed to slow her charge, and now stomped hard on the man’s hand, pinning the wand to the ground and almost certainly breaking a few fingers. The tip of her rapier came to rest against his windpipe.
 

 
  “Give me an excuse,” she snarled. “Doesn’t have to be a good one.”
 

 
  Trissiny knelt beside Peepers, laying her hands on the woman’s shoulder and channeling light as best she could, keenly aware that her gifts were not in the realm of healing. The light did as it did, however, despite her inadequacies. From this angle, she could see half the woman’s face, and watched the bruising recede from around her eye, blood stop flowing from her nose and a bad scrape across her cheek close up.
 

 
  Peepers shuddered, then did so again, then twitched and uncurled somewhat. “Oh…gods. Whew. That stuff
  
   tingles.”
  
 

 
  
   “Shmi!”
  
  the boy wailed, pelting into the alley; he’d have bowled Fauna over had she not deftly side-stepped him, which he didn’t notice, hurling his arms around Peepers’s neck.
 

 
  “Hey, little brother,” she said somewhat hoarsely, hugging him back. “You found ’em! Good work, kid.”
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Trissiny asked, as gently as she could with adrenaline and moral fury still blazing through her.
 

 
  “Yeah, sure, I’m…” Peepers trailed off, then closed her eyes, shuddering. “I dunno. Not really. Nothing seems broken, though.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder. “We’ll get you to a proper healer straightaway.”
 

 
  In the corner of her vision, she noted movement; the man she had disabled was drawing himself up to hands and knees.
 

 
  Trissiny was on him in a flash, seizing the collar of his coat in one gauntleted fist and hauling him upright, where she slammed him back against the wall. “Who are you,” she demanded icily, “and what are you doing here?”
 

 
  “Fuck you,” he snarled.
 

 
  “Wrong answer.” She cracked his head against the brick again.
 

 
  “Just…mugging,” her prisoner choked, squeezing his eyes shut against the pain.
 

 
  “Oh?” Trissiny barked. “You were
  
   mugging
  
  a member of the
  
   Thieves’ Guild?
  
  Do
  
   not
  
  insult my intelligence. One more chance.”
 

 
  He opened his eyes; they were still somewhat unfocused, but he turned his gaze to the fallen woman. “She… What? No!”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Trissiny said grimly. “Now I want to know why you were attacking her.”
 

 
  “Don’t tell her—” The man on the ground broke off with a squeal as Ruda kicked him between the legs.
 

 
  “Wait your turn, shit for brains,” she advised him.
 

 
  “There was a lot of talk about me learning to mind my own business,” Peepers said, in the process of being helped to her feet by her brother.
 

 
  “Last chance,” Trissiny warned her captive.
 

 
  He sneered at her. “You’re not gonna do anything to me,
  
   paladin.
  
  You’re too
  
   noble.”
  
 

 
  “You see these two elves?” She wrenched his head around to bring Flora and Fauna into his view. Fauna grinned nastily, toying with a large hunting knife; Flora folded her arms, draping her cloak around herself, and stared at him flatly. “They are
  
   also
  
  members of the Thieves’ Guild. So I’ll
  
   tell
  
  you what I’m going to do. You don’t start talking
  
   right now,
  
  I will drop you, walk to the mouth of this alley, turn my back and not react to anything I hear that isn’t
  
   you
  
  telling me
  
   what I want to know.”
  
 

 
  Wide-eyed, he looked from the elves to her face, then back, then shook his head once.
 

 
  Trissiny growled wordlessly and released him, stepping back.
 

 
  “No!” he shouted, actually reaching out for her. “She stuck her nose in, dragging you into this! You can’t give these scum an inch—sometimes the law just isn’t enough. You have to
  
   lean
  
  on them. We
  
   had
  
  to!”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a long breath through her nose and let it out slowly, seeking calm in the familiar breathing exercise. It didn’t work.
 

 
  “How can you
  
   be
  
  this way?!” she burst out. “You are
  
   soldiers!
  
  You’re supposed to protect—you took oaths! Why is it you are
  
   so
  
  willing to throw everything away, just to protect your own prerogative to
  
   be an asshole?!”
  
 

 
  
   “Us!?”
  
  he shrieked back at her. “You’re supposed to
  
   protect
  
  us! You’re supposed to be on
  
   our
  
  side!
  
   We
  
  are law and order, and you’re backing drow scum and criminals against the soldiers in this city? Just
  
   whose
  
  fucking paladin
  
   are
  
  you?!”
 

 
  They stared at each other, both breathing heavily.
 

 
  Then Trissiny punched him again. His head banged against the wall, and he slumped to the ground.
 

 
  “Ruda, would you kindly incapacitate—thank you,” she said as the pirate deftly applied the toe of her boot to the side of her own prisoner’s head, rendering him unconscious. “We’ll need to get these two to healers very quickly. Head trauma can be devastating if left untreated. Peepers, you too.”
 

 
  “No argument here,” Peepers said shakily, leaning on her brother.
 

 
  “This guy’s dead,” Fauna said helpfully, nudging the third man with her boot. The puddle of blood in which he lay was steaming in the cold air; in that moment, Trissiny suddenly became aware of the smell. It wasn’t just blood Ruda’s sword had spilled.
 

 
  “I think I should feel worse about that than I do,” she said.
 

 
  “I don’t,” Ruda snorted. “Fucker brought every bit of it on himself.”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “Healers first. I’ll need some guidance to the closest one.”
 

 
  “It’s not far,” said Flora.
 

 
  “Good, we just need to get these two stable and then transfer them to the Temple of Avei. For
  
   obvious
  
  reasons, I’m not going to trust them to the custody of the city guard.”
 

 
  “No shit,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “And then,” Trissiny went on, her expression growing grimmer, “…ugh. I had
  
   so
  
  hoped it would not come to this, but I don’t think they’ve left us any choice. This cannot be allowed to stand; the people need protection, and those who are supposed to provide it are their most immediate danger.” She sighed heavily. “I need to summon the Legion.”
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  “Finally,” the soldier groused, straightening and nodding a greeting to the two uniformed men walking toward him.
 

 
  “Don’t start, they’re early,” his partner chided, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “Fine, fair enough,” he said, grinning. “I’m glad to see you. This isn’t the worst duty I’ve had by a long shot, but it’s not exactly exciting.”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   little
  
  exciting,” said one of the two approaching soldiers with a grin. “It’s a hospital, after all. You could catch a horrible disease!”
 

 
  “Oh, good, a comedian,” grumbled the woman. “All right, we’re off. You have a great evening, lads.”
 

 
  “Uh, hang on,” said the other new soldier, frowning. “You’re
  
   both
  
  leaving?”
 

 
  “Um, yeah?” She glanced at her partner and then back at them.
 

 
  His frown deepened. “It’s just… We’re both from the same barracks as Imadaan and Torkins, in there. Barracks is supposed to be under investigation because of what they did. It’s against regulations for us to guard them unattended.”
 

 
  “Are you kidding?” his partner exclaimed. “You can’t possibly know
  
   that
  
  many regulations.”
 

 
  “I read up on it, things being how they are,” he said defensively, before returning his gaze to the other two. “I know you guys are off, but can you please report this on your way out?”
 

 
  “You
  
   want
  
  us to report you?” the man about to leave asked, his eyebrows shooting up.
 

 
  “You
  
   want
  
  them to report us?” the new guy’s partner agreed in the same tone.
 

 
  “Yes, and
  
   you
  
  should too. We’ve got the barracks under investigation, the darklings in Lor’naris stirring up trouble and Command looking for some poor bastard to scapegoat. I want everything going on to be
  
   squeaky
  
  clean, all by the book and aboveboard because I’d really like to
  
   not
  
  be the goat who gets scaped, yeah?”
 

 
  “Well, you
  
   are
  
  early,” the female soldier said, “and we have to go back to our barracks anyway. Sure, we’ll find an officer and pass the word along.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said. “Please remember to say that we
  
   asked
  
  you to make a report.”
 

 
  “I will remember,” she replied solemnly, “the short one requested a report be made, and the cute one stood there rolling his eyes. Now, for the second time, have a great evening, lads.” With a final wink, she turned and strolled away with her partner.
 

 
  “Well, at least I’m the cute one,” said the cute one as they went.
 

 
  “I’ll settle for being the one who doesn’t get court martialed, Wesker,” his partner muttered.
 

 
  “You are
  
   such
  
  an old lady, you know that?”
 

 
  “I may be a short old lady, but I’ve got a career to look forward to. The last thing I need is to get caught up in someone else’s shitstorm because some idiot assigned me a duty I wasn’t supposed to have.”
 

 
  “Oh, you worry too much,” Wesker said dismissively. “They gave you the assignment apparently against regulations; what are the chances any officer is even going to notice? If you hadn’t gone out of your way to get us reported, I mean. And even so, I’m not sure anything’ll come of it. Command doesn’t know where its own boots are most of the time.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, in my experience, Command may not notice the slip-ups
  
   they
  
  make, but they’ll spot and come down on any slip-ups
  
   we
  
  make like the fucking fist of Avei.”
 

 
  “You’re a real ray of sunshine, Ravandi.”
 

 
  “I try.”
 

 
  The two soldiers broke off their discussion at the approach of a young woman carrying a folding stool. She nodded pleasantly to them, set it down directly across the hall from the door they were guarding, seated herself, and withdrew a packet of salted peanuts from a pocket. Then she began munching, staring at them.
 

 
  Wesker and Ravandi exchanged a glance. “Can we help you, miss?” Ravandi asked after a moment.
 

 
  “Nope, I think I have everything under control,” she said. She was strikingly dressed, her shirt and trousers in a very dark shade of blue; the pants were tucked into knee-high black leather boots, the shirt partially covered by a tight black vest. Her ears were small and round, but her blonde hair, angular features and slight build all hinted at elven blood.
 

 
  “Well, you can’t sit there,” Wesker said more bluntly. “This is a room under guard.”
 

 
  “Actually, I think you’ll find that I
  
   can,”
  
  she said with a grin. “According to the relevant city and Imperial laws, the hospital is a public space and the Writ of Duties grants me the right to be here if I wish. Now,
  
   interfering
  
  with soldiers in the course of their duty would be different. But I’m just sitting here.” She had another peanut, smiling mysteriously.
 

 
  “Is there some
  
   reason
  
  you’re sitting here, then?” Ravandi asked, his hand straying near his sidearm. Soldiers on city guard duty did not customarily carry staves; all he had was a wand in a holster at his hip.
 

 
  The woman shrugged. “I’m just
  
   inspired
  
  by how well the Army takes care of its soldiers, is all. Even the ones who’ve been injured in the course of committing crimes. With modern healing being what it is, you’d think they’d be out of there and into a proper cell by now.”
 

 
  “It’s SOP for head injuries,” said Ravandi. “They were both knocked unconscious, so they stay under medical observation for at least twenty-four hours, and aren’t moved to another facility unless—”
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   tell
  
  her that,” Wesker exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s not classified, Wesker,” said Ravandi, exasperated. “It’s common knowledge. I suspect she already knows it anyway. Isn’t that right, Miss…?”
 

 
  “You can call me Grip,” she said, popping another peanut into her mouth.
 

 
  “Grip?” Wesker frowned. “That’s an odd name.”
 

 
  “Wesker!”
 

 
  
   “What?
  
  I’m not trying to chat her up at a Sunday social. It’s a fucking weird name!”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not properly a name,” Grip said lightly. “We get tags upon fully graduating from apprenticeship into Eserion’s service.”
 

 
  Both soldiers immediately reached for their wands. “All right,” Ravandi said grimly, “I think you need to move along, now.”
 

 
  “Mmm…nope, pretty comfortable right here,” Grip replied, crossing her legs. “Writ of Duties, remember? Of course, I’m not
  
   interfering
  
  with a soldier’s duty if they go out of line to interfere with me first. Then it’s self-defense.” She grinned wolfishly, and something in the set of her eyes was suddenly a trifle less than sane.
 

 
  “I don’t give a shit what the law says,” Wesker started.
 

 
  “Careful, boy, you so much as pull that wand
  
   out
  
  and it’s considered sufficient cause on my part. And you know what they say: Don’t worry about the Eserite you see, worry about the three you don’t.”
 

 
  Both soldiers glanced nervously around on cue; the hall was apparently empty save for the three of them. Ravandi grudgingly pulled his hand away from his wand.
 

 
  “That’s better,” Grip said approvingly. “I’ve a perfect right to be here, as do my associates watching that room’s windows from across the street. No reason we can’t all get along. Let’s get to know each other! How’s your mother doing, Private Wesker? Still trying to grow herbs in her kitchen window in the winter?”
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck—”
  
 

 
  Ravandi grabbed his wrist before Wesker could draw his wand. “Don’t,” he said urgently. “She is
  
   trying
  
  to provoke you.”
 

 
  “How does she know anything about my mom’s herbs?!”
 

 
  Ravandi glanced sidelong at Grip. “Because she’s checked us out, obviously, or more of them have. She’s toeing the line, trying to make you lose your temper and give her an excuse for ‘self-defense.’ We can tolerate it for now.” He gave the woman another filthy look. “Command will deal with the Thieves’ Guild as soon as we report this.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think you’ll find Command is aware of the situation,” Grip said merrily. “No one from the Guild is going to put so much as a toe over the line, I assure you. But one of you boys will, sooner or later.”
 

 
  “Why are you
  
   doing
  
  this?” Ravandi demanded.
 

 
  “You haven’t heard?” Her grin took on a distinctly sharklike quality. “The woman your two buddies in there tried to teach a lesson to, the one who warned the Hand of Avei about your barracks trying to firebomb Lor’naris, was a member of the Guild.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence while that sunk in.
 

 
  “Oh, shit,” Wesker whispered.
 

 
  “You’re not getting past us,” Ravandi said grimly.
 

 
  
   “Past
  
  you?” Grip raised her eyebrows. “Now why in the world would I want to do a thing like that? That would be
  
   illegal.
  
  Shame on you for suggesting such a thing. Anyway, I have no need to cross an Imperial guard line to get at your pals.” She popped another peanut into her mouth and chewed contentedly, her posture utterly relaxed, face affable, but with something savage lurking in her eyes. “After all, it’s not like they can stay in there forever.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  
  
  The morning was gray and glum, an oppressive bank of clouds creeping over the city and suggesting rain—or, more likely, sleet. Tiraas was awake and active, but only just; people hurried about their business without stopping to chat, eager to get indoors before the weather made good on its threats.
 

 
  Two people, a man and a woman, paused as they entered the square which abutted the outer ward known to its inhabitants as Lor’naris.
 

 
  “What the hell,” the man muttered, but started forward again, his companion a step behind.
 

 
  Seven Silver Legionnaires stood at the entrance to the district, in addition to the miscellaneous drow and ex-soldiers who formed the Lorisian neighborhood watch. Four of them, two on either side of the street, were stiffly at attention, unmistakably standing guard; the rest stood back from the square, their posture more relaxed, talking quietly with a drow woman.
 

 
  The weather made them a rather intimidating sight. The Legionnaires rarely wore their helmets when on duty in the city; without them, they were individual women, recognizable and approachable. With their faces mostly covered, they became anonymous and inhuman, precisely the reason they preferred to forgo them outside of combat. Their much heavier cold-weather armor, however, removed the choice. People standing outdoors with their heads uncovered for any length of time in a Tiraan winter were at risk of losing ears or noses.
 

 
  He nodded to the Legionnaires as he passed; one nodded back. So, on duty or no, they weren’t hostile. The two made it half a block before the woman nudged the man with an elbow and jerked her head significantly backward. He glanced behind, to see two of the Legionnaires not obviously standing watch following them.
 

 
  Disregarding a hissed warning from his companion, then man came to a stop, turned and pulled down his scarf to speak without getting a mouthful of lint.
 

 
  “Can we help you, ladies?”
 

 
  “Orders,” said one of the Legionnaires, in the apologetic tone of one soldier explaining a commander’s silly notions to another. “Soldiers from your barracks aren’t to move in Lor’naris without escort.”
 

 
  The man and woman exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “And what makes you think we’re soldiers?” he asked.
 

 
  “Now? Because if you weren’t, you’d have just said so.” She stood close enough that he could see her eyes and part of her mouth through the gaps in her helmet. The woman was clearly smiling. “Previously, we were told you’d be coming.”
 

 
  “Told by whom, if I may ask?”
 

 
  The Legionnaire’s smile turned into a grimace. “The kind of people we don’t ordinarily have any contact with.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said sourly.
 

 
  “Fuckers,” his companion muttered.
 

 
  “Not you,” he said hastily as both Legionnaires shifted posture. “We’ve been having trouble all morning with— Well, you probably know.”
 

 
  “We hear rumors,” the second Legionnaire said noncommittally.
 

 
  “Well, since you’re here,” said the woman, “there’s no sense in us wandering around like idiots. Could you take us to see General Avelea, please?”
 

 
  The two armored women glanced at each other, then one shrugged. “Well, I don’t see why not,” she said.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “You’re not in any trouble, are you?” Toby asked worriedly.
 

 
  “No, nothing like that,” Ruda grunted. “It’s just… Fuckin’ politics. Apparently the Princess of Puna Dara killing a Tiraan soldier on the streets of Tiraas is kind of a big deal under any circumstances. It was clear self-defense and him and his asshole buddies were obviously breaking the law, but… Politics. If anything, it makes the Empire look bad that I was placed in danger because of misbehaving Imperial troops. So I have to have
  
   brunch
  
  at the Palace.”
 

 
  “Brunch doesn’t sound so bad,” said Gabriel, glancing over his shoulder at the kitchen. They were seated around one of the tables in the inn’s common room, sipping cups of tea. Tea was apparently the extent of what the kitchen here could successfully produce.
 

 
  “Arquin,
  
   real
  
  people do not have brunch.
  
   Brunch
  
  is strictly the province of rich, poofy assholes who spend so much of their energy sitting around wasting time they have to invent whole new words and divisions of labor to describe it.
  
   But,
  
  I’ve gotta say it beats the alternative. I go and hobnob with His Imperialness and the little lady for a while and we don’t have to make a big diplomatic
  
   thing
  
  of it. Everybody wins.”
 

 
  Toby winced. “I cannot advise strongly enough that you
  
   don’t
  
  refer to Empress Eleanora as ‘the little lady’ in any context where she might hear of it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I hear she’s kind of a hardass,” Ruda mused. “Actually looking forward to meeting her, a little.”
 

 
  They all glanced up as the front door opened, and tensed slightly at the entrance of two Silver Legionnaires. Trissiny stood, stepping out from behind the table as they party approached. The Legionnaires were leading two humans, with Avrith trailing silently along behind them.
 

 
  “General,” said one of the soldiers, saluting. “These two are from Barracks Four. They asked to speak with you.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded to the woman before turning her attention to the Imperial soldiers. They were out of uniform, and presently busy removing scarves, hats and gloves. “What can I do for you?”
 

 
  “Ah, General Avelea, it’s good to… I mean, it’s an honor. I just wanted… I mean, that is, we were going…”
 

 
  “Maybe you could start with your names?” she suggested gently.
 

 
  “Right,” he said, his face coloring. “Sorry, ma’am. I’m Corporal Carter Reichart. This is Private Lina Salvaar.”
 

 
  “Just Lina,” she said tersely. “We’re not on duty.”
 

 
  “Good to meet you,” Trissiny said, nodding again. “So, how can I help?”
 

 
  He glanced over at his companion; she nodded encouragingly, and he took a deep breath. “Permission to speak freely, General?”
 

 
  “You’re not under my command, Reichart,” she replied. “I’d rather you say whatever’s on your mind. Honesty won’t do me any harm.”
 

 
  Reichart chewed his lip for a moment, Salvaar watching him closely. The two Legionnaires had retreated to flank the door; Avrith drifted over to a corner, from which she observed in silence. Finally, the Corporal burst out. “Why haven’t you ever come to talk to us?”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Trissiny said, surprised.
 

 
  “It’s just… We’ve had these tensions building up for days,” he went on in a rush. “I mean, there are pretty obviously two sides to the issue, but right from the beginning you’ve been here in Lor’naris. You picked a side, but you never came to
  
   ask
  
  any of us at the barracks for our take. I just… We don’t… Why?”
 

 
  Silence hung in the room for a long moment.
 

 
  “From the perspective I could see,” Trissiny said slowly, “soldiers were abusing citizens. It was fairly clear-cut; I’ll admit it’s not in my nature or training to dig for deeper meaning in a situation like that.”
 

 
  “What, so you just assumed we were all corrupt and drunk with power?” Salvaar demanded.
  
   “Everyone
  
  in our entire regiment?”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” said Gabriel. “You’re talking to the Hand of Avei. I dunno what stories
  
   you’ve
  
  read, but they’re not exactly the people you call for when you need diplomacy done.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “Thanks, Gabe. And… You’re not wrong, Private. As someone reminded me not too long ago, I have a tendency to think in combative terms. I saw innocents and attackers and acted accordingly; you have my apologies if I misjudged any of you. You’re here now, and I have time; I would like to hear your side, if you’re willing to explain it.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s great and all,” said Salvaar, folding her arms, “but
  
   now
  
  just might be too late.”
 

 
  “Private,” Reichart warned.
 

 
  “Carter, we are not on duty, and we’re sleeping together.
  
   One
  
  of those things is subject to immediate change if you try to give me any of your crap.”
 

 
  Reichart flushed and Trissiny carefully clamped down on a smile. “Late as it may be, I’d still like to hear it. Would you like to sit down?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s…no, thanks,” the Corporal said. Private Salvaar, however, immediately pulled over a chair and plunked herself down in it. He squared his shoulders. “Well, General, if… If you’d told me a week ago that something like this could develop, I’d have laughed. I mean, yeah, there’s always been an element in the regiment that doesn’t really like having all these drow in the city. The captain in charge of our barracks, in fact, has a real problem with drow. I’m not sure why, exactly, but, there it is… But we’re all professionals, and we all respect the uniform. Some of the lads, the ones part of Captain Ravoud’s sort of inner circle, would maybe question the neighborhood watch around here more closely than was necessary, but it never went further than that.”
 

 
  “It did at least once,” Trissiny noted when he paused for breath.
 

 
  Reichart nodded. “Yeah. I never have heard the full story of what happened there, but… That kicked it all off. A patrol came back furious because there’d been some kind of altercation with the watch, and you’d ordered them off. The next thing we knew, we had a surprise inspection from Imperial Command, and lots of heavily dropped hints that Lor’naris had better be hands-off. It… Apparently it rankled with some people.”
 

 
  “Hence trying to
  
   bomb
  
  the fucking place, I guess,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “For the record, I don’t believe Captain Ravoud authorized that,” said Reichart. “It’s just not in his nature.”
 

 
  “And you don’t suspect he authorized the attack on the woman who warned me, either?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  Reichart nodded vigorously. “Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am. He’s
  
   all
  
  about law and order. I’ve heard some of his rants about drow, and it’s full of them being untrustworthy and deceitful; he thinks Imperial discipline and justice is what makes us a better society. He would never have ordered that, or condoned it if he’d known about it.”
 

 
  “Then you think the Captain might help bring the hostilities to an end?” she asked.
 

 
  Reichart winced. “That…was before, General. Last night… Well, I mentioned the Captain has kind of a boy’s club among some of his officers? You just took out about half of them. The man you killed, Khalivour, was the closest to him. They’ve served together since basic training.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Ruda interrupted, raising one finger. “Let’s be accurate, here.
  
   I
  
  killed him.”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna argue with you about that,” Reichart said diplomatically. “From what I understand he pretty much brought that on himself. As did Torkins and Imadaan. But… Um, how to put this…”
 

 
  “It’s like this,” said Private Salvaar. “Captain Ravoud is all about order and discipline most of the time. But over the last week, he’s been pressed heavily from Lor’naris
  
   and
  
  ImCom, and been digging his heels in. After last night, the hammer is coming down all over the barracks; it’s looking like he’s gonna lose his command, on top of losing his best friend. The man’s gone from defending what he thinks is right to having basically his whole life dismantled.”
 

 
  “What do you think he’ll do?” Trissiny asked, staring at her intently.
 

 
  Salvaar shrugged, her expression grim. “Dunno. I wouldn’t have expected any of
  
   this
  
  would have gone down in the first place. The Captain… I mean, I’ve never seen him like this. I don’t
  
   know
  
  what he might do, but he’s on the very edge, now. I don’t think I’d be surprised by anything he does at this point.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed and rubbed at her forehead, squeezing her eyes shut.
 

 
  “What about the rest of your regiment?” Toby asked. “You’ve said they’re not all or even mostly in agreement with Ravoud’s ideas about drow.”
 

 
  “Well, again, a lot changed after yesterday,” Reichart said glumly. “A lot of us are rallying around the Captain; there’s a general feeling that we’ve been a little put-upon in all this. What I’m afraid has cinched it is that we’ve all been followed by the Thieves’ Guild since yesterday evening.”
 

 
  “Followed?” Trissiny asked sharply.
 

 
  “Followed,” growled Salvaar. “On duty and off. They stalk our patrols, they show up outside our homes and just sit there
  
   staring.
  
  There’s a dozen of them loitering around the barracks; when we try to chase them off, they just quote Imperial law about how they’re entitled to be there, and
  
   some
  
  of them ask prying questions about our families. Hinting they already know a lot more than they should.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   fuck,
  
  that’s creepy,” Ruda breathed.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Reichart, his shoulders slumping. “I know none of that is
  
   your
  
  fault, General. Khalivour and his cronies roughed up a member of the Guild; that’s pretty much what you get. But the timing… Coming on top of everything else, the whole barracks is about ready to go to war.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Gabriel said hesitantly, “the Guild being around isn’t such a bad thing? I mean, they might be able to prevent the soldiers from doing anything…y’know, rash.” He shifted in his seat, wincing as he accidentally jostled his left arm, which was in a sling.
 

 
  “That’s not how the Thieves’ Guild operates,” Trissiny said darkly. “They’re more likely to try to provoke a confrontation so they can take the excuse to dish out vengeance. In fact, that’s exactly what they’re doing. This is an old tactic of theirs, a favorite trick for getting rid of perceived enemies without stepping outside the law.”
 

 
  “Peepers must be pretty popular,” Ruda noted.
 

 
  “It’s not even about that.” Trissiny shook her head. “Eserites consider it their duty to humble the haughty under any circumstances. Guards abusing their authority tend to get their attention; guards abusing a Guild member, well… All bets are off.”
 

 
  “Can… Can you do anything, General?” Reichart asked, his voice tinged with desperation. “We’re soldiers; we’re not trained for this kind of pressure. It hasn’t even been a day and a
  
   lot
  
  of people are about to crack. Somebody’s gonna do something hasty, and then… And then, I don’t know what’ll happen.”
 

 
  “I’m not… I can try to speak with Bishop Darling,” she said. “I have no pull with the Guild, at all. Eserites and Avenists don’t exactly compare notes most of the time.”
 

 
  
   “Anything
  
  you can do would be appreciated,” he said fervently.
 

 
  “What about those two you sent to the barracks?” Gabriel asked. “They helped you yesterday, too, right?”
 

 
  “Yes, but Flora and Fauna just…show up, when they decide to. I can at least get to Darling through the Church, though I’m not sure how fast. We have no way of contacting the girls at all.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, what?” Salvaar straightened up. “You sent Eserites to the barracks?”
 

 
  “Ah….” Trissiny winced. “I guess you didn’t hear about the missing paperwork.”
 

 
  “Paperwork?” Reichart frowned.
 

 
  “Just documentation of where the incendiary materials used in the firebomb came from. I took the liberty of having them acquired.”
 

 
  “There was
  
   paperwork?”
  
  he said, frowning.
 

 
  “I suppose only the quartermaster would have heard about that…”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  the quartermaster!” Reichart dragged a hand over his face. “But… General, I don’t know how things are in the Silver Legions, but Army paperwork… I mean, it gets
  
   done,
  
  I see to that. A form has to be filled out for pretty much everything. Because if there’s an inspection of any kind, the quartermaster’s pretty much a sitting duck, but they can’t exactly chase down everyone who might have ever needed anything. So I make sure the papers are filled out and filed, and to be honest with you, it’s less than half of them are ever seen by anybody whose job it is to know what the hell is going on. Um, pardon my elvish. They just sort of build up in the files till we run low on space, and then I have to fill out and submit
  
   another
  
  form requesting a records transfer, and then someone comes to cart it off to a place in ImCom called Central Filing, which I suspect is an incinerator.”
 

 
  “So…” Ruda grinned. “You’re saying Captain Rouvad doesn’t even know we took his incriminating records?”
 

 
  “Ma’am,
  
   I
  
  didn’t even know it. And the Captain isn’t one to spend time reading paperwork that isn’t brought specifically to his attention.”
 

 
  “And it’s
  
   Ravoud,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly. “Commander Rouvad leads the Sisters of Avei.”
 

 
  Gabriel snorted a laugh. “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  not gonna be confusing or anything…”
 

 
  “What a mess,” Toby muttered. “If only people had
  
   talked
  
  to each other before it came to this… I should have been paying more attention to this situation instead of Juniper.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you really should have,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “Gabe!” Toby looked at him in something like shock. Gabriel shrugged, his expression dour.
 

 
  “Bro, I love you, but you fucked up this time. As the designated fuckup in our relationship, I’m the expert on this. In fact, this doesn’t make
  
   any
  
  of us look good. We’ve got two skilled diplomats in our group, but Toby’s been on a counterproductive self-imposed dryad watch, and Shaeine has been off making time with her girlfriend all week. We’ve pretty much left Trissiny in charge of diplomacy, which, come on. Someone should have seen this coming.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Gabriel,” Trissiny said sourly.
 

 
  “Come on, Boots, nobody doubts your skills,” said Ruda. “But there are areas in which you don’t have ’em. That’s true of anybody.”
 

 
  “Wait, stop, hold it,” said Salvaar. “There’s a
  
   dryad?!”
  
 

 
  “That’s classified,” said Trissiny. “Seriously. All right, I will start trying to get Bishop Darling’s attention, but I doubt he actually spends much time
  
   at
  
  the Church…and I’m not at all sure what he’ll think of the way events are playing out. It’s the best thing I can think of.”
 

 
  “I’ll come down to your barracks, if I may,” said Toby, rising. “It might be too late for talking to succeed, but it’s never too late to try.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, and you are?” Reichart asked.
 

 
  “That’s the Hand of Omnu,” said Ruda.
 

 
  The Corporal blinked. “Oh. Um. Yeah, actually, that’d help.”
 

 
  “Where the hell have you been this whole time?” Salvaar demanded.
 

 
  “We’ve been over that,” said Gabriel. “Spilt milk and all; let’s worry about the present. If I understand the situation, we’ve got an agitated populace in Lor’naris that thinks it’s under attack, a city guard regiment under fire from all sides and on the verge of going rogue, a
  
   very
  
  pissed-off Thieves’ Guild, and a Silver Legion standing in the middle, and we’ve got hours at
  
   best
  
  to calm this down before somebody gets an itchy trigger finger and all hell breaks loose.” He sighed heavily. “This is gonna be a long day, isn’t it.”
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  “I’d help you if I could, Mr. Caine.” Captain Ravoud folded his hands atop the lowest pile of papers on his desk, staring intently at Toby. The desk was well-covered, stacks of paperwork drifting higher toward the edges, leaving a valley through which the Captain studied his guest. “I’ve made no secret of my sympathies or my feelings about all the drow in that district, but I would
  
   much
  
  rather avoid…well, all of this. Even if matters were different, I wouldn’t brush off a request from a paladin. Something you might
  
   mention
  
  to your colleague, so next time she may be more inclined to talk to all parties in a dispute before setting up a Silver Legion blockade.” He sighed heavily, closing his eyes, and leaned back in his chair, dropping his hands into his lap. “Unfortunately, the time to ask me was several days ago, when I still had a shred of control over the situation.”
 

 
  Toby frowned, shifting in his seat. “These are still your soldiers, Captain. I understand they have a lot of respect for you, personally.”
 

 
  “Don’t remind me,” Ravoud groaned, finally opening his eyes again. He was a young man for his rank, nowhere near middle age yet, though he had the look of someone who had put on years in the course of days. His eyes and cheeks were hollowed, and though he hadn’t allowed stubble to accumulate on his chin, his regulation-cut hair was ruffled, and his uniform seemed to fit loosely, as though meant for a more well-fed man. He was a portrait of stress. “Anyway, it scarcely matters. My orders and encouragements to keep calm only count for so much with the bloody Guild trying to provoke them at every turn. I’ve got dozens of men to look after, half of them out on patrols at any one time, and not a one trained for this kind of psychological warfare. It’s only a matter of time till one cracks, and not much time at that. Then…” He trailed off, shaking his head.
 

 
  “We’re doing what we can about that,” said Toby. “I’ve sent messages to the Church and my own cult, and Trissiny is following up with some contacts she has with the Guild. If they can be persuaded to back off…”
 

 
  Ravoud was shaking his head again before Toby finished. “I’ve contacted the Church; they say they’re looking into it. No help’s coming from that quarter. They have no actual
  
   control
  
  over individual cults, and even the Archpope’s authority doesn’t go far with the Guild. I’ve contacted ImCom, who shot me down and said as long as the Guild is technically on the right side of the law, we’re not to take any action. What with the mess this barracks has caused lately, anyhow, we’re under investigation and
  
   I’m
  
  under an injunction not to issue any major orders of any kind to my troops—basically nothing but the standard, day-to-day running of the regiment. I even tried to send a plea to the Guild itself.” He sighed, his expression bitter. “I’m assuming
  
   they’re
  
  the ones who sent me a sketch of my father asleep in his reading chair. It appeared on my desk during the two minutes I was in the toilet.”
 

 
  
   “Holy—”
  
  Toby broke off, but Ravoud gave him a look of sour agreement, nodding.
 

 
  “The Guild toes the line most of the time, but they are
  
   nasty
  
  when riled up. Purely, gratuitously vicious. Given the option, I think I’d rather have the Black Wreath after me.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry it’s come to this,” said Toby, “but please don’t lose hope. We
  
   are
  
  working on it, and hopefully there will be progress within a couple of hours. I realize Trissiny probably isn’t your favorite person right now, but she
  
   does
  
  have a knack for cleaving through bureaucracy. And it’s not just her, or me. One of our classmates is a member of House Awarrion; she’s doing what she can down at the Narisian embassy.”
 

 
  Ravoud stared at him in silence for a long moment, swiveling slowly back and forth in his chair. The small, nervous motion seemed oddly childlike. Eventually, just before Toby was going to say something again, he drew in a deep breath and steepled his fingers. “You know why I’ve pursued a career in the Army, Mr. Caine?”
 

 
  Toby shook his head, keeping his expression open and encouraging.
 

 
  “My little sister, Alia, was an accountant. A Vernisite—not very devout, but you don’t get far in the financial sector without paying at least lip service to that goddess. And she was—
  
   is—
  
  pretty. That proved to be her downfall. You see, Mr. Caine, she was part of a trade mission opening channels of exchange in Tar’naris. There, she was entrapped.”
 

 
  Toby frowned. “Entrapped?”
 

 
  “Invited by a resident drow working at the embassy to invest in a development project. There was lots of construction going on; it was right after the Narisian Treaty, they were renovating basically the whole city, putting in all the agricultural infrastructure, and there was money flowing back and fourth like rainwater. All of that was common. Alia had the matter checked out by a local solicitor, just because it was in her nature to be careful. Everything was fully aboveboard, so she signed on, devoted a chunk of her savings. What ambitious young financial planner wouldn’t have jumped at such an opportunity? Such things were the reason she went there. A new diplomatic relationship between countries is a frontier, as surely as the edge of the Golden Sea. It attracts a different kind of adventurers, but lots of Imperials were sniffing around Tar’naris then.” He drew in a slow breath through his nose and let it out. “Not so much anymore, because of what happened to Alia, and dozens of others like her.”
 

 
  “What happened?” Toby asked quietly.
 

 
  “The investment was a fraud. It was a front for a criminal enterprise. Everyone involved was arrested, charged, convicted… Yeah, I’m sure all
  
   that
  
  was scrupulously legal. Those deemed responsible were all sold as slaves, which is apparently not unusual under the Narisian caste system. I spent a lot of time prying and sniffing around, and it turns out the
  
   exceptions
  
  were the ringleaders of the whole operation, the ones who’d set up the criminal activity, because
  
   they
  
  were members of a powerful House that pulled strings to get them out.” He leaned forward again, fury animating his expression. “It was a trap, Caine, the whole thing. The investments weren’t the point; the crime wasn’t, either. It was a way to snare the rarest and most expensive of luxury goods, of which the elite Tar’naris had been starved for decades: human slaves.
 

 
  “And this is
  
   common.
  
  Do you understand that? It’s sufficiently common that the Empire has taken to
  
   strongly
  
  warning Tiraan citizens to avoid certain kinds of activity if they visit Tar’naris. It’s appointed a whole branch of the embassy there to try to prevent things like this from happening and retrieve entrapped humans when it does—because yes, it still does, and no, they can’t always get our people back. It’s all
  
   legal
  
  in Tar’naris.”
 

 
  He gripped the edges of his desk, knuckles whitening. “My family have tried everything. Apparently, Imperial diplomatic personnel who get snared, and sometimes their families, can be pulled out citing some kind of privilege, but accountants aren’t that important. It’s not worth
  
   straining
  
  our relationship with a valuable ally to rescue our citizens from having been tricked into slavery. It took us months even to get in touch with Alia’s new
  
   owner,
  
  and they refused to see us. Not interested in doing business. Do you know what they want humans for? Of course you do, everyone does. My baby sister
  
   hopefully
  
  ended up in some drow noble’s harem, and
  
   that
  
  is the good option, because it’s at least as likely she was stuck in a
  
   brothel.”
  
 

 
  “I’m so sorry,” Toby whispered.
 

 
  “That is what they do,” Ravoud said, glaring at him. “That’s what they are
  
   like.
  
  They can’t raid us with swords anymore, because we have better weapons now. So they adapted. They are a society of
  
   predators
  
  who think of the human race as a
  
   resource.
  
  Am I happy to have a whole district of them here, in Tiraas itself?
  
   Bah.
  
  They’re so well-mannered, so civil, it’s so very easy to be taken in. I am just
  
   waiting
  
  to find out what all those drow in Lor’naris are really here for, and now… Well, now it seems I won’t.”
 

 
  He slumped back into his chair, the outrage seeming to drain from him, leaving the man merely exhausted and mournful. “Something similar happened to Khalivour; it was a girl he’d been courting. It’s
  
   usually
  
  girls, though they’ll take men, too. He and I were in it for the same reasons: rise through the ranks, become
  
   somebody
  
  in the Imperial Army. Be important enough to give the order and have our loved ones fetched out of bondage in that nest of darkling depravity. Now he’s dead, and I’m almost certain to lose my command and any hope of future advancement.” A bitter little smile flickered across his features. “You know, it’s almost better this way. If all this had been forced on me by some enemy…I think it would drive me mad. But no, I failed to rein in Khalivour, even though I knew how he was. I let my officers know how I felt and why, let that influence their treatment of the darklings in Lor’naris. Some of this just
  
   happened,
  
  but I can see where I’ve been responsible. I can still say I am the captain of my own destiny. Even if it means I’ve failed utterly…there’s that.”
 

 
  He reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of brandy, setting it atop a pile of papers. “A gift from my father when I made Captain. Thirty years old. Khalivour and I were going to break it out, one day, when we managed to get Alia and Tamra back. Now… Looks like I’ll be ending the week making toasts to all the lost friends I failed to save.”
 

 
  He met Toby’s eyes, looking totally drained of life, of hope. “I would help you if I could, Mr. Caine. I’d help a lot of people, but I’m afraid it’s too late. I’m in no position to help anyone.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The villa was a bees’ nest of activity, workers scurrying this way and that setting up decorations and making preparations for the evening’s entertainment. Tellwyrn, watching from a second-floor balcony, could identify preparatory enchantment work that would become light displays, hover charms for floating tables, music boxes being chained together via golem logic controllers to play the same synchronized tunes everywhere simultaneously, plus innumerable other little details, several of which were mystifying even to her. Enchantments were being invented and refined at such a rate these days that she had fallen behind.
 

 
  “And the best part is, it’s all on the cheap,” Vandro enthused, gesticulating with one of his omnipresent cocktails. “So much of the point of all this rigamarole is for the rich assholes to impress each other with how much they can afford to spend. Feh. I’ll have you know I have cut corners on round surfaces, used surplus materials, pulled in favors… Well, it’s all a boring bunch of stories. Point is, tonight I get to watch the wealthiest bastards in Onkawa turn green with envy at all the gold I can throw around, when I’ve not spent a tenth as much as they did on parties that weren’t half as flashy. It’s fucking delicious.”
 

 
  “Alan,” she said, “I certainly appreciate your hospitality, and I can tell this is, indeed, going to be a hell of a party.”
 

 
  “Well, this is like an RSVP from my ex-wife,” Vandro said, grinning. “There’s a big
  
   but
  
  coming.”
 

 
  “Fancy parties full of snobby people… Well, if you moved the venue into a church, it’d be a who’s who of everything I hate. I really am just here on business. I need to find my dragon, give him a message, and haul ass back to Tiraas, hopefully before the eight students I’ve left there manage to burn it down.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be so hard on the kids,” he said magnanimously. “I know we like to make jokes about the young—I mean, seems like every generation gets progressively more weak-minded. Still and all, they have to be pretty good kids if they made it into
  
   your
  
  school. How bad can it be?”
 

 
  “Good?” She turned to face him, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t recruit based on
  
   good.
  
  In this case, we are talking about two paladins, a drow cleric, a half-demon with permanent foot-in-mouth syndrome, a pacifist bard possessed by a demon, a neophyte pixie wizard, a
  
   dryad
  
  and the Punaji princess. Unsupervised.”
 

 
  Vandro stared at her for a moment, then whistled. “My gods, woman, we’ve gotta get you back to Tiraas ASAP, while we still have an Empire. Wilberforce!”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” said the silver-haired Butler smoothly, stepping out from the shade of the sitting room behind them and bowing. “I shall see to it that Zanzayed the Blue is recognized as soon as he arrives, if he sees fit to attend, and will personally inform Professor Tellwyrn immediately.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” said Tellwyrn, nodding.
 

 
  “It’s such a shame, though,” Vandro said with a sigh. “You’re the most prestigious guest I’m ever likely to have… And it’s going to be a
  
   hell
  
  of a party.”
 

 
  “You don’t know Zanza like I do.” Tellwyrn stared down at the preparations underway, drumming her fingers on the balustrade. “I very much fear that you have no idea.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Yes, that is a serious problem,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Wait, it’s
  
   true?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed. “I was expecting you to say Rouvad was full of it.”
 

 
  “Ravoud,” Trissiny corrected tersely. “Rouvad is—”
 

 
  “The High Commander, yes, I know, sorry.” He rolled his eyes. “All due respect, Triss, get used to it. I can barely manage to say the right thing when I
  
   know
  
  what I’m talking about.”
 

 
  “How do you know?” Ruda asked, grinning. “When has that ever happened?”
 

 
  “Can we
  
   please,
  
  for
  
   once
  
  in our lives, stop bickering and
  
   focus?!”
  
  Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  Silence fell while everyone stared at him in shock.
 

 
  Toby drew in a deep, steadying breath. “Sorry. Shaeine, you were saying?”
 

 
  The drow shook her head. “I’m afraid I have little to add on the subject. Certain elements within Tar’naris do, indeed, use trickery to ensnare humans into legal slavery. It’s a constant strain upon our relations with the Empire, something which causes my House a great deal of extra work. The problem appears to be intractable, however. Queen Arkasia refuses to ban human slavery because doing so would merely drive the market underground, weakening her regime and removing our legal recourse to extract those Tiraan citizens we can. Even so… The politics of the city are a delicate web to navigate. We cannot antagonize the wealthiest members of each House by forcibly retrieving what they think of as luxury goods, for which they have paid a small fortune.”
 

 
  “But
  
   your
  
  family doesn’t do this, right?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Shaeine, “my mother has prohibited the practice for all members of House Awarrion. It would be impossible for us to deal with the Empire in good faith if we partook in such abuse of the spirit of the treaty. No one in my House is to possess an enslaved human.”
 

 
  “Okay,” said Trissiny, nodding.
 

 
  “That said, we have two.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  the paladin shouted. Teal, sitting beside Shaeine on the couch, sighed and closed her eyes, clearly not surprised by the news.
 

 
  “It is a case in point, demonstrating how
  
   complicated
  
  the issue is,” said Shaeine solemnly. “Both were gifts, the refusal of which would have been a deadly insult that we could not afford to make. Zoe and Riley are members of my family, as loved as anyone else.”
 

 
  “And so you freed them?” Trissiny said sharply. “They’re allowed to leave?”
 

 
  Shaeine shook her head. “Freeing them from enslavement would still leave them legally liable for the crimes which were the reason of their situation.”
 

 
  “Trumped-up charges?” Toby asked quietly.
 

 
  “I’m afraid so,” Shaeine admitted, “but the fact remains. Narisian justice is swift and not gentle, even when it is wrong. It is precisely
  
   because
  
  they are loved that we do not allow them to be subjected to that. Riley has three children; my niece and two nephews. They are, I repeat,
  
   family.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “That suddenly means a whole lot less when they’re not legally allowed to say otherwise,” Ruda pointed out.
 

 
  “I am aware of this,” Shaeine replied, her tone subtly cold despite her calm. “We make the best of the situations given us. Complaining is pointless.”
 

 
  “Okay, uh, hold it.” Gabriel lifted his good hand, which had been draped around Juniper’s shoulder. Whatever accommodation the two had reached, Juniper had been clinging to him all morning, looking miserable no matter how he reassured her. His other arm was still in a sling. “Clearly we all have issues with this, but we can talk about it any time. I think a time when we don’t have
  
   urgent
  
  problems would be better.”
 

 
  “He’s right,” said Trissiny, nodding despite her unhappy expression. “I’m sorry to report I’ve made no progress. I’ve
  
   personally
  
  delivered messages for Bishop Darling at both the Church and the Thieves’ Guild headquarters, and even his house. He wasn’t at any of them, but I’ve got three assurances he’ll be informed as soon as he returns.”
 

 
  “The Guild cooperated with you?” Toby asked, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Not immediately,” she said flatly. “The enforcer who met me at the Imperial Casino, where they keep their offices, attempted to send me to the opposite side of the city, where she claimed Darling was holed up with a mistress.”
 

 
  “How do you know he wasn’t?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “Because I know how Eserites are,
  
   especially
  
  when they are dealing with Avenists. I politely asked her to tell me the truth, she repeated her story with professions of the utmost innocence, and I punched her in the mouth.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence.
 

 
  “Oh, Trissiny,” Teal sighed.
 

 
  “Um,” Fross chimed hesitantly, “how does
  
   that
  
  help persuade the Guild to back down?”
 

 
  “Because,” Trissiny said testily, “as I just said, I know how they think. Eserites don’t write down their doctrines, but my education included a thorough grounding in everything known about how they operate. Everything is a game to them. ‘Mischief and misdirection,’ they say; it’s how they address virtually everyone. Yes, I probably made an enemy of one particular thief, but I had to wait for the four others present to stop laughing before we could continue talking, and then they all wanted to buy me drinks.”
 

 
  “Tell me you didn’t,” said Ruda, grinning hugely.
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I didn’t,” Trissiny snapped. “They’d have almost certainly been drugged, and anyway, as I keep having to remind you, I
  
   don’t drink.
  
  But after all that, I was more inclined to believe the man when he said Darling was out, but he’d pass along a message as soon as he returned. You just have to show them you’re willing to play the game.”
 

 
  “And…punching them in the mouth is playing the game?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “On a case by case basis. The woman in question was muscled like an ox and had a broken nose. I wouldn’t have struck a cutpurse or con artist; they’d consider that very poor form and probably grounds for retaliation. They respect people who beat them at their own games, though, which is why Silver Legionnaires are trained to spot enforcers when dealing with the Guild.
  
   Them
  
  we can take in a fight—usually—and it’s an established path to getting a dialogue going.”
 

 
  “Religious people are insane,” Gabriel marveled.
 

 
  “Here’s to
  
   that,”
  
  Ruda agreed, raising a bottle of rum in his direction. “I dunno how you get through the day, Boots, I really do not.”
 

 
  “So…there’s a precedent for this?” Toby asked hesitantly. “You’re
  
   certain
  
  you didn’t just make things worse?”
 

 
  “You know what, Toby?” Trissiny rounded on him. “After the week we’ve had, maybe you’re not in a position to criticize my diplomacy anymore. At least I’ve been
  
   trying.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, okay, that’s enough,” Teal said firmly. “This is a tense situation; let’s
  
   not
  
  start attacking each other. Okay?”
 

 
  Trissiny muttered something and turned to stare out the window of the lounge. Toby just sighed, looking at her.
 

 
  “So this is a waiting game, then?” said Gabriel. “We’ve got nothing else to pursue until we hear back from Darling?”
 

 
  “And then,” Teal added glumly, “we have to hope he can and
  
   will
  
  get his fellow cultists to back off. But
  
   if
  
  that pans out, it’ll go a long way toward defusing this. Without the Guild putting pressure on the guard, a huge amount of tension goes out of the whole situation.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabe said, nodding glumly. “I’m just…scrambling to think of anything else we can do to help in the meantime. Sitting here
  
   waiting
  
  for the ax to fall is gonna drive me nuts.”
 

 
  “There is one thing,” said Shaeine. “Those of us present, between us, can exercise a certain amount of political clout. I suggest we speak to the Imperial Army in support of this Captain Ravoud.”
 

 
  “In…support?” Fross asked. “Are you… You heard the part where this guy hates drow, right?”
 

 
  
   “Hate
  
  may be too strong a word,” Shaeine said evenly. “It must be said that he has a very
  
   legitimate
  
  grievance against my people. However, he has also expressed willingness to work with Toby, and the reality is that he was, according to the best information we have, not directly responsible for any of the attacks on Lor’naris, and values law and order above his own prejudices. I am deeply regretful that I failed to open a dialogue with him in the first place; I feel it might have averted a great deal of misfortune. Even so, he appears to be precisely the sort of person who can best keep things as civil as possible. In addition, he is known and trusted by the soldiers in Barracks Four; keeping him there will give them a sense of continuity that will be helpful in assuaging their own fears.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Trissiny said slowly, “I see your point. I’ll pass that along to General Panissar. I doubt he’ll have time to see me or anything, but I can at least get him a message fairly quickly.”
 

 
  “I was thinking more of a letter of endorsement, signed by you, myself and Toby,” said Shaeine. “We each have credibility and relevance to the situation; we have been in apparent opposition to Captain Ravoud, so our endorsement of him will have extra weight. I can compose it in minutes and submit it for your approval.”
 

 
  “I think that’s a fine idea,” Toby said, nodding.
 

 
  “Wanna hear some more good news?”
 

 
  They all turned to stare at the staircase, at the head of which now stood a familiar pair of elves, grinning.
 

 
  “Hello, Fauna, Flora,” Trissiny said wearily. “Is this good news in a sarcastic sense?”
 

 
  “Not at all,” said Fauna. “This is the real deal.”
 

 
  “We probably shouldn’t be telling you, but hell, we’re not officially Guild members yet, and it seems like
  
   more
  
  communication, not less, is best right now.”
 

 
  “The short version is the Guild isn’t going to lean on Barracks Four much longer.”
 

 
  “Darling got my message?” Trissiny perked up visibly.
 

 
  The elves exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “Dunno about that,” said Flora. “It’s the policy, though. As hard as they’re pushing those soldiers, the point
  
   isn’t
  
  to make them break. It’s to make it
  
   seem
  
  like it is.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s a threat,” said Teal quietly. “People don’t often appreciate this, but threats
  
   are,
  
  themselves, acts of violence.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Fauna, nodding approvingly. “Most of those soldiers didn’t do anything to us. They’re getting a one-day reminder of why they’d damn well
  
   better
  
  not, and then
  
   poof.
  
  Back to the shadows with us.”
 

 
  “Even if one of them breaks and takes a shot, the Guild members shadowing them aren’t gonna engage,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Those two who
  
   actually
  
  attacked Peepers, though…”
 

 
  “Yeah, their asses are ours.”
 

 
  “They’re in Imperial custody,” Toby pointed out firmly.
 

 
  “Yeah?” Fauna grinned at him. “And it’s probably gonna snow tonight. That has what to do with anything?”
 

 
  “It’s good news, indeed,” said Trissiny. “It makes our position a little easier.”
 

 
  “Well, no,” said Flora with a wince. “That’s the other thing we came to tell you.”
 

 
  “Great,” Trissiny sighed. “What
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “The thing you were
  
   initially
  
  worried about looks likely to happen,” said Fauna.
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “Somebody’s agitating the Lorisians,” Flora said grimly.
  
   “And
  
  those of Barracks Four who aren’t on duty. At each other, specifically.”
 

 
  “What do you mean, agitating?” Teal demanded.
 

 
  “It’s hard to say.” Fauna shook her head. “Some of it has to be due to the escalating tension, but… It’s too much, too fast. The Guild’s been watching both the district and that regiment closely, which is the only reason we happen to know…”
 

 
  “And the only reason
  
   we
  
  happen to know is we’re very good at overhearing stuff apprentices aren’t supposed to be privy to,” Flora added.
 

 
  “But there have been meetings.”
 

 
  “Speeches.”
 

 
  “Weapons distributed.”
 

 
  “There may or may not be some kind of riot brewing…”
 

 
  “…but it looks a lot like someone’s trying to arrange one.”
 

 
  A heavy silence fell over the lounge, the students all staring at the two thieves.
 

 
  “Who?” Toby asked at last.
 

 
  Flora shrugged. “If we knew that, someone would be putting a stop to it. Maybe someone does, and is.”
 

 
  “That’s quite possibly where Darling’s been all day. We haven’t seen hide nor hair of him either.”
 

 
  “Well…it’s okay, right?” Gabriel said. “I mean, we’ve got the Legionnaires in the district.”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Trissiny said wearily, “the Legionnaires are warriors. We don’t train to suppress civil insurrections; the only way we train to fight is against
  
   enemies.
  
  With swords.”
 

 
  “…shit.”
 

 
  “I think maybe we’d better call in the Army,” said Toby.
 

 
  “You do that,” said Flora, “and not only is Barracks Four good and fucked, so is Lor’naris.”
 

 
  “A district full of drow that’s clean, productive and safe is one thing,” added Fauna.
 

 
  “A district full of drow that’s involved in an armed insurrection… Well, that’s about nineteen different kinds of uglier. What do you
  
   think
  
  the Empire will do about that?”
 

 
  “So…” Gabe looked around helplessly at the others. “What do we do?”
 

 
  The silence stretched out.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  5 – 22 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  The garden was lit up like a dream from a fairy tale, and Shook wasn’t appreciating any of it. Floating lamps drifted about, some trailing intangible sparkles, trays of food hovered aimlessly through the crowd in lieu of waiters, submerged lights gleamed in the pool, soft but cheerful music played everywhere, and mysterious little flickers evocative of pixies (but thankfully not the real thing, as evidenced by the lack of destructive elemental invocations) darted among the greenery. The guests certainly seemed to be having a good time. At least, they were eating, drinking and talking to each other. A few were dancing. It was all rather subdued, but then, it was early. A good party got progressively more interesting as everyone got progressively more drunk. He could have resented the fact that he wouldn’t get to participate in that, were he not too tense to enjoy himself anyway.
 

 
  Kheshiri hovered nearby, watching the guests with avid interest and occasionally dropping broad hints that she would like to circulate, which Shook ignored. They lurked at the edges of the garden, in a relatively shadowed corner—quite a few of those were scattered about, left deliberately out of the network of magical party lights. Vandro, being a thoughtful host, had made sure to provide semi-private canoodling cubbies at convenient intervals. This, too, was wasted on them; Shook held a mostly untouched whiskey in one hand and kept the other hovering near his holstered wand, seeming uninterested in putting his succubus to use.
 

 
  She was, in her way, as tense as he, though for very different reasons. And unlike Shook, Kheshiri was enjoying the tension.
 

 
  Shook eased slightly out into the light, noting their host approaching. Vandro moved deftly among the guests, navigating social currents like a salmon swimming up a river; Kheshiri had to admire his skill. He nodded, smiled, laughed, told jokes, putting just enough sincerity into each interaction to place his targets at ease, but not allowing himself to be slowed. Engaging without being engaged, leaving no resentments in his wake. For a moment, she considered longingly what might have happened had Vandro come into possession of her reliquary rather than a meathead like Shook. She might have been content to stick around longer, in that case; the
  
   fun
  
  they could have.
 

 
  “Jerry, my boy,” Vandro said more quietly, coming abreast of them. “We may have a problem.”
 

 
  Shook’s tension increased all but imperceptibly. “How big a problem?”
 

 
  “Not sure, yet. The plan can’t go forward without access to Om’ponole’s estate, which is Kamari’s job.” He glanced idly about, looking completely nonchalant, but verifying that no one was within earshot—and that no one within eyeshot have pointed ears. “He was supposed to send a message via courier with countercharms and shield frequencies for Saduko to get you inside the gates; they’re changed daily. That never showed.”
 

 
  “Well, if we can’t get
  
   in…”
  
  Shook let his statement trail off.
 

 
  “Anything might have happened,” said Vandro. “Not all of the possibilities kill the plan, and I’m not willing to waste this much preparatory work if we can help it. I need to borrow your girl, here.”
 

 
  “Wanna work off a little stress?” Kheshiri asked flirtatiously. Shook shot her a glare.
 

 
  “Down, girl,” Vandro said, amused. “I need you to do some scouting. It’s a while yet before we’ll have to move, but time is tight; you can get across the city fast enough on those wings, and you can get close enough to get some intel with your other gifts. If Kamari was caught, it’s all over, but if he was just delayed or unable to send a message, you can get the codes from him and we can proceed.”
 

 
  “How’s she supposed to get in, if we don’t have those codes already?” Shook demanded.
 

 
  “There’s nothing shielding the estate from directly above,” said Vandro, grinning. “I checked.”
 

 
  “Also nothing shielding
  
   this
  
  estate from above,” Kheshiri noted.
 

 
  “Yeah, and don’t think I won’t be correcting that first chance I get.”
 

 
  Shook nodded. “All right, sounds like time’s of the essence. Get going, girl. And be
  
   careful.”
  
 

 
  He gave her a pat on the butt that was half affectionate and half shove to get her moving. She tittered and grinned at him, but set off through the crowd as commanded.
 

 
  She was just one more festively-dressed girl, hardly worthy of note. More people were coming than going, this early in the evening, but there was enough back-and-forth at the gates that her departure wasn’t attention-getting, either. Kheshiri slipped outside, strolled casually around a corner, and faded into invisibility as soon as she was hidden from view of the street between a bush and the outer wall of Vandro’s estate.
 

 
  She patted the pocket in which was hidden Kamari’s missive, which she had intercepted earlier in the day. That had been her only opportunity to get out during the last-minute preparations, and her plans required some careful timing—the first step was now, and Vandro, predictably, was clever enough to see the solution she offered to the problem he didn’t know she’d created. Much better than dealing with Shook, to whom she often had to propose maneuvers while letting him think they were his own ideas. That was usually just the kind of challenge she enjoyed; it was mostly just annoying, now, as many times as he’d made her do it. Variety was the spice of life.
 

 
  A pump of her wings sent her invisibly skyward; deftly navigating the winds, she followed the pattern of streets she’d memorized days ago, going nowhere near the Om’ponole estate. Following Amanika directly had been out of the question, as she wasn’t quite willing to trust her new enchantments to hide her demonic aura from the priestess’s senses. Luckily, Vandro had dealings with
  
   other
  
  members of the Thieves’ Guild; identifying them among his rotating roster of houseguests had been the only tricky part. From there, learning the location of their headquarters in Onkawa had been simplicity itself.
 

 
  She set down in another darkened alley, double checked that it was empty, then faded back into view, adjusting her features as she did. When Kheshiri stepped out into the street and began walking toward the dilapidated drug den under which lurked the local Guild chapter, she wore the appearance and mannerisms of the Sifanese Eserite, Saduko.
 

 
  “Stop me if you’ve heard this one,” she murmured to herself, passing a few huddled tramps in various states of inebriation—most genuine druggies, several definitely Guild lookouts. “A succubus, an archmage, a dragon and a whole bunch of thieves walk into a party, and only one walks out happy.”
 

 
  She didn’t permit herself to giggle; that would have been out of character. Besides, Saduko’s mysterious little smile suited her mood just fine.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Tellwyrn stood on the balcony, watching over the party like a gargoyle and feeling about as festive. She had refused offers from the servants of food, drink and entertainment, and met the tentative suggestion that she might enjoy socializing with the other guests with a chilling stare that had warded off any further overtures. Standing still in one spot while close to a hundred people immediately below enjoyed themselves wasn’t exactly her idea of a good time, but a good time was not what she’d come here to find. In three millennia of life, she had learned plenty of patience, for all that she didn’t usually care to exercise it. Anyway, this was far from the most uncomfortable vigil she had ever kept.
 

 
  A stir began at the gates, and she zeroed in on it. This balcony wasn’t positioned to give her a clear view; a whole stand of ornamental palm trees thrusting out of an island in Vandro’s ridiculous little garden pool obstructed the details. However, around the periphery, she could clearly see people edging away from whoever (or whatever) had just walked into the grounds. The crowd rippled, looking from above exactly like a pool in which something had been dropped. She could hear, over the music and the general hubbub, some of the shocked whispers beginning to dart back and forth, including some which contained the all-important word.
 

 
  
   Dragon.
  
 

 
  A discreet little cough sounded behind her. “Professor Tellwyrn, the guest for whom you were waiting appears to have arrived.”
 

 
  “Remarkably swift work, Wilberforce,” she said politely, nodding to him. “Thank you very much.”
 

 
  “Of course, madam.”
 

 
  With no further ado, she vaulted over the balustrade, dropping to the garden below and causing no small stir herself, which she ignored. Tellwyrn strode forward through the crowd, making a beeline for the gates and disregarding the protests of those she darted around. Pushing people out of the way better suited her temperament, but archmage or no, an elf was still an elf; shoving a bunch of humans would have required magic, which elevated it from rudeness to a misdemeanor. Even bothering to speak to Wilberforce had been more time than she’d wanted to spend, but there was absolutely nothing to be gained from alienating a Butler.
 

 
  She was antsy to get this dealt with and get back to Tiraas; the gods only knew what those kids were up to. Leaving them unattended had been part of her strategy for the lesson she meant them to learn, otherwise she’d have popped back to check up every two hours. That didn’t make the anticipation any easier to bear.
 

 
  Tellwyrn darted rudely between a conversing couple, swatted a floating tray of cocktails out of her way (and into the pool), squirmed through tiny gaps in the denser crowd now ringing the gate, and finally stepped forward into the clear space, gaining her first sight in several years of Zanzayed the Blue.
 

 
  They preferred the shapes of humans or elves—Astratirox the Red walked around as a gnome—but the humanoid form of a dragon was always unmistakeable. There was the aura around them, the indefinable quality of magnetism and majesty, but universal as that was to their kind, it wasn’t conclusive or distinctive; lots of mortals were charismatic. The monochrome hair in improbable colors could have been the result of alchemical dye. No, what truly gave them away was the eyes. Pure, solid expanses of color, devoid of pupils, irises or any features at all, glowing intensely enough to light up a room, yet not so bright that one couldn’t comfortably gaze into them from inches away. Nothing else had eyes like a dragon.
 

 
  Zanzayed was half-elf in aspect, which was unique among the dragons she’d met; he could have passed for a human in general body shape, albeit a tall and lanky one, but for the subtle points of his ears. His hair and gem-like eyes, of course, were cobalt blue. As usual, he was excruciatingly overdressed, in flowing multilayered robes of blue, silver and white, somewhat akin in style to a Sifanese kimono but far too heavily embroidered and surmounted by an oversized mantle that made his shoulders look absurdly broad for his lean frame. The delicate, jewel-encrusted slippers that peeked out from under his hem were pointed, curling up extravagantly at the tips; he actually had some kind of giant white fluffy thing like a feather boa draped decoratively over one shoulder, wrapped around his waist and trailing behind him. His long blue hair was tied back in a simple tail, but bedecked with white ribbons and bejeweled combs. The overall effect was breathtaking, which had more to do with his draconic aura than his sense of style. He was dressed like a particularly pretentious wedding cake; anyone else in that outfit would have looked idiotic.
 

 
  “Arachne!” he cried in apparent delight, spreading his arms and striding toward her. Despite her rush to get to him, she stopped, folding her arms and awaiting his approach. Of course, the polite thing would have been to let their host greet such a distinguished guest first. Naturally, she didn’t care about that in the slightest. “Whatever brings
  
   you
  
  out to this corner of the world?” the dragon asked, coming to a stop before her and grinning. “I must say I was starting to think nothing would coax you down off that mountaintop of yours. Well, in the last decade or so, that is. Before that I was wondering how long it’d be before you lost interest in that whole ‘school’ thing. Really, Arachne, you, an educator? I can’t imagine it.” He reached out to chuck her under the chin.
 

 
  “Zanzayed,” she said calmly. “You’re at least partially right; this isn’t my scene. In fact, I came here looking for you.”
 

 
  “Oh, no!” he exclaimed in mock horror, placing a hand—each finger sparkling with rings—against his chest. “Are we going to have one of our celebrated duels? Let’s please don’t; I quite like this villa. It’s so delightfully tacky!”
 

 
  The muttering among the onlookers had intensified when he spoke her name; at the word “duel,” the crowd began dropping its pretentions and trying in earnest to get away from them.
 

 
  “I’m so glad you like it!” Alan Vandro boomed, approaching. “See, this is why I enjoy your visits, Zanzayed; you
  
   get
  
  me. I like to think I’ve started a trend here, and ‘delightfully tacky’ will soon be
  
   the
  
  go-to style for the rich and tasteless all over the Empire.”
 

 
  “Inviting Arachne to your little soirees isn’t a solid strategy for living to spread your legend, Vandro,” Zanzayed said, smirking. “She does so love to
  
   break
  
  things.”
 

 
  “How do you know that’s not just when you’re around?” Tellwyrn asked dryly.
 

 
  “I read the history books, darling.”
 

 
  “Why, you two are just like an old married couple,” Vandro said cheerfully. Around them, the other party guests seemed tentatively to be calming, taking note of the genial mood and Vandro’s presence and clear lack of alarm. “I gather you don’t get many chances to catch up?”
 

 
  “Indeed, I find I must take every possible opportunity to enjoy Arachne’s company!” the dragon said, stepping up next to Tellwyrn and draping an arm around her shoulders. She raised an eyebrow. “After all, this is the future mother of my children you’re looking at. We have an
  
   arrangement.”
  
 

 
  “We have a
  
   bet,”
  
  Tellwyrn corrected firmly, “and you haven’t won.”
 

 
  “I will, though.”
 

 
  “You’d better hope not. If it starts to look like you’re going to, I’ll simply kill you.”
 

 
  “Darling, if you had the capacity to kill me you’d have done it centuries ago.”
 

 
  “I’ve never tried in earnest, Zanza. I’m willing to risk my life in dealing with you, but not my ass.”
 

 
  “And
  
   yet,
  
  we have that bet.” He grinned down at her.
 

 
  “Because you’re
  
   not
  
  going to win. In
  
   any
  
  case, I didn’t come here to discuss that, either. Step inside with me; we need to have a talk.”
 

 
  Zanzayed sighed dramatically. “Honestly, for such a rambunctious hellraiser you are such a
  
   drag
  
  sometimes. It’s a party. I
  
   just
  
  got here. We can discuss business
  
   after
  
  I’ve hobnobbed a bit and eaten Vandro here out of house and home.”
 

 
  “Let’s kindly keep that to the metaphorical sense,” said Vandro with an easy grin. “I can’t exactly get a new house catered.”
 

 
  “I have
  
   already
  
  spent more time on this than I wanted to,” Tellwyrn snapped.
 

 
  “What, pray tell, is so
  
   very
  
  urgent?” Zanzayed asked in an aggrieved tone.
 

 
  “It’s about Khadizroth.”
 

 
  The dragon raised an eyebrow. “Oh, honestly, Arachne. What’d you do to him
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  “I’ve not been near him in four hundred years. It’s about what
  
   he
  
  did, and I’m not involved. I am passing on a message because I promised to do so.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  haven’t spoken to him in nearly that long, and quite frankly I find him insufferably dull, so whatever—”
 

 
  
   “Because,”
  
  she pressed on, “what he’s been up to is likely to mean trouble for
  
   all
  
  of your kind, and you’re the only one I can easily find and who I know will listen to me.”
 

 
  At that, finally, Zanzayed’s expression sobered. “…all right, against my better judgment, you have my attention. I
  
   do
  
  hope you’re not planning to spoil my whole party experience, Arachne; Onkawa has been altogether a disappointment and I just don’t think my delicate constitution can take another blow. Vandro, you’d better have those delightful bacon-wrapped shrimp on hand.”
 

 
  “In fact, I’ve got a reserved tub of them with your name on it!”
 

 
  “Smashing! Whatever else happens, then, this night won’t be a total loss. Come along, my dear.” Zanzayed wrapped an arm around Tellwyrn’s waist and began leading her toward the main house; they moved effortlessly through a mobile open space, the other guests parting to let them pass like a school of fish making way for two sharks. “Let’s hear what my errant cousin has gotten into that you find so very pressing.”
 

 
  “Hear that, everyone?” Vandro said genially behind them, grinning around at the onlookers. “Best sample the bacon-wrapped shrimp while there are any left. But for the love of all the gods, don’t eat them all before he gets back!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Kheshiri caught his eye in passing, heading back for Shook’s corner; it would have looked a little suspicious for her to appropriate Vandro’s personal focus in the middle of the party. Anyway, even with them walking away, she wanted to stay as far as possible from Tellwyrn and that dragon. She had done her fair share of manipulating powerful and dangerous people, enough to know that she
  
   could,
  
  and also to know when she shouldn’t. Tellwyrn was a classic example of the kind of person to leave alone. Different people reacted in different ways to discovering someone was toying with them;
  
   she
  
  was prone to torching everything and salting the earth. That went double for dragons.
 

 
  Shook had scarcely moved in the hour she’d been gone, if at all. He perked up at her approach, which was gratifying, even if his tone was typically curt. “Well?”
 

 
  “Looks like the party’s back on, master,” she said softly, leaning in close. “You want the full report, or should we wait for Alan?”
 

 
  He lifted his eyes from hers to glance around. “Mm… Just give it a moment. I’m sure he’ll be along pretty quickly.”
 

 
  Indeed, Vandro was back within a minute, moving somewhat more quickly than previously. “Shiri, my dear, welcome back!” he said jovially.
 

 
  She surreptitiously slipped a folded sheet of paper into his breast pocket. “All’s well, boss man. Kamari had it in his room along with an explanatory note; seems he’s in trouble on some trumped-up charge or other and has been on a heavily supervised extra shift all day, couldn’t find a moment to himself to engage a courier. But he apparently figured you’d be able to get someone in to check his things. Smart boy.”
 

 
  “Smart boy who knows we have a succubus,” Vandro corrected. “See, Jerry? Intimidation value aside,
  
   this
  
  is why I wanted our partners to know what’s up. No plan survives contact with real circumstances; you can’t adapt on the fly if you don’t know the capabilities of the people you’re working with.”
 

 
  “Appreciate the lesson, Alan, but I’ll leave you to handle the planning,” Shook said with a tense little smile. “Just point me at whoever’s head needs cracking.”
 

 
  “Consider yourself pointed, my boy. Move on out; Saduko will meet you at the rendezvous spot in the city. You know the plan. Shiri, you’re up; just wait for them to get gone first. Oh, and Amanika’s at the Guild tonight, speaking of changing plans, so don’t make any appearances with her face.”
 

 
  “Check and check.” Kheshiri gave him a mock salute.
 

 
  “Showtime, kids,” Vandro said with a grin of pure delight, then turned and ambled off, calling a greeting to some acquaintance or other.
 

 
  “All right, you heard him,” Shook said in a low tone. “Get in position. I’ll see you after the job.”
 

 
  “Good luck, master,” she said, leaning up to kiss him on the cheek.
 

 
  He smirked and reached behind her to squeeze her bum. “I won’t need it.” With that, he turned and swaggered off in the general direction of the gates.
 

 
  “Of course not, master,” she said sweetly.
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  “Elf candles.” Weaver pointed to a small stand of conical flowers nodding in the faint breeze.
 

 
  
   “Versithorae,”
  
  Joe corrected.
 

 
  The bard turned to frown at him. “What?”
 

 
  “They’re called
  
   versithorae
  
  in the elvish. Plains tribes discovered them long before any humans moved into the area. Obviously,
  
   they
  
  didn’t call them ‘elf candles.’”
 

 
  “Joe,” said Weaver with ostentatiously thinning patience, “are you just trying to be a pain in the ass, or do you seriously imagine that bit of trivia to be in any way significant?” He turned his back on Joe and the
  
   versithorae
  
  and resumed picking his way up the slope. “Elf candles in terrain like this are a sure sign we’re entering a green dragon’s territory.”
 

 
  “How’s that?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “Really?” He grinned down at her. “You, the famous adventurer who knows all the continent’s dragons, don’t know how to spot dragonsign?”
 

 
  “First of all, ponytail, I know the names of the dragons on this continent because I had a good, solid gnomish education. Second, I’m a city girl. You point me at something you want dead and I’ll deadify it before you can finish givin’ the order. But the workshop is my fortress and the back alleys my stalking ground. I know bugger all about tracking diddly anything out here in the howling wilderness.”
 

 
  Mary fluttered her wings, disembarking from Joe’s shoulder, and in the next moment was walking alongside them as though she’d never been anywhere else.
  
   “Versithorae
  
  are a lowland plant, native to the Golden Sea and the surrounding Great Plains. They do not like altitude. Powerful users of fae magic frequently cause the germination and growth of plants that would otherwise not thrive in a given environment, either by design or as a byproduct of their workings.
  
   Versithorae,
  
  however, need more than magic; they need ash. They only grow where the ground has been burned. Thus, Weaver is correct; seeing them where they should not grow is a near-certain sign that a green dragon lives nearby.”
 

 
  “Well, how ’bout them apples,” Billie said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Glad to hear it,” McGraw grunted, pulling himself resolutely along with his staff. “I’ll be happy to leave off all this hiking and tend to something more relaxing, like duking it out with the dragon.”
 

 
  “Is this the part where you grouse about how you’re getting too old for this?” Weaver asked with a grin.
 

 
  “Ain’t my policy to point out the obvious, sonny boy. Leads to people takin’ a dim view of one’s mental faculties.”
 

 
  Joe gave him a sidelong glance, but kept his mouth shut. In fact, he was a little worried about McGraw. Mary had spent the hike from Venomfont perched on his shoulder—he still wasn’t sure whether to feel honored or alarmed—and Billie seemed to be a bottomless fount of energy, but the rest of them were clearly feeling the effects of the day-long uphill walk, particularly McGraw. Several times the old man had surreptitiously tossed back vials of some alchemical solution, and Joe had repeatedly felt the faint buzz of arcane magic being activated around him, but despite whatever preparations he invoked, the old man was still breathing and sweating more heavily than any of them, leaning much of his weight on his staff.
 

 
  Keenly aware that he was the least experienced member of the party, Joe had been somewhat relieved that he wasn’t the only one struggling. Even Weaver was moving more stiffly this late in the day…but then again, he’d apparently spent the last few years lurking in some library. The trip through the Golden Sea hadn’t prepared him for this. Grateful as he was to have been prepared for the reality of blistered feet, uncomfortable behind-a-bush toilet breaks and a diet of jerky and flatbread, there was a great difference between hiking across mostly flat territory and hiking up into a mountain range.
 

 
  “Anyway, no great surprise we’re seein’ dragonsign,” Billie said, taking out the map again and unfolding it. She held the expanse of paper in front of her face as she walked, somehow not slackening her pace or losing her footing despite completely obstructing her own view. “This here is Mount Blackbreath itself, an’ we’re not far from the caldera.”
 

 
  “Should we think about settling in for the night and continuing on tomorrow?” Joe suggested, glancing around. The sun was long out of sight; climbing westward as they were, it had vanished not long after noon.
 

 
  “Bad idea,” said Weaver, shaking his head. “We don’t want to be camped and vulnerable this close to a dragon’s territory.
  
   In
  
  his territory, most likely. They have differing ideas about visitors, but they do
  
   not
  
  like trespassers. Settling in crosses that line.”
 

 
  “Seems like splittin’ hairs,” said McGraw.
 

 
  Weaver shrugged. “I don’t disagree, but it’s standard practice for approaching a dragon. Anyhow, there’s also the basic tactical concern that he can get the drop on us if we’re asleep. Even if we post a lookout, the rest of the group will have to wake up and get their pants on if he chooses to attack. Better to face him while we’re a little tired than to risk that.”
 

 
  Mary made a lifting motion with one hand and murmured a few indistinct words. Instantly, Joe felt his weariness ease, leaving him alert as if he were freshly rested. Even better, the growing soreness in his legs, which had reached nearly excruciating levels, vanished completely. The group paused in unison.
 

 
  
   “Much
  
  obliged, ma’am,” said McGraw fervently, tipping his hat to her. Mary nodded in return with a small smile.
 

 
  “Here.” Weaver had taken advantage of the brief stop to reach into his coat and pull out what appeared to be a small cigarette case. From this he removed pairs of wax earplugs and began passing them out. “These are attuned to my instruments. They won’t impede your hearing, but they’ll protect you from the effects of spellsong.”
 

 
  “At the risk of soundin’ paranoid,” said McGraw, bouncing his pair on the palm of one hand, “it occurs to me that if you planned to turn against the group, puttin’ these things in our heads would be a great first step. Being that we don’t know what spells are on ’em, that is. I can tell it’s fae magic, and not much else.”
 

 
  Weaver shrugged, tucked away the case and turned to continue on. “Fine, leave them out, get bespelled as soon as we go into combat. Learn how much I care.”
 

 
  “They do precisely what he says they do,” said Mary, putting her own pair of earplugs in one of her belt pouches. “Don’t be so suspicious, Elias; a betrayal from within the group isn’t likely, and would damage us less than if we spent all our time watching one another. In any case, Weaver, I have my own methods.”
 

 
  Ahead of her, just behind Billie, he shrugged again. “Could everyone keep an eye out for bugs, please? I need to catch one.”
 

 
  “Bugs?” Joe frowned, confused.
 

 
  “Bugs,” Weaver repeated patiently. “Spiders, insects… A small lizard will do, if necessary.”
 

 
  “Any preferences?” McGraw asked dryly.
 

 
  “Non-venomous, not prone to stinging or biting, ideally. If I can’t have my druthers, though, all that’s necessary is that it be alive.”
 

 
  Joe glanced around at the others; if they thought this as odd as he did, none of them gave sign. He wondered whether it was just standard adventurer aplomb, or if they knew something about Weaver’s methods that he didn’t. As they continued on, he slipped the plugs into his ears, grimacing. True to Weaver’s promise, they didn’t impede his hearing in the slightest, which didn’t make the sensation any less odd. If anything, it made it worse. Unnatural.
 

 
  He had time to grow accustomed to them as they pressed on. The Wyrnrange was mostly bare, craggy stone, the kind of rocks that resulted in scrapes or even cuts and punctures if one slipped. As they ascended, greenery began to appear in increasing abundance, mosses and lichens predominating, but there were also flowers—including more
  
   versithorae—
  
  and small shrubs, even a few stunted saplings.
 

 
  It was another half hour before they rounded a jagged heap of boulders and came to a stop, the path—such as it was—having ended.
 

 
  “Welp,” Billie drawled, “this is the place, all right. Now what?”
 

 
  Ahead there was an obvious pass, a wide crack in the towering rock wall before them. They couldn’t see what lay beyond, however, and not just because of the gathering dark. A thick network of vines, bedecked with mismatched flowers and bristling with evil-looking thorns, crisscrossed the opening, obstructing it completely.
 

 
  McGraw held out his staff, and a clean white light glowed from the large crystal set into its head. The illumination didn’t help much; there was nothing to see except bare stone and the arboreal blockage.
 

 
  “Used to run around with a witch back in the day,” he mused. “Had a pixie familiar. Damn annoying little thing—they’ve got the intellect of a two-year-old and the personality of a puppy, as a rule. Still, it was, among other things, a hovering lamp.
  
   Very
  
  handy at times like this. Now, I’m no expert on witchcraft, but is that barrier as magical as I think it is?”
 

 
  “That and much more, I suspect,” said Mary, stepping forward to examine it. “This is no mere deterrence; Khadizroth seems quite serious in his desire for privacy. Oh, and Weaver…here.” She turned and gestured toward him; as if thrown from her hand, a large white moth fluttered out of the gap above the lattice of vines, drifting toward him. She smiled as he carefully caught the insect in his cupped hands. “I couldn’t find a butterfly, but that is close enough. It seems to suit you better than something that skitters.”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine how you came to
  
   that
  
  conclusion. Thanks, though, this is perfect.” He held the helplessly fluttering moth up to his face, whispering inaudibly.
 

 
  “So!” Billie said brightly. “What’ll we do about this, then? Blast it open?”
 

 
  “Excellent way to die,” said McGraw. “It’ll be enchanted not just to resist attacks, but to react to them. Dragons are very serious magic users, as you know very well.”
 

 
  “Bah! Problems I can’t solve with brute force are beneath my notice.”
 

 
  “I can unravel it,” said Mary, peering at the vines from inches away, “but it will take time, and the process will surely alert the dragon to our presence, if he does not already know we’re here.”
 

 
  “Best to assume he does,” McGraw opined.
 

 
  “I concur. Be on your guard. Tampering with his gate may encourage him to come let us in, or it may prompt an attack. This could take… I am not sure. Hours, possibly.”
 

 
  “May I?” Weaver asked. As they all turned to look at him, he crushed the poor moth between a thumb and forefinger, murmuring something to it. In the pale light of McGraw’s glowstone, Joe thought the man’s expression seemed oddly tender as he killed the insect; he dismissed the notion. Weaver was hard enough to figure out without adding in weirdness like that.
 

 
  Brushing his fingers clean of moth guts on his coat, the bard stepped up to the barrier, Mary making room for him. He withdrew a wooden flute from within his coat, lifted it to his lips and began to play.
 

 
  The first note seemed to resonate in Joe’s very bones, its tone far deeper than such a little instrument seemed like it should have been able to produce. Weaver played on, however, and the pitch climbed, forming a slow, mournful song. A dirge that seemed to cry with a nearly human voice. The others stepped unconsciously back away from him, Billie grimacing, her ears twitching violently amid her mass of curly hair.
 

 
  The vines began to die.
 

 
  It started slowly, a black rot appearing like a fungal disease on the green, but the more widely it grew, the more quickly it spread. Vines shriveled, thorns dropped off, flowers wizened away to nothing and disintegrated. A faint rustling began, then grew, the green barrier reduced in the course of a minute to a collapsing net of pitiful dried husks.
 

 
  Weaver blew the final notes of his lament. In the silence immediately afterward, the others stood around him as if frozen. Finally, he tucked his flute away carefully, then casually kicked what was left of the vine barrier.
 

 
  The whole thing collapsed.
 

 
  “Life magic,” Weaver said dismissively. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”
 

 
  “May I just say,” Billie said, “that
  
   that
  
  was fuckin’ terrifying.”
 

 
  “How did you
  
   do
  
  that?” Joe demanded.
 

 
  Weaver turned to grin at him over his shoulder. “You’ll have cause to ruminate on this when you get to be forty and people are still calling you the Kid. The fact of the matter is, Joe, we adventurers don’t get to pick the moniker we get known by. Those are elected by the ignorant masses and the bards who shepherd them. Believe me, I campaigned to be called Glittergiggles Weaver, but for
  
   some
  
  reason they stuck me with Gravestone. Go figure.”
 

 
  He turned back, straightened his coat, and stepped through. The others, after a moment, followed. There didn’t seem much else to do.
 

 
  It wasn’t a tunnel or even a canyon, merely a break in the wall of the great crater. In the darkness, little of the huge space beyond was visible, the light of McGraw’s staff not penetrating far. The five of them trailed into the caldera, pausing not far beyond the break to peer around. Trees made dimly-perceived shapes at the edges of their vision, hinted at only by the farthest reaches of the light. It was overcast, denying them moonlight by which to see, but at least it wasn’t as windy as a mountaintop ought to be. Air currents whistled above them, rustling in branches, but the walls all around sheltered them.
 

 
  “We are being stalked,” Mary said quietly.
 

 
  “The dragon?” asked McGraw.
 

 
  She shook her head. “An elf.”
 

 
  “Darling mentioned an elf servant,” Weaver noted. “Well. Should we…what? Introduce ourselves?”
 

 
  “We have entered Khadizroth’s domain,” said Mary. “He would have greeted us if he intended to. As he has not, it appears we shall have to disrespect his wishes.”
 

 
  “How do you propose to command a dragon’s appearance?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “Hm,” she said noncommittally, peering around.
 

 
  “Oh! You leave it to me!” Billie sat down on the ground, unslung her pack and began rummaging around in it. “I’ve got just the—ah! Here we go. Behold the wonders of modern enchantment!”
 

 
  She pulled out a complicated apparatus that looked like the offspring of a telescope and an enchanted sewing machine, brandishing it and grinning broadly.
 

 
  “Nice,” said Weaver sarcastically. “Unless that’s a dragon detector, I don’t see the point.”
 

 
  “Don’t be daft, you can’t just
  
   detect
  
  dragons. Aside from the usual means, of course. Giant shadows, roaring, fire, all that. This is a
  
   gold
  
  detector! Me own design!”
 

 
  “You can do that?” Joe asked, fascinated.
 

 
  “Oh, aye!” she said, nodding enthusiastically. “These babies are essential in modern mining operations.”
 

 
  “Dragons have hoards,” McGraw mused.
  
   “Messing
  
  with their hoards is the surest way to get their attention. Yeah, that’d work, if we’re willing to risk provoking an immediate attack. If it
  
   does
  
  work, that is. Seems likely Khadizroth would have enchantments laid over his treasures to prevent people doing exactly what you’re proposing.”
 

 
  “Aye, but I spent last night tweakin’ it while you louts were snoring. See, I’ve rigged out the focusing lens with a holy charm to help penetrate his nature magic,
  
   and
  
  significantly boosted its operational range and spell penetration by way of amping up the power source to ridiculous, even dangerous levels!”
 

 
  She flicked a switch on her device, grinning insanely, and a low hum sprang up around them, along with an electric tingling in the air that made the fine hairs on their arms stand upright. All four of them immediately took three steps back away from her.
 

 
  The sound of powerful wings was the only warning they got. A massive shadow swept past above them, blotting out the very dim glow of the cloudy sky; the pale light of McGraw’s staff glittered briefly across viridian scales before the huge shape vanished beyond its range. The dragon settled to the ground some thirty feet distant, rearing up against the night. In the darkness, he was only a faintly perceived shape, towering like a church steeple, the only thing visible his intensely glowing green eyes near the top.
 

 
  “That will not be necessary.” Khadizroth’s voice was a peculiar sound, a light tenor that was so deep from the sheer power of its projection that Joe could feel it through the stones beneath his boots. “Kindly turn off your device.”
 

 
  “Aw,” said Billie. “But I was really hopin’—”
 

 
  “Billie,” Mary said firmly, “please do as he asks.”
 

 
  “Pooh,” the gnome pouted, but flipped the switch back. Immediately the arcane buzz was silenced, and she sullenly began packing it away in her satchel.
 

 
  “Khadizroth the Green, I presume?” said McGraw, tipping his hat politely.
 

 
  “You presume a great deal,” replied the dragon, “but in that, at least, you are correct.”
 

 
  His darkened silhouette shrank, seeming to disappear entirely into the ground beyond. However, footsteps crunched on the stony ground, rustling in occasional patches of underbrush, and within moments a human-sized figure stepped into the circle of light.
 

 
  Khadizroth, in this form, was a tall elf in entirely typical costume for a forest tribesman: tight vest and baggy trousers in matching brown, with a blousy-sleeved shirt of dark green and simple leather boots. His hair, likewise, was green, slicked back and falling past his waist behind him, from what could be seen of it fanning out around his lower back. In the manner of the oldest elves, he had a slim beard adorning his pointed chin. Those eyes were the same, though, the distinctive draconic eyes like glowing, smooth-cut gemstones.
 

 
  “Mary,” he said, bowing to her. “You honor my residence; I apologize for the state of my hospitality, but I was not expecting visitors.”
 

 
  “In fairness,” she replied equably, “we clearly forced our way in.”
 

 
  The dragon actually smiled at her, before turning to the others. It was discomfiting, being unable to follow his gaze, but the lack of pupils hid the direction his eyes were looking. “Of the rest of you I have, of course, heard, though we have not met. With one exception, however.” He turned his entire head this time, making it clear he was looking directly at Joe.
 

 
  “Joseph P. Jenkins, at your service,” he said, tipping his hat.
 

 
  “Ah, Jenkins. That name I
  
   do
  
  know; you are well thought of by the elves near your town. Welcome.”
 

 
  Khadizroth spread his arms, and light began to blossom in the crater.
 

 
  It began with the flowers, but spread, pale shades of pastel accentuating bright silver and white. Stands of tall mushrooms, luminous flowers, vines twined through trees, even some of the trees themselves; it seemed fully a third of the plants occupying the crater were bioluminescent, and they came to life at their master’s command. Light rippled outward from Khadizroth, till it reached the edges of the caldera. It was like a meadow, trees, bushes and flowers scattered artfully across the stony ground, stands of tallgrass waving faintly, all illuminated by soft organic lights.
 

 
  “Wow,” Billie breathed. “Oh, hell, that’s
  
   gorgeous.”
  
 

 
  “I am glad you approve,” said the dragon, sounding actually sincere. “But you have not come all this way to admire the view, and it is not my custom to be excessively sociable with assassins.”
 

 
  “Well, now, that’s a mite unfair,” said McGraw. “We’re not
  
   necessarily
  
  assassins.”
 

 
  “We’re strictly unnecessary assassins,” added Weaver, grinning when McGraw nudged him with the butt of his staff.
 

 
  “Indeed, let us to business and have done with it,” said Khadizroth seriously. “You are here at the behest of Antonio Darling, are you not?”
 

 
  “We are,” said Mary, nodding.
 

 
  “And am I correct in assuming that he desires my death?”
 

 
  “No.” She shook her head. “He desires a cessation of hostilities between you. Your death is one way that could be accomplished, yes, but any number of others would be preferable. An arrangement, for instance.”
 

 
  “In fact, I sent my servant Vannae to offer the Bishop exactly that,” said the dragon, his face growing stern. “He saw fit to assault my man and issue insults to be delivered back to me.”
 

 
  “He did?” Billie asked delightedly. “Well, that ol’ poof has more balls than I gave him credit for. You
  
   go,
  
  Darling!”
 

 
  “Will you kindly
  
   button
  
  it, you little freak?” Weaver exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh, so it’s only funny when
  
   you
  
  do it?”
 

 
  “I should further note,” Khadizroth continued, ignoring both of them, “that while I sent one individual presenting no threat to offer a civil conversation, Darling has sent back five individuals representing
  
   significant
  
  destructive force. I question his good faith.”
 

 
  “If one must send mice to consult with the cat,” said McGraw, “one doesn’t send the smallest or weakest, and certainly not one alone.”
 

 
  Khadizroth smiled thinly. “You are not without a point, Longshot. The fact remains, though, that your master and I have little to discuss.”
 

 
  “You could always renounce your claim on those two elf girls,” suggested Weaver. “That’s really all he wants.”
 

 
  Khadizroth was shaking his head before the bard finished speaking. “I must take it as given that my security is compromised; that proverbial pigeon has flown the coop. The matter does not end there, however. If Shinaue and Lianwe wished to leave my company, they had only to do so. Instead, they chose to abduct
  
   every
  
  member of the family I had laboriously built up, hiding them away among elven groves where I may not safely retrieve them, turning the elves and now the humans against me in the process. Quite apart from the damage they have done to my long-term plans… It is not in my nature to lightly tolerate such betrayal.” His face grew ever grimmer till he was outright scowling, and Joe fought down the urge to back away from him. “There shall be reprisal for that. Darling, in assaulting, unprovoked, my last loyal servant, has invited further vengeance upon himself. Tell me, what has he offered as recompense for these various affronts?”
 

 
  A pause fell; the five of them exchanged a round of glances.
 

 
  “So,” the dragon said grimly. “Bishop Darling does not seek to bargain, but to intimidate. He sends killers and so-called ‘heroes,’ and offers nothing toward earning my favor. It seems, as I initially said, that we have nothing to discuss.”
 

 
  “You’re quick to place blame, sir,” said Joe, stepping forward. “With all respect, perhaps you should consider whether you’ve brought this treatment down on yourself.”
 

 
  “That’s right, let’s taunt the dragon,” Weaver mumbled to himself.
 

 
  Khadizroth raised an eyebrow. “You presume to judge me, boy?”
 

 
  “My judgment is as flawed as anyone’s, I suspect, but it’s all I’ve got to work with,” said Joe. “Unless we’ve been badly misled—which ain’t impossible, I’ll grant you—the plan was for you to breed yourself an army of loyal dragons… Using girls taken from their tribe for the purpose.”
 

 
  
   “Rescued
  
  from disaster at the hands of the Tiraan Empire,” the dragon said firmly. “Raised in the shadow of my wings, willing to pursue the duty I required of them.”
 

 
  “You can dress that up any way you choose,” said Joe coldly. “There’s not a one that makes it seem a respectful way to treat ladies.”
 

 
  The dragon stared at him in silence for a long moment. Joe stared right back. The weight, the sheer
  
   force
  
  of personality pressing outward from those featureless green orbs was almost enough to push him physically backward, but he refused to yield ground. His companions stood silently around him, seeming not even to breathe.
 

 
  “I accept your condemnation,” said the dragon at last, nodding deeply in a gesture that was very nearly a bow. “I wonder, Mr. Jenkins, whether you have yet faced a situation in which your principles were tested against one another, and against grim necessity?”
 

 
  Joe opened his mouth to reply, but his voice caught in his throat. He suddenly couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
 

 
  “It is an agonizing position,” Khadizroth continued. “Faced with the growing depredations of the Tiraan Empire, the reality of the
  
   threat
  
  it represents, yet lacking a
  
   good
  
  means of throwing it back. There are only poor methods available of accomplishing this vitally necessary task; I assure you, I have looked for better and found none. The best I could do was to carry out my plan with the greatest kindness possible toward those upon whom it depended. Even so, I confess to as much relief as disappointment that I was denied the opportunity to bring it to fruition. For all the wasted effort, all the lost years, even despite the heartache of losing those I have come to regard as family, I shall emerge from this with my integrity undamaged. I was prepared to mourn its loss. For that, my retribution upon Shinaue and Lianwe shall be mild indeed.
 

 
  “However, the initial problem remains. This new Empire is a disastrous thing, a teeming cauldron of evils waiting to be tipped out upon the world—again. The carnage of Athan’Khar must not be forgotten, and that was only the greatest ill in a long and endlessly-growing list. I remain in opposition to this Empire, more certainly so now that my errant girls have evidently begun to set humanity against me. I reject the judgment of Tiraas and all its agents, and in particular that of Antonio Darling, a man who has exhibited neither respect nor courtesy, whatever his aims. I will not be pressed by his lackeys.”
 

 
  “Will you not?” Mary asked quietly. “You suggest confidence in your powers that may not be warranted.”
 

 
  “If you are counting on the ancient respect you are owed to stay my hand, Mary,” he said, “you will find the matter changed entirely by the fact that
  
   you
  
  have come to
  
   me
  
  offering violence. I have no animosity toward any of you; should you choose to turn and walk back down this mountain, you may go in peace, and with my blessing. But whether I win or lose any battle you offer, I shall not yield to the corruption you serve.”
 

 
  “And there you have it,” Weaver said in disgust. “History, politics and adventuring in a nutshell. You can work around the selfish and the depraved in a thousand different ways, but all it takes is one
  
   idiot
  
  with principles to throw everything into chaos.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Khadizroth said quietly. “Will you leave, then? Or strike first?”
 

 
  “Sure there’s nothing we can say to change your mind?” McGraw asked, tightening his grip on his staff.
 

 
  “Oh, the hell with all this,” Billie snorted, pulling a pair of wands from her belt. “Let’s just burn him down and get outta here.”
 

 
  “So be it,” said the dragon, spreading his arms again. This time, instead of a show of lights, he rose up, swelling in seconds to his full form, and despite himself, Joe backpedaled frantically.
 

 
  Khadizroth the Green in his true shape was over three stories tall, reared up on his hind legs. He was a serpentine symphony of scaled muscle, massive claws digging into the living rock, his enormous wingspan blotting out the sky before them. He opened his fanged mouth, drawing in a deep breath, and telltale flickers began to form around his jaws.
 

 
  Joe was distracted by the tiniest sound from behind him. Instinct snapped into play and he whirled, whipping out his own wands.
 

 
  A tomahawk was speeding toward his head; reacting without conscious thought, he blasted it out of the air. If the elf—Vannae, that was his name—was surprised or intimidated by this, he gave no sign, pulling a wand of his own and leveling it at the group, his face resolute.
 

 
  Elf and dragon attacked simultaneously, catching the party right between them.
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  “How certain are you of this?” Zanzayed asked, his previous jocularity entirely gone.
 

 
  “Let me be clear, I am
  
   not
  
  involved in this,” said Tellwyrn, folding her arms. “I offered to pass the message on to you, which I have now done. I’m out. But to answer your question, I have only the accusation from one source. The source in question has no reason to deceive me and in my estimation is too intelligent to antagonize me
  
   and
  
  you by making such a claim falsely. But yes, I’d suggest you do a little independent confirmation before taking action. Or not. Whatever, your problem, not mine.”
 

 
  Zanzayed frowned, rubbing his chin with a thumb. “You said this was an Eserite priest?”
 

 
  “Yeah. Their former Boss, actually. Currently a Bishop in the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “Bollocks,” he said feelingly. “You’re right, Eserites don’t stir up this kind of trouble just for shiggles. I can see one trying to con a dragon—they’ve done it before—but one with that kind of rank is too invested in the status quo. Well, well, I must say I wouldn’t have expected this of Khadizroth. He’s always had a bug under his tail about the growth of human power, but this kind of thing is… It’s so
  
   sleazy,
  
  not like him at all. He’s either decided the situation is truly desperate or is actually getting to be fun in his old age. I’m going to assume the former. Am I boring you, Arachne?” he added dryly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn was staring fixedly across the garden, frowning. “You see that guy?”
 

 
  “You’re going to have to be vastly more specific, darling. This is a party.”
 

 
  “That oily-looking fellow. His name is Shook, but what the
  
   hell
  
  is going on with his aura? It’s like he’s…”
 

 
  She trailed off, but Zanzayed followed her gaze, frowning. “I see what you mean. I’m pretty sure that’s not a human. Was he always like that?”
 

 
  “No,” she said curtly, and set off across the garden at a sharp pace.
 

 
  “Good thing you’re not getting involved,” Zanzayed said cheerfully, gliding along behind her. “I know how much you hate that.”
 

 
  The crowd parted for them as if they were surrounded by a swarm of foul-smelling wasps. Only Shook himself seemed to show no interest in their approach; he was wandering aimlessly around the periphery of the garden, his expression wooden. As the elf neared, dragon right behind her, he turned a corner around a hedge into one of the darkened areas Vandro had left. Tellwyrn picked up her pace, whipping around the blind corner right behind him. She reached out to grab Shook’s shoulder, not bothering to speak.
 

 
  Her hand passed right through it.
 

 
  Tellwyrn paused to give Zanzayed a significant look; Shook was already moving on, seeming not to have noticed her. She reached out again, this time with only a fingertip, and lightly touched the back of his head.
 

 
  There came an electrical
  
   snap,
  
  a shower of sparks, and Shook dissolved. A selection of enchanting components clattered to the ground, burned out and several of them still sparking, overloaded by all the raw energy Tellwyrn had just pumped into the system.
 

 
  “Well, how about that,” Zanzayed mused, bending to pick up one particular object. It was a small glass jar, connected via wires to a golem logic controller, in which sat a preserved piece of unidentifiable flesh.
 

 
  A gasp sounded from behind them.
 

 
  Tellwyrn and Zanzayed turned to behold a serving girl, clutching an empty tray to her chest as if to hide behind it. “D—d—did— You killed him!” she spluttered.
 

 
  “Yes, that’s right,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “I have just transfigured this intangible, unresponsive person into a collection of enchanting components that would create a moving, self-sustained illusion of him.”
 

 
  The girl let out a shriek, turned and pelted off into the crowd. “Help! They’re murdering the guests!”
 

 
  “You were asking me why I became an educator?” Tellwyrn said, turning to Zanzayed. “It’s because the world is full of
  
   morons.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “He was considered the last member of the Thieves’ Guild to be thwarted by an actual adventuring party,” said Fauna, “so that’s why we date the end of the Age of Adventures from Vipertail’s death.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t even his fault, really, just bad luck,” Flora continued. “He tried to run the Gray Prince on some guy, little knowing that the mark was in a questing party with an elf. Fellow was all excited about the opportunity, went back to tell his teammates, and… Well, there you go.”
 

 
  “For some reason,” said Gabriel, “the more you explain, the less I understand.”
 

 
  He was the only person in the common room even trying to engage with them. The inn, like most of Lor’naris this evening, was all but silent; in addition to the two Guild apprentices, only Gabriel, Toby and Trissiny were present, with two Silver Legionnaires flanking the door. The soldiers had made it clear they were on duty; they weren’t unfriendly, and even seemed to be listening to the elves’ story, but had rejected all attempts at conversation. Toby was sitting hunched over a table on which sat a cooling, untouched pot of tea, which the students had ordered mostly out of pity for the innkeeper, who’d done no business at all that day. Trissiny paced up and down in front of the hearth, frowning into the distance. Flora and Fauna seemed to be trying to lift the mood, but were making little headway.
 

 
  “The Gray Prince is one of the standard cons,” Fauna explained. “You slather on some makeup and a pair of prosthetic ears—this pretty much has to be a human or half-elf to work—and spin your mark a story about how you’re a half-elf, half-drow who’s suffered all manner of persecution because of your heritage, yadda yadda…”
 

 
  “Then,” Flora continued, “a spiel about your hidden wealth in drow plunder that you want to get out of the Underworld to start a new life here in human lands, but are blocked because all the drow hate you so much and need the mark’s help to retrieve it.”
 

 
  “From there, you can go a couple of different ways. The easiest is just a scheme where they invest in an operation to fetch back your ancestral treasure…”
 

 
  “…or, if you’re brazen and the mark is particularly dense, you can work it out as an elaborate banking deal and get access to their accounts.”
 

 
  “Sounds…scarily effective,” Gabe mused. “I could see myself falling for that; lucky for me I don’t have any money. How come the guy being in a party with an elf threw it off?”
 

 
  “Because there are no such things as gray elves,” said Fauna with a grin.
 

 
  He frowned. “What? I’ve seen a bunch of gray elves in the last week. They’re all over this district.”
 

 
  “You mean the little ones?” Flora chuckled. “Those are
  
   half-
  
  elves. Drow/human hybrids. No, drow and surface elves can interbreed, but the result will always be one or the other. One parent’s genes predominate.”
 

 
  “Elves, of course, know this,” said Fauna. “Most humans do not. Thus, you don’t try to run the Gray Prince anywhere in the hearing of any kind of elf.”
 

 
  “I see how brazenness could be an asset,” Trissiny said sharply. “It takes some to discuss
  
   crime
  
  right in front of two paladins and two Legionnaires.”
 

 
  “Hey, we didn’t say
  
   we
  
  had ever done this,” said Flora.
 

 
  “Nor would,” Fauna added piously.
 

 
  “Anyway, you’re not wrong. The Gray Prince
  
   is
  
  an ignoble con.”
 

 
  “As opposed to
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “The distinction might be over your head,” said Fauna, “but it’s important to us. Ignoble cons punish the mark for being greedy; they’re less commonly used and only against people who we have already established are in need of a comeuppance.”
 

 
  “Noble cons,” Flora went on, “punish the mark for being greedy
  
   and
  
  dishonest. The setup involves creating the illusion that the mark is able to put one over on the thief. A mark who’s honest avoids the trap.”
 

 
  “So you only steal from the immoral?” Trissiny snorted expressively.
 

 
  “Well,” Fauna said with a grin, “these are the spiritual principles of our cult. Some Eserites are less
  
   devout
  
  than others.”
 

 
  “Converting the heathens, are we?” Bishop Darling asked, striding in from the kitchen. “That’s a great use of your time.”
 

 
  Both elves shot to their feet.
 

 
  “Just trying to keep morale up, Sweet,” said Flora. “Everyone’s in kind of a funk, things being as they are.”
 

 
  “Not much else we can do, and the gang here needs all the support they can get,” added Fauna.
 

 
  “Well, that’s very helpful of you,” said Darling sardonically. “Though I can see we’ll need to revisit your situational acting lessons, since you would not be spouting excuses if you thought I’d be pleased to find you here. Stonefoot is on the roof opposite this building coordinating the Guild agents in the area. Report to him and find out where he needs extra pairs of eyes.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” they chorused glumly, filing past him and out through the kitchen.
 

 
  Darling turned to Trissiny; his expression did not grow more cheerful. “A word with you in private, Avelea?”
 

 
  “I’m keeping an eye on the situation here,” she said, stopping her pacing. “Reports are—”
 

 
  
   “Now!”
  
  he barked, turning and stalking back into the kitchen himself.
 

 
  Trissiny stared after him, thinking seriously about ignoring the command, then shook her head. “Come get me if anything develops,” she ordered the two Legionnaires, both of whom saluted.
 

 
  The elves were already gone from the kitchen when she entered; Darling shut the door to the common room behind her, then crossed to the one opposite, which opened onto a side alley, and stuck his head out.
 

 
  “Get moving!” he shouted. There came a faint scuffling from outside, and he pulled back in, shaking his head as he shut that door too. He crossed to the center of the room and set a small bell-shaped object down on the table there, depressing a tiny plunger in its top. Immediately, the faint buzz of arcane magic at work lifted the hairs along Trissiny’s arms, and a tiny, shrill whine sounded at the uppermost edges of her hearing. It wasn’t a pleasant sound, but unobtrusive enough not to be distracting.
 

 
  “What’s that?” she asked.
 

 
  “Cone of silence,” he replied, crossing back over to her. “Latest thing out of Imperial Intelligence. Now even an elf won’t be able to overhear what’s said in this room.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said crisply, then straightened her shoulders. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the additional Legionnaires patrolling this district.”
 

 
  “Oh, I noticed,” he said darkly.
 

 
  “My hope is that their presence will be a deterrent. We’ve received intelligence that some third party is attempting to rile both the locals and the soldiers of Barracks Four; my classmates are out attempting to soothe the Lorisians, and should the soldiers attempt anything, the sight of the Third present in force—”
 

 
  “Trissiny!” he shouted, seizing her abruptly by the shoulders. She was so startled by this that she allowed it to happen, even when he began punctuating his words by bodily shaking her. “For the love of all that is holy in this world, will you please! Stop!
  
   Helping!”
  
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” she demanded, stepping backward out of his grip.
 

 
  “You cannot
  
   bluff
  
  someone who can see your cards!” he exclaimed. “The Silver Legions have absolutely no legal authority to interfere with the civil guard, and the guards
  
   know
  
  this. The Legionnaires are out there, standing around looking intimidating, and they will have to keep doing so while they passively
  
   watch
  
  whatever happens tonight. Even if you did order them to intervene, their officers would refuse point-blank,
  
   as
  
  Legion policy dictates. What you have
  
   done
  
  is engineered a situation where, on top of everything
  
   else
  
  going on here, either the Silver Legions or just
  
   you
  
  are going to look impotent and foolish.”
 

 
  “I—but—that—”
 

 
  “I’ve managed to get a firsthand account of your
  
   first
  
  involvement in this,” he pressed on relentlessly. “The Lorisian watch was calmly talking down an aggressive patrol of soldiers as
  
   usual,
  
  until
  
   you
  
  stepped in, got confrontational with the troops and forced their hand.”
 

 
  
   “I—”
  
 

 
  “Every step of the way, you have charged right at the enemy directly in front of you, not considering how your actions would affect the
  
   rest
  
  of the situation! You set Panissar onto Barracks Four, you involved the Silver Legions
  
   twice,
  
  you intercepted every incursion by the guard, you had the barracks robbed, and now you’ve entrenched every party in this conflict such that none of them can afford to back down! And you know what? Some of those were exactly the right action.
  
  
  The problem is that you have no real way of knowing which, because all you’ve done this whole time is rush in headlong and
  
   act.”
  
 

 
  “But—but—”
 

 
  “It is inconceivable that I have to explain this to you, Trissiny, but the Age of Adventures is
  
   over.
  
  Look around you! Telescrolls, Rail lines, printing presses, scrying orbs. Do you know what all of these things are? They are
  
   connections.
  
  They tie everyone in the Empire closer together than we have ever been before. Every action
  
   anywhere
  
  has wide-reaching effects all up and down this web of connectedness. You cannot rush around swinging your sword! Everything you do resonates far beyond you. Not once have you considered this, you just up and
  
   do
  
  things! Damn it, girl, stop and
  
   think!”
  
 

 
  He stared down at her. Trissiny gaped back, unable to form a reply to that tirade. Finally, she lowered her gaze, stepping over to the table and sat down on the edge of it, staring at the wall.
 

 
  “I guess,” she said quietly, “you think I should be more like… Like my mother.”
 

 
  Darling was silent for a moment, then sighed. “Your mother would have analyzed the situation from all angles, determined exactly what she needed to accomplish, formed a plan and acted
  
   carefully
  
  to achieve her ends without causing messy splash effects. Yes, you should’ve done that.”
 

 
  Trissiny gritted her teeth, swallowing down a sudden lump in her throat. She desperately wanted to shout back at him, to rail against his whole Eserite view of the world. But in that moment, after hearing him lay bare her blunders over the past week, she couldn’t think of anything that would refute his point.
 

 
  The table shifted as Darling sat down next to her. “But your mother,” he said more gently, “would never have tried to help a bunch of people who had nothing to offer her.”
 

 
  She gulped again. “So… You know about…”
 

 
  “She sent us a letter, yeah.
  
   After
  
  that debacle she caused in Last Rock, and immediately before vanishing off the face of the earth. Don’t worry about Prin, I’m sure she’s sipping cocktails on a beach on the opposite side of the planet, waiting for everything to settle down. She’ll turn up again when it suits her. No, Trissiny, I think you should try to be more like
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny looked up at him, confused.
 

 
  “Avei didn’t pick you on a whim,” he said. “You are something new for a paladin. Elf and human, which gives you less strength but a greater aptitude for magic—quite a departure from historical Hands of Avei. You are the daughter of one of the world’s most duplicitous thieves, but brought up in the starkest traditions of the Sisterhood. You’re
  
   both
  
  things, Trissiny. It seems like you’ve spent your life trying your hardest only to be one. The other half of your heritage
  
   isn’t
  
  a disgrace or a weakness. It represents potential for the kind of skills that Avei will need in this new world: craft, magic, cleverness.”
 

 
  He stopped, heaved a sigh, then hopped up, coming around to stand in front of her again. “All of which is a matter for another day. Right
  
   now,
  
  here’s what’s going to happen. Multiple powers are at work to fix this mess: the Imperial Army will be carefully cycling out the roster at Barracks Four to mix up the troops there, but not all at once. This will break up the anti-drow clique, what’s left of it after your rampage. Ambassador Shariss will be leaning on the community organizers here in Lor’naris, I and the Boss of the Guild will be leaning on our people to back down and accept the justice of the law as sufficient punishment for the men who attacked Peepers, the Church and several other cults are on the move to quell the disruptive individuals who keep inciting trouble. All of this will be done quietly, in private, so that all parties will be able to save face and back down without looking weak. Over the next few weeks, soldier involvement in Lor’naris will be increased, but the troops will be carefully supervised and put to
  
   positive
  
  use, to get them and the Lorisians used to each other, and encourage them to start thinking fondly of each other. There’s a lot of work still to be done in this district, and the Army has plenty of manpower to see to it. Someone is
  
   still
  
  stirring things up behind the scenes, but ferreting them out will have to wait till the immediate crisis is passed. We just have to somehow survive the night without a civil insurrection starting.”
 

 
  “Okay,” she said meekly. “I guess… You don’t need me for any of that. I can just keep my head down, then.”
 

 
  “Oh, no you don’t,” he said grimly. “We need to find a way for
  
   you
  
  to save face, too.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked up at him, blinking. “Me?”
 

 
  “Far too many hopes are pinned on you. The first public act of the new Hand of Avei
  
   cannot
  
  be to botch a simple civic negotiation and start a riot. Likewise, you don’t get to scurry off with your tail between your legs. I have a few ideas in that direction, but as I said, the more urgent problem—”
 

 
  As if on cue, there came a rap on the door to the common room, and a Legionnare pushed it open, sticking her head in. “General? We’ve got movement in the street. Looks like almost the full company of Barracks Four have just marched into the district. The locals are mustering to meet them. An awful lot of them are armed.”
 

 
  Darling sighed. “And here we go.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Now, Zanzayed, what’s this I hear about you slaughtering my houseguests?” Vandro asked genially, strolling up to the dragon. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of your fun—it is a party, after all—but a fellow could take this as a comment on his catering. Are the shrimp
  
   so
  
  unsatisfactory you have to start in on the company?”
 

 
  “Actually, you’d need to speak to Arachne about that,” the dragon said cheerfully. “And it wasn’t a guest, but some kind of golem with an illusion spell attached.”
 

 
  “Oh, really?” Vandro peered at the jar currently being bounced in Zanzayed’s hand, still trailing scorched wires. “And where is the lady, by the way?”
 

 
  “Oh, she took off,” Zanzayed said dismissively. “Grumping and griping about all this being somebody else’s problem. You know Arachne, eager to stick her nose in until it looks like something needs to be cleaned up. Here’s a funny thing, though; off all the ways a person could set up an illusion spell, this has got to be one of the nastiest. This is a scrap of flesh from an incubus or succubus.”
 

 
  “It’s a what now?”
 

 
  “They’re powerful shapeshifters and illusionists, you see, which means they’re basically
  
   made
  
  of spell components for glamour, if you know enough demonology to make it work. Looks pretty fresh, too. Somebody summoned a child of Vanislaas, killed the poor bitch or bastard and carved it up for reagents, then set at least one in a golem and turned it loose in your party.”
 

 
  “You wanna know the funny thing?” Vandro said mildly. “That’s not even the most disturbing thing I’ve heard this evening.”
 

 
  “And this is why I like coming here. You throw the
  
   best
  
  parties, Alan.”
 

 
  “Welp, that’s my epitaph taken care of, in case you get a bit more peckish than the caterers can handle. You mind if I…?”
 

 
  “Sure, all yours,” the dragon said lightly, tossing him the jar. “Anyway! I have been kept from the bacon-wrapped shrimp for far too long. A reckoning is at hand!”
 

 
  He swaggered off in the direction of a buffet table, scattering guests as he went.
 

 
  “All right, folks, nobody’s being murdered,” Vandro said genially. “Just a couple of inquisitive magic-users messing up somebody’s idea of a prank. The
  
   real
  
  problem is none of us are drunk enough yet to find this as funny as we should. Wilberforce! Break out another couple of barrels, this crowd needs lubrication!”
 

 
  He circulated carefully for a few minutes more, soothing worries and bolstering the mood, before working his way over to another quiet corner where his Butler waited for him.
 

 
  “We’ve got a problem,” Vandro murmured. “That demon has gone off script. If these
  
   golem
  
  things are doing her job in the plan, there’s no telling where she is, or doing what. Are Jerry and Saduko gone?”
 

 
  “They have been for some time, sir,” said Wilberforce. “Assuming they moved according to the timetable, they are well out of reach by now. Even in the carriage it is doubtful we could intercept them before they reach Chief Om’ponole’s estate.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Vandro said feelingly. “All right…I guess that’s that, then. Whatever the hell Kheshiri is up to, I’ll have to trust Jerry’s still got his knack for improvising under pressure. I know my boy, he’ll pull through. Still…” He scowled, clutching his omnipresent cocktail hard enough to whiten his knuckles. “Put the security system on high alert. No alarms, don’t disturb the guests, but I want the golems active and on standby, and the
  
   full
  
  scrying network running. Especially the infernal sensors we just added. Find that damn succubus and get a collar on her before she does any more of whatever the hell she thinks she’s doing.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir. And if I may make a suggestion?”
 

 
  “Always, Wilbeforce.”
 

 
  “We may be unable to reach Master Shook and Saduko-san directly, but they are not beyond your considerable reach in this city. A distraction at the Om’ponole estate may still be arranged; such will surely aid them if they are in distress, and even prove useful should the plan still be in place.” He coughed discreetly. “Master Trigger still owes you several favors, and I can reach his shop immediately via magic mirror.”
 

 
  
   “Excellent,”
  
  Vandro said feelingly. “You’re a godsend, Wilberforce. Get it done, quickly and quietly.”
 

 
  “Immediately, sir,” the Butler said, backing up and bowing. He turned and strode off into the depths of the house.
 

 
  Vandro drew in a deep, calming breath, had a sip of his drink, then strolled off to hobnob some more, smiling broadly.
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  Chief Om’ponole took a different approach to security than Vandro. There was a walled and fortified section of his grounds near the center, but it was surrounded by several acres of decorative garden, open on all sides to the streets which bordered it. Not that the estate was undefended; guards in ceremonial Onkawi armor patrolled the outer boundary, as well as the paths that meandered within. Their armor appeared to be silk and painted wicker, of all the ridiculous things, but the modern battlestaves they carried were not the least bit ceremonial.
 

 
  Once onto the grounds, though, there was ample cover for intruders. Shook figured that amid that riot of flowering shrubs and fruit trees, he could have found a safe route to the palace even without the benefit of Kamari’s directions and map detailing the safest path to avoid the patrols. He wondered how often local street urchins snuck onto the palace grounds to steal low-hanging pomegranates and oranges.
 

 
  Not that this particular neighborhood probably housed any urchins. He and Saduko had been forced to find a vantage point over a block from Om’ponole’s grounds, due to the prevalence among his neighbors for similarly open-planned estates. Aside from the lack of cover, people loitering suspiciously in a neighborhood this ritzy would have been intercepted by police within minutes, if not by private guards. Police would be better; they answered to the regional governor, who answered to the Tiraan Empire. House guards of aristocratic families this far from the capital had a tendency to make annoying people vanish.
 

 
  The only cover they had found was a delivery wagon parked against the outer wall of an estate one lot distant from their target. A faint trickle of glittering dust seeped continually from one of its axles, blowing away in the light breeze as it fell, indicating a failed wheel enchantment; they were lucky this had happened so late in the day. Even among the wealthy classes who doubtless resented such a common sight parked among them, the relaxed attitude of the Onkawi meant the wagon was likely to stay here until regular business hours rolled around again and somebody could be summoned to fix it.
 

 
  Saduko was fiddling with what looked to Shook like an extravagant timepiece, something like a pocket watch with a tiny hourglass attached, the latter filled with purplish enchanting dust rather than sand. He didn’t lean over her shoulder to watch her manipulate the device; he wouldn’t have understood anything he saw, and she had made it plain she did not enjoy his proximity. While he might otherwise have resented being thus rebuffed, he found Saduko admirably well-behaved for a woman. That was to say, polite and quiet. Between Kheshiri and Vandro’s groupies, he didn’t feel an urgent need to get laid; he could deal with her frigidity. Besides, after having led the way through Onkawa’s darkening streets as a good enforcer should, it was pleasant to be positioned to have a view of her cute little butt. She favored snug trousers.
 

 
  “All is in order,” she said quietly, flipping shut the lid on the watch-like portion of her device and slipping it into a pocket. “The frequencies match Kamari’s intel; I can get us past the wards unnoticed.”
 

 
  “What matters is the guards’ timing, then,” he said, stepping up to stand beside her. “Ready for that?”
 

 
  “Of course.” She produced a tiny, spiky piece of brass with a small blue gem inset. “Your finger, please.”
 

 
  He offered it silently and didn’t so much as wince when she pricked his fingertip with one of the gadget’s points, nor when the resulting droplet of his blood was sucked into the gem in the center. She transferred it to her other hand, where it joined a second identical object, no doubt primed with her own blood.
 

 
  Shook offered her his arm; face impassive, she slipped her free hand through it. He led her out into the street and they set off toward the Om’ponole estate at a leisurely pace, just a couple of foreigners out for an evening stroll.
 

 
  He kept his eyes on the roving guards, watching their progress, counting steps and seconds. “Match my pace and follow my lead,” he murmured. “I have the pattern down; I’ll get us to the insertion point at the blind spot. Be ready with your stuff.”
 

 
  “I know my role,” she said calmly. Any of his fellow Guild operatives, especially one who didn’t like him, would have been snippy about it. She was just calm. He made a mental note to see about acquiring a Sifanese ladyfriend if he ever had to get rid of Kheshiri; they apparently raised them wonderfully respectful over there. Hopefully they weren’t all as flat in the chest as Saduko.
 

 
  He saw one of the passing guards notice them, and gave no sign of it, bending his head toward his companion and putting on a fake smile. She kept her own eyes demurely downcast, and after a suspicious but cursory glance, the guard went about his route without giving them further attention.
 

 
  This was far from Shook’s first caper; he timed it precisely. Their insertion point was an arbor twined with grapevines which formed an archway leading onto a hedge-lined path; they reached it just as the guards walking to either side were out of sight behind other stands of greenery. This occurred exactly according to the schedule Kamari had provided, which meant it was part of their assigned route. The fact that the route included such a hole at the border showed what amateurs Om’ponole’s people were. This plan would never have worked on any of the nobles’ estates in Tiraas.
 

 
  Saduko tossed the two little brass stars to the street as they ducked into the shade of the arbor; instantly, illusory doubles of herself and Shook were strolling on at right angles to their original path, where they would be spotted by the guards walking away from the estate and back into the warren of the city’s streets. They might cause some commotion when they abruptly vanished in ten minutes, but that shouldn’t matter. At this hour, they might not even be seen.
 

 
  She slipped her hand into her pocket, fiddling with one of her enchanting tools, and nodded to him. The wards were bypassed; they were in.
 

 
  The route prescribed was a winding one. After only a few feet up the paved path, they slipped through a gap in the hedge and took a circuitous course through the upward-sloping grounds, avoiding patrols of guards and making maximum use of available cover. Saduko seemed tense enough to vibrate, but in truth this was laughably easy. Shook figured he could’ve made the approach even on his own, but having memorized Kamari’s map and directions, it was a literal walk in the park.
 

 
  Keeping their pace careful, it took them less than ten minutes to reach a nook at one corner of the estate’s outer wall, where a small service door was hidden from view of the streets by a stand of lemon trees. It wouldn’t do to let the commoners outside see that Om’ponole’s flawless gardens required such mundane things as gardeners and tools. That would spoil the image. They
  
   really
  
  did not take their security seriously here.
 

 
  Saduko knelt beside the door, placed her hand against it and closed her eyes, concentrating. “…as indicated. It is a standard enchantment, several years out of date, in fact. Quite sturdy; there must be a potent energy source supporting this estate’s network. But not complicated. I can circumvent it.” She fell silent, but her lips continued to move rapidly.
 

 
  “Don’t need your little tool for that?” Shook asked. He began to be annoyed when she didn’t immediately respond, but quashed it. She wasn’t disrespecting him; she was working. He approved of professionalism.
 

 
  “The focus was necessary to thwart a ward network of the size that covered the whole estate’s perimeter,” she said finally, opening her eyes and smoothly standing up. “To deal with such a small barrier, any decent enchanter needs only her mind. I’m afraid the lock is beyond my skill, however. That is your area.”
 

 
  On a whim, he reached out and turned the knob. The latch clicked and the door swung smoothly inward on silent hinges.
 

 
  “Amateurs,” Shook muttered, slipping inside. Saduko followed on his heels.
 

 
  It was dark within. According to the plan, Kamari would meet them here; the outside door led to a shed built into the wall, housing tools and supplies for the gardeners. It had been dim outside; the decorative little lamps adorning Om’ponole’s gardens hadn’t been enough to wreck his night vision. Still, he couldn’t make out anything beyond the shapes of heavily curtained windows and murky shadows that might have been anything. He wasn’t about to go blundering around in the darkness.
 

 
  Saduko carefully pushed the door shut behind them, and they waited in silence for a few tense moments.
 

 
  “He’s supposed to meet us here,” Shook breathed to himself in annoyance, then raised his voice to a hoarse stage whisper. “Kamari? It’s us.”
 

 
  Light exploded in the room.
 

 
  It was too much, too fast; Shook was all but blinded, throwing up a hand to shield his eyes. Even in that first instant, however, he could already see that everything had gone wrong.
 

 
  Kamari knelt in the middle of the floor, right in front of them, slumped forward so that his face was hidden, his hands obviously tied behind his back. He had clearly been placed there for dramatic effect; Shook allowed himself to hope the man was a prisoner, but only for a moment. Kamari was bruised, lacerated and abraded badly in multiple places, his ripped servant’s uniform heavily stained with blood. It was no longer dripping, however.
 

 
  Shook had put enough holes in enough bodies during his career to know that
  
   living
  
  ones bled when you did so.
 

 
  He could spare poor Kamari no more concern, however, because they were far from alone in the room. It wasn’t a large space, but plenty big enough to contain the six guards lining the walls. Shook suddenly found himself respecting their ceremonial wicker armor a lot more, and not just because of the staves now pointed at him. They did
  
   not
  
  look pleased to make his acquaintance.
 

 
  “And here you are,” said a seventh man, well-dressed enough almost to be a minor noble himself, in the colorful fashion of Onkawa, with one of those silly little flat-topped hats they liked around here. He smirked unpleasantly at Shook. “How very punctual you are! I am pleased to see that our Kamari’s directions served you well. We might have altered the guards’ patrol to let you pass, but I refrained; I wished to see whether you knew enough to truly penetrate the estate’s outer defenses. I would applaud Kamari’s diligence in this, but…well, you know.”
 

 
  Casually, he kicked Kamari’s shoulder with one sandaled foot. The lifeless servant slumped over onto his side. Mercifully, he landed in a position that still kept his face hidden from them. Saduko, pressed against the door, made a strangled noise in her throat.
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  are?” Shook asked flatly, refusing to give this asshole the satisfaction of looking frightened.
 

 
  “You have not earned my name,” the man said coldly. Some kind of higher servant, maybe a steward or personal assistant to the chieftain, likely. “Suffice it to know that you are now mine, and will remain so for the time being. Ah, yes, and our very helpful acquaintance! I apologize for this brutish reception, Saduko-san, but barbarians such as this understand no other language. Please, step this way; you are owed a great reward. My master lavishes honor upon those who serve him well.”
 

 
  Saduko gasped.
  
   “What?”
  
  she squeaked, naked emotion audible in her voice for the first time since Shook had met her.
 

 
  He wasn’t impressed by it. The rage that suddenly boiled up in him demanded outlet. How dare she? How
  
   fucking
  
  dare she spit on Vandro’s hospitality and his
  
   own
  
  loyalty?! Red tinged his world; he couldn’t even think beyond the overpowering need to inflict vengeance.
 

 
  “You
  
   backstabbing
  
  little
  
   whore!”
  
  Shook whirled and lunged for her.
 

 
  He didn’t hear the crack of lightning, but he felt it. Only for a second, though.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Mary and McGraw acted simultaneously; a rough wall of black igneous rock thrust upward between the group and the dragon, instantly reinforced by a glittering shield of pure arcane energy. Not a moment too soon; a torrent of dragonfire immediately blasted the barrier. Rock turned scarlet at the edges, beginning to drop off in globs under the onslaught. A shrill whine filled the air as the blue shield turned white and nearly opaque, flickering. McGraw gritted his teeth, clutching his staff as if he were hanging from it.
 

 
  Joe could spare them no attention. More throwing knives flashed at the group, aimed at each of them; even with all his gifts, shooting them down tested his skill well beyond what he’d been prepared for. It was fortunate that he didn’t have a moment to question his capability. There was no time; there was only instinct. Angle, gravity and force told him trajectories; his hands moved on their own in minute adjustments, his mind flickering out to touch the enchantments in his wands with split-instant precision. Small knives fell harmlessly to the ground, bent and punctured by bolts of energy.
 

 
  Weaver had drawn a wand from within his own coat and returned fire while Joe was still on the defensive. That put a stop to Vannae’s attack—fortunately, as Joe wasn’t at all sure how long he could have kept that up. Gifted or no, no human moved as quickly or precisely as an elf. Vannae was forced to dodge back from them, bouncing like a greased jackalope.
 

 
  Joe and Weaver both pressed their attack while he was off-balance. Joe had seen elves in motion, of course, even in battle, and even before the confrontation with the White Riders in Sarasio. He had never had occasion to shoot at one, though, and was finding it a frustratingly fruitless experience.
 

 
  Behind them, the dragonfire slackened off, and Joe angled his body to give himself a look at their companions without letting Vannae out of his field of view. McGraw was kneeling on the ground, panting; Billie stood beside him, laboring feverishly at a squat tube she had placed on a tripod on the rock. The stone barrier had been reinforced into a small mountain nearly as thick as it was stall, molten and still glowing at the edges, but not penetrated. Heat sufficient to melt rock should have roasted them all from sheer convection; either Mary or McGraw must have counteracted that somehow. Likely the former, given the latter’s apparent condition.
 

 
  He returned his attention to the elf, trusting his companions to deal with Khadizroth. He and Weaver weren’t making any headway, however. Vannae even found time to hurl a tomahawk at them; Joe easily shot down the much larger missile.
 

 
  “I thought you were some kind of crack shot,” Weaver growled.
 

 
  “I
  
   am!”
  
  Joe protested. “Something’s not right. The math isn’t working!” He was beginning to grow truly alarmed; his instincts, his sense of angles and numbers, was telling him the shots he was firing should be striking flesh, no matter how the elf bounded. He had begun by aiming for arms and legs as was his usual pattern, but as Vannae continued to slip around his shots, had switched to what should have been lethal hits. It made no difference; he hit nothing but air and stone.
 

 
  “The
  
   math?!”
  
  Weaver roared. “Boy, when did you find time to scarf down a glittershroom?!”
 

 
  “He’s doing something,” Joe realized. “Magic! He’s messing with reality somehow.” Even as he said it, he realized how unlikely that was. Such alteration took enormous power, not the kind of thing even an expert shaman could do while jumping around evasively and not appearing to concentrate. Using magic to alter his
  
   perceptions,
  
  though, was extremely basic witchcraft.
 

 
  “Oh, really,” Weaver said grimly, holstering his wand. “Keep him busy a bit longer.” The bard drew out his flute, raised it to his lips, and blew.
 

 
  Uncomfortable as they were, Joe was suddenly very glad of his magic earplugs.
 

 
  His ears told him he was hearing the sweet, high tone of a flute; all the rest of his senses suggested he was standing next to a just-rung bell the size of a haycart. The whole world seemed to vibrate, the very air resonating. He could feel the earth humming in response.
 

 
  Vannae staggered, sort of. It was only a momentary lapse, and elven agility enabled him to recover immediately. It was a moment, though, and Joe brought his wands to bear again.
 

 
  This time, the elf simply managed to move faster than he had expected. He only clipped Vannae on the upper arm and thigh as the elf spun out of the way. Whatever Weaver was doing had canceled out his magical advantage.
 

 
  Weaver ran out of breath, though; the sound of the flute ended, and there as a second’s stillness. The elf stared at them, wide-eyed; the two adventurers stared back, panting.
 

 
  A roar sounded from behind them, and something flashed blindingly blue against the darkness.
 

 
  Joe chanced a glance over his shoulder, just in time to see Khadizroth’s massive form hurled bodily backward. The dragon actually flew over a hundred yards, slamming into the outer wall of the caldera and tumbling to the ground, apparently stunned.
 

 
  There was a circular hole burned through the center of Mary’s rock wall, and Billie’s device was belching smoke and appeared to have spontaneously rusted to scraps.
 

 
  “YEAH!” the gnome crowed, pumping a fist in the air. “Suck it, scaletail!”
 

 
  Joe sensed movement and responded with a wild flurry of small energy bolts. Vannae had started to charge them, but had changed his course at Joe’s reprisal, again barely dodging. His buckskins were scorched where the Kid had grazed him, but if he was in pain, it wasn’t slowing him down. Worse, he had clearly reinstated whatever spell he was using to interfere with Joe’s aim. A further barrage of shots all went wild. Barely so, but barely was enough; he was making no progress against the elf.
 

 
  “Finish him off!” McGraw rasped behind them.
 

 
  “I’m out, I’ll need a bit to set up another weapon,” Billie replied, and then whatever else was said was buried under another blast from Weaver’s flute.
 

 
  This time Vannae staggered much less gracefully, favoring his hit leg.
 

 
  Moving faster than thought, Joe put a bolt of white light through his other knee. The elf screamed out in pain, stumbling to the ground. Two more blasts pierced each of his hands, and he collapsed to the rock floor.
 

 
  Weaver’s flute trailed off and the bard gasped for breath. Behind them the others were chattering; Joe tuned them out, unwilling to take his attention off the elf again. Wounded or no, elves were slippery and quick. He approached slowly, both his weapons trained on Vannae. His opponent seemed to pose no threat, however; he lay there curled around himself, shuddering.
 

 
  “Well,” said Weaver with satisfaction. “One down, just the big one to go.” He raised his wand.
 

 
  “Stop!” Joe barked, stepping in front of him.
 

 
  “Are you—get out of the
  
   way,
  
  kid,” Weaver snapped, trying to step around him. Joe kept moving, keeping himself positioned to ruin the bard’s line of sight without letting Vannae slip out of his peripheral vision. Even with the elf doing nothing but laying there, it was tricky.
 

 
  “He’s down! You are
  
   not
  
  going to shoot a fallen, injured man who poses us no threat.”
 

 
  “The only enemy who poses no threat is a dead one, and you can’t always assume that about
  
   them.
  
  Boy, I do not have time to indulge your naivete. This is real life; sometimes you have to do ugly things with far-reaching consequences. Now
  
   move it!”
  
 

 
  He stepped forward, as if to push Joe bodily out of the way.
 

 
  Joe raised his wand.
 

 
  The bard stopped, staring at the tip of the weapon from inches away.
 

 
  “…do you really think that’s wise, boy?” he asked quietly.
 

 
  “No,” Joe replied. “I think it’s ugly, and likely to have far-reaching consequences. I surely do wish you’d left me with a better option.”
 

 
  They stared each other down across the wand for a silent moment.
 

 
  Then, the rush of wings, the tremendous
  
   thump
  
  of the dragon’s bulk landing on the other side of the fallen elf. Immediately forgetting Weaver, Joe whirled, aiming both wands. They were the best modern enchantment could produce, but he had no idea if they could penetrate a dragon’s hide. Billie’s peculiar weapon sure hadn’t. It seemed he was about to find out, though; there was nothing between him and the dragon but one prone elf.
 

 
  Khadizroth, however, merely stared down at him, tilting his head to one side as if puzzled.
 

 
  “I am pleased to have met you, Joseph Jenkins, however briefly,” the dragon rumbled. “You evince a sense of honor I had begun to think extinct among your race.”
 

 
  Slowly, very carefully, Joe lowered his weapons. If the dragon wasn’t going to attack, he wasn’t about to be the one to start the violence up again.
 

 
  “I think there’s enough perfidy and virtue everywhere to satisfy anyone,” he replied. “If you’re only seein’ one or the other, maybe that says something about the company you keep.”
 

 
  The dragon emitted a booming
  
   huff
  
  accompanied by a gout of black smoke; Joe whipped his weapons back up before he realized Khadizroth was laughing. “And wise, for a child.”
 

 
  “Something my pa once told me,” he said tersely, forcing himself to lower his wands again.
 

 
  “Indeed. I would prefer not to destroy you, Mr. Jenkins, if it can be arranged. Your society badly needs the influence of your ideas.”
 

 
  “We can still come to an agreement,” Joe said. “This doesn’t have to be any uglier than it has been already.”
 

 
  “Have you something to offer that you neglected to mention initially?” The dragon moved his whole head on his serpentine neck, swiveling his gaze around their group; Joe glanced back to see the others forming up beside himself and Weaver. McGraw seemed to be refreshed, likely thanks to Mary’s aid. “No? Then we remain at the same impasse. I ask that you grant me a momentary reprieve, however, to tend to my friend.”
 

 
  “You’ve gotta be joking,” said Billie.
 

 
  Khadizroth lowered his head to stare down at her, featureless green eyes expressionless, the expression on his scaled muzzle—if any—totally inscrutable. “I give you my word, Billie Fallowstone, I shall only move Vannae to a safe place and set a healing upon him. Then I will return, having made no further preparations to battle you, and we may resume from here.”
 

 
  “What I’m having trouble with is that’d be a goddamn stupid thing for you to do,” Weaver said. “I really can’t see you as being an idiot.”
 

 
  “Sometimes, Gravestone Weaver, honor must precede reason. If this is the price you demand for allowing me to tend my friend, I shall pay it.”
 

 
  “We accept those terms,” said Mary.
 

 
  “Wait, we what?” Billie demanded.
 

 
  Khadizroth, however, nodded respectfully to her. “Thank you. I shall return anon.” With astonishing tenderness, he carefully lifted Vannae’s twitching form in his massive front claws. Then, giving a mighty pump of his wings, he was aloft, gliding swiftly out of the light of his glowing garden over the caldera’s rim.
 

 
  “There’s no
  
   way
  
  he’s just tending to that elf,” Weaver exclaimed. “Gods only know what tricks you just gave him the chance to pull out!”
 

 
  “He won’t,” Mary said evenly. “Khadizroth the Green prizes his honor, and his reputation for upholding it, above almost everything else. He will do exactly as he promised.”
 

 
  “But that’s crazy! He’d be handing us a free chance to plan something against him!”
 

 
  “Then let us by all means
  
   use
  
  that chance instead of complaining,” she replied, a bite in her tone. “I can neutralize him, but not alone. I must make my preparations. You see that spot, the small clearing between those three glowing maple trees?” She held out an arm, indicating a spot near the middle of the caldera. “He must be brought there, on the ground, stunned or momentarily incapacitated. Can the four of you do this?”
 

 
  “We’ll make it happen,” McGraw promised, nodding.
 

 
  “Good.”
 

 
  There was a flutter of small wings, and the crow vanished into the surrounding darkness.
 

 
  “And we’re gonna do that fucking
  
   how,
  
  precisely?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Language, there’s a—”
 

 
  “Joe, I appreciate it, but you can give that a rest,” said Billie with a grin. “Been a long damn time since I could fairly call myself a lady.”
 

 
  “What about the long shot?” Joe asked, turning to McGraw. “Your signature move, isn’t it?”
 

 
  McGraw was already shaking his head. “No good, kid. There’s not room in this crater to set it up. I’d need at least three times the space to get one going strong enough to put down a dragon.”
 

 
  Joe frowned. “How many gates would it take?”
 

 
  “I said—”
 

 
  
   “Hypothetically,
  
  then. Indulge me, please.”
 

 
  McGraw snorted. “Hypothetically? Hell, I can give you precise numbers. Five jumps will magnify a standard wandshot to roughly the power of an Imperial mag cannon; one of
  
   those
  
  was once used to bring down a dragon. But, as I said, there’s no
  
   room.
  
  We could set up maybe two in here, at most.”
 

 
  “Somebody wanna let the rest of us in on the joke?” Weaver asked.
 

 
  “They’re talkin’ about dimensional amplification,” said Billie. “You pump a burst of arcane energy through a series of unstable dimensional portals. If you do it right, your shot garners up loose energy from the portals and grows more powerful with each one. Exponentially. So yeah, about five jumps’d turn a basic wandshot into fuckin’ artillery fire. Y’know how battlestaves are longer than a wand? Same basic principle. I was tryin’ ta do something similar with my gizmo that I just blew up taking down Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “That sounds like half a dozen things in a race to see which can go catastrophically wrong first,” said Weaver in awe.
 

 
  “Well, yeah, you may ‘ave noticed it blew up. There’s a reason Imperial mag artillery units don’t try this on battlefields.”
 

 
  “You can angle the portals, though,” said Joe, making a spiral shape in the air with his fingertip. “Like a nautilus shell. Get the angles
  
   exactly
  
  right, and the portals will naturally redirect the shot. We can fit them into the crater that way.”
 

 
  “Joe, that’s pure theory,” said McGraw. “What you are talking about… You’d need to set up those portals with a degree of precision that’d take a whole platoon of engineers a week and a mountain of blueprints to achieve. And that’s in a laboratory, not out here. And
  
   then
  
  you’d have to land your shot
  
   into
  
  the portal array with a precision that just ain’t humanly possible.”
 

 
  “I can do both.”
 

 
  They all stared at him.
 

 
  “Kid, I get that you’re eager to please,” Weaver began.
 

 
  “Look,” said Joe impatiently, “we don’t have time for my whole biography. Will you just
  
   trust
  
  that I’m not fool enough to risk all our lives on a boast I can’t back up? There’s a reason I’m the best wandfighter in my province.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” said McGraw,
  
   “you
  
  aren’t a mage. You can’t conjure a dimensional portal.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Billie mused, stroking her chin thoughtfully. The tufted tips of her ears twitched rapidly. “If I can supply you with portal focus stones, can you set ’em up properly?”
 

 
  “It’s the angles that are the problem; the ground out here is badly uneven,” said Joe. “Can you compensate for that?”
 

 
  She grinned broadly. “How about fixing ’em to tripods with adjustable legs? Then you can set ’em up to make any angle you need in three dimensions.”
 

 
  “That could work,” Joe said, unable to contain his excitement.
 

 
  “You’ve got equipment on hand for
  
   that?”
  
  Weaver exclaimed.
 

 
  “Laddie boy, I got equipment on hand for shit you ain’t crazy enough to
  
   imagine.”
  
 

 
  “All right,” said McGraw, thunking the butt of his staff against the ground for emphasis, “it’s a plan. Joe, are you
  
   sure
  
  you can do this? Because you are quite literally gambling our lives on it.”
 

 
  “I make my living gambling; I know what it looks like.” Joe met the old man’s steely gaze, willing him to believe. “This ain’t a gamble. As long as Billie’s, uh, tripods work the way she says, it’s just math.”
 

 
  McGraw drew in a deep breath and blew it out hard enough to ruffle his mustache. “All right. Billie, how much time you need to get those things ready?”
 

 
  “Uh… Gimme seven minutes. No, nine, I’ll need to find a corner to tuck myself in where the dragon doesn’t fry my ass.”
 

 
  “Nine minutes.” McGraw nodded. “We’ll have to distract the dragon that long; he’ll be back any second, most likely.”
 

 
  “Healing spells work that fast?” Joe asked, surprised
 

 
  “With something as powerful as a dragon working ’em, they do. Then Billie hands the stones off to Joe, who’ll have to place ’em around the crater properly while the rest of us distract him more.
  
   Then
  
  the moment of truth: Weaver and Billie maneuver him to the right position, I conjure the portals at the focus stones, Joe takes his shot, and Mary springs her trap.”
 

 
  “We are just so indescribably boned,” Weaver said fatalistically.
 

 
  “It’s a plan, though,” said McGraw, “and it beats the lack of one.” He turned to stare at the dark rim of the caldera; they all fell still, listening to the approaching sound of wingbeats. “And we are out of time.”
 

 
  “Just remember, each of us has a role to play in this, so whatever you do, don’t get killed during your turn at distracting him,” said Billie. “Except Weaver, who is purely a diversion and thus expendable.”
 

 
  “You can all go straight to hell,” said Weaver, incongruously sounding more cheerful than Joe had ever heard him.
 

 
  Then they had no more time to talk, for the dragon had swooped down on them. The blast of his wings blew off their hats and shoved them backward as he beat down, slowing his descent, and still struck the ground with enough force to noticeably shake it.
 

 
  “So,” Khadizroth rumbled. “Are you prep—”
 

 
  Weaver shot him in the face.
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  Consciousness returned slowly and painfully, which wasn’t an unfamiliar experience for Shook. What
  
   was
  
  unfamiliar was the nature of the pain. He was used to blows to the head, stunner spells, powerful hits to his midsection that drove the breath from his body. This was altogether different. An ache lingered in all his muscles, as if they had been tense for hours; his limbs twitched feebly as feeling returned to them. It felt much like stretching an arm on which he’d inadvertently slept until it was all pins and needles, except
  
   everywhere.
  
  An aggravating muzziness lingered in his consciousness.
 

 
  “…somewhat disappointed, but my chieftain was adamant that he be kept alive to be delivered to your Guild. Ah, well, at least I now have proof that my new toy is effective. Truly, that is more valuable than the fleeting satisfaction of ending this dog’s life.”
 

 
  “Indeed.”
 

 
  Shook twitched, the second voice triggering a reaction. Softer, feminine… Saduko. He twitched again in remembered outrage. His body was coming back under his control, as were his senses, and he managed to take stock of what was immediately outside his own skin. He was tied, though only by the arms. Kneeling, hands behind his back, like Kamari, but thankfully his own fate had been less permanent. The smell of ozone lingered; someone had fired a wand. Of course, he’d been shot. Hadn’t he? Why wasn’t he dead, then?
 

 
  His slowed thoughts finally caught up with his ears. New toy. A wand that administered non-lethal shocks? Very illegal, prone to causing nasty burns; even the Thieves’ Guild didn’t allow their use, judging them too brutal. But he didn’t feel burned. A
  
   new
  
  type of weapon then, not one of the old half-charge wands. Just his luck.
 

 
  “Ah, he returns to us.” Something prodded his shoulder; he let out an involuntary grunt. “You have learned the price of disrespect, dog. The lady’s terms are that you be left with your life, but you can lose a great deal short of losing that, yes? Remember your manners henceforth.”
 

 
  Somewhat laboriously, Shook lifted his head. The motion made his neck ache. The ache passed, though, as it began to all over his body. That overwhelming soreness didn’t fade entirely, but receded enough that he could test his arms against the bindings. Solid… Damn.
 

 
  There were only four guards in the room now, and only two of those had staves trained on him. Two sent away and half the remainder put at ease; they were confident he was harmless.
  
   That
  
  was infuriating. The steward smirked down at him, idly toying with what as far as Shook could tell was just an ordinary magic wand, though it appeared to be carved from ebony, an unusual material. Saduko stood nearby, free and apparently regarded with respect, but rigid as a corpse and wide-eyed.
 

 
  “What say you, good lady?” asked the steward casually, sneering down at Shook. “Shall we further educate him as to his place before sending him on his way?”
 

 
  She hesitated a beat before answering. “Th-that is not necessary.”
 

 
  “Ah, I suppose your Guild will want him functional enough to answer questions. Pity. I
  
   was
  
  told that my toy could damage the brain if overused.”
 

 
  Again, a pause. “Y-yes. He needs…to answer questions.” She had her arms folded tightly across her chest. “The Guild wants to know… What he knows. What he has been up to.”
 

 
  Shook was still muzzy, and he wasn’t much of a people person to begin with, but there were some kinds of social perception so deeply trained into him—into all accredited members of the Guild—that they worked instinctively. This situation seemed obvious on the surface; his partner had set him up. But Saduko’s manner clashed with the rest of the picture.
 

 
  Hesitant. Uncertain. Clearly frightened, looking for cues, body language indicated reaching for comfort. Following the steward’s lead, talking too much but saying little.
 

 
  
   Lying.
  
 

 
  He shook his head. It didn’t add up. She had the upper hand; what did she fear from the steward, her co-conspirator? And anyway, she was a reserved, blank-faced person most of the time; those made the
  
   best
  
  liars. Was she that badly rattled, and why? Or was it a double bluff, and if so, for whose benefit?
 

 
  “Oh, you do not like this plan?” the steward asked him, misinterpreting his motion. “Too bad. Your opinions are not relevant here, dog. I suggest you learn to be comfortable on your knees. Such is the fate of all who try to steal from Chief Om’ponole.” The man folded his arms, still dangling that odd wand, looking ridiculously smug.
 

 
  Shook stared up at him, worked his jaw to return the feeling in it, then very deliberately spat at the man’s feet.
 

 
  One of the guards menacingly raised his staff; one of the others heroically tried to suppress a grin.
 

 
  The steward’s face twisted with rage; he brandished the wand again in Shook’s direction, opening his mouth to speak.
 

 
  A
  
   boom
  
  from outside was accompanied by a burst of colored light, briefly illuminating the thin paper shades covering the windows.
 

 
  Everyone twitched, turning in unison to look. Seconds later there came another such sound, then a third, each accompanied by a bright flash.
 

 
  “Fireworks,” the steward said, relaxing, then curled his lip in a disdainful expression. Shook was starting to wonder if he had any different ones; whether angry or amused, he looked smug. Worst kind of man. “That fool Vandro has truly spared no expense for his ridiculous party. Too bad
  
   you
  
  are missing it,” he added to Shook, again with a sneering smile.
 

 
  “Do you ever get tired of hearing yourself talk?” Shook grated. “How long’s it take? Gimme an estimate so I can plan my evening.”
 

 
  The steward scowled again as if on command. Smug,
  
   predictable,
  
  and clearly not all that bright. Really, the
  
   worst
  
  kind of man. He must have industriously licked every boot in the province to have gained such a position of authority.
 

 
  He raised the wand again, and again twitched and stopped at a bright explosion from outside, this one much closer. The steward snorted disdainfully, opened his mouth speak again—doubtless to deliver another of his self-congratulatory tirades, but froze completely as a very peculiar whistling noise from outside grew rapidly louder.
 

 
  This time, the explosion was deafening, the flash brilliant even through the shades, and the very ground shook with it.
 

 
  “What in hell’s name—that hit the
  
   ground!”
  
  squawked the steward. “Our grounds! What is going—” At a second sharp whistle, he yelped and covered his head with his arms.
 

 
  This time, the whole world blew up.
 

 
  Shook’s next conscious thought was annoyed resignation at how this night was turning out. One way or another, it seemed he wasn’t getting out of here without suffering a string of undignified injuries.
 

 
  Smoke, yelling, running feet, the crashing of falling mortar… He opened his eyes, blinking a few times before he could make sense of a perplexing blend of darkness and light. A corner of the shed had collapsed; its edges were blackened, crumbling, and in a few places actually on fire. Booms and flashes were almost constant now, framed in the ragged gap in the walls. People were running away, which was quite sensible. He wished he could join them.
 

 
  Then hands grabbed him from behind, hauling him painfully upright. Reflexively, he twisted, trying to kick backward.
 

 
  “Stop
  
   fighting!”
  
  Saduko snapped. “They will not be distracted forever. We must escape
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  
   “We?!”
  
  he snarled, kicking at her again and twisting out of her grip.
  
   “You
  
  led me into this trap!”
 

 
  
  
  “Then why would I help you flee?” she shot back, producing a knife from her belt. Shook shied backward; she moved with him. “We don’t have
  
   time
  
  for this, Shook. Turn back around so I can free your hands.”
 

 
  “Why? Why should I trust you?” he snarled. “That asshole
  
   knew
  
  you. He said
  
   you
  
  were the one who arranged all this. Why would he lie?”
 

 
  “I don’t believe he did lie,” she said grimly. “I believe he thought I
  
   was
  
  his contact. And he ran away but was
  
   not
  
  harmed, which means he will be back with more guards
  
   any moment.
  
  Turn
  
   around!”
  
 

 
  “That doesn’t make any sense!”
 

 
  
   “Aiya,
  
  you great fool! Can you not see? You are collateral damage here! The point was not to catch
  
   you,
  
  it was to make it seem
  
   I
  
  turned you in, you and Vandro and all the others. You are not betrayed, Shook!
  
   I
  
  am! Now for the last time,
  
   turn around!
  
  If you will not let me free you, I will leave you here!”
 

 
  Shook stared at her dumbly for a moment. A fresh round of yells from the grounds outside jogged him back to life, and he silently did as she asked, tensing as his hands were grasped from behind. But she simply began sawing at the ropes; the knife went nowhere near his own skin.
 

 
  The fireworks were still banging and flashing above, uncomfortably close, but no more hit the grounds themselves. He didn’t bother to worry about it. There wasn’t a thing he could do about them either way, and he had more pressing concerns.
 

 
  Her explanation made sense. It was the only thing that did, really. So this whole trap wasn’t aimed at him, the renegade thief with a price on his head, but at the irrelevant foreign woman he was working with. That bothered him more than it should.
 

 
  His bonds parted with a final
  
   snap
  
  and he whirled back to face her. “Thanks.”
 

 
  Saduko nodded curtly. “We must return to Vandro.”
 

 
  “Right.” He brushed past her. The collapsed corner of the shed led into the walled grounds; luckily the damage inflicted on the building hadn’t bent it enough that the opposite door was stuck. Shook pulled it open and peeked out. The outer grounds looked incongruously festive with their decorative fairy lights, lit by colorful flashes from above. He could already see the lack of guards on their patrols; they must have rushed inward to respond to the fire. Why had none come to the shed? Well, whatever, he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. “Looks like the coast is clear. Follow me. We’re not gonna take a straight route back; someone’s clearly after us, and I don’t wanna step into another trap.”
 

 
  “Sensible,” she said, following him outside. He had just moved beyond the trees shielding the gardener’s door from the street when she gasped.
 

 
  Turning to find the problem, Shook beheld one of Om’ponole’s guards, trussed like a pig at the base of the tree stand. He was glaring up at them, wriggling fruitlessly and making muffled noises around a gag.
 

 
  Apparently at least one guard
  
   had
  
  run for the shed.
 

 
  They weren’t alone.
 

 
  “Shit
  
   fire,”
  
  he growled. Of all the times for his pet demon to be elsewhere. He could
  
   really
  
  use some more backup right about now. “Speed above stealth, but keep your eyes peeled. We’ve got company. The clever kind.”
 

 
  His legs were sore and stiff, both from kneeling and likely from whatever that weapon had done to him, but even so it felt good to get moving again. The stiffness began to work itself out almost immediately; he gathered speed as he went, till he was pelting downhill toward the street, not pausing till he was across it in the inadequate shadow of another estate’s outer fence. Saduko came dashing up behind him, her shorter legs not matching his stride. She seemed to be in good shape, though. Wasn’t gasping, and even had enough spare breath to mutter imprecations in Sifanese.
 

 
  Shook gave her just enough time to get abreast of him before taking off again, leading them one street back toward Vandro’s estate, which was on the opposite side of the city, then moving a block upward. Damn this fancy-ass neighborhood and its lack of cover… He quickly adjusted his tactics, moving back toward the center of Onkawa as quickly and directly as possible. Once into the warren of buildings and alleys he could start doubling back and zigzagging; trying to throw off pursuit out in the open would be fruitless.
 

 
  Of course, the same maze of urban blind corners that could provide them with cover also offered a thousand potential ambushes, and it was a safe bet that whoever was stalking them knew this city a lot better than he.
 

 
  “Slow…down,” Saduko panted, apparently having finally reached the limits of her endurance. Shook paused, giving her a critical look over his shoulder. She wasn’t quite doubled over, but leaned against a wall, gasping. In shape or no, he had to remember she was some kind of scholar, not someone accustomed to running around through alleys.
 

 
  “We don’t have time,” he said curtly. “No telling who’s after us, but they were close enough to intercept that guard back at the palace. Probably have eyes on us
  
   right now.”
  
 

 
  “Then
  
   running
  
  will only lead to a trap!” she said, straightening and glaring up at him. “Pause a moment; we must think. Give me time to work. I have equipment with me to distract and confuse pursuers.”
 

 
  “Take half a minute,” he said, peering around warily. They had made it to a commercial district bordering the residential park, now dark and unoccupied. Wide open street, but lots of alleys emerging into it, not to mention shuttered fruit stands, deep shop doorways… This place was just
  
   lousy
  
  with cover. He couldn’t see anyone nearby, which meant exactly nothing.
 

 
  Saduko was already busy fiddling with her devices; she had pulled out a whole
  
   handful
  
  of those little brass spider-star things. “This is the fastest plan; I regret that we do not have time to be careful. Get your knife; a cut on each of our hands to smear blood across several of these, and we can send decoys in all directions. They will not know who to follow.”
 

 
  “Okay, that’s a pretty good plan,” he said grudgingly, reaching into his coat for his utility knife. He discovered that the Om’ponole’s steward and guards hadn’t even confiscated his wands. What a bunch of amateurs.
 

 
  “It is
  
   indeed
  
  a good plan,” said a new voice from directly above. “You can drop it, though, Gimmick. We have this in hand now.”
 

 
  Shook fumbled his knife, dropped it, and didn’t bother to lunge for it. Instead he closed his hand around the butt of the wand holstered under his arm.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah, Thumper, let’s not go and do anything unwise. Remove that hand from your coat, very slowly, very empty. There’s a good boy.”
 

 
  A man loomed at the edge of a building above, silhouetted against the moonlight above. The fireworks were finally trailing off, but brief flashes still illuminated him; far away as he was, Shook couldn’t make out any details, and the effect was annoyingly dramatic. He gave the speaker only a moment’s attention, though, being far more concerned with the eight figures that had melted out of as many nearby hiding spots, approaching them slowly. Every one had a wand out, pointed at him.
 

 
  At him alone, not at Saduko.
 

 
  Belatedly, he processed the fact that she had just been addressed by what was unmistakeably a Guild tag.
 

 
  Shook slowly removed his hand from his coat, as directed, and raised both in the air, turning his glare back on Saduko.
 

 
  “Bitch, I have absolutely no idea how, but on my father’s soul, I will pay you back for this.”
 

 
  She just looked at him in silence. Her expression was shocked, confused, as if she were just as taken aback by this development as he. He wondered why she still bothered.
 

 
  Unless…
 

 
  No. This was a simple job; it had been foiled by simple betrayal. How many layers to this mess could there possibly be?
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The crowd oohed and aahed satisfyingly at the fireworks display.
 

 
  “Good man, Trigger,” Vandro murmured, swirling his cocktail in one hand. He had climbed through the house to one of the balconies overlooking the grounds when the lights in the sky started, seeking a moment of privacy to confer with his Butler, who he knew would find him swiftly. The party had progressed to the point that it was hard to find a shady spot not already occupied in the gardens themselves. Gratifying, in his role as host, but currently inconvenient.
 

 
  As expected, Wilberforce materialized from the hallway, clearing his throat diffidently to announce his approach.
 

 
  “Bless that meddling elf,” Vandro commented. “I’d been all set to explain away the shape-shifted succubus at the party if Tellwyrn happened across her, and did my best to plan things so it wouldn’t happen. And then my plans went to shit, which is the only reason we have any warning that something’s gone wrong.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the Butler said calmly. “The diversion appears to have been a success. Two explosives have ‘accidentally’ struck the Om’ponole estate. From a vantage on the villa’s roof, I discerned that one impacted within the interior grounds, and the other has damaged the wall gatehouse which was to provide Master Shook and Saduko-san’s point of entry.”
 

 
  Vandro sucked in a breath and let it out through his teeth. “Watch your ass, Jerry,” he muttered, then spoke more loudly. “Whatever the hell that demon is up to, Jerry’s got the reliquary rigged so that if he dies, she goes back in it and stays there. She’ll be
  
   very
  
  careful to protect him from mortal danger. I hope we didn’t just accidentally make it all moot.”
 

 
  “Master Shook is resourceful and a consummate professional,” said Wilberforce, folding his hands behind himself. “As is Saduko-san. I believe some confidence in their abilities is appropriate.”
 

 
  “Quite right, Wilberforce, quite right.”
 

 
  “I fear the news is not all good, sir.”
 

 
  Vandro grunted. “What the hell now?”
 

 
  “The interior security system has been brought up as you ordered, but parts of it have malfunctioned.”
 

 
  Vandro turned to face him. “…parts?”
 

 
  “Specifically,” Wilberforce said grimly, “the new features designed to detect demonic activity. In fact, the original system, while carefully left intact enough to avoid drawing attention, appears to have been altered. I judge that the purpose of this was to widen that blind spot. We are effectively blind to infernal movement on the estate at the moment.”
 

 
  Vandro narrowed his eyes. “That thing is supposed to be voice-locked. Only you or I should be able to alter its settings.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir. Or someone able to flawlessly mimic us.”
 

 
  “Well.” He shook his head, chuckling wryly. “Well, well, well. It’s not as if we didn’t
  
   know
  
  she could do that. Wilberforce, old friend, I do believe we’re getting senile.”
 

 
  “Indeed, sir,” Wilberforce said impassively. “Perhaps we should retire to someplace sunny, like Onkawa. We could buy a villa.”
 

 
  Vandro’s laughter boomed out over the balcony, joining the sounds of merriment from below. “All right, all right, point taken. So, let’s deal with the here and now. The bitch has apparently gone to some effort to make sure we can’t spot her moving on the grounds, so… It stands to reason she’s still here.”
 

 
  “Unless the point of this maneuver was to create that impression specifically so she could move elsewhere while we fruitlessly combed the estate for her.”
 

 
  Vandro was shaking his head before the Butler finished speaking. “You’ll drive yourself mad playing that game. Anyhow, we don’t have a reliable way of hunting her down in the city at large anyhow; she can fly. No, best to assume she blinded us for a reason. She’s still here, Wilberforce, and whatever she’s doing, it’s not done.”
 

 
  “As you say, sir.”
 

 
  Vandro frowned in thought, taking a sip of his cocktail. “…we have plenty of power crystals in storage, correct?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir, of all sizes. I ensure our stock is adequate to resupply every magical appliance on the estate. We could, in theory, reactivate every device present were they all to spontaneously burn out.”
 

 
  “Good, good… Excellent. And how many are rune-capped and attuned to the network?”
 

 
  “Nearly all, sir,” Wilberforce said slowly. “All except the smaller units which were part of our weekly supply shipment; with the party preparations, I regret that I have not had time to attend to all my normal maintenance tasks.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   nearly
  
  all should be enough. I want you to go activate them.”
 

 
  “…activate them, sir?”
 

 
  Vandro grinned broadly. “We have to face the prospect that our own security system can be used against us, Wilberforce. Scryers, golems, and all. Yes, activate them, every last one. You keep the master control runes on your person at all times?”
 

 
  “Of course, sir.”
 

 
  “And your access hasn’t been tampered with?”
 

 
  “It has not. I have been using the runes as normal all evening.”
 

 
  “Good. Activate all the surplus power crystals, and be ready to bring the whole grid up to full power when I give the order.”
 

 
  “I…see. Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “To be on the safe side,” Vandro added thoughtfully, “and to minimize collateral damage, take time to disconnect as many extra systems as you can. Whatever’s not absolutely needed to keep the place running.”
 

 
  “Sir…the grounds are fully lit and active for this very extravagant party. Virtually
  
   all
  
  enchanted devices on the estate are
  
   actively
  
  in use at the moment.”
 

 
  “I see.” Vandro sighed heavily. “Well, then, let’s hope Kheshiri doesn’t force my hand. Otherwise, this is gonna get
  
   very
  
  expensive.”
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  Khadizroth roared, rearing back on his hind legs and beating his wings furiously. The four of them took the opportunity to bolt in different directions, stumbling slightly with the sudden air currents. McGraw vanished with a faint arcane crackle; the rest of them were stuck with their own legs.
 

 
  The blast of dragonfire that followed spurred them to move faster.
 

 
  Weaver hurled himself forward into a roll, vanishing between the spreading roots of an oak tree. He moved with surprising agility for someone who’d allegedly spent the last few years in a library. Also, he wasn’t carrying his guitar case; Joe hadn’t seen him remove it and didn’t have time to wonder about it. Billie simply vanished, skittering off into the dark.
 

 
  Joe let loose a carefully timed barrage with his wands, not activating their full bolts but sending off tunnels of ionized air, along with the slightest
  
   push
  
  of kinetic force to get the air moving through them. Sure enough, when he chanced a glance backward, the spray of pencil-thin air channels had become lines of fire, drawing away the heat of Khadizroth’s attack.
 

 
  Still, the blast hadn’t been aimed at them, but merely a reflexive outburst that went mostly over their heads; Joe’s trick (proud of it though he was) wouldn’t have drawn away anything but the outermost fringes of a full burst of dragonfire.
 

 
  Khadizroth slammed his front feet back to the ground, stone crunching under his massive talons; even his inhuman face wore a very readable expression. Also, it wasn’t so much as scorched. Evidently, his roar had been of anger, rather than pain.
 

 
  Joe skidded, turning even while moving, brought up his arms and fired. His aim was true as ever; he would have taken the dragon right through both eyes had his target not moved. The wandshots, powerful enough to pulverize oak and pit granite, splashed harmlessly against emerald scales.
 

 
  A boulder smashed into the dragon from his right side, followed by a barrage of smaller rocks; McGraw was a will-o’-the-wisp of arcane blue flashes as he teleported erratically through the scattered trees, levitating chunks of the scenery as he went and hurling them. The first boulder knocked Khadizroth off balance, the rest serving to keep him unstable, though he didn’t seem to be suffering any harm from the attack.
 

 
  Khadizroth staggered to the side, arranging one wing to deflect the stones being flung at him. This placed him very close to a willow tree—not bioluminescent but very out of place in the crater—which suddenly sprung to life, wrapping its trailing branches around the dragon’s form. They weren’t long enough to fully entangle him, but served to pull him further off his center of gravity, then seemed to harden in place. The whole tree, in fact, withered to a blackened husk that, unlike normally rotted wood, appeared much stronger than in its healthy state.
 

 
  Not strong enough to withstand an irate dragon, of course. Roaring, Khadizroth pulled the whole thing up by the roots and hurled it, fragments of blackened wood flying in all directions.
 

 
  Joe couldn’t see Weaver, but he had to wonder just what kind of magic the man was using.
 

 
  Another hefty boulder hit the dragon directly on the side of his head, staggering him. Joe took careful aim and fired both wands, punching considerably more power than normal into the shots; he felt his weapons grow uncomfortably warm. The boosted beams didn’t burn through the scales around Khadizroth’s claws, but apparently gave him a serious hotfoot. His roar abruptly climbed an octave in pitch and he yanked the targeted foot away, causing himself to tumble over on his side.
 

 
  Immediately a rain of ice slashed down from above, plastering the fallen dragon. Joe kept moving; he couldn’t see any of his teammates and was waiting for his wands to cool before firing them again, so he tried to circle around the caldera, giving the dragon a wide berth while angling to get behind him, and trusting Billie to seek him out when it was his turn in the plan. He couldn’t help feeling a surge of elation. This actually seemed to be working!
 

 
  Then Khadizroth surged to his feet, pumped his wings and shot skyward.
 

 
  Reflexively, Joe dived for cover, which in this case was an overhanging ledge of rock. The ground out here was full of such protuberances, for which was thankful, at least until half a second later when he realized how thoroughly he had just cornered himself.
 

 
  Sure enough, there came a blast of fire from above—though, thank the gods, not at Joe’s hiding place. He wriggled back out, dashing toward a thicker stand of trees and offering a brief prayer for whoever had been the target of that attack. In the next second, he decided to worry about himself instead.
 

 
  Khadizroth landed very nearly on top of him.
 

 
  The ground shook hard enough to throw him off his stride; Joe caught his foot in a hidden pothole in the cracked earth and tumbled to the ground, the massive presence nearby filling his awareness even so. He only caught a glimpse of huge claws nearly close enough to touch; he couldn’t see the dragon’s wings, head or tail, but when those legs shifted, the math of it warned him. His mental construction of the dragon found a purpose in that change in position, and he rolled frantically rather than wasting precious seconds trying to get up again.
 

 
  The spaded tip of Khadizroth’s tail was apparently harder than stone, to judge by the way it punched into the rock right where Joe had been laying a split-second before.
 

 
  Joe’s roll brought him nearly up against one of those massive claws. Lacking any better ideas, he shot it again.
 

 
  The dragon actually yelped, staggering away from him.
 

 
  “Stop
  
   doing
  
  that!” Khadizroth bellowed, shaking the offended digit and glaring down at him.
 

 
  Joe managed to roll to his feet, raising both weapons; he was far too close. A blow from that tail or those claws would finish him. If the dragon chose to bite or breathe fire, though, he’d have to open his mouth, which would provide a weak point.
 

 
  Khadizroth swung around, actually increasing the distance between then, but twisting to bring up that tail in position to launch another scorpion-like strike. Apparently a dragon didn’t live as long as he had by making such obvious mistakes.
 

 
  Not being given an opening, Joe made his own, by way of shooting at the dragon’s eyes again.
 

 
  Khadizroth snarled in protest, but twisted his head out of the way. He also went ahead and jabbed with the tail, but it was now a blind stroke which Joe avoided. Barely; he felt the wind of it disturb his coat.
 

 
  Belatedly, he activated every one of the defensive charms he was carrying, spending the extra power to do so mentally rather than trying to fumble for their various switches. They were intended to deflect, redirect or absorb wandshots; the whole lot of them would be pulverized by one hit from those claws or a good blast of dragonfire, but hopefully they’d give him just enough protection to survive it.
 

 
  Despite how it had seemed for those tense few seconds, he wasn’t in this alone. No sooner had Khadizroth opened his eyes again than a cloud of grit and dust swept up from the rocky ground blasted him right in the face. Retching and actually coughing up bursts of smoke, the dragon backpedaled, shaking his head furiously and beating his wings to drive away the befouled air. Joe still couldn’t see anyone else, but at least McGraw was still alive and working. Even as he had the thought, another boulder smashed the dragon in the side, right below his wing, followed by a second hail of ice, which almost instantly steamed away to nothing in a clumsy burst of fire.
 

 
  “What?!” Khadizroth snarled, rearing up on his hind legs again to shake his front claws. There seemed to be something dark oozing over his scales. Joe squinted, trying to get a closer look, and suddenly a hand grabbed his shoulder and the whole world vanished in a sharp flash of blue light.
 

 
  He was disoriented only momentarily, mostly thrown off by the sudden teleportation, very quickly getting his bearings. He was now behind the dragon and a more comfortable distance away.
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said feelingly. “I don’t think I was about to get far enough from him on my own power.”
 

 
  McGraw nodded, panting for breath. “Weaver’s doin’ something… Can you tell what?”
 

 
  “Not from back here. Looked like something climbing up on him, but it’s too dark…”
 

 
  McGraw placed a fingertip to his temple, narrowing his eyes, and Joe felt a tingle as the wizard silently invoked a spell. “It’s…bugs,” the old man said, frowning. “No, wait… Bugs and vermin.
  
   Dead
  
  vermin. Holy shit, it’s
  
   all
  
  dead stuff. Snakeskins, rodent skeletons, dead bugs, all crawlin’ up on the dragon.”
 

 
  “Will that…hurt him?”
 

 
  “Can’t see how, but it’ll upset him. Which is as much as our best weapons are gonna do to him, so that’s as good a tactic as any, I reckon.”
 

 
  “Why, are green dragons offended by dead things? I know they use life magic…”
 

 
  McGraw lowered his finger, turning to give Joe a sardonic look. “Son, how would
  
   you
  
  like to have a carpet of dead vermin crawlin’ over you?”
 

 
  “Ah. I see your point.”
 

 
  The dragon went aloft again, bathing his own claws in flame. “I
  
   see
  
  you, Gravestone Weaver!” he thundered, circling above them. “And I see the chains by which you’ve bound that
  
   familiar
  
  of yours. You are not the first mortal to seek power over death, and won’t be the last. Those many stories have only
  
   one
  
  ending! Let’s see how you fare when the creature you’ve entrapped is
  
   set free!”
  
 

 
  “Uh…should we run?” Joe asked nervously. “I mean, do you know what kind of a thing Weaver’s bound to him?”
 

 
  “Not a clue,” McGraw replied, “there’s a host of rumors around that man, but no solid facts. It’s not gonna be anything pretty, though. Nothing that uses death magic is.”
 

 
  “So…run?”
 

 
  McGraw shook his head. “No way we’d get far enough. Wands up, Kid, we may be fighting on two fronts in a moment.”
 

 
  The dragon had landed, far more gracefully than before—at any rate, he didn’t shake the earth this time. He flared his wings, however, lowering his head to stare at a clump of trees in which Weaver, presumably, was hiding.
 

 
  Then the world tilted.
 

 
  Or so it felt to Joe; his sense of forces and numbers told him nothing had changed, but his stomach dropped as if the ground had become a wall and he ought to be tumbling out into space. The light took on an odd, greenish tinge, and seemed to be
  
   thicker.
  
  As if everything around him were slightly blurred.
 

 
  “Easy,” said McGraw, clasping his shoulder again. “I’ve seen this, though not often.”
 

 
  “What’s he
  
   doing?!”
  
 

 
  “Thinning the barrier, reaching through to subtler levels of… Well, this is the first step toward
  
   summoning
  
  something, an’ now you know why that’s usually done inside spell circles. Don’t use any magic until it stops if you can help it. Might accidentally burn a hole through the planes, and we do
  
   not
  
  need random demons introduced into this.”
 

 
  “Summoning?” Joe said weakly, trying to hold his stomach down. Khadizroth had reached out with one front claw, seeming to clasp at something invisible in midair before him.
 

 
  “Don’t think that’s what he’s after,” said McGraw. “I think he’s attacking whatever links Weaver to his invisible…familiar.
  
   Don’t,
  
  kid,” he added when Joe raised a wand. “Magic includes wandshots. You distract him right now and he may lose control of that effect, and then who
  
   knows
  
  what’d happen.”
 

 
  “But…Weaver’s in danger!”
 

 
  “Don’t assume we’re in any less danger,” McGraw said grimly. “Just a mite less immediately, is all.”
 

 
  Abruptly, Khadizroth released whatever invisible thing he was gripping, letting out a shrill cry. He staggered backward, pivoting around and incidentally giving Joe and McGraw a clearer view of him from the front. Distant as they were, he was large enough that they could clearly see something had
  
   cut
  
  him. The slash across his chest was bordered by broken, blackened scales, as if something had burned through the nigh-impervious dragonhide.
 

 
  No, Joe realized, peering closer at the discoloration. It wasn’t an even or sharp effect, and the scales near the wound were deformed in shape as well as darkened, festering. Not burned. Rotted.
 

 
  The good news was that the disturbing effect of Khadizroth’s reaching across the planes diminished sharply, restoring Joe’s vision and sense of equilibrium, though the sky above seemed still to have a green cast.
 

 
  Khadizroth yelped again, twisting aside, and another black slash appeared across his cheekbone.
 

 
  “That wasn’t a chain, you unbelievably pompous jackass,” said Weaver’s voice from out of the darkness. “It’s a
  
   relationship.
  
  Y’see,
  
   some
  
  of us don’t have to brainwash kids from the cradle to get competent help. I don’t think my ‘familiar’ appreciated your little rescue attempt,” he added smugly as a rip appeared in the edge of the dragon’s wing sail.
 

 
  Khadizroth backpedaled frantically away from whatever invisible thing was attacking him, rising into the air again. Joe and McGraw watched, fascinated, uncertain whether to try to intervene.
 

 
  Moments later, Weaver himself appeared beside them, limping slightly.
 

 
  “Not to pry into your business,” said McGraw by way of greeting, “but what manner of thing, exactly, is he fighting up there?”
 

 
  “Something not usually found on this plane of existence. Something that could seriously hurt him,” the bard said in a tone of malicious satisfaction. “See how he’s constantly backing up? Trying to get space to finish canceling that dimensional effect, not fighting back. It’s not the sort of creature you can kill.”
 

 
  “Uh, okay,” said Joe. “Should we press the attack? I don’t think we’re ever gonna see him this vulnerable again.”
 

 
  “Hold it, kid, we’re just here to keep him diverted while the plan plays out,” McGraw said firmly. “Let’s be honest, nothin’ we got is gonna do more than distract and annoy that dragon. He’s already plenty distracted; I think we’re better served takin’ the opportunity to catch our breath.”
 

 
  “What’s the matter, old man?” Weaver asked, grinning. “Little too much exertion for you?”
 

 
  “I get that it’s probably a waste of breath to ask you not to be a jerk,” said Joe, “but
  
   this isn’t the time.”
  
 

 
  “And speakin’ of time, you’re up!”
 

 
  All three men jumped at Billie’s voice. She popped up next to them, grinning.
 

 
  “Wh—that wasn’t nine minutes,” said Weaver. Joe kept his mouth shut. It had
  
   felt
  
  like considerably longer, but a quick replay of events in his head suggested it had actually been quite a bit shorter.
 

 
  “Yeah, I had to do less tinkerin’ than I’d figured,” said the gnome. “Had the tripods all ready to go, just had to detach ’em from another project and screw in the portal focus stones. Also, I’m feckin’ awesome. Here ya go!” Beaming, she handed Joe a wallet-sized leather bag.
 

 
  “Um…are you sure this…”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, boy, ain’t you ever seen a bag o’ holding before? You
  
   have
  
  to have, they’re flippin’ everywhere. Trust me, what you need’s all in there. Now it’s time to back up your boasting.”
 

 
  “Right,” he said uncertainly, then squared his shoulders and added more firmly, “Right. Okay, just keep him off me. I’ll make it as quick as I can.”
 

 
  “So, what’s our boy doin’ up there?” Billie asked, cocking her head to peer up at the dragon who was flapping in ungainly circles around the caldera, causing sudden outgrowths of plant life below him as he threw fae magic around, healing up the wounds inflicted by Weaver’s mysterious familiar.
 

 
  Joe didn’t bother to listen to any of the responses, peering around the caldera. He could
  
   see
  
  the shape he’d need to set up in his mind. Like a nautilus shell. The network of portals would have to be arranged with exquisite precision, each turn at precisely the right angle, spiraling outward from the initial launch point, the space between them increasing as the angle widened. That was the easy part. It had to
  
   fit
  
  in the space available; the spiral had to be arranged with the portal points near the ground so as to establish the tripods, there couldn’t be any obstructions between them, and he had only half the space of the caldera in which to work, given that it had to fire Khadizroth toward the spot Mary had indicated near the center. He slowly turned in a circle, mentally shifting the invisible spiral this way and that, trying to find a place where it could align properly. The darkness didn’t help; what light there was came from the eerie vegetation.
 

 
  There.
 

 
  Joe was moving at a run as soon as the mental diagram clicked into place. He skidded to a stop next to the starting point of the portal and reached into the bag, pulling out the first tripod.
 

 
  Billie’s handiwork was starkly utilitarian, but sturdy. The portal stone was an oval amber gem, a faint light swirling within; Joe had never seen one in person, but they were amply described in the enchanting literature he’d studied. The tripod was a collection of steel rods, hinges, rubber stops, braces and springs. It was intimidating to look at for a split second before everything mentally snapped into place for him. All the parts were exposed; seeing how they fit together was as good as an explanation for their use.
 

 
  Very carefully, he arranged the tripod’s adjustable legs against the ground, twisting and pushing at the whole thing with increasing annoyance. He could
  
   see
  
  the angle, see just where it needed to go to fit in the spiral diagram, but the realities of
  
   putting
  
  it there slowed him down. The ground was uneven and its composition irregular; Joe had to repeatedly readjust things as the legs first shifted in loose dirt, then caught on a piece of rock he’d failed to see.
 

 
  When it hit the right spot, though, it clicked in his mind; he could almost see the lines and angles he’d painted on the backs of his eyes light up when the portal stone settled in exactly the right position. Hardly daring to breathe lest he disturb the perfection of its placement, he touched the activator runes on each of the tripod’s legs, triggering the sticky charms that affixed them firmly in place.
 

 
  It had likely been less than a full minute, but that was still frustratingly long. Finally, he stood, brushing off his hands on his coat, and turned toward the next spot, setting off at a careful run. It wouldn’t do to break his leg stepping in a hole; this turf would have been poor ground for running even in broad daylight.
 

 
  “Where do these portals lead to, that makes them such useful power amplifiers?” Weaver asked, jogging alongside him.
 

 
  Joe gave the man a sidelong glance. “Nowhere. They’re unstable portals; that’s what causes the effect. Think of two portable holes fixed back-to-back.”
 

 
  “…that gives me a headache just to imagine.”
 

 
  “Yeah, the feedback it causes is what amplifies the shot. Also what makes this dangerous, and why you’ve probably never heard of the maneuver; it’s not something people do unless they’re desperate or a little crazy. What’re you doing, exactly?”
 

 
  “I’ve been designated your bodyguard,” Weaver said with a grin. “The other two are going to draw the dragon’s attention away once he finishes with… Yeah, that’s likely to be any moment, he’s making headway. All he needs is an uninterrupted second or two to finish nixing this dimensional effect and then my partner can’t touch him. So…chop chop.”
 

 
  Joe ignored this last comment, having already slid to a stop on his knees to begin placing the second portal rune.
 

 
  He actually managed to get that one placed and was in the middle of affixing the third when the light changed again. Joe didn’t need Weaver’s warning to understand that Khadizroth was done being inconvenienced by the backfire of his own dimensional rift.
 

 
  The distance between portal points increased with each one placed. It was nerve-wracking, having to count on his partners to keep the dragon occupied while he worked to arrange a portal stone in
  
   just
  
  the right spot, but he had longer and longer periods in which he only needed to pick his way to the next position, and then could spare the attention to glance up at the others. Billie and McGraw appeared to be doing their job well, insofar as they were keeping Khadizroth well away from Joe. The dragon’s bulk was unmistakeable, even when partially obscured by trees, but all he could discern of the action was roaring, flashes and thumps, interspersed with other spell effects and Billie’s taunts.
 

 
  Joe had just stood up from placing the fourth stone when Khadizroth, who had been circling aloft sending fire blasts at a series of decoy flickers McGraw had launched to hide his teleportation, suddenly diverted, settling to the ground and tilting his head, peering at something there. Joe’s stomach plummeted. The dragon was looking right at the first of his carefully-positioned portal stones.
 

 
  Would Khadizroth even know what it was? He was a green dragon, not a blue, and portal stones were arcane. They were also a relatively recent invention, and it was a well-known weakness of older immortals that they tended not to keep up with developments that were outside their specific interests. And even if Khadizroth knew all that, could he possibly anticipate their plan? The plan was crazy enough that even Joe could hardly believe they were trying it, and it had been his idea.
 

 
  It was a moot point, of course. Khadizroth, whether or not he knew the significance of the portal stone, had to know who had placed it there and that they meant him harm. He slammed his claw down, obliterating it.
 

 
  Weaver drew in a breath through his teeth. “Well, there goes that,” he spat.
 

 
  “No,” said Joe, calculating rapidly in his head. “No…plan’s still on.”
 

 
  “What? Boy, you’re not thinking of—”
 

 
  “Plan is
  
   still on.
  
  I can adjust; this can still work. Get to Billie and McGraw, tell them so, make sure they don’t surrender or something. And keep him too busy to go looking for the others!”
 

 
  “I don’t think that gnome knows the meaning of the word ‘surrender,’” Weaver muttered, but he took off without further protest. Joe noted that the man moved much more deftly across the darkened terrain than he himself did.
 

 
  He had no more energy to devote to wondering about the bard. He could still make this work…maybe. There were unknown and unknowable variables; he could increase the output of the shot easily enough. His original calculations had presumed it would be a standard wandshot launched at the first portal, and his wands were versatile enough to put a lot more power into it. The first portal jump was the sharpest angle and represented the weakest increase in the longshot’s power. But still… Exactly how much energy did it take to daze a dragon? Khadizroth had been shot, iced, entangled, bashed and even wounded by a vengeful spirit, and the sum total of it had done nothing more than anger him.
 

 
  And, of course, if he found and destroyed any more of the stones, the whole thing would be over.
 

 
  He forced that worry out of his head, did his best to ignore the sounds of battle not far away, as he carefully placed the fifth—now fourth—and final portal stone.
 

 
  That done, Joe stood and bolted toward where the first had been put, the spot from which he would now have to make his shot.
 

 
  McGraw teleported next to him just as he arrived. The old man immediately hunched forward, leaning heavily on his staff with one hand and resting the other on his knee, gasping for breath.
 

 
  “You gonna be okay?” Joe asked worriedly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” McGraw panted, nodding. “Jus’ a sec.”
 

 
  Joe turned to study the scene of battle. Billie and Weaver were both pelting the dragon with wandshots, apparently having given up on trying more complex magics. Khadizroth’s scaly green hide seemed to suffer no ill effects from repeated lightning strikes, though he did twitch his head aside when one came too near his eyes. The dragon was mostly focused on a third figure, though, a glowing blue knight with a shield and sword of light. As Joe watched, the dragon bashed the knight out of the way with a sweep of his tail, which would have utterly pulverized any human being. The figure simply bounded back to its feet and charged again.
 

 
  “Nice summon,” Joe commented.
 

 
  “Been savin’ it,” said McGraw, straightening up. “You know how it is. You cling to a rare and valuable piece that’s only got one use, always afraid you’ll need it
  
   just
  
  after it’s gone. End up takin’ it to your grave. At my age, a man starts lookin’ for reasons to spend that savings.”
 

 
  “Got your breath back?”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about me, I’m good to go.”
 

 
  Joe nodded. “And you can sense the focus stone locations?”
 

 
  McGraw grinned at him. “Ain’t my first rodeo, son. Just might be the craziest, though.”
 

 
  Joe himself felt the crackle of energy as each of the four remaining stones came to life. He couldn’t
  
   see
  
  the portals; they didn’t give off light. He felt them, though, and had a strong suspicion that he wasn’t the only one. Whether or not he was attuned to arcane magic, Khadizroth was too magical a creature not to be aware of the energy those unstable portals were suddenly putting out.
 

 
  He was
  
   almost
  
  in the right position. The dragon absently swatted the glowing knight away from himself again, lifting his head as if to sniff the air. His gaze turned toward the closest portal.
 

 
  Billie and Weaver, having maneuvered around, unleashed a concerted barrage, blasting his entire left flank with lightning. The dragon snarled, turning to face them and letting out a burst of fire. The flame, strangely, dissipated in midair, no doubt due to an effect one or the other of them had thrown up.
 

 
  It was a good bluff, Joe thought as the dragon turned and stalked toward them and the two fled. The attack looked like they’d been trying to herd him in the opposite direction, but they had positioned themselves so that Khadizroth’s pursuit was drawing him closer to the sweet spot.
 

 
  If “pursuit” weren’t too vigorous a word. The dragon moved like a prowling cat, either sensing trouble or just drawing out his approach.
 

 
  “Time’s a-wastin’,” McGraw grunted, his voice tense with effort. “Longer these portals are up, more likely one’ll go nova on us…”
 

 
  “I know,” Joe said tersely. “Just a few more seconds…”
 

 
  Khadizroth slowed, then stopped, just short of the right position, turning his head to stare directly at Joe and McGraw.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Joe protested.
 

 
  Then the glowing knight, charging from behind, stabbed the dragon’s tail.
 

 
  Khadizroth let out an embarrassing yip, bounding into the air and whirling to face his attacker. The motion swiveled him so that most of his bulk was right in the line of fire.
 

 
  Joe was already forming the angles in his mind, had already positioned his body in a slightly awkward pose so that his wand was aligned with the center of the first portal at
  
   precisely
  
  the right orientation. He drew deeply on the power crystal, judging to the finest iota the precise amount of power the wand could channel at once without blowing up, and fired.
 

 
  The beam was brighter than any he had ever shot. And that was just on the first leg of its journey.
 

 
  Moving at nearly the speed of light, there was no dramatic buildup, just a sudden angular spiral of light blazing across the floor of the crater, between trees and boulders, growing hugely in intensity every time it shifted direction. The massive beam which burst out from the final portal smashed into the dragon with titanic force, bearing his mighty form to the ground.
 

 
  Khadizroth let out a screeching, inhuman wail of pain as he was pinned to the rock by a column of sheer destructive force. Only for a second, though; as swiftly as it had come, the light vanished.
 

 
  Joe’s wand was so hot in his hand it was nearly painful to hold. At his side, McGraw actually slumped to his knees, hanging his head and laboring for breath.
 

 
  “YEE-HAW!” Billie screamed, leaping spastically into the air and pumping both fists. “Eat
  
   science,
  
  bitch!”
 

 
  The rim of the crater blazed with green light.
 

 
  Like ripples in a pond spreading in reverse, the circle rushed inward. Joe felt his hair try to stand on end as the wall of light washed over him, collapsing to the point at its center where the stunned dragon lay. It reached Khadizroth’s prone body, then soaked into him.
 

 
  The dragon shrank down to his elven form, leaving him only a slim, sad figure sprawled insensate on the rock. Mary’s spell had done its work.
 

 
  “Well, good night in the morning,” Joe said aloud in awe. “We actually pulled it off.”
 

 
  The only warning he got was the sudden and inexplicable collapse of every one of his shielding charms.
 

 
  Joe straightened up, looking around in alarm, and something slammed into him from behind. Despite all his senses, physical and arcane, he hadn’t heard or felt anything approach.
 

 
  Then he became conscious of the pain. Something had struck him hard in the back, but it wasn’t a blunt kind of pain. He suddenly understood it a lot better when the knife was yanked back out.
 

 
  He lost his balance, stumbling to his knees. The agony…every beat of his heart was like being stabbed anew. Joe’s unnaturally precise senses had never been turned inward that he could remember, or perhaps he was just too accustomed to the workings of his own body to pay them any mind. Funny how that completely changed when the body was no longer working as intended. He was precisely, excruciatingly aware of the spread of fluid in his chest cavity where fluid should not go, of the tortured twitching of the muscle pumping his blood—or trying to, having now been punctured.
 

 
  A figure stepped around into his field of view, calmly wiping off the wicked-looking hunting knife with a lace-trimmed handkerchief. Of all the preposterous things, it was an elf in a pinstriped suit.
 

 
  “Impressive,” the man said to him with a pleasant smile. “I mean that sincerely, kid, that was mighty fine work. Sorry about killing you, and all. Just business.”
 

 
  If he said anything further, it was drowned out by the roaring in Joe’s ears. That, he though distantly, would be the shock and blood loss setting in. My, but it came quickly. He noted the way his view was reorienting itself, indicating he’d fallen onto his back. He could barely tell anymore with the blackness creeping up on his vision. The sound of wings was impossibly loud, even through the noise in his ears.
 

 
  His last thought was of her face.
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  “Sir,” Wilberforce murmured, leaning close to Vandro’s ear. He already had his employer’s undivided attention, having arrived far more quickly than his usual efficient but decorous pace. Unusual behavior from Wilberforce was a cardinal sign that something had gone wrong. “We have visitors from the Thieves’ Guild in significant numbers. I have taken the liberty of activating the golems; if you move now, you may be in time to greet them at the gates.”
 

 
  Vandro nodded, turning back to his erstwhile conversation partner with a rueful smile. “Terribly sorry, m’lord, but it seems I have to go put out a fire. The perils of hosting, you know how it is.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the aristocrat replied with a lofted eyebrow, looking somewhat bemused. It always came as a surprise to his type that lowly commoners found something more important than themselves on which to focus.
 

 
  Thanks to Wilberforce’s warning, Vandro made it to the broad, well-lit pathway between the gates and the house that formed the party’s center of mass just before the Guild made their entrance. He wasn’t quite in time to pose front and center and be waiting languidly for their arrival, but it would have to do. Pacing and presentation mattered in these affairs.
 

 
  Six entered first, fanning out to either side of the path in a reverse arrowhead formation. Though swift and coordinated, no one would have mistaken the ragged bunch for soldiers; they wore clothing in dark colors and advanced states of scruffiness, ostentatiously displayed clubs and knives, and menacing expressions. The guests drew back from them, conversation disintegrating into nervous whispered all over the gardens, followed by chilly silence as the thieves took up positions, apparently if not actually controlling the estate’s entrance.
 

 
  Of course, all that was for show, as well. Most of these people dressed comfortably and casually when at their real work, and quite a few slept on silk. A good thief was someone who did
  
   not
  
  stand out in a crowd; they usually had to go out of their way to properly menace the normals, including dramatic changes in costume and demeanor.
 

 
  Vandro narrowed his eyes slightly at the next wave to enter, but carefully held his neutral posture. Four more Guildmembers came forward, pushing a pair of bound prisoners before them. They stopped a few yards into the estate, ignoring the gasps of the onlookers, and forced the captives to their knees. Jeremiah Shook merely looked furious, if somewhat rumpled; Amanika had clearly been worked over. Her clothes were torn and stained with both dirt and blood, one of her eyes was swollen shut and a dried trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth still decorated her chin. She slumped to the ground, head lolling.
 

 
  Finally, another pair entered with the last three armed thieves behind them. The well-dressed man, a dark-featured Onkawa local, was slim, tall and stately, wearing an intolerably self-satisfied smirk. On his arm, looking stupefied and as tense as a plucked guitar string, was Saduko.
 

 
  “Forgive the overly dramatic entrance, Webs,” he said airily. “It seems someone forgot to deliver my invitation.”
 

 
  “Why, that’d have been me, Toss,” Vandro replied easily. “I confess I plumb forgot to want you at my party. Things start to slip the mind, when you get to my age.”
 

 
  Toss, the leader of the local Guild’s chapter, grinned at the frisson of nervous conversation that swept through Vandro’s crowd of well-heeled guests at the sound of his tag. He was known in the city.
 

 
  “Ah, but how could I let this occasion pass unremarked? I confess I’ve had cause to be worried about your loyalties of late, but our dear Gimmick, here, has put my mind to rest.” He patted Saduko’s hand where it lay on his arm; she flinched. “And to think we thought she was spying on
  
   you.
  
  Instead, you have oh-so-deftly rooted out the subversive elements within our local chapter and delivered them into our hands. Along with the fugitive Thumper! Truly, this is a great night for the followers of Eserion, and we owe all this success to
  
   you,
  
  Webs. Bravo,” he said, drawing out the last word in a silky drawl.
 

 
  Vandro studied Saduko idly, his mind whirling. Her, Guild? Possibly. He’d checked out her credentials, but those were so
  
   very
  
  fakeable, especially coming from overseas as they did. He had also studied how she thought and acted while his guest, and found her generally self-contained and a skilled walking poker face as long as she had time to prepare, but easy to rattle and throw off her game. Right now she looked good and rattled, and clinging to her equilibrium by a ragged fingernail.
 

 
  That was one plot uncovered, then; Saduko had been sent to observe and possibly interfere with his and Amanika’s undercutting of the Guild, but she was either a
  
   far
  
  more advanced player than he believed, or her own scheme had come unraveled. There was no reason to assume the former when he knew the latter could be explained by yet another actor whose full play had yet to be revealed.
 

 
  Kheshiri. What could she hope to gain by all this?
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch,”
  
  Shook spat, his voice soft. Vandro gave him a warning look, and was met with a venomous glare. He suppressed a sigh. Jerry was a good kid, when he used his head, but that damn temper of his reliably made him
  
   stop
  
  using it, exactly when he needed it most.
 

 
  “Seems you’ve been a little rough with our friends, there,” Vandro said mildly. “I mean, if you’re gonna work someone over, sure. Dragging valuable prisoners all over the city, though, letting one apparently bleed herself half to death? Truly, the complexity of your plots is over my head.”
 

 
  Amanika lifted her face a fraction, and the look she gave Vandro was fleeting, but icily calculating. Not so dazed and beleaguered as she appeared, then, and apparently not taking this turn of events at face value. Good
  
   girl;
  
  if only she’d been a trifle less homely he’d have looked for reasons to have her around more often.
 

 
  “I think the time has come for a clearing of the air,” Toss proclaimed, smiling with immense self-satisfaction. “There has been too much suspicion and discord, do you not think so? Let all of Onkawa see that the Thieves’ Guild stands united. Let them see what befalls those who seek to undermine Eserion’s people.”
 

 
  Vandro shrugged and took a sip of his cocktail. “Your funeral.”
 

 
  Toss’s smile did not diminish in the slightest. “Why, Webs, I could very
  
   nearly
  
  take that as a threat. And on the heels of your very valuable assistance to your Guild, too! Surely you cannot have meant that the way it sounded.”
 

 
  He made a swift motion with his free hand and the six thieves forming his advance guard began moving slowly forward, their gazes coldly intent upon Vandro.
 

 
  Then Wilberforce glided forth out of the crowd to stand at Vandro’s shoulder. The enforcers instantly halted in their tracks, staring at the Butler. Two glanced uncertainly back at Toss; the rest were studying Wilberforce, clearly mentally calculating whether they could take him on.
 

 
  They couldn’t, which was beside the point as far as Vandro was concerned. He couldn’t afford to let this come to blows. To say nothing of the risk to his guests, it was blindingly obvious that Toss
  
   wanted
  
  a confrontation. Whether or not he believed that Vandro was behind the ensnaring of Shook and Amanika (he hadn’t got that from Saduko; why would Kheshiri promote that particular notion?), he knew a rival when he saw one. If Vandro fought the Guild openly, whether he won or lost the battle would be irrelevant in the long run.
 

 
  “This is why I don’t invite you to parties, Toss,” he said genially. “Nor do I intend to stand here all night bantering with you. Honestly, I don’t give you a thought when you’re not right in front of my face. No point, really; you’re not gonna be in charge long.”
 

 
  Toss’s smile became a hungry grin. “Oh, I think you’ve grown a
  
   little
  
  too flushed with your recent success, Alan Vandro. You challenge me openly? In front of all these—”
 

 
  He tried gamely to keep on talking, but the sheer volume of Vandro’s booming laugh made it pointless. Vandro had practiced that laugh, honed it for that very effect.
 

 
  
   “Challenge
  
  you?” he chortled, wiping at his eyes. “You silly, sad little man. If I were to challenge you, in the
  
   best
  
  case scenario I’d end up having to do your tedious job. Nah, what could I possibly gain by going to the trouble? I mean, look around you. Look at this!” He indicated them all, the enforcers, the prisoners, with a contemptuous flick of his wrist. “This very
  
   public
  
  display of force, this airing of Guild laundry in the faces of all the finest folk in the city? This just isn’t how we do business, Toss, and it’s inconceivable to me that a chapter house head hasn’t figured that out at by this stage in his career.”
 

 
  “Don’t you point at
  
   my—”
  
 

 
  “And that’s another thing,” Vandro went on merrily. “This here thing you’re doing, this attempt to use social pressure to force me to either confront you or bend knee? Well, Toss, this is just plain clumsy. I almost hate to tell you, my boy, but you suck at this game. Challenge you? Please. Tell you what I’m gonna do. Since I’m retired and all, I’m gonna sit here in my villa, enjoying the ill-gotten fruit of my lifetime of labor, throwing ridiculous parties and hobnobbing with all my fancy friends, and generally ignore you. I don’t have to
  
   challenge
  
  you, y’moron. Hell, I don’t think I could
  
   save
  
  you if my own life depended on it. It’s a damn miracle you’ve lasted
  
   this
  
  long.”
 

 
  Toss’s grin had become a decidedly less controlled baring of his teeth; his grip on Saduko’s arm was clearly hard enough to bruise, now, though, she bore it without complaint. “You are
  
   one
  
  more careless word from—”
 

 
  
   “All systems are corrupt,”
  
  Vandro said, projecting from the diaphragm and completely overwhelming Toss’s growling delivery. Tragic, how few thieves studied public speaking; it was a priceless skill in their line of work. “We all know the catechism, Toss. You didn’t have to go so far out of your way to
  
   prove
  
  it.”
 

 
  The enforcers were all watching Toss, now, their expressions a lot more thoughtful. Vandro knew most of them personally, knew there was nothing personal against him in their presence here, merely the execution of what they saw as their duty. A duty he’d just called into question by turning Toss’s attempted trap around on him.
 

 
  He glanced at the prisoners; Amanika was smiling, keeping her face angled downward to mostly hide it. Shook still glared at Vandro, his expression a mask of betrayal. Hopefully he could calm the boy down long enough to explain…
 

 
  In that moment, he understood Kheshiri’s plan. All this had been arranged, his plans subverted, Saduko’s deception turned against her, Toss’s ambition and cruelty manipulated, to create this scene, where Vandro was accused of betraying Shook, and couldn’t afford to deny it. Amanika could read between the lines well enough, but Shook and Toss were thugs who’d made good through hard work and judicious brutality. Shook had heard Vandro tacitly admit having set him up for a fall and the reward, and wouldn’t look beyond that. Unless he could separate Shook from Toss’s custody
  
   now,
  
  the boy’s trust in him would be completely severed. Leaving him alone in the world with the Guild and the law after him, no one he could trust…except his demon.
 

 
  He also realized that his understanding had come a moment too late. Because that
  
   was
  
  the moment, and he was totally unprepared to take advantage of it.
 

 
  Vandro opened his mouth to press his case, to begin working around to a demand that Shook and Amanika be released to his custody, knowing he wasn’t going to have enough time.
 

 
  Sure enough, the winged form melted out of nothing right behind Toss, reached around with a large knife and slashed Saduko across the throat.
 

 
  The screams and panic that followed broke what remaining order there was among the Guild enforcers. Toss stared at the woman now dangling limply from his arm, convulsing as she helplessly pressed a hand to her neck, completely failing to stifle the gushing of her blood. The three enforcers at the rear rushed forward, their swings missing the demon as she went aloft with one powerful beat of her wings. One of them actually struck Toss, sending him and Saduko crashing to the ground.
 

 
  Kheshiri descended on the two men holding Shook, stomping directly on the head of one and launching herself off again, swooping about them as all four guards abandoned their charges to swipe at her. Released, Amanika turned and struggled frantically over to Saduko as best she could with her arms bound behind her, already glowing with healing light.
 

 
  In the confusion, the succubus slashed through Shook’s bindings; he rolled forward, coming nimbly to his feet, and bared his teeth in a snarl at Vandro, reaching into his coat. Did he still somehow have his wands? Toss, that damned idiot…
 

 
  “Jerry, my boy,” Vandro began.
 

 
  “Save it!” Shook spat, bringing out his weapons. He glanced at Wilberforce and very deliberately did not point them at Vandro.
 

 
  “Protocol: activate!” Vandro’s voice boomed across the garden, considerably louder than a human throat could actually have spoken. Unsurprising, as it came from Kheshiri, who was now perched atop a palm tree. “Execute program: great escape!”
 

 
  They unfolded on all sides: benches, wastebins, pieces of decorative statuary, picnic tables. The various heavy stone accents decorating Vandro’s garden slid apart in pieces, revealing their interior metal frames and the blue glow of the arcane magic that made the golems run. Re-sorting themselves swiftly into more or less humanoid shapes, they took form and stepped forward, raising the wands that had been concealed within them.
 

 
  Vandro sighed. His own security commands prevented them from revealing those weapons except in a case of utmost emergency. Outfitting golems with wands was
  
   extremely
  
  illegal; this was gonna cost him a fortune in bribes.
 

 
  “Now, when did you find time to do that?” he asked, a note of admiration in his tone.
 

 
  Kheshiri smirked down at him. “I suggest you all listen carefully,” she said, still boomingly loud, but in her own voice. Silence fell at her command, the guests and Guild enforcers staring up at her in horror. In that tense moment, the only sounds were the canned music still playing throughout the garden and Amanika’s furiously whispered prayers as she attempted to heal Saduko without the use of her hands. “The program these golems are acting on means they’ll destroy anyone who attempts to interfere with my master or myself as we make our departure. It also locks you out from issuing further commands, Alan, so don’t bother.”
 

 
  “Simple, but effective,” he said, nodding. “As a professional courtesy, I hope you’ll leave me the counter-code to discover after you’re safely away.”
 

 
  “Oh, there’s no counter-code,” she said sweetly. “You’ll have to shut them down the hard way. Whatever that may be.”
 

 
  “Those were expensive, Shiri.”
 

 
  “You can get more golems, Alan. I only have one master.”
 

 
  Vandro sighed, turning his gaze to Shook. “Jerry, my boy, think this over carefully. You are being
  
   played,
  
  here.”
 

 
  “How stupid do you think I am, Alan?” he snarled, convulsively raising his wands.
 

 
  Wilberforce tried to step in front of Vandro; Vandro gently pushed him aside. “Watch it, boy,” he said firmly. “Right now, that question has an answer.”
 

 
  “Master, run,” Kheshiri urged. “I’ll stay here and make sure nobody tries anything.”
 

 
  “Just
  
   think
  
  on it, first chance you get,” Vandro said firmly, his eyes boring into Shooks, willing him to understand.
  
   Damn it, boy, think!
  
 

 
  Shook stared back at him, and beneath the raw fury in his expression, Vandro saw the hurt. Hurt, he knew, was at the bottom of all rage. This was going to damage the boy, maybe beyond what could be fixed.
 

 
  
   “Go,
  
  master.
  
   Please.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Shook steeled himself, directing his eyes upward at his thrall. “Right. I’ll meet you at—”
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   say
  
  it! Don’t give them any clues. Just go, be safe, hide. I can find you
  
   anywhere.”
  
 

 
  Shook turned without another word, and set off for the gates at a run. In seconds he was out of view around the corner.
 

 
  “Now then,” Kheshiri purred, turning back to grin down at Vandro. “Since we’ll be together for a while, I see no reason for the party to end here. How about you give us a little jig, Vandro.”
 

 
  “You can’t be serious,” he said dryly.
 

 
  “Can’t I?” She grinned with near maniacal glee. “I own your golems, Alan. I can demolish these Guild lackeys and your own security with a word. That means I own
  
   you.
  
  So…dance for me. Now.”
 

 
  “You played a good game, Shiri,” Vandro said. “I respect skill. If you’d been willing to be
  
   professional,
  
  I’d have let you leave here safely. You need to learn when to
  
   quit,
  
  girl. Wilberforce, power up.”
 

 
  None of the onlookers could see Wilberforce apply his thumb to the master control rune in his pocket. They only saw the entire estate explode.
 

 
  Only the magical appliances therein, of course, but in a fully tricked-out modern rich man’s home like Alan Vandro’s estate, that might as well have been the whole thing. Every reserve power crystal in storage spontaneously poured its full load of energy into all the active devices; suddenly channeling several orders of magnitude more power than they were designed to contain, every apparatus on the grounds that used arcane energy burst apart in a series of booms and flashes. The whole house was lit up, windows blazing as if lightning had struck within; the gardens hosted a ferocious shower of sparks and explosions as light fixtures, music boxes, food fresheners and security golems disintegrated, flinging sparks and fragments in all directions.
 

 
  The screams trailed off a few seconds after the explosions, leaving behind shocked quiet. It was darker, but not totally dark; the levitating party lights operated under their own power, and cast shifting, eerie patches of colored illumination in the absence of the estate’s main lighting. The smell of smoke and ozone hung heavily over everything. Small fires flickered in dozens of places.
 

 
  The golems slumped, inert and smoking, emitting small sparks and most missing pieces.
 

 
  “What say we play a
  
   different
  
  game?” Vandro suggested cheerfully. He lifted high his cocktail glass in Kheshiri’s direction as if toasting her. “Friends and neighbors, servants and gatecrashers, fellow acolytes of Eserion! For one night only, I’ll be paying the sum of one hundred decabloons to whoever brings me that demon’s corpse!”
 

 
  Kheshiri took one look at the sheer number of those present who turned out to be carrying wands, and vanished.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Snow had begun falling, a soft counterpoint to the ominous quiet that filled the street.
 

 
  The soldiers were hard-eyed, but disciplined, holding their ranks as they marched into the district. The full regiment seemed to have come; they filled the entire avenue, offering no path of escape past them.
 

 
  Opposite them, residents of Tar’aris, bundled against the cold, had begun melting out of doors and alleys, staring equally hard-eyed at the approaching troops. Quite a few of them were openly carrying wands. They began to form a loose crowd blocking off the street as well.
 

 
  Silver Legionnaires in their concealing winter gear stood at attention at intervals, several patrols having stopped and positioned themselves along the sidelines between the two groups. They stood firm and rigid, offering no move in either direction.
 

 
  The students of the University wormed their way out of the crowd, where they had been trying to talk with various members of the community. Teal and Shaeine parted from Avrith, Bob and the small knot of citizens they had accompanied, stepping forward to meet the others in the middle. Ruda appeared out of an alley, Fross darting about above her head. Trissiny, Toby and Gabriel arrived in more of a hurry, having had a longer walk from the inn; they were accompanied by two Legionnaires and Bishop Darling. The latter was leaning close to Trissiny as they walked, whispering urgently into her ear. The paladin appeared to be listening closely, deep in thought.
 

 
  A startled motion rippled through the watching crowd as Juniper arrived from a nearby rooftop, hitting the ground with a solid
  
   thud
  
  that left cracks in the pavement. She straightened up, brushing at her ill-fitting dress, and stepped up to join her classmates.
 

 
  Darling peeled off and Trissiny directed the Legionnaires away with a simple hand motion. The rest of the students gathered with them, placing themselves between the soldiers and the citizens. The eight students—nine, including Vadrieny—represented enough offensive power to seriously damage that regiment, if not to smash through it entirely. Fortunately, they didn’t look like it; the soldiers didn’t see the threat, and thus didn’t react as if threatened. At least, not so far.
 

 
  The man marching in the lead held up a hand. “Halt!” Behind him, the troops came to a stop in unison, their boots thundering once upon the pavement.
 

 
  For a few moments, all was still. The groups stared at one another across the uncomfortably small open space in the street between them.
 

 
  It was Captain Ravoud who finally spoke up.
 

 
  “I see a lot of Silver Legionnaires in this district, General Avelea. May I ask what your intentions here are?”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced at Darling; he nodded encouragingly at her.
 

 
  “There has been serious misconduct on the part of a few of your troops, Captain,” she said firmly, her voice echoing in the silent street. Several soldiers shifted at her words. “That has given rise to a lot of rumor and ill feeling. Silver Legionnaires are known to be women of good character, also trained to understand military actions, and to see and report accurately on tactical details. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know they are here to observe.” She paused, then added more pointedly. “Whatever transpires here, there will be no
  
   unjust
  
  accusations of misconduct against your soldiers. We’ll see to that.”
 

 
  Ravoud stared at her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “I appreciate that, General.”
 

 
  She nodded back, then began stepping backward toward the sidewalk. Toby was the next to move, widening his arms and silently ushering the rest of the students along with them. Ruda snorted disdainfully, but let herself be herded. As a group, they shifted out of the way, taking position at the edge of the street and clearing a direct path between the soldiers of Barracks Four and the citizens of Lor’naris.
 

 
  Ravoud squared his shoulders and took one step forward. Two figures emerged from the crowd; Bob and Avrith paced forward to come nearly within arms’ distance of him.
 

 
  “Corporal Robert Hollander,” Ravoud said, his voice pitched loud enough to be clearly audible to all present. “And… Avrith, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “You may call me Mrs. Hollander, Captain, if it makes you more comfortable.”
 

 
  Ravoud’s lips thinned. “I thought it was the women of your kind who determined the family name.”
 

 
  “As a rule, yes,” she said, her voice mild. “My family, however, do not care for me to use their name so long as I choose to bind myself to a human. Bob’s family are my family, his home my home. His country my own.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” Ravoud said firmly, “I have received intelligence that there is an armed insurrection forming in this district. You will immediately surrender any weapons being gathered for the purpose of rebellion against His Majesty the Emperor and submit any persons responsible for this action to Imperial custody.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Bob said laconically, pulling a wand out of his pocket and holding it out to Ravoud, butt first. “Here you go.”
 

 
  The Captain stared at him, open-mouthed.
 

 
  “This has only been going on the last day or so,” Bob went on. “Folk none of us knew, making very pointed suggestions in taverns and the like. Several of us got together and decided on a course of action: we took to meetin’ with these chumps, tried to encourage them along a bit. I wish I had better to tell you, but we got nothing out of ’em but these
  
   gifts.
  
  If I have some of my friends come forward carrying arms to turn in, Captain, will you kindly refrain from having them shot?”
 

 
  Ravoud blinked twice, then visibly steeled himself. “If… As long as they approach slowly, with hands in plain view and those weapons held pointed down.”
 

 
  “All right, you heard the man,” Bob said more loudly, half-turning to address those behind him. “Slow and polite. Let’s not make the lads any more nervous than they already are.
 

 
  A dozen people melted out of the crowd. Drow and human, male and female, they all held wands by the hafts, hands nowhere near the clickers, tips aimed at the pavement below their feet. Ravoud watched them approach warily, then turned his head to issue an order of his own. Two soldiers stepped forward and began collecting the wands, looking somewhat bemused.
 

 
  “We have examined those weapons and unfortunately found nothing that seems useful,” said Avrith. “They are mass-produced and of middling quality. Perhaps the resources of the Empire can find out more about them than we, but I fear they were
  
   meant
  
  to be untraceable.”
 

 
  “Everyone you see here was personally present at a meeting with at least one of these agitators,” Bob added. “Well, I mean, those of use stepped forward, here. The rest of those folk back there are just curious about the commotion, I think. We’re all happy to recount everything we saw and heard.”
 

 
  “The men in question took pains to be anonymous,” said Avrith. “I cannot prove the use of disguise charms, but it would not surprise me. They offered no names and refused to reveal any patron, or the source of those weapons. However, several of us are soldiers, of both Tiraan and Narisian extraction, and two of the witnesses are trained diplomats. We met with them with the specific intention of gathering information. It is my hope that some of our recollections will prove useful to you in tracking them down and putting a stop to this.”
 

 
  Ravoud just continued to stare at her, seeming at a total loss for words.
 

 
  “Tiraas is our home, Captain,” Avrith said more softly. “This city has offered us a place when our own would not. We will protect and serve it in any way we can, as fervently as any other citizen. All of us.” Bob took her gloved hand in his.
 

 
  “I…” Ravoud trailed off, then swallowed, squaring his shoulders. “I…thank you for your cooperation, citizen.”
 

 
  “Great,” said Bob wryly. “D’you mind if we have the rest of this discussion someplace a bit warmer? We can go to your barracks, if you’d like, or there are spots closer where we can set up and do interviews.”
 

 
  “None of us have any appointments,” Avrith added. “Consider us all at your disposal.” There were agreeing nods from the rest of the individuals standing alongside her.
 

 
  “I…think a local place would do fine,” Ravoud said slowly. “No need to drag this out any more than it must be.”
 

 
  Trissiny cleared her throat, stepping forward. “Captain, the Third has set up a command post in an unoccupied shop nearby. You may consider that at your disposal.”
 

 
  “Thank you, General,” he said, nodding respectfully to her. “In fact, that would be perfect. Your Legionnaires can continue to…observe.”
 

 
  “Of course. Soldier, show him where it is.”
 

 
  The nearest Legionnaire saluted her before stepping over to Ravoud. She patiently stood by while he turned and issued orders to his men; shortly, the bulk of the regiment had turned and were marching back out of the district. Quite a few looked mystified, but they kept their ranks and their discipline. A small detachment of Imperial soldiers remained with the Captain and the citizens who had stepped forward to be interviewed, and in short order they, too, were departing, led by the woman in armor toward the Legion’s command center.
 

 
  Darling drew in a deep breath and blew it out dramatically as the street finally began to clear of onlookers. “All praise be to whoever the hell is watching over us and willing to take credit for that. And I mean that in my official, ecclesiastical capacity.”
 

 
  “Wait, so…that’s
  
   it?”
  
  Ruda demanded. “All that work, all that skullduggery and gathering tension, and it all ends like
  
   that?
  
  Just a few words and everybody’s friends again?”
 

 
  “It is a little anticlimactic,” Fross agreed.
 

 
  “Yes, Ruda, that’s it,” Toby said firmly. “And I, for one, will be spending a
  
   great
  
  deal of the rest of the night giving prayers of thanks. This is the best ending to all this we could possibly have hoped for.”
 

 
  “I don’t know how much credit any of us can take,” Trissiny added grimly.
 

 
  “Cheer up, kid,” said Darling, patting her on the back. “You’ve just successfully refrained from igniting a civil war. It was a good day.”
 

 
  “Great,” she muttered.
 

 
  “And no, Princess, everyone’s not friends,” he added more seriously. “There’s a long way yet to go… But the going has begun, and will continue. The hard part was always getting us through this confrontation.”
 

 
  “But…we didn’t do anything,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  The Bishop grinned at him. “No, you didn’t, did you? If you remember nothing else about this mess, Mr. Arquin, remember that. Good people taking care of their own affairs are always a force to be reckoned with. Sometimes, people need saving, that’s true. Most of the time, though, a hero is just somebody who reminds everyone at large to be their own best.”
 

 
  “Aw,” said Fross. “Now, that’s uplifting! How come Professor Tellwyrn never gives us lessons like that?”
 

 
  “Combination of complex factors,” said Ruda. “Mostly stemming from the fact that Tellwyrn’s a rotten bitch on her best day.”
 

 
  They began drifting back in the direction of their inn, letting off tension in the form of good-natured bickering as they went.
 

 
  Behind them, leaning against the wall of an alley, Professor Tellwyrn stood in silence, wearing a calm smile. She simply watched until the students were nearly out of sight around the curve of the street, then straightened, brushed off her tunic, and vanished with a soft
  
   pop
  
  that barely disturbed the falling snow.
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  Most people were automatically on their best behavior in the presence of the Silver Legions, whose by reputation didn’t embrace any kind of tomfoolery. Reporters, it seemed, were made of stiffer stuff—or less mentally balanced stuff, perhaps. The dozen notebook-wielding men milling around in the street tried to interrogate everyone they came across, with varying degrees of politeness. The residents of Lor’naris who had gathered to watch the show were happy to be interviewed, but were mostly left alone as the newspapermen quickly discovered they knew nothing. It was at the Legionnaires standing guard that they directed most of their energies, seeming to take the troops’ stoic refusal to respond—and increasing hints of irritation—that they were hiding something.
 

 
  The vacant shop which had been appropriated by the Third as a makeshift command post now had a small platform erected in front of it, hastily constructed of planks laid over shipping crates. A Legionnaire stood at either end of this, as well as in a loose formation sectioning off the bit of street in front of the shop. They made no moves to impede anyone coming and going, simply making it clear by their presence that this patch of land was currently under their protection. The only other apparently noteworthy individuals present were a couple of soldiers in Imperial Army uniform, standing with the Lorisians waiting for the show to start, and a dwarf woman on the platform in the white robes of a priestess of Avei. The Imps were as willing to talk as the citizens, and as quick to reveal their ignorance. The Sister didn’t bother to refuse to answer questions; she had Legionnaires to shoo nosy reporters away. For all intents and purposes, she was in a kind of meditation, standing still and in silence, staring across the crowd with a calm smile.
 

 
  Finally, late enough in the morning that several of those present had begun to think about slipping away for lunch, the door of the shop opened and a blonde man in the robes of a Bishop stepped forth, smoothly mounting the improvised platform. Immediately the gathered reporters brought up notebooks and pencils, fixing their eager attention on him.
 

 
  “Gentlemen, thank you for joining us,” Darling said with a beatific smile. “I apologize for keeping you waiting, but I do promise that you will be glad to hear what you are about to hear, as will your editors. I mentioned this to each of you when inviting you to be present, but let me repeat: this will be a simple address. Questions will not be taken. And with that and no more ado, allow me to introduce to you the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  He stepped smoothly to the side, standing next to the priestess, over whom he towered. A stir went through the onlookers as the door opened again and out stepped a slender blonde figure in striking silver armor over a winter coat, battered sword hanging at her hip and her eagle-marked shield on her back. There was a smattering of applause from the residents of Lor’naris, but the reporters only stared hungrily.
 

 
  She strode to the center of the platform and fell automatically into parade rest, feet braced and hands clasped behind her. For a moment, she panned her gaze around at the modest crowd, expression unreadable, then cleared her throat and began.
 

 
  “Gentlemen, thank you for coming. My name is Trissiny Avelea.” A soft swell of murmurs and the frantic scratching of pencils followed the lack of a title given, but Trissiny pressed on. “I will come to the point: there has been a lot of uncertainty and many questions about events in this district in the last few days. I’ve been told there is a lot of general curiosity about me, as well. For the record… I don’t really consider myself that important. I’m here to serve, not to court attention. But some answers need to be given about events in Lor’naris.
 

 
  “Briefly, there have been several abuses of power by members of the Imperial Army tasked with patrolling this district. I understand you’ve all been given many of these details already, so I won’t bore you; any further questions should be directed to the Army, which I am assured has the matter well in hand. The guilty parties have been apprehended and are awaiting justice, and no aspersions should be cast upon the character of the Army, nor of the regiment responsible for this part of the city. In fact, the officer in command of Barracks Four, Captain Nassir Ravoud, has done a great deal to help calm the tensions all this has caused. I myself have been a signatory to a letter of commendation to General Panissar on his performance, along with a member of the Narisian House Awarrion and the Hand of Omnu.”
 

 
  This time, she did pause to let the muttering die down a bit, frowning vaguely as if gathering her thoughts. “These things…happen. Troubles come and go. I’ve played an…incidental part in all this, which I don’t think is important. What I asked you here to speak about is a matter that has been increasingly troubling me as I’ve come to know the people of Lor’naris.
 

 
  “This is a district of outcasts. In this street live half-bloods of various mixtures, including, I am told, a handful of half-demons. Dwarves, elves, lizardfolk and gnomes reside in Lor’naris… As do drow. The drow are here in the greatest numbers, of course, and have become sort of iconic. What the residents of this street have done here is nothing short of amazing: in a mere decade, they have converted a slum to a clean,
  
   safe
  
  , productive district. At this point, they stay here because they have invested so much in it. This is their home, and everyone here has more than earned her or his place.”
 

 
  She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, her frown deepening. “But they
  
   came
  
  here for very different reasons, for the simple reason that they were not wanted anywhere else. That the Lorisians are mostly content to remain in this district does not change the fact that they would be heavily pressured to do so if they
  
   attempted
  
  to spread out through the city. Or the Empire. I consider this a significant problem.
 

 
  “The Pantheon have long been known as the protectors of humanity. Humans do not enjoy the innate benefits many of our neighbors do. We haven’t the sturdiness of dwarves, the agility of the elves, or the long lifespans of either. We are not so hardy as lizardfolk, as strong for our size as gnomes… We don’t compare to dragons by any measure. What we have is the protection of our gods, and our…resourcefulness, our adaptability. If there’s a consistent strength of humanity throughout our history, it is our skill at making our way wherever we land, storing up skills and knowledge to pass on to the next generation, leaving our descendents stronger and better-equipped than those who’ve come before. Our strength, in short, is cumulative, and has been building for these eight
  
   thousand
  
  years. Finally, a tipping point has been reached, and passed. Humans are now the dominant force among mortal races by a wide margin. In becoming so, we’ve changed the very world around us.”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced over at Bishop Darling. “It was recently pointed out to me that Rail lines and scrolltowers represent
  
   connection.
  
  The world is drawn closer together by our advances, and this, more than our new weapons and modern conveniences, has changed the way we live. The other races aren’t distantly-glimpsed figures of legend anymore. They are
  
   everywhere.
  
  They come forth to partake of what we’ve created, bringing their own ways and cultures, and there has been some pushback against them because of it. That reaction is quite understandable.
 

 
  “However, I think it is a serious mistake.”
 

 
  She let that sit for a moment, staring out over the crowd. “Right now, too many Imperial citizens think of the other races as the same distant oddities their ancestors did, which doesn’t work when these people now live next door, open shops to sell their traditional foods in human cities and play their music on street corners. They are here, and we need to figure out what to do about this. Accept and embrace the foreigners, or…out of some belief in human ‘purity’…attempt to expel them? In this, as in all things, my advice is to look to the gods for guidance.”
 

 
  Trissiny swallowed, stiffened her shoulders and raised her chin. “I cannot speak for the other cults, of course, nor for the Universal Church. But I believe Avei has made her view clear by selecting a half-elf as her Hand.”
 

 
  Instant pandemonium exploded. Reporters shouted questions, waving their hands frantically to get her attention, scribbling in their notebooks so vigorously that some were tearing pages. Trissiny stood firm and silent through the onslaught, drawing a long breath in slowly through her nose.
 

 
  Bishop Darling stepped to the front of the platform, raising his hands and gently making soothing gestures at the crowd. “Please! Peace, everyone. Calm yourselves. Gentlemen, this is most unbecoming. You’re adults.” It took him several repetitions even to become audible over the hubbub, but eventually the gathered newsmen complied with generally ill grace. “I
  
   said
  
  we would not be taking questions. Now, kindly hear General Avelea out.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded to him in thanks as he moved back to his position. “I have been speaking about these matters with High Commander Rouvad; any further questions may be directed to the Temple of Avei after we’re done here. What I called you here for was to see what steps the Sisters of Avei are taking to adapt to the changing world we live in. My first day here in Lor’naris, I was taken to task—quite justifiably—by a woman who, despite our pledge to protect
  
   all
  
  women in need, was not served by the Sisterhood when she most needed help. We have, and have always had, dwarves, elves and gnomes among our ranks, and even a few in the Silver Legions. All, however, sought us out, with great effort and often, significant personal risk. Each non-human among every cult of the Pantheon represents an exceptional story. Not all, I am not proud to admit, have been accepted. And we have never made an effort to reach
  
   out
  
  to them.
 

 
  “That, now, will change.” Trissiny nodded firmly, as if someone had questioned her. “I am hereby announcing the formation of a new arm of the cult of Avei: the Silver Mission. The building behind me will form its first outpost, and given the Mission’s purpose, it is perfect that it be here, in Lor’naris. This will not be a cloistered order like the Sisterhood, nor a heavily disciplined one like the Legions. Each outpost shall be administered by a small core of priestesses—in many cases, no more than one or two—and an equally small detachment of Legionnaires, if any. The Mission will be staffed by un-ordained volunteers. Its purpose shall be to serve the priorities of Avei in whatever community it inhabits; it shall be open to
  
   all,
  
  and welcoming to any who offer their aid. In short, the lay worshipers of Avei will be given support and the means to advocate their faith and do whatever good they might in the world, so long as they are willing to bring outsiders into the fold. Outposts of the Silver Mission will be placed, at least at first, in areas with high concentrations of foreigners, aliens and any considered ‘undesirable’ by human society at large. And,” she added, her brows lowering challengingly, “in the interests of accommodating
  
   all
  
  who are willing to serve, these outposts will be unconsecrated, so as to provide for the needs of demonbloods.”
 

 
  All Darling’s hard work went up in smoke as the reporters again devolved into a question-shouting melee. However, they were silenced this time by Trissiny herself. Golden wings sprang forth from behind her, stretching to their full, awesome span above the crowd. Stunned silence fell as the visible presence of Avei loomed over them all.
 

 
  “Justice is for
  
   everyone,”
  
  Trissiny declared, her voice booming across the street as if amplified. “Avei calls all who will support it to her side.
  
   All.
  
  No one who comes in good faith will be turned away.”
 

 
  The wings faded; she blinked twice, as if rousing from a dream, then squared her shoulders again. “With me is Aeldren Yrrensdottir, the priestess who will oversee this first outpost of the Silver Mission. I will now turn the floor over to her; she can better explain the Sisterhood’s intentions here, and answer any questions you have.
 

 
  “Thank you for coming, gentlemen. Walk in the light.”
 

 
  Aeldren smoothly stepped forward as Trissiny backed away, then turned to duck back into the building, Darling right on her heels. A couple of reporters attempted to follow her and were politely but inexorably dissuaded by the Legionnaires.
 

 
  Inside, she let out a breath and slumped backward against the wall. “Oh, goddess, I think I’m going to faint.”
 

 
  “You did great, kid,” Darling said, amused. He glanced at the closed door, though which the voices of the crowd were still audible. “Seriously, that was a stellar performance. If you want to keep your mystique, though, we should keep moving. Won’t be long before those vultures find the rear entrance.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath, then another, shuddering. “Why on earth is that so
  
   hard?
  
  I’ve been trained to face demons and warlocks and battle of any kind… Public speaking, though…”
 

 
  He laughed. “Well, you may complain, but you’re a natural.”
 

 
  “I’m a what?” she asked, aghast. “How can you say that? I’m just grateful I didn’t
  
   shake
  
  hard enough they could see.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” he said, still smiling. “But you gave that speech from memory, without notes. You kept on point, didn’t ramble, and showed a nice turn of phrase.”
 

 
  “You wrote it,” she grumbled.
 

 
  “The bulk of it, yes, but you improvised quite a few lines, and improvised
  
   well.”
  
 

 
  She groaned, dragging a shaking hand over her face.
 

 
  “That’s a
  
   good
  
  thing,” Daring said gently. “It’s like you just said out there: the world is small and connected, now. You can’t solve every problem with your sword the way your forebears did. Get used to fighting with words, Trissiny. Those are the weapons of the future.”
 

 
  “Never thought I’d miss the centaurs,” she muttered. “I know what to do with centaurs.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m just a telescroll away,” he said, patting her on the pauldron. “If you ever need advice, consider me at your disposal. Probably not for the rest of today, though; I’ve got an unexpected load of houseguests to attend to, along with continuing to untangle the snarl of Barracks Four and Lor’naris, on top of my
  
   usual
  
  run of being too busy to breathe.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, took another deep breath, and straightened up, adjusting her sword belt and shield almost absently. “I…appreciate that. If it’s all right… Someday when I have more time to think about it, I may ask you about…Principia.”
 

 
  He nodded, starting to move toward the back of the shop; she unconsciously fell into step alongside. “Of course. When you’re ready, I’ll tell you what I can.”
 

 
  “You…do know her, then?”
 

 
  “Not intimately, but yes.”
 

 
  “What…in broad terms, I mean… What do you think about her?”
 

 
  “I don’t like her,” he said frankly.
 

 
  Trissiny turned to stare at him. Then, surprising herself, she burst out laughing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “How’re the numbers looking?” Vandro asked, gazing down at the workmen replacing shattered fairy lamps in the garden. This particular balcony didn’t give him the best view of the grounds, but for that very reason it was more secure.
 

 
  “Financially, this episode has been a dismal one,” said Wilberforce, studying a clipboard. He didn’t need it, nor the papers on it, having every relevant detail committed to memory, but he enjoyed his props. “Between damage to the estate and the resources funneled into the Om’ponole job, which has ended up yielding no revenue, it has been an unmitigated loss. Not more than we can bear, of course. Indications are that we shall not need to dip into the investment capital to recoup this over time. The widespread damage to the villa
  
   does,
  
  in fact,
  
  
  afford us the opportunity to make some upgrades, including to the security system.”
 

 
  “That was already supposed to be
  
   beyond
  
  state of the art.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir, when we installed it, six years ago. Advances have been made. In particular, it may now be possible to apply a life-force lock to the control runes that will prevent another event like that caused by Kheshiri.”
 

 
  “Life-force lock? That’s witchcraft. You can’t work that into an arcane enchantment network.”
 

 
  “According to a source in Calderaas, it is now possible. I will investigate this carefully before recommending we spend any money, of course.”
 

 
  “Hm. Of course, that means anyone wanting to do what she did will have to secure
  
   my
  
  ass instead of the runic controls.” He grinned. “Heh…I like that. If they have to involve me, they can’t keep me from playin’ ’em. Look into it.”
 

 
  “Consider it done, sir.”
 

 
  “Good.” He sighed. “And in the future, no matter how clever I think I’m being at the time, I have a new rule: no more
  
   goddamn
  
  demons.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  Vandro half-turned to raise an eyebrow at him. “Go on, you can say it. An ‘I told you so’ here and there isn’t a violation of your contract.”
 

 
  “That will not be necessary, sir, as you clearly recall that I did. In any case, barring further mishap, the financial loss from this venture should not increase. We appear to have reached the limit of the bills, and can begin laying plans to recoup.”
 

 
  “Mm. Is that estimate including the bribes and whatnot needed to keep Trigger off Om’ponole’s shit list?”
 

 
  “Indeed, sir, though that is proving more problematic than anticipated. I have sent overtures, making it clear that we commissioned the fireworks and taking full responsibility for the regrettable accident, but it appears there was pre-existing bad blood between the two. Hence Trigger’s willingness to participate in the first place. Also, Chief Om’ponole is not so abysmally stupid that he has failed to deduce your hand in the incursion on his estate. He seems inclined to be obstreperous.”
 

 
  Vandro snorted. “Pompous dickhead. If he won’t take the carrot, apply the stick. I got into his estate once; I can get into his bedroom while he sleeps.”
 

 
  “I shall so remind him if need be, sir.” He flipped a page on the clipboard. “Amanika has sent her compliments. Toss is, in her opinion, not long for the chapter’s leadership, following the events of last night and your masterful verbal destruction of his character.”
 

 
  “See, Wilberforce? Nothing’s ever a
  
   total
  
  loss, if you look carefully enough!”
 

 
  “As you say, sir. Amanika would previously have been a front-runner for the post once Toss is removed from it, though following the revelation of her involvement with you, her credibility is badly damaged. It will likely take years to recover, denying her this chance at the leadership.”
 

 
  “Ah, well. It was a hell of an omelet; wish I could’ve picked the eggs more carefully.”
 

 
  “Saduko-san is stable and expected to recover in good health, though the clerics say she will almost certainly lose the use of her voice.”
 

 
  “Mm…” Vandro swirled his omnipresent cocktail, frowning into the distance. “…no, she won’t. Somewhere, there’s a healer who can fix that. Find them. Send out feelers to Tiraas, Svenheim, the Green Belt… Hell, Tar’naris. Who knows what mojo the darklings are brewing down there.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir. That
  
   will
  
  be a considerable expense, of course. And Saduko-san
  
   was
  
  spying on you, possibly with the intent to sabotage your plans.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, for the Guild.” Vandro sipped the drink, not looking up from his intense perusal of the near distance. “In any war, Wilberforce, the greatest of all tactics is to turn the enemy’s soldiers into your own. Saduko’s heard my views on the Guild and its failings, and spy or no, I know my reasoning is sound and its presentation compelling. She was just paraded about like a puppet by the Guild and got a slit throat for her trouble;
  
   I
  
  will be the one to selflessly undo all that damage and make sure she gets her life back.” He chuckled sardonically. “She’s a smart girl; she’ll figure out where her best interests lie. They say you can’t buy loyalty like that; in my experience, that’s exactly how you get it.”
 

 
  He froze, staring down at the knife which had appeared under his chin, attached to a hand reaching over his shoulder. “…why, hello, Shiri. You’re late. Punctuality not one of your—”
 

 
  Vandro was cut off by a blue flash as the knife plunged toward his throat and rebounded off his shielding charm. In the next instant, she was yanked bodily away from him.
 

 
  He turned leisurely in his chair, careful not to spill his drink. Kheshiri was now on the opposite side of the balcony, glaring; she darted forward again, to be repelled by a lightning-quick spear-hand strike from Wilberforce to her throat. The succubus staggered backward, gagging and clutching her neck.
 

 
  “Jerry mentioned you didn’t recognize the Butler uniform,” Vandro said conversationally. “You’ve been in that bottle a long time, haven’t you, girl? Yeah, I guess the Service Society sprang up during the interim. No matter how clever you are, this just isn’t your world anymore. You don’t know how things work.”
 

 
  Kheshiri gulped, grimacing in annoyance, and pulled a wand from behind her belt. In the next instant she dropped it with a gasp; no fewer than four small throwing knives were embedded in the pale skin of her arm, black ichor beginning to well up around them. Wilberforce calmly readjusted his sleeves, clearly preparing to produce more weapons if needed.
 

 
  “You played a good game, and protected your own interests,” Vandro went on. “I respect that. No hard feelings on my part.”
 

 
  The succubus beat her wings once, darting sideways and diving for Vandro from out of Wilberforce’s reach. The Butler, moving with impossible speed, flashed across the gap between them, seizing her by the uninjured arm. What followed was a blur of motion, culminating in Kheshiri being bodily tossed back across the balcony with an audible crack of breaking bone.
 

 
  She didn’t cry out, just leaned backward against the railing in shock, both arms now dangling uselessly.
 

 
  “Business is business, but business isn’t everything,” said Vandro, pausing to take a sip of his drink. “You do anything to harm my boy Jerry… Well, that I will take
  
   very
  
  personally. It’s a new world, Kheshiri; a smaller one, a wonderfully interconnected world. It ain’t
  
   nearly
  
  big enough for you to hide from me.”
 

 
  He held her gaze, his own eyes boring relentlessly into hers. Kheshiri drew in a ragged breath, then slowly straightened up, rolling her shoulders. As they watched, the four knives slid out of her flesh, clattering to the floor; her other arm rippled, its sickeningly
  
   wrong
  
  angle straightening out. Moments later, she shook both arms, flexing her fingers.
 

 
  “Thanks for the party, Alan,” she cooed, blowing him a kiss. “I had a
  
   great
  
  time.”
 

 
  The demon turned, bounding nimbly onto the railing, and launched herself into space. There came an outcry from below as she was spotted by the workmen, followed by another when she vanished in midair.
 

 
  “Did she just use shapeshifting to
  
   heal
  
  herself?”
 

 
  “So it appears, sir.”
 

 
  “I thought that was supposed to be impossible.”
 

 
  “When last I read up on magical theory, it was deemed
  
   theoretically
  
  achievable, but too complex in practice to be done under normal circumstances.”
 

 
  “Hnh. She’s a piece of work, that one.”
 

 
  “Quite so, sir.”
 

 
  Vandro stared thoughtfully after the departed succubus, idly swirling his drink. Behind him, Wilberforce discreetly cleared his throat.
 

 
  “Given what we know of Kheshiri and her intentions, sir, it seems probable that she
  
   will
  
  act to make this matter, as you say, personal.”
 

 
  “Personal?” Vandro leaned forward, shifting to hold his cocktail in both hands and glaring out over the railing. “Oh, we are
  
   well
  
  beyond that point, Wilberforce. I promised Kamari a job, a home and a
  
   life
  
  here. Thanks to her, all he got for his good faith in my service was an unkind death.” He heaved a deep, mournful sigh, shaking his head. “That man could mix a cocktail that’d make Izara herself cream her skirts. It’s just… It’s a senseless fucking loss to the world. Besides which, he was
  
   mine,
  
  or would have been.” Vandro stood, setting his glass down on the railing, and leaned on it with both hands. “And as you well know, Wilberforce, if there is one thing I absolutely
  
   cannot
  
  stomach, it’s a presumptuous whore
  
   messing with my things.”
  
 

 
  “Quite so, sir,” the Butler said calmly. “Her efforts do seem calculated at securing Master Shook’s ear. It may prove challenging to separate them.”
 

 
  “Nothing worth having is less than a challenge to get, Wilberforce. Right now, getting the estate back in shape and securing what’s left of our allies in need—Trigger, Saduko and Amanika—is your priority. But, time permitting, I have another task for you. Something more long-term.”
 

 
  “I am, as always, at your disposal, Mr. Vandro.”
 

 
  “This one is going to be difficult. And more than a little risky.”
 

 
  “Indeed, sir, and I appreciate your willingness to accommodate my aversion to boredom.”
 

 
  Vandro turned to look at the Butler over his shoulder, a wicked gleam in his eye. “I want you to start the process of arranging for me to have a sit-down with the Black Wreath. One of their bitches has slipped her leash and made a mess on my lawn; I intend to chain her up again. All I need’s the right kind of collar.”
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  He couldn’t remember if he dreamed. The next thing he was conscious of was her face again, swimming into focus above him. It was a few seconds before he realized he’d actually opened his eyes.
 

 
  The focusing continued, however, the haze on all sides resolving into the dim light of a room with its curtains half-drawn, and her face changed till it wasn’t her. The features shifted, the hair faded to black. Mary.
 

 
  “Wh—!” Memory crashed down on Joe and he tried to sit upright. He was in a bed, drowning in pillows. “Is everyone—”
 

 
  Mary planted a hand in the middle of his chest, gently preventing him from rising. “Everyone is fine,” she said soothingly, “with the possible exception of you. Be easy, Joseph, and take your time. There is no urgency. Decide how you feel and what you feel ready to do about it.”
 

 
  He paused, slumping backward, and she removed her hand. “I feel…weak,” he said grudgingly after a few moments of following her advice. “And restless, but sleepy.”
 

 
  “Not uncommon, after having been in bed as long as you have,” she said with a glimmer of amusement. “The weakness—”
 

 
  
   “Joe!”
  
 

 
  Apparently, the door had been left open; at any rate, Billie didn’t need to push through it before bounding onto a nearby chair and hurling herself bodily at Joe, arms outflung for a hug. Mary snagged her by the back of her shirt, holding the struggling gnome bodily off the ground.
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  assault my patient, please,” she said firmly.
 

 
  “Unhand me, y’great bully!”
 

 
  “Hi, Billie,” Joe said with a smile.
 

 
  “Hey, you’re up!” McGraw appeared in the doorway, grinning, then stepped inside, admitting Weaver behind him. “It is damn good to see you alert again, son. You had us right worried.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to see all of you, too,” said Joe, while Mary set Billie down on the floor with a murmured warning. “But what
  
   happened?
  
  Last thing I remember…” He trailed off, and swallowed heavily. “Well, it was no fun, and it left me with a good few questions. For starters, where
  
   are
  
  we?”
 

 
  “You’re at my house,” said the newest arrival, poking his blond head in. Bishop Darling wore a conservative suit rather than his ecclesiastical robes, and seemed more relaxed than when Joe had previously seen him. “Which, by the way, you may consider your own until you’re back on your feet. I, uh, think you’ll find the room a lot more comfortable when it’s a lot less populated.” Indeed, it was suddenly quite cramped in the modest bedroom, but Joe didn’t spare a moment’s attention for that.
 

 
  “What? We’re in Tiraas? But… You’re not supposed to move injured people by Rail. Unless…” He began trying to sit up again. “How long was I out?!”
 

 
  “One day,” Mary said quietly, this time helping him up and arranging the pillows behind him for support. He needed it; it was hard to breathe, and the act of getting his torso upright wiped him out. “And we did not travel by Rail. McGraw brought us here via magic.”
 

 
  “Really?” Joe turned his gaze to the old wizard. “You can do that?”
 

 
  “There are exactly two places in the world to which I can teleport five people,” said McGraw, “and one is the Wizards’ Guild sanctum here in Tiraas. They’ve got a permanent portal focus on a major ley line nexus, to which all initiates are attuned.”
 

 
  “You shoulda seen their faces when we all popped in,” Billie said, grinning. “Someday I wanna do that again when I don’t have a partner bleeding to death on the floor so I can properly enjoy it.”
 

 
  “I really can’t tell you how relieved I am you’re comin’ through,” McGraw added solemnly. “I was
  
   right there,
  
  so busy catchin’ my breath I had no idea anything’d happened until that guy spoke. And then… Well, he was gone before I could even get a proper look, and there wasn’t a thing I could do for you. I’ve seldom felt so useless.”
 

 
  “Despite our assurances that he wasn’t at fault, McGraw has seen fit to give himself a bad case of mana fatigue in getting us back here so expeditiously,” said Mary, a portrait of calm. “Portal nexus or no, that five-person teleport coming on the heels of his exertions in the crater had its price.”
 

 
  “Are you okay?” Joe asked the old man worriedly.
 

 
  McGraw waved a hand. “Feh, few weeks’ rest and I’ll be good as new.”
 

 
  “Mana fatigue is a
  
   minor
  
  ailment,” Mary said,
  
   “provided
  
  the patient refrains from using magic until his system recuperates. Otherwise, he risks triggering a variety of
  
   permanent
  
  degenerative conditions, including anemia, hemophilia, diabetes, autoimmune dysfunction—”
 

 
  “Lady, I
  
   know
  
  what the risks are,” McGraw said patiently.
 

 
  She arched an eyebrow at him. “I have observed that men usually benefit from being reminded of the risks, whether they theoretically know them or not. Which brings us back to my other patient.” She gently smoothed Joe’s hair back from his forehead, an almost motherly gesture that took him aback. “Joe, you were stabbed directly in the heart. That is
  
   not
  
  a small thing. I reached you within moments; even so, I have lost patients under similar circumstances. I fear my magic might not have been sufficient if not for Billie’s aid; she administered a health potion via some kind of…
  
   device.”
  
 

 
  “Hypodermic syringe,” Billie chimed in, beaming up at him. “Hottest shit out of Svenheim!”
 

 
  “In addition to the wound itself,” Mary continued, “that knife was coated with a poison which appears to have been a carrier for raw infernal magic. You are
  
   extremely
  
  lucky that we didn’t have a priest with us. Most healing done these days uses divine magic; that would have reacted violently with the poison, causing massive internal hemorrhaging wherever it had spread and blasting a fist-sized hole at the knife wound itself.”
 

 
  Joe swallowed again, heavily. “That…seems
  
   unnecessarily
  
  cruel.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said grimly. “As it is… Shamanic healing neutralizes infernal magic as a matter of course, but the damage was done; the venom spread throughout your bloodstream before I was able to purge it. The wounds are healed and I suspect you will recover fully—provided you follow my advice in the weeks to come—but for the time being, your cardiovascular system is in a state comparable to that of a sixty-year-old obese man recovering from a heart attack.”
 

 
  “So,” he said wryly, “you’re saying I’m not gonna be attending any hoedowns in the next couple weeks.
 

 
  Mary smiled, brushing back his hair again. “I’m saying I’ll put you back to sleep if you try. In fact, getting exercise will be vital to your recovery, but it will be gentle,
  
   supervised
  
  exercise, especially in the beginning.”
 

 
  “Hey, you’re not alone in being useless,” McGraw drawled. “Without magic, I’m just an old man with questionable fashion sense. We can sit on the porch together complaining about kids on the lawn.”
 

 
  “I have a finite amount of space,” Darling pointed out.
 

 
  “Okay, but…what
  
   happened?”
  
  Joe demanded. “I mean, who
  
   was
  
  that guy, and why did he butt in? And what happened with Khadizroth after I—um, you know.”
 

 
  There came a pause in which everyone’s expression grew grimmer.
 

 
  “He is a professional assassin known as the Jackal,” Mary said finally. “Someone I neglected to kill when I last had the opportunity, for which you have my apologies. I assure you I will not repeat that error.”
 

 
  “Khadizroth got away,” Weaver added. “Which was apparently the point. The Jackal got everyone to cluster around you instead of around the dragon, and spirited him off.”
 

 
  “Weaver was the only one who stayed on point,” said McGraw, nodding to the bard. “He tried to apprehend Khadizroth, but…”
 

 
  “But even a
  
   diminished
  
  dragon is more than I can handle on my own, it turns out,” Weaver said dryly. “I gave it a try and in two minutes was running for my life. In hindsight, it’s lucky I didn’t get a knife in my own back; I never even knew that asshole was there until I found you on the ground with the others.”
 

 
  “So, you put aside your concern for me and stuck to the mission,” Joe said, grinning. “Good man.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you’d have done the same for me,” Weaver replied offhandedly.
 

 
  “Well, I sure will
  
   next
  
  time.” The bard actually laughed, sounding more relaxed and cheerful than Joe had ever heard him. “So, uh… How did you mean,
  
   diminished?”
  
 

 
  “I bound him,” Mary said simply. “A dragon is a creature of shifting forms, as you know. Its larger shape is often called its true form, which is a misnomer; both are natural and intrinsic. In his full size, however, he has a larger aura to accompany his larger mass, and thus greater access to his powers in addition to muscle, armor and natural weapons. The spell I laid upon Khadizroth restricts him to his elven form, which
  
   greatly
  
  limits his options. Even so, as Weaver pointed out, he is effectively a shaman of nigh-matchless power in his current condition. So while we did not achieve our objective, it was not an unequivocal loss, despite the Jackal’s intervention. Khadizroth will be that much easier to deal with next time.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, considering we dealt with him
  
   last
  
  time with a wild-ass gambit that
  
   really
  
  should not have worked,” Weaver groused, “and in the future he’ll be on the alert for us, not to mention having a brand new assassin buddy… Forgive me, but I’m not gonna chalk this up as a win.”
 

 
  “How long will your spell bind him, Mary?” Darling asked quietly.
 

 
  “It has no limit on duration,” she said, shifting to face him. “I am confident that Khadizroth himself, in his current state, cannot free himself from it… But what can be done can be undone. The greatest impediment to him freeing himself at this time is that he will not be willing to appear vulnerable in front of any of the people who might help him. Nearly all of those are other dragons.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said thoughtfully, nodding. “The other thing you all should be aware of is that the Jackal, when he was last seen, was in the employ of Archpope Justinian.”
 

 
  That brought another momentary silence.
 

 
  “Doesn’t mean he is now,” McGraw said reasonably. “That Jackal’s a blade for hire, everyone knows that.”
 

 
  “Ask yourself why he would have stuck his hired blade into
  
   that
  
  particular situation,” Mary said darkly. “Why follow us to Khadizroth? Why
  
   care?
  
  No one has an interest in this matter except Darling, the Church and the Empire.”
 

 
  “And the Imps would have sent their own people,” added Darling. “They’d also have killed the dragon while they found him vulnerable, not helped him escape. No, this leaves the Archpope as the only other person who even knew what was happening out there, and the question is…why would he care? He’s not the vengeful type, and with Khadizroth’s Cobalt Dawn scheme broken up years ago, the dragon is no threat to his interests.”
 

 
  “What remains,” said Mary, her face falling into a baleful stare, “is Archpope Justinian’s plan to gather powerful adventurers to his side, which you are allegedly to oversee, Antonio. Khadizroth in his current state is a very rare thing: a dragon powerful enough to be a potent force, but vulnerable enough that he may have no choice but to accept terms.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Billie objected. “I thought
  
   we
  
  were the ones working for the Archpope, here?”
 

 
  “On paper, yes,” said Darling. “But when I look back on it, Justinian handing his adventurer program over to me came at a moment when he had to give me
  
   something
  
  to keep me loyal. I’ve asked him since you lot reappeared, and he claims the last he heard of the Jackal, the man was rotting away in the Sisterhood’s custody.”
 

 
  “So it’s like that, is it,” Weaver said grimly. Darling nodded.
 

 
  “Excuse me, it’s like what, exactly?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “There are now
  
   two
  
  Church-sponsored initiatives to control adventurers,” Mary explained. “We represent one, the Jackal clearly being another. The Archpope has to know that Darling knows of his second group, but at the moment, I assume they are unwilling to confront one another.” She turned to raise an eyebrow at Darling.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   really
  
  think anything good would come of that?” Darling asked dryly. “I’m in no position to take him on, and he doesn’t benefit from rocking the boat. None of this is particularly out of character for Justinian. He’s used his own agents to winnow each other down before—in fact, that’s what he was doing with the Jackal when I last crossed paths with him. I suspect he’s not shy about surrounding himself with people he knows are working against him, either. It’s a classic technique; keep your enemies closer, as the saying goes. This is a reminder that he is still in control, that he still holds all the cards.”
 

 
  “Does he?” Weaver asked, staring intently at him.
 

 
  Darling actually grinned. “He may
  
   hold
  
  them, but I very much doubt he understands what they do. The nature of individuals such as yourselves is
  
   chaos.
  
  That’s the specific thing adventurers are known for: succeeding when they should not. Justinian’s a planner and a manipulator; chaos is the one thing he’s least suited to handle. There’s also the fact that his
  
   other
  
  group are presumably operating under some kind of duress. They wouldn’t be adventurers in the first place if they were sympathetic to anyone in Tiraas looking to control him. No…for the time being, this game continues.
  
   Politely.”
  
 

 
  Weaver folded his arms, his chin jutting out challengingly. “And that raises the issue of whether
  
   we
  
  want to continue playing.”
 

 
  “Of course, you’ll still get paid for this expedition,” Darling said smoothly. “And Justinian has not blocked my access to his room full of oracles; I am still working on the answers I promised you.”
 

 
  “Also, we’re not feckin’ idiots,” Billie added. “We’re all still in. Don’t give me that look, Weaver, you know damn well we are. None of us is gonna sit still while Justinian puts a collar ’round our necks. It’s either join him, try to ignore him, or stick with Darling and undercut him when we can, aye? Tell me none of ye are daft enough to think that’s even a choice.”
 

 
  “All this can be discussed in more detail in the days and weeks to come,” Mary said firmly. “Right now, Joe needs rest.”
 

 
  “I’ve had nothing
  
   but
  
  rest for the last day, apparently,” Joe complained.
 

 
  “You were
  
   stabbed
  
  in the
  
   heart,”
  
  she said with a touch of asperity. “You will not be recuperated in a matter of hours. Or weeks.”
 

 
  “Feh, don’t listen ta her,” Billie said cheerfully. “She’s older’n dirt’s granny. We’ll give you all the miracles of modern alchemy, have you back in shootin’ shape in no time at all!”
 

 
  Mary gave the gnome an extremely level look, but offered no comment.
 

 
  “Well, if we’ve got a little downtime,” Billie prattled on blithely, “sounds like a good opportunity to spend some quality time gettin’ ta know each other! And seriously, I’ve got questions. Like, Joe, how the
  
   hell
  
  did you manage that with the portals and that ridiculous shot you pulled off? And you!” She pointed accusingly at Weaver. “Just what the hell manner of beastie is it ye got sittin’ on yer shoulder, eh?”
 

 
  Silence descended, in which they all peered warily around at each other.
 

 
  Then Darling laughed out loud. “Well, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful partnership. All right, I have to go tend to a political situation in the city. Try not to kill each other, please. At least not in my house.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “So how was brunch with the Emperor?” Gabe asked as the group descended the steps into the Rail terminal.
 

 
  “’bout as boring as I anticipated,” said Ruda. “We sipped tea, nibbled delicately on frou-frou little cakes and communicated entirely in mincing doublespeak. Got the job done, though, no one’s bearing any grudges, our great nations are still friends, yadda yadda, and everybody politely avoided mentioning how your great nation could pulverize mine with a good sneeze. Gotta say, though, I
  
   like
  
  your Empress. I think that lady is constitutionally incapable of taking anybody’s shit.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s kind of true,” he said with a grin. “I was half expecting you to come back beheaded.”
 

 
  “I’m not an idiot, Arquin. I don’t talk to people who matter the way I do to you.”
 

 
  “Oh, so you don’t stab
  
   everyone
  
  you meet?”
 

 
  “You are just never gonna let go of that, are you?”
 

 
  “I cannot think of a single damn reason why I should.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it kinda late?” Fross asked, rising upward a few feet to get a better view around the station. “Are we gonna be able to get a caravan?”
 

 
  Afternoon had passed into early evening; there was still sunlight, peering through a rare gap in the Tiraan cloud cover, but it was reddish and streaming in from the west through the large plate glass windows which illuminated the Rail station. Indeed, the place seemed nearly deserted, the Rails themselves silent and the only people still present pushing brooms along the platforms in the near distance. The Empire was large enough that the sun didn’t occupy the same place in all its skies—by now it would be fully dark in Puna Dara and still late afternoon in Onkawa—but evidently it was past the hour when people were expected to be traveling.
 

 
  “I think you kids have made quite a sufficient spectacle of yourselves for one week,” said Tellwyrn, bustling along in the head of their group. “There’s a reason I left you here all day rather than hopping the first available caravan. We have a special charter taking us back to Last Rock. They don’t usually like to run this late, but someone at ImCom agreed with me that the less attention we garnered, the better.”
 

 
  “Well, it all works out,” said Gabe lazily. “I got to hear Trissiny’s speech
  
   and
  
  visit my dad. Nice, easy day after the week we’ve had.”
 

 
  “It’s a shame you didn’t get to have brunch with our beneficent rulers, though,” Toby said with a smile.
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Now
  
   him
  
  she would’ve beheaded. Me, I was only worried about missing the paladins getting reamed out now that Her Professorship has graciously decided to rejoin us. The suspense is killing me.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced over her shoulder. “You’re a sadistic ghoul, Punaji. Anyone ever tell you that?”
 

 
  “Not so much since I left home. I kinda miss it. Nobody pitches a yelling fit like my mama.”
 

 
  “No one’s getting reamed out,” said Tellwyrn, facing away from her again. “You lot mostly did well.”
 

 
  “Seriously? They practically got the place burned down.”
 

 
  “Ruda, must you?” Trissiny asked wearily.
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   must,
  
  strictly speaking. It’s mostly just for my amusement. You may have noticed I’m kind of a bitch.”
 

 
  “Failure wasn’t really a prospect,” said Tellwyrn, coming to a stop and turning to face them. “As I told you up front, this was a
  
   lesson,
  
  not a test. Toby and Trissiny, it seems, did the best job of learning it, perhaps
  
   because
  
  they caused the most incidental trouble. And the lesson was…?”
 

 
  The two paladins exchanged a wary look.
 

 
  “Pick your battles?” Trissiny said finally.
 

 
  “More or less,” Tellwyrn nodded. “Minor variations for your specific cases, but yes. I could indeed make a speech about the importance of not trying to slay
  
   every
  
  monster you come across, but as I said, you seem to have gotten the point on your own. You two did exactly what I expected you to do; you soaked up the lesson better than I’d hoped, though. Well done. Arquin, Fross, you weren’t in a position to be tested very thoroughly on your own terms, but you seem to have done well in assisting your classmates while not causing collateral damage. Punaji, of course, understood this well going in and very properly refrained from getting involved where her involvement would have done no good. And, of course, Falconer and Awarrion performed much the same, though I wonder if either of you are willing to look me in the eye and claim your chosen actions were due to a careful analysis of the needs of the situation and not you taking the opportunity to hold hands and canoodle on a romantic holiday in the big city.”
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine glanced at each other, then Teal lowered her eyes, blushing. Shaeine met Tellwyrn’s gaze evenly, but said nothing.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grunted. “Remember, inaction
  
   is
  
  a course of action; it’s only the right one in circumstances when it specifically is the right one. Most of the time, it’s one of the worst things you can do. And
  
   you.”
  
  She turned a baleful stare on the last member of the group. “I am not impressed, Juniper. Sheltered and naïve you may be, but there are limits to how much of your denial I’m going to tolerate. You are too powerful and too important to be allowed to stagger aimlessly around the world with your head up your ass.”
 

 
  Juniper, who had been subdued and glum for days, slumped her shoulders and dropped her gaze, saying nothing in reply.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced, peering around. “And now, where the hell is the special caravan I chartered? They’re late. I swear, the more modern conveniences get installed the less anything runs on time… Hang tight, kids, I’m going to go terrorize the station master for answers.”
 

 
  “Um, Imperial Rail personnel aren’t supposed to give out schedule information…”
 

 
  “Yes, Fross,” Tellwyrn said patiently. “You have never see me bored enough to terrorize someone without good and specific reason. It is goal-directed terror, I assure you. Be right back.”
 

 
  She swished off in the direction of the ticket office, leaving the students staring after her.
 

 
  Gabriel stepped over to Juniper and draped an arm around her shoulders. “D’you…wanna talk about it?”
 

 
  “No,” she mumbled.
 

 
  He nodded, drew in a breath and said very carefully, “You, uh, heard her, though. Eventually you’re gonna
  
   have
  
  to talk about it.”
 

 
  “Not right now,” she said with an edge in her tone. “Okay?”
 

 
  “Okay.” He rubbed her shoulder soothingly. After a moment, she leaned against him; he staggered before catching himself and bracing one leg.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   look
  
  who thought they were gonna slip away without saying goodbye!”
 

 
  The group started in unison, swiveling around; Flora and Fauna had appeared behind them, wearing identical grins.
 

 
  “Gah!” Gabe exclaimed. “Don’t
  
   do
  
  that! In fact…
  
   How
  
  did you do that? There’s no cover in here!”
 

 
  They exchanged an amused glance. “We’re Eserites.”
 

 
  “We’re elves.”
 

 
  “Honestly, Gabe, try to keep up.”
 

 
  “It’s not that complicated.”
 

 
  “I’m just
  
   so
  
  glad you decided to come visit,” he grumbled. Fauna laughed, stepping forward to ruffle his hair.
 

 
  “I didn’t get a chance to ask,” said Trissiny with a smile. “How are you two? Last I saw you, it seemed like the Bishop was annoyed with you.”
 

 
  “Oh, he’s always annoyed about something,” said Flora, waving dismissively.
 

 
  “It’s all part of his charm.”
 

 
  “He loves us, don’t you worry.”
 

 
  “I think we’re actually gonna miss you, though, and not just because keeping tabs on you gave us an excuse to avoid studying.”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  it,” Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” Flora said with a grin. “You do realize we don’t
  
   always
  
  hang around seedy inns in Lor’naris, right?”
 

 
  “Seriously, though, it was fun,” Fauna added, smiling with a little less mischief. “Someday we’ll have to do that without a riot brewing. I feel like we barely got—”
 

 
  A thunderclap sounded right in the middle of the group; Flora and Fauna were bodily hurled across the platform, slamming into the far wall.
 

 
  Tellwyrn reappeared in their midst, planting herself between the students and the two felled elves. Her body was encased in a suit of armor that seemed formed of pale blue light; she held a gold-hilted saber in each hand, both in a ready position. The crackling blue sphere of an arcane shield surrounded her; three orbs of lightning orbited her swiftly, emitting sparks and the sharp smell of ozone.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?!”
  
  Ruda squawked.
 

 
  Flora and Fauna surged to their feet, glaring at Tellwyrn with bared teeth.
 

 
  “I will say this only once,” the Professor declared, her voice resonating hollowly from within her magic armor.
  
   “You
  
  are not my business. These students are. So long as you don’t move to
  
   combine
  
  those two things, I look forward to forgetting I ever saw you. Understand?”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   really
  
  think you can—” Fauna broke off as Flora gripped her firmly by the shoulders from behind.
 

 
  “It was good meeting all of you,” she said firmly. “Come on, Fauna.”
 

 
  Fauna glared at Tellwyrn a moment longer, then sneered, whirled and stalked away toward the stairs out of the station. Flora lingered a moment, giving the students a sad look, then turned and followed her fellow apprentice, cloak billowing behind her.
 

 
  Tellwyrn held her position until they were out of sight out the doors before straightening from her combat stance. Armor, shield and lightning balls faded from view, leaving behind only the telltale scent of ozone; she twirled both sabers once and then sheathed them at her waist. Or made motions as if doing so, anyway, despite the fact that she wore no scabbards; the blades vanished as if sliding into sheaths, and when she took her hands away, the hilts were gone too.
 

 
  “Allow me to emphasize and elaborate on my initial question,” said Ruda. “What the
  
   fucking
  
  hell?! I
  
   liked
  
  them!”
 

 
  “I don’t believe in coddling,” Tellwyrn said flatly, finally turning to face them. “You need to face the world in order to learn about it, and I’m not shy about sticking you into risky situations if it furthers your education. So on the rare occasions when I
  
   refuse
  
  to explain something, it’s because something is going on which doesn’t concern you, would fruitlessly endanger you to get involved with, and which even
  
   knowing
  
  about would necessarily involve you.” She dragged a hard stare around the group, making eye contact with each of them. “I am refusing to explain this. Understand?”
 

 
  The students glanced around at each other.
 

 
  
   “Understand?”
  
  Tellwyrn said insistently, this time getting a few muted acknowledgments.
 

 
  “Wait,” said Juniper, “is this because those two are—”
 

 
  
   “Juniper!
  
  You are not, now or at any time in the future, to discuss this with
  
   anyone
  
  unless I
  
   specifically
  
  tell you otherwise!”
 

 
  “Um,” the dryad said meekly, “okay.”
 

 
  “As for the rest of you,” Tellwyrn went on firmly, “If you
  
   ever
  
  encounter either of those women again, you are to
  
   immediately
  
  get as far away from them as you can, as fast as you can, and find me as quickly as possible. Is that clear?”
 

 
  This time, she waited, staring them all down, until everyone had agreed.
 

 
  “Good,” she said finally, turning away from them to the Rail, which had begun to glow and sparkle. “And…ah, there we are. Better late than never.”
 

 
  The students stood in silence, staring at her back as she waited for the approaching caravan to come to a stop, her arms folded, tapping one foot. The doors hissed open, emitting no passengers, and Tellwyrn was the first to step through.
 

 
  “I, uh, hope nobody saw that,” Fross said a little belatedly.
 

 
  “The janitors are gone,” said Gabriel. “I guess that’s just good sense, with an archmage having a fit nearby.”
 

 
  “Let’s just get out of here,” said Juniper, ducking into a car. One by one, the others followed her, arranging themselves inside.
 

 
  Trissiny was the last to enter the caravan; she paused on the threshold, half-turning to look out at the station and the distant view of Tiraas through its huge windows, and sighed softly. Then she stepped in, pulling the door shut behind her.
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  Mercifully, the sun was finally slipping toward the sea in the west, but it was still more than warm on the rocky plains outside Onkawa. He trudged along through the scraggly bushes and lone patches of stubborn tallgrass, coat thrown over his shoulder and only a pilfered straw hat to protect him from the rays. At least he was alone. The distant city had been built on the cliffs above the sea, along the tributaries of the river, deriving scant resources from its rocky environs. Onkawa’s livelihood was trade and fishing; no one attempted to use this land for anything else.
 

 
  Shook stopped as he came to an old dirt road running north to south, looking warily up and down it. Beyond that lay the mountains toward which he was headed; this was the first sign of civilization he had encountered since fleeing the city, and anxious as he was to avoid anyone who might be pursuing him, it brought him up short. Still, the road was empty. There was no other sign of life except for an enormous monitor lizard sprawled on a nearby outcropping of rock, still soaking up the heat trapped in the stone even after the sun had faded away.
 

 
  The creature half turned its head toward him and flicked its tongue out, tasting the air. It looked to be nearly as long as he was tall.
 

 
  “Don’t even fucking think about it,” Shook growled, reaching for a wand with the hand not holding up his coat.
 

 
  The monitor flicked its tongue again, blinking both sets of eyelids.
 

 
  He was contemplating shooting it on general principles when movement from the corner of his eye caught his attention. Shook swiftly sidestepped, repositioning himself to keep both the lizard (probably harmless, but he was well past the point of making assumptions) and the approaching figure in view. As the airborne dot grew close enough to become more distinct, however, he relaxed slightly.
 

 
  Kheshiri swooped down and came to a graceful landing a few feet away, beating her wings once to slow her momentum. The quick breeze it caused was extremely welcome, even if it did knock his hat off. It was a stupid hat anyway.
 

 
  “Master,” she said, looking tense but relieved. “I was worried. Did you get use out of the supplies I—”
 

 
  “I have spent the whole goddamn day plodding across this goddamn desert, and I’m not dead of dehydration or heatstroke.
  
   Yes,
  
  I made good use of the supplies; the potions should be enough to last us till the mountains, if you’re sure you don’t need any.”
 

 
  She shook her head, watching him warily. His voice was a subdued monotone, and contained an uncharacteristic lack of threats and bluster. “I don’t have many physical needs. I’m just glad you didn’t get chased down. I didn’t want to leave—”
 

 
  “What’d you find out?” he asked curtly.
 

 
  Kheshiri pursed her lips, then sighed. “It’s not good, master. Saduko lived. Vandro’s calling in special healers to make sure she has a full recovery. Amanika’s fine, and apparently on a fast track to heading up the local Guild chapter house. Vandro is upgrading his security system.”
 

 
  He just nodded. His expression was blank, exhausted; there was something empty in his eyes.
 

 
  Kheshiri sidled closer, lower her voice to a gentle murmur. “We’re gonna be fine, master. You’re smart and tough as hell, and you’ve got me. We’ll get them all for this, I promise.” She tried to cuddle up under his arm, but he pushed her away, not nearly as roughly as he usually did.
 

 
  “Took you that many hours to find that much out?”
 

 
  “Most of it was travel time,” the succubus said, suppressing irritation. “And…I saw an opportunity to take Vandro out of the picture, so I went for it. It…didn’t pan out.”
 

 
  He glared. “You tried to… Goddamn it, you stupid wench, he has a
  
   Butler.
  
  The man is never out of earshot. It’s a miracle you aren’t dead! It’d serve you right, doing a stupid thing like that.”
 

 
  “Yes, he has a Butler,” she said in exasperation. “A
  
   servant!
  
  How was
  
   I
  
  supposed to know he’s some kind of martial arts genius?”
 

 
  “It’s a fucking Butler!” Shook shouted. “How can you not know what a Butler is?!”
 

 
  “How
  
   would
  
  I?” she shot back. “Last time
  
   I
  
  was on this plane of existence, a butler was a guy in a suit who served tea and looked fancy! Maybe I could be more
  
   useful
  
  to you if you’d
  
   explain
  
  these things instead of making fun of me!”
 

 
  She broke off, breathing heavily. Shook just stared at her. Any moment now would come the tirade, possibly with a punch in the jaw for emphasis.
 

 
  Any moment.
 

 
  He sighed and turned away. “Ask questions, Kheshiri. We were in that house plenty long enough for you to start wondering. You don’t understand something, you
  
   ask.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, master,” she said meekly. While his back was turned, she permitted herself a fleeting expression of gleeful triumphant. Oh, he was all but broken. Clay to be reshaped. “I’m…sorry, master,” she added hesitantly. “I messed that whole thing up. I smelled a rat from the beginning, but… I thought it was Amanika who’d turn on us. Vandro took me by complete surprise. Luckily my precautions were of
  
   some
  
  use.”
 

 
  He opened his mouth to reply, then turned his head sharply, looking up the road. A carriage was trundling along the dirt track in their direction. Shook swiftly peered around them, shoulders tensing.
 

 
  “No cover,” Kheshiri said tersely, shifting silently into her local girl appearance. “It’s okay. We’re just two people out…”
 

 
  “For a romantic stroll through the howling goddamn wilderness at sunset?” He gave her a disparaging look.
 

 
  “…we can play the lost travelers angle, maybe bum a ride?”
 

 
  “Look at that old jalopy, Kheshiri,” he said, staring at it. “Needs painting, broken head lamp…scruffy and busted.”
 

 
  “I don’t think we’re in a position to be
  
   picky,
  
  master…”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up.
  
  Look at it, but
  
   listen
  
  to it. Damn near silent. That’s not some farmer’s raggedy-ass old carriage, it’s a well-maintained modern rig running the best Falconer enchantments, made up to
  
   look
  
  like a farmer’s old carriage.”
 

 
  He really wasn’t stupid. Fantastically dense on certain subjects, emotional and easily manipulated, sure, but once in a while he’d abruptly remind her that he was fully trained by the Thieves’ Guild.
 

 
  “Think they’re here after us?”
 

 
  “Be ready for a fight,” he said as the carriage drew close. “Maybe they’re passing by on the way to some other… Oh, god damn it. Why should we get any luck?” he added in a growl as the vehicle began to slow and then pulled over to the opposite side of the road. This close, they could see that it was driven by an elf in traditional forest attire, with the addition of a pair of tinted goggles protecting his eyes from road dust.
 

 
  “Shift back,” Shook said quietly.
 

 
  “Master, I—”
 

 
  “We’re past the point of pretenses, here. Let’s make ’em think carefully about whether they wanna fuck with us.”
 

 
  “Yes, master,” she said grimly, fading back to her true form and stretching her wings menacingly. They weren’t all that useful in a fight, but they made for fantastic dramatic effect. The monitor lizard, apparently unimpressed by the carriage, recognized a traditional “puffing up” display and shifted a few feet away from them on its rock, tasting the air again.
 

 
  “Now, now, there’s no need for that,” said a voice from within the carriage, and another elf emerged, stepping down into the road. He wore a pinstriped suit and an obnoxious grin. “We come in peace! I have a business proposal, if you’d like to put down those—”
 

 
  Shook fired a bolt of white light into the ground right in front of his feet, cutting him off.
 

 
  “I have exactly
  
   no
  
  patience for whatever bullshit this is,” he growled. “Next thing you say had better be a
  
   damn
  
  good reason for me not to shoot your ass.”
 

 
  “Okay,” the elf said, his smile widening. “I’m the Jackal.”
 

 
  Shook eyed him up and down. “Bullshit.”
 

 
  “What’s a jackal?” Kheshiri stage-whispered.
 

 
  “Look at it this way,” the elf said brightly. “I’m either the Jackal or some idiot who’s going to get killed for walking around using his professional moniker. Which do you think is more likely to intercept you on a deserted road in Buttfuck, Onkawa Province?”
 

 
  “…god damn it, I hate today,” Shook muttered. “That sounds like a pretty good reason
  
   to
  
  shoot you, frankly.”
 

 
  “You’d have done it if you were going to,” the Jackal said merrily. “Still could, but… I’ll tell you up front, others have made that mistake. None twice, though.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   is
  
  this guy?” Kheshiri demanded, an edge to her voice.
 

 
  “An assassin,” Shook said curtly.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” she purred, waving her tail languidly behind her. “I
  
   love
  
  killing assassins. They appreciate the irony so much better than average shmoes.”
 

 
  The Jackal laughed. “And this must be the charming Miss Kheshiri! Delighted, my dear, simply delighted. Driving our humble conveyance is my good friend Vannae, and allow me to introduce your
  
   other
  
  new friend…”
 

 
  Out of the shadows of the carriage’s interior stepped another elf, this one with flowing green hair, a thin strip of beard… And eyes like luminous, smooth-cut emeralds.
 

 
  “Khadizroth the Green,” finished the Jackal.
 

 
  “I hate my
  
   life,”
  
  Shook corrected himself.
 

 
  Khadizroth studied him over, then directed a distinctly contemptuous look at Kheshiri before turning to the Jackal. “These are the people with whom you insisted on meeting? Very well. I am patient, but not infinitely. Speak your piece, please.”
 

 
  “Right then!” the Jackal said with relish, rubbing his hands together. “Quite so, quite so, you’ve been more than patient. I have brought us all together to present a fairly simple opportunity.” He spread his arms, smiling like a salesman. “How’d you all like to work for the Archpope of the Universal Church?”
 

 
  In the silence that followed, the monitor tasted the air again.
 

 
  “I think he’s making fun of us,” Kheshiri said, sounding offended. “Let’s kill him.”
 

 
  “Now, hear me out,” the Jackal said, laughing again. “Archpope Justinian has embarked on a bold new project to rally the world’s remaining adventurers under his own thumb. Eventually, the plan is to have what amounts to a Church-controlled army of people very talented in the fine art of causing destruction.”
 

 
  “First of all,
  
   adventurers
  
  are washed-up losers,” said Shook.
 

 
  “Commonly, yeah,” the Jackal replied cheerfully. “I’m referring to the couple dozen or so individuals who
  
   aren’t.
  
  And, not coincidentally, don’t call themselves—ourselves—adventurers in this day and age. But the reality is the same. Three hundred years ago, we’d have been wandering, campaigning, dungeon-looting heroes, all of us.”
 

 
  “Not all,” Khadizroth said quietly. “Some of us would have been targets of the rest.”
 

 
  “Okay, leaving all that
  
   aside,”
  
  Shook snapped, “this is the dumbest fucking idea I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  “You are young,” the dragon said dryly.
 

 
  “More to the point, this is
  
   not
  
  something I think I like the idea of the Archpope doing. So no, you can count me the fuck out.”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, Thumper, do you think
  
   I
  
  want him doing this?” the Jackal asked condescendingly. “It’d be an unmitigated disaster.
  
   Nobody
  
  needs to have power of that kind, and if anybody does, it’s definitely not the Church. Gods, no, this has to be prevented at all bloody costs.”
 

 
  “And yet, you’re recruiting for him?” Shook demanded.
 

 
  “That’s right.” The Jackal tucked his thumbs into his belt and rocked back on his heels, grinning broadly. “I am.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck—”
  
 

 
  “It’s because he doesn’t think he can kill Justinian,” Kheshiri said quietly.
 

 
  The Jackal pointed a finger at her. “Bingo!”
 

 
  Shook narrowed his eyes. “What?”
 

 
  “Killing the Archpope is the most logical solution to this…problem,” the succubus continued, studying the assassin through narrowed eyes. “Failing that… To oppose him
  
   directly
  
  would be suicide. The Church probably has more resources than the Empire, considering it’s stretched across the whole planet. The only workable strategy for stopping this is to go along with it. Earn trust, get placed close to Justinian, then watch for or
  
   create
  
  an opportunity to sabotage it.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Khadizroth said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “The lady is dead on, and proving that I was right in picking you two,” the elf said, still as cheerful as if discussing the sunny weather. “I am, to be quite honest, the best there is at what I do, and
  
   I
  
  will tell you that killing a sitting Archpope is simply not in the cards. There are limits to what Justinian can
  
   do
  
  with his power, but the gods are watching over him. I don’t mean that as the passe benediction it usually is; the
  
   actual
  
  gods keep their
  
   actual
  
  eyes on him, at least to the point of protecting him from harm. It’s part of the pact that led to the Church’s formation. No, he’s here to stay. All that’s left to do is to unwork his
  
   plans
  
  before he can complete them.”
 

 
  “And you chose us?” Shook looked expressively around at the little group. “You’ve got interesting taste.”
 

 
  “He’s completely insane, is what,” Kheshiri said disdainfully. “I am, in case it slipped your notice, a
  
   demon.
  
  Me going
  
   near
  
  the Church is a death sentence.”
 

 
  “It might interest you to know,” the Jackal replied with a sunny smile, “that while I proposed this roster of talents, each of you was
  
   personally
  
  approved by His Holiness.” He paused, letting that sink in for a moment. “Justinian is a very forward-thinking chap.”
 

 
  “Indeed, this new Archpope seems
  
   quite
  
  permissive,” Khadizroth noted, “considering we were brought here by a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman.”
 

 
  “The skills represented by this group are plenty impressive enough to warrant recruitment,” the Jackal declaimed. “There’s me, of course, and Khadizroth here is… Well, I’m sure I don’t have to delve into
  
   his
  
  resume to impress you. Kheshiri is a noted conniver and corrupter even by succubus standards, and our boy Thumper is a veteran of security at the central office of the Thieves’ Guild. He’s the lad they send to break kneecaps when the kneecaps in question are attached to someone most people don’t want to mess with.”
 

 
  “What’s his story?” Shook asked, nodding at the elf perched in the driver’s seat.
 

 
  “Oh, he comes with the dragon,” the Jackal said offhandedly. Vannae tightened his mouth, but remained silent. “Even better, each of us has a
  
   hook.
  
  Justinian likes to deal with people he can control—or thinks he can. Kheshiri is bound to a kind of soul jar. Shook is currently on the outs and on the run from his own Guild. Khadizroth has been placed under a curse that severely limits his options, magically speaking. And me, well, I’ve spent the last couple of years laboriously building up the impression for Justinian’s sake that he has me on a leash. So that’s why
  
   he
  
  approves the lot of you for his venture. What’s far more interesting is what’s in it for
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “Go on,” Khadizroth prompted.
 

 
  “We four displaced villains have enemies in common,” the Jackal continued, his smile turning grim. “There’s Justinian’s own scheme, of course, but we’ve all suffered from the attentions of one man: Bishop Antonio Darling.”
 

 
  “Wait just a goddamn minute,” Shook said. “I have no quarrel with Sweet. He’s always been straight with me. Helpful, even.”
 

 
  “Oh, Thumper, open your eyes,” the assassin said disdainfully.
  
   “Think
  
  about what’s happened to you. You had one little difference of opinion with an errant member of your Guild, which stemmed from you being
  
   sent
  
  by them to bring her to heel because
  
   she
  
  was out of line. Next thing you know, you’re wanted and on the run, and Principia is welcomed back with open arms. Do you even know
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “How do you know about any of that?” Shook demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, I have my ways; that’s not important. What matters is that Darling was the one who sent Principia to Last Rock in the first place. As I understand it, you were sent by the Boss of the Guild to take her to task and she turned outright traitor, yes? Then the Boss sent you out
  
   again
  
  to drag her back.” He smirked. “Next thing you knew, the Guild wanted your ass on a platter. What you
  
   don’t
  
  know is what happened in between, in Tiraas.
  
   Someone
  
  with the power to lean on the Boss of the Guild, and with a pre-existing tendency to favor Principia, stuck his fingers in. Do the bloody math, Thumper.”
 

 
  Shook had slowly stiffened as the elf spoke, and by this point had clenched his fists so hard around his wands that they vibrated. His expression was a portrait of barely-held control.
 

 
  “And so, here we are,” the Jackal continued. “United in threefold purpose: We need to cozy up to Archpope Justinian to undercut his plans, we need to find ways to dismantle the various shackles placed upon each of us, and we most especially need to administer some long-overdue comeuppance to Antonio Darling and his various lackeys. As a professional courtesy to one another, I think we can find time to deal with the two friends of his who have caused us the most grief: Mary the Crow and Principia Locke.”
 

 
  “And what’s to stop you from stabbing us in the back?” Shook asked tightly. “You’re not exactly a
  
   trustworthy
  
  figure, and I note this whole damn thing is your idea.”
 

 
  “Alternatively,” Khadizroth suggested, “Any of us could turn on
  
   you.
  
  Or each other. I see little, if any, cause for trust here.”
 

 
  “Okay, let’s think that through,” the Jackal suggested brightly. “Say you gang up, kill me and run back to Justinian with the story of how I was setting up a scheme against him. Curry a little favor, remove some competition, right? Then whoever was left would be in exactly the same position: needing to secure their freedom and revenge, and with one less ally.” He shook his head, still smiling. “It just doesn’t make any sense. We’re all professionals, and we all know where our best interests lie; in this case, that’ll suffice in place of genuine trust between us. Hell, I’d venture to say it’s the closest thing to
  
   real
  
  trust anybody ever gets in this life.”
 

 
  Another silence fell; the thief, the demon and the dragon regarded each other speculatively.
 

 
  “I’ve gotten us started with a little good-faith effort,” the Jackal continued smoothly. “I recently helped our buddy Khadizroth here out of a jam caused by Darling’s little hit squad. Interestingly enough, Darling is officially in charge of the Church’s adventurer recruitment program, but Justinian apparently doesn’t trust him completely. Can’t imagine
  
   why,
  
  heh. So
  
   I
  
  was dispatched with orders not to let it be known who I was, since Darling and the Crow both know who I work for.” He smirked smugly. “I
  
   may
  
  have failed to execute that as carefully as I might. By which I mean, I made damn sure two of the would-be dragonslayers got a good look at me.”
 

 
  “How in the hell is that a good faith effort?” Shook growled. “That’s
  
   helping
  
  Darling.”
 

 
  “Sure is,” the Jackal said cheerily. “Specifically, it’s helping him see who his
  
   real
  
  enemy is: Archpope Justinian. It’s helping to place our two groups of enemies at each other’s throats. Let them wear one another down with schemes and counterschemes while we position ourselves. By the time they’re done with that, whoever’s left over will be ripe for the picking.”
 

 
  “I find this entire affair distasteful, for countless reasons,” Khadizroth said, frowning. “…however, your logic is compelling.”
 

 
  Shook nodded slowly.
 

 
  “I don’t trust this, master,” Kheshiri said tersely.
 

 
  “Good,” Shook replied. “You’d be a fool to. But…the enemy of my enemy.”
 

 
  “That
  
   never
  
  works out in the long run.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m making no promises about the long run,” said the Jackal with a grin. “Right now, we’re at the point of making sure there
  
   is
  
  a long run for any of us. We are each other’s best bet of doing so.”
 

 
  “I will join you,” Khadizroth said solemnly.
 

 
  Shook sighed. “Hell with it. We’re in. Not like we have any better options.” Kheshiri lashed her tail furiously, but kept silent.
 

 
  “Excellent,” the Jackal purred. “Pile in, then, my friends, and let’s get out of this dump. We could all do with some rest and a good meal. And in some cases, a bath.”
 

 
  Full dark fell as the carriage, loaded with its new passengers, whirred smoothly off on its way down the road. The monitor lizard watched it go, flicking out its tongue to sense the air. It made no reaction to the departing carriage, nor to the disturbance that developed in the air nearby once the vehicle was nearly out of sight.
 

 
  The air shifted, twisted and rippled, as though reality itself were putty being stretched and mashed in a child’s hands. Out of the distortion stepped a stately figure in absurdly ornate blue robes, allowing the illusion effect to fade behind him.
 

 
  “Now, you see that?” Zanzayed the Blue asked the monitor. “I swear, every time I see him, Khadizroth has minions. He doesn’t even
  
   try.
  
  He’s just always got some
  
   bloody
  
  mortal to fetch and carry for him, even while he’s apparently cursed, blackmailed and guilty of a ridiculously villainous plot to overthrow the Empire through organized miscegenation. It’s just not
  
   fair.”
  
 

 
  He sighed moodily. “Now, if
  
   I
  
  had minions to talk to instead of you, little cousin, I could get some real feedback here. They’d say, ‘Zanza,’—they’d call me Zanza, I run a pretty loose hypothetical ship—’Zanza,’ they’d say, ‘you’ve tried to keep mortal followers too, and you always lose interest after a few years and forget about them. Remember the time you left four girls in a tower and forgot to feed them for thirty years? That was just gruesome, that was.’ And I’d have to shrug bashfully and admit they’re right.” He huffed in annoyance. “Of course, the alternative is this thing right here, where I’m standing alone in the wilderness talking to myself. Maybe I should give it another try. Whatever, I blame Khadizroth. Thanks to him and his idiocy,
  
   now
  
  I have to go do actual work. Bah.”
 

 
  In the falling darkness, he shifted, swelling, his luminous blue eyes rising skyward, first with the revelation of his greater form, and then as he beat his massive wings and took off.
 

 
  The lizard, unimpressed by travelers, carriages, impromptu conferences and dramatic magical effects, was nonetheless
  
   very
  
  impressed by finding itself in the company of the ultimate apex predator. It whirled and scuttled away with astonishing speed.
 

 
  Zanzayed, though, was already halfway toward the mountains, paying it no more mind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Captain Ravoud couldn’t help being awed. He had been to the Grand Cathedral, of course, but never beyond the public spaces dedicated to worship. Its inner halls were stately, opulent, almost perfectly designed to make him feel glaringly out of place in his stark uniform.
 

 
  The soldiers of the Holy Legion who escorted him only added to the effect. Resplendent with their decorative armor and elaborate polearms, they were stern and aloof, more rigid in their bearing than the Imperial soldiers whose company he was used to. Even Ravoud’s certainty that his troops would vastly overmatch this lot in any real action did nothing to assuage the intimidation he felt. These were an honor guard, a ceremonial unit. They existed for psychological effect. It was no more than natural that he felt it in their presence, or so he told himself.
 

 
  It was almost a shock when they came to what was apparently the right door; it had begun to seem he would wander this extravagant maze forever, as if trapped in a dream. His escorts, however, smoothly shifted formation (with needless but well-choreographed stomping that made their armor clank in unison), two of them moving to flank the polished oak door. One knocked.
 

 
  “Enter,” said a slightly muffled voice from within. The guard turned the knob, stepped aside and saluted Ravoud. The captain returned the salute (the other man did it wrong) and stepped through. The door was pulled shut behind him, separating him from his erstwhile guards.
 

 
  This space was smaller, and impressively managed to seem somewhat cozy, despite being made of the same carved white marble as the rest of the Cathedral, illuminated by towering stained glass windows as well as modern fairy lamps. The furnishings were of very dark-stained wood, bookcases laden with old leatherbound volumes, overstuffed armchairs upholstered in deep burgundy, small cabinets and stands scattered in a profusion that seemed almost cluttered. A comfortable fire labored against the winter chill in an ostentatious hearth on the far wall. The whole effect conspired to seem comfortable, habitable, offsetting the grandeur of the office itself.
 

 
  Ravoud gave it all scarcely a glance, immediately falling to one knee as the Archpope of the Universal Church himself approached him.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” he murmured, kissing the proffered ring.
 

 
  “Captain Ravoud,” Justinian said with a beatific smile, and withdrew his hand. “Thank you for joining me so swiftly. Rise, my son.”
 

 
  He obeyed slowly. “I…was surprised by your summons, your Holiness. I confess I’m not at all sure what it is I can do for you…”
 

 
  “Well, we can discuss that presently,” said he Archpope, turning to face the far end of the long office, near the fire. “First, there is someone where whom I think you should meet.”
 

 
  Ravoud turned, and instantly froze, the blood draining from his face.
 

 
  She stood in front of an armchair, an afghan sprawled on the floor beside her where it had clearly fallen from her lap when she abruptly rose. She was thinner than he remembered, her hair longer, but there could be no mistaking that face. It had haunted his dreams long enough.
 

 
  “Alia?” he whispered.
 

 
  “Nassir?” he little sister replied hesitantly, stepping convulsively forward once, then stopping as if unsure of herself.
 

 
  
   “Alia!”
  
  he cried, completely forgetting the exalted company in which he stood and rushing forward. She ran to meet him, bursting into tears, and in the next moment she was in his arms. She wept—they both wept, rocking slowly, wrapped around each other.
 

 
  “I thought you were lost forever,” he whispered finally, when enough of his breath and mental faculties recovered to form words. “I was… I tried, Alia, I tried
  
   so hard
  
  to reach you, but they blocked me at every turn. I was so close to giving up…”
 

 
  “I missed you,” she sniffled, nuzzling at his shoulder. “Oh, gods, Nassir, you have no idea. I thought if I could just see you again…”
 

 
  “Have you seen Papa yet? Oh, Alia, he hasn’t been the same since we lost you.”
 

 
  “Not yet, I’ve only been here in the Cathedral.” She drew back slightly to smile up at him. “Papa’s still okay?”
 

 
  “He will be now,” Ravoud promised, cupping her face in his hands.
 

 
  “Thank the gods,” she said, tears still brimming in her eyes. “It’ll be so good to see him before I go back.”
 

 
  He froze. “…go back?”
 

 
  “I’m not supposed to be out,” she said, suddenly nervous. “I’m going to be in
  
   so
  
  much trouble…”
 

 
  “Alia, that’s all over,” he soothed. “You’re safe now, in Tiraas. We’re not going to let any drow get to you.”
 

 
  She was shaking her head before he even finished. “You don’t understand… It’s not my place, Nassir. I know where I belong. Mistress is going to be so disappointed… I’ve got to make it all right, I didn’t want to come, but they made me…”
 

 
  “Alia, what are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” he demanded, his blood chilling.
 

 
  “This has been an extremely trying time for all of us,” the Archpope said smoothly, stepping up next to them. “We must take the time to discuss these matters fully; it needn’t all be done tonight. Miss Ravoud, of course you should reconnect with your family. Your mistress will understand a brief delay.”
 

 
  “I…” She bit her lip, glancing between Justinian and Nassir. “I guess… I don’t have
  
   permission,
  
  is what worries me…”
 

 
  “All will be well,” the Archpope promised, smiling gently at her. “You are very tired, I know; it’s been a long day. I need to have a few words with your brother, my dear, and then you two will have all the time you need to talk. Branwen, would you kindly take Miss Ravoud into the sitting room and see that she’s comfortable? I’ll send the Captain in momentarily to join her.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness,” said a new voice, and Ravoud only then realized there was another woman present. It was a testament to the distractions occurring that he hadn’t; she was exactly the kind of woman he usually spotted right off. Short, yes, but pretty, curvy, and with striking hair of a deep red. She smiled warmly, taking Alia by the hand and gently pulling her away. “Come along, honey, let’s let your brother deal with his business as quickly as possible, so you two have all the time you need to talk.”
 

 
  “All right,” Alia said, reluctantly letting herself be drawn away. “Don’t take too long, though, Nassir? I really want to talk with you, and, and, I can’t be gone too much longer.”
 

 
  He only managed to nod, trying for a smile. A lump of congealed horror in his throat blocked all efforts at speech.
 

 
  “Oh, but maybe you can meet mistress!” she said brightly, her face lighting up at the idea. “I just know you’ll love her. Everyone loves her.”
 

 
  He couldn’t even nod. Alia didn’t seem to notice. She let Branwen escort her to a side door near the fireplace, and then through.
 

 
  The moment it clicked shut, he rounded on the Archpope.
 

 
  “What is
  
   wrong
  
  with her?! A spell?”
 

 
  Justinian shook his head, his expression grave. “Narisian drow do not waste energy on such effects when more mundane methods will do. The crude term is ‘brainwashing.’ There is a hidden compliment to your sister in this; she would not have been so dramatically…worked upon, were she not unusually resistant to them in the first place. The mind, Captain, is always growing, ever adapting. The essence of the technique, as I understand it, is to introduce the subject to sufficiently severe trauma that they are forced to adapt new ways of thinking to survive, and then guide that adaptation in directions that serve your purposes.”
 

 
  Ravoud was barely conscious of being ushered over to a large desk and gently pushed into a chair in front of it. He bit his fist, gazing emptily into the distance in shock. “Can… You can undo it?”
 

 
  “There is no going back, I’m afraid. Only forward. That is how the mind works, Captain; you cannot change what has been done.” Justinian placed a glass of brandy on the desk in front of Ravoud, who hadn’t even seen him pour it. He went on more gently, a calm smile wreathing his face. “But we
  
   will
  
  put her right. It will be many times easier than having so distorted her in the first place. She already knows how to be a free, independent person, and has memories of the habits and patterns that will enable her to do so. It is simply a matter of bringing them back to the forefront, giving her time to heal, and to forget the behavior modifications that were forced upon her. It is a process, Captain; you must understand this. There is no magic incantation. It will take time and expert guidance. Luckily, we have the best. A man named Orthilon, once a Narisian slave trainer and now a resident of Lor’naris. There is no better expert on their methods.”
 

 
  “More drow,” Ravoud said bitterly, closing his hand around the glass. He didn’t lift it to his mouth.
 

 
  “Some disdain to use the tools and weapons of the enemy,” Justinian said mildly. “Personally, I find there is no more elegant victory for the righteous than to unmake the wicked upon their own depravities. Orthilon is trustworthy and diligent; I will personally vouch for your sister’s care. I am also,” he continued, turning and pacing over to gaze out the window at the arcane-lit city, “working to extract Tamra Faroud, who I understand was engaged to your late friend Corporal Khalivour. This is taking time and substantial energy, but I am confident it will be done. Unfortunately, so doing will expend the last of my resources in Tar’naris; I likely will not be able to rescue any more of the enslaved unfortunates there. The drow city is in the grip of a pagan goddess. It is possibly the place where my influence is thinnest.”
 

 
  Ravoud swallowed the lump in his throat. “I… I can never thank you enough, your Holiness. What have I done to deserve this favor?”
 

 
  Justinian turned to face him, his expression calm, thoughtful. “Let me ask you a question in return, Captain. What do you think of my Holy Legion?”
 

 
  Ravoud carefully removed his fingers from the glass of untouched brandy. “They are…very impressive, your Holiness. Very dramatic. Stylish.”
 

 
  “Anyone could tell me that,” Justinian said with a faint smile. “I am asking you not as a casual observer, but as a military man.” When Ravoud hesitated, he added more gently, “I beg you to speak honestly, Captain. I can assure you that nothing you have to say will offend me.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ravoud said slowly. “From a strictly military standpoint… I don’t see any use for them. At all. Almost no one fights with armor and bladed weapons anymore, and of those who do… Honestly, those men wouldn’t stand a chance against the Silver Legions. I just… Your Holiness, I assumed they were
  
   meant
  
  to be strictly ceremonial. You can’t send those men against any significant threat. They’d be slaughtered.”
 

 
  He trailed off, afraid he’d gone too far, but the Archpope only smiled warmly. “You have the right of it, Captain. I fear I had to engage in distasteful maneuvering and expend a great deal of political capital to gain authorization for the Church to build a military force within the Empire’s borders. Making that force an obviously ceremonial token army with little practical value has been a necessary step in soothing the feathers that were ruffled in this process.”
 

 
  Justinian folded his arms behind his back, his expression growing distant. “The world, alas, is not so blessedly simple as to let me carry on in such a fashion. The fate of your sister is an example of a persistent problem the Empire faces: all too often, the Emperor is constrained by politics and unable to act…or perhaps, simply lacks the will to do so. I would not presume to judge his heart; I can only analyze his actions. Then, more recently, events in Lor’naris have reaffirmed the concerns which prompted me to form the Holy Legion in the first place. The shadowy forces at work in that debacle prove the need for the Church to strike directly against evil when it arises. It is a capacity we
  
   must
  
  develop.”
 

 
  “Are you… Your Holiness, have you managed to learn anything about the people who were trying to organize that uprising? The Army’s investigation hit an immediate wall.”
 

 
  “Suffice it to say, Captain, that you will hear no more from the individuals responsible,” the Archpope said with a smile. “I can assure you of that personally. I do, you see, have
  
   some
  
  ability to act where needed. As these events prove, however, more direct and forceful action is often necessary. You may not have heard of it yet, but the Black Wreath is rising, the fae in the wild places are growing restless, and in all corners of the world are whispers that a great doom is coming. Where the Empire cannot or will not act, the Church must. And to that end… While those who would oppose us are calmed by my extremely pretty, entirely useless guards, I have a mind to put together a smaller but considerably more effective force to act on my behalf.” He paused, studying Ravoud thoughtfully. “I will need someone to lead it. Someone trained in modern military tactics, experienced in leading men… And, while loyal to our Empire, someone very
  
   personally
  
  aware that governments cannot always be counted on to act where action is necessary. The more I learn of you, Captain Ravoud, the more I begin to think I have found that man. I understand you have been offered the chance to resign your commission in the Imperial Army due to the recent events in Lor’naris. While this may have seemed a punishment to you at the time… Often, the gods have a greater plan for us.”
 

 
  Ravoud barely waited for him to finish speaking. He practically lunged up from his chair, starting at the Archpope and nearly trembling with fervor as he replied.
 

 
  “Your Holiness, I am your man. To the
  
   death.”
  
 

 
  Justinian smiled kindly, reached out and squeezed his shoulder.
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Imperial Rail station in Tiraas never truly closed. Despite the end of standard running hours, there was often a need for various persons on Imperial or other urgent business to charter private caravans. One of these was just now departing a platform, laden with agents of Imperial Intelligence on some clandestine night mission. In the relatively quiet hours of the night, though the doors remained open and the lights on, the station was protected from loiterers, vagrants and vandals by a light but steady presence of soldiers.
 

 
  By and large, they let people be. Various night owls wandered through the station on no particular business; it was also a popular spot for all sorts of assignations, being clean, well-lit and safe. By the very nature of the traits that made it attractive, the Rail station was not prone to hosting any gatherings that were illicit or illegal, so the soldiers patrolling its platforms rarely interfered with anyone who did not give them specific cause.
 

 
  The guards certainly didn’t bother three men in Imperial Army uniforms, standing on a platform next to a station trolley loaded with an assortment of backpacks and small satchels, rather like the light luggage of maybe a dozen people or less. After the men had been there for well over an hour, though, just standing, one of the guards finally approached them.
 

 
  “Evenin’, lads,” he greeted his fellow soldiers, finally getting close enough to note their faces. One looked amused, one furious, the third merely perplexed. “Need any help?”
 

 
  “Brother,” said Rook with a grin, “you have
  
   no
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “They can’t
  
   possibly
  
  have just
  
   forgotten
  
  us!” Moriarty burst out.
 

 
  Finchley sighed heavily, turning to the mystified station guard. “Do you happen to know if there’s a telescroll office open this late?”
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  “You can’t just
  
   say
  
  things like that!” Toby protested, looking furtively around. It was late afternoon, and plenty of people were about in the street, but none seemed to be paying them much attention.
 

 
  “What?” Gabe asked, shrugging with an innocence spoiled by his grin. “It’s a compliment!”
 

 
  “It’s not respectful!”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, all I’m saying is she’s
  
   hot.
  
  Where’s the harm in that? She’s not even my type, I like ladies with a little something to hold
  
   on
  
  to,” he said, leering and making a squeezing motion with both hands.
 

 
  Toby slapped a hand to his face. “Gabriel, would you talk like that in
  
   front
  
  of her?”
 

 
  “What, you think I’m an idiot?”
 

 
  He didn’t take the bait. “If you’re talking about a lady in a way you wouldn’t be willing to say to her face, then it’s not a compliment and you
  
   know
  
  it. Mrs. Tanner’s always been nice to us; you should show her respect.”
 

 
  “Bah,” Gabriel said, rolling his eyes. “You’re starting to sound like Ms. Avelea.”
 

 
  “Uh huh, and how many times has Ms. Avelea been wrong that you know of?”
 

 
  “About what, history? How would
  
   I
  
  know? All I know about it is from her class!”
 

 
  “I…I just… That’s such a golden opportunity to make a comment about all you know about
  
   anything,
  
  but there are just so
  
   many
  
  I can’t pick one.”
 

 
  “You’re a jerk,” Gabe said, elbowing him without rancor. “Get down off your altar, chorus boy. I’m a thirteen-year-old man who was
  
   not
  
  raised in a monastery. This is all perfectly natural, not that you’d know.”
 

 
  “What I know is the phrase ‘thirteen-year-old man’ is wrong at least twice.”
 

 
  “Oh, now you’re sounding like every teacher we’ve ever had. You can’t do this to me, Toby! Don’t join the adults! It’s us against them!”
 

 
  Toby didn’t bother pointing out the contradiction in this, peering around again at the street. Still, they weren’t garnering much attention, but he had learned not to relax his guard around Gabriel. The combination of his friend’s seeming inability to keep his mouth shut and the prejudices of a fair number of people in the district could be dangerous. What would be laughed off as boyish hijinks from anyone else suddenly looked a lot more sinister coming from the neighborhood half-demon.
 

 
  The Lower Middle Western Ward, commonly called the Wide Spot for no known reason except that nobody could be bothered with its official name, was a poor district, but not a rough one. Rather than criminals, it attracted more harmless undesirables—not the kind who occupied Drowtown, or Lor’naris as folk were calling it these days, but gnomes, dwarves, a few elves who dressed and acted “civilized” rather than in keeping with their own culture, and miscellaneous Imperial citizens who’d managed to make themselves unwelcome elsewhere. For example, by working in the the non-Vidian theater, or being a little too fond of glittershrooms, or siring a son by a demoness.
 

 
  The streets were patrolled by both military police and Thieves’ Guild enforcers, both equally likely to smile and chat with the locals. Notably, most of the locals knew
  
   who
  
  the enforcers were, this was such a Guild-friendly district. People in the Wide Spot didn’t want trouble, and could get rid of it simply by pointing at it in the presence of a soldier or enforcer. Most adopted a live-and-let-live mentality, but more than a few had pointed at Gabriel over the years. Fortunately, Jonathan Arquin had had the foresight to approach both the Army and the Guild upon moving in, explaining that being a half-demon was neither illegal nor disruptive to business. The soldiers were more accommodating toward a man who’d once worn their uniform than they otherwise might have been, and the Eserites, despite not generally being what Toby would call ethical, were some of the least judgmental people in the world. Trouble didn’t tend to stick to Gabriel long enough to get serious, but it still fell his way even more often than he deserved. Which was saying something.
 

 
  The Wide Spot contained shroom farms, at least one brothel, and money changers who were not attached to the cult of Verniselle, to name a few of its more unsavory features. However, it also had an Imperial Army police station, a fairly good Imperial public school, and of course the Omnist complex, incorporating a small temple, monastery and missionary office. It was a safe enough district for two boys to roam around in, but still interesting to make it worthwhile for them to do so.
 

 
  Among its amenities was the misleadingly-named Tannery, the shop they now approached, its window display filled with jars of sweets. Gabriel actually grinned and rubbed his hands together before pulling the door open and stepping inside.
 

 
  “Alms for the poor?” he cried out tremulously on the threshold.
 

 
  Eshani Tanner smiled wryly at him from behind the counter. “If I see any, I’ll be sure to give. Hello, Gabriel, Tobias.”
 

 
  Mr. Tanner mostly worked in the back, making sweets and leaving his pretty elven wife to man the counter, a tactic that had served them well in business. Gabriel was far from alone in his assessment of her.
 

 
  “But look at the poor guy!” Gabe said piteously, shoving Toby forward. “They never give him
  
   any
  
  candy at that prison!”
 

 
  Toby shot him a quelling look, which of course was ignored. Growing up in a monastery devoted to the god of agriculture, he’d been reared on the freshest produce available, and learned to enjoy it. He liked a little candy now and then—who didn’t?—but didn’t have nearly the sweet tooth Gabriel did.
 

 
  “Hello, Mrs. Tanner,” he said politely.
 

 
  “He’s wasting away!”
 

 
  “I am
  
   taller
  
  than you,” he exclaimed, nudging Gabe right back.
 

 
  “Hey, hey,” Eshani admonished gently. “No roughhousing, boys. Will it be the usual this week, or are you inclined to be adventurous?”
 

 
  “Pfft, Toby doesn’t know the meaning of the word,” Gabriel said cheerfully, swaggering forward and opening his meager coin purse to extract his allowance.
 

 
  “I know the meaning of enough
  
   other
  
  words to get by,” Toby retorted. “And to help you with your homework.” He stepped forward as he spoke, fishing out his own money. It would be preferable to collect his lemon drops and go before…
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” said Raslin, entering from the back room with a crate in his arms. He set this down beside the counter, grunting. “Here you go, Mom.”
 

 
  Eshani tousled her son’s hair affectionately with one hand, measuring out scoops of little yellow candies into two brown paper bags with the other. Raslin had her blonde coloring, though aside from being on the lanky side he looked fully human. He grinned at Gabriel, giving Toby a wink; Toby cleared his throat uncomfortably, averting his eyes.
 

 
  “There you go, boys,” Eshani said, then paused, smiling, and tipped another couple of lemon drops into Toby’s bag. “For your poor, deprived nutrition, Tobias. And for Gabriel, for being such a good friend,” she added, giving him an extra couple.
 

 
  Gabe gave her puppy eyes in return. “Oh, come on. I’m a better friend than
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  
   “Gabe!”
  
  Toby exclaimed. “Don’t be
  
   greedy!”
  
 

 
  Eshani, though, smiled at him, and added one more lemon drop. “And another because a lady always likes to be complimented. Most prefer to be complimented with a
  
   bit
  
  more grace, but I make allowances for a man of thirteen.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s smile slid from his face. “I, uh… What?”
 

 
  Grinning now, Mrs. Tanner tapped the pointed tip of her left ear with one finger.
 

 
  Suddenly looking sickly, Gabe swallowed so hard it was audible even to those without elven hearing. “I, uh, I… Oh, look, somebody I…that…yeah.” He turned and bolted from the shop, leaving his coin purse and bag of lemon drops on the counter. Toby sighed.
 

 
  Eshani Tanner, though, laughed. Then, to Toby’s horror, she flicked a quick, sly glance from him to Raslin. “Ras, would you mind finishing up here? I need to go check on your father.”
 

 
  “Sure thing, Mom,” he said casually, stepping over to the register. Toby drew in a deep breath, mentally running through his calming exercises while the elf slipped out the back way, leaving him alone in the shop with Raslin. Why did it have to be so quiet? After the last time he’d promised himself only to come here during peak shopping hours.
 

 
  Raslin was a picture of calm efficiency as he counted out coins and made change.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Toby said quickly, gathering up both bags and tucking Gabriel’s purse into a pocket alongside his own. “I’ll just…take these out to him.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Raslin said with perfect innocence, giving him a bland smile. “Will there be anything else, sir?”
 

 
  “I, um, no thanks. See you in school, I guess.” He started to turn away.
 

 
  The half-elf was over the counter in a liquid bound; for all that he looked human, he had speed and agility that was well beyond even Toby’s athleticism, and Toby had been practicing the martial arts since he could walk. Good as he was at grappling, he was thrown off his game by the bags of candy, one in each hand, and quickly found himself maneuvered against the wall of shelves.
 

 
  Then again, perhaps he didn’t struggle as hard as he might have.
 

 
  Jars of confections rattled as they struck; Toby had just barely started a protest when Raslin’s lips pressed against his own, and he completely forgot what he was going to say. The boy was a year older and a bit taller; he was slim, but Toby wasn’t exactly burly either. Rarely did he feel so overpowered. Never did he so little mind it.
 

 
  It was an embarrassingly long few seconds before he twisted his head away, finishing that protest. “Someone will see!”
 

 
  “Meh,” Raslin said expressively, giving him that wicked grin that Toby
  
   knew
  
  he shouldn’t find so beguiling before diving back in.
 

 
  He struggled loose in breathless, half-hearted stages.
  
   “No,”
  
  he panted, finally wriggling out of Raslin’s grip and putting some space between them. “I
  
   told
  
  you…”
 

 
  “And you
  
   keep
  
  telling me,” Ras replied with a languid smile, no longer chasing after him. “Yet, here we still are. Each time, you’re in a
  
   little
  
  less of a hurry to leave.”
 

 
  Toby opened his mouth to reply, but found he had nothing to say. Ducking his head, he turned and fled the shop after Gabriel, the half-elf’s laughter ringing behind him.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Gabe hissed from the next shop down, beckoning him over. “Gods, did you stop to chat? I was about to go back in and fetch you.”
 

 
  “No, you weren’t,” Toby snapped. “It’ll be next week before you have the guts to show your face in there again, which is your
  
   own
  
  fault. I
  
   warned
  
  you about that!”
 

 
  Gabe reared back in surprise. “I… Well, yeah, okay. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Sorry for what?” Toby demanded in exasperation. “You didn’t do anything to
  
   me
  
  except be embarrassing. Which I’m sadly used to. Here, take your junk.”
 

 
  The other boy did so, frowning. “Hey, are you okay?”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Toby said tersely, digging out Gabriel’s coin purse now that he had a free hand. “And
  
   here.
  
  You have
  
   got
  
  to start keeping track of your stuff, Gabe. I’m not gonna be around to hold your hand forever.”
 

 
  “Man, what
  
   is
  
  it with you today?” Gabriel asked, exasperated. “Every time I turn around you’re sounding more and more like a teacher.”
 

 
  Toby unconsciously scrubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. “Yeah… Well… I guess we have to start growing up sometime.”
 

 
  “I think I was just talking about that very thing a little bit ago,” Gabriel said, popping a lemon drop into his mouth.
 

 
  “Gabe, making lewd comments about women you know doesn’t make you grown up. It kind of does the opposite.”
 

 
  “Spoilsport.”
 

 
  “That’s not sport!”
 

 
  He grinned. “Spoil…sin?”
 

 
  “Well, yes. I
  
   am
  
  a monk.” After a moment, he had to smile back.
 

 
  “Oh, good, you’re still here!”
 

 
  Toby started violently; a couple of lemon drops spilled to the pavement. He whirled to find Raslin smirking at him.
 

 
  “Oh, hey, Ras,” Gabe said a little guiltily.
 

 
  “Gabe,” the half-elf said with a smug smile. “So, still drawing an allowance from your old man?”
 

 
  Gabriel’s expression hardened. “What’s it to you?”
 

 
  Raslin shrugged casually. “Hey, I’m the last person to make fun of a guy for liking candy. I mean, I don’t really plan on going into the family business, but it’s hard to argue with candy, right? Sweet stuff is
  
   always
  
  good. But man, wouldn’t you rather be earning some real money instead of mooching like a little kid?”
 

 
  This was setting off all kinds of alarms in Toby’s head, but he found himself tongue-tied. The paper bag crinkled in his grip.
 

 
  Fortunately, Gabriel wasn’t as dense as he sometimes acted. “Now hold it. I know this pitch; I’ve gotten this pitch before. Whatever you’re into, you can forget it, Ras.
  
   Some
  
  of us don’t have the luxury of getting tied up with the wrong people. I make one good mistake and my head’s on a chopping block under a blessed ax.”
 

 
  “Come on, now, would I do that to you?” Ras asked with such an air of wounded innocence that Gabriel burst into derisive laughter.
 

 
  “Man, you don’t need to call me
  
   stupid.
  
  Which you basically just did. What about you setting up Travis Bond to get in trouble for
  
   you
  
  painting on the school blackboard? And everybody knows about you ‘helping’ Faila Mavanour climb the clock tower to ‘see the city lights’ and then not letting her down till you got a kiss.”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   that
  
  did not happen the way she said,” Raslin said piously. “Girls have to be careful of their reputations.
  
   Sometimes
  
  they’re perfectly willing and then decide after the fact that they weren’t, when they’re telling the story. You want some good advice, don’t trust Faila farther than you can throw her.”
 

 
  Toby forced his hands to relax, then forced the image of Raslin and Faila out of his head. That wasn’t helping his equilibrium any.
 

 
  “All right, fine,” Gabe said, audibly skeptical. “But there are a dozen other stories like that. You’re kind of a snake, Raslin. I dunno whether this is one of your practical jokes or you’re actually into something illegal, but count me out.”
 

 
  “Now, you hear that?” Raslin asked Toby. “This is the thanks I get. I
  
   promise
  
  you it’s nothing illegal, Gabriel. And as for jokes, I wouldn’t do that to you. Sure, some people are just asking to be taken down a peg, but us half-bloods gotta stick together. Am I right? I just thought you’d like a chance to make some real money, is all. A
  
   man
  
  should work for his keep.”
 

 
  “I do work,” Toby heard himself say. “And I don’t need any more money than the monastery gives me.”
 

 
  “Yes, Toby, we all know that,” Raslin replied with an exaggeratedly patient tone that stung Toby a lot harder than it should have. “I was talking to Gabe, here. Look, if you want in, you can join us at the old DawnCo factory at midnight.”
 

 
  “Are you on the shrooms?” Gabriel exclaimed. “Midnight? And you’re asking me to believe this is legitimate?”
 

 
  “All right, it is Thieves’ Guild business—”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  it!”
 

 
  
   “But!
  
  Not everything the Guild does is illegal, you know. They’ve got to do a lot of legitimate commerce, too. Stealing money and valuables is one thing; they can’t steal their supplies and equipment, or the people who
  
   make
  
  that stuff would all have it out for ’em. It’s just very basic warehouse work. Moving boxes around, that’s
  
   it.
  
  The Guild is just more comfortable working after dark and in private, is all. Smaller guys like us’d be relegated to sorting and counting, stuff like that. It’s pretty good pay for the kind of work, and a chance to make contacts.”
 

 
  “Those aren’t contacts you need, Gabe,” Toby warned.
 

 
  “Don’t I know it,” Gabriel said darkly.
 

 
  “And,” Raslin went on patiently, “I get a bonus for bringing you in, so I’d owe you a favor.”
 

 
  “I don’t…know,” Gabe hedged.
 

 
  Raslin shrugged again. “Hey, the offer’s there. A few hours of work, twenty in silver.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s eyes popped. “Twenty silver?
  
   Twenty?”
  
 

 
  “The Guild can afford to pay well,” Ras said smugly. “And it’s good policy for them to keep their workers happy.”
 

 
  
   “Gabe!”
  
  Toby said sharply. Gabriel glanced back and forth between him and Raslin, indecision written plainly on his features.
 

 
  Raslin grinned. “Look, you don’t have to decide right now. Think it over. You want an easy payday and the chance of more in the future, just show up. DawnCo plant, midnight. Now, onto another subject, just what kind of compliments have you been paying my mom?”
 

 
  Gabriel’s ears flushed bright pink. “Oh, I, um… Hey, I gotta get home, my dad’s waiting. Um, bye.” He turned and bolted off down the sidewalk, not waiting for Toby.
 

 
  Raslin laughed with a derisive edge, his gaze growing sharper as he turned it on Toby. “He’s gonna find out sooner or later,” he said quietly.
 

 
  Toby might have replied, or might not. All he was really conscious of was pounding off after Gabriel, getting himself away from there as quickly as possible.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Wide Spot was one of the relatively few districts in Tiraas where it got significantly dark. There were still fairy lamps, of course, but only on the streets themselves. The buildings didn’t glow the way much of the city did; most of their inhabitants couldn’t afford fairy lights, and a lot couldn’t afford to burn candles or oil lamps after dark, either because the things themselves were expensive or because they had work in the morning and lacked the luxury of staying up late. All this made it an attractive district for after-dark shenanigans of various kinds. Of course, the people doing them also weren’t lighting any lamps, at least not where they could be publicly seen.
 

 
  So, though Toby had never snuck out before, he didn’t find it hugely challenging. A lifetime of building a good reputation with the monks among whom he lived meant he had a good bit of leeway in his personal schedule. Getting out of the monastery was fairly simple, as was navigating the streets, which he knew like the halls of his own home. A few times he passed subtly moving shadows in alleys that were clearly people, and studiously ignored him. Not his business.
 

 
  Everyone knew the DawnCo factory; Toby had been too young to pay much attention when it had closed, but that had been bad news for the whole district. The Wide Spot had recovered, mostly, people finding other work, but quite a few of them had to travel farther to get to it. To date, the old factory hadn’t acquired a new owner, but the residents were optimistic. Tiraas was a city which could not expand in terms of territory, and was expanding economically at a rapid rate. A valuable piece of property like that surely couldn’t go unused for much longer.
 

 
  The factory was dark, too, and boarded up. Toby had to go over a fence (not hugely challenging) and in through a window whose wooden covering had been knocked very deliberately ajar, working up a good head of steam the whole time. He knew Gabriel well enough to know that his repeated entreaties that afternoon were going in one ear and out the other. Perhaps he could intercept his friend and get him to go home… If not—Gabe could be impossibly stubborn, usually when he knew he was in the wrong—he could at least stay and keep an eye out, make sure he didn’t get into more trouble than he could cope with.
 

 
  For the life of him, though, he couldn’t find this alleged Thieves’ Guild meeting. The whole place was dark and silent. More than he would have expected even if he hadn’t known of a “job” being done here tonight; there weren’t a lot of vagrants in Tiraas, but no city this size was free of them, and an abandoned space like this should have played host to no end of squatters. He passed no one, though.
 

 
  Toby cut short his exploration of the disused factory floor when a small light bloomed in the clouded glass windows of an upstairs office. It was more like a little cell than a proper room, reached by a rickety old flight of stairs and positioned to loom above the floor where enchanters and drudges would have labored over DawnCo carriages. He crossed quickly and quietly to the steps, glancing around as he went. Still no thieves. Still no Gabriel.
 

 
  They creaked, of course, and even shifted slightly under his weight. Toby climbed carefully, though, and the steps didn’t seem to be in danger of giving away.
  
   That
  
  would have been a humiliating end to this venture. The staircase terminated above in a small catwalk, which itself led directly to the door to the little office. That door was ajar.
 

 
  He pushed it open, peering carefully inside. The place was empty, dusty. Even the furniture was gone. There was nothing but the lamp, set on the floor… And Raslin.
 

 
  “Took your time,” the half-elf said with that knowing grin that always set Toby’s spine tingling.
 

 
  “I…” Humiliatingly, he had to pause and gulp. “Where is everyone?”
 

 
  “Well,” Raslin drawled, taking a step forward, “home safe in their little beds, I should think. I sent Gabriel a note at his place that the job was off.”
 

 
  “Why is the job off?”
 

 
  “Toby, Toby.” Raslin shook his head, still advancing. Toby held his ground, his hear thumping so hard he was certain it must be echoing in the rafters. “I’m sorry for jerking Gabe around like that, but really? There was never a job. Be honest, how
  
   else
  
  was I going to get you alone?”
 

 
  Toby tried to swallow again; his throat was too dry. He took a step backward toward the door. When had he stepped so far
  
   into
  
  the room in the first place. “I…think…I should go.”
 

 
  “You probably should,” Raslin agreed, still advancing. He was almost within arm’s reach now. “But you’re not going to.”
 

 
  “I…”
 

 
  “Poor little monk. You won’t reach out for what you want, no matter how badly you want it.” And then he was
  
   there,
  
  close enough to touch. Touching. His hands on Toby’s shoulders, face drifting closer. “But you’ll
  
   always
  
  be there to pull Gabriel’s demonic butt out of the fire. This is for your own good, you know. Sometimes it takes a little manipulation to bring people out of their shells.”
 

 
  “I don’t…”
 

 
  “You can thank me later,” Raslin murmured, drawing him close.
 

 
  Time stopped working; space was flexible. There was just warmth, intoxicating sensation. The half-elf’s lean body pressed against his, his own back shoved against the window, questing lips on his own. Raslin made encouraging little sounds; Toby found himself offering up his own.
 

 
  Then he heard something that wasn’t either of them.
 

 
  He jerked his head up, gasping for air and peering around. In an instant, all the heat rushed out of him, leaving him cold.
 

 
  Gabriel stood in the doorway, open-mouthed.
 

 
  “Oh,” Raslin said languidly.
  
   “Did
  
  I send that note? I meant to. Ah, well. Like I said…sooner or later.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Sunrise over the city was beautiful, or at least it seemed like it should have been. Toby couldn’t remember seeing the sun actually come up. He didn’t exactly remember getting out of that factory, either, at least not with any clarity. Gabe had been blocking the only exit from the office… He must’ve gone past him. Pushed past? It was a blur. Toby didn’t particularly want to remember. He didn’t particularly want to think at all. Or to exist.
 

 
  He’d be missed at the monastery soon, if he hadn’t been already. That should have worried him quite a bit. He found little energy to spare for it.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are.”
 

 
  Toby froze. Gabriel’s head had appeared over the edge of the roof, where the ladder connected. With a grunt, he tugged himself up, carefully lifting a covered basket and setting it down on the rooftop to finish clambering over, talking as he went. “There are exactly five places you go when you want to think, and you’re just lucky you’re only in the second one I checked. If I’d had to climb up onto all five bloody roofs before I found you, I’d have been downright cranky by the time I did.” Dusting himself off, he bent to pick up his basket again.
 

 
  Toby swallowed, flexing his hands into fists at his sides. “Gabe…”
 

 
  “Here.” Gabe crossed the roof in quick strides, not seeming to notice when Toby shied back. He plunked himself down to sit cross-legged and pulled back the cloth covering the basket; Toby barely registered the mouth-watering scent that suddenly wafted out. “Nice thing about being up at this completely stupid hour of the morning is you get first crack at the bakeries. Here, I managed to score some of those non-frosted apple raspberry turnovers you like so much. Yes, you do, don’t try to pretend you don’t. Can’t say I agree with your tastes, but I’ve
  
   seen
  
  you inhale them.” He held up a pastry, grinning. “…okay, and I’m not gonna be shy about eating my share. Dang, these actually smell a lot better when they’re this fresh.”
 

 
  It was funny, what finally penetrated the fog that had been weighing down Toby’s thoughts. “I… Those are… How’d you afford this? Gabe, please tell me you didn’t steal these.”
 

 
  “Nah,” Gabriel said, shrugging. “That might’ve been fun, but the last thing I need is a trip to jail. You just
  
   know
  
  I’d be caught the first time I ever tried to steal anything; that’s my luck. No, I had a little money tucked away. It’s no big deal.”
 

 
  Toby looked down into the basket. He had two dozen of those turnovers in there at least; they weren’t cheap pastries. “A…a little? Gabe, are you… This had to have been your whole savings!”
 

 
  Gabriel looked up at him, meeting his eyes for a moment, then dropped them to look out at the city skyline, shrugging again. “Yeah, well. I figured you’d need a little pick-me-up, after the night you’ve had. You’re worth it.”
 

 
  Toby was horrified to find his eyes moistening. “Gabriel…”
 

 
  “Don’t start
  
   gushing
  
  at me,” Gabe said irritably. “Sit your butt down and eat your breakfast before you faint and fall off the roof. They’ll
  
   totally
  
  say I murdered you.” He took an unnecessarily vigorous bite out of the one in his hand and began chomping defiantly.
 

 
  Toby sat down beside him, reaching into the basket.
 

 
  They’d had two each of the small turnovers before he could bring himself to speak. “I guess… I don’t know what to say. That’s not…how I would’ve wanted you to…”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Gabriel interrupted, still looking out over the city.
 

 
  “…
  
   you’re
  
  sorry? For what?”
 

 
  “I guess I was kind of a… I mean, that was a surprise, you know? Standing there gaping like a fish was maybe not the nicest thing to do in that situation. Heck if I know what
  
   was,
  
  though,” he added with a chuckle.
 

 
  Toby stared down at his hands in his lap. The crumbs clinging to his fingers were suddenly fascinating.
 

 
  “Please don’t tell anyone.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I won’t,” Gabriel said fiercely, turning to glare at him. “It’s nobody’s business! It’s not even
  
   mine.
  
  I’m just sorry I, y’know…found out. You obviously weren’t ready to talk about it yet. Though I guess we both know whose fault that was,” he added darkly.
 

 
  Toby heaved a soft sigh. “That…he… Yeah, not one of my better judgment calls. I have no idea how I’m going to talk to the monks about this. If I even can.”
 

 
  “How can they possibly have a problem?” Gabriel exclaimed. “I mean, come
  
   on!
  
  You know what the Izarites are always saying. ‘All love is good!’ And Ms. Avelea had a whole rant about this that one time, remember? Heck, Avei’s got a whole
  
   army
  
  of lesbos. This is the twelfth century!”
 

 
  Toby shook his head slowly. “You remember Ms. Avelea having an unexpected vacation right after that rant?”
 

 
  “…was that when that was? Stuff kinda runs together. I don’t pay much attention to teachers. You may have noticed.”
 

 
  “I paid attention to
  
   that,”
  
  Toby said somberly. “That was the school administration making a
  
   gentle
  
  suggestion about what is and isn’t appropriate classroom material. Whatever the Avenists may think… There’s what the Empire thinks. What society thinks.” He stared at the horizon. “What the monks will think.”
 

 
  “Are they not… I don’t really know Omnist doctrine about… Y’know, this.”
 

 
  “It’s not about doctrine, it’s more about tradition.” Toby sighed again. “Omnu is the god of life, and agriculture. Y’know, fertility and stuff. The whole notion of sex is… It’s
  
   all
  
  about procreation. You grow up, you marry someone who can help you raise babies, and then you
  
   make
  
  some babies with them. Anything else is seen as…frivolous. At best. It’s not
  
   prohibited…
  
  But it wouldn’t be welcome.”
 

 
  “Well, screw them,” Gabriel said with sudden ferocity. “Tobias Caine, you are the
  
   best
  
  human being I know. You’ve got more compassion than any six merely decent folks; you’ve basically kept
  
   me
  
  from getting beaten to death by our wonderful classmates just for
  
   existing,
  
  and don’t think I don’t know it. If the gods have a problem with you, then…then… Well, damn the gods! We are what they made us.
  
   Be
  
  what you are.”
 

 
  Toby reflexively tried to warn him against blaspheming—a particularly dangerous thing for Gabriel—but couldn’t speak around the sudden lump in his throat. In all the years they’d been friends, despite all the disadvantages Gabriel faced, he had never
  
   once
  
  heard him complain about his lot. Gabe had never before expressed any resentment of the Pantheon.
 

 
  Not on his own behalf.
 

 
  “Still, though,” Gabe went on in a more moderate tone, then actually grinned. “Raslin? I mean, come
  
   on,
  
  man. The guy is a jerk. Please tell me you’re not actually
  
   surprised
  
  he’d pull a stunt like this.”
 

 
  Toby grimaced. “I know. Believe me, I know.”
 

 
  “And
  
   yet…”
  
 

 
  “Okay, you know how Ami Talaari is a mean, sneaky, backstabbing bully?”
 

 
  “Um, yes? Speaking as one of her favorite targets, I
  
   have
  
  managed to notice that.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. And you know how she’s pretty and has got the most amazing boobs of any girl in our year?”
 

 
  “…well, yeah.”
 

 
  “So if she offered to make out with you for hours, no strings attached… Would you turn that down?”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked, twice, then his lips started to twitch with imperfectly repressed laughter. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I would
  
   never
  
  do such a thing.”
 

 
  Toby gave him a look. “Gabe.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, we both know the truth. Just let me enjoy my high horse for a minute. How many times in our lives am
  
   I
  
  gonna be the one showing more sense and discretion?”
 

 
  Toby had to laugh along with him. It was like a dam breaking; it all rushed out of him, and then they were both howling and doubling over, knocking the basket of pastries on its side.
 

 
  “Okay, so, you
  
   do
  
  notice boobs, though, then?”
 

 
  “Well, not the
  
   way
  
  you do, but… Those boobs? How could I not?”
 

 
  At that, Gabriel actually fell over on his side, laughing so hard he could barely manage to breathe. It wasn’t more than a couple of moments before Toby was in similar straits.
 

 
  It was as wild as the dawn, as warm as the sun, as healing as the divine light the priests of his order bestowed. Years of fear, anxiety and stress dissolved under the sheer force of laughter. It wasn’t even that funny… They just needed to get it out.
 

 
  It was a long morning, spent talking, laughing and eating pastries until the sun was nearing its zenith, and eventually they both fell asleep on the rooftop—Toby too dark-skinned to burn, Gabriel basically un-burnable.
 

 
  Anyway, the sun was Omnu. He relaxed back against the baking stone, in the company of the only two people he knew would never condemn him, more at peace than he had ever hoped to be.
 

 
  Whatever came in the future, there would always be this.
 

 
  ***
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  Jacaranda’s grove had been formed eons ago during the Elder Wars, when a rival god had launched an attack into the Deep Wild, aimed at Naiya. That wasn’t even his greatest mistake, but it was his last; Mother Nature had little sense of humor and no capacity for forgiveness. Jacaranda hadn’t come along until uncounted centuries later, long after life had come back. At this point, she’d had plenty of time to make it her own, and her claim was respected by all the Deep Wild’s inhabitants, even the dryads. Occasionally they, or the odd satyr, would poke their heads in at the very edges, and sometimes would stop to talk with a pixie if they met one, but mostly the grove was left to its own peace. There was ancient bad blood there.
 

 
  Of course, the little frost fairy knew none of that; she mostly knew that it was safest where it was loneliest, around the uppermost, outermost edges. Dryads, satyrs and the odd questing adventurer were interesting and a little scary, but for the most part, they were harmless.
 

 
  The crater had, over time, been reclaimed by nature, as everything ultimately was, and now was home to a deep, ancient forest of towering sentinel trees that all but blotted out the sky above, leaving only deep blue-green gloom throughout the crater’s floor. Relatively few plants could flourish in the dimness, just mosses, lichens and fungi, several of which were luminous. A few streams cut through the massive roots, descending to form a deep pool at the very bottom. From the center of this rose a little rounded hill, topped by lushly soft moss, where perched the Pixie Queen, surrounded by her court.
 

 
  There were no animals in the grove beyond insects, and of those, only species adept at hiding. Nothing else lasted long.
 

 
  She went in cycles, lurking in the outer reaches, then gradually drawing closer to the middle before fleeing back to safer, darker territory. The closer one flew to the center, the more pixies one encountered, and the reverse was true; the outer reaches were dim and silent, nothing but wide open spaces between massive tree trunks. At the very middle and the bottom, of course, Jacaranda’s mossy throne was the center of pixiedom, and they buzzed about her with such intensity that the whole clearing was always as bright as day. The frost fairy was one of relatively few who could make the comparison; she had flown up above the canopy to see what daylight looked like, several times.
 

 
  This time she was drifting closer to the middle again, warily greeting other pixies as she passed through the gradations of population density. There were lots of new pixies today; the Queen had made a bunch more, which was the thing that had piqued her curiosity enough to draw her in. New pixie days were always…interesting. She would get carefully closer and closer, possibly until she could see the court itself with all those hanging about their Queen, until something happened to spook her into retreat. An encounter with an aggressive pixie, perhaps. Or maybe, if she stayed long enough, a brush with that
  
   idea
  
  which had begun growing in the back of her mind. She wasn’t sure quite what the idea was, just that when it came almost close enough to consciousness for her to recognize, it scared her into fleeing.
 

 
  The woods weren’t quite bright at this elevation, but they were neither silent nor as dim as she was used to. Pixies were about, not in any great concentration, but on all sides, filling the near distance with their chiming and their multicolored glow. She paid careful attention to them. None seemed too interested in her, unless—
 

 
  “Hello!”
 

 
  One popped up from
  
   under
  
  the dirt, hovering right in front of her. The frost pixie jangled in alarm and shot upward and back, quivering. He just hovered there, staring quizzically up at her. He was a dirt fairy, with a green glow. She’d begun to think, lately, that the earth-type elementals really ought to be brown or something, yet they were always green. She wasn’t sure where the thought came from.
 

 
  “Hello,” she said cautiously. “You startled me.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry!” His tone was bright and obliviously cheerful, even by pixie standards. “I’m exploring! I like it out here. How are you?”
 

 
  Comprehension dawned. “Ohh. Are you…new?”
 

 
  “Yes!” He bobbed up and down. “I am! It’s nice to meet you!”
 

 
  The frost fairy relaxed, drifting down closer to him. “You should be more careful. If you startle people, something bad might happen.”
 

 
  “Like what?”
 

 
  She sighed, chiming softly. “You’ll find out soon enough, I suppose. Nice to meet you.”
 

 
  She fluttered by him, giving him a respectful berth, and continued on her way toward the middle. The concentration of other pixies was growing; at the point where she could see the constantly-shifting inferno of multi-hued light around Jacaranda’s throne sparkling through the trees, but not quite see the clearing itself, she paused, darting upward to hover above a thick branch and observe. Most pixies, she’d noticed, didn’t go up too high, not much farther from the ground than the Queen could physically reach them if she happened to be standing there. Not that she ever left her perch. They also tended not to look up; sitting on a branch or just over it kept her relatively hidden.
 

 
  “You’re making frost on the bark! Are you an ice fairy?”
 

 
  She chimed in alarm and shot straight upward. That
  
   silly
  
  earth fairy had followed her and was now floating just behind
  
   her
  
  perch.
 

 
  “What are you doing?” she demanded furiously.
 

 
  “Following you!” he said brightly. “You’re my first friend! It’s nice to meet you! Are you going to the middle? I like it in the middle, everyone’s there.
  
   She’s
  
  there,” he added with a dreamy sigh. “It’s so busy, though, very crowded, so I decided to go exploring. You know, have a look around.”
 

 
  The frost fairy slowly drifted back down as he spoke, her alarm abating. He seemed harmless. “Yes, I’m an ice fairy. And I might go closer to her throne. It depends on what I see. Sometimes it’s risky.”
 

 
  He chimed in puzzlement. “Why?”
 

 
  “Um… Have you ever had a…bad encounter with another pixie? Or seen one?”
 

 
  “What kind?”
 

 
  She sighed. “Nevermind. I’m going closer.”
 

 
  “Okay! Wait for me!”
 

 
  She was annoyed. The fool fluttered along behind her, chattering aimlessly and making stealth quite impossible; she had to keep a careful eye out for other pixies, but despite their increasing prevalence as she drew closer to the middle, none approached. The frost fairy kept to the higher reaches, going up a few more feet whenever she saw another pixie rise to her elevation; it was the surest tactic she’d found for being left alone. Though she wasn’t exactly alone this time; her new
  
   friend
  
  hovered right with her.
 

 
  Even he fell silent, though, when she brought them to stop in the high fork of a tree, just where they had the best view of the throne. This tree leaned inward, as a lot of them did so close to the pool, and the frost fairy’s selected perch put them only a short distance away from Jacaranda’s spot and nearly above it, closer horizontally than vertically.
 

 
  “Hush,” she urged. “Someone will hear you.”
 

 
  He didn’t seem to hear her. “There she is,” he whispered in awe. “Isn’t she
  
   beautiful?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” the frost fairy agreed, sighing. Some of the tension slipped away from her and she joined him in just staring dreamily down at their Queen.
 

 
  She really was beautiful. Jacaranda resembled an elf in size and general build, though her hair was a cloud of wispy azure the floated about her in the breeze. Her ears, too, were resplendently long, though basically elvish in shape; they towered above her and leaned somewhat out to the sides, sort of like a rabbit’s. Glorious dragonfly wings sprang from between her shoulder blades, sometimes waving slowly, sometimes buzzing as she moved about, this way and that. They glittered with a profusion of colors, four crystalline stained glass sculptures carrying her on the breeze. All she wore was a sheer, diaphanous “dress” assembled from scraps of fabric that concealed nothing but accentuated nicely. The effect was wasted on the pixies, but Jacaranda liked to occasionally take lovers from the adventurers who stumbled into her grove.
 

 
  Right now, the Pixie Queen drifted above a patch of luminous toadstools on her island, reclining backward in the air. Her wings fluttered slowly, not enough to keep her aloft through aerodynamics; like her little creations, she flew by magic. The wings were mostly decorative.
 

 
  Those creations were putting on a show for her benefit. The little coterie of pixies who constituted her present court swirled and danced through the air around her, creating trails and flashes of their elemental effects; the rest of the eager cloud of pixies had retreated from the immediate vicinity, likely after a few of them had been singed, splashed, and/or blasted. Little bursts and streamers of fire followed the largest, an orange flame fairy; there were sprays of water, artful gusts of wind that swirled fallen leaves into their own little dance (before being incinerated in a spiteful display by the fire fairy), shoots of grass that sprang up from the moss and danced to their own rhythm. Flowers blossomed from nothing, even a few in midair, where they drifted down to rest in the water. Even small spires of rock and crystal sprouted artistically from the ground around the island, quickly crumbling and falling into the pool.
 

 
  These were the pixies who had
  
   names.
  
  The others were nearly as much in awe of them as they were of Jacaranda herself—largely because those names were a sign of her favor, of the lucky recipients’ intimate place at their Queen’s side. A pixie’s fondest dream was to one day be given a name and join Jacaranda’s court.
 

 
  The frost fairy didn’t know them all; their roster tended to shift. She recognized Fiero, though, as well as Flurr, Arokk, Wautri, Gusti and Kistral. A few she remembered from previous visits were missing; a few others were here now. Fiero, the fire fairy, was the only one who had
  
   always
  
  been here, at least since the frost fairy had been made. By this point, he was the biggest and brightest, and unquestionably Jacaranda’s favorite. Everyone knew it, even if they didn’t come out and
  
   say
  
  it.
 

 
  Their uncoordinated display staggered to a rather destructive halt as flashy elemental effects interfered with each other until most of their individual efforts to show off had turned into clouds of steam, dust and ashes. Just when it seemed about to devolve into an outright fight, however, Jacaranda sat up straight, beaming with happiness, and applauded, as though the mess had been a perfectly orchestrated climax. And just like that, the pixies forgot their ire at each other, swooping over to swirl around her adoringly. From around the clearing came enthusiastic chiming from the rest of those present.
 

 
  “Didja see that?” the earth fairy chattered. “How she brought them all together like that? She’s so
  
   smart!”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” the frost fairy said with a wistful sigh. She really was. Smart and beautiful and just
  
   perfect.
  
 

 
  And then, like the creeping scent of a predator stalking her through the trees, that
  
   thought
  
  began trying to bubble up. She tensed, about to shoot off into the darkness as usual. She couldn’t flee from her own mind, but the
  
   act
  
  of fleeing was usually enough to distract her…
 

 
  “Oh, how you
  
   do
  
  keep me entertained,” Jacaranda said below, and her voice—her
  
   beautiful
  
  voice—arrested the frost fairy completely. “Whatever should I do without you, my little friends?”
 

 
  “You’ll never be without us!” Wautri cried, the assurances of the others coming a split second behind her. Fiero aggressively bumped into the water fairy, irked at not being the first to praise the Queen, but it went no further than that.
 

 
  “I’m just so in need of distractions lately,” Jacaranda said with a melancholy sigh, settling backward to lounge in midair and raising a hand to her brow. “It’s just so
  
   tedious,
  
  all these…these
  
   people.
  
  I can’t get any privacy in my own grove anymore!”
 

 
  “Stupid adventurers!” shouted Arokk. “Stupid humans, bothering our queen!” There came a chorus of outraged agreement from the others. Above, the frost fairy buzzed her wings thoughtfully. Not more than a handful of adventurers came to the grove a year; Jacaranda usually wanted them brought to her pool for sex before having them disposed of. Was that too many? How often had they come before? For that matter…how old was she?
 

 
  “So…do you not want us to bring them to you anymore, my Queen?” Gusti asked hesitantly when it quieted enough for him to be heard.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be silly, my pet,” Jacaranda chided, laughing. She raised her hand, allowing him to perch on her fingers for a moment to take the sting out of the rebuke.
 

 
  “It’s just awful that you should have to suffer for this,” Fiero said decisively.
 

 
  “We should try to catch some satyrs or something to patrol the grove!” Arokk added.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Flurr chimed, sparking in excitement. “The big dumb fairies outside should be doing their jobs! What are those dryads thinking, letting humans into your grove?!”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  
   was that?”
  
  Jacaranda sat bolt upright, her expression suddenly fierce. The overall light level in the clearing plummeted as panicked pixies fled in all directions from her displeasure.
 

 
  Flurr’s lavender glow dimmed as she realized her mistake. “Oh, I… I didn’t mean… I didn’t say… It was just a slip—”
 

 
  “Those
  
   creatures
  
  are
  
   not
  
  to be spoken of in my presence!” the Pixie Queen raged. “I won’t have it! I
  
   hate
  
  them! You’re not to remind me! You
  
   know
  
  this!”
 

 
  “I’m sorry!” Flurr wailed. “I didn’t mean—”
 

 
  
   “Remove her!”
  
  Jacaranda commanded.
 

 
  “Yes, my queen!” the rest of the court chimed in unison.
 

 
  
   “Nooo!”
  
  Flurr sped off toward the treeline in terror.
 

 
  Not fast enough.
 

 
  It was Fiero who caught up to her. It was almost always Fiero anymore, the frost fairy noted, shifting her position to watch. A blast of fire sent the flower fairy fluttering to the ground with singed wings; in half a second, he was on her.
 

 
  Despite their distance, the two fairies lurking on the branch high above could clearly see what followed. It took only seconds; Flurr’s wail died away quickly as Fiero landed on top of her, her glow diminishing to nothing and the tiny physical form beneath it withering away to wisps of vapor that streamed upward and into the fire fairy. His own aura flared brighter for a moment, and then he sprang upward, giddy with the rush of energy.
 

 
  “How awful,” the earth fairy whispered. “Why would he do that?”
 

 
  “Because he can,” said the frost fairy just as quietly. “That’s what I meant about aggressive pixies. We have basically infinite energy, you know; we’re all connected directly to the Queen herself. There’s really only one kind of creature that’s a threat to a pixie.” She buzzed her wings once. “Other pixies. Look around. Down, outward, at the others.”
 

 
  He drifted over to the other side of the branch, peering down. Now that she’d pointed it out, he could see the spectacle of Fiero and Flurr being repeated here and there amid the rest of the random gyrations of pixie lights.
 

 
  “…why?”
 

 
  “That’s how we get stronger,” the frost fairy said noncommittally. “It’s how you gain power. You have to get a
  
   lot
  
  to be allowed close to the Pixie Queen. If you’re not strong enough to assert yourself to the rest of the court…they’ll eat you. I mean, literally. This is what happens to
  
   most
  
  new ones. Not a lot last.”
 

 
  “Wow,” he said in an awed tone. “Wow, I’m really lucky to be up here with you.”
 

 
  The frost fair buzzed again, turning to peer at him. “You know, I’m older and a lot stronger than you. What makes you think I won’t do that to you?”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t do that,” he said immediately. “You’re my friend.”
 

 
  She chimed in confusion.
  
   “Why
  
  are you so convinced we’re friends?”
 

 
  “Why wouldn’t we be?”
 

 
  She was spared having to answer by the sound of the Queen’s voice, which immediately commanded the full and undivided attention of every pixie in earshot.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” Jacaranda tittered, “what were we talking about?”
 

 
  “How pretty you are!” Arokk proclaimed. He was swiftly echoed by the others.
 

 
  “Oh, stop, you,” Jacaranda said modestly, beaming.
 

 
  The frost fairy quailed. That
  
   thought
  
  was creeping up on her again.
 

 
  “We really ought to do something,” the Pixie Queen went on, again seizing her attention. “The humans have never been so
  
   aggressive
  
  before. I mean, there’s an awful lot of them these days. I don’t know what they think they’re even doing in the Deep Wild, but if Naiya won’t rein them in, I suppose it falls to me.” She sighed tragically. “As it always does.”
 

 
  There came a round of sycophantic condemnation of Naiya and humans from the surrounding pixies; they all blended together. The frost fairy didn’t bother trying to pick out individual voices, fixated as she was on the Queen.
 

 
  Jacaranda, for once, seemed to be ignoring her hangers-on, frowning in thought. “All right, it’s decided,” she said suddenly, cutting them all off in an instant. “We must address the humans directly! I’ll send them an emissary. Let’s see… Who rules the nearest kingdom?”
 

 
  She peered around expectantly; bashful pixies dimmed, drifting downward to hover a bit lower.
 

 
  “Oh, honestly,” Jacaranda exclaimed, planting her fists on her hips and frowning in disapproval. “Doesn’t
  
   anyone
  
  know?”
 

 
  “We…we don’t like to leave your side, my Queen,” Wautri said hesitantly. “We don’t know much about the world outside your grove.”
 

 
  “What else could we want?” Fiero added.
  
   “You’re
  
  here!”
 

 
  “Aww.” Jacaranda gave him a little smile, then suddenly brightened in earnest. “I know! I’ll send someone to the Arachne. She knows fairy ways
  
   and
  
  human ways; she can introduce my emissary to the human king. It’s perfect!”
 

 
  Above, while the pixies of the court fell over themselves to assure their Queen how brilliant it truly was over her modest protests, the earth fairy asked, “What’s the Arachne?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” the frost fairy admitted.
 

 
  “But who shall I send?” Jacaranda asked in a voice that made the question a proclamation. “Who shall go forth into the world on my behalf?”
 

 
  Her court hesitated, caught on the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, they longed for nothing more than to please her; on the other, this duty would mean
  
   leaving
  
  her side, when everything they had struggled for was represented by
  
   being
  
  in her presence.
 

 
  Other pixies, not having made the same risks and sacrifices to attain their positions, were not so conflicted. They also weren’t accustomed to being addressed directly by their Queen, and so the cloud of would-be volunteers drifting out over the pool was slow, hesitant.
 

 
  With the exception, of course, of one who’d not yet learned circumspection.
 

 
  “Me!” shouted the little earth fairy, plunging over the edge of the branch and down into the court. “I’ll go!”
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing?!”
  
  the frost fairy hissed, unheard.
 

 
  “I’ll go!” he cried obliviously, fluttering down toward the Pixie Queen. “Send me, my Queen!”
 

 
  Jacaranda glanced up at him, and he froze in midair, poleaxed by her smile.
 

 
  “Hey, now!” Seizing an opportunity to deflect attention from his own recent failure to volunteer, Fiero shot upward, hovering menacingly before the earth fairy. That close, the differences between them were blatant; the fire fairy’s aura was a whole order of magnitude larger and brighter. “Who do you think you are to bother the Queen? Were
  
   you
  
  given permission to approach?”
 

 
  “She—she asked for someone to go,” the earth fairy said dumbly.
 

 
  “She asked for someone to go,” Fiero mocked, eliciting a chorus of derisive giggles from the rest of the court. “And you thought that meant
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “Well, I—hey!” He plunged a few feet, buffeted by a burst of flame. “Ow! What’d you do that for?”
 

 
  Above, the frost fairy wanted to look away, and found she couldn’t.
 

 
  “Stop it!” the earth fairy cried plaintively, trying to flutter away now. Fiero was too fast, and too strong. The next wash of flame was in earnest, sending the little earth fairy careening toward the ground with a scorched wing. The fire fairy dived after him.
 

 
  The frost fairy finally tore her eyes away, edging back over the branch to hide the spectacle from view.
 

 
  It was only seconds later that Fiero re-emerged. “Pfft, hardly worth the effort. No energy at all!”
 

 
  The other pixies of the court joined in his mocking laughter.
 

 
  And suddenly, the frost fairy was mad.
 

 
  She tried to repress it. Getting mad didn’t help anything. This was the world; this was just how life was.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” the Pixie Queen said languidly. “Enough of your little games, now, though, let’s be serious.”
 

 
  “Little games?” the frost fairy heard herself say quietly. Suddenly that
  
   thought
  
  was there, clawing at the gates to her consciousness. She could feel it about to break through. Reflexively, she plunged into action to drive it away.
 

 
  Yet this time, she wasn’t running away.
 

 
  Fiero was still grandstanding, hovering above the others. Jacaranda was looking in another direction. It was perfect. The frost fairy plummeted down into the court’s space and hit Fiero from behind with a blast of elemental frost.
 

 
  “WHAT the—” he squawked, buffeted off course. Righting himself, he pivoted to stare incredulously at the icy pixie, no more than half his size and a fraction of his power, hovering a few feet away. The frost fairy gave him another blast for good measure, then turned and buzzed off into the darkness as fast as her wings could carry her.
 

 
  “WHY YOU!” Fiero was right behind her in seconds.
 

 
  The rest of the pixies scattered from their path, unwilling to face Fiero’s wrath. Some few might have the foresight to try to curry favor by helping him, but they wouldn’t be willing to risk him in this mood. She could count on there being no interference.
 

 
  She led him on a spiraling course through the trees, laying down a trail of frost for him to follow across the ground, over roots and through fallen logs. He blasted it to vapor as he went in a showy display of magical ferocity. For the first few tense moments, she wasn’t sure of her surroundings, but soon enough she found a landmark, and then another, and then she was on familiar ground, just outside the center of pixiedom. Leading him on the same course she’d led all the others. Still, she backtracked and pivoted, making ice tracks and permitting herself some grim satisfaction as he blazed them away. It cost her almost no energy to lower the temperature around her, turning the moisture in the air into frost; it was costing him a lot to throw all those fire blasts.
 

 
  The longer this played out, the less energy he had.
 

 
  Still, she couldn’t tire him out
  
   too
  
  much; biggest and strongest pixie or no, Fiero was still a pixie, and had a strictly finite attention span. Very quickly, he began to slow behind her, the fire blasts petering out.
 

 
  “Yeah, you
  
   better
  
  run,” he called out, coming to a stop. She halted as well, but he didn’t see; he’d already turned and was fluttering back toward Jacaranda’s pool.
 

 
  No good.
 

 
  She hit him from behind with another ice blast.
 

 
  This time he let out a yowl of wordless fury, streaking off after her again.
 

 
  The bursts of fire which followed were aimed at her, now, and she decided to cut this short. He wasn’t a very accurate shot, but if he set the forest on fire the Queen would be annoyed. Was he weakened enough? Well, no time to wonder. She followed the familiar turns of the ground, around the big old tree with the tunnel under its roots, then around and down into the darkness, slowing just enough on the turn to make sure Fiero saw which hole she entered.
 

 
  She’d done this maneuver enough times for it to be nearly instinctive. The tunnel branched off ahead; she coated the rim of the hole leading straight down with frost, then zipped around a blind turn. She was
  
   just
  
  far enough ahead in the twisting darkness that he shouldn’t have seen which way she’d gone, hence the false trail of ice. This particular tunnel twisted around, coming out right above the fork. She arrived back at that point just in time to see Fiero plunge into the iced hole with a cry of triumph, thinking her cornered.
 

 
  He was quick; he managed to come to a halt before plunging into the water that filled the deep hole. He wasn’t
  
   so
  
  quick that he didn’t stop and stare dumbly at it, completely at a loss as to what had just happened.
 

 
  They all did.
 

 
  The frost fairy plunged down on him from above, channeling a tight, focused burst of her power onto him. The fire fairy was forced downward into the water, where his power was stifled. He tried to boil the liquid around him, but she continued pouring cold on. He wasted energy flailing blindly, spewing instantly-doused flames in all directions, no longer even sure which way was up, while all around him the water froze faster than he could boil it. Tired out before he’d been lured here, panicked, confused and in the very unfamiliar position of total vulnerability, all his power did him no good. If he’d focused, he could probably have beaten her. Easily, even.
 

 
  None of them understood what she did: smarter was better than stronger.
 

 
  The first time she’d done this had been a total accident. A stronger pixie was chasing her, and she’d tried to hide in the tunnels… The second, she’d done it deliberately, remembering the useful twists down here. For a while, the frost fairy had used this tree’s root complex as a defense mechanism for when she couldn’t avoid a confrontation, honing her method, developing the false trail of frost for those enemies a bit more quick-witted than the rest. This was the first time she had deliberately goaded someone into the trap.
 

 
  Fiero’s critical moment of weakness came, and she reached out with her mind, with her
  
   being,
  
  seizing that which was
  
   him
  
  and drawing it into herself. He flailed harder, sensing what she was doing, but he was an aimless ball of panic at this point, and could do nothing to stop her.
 

 
  Amazing, how quickly that
  
   much
  
  energy was absorbed. It was almost fast enough that she absorbed the sheer power for its own sake, rather than doing the thing that only
  
   she
  
  knew how to do…but she held onto herself, and
  
   changed
  
  the power as it rushed into her.
 

 
  Pixies didn’t gain the full energy of another pixie they absorbed, not by a long shot. There was substantial energy loss in the process. The frost fairy’s method didn’t take in the energy directly, though, but channeled it into…something else. Something
  
   smarter.
  
  She didn’t have a way to measure, but she had the impression she kept a lot more of the power this way, even if she didn’t get
  
   power
  
  from it, exactly. Energy flowed into her mind, sharpening, organizing, heightening. Her senses grew more acute; connections she hadn’t been conscious of before were suddenly there. Everything about the world made a little bit more sense.
 

 
  Her ice wasn’t any stronger, but that was fine. She had something better.
 

 
  No…more than a
  
   little
  
  bit more sense. She’d never taken in a member of the Court before. This changed a
  
   lot.
  
  Fiero’s power represented enough mental acuity to shift her thinking several steps ahead.
 

 
  In that moment, an understanding settled on her, followed by an idea.
 

 
  The understanding was that she hated living here. The idea was that she had the chance of a way out.
 

 
  The frost fairy shot out of the tunnel complex, making a silver streak back toward the Pixie Queen’s island. This time, not recognizing her, the other pixies didn’t get out of her way; she navigated swiftly around them, single-minded in her goal.
 

 
  It had only been moments. Tense as her deadly encounter with Fiero had been, it had gone at the highest speeds the two of them could manage, and she made it back before too much had changed.
 

 
  “Well,” the Pixie Queen was saying with some asperity, “if nobody
  
   wants
  
  to go, I can always just
  
   pick
  
  someone. I would have
  
   hoped
  
  you’d all care enough about me to volunteer, but I see—”
 

 
  The frost fairy zipped out of the treeline, right past the startled members of the court, and slammed to a midair halt directly in front of the Pixie Queen’s face, where they wouldn’t have dared create a disturbance.
 

 
  “My Queen, I volunteer! It would be my honor to serve you!”
 

 
  “Why, what have we here?” Jacaranda said, tilting her head bemusedly. “It’s a little ice spirit. Hello, little one. Have I spoken to you before?”
 

 
  The answer to that was simply
  
   no,
  
  but the frost fairy had a newer, subtler understanding now, derived from all the time she’d spent watching the court from above. “I have never had the honor, my Queen. I’m sorry to presume like this. But no one else was coming forward, and I just couldn’t stand to leave you without the help you need!”
 

 
  The chiming from the pixies of the court took on a distinctly annoyed tone, but Jacaranda smiled in pure delight. “Why, what a dutiful little pixie you are, my dear. Yes, indeed! For this service… Yes, I believe you deserve a name of your own.”
 

 
  The frost fairy almost fell out of the air in shock. Volunteering to be sent on a mission outside was one thing, but
  
   this…
  
  “I…I’d be honored, my Queen,” she whispered tremulously.
 

 
  “It’s no more than you deserve, my newest little friend,” Jacaranda proclaimed. “Hm, let’s see, you’re an ice fairy, aren’t you? Yes… We shall call you Fross.”
 

 
  
   Fross.
  
  She had a
  
   name!
  
 

 
  The sheer bliss of it was spoiled by an unwelcome rush of comprehension. Fross, like “frost.”
  
  
  Fiero,
  
   fire,
  
  Wautri,
  
   water…
  
  They were all like that. She’d just named them after their elements, with no imagination at all.
 

 
  In that moment the
  
   thought
  
  she’d been avoiding all this time finally crashed through:
 

 
  The Pixie Queen was kind of stupid.
 

 
  Very fortunately, the sheer, horrified shock of having had this treasonous thought paralyzed her, preventing her from blurting it out. That very likely saved her life.
 

 
  “Now, Fross,” Jacaranda was saying imperiously, “my most faithful little servant, here is the task I have for you…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Nothing had prepared Fross for how
  
   big
  
  the world was. She counted forty-three days of travel, but that was after quite a few had gone by before it occurred to her to keep count.
 

 
  She’d found a helpful dryad in the Deep Wild beyond Jacaranda’s grove to give her directions and advice. She was nervous about approaching the tree spirit—despite her Queen’s loathing of dryads, she knew very well where they stood on the hierarchy of fairies, and it was
  
   well
  
  beyond the reach of anyone she should be speaking to. Aspen had been friendly and seemed glad to help, though, and over time her directions had proved spot-on.
 

 
  Fross had learned to keep up as high as possible. The ground was full of predators; at a given altitude, there were only hawks to deal with. Being eaten wouldn’t have harmed her significantly in the long run, but it would have been inconvenient, not to mention gross. She’d had to ice a good few birds on her journey, but they were the lesser hazard. The winds up high were something else; it was tricky to stay on course.
 

 
  Choosing to err on the side of caution, she’d swung to the south to avoid the Golden Sea, which, from above, wasn’t really distinguishable from the non-magical prairie surrounding it. Thanks to Aspen’s advice, she learned to recognize the landmarks of human construction as signs she was safely outside the Sea’s radius. In fact, they proved extremely useful. Once she came to the Sea’s edge, she just had to follow the towns, forts and whatever else, making sure to drift southward for safety’s sake in the long stretches between them, before she eventually, finally came to the one she needed.
 

 
  Last Rock was well-named and truly unmistakable.
 

 
  Luck was on her side when she finally got there; she didn’t have to look far to find the Arachne. Upon being smacked into a windowsill by an errant gust of wind, Fross decided that was as good a place as any to stop and rest, which she’d not done in several days. The window was open slightly, and she could hear conversation from within.
 

 
  “But only seven? It’s without precedent.”
 

 
  “Eight, Alaric. We won’t be seeing Vadrieny most of the time, gods willing, but she’ll be conscious, so I’m putting her on the rolls.”
 

 
  “Eight, then. Even so, Arachne, that’s less than half the size of any previous incoming class.”
 

 
  Fross buzzed upward, her weariness forgotten. She was through the open window in an instant.
 

 
  The room was an office, carpeted in royal blue and surrounded by bookcases, inscrutable devices and old maps on the walls. Four people were present: an elf sitting behind a desk, a dwarf standing before it, a half-elf lounging in a chair against the wall and a human standing at ease near the door.
 

 
  She knew immediately who her goal was. Quite apart from being the only elf present, the Arachne was
  
   just
  
  like the dryad’s description: She wore green clothes, gold-rimmed lenses over her eyes and a scowl.
 

 
  “I refuse to pad the rolls, Alaric,” the Arachne was saying. “Besides, there’s an argument to be made about quantity as opposed to quality.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t aware we took on students of poor quality,” the human said in a mild tone.
 

 
  “Ahem,” said the half-elf, looking directly at Fross. None of the others paid him any mind.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  what I mean, Emilio,” the Arachne said impatiently. “Consider the names we’ve already got. I very much fear it’s going to be all we can do to attend to
  
   them
  
  properly. Yes, it’ll be a small class, but as things stand I don’t feel a need to go looking for more. And that’s what we’d have to do, gentlemen. These are the students who’ve been brought forward to us, and that’s how we’ve always recruited. The University does not
  
   ask
  
  for attendees.”
 

 
  “Hey, guys?” said the half-elf.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake, Admestus,
  
   what?”
  
  the Arachne exclaimed.
 

 
  He pointed at Fross. “Whose pixie is that?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “Hello!” she said. “My name is Fross!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is this now?” the Arachne said by way of greeting.
 

 
  “That’s not a very nice word,” Fross admonished.
 

 
  “Yes, I know. Just what are you doing in here? If your witch is trying to get my attention, there are easier ways.”
 

 
  “Uh, my… I’m sorry, I don’t have a witch,” she said nervously. This wasn’t going at all the way she’d anticipated. “I’m here on a mission from the Pixie Queen to the human lands!”
 

 
  “Fross, was it?” the human said in his calm tone. “Are you
  
   sure
  
  that’s the story you want to stick with?”
 

 
  “Arachne,” the dwarf said softly, frowning up at Fross.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said the elf. “I see it.”
 

 
  “Care to let us in on the joke?” asked Admestus the half-elf.
 

 
  “This pixie is brimming with
  
   arcane
  
  magic,” said the Arachne.
 

 
  “I, uh… I don’t know what that means,” Fross said, keenly aware that this conversation had well and truly gotten away from her.
 

 
  “It means you’re not much like any other pixie that’s ever existed,” said the Arachne.
 

 
  “Well…I sort of knew
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Is it even possible?” the human asked, frowning.
 

 
  “I would not have said so,” replied the dwarf, “but…there she is. Arachne…she can’t be more than a few years old. They have tiny auras, but the energy they draw upon… If she’s somehow converting it into the arcane, and
  
   storing
  
  it up, why… In a couple of centuries, she could rival any archmage in existence.”
 

 
  “Is that…good?” Fross asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “Well, it
  
   could
  
  be good,” the Arachne mused. “Or, alternatively, it could be very, very, incredibly bad. That all depends on you, Fross.”
 

 
  “What are you talking about, converting fae magic into arcane?” the half-elf scoffed. “Even I know my Circles of Interaction better than that. Even Ezzaniel does, I bet. Converting pressurized oil into fire is more like it.”
 

 
  “Do you suppose this is a latent trait of pixies that no one’s discovered before?” the dwarf asked thoughtfully.
 

 
  “I can’t credit the idea,” said the Arachne, shaking her head. “Witches who have pixie familiars tend to be of the more ambitious sort.
  
   Someone
  
  would have noticed and made use of it. No… I don’t think pixies are secretly the gnagrethycts of the fairy world. Far more likely we’re looking at an outlier. Sort of like our November.”
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?” Fross asked. “And what’s it have to do with me?”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  the question, isn’t it?” the Arachne said thoughtfully, staring up at her.
 

 
  “Well, yes. That’s the question.”
 

 
  The elf smiled. “I think you’d better tell us your story, Fross.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #7: Songbird | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  She wasn’t afraid of them. That was what was different.
 

 
  It didn’t mean she wasn’t afraid.
 

 
  “Still the same old Teal,” Massi said in her too-sweet voice, a heavy layer of syrup covering the taste of poison. “And here I’d almost thought a few months in Tiraas would teach you some
  
   basic
  
  social skills. Alas,” she said with a sigh, half-turning to her cronies and making a languid gesture with one hand that encompassed Teal from her thick (comfortable) shoes to her wind-ruffled hair, starting to come loose from its ponytail in drifting strands.
 

 
  Massi was tiny, dark and pretty. She had always made Teal feel inadequate just by existing, even before she learned to make an art form of it.
 

 
  Teal crossed her arms over her chest, well aware it was a defensive motion, fully conscious that the girls would react to the apparent sign of weakness like sharks scenting blood, but not able to stop herself. Some girls were smooth, self-contained, poised. Others were like her.
 

 
  “Massi,” she began.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Lady
  
  Massi to you,
  
   commoner,”
  
  the teenager said coldly, lofting one elegantly sculpted (and plucked) eyebrow. Teal, despite her growing fear, sighed.
 

 
  It was all so predictable. Massi Taluvathi hailed from an ancient noble line—ancient, but these days not wealthy or influential. In fact, her father worked for Teal’s family, as did the parents of both of
  
   Lady
  
  Massi’s sycophants, girls of less excellent breeding but similar dispositions who now stood flanking her and smirking maliciously at Teal. One complaint from Teal could have rendered all their families unemployed; a serious effort on her part could quite possibly have left the homeless. It galled a girl like Massi to be in a subordinate position to the nouveau riche Falconers, and having discovered that Teal
  
   wasn’t
  
  going to do anything to her, she had taken to sharpening her emotional claws on Teal as if it was her only joy in the world.
 

 
  Teal shifted, her heavy shoes clunking on the planks of the old footbridge. She had so been looking forward to this, to walking in the familiar forest behind her home, the place where she had spent so many of her happiest hours growing up. Massi and her coterie had discovered this habit, of course, but even so, it was a large forest with numerous paths; she could usually manage to escape them in it—unless, as today, they headed her off on a narrow trail.
 

 
  “So,” Massi purred, slinking forward one swaying step at a time—Teal gulped, averting her eyes—“you
  
   clearly
  
  were not at finishing school. What
  
   ever
  
  could have induced your family to rush you off to the city in
  
   such
  
  a hurry? A medical emergency, perhaps? Or something less…wholesome?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  heard she got caught with her hand up the maid’s skirt,” Lorette said, grinning with sadistic delight at Teal.
 

 
  “Oh, please, my brother goes through maids like pastries,” Damania said dismissively.
 

 
  “But he’s your
  
   brother,”
  
  Lorette replied gleefully. “That’s
  
   natural.
  
  Unlike
  
   some
  
  things I could name.”
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Damania went on, smirking so hard she seemed to risk facial injury,
  
   “I
  
  heard it was someone more…important. Whose skirts did you try to climb, Teal, darling?”
 

 
  “You know,” Lorette tittered, “Duke Madouri’s daughter is very nearly of age.”
 

 
  “Now, ladies,” Massi reproved with malicious complacency, “you’re not giving dear Teal the chance to explain yourself. What about it, Teal, dear? Have you moved on from ogling women to, say, farm animals? They
  
   do
  
  say perversion is a slippery slope.”
 

 
  Lorette and Damania rewarded this with obligatory gasps and giggles.
 

 
  “Don’t,” Teal said tersely.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, dear, what was that?” Massi asked sweetly. “Do try speaking in complete sentences. Pretend, for a moment, that you are a civilized human being, if only for our sakes.”
 

 
  Teal didn’t bother explaining that she hadn’t been talking to them. She didn’t have the extra attention to spare. Explaining things to them was wasted energy anyway; they’d never understood why she allowed this treatment. Yes, she could have had their fathers sacked, but
  
   that
  
  would have been an exercise of force. Violence was violence, however indirect. The girls weren’t the only ones present having trouble with this concept.
 

 
  Teal hated herself a little bit for what she said next. “I don’t have time for this today,” she said, tension thrumming in every line of her body. “Go away, or…or I’ll—I’ll tell my father.” Gods, how she hated it, hated failing herself like that. A threat was a threat. It was all she could think of, though, her best plan for warding off something far worse.
 

 
  Maybe a peaceful walk in the woods hadn’t been such a great idea.
 

 
  Lorette and Damania paled in unison, glancing nervously at each other. Teal had never shown them even this much spine before, and the threat was a significant one. To live in Tiraan Province and be at odds with the Falconers was a recipe for serious trouble.
 

 
  Massi, however, narrowed her eyes, her false smile dissolving into a far more honest sneer. “Oh, no, Teal, we just can’t have
  
   that.
  
  I think you’ve gone and picked up some bad ideas while you were off in the big city, apparently
  
   not
  
  being cured of your freakishness.” She stepped closer; Teal tensed further. “You
  
   will
  
  respect your betters. You
  
   don’t
  
  talk to me that way.”
 

 
  
   “Don’t!”
  
  Teal repeated urgently, barely conscious of Massi and the others now.
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   what,
  
  sniveling little pup?” Massi snapped, stalking forward. “Really, speak up, I am
  
   dying
  
  to hear this. Don’t.
  
   What?”
  
 

 
  On the last word, she shoved Teal hard in the shoulders with both hands.
 

 
  Teal stumbled backward, flailing for balance. It cost her the last bit of her control.
 

 
  Her body twisted painfully, warping; her arm, when it lashed out at Massi, was half again as long as it should be, warped and distorted so severely the sleeve of her dress burst around the bulging, malformed muscle of her forearm. Her fingers locked themselves around Massi’s throat, long enough to encircle her neck and overlap again, tipped now in murderous claws.
 

 
  The other two were screaming, now. Massi looked like she wanted to, if she could breathe.
 

 
  Oddly enough, with the thing she had so feared coming to pass, Teal felt only resignation. She sighed mentally, not currently able to do so physically, and settled back to watch.
 

 
  Vadrieny hiked Massi bodily off the ground by the neck, grinning up at her. Teal’s jaw distorted, her lips stretching abnormally wide, almost to her ears, mouth suddenly bristling with jagged teeth. She couldn’t see her face, of course, but knew well enough what it would look like. The eyes Massi was now staring into, panicked, were fathomless black pits, a dancing spark of flame deep within.
 

 
  “Do you know what a teenage girl’s liver tastes like?” Vadrieny asked pleasantly. Despite the grotesque twisting she inflicted on Teal’s body, her voice was beautiful, hauntingly so. She pulled Massi down closer, till their noses were nearly touching; the girl twitched and flailed helplessly, eyes rolling in panic.
  
   “I
  
  do,” the demon whispered.
 

 
  Damania had fled already. Lorette huddled on the dirt path, rocking back and forth, apparently paralyzed by terror.
 

 
  “You know what
  
   your
  
  problem is?” Vadrieny went on, grinning insanely and displaying six cats worth of fangs in the process. “You’re just…so…
  
   pretty.
  
  You are a lovely little doll, and everyone has spent your whole life teaching you that this means you can get away with anything. You’ve never had to develop any character, never had to make an effort on your own behalf. Never had to treat others with the merest hint of compassion or respect. Really, being so pretty is the source of all your problems.”
 

 
  She lifted Teal’s other arm, the limb bulging, twisting, bending in places it wasn’t supposed to. Her fingers stiffened like a bird’s talons, not growing as long as those on the other hand, but sprouting black claws from the tips. Vadrieny gently traced those wicked claws down Massi’s cheek.
 

 
  “Pretty,” she cooed, “is
  
   fixable.”
  
 

 
  Massi emitted a shrill noise like steam escaping a teapot. It was more than Teal could bear.
 

 
  She lashed out with all her will, slamming the sheer force of her personality against Vadrieny. Their shared body twitched and heaved with the struggle; Teal managed to seize enough control to loosen her fingers.
 

 
  Massi wasn’t so much dropped as thrown, but at least she was away. She struck the ground hard and rolled.
 

 
  “Run,” Teal rasped, forcing her voice out in the process of writhing physically with inner conflict. Vadrieny, her cruel suggestions of a moment ago already forgotten, was flailing against her in the throes of a berserker fit. “Run. RUN!
  
   GO!”
  
 

 
  Mercifully, they did. She actually took two involuntary steps after them, and didn’t manage to stop her legs from moving. They buckled, however, the right leg suddenly longer and ending in malformed talons that had shredded her shoe, the left twisting so that its knee didn’t work quite right. For once, Teal felt pure gratitude for the chaotic effect Vadrieny had on her body.
 

 
  
   Why did you do that?!
  
 

 
  
   You
  
  know
  
   why! Why do you allow them to treat you that way?!
  
 

 
  
   It’s better than the alternative!
  
 

 
  
   Better? BETTER?!
  
  An inhuman screech tore itself from her throat, Vadrieny’s expression of pure frustration.
  
   I can
  
  see
  
   your memories! They abused you for
  
  years,
  
   and you could have stopped it at any time! Destroyed them, driven their whole families out of the province! How can you tolerate that? How can you be so weak?
  
 

 
  
   “WEAK?”
  
  Teal roared, vocally as well as in her head. Her jaws gnashed, not fully under her control; murderous fangs ground into her tongue, and the pain was sharp, but no real damage was done. Her body, deformed and tortured as the demon made it, was also all but invulnerable, even to itself.
 

 
  
   You
  
  dare
  
   call me weak?
  
  she raged on inwardly.
  
   Of course I could have made them stop! I didn’t, because I have
  
  principles!
  
   I don’t
  
  make
  
   people do things, that is not who I am. Do you know what that’s like? Can you even
  
  fathom
  
   it? Day after day of this, refusing to bend or compromise what matters to me no matter what they poured on? Could
  
  you
  
   have done it? You don’t know what strength IS!
  
 

 
  There was a moment of silence. Not a bird or insect made a sound in the nearby woods. Vadrieny had that effect on wildlife.
 

 
  Then, silently, the demon sent her a rush of affection. It was uncertain, hesitant, stuttering… She had difficulty with simple love, almost as if she feared it, but she was getting better about that, and the emotion was sincere. They didn’t have the capacity to hide feelings from each other.
 

 
  Teal panted heavily, grimacing with discomfort as her body began to un-twist, restoring itself to its proper form. Not all the way, though. Enough that she could walk, that her arms evened up, the lopsided warping of her spine and ribcage subsiding, allowing her to stand fully upright again.
 

 
  
   You
  
  are
  
   weak,
  
  Vadrieny said,
  
   but…also strong. You’re right, Teal, that took strength. But…you could have acted. You could have done
  
  something.
  
   You didn’t, because you were afraid.
  
 

 
  
   I was not—!
  
 

 
  
   You can lie to yourself; obviously you have been. You can’t lie to me. You were afraid.
  
 

 
  
  
  She closed her eyes, sinking slowly to her knees on the footbridge. Resting one hand against it, she felt fresh gouges in the wood, raked there by Vadrieny’s claws.
 

 
  
   I don’t know what else I could have done.
  
 

 
  The demon sent another rush of love, a mental embrace, more confidently this time.
  
   I don’t either.
  
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Teal whispered aloud. “Oh, gods, we are in
  
   so
  
  much trouble.”
 

 
  
   Oh…yeah. The Church sort of warned us not to do things like that, didn’t they?
  
 

 
  
  
  “Sort of,” she mumbled. “…what are we going to do?”
 

 
  Silence.
 

 
  “We’re not going to fight off the Church,” Teal said firmly.
 

 
  
   I wasn’t going to suggest that!
  
 

 
  “You were thinking it.”
 

 
  
   I can’t help thinking it. We have the strength.
  
 

 
  “Not to take on the Universal Church
  
   and
  
  the Empire, and even if we could, that would be it for any chance of having a normal life.” She slumped lower. “Not that I did anyway…”
 

 
  
   I’m… I’m sorry, Teal.
  
 

 
  “No,” she said firmly, wrapping her arms around herself and responding to Vadrieny with a wave of pure affection. “No,
  
   I’m
  
  sorry. This situation isn’t your fault. I didn’t want to make you feel unwanted.”
 

 
  A tentative mental hug in reply.
 

 
  “Us being bonded, I meant. That’s not your fault,” Teal said after a moment, the ghost of a smile creeping onto her face. “This situation, revealing yourself and assaulting a noblewoman, that’s all on you.”
 

 
  
   I am
  
  not
  
   going to sit quietly while you let yourself be savagely abused! Get used to the idea.
  
 

 
  Teal sighed heavily. “…I guess we’d better go home and deal with this.”
 

 
  
   I guess so…
  
 

 
  
  
  They sat there in silence.
 

 
  
   …yeah, me either.
  
 

 
  Teal nodded.
 

 
  
   Are we being cowardly?
  
 

 
  “No.” Teal shook her head. “No, we’re going back. Just…” She swallowed. “Gods. Just not yet. I need some…I need to…”
 

 
  
   Me too.
  
 

 
  She stood abruptly and bolted into the woods, in the opposite direction from home. Vadrieny gave her no argument.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  They’d been walking for nearly an hour, pushing through underbrush and around trees, before Teal asked.
 

 
  “Why…why do you think it’s so messed up and twisted, when you come out?”
 

 
  It took Vadrieny a little while to answer; Teal could feel her mulling silently, comparing dimly-perceived sensations.
 

 
  
   It’s…wrong. It doesn’t feel right. Being in your body that way.
  
 

 
  “Like…you’re not supposed to have a body?”
 

 
  
   No, not that… I think I
  
  am
  
   supposed to have one. Something about the
  
  way
  
   I’m in yours. It…doesn’t fit right.
  
 

 
  
  
  She nodded thoughtfully, momentarily distracted by extricating herself from a blackberry bramble. Her dress was well and truly ruined… Ah, well, that was the least of her problems today.
 

 
  “None of the priests or wizards ever asked about this. I don’t think they cared much about the
  
   why.”
  
 

 
  
   I think it was more that it seemed appropriate to them. Me being a twisted thing. It suits their image of demons.
  
 

 
  “Is that image…right?”
 

 
  
   Talking about demons is like talking about animals. That’s not just one type of thing. A dog would feel wrong if you put it in a fish’s body.
  
 

 
  Teal stopped suddenly in the middle of a stream.
 

 
  “What if…what if it felt right?”
 

 
  
   I don’t think I understand.
  
 

 
  A prickle of excitement was growing in her; she wasn’t sure if it was hers or Vadrieny’s. Maybe both. An idea was slowly taking shape in her mind, and it enthused her even as it formed.
 

 
  “You’re always fighting it. We’re always fighting it. I can
  
   feel
  
  it in both of us… Trying to repress it.”
 

 
  
   Shouldn’t we? I don’t belong…
  
 

 
  “Don’t say that,” Teal said fiercely. “There are no priests here. You’re a person, you matter, you have the
  
   right
  
  to exist, and I love you! Damn it, Vadrieny,
  
   be!”
  
 

 
  The excitement was rising, the demon’s mirroring her own.
 

 
  
   How?
  
 

 
  Teal stretched her arms to both sides, as if to embrace the forest around them. “Forget keeping quiet or fighting yourself back. What does it feel like to be
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  
   You know I can’t remember!
  
 

 
  “Don’t remember, then. Don’t think it, feel it. If you can feel wrong about the way you come out, that means something in you remembers the right way.”
 

 
  
   But…it’s your body.
  
 

 
  “It’s
  
   ours.”
  
 

 
  
   Teal…
  
 

 
  “We’re both here. We have to share this life. There is
  
   room
  
  for you.
  
   Feel
  
  yourself!”
 

 
  Vadrieny didn’t reply, but Teal could feel her pondering. She spun in an exuberant circle, silently willing her invisible partner to share the sheer experience of being, of physically existing in a body. Then, tentatively, the sensations rose, the now-familiar presence of another intelligence moving her limbs. It was much more hesitant this time, though. Usually it was anger or protectiveness that caused Vadrieny to show herself; this slower, thoughtful approach was new.
 

 
  Teal had lowered her arms; her right one lifted itself again, and she watched it with interest, waiting for the shift. It never came out quite the same way, but the end result always reminded her of a gorilla’s arm crossed with a tree root: powerful, twisted, irregular and too long for her frame. Nothing like that happened, though. She felt Vadrieny’s consciousness slowly explore
  
   down
  
  her arm, not changing anything… And then her fingers shifted.
 

 
  Only the fingers. Where before the black claws were stubby things that burst through the skin at her fingertips, this time the fingers themselves elongated, shifting. Then, she raised her left arm and watched as it followed suit. Teal, feeling some control return to her, flexed her hand experimentally, studying them. The claws were huge, black, and bladed, more like sickles than any weapon an animal had. Yet, they were graceful. Elegant, even. And they were the merest touch, an addendum to an arm that was still recognizably
  
   hers.
  
 

 
  
   It’s ironic.
  
 

 
  
  
  “Hm?”
 

 
  
   It’s a much smaller change, isn’t it? When I’m not trying to stop it from changing.
  
 

 
  Teal laughed, swinging her arms. She sidestepped to a rock outcropping and slashed her left hand at it; the boulder crumbled under the blow, gravel spraying from beneath her claws. Dancing back the other way, she planted her right palm against a tree and shoved. The crash it made as it toppled was astoundingly satisfying.
 

 
  “More!” she ordered.
 

 
  
   Hmm… Move your legs.
  
 

 
  Teal danced lightly from side to side.
 

 
  
   Not like that, you loon,
  
  Vadrieny chided in amusement.
  
   Just walk! Like you normally would.
  
 

 
  Teal set off through the trees again at a brisk pace, all but bouncing. The exuberance she had begun to feel was growing, resonating with Vadrieny as if they amplified each other. She could feel the demon silently, carefully exploring her body, running her consciousness through her limbs, gently testing how everything
  
   felt.
  
  It was like being caressed, all over, from the inside. It was weird and wild and oddly sweet.
 

 
  She almost didn’t notice, so smooth was the transition. From one step to the next she rose slightly off the ground, her feet reshaping themselves according to the demon’s half-understood self-image. The partially destroyed shoe was the first to go, followed immediately by the other, ripped apart by enormous talons. Teal didn’t slow, but studied them as she walked (narrowly avoiding running into a tree). They looked much like birds’ feet, though more muscular, the three splayed toes tipped in thick, wickedly hooked claws. And…they were symmetrical. Frightening, menacing, but in comparison to the previous mutilation that had accompanied Vadrieny’s appearances, not monstrous.
 

 
  A laugh bubbled up in her, and she increased her pace to a run. The talons impeded her not at all; she balanced on them as naturally as if she’d been doing so her whole life. Then, emerging from the trees into more open space, she burst into a series of jubilant bounds. Her legs were like pistons; she could leap for yards, hopping nimbly over the tumbled boulders that marked this edge of the forest. Vadrieny’s own exultant laughter echoed in her mind.
 

 
  Then, suddenly, she skidded to a stop, pinwheeling her arms, just a few feet short of plummeting over a precipice.
 

 
  
   Wow. Where are we?
  
 

 
  “That’s…that must be the River Tira,” Teal said, craning her neck to peer down the canyon at the water frothing below. It was a massive gorge, though not nearly so wide or deep as it would be miles to the south, where it terminated in towering falls to either side of the island on which Tiraas was perched. “Wow. How long have we been walking?”
 

 
  Vadrieny didn’t respond in words, but with a gleeful, silent urging. Teal found herself sorely tempted to follow the impulse, but argued nonetheless.
 

 
  “That has to be two hundred feet down!”
 

 
  
   We could fall from the very roof of the sky, and only the ground would suffer!
  
 

 
  Bravado it was, but she knew it was also truth. A wild grin stretched over Teal’s features. It was crazy… But in the opposite direction from that plunge down to rushing water and jagged rocks was her own life, what was left of it. The Church was probably looking for her by now.
 

 
  She laughed aloud, not even truly deciding to do it. It was just, quite suddenly, being done, and with a powerful spring of her taloned feet, Teal was hurtling into empty space over the drop.
 

 
  Her stomach plummeted out from under her as she arced out and began to descend, screaming and laughing all at once. She had never in her life felt so alive, never imagined that she could. Inside her, Vadrieny whooped and gloried in the fall. Wind rushed past, buffeting them, and the distant bottom rose furiously to meet them.
 

 
  Then something exploded from Teal’s back.
 

 
  Her dress was savagely ripped; sprays of blood were hurled into the air from between her shoulder blades. In and around her own pained shock she felt Vadrieny’s incongruous sense of
  
   rightness.
  
  It was like the sensation of a scab being torn off, magnified by a thousand. It was agony. It was
  
   wonderful.
  
 

 
  And until her wings began to beat, she didn’t truly understand what had happened.
 

 
  Then she was screaming, laughing and crowing in delight all at once. Her descent evened out, becoming entirely horizontal just before she would have reached the bottom; Teal extended a hand, dragging her claws through the river, before beginning actually to rise again.
 

 
  The wings continued to form even as they worked, spindly and ragged feathers filling in and multiplying; pinions no more substantial than cobwebs fleshed themselves out until she possessed a full spread of gleaming white eagle wings. Even at their final, massive spread, they wouldn’t have been enough to support her weight in the air; birds flew in part because of their hollow bones and other adaptations. Anyhow, she had begun to ascend before the wings were substantial enough to support even themselves. Clearly, their flight owed more to more magic than physics.
 

 
  It didn’t matter. Teal’s newfound delight was echoed even more deeply by Vadrieny’s. They were
  
   right.
  
 

 
  They soared up over the rim of the canyon, then continued to angle upward, till they were rising nearly vertically. The wings carried on beating, but they were ascending at a rate well beyond anything for which wings could be credited. Teal realized she wasn’t controlling their flight, exactly… She could
  
   feel
  
  Vadrieny’s command over it, and felt she could influence that with a thought… It was surreal and confusing, even as it was gloriously liberating.
 

 
  
   How high can we go?
  
  The wind was rushing past her with such intensity she didn’t even try to speak.
 

 
  
   How high? We can go until “high” doesn’t mean anything anymore!
  
 

 
  
   Show me!
  
 

 
  Faster and faster, higher and higher, till the wind passing them burned with the intensity of their rush through it. Teal grinned into the thinning sky, knowing she should be suffering
  
   some
  
  ill effect from this, and feeling nothing of the kind. Vadrieny was feeling like
  
   herself,
  
  feeling truly free for the first time since they had been joined. It was a deeply satisfying thing to experience, enough to distract her from the gradual vanishing of the air itself.
 

 
  The sky darkened and brightened at once. Wispy atmosphere faded away behind her, and Teal gaped in awe at the stars. There was nothing to breathe up here, but she found she had no need to. The cold was so intense it burned; that didn’t bother her overmuch either. She’d had no idea there were so
  
   many
  
  stars, or that they had colors. It was as if the sky were a solid carpet of them. Gazing around at their sparkling glory, she had the sense that even in the black spaces between them lurked more stars, invisible only due to great distance.
 

 
  Almost lazily, Vadrieny pivoted. The world floated below them, an enormous plate of green, blue and brown, partly obscured by cloud banks that looked completely flat from up here, limned by a faint fuzz of atmosphere around the edges.
 

 
  If only there had been air, she would have laughed for sheer joy. They shared it between them, needing no words.
 

 
  Then, at a sudden, unspoken consensus, they dived back down.
 

 
  The planet had turned somewhat out from under them; Vadrieny brought them in at an angle, heading back in the general direction of their starting point. Well, at least they were aiming at the right continent; the finer details they could work out later.
 

 
  As they plunged back into the atmosphere, air began to actually burn against them with the speed of their passing. Soon, Teal could scarcely see through the haze of flames. She paid that little mind. Something about this was resonating within Vadrieny, and she lent the demon her mental support, emoting encouragement, acceptance. She sensed another transition in the offing, and sensed that it would be a final one. Vadrieny’s form far more closely matched the half-seen conception in her mind. There couldn’t be much more to change.
 

 
  Teal’s dress, though reduced to rags by one thing and another now, didn’t burn. Somehow it was protected by her presence. That was new; Vadrieny’s changing form clearly brought gifts aside from the physical.
 

 
  They descended in a column of flames. Almost as an afterthought, the demon shifted something in Teal’s eyes, enabling them to see through the fire. The flames rose up from within, matching those without and achieving equilibrium between them.
 

 
  That was it.
 

 
  As though sparked by the revelation, fire erupted from them, from hair and feathers, blazing from within their eyes.
 

 
  Teal couldn’t see her form, but she felt it intimately. She knew what she looked like. Herself, a young woman, but augmented with burning wings, with a mane of fire, with wicked talons and claws, a mouthful of even, glossy fangs, eyes that were like gateways into the inferno of her spirit.
 

 
  
   You’re
  
  beautiful!
  
  
 

 
  
  
  We
  
   are beautiful,
  
  Vadrieny corrected her.
 

 
  They pulled sharply out of their dive, plunging into a valley between mountain peaks and rising again. Teal peered about, trying to orient herself. She didn’t know the landmarks very well, but she guessed they were in the Stalrange, far to the east of her home in Tiraas. And likely somewhat north; this range extended all the way up to Puna Dara.
 

 
  There was air, now, though, and they had slowed and leveled enough that it wasn’t burning around them. She let out a whoop of sheer exultation, and then on impulse, turned it into a note.
 

 
  Vadrieny lent her voice, and without any planned melody in mind, she sang. They sang.
 

 
  Swooping in and around jagged peaks, diving through valleys, they sang for pure joy, for freedom, for power and victory, and finally being themselves. There was no tune, but there was harmony. It was all they needed.
 

 
  They banked, beat their wings to slow, then plummeted forward once more, executing a completely unnecessary midair somersault before slamming talons-first onto a mountain ledge hard enough to crack the stone. Grinning with mad delight, they drew in a deep breath of the sweet, icy mountain air, preparing to unleash the full force of Vadrieny’s voice in an expression of untouchable joy.
 

 
  “Stop!”
 

 
  They whirled, startled, as another figure careened out of the sky, skidding to an ungainly halt on the snow-dusted ledge. Even as she somewhat clumsily caught her balance, the woman was frantically waving her arms. “Stop! Don’t do it!”
 

 
  “Uh…what?” Vadrieny tilted her head.
 

 
  The new arrival was an elf in green woodfolk attire, and, unlike any elf Teal had ever seen, gold-rimmed spectacles. She irritably straightened her shirt, brushing snow from the sleeves as she landed, but didn’t seem bothered by the cold, which was intense. Elves, having relatively little muscle and almost no body fat, tended to avoid colder climates.
 

 
  “Does the word
  
   avalanche
  
  mean anything to you?” the elf demanded, glaring at them. “You’ve got possibly the most powerful set of pipes of anybody alive. For the love of Omnu,
  
   don’t
  
  unleash them! People
  
   live
  
  in this mountain range!”
 

 
  
  
  Teal froze, looking guiltily around at the snowy peaks.
 

 
  “Yeah, didn’t think of that, did you?” The elf planted her fists on her hips. “I think you’ve already caused me enough trouble for one day, thanks. Tracking a person-sized target moving at speeds like that is damn near impossible; luckily I’m me, and you two are making a rather cosmic spectacle of yourselves.”
 

 
  “Who, exactly,
  
   are
  
  you?” Vadrieny asked.
 

 
  “My name is Arachne Tellwyrn.” One corner of her mouth rose in grim amusement at their expression. “Ah, got your attention now, have I? Splendid. Well, Vadrieny, Miss Falconer, I hope you realize you’ve gone and scared the Church officials who are keeping tabs on you
  
   good
  
  and proper. There’ll be
  
   consequences
  
  for that.”
 

 
  “We… I didn’t
  
   hurt
  
  her, not really,” the demon said defensively.
 

 
  “Her?” Tellwyrn’s eyebrows rose. “…what did you do?”
 

 
  “You mean you’re not here about—”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  did you
  
   do!”
  
 

 
  “Just scared a smug bitch who was picking on Teal,” Vadrieny growled.
 

 
  “Oh.” Tellwyrn visibly relaxed. “Pfft, is that all you were worried about? Please, your handlers knew something like
  
   that
  
  was bound to happen when they let you off the leash. I’m sure it’s already being taken care of. No, I’m referring to you having reassembled your true form, Vadrieny. Impressive as this is, you need to think about how it looks. You’ve gone from a warped, erratic thing to…” She waved expressively at them. “This. A picture of demonic power and glory. This is
  
   not
  
  going to make anyone happy.”
 

 
  “Out of the frying pan, into the fire,” Teal said glumly. Somewhat to her surprise, Vadrieny spoke the words aloud, even using her precise inflection. This bond was eerie at times.
 

 
  “For starters,” said Tellwyrn, “I’m going to recommend that you keep quiet and keep inside as much as possible. No one is likely to forget you’re in there, but Teal is a
  
   lot
  
  less threatening, and appearances count for more than most people in power like to admit. Aside from that, however, I think it’s time you started considering your future.”
 

 
  “What future?”
 

 
  “To begin with, the hope that you can
  
   have
  
  one, which at this point is far from certain.” She folded her arms, studying them thoughtfully. “I’m sure you’ve heard that I run a school. You’ll be old enough in a few years; I’d like you to attend.”
 

 
  For a moment, demon and teenager were silent, studying the elf suspiciously while the wind howled around them. “What do
  
   you
  
  get out of that?” Vadrieny asked finally.
 

 
  “Ah,” Tellwyrn said in a satisfied tone, smiling, “good. Very good.
  
   That
  
  is a question you need to think about carefully, every time it crosses your mind—and begin training yourself to think about it even when the matter is not immediately before you. The fact is, you two represent a massive, living challenge to the plans of just about everyone who has any. Quite apart from the
  
   incomparable
  
  destructive potential you represent, you’re a walking—and now, flying—challenge to huge swaths of established theology. People are going to try to
  
   use
  
  you, because people just can’t leave well enough alone. Everyone has an agenda. Don’t forget that for a moment.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Vadrieny said, echoing Teal’s skepticism. “And what’s yours?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn tilted her head to one side, studying them thoughtfully. “I am one of the most powerful beings in the world, and I’ve been in it for three thousand years. If I had
  
   any
  
  intention of running anything, I would be doing so. The fact is, I’ve got exactly what I want: my University.
  
   Trust
  
  is something laboriously earned, but with regard to my intentions, you can be assured based on simple logic that I’m not out to use you in some scheme of my own.
 

 
  “I have a pet theory,” she continued. “Values vary by time and place; virtue is a matter of perspective; morality is almost entirely made up. Where people come to grief is when they don’t damn well
  
   think
  
  about the consequences of their actions. That is why I took up the mantle of educator: I look around at the world, and rather than any kind of evil, at the heart of every problem I can identify is some manner of stupidity. Someone, somewhere, has failed to think something through carefully and caused a ruckus.
  
   You
  
  two are a cataclysmic ruckus just waiting for an excuse. On the other hand… You have potential. Both of you. Learn to exercise some restraint and use those brains.”
 

 
  “Like…for example… Getting rid of bullies without disemboweling them?”
 

 
  “That’s an art unto itself, yes,” said Tellwyrn dryly, raising an eyebrow. “As is phrasing requests in a manner that doesn’t reveal too much about your intentions. We’ll work on that… Or can, anyway, if you choose.”
 

 
  “You have a whole school to teach that?” the demon asked incredulously. “What even
  
   is
  
  that? Wisdom? Restraint?”
 

 
  “Good qualities both,” Tellwyrn replied. “The University has a rigorous academic program in its own right, but yes, I would say our specific focus is on the fine art of not being a dumbass.” She smiled faintly. “And I invite students who most
  
   need
  
  to learn that art, both for their sakes and that of the world around them. There’s nobody else
  
   quite
  
  like you two, but you’re much less alone in the world than you may think. If nothing else, you’d be surrounded by people who have a lot in common with your perspective. That, alone, would do you a world of good.”
 

 
  She sighed, shaking her head. “Look, it’s quite early yet. This is a couple of years sooner than I usually approach prospective students—those I don’t just wait to come to me. But as much of a show as you were putting on just now… Well, it seemed like a good time. My point is, you needn’t make a decision right this moment. Right now, in fact,” she added, “I think it would be wise for you to head straight home. Your parents are worried nearly out of their minds.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned, strode to the edge of the rock outcropping, then paused, looking over her shoulder at them. “Think it over. Carefully…but not for too long. The world waits for no one.”
 

 
  Then, with no flash or fanfare, she was simply gone.
 

 
  Teal and Vadrieny stood there in silence for long minutes, staring at the spot where she had been, contemplating together and burning against the cold.
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  “It feels weird… I mean, it’s the
  
   least
  
  of what feels weird, but being at school would be something familiar, at least. The term’s starting and I’m not there. It’s like being adrift. A little something else about my life that’s different.”
 

 
  “Man, you overthink
  
   everything,”
  
  Gabriel said, grinning and kicking an errant pebble out of the path. “My dad pulled
  
   me
  
  out of school and I am as happy as a shroomhead.”
 

 
  Toby looked at him in surprise. “You? Why? Gabe, tell me you didn’t flunk out. Your grades—”
 

 
  “Excuse you, I am an extremely mostly acceptable student,” Gabe said haughtily. “Nah, it’s just… Well, it’s not exactly a secret we’re friends, y’know? People would be after me to tell them all the juicy secrets about
  
   you,
  
  and Dad figured me being the center of attention was a bad idea for several reasons.”
 

 
  “I suppose that’s logical.” Toby frowned. “I don’t like being the cause of upending your life.”
 

 
  “Toby, seriously, you are the glummest human being alive. I am
  
   not in school!”
  
  Gabriel grinned hugely. “When Dad first said ‘tutor’ I was having visions of some hot blonde number in a tight little bodice like Mrs. Tanner used to wear—”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  it with you and blondes?”
 

 
  “—and instead I got this beak-nosed old guy who smells like dust, I kid you not. I didn’t realize dust
  
   had
  
  a smell till I met this man. And even so, I can’t say I was disappointed, because hello,
  
   not in school!”
  
 

 
  Toby kept his eyes on the sidewalk ahead of them as they approached the Omnist complex. He had resisted, thus far, efforts to have him moved into the main Temple of Omnu on Imperial Square, but felt it was coming whether he liked it or not. “So, uh, how is… I mean, your dad, how’s…”
 

 
  “How’s he affording a tutor?” Gabriel’s smile rapidly diminished. “He just tells me not to worry about it.”
 

 
  “And you left it at that?”
 

 
  “Of course not. I kept asking until the answer turned into ‘don’t worry about it’ in his ‘boy I am not damn well kidding’ voice.
  
   That’s
  
  where I left it.”
 

 
  Toby chuckled ruefully. “Even I wouldn’t challenge that voice.”
 

 
  “What, you, the great and mighty paladin?”
 

 
  “Gabriel, I’ve met Omnu, and I’ve met your dad. In my official opinion as his Hand, I can honestly say that Omnu is a safer person to have mad at you.”
 

 
  The last vestige of Gabriel’s smile faded. “For you, I guess.”
 

 
  Toby winced. “I didn’t mean—”
 

 
  “It’s okay.” Gabe gave him a quick little smile. Then they had reached the gates of the monastery, where a small knot of monks in traditional brown homespun were trying not to look like they were waiting.
 

 
  “Tobias,” said the man in the forefront, a middle-aged, hawk-nosed man whose black hair was no longer retreating and had been thoroughly routed. “Did you have a pleasant walk?”
 

 
  “Yes, Brother Cavin,” Toby said dutifully.
 

 
  “Very good,” the man said with a sharp nod. “Come, it is nearing time for evening prayers. Say good-bye to your friend.”
 

 
  Toby gave him a polite smile, turning to Gabriel. “Well, guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Cavin said firmly, “you had better make it
  
   good-bye.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Toby stiffened, slowly turning back toward him. “I don’t think I take your meaning, Brother.”
 

 
  “This…acquaintance…has been good enough, I suppose, for a child. Indeed, it seems you have done your part to keep him out of trouble.
  
   Some
  
  trouble, from what we hear. But a time comes to put away childish things. It comes for all, but you in particular have your role in Omnu’s plans to consider.”
 

 
  “You can’t be serious,” Toby said incredulously.
 

 
  Cavin continued addressing him directly, not acknowledging Gabriel with so much as a look. “Tobias, we have made our views on this clear from the beginning. You must accept the reality of your changing situation, and your responsibilities. What you do and with
  
   whom
  
  you do it will reflect on all of Omnu’s people from now on. Now… Say good-bye to your acquaintance.”
 

 
  Toby looked at Gabriel, who looked thunderstruck, then back at the implacable Brother Cavin. Then, slowly, his own shocked expression resettled itself into firm lines.
 

 
  “Brother Cavin,” he said softly, “of what crime, precisely, are you accusing Gabriel?”
 

 
  Cavin frowned. “It is not a question of what he has
  
   done,
  
  but what he
  
   is.
  
  The demonblooded—”
 

 
  “That’s not the question I asked you,” Toby went on, his voice firming.
 

 
  “Toby,” Gabriel warned, but Toby held up a hand to silence him.
 

 
  “I am asking you, Brother Cavin, what grounds you have to stand in front of Gabriel Arquin and declare, to his face, that he is unsuitable company for a member of our faith.”
 

 
  Cavin was starting to actually look unsettled. “It—Tobias, you are not
  
   just
  
  a member of the faith.”
 

 
  “Am I not? Should I lord over the faithful like a Vernisite trade priest? Gabriel has been my best friend for years. He is one of the best people I know. If you are going to condemn him for an accident of blood, you’re on
  
   very
  
  dangerous ground.”
 

 
  Cavin’s mouth hung open now. In the entire seventeen years of his acquaintance with Tobias Caine, the boy had never once talked back to him.
 

 
  “The people of Omnu, above all else, are to show
  
   compassion,”
  
  Toby said, his voice pitched loud enough to resonate both on the street and into the courtyard of the monastery. “Care between living things is the stuff of which life is made. You taught me that; I am disappointed to see you’ve forgotten. I think you should go back inside and ponder it.”
 

 
  Brother Cavin stammered in shock. “I—Toby, that—”
 

 
  
   “Go!”
  
  Toby snapped, pointing past him at the monastery.
 

 
  The monk gaped at him in silence for a long moment, before jerking in a half-hearted bow and backing away. He turned and strode off to the wooden doors of the monastery’s main building, pausing once on the threshold to glance back at Toby, then vanished within.
 

 
  The other monks slowly trickled after him, though several gave Toby encouraging grins. “Don’t be out too long, Toby,” an older woman said gently, then gave Gabriel a quick smile before following the rest of the group.
 

 
  Toby drew in a deep breath; it shuddered audibly on the way back out.
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  Gabriel said in awe. “That was…
  
   Damn.
  
  Are you sure… I mean, be
  
   careful,
  
  Toby. I don’t want you messing things up for yourself on my account.”
 

 
  “Gabe, I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but that was only slightly about you.” Toby managed a shaky smile. “It was slightly about
  
   me
  
  getting out from under Brother Cavin’s shadow before he makes himself my personal agent or something, but
  
   mostly
  
  it was exactly what I said. Omnists are to be compassionate. We don’t make as much a thing of justice as the Avenists, but you can’t be kind without some basic grasp of
  
   fairness.”
  
  He paused, then reached out to squeeze Gabriel’s shoulder. “I’ve been your friend long enough to see the way society treats half-demons is messed up. And I can’t very well be the Hand of Omnu if I see something like that without trying to do something about it.”
 

 
  Gabe squeezed his lips together, trying to fight back a grin and ultimately failing. “So… Do you actually have the authority to give them orders?”
 

 
  “Eh,” Toby hedged, wincing slightly. “It’s not a
  
   doctrinal
  
  prerogative, but… Hey, if the Hand of Omnu gave
  
   you
  
  a direct order, would you say ‘no?’”
 

 
  “Heh, is that a hypothetical question or am I gonna have to find out?”
 

 
  “Well, if we’re talking hypotheticals… I’m not
  
   saying
  
  I can be bribed with pastry…”
 

 
  Gabriel laughed aloud, a sound that was more relief than amusement. “See you tomorrow, then?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Toby said firmly. “You
  
   will.”
  
 

 
  He stayed to watch the Hand of Omnu re-enter his monastery before turning and heading back toward his own apartment, whistling softly. Not even the furtive watchers in the street spoiled his good mood. Ever since Toby had been called by his god, the both of them had drawn more attention and curiosity than either liked, and the countermeasures against it weren’t much better. People had quickly figured out to leave them both alone, due to a combination of the monks’ influence, Gabriel’s father’s firm hand in the community, and worst of all, a heavily increased Imperial presence.
 

 
  Even now, he could see more soldiers patrolling the Wide Spot than it reasonably warranted, and even a woman in the ankle-length navy blue coat of Imperial Intelligence. Aside from its long cut, that coat was identical in style to those worn by the Army, but it meant so much more. Intelligence operatives didn’t gad about in uniform due to the nature of their work; the presence of an agent in formal attire as a message that whatever was happening was Imperial business and all those present had better mind their own. The pestering had thus been much less than it otherwise might have, but Gabriel wasn’t about to argue with his father’s wisdom in pulling him out of school.
 

 
  On the other hand, he didn’t much care for being watched. It was a learned instinct.
 

 
  “Hey, pretty lady,” he said impishly to the woman in the Intelligence longcoat as he passed her spot on the street corner. “Where do I get a coat like that?”
 

 
  The look she gave him was a skillful blend of amusement and condescension.
  
   “You
  
  don’t.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s okay, it was just a pretext to break the ice anyhow,” he said, stopping. “What’s the matter? Never been flirted with before?”
 

 
  Her smile remained unchanged; he noted a little belatedly that it didn’t go anywhere near her eyes. She moved on hand slightly, drawing back the coat just enough to reveal the heavier-than-normal wand holstered at her belt. “Not twice.”
 

 
  Gabriel coughed awkwardly and resumed walking, a little quicker than before.
 

 
  Head down, he very nearly ran smack into the next woman he encountered, who was backing carefully into the sidewalk from an antiques shop. Gabriel actually (to his mortification), let out a yelp of surprise, having to dance awkwardly into the street itself to avoid plowing into her.
 

 
  “Oh!” she exclaimed in startlement, whirling and dropping her shopping bags.
 

 
  “Gods, I’m sorry,” he blurted. “I wasn’t watch…I just…I…”
 

 
  At some point deep in the abyss of her blue eyes, he forgot what he’d been trying to say. They were exquisitely framed by dark lashes, set in a heart-shaped face that somehow combined adorably rounded cheeks with an almost elvishly pointed little chin. Her rosebud lips were strikingly deep pink against her pale skin; dark hair flowed around her visage like…like a… Gabriel found himself trying to concoct a poetic simile and shook his head as though to chase fog out of his eyes.
 

 
  “Uh, here, let me help you,” he said, bending to reach for one of the fallen bags. He slowed in the process, nearly forgetting what he was doing again as he noticed the rest of her. She had the kind of figure that could have been described as “thick” or “curvaceous,” depending on how she carried it… And she carried it very, very well indeed. The sleek, tailored blue dress she wore did a lot to heighten the effect. He had never imagined a bosom like that could
  
   exist…
  
 

 
  Well, that wasn’t true. He’d just never expected to see one in person. Not this close, at least.
 

 
  “That’s…all right?” she said somewhat archly as the silence stretched out. “I guess I can manage?”
 

 
  Gabriel flushed, realizing that he was half bent over, one hand outstretched toward her bags, face inappropriately close to her chest and unabashedly staring. Quickly he finished the motion, fumbling to snatch up the shopping bag and hand it to her.
 

 
  The amused, knowing expression on her face made his flush heat to the point he feared combustion. Even so, he couldn’t stop looking. Those eyes… Five minutes ago he couldn’t have conceived of a pair of eyes that could draw his gaze away from such a pair of…well.
 

 
  “Mm, well,” she said without reaching for the bag, perfect lips curling up in an impish smile, “if you’d like to make it up to me, you can help me carry those. My carriage is parked just around the corner.”
 

 
  “Oh! Uh, sure, that’s… I’d love to! I mean, least I can do, you know. Nearly hit you and all. I mean, not
  
   hit
  
  you, but almost…”
 

 
  “That’s settled, then,” she said brightly, stepping around next to him and tucking her hand into his free arm. He was instantly paralyzed; she had to tug gently to get him moving. “My name’s Madeleine.”
 

 
  “Madeleine,” he breathed. “That’s…wow, that’s
  
   gorgeous.”
  
 

 
  Her laughter was a delightful trill, like birdsong. “You’re too kind!”
 

 
  “I’m serious. It’s
  
   really
  
  pretty.”
 

 
  She smiled up at him through her lashes, an incredibly unfair maneuver. “And…
  
   You
  
  are…?”
 

 
  “Oh! Uh, I’m, uh…”
 

 
  “You’ve forgotten?” she inquired sweetly. “Take your time.”
 

 
  “Um, Gabe. Arkriel. I mean, Gabwin…” He closed his eyes, gritting his teeth in mortification. “Gabriel Arquin,” he managed finally.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure,
  
  now?” Madeleine asked, grinning openly. “You wouldn’t like to reconsider? I have time.”
 

 
  “Positive,” he mumbled, flushing to his collar and probably lower. “I’m just… Sorry. Not good at… I, uh, don’t know what to say.”
 

 
  “Try the truth?” she suggested.
 

 
  “The truth… The truth is stupid.”
 

 
  “Probably less so than you think. Try me.”
 

 
  “…and embarrassing.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   never
  
  judge you, Gabriel Arquin,” Madeleine promised, again doing that brutal through-the-lashes trick.
 

 
  “…you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life and I cannot think with the words making right now.”
 

 
  She laughed brightly. He could have listened to it forever.
 

 
  “You just may be the sweetest boy I’ve ever met,” she said, eyes twinkling up at him.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   quite
  
  serious,” he said, her encouragement doing wonders to repair his equilibrium. “I am
  
   extremely
  
  stupid right now and it’s all your fault. Well, mostly your fault. I was only slightly stupid before, I promise.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s good to know,” she murmured. “A lady likes to be reassured that she can render a gentleman…stupid.” She hugged his arm closer, quite coincidentally pressing his elbow into the plushness of her breast.
 

 
  Gabriel managed to freeze completely without losing his stride, nearly the entirety of his attention concentrated on that elbow. He felt like a hunter staring, frozen, at a grazing deer, afraid the slightest movement on his part would spook her into flight. He was young enough, yet, to think such a maneuver on her part could be accidental.
 

 
  “Perhaps
  
   I
  
  should make it up to
  
   you,
  
  then,” Madeleine suggested, coming to a stop and causing him to do the same. Belatedly, he realized they were standing next to a late-model Falconer roadster. This was the first time in his life he’d been this close to such an expensive carriage, and he had almost no attention to spare for it.
 

 
  “What’s that, then?” he asked dumbly.
 

 
  “Would you be a love and help me with these?” she asked sweetly. He found himself obediently lifting her bags into the carriage and settling them on the passenger’s seat. It was a tiny little thing, with hardly room for two.
 

 
  Madeleine climbed gracefully into the driver’s seat, producing the control rune from a pocket. “For being rendered stupid on my behalf. I feel I ought to give you a chance to show me how clever you can be. A gentleman deserves the opportunity to put on his best face in order to win a lady.”
 

 
  “W-win,” he stammered, gazing up at her.
 

 
  “Mm. How does tea sound?”
 

 
  “…tea? Sounds…good.”
 

 
  “Tomorrow?”
 

 
  “Um… Tea tomorrow? I guess…”
 

 
  “Splended,” she said, smiling mysteriously. “Four o’clock. Be here. Ta ta, Gabriel Arquin.”
 

 
  She wiggled her fingers flirtatiously at him, and then the carriage was smoothly accelerating away with a whisper-faint arcane hum.
 

 
  Gabriel stood on the corner, gazing after her. When he finally gathered himself enough to turn and head back home, he was whistling again, mostly as an exercise in self-control. What he
  
   wanted
  
  to do was sing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So what’s her name?”
 

 
  Gabriel choked on a mouthful of stew, which luckily provided him with a priceless few seconds of coughing in which to formulate a clever reply.
 

 
  He finally lifted his eyes to look at his father across the table. “…what?”
 

 
  Jonathan Arquin was smiling at him, an expression just short of smugness. “Y’know, son, as much as you enjoy getting in trouble, I’d think you’d have learned to lie better after seventeen years. Come on, now, is it that you think I’m an idiot, or that you think I sprang up fully-formed and was never a teenager? It’s been two weeks. You’re constantly running off to mysterious assignations which I
  
   know
  
  aren’t with Toby. And if they are, well, that raises some questions about the dopey grin you’re always wearing.”
 

 
  Gabriel dropped his eyes again at that, his expression sobering. His father didn’t know how on the nose that crack actually was. The reminder jarred him back to a semblance of control. “I don’t know if…if I’m ready to… Well. Introduce…um.” He trailed off. Well, a semblance was better than nothing.
 

 
  Jonathan leaned back in his chair, the mirth slipping away from his face. He pushed aside his stew bowl and folded his arms. “Gabriel, I think it’s time we had a talk.”
 

 
  “Oh, no. Oh
  
   no.”
  
  Gabe dramatically covered both his eyes with his palms. “Dad, I’m begging you,
  
   please.
  
  We have
  
   had
  
  the talk. It was every bit as hideously awkward as every joke about parenting in every story makes it sound. Let’s never, ever go there again.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   that
  
  talk,” Jonathan said wryly. “No, I think we covered all the salient points that time. There’s more to all this than just…mechanics.”
 

 
  “Dad, I swear by all the gods…”
 

 
  “Shut up and listen.” He didn’t raise his voice or put any heat into it, but Gabriel knew his father’s tone well enough to tell when the time for slippancy was over. He lowered his hands, leaning back in his own chair and giving his full attention. Not without a dramatic sigh, of course.
 

 
  Jonathan had paused, and was now gazing abstractly at the now-cold wood stove in the corner of their cramped little kitchen, gathering his thoughts. “Despite the best efforts of the Avenists,” he said finally, “women get put under a lot of pressure in our society. A lot of bullshit pressure, most of it. Wasn’t always this way. Your great-great grandfather was an actual, honest-to-gods adventurer, in a time when that meant something impressive. In the stories he used to tell, a good half the people in his field were women, and nobody dared show ’em a whit less respect than they asked for.” He shook his head. “You can pretty much tell things have changed. It’s like everyone turned a little bit Shaathist at some point without knowing how or why.”
 

 
  He turned back to stare intently at his son. “You’ve spent enough time around other teenage boys by this point to have heard a lot of horsewash starting with ‘women are all.’ How they talk too much, how they manipulate men to get what they want, how they never say what they really mean and don’t make sense most of the time. The truth is… Well, there’s a lot of truth in all that.”
 

 
  Gabriel cringed. “Ugh. Dad, every time I hear somebody say something like that I expect my old history teacher to pop up and smack ’em with a ruler.”
 

 
  “Julin Avelea, right?” Jonathan nodded, eyes glinting approvingly. “I
  
   liked
  
  that lady. It was almost a shame you outgrew the levels she taught in. No, women really do have a tendency to do stuff like that, and the thing
  
   you
  
  need to keep in your mind is
  
   why.
  
  Fact is, women are taught from the cradle to be
  
   nice.
  
  They’re expected to be friendly, to be non-confrontational, nurturing. A woman simply can’t afford to approach problems the way a man does in this society. Unless she’s wearing Silver Legion armor, the best she could hope for is not being taken seriously. In some places—hell, a lot of places, that kind of thing could put her in real danger.
 

 
  “In a way, you just might be better positioned to understand women than ninety percent of boys your age, Gabe.
  
   You’re
  
  under a lot of bullshit pressure, too. You know all about keeping quiet when it isn’t fair, when nobody else has to. Think about that when you react—no,
  
   before
  
  you react to anything a woman does. They’re nice because they
  
   have
  
  to be; they’re indirect because they can’t afford not to be. And it’s
  
   men
  
  who made up these rules. Far too many men see a girl’s smile and react like it means ‘take me, I’m yours.’ Most of the time, what it means is more ‘I’ve noticed that you exist, please don’t rape me.’ So yes, they play word games and mind games and whatnot, because what the hell else are they gonna do? Everyone has to live, and we don’t let women live fairly.
 

 
  “There are two critical, very easy mistakes a man’s likely to make. The first is assuming he’s been promised something, or is entitled to something, when he’s been shown just a little bit of encouragement.” Jonathan’s eyes bored into Gabriel’s, his expression flat. “The second is trusting too easily that a woman’s manipulations are just harmless female hijinks, when there may actually
  
   be
  
  something sinister going on.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “…sinister?”
 

 
  Jonathan drew in a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Gabe…you are who you are, and who you are is basically a good kid. But you’re also
  
   what
  
  you are, and… There are always going to be a lot of people looking to hurt you…and a good few people looking to take advantage of you.”
 

 
  Gabriel stiffened. “Madeleine is
  
   not—”
  
 

 
  “Easy, boy,” Jonathan said firmly. “I don’t know this lady of yours; I have no idea what she is or isn’t about. I want
  
   you
  
  to think about what you see and hear from her, understand? Getting to spend time around a girl intimately, especially for the first time… Well, if she’s anything like the girls I met at your age, you’re gonna find that huge swaths of what she says and does don’t make any damn kind of sense. That just means you’re thinkin’ about it from your perspective, not hers. Pay attention, try to understand where she’s coming from… And always think about what it
  
   means.
  
 

 
  “A man who takes advantage of a woman and demands more than she’s willing to offer is
  
   less
  
  than a man. I’ve made my share of mistakes, but I
  
   know
  
  I’ve raised you better than that. On the other hand… Don’t be in a hurry to offer trust where trust hasn’t been earned. And don’t mistake pretty eyes and a soft body for rightly earned trust. Understand?”
 

 
  Gabriel nodded, staring down at the table.
 

 
  “Gabriel.” Jonathan’s voice was gentle, but firm. “I need to know if you understand what I’ve told you.”
 

 
  Gabe lifted his gaze. “…yes, sir.”
 

 
  Jonathan sighed again, running a hand through his graying hair. “All right. I know damn well it’s a bunch of theory and it won’t start making sense until
  
   after
  
  you’ve make a whopping big mistake or three. Just try to think back on what I said at that point, eh?” He huffed the soft shadow of a chuckle. “Well…anyway. Want the rest of your stew?”
 

 
  Gabriel stared at his half-empty bowl. “I… No, thanks. I don’t think I’m very hungry.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I know I shouldn’t have told her off, but
  
   oh,
  
  she makes me mad! I mean, the catty little put-downs are one thing, but interfering with my dressmaker? There is a
  
   code.
  
  There are rules. For heaven’s sake, we are trying to have a
  
   society
  
  here!”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  Madeleine sighed prettily, cradling her teacup in front of her. “I know you must think me dreadfully shallow to care about these things, Gabriel dear, but… Such is the world I live in. If I don’t pay attention to it, it’ll eat me alive. Anyone’s world will do that, left unattended. You’re ever so tolerant to let me prattle on so about things that don’t concern you.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” he agreed.
 

 
  She studied his face thoughtfully for a moment. “Well. I’ve decided to paint my teeth green and grow a second head. That’ll show them.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” he said vaguely, gazing at a point over her left shoulder.
 

 
  Madeleine remained quiet, simply looking at him with that thoughtful expression. After a protracted moment, Gabriel slowly turned his gaze back to her eyes.
 

 
  “And…that last bit was a test to see if I was listening.”
 

 
  “Bravo!” Her eyes twinkled with amusement, in that distinctive way they did that always made his heart flutter. No one else had eyes like hers. Not even close. “You passed. Belatedly, but still! That makes you more sensitive than most men.”
 

 
  “Glad I have that going for me, then,” he said, trying at a light tone with only marginal success.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said gently, “you have very kindly indulged my chattering all afternoon. It was probably easier, with you clearly being in another world. Would you like to share what’s on your mind?”
 

 
  He dropped his gaze from hers, studying the tablecloth.
 

 
  “I have never judged you,” she said quietly, “and never shall.”
 

 
  He lifted his eyes again, meeting hers. There was nothing, for a brief eternity, except her blue gaze and the simple openness in it. The soft sounds of the upscale cafe around them seemed to fade into the distance. He had to forcibly jerk himself back to focus.
 

 
  “I… There are things you don’t know about me.”
 

 
  “We’ve known each other for…two weeks, yes?” She smiled lopsidedly, a mischievous expression he loved. “There are scads of things we both don’t know about each other. You can tell me anything you like, darling.”
 

 
  He glanced around. The cafe was too perfect for intimate assignations to have been anything but designed for it. Tables were separated by thick walls which served as planters for enormously healthy philodendrons, their leafy vines crawling over decorative lattices and frosted glass partitions. The table was approachable only from the front; he could barely hear any of their neighbors, and couldn’t see them at all. It was a lovers’ place, a place for secrets.
 

 
  Even so, he lowered his voice.
 

 
  “I’m a half-demon.”
 

 
  He had dreamed and feared saying the words for so long; now they hung in the air like a bad smell.
 

 
  Madeleine just looked at him in silence, her expression not changing a bit. Gabriel met her gaze, shifting nervously in his chair.
 

 
  Finally, when he was thinking seriously about getting up and fleeing, she spoke.
 

 
  “What kind?”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked at her. “Um… What?”
 

 
  “I mean, what kind of demon,” she clarified. “There are several that are known to interbreed with humans.”
 

 
  “You’re not… Surprised?”
 

 
  “Oh, Gabriel.” Smiling fondly, she shook her head. “You mustn’t think I’ve been spying on you, but… Well, a lady gets curious about the gentleman with whom she keeps company. I
  
   have
  
  asked around a little bit, and people in your neighborhood are only too eager to talk about the resident demonblood.”
 

 
  He stared at her. “You…you never mentioned…”
 

 
  “Is there a reason it should bother me?” Her smile was vaguely feline. “I assumed you would tell me when you felt comfortable doing so. I’m very glad that day has come; I’m honored you would trust me. I
  
   am
  
  curious, though. What kind? It does make a difference, if I’m to know what to expect.”
 

 
  He leaned back slowly in his chair, still staring at her eyes. “Hethelax.”
 

 
  “Hmm…” Madeleine nodded slowly. “That’s good.”
 

 
  
   “Good?!”
  
 

 
  “Hethelaxi aren’t spellcasters,” she said, as calmly as she had discussed dresses and the tea, and more calmly than she’d related the would-be theft of her seamstress by another well-heeled young lady. “If you’d had sshitherossz blood, for example… That could be problematic. Young demonbloods who accidentally develop magical skills… Well, that
  
   kind
  
  of magic tends to land one in trouble, no? Hethelaxi, though, that blood won’t give you anything too troublesome. A bit of a temper, maybe, which I know by now you haven’t got. So… All you’ll have inherited is an allergy to divine magic, and a complete imperviousness to…well, everything else!” She smiled broadly. “A very fair trade-off, don’t you think? After all, what use it the holy light to someone who can’t be hurt?”
 

 
  “You know your demonology,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “I read.” Her voice had a faint edge to it now. “Demons, as I’m
  
   sure
  
  you’re aware, are quite dangerous. It seems only foolish not to know the basics.”
 

 
  “You’re just so… So gorgeous,” he murmured.
 

 
  “Well, it’s an abrupt change of subject,” Madeleine purred, “but I can’t find it in me to complain. Do go on.”
 

 
  “So, just, perfect. Beautiful and poised and sexy and
  
   fun.”
  
 

 
  “Excellent, just excellent. Continue, please.”
 

 
  “And in addition to all of that, you’re…” He waved a hand, indicating the demurely tasteful cafe, the lace-trimmed napkins, silken tablecloth and fine china. “Riding around in that fabulous carriage of yours, eating in places I could never dream of affording… It’s been like a dream.”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   quite
  
  as complimentary,” she said dryly, “but I suppose it would be churlish to refuse even distant praise.”
 

 
  “And with all of this,” he said, “it just hasn’t occurred to me to wonder what a woman like you would want with someone like me.”
 

 
  “A woman. Like. Me.” Madeleine set down her teacup, interlaced her fingers and propped her chin in them, gazing at him. “If I did not know you were such a sweetheart, Gabriel, I might have to
  
   strain
  
  to think of a context in which
  
   that
  
  was a compliment.”
 

 
  “You could have pretty much any man in the capital begging at your feet. And here I am, a seventeen-year-old kid from a rough neighborhood. I really am an idiot for not…wondering.”
 

 
  “Oh, so now I’m too
  
   old
  
  for you?” She raised one sculpted eyebrow. “You’re backpedaling in very much the wrong direction, darling.”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  are deflecting,” he accused.
 

 
  Madeleine shrugged. “If you
  
   must
  
  pry, I am still
  
   well
  
  on the right side of thirty. Perhaps I seem distantly sophisticated and mature to you, Gabriel, but the gap between us isn’t as great as all that. It will grow less significant with each year that passes.”
 

 
  “Maybe I’m being unfair…”
 

 
  “That seems to be a man’s prerogative, in my experience.”
 

 
  “But,” he continued doggedly, “now that the subject is raised, I just can’t stop wondering
  
   what
  
  it is you might want with a demonblood.”
 

 
  Madeleine unlaced her hands and reached across the table, wrapping her dainty fingers around his wrist. Her skin was silky, soft and cool. “A demonblood in general? I can’t imagine. But
  
   one
  
  demonblood in particular? Gabriel.” Her tone was soft, firm, coaxing. “I know it hasn’t been long. I know there’s so much for both of us yet to reveal. But please don’t think I don’t see you for who you are. There is
  
   so
  
  much to you. Such…
  
   potential.”
  
  She all but breathed the last word, gazing limpidly at him.
 

 
  Slowly, very slowly, he pulled back, withdrawing his hand. “I…” Gabriel finally broke his gaze from hers. His movements suddenly awkward, he rose from the table. “I, um. Thank you for the tea, Madeleine. And the company. I’m… I’m gonna walk home. I need to think.”
 

 
  “Of course, love,” she said sadly. Gabriel swallowed heavily, turned and shuffled off, shoulders hunched and hands stuck in his pockets.
 

 
  Madeleine watched him go, waited until he was out the doors of the cafe and beyond sight of its plate glass windows before moving again. She delicately picked up a fork and speared a bite of frosted sponge cake.
 

 
  “You think, my dear,” she murmured to herself. “So will I.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Enjoying
  
   The Gods are Bastards
  
  ?  Please support it by
  
   voting!
  
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #9: On Being a Man, Part 2 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  A week was basically an eternity. Gabriel managed to go that long without having a complete breakdown, which maybe wasn’t so terribly impressive as he only really felt like doing that at about two in the morning when he was lying awake, staring at the ceiling. His father mostly let him be; Toby was clearly perplexed by his newly surly disposition, but after a gentle reminder that Gabe could talk to him about anything, didn’t push. Toby was always understanding that way. For once, Gabriel actually felt grateful that his entire social circle consisted of two people. While he occasionally missed the opportunities to eyeball the girls in his former class, it wasn’t as if his fellow students had ever gone out of their way to make him feel welcome, and right now he definitely didn’t want to deal with their crap.
 

 
  It was a week after he walked out of the cafe, leaving Madeleine behind, that he received a note from her, delivered to his home and distinctly smelling of her perfume. Jonathan handed it to him with a faint, knowing smile—not an amused or teasing smile, just knowing, which almost made it worse. It came right at the point where his resistance was weakest, and Gabriel couldn’t help wondering if she had timed it that way precisely…and if she had, where she’d learned to do such things.
 

 
  He had told Madeleine he needed to think, and he’d spent the week doing exactly that. He had nothing to show for it. Exactly what he felt toward her was impossible to sort out; one minute he thought he might be in love with her, another he felt certain he’d just been overwhelmed by a pretty face and an impressive bosom whose owner favored tight bodices. Not to mention the comforts of her lifestyle. He couldn’t make head or tail of her motivations, either. Did she truly just like him? Was she up to something? If so, what could it possibly be?
 

 
  He couldn’t think of anything anyone would want him for, diabolically speaking; it was the children of spellcasting demons who made prodigy warlocks. What use was there for a half-hethelax, who had no gifts but nigh-invulnerability and an urgent need not to lose his temper? The problem was that he didn’t know, and didn’t dare to research it. Even asking those questions would be enough to raise the kind of alarms that resulted in a visit from Imperial Intelligence. Could he be rendered down for reagents? Demons were, by nature, magically reactive… Horrifying as that idea was, Gabriel couldn’t envision Madeleine’s treatment of him leading in that direction, even at his most paranoid. Someone who wanted to cut him up would just have snatched him off the street; as much as he roamed around the Wide Spot, these days often alone, it wouldn’t have been hard.
 

 
  Hours of pacing the alleys and his room, going round and round this way, led him nowhere, until he finally decided he had no choice but to bite the belt and reach out.
 

 
  “And that’s pretty much where I am,” he said, the day after receiving Madeleine’s letter. He’d been pacing back and forth as he recounted the last part of his story, and now came to a stop, shrugging helplessly.
 

 
  Toby nodded slowly, looking earnestly up at him from his seat on one of the stone benches. Technically they were trespassing, but the owner of this building was out of the city at present, and had never been particularly uptight about the two boys sitting in his rooftop garden before; they’d always been careful not to make a mess or disturb anything. It was quiet and out of the way, and more to the point, one of the few places now where Toby could be free from both the monks of his order and journalists or other curiosity-seekers.
 

 
  “Sounds…confusing,” he said.
 

 
  Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’d say that about bloody sums it up.”
 

 
  “Well…how do you feel?”
 

 
  “Um…confused? Weren’t you listening?”
 

 
  “I was.” Toby shook his head. “It sounds to me like you’ve been trying to
  
   think
  
  this thing through. Which, yes, is a good idea, especially given the risks. But on the other hand… Has this Madeleine ever given you a
  
   reason
  
  to think she’s up to no good? Or is that just a fear? That makes all the difference, Gabe. If you’ve seen a real warning sign, that’s cause to stay away from her, I think. But if you’re just being afraid, then you may be blowing something possibly very good for no real reason. What you
  
   feel
  
  is pretty central, then.”
 

 
  “How I
  
   feel?”
  
  Groaning, Gabriel sank back down on the bench opposite him. “I
  
   feel
  
  like I’m self-aware enough to know I’m an idiot about girls. I don’t think I can trust my
  
   feelings.
  
  All they tell me is ‘smell pretty, look pretty, cuddly soft and wow those boobs.’ None of that is particularly helpful, y’know?”
 

 
  Toby laughed. “Fair enough. Yeah, I know the feeling… Sometimes you just have to make the mistake.”
 

 
  Gabe sighed. “I don’t…know if the risk is worth it, though.”
 

 
  “Well, what
  
   is
  
  the risk? What do you think she’s going to do to you?”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   know!
  
  But just because I don’t
  
   know
  
  what she might do doesn’t mean there’s nothing!” He sprang to his feet and resumed pacing. “Toby, it’d be one thing if she wasn’t bothered by me being a half-demon. That would be
  
   awesome.
  
  But she was…she was
  
   interested.
  
  And she knew what hethelaxi are. Do you see why that might concern me?”
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said, not trying very hard to repress a grin, “don’t rule out that she just has a very interesting fetish.”
 

 
  Gabe stopped his pacing and glared down at him. “That’s cute. Real classy, man.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Toby said, openly laughing now, but holding up his hands in surrender. “It’s just… In seriousness, that’s not unlikely. Never underestimate the appeal of a bad boy.”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  a bad boy?” Gabriel snorted.
 

 
  “For someone who hasn’t grown up with you? You’re a demonblood from a poor neighborhood. That might be plenty bad enough for a sheltered rich girl, which is how she sounds to me. Gabe, I’ve actually done some reading about hethelaxi since Omnu called me. The Church has given me access to
  
   lots
  
  of material, and I thought… Well, I thought maybe I could stumble across something helpful.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Gabriel folded his arms, trying not to look interested. “Did you?”
 

 
  “In this case? Maybe…” Toby shrugged. “You could say it’s good news. A hethelax isn’t a spellcasting demon, as—yes, I’m aware you know that, stop making faces at me. Warlocks who summon a hethelax are usually looking for muscle—that’s actually pretty common. Half-bloods sometimes end up doing that kind of work if they can get it. The Thieves’ Guild and the Army don’t want half-demons as a rule, but there are nobles and others who have money and no scruples. Half-hethelaxi are very useful brawn.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   real
  
  fuckin’ cheerful,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “My point is, Gabe, that’s
  
   it,”
  
  Toby said, staring intently up at him. “Just like any other half-demon, they tend to get targeted by sshitherosz to become warlocks, but just because they’re outcast and emotionally vulnerable, not because they have more magical potential. You’re in no danger of
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, I like to think I’m not
  
   quite
  
  that stupid.”
 

 
  “So, no, I really don’t think Madeleine is likely to be…y’know,
  
   up
  
  to something. If anything, the fact that she knows a bit about demons is a
  
   good
  
  sign. A novice warlock might think you’d be useful to them for power; somebody who’s read up on hethelaxi would know better. It sounds like she really does just like you.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed heavily, dragging a hand through his hair. “Man… I just wish I could be
  
   sure.”
  
 

 
  Toby nodded slowly, frowning. “Well… Hm. In the letter, what does she say she wants?”
 

 
  “To talk to me,” he said, shrugging. “She wants me to meet her tomorrow. At the Falour Street market. Someplace nice and public, as she points out.”
 

 
  “Okay.” Toby straightened up on the bench. “Then I think you should meet her.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “Just like that?”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   just
  
  like that. Like I said, I don’t think there’s probably any danger. But just in case…” He grinned. “It’s not like you have no way to protect yourself.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  He would have recognized her in the crowd even had he not been looking for her specifically. She was just… Madeleine. Her dress was royal blue—she favored blue—and her hair, that rich chocolatey shade just shy of black, tumbled down her back in curling waves. She wasn’t overly tall, and some might have thought her a bit on the plump side; the Avenic ideal favored a wide bust and hips, it was true, but it preferred them on a long, lean, muscular frame. For Gabriel’s money, though, she was the most perfectly beautiful woman alive.
 

 
  That was why he was in such trouble.
 

 
  She turned as he was approaching through the crowd. The the way her whole face lit up at seeing him made his heart stutter.
 

 
  “You came,” she said quietly, reaching out to squeeze his arm when he got close enough.
 

 
  He had to pause and swallow painfully before he could answer. “I… Didn’t come alone. So…yeah.”
 

 
  Her expression fell slightly; the note of hurt in it made him want to kick himself right in the face for being such a heel, even as the paranoid little voice in the back of his mind wondered whether this wasn’t precisely the reaction she was trying to convey.
 

 
  “Well, my dear, it’s not as if there aren’t plenty of witnesses here anyway,” she said wryly.
 

 
  “Yes, that’s true,” he replied, unable to think of anything wittier. “It’s… I just… I’m really glad to see you.”
 

 
  Her eyes lit again, and he began to have the strong feeling he wasn’t going to win here.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said softly, “you haven’t told me more than bits and pieces about your life… Has it been terribly hard, having to hide? Are you constantly hounded by people trying to take advantage of you?”
 

 
  “I…wouldn’t say constantly,” he said nervously, glancing around at the crowded market street. “Or…ever, really. I do have to be discreet, you know, but I don’t think anyone’s ever tried to
  
   use
  
  me.” He stopped himself barely short of adding
  
   before.
  
 

 
  She gazed up at him, her expression serious and with that faintest tinge of reproach that made him feel like an utter ass. “Then… I’m wracking my brain trying to think what I’ve done to earn such suspicion, and… I confess I don’t understand.”
 

 
  “It’s not…that you’ve done anything,” he said awkwardly. “It’s more that… No one’s
  
   ever
  
  done anything. I’ve never had a reason to…to talk about… That is, what I mean is, you’re the first person who seemed to think of it as a
  
   good
  
  thing. The only people who think positively about…well, you know, are… Well, you know.”
 

 
  Madeleine raised one eyebrow, her perfect lips quirking in amusement. “Would you like to step indoors and talk? I know a charming little cafe not at all far from here.”
 

 
  “I think…” He glanced around again. “I think it’d be better to stay in public. For now.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” she said amiably, then raised her voice just a hair. “The thing about demonbloods—”
 

 
  “Hsst!” Gabriel quickly shushed her, looking surreptitiously about. At least half a dozen people had turned to stare at Madeleine’s comment. Grabbing her by the arm, he ushered her quickly through the crowd to an open alleyway. Stacks of pallets and empty wooden crates filled it beyond a few feet in, but there was a little nook left clear near the opening. She allowed herself to be pulled along without protest. “Fine, you win,” he growled, pushing her in ahead of himself and sticking his head out to peer around.
 

 
  “Gabriel, for heaven’s sake, stop looking
  
   shifty,”
  
  she said, amused. “That only draws more attention. We’re two attractive young people in a shadowed alcove; believe me, no one will question that, unless you act like you’re
  
   up
  
  to something.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily, gritting his teeth. For having done the pulling himself, he had the distinct feeling of having been maneuvered.
 

 
  “I understand your concerns,” she said more quietly. “Not having grown up with the pressures you have… Well, I can only imagine the things you have to worry about. But, Gabriel… It breaks my heart, seeing you so willing to give up on yourself.”
 

 
  “Me?” He stared at her. “I’m not giving up on anything.”
 

 
  “No? Yet after our conversation over tea, you seem to have decided I must be up to something insidious. Why?”
 

 
  “You were…” He looked away, finding himself unable to meet those big blue eyes. “Madeleine, it’s not normal for someone to be
  
   happy
  
  when they find out your mother was a demon.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   normal
  
  to be
  
   happy,”
  
  she said so fiercely that he turned back to stare down at her. She stepped in closer till their bodies were nearly touching, grasping him by both upper arms. “Everyone has the right to be happy! Even—no,
  
   especially
  
  you. After all you’ve been deprived of, don’t you
  
   deserve
  
  it?”
 

 
  “It’s not about what I deserve,” he said doggedly. “Demons are incredibly
  
   dangerous.
  
  People are right to be worried about me.”
 

 
  “Are
  
   you
  
  dangerous?”
 

 
  “I… I could be.”
 

 
  “Oh, Gabriel.” Her smile as achingly sad. “Your whole problem is that you couldn’t be if you had to. You’re the most harmless person I have ever met. The agonizing thing is how afraid you are of yourself. You’re not worried about
  
   me,
  
  my darling. You’re afraid of what I represent.” She lifted one hand to press her palm against his cheek. “The first person who’s ever told you it’s
  
   good
  
  to be what you are. That you deserve the same happiness, the same respect as anyone.”
 

 
  “That… I don’t…that isn’t what…” He trailed off, finding no answer for her. In that lack of rebuttal came a new and deeply disturbing uncertainty.
 

 
  Madeleine pulled back slightly, studying his face. “You want some assurance that I mean you no harm?”
 

 
  “I…I guess… I mean, what could that be?”
 

 
  “Come with me,” she ordered, smoothly stepping up next to him and sliding her hand through his arm. She led him back out into the street. “Now, where did you leave your father and Mr. Caine?”
 

 
  He came to a dead stop. “I never told you who I brought with me.”
 

 
  “Gabriel, dearest,” she said, smiling knowingly up through her lashes. “There are precisely two people in the world you could have brought as backup, which you say you did. It’s either them, or only one of them, or you were bluffing. I do hope it’s Mr. Caine, otherwise I’m afraid I’ve dragged you back out here for nothing.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “It really doesn’t help that you’re smarter than me.”
 

 
  “I really am not,” she said gently, pressing herself into his side in that extremely distracting way she had. “Just more accustomed to maneuvering. That’s what happens when you grow up around moneyed people. I’m sure I wouldn’t last a week in your life, either. Now, which way?”
 

 
  Resignedly, he led her back up the street to where he’d left Toby and his dad lounging against the iron fence surrounding someone’s private yard. They both came alert at his approach, their attention fixing on his companion.
 

 
  “Dad,” he said somewhat nervously. “Toby… This is Madeleine.”
 

 
  “Glad to finally meet you,” Jonathan said calmly, offering his hand. Madeleine offered hers in such a way there was nothing he could really do except bow and kiss it. To Gabriel’s amazement, his father did so smoothly and without hesitation.
 

 
  “The pleasure is all mine,” she said warmly. “Gabriel speaks glowingly of you both. And Mr. Caine, what an honor!”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m nothing so special,” Toby said, smiling a little uncomfortably.
 

 
  “You clearly are very modest, for being one of the most important people in the world,” Madeleine said with a smile. “Forgive me if you don’t prefer to discuss it, but I think you can perhaps help put Gabriel’s mind to rest. I believe he is worried I’m out to corrupt him or something. Tell me, isn’t it true that paladins can sense evil?”
 

 
  “Um…’evil’ is a hugely subjective term,” Toby said carefully, frowning. “I can’t sense hostile intentions or differing philosophies or anything like that…which is most of what’s commonly called ‘evil’ end up being.”
 

 
  “That has the ring of dogma,” Madeleine noted.
 

 
  “Well, yes,” he replied with a sheepish grin. “The monks of Omnu are careful not to condemn anyone just for having different perspectives. But some
  
   things…
  
  Undead, demons, some kinds of spirits, yes. I can sense those.”
 

 
  “Fascinating,” she said. “Are you certain? Have you ever encountered such a thing?”
 

 
  Toby’s smile faded and he glanced around. No one was paying them any attention; his image hadn’t been widely circulated, and once he’d ducked the press, as far as anybody could tell he was just a teenager of Western descent in rather drab clothes. “After I was called… The Church keeps summoners on retainer. I was brought to a secure location and shown demons confined to spell circles, so I’d recognize the sensation. Yes, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “I am glad to hear it,” she said, smiling. “And…?”
 

 
  Toby smiled bad. “You seem positively lovely, miss, and about as
  
   evil
  
  as I am, I’d say.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Mr. Caine,” she said smugly, smiling up at Gabriel. He had to smile back.
 

 
  “So,” said Jonathan in a deceptively mild tone that Gabriel recognized with dread, “any particular reason Gabe thought you might have it in for him?”
 

 
  Madeleine turned the full force of her smile on him. “I would say it is the result of a lifetime spent in hiding. He was, perhaps understandably, startled at being told that there is nothing wrong with being who and what he is. That perhaps there may even be advantages.”
 

 
  Jonathan stared at her in silence for a long moment; Gabriel didn’t dare to speak. Toby glanced rapidly between the three of them. “That,” Jonathan said finally, “is a very dangerous line of thinking.”
 

 
  “Dangerous doesn’t mean wrong,” Madeleine noted calmly.
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t,” said Jonathan, his eyes boring into her. “It just means dangerous. No, it’s not fair, the way the world sees and treats Gabriel. It’s not right. But I’ve had a go at changing the world myself, and I know exactly how much the world doesn’t like that. I want my son to
  
   survive,
  
  and find what happiness he can. That means keeping his head down and not courting trouble.”
 

 
  “It means being a second-class citizen,” she said grimly.
 

 
  Jonathan transferred his gaze to Gabriel. “Yes,” he said softly, “it does. And I hate it so much that sometimes it could choke me. But I want him to
  
   live.
  
  If you stand up to the world, the world will put you back down. As hard as it can.”
 

 
  “The world is changing,” Madeleine said, tightening her grip on Gabriel’s arm. “In a lot of ways. I happen to think that in the coming order, those who leverage
  
   whatever
  
  gifts they have will rise to the top. Your son is an extraordinary young man, Mr. Arquin, and it pains me how unaware of that he is. He could be destined for great things.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Jonathan studied her face carefully. “How old are you?”
 

 
  
   “Dad!”
  
  Gabriel burst out, mortified. Toby winced.
 

 
  “Oh, my,” Madeleine said mildly. “How
  
   toweringly
  
  rude.”
 

 
  “It’s just that I
  
   do
  
  recall, dimly, being a teenager,” Jonathan continued. “I wasn’t bad looking, if I say so myself.”
 

 
  “I believe that,” Madeleine said sweetly.
 

 
  He rewarded her with a ghost of a smile. “And even so, I couldn’t have dreamed of attracting the attention of a beautiful, wealthy woman in her…twenties?” She only smiled in silence, and after a moment he continued. “Between that and your…
  
   opinions
  
  concerning Gabriel’s prospects, I begin to see how he might wonder about your intentions.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” she replied, “you simply are so accustomed to worrying about his survival you haven’t had the chance to think about his prospects for having something greater than just existence. To answer your question, Mr. Arquin, I am far too young for you, and not too old for Gabriel. That is all that anyone needs to know.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he said with a shrug. “As you said, though, I do have to think about these things. He’s a good boy, but it
  
   is
  
  somewhat odd that learning about his heritage makes you more interested and not less. You’re certain there’s nothing you’d like to tell us? Something that might explain your, shall we say,
  
   attraction
  
  to—”
 

 
  “Have you
  
   lost
  
  your
  
   mind?”
  
  Gabriel burst out. “Do not talk to her like that!”
 

 
  “It’s all right, darling,” Madeleine said, patting him on the arm, though she kept her eyes on Jonathan. “It’s a parent’s right and duty to be protective.”
 

 
  “And there are any number of perfectly innocent explanations,” Jonathan said agreeably. “If you have a relative with a certain kind of bloodline yourself, for example…”
 

 
  “Mr. Arquin, you seem to enjoy speaking bluntly, so allow me to do the same,” Madeleine said, her voice steely now. “Gabriel is, for all intents and purposes, as human as you or I, at least to look at. I have seen illustrations of full-blooded hethelaxi. Perhaps
  
   you,
  
  of all people, should think carefully before criticizing anyone else’s choice of lover.”
 

 
  Everyone froze.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Jonathan said after a moment, meeting Madeleine’s gaze.
 

 
  “Yes?” Gabe asked tensely.
 

 
  Jonathan turned to look him in the eyes, finally, and smiled. “I like her.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “But be careful around her,” he admonished as they walked.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. The sun was setting and they were finally heading home, having parted from Madeleine some time ago. He felt a great deal more at ease with and about her, but the tension between her and his father was clearly not completely in the past.
 

 
  “I’m not going to bother explaining,” Jonathan continued, eyes on the street ahead, “as you clearly figured it all out. There are a few things that are…odd. Just speaking more generally, she’s clever and strong-willed, which characterizes the best women you can possibly get involved with, and also the worst.”
 

 
  “As Toby pointed out,” Gabriel said, glancing over his shoulder at Toby, who was walking a few steps behind them, “it’s hard to imagine an ulterior motive for her. There’s almost no point in manipulating a part-hethelax. When they tested us at school they said I have pretty much the normal human aptitude for magic and no notable infernal gifts.”
 

 
  Jonathan nodded slowly, making no reply. They continued on in silence for a while before he spoke again, his voice softer. “You’ve never asked me about your mother. I keep waiting for it, but you never have.”
 

 
  Gabriel drew in a deep, slow breath and let it out just as slowly. “Is…there any chance of me meeting her?”
 

 
  Jonathan shook his head. “I can’t imagine any situation where that could happen. If it looks like one is about to arise, you have my word I’ll give you as much warning as I can.”
 

 
  “Do you think…I
  
   ought
  
  to know her?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Jonathan said after a moment.
 

 
  “Then, unless you change your mind, don’t worry about it,” Gabriel said firmly. “I know it’s been hard on you, Dad. Having me around, I mean. I figure talking about…her, and whatever happened between you, has to be rough. You don’t need any more stress on my part. And anyhow… I don’t really want to be any more in touch with
  
   that
  
  side of my heritage than I absolutely have to. Being Jonathan Arquin’s son is as much as I could want.”
 

 
  Jonathan moved closer and threw an arm around his shoulder. “Madeleine and I agree on at least one thing, Gabe. There is nothing, not one damn thing, wrong with
  
   you.
  
  It’s the world that has the problem. You’ve gotta keep it in mind, got to be careful not to provoke trouble you’re not prepared to contend with. But don’t ever let anyone tell you you’re less than anyone else.” He stared forward as they walked, as if challenging the horizon. “Don’t you dare let them.”
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  The mountain of the Citadel was another leftover from the long-ago Elder War, a testament to the cataclysmic powers that had been unleashed on the world. The continent’s northern coast consisted entirely of the towering Dwarnskold mountain range, shielding the lands to the south from the raging equatorial storms, but giving them no harbor or access to the sea of any kind between Puna Dara and Onkawa. Near the longitudinal center of the range stood a particularly huge peak, whole and imposing when viewed from the sea, but its leeward side hollowed out as if an egg-shaped chunk had been neatly scooped out of it. The damage had been done by one of the rampaging Elder Gods, leaving behind an artifact much like the half-sunken plateau at Last Rock, the several massive craters in the Deep Wild, and the shorn-off mountain of Tiraas. These and other things loomed here and there in the world, a reminder to mortals not to reach above themselves, for there were powers in the world well beyond their ken.
 

 
  On most of these mighty relics, mortals had built something as a testament to their own greatness, and the Lee was no exception.
 

 
  Far more than the University at Last Rock or even Tiraas itself, though, the Citadel on the Lee was a marvel to rival the grandeur of its setting. The fortress itself hovered near the center of the great, smooth gap in the mountain, supported by towering pillars of stone connecting it to both the floor of the basin and the overhanging ceiling high above. Branching out from the central structure, held in place by networks of massive chains and deceptively slender columns, were smaller “islands” bristling with greenery, as did the terraces of the Citadel itself. These hanging gardens, aside from being a wonder of the world, more than amply supported the population of the Citadel.
 

 
  The basin far below the lofty structure formed a sheltered lake, now, filled with the runoff from the Citadel’s irrigation system. A network of tunnels and cisterns carved into the living rock of the remaining mountain funneled water from the storms that wracked its northern side, leaving the Citadel sheltered on the mild-weathered Lee while still amply provided for, despite the vast desert stretching out from the foot of the mountain itself.
 

 
  That, indeed, was the continent’s most arid stretch of land, with not a living thing to be seen between the Citadel and the northern rim of the Golden Sea to the south. The windblown sands offered the possibility of no roads or tracks, and the ascent up the mountainside was steep and dangerous even before it reached the frighteningly slender staircase that ascended from the rim of the bowl, through an impossibly long stretch of open air to the suspended Citadel.
 

 
  Residents of the Citadel on the Lee liked their privacy.
 

 
  That wasn’t to say that they were disconnected from world events, as was evidenced by the conversation taking place on one of the structure’s upper terraces.
 

 
  Three figures slowly paced the path ringing the garden there, bracketed between greenery on one side and a chest-high stone wall on the other, beyond which loomed a horrifying drop.
 

 
  “With regard to the Empire, my scrying attempts have become effectively useless,” said the only woman in the group. She was human, and of very advanced age, her face deeply lined and with white hair hanging nearly to her knees, but she stood straight, moved smoothly and her eyes were sharp. “Modern countermeasures are simply too effective, and Imperial Intelligence has learned to use them quite…intelligently. Oracular divinations, of course, are much harder to shield against, but less reliable by nature, to say nothing of the difficulty of obtaining an actual oracle of any kind these days.” She sighed, a short sound of annoyance rather than resignation. “This all came to a head this week, when I received a very polite missive from Lord Quentin Vex, offering to cooperate with the Order’s information-gathering efforts.”
 

 
  “That’d go against our neutrality,” rumbled one of her companions, a dwarf in light mail armor. “Not to mention it’s bad policy. The Empire itself being the thing most likely to be hiding information we seek, allowing them to
  
   direct
  
  our efforts…”
 

 
  “You needn’t point any of that out to me, General,” the woman said, giving him an indulgent little smile before her expression sobered again. “Of most concern was the method. He had his letter translocated into my quarters, quite precisely onto my desk, despite the immense distances involved and my own wards. The letter was secondary; the
  
   message
  
  was that the Empire’s capabilities far outstrip ours, and to the extent that we watch them, it is because they choose to permit it.” She sighed again, pursing her lips. “My use as a tactical scryer appears to have reached its end. It is quite a thing, staring one’s obsolescence in the face.”
 

 
  “Your magical skills have innumerable uses beyond intelligence gathering, Nandia,” said the third man firmly, “and
  
   you
  
  have inestimable value beyond magic.”
 

 
  “Flatterer,” Nandia said with a smile, which he returned.
 

 
  He towered over both of them and outshone them by far. Everything about the man’s aspect was gold, from his neatly-trimmed blonde hair to his tunic and trousers, and even the elaborate scalemail armor he wore over it. The material looked exactly like burnished gold, though such armor would have been far too heavy and far too soft to be in any way useful.
 

 
  Most striking were his golden eyes: smooth, featureless orbs without pupils or irises, emitting a steady golden glow.
 

 
  “We’ve been over this and over it,” the tall man in gold went on, frowning as he gazed abstractly out over the desert beyond their sheltered vertical crater. “For all these many years, in the Council’s meetings and in countless private talks like this one. The rise of the Tiraan Empire changes everything. One ascetic Order which eschews entanglement with terrestrial powers can be a beacon of the Light in a fractious world. So it has been for centuries. But sitting amidst the territory of a monolithic state… Perhaps Lord Vex’s message to Nandia revealed our salvation as much as our weakness.” He grimaced. “The Order cannot but stand against the Empire if it grows as corrupt as we fear it may. It may be our good fortune that we are too insignificant to be crushed.”
 

 
  “Empires fall, Lord Ampophrenon,” said the dwarf, “without exception.”
 

 
  “And should we just sit here in our mountain and
  
   wait
  
  for Tiraas to collapse?” the old woman asked sharply. “For however many centuries or
  
   millennia
  
  that takes? The Order is here to lend aid to the world where aid is needed, Oslin. You would go as mad as I, or any of us, passively watching it pass us by.”
 

 
  “You have the measure of me as usual, Archmage,” the General said with a grin. His expression quickly sobered, though. “Can we afford to place our own wants above the greater good? The world has changed; the Order will need to adapt. We’ve always provided a sanctuary and safe haven here at the Citadel. Truly neutral ground is of service to the world in innumerable ways. Maybe…maybe it’s time to reduce our role to that. Even if it makes me and my rank completely superfluous.”
 

 
  “If the question had a simple answer,” said Ampophrenon, “I rather think we’d have uncovered it before now. This need not be decided this day, by us. The Council continues to deliberate.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure that’s correct, my Lord,” said Nandia with a thoughtful frown. “The Council would follow your edict if you cared to lay one down. If you are unsettled in your own mind on the subject… If we can help you to resolve an opinion, perhaps your leadership would give us exactly the sense of purpose we have lost over the years.”
 

 
  “That, too, has its dangers,” he admonished gently. “The Order has always been led by a Council, with the Lords of the Citadel only directing operations where such direction is needed. This has been our strength, since long before I came along, and I hope to leave behind an Order pure to its own purpose rather than my will when I depart this world. In any case,” he went on more briskly, turning his back to the battlements to face them directly, “while the growth of Tiraas has inhibited our movement among human lands, the Empire is still not
  
   truly
  
  absolute, even on this continent. We have at least as much business in the dwarven kingdoms, and there are still the elves, the Punaji and the Tidestrider clans. Even the drow—”
 

 
  A bell began tolling in the Citadel, followed in moments by others. All three of those on the terrace whirled, staring outward over the vista of desert.
 

 
  “Light watch over us,” Nandia whispered.
 

 
  A dragon was approaching the Citadel.
 

 
  “Will you deal with him, m’Lord?” the General asked tersely. “Or shall I muster the regiment?”
 

 
  “No,” Ampophrenon replied, staring fixedly at the serpentine blue figure as it banked and glided closer to the mountain. “This is not an attack. See how he tacks back and forth in that broad pattern? That is to show us he’s coming. A dragon could be from over the horizon to our walls before we could respond if he chose. In any case,” he added, frowning, “I know this one. I can’t imagine him attacking a fortified target under any circumstances. It seems he is simply…paying a visit.”
 

 
  The Archmage and the General exchanged a look, then she cleared her throat and held out a hand, palm up. A glowing distortion appeared in the air above it. Oslin, nodding thanks to her, stepped over to speak directly into the light.
 

 
  “Attention Citadel guards, this is General Skaalvyrd,” he said, his voice booming throughout the fortress. “The dragon is not hostile. Stand down high alert.” He glanced quickly up at Lord Ampophrenon, who was still closely watching the incoming blue. “Remain at defensive posts. Stand by mages and healers.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon turned and nodded approvingly to him, then motioned them backward.
 

 
  They began stepping back, retreating nearly the full width of the terrace and well into the garden proper, Nandia letting her magical effect vanish. The dragon banked once more, turning to fly directly toward the Citadel, close enough now that the beating of his enormous wings echoed off the walls of the half-hollowed mountain.
 

 
  He dived toward the front of the Citadel and then swooped back upward, rising to hover for a looming instant directly in front of the upper terrace, wings fully outstretched. The sight was awe-inspiring; he was a massive, sinuously graceful creature, cobalt scales glittering in the sun like a sculpture of faceted sapphire. He began to plunge forward toward them, and Oslin reflexively jumped back. There was simply not room for a creature that size to land.
 

 
  The dragon shrank as he fell, though, diminishing in seconds, so that it was a humanoid figure in lavish blue robes who landed nimbly on the battlements themselves, and executed a courtly bow to them before hopping down to the floor.
 

 
  “Zanzayed,” said Ampophrenon, nodding gravely. “Hail, and be welcome. To what do we owe this…most unusual visit?”
 

 
  “And hello to you, too, Puff!” Zanzayed the Blue said brightly, wearing a cheerful grin as he strode forward to join them.
 

 
  “Here, now,” exclaimed the General. “That’s the Lord of the Citadel you’re speaking to. Show a little respect!”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Nandia said quietly. “He likes to get a rise out of people. If you give him one, he’ll never quit.”
 

 
  “Why, Archmage Nandia!” Zanzayed said smoothly. “You’re still alive? How lovely.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon cleared his throat. “I’m certain you haven’t come all this way to socialize, cousin. It’s not like you to spend time in places such as this. We practice a simple way of life here.”
 

 
  “Yes, as I can tell from your
  
   fabulous
  
  outfit,” said the blue. “You are correct, though, I’m here on business. With all respect to your little secret society,
  
   dragon
  
  business.”
 

 
  “The Order of Light is
  
   hardly
  
  a secret,” Nandia said dryly.
 

 
  “What can we do for you, then?” Ampophrenon asked.
 

 
  Zanzayed looked pointedly at the human and the dwarf. “Dragon business, as I said. If we could speak privately…?”
 

 
  “These are my closest friends,” said Ampophrenon calmly, “from whom I keep no secrets and upon whose counsel I rely. You may either speak in front of them or they can hear everything you have to say later, when I discuss the matter with them. I would prefer to limit the number of steps involved.”
 

 
  Zanzayed pursed his lips in annoyance, then sighed. “Very well, if you insist. I’m afraid there’s a problem with Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “Oh? Is he well?”
 

 
  “That’s… Complex. Before we even get into where he is now, you’ll need to understand where he has been recently. You supposedly keep an eye on the world from your little clubhouse, yes? I trust you know what happened to the Cobalt Dawn tribe a couple of years back?”
 

 
  “It was more than a couple,” Nandia said archly. “These piddly distinctions
  
   do
  
  matter to we mortals, Zanzayed. Yes, we are aware of these events.”
 

 
  “’Twas a ruddy shame,” Oslin said solemnly, shaking his head. “I hate to see such loss of life among elves. So much eternity, wiped out so quickly… But it cannot be denied that the Dawn instigated that conflict. A state
  
   does
  
  have the right and the prerogative to defend its people.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, what concerns us now is what happened immediately
  
   after
  
  that,” Zanzayed continued. “Khadizroth rounded up and hid the survivors, tending to the wounded and raising the young. There weren’t more than a couple dozen of them total, as I understand it.”
 

 
  “That sounds quite commendable,” Ampophrenon noted.
 

 
  “That’s because you’ve not heard the whole story,” Zanzayed replied, grimacing. “As I was told, Khadizroth’s plan to was to raise the females from childhood, ensuring they were loyal to him, and then use them to…breed.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon frowned deeply. “Breed?”
 

 
  “Breed
  
   dragons,”
  
  Zanzayed said grimly. “A whole…clutch? Drive? Flock? Do we even have a word for a family of dragons?”
 

 
  “No,” said Ampophrenon flatly, “because the idea is absurd. This accusation is severe indeed, Zanzayed, most particularly because the deed you describe is
  
   dramatically
  
  out of character for Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “Not if you consider his known motives and predilections,” Zanzayed countered. “It’s not as if he had a sudden attack of late-onset domesticity. The idea, Puff, was for him to have a force that could counter the Empire. You
  
   know
  
  how he feels about the Tiraan. Consider what he’d just seen them do to the Cobalt Dawn, coming not long on the heels of what happened to Elivathrined…”
 

 
  “In both those events, the Empire was acting defensively,” Nandia noted.
 

 
  “That’s beside the point,” Zanzayed said impatiently. “Think of what it
  
   means.
  
  This Empire has proved it can bring down a marauding dragon without taking significant losses, and crush a force of plains elves on the prairie, things we all thought were well beyond humanity’s grasp. Taken in the context of overall human progress and the Empire’s proven tendencies… Well. We
  
   all
  
  remember Athan’Khar. Khadizroth may be one of the nobler among us, but he is also a planner and a pragmatist. Is it really hard to believe he would cross a moral line if he truly thought it
  
   necessary?”
  
 

 
  “What is the basis of this theory?” Ampophrenon asked, still frowning. “I trust you have evidence?”
 

 
  “It was first brought to me by Arachne…”
 

 
  Nandia snorted loudly, as she usually did when Tellwyrn was mentioned in her presence.
 

 
  “That,” said Ampophrenon, “is a less than reliable source, considering the extreme nature of the accusation.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Zanzayed grinned and folded his hands before him, making them vanish into his wide, embroidered sleeves. “I trust Arachne more than I trust
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “That just might be the single most asinine statement any sentient being has ever uttered,” said Nandia in a tone drier than the desert beyond.
 

 
  “Arachne doesn’t deceive people,” Zanzayed replied, “because she’s too bullheaded, self-absorbed, and lazy to be bothered with what anyone thinks. Virtues have a way of crumbling if you apply
  
   just
  
  the right pressure to them; character
  
   flaws,
  
  however, are all but invincible. In any case, no, I
  
   didn’t
  
  just take her word for it, not being a complete idiot myself. Khadizroth’s plan allegedly collapsed when two of his would-be broodmares revolted and smuggled away their fellow refugees to hide them among several elven tribes.
  
   That
  
  left a verifiable trail; I’ve spent the last six weeks tracking them down and asking details. No easy task,” he added with a long-suffering sigh, “given how elves ward against scrying. I have my confirmation, however. I’ve spoken to several elves in four different tribal groups who confirm they were part of Khadizroth’s little…colony. And there were three other tribes who refused to speak with me, which itself is suggestive; elves don’t turn away a dragon without a
  
   very
  
  good reason. I only got through to talk with those who
  
   would
  
  see me when I assured them I was hunting for evidence on Khadizroth’s doings, not working with him.”
 

 
  There was a pause while the three Citadel residents exchanged long looks.
 

 
  “This is significant news indeed, then,” Ampophrenon said finally.
 

 
  “It is a
  
   repulsive
  
  action on Khadizroth’s part, if it’s true,” Nandia agreed.
 

 
  “And, dragon business or no, this is exactly the kind of thing the Order has a stake in,” added Oslin. “He could disrupt the whole balance of power on the continent if the Empire learned there was a
  
   dragon
  
  plotting to bring it down.”
 

 
  “But you say the plot was stopped,” said Ampophrenon, turning back to Zanzayed. “Did you come here merely to carry tales of Khadizroth’s misdeeds?”
 

 
  “If that were the end of it, I’d be glad enough to turn him over to you and wash my hands of the whole sordid business,” the blue dragon replied with a distasteful grimace. “It gets worse, however. The first point of interest is something Arachne did not know, which I learned from the elves: those two who turned on Khadizroth are
  
   eldei alai’shi.”
  
 

 
  “Light above preserve us,” Nandia breathed in horror.
  
   “Two
  
  of them at
  
   once?
  
  How is it we’ve not heard of this?”
 

 
  “That’s the scary part, isn’t it?” Zanzayed said lightly. “Hopefully they’re dead by now. If not, we’re dealing with the prospect of headhunters who have acquired new skills: working in teams, and laying low. Their inability to do such complex things in the past has been the only thing that’s brought them to an end.”
 

 
  “You said the
  
   first
  
  point of interest,” said Ampophrenon. “Does it get worse yet?”
 

 
  Zanzayed sighed. “Before I set off to investigate the elves, I managed to track down Khadizroth himself. Quite by coincidence, he was brought pretty close to where I happened to be at the time.”
 

 
  “Brought?” Ampophrenon said sharply.
 

 
  “Oh, yes.” Zanzayed’s tone was grim. “It seems he didn’t manage to keep his little endeavor fully under wraps.
  
   Someone
  
  sent a strike team after him, composed of several top adventurers, including a certain Mary the Crow. She managed to
  
   bind
  
  him into his lesser form; to the best of my knowledge, he’s still stuck that way.”
 

 
  “A disturbing thought,” Ampophrenon said slowly. “However, under the circumstances I can’t find it in me to fly to his rescue. It sounds a fair enough penalty for his actions.”
 

 
  Zanzayed held up a hand, jeweled rings glittering on his fingers. “I’ve not come to the bad part yet. In Khadizroth’s moment of weakness, he seems to have been
  
   recruited
  
  by the Universal Church. Archpope Justinian aims to use him as a weapon toward his own ends.”
 

 
  There was a moment of stunned silence.
 

 
  “Flamin’ Light in the sky,” Oslin said eventually.
 

 
  “Well bloody put,” said Zanzayed with a grim smile. “Obviously, this is not acceptable. Justinian
  
   cannot
  
  be allowed to have a dragon on a leash, for just all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons.”
 

 
  “There are far too many holes in this,” said Ampophrenon. “You are certain about these details?”
 

 
  “I’ve told you everything I’m sure about. As you say, there are obvious gaps in the narrative. We need more information before moving.”
 

 
  
   “We?”
  
  Nandia demanded, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  Zanzayed sighed melodramatically. “Yes, I’m afraid even
  
   I
  
  am sufficiently disturbed by the implications of this to have put aside my own business to deal with it. If mortals get it into their heads that they can make dragons do their bidding… The mind boggles.”
 

 
  “It is not the old days,” Ampophrenon warned. “It’s not as if we can swoop down on Tiraas and burn it do the ground for its temerity.”
 

 
  “No, indeed,” Zanzayed nodded emphatically. “The world is changing; I’m afraid we have shamefully failed to keep up with it…most of us, anyway. This is going to call for a whole new way of doing things.”
 

 
  “Whatever it is you intend,” said Ampophrenon, “there is the matter of Mary, if she is still involved. If, as you say, it was
  
   she
  
  who struck Khadizroth down, then the ancient respect owed her by our kind is in abeyance, at least with regard to him.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  what you’re concerned about?” Zanzayed demanded incredulously. “The Crow can take care of herself. And if not, she’s buttered her own bed this time, as you pointed out. We have far more serious concerns, Puff. I have a plan, or at least the broad strokes of one, if you’d care to hear it.”
 

 
  “This should be good,” Nandia said wryly.
 

 
  “Speak,” Ampophrenon commanded.
 

 
  “Right. First of all, I’ll need
  
   your
  
  help to gather the aid of any of our brethren who may be willing to take part. For one thing, you know most of them better than I; you’ll know whom to approach, and in what way. Besides which,” he added with a disarming grin, “I’m afraid most of them wouldn’t take me very seriously. There’s a good reason I came to you first.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ampophrenon noted, raising an eyebrow, “remarkable the effect a few thousand years of determined frivolity can have on one’s reputation.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, laugh it up. Moving on to my second point… The fact is, we just don’t know how to handle this. As a race, we command such power that we lack the skill of being…subtle.”
 

 
  “The Order is accustomed to acting carefully in the mortal world,” Oslin said proudly. “And we stand behind Lord Ampophrenon.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the Order of Light,” said Zanzayed, moving his head in such a way it was obvious he was rolling his eyes, even despite their lack of visible pupils. “It’s been a hundred years since you were a significant factor in anyone’s calculations, and you know it. We need
  
   relevant
  
  and current skills and knowledge. We also need someone who can impart these skills to dragons. Luckily, there is a perfect prospect… One who I, rather than his Lordship here, should probably approach.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon curled his lip disdainfully. “You surely do not propose to involve
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “I just
  
   did
  
  propose that,” Zanzayed said acidly, “and let’s call it what it is: you don’t have an actual objection to my
  
   plan,
  
  you just dislike him on a personal and philosophical level. Put that aside for a moment and
  
   think
  
  about what we’re dealing with, here. Razzavinax lives and works more closely with humans than any of us, anywhere. He knows their trends and current ways, and he is well accustomed to navigating among them without making unnecessary waves.”
 

 
  “He is a sly conniver, you mean,” Ampophrenon said, glaring. “As is only to be expected, given the
  
   particular
  
  mortal company he keeps.”
 

 
  “Puff,” Zanzayed said in exasperation, “a sly conniver is
  
   exactly
  
  what we need. Or do you have a better idea? Really, let’s hear it. You want to challenge the Archpope directly?”
 

 
  The three stared at him in silence.
 

 
  “Yeah, I didn’t think so,” he said smugly. “The two things we, even if we
  
   all
  
  combined, cannot face down are the Pantheon and now the Tiraan Empire. We’re in the ugly position of having to contend with both. This needs subtlety. It needs Razzavinax the Red.”
 

 
  “You will never persuade me to trust him,” Ampophrenon said, folding his arms.
 

 
  “And that’s another thing,” Zanzayed said relentlessly. “The very fact that you dislike him so much is
  
   why
  
  his voice will be essential in bringing the others to join us. There hasn’t been a silver or black dragon since Ilvassirnil and Semathlidon finally succeeded in ridding the world of each other.
  
   You
  
  two represent the farthest extremes of philosophy among the living dragons. If you both come together to do this, the others will have basically no choice but to join in and
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  Ampophrenon shook his head slowly, then turned, facing his companions. “What say you on this, my friends?”
 

 
  “He speaks reason,” Nandia said, somewhat grudgingly. “It is not a complete strategy, but it is a solid basis for one, and his arguments on all points have merit. If we are to take on this challenge—and I don’t see how we can morally let it pass—we may have to make certain…compromises in order to meet it. We should be careful, as we proceed, that those compromises are strategic and not ethical in nature.”
 

 
  “I don’t like this,” Oslin murmured, “any part of it. But then… It’s not the sort of thing a sane person should like, is it? I agree with Nandia’s reasoning. My gut warns me to be mistrustful, however. Of a lot of things,” he added, giving Zanzayed a long look. The blue dragon grinned at him.
 

 
  Ampophrenon drew in a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Very well. This merits further discussion, but I fear we cannot afford to tarry. At the least, the Council must be informed before we proceed further. Zanzayed, will be you stay here as our guest while we attend to these details?”
 

 
  “If that’s what it takes” Zanzayed replied, glancing around somewhat disparagingly. The view from the Citadel on the Lee was absolutely magnificent, awe-inspiring in all directions. The architecture and trappings of the Citadel itself, however, were notably spartan. “Let’s not make it
  
   too
  
  long, however. Urgent matters, you know. What sort of wine do you serve around here? How friendly are the girls?”
 

 
  “Well,” Nandia noted wryly, “it seems our fears of fading into obscurity, at least, are delayed.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold sighed again. “And thus does the Light remind us to be careful what we wish for.”
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  6 – 2 | The Gods are Bastards
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  The lock was no more than a formality; it had never needed to be. No one skilled in the bypassing of locks would have attempted to break through this particular one. As such, the soft scratching of lock picks at work went on for a fairly short time before the tumbler gave, the latch turned and the door was pulled silently open.
 

 
  It was so late it was early; well beyond midnight, the first gray lightening of dawn not yet visible, but not far off. There were lights in the street, but they were dim and far apart, the residents of this neighborhood preferring that their rest not be disturbed overmuch by the omnipresent glow of Tiraas. The three figures who entered were barely silhouetted against the gloom outside, and all but vanished in their gray robes when they pulled the door shut behind themselves. Stepping warily, tense and as silent as they could manage, they passed through the foyer and into the hall, spreading out to fill the narrow space and studying their surroundings. Moonlight streamed in through upper windows in the tall space, which rose a full two stories. The hall was cast in a faint glow, pale, but adequate for human eyes.
 

 
  Behind them, the relatively narrow space separating the hall from the foyer was narrowed still further by decorative molding just above head height. It was still a considerable gap, however; Price’s legs were spread widely, one foot braced against each inch-wide ledge. She studied the intruders dispassionately as they passed beneath, then lifted herself lightly by the toes, snapped her legs together and dropped to the ground.
 

 
  Between her cat-like landing and the construction of her shoes, one of the Service Society’s trade secrets, she landed in total silence, behind the oblivious trio.
 

 
  “Good morning, gentlemen.”
 

 
  They whirled to face her, and the two on either side immediately fell, gurgling and gasping, with throwing knives embedded in their throats. The man in the center wasted seconds staring in shock, which cost him dearly.
 

 
  Price launched herself forward, and belatedly he reacted, throwing up a hand. Enormous whip-like black tendrils lashed out from within his sleeve, limned by a sickly purple glow. She changed course mid-run, kicking off the wall to the opposite side of the hall. The demonic tentacles followed, but remained always an instant behind her, tied as they were to the reflexes of the caster. They smashed against the wall just after she bounced off it, then again on the opposite side, crushing glossy wood paneling and shredding wallpaper, and then the Butler was upon the warlock.
 

 
  Launching herself off the wall from mere steps away, she grabbed the collar of his robes with both hands and flipped over him, somersaulting in midair to plant both feet against his back and kick, shoving herself forward and sending him tumbling face-first to the floor, his magical weapons vanishing instantly. Price landed in a smooth roll and was immediately on her feet again, whirling to face the fallen warlock.
 

 
  Much less gracefully, he scrambled over onto his back, throwing out his hand desperately in her direction.
 

 
  As he tried to call up his tentacle spell again, the charm she had planted on his collar erupted. A multilayered thing, it unleashed a blast of pure divine energy, cutting off his spell and slamming him to the ground, and also laid a light fae blessing over him. Neither was powerful enough to hold on its own, at least not for long, but it was plenty adequate to put a warlock momentarily out of commission.
 

 
  “Now, then,” Price said evenly, “we can discuss the matter of who sent you.”
 

 
  “T-tell you nothing,” the warlock rasped, scrambling backward from her in a desperate crab-walk.
 

 
  Two slim figures burst out of the side hall, skidding to a stop at Price’s peremptorily upheld hand. Ignoring Flora and Fauna, she stepped forward between the two slain warlocks, bearing down on their last companion.
 

 
  “As I hope you are aware, when I have finished you will converse avidly on any subject I choose to raise,” she said calmly. “Your only input shall be into what transpires before we reach that point.”
 

 
  He came up against the wall, pressing his robed hands together before him and glaring up at her. “Have your little victory, then! It doesn’t matter. A great doom is coming, whether you are ready for it or not!”
 

 
  “You are not, one presumes, referring to yourself,” Price said, raising one eyebrow sardonically.
 

 
  Joe came staggering in, wearing a long nightshirt but with a wand in each hand. Flora and Fauna grabbed him from either side before he could bring up his weapons.
 

 
  Price paused, tilting her head to study the felled warlock as he began to convulse. In seconds, he had actually begun frothing at the mouth.
 

 
  “Ah,” she said. “Dear me.”
 

 
  The Butler knelt and pried the man’s hands apart, revealing a brass-bound syringe pressed into his wrist, the plunger fully depressed and its contents emptied.
 

 
  “Too late?” Darling asked, striding down the stairs.
 

 
  “Indeed, sir,” she said. “My apologies. This device matches the description from the Tellwyrn incident in Hamlet.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he noted, coming to a stop between the three youths and the three slain warlocks. The last one’s convulsions were already trailing off. Darling wore a hastily-donned robe over his silk pajamas; his feet were bare and the condition of his hair suggested recent proximity to a pillow. He seemed fully awake and alert, however. “Drat. I liked them better when they were too chicken to carry suicide measures.”
 

 
  “This sorta thing happen often?” Joe asked carefully.
 

 
  “Not in the least,” said the Bishop, shaking his head. “These numbnuts just declared war on the Thieves’ Guild, coming here; that’s not a mistake anyone’s ever made twice. It’s pretty alarming. The Black Wreath hasn’t openly scrapped with the Guild in centuries. Why now?”
 

 
  Price discreetly cleared her throat. “If I may, your Grace, they did not approach the Guild itself. I believe you identified yourself to a representative of theirs in Hamlet, suggesting you were on Imperial business?”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said slowly, frowning. “That was months ago, though… But if they’re finally aiming to clean up
  
   that
  
  loose end, the others would also…” His eyes widened, a quick calculation taking place behind them. “Oh, gods,
  
   Branwen.”
  
 

 
  “We can help!” Fauna said eagerly.
 

 
  “Just tell us where to go,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Right. Yes.” Darling whirled to face them. “Split up. One of you go to the Casino, one to the Cathedral. Let the Guild and the Church know what’s happened here. Approach carefully; if the Wreath is attacking them, too, do
  
   not
  
  engage. Come back here in that event and secure the house.”
 

 
  Their faces fell. “But we can
  
   help—”
  
 

 
  “I know you can handle yourselves,” he said, adding pointedly, “You can
  
   help
  
  by not placing yourself in a position where anyone has to
  
   see
  
  how well you can handle yourselves. Clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” they chorused somewhat glumly, but both turned and strode off to their rooms to get dressed.
 

 
  “Ah,” Joe said tentatively, reflexively making awkward motions at his sides as he attempted to holster his wands in sheathes that weren’t there, “anything I can do?”
 

 
  
  
  “Back to bed,” Darling ordered, already moving toward the front door. “You’re still disabled.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   practically
  
  as good as new,” Joe said somewhat rebelliously.
 

 
  “Kid, you’re ready for action when that mother hen of a Crow declares you are. That way, nobody gets turned into a newt. If you can’t sleep, help Price and keep an eye on the house. I’ve gotta get to Bishop Snowe’s house, and pray I’m not too late…”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Price said pointedly, “if this attack was carried out with the Wreath’s characteristic forethought, and the other Bishops were indeed targets, the strikes are likely to have been simultaneous. You are very unlikely to reach Bishop Snowe before any putative warlocks.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said impatiently, his hand on the latch. “All the more reason—”
 

 
  “All the more reason,” she interrupted firmly, “to take the time to approach
  
   carefully.
  
  Beginning, perhaps, by putting on shoes.”
 

 
  Darling sighed heavily in annoyance.
 

 
  “I merely suggest, of course,” Price said humbly. “If your Grace wishes to do battle with the Black Wreath without pants on, that is your Grace’s prerogative. Doubtless they will find it tremendously amusing.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   severely
  
  annoying when you’re right, Price,” he said curtly, turning and stomping past her toward the stairs, peevishly kicking one of the slain warlocks as he went by.
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” she said calmly, folding her hands behind her back and watching him go. Joe, wisely, had retreated down the hall toward his own room in search of clothes.
 

 
  Alone with the bodies, Price surveyed the hall, finally permitting herself a small frown of annoyance as she studied the shattered wall paneling.
 

 
  “I
  
   just
  
  polished that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “She’s insane,” Gabriel mumbled around a yawn. “What freaking
  
   time
  
  is it, anyway?”
 

 
  “Approximately one minute later than the last time you asked,” said Toby with a smile.
 

 
  “But why
  
   here?”
  
  he whined, yawning again as he tugged open the heavy front doors. “Why now? And why couldn’t she have just
  
   told
  
  us to be up early? And for fuck’s sake, why does she have to wake people up
  
   that
  
  way?! I don’t care if it was an illusion, I swear I’ve got water in my shoes.”
 

 
  “Gabe, I realize you’re not exactly at your best right now, but stop and consider that you’re asking
  
   why
  
  Professor Tellwyrn does what she does. Do you really expect to get anywhere with that?”
 

 
  “Crazy,” Gabriel groused, stepping into the library and leaving Toby to catch the door on his own way in. “I expect to get crazy. It’ll be a nice change from sleep-deprived.”
 

 
  “And I see we’re last to the party as usual,” Toby said amiably, waving at those assembled in the main entryway. “Morning, ladies.”
 

 
  “It’s not morning until there’s sun, for the record,” Teal grumbled. “G’night, Toby.”
 

 
  “I’ve been here all night!” Fross said brightly. “It’s a great time to get some out-of-class research done. Nobody bothers me.”
 

 
  “That’s because we need
  
   sleep,”
  
  Gabriel moaned.
 

 
  “Yes, I know! I have kind of an unfair advantage, which I sometimes feel a little guilty about, but it’s not like I can help it. If you want, Gabe, I can help you study any time! We’re in the same degree program, after all!”
 

 
  “I’ll file that away for
  
   grah!”
  
  Catching sight of the figure that had just appeared behind the receptionist’s desk, he stumbled backward against the doors, apparently coming fully awake in a wide-eyed panic. “What the hell is
  
   that?!”
  
 

 
  “Tellwyrn’s experimental golem,” said Ruda, who was lounging in one of the reading chairs, sipping from a bottle of bourbon.
 

 
  “She has a name,” Fross said reproachfully. “Hello, Crystal!”
 

 
  “Good morning, Fross,” the golem said politely. At first glance, she resembled a slim woman in elaborate armor, if the armor in question were banded in gold, embossed with arcane runes and inset with pale blue crystals. It didn’t add the bulk that armor would have, though, but outlined her own slight frame, a metal suit of skin. From the gaps at the joints, muted blue light streamed out, occasional puffs of mist emerging when she moved. Her face was an eerily lifelike but expressionless steel mask, its eyes empty holes opening onto an intense blue glow. “Good morning, students. May I help you find anything?”
 

 
  “I don’t think so,” said Trissiny, who looked more alert than most of her classmates. “Professor Tellwyrn told us to meet her here.”
 

 
  “Ah, very good,” Crystal replied.
 

 
  “What’s she doing here?” Gabriel stage-whispered.
 

 
  “She’s the head librarian now,” Fross replied. “And really, you can talk to her yourself, she’s right there. You’re being rude, Gabe.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” he said with a grimace, then turned to Crystal and repeated himself. “Uh, sorry. I was just…startled.”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right,” the golem replied. “I expect there will be an acclimation period. It has already extended further than I had calculated. My initial data seems to have been in error.”
 

 
  “What happened to Grumpypants McPonytail?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Weaver?” Fross fluttered in a circle around his head. “He’s been gone for
  
   weeks.
  
  Seriously, how have you not noticed this before now?”
 

 
  “We try to stay out of the library,” said Gabe, grimacing.
 

 
  “But—but—but you’re
  
   university students!
  
  You
  
   need
  
  to use the library!”
 

 
  “We need to stay away from that crankety-ass freak, is what,” Gabe replied. “Although if he’s gone, I’ll probably start spending more time here. Why does nobody ever tell me anything?”
 

 
  “Combination of factors, really,” said Ruda, beginning to tick off points on her fingers. “We don’t think about you when you’re not here, you’re not all that important, nobody likes you…”
 

 
  “That’s playing a
  
   little
  
  rough, Ruda,” Trissiny said, frowning.
 

 
  Her roommate snorted loudly. “Oh, come on.
  
   You
  
  tried to kill him.”
 

 
  “I think you lost the right to throw that at me when you
  
   stabbed
  
  him!”
 

 
  “I just love my life,” Gabriel said to no one in particular.
 

 
  “What
  
   did
  
  happen to Weaver?” Toby asked hastily.
 

 
  “He felt the call of adventure!” Fross proclaimed.
 

 
  There was a moment of silence as they all stared at her.
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?” Juniper asked finally.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” the pixie admitted. “That’s what Professor Tellwyrn said when I asked her. And then she laughed. You know that kind of mean laugh, like when somebody says something silly in class and she spends five minutes making fun of them?”
 

 
  They all nodded in unison.
 

 
  “Mr. Weaver is on indefinite sabbatical,” Crystal said into the silence. “And I am detecting a buildup of translocative arcane energy focused on this spot, characteristic of a scrying spell and minor dimensional fold, so I infer you are—”
 

 
  They never got to hear the rest, as with a sharp
  
   pop
  
  the scenery changed.
 

 
  The students dropped about half a foot to the grass—except Fross, of course—with varying degrees of grace. Ruda landed on her butt, cursing; Teal had to flail her arms for balance until Shaeine steadied her. Gabriel very nearly fell over sideways.
 

 
  “Goddammit!” he shouted. “Why?
  
   Why
  
  must you do that?”
 

 
  “Three reasons,” Professor Tellwyrn said brightly. “It’s the most efficient way to get around, it serves the purpose of protecting the surprise, and your suffering amuses me. Note, Arquin, that that was not a plural ‘your.’ Nobody else suffers with quite the distinctive self-pity you have. It’s inspiring, really.”
 

 
  “I hate you.”
 

 
  “I don’t care,” she said, still cheerfully. “Good morning, students, and welcome to your midterm test!”
 

 
  “Why are we on the quad?” Toby asked, peering around.
 

 
  “Because I just teleported you here. You’re not at your quickest first thing in the morning, are you, Mr. Caine?”
 

 
  “I wonder what would happen if we all rushed her?” Trissiny asked grimly.
 

 
  “Fuck that, I’ve had enough pain in my ass already today without getting teleported into the sun,” Ruda grumbled, discreetly rubbing her bum.
 

 
  “As for why I asked you to meet up at the library,” Tellwyrn continued, “you might say it’s tradition. I like to send the kids off on their freshman delve as unprepared as possible, so as to simulate the real conditions faced by your adventuring forebears, which were often woefully spontaneous. Thus, a cheap and simple misdirection. Your goal is in
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  She turned and pointed to the wooden gates set into the terrace wall opposite the gazebo, beside which they stood. On command, they swung outward with a hideous groan of hinges badly in need of oiling. Behind that was an iron portcullis, which slid into the ground almost as soon as it was revealed, leaving nothing between them and a broad stone staircase down into darkness.
 

 
  “That’s the Crawl,” Ruda said softly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn rolled her eyes. “You kids really aren’t at your best without your precious beauty sleep, are you?
  
   Yes,
  
  Miss Punaji, that is the Crawl. Any other blindingly obvious observations you’d like to share with the class?”
 

 
  “In a few hours,” said Ruda, “the sun will rise, I’ll have breakfast, and at some point after that I’ll begin to care what the fuck you think. Meanwhile, you can shove it sideways.”
 

 
  “All right, enough folderol,” Tellwyrn went on more briskly. “Professor Ezzaniel will be your accompanying faculty member on this excursion. Rafe usually does the freshman delve, but I try not to inflict him on a class more than once a year if I can help it. Also, after he stuck his fingers into your Golden Sea excursion, I’ve lost some faith in his objectivity. Ezzaniel, at least, I can trust to leave you all to die if that’s what you deserve.”
 

 
  Professor Ezzaniel, who had been standing behind her so quietly they hadn’t even noticed him in the dimness, stepped forward, raising an eyebrow and glancing at Tellwyrn after that last remark. He was in his usual open-collared suit, with his customary saber belted at his waist and a simple knapsack flung over one shoulder. It was a plain leather affair, not the enchanted carpet bag in which he kept the practice weapons for their martial arts class.
 

 
  “Your assignment,” Tellwyrn continued, “is to retrieve a treasure from below. It is a rectangular wooden chest, bound in brass and embossed with floral patterns, in which reside a matched sword and dagger set of elven make. Professor Ezzaniel will be along to observe; he will not aid you or interfere in your actions. It is upon his observations that I will determine your grade. Actually
  
   retrieving
  
  the chest is not essential; most freshman groups don’t. The last party which succeeded was nine years ago; this particular treasure has been down there for that long. If you
  
   do
  
  manage to fetch it back, though, the group gets an automatic A on the exercise, which will comprise a substantial chunk of your grade for the semester, and the individual who gets it gets to keep it.”
 

 
  “A sword and dagger?” Gabriel scoffed. “Sounds like a consolation prize.”
 

 
  “Those were my
  
   personal
  
  weapons for a good many years,” Tellwyrn said, giving him a long look. “They are older than the Empire and heavily enchanted. If none of that impresses you, Arquin—and based on your performance in combat class, I rather suspect it won’t—if you get your hands on those, you can quite possibly buy your way into the nobility.”
 

 
  “Always did enjoy getting consolation prizes,” he said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Trissiny protested. “We don’t have any supplies! No food, no equipment, only Ruda and I have weapons…”
 

 
  “Yes, Avelea, that’s the
  
   point,”
  
  Tellwyrn said patiently. “As I explained moments ago. You’ll find the Crawl an exemplary arbiter of fates. If you are intelligent, if you
  
   deserve
  
  to survive, it will provide more than adequately for you. If not, it’ll see to it you meet whatever end most befits you. All right! You have three weeks.”
 

 
  “Three
  
   weeks?”
  
  Teal demanded, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “Three weeks,” said Tellwyrn. “Good gods, you kids are like an echo today. You can come back as soon as you get the sword and dagger, but if you haven’t got them in three weeks, your Professor will call short the assignment and lead you back to the surface. All right, that’s more than adequate jibber-jabber. Begin!”
 

 
  She smirked, snapped her fingers, and vanished with a quiet
  
   pop.
  
 

 
  “I think we shoulda rushed her,” Gabriel mused.
 

 
  Professor Ezzaniel cleared his throat. “Come along, then, students,” he said, and with no more ado strode into the darkness of the Crawl.
 

 
  There was nothing left for them to do but follow him.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Naturally, he didn’t approach the house head-on. The open front door would have warned him away, if nothing else. Luckily, Branwen’s neighborhood—a wealthier one even than his own—gave him plenty of above-ground territory on which to prowl, and the elaborate houses on all sides were easily climbable. There was only one close enough to her house to be worth the trouble of ascending, but the gardens had suitably high walls separating the lots. It was from the top of this structure that he got his first glimpse into Branwen’s own sprawling garden, positioned behind her house, and determined it was safe to descend.
 

 
  Darling landed deftly in a leafy bush, which would have been very uncomfortable for some, but he had long since mastered the knack. Brushing leaves from his coat, he carefully paced forward, studying the surrounding carnage. Blood spattered the walkway, with here and there pieces of bodies. They weren’t
  
   too
  
  widely distributed; he could mentally piece them together easily enough to determine that there were three of the robed figures, just as there had been at his house.
 

 
  Branwen sat silently on the stone lip of a reflecting pool, a fourth body pulled half into her lap. It was of an older woman, looking almost asleep from the waist up. Her legs were crushed, mangled completely, and a veritable pond of blood surrounded the pair. Branwen gazed vacantly down at the woman, stroking her white hair with one hand.
 

 
  “Branwen?” he asked quietly, creeping closer.
 

 
  “Tieris has been with my family her whole life,” the Izarite said quietly. “She practically raised me. It’s so…absurd. It just seemed she would
  
   always
  
  be there.”
 

 
  “Bran, I’m so sorry,” he said, carefully seating himself beside her.
 

 
  “You too, then,” she murmured. “…thank you for thinking of me, Antonio. You should have gone to help the others, though.”
 

 
  Darling frowned. “I—Bas and Andros? Well, they’re both surrounded by cult members. I know you were out here alone…”
 

 
  “And you thought I was helpless and useless and would need rescue,” she said. There was no emotion in her voice, only a deep exhaustion.
 

 
  “Branwen…”
 

 
  “It wasn’t a complaint. You think what I want you to think. So does everyone else.” She reached behind her to trail her fingers through the water.
 

 
  Something rose up from within.
 

 
  Darling bounded to his feet and danced backward, staring. The creature that crawled, dripping, out of the pool was the size of an alligator and had a head shaped very like one, though its scaled body was more like a bulldog’s in proportion. Steam rose from its flaring nostrils.
 

 
  They were mistakenly called hellhounds, by people who had never seen a real hellhound. Kankhradahg demons were favored tools of the Black Wreath: easily summoned, easily controlled, and not intelligent enough to be rebellious. Usually.
 

 
  Branwen scratched the demon under its chin; it closed its red eyes, beginning to purr softly.
 

 
  “Wreath summoners don’t always take good care of their charges,” she said in that same dull tone. “Their victims, really. This fellow wasn’t treated well at all. It just took a little persuasion, and just the right kind of blessing to break his former master’s control…”
 

 
  “That’s…impressive,” Darling said carefully, keeping his eyes on the apparently contented demon. Gods, she had her delicate little hand just inches from those
  
   teeth…
  
 

 
  “This is about Hamlet, isn’t it? Only reason they would do something like this, antagonize our cults and the Church this way. You should have gone to the others, Antonio. Those who came here underestimated me. Whatever they sent at the Huntsman and the Legionnaire will be intended to finish off more powerful targets.”
 

 
  “Well,” he said after a moment, “I suppose you’re not wrong. Unfortunately it’s a little late now.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said softly. “What will be, will be. Looks like we won.”
 

 
  Branwen gathered up the body of her servant in her arms, leaning over her, and finally began to weep.
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  The upper levels of the Crawl were disappointingly plain. The rooms were square, unadorned, and empty, connected by simple doorways. Now and again there would be side rooms whose entrances were covered by iron gates, but Professor Ezzaniel ignored these, leading them through a sequence of chambers cut from the granite of the mountain and lit by occasional torches.
 

 
  Ezzaniel himself was uncommunicative, to which the students were accustomed; even in class, though he could be quite snide with uncooperative pupils, he did not speak unless he had something in particular to say. The freshmen were mostly too groggy to make conversation anyway, and trooped after him in silence. Fortunately, he seemed to know where he was going. The dungeon thus far seemed more tedious than ominous, but the interconnecting identical square rooms with multiple doors would have been a very effective maze if one did not know the path.
 

 
  “It’s clean,” said Teal after several minutes. “…too clean.”
 

 
  Ruda groaned.
 

 
  “I’m serious! Look, there’s no dust, no cobwebs. No mouse droppings or dead insects… See the torches? No soot marks on the walls or ceiling above them, no ash below. And who’s keeping those burning anyway? This does
  
   not
  
  look like the kind of place that’s been locked behind a heavy door and metal grate.”
 

 
  “Maybe Stew cleans in here, too?” Gabriel suggested, half-heartedly smothering a yawn.
 

 
  Fross chimed excitedly. “The Crawl, like most adventuring dungeons which are classified as such, is a self-regulating genius loci subject to massive magical interference with objective natural law. Among other things, it’s apparently self-cleaning!”
 

 
  “Can somebody please put that in Tanglish for me?” Gabe asked.
 

 
  “That
  
   was
  
  Tanglish!”
 

 
  “He’s making a joke, Fross,” Teal explained. “It means—”
 

 
  “I
  
   know,
  
  I’ve heard that one before. I
  
   reject
  
  the joke because I was speaking quite plainly and Gabriel is an arcane arts major who
  
   really
  
  should know all those terms!”
 

 
  “First, it’s stupid o’clock in the morning and my brain is not awake yet,” said Gabriel irritably. “Second, I’m a
  
   first-year
  
  arcane arts major and haven’t been putting in nearly as much study time as you apparently have, because I
  
   do
  
  need sleep, and also a social life.”
 

 
  “Porking the resident dryad whenever she isn’t too busy does not constitute a social life,” said Ruda, grinning.
 

 
  “Up yours, Punaji, I have other friends.”
 

 
  “Who’s porking?” Juniper demanded shrilly. “I haven’t—I would
  
   never—
  
  The only pork I eat is actual pork! I don’t know where this ‘long pig’ thing got started but I
  
   wish
  
  people would stop throwing it in my face!”
 

 
  The group staggered to a stop, everyone staring at her. Ezzaniel got a few paces ahead and paused in the doorway to the next dim chamber, turning to look back at them with a raised eyebrow. Juniper folded her arms defensively around herself, her eyes darting back and forth.
 

 
  “Oh, what are you all looking at?” she demanded huffily, then turned and stalked off after Ezzaniel. The others trailed after somewhat more slowly.
 

 
  “Right. Well. Anyway.” Toby cleared his throat. “For those of us who
  
   aren’t
  
  arcane majors, Fross, can you put it in layman’s terms?”
 

 
  “Lay
  
   person’s
  
  terms,” said Gabriel, grinning and nudging Trissiny with his elbow. “Amirite?” She gave him a disdainful look.
 

 
  “All right, well, I
  
   assume
  
  you all remember Professor Yornhaldt’s class last semester?” Fross said, buzzing about their heads and casting her glow in erratic patterns around the chamber through which they were passing. “The difference between magical and non-magical physics is the difference between subjective and objective reality. Right? That was our very first lesson.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Toby when nobody else replied.
 

 
  “Okay, so! A genius loci is a place that has totally subjective physics! The very rules of reality themselves are completely different there!”
 

 
  “That is deeply disturbing,” Trissiny muttered, glancing suspiciously around at the apparently empty room through which they were passing.
 

 
  “So,” Fross nattered on, “it needs two things: an absolutely
  
   massive
  
  abundance of raw magical energy, and some kind of guiding intelligence. This results in places like the Golden Sea and the Deep Wild, where the rules are just plain different. It’s also the case in the great dungeons.”
 

 
  “Wait, stop,” said Ruda. “You’re telling me this place is
  
   intelligent?
  
  Holy
  
   fuck.
  
  I’m seriously tempted to take the F and bug out.”
 

 
  “What? You? Run away?” Gabriel turned to grin at her. “And me without my lightcapper.”
 

 
  “Get fucked, Arquin. I’ll fight anything that lives, but being fucking
  
   digested
  
  by a giant sentient dungeon…
  
   Shit,
  
  I wanna go home.” She peered nervously around at the blank walls.
 

 
  “It’s probably not
  
   that
  
  bad or Professor Tellwyrn wouldn’t have sent us here,” Fross said consolingly. “I mean, there are intelligences and then there are intelligences, y’know? Generally they don’t even think in anything like the way we do, so it’s not like we could actively communicate. People have tried. And they’re all different! Most of the dungeons are the result of things the Elder Gods did at various times. More recently, there’s Athan’Khar, which is powered by the residue of Tiraan superweapons and the dead souls of all that died there. As far as I know, nobody’s sure who or what is running the Golden Sea or how it happened, but the Deep Wild is Naiya’s domain. So…different rules in all!”
 

 
  “Right,” said Teal, nodding. She seemed to have become more alert over the course of the discussion. “So the Golden Sea has several predictable rules and doesn’t get nasty unless people try to screw with it, like the centaurs do. Athan’Khar, on the other hand, pretty much wants to kill everyone who sets foot in there. I’m guessing Tellwyrn wouldn’t have sent us in here if the Crawl was quite
  
   that
  
  hostile?”
 

 
  “Ex-fucking-cuse me?” Ruda snorted. “Which Tellwyrn are
  
   you
  
  talking about?”
 

 
  “Well, this mountain was once the stronghold of an Elder God before another Elder God destroyed it,” Fross said cheerfully. “I don’t figure it’s
  
   too
  
  friendly. But yeah, students go in here every year and
  
   rarely
  
  die. We’ll be fine!”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed loudly.
 

 
  The group came up short, several of the less attentive colliding with others. Professor Ezzaniel had stopped ahead of them, studying a blank surface of stone.
 

 
  “Welp,” said Gabriel after a moment. “That sure is a wall.”
 

 
  “It seems to have shifted again,” Ezzaniel noted. “The upper rooms are usually fairly stable, but the Crawl does like to change things around. No matter, it’s always fairly straightforward before you descend the main stairs. Excuse me.” They made way as he moved back through the group, exiting the way they’d come and turning left in the next chamber.
 

 
  Lacking anything better to do, the students trooped after him.
 

 
  “Pardon me, but does this mean you don’t
  
   actually
  
  know where we’re going?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “I have the basics of an idea,” Ezzaniel said calmly from up ahead, his voice echoing in the semi-lit chamber. “As I said, the upper Crawl is quite benign, and I’m accustomed to it. Incidentally, I will only be guiding you through this initial stretch. Once we reach the actively dangerous areas, you will be responsible for finding your own way.”
 

 
  “Lovely,” Gabriel groused. “What the hell is the
  
   point
  
  of all this, anyway? I mean, this is like learning to churn butter by hand. That shit isn’t
  
   relevant
  
  anymore. Nobody goes dungeon-delving!”
 

 
  “Gnomes do,” Trissiny noted.
 

 
  “So does the Empire,” Toby added.
 

 
  “Right, sure, fine, but that’s because they
  
   own
  
  all the dungeons! Is anybody here planning to join an Imperial strike team after graduation?” Gabriel divided a pointed look among the rest of them. “Anyone? Yeah, me either. I don’t see what the purpose is of teaching us how to be an adventuring party. This is stupid.”
 

 
  “Have you shared that opinion with Professor Tellwyrn?” Ezzaniel asked mildly.
 

 
  “Do I
  
   look
  
  immolated to you?”
 

 
  The Professor chuckled. “Arachne, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, is rather more laid back than I in many respects. She doesn’t mind being yelled at, cursed at or even threatened—convenient, as she has a tendency to inspire those responses in people. She would be
  
   quite
  
  offended if you questioned her intelligence, however. I advise you not to learn firsthand what her offense looks like. Her methods may be confusing, but
  
   nothing
  
  Arachne Tellwyrn directs you to do is pointless.”
 

 
  “What could we possibly gain from this?” Gabriel exclaimed. “Hell, five years ago I’d have thought it was the most awesome thing possible, to be on an actual dungeon dive. Okay, yeah, fine, it’s still sort of awesome. But right now I’m more concerned with the fact that I could die and it’d be for no purpose except learning how to have a successful career three hundred years ago.”
 

 
  “The adventuring party enjoys a prominent place in Tiraan culture and legend, I have observed, and perhaps rightly so,” said Shaeine. “If nothing else, this will be an excellent lesson in teamwork.”
 

 
  “And in appreciating history!” Teal chimed.
 

 
  “Bah.” Gabriel stuffed his hands in his coat pockets and slouched sullenly. “Screw this place.”
 

 
  “Okay, let’s not take it out on the
  
   place,”
  
  Ruda said nervously. She gently patted the stone frame of a doorway as she passed through it. “Good Crawl? Nice Crawl?”
 

 
  “The Crawl is an excellent teacher,” Professor Ezzaniel said calmly. “Ah, here we are.”
 

 
  The last square chamber they had entered had, instead of a wall opposite the door, an opening, from which a wide staircase descended. Two torches bracketed the entrance.
 

 
  “Well, that’s good and ominous,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ezzaniel said equably, stepping to one side. “All right, in you go. The path from here is quite straightforward. It will lead to the place from which the remainder of the expedition will be launched. You have officially moved beyond needing a guide. Go on, then.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Trissiny, stepping forward into the gap. One by one, the others followed.
 

 
  “Should we take the torches?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “We’ve got Fross,” said Teal. “And several of our group can make light if needed.” She smiled at Shaeine.
 

 
  “Two of those would harm Gabriel in doing so,” Trissiny pointed out.
 

 
  “I think we’ll be fine,” Gabe said, trooping down the stairs. They descended just far enough that the topmost step was out of sight of the bottom, then terminated in a square landing and turned left, continuing down. Torches hung at the landing, too, but it grew quite dark near the middle of each flight. “Fross glows normally, Shaeine can make light that won’t hurt me. So can Vadrieny, for that matter.”
 

 
  “All right,” Fross said briskly as they turned the corner onto the second stretch of steps, “we should discuss our strategy. Trissiny! Sponge or deepsauce?”
 

 
  “…what?”
 

 
  The pixie chimed sharply and bobbed twice in the air. “I’m talking about damage. Are you output or mitigation?”
 

 
  “…
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Uh, Fross,” said Teal, “have you by any chance been reading the old bardic scrolls?”
 

 
  “Yes I absolutely have!” Fross said excitedly, zooming back to flutter around her. “Professor Tellwyrn likes to change up the timing so it’s a surprise, but there’s
  
   always
  
  a Crawl expedition in the second semester of the freshman year, so I’ve been studying up to be prepared for
  
   weeks
  
  now!”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Teal said with a smile. “And…you found Findlestin’s glossary of adventuring terminology, didn’t you.”
 

 
  “Yes! It was very informative!”
 

 
  “Which edition?”
 

 
  “Well, all of them, but of course I made sure to study up on the most recent one.”
 

 
  “Right. Fross, hon, the most recent edition of Findlestin was printed in 1031. It’s a
  
   hundred and forty-seven
  
  years old.”
 

 
  “Well… I mean, yes, we all know adventuring parties as a formal institution are kind of outdated…”
 

 
  “The thing is, if you’re talking about slang—which that stuff was—slang is by definition defined by popular use. If there
  
   isn’t
  
  any popular use, it’s not slang; it might as well be a foreign language. Nobody’s going to understand it.”
 

 
  Fross drifted lower till she was fluttering along at about the level of their knees. “But…but…I memorized it. The whole thing.”
 

 
  “Sorry, little glowbell,” said Ruda. “History isn’t always as useful as Tellwyrn likes to think.”
 

 
  “That’s okay, though!” the pixie declared, rallying and zooming back up to her usual altitude just about their heads. “I’ll walk you all through it in layman’s—I mean, layperson’s terms, sorry, Trissiny—and we’ll all have it down in no time!”
 

 
  “Oh,” said Ruda. “Good.”
 

 
  “So! Trissiny! With regard to inflicting harm,” Fross continued, zipping forward to hover in front of the paladin, “would you consider yourself more of a harm-inflicter or someone who prevents the infliction of harm to herself?”
 

 
  Trissiny came to a stop, staring at her. From the back of the group, Ezzaniel sighed heavily in exasperation.
 

 
  “Fross,” Trissiny said after a moment, “what are you
  
   talking
  
  about? In any kind of fight you have to do
  
   both.”
  
 

 
  “But this is how they did it! There are dedicated party roles, and—”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s
  
   really
  
  not gonna work,” said Ruda. “Do you not pay attention in Ezzaniel’s class?”
 

 
  “Of course I do! But this is an
  
   adventure,
  
  and we’re a
  
   party.
  
  There’s a
  
   system.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a hundred-year-old system that nobody uses,” Gabriel pointed out.
 

 
  “That just isn’t true! Standard operating procedure for Imperial strike teams is based
  
   directly
  
  on the operating manuals written by the ancient Heroes’ Guild!”
 

 
  “Imperial strike teams,” said Shaeine, “train for the purpose of operating as a single effective unit, relying on each other to act without the need for thought or communication. It is in a way a more intimate relationship than exists between family. Perhaps the adventuring parties of old operated in a similar manner, but… While I have enjoyed growing closer to each of you over the last several months, I would not consider us to be
  
   quite
  
  that tightly knit.”
 

 
  “Shaeine, you have got the greatest knack for understatement I’ve ever heard,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Look, Fross,” Toby said firmly, “we appreciate your help, but this isn’t going to be functionally different from the Golden Sea, or Sarasio. We
  
   can
  
  operate as a unit, up to a point, and we’ve been getting better at it. But…it’ll have to be
  
   our
  
  way, not the way they did it in old-style adventuring parties.”
 

 
  Fross let out a long sequence of soft chimes as if sighing heavily. “I’m just saying, they did it that way for a
  
   reason,
  
  is all.”
 

 
  “Then be ready to consult on adventuring practices as needed,” said Trissiny, resuming her walk. “For the most part, though, Toby’s right. Better we stick to what we know.”
 

 
  “So, we bicker and bitch at each other, generally fuck everything up and barely pull it out of the bag at the last minute?”
 

 
  “That’s very helpful, Ruda, thank you.”
 

 
  “You got it, roomie, I’m here for you.”
 

 
  They descended for a good half an hour, the path remaining starkly the same. Left turns at right angles, going consistently downward. The group quickly lost any sense of how far they had gone; Ezzaniel offered no opinions, even when pressed.
 

 
  “This is
  
   awful,”
  
  Juniper groaned, plodding along. She had fallen to nearly the rear of the group. “This is worse than the Golden Sea. At least there was
  
   life
  
  out there. Trees are not meant for hiking!”
 

 
  “Well, you could try rolling down,” Ruda suggested somewhat snidely. “Logs roll, don’t they?”
 

 
  “That’s a little insensitive,” Gabriel said with a grin. “A log is basically a tree’s corpse, right?”
 

 
  “Corpses roll too,” she replied. “Downhill, at least. That is a scientific fact.”
 

 
  “It’s not a bad idea, though,” the dryad mused, picking up her pace and pushing forward past the others. “Clear the way, please.”
 

 
  “What’re you…” Trissiny stopped mid-step, her eyes widening. “Juniper, no!”
 

 
  Disregarding her, Juniper rounded the next corner and hurled herself bodily down the steps, smashing down in a series of thumps and grunts. The others, with various outcries of alarm, rushed down the remainder of the flight they were on, regrouping at the landing to stare anxiously down.
 

 
  “Juno?” Gabriel called. “You okay?”
 

 
  “Wow!” At the next landing down, the dryad gathered herself and climbed to her feet, waving up at them. “That was actually fun! You guys have gotta try this! Oh, wait, no…you’d probably get hurt.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  how you explore a dungeon,” Fross huffed quietly. “What if she springs a trap?”
 

 
  “There are no traps up here,” said Professor Ezzaniel. “Still, it might be better if she didn’t—”
 

 
  “Tallyho!” the dryad shouted, dashing forward and diving face-first down the next flight of stairs.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily, then raised her voice. “Just don’t get too far ahead!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I share your grief, Branwen,” the Archpope said, looking and sounding like he meant it sincerely. “I am grateful that you, at least, came through the night’s events uninjured. If you would like to take some time to heal…”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Holiness,” she said quietly, with a faint tremor in her voice. “It would only be time to…to welter, though. I would rather be at work.”
 

 
  “As you wish,” Justinian said, nodding. “Should you change your mind, you have only to say so. I’m glad you thought to go to her aid, Antonio.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid everything was done by the time I got there,” Darling admitted.
 

 
  “That, though, was beyond your control. It pleases me that you so quickly discerned the nature and motive of the attack and that your first action was to help your fellow Bishop.” The Archpope smiled at him, then turned to the two sitting along the other side of the opulent conference table, his expression growing more solemn. “I have heard the basics of what befell you two, as well, but would you kindly add your reports to Branwen and Antonio’s? It’s best if we are all on the same page.”
 

 
  “The same pattern,” Andros said curtly. “Three warlocks, in robes. They carried, among other things, those
  
   syringes
  
  with death-drugs, though none of the three which assaulted my lodge had the opportunity to use them. I was meditating in seclusion, and was late to reach the scene of the confrontation. I was last to the battle and able to finish the remaining two warlocks. They entered my personal chambers and assaulted my wives.”
 

 
  “Good gods,” Darling exclaimed, straightening up in his chair. “Are they all right?”
 

 
  “They are recuperating,” Andros replied, smiling with such fierce pride that it was visible even through his heavy beard. “The healers tell me they will not bear permanent injury, though they are being given time to mend the various bruises of the battle. It is a common misconception among infidels that because Shaathist women are obedient, they are also weak.
  
   Nothing
  
  could be further from the truth.” He angled his head defiantly, as if to stare down his nose at the world. “There is neither honor nor satisfaction in dominating a dishrag.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, at least,” said Darling. “Though let’s refrain from throwing the i-word around in mixed ecclesiastical company, yes?”
 

 
  Andros grunted, which was likely as close to acquiescence as he was likely to get.
 

 
  “Same here,” Basra said. “Three of them in standard Wreath robes. I was hosting the two Legion cadets I’m sponsoring at my residence that evening. I’m afraid they were both roughed up a bit in the action, too, but it was thanks to Elwick that things didn’t go a lot worse. The girl has a great deal of exposure to demons, and gave us warning that something was coming.”
 

 
  Andros turned to her, scowling. “And just why does a Silver Legion cadet have great exposure to demons?”
 

 
  “You remember events at Hamlet, I trust?” Basra said, giving him an unpleasantly cloying smile.
 

 
  “Of course,” he growled. “It’s no stretch of the imagination to deduce
  
   that’s
  
  the cause of this attack.”
 

 
  “Well, as you may recall, we appropriated several of the Wreath cultists’ children in the course of that. I’ve given the girl sponsorship in the Legions; she’s training with the Third right now. Elwick is actually quite promising; she’s certainly eager to put the errors of her upbringing behind her.”
 

 
  “How fortuitous,” Darling murmured, wondering what Basra was up to. It was hardly like her to support the careers of others out of the goodness of her heart. Of course, there was also the question of what she was doing with two young girls at her home at four in the morning—girls whom she held in a vulnerable, subordinate position. At the intersection of both questions was a possibility; he made a mental note to find out whether she lived up to the Legionnaire stereotype with regard to her personal preferences.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Archpope intoned, looking directly at him. “Antonio, I suspect that your mind has brought you to the same conclusions at which I have arrived. I wonder if you would share with us your assessment of the Wreath’s motivations?”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness,” Darling said, folding his hands on the tabletop and frowning thoughtfully. “To begin with… I think they won this round.”
 

 
  “Won? Are you mad?” Andros snorted. “We slaughtered their entire attacking force with only one casualty, and none of their primary targets suffered harm!”
 

 
  Darling was shaking his head before he finished speaking. “Think about who we’re dealing with, Andros. The Black Wreath serve the goddess of
  
   cunning;
  
  like all our cults, they take the aspect of their deity as their primary virtue. If this is in response to Hamlet, they’ve had
  
   months
  
  to study us, lay plans and make preparations. And you really think the result of all that would be a haphazard, half-hearted brute force attack? No… Killing the four of us was not the motive.”
 

 
  “Whatever you think they were up to, they squandered the lives of
  
   twelve
  
  magic users to do it,” said Basra, frowning. “They either considered this
  
   hugely
  
  important or they’ve got a lot more personnel to draw upon than we realized.”
 

 
  “Those are questions to which we can’t know the answers, I’m afraid,” said Darling.
 

 
  “What is it you think they
  
   were
  
  after, then?”
 

 
  “Think about what they did, or tried to do. Where they directed their efforts. Andros’s wives, Branwen’s servant and friend, Basra’s proteges. I have two live-in apprentices and a convalescing acquaintance at my home; I think they would have been the targets had my Butler not intercepted the Wreath at the door. And you two haven’t mentioned it, but I noted that at both my place and Branwen’s they used the
  
   front
  
  door.” He shook his head again. “This wasn’t an assassination. This was a
  
   provocation.
  
  They want us hurt, angry, and striking back.”
 

 
  There was a brief silence while they all digested this.
 

 
  “That, indeed, is how the matter appears to me,” Justinian agreed after a moment. “I’m glad to see I wasn’t alone in coming to that conclusion. It raises the very tricky question of what we must do
  
   now,
  
  however.”
 

 
  “The obvious thing would be not to give them what they want,” Andros rumbled, “but in dealing with the Wreath, the obvious course is seldom the right one.”
 

 
  “And that’s why I think they’ve got us good and proper, this time,” said Darling. He reached over to squeeze Branwen’s hand. “The Izarites aren’t interested in revenge, but the rest of our cults are another matter. The Sisters, the Guild and the Huntsmen will
  
   not
  
  take this lying down—and to be honest, we couldn’t make them even if we wanted to. It’s about to be all-out war on the Wreath.”
 

 
  “In the streets of Tiraas,” Branwen murmured, visibly appalled.
 

 
  “A witch hunt of the worst kind,” the Archpope agreed. “I can and will enforce moderation in the Church’s response, but you are right: the independent cults are beyond my control, and those three at least are
  
   not
  
  tolerant of such brazen affronts.”
 

 
  “What could they
  
   possibly
  
  gain by calling down all that wrath on their own heads?” Basra exclaimed.
 

 
  “I very much fear we’re about to find out,” said Darling. “The pertinent question is: what do
  
   we,
  
  the four of us, do? We’re in a dicey position; right at the center of this and tied to both the Church and our cults. We can’t really afford to break with either. Both we and whichever organization we sided against would lose face right when we need it most.”
 

 
  “That can be mitigated by the nature of the Church’s response,” said Justinian, “which, I assure you, will be suitably nuanced. You will have my full support in this matter. As for what
  
   we
  
  are to do…” He drummed his fingers once on the tabletop, the ring of his office flashing in the light. “For the time being, we must wait and see what the Wreath is up to, along with the rest of the world. That does not mean we shall proceed blindly. In the first place, we will play along.”
 

 
  “It is sometimes necessary to step into a trap,” Andros agreed, nodding. “The outcome may not be as the trapper wishes, if the prey knows it is there.”
 

 
  “Just so,” said Justinian, then smiled. “And while we are allowing ourselves to be victimized by the Wreath’s plan… I believe there is a way we can use it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Juniper,” Trissiny said,
  
   “don’t
  
  try to roll down these steps.”
 

 
  “Well, obviously,” the dryad said reasonably. “I could fall!”
 

 
  “Astute as always,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  It had been more than an hour of walking, and they were all sore in the legs and even more tired than when they had started out; unless the internal geography of the Crawl was truly unhinged—which was apparently not impossible—they were well below the surface of the prairie by this point. Professor Ezzaniel had refused to let them stop for a rest, insisting that the perfect place to do so was up ahead. No one had argued too strenuously, as what they wanted was breakfast, and no one had any food.
 

 
  Now, they appeared to have reached their destination, or nearly so. The angular, spiraling staircase terminated into a truly vast open space, the size of a stadium in diameter and plunging down an impossible distance. Above were vaguely-glimpsed stalactites in a shadowed ceiling vastly far away; the floor of the cavern, if there was one, was too far down to be visible, but whatever was down there emitted a reddish glow that sullenly lit up the whole chamber. It wasn’t a vertical shaft, either; it plunged at a roughly forty-five degree angle. Almost as if it had
  
   been
  
  vertical before the mountain was sunk.
 

 
  Directly from their feet descended another staircase, this one half as broad as the wide ones they had traveled thus far, and arching unsupported across a horrifying stretch of space. There were, of course, no guardrails. Similar stairs could be seen both above and below their level, going to and from points they could not discern. The steps before them ended in the far wall, in which a massive stone head at least four stories in height had been carved into the rock, angled so that it stood upright. The steps ran straight to its open mouth.
 

 
  “All right, we should check for traps before proceeding,” Fross declared. “I have a statistical divination spell that can randomize outcomes on a scale of twenty reference points corresponding to magical threat levels. Once I code in the variables we’re checking for, it should warn us of any traps within an acceptable margin of error. This’ll just take a second.”
 

 
  “Fross,” Gabriel said impatiently, “I may not be up to your study habits but even
  
   I
  
  know the Gygax Charm hasn’t been used in decades. Modern divinations are
  
   vastly
  
  more accurate.”
 

 
  “It’s traditional!”
 

 
  “There are
  
   no traps,”
  
  Professor Ezzaniel said wearily from behind them. “There will
  
   be
  
  no traps, nor enemies, until you have proceeded
  
   beyond
  
  what lies at the bottom of these steps. For heaven’s sake, students, get
  
   on
  
  with it. And watch where you put your feet.”
 

 
  “You’re good with levitation spells, right, Fross?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Well, of course! That’s how I mostly interact with the world. You’d be amazed how much picking up of stuff is necessary in human society! Well, I mean, you would if you’d never actually thought about it, which I’ve noticed most of you haven’t. Uh, no offense.”
 

 
  “None taken,” the paladin said gravely. “We’re all going to step carefully, but I need
  
   you
  
  to watch over the group and catch anybody if they fall.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Fross zipped back and forth in excitement. “I can do that!”
 

 
  “Good. All right, everyone…single file. I know it’s not that narrow, but let’s take no risks.”
 

 
  She set off down the stairs, the others falling into line behind her.
 

 
  The staircase was indeed broad enough that any of them could have laid down on the steps and neither their heads nor feet would have come near the edge. However, given the lack of rails and the staggering heights involved, it was still a nerve-wracking descent.
 

 
  “What d’you suppose is down there?” Gabriel asked about halfway down. “Lava?”
 

 
  “Can’t be,” said Toby. “The heat would whoosh up this shaft and cook us right where we stand.”
 

 
  “Shut. The fuck. Up,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped onto the small landing below the gloomy face’s nose with relief. In addition to being off those infernal stairs, from this vantage she didn’t have to see that huge thing scowling at them. The others clustered around her, several with soft sighs mirroring her reaction.
 

 
  The face’s open mouth formed a short tunnel; set into the wall just in front of the was a wooden door with an iron latch. Next to it hung a sign, in Tanglish.
 

 
  “The Grim Visage,” Teal read. “Well, it certainly is that.”
 

 
  “Care to give us a hint on what lies ahead, Professor?” Toby suggested.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Ezzaniel, deadpan. “If you open the door, you will find out.”
 

 
  “This is gonna be one of
  
   those
  
  trips, isn’t it,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  Trissiny clenched her jaw, grasped the handle and pulled the door open. She stepped cautiously through, moving forward enough to give the others room to enter. They did so slowly, fanning out in a cluster just inside the door.
 

 
  They found themselves in a room full of monsters.
 

 
  An ogre sat in the far corner, his head brushing the ceiling even sitting down, clutching a barrel from which he drank like a pint glass. Near the door, three drow were clustered around a table, two women and a man; to judge by their “armor,” which was flattering but more decorative than functional, and the matching unpleasant grins they gave the students, they weren’t Narisian. A small group of gnomes were playing cards near a roaring hearth, two goblins were arm wrestling the next table over, and at the far end of the room, behind a bar, stood an improbably pretty man with pale skin and no shirt on. He grinned at the sight of the students, stretching spiny incubus wings. As they stood there staring, a naga slithered past them, carrying a tray of mugs.
 

 
  The occupants of the room looked up at the new arrivals, and then mostly went right back to their drinks, games and conversations.
 

 
  “Why is it,” Gabriel asked after a moment’s silence, “that wherever we go, we end up in some kind of
  
   bar?”
  
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  6 – 4 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Professor Ezzaniel bore their nervousness with exactly four seconds’ worth of patience before loudly clearing his throat.
 

 
  “If we could all continue
  
   through
  
  the door, that would be splendid.”
 

 
  The students shuffled a little further in, with no great enthusiasm, clearing a path for their professor. He strode unhurriedly through the group, moving with his typical sinuous grace, like a stalking cat, and showing absolutely no concern for the various monsters present. The three drow turned their predatory grins on him, which he ignored; the naga paused in her route to give him a flirtatious smile and a wink, complete with a brief flaring of the spiny fins she had in place of hair. Ezzaniel nodded politely to her, continuing on his way. He got about halfway across the main open space before pausing to turn back to the freshmen with an expression of exasperation.
 

 
  “Children, you cannot
  
   live
  
  on the threshold. Move
  
   forward,
  
  please.”
 

 
  Trissiny started moving first, gripping her sword on the verge of whipping it out. One of the drow laughed, but most of the bar’s occupants ignored them entirely. The ogre didn’t even seem to notice their presence, absorbed in his barrel of whatever he was drinking. The students clustered together, Fross hovering directly above the little knot of them, and moved to rejoin Professor Ezzaniel; no sooner had they reached him than he turned and strode off again.
 

 
  The room was divided into two levels, separated by a waist-high (on a human) ledge lined by a bannister. Tables and chairs filled the lower level, with a huge hearth on on end of the room, in which burned a cheerfully intense but small-for-the-space fire; the other had a window looking out on the depressing view of the sloping chasm outside. On the second level were bigger, better-padded chairs and a couple of low tables, though this area was clearly more suited to sitting and conversing than eating meals. Opposite the bannister overlooking the entrance was the bar, behind which the bartender grinned wolfishly, watching them approach.
 

 
  Ezzaniel took the short staircase to the upper level in a single lanky bound; the students followed him much more sedately. It was less populated up here; two more goblins were canoodling together in a chair sized for someone much bigger than they, and a harpy hung upside-down in the far corner, gnawing at a bone and watching them beadily. Aside from that, there was nobody up here but the bartender.
 

 
  He was gorgeous, with a long face whose full lips and lavish eyelashes made him almost effiminately pretty, while its sharp angles seemed downright rugged. His lean musculature was very much on display; if he was wearing anything, it was only below the waist. Despite his basically human countenance, though, his species was unmistakable. The eyes framed by those girlish lashes were a deep topaz in color and glittered like crystals; his black hair had distinctly blue highlights. Worse were the wings. As they approached, he snapped them once to both sides as though shaking dust from their batlike folds, then settled them back behind him so that only their joints poked up above his shoulders.
 

 
  Trissiny had never been this close to an incubus before. She could
  
   feel
  
  the wrongness of him clawing at her subtler senses, the ones that came with Avei’s calling which never flared up unless something was badly wrong. A glance at Toby and the tension in his face said he felt the same. She did not take her hand away from her sword.
 

 
  “Emilio, it’s been too long!” the incubus said with a companionable grin. “Is it freshman time already? They days run together down here. I must say I’m surprised to see you; doesn’t the loon in the tight pants usually do these groups?”
 

 
  “Admestus is in the doghouse,” Professor Ezzaniel said with a wry twist of his mouth. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”
 

 
  “Well, you could make it up to me.” The demon grinned more broadly, planting an elbow on the bar and leaning toward Ezzaniel; the motion made lean muscles slide under his alabaster skin in a way that was too ostentatious not to have been deliberate. “What’ll it cost me to get
  
   you
  
  into some tight pants?”
 

 
  “You can’t afford me,” Ezzaniel said in a disinterested tone, then turned to the students. “This, kids, is the Grim Visage.”
 

 
  “Yeah, we read the sign,” Ruda snipped.
 

 
  “I have had you in class for a semester and a half, Miss Punaji; I am no longer so blissfully naïve as to assume you have observed the obvious. This inn is at the effective crossroads of the Crawl; all of the dungeon’s various branches and wings connect directly to this spot. As such, and because it is a sanctuary, it serves as the launching point for student adventures in the dungeon. You will come back here to sleep, resupply and lay such plans as you need to. This,” he nodded at the incubus, who waggled his eyebrows at them in greeting, “is Rowe, the proprietor and your landlord for the next three weeks.”
 

 
  “I am so indescribably charmed I just can’t tell you,” the demon said smoothly, making an elaborately courtly bow emphasized by a flourish of one of his wings.
 

 
  “Is that…safe?” Trissiny asked tightly.
 

 
  “My dear,” said Rowe, straightening up and giving her an earnestly straightforward look that made her skin crawl, “you are as safe in this inn as in the arms of your own goddess.”
 

 
  “That is both vastly implausible and verges on blasphemy.”
 

 
  “Oh, what’s a spot of blasphemy between friends?” he said glibly. “But you raise a valid point! As your professor has said, the Grim Visage is a
  
   sanctuary.
  
  There is no fighting here, no harm of any kind. Remember that well.”
 

 
  “We are glad to abide by such a rule,” said Shaeine, “so long as we are accorded the same courtesy. What assurance is there that this shall be so?”
 

 
  “Ah, I’m afraid you misunderstand,” the demon said with a knowing grin. “Sanctuary is not a
  
   rule,
  
  it’s a
  
   fact.
  
  Here, I’ll demonstrate for you. Excuse me, kids.”
 

 
  He snapped his wings outward again, beat them once and sailed over the bar and then over their heads (prompting most of them to duck and Fross to dodge), coming to rest nimbly on the bannister. He was wearing a pair of pink trousers of Punaji style, loose and flowing but gathered in tightly at the ankles above his bare feet. Rowe hopped nimbly down to the lower level, the students meandering over curiously to get a better view.
 

 
  “Hey, Gomblust!” the demon said cheerfully, waving.
 

 
  In the nearby corner, the hulking ogre slowly turned his great rocky head toward the incubus, blinking his beady little eyes. “Huh?”
 

 
  “Can you do me a favor, buddy?” Rowe folded his wings again but spread his arms wide, grinning at the ogre. “Kill me!”
 

 
  Gomblust blinked at him once more, then sighed heavily, emitting an ill-smelling blast of air that disturbed several hats and blew Fross off course. “Again?”
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon,” Rowe wheedled, “last time, I promise. It’ll be fun!”
 

 
  “This is not heroic,” the ogre grumbled, shifting to his feet. Amazingly, he could stand up without trouble, though it had looked as if his head brushed the ceiling while he was seated. “Gomblust is supposed to be punching evils, not bartenders.”
 

 
  “It totally counts! I’m evil! I’m a
  
   demon!”
  
 

 
  “You are too silly to be evil,” said the ogre. “Fine, fine.”
 

 
  For such a ponderous creature, he could move fast enough when he wanted. The ogre drew back one of his massive arms and slammed his fist down on Rowe’s head, prompting a startled shriek from Teal and a nearly-as-shrill outcry from Gabriel.
 

 
  His fist stopped inches from striking the demon; the air shivered where it impacted, rippling like a disturbed pool. Gomblust drew his hand back more slowly, shaking it. “You are a very silly demon, Rowe. Last time!”
 

 
  “Yup, I think the point is made,” the incubus said brightly. “Thanks, you’re a pal! Next round’s on me!”
 

 
  “That is not a good favor,” Gomblust muttered, sitting back down with a muted crash. Even his muttering was loud enough to fill the room. “Gomblust is supposed to be on an adventure, not drinking in a bar. Is very good ale, though…” He picked up his barrel again.
 

 
  “You see, kids,” said Rowe, strolling back up the steps to rejoin them with an almost feminine sway in his hips, “sanctuary is the rule of the house. It’s not
  
   my
  
  rule; I may call myself the innkeeper, but no matter what I claim to own, I just work here. The Crawl is the final authority, and the Crawl sets this aside as a neutral meeting place. Whatever magics or weapons you wield, whatever gods you can invoke, you
  
   will not
  
  break sanctuary. Here, the Crawl is the only god, and its rules are absolute.”
 

 
  He sauntered back around behind the bar, the students staring at him in silence. “Y’see, my little duckies,” Rowe went on, selecting a dusty bottle and pouring a mug full of thick, amber liquid, “there are doors in this inn to many places. It is a place between places, but not a
  
   way
  
  between places. You follow?”
 

 
  “Not in the least fucking little bit,” said Ruda.
 

 
  The incubus laughed. “What I mean is, we get all sorts through here. Some are residents of the Crawl itself. Oh, there are wandering monsters—though that term is extremely relative, as you’ll learn—but there are whole societies of various kinds in the depths. Then again, some enter that door from entirely other realms, stopping in for a drink or to escape their worlds for whatever reason. You can’t get into anybody else’s world, though. Whatever continuum spat you out will suck you back in, when you go through the door. See? A place, but not a way. You can meet people from other realities in the Visage, but not
  
   visit
  
  them from here.”
 

 
  “So…” Gabriel frowned. “How many of these people are from the real world?”
 

 
  “Is a world less real because you don’t live there?” Rowe asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  Gabriel scowled. “Fine, the world the Crawl is actually
  
   in,
  
  then?”
 

 
  The demon shrugged, idly flicking his wings. “The place you’re from… University at Last Rock, yes? Tiraan Empire, Pantheon, Universal Church, Elilial? All that stuff?”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s us,” said Teal.
 

 
  The incubus grinned broadly. “Smashing, me too. But who’s to say that’s the world this dungeon is
  
   in?”
  
 

 
  They all stared at him in silence for a moment, then glanced around at each other.
 

 
  “I’m reasonably sure it is,” Rowe confided, “but one can never be sure, eh?”
 

 
  “What about him?” Ruda jerked a thumb over her shoulder, indicating Gomblust the ogre. “How the hell did he even get in here? I mean… You couldn’t even get his fist through that door.”
 

 
  “You’re in the Crawl, sweet cheeks. There’s exactly as much space as there needs to be. Now then! I hate to rush you along, but if you’re to be staying here, there’s the matter of payment.” He rubbed his hands together, grinning avidly. “You goslings often stagger in here unprepared on your first outing—Arachne’s favorite little joke, as I understand it—so you can pay by the day if you’re strapped for funds. You’d best get to adventuring quickly in that case, though. There’s more than enough treasure in these halls, but only for those willing and able to get out there and bleed for it.”
 

 
  The students glanced around at each other again; most of their gazes found their way to Professor Ezzaniel.
 

 
  “No, the University will not be financing your expenses,” he said in a bored tone. “You will find or create such resources as you need to fulfill your quest. That is the point of the exercise.”
 

 
  “Hey, Professor!” Gabriel said brightly. “As a personal favor, can we borrow—”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “Um,” Teal said hesitantly, reaching into her coat pocket, “I don’t suppose you can accept Tiraan bank notes?”
 

 
  Rowe laughed long and hard at that. “Ah, kiddo, you’re just precious,” he said finally, wiping a tear from his eye. “Seriously, though, where am I going to redeem those? I could maybe use them to start a fire…”
 

 
  “Ugh, fuck it,” Ruda grumbled, reaching into her own coat pocket. She withdrew a coin and tossed it down on the bar. “If we’re going to be looting treasure, you can repay me out of our first hall. How many days will that buy us?”
 

 
  “This?” Rowe picked up the coin, squinting at it skeptically. “This isn’t even breakfast, duckie.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ruda yelled, stomping forward and thrusting her face into his. “Are you out of your buttfucking
  
   mind?
  
  That’s an Imperial decabloon! They don’t
  
   make
  
  coins more valuable than that!”
 

 
  “I think you precious little poppets are laboring under some misunderstandings about the economics of this place,” said Rowe, seemingly unfazed by her tirade. “We operate on a sort of barter system here. Sure, gold, jewels, precious metals… Stuff like that has its uses. There are, as I said, functional societies in the Crawl. There’s a whole warren of goblins, as well as several less sociable groups, all of which have an economy of
  
   some
  
  kind or other. We get drow in here regularly enough I’m pretty sure there’s an opening to the Underworld somewhere near the bottom, though the hell I’m going down there to look. And, of course, there are the odd visitors from other dimensions who are wont to engage in a spot of trade. By and large, though,
  
   coins
  
  are chiefly valuable as a conveniently carryable, roughly—and I mean
  
   very
  
  roughly—standardized measurement of gold, which can be melted down and made into other things.”
 

 
  He held up the decabloon, shifting it slowly back and forth so that it glinted in the torchlight. “This thing here? This is a thin lip of gold surrounding a core of platinum,
  
   layered
  
  with enchantments to prevent wear and tear—and prevent people counterfeiting or melting it down, which is precisely what we’d need to be able to do to make it valuable. You kids are new, so I won’t take it personally, but for future reference, handing somebody in the Crawl a coin like that is tantamount to telling them where to shove it.” He rolled the coin across his knuckles once, then flicked it at Ruda; she snatched it out of the air, glaring. “You’ve got to get used to thinking in terms of the
  
   value
  
  of things. What are they good for? That, metal content aside, is like your friend’s bank notes: chiefly valuable in the presence of a large society that
  
   agrees
  
  it has value.”
 

 
  Ruda snorted in disgust, stuffing the decabloon back in her coat pocket. When she withdrew her hand again, though, it was full of other coins, which she threw down disdainfully on the bar.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   now
  
  we’re talking!” Rowe said delightedly, sweeping them up. “Punaji gold! Best kind—soft enough to re-cast and verifiably the real thing. Shiny new ones, too! Who’s this guy?” he asked curiously, holding a coin up to the light so he could study the face profiled on it.
 

 
  “That’d be King Rajakhan, the Blackbeard,” Ruda said dryly. “I gather you don’t see too many of those.”
 

 
  “Indeed not, my lamb, and for
  
   this
  
  many you may consider yourselves paid up for the entirety of your stay!” Rowe made the coins vanish into his pants, which was impressive as they had no visible pockets, and made another grand bow at them. “And just to put it on the table, you kids probably don’t have
  
   much
  
  to trade, but if you’re of a mind to swap that sword, missy, I might just give you the whole damn place.”
 

 
  “If I give you my sword,” Ruda said quietly, “it’ll be the wrong end of it in your ribs.”
 

 
  “Not in this bar, you won’t,” Rowe replied with a cheeky grin. “Well, my dears, congratulations! You are officially guests of the Grim Visage.”
 

 
  “Not him,” said Ruda, pointing at Professor Ezzaniel.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” the professor said, looking mildly offended.
 

 
  She grinned nastily at him. “My gold, my rules. You don’t wanna help us pay our way? Hope you brought enough coin for yourself, then.”
 

 
  Ezzaniel rolled his eyes. “My usual room, please, Rowe. I may have to owe you for the last week or so.”
 

 
  “Your word’s as good as gold in this bar, Emilio,” the demon replied graciously, then clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “All right! Meals aren’t part of the deal, I’m afraid, but you may not find that onerous. We always have food and drink available; it’s quite easy to ferment stuff, but… As far as food goes, expect variations on a theme of meat, fish and fungus. There are
  
   sometimes
  
  fruits and vegetables, but you can expect to break the bank on those.” He spread his hands in a shrug, smiling disarmingly. “We serve what there is to be served.”
 

 
  “Um,” Teal said hesitantly, “what
  
   kind
  
  of meat would that be?”
 

 
  “I will answer that question if you truly wish,” Rowe said solemnly, “but understand this, young seeker: knowledge does not bring happiness.”
 

 
  “We will
  
   pass,”
  
  Gabriel said firmly. “Embrace the mystery, Teal.”
 

 
  “If you’re gonna be spending a lot of time out there in the corridors, anyway, you’ll probably find it more cost effective to hunt up your own grub.” Rowe waggled his eyebrows again, leering. “That, by the way, is not a euphemism.”
 

 
  Gabriel grimaced horribly and turned a plaintive look on Ezzaniel. “Is it too late to go back up top and just take the F?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “Let me show you to your new home away from home,” Rowe continued in his cloyingly bright tone. “Sarriki! Come watch the bar!”
 

 
  The naga quickly appeared from below, carrying her now-empty tray. She appeared to have a little trouble with the stairs, using one hand to pull herself up the bannister and leaning forward in the ascent as though moving against a headwind. Her snake-like lower body was clearly not designed for such footing.
 

 
  “Yessss, bosss,” she replied with sibilant deference, nodding deeply to Rowe and slithering around behind the bar.
 

 
  “And stop that hissing,” he said irritably. “Honestly, every time they send down the freshmen!
  
   You
  
  may think stereotypes are funny, but that kind of crap is why the rest of us can’t hold down a job topside.”
 

 
  “Aw, let me have my fun,” she pouted, then winked at the students. Her eyes were yellow and slitted like a snake’s.
 

 
  “Have fun on your own time; just man the bar,” he said with a mock-scowl, then spoiled it by grinning. “All right, my little gumdrops, this way! Follow the handsome and dashing barkeep!”
 

 
  A few doorways led off from the upper level of the bar, one in the corner with an actual door covering it, the others blocked only by ragged curtains. Rowe let them through the widest of these, his tail waving behind him as he went. The broad staircase beyond twisted slowly but unevenly; where a human-built stairwell would probably form a geometric path, this one seemed to have been repurposed from a natural tunnel. The width of the stairs varied widely, narrowing at one point so much they couldn’t walk two abreast, and the curve was not consistent. A single window was set into one of the walls just out of sight of the lower floor, providing another grim view of the red-tinged cavern. After a relatively short ascent, they emerged into an upper hall.
 

 
  Once again, the students came to a stop just past the doorway, staring. Behind them, Ezzaniel sighed melodramatically.
 

 
  “You have
  
   got
  
  to be shitting me,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  The space was oddly reminiscent of the upper floor lounge they had occupied in the inn in Lor’naris: a simple square area from which doors branched, leading into bedrooms. This one had a few stone benches set into the walls rather than free-standing chairs, and no window. There was also no table set in the middle of the room.
 

 
  Instead, there was a bronze statue of Arachne Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “She’s kind of a big deal around here,” Rowe said cheerfully, “especially these days. I’ll let you know up front that your doors all lock, the locks are all serviceable, and I advise you to use them; management is not responsible for lost or stolen property, and the drow have a tendency to come up here and gawk at the statue. The hell if I know why they care so much.”
 

 
  “Why do
  
   you?”
  
  Trissiny demanded. “I mean… Why is this
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  Rowe shrugged extravagantly, fluttering his wings. “I have no idea. This isn’t
  
   my
  
  idea of décor; believe me, I can find better uses for this quantity of metal, I assure you. As far as I know, the Crawl put this here.”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “That bitch has the
  
   weirdest
  
  friends.”
 

 
  “Corner door in the back wall is to the bathroom; I’m afraid you’ll have to share. There’s running water, from a hand-pump, and a stove to heat it. The toilets…well, let’s just say if anybody lives directly below this inn, I’ve never met them and I
  
   really
  
  hope I never do.” He grinned cheekily, tail waving like a pleased cat’s.
 

 
  “Lovely,” Toby muttered.
 

 
  “All hours are pretty much one in a sunless place,” the incubus went on, “but if memory serves, dear Arachne likes to roust you morsels out of your beds at an absurd hour for her little field trips, yes? I’ll just leave you to the rooms, then, if you want to grab some sleep. Don’t worry, they’ll be reserved for you until you check out, but that just means we won’t let anybody else
  
   sleep
  
  here. I suggest you not leave anything behind that you don’t want strangers pawing through while you’re gone.”
 

 
  “We don’t have anything
  
   to
  
  leave behind,” Teal muttered, fingering the lapel of her coat where her Talisman was pinned. “Didn’t even get to bring a change of clothes…”
 

 
  “It’s positively
  
   amazing
  
  what you can loot in the Crawl,” Rowe said brightly, already halfway back to the stairs. “Don’t fret, pumpkin, you’ll get by. When you come back down for breakfast, I’ll show you the commercial wing, where you can do some trading, get supplies and sell off whatever scratch you rustle up. For now, kiddies, ta ta!”
 

 
  Wiggling his fingers flirtatiously, he vanished down the steps, leaving the students staring at each other. Ezzaniel had gone with him without a word.
 

 
  “I think,” Trissiny said slowly, “we had better be careful about locking our doors, and not just when we’re out.”
 

 
  “What about the sanctuary thing?” Gabriel asked. He reached out and tried to flick Ruda’s ear; his fingers didn’t connect, deflecting off midair with a tiny ripple of light. “Damn, it’s serious. Also, ow.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna remember that when we’re out of here,” Ruda said, smirking at him.
 

 
  “Don’t joke,” Trissiny said sharply. “This is a
  
   serious
  
  problem.”
 

 
  “Oh, you and demons,” Gabriel shot back. “Sometimes I think you just don’t feel complete unless you’re condemning somebody. Just because he was born with wings and a tail doesn’t mean he wants to suck out all our blood.”
 

 
  “Uh, incubi don’t do that,” Fross pointed out.
 

 
  Trissiny tilted her head slightly, studying Gabriel. “I can’t figure you out, Gabe. Some days you seem full of guilt and self-loathing about being a demonblood, and others it’s like you’re ready to launch a demon rights movement.”
 

 
  He shrugged irritably, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “It’s a complicated matter. I have complicated feelings about it.”
 

 
  “Mm. You don’t actually know a
  
   thing
  
  about demonology, do you?”
 

 
  “Why would I?” he demanded challengingly.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   serious?”
  
 

 
  “His dad was pretty firm about that,” Toby cut in, placing a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Sshitherosz like to target half-demons. The less he was exposed to the whole thing…”
 

 
  “I can narrate my own backstory, thanks,” Gabriel said, giving him a look.
 

 
  “Incubi,” Trissiny said loudly, “are reincarnated humans. To begin with, when they died, their souls were denied entry into the divine plane and sent to Hell. That already is a very bad sign; Vidius isn’t exactly stringent. A moderate attempt to live a relatively decent life is generally enough to avoid damnation. Once in Hell, if they survive and manage to
  
   thrive
  
  despite being incorporeal and subject to enslavement and all manner of abuse by demonic magic-users, the souls eventually gain the attention of Prince Vanislaas, who gives them…” Her lips twisted contemptuously. “A second chance. New bodies, new powers, and a mission to make their way back to the mortal plane and corrupt more humans to swell the ranks of the succubi and incubi. An incubus, Gabriel, is someone who has repeatedly and vigorously
  
   proved
  
  himself evil of his own choices, demonstrated a considerable
  
   skill
  
  at being evil, and then been empowered and sent forth for the specific and express purpose of
  
   doing
  
  evil. They’re not like hethelaxi; they’re not just people who were born in the wrong dimension. The fact that he’s personable and charming makes him
  
   more
  
  dangerous, not less.”
 

 
  “Let me just stick my nose in here,” said Ruda. “You know I’m generally on the side of anyone who knows how to have fun, and anyone who’s serving booze, so that’s twice over I’m inclined to think well of Rowe, without even getting into how I hate to encourage Boots when she’s being pompous.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “Thanks.”
 

 
  Ruda grinned at her before continuing. “That said, I’ve gotta back her up on this one. Demonology isn’t a big thing in Puna Dara, but I was definitely taught to know and respect the great dangers of the world; I’m gonna lead my people one day and can’t be caught with my pants down. Incubi and succubi are
  
   bad
  
  fucking news. Like, one even being
  
   in
  
  the city is officially considered a crisis. We better watch our asses as long as we’re staying in a place where
  
   that
  
  guy’s in charge.”
 

 
  A silence fell. Gabriel glanced between Ruda and Trissiny, then at Toby, and finally at the ground, a thoughtful frown covering his face.
 

 
  “I’m tired,” Juniper said abruptly. They all started; she hadn’t spoken the entire time they’d been in the Grim Visage. The dryad trudged past them, around the statue of Tellwyrn and into the nearest room without bothering to close the door. Moments later there came the soft sound of her flopping down on a bed.
 

 
  “Well,” said Toby, “that sounds like as good an idea as any.”
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  Having some time to himself, in hindsight, had been too much to hope for. Not just because he was up to his ears at the best of times between Imperial business, Church business, Guild business and the various games he had to play to pit those interests against each other and keep them from tipping out of balance—or smashing him for being the meddling interloper he was.
 

 
  It was a lovely day, the first such in quite some time, the sky clear and the air warm enough to dispense with scarves and gloves, though still with plenty of bite. Spring always came late to Tiraas. As such, it seemed everyone who didn’t have a good and specific reason to be indoors was out enjoying the relative warmth. Couples, families and miscellaneous individuals strolled the streets with the lackadaisical gait of people on no particular business.
 

 
  Not that Sweet minded the crowd, aside from the added difficulty of navigating through them, but as an inveterate people-watcher, it was a challenge to get from one point to another without being distracted. The Guild mostly ran his spy network these days; it wasn’t as if going on his city rounds could truly count as business anymore. He kept himself in circulation through the city because he loved doing it, because it was personally satisfying and made him feel grounded. Today, though, he found himself caught up watching a hundred little tableaus in passing, rather than making his way to any of his stops with any kind of efficiency. After an hour or so, he gave up and just strolled like everyone else was, enjoying the humanity as much as the sunshine.
 

 
  And maybe, subconsciously, he knew it would be his last opportunity for a while; there was just too much going on. Some people—most people—who had recently been targeted by Black Wreath assassins might have feared to be out in public alone, but in truth, Sweet was more at home on the streets than in the fancy townhouse which he regarded as little but a prop in his role as the Bishop. Just let anyone try to take him on in his own streets. It was nearly a disappointment that not even a hint of such hostility emerged.
 

 
  It was a nice hour, while it lasted, but then the world caught up with him. So much for his day off.
 

 
  He sighted the disturbance from a block away, being closely attuned to the currents of the city. Sweet turned down the street in question, making his way toward the fuss without hurry. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing that required hurry, anyway. Not much was evident from that distance except for a forming crowd and raised voices, but he could clearly see the steeple, topped with an ankh, of a Universal Church chapel right at the thick of things.
 

 
  As Sweet approached the upraised voices gradually became clearer, though he couldn’t make much sense of what they were saying. The last few feet he had to actually push through onlookers, which he did as gently as possible, with smiles and murmured apologies; soon enough he was standing at the very edge of the cleared space surrounding the disturbance.
 

 
  There, he had to stop and just stare, his normal aplomb fleeing.
 

 
  “What…the…
  
   hell.”
  
 

 
  The demonstrators wore black robes—cheap ones, apparently dyed sackcloth. Somebody had thrown those together at the last minute, clearly. They contrasted starkly with the masks, which were identical and clearly well-made: each person wore the plaster face of a woman with red skin, surmounted by twisting horns. They carried signs with a variety of slogans: SHAME; ONE EMPEROR IS ENOUGH, JUSTINIAN!; BETTER THE WREATH THAN THE WRATH; MORTAL WORLD FOR MORTAL RACES. The seven people present appeared to be trying to chant, but weren’t making much of a go at it, each spouting their various phrases and tripping over each other’s lines.
 

 
  “How long has this been going on?” he asked aloud.
 

 
  “Less than ten minutes,” said a voice at his elbow. Sweet was too old a pro to visibly startle at being addressed, however much it surprised him. He half-turned to regard the speaker from beneath an upraised eyebrow.
 

 
  “Grip. Dare I ask what
  
   you’re
  
  doing in the thick of this?”
 

 
  “I’m not in the thick of it,” the half-elf said dryly. “I’m on the outskirts, where it’s safe. To answer your question, virtually every enforcer in the city is hunting Wreath after they came knocking on your door. I was staking out a magic shop known for peddling diabolist supplies when these ducklings came along.”
 

 
  “Are they…Wreath?” he asked carefully.
 

 
  Grip snorted. “Cavorting in the street like that? Hell, no. I’d dearly like to know who they are and where they came from, but the
  
   actual
  
  Black Wreath doesn’t do shit like this, as I should think you know. It evidently
  
   organizes
  
  shit like this, however. These clowns were at the shop collecting those robes, masks and signs.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Darling stroked his chin, studying the protestors through narrowed eyes. They certainly weren’t garnering any sympathy from the crowd; the onlookers were watching this display with expressions of revulsion and derision, some beginning to be openly hostile. Even as he watched, a thickset man shouted at the demonstrators to crawl back in their holes, quickly echoed by another voice.
 

 
  Behind them, a Universal Church chaplain was standing on the steps of the chapel being protested against, looking more puzzled than alarmed. Darling couldn’t blame him. As Grip had pointed out, the Black Wreath just didn’t
  
   do
  
  things like this.
 

 
  The enforcer cleared her throat softly and tugged his sleeve. “I suggest we get a more
  
   appropriate
  
  vantage, yeah?”
 

 
  “Good idea.”
 

 
  They slipped carefully back through the crowd; it required more pushing, as thick as it had grown, but the spectacle was arresting enough that nobody bothered with them. From there, it was the work of moments to slip into an alley, up piles of refuse, drain pipes, and window shutters to land on the flat roof of the shop across the street from the chapel. A wall kick was necessary to make it all the way up; thankfully he didn’t stumble in front of Grip, but Sweet had to reflect ruefully, as he caught his breath, that he was getting to be out of practice at this.
 

 
  “This
  
   can’t
  
  go on much longer,” he said. “If they’re not Wreath, they’re clearly sympathetic to them. I’m amazed the whole lot haven’t been rounded up by soldiers already.”
 

 
  “As to that, I have a theory,” Grip murmured. She planted a foot on the short parapet and leaned on her knee to look down, but was peering in both directions up the street rather than at the robed protestors. As usual, she wore striking black, with prominently displayed knives strapped to her in various places and a cudgel hanging at her belt. Most Eserite thieves would have rightly disdained such ostentation, but Grip’s line of work was about inflicting fear more than inflicting pain. You couldn’t be an enforcer without breaking fingers and kneecaps as needed, but the scarier you were, the less you had to do it. A trail of rumors was much more efficient than a trail of blood; tails of blood were useful only
  
   because
  
  they started rumors. “It’s the reason I followed these guys rather than busting up the shopkeeper who was supplying them per the Boss’s orders. Call it a hunch, but I suspect a parallel between… And there we go. My timing is as flawless as always, it seems.”
 

 
  Sweet followed her pointing finger to the opposite end of the street, where an entire phalanx in bronze armor had rounded the corner and positioned themselves to completely wall off the avenue. Grip then pointed the opposite way, to a second phalanx taking position.
 

 
  “No,” Sweet breathed, staring at the Silver Legionnaires. “They wouldn’t…”
 

 
  They were, and they did. The spears didn’t come up, but the two walls of shieldmaidens began to sparkle as divine shields formed over the front ranks, cast by the priestesses embedded in their formations, and they started closing in on each other. Seeing them come, people turned and tried to flee, including one of the black-robed figures.
 

 
  “No, no, no!” he said in agitation, clenching his fists as he watched panicked city dwellers rebound off the phalanx, finding no place to slip through. “Not against civilians! And not just the Wreath, they’re hitting
  
   everyone!
  
  Rouvad, what are you
  
   thinking?!”
  
 

 
  “They’re not
  
   hitting
  
  anyone,” Grip murmured, watching closely. “No weapons, see? They’re just…oop, I’m wrong.”
 

 
  Another robed protestor had tried to flee, pressing himself against the wall of a storefront in an attempt to slip past the phalanx. The Legionnaire on the edge had broken formation momentarily to slam him against the wall with her shield. Sweet couldn’t hear the crunch from up there, but he winced, feeling it. Moments later, the front line had passed them, and two more Legionnaires gathered up the fallen man, none too gently.
 

 
  They were not being so rough with the townspeople caught up in their trap, but they also weren’t letting them through the formation. People began forcing their way into shop doors and alleys to escape the press; Sweet clearly heard a window being broken. Two Legionnaires, one from each side, had slipped through the phalanxes from behind and now were taking position across from the robed protestors with shields
  
   and
  
  lances out, pushing them back as they attempted to bolt to an alley across the street.
 

 
  From there, it was over in a few seconds. Abandoning their signs, two of the robed demonstrators fled up the short path into the very chapel they’d been agitating in front of; the black-robed priest stepped aside to allow them in. The rest surrendered and were quickly rounded up by Legionnaires. The phalanxes broke up, soldiers assuming guard formations, and the priestesses fanned out. In moments the street was lighting up in flashes as they administered divine healing to people injured in the scuffle—including to one of the protestors.
 

 
  “And that’s why the guards didn’t come,” Grip said in a satisfied tone. “Imperial duty or not, most soldiers are at least nominal Avenists. If the Legions want to claim a prerogative, a watch commander will find reasons to delay dispatching his troops. As I thought, our cult wasn’t the only one that felt insulted by the Wreath’s roughhousing.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Sweet whispered, understanding dawning on him. Not the full details, of course; there was too much about this that made absolutely no sense. But the
  
   shape
  
  of it… “It’s another provocation.”
 

 
  “Another?” Grip turned to him, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  
   “None
  
  of the Bishops were hit with anything nearly strong enough to take us out. The Wreath is playing a longer game. They’re trying to stir something up.”
 

 
  “Mm.” She turned back to watch the soldiers securing the street, ushering the remaining civilians out of the way. “This is a bigger something than they usually go for.”
 

 
  “A great doom is coming,” he murmured, then pointed at the chapel, where the priest was arguing vehemently with two Avenists, a woman in bronze armor and one in simple white robes. “What’s going on there?”
 

 
  Grip laughed bitingly. Like most halfbloods she didn’t much care to be reminded of her heritage, but those ears were too useful in their line of work to be ignored. “Apparently those two assholes have claimed sanctuary in the chapel, and he’s choosing to honor it. Gotta admire the man’s pluck if not his judgment. Well, legally he has the right of… Yup, there they go.”
 

 
  The Legionnaire and priestess had turned and retreated, looking so disgusted that Sweet could clearly read their expressions even from this distance. Not that he had the attention to spare for them.
 

 
  “They’re actually trying to incite the
  
   population
  
  against the gods,” he marveled.
 

 
  “That’s a new one,” Grip commented. “I can’t imagine they’ll get far with it.”
 

 
  “In the long run? Hell, no, the Pantheon’s worshipers are
  
   far
  
  too entrenched. But if they play it right, they can stir up enough trouble over a short span of time to accomplish…”
 

 
  “What?” she asked after he trailed off.
 

 
  Sweet scowled, shaking his head. “If I knew, I’d be out putting a stop to it. Bloody hell, though, they’re doing it well. Rouvad must be
  
   mad
  
  to have allowed this; the Legions are usually a lot more careful around civilians.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” she grunted. “Makes you wonder what the Huntsmen are out doing. Bet it makes this look like a Sunday picnic.”
 

 
  “Makes me wonder what pins the Wreath set up for them to knock down,” Sweet muttered. “Clearly, the demonstrations were not the point. They’re creating
  
   just
  
  enough agitation that the offended cults have easy targets on which to vent their ire, in just the right places where innocents will be caught in the…” He stopped, his eyes widening. “Grip, did you say you were watching a
  
   shop?”
  
 

 
  “I did,” she said slowly. “I mean, I was…”
 

 
  “Tricks sent enforcers throughout the city, targeting known Wreath locations?”
 

 
  “Well, we don’t
  
   know
  
  any actual Wreath locations, or we’d have beaten them down a long time ago. But there are all kinds of
  
   suspected
  
  contacts in the city…”
 

 
  “You mean to tell me that right now, all over Tiraas, Thieves’ Guild enforcers are out smashing limbs and property of people who
  
   might
  
  have some connection to the Black Wreath? Some of whom—
  
   most
  
  of whom—assuredly
  
   don’t?”
  
 

 
  She looked up at him, the blood draining from her face, then down at the scene in the street. “Oh, shit
  
   fire.”
  
 

 
  “Get back to the Guild,” he said, already moving back toward the alleyway from which they’d ascended. “Get in to see Tricks, use my name and break whoever’s leg you have to if he claims not to have time for you. Get him to put a
  
   stop
  
  to this.”
 

 
  “He
  
   can’t!”
  
  Grip protested, following him. They paused at the edge of the roof. “Sweet, everyone’s already in motion. All over. This was a
  
   massive
  
  strike, sent out to crush every fingerhold the Black Wreath has in the city. It’ll take every warm body left in the Guild to even
  
   get
  
  to all the targeted locations… If there’s anybody left at the Guild who actually
  
   knows
  
  where everyone went, it’ll be too late to stop it all, and—”
 

 
  “Damn it, woman, we don’t have
  
   time
  
  for this!” he shouted. “Go
  
   try!
  
  I have to get to the Cathedral to try to stop the
  
   rest
  
  of the cults from playing into the Wreath’s hands!”
 

 
  She obeyed without another word, slinging herself over the edge, bouncing off the wall below and catching a grip on a drainpipe, which shook with the impact but held. Sweet followed with a little more care, his brain churning so hard it threatened to damage his concentration on the task of climbing.
 

 
  The Guild was, right at that moment, sending a very strong message to exactly the wrong people, which the Wreath had assuredly already made preparations to spin into the narrative
  
   they
  
  were going to sell to the general public. Doubtless there were more demonstrations like this being set up to bait the Sisters into making similar blunders, all over the city. The gods only knew
  
   what
  
  the Huntsmen were doing. And what about the Izarites? A more harmless group of people had surely never existed, but if there were a way for them to be manipulated into making a mistake, the Black Wreath were the ones to do it.
 

 
  And what was Justinian doing?
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “There is little I
  
   can
  
  do,” the Archpope said gravely. “Captain Ravoud, take a message to High Commander Rouvad; inform her of these developments and Bishop Darling’s theory. She, at least, has the communication networks in place to call back her Legions before they make this situation any worse. Have someone dispatch a similar message to Grandmaster Veisroi. See to it personally, Captain.”
 

 
  “Immediately, your Holiness,” Ravoud said crisply, saluting, then turned and dashed off back down the hall. The Archpope, at this time of day, was busy; Darling had actually called him out of a prayer meeting for this. It was a rather sensitive discussion to be having openly in the halls of the Cathedral, but he had chosen to value speed over secrecy in this case.
 

 
  Ravoud was a name he remembered from recent events in Lor’naris. The man now wore his Imperial Army uniform with insignia removed and the coat left unbuttoned, which was common enough for ex-soldiers. Clearly he was working for the Archpope now, though he wasn’t in Holy Legion armor. Darling filed away this piece of whatever puzzle it was to be worked at later.
 

 
  “That, unfortunately, is the extent of my immediate power here,” Justinian said ruefully, his face a mask of patrician concern. “It is only the structure and nature of the Avenists that makes even that much possible; the cults of Eserion and Shaath are far more proactive. Commander Rouvad can, at least, rein in her people.”
 

 
  “I’ve sent a runner to the Boss with the same warning,” said Darling, “but I’m afraid it’s not going to be in time to accomplish anything.”
 

 
  Justinian nodded. “And even if we could reach them in time… As I have mentioned, I cannot actually
  
   require
  
  any of the Church’s member cults to do anything. At most, I can intercede with their deities to
  
   ask
  
  that the cult leaders be overruled, but… That takes time and considerable effort, will have far-reaching consequences and may not even be necessary.”
 

 
  “In most cases, I don’t think it would be,” Darling said with a frown. “The Shaathists might consider their vendetta more important than the strategic realities of the situation…”
 

 
  “I’ve heard Shaathists and Avenists alike say similar things about Eserites,” Branwen noted, smiling and placing a hand on Darling’s arm to soften any sting in the words. She had, fortuitously, been with the Archpope when he had arrived; they now had the hall to themselves, aside from the two Holy Legionnaires who escorted Justinian everywhere.
 

 
  “Let us not start that debate, please,” Justinian said firmly. “At present we don’t know what the Huntsmen may have done or will do. Veisroi, though as devoted to the principles of the wild as any Shaathist, has proven amenable to compromise in the past. He will listen to my messenger.”
 

 
  Darling drew in a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “Which leaves only whatever his cult has already done. I can’t escape the feeling the Wreath has manipulated each of us from within, too. It’d be the only reliable way to ensure the cults reacted the way they wanted. We’ve always taken it as given that our cults have been infiltrated. Those Legionnaires… That operation just didn’t seem characteristic of them.” He turned to Branwen. “This may be a little out of line, for which I’m sorry, but is there any chance the priests of Izara might do something…rash?”
 

 
  “Such as what, for example?” she asked archly.
 

 
  He shook his head. “I don’t know, Bran. All I’m sure of is that we’ve all been played.”
 

 
  “It is a fair objection,” said the Archpope, “but also a fair question. I will send a messenger to High Priestess Delaine. Whether or not she has taken any action, she deserves to be kept in the loop. I think we can consider the disciples of Izara a lower concern, however; it is not in their nature to offer aggression of any kind.”
 

 
  “We’ve lost this one, haven’t we?” Branwen asked glumly.
 

 
  “Second in a row,” Darling added, surprised by the bitterness in his own tone.
 

 
  “Despair is a sin, my friends,” the Archpope said firmly. “To presume that hope is lost is to presume knowledge of the future that we mortals cannot possess. Trust in the gods. More importantly, trust in the better aspects of our own nature. The Wreath’s nihilism may cause untold damage in the short term, but in the long, I truly believe that humanity is better at the heart than they would make us out to be.” He came to a stop, turning to face them. “You are right, Branwen; we must consider
  
   this
  
  engagement lost. Steel yourselves to face further losses in the immediate future; the Wreath has planned deeply and prepared well, and we must assume they will be prepared for our next logical moves. Therefore, we shall place our focus upon a depth of future action
  
   beyond
  
  what they can foresee. Branwen.” He placed a hand gently on her shoulder, gazing solemnly down at the much shorter woman. “I have a plan, which will require me to lean heavily upon you in the coming days. I know your wounds are still raw. If you do not feel yourself up to this task, there will be no recrimination of any kind… But I must know
  
   now.
  
  Once it is begun, it will be too late to change course.”
 

 
  “You can count on me for whatever you need, your Holiness,” she replied, meeting his gaze with uncharacteristic steel in her own. “I
  
   won’t
  
  let you down. And I will
  
   not
  
  let them win, or escape consequences.”
 

 
  “Good,” Justinian said with a grim smile of his own. He nodded to Darling. “If you would, Antonio, please stay at the Cathedral for the time being, at least until we know what is happening with the other cults and can bring the immediate situation under control. There will be subtler currents moving; I will be counting on your mind to spot them and form appropriate plans.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness,” he said. “Anything I can do.”
 

 
  Justinian nodded again, releasing Branwen. “Come, then, we’ll retire to my study to lay plans. I must also summon Basra and Andros; in the immediate days, I will be relying on each of you to interface with your own cults.”
 

 
  He continued talking, setting out ideas as they walked; Darling listened enough to be aware, but did not give the Archpope his undivided attention. It wasn’t even that he had strategies or questions distracting him. It was still too early in the game for those to have taken a meaningful degree of form, for all the uncertainties that surrounded them.
 

 
  No, what tugged at his mind was excitement. The Wreath, finally, was making their play. Elilial was making
  
   her
  
  play. While she lurked in the background, there was little he could do but wait.
 

 
  Now, after all his years of seeing to what the Church wanted and the Empire wanted and the Guild wanted, and his recent days of managing what his team of adventurers wanted, to say nothing of rogue elements like Tellwyrn and her gang of teenage meddlers, he could finally see about getting what
  
   he
  
  wanted.
 

 
  Elilial was the goddess of cunning, after all. He had to wonder if she would see him coming.
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  “No, thanks,” Gabriel said with a shudder when Ruda offered him the bowl of stew. “I’ll stick to mushrooms.”
 

 
  “Your loss,” she said with a shrug, dipping her spoon back into it and taking a bite.
 

 
  “How is it?” Toby asked warily.
 

 
  She shrugged. “Bland. Heavy on the gravy. More ‘shroom than meat. Not the worst thing I’ve eaten, though.”
 

 
  “All things considered,” said Gabe, peering around the Visage’s common room and lowering his voice, “I can’t get over the fear the mystery meat in this place might include something…y’know…sentient.”
 

 
  “It’s not,” Juniper mumbled around a mouthful of stew, then paused to swallow, tilting her head with a thoughtful expression. “Rat, some kind of pork, and…snake? Maybe lizard. Little things.”
 

 
  “Where the hell do they get
  
   pork?”
  
  Gabriel demanded. The dryad shrugged mutely and had another bite.
 

 
  “Probably cave boars,” said Fross sagely. “A fairly common upper-level dungeon inhabitant. Or, at least, they were a hundred years ago when the manuals were still being written…”
 

 
  “Most of those ‘manuals’ were historical even then,” Teal said with a smile.
 

 
  “Yeah, well…” Gabriel glanced at Juniper, then sighed, picking up one of the shriveled brown stalks on his own plate. “I’m still not convinced. Call me paranoid, but you grow up slightly demonic and you develop a healthy fear of doing anything…evil. Even accidentally. That sounds like some of those ingredients
  
   might
  
  have still been people.”
 

 
  “I said
  
   pork,”
  
  Juniper snapped, slamming her spoon down on the table. “Pork, as in pig. I wasn’t
  
   hinting
  
  at something. It’s
  
   not human.”
  
 

 
  Everyone stared at her in silence.
 

 
  “Uh, Juno,” Gabriel said hesitantly, “I meant the other parts. Lizard? Snake? Can you be absolutely
  
   sure
  
  that’s not, say…goblin, or naga?”
 

 
  “Oh.” She swallowed heavily dropping her gaze. “Um… I don’t… I mean, I’ve never tried… I dunno.” Hunching her shoulders, the dryad carefully pushed her stew bowl away and reached for a mushroom from the communal platter in the middle of the table.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, I’ll cope,” said Ruda with a shrug, fishing up another spoonful of brown, lumpy stew. “I’ve had mermaid, after all.”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed, setting down the large mushroom cap on which she’d been nibbling.
 

 
  Ruda finished chewing before answering, smirking at the horrified expressions all around the table. “Let me just guess. I say ‘mermaid’ and you’re all picturing pretty girls in seaweed brassieres with fish tails, yeah? Which is as kinky as it is dumb, and proof that the bards get
  
   good
  
  an’ drunk before making up all the shit you shorebound think you know about the ocean. Mermaids are giant fucking twelve-foot-long
  
   snakes
  
  with arms and vaguely humanoid heads. We only figure they’re intelligent because they use weapons and magic. All they do is hiss and screech if you try to talk to ’em.”
 

 
  “Weapons and magic are, indeed, signs of sentience,” Shaeine said. “Is food
  
   that
  
  scarce in Puna Dara? Even in the Underworld it is considered the furthest extremity of starvation when people are reduced to eating intelligent beings.”
 

 
  “It’s not about that,” said Ruda, scooping up another bite of stew and regarding it thoughtfully. “Mermaids eat people. Seriously, they attack ships to try to get the delicious, chewy passengers. Their favorite tactic is to magically induce a state of doldrums around a target vessel; no wind or currents to propel it, and they pull on any oars that’re put down.
  
   Then
  
  their witches do something from underneath that makes all the food stores spoil within minutes or hours, all so they can weaken the crew enough to attack and overwhelm ’em. They deliberately
  
   ruin
  
  food in order to eat the fucking
  
   people.”
  
 

 
  “So, what?” Trissiny demanded, frowning. “You just eat them right back?”
 

 
  “Pretty much,” said Ruda with a grin, “though you’re oversimplifying it. The most reliable counter-tactic to this is to harpoon one of the fuckers, haul it up on deck and have a goddamn barbecue right where the rest can see.”
 

 
  “Showing dominance,” said Juniper, nodding. “Makes perfect sense.”
 

 
  “That,” Ruda agreed, pointing the dripping spoon at her, “and also it makes the point that the crew won’t run out of food unless they damn well
  
   leave.
  
  Generally, they do after you cook the first one.”
 

 
  “What’s to stop them from just waiting under the boat until everyone starves?” Gabriel asked, his expression one of horrified fascination.
 

 
  “Ship,” said Ruda, giving him a disparaging look. “If you’re in mermaid territory on a
  
   boat,
  
  your ass is dead to begin with and it’s to the overall benefit of the gene pool. As for why they don’t wait…impatience, mostly. They can’t seem to resist poking their heads up to check.
  
   That’s
  
  why the whole sentience thing isn’t considered absolutely certain, magic or no magic. They may be intelligent, but they’re
  
   not
  
  terribly smart.”
 

 
  “Well.” Trissiny very carefully set down her mushroom cap. “Suddenly I find I have little appetite.”
 

 
  “Yup,” Gabriel agreed, pushing away his plate of stalks.
 

 
  Ruda cackled at them, but Fross quickly darted down to hover over the table.
 

 
  “Well, don’t waste food,” the pixie said worriedly. “It’s apparently not the easiest thing to come by down here… I’m just gonna store all this, okay? I made sure to have plenty of dimensional holding space for treasure and whatnot, and it’ll keep fresh while it’s in limbo.”
 

 
  “You go right ahead,” said Gabriel, watching with interest while she levitated various mushrooms into her shining aura, where they disappeared. “Anybody else?”
 

 
  Ruda insisted on finishing her stew; Juniper was the only other member of the party who still wanted to eat, but she gathered up a handful of mushrooms to munch on the way. With that seen to, they all pushed back their chairs and rose.
 

 
  “All done, then?” Sarriki asked brightly, pausing as she slithered past. “Big day! Heading out on your first delve, are we?”
 

 
  “Any advice?” Toby asked lightly.
 

 
  “Don’t,” she suggested, then moved off, chuckling sibilantly to herself.
 

 
  “Oh, just ignore her,” Rowe advised, leaning on the rail of the bar’s upper level and grinning down at them. “She likes to remind everyone how impossible she is to fire. It’s not like I can put up a ‘help wanted’ sign. So! You pigeons ready to head out, then? Allow me to show you the way!” Flapping his wings once for emphasis, he turned and sashayed off toward the bar. Trissiny gave them all a very pointed look before leading the way up the stairs and after the incubus.
 

 
  Rowe was waiting next to the bar, beside one of the curtained doorways. At their approach, he pulled aside the slightly ragged length of red velvet hanging over the opening and gestured them through, grinning and bowing.
 

 
  “After you,” Trissiny said sharply.
 

 
  The demon laughed at her. “My, my,
  
   so
  
  suspicious! Ah, well, it’s probably for the best. Good habit to be in, while you’re in the Crawl! Walk this way, my little lemon drops.”
 

 
  He strolled on through, tail waving languidly. Trissiny paused, watching him with her hand straying near her sword. Gabriel sashayed past her, swinging his hips exaggeratedly with each step and prompting a chorus of laughter.
 

 
  “Welcome, dear children, to the marketplace!” Rowe enthused, directing their attention around the chamber with great sweeping gestures of his whole arms. It was longer than the main bar area, but roughly as wide, and about as tall; rough-cut steps descended from the door to the floor, leaving the ceiling high above and creating a spacious feel despite the fact that it was constructed of windowless gray stone and lit only by fires and a single flickering fairy lamp. Like the rest of the Grim Visage, the marketplace looked unfinished and rough, as if a naturally occurring cave in the rocks had been expanded by extremely casual stonemasons to roughly room-like proportions. The floor sloped slightly but noticeably toward the center, making a valley running between the steps on their end and another, larger door opposite. On either side of the long space were counters constructed of scraps of stone, wood and metal; torches lined the upper walls, burning in a variety of different colors, and a thick iron barrel sat smack in the center, in which a sullen little bonfire flickered.
 

 
  “Cheerful,” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  “Well, it’s pretty early, according to our arbitrary system of sunless timekeeping,” said Rowe. “You can meet everyone else as opportunity permits. We’ve got a metalsmith, an alchemist and an enchanter who all do business down here. But! I made certain the
  
   one
  
  fellow you
  
   really
  
  want to talk to before setting out was awake and at work!”
 

 
  Indeed, only one of the stands was occupied, the one which displayed rolls of parchment in barrels and maps tacked up to the walls behind and around it. Behind the counter sat a youngish human man in an absurd floppy hat trailing a bedraggled ostrich feather; at Rowe’s introduction, he waved up at them.
 

 
  “Hello, there! So
  
   you’re
  
  the new crop of freshmen, eh? I’m Shamlin, wandering bard and dungeon cartographer extraordinaire! C’mon down, don’t be shy, let’s have a look at you… My goodness, is that a
  
   dryad?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” Juniper said archly. “I mean,
  
   she
  
  is. I am. Yes.”
 

 
  “Well, how about that.” Shamlin shook his head in bemusement as they trickled over to stand around his stall. “So, are you also a witch, then? I bet a dryad would make a simply
  
   fabulous
  
  witch.”
 

 
  “Um…” Juniper frowned at him, then glanced uncertainly over at the others. “No?”
 

 
  “Huh.” He picked up the mandolin that had been resting on his counter and began plucking aimlessly at the strings, still studying them. “You’re the only one who seems to have a lot of fae energy in her aura… But then again, maybe you have
  
   so
  
  much that you’re drowning the others out. You lot are clustered rather closely together, after all. Whose pixie is that, then?”
 

 
  “Mine!” Fross said irritably. “I am
  
   my
  
  pixie! My name is Fross, and I’m a freshman!”
 

 
  Shamlin blinked once, then stood and bowed to her. “My humblest apologies, then, dear lady. I of all people should know better than to judge what I see by my own expectations.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess that’s sort of okay then,” Fross said, somewhat mollified.
 

 
  “Did you say you’re a cartographer?” Teal asked.
 

 
  
   “Dungeon
  
  cartographer!” Shamlen declared, grinning. “If you want maps of the Crawl, I’m the one to call! I buy
  
   and
  
  sell, and I’m always in the market for up-to-date information on the situation! The Crawl does so like to shift about, you see. Fresh intelligence is vital for any up-and-coming adventurer!”
 

 
  “Some cartographer,” said Rowe, grinning hugely. “He’s a middleman, is what he is. Hence sitting here in safety and comfort getting absurdly rich while other people do the heavy lifting.”
 

 
  “It’s a living,” Shamlin said complacently. “And
  
   you’re
  
  not one to talk.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Gabe said, “but are you…uh, human?”
 

 
  “Last I checked!”
 

 
  “Then, um…what, exactly, are you doing down here?”
 

 
  “Making gold hand over fist,” the bard replied with a grin. “Which brings us to the subject of business! Have any of you experience with mapmaking?”
 

 
  They exchanged a round of glances; several of them shook their heads.
 

 
  “Pity,” Shamlin mused. “That would’ve spared us all some effort… No matter! I have just the thing for you!” Reaching under his counter, he pulled out a long wooden scroll case, capped with rune-engraved brass and with a glass viewing panel set into its front. Within was a roll of parchment, and a quantity of loose liquid ink which sloshed about without leaving any stains, somehow. “What I have here is the latest word in modern cartography, the preferred sidearm of Imperial surveyors and gnomish questers alike! The auto-mapper need only be carried with you and it will, with no effort whatsoever on your part, render a perfectly accurate chart of your environs as far as your senses can perceive and beyond! Yours for the
  
   excessively
  
  reasonable price of twenty gold pieces, and
  
   that,
  
  my friends, includes your discounts for being students of the University. Make your own maps as you go—and if you bring me back maps of anything new or different, I’ll gladly buy them off you!”
 

 
  “So,” Teal said slowly, “you want us to
  
   buy
  
  something that will possibly—
  
   maybe—
  
  give us something to sell back to you.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a neat trick,” Ruda remarked. “A reliable way to turn everyone else’s gold into your gold.”
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” Shamlin said with a shameless grin. “But as you’re soon to learn, kids, adventuring isn’t what you’d call a
  
   reliable
  
  pastime. Oh, you’re bound to round up
  
   some
  
  treasure in the Crawl unless you’re complete idiots—in which case you’ll just wind up dead. But there will be good runs and bad runs; one day you’ll come home flush with plunder, the next you’ll be scrabbling to buy yourselves dinner. Keeping an auto-mapper in your inventory is just a way to inject a little reliability into your accounting! Bring me up-to-date maps and I’ll pay in good silver, and more if they’re notably different from the maps I’ve already got!”
 

 
  “We’ll think about it,” Trissiny said firmly. “Come along, everyone.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Shamlin exclaimed, rummaging below his counter again. “You want to see how you fare on your own first, I respect that. But there is
  
   one
  
  thing you absolutely must know of before you set out… Ah, here we go!” He set down an oblong, fist-sized piece of white marble, rounded as if it had lain in a riverbed and engraved with a single swirling rune which glowed blue. “A Crawl waypoint stone!”
 

 
  “A what?” Gabe asked, interested in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Oh! Oh!” Fross darted back and forth in excitement. “I’ve read about these! You attune it to a specific spot, and then you can invoke it to teleport back
  
   to
  
  that spot from anywhere else in the dungeon! Very handy!”
 

 
  “In fact, a dungeon delver’s best friend!” Shamlin proclaimed. “Now, I understand you had a little trouble passing Imperial decabloons up above, eh? Well, as someone who
  
   does
  
  intend to head back topside one of these days, I have more use of those than most of the Crawl’s denizens. For a mere ten such coins, this little beauty is yours!”
 

 
  “You’re a funny guy,” said Ruda, her voice and expression deadly calm.
 

 
  “Ah, now, think about what I’m offering,” he chided gently. “Dungeon waypoint stones are only useful in genius locus dungeons like the Crawl. Each has to be created by a mage of some significant power who is intimately familiar with the dungeon, and each can
  
   only
  
  be attuned to a specific dungeon. Gnomes do good business in manufacturing them for their own delves; the Empire cranks them out for strike teams in the dungeons it controls. But the Crawl?” He shook his head, grinning. “Supply and demand, kiddies, supply and demand! Professor Tellwyrn is probably the only person alive who even
  
   can
  
  make one of these for the Crawl, and she
  
   won’t.
  
  Forcing you poor kids to rough it as roughly as possible is the whole point of her operation. The only way to get your hands on a Crawl waypoint stone is to loot it from the corpses of adventurers past, which is exactly where
  
   this
  
  baby came from. The demand, down here, is vast, the supply virtually nonexistent. I’m giving you an absolute
  
   steal
  
  of a deal, just because you’ve got honest faces and because I feel bad about that little mix-up regarding Miss Fross.”
 

 
  “We,” Trissiny said downright grimly, “will
  
   think
  
  about it. Excuse us.”
 

 
  “Better luck next time, buddy,” Rowe said to Shamlin, grinning hugely. “All right, my little muffins, right this way! Come along, come along, you’re just moments from adventure!” He led them down the center toward the opposite door, pushed this open and stepped through.
 

 
  Beyond was another lip of stone, wide enough for the whole party to gather comfortably, with another stone walkway arching off through midair above an impossible drop. It led to a tiny stone island suspended in space, with four stone paths branching off from it.
 

 
  “Ah, there you are,” said Professor Ezzaniel, straightening up from where he had been leaning against the wall. “I realize the food here is less than appetizing, but it would be wise
  
   not
  
  to get in the habit of dawdling over breakfast. Thank you, Rowe.”
 

 
  “You bet!” the demon said cheerfully, throwing him a mocking salute. “Best of luck and lots of fun, cupcakes! Come back with exciting stories for us!” He blew them all a kiss before ducking back into the Visage and shutting the door firmly behind him.
 

 
  “Why does he keep calling us desserts?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “Because he’s a
  
   creep,”
  
  said Trissiny.
 

 
  “He is what he is,” Ezzaniel said curtly. “Everyone ready to set out, I hope? Good. This way.” He turned and strode off down the narrow walkway toward the island.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that
  
  way?” Gabriel snipped. “You don’t think we should just plunge over the sides instead?”
 

 
  “If you wish to raise the collective intelligence of the party, Mr. Arquin, there are less extreme methods,” Ezzaniel replied without turning around. “You could simply keep quiet, for example.”
 

 
  Ruda cackled, slugged Gabe on the shoulder, and swaggered off after Ezzaniel. The others followed them much more carefully. There was plenty of room to walk, but this path was much narrower than the stairs which had brought them to the Grim Visage from the exterior.
 

 
  Ezzaniel waited on the stone island while they all regathered.
 

 
  “This is
  
   really
  
  disturbing,” Toby muttered, stepping gingerly and wincing. “What’s holding this thing
  
   up?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t even talk to us about floating islands,” Ruda said dismissively. “We have to
  
   sleep
  
  on one.”
 

 
  “It’s amazing what you can get used to,” Teal agreed, grinning.
 

 
  Ezzaniel cleared his throat. “In any case. You are free to explore the Crawl in whatever way you wish—this is, by definition, an unstructured exercise. Some previous years have chosen to forgo the assigned objectives and pursue self-directed agendas. If, however, you decide to pursue the chest whose acquisition will guarantee you an A for the exercise, simply follow this path. Remember it: first one to the left on this island from the Grim Visage. This will lead you to the Descent.”
 

 
  “We have to go
  
   up
  
  to reach the Descent,” Ruda said, studying the walkway he indicated, which quickly became a staircase rising toward the far wall of the vast, sloping chasm. “Seems appropriately ass-backward.”
 

 
  “The Descent,” Ezzaniel pressed on, “is the part of the Crawl most directly influenced by Professor Tellwyrn. I am not completely certain of the details, but I would venture to say that she has shaped it into exactly the challenge she intends her students to meet. It is a series of one hundred levels, accessible only from the highest. The treasure box you are assigned to retrieve is at the bottom. Each level features hazards of a different variety, with a boss encounter every three levels and a final threat to be faced at the end of the very last, guarding the box.”
 

 
  “Textbook dungeon dive!” Fross proclaimed.
 

 
  
   “Too
  
  textbook,” Teal added. “That seems kind of…artificial.”
 

 
  “It is, as I have said, Professor Tellwyrn’s contribution to the Crawl,” Ezzaniel replied, nodding. “You are not really
  
   expected
  
  to obtain the box, whether or not you choose to make the attempt. You will be judged and graded by your overall performance.”
 

 
  “According to what objective standards?” Shaeine asked quietly.
 

 
  “My best judgment,” he replied with a smile. “And so, I leave you to it. We will speak this evening when you return to the inn. You may of course direct your efforts as you think best, but I
  
   do
  
  advise you not to be out more than one day at a time. Good luck, students.”
 

 
  He turned and strode back to the Grim Visage, the freshmen watching him go in silence.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said at last. “I guess we have a decision to make…”
 

 
  “Does anyone
  
   seriously
  
  want to wander around in this place at random?” Trissiny asked pointedly.
 

 
  “Um…kinda?” Fross said hesitantly. “But…sort of only a little. In any case I think we should have a look at the Descent first. It’s the assignment, after all.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Toby. “Any objections?”
 

 
  Trissiny studied the stairs Ezzaniel had indicated. “Fross…be ready with that levitation spell of yours.”
 

 
  “Always!”
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  “I can’t decide if we’re getting the real, authentic dungeon experience, here, or the opposite of that,” Gabriel said, standing with his fists planted on his hips, studying the square stone doorway that led to the Descent. It was innocuous enough, a simple gap in the wall on which their little ledge abutted, but beside the door a square block of clearly carved stone had been sunk into the wall. On it were glowing letters:
 

 
  
   LEVEL 1
  
 

 
  “Seems kinda fake,” Ruda agreed.
 

 
  “It’s a little too…on the nose?” Fross said uncertainly. “I mean…lots of dungeons are organized by levels, but that’s done by the delvers for their own convenience, and the distinctions are all kind of…rough? And a little arbitrary. This doesn’t seem normal.”
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said with a smile, “the longer we stand out here talking about it, the longer we can avoid going
  
   in
  
  there.”
 

 
  “Ah, hell with it,” said Gabe, grinning and drawing his wand from an inner coat pocket. “Bring on the loot!”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him. “Have you been carrying that the whole time?”
 

 
  “Well, sure.”
 

 
  “But when we came down here…you’d just woken up. We thought we were doing a project in the
  
   library.”
  
 

 
  “Well, yeah, I usually carry it,” he said, still grinning. “C’mon, I’ve been practicing with this every available chance since Sarasio. Did you think I just liked waving it around as some kind of phallic substitute?”
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted, then turned, drew her sword and stepped warily into the Descent.
 

 
  “Oh, my gods,” Gabriel shouted behind her. “That’s
  
   actually
  
  what you thought, isn’t it!”
 

 
  “Well, in her defense,” Ruda said, clapping him on the shoulder as she strode past, “she’s met you.”
 

 
  The Descent’s initial approach was reminiscent of that of the Crawl itself. They trooped quietly down a staircase set in a neatly-cut tunnel, lacking lights, but this one was far shorter, ending in another square door easily within sight of the entrance. At the bottom, Trissiny led the way through, both her sword and shield out, now, then planted herself protectively in front of the group while they clustered into the chamber.
 

 
  “Pretty,” Fross whispered.
 

 
  The room had a flat ceiling, and flat walls stretched away to either side of the entrance, but that was the only visible sign that the space had been deliberately made. The floor was so cracked and broken that it appeared almost as natural as the bottom of a cave, sections sunken or thrust unevenly up as though in the aftermath of an earthquake. Water dripped audibly in the distance, and trickled across the stonework here and there in small streams. The walls were obscured by a dense growth of mushrooms of every possible description. Some were nearly the size of trees, with stands of smaller ones springing up like clumps of grass or creeping around the bases of the big stalks like ground cover. Footstool-sized toadstools popped up here and there, and frilly growths even hung from some of the huge caps of the biggest mushrooms like curtains of moss. It seemed at least half the fungus species present were luminescent, either biologically or magically, and lit the mushroom forest with soft glows in a variety of pale colors that left it dim, partially glimpsed and entirely mysterious. Through the soft, shadowed shapes, the walls of the chamber were completely out of sight.
 

 
  “Mushrooms,” Ruda muttered. “For fuck’s sake, is every level gonna be
  
   themed?
  
  Dammit, Tellwyrn…”
 

 
  “Stay together,” Trissiny said grimly. “Watch where you step—the ground looks slick. And be
  
   wary.
  
  There should be monsters of some kind in here. The fact that we can’t see them is not a good sign.”
 

 
  They crept forward, following her; Gabriel brought up the rear, Fross darting here and there above them and erratically illuminating their surroundings. There was a path, of sorts, or at least a cleared section that seemed too linear to be accidental. At one point, they crossed a rough but obviously deliberately-built footbridge over a gurgling brook.
 

 
  “It’s too quiet,” Teal all but whispered.
 

 
  “Will you stop
  
   saying
  
  shit like that?” Ruda growled.
 

 
  “Ooh!” At Gabriel’s sudden cry, they all whirled to face him, several of them jumping in surprise. “Look! Glittershrooms!” He was pointing at a tall stand of mushrooms with conical caps which sparkled in Fross’s light as if studded with chunks of crystal.
 

 
  “Oh, for the love of—can you get stoned on your own time, please?” Ruda snapped.
 

 
  “I wasn’t gonna
  
   eat
  
  them,” he said defensively. “It’s just… Look at the
  
   size
  
  of those. We’re supposed to be looking for treasure, right? Do you have any idea what those are
  
   worth?”
  
 

 
  “Gabriel,” said Toby, “I’m not in the habit of ordering you around, but I think this merits an exception. I
  
   forbid
  
  you to enter the drug trade.”
 

 
  “Listen,” Juniper said suddenly.
 

 
  They instinctively clustered closer together at the sudden rustling that rose up all around them. Ruda drew her sword; Trissiny fell into a combat stance, raising her shield. Gabriel brandished his wand at the shadows, eyes darting wildly.
 

 
  “You see what happened, don’t you,” Ruda said quietly.
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny replied, watching their surroundings. The sounds were clearly audible, the unmistakable patter of numerous small feet and a much more unnervingly unidentifiable squeaking. “Whatever it is waited for us to get fully in, surrounded by the mushrooms, before moving. They’re intelligent, then, not animals.”
 

 
  “Plenty of animals are clever enough to do that,” Juniper argued. “A lot actually—oh! Oh, I know what this is! Excuse me.” She gently pushed between Ruda and Shaeine, stepping out on her own and disregarding Trissiny’s hissed warning. “Caplings!”
 

 
  As if on cue, a knee-high creature scuttled out of the shadows and right up to her. It looked like nothing so much as a mobile mushroom with spindly arms; if it had feet, they were hidden beneath the bulbous base of its stalk. Its narrow cap angled backward, with a cluster of five beady little eyes facing them just under it. In the fingerless little pads it had instead of hands it clutched a steel-tipped arrow, just the way a full-sized person would hold a spear.
 

 
  “Caplings?” Trissiny said warily. “I’m not familiar with those.”
 

 
  “I’m surprised to see them outside the Deep Wild,” Juniper said, bending down to pat the capling on the top of its cap. It made a delighted little trilling sound. “They lived in some of the swamps there, sort of a magical by-product of lots of life energy.”
 

 
  “Cute little fucker, isn’t he?” Ruda said with a grin. “So, it’s…harmless, then?”
 

 
  “Well, no,” Juniper said brightly. She picked up the capling, cradling it like a cat; it chirped ecstatically, snuggling close to her and dropping its arrow. “They hunt in packs, you see. There are
  
   dozens
  
  of them around us. A pack this size can easily take down a large prey animal. Or a human, they tend to get any of those that wander into the swamps.”
 

 
  “…I’m just gonna get all
  
   kinds
  
  of sick of mushrooms on this trip, aren’t I?” Ruda asked darkly.
 

 
  “He doesn’t…
  
   seem
  
  aggressive,” Gabriel said with some hesitation.
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” Juniper replied, smiling at him over the capling’s head. “I’m a dryad. They’re fae creatures.”
 

 
  “So you’re basically…what, their queen?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Eh…it doesn’t really work like that. But no, no fairy would attack a dryad. In fact, they’ll help us! This fellow and his pack will lead the way through this room. We’ll be out in no time!”
 

 
  “Handy,” said Toby.
 

 
  “Yup!” Juniper said cheerfully, holding the capling out at arm’s length and beaming at it. “They’re also really tasty, if—” She broke off abruptly, a sequence of emotions flashing across her face too quickly to be identified, then swiftly bent and placed the capling on the ground, turning her back to the rest of the group. It hopped up and down twice, chirping, then scuttled off down the path. “Come on,” she said curtly, following.
 

 
  They moved off after her more slowly, keeping quiet. The rustling continued around them, but as the group proceeded, more caplings appeared, mostly clustering around Juniper up ahead. They were as varied in size and appearance as the mushrooms themselves, though none stood any higher than the dryad’s waist. The rest of the students hung back a bit, keeping Juniper and her new entourage in sight but maintaining a berth between them and the caplings, many of whom were armed with arrows and daggers—or spears and swords, as such appeared in their hands.
 

 
  “Sooo,” Ruda said very softly after a couple of minutes, “we’re just gonna keep ignoring that, are we?”
 

 
  “What?” asked Fross.
 

 
  “I wish I had a better idea,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  “She doesn’t want to talk about it,” said Gabriel, just as quietly. “I’ve asked. Weekly. It didn’t seem smart to push any harder than that.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure we can afford to respect that forever,” said Trissiny, “or even much longer. Aside from the fact that she’s our friend, her emotional issues… Well, verbal outbursts can escalate into physical ones, and Juniper could cause a
  
   lot
  
  of damage.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   what?”
  
  Fross demanded.
 

 
  “Keep your voice down,” Ruda hissed at her. “And Boots, what exactly do you propose to do? It’s not like we can
  
   make
  
  her decide to open up. It’s like the old joke: Where does a dryad sleep?”
 

 
  “Anywhere she wants,” Trissiny replied automatically. Abruptly, she came to a stop, letting out a startled laugh. “Oh! It’s a double meaning! Because dryads are promiscuous
  
   and
  
  too powerful to— I just got that!”
 

 
  “I will
  
   never
  
  understand how someone so sheltered can be so stab-happy,” Ruda said wonderingly.
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat. “As a point of reference, Juniper has mentioned that dryads can adjust the acuity of their senses. I would not make assumptions concerning what is and is not within her earshot.”
 

 
  The group fell silent at that.
 

 
  “Hey, are you guys coming?” Juniper called from up ahead. “Don’t worry, they won’t bother you! You’re with me, after all.”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny said more loudly. “Coming.” She suited the words with action, picking up her pace a little. The others followed, staying as close together as they comfortably could on the narrow path.
 

 
  The mushroom forest was disorienting. Filled entirely with soft, rounded shapes and confusing patterns of dim light, it made it difficult to maintain a sense of direction. The path didn’t help, meandering here and there around giant mushroom stalks, pools of water and crags of broken stonework. Even time seemed to condense and distort in that mysterious environment, though it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before another wall hove into view between the shrooms.
 

 
  “Isn’t there supposed to be a boss or something?” Gabriel asked as they formed up in a cleared space in front of another door. Beyond this, yet another set of steps descended into darkness.
 

 
  “Oh, there’s a
  
   big
  
  capling,” Juniper said earnestly, “the alpha of this pack. He’s sleeping, though.”
 

 
  “We don’t get to fight the boss because he’s
  
   sleeping?”
  
  Fross asked incredulously.
 

 
  “Okay, seriously, glowbell, you’re taking this dungeon stuff
  
   way
  
  too literally,” said Ruda. “Level bosses? Come on. Real life isn’t organized like that.”
 

 
  “This isn’t real life,” the pixie said petulantly. “It’s a dungeon. There are
  
   traditions.”
  
 

 
  No sooner had she spoken than there came a flash of light, followed by a cascade of sparks, and glowing words appeared on the wall to the right of the door:
 

 
  
   LEVEL 2
  
 

 
  Directly below that, in a small alcove in the stone, there came another spray of sparkles and tiny, plain-looking chest appeared with a soft chiming sound.
 

 
  “Goddamn it, Tellwyrn,” Ruda groaned.
 

 
  “I feel like that was flashier than it needed to be,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “Well, might as well see what we won,” Teal said reasonably, edging closer to the chest and keeping a wary eye on the caplings. Juniper was busily shooing them away; they seemed reluctant to leave her, but did begin trickling off, back into the mushroom forest. The bard knelt, opening the chest and rummaging around in it. “Let’s see…”
 

 
  “Well?” Gabriel asked eagerly.
 

 
  Teal stood up, grimacing. “My friends, we have triumphantly attained one plain steel dagger, fifteen silver coins with Professor Tellwyrn’s face on them, and a pair of pants.”
 

 
  
   “Fucking
  
  Tellwyrn,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  “…good pants?” Gabe asked hopefully.
 

 
  “Eh.” Teal shrugged, holding up the garment in question. “Looks like corduroy, sorta like your coat. Wouldn’t match, though…at least I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell in this light, but I’m pretty sure this is…maroon?”
 

 
  “Got ’em!” Fross zoomed over, making the loot disappear as she had the leftovers of their breakfast. “Cloth pants are caster gear, so… Shaeine, how are you set for pants?”
 

 
  “Quite comfortably, thank you,” the drow replied placidly.
 

 
  “Ugh, forget the goddamn pants,” Ruda said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s just get
  
   on
  
  with it. Hopefully the bullshit gets less shitty from here.”
 

 
  Trissiny again led the way down. This flight of stairs ended in a landing below, turning a corner and obscuring their final destination from view. The paladin paused on the landing, waiting for the others to form up, before proceeding carefully the rest of the way.
 

 
  Her caution turned out to be warranted. The doorway at the bottom of the stairs opened onto a semicircular space made of metal screens, with a curtain-covered door right in the middle. Torches provided a cheerful orange light, and there was a babble of voices and noise from beyond the metal barrier that sounded like nothing so much as a town square on market day. Trissiny had increasingly tensed as she drew closer to the bottom, though, as had Toby, and upon stepping onto the flat ground, the others could immediately tell why.
 

 
  A figure had stood from her perch on a stool beside the door at the sound of their approach and was watching them eagerly, if rather warily, as they all piled out of the stairwell.
 

 
  “Hello, hello!” she said, regarding them with what was probably meant to be a warm smile but came out looking rather predatory. “Welcome, welcome, travelers, to Level 2!”
 

 
  “Um,” Teal said hesitantly, peeking out from behind Toby’s shoulder. “What…what
  
   is
  
  that?”
 

 
  The woman wore a plain and rather shabby dress that seemed to have been hastily assembled from sackcloth, but no one paid that any mind. She was human in proportion, but thick, glossy growths of some kind of carapace covered her lower arms and legs, making her limbs look rather like crab pincers, complete with blunted claws on her fingers and toes. A similar growth covered her forehead, stopping just above her featureless, pitch-black eyes like a helmet, and plates of the natural armor protected her shoulders. Her skin, where the carapace didn’t cover it, was subtly textured with a pattern rather like a snake’s scales. A short, thick tail waved behind her, and she hunched slightly at the elbows and knees, as if her armor plating prevented her from fully straightening the joints.
 

 
  “That,” Trissiny said grimly, “is a hethelax demon.”
 

 
  “That?” the hethelax asked wryly, tilting her head. “Well. You’re not as ill-mannered as
  
   some
  
  adventurers, though frankly that isn’t saying much. One of Tellwyrn’s bunches, aren’t you? I’ve not seen you before, you must be the new— Holy shit, is that a
  
   dryad?!”
  
 

 
  “Well, look who’s popular,” Ruda said, jabbing Juniper with her elbow and grinning.
 

 
  “Gabriel, stay at the back,” Trissiny said curtly.
 

 
  “For fuck’s sake, what
  
   is
  
  it with you?” he snapped. “I’m not going to run off and
  
   join—”
  
 

 
  “That
  
   isn’t
  
  what I was concerned about,” she shot back. A subtle golden light rose up around her, clinging close to her armor.
 

 
  “Ah,” he said sheepishly, shuffling backward. Trissiny’s aura expanded as he moved out of the way.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, cut that out,” the hethelax protested, holding up a clawed arm to shield her eyes. “Damn Arachne and her melodrama, I would
  
   think
  
  people would start
  
   telling
  
  you lot what to expect down here. Will you
  
   please
  
  keep it in your pants? Level 2 is a safe zone!”
 

 
  “A safe zone that has a demon for a doorkeeper?” Toby asked warily.
 

 
  “Well, it
  
   is
  
  a demon level,” she said.
 

 
  “I fucking knew it,” Ruda grunted. “Themed levels.
  
   Fucking
  
  Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Weapons aren’t going to be effective, except mine,” Trissiny said, keeping her eyes locked on the demon. “Hethelaxi are all but indestructible, but not strong. Divine magic is—”
 

 
  
   “Stop!”
  
 

 
  The curtain was flung open and another figure stalked through, spiny wings flaring open to fill the space and block their view of the now-cringing hethelax. The new arrival wore a short, clinging red dress that concealed little of her milky skin, and a thunderous scowl.
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  it with you University kids?” the succubus ranted. “Were you all raised in a
  
   barn?
  
  What has to be going on in your heads that you think barging into someone’s home and assaulting the first person to greet you is acceptable behavior?
  
   You!”
  
  She pointed imperiously at Shaeine. “Drow! You’re a cleric, I can feel it from here
  
   despite
  
  this thug in front flaring up. Are you Scyllithene or Themynrite?”
 

 
  “I am a priestess of Themynra,” Shaeine said slowly.
 

 
  “Good! C’mere.” The demon beckoned to her with a peremptory motion, tossing her head and sending red-tinged black curls cascading.
 

 
  “You don’t need to do anything, Shaeine,” Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  “With respect, Trissiny, I think you are mistaken,” Shaeine replied, easing carefully forward through the group. “I believe I know what she intends. If you would kindly diminish your light somewhat?”
 

 
  “I don’t see the point in this,” Trissiny muttered, but acquiesced, not taking her wary gaze off the two demons.
 

 
  “It is a simple matter of theological and magical alignment,” the priestess said quietly, moving up to stand beside her. “The light given to you by the Pantheon burns all demonkind, but to invoke Themynra’s power is to call upon her judgment, and she accounts for much more than one’s plane of origin in discerning friend from foe.” She held up one hand, and a cool silver glow emerged from it, swelling outward to wash over the succubus and the hethelax cowering behind her.
 

 
  The succubus shivered, rubbing her arms as if cold. “Ugh…that feels
  
   weird.”
  
  She fixed a steely gaze upon Trissiny. “Nothing like the judgment of a vengeful goddess, however. At this range
  
   that
  
  would burn my skin right off. Are you
  
   satisfied,
  
  cleric?”
 

 
  “She’s a paladin, actually,” Gabriel said helpfully.
 

 
  The demon’s crystalline blue eyes darted from the device on Trissiny’s shield to the same golden eagle on her breastplate, and she curled her lip. “Ugh. And an Avenist. We are quite simply
  
   not
  
  going to have any kind of a reasonable discussion, then, are we?”
 

 
  “We don’t seem to be progressing in that direction,” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “If I may?” Shaeine said politely, bowing. “We are quite in the dark as to this situation, madame…?”
 

 
  “Melaxyna,” the succubus said with a smile. “Or Mel to my friends. A title is not necessary, but I
  
   am
  
  the boss of this level.”
 

 
  “Yup!” said the hethelax from behind her. “Kill her for shiny loots!”
 

 
  “And this is Xsythri,” Melaxyna said calmly. Her nimble tail lashed out, wrapping around one of Xsythri’s ankles and yanking her leg out from under her, sending the hethelax tumbling to the floor with a squawk.
 

 
  “Charmed,” said Shaeine. “This is—”
 

 
  “Child, I
  
   truly
  
  do not care,” the succubus interrupted. “You’re here, and you’ll be wanting to continue your little adventure. That is what’s important here. Well, come with me, then.” She turned and sashayed back through the door, flicking the curtain out of her way with a contemptuous gesture.
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  like this,” Trissiny said darkly. “I can feel demons…
  
   everywhere.”
  
 

 
  “Like I said,” Xsythri snipped, “it’s a demon level. Well? C’mon in if you’re coming.” She ducked through the curtain after shooting Trissiny a dirty look.
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out through her teeth. “…right. I guess there’s nowhere to go but forward. Stay behind me.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, unclench for two seconds,” Ruda snorted, shoving out from behind her and swaggering forward. She ducked through the curtain. Trissiny darted after her with a guttural noise of frustration, leaving the rest to follow.
 

 
  Beyond the curtain, demons were indeed everywhere.
 

 
  Level 2 appeared to be a single, wide-open space, lit by an assortment of bonfires and free-standing torches that added both heat and a smoky, sour smell that seemed to suit the chamber’s inhabitants. Off to the right of the entrance were pens and cages containing a number of non-sentient demon species, as well as a constant caterwauling of their various cries; another hethelax, this one male, was trudging along between the rows, carrying a hefty broom. Running toward the opposite side of the chamber from that were what appeared to be free-standing market stalls containing a variety of wares; roughly-painted signs advertized food, alchemy supplies, weapons, poisons and other gear. Left from the door was a space clumsily walled off by scraps of wood, metal and canvas. In the far corner stood an enormous black arch, rigged up to rusted-looking modern enchanting equipment, which was clearly a portal of some kind. The hulking form of a baerzurg demon stood before this, fiddling with the machinery. As the students stared around, a pack of imps, horned ape-like creatures no bigger than the smallest of the caplings, darted past them, snickering. Other demons went about their business on all sides, most pausing to inspect the new arrivals, though none approached.
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Gabriel marveled. “It’s…it’s a
  
   village.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a little slice of hell,” Trissiny grated.
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   peaceful
  
  place, at least so far,” Shaeine said firmly. “I approve of caution, but let us not initiate
  
   needless
  
  hostilities.”
 

 
  “Well, do come on,” Melaxyna called from up ahead. Directly down the open center of the big chamber, a throne was set up opposite the door, almost to the far wall. It towered over them, reached by a short flight of stairs; the whole thing was roughly-carved from faceted obsidian and haphazardly draped with a length of red velvet, an effect which was at once barbaric and quite striking.
 

 
  Melaxyna sat upon it, smirking down at them with her wings arched behind and above her. Xsythri stood off to one side, plated arms folded, staring at them impatiently. Two hellhounds sat upright on either side of the throne’s steps—actual hellhounds, not khankredahg demons. They were slim, sleek and might have passed for coal-black racing hounds if not for their ridged horns, flaming red eyes and the outsized talons which sprang from their paws. As the students watched, one yawned, emitting a small puff of flame.
 

 
  “Come, come,” the enthroned succubus called out brightly. “Welcome to Level 2! Make yourselves at home, do some shopping, avail yourselves of any of the
  
   many
  
  amenities we offer. Only respect the peace and order of this place while you’re here…if you know what’s good for you. We have a
  
   great
  
  deal that should be of interests to a wise adventuring party. Xsythri will be
  
   only
  
  too happy to escort you around!”
 

 
  The hethelax snorted so hard they could clearly hear it across the room.
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Ruda muttered, folding her arms. “At
  
   some
  
  point in our oh-so-dangerous dungeon crawl are we maybe going to get to fucking
  
   fight
  
  something?”
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  “Well, what did you
  
   think
  
  was going to happen?”
 

 
  The man sitting across the table from Darling hunched in his chair, glaring sullenly. He was a relatively prosperous-looking fellow, pudgy enough to suggest he lived quite comfortably, but not overly fat. His suit was of relatively good quality but fit him too imperfectly to have been tailored. Balding, middle-aged, his only calluses on his fingertips, he might have been any clerk or banker to whom no one paid a moment’s attention until they needed his services.
 

 
  That was precisely what made his presence
  
   here
  
  so intriguing.
 

 
  “It’s the signs, you see,” Darling went on, leaning back in his own chair and grinning easily, which caused the other man’s glare to deepen. “’Mortal world for mortal races,’ I like that. Catchy. It sort of falls apart when you think it through, though, doesn’t it? I mean, were you guys protesting the
  
   gods?”
  
  He chuckled aloud. “I’ve got to figure you were counting on them not to notice you. You lot certainly weren’t prepared for what would have happened if one of them
  
   had.”
  
 

 
  The man’s sullenness increased, slightly but visibly, and not for the first time during this interview; Darling had been winding him up for a little while now.
 

 
  “That’s not even the best one, though,” he went on merrily. “’Better the Wreath than the Wrath.’ Come on, what does that even
  
   mean?
  
  It might interest you to know that that piece of poster board is currently on display in a local city watch barracks in the mess hall. Or anyway, it was an hour ago; the captain’ll probably make them take it down sooner or later. At least the troops got a good laugh, though, right? You can’t say your day was
  
   completely
  
  wasted.”
 

 
  “We didn’t make the signs!” the man burst out, then immediately clamped his lips shut, firmly folding his arms across his chest.
 

 
  “Who did?” Darling asked mildly.
 

 
  The suspect glared at him. “Did you just bring me here to make fun of me? Have you
  
   nothing
  
  better to do?”
 

 
  “Have you?” Darling countered, grinning. “But no, actually,
  
   I
  
  didn’t bring you here. I’m just the first in a long line of people who ask the questions.”
 

 
  He grunted. “I know the law. You can’t keep me here forever.”
 

 
  “Well, sure, there’s that,” the Bishop went on glibly. “You’re not
  
   guilty
  
  of anything worse than disrupting the peace, which is a day in a cell at the most. You’ll note I’m presuming you are not actually a member of the Black Wreath. As is Imperial Intelligence. For the simple reason, you see, that no member of the Wreath would have been out doing something as toweringly boneheaded as
  
   protesting.
  
  In dramatic black robes, no less! Did you know their actual ceremonial robes are gray?” His grin widened at the man’s expression. “Aw, you really didn’t, did you?”
 

 
  “If I’m being charged with creating a disturbance,” he grated, “I would like to
  
   be
  
  formally charged, please, and proceed to my cell.”
 

 
  “Ah, I’m afraid that brings us to a sticking point,” said Darling, leaning forward and folding his hands on the table between them. “You see, nobody cares about your little protest, Anders. May I call you Anders? How about Andy? Smashing. Seriously, though, a handful of kooks in robes making a mess in the street? Bah. Frankly, I suspect if you get before a magistrate for that, most of ’em would consider your rough handling by the Silver Legions adequate punishment and send you off with a stern talking-to. The
  
   issue
  
  is that you’re not being held as a criminal; you’re being held as a source of information.
  
   You,
  
  Andy, know something that could lead to the capture of
  
   actual
  
  Black Wreath agents.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Anders said woodenly, putting on an ostentatiously stubborn expression.
 

 
  Darling heaved a sigh. “Well, then, you’ve got yourself a problem, Andy. Y’see, as a suspected source of information on a declared enemy of the state, you’re being held on military grounds. You are a prisoner of
  
   war
  
  in an active conflict. Which means you are going
  
   nowhere.
  
  You will sit in that cell until Imperial Command decides you’ve given them every little scrap of information you possibly can.
  
   Then
  
  you’ll probably be released, unless they decide you’re an authentic threat to the security of the state, which isn’t likely, seeing as…well, look at you.”
 

 
  Anders had grown more wide-eyed and pale as Darling spoke, and finally jolted up, slapping his hands on the table. “You can’t—”
 

 
  Instantly, both the soldiers standing next to the room’s small door shifted forward, aiming their staves directly at him. Anders froze, looking first at one, then the other, then very carefully sank back down into his chair.
 

 
  “Look, Anders,” Darling said calmly. “I know and you know that you’re not a rebel or heretic. You’ve got objections to the Empire’s way of doing things? Welcome to citizenship. You have a quarrel with some or all of the gods? I think you’d be amazed how very common
  
   that
  
  is, even within the Church. You had a little lapse in judgment and created a fuss in public? You and every university student in history. Meanwhile, whatever Black Wreath agent set you and your chums up with those robes and masks is running around, free as a bird and up to the gods only know what. Shamelessly using
  
   you
  
  as a distraction and a fall guy is the least of what they’ve likely done in the meantime. The last Wreath agents I encountered in the city had just murdered a harmless old woman who happened to get in the way of their attempt to murder an Izarite priestess.”
 

 
  He remained quiet for a few heartbeats, letting that sink in, watching the uncertainty growing on his subject’s face. Anders had a very open face, at least to someone like Darling.
 

 
  “The thing that puzzles me,” he finally said quietly, “is
  
   why
  
  you would protect them?”
 

 
  Anders dropped his gaze to the table, clearing his throat. “If…um… If I help you…I can go?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Each broke more easily than the last,” Darling reported. “None of these folk had the slightest training in handling interrogation, nor any experience at it; not so much as a criminal record among them. Imperial Intelligence found no links of any kind to Wreath or dissident activity before yesterday, with either divination or mundane methods. They’re just average citizens. Tradespeople, clerks. Hence Lord Vex letting me handle the questioning.”
 

 
  “So it is with the common folk,” Archpope Justinian said gravely. “I fear too many of the systems of our society are designed to keep people complacent. It has the side effect of making them vulnerable to such manipulations.”
 

 
  “With respect, your Holiness, I’ve found the opposite is true,” Darling said, frowning thoughtfully. “Average sorts living from one payday to the next tend to have a
  
   very
  
  solid handle on the immediate practicalities of their lives. They might get swept up in events, but they don’t just up and
  
   do
  
  stuff that’ll cause them trouble. That’s the key, here; none of these protestors had
  
   any
  
  kind of record. It’s as if they all decided to drop whatever they were doing, put on some robes and try to irritate the Pantheon. People don’t act so rashly unless under duress, or severely provoked. None of them were provoked.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Justinian mused, falling silent as they walked. They were strolling along one of the Cathedral’s more beautiful settings, the Hall of the Falls. The dais and pulpit of the huge main sanctuary was backlit by a semicircular array of stained-glass windows. Behind this was another, larger circle of plain crystalline glass, subtly lensed, that gathered and magnified the light from outside. Sandwiched between the two arches of glass was a half-moon-shaped walkway, from under which water constantly streamed in a short fall to a pool below. It was a brilliantly lovely piece of architecture, and also a favorite place for conversations which needed to be private. The arch of the walkway was shallow enough that one could not approach unseen, and the constant roar of water made it hard to hear a normal speaking voice more than a few feet away.
 

 
  They were escorted, as always now, by two of those heavily-armored popinjays from Justinian’s Holy Legion, with two more at each of the Hall’s entrances. Privately, Darling thought that even his Guild streetfighting would be a match for one of them, and he wasn’t really a fighter. A lone Silver Legionnaire could probably cleave through this whole squad.
 

 
  “It was my understanding,” the Archpope finally said, “that Vex’s investigation had eliminated the possibility of any magical duress placed upon the suspects.”
 

 
  “He determined there was no
  
   evidence
  
  of any such duress, using the best and most modern methods available,” Darling replied, “which in my opinion gives us a far more valuable avenue of investigation than the paltry intel we got from the suspects themselves. The Wreath was too careful to let any agents be identified or traced, and disguise spells are too easy nowadays. However, read between the lines: all of these people exhibited totally uncharacteristic aggression under strange circumstances, strongly suggesting that they were magically influenced. There were
  
   zero
  
  lingering traces of any such influence. The Black Wreath is known above all for its ability to hide its workings from perception, even that of the gods. Now, the key here is that in all the Wreath’s history, there are
  
   no
  
  hints they’ve ever been able to use infernal magic to influence emotions. That’s fairy magic, characteristically. If they’re using their infernal technique to
  
   hide
  
  it, then it’s infernal spellwork, which means they have a new trick. Well, another new trick.”
 

 
  “Hardly encouraging news,” Justinian said gravely.
 

 
  “Well, no, but useful,” Darling replied with a smile. “Aside from the fact we now know they can
  
   do
  
  it, Elilial does not just spin new spells out of the ether. It has been eight
  
   thousand
  
  years—she’s taught her followers pretty much whatever she’s going to by this point, and in fact by a point long ago. New spellcraft is a mortal innovation. It means they’ve been conducting
  
   research.
  
  Research means materials and equipment procured, which, given modern economics, means there’ll be evidence of it
  
   somewhere,
  
  no matter how well they hide their tracks. Research means byproducts that would need to be disposed of, magically volatile trash of the kind that leaves scryable residue. It means, furthermore, they’d have been working with unknown magical quantities, so their usual concealment spells couldn’t have been applied consistently. The Wreath having a new spell means that somewhere, there are traces of its development. We just have to find it, now that we know what to look for.”
 

 
  “Excellent!” Justinian said, turning to face him and clapping a hand on Darling’s shoulder, beaming. “Truly
  
   excellent
  
  work, Antonio! Each day I am increasingly grateful to have your aid.”
 

 
  He was so perfectly sincere that despite the thorny hedge of unspoken maneuvering between them, Darling couldn’t help but feel pleased at the praise. Damn, but the man was good at what he did.
 

 
  “I have news of my own,” the Archpope continued, releasing Darling and turning to resume their leisurely stroll. “Information, in fact, that should be quite interesting to Lord Vex, as a fair trade for his willingness to let you share the results of his investigation with me.”
 

 
  “Something he doesn’t already know?” Darling asked with a wry smile.
 

 
  “Quite possibly,” Justinian said seriously. “My queries have led me to Svenheim; the dwarves are displeased to the point of hostility with Tiraas in the wake of the Narisian Treaty, and have developed a tendency to block official government actions. I am accorded somewhat greater respect when I ask for cooperation.”
 

 
  “I understood that the dwarves were mostly pagan…”
 

 
  “Quite so,” said Justinian with a smile of his own, “but they are also mostly practical. The Pantheon is a reality that wise people do not ignore, as is its Church. I have only been obstructed outright in Themynrite lands, and that only after pushing the limits of the local judiciary’s patience.”
 

 
  Darling filed that away for later investigation, nodded and made an encouraging noise in the back of his throat.
 

 
  “This information is weeks old by now,” Justinian continued, “but after the suicide devices found on the Wreath’s attacking warlocks this week matched those from the Tellwyrn incident in Hamlet, I am convinced of its relevance. I tracked those syringes to the dwarven industrialist who owns the patent on that technology. She, of course, vehemently denies doing business with the Black Wreath, but confirms their origin. Most importantly, the brass-bound devices with the lavish engraving that the Wreath has used were promotional prototypes, given away in large quantity to various medical and alchemical organizations.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Darling frowned thoughtfully. “That means it’ll be very hard to trace their paths…”
 

 
  “All but impossible, I am assured. However, they were a limited run of products. All such bodies who now
  
   buy
  
  syringes from the firm in question purchase more modern ones, which are far plainer in design and made of either steel or a nickel/copper alloy rather than brass. Those prototypes which were used have
  
   been
  
  so, as of more than three years ago. We may assume that any such brass-bound syringes now found are a link to the Wreath.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  good news,” Darling said with unfeigned enthusiasm. “Vex hasn’t mentioned any such thing, but of course he doesn’t tell me everything. I will pass it along, of course.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said Justinian with a beatific smile. “And now, Antonio, unless you have urgent business on behalf of your own cult, I would like to take further advantage of your skills as an interviewer.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness. Anything I can do.”
 

 
  “This may seem somewhat intrusive, but I assure you it is a necessary formality…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “…and we’re just building the most complete possible picture of yesterday’s events,” Darling finished with a reassuring smile. “You’re not suspected of anything.”
 

 
  “I’m relieved to hear
  
   that,”
  
  Branwen replied. “Though honestly, Antonio, it never occurred to me that I
  
   might
  
  be suspected of anything until you said his Holiness wanted you to question me.”
 

 
  “Let’s avoid words like ‘question,’” he said with a grin, settling back in his chair. “It raises implications that just don’t apply here. Of course we know where you were during the demonstrations and the Legion’s response, that’s all academic. Really, the only blanks we need filled in are about what happened the night of the attacks.”
 

 
  Her face fell, and she lowered her gaze to stare at the carpet between them. They were in one of the Cathedral’s small chapels, lavishly appointed and used by wealthy and important worshipers for private meditation—or sensitive discussions such as this. It was smaller than a bedroom, really, containing nothing but two comfortable chairs and an altar over which hovered a golden ankh, in what Darling considered a wasteful and ostentatious display of magical excess.
 

 
  “I know how hard this subject is for you, Bran,” he said very gently. “Take all the time you need. Look, if you’re not ready to talk about it now, there is no rush. As I said, you’re not under any kind of suspicion. If you want to gather your thoughts in private…”
 

 
  “No.” She shook her head, lifting her blue eyes to his. “No…thank you, Antonio, but I promised his Holiness that I would be ready to serve in whatever way was needed. What do you need to know?”
 

 
  He smiled warmly at her. “I only have one question, really, but it’s rather broad. It’s about the kankhradahg demon; when I got there, it was evidently under your control.”
 

 
  “Influence,” she clarified, but nodded. “I couldn’t have given him very specific instructions, but he was responding well to me.”
 

 
  “Influence, then,” he said, nodding. “You realize that’s a very…remarkable skill for an Izarite cleric to suddenly display.”
 

 
  “It had only a little to do with my own faith,” she said quietly. “Izara’s gift of perception
  
   was
  
  part of it, though. I could feel what the demon wanted, which was quite simply to be out from under the sway of his master, to strike back against them… And to feel cared for. They’re quite smart, really, kankhradahgs. Not sentient, but clever. About on the level of dogs.”
 

 
  “I see.” Darling leaned back in his chair, still studying her thoughtfully. “And it had—forgive me—clearly already attacked Tieris. How
  
   did
  
  you wrest control of it away from the warlocks?”
 

 
  “Warlock, singular,” she said with a soft sigh. “A simple demon like that is generally only beholden to one warlock. You are aware, of course, that the Church employs summoners?”
 

 
  “Well…yes,” he said slowly. “I must say I never suspected you were one.”
 

 
  Branwen actually laughed, softly and rather bitterly. “Oh, I haven’t that level of skill… But as a ranking agent of the Church, I
  
   do
  
  have access to some training. So do you, and to be frank, Antonio, you should think about taking advantage. It saved my life that night. Clerics cannot become warlocks; too much holy energy infusing our auras makes it impossible. It
  
   is
  
  possible, though, to bring demons across the dimensional barrier through arcane means, as we did in Hamlet. From there, they can be controlled to an extent with holy magic. Mostly with brute force methods and a lot less precision than an actual warlock has, but if you know where to put the barriers and where to apply the whip, holy magic can keep a demon in line.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he said noncommittally, gesturing for her to continue.
 

 
  “With a little coaching and experience, you can perceive demonic energies more clearly. And understand what they mean. Like, for instance, the bond between a summoner and his minion. I simply applied a blessing to that, like an ax to a chain.”
 

 
  “And set the demon loose,” he said, nodding. “Lucky it didn’t turn on you.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “He was angry at his masters; his first act was to turn on
  
   them.
  
  After that… As I said, Izara’s gifts help us in dealing with everyone. Even animals, even demons. The poor thing was badly in need of a little care. He responded quite well to it.”
 

 
  Darling nodded again, his mind flashing back to what Flora and Fauna had told him about Branwen. She had a way of subtly influencing people’s desires, as opposed to just picking up on them as Izarites did. Allegedly that was the very habit that made her own cult nervous about her, but he could see how it had likely saved her that night. “I think I may just follow your advice, then. If we’re going to be wrestling with the Wreath, it sounds like useful knowledge to have.”
 

 
  She smiled warmly up at him. “That particular trick wouldn’t work in all circumstances, of course. A more alert or powerful warlock could counter it. Also, a
  
   sentient
  
  demon is likely to have a more complex relationship with their summoner. Some might be
  
   eager
  
  to turn on the human who enslaved them, but others might remain loyal. It depends on the individuals and the circumstances.”
 

 
  “Well, yes,” he said with a faint grin. “I’m sure we both know I’ll never have your knack for feeling out the truth in such situations. The kankhredahg was destroyed after all that, I take it?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  not,” she said, frowning prettily. “I made sure the Church summoners sent him back to his own plane. He was an animal, Antonio; an
  
   abused
  
  animal. There was absolutely no need to punish him any further. Everyone deserves a little compassion.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said soothingly. “Forgive me, I’m still growing accustomed to the nuances of dealing with demons. For so long demonology has been an academic interest of mine; something that occurred in history, not right under my nose.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m not blaming you,” she assured him, smiling again and even fluttering her lashes a little. “Like you said, none of us need to cast blame on each other. I assume, of course, you’re having these little conversations with the others, too?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Of course,” Basra said dryly, lounging back in the chair and crossing her legs in a rather mannish posture. “Questions are only natural. Don’t worry, I’m not offended; if Justinian suspected me of something, it wouldn’t be
  
   you
  
  doing the asking.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, anyway,” Darling said carefully. “I’m still somewhat stuck on your little revelation, though. That was
  
   your
  
  idea? Forgive me, but I didn’t realize you had that much…
  
   pull
  
  with the Legions.”
 

 
  “It’s a gray area,” she said with a smug little smile. “I’m not
  
   in
  
  the chain of command, per se, but due to the Church’s agreements with the Sisters of Avei, the sitting Bishop has certain prerogatives. Until Justinian put together his own adorable little legion, the Sisters provided the Church’s military arm, and the Avenist Bishop was always the link there. I can give orders to the Legion stationed in the city at need; Commander Rouvad can overrule me, of course—which she did this time—as can the officers directly in that chain of command. Funnily enough, most of the rank-and-file didn’t seem to have a problem with being sent out to crack Wreath heads.”
 

 
  “Bas,” he exclaimed, “those weren’t Wreath you were rounding up! They were patsies being
  
   used
  
  by the Wreath, and by the way, I was watching one of those events. Your troops were a
  
   lot
  
  more casual about roughing up bystanders than I’m accustomed to seeing the Legions act.”
 

 
  “Anyone who was injured was
  
   immediately
  
  offered healing the moment the combat zones were secure,” she said in a bored tone. “Why is this sounding
  
   exactly
  
  like the very tedious conversation I had with Commander Rouvad last night?”
 

 
  “At a guess, because Commander Rouvad possesses basic common sense,” he said in exasperation. “You played
  
   right
  
  into the Wreath’s hands with that action, Basra. They couldn’t have asked for anything better if they’d been giving the orders themselves. In fact, until
  
   this
  
  little chat I was operating under the assumption the Wreath had got its fingers into the Third Legion somehow and you’d be able to help me figure out where.”
 

 
  “So that’s it, is it?” she said very quietly. Her posture did not change, but there was suddenly an indefinable menace about her. “You think I’m a Wreath agent?”
 

 
  “No,” he said without hesitation.
  
   “That
  
  isn’t even a prospect. I’m seriously questioning your judgment, but you being in the Wreath is an extreme explanation; there are much simpler ones.”
 

 
  “Such as?” she asked wryly.
 

 
  “Basic personality profile,” he replied in the same tone. It wasn’t a deception, either; the very traits that made Basra a likely traitor, at first glance, all but ruled out her involvement in the Wreath. She was a purely self-interested person, and someone like that did not join a cult that was at war with the gods and virtually every mortal society in the world. Wreath cultists came in two kinds: true believers and thrill-seeking fools who hadn’t considered what they were in for. Basra wouldn’t have lasted a week in either group.
 

 
  She grinned, which wasn’t a pleasant expression, but the air of hostility had faded from her, at least. “I could take that amiss, Antonio. You think me unreliable?”
 

 
  “I think you’re exactly the person I’d want on my side if we were alone and surrounded by Wreath agents, seen or unseen,” he said, leaning forward and regarding her seriously. “You’re dangerous and crafty, Bas.”
 

 
  “Aw, you’ll make me blush!”
 

 
  “But you aren’t
  
   sensible.
  
  I’m not in the habit of lecturing you, but seriously, you cannot afford to be this easy to manipulate. The Wreath is just getting started; they’re going to keep pushing our buttons, trying to work us into a corner. Please
  
   think
  
  before you do anything violent; thanks to your crusading they’re
  
   actually
  
  making progress toward gaining popular sympathy, which is completely without precedent.”
 

 
  It actually wasn’t
  
   completely
  
  without precedent, but widespread Elilinist belief among a civilian population hadn’t existed anywhere in centuries. Basra didn’t need to know about it.
 

 
  Basra shrugged; the motion was casual, but her dark eyes were fixed on him with a burning acuity. “If we’re going to be criticizing each other, Antonio, I would turn that one back around on you. The short term has your full attention and you’re not thinking of the long. Yes, yes, I know, you’re looking ahead of the specific street battle to the Wreath’s larger campaign, fine. I
  
   wasn’t
  
  thinking of their campaign, I’ll grant you that. What I’m thinking of is society at large, and what the Wreath’s actions will
  
   mean.”
  
 

 
  “Are you?” he asked warily.
 

 
  She leaned forward, mirroring his posture. “They are
  
   always
  
  testing us in one way or another, Antonio. And they’re always manipulating us. In dealing with the Wreath, you simply have to accept that now and again you’re going to get maneuvered into conceding one of their objectives. But over the greater course of history, what matters is that they know, for a
  
   certainty,
  
  that if they step too far out of line the repercussions will be swift and
  
   brutal.
  
  These aren’t people like you and me. Frankly, I would hesitate to call them people at all. I mean, how do you
  
   reason
  
  with somebody who’s out to kill us all and flood the world with hellfire? What is even going on in the brain of a person who acts that way?” She shook her head. “They’re all about destruction and pain. It’s the only language they understand.”
 

 
  “You were speaking that language in a very
  
   public
  
  venue,” he warned. “It wasn’t just the Wreath that heard.”
 

 
  Basra actually sneered. “If we’re going to be truly honest with each other, I can’t find it in me to fuss overmuch about a few scuffed knees. In the long run, Antonio, the
  
   rest
  
  of society is better off for such actions as well. The world can
  
   see
  
  that the Wreath and its like won’t be tolerated. How else are they to sleep soundly at night? Okay, a few folk were roughed up. They were also healed afterward. They got a direct show of the gods’ power, right on the heels of
  
   vivid
  
  proof that there is a Legion standing between them and the demons. Frankly, I’ll bet those who were at the demonstrations are feeling safer right now than anyone else.”
 

 
  Darling could only stare at her. That was the moment when he realized this conversation was going nowhere. Basra was adept at motivating, at manipulating, at getting people to do what she wanted; her whole career was proof of that. But it was a mechanistic understanding. She didn’t truly comprehend how human beings
  
   thought.
  
 

 
  Fauna, he realized, had been right.
 

 
  She smiled again, an expression that was more than half smirk, and leaned back in her chair, clearly taking his stunned silence of acquiescence. “Anyhow,” she drawled, “I’m not sure you’re in any position to be throwing stones. From the reports I’ve been getting,
  
   your
  
  cult was out very deliberately and literally twisting the arms of anyone who’s been
  
   near
  
  a warlock in the last year, and not offering so much as a ‘sorry’ to those who obviously had nothing to do with this.”
 

 
  “I’m not my cult,” he said automatically. He leaned backward himself, gathering his thoughts; it was no time to look scattered or especially to reveal that he’d just been thinking too deeply about her. In fact, it was starting to look like showing
  
   any
  
  kind of weakness in front of Basra would be a bad idea. “Believe me, I’ve got some questions for a number of people in the Guild.
  
   Their
  
  actions are looking very much the way the Legion’s did to me originally: somehow the Wreath’s got levers to pull inside the organization.”
 

 
  “Are you convinced the Legion doesn’t, at least?”
 

 
  “No,” he said immediately. “Don’t scowl at me, Bas; the Wreath’s whole mode of operation is to infiltrate and influence. I am
  
   always
  
  working under the assumption that they have people in
  
   any
  
  organization I have to deal with. The Guild is tricky, though; we operate in much the same way. In a sense that’s lucky, as all I have to do is out whatever Wreath agent exists there, and the rest will take care of them without me needing to lift a finger.”
 

 
  “Very neat,” she said with an approving smile. “It leaves you the problem of
  
   finding
  
  them, though.”
 

 
  “Yeah…which is also made harder because, well… How do you spot a zebra in the tallgrass?”
 

 
  “…what the hell is a zebra?”
 

 
  “Nevermind, it’s a long story,” he said with a grin. “Point is, I’m gonna have to ponder this one, but please don’t get any ideas. I will handle the Guild; if you try to ‘help,’ a perfectly upstanding non-Wreath thief is likely to slit your throat.”
 

 
  “Do I
  
   look
  
  like an idiot?” she scoffed. “I’m not going near your cult,
  
   especially
  
  after they showed up my Legions for brutality yesterday. That’s not to express disapproval, mind you, and I don’t know if I agree that they’ve been infiltrated. It sounds to me like your Boss understands
  
   exactly
  
  how the Wreath needs to be dealt with. I could wish Rouvad had such foresight. But, you’re clearly the expert.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” he mused, rubbing his chin. “In the meantime, I’m just left with Andros and the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  Basra laughed aloud. “Best of luck with that.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Thanks.”
 

 
  ***
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  “Don’t advance,” Trissiny said quietly. “Any deeper into the room and we can be surrounded in an instant.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, point of order,” said Ruda. “Didn’t you
  
   just
  
  launch a religious initiative to open up your cult to demonbloods?”
 

 
  “Demon
  
   bloods,”
  
  Trissiny said, her voice rising slightly. “People, native to the mortal plane, with souls, like Gabriel.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   love
  
  to not be involved in this, Triss…”
 

 
  “These are the
  
   real
  
  
   thing,”
  
  the paladin went on fiercely. “Their existence is a state of perpetual war with our kind.”
 

 
  “There are a good many ‘kinds’ represented here,” Shaeine observed.
 

 
  “You know what I meant!”
 

 
  “Do you think they know we can hear them?” Xsythri asked, turning to look up at Melaxyna.
 

 
  The succubus drummed her fingernails once on the arm of her throne. “Let me tell you a story, children. Once upon a time I aggravated Arachne Tellwyrn and found myself with the choice of being stuck down
  
   here,
  
  sent back to Hell or blasted to atoms. This was the lesser evil. While I have done my
  
   utmost
  
  to thwart her intentions with regard to my fate, it is not lost upon me that if I
  
   actually
  
  managed to wipe out one of her student groups she would come down here and find extravagant new ways to ruin my day.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that the whole
  
   point,
  
  though?” Ruda asked. “I mean…you’re a dungeon boss. If Tellwyrn put you here, it was with the expectation you’d try to kill us, and then we’d kill you.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Melaxyna replied with a feline smile. “Hence thwarting her intentions. The Descent, my dears, is an instanced soulbound sub-dungeon. Do you understand what that means?”
 

 
  “Um, no,” said Gabriel. “But I bet Fross does.”
 

 
  “I sure do!” the pixie all but shouted, buzzing around in frantic circles above their heads. “It means there is a theoretically infinite number of Descents existing simultaneously, but experienced separately by each individual or adventuring party who enters!”
 

 
  “Ah, but
  
   that
  
  rule applies to guests,” said Melaxyna languidly, raising one finger. “Those of us who are consigned to be
  
   fixtures
  
  of the Descent experience all of those realities. Our souls are bound to this place and we perceive all that happens in the various convergent realities, simultaneously.”
 

 
  “Damn,” said Gabriel with a whistle. “What’s
  
   that
  
  like?”
 

 
  “Bloody damn confusing,” Xsythri said.
 

 
  “Demons don’t
  
   have
  
  souls,” Trissiny growled.
 

 
  “Two kinds of people don’t know what they’re talking about,” Melaxyna said sweetly. “The ignorant, and the religious. The first group, at least, will sometimes accept correction. To continue my tale, Tellwyrn’s intention was to have me experience being killed and looted, over and over, often at the same time, while the Descent granted me a kind of twisted immortality. Had I understood the implications before being banished to the Crawl, I’d have just gone back to Hell.” Her flawless lips twisted in a sneer. “Tellwyrn isn’t as smart as she likes to believe, however. While she has a disproportionate influence on the running of things around here, that is because she has cultivated a positive relationship with the Crawl itself. The Crawl is the ultimate arbiter of all our fates, and it is amenable to making accords with other individuals, if approached the right way. I have
  
   laboriously
  
  built up such an accord, cementing my status as Boss here, and ultimately earning…an exception. Level 2 does not enjoy the sanctuary status of the Grim Visage, but it
  
   is
  
  outside the dynamic of the Descent. We all exist only once, in this place and time; all travelers through the Descent who pass this way converge in one reality and can interact. That is, until they proceed to another level. It’s a slow day, kids; you’ll usually find other adventurers coming through.”
 

 
  “Wait, other adventurers?” Toby frowned. “The Crawl is supposed to be sealed except to University students.”
 

 
  “At the top, yes,” the succubus replied with a shrug. “There are whole societies down here. The goblins and naga are quite organized, with other smaller groups in various nooks and crannies. Then, too, there are occasional Scyllithene drow who worm their way up from the depths, and once in a while a party of
  
   very
  
  lost gnomes. The Descent was designed to be a loot farm; it’s one of the only consistent sources of fresh resources in the Crawl. It never gets exactly
  
   crowded,
  
  but we’re rather popular. The point of all this, children, is that I am not asking for your trust. Only for you to acknowledge that I respect my own self-interest, and keep my subjects in line.”
 

 
  Xsythri made a rude noise; Melaxyna ignored her. “You are
  
   safe
  
  here. Everyone is. Yes, the residents of Level 2 are all dangerous beings, to a greater or lesser degree. You may regard them as a sort of civilian militia. No one is going to do more than take your coin, and that only in exchange for fair value, but the whole population will descend on
  
   anyone
  
  who causes trouble.” She smiled again, grimly.
 

 
  “That’s nearly a threat,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “Triss, come
  
   on,”
  
  Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  “There’s no nearly about it,” Melaxyna replied, interlacing her fingers and resting her chin upon them. “It’s a threat. I’m hoping you turn out to be
  
   sensible
  
  enough not to provoke me to act upon it. So far, no group of Arachne’s students has done anything so pointlessly rash.
  
   You,
  
  paladin, are close to the most irritating guest we have had.”
 

 
  “Remember that group with the priest and the vampire?” Xsythri asked brightly.
 

 
  “I said ‘close to.’”
 

 
  “And then there’s Admestus…”
 

 
  “Xsythri, shut up.”
 

 
  “Just so we understand one another,” Trissiny said coldly, “any attempt by your population to ‘descend’ on us will result in you needing a new population.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Toby said firmly, “there does
  
   not
  
  need to be a fight here. Please stop picking at her.”
 

 
  Melaxyna rose, snapping her wings once, and descended the steps from her throne. She stroked one of the hellhounds in passing. “There is that,” the succubus said, continuing to pace slowly forward. “A Hand of Avei is not a thing lightly dealt with. I, myself, am a schemer rather than a fighter, hence my status as second-weakest Boss of the hundred in the Descent. And then there’s that dryad; really, she’s a lot more of a game-breaker than
  
   you
  
  are. No, I don’t believe we could take you, not even close. I’m afraid the very gift that keeps Level 2 separate and coherent also makes us vulnerable. Dead, now, is dead.”
 

 
  She came to within a few feet of the group, folding her arms under her impressive bosom, and stared Trissiny in the eyes. “Therefore, if it appears that you intend to destroy everything I have built up here and end the lives of the people I protect, I will simply trigger the destructive runes I have placed over every inch of the floor and collapse this entire level into the one beneath it. According to my spellcrafter, the force of that should break Level 3 as well, dropping the lot into the next one down. Any of you who survive the fall would find yourselves buried in rubble with three levels’ worth of severely irate monsters, and good luck to you. Do we understand one another?”
 

 
  “Perfectly,” Trissiny snapped. “You remain true to your destructive nature.”
 

 
  “Okay, so!” Gabe said brightly. “On to shopping, then? I for one can’t
  
   wait
  
  to see what’s available down here. The vendors in the Visage weren’t even up yet when we left.”
 

 
  “You know what?” Melaxyna tilted her head back, still studying Trissiny’s face. “…no. I don’t believe I care for you arrogant little monkeys.” She turned and strolled away toward her chair, folding her wings tightly against her back. “Behind this throne is the door to Level 3. You may come and go freely, but that’s all. Consider yourselves banned. There will be no business or interaction for you, and I’ll thank you to leave my citizens alone.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Teal said soothingly. “There’s no reason we can’t reach an understanding…”
 

 
  “Teal, leave it,” said Trissiny. “We’re better off.”
 

 
  “Well, you heard the lady,” Xsythri said, folding her shelled arms. “Off you go.”
 

 
  “Wait,” the bard insisted. “Just wait. You need the custom and frankly
  
   we
  
  need the resources. Not to mention any source of information and allies.”
 

 
  “We do
  
   not—”
  
 

 
  “Yes, we
  
   do,
  
  Trissiny,” Teal said in exasperation. “Will you please give it a
  
   rest?”
  
 

 
  “I’m done with this conversation,” Melaxyna said, turning back to stare flatly at them. “And with you. Be
  
   gone.”
  
 

 
  “Now, look what you did,” said Ruda, prodding Trissiny in the side with her fist. “You went and hurt her feelings.”
 

 
  Teal drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “All right…fine.”
 

 
  She took four paces forward, away from the group, and erupted in hellfire.
 

 
  Vadrieny’s wings were wider in span than Melaxyna’s;
  
  
  fully extended, they seemed to fill the central open space, stretching so that her pinions nearly brushed the ceiling. She stalked to one side, her talons rasping against the stone floor, and angled herself to keep the succubus and the students both in view.
 

 
  The effect of her appearance on the residents was instantaneous and remarkable. Melaxyna and Xsythri, with identical expressions of wide-eyed shock, immediately fell to their knees, gaping up at her. The two hellhounds went into a barking frenzy, spitting puffs of fire in her direction. All around the room, demons either knelt or fled and hid themselves behind whatever cover they could find.
 

 
  “I have absolutely no patience for
  
   any
  
  more of this nonsense,” Vadrieny declared, her choral voice echoing in the long chamber. She pointed one saber claw at Melaxyna. “If you presume to be in charge here, stop acting like a brat! The children of Vanislaas are supposed to be clever, not prone to throwing tantrums when insulted. And
  
   you,”
  
  she added with obvious exasperation, swiveling to point at Trissiny, “grow
  
   up.”
  
 

 
  “Excuse me?” the paladin snapped, reflexively resting a hand on her sword.
 

 
  “Do you want to make this about force and strength?” Vadrieny shot back. “Fine. You have tried that with me exactly
  
   once,
  
  Trissiny, and got slapped across the quad for your trouble. And I’m sure I don’t need to point out how much of a chance
  
   you
  
  don’t have against me,” she added, turning her glare on Melaxyna.
 

 
  “I would
  
   never,”
  
  the succubus said hoarsely. “Forgive me, lady, I had no idea you were…”
 

 
  “Excuse me just a moment,” Vadrieny interrupted her. The two hellhounds were still howling and snarling at her. She took two steps toward them, her talons sinking right into the stone of the floor with a crunch, leaned forward and let out a deafening scream, baring the full complement of her fangs. Melaxyna cringed; Xsythri clapped her hands over her ears. Trissiny reflexively surrounded herself with a bubble of golden light.
 

 
  When Vadrieny’s scream cut off, there was complete silence. It held for a second, then both hellhounds whimpered and scurried off to hide behind Melaxyna’s throne.
 

 
  “Much better,” the archdemon said, nodding in satisfaction. “Is everyone through behaving like squabbling children? Good. We will have a nice, civil interaction from here. We will be treated just like any other group of guests, and
  
   you,
  
  Trissiny, will
  
   behave
  
  yourself and not make our presence an undue burden upon our hosts. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Perfectly,” Melaxyna said, nodding vigorously.
 

 
  
   “Well?”
  
  Vadrieny prompted, staring at Trissiny.
 

 
  The paladin drew in a breath and let it out through her nose in a huff. “Fine.”
 

 
  “I suppose that will do,” the archdemon said dryly. “Honestly, I shouldn’t have to tell you this.”
 

 
  Ruda cackled and slapped Trissiny on the back. “You just got your manners corrected by a
  
   demon,
  
  roomie. I bet Avei’s
  
   so
  
  proud!”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Toby said firmly, “can we all just stop, please?”
 

 
  Vadrieny grunted in response to that, then receded. Fire and claws withdrew, leaving Teal standing alone. She shook her head once, stepped back over to the group and prodded the shredded remains of her sandals with a bare toe. “Well…nuts.”
 

 
  Shaeine strode forward, reached out and entwined her fingers with Teal’s, smiling a hair more broadly than she usually did in public. The bard smiled shyly back.
 

 
  “Who
  
   are
  
  you?” Melaxyna asked in a voice barely above a whisper.
 

 
  “It’s a very long story,” Teal said with a sigh. “I’d rather not get into it.”
 

 
  “Um,” Xsythri said hesitantly. “How…is it you didn’t know what a hethelax is?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t,” Teal said. “Vadrieny corrected me as soon as I asked.”
 

 
  “So…you’re…
  
   two
  
  of you in there?”
 

 
  “Xsythri!” Melaxyna snapped.
  
   “Don’t
  
  interrogate the..” She trailed off, looking warily at Teal. “…her. Anyway, we have
  
   guests,
  
  as we just agreed. I believe they need a tour.”
 

 
  “Me?” the hethelax whined, hunching down in place.
  
   “Now?”
  
 

 
  “Now!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, now I regret having the strongest stomach in the group,” Ruda grumbled. “Here we get real food and I have no more room for it.”
 

 
  “Yes, your life is such a burden,” Gabriel said solicitously. “Will it make you feel better to
  
   fucking stab me?”
  
 

 
  “It did last time,” she replied, grinning.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   ever
  
  gonna let go of that?” Fross asked.
 

 
  He huffed and crammed a strip of bacon into his mouth. “Don’ see why I shoul’.”
 

 
  Trissiny watched them sidelong, the porkchop sitting on her plate untouched.
 

 
  “It’s safe,” Toby said quietly from across the table. “We would sense it if it were demonically corrupted. Look, see?” He extended a hand over her plate, shining a soft light on her food.
 

 
  “Knowing it’s safe and
  
   feeling
  
  safe are two very different things,” she muttered, but picked up the bent fork provided and began sawing off a piece with its edge. This took some doing; the utensil was hardly sharp, and the meat was quite tough.
 

 
  “Of course, we do a lot
  
   more
  
  commerce in other kinds of meat,” their host said cheerfully. A sshitherosz demon, he resembled a skeletally thin man about four feet tall with wings and an elongated skull, and had a habit of climbing on furniture like a monkey. “Lots of snake and lizard! Which is actually quite good, not so heavy as this. But cave boars are plentiful in the Descent, and in my experience you surface folk do well to start off with something more familiar.”
 

 
  “How are boars plentiful?” Juniper asked. Despite the full breakfast she’d eaten, she had tucked into the proffered pork without reservation, apparently not sharing Ruda’s limited capacity. “There’s no sun! I mean, they could eat mushrooms… I don’t see how an ecosystem can even work down here. Not with large animals like boars.”
 

 
  “Subjective physics, remember?” Fross said brightly. “The rules are different in the Crawl.”
 

 
  “Hmph,” the dryad said. “Some rules are there for good reason.”
 

 
  “We
  
   do
  
  grow some vegetables, using alchemy,” said the demon chef. “But, you know…species native to Hell. Lots of inherent infernal corruption; they don’t tend to agree with mortal digestive systems from this plane. I’ll tell you what, though, if you can find me crop seeds, plus sun crystals and soil, I will fork over every scrap of everything in my possession. I bet I can persuade Mel to do the same.”
 

 
  “Good bloody luck with that,” Xsythri muttered. She was lounging at the end of the table while the students ate, being as ostentatiously sullen as she could.
 

 
  “That wouldn’t work in the long term,” Juniper noted. “Soil needs fertilizer… And plants need pollination. You
  
   can
  
  grow them indoors, but it’s
  
   really
  
  tricky.”
 

 
  The sshitherosz blinked his beady eyes. “Um… Seeds, sun crystals, soil and a book on agriculture,” he amended.
 

 
  “We’ll keep our eyes peeled,” Ruda promised.
 

 
  “This is really generous of you,” Teal said again, smiling at the cook. “I hope it’s not too much of an imposition.”
 

 
  “Pshaw!” he waved a long, bony hand dismissively, then hopped up onto the sign (lettered in unreadable demonic script) over his grill, grinning down at her. “Not often we get such exalted company! Just so y’know, your ladyship, I really can’t afford to splurge more than once, yeah?”
 

 
  “I would never ask you to,” she said firmly.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  the hell are you staring at?” Xsythri burst out, grabbing everyone’s attention. “Never seen a hethelax before?”
 

 
  “Sorry!” Gabe stammered, his cheeks coloring. “Um, yes, I have, but… I mean, not a female. That is, well, I guess I did
  
   once,
  
  but I don’t remember… Uh. My mother was a hethelax.”
 

 
  She snorted. “Well, don’t look at
  
   me,
  
  kid. I’m glad to say I’ve never been that desperate.” She straightened up, at least partially; she appeared to have a habitual hunch, keeping her knees and elbows slightly flexed, as if the joints didn’t extend fully. “Are you lot about done abusing our hospitality? We’ve got other stops.”
 

 
  “Damn, lady, what crawled up
  
   your
  
  butt?” Ruda asked, producing a bottle of ale from within her coat and pulling the cork free.
 

 
  “Eight rude interlopers and an invisible VIP,” Xsythri said curtly.
 

 
  “Okay, well, let’s be fair, here. Trissiny’s the only one who was trying to start shit up.”
 

 
  Trissiny, now chewing a mouthful of stringy pork, glared at her but didn’t attempt to speak.
 

 
  Xsythri shrugged; her armored plating making a soft rasp. “The boars come from Level 3. Smithic here will pay you to haul more back for us. C’mon, there’s really only one more thing worth seeing.”
 

 
  “Aw, but we’re all tired from our adventures!” Ruda said merrily. “How much is it to get beds at you
  
   very
  
  charming little inn?”
 

 
  “Ruda, enough,” Toby said quietly, pushing his plate back and rising. “Fross, would you be so kind as to preserve the food?”
 

 
  “You got it!” The pixie darted across the table, hovering momentarily in front of each piece of meat and making them vanish.
 

 
  “Hey!” Gabriel protested at the sudden loss of his bacon.
 

 
  “We can finish up next time we halt for a break,” Toby said. “Our guide seems to be in a hurry. I think it’d be better not to ruffle anyone’s feathers more than we have.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   well,”
  
  Xsythri said dryly. “A
  
   polite
  
  cleric. Now I have truly seen everything.”
 

 
  “Clerics are usually pretty polite, aren’t they?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “Not to the likes of me, firefly. Ready? Good. C’mon.”
 

 
  She strode away, not waiting for them. The students straggled to their feet and trailed after her.
 

 
  In the far corner of Level 2 stood the big metal arch, linked up to a ramshackle variety of magical equipment, unmistakably a portal of some sort. Beside it stood the hulking form of a baerzurg, a bronze-scaled behemoth with no neck and a head sunken into its upper torso; at their approach, the demon turned from fussing with a rack of control runes and stood patiently watching them.
 

 
  “This is our real bread and butter,” said Xsythri in a bored tone. “I’ll let Khavibosh explain it to you.”
 

 
  “Welcome, guests.” The baerzurg’s voice was deep and very hoarse, with wet, raspy sounds underlying each syllable as if his mouth hadn’t been designed for speech. “This is our portal. It can be used to send travelers to any level of the Descent. Not to bring people back, however; it only operates one way.”
 

 
  “Hey, sweet deal!” Ruda exclaimed. “We can skip right to the end of this horseshit and get Tellwyrn’s box!”
 

 
  “No,” said Khavibosh. It was hard to read emotion in his voice, if indeed there was any.
 

 
  “Nothing’s
  
   ever
  
  that simple,” Toby said fatalistically.
 

 
  “You may travel
  
   only
  
  to levels you have previously cleared,” the baerzurg continued. “We exist on the Crawl’s sufferance, and it chooses to enforce certain rules. Much of the impediment of your mission is simple travel time: the Descent is a hundred stories deep, and you must fully cross each level to reach the next stairs. It is unsafe and unwise to camp in the levels, even if you believe them cleared. You will have to travel back and forth, a trip that will grow quite unmanageable as you delve deeper, to rest and resupply. Our portal will remove half that burden. The Crawl permits this simple time-saving measure, but it does not allow cheating.”
 

 
  “We
  
   don’t
  
  push its buttons,” Xsythri said flatly. “If we help people cheat, things start to go wrong.”
 

 
  “Torches won’t stay lit,” Khavibosh rumbled. “Leeches in our water supply. Sudden infestations of bats.”
 

 
  Xsythri grinned unpleasantly. “Rocks fall, everyone dies.”
 

 
  “So,” Ruda said, “I guess
  
   bribing
  
  you isn’t really a prospect, then?”
 

 
  “You have nothing to offer that would make the loss of our livelihood worthwhile,” Khavibosh replied.
 

 
  “And it costs what to use the portal?” she asked.
 

 
  “One silver coin per person.”
 

 
  Ruda grinned. “Pixies ride free?”
 

 
  “One silver coin per person,” the baerzurg said inexorably.
 

 
  “Hm.” Gabriel rubbed his chin. “That waystone Shamlin had is starting to look
  
   real
  
  attractive. Between that thing and this, we could cut out travel time altogether. Set it to Level 2 and just zip back and forth.”
 

 
  “We could even skip going back to the Visage!” Fross said.
 

 
  “We will go back to the Visage,” Trissiny said firmly. “I am
  
   not
  
  sleeping here.”
 

 
  “And who’s gonna buy the waystone, hm?” Ruda asked, turning to Gabe and planting her fists on her hips. “I don’t see
  
   you
  
  coming up with ten decabloons.”
 

 
  “Well,” he grinned. “Of course, we’d have to
  
   owe
  
  you. But hey, we’re here to look for treasure anyway, right?”
 

 
  “Maybe we can spare you a little coin,” said a voice from behind them. The group turned to behold Melaxyna approaching, her hellhounds flanking her. The succubus wore a grin and was bouncing an object in the palm of her hand. “The thing about waystones is they require both a skilled magic user
  
   and
  
  a great familiarity with the dungeon to make. They’re rare, sure, if you’re stuck gathering up leftovers like Shamlin is. Khavibosh, however, has the skill.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s really impressive!” Fross said. “I thought baerzurgs weren’t even intelligent.”
 

 
  
   “FROSS!”
  
  multiple voices shouted. The pixie dimmed slightly, fluttering down toward the ground.
 

 
  “What? What’d I say?”
 

 
  “Baerzurgs are sentient,” Melaxyna said with a grin. “Most are…well,
  
   intelligent
  
  might be overstating it. The high-caste baerzurgs, though, the magic users, are as smart as anyone, and Khavibosh is definitely one of those. Thus, we can provide you a waystone for mere pocket change. Ten silver bits and you can basically cut out all the walking.” She held up the waystone, giving them a good look.
 

 
  Unlike the smooth, pale stone Shamlin had shown them, it was glossy and black, apparently carved from obsidian. Diamond-shaped, it was composed of hard edges, and had a similar spiraling rune, though this one glowed a dull red-orange and was a series of straight lines and sharp angles rather than one smooth curve.
 

 
  “That’s made from
  
   infernal
  
  magic,” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “See, you’re just leaping to conclusions, now,” Melaxyna said smugly, bouncing the waystone in her palm again. “I know this because it is completely, entirely sealed. No magic leakage of any kind, and fully safe for anyone to carry without risk of infernal corruption. Your vaunted
  
   sense evil
  
  trick wouldn’t even register this stone.”
 

 
  “It’s hard to tell,” Toby said carefully. “The room’s full of demons… It’s like trying to find one leaf in a forest.”
 

 
  “I’ll remind you of my previous speech about how we do business here, then. It gains me nothing to trick or trap you, kids. This stone is made
  
   with
  
  infernal magic, yes, but causes no infernal radiation. It’s completely harmless unless you crack it open. Which… Don’t do that.”
 

 
  “What would happen if we opened it?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “Well,” the succubus mused, “you would die. And then some other stuff would happen, which you’d be in no position to care about.”
 

 
  The students exchanged a round of glances.
 

 
  “It sounds like a good deal,” Teal said hesitantly.
 

 
  “Let’s think on it,” said Trissiny. “Clear a few levels, get a feel for—”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, we’ll
  
   take
  
  it,” Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  
   “Ruda!”
  
 

 
  
   “I
  
  will take it, then,” the pirate said, grinning at her. “You may all use
  
   my
  
  waystone if you wish, just because I’m so generous.”
 

 
  “It’s linked to Level 2,” Melaxyna informed them. “And that is not changeable. Trace the rune with a fingertip and you, and anyone holding onto you, will be brought back here. Just link arms when you’re ready to travel and have one member of the group activate it.”
 

 
  “Of course it’s linked to here,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “Lady, you got yourself a deal!” Ruda reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of coins.
 

 
  Melaxyna studied her thoughtfully for a moment, then turned her considering gaze on Trissiny, then Teal. “I must say… Despite your
  
   several
  
  faults, you seem to be a trustworthy group.”
 

 
  “We do our best,” said Toby.
 

 
  “Mm.” The succubus tossed the stone to Teal, who, taken by surprised, fumbled in catching it, just barely avoiding dropping it.
 

 
  “Hey!” Ruda protested.
 

 
  “We will call that…a loan,” Melaxyna said with another catlike smile. “An investment. If Arachne hasn’t changed her pattern, you have three weeks, yes? Splendid. You may pay me for the stone before leaving the Crawl…
  
   Or.”
  
  Her smile broadened into an outright grin, her tail beginning to lash behind her. “If you can tempt Rowe out of his little hidey-hole and into my clutches, that stone, and anything else within my power to grant, are yours for the taking.”
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  From the outside, and even on a casual glance around its interior, the Tiraas lodge of the Huntsmen of Shaath looked modest, even humble. Situated in one of the city’s poorer districts, it was kept in shadow until late morning by the northeastern wall, which was appropriate as Shaathvar lay in that direction from Tiraas, deep in the snowy Stalrange. The lodge itself was designed after the pattern of a Stalweiss chieftain’s hall, a long building with massive oaken timbers exposed beneath an enormous thatched roof. Though it was one of the smaller of the major temples in the city, that still counted as a resource-intensive luxury, given how often thatch needed to be replaced. Despite the rough nature of its basic construction, the lodge was lavishly ornamented, the carvings adorning every part of its wooden surface a mix of intricate knotwork and crude animal pictograms.
 

 
  Small and rough or no, it was actually one of the older temples in the city, hence the towering limestone foundation on which it sat, rising nearly a full story above street level. The lodge predated Tiraas’s magnificent sewer system, and had been designed to survive periodic flooding. Thus, Darling had to ascend a long flight of worn stone steps to reach the looming facade of the temple itself. Iron braziers glowed dimly with smoldering charcoal on both sides of the staircase; at the top, twin statues of wolves snarled down at those who dared approach the domain of the Huntsmen. It was a forbidding approach, and doubtless, deliberately so.
 

 
  He had chosen his Universal Church robes for this visit, complete with neatly brushed hair, and wore a stately, calmly beneficent manner like a cloak. He didn’t really know what the Huntsmen thought of the Guild; Shaath’s cult wasn’t well-liked by most of the others, and it stood to reason the feeling would be mutual, but he hadn’t actually troubled to learn what the world looked like through their eyes. Regardless of interfaith tensions—or lack thereof—everything he
  
   did
  
  know about the Huntsmen suggested they wouldn’t respond warmly to a grinning, slightly scruffy city slicker like Sweet. Darling had heard from the Archpope, from Andros and from various third parties he used to keep tabs on both that the cult of Shaath was firmly behind the Church, so it seemed a safe bet that they wouldn’t turn away a Bishop who introduced himself as such.
 

 
  A man in the traditional leather and fur stood at the top of the steps, in the shadow of the lodge’s overhanging eaves and partially hidden from the staircase by one of the wolf statues. He wore a short beard and had his hair tied back in a simple tail; a bristling stock of arrows bristled over his shoulder from a quiver, and he held a longbow.
 

 
  “Welcome,” he said, nodding to Darling. That was all; no elaborate greeting, no inquiries after his business or the state of his spiritual health. Nothing unfriendly in the sentinel’s aspect, either, which was an improvement over the Huntsmen’s general reputation. Then again, Darling’s robes might have made a difference.
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said, matching the man’s nod and adding a kind smile. The sentinel returned his gaze to the street below a hair before Darling was quite past him.
 

 
  Inside, he paused for a moment to get his bearings, let his eyes adjust to the relative dimness and, in truth, take in the barbaric splendor of the place. To Tiraan sensibilities, the lodge of the Huntsmen was laughably rustic. Darling was certainly not versed in how things were done in the back country of the Stalrange, but even he could see the care and wealth that had gone into this temple.
 

 
  It was all wood, stark iron braziers, thatch and various animal decorations, yes, but in each there was ample evidence of mastery and devotion. Racks of antlers and whole animal heads stared down from the upper reaches of the square wooden pillars holding up the roof, and enormous stuffed animals stood at their bases. The taxidermy was absolutely splendid; the creatures looked nearly alive in the smoky gloom. Enormous bears of several colors, multiple varieties of great cats, giant monitor lizards, serpents, and a few things to which Darling could place no name stood watch over the hall. What light there was came from torches and iron braziers, which added a light haze of smoke as well as a tangy smell of burning wood, yet he noted a lack of smoke
  
   damage,
  
  even above the sconces. Clearly, great care went into the maintenance of the place. Every inch of the wooden interior was heavily carved with Stalweiss glyphs, knots and geometric patterns; though the finer details were obscured by the dimness, every surface glowed faintly in the torchlight with lovingly buffed polish.
 

 
  Not far from the door, some of the room’s constant maintenance was in progress, in the form of a handsome middle-aged woman sweeping the floor. She wore traditional attire—which, now that Darling saw it up close, looked a lot like traditional elvish attire with the addition of fur. Her dress was plain and of soft, dark-stained leather, with an animal pelt of some kind draped over her shoulders. She wore her long hair in a braid—meaning she was married, even
  
   he
  
  knew that much—but didn’t have a collar. Darling did not know enough about Shaathist customs to place a meaning to it, and resolved to keep his mouth shut on the subject.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” he said politely to her. “Would you know where I can find Bishop Varanus?”
 

 
  She paused in her sweeping to straighten up fully and look him in the eye. “Perhaps the Huntsmen can better help you, sir,” she replied quietly, tilting her head in the direction of a knot of men standing and talking quietly further into the great hall. The soft voice and respectful demeanor were at odds with the hard and distinctly challenging look she gave him.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Darling said with a smile, nodding deeply to her. She made no reply; he broke eye contact first, and didn’t hear the sweeping resume until he had turned his back and proceeded a few steps away. All of this he filed away for further consideration. It wasn’t often someone outside the cult itself got to interact with Shaathist women, and the brief encounter had been…enlightening. The subservience he had expected, but not the aggression, and the combination thereof was intriguing.
 

 
  Four Huntsmen stood about halfway down the length of the hall, talking quietly amongst themselves. Darling approached them at a moderate pace, unabashedly admiring the décor. At the far end from the door stood an enormous bronze statue of a wolf, staring impassively at all who came before it. There were no depictions of Shaath as such, but the bronze representation of his sacred animal was the only one of its kind. Belatedly, he noted that there were no stuffed wolves among the animals on display. Well, that made a certain amount of sense.
 

 
  “Good day,” he said, drawing within conversational distance of the small knot of Huntsmen. They had shifted their group to face him as he approached, and now nodded in unison.
 

 
  “Welcome, Bishop,” one said calmly. “What can we do for you?”
 

 
  “I’m looking for Bishop Varanus,” he replied. “Is he available?”
 

 
  Two of them exchanged glances. The details of their attire were different, but the overall theme was the same: skins, leather, hunting knives, hatchets and bows. Only one was visibly unique, in that he had no beard.
 

 
  “Is Brother Andros expecting you?” the beardless one asked, and Darling had to deliberately still himself to avoid showing startlement. It was a woman—lean, strongly muscled and deep-voiced, but not so deep that her speech didn’t give it away. Now that he had noticed, it was obvious in the finer details of her face.
 

 
  “I requested his presence at the Cathedral this morning via messenger,” Darling said. “His reply was that if it was so important I could come down here myself.” He grinned. “So…no, I rather suspect he is not.”
 

 
  They all smiled along with him, the oldest-looking of the number going so far as to chuckle.
 

 
  “Andros is meeting with the Grandmaster and has been all morning,” said the woman, “but they are not secluded. If it’s important, I can take you to him.”
 

 
  “I would greatly appreciate that! My thanks, miss…?”
 

 
  An instant stillness fell over them, and he realized he had missteped, somehow. The sudden silence had the unmistakable flavor of social awkwardness, though no one offered a hint as to the reason. The three bearded Huntsmen went impassive; the woman stared at him very flatly, her demeanor suddenly a lot less open but not quite hostile.
 

 
  “You are an outsider,” she said after a terse few moments, “and by Andros’s description, rather a fool. As such, I’ll let that pass.”
 

 
  “You would be amazed how often that very distinction has saved my life,” he said glibly, trying for his most charming smile.
 

 
  She wasn’t having it. “Perhaps I would not. This way.”
 

 
  The woman turned and walked away, toward the wolf statue. Darling had nothing to do but follow, nodding politely to the three Huntsmen. They just watched him go.
 

 
  She led him to the right of the statue and through a door tucked away in the shadowed corner, making no attempt at conversation. Behind this a dark, narrow hall traced the rear of the main chamber, with doors and other hallways branching off it every few feet. They proceeded in silence about half the length of the hall, where she turned abruptly to ascend a wooden staircase set in what appeared to be a tower. The steps creaked softly as they ascended, but did not shift or give any sign of weakness. That was very reassuring, as the construction of the staircase was sparse and left a very open view of the increasingly distant floor between the wooden steps.
 

 
  It grew colder as they climbed, the flickering light of torches giving way to the steadier illumination of windows. His taciturn guide finally came to a stop at a small landing and opened a door there, through which a cool breeze immediately entered, ruffling his robes. Beyond this was a wide platform neatly hidden behind the peaked roof of the main hall, affording it a decent view over the city—the buildings in this district weren’t notably tall—while remaining out of sight from the street below. She nodded once at the open door and stepped back from it.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Darling said politely, wanting to assuage her clearly affronted feelings but wanting even more not to worsen them, which was likely to happen if he made further conversation; he still had no idea what he’d even done wrong. She just nodded once more, waited until he was through, and shut the door firmly behind him.
 

 
  Two men stood at the far end of the platform, Andros and an older man who had to be Grandmaster Veisroi. The Grandmaster was aged enough that his beard and hair were nearly all gray with only residual streaks of brown, his face weathered and deeply lined, but he stood fully upright and had the wiry physique Darling had observed in the other Huntsmen below. In fact, despite the stereotype, he realized that most of these men were lean and angular in build, rather than bear-like. Andros himself was by far the most burly of them, and the imposing bulk of his massive chest was offset by his height.
 

 
  They had broken off their conversation at the door’s opening, and now stood watching him approach.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” Darling said by way of greeting, strolling up to them. “I hope I’m not interrupting?”
 

 
  “Nothing that cannot be delayed,” Andros rumbled. “Grandmaster, this is Bishop Darling, of the cult of Eserion. Antonio, you stand in the presence of Erik Veisroi, mortal leader of the Huntsmen of Shaath.”
 

 
  “I’m impressed that you would come here,” said the Grandmaster, his voice rasping slightly with age, but still clear and strong. “Not many of our faith are welcoming to a thief-priest.”
 

 
  “I am relieved to hear that, Grandmaster.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Anyone who is
  
   pleased
  
  to meet a thief is either loony or up to something. It’s hard to predict which will end up being a bigger waste of my time.”
 

 
  Veisroi grinned. “Well, you have your cult’s famous spirit. In truth, I’ve never found any quarrel with the Guild. I wouldn’t send an Eserite into the woods, but I’m also loath to send my Huntsmen to stalk prey in the city streets. We all hunt in the way our own wilds demand, eh?”
 

 
  “Well put,” Darling said with an unforced smile.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  surprised to see you, Antonio,” said Andros. “I had not actually expected you to come to the lodge.”
 

 
  “You
  
   did
  
  invite me,” Darling said innocently. “Anyhow, I always enjoy meeting new people. Though I seem to have offended the young lady who led me up here, somehow.”
 

 
  The two Huntsmen exchanged a wry look. “Let me guess,” Andros said with a grimace. “You greeted Brother Ingvar as a woman?”
 

 
  “Ingvar?” he said carefully. “Is that…incorrect?”
 

 
  
   “We,
  
  of course, tend to assume a person would have the wit to see someone attired as a Huntsman and understand the situation,” Andros said pointedly, “but fortunately Ingvar has had enough contact with infidels not to be too disappointed. He is a dual soul.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Darling said, nonplussed. “And…that is…?”
 

 
  “A man’s spirit,” Andros clarified, “unfortunately born in a woman’s body.”
 

 
  Darling stared.
 

 
  “These things happen,” Andros continued, while Veisroi watched Darling’s face with a faint grin. “The wild does not presume to be without mistakes. It need not be perfect; it simply is. A dual soul in but one of many kinds of deformity that may be visited upon a person. Some cults see a god’s disfavor in these events. We see only the randomness of nature.”
 

 
  “I am…surprised,” Darling said carefully, sticking to understatement for safety’s sake. “Knowing how your cult feels about women, and homosexuality.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is behavior,” Veisroi said distastefully, “not nature.”
 

 
  “It is reasonable to place expectations on how a man conducts himself,” Andros added, nodding. “There is no sense in arguing with what plainly is, however. Dual souls face enough hardship in coming to understand themselves, and in going through life without the possibility of having a mate. We accept them as their spirit befits. Needless cruelty is not the way of the wild.”
 

 
  Darling decided that at some point, he had to goad Andros and Basra into a theological debate so he could watch. This was either the best or the worst idea he’d ever had; he couldn’t decide which.
 

 
  “Well! While I always love learning new things, I actually did come here for a reason, and I don’t want to waste any of your time. His Holiness has tasked me with assembling a picture of what actually occurred yesterday, specifically among the four cults whose Bishops were attacked by the Wreath. It’s become clear those attacks were a ploy to goad our cults into making a misstep, which at least two have done. The Church hasn’t had a full report from the Huntsmen yet, though.”
 

 
  “That is the very matter we were discussing,” said Veisroi, stroking his beard and peering hawkishly at Darling. “Not to evade the question, but…what missteps were made?”
 

 
  Darling grimaced. “The Thieves’ Guild and the Sisters of Avei struck back at the Black Wreath, both in a manner that led to numerous uninvolved citizens being injured. It’s looking a great deal like both were manipulated from within, which leaves us the very difficult task of rooting out whatever agents the Wreath have placed in each cult. There are considerable difficulties in both cases…”
 

 
  “Mm,” Andros grunted. “As I recall, the Avenist Bishop has some authority over the Legions in the city. Am I wrong to guess that rabid Syrinx woman is responsible for this debacle?”
 

 
  “She was a contributing factor,” Darling said ruefully, “which makes it hard to spot any subtler influences at work. Basra…is Basra. A heavy-handed disregard for bystanders isn’t out of character for her, and doesn’t necessarily imply she has Wreath ties.”
 

 
  “And there you have Avenists in a nutshell,” the Grandmaster said with a grin. “Women trying to take on tasks that are not suited to them always seem to end in witless thuggery. It’s impressive how many millennia they have gone, managing not to learn.”
 

 
  Darling wasn’t about to touch that. “The issue with the Thieves’ Guild is different. We operate in the same general manner as the Wreath, which makes any of their activities in our own ranks damnably hard to spot.”
 

 
  “Camouflage,” Andros said, nodding. “Makes sense.”
 

 
  “Well,” Veisroi went on more briskly, “I fear the Huntsmen are in no position to mock other cults for having been infiltrated by the Wreath. We do, however, have
  
   some
  
  cause for pride this day.” He grinned savagely. “There was, indeed, an attempt to provoke individual Huntsmen to join the attack on the Black Wreath yesterday. It rather spectacularly backfired. The men of Shaath stayed their hands, and we now have a traitor in custody.”
 

 
  “He has yet to yield useful information,” Andros said with grim satisfaction. “But all things in time.”
 

 
  
   “Really,”
  
  Darling said, impressed in spite of himself.
  
   “Well
  
  done. This will make things tremendously easier. If it’s not sensitive information, can I ask what happened, and how?”
 

 
  “You come in your capacity as an agent of the Church, plainly,” said Veisroi. “We stand with Archpope Justinian, particularly against Elilial and her pawns; we are one in this struggle. Several of the more hotheaded Huntsmen were agitating for us to strike back at the Wreath in the wake of their assault on Andros’s quarters in this lodge. That was only to be expected. Brother Angner was only one such voice, and did not particularly stand out.” The Grandmaster grinned again. “But I
  
   have
  
  been on a hunt or two in my life, and haven’t forgotten quite yet how to do it. Rarely does one bring down prey by charging at it headlong. While Andros was supposed to be tending to his family and interfacing with the Church in the wake of the attack, I had him discreetly prowling around those men who were shouting loudest for blood. Angner was the only one caught. He was the one who had a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman in his room, and a brass syringe of poison on his person.”
 

 
  “Naturally,” Andros growled, “he protested his innocence. Claimed these were trophies taken from a slain warlock, and that his only sin was in failing to share such valuable spoils with his brothers.”
 

 
  “Sounds plausible enough,” Darling said slowly.
 

 
  “Yes,” Veisroi replied, still grinning. “At least until we gathered together every light-wielding cleric amongst the Huntsmen in this city, as well as several other priests who were willing to help us, placed Angner in the center of a holy circle and inundated him with enough healing light to outshine the blessing on a paladin’s sword.”
 

 
  “It is best to hunt like the wolf,” Andros added, “but sometimes it is useful to maul like the bear. He evinced no sign of infernal corruption when examined. So when such corruption was
  
   visibly
  
  burned from him under that onslaught, his guilt as proven. For such a devil’s mark to be hidden from our clerics’ eyes could only have been Wreath spellwork.”
 

 
  “Unfortunately,” Veisroi added, scowing distastefully, “that is as much progress as we have made. It is difficult to get further; knowing his guilt is proven, Angner has clammed up and will tell us nothing. Wreath or not, he is a Huntsman, raised and trained. He does not fear pain or deprivation.”
 

 
  “We are thwarted by our own discipline,” Andros said wryly. “This is the point we have been debating, Antonio. It is clear more measures must be taken than we are prepared for, but… If he is given to the Church…”
 

 
  “The duty of interrogating prisoners is deemed a military one,” said Veisroi with a sneer, “and thus is generally given to the Avenists. There are some things to which I am reluctant to subject a man of my cult, traitor or no. We have been discussing whether we can place strictures on the manner in which the Archpope is allowed to interrogate Brother Angner…and indeed, whether we should.”
 

 
  “The need is urgent,” Andros said gravely. “Aberrant as the Sisters of Avei may be, if they can get results, the sacrifice may be necessary.”
 

 
  “Hmm…” Darling stroked his chin thoughtfully. “…mind if I have a go?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Brother Angner, after a day of imprisonment and whatever stress it had laid upon him, more closely resembled the Shaathist stereotype than the calm and polite Huntsmen Darling had met in the lodge. His hair was matted and in need of washing, his deep-set eyes were shadowed from stress and lack of sleep, and the smell surrounding him clearly indicated that he had been denied the opportunity to bathe or change clothes for a while.
 

 
  “Nice place you’ve got here,” Darling said brightly. Angner narrowed his eyes.
 

 
  A plain wooden table separated them; the Huntsman’s hands were manacled to it, the chains attached to the table’s legs. He had some room to move, but could not stand or reach his own face unless he laid his head down, and he seemed much more determined to keep it held high. The room itself was intimidating and clearly meant to be so. Stark gray stone, lit only by a brazier of coals in the corner and containing no furniture but the table and the chairs in which the two men sat on either side. There was no window; the air was stifling.
 

 
  Behind Darling stood Andros and another Huntsman, staring grimly down at Angner, who was doing his best to ignore them.
 

 
  “Now, it seems you’ve gone and gotten mixed up with the Black Wreath,” Darling went on in a light, conversational tone. “People tend to make rather a fuss about that, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Really, though, this is all more common than you may realize. That’s the beauty of being a whole cult devoted to a grievance with the gods, eh? Everybody’s got
  
   some
  
  kind of beef. All the Wreath has to do is work one fingernail into you, and before you know it you’re taking communion with… Okay, honestly, I have no idea what the actual rituals are. But you get my point, don’t you, Angner?”
 

 
  Angner sneered so hard it was visible through his beard.
 

 
  “I figured you would,” Darling said glibly. “You of all people. What I’m driving at is that
  
   you
  
  aren’t much of a catch. Just
  
   being
  
  a member of the Wreath isn’t a major crime. Well, not legally; different cults have different rules about apostasy. No, in the end, the reason for all this rigamarole is that you possess useful information.” He leaned back in the chair, smiling benignly. “And we will
  
   get
  
  that information from you. I assure you, Angner,
  
   that
  
  is a foregone conclusion. What
  
   you
  
  get to determine is how you’ll be treated when that’s done, but deciding how much trouble it’s going to be to get you talking.”
 

 
  Angner glared at him.
 

 
  Darling met his gaze in silence for nearly a full minute, then abruptly stood. “Andros, can I borrow your hunting knife, please?”
 

 
  Andros raised an eyebrow fractionally, but bent to pull the blade from his boot and handed it over without comment. It was a hefty weapon, plain and serviceable with a ridged handle carved from horn.
 

 
  “Thanks,” said Darling, strolling over to the corner and carefully arranging the knife on the brazier so that its blade was directly above the hottest coals he could find close enough to the edge. He positioned himself so that the prisoner could see the heating knife, then leaned back against the wall next to the brazier, folding his arms and smiling. “Now, Andros tells me that Huntsmen don’t break easily. I’m certainly willing to believe that. You’re trained not to fear pain, is that right?”
 

 
  Angner snorted softly, speaking for the first time since Darling had entered the room. “Eserite poof.”
 

 
  “Ah, you’ve
  
   heard
  
  of me!” Darling said, grinning hugely. “Smashing. So! Not impressed by pain. Also not…what was it the Grandmaster said, Andros? Ah, yes, deprivation. Well, that just stands to reason, I suppose. You’re out in the wilderness, hunting for your food… Or for sport or religious rites, whatever it is you guys do. I confess I’m not as well-read on comparative religion as I really ought to be. Busy busy, you know how it is, not enough hours in the day.” He cocked his head to one side, turning toward Andros. “What was I saying? Oh, right! Pain and deprivation. So, of course, the
  
   traditional
  
  way of dragging intelligence out of prisoners leans heavily on those two pillars. I understand your jailers anticipated you’d be resistant to such methods and haven’t bothered to try ’em. Yes?”
 

 
  He glanced around the room, getting a curt nod from the other Huntsman, then turned back to Angner. “Well, that’s all well and good, but…and call me a naïve optimist if you want…I think a sharp-looking fellow like you deserves a chance to redeem yourself. I mean, that’s just basic fairness, right? We all make mistakes. The Wreath, as I was just saying, is very good at seducing people away from their common sense. Has anyone bothered to simply
  
   ask
  
  you, Angner, who your fellow Wreath agents are? Politely?”
 

 
  Angner’s sneer deepened.
 

 
  “I’m asking now,” Darling said more quietly. “Why don’t we just skip a bunch of rigamarole and get this over with?”
 

 
  The chained Huntsman shifted in his chair, further straightening his spine, and stared haughtily at him.
 

 
  Darling shrugged. “I’m not much of a fan of torture, myself. Oh, not on any
  
   moral
  
  grounds, I assure you. In the Guild we get very comfortable with the idea of breaking elbows when they need to get broken. It’s just that it’s not very
  
   effective
  
  sometimes
  
   .
  
  Folk like yourself, why…they’re just not impressed enough by pain to make it worth the time and effort. And, funnily enough, the more likely someone is to have useful information to extract, the more likely they’ll have had some training to prevent you from extracting it. The whole thing’s just a self-defeating mess, y’know what I mean?”
 

 
  He lifted the knife from the brazier. Even the handle was almost uncomfortably hot; the blade glowed red. “Hey, buddy—I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name—can you do me a favor and hold his left arm down hard on the table?”
 

 
  The second Huntsman looked to Andros, who nodded at him. In silence he stepped up, grabbed Angner’s arm and pinned it down as directed. Darling paced slowly over to the table, holding the glowing knife.
 

 
  “The key, Angner, is knowing what people
  
   do
  
  fear. You’re not afraid to hurt? That’s perfectly fine. You’re afraid of something, though. Let me test out a theory.”
 

 
  It was hard to hold the knife properly for what he had in mind; pressing on the blade wasn’t really an option, hot as it was. It was a hefty weapon, though, and very well-tended; its weight and sharp edge, to say nothing of the heat of it, aided in the task. Angner tried to ball his fist upon seeing what Darling intended, but the Huntsman holding him punched him first across the jaw to daze him, then slammed his closed fist down on Angner’s hand, then again, until the prisoner’s fist opened, and leaned on it, holding his flat hand down against the table.
 

 
  Darling had to work fast so as not to burn his assistant, but the blade cut quickly and cleanly. It hung for a moment on the bone, but it took only two slices to chop off Angner’s thumb.
 

 
  Holding the knife out to the side, now, he held his own hand over the Huntsman’s maimed fist, calling up his seldom-touched reserve of magic. A blaze of divine light poured forth, and in seconds, the wound had scabbed over, raw new skin already beginning to form at its edges.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Darling said brightly. “You can let him up, now.”
 

 
  He returned to the brazier, setting the knife back in its place to re-heat, then strolled casually back to the table, pulled out the chair and sat down. Angner had been impressively silent during the brief ordeal, and now stared in open-mouthed horror at his severed thumb, lying on the table before him. The other Huntsman stepped back, staying close but out of the way, his face impassive.
 

 
  “What you fear,” Darling said quietly, “is
  
   weakness.
  
  Am I right? So here’s what we’re going to do, Angner. I am going to ask you some questions. Every time I don’t get an answer…or have reason to think you’re lying to me… You will
  
   lose
  
  something. The
  
   good
  
  news is I’m in no hurry! No appointments; you have my undivided attention. I can afford to go in
  
   small
  
  bits. You’ve got ten fingers…two eyes…” He chuckled softly. “Two balls.
  
   Lots
  
  of teeth. You know, the little things. So you’re not going to fail this little test all at once. Hell, if you’ve got the stomach, you could conceivably outlast me. If we get to the point that I’ve carved and healed you so much there’s just nothing else I
  
   can
  
  work with…” He shrugged. “Then you’ll have won! And I’m sure you’ll feel a great sense of accomplishment. Something you can hold up to Elilial when you meet her to gain your reward in Hell. Oh, but that won’t be any time
  
   soon,
  
  mind you. Your life is in
  
   no
  
  danger here. You will have many long years to savor your victory, being carefully tended to and kept in the best of health. Without hands, without eyes, or feet. Unable to walk, feed yourself or wipe your own ass… Unable to talk or chew, with no tongue or teeth. Living on a diet of gruel and broth, completely and
  
   utterly
  
  helpless. Forever.”
 

 
  He leaned back, grinning faintly and meeting the man’s wild-eyed stare. “Oh, I should mention, too, that the Universal Church really doesn’t have the facilities to keep prisoners over the long term. That duty is handed over to the Sisters of Avei.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Of course, it remains to be seen how accurate his information is,” Andros said as he and Darling strolled down the length of the lodge’s main hall toward the front doors. “The names are a starting point, though. They will each be in custody before the night is out.”
 

 
  “Fabulous!” Darling said airily. “Will you be needing my help in chatting them up, as well?”
 

 
  The Huntman eyed him sidelong. “I must discuss that with the Grandmaster.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course. Well, you know how to reach me.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Andros cleared his throat. “I have misjudged you, Antonio. You
  
   do
  
  have an irritating predilection for frivolity, but I had taken that to mean you are weak-hearted. That…was in error.”
 

 
  Darling looked at him for a moment, then smiled. “You think what I want you to think.”
 

 
  They walked the rest of the way in silence.
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  “Ruda, incoming!”
 

 
  “I see it!”
 

 
  Ruda stood en garde while the boar charged her, whipping around it at the last possible second like a matador. She thrust her rapier into its side as she went, eliciting an agonized squeal. The pig staggered and lost its footing, down and thrashing all four hooves, but not dead. At least, not yet; its distraction gave her an opening for a more precise thrust, which took it straight through the heart.
 

 
  Trissiny grunted as the other boar slammed into the golden corona surrounding her. The shield was holding, and likely would continue to do so. She felt no real strain from it; this was nothing like the wandfire she had taken in Sarasio. Her disadvantage was her height and her short sword. None of the cave boars stood taller than her waist, which meant that while she could stand around all day letting them bounce off her shield, fighting
  
   back
  
  meant kneeling or bending down—both positions that made it cripplingly awkward to fight.
 

 
  Fortunately, she and her roommate proved a successful team, standing back-to-back. Trissiny’s shields (metal and magical) kept them protected, while Ruda’s agility, coupled with the long reach of her rapier and her shorter stature, made her an effective attacker.
 

 
  If only the rest of the group were faring as well.
 

 
  Level 3 had a smooth and obviously crafted stone floor, but it was littered with spires of volcanic rock, several of which steamed and emitted a sulfurous stench. Some stood alone, but quite a few were arranged conveniently to form barriers, making the chamber a kind of maze. There appeared, at least so far, to be nothing in it but igneous stone and cave boars, but even considering the relatively minor threat, the students had managed to rout themselves by the simple method of not having a strategy.
 

 
  They had been charged immediately upon stepping foot into the level, and had now been broken up into smaller groups, each fending for themselves. Boars had come galloping in from around boulders and out of small canyons, rushing them from multiple directions and driving them apart. Now, though no one was yet down a crevice and isolated, several of them had gotten out of sight behind various outcroppings of rock.
 

 
  Trissiny knew Gabriel’s position only because of the flashes of lightning that kept shooting out of it; he had climbed a steep slope and tucked himself into a corner from which he couldn’t be flanked, and was taking potshots at every boar that crossed his field of view. Not a brave tactic, but an effective one; more than half a dozen porcine corpses smoldered at the base of his hill. Toby stood nearby, probably the least effective of the group, protected behind a holy shield but his quarterstaff making no real impression on the four boars that circled, bashing their tusks against his barrier. She couldn’t see Fross at all, but streaks of ice lay all over the place, evidence of the pixie’s helpful efforts to deprive their foes of footing and in some cases freeze their hooves to the ground. This was causing more harm than good in the long run, though. Level 3 was too hot for the ice to hold them more than a few seconds, and the slippery patches were a hazard to the students as much as the cave boars, even as they melted. Vadrieny was out of her field of view, but the demon’s screeches were nearly constant and having their usual effect on the animals. Unfortunately, boars that ran
  
   away
  
  from her inevitably ended up running
  
   toward
  
  one of the others, and it seemed they forgot to be frightened as soon as they set their eyes upon a new target.
 

 
  Ruda sidestepped around her, stabbing the boar that had bashed Trissiny’s shield while it was dazed. For a brief moment, they were not under immediate attack, and took the opportunity to size up the situation.
 

 
  “What a glorious cock-up
  
   this
  
  is,” Ruda said flatly. Trissiny nodded agreement.
 

 
  She half-turned to bring the rest of her classmates into her field of view. Shaeine was doing only slightly better than Toby; though she was unarmed, her skill with magical shields considerably exceeded his or Trissiny’s, and she was using them not only to protect herself but offensively, swatting boars aside and, when she could maneuver them into position, slamming them against the walls with crushing force. She had the leeway to do this because Vadrieny was hovering protectively about her, unleashing that hellish scream on any boar that looked in danger of slipping past her defenses.
 

 
  Juniper was the only one of them currently on the offensive. None of the animals were attacking her; she was chasing after
  
   them.
  
  The spectacle was amusing and horrifying by turns; anyone chasing after a pig over rocks and patches of ice was fodder for pratfalls, but when she
  
   caught
  
  one, her methods were swift and brutal. She was splattered with blood and actually wielding a very fresh haunch of boar as a weapon. Trissiny thought that rather gratuitous, considering the dryad’s strength.
 

 
  “We gotta get these boneheads into some kind of formation,” Ruda continued. “First one to slip and fall is gonna get gored to fucking shreds.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked this way and that, thinking rapidly, then dropped to one knee as she was charged. The boar slammed head-on into her glowing shield and staggered to the side, stunned; she slapped it to the ground with her physical shield and stabbed it through the heart.
 

 
  “I’ve got a plan,” she said, standing. “If I buy you time to get to Vadrieny and Shaeine, think you can persuade her to stop that screaming and actually use those claws? It’s nice that she respects Teal’s pacifism and all, but these are animals. It’s not like we can negotiate them.”
 

 
  “I’ll see to it she gets the idea,” Ruda replied, grinning. “I am nothing if not silver-tongued.”
 

 
  “Good. I’m going to go join Gabe and Toby; bring them to us as soon as you can.”
 

 
  “Right on.” Ruda darted away, and Trissiny set off on a parallel course, first making sure the pirate wasn’t charged by cave boars before she got close enough to Shaeine and Vadrieny to fall under their protection. Only then did she head off to Gabriel’s boulder.
 

 
  “Toby!” she shouted over the noise of battle around them. He glanced her way, then was immediately thrown off-balance by a boar’s charge and then turned to fend it off with his staff. Trissiny darted past him and kicked the animal hard. It squealed furiously, rounding on her, but before it could attack Trissiny hurled herself forward, coming down to one knee and slamming her shield into its face. A follow-up stab with her sword put it down for good. She stood and turned to find Toby staring at her, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “Stand
  
   there,”
  
  she ordered, pointing with her sword at a spot just to the left of the slope leading to Gabriel’s hiding place. “That is your ground. You will
  
   hold
  
  it!”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” he said with a grin, dashing over to position himself as ordered. She followed, placing herself to the right of the ascent. She had to step carefully to avoid the multiple dead boars with burn wounds lying about the area.
 

 
  “What’s happening?” Gabriel called out from above.
 

 
  “Stay there!” Trissiny shouted up at him. “Keep firing as you get targets!”
 

 
  His reply came in the form of a lightning bolt that ripped past her, striking down a cave boar that wheeled in their direction with Juniper on its tail. The dryad, skidded, trying to stop, then skidded even harder as her feet came into contact with one of Fross’s ice trails. Trissiny beckoned her urgently over; she rolled back to her feet and limped to the paladin’s side.
 

 
  “What are we doing?” she asked, then they both had to stop and deal with a pair of charging boars before Trissiny could answer.
 

 
  As they finished that little problem, by way of Juniper picking one of the creatures up and bludgeoning the other with it, Vadrieny’s screaming stopped. The air was still filled with noise, from squeals, hoofbeats, various crashes and the crackling of Gabriel’s wand, but it still seemed, blessedly, almost silent in the wake of the demon’s vocal magic.
 

 
  Trissiny immediately took advantage of the quiet. “FROSS! Get over here!”
 

 
  Almost immediately, the pixie darted across her face to indicate her presence, then rose to hover above Trissiny where her glow didn’t block the paladin’s vision. “I’m here! What’s going on?
  
   Please
  
  tell me you have a plan, I have no idea what I’m doing!”
 

 
  “Stop that icing for the moment and disappear these corpses! I need a clear field of battle!”
 

 
  “Aye-aye, General!” Fross swooped down, rushing thither and yon; everywhere she passed, dead boars shrank down to nothing and floated upward to vanish into her silver aura.
 

 
  “Can she do that with
  
   live
  
  ones?” Ruda asked, dashing up to them.
 

 
  “Not safely!” the pixie shouted as she zipped past.
 

 
  “Shaeine!” Trissiny called out as the last two members of the party rejoined them, the demon holding one fiery wing protectively over the drow. “Bubble us!”
 

 
  Immediately a silver semi-sphere snapped into place around the whole group, its shape interrupted where it intersected with outgrowths of rock.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said more quietly. Boars were dashing around the perimeter of the shield, a few butting their heads against it. “How long can you keep this up?”
 

 
  “Not terribly,” the priestess replied with an audible strain in her voice. “I am unaccustomed to shielding this proactively for such a duration.”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced at Juniper, thinking back to the Circles of Interaction. “Do you know the magic to convert fae energy into divine to power your shields?”
 

 
  “I do not.”
 

 
  “Nor I,” she said regretfully. “I’ll be correcting that the first chance I get, considering we have two basically bottomless power sources in the group that three of us could be using.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “All right… Can you make two walls to funnel them toward us?”
 

 
  
   “Toward
  
  us?” Gabriel protested shrilly.
 

 
  “If they are not actively attacking said walls…yes, I believe so.”
 

 
  “All right, here’s what we’re going to do,” Trissiny said decisively. “Shaeine will set up angled walls to give the boars a single approach directly at us. Fross, I want you to ice the ground within it to make it hard for them. That means slick floor but also big chunks of ice to break up their momentum; we don’t want them sliding at us too fast to handle.”
 

 
  “Can do!”
 

 
  “Gabriel, your job is to shoot them as they come. Ruda, Juniper, you’re on either side on the rocks right there—go on, get into position—and if any get close enough to start climbing the slope, you deal with them in close range. Gabe, that means if a boar
  
   gets
  
  into melee range, you
  
   stop firing.
  
  Don’t risk shooting your teammates.”
 

 
  “Got it,” he said, sticking his head out to nod at her.
 

 
  “Toby and I will be right in front of you two, blocking access to you—the shield within a shield, so they charge right into Gabe’s field of fire and not at our melee fighters. Toby, you’re on defensive; we don’t strike at the ones coming down the center, but do what you have to to fend off any who try to flank us. I
  
   think
  
  the rocks are too steep, but be prepared.”
 

 
  “Understood.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny, you’re in the field; drive them toward the entrance to the trap.” She glanced around, studying the boars through the silver translucence of the shield. They had stopped pouring out of side chambers, so this was hopefully the final number. She couldn’t get a solid count with the way they were milling around, but there were easily over a dozen. “That means
  
   no screaming,
  
  that just scatters them. Try to herd them with your claws. And for the gods’ sake, don’t be afraid to actually
  
   claw
  
  one!”
 

 
  Vadrieny nodded at her, making no response to the implied rebuke.
 

 
  “All right,” said Trissiny, glancing quickly over her classmates. Everyone had stepped into the appropriate position as she spoke, Shaeine clambering carefully up to sit just beside Gabriel’s nook, well away from where the action would be. “Fross, get started on that ice. Everyone ready? Good. Shaeine, as soon as you switch the shields, we’re in action.”
 

 
  “Changing in three…two…one!”
 

 
  The bubble vanished and two silver walls appeared directly before them, angling outward and forming a trapezoidal space with its narrower end pointing at the ascent to Gabriel’s perch, surrounding the patch of ground now covered with a sheen of frost and littered haphazardly with chunks of ice as much as shoulder-high on the boars. Immediately, several went straight for the group from the side, but Vadrieny landed right in front of them, raking the pack with one clawed hand and sending the animals flying, along with a spray of blood. Her claws were simply too huge to avoid doing
  
   some
  
  damage with them.
 

 
  Once in a while, things really did come together.
 

 
  Once in motion, the plan went off with almost eerie perfection. Vadrieny was bigger than the boars, but also faster and more agile, and after that first rush prevented them from flanking the group again. In fact, she didn’t have to go far to herd them into the trap; they seemed maddened and determined to attack, and so long as she warded them away from the sides of the students’ formation, they charged obligingly right into Fross’s obstacle course, where their slipping and stumbling made them easy fodder for Gabriel’s wand. Trissiny only had to employ her weapon once, when one boar bounded off the corpse of its most recently felled comrade to land halfway up the incline, right beside Ruda and inside the reach of her arm.
 

 
  It was over in less than half a minute. The final boar made it as far as the base of the little hill before being blasted by lightning. A couple of the larger specimens had needed to be shot twice; Gabriel had all but filled the channel between them with lightning, but had not been overwhelmed. Everyone’s hair was standing up slightly by the time they were done, and the air was heavy with the reek of ozone and charred pork. Shaeine let the glowing walls flicker out of existence, slumping back against the rock with a deep sigh, and the two paladins allowed their own shields to wink out.
 

 
  “Holy shit, we won!” Ruda crowed. Around her, the group finally let themselves relax, grinning at each other in the sudden silence.
 

 
  The noise that answered her, echoing around the chamber from a point of their sight, might have been called a squeal if it were about half as powerful; as it was, it was at least half roar. It was immediately followed by the rapidly growing sound of hoofbeats. Much louder ones than any they had heard thus far.
 

 
  “Yup. That’s my fault,” Ruda said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Levels have bosses,” Fross said grimly. “Trissiny? What do we do?”
 

 
  Before Trissiny could answer, it rounded the corner ahead and skidded to a halt, glaring at them.
 

 
  Cave boars were essentially just pigs—big, aggressive pigs that tended toward pale pigmentation and had larger tusks than usual. This creature was the size of a bison, and the differences between it and its lesser brethren did not stop there. In addition to long, curving tusks bigger than a ram’s horns, it actually
  
   had
  
  horns, arching upward over its head. It had a mane of what were either very large bristles or rather diminutive spikes, which looked like the difference would be academic for anyone unfortunate enough to come into contact with them. Worse, the thing was armored, with segments of glossy chitin flanking its vulnerable sides.
 

 
  “I’ve got this,” Juniper said, pushing past Trissiny and sliding down the slope.
 

 
  “Wait,” Trissiny began, but got no further as the boss boar let out a bellow and charged her.
 

 
  The dryad stomped forward, slipping once on Fross’s ice before catching her footing, and planted herself directly in the boar’s path. Head high, she held up a hand imperiously at the charging monstrosity.
 

 
  “Stop right there!”
 

 
  The boar rammed into her head-on.
 

 
  The dryad was actually shifted backward by the impact, stumbling slightly before regaining her balance. The boar, not quite felled, nonetheless staggered, shaking its head and huffing in protest.
 

 
  “It
  
   attacked
  
  me,” Juniper said, sounding utterly shocked.
 

 
  “I can’t get a clear shot!” Gabriel said, scrambling out from his perch and leaning around Trissiny. “June, get out of the way!”
 

 
  “Animals
  
   aren’t supposed
  
  to
  
   attack
  
  me!” Juniper exclaimed, offended. “I’m a
  
   dryad!”
  
 

 
  The boar squeal-roared again, loud enough to make Shaeine wince and clap her hands over her ears. It backed away from Juniper, reddish eyes fixed on her, and pawed at the ground with its front legs.
 

 
  “Oh, for the—Vadrieny!” Trissiny shouted. “Get her out of there!”
 

 
  “I can’t touch her,” the archdemon protested.
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “BAD PIG!” Juniper roared, stomping forward and landing an open-handed slap against the side of the boar’s head. It was lifted right off its hooves and hurled to the side by the blow.
 

 
  “…or, we could all wait up here while she deals with that,” Gabriel said in a smaller voice.
 

 
  The dryad lunged furiously after the boar, grabbing it by its right tusk and left horn, and wrenched it sideways. The creature, squealing in protest, was lifted again and flipped onto its other side, where she leaned down, keeping up the pressure despite its desperate attempts to scrabble free. She didn’t have very good leverage from that position; this went on for a disturbing span of seconds, with the boar’s pained outcries growing steadily more frantic, until its neck finally broke with a sickeningly loud crunch. It kicked a few more times before falling still.
 

 
  “You
  
   don’t
  
  attack dryads,” Juniper said severely, standing up and dusting off her hands. Then she kicked it for good measure, flipping it back onto its other side.
 

 
  “You tell ‘im, Juno!” Ruda called out.
 

 
  “Or,” Toby said quietly, “we could
  
   not
  
  encourage that, maybe?”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said, turning to Vadrieny. “that was my fault; I wasn’t thinking clearly, apparently.”
 

 
  “No harm done,” the archdemon replied with a faint smile.
 

 
  “Wait, what are we talking about now?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “Telling Vadrieny to move Juniper,” Toby explained. “Remember, when the centaurs cornered us in Horsebutt’s tomb? We went over this then; Vadrieny’s physical form is an infernal spell effect, which means touching Juniper would probably just snuff it out.”
 

 
  “Probably,” Ruda grunted. “It occurs to me we’ve never actually gotten around to testing that.”
 

 
  The flames dimmed and receded, followed by the claws, and then Teal was standing there, shaking her head. “Juniper’s the daughter of a goddess. However impressive Vadrieny is, I don’t think she ranks with a dryad. I mean…we could
  
   try
  
  that sometime, just to find out, but…”
 

 
  “I don’t mind,” Juniper said, rejoining them. “Can we take a break first, though? That was kind of a bit…much.”
 

 
  “I second that motion,” Gabriel said firmly. “And this might be kind of
  
   weird,
  
  but uh… Considering we didn’t get to finish our bacon earlier, and with the
  
   smell
  
  of all this…”
 

 
  “Yup, that’s fuckin’ weird,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “I don’t think it’s weird at all,” Juniper replied, tossing her head. “I’m not really hungry, but seriously—the rest of you haven’t eaten nearly enough today, and we just got a
  
   lot
  
  of concentrated exercise. There’s probably more up ahead. You should finish your meal.”
 

 
  “If it’s not too much of an imposition, Fross,” said Toby, “could you please get rid of the rest of these corpses, first? Something about eating surrounded by the dead…”
 

 
  “No imposition at all!” the pixie said brightly, already setting to work. She continued chattering as she swooped down on each felled boar, shrinking and storing them. “I dunno if there’s any actual
  
   treasure
  
  here, but considering the socioeconomic situation in the Crawl, a big ol’ pile of pork is a
  
   really
  
  good haul! Much better than the mushroom level. I mean, aside from the
  
   trading
  
  value of all this, we’ve basically got our food covered for the whole rest of the trip!”
 

 
  “I think I’d be okay with that,” said Juniper, “but the rest of you really can’t live on just meat. You need a variety of nutrients from plants.”
 

 
  “There
  
   aren’t
  
  any plants,” Gabriel pointed out. “I mean…except mushrooms.”
 

 
  “Those are fungus, not plants,” the dryad said patiently. “And they’ll go part of the way, sure. Maybe we should check with the vendors back at the Grim Visage. They probably have nutritional supplements. They’re pretty much have to.”
 

 
  Fross had finished clearing away the boars—even the big one—and now re-materialized their plates of pork chops and bacon from the makeshift inn on Level 2. Gabriel immediately seized a handful of meat, the others following suit more slowly.
 

 
  “I’m okay with just
  
   trading
  
  the carcasses,” Ruda said firmly. “Otherwise, we’d have to do all the butchering ourselves, and…just, fuck that, is all. Do you guys remember the bison?” She grimaced.
  
   “I
  
  remember the bison. Fucking
  
   ew.
  
  Didn’t the demons up there make a standing offer for meat? It was the little guy with the wings, right?”
 

 
  “We’ll clearly have to pass through Level 2 regularly, what with their portals and the waystone,” said Trissiny, after swallowing a bite of bacon. “I see no good reason to loiter there one second longer than absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  “Oh, here we go again,” said Ruda, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  Trissiny gave her a hard look. “What?”
 

 
  “No offense, Triss,” Gabriel mumbled around a mouthful of pork, “but…aren’t you backsliding a little?”
 

 
  She set down the bacon she was holding. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s just…” He paused to swallow. “I dunno, it seems like you’ve been opening up a bit as time goes by. Being a bit less hostile to…y’know, things outside the Imperial norm.”
 

 
  “The Imperial norm,” she said, very evenly.
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t think we need to make a big deal about it,” Toby said quickly.
 

 
  “No, no. Please,” Trissiny said quietly. “What’s on your mind, Gabriel?”
 

 
  “Hell, Boots, it’s not just him,” Ruda interjected. “First day we met you practically drew your sword on Shaeine just ‘cos she was a drow. And then there was that thing with you and Gabe, with all the clawing and stabbing. But you’ve been getting better! Or were, anyway. Then we meet the
  
   perfectly
  
  nice demons on Level 2, and it’s like you wanted to line ’em up and chop their heads off.”
 

 
  “Perfectly. Nice. Demons.” Trissiny’s voice was icy.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ruda said firmly. “They were perfectly nice.”
 

 
  “They kind of were,” Juniper agreed. “They gave us food! Which you’re eating right now.”
 

 
  “I don’t think it’s exactly fair to put Trissiny on the spot like this,” said Teal. “You can’t reasonably expect a paladin of Avei to be calm when surrounded by demons.”
 

 
  “Can’t expect me to be calm,” Trissiny said softly. “How charitable.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, you know I didn’t mean it like that.”
 

 
  “Well, whatever, the point is not to start an inquisition,” said Ruda, gesticulating with the half-eaten pork chop in her hand. “We’re just sayin’, Triss, if we meet any
  
   more
  
  demons, how about waiting to find out what their intentions are before going for your sword, yeah?”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at her in silence for a moment, then looked around at the rest of the group. “Is this how you all feel?”
 

 
  “Let me turn that question around on you,” Toby said quietly. “Why are you
  
   averse
  
  to learning someone’s motives before assuming they’re hostile?”
 

 
  “The presumption of innocence is not always warranted,” Shaeine added, “but it
  
   is
  
  a cornerstone of diplomacy.”
 

 
  Trissiny stood up slowly. “Do you know how many major invasions of the mortal plane there have been from Hell?”
 

 
  “Oh, here we go,” Ruda groaned.
 

 
  “Answer the question,” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “Nine recorded,” Fross said. “We covered that in Professor Tellwyrn’s class!”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Trissiny. “Nine. In the span of eight
  
   thousand
  
  years, with the resources of an entire
  
   dimension
  
  to draw on, Elilial launched a large-scale armed assault exactly
  
   nine
  
  times. You don’t find that a little…underwhelming?”
 

 
  “Uh…I guess?” Gabe said hesitantly. “Is this going somewhere?”
 

 
  “The first two were by Elilial herself during the first millennium of her incarceration in Hell,” said Trissiny. “The rest mostly over the three thousand years following, at various times, with the aim of establishing various Black Wreath cells in different parts of the world. The most recent, coming thousands of years
  
   after
  
  those, was sixteen centuries ago, and
  
   that
  
  was started when the Sorcerer-King Atromax actually bored a massive gateway
  
   into
  
  Hell. And in
  
   none
  
  of these cases did Elilial send a large enough army to actually overwhelm the mortal world, but only to accomplish specific, smaller objectives.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe she doesn’t have all that much manpower,” Ruda suggested.
 

 
  “Or maybe,” Trissiny shot back, “that’s just
  
   not what they do.
  
  Will you all please
  
   think?
  
  One floor up from us is a succubus, who is near the top of the Descent because she’s apparently the second-least threatening thing it has to offer. And yet, we were
  
   just
  
  discussing the fact that finding an incubus or succubus on the loose is considered a major crisis by modern civilizations. You don’t find a little bit of a disconnect there?”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “Well, now that you mention it…”
 

 
  “It’s because succubi are not fighters,” Trissiny said. “In an enclosed space, against the eight of us? She’s little more than a pincushion waiting to happen. But up above, where she has freedom to maneuver, resources to access and people to manipulate? Frankly, I don’t think this group could take her on. Her kind have brought down entire
  
   kingdoms.
  
  Alone. They assuredly
  
   didn’t
  
  do it by force of arms.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” said Toby.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  know what sshitherosz do, I hope?” she barreled on. “They find people in vulnerable positions, people who are outcast, or alone, or for whatever reason
  
   weak
  
  and needing some kind of support. They coax people into reaching for the power they offer, and lead them into becoming warlocks. That is where the majority of warlocks
  
   come from!
  
  People who are foolish and power-hungry enough to actually
  
   seek out
  
  infernal power are vanishingly rare. Those scrawny, ugly, disturbing-looking demons are masters of the art of getting on people’s good sides. You think
  
   they
  
  do it by brute force?”
 

 
  She glowered at the group; they all stared back, mutely. Nobody was eating now.
 

 
  “The demons don’t come for us with rampaging hordes and fire from the skies. They come with pretty faces and kind smiles, with nice words and
  
   very reasonable
  
  offers of trade. They find common ground, stay polite, act forgiving and fair-minded, and when you give them an inch, they start in with the hints about how unfair it is that they’re so ill-treated just for being what they are. One little step after another, until you’re riddled with cancer because you got suckered into channeling powers your body isn’t designed to contain, and you’ve opened all manner of portals for all their
  
   equally
  
  harmless friends to come through. All because you stopped to chat with a poor, mistreated, lonely figure who was nice you to, and
  
   fair,
  
  and
  
   reasonable.
  
  Does any of this sound
  
   extremely familiar to anyone?”
  
 

 
  “None of us is going to—” Gabriel broke off as Trissiny carried right on, talking over him.
 

 
  “Are any of you people actually arrogant enough to think that you’re the
  
   first
  
  individuals in
  
   eight thousand years
  
  to have the brilliant idea of trying diplomatic relations with demons? Seriously? It’s been
  
   tried.
  
  It’s been tried
  
   over and over
  
  and done to
  
   death,
  
  often quite literally, and it has always ended up the same. They wiggle in, the persuade, seduce, and corrupt, and when they’ve got enough power to do so, they
  
   destroy.
  
  That’s why every established nation, religion and organization of any kind immediately greets a demon with outright violence. That’s
  
   all you can do.
  
  The cults of Omnu, Izara, Themynra, and everyone else who abhors violence doesn’t raise so much as a peep of protest! But no, I guess you know
  
   better
  
  than the entire world.”
 

 
  She bared her teeth at them, clenching her fists at her sides; they stared back in numb silence. “After all, it’s just Trissiny spouting off again. Who cares? Trissiny is a hothead, a racist, a stuck-up fanatic.
  
   Trissiny
  
  is needlessly hostile and always angry about nothing. Well, Trissiny will keep protecting you, no matter how much she might want to
  
   let
  
  you get tangled up with demons and learn the only way you apparently can.”
 

 
  She snorted in pure, wordless disgust. “Come on, we’ve wasted enough time. There are ninety-seven more levels; I’m sure we can find something good and
  
   venomous
  
  for you guys to
  
   snuggle
  
  with. Juniper! Gabriel!”
 

 
  “Yes?” he squeaked.
 

 
  “Stay right behind me,” she ordered, turning on her heel in the direction of the stairs to Level 4. “Since none of you saps intend to preserve your own well-being, at least
  
   you
  
  two won’t die in one hit.”
 

 
  Trissiny stalked off, leaving the group stunned behind her.
 

 
  “I…I think she’s mad at us,” Fross whispered.
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  “Oh, what the fuck
  
   now,”
  
  Ruda grumbled as they clustered onto the only piece of land on Level 4 that could support them.
 

 
  A few feet beyond the uneven peninsula of stone protruding from the base of the stairs, the floor disappeared. There was no more level ground until the distantly visible patch of land in front of the opposite stairs down to Level 5; right in front of them, everything dropped away into fathomless darkness.
 

 
  “So…” Gabriel said slowly. “Could we…jump down somehow and skip the level?” Very carefully, he craned his neck forward to peer as far below as he could without getting within a few feet of the edge.
 

 
  “Subjective physics!” Fross exclaimed, flittering about their feet for once to study the edges of the outcropping. “Only the stairs will lead to Level 5. This here is probably bottomless. Careful not to fall off.”
 

 
  “Y’don’t fucking say,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “I think I see what they want us to do,” Toby said slowly, “and for the record I’m against it.”
 

 
  Though there was no floor, the ceiling was in the usual place, and from it hung stalactites of various sizes—rather thickly, in fact, to the point that most of the far walls were not visible. The only wide open space was straight down the center of the chamber, giving them a clear view of the door opposite. Some of the stalactites were merely tapering columns of rock, but the majority had outgrowths at some point along their lengths, creating various small platforms sticking to their sides.
 

 
  “It’s a jumping puzzle!” Fross said excitedly. “You have to be nimble and find a route across!”
 

 
  “Absolutely
  
   fucking
  
  not,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “Seems kind of dangerous,” Gabriel noted, still peering into the bottomlessness of the chamber.
 

 
  “I’m very sure that was the point,” said Juniper, then added under her breath, “Dryads are not made for jumping.”
 

 
  “What’re those?” Teal asked, pointing. The group turned to follow her hand, fixing their attention on a small swarm of specks buzzing around a pillar in the near distance.
 

 
  “There are more over there,” Gabe said, pointing in the opposite direction. “And there… Actually there are several groups. They kinda look like birds from here.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Fross bounced up and down in excitement. “Oh, I know what those are! They’re written about in all the books! Gosh, this is really nifty, you
  
   never
  
  see these on the surface anymore, they’re basically endemic to dungeons, though the Imperial Zoological Garden in Tiraas used to have a swarm. Those are micro-hivemind chiropterids!”
 

 
  “Which means…what?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “They’re carnivorous, but not big enough to bring down prey on their own, especially considering they go for larger animals. They swarm around a small area just like clouds of gnats,” Fross continued, buzzing furiously around herself as if to demonstrate, “usually near ledges, and when a prey animal comes too close they all attack! They’re not strong enough to kill most things, but they distract them and knock them off and then eat the remains! The Heroes’ Guild and the Bardic College had another name for them, actually…”
 

 
  “Goddamn bats,” said Teal, grimacing.
 

 
  “Fuck those and fuck
  
   this,”
  
  Ruda said, sitting down and folding her arms. “I don’t
  
   do
  
  heights. Or fucking
  
   bats.”
  
 

 
  “Goddamn bats,” Fross corrected.
 

 
  “Want to quit?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  Everyone fell silent, turning to look at her. She had stood apart, arms crossed over her breastplate, studying the room while the others talked. Now she turned to stare challengingly at them. “Really, I’m asking. We don’t strictly
  
   have
  
  to get the swords for Tellwyrn. Apparently there’s lots of loot in various parts of the Crawl and we’re graded on overall performance. Running away from the first major challenge we face is
  
   probably
  
  not going to help with that, but the option is there. Lots of options are there. We could spend the whole three weeks sitting in the Grim Visage eating mushroom stew if we want. Personally, I’m not much concerned with grades, so…if you all want to take one look at the first truly dangerous thing we meet on our first day and turn tail, we can put it to a vote.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” Ruda snarled, dragging a bottle out of her coat and clawing at the stopper. “Fuck, fuck
  
   fuckfuckfuck.”
  
 

 
  “Anyone?” Trissiny prompted. The others exchanged a round of glances, but nobody took her up on the offer. She nodded, turning back to face out at the bottomless chamber. “All right. I see two platforms close enough to jump to from here: there, and there. Odds are one leads to nothing but dead ends. I suggest using our fliers to scout ahead and find a workable route for us. Two main paths, so Vadrieny and Fross can split up from here. And we need a plan to address those…bats. Shaeine, can you contain a swarm within a shield?”
 

 
  “I have never used one in that manner,” the drow said slowly, “but I see no reason it would not work. Attempting that maneuver while negotiating the jumps will be tricky for several reasons. In the first place, I will have to get close enough to obtain a clear view without provoking them to attack…”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Fross, “I know you’re good with tactics, Trissiny, but I think I have a better idea?”
 

 
  “By all means,” Trissiny said, nodding to her.
 

 
  “Okay, well first of all…be right back.”
 

 
  She darted off into open space heading directly for the nearest swarm of bats. They diverted course at her approach, heading right for the oncoming pixie.
 

 
  “What is she
  
   doing?”
  
  Gabriel breathed. “She’s bite-sized, even to them!”
 

 
  However, as the bats descended on her, Fross emitted a tiny sparkle and a puff of mist, and the entire swarm suddenly went still and plummeted from the air, vanishing into the depths below.
 

 
  “…huh,” Teal mused.
 

 
  They watched while Fross zipped back and forth across the chamber, flying right up to each swarm of bats and wiping them out with tiny bursts of what seemed to be fog. At one point she vanished for a few moments, apparently dealing with a swarm hidden from them behind the stalactite forest. After only a couple of minutes, she came fluttering back to the group, chiming smugly.
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   how
  
  did you do that?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Well, goddamn bats are strictly aerodynamic, y’know? I mean, some things fly using magic, like me and Vadrieny for example. But they just use physics, wings and air currents.”
 

 
  “So?” the pirate prompted.
 

 
  Fross whirled around her head once. “So, it’s pretty much impossible for fliers to fly with their wings iced over! We might not wanna waste any time, though. We don’t know what kind of respawning protocol the Descent has. It’d be awkward if another swarm popped up on us while we’re crossing. Now then! Hang on, I’m gonna try something else.”
 

 
  So saying, she darted off again, heading straight for the nearest pillar. The pixie whirled around it once, coating it in a layer of frost, then headed back toward them more slowly, laying down more ice as she went. While the others watched, fascinated, she added more and more, gradually creating a horizontal protrusion which lengthened outward until it touched the platform on which they stood. Fross made passes back and forth, adding more ice with each one until it formed a frighteningly narrow but serviceable footbridge.
 

 
  “I did not know you could do that,” Teal said in awe.
 

 
  “I can’t!” Fross replied cheerfully. “Well, I mean, not laying down that
  
   quantity
  
  of ice. That’d be crazy, it’s a
  
   lot
  
  of mass. But Professor Yornhaldt was kind enough to open an elemental gate for me to conjure a quantity of pure water, which I’ve stored away in my aura for situations like this!”
 

 
  “Is all our pork and other supplies sloshing around in that?” Gabriel asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “Don’t be absurd, Gabe. Aura-tuned pocket dimensions don’t work like that; it’s not a static charm on a bag of holding. Every item is suspended separately and completely preserved in time!”
 

 
  “How much carrying capacity do you have?” Toby asked, fascinated.
 

 
  “I think… All of it? I mean, it’s limited only by my access to magical power. I’m a pixie; there’s only so much I can pull through at
  
   once,
  
  but in theory I should never run out.”
 

 
  “Okay, I like the basics of this idea,” said Trissiny, “but I can see two problems with it. One, that is already starting to melt, and two, ice is
  
   heavy.
  
  If you put down enough to build bridges all the way across this chamber, it’s likely to pull down the pillars supporting them, and part of the ceiling as well.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Fross mused, drifting aimlessly in thought. “There are arcane charms that can compensate for both of those, but… It’s gonna be
  
   rather
  
  difficult applying those
  
   while
  
  using elemental magic. In a possibly explodey kind of way. Arcane and fae magic don’t mix.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   made
  
  of fae magic and
  
   do
  
  arcane magic,” Juniper pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes, but, um… I’m not sure how. Professor Tellwyrn and Professor Yornhaldt aren’t sure how, either. Apparently I’m an…anomaly? But yeah, using both kinds of
  
   spells
  
  at once is asking for a bad reaction.”
 

 
  “Now, hang on,” said Gabriel. “Fross, I know you use elemental magic to
  
   make
  
  the ice, but once made, is it magical? Or is it just ice?”
 

 
  “The magic’s pretty much over with once I’ve applied the cold,” she said. “After that, it’s just—oh, shoot.”
 

 
  The bridge had been steaming and dripping heavily in the warm air, and finally collapsed, chunks of ice plummeting down into the darkness.
 

 
  “All right, then!” Grinning, he pulled a small book with an unmarked dark blue cover from within his coat, followed by a pen and bottle of ink, and finally a sheaf of yellowish papers bound in twine. “Luckily, you’re not the only arcanist here. This calls for a little basic enchanting work! I can inscribe featherweight charms and cold-preserving charms; if we put them
  
   in
  
  the ice as you’re laying it down, that oughtta preserve the bridges as you make them.”
 

 
  “Hey, you’re right! That’s a great idea!” Fross buzzed around him in delighted circles while he sat down, laying out his scribing tools and flipping through the book for the right diagrams.
 

 
  “Sounds like a workable plan, then,” Trissiny said slowly. “With all respect to you both, I’ll want to see this tested before we trust our weight to it.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Gabe said distractedly, holding charm book open and beginning to ink out a glyph on a sheet of paper. His ink was purple and faintly evanescent when Fross’s light passed over it. “The only thing is, this is gonna make the bridges
  
   really
  
  cold. Like, colder than ice normally is. It won’t be a comfortable trip; we probably won’t want to dawdle.”
 

 
  “Great,” Ruda said sourly.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Rusty chain mail shirt,” Teal reported, “rusty dagger, handful of copper pennies, and…buttons?” She stood, dusting off her hands and stepping back from the chest. “You know, I almost think we’re better off leaving this stuff in the box. It’s nothing but a waste of carrying capacity.”
 

 
  “You don’t think that’ll insult the Crawl?” Juniper asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “I am pretty sure the Crawl just insulted
  
   us,”
  
  Ruda snorted. She was pressed against the wall just under the glowing sign identifying the route down to Level 5, and still had her hands tucked into the sleeves of her coat for warmth. All of them were shivering, in fact, except Juniper. Behind them, the ice bridges hung over the abyss, not even beginning to melt in the warm air, but surrounded by a fog of condensation. Gabriel’s inscribed charms had done their work well.
 

 
  “Take the pennies, at least,” said Trissiny. “Money is money, and we
  
   will
  
  need to re-supply at the vendors in either the Visage or Level 2. Preferably without going into debt with Ruda.”
 

 
  “Hah!” The pirate grinned at her. “Might wanna rethink your financial strategy. The First Bank of Ruda accepts interest payments in booze and sexual favors! Can’t beat that.”
 

 
  “Come on, guys,” Toby urged, gently shooing them toward the stairwell. “Let’s get away from all this cold and risk of falling.”
 

 
  It was a short trip down the stairs, and a slightly damp one, with several of them brushing condensed frost off their clothes as it turned to moisture. At least the warm air quickly stopped their shivering once they left the magical ice behind them. The group straggled to a stop at the bottom of the stairwell, this time not stepping out into Level 5, but clustering on the lowest steps and uncertainly studying their next challenge.
 

 
  The level was a large and completely empty room. This was the first time they’d had a completely unobstructed view of any of the Descent’s levels; it looked about the same size as the others, making it a little more than half again the size of the University’s dining hall. Big enough to host a variety of challenges, in other words, but not oppressively huge.
 

 
  What Level 5
  
   did
  
  have was a sprawling and rather beautiful mosaic pattern inscribed on its floor. Set down in black, gold and red against white tile, it consisted of lines of five bars which unspooled this way and that like casually thrown lengths of ribbon, marked with a variety of familiar sigils.
 

 
  “This isn’t my area of expertise,” Trissiny said. “Teal, isn’t that musical notation?”
 

 
  “It is,” Teal replied with barely-repressed excitement in her voice. “Or at least, it
  
   would
  
  be if the lines were all straight. It’s a little hard to make out what the melody is on some of those bends…”
 

 
  “You can
  
   read
  
  that?” Gabe asked incredulously.
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   am
  
  a bard! Kinda wish I’d brought an instrument… But it’s a pleasing little tune.” She began to hum. It was a soft, wistful melody.
 

 
  “Pretty,” Fross whispered. Toby nodded, smiling; around them, the others began to physically relax, several developing rather spacey grins. With the exception of Juniper, who frowned, staring at her classmates in puzzlement.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said quietly, “Vadrieny’s voice is coming through.”
 

 
  Teal instantly stopped humming, looking stricken. The others straightened immediately, Ruda shaking her head momentarily as if to throw off a trance.
 

 
  “Oh, gods, I’m sorry,” Teal said. “I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry, I didn’t mean to do that… It just happens sometimes. Are you all okay?”
 

 
  “That…actually was rather refreshing,” Trissiny admitted. “Kindly be careful, though.”
 

 
  “Right. Yes. Again, sorry. Vadrieny has some voice magic; when she’s fully out, she’s fully in control, but there’s sometimes a little
  
   leakage
  
  when I sing… That’s why I prefer instruments.”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Toby said, reaching out to squeeze her upper arm. “Things happen, no harm was done. With regard to the present… What do you think is the significance of the patterns on the floor?”
 

 
  “It’s pretty obviously a puzzle of some kind,” said Gabriel. “I think we better let Teal lead the way on this one. Unless anyone else can read music?”
 

 
  “I can,” said Ruda. She frowned at the incredulous stares of the others. “Oh, fuck you guys,
  
   some
  
  of us had an education
  
   before
  
  coming here. Don’t look at me like that. I’m not any kind of
  
   musician,
  
  though. I agree: this is Teal’s department.”
 

 
  “Well…I think it’s fairly simple,” said Teal, stepping gingerly down onto the floor. Right at the base of the stairwell was a swirling knot of lines, from which rippling streamers of notation spread out in several directions. “You have to find and follow the melody. It’s not the same tune on each set of lines, see? Now,
  
   that
  
  one is obviously a trap.” She pointed at the lines aiming most directly for the opposite door. “The harmonies are in a completely different key; it’d be a jangled mess if you played it.”
 

 
  “I think I get it,” said Gabe, craning his neck around Ruda to watch. “At each nexus, you have to follow the same song that brought you to that one, right?”
 

 
  “That’s what I’m thinking,” the bard said, nodding. “Which means… This requires a little forethought. All the songs aren’t going to be equally valid… I suspect there’s only one safe path across.”
 

 
  “Be careful,” Shaeine urged.
 

 
  Teal gave her a smile. “Don’t worry, I will be. All right, I’m going to follow this one—it’s the song I was humming, and I
  
   think
  
  I can see the continuation of it spooling out from the next nexus. Hard to get a good view from over here. Stand by.”
 

 
  She set off along one wavering thread of musical notation, carefully placing her feet only on the marked lines, and came to a stop at the next point where multiple lines intersected in a big swirling knot, ahead and somewhat to their right.
 

 
  “Should we follow?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Hang on, it’s better if I figure out the path first,” said Teal. “This is going to require careful stepping anyway; the less backtracking we have to do, the better. All right, let’s see…”
 

 
  She stepped out along another thread of music, her classmates watching in tense silence. This path led her back to the left, coming to a knot just ahead of them.
 

 
  “Um…are you sure?” Gabe called out. “That’s right along the path you said was a bad song.”
 

 
  “It would be a bad song if I followed
  
   that
  
  path,” Teal replied, keeping her eyes where she placed her bare feet. “But the song I was following continues from here… There, see? Perfectly fine.”
 

 
  Stepping onto the knot ahead of them, she turned to give her classmates a grin.
 

 
  Immediately, a huge pillar of stone slammed down from above. In the next instant, she was crushed beneath it, leaving them staring at the column.
 

 
  
   “Teal!”
  
  Shaeine shrieked.
 

 
  “Stop!” Trissiny barked, holding out her arms to keep the students back as several compulsively surged forward. “More will come down if we trip them! Ruda, find us another path!”
 

 
  “To where?” the pirate exclaimed. “If we go after her, another’ll just…”
 

 
  “I think that trap is tripped,” said Fross. “I’m gonna go and—oh.”
 

 
  The column wobbled as she spoke, then again. Shaeine clutched Trissiny’s outstretched arm, watching with a stricken expression, as its gyrations grew more intense. Then, suddenly, a huge set of claws appeared at its base, an orange glow streaming out from them.
 

 
  The pillar of stone groaned as it finally tipped over, the deafening crash of its fall echoing throughout the chamber. Vadrieny emerged from a deep, crumbling pit into which she’d been slammed by the impact, her fangs bared in displeasure. Behind her, in the wake of the crash, there came a sharp
  
   hiss
  
  and a gout of green mist spurted upward from the musical knot onto which the pillar had fallen. The archdemon glanced over at this, then turned, beating her wings furiously. In seconds, the gas had been blown in the opposite direction from the students and dissipated into the air.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Shaeine cried.
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Vadrieny said reassuringly. “Everything’s fine.”
 

 
  “I said to be
  
   careful!”
  
 

 
  “Yes, you did,” the demon agreed, “and she was. Look how
  
   that
  
  worked out. Stay put, I’m going to try this my way.”
 

 
  So saying, she turned and stalked off straight across the floor, the mosaic crunching beneath her as she deliberately dug her talons into the marble with each step.
 

 
  The students watched, wincing and grimacing, as Vadrieny plowed into and through a dozen brutal traps. Pieces of the ceiling fell, gusts of gas and flames shot directly over her, blades were flung out from the walls. At one point a net dropped on her from above. She bore all this without complaint and without stopping, though several times she had to slow to dig herself out of rubble or waft her wings and make sure clouds of gas didn’t drift toward the others.
 

 
  In less than two minutes, she had reached the opposite side of the chamber. Even from that distance, the students clearly saw the cascade of sparkles that lit up as the chest appeared and the glowing sign indicating the path to Level 6 ignited.
 

 
  Vadrieny stopped, regarded this thoughtfully for a moment, then very deliberately drove her fist right into the sign. Lights sparked and chunks of stone fell from the resulting crater in the wall.
 

 
  “Stay!” the demon shouted back at them as Trissiny carefully lowered one boot to the floor. “I don’t trust this place. In fact, all of you back up.”
 

 
  So saying, she stepped off to the side and came back toward them through a fresh stretch of floor unmarred by her own passing, and into another round of traps.
 

 
  Vadrieny wasn’t satisfied until she had made three full trips, clearing a wide highway between the two doors and suffering an unending torrent of fiendishly inventive abuse that would have slaughtered a small army. By the time she was through, the safe path looked very much like the aftermath of a war zone, littered with chunks of masonry, blades, various projectiles, slimy residues of acidic solutions, and even the relatively clear stretches of floor marred by deep rents where she had dug in her talons. She backtracked over this multiple times, making sure every trap in the cleared area was sprung.
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda said softly while the demon was making her third pass, “this is none of my business, but I gotta ask. What is it
  
   like
  
  being in a relationship with somebody who has
  
   that
  
  in her head?”
 

 
  “That?” Shaeine said quietly, tearing her eyes from the spectacle of Vadrieny’s rampage and giving the pirate a very cool look.
 

 
  “Well, I mean…
  
   look
  
  at her.”
 

 
  “Indeed, it would be impossible to have any privacy, if Teal and I
  
   intended
  
  to keep her from our interactions.”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  a noblewoman, you know,” Shaeine said with a note of satisfaction, turning back to watch the demon work. “It is hardly beyond precedent for me to have multiple consorts. I am very fortunate that both of mine get along so splendidly and can always be found together. And I would be appreciative, Zaruda, if you would refrain from referring to my lover as
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “…duly noted,” said Ruda, looking flummoxed.
 

 
  “There,” said Vadrieny with satisfaction, rejoining them.
  
   “Now
  
  it is safe.” She held out one hand; Shaeine placed her slender fingers amid the massive claws, smiling, and allowed the demon to help her down to the floor. The other students watched as they began crossing, Vadrieny keeping one burning wing arched protectively over the priestess.
 

 
  “Welp,” said Gabriel, pushing past Ruda to follow. “I guess that’s one way to do it. C’mon, guys.”
 

 
  In moments they were clustering around the opposite door. This time it was Ruda who opened the chest. For a few seconds, they all stood around, staring into it.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said finally. “We just won ourselves a box of coal.”
 

 
  “Is that really coal?” Gabe asked, craning his neck to peer forward.
 

 
  Toby bent down to pick up a piece. “Sure looks like it.”
 

 
  “I know the upper-level rewards are supposed to be kinda lame,” said Fross uncertainly, “but…they’re supposed to get better as we descend. Does it seem to anyone else like they’re getting
  
   worse?”
  
 

 
  “Maybe we haven’t descended far enough?” Juniper suggested.
 

 
  “There’s really only one way to find out,” said Trissiny, stepping forward into the stairwell. “Fross… I have a hunch. Could you gather up the coal, please? It might be significant later.”
 

 
  “Sure thing!”
 

 
  “Or it might just be the Crawl telling us to go screw ourselves,” Ruda remarked.
 

 
  “Maybe.” Trissiny was already halfway down the stairs, forcing the others to follow in order to hear her. “But I suspect there’s a specific use for something that oddly specific later. And if not, we can sell it. It stands to reason that burnable fuel is
  
   quite
  
  valuable in the Crawl.”
 

 
  Level 6 was somewhat familiar at first glance, in that it opened from the access stairs onto a platform that extended a short way into a floorless chamber. Unlike Level 4, however, this one was full of fire. Flames roared up from an unseen source below, licking at the base of the platform and filling the chamber with heat and orange light. They could see a matching platform directly across the way, with nothing between the two but a vast sea of fire.
 

 
  “Seems like it should be hotter in here than it is,” Gabriel noted. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve as he said it, but indeed, it was merely uncomfortably warm, nothing like the temperature should have been in what appeared to be some kind of furnace.
 

 
  “Well, what the fuck are we supposed to do with
  
   this?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Look!” said Fross. “I mean, look
  
   closely.
  
  See the pattern in the flames?”
 

 
  “What pattern?”
 

 
  “I see it,” said Trissiny, frowning. “It’s…angular. Wait, it’s not a pattern
  
   in
  
  the flames. It’s something that’s blocking them.”
 

 
  “Yes!” The pixie buzzed around excitedly. “Look, it’s a path!”
 

 
  “I see it, now,” said Toby, squinting as he studied the scene before them. “It’s hard to make out in spots, you can only see it where the fire is blocked by it. It’s like…glass?”
 

 
  “Not glass,” said Trissiny. “That would shine. It’s just…invisible. An invisible path over the lake of fire.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   a
  
  path,” said Juniper.
  
   “Lots
  
  of paths.”
 

 
  “Oh my fucking fuck,” Ruda groaned. “It’s an invisible fucking
  
   maze.
  
  I fucking hate this place.”
 

 
  Trissiny rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Gabriel…would those cold charms of yours support an ice bridge over a lake of fire?”
 

 
  “I really don’t think so. They’re actually designed to preserve food, not to compete with a heat source like that.”
 

 
  “Wait, what about that?” Teal suggested, turning to point above them. Following her finger, they all craned their heads back, discovering that unlike previous levels, Level 6 had no ceiling. What it
  
   did
  
  have were decorative columns on either side of the door, stretching upward about twenty feet.
 

 
  “What
  
   about
  
  it?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “It doesn’t look like they’re set
  
   into
  
  the ground,” said Teal. “And they’re not connected to the wall… I think they’re just
  
   sitting
  
  there. The round surface isn’t ideal, but the way it’s carved, there should be
  
   some
  
  footing at least…”
 

 
  “A bridge?” said Trissiny, smiling. “Excellent idea.”
 

 
  “Neither of those is gonna get all the way across this,” Ruda said.
 

 
  “But it’s a start,” Toby replied. “And I agree: it’s a good idea. Every bit of this we can skip is a good thing if you ask me. Vadrieny and Juniper should be strong enough to knock those over, right?”
 

 
  “The tricky thing is leverage,” said Juniper, frowning at the columns. “They’re close to the wall, even if they’re not connected… No good place to stand and push.”
 

 
  “Stop,” Gabriel said suddenly. “This is a trap.”
 

 
  They all turned to look at him.
 

 
  “What makes you say so?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “I see a
  
   pattern
  
  here,” he said. “Guys…think back. Remember what the demons on Level 2 told us? The Crawl does not like people who cheat.”
 

 
  “So?” Ruda snorted. “We’ve cheated practically every level and oh, holy shit, you’re right.”
 

 
  He nodded. “Even discounting Level 2, we’ve been through four levels now and only actually
  
   did
  
  the challenge once. Juniper got us through the caplings, Fross and I managed to skip the obstacle course and Vadrieny brute-forced what was supposed to be a puzzle. And what about the chest rewards? The first one was sort of lame, the next one on a level we cheated on was even lamer, and then
  
   coal.
  
  I think the box of coal was a final warning.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Ruda, “what’d we get on the boar level?”
 

 
  “We didn’t stop to open the chest,” said Toby. “We were following…um.” He trailed off, glancing over at Trissiny, who remained impassive.
 

 
  “Oh! I did!” said Fross. “It was better than Level 1, we got some silver, a very nice silk robe with a low-caliber defensive enchantment and an Avenic-style short sword! I stashed them away to show you guys later. Nobody seemed to be in a talking mood.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Gabe. “So, after all that, here we are being practically
  
   offered
  
  a way to cheat, in exactly the way we have been, using brute force to bypass what’s supposed to be an intellectual exercise. I don’t know what’ll happen if we tip those columns, but I’ve got a feeling it’ll be
  
   really
  
  ugly.”
 

 
  “Rocks fall,” Juniper whispered, “everyone dies.”
 

 
  “The reasoning seems rather…thin,” Trissiny said, frowning.
 

 
  “Okay, well, just…humor me, all right?” Gabe said, glancing around nervously. “This isn’t even a hugely hard one, it’s just…scary. We can do a maze. We’ve got Fross to scout ahead, and we can take the time to place our feet carefully. I say we do this one the way it’s supposed to be done. All right?”
 

 
  “I agree,” Toby said, nodding slowly. “Everyone we’ve met has said the Crawl is intelligent. Professor Ezzaniel implied it likes to test people.”
 

 
  “When you put it that way,” Trissiny said somewhat grudgingly, “it makes good sense. Better safe than sorry.”
 

 
  “Guys,” said Juniper, “look.”
 

 
  They all turned, following her gaze, to find that the flames had diminished. As they watched, the fire burned steadily lower, finally vanishing entirely. Below was another fathomless fall into dark nothingness.
 

 
  “…message received,” said Teal.
 

 
  “Great,” Ruda grumbled.
  
   “Now
  
  we can’t see the path at all.”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Gabe with a grin, “but at least we can
  
   walk
  
  on it.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Fross whizzed out over the empty space, emitting a puff of frigid mist. Frost settled over a hitherto invisible stretch of walkway, making it stand out from the darkness.
 

 
  “Well, that’s something,” said Ruda. “You got any tricks that’ll show us where it is
  
   without
  
  making it too slippery to be safe?”
 

 
  “Oh,” the pixie said, her glow dimming. “I didn’t think of that. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Teal with a smile, “how about throwing something onto it?”
 

 
  “Like what?” Toby asked. “We don’t have all that much in the way of supplies…”
 

 
  “We have coal,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Getting across took them easily over half an hour, though they weren’t timing it. It was exhaustingly nerve-wracking, even with Fross scattering coal to indicate what could safely be stepped on; none of them ever got used to the sight of their feet firmly planted on midair. Juniper in particular grew progressively more tense until she was actually whimpering, and had to be comforted by Gabriel for a few minutes before she could make herself continue. Teal shifted, letting her winged counterpart take over, and stayed right behind Shaeine the entire way, ready to grab the drow if she should slip.
 

 
  Moving carefully, though, none of them fell. They had to backtrack multiple times, as even with the coal to put down on the path, it was
  
   still
  
  a maze, and a complex one. There were actually points where they could have gotten from one stretch of path to another by jumping, and thus bypass switchbacks and dead ends, but none of them managed to work up the nerve to try it.
 

 
  Eventually, though, they found their way through, and landed safely on the platform by the stairs. Upon their arrival, the sign for Level 7 ignited and the chest appeared. Everyone ignored this; by unspoken consent, they all sat down on the blessedly solid stone, as far from the edges as they could get.
 

 
  “I fucking hate heights,” Ruda mumbled.
 

 
  “I never knew that,” Trissiny said with a smile. “You’ve always seemed fine with Clarke Tower.”
 

 
  “Lemme rephrase that.” She pulled out a bottle of whiskey and took a swig. “I hate heights
  
   now.
  
  This place has persuaded me that heights fucking suck.”
 

 
  Teal let out a relieved breath, climbing back to her feet. “All right! Well, we might as well see what we’ve won.” Turning, she knelt to open the chest.
 

 
  There was only one thing within. Frowning, Teal pulled out a small rectangular box. “…huh.”
 

 
  “Maybe you got some replacement shoes,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “Well, we’ll find out if you
  
   open
  
  it,” Toby suggested.
 

 
  Teal flicked the clasp open with her thumbs and lifted the lid. She stared at the box’s contents for a moment, then grinned. “Gabe, I think this is for you.”
 

 
  He accepted the box from her, frowning quizzically and turning it so the open side faced him. Within it was a wand.
 

 
  “Ooh,” said Juniper, craning her neck to peer at it.
 

 
  “Is that…a good one?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Good?” Gently, he lifted the weapon out, setting the box aside. “Angled grip, alchemically hardened ebony shaft, double-sized crystal housing with extra glyphs for self-recharge… This, ladies and gentlemen, is a
  
   damn
  
  fine piece of firepower.”
 

 
  “So,” Ruda said, scowling around the room, “looks like you made a friend. Wonder if
  
   I
  
  can get an upgrade by sucking up to the Crawl.”
 

 
  “I think there is, indeed, a lesson here,” said Trissiny. “We may want to bypass some future levels if we can find a way to, but…let’s consider that a method of last resort.”
 

 
  “You wanna just…knuckle under?” Ruda said disdainfully. “I do
  
   not
  
  like this fucking place telling me what to do.”
 

 
  “It’s another variable, is all,” said Gabriel, still studying his new wand. “The Crawl is watching, and we have a general idea how it thinks, now. I’m not saying we shouldn’t do things our way, but… Its perspective is something we need to consider when making decisions.”
 

 
  Ruda drew in a deep breath and blew it out in a huff, then climbed to her feet. “Duly fucking noted. All right…onward and downward, eh?”
 

 
  At the base of the next set of stairs was a chessboard. The students gathered on the bottom step again, studying Level 7 carefully without stepping down onto its floor. It was vastly oversized, each of the squares big enough for them to lie down on without touching any of its neighbors, but it was unmistakably a chessboard, and not just because of its checkered pattern. Actual chess
  
   pieces
  
  were set up along the left and right walls, ready to begin a game. The pawns, the smallest ones, were twice Trissiny’s height and correspondingly thick.
 

 
  “Think I know what kind of challenge
  
   this
  
  is,” Gabe said, grinning.
 

 
  “What’s that pattern in the middle of the floor, there?” Juniper asked, pointing.
 

 
  Fross buzzed out into the room to get a better look, then came back. “It’s the Circle of Interaction!”
 

 
  “Huh,” Trissiny said, frowning. “I wonder what the significance of that is.” She stepped down onto the checkerboard.
 

 
  Instantly, with a deep grinding noise that echoed horribly, every single chess piece pivoted to face her directly.
 

 
  She froze. “Um…”
 

 
  They charged.
 

 
  The chess pieces moved in a series of hops, the crashing of their approach resonating deafeningly in the chamber. It was an ungainly pattern of movement, but given their size, they made terrifyingly good time, rushing straight at her like a herd of monolithic bison.
 

 
  Trissiny let out a yelp and leaped backward onto the steps. The others, several with screams of their own, backpedaled frantically.
 

 
  As soon as no one was touching the checkerboard floor, the chess pieces immediately stopped their approach, turning and bounding back into place. In moments they had rearranged themselves in their starting position.
 

 
  “Okay,” Gabe said in a shaky voice, “I was wrong. I did
  
   not
  
  know what kind of challenge this is.”
 

 
  Toby drew in a deep breath. “Does this seem like a good stopping point to anyone else?”
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  “Well, I don’t know what surprises me more,” Tricks said dourly. “You bein’ here on the orders of the Church, or the fact that you’d accuse me of such a thing right to my face.”
 

 
  
   “Whoah,”
  
  said Sweet, taking a step back and staring at him in consternation. “Where did
  
   that
  
  come from?”
 

 
  Behind Trick’s shoulder, Style grimaced, tightening her crossed arms, and Sweet’s bad feeling intensified. There was something very
  
   off
  
  in the vibe here. They were meeting, as usual, in the counting room beneath the Casino, but there the routine ended. Tricks looked worn out and bitter, Style was being uncharacteristically silent, and now he was on the defensive.
 

 
  “I’m not accusing you of anything,” he said more quietly. “And this is much less about the Church than it is about the Guild. They’re just questions, and let’s be honest, pretty obvious ones. What’s
  
   happening,
  
  Boss? You have to know you played right into the Wreath’s hands, sending out the enforcers that way.”
 

 
  Style let out a lungful of air through her nose, her grimace intensifying, and Sweet started to actually worry. Not about himself—she’d be glaring at him if he were in trouble—but about the whole situation. As the least emotionally contained member of the group, Style was something of a barometer, and her unhappiness was infectious.
 

 
  “You’re right,” Tricks said wearily, slumping back into the overseer’s chair and propping his head up with one hand. “Sorry, Sweet, that came out more confrontational than it needed to. Yeah, I know. It was pretty damn obvious what the Wreath was playing at; that move was subtle by the standards of the general public, but not by their standards, or ours. If anything, it was weirdly aggressive.”
 

 
  “So…” Sweet frowned. “…you were weirdly aggressive right back?”
 

 
  The Boss stared up at him in silence for a moment before speaking. “You’re worried the Guild has been infiltrated.”
 

 
  “Tricks, I’m almost
  
   positive
  
  the Guild has been infiltrated, and that’s got little to do with the current crisis. That’s a standing assumption and you know it. The Guild is decentralized enough that it’s not usually a major concern; there’s a limit to the damage a given spy can do. I’m
  
   worried
  
  that the Wreath’s infiltration has got far enough in to start affecting
  
   policy.
  
  And now you tell me this wasn’t due to anyone’s influence, but entirely
  
   your
  
  idea? Boss…you didn’t walk into their trap, you charged headlong.”
 

 
  “And that makes me Wreath?”
 

 
  “Dammit, Tricks…”
 

 
  “No, no, I know. Sorry. You’re right.” Tricks waved a hand as if shooing away gnats. “I’m sorry. This has been… Y’know, you once told me that this had to be the cushiest job of its rank among any of the Pantheon’s cults, because the Guild all but runs itself and the Big Guy basically
  
   never
  
  has any orders to hand out. Remember that?”
 

 
  “Sure,” Sweet said hesitantly. “Is that somehow relevant to…”
 

 
  “I’ve gotta ask, Sweet.” Tricks leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, and stared up at him almost pleadingly. “Were you just fucking with me? Was that some kind of tradition I have to pass on to the next poor asshole?”
 

 
  “…Tricks, what’s going on?”
 

 
  The Boss just stared at him. Style looked down at Tricks, her forehead creased in consternation, but held her silence.
 

 
  “No,” Sweet said finally. “It was the plain truth as I experienced it. The whole time I was Boss I had to seek out the Big Guy’s opinion exactly twice, and got orders from him three times, in that entire span of years. None of it was hugely complicated, though it was never pretty.”
 

 
  Tricks grimaced, leaning back again. “Well. Dunno if that makes me a better Boss than you were or a shittier one. And no, don’t ask; the Big Guy’s edicts are private, as you damn well know.”
 

 
  “I think…it may or may not have to do with you,” Sweet said slowly. “There’s also the situation. Shit’s going down, Boss. Justinian’s making a play, Elilial’s making a play, Tellwyrn’s butting the fuck in, the Empire is faltering on multiple fronts… And then there’s shit like Principia’s whatever-she’s-doing. I think you just have bad timing.”
 

 
  Tricks grunted sourly. “You want your fucking job back?”
 

 
  “I really,
  
   really
  
  do not,” Sweet said fervently. “…but, man… If that’s a sincere offer, I think I might have to take it. Dunno if I’d cope any better than you are, but you’re scaring me, Tricks. I hate seeing you like this.”
 

 
  Style gave a wordless grunt that conveyed emphatic agreement.
 

 
  Tricks just heaved a sigh. “Nevermind me, I’m just bitching. It’s been two days since I slept and I’m overdue for lunch.”
 

 
  “You’re overdue for fucking breakfast
  
   after
  
  the day you skipped lunch,” Style said quietly.
 

 
  Tricks blinked, twisting his head around to look up at her. “What day is it? No, never mind, doesn’t matter. Soon as we’re done here I’ll eat something, get drunk, find someone to boink my brains out and get some sleep, I promise.”
 

 
  “You better,” she warned. “I will
  
   enforce
  
  that. I’d do it myself, but damn…look at you. I’d break your spine.”
 

 
  “You never
  
   have
  
  learned to be gentle, huh?” Sweet asked with a faint grin.
 

 
  She smirked at him. “You will never know.”
 

 
  “To drag this back in the general direction of the original point,” said Tricks, straightening in his chair, “no, Sweet, this was
  
   not
  
  my idea. This came down from the highest level. That much you may feel free to take back to Justinian.” He folded his arms loosely in his lap. “Whatever Wreath have wormed their way into the Guild are not in control. But in the short term… Eserion operates much the way Elilial does, and I can say without breaching his confidence that while he doesn’t take care of
  
   our
  
  business as a point of principle, he
  
   is
  
  willing to stir himself to deal directly with her. You said it, Sweet: shit’s going down.” He shook his head slowly. “This is not the first time I’ve been directed to play along with a Black Wreath ploy, and I would
  
   love
  
  to tell you I expect it to be the last, but I’m just not that optimistic.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Master Jenkins, you have a visitor.”
 

 
  Joe carefully finished tucking the last throwing knife he had just pulled free from the target board into his palm before turning to fact the house. He hadn’t actually cut himself yet, but his introduction to the world of bladed weapons had begun with a long lecture on the safe handling thereof, delivered by two elves who were casually playing with knives like a pair of circus performers the whole time. As in most cases, he had decided the safest policy was to compliment Flora and Fauna on their artistry and then take them at their word.
 

 
  On the other side of the small, walled garden, Price stood at attention next to the townhouse’s back door, from which Longshot McGraw was emerging, giving him a friendly grin.
 

 
  “Joe, my boy,” the old mage said amiably. “How’re you holding up?”
 

 
  “In all honesty, chafing under my house arrest,” Joe replied with a matching grin. “I feel entirely as good as new. What brings you by, Elias?”
 

 
  “Oh, this is an attempt to ferret information out of our employer, clumsily disguised as a social call,” McGraw said blithely. “But, as the good Bishop appears to be out, I’m glad enough to actually socialize. You get to be my age, and the glittering attractions of the big city start to look less attractive and more annoying; give me a quiet drink with a friend any day. Unless, of course, I’m imposing.”
 

 
  “Not in the least, I’m goin’ stir-crazy myself,” Joe replied, strolling back over to him. “Sit a spell, Bishop Darling’s stated on record that you and the others are always welcome.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Price. “If you gentlemen would care to make yourselves comfortable, I shall bring refreshments.”
 

 
  “Very much obliged, ma’am,” McGraw said courteously, pausing in the act of taking out his cigarette case to nod to her.
 

 
  Price flicked her gaze briefly but deliberately to the case. “It is rare that we have such pleasant weather in Tiraas. By all means, don’t waste the opportunity to pollute the air outdoors instead of in.”
 

 
  She slipped back inside, leaving McGraw staring after her, not moving.
 

 
  “I do believe I’ve just received a hint,” he said ruefully, tucking the case away.
 

 
  “Nah, that just means she likes you,” said Joe with a smile, pulling out a chair from the small wrought-iron garden table set up on Darling’s back patio. “It’s an expression of familiarity and comfort, or so I’ve chosen to believe. I knew I was part of the family the day I left muddy boots in the hall and received a four-second passive-aggressive character assassination that plumb drove the breath outta me.”
 

 
  “Well, call me overcautious, but I’ve met enough Butlers in my time that I’ve developed a policy of playing it safe around ’em,” said McGraw, seating himself as well. “Learning a new trick, are we?”
 

 
  Joe sighed, setting the knives carefully on the table. “The girls were kind enough to show me the basics. I’ve been getting in some practice. I think this is the longest I’ve ever gone without practicing with my wands, but…”
 

 
  “I don’t reckon the neighbors would much appreciate that,” McGraw noted.
 

 
  “Exactly,” Joe nodded. “The Bishop is a generous host; I rather suspect he would supply me with a magically shielded target if I asked, but… My wands are quieter than the mass-produced variety, but not silent, and there’s really no way to dampen the flash. Besides, you never know who in the surrounding houses might be an arcanist or witch, and would sense the discharge. All it’d take is one of the idle rich to learn some kid was shootin’ off weapons behind the Bishop’s house and there’d be no end of trouble.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” McGraw said, a twinkle in his eyes belying his grave tone, “you might have to tell ’em all just
  
   which
  
  Kid you are and become a local celebrity.”
 

 
  “Only in my nightmares,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “You know, Tiraas
  
   does
  
  have shootin’ ranges. Not my scene, but I’ve had occasion to visit a few, here and there.”
 

 
  “I’m aware,” Joe said with a sigh, “and I do plan to frequent them if we’re to stay in the city over the long term. Sadly, my caretaker deems that an unsuitable degree of excitement for me. It’s not so bad, really. Turns out I’ve got a knack for throwing knives, too. The more skills a body has, the better.”
 

 
  “That’s true, and a wise observation,” the wizard said, nodding. “I must say you seem hearty enough. Why the short leash, if you’ll pardon my askin’?”
 

 
  Joe shrugged. “Believe me, I’ve asked the same thing. And it’s not like Mary’s shy about explainin’ herself. It’s just…she gets going, and I get lost. I have worked out from context that ‘cardiovascular’ refers to the heart and blood vessels. A
  
   cardiac arrest
  
  means a heart attack, which apparently I’m still at risk for, or so she claims. There’s also ‘pulmonary,’ which I haven’t quite puzzled out yet.”
 

 
  “Seems to me there’s a simple enough solution to that,” McGraw said mildly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Joe replied, grimacing. “But when she first started in on it, I was too prideful to admit ignorance in front of the legendary immortal. By the time I got more comfortable around her, well… At what point can you fess up to playin’ smarter than you really are for weeks?”
 

 
  McGraw actually laughed. “These things have a way of runnin’ away with you, I’ll grant. Forgive me for exercising an old man’s prerogative to dispense advice, kid, but the sooner you get over choking on your pride, the happier you’ll be in the long run.”
 

 
  “I believe you,” he said ruefully. “But it’s not as if I’m under poor care. I grew up a stone’s throw from an elven grove. In my experience, elves know what they’re talking about, especially the elders, and
  
   most
  
  especially a shaman. Soon as I’m free to roam, I think I’ll go pester the Nemitites for some definitions.”
 

 
  A soft croak commanded their attention; both turned to behold a crow perched on the garden wall, watching them.
 

 
  Joe grimaced. “…ah.”
 

 
  The bird launched itself into a shallow dive, and then Mary landed lightly on the grass, her moccasins making no sound.
 

 
  “’Pulmonary’ refers to the lungs and their operation,” she said with a faint smile. “Ask questions, Joseph. Ignorance is a fault only if you refuse to correct it.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, chagrined, and only belatedly remembered to stand. By that point she had reached the table, and placed a hand on his shoulder, pushing him gently back down.
 

 
  McGraw half-rose, doffing his hat to her. “Ma’am,” he said respectfully. “Always a pleasure. I’ve been makin’ a point of keeping in touch with the others, but I hadn’t run across you since we reported back from the mountain.”
 

 
  “I make it a point not to be run across unless I have specific reason,” she said mildly. “But I, too, have been keeping watch over all of you, and over our host. You came here to inquire when we will be expected to move, yes?”
 

 
  “That was the idea,” he said with a faint grimace. “I don’t personally feel a great urgency to go out and cross wands with whatever passel o’ horrors we’ll be called on to deal with, but there’s only so much sittin’ around I can take. Most particularly when I know what I now know about what’s loose in the world.”
 

 
  “I have seen many apocalypses come and go,” she said, calm as ever. “These things happen. Darling is being diligent in his pursuit, but it is, at this stage, a waiting game. To rush it is to court ruin.”
 

 
  “I think we all understand that,” Joe said with a sigh. “Doesn’t mean it’s driving me any less crazy. Seems like I went straight from being cooped up in a bordello for weeks to being cooped up
  
   here.
  
  If this is gonna be the pattern…”
 

 
  “You were cooped up where?” McGraw asked in a tone of great interest.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right, I hadn’t told you the story. That was Billie; she’s come to visit every few days. Well, a while back I had occasion to meet the new paladins, along with an assortment of other mightily interesting folk…”
 

 
  The back door of the house opened at that moment, and Bishop Darling himself strolled through, looking more tired than usual. “You should be glad for your currently limited amount of social contact, Joe; you seem to attract
  
   interesting
  
  people. They won’t always come with the likes of Tellwyrn or myself to keep them in line.”
 

 
  “Interesting people
  
   do
  
  have a way of tearin’ up the scenery,” McGraw said gravely.
 

 
  Darling pulled out one of the remaining chairs and plopped himself down in it. “Elias, good to see you. Why do I suspect you didn’t bother to come in through the door, Mary?”
 

 
  “At a guess, because you are a swift learner,” she said serenely. “Welcome home. Have you learned anything interesting?”
 

 
  Price had emerged from the house behind him, carrying a laden tray. She set this down on the patio table and began pouring tea and parceling out cucumber sandwiches in silence while they talked.
 

 
  “Interesting,” Darling said with a sigh, “in the sense of raising more questions than answers, and answers only of the alarming variety. Joe, I know you’ve been somewhat forcibly isolated from events. Are you all aware of the recent ruckus in the city?”
 

 
  “I
  
   do
  
  read the paper,” said Joe, nodding. “Several, in fact, to get a balance of editorial slants. I’ve gotta say, it seems out of character, how the Legions acted. There’s a
  
   lot
  
  of fuss kicked up over it.”
 

 
  “To say nothing of the Guild’s actions,” Mary added, watching Darling closely.
 

 
  “That’s not spoken of as openly,” said McGraw, “and certainly not in print, but I’ve not managed to escape the rumors myself. Can’t say I’ve managed to overhear much that’s in
  
   favor
  
  of the Black Wreath, but a number of the major cults have smudged their good names in comparison recently.”
 

 
  “I’m operating on the assumption you’re all intelligent enough to work this out for yourselves, but I’ll spell it out anyway,” Darling said grimly. “This—all of it—is a Wreath plot. It’s not yet unfolded enough that I can see where it’s going, but the early stages suggest an effort to discredit the Pantheon’s cults. What troubles me is I can’t envision an endgame to this. In the long term, there’s just no
  
   way
  
  Elilial can win back the hearts and minds of the general public. If that were on the table, she’d have done it at some point in the preceding eight thousand years.”
 

 
  “She has, in fact, done so several times,” Mary noted, “sometimes on a fairly considerable scale. I agree, however, that in the current climate, such an outcome is highly unlikely. Which suggests that this is not her long-term goal, but a more immediate one.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Joe said slowly, “there’s something else coming. Something big.”
 

 
  “That’s where we’re at, yeah,” Darling agreed, scowling. “And I’ve got Justinian doubtless trying to spin this to serve his own plots, the Guild and the Sisterhood having
  
   royally
  
  embarrassed themselves, and no one apparently
  
   reliable
  
  to back up counter-Wreath efforts but the
  
   bloody
  
  Huntsmen of Shaath.”
 

 
  “The provincial attitude of the Huntsmen has often overshadowed their effectiveness,” Mary noted. “This would not be the first time the Wreath has underestimated them, either. If I may point it out, you also have
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “You lot are, indeed, an ace in the hole,” Darling agreed. “But we are all left in Joe’s position at the moment: stuck waiting. In order to make good use of this massive collection of firepower I’ve so carefully lined up, I need a target, and an environment in which I can safely fire at it. Otherwise I risk furthering the Wreath’s agenda yet again. To the best of my knowledge, they don’t know about the five of you, but I’m not naïve enough to bank on that assumption.”
 

 
  “Wise,” Mary said, nodding.
 

 
  “In my experience,” said McGraw, crossing his legs and lounging back in his chair as he sipped his tea, “the defensive is a bad place to be. Being stuck in a waiting position is the proper time to look into unconventional ways to seize the initiative. Something the enemy won’t anticipate.”
 

 
  “I am, in fact, exploring several possibilities,” said Darling. “Once again, there is
  
   you
  
  lot; shifty situation or no, you may end up being the tiebreaker. It’s also a good time to research new skills. How’s your knife-throwing coming along, Joe?”
 

 
  “I daresay I’m very nearly enough to have another contest with Fauna and not
  
   quite
  
  as severely humiliate myself,” Joe said gravely.
 

 
  “Mm.” Darling gave him a sidelong look. “Just for your edification, if she finds out you let her win, she’s gonna kick your ass.”
 

 
  Joe froze, blinking. “Um…pardon?”
 

 
  “I know only the broad strokes of how your ability works, but it’s not at all a leap to figure out that
  
   knife-throwing
  
  of all things would come as naturally to you as breathing.” Darling grinned at the Kid’s abashed expression. “Anyhow, I’m looking into branching out myself. It was recently pointed out to me that the Church has a holy summoner program, and training is available. With the Wreath bopping around, maybe a little demonology would be worth picking up.”
 

 
  “You as a warlock?” McGraw mused. “…I could almost see that.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Darling said dryly. “Anyhow, not a warlock, obviously. I’m not much with the divine flash, but I’m still a priest. Too much holy magic stored in the aura makes that impossible.”
 

 
  Instantly they all turned their heads to him, identical frowns falling across their faces. Darling looked from one face to another and back, his eyebrows climbing in surprise.
 

 
  “What? What’d I say? What’s
  
   that
  
  look for?”
 

 
  “Who told you that?” Mary asked evenly. “About holy magic in the aura.”
 

 
  “Someone who’d taken advantage of the aforementioned training,” he said slowly. “Why?”
 

 
  She raised one eyebrow. “I’m afraid they misled you.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “It’s just…startling,” Joe said carefully, “hearin’ that from a priest. Usually magic-users of any stripe are better versed in the Circles of Interaction.”
 

 
  “I’m an Eserite,” Darling said, a note of impatience creeping into his voice. “My god does not encourage the use of magic when mortal skills will suffice. Would someone care to explain the issue, please?”
 

 
  “You two mind if I take this one?” McGraw asked, setting down his tea and straightening. When they both nodded to him, he turned to face Darling. “Specializing in one form of magic
  
   can
  
  inhibit you in learning the others, but not to any great degree. Except in very rare cases, magic is something you do, or have, not something you are. All four schools have in common that magical
  
   power
  
  grows with time and use, which is why the older casters are nearly always the stronger. But the nature of that barrier is different for each school. What you describe, storing power in the aura…that’s
  
   arcane
  
  magic that works that way. Storage capacity’s like a muscle that gets stronger the more it’s flexed. With
  
   divine
  
  magic, the barrier’s in handling the power
  
   safely.”
  
 

 
  “Users of holy magic do not store or produce it themselves,” Mary said, “but rather channel it from an outside source. The divine burns if drawn upon too deeply. You build up a tolerance, not a capacity, and that tolerance does not inhibit the use of other schools. I have seen Scyllithene priestesses hurl shadow blasts from behind sacred shields, and call upon divine light to heal their wounded demon thralls.”
 

 
  Darling’s frown had grown progressively deeper as she spoke, and he switched his gaze from an abstract contemplation of the distance to her face at that last. “You meet a lot of Scyllithene priestesses?”
 

 
  “Hardly a lot,” she said calmly, “but I have lived a long time, and been many places.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on,” Joe interjected. “Doesn’t holy magic kill demons by nature?”
 

 
  “You confuse nature with source,” she said. “The holy magic to which you are accustomed would, because it is channeled through the gods of the Pantheon.
  
   Their
  
  rules demand that their power be harmful to demonkind. Clerics of other gods, for example Themynra, have fewer restrictions. Then, too, the dwarves are often able to call on divine energy without the aid of any god. There are many ways to drink from that well.”
 

 
  “So…that might not have been completely wrong?” Darling asked thoughtfully. “Given the source of the power I’d be using, having it around could inhibit using infernal magic?”
 

 
  “Only if you tried to use them concurrently,” said Mary. “And by the way, while I
  
   do
  
  advocate a broader understanding of demonology, I strongly suggest you stick to learning theory and whatever practical applications you can use via divine methods, which are several. Please do not attempt to handle infernal power directly.”
 

 
  “I’m not an idiot, Mary.”
 

 
  “No,” she said evenly, “you are a man who has safely picked up weapons that others feared to touch in the past. The infernal is not a weapon, it is a poison. The barrier to its use is, as with divine magic, in handling it
  
   safely.”
  
 

 
  “That’s why you never meet an elderly warlock,” McGraw said with a grin. “You can pull down any amount of hellfire you want on your first try, provided you’d bonded with a powerful enough demon. It’s just that you’ll find your body and spirit so badly twisted by the effort you may not be able to feed yourself afterward, much less bust out more magic. Difference is, the gods’ll usually
  
   stop
  
  their servants from burning themselves out. Demons are typically divided between those who don’t care if their warlocks riddle themselves with cancer and mutation, and those who find it hilarious when they do.”
 

 
  “I am beginning to rethink this whole enterprise,” Darling said solemnly.
 

 
  “Do,” Mary agreed, nodding. “At the very least, until you acquire more accurate information. It might also be worth determining whether your source intentionally set you up for that fall. If not, they themselves may be in danger.”
 

 
  “Mm…” he mused. “I doubt Justinian would let one of his favored servants make that kind of mistake. On the other hand, I can’t think of any motive Bishop Snowe would have for letting
  
   me
  
  do so, especially when…”
 

 
  “You know Bishop Snow?” Joe cut in, straightening up and smiling. “Think you could get me her autograph?”
 

 
  Darling stared at him. “…I’m sorry,
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “I didn’t realize y’all were acquainted,” McGraw added. “That’s one sharp lady. You hear she’s got a book coming out?”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
 

 
  “Of course, I read her column,” Joe said, nodding. “Planned to get a copy, assuming I’m allowed to visit something as exciting as a
  
   bookstore.”
  
  He gave Mary an accusing look.
 

 
  “Bookstores are not, generally speaking, stimulating environments,” she said calmly. “Matters become different when a local celebrity is launching a debut book.”
 

 
  Darling could only gape at them.
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  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you.”
 

 
  The group, still sorting themselves out on the platform above the Descent, came to a stop, all of them turning to look at her. Trissiny had come out first and placed herself just before the ramp down to the floating platform, looking out over the vast, sloping central cavern of the Crawl.
 

 
  “It seems you had a point, though,” Teal said carefully after a short, tense silence.
 

 
  “Of course. I always have a point,” Trissiny said testily, turning to face them. “But that’s not the same as being right. I lashed out because I was offended, not out of a desire to educate you. So…I’m sorry. That was wrong of me.”
 

 
  “Apology accepted,” Shaeine said with a smile. “The education was still worthwhile.”
 

 
  “Shit, I can deal with being yelled at, if there’s good intelligence in it,” Ruda said breezily. “That about demons and their patterns was good to know.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “I’ve been thinking. About…demons and their patterns, and the specific things we’ve seen going on here, not just about how I mistrust them in general.”
 

 
  “Have you come to any conclusions?” Toby asked.
 

 
  She fixed her gaze on him. “How much did you study demonology, Toby?”
 

 
  “Just the basics,” he admitted. “And not from my own cult; the Universal Church gave me a grounding in the subject after Omnu called me. Nothing like you got, I’m sure.”
 

 
  She nodded again, shifting her gaze. “Shaeine?”
 

 
  “It was a matter of more practical concern to my people,” the drow said calmly, “but our situation is very different. Narisians mostly encounter demons as thralls to Scyllithene warlocks and shadow-priestesses. We have sturdy walls between us and them, and no real opportunity for their kind to engage in subterfuge.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny mused. “The thing is… Demons are not just physically different; they have a unique psychology. More so than the mortal races, different demonic species are inclined to act in certain ways. It’s the saturation of infernal magic that does it. The energy is corrupting; it promotes aggression in living things, in addition to physically distorting them.”
 

 
  “How so?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “As I said…in different ways for different species.” She gave him a significant look. “Hethelaxi are considered the most human-like of demonic races. In fact, some theologians believe they are descendants of a human population that ended up alive in Hell for whatever reason and adapted to survive there.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “I dunno, I could see that happening,” said Juniper. She shrugged when everyone turned to look at her. “Well, that’s what humans are like, y’know?”
 

 
  “Ouch,” said Toby with a grin.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s not what I mean,” the dryad said crossly. “It’s the short lifespans humans have that give you such a long-term advantage. You cycle through generations so fast, your evolution is hugely accelerated compared to the other intelligent races. I mean… Well, there’s skin color, that’s the quickest thing. Toby and Ruda are so much darker than Teal and Trissiny, and Gabe’s somewhere in between. You ever wonder why?”
 

 
  “Not especially,” Ruda said, taking a swig of whiskey.
 

 
  “That’s an adaptation to sunlight,” Juniper said earnestly. “A population of humans moves into an area—like the western coast, or Puna Dara—that’s either equatorial or high in altitude and gets a lot more sunshine, right? Well, too much sun can be bad, so you get people dying from sunstroke and skin cancer. The ones who develop darker skin don’t suffer those same risks, at least not as much, and so they live to pass on their genes. Eventually the whole population shifts to accommodate the environment.” She shrugged. “It’s evolution. It happens with all life forms. It’s just that of the mortal, magic-using races, most of them live a lot
  
   longer,
  
  which means they have individual advantages, but human generations cycle so fast that they adapt quicker and have a
  
   species
  
  advantage. So, yeah, if there was any mortal race that I figure could adapt to Hell, it’s humans.”
 

 
  “And so, hethelaxi,” Trissiny said, nodding. “Not all scholars agree on it and there’s no
  
   proof,
  
  but it’s a valid theory. Psychologically speaking, they basically
  
   are
  
  human. It’s the berserking; it serves as an outlet for the aggression that infernal corruption causes, but one that’s not turned on all the time. When they’re not in berserk mode, a hethelax is pretty much just a person; they have individual personalities and aptitudes, to the point that unlike other demons you can never really predict how a given hethelax will behave. They don’t even have a broad cultural imperative; most of them occupy lower castes in the societies of other demonic races.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Gabriel said, frowning into the distance.
 

 
  “It’s different with the others,” Trissiny went on more grimly. “Succubi and incubi, for example. They, like all demon species, are
  
   highly
  
  aggressive, but what differentiates what we call corrupter demons from the others is their belligerence isn’t overt. They are
  
   subtle,
  
  manipulative. Talking with one, it’s easy to forget that they’re every bit as prone to aggression, just in their own way.”
 

 
  She began to pace back and forth. “This has been nagging at me since we’ve been down here, and I only just put my finger on what was bothering me. We’ve seen
  
   two
  
  children of Vanislaas in passive, static,
  
   leadership
  
  positions, places where they have to stay in one place and do the same thing day after day. For a succubus, that’s… It’s like being confined alone in a small room would be to a human. It would drive them
  
   mad.”
  
 

 
  “Neither of those we have met seemed at all unhinged,” Shaeine noted.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Trissiny, nodding to her. “And in Melaxyna’s case, I can see why. She’s
  
   working.
  
  Tellwyrn stuck her in the Descent to get repeatedly killed by adventurers; from there she’s manipulated things around to earn the Crawl’s approval and set herself up as a person of
  
   actual
  
  authority, not a token level boss. And she’s not done working, either. How much you want to bet she makes every adventurer passing through Level 2 the same offer she did us, to get rid of Rowe?”
 

 
  “No bet,” Gabriel said immediately, grinning. Several of the others nodded.
 

 
  Indeed, when they had materialized in Level 2 after using the waystone, the succubus had seized the opportunity to repeat her offer, despite Trissiny’s efforts to hurry the party back up the stairs and out of demon territory. They also weren’t the only travelers present this time; the party of drow from the Grim Visage had been present, browsing at the alchemy stand under Xsythri’s watchful eye.
 

 
  “Which brings us to Rowe himself,” Trissiny continued, stopping her pacing and turning to face them again. “He’s in a sanctuary, where he can’t harm or be harmed. He’s got a rival demon putting contracts on his head, so he can’t
  
   leave.
  
  The situation has to be absolute torture for him.”
 

 
  “He didn’t seem…tortured,” Fross said doubtfully.
 

 
  “What an incubus
  
   seems
  
  like has very little bearing on anything, Fross,” Trissiny said patiently. “They are
  
   masters
  
  of deception. Above all, he wouldn’t show signs of his weakness to potentially hostile strangers. So I have to ask…what’s the point? What
  
   is
  
  it about the Grim Visage that’s worth him subjecting himself to all the peace and quiet, and that makes Melaxyna want to do the same to herself?”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Toby said, frowning. “Not to doubt your word, Trissiny, but it seems…thin.”
 

 
  “I know,” she said with a sigh. “Just trust me that this is what these creatures are like. I have studied them extensively, I promise you. Thinking it all over, I’m starting to realize my knee-jerk reaction to all this got everything backwards.”
 

 
  “Well, ain’t
  
   that
  
  a first,” Ruda cackled, taking a swig from her bottle.
 

 
  “Backwards how?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “That Level 2 might not be a worse situation for us than the Grim Visage,” Trissiny replied.
 

 
  “I think I see what you mean,” Teal mused. “If incubi and succubi think the way you say, then… Well, the fact that the demons on Level 2 were
  
   unfriendly
  
  to us is actually a
  
   good
  
  sign.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Trissiny, nodding. “Xsythri made it obvious she didn’t appreciate our presence. Melaxyna tried to throw us out. The succubus at least is capable of being subtle enough to use that as a smokescreen, but… I don’t know what motive she’d have. The only thing she
  
   wants
  
  from us is Rowe’s head, and she told us that up front.”
 

 
  “She also wants our coin,” Fross piped up. “But, yeah, she was pretty up front about that, too.”
 

 
  “She might have ulterior motives, of course, but Tellwyrn’s invisible hand means there’s not much else she
  
   can
  
  aspire to down here. On the other hand, Rowe’s situation looks odder the more I study it,” Trissiny went on. “The enforced peace of the sanctuary effect is not mentally healthy for him. But he keeps himself there, and Melaxyna wants to take it from him. There is something
  
   in
  
  the Grim Visage, or something
  
   about
  
  it, that demons desire.”
 

 
  “You think we’d be safer moving our base to Level 2?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “No.” Trissiny shook her head. “No, the Visage is explicitly
  
   safer.
  
  But…that very fact means there’s something afoot that we don’t understand. I think we need to keep that firmly in mind.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The merchant wing of the Grim Visage, when they re-entered, was in the opposite condition from that in which they’d left it. Shamlin’s stall seemed to be unoccupied, but the other three were each manned. Near the door to their right, the tiny alchemist’s shop was in business, a gnome in a stiff leather apron and goggles actually standing on the counter itself to deal with her customer, a male naga who gave the students a suspicious look and shifted to keep them in view but offered no overt hostility. Across from the gnome, the stand labeled “Enchanter” was occupied by a striking drow woman in a gauzy white gown. She had blue streaks dyed in her hair with something that actually glowed softly, as did the swirling geometric tattoos that started around her left eye, ran down her neck and along her arm to terminate at the tip of her middle finger.
 

 
  “Hello, hello!” she called at them upon their entry, beaming and waving enthusiastically. Definitely not Narisian, then. “You must be the new students. Shame on you, skittering out before we all have a chance to introduce ourselves! Please, come, let’s get acquainted.”
 

 
  “Ooh, are you an enchantress?” Fross asked, buzzing over. “Neat! Gabe and I do arcane magic, too!”
 

 
  The drow’s cheerful expression immediately fell. “Ah. You have little need of my services, then?”
 

 
  “We’re not
  
   that
  
  advanced,” Gabriel said hastily. “Well, I’m not, and I’m the enchanting student. Fross is more of a general mage. And…we’re in our second semester, it’s been all arcane theory till now. They won’t let us study actual
  
   enchanting
  
  till next year. I’m Gabe, by the way.”
 

 
  “And I am the Lady Radivass,” she said, her bright smile returning.
  
   “Welcome,
  
  new friends. I’m sure we’ll have
  
   many
  
  profitable things to discuss.”
 

 
  “Lady, bah,” snorted another voice. At the next stand up, across from Shamlin’s, a dwarf paused in laying out knives on his counter to leer at her. “Funny how a body gets far enough from home not to be contradicted and suddenly has all
  
   kinds
  
  of titles.”
 

 
  “You button your yap, Fengir, before I come over there and button it for you!” Radivass snarled, making an obscene gesture at him.
 

 
  “You an’ what army, knife-ear?” he replied, grinning nastily.
 

 
  She thrust her hand into something underneath her counter, pulled it back out and hurled a cloud of glittering dust at him, which shot across the space between their stalls more like a thrown object than a handful of powder. The dwarf reeled backward, coughing and trying to wave the mist away, but not before it settled into his hair and beard.
 

 
  “Ach! Not the beard! You evil trollop, you’ve gone too far!” he roared, fruitlessly trying to comb the dust out of his facial hair with his fingers. The glitter was actually slightly luminous; it made him look fancy in the extreme, despite his rough leather clothing.
 

 
  “Oh, stop your bellyaching, you’re
  
   much
  
  improved,” Radivass said sweetly, waggling her fingers flirtatiously at him. “Don’t you think so, kids?”
 

 
  Fengir answered only with a barrage of curses.
 

 
  “Sooo,” Ruda said, “you’re Scyllithene, then?”
 

 
  The drow snorted. “The hell I am. Can you imagine what life is
  
   like
  
  under the cult of a goddess of cruelty?”
 

 
  “I think I can,” Gabriel murmured.
 

 
  “I guarantee you
  
   can’t,”
  
  she said firmly, “and consider yourself better off. I can’t say I’ve ever had much use for Themynra, either, and so…” Radivass spread her arms, grinning. “Here I am. Even
  
   right
  
  under the looming shadow of the Arachne herself, this is a much better life than anything the deep depths have to offer. But enough about me! Let’s talk about
  
   you
  
  kids. I do hope you’re not thinking of heading down into the Crawl without having your gear properly augmented!”
 

 
  “We don’t…exactly…have any gear,” Toby said hesitantly. “Professor Tellwyrn sort of dropped us in here unprepared. I think we’re supposed to find equipment as we go.”
 

 
  “Oh!” said Fross. “That’s not quite true; we don’t have
  
   good
  
  gear yet, but we got a pair of corduroy pants, a very serviceable robe with a light defensive enchantment, a rusty dagger and Gabriel’s wand!”
 

 
  “Hmm, I don’t work with energy weapons,” Radivass mused. “Adding charms to them tends to muck them up. Well, you just wait till you find some
  
   good
  
  stuff down there, kids. Come to me with anything you fish out of the Descent and I’ll get it into the best possible shape for you, guaranteed. What of you two girls?” she added, grinning at Ruda and then Trissiny. “I see
  
   you’re
  
  already armed, and quite well! It can always be better, though, eh?”
 

 
  “Not really,” said Trissiny. “My sword and shield are holy relics; I don’t think they’ll take enchantments, and I know they don’t need them.”
 

 
  “Ah,” the drow said, her face falling. She turned hopefully to Ruda.
 

 
  “Mithril,” the pirate said with a grin, patting the jeweled hilt of her rapier. “Not enchantable.”
 

 
  “Rats,” Radivass said, slumping. “It’s such a slow week… Well, you remember what I said, kids. A little enchantment makes all the difference!”
 

 
  “We will,” Gabriel promised.
 

 
  They filed past her, glancing at Fengir the dwarf and deciding by silent consensus not to approach him. For one thing, it wasn’t obvious what business he was in; his entire area was bedecked with what appeared to be scrap metal. For another, he had his back to them, rummaging in a chest and cursing furiously.
 

 
  “Well, look who’s back,” said Shamlin cheerfully, entering his store space from the curtained doorway behind it. “And nobody died! Bravo!”
 

 
  “Aren’t
  
   we
  
  amusing,” Ruda sneered. “That how you talk to all your potential customers, twinkletoes?”
 

 
  “It is when I have an absolute monopoly,” he said cheerfully, leaning on his counter. “So how’d it go, kids? Did you get far?”
 

 
  “Down to Level 7, and we decided that was a good place for a break,” said Teal.
 

 
  “Oh? Not bad, for a first day! You might actually get all the way to the bottom if you keep up that pace. If, that is, you decide we can do business.” Grinning, he reached into one of his pockets and produced the blue waystone. “Just wait until you’re at Level 20 or so. All that hiking, half of it stairs… You’ll get to where you spend half of each day just
  
   reaching
  
  your next un-cleared level. To say nothing of all the mazes, pit traps and jumping puzzles to navigate each time. By the time you get down to your destination you’ll be completely worn out.”
 

 
  “We’re covered, thanks,” Gabriel said smugly, elbowing Teal.
 

 
  “There’s…no need to be rude,” she hedged.
 

 
  Shamlin raised his eyebrows. “What’s all this, now?”
 

 
  With a sigh, Teal reached into her own coat pocket, pulling out the black stone, and held it up for him to see.
 

 
  The map vendor stared at this for a moment, a rapid sequence of emotions flickering across his face. Surprise, comprehension, disappointment, and finally, oddly enough, laughter. He plopped down onto his stool, chuckling merrily. “Why, Melaxyna, you delightful minx. She finally got her baerzurg properly motivated, I see. Well, how about them apples! I’m surprised your paladin let you buy that.”
 

 
  “Mel’s price beat the hell out of yours,” Ruda said smugly.
 

 
  “And they don’t
  
   do
  
  what I suggest, as a rule,” Trissiny added. “Otherwise, our grade on our first-semester field exam would have been a
  
   lot
  
  better.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, so it goes,” Shamlin said cheerfully. “So, you stopped on Level 7, then. What was down there that turned you back? Odds are I’m exactly the man to point you through it.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” said Toby. “If you know the way through the Descent’s challenges, how come you don’t
  
   know
  
  what’s on Level 7?”
 

 
  “Because that depends on
  
   you,”
  
  he replied, grinning. “Only the shroom glade and Level 2 and constants. Below that, you’re getting whatever the Crawl things is the appropriate test for your party’s skills. Hence my curiosity.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Toby mused. “That…explains some stuff.”
 

 
  “Like what?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “I thought our trip thus far was awfully heavy on puzzles,” Toby said. “The way the Descent was described, I envisioned a lot more fighting. Anyhow, our Level 7 was a big chessboard, with the Circle of Interaction inscribed in the center.”
 

 
  “It was no chess game like I’ve ever played, either,” Gabe added. “The pieces are freakin’ huge, and they all just charge when you set foot on the floor.”
 

 
  Shamlin straightened up, his amused expression vanishing. “…you got the Circle Chessboard on
  
   Level 7?”
  
 

 
  “Is that…unusual?” Fross asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “That’s… Groups usually see that about thirty levels down.” He eyed them all over carefully, with new respect. “Just who
  
   are
  
  you kids?”
 

 
  “We’re the goddamn bee’s pajamas, and don’t you forget it,” Ruda crowed.
 

 
  Trissiny gave her a long-suffering look before turning back to Shamlin. “In any case… How
  
   do
  
  you get past the chessboard? It looked like a straightforward combat test, but I don’t see how anyone is supposed to fight off thirty-two giant stone enemies.”
 

 
  “Oh, well, then, we’re talking business,” Shamlin said, his grin returning. “That kind of information is valuable, my friends. ‘Valuable,’ in this case, meaning ‘not free.’”
 

 
  Ruda snorted loudly, but Teal pushed forward.
 

 
  “I have a question about a different puzzle, then,” she said. “One we got through, but sort of…the wrong way. By brute force.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, nodding. “So you’re curious how you were
  
   supposed
  
  to solve it, but since you’re past it you don’t care to pay money for the info.”
 

 
  “More or less. If that’s not okay, it’s fine, it’s just idle curiosity.”
 

 
  “Hmmm.” He made a show of stroking his chin thoughtfully. “A
  
   suspicious
  
  person might accuse you of using this ploy to get free intel on how to get through a puzzle that stumped you.”
 

 
  “How could we be stumped on
  
   two
  
  puzzles?” Ruda demanded. “The Descent is sequential.”
 

 
  “Well, if it were a
  
   good
  
  little con, you’d tell me about a red herring puzzle in order to get the freebie on the one you
  
   really
  
  cared about,” he said, grinning up at her. “Are any of you, by chance, Eserites?”
 

 
  “No,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  “Relax, I’m mostly pulling your leg,” Shamlin said. “Sure, I don’t mind indulging your curiosity. If nothing else, our business relationship can only benefit from proof I know what I’m talking about. Which one did you plow through?”
 

 
  “It had a marble floor,” said Teal, “with a mosaic of music bars, leading between these big knots…”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, Musical Tangles,” he said, nodding. “Any party that has a bard in it gets that one. In fact,
  
   rare
  
  is the party that gets it right; it’s designed to trip bards up. You see, most of the knots have a song progressing out from them that matches the one that went in; where everyone goes wrong is in thinking you can navigate it one step at a time. You have to plan your route out
  
   all
  
  the way from the door to the other door, which means following the song the entire distance of its journey before starting. There’s only one safe path; any of the others will trigger a trap. It’s hard because the layout makes it physically difficult to get a good view. You need a spyglass at minimum. A scrying crystal is even better.”
 

 
  “Or the ability to fly?” Ruda suggested, grinning hugely at Teal, who hunched her shoulders in embarrassment.
 

 
  “Well, that’s pretty fucked up,” Gabriel said, frowning deeply. “Most bards aren’t as durable as ours. If they all trip the traps…that sounds like a deliberate bard-killer.”
 

 
  Shamlin snorted. “Oh, Musical Tangles always comes up early in the Descent. None of the traps are particularly lethal, just intended to make a bard think carefully before acting.”
 

 
  “Not lethal?” Toby said incredulously. “It dropped a giant pillar of stone on her!”
 

 
  Shamlin’s grin faded again; he studied Teal carefully. “It…looks like she got better, then.”
 

 
  “That was just the beginning,” Gabriel added. “Man, the traps in that room would’ve cut down a Silver Legion. Uh, sorry, Triss.”
 

 
  “I don’t appreciate the comparison,” she said grudgingly, “but I suspect it’s an accurate one.”
 

 
  “Are you…” Shamlin was frowning at them now. “Okay, seriously. Who the
  
   hell
  
  are you kids?”
 

 
  “Never mind that,” Trissiny said curtly, fishing in her belt pouch. She pulled out a gold doubloon and set it down firmly on the counter. “Where can we find a large, flat, relatively clear space to practice?”
 

 
  “Practice what, exactly?” Shamlin asked, eying the gold with interest.
 

 
  “Maneuvers.” Keeping one finger pinning the coin to the wood, she half-turned to face her classmates. “Let’s be honest, our one fighting level was a mess. If that had been anything more serious than pigs, we would have had injuries at minimum. This has been a problem for this group since the Golden Sea; for all that many of us are individually powerful, we’re
  
   terrible
  
  at fighting as a unit. No teamwork, no strategy. If we’re going to make any real progress in a combat situation, we need to
  
   work
  
  on that. Any argument?”
 

 
  “Bloody fucking hell,” Ruda grumbled. “Only
  
   you
  
  could create homework in a
  
   dungeon,
  
  Boots.”
 

 
  “No argument,” Toby said firmly. “Triss is right, guys. I really don’t like the thought of fighting, but in honesty I like the thought of someone getting hurt a lot less. We need to work on this.
  
   Before
  
  we have to face off against giant chess pieces. Or anything else.”
 

 
  “Well,” Shamlin drawled, “the Crawl isn’t named such because it has an abundance of open space. There’s the main cavern outside…”
 

 
  “Which has no fucking
  
   floor,”
  
  Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “And there are the empty rooms in the uppermost levels, near the exit.”
 

 
  Juniper groaned. “Got anything that doesn’t involve a
  
   giant
  
  number of stairs?”
 

 
  “Well, then,” Shamlin said brightly, “there’s the fact that the Descent will be stable once you’re in it. Each floor is the same floor on every visit, and each one you’ve cleared will
  
   stay
  
  cleared, at least until you get to Level 100 and beat the last boss. Those rooms are the largest and flattest you’ll find in the Crawl, without going to the goblin or naga towns.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Trissiny kept a finger on the doubloon, still turned to look at the others. “The mushroom forest didn’t have much open space…nor the boar level. Too obstructed.”
 

 
  “Two others didn’t have floors,” added Gabriel. “And the musical level was flattish, but… The floor there is either trapped or torn the hell up.”
 

 
  “Sounds like the only flat, open space we’ve found is the chess level,” Toby said with a sigh.
 

 
  “And as for
  
   that,”
  
  Shamlin said cheerily, “yon doubloon’ll buy you the secret to the puzzle, as well as two others, because I’m feeling generous.”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced around at the others, then finally lifted her finger. “Deal.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Enjoying
  
   The Gods are Bastards
  
  ?  Then please take a moment to lend your support by voting at
  
   TopWebFiction
  
  !
 

 
  If you have a little more time, you can also post a review at
  
   WebFictionGuide
  
  !  Or, if writing reviews isn’t your thing, simply leave a rating!
 

 
  My thanks to everyone who reads this–you are what makes it worthwhile for me.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  6 – 15 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
                                                                                                                             
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “Oh, it’s only been the last two days,” Branwen said modestly. “Believe me, I’m more surprised than anyone at how quickly all this has taken off! Fortunately his Holiness has assigned me a staff to help with the project, or I’d never have been able to stay on top of it.”
 

 
  “The runaway success of Branwen’s new role as motivational columnist is evidence of that plot’s original purpose,” said the Archpope, regarding them over his interlaced fingers.
 

 
  “Plot?” Basra said sharply, looking up from her perusal of one of the newspapers Darling had brought to the meeting.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Justinian said gravely. “For all that it has unfolded so quickly, it is a rather circuitous route that has brought us to this development. To being with, I took the unconventional step of consulting the resources in the Chamber of Truth with regard to our current dilemma.”
 

 
  “You specifically cautioned us that those weren’t of much tactical value, your Holiness,” Andros noted.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said the Archpope, nodding. “Generally the attempt has resulted in confusion and annoyance more than anything. However, I felt our lack of useful data in this situation warranted a gamble. In fact, oracular divinations, while rarely conducive to acquiring
  
   facts,
  
  are an excellent source of
  
   wisdom.
  
  In this case, the gamble paid off. Some of the prophecies I obtained were indecipherable, but several directed me toward, and I quote, ‘the singers of songs and the tellers of tales.’”
 

 
  “That specific phrase is usually a reference to bards,” said Darling, frowning.
 

 
  “Historically, yes,” agreed the Archpope. “But in the context of other hints the Chamber provided, suggesting that I consider things in a modern rather than traditional context, I decided to make inquiries among the modern world’s answer to the archetypal traveling storyteller.”
 

 
  Basra ruffled the paper she was holding. “The newspapers?”
 

 
  “Precisely.” Justinian smiled grimly. “And that is where matters began to become…interesting. Throughout the city, in the offices of all five widely-distributed newspapers, there have been, in the last few days, culminations of very unlikely sequences of events leading to…openings.”
 

 
  “Openings?” Andros prompted.
 

 
  The Archpope nodded. “It appears there has been some competition among the papers, as is only natural, and specifically rivalries among their advice columnists.”
 

 
  “People can find the pettiest nonsense upon which to waste their energies,” Andros grunted.
 

 
  “Over time,” Justinian continued, ignoring him, “these columnists have become de facto stand-ins for their respective papers with regard to this increasing competition for readership and distribution. All of the major Tiraan papers are now published across the Empire; most ship their stock out via Rail on a weekly basis, but two have managed to publish their daily editions from coast to coast by beaming out the contents thereof via telescroll and printing them on site.”
 

 
  “Fascinating,” Basra said in a disinterested tone, again reading the paper before her.
 

 
  “Various editors have used these columnists as major selling points. They have become public personalities, almost celebrities.” Justinian paused, then went on in a more grave tone, “and in the last week, two were killed in accidents, one perished of an aneurysm in his sleep, one retired unexpectedly, and the last was promoted to the position of editor-in-chief of his paper when the individual who previously held that post abruptly stepped down to tend to a family emergency.”
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said, “that’s good and suspicious…”
 

 
  The Archpope nodded. “And it tracks with the Wreath’s evident aim. Their actions have been toward improving the public’s perception of them while cutting down that of the Church and the gods. By subtly increasing the profile of certain newspaper columnists and then replacing those individuals with their own people, they position themselves to
  
   dramatically
  
  increase their ability to disseminate their message.”
 

 
  “And that’s more characteristic of them than what we’ve seen in the last week,” Darling added. “The long, slow,
  
   careful
  
  plan.”
 

 
  “This makes no sense,” Andros growled. “If they could do this, why not plant their agents over the long term? Creating these vacancies all at once,
  
   now
  
  of all times, is too overtly suspicious.”
 

 
  “No, it makes
  
   perfect
  
  sense,” Basra argued, looking up again. “Any newspaper columnists spouting Wreath propaganda would have been silenced long since. Even if they tried to lay low and not actually…propagandize…until this event, the longer they had someone in place, the more chance any number of things could happen to that person. Look how easy it apparently was to make accidents happen to five such columnists at once. By waiting till
  
   now,
  
  after the recent debacle where the cults embarrassed themselves pursuing the Wreath too roughly, they have the perfect opening. Now of all times, all of us and even the Empire will be hesitant to do anything too ham-fisted in the name of suppressing the Black Wreath. The populace is already agitated about that.”
 

 
  “A worthy observation,” Andros grunted, “from one of the hammy fists in question.”
 

 
  “To keep this on point,” Justinian said swiftly, “upon learning of these events, I acted quickly, first to cut the Wreath off from the newspapers. Agents of the Church were sent to the offices of each, both here in Tiraas and to all their facilities on the continent, to bless them.
  
   Thoroughly.
  
  The Wreath may be adept at evading the detection of the gods, but a warlock or hidden demon will still burn when doused in an indiscriminate deluge of holy power.”
 

 
  “I’m impressed you got all those organizations to go along with it,” Darling remarked. “I’ve worked with the newspapers a bit myself. Journalists don’t like outsiders mucking about with their offices.”
 

 
  “Few turn down a free and thorough blessing from the gods,” the Archpope said wryly. “Some
  
   were,
  
  I think, suspicious of the Church’s motives, but they acquiesced when it was broadly hinted that their organizations were suspected of harboring demons.”
 

 
  “You’ve noticed that, too?” Darling said with a grin. “Amazing the results you can sometimes get by just being honest with people.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Justinian replied, smiling benignly at him. The two men locked eyes for a long moment, both wearing placidly friendly expressions, before the Archpope continued. “In any case, this seems to have effectively barred the Wreath from moving into the positions they had just opened. Our next step was simply to place our
  
   own
  
  agent there. Bishop Snowe is now a syndicated columnist, her column distributed by
  
   every
  
  major paper published out of Tiraas. In the weeks to come, we shall see about getting her into various lesser publications throughout the Empire, as well. And even beyond it.”
 

 
  “It remains to be seen how the abrupt loss of their competition among columnists will affect distribution,” Branwen said modestly, “but with all the prestige they’ve poured into the position, now that I’m being published in
  
   all
  
  of them, well… Instant celebrity. I’m afraid I don’t deserve any credit for it.”
 

 
  “This is fantastic stuff,” Basra said rather dryly, reading again. “A guy walks away from the Vernisite faith of his parents and feels lost and directionless; you tell him to spend time in reflection, gain self-knowledge, and decide which of the gods best matches his
  
   own
  
  aptitudes. A housewife is bored and restless with her children gone from the nest, and you tell her to find purpose by cultivating her own talents and making a difference in her own world. A bullied kid doesn’t know how to stand up to his tormentors; you advise him to spend time in rigorous self-improvement and find a way to confront them on ground where he’s strongest. I’m sensing a
  
   theme
  
  here.”
 

 
  “Again, I cannot take credit,” Branwen said, a picture of humility. “This is, needless to say, a secret, but I haven’t actually written these. I’m to serve as a public face, a personality; his Holiness has people providing the actual words.”
 

 
  “We must not sacrifice our long-term goals for the sake of the short term,” Justinian said calmly. “Remember where this all ultimately leads, my friends. We strive for the elevation of humanity. It is never too early to urge that they elevate
  
   themselves.
  
  That, indeed, is the best possible use of our resources. In this case, it was convenient; the theme of self-improvement and empowerment has been increasingly trendy among the papers’ editors. The Wreath has been building this nest with great care.”
 

 
  “Is it slightly disturbing to anyone else,” Darling asked grimly, “that we fit so
  
   neatly
  
  into a Wreath-shaped hole?”
 

 
  “The Black Wreath’s theology, like all truly terrible ideas, has its roots in a good one,” Justinian replied. “Their rhetoric is filled with talk about human potential and human empowerment. That only becomes the disaster it is when married to their nihilistic hatred of the gods and predilection for diabolism.”
 

 
  The others exchanged a round of silent looks. Basra finally laid down the papers and pushed the stack away from herself across the table.
 

 
  “Moving forward,” the Archpope continued more briskly, “let us consider our current situation. This is the first decisive victory we have gained in this round of confrontations with the Wreath; this stage of their plan is undone, and in fact repurposed to serve
  
   our
  
  aims, but it would be naïve to consider this over. Placing newspaper columnists sympathetic to their goals is far too humble an aim to have been the entire point of this campaign, considering the resources they have already expended upon it, and I am reluctant to assume that having interrupted
  
   this
  
  step in the chain will throw their entire plan into chaos. The Wreath is characteristically too careful to let themselves be unmade by a single defeat.”
 

 
  “Then that leaves our next moves to be made from much the same position as before,” Andros rumbled. “We do not know what they ultimately intend, much less what they will do next to achieve it.”
 

 
  “Not quite,” Darling said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin. “This bit with the papers… Something that involved and long-term will have left trails that can be followed.”
 

 
  “Precisely!” Justinian said with a broad smile. “Even assuming that some infernal craft was used in arranging this state of affairs, by far the most of it must have been the result of mundane manipulations. The Wreath are careful, but this is too
  
   broad
  
  a project for every trail leading from it to have been covered. That brings us to the
  
   now,
  
  and our next moves.”
 

 
  “Well, Branwen’s role in this game is obviously settled,” Basra said wryly.
 

 
  “Yes,” Justinian nodded while Branwen looked demure. “Which leaves the rest of you. Antonio, your particular skills are immediately relevant in following the trails from the newspaper offices. You are the master of information-gathering, particularly in Tiraas. May I leave this in your hands?”
 

 
  Darling leaned slowly back in his chair, frowning pensively into the distance. “…I will do what I can, your Holiness. There’s a complicating matter I hadn’t had a chance yet to report on.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Justinian raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “I’ve been following up with our various cults, as directed,” Darling continued. “I have…disappointing news from the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “I shall try to contain my shock,” Basra said solemnly.
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  Bas,” Branwen protested. “Must you?”
 

 
  “Tricks acknowledged having played into the Wreath’s hands with his actions following the warlock attacks,” Darling said, ignoring them. “Where it gets dicey is that he says this was on the specific orders of Eserion himself.”
 

 
  There was momentary silence while they considered this.
 

 
  “Is it possible he himself is compromised?” Andros asked finally.
 

 
  “Andros!” Branwen exclaimed, scandalized. “That is a
  
   high priest
  
  you are talking about!”
 

 
  “It’s okay, Bran,” said Darling, giving her a fleeting grin. “It’s a fair question. And to answer it, the possibility exists. We should assume that
  
   anyone
  
  might be compromised. However, it’s my policy not to reach for outlandish explanations when a simpler one makes more sense. The Boss of the Guild being in with the Wreath is a major stretch;
  
   Eserion
  
  playing a game of wits with
  
   Elilial
  
  would be entirely in character.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Justinian said pensively. “I can attempt to inquire, of course. The gods are not
  
   obligated
  
  to speak to me, however, and Eserion in particular has never held much regard for mortal authority.”
 

 
  “Just so,” said Darling, nodding. “So, to bring this back around to the issue at hand… I’ll certainly do my best, but with regard to
  
   this
  
  situation, I think we had better regard the resources of the Thieves’ Guild as unavailable to us. Trying to make use of them right now will put us at cross purposes with Eserion’s gambit,
  
   whatever
  
  that is, and presents the risk that our efforts will get back to the Wreath themselves.”
 

 
  “How severely does this hamper you?” Justinian asked.
 

 
  “I
  
   built
  
  the Guild’s current information network,” Darling said with a grim smile. “I’m still me; I can
  
   get
  
  information as needed. However, with much of my customary toolbox off-limits, it will take…longer. I’m not sure how much time we have to work.”
 

 
  “Then it is vital that we not sit and wait for you to complete this project,” Andros said firmly. “It is an important one—perhaps the most important—but we must proceed with other avenues while you carry it out.”
 

 
  “What’d you have in mind?” Darling asked mildly.
 

 
  “In the last several days, we have continuously erred on the side of aggression,” the Huntsman said, folding his hands atop the table and leaning forward to stare at them. “This has been to the Black Wreath’s advantage, and apparently a cornerstone of their strategy. I propose that we continue to accommodate them.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Justinian mused. “Go on.”
 

 
  “The hunt must suit the quarry,” Andros said. “The Wreath are subtle; subtlety is needed in pursuing them. They will expect such subtlety from us and be prepared to counter it. I believe we have, here, an opportunity to outmaneuver them by playing to their expectations.” He turned to stare at Basra. “The actions of the Silver Legions were by far the most ostentatiously aggressive in the aftermath of their attack. If this continues, it will force them to adhere to their strategy of attempting to use it to discredit the Sisterhood. Meanwhile, my Huntsmen will undergo a more careful, more
  
   effective
  
  search for demons and warlocks active in the city.”
 

 
  “I can’t help noticing,” Basra said flatly, “that it’s
  
   my
  
  cult which will bear the bulk of the effort
  
   and
  
  the backlash for this plan of yours.”
 

 
  “I would not ask that it be done that simply,” Andros rumbled. “Whatever issues there are between our faiths, against the Wreath we are ancient allies. These matters, I confess, are somewhat over my head, but is there not something the priests of Izara can do to turn the tide of public opinion?”
 

 
  “In fact, we are
  
   very
  
  well suited for that,” Branwen said with a smile. “I will speak to the High Priestess about this. It should be possible to counter the Wreath’s propaganda efforts against the Sisters and the Huntsmen while this is going on.”
 

 
  “No,” said Andros, shaking his head. “Only against the Sisters. We should do as much as possible to focus the Wreath’s attention on
  
   them,
  
  including the direction of our damage control efforts. I assure you, my faith does not suffer in the least from being disliked.”
 

 
  “Historically speaking, that appears to be the plain truth,” Darling said cheerfully.
 

 
  “And so,” Andros went on, “while the Thieves’ Guild engages in
  
   whatever
  
  campaign it is playing, the Sisters belligerently pursue the Wreath with the full backing of the Church, and the Huntsmen more quietly and carefully cut down demonic forces, there will be so many balls in the air that Antonio’s pursuit can, with the blessing of the gods, proceed unnoticed.”
 

 
  “Excellent, Andros,” Justinian said with a smile of simple approbation. “It is the basis of a solid plan indeed.”
 

 
  “I think I can enhance it form my end, too,” Darling added thoughtfully. “It shouldn’t take much effort to create the impression that I’m involved in the Guild’s operations. The simplest way to do that, of course, is for me to
  
   be
  
  involved, which the Boss will expect anyway. Only downside is that means I’m going to have to chase the Wreath from a distance, via proxies.”
 

 
  “Can you?” Basra asked archly.
 

 
  “I think so,” he said, nodding slowly. “Yes. I believe I know just the people to tap for this job. This should work out well; Embras Mogul engaged me personally in Hamlet. There’s a link there; I’ll make a pretty good scarecrow to hold his attention.”
 

 
  “I may have a problem on my end,” Basra said darkly. “The High Commander was
  
   not
  
  appreciative of my efforts. My authority with regard to the Legions has not been impeded as such, but if I try to send them out to do more of the specific thing she ranted at me for doing last time…there will be trouble.”
 

 
  “There should be a path around that obstacle,” Andros said somewhat dismissively. “You flying off the handle and flailing with your sword is a
  
   very
  
  different matter from you exercising your authority on behalf of a Church-sponsored campaign in pursuit of a definite goal.”
 

 
  Basra stared flatly at him, sliding her hands off the table so they couldn’t be seen. Branwen sighed heavily and planted her face in her hand.
 

 
  “Andros,” the Archpope said quietly, with gentle but definite reproof.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Andros said, completely calm, and bowed slightly to Basra from his seat. “I am prone to speaking in haste. I should not let old animosities so guide my words.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she said, not dropping her cold stare.
 

 
  “Needless rudeness aside,” Justinian said, still regarding Andros reproachfully, “it is a point of some merit. This plan proposes to make direct use of the Silver Legions; we should not even consider attempting to do so unilaterally. Obviously High Commander Rouvad must be included in this plan, as well as Grandmaster Veisroi and High Priestess Delaine. Circumstances being what they are, it seems regrettably necessary that Boss Tricks can’t be brought on board. Or do you think he should, Antonio?”
 

 
  “All things considered,” Darling said ruefully, “I don’t think any good would come of that. So long as the Guild is pursuing its own ends, we should assume anything Tricks knows will be used for his purposes before ours.” He sighed heavily. “For the record, I’m not comfortable with this. It’s been my long experience that Eserion
  
   invariably
  
  knows what he’s doing. If he’s using the Guild in a play against the Wreath, it’s certain to be a good one.”
 

 
  “I have little personal experience with your god,” said Justinian, “but I am amply versed in the history of the Church and its member cults, and I concur with your assessment. I also believe that, whatever the Boss does or does not know, Eserion will be aware of the players moving and accommodate their actions in his own plans. As is my general policy in dealing with the gods, I think it is incumbent upon us to do our best and trust them to do theirs. Have faith in your deity, Antonio,” he added with a smile. “He knows your own worth, and will not condemn you for taking action outside his own cult.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that’s
  
  not what worries me,” Darling said with a smile. “The Big Guy knows what he’s about, no question. It’s just a new and uncomfortable perspective for me, regarding the Guild’s activities from outside.”
 

 
  “I fear we shall all gain new and uncomfortable perspectives before this is over,” Justinian said solemnly. “But I believe we are equal to the task at hand. Remember who you are and what we are to achieve.” His smile was calm, serene, and utterly confident. “We are only human, yes, but when we are done, the word ‘only’ shall never again be applied to us.”
 

 
  Darling, obviously, kept his many doubts to himself.
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  The portal from Level 2 was almost anticlimactically easy to traverse; for all intents and purposes, it opened a simple door between the metal arch in the demon village and the entrance at the base of the stairs to Level 6. The passage was silent and completely without flashy effects, unlike the Descent itself. Their destination slowed the students down somewhat as they had to again navigate the invisible maze, but their trip this time was a much faster one. Fross had evidently memorized the route, and helpfully marked it for them by blocking the wrong paths with ankle-high walls of ice.
 

 
  They straggled to a stop at the base of the stairs on the level below, warily craning their necks to peer at the inert chess pieces.
 

 
  “Yeah, I can see them now,” said Toby, pointing. “Bands up near the top, see?”
 

 
  Though both sets appeared to be made of plain granite, the pieces on one side had accents of hammered copper, those on the other bedecked with cast iron. That wasn’t the end of their coloration, however; as Toby indicated, every piece had a colored ring near the top of its body, just below the symbolic “heads” that identified each piece’s role.
 

 
  “Conveniently color-coded,” Teal mused. “Blue, green, gold and red, just like dragons. I feel a little dense for not spotting that before.”
 

 
  “I’m certain we would have figured it out if we’d stopped and tried to,” Trissiny said firmly. “It really was a convenient place to call a halt. All right, then… Gabriel, you ready?”
 

 
  “And waiting!” he said, producing one of the glyphed sheets of parchment from the folder he carried and holding it out.
 

 
  “Good,” Trissiny said, nodding. “Fross? You’re up.”
 

 
  “On it!” the pixie chirped, swooping down and grabbing the sheet from his hand. She fluttered out into Level 7 proper; her classmates stilled momentarily in apprehension, but the chess pieces did not react.
 

 
  “Mm, looks like they respond to feet on the floor,” Ruda mused. “Might be a way we can use that.”
 

 
  “We
  
   have
  
  a plan,” said Trissiny. “It’s something to keep in mind in case it doesn’t work, though.”
 

 
  They tensed again as Fross fluttered carefully to the ground near the front row of the “white” pieces and released the glyphed paper onto the square of one of the pawns. It drifted slightly in the draft of her tiny wings, but settled to the floor, brushing almost against the base of the chess piece.
 

 
  Again, they did not react. Fross shot back toward the rest of the group a lot faster than she’d gone out, however.
 

 
  “Okay,” Trissiny said grimly. “Here we go.”
 

 
  Very carefully, she stepped down and planted one boot on the floor.
 

 
  Immediately, the pieces swiveled to face her, just as they had done the day before. In the next second they were bouncing forward, the crashing of their hops echoing deafeningly in the enclosed chamber.
 

 
  All, that is, except the one whose square was marked by Gabriel’s charm. It stood there, evidently inert. The pieces behind it navigated around, careful not to knock into it, which slowed down their approach.
 

 
  Trissiny lifted her foot, hopping back up onto the steps, and the pieces immediately stopped. With another loud grinding noise of their stone bases against the stone floor, they swiveled about and proceeded to hop back to their starting positions. There was a brief traffic jam among the white team as a bishop found its path home blocked by pawns, but after some loud confusion they straightened themselves out, eventually bouncing back into the proper configuration half a minute after the black team had settled in.
 

 
  “Whew,” said Gabriel, grinning. “I was half afraid that wouldn’t work!”
 

 
  The others turned in unison to stare at him silently.
 

 
  His grin faltered. “Well… It
  
   should
  
  have worked. I was
  
   reasonably
  
  sure. That’s a simple stillness charm, it’s known to be effective against basically any kind of creature or effect that isn’t specifically set up to counter it. But, y’know, it’s the Crawl. Not everything goes how it should.”
 

 
  Trissiny snorted softly. “If you’re uncertain about your role in a plan, Gabriel, it’s better if we know
  
   before
  
  we have to test it in action. Just for future reference.”
 

 
  “Whatever you
  
   say,
  
  General,” he snipped back.
 

 
  “Just give her the glyphs,” she said, exasperated. “Fross, looks like this is all on you.”
 

 
  “Leave it to me!” the pixie crowed, swooping over to collect the stack of paper charms Gabriel held up to her. She fluttered out into the chamber, the papers hovering beneath her, and began carefully laying them down in front of each chess piece.
 

 
  “I wonder how groups without an enchanter solve this,” Teal murmured as Fross worked.
 

 
  “Well…it’s clearly a combat puzzle,” Toby said slowly. “Did you see how they’re careful not to bash into each other? And that’s a scary sight when they’re all coming at you, but really they weren’t moving any faster than an average person walks. Clearly it’s a test of coordination and maneuverability. You have to stay mobile, lead them along into the right formations so that your various magic users can hit their corresponding colors.”
 

 
  “Do we just have to hit the right piece with the right kind of magic?” Teal asked. “Or does it need to be actually
  
   on
  
  the colored band?”
 

 
  “Shamlin didn’t specify, but I assume you have to strike the band,” said Trissiny, frowning as she watched Fross systematically disable the pieces. “Otherwise this would be
  
   preposterously
  
  easy.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda grunted. “And with those bands
  
   well
  
  above head height…it’s pretty much preposterously fuckin’
  
   difficult.”
  
 

 
  “It occurs to me that we don’t actually have an offensive arcane magic user,” Trissiny remarked. “Fross is a mage, yes, but most of her tricks are just that. I’ve only ever seen her use fae magic in combat.”
 

 
  “The classic Arcane Bolt is a very simple spell,” said Gabriel, his attention focused on the diagram he was carefully inking on a clipboard. “It’s also a pretty weak one, especially compared to her ice magic. There’s been no reason for her to use it so far, but I’ll be amazed if she doesn’t know it. You know how she likes to study.”
 

 
  “If it’s so weak, will it work?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “We’ll test,” said Trissiny. “But if we were told correctly, you only need to hit the band with the right kind of magic to disable the piece.”
 

 
  “Also, there’s the wand I just got on Level 6,” Gabriel continued. “Shoots actual arcane blasts, not simple lighting like a cheaper wand. That should qualify, too.”
 

 
  “Speaking of groups not having enchanters,” Ruda went on, “I can’t help noticing that we’re
  
   once again
  
  not doing the challenge the way it’s supposed to be done. I’ve gotta wonder what delightful surprise the Crawl will have for us afterward.”
 

 
  “Only one way to find out,” Trissiny murmured. “Gabe, don’t you need to attune that thing to the individual glyphs?”
 

 
  “Nah,” he said, still inking. “This is set up to be keyed to their positions on the chessboard. Long as I ink in each sigil correctly—which I am, don’t worry—it’ll work.”
 

 
  Fross finally came fluttering back to them, carrying several extra glyphed papers. While she had set out with an orderly stack, these were blowing about underneath her in a small cloud and had frost accumulating on their edges. “All done! Gabe, here, take these.”
 

 
  He set aside his clipboard, grumbling, and began gathering up the fallen pages as Fross released them with an audible chime of relief. Apparently keeping them aloft individually was a significant test of her coordination.
 

 
  “All right,” said Trissiny. “Moment of truth.”
 

 
  Once again, she carefully stepped down onto the chessboard floor.
 

 
  Nothing happened.
 

 
  There were several grins and swiftly released breaths from the others; Ruda let out a whoop. Trissiny herself had to smile. “Excellent work, you two!”
 

 
  “Happy to be of service,” Gabe said, tucking away his last page with a flourish.
 

 
  “Likewise!”
 

 
  She led the way toward the middle of the chamber, the others peering around uncertainly at the chess pieces as they followed. They grew more confident with each step, however, once satisfied that the monoliths were going to remain inert. The glyphed pages lying at the foot of each glowed a very faint blue that was barely distinguishable in the sourceless, omnipresent light.
 

 
  “The sign for Level 8 hasn’t lit up,” Ruda commented, pointing at the opposite door.
 

 
  “Well, we haven’t beaten the challenge,” Trissiny said reasonably. “Gabe, may I have that, please?”
 

 
  “Now hang on,” Ruda protested as he handed over the clipboard to her. “How come
  
   you
  
  get to be in charge?”
 

 
  Trissiny raised her eyebrows, then held the clipboard out to her. “You want to do this?”
 

 
  “Aw, c’mon, Boots, you know me,” she replied, grinning. “I just want to bitch and complain while you do the heavy lifting. Lemme have my fun.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at her for a long moment before a smile broke through her reserve. Shaking her head, she turned back to Gabriel. “Okay, how’s this work?”
 

 
  “Hold it by the board as much as you can,” he said. “The ink
  
   shouldn’t
  
  smudge, but you don’t want to accidentally trigger one, I’m assuming. All right, I’m sure I don’t have to explain the chessboard diagram to you. This side is the white team, this side is the black team, each is marked with a sigil like one of the stillness charms. Touch it with a fingertip to deactivate it, and…boom.”
 

 
  “Boom,” she repeated, nodding. “All right, everybody…line up, please.”
 

 
  They did so, somewhat unevenly, Ruda dramatically rolling her eyes in the process. Trissiny paced down the row once, frowning thoughtfully at them, before taking a position at the end closest to the exit. “Teal.”
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  “I’m operating on the assumption that you don’t want or need to learn combat formations. Can we talk to Vadrieny, please?”
 

 
  “Righto,” the bard said with a rueful grin, which immediately became rather menacing as it shifted into a double row of glossy fangs. Vadrieny rolled her neck from side to side, flexing her wings straight outward behind her.
 

 
  “Very good,” Trissiny said, nodding. “All right, I want you to be our first individual test.”
 

 
  “I’m honored,” the archdemon said dryly.
 

 
  “You are
  
   suitable,”
  
  Trissiny said. “You’re in no physical danger from these things, you have the advantage of flight which will enable you to reach the glyph, and you’re strong enough to throw the thing back even if you miss.
  
   Your
  
  capabilities aren’t being evaluated, we’ve all seen them. This is a test to make sure this system is going to work the way we planned.”
 

 
  “Right,” Vadrieny said, nodding.
 

 
  Trissiny pointed to one of the white pawns marked near its crown with a blue band. “I’m going to release that one. Show us how it’s done.”
 

 
  Without further warning, the paladin pressed her gloved thumb onto the corresponding glyph on her chart.
 

 
  Instantly, with a sharp
  
   pop,
  
  the charm lying in front of the blue-marked pawn went up like a blue firecracker. In the next second, the pawn charged forward at them.
 

 
  Vadrieny was on it with a single pump of her wings. She landed right on the statue’s front, digging her talons into its stone surface and clutching its head with one hand. The pawn stopped, apparently confused, and began twisting back and forth, trying to throw her off. Grinning, Vadrieny drew back her free hand and drove her claws forward directly at the blue band.
 

 
  The instant they touched it, the entire thing exploded in a spray of gravel, dropping her unceremoniously to the floor. She beat her wings once more, landing gracefully amid the ruins, then turned to the others, and bowed.
 

 
  Ruda cheered again; Toby and Gabriel both applauded.
 

 
  “Good work,” Trissiny said in a satisfied tone. “All right, people, we have our practice session lined up. Vadrieny, back in formation, please.”
 

 
  She paced up and down the row once more, studying them and ignoring the faces Ruda made, pausing when she came back to the other end. “Tobe, come here, please?”
 

 
  He glanced at the others, then stepped over to her.
 

 
  “Can I see that staff?” she asked, holding out her free hand.
 

 
  “Sure,” he said, offering it over. Trissiny took the weapon, twirled it once, thumped its end upon the floor, peered critically at the grain of the wood and handed it back. She carefully set the clipboard on the ground to one side, then drew her sword.
 

 
  “All right, I’m going to assume the monks of Omnu didn’t teach you this trick, but it’s fairly simple.” She held up the scarred old blade; as they all watched, it came slowly alight, golden radiance illuminating it from within and seeming to pool in its nicks and dents like water. Gabriel, who was already a good handful of yards away from them, edged backward further. “It’s very much like healing—you simply let the power of your god flow through you, into the weapon instead of a patient, and hold it there.”
 

 
  Toby tilted his head to one side, frowning thoughtfully at her, then transferred his stare to his staff. After a moment, his frown intensified. Only a few seconds later did the staff begin to glow faintly.
 

 
  “This is harder than using it on a person,” he muttered, now almost scowling at his staff.
 

 
  “Wood’s not very conductive, magically speaking,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  Juniper cleared her throat. “Actually…”
 

 
  “Okay, I stand corrected,” he said, grinning at her. “Wood conducts
  
   fae
  
  magic very well, but not the other branches. That’s why it’s used in wands: slows down the current, gives you more control.”
 

 
  “Control comes with practice,” said Trissiny. She rapped Toby’s staff sharply with the flat of her sword; he nearly lost his grip, having to scramble to keep hold of it and letting the light wink out
 

 
  “Hey!” he protested.
 

 
  “The really hard part is keeping the flow of power into it
  
   steady
  
  while you’re swinging it around and hitting things,” she said with a smile. “As I said, practice will help. Also, we should look into getting you a staff with some metal accents. Gabe’s right, that’ll help it hold magic. But since Omnu doesn’t grant any offensive use of his power, this is the only way you’re going to pass this trial.”
 

 
  “I’m not clear on
  
   why
  
  exactly I need to pass this trial,” he said, frowning. “I’m a healer, Triss.”
 

 
  “You are a martial artist,” she replied. “Your cult
  
   developed
  
  a martial art to the high standards it did for the specific purpose of being able to counter and deflect force without inflicting harm. Well, imbuing your attacks with holy power is the next step in that. The energy you use will mitigate and even counter any damage you do with that weapon against average mortals.”
 

 
  “Unless they’re half-demons,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “Yes,” she agreed, nodding. “Yes, Toby, if it were a perfect world, you would never be placed in a situation where you might accidentally hurt someone with the best of intentions. You want to gamble on that?” She held his eyes in silence for a moment until he shifted his gaze aside, sighing. “Remember what Professor Ezzaniel said that first day,” she went on more gently. “For there to be peace, the people who love peace have to be better at war than those who love violence.”
 

 
  “Actually, I think you put it better than he did!” Fross said.
 

 
  “All right, I take your point,” said Toby, lifting his head and regarding her with new determination. “I’m up next, then?”
 

 
  “If you please, yes.” Trissiny picked up the clipboard again and stepped to the side, pointing at a pawn with a green band. “There’s your target. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
 

 
  She released the pawn in question and he raised his staff.
 

 
  Toby actually made nearly as quick work of his opponent as Vadrieny had. All it took was a swift upward jab with his faintly glowing weapon and the thing dissolved into gravel.
 

 
  “Good!” Trissiny said firmly. “Very good. Your fine control is excellent. All right, Juniper! The red one there. You ready?”
 

 
  Juniper took a little longer with hers, and actually forced the other students to break formation and scatter as the bouncing monolith pushed her back into their line. She pushed right back, however, growling and swinging her fists, each blow inflicting cracks and dents, and finally tipped it over by slamming her shoulder into it. From there, she simply climbed on top of the twitching pawn and drove her fist into the red band, causing it to burst underneath her.
 

 
  “Brutal,” said Trissiny, “but effective. Juniper, I’ve noticed this just about every time I see you fight something: you’re
  
   all
  
  brute force and no technique.”
 

 
  “So?” the dryad said somewhat petulantly, brushing gravel and dust off herself. “It works for me.”
 

 
  “Thus far it has,” Trissiny agreed. “But the fact that you are so powerful may be holding you back. No matter who or what you are, no matter how strong, there is someone stronger out there, and the nature of the Circle means that there are many things considerably weaker than you which are still a threat to you. I know Professor Ezzaniel has been working with you about agility and precision.”
 

 
  Juniper grimaced. “I don’t get the best marks in his class.”
 

 
  “Well…keep in mind that he does things for a good reason. I’ll be glad to help you work on it, too.”
 

 
  “I don’t need—”
 

 
  “Let me rephrase that,” Trissiny said sharply. “While you’re part of this group, all of our safety depends on the competence of everyone else. You have a weakness in your abilities; refusing to correct it puts us
  
   all
  
  at
  
   risk.
  
  Do I need to assume that’s your intention, or will you let me help you?”
 

 
  Juniper huffed and folded her arms sullenly. “I guess,” she muttered.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “All right. Gabriel! The gold one, right there.”
 

 
  Gabe, too, swiftly took his target down using only his wand—the new one he’d been awarded from the maze level. It took him more than one shot, but all three of his hit the pawn in the right general area on its head, the third causing it to collapse. He grinned at the applause of the others, bowing.
 

 
  Shaeine dispatched her foe by stalling its forward bouncing with a shield of silver light, then raised a second one horizontally above her and slammed its razor-thin edge into the green band surmounting the pawn. The whole time, she kept her expression serene and her hands folded in the wide sleeves of her robe.
 

 
  Trissiny had a bit more trouble with hers, due to the shorter reach of her weapons. Both the white pawns marked with fae green had already been taken down, so she selected one of the black ones to target. In the end, she brought it down by jumping at and kicking off one of the inert pawns, landing a perfect strike on the green band of her foe to destroy it.
 

 
  “Damn, but that was excessively flashy,” Ruda said with a huge grin as soon as the cheering died down.
 

 
  “Not something I’d do in
  
   most
  
  situations,” Trissiny agreed, smiling. “These things really are extraordinarily simple, though. They don’t actually
  
   attack
  
  in any meaningful way. All right, Ruda! Fross!”
 

 
  “What?” the pixie asked, swooping overhead in confusion. “Both of us?”
 

 
  “I’ve been giving this some thought,” said Trissiny, sheathing her blade. “I want you two to start operating as a unit when we’re in hostile situations.”
 

 
  “Think I need my hand held?” Ruda asked with sudden, deadly calm.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  do that,” Trissiny shot back. “You know
  
   very
  
  well I respect your capabilities; we
  
   all
  
  do. We’ve seen you fight, and most of this group owes their lives to your ingenuity.”
 

 
  “There was also that time she stabbed Gabriel,” Juniper said helpfully.
 

 
  “Fucking,” said Gabe, holding up one finger. “She
  
   fucking
  
  stabbed me. Let’s be precise about this.”
 

 
  Trissiny cleared her throat loudly.
  
   “Anyway.
  
  Ruda, you are devastating in hand-to-hand combat and improving all the time. That sword of yours is useful to counter magic. However, the fact is that you’re the only member of this group without
  
   some
  
  kind of magical defense; you’ll be the most prone to injury.”
 

 
  “Fuck that,” Ruda snorted. “I get hurt less than
  
   Gabe.
  
  And yes, Gabriel, I know what you’re about to say. Even disregarding that
  
   one time
  
  it was me doing it, how often have you gotten injured?”
 

 
  “The fact that you don’t get hurt much is another reason nobody doubts your fighting skill,” Trissiny said firmly. “The truth is still what it is, however. There is absolutely no shame in not being the strongest. You saw the difficulty I had taking down my pawn just now? That doesn’t mean
  
   I’m
  
  any less skilled, it means I was facing a specific situation in which my skill set left me with a handicap. I have to be frank, Ruda, any of
  
   us
  
  could kill you in a fight if we had to. Except probably Toby.”
 

 
  “Hey!” he protested.
 

 
  “She’s about as good as you are in combat and that sword would pierce your shields,” Trissiny said to him. “Which, again, doesn’t reflect poorly on you. It’s just that—”
 

 
  “All right, all
  
   right!”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “Point made, you can quit fuckin’
  
   harping
  
  on it already!”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded to her, then turned to the pixie. “And Fross… You are an extremely effective combatant on your own. However, our purpose here is in learning to fight as a
  
   group,
  
  and in that area, you cause some problems.”
 

 
  “I do?” Fross asked in a small voice. “…sorry.”
 

 
  “This isn’t recrimination,” Trissiny said kindly. “Not of anyone; we’re finding areas where we need to improve and addressing them. In your case, the issue is that people fighting as a unit need to know one another’s positions, capabilities and tendencies
  
   very
  
  well in order to rely on them without having to think or question. That is the essence of fighting together. Your very mobility undercuts that, Fross. On the boar level, the ice you laid down to trip them was as much of a hazard to
  
   us
  
  as to the enemy. We never knew where it would appear or where to safely step; having to watch our feet that carefully while fighting was a serious handicap. Anchoring you to Ruda will help the group to anticipate where you are and what you’ll be doing.”
 

 
  “It will also help an enemy to predict those same variables,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “That’s true,” Trissiny agreed, nodding. “In my opinion, for the purpose of this discussion, the advantages outnumber the drawbacks. If anyone disagrees, though, I’m quite open to discussion.”
 

 
  “Um,” said Fross, “before we get to any discussion, can you just tell us what you had in mind?”
 

 
  “Of course. If you stay near Ruda and make it your priority to assist her, you both gain several advantages. Ruda is an excellent tactician; if you get in the habit of following her directives, you’ll be a lot more effective in general against an enemy, even aside from being a more reliable member of the group. Working together, you two gain the ability to fight both in close quarters and at long range, which is something none of the rest of us alone can match. Shaeine’s shields have a limited offensive role and Gabriel just isn’t very good at hand-to-hand. And, of course, you have magical defenses that can help keep her safe when we face things that don’t have the courtesy to attack using mundane methods. Is that clear to everyone?”
 

 
  “For the record,” said Gabriel, “I’m getting
  
   better
  
  at fighting.”
 

 
  “Yes, you are,” Trissiny agreed with a smile and a nod, “but you’re still the least effective fighter in the group without your wands. Gabe, don’t
  
   pout.
  
  Remember what I said? No one is throwing stones, here. We can all stand to learn.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Ruda folded her arms. “And what is it
  
   you’re
  
  gonna learn, since we’re all on allegedly equal footing here?”
 

 
  “Nothing I’m likely to be able to pick up down here,” Trissiny replied, frowning, “though I have been giving that serious thought. For one thing… I think Toby and I
  
   both
  
  need to work on our abilities with divine shields. If
  
   three
  
  of us could do what Shaeine does, the group’s options increase greatly. Even assuming we won’t get as good at it as she is, which I think is a safe assumption. Shaeine has clearly put a great deal of work and practice into her shielding skills.”
 

 
  “That is true,” the drow said. “And I would be glad to teach you what I know. To the best of my knowledge, the different sources of our power should not make a great difference; the
  
   type
  
  of energy is the same, and my techniques ought to work for you. It does take a considerable investment of effort, however. I would not expect either of you to master remote shielding during this exercise.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded to her. “In addition, I’m realizing that my training hasn’t made the best use of my own capabilities. I was always trained as a human, but the truth is, I’m half elf. I have more innate agility than strength, and I’m using a combat style which has opposite priorities. That’s a weakness. I also don’t make very effective use of my magic; elves can channel more energy safely, which is a potential asset I’ve left almost completely undeveloped. I think if you’ll all consider these questions, each of you will find something you could be doing to make yourselves more effective in a fight—even if you don’t care to do actual fighting. Having dedicated healers and defenders is a great asset to the group.”
 

 
  She let the silence hang for a long moment, watching their expressions; though Fross was of course unreadable, they all appeared to be considering her words.
 

 
  “There’s another thing,” Trissiny went on more quietly.
  
   “All
  
  of us who use magic of any kind need to learn the Circle of Interaction techniques that enable us to draw power from whichever school is vulnerable to our own. We have fairies, demons, light-wielders and a mage. Many of us are relatively untrained, magically speaking, but
  
   most
  
  happen to have considerable reservoirs of pure energy. Being able to donate it, so to speak, to another member of the group at need is simply a more effective use of our resources. Don’t you agree?”
 

 
  At that, everyone but Shaeine frowned, glancing uncertainly around at each other, but no one offered any objection.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Trissiny went on more briskly. “Fross, Ruda, you’re up. White pawn, red band, there on the end.”
 

 
  She had been somewhat nervous about this prospect, and had considered whispering a warning which Shaeine would certainly have been able to hear. In the end, though, Trissiny followed her instinct, which told her that the best thing she could do was have faith in her classmates. Besides, if Ruda and Fross got in a really desperate situation, Shaeine or Toby would probably intercede unprompted.
 

 
  They took the longest to bring down their target, and forced the others to move out of the way several times, but after several false starts Ruda and Fross clicked together. The pixie arrested the pawn’s advance with a waist-high ice block, peppering it with little bursts of sleet to keep it focused on her, while Ruda positioned herself behind it. A quick burst of levitation from the mage brought her up high enough to stab its vulnerable band. Though the rapier wasn’t aligned with any particular school of magic, its energy-blocking qualities appeared to do the trick; one good thrust and the pawn collapsed in a wash of gravel and dust.
 

 
  “And there we are,” Trissiny said approvingly when the approbations had died down. “Everybody knows how to handle themselves.
  
   Now
  
  for the hard part.”
 

 
  Gabriel groaned. “I hate the hard part.”
 

 
  “Gabe, do you even know what the hard part is?”
 

 
  “I don’t need to know! It’s the
  
   hard
  
  part! That’s always the worst part!”
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes. “Juniper, Vadrieny, come stand by me, please.”
 

 
  They did so, and she turned to face the others. “All right. With time and exposure, we will work up various formations, strategies and tactics for a variety of situations. For now, though, we don’t really have the time, nor can we spare the energy, so I’m going to lay out a basic formation for us. To begin with,
  
   this
  
  is our front line. Paladin, dryad, archdemon. We’re relatively hard hitters, but more to the point, all three of us are
  
   resilient.
  
  Toby, Shaeine, behind us, please.”
 

 
  She waited till they were in position before continuing. “You two are support. Shields and healing. Toby, you’re going to be a little under-utilized for the time being, as your healing would actually be
  
   harmful
  
  to a lot of the group.”
 

 
  “All the more reason for me to work on those shields,” he said with a grin.
 

 
  “Just so,” she agreed, nodding approvingly. “Ruda and Fross, left flank. Gabriel, right. You guys are our long-ranged attackers, with the added factor that Ruda is also extremely effective at short range. I don’t want you to get too married to the idea of being on the left or right; until Gabe’s melee skills are significantly improved, he needs to focus exclusively on shooting, while Ruda and Fross stay mobile and head in where they can do damage up close. Fross, that goes double for you; your ice abilities are excellent crowd control. You two are our battlefield superiority. Your job is to keep the enemy where we need them, and take them down.”
 

 
  “Fuck yes,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “That means this isn’t going to be a
  
   tight
  
  formation,” Trissiny continued, turning and stepping back out of the designated front line to keep everyone in her field of view. “Shaeine and Toby need to be able to see what’s going on; Ruda and Gabe need space to move so they can reposition themselves as needed. The three of us in front need to be able to rotate; the person taking point will depend on what we’re facing. This is going to be every bit as steep a learning curve for me as the rest of you, guys; an adventuring party’s tactics are
  
   nothing
  
  like a Legion phalanx. So we’re going to start slow, start careful, and learn as we go. The perfect place to begin is here, with these chessmen. These guys are
  
   practice.
  
  All right, form up, facing the white ranks! I’m going to activate the remaining pawns.”
 

 
  
   “All
  
  of them?” Juniper demanded, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “We can
  
   do
  
  this,” Trissiny said, pouring conviction into her voice. “We have the capability; we only have to get a handle on it. I believe in every one of you, and the potential of what we can be together. Now form up and get ready.”
 

 
  At that moment, there came a sharp musical jangle and flash of light from across the room. The sign indicating the path to Level 8 lit up, and a treasure chest popped into being below it.
 

 
  “Well,” said Gabe after the group had stared wordlessly at this for a couple of seconds, “I guess
  
   someone
  
  approves of your coaching, Triss.”
 

 
  “Ignore that,” Trissiny said grimly. “Eyes on the enemy, people.”
 

 
  She gave them a moment to get positioned and focused.
 

 
  “Now!”
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  Dusk was falling as she neared her destination, which meant that while most of the city was lulling itself to rest, Lor’naris was undergoing more of a shift change. No matter how acclimated they grew to surface life, the drow retained a preference for darkness, hence the diminished number of fairy lamps in the district. The street, never boisterous, wasn’t growing any less active with the last red stains of sunset fading from the sky, though the proportion of drow increased slightly with nightfall. Of course, not every business kept hours compatible with everyone’s personal schedule. The shop Lakshmi approached was locked, a sign in its window indicating it was closed.
 

 
  She craned her neck to peer through the window, shading her eyes, then with a fatalistic shrug, rapped her knuckles on the door, following that with a half-step to the side—carefully leaving her still in view of the door, while also obviously trying to look through the gloom to see if there was any movement within. She did not look around the street behind her; that would have looked suspicious. She was just a late shopper distressed to find the Minor Arcana closed and hoping for late admittance, after all. So few people in the Guild understood that information people had to do as much playacting as con artists, if not more. At least a con artist could turn it off. If you wanted to see and overhear secrets, you had to be invisible, had to fade into the background, make your every action consistent with everyone’s perception of an “extra” person they couldn’t be bothered to notice.
 

 
  No steps sounded from within, but after only a couple of seconds, the lock clicked and the door opened slightly. Lakshmi beamed into the gap, carefully not looking anything less than delighted to meet the store’s proprietess. She was tall and willowy—rather attractive, actually, if you got past the shield-like ridge of spiked bone rising above her forehead, the deep red shade of her skin and those feline, reflective eyes.
 

 
  “You must be Peepers,” Elspeth said calmly. She had a surprisingly deep voice for such a lean wisp of a woman.
 

 
  “Well, you’re too tall,” Lakshmi mused, “so yeah, I guess it must be me!”
 

 
  The half-demon regarded her in silence for a second, and then a half-smile of muted but genuine amusement tugged at her lips. “You’re right on time. Come on in.”
 

 
  “Thanks!”
 

 
  Lakshmi ducked inside as soon as the shopkeeper stepped back to make room, pausing to look around curiously while Elspeth re-locked the door. She did not study her hostess, though she was by far the most interesting part of the scenery. People rarely liked to be examined, and instinct warned Lakshmi that this calm, aloof woman was perceptive enough to catch sidelong glances. There’d be time to pick up interesting details later, little bits here and there as they arose. Irritating her now would diminish those prospects.
 

 
  “This way, please,” Elspeth said, leading her toward a curtained doorway at the back of the shop’s main room. They strolled past racks of enchanting paraphernalia dimly glimpsed in the relative darkness—only one of the store’s fairy lamps was active, dimmed to its lowest level—Lakshmi still peering around all the while. The facade was important, and one never knew when one might quite accidentally pick up on something useful.
 

 
  Behind the door was a tiny hallway, with another door leading into a back room and a spiral staircase going both up and down, into mysterious darkness in both directions. The shopkeeper glided to this and descended, Lakshmi following her with a little trepidation.
 

 
  The room at the bottom was clearly a storage space, much bigger than the shop up above; it apparently ran the whole length of the building. Half of it was cluttered with a miscellaneous assortment of crates and barrels, arranged around the walls to leave a somewhat cramped central area open. The other half, behind the iron staircase, was currently empty, though tracks on the floor and the general lack of dust suggested that objects had been dragged through it quite recently. Along one wall was a long rack of shelves, holding unboxed enchanting supplies very like those above, clearly ready to restock the storefront without requiring the effort of opening crates. In one corner was a square trapdoor, its proximity to a bank of vertical copper pipes suggesting it was a sewer access. The whole space was also much better lit, currently, than the main shop, as it was also currently occupied.
 

 
  Lakshmi took in the details of the room with a single sweep of her eyes and then focused her attention on the people present.
 

 
  Most of them were sitting around on various barrels and boxes, clearly waiting. There were two fellows in dark suits, a boy of no more than sixteen who rose and nodded respectfully to her and Elspeth, and an older man with a goatee and ponytail who gave her a single disinterested glance. Sweet was present, of course, in one of his slightly loud and slightly shabby suits; he grinned at her entry as if she were the most exciting thing he’d seen all day, which she knew very wall was just part of his shtick. There were also three elves, including Sweet’s two apprentices, the one in the ridiculous cloak and the one who wouldn’t stop playing with her knife. Lakshmi had never interacted with them directly, but in conversations with other Guild members had taken to pretending she couldn’t remember which was which; it usually got her a laugh.
 

 
  It was the third elf who nearly made her lose her poise, though upon a second look it was not, in fact, Principia. Just another wood elf with black hair. Unusual as that trait was, it was increasingly obvious on closer inspection. Quite aside from the prairie elf buckskins she wore—in which Prin would never have been caught dead—the woman’s face was longer, the features subtly different, though elves in general seemed to have less variance in their facial features and skin tones that humans. Moreover, she was clearly one of the old ones. She had that characteristic stillness.
 

 
  “Wonderful, everyone’s here!” Sweet enthused. “Everybody, this is Peepers. Glad to have you along!”
 

 
  “Glad to be here,” she said glibly, grinning around at them. “I almost didn’t make it; only
  
   just
  
  got your message, Sweet. What’s up?”
 

 
  “Well, first things first,” Sweet went on, crossing his legs and leaning back against the wall. He, like the brunette elf, had selected a perch two boxes high, so he loomed above most of the group. “I’ve heard good things about your work, which is especially impressive given you’ve not been in the city that long. And you nabbed us a Guild traitor! Well done.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s just a matter of keeping my ears open,” she said lightly. “That was a right place, right time situation.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said with a smile, and Lakshmi forced herself not to tense. The lack of introductions had not been wasted on her. She was very much on the spot, being inspected by a roomful of silent strangers. Just what was he playing at? Sweet, by his rep, wouldn’t have lured a Guild member somewhere with any intention to harm them…but on the other hand, if he
  
   had
  
  wanted to do something like that, an intel guy like him would probably bring along extra muscle to handle the actual kneebreaking.
 

 
  “And then I got an endorsement of your skills from no less a source than the Hand of Avei!” he continued brightly. “Very impressive, not to mention kind of unconventional. It’s not often that Avenists go out of their way to
  
   find
  
  ranking members of the Guild to report to, much less find something kind to say about one of our number.”
 

 
  Damn…maybe that hadn’t been such a bright idea on her part. Too pushy? But she’s been in the city for weeks by then and was no closer to following Prin’s advice. Sweet was an approachable fellow, but he was highly-placed enough that he didn’t have time for everybody who wanted a slice of his attention.
 

 
  “As for that, I may have asked her to put in a good word,” Lakshmi replied, carefully mixing a bashful grin with shameless delivery. “It’s not as if a person like that would’ve bothered if she didn’t think it was deserved.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” said Sweet, nodding. “It’s just funny, the little turns life takes. Finding yourself on opposite sides of two generations like that.”
 

 
  She blinked. “Um… What? I don’t follow.”
 

 
  “Oh, you hadn’t heard?” he said, grinning. “Trissiny Avelea is the daughter of Principia Locke.”
 

 
  What? She tried to fit that piece of information in with existing knowledge and came up blank. “She…
  
   What?”
  
 

 
  “Prin didn’t happen to mention that?”
 

 
  Immediately she was on the alert. “Uh, when would she have talked to me about something like that?”
 

 
  “I’ve just been going over it in my mind,” he mused, idly kicking his dangling leg. The man in the black suit sighed impatiently and slumped back against his crate, grimacing in annoyance; everyone else in the room just watched her silently as Sweet carried on. “Not just what happened, but what went down afterward. I’ll spare you the boring details, but the crux of it is none of us at the Guild anticipated just how
  
   good
  
  Principia is at what she does. And then she goes and gets caught, this master conwoman with elvish senses. She just
  
   happened
  
  to be overheard by a young, inexperienced thief operating in a city where the Guild perforce has to keep its head down. You see why I’m curious?”
 

 
  “Are you accusing me of something, Sweet?” Lakshmi asked as calmly as she could manage, folding her arms and raising one eyebrow. After discovering that this pose worked wonders on Sanjay, she’d tried it out in other situations and found that
  
   lots
  
  of people from all walks of life could be brought to a halt by the Momface.
 

 
  “Peepers, hon, that’s not how we do things,” he said, his smile shifting almost imperceptibly to convey more compassion and less insouciance. Damn, but he was good. “If you were being
  
   accused,
  
  you’d be having this conversation at Guild HQ, with several enforcers present. Not in a basement with a bunch of assorted friends of mine. Aside from my apprentices, nobody here is attached to the Guild, or knows who I’m talking about.”
 

 
  “I know who you’re talking about,” the woman in buckskins said serenely.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  don’t,” said the man with the ponytail, “nor do I care. Are we going to drag this out much longer? Do I have time to go get a snack? I didn’t haul myself out at this
  
   bloody
  
  hour to help you intimidate some Punaji waif you found.”
 

 
  Sweet gave him an irritated look before returning his gaze to Lakshmi and restoring his open expression. “Look, Peepers, you’re not in trouble; sorry if I gave you that impression.” The hell he was, she thought silently; this was a man who created
  
   precisely
  
  whatever impression he intended to. “Also, in case the word hasn’t reached you,
  
   Prin
  
  is not in trouble, though there are several things the Guild would like her to explain. What’s at issue is that…well, I’ll get to it in a moment, but suffice it to say there’s some complicated shit going on and trust is at a premium. I need to know who I’m working with. If you’ve got secrets to protect, by all means, keep ’em, and no hard feelings. With regard to just who you are and how you got here, though… I kind of need to see some cards on the table. Otherwise, we’ll have to bid you good evening.”
 

 
  She chewed her lower lip, thinking rapidly. Prin had said to get in with Sweet; this was a golden opportunity. Even if, as he implied, she’d be allowed to walk away from it without repercussions, turning
  
   down
  
  such an opportunity was a near-perfect guarantee that she’d never be offered another one. There were other paths to advancing her career, of course, but none likely to be as ideal. She hadn’t uprooted herself and Sanjay from their ancestral home to waste her days lurking in market districts picking pockets and trying to overhear worthwhile tidbits.
 

 
  “You are valuable here because you’re an outsider,” Sweet said gently, “without the kind of strings that can be exploited. And because I
  
   suspect
  
  that the thing you don’t want to reveal is a ringing endorsement from an
  
   extremely
  
  skilled thief.”
 

 
  Hell with it; sometimes you had to take chances.
 

 
  “All right, I consider myself caught,” she said with a grin, shoving her hands into the pockets of her greatcoat and affecting a cocky pose. “Prin wanted to be reported to the Guild. More than that I
  
   really
  
  don’t know; it was her scheme, and a good bit more complicated than anything I’d have tried. Frankly I still don’t get what she was going for or whether she pulled it off, much less how. Also, before you ask, I have no idea where she is; I haven’t heard from her since Puna Dara, a little while after sending in my report. But, yes, she advised me to come here and try to get in good with you, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” he mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I never am sure with that woman…”
 

 
  The dark-haired elf snorted softly. “You and everyone else.”
 

 
  “Does that satisfy your curiosity?” Lakshmi asked, permitting herself a sharper tone. “Wanna know what color my bloomers are while we’re here?”
 

 
  “If that’s on offer, I wouldn’t mind—” Ponytail Guy broke off with a curse as the teenager leaned over and slapped the back of his head.
 

 
  “No, I think that pretty much brings us all up to speed,” said Sweet. “Thank you, Peepers. Well! We all know what
  
   you’re
  
  about, now, so why don’t I introduce you around?”
 

 
  “Already?” she said dryly, to which he laughed.
 

 
  “You’ve met Elspeth, of course, and probably were aware of her before now, since you’ve been involved in this district a few times.” The demonblood shopkeeper bowed when Lakshmi turned to look at her. “These are my apprentices, Flora and Fauna.”
 

 
  “Charmed!”
 

 
  “Delighted!”
 

 
  “Okay,” Lakshmi said warily, nodding to each of them.
 

 
  “And we have a few celebrity guests,” Sweet went on. “You have probably heard of these two gentlemen as Gravestone Weaver and the Sarasio Kid.”
 

 
  Lakshmi blinked, looked at him, then at the two. “Are you serious?”
 

 
  “Joe to my friends, ma’am,” the Kid said with a smile, giving her a nod that was nearly a bow.
 

 
  Weaver grunted. “I’m accustomed to responding to ‘hey, asshole.’”
 

 
  “I’m certain that’s convenient for you,” said the remaining woman.
 

 
  “And this,” Sweet finished with a slight grimace, “is Mary the Crow, who I actually didn’t plan to include in this discussion but likes to invite herself places.”
 

 
  “Joseph is still under my care,” Mary said calmly. “Very much on the mend, yes, but I will exercise a healer’s prerogative to observe.”
 

 
  “…seriously?” Lakshmi repeated, studying Mary, and then the other two again. It suddenly occurred to her that nobody knew she was in this basement with this assortment of walking hazards. She unconsciously took a half-step toward the stairs.
 

 
  “What’s going on,” Sweet continued, gazing at her with a much more serious expression, “is that the Black Wreath is on the move.”
 

 
  “Everyone knows that,” she said tersely. “At least, everyone who reads the papers.”
 

 
  “Yes, and you’re a little more on the ball even than that, aren’t you?” he replied, smiling. “Hence your invitation. The
  
   complicating
  
  factor here, Peepers, is that for the time being, the Guild can’t be considered a trusted ally.”
 

 
  “Wait…are you saying the
  
   Guild
  
  is compromised by the Wreath?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” He held up an admonishing finger.
  
   “Everyone
  
  is compromised by the Wreath. That’s what the Wreath
  
   does.
  
  Most of the time you just have to grin and ignore it, and most of the time it doesn’t much matter. They rarely care enough to stick their little fingers into a given person’s business. However, right
  
   now,
  
  it matters very much. They are up to something big, and I aim to figure out what. Unfortunately, part of what they’re doing involves leveraging their assets inside various cults, and the only cult I know for a
  
   fact
  
  has culled their Wreath infestation are the Huntsmen of Shaath.” He grimaced. “For reasons I hope I don’t have to explain, I’m not eager to pin my hopes on
  
   their
  
  help. Until the current crisis has passed, we have to consider all cults and organizations suspect and potentially complicit. Anything they know may get back to the Wreath and be used against us.”
 

 
  “So,” she said slowly, “you’re putting together an unaligned group to hunt them down. Hence all this
  
   extravagant
  
  muscle.”
 

 
  “Never been called that before,” the Kid said with a grin.
 

 
  “You have the gist of it,” Sweet replied, nodding.
 

 
  “How do you know
  
   I’m
  
  not Wreath?” she asked.
 

 
  “You’re not,” said Mary.
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “I would know.” The elf looked her right in the eyes, face impassive, and Lakshmi found herself believing her.
 

 
  “I actually had a plan to figure that out,” said Sweet, sounding somewhat disgruntled. “It involved props. But I guess having the Crow around is useful.”
 

 
  “So…doesn’t that mean you can track
  
   all
  
  the Wreath and ferret them out?” Lakshmi inquired, tilting her head and studying Mary.
 

 
  “This is a unique situation,” the Crow said calmly. “I made preparations. Were the Wreath so easy to hunt, they’d have been gone from the world long since.”
 

 
  “Besides,” Sweet added, “if we theoretically
  
   did
  
  figure out who all their agents were and move against them, they’d either abort and bolt or do something
  
   very
  
  destructive. Possibly both. That’s a scenario we need to avoid. So for now, we play the game.”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  the game?” she demanded. “What are they trying to do, and what are
  
   you
  
  trying to do about it?”
 

 
  “The answer to both questions,” he said with a slightly predatory grin, “is that we are out to
  
   figure out
  
  what they are up to, as a first step toward putting a stop to it. I have some leads on which to follow up, which is what you’ve been brought aboard to do. Elspeth has generously offered her premises as a safe, neutral space for us to use; with this shop under inspection by the Church and the Empire as often as it is, there’s little chance of it being compromised by warlocks.”
 

 
  “Warlocks, in particular, are generally advised to stay away from my store,” Elspeth said calmly.
 

 
  “Joe and Weaver, here, are our muscle,” Sweet continued, nodding to them. “I’ve actually got a couple more aces up my sleeve to that end, but they’re both too distinctive to move discreetly through the city. These two gentlemen, aside from cultivating a laudably generic sense of style, haven’t spent enough time around civilized parts that they’re likely to be recognized. As such, they’ll be able to lend you some protection from relatively close at hand. The bigger wands, including Mary, here, can be called upon at need, but the plan is
  
   not
  
  to goad the Wreath into any kind of confrontation, especially not with you or I.
  
   Our
  
  job is just to figure out what they’re doing, how, and why.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, frowning deeply in thought.
 

 
  “Which brings us to the all important question, Peepers,” Sweet continued, grinning hugely. “You in?”
 

 
  “…what, exactly, would I be doing?”
 

 
  His grin widened. “Well, to begin with, I’ll need you to get a real job.”
 

 
  She stretched her lips into a distasteful grimace. “What else you got?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well, first things first,” Radivass said, carefully inspecting the necklace. “It’s
  
   pretty.”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny replied, deliberately keeping her tone neutral. “I can see that. Its magical properties are what interest me.” And what she was paying the enchantress to explain, she did not add.
 

 
  The drow pursed her lips, tilting the piece this way and that so it glimmered in the ruddy light. “Can I ask where this came from?”
 

 
  “It was a level reward,” said Trissiny, “from the Descent. It appeared in the chest we got for clearing it, along with several other bits and bobs.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Radivass glanced quickly at the golden eagle sigil on Trissiny’s breastplate, then back at the necklace, which was worked into the same form. Hanging from a twisted chain of steel links, it was a disc of white crystal a little bigger than an Imperial doubloon, inset with the eagle of Avei in gold. “What level?”
 

 
  “Level 7. The Circle Chessboard.”
 

 
  “You got that on
  
   Level 7?”
  
  Radivass looked up at her and whistled. “Damn. Shamlin
  
   said
  
  you kids were hard-hitters. I guess the Crawl isn’t…well, that’s neither here nor there. On this level, did you in particular do something impressive?”
 

 
  “We basically used it as a training level,” Trissiny said slowly, frowning. “Practicing our tactics and getting used to fighting together. I was organizing it, I guess.”
 

 
  “I see. Well, to begin with, this thing is
  
   old.”
  
 

 
  “How old?”
 

 
  “That I can’t tell you. I could
  
   try,
  
  if you want to spend the coin, though in all honesty I can’t guarantee my divinations would be able to pinpoint its age or origin. The Crawl messes such things up, and so does divine magic. I mention it because there’s some uncertainty over where those level rewards come from. Some of them—well, a lot of them, probably—the Crawl actually creates. Some, though, are things that were left down here by other adventurers. The old things, the powerful things, it occasionally gathers up and bestows upon worthy individuals.”
 

 
  “Worthy individuals?” Trissiny raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  Radivass grinned. “For a given value of ‘worthy.’ It’s hard to say exactly what the Crawl approves of.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t seem to like cheating.”
 

 
  “In the Descent, no, it doesn’t. In other places…different rules apply. Let’s just say there are
  
   several
  
  reasons I stay up here in the Visage. Anyhow, whatever you did it clearly judged worthy of reward, so…here you are.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny mused.
 

 
  “As for what this
  
   does,”
  
  the enchantress went on, “it’s actually laden with fae magic, not divine. The specific blessings upon it are designed to draw on its fae energy—which, by the way, is considerable—and transmute it into holy energy. Basically it boosts your powers by giving you an extra source aside from your goddess. Whether that’s a good idea is…debatable. Most deities will let their followers draw on as much power as they safely can without burning themselves out. This
  
   might
  
  have extra protections to increase your
  
   capacity.
  
  That would make sense to me, but unfortunately I can’t tell for sure. I deal in mostly arcane magic; I can tell you the gist of what this piece does, but the magic on it is more complex than that. You really need to have a witch look it over to be certain.”
 

 
  “I was told,” Trissiny said slowly, “that the specific effect you’re talking about
  
   can’t
  
  be worked into a talisman or passive object. Transmuting one kind of power into another requires a conscious spellcaster.”
 

 
  “You were told correctly,” Radivas replied, nodding.
  
   “This
  
  little beauty is keyed to some high-level fairy or other; it draws on their power and will to work. Fae and infernal magic are prone to such charms, using fairies or demons as…arbiters, so to speak.”
 

 
  “Can you tell
  
   what
  
  fairy is involved?”
 

 
  The drow shook her head. “Again, you need a witch. I can tell you they’re either friendly toward Avei, to be attached to this thing… Or maybe the exact opposite of that and are enslaved by it.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny murmured, shifting to glance around the room at her classmates. Juniper and the boys had gone up to the Visage’s main room in search of food; the rest of her classmates were clustered around Shamlin’s stall. “Thank you. I believe I’ll keep this for later.”
 

 
  “I think that’s smart,” the drow agreed, nodding. “You being who you are, and Avei’s sigil being on this, it’s
  
   probably
  
  safe for you to use. But it’s a good general policy not to mess with magical objects you don’t understand.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, accepting the pendant back from her and tucking it carefully into one of her belt pouches. Part of her wondered how much of her hesitation was due to the
  
   last
  
  golden eagle necklace she’d been given. “If only I could get through life not messing with things I don’t understand. Someday, maybe I’ll understand enough to go a whole day without stumbling into some nonsense or other.”
 

 
  “If you ever accomplish that, you let me know,” Radivass said, the twinkle in her eye belying her grave tone. “You’d be a scientifically significant case.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Rowe carefully pulled the door shut and systematically re-armed each of the charmed locks securing it. After all the times he’d done this routine, it was in danger of becoming exactly that, which he could not afford. People going through a routine forgot to pay attention; people who didn’t pay attention made mistakes. A mistake, here, wasn’t an option.
 

 
  “They made it to Level 17 today,” said Sarriki, slithering into the kitchen and storeroom behind the Grim Visage’s main bar. Aside from the water pump, stove and counter, there wasn’t much back there except barrels of mushrooms and racks of booze, most of it distilled from mushrooms. At this hour, the kitchen had been cleaned and its unnecessary supplied put away. All the good stuff, the meat, fruits and vegetables, was down in the secure storeroom he had just locked up.
 

 
  The naga glided over to him, grinning smugly as he turned to face her. “Second day, and they’re almost a
  
   fifth
  
  of the way down! Shamlin says this is the most overpowered group he’s ever seen. Even their
  
   bard
  
  is apparently all but invincible. Of course, they’ll slow their pace as they get deeper and start facing the hard stuff, but still.”
 

 
  Rowe simply raised an eyebrow in silence, giving her a patient stare.
 

 
  “It’s dear Melaxyna who makes this interesting,” Sarriki cooed, beginning to slither around him in a circle and gradually coiling her long, serpentine body about him as she went. “Finally, she’s got all her pieces lined up. That portal of hers is working, she can make waystones and the Crawl itself appears to be allowing her to play her own game. Between their firepower and Mel’s help,
  
   this
  
  is looking like the group that’ll reach the bottom.”
 

 
  “Who’s tending the bar if you’re floofing around back here, pet?” he asked mildly.
 

 
  “Oh, please, it’s stupid o’clock at night. There’s nobody out there but the University kids, and they’re all set up with a pot of stew.” Grinning, Sarriki twined her arms around his neck, leaning in to nuzzle at his collarbone. “How about a little squeeze and cuddle while it’s quiet, boss? For old time’s sake? After all…you may not be around much longer.”
 

 
  “Ah, Sarriki,” Rowe said, extricating one of his arms from her coils and reaching up to caress the fins trailing from her head. She purred in pleasure, flaring them slightly and allowing him to get a firmer grip. “This is a new side of you, poppet. So assertive.” He tightened his fingers in her fin. “So smug, so confident and in control.”
 

 
  Rowe increased his grip until he was pulling her head back and to the side, forcing her to look up at him. He toed the line right to the iota, his grasp of her sensitive fin hard enough to be uncomfortable, but not violent enough to trigger the sanctuary effect. Sarriki’s expression stilled when she beheld the hard look in his eyes.
 

 
  “It doesn’t suit you,” he said softly.
 

 
  They stared at each other in silence for a moment, then he released her head. Immediately, she loosened her coils, and backed away, still staring at him warily.
 

 
  “Go tend to our guests,” he said in perfect calm. “Do your job.”
 

 
  He turned his back to her, rustling his wings once and then folding them more tightly, listening to the soft rasp of her scales against the stone as she departed the kitchen without another word. Rowe stared at the locks on the cellar door, frowning.
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  The island was little more than a huge boulder, an outcropping of black volcanic rock that rose from the choppy surface of the Deep Southern Sea. Constantly pounded by some of the world’s harshest weather, it had been carved by winds and waves over eons till the isle was very nearly artistic, an abstract shape of both sweeping curves facing the prevailing northern winds, and its original sharp edges and rough surfaces to the south and east. A kind of prow of weathered stone rose against the fury of the north, sheltering a flat surface below it. There was no harbor, natural or otherwise, nothing around the base of the formation except jagged outcroppings of rock. No one who visited the Black Isle came by ship.
 

 
  In the lee of the stone, the bleak natural valley had been further carved out to form an amphitheater. Shafts sunk deep into the ground produced heat, reddish light and a constant scent of sulfur—not a pleasant effect, but sufficient to counter the frigid climate. The skies were overcast as usual, the wind fierce where it whistled against the northern bulwark and merely obtrusive where it eddied around and into the sheltered arena. Occasional spurts of rain and sleet splattered down, the latter quickly melting; what didn’t steam away in the heat of the shafts drained into slots cunningly worked into the floor against the walls. It was a serviceable place to meet, but not a comfortable one. The isle’s denizens did not expect, want or deserve comfort, as a rule.
 

 
  The roughly two dozen people assembled around the amphitheater’s seats were a mixed lot, the only common point among them being the spell effect laid upon the island which obscured their faces. Looking at one another, they found the eye would simply slip away from features, leaving no memory or possibility of recognition; voices, too, were only so much neutral sound, conveying information but making no impression on the listener. It was for good reason that their identities were hidden from one another. They were a mixed bag, mostly humans with more than a handful of gnomes and even two elves, a male drow and a blonde woman with the horizontal ears of the prairie folk. Their costumes were eclectic, but among them were six in the gray robes of the Black Wreath, two in black Universal Church chaplain’s coats, and three in blue Tiraan Army uniforms bearing the insignia of the Imperial Strike Corps.
 

 
  “Everyone you see here will die,” they were informed by the figure standing in the center of the amphitheater’s stage. “Not merely in the sense that all living things die. Statistically? The only question for a warlock is whether they are brought to a swift end by something they have summoned or provoked…or lived to be slowly destroyed from within by their own growing powers. Perhaps
  
   you
  
  will be the exception, the rare practitioner who cultivates control, restraint and mastery to the point that they
  
   never
  
  call up more than they can handle. You would not be here if you lacked the ambition, surely.” He smiled coldly and begin to prowl back and forth around the rim of the stage. “There have been a few, over the centuries. Several I have personally known, others of whom I have heard. It is not, however,
  
   likely.
  
  I would venture to say it is barely possible. No…by the numbers, you can expect to die before your time. Likely in agony.” He came to a stop, folding his hands behind his back and staring up at them. “Your success on this path will hinge on your
  
   refusal
  
  to accept this fact.”
 

 
  The figures on the dais were exempt from the face-blurring effect. Two women were positioned at either end: stage left, a statuesque figure in a Sifanese kimono, altered to provide egress for her wings and tail, stood serenely at attention, still as a statue except when the wind tugged at her hair. At the opposite end, another woman sat in a wooden chair beside a glowing brazier, swathed in so many layers of furs that nothing of her was visible except for her angular features, olive Tiraan complexion and black hair. Beside her crouched a sshitherosz demon, diminutive and twisted, refilling her cup from a steaming pitcher when she gestured. At the back, not far from the succubus, a dark-skinned man in a dapper white suit lounged in a chair of his own, observing the lecture with a broad smile.
 

 
  The speaker was a tall man with long crimson hair bound back in a high tail; despite the cold and the wind, he wore only a thin layer of black silk, his pants snug and ending above the ankle, his shirt ruffled and open all down the front, whipping around him with each gust. He wore no shoes. His eyes were as red as his hair, and featureless as the blank expanse of rock above him.
 

 
  “It is an absurd and narrow line to walk,” he continued, beginning to pace again. “The moment you accept the reality of your own death, you may be assured that it will immediately rush toward you. The moment you presume yourself above such concern, the same. Habit and complacency are your enemies; caution and self-knowledge your allies, denial and aggression your weapons. Yes, this is every bit as impossible a combination as it sounds. That, my children, characterizes the path of the warlock. For a mortal to undertake it with any degree of success, they must be
  
   quite
  
  mad, and in exactly the right way. While you are here, you will learn to cultivate that madness, and to keep its more dangerous cousins at bay.”
 

 
  His smile widened fractionally. “The infernal is the gift of Scyllith, never forget, and her gifts are each their own cost. She is the goddess of
  
   cruelty.
  
  Power she grants us, yes, but with it comes suffering. There is no cheating, students. The best you can achieve is to move the suffering you have earned onto your enemies rather than bearing it yourselves.”
 

 
  Above the constant whine of the wind came a deeper rush of air, followed by another. Several of those attending the lecture tore their gaze from the speaker to look around at the sky. Aside from the gray banks of clouds that flowed by overhead, a heavy mist obscured even the near distance, wisps of cloud and sea spray making fantastic shadows against the anonymous gloom.
 

 
  Then the source of the wing beats emerged from the mist, and the assembly devolved into panic. Students leaped to their feet, several calling up spells of fire and shadow, as an enormous blue dragon dived out of the darkness and banked, circling around the arena.
 

 
  
   “PEACE!”
  
  thundered the man on the stage. “Discard those spells immediately!”
 

 
  It was a testament to his authority that everyone obeyed, though not all quickly, and most with evident apprehension. The dragon made another circling pass, arcing out to sea and approached the island again from the south. This time he came in lower, beating his wings, and settled to the stone just above the lip of the arena.
 

 
  Nearly all the warlocks by this point had risen and turned, facing the colossal shape that now loomed above them, folding his wings and arching his neck to stare superciliously down his long nose.
 

 
  “And if this had been a live exercise?” said the speaker calmly. “What would have befallen had you been in the middle of calling up a bank of raw power? Of negotiating with a sshitherosz, casting the protections on a ritual circle? What if you had been so
  
   thoroughly
  
  distracted in the middle of creating the simplest shadowbolt that you drew more power than you could safely contain? Perhaps nothing. Perhaps a creeping cancer whose effects you would not have felt for years. Or perhaps you would simply have
  
   detonated
  
  on the spot. Each of those things has happened to unwary learners in
  
   this very stadium.”
  
 

 
  Again he had the attention of his listeners, though many had settled for positioning themselves sideways, reluctant to turn their backs on the looming dragon.
 

 
  
   “Control,”
  
  he said fervently. “You
  
   must
  
  cultivate control.
  
   Absolute
  
  control, at all times, in all situations! The world is not a classroom, children. You never know when a dragon will swoop down upon you, or anything else. Your means of dealing with these events are through a power that actively seeks to destroy you. Not by
  
   anything
  
  can you afford to be surprised.”
 

 
  The blue dragon huffed softly—relatively softly for his size, which produced a booming exhalation that made almost all of the assembled warlocks flinch violently. On the stage below, the speaker sighed heavily, dragging his hand over his face in a pantomime of despair.
 

 
  “This lesson is ended,” he said. “You will return to your cells and spend time in meditation; I will be testing you further in the future, and those of you who do not learn to face surprises with equanimity will not leave this island alive. On that note, it has come to my attention that several of you have been attempting to learn the identities of your fellow students.” He actually grinned at them, an expression that was far from kind. “I expect a certain amount of natural curiosity from students, just as I expect the various organizations who sent some of you to grab any opportunity to scheme against each other. I can afford to tolerate this affront to my neutrality because, I assure you, I know precisely
  
   who
  
  has done
  
   what,
  
  and how. Any of you who succeed in learning something you should not know will be dead before you can do anything with that information. Keep that in mind. You are dismissed.”
 

 
  There was no conversation among the students as they filed out of the arena through narrow doorways cut into the living rock, though there were many furtive glances up at the visiting dragon. On the stage, the speaker waited impassively for them to clear out. The woman in the furs was also studying the blue dragon, though with apparent calm; she tapped her goblet with a fingertip and the sshitherosz hastened to refill it with steaming hot cider. The succubus remained stiffly aloof; the man in white grinned widely, tilting his head forward so the brim of his hat concealed his eyes.
 

 
  “Your timing is execrable as always, Zanzayed,” said the man in black when the last of his pupils had filed out.
 

 
  “I thought you handled that very well,” the dragon rumbled. “Working it into the lesson, even! Very adroit. It is, by the way, nice to see you
  
   too,
  
  Razzavinax.”
 

 
  “Mm.” The red dragon tilted his head infinitesimally to one side. “What do you want?”
 

 
  “Things are afoot,” said Zanzayed. “It’s time we had a talk.” He unfurled his wings and beat them once, launching forward; his massive bulk lunged at the stage with terrifying speed.
 

 
  The woman in the furs shrieked, dropping her goblet and pressing herself back into her chair, but Zanzayed shrank even as he plummeted down on them, and also slowed. He drifted the last few yards like a leaf, his blue robes fluttering gracefully around him, and came to rest only a few feet from her.
 

 
  She flinched again at his approach, but he bowed deeply and spoke in a much gentler tone. “Dear lady, upon my blood and my life, you have nothing at all to fear from me, nor any of my kin.” He straightened, turning to give Razzavinax a faintly reproachful look. “You’ve not explained it to her?”
 

 
  “It isn’t a subject I expected to come up,” the red said dryly. “We are not, as you know, sociable creatures as a rule, and
  
   I
  
  in particular am unaccustomed to civil visits from our brethren.” He strode over to her chair, coming to a stop with his hand reassuringly on the woman’s shoulder. “Zanzayed the Blue, this is my consort, Maiyenn. May, this is Zanza, a fool and a reprobate.”
 

 
  “And proud of my achievements in these fields,” Zanzayed said, grinning. “Razzavinax is right to imply he is less than popular among our kind, but that does not reflect upon
  
   you,
  
  my dear. By ancient compact, a dragon’s mother is sacrosanct, and owed the highest of respect from all of us.”
 

 
  “Really,” she said, her voice a warm alto and showing no signs of her earlier fear. “I can’t imagine there are very many living at any one time.”
 

 
  “Indeed not,” Zanzayed replied smoothly, “and thus even more precious.”
 

 
  “If it should come to pass that you need aid of any kind and I am unavailable, my love, you can call upon
  
   any
  
  dragon,” said Razzavinax. “This, of course, I do not foresee. But as I was just telling the lambs…life is unpredictable.”
 

 
  “I would have expected the others to seize the opportunity to prune a red’s bloodline,” Maiyenn murmured, freeing one hand from her enveloping furs to rest it against her belly. It was not immediately apparent in her swaddled shape, but this motion made clear the outline of her body, very heavily pregnant.
 

 
  “Unthinkable,” Zanzayed said firmly. “A dragon may defend himself if you attack him, but even so it would be with the greatest care not to harm you. The rest of our kin would turn on
  
   any
  
  who failed to aid a dragonmother in need. That one of us might actively do you ill… It is simply inconceivable.”
 

 
  “And he may not be a red,” Razzavinax added quietly, stroking her hair. “It will be a good many years before he need decide that. In any case, Zanzayed, I cannot imagine you came here to educate my mate on draconic etiquette. In fact, it strains my faculties to infer just
  
   what
  
  you are doing here. We have a notable lack of wine, music and silk cushions on this island.”
 

 
  “I bet that contributes to all that going mad you were talking about a minute ago,” the blue said cheerily. “I believe I can feel it starting already. Yoo hoo!” he added, waving exuberantly to the man in white. “Embras, is that you? Fancy meeting you here!”
 

 
  “Fancy is, I believe, an applicable word,” Embras Mogul replied, tipping his hat to the dragon and dragging his eyes pointedly over Zanzayed’s lavishly embroidered and bejeweled robe.
 

 
  “We have dragon business to discuss,” the blue said, turning back to Razzavinax. “The kind that should be attended to in private. Obviously the lady has your trust, but Embras should go in search of something else to occupy his attention for the time being.”
 

 
  “Everyone on this isle is here as my guest, Zanzayed,” Razzavinax remarked pointedly. “Some are less invited than others. Long experience has taught me that of all the fools who meddle in the powers of Hell, Elilial’s chosen are by a wide margin the most responsible, and the most concerned with keeping overall order in the world. Embras is a respected ally and someone with whom I often consult.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” Zanzayed said rather grimly, “I’m afraid I’ll have to insist.”
 

 
  Razzavinax stroked Maiyenn’s hair again and replied in a very mild tone. “You what?”
 

 
  “Come on, have you ever known me to be pushy? Or, hell, to take an interest at all? This is important, Razz. I’ve already been to see Puff about this, and that clubhouse of his has got to be the only place on this green world even more tedious than yours. I assure you, when I’m done explaining you will be very glad we didn’t have this discussion in front of the Black
  
   bloody
  
  Wreath.”
 

 
  “Does Ampophrenon know you still call him that?”
 

 
  “Only when I do it to his face,” Zanza replied with a grin, “so yes.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Razzavinax gazed contemplatively at the blue for a long moment before turning to face the others present. “Embras, I’ll have to ask you to resume our business later. Riz will escort you back to your quarters and attend to any needs you may have.”
 

 
  “Well, it appears the world is increasingly interesting for
  
   everyone,”
  
  Mogul remarked, getting to his feet. The succubus bowed to him. “Till later, then.”
 

 
  The dragons and Maiyenn watched as they disappeared through a curtained doorway at the back of the stage.
 

 
  “I must say I’ve never seen a succubus who wasn’t…y’know, flouncing and smirking. Or so conservatively dressed. How
  
   did
  
  you manage to housebreak her?”
 

 
  “Rizlith is an old friend,” Razzavinax said with a smile. “Last year I obtained a very rare artifact from one of the Deep Hells, a toy used by a demon species there to control the children of Vanislaas. Allegedly it commands absolute, unconditional obedience from them, several steps beyond what the Black Wreath have achieved with contracts and reliquary bindings. She’s testing it for me, seeing if she can work around it or break the effect within a year. The kimono is…shall we say, added incentive. She’s only got six months left, and no progress.”
 

 
  “Three months,” Maiyenn said, leaning her head against his hand.
 

 
  Razzavinax blinked, tilting his head to one side. “Why, you’re right, love. By Elilial’s horns,
  
   don’t
  
  let me forget to release her on time. There’ll be hell to pay if she’s in that thing an hour longer than agreed.”
 

 
  “I have it well in hand,” Maiyenn replied with a smile. “There’s likely to be hell to pay anyway if you don’t stop putting her in silly costumes.”
 

 
  “In any case.” Razzavinax turned back to his guest. “I’ll show you to my personal chambers, and then we can see what is
  
   so
  
  urgent.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I must say, it sounds very out of character for Khadizroth,” Razzavinax mused, standing by the window and gazing out at the storm-blasted sea. His chamber was enormous, big enough for him to assume his greater form, and much of it strewn liberally with his hoard. The riches piled in the cavern would have bought a kingdom; Zanzayed, of course, kept his eyes politely averted from it, taking care to stay oriented so that only the smaller nook to one side of the chamber was in his field of view. This was arranged to accommodate more human-sized luxury, complete with a lavish canopy bed, roaring fireplace, piles of embroidered rugs softening the stone floor and even modern fairy lights in decorative sconces. The expensive furnishings were all mismatched, though, as if gleaned from the hoard itself.
 

 
  Maiyenn had ensconced herself in an armchair by the fireplace with another goblet of steaming hot cider, having dismissed her demon before they came indoors. There was only one window, and it was open to the elements; she kept as far from it as possible, though her gaze stayed unblinkingly on Razzavinax.
 

 
  “It seems to contradict what you’ve told me about dragonkind,” she said. “And even I know Khadizroth’s name. I agree; it’s surprising that he would do such a thing.”
 

 
  “Which is precisely why I didn’t take anyone’s word for it,” Zanzayed said with a hint of exasperation. “I did my own research, found the surviving Cobalt Dawn elves in their new homes—several of them, anyway, as I didn’t much feel like fighting with whole groves of elves just to verify somebody’s presence. Moreover, I saw him with my own eyes, which is how I learned the latter and more disturbing part of this affair.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Razzavinax murmured,
  
   “that.
  
  So Archpope Justinian has a dragon at his command. That is…
  
   absolutely
  
  unacceptable.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Zanzayed said firmly. “Which brings us to now. As I said, I’ve already been to see Ampophrenon. He is seeking out the others, those who can be found and who are willing to listen. As I’m sure you know, in the best-case scenario we’re not likely to rally more than half a dozen unless we start looking on the other continents. Even in the face of a crisis, dragons will be dragons. Naturally,” he added, grinning, “we mutually agreed that Puff was a better emissary for most, but it would be best if
  
   I
  
  came to speak to
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “How refreshing it is to be included,” Razzavinax said solemnly, turning to face him.
 

 
  “Not just included. You’re… Well, let me put it this way. How the
  
   hell
  
  did you get all those people up there to sit quietly together? Nevermind them all being warlocks, the
  
   politics
  
  alone! By all rights that stadium should have been soaked in blood.”
 

 
  “I assure you, it has been,” the red replied with a thin, humorless smile. “Your problem, Zanzayed, is the same problem that has reduced Ampophrenon’s vaunted Order of the Light to impotent anonymity. All the solutions you seek are through the exercise of
  
   power.
  
  More and more, the world does not respond to such an approach.”
 

 
  “Yes, we all know how powerful the humans have become…”
 

 
  “There! You’re doing it again.” Razzavinax crossed over to Maiyenn’s side, seating himself on the arm of her chair; she leaned against him, closing her eyes. “It is not
  
   about
  
  power, Zanzayed. It’s about understanding. The humans’ capacity to unleash destructive force is by far the lesser consideration, as they themselves learned when they wiped out Athan’Khar. Such dramatic actions demand a swift and brutal price. The developments that have most changed the face of the world are about
  
   connection.
  
  Everything is more tightly and intricately linked to everything else; the web expands all the time, even as it solidifies. We are accustomed to being able to act in a relative vacuum. Now, though, moving any one piece on this incomprehensibly vast board shifts them
  
   all,
  
  and it is simply not possible to foresee how.”
 

 
  “What’s your secret, then?” asked Zanza.
 

 
  “It’s hardly a secret; everyone operating in the mortal world has a handle on it—even your Arachne, which is truly astonishing to those of us who know her. If you would move among the mortals, you must move with care and caution, with
  
   precision,
  
  acting only where you can do so to achieve the effect you want without causing a great destructive shift in the whole interconnected world.”
 

 
  “I have to say when you describe it that way it doesn’t sound terribly…possible,” Zanzayed said skeptically.
 

 
  Razzavinax grinned at him. “Oh, it hardly is. In the old days, one simply slew the knight or wizard who came marauding into one’s lair. If they wouldn’t quit, one would go and put their kingdoms to the flame. That’s the approach suitable for dealing with vermin, after all. We cannot consider the mortal races as vermin anymore, Zanzayed. They’re as clever as we, they have new and complex powers, and their greatest strength, as I have said, is in the links they have cultivated with each other. Think of them as…very small dragons.”
 

 
  
   “All
  
  of them?” Zanzayed asked faintly.
 

 
  “Some more than others,” Razzavinax allowed. “But in general, yes. Beings with the will, the wits and the capacity to act effectively.
  
   Millions
  
  of them. The challenge is also the key to solving it: you focus on the
  
   connections
  
  between them more than the individuals themselves. It’s about manipulation. Politics. Cunning over force.”
 

 
  Zanzayed sighed heavily. “And
  
   this
  
  is why I campaigned to have you involved, Razz. You’re right; none of the rest of us are accustomed to dealing with mortals in this way. Even Puff, whose flipping
  
   job
  
  it is.”
 

 
  “And that’s why his Order is in decline,” Razzavinax said smugly.
 

 
  “Are you in, then?”
 

 
  The red sighed. “I will have to make arrangements for my students… But I don’t see how I can afford to leave this to Puff and…
  
   you.
  
  Yes, I will support you.”
 

 
  “Smashing!” Zanza grinned broadly.
 

 
  “I’m coming with you,” Maiyenn said firmly. “Don’t even try to argue.”
 

 
  “My dear one,” Razzavinax murmured, lifting her hand to his lips, “why would you think I would permit anything else? I believe we can afford to wait for the little one to come; it shan’t be more than a few weeks.”
 

 
  
   “That’ll
  
  be good and entertaining,” Zanzayed muttered. “What’s your plan, then? Since you are to be our designated human expert.”
 

 
  “The Universal Church is a nut not easily cracked,” Razzavinax mused, gazing into the fire and stroking Maiyenn’s hair. “The exact nature of the Archpope’s relationship to the Pantheon is…difficult to tease out. Several of Justinian’s predecessors have engaged in activities that were
  
   decidedly
  
  against the wishes of the gods. As, certainly, has he. However, he unquestionably enjoys their
  
   protection.
  
  To come at him with force would be to rile the Pantheon, a thing which has never ended well for out kind. No… Before we act, we will have to investigate.”
 

 
  “Investigate what?” Zanza demanded. “And how?”
 

 
  “Why, haven’t you been listening?” Razzavinax smiled at him. “We must discern the nature of Justinian’s connections. Find out who is moving against and around him, and how; where his Church is strong and where it is vulnerable. We must suss out the currents
  
   within
  
  his organization to learn just how we can separate Khadizroth from his clutches. In short, cousin… It’s high time we paid an extended visit to Tiraas.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  6 – 19 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “Y’know,” Gabriel mused, “when I pictured going on a dungeon adventure, I somehow imagined there would be more stabbing and less…accounting.”
 

 
  “I don’t see
  
   you
  
  doing any accounting,” Ruda remarked, not looking up from her spreadsheet. While the others at the table had bowls of stew in front of them, she had only a bottle of rum wedged between her legs and papers fanned out on the table before her, a collection of charts, receipts, maps and several bearing columns of her own mysterious notation. “Unless you wanna pitch in, belay the complaining.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hey,” he protested. “It was just an observation! I wasn’t complaining.”
 

 
  “Mm. Well, forgive me for assuming. It’s you, after all.”
 

 
  “It’s too early in the day for me to be the butt of the joke,” he muttered sullenly, dragging a piece of stiff bread through his stew to soften it. The “bread” was not baked, but rendered alchemically, somehow, from mushrooms. Juniper had pronounced it fairly nutritious, but it took considerable softening to be chewable, and never quite got to the point of palatability.
 

 
  “Never too early,” Ruda said, grinning at her paperwork as she tallied.
 

 
  “He didn’t actually do anything that time,” Trissiny remarked.
 

 
  “He will, though. Best to settle up in advance.”
 

 
  “That’s true.”
 

 
  “You guys suck,” Gabriel grumbled.
 

 
  “Yep, there it is,” said Trissiny, spooning up another mouthful.
 

 
  Juniper entered the main bar from the market area, yawning. “Hey, guys. Morning.”
 

 
  “You were up early,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “Too early… I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t sleep again. Went for a walk. Thanks,” she added as Toby set a bowl in front of the empty place and began ladling stew into it.
 

 
  “You went for a
  
   walk?”
  
  Fross exclaimed. “In the
  
   Crawl?
  
  That’s dangerous!”
 

 
  “Well, I didn’t leave the Visage,” Juniper replied, seating herself. “Ooh, the stew has tubers! Are we splurging?”
 

 
  “Ruda says we can afford it,” said Fross. “So…you’ve been walking around the Visage for half the night? I’m, uh, confused.”
 

 
  “Nah, I met Radivass, who couldn’t sleep either. She’s got a little place behind her stall, offered me some tea. We got to talking, and then making love.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the update,” said Ruda, pulling another sheet of paper over and beginning to jot figures without looking up.
 

 
  “Yeah, I usually try to think more about people’s privacy, but she was pretty into letting people know she ‘nailed’ me.” Juniper shrugged, blowing on a spoonful of hot stew. “It’s weird how people get about sex. I mean, it’s companionship and pleasure and pretty good exercise. What else do you
  
   need?
  
  Maybe folks would enjoy it more if they got out of their own heads a little.”
 

 
  “Sound advice,” Trissiny said gravely.
 

 
  “Good morning,” said Shaeine as she and Teal entered the bar, the latter with a broad smile.
 

 
  “Morning!” Fross chirped. “Yay, everyone’s here! Pull up a chair, there’s plenty of stew.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. The famous stew,” Teal said with a grimace, holding out a chair for Shaeine.
 

 
  “It’s
  
   good
  
  stew this time though!”
 

 
  “Relatively,” Gabriel clarified.
 

 
  “We’re indulging a little bit,” said Toby. “It’s got some tubers we bought, some of our pork and actual spices. Nothing fancy, but…”
 

 
  “Fancy is relative,” Shaeine said calmly.
 

 
  “Exactly.”
 

 
  “All right!” Ruda set down her pen decisively. “We’re doin’ good.”
 

 
  “We’re doing
  
   well,”
  
  Fross corrected.
 

 
  The pirate drummed her fingers once on the table. “Fross…”
 

 
  “Right. Sorry. Go on.”
 

 
  “We are, as I say, doing
  
   well,”
  
  Ruda said, giving the pixie a pointed look. “Better quality of loot the farther down we go, though we begin to run into a slight bottleneck in terms of time and effort spent on disposing of it; not as much market for higher-value items, vendors can never be sure when they’ll be able to unload some things and so we can’t always get fair value. But still! We are putting away a substantial amount of gold once it’s converted to liquid assets.”
 

 
  “Awesome,” Gabriel said, grinning.
 

 
  Ruda nodded. “So, I’m gonna recommend we start spending money more aggressively.”
 

 
  “Um…” His face fell slightly. “Why’s that?”
 

 
  “Let’s keep in mind what we’re down here for,” Ruda said firmly. “We’ve gotta get to the bottom of the Descent, get Tellwyrn’s crap and then we can go home. Making money is nice and all, but that’s not our job. The assets we’re accumulating should be leveraged
  
   here
  
  where we most need the leverage.”
 

 
  “We have been slowing down slightly,” Trissiny mused. “I noticed yesterday. We’re still making consistent headway and none of the puzzles have stumped us for long, but the fighting is getting harder.”
 

 
  “I think it’s going well!” Juniper said brightly. “The tactics you’ve been teaching us are really solid, Triss. I feel like we’re getting better at it the more we practice!”
 

 
  “We are,” Toby agreed, “but it’s also true that the threats are growing harder to batter through.”
 

 
  “And battering through threats is exactly where we can turn money into advantage,” said Ruda, nodding. “The enchanted weapons and armor the Crawl is giving us are nice and all, but there’s more we can do to up our performance. There are alchemists who can provide some very good enhancers, and there’s a lot more we could be doing with enchantment. No offense, Gabe, but you’re not on Radivass’s level, or even Khavibosh.”
 

 
  “That’s fair,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve got tricks that are helpful down in the levels, but permanently
  
   augmenting
  
  gear is beyond me.”
 

 
  “There are other items available for purchase that could prove helpful,” Shaeine remarked. “Even things as simple as camping gear and serviceable clothing.”
 

 
  “And better food,” Juniper added. “Nobody’s getting nearly malnourished yet, but right now Fross and I are the only ones running at our physical peak.
  
   You
  
  guys need nutrients that you can’t get from pork and mushrooms.”
 

 
  “Better food will cost more than the rest of that combined,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  The dryad shrugged. “Like I said, it’s not urgent. But it’s something you’re gonna want to look into before much longer. Nobody’s gonna starve in three weeks, but a properly nourished person is happier and more effective than somebody subsisting on scavenged crud. We need
  
   vegetables.”
  
 

 
  “So, yeah,” said Ruda. “The challenges are starting to slow us down, and it’s only gonna get harder as we go deeper. At the same time, we’re getting more disposable income. There are vendors in the Visage and on Level 2 who can help gear us up; I think the time has come to take full advantage. The financial policy should be to spend according to our means. We’ve got no reason to save up.”
 

 
  “I have at least a
  
   general
  
  idea how we’re doing financially, though I’m clearly not up to Punaji standards of accounting,” Gabriel said with a grin. “And there’s still a range of things in both places that are beyond us. Not everything on display was in our price range, and Shamlin, Radivass and that twitchy sshitherosz on Level 2 have all hinted they’ve got even better stuff that’s
  
   not
  
  on display.”
 

 
  
   “Which
  
  twitchy sshitherosz?” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “Right,” Ruda said patiently, “so there’s room to grow. I’ve got a feeling there will be, right till the end.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Toby. “I’m in favor of spending the time and money on caution. Better prepared is just better.”
 

 
  “Ruda’s right!” Fross chimed. “This is how dungeons are
  
   supposed
  
  to work! The deeper you go, the harder it gets, but you get better equipment to deal with it!”
 

 
  “Right, then. Any questions? Arguments?” Ruda waited for a few seconds, then grinned and took a swig of her rum, reaching for a bowl with the other hand. “It’s looking like a somewhat abbreviated day of adventuring, then! I suggest we take our time shopping both here and with the demons before we get into the Descent proper.”
 

 
  “Does that mean you’re giving each of us an allowance to spend?” Gabe asked, grinning.
 

 
  “It means,” she said, giving him a look, “I will
  
   help
  
  you shop, those of you whose judgment I don’t trust to know what gear you really need and can afford. Which is pretty much just you.”
 

 
  He sighed. “You are just never gonna let up, are you?”
 

 
  Ruda grinned at him and scooped up a spoonful of stew. “Well, that depends on you, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And there they went,” Rowe said, peering through the door into the long merchant wing of the Grim Visage. He turned back to Professor Ezzaniel with a grin. “You’ll be wanting into the back room to keep tabs, then?”
 

 
  “Later,” Ezzaniel said, keeping his eyes fixed on the go board on the table between them. It was already more than halfway through, lines of white and black stones marching across the grid, seeking to flank and encircle one another. “There’s no need to monitor their every little move. I’ll be notified if something goes badly wrong.”
 

 
  “My, aren’t
  
   we
  
  trusting,” the incubus said.
 

 
  Ezzaniel placed a black stone. “They’re fine. The whole point of this exercise is for the kids to learn how to be effective
  
   without
  
  someone lurking over their shoulders to supervise. I must say I had my doubts about this particular batch, but they appear to be making even better progress than Arachne had hoped.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite the team of terrors and titans, so I hear,” Rowe mused, setting down a stone. “Who knows? They could even get to the bottom of your little mystery. Or maybe the Crawl will throw up enough challenges at the lowest levels to bar them like all the other groups. Firepower and magical invulnerability aren’t everything.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Ezzaniel lifted his eyes to catch Rowe with his head turned, winking at a group of three drow, two women and a man, just then filing through the door into the merchant wing and the exterior door beyond. The last woman through turned and gave the incubus a sly smile before slipping out. “Well. You’re too good to let me
  
   catch
  
  you plotting what that looked like, so may I assume it wasn’t directed at my students?”
 

 
  “Oh, nonsense,” Rowe said breezily, turning his attention back to the board. “Honestly, Emilio, I’m surprised at you, leaping to conclusions that way. Of
  
   course
  
  it was directed at your students. Those three have been lurking around for days and I’m beginning to have a bad feeling about them. Always do, when drow from the depths get too cozy up here. The
  
   last
  
  thing I need is them trying to creep up to the University grounds and bring Arachne down, causing me headaches.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ezzaniel said flatly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t make that face,” Rowe chided, grinning. “You just said they’re a capable group. It’ll cost them little time and
  
   hardly
  
  any effort to demolish a trio of snooping Scyllithenes for me. And they could use the extra experience and loot. Everybody wins!”
 

 
  “I suppose there’s a compliment in that,” Ezzaniel said with a sour twist of his mouth. “When you decide to
  
   really
  
  interfere it won’t be with anything so…mundane.”
 

 
  “Pfft, why should I want to interfere with your little ducklings?” Rowe asked innocently. “They have enough to worry about.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gabriel groaned, blinking. He was…down? He hadn’t fallen, exactly. Hands and knees, looking at a stone floor. He didn’t remember falling. Didn’t hurt, wasn’t dizzy…nothing to explain why he was down here.
 

 
  Carefully, he straightened up, peering around. Behind him was a stone wall, towering up into darkness; an obvious doorframe was set into the wall, but there was no door within it, only more neatly mortared blocks. Experimentally, he reached back and rapped on it, then pushed a few of the bricks. No…just stone.
 

 
  The space was almost like a hall, in that it seemed to be longer than it was wide. It was plenty wide, though, about like one of the streets of Tiraas on which he had grown up. Worse, it was filled with mist. Tendrils of fog slowly uncurled close to him, slightly obscuring his view of the nearby walls and reducing the distance to nothing but a white void.
 

 
  He was alone. What had happened to the others?
 

 
  Checking his pockets, he found everything in place. His wands were holstered, his various supplies in each of the coat’s magical compartments.
 

 
  Gabe turned in a complete circle, pondering. They had set out from the Visage, gone to the Descent, spent some time buying supplies in Level 2…then paid their silver and stepped into Melaxyna’s dimensional gate, allegedly to be ported down to Level 43 to continue their campaign. Then…
 

 
  Nothing. On previous trips, stepping through the portal had been like stepping from one room to another, completely devoid of flash or identifying sensation. He couldn’t remember anything happening after the last one; he had merely stepped through the gate along with his classmates, and then…he was here.
 

 
  “Guys?” he said hesitantly, then steeled himself and raised his voice. “Toby? …Trissiny? Fross!”
 

 
  He didn’t even make an echo. Well…that had probably been too much to hope for.
 

 
  “Wherever you are, Trissiny,” he muttered, “looks like you were right about the demons. I really,
  
   really
  
  hope I get to hear you say ‘I told you so.’”
 

 
  Squaring his shoulders and straightening his coat, Gabriel did the only possible thing left to him and stepped forward into the mist.
 

 
  He quickly found it to be magical in nature. Not arcane, he would have sensed that, and clearly not divine, as it did him no harm. But it didn’t respond to the charm he sketched out and laid down, which should have dispelled fog and any obscuring effects in its vicinity. Natural fog, anyway, but any relatively persistent magical effect would have overridden his simple charm. Infernal magic trumped arcane, but fae magic countered it… Then again, there was also the possibility that it wasn’t true magic in the sense he was used to thinking of it, but a genius loci at work. Within a sufficiently powerful one, the will of the place was absolute law. This clearly wasn’t the Descent—the proportions of the walls were all wrong—but could it still be the Crawl?
 

 
  He did manage to arrange a light for himself, anyway. A rolled up and properly inscribed sheet of his spellpaper produced a blue glow from one end, just like a small torch. It didn’t penetrate far into the mist, but it made him feel better.
 

 
  Gabriel proceeded carefully, keeping alert and constantly scanning around. The fog itself didn’t offer him anything to look at, but he stayed close enough to one wall to keep it in view—which necessitated drifting ever nearer to it the farther in he got, as the mist seemed to thicken with every step. It was all he could think of, though, to avoid getting hopelessly turned around.
 

 
  Which was why he noticed immediately when the wall began to change. Vague shapes started appearing in the stone, as if carved or built that way; a few more yards down, they grew clearer, and then clearer still. Doors, corners, front steps and the blunt shapes of windows. Then, further down, more elaborate touches, light fixtures, details of stonework, window of actual glass and doors of wood, rather than their mere shapes cut in plain stone. Gabriel judged that he was deeper down this passage than any of the Descent’s levels was long by the time it became clear that he was walking along a street. The architecture was familiar, not specifically but generally; this particular street was one he’d never seen before, but he had a very strong sense that he was back home in Tiraas.
 

 
  The appearance of the figure out of the mist in front of him—on what was now clearly a sidewalk—was quite sudden in comparison to everything else, so much so that he skidded to a stop, barely repressing a yelp. What started as a vague patch of darkness coalesced into a humanoid form—in fact, a human one. She stepped lightly into the glow of his makeshift torch, streamers of fog being scattered from her twirling parasol.
 

 
  Gabriel’s eyes widened. “What—no.
  
   No,
  
  absolutely not.”
 

 
  “Well,” she said, pouting. “That’s very nearly enough to hurt my feelings. I should think you’d be a
  
   little
  
  glad to see me, after all this time.”
 

 
  “Why the
  
   hell
  
  would I be—you know what, no. I am not doing this.
  
   This
  
  isn’t real,
  
   you
  
  aren’t here, this is the Crawl messing with my head.”
 

 
  “All right, Gabriel, I’ll play along.” Still idly spinning the parasol in her neatly gloved hands, Madeleine smiled, angling her body in that way she had which put forth the best details of her profile. “This isn’t real, neither of us is here. You
  
   still
  
  have to deal with it, one way or another.
  
   This
  
  time, darling, it doesn’t look like running away will be an option.”
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  She disregarded the voices, but did not ignore them. Ignoring cues from her environment was a good way to be ambushed, and there really wasn’t anything to orient her senses except the very faint sounds at the edge of hearing. Even though they consisted of accusing whispers and the occasional distant scream, Trissiny did not try to shut them out. She did, periodically, draw the tiniest stream of Avei’s power into her core. Just enough to feel the reassuring glow. The reminder of her goddess’s support grew increasingly necessary the longer she went in this place.
 

 
  Walking through featureless mist with nothing for company but faint, hostile whispers would be enough to wear on anyone.
 

 
  After that first scene, the mist had shown her nothing, only the soft sounds of women accusing her of a variety of sins and failures. It had been enough for her to develop a working theory about what was happening here. Despite the constant wear on her equanimity, Trissiny was mostly concerned for the others. Were they being tested in the same way? There was no way to even guess what was happening to the rest of her party, nothing to do but keep pressing forward and hope to reunite with them soon. Hope, and pray.
 

 
  After deliberately tracking back and forth across the wide hall several times to make sure the walls were still there, she had stuck close to the left one. It was a rule of thumb she’d heard about mazes: keep a hand on the left wall and you would eventually come to the exit. This was hardly a maze, being a broad, straight path filled with swirling white fog, aggressive whispering and the occasional very disturbing vision—well, at least one such, anyway—but hopefully the same principle would apply.
 

 
  The door appeared quite suddenly out of the pale gloom, and she stopped to consider it. A simple arched doorway in the left wall of the hall, it led into a tunnel that had neither mist nor light, and curved slightly so that she could see little more of what was down it than what lay ahead in her own foggy path. What she could see in both cases was nothing, so it made little difference on that front. This was alarmingly convenient, especially considering that this place clearly showed both intelligence and hostility. On the other hand…she wasn’t apparently getting anywhere on her current course.
 

 
  She knew nothing of what was going on. Anything she did might be an error. Given the option, Trissiny always preferred to make the active rather than the passive mistake. At least the side tunnel would be a change of venue.
 

 
  Raising her sword to a ready position, she stepped cautiously into it.
 

 
  Only a few feet in, she lit up her aura, lacking any other way to see where she was going. The absence of mist was nice, but the apparently sourceless light of the main hallway was also missing. Had it been the mist providing light? Well, whatever the case, the voices also faded into the distance behind her, which came as a significant relief.
 

 
  As a further benefit, the tunnel went somewhere. Not much of a somewhere, and a peculiar one, but it was something. After a relatively short walk, she found herself facing what looked for all the world like the front wall of someone’s living room. It had wallpaper in an understated paisley pattern, cheap-looking curtains over the window and a simple but well-polished wooden door with a brass knob. She carefully nudged a curtain aside with the tip of her sword to peer out.
 

 
  More mist.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, but momentarily slung her shield on her back to turn the doorknob. She pulled it open and re-armed herself before stepping through. More of the same it might be, but she’d committed to this path.
 

 
  It immediately turned out to have been the right thing to do, or at least an improvement. The space into which she carefully stepped was another broad, mist-filled hall, but this one had features. Actually, it looked exactly like a city street, lined with brownstone townhouses.
 

 
  Even better, just ahead of where she emerged, it had one of her classmates.
 

 
  “Gabe!”
 

 
  He jumped and whirled, raising his wands. Upon seeing her, his face underwent a quick shuffle of expressions, starting with delighted relief and morphing into suspicion.
 

 
  “I take it you’ve been seeing things too,” she said with a wry grin, stepping down the front stairs of the fake house from which she had emerged.
 

 
  “Seeing, hearing, talking to, doing my goddamn best to ignore,” he replied cautiously, peering at her and making no move to lower his weapons. “What were you doing in there?”
 

 
  “My hallway was a lot less interesting than this one,” she said, looking around. “Just…empty, except for the fog. There was an opening, so I went in. It led me here. All things considered I think I like yours better. Have you seen any of the others?”
 

 
  “Nobody…current,” he said cryptically. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but…how do I know it’s really you?”
 

 
  “Is there a
  
   right
  
  way to take that?”
 

 
  “Well…”
 

 
  She sighed. “No, I’m sorry, bad time to joke. You’re right to be cautious. I don’t know what to tell you, though. If you like I could light you up and prove I’m physical.”
 

 
  “No thanks, but the offer is pretty convincing,” he said with a grimace, finally lowering his wands.
  
   “Gods,
  
  I’m glad to see you, Triss.”
 

 
  “Likewise,” she said fervently, stepping forward to stand beside him. “Speaking as an enchanter, do you have any idea what’s going on?”
 

 
  He glanced suspiciously about at the apparently empty street. “Speaking as an enchanter, I am so out of my fucking depth I have a better chance of finishing this metaphor than figuring out what all this is.”
 

 
  Trissiny smiled in spite of herself. “Well…I’m pretty sure we’re still in the Crawl.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” He nodded. “Yeah, this is obviously not the Descent, but… It being the Crawl makes the most sense. I don’t think there
  
   are
  
  any other surface exits, and I can’t see any reason for something like this to be down wherever it is the drow are coming from. Question is,
  
   what
  
  the hell is happening, and
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  She shook her head. “Your ignorance is as good as mine. Let’s keep moving, though. Maybe there’ll be more side-tunnels and we can catch up with the others.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily, but fell into step alongside her as she strode cautiously forward. “You caught me taking a break. If I stay put, it stays quiet.
  
   Progress
  
  means…seeing things.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Trissiny glanced around fruitlessly. There was nothing to see but more innocuous street and eerie fog. “I only had one real…episode. There were voices, though.”
 

 
  “Voices?”
 

 
  “The creepy kind. I don’t miss them.”
 

 
  “You might, you know.”
 

 
  Trissiny halted and whirled to face the voice from behind them, raising her shield. A strikingly pretty young woman stood on the street, smiling. Despite the expression, her eyes were hard.
 

 
  “Who are you?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “My, my, is that any way to introduce yourself?” The girl’s smile widened. “I see etiquette is not a priority in Legion training.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Gabriel said wearily, “this is my ex-girlfriend. She’s not really here, for obvious reasons, and I don’t particularly care to indulge the Crawl in whatever manipulative crap this is. Just keep moving, I’ve learned she won’t follow.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I like the idea of putting my back to her,” Trissiny said warily. The girl actually laughed. She was short and curvaceous, built somewhat like Ruda but without the muscle tone. In fact, she was exactly the sort of woman for whom Trissiny had the least patience, a living portrait of cosmetics, expensive fabric and pampered complexion, all style and no apparent substance.
 

 
  “She really isn’t your type, Gabriel,” the woman said with another catlike smile. “Really, is this the sort of person you’re hanging around with, now? And I had entertained such hopes of instilling a little gentility in you. You have
  
   so
  
  much potential.”
 

 
  “Shut up, figment,” he said curtly. “The only way that could be more insulting is if you really
  
   were
  
  Madeleine. Seriously, Triss. Come
  
   on.”
  
 

 
  This time, it was he who strode off ahead, and she had to either follow or be left behind in the fog. She chose to do the former, glancing behind repeatedly. As he had predicted, the apparently fictitious girl remained where she stood, watching but not following them.
 

 
  “So,” she said after Madeleine had vanished into the fog behind them. “You…had a girlfriend?”
 

 
  “Sound more surprised,” he said shortly.
 

 
  “I wasn’t surprised,” she replied. “Just trying to open a conversation. I guess I don’t blame you if you don’t want to talk about it. Can’t have been a pleasant memory.”
 

 
  He gave her a sharp look. “What makes you say that?”
 

 
  “Because the Crawl is throwing it in your face. If you’ve been getting anything like what
  
   I
  
  got, this is all calculated to unnerve us.”
 

 
  He opened his mouth to answer, but there came a scream and a rush of flames off to their left before he could speak. Trissiny jumped again, raising her weapons, though she had the presence of mind not to blaze up with divine power and scorch her companion.
 

 
  A gap had appeared in the buildings, quite suddenly, and within it was a roaring bonfire, surrounded by a jeering crowd. From the middle of the flames rose a thick wooden post, to which was tied a man, shrieking in agony.
 

 
  “What—”
 

 
  “Ignore it,” Gabriel said curtly, striding forward. “Not real.”
 

 
  “But what
  
   is
  
  this?!”
 

 
  “That’s my father being burned alive,” he said, not looking at her. “Last time it was the headsman’s block. Before that, the noose. These are actually my favorite little vignettes; I can just ignore them and pretty soon they’re gone. Sometimes people chase me shouting racial epithets; I have to threaten them with wands to make them leave. And then there’s Madeleine.” Trissiny had caught up with him again, enough to see his expression, which was falling ever deeper into a scowl. “Despite my better judgment I can’t seem to stop myself from engaging with her. I’m not that bright in some ways.”
 

 
  “You’ve been…seeing all that?” she asked, horrified. He shrugged. “This
  
   whole
  
  time?”
 

 
  “Yes,” he snapped. “Why, what’d
  
   you
  
  see? I thought you said it had been bad for you, too.”
 

 
  “Compared to this? No…not really.” Trissiny shook her head. “Gabe, I think this is all just…fear.”
 

 
  He looked over at her. “What?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It’s fear,” Ruda said, vigorously rubbing her hands together. Behind her, the rough ladder of ice was growing slick with condensation—well, slicker, it hadn’t been an easy climb—but didn’t seem to be melting in a hurry. It was markedly cooler here than in the Descent. She withdrew her arms from her sleeves, leaving her greatcoat hanging from her shoulders, and jammed her numb fingers into her armpits. “That’s the common denominator of that shit down there. We’re being shown our
  
   fears.”
  
 

 
  “I…guess…that sort of makes sense?” Fross said hesitantly. “At least, in my case…yeah.”
 

 
  “Gotta say, I did not get up this morning expecting to be chased by giant fucking pixies before lunch,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “But…I’m pretty sure the other half of that wasn’t me,” Fross continued. “I, um… I only recognize what was going on from descriptions. That was you, then?”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure, yeah,” Ruda said curtly, stepping carefully away from the ladder. It wasn’t much warmer a few feet distant, but that thing was
  
   cold.
  
 

 
  “That…that was an accounting firm? Why exactly—”
 

 
  “Fross, having established why the Crawl is showing us this fuckery, do you
  
   really
  
  think I want to talk about it in detail?”
 

 
  “I guess not,” the pixie said. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the ladder, though,” Ruda added. “That was some quick thinking.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Fross replied with more of her usual pep. “It’s also pretty telling that none of those things followed us. I mean, the pixies can fly, obviously, and that tweedy looking guy who was yelling at you can probably climb it. They’re not trying, though.” She buzzed back over to peer over the ladder. “…oh. Actually, it’s all gone.”
 

 
  Ruda frowned, turning to look. “Gone? Holy shit, you’re right.”
 

 
  Below them was only the broad hall again, filled with mist. No wolfhound-sized pixies or rows of busily scribbling accountants to be seen, just lazily drifting fog, and occasional glimpses of the stone floor beneath it.
 

 
  “So…” Fross said slowly. “…we’re above the effect, then. Look, the mist doesn’t reach up here. I bet it’s related to the, uh…visions, or whatever that was.”
 

 
  Ruda groaned. “Is there any chance that this isn’t the Crawl?”
 

 
  “Not much of one. I mean, I don’t detect any magic here.
  
   Any
  
  kind of magic, I mean. I can sense arcane and fae energies directly, which means I can pick up the presence of other schools sort of by deduction, and there’s
  
   nothing.
  
  Since those obviously aren’t physically normal effects, the most logical explanation is it’s an ambient effect of the genius loci.”
 

 
  “Fucking great,” Ruda said, scowling. “And we just weaseled out of it. Given what the Crawl thinks about cheating, I guess we can expect the fucking ceiling to fall on us any second.”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t… Um, nevermind.”
 

 
  “No, finish the thought.”
 

 
  “It’s…just speculation. Probably not helpful.”
 

 
  “Fross, you’re one of the smartest people I know,” said Ruda. “You’re
  
   also
  
  by a wide margin the leading expert on dungeons in our social circle. I’d rather have your speculation than my own considered opinion, as in my considered opinion I’ve got no fucking clue about anyshit going on here.”
 

 
  “Ah…heh, thanks. Well, I mean… This is here, right? I mean, it’s
  
   up
  
  here.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah.” Ruda looked around at the platform. It was broad, flat, and as featureless as the hall below had been before the apparitions had appeared to harass them. Lacking mist, though, they could actually see the ceiling, which was equally plain and uninteresting, just out of reach above. “It is indeed up here.”
 

 
  “Well… I’ve been thinking about the Crawl and its apparent rules about cheating. You know how Melaxyna said it had taken her a long time to build up a relationship with the Crawl so it allowed her to have Level 2 separate from the rest of the Descent, and rent their portal to adventurers? And how the demons refused to let us use it to skip levels?”
 

 
  Ruda nodded. “Mm hm, go on.”
 

 
  “Well, the portal is pretty obviously cheating. But it’s obviously
  
   allowed.
  
  Because by contrast, there’s stuff that’s
  
   not
  
  allowed, that brought punishment. The demons are toeing the line pretty closely, but there
  
   is
  
  a line for them to toe and they were able to figure out where it is. I think… The Crawl
  
   does
  
  allow cheating…but only where it
  
   wants
  
  to.”
 

 
  “So…you’re saying that we’re safe using
  
   approved
  
  shortcuts?”
 

 
  “Like I said, I’m just speculating!” Fross clarified hastily, buzzing around in a circle. “But yeah, that’s the theory I’ve been developing. And this fits with it! Here’s this…whatever this is. Test, or trap, something. And here’s this platform up above it, which most people wouldn’t be able to get to easily but it’s
  
   possible.
  
  Unless something
  
   really
  
  bad happens to us in the next couple minutes, I figure this must be allowed.”
 

 
  “If your theory is right,” Ruda mused, looking around, “the fact that it even
  
   is
  
  here pretty strongly suggests it’s allowed.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Fross chimed in growing excitement, bobbing up and down. “So…we’re not cheating, we’re using the provided means to…solve the puzzle. It makes sense! I mean, the Crawl is supposed to be friendly with Tellwyrn, and she encourages lateral thinking while also being really pushy and excessively direct, y’know?”
 

 
  “Beautiful,” Ruda growled. “Why doesn’t
  
   she
  
  fuck off down here and leave us all alone, then? I bet they’d be very happy together. Well, anyway, no sense just sitting up here picking our noses. Let’s go see what else is up here.”
 

 
  “I don’t think anything’s
  
   up
  
  here,” Fross said, drifting higher to get a better view. “But, um, off in the other direction from our hall is another gap. It also has mist.”
 

 
  Ruda perked up visibly. “Finally, some good news! I bet some of the others are in there.”
 

 
  “You think?” Fross asked, buzzing along after her as Ruda set out in the indicated direction.
 

 
  “Well, we were split up, right? They’ve gotta be
  
   somewhere.
  
  Maybe it sent us all to random places, but… I’ve got a feeling if we’re being tested or something, we’re
  
   all
  
  being tested. It makes the most sense for the others to have been dumped in a similar place. And since Vadrieny’s the only other one who can fly, they’ll probably need our help to get out of the fear soup.”
 

 
  “Hm, so…we’re in pairs?”
 

 
  “Maybe. Then again, you and I have been functioning as a unit most of the time in the Descent, per Triss’s strategies. If the Crawl caught onto that, it might have sent everybody off separately. We won’t know until we start finding them.”
 

 
  The chasm was barely a minute’s brisk walk away, and they could tell it was occupied by the lack of mist within. Faint tendrils swirled around its edges, but as they drew closer, it became clear that most of the central portion was empty. Empty, anyway, of mist.
 

 
  The soft clatter of silver on porcelain and murmur of polite conversation rose from the scene below. A long table stretched down the center of the wide hall, bedecked with elegantly arranged dishes and centerpieces. Well-dressed people lined it, eating and conversing with graciously understated good cheer.
 

 
  “Holy fuck, it’s a
  
   dinner party,”
  
  Ruda breathed.
 

 
  “Um…” Fross drifted lower, almost coming to rest on the lip of stone overlooking the hall. “Maybe we should revise our theory? I mean, who’s afraid of dinner parties?”
 

 
  Ruda pointed. “Looks like Teal is.”
 

 
  “Oh…oh, wow,” Fross whispered, staring down at their classmate where she slumped between two gentlemen in tuxedos, staring emptily down at her plate. Teal’s hair was longer than they’d ever seen it, elaborately styled around her head; she wore a necklace of glittering diamonds with huge earrings to match, and a low-cut green gown of clearly expensive make. “She’s so
  
   pretty.
  
  But…she looks so
  
   sad.”
  
 

 
  “Fross, that expression isn’t
  
   sad,”
  
  Ruda said grimly. “I would describe that as ‘critically depressed.’ We’ve gotta get her
  
   out
  
  of there. If we’re even close to right about what this place is doing…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “…then it’s basically individually customized
  
   torture,”
  
  Gabriel snarled. “I
  
   hate
  
  this fucking place.”
 

 
  “Save your energy,” Trissiny advised, still keeping a careful watch on their surroundings as they proceeded forward. “Getting mad at the Crawl won’t do anything useful. It might even provoke it to double down on us. Let’s focus on finding the others and getting out of here.”
 

 
  “I hope you’ve got a better idea about that than I have,” he growled. “I know
  
   you
  
  popped out of one of these side doors, but every time
  
   I’ve
  
  tried one it just opened onto a brick wall. That leaves us with nothing to do but go
  
   forward.”
  
 

 
  “The opening that I found was pretty obvious,” she said. “Maybe another will appear. You’re right, there’s not much for it but to keep looking.”
 

 
  “Monster!” a voice shouted, accompanied by pounding footsteps. A shabbily-dressed man came pelting up out of the mist, carrying a pitchfork, which he leveled at Gabriel. “Hellblood! Run him through!”
 

 
  Gabe turned and fired his wand into the ground just in front of the would-be attacker’s feet, forcing him to skid to a stop.
 

 
  “I am in
  
   no
  
  mood,” he said firmly. Without another word, the man dropped his pitchfork and scrambled off into the fog. The second he was lost to view, the sound of his feet also vanished.
 

 
  “You realize firing wands at people in the real world will only make it worse?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he grunted, “and in the real world, Madeleine doesn’t go
  
   away
  
  when you walk away from her. This whole damn place is pretty much a cruel joke.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “This…if we’re right… These are things you’re afraid of?”
 

 
  He shrugged irritably. “What of it?”
 

 
  “It’s just…” She shook her head. “I think I’m figuring out a pattern. What it hit
  
   me
  
  with was…sort of faint and disorganized. Just the one serious vision at the very beginning, of the Abbess of Viridill and senior Legionnaires condemning me for failing Avei. And I knew better than to take that at face value, because… Well, the thing is,
  
   that
  
  was something that had been weighing heavily on me, but I’d figured it out and
  
   dealt
  
  with it. Learned to let it go. Once I turned my back on it here, it didn’t come back.”
 

 
  Gabriel grunted. “So you’re not afraid of anything? Typical.”
 

 
  Trissiny actually laughed softly. “Courage is a measure of how well you function
  
   while
  
  afraid. It can be learned and taught. Pretty much any military does so. Oh, I’m afraid of things. All the usual stuff, I guess. Plague, earthquakes…bears. Public speaking.” She shook her head. “I think… This seems to be hitting us with significant,
  
   personal
  
  fears. I addressed mine and moved past it, and…it let me. But this.” She gestured around them with her sword. “You’re worried about things like this
  
   all
  
  the
  
   time?”
  
 

 
  “I kind of have to be,” he said with a sigh.
 

 
  “But…your father being killed,” she said, barely above a whisper. “Mobs after you… It would drive me crazy. You never seem…stressed about it.”
 

 
  Gabriel grinned bitterly. “Well…what good would that do? You’d be amazed what you can learn to live with when you don’t really have an option.”
 

 
  Trissiny just stared at him in silence as they walked. He kept his eyes stubbornly forward, not meeting her gaze.
 

 
  They came to a simultaneous halt when one of the house doors just ahead of them abruptly swung open, its hinges ominously silent. Both of them stared at it suspiciously for a long moment, then turned to look inquiringly at each other.
 

 
  “Well,” he said at last, “there’s your opening. Funny how reassuring I
  
   don’t
  
  find it, now that it’s here.”
 

 
  “That’s about how I felt about the last one, but it led me to you. I don’t know, though,” she added, frowning. “It’s on the wrong side.”
 

 
  “There’s a
  
   right
  
  side?”
 

 
  “Well…this is on the same side of the hall I came out of, right?”
 

 
  “Yeah, and?”
 

 
  
   “And,
  
  they seemed to be running more or less parallel. If that’s the case…this’ll just lead us back to the hall I was in.”
 

 
  “You mean, the one with the unnerving whispers?”
 

 
  “…yes.”
 

 
  “Welp.” He brushed past her, heading for the door. “We’ve pretty thoroughly explored the hidden tortures of
  
   my
  
  psyche, I think. Let’s give yours a try for a while.”
 

 
  “I…guess…that’s fair,” she said reluctantly, following.
 

 
  Gabriel turned to grin at her at the short steps leading up. “Come on, Triss, it’s us. You are a professional kicker of asses and I’m practically indestructible. We’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “You’re only saying that because you’re eager to get out of your personal hell,” she accused, but couldn’t hold back a slight smile as she did.
 

 
  “You bet your sweet…uh…nevermind. Let’s pretend I phrased that differently.”
 

 
  “I do that quite a lot.”
 

 
  He rolled his eyes and stepped through the door.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Ugh…why am I on the…oh, shit, not again,” Gabriel groaned. He started to rise from his hands and knees, then staggered and slumped back to a kneeling position, the blood rushing from his head. “Shit. Bad door.
  
   Bad door.
  
  This is just like the bullshit that dumped us here in the first place. Please tell me you’re still here?”
 

 
  “I’m here,” she grunted. “Ugh…crap, that’s disorienting. Okay, new rule: you don’t get to pick the damn doors!”
 

 
  He blinked rapidly. “I’m sorry…what did you say?”
 

 
  “No complaining,” Trissiny ordered, accompanied by a rustle of fabric and the soft scuffing of boots on stone as she rose to her feet. “I don’t care whose fault it wasn’t, I’m blaming you. Woman’s prerogative.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  He jerked up, staring at her. It made him dizzy again, but not badly this time, and anyway the sensation perfectly suited what he was seeing.
 

 
  She was straightening the lapels of her tan leather duster, a coat which had clearly been tailored to her figure. Used as he was to seeing Trissiny in armor, or the loose, practical garments she favored when out of it, he hadn’t actually realized that she
  
   had
  
  a figure, but…there it was. Beneath it she wore a white silk shirt unlaced halfway down her chest and Punaji-style baggy pants tucked into battered leather boots. She had no sword, shield, or any weapons he could see.
 

 
  “Uh,” he said intelligently.
 

 
  “No, don’t mind me, you catch up on your rest,” Trissiny told him with a grin. Her expression sobered as she turned to study their surroundings. “Well…I can’t say this is promising. This looks just like the one I was in, by which I mean fuckin’
  
   empty.
  
  Still, you’ll probably be glad to be out of that other one anyway. It was another of those weird portals, obviously, not just a door. Think maybe we’ll find one of the others?”
 

 
  He got slowly to his feet, staring at her. “Uh, Trissiny?”
 

 
  She was right in front of him with one long stride; a stiletto shot out of her coat sleeve and into her hand with one deft flick of her wrist, the tip ending up inches from his eye. She stared coldly at him from far too close. “What have I told you, Arquin?”
 

 
  “I…” He gulped. “I honestly have no idea.”
 

 
  “Nobody but my mother calls me that,” she said flatly.
 

 
  “I, um…something’s wrong here.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no shit.”
 

 
  “Something is
  
   very
  
  wrong here,” he clarified. “I think…that door messed you up. Or messed me up. Something. You are, uh…
  
   not
  
  how I remember.”
 

 
  She studied him closely for a long moment, then finally lowered the knife, sliding it smoothly back into her sleeve. He found himself letting out an unintended sigh of relief as she stepped back. “How so?”
 

 
  “Well, you uh… You’re dressed differently. Your hair’s longer. And I’ve never heard you
  
   curse
  
  before.”
 

 
  Her eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious?”
 

 
  “I don’t even know anymore,” he said honestly.
 

 
  She frowned, tilting her head. “Well… I don’t know what to do about that.
  
   You
  
  look pretty much the same. Dumb and adorably awkward.”
 

 
  “I’m…you think…adorable?” he squeaked.
 

 
  A smile flickered at the edges of her lips. “Uh uh, boy, don’t start. That was
  
   one
  
  time, and I have since sworn off tequila. If you’re feeling the urge, take it up with Juniper when we find them.”
 

 
  “I think I need to sit down,” he said weakly.
 

 
  “No, you need to keep going,” she said, her expression sobering.
  
   “We
  
  do, rather. Nothing’s getting accomplished while we dick around here. I don’t like this place any more than you do, but given the options, I’d rather be doing
  
   something
  
  than just settling in to wait. Even if the something is being herded like rats in a maze.”
 

 
  “Okay, look,” he said, taking a step back from her. “This is
  
   seriously
  
  messed up. You’re not my Tr—um, you are not the person I know. I dunno
  
   who
  
  you are, but I think I’m just gonna go back through…” He turned around, finding himself staring at a blank wall. “Oh. It’s gone. Well, of
  
   course
  
  it’s fucking gone. What did I expect?”
 

 
  “Couldn’t answer that,” she said, amused. “Look, Gabe, the whole
  
   point
  
  of this place is obviously to mess with our heads. I don’t know what’s happening, or whether it’s happening to you or me. Frankly, I’m assuming it’s
  
   you
  
  who’s getting the whammy, because like I said, I’m not noticing anything different here. But…what are you gonna do? Hunker down and hope for rescue?”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “There’s nowhere to go but forward,” she pressed on, giving him a lopsided smile. It was surprisingly cute. That was a word he would never have thought to associate with Trissiny before. “Whatever is happening, two heads are better than one, right?”
 

 
  “Um. I…maybe?”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit,” she said sardonically. “Seriously, come on. We’ve gotta move; we can sort this out on the way. Triss Locke doesn’t abandon friends, no matter how apparently amnesiac they are. C’mon, Gabe: left foot, right foot, repeat as needed.”
 

 
  Grinning, she began stepping backward down the corridor, beckoning him to follow as if coaching a toddler to take its first steps.
 

 
  He sighed heavily, straightened his own coat, and proceeded after her. She was right; it wasn’t like he had a better idea.
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  “She’s just sitting there. Why is she just
  
   sitting
  
  there?”
 

 
  “Uh, I don’t know,” Fross admitted. “She looks
  
   really
  
  unhappy. Can’t she run?”
 

 
  Ruda stared down at the incongruous fancy dress party, eyes narrowed in concentration. Below them, illusory guests continued to chitchat and dine, while Teal sat woodenly before her own untouched plate, wearing a desolately empty expression.
 

 
  “We were chased by stuff,” Ruda murmured. “It was… So it’s about fear. There’s a sort of progression when it comes to nightmares. Do you have nightmares?”
 

 
  “I don’t even
  
   sleep!
  
  I’ve read about dreams. They, uh, sound…disturbing.”
 

 
  “Can be,” Ruda said, nodding. “Being chased is a common enough thing in bad dreams, but… What makes them
  
   worse
  
  is there’s usually some way you can’t react as well as you could. Can’t run fast enough, can’t hit back if it catches you… Nightmares are basically fear brought to life.
  
   This
  
  is fear brought to life.” She finally tore her gaze from the scene below to look up at Fross. “Maybe we just got out of it in time to avoid the bad part. Looking at her… I bet this thing gets into our
  
   minds.
  
  Holds us there so it can work on us.”
 

 
  Fross drifted slowly lower, as she tended to do when thinking. “…then we’ll have to zoom in and back out
  
   fast.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah.” Ruda frowned deeply, looking back down at Teal. “Except I don’t know if that’s actually an option. I mean…look at her. It’ll take time and effort to drag her out of that. If it’s in her head, she may even resist, think she belongs there.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment.
 

 
  “This is bad, isn’t it,” Fross said finally.
 

 
  Ruda nodded. “Yep.”
 

 
  “Oh! I get it! You’re not afraid of accountants, you’re afraid of
  
   being—”
  
 

 
  “Goddammit, Fross!”
 

 
  “Sorry, sorry,” the pixie said hastily, fluttering backward from Ruda’s furious expression. “I kind of have a compulsion to figure stuff out. But… Wait, actually I’m
  
   not
  
  sorry. This is an immediate tactical concern, here! We have to go down
  
   into
  
  that to get Teal. We both need to know what to expect.”
 

 
  “Okay, fine,” Ruda snapped. “What should I expect, then? Why are you afraid of other pixies?”
 

 
  “That’s simple enough, pixies prey on each other. It’s basically the only thing we
  
   can
  
  eat.”
 

 
  Ruda stared up at her for two seconds, then shook her head. “What the
  
   fuck.
  
  First Juniper and… What
  
   is
  
  it with fairies and cannibalism? No, don’t answer that,
  
   please,
  
  I’ve got too much shit to think about already. Okay, giant cannibal pixies, that it?”
 

 
  “That…I can deal with,” Fross said more quietly. “That’s not really the thing that…I mean… Well. Look.”
 

 
  She dipped to the stone surface of the ledge and spun in a rapid circle, materializing something out of her aural storage. It was a glass bottle, its rim marked with runes and encircled by twine which had twists of copper wrapped around it at intervals. A small metal hook was attached to the stopper.
 

 
  Ruda frowned. “Wait…that looks like…”
 

 
  “A fairy bottle, yeah,” said Fross in a subdued tone. “Used by some witches to contain fairies for…various purposes.”
 

 
  “Like the one that bitch in the Golden Sea stuck you in?”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  that one. It was in the wagon we brought back to Last Rock; I brought it to Professor Yornhaldt and had him show me the proper arcane spells to break out of these.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I get it, Fross.”
 

 
  The pixie chimed softly in the short, descending arpeggio Ruda had come to recognize as her sigh. “You know how everyone we meet seems to think pixies are mindless until I talk to them with complete sentences? There’s a
  
   reason
  
  for that. I’m not exactly normal. So…yeah. If what
  
   I
  
  fear the most happens down there… Long as I’m in this thing, I can’t, you know, wander off and get lost. And if it
  
   doesn’t,
  
  I can get out of
  
  
  it any time I need to.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda said slowly. “That’s… Damn, I am actually really impressed. This is some serious planning ahead, glowbell. Well done.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Fross said, bobbing in midair and emitting a more cheerful chime. “And I hate to pick at you but on the same note…”
 

 
  Ruda sighed. “It’s… I’m…” She turned to look down into the hall again. “Basically? I have the same fear as Teal.”
 

 
  “You’re…afraid of dinner parties?”
 

 
  “Fross, the only people who are afraid of dinner parties have severe social anxiety, which is pretty much the opposite of me. Or Teal, for that matter. It’s about…being trapped. Stuck in a life that doesn’t suit you.” She shrugged, refusing to look at the pixie. “Watching this, I feel like I suddenly
  
   get
  
  Teal in a way I never did before. It’s a cage with different bars, but a cage is a cage.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Fross said. “Well, that’s actually kind of troubling. If you’ve got the same basic kind of fear, stepping into Teal’s personal nightmare might be especially risky for you.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda said grimly. “I really,
  
   really
  
  wish I had a better idea. Do you?”
 

 
  “…no.”
 

 
  “Right. Because leaving her in that is not an option. We don’t abandon friends.”
 

 
  “Agreed. Well… Okay, I’ll need you to attach the stopper once I’m in. Then just wrap the twine around it, that should seal the spell.”
 

 
  “First thing’s first,” Ruda said with a bitter ghost of a smile. “I need a way down and a way back up.”
 

 
  “Oh! Right, sorry. I’ll just…”
 

 
  “Make it a slide on this side, please, that’ll be faster, and we don’t want to spend a second longer in there than absolutely necessary. And…a ladder on the other side.”
 

 
  “The… Why the other side? Can’t we just retreat back up here?”
 

 
  Ruda shook her head. “The others are still out there. Once we get Teal out of this hall, I want to keep moving. We’re not leaving anybody, and there’s no telling how well they’re doing. They may need help.”
 

 
  “Got it! Okay, gimme just a minute.”
 

 
  With the grim expectation of plunging back into fear itself hovering over them, the preparations were swift; all too soon, the ice slide and ladder were in place (none of the diners seemed at all perturbed by their appearance) and Fross was safely tucked away in the bottle, which now hung at Ruda’s belt.
 

 
  The pirate took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “All right. Here we fuckin’ go.”
 

 
  For the second and a half it took, the slide was actually sort of fun, aside from the sharp cold of it. Ruda landed nimbly on her feet and just as adroitly vaulted onto the table and over it, coming to rest beside her classmate. This, too, the diners ignored, including the bespectacled matron whose plate she had upended with her boot.
 

 
  “Teal!” she said loudly, grabbing the bard by one of her bare shoulders. “Up and at ’em, girl. Time to go.”
 

 
  Teal had to be shaken twice before she even reacted. With painful slowness, she turned her head to look up at Ruda, a faint frown of puzzlement replacing her depressed expression. “Ruda. Hi. What’re you doing here?”
 

 
  “I’m getting you out,” Ruda said impatiently, glancing around. “Come on, there’s no time to—”
 

 
  
   “Miss
  
  Punaji!”
 

 
  She jumped backward as if stung at the voice. A tweedy little man in a suit that smelled of dust bustled up to her, scowling thunderously. “And just what do you think you’re doing up here? I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry, Miss Falconer, she’s one of my clerks. I have no idea what possessed her…never mind, I’ll tend to this right away.”
 

 
  Ruda grasped at her rapier’s hilt for comfort, and found it wasn’t there. She had no place on her cheap brown pantsuit to hang a sword. “Thanks
  
   so
  
  much for including me in your little horror story, Teal,” she muttered.
 

 
  “You get
  
   back
  
  where you belong and
  
   back
  
  to
  
   work!”
  
  the man said imperiously, planting his hands on his hips.
 

 
  “I—”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Teal said somewhat listlessly, managing a thin smile. “Ruda’s an old friend. It’s nice to catch up.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, I really need to get back to…” Ruda broke off, frowning; there was an insistent chiming coming from her hip. She shook her head. “No. This isn’t real. Come
  
   on,
  
  Teal, get it together! We’re in the Crawl, we’re in some kind of mind trap, and we need to
  
   go!”
  
 

 
  “Go?” Teal smiled up at her again, and it was such an achingly bitter expression that Ruda’s heart contracted painfully in sympathy. “Nonsense, this is the social event of the season. I am absolutely required to attend.”
 

 
  “Come on,” Ruda said urgently, shifting to place Teal’s chair between herself and the man, who was still glaring furiously at her. “Vadrieny has to be miserable at this thing. We need to find the others.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny? Oh, that’s long over with. The Church separated us. I’m alone now.” Teal’s smile flickered once, then collapsed into blank emptiness.
 

 
  Ruda closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating on Fross’s furious chiming. Bless that little pixie and her stubbornness. “If you won’t do this for yourself, think about Shaeine. She could be in the same kind of trouble.”
 

 
  “Sh…a… No.” Teal slumped in her seat, staring down at her plate. A single tear fell onto it. “All that’s over with. Not appropriate at all. I’m engaged now, to a…to…” She trailed off, staring desolately into space.
 

 
  “Goddammit, woman, we don’t have fucking
  
   time
  
  for this!” Ruda shouted, seizing her by both shoulders and shaking her violently. “I know you’ve got a spine in there somewhere! Snap
  
   out
  
  of it, you spoony bard!”
 

 
  “That is
  
   enough!”
  
  the little man bellowed. “You are
  
   one
  
  more indiscretion from being out on the street without references, Punaji! If you wish you remain gainfully employed, you will be back at your desk
  
   five minutes
  
  ago!”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Mr. Jones,” she said immediately, releasing the unresponsive Teal and cringing. “I don’t know what came over me…”
 

 
  “I don’t want to hear your excuses, just
  
   go!”
  
 

 
  Ruda glanced around. “I…that…do you hear something? Like a bell?”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   mad
  
  as well as insubordinate, girl? I am going to count to ten, and if you are not out of my sight when I finish, you are
  
   fired!
  
  One!”
 

 
  Ruda looked frantically around. The diners, her furious boss, the despondent Falconer heiress… Everything felt wrong. This wasn’t right.
 

 
  “Two!
  
   Three!”
  
 

 
  Her instincts were telling her to do one thing, her brain another. She always followed her brain; instinct lied.
 

 
  Except…
 

 
  
   “Four!”
  
 

 
  Except instincts never screamed at her like this; the brain never had so little to say. She made a decision, and let instinct take over.
 

 
  “Fi—what are you doing? Put down that knife immediately!”
 

 
  The diner from whose hand Ruda had snatched the steak knife let it go without even looking up. Ruda, barely conscious of what she was doing, raised the blade and stabbed Teal in the throat.
 

 
  Teal gagged, shock suffusing her features. Scarlet blood fountained onto her plate, onto the lacy white tablecloth, staining her diamonds.
 

 
  Ruda let go of the knife, staggering backward, stunned. “What did I…”
 

 
  Everything exploded.
 

 
  She shrieked, staggering to the ground and covering her head with her hands as an eruption of fire occurred right in front of her. In the next instant, a hand had seized the back of her coat, and suddenly she was being pulled. Her feet left the ground, and for the next moments Ruda was tossed about so violently she couldn’t even begin to get her bearings.
 

 
  Then, with much greater gentleness, she was being set down. Ruda staggered, then grabbed at her sword. It was there. So was Fross’s bottle, hanging at the other hip.
 

 
  The pressure on the back of her neck eased up, massive claws releasing her collar. She turned, letting out a sigh of relief.
 

 
  “That was risky,” Vadrieny said sharply. “What were you thinking? If she physically
  
   had
  
  been separated from me, you’d have killed her.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t thinking,” Ruda said frankly. “I don’t even know what I was doing, much less why the fuck it worked. But it
  
   did.
  
  Are we out of there?”
 

 
  The twine crackled sharply as it snapped in multiple places, releasing the bottle, whose stopper immediately popped off, shooting away to the side. Fross zipped out and rose to hover at her normal spot just above eye level.
 

 
  “We are! Look!”
 

 
  Behind them was the hall, filled with mist. In fact, all around them were halls. They stood in a broad octagonal chamber, each side opening onto another wide hallway. Every one of them was shrouded in fog.
 

 
  “A pattern emerges,” Ruda muttered. “Well! You got us out of the dangerous area, then. Nice work, Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “I only did the flying,” the demon said somewhat grudgingly. “We’d still be there if not for your rescue.”
 

 
  “Are
  
   you
  
  okay?” Ruda asked carefully. “I wasn’t sure you were there… What did you see? No, never mind, that’s not my business.”
 

 
  Vadrieny averted her burning eyes, glaring at the hall from which they had come. “I… Couldn’t help her. She couldn’t hear me. I was trapped in there. Watching, but basically alone. Powerless.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s actually kind of elegant,” Ruda said, scowling. “One personal hell to fit both of you at once. I fucking
  
   hate
  
  this place.”
 

 
  “So, the others are in these halls, then?” Fross drifted over to the one they’d just escaped, then back. “Okay, that one’s cleared… And the one to the right, there, we came out of that one. Next counter-clockwise on the list?”
 

 
  “Right,” said Ruda, nodding, then hesitated. “…right. Let’s, uh…catch our breath first, okay? I don’t wanna leave the others too long, but… But…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fross said quietly.
 

 
  Vadrieny sighed heavily—even that was musical in her voice—and withdrew back into her host without another word. For a moment, Teal stared at her classmates, wide-eyed and visibly shaken.
 

 
  Then, abruptly, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Ruda in a rib-cracking hug.
 

 
  Ruda stiffened momentarily, then found herself hugging back.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said with a casualness that sounded forced even to him, “how well do you get along with your roommate?”
 

 
  Triss shot him an annoyed look. “What’s with this? Have you
  
   ever
  
  known me to want to just chitchat about my feelings?”
 

 
  “No,” he said immediately and in total honesty. “Right now I don’t even know what I know. I’m just…trying to get my bearings.” When she didn’t answer after a long moment he sighed and dragged a hand over his hair, having holstered his cheaper wand in order to reach his enchanting supplies if needed. “Nevermind, probably a stupid idea. I don’t mean to pry.”
 

 
  “Always wanted a sister,” Triss mused thoughtfully. Gabriel clammed up and watched her sidelong as they meandered down the foggy hallway. All appeared to be quiet, still. “Ruda… Yeah, we’re close.” She glanced at him. “I guess you don’t remember, but I spent the winter break in Puna Dara with her.”
 

 
  “I thought Puna Dara was too far away to get there and back over break?”
 

 
  She frowned. “By Rail? It takes all of two hours, including stops.”
 

 
  “There’s not a Rail line to oh gods why am I arguing about what’s in an alternate universe? Ignore me, I’m shutting up now.”
 

 
  Triss grinned, a rakish expression so totally unlike what he was used to seeing on her face that it left him slightly queasy. “Yeah, well, I can’t say her parents liked me. Punaji and Eserites, you know how it is. Don’t you?”
 

 
  “Let’s assume I do and move on.”
 

 
  “Heh, fair enough.” She shrugged. “Ruda… She’s got this
  
   issue
  
  where she always has to be the alpha female. It was annoying at first, but hell, I learned to roll with it quickly enough. Suits me pretty well, in fact; I do better when I’m
  
   not
  
  the center of attention.” She produced a silver coin from somewhere, probably inside a sleeve, and rolled it across the back of her knuckles. “People who’re watching you are more likely to notice when you cut their purse strings. My mom wanted me to follow in her dainty little footsteps, but that’s parents for you. I just don’t have the patience to properly manipulate people. Give me daggers and a clear shot from behind, know what I mean? Yeah, me and Ruda… Two pieces of a puzzle.” She smiled again, this expression more gentle. “Of course, you will not tell anyone I was waxing emotive down here. This is strictly because your mental landscape is full of holes. I hope she’s okay.”
 

 
  “This is so fucking disturbing,” he whispered.
 

 
  “No kidding,” Triss said, coming to a halt. Only then did he notice that the hall had changed around them. It was an abrupt shift, this time, and apparently retroactive; quite suddenly everything was different, even the stretch of hall behind them. Different, and familiar.
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he groaned.
  
   “This
  
  again? Why are we back
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  
   “Are
  
  we back?” Triss mused, turning to look around at the Tiraan street in which they now stood. “I mean, is this your hallway again, or did it change mine to look like this?”
 

 
  “Fuck if I know,” Gabriel growled. “Why is it so determined to torment me?”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve just got one of those faces. I’ve noticed it too.”
 

 
  He gave her a bitter look. “Thanks, that’s super helpful.”
 

 
  “I aim to please,” she replied, grinning.
 

 
  They paused momentarily, studying their surroundings, before Gabriel heaved a sigh. “Well, as you said. Nowhere to go but forward.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Triss didn’t start moving. “You get the feeling this is leading
  
   toward
  
  something?”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said grimly, “and it is only through the supreme exertion of my will that I am not pissing myself in anticipation.”
 

 
  “Gross, man.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, after what happened to…” He glanced at her and grimaced. “Let’s just say there’s a pattern here. If you fail to be cowed by the lesser terrors, the Crawl will drop something even nastier on you. In hindsight, maybe I’d have been better off if I’d just fallen to pieces when it leaned on me in the first place.”
 

 
  “Enough of that kind of talk,” she said. “C’mon, I’m sharp and you’re sturdy. We’ll get through this. Wanna hold my hand?”
 

 
  “…I think that would unsettle me even more.”
 

 
  She laughed, but started walking, and he fell quickly into step beside her.
 

 
  “Tiraas isn’t really my beat,” she said after a few minutes of tense silence. “Do you recognize this street?”
 

 
  “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s a street. I mean, not a
  
   real
  
  street. I couldn’t swear to that, but the way it’s… Vague, yet specific. Know what I mean?”
 

 
  “Gabriel, I think you’ll find that babbling errant nonsense is a perfect way to ensure that of
  
   course
  
  I don’t fucking know what you mean!”
 

 
  “Right.” He rubbed a hand through his hair again. “Right. Well… It
  
   feels
  
  like Tiraas. Very profoundly; I have an irrational but extremely compelling sense that this is a street in Tiraas. So do you, apparently, or you wouldn’t have said so. But I don’t recognize any landmarks, which means… Well, it
  
   suggests
  
  that the feeling is something the Crawl’s putting in my head.”
 

 
  “I hate that,” she muttered, jamming her hands in her coat pockets. “Things messing with my mind. I can work my way around just about anything, but… Things that alter the way I’m
  
   me
  
  are just wrong.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said, giving her a long, wary look.
 

 
  “I almost wish we could get
  
   on
  
  with it an encounter whatever horror… Why are we stopping?”
 

 
  Gabriel was staring ahead, at a place far enough from them to be just barely visible through the mist, and on the opposite sidewalk from the one they were on. “…I know
  
   that
  
  place.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said. “Well, good. Or…bad? Care to venture a theory?”
 

 
  He stared at the house, frowning deeply. It didn’t look remarkable in comparison to the other fake edifices lining the illusory street. A nice place, certainly, but it blended in well with this apparently generic line-up of nice places.
 

 
  “I think…” Gabriel trailed off, then shook his head. “Am I late?”
 

 
  “What?” Triss frowned at him. “Late for what? Hey!”
 

 
  He moved off ahead without her. “Crap, she hates it when I’m late. I should’ve checked the clock before leaving…”
 

 
  “Gabriel!” Triss snapped, increasingly concerned. “What’s gotten into—hey, snap out of it! This is the Crawl, it gets inside your head, remember?”
 

 
  He roughly shook her off when she tried to grab his arm, which looked extremely odd as he didn’t seem to notice he was doing it, or even that she was there. Triss swore under her breath and kicked him hard in the rump. He staggered forward, but quickly regained his balance and continued making a beeline for the house. There was nothing for her to do but trail along in his wake.
 

 
  The door opened before they reached it, and Triss muttered another curse. Standing in the portal, smiling benignly, was the pretty, curvy, dark-haired girl from before.
 

 
  “Gabriel!” she cooed. “I was about to start worrying.”
 

 
  “Sorry to make you wait, lovely,” he said, strolling forward with a slight but distinct swagger in his step now.
 

 
  “Oh, this is just priceless,” Triss groaned.
 

 
  “You’re not late
  
   yet,”
  
  Madeleine said with a smile, extending her hand. Gabriel took it, bowing gallantly and placing a chaste kiss on her knuckles. Behind him, Triss gagged violently. Neither of them appeared to notice her. “That was what had me worried, my darling. Had you been late, I’d have had no choice but to be upset with you. Today of all days, I wanted to avoid that!”
 

 
  “Then we’re in luck!” he said, grinning, and sweeping her into a hug.
 

 
  “Gabriel!” she protested, giggling and struggling unconvincingly. “Not out here! The neighbors!”
 

 
  “No one’s watching, pet,” he said, planting a kiss on her lips.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s nice,” said Triss, folding her arms. “That makes me what? Grandma’s breakfast?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Gently but more firmly, Madeleine extracted herself and eased back into the doorway. “Plenty of time for that
  
   later,
  
  darling. Please, come on in. I have something
  
   extra
  
  special planned for today.”
 

 
  “The anticipation is killing me,” he said, following her. Triss could tell even from behind him that he was grinning insufferably.
 

 
  “Am I right in concluding that you two can’t see or hear me?” she called. Neither answered, nor did they react when she darted forward to seize the door as he tried to shut it behind him. “Then let me just inform you, Mr. Boyparts, that skull-sized tits are
  
   not
  
  an asset on a girl. She’s gonna have lower back pain something
  
   fierce,
  
  and they’ll be hanging around her knees by the time she’s thirty.”
 

 
  The two young lovers had vanished into the house. Standing in the doorway and craning her neck, Triss could tell that this wasn’t just another flat facade lining the walls of the corridor: there was an actual living space in there, expensively but tastefully furnished.
 

 
  She grimaced, glancing longingly over her shoulder at the misty hall outside. Already Madeleine and Gabriel had passed through the foyer and were about to get out of sight round a corner. Muttering another curse, this time in elvish, she followed, slamming the door for emphasis.
 

 
  They didn’t notice that, either.
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  “Slowly,” Madeleine purred, replacing the stopper in the decanter and setting it down on her dining room table. “Hold a sip on your tongue and inhale slowly through your nose. Taste, smell,
  
   savor
  
  it. A fine wine is an experience for all the senses, my darling.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Gabriel agreed wordlessly around a mouthful of crimson wine. He let his eyes drift close, inhaling deeply through his nose.
 

 
  “This is so precious I may have to chew my foot off to escape it,” Triss remarked, lounging against the door frame. “That’s drugged, by the way. Nobody who cares
  
   that
  
  much about wine would have it already decanted before her guest even arrived, unless she wanted to tamper with it first.”
 

 
  “Oh…wow,” Gabriel mused, after finally swallowing. “You know, I never expected that to be so…”
 

 
  “I know,” Madeleine said with a pleased smile.
 

 
  “I sort of assumed people only used alcohol to get themselves drunk. It’s just so
  
   delicious.”
  
 

 
  “You were right the first time,” Triss observed, while Madeleine nattered on about wine. “Booze is for getting plastered, candy is for pleasing the tongue. Confusing the two is the province of pretentious twits. Well, this seems to be some kind of memory, so at least you didn’t die.”
 

 
  She perked up, suddenly paying attention upon hearing Madeleine’s next line.
 

 
  “Do you trust me?”
 

 
  The girl was gazing up at Gabriel through her lashes, eyes limpid but her expression serious.
 

 
  “What?” He lowered his wineglass, frowning at her in consternation. “You know I do. I thought we’d had all this out long before now.”
 

 
  “That is what I’d hoped,” she replied, smiling somewhat wistfully. “I see
  
   so
  
  much potential in you, Gabriel. You’re going to do great things, and I hope to be a part of them.”
 

 
  “Great things wouldn’t be any fun without you there,” he said, grinning and moving closer, setting his glass down on the table.
 

 
  She stopped him by placing a hand in the center of his chest, still gazing seriously into his eyes. “No one should ride your coattails, my dear. I fully intend to
  
   earn
  
  a place at your side. There are so many things I can teach you, show you… Ways I can help you gain what you need. What you deserve.”
 

 
  “Oh, she’s
  
   good,”
  
  Triss breathed.
 

 
  “You don’t have to earn anything,” Gabriel said, frowning now. “I just want… I like being
  
   with
  
  you, Madeleine. That’s all I need.”
 

 
  “Then you
  
   do
  
  trust me?”
 

 
  “Of course!” he said fervently.
 

 
  “You, sir, are too stupid to live,” Triss announced.
 

 
  “Good.” Madeleine nodded slowly. “I’ve prepared something… Something that will help you. It may be a bit of a shock, darling. I just want you to know everything I do is in your best interests. Please believe that.”
 

 
  “You know I do,” he said, taking her hand in his and raising it to his lips.
 

 
  “Then I have something to show you,” she replied, stepping back and leading him along with her.
 

 
  “This oughtta be rich,” Triss muttered, following them.
 

 
  Madeleine led him through her kitchen to a heavy door which she unlocked with a slim key produced from her bodice. Beyond this, steps led down into darkness, with just a hint of eerie light staining the walls of the stairwell.
 

 
  The hostess stepped to the side at the base of the stairs, allowing her guest to have a view of the cellar. He came to a dead halt on the bottom step, staring; Triss had to crane her neck behind him to see within.
 

 
  The wine cellar was clean, well-built and well-stocked with neatly racked and labeled bottles. It was also dim, the only light coming from the spell circle currently inscribed on the floor in the center. Within, a humanoid figure rose slowly from a crouching position at their entry.
 

 
  “What have you done?” Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “It’s not what you’re thinking,” she said.
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   warlock!”
  
 

 
  “I?” Madeleine had the nerve to sound amused. “A warlock would be able to let him out of the circle and control him. Sadly, I have no such power. Connections open many doors, my dear; gold opens even more. All it takes to
  
   summon
  
  a demon is the capacity to acquire some rather expensive reagents, and follow directions.”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  that?” he demanded.
 

 
  “Bored,” said the figure in the circle, short tail waving behind him. “Extremely bored. You could’ve left me a book or something, you know.”
 

 
  “This,” Madeleine said in a satisfied tone, “is a hethelax. He can teach you to properly control your—”
 

 
  “No!” Gabe shouted, taking a step back up the stairs and crowding into Triss, which he apparently didn’t notice. “I don’t
  
   need
  
  to control that. I don’t need to know anything about it!”
 

 
  “Gabriel, darling, the last thing I want is to insult your father, but that’s
  
   him
  
  talking, not you,” she said. He flinched when she approached, but allowed her to take his hand. “And I can appreciate his desire to protect you…but the method he’s chosen is foolish in the extreme. Your blood will not simply
  
   go away
  
  if you ignore it. It is
  
   there,
  
  and can be used against you. It
  
   will
  
  be used against you, one way or another. The only way around this is to
  
   understand
  
  it. If you will not make use of whatever gifts it brings, that’s up to you. But you
  
   must
  
  know the facts, or you will be vulnerable.”
 

 
  “I have my doubts about this whole enterprise,” the demon said calmly, shifting from side to side. The motion made light glint of the carapace shielding his forehead and forearms; he wore a short, tattered robe without sleeves, which concealed the rest of his body. “My advice to you is
  
   not
  
  to mess around with anything demonic, kid. If you want to have any kind of a life up here on this plane,
  
   that
  
  will only make your options fewer. But she’s not wrong; what you don’t know can and will be used against you.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Triss murmured. “You’re being played like a fiddle, of course. The truth is a good bow.”
 

 
  “And what do
  
   you
  
  get out of this?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  The demon chuckled, spreading his hands; the shells over his knuckles sparked against the invisible cylinder in which he stood. “I’m not
  
   really
  
  in a position to dictate terms, am I? But she’s promised to send me back after I help, and
  
   this
  
  I don’t mind doing. I’ve not sired any half-bloods myself, but I know those who have. You kids have it rough up here. It’ll make me feel good if I can actually lend you some insight.”
 

 
  “I…” Gabe glanced rapidly between the hethelax and Madeleine, stepping back and eliciting a grunt of protest from Triss. “I…need to think. I’m gonna go.”
 

 
  “You’ll go talk to your father,” she said with a wry twist of her pouty lips, “and your friend Tobias. And then
  
   I
  
  will be arrested for unlicensed demonology. You’re
  
   here,
  
  Gabriel, and so is he. Take advantage while the offer is available,
  
   then
  
  decide what you want to do about it.”
 

 
  “I’m not going to just
  
   turn
  
  you in, Madeleine,” he said, practically vibrating with tension. “But this is too much. I really need to reconsider some stuff.”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” she said firmly, “if you walk out that door, you will be placing yourself and everyone you meet in serious danger.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “I know you too well, my darling,” she said with a sad little smile. “I will spend whatever years it takes atoning for this, but to protect us both I had to take steps. In a very short while, your blood will rise, and you will
  
   need
  
  to learn to deal with it.”
 

 
  “What? What did…” He trailed off, then raised a hand to his lips. “What did you
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   called
  
  it,” Triss grunted.
 

 
  “I’m curious about that myself,” the hethelax said sharply. “This isn’t what we discussed.”
 

 
  “It’s a simple demonic accelerant in the wine,” Madeleine said calmly. “Very mild. Not even dangerous to handle or injest, but where infernal magic is already
  
   present,
  
  it enhances it. In your case, once fully absorbed, it should induce a berserking state.”
 

 
  There was a moment of dead silence.
 

 
  “Lady,” Triss marveled, “you are either really evil or
  
   really
  
  fucking dumb.”
 

 
  “I wish you’d shared more of your plan with me,” the demon said icily. “I could have warned you
  
   not
  
  to do such an utterly harebrained thing.”
 

 
  “How could you do that to me?” Gabriel whispered. He was beginning to shake. Triss stepped backward up the stairs, putting a little space between her and him. “I trusted you.”
 

 
  “He can tell you how to cope,” Madeleine said, staring intently up at him. She stepped backward, pulling him down into the room; in an apparent state of shock, Gabriel let himself be led. “You can do it, Gabriel. I
  
   know
  
  you can. I have
  
   unequivocal
  
  faith in you. And I…” She languidly lifted her free hand, dragging her fingertips slowly up the deep arch of her bosom, and carefully unfastened the top button of her dress. “I will provide you with an outlet.”
 

 
  “Sinister, stupid
  
   and
  
  awkward,” the hethelax snorted. “I’m
  
   so
  
  happy to be included in this.”
 

 
  “You
  
   creepy
  
  piece of
  
   shit,”
  
  Triss hissed. “And I’m not talking to the demon!”
 

 
  Gabriel’s breath had begun rasping; he suddenly hunched forward, pressing his free hand to his chest.
 

 
  “It’s all right, my love,” Madeleine said firmly, pulling herself closer.
  
   “You
  
  are in control.”
 

 
  “Woman, shut up,” snapped the demon. “Gabriel, listen to me. The berserking state is a simple one, it shuts down all unnecessary thought. You can’t
  
   control
  
  it, but you can influence it heavily. Keep
  
   one
  
  thought firmly in the forefront of your mind right now and it’ll carry forward. Focus on your positive feelings for her. This is your woman; concentrate on love. You can hash out this argument later, just remember right
  
   now
  
  that you love her!”
 

 
  “Right
  
   now,
  
  I don’t think I do,” Gabriel growled. He actually growled, his voice rasping heavily, as if his vocal cords were no longer designed for human speech.
 

 
  “Love may be too complex,” said Madeleine, taking another step closer, almost near enough to embrace him. “Sex is simple. I know how much you want me, Gabriel. You can
  
   have
  
  me.” She lowered her voice, looking heatedly up through her lashes, and firmly placed his hand upon her breast. “You are
  
   about
  
  to have me.
  
   You,
  
  not the monster. You are
  
   you,
  
  and you are in control!”
 

 
  He snarled and snapped at her like a wild dog; she did not so much as flinch as he seized her by the neck with his other hand. It wasn’t big enough to encircle her throat, but he clutched her viciously, his thumb digging into her jugular.
 

 
  “I want you to know I’ve worked for two incubi and had a fling with a succubus,” the hethelax grated, “and none of them were are sexually
  
   freaky
  
  as this idiocy.”
 

 
  “You…backstabbing…
  
   whore.”
  
  Gabriel’s speech was only barely recognizable as words. Madeleine emitted a soft sound of pain as he forced her head back, but her expression did not change in the slightest.
 

 
  He flung her fiercely away; Madeleine careened off a wine rack, sending bottles crashing to the floor, and lost her footing in the resulting mess. She cried out as she landed on broken glass.
 

 
  “Gabriel!” the demon shouted urgently, waving frantically at the half-blood, who was now stalking toward Madeleine, claw-tipped fingers flexing menacingly. “Gabriel,
  
   listen
  
  to me! Focus on my voice! Just
  
   take
  
  her. You can sort out your issues later. Take what she’s offering; it’ll keep you grounded. There’ll be no coming back from this if you kill her!”
 

 
  “Hell with it, I don’t care how this was supposed to end,” Triss said, and launched herself onto Gabriel from behind.
 

 
  It was far from her first time ambushing someone. She wrapped her arms around him, neatly pinning his own arms to his sides with one move, and twined her legs over his upper thighs, squeezing hard enough to impede his steps. He staggered, making her fear for a moment that they’d both fall into wine and broken glass, but caught his balance, twisting furiously this way and that. Triss could feel hardness along his arms beneath his shirt, where scales or carapace were forming, and only squeezed harder. Berserking or not, he wasn’t preternaturally strong, only preternaturally durable, and while
  
   she
  
  was in excellent shape, the Gabriel who’d never taken any of Professor Ezzaniel’s classes was a scrawny layabout. She held him firmly; his struggles gained nothing.
 

 
  “The key to tricking people is to help them trick themselves,” she grated into his ear, grunting with each abrupt shift of his body. He staggered back and forth, at one point barely avoiding a fall, but couldn’t dislodge his invisible attacker. “People
  
   want
  
  to see what makes sense to them. You don’t know I’m here, so you’ve gotta—nf!—create your own narrative.”
 

 
  He careened into another wine rack, sending another cascade of bottles crashing to the floor. Triss yelped, her right bicep taking the brunt of the impact, but tightened her grip, refusing to yield.
 

 
  “That’s right,” she growled, “you can’t attack and there’s no outside explanation, so it must be
  
   you.
  
  You’re not attacking her because you don’t
  
   want
  
  to. Figure it out!”
 

 
  Gabriel toppled to his knees, momentarily catching her foot painfully between his thighs. Still she clung to him.
 

 
  “Listen to the monster and the creepy bitch,” Triss said into his ear, more calmly now that his struggles were starting to abate. “You’re in control. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 

 
  He panted heavily, shoulders heaving with each breath, and slumped forward.
 

 
  “You’ve got this,” she said. In the relative quiet, her voice was soft, calm. “I believe in you, Gabriel. Not because I have
  
   plans
  
  for you, but because I’ve seen you in action. You’re a good friend. You’re a good man.”
 

 
  She slumped forward, resting her forehead on his shoulder, feeling his breath grow calmer.
 

 
  “I just wish
  
   you
  
  knew that.”
 

 
  Above them, the cellar door banged open. Mist poured down the stairs, silent but furious as a waterfall. In seconds it had washed over them, rising above the level of their heads, obscuring everything from view.
 

 
  It was absolutely quiet. There was nothing to be heard except their breathing.
 

 
  She could no longer feel his labored heartbeat through her breastplate.
 

 
  Gabriel laboriously raised his head. “…thanks.”
 

 
  Tentatively, Trissiny relaxed her grip slightly. “You okay? Are you back?”
 

 
  “I—yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.” He shifted slightly to look over his shoulder at her, bringing his face very nearly into contact with hers. “…you?”
 

 
  Finally, she let him go, settling back to the ground behind him. “I’m fine. Everything’s…back. I think.”
 

 
  Slowly, he stood, self-consciously straightening his coat. Trissiny shifted the weight of her shield on her back experimentally, grasping the hilt of her sword for reassurance. When he finally turned fully to face her, they could only stare at each other in a painfully awkward silence.
 

 
  Eventually, he cleared his throat. “You, uh… How much do you remember?”
 

 
  “Everything.” She swallowed. “You?”
 

 
  “Same.” He tore his gaze from hers, peering around them. “Well, it’s… Here we are, again.”
 

 
  The hall was exactly as it had been at the beginning: broad, apparently infinite, and empty except for the omnipresent mist.
 

 
  “So…did we win?” she asked cautiously.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed heavily. “Do you
  
   feel
  
  like we won?”
 

 
  “I—” She broke off, clutching her sword again. He followed her gaze and pivoted to face down the hall, reaching into his coat for his wand. A figure was approaching them, its feet resounding softly against the stone, gradually resolving itself out of the gloom. So dense was the fog that they couldn’t get a clear view until he was only a few yards distant.
 

 
  Toby came to a stop, studying them closely. His face was drawn, expression guarded. He’d lost his staff somewhere, but flexed his hands in a very uncharacteristic display of martial readiness.
 

 
  “I only caught the tail end of that,” he said quietly. “Are you two okay?”
 

 
  Trissiny and Gabriel exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “More or less,” she said cautiously. “Are you…you?”
 

 
  “Gods, I hope so,” Toby replied with a humorless smile. “To be frank I don’t know if I can be sure anymore. This place…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Gabe, nodding. Suddenly he grinned. “Hell, Toby… Nightmare vision or not, I’m
  
   really
  
  glad to see you.”
 

 
  Toby nodded, not returning the smile. “There’s a nexus up ahead, with halls branching off from it. Eight of them, almost like this place was tailored to us. I came looking when I got out of mine; I bet the others are in there, too.”
 

 
  “We’d better go help them, then,” Trissiny said firmly, taking a step forward. “How far is it?”
 

 
  “Not very.” Toby shifted his gaze to her. “The things you saw… Is this place showing truth? Or just things that might have been?”
 

 
  Again, Trissiny and Gabriel looked at each other.
 

 
  “I think…both,” Gabe said slowly. “Whatever accomplishes its goals. Whatever
  
   those
  
  are.”
 

 
  “That night on the quad.” Toby’s voice was quiet. “When you two had your… Gabriel, you told me it was your fault. You said you started a fight with her.”
 

 
  “Uh, is this a good time or place to talk about that?” Gabe said nervously, glancing around at the ominous emptiness surrounding them.
 

 
  “I want to know if what I saw was the truth,” Toby said flatly. “You yelled at her. Made demands and insults. That was it?”
 

 
  “That was it,” Trissiny said quietly.
 

 
  Toby looked back at her, in silence for a moment. When he spoke, finally, his voice was heavily strained. “And for
  
   that,
  
  you came at him with a
  
   sword?”
  
 

 
  “Toby,” Gabe said sharply. “This is ancient history. It was
  
   months
  
  ago. We have long since talked it out. Both of us screwed up badly that night, but we learned from it.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Toby replied. “I guess that’s the difference. You’ve had time to get used to it. I only
  
   just
  
  learned that one of my friends tried to murder another because he was
  
   rude
  
  to her.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t as simple as that,” Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “Why do I get the feeling that’s your guilt talking again?”
 

 
  “You’re both right,” Trissiny said wearily. “It
  
   wasn’t
  
  that simple, and I was completely, inexcusably in the wrong. What do you
  
   want
  
  from me, Caine? All I can do is apologize and try to do better. I have, months ago. I hope
  
   never
  
  to blunder that badly again.”
 

 
  “Blunder?” Toby’s voice rose in pitch. “You attacked my best friend with a blessed weapon and all the power of Avei over—”
 

 
  “Enough!” Gabriel shouted. “For the gods’ sake, that’s
  
   enough!
  
  You two want to have this out? Fine, we can have it out, clear the air. But we can do that
  
   later.
  
  This, right here, is
  
   not the fucking time!”
  
  He glared at them in silence for a moment until they both dropped their gazes, then continued. “Think about what’s happening here, will you? The Crawl set this whole thing up to
  
   mess
  
  with us, to screw up our heads. Well, right now,
  
   I’m
  
  the one telling
  
   you
  
  two to shape up and behave yourselves. Ladies and gentlemen, that’s the sign we have been successfully
  
   messed with.
  
  So suck it up, deal with it later, and keep your minds on the task at hand. Okay?”
 

 
  “Right,” said Toby, nodding. “You’re right. We need to go find the others.”
 

 
  “Yeah, Trissiny agreed. “I hope a few of them have met up, too. Otherwise this is going to be a
  
   very
  
  long day.”
 

 
  They set off into the mist in strained silence.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You’d better shift back.”
 

 
  “Hm?” Teal twitched slightly at the sudden comment, half-turning to look at Ruda without stopping.
 

 
  “If this fucking place keeps playing the same tricks,” Ruda said, “Vadrieny’s chief fear seemed to be getting buried inside you. Once she came out, she was in control and managed to save
  
   our
  
  asses, too. Might be best if she takes the lead in here.”
 

 
  “Oh. Yeah, that actually makes good sense.” Teal stepped to the side, giving Vadrieny room to extend her wings without hitting her classmates with them. A moment later, the demon was padding along beside them, her talons clicking against the stone floor.
 

 
  “Fross, you okay?” Ruda asked. “Need to go back in the bottle?”
 

 
  “I don’t think so,” the pixie demurred, orbiting her head once. “The need didn’t develop last time. If this place is picking out deeply-held fears, that sorta makes sense in hindsight. Ending up like the other pixies back in the glade was basically the worst thing I could think of happening to me, but it’s not something I’ve ever been particularly
  
   afraid
  
  of. I don’t see any way it could happen.”
 

 
  Ruda nodded. “Small blessings, then. All right, ladies, keep—”
 

 
  “Punaji!”
 

 
  She groaned. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”
 

 
  “This is absolutely your
  
   final
  
  warning,” Mr. Jones proclaimed, stalking forward out of the mist. “if you are not back at your desk in—”
 

 
  “Fuck off, needle dick,” she said curtly, brushing past him.
 

 
  He gaped at her. “How
  
   dare
  
  you—”
 

 
  Ruda stopped, whirled, and punched him in the eye. The reedy little man was bowled head over loafers, tumbling against the wall of the corridor.
 

 
  “I quit,” she announced, then turned her back and stomped off up the hall. Vadrieny paused to grin at the felled accountant before following her.
 

 
  “Something’s up ahead,” Fross reported, dropping back to eye level; she had been periodically floating higher to get a better vantage. “My augmented sensory spells aren’t working in this mist, but I think it’s a person.”
 

 
  “Doing that?” Ruda asked tersely.
 

 
  “Sitting.”
 

 
  “That’s it?”
 

 
  “That’s it.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a trap,” Vadrieny said, flexing her claws. “Be ready.”
 

 
  Within moments, the figure coalesced out of the mist as they approached, and all three came to a stop, studying her.
 

 
  Shaeine sat cross-legged in the center of the floor, robes arranged neatly around herself and hands resting on her knees. Her eyes were closed, her spine perfectly straight. She was breathing so slowly it took a few moments for them to be sure that she actually was.
 

 
  “Is that…her?” Fross asked hesitantly. “Shaeine? Is that you?”
 

 
  The priestess made no reply, nor any indication that she’d heard.
 

 
  “It’s her,” Vadrieny said firmly, stepping forward and kneeling beside the drow.
 

 
  “What kind of primal fear is
  
   this?”
  
  Ruda asked, lifting her hat momentarily to scratch her head.
 

 
  “It’s not,” the demon replied, pride filling her voice. “She’s won.”
 

 
  “Won? She’s just
  
   sitting
  
  there! It’s like she’s asleep or something.”
 

 
  “Meditating,” Vadrieny replied, glancing up at her. “And do you see any nightmares or visions taking shape around us? A stilled, controlled mind isn’t susceptible to such manipulation. She found a way to beat it.”
 

 
  “I can’t say that’s much of a strategy,” Ruda snorted. “Just
  
   sitting down
  
  isn’t a way out of trouble.”
 

 
  “It is,” Vadrieny said firmly, “if you know help is coming.”
 

 
  Very gently, she picked Shaeine up, arranging the drow in her arms. Shaeine didn’t move or apparently react at all, but allowed herself to be cradled a little too neatly to have been dead weight.
 

 
  “If you know someone will
  
   always
  
  come for you,” Vadrieny whispered. Then she turned without another word and strode off the way they had come.
 

 
  Ruda glanced up at Fross, shrugged, and followed. “Well, okay then. At least
  
   one
  
  of us got the better of this thing.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She paced slowly around in a circle, giving Teal and Shaeine some space and carefully not looking in their direction. They weren’t doing anything but tightly hugging and rocking slightly back and forth, but given how Shaeine generally felt about displays of emotion, it was obviously an intimate enough moment to deserve a little privacy. For a wonder, Fross followed suit, hovering silently around Ruda’s head without a hint needing to be dropped.
 

 
  “Hey,” Ruda said suddenly. “Look alive, girls, we’ve got company.”
 

 
  She gripped her rapier and half-drew it, watching shapes form in one of the nearby halls. As Trissiny, Toby and Gabriel emerged from the mist, however, she re-sheathed the weapon, a grin blossoming on her face.
 

 
  “Guys!” Teal exclaimed, approaching. She and Shaeine were still holding hands. “Gods, it’s good to see you. Are you okay?”
 

 
  “We’re…here,” Toby said tersely.
 

 
  “Okay is probably pushing it,” Gabe agreed. “Man, I’m getting really nostalgic for the Descent. This place is doing a number on my head. How’re you girls?”
 

 
  “More or less the same,” said Ruda, glancing back at the others. “We have considered the matter carefully from all angles and come to the conclusion that
  
   fuck
  
  this shit.”
 

 
  “We’re still missing someone,” said Trissiny, her eyes darting over the group. “Have any of you seen Juniper?”
 

 
  “We have only seen each other,” said Shaeine, “and now, you.”
 

 
  “Great.” Gabriel dragged a hand through his hair. “Hell…she’s all alone in there. Okay. Which halls have you checked?”
 

 
  “That one, that one and that one,” Ruda reported, pointing to each of the three in question.
 

 
  “I came out of there,” said Toby, jerking a thumb over his shoulder, “and found these two in the one right behind us there.”
 

 
  “That was Gabriel’s,” Trissiny added. “I entered it from a cross-hall, so…I started in that one to the right.”
 

 
  “You had a cross-hall?” Ruda demanded, planting her fists on her hips. “Man, why the
  
   fuck
  
  do you
  
   always
  
  get the good stuff?”
 

 
  “Easy, there,” Fross chided. “We jumped halls too, remember?”
 

 
  “Yeah, but that’s cos you’re smart. It wasn’t
  
   handed
  
  to us.”
 

 
  “Let us focus, please,” Shaeine said firmly. “There’s no telling what Juniper may be suffering while we dally. It sounds as if we have to check those two adjacent halls across the way, yes?”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny nodded. “Does it matter which?”
 

 
  “Not that I can see,” said Gabe. “Start with the one on the right?”
 

 
  “There is the question of what lies in the final one,” Shaeine observed. “Apparently Fross and Ruda were deposited together, and of course Teal and Vadrieny are inseparable. The nine of us were distributed through seven of the eight paths.”
 

 
  “I think whichever one we try will have Juniper in it,” said Fross. “Geography is
  
   very
  
  malleable down here, we’ve more than established that. It makes the most sense for the final hall to be the way out. We won’t find that until everybody’s done.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” Ruda said grimly. “Forward march, troops. Let’s go right. It’s a good, honest direction.”
 

 
  They started moving, falling unconsciously into the formation Trissiny had drilled them on over the last few days. Up ahead, another misty opening loomed, tendrils of white fog beckoning them silently forward.
 

 
  “To state the obvious,” Trissiny said quietly as they walked, “we
  
   all
  
  know what’s been bothering Juniper the most lately. Or at least the general shape of it. Given what this place does, turning our memories against us…”
 

 
  “Odds are good,” Ruda finished, “we are about to see something
  
   seriously
  
  fucked up.” She glanced around at the others. “I think it’s a good idea that we decide up front not to judge anybody based on anything we see in here. You don’t know someone’s story till you’ve walked in their boots, and I’m pretty sure this fucking place is picking whatever shit will screw us up the most. I refuse to give it the satisfaction.”
 

 
  
   “Well
  
  put,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “A nice thought as far as it goes,” Toby said more quietly. “I think a
  
   few
  
  of us are going to need to talk some things over once we’re out of here, though.”
 

 
  Nobody had a response to that. In the next moment, they stepped into the mist.
 

 
  They drew together as they continued down the path, not speaking, but taking comfort in one another’s presence after their recent trials. Fross darted ahead and then back, then rose upward, continually scouting around for a better view.
 

 
  “I think I see something,” the pixie reported, her shrill voice echoing startlingly in the quiet. “It’s either close or a lot bigger than—”
 

 
  A deafening roar cut her off, and the group instantly halted, each of them settling into a combat stance with weapons up. Teal shifted forms, Gabriel sidestepped to have a clear shot ahead and Shaeine lit with a soft, silver glow. The footsteps rapidly approaching them were terrifyingly loud.
 

 
  In the next seconds a true nightmare stomped forward out of the fog.
 

 
  It was easily twelve feet tall, and looked like it might have been part tree at one point. At least, its legs ended in broad, flat stumps lined with stiff tendrils resembling roots. Vaguely humanoid in shape, it was the mottled brown and green of rotting meat, and smelled much the same. Viscous slime dripped from it all over; near its squat head, enormous translucent sacs inflated rhythmically with its breathing, lit from within with a pale glow like the luminous mushrooms of Level 1. Whatever heritage it owed to the plant kingdom, the claws and spikes protruding from its misshapen limbs at odd intervals were very clearly animalian. Two tails extended from its back, of unequal lengths, arching forward and tipped in massive stingers.
 

 
  Stopping just in front of them, it roared again, its lower jaw not so much opening as
  
   unfolding
  
  , to reveal a saw-like arrangement of teeth. It stuck out a long tongue at them, which was tipped in yet another stinger, flanked by a nest of writhing tendrils. If it had eyes, they were obscured by the crazy crown of slime-dripping thorns that wreathed its head.
 

 
  “Fucking goddamn
  
   ew,”
  
  Ruda observed.
 

 
  “Looks fae,” Trissiny said tersely. “Vadrieny, Gabe, hang back; if this thing is powerful enough to scare Juniper it could really hurt you. Light-wielders to the front; Ruda, be ready with that sword, we’ll try to make you an opening. Anything that unnatural will suffer if you stick mithril in it.”
 

 
  “Wait!” said Fross. Whatever she had been about to add was cut off by another enraged howl from the monster. It charged forward, lashing out with tongue, limbs and stingers, and slammed against a huge silver shield that appeared across the entire hall in front of them.
 

 
  Shaeine actually grunted with the impact, wincing. The creature, though, fared much worse, reeling backward; it was actually smoking in several places where it had come into direct contact with divine magic.
 

 
  “Remember your Circles,” Trissiny said urgently. “Demons, back away; we need to flare up!”
 

 
  
   “Wait!”
  
  Fross shouted.
 

 
  The howl unleashed by the monster was its loudest yet, and filled with a wordless rage that flirted with insanity.
 

 
  “Shaeine, hammer it!” Trissiny cried.
 

 
  
   “STOP!”
  
  Fross shrieked, darting across the hall in front of them. A spray of water fanned out form her aura, coalescing into a waist-high wall of ice. She quickly made a second pass, then a third, completely walling off the corridor in seconds.
 

 
  “Fross,” Trissiny said impatiently, “advise on the go! We don’t have
  
   time
  
  for this, that thing has Juniper!”
 

 
  “No,” the pixie cried, “no, that’s not what this is!”
 

 
  Shards of ice sprayed over them as the wall cracked with a hammer blow from one of the monster’s colossal fists. A second caused a section of it to collapse; a stinger probed through the gap.
 

 
  It didn’t roar again, though, giving Fross an opening to speak.
 

 
  “That thing
  
   is
  
  Juniper!”
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  “Are you sure?” Trissiny demanded. “How can you tell?”
 

 
  The group backed away as another hammer blow knocked loose a cascade of ice fragments.
 

 
  “I’m a
  
   fairy!”
  
  Fross exclaimed. “I
  
   know
  
  when I’m in the presence of one of Naiya’s daughters!”
 

 
  
   “Fuck,”
  
  Ruda said emphatically. “For one
  
   blessed
  
  moment, I thought this was gonna be simple. Dunno
  
   why,
  
  but I did.”
 

 
  The monster roared again, smashing the wall with both colossal fists. That entire segment collapsed, and it began forcing its way through the gap.
 

 
  “Retreat!” Trissiny barked, backing away. “Fross, slow her down!”
 

 
  “On it!”
 

 
  “Retreat where?” Ruda demanded, even as she backed up from the creature. Fross zipped back and forth, rapidly building inverted icicles; the columns of ice were only waist-high to the creature, but the pixie was arranging them as an obstacle course in the transformed dryad’s path, forcing her to stop and batter through them. “There’s nowhere to go but back to the nexus!”
 

 
  “That may work,” said Toby. “We didn’t see any illusion effects in there, right? Maybe if we coax her out of this hall, she’ll revert to herself.”
 

 
  “That’s a good idea,” said Trissiny, nodding. “All right, slow retreat. Fross, good work; keep her from catching up to us. We don’t want to get too far ahead, let her keep us in view. Gabe, can you fine-tune your wandshots not to damage her? We may need to provoke her to keep following us.”
 

 
  “I don’t really have that kind of control,” he said.
 

 
  “I advise against it in any case,” Shaeine added. “If she does
  
   not
  
  return to herself upon reaching the nexus, we will have to coax her down. Hurting and enraging her will make that vastly more difficult.”
 

 
  They beat a slow, nervous retreat back to the center of the complex, staying carefully out of Juniper’s reach with the help of Fross’s various ice constructions, while keeping her in view. No taunting proved necessary; the monstrosity kept after them, roaring and lashing out with her various limbs, which was both convenient for their plan, and rather worrisome. Fross, for her part, seemed to get into her task with enthusiasm, making her impediments increasingly elaborate and fanciful in shape as they progressed. Of course, they all ended up in pieces.
 

 
  The Crawl didn’t try to thwart them, for once. In what seemed like less time than it had taken to get that far into the hallway, they were backing out of it, leaving the mist behind and stepping into the wide-open space of the central nexus. Fross laid off the ice works, zipping back to join the others as they picked up their pace to put some extra distance between themselves and their pursuer.
 

 
  Roaring, she stomped forward to the edge of the mist, stingers poised to lash out. The students retreated nearly to the center of the chamber.
 

 
  “Come on, June,” Trissiny muttered, keeping her shield in front of her.
 

 
  The dryad-monster stomped forward, flaring her breathing sacs. The fog faded behind her, leaving her towering shape framed against a dense white backdrop. Emitting a guttural growl and flexing both stinger-tails, she took another step forward.
 

 
  “Okaaaay,” said Ruda. “What was Plan B?”
 

 
  “I’m gonna try something,” said Gabriel, taking a step forward.
 

 
  “Gabe,” Toby warned.
 

 
  “It’s okay. Shaeine, can you please be ready to rescue me from my own stupidity if need be?”
 

 
  “That is my customary practice, yes.”
 

 
  He grinned at her momentarily before continuing forward at a slow walk.
 

 
  The monster roared at him; Gabriel didn’t falter. “Hi, Juno,” he said. She stopped, stingers poised menacingly, and bent forward as if to sniff at him.
 

 
  Keeping his pace slow, he continued on. “I know you don’t like to talk about what’s bothering you. Like I’ve told you before, though, you
  
   can.
  
  Whatever this is, whatever you’re so afraid of…you don’t need to be. At the very least, you don’t have to face it alone.”
 

 
  He stopped, finally. The monster took one step forward and leaned down, planting both fists on the ground on either side of him. Her stingers arched over her shoulders, hovering menacingly above his head.
 

 
  “Gabriel, you are too close,” Shaeine said. “I can’t put a shield around you without burning her.”
 

 
  “This doesn’t have to happen,” Gabriel said, ignoring the priestess. He slowly raised one hand toward the creature’s face, what there was of one. “There is
  
   no
  
  reason it will. You are what you
  
   choose
  
  to be.”
 

 
  She exhaled sharply, blowing his hair back. He winced; they could smell it from yards away. He did not retreat, though.
 

 
  “Choose,” Gabriel said quietly, placing his hand against her. “You’re not alone.”
 

 
  The monster’s roar was almost enough to physically bowl him over at that distance. She seized him by both shoulders and hiked him bodily off the ground, straightening up.
 

 
  Before anyone could even cry out, a tiny silver point appeared from the creature’s upper chest, just in front of Gabriel’s face.
 

 
  The monster emitted a guttural wail, dropping Gabe as suddenly as she had picked him up, and staggered backward, incidentally dislodging Ruda from her back. The pirate rolled away, nimbly landing on her feet, as the mutated dryad slumped to her knees, sagging in place.
 

 
  “What did you
  
   do?”
  
  Toby shouted.
 

 
  “Mithril,” Ruda said, retreating from Juniper without taking her gaze away. “Think Triss had the right idea back there. Good for cutting off magic. Hopefully not just hers; it should work on the Crawl’s, even.”
 

 
  “That’s right through—you could kill her!” Gabriel exclaimed in horror.
 

 
  “Nah, I’ve stabbed her with it once before. Just shook her up some.”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  Juniper’s hulking form was listing markedly to one side now. As they watched in appalled fascination, the green of her mottled skin faded to brown, the brown to gray. Before their eyes, flesh turned to wood and began to crack, as if from age and rot.
 

 
  “Look at her!” Gabriel shouted. “You
  
   bloody
  
  maniac, you—”
 

 
  “Listen!” Shaeine said urgently, cutting him off.
 

 
  In the silence which followed, a soft noise could be heard from the stilled monster, an apparently sourceless shuffling. Then, its central body shifted and seemed partially to collapse in on itself. Ruda’s rapier was tugged firmly to the side, its jeweled hilt knocking loosed a large chunk of calcified flesh.
 

 
  “Have we
  
   yet
  
  been on an adventure when you didn’t stick this thing in somebody?”
 

 
  The voice, though muffled, was unmistakeable. Gabriel leaped forward, followed swiftly by Toby and Ruda. They had to actually dig into the huge bulk of the body, pulling aside half-rotted chunks of wood, but in only seconds Juniper’s green hair was visible. With remarkably little effort—the husk of the monster now seemed about as sturdy as papier mache—they were carefully pulling her out of the ruins, still with the rapier through the center of her chest. There was no sign of her sundress.
 

 
  “Are you okay?” Gabriel asked the dryad solicitously. “How do you feel?”
 

 
  “Impaled,” she grimaced. “It doesn’t feel
  
   good.
  
  But…thanks, Ruda. That was a pretty awful thing.”
 

 
  “People underestimate the curative powers of stabbing,” Ruda said with a grin. “Good to see your pretty face again, Juno. I’m gonna want that back, by the way.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s fine, I’d just as soon have it
  
   out.”
  
  Grimacing, the dryad shifted around, giving Ruda access to the hilt protruding from between her shoulder blades.
 

 
  “This might sting a bit,” Ruda warned.
 

 
  “Less than it did going in I be
  
   oww!”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  do like to stab people,” Teal said, grinning.
 

 
  “Hey, guys?” said Fross. “Look.”
 

 
  The mist had faded from each of the side halls, revealing their shapes—which in all cases were virtually square. They extended no further back than they were wide, and seemed oddly sad, with nothing to reveal but blank stone surfaces.
 

 
  “That’s almost insulting,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “How so?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Couldn’t say, really. I just feel generally insulted.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Trissiny replied with a smile.
 

 
  “Well, I guess this means we officially won,” Gabriel said, letting go of Juniper’s hand and stepping past the group toward the middle of the room. In the precise center of the floor there now sat a small wooden chest.
 

 
  “Are we
  
   sure
  
  we’re not still in the Descent?” Ruda demanded, planting her fists on her hips.
 

 
  “Pretty sure, yeah,” said Fross.
  
   “Totally
  
  different style and methodology here. I’m equally sure it’s still the Crawl, though.”
 

 
  Gabriel knelt and raised the lid. “…well, this is kinda disappointing.”
 

 
  “What’d we get?” Teal asked, looming over his shoulder and craning her neck.
 

 
  “I think this is for you,” he said, picking up an ebony flute from within the box and handing it to her. It was quite average in size, though carved in the slightly sinuous form of a snake, with another, smaller serpent cast in gold winding about its length.
 

 
  “Ooh,” she whispered, accepting the instrument and cradling it tenderly before her face.
 

 
  “Um,
  
   don’t
  
  blow in that,” Fross said nervously. “That thing is
  
   lousy
  
  with enchantments, and I can’t even tell what most of them do. It’s
  
   old,
  
  too. No telling what might happen.”
 

 
  “We can have Professor Yornhaldt look at it when we’re back topside,” Toby suggested.
 

 
  “Only one other thing here,” Gabe reported, straightening and holding up the remainder of their winnings. “So, uh, who needs a sword?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  After a fairly minimal discussion, they decided to make camp. Everyone was exhausted, hungry, and generally not feeling up to more adventure at the moment, and the only two ways they had out of the complex held the prospect of further trouble. The eighth hall did indeed terminate in a door out of the area, which Fross peeked through and reported opened onto the huge, sloping central cavern of the Crawl. There were no recognizable landmarks; they were either far above or below the level of the Grim Visage. They also had their waystone, of course, but as the portal from Level 2 was the apparent culprit in their current predicament, Trissiny was not alone in mistrusting the welcome they could expect from the demons there.
 

 
  Fortunately, their shopping from immediately prior to this misadventure had equipped them to settle in if necessary. They improvised a fire by laying down a hearth-sized array of Gabriel’s spell paper inscribed with elemental protection charms, on which they made a puddle of oil of combustion, which Fross then enchanted with a minor time-dilation effect. The resulting campfire was somewhat eerie, shifting very slowly rather than flickering as flames normally did, and producing a peculiar hissing sound rather than crackling cheerfully. It put out heat and light, however. Soon enough, they had arranged their collapsible cook pot over the languid blaze, and set a stew of pork and mushrooms to simmering, while they chewed on unappetizing mushroom bread to stave off hunger.
 

 
  “I feel kinda bad, though,” Gabriel was saying. “Are you
  
   sure
  
  nobody else wants it?”
 

 
  “For the last time, only two of us
  
   use
  
  swords, and neither of us needs an upgrade,” Ruda said, grinning at him. “You picked it up, you may as well keep it.”
 

 
  “Don’t try to fight with it, though,” Trissiny said firmly. “I’ve
  
   seen
  
  you handle a sword in class; you’ll impale yourself. That thing might just be magical enough to do you harm, too.”
 

 
  “That’s sort of what I meant,” he said with a rueful grin. “Just seems like a waste.”
 

 
  “Or you could view it as motivation,” Shaeine suggested. “Now you have a reason to
  
   learn
  
  the sword.”
 

 
  “Or you could sell it,” said Ruda. “I can tell it’s old, and elvish. Fross says it’s heavily enchanted. Gotta be worth some serious coin.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he mused, pulling the saber half-out of its sheath to study the blade. “I dunno. That feels…wrong, somehow.”
 

 
  The leather wrapping the hilt was black, as was its attached scabbard. The blade itself was a single long curve, continuing to form an equally curved handle with only the most minimal crossguard and a heavy, rounded pommel. Its design was, indeed, clearly elven.
 

 
  “What’s that written on the blade, there?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “It’s some form of elvish,” Gabriel reported, holding up the sword and squinting at it in the firelight. “I can’t read it.”
 

 
  “It says ‘Ariel,’” said Teal.
 

 
  He frowned. “Ariel? What’s that mean?”
 

 
  “It is a name,” said Shaeine. “A rather popular one among elves until about a millennium ago. I know three women named Yrril, which is the Narisian variant. Not as commonly used these days.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess that makes sense!” said Fross. “A lot of magic swords have names.”
 

 
  “I suspect Ariel was the sword’s previous owner,” Shaeine replied. “It would be the equivalent of a sword named Jane. Not inconceivable, but…rather odd.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Gabriel mused, sliding the blade back into its sheath and setting it aside. “Well…I might actually show it to Professor Tellwyrn, see what she says. Between the unidentified spells on it and the fact I suck at swords, I’m gonna leave it alone for the time being.”
 

 
  “I think that’s a very good idea,” Toby said firmly.
 

 
  “So!” Ruda said. “If we’re all settled in and done beating around the bush, let me pose the obvious question. What the
  
   fuck
  
  was all that?”
 

 
  “Do we really
  
   need
  
  to talk about it?” Gabriel asked after a moment’s strained silence.
 

 
  “In some cases, I think we do,” said Toby. “Some of the things we saw… I think the base question is, how much of it was true?”
 

 
  “About a fifty-fifty split in our case,” Gabe replied, looking over at Trissiny. “It started off with some miscellaneous spookiness before it really got hold of us. Then Triss was turned into some kind of alternate universe version of herself, and
  
   I
  
  got dragged through that mess with Madeleine again.”
 

 
  “Madeleine?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Wait, stop,” said Ruda, grinning hugely. “Alternate universe Trissiny?”
 

 
  “One in which I was raised by my biological mother, rather than the Sisterhood,” Trissiny said quietly.
 

 
  “Wh—your mother, that smarmy Eserite elf? Naphthene’s
  
   tits,
  
  what were you
  
   like?”
  
 

 
  “A lot like you, actually.”
 

 
  Ruda barked a laugh. “You poor, abused child.”
 

 
  “I can see why the Crawl would come up with that,” Teal mused. “Avenists and Eserites are about as opposite as it comes. There’s probably no better way to attack Trissiny.”
 

 
  “I don’t think it was an attack,” Trissiny said pensively, frowning into the fire.
 

 
  “Go on,” Toby said after a moment.
 

 
  She sighed and lifted her gaze. “I’ve been…wondering. The whole time I’ve been at this University it seems I can’t do anything except mess up; I’ve only succeeded in places like the Golden Sea and Sarasio where there’s an
  
   enemy
  
  to fight. Otherwise…”
 

 
  “Otherwise,” Ruda said amiably, producing a bottle of whiskey, “you do shit like try to execute classmates and start civil insurrections.”
 

 
  “….yeah,” Trissiny said with a grimace. “It was Bishop Darling who put the idea in my head that…that maybe the other side of my heritage might have value. I’m an Avenist raised and trained, but I’m also the offspring of a particularly devious thief. Everyone keeps going on about how the old ways don’t work in the new world. Avei herself said the new paladins were being called after such a long time as a break with old traditions, so the gods could prepare us for other ways of thinking. And… Sitting here now, I find I’m feeling
  
   grateful
  
  for the experience.”
 

 
  “Grateful?” Gabriel’s eyebrows rose sharply.
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “That girl I was…I
  
   remember
  
  her. Not the details of her life, but what it was
  
   like
  
  , seeing the world through her eyes. Studying the angles, the complexities, always looking for the less-trod path, the perfect place to put the tiniest pressure to achieve her ends. And…and finding such
  
   joy
  
  in it. The constant thrill and, and
  
   celebration
  
  in being challenged and having to survive with nothing but your wits and skills. If that’s what life is like for Eserites… Well, I think I understand them a lot better. And I think that may be exactly the thing I needed to learn. I’m not sure
  
   how
  
  to incorporate that into my mindset, but…it’s a start. I feel it was important for me.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn and Ezzaniel both called the Crawl a teacher,” Teal said, frowning into the fire. “Could this really have all been arranged for our benefit?”
 

 
  “In some cases more than others,” Gabriel grunted. “I don’t see the educational value in the shit
  
   I
  
  had to deal with.”
 

 
  “I have to ask,” said Trissiny, looking up at him, “how did that play out in the real world? I know I wasn’t there to rescue you that time.”
 

 
  He shrugged, not meeting her gaze. “Madeleine’s bargain-basement diabolism didn’t hold. The hethelax demon broke through the circle and managed to restrain me before I could hurt her. After that… My dad had a little talk with her, and Toby arranged for Church summoners to send the demon back where he came from. I didn’t see her again.” He sighed heavily. “Not even a week later I went back there looking for her, because I’m
  
   really
  
  not that bright, and her whole house was cleaned out.”
 

 
  “Not many people want to be on your dad’s bad side,” Toby said with a small smile.
 

 
  “Well, I don’t think we necessarily need to drag
  
   everyone’s
  
  deep, dark secrets into the light,” said Ruda. “I for one don’t see a reason to discuss the crap it dumped on me back there.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it is kind of counterintuitive that you’d be afraid of becoming an accountant.”
 

 
  Ruda slammed her bottle down.
  
   “Fross.”
  
 

 
  “Sorry!”
 

 
  “Really?” Gabriel tilted his head inquisitively. “You’re actually really good with figures. How come—”
 

 
  “Arquin, after the day we’ve had I
  
   barely
  
  need an excuse to come over there and fuck you up.”
 

 
  
   “Peace,
  
  please,” said Shaeine. “This has been extremely trying for
  
   all
  
  of us. Let us please not make the mistake of taking it out on each other.”
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  Ruda said loudly. “With that said, I agree with Toby. There is some stuff we really
  
   do
  
  need to talk about.”
 

 
  She looked pointedly at Juniper. One by one, the others swiveled their heads to do the same.
 

 
  The dryad sighed, slumping slightly. She had been silent up till now, sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees. After being sluiced off with some of Fross’s stored water to get the slime and rotted wood off her, she’d been persuaded to don one of the lightly-enchanted robes they’d acquired as Descent level rewards and been unable to sell. The whole time, she had been uncharacteristically quiet and pliable.
 

 
  “I’m made of magic,” she said quietly. “I’m a living conduit to my mother’s power. Even if I can’t
  
   do
  
  much magic, that’s a lot of power. It’s a
  
   huge
  
  amount. Basically infinite. And…and it can change.” She paused to gulp heavily, still staring at the slow flames. “Dryads… One way or another, that’s how we end up. After hundreds of years, we start getting a little weird. In the head, I mean. And a dryad who’s lost a sense of herself tends to…change.”
 

 
  “Into creatures like
  
   that?”
  
  Gabriel asked.
 

 
  Juniper shrugged, not looking up. “Not necessarily. I don’t even know what that was. Some personification of my worry, I guess. And it’s not just age that does it; we’re not built to handle mental trauma, either. A dryad who lives long enough to go senile, or suffers a bad enough emotional shock… Well. Anything could happen.”
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of anythings can happen?” Ruda asked sharply.
 

 
  “Cherry…I don’t even know what happened to her, but she became a kind of aquatic monster. She swims up and down rivers, pulling people in and drowning them. She doesn’t even
  
   eat
  
  them, just wants to watch them die. Sequoia turned
  
   into
  
  a tree when the mortals she had become friends with were massacred. Some elves built a grove around her so they could protect her until she wakes up, which was nice of them, but…I think if she were going to she would have by now. And that’s
  
   nothing
  
  compared to what happened to Jacaranda.”
 

 
  Fross abruptly forgot to keep flying and plunged into the stew pot.
 

 
  She was out the next second, spluttering and spraying droplets of gravy everywhere. “What? Who? What did you say?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Juniper said, nodding. She finally raised her eyes to look at the pixie.
 

 
  “Wait, you know that one, Fross?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “J-Jacaranda? That’s the Pixie Queen’s name! It can’t be the same person, she
  
   hates
  
  dryads!”
 

 
  “That…could be an argument in favor of it
  
   being
  
  the same person,” Shaeine said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “It is,” said Juniper, still watching Fross. “She…well, to make a long story short, she fell in love with someone, and he decided he didn’t want her. She couldn’t cope with that.”
 

 
  “Wait, the Pixie Queen is a
  
   dryad?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “No,” Juniper said wearily. “The Pixie Queen is just one of the things that can
  
   happen
  
  to a dryad who gets her heart broken. She wanted to always feel loved, and to be distracted from her own thoughts. She wanted it more than she wanted to continue existing, wanted it badly enough to warp her very nature. Like I said, we’re hugely magical. If we lose sight of ourselves…the sky’s the limit.
  
   Anything
  
  can happen.”
 

 
  “So, then… Does this make you…my…aunt?” Fross whispered.
 

 
  Juniper managed a smile at that. “Well, the relationships aren’t exactly biological, y’know? You’re a piece of her aura. Part of her conduit to Naiya. Basically the same thing
  
   I
  
  am, but smaller, with more structure. So… I guess I’m more your big sister. Is that okay?”
 

 
  “I…I…” Fross sounded completely overawed. “That’s okay with me.”
 

 
  “So, I understand your worry about becoming a monster,” Toby said quietly. “How about
  
   why
  
  you’re worried about it?”
 

 
  Juniper dropped her gaze again. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? Whatever happens, will happen.”
 

 
  “No,” he said firmly, then stood and strode across the circle to sit down beside her and drape an arm around her shoulder. “Juniper, I’ve had time to think since Tiraas, and I’ve come to realize I wasn’t being a good friend to you at all. I was hovering around, worrying and generally treating you like some kind of dangerous animal instead of doing what I would for someone I care about. Which means, in this case, a little tough love.”
 

 
  “Uh, I am not certain this is a good idea,” Trissiny said carefully.
 

 
  “It’s a good idea,” Ruda insisted. “Juno, hon, we
  
   all
  
  know you’ve been gnawing at this, and we all know the basics of why. And we’ve left you alone about it, but it’s time to lay some cards on the table. If
  
   those
  
  are the stakes we’re dealing with… Your issues are everybody’s business. You get that, right?”
 

 
  “Take all the time you need to get it out,” Toby said gently, rubbing her shoulder. “But we
  
   need
  
  to talk about this. Tonight.”
 

 
  Juniper hunched in on herself, tightening her grip on her knees, as if to shut them all out. She leaned against Toby, though. “I… I did something really bad,” she whispered.
 

 
  “Yeah?” said Ruda. “Why’d you do that?”
 

 
  
   “Ruda!”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “I’m not just bein’ an ass here. It’s a pertinent question. If you knew it was bad, what was your
  
   reason
  
  for doing it, Juniper?”
 

 
  “I didn’t,” the dryad said miserably. “I didn’t understand… It was never like…” She paused to swallow painfully. Toby continued gently rubbing her shoulder. “We were apart from everything, you know? Naiya’s favored daughters. We did what we wanted.
  
   I
  
  always tried to keep in balance with nature, do what I saw other animals do. Only kill to eat, only when I needed to. Most of my sisters did the same, but some… Mostly the older ones… They were weird. They’d hunt for sport, or… Well, some of them had funny hobbies. And that was fine! It didn’t seem like much fun to
  
   me,
  
  but they were dryads. In the Deep Wild, dryads do whatever they want, and it’s okay. By definition.”
 

 
  “Just to be clear,” Gabriel said carefully, “we
  
   are
  
  talking about you eating humans?”
 

 
  “It was just the one,” Juniper whispered. “Just that one time. He was the first one I’d ever seen. I was curious.”
 

 
  
   “Curious?”
  
  Teal burst out, then clapped a hand over her mouth, looking abashed.
 

 
  “Well, see, that’s already not as bad as some of us were thinkin’,” Ruda said lightly. “That’s why I was asking about motivations. You didn’t know better, right? I mean, don’t get me wrong, that was a shitty thing to do and it sure as hell mattered to
  
   him,
  
  not to mention his family, but you’ve gotta make allowances for the circumstances.”
 

 
  “I was curious,” Juniper went on, barely above a whisper. “I wanted to know everything. Sample…try everything. See what it all was, how it worked. So…I ate little bits. From each part. And used healing to keep him alive so they all stayed fresh.”
 

 
  The silence was deafening. Even Fross settled to the ground, stilling her wings.
 

 
  “How could you
  
   do
  
  something like that?” Gabriel whispered at last.
 

 
  Juniper buried her face in her arms.
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda said slowly,
  
   “that
  
  is pretty fucked up. You understand that, right?”
 

 
  Juniper made a soft whimpering noise.
 

 
  “I asked you a question,” Ruda said with a bit of an edge to her voice. “I’m not making small talk, here, Juno, we are
  
   discussing
  
  this.”
 

 
  “I didn’t
  
   know!”
  
  Juniper wailed suddenly, raising her head. Tears were pouring down her face. “He was a
  
   monster!
  
  Humans were just these
  
   unnatural
  
  creatures that lived out of balance and destroyed things for no good reason. I didn’t know how complicated it all was! How, what, it…” She choked off, swallowed twice, and continued, her voice breaking. “But people are different than animals, and they matter, and I get that
  
   now
  
  . I shouldn’t have done that, and I can’t go back to thinking he was just a
  
   thing.
  
  It
  
   hurts,
  
  and I can’t make it stop, and I’m
  
   scared!
  
  I don’t want to be a monster!”
 

 
  “Hey, hey, take it easy,” Ruda said more gently. She stood and went over to sit on Juniper’s other side, leaning against her. “Hon, guilt is a
  
   nasty
  
  thing. It will fuck you right up if you don’t learn to deal with it.”
 

 
  “How do you deal?” Juniper sniffled.
 

 
  “There are many ways,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Personally, I have duty to fall back on,” Ruda said. “I have a job to do. I don’t
  
   get
  
  to wallow in my bad feelings. If I’ve done something wrong, I do my best to make it right. If that can’t be done… Then I remember I’ve done wrong in the world and make an effort to add some good to it. For my family, my people, everyone who depends on me.”
 

 
  “That sounds…complicated,” Juniper said, her face falling.
 

 
  “It is,” Toby agreed. “Any method you settle upon will be. This is not something that can be corrected with a few magic words, Juniper. What you did… The action you describe is abhorrent almost beyond description. But.” He gently placed his fingers under her chin, lifting her face when she tried to hide under her arms again. “The fact is, you
  
   do
  
  feel this way. You understand, you have the empathy to know it was wrong. And you
  
   started
  
  feeling this way when you developed that understanding. You really are a kind person at heart, Juniper. I don’t believe you could have done that, had you known what you were doing then. Would you do it now?”
 

 
  
   “Never!”
  
  she burst out, looking panicked.
 

 
  “Then it’s time to go forward,” he said firmly. “Backward is only pain. You need to take some responsibility for your own growth. I hate to tell you this, June, but you’ve had an absolutely
  
   terrible
  
  upbringing.”
 

 
  “That’s sure as hell true,” Ruda agreed with a grin.
 

 
  “My mother is a goddess,” the dryad said, frowning. “I’m sure she did right by me.”
 

 
  Toby sighed. “Did she ever tell you she loves you?”
 

 
  “What? I don’t… Why does that matter? I know she
  
   does.
  
  She protects me, after all. You’ve all seen that.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said. “But did she ever
  
   tell
  
  you?”
 

 
  “I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” she huffed.
 

 
  “Juniper,” Teal said gently, “you know
  
   we
  
  love you, right?”
 

 
  “I… Well, sure. I love you, too.”
 

 
  “Right.” Teal nodded, smiling. “But isn’t it so much better to
  
   hear
  
  it?”
 

 
  “The thing is,” Toby went on while Juniper frowned in thought, “you were raised with no boundaries. No ethics. You learned to do whatever you wanted, to whoever you wanted… June, that’s a recipe for a person with no moral center who can’t function in the wider world. Honestly, it sounds like your mother didn’t even try to raise you at all, you or any of your sisters. She just…turned you loose.”
 

 
  “I’ve been proceeding under the assumption that dryad morality is simply alien and inscrutable,” Trissiny said thoughtfully. “But if you’ll forgive me for saying it, Juniper, when I look back over our interactions, there’s nothing that can’t be explained by you simply being
  
   spoiled.
  
  I wonder if that might not be why your sisters are so vulnerable to emotional trauma. What reason have any of you had to develop emotional
  
   resilience?”
  
 

 
  “I’m starting to feel kind of ganged up on,” Juniper muttered sullenly.
 

 
  “Yes, well, we just learned you
  
   tortured somebody to death
  
  ,
  
   ”
  
  Gabriel said sharply, “because you were
  
   curious.
  
  This is kind of a serious matter.”
 

 
  “You do have a habit of saying anything you don’t like is unnatural,” Ruda said. “Contributing to the spoiled theory.”
 

 
  “All right!” Juniper exclaimed. “What do you
  
   want
  
  from me?”
 

 
  “What do
  
   you
  
  want?” Toby asked more quietly.
 

 
  She paused, blinking in confusion, then frowned. “I… I’m not sure.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t have to be a big question,” he said. “We’re not settling your whole life or anything. Think in the immediate term. What is it you would like to happen, Juniper?”
 

 
  “I…” She swallowed again. “I just want to stop feeling so bad, right now. And…and I feel like that’s even worse. Selfish. I
  
   should
  
  suffer.”
 

 
  “It’s good that you have a sense of fairness,” said Trissiny, “but inflicting suffering for suffering is rarely constructive. Justice is about everyone getting what they
  
   need,
  
  not what they deserve. What anybody deserves is often too complex a matter for us mortals to judge.”
 

 
  Shaeine stood, stepped around the fire and crouched in front of Juniper. “You understand why my healing works for Gabriel when Toby and Trissiny’s does not?”
 

 
  “Well…yes. Professor Tellwyrn explained that to us in Sarasio.”
 

 
  The drow nodded. “To call upon Themynra’s attention is to invite her judgment. If it will put your mind at ease, Juniper, we can give you the word of no less than a goddess on the matter of your culpability.”
 

 
  “It’s…divine magic,” Juniper said nervously. “It’s not good for fairies, even if she…y’know.”
 

 
  “It will weaken you, yes,” Shaeine said seriously. “But believe me, you will know the difference between
  
   that
  
  and Themynra’s wrath. I will not impose this upon you, but if you would like to have the clarity, I offer it.”
 

 
  “I…okay,” the dryad said in a small voice. “I think…yes, please.”
 

 
  “Give me your hand.”
 

 
  Gently taking Juniper’s hand in both of her own, Shaeine lit from within, a subtle silver corona forming around her. The dryad winced, staring down at her hand, which was in the center of the brightest part of the glow. It subsided after only a few seconds, however, and Shaeine released her. She pulled her hand back, flexing her fingers experimentally.
 

 
  “That…
  
   tingled.
  
  And…and I feel a little weak.”
 

 
  “But not burned,” Shaeine said with a smile. “Not judged. A full ritual to call upon Themynra’s judgment in detail is another matter; I fear that is beyond a priestess of my relatively low rank and training. But you know, now, that for immediately practical purposes, she does not deem you worthy of being struck down.”
 

 
  “See?” Ruda said lightly. “All good.”
 

 
  “It’s a long road forward, but you have friends to help you along it,” Toby added, gently rubbing her shoulder again.
 

 
  Juniper frowned in thought, staring into the fire for a long moment before lifting her eyes again. Her gaze settled on Trissiny. “Can…can you do that, too?”
 

 
  Trissiny straightened, a frown crossing her features. “I… That’s not the same thing, Juniper. Avei is a very different goddess than Themynra. The light I call on is subject to the Pantheon’s mandate, not her individual judgment.”
 

 
  “But Avei is the goddess of justice,” the dryad said, staring intently at her now. “Can you do…like Shaeine said? Ask her judgment?”
 

 
  “Once again, Avei’s judgment is
  
   not
  
  like Themynra’s. I
  
   can,
  
  yes, but it’s not something to be done lightly.”
 

 
  “In all honesty, I don’t think anything about this is
  
   light,”
  
  Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Would you, Trissiny?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “June,” the paladin said, her tone worried now, “what you’re asking for… If Avei passes judgment on you, I will have to carry it out. There are certainly extenuating circumstances, but what you
  
   did…
  
  This would mean a death sentence in any nation of laws, anywhere.”
 

 
  “You’re saying you’d kill her?” Ruda said, scowling.
 

 
  “On the direct command of my goddess, at Juniper’s own request? I wouldn’t have a
  
   choice.
  
  It’s not just a question of my position beneath her. Avei doesn’t inflict death needlessly; if she deemed it necessary for Juniper to die, I would trust her judgment.”
 

 
  “That’s kinda fucked up, Boots,” Ruda said. “You know that, right?”
 

 
  “It is not an unreasonable position,” Shaeine said.
 

 
  “You said it’s not likely she would demand my death,” Juniper said. “And…that there are extenuating circumstances. Right? You were raised Avenist, you know how Avei thinks. Do
  
   you
  
  think she’d order that?”
 

 
  “I don’t…
  
   think
  
  so,” Trissiny said worriedly. “But I also cannot rule it out. Juniper…think about what you’re asking for.”
 

 
  “She’s asking for closure,” Toby said quietly. “She wants to take responsibility. I think it’s a very important step.”
 

 
  “If…I mean…” Juniper sighed, looking down at the ground for a moment before raising her eyes again. A determined expression settled on her face as she met Trissiny’s gaze. “I’d rather not die, obviously. But…if Avei has some punishment for me… I sort of think I would feel
  
   better.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny stared at her in silence for a few seconds, then sighed heavily. “Juniper…be
  
   sure.
  
  Whatever the details, you are asking for an outcome that may be
  
   very
  
  permanent.”
 

 
  “I’m sure,” the dryad said firmly. “I’m… Nature is balance, Trissiny. I’m out of balance; it hurts me like a lost limb. I’m asking for your
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  The paladin rose slowly to her feet. “We had best step away from the others, and the fire. Gabriel…keep well back, please.”
 

 
  Juniper followed her meekly several yards away, leaving the rest of the group sitting in silence around the campfire, watching them closely. At Trissiny’s direction, both of them knelt, facing each other. Trissiny drew her sword, setting the tip against the floor and bowing her head over the hilt.
 

 
  For more than a minute, they simply knelt there. Juniper glanced uncertainly back at her classmates.
 

 
  The change was subtle, but abrupt. Trissiny spoke, her voice carrying a resonance that made it seem to fill the huge chamber.
 

 
  “Priestess, shield the demonblood in Themynra’s light if you do not wish to see him obliterated.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   what?”
  
  Gabriel squeaked, even as a silver sphere flickered into existence around him.
 

 
  Trissiny stood, and Avei stood with her.
 

 
  It was almost like looking at an image through water, the perspective flickering with each shift of the eyes. Trissiny was there, a slim blonde girl in armor, but it was also Avei, a powerfully built woman with her black hair pulled back in a severe tail, towering over them in more ways than the physical. The room was suddenly illuminated as if by the noon sun, but no shadows were cast anywhere.
 

 
  Juniper stared up at her, eyes so wide they bulged, her mouth clamped down into a thin line.
 

 
  “You are not mine to judge, daughter of Naiya,” Trissiny and Avei said, their voices resonating in unison rather like Vadrieny’s, but with a power that made the walls vibrate. “You stand apart from the world, from all the laws which govern mortals, shielded from the natural consequences of your actions by the favor of your mother. By inviting my judgment, you ask that this state be changed. If this is your intention, Juniper, be certain. My judgment is not to be gainsaid, once pronounced.”
 

 
  “I’m certain,” Juniper managed, her voice trembling.
 

 
  Very slowly, the paladin and goddess nodded, staring down at her. “Naiya is a protective but inattentive mother. You have seen the fates of your sisters who fell from their given state. Once changed beyond recognizability, they were beyond her notice. To strike you down would be to invite her retaliation… But to separate you from her sight is another matter.
 

 
  “I see in you the capacity for significant virtue or fathomless carnage, dryad. The thing that seems most promising to me is that you have called this upon your own head. You have sought to place yourself in the world of mortals, to walk among them as one of their own. To take responsibility. Know, though, that while your crimes were committed in innocence, they are
  
   no
  
  less severe for this.
 

 
  “My judgment, Juniper, is both punishment and aid. I hereby sever you from the unmerited favor of your goddess.”
 

 
  Golden wings sprang up from behind Trissiny, and a matching pair flared into existence from Juniper, accompanied by a golden corona. The dryad cried out in apparent pain, slumping forward and barely catching herself on her knuckles, short of falling to the floor. The golden light around her faded quickly, leaving her gasping for breath.
 

 
  “You are alone now, child,” Avei said. “Exactly as alone as all mortals are. You shall have only the connections you build, only the power you earn for yourself. I cannot lessen the magic that animates you, nor change your essential nature, without destroying you utterly. But know this: you are no longer watched over by divine mandate. If you fall, you will not rise again. The creatures of the wild will respect your power, but they will not see in you the will of your mother. You are a powerful fairy, Juniper. But you are no longer, for all intents and purposes, a demigod.
 

 
  “This is the price of your crime… And the promise of the life you seek to build for yourself. Judgment has been passed.”
 

 
  The light diminished, quickly but smoothly, leaving the chamber in the same omnipresent dimness that prevailed in the Crawl, lit by the students’ campfire. Trissiny staggered for a second as if dizzy.
 

 
  Juniper drew in a shuddering breath, tears spilling down her cheeks. She started to rise, but lost her balance, once again barely avoiding a fall.
 

 
  Trissiny knelt before her and wrapped her arms around the quivering dryad. Juniper’s shoulders began to shake in silent sobs; she clutched the paladin as if Trissiny were the only thing holding her up.
 

 
  “Soooo,” Ruda said after more than a minute had passed with no sound but Juniper’s quiet weeping. “Who wants stew?”
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  The newsroom of the
  
   Imperial Herald
  
  was exactly the kind of controlled chaos in which she thrived.
 

 
  The bulk of the work being done was by various reporters and columnists scribbling away at their desks, which was on its own merits also the quietest thing happening in the room. It seemed to involve a lot of shouting back and forth, however, off-color jokes flying about with the same frequency as threats and insults, most of which were shrugged off. Along the inner wall of the big room, rows of taller desks, separated by wooden divider panels, were manned by more level-headed personnel, quietly plugging away at their arcane typesetters, converting the work of the journalists to something that could be delivered to the printing presses in the next room down. Aside from all the shouting, there was no end of running around; reporters dashed back and forth between the doors and their desks, between their desks and the typesetters, up and down the stairs that led to the editor’s office and to and from the kitchen with cups of tea and cheap pastries.
 

 
  Six months ago, the staff of the
  
   Herald
  
  had discovered coffee. Two months ago, it had been added to the office budget and was now usually available in the kitchen. Evidently a lot more had been done each day since, though the jury was still out on how much of that “more” constituted work.
 

 
  This had once been a factory, and the newsroom was one of the former production floors, with the presses occupying the other. At the far end of the newsroom from the front doors, a skeletal staircase of painted steel ascended to the office once occupied by the factory foreman and now the editor-in-chief, little more than a metal box suspended from the ceiling. It had glass walls, though, enabling him to gaze out over his minions at their labors like a deity on high, which pleased him to no end. Lakshmi’s desk was right at the base of the stairs.
 

 
  Well, not
  
   her
  
  desk, and she was carefully leaving as little evidence of her presence as possible. Mr. Talivaar’s usual secretary had suddenly taken seriously ill and was out for two weeks, a fact which had initially made Lakshmi rather nervous about this whole enterprise, before Sweet explained that Razideh Aljaderad was not, in fact, sick, but canoodling in Onkawa with her married lover. All this was doubly impressive because he had arranged it without the support of the Thieves’ Guild and its resources…which, in turn, made an alarming suggestion about the capabilities of the Universal Church.
 

 
  She glanced at the clock, rose from her chair and set off up the steps, keeping her pace sedate. The conservative dress she wore was driving her batty, and not just because of the corset, which made ascending stairs an exercise in breathless pain. It just wasn’t
  
   her.
  
  No Punaji should be caught in a contraption like this unless she were undergoing torture or something equally honorable. Only by constantly reminding herself it was a
  
   disguise
  
  did she cling to her sanity; disguises were part of her calling, and a feature of the game being played at a higher level than she usually did. Working with a man like Sweet on a job like this was an aspiration realized. It was worth being a little frumpy while on duty.
 

 
  Would be nice if she could be frumpy and still breathe, though.
 

 
  Lakshmi rapped gently at the frame of the open door to Mr. Talivaar’s office. He grunted, not looking up from his desk full of papers.
 

 
  “Sir?” she said. “I’m heading out to lunch.”
 

 
  At that, he did raise his eyes, scowling and chomping at his cigar. “What? Lunch?”
 

 
  “It’s in my contract,” she said demurely.
 

 
  He snorted. “Fine, whatever, go. Just be back on time for once, Rupa.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” she replied meekly, turning to go without pointing out that she had not once been late.
 

 
  On her way back down, she meandered into the kitchen and snagged a sticky bun (this place sprang for good pastries), wolfing it down before heading back out and making her way to the door. It was a long, slow way, a routine that as usual burned up a good chunk of her half-hour lunch period. She wandered in no hurry, gazing about wide-eyed at all the fuss and confusion, stammering and cringing when she had to dodge out of the way of reporters dashing to and fro on their various tasks. Most of them didn’t give her more than an annoyed look in passing. They didn’t care; Razideh would be back in a couple of weeks and then they’d see no more of their boss’s constantly befuddled, incompetent interim secretary.
 

 
  In this manner she overheard her usual allotment of gossip, glanced at multiple projects being worked on, noted and analyzed the presence or absence of various members of the staff and slotted that intelligence into the mental picture she was building of everyone’s schedules. It had only been a couple of days, but she’d formed enough of an understanding to note the absence of one particular person who would ordinarily be here at this time. In the mess of unrelated stories and banal office politics she absorbed, that was the sole piece of interest.
 

 
  “Hello, Rupa,” the receptionist said a touch too brightly as she wandered past toward the front doors. “Off to lunch?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she replied in her vague, slightly baffled tone. “Same time every day.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Darsi raised her eyebrows. “Your…
  
   friend
  
  is out there. He seems to be waiting across the street for you this time.”
 

 
  Lakshmi followed her pointed look, finding Joe lounging outside the cafe opposite the
  
   Herald’s
  
  office, clearly visible through the glass panels inset in the front door, and had to repress a grimace. Amateurs…
 

 
  “Ah…look, Darsi, can you do me a favor?” she asked, lowering her voice and leaning subtly across the receptionist’s desk.
 

 
  “Sure, whatcha need?” Darsi replied, keeping her tone carefully casual. Like most really good practitioners of her profession, she was an inveterate gossip hound.
 

 
  “If he comes inside again, could you be, y’know,
  
   nice
  
  to him?” Lakshmi asked earnestly. “He’s a stoic kid, but… Well, since his sister died, he’s got basically no one. She was my roommate, so… It’s not the same as
  
   family,
  
  but I try to keep an eye out for him.”
 

 
  “Oh, honey,” the receptionist said, her eyes misting up. “Of course, of course. You poor thing, I had no idea.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Lakshmi said with one of the vague smiles she affected in this role. “See you in thirty!”
 

 
  “You take care, hon!”
 

 
  She smiled again, turned and meandered out. Mindful of the glass doors and Darsi’s voracious appetite for juicy intelligence, she kept her pace sedate and her path slightly wavering all the way across the street. Rupa Singh, bumbling secretary, was no threat and not particularly interesting to anyone. There was no telling how a nest of journalists would react to the presence of Peepers, Thieves’ Guild listener, in their midst.
 

 
  Joe straightened up at her approach, doffing his had courteously. “Ma’am.”
 

 
  “Joe,” she replied, linking her arm with his and leading him a distance up the street, out of view of the
  
   Herald.
  
  “For your information, I am the roommate of your recently-deceased sister, which is why you’re hanging around me. That smug little weasel behind the front desk is getting snoopy, which we don’t need. And for all the gods’ sakes, keep Weaver away from the office.”
 

 
  “That suits everyone just fine,” Joe replied with an amused expression. “He prefers lurking in the upper stories watching through windows. Doesn’t have to talk to anyone that way, which…again, is to everybody’s benefit. I’m afraid I’m not much for lying, though.”
 

 
  “I am very sorry to have to impose on your sensibilities,” she said with such a total lack of sarcasm in her tone that her words practically dripped with it. That was a neat trick she’d learned from Principia.
 

 
  “Well, there’s that,” he said, “but I’m mostly concerned that my lack of practice will throw off your game.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Lakshmi shot him an appraising glance sidelong. “Fair enough, then. The idea is for you
  
   not
  
  to have to tell anyone that story, but… I’m sure you’ve lost people you care about.”
 

 
  His expression stilled immediately. “Everyone has.”
 

 
  “Right. Well, the trick to telling a good lie is to keep the untruth to an absolute minimum. If you have to bluff it, call up that memory and say it hurts, you don’t want to talk about it. Anyone will respect that. And it gives us a story, if necessary. Frankly, I should’ve thought of something like this earlier. People like simple stories, familiar ones. The most likely explanation for me meeting a boy every day at lunch is made creepy by the fact I’m twenty-three and you’re…what, twelve?”
 

 
  “Old enough to know when I’m being baited,” he said with a smile. “Any word today?”
 

 
  “Possibly,” she said, frowning. “I’ve still only got the one lead that’s even
  
   remotely
  
  promising. Carter Long has been pursuing
  
   some
  
  story, and has pulled up reference materials on the Wreath and demonology in general. Honestly, that may not mean squat. If there’s anything like that going on in the city, it’s obviously newsworthy. The only thing at all suggestive is that nobody
  
   else
  
  at the paper seems to be looking into anything of the kind, at least not that I’ve found.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he mused. “With the Wreath as active as Bishop Darling says they are, that does seem…odd.”
 

 
  “Right. Look, Joe…” She glanced around casually; the street was busy at noon, but everyone was hurrying about on their own business, no one paying inordinate attention to one young couple strolling along arm-in-arm. “This may be nothing, but I’ve got a feeling…and I’ve learned to trust my feelings. I need you and Weaver to be
  
   especially
  
  watchful today.”
 

 
  He tilted his head, looking quizzically at her. “How so?”
 

 
  “Especially watchful,” she repeated firmly. “Not just keeping an eye open for signals or unusual activity. Long is out of the office at a time when he’s usually hard at work at his desk. That means he’s following up on a lead. If I haven’t missed the opportunity already… Well,
  
   something’s
  
  afoot. After days of nothing, I’m gonna get a little more aggressive. He makes a move, I’ll follow him.”
 

 
  “So you need
  
   us
  
  to watch for you leaving, and possibly being unable to signal as you’ll want to avoid attracting attention,” he said, nodding. “You realize if you do that, one way or another, it’ll blow your cover.”
 

 
  “And then, if this is a bust, we move on to a different newspaper,” she said flatly. “Because if this doesn’t pan out, there’s nothing here worth pursuing, and Darling has indicated we’re on a tight timetable.”
 

 
  “Right, then.” He sighed softly. “You’ll want to keep your eyes on this guy’s desk. I guess this means you’ll be heading back? Without lunch?”
 

 
  “Disappointed?” she asked with wry amusement.
 

 
  Joe shrugged. “Well, it’s my turn to treat, is all.”
 

 
  Lakshmi shook her head. “Joe, it’s not that I don’t love the chivalry, but have a care. Some Avenist is going to take offense one of these days. There’s a school of feminist thought that says holding doors and chairs for women is implying that they’re too weak to do for themselves.”
 

 
  “It was a woman who taught me to shoot,” he said calmly. “I’ve known far too many to doubt their capacity. But in a world that doesn’t always fairly acknowledge a woman’s worth…” He shrugged. “I find it hurts nothing to remind ladies that they are valued.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Lakshmi gave him a thoughtful look. “You know what, Joe?”
 

 
  “What’s that?”
 

 
  “In about…three years, I want you to look me up.”
 

 
  He gaped at her, a very satisfying lapse in his usual poise (which did not belong on someone so young). Then he blushed, which just made it better.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Returning to the office, she met Darsi’s excessively sympathetic smile with a sad one. Ah, well, it spared her having to make conversation with the silly piece of fluff.
 

 
  And on the subject of fluff, the approach through the foyer made it impossible not to see the artwork of the
  
   Herald’s
  
  new patron saint, which she had enjoyed not having to look at on the way out. Journalists hadn’t a god of their own, though the newsroom contained more than a few small idols of Vesk, the god of bards, which was the closest match. They weren’t a particularly devout lot at the best of times, though, and in the last week had found a new idol to revere. The posters in the foyer were life-sized, and hung on the walls on either side of the receptionist’s desk.
 

 
  Lakshmi hadn’t met Branwen Snowe, exactly, but had glimpsed her from the near distance, and could critique the likeness. They were recognizable, surely, all pretty, auburn-haired and demure, but somewhat exaggerated. She was about that bosomy, sure, but not nearly so wasp-waisted, nor as tall. Also, there was absolutely no way her Bishop’s robes would cling to her figure like that. Still and all, Snowe provided something for everyone; the (mostly male) rank and file certainly enjoyed eyeballing her likeness, and Talivaar was over the moon about what she’d done for sales. Apparently her advice was already quite well-spoken-of throughout the city, too.
 

 
  Lakshmi managed not to roll her eyes as she passed under Bishop Snowe’s beatific gaze back into the newsroom.
 

 
  Here, again, she made her aimless, cringing way back to her desk, not letting her interest show on her face upon noting the presence of Carter Long back at his desk. He was a slight young man with a dark Western complexion, a pair of horn-rimmed glasses perched on his nose and a predilection for cheap suits. Now, she observed, he was arranging papers, not writing or interacting with his fellow reporters.
 

 
  She continued on her way, seating herself behind her own desk near the stairs, pulled an expense sheet in front of herself and set about pantomiming working at it with an un-inked pen. Glancing up every few seconds without raising her head was enough to keep her quarry’s activities under surveillance. A frisson of excitement darted down her spine. Finally, after days in this tedious hole, wasting her talents on these people and their silly gossip, she just might be getting somewhere.
 

 
  That, or this was all perfectly innocent and she was wasting time even harder.
 

 
  Long was very clearly squaring away his effects, the kind of activity that usually preceded an evening’s departure from the premises. Not all the journalists at the
  
   Imperial Herald
  
  were so precise; a good many of those desks remained in a state of greater or lesser disaster round the clock. This fellow liked things neat and orderly, though. That he was doing this now strongly suggested he did not plan to be back here before tomorrow.
 

 
  It was just after lunch. Long was too dutiful to skip out on his job—she’d only been watching him a few days, but she was fairly certain of that assessment—which meant wherever he was going was work-related. Given the timing, it had to be something big. And he’d been reading up on the Black Wreath… She’d pulled some of the archives for him herself.
 

 
  He rose, rather abruptly, carrying a briefcase, and Lakshmi gave up her pretense. He had a sheet of paper in his other hand. If he was just taking it to the typesetter to be transcribed…
 

 
  Long wove his way through the mess of desks and coworkers, reached the end of the row adjacent to the long bank of typists…and turned left, heading down the side of the room.
 

 
  Right for her.
 

 
  She returned her attention to the sheet of paper on the desk in front of her. In seconds, he had reached her…and then passed, heading into the kitchen. With his briefcase?
 

 
  From the kitchen, there was an access to the back hall which led to storage and cleaning supplies… Lakshmi had not had the opportunity to explore it fully, but it would make sense if there were a back exit from the building in there somewhere. In the context of
  
   this,
  
  it was the
  
   only
  
  thing that made sense. Carter Long had no business putting his desk in order and carrying his briefcase and notes into a cleaning closet.
 

 
  Which meant he didn’t want anyone taking note of his departure. There were rules at the
  
   Herald
  
  against actively sabotaging a fellow reporter. Well, just one rule, really: you could only do that to reporters who worked for
  
   other
  
  papers. But a lot of the staff here had proven they weren’t above snatching a scoop from an in-house rival should the opportunity arise. Which, in turn, meant that whatever lead Long was chasing was big, and
  
   juicy.
  
 

 
  
  
  She rose smoothly, turned, and followed.
 

 
  In the kitchen, she caught a fleeting glimpse of his lean form vanishing through the rear door into the back hall. Lakshmi went right after him, silently as she could, and peered through. It was narrow and dim; if he happened to turn, there’d be no way for her to hide. On the other hand, she was the editor’s secretary; she might have any number of possible reasons to be rummaging around looking for supplies. Hell, if he caught her, she could ask him where something was.
 

 
  Lakshmi stepped into the dim hall, following the furtive reporter at what she judged a safe distance. Thank all the gods for her premonition; at least Joe had been forewarned that something might be afoot today.
 

 
  Those two hotshots had better be paying attention.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Look alive,” Weaver said by the window. Joe was at his side in a flash, tossing down the novel he’d been pretending to read on the bed. The hotel fronting the offices of the
  
   Imperial Herald
  
  tended to cater to journalists, who, it seemed, did not expect much in the way of material comforts. It was cramped, shabby, and generally not a pleasant place to be cooped up. Especially with Weaver.
 

 
  He reached the window just in time to see Lakshmi looking very pointedly up the general direction of their room before heading off down the street, right after a slender fellow carrying a briefcase.
 

 
  Beside him, still watching the street below, Weaver had just finished crushing one of the captive ladybugs he’d collected and kept in a tiny mesh cage, whispering rapidly to the remains of the poor insect in his fist.
 

 
  “I guess she was serious,” Weaver said aloud. “This could be the big one. All right…we’ll need to split up.”
 

 
  “Right,” Joe said. “How will—”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  stay on her, I’ll go get Darling. I’ll be able to find you.”
 

 
  Joe grimaced, quickly discerning his unspoken plan. “Ugh… Tell me you’re
  
   not
  
  going to send that invisible
  
   death
  
  thing to sit on my—”
 

 
  
   “Why are you still here?”
  
  Weaver barked, already heading for the door.
 

 
  Joe clenched his teeth in annoyance, but had to acknowledge the rebuke was warranted. He darted to the other window—they, or rather Darling, had paid through the nose for a corner room—and was quickly out on the fire escape. Lakshmi was vanishing down the sidewalk all too rapidly; he didn’t take excessive care with his personal safety on the way to street level. It didn’t matter too much, as he could sense every detail of where to place his feet and hands to get down with maximum efficiency.
 

 
  On the street below, he had to run to get close enough; this would all be for naught if Peepers managed to lose him in the crowd. The sight of a well-dressed teenager dashing pell-mell down the sidewalk definitely drew more attention than he wanted, but he had other concerns.
 

 
  Like the danger Peepers might be walking into, and the…whatever it was…that Weaver had apparently sent to accompany him. He wasn’t sure which unsettled him more.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There were all sorts of districts in Tiraas, all sorts of neighborhoods, each home to wildly different types of people. They ran the full gamut of wealth and social class, and some could be quite dangerous—not all for the same reasons, either. At least one particularly ritzy district, inhabited chiefly by nobles, could be risky to walk down at night, not because of criminal activity, but due to overzealous House guards who had a reputation for mistaking pedestrians for spies.
 

 
  In the whole city, though, there was really only one empty district.
 

 
  It was empty only for this moment in time, a part of the city’s continuing evolution. The island city of Tiraas had no room to grow, so as the art and science of architecture advanced, it frequently had to clear out the old to make room for the new. This process was precisely at its midway point in the Mid-Lower Southeastern Ward, a small neighborhood bordered by canals which had been home to the less desperate poor until last year, and would be home to the tenuously middle-class once the old apartments had been knocked down and replaced with new houses outfitted with all available modern magical conveniences.
 

 
  Carter Long didn’t for one moment believe that because this area was theoretically abandoned, it wasn’t dangerous. The people he had come to meet couldn’t have been the only ones who saw the potential in a district currently beneath the notice of the city constabulary. Even if no one else who happened to be skulking about here chose to bother him… Well, there was the fact that he was on his way to a face-to-face confrontation with some
  
   very
  
  bad people. He kept a hand free and tucked into his coat pocket, where he had a wand. Brandishing it would only lead to trouble, but he didn’t want to have to fumble for it, should it be needed.
 

 
  Even so, he wished for the sheet of paper on which he’d written down the directions he had been given. It was tucked in another pocket at the moment, ready to be consulted if necessary. He’d carefully memorized it all, of course. Double-checking was simply a thing he did whenever possible, for the sake of thoroughness. And, truth be told, comfort.
 

 
  The right building was easily found—the street signs and numbers were all still in place. Its front door was not only unlocked, but broken and hanging open.
 

 
  The old apartment’s interior was every bit as shabby and unlit as he would have expected of a place such as this; Carter found himself wishing he’d thought to bring a fairy lamp. Obviously, there were no interior lights active; fuel-burning fixtures would be completely neglected, and anything as valuable as fairy lights would have been scavenged long since. The halls were lit only by windows at either end, which didn’t so much provide light as create spooky glowing spots in the dark distance.
 

 
  Finding the right room on the third floor took some doing, given the lack of illumination. He had to really strain to read the numbers on the room doors, and many of those were missing, either in whole or in part. The stairwell was the easiest part of the whole trip; it ran along the building’s exterior, and had windows whose glass had long ago been smashed out, letting in sunlight and a refreshing breeze.
 

 
  Eventually, though, he located Room 317, which he was unsurprised to find still had its attached numbers. There was no light from under or around the door, no smells, no sound. This might as well have been as empty a place as the rest of the old wreck of a building. Carter took a deep breath, steeled himself, and knocked.
 

 
  The door opened instantly.
 

 
  Room 317 was fully furnished, well-lit with modern fairy lamps and seemed quite comfortable. Not so much so that it would have stood out from its neighbors when the neighborhood had been occupied, but there was a slightly shabby hominess to it, right down to the apparently handmade quilt on the bed and lace doilies draped over an end table and the mantlepiece. Carter spared all of it only the most cursory of glances, though, fixing his attention on the room’s occupant.
 

 
  He stepped back from the open door, wearing a broad smile, and bowed, doffing his white straw hat. The man was dark-skinned, old enough to have lines on his clean-shaven face, and dressed in an immaculate suit of snowy white.
 

 
  “Ah, hello,” Carter said, trying for poise. “I was told to come to…”
 

 
  “And you must be Mr. Long,” the man in white said, still smiling. “Here for the scoop of the century, of course! Do come in, sir. Let’s see if we can’t make you famous.”
 

 
  Carter cleared his throat and did as he was directed, fighting back nerves. He was, after all, stepping into a room with…well.
 

 
  “And…have I the pleasure of addressing…?”
 

 
  “Embras Mogul,” his host replied, his warm smile jerking upward on one side to become a distinctly sly grin. “Mortal leader of the faith of Elilial. So, Mr. Long, I take it you have some questions for me.
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  “Good morning,” Shaeine said, approaching. “Approximately, perhaps.”
 

 
  Toby gave her a smile, glancing around the chamber. The group had huddled together near its center, around the remains of their fire, which had burned down to a small patch of slowly shifting orange light. Fross was making a gradual circuit of the perimeter, likely out of boredom, unless she was investigating the Crawl’s inherent magic. She’d seemed relieved for the opportunity to move about when Toby had come to take her post at the front, watching the door to the complex.
 

 
  “I’m a little charged up,” he admitted. “I gave up on getting back to sleep after lying awake for an hour or so.”
 

 
  The priestess glided over to stand beside him, glancing at the door before turning to regard him seriously. “You are troubled.”
 

 
  Toby hesitated, then shook his head. “It’s…I’ll get over it. I’m just…wondering, suddenly, how many murderers there are in my social circle. It’s a little disconcerting, being in a position where I
  
   need
  
  to wonder that.”
 

 
  She gave him the ghost of a smile. “Since you seemed quite supportive of Juniper, may I assume this is about Trissiny and Gabriel?”
 

 
  He sighed. “I would rather drop it. It’s really not fair of me to be dragging all this up. I mean, it was months ago,
  
   they’re
  
  obviously over it, so what’s the point? It’s just… Well, it’s a new revelation to
  
   me.
  
  Kind of a heck of a thing to wrap my head around. Especially,” he added somewhat bitterly, “since nobody told me the truth about what happened.”
 

 
  They were silent for a moment, watching the empty doorway side by side.
 

 
  “Clerics of Themynra serve a judicial role in Narisian society,” she said at last. “I am years yet from being authorized to render judgment in an actual case, but my training
  
   has
  
  included the necessary skills, or at least the basics thereof. As someone thus trained, and who witnessed the event in question, perhaps I can offer you some clarity on the matter? If you wish it.”
 

 
  He nodded, slowly. “Actually… I think that would help. I respect your judgment more than almost anyone’s, Shaeine.”
 

 
  She smiled more broadly for a moment, then her expression grew serious again. “I don’t know the approach taken by Imperial law or Avei’s disciples, but in my culture we analyze every identifiable factor influencing a case before rendering judgment, which includes the education and known predispositions of those involved. To take the fight in question as an example…if this had occurred in Tar’naris, how the investigation would proceed might depend greatly on which House the accused hailed from. Had a member of my own House acted as Trissiny did, she would likely be held summarily culpable, as it would be assumed that a diplomat would know better than to start a fight. Had it been someone from House An’sadarr, which forms the backbone of the Queen’s military, however, matters would become more complicated. A trained warrior, confronted by a hostile demonblood, might understandably resort to force.”
 

 
  “So…ignorance is an excuse?” he said skeptically.
 

 
  
   “No.
  
  It is, however, sometimes an explanation.” Shaeine glanced back at the others; none of their forms were stirring, and Fross’s silver light was poking through one of the distant wings of the chamber which had formed an infinite hall when it was active. “I see no doubt that Trissiny instigated violence without justification. In determining culpability, though, it’s necessary to consider what she did not understand, and what Gabriel
  
   did.”
  
 

 
  “What he understood?” Toby frowned.
 

 
  “Recall that at the time, they hardly knew each other. All Trissiny knew about Gabriel was that he was a demonblood, something of a loudmouth and had a penchant for slightly sexist humor. Given that and her upbringing, her actions seem a bit more logical. Not justifiable, in my opinion, but also not totally unreasonable. Especially considering that she had previously
  
   not
  
  instigated a conflict with him, despite the surprise of learning his condition in a manner that was traumatic for them both.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he said noncommittally.
 

 
  “Gabriel, on the other hand, has grown up as a half-demon in Tiraan society, and has every reason to keep his head down and refrain from causing trouble. He has ample
  
   practice
  
  at this, and was very well aware of the likely consequences of doing so. Yet, he
  
   very
  
  deliberately provoked Trissiny, showing a degree of hostility which, frankly, was wildly out of character for him. I had never seen such aggression from him before, nor have I since.” She half-turned to look up at him, her expression solemn. “I have wondered, since… Toby, you know Gabriel better than any of us. Has he ever given any indication, before, that he
  
   wished
  
  to die?”
 

 
  Toby made no answer, but his face lengthened and his eyes grew wider as he considered the implications of the question.
 

 
  “Verbally assaulting the Hand of Avei as he did had that as a
  
   very
  
  likely outcome,” Shaeine continued after a short pause. “Moreover, his comments in the situation itself indicated that he was quite aware of this.” She shook her head. “Ultimately, then, Trissiny’s offense was several orders of magnitude more severe: the use of force against a civilian who was not a physical threat. However, given her perspective, there are mitigating factors. Gabriel’s role is precisely opposite: his is
  
   guilty
  
  of nothing more serious than rudeness and causing a disturbance, but is almost
  
   entirely
  
  culpable for creating that conflict in the first place. A conflict which was needless and which he clearly knew was likely to result in harm to himself, and possibly to bystanders and property.”
 

 
  She let the silence hang momentarily before continuing. “Ultimately… Had I been tasked with judging this case, at the time, I would have punished them both equally, and with
  
   far
  
  worse than washing dishes. And… As time has passed, I have come to appreciate Professor Tellwyrn’s solution. Mine would have been a tremendous mistake.”
 

 
  Toby turned to face her, raising an eyebrow in surprise. Shaeine, for her part, turned her head to gaze back at their sleeping classmates.
 

 
  “Over the last few months I have watched those two benefit from knowing each other, in ways I would never have anticipated. It’s a slow and subtle thing, and I can’t say what this is building toward, but I have come to believe it is best to leave them alone and let it happen.” She smiled faintly. “I wouldn’t repeat this to Trissiny, nor advocate it as a general practice… But in this one case, it seems to me that everyone is better off because justice was not done.”
 

 
  Frowning, Toby stared into the empty space beyond the door. The faint reddish glow of the main cavern was visible, but the atmosphere was slightly hazy, more so than at the Grim Visage’s level, giving them no view to speak of. After a moment, he nodded slowly.
 

 
  “That sounds a lot like what I’d concluded. Except in a lot more detail and with a lot more understanding. It all makes sense to me, though. Oh…I’m sorry,” he added, turning to face her. “I don’t mean to take credit for your insight or anything.”
 

 
  “Not at all,” she replied with a smile. “I’m pleased I was able to offer you some clarity. Toby…” Shaeine tilted her head, studying him intently. “We seem to have a difference of opinion among the group concerning whether the Crawl is trying to torment or educate us here. In either case, however, I find myself unsurprised that it would show you images of your friends in conflict. Forgive me if I presume, but you do seem more concerned with the welfare of others than your own.”
 

 
  He shrugged, but smiled faintly. “I’m comfortable with that assessment. A paladin’s life is sacrifice.”
 

 
  “In Tar’naris, everyone’s life is sacrifice. Culturally, we see it as dangerous ostentation to grind oneself down in order to be of service to others. For the whole to function, individuals must understand their own needs, and see them met.” She laid a hand gently on his upper arm. “If you prefer to spend your energies caring for others, be sure to let others care for you as well. You will be no use to anyone if you burn yourself out.”
 

 
  Toby looked down at the floor, then out at the cavern, then nodded again, finally meeting her gaze. “Thank you.”
 

 
  Shaeine smiled back, letting her hand fall. While the first sounds of the others stirring began to grow behind them at the campsite, they stood in companionable silence, keeping watch.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Okay,” said Ruda, straightening the lapels of her coat. “Has anyone taken the time to look outside?”
 

 
  “I have!” Fross chirped.
 

 
  “Fantastic. Got any working theories concerning just where the fuck we are?”
 

 
  “Well… I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure it’s far below the place where we entered the central cavern. I mean, it’s not likely there was much
  
   above
  
  that, you know? And it’s different enough I didn’t recognize any landmarks. It’s the same cavern, all slopey with some paths along the walls and a few stretching over the middle.”
 

 
  “Great,” Gabriel sighed. “So basically, we’re lost as hell.”
 

 
  “We’re not lost!” Fross protested. “We just have to go
  
   up!”
  
 

 
  “That will depend upon finding viable paths,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “We have an advantage there, in that two of our party can fly,” Trissiny pointed out. “If Fross and Vadrieny scout ahead, like they did in the mazes in the Descent, we can hopefully avoid getting any more lost than necessary.”
 

 
  It hadn’t been the most comfortable night, but the students were relatively rested, at least in comparison to how they’d felt before making camp. Now, fed, packed away and ready to head out again, they were clustered in the wing of the complex which led to the exterior door.
 

 
  Toby sighed and squared his shoulders. “All right, it’s not getting any easier while we stand here. Let’s go have a look.” He started forward, the others proceeding in his wake.
 

 
  Until Gabriel abruptly halted, straightening up from his customary slouch. “Ambush?”
 

 
  Everyone stopped, turning to stare at him.
 

 
  “What’s an ambush?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “I just… Someone said ‘ambush.’”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” she replied.
  
   “You.”
  
 

 
  “No, I mean,
  
   before
  
  that. You guys didn’t hear anything?”
 

 
  There was a round of exchanged glances and shaken heads.
 

 
  “I did not hear the word until you said it,” Shaeine replied.
 

 
  “Well, if Ears didn’t hear it, nobody spoke it,” said Ruda. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Arquin, but you have gone batshit insane. We may have to push you in the pit.”
 

 
  “That course of action might be premature, Boobs,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her in shock.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said placidly. “I thought we were renaming each other based on prominent features. Or shall we instead agree
  
   not
  
  to do that?”
 

 
  “All right, all right, point taken,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “There are any number of explanations for disembodied voices,” said Trissiny. “In
  
   this
  
  wretched place, insanity on the part of the person hearing them isn’t even the most likely. Whatever madness the Crawl inflicts on us next, we can’t afford to hunker down and
  
   let
  
  it. Gabe, let us know if you hear any more whispers. That goes for everyone else, too. For now, I say we proceed assuming we might be ambushed, which is a good idea anyway. Agreed?”
 

 
  After a round of assent, Trissiny nudged them back into formation, and was the first one out, wreathed in a low-intensity golden corona that clung close to her skin. She paused in the doorway, carefully studying the scene. It did, indeed, look very much like what they had previously seen of the slanting main cavern, right down to the reddish glow from far below. Only the finer details were different. Stone paths hugged the walls in several places, with openings dotting them, and a few were suspended improbably over the vast empty space. There was no great sculpted face, obviously, though there was a structure of some kind built against on the forty-five degree slope to the right of their door, rather like a castle in miniature.
 

 
  “No sign of movement,” she reported, “except for several large avians a good distance above us. I don’t think they see us down here, or at least aren’t interested.”
 

 
  “Lemme see!” Fross chimed, zipping out to hover next to Trissiny’s shoulder. “Oh…oh,
  
   wow.
  
  Those are
  
   really
  
  rare. I thought they were supposed to be extinct! They’re pretty dangerous, but basically blind; they won’t come at us unless we get close enough to attract their attention. Let’s not do that, it would be a shame to kill them.”
 

 
  “What exactly is
  
   them?”
  
  Juniper asked, craning her neck to peer through the gap.
 

 
  “Greater horned chiropteroid raptors! They hunt in small packs of four or five, with
  
   very
  
  good coordination in attacks, almost like a military team.”
 

 
  “You don’t mean…” Teal trailed off.
 

 
  “Yes!
  
   Dire
  
  goddamn bats!”
 

 
  “I hate this place,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  A sudden whoop startled them; Trissiny raised her shield instinctively and Fross darted around behind her head.
 

 
  Directly ahead, two paths converged in a fairly sizable floating island, ringed by low walls—much more safety-conscious than those they had seen above. One of the paths leading to it branched off from the ledge onto which their door opened, some distance to the left. There was another, smaller island above this one and slightly off-center. Three tiny figures had suddenly plunged off the edge of this and onto the lower island with a unified battlecry, vanishing below the level of the wall.
 

 
  The sounds of a scuffle ensued, accompanied by curses in two languages. A single spell was fired, flying wildly into the air where it splashed against the cavern wall.
 

 
  In the next moment, several figures emerged from concealment, where they had been crouching out of sight. There were three of them, all drow, and they had straightened up only to run. They pelted off down the path, two women leading, one armored, one in robes; behind them came a man in rather ragged pants and shirt, trying to sprint while crouched with his head tucked under his arms. He yelped as he was pelted from behind by pebbles.
 

 
  “Yeah, you
  
   better
  
  run!” shouted a voice from the island. In moments, the drow had skittered away through a tunnel opening and were lost to sight.
 

 
  “Those are the same three who have been hanging around the Grim Visage,” Shaeine noted.
 

 
  “You’re sure?” Ruda asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Yes. You will have to trust my word on it, I’m afraid. I know how we all look the same to you.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  in rare form today,” the pirate commented.
 

 
  “Yoo hoo!” A small figure had clambered up onto the wall, followed by two others. “Hey, kids, glad to see you’re all okay!”
 

 
  “Hey, look,” said Gabriel, peering over Trissiny’s shoulder now that she’d let her energy shield drop. “We found gnomes.”
 

 
  “Gnomes found us,” Toby corrected. “Triss, can we move this forward a bit? I think that ambush situation was just taken care of…”
 

 
  “Hm,” she said skeptically, but stepped out onto the ledge.
 

 
  “There ye go!” cried the gnome in the center, now sitting down on the wall with his legs dangling over the abyss. “Well, c’mon out, let’s not be all day about it. Places to go, people to see! I’m Woodsworth, and with me are me companions, Sassafrass and Steinway.”
 

 
  “Charmed!” called the female in the group, grinning rakishly and resting the haft of her battleaxe over her shoulder. It was a human-sized one, the handle nearly as long as she was tall.
 

 
  “All right, there?” added the last fellow, apparently Steinway, waggling his fingers.
 

 
  “Do we…know you?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Not to the extent of havin’ been formally introduced,” Woodsworth replied. “Though we have shared quarters recently! The Grim Visage is a goodly distance above, but there’s ways to get around the Crawl expeditiously if you’re on its good side. This is all very adventurous, by th’way, but might we ‘ave this conversation from a closer distance an’ a lower volume?”
 

 
  “Um,” she said carefully. “With all respect, and with thanks for the apparent help…we’ve had a rough time lately and aren’t in the most trusting mood.”
 

 
  “Well, sure,” said Sassafrass. “It’s not like we can
  
   make
  
  you do anything, nor would if we could.
  
   But,
  
  if you’re not absolutely married to the idea of wanderin’ around down here with no clue where yer goin’, maybe we can ‘elp?”
 

 
  “There’s someone you ought to talk to, see?” Woodsworth added. “Nice fella of your acquaintance who sent us down ‘ere to ‘help out when we caught wind
  
   those
  
  three were after ye.”
 

 
  “Not to sound paranoid,” Gabriel said, “but how can we be sure they meant us harm?”
 

 
  “Are you serious?” Teal demanded.
 

 
  “They were lying in wait, concealed from view, at a chokepoint where we’d be strung out along an unrailed path over the chasm before we knew they were there, Gabe,” said Trissiny. “That is
  
   not
  
  friendly behavior. What do the rest of you think?”
 

 
  “I hate to default to racial stereotypes,” said Toby, “but I’ve never heard of gnomes robbing or ambushing anyone.”
 

 
  “What the hell, he’s got a point,” Ruda added. “We’ve got no fuckin’ clue where we are or how to get where we want to be. Short help’s better than no help.”
 

 
  “Let’s take it easy with the s-word while we’re in their company,” Teal suggested.
 

 
  “Who did you want us to meet?” Trissiny asked, turning back to the gnomes and raising her voice.
 

 
  “Well, we could stand here shoutin’ about it or we can just show you,” Woodsworth called back, grinning. “See that there little castle along the slope? The ledge you’re on’ll take ye there. Follow it till you reach the tunnel, go in that, and it’ll bring ye back out on another ledge that leads right t’the door. Meet you there!”
 

 
  With that, the three gnomes hopped down behind the wall. Moments later they reappeared, trundling rapidly along the path opposite the one the drow had taken, which led them toward the indicated structure along a route parallel to the one Woodsworth had pointed out to them.
 

 
  “Well,” said Teal after a moment in which nobody moved, “my dad has a saying for uncertain situations like this.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Toby asked.
 

 
  The bard grinned at him. “Eh, what the hell.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The ledges and tunnel led exactly where their new acquaintances said they did, and in just a few minutes the students were assembling on the narrow balcony outside the tiny castle. It was actually little more than a round tower, built into the slope of the cavern, with a crenelated wall ringing its top and arrow slits not far below that. There was no door, only an archway leading to the interior, through which the gnomes had passed just before they arrived.
 

 
  Inside, the room was rather cozy, mostly open all the way to the top, though stone steps circled around the entire interior of the tower, terminating in a trapdoor which presumably led to the roof. A fireplace was built into one wall, currently dark and cold, though an iron pot was suspended above it. Along the walls were various items of furniture: trunks bookshelves, chairs and a vertical rack of hammocks.
 

 
  The gnomes had already assembled. Woodsworth and Sassafrass sat in chairs a bit too tall for them around a small round table and were laying out a card game; Steinway was piling what looked like coal in the fireplace. He looked up at the students when they entered, grinning.
 

 
  “There y’are! Go on back, he’s expecting you.” With that and a nod at the wall opposite the entrance, he went back to shoveling.
 

 
  A short flight of steps led to another doorway, beyond which was relative darkness. The students paused, studying their new environs carefully.
 

 
  “Well, go on,” said Sassafrass. “It’s not like
  
   we’ve
  
  any appointments, but there’s no sense in keeping the man waiting.”
 

 
  “Eh, what the hell. Remember?” Ruda said, grinning, and nudged Trissiny in the back. The paladin sighed, but stepped forward, her sword and shield in hand.
 

 
  They crossed the chamber, climbed the steps and passed single-file through the doorway, Fross accompanying Trissiny in the front. Her light was welcome, as this led to a short tunnel that lacked light and appeared to be natural, to judge by its uneven walls. After a couple of twists, it opened out into a natural cavern completely unlike anything they had yet seen in the Crawl.
 

 
  Not much larger than Tellwyrn’s classroom back at the University, it was much longer than wide, narrowing in the center. Ledges of stone lined the walls, with a softly gurgling river running down the middle of the space; just past the narrow point, rough-cut steps led to a higher level, where a small waterfall trickled down. Gaps in the ceiling admitted streams of water and clean white light from some unknown source. There were several giant mushrooms growing in clumps along the walls, as well as draperies of hanging lichen and softly glowing crystals embedded in the stone here and there. It was a strikingly peaceful place, cool and lovely, if slightly damp. And it was occupied
 

 
  “Ah,
  
   there
  
  you are!” said Shamlin, bounding lightly down from the upper level and grinning at them. “About time; if I hadn’t been following your progress thus far I’d have begun to worry. But surely the eight of you had nothing to fear from the Apparitorium.”
 

 
  “What the fuck are
  
   you
  
  doing here?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Well, that’s the thing,” he said, smiling rather smugly. “At issue, I think, is what
  
   you
  
  are doing here. Got a little lost, did we?”
 

 
  “The demons on Level 2 seem to have misdirected us,” Trissiny said grimly.
 

 
  “Ah, ah.” He held up an admonishing finger. “Leaping to conclusions, there, aren’t we? In fact, Melaxyna is going to be furious when she finds out someone got lost taking her portal. I expect she’s already starting to worry; the longer a student group remains absent after passing through it, the more likely she’ll have to deal with a very irate Professor Tellwyrn, which is enough to give anyone gray hairs. No, I wouldn’t describe the demons as
  
   trustworthy,
  
  broadly speaking, but they know which side their bread is buttered on. Nobody down here wants to pick a fight with the Unseen University.”
 

 
  “Waaaaaiiit a second,” Fross said. “You called it…”
 

 
  “That I did.” Shamlin’s smile widened. “Come on, you never wondered what a human is doing down here? The geas on the campus is serious business indeed. Tellwyrn does
  
   not
  
  suffer outsiders to mess around on her property, but University initiates sneaking into the Crawl for various purposes…why, that’s downright traditional. The Grim Visage and Level 2 are both popular spots for hosting off-campus parties.”
 

 
  “Huh,” said Teal, sounding utterly bemused.
 

 
  “Then what are you doing down
  
   here?”
  
  Toby asked.
 

 
  “Making gold hand over fist,” Shamlin said with a grin. “It’s not exactly a luxurious spot to set up work, but there’s no shortage of opportunity here. In fact, I’m just about ready to cash in and return to the land of the living, but there are just a few things I need to square away first. There are the trio out there, for one thing.”
 

 
  “Are they University alums, too?” Gabe asked.
 

 
  “No, actually, they didn’t come from up top. That’s a Venomfont delving crew that managed to get as lost as anyone has ever been.”
 

 
  “Venomfont?” Trissiny frowned. “That’s clear up in the Wyrnrange, not far from the Spine. There’s no
  
   way
  
  it’s physically connected to the Crawl.”
 

 
  “And there we come to it,” Shamlin said, his expression abruptly growing more serious. “A number of things have gone screwy down here of late, most of them traceable to one or the other resident Vanislaad messing around with the Crawl.”
 

 
  “I knew it,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “The Crawl, as I hope you’ve figured out by now, is very much a living thing,” Shamlin continued, seating himself on the steps, heedless of the damp. He stretched out his long legs and lounged backward, his casual posture contrasting with his solemn tone and expression. “It has its rules, but it’s also amenable to making exceptions. It relates to people on a very individual level—at least, those who either take the time and trouble to cultivate relationships with it, or somehow manage to piss it off. In my case, that means this little grotto, which I’m allowed exclusive use of while I stay down here. Nobody gets to visit without my approval. That, plus a few tricks I’ve acquired that enable me to move about the Crawl rapidly, are the result of a long campaign of…”
 

 
  “Shmoozing?” Ruda suggested.
 

 
  “I was going to say friendship,” he said with a grimace. “But…you’re not entirely wrong. There are a number of people you’ve encountered who have earned favor with the Crawl, and thus begun to wield a disproportionate influence. There’s Professor Tellwyrn, first and foremost; this place
  
   loves
  
  her. I have no idea how she arranged that. Most people she meets can’t wait for her to leave.”
 

 
  “We have noticed,” Gabriel said dryly.
 

 
  “Darling Melaxyna, as you also know, has accrued enough favor to make Level 2 her own little domain, as has Rowe with the Grim Visage. That last detail is the source of some of the problems I’ve seen developing recently. Thanks to his screwing around, there are lots more places connected to the Visage than there ought to be, which is how the trio came to be stranded here. Did I not know better, I’d suspect he was trying to arrange an
  
   exit
  
  from the Crawl that didn’t involve going back through the topside door, and thus right under Tellwyrn’s nose. She would notice that, and after sticking those two down here, she’s not about to let them wander off. Of course, opening such a door is entirely out of the question…under normal circumstances.”
 

 
  “Normal, how?” Toby asked.
 

 
  Shamlin leaned his head back, chewing thoughtfully on his lower lip for a moment. “I’m afraid you’ve been caught in the feud between Rowe and Mel. With both of them using their influence to bend the rules in their favor, and trying to do so
  
   against
  
  one another… Well, you stepping through that portal and ending up in the wrong place is just a case in point. Stuff isn’t working
  
   quite
  
  as it should.”
 

 
  “And you want to fix this before you leave?” Juniper asked, speaking up for the first time. She looked hollow-eyed and exhausted, as she had since the day before.
 

 
  “That,” Shamlin said, nodding. “And I have…other reasons. Suffice it to say, I’m the reason you are here.”
 

 
  “You
  
   son
  
  of a
  
   bitch,”
  
  Ruda snarled, stomping toward him and pulling her rapier from its sheath.
 

 
  In the next moment, Shamlin rolled nimbly to his feet and scurried back up the steps away from her, while Toby and Trissiny intercepted their furious classmate before she could reach him.
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on!” he protested, backing further away and raising both his hands. “Let me
  
   explain!
  
  I didn’t arrange to have you sent to the wrong place from the portal.
  
   I
  
  don’t want Tellwyrn mad at me, either, which is the whole point. Once I caught wind of the fact you were
  
   going
  
  to be misdirected… Well, suffice it to say, the whole idea behind
  
   that
  
  was to get you so good and lost that you’d never be found again. I stepped in and got you sent to the Apparitorium instead. Just took a little persuasive speaking, really; the Crawl is interested in testing and teaching you, because that’s what Tellwyrn asked of it. That place is even better set up for that than the Descent. Albeit in somewhat different ways.”
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   bullshit,”
  
  Ruda spat. “That place was a load of—”
 

 
  “Will you
  
   please
  
  just let the man talk?” Toby interrupted in exasperation. “I for one would like to find out what’s going
  
   on
  
  around here!”
 

 
  “What’s going on,” Shamlin said quickly, “is that between Melaxyna’s greasing your wheels and your own talents—by which I mostly mean firepower—you kids have been looking a
  
   lot
  
  like you were going to get all the way to Level 100 and retrieve the prize. And that…well, that would throw off certain plans in a way that the creators of those plans just couldn’t have. So, knowing that…” He folded his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels, grinning broadly. “…how would you like to kick those plans right straight to hell?”
 

 
  There was a moment’s pause while the students looked around at each other.
 

 
  “Go on,” Trissiny said finally.
 

 
  “There are limits to how much I can help you,” said Shamlin. “You’re still student adventurers and the Crawl still has its mandate. But I can set you in the right direction. For example, have you discovered how the Crawl feels about cheating?”
 

 
  “Yes, unfortunately,” Gabe replied, making a face.
 

 
  “We were actually talking about that not long ago,” said Fross. “Me and Ruda, I mean. It’s almost like…it doesn’t mind cheating, if you cheat in the right
  
   way.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel blinked. “Huh?”
 

 
  “She’s got the right of it,” said Shamlin, nodding approvingly. “The Crawl doesn’t like being contradicted, but it also approves of lateral thinking. You tend to bring trouble down on your heads if you break its rules, but there are
  
   provided
  
  shortcuts, the use of which it fully accepts…if you can find them. The finding is the challenge. And
  
   I,
  
  as your friendly neighborhood dungeon cartographer, can set you up with the ultimate prize: a way to skip directly to the hundredth level of the Descent.”
 

 
  “And…do you offer that to every student group that comes down here?” Juniper asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,
  
  no,” he said fervently. “Most student groups would get chewed up if I just dropped them into that. Plus, there’s the important fact that I don’t actually
  
   have
  
  it.”
 

 
  “The more this clown talks, the more convinced I become that he’s wasting our time,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “Now, hear me out,” Shamlin said soothingly. “I don’t
  
   have
  
  the means to skip, but I can provide you with it. Or rather, I can tell you how to provide yourselves. There’s a shrine of the Naga Queen which contains what you seek. You already have the key; you just need to find the lock, and you’ll have your reward.”
 

 
  “Okay, two questions,” said Gabriel. “First, what the hell is the Naga Queen?”
 

 
  “Are you serious?” Fross exclaimed. “She’s the main boss of the Crawl, down on the lowest level of the whole shebang! The oldest and possibly most powerful dungeon boss in
  
   existence.
  
  Adventurers went delving in here for
  
   centuries
  
  before the University came along, and the few that even reached her after fighting through the naga court got… Well, you don’t mess with the Naga Queen, is all. The last guy who made a really serious effort got beaten to death with his own
  
   face!”
  
 

 
  “That account
  
   may
  
  be apocryphal,” said Teal, repressing a smile.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s plenty ominous,” said Gabe with a sigh. “Second question, we’ve already got the what now? Did somebody pick up a key?”
 

 
  “Well, there’s a reason I had you brought to the Apparitorium,” Shamlin said smugly. “It’s the prize for passing the trails there.”
 

 
  “What, this?” Gabriel pulled the black sword free and held it up.
 

 
  Shamlin frowned. “What? No, it’s the snake flute.
  
   Please
  
  tell me you obtained the snake flute. What the hell is
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “I have the flute,” Teal reported, pulling it out of the inner coat pocket where she’d stashed the instrument.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” said Shamlin, relaxing slightly, then turned back to Gabriel. “Are you saying you got that thing
  
   too?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “It was in the box with the flute. What, that’s not supposed to happen?”
 

 
  “Hm. Mind if I take a look at that?”
 

 
  Gabriel passed the sword over to him; Shamlin examined it carefully, pulling it partly free of the scabbard to study the blade. “Well…this thing is magical as hell, but I can’t tell what any of these charms do. Radivass could, maybe. Seriously, though, Ariel? That’s like naming a sword Jane.”
 

 
  “Shaeine thinks that’s the name of its original owner,” Gabe suggested.
 

 
  Shamlin shook his head. “Doubtful. This weapon is more magic than steel. People who create things like this don’t call them… Well, we’re just speculating, and anyway this is all getting us off topic.” He carefully handed the sword back to Gabriel. “Be careful with that, at least until you’ve had it studied by an expert. Concerning the actual point, you’ve got the flute, I can provide the directions, and from there you can obtain your shortcut. Interested?”
 

 
  “What will we find,” Trissiny asked slowly, “if we skip to Level 100? After the impediments we’ve
  
   already
  
  suffered, I can only expect some further disaster.”
 

 
  “Disaster might be putting it a bit over-dramatically,” Shamlin said with a grin. “But you’re not completely wrong. You won’t be stepping into what Tellwyrn sent you here to face.”
 

 
  Toby heaved a sigh. “And you can’t tell us what it is?”
 

 
  “I
  
   could,”
  
  he said, shrugging. “It would cause you more problems from the Crawl in the long run, though, and to be frank I’m not a hundred percent certain
  
   what
  
  form your final challenge will take. If you do take me up on the offer, though, I can promise you this much.” He smiled at them again, a self-satisfied expression that was more than half smirk. “School is no longer in session, kids. You’re now dealing with real powers who have real-world goals and concerns. If you make it to Level 100, be prepared for the confrontation of your lives.”
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  “I guess the most obvious question is, why now?” Carter settled back into the chair he had been offered, pencil poised over his notepad. His interviewee had perched on the edge of the bed, there being no other furniture in the little room. “Why is the Wreath suddenly interested in speaking openly?”
 

 
  “Why, because you think this is unprecedented,” Mogul replied, steepling his fingers and smiling over them. It was a knowing smile, but not an overtly sinister one. That summed up his whole aspect; he didn’t threaten, but something about him always hinted at the level of control he had over the situation. The deliberate, slightly exaggerated way he moved his long limbs was evocative of a large spider. “There have, at various times in history, been enclaves of open Elilinist belief, whole societies dedicated to our faith, practicing their beliefs in broad daylight before their neighbors. Odd villages here and there in most parts of the world in most eras, but at times, entire kingdoms, and once, an empire worthy of the name. I don’t suppose you knew that, did you?”
 

 
  “I did not,” Carter admitted, jotting down shorthand and refraining from saying he still wasn’t sure he knew it.
 

 
  Mogul’s smile widened, his expression suggesting he understood what was in the reporter’s mind. “Let me begin by giving you some advice, Mr. Long. Once your paper has run your article, report immediately to Imperial Intelligence and turn yourself in for questioning. Once there, volunteer for any kind of mental scrying they want to do and positively fall over yourself to answer questions. I am not a source who needs protecting; hiding from my enemies is my entire way of
  
   life.
  
  You, on the other hand, will need to ingratiate yourself with the law.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not particularly worried about that,” said Carter. “The Writ of Duties—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, that is precisely my point. The Tirasian Dynasty makes it a point to be reasonable in its rule. Take advantage of that. If you fall, instead, into the hands of the Universal Church… Well, it’s likely that’ll be the last anyone sees of you.”
 

 
  “The Church isn’t in the habit of accosting journalists,” Carter said with a smile. “Really, I appreciate your concern…”
 

 
  “Rare is the journalist who has had the opportunity you are enjoying right now,” Mogul replied, that knowing smile still hovering around his lips. His eyes, though, were direct and intent. “You have no idea what the gods and their pawns do to people who
  
   truly
  
  threaten their interests. You don’t know because they are
  
   very
  
  good at doing it. Yes, right now you’re thinking this is exactly the kind of paranoid propaganda you would hear from a man in my position. Right?”
 

 
  “In my line of work, one learns not to be judgmental,” Carter replied. “The point is to report on the facts, not to promote opinions about them.”
 

 
  “Very laudable,” Mogul said, grinning now. “Here are some facts, then. Members of the Black Wreath set themselves up to oppose the greatest powers in existence, and live under the constant threat of imprisonment, injury and even death if exposed. Have you never wondered why?” He tilted his head, beginning to drum his fingertips against each other. “There’s no glory in what must be done in secret. There is assuredly no
  
   pay
  
  in it. Sure, one can accrue great power as a warlock, but the Wreath practice diabolism chiefly with an eye toward containing it; our summoners suffer a much lesser rate of damaging infernal corruption than those employed by the Church or the Strike Corps, or any other organization, for that matter. Chiefly because
  
   containing
  
  demons without permitting them to spread corruption is central to our calling. Why, then, do we do this?”
 

 
  “You tell me,” Carter suggested, keeping his tone carefully mild. “That is why you asked to meet with me, correct?”
 

 
  “I don’t oppose the gods because I’m a rebel, Mr. Long. I’m a rebel because I oppose the gods. Because once I understood the truth about the Pantheon, I could not live with my conscience while giving them the support of my prayers.”
 

 
  Carter leaned forward. “And what is the truth?”
 

 
  “The entire truth, I’m afraid, I can’t tell you. But there are things it is time for you—and your readers—to know. It is, as I’ve said, not without precedent for the Wreath to operate openly, though the Church has gone to great lengths to bury those facts.” He grinned, and winked. “But I encourage you not to take
  
   my
  
  word for it. The records may be destroyed or hidden, but there are living immortals who remember Elilinist kingdoms. There was one on this continent as recently as twelve centuries ago, in the foothills where Calderaan Province abuts the Stalrange.”
 

 
  “Dragons and elder elves don’t have a reputation for being approachable,” Carter noted wryly.
 

 
  Mogul grinned again and nodded. “True, true. But who better to approach them than a professional interviewer? If you want to start with an easier search, though, you might direct your attention to Last Rock. The good Professor Tellwyrn has some
  
   fascinating
  
  things in her University’s library, and she enjoys tweaking the establishment’s nose enough that she might show them to you. But for the moment, let’s focus on the here and now.”
 

 
  He shifted, unfolding his legs and re-crossing them the other way, then settled himself with one hand on his knee, the other resting on the bed. His expression was suddenly much more serious.
 

 
  “Four years ago, in locations scattered across the Empire, seven teenage girls spontaneously combusted. Only one survived. The Black Wreath was involved in creating this situation, for which we owe an apology to those poor children and their surviving loved ones. That is overdue, but the opportunity hasn’t exactly arisen before now. I hope you’ll convey it in your paper.” Mogul’s eyes narrowed. “But had our plans unfolded as they should, those girls would all be alive today. Alive, healthy, happy, and with nothing to fear from anyone, ever again. I believe the world, and especially their families, deserves to know the whole truth about that incident. If I knew
  
   which
  
  god of the Pantheon murdered those children to protect their secrets, believe me, I would tell you.
 

 
  “Allow me to explain.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Your Grace, you have a—”
 

 
  “Trouble,” Weaver announced, shouldering roughly past Price into the study. She gave his back a very calm look.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Butler said. “As I was saying, you have a trouble. It insisted upon seeing you immediately.”
 

 
  “Sounds dire,” Darling remarked, removing his feet from the desk and setting aside the novel he’d been holding. In fact, he had been practicing his knife work, due to the lack of opportunities for proper exercise lately, and had affected an indolent pose upon hearing the footsteps approaching his door. “Is Peepers okay?”
 

 
  “Last I saw her, probably,” Weaver said. “She’s gone off following some journalist who she thinks is going to an assignation with the Wreath. Or so I mostly put together, from what Jenkins said. This is third-hand intel. What I
  
   know
  
  is that she’s run off after this guy and Jenkins went off after
  
   her.”
  
 

 
  “Hmm, that could be trouble indeed,” Darling mused. “Joe isn’t exactly trained for discreet operations.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a good thing to have considered
  
   before
  
  assigning him to discreet operations,” Weaver observed.
 

 
  Darling grinned at him. “Watching from across the street isn’t discreet operations, Weaver, it’s babysitting. Anyhow, it was always my assumption the Wreath would spot anyone we sent to tail them. Hence
  
   you
  
  two; if this was to be done through spying alone, I’d have just sent Peepers. I doubt they’re prepared for the Kid, if it comes to rough stuff. Where are they?”
 

 
  “No idea,” Weaver said bluntly. “I can lead you to them in a more or less straight line, but you can probably guess where the line ends better than I. You know this city.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, your…that. Just a moment, let me think.” Darling frowned into the distance, drumming his fingers on the desktop while he rapidly sifted through facts, probabilities and options. Price remained as calmly aloof as ever; Weaver began tapping his foot in ostentatious impatience before half a minute had passed.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Darling said abruptly, standing up and rummaging through his upper desk drawer for items which he began tucking into his coat pockets. “Let’s go give them a hand, shall we?”
 

 
  “You want to… Just us?” Weaver frowned. “If they run into
  
   real
  
  trouble with the Wreath, it might we smarter to round up some of the others.”
 

 
  “Time is more important than firepower,” Darling replied, tucking throwing knives into his sleeves. “It’ll take too long to gather McGraw and Billie. Mary might turn up anyway; I’m never sure when she’s watching, but it’s probably best to assume it’s just us. Anyhow, I’m not worried about that. We have you and Joe, remember?”
 

 
  “Against an unknown force of possible Black Wreath warlocks and demons?” Weaver stared at him. “Who the hell knows what they’ve got waiting for us?”
 

 
  “Only one way to find out,” Darling said breezily, stepping around from behind the desk and brushing past him. “Price, I’m going out.”
 

 
  “Indeed, sir.”
 

 
  “If I’m not back by dinner, you know what to do.”
 

 
  “Very good, sir.”
 

 
  He lengthened his stride in the upstairs hall and practically bounded down the steps, making for the front door. He was in one of the Bishop’s nicer suits, so it wouldn’t be too shocking for the neighbors to see him leaving this way.
 

 
  Weaver followed at a slightly less efficient pace; Darling had to pause and wait for him at the end of the garden path.
 

 
  “What’s the plan if we don’t come back, then?”
 

 
  “Plan?” Darling shrugged, smiling vaguely. “I guess we’ll improvise.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   us,
  
  I mean what contingencies did you set up with your Butler? That bit about her knowing what to do.”
 

 
  “Oh, I haven’t a clue. There’s no
  
   plan,
  
  per se. Price
  
   always
  
  knows what to do, though.”
 

 
  He’d have dearly loved to see Weaver’s face right at that moment, but he wasn’t about to spoil the effect by turning around to look.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Joe rounded the corner of the stairwell, slightly out of breath but doing his best not to pant or otherwise make needless noise. There was no telling who or
  
   what
  
  was lurking in the abandoned complex. Quite apart from the darkness and dust, if his quarry’s quarry had come for the reasons they suspected, there was certain to be something very dangerous here. Multiple somethings, in all likelihood.
 

 
  Fortunately, Peepers was right in front of him, and had finally stopped moving. She was a good distance down the hall, partially shrouded in darkness, kneeling before one of the room doors and clearly trying to listen at the keyhole.
 

 
  Glancing up at his arrival, she made a sideways slashing motion with her hand, then urgently beckoned him forward.
 

 
  Joe paused, trying to even his breathing, before stepping slowly out of the stairwell, heading toward her. He decided to interpret her sign language as “be quiet, but come here,” for want of a better idea. She was once again intent on the door, apparently ignoring him. He approached with a blend of relief at having found her and annoyance at her antics, which in turn made him feel a little chagrined. She was, after all, doing her job; his was to watch her back. It might have been nice if she’d make it a little easier for him…but then again, it might not have been possible.
 

 
  Peepers stood as he neared and stepped toward him, away from the door.
 

 
  “They’re in there, all right,” she reported very quietly, barely above a whisper, “but I can’t hear a thing. They keyhole isn’t blocked, I can
  
   see
  
  through it, but no sound comes out.”
 

 
  “What’s the plan, then?” he asked, just as softly. “I don’t suppose you can read lips?”
 

 
  Her mouth tightened. “Can’t see them clearly enough.”
 

 
  “Then…you want to back out? We know the guy’s meeting with the Wreath…”
 

 
  “This isn’t evidence,” she whispered fiercely. “It’s some fellow in a white suit, not a Wreath robe. I need to
  
   hear
  
  what they’re saying in order to get what I need.”
 

 
  “But you can’t,” he said reasonably. “And if we just hang around out here, we’re sure to be discovered. When they come out, if nothing else. If they just got here, they’ll be a while. I think the best thing to do is to go get reinforcements and try to take the Wreath guy into custody.”
 

 
  “There’s a window in the room,” she said, turning and heading back toward the stairwell. “I’m gonna try to get to it and see if I can hear in.”
 

 
  “Wh—if they silenced the keyhole, you don’t think they’ll have thought of the
  
   window?”
  
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   third floor
  
  window. Probably why he chose this room. I’m a Guild agent; I can get up the side of a building, especially one as old and crumbly as this.
  
   Yes,
  
  Joe, I know what you’re going to say, but I have to
  
   try.
  
  If it doesn’t work, we’ll retreat, get Darling. Where’s Grumpypants, by the way?”
 

 
  “Getting Darling.”
 

 
  “Oh, well, then. Everything’s taken care of. C’mon.”
 

 
  His exasperated sigh was cut off by, of all things, a soft giggle. They both whirled, and at what they saw, Peepers edged behind him and Joe whipped out both his wands.
 

 
  She was a woman of incredible beauty, wearing an improbable leather bustier and a skirt that barely deserved the title, falling well short of her knees and slitted to the waist on one side. Joe appreciated a pretty girl as much as anyone—though he always endeavored to do so politely—but in this case, he was far more interested in her eerily white complexion, scintillating jade eyes, and the half-furled bat wings with which she blocked off the corridor.
 

 
  “Oh, shit,” Peepers whispered.
 

 
  “Are you children lost?” the succubus asked solicitously. Her sculpted lips were curved up in a gentle smile, but those eyes were far too wide, exhibiting a glee that verged on insanity. Joe edged back, pushing Peepers behind him and training his wands on the demon. “You shouldn’t root about in condemned buildings, you know. It’s
  
   dangerous.
  
  Why, the whole floor could fall right out from under you.”
 

 
  “Shoot her,” Peepers hissed.
 

 
  At that, the succubus laughed again, and abruptly vanished into thin air. Joe hesitated; he could fire at her position, but there was no telling where she would be. Did the room’s silencing work both ways? Were the soft hisses of his wands enough noise to get its occupants’ attention? He’d never had to use them under a need for silence before.
 

 
  “Did you seriously just hesitate to kill a
  
   demon
  
  because it was a
  
   woman?”
  
  Peepers growled. “I never thought I’d hear myself say this to anyone, but if we
  
   survive
  
  tonight I am gonna drag your ass to an Avenist service, boy.”
 

 
  Joe didn’t bother replying, scanning the whole hall rapidly. They could go invisible, check. They could shapeshift, which wasn’t really relevant here. Could they shadow-jump? Were those wings functional, and was there room for her to fly? For being on a job involving the Black Wreath, he had lamentably failed to study up on demons. He could feel the air currents in the corridor, enough to suggest there were bodies moving, but despite his mind converting perceptions into hard information, none of his senses were acute enough to pinpoint an invisible person. He’d probably hear and feel it if she tried to fly, but the hallway was wide enough for her to
  
   walk
  
  past if she was careful. He glanced back at the stairs, then back at the room. Peepers whimpered into his coat. The demon hadn’t carried any visible weapons, but…
 

 
  The soft sound came from behind them, by the stairwell. They both whirled again, staring.
 

 
  The succubus was visible again, no more than two yard distant, but she was gaping at them with a shocked expression. A small wound had appeared in the center of her upper chest, just above her bulging cleavage, trickling black blood. As they stared, the demon slumped forward, falling to her knees and then landing face-down on the ragged old carpet. Joe and Peepers hopped backward to avoid her.
 

 
  There was silence for a long moment.
 

 
  “Is it…is she faking?” Peepers whispered finally.
 

 
  Joe could only shake his head. The succubus had landed gracelessly, with her wings flopping limply to either side; one was half-propped up against the wall. He couldn’t see any benefit to her in playing dead, unless she was just toying with them. Of course, the children of Vanislaas were known to do that. On the other hand, there was the wound in the center of her back, opposite the one in front and much larger. It looked a lot like a triangular blade had run her straight through. Even if it had severed her spine, though (and it appeared to have entered an inch to the left), that shouldn’t have caused instant death. He had seen how long it sometimes took people to succumb to mortal wounds. Or were demons different?
 

 
  He stepped carefully around Peepers, ushering her back with one arm, and was only dimly surprised when she submitted to the protective gesture. Joe leaned closer, keeping one wand trained on the felled succubus, peering at the stab wound. The edges of it were severely discolored, blackened and peeling away, with dark streaks running visibly through her veins beneath. The whole area looked decomposed, as if on a corpse dead at least a week, rather than seconds.
 

 
  He had seen wounds like this before.
 

 
  “She’s not faking,” he said, straightening up and looking somewhat nervously around. There was no one and nothing visible in the dingy hall except himself and Peepers.
 

 
  “What the hell happened?” she demanded.
 

 
  Weaver’s familiar was supposedly unable to interact with things on the physical plane. Khadizroth had only run afoul of it by thinning the barriers between dimensions. Then again, demons were
  
   from
  
  another plane. Did they carry with them some trait which made them vulnerable to it? He knew nothing of demonology.
 

 
  “I appreciate the help,” he said aloud, tugging his hat politely in what he could only hope was the right direction. “If you’re inclined to continue assisting, you may need to take point. I can finish most demons, I think, but not as quietly.”
 

 
  “Who are you talking to?” Peepers asked, a note of panic rising in her voice. “What is
  
   happening?”
  
 

 
  “Weaver’s invisible friend,” he said. “It can’t ordinarily touch things. Are demons different, maybe?”
 

 
  She swallowed so hard he could hear it. “Taking this job wasn’t the smartest thing I’ve ever done, was it.”
 

 
  “Well, I couldn’t really say, ma’am. What else have you done?”
 

 
  Peepers huffed softly. “Well…we’re here. Let’s head down and around back.”
 

 
  “You
  
   still
  
  want to try listening in? We
  
   know
  
  there are demons around now! What are the chances that was the only one?”
 

 
  “Pretty good, I’d say,” she replied, creeping past him and stepping carefully to avoid treading on the felled demon’s wings. “We didn’t see any on the way up, right? And the Wreath clearly wants this to be discreet. An invisible shape-shifter is the ideal guard for an assignation like this. Keep alert, though, I wouldn’t want you to be taken by surprise again.”
 

 
  Joe had to concentrate very hard to withhold the response that welled up. Following her to the stairs, he was a lot less careful about stepping on the succubus’s wing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I should’ve known,” Darling commented. “There are so many places in the city where you could hold a discreet meeting, it didn’t occur to me to choose the most obvious. People who live by subtlety don’t typically go for the obvious
  
   anything.
  
  On the other hand, this isn’t only about subtlety, is it? If something goes sour, an entire empty neighborhood makes for a great battlefield.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   never
  
  tire of hearing yourself talk?” Weaver growled.
 

 
  “Well, not so far, but who can say what the future holds?”
 

 
  He snorted, then lifted his arm to point. “Should be that one. The big building next street over, you can see the top above the roofs here.”
 

 
  “The old tenement? Looks unsafe,” Darling noted cheerfully, adjusting his course toward a side alley.
 

 
  “I seriously don’t get what you intend, here,” Weaver said, jamming his hands in his coat pockets and peering balefully around them. The neighborhood had been empty only for a few days, but was already severely dilapidated, not that it had been in sterling condition to begin with. With no residents, it was totally at the mercy of scavengers and vandals; it seemed that whatever wasn’t broken was covered in graffiti. Despite this evidence that vagrants had spent time here, there was no sign of them
  
   now,
  
  nor of anything living apart from themselves. The contrast, especially in light of what they were approaching, had chilling implications.
 

 
  “We’re going to walk into a totally unknown situation, just the two of us,” Darling said lightly.
 

 
  “Yes!
  
   That,
  
  right there! Would you kindly quit screwing around and
  
   tell me
  
  what you’re planning? This couldn’t more obviously be a trap!”
 

 
  “First step in avoiding a trap is knowing of its existence. Yes, yes, I get what you mean. And yes, a trap is one possibility; the other is that our quarry doesn’t know we’re coming, and us strolling up to them will kick the hornets’ nest.” He glanced over at Weaver, his expression finally growing more serious.
 

 
  “You
  
   want
  
  to provoke a confrontation?” the bard said, staring at him. “Again, I’m lost. You
  
   really
  
  want to pick that fight with nobody but us two, Joe and Peepers? Against a group of the Black Wreath with completely unknown capabilities?”
 

 
  “You and Joe are probably more than they’re prepared to deal with,” Darling replied, “I was serious about that. Here’s the thing, though: there are traps, and then there are traps. You can lay out everything
  
   precisely
  
  so that your enemy experiences the effect you want them to suffer… Or you can calculate the general lay of the land, and lead them into a situation you can control. If the Wreath is prepared for us, we’ll be stepping into the first one. But we are bringing with us the second. Listen, if it
  
   does
  
  come to violence, I want you to focus on ensuring everyone’s survival. If they run, we’re not chasing them; if they come at us with something we can’t handle, then
  
   we
  
  run. But if it turns into any kind of pitched fight or hostage situation, what we’re going to do is dig in and hold out. Don’t fight excessively hard not to be taken prisoner.”
 

 
  “You’re counting on a rescue,” Weaver said slowly. “That Butler? What
  
   is
  
  she going to do?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Darling said with a grin. “And as such, any scrying directed at me can’t reveal it. But Price is resourceful—they don’t make just anyone a Butler. I also have allies in this city, lots of them. Both friends of my own, and when it comes to the Wreath, far more powerful forces willing to intercede.”
 

 
  “A counter-trap.” Weaver sighed, scowling heavily. “Really,
  
   this
  
  is the big idea? Heading into a totally unknown situation against an unknown foe with a possibility of unknown reinforcements coming if we take too long about it? This is
  
   insane.”
  
 

 
  “No, it’s a risk,” Darling demurred. “A calculated one, and believe me, I have not survived this long by not knowing what risks are worth taking. Bear in mind I also know things you don’t, here, and I have excellent reason for keeping those under wraps for the time being. Whatever you think about my regard for
  
   your
  
  safety, Mr. Weaver, you can trust I wouldn’t be putting my own skin on the line if I weren’t confident of my chances. Just remember what I said. Stay alive, and don’t get too hungry for blood.”
 

 
  “If that’s what you want, spending our entire prep session pissing me off isn’t your best approach.”
 

 
  Darling turned to him and winked. For just a second, he thought Weaver was going to shoot him.
 

 
  They emerged from the alley into another empty street. The sun was sinking toward late afternoon; the street lights weren’t on yet (and probably never would be in this particular district), but the light was beginning to take on an orange tinge. The two men paused, glancing up and down the street. In the distance they could hear the traffic of Tiraas, but all around them was deathly silence. It was as if a patch of ancient ruins had been transplanted into the heart of the Imperial capital, so out of place was the quiet.
 

 
  Weaver withdrew a tiny cage of mesh wire from within his coat, no bigger than a cigar case.
 

 
  “Ladybugs?” Darling said, peering at it and raising an eyebrow. “That’s a new one. What are those for?”
 

 
  The bard just gave him a contemptuous sidelong look, very carefully flipping open the small catch on one corner of the cage, holding his hand over it so as not to release the captives within. He jimmied the thing until he had dropped one ladybug into his palm, then shut it again. And with that, he crushed the insect against the side of the cage, lifting it to his mouth to whisper inaudibly.
 

 
  “Gross,” Darling observed.
 

 
  Weaver ignored him, ending his muttering, wiping his hand off on his coat and slipping the tiny cage back into his pocket. “All right, they’re in there, both of our people still alive. There was at least one demon, now dead.”
 

 
  “Smashing!” Darling said cheerfully, setting off across the street. “Let’s go tempt fate, shall we?”
 

 
  Weaver followed, muttering to himself. Audibly, this time. Darling was impressed by the number of languages in which he could curse.
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  The alley behind the apartment was less dim than its interior, albeit not by much. Above them, the sky was fading rapidly to orange, though not much of that light penetrated into the narrow space backing the crumbling edifice. Two smaller structures sat behind it, with another thin sliver of navigable space between them, which Joe glanced longingly down as they crept past it. The space was only a yard wide, and it was liberally seasoned with trash. Being Tiraas, the layer of detritus on the floor of the alley had been wet enough long enough to become a layer of homogenized, ill-smelling sludge, with crunchier bits of broken wood and windblown paper sprinkled here and there along the top.
 

 
  Like an apple cobbler. Peepers had seemed pleased with this metaphor, and even more pleased with Joe’s lack of amusement.
 

 
  She crept along in near silence, while his boots alternately squelched and crunched; quiet moving had not been part of his education. While Joe kept his wands out and eyes roving, turning frequently to glance behind, above, and at windows they passed for any possible threat, she remained intent on the building they had just exited, peering upward and counting windows.
 

 
  “Here,” she said softly, coming to a stop. “Straight up.”
 

 
  Joe didn’t bother to ask if she was sure. He put his back to her and kept moving his eyes, certain they were about to come under some kind of attack. It made no sense to him that the succubus might be the only guardian in the building.
 

 
  “You can climb it?” he asked, half-expecting nothing but a snarky comment in reply.
 

 
  She surprised him. “Gods, I hope so. The windowsills help, as does the bad state of this stone… But this was a pretty smooth surface, once. Be sure to glance up now and then, I may need to be caught.”
 

 
  “If you need to be caught,” he said darkly, “we’ll need to run. Unless you can fall a lot more silently than anyone I’ve ever heard of.”
 

 
  He glanced at her in time to catch her grin, and then she was off. With one bound she got her feet on the sill of the window. It was bricked up, as was the one on the second floor—apparently there had been ground-floor views when this structure was built—but the third floor, her target, was high enough to see out over the sloped roof of the building behind, and its window was covered with nothing but dilapidated wooden shutters which had once been painted green. Peepers had to press herself flat against the surface; the surviving windowsill gave her a few inches on which to plant her fingers and toes, but nothing more. She stretched upward, groping experimentally toward a crack in the stone above.
 

 
  “All right, I believe that’s enough of that nonsense.”
 

 
  He whipped up his wand, aiming at the speaker, and immediately Peepers spoiled his shot, lurching backward off the wall in her surprise and barely managing to land on her feet, right in his line of fire. Beyond his companion’s crouched form, he beheld a person in an all-concealing gray robe, pointing a wand at him.
 

 
  He had not heard her approach.
 

 
  “I suggest you put that down, ma’am,” he said. Politely, but firmly.
 

 
  “No, no, dear, that is not the situation.
  
   I
  
  am not the one needing to protect a bystander, here.” She adjusted her aim, pointing the wand at Peepers, who froze.
 

 
  Joe didn’t move, studying her. The robe had a cowl that kept her face in full shadow, but the hand holding the wand was expertly manicured, its nails painted an excessively flashy shade of pink. Her voice was low, and deliberately sultry in a way that was starkly inappropriate in this context. She would be pretty under that hood, he knew. He’d grown up around enough prostitutes to know the type. Even if nature hadn’t blessed her looks, this was someone who would have an expert grasp of cosmetics.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said, “I can disarm or kill you if your finger tightens a fraction. I’d prefer not. Please drop the weapon.”
 

 
  A throat was cleared behind him, and Joe flattened himself against the wall, bringing up his other arm and aiming his wands in both directions down the alley. Another figure in a gray robe had materialized several yards down, cutting them off. He also was carrying a wand, a mass-produced model with a standard clicker, like his fellow cultist.
 

 
  Materialized was the word. There had been no sound, nothing to warn of their approach until they were there. Shadow-jumping, then; these were either warlocks or had Wreath talismans.
 

 
  “Now, young man,” the woman said condescendingly, “you can’t fight in both directions,
  
   especially
  
  if you’re trying to protect—”
 

 
  She broke off with a hiss of surprise and pain as a beam of light lanced out from Joe’s wand, ripping the weapon from her hand. A second shot from his other wand simultaneously disarmed the robed man, who actually yelped and stumbled backward.
 

 
  “Wouldn’t think so, would you?” Joe said. “I did warn you, ma’am.”
 

 
  
   “Holy
  
  shit,” Peepers breathed.
 

 
  “Language,” he said automatically. “There are ladies present.”
 

 
  Peepers glanced at the robed woman, now cradling a singed hand against her chest, and back at him. “Yeah? Where?” He sighed.
 

 
  Then came the stomping.
 

 
  “You probably should have surrendered,” the woman said smugly.
 

 
  Peepers pressed herself back against the wall; Joe didn’t budge, keeping his eyes forward so as to keep both warlocks peripherally in view. Neither of them moved, however, apart from nursing their hands. The footsteps echoing down the side alley were far too heavy to belong to anything human.
 

 
  The thing that emerged bore out that analysis.
 

 
  It couldn’t really fit in the alley; its broad shoulders scraped both sides hard, and it couldn’t even raise its arms in the cramped confines. The creature was very roughly humanoid in shape, albeit twice the size of any man Joe had ever seen, with a disproportionately broad chest and stubby legs. And it had no head, just a protrusion at the top of its shoulders; its face was over-large and located in its chest, its fanged mouth hanging below where the ribs would be. It was entirely covered in bronze scales, even its lips; a double ridge of pointed scales extended up over its mouth, making the interior seem a forest of fangs in the brief moment that it hung open. Then it clamped shut, glaring at him through disconcertingly tiny black eyes.
 

 
  Joe shot it directly in the center of its mass.
 

 
  The demon growled at him.
 

 
  
   “Really
  
  should have surrendered,” said the female warlock with unmistakable satisfaction. “A baerzurg’s skin is utterly impervious.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he said, raising his wands again. “Good. Thanks for the tip, ma’am.”
 

 
  The next two wand shots took the demon right through what there was of its head. It emitted a hoarse grunt and started to topple backward, immediately wedging itself tight in the narrow alley. Its brawny arms hung limply; smoke drifted up from its eye sockets.
 

 
  From behind it, the man squalled, “What happened? What’s wrong?”
 

 
  The woman gaped in silence for three seconds, then raised her good hand. There was no visible effect, but Joe felt the temperature in the air lower slightly.
 

 
  He pointed a wand directly at her head.
 

 
  “Do. Not.”
 

 
  She froze, letting her spell fizzle. In the next second she turned and scrambled all of fives steps away before the dimness of the alley itself seemed to rise up and swallow her.
 

 
  “What is going
  
   on?”
  
  the other warlock demanded, kneeling in the muck to peer under the dead baerzurg’s armpit.
 

 
  “She ran away,” Joe informed him. “In all modesty, you might wanna think about—there ya go.”
 

 
  The man had risen awkwardly and retreated; in the next second he, too, vanished in improbable silence.
 

 
  “Holy crap,” said Peepers, staring at Joe. “This really
  
   isn’t
  
  your first rodeo, is it?”
 

 
  “Never had to deal with demons before,” he muttered. “I’d rather never again. Can we consider our cover blown and skedaddle, please?”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “Yeah, might as well. If they brought out the heavy wands like that, I don’t want to see what happens when they get desperate. C’mon, it looks like that way’s off the table.”
 

 
  Peepers turned and started off down the alley away from the obstructing demon corpse, Joe right on her heels. They made it all of six yards before the shadows ahead swelled again, and two more figures materialized.
 

 
  With more agility than he’d expected after seeing her tumble off the wall, Peepers whirled around behind Joe. He raised both weapons.
 

 
  “I don’t see any need for another dust-up,” he said flatly. “We are leaving. Best for everyone involved if we don’t have to go through you.”
 

 
  “This kid killed Vhakzud?” the figure in the lead said, craning his head to peer past Joe. “…oh. Oh, I see. That’s actually quite impressive, for several reasons. Anyhow, kid, no. I’m afraid your escape ends here.”
 

 
  “Don’t let him shoot!” his companion, the woman from before, said somewhat tremulously.
 

 
  The figure in the lead grinned, faint light glinting off his teeth. In fact, light glinted on other surfaces, along his forehead and shoulders, and lower arms, all of which seemed distorted. In the dimness, even Joe’s perceptions took a moment to make sense of what he was seeing. The fellow had outgrowths of some kind of armor, which seemed natural, or at least melded to his skin. It gleamed faintly like chitin. At any rate, it affected his posture; he kept his knees slightly flexed, his upper body angled forward and his elbows bent, hands dangling in front of him.
 

 
  “Are you, by chance, another demon?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “’fraid so,” the self-professed demon replied, still smiling. “Somehow I doubt you’ll take my word that you’re not getting by me the way you did Vhakzud. By all means, go ahead and shoot me.”
 

 
  “By your leave, then,” Joe said politely, and fired a beam of energy directly into his eye.
 

 
  
   “Ow!”
  
  the demon protested, twitching his head to the side. “You little twerp, that
  
   stings!
  
  It’s too dark in here for that kind of light show.”
 

 
  Joe lowered his weapon a fraction, his own eyes widening. That beam should have been enough to bore a hole through a tree.
 

 
  “Good trick, though,” the demon went on, blinking his affronted eye. “Baerzurgs have armored skin, so a shot through the eye socket takes out the brain. I am
  
   seriously
  
  impressed; we’ll have to talk about where you learned to shoot like that. But hethelaxi are just magically invulnerable—no tricks, no gimmicks. So, are we done here, or is there going to be a ruckus that gets you or your ladyfriend injured?”
 

 
  “Ruckus,” Peepers said immediately. “The hell I’m going anywhere with demons and warlocks. I bet if you keep shooting you’ll find a soft spot.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Joe mused.
 

 
  “I
  
   mean
  
  over his shoulder,” she said in exasperation, pointing past him at the woman hovering behind the hethelax. At this, she ducked down, concealing herself behind the demon much as Peepers was behind Joe. The two of them exchanged a wry look.
 

 
  “I’m not much of a scrapper,” the demon confessed. “But the fact is, you can’t harm me, and you can’t stop me. All my employers will want to know is who sent you here and why. With that out of the way, you may as well just leave. Nothing you tell anyone will lead to us, and the Wreath is looking to increase its public profile anyway.” He leaned forward subtly, making no threatening moves. “A quick chat, we get our publicity, you get to spend the rest of your evening
  
   not
  
  being hexed and beaten on by demons. How is there a downside for anyone in this?”
 

 
  “Well, you make a persuasive case,” Joe said, nodding.
 

 
  “We have a deal, then?
 

 
  “I’m afraid it ain’t really up to me,” he said apologetically. “I’m just the hired wand, I don’t make the rules. The rules are we don’t cooperate with the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a shame,” the demon said with a sigh. “Now somebody’s going to get all mussed. I have to ask, what drives you to be so stubborn?”
 

 
  “Sheer bloody orneriness, mostly,” Joe confessed, raising both his wands.
 

 
  The hethelax crouched, bracing his arms apart as if to attack rather than defend against wandshots, but Joe wasn’t even aiming at him.
 

 
  A spray of white bolts flashed out from each weapon, digging into the walls of the structures to either side of the demon and warlock. Fine beams of light sank deep into the crumbling stone, sending up small clouds of dust and tiny flecks, and followed a split-second later by heavier bursts of power that exploded within the holes just bored. Under the onslaught, the walls gave away, tumbling inward onto the pair.
 

 
  The hethelax braced both his arms over his head; there came a short scream from the woman, quickly cut off. Empty rooms gaped on both sides of them now, their exterior walls reduced to fragments. Pieces continued to crumble off from above.
 

 
  Joe turned back toward Peepers, quickly sheathing one wand to tip his hat. “Ma’am, I apologize for the language—”
 

 
  “Just
  
   run!”
  
  she exclaimed, grabbing his wrist and dragging him forward.
 

 
  They had to duck under the dangling arm of the slain baerzurg to get into the alley from which it had emerged, but in the next second they were clear, pelting down the narrow path toward the silent street ahead, neither of them imagining for a moment that this was over.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What was
  
   that?”
  
  Carter exclaimed, jumping to his feet at the crash resounding from just below. The entire room shook slightly.
 

 
  Mogul rose more languidly, stepping over to the window, and pushed up the sash then opened the shutters utterly without hurry. He leaned far out, looking down.
 

 
  “Ah,” he said in an oddly satisfied tone. “We appear to be under attack.”
 

 
  “We are?” Carter asked nervously, protectively clutching his notebook to his chest. “By whom?”
 

 
  “Oh, the usual, I suspect,” Mogul said airily, ducking back in and straightening up. “Well, Mr. Long, it seems we are about to have an adventure!”
 

 
  “Oh,” the reporter replied carefully, edging back toward the door, “I don’t think…”
 

 
  “Forgive me if this sounds disrespectful to your profession,” Mogul went on, stepping toward him, “but words are cheap. I brought you here to learn the truth about the Black Wreath. Well, you’ve listened with great patience while I nattered on about this and that, for which I thank you, but you and I both know that my viewpoint is only that. You need facts; your editor will demand hard, objective
  
   evidence.
  
  Fortuitously, it appears the Church or some of its lackeys have provided you a chance to see them in action!”
 

 
  “By ‘action,’” Carter hedged, “you mean…”
 

 
  “I mean,” Mogul said with a canny smile, “you’ll get to find out what the agents of the gods
  
   really
  
  do to those who commit the egregious sin of not sharing their opinions. In fact, this is absolutely perfect; I couldn’t have asked for a better case in point. Don’t you worry, Mr. Long; you and your pen are far too important to me to take any unwarranted risks. Your person is
  
   sacrosanct,
  
  I assure you. We’ll not allow you to come to any harm.”
 

 
  “Well…when you put it that way, this sounds like an opportunity I can’t pass up,” Carter said somewhat reluctantly, but with the eagerness of a hound on the scent beginning to rise again in his face and voice.
 

 
  “Splendid!” Mogul said cheerily. “It would have gotten all
  
   awkward
  
  if I’d had to insist.”
 

 
  The shadows rose and swallowed them up, and suddenly they weren’t there anymore.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “That came from around behind the building,” Weaver said, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  “So it did,” said Darling, pausing at the base of the steps up to the apartment’s front door. “Hm…now that we know where the action is, it doesn’t seem worthwhile to get ourselves cornered in this dark maze of hallways, does it?”
 

 
  “Not that it ever
  
   did,”
  
  the bard growled. “I suppose you’ll want to go charging blindly into whatever cause that racket, then?
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be melodramatic, your face’ll stick that way.” Darling hopped lightly back down the steps and brushed past him. “I don’t know these streets as well as some—hardly seemed worthwhile, with them on the docket for renovation. There’s a general grid to the neighborhood that makes a rough sort of sense, though. We’ll make a slightly wider sweep around and approach from a less expected angle.”
 

 
  “Finally, something distantly resembling logic,” Weaver snorted. “Lead on, then, brigadier.”
 

 
  “So, what kind of capabilities does your little bugaboo have?” Darling asked, moving down the street at a good clip. He passed the edge of the apartment building and kept going, making for the next alley. “Can’t physically interact with the world, but apparently you can get intel from it?”
 

 
  “Bugaboo,” Weaver grunted. “Charming. Would you kindly stop with the ‘it’ bullshit? I
  
   know
  
  you’ve been screwing around with oracles enough to know better. No need to be excessively rude.”
 

 
  Darling glanced back at him, pointing one finger at his mouth.
  
   “This
  
  is the face I make when I’m repressing the first six responses that spring to mind. Just for future reference.”
 

 
  “Duly noted, though I try not to look at your face any more than absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Darling went on, turning down the alley, “your point is taken. I was simply staying in the habit of using vague terms out of respect for your privacy, but I guess it matters little between just us. So what can
  
   she
  
  do to aid us in this situation?
 

 
  “Mostly just keep tabs on what’s up ahead,” Weaver said. “Joe and Peepers are currently running. They’ve—well,
  
   Joe
  
  has killed a baerzurg and dropped a wall on a hethelax, which I’m sure you know will only slow it down.”
 

 
  “Atta
  
   boy,
  
  Joe!” Darling cheered quietly.
 

 
  “And my companion took out a succubus earlier. No other demons nearby have revealed themselves, but the Wreath in this area are making heavy use of shadow-jumping. In addition to those demons there have been two warlocks that appeared basically out of nowhere. No way to tell what—”
 

 
  “Wait, stop,” Darling interrupted. “I thought you said she couldn’t touch the physical world? How did she
  
   take out
  
  a demon?”
 

 
  “It was a succubus.”
 

 
  “Oh, good, thank you. Maybe if you
  
   repeat
  
  it a few more times it’ll spontaneously start making sense.” They emerged into a side street; Darling darted across it to another sheltering alley, Weaver trailing behind him.
 

 
  “It’s about death,” the bard snapped when they were back under the cover of looming walls. “Most demons are just things stuck on the wrong plane of existence. A Vanislaad is a human soul that’s already died and been condemned to hell. Them being here is
  
   fundamentally
  
  against the rules. She can send them back. Works for ghosts and undead, too, not that that helps us any.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Darling mused, filing that away. “Well, giving us a bird’s eye view of the situation is helpful. Speaking of which…?”
 

 
  “We’ve actually gone past them,” Weaver reported, pointing at the wall. “Back that way, about half a block over. They’re just coming out of an alley.”
 

 
  “Perfect, I want to come at them from another angle. Anything
  
   else
  
  she might be able to do? And willing, of course. You know how I hate to impose.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Weaver said dryly. “Actually, now that you bring it up…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They had just burst out of the long alley into the street when a startled voice sounded from behind them.
 

 
  “Rupa?”
 

 
  Joe and Peepers turned.
 

 
  “Hi, Carter!” she said, waving cheerfully.
 

 
  Two figures stepped forward into the light at the very edge of the alley, a dark-skinned man in a dapper white suit, and the reporter from the
  
   Herald.
  
 

 
  “Why, Mr. Long! You know this young lady? Or is Rupa the lad? Forgive me for jumping to conclusions, but it sounds like a Punaji name.”
 

 
  “She’s…my editor’s secretary,” Carter said slowly, his forehead wrinkling into a frown as he spoke. “Interim secretary, actually. The
  
   real
  
  one suddenly took sick…”
 

 
  “Ah, I can positively
  
   see
  
  you putting it together,” Mogul said, grinning. He turned to study the two of them; Joe now had a wand pointed at his chest, which seemed to concern him not at all.
  
   “You’re
  
  a little young to be a Church lackey, my boy. Especially dressed like that. Fashionable, but clearly not a uniform; they typically like to brainwash their kids before anything so outrageous as a sense of personal style develops. And you, my dear! An Eserite? That would suit you being used as a plant. Or perhaps an Avenist? They
  
   can
  
  be crafty at need, contrary to popular belief.”
 

 
  “Don’t talk to him,” Joe said, backing away.
 

 
  “You
  
   think?”
  
  she shot back derisively.
 

 
  “Well, now, I consider myself a reasonable fellow.” Mogul took a step forward, his smile growing brittle. “You’ve only murdered
  
   one
  
  of my companions this evening that I can verify so far. Possibly two, if Hrazthax didn’t manage to shield Vanessa from that little avalanche you created. What I would
  
   really
  
  like to know is…what happened to my succubus?”
 

 
  “She just keeled over,” Peepers said honestly. “I think it may have been a heart attack.”
 

 
  “Look into my eyes,” Mogul said quietly, the mirth fading from his face in an instant, “and take a guess as to how amusing I find that.”
 

 
  He stepped forward once more, coming to the very edge of the alley.
 

 
  Light flared up in his path.
 

 
  Mogul stumbled backward as the glow blazing forth solidified, forming a shape hovering in the mouth of the alley. It was a two-dimensional symbol, a mask with a scythe running through it vertically. There it hovered, its soft golden radiance gently illuminating all of them, the symbol of Vidius cutting off the warlock and reporter from the two fugitives.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  Mogul said, sounding positively delighted. “How
  
   fascinating!”
  
 

 
  “C’mon,” Joe said unnecessarily, turning and heading off down the street at a run. Peepers kept pace with him easily.
 

 
  They both drew up short, though, as they passed a side alley and a voice from within hailed them.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are!” Darling said brightly. “Well done, kids, you’ve smoked them out.”
 

 
  “This district is
  
   lousy
  
  with Wreath,” Peepers said accusingly. “I think we’ve walked into a trap.”
 

 
  “Young lady, as the person who walked into it and forced the rest of us to come in and
  
   get
  
  you, I think you’re in no position to be taking that tone with me.” Despite his chiding words, Darling was grinning. “Now come on, this way. We’ll talk as we move.”
 

 
  “Think we can make it back to the main streets?” Joe asked, nodding at Weaver as the four of them set off down the alley toward the next street up. “I bet they won’t get too aggressive with that many witnesses…”
 

 
  “No, no,” Darling interrupted. “Tactics, my boy, basic tactics. This district is bordered by canals; there are a limited number of bridges in and out. Why chase us around when they can just control the exits? We won’t be on our own indefinitely, but for now, our best bet is
  
   not
  
  to try to escape. They’ll intercept us at the bridges. If we scurry around and stay hidden in here, though, it’ll be a little while before Embras loses patience and starts trying in earnest to ferret us out. Enough time to try a few tricks of our own, at least!”
 

 
  “Tricks of what kind,
  
   specifically?”
  
  Weaver demanded. “Really, don’t keep us in suspense. I’m sure this will be just
  
   hilarious.”
  
 

 
  “Embras Mogul is a living theatrical streak in a nice suit,” Darling said. In the lead of the party, he grinned ahead into the darkness. It was probably best that none of them could see his predatory expression. “And he has an audience. Hell, that reporter is a proxy for an audience of virtually
  
   everyone.
  
  I may not know his plans, here, but I
  
   know
  
  he won’t be able to resist putting on a show.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,”
  
  Peepers groaned.
 

 
  “Yup, you guessed it!” Darling interlaced his fingers and flexed them, cracking his knuckles. “I wish we could’ve stopped for popcorn on the way here, kids. This is going to be a
  
   spectacle.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Dinner was strained, awkward, and quiet, the empty place set at the table relentlessly drawing the girls’ attention. Price
  
   never
  
  set out more places than were needed; they could always tell whether Darling would be there for a meal by whether a meal was prepared for him. Yet, there it sat, growing slowly cold while they finished their own dinner.
 

 
  Flora and Fauna, though they were encouraged to sit at the table for meals at Darling’s insistence, were still apprentices, expected to be put to work, and ostensibly housemaids to boot; as usual, Price set them to busing their own dishes back to the kitchen. She, as always, had not sat to eat with them. In fact, they had never seen her do anything as mortal as
  
   eat.
  
  With the master of the house not present, she had not silently presided over dinner, but emerged from the kitchen with her usual impeccable timing as they were finishing up to remove the untouched meal set out for him.
 

 
  “I must leave you to your own devices for the remainder of the evening,” Price informed them, once the plates were cleaned and drying in the dish rack.
 

 
  The two elves exchanged one quick glance.
 

 
  “We’re going with you,” they said in unison.
 

 
  Price very slowly raised on eyebrow, an expression they had learned to regard with fear, but they both squared their shoulders, staring right back at her.
 

 
  “You think so?” the Butler asked mildly.
 

 
  “He’s in trouble, isn’t he?” Fauna demanded.
 

 
  “We
  
   can
  
  read between the lines.”
 

 
  “If you’re going out to help him—which you
  
   are—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “—you
  
   can’t
  
  be crazy enough to think you’re leaving us behind.”
 

 
  
  
  “You realize,” Price said mildly, “that if you insist on involving yourself in this, you do so in contradiction of the orders of both your Guild sponsor and trainer, and myself, your superior in both the Guild and this household?”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  realize we’ll just follow you if you try to leave us, right?” Fauna shot back.
 

 
  “So long as we are all on the same page,” said Price, then turned and strode into the hall.
 

 
  The apprentices scurried along after her, grabbing their outerwear from the racks in the foyer in passing.
 

 
  “This is now a Guild operation,” Price informed them, pausing just before the front door. “Tags only from here on.”
 

 
  They glanced at each other again.
 

 
  “Um,” Flora said hesitantly, swirling her cloak around her shoulders in a dramatic swish, “we don’t
  
   have
  
  tags…”
 

 
  “And we don’t actually know your…”
 

 
  Fauna trailed off as Price removed her tailed coat and deftly turned it inside out, slipping it back on. Whether that activated the enchantment or she had touched a hidden rune in the process, her entire outfit melted from the impeccable Butler’s uniform to a casual ensemble of patched trousers, tight blouse and a rakish leather jacket. Settling this back over her arms, she made one swift pass through her carefully coiffed ginger hair with both hands; when her fingers came away, it was slightly, perfectly disheveled, just the finishing touch the disguise needed.
 

 
  “Savvy,” she said, then pulled open the door and stepped out. She bounced down the steps and crossed the garden in three rangy strides, leaving the elves to trail after her in bemused silence.
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  The long gallery was lined by murals of rough stone in muted primary colors, displaying slightly abstract patterns that looked like simple geometric decorations one moment and aquatic depictions the next, depending on where one focused. Shapes resolved themselves into fish, clams, strands of seaweed and even waves and whirlpools, without coming together in a way that portrayed any discernible scene. It was all further muddled by the streamers of water that flowed down the walls at irregular intervals, and the coatings of moss and lichen that filled most of the grooves in the stonework, spreading out to partially obscure the murals in places.
 

 
  Though the walls were square-cut, both floor and ceiling were uneven and appeared natural. The craggy roof of the gallery was set with softly glowing crystals that filled the whole space with a pale, scintillating light. Its floor was partially underwater. There was a path of sorts, relatively flat banks of stone standing out from the pool below. Water laughed and gurgled on all sides, shimmering patterns of light reflecting from it all over the walls, but there was something ominous in the depths of it. Below the stepping stones was only blackness, with no hint at how deep it ran, or what currents might lie beneath. The stones, too, were wet with spray and slick with lichen, adding to the unnerving effect of the watery floor.
 

 
  While the entrance of the gallery was a simple crack in the cave wall, its exit at the far end was more grand. A double staircase arced around a towering statue of a naga woman wearing a spined crown, leading to a platform above. The arched doorway beyond was huge enough to be easily visible even from the lower level and the far end of the chamber; it was blocked by vertical bars, offering only a glimpse of whatever lay beyond. The statue of the Naga Queen was the most impressive, but far from the only one of its kind. Her sinuously lithe frame and regal features marched along the walls, interrupting the murals and in a couple of cases being constantly washed by falls of water from above.
 

 
  “Does this look a little familiar to anyone else?” Juniper asked, turning slowly to peer around.
 

 
  “It’s really,
  
   really
  
  pretty,” Fross all but whispered. “Like,
  
   wow.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yes,” the dryad said, smiling briefly at her. “But it’s a little like Shamlin’s grotto, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “That just looked like a wet cave,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “I sort of see what she means, though,” Trissiny mused, also studying the gallery. “If you take away the carvings and the murals… It’s a wet cave of the same basic type. You think there may be a connection?”
 

 
  “That’d imply that the grotto has some relationship to this place,” Toby said, frowning.
 

 
  “Shamlin didn’t mention anything like that,” said Gabriel. “Though now that I think of it, we went there and found out about this… And not only did he have exact directions to this place, it wasn’t even all that far. Think there’s more going on here than he told us?”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Hell, at this point I’m assuming nobody we talk to is telling us the straight truth about anything. Everybody keep on your toes.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Trissiny said solemnly. “I see no motive for Shamlin to entrap us, but…”
 

 
  “But if we understood everyone’s motives, our trip would have gone
  
   very
  
  differently,” Gabriel said, grinning.
 

 
  “Teal?” Shaeine asked quietly. The bard was staring intently at one section of wall, wearing a frown of concentration unlike the more casual observations of her classmates. At the priestess’s question, everyone turned to look at her.
 

 
  “I think,” Teal said quietly, trailing off.
 

 
  “Yes?” Ruda prompted after nearly a minute passed.
 

 
  Teal shook herself slightly. “Do you see a pattern to these? It’s…tugging at me, somehow.”
 

 
  “An enchantment?” Trissiny asked worriedly, turning to Gabriel, who shrugged.
 

 
  “No,” said Teal with a hint of irritation. “A
  
   pattern.
  
  I swear there’s some kind of
  
   meaning
  
  to this, but I just can’t put my finger on
  
   oh gods it’s music!”
  
 

 
  Shaeine actually had to steady her; Teal pointed eagerly at the wall, seeming not to notice that she had nearly slipped into the water in her excitement.
 

 
  “Look! See, the clams and fish and things are notes! They’re set on horizontal wave patterns that threw me off because they curve up and down, and they break off and continue in chunks… But it’s five parallel bars, and the… Let’s see, the seashell would correspond to…” She meandered off into muttering, leaning forward to peer at the walls.
 

 
  “Please be careful,” Shaeine cautioned, still holding onto her. “If you slip we are both likely to fall.”
 

 
  “Here’s a question for the bard,” said Gabriel. “Are you familiar with the term ‘confirmation bias?’”
 

 
  Teal made a swatting motion at him with one hand, not turning around.
 

 
  “Ruda?” Trissiny asked. “Do you see music in that?”
 

 
  “Not as such,” Ruda said, turning slowly to peer around at the walls. “But now that she points it out… I could see it
  
   being
  
  what she says. I mean… Yeah, see? The five bars, and the way the fish and clams and shit repeat along them. Look how the seaweed breaks up the groups of them. Like measures, see?”
 

 
  “I don’t even know what that means,” said Gabriel. “Is musical notation really universal? Seems odd that cave-dwelling naga would use the same script as everyone else.”
 

 
  “There are different systems of notation, but the Crawl doesn’t exactly exist without context,” said Fross. “I mean, adventurers from above were a heavy presence down here for thousands of years even
  
   before
  
  Professor Tellwyrn started exerting her influence. It doesn’t seem so unbelievable to me.”
 

 
  “Do you think this is important, Teal?” Toby asked quietly.
 

 
  Teal apparently ignored him, intent upon the walls. She was now humming broken snatches of music to herself.
 

 
  “Shamlin didn’t say anything about it,” Trissiny said slowly, frowning into the distance. “But he
  
   did
  
  say that the snake flute was the key to this. That lends credence to the idea that music is significant here. Fross, can you keep an eye on Teal, please? Help Shaeine if she slips.”
 

 
  “You got it!”
 

 
  “And the rest of us?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “I think it wouldn’t hurt to explore the chamber a little bit,” Trissiny replied. “I’d caution everybody to stay in sight, but…there doesn’t seem to be any place in here that’s out of view. Just be careful where you step, please.”
 

 
  “You’re telling
  
   us?”
  
  Ruda cackled. “Boots, nobody else here is dressed in metal. We can probably swim;
  
   you’ll
  
  go down like a rock.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Trissiny said dryly, moving off toward the stairs and placing each footstep with extreme care.
 

 
  Despite the urgency of their situation, the long antechamber was actually quite beautiful. The soft, shimmering light and constant sound of flowing water was soothing. Even Teal’s intermittent humming didn’t disturb the effect, and in fact added to it. There wasn’t much to see, though. The students knelt (very carefully) to investigate the water below, which remained cool, flowing, and impenetrably dark. After examining the naga statues and apparently musical murals a bit more, they all gravitated naturally to the stairs and the dais above. That, at least, had a smooth, artificial floor, which had the further advantage of not being wet. Everyone breathed a little easier with their feet solidly upon it.
 

 
  The arch was a nearly perfect circle, flat only at the bottom where the level of the floor ran across it. Vertical bars blocked their way, fitting neatly into holes in the top and bottom of the archway. Despite the fact that this was clearly meant to be a door, there seemed to be no mechanism by which they could move. They were very solid to the touch, albeit rather odd. Slightly uneven, they were a dull gold in color, and looked like animal chitin but felt like metal. Rang like metal, too, which Ruda experimentally tapped on them with her rapier. Neither that nor anything else they tried brought a response.
 

 
  “Well, I guess you have to stand here,” said Gabriel, shifting his feet in the circle of red stone set into the floor in front of the door. “And do…what?”
 

 
  “Play the song with the snake flute, I bet,” said Juniper, glancing past the Naga Queen’s stone shoulder to her remaining classmates below. Fross had apparently been put to work illuminating the murals; Teal was working her way slowly up the chamber toward them, humming and studying as she went. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
 

 
  “That has to be the shrine, too,” said Toby. He slid his fingers absently along one of the glossy bars, peering through them.
 

 
  The chamber beyond was shaped like a keyhole, with another long, narrow space terminating in a wide, circular one. There seemed to be a gap in the floor around the perimeter of the circle, though it was difficult to make out from this angle. In the center of it, on a dais, stood a large statue of the Naga Queen, her hands folded just in front of her navel. Something glittered between them, obscured by distance.
 

 
  “Can anyone make out what that is?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “It’s a waystone,” Juniper reported. “Or… I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure it is. It’s the same shape as the other two we’ve seen and has that swirly symbol. It’s etched in gold, though, and the stone’s kind of dark gray.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Gabriel mused, stepping off the circle and wandering closer to squint into the shrine. The hall leading to it was dark, but the statue was brightly lit from above, the source of the light currently hidden from them. “That fits. Shamlin said the flute was the key to the…uh, key to skipping to Level 100.”
 

 
  “Which means our bard is the key to the key to the key,” said Ruda, grinning. “And speaking of!”
 

 
  Teal was drawing the sinuous flute from within her coat as she ascended the stairs, Shaeine’s hand tucked into her arm. “Yep,” she said. “I’ve got it down. Ready to give it a go?”
 

 
  “Are you certain you have it?” Trissiny asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, Teal, but I remember the last musical puzzle we met. If the murals were confusing enough that you didn’t even recognize it at first…”
 

 
  “It’s like…a code,” Teal said, shaking her head. “Not a very hard one, even. Once I matched up the symbols I could read it as easily as any piece of sheet music. Trust me, I made certain. Where I messed up in the Descent was in not planning far enough ahead; I made sure to look over the whole thing down there. It’s the same melody, it just repeats along the walls.”
 

 
  “Guess we’re ready, then,” said Gabriel, backing away from the circle. “Not like there’s any other apparent solution.”
 

 
  “Okay,” said Trissiny, drawing her sword as Teal approached. “Everyone, be on the alert for a trap; I still don’t quite trust anything about this. Shaeine, you’re on shields; Fross, stand by to levitate us if the floor falls.”
 

 
  “You’re gettin’ paranoid, Boots,” Ruda observed.
 

 
  “Yes, well, after we’ve been teleported halfway down the Crawl and then sent on a circuitous mockingjay hunt, I think a little paranoia is called for.”
 

 
  Juniper frowned. “What’s a mockingjay?”
 

 
  “Ain’t no such animal,” Gabe said with a grin. “That’s the point. See, you take somebody out in the woods and—”
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat pointedly.
 

 
  “And then Gabe shuts up,” he finished weakly.
 

 
  
   “Every
  
  story should end that way,” said Ruda.
 

 
  Teal stepped into the circle, raised the snake flute to her lips and as they all looked on tensely, began to play.
 

 
  The melody was slow, soft and haunting. Something about it was intangibly exotic; of them, only Teal probably had the vocabulary to describe what it was about the tune that tickled at the mind that way, but its progression wasn’t what they were used to. It seemed unable to decide whether it was a major or minor key, yet everything flowed together and resonated beautifully. The snake flute had a sharp, reedy sound very unlike any flute any of them had ever heard, more reminiscent of an oboe.
 

 
  Teal played through the tune once, then after a barely perceptible pause, went into it a second time. It wasn’t a long piece of music, but after two repetitions, they were starting to grow increasingly nervous. Nothing seemed to have happened; the bars still blocked their way forward, but at least no traps had sprung, either.
 

 
  Coming to the end of her second play-through, Teal stopped, frowning at the bars. Gabriel opened his mouth to say something, then closed it when she lifted the flute back to her lips and took a breath.
 

 
  In that moment, the bars abruptly slid upward with a soft rasp, vanishing into their holes along the upper curve of the doorway.
 

 
  
   “Nice
  
  work!” Ruda crowed, slapping Teal on the shoulder.
 

 
  “Yes indeed,” Trissiny agreed with a smile.
 

 
  “That’ll teach people to say bards are useless!” Fross chimed.
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her. After a moment, she dropped about a foot downward, her glow dimming slightly. “What? What’d I say?”
 

 
  “Stay sharp, everyone, we haven’t arrived yet,” said Trissiny, turning and stepping into the hallway toward the shrine.
 

 
  “Was that rude of me?” Fross asked sotto voce as they proceeded after her.
 

 
  “It’s okay, Fross,” Teal assured her, grinning. “They say a lot of the same things about bards that they do about pixies. We’re all in this together.”
 

 
  The circular shrine proved to be much deeper and taller than the rest of the small complex. The island on which the Naga Queen’s statue stood rose out of a deep pit, the entire periphery of the chamber plunging downward into dimness. There was a bridge to it from the hall approaching, barely two feet wide and without rails. As they neared, they could indeed see the stone, exactly as Juniper had described it. The Queen held her hands a foot or so apart; the waystone hovered between them in midair, rotating slowly in silence.
 

 
  Teal crept to the edge and leaned forward, peering over. “More mushrooms. This place is just…wait a second. Are those…?”
 

 
  Gabriel joined her, looking down. “Holy shit, I don’t believe it. They are!”
 

 
  “They are
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny demanded, craning her neck. “They just look like mushrooms to me. A little sparkly, but…oh, you can’t be serious.”
 

 
  “What is it?” Juniper asked from behind them, not having pushed her way forward to join the group.
 

 
  Ruda had, and now stepped back, grinning broadly. “That, Juno, is a big circular pit
  
   entirely
  
  full of absolutely enormous glittershrooms.”
 

 
  “Gods above,” Gabriel whispered. “Look at the size of them. Look at the
  
   quantity!
  
  The amount of gold we’re staring at—”
 

 
  “No,” Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  “Well, obviously, I know we’re not going to
  
   harvest
  
  them. Let me just appreciate it for a moment!”
 

 
  “Wow,” Team murmured, shaking her head. “I didn’t know they grew that big.”
 

 
  “Actually they don’t really have an upper limit on growth,” Juniper commented. “Glittershrooms are a superfungus. They could get tree-sized or bigger, if they had a sufficiently dark, damp space with enough room. You don’t generally see that because somebody usually eats them long before they grow that big.”
 

 
  Ruda laughed loudly.
 

 
  “More to the point,” Juniper went on, “this is a little more subtle than we’re used to, but it’s pretty obviously a trap, guys. Glittershrooms release airborne spores that have the same effects as eating the caps or stalks.”
 

 
  “They do?” Gabriel asked, turning to face her and stepping carefully away from the ledge. “I didn’t know that. Seems like someone would’ve found a way to use that.”
 

 
  “Well, in
  
   theory,
  
  but for practical reasons the spores don’t make a good drug. They’re about as potent as the flesh of the fungus itself, but they’re
  
   tiny.
  
  Also, they only go airborne when the mushrooms get about that big, which, like I said, doesn’t often happen. Glittershrooms have been used as an intoxicant for so long that most modern varieties have a stunted ability to reproduce; they’re used to people cultivating them. I think we’re looking at an older, primal species, here.”
 

 
  “How does that make it a trap?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Well, because that’s a big pit full of them,” Juniper explained. “If somebody
  
   fell
  
  into that, the impact would make them all drop spores, and whoever was down there would be too stoned to move before they could think about standing up.”
 

 
  They regarded the ledge and narrow footbridge in silence for a moment.
 

 
  “Well,” said Ruda, “the obvious answer to that is not to fall in. Which makes it too easy.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, her expression grim. “And the prize is just
  
   sitting
  
  there. Odds are if you try to get the waystone, something knocks you into the pit. All right.” She turned to face the others. “Options? Ideas?”
 

 
  “Frost!” said Juniper.
 

 
  The pixie darted in front of her. “Yes?”
 

 
  “Oh! Not you, I said ‘frost,’ not… Well, actually, you would need to do the… I mean, I didn’t mean I don’t want to talk to you! Or that you’re just—”
 

 
  “June.” Toby placed a hand on her shoulder, grinning. “Start from the beginning?”
 

 
  “Right,” the dryad said, somewhat abashed. “If we ice over the shrooms, that’ll stop them from releasing spores. A good frost will shut down basically anything in the plant or fungus kingdoms.”
 

 
  “Oh! I can do that!” Fross chimed, bobbing about excitedly. “Just give me a second, I’ll have the whole thing frozen in a jiffy!”
 

 
  “Careful,” Trissiny urged her as the pixie darted out over the pit.
 

 
  “It’s okay,” she chimed, “I’ll just lay out some
  
   whoof!”
  
 

 
  A jet of blue-tinged mist spurted up from below, catching Fross and blowing her roughly backward, straight into Teal’s face. The pixie bounced off her with a puff of glittery blue fog and drifted away, dust still shaking off her wings. A musty smell started to waft through the air.
 

 
  “What the heck was
  
   that?”
  
  Fross demanded, vibrating rapidly and shaking off more dust.
 

 
  “I dunno, but it was…kinda nice,” Teal said, grinning emptily. As they stared, she swayed slightly on her feet.
 

 
  “Teal?” Shaeine asked sharply.
 

 
  “Heeeey, love,” the bard drawled, leaning toward her…and then overbalancing. Shaeine barely caught her, staggering under her weight. Teal just continued grinning and twined her arms around the drow’s neck. “Why don’ we lie down for a bit?”
 

 
  “Okay, this would be hilarious under other circumstances,” Ruda said. “Um, can anyone…fix her?”
 

 
  “Divine healing doesn’t do anything for intoxication,” Toby said, frowning. “And by the way, let’s everybody step back
  
   away
  
  from that ledge?”
 

 
  “Y’all should just relax,” Teal burbled into Shaeine’s neck. “Errybody so tense…”
 

 
  “I can sort her out,” said Juniper, stepping forward and gently but firmly pulling the bard back upright. She paused then, holding Teal up by the shoulders while her head lolled vacantly about, and grimaced. “Um… I, uh, only know one way to do this, Shaeine. Sorry, but…”
 

 
  “Please just remedy her,” the drow said, actual worry working into her voice.
 

 
  Juniper sighed, pulled Teal forward and kissed her firmly on the lips.
 

 
  This went on for several long moments.
 

 
  “Uh,” Gabriel said awkwardly.
 

 
  Suddenly Teal jerked backward, her eyes widening. Juniper released her, stepping back, as the bard scrubbed a hand across her mouth.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,”
  
  Teal whimpered, her panicked eyes finding Shaeine. “Oh, my…I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry, I don’t—”
 

 
  The drow interrupted her by stepping forward and wrapping her up in a hug.
 

 
  “It’s all right,” she murmured. “No one’s fault.”
 

 
  “It’s actually pretty interesting!” Fross said brightly. “I did some research after the Golden Sea episode. Dryads don’t actually
  
   heal,
  
  per se; it’s technically a form of attribute theft. They take harm onto themselves, which in most cases isn’t noticeable on them because dryads are
  
   crazy
  
  durable and highly resistant to mind-altering effects. That’s why it works so well on drugs and poisons!”
 

 
  “Fascinating,” said Trissiny, turning to stare grimly at the mushroom pit. “Did anyone else notice how that reacted to us having a plan to deal with it?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Juniper, nodding. “I don’t think it’s just mushrooms down there.”
 

 
  “Hmm…” Gabriel abruptly sat down with his back to the wall and began taking out his enchanting paraphernalia. A moment later he had his charm book open and was busily inscribing a glyph on a sheet of paper.
 

 
  “See, I’m not sure that’s it,” said Ruda. “It reacted to Fross being physically within range. Think about it: why go to the trouble of keeping something intelligent in your crazy hazy mushroom pit when you can just have them reflexively shoot spores at anything that gets too close? Seems much simpler.”
 

 
  “That makes sense,” Juniper said thoughtfully. “There are predatory plants and fungi that react that way to motion. A pixie flying over them could set that off.”
 

 
  “Either way,” said Trissiny, “we’re left with the problem of getting
  
   over
  
  the pit un-stoned. Assuming that theory is correct and it’s not actually responding to us personally. I wouldn’t be surprised if that thing is an extension of the Crawl’s intelligence.”
 

 
  “Easy way to check,” Ruda said lightly, strolling forward.
 

 
  “Wait!” Trissiny shouted as the pirate brushed past her.
 

 
  “Keep your distance, now,” Ruda told her, stepping out onto the footbridge. She strode firmly and without hesitation, seemingly unbothered by the narrowness of the path.
 

 
  In the next second a cloud of blue dust shot up from directly under the bridge, surrounding her.
 

 
  “Phew!” Ruda coughed, waving it away from her face. “Smells like somebody’s closet’s asshole. Fleh. I don’t understand why anybody wants to eat these things when there’s a whole world of fine-tasting booze out there.”
 

 
  “That’s because alcohol is a depressant!” Fross said cheerfully. “Glittershrooms induce a state of euphoric calm, with mild hallucinations at higher concentrations. Totally different kind of drug! Hey, I’m glad your anti-alcohol effect works on it, though. I should’ve thought of that.”
 

 
  “It works on magic cornbread, too,” Toby said, grinning.
 

 
  “And enchanted pancakes,” Ruda added. “And whatever else is going down. All right, everybody, cover me. If something nasty’s gonna happen, it’ll happen now.”
 

 
  She had stepped onto the island proper, and paused to brush puffs of glittershroom spores off her coat. Her head didn’t even reach the collarbones of the statue; Ruda had to climb up onto the coils of the Naga Queen’s lower body to get to the floating waystone. Behind her, the students tensed as she reached up and placed her hand on it.
 

 
  The stone came away easily and without any reaction, as if nothing at all had been holding it there. Ruda waited for a moment, glancing about for a trap, then grinned and bounced it once on her palm.
 

 
  “Well! Bout time something in this damn place was simple.”
 

 
  Moving much more jauntily, she hopped down from the Naga Queen’s coils to the floor, and then strolled forward onto the footbridge, grinning at them. Another cloud of blue spores shot upward to surround her, even bigger than before, driving the rest of the students quickly back from the ledge. Ruda just grinned more broadly, tucking the waystone into her coat to wave the smog away with both hands.
 

 
  It rose up behind her in utter silence; it was only the shouts of her classmates that made Ruda whirl to behold the creature.
 

 
  An enormous gnarled stalk, long and sinuous as a serpent’s body, uncoiled itself from the pit below. As it ascended to the height of the Naga Queen’s stone hands, the glittering, oblong mushroom cap topping it split apart, revealing a maw lined with uneven fangs of glinting blue crystal. The thing exhaled a blast of dusty-smelling spored directly at Ruda, who coughed in protest and drew her rapier.
 

 
  “Are you fucking kidding me?” she demanded.
 

 
  The mushroom monster reared back, opening its mouth wider and clearly preparing to strike like a snake. Ruda edged back as rapidly as she dared toward the relative safety of the hall, keeping her sword up and eyes on the monster.
 

 
  A blast of white light ripped past her shoulder, piercing the thing’s head.
 

 
  It let out a shrill squeal, followed by another as a second shot cleaved off the tip of its lower jaw. Gabriel strode forward into the encroaching cloud of spored, holding a glyphed sheet of paper over his mouth and nose with one and and continuing to fire his wand with the other. After five shots, the badly damaged mushroom beast appeared to have had enough and lowered itself back into the pit.
 

 
  Ruda took that opportunity to turn and dart out of its range.
 

 
  A fine haze of glittershroom spores had started to drift down the hall, with the students retreating rapidly from it. At Ruda’s approach, Fross fluttered forward, conjuring up a blast of wind that propelled the dust right back at the shrine, and lifting most of it from Ruda and Gabriel’s hair and clothes in the process.
 

 
  “Hang on, guys,” the pixie said, hovering around them. “You’re just
  
   covered
  
  in it. I need to blow you properly.”
 

 
  “You wanna tell her, or shall I?” Gabriel asked, his voice muffled by the page.
 

 
  “No, no,” said Ruda, grinning hugely. “Let’s see if we can get her to say it again in mixed company. And how about
  
   you,
  
  eh? You’ve been downright useful on this trip, Arquin! It’s almost creepy.”
 

 
  “Well, you know how it is,” he said modestly. “My day isn’t complete until a woman calls me creepy.”
 

 
  “You might not want to open your mouths,” Fross advised, zipping around them and directing careful streams of air, driving away every deposit of glittershroom spores she could find.
 

 
  They regrouped back on the dais above the water hall, well out of range of the Naga Queen’s shrine, its lurking guardian and the intoxicating mushroom spores. Ruda produced the waystone from her pocket, holding it up for the others to study as they clustered around.
 

 
  “Well, it seems simple enough,” Toby said. “Assuming this works like the other waystones, we know where it’ll send us.”
 

 
  “At least, according to Shamlin,” added Gabriel. “Whom we have apparently chosen to trust.”
 

 
  “As suspicious as I generally am of the Crawl and everything and everyone in it,” said Trissiny, “I think Shamlin wouldn’t try to get us into trouble. Remember, he’s an initiate of the University. He knows its name.”
 

 
  “What if he’s an initiate with a grudge?” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  She shook her head. “He’s a bard. Loyal alumnus or bitter dropout, or whatever else, he would have to be either insane or suicidal to pick a fight with Tellwyrn. Maybe I’m not the best judge of character, but he didn’t seem either to me.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Toby. “That, and his explanation for the rest of what’s befallen us makes sense. His directions to the shrine worked, and he
  
   did
  
  apparently help us get the snake flute.”
 

 
  “Claims he did, anyway,” Ruda grunted.
 

 
  Toby shook his head. “Guys, we can go around like this all day. Ultimately, we’re gonna have to take a risk, one way or the other. I think Shamlin is being straight with us. Does anyone disagree?”
 

 
  After a moment in which they looked around at each other in silence, he nodded. “Then… Here we go. Level 100 and, I guess, the Naga Queen herself.”
 

 
  “Wait, I thought she was just down in the bottom of the Crawl,” said Gabriel. “What makes you think she’s the boss of the Descent?”
 

 
  “Who better?” Trissiny asked. “Besides, if she’s as powerful as all that, Tellwyrn wouldn’t likely leave her running around at liberty. Even if it’s not her, though, we are about to step into a serious fight. Link arms as usual to use the waystone, but be ready to pull weapons. Ruda, since you retrieved it, do you want to do the honors?”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Teal, stepping backward from them. “I’m not coming.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “Why?” Shaeine asked quietly.
 

 
  Teal gently took her hand and held it. “I’ve been thinking, putting things together. You really won’t need me going into a fight. Vadrieny won’t use deadly force at my request. I believe there’s something else going on here, something that I actually
  
   can
  
  help deal with, but it’ll require me to work elsewhere while you’re occupied in the Descent.”
 

 
  “What do you mean?” Trissiny asked, frowning.
 

 
  “I’ve got a theory,” said Teal. “Let me tell you what I think.”
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  They made excellent time; the Butler was half a head shorter than the elves and had shorter legs to match, but she stayed in the lead the entire time, not quite compelling them to rush. Not being the swiftest members of a group was an unfamiliar experience for them. It wouldn’t have been wise to run, though. Three women walking through the city was not a sight interesting enough to draw attention, but matters became different when two of them were elves, and more different still when one of the elves wore a sweeping cloak and the other a suit of black leather with ostentatiously displayed daggers. Running would have set the police on them.
 

 
  “You are two Thieves’ Guild apprentices,” Price said as they rapidly crossed one of the city’s oldest districts under a darkening sky. She kept her eyes straight ahead and her voice to a bare whisper, but of course they could hear perfectly. “You are elves. That’s all. No matter what we end up seeing tonight, you will keep a sense of context in mind. Show the world anything beside what they
  
   expect
  
  of you and it’ll create trouble for all of us. Especially the Bishop. The kind of trouble from which there’s no coming back.”
 

 
  “If it comes to an emergency—” Flora clamped her mouth shut as Price half-turned her head to give her a flat look.
 

 
  “Why are we coming
  
   here?”
  
  Fauna asked in audible disgust.
 

 
  “The Bishop has made it clear that with regard to the business at hand, the Guild can’t be considered reliable,” Price replied flatly. “And it should be obvious why we’re not going to the Empire for help. If you have a better idea, the time to say so was when we were leaving the house. Now hush.”
 

 
  With that, she set off up the long staircase to the city’s main temple of Shaath, in bounds that consumed three steps at a time. The apprentices fell silent as ordered, following her.
 

 
  At the top, a bearded man in ceremonial leathers, carrying a longbow, nodded politely to them. “Welcome, girls. Can I help you with—”
 

 
  “Nope,” Price said curtly, sailing past him. He raised his eyebrows, turning to watch the three women vanish inside, but made no further comment and didn’t pursue.
 

 
  “Odd how polite he was,” Flora murmured. “I’d have expected—”
 

 
  “Hsst!” Price snapped, making a beeline for the only group of people present. The dim, barbarically ornate sanctuary was quiet at this hour, with only two Huntsmen in attendance. They stood at the far end near the large wolf statue, apparently doing nothing but talking quietly, their poses relaxed. Either they were simply stopping for a chat or Shaath didn’t require much formality from his ceremonial guards.
 

 
  Both turned as the Eserites approached, expressions curious but not unfriendly. The older one had no beard; the younger had only the earliest scruffy stages of one, and appeared not much past fifteen. The beardless elder opened his mouth to speak, but Price beat him to it.
 

 
  “I need to speak with Bishop Varanus.”
 

 
  “All right,” the Huntsman said, in a deep but evidently female voice. “Why is that, and who are you?”
 

 
  “You can call me Savvy, and it’s about Bishop Darling. There’s a problem. An urgent one.”
 

 
  “Mm.” The Huntsman eyed her up and down, then flicked a cool gaze over Flora and Fauna. “I see. Tholi, go find the Bishop and bring him here with all haste.”
 

 
  The boy took one step toward the rear door of the hall, then hesitated. “And…what shall I tell him?”
 

 
  “The truth,” replied the Huntsman, giving him an irritated look. “There are three Eserites here asking for him, and it’s to do with that blonde poof.”
 

 
  “Got it,” he said with a grin, then darted off.
 

 
  “You’re Brother Ingvar?” Price—Savvy—inquired.
 

 
  “Mm hm. So he remembered my name? I’m surprised.”
 

 
  Savvy shrugged, took three steps backward and leaned against a carved pillar, producing a coin from within her sleeve, which she began rolling across the backs of her fingers. “Everyone makes mistakes, Huntsman. Only a fool doesn’t learn from them.”
 

 
  “That’s very wise,” Ingvar replied in a completely neutral tone. “Can I get you ladies anything while you wait? It won’t be long, but I would have guests be comfortable in our lodge.”
 

 
  “Thanks, but I’d rather not be comfortable,” Savvy said, keeping her gaze on the coin. It flashed in the dim light of the braziers as she manipulated it. “I’ll be comfortable when all this is settled.”
 

 
  “As you like,” Ingvar said mildly, turning an inquiring gaze on the two elves. When they shook their heads, he nodded to them politely and folded his arms, staring down the length of the hall at its opposite door.
 

 
  “I’m a little surprised by the reception,” Fauna said after nearly a minute’s silence. “I expected…subdued hostility.”
 

 
  “Oh, and why’s that?” Savvy asked quietly. Ingvar flicked his gaze over to them, but didn’t join in the conversation.
 

 
  “Well, it’s not as if our cults get along,” Flora said.
 

 
  “And everyone knows how Shaathists are about women,” Fauna added.
 

 
  “Apparently
  
   you
  
  don’t. Shaath always needs women.” Savvy made the coin vanish into her sleeve and straightened up, dividing a long look between them. “Your training has been mostly on practical matters, but you
  
   need
  
  at least a basic grasp of the theologies of the other cults. Particularly the ones we tend to butt heads with. The Huntsmen are
  
   always
  
  looking to recruit women. A successful man in this faith is one who can afford to provide for two or more wives; just by the numbers, they need to have more women than men in their ranks. The bar is set accommodatingly low for female converts to Shaathism, but men have to prove a great deal before being allowed to join a lodge from outside the faith. You can walk into any Shaathist lodge, anywhere, and if you don’t mind a generally condescending attitude toward your faculties, you’ll have no cause for complaint about your treatment. Now, if you
  
   marry
  
  a Shaathist, your ass is his to do with as he pleases. But for an unattached female, a lodge is probably as safe a place to seek shelter as an Avenist temple. Creepy and not pleasant, but safe.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Flora said, sounding flummoxed.
 

 
  “Relating to that,” Savvy added with a faint smirk, “spend any amount of time around here and you
  
   will
  
  be courted. Aggressively.”
 

 
  “Tholi is newly raised to the rank of Huntsman,” Ingvar chimed in with an amused smile, “and looking for his first wife. Give him an hour or so to decide which of you he wants and you’ll see what she means. It’s a rare honor for a Huntsman to claim an elf maid for his own.”
 

 
  “Him and what army?” Fauna said, baring her teeth and placing a hand on the hilt of her dagger. Ingvar laughed.
 

 
  At that moment, the rear door opened again and Bishop Varanus himself emerged, crossing to them with long strides, Tholi trailing along behind. Andros wore traditional leather, with a pelt of some spotted animal hanging from his shoulders like a cape; he carried a longbow in one hand, and a heavy knife and hatchet hung at his belt. He came to a stop next to them, studying the three.
 

 
  “What is this about, then?” he asked without preamble.
 

 
  “Bishop Darling went off about four hours ago with a companion, tracking two other allies of his through metaphysical means,” Savvy reported crisply. “The two in question were pursuing a nest of the Black Wreath. He left instructions to seek help if he wasn’t back by dinner, which he was not. So here we are.”
 

 
  Andros drew in a long breath through his nose and let it out quickly. “How many Wreath? Of what potency? With what demonic allies?”
 

 
  “Everything I know, I’ve just told you,” Savvy said evenly.
 

 
  “And you cannot go to your Guild with this?”
 

 
  “The Guild’s skills are not most applicable here,” she replied, “and besides, the Bishop believes they are compromised by the Wreath. I have no idea where he is, only that he is certainly in some trouble. We need
  
   trackers.
  
  ”
 

 
  Andros grunted in agreement. “Antonio is a dismal excuse for a fighter. What possessed him to chase a bear into its den?”
 

 
  “The allies he’s with are far from weak.”
 

 
  “Allies?”
 

 
  “Gravestone Weaver and the Sarasio Kid.”
 

 
  Tholi’s eyes widened and he bit back a curse. Ingvar simply lifted an eyebrow, watching Andros.
 

 
  The Bishop himself stroked his beard once with the hand not occupied with his bow, frowning. “There is a limit to what powers the Wreath can bring to bear within the city. Hn…very well. If Antonio has been delayed, he is presumably in danger, and requires assistance. Hopefully those allies will suffice to hold out. Come.”
 

 
  He turned and strode off toward the front door. Price immediately fell into step behind him, followed by Ingvar. Tholi and the elves brought up the rear, eying one another warily.
 

 
  “Is this…all?” Flora asked. “This is the only help you’re bringing?”
 

 
  “There are few Huntsmen in residence, and mustering them will take time we cannot spare,” Andros replied curtly. “Ingvar is one of the lodge’s finest, and Tholi…can run ahead, beating the bushes.”
 

 
  Ingvar grinned, and Tholi devoted a self-defeating amount of effort to not looking sullen.
 

 
  “And what about
  
   you?”
  
  he countered, glaring at Flora. “Three women is the only thing you offer your Bishop in a time of need?”
 

 
  “This woman is a Butler,” Andros said.
 

 
  “I don’t see a uniform,” Tholi snipped.
 

 
  “You don’t see the world,” Ingvar replied calmly, and the youth fell silent, flushing.
 

 
  “And these two are only partially trained,” Andros continued, “but you should know that elves are never to be taken lightly.”
 

 
  Sweeping outside, he paused at the top of the steps, turning to face them. “I need something of Antonio’s.”
 

 
  Price instantly produced a strip of cloth from inside her coat, handing it to him. The four Huntsmen, including the one watching the door, paused to regard the paisley silk scarf with identical expressions, then Andros raised two fingers to his mouth and let out a long, sharp whistle.
 

 
  A shape formed seemingly out of thin air, a bluish-white discoloration upon the world, as if it were an invisible presence wreathed in frost. It was a wolf, standing waist-high on the Huntsman who had summoned it, eyes glowing like blue candle flames and a faint but steady mist trailing off its fur. Andros held the scarf in front of its nose.
 

 
  “Find this lost friend,” he said softly, tucking his bow under his arm to stroke the ghostly animal’s neck.
 

 
  The wolf made a soft
  
   whuff,
  
  then whirled and bounded down the steps. It paused at the bottom, looking up at them, its aspect clearly impatient.
 

 
  “And now,” Andros said with a grin, “we
  
   hunt.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Joe fired off another warning shot, blasting a spray of rubble from the corner of the building up ahead. “I confess it’s downright liberating, doing something like this in a civilian-free landscape for which I won’t be held financially liable.”
 

 
  “Yeah, something about this city is just
  
   asking
  
  to be shot to hell,” Weaver said tersely; he held a wand in one hand and his flute in the other. He’d not distributed earplugs, so hopefully he was planning to rely on the former, not the latter. “Did you get it?”
 

 
  “Nope,” said Joe, keeping his gaze on the now-smoking corner around which the demon had retreated. “Just scared it off.”
 

 
  “Means there’s a warlock behind it somewhere,” said Darling. “Katzils are smart, but not sentient; once on the hunt it wouldn’t retreat unless ordered to.”
 

 
  “Cat and mouse it is, then,” Joe murmured, tearing his eyes from the corner to peer warily about.
 

 
  “Guys, we might all die out here,” said Peepers solemnly, “so…just so we don’t go out with any unfinished business, I want you to know I hate you all.”
 

 
  “Aw,
  
   somebody’s
  
  not having fun,” Darling said, grinning at her. “Relax, Peepers, we’re gonna be fine. Think of it as a great game—
  
   the
  
  great game. You know your catechism, surely.”
 

 
  “I’m fully comfortable thinking of theft, espionage and extortion as games,” she snapped.
  
   “That
  
  I was trained for. I did not apprentice myself to the Thieves’ Guild because I wanted to be chased around by
  
   fucking demons.”
  
 

 
  “And warlocks!” Weaver said helpfully.
 

 
  “Hate. You. All.” She viciously kicked a chunk of fallen masonry out of the road. “Except maybe Joe. Mostly because he’ll let me slap him upside the head if we survive this.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Joe said, affronted. “What did
  
   I
  
  do?”
 

 
  “Come now, vaudeville
  
   while
  
  we move, please,” Darling said, setting off for a side alley.
 

 
  “Let’s keep going to the next alley,” Weaver said. “That one’d put us straight down the line of sight of that demon’s last known position.”
 

 
  “Oh, it could be anywhere by now,” Darling breezed. “Worry about the demons when you see them. This really
  
   is
  
  a game, guys. It cannot go on long and it can’t involve a huge amount of force. It’s only a matter of time and not much of that before the Empire or the Church realizes this district is blockaded with infernal magic. The Wreath doesn’t deal in brute force tactics; whatever they’ve fielded against us will be fine for chasing around a ragtag band of misfits, but not enough to stand against an Imperial strike team or squad of Silver Legionnaires. Keep moving, keep alert, and we’ll get through the night just fine.”
 

 
  Weaver actually walked backward a few paces as they proceeded down Darling’s selected alley, peering up the street where the katzil demon had last been seen. “Fine, whatever. I still think going straight would have been safer. We’re backtracking toward where we shot at that guy with the staff. Likely to be more Wreath in the vicinity.”
 

 
  “When we don’t know where the Wreath may be, assume they could be
  
   anywhere!”
  
  Darling said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Hate you
  
   so
  
  much,” Peepers growled.
 

 
  “Then why
  
   this
  
  alley?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  Darling turned his head and grinned at him.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Carter staggered as the latest swell of shadows deposited them on another rooftop, bracing himself against the low wall surrounding its edge. A figure in gray robes, accompanied by a hulking, crocodile-like demon—a khankredahg, that’s what they were called—prowled the streets below.
 

 
  “How’re you holding up, Mr. Long?” Embras Mogul asked solicitously. “Shadow-jumping itself is perfectly harmless to the body and spirit, I can assure you, but I know any kind of rapid teleportation can be disorienting. Particularly if one isn’t used to it.”
 

 
  “I’m…fine,” Carter said, straightening and taking a breath, and finding that he more or less was. “This is…well, not what I was expecting.”
 

 
  “We aim to entertain,” Mogul said with a grin and a bow. “And now, if you don’t mind a momentary respite from the action, I’m going to offer you the chance to see something even most warlocks never manage to behold.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Carter reflexively pressed himself back against the wall. It was a four-story drop, but he’d never had a problem with heights. He had what he felt was a perfectly reasonable aversion to demonology, though.
 

 
  “All this running around, stalking shadows and shooting around corners is very exciting, to be sure,” Mogul said, reaching into his inner coat pockets. He produced an ancient-looking clay bottle and set it upright on the flat rooftop, then pulled forth a handful of fine gray powder, which he trailed around it, forming a circle. “However, I find that I’ve somewhat lost my taste for playing games for their own sake as I grow older. Our visitors are proving to be
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of delightful challenge I enjoy when I don’t actually have anything that needs to get done, but this isn’t the night for it. Here we are, wasting your valuable time and keeping me from my beauty rest. So! I’m arranging a little shortcut. It’s cheating, really; takes a lot of the fun out of the game. A man must do what he must, though. You know how it is.”
 

 
  As he chattered, he had knelt beside the bottle and its boundary of powder—which was lying remarkably flat despite the light wind over the rooftop—and begun augmenting the circle with a piece of chalk, adding glyphs and embellishments whose meaning was completely lost to Carter. He flipped to a new page in his notebook, though, and began making a sketch, leaving out the glyphs. Writing down demonic symbols, especially summoning symbols, seemed like an invitation to trouble.
 

 
  “Since we have a moment to breathe,” he said while they both worked, “may I ask about what we saw in that alley? That was obviously the symbol of Vidius, who isn’t known to be very proactive in combating Elilial. Or, at least, he doesn’t have that reputation among most mortal laypeople. I guess everything looks different from the Wreath’s perspective. What could create an effect like that, if there wasn’t a Vidian priest nearby?”
 

 
  “Well, for starters, that neatly answered the question of what happened to my succubus,” Embras mused, continuing to draw on the floor. “This has been a night of firsts for us all, Mr. Long. Suffice it to say there are much more dangerous things than demons prowling this night. But not to worry! You and I are perfectly safe. I don’t have much to fear from holy symbols, which are about the worst that Vidius’s little pets can throw onto the mortal plane, though I don’t fancy trying to walk through one and having to replace most of my personal effects as a result. It’s all terribly inconvenient, though. Now I have to re-summon Vlesni, and she’s always
  
   such
  
  a pain about it.” He looked up at Carter and winked. “She’s a sweet girl, really, just can’t resist the opportunity to be a pain in the butt. The children of Vanislaas are like that, as you may have heard. She’s forever trying to sneak her friends through, as if I need extraneous demons cluttering up the place. Believe me, Mr. Long, you never want a demon around that you haven’t fully planned for, and prepared the means to both control them and get rid of them when you’re done.”
 

 
  “I must say the most surprising thing to me is how
  
   responsible
  
  you seem to be about diabolism,” Carter remarked. “The last time I heard this much talk about safety measures I was interviewing a professional wandfighter.”
 

 
  “Betcha I have more reason to worry than he did,” Mogul said glibly. “Worst thing you can do with a wand is kill somebody. All right, now, prepare to feast your eyes!”
 

 
  With a dramatic flourish, he plucked the lead stopper from the upright bottle and stepped back.
 

 
  A thick mist immediately poured out, curling upward and filling the air with the scent of spices and an ocean breeze. The smoke coalesced, rapidly taking the shape of a man—or at least, the upper half of one. Below the waist he trailed off into a swirling funnel of smoke, the tail of which poured into the mouth of the bottle. Above he was shirtless, muscular, and bald as a melon. And, at the moment, grinning broadly.
 

 
  
   “Finally,”
  
  he said, his voice resonating as though heard down a long tunnel.
 

 
  “Getting antsy, are we?” Mogul said, grinning in return. “Now, you know how I like to solve things for myself. If I weren’t in such a hurry—”
 

 
  “Oh, Embras, you know I don’t care about that,” the smoke-creature interrupted. “But I do keep an eye on you, and I did so
  
   desperately
  
  want to see the look on your face when this one was explained to you.”
 

 
  “Is that a
  
   djinn?”
  
  Carter breathed.
 

 
  “It most surely is,” Embras said brightly. “Mr. Long, may I present Ali Al-Famibad, an old acquaintance and colleague of mine. Ali, this is Carter Long, noted journalist.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I quite enjoyed your column, when it was circulating,” the djinn said, bowing elaborately to Carter, which was a very peculiar sight given his lack of legs.
 

 
  “I…you… Well, it’s news to me that the
  
   Herald
  
  is distributed in Hell,” Carter said weakly.
 

 
  Ali let out a booming laugh. “My good man, I am, after all, a djinn! Knowledge is what I do. Knowledge is what I
  
   am.
  
  And I rather miss your opinion column, I must confess. Naturally the position as reporter makes better career and financial sense from your standpoint, but when dealing with the facts you tend to suppress that sly wit of yours. ‘Tis a loss to the world.”
 

 
  “Why…thank you,” Carter said, bemused.
 

 
  “Glad as I am to see you all getting along,” Embras interjected, “I have a little problem, Ali.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, your Eserites.” Turning back to him, the djinn grinned broadly, an expression with more than a hint of cruel mockery. “I have advised you time and again not to antagonize Eserion’s followers—they play your little games as well as you, and with less courtesy. As a case in point, you’ll be wanting to know where the good Bishop Darling and his friends will poke their heads up next, yes?”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Embras replied, then turned to Carter. “By the way, Mr. Long, Ali and I have a long-standing and fully enforceable contract. Should you ever find yourself in a position to ask a favor of a djinn, or
  
   any
  
  sentient demon,
  
   don’t.
  
  The loopholes will get you every time. It’s not only a joke that lawyers make the best warlocks.”
 

 
  “I can’t really see that coming up,” Carter said, “as until two minutes ago I thought djinn were a myth. But thanks for the advice.”
 

 
  “Here it is, then,” Ali boomed, and dissolved. He swirled about above the circle as a cloud of smoke for a moment, before resolving his shape into a visual representation of the district. The demon’s voice echoed sourcelessly out of the diagram. “And here is the path taken from your meeting point by the Bishop.”
 

 
  A golden mote flared to life near one edge of the diorama, which did indeed resemble the nexus of streets where Carter remembered seeing them, or so he thought; it was very hard to align the map with his recollection of the area from the ground. The mote moved off rapidly down the tiny streets, leaving behind a glowing thread of gold tracing the path taken by the Bishop and his party.
 

 
  Its form almost immediately was apparent. It was somewhat distorted by the angular nature of the paths they were obliged to take, conforming to the street grid, but there were enough alleys of various dimensions to give Darling enough free reign, it seemed. The golden thread traced out, in oddly blocky cursive script, a brief message.
 

 
  “Well,” Mogul said after a moment of silent perusal. “I do say that seems rather…gratuitous.”
 

 
  “How does he
  
   know
  
  the streets that well?” Carter marveled.
 

 
  “It says ‘fuck you!’” Ali crowed from within the diagram. They didn’t need to see his face to know he was grinning. “Or it will when he gets to the end.”
 

 
  “Yes, I can read Tanglish, thank you,” Mogul said dryly.
 

 
  “How does he know the streets?” the djinn continued. “He
  
   is
  
  the streets. You’re one of the best operators it has ever been my privilege to know, Embras, but you’ve let your perceptions of Antonio Darling be colored by your first encounter with him, in a tiny town where you were in your element and he was wildly out of his. You’ve skillfully sealed off this district, which is the
  
   only
  
  way for you to safely tangle with that man in the streets of Tiraas. Know this, Embras Mogul: the next time you do, you’ll learn humility.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Mogul said solemnly. “So the question is, does he expect to be intercepted at the end of his little script? What trick might be prepared there? Or… You know what, no.” He shook his head. “You can drive yourself nuts playing ‘does he know that I know that he knows.’ No, I do believe I’m fed up with this foolishness. Come Mr. Long, let’s bring this to a conclusion.”
 

 
  The three-dimensional map dissolved back into smoke, and then re-formed in the shape of the djinn’s upper body. Still smiling unpleasantly, he bowed again. “I have rendered my advice, Embras Mogul. Thus is our contract upheld. Ignore my counsel at your peril.”
 

 
  “Thank you, I believe I shall.” Mogul bent forward and stuck the plug back in the bottle. Above it, the djinn dissipated instantly into the air, taking with him the exotic scent of whatever incense it was. “After all,” the warlock added, picking up the bottle and straightening, leaving the summoning circle inscribed on the floor, “life without peril is just too easy to be worth it. Don’t you think so, Mr. Long?”
 

 
  Carter very much did not agree, but found himself with no safely polite way to say so.
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  “Are you sure you should be confronting this guy?” Carter asked as they strode rapidly along the rooftop. “And no, I’m not making a tactical suggestion; this is in my professional capacity of looking for information.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Mogul said with a grin. “I’m curious about the question, however. This chap and his various lackeys have attempted to spy on our interview and then assaulted and killed my personnel when confronted about it. While I happen to have a miscellaneous handful of warlocks and demon thralls in the area, this seems like an
  
   ideal
  
  opportunity to have a word with him.”
 

 
  “But the djinn strongly advised you not to. I’m just puzzled that you’d ignore his advice after summoning him to ask for it.”
 

 
  There came a pause in the conversation when they reached the edge of the building. The darkness swelled around them, and then they were stepping onto the next roof over, two stories up and thirty feet away across a broad street. Carter stumbled again, but less dramatically; he was growing more accustomed to the disorientation.
 

 
  “Mr. Long,” the warlock said as they resumed walking, “I’ve just spent much of the afternoon making the case to you that the Black Wreath are not at all as you believe them to be. With that established, let me just emphasize that
  
   demons
  
  are every bit as dangerous as you’ve always been told, and worse. That is
  
   why
  
  the Wreath is important, because believe me, no one else who tries is adept at handling them without creating a mess. Making allowances for individual personalities, they are
  
   highly
  
  aggressive. Infernal magic has that effect on any form of life it corrupts. Now, djinn aren’t able to physically interact with the world, which doesn’t diminish their propensity to cause trouble; it only limits the methods by which they can do so.”
 

 
  The roof along which they were walking wasn’t another flat top like the previous one; their path was a lip of stone along the edge of a steep incline shingled in ragged old slate tiles. They came to the corner, where the path was interrupted by a decorative finial, and Carter had to accept a hand to navigating his way over the smooth slope and back onto even ground on the other side. It was an apparently L-shaped structure, to judge by the long distance it stretched out on the side ahead. Embarrassing as it might be to be handed about like a lady in silks and slippers, Carter wasn’t too proud to admit he needed the assistance. Despite the excitement of this assignment, he was keenly aware of being out of his element. His avuncular suit and briefcase didn’t lend themselves to nocturnal rooftop shenanigans.
 

 
  “Ali and I have a well-negotiated contract,” Mogul continued as they moved on again. “He doesn’t lie to me and answers direct queries with a minimum of obfuscation. But beyond the simple answers to my questions, in the realm of his personal opinions and asides? You’re damn right I ignore his advice. It’s calculated to trip me up, without exception. Either with the goal of weaseling out of our contract, or just to create general mayhem.”
 

 
  “But…if he can’t lie…”
 

 
  “And what did he say, exactly?” Mogul grinned and winked. “That I would learn humility? Come on, what does that
  
   mean?
  
  You have to be eternally on guard when negotiating with demons. Any demons, but particularly the crafty ones. Sshitherosz, djinn, Vanislaad, all the schemers. They’ll promise you your own doom in a frilly dress, and you’ll step right into it if you make the mistake of paying too much attention to the frills. The exact wording gets you every time.”
 

 
  “That sounds…exhausting,” Carter mused.
 

 
  “Warlocks and lawyers, Mr. Long,” Mogul said cheerfully. “Warlocks and lawyers. Ah, here we are. You may want to keep back, we’re about to have some company.”
 

 
  They had come to the end of the building, where there was a small rooftop patio. Raised beds held sad-looking old dirt and the twisted skeletons of small shrubs. Mogul hopped down from their improvised walkway and positioned himself against the bannister looking over the square below, beckoning Carter over to join him.
 

 
  In the next moment the shadows gathered and took shape in the lee of the overhanging roof, then receded, leaving two figures standing there. One, dressed in obscuring gray robes, was hunched over with an arm across its midsection, supported by the other, which was clearly some kind of demon. Armored plates covered its forehead and limbs.
 

 
  “Ah, still breathing,” said Mogul. “I’m glad to see that.”
 

 
  “I had to confiscate her potion belt,” noted the demon. “She may have already taken more than the safe dosage.”
 

 
  “It
  
   hurts,”
  
  the robed figure rasped, her voice taut with pain. “Inside. Bricks landed on my back… Think I have ribs broken. And lower.”
 

 
  “That’s bad,” Mogul said, frowning,
  
   “especially
  
  if you’ve been chugging potions on top of internal bleeding. You know better, Vanessa. Hrazthax, get her to a healer. You two are out of this evening’s events.”
 

 
  “You sure you won’t need me here?” the demon asked.
 

 
  Embras waved a hand. “She’s urgent, and by the time you got back this would all be over. Be careful, though. Speak to Ross on your way out and have him pass along the word: anyone with a Vanislaad thrall needs to send it away, and everybody watch for holy symbols popping up in surprising places. There’s a reaper on the loose.”
 

 
  Hrazthax frowned heavily. “A reaper? A real one? Just on patrol, or… It’s
  
   not
  
  good if Vidius is taking an interest in this.”
 

 
  “You let
  
   me
  
  worry about that,” Mogul said firmly. “Take Vanessa’s talisman and get her to help. And when you find Ross, tell him to get everyone organized; our quarry is heading to the intersection of 31
  
   st
  
  East Street and Alfarousi Avenue. Don’t impede them; get everyone set up and ready to spring at that location, on my command.”
 

 
  “Got it,” said Hrazthax, nodding. “But what about—”
 

 
  Vanessa groaned and slumped against him.
 

 
  
   “Go.”
  
 

 
  
  
  The hethelax nodded to Mogul once more and took something from Vanessa’s hand, which she relinquished without argument. There came a few soft clicks as he manipulated it one-handed, and then the shadows welled up again, swallowing them.
 

 
  “Busy, busy,” Mogul said, straightening his lapels. “Ah, well. When things go the way I want them to, I have the damnedest time keeping myself entertained. Ironic, isn’t it? This way, if you please.”
 

 
  One shadow-jump later, they were on yet another rooftop across the street, and heading toward…Carter didn’t know what. The district was like an island of quiet and darkness. On all sides, not too far distant, the lights of Tiraas blazed like a galaxy come to earth, and at this altitude the sounds of carriage traffic and periodic Rail caravans were audible, but immediately around them was desolation. He doubted he could have navigated this jumble of broken-down structures even with the streetlights working, but Embras seemed to know where he was going.
 

 
  “What’s a reaper?” Carter asked, regretting having put his notebook away. Ah, well, he wasn’t great at writing while walking at the best of times, and would likely have broken his neck trying to do it while navigating rooftops.
 

 
  “Grim reaper,” Mogul said as they moved, “soul harvester, valkyrie. You’ve surely heard of them under one name or another.”
 

 
  It took the journalist a few seconds to gather his thoughts before he could reply.
 

 
  “Well… I must say, this night is going to leave me without things not to believe in.”
 

 
  Embras grinned at him. “Oh, they’re very real, but you can be forgiven for not knowing it. The Vidians don’t encourage people to ask about them, and really, nobody on the mortal plane is likely to interact with one at all unless they dabble in necromancy. It’s the reapers who usually get sent to shut that down. Oh, and Vidian exorcisms?
  
   All
  
  theater. If the death-priests want a spirit laid to rest, they put on a big show to make you think they’re being useful while a valkyrie quietly gets rid of it. Warlocks only need to know about them because they have the same authority over incubi and succubi—which, as you may know, are human souls who are
  
   not
  
  supposed to be on this plane.” He shook his head and chuckled. “Vlesni is going to wring every ounce of pathos out of this anecdote she possibly can. I hear tell getting sent back by a reaper is…uncomfortable.”
 

 
  “Do you really think you can intercept your opponent if he’s got an invisible spirit working with him?” Carter asked, glancing around somewhat nervously.
 

 
  “Intercept him? I’m going to do no such thing.” Mogul stopped at the edge of the current roof, one long leg raised with the foot propped on the low wall surrounding it, and grinned at him. “We’re meeting him at the end. The man’s going
  
   excessively
  
  out of his way to spell out a message. I
  
   really
  
  ought to let him finish it, don’t you think? That’s just good manners.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Where the hell are we going?” Weaver snarled. “And don’t feed me that bullshit about just wasting time. You keep insisting on taking specific routes!”
 

 
  “Lang—“
 

 
  “Child, I swear by Omnu’s hairy third testicle I will shoot you right in the fucking mouth.”
 

 
  “Settle
  
   down,
  
  good gods,” Darling reproved. “And yes, Weaver, you’re right, we are heading for an intersection a few blocks up.”
 

 
  “Great, well, you should know there are warlocks and demons moving parallel to us in the same direction. We’re either walking into an ambush or being escorted by a mobile one.”
 

 
  “Okay, how do you
  
   know
  
  this stuff?” Peepers demanded. “Where are you getting intel?”
 

 
  “He’s got a spirit companion,” Joe explained.
 

 
  “I want one. You have any idea how valuable that would be in
  
   my
  
  line of work?”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t get along,” Weaver grunted.
 

 
  “Don’t even ask,” added Joe, “it just gives him an opportunity to be standoffish and coy about it. He
  
   loves
  
  that.”
 

 
  “About how many?” Darling interrupted.
 

 
  Weaver cocked his head as if listening for a moment before replying. “Nine warlocks. Six of them have companion demons of various kinds. No incubi or succubi. And…a guy in a white suit almost straight behind us on the rooftops. With Peepers’s friend.”
 

 
  “He’s not my friend,” she said with a sigh. “Never was, probably sort of hates my guts now.”
 

 
  “Shame,” Weaver said, grinning nastily. “He was cute. Ah, well, guess you’re destined to be an old maid.”
 

 
  “Joe, please shoot him in the foot.”
 

 
  “Maybe after we deal with the demons.”
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” said Darling, “we
  
   are
  
  heading somewhere. There’s a small square up ahead close to the bordering canal of this district. That street leads straight to one of the bridges out.”
 

 
  “The ones you said not to go near because they’d be guarded?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “Yup!” Darling didn’t slacken his pace in the slightest; none of them were having trouble keeping up, though Peepers was starting to look a little haggard. “But it’s been enough time, approximately. I hope. I chose this particular bridge to approach because it leads to the most direct route toward the main temple of Shaath.”
 

 
  “And…
  
   that
  
  is relevant…why?” Peepers asked.
 

 
  “This must all be part of that plan he doesn’t have,” said Weaver, rolling his eyes.
 

 
  “The Wreath has both oracular and divinatory sources of information,” Darling said lightly. “Many warlocks can use enough arcane magic to scry, and there are demons who trade information for favors. Any plans we made could be found out and countered, heading up against what we were.”
 

 
  “There are methods to block both of those,” Joe noted.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Darling, nodding, “and when I have time to arrange a
  
   real
  
  campaign against the Wreath, with Church and Imperial support, you better believe I’ll be using them. On the fly like this, though, there’s a loophole that can be exploited: they can’t scry a plan that doesn’t exist.”
 

 
  “Not having a plan doesn’t strike me as a great plan,” Peepers muttered.
 

 
  “I know the board,” Darling said more quietly, “and I know the pieces. I set in motion the ones most likely to lead to the result I want. Plans are nice, kids, but sometimes they’re a luxury you can’t afford to count on. If you know what’s going on, and if you’re a little lucky, you can tell more or less how things are going to play out. Even arrange them the way you want, sometimes.”
 

 
  The other three glanced at each other.
 

 
  “This is
  
   not
  
  how I wanted to die,” Peepers sighed.
 

 
  “Oh?” said Joe. “How did you?”
 

 
  “Of sex-induced heart failure on top of a gigolo in my eighties, wearing a fortune in jewels and nothing else. And drunker than any woman has ever been.”
 

 
  He flushed deeply and didn’t manage to form a reply. Weaver actually laughed.
 

 
  “And,” Peepers said in a more subdued tone, “certain my little brother was going to be taken care of…”
 

 
  “He’ll be fine,” said Darling soothingly.
  
   “We
  
  will be fine.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   so
  
  full of it,” Weaver snorted.
 

 
  “Yeah.” Darling glanced over his shoulder and winked. “Luckily I keep enough of
  
   it
  
  on hand to throw into my enemies’ eyes. It’s always worked so far.”
 

 
  “Ew,” said Peepers, wrinkling her nose.
 

 
  “I think that metaphor got away from you,” Joe added.
 

 
  Weaver shrugged. “Eh, they can’t all be winners.”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up, all of you. We’re almost there. Mouths shut, eyes open, and be ready to fight or flee.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Of course,” Andros rumbled to himself, staring across the canal at the darkened district up ahead. “What better place? I’m a fool for not thinking of it.”
 

 
  “Holy shit, that all looks abandoned,” Flora marveled. “How long has it been like this?”
 

 
  “Less than a week,” said Savvy. “It’s not going to be left this way long, but while it’s there… Yes, it really is an ideal venue.”
 

 
  They had stopped in the shade of two warehouses flanking the road which became a bridge into the condemned district. The spirit wolf had come unerringly here, then halted, glaring ahead with his hackles raised. He growled quietly until Andros rested a hand on his head.
 

 
  Ingvar and Tholi immediately set to prowling around, investigating, with Flora and Fauna following suit after a moment. The elves, after peering in every direction, nimbly shimmied up lamp posts and perched improbably atop the fairy lights, peering ahead into the district. The two Huntsmen kept their attention chiefly on the ground, tracking back and forth.
 

 
  “Cities,” Tholi muttered disparagingly. “Nothing leaves tracks.”
 

 
  “Not easy tracks,” Ingvar said in a more even tone. “And the rains wash away what little there is very quickly. These are not elk, Tholi; be sure you are not following the wrong kind of spoor. Look.”
 

 
  He had crossed to the foot of the bridge and knelt, drawing his hunting knife and carefully scraping it across the pavement.
 

 
  “Infernal magic isn’t useful for stable area-of-effect spells, unlike arcane wards,” Ingvar said, holding up the knife. “It is anchored to something physical. In this case, the paving stones.”
 

 
  The tip, where he had dragged it against the ground, was now spotted with rust. Even as they all stared, the reddish stain crept up the blade another half an inch.
 

 
  “Infernal wards cause rust?” Fauna asked, frowning down at them.
 

 
  “The weapons of Huntsmen are blessed by the Mother,” said Andros, glaring over the bridge.
  

  “They do not decay, nor suffer damage from the elements. Heat, cold, moisture… Such an effect is the result of magical corruption. They are here, and they have warded this bridge against intrusion.” He began to glow subtly.
 

 
  “What mother?” Flora asked.
 

 
  “Honestly,” said Savvy, pointing at the wolf. “Have you ever seen divine magic used for anything like
  
   that?
  
  Most of the Huntsmen’s arts are fae in nature. I really need to explain this? I was almost
  
   certain
  
  you two were elves.”
 

 
  “I don’t like you out of uniform,” Fauna announced.
 

 
  “Enough,” Andros growled. “What can you see from that vantage?”
 

 
  “Movement,” Flora said, peering into the dark district. “Through windows and gaps in walls, mostly. There’s activity directly ahead, hidden behind things. People moving inside buildings.”
 

 
  “Without lights,” said Ingvar, nocking an arrow to his bow. “That’ll be the Wreath. Once we go in there it will be increasingly hard to track our quarry. They won’t appreciate our presence.”
 

 
  “Let them come,” Tholi said, grinning savagely. Behind him, Ingvar rolled his eyes. “I just hope the Eserite we’ve come to rescue isn’t dead. If he’s running around in there with warlocks and demons after him… Doesn’t look good, does it?”
 

 
  “Darling would die swiftly in our wilds,” Andros said, “but we fare almost as poorly in his. The man is adaptable and this is his city. He chose to enter there. I will believe he has fallen when I’ve buried him. We proceed.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Savvy said crisply, deftly smoothing her hair back with both hands. She shrugged out of her coat, reversed it and swept it back on, and just like that the illusion vanished, leaving the immaculately attired Butler straightening her tie.
 

 
  “Uh,” Fauna asked, “what was the point of that, then?”
 

 
  “Camouflage,” Andros said, nodding approvingly. “There are few enough Butlers in the city that some know all their faces, and their masters. Best not to
  
   advertize
  
  that Bishop Darling has run into trouble.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Flora said suddenly, straightening. “I see people coming into the square— It’s him! And the others!”
 

 
  “And more coming out of hiding,” Fauna added. “In robes. With demons.”
 

 
  “Then this is the time,” Andros declared, starting forward and raising his bow. The spirit wolf stalked at his side. “Ingvar, Tholi, strike down the demons. I will attend to any infernal arts used against us.”
 

 
  “And the
  
   people?”
  
  Ingvar asked. “The warlocks?”
 

 
  Before he had finished speaking, Price strode forward onto the bridge, gliding smoothly down its center. Flora and Fauna leaped from their perches, landing on either side of the Butler. The three of them walked without apparent hurry, but at a pace that devoured the distance between them and Darling.
 

 
  “That,” said Andros with a grim smile as he stepped forward after them, “appears to be attended to.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Teal staggered slightly upon materializing, but quickly caught her balance and straightened, self-consciously smoothing her coat.
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  a neat trick,” Sarriki noted, pausing as she slithered past with a tray of empty mugs, bound for the bar. “You shouldn’t be able to teleport into here. Are you even a wizard?”
 

 
  “Not using arcane magic, no,” the bard said with a smile, holding up a waystone. “But the Crawl’s methods work just fine.”
 

 
  The naga cocked her head to the side. “I thought you kids couldn’t afford to buy from Shamlin.”
 

 
  “Shamlin has decided to return to the surface,” Teal explained. “As such, he was
  
   quite
  
  interested in Tiraan bank notes. Where’s Professor Ezzaniel?”
 

 
  “Here,” he said from the second level of the bar. “And what are you up to, Miss Falconer? It is not generally wise to split up the party.”
 

 
  Teal tilted her head back, staring mutely up at him for a moment. “It’s funny how you’re supposed to be evaluating our progress down here, yet you haven’t been around for any of it. You just sit here drinking and chatting with the other patrons.”
 

 
  “Since you make such a point of my absence, what makes you think you know what I’ve been doing while not under your eyes?” Ezzaniel leaned one arm against the railing and smiled down at her.
 

 
  Teal stared at him thoughtfully, then glanced at Sarriki, who chuckled and set about pulling herself up the steps.
 

 
  “It’s not like you to nakedly evade a question like that, Professor,” she said quietly.
 

 
  Ezzaniel raised an eyebrow. “I assure you, Miss Falconer, everything is attended to. Professor Tellwyrn has made appropriate arrangements for you to be graded fairly.”
 

 
  “I don’t doubt she has. Where is Rowe?”
 

 
  The Professor shrugged. “I don’t much wonder about him when he is not in front of me. He is entertaining company, but in a rather exhausting way. One does get tired of always keeping a hand on one’s purse strings.”
 

 
  She turned from him and bounded up the stairs in two long leaps, then paused, glancing around. The Grim Visage was fairly quiet at the moment. A lone drow man was nursing a drink in the far corner; he nodded politely to her as her gaze fell on him. A small party of five goblins were conversing quietly next to the fireplace. Not far away, Sarriki was clearing dishes and trash off an empty table.
 

 
  Teal squared her shoulders and strode past the naga, straight through the curtained doorway next to the bar.
 

 
  She paused only momentarily in the kitchen beyond, quickly taking in its meager furnishings and stored food at a glance, then stepped across the floor to study the door opposite the exit. It was secured with multiple locks. Unlike most of the rusted, battered and apparently recycled equipment the students had seen in most parts of the Crawl, these looked new. Clean, strong, and highly effective. Teal didn’t need to start tampering with them to know there was magic at work, too. This door would not be opened by someone who wasn’t entitled.
 

 
  “You know, you’re not supposed to be back here.”
 

 
  She turned slowly to look at Sarriki, who stood framed in the doorway, her arms braced against it on both sides.
 

 
  “My friends are going directly to Level 100,” she said quietly.
 

 
  “Oh?” The naga smiled, a bland, languid expression. The light framing her wasn’t bright enough to make her features difficult to see, but it was sufficiently darker in the kitchen than in the bar that the contrast made for good dramatic effect. “Excellent. I had a feeling, you know.
  
   And
  
  I’ve just won a bet. If they manage to
  
   beat
  
  the boss, I’ll be absolutely rolling in it.”
 

 
  “The going theory,” Teal went on, “is that the final boss of the Descent is the Naga Queen.”
 

 
  “Interesting idea. My people mostly live far below, you realize. It’s rare that any of us climb to this level.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. It would fit, though, wouldn’t it? She’s easily the most formidable personality in the Crawl… One possibly powerful enough the Professor Tellwyrn wouldn’t want to leave her running around at liberty.”
 

 
  Sarriki shrugged. “Whatever. Your friends are hard-hitters; they have as good a chance as anyone. I’m fairly confident of my odds.”
 

 
  “You have more at stake here than a bet, don’t you?” Teal asked softly.
 

 
  The naga’s eyes hardened. “Little girl, it is
  
   seldom
  
  wise to stick your nose into other people’s business. Now, if you’re hungry, kindly come back out front and I’ll make you something. This area is not for patrons.”
 

 
  “Where’s Rowe? It’s odd for him not to be around. With Melaxyna placing bounties on his head, it’s not exactly safe for him to leave, is it?”
 

 
  “Child,” Sarriki said sharply, “I’m losing patience. There’ll be no fighting in here, but you’ll find there is a
  
   lot
  
  I can do to make your stay in the Visage and the Crawl unpleasant if you disrupt the peace in my bar. Now, for the last time,
  
   out.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Actually,” said Teal, stepping aside and pointing at the locked cellar door, “I need to get through here.”
 

 
  Sarriki actually laughed, loudly. “Oh, you silly little thing.
  
   That
  
  is not going to happen.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were familiar with the drill by now, after making extensive use of Melaxyna’s portal and waystone. Immediately upon landing, the students unlinked arms, Fross zipping out from under Ruda’s hat, and fell into formation, weapons up, eying their new surroundings carefully.
 

 
  It was definitely the Descent. The distinctive proportions of the room were right, and the staircase behind them was just like those they had seen dozens of times before. It was the contents of the room that made them all straighten, staring.
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said after a moment, “I don’t know what I was expecting.”
 

 
  The wall were covered with masterfully painted murals, all depicting in exquisite detail their adventures through the Crawl thus far. The scenes blended one into the next as they marched around the walls, but everything was familiar, if portrayed somewhat more dramatically than the events had actually occurred. Juniper laughing in delight as she hugged a capling, Trissiny standing at the foot of the throne with Melaxyna smirking down at her, the whole group in disarray and being chased by boars, Gabriel studying an invisible maze with an expression of intense thought while the others ostentatiously bickered around him, the group lined up facing a row of chessmen. The scenes continued, wrapping around the chamber and showing the details of every step of their journey through the Descent, though they did not portray anything from before or after that. Nothing of the Grim Visage, the complex of dream-inducing mists, Shamlin’s grotto or the Naga Queen’s shrine.
 

 
  There were statues, too, nine of them. Towering marble depictions of the students lined an avenue straight toward the opposite end of the chamber, each over eight feet tall even without the plinths on which they stood. At the far end, rather than another staircase downward, there was a semicircular indentation in the wall, in which stood an even larger statue, this one of the Naga Queen.
 

 
  Of the Queen herself, there was no sign.
 

 
  “I kind of wish I had one of those lightcappers,” Juniper mused. “Remember, from Tiraas? I mean, just
  
   look
  
  at these portraits! Makes me feel kinda proud, y’know?”
 

 
  “Maybe we can come back with one?” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  “Unlikely,” said Fross. “This was all arranged for us on this visit. I bet it’ll all be blank as soon as we leave.”
 

 
  “Experience is by nature a transient thing,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “Only one direction to go,” Trissiny said, stepping forward. Ruda fell into step right beside her, the others quickly following suit.
 

 
  They came up short a moment later, before they’d gone ten feet, when the sound of clapping began to echo throughout the chamber. Slow, rhythmic, and coming from only a single pair of hands, it resounded sourcelessly from the stone on every side, leaving them peering around again, weapons raised.
 

 
  He materialized then, fading from invisibility into view atop the Naga Queen’s statue, where he was perched on her stone shoulder. Rowe continued to applaud, smirking down at them.
 

 
  “Well done, kids.
  
   Well
  
  done. I congratulate you on your highly improbable victory.”
 

 
  “Son of a bitch,” Gabriel murmured, not noticing the sour look Trissiny shot him. “Teal was right.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I have a theory,” Teal said, drawing the snake flute from within her coat. “One I’ve been working on since we came here. A lot of the pieces to the puzzle were hard to find, but several of the more important ones fell into place for us just recently.”
 

 
  Sarriki had fallen still, eyes fixed on the flute. Her expression was purely hungry. Teal raised the instrument toward her lips.
 

 
  “Let’s see if we can come to an understanding, your Majesty.”
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  Sarriki finally entered the room proper, her eyes coldly fixed on Teal. There was something animalistically intent in that gaze, like a hungry coyote focusing on an inattentive rabbit. For all of that, and the naga’s generally alien appearance, Teal felt no fear. It was partly her knowledge of the sanctuary effect in the Visage, partly the fact that whatever a naga might do to a human, there were few things on or below the earth which posed a serious threat to Vadrieny, but partly—perhaps, even, mostly—the sense that she understood what was happening here. That sense had brought her to this juncture; it hadn’t misled her so far.
 

 
  She lifted the snake flute the last few inches to her lips and began to play.
 

 
  At the first thin, reedy note, Sarriki froze, her eyes widening. She still stared at Teal, but the menace was abruptly gone from her face, replaced by a complex expression. Wonder, longing, sorrow, too many emotions for her features to easily process. When Teal glided into the notes of the unlocking melody inscribed on the walls of the naga shrine, however, Sarriki finally let her eyes drift closed. Slowly, she eased her head backward, listening.
 

 
  Then she began to dance.
 

 
  It was a sinuous motion, unsurprisingly. She rose higher (the ceiling in the kitchen was remarkably spacious), supporting her weight on a smaller portion of her long tail, first swaying gently from side to side. As the melody progressed, her whole spine began to undulate subtly, shoulders tilting back and forth, arms rising to move gently with the rhythm. A human woman would have been moving her hips seductively to achieve that kind of sway, but on the naga, Teal couldn’t help noticing the motion did not seem sexual.
 

 
  At least, until Sarriki shifted her gyrations to roll her body slowly from back to front, rather than side to side, letting her hands trail behind her. Teal very nearly missed a breath, but managed not to falter. She hadn’t actually noticed it before, but Sarriki was beautiful. Both in the alluring way a woman is beautiful, and in the wild manner of an animal. Or perhaps, she simply hadn’t been before, until she felt a reason to be. Suddenly, the resemblance was there; the statues in the shrine were no longer just a vaguely remembered face, but a familiar one.
 

 
  Her dance grew more complex, the languid undulations of her arms growing more precise and choreographed, her simple swaying developing into gyrations that coiled her around herself, keeping her tail moving so that it looked at certain moments as if she were balancing upon a single loose knot of serpent coils. The fins decorating her head flared rhythmically, and even finger motions began to appear as ever more precision and rhythm worked its way into the motions of her hands.
 

 
  Teal reached the end of the fairly short melody and simply launched into it again. Sarriki showed no signs of halting in her dance; somehow, the idea of ending her music was unthinkable.
 

 
  The bard simply let the notes flow through her and out of her. It wasn’t a familiar piece in the way of the tunes she had known and practiced all her life, but she remembered it well, and it was beautiful, powerful enough on its own to command the spirit and take her drifting away as all truly good music did. Out the notes poured, seeming to hold enough life of their own that they demanded only a small share of her concentration. She was free to stare, over the sinuous flute and her own shifting fingers, at the dance of the naga.
 

 
  Sarriki never once opened her eyes, fully immersed in the music and the motions of her own body. She swayed, wound and wove around herself, practically gliding in place. Her face expressed silent rapture the entire time.
 

 
  Teal almost didn’t notice the song was coming to an end on the second repetition, but Sarriki’s motions directed her attention to it, drawing to a nearly frenzied peak upon the last sounding of the theme, her whole spine arched and hands thrown backward, and then, as the final notes sounded, she rolled her body forward, coils sliding out from beneath her, and finished on a kind of bow. Lifted high off the ground on a portion of the tip of her tail that seemed too small to support her, she had most of her length arched for balance, her upper body actually hanging forward with her head pointed toward the ground, arms up and crossed, facing down. Forefingers and thumbs extended, pinkies half-curled, the other fingers tucked against her palms. It was odd how that little detail so caught Teal’s attention.
 

 
  For a moment there was silence, the music echoing in their minds after it no longer echoed in the room, as music did.
 

 
  Slowly, Sarriki straightened herself out, settling her coils back to the floor and lifting her head; Teal gently lowered the flute at the same motion, almost as if they were connected by strings that moved them unison. Finally, the naga opened her eyes.
 

 
  One tear slid from the inner corner of each. She didn’t move to wipe them away.
 

 
  “We had such festivals,” she all but whispered. “Even in the naga courts, resources are not plentiful. No feasting, no over-burning of fuel…nothing you would probably recognize as a party. But such
  
   joy.
  
  The music, the chants, artworks created…and dancing. Oh, how we danced. How we danced. On those precious days, I could come down from my high pedestal and join in. I did so love to dance that way, for my consorts.”
 

 
  She fell silent. Teal opened her mouth, finding only then that she had no idea what to say. Somehow, something fell out of her lips anyway.
 

 
  “You were beautiful.”
 

 
  “I was,” Sarriki murmured, a smile curling her mouth. Her eyes were still far away. “Oh, I was.”
 

 
  “What happened?” Teal asked quietly.
 

 
  The naga drew in a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. It made her whole, long body arch slightly. “Many things. It’s a long story, as dull to recite as it was painful to live through. You should be glad, for the sake of your party, that I am here and not where I’m supposed to be, bard. Why are
  
   you
  
  not where you should be? The others walked into what they must have thought would be a fight. That demon of yours would be useful.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny doesn’t use lethal force, out of consideration for me. And…anyway, this seemed more important.”
 

 
  “More important.” Sarriki sighed again, wistfully this time. “At least to one of us, yes. I had never thought to hear that melody again. Once, I might have been furious at you for raising the memory. Now… Now, I feel I owe you greatly.” Finally her eyes swam back into focus, fixing on Teal’s own. “Where did you learn it? You can’t have traveled all the way down to the courts.”
 

 
  “There’s…a shrine,” Teal said carefully. “Not close, but not
  
   that
  
  far down. It held the waystone the others used to get to Level 100.”
 

 
  “A waystone? In
  
   my
  
  shrine?” For just a moment, anger creased the corners of Sarriki’s eyes, but just as suddenly she relaxed, letting out a rueful chuckle. “Ah, yes… Arachne. She
  
   does
  
  redecorate as she sees fit, does she not?”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed that, yeah.”
 

 
  “Well, speaking of that.” She began to slither forward again, and Teal instinctively shifted aside, circling away from her. The naga didn’t attempt to corner her, though, gliding past to stop in front of the door. “I owe you something, and I owe
  
   nothing
  
  to that incubus. Yes, I believe I shall help you after all.”
 

 
  “You…have the keys?” Teal asked carefully. Sarriki wore a simple, stark vest of leather that had no pockets and fit her torso
  
   very
  
  tightly, with nothing on her lower body. It was hard to imagine where she might be carrying keys.
 

 
  The naga shook her head, glancing over her shoulder at Teal in amusement. “These locks aren’t
  
   my
  
  work. This represents the fruits of years of obsessive labor by Rowe. Amid all the junk that percolates through this tavern, once in a while we find a few
  
   real
  
  treasures. Any that have to do with sealing or locking things, he appropriates. Over a decade he’s been at it. Never mind the locks you can see, this door is secured by magics you should fear to stand too close to. It just might be the most impenetrable door in the entire Crawl, now.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Teal said, deflating. “Well, if you can tell me where to—”
 

 
  She broke off as Sarriki languidly waved a hand over the edges of the door. One by one, locks snapped open and popped loose, some tumbling to the floor. In seconds, every impressive fixture securing the door shut was disarmed, falling harmlessly away. As a final touch, the latch itself turned, seemingly on its own, and the door eased a few inches open with a soft squeak.
 

 
  “How…did you do that?” Teal inquired.
 

 
  “Clever people are not necessarily wise people,” Sarriki murmured, smiling down at the door handle as she reached out to grip it. “Rowe is
  
   quite
  
  the smooth operator…but.” She snorted softly. “After years of lording it over his little domain, he’s allowed himself to think he truly rules the roost, forgetting that he stays in place because Arachne chooses to allow it. It doesn’t occur to him that he bosses me around because I
  
   let
  
  him. And once he decided all those drow who trickle through aren’t useful to
  
   his
  
  plans, he stopped bothering to wonder why they keep trying to sneak up to the University. Heh.”
 

 
  She pulled the door fully open, revealing a staircase housed in a narrow corridor that descended into darkness, cut roughly from the surrounding stone. The naga turned her head to smile coldly at Teal. “How do I dismantle locks in my own Crawl? Please. Your friends are hard-hitters, but you are
  
   not
  
  the biggest, baddest thing that ever came adventuring in these depths. I have faced scores of those, and crushed them all.” She turned back to the doorway, hiding her expression from Teal. “And if hauling terrible drinks for sentient detritus and sucking up to a smarmy sex demon is the price I must pay for
  
   never
  
  having to do that again… I’ll take it, and consider it a bargain.”
 

 
  Sarriki slithered forward, ducking to vanish into the stairwell. Her voice echoed back, somewhat muffled. “Come on, bard. See what you’ve won.”
 

 
  Teal waited until the tip of the naga’s tail was well out of reach before following. Both because it would have been awkward to step on it in the dark, and because it gave her a moment to compose her features.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So…” Fross said.
  
   “He’s
  
  the boss? That’s kinda anticlimactic. If Melaxyna was relegated to Level 2, what’s
  
   this
  
  guy got?”
 

 
  “I? Boss of the Descent?” Grinning down at them, Rowe leaned against the stone Naga Queen’s head, dragging the backs of his fingers sensuously down the curve of her cheek. “If that’s the case, this is a
  
   terrible
  
  likeness. Happens every time I pose for a statue. They
  
   never
  
  get my good side. Or my legs.”
 

 
  “Where is she, then?” Toby asked calmly.
 

 
  “Well, she isn’t
  
   here,
  
  so I guess that means your little adventure is at an end,” Rowe replied, still smirking. “No boss, no prize. You’re only the second group to even
  
   get
  
  this far, and they walked out empty-handed, too, for the same reason you’re about to: you
  
   cheated.”
  
 

 
  “We did
  
   not!”
  
  Juniper snapped.
 

 
  “We kinda did, though,” Ruda said more thoughtfully. “But there’s a difference between cheating and
  
   cheating.
  
  The Crawl allowed this. Hell, it
  
   encouraged
  
  this.”
 

 
  “Oh, you poor little truffles,” Rook said, shaking his head sadly. “Arbitrary distinctions between shenanigans that do and don’t count? Long build-ups to disappointing conclusions? Doing everything right and getting
  
   nothing
  
  for your efforts? Welcome to reality.”
 

 
  He hopped down from the statue’s shoulder, fanning his wings to catch the air, and settled lightly to the ground in front of them. “The Crawl isn’t the world, kids, at least not to you. The poor bastards who have to
  
   live
  
  down here are one thing. The adventurers of old who’d come through looking for fortune and glory, they were something else again. But
  
   you?
  
  You’re on a
  
   field trip.
  
  This is a class exercise, with abundant safeguards in place to keep you from getting too badly killed. You’re floating along on a personal feather pillow, thanks to the Crawl and Tellwyrn. So be grateful this hasn’t gone
  
   worse
  
  for you. I told you the simple truth: life is disappointment. You get an object lesson in that inescapable fact without the agonizing consequences that
  
   usually
  
  accompany it. Be grateful, my little cream puffs. You’ve won the greatest prize of all.” He grinned, widely and unpleasantly. “Education!”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” said Ruda, glancing around at the others. “So, do we all agree this asshole’s
  
   completely
  
  full of it?”
 

 
  “He’s got a point, though.”
 

 
  
   “Fross!”
  
  Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh, no, he’s
  
   totally
  
  trying to scam us,” the pixie clarified hastily. “I’m just saying, he’s got some good points in there. Removed from the present context, and maybe with the cynicism toned down a bit, it’s stuff worth thinking about.”
 

 
  “The most effective way to lie is with a cunningly misrepresented truth,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  “She’s quoting doctrine again,” Ruda stage whispered. “You can tell. She’s using that
  
   voice.”
  
 

 
  “This is fantastic,” Rowe said merrily. “Have you kids considered giving up this adventuring bit and going onto the stage?”
 

 
  “Welp, if there’s no prize and this is all an exercise in disappointment, I say we fuck him up on general principles,” Ruda suggested, drawing her sword.
 

 
  “No,” Gabriel said suddenly. Everyone turned to look at him; his eyes were still fixed on Rowe, his expression penetrating. “This isn’t that kind of game.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The stairwell wasn’t long, but it was uneven and angled just enough to hide what lay below from view of the upper door. At the bottom, Sarriki continued forward, gliding into the space, but Teal had to stop on the lowest step, just staring around.
 

 
  It was oddly disorienting, as if the outdoors had been crammed into an indoor space. What she suspected were the boundaries of the room were defined by a ring of standing stones, ancient-looking and carved with spiraling glyphs that meant nothing to her. There was a slightly domed ceiling, apparently a natural one to judge by its stalactites. The floor, too, looked like a cave feature, relatively flat but far from even, and bisected erratically down the middle (roughly), with half the room set about a foot higher.
 

 
  The door was apparently set in one of the thick, square stone pillars; the ring they defined left the space with seven “sides.” None of these were walls, though. They appeared to be completely open, except that they opened onto totally different places.
 

 
  “You can’t pass through them,” Sarriki said, slithering in a slow circuit of the chamber.
  
   “Rowe
  
  can, because of the sneakery he’s been up to down here. I possibly could; I have considerable favor amassed with the Crawl. But to
  
   you,
  
  despite how this all must seem, they’re only windows. You can look, but you can’t touch. I’m not certain what would happen if you tried. I don’t recommend it.”
 

 
  Teal finally stepped down, staring around in awe. One of the spaces between the pillars showed her friends, facing off against Rowe himself in what was unmistakeably a Descent level. Level 100, assuming the waystone they’d retrieved worked as advertized. Apparently so; this chamber and Rowe’s alleged ability to use it explained his presence there. The other views were different; one looked out on the slanting main cavern of the Crawl, one on some kind of subterranean lake. Two showed what were clearly cities, one of these a cramped warren of scavenged pieces of everything from giant shells to fragments of metal and hides, swarming with goblins; the other was a more graceful and carefully built complex, with at least a foot of water standing in its floor, through which naga slid. Upon a closer inspection, the effect lost some of its power. There was no sound, no smell or breath of air from any of these views, which took away much of their realism.
 

 
  Teal gave them all a rather cursory look, except for the one showing her classmates, who seemed just to be talking with the incubus for now. Other objects in the chamber deserved attention; it was a peculiar combination of pantry and reliquary. She made note of the barrels and racks of wine bottles, hanging haunches of meat and bundles of herbs tied to stalactites above, and meager sacks of grain. These, in the Crawl, must be the true wealth of the hidden chamber, but more relevant to her interests were the precious objects displayed on stands against each of the pillars. Weapons, clothing, goblets both plain and bejeweled, statues, pieces of jewelry, several objects whose purpose wasn’t clear despite their obvious quality of workmanship… All of these she might have expected to see in a treasure room somewhere, but here they were all rigged together in some kind of absurd network. Bent, dented and corroded lengths of copper pipe, trailing wires, glass rods, even rune-inked coils of paper were stretched all over the room like a vast, utterly demented spiderweb, arching above to give space to walk between them.
 

 
  “The objects themselves have been gathered from all over the Crawl, over the course of years,” Sarriki said, coming to a stop and smiling faintly. “The rest of this, the…connectors? Mostly from your fellow students. In the modern world, it seems enchanting paraphernalia is relatively cheap and widely available. There’s basically nothing college students
  
   won’t
  
  do for free beer, even if it tastes like foot fungus.”
 

 
  “The point of beer isn’t the flavor,” Teal said absently, studying the network. “That’s what good wine is for.”
 

 
  A semester and a half with Professor Yornhaldt hadn’t prepared her to decipher much of what she was seeing, but in the overall shape of it, a clear purpose emerged, made even clearer by a few key details.
 

 
  The box she recognized from Tellwyrn’s description; it sat open and empty against the base of a pillar, beside a rough stone plinth on which stood an ornate vase, wired to the network. The
  
   contents
  
  of the box were also recognizable. In the center of the room, a low table of stone sat, with a large, chipped scrying crystal on one corner. In the middle, though, were the sword and dagger. They were sleekly curved and actually quite similar in design to the black sword labeled Ariel, though their hilts were of hammered gold, the leather wrapping them a soft brown, bound in silver wire. Each weapon was balanced on its tip on the stone table, held aloft by the wires, pipes and filaments connecting them to the network. The network of which they, clearly, were the center.
 

 
  “How much power,” Teal mused aloud, “would it take to
  
   forcibly
  
  manipulate the Crawl?”
 

 
  “Roughly, give or take…all of it,” Sarriki said with a humorless grin. “The key, as I’m sure you can deduce, is the
  
   extremely
  
  magical pair of items in the middle there, which also have a very strong connection to Arachne.”
 

 
  “The Crawl’s favorite person.”
 

 
  “Just so. And
  
   I,”
  
  Sarriki said, spreading her arms wide, “am their guardian.
  
   I
  
  decide who wins the Descent and gets to retrieve the sword and dagger. And Rowe knew just what I wanted.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t seem like much of a challenge to suss out,” Teal said frankly. “It sounds like being a dungeon boss
  
   sucks.
  
  Anyone would want a way out. Melaxyna sure does.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. Melaxyna.” Sarriki shrugged. “Long as I keep my freedom, it matters little to me who gets to swagger around the Grim Visage calling him- or herself the boss. One child of Vanislaas is more or less the same as another. But then again… Perhaps Mel is more of a people person. To judge by Level 2, she certainly seems to be more of an organizer. Of course, she is
  
   not
  
  supposed to leave the Descent; it’ll take her some time to weasel her way out of there, but I’ve no doubt she’ll manage.”
 

 
  “But why?” Teal asked. “What is the
  
   point
  
  of all this? It’s an impressive setup, sure, but I don’t understand what it does.”
 

 
  “What it
  
   does
  
  is confer a measure of power over the Crawl onto its owner,” Sarriki replied, lightly brushing a length of wire with her fingertips. The entire network shivered slightly. “What it’s
  
   meant
  
  to do, if he can ever get it to work properly, is provide a way
  
   out.
  
  Incubi and succubi fare poorly when confined. The Visage isn’t normally a place that draws visitors from other planes of existence, or even other dungeons. The arrival of misplaced gnomes and dimensionally-lost ogres is due entirely to our friendly bartender’s meddling. Likewise the tendency of nosy drow to pop up; there’s not an actual, physical opening to the Underworld in the Crawl. Rowe wants an escape; Mel wants to take it from him. But he hasn’t managed to make it work.”
 

 
  “Melaxyna,” Teal said slowly, “has made herself something of a specialist on Crawl-based portal magic. Or at least she employs them.”
 

 
  Sarriki nodded. “Perhaps it would be best if she didn’t find anything down here she could use to finish Rowe’s work.”
 

 
  “My thoughts exactly,” Teal said grimly. She stepped up to the table, reached out with both hands and grabbed the sword and dagger.
 

 
  Pulling them free brought the entire structure crashing down.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You think this is a fucking
  
   game?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded, still staring at Rowe. “Of course it is. Or at the very least, it’s an exercise. It’s like he said: the Crawl isn’t real life. Different rules apply.”
 

 
  “We can stand here chatting about it until we’re all out of oxygen,” Rowe said cheerfully. “It won’t change the facts. The game is
  
   over.
  
  You played well; you’re assured a better than decent grade, I expect. Time for you kids to
  
   leave.”
  
 

 
  “What are you getting at, Gabriel?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Remember Teal’s theory? So far, she was dead on. Now, here we are, with no Naga Queen and no sign of Tellwyrn’s treasure. Just
  
   this
  
  guy, popping up in a place he has no business being.” Gabriel tucked his hands into his coat pockets, smiling coldly at the incubus. “I think he
  
   cheated.”
  
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Rowe snorted.
  
   “You
  
  get to cheat, up to a point—for all the good it did you. You’re
  
   students.
  
  This is all arranged for your benefit. Me, the others who call this delightful dungeon our home? We just live here. There’s not cheating, because there are no goals.”
 

 
  “Which makes the fact that you cheated especially bad, doesn’t it?” Gabe asked. “Let’s look at this logically. The boss and the treasure are gone, in clear contradiction of the Descent’s pattern. Rowe is
  
   here—
  
  which not only shows that he can get into places where he’s
  
   not
  
  supposed to be, but shows he has a good reason to come. He’s now in a room with a powerful band of adventurers who showed up expecting to have to kill whatever they found. Why take the risk?”
 

 
  “Because,” Shaeine said softly, “if we came and found
  
   nothing,
  
  we would naturally have investigated. In all modesty, we are a fairly capable group when we pull together and focus. Upon investigating, we might have
  
   found
  
  what we sought… Unless someone were here to convince us there was no point.”
 

 
  “Oh, is that what this is?” Rowe asked, grinning. “By all means, then, investigate! Sniff around the empty chamber to your little hearts’ content. Admire the portraits and statuary. We’ve all got nothing but time.”
 

 
  “So what do we do about it?” Toby asked, studying the incubus through narrow eyes.
 

 
  “We could always just kill him,” Trissiny suggested.
 

 
  “We wait,” said Gabriel, pulling his hands out of his pockets and folding his arms.
 

 
  “Wait?” Juniper frowned. “On what?”
 

 
  “On the person who figured this out first. Teal knows what she’s doing. I bet you anything she’s within inches of the treasure right now.”
 

 
  “You’re pinning all your hopes on the party’s
  
   bard?”
  
  Rowe’s grin had reached insane proportions. “You kids
  
   really
  
  haven’t studied the histories of adventurers, have you?”
 

 
  “I most certainly have!” Fross declared in an affronted tone.
 

 
  “If you’re right and
  
   she
  
  was right,” Trissiny said, “she’d also be within inches of the Naga Queen.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  doesn’t sound promising!” Rowe chirped.
 

 
  “She is in the Visage, under sanctuary,” Shaeine said calmly. “She is practically impossible to harm. And I have absolute faith in her ability to solve this. However, we are missing an obvious preparatory step.”
 

 
  Rowe yelped as a wall of silver light appeared behind him, shoving him forward; his wings smoked slightly where it impacted them. As he stumbled, flaring wings and pinwheeling arms for balance, the wall arced forward, reshaping itself into a bubble with him inside it.
 

 
  “Oh, this is cute,” he snorted.
  
   “Really
  
  mature. Let’s harass the bartender now that he’s out of sanctuary.”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Shaeine said evenly, “you still have the Level 2 waystone?”
 

 
  “You bet your sweet ass I do,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “Then I believe we have a bounty to collect. Link arms, everyone.”
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Rowe said, beginning to look more serious. “You kids are better than that. Nothing warrants that kind of—”
 

 
  “Will he be ported along inside that bubble?” Toby inquired.
 

 
  “I believe one of us will need to be touching him,” Shaeine replied as the group moved together, setting themselves in order to use the waystone. “It prevents a minor logistical problem, as he seems likely to be uncooperative.”
 

 
  “You’ve got bigger problems than that,” Rowe said sharply. “Keep in mind who you morsels are dealing with. The Crawl
  
   likes
  
  me. I came down here to offer you a friendly hand. You’re going to turn on me? Think
  
   very
  
  carefully about your prospects for getting safely back out if you go and do something like that.”
 

 
  “He talks a lot, doesn’t he?” Juniper said.
 

 
  “Is he wrong, though?” Trissiny asked, frowning. “The Vanislaad are nothing if not manipulative, and he’s had plenty of time to work on the Crawl. What if—”
 

 
  The entire room trembled once, then a low groaning rose up from all around, as if the very stones of the Descent were grinding against each other.
 

 
  “What the fuck
  
   now?”
  
  Ruda demanded, gripping the waystone with one hand and reaching for her rapier with the other. With Gabriel holding one of her arms from behind and Toby the other, she had little chance of actually drawing it, much less fighting.
 

 
  The room began to change.
 

 
  Beams of light suddenly shone down from above, spotlighting each of the marble statues of the students. All around the rim of the chamber, the murals faded to black, and then new pictures formed. Each of them featured Rowe. Each depicted a different kind of torture.
 

 
  “Answers that question,” Gabriel said, grinning.
 

 
  “Well,” the incubus said fatalistically, “shit.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  my girl,” Shaeine whispered.
 

 
  Juniper, who was at the end of the chain of linked arms, stepped forward, bending the whole group as she approached the silver bubble.
 

 
  “Now wait a second,” Rowe said nervously.
 

 
  “Nope, don’t think so,” the dryad replied in a cheerful tone. “Shaeine, can I have a hole, please?”
 

 
  “That’s what she said,” Ruda cackled.
 

 
  “Thanks!” the dryad said, thrusting her arm through the saucer-sized gap that appeared in the bubble. Rowe tried desperately to evade her, even going so far as to press himself against the bubble opposite her groping hand. That proved to be a mistake; they could
  
   hear
  
  the sizzle of him impacting Themynra’s power. The incubus yelped and lurched back forward, right in time for Juniper to clamp a hand on his upper arm.
 

 
  The shield flickered out of existence.
 

 
  “Happy birthday, Melaxyna,” Ruda said cheerfully, tracing her finger along the glyph in the waystone.
 

 
  One and all, they vanished.
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  “Ah, perfect.” Mogul calmly adjusted his lapels as he stepped out of the shadows onto the latest rooftop. Carter landed beside him, for once without stumbling, and had to repress a moment of pride at how well he was adapting to shadow-jumping.
 

 
  Their new perch was an especially narrow structure four stories tall, facing what had clearly once been a park before being piled with trash and the debris of preliminary deconstruction of some of the district’s buildings. The piles of rubbish were short, though, affording them a view of both the street leading to the bridge out of the empty district, and a side street which intersected it, down which a small party of people was now moving at a good clip.
 

 
  “That’s them?” Carter asked, stepping up to the edge of the roof. He couldn’t see identifying details at this distance, but it pretty much had to be. The only other people around were Wreath warlocks, who were in hiding, and the four were clearly fleeing away from or toward something.
 

 
  “Mm hm,” his guide murmured in reply, turning his back to the scene below.
 

 
  “You called?” said a new voice from behind them. Carter embarrassed himself by jumping in surprise, then whirled to face the speaker. He might as well not have bothered; it was another figure shrouded in the gray anonymity of their ceremonial robes. Definitely male, possibly of a large build.
 

 
  “There you are,” Mogul said, cheerful as ever, leaving Carter wondering by what mechanism he had called the man. “How’s it look out there?”
 

 
  “You can see the Bishop and his servants nearing the square,” the warlock replied, nodding his hood in the direction of the street beyond. “There’s also activity just over the bridge. Looks like reinforcements coming to meet him.”
 

 
  “All expected,” said Mogul. “What’d he bring?”
 

 
  “His Butler, a pair of elves in…what I guess might be Eserite garb, or maybe they’re just stupid. Also two Huntsmen of Shaath.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  interesting!” Mogul sounded delighted. He turned to look at Darling’s group and then at the bridge. Carter couldn’t see figures at that distance, but he wasn’t about to make assumptions regarding the warlocks’ capabilities. “Why, this is all shaping up marvelously. The timing is
  
   impeccable!
  
  The Lady smiles on us tonight. All right, you know the plan. Get started. Unleash the demons at both groups.
  
   Carefully,
  
  stagger the attacks so as to give them a sporting chance. If it isn’t too difficult to manage,
  
   do
  
  try to time it so that they meet up about as the demons run out.”
 

 
  “I’ll see what I can do.” The robed figure put his hands together; there came a soft clicking noise, and he vanished in a swell of darkness.
 

 
  “How many of those talismans do you have?” Carter asked.
 

 
  “As many as we need, and a few extras to play with.”
 

 
  “I must say that’s…oddly generous. That bit about giving them a sporting chance. These
  
   are
  
  your enemies, aren’t they?”
 

 
  Mogul half-turned to give him a knowing smile. “And why waste a perfectly good enemy? I’m just getting to know this one. As soon as you kill the bastard you’re used to, you’ll find yourself hip-deep in an unknown quantity. Anyhow, I am taking the opportunity to…clean house a bit.” He turned back to watch the street. Darling’s party had slowed as they neared the square; suddenly there were flashes of fire and the white sparkle of wandshots from their vicinity. Infuriatingly, their path had taken them behind as shattered old clock tower, leaving Carter with no idea what was happening.
 

 
  “The demons I’ve brought to this little hoedown are…troublesome sorts,” Mogul continued, idly gazing down on the street as if he could see the action. Nothing was visible except the odd flash of light. “Some of the more animalistic ones who just aren’t taking their training… Some sentients who seem determined to use the Wreath to scheme toward their own ends. Exactly the sort of thing we are on the mortal plane to put a stop to. Of course, we have our own methods, but when fortune gives me a squad of bloodthirsty Church enforcers, why waste the opportunity?”
 

 
  “I see,” Carter said, frowning.
 

 
  “Come now, Mr. Long, why do you imagine I really allowed Darling to finish his little obstacle course and get himself set up where he wanted to be? He needs to be in a position of strength if I’m to let him get out of this alive.”
 

 
  “In that case…I’m afraid I don’t see,” Carter admitted.
 

 
  Mogul laughed. “It’s all about expectations. As I told you earlier, I want to have a few words with Mr. Darling this evening, but following that, he can go home and do whatever it is Eserites do when not cutting purse strings. If I simply offered them the chance to leave unmolested, they would either suspect a trap and attack, or see it as a sign of weakness…and attack. If they’re going to attack anyway, I’d rather they be tired out mowing down the fodder first. Then we’ll have a nice, polite little stand-off and they can leave believing they forced us to a truce.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   that
  
  certain they’ll be so aggressive?”
 

 
  “I am, as I said, cleaning house.” Mogul gave him a considering look. “I
  
   began
  
  this sequence of events by sending some of my less reliable members to visit the Church. Warlocks who, like the demons below, have been scheming on their own to amass personal power through the infernal arts, at the expense of their duties. Now, we attract all manner of miscellaneous oddballs and I’m quite indulgent of eccentricity in the ranks, but abuse of power is absolutely
  
   not
  
  to be tolerated. Ours is a sacred calling. So off went the ne’er-do-wells, and not a one came out alive. That’s what the servants of the Pantheon do when they catch someone who doesn’t bend knee to their power.”
 

 
  “I’m not aware of Church personnel behaving that way, as a rule,” Carter said very carefully.
 

 
  Mogul grinned bitterly. “I encourage you not to take
  
   my
  
  word for it. Look into the events of warlocks being killed by Bishops recently. They have floated the official story that the Wreath attacked them, and frankly I doubt there will be any contradicting evidence left intact. But have a long, deep look at the histories of the Bishops in question. Things may become more clear to you then.”
 

 
  “This is all…absolutely
  
   byzantine,”
  
  Carter said, shaking his head.
 

 
  “Demons are a responsibility, and an occasional means to an end,” Mogul replied. “They’re not the point of our faith; we serve the goddess of
  
   cunning.
  
  Who, through no fault of her own, was consigned to a dimension full of demons by her own family, and even still took it upon herself to defend the mortal world by disposing of the last hostile Elder Goddess. You don’t think it interesting that the only other deity who bothers to keep Scyllith away from our civilization is Themynra, who also is not of the Pantheon?”
 

 
  Carter frowned, deep in thought. Below, Darling’s group moved out from behind cover, at a more cautious pace than before, but he barely saw them.
 

 
  “Welp, looks like matters are coming to a head,” Mogul said cheerfully. “Come along, Mr. Long. Let’s go have us a chat.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The third and final katzil demon rebounded off the wall against which Weaver’s wandshot had smashed it, emitting an aimless puff of flame from its mouth at the impact. The feathered serpent shook itself, barely staying aloft, and opened its fanged maw to direct another blast at them.
 

 
  Joe fired a bolt of light straight down its throat. Soundlessly, the creature flopped to the pavement, where it immediately began to crumble to dust and charcoal, as the other two had.
 

 
  “You seein’ what I’m seein’?” Joe asked, warily scanning the streets with his wands up.
 

 
  “I see
  
   fucking demons!”
  
  Peepers practically wailed. She was trying to hide behind Darling, who had a throwing knife in each hand, but had let the two men with wands take the lead against the onslaught.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Weaver. “Small groups, one at a time. No warlocks, just demons. Not hitting hard enough to herd us away… We’re being softened up. Wonder what’ll be at the end after we mow down the disposables.”
 

 
  “Hard to say what is and isn’t disposable with these guys,” Darling noted. “This whole thing started with them sending twelve trained spellcasters to their certain deaths. It’s odd that they’d do this
  
   now,
  
  when we’re close to the edge of the district. That’s not a smart place for the Wreath to set up a confrontation. Any ruckus kicked up in sight of the public will bring the Army down on them.”
 

 
  “So, basically, we don’t know what the fuck is going on,” Weaver snorted. “Situation normal.”
 

 
  “Standard procedures, then!” Darling proclaimed. “Forward! There’s a somewhat reasonable chance we’ll be having help soon.”
 

 
  “Hate you
  
   so
  
  much,” Peepers growled.
 

 
  “He’s right, to the extent that we can’t exactly stay here,” said Joe. “Exit’s just up ahead. How’s it look, Weaver?”
 

 
  “Actually…” The bard tilted his head in that way he did when listening to his invisible friend, then smiled. “Well, fuck me running. Looks like Twinkletoes’s non-plan is actually working.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Stay back,” Price said in a clipped tone, simply striding forward, the clicking of her shoes on the pavement lost in the thunder of the charging demon’s footsteps.
 

 
  “You can’t—”
 

 
  “What can
  
   two little elves
  
  do about this?” The Butler gave Flora a sharp sidelong look before returning her attention forward as the baerzurg reached her.
 

 
  She sidestepped neatly, allowing it to charge several steps past. Roaring in fury, the hulking, bronze-scaled brute rounded on her, striking out with a ham-sized fist. Price calmly stepped inside the swing of its arm, grasping it as it went past. Her hands looked absurdly tiny against its forearm, which was as thick as her waist. At that moment, however, there came a tiny golden flash as the creature stepped on the small holy charm she had dropped the second before. With a bellow of pain, it staggered into the impetus of its own punch.
 

 
  The movement of its body momentarily hid the Butler from view; they didn’t see exactly how she did it. In the next second, however, the huge creature had been spun to the side, staggering back against the bridge’s railing. This came only just past its knees, and scarcely served to stop the baerzurg. It teetered at the edge, flailing with its arms.
 

 
  Price took two running steps forward and vaulted, landing lightly with both feet against the demon’s massive chest.
 

 
  Roaring, it toppled backward, grasping at her and just missing as she hopped lightly back down to the bridge’s surface. Behind her, the bellowing demon plunged into the canal. Price pause for a moment to straighten her tie.
 

 
  “Whoah,” Fauna muttered.
 

 
  An arrow whistled above their heads, and a second later there came a squawk of protest. A flying katzil demon dropped to the ground, a quivering shaft still embedded in its neck.
 

 
  “We will create a path through these trash,” Andros growled, stalking past the two elves with Tholi and Ingvar flanking him. “Your agility will be needed against the warlocks when we near them. Stay behind us.”
 

 
  Another arrow, fired by Ingvar, brought down a sshitherosz that spiraled upward, apparently seeking a higher vantage from which to strike. The next creature to charge forward was a grotesque abomination of tentacles and claws that looked like it would be more at home underwater. It faltered as an arrow from Andros’s bow, glowing gold, thudded into its upper chest. Then Price had darted forward and past it, reaching around to rip a small knife across the creature’s throat. Blue-green fluid sprayed forth and it dropped.
 

 
  The next moment, Price had to dodge backward as a sinuous, crocodile-headed khankredahg snapped at her. She bounded onto the bridge’s rail, then back down, retreating from its powerful jaws. For being built like an elongated bulldog, it was awfully fast.
 

 
  Tholi was there in moments, striking out with a hatchet. The beast paused, maw gaping open to hiss threateningly as the Huntsman and Butler moved to flank it.
 

 
  “Hsst,” Flora said, joining Fauna on her side of the bridge. “Tell me you see it too.”
 

 
  “One at a time, never enough to push us back,” Fauna replied, nodding. “Something’s up.”
 

 
  “Let’s get behind the lines.”
 

 
  “Remember the rules…”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, we’re still elves.” Smirking, Flora switched to elvish.
  
   “If we can’t sneak past this lot without teleporting, we don’t deserve the name.”
  
 

 
  Exchanging nods, they separated and dived over the bridge on both sides. In the next moment, while their companions pressed forward through a sequence of demonic attacks, they were clambering horizontally along its decorative stonework just below the level of its surface.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “There, and there,” Darling said, pointing at two side alleys. “Uglies coming out, attacking in both directions, but not trying to block the way. As a strategy, it’s so ineffective I have to assume it was meant to be.”
 

 
  Even as he spoke, the latest khankredahg collapsed with a piteous groan, incidentally bearing down the young Huntsman who had charged forward, thrust his arm into its open mouth and driven a knife into its brain. The lad cursed at being dragged down, though he was free almost immediately as the demon began to disintegrate into ash.
 

 
  “Good evening, your Grace,” Price intoned, striding forward. “I trust the results of tonight’s excursion have been to your satisfaction?”
 

 
  “Ask me again when I’ve seen the results,” he said cheerfully. “Excellent timing, by the way, Price.”
 

 
  “Yes, it was. If your Grace is seeking comfort in reminders of the familiar, I also have red hair.”
 

 
  There came a scream from above, and a figure in a gray robe plunged from a second-floor window to hit the street with an unpleasant
  
   thump.
  
  A second behind, a slim figure in black leather dived down, landing nimbly beside him.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” Fauna told the groaning warlock. “You’re
  
   barely
  
  broken.”
 

 
  “More summoners over here!” Flora reported, leaning out a window in the structure opposite. “They shadow-jumped away as I got here, though.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Darling turned to her, raising an eyebrow. “It’s not like you to give warning of your approach.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna let that pass because I’m
  
   really
  
  glad to see you’re okay,” she shot back. “And no, they were already in motion by the time I arrived.
  
   Whatever
  
  they were up to, it looks like their plan is still going forward.”
 

 
  “Then it is time we were gone,” Andros rumbled. “These are the two gentlemen you mentioned?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Price replied.
 

 
  He studied Joe and Weaver for a moment, flicked his gaze across Peepers and visibly dismissed her from consideration. “Very well. The force we now have assembled is sufficient to repel a considerably greater threat than we have faced thus far. While they are in retreat, we should do likewise.”
 

 
  “But we have them on the run!” Tholi said, practically panting in eagerness. “Now is the time to press on and finish them off!”
 

 
  
   “Listen
  
  to your superiors,” Ingvar snapped. “And to your scouts! The Wreath has planned this, all of it, and it’s gone as they intended. We are in a snare. It’s time to
  
   flee.”
  
 

 
  “I quite agree,” said Darling, tousling Flora’s hair fondly as she rejoined the group. “C’mon, once across the bridge we’re—”
 

 
  “Too late,” said Joe, raising both his wands.
 

 
  The ten of them clustered together, unconsciously forming into a circle in the center of the square. Behind them was the bridge back to the lights of the city, before the desolation of the condemned neighborhood, but all around, there were suddenly shadows rising from nowhere. They appeared in windows, out of doors and alleys, on rooftops, some seeming to rise up from the very pavement. Surges of darkness swelled, then receded, leaving figures in gray robes standing where they had been. Some carried weapons, a mix of wands, staves and clearly ceremonial (to judge by their elaborate design) blades, quite a few accompanied by demons of various descriptions. In seconds, a dozen ringed them; in seconds more, their numbers doubled, and then continued to grow. The Wreath pressed forward, flanking them from behind, not quite cutting off escape but edging into their own path out of the district.
 

 
  “Hmp,” Weaver muttered, “damn. I forgot to tell you so. Now I can’t say it.”
 

 
  “These are pups that have cornered bears,” Andros snarled. “If they will not let us leave in peace,
  
   crush them.”
  
  Tholi growled in wordless agreement.
 

 
  A final surge of shadows rose up from the street directly ahead, depositing two men in front of the group.
 

 
  “Now, now,” Embras Mogul said reprovingly. “There you go, offering to solve a puzzle with a hammer. Honestly, how you get dressed in the morning without strangling your wife is beyond me.”
 

 
  “Are you really still hanging out with these guys, Carter?” Peepers demanded.
 

 
  “I’m just here to observe,” the journalist said, licking his lips nervously.
 

 
  Ignoring a hissed warning from Flora, Darling stepped forward out of the circle. “Well, this has been a grand little chase, Embras, but we all have better places to be, don’t we?”
 

 
  “Quite so.” Mogul stepped forward to meet him, placing each foot with a care that made him resemble more than ever a wading stork. “My people have suffered no end of abuse at your hands already, Antonio, and you’ve worn yours down with your ill-conceived antics.”
 

 
  “Not to mention that I’ll have to spend my whole
  
   day
  
  on paperwork tomorrow if I’m party to shooting up a whole district, condemned or no,” Darling replied easily. “I just can’t spare the time. There’s a social event in the evening to which I’ve been looking forward for weeks.”
 

 
  “Then it’s all too obvious how we handle this, isn’t it?”
 

 
  They came to a stop less than a yard apart. The priest and warlock stared at one another, grim-faced.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Darling said softly. “None of you interfere. This is
  
   personal.”
  
 

 
  “Are you
  
   crazy?”
  
  Fauna shouted. Price held up a warning finger in front of her face.
 

 
  “We settle it like gentlemen,” Mogul said, equally quiet.
 

 
  “Man to man.”
 

 
  “One on one.”
 

 
  “To the death.”
 

 
  There was a horrified silence. The Wreath stood motionless, robes fluttering in the faint night breeze, several of their demon companions shifting impatiently. Darling’s party held weapons at the ready, staring at the pair in disbelieving fascination. The light shifted, faltering, a cloud scudding across the moon and leaving them momentarily illuminated only by the distant glow of the city itself.
 

 
  And then Mogul and Darling simultaneously burst into gales of laughter.
 

 
  While the entire assembled crowd stared, utterly bemused, both men roared in mirth. Mogul slumped forward, bracing his hands against his knees; Darling reached out to steady himself against the other man’s shoulder.
 

 
  “Fuck it,” Weaver said loudly after this had gone on for half a minute. “I say we shoot them both.”
 

 
  “Oh, my stars and garters,” Mogul chortled, straightening up. “Thanks, old man, I needed that.”
 

 
  “Hah, makes me wish we could do this more often! Price
  
   never
  
  lets me have any fun.”
 

 
  “I admit I’m impressed! For a second there I really thought you were serious.”
 

 
  “C’mon, Embras, how long have we been at this tonight? Give me credit for a sense of fun.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I particularly enjoyed your little street-writing display.”
 

 
  “Oh, you
  
   caught
  
  that! Better and better. It gets so tedious, running mental circles around people all the time. Sometimes I feel like nobody really
  
   gets
  
  me, y’know?”
 

 
  “Tell me about it. Some days I’d trade it all for some intelligent conversation.”
 

 
  “I hear that.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is going on?!” Peepers shrieked.
 

 
  “Well, anyway, I’ve got cranky little ones to take home and put to bed,” said Darling, pointing a thumb over his shoulder at the group. “Are we just about done here?”
 

 
  “Yeah, this seems like a good place to call it a night.” Mogul patted his shoulder, still grinning. “Good game, my man. Mr. Long!” He turned to beckon Carter forward. “I realize this has been more excitement than you planned on seeing. We’ll not detain you if you would rather head back into the city with these folk, but I encourage you to keep in mind what I said about the Church.”
 

 
  “You’ve said a lot of things,” Carter replied warily, looking as confused and nonplussed as Darling’s allies.
 

 
  “At the moment,” Mogul said, stepping back from Darling, “you’ve not done anything to earn the Archpope’s ire. Matters will be different if you decide to publish your story, though, and you can
  
   certainly
  
  expect these folk to lean on you about it one way or another. The Empire’s another matter. Lord Vex is too canny to disappear an inconvenient member of the press and set your entire profession yapping at his heels. Sometimes I kind of miss his predecessor.” The warlock grinned reminiscently. “I could make that guy chase his tail across the city and back, all from the comfort of my rocking chair.”
 

 
  Carter stared at him, then at Darling, then glanced around, at the warlocks, the assembled mix of Huntsmen and Eserites, the demons. “I, um…”
 

 
  “Careful,” Mogul cautioned. “You’re thinking with your emotions, remembering who your upbringing has taught you to trust. That’s fine and dandy for an opinion columnist, but if you decide to play the game on the level at which this story will place you, you’ll need to be more careful. Think in terms of whose interests align with yours, not who you happen to feel fondly toward.”
 

 
  “That is excellent advice for a variety of situations,” Darling said, nodding. “Just keep in mind that telling the truth is the most valuable weapon in a good deceiver’s arsenal. You understand that better than most people, Carter.”
 

 
  Long’s face grew blank as he clearly marshaled his expression through sheer will. “I…appreciate the reminder, Bishop Darling,” he said somewhat stiffly. “Mr. Mogul, do you think you can drop me off at the offices of the
  
   Imperial Herald?”
  
 

 
  “Not within it or too close,” Mogul replied. “Your superiors very wisely keep their wards updated, and the whole place had a recent and
  
   thorough
  
  Pantheonic blessing. We can put you down in the neighborhood and keep watch till you’re safely home, though.”
 

 
  “I would appreciate it.”
 

 
  “Very well, then,” Mogul said, grinning widely. The expression he turned on the Bishop was subtly triumphant. “This has been just a barrel of laughs, but…time marches on.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Darling replied mildly, his own face open and affable. “See you next time, Embras.”
 

 
  With a final, mocking grin, Embras Mogul laid his hand on Carter’s shoulder and vanished in a heave of darkness. All around them, the rest of the Black Wreath followed suit, demons and robed cultists disappearing in a series of shadowy undulations, till in seconds, the small group were clustered alone in the deserted square.
 

 
  “Either someone is going to explain to me
  
   right damn now
  
  what just happened or I will begin stabbing people at random,” Peepers threatened.
 

 
  “You don’t have a knife,” Joe observed.
 

 
  “I will
  
   improvise.”
  
 

 
  “Simple mathematics,” Darling said, strolling back over to the group. “They had the numbers, but
  
   we
  
  have the power, pound for pound. After watching all of us in action, Mogul knew it. A
  
   real
  
  fight would have left the area in ruins and cost lives on both sides. Neither of us wanted that.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  did,” Tholi muttered sullenly. Ingvar rolled his eyes.
 

 
  “There will be another time,” Andros rumbled. “Did you at least learn what you set out to, Antonio?”
 

 
  Darling grimaced in annoyance. “We bloodied their noses, cost them some tame demons and I have a few more little pieces of the puzzle to slot into place. For all the general fuss and bother this evening has been, though… I can’t say we’ve gained as much ground as I would have liked. But we drew them out of hiding, got a sense of how much manpower they’ve got in the city, and faced them down. That’s not nothing.”
 

 
  “It will be worth reporting in detail to his Holiness,” Andros said, nodding. “But I agree. We must make more progress, quickly.”
 

 
  “I’ve a few more ideas to mull over,” Darling replied, then rolled his shoulders. “Well, anyhow! What say we haul ass out of this depressing dump? I don’t know about any of you, but right now I would kick a nun into the canal for a brandy.”
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  The grate lifted seemingly on its own and Professor Ezzaniel pushed the doors open, letting in a rush of cool night air laden with the scents of earth and grass. The whole party pressed forward, and would have pushed him out of the way had he not stepped quickly aside. They straggled out and stopped, a unified sigh of relief rippling through the whole group, and all stood, faces up, savoring the coolness and the moonlight.
 

 
  Only one person was there to meet them.
 

 
  “Well,” said Professor Tellwyrn, planting her hands on her hips.
  
   “Well.
  
  We do very occasionally
  
   lose
  
  someone down there, but this…
  
   This
  
  is unprecedented, I must say. How exactly did you pick up gnomes?”
 

 
  “She makes us sound like a case o’ hiker’s foot,” Steinway muttered to his companions.
 

 
  “They were lost,” Fross reported. “In fact, there may be other things in the Crawl that aren’t supposed to be, these days. Rowe was doing something he shouldn’t in the Grim Visage, trying to get out.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow.
  
   “Was?
  
  Did you ruffians kill my bartender?”
 

 
  “He was alive the last we saw,” said Ruda with a leer. “He’ll probably stay that way at least a while. Melaxyna doesn’t strike me as the type to give out swift and merciful punishments.”
 

 
  “You took him to…” Tellwyrn sighed heavily, rolling her eyes. “Ugh.
  
   Now
  
  I have to go trap another Vanislaad demon, or something equally sketchy. Leaving a succubus down there without competition isn’t on the table; she’d be running the place within a year. Shamlin, what the hell were you doing in my Crawl?”
 

 
  “Making my fortune,” he said with a broad grin. “Oh, come on, don’t act surprised, Professor. It’s been two years; I’ve talked with every student group and faculty guide you sent. You
  
   had
  
  to know I was down there. Nice to see you again, by the way!”
 

 
  “Well, here it is barely a week on, and here
  
   you
  
  lot are.” Tellwyrn adjusted her spectacles and fixed her eyes on Teal, who was carrying the long wooden box. “Only the third freshman group even to
  
   reach
  
  the objective, and you’ve absolutely destroyed the previous speed record. Let’s have a look.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you already know everything, seeing as how you were here waiting,” Teal said, stepping forward as the others cleared a space. “I got a look at the apparatus in the basement of the Visage, the one that I gather students aren’t supposed to see.” She knelt, setting the box down on the grass, unlatched it, and lifted the lid. Within, in their custom-fitted grooves in the red velvet lining, lay the elven sword and dagger, gleaming lustrously under the moonlight.
 

 
  Tellwyrn gazed down at them for a long few moments, her expression far away. Then, she blinked, shook herself slightly, and lifted her eyes. “Well! That’s the treasure, all right. Since you were lugging them around, Teal, may I assume the honor of the find was yours?”
 

 
  “It was a group effort,” Teal said firmly. “I was the one to put my hands on them. We had to divide forces to make that happen.”
 

 
  “She’s being modest,” said Gabriel, grinning. “Teal made the plans that led to us getting them at all. Fairly earned spoils, I’d say.”
 

 
  “Well, I certainly cannot argue with results,” Tellwyrn said. “I’ll be reading Professor Ezzaniel’s report in detail, but frankly, you completed your assigned task with
  
   flying
  
  colors, and showed up every previous group to undertake it in the process. Unless you were transcendently stupid in your approach to every step thereof, which seems improbable, you not only receive an A, but a measure of extra credit for this. Right now, kids, I think you can consider last semester’s Golden Sea debacle obviated.”
 

 
  “Yay!” Fross cheered.
 

 
  “And we’ll find lodging for our guests, of course,” Tellwyrn went on, turning to the trio of gnomes, who had moved to the side with Shamlin. “I won’t send you down to the town at this hour; neither of the resident innkeepers would appreciate being roused after midnight. If you can bear with me, though, I’ll have to wake my groundskeeper and have one of the unoccupied student dorms opened up. I’m afraid they’ll be rather dusty.”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” said Sassafrass respectfully, “we’ve been livin’ in the Crawl these last…what’s it been, lads?”
 

 
  “Least ten months, I reckon,” said Woodsworth. “Me sense o’ time is understandably a bit off-kilter. I’d no idea it was night out.”
 

 
  “Point bein’,” Sassafrass continued, grinning up at the Professor, “dust is nothing. If you can offer us a bit o’ somethin’ other than mushrooms and stringy ham, an’ a mattress not made o’ patchy leather, you’ll ‘ave gained three devoted slaves.”
 

 
  “No, thanks,” Tellwyrn said with a wry smile. “The downside of slaves is having to feed them; they make expensive pets. Anyhow, I believe my hospitality can furnish a higher standard than
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a real honor to meet you, by the way,” Steinway said, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure. As for
  
   you.”
  
  Tellwyrn leveled a finger at Shamlin. “You may as well stay the night, too, though I’ll be wanting a prolonged word with you before you skitter off.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” he said, grinning.
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough for now,” the elf went on briskly. “It’s an altogether ungodly hour and I have class in the morning. You lot are excused from tomorrow’s classes, of course, but that’s all the time you’ll have to reset your biological clocks. Education waits for no one.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Juniper protested. “You thought we’d be down there for three weeks! We should get
  
   some
  
  time off.”
 

 
  “Juniper,” Tellwyrn said, staring at her over her glasses, “what have I told you about
  
   whining?”
  
 

 
  “Um…well… Actually, nothing.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. Would you
  
   like
  
  to hear my opinions about whining?”
 

 
  The dryad crept backward a half step. “Actually, now that I think about it, no.”
 

 
  “Good. All right, off with you. Emilio, have time for a cup of tea with me before retiring?”
 

 
  “I’m just beginning my day, Arachne,” Ezzaniel said amiably. “I don’t look forward to classes next week. The young can spring back from these sleep cycle disruptions so much more quickly.”
 

 
  “I have faith in you. Shamlin, the Wells is currently empty. I
  
   know
  
  you know where that is. Kindly escort our guests there, and I’ll send Stew along to spruce it up for you.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  said the bard, grinning. “But Professor, that’s a
  
   girls’
  
  dorm!”
 

 
  “When there are girls
  
   in
  
  it, yes,” Tellwyrn said acidly. “I’ll just have to trust you not to impregnate the dust bunnies. Move
  
   along,
  
  Shamlin.”
 

 
  “Your wish is my command!” he proclaimed, bowing extravagantly. Tellwyrn snorted at him and strode off, Ezzaniel prowling along beside her.
 

 
  “Welp, it’s been a right pleasure adventurin’ with you kids,” said Woodsworth.
 

 
  “Aye,” Sassafrass agreed, “you be sure to pay us a visit before we ‘ave to head out.”
 

 
  “Count on it,” said Toby with a smile.
 

 
  They stood in silence, breathing in the clean night air and watching the other two groups vanish around corners into the shadows of the campus.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said at last, “who woulda figured it was midnight?”
 

 
  “I think I’ve had enough of being underground forever,” Juniper muttered. “No offense, Shaeine.”
 

 
  “None was offered, even by mistake,” Shaeine replied, smiling. “I doubt I would fare well in your home, either.”
 

 
  “Actually,” said Fross, “Crawl excursions are kind of a big deal at this school. We’ll probably have at
  
   least
  
  one a year. Maybe one a semester from now on.”
 

 
  Juniper groaned.
 

 
  “Here’s what I’m thinkin’,” said Gabriel. “The pubs down in the town are closed, and our dorms are spelled to keep out the opposite sex. But since we’re all awake, and we’ve been subsisting on Crawl food for a week…” He grinned wickedly. “Who’s up for raiding the cafeteria?”
 

 
  “That is
  
   extremely
  
  out of bounds!” Fross said shrilly. “It violates multiple school rules as well as personal directives given out by Professor Tellwyrn, Stew, and Mrs. Oak! We could get in
  
   so
  
  much trouble, especially since we’re supposed to be going to bed!”
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda began.
 

 
  “So,” the pixie continued, “you’d better let me go ahead and scan for detector charms. Gabe, I may need your help with the locks!”
 

 
  Chiming exuberantly, she buzzed off in the direction of the cafeteria.
 

 
  “Well, blow me down,” Ruda said in wonder. “They really
  
   do
  
  grow up fast, don’t they?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I know how many of us suffer, day by day,” Branwen said. Her voice and expression were painfully earnest; the magical spotlight illuminating her was an expensive piece of spellwork that made her easily visible to anyone looking, as if she were standing right in front of them. The charm that made her words echo throughout the grand auditorium was a more conventional piece of magic. “The sad thing about the trials in everyone’s lives is how they can disconnect us, how they can distract us, encourage us to retreat into ourselves and become fixated upon our own problems. It creeps right up on you, doesn’t it? But if you look around you, at the people here tonight, at the people you pass on the street every
  
   day,
  
  even at the people you love, people you work with… Each time, you are passing another whole story, someone with his or her own struggles. They are different struggles than yours, but
  
   no one’s
  
  challenges are less important. What you should mourn is not that you face challenges, but what they can cost you, without you even realizing it. It’s the saddest thing in the world, not to see another’s pain.
 

 
  “Because it’s in those challenges that we have our greatest opportunities. It’s in the
  
   connections
  
  we can form with our fellow human beings that we may find the simplest solutions.” She smiled, an expression so brimming with optimism and love that Darling, as a fellow artist working in the medium of facial features, found himself in awe of her mastery. Awed, and wondering just how deep those waters ran, considering her well-established facade of pretty uselessness. “It is natural that we should look upward, to the gods, in our most troubled times. But we must be
  
   careful.
  
  That can lead to despair when solutions do not come down to us
  
   from
  
  the gods. And that despair is a trick, played on us by our own minds. It’s not what the gods can give us, but what they
  
   have
  
  given us, that matters.”
 

 
  She placed a hand over her own heart, a gesture that was totally innocent and yet drew attention right to her impressive bosom. The plain Bishop’s robes she wore, with the pink lotus pin of Izara at the shoulder, were far more carefully tailored than those of her colleagues, emphasizing her voluptuous figure in a manner that was just subtle enough not to be called out upon, while still pushing the envelope of ecclesiastical dignity.
 

 
  “Each of the gods stands for something which they have bestowed on the world for
  
   our use.
  
  To cry out to them to solve our problems for us is missing the point of these precious gifts. The gods have given us the means to raise
  
   ourselves
  
  up. They ask that we have faith in them, because
  
   they
  
  have faith in
  
   us!”
  
  Her expression stayed solemn, though her eyes were alight with passion. “The gods believe in you.
  
   I
  
  believe in you. Whatever you face in your life, I
  
   know
  
  you can rise to meet it.
  
   You
  
  must believe in you!”
 

 
  The mostly-silent crowd stirred at that, a smattering of applause and hushed voices rising up. It was a bit more exuberant than the last such; Branwen was working this audience with absolutely masterful skill. Darling had seen this done before, many a time, in his observations of religious ceremonies. There was a rhythm to it, a familiar pattern. It would be a while yet before she built it to its climax. Tonight’s festivities had only just begun.
 

 
  He tore his gaze from Branwen to look around the darkened theater. She’d drawn
  
   quite
  
  a crowd, with the full resources of the Church and every major newspaper in the Empire pushing her forward to fame. The place was full of the hoi palloi thronging the cheap seats below, the slightly more upscale classes in the balconies and the wealthy few occupying boxes like himself. The arrangement tickled at his mind. It somehow seemed very appropriate to have used a commercial theater for this address rather than the Cathedral.
 

 
  “Damn, but she makes a good speech,” Embras Mogul remarked, dropping heavily into the seat next to Darling and stretching out his long legs. “Fills out that robe quite exquisitely, too, doesn’t she? I have to say, that was a genius move on Justinian’s part. I wonder how long he’s been grooming her for this? Doubtless the lady has her
  
   own
  
  ambitions, but his Holiness doesn’t strike me as the type to catapult one of his underlings into power without spending a good long while sculpting them first.”
 

 
  Darling was aware that he was staring, and didn’t bother to stop. “Well,” he said finally. “You’re not quite the
  
   last
  
  person I expected to see tonight, but… If Scyllith pops in here, too, I may just have to check outside and see if the world has ended.”
 

 
  “If you encounter Scyllith under any circumstances, I think that’s a worthy concern,” Mogul said, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “To what do I owe the honor, Embras?”
 

 
  “Oh, this’n that. I thought you might be missing your tracking charm.” Mogul’s spiderlike fingers deposited a small metal object on the arm of Darling’s chair. It had been badly scorched and bent nearly in half.
  
   “Somehow
  
  it ended up under my collar. Funny, the way these little things wander off, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “You said it,” Darling said easily, picking up the destroyed charm and making it vanish up his sleeve. “I owe you one, old man. I tore my whole study apart last night looking for this.”
 

 
  “I don’t doubt it.” Mogul crossed his legs, lounging back in the plush chair. Below them, Branwen continued to soliloquize, but neither man spared her a glance. “After our little game of tag yesterday, I found myself mulling over your motivations.”
 

 
  “I’m flattered!”
 

 
  “And I’m curious. Here’s a man
  
   clearly
  
  playing both ends against the middle. Or all three ends, or more. The point is, you’re balancing
  
   far
  
  too many loyalties to be truly loyal to all of them.”
 

 
  “It does seem to keep people on their toes,” Darling agreed solemnly.
 

 
  “Loyalty, now, people don’t generally understand how that works,” Mogul mused. “It’s a lot less important than they think. What matters is
  
   motivations,
  
  those are what lie at the root of loyalties, and everything else. So I got to wondering, and decided to arrange a little test.” He leaned away from Darling and angled his body toward him so he could spread his arms wide. “Thus, here I am! The big, bad leader of the Black Wreath, sitting not a foot away, in a theater just
  
   crawling
  
  with the Church’s agents. A golden opportunity for you to raise the cry and try your luck at cutting off the snake’s head, so to speak!”
 

 
  “This speech has the smell of an approaching ‘but’ about it,” Darling said wryly.
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno,” Mogul replied, grinning broadly. “Or at least, that is what we’re here to find out, isn’t it? After all, you’d be pitting the assembled powers of the Church against
  
   whatever
  
  I have prepared to come to my aid, which you just
  
   know
  
  is gonna be something nasty. Obviously I’m a powerful player and I wouldn’t have come here unless I were pretty confident of my chances. On the other hand, Justinian wouldn’t have placed his newest, prettiest pet in such an easily shootable position without ample protections at the ready. Sounds to me like a pretty close contest! The only thing that makes it complicated…” He leaned forward, crossing his arms on the box’s low wall, and peered down at the rapt crowd below. “…are
  
   aaaallll
  
  those innocent people, just waiting to be pulverized in the crossfire. Priests and demons and the gods know what else, running amok in a crowded theater. Why, it fairly scalds the imagination, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “Innocent people.” Darling chuckled darkly, turning his gaze back to Branwen. “We both know there’s no such animal.”
 

 
  “That a fact?” Mogul leaned back again. “Why not kick off the festivities, then, Antonio? Unless you’re
  
   bothered
  
  by the thought of unleashing hell on their heads.”
 

 
  “Have you learned nothing about the modern world from this little campaign?” Darling said mildly, gesturing at Branwen. “Everything’s connected. There are a lot of reasons beyond the moral not to start a fire in a crowded theater.”
 

 
  “Yes, and we could discuss in
  
   detail
  
  why the Church doesn’t need to worry about those matters, but that would be a tediously long back-and-forth and quite frankly, I believe we’re done here. At any rate, I’ve got what
  
   I
  
  came for.” Mogul smiled at him, a thin, smug expression. “So there
  
   is
  
  a core of decency motivating you, old fellow. Well, I must say, that is…
  
   fascinating.”
  
 

 
  “I’ll be honest, this kind of gloating seems beneath you,” Darling remarked. “You can’t possibly be that bored. Are you really that sore about losing out to the Archpope on this project? I’m sure your pet columnists would have been valuable and all, but just look at her! Isn’t she adorable? A gift to the world, if you ask me.”
 

 
  “Losing out,” Mogul mused, raising his eyebrows. “Maybe you can clarify that for me. I have a respected journalist setting out to present my perspective to the world. I have
  
   that
  
  bosomy little piece speaking what amounts to secular humanism, mortal ambition and self-empowerment—all the things the Wreath stands for. And frankly I have to admit she
  
   does
  
  make a better mouthpiece than anything
  
   I
  
  had lined up to do the job, and with the Church’s own credibility behind her, too! The people of this city and the Empire have begun questioning the line of divine bullshit they’ve been fed from the cradle. The cults that pose the greatest threat to me have lost face, while that scheming spider Justinian has gained power, and don’t even pretend you fully understand what he aims to do with it. So, what is it, exactly, that I have lost? I confess the point escapes me.”
 

 
  “You know, I
  
   am
  
  trying to watch a speech. If you want to exchange taunts, we can do that in the heat of battle sometime. Butting in like this
  
   is
  
  rather rude.”
 

 
  “Why, you are absolutely right.” Mogul stood, swept off his hat and bowed deeply. “My most sincere and humble apologies, Antonio. You enjoy the rest of the evening, now. It’s a
  
   great
  
  speech.”
 

 
  “See you later, Embras,” Darling said, waving languidly at him, his face already turned back toward Branwen.
 

 
  Mogul didn’t even try to move silently and didn’t shadow-jump out, simply pacing back to the curtained door of the box, whistling. Darling listened to him leave, ignoring Branwen for now. With his back to the warlock’s exit, he permitted his features to fall into a grim scowl.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Midnight had long passed and the moon was drifting toward the horizon when the doors to the Crawl eased open again. A wary, slate-gray face peered out, glancing left and right, before pushing them wider. The figure who stepped forth was followed by two others, all looking around in blended wonder and nervousness.
 

 
  “Just as he said,” the lone male whispered in the subterranean dialect of elvish.
 

 
  “We will go directly,” said the woman in the lead. “There are sure to be wards and defenses, and we are not out for a fight. Stay low, and—”
 

 
  The soft
  
   pop
  
  was the only warning they got.
 

 
  “Right on schedule,” Professor Tellwyrn said grimly, stepping out of thin air. “Congratulations!
  
   Most
  
  of your compatriots aren’t dumb enough to try this. You get the rare honor of being an example.”
 

 
  The three drow had fallen to their knees before her as soon as she spoke.
 

 
  “Arachne,” the second woman said breathlessly. “We’ve—”
 

 
  “I don’t think I like hearing that from you,” Tellwyrn interrupted. “Well, the good news is, with Rowe’s nonsense at an end, it shouldn’t be too hard to find and plug whatever hole you lot are creeping out of. I do
  
   not
  
  need drow in my Crawl, except the ones I send in myself. Hm,” she added thoughtfully, frowning. The three kneeling elves flinched. “Now, there’s an idea. A Scyllithene priestess
  
   would
  
  be a worthy check on Melaxyna’s ambitions. If, that is, I could find one of a modest enough nature not to be an excessive pest. Doesn’t seem likely.”
 

 
  “We are both priestesses of Scyllith,” the second drow woman said eagerly, not seeing or ignoring her companion’s frantic expression of warning. “I would be—”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   you,
  
  obviously,” Tellwyrn said with a grimace.
 

 
  The flames were brief, lasting only a split-second, but more intense than the interior of a blast furnace while they burned. In the darkness and quiet after they had vanished, Tellwyrn dismissed the invisible shield over her and brushed drifting ash from her sleeves. A circular patch had been scoured completely clean just in front of the Crawl’s entrance, the upper layers of dirt melted to a puddle of still-steaming glass. It was rapidly hardening, cracking as it did so, the energy of the fire having been removed far more swiftly than simple physics would allow. Nothing was left, not even skeletons. They had not even had time to scream.
 

 
  “Stew is going to gripe about
  
   this
  
  for weeks,” Tellwyrn remarked, wrinkling her nose at the hardening glass. “Ah, well. He loves griping.”
 

 
  She stepped around the burned area to the doors, pushing them carefully shut, then paused. The Professor laid a hand against the dark wood for a moment, smiling fondly, before turning and setting off to wake the groundskeeper for the second time that night.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Good evening, your Grace,” Price said serenely, taking his coat. “I trust the presentation was enjoyable?”
 

 
  “Good
  
   morning,
  
  Price,” he said, yawning. “The presentation was fine, as propaganda shows go. I never object to staring at Branwen.
  
   Then
  
  I had to go to the Intelligence office and the Church and report on more Wreath nonsense. Brandy, please.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said Price. “Your Grace has a guest, waiting in the downstairs parlor.”
 

 
  “I have a— It has to be one o’clock in the morning!”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace,” she said calmly. “The Crow appears generally unconcerned with such trivialities.”
 

 
  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” he muttered, stalking off toward the parlor.
 

 
  “Ah, Antonio,” Mary said as he entered. She was sitting on the back of his favorite chair, her feet perched on one of its armrests, nibbling one of Price’s scones. “It seems I picked a poor moment to leave the city on business. You managed, though, did you not?”
 

 
  “Mary, it’s an absolutely stupid hour of the morning and I’m exhausted. What do you
  
   want?”
  
 

 
  She tilted her head. “You are unusually tetchy. I’m accustomed to seeing you more smooth under pressure. Was it really that stressful?”
 

 
  “If by
  
   it,
  
  you mean the grand cavalcade of stalking and violence you missed, then no. It was actually rather fun. But I’ve just had my nose rubbed in it by the Wreath’s mortal head and had to explain all this
  
   twice,
  
  to two separate groups of superiors, so yes, I’m damn well tetchy. Even more so now that I find myself
  
   again
  
  having to repeat. What do you want, Mary?”
 

 
  “Merely to discuss events,” she said, hopping lightly to the floor. “I waited, as I’ve found you generally amenable to holding late hours, but if you are unduly stressed I can return tomorrow. Would you like me to ease your weariness before I go?”
 

 
  “Thank you, no,” he grumbled. “But do you happen to know a time travel spell? What I would
  
   like
  
  is to go back about a week and a half and warn myself not to get into it too closely with Embras
  
   bloody
  
  Mogul.”
 

 
  “As I should hardly have to remind a Bishop of the Church,” she said evenly, “messing with time travel is an
  
   extraordinarily
  
  bad idea. Vemnesthis punishes such infractions without mercy. Even I don’t aggravate the gods in person. You might ask Arachne.”
 

 
  “It was a joke,” he said wearily. “The
  
   last
  
  damned thing I need is Tellwyrn anywhere near anything I’m trying to do.”
 

 
  Mary studied him in silence for a moment. “What happened?” she asked, her voice more gentle. “You are rattled. I confess it’s a little disconcerting, coming from someone so self-assured.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, circumstances and other people’s bullshit I can cope with just fine,” he said. “Ah, thank you, Price.” Darling tossed back the proffered brandy in one gulp, then set the glass back on her tray. “It’s more disappointing when
  
   I
  
  screw up. I’ve been going about this all wrong, sneaking around, playing the thief against the Black Wreath. It’s been mentioned often enough lately—hell,
  
   I’ve
  
  had reason to comment that Eserites and Elilinists think very much alike. I should never have tried to match them at their own game.”
 

 
  “Is that not also your game?” Mary asked mildly.
 

 
  “Yes, and
  
   that
  
  would be the problem,” he said, striding past her to the window, where he pulled aside the curtain and glared out at the dark street. “The whole reason the Empire has done so well militarily is its doctrine of asymmetrical warfare. Not just the Strike Corps utilizing the Circles of Interaction to advantage, but leveraging different
  
   kinds
  
  of assets against different enemies. Hit them where they’re weakest. The Guild against the Wreath is just…attrition. For all the Church’s resources, Justinian is a schemer, too. He and Vex have been doing the same thing. We’re
  
   never
  
  going to get anywhere if we keep obliging their love for skullduggery.”
 

 
  “What, then?” Mary inquired. “If the Empire were able to pin down the Wreath and use its military power against them, it would have done so long since.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  can pin them down,” he said.
  
   “Next
  
  time, I am going to hit the bastards with sheer overwhelming force.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   have
  
  overwhelming force,” she pointed out.
 

 
  He turned from the window, grinning broadly at her, a predatory expression that was not meant to be pleasant. Mary, unsurprisingly, seemed totally unimpressed, which didn’t bother him.
 

 
  “I cannot fathom why people keep saying things like that to me,” he said. “New strategies or not, I’m still a priest of Eserion. When I need something, I’ll
  
   take
  
  it.”
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  The city of Kiyosan, glittering jewel of Sifan, rose from the calm waters of the bay in whose center it was set. The rounded mountain island was roughly shaped like the narrow end of an egg, long since carved into steps and terraces and its entire surface covered by the city. Over time, ambitious building projects and strict zoning regulations had transformed the once-mismatched hodgepodge of structures to a beautiful, perfectly symmetrical edifice, surmounted by the towering Opal Palace, which soared from the very peak of the mountain like a gilded needle. By day, it was merely beautiful; in the night, it truly glowed.
 

 
  Sifan was a nation of islands, occupying an archipelago northeast of the Tiraan continent, in balmy waters sheltered from the equatorial storms by a combination of fortuitous ocean currents and the protection of another continental shelf to the north. Several of its largest landmasses approached each other in one spot, near the geographic center of the archipelago, where the space between them was further marked out by small, rocky islands in the channels dividing the major isles. The result was a nearly perfect circle of calm, glassy water with the rounded mountain of Kiyosan at its precise center.
 

 
  The city’s selection as capital was inevitable. The symbolism, its central location, its defensibility all made it an ideal choice.
 

 
  It had the further advantage of being surrounded by several of the nation’s other notable sights. The Temple Island guarded the passage to the northwest, surmounted by a stunning temple of Ouvis and with multiple shrines to Naphthene at its base. The temple was a work of art to rival the capital itself, the bulk of the island terraced to form ingenious hanging gardens, while the ancient shrines mostly left to the wild—Naphthene had no organized worshipers to maintain them, but fishermen, merchants and others who depended on the sea’s grace for their livelihood chipped in when they needed repair.
 

 
  To the south, ringed by fortresses and heavily patrolled, the city was faced by the Underworld entrance which led directly to the drow city of Nathloss. These were possibly the only drow in the world who had developed a knack for sailing, though that skill had lain fallow for some decades, the skirmishes between the two kingdoms having been ended by Sifanese fortifications around the tunnel mouth. In fact, given the duty of these surrounding sentinel isles in defending the capital, many of them housed garrisons and fortresses, or at minimum watchtowers. The only exception was the face of Tsurikura, a smaller but still major island in the archipelago, which for the last century had been home to the several orcish clans who lived in Sifan on the royal family’s hospitality. To post guards over the orcs would have been a dangerous insult, and anyway was not necessary; the clans were fiercely loyal to the human nation which had given them a home after the cataclysm in Athan’Khar.
 

 
  North and slightly east, the towering cliff face of Kinosyuke Island rose toward a mountain peak, but broke off a bit more than halfway there. The jagged perimeter of the peak still remained around two thirds of the rim, but the rest had become a smooth, slightly bowl-shaped depression, tilted to face the bay and carpeted with lush grasses.
 

 
  The meadow was nearly impossible to reach except by a single, terrifyingly dangerous staircase carved into the living rock of the cliff, which today was sealed off and guarded by royal samurai. Only the peak of the Palace itself rose high enough to overlook the lofty meadow, and on this day, the Palace’s upper rooms were closed and emptied of people, the Queen holding her court in the larger audience chamber at its base. There were few telescopes in Kiyosan powerful enough to enable a viewer to read the lips of those meeting there, and they had been moved to storerooms deep within the mountain and locked away. Samurai in their iconic armor patrolled the upper reaches of the cliffs surrounding the meadow, accompanied by robed mage-priests, without exception facing outward to safeguard the Queen’s guests’ privacy against any would-be interlopers. They carried no chains, ropes, or any means of securing prisoners. In this matter, Queen Takamatsu’s mercy extended only to a swift death.
 

 
  They were not the only sentinels. At one end of the oval meadow, a green dragon sat, his long neck extended upright and slowly swiveling to study every detail of the surroundings. He would periodically rise, pace to a new position and resume his vigil. At the other end lay a larger specimen with sapphire scales, apparently asleep, except for his wide-open eyes. He had not blinked once since taking his position. The Sifanese watchers gave them both a respectful berth.
 

 
  The Queen had not arranged any protections over the mountain against scrying. Laying spells of any kind on the place preparatory to the visitors’ arrival might have been taken amiss, and in any case, her guests were amply able to attend to such details themselves.
 

 
  A veritable banquet had been laid out in the center of the valley, long tables heavily laden with delicacies of every description, and all of a quality fit to grace any royal dining hall. The whole thing seemed somewhat incongruous in its loneliness; no servants attended the tables, and no guests stood near them. Several servants had stood watch to protect the food from birds and rodents until the guests of honor had begun to arrive, at which point every small animal in the valley had very sensibly gone into hiding. Now, the visitors were all off to one side, ignoring the sumptuous feast and thronged in a huddle around a single figure.
 

 
  Or, actually, two, counting the infant in her arms.
 

 
  Razzavinax stood several feet back, keeping watch and looking thoroughly smug, but letting Maiyenn have the spotlight. She was nested comfortably in a basket chair piled with pillows, her earlier unease at the presence of all these dragons forgotten, and now looking serenely pleased with herself. Around her were piled gifts to the new dragonmother from various “uncles,” selected with care from over a dozen hoards and representing a staggering amount of wealth. Jewels, fine fabrics and powerful enchantments were the running themes among the miniature hoard that had taken shape.
 

 
  The men huddled around her were of every race and description, though nearly all of them favored paler complexions that pleasingly offset their starkly chromatic hair and gem-like eyes. They rotated in and out, very gently pushing and jockeying for position so that each could have a moment in the front, with the best view of the little one, and all of them remaining respectfully quiet and not moving to touch either the infant or his beaming mother, though several were clearly tempted. Eager whispers and even incongruous cooing were constantly heard, the latter of which would be politely forgotten by everyone here who knew what was good for him.
 

 
  Through it all, the child slept like a stone, his shock of thick, white hair tousled in the gentle breeze that blew over the valley. Everything else was swaddled up in a thick, quilted blanket of embroidered silk that could have graced a royal throne; only his sleeping face and the blunt fingers of one tiny hand emerged from his cocoon.
 

 
  “Has he told you his name yet?” a slender human with viridian hair asked eagerly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass, he’s a newborn,” scoffed a more thickly built blue. “He’ll talk in his own time.”
 

 
  “Hmf. How long’s that take?”
 

 
  “How long did it take
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  A piercing cry cut off their argument. The guest of honor had awakened.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” Maiyenn said with sharp reproach.
  
   “Quietly,
  
  please.”
 

 
  Murmured apologies were all but lost in the infant’s wailing; the assembled dragons rapidly drifted away while his mother attempted to soothe him, breaking formation and then re-convening as they approached the banquet table. Razzavinax stepped up beside Maiyenn, stroking her hair once and bending to whisper to the child.
 

 
  “They’re cute at that age, aren’t they?” Zanzayed noted. He had been the first to lose interest in the baby and make for the food, and was idly preparing a plate by the time the others got there. “Ah, how time flies. Before you know it he’ll be flying, then taking a woman of his own, siring the next generation… And possibly killing off a couple of you louts in the process. How time flies.”
 

 
  “I see you haven’t changed in the centuries since I’ve seen you,” a green with an elven form said acrimoniously. “That’s excellent to know. I am spared wondering whether it would be worthwhile to look you up again.” Zanzayed just laughed at him.
 

 
  “Let us please refrain from arguing, inasmuch as it is possible,” Ampophrenon said firmly. He was attired in flowing golden robes, having left off his armor as a symbolic gesture.
 

 
  “One does not assemble eighteen dragons in one location and expect proceedings to be
  
   entirely
  
  peaceful,” remarked a blue in the form of a dwarf. He wore his beard in the old dwarven style, untrimmed all the way down past his belt. That plus its striking cobalt color made for an interesting sight.
 

 
  “As I said,” Ampophrenon replied with a smile, “inasmuch as possible. Content yourselves with the bounty of her Majesty’s generosity, and be mindful of the little one present. I do not expect us all to agree on everything—or even much—but there is no reason we cannot limit our contention to words.”
 

 
  “Well spoken,” Razzavinax agreed, joining them and nodding to Ampophrenon. The gold nodded back, somewhat stiffly, but politely. Several of the others muttered, but followed the advice tendered, occupying themselves with delicacies and wines. It sufficed, for the moment, to keep peace among the group. In the near distance, Maiyenn succeeded in rocking her infant son back to sleep.
 

 
  They were an eclectic group, but in their variety were consistent themes. Human forms were the most common, though elves and dwarves and a single gnome were represented as well. Two others besides Zanzayed presented themselves as half-elves. One green dragon wore attire of homespun brown, and a blue was dressed in a dashing doublet and breeches (three hundred years out of style) in black, but all the rest dressed themselves to show pride in their colors, and in most cases to show wealth. Blues and greens overwhelmingly predominated, with a rough balance between the two colors. There were, however, four reds (including the gnome), and one youthful-looking human dressed in green, whose hair and eyes were an intermediate shade, signifying his ongoing transition to gold. He kept mostly to himself, and the others gave him a radius, politely ignoring him much as they would have averted their gazes from one another’s hoards.
 

 
  “I, for one, am eager to hear the point of this meeting,” said a red, who wore a dashing cape over a sharp modern suit in black with scarlet accents. “It’s impressive indeed that you’ve managed to assemble so many of us. This has to be nearly everyone still alive on our continent. What’s the urgency?”
 

 
  “Can’t it wait till after eating?” inquired a somewhat sloppily-dressed blue in disdainful tones.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” said Razzavinax, “I am all in favor of discussing business over lunch. If nothing else, it may help keep the peace if we all have something into which to sink our teeth besides each other.”
 

 
  There were several chuckles at this.
 

 
  “Very well, then,” said Ampophrenon. “Zanzayed, you first brought the matter forth. Would you begin, please?”
 

 
  “Wait, we’re here because of
  
   Zanza?”
  
  scoffed a green dragon, a human with a beard of almost dwarven proportions. “I do wish someone had warned me of
  
   that.
  
  I could have spared myself a long flight.”
 

 
  “Hush,” said a fellow green curtly. The bearded one rounded on him.
 

 
  “Did you just tell me to—”
 

 
  “Will you
  
   think?
  
  Everyone here was rallied by either Ampophrenon or Razzavinax. This is
  
   important,
  
  to bring them into agreement. Besides, the very fact that Zanzayed is a self-indulgent twit is telling; what could be so dire that it would shift him from wasting time on his own tomfoolery?”
 

 
  “It’s so gratifying to be appreciated,” Zanzayed stated with a beatific smile. “We really should have these reunions more often.”
 

 
  “Zanza,” Razzavinax said dryly. “Your story, please?”
 

 
  “Oh, fine, fine.” Zanzayed set down his plate, tucking a bite of sashimi into his mouth and chewing languorously before continuing. The assembled dragons stared at him with a mixture of expressions that revealed a unified opinion of his meager theatrics. Finally, he swallowed and continued. “Some of you may have heard rumors already, but to bring out the full truth: this is about Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “I wondered at his absence,” remarked a young blue. “It’s unlike him not to insert himself into anything important occurring.”
 

 
  “You’re about to hear why,” Zanzayed said darkly. “Khadizroth had himself a plan to take down the Tiraan Empire: he adopted a group of elves the Empire had thoroughly beaten and was raising their young females to be loyal to him. Once they were of age, he planned to use them to sire a whole
  
   family
  
  of dragons to contend with Tiraas.”
 

 
  “That’s disgusting!”
 

 
  
   “Khadizroth
  
  did that? You lie. He’s even more puritanical than Puff and twice as pompous!”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t know, it sounds rather elegant to me. Anyway, what should it bother us if someone humbles this Empire?”
 

 
  
   “No
  
  dragon needs that kind of power. What would happen once he was done with Tiraas? We would have been next, one at a time!”
 

 
  “It’d never have worked anyway. If you attack humans on that scale, the Pantheon gets involved. Never fails.”
 

 
  “Attacking
  
   overtly,
  
  yes, but there are subtler—”
 

 
  
   “Please,”
  
  Razzavinax said firmly, cutting off the growing argument. “Let him finish. Everything will become clear, I assure you.”
 

 
  “A thousand thanks, Razz,” Zanzayed said, smirking. “I assure you, gentlemen, I haven’t flown off in a tizzy about this without first verifying it. I spoke to the elven tribes currently fostering Khadizroth’s ex-harem. It seems the whole thing fell apart when some of his breeding stock decided that compared to serving in his plans, the pilgrimage to Athan’Khar was the lesser evil. He found himself with something in his nest that he was not prepared to contend with.”
 

 
  “Is he dead?” asked the gnomish red, grinning.
 

 
  “No,” said Zanzayed with uncharacteristic grimness. “No,
  
   that
  
  is where we come to the real problem. Khadizroth reached above himself and was humbled; if the story stopped there, I would consider it adequately resolved. First, he was attacked by Tiraan interests. Adventurers, specifically, including the Crow, who laid a geas on him binding him to his lesser form.”
 

 
  “The Crow, working with the Tiraan?” interrupted an elven blue. “That’s even less believable.”
 

 
  “If I understood why the Crow does anything, maybe I could manage to have a conversation with her that doesn’t degenerate into shouting and fireballs,” Zanzayed said sourly. “It hasn’t happened yet. I’ve not asked her, but I assure you, this
  
   happened.
  
  And I haven’t come to the serious part yet. Thus weakened, Khadizroth was…conscripted. By the Universal Church. Justinian means to use him as some kind of enforcer, in exchange for seeking a cure for his condition.”
 

 
  Angry mutters circled around the group; one member actually growled.
 

 
  “How certain are you of this?” demanded the red in the suit. “What’s your evidence?”
 

 
  “This last part I witnessed myself, having tracked him to Onkawa.”
 

 
  “And there the matter stands,” said Ampophrenon, raising his voice slightly over the murmuring of the assembled dragons. “As I see it—as well as Zanzayed and Razzavinax—Khadizroth’s temerity has been adequately punished already. The matter of chief concern
  
   now
  
  is that his situation reflects dangerously upon us all. It is unequivocally unacceptable for a mortal power to have a dragon under its thumb.
  
   Any
  
  mortal power, but Archpope Justinian is a particularly dangerous specimen. We must remedy this. Does anyone disagree?”
 

 
  There were more angry mutters, but no voices raised in coherent statement until the gnome spoke again. “What are you proposing, then?”
 

 
  “That is what we have assembled to discuss,” Razzavinax said smoothly. “Above all else, we must proceed
  
   carefully.
  
  The methods we have always used in such situations are simply not optional. The might of the Empire and the Church are sufficient to beat back any assault one or a few of us launched; if we attacked in unison, we would inevitably find ourselves contending with the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “That’s awfully pessimistic,” the dwarven blue commented.
 

 
  “Not at all,” Razzavinax replied, “I am simply explaining the situation. I consider this
  
   far
  
  from hopeless—at least, with regard to accomplishing our goals. The greatest difficulty, I think, will be adjusting our own habits to do what we will need to.”
 

 
  “Which is?”
 

 
  He smiled. “We must think like mortals.”
 

 
  “What, with our dicks?” A green with short hair grinned broadly. “Done and done.”
 

 
  Several burst out laughing, several others glared at him in disgust. Ampophrenon closed his eyes and began whispering a prayer for patience; Zanzayed shook his head and picked up his plate again, resuming his lunch.
 

 
  The ground shook as the large blue who had been standing guard at the far end of the valley landed beside them.
 

 
  “Pay attention,” he growled, not bothering to shift into his smaller form. “We are old and set in our ways. We rarely if ever work together.
  
   Most
  
  of us do not
  
   like
  
  Razzavinax, or respect Zanzayed. These are facts. It is
  
   also
  
  a fact that the world has changed around us, and we have failed dismally to adjust to it… With the
  
   exceptions
  
  of Razzavinax and Zanzayed. The situation is too dire for this nonsense. Pay.
  
   Attention.”
  
 

 
  Silence held.
 

 
  “Thank you, Ramandiloth,” Razzavinax said politely, bowing to the elder blue. “As I was saying, gentlemen, what we
  
   must
  
  do in order to extract Khadizroth from Justinian’s clutches is move among the humans. Either ourselves, or more likely, using agents. We cannot fall upon them with fire and claws and magics; a subtler form of warfare is necessary.”
 

 
  “Skulking and spying is
  
   beneath
  
  us,” scoffed a red.
 

 
  “And diplomacy?” Ampophrenon asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  
   “Definitely
  
  beneath us,” the red grinned.
 

 
  “Fine,” said Razzavinax. “Don’t participate. Go back to your den and wait for death.”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes. “Is that a threat?”
 

 
  “I am
  
   far
  
  beyond needing to threaten any of you. Ramandiloth spoke correctly: those of us who have adapted most successfully to the way the world is now are myself, Ampophrenon and Zanzayed. I have bent my knowledge toward the establishment of my school, and carved out a place for myself in the politics of the mortal world. An
  
   important
  
  place that prevents them from moving against me. Ampophrenon’s Holy Order have credibility and history, even if their actual power is diminished of late. Zanza, though he rarely seeks to
  
   accomplish
  
  anything of worth, has grown adept at moving among mortal societies and even being accepted within them. Why would I threaten you? If I wished any of you dead, I would simply withhold my counsel and aid in reaching your own accommodations with the mortals and
  
   wait for it to happen.”
  
 

 
  There were ugly mutters at this, but Razzavinax pressed on. “Beyond the immediate situation with Khadizroth, I must propose something even more radical: it is time for us to organize ourselves. Permanently.”
 

 
  Another disturbance began to develop, made of equal parts laughter and shouted outrage, and managed to mature for all of two seconds before Ramandiloth snorted loudly. Everyone fell silent.
 

 
  “This,” Ampophrenon said quietly, “is not what we discussed.”
 

 
  “You are correct,” Razzavinax replied, nodding to him. “But I see no other way. In order to employ our power
  
   effectively
  
  against and
  
   within
  
  the mortal societies in which we must now move, we need to be unified in purpose and in method. This requires a common plan and a suitable division of labor. And
  
   while
  
  we are arranging this to contend with the present urgency, it is illogical not to look to the future. It’s a new world, gentlemen. We can’t live in it as we have. The simple fact is that the mortal races have less to fear from us than ever before, and
  
   no
  
  less reason to resent us. Right now the balance has shifted so that we are roughly even in power with many potential mortal enemies—a stark shift, for we are all accustomed to being the unchallenged terrors of their world. That balance will
  
   continue
  
  to shift, until we find ourselves at an outright
  
   disadvantage.
  
  The crisis forces us to act
  
   now.
  
  If you truly insist upon doing so and then going back to the way you were…” He shrugged. “As I said, I for one can simply wait for you to die.”
 

 
  “Bloody hell,” Zanzayed grumbled. “If I’d known Khadizroth’s nonsense would lead to
  
   this
  
  I’d have just killed the idiot while I had him under my eyes.”
 

 
  “Wasted opportunity,” snorted the gnome. “Story of your life.”
 

 
  “Why are
  
   you
  
  so eager to establish at…permanent dragonmoot?” demanded a blue who had not spoken yet. “Since you’re so comfy with that
  
   school
  
  in which you take such pride.”
 

 
  “A valid question indeed,” Razzavinax said gravely. “I am eager because however you argue the point—and I know many of you will—I am
  
   right,
  
  and you are all too intelligent not to see it eventually. Our species will not die out. We
  
   will
  
  see the truth and take the only possible action to face the future. And when that happens, I would far rather be a founding part of the draconic order that forms than hide on my island and wait for it to overwhelm me.”
 

 
  “Hmph,” Ampophrenon grunted. “You do speak sense. And there are precedents among the mortals. Societies that govern along democratic lines.”
 

 
  “Governed,” the dwarven blue said acidly. “Past tense. None of those last; democracy is inherently unstable.”
 

 
  “Because such societies are comparatively enormous,” Ampophrenon replied calmly. “They are groups of thousands, even millions of individuals. They demand enormously complex rules and structures just to run, each its own manifold opportunity for the enterprising and corrupt to pick apart the system. We are
  
   eighteen.
  
  There are scarcely more than a hundred of us left in the world. If we cannot manage to bend ourselves toward a common goal…then perhaps we deserve to die out.”
 

 
  A thoughtful quiet answered him.
 

 
  Ramandiloth’s reverberating voice broke it. “This will not be decided upon, much less organized, easily. Certainly not quickly. But I support this goal.”
 

 
  “We have not the luxury of years to dither,” said Razzavinax with a small smile, “but the matter is not of an urgency that will overtake us in the next day. There is time, brethren. Not much time, but enough. Come, we have a great deal to discuss.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  7 – 1 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                             
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “She’s evil!”
 

 
  “Mm.”
 

 
  “She’s a
  
   maniac!”
  
 

 
  “Eh.”
 

 
  “I sense a lack of solidarity, here,” Gabriel groused.
 

 
  Toby finally looked up from his report, making a sardonic face. “Gabe, if you want to gripe, don’t let me stop you. Personally, I don’t find much use in it.”
 

 
  “Look, we’ve had to do some crazy shit at this school,” Gabriel said, slapping his own report down on the table and narrowly missing Teal’s bowl of pudding. “But it was all craziness with a
  
   purpose.”
  
 

 
  “You and I remember things very differently,” Trissiny murmured, still reading her own.
 

 
  “Granted, the purpose was usually only apparent in hindsight, but
  
   this?
  
  It’s over now! We’re in hindsight territory, and it
  
   still
  
  doesn’t make any goddamn sense! Why the hell would she assign us a test that
  
   can’t be passed?!”
  
 

 
  “If you think about it,” said Teal with a smile, “this whole pass/fail dynamic really only happens in academia. I see it as a good sign that Tellwyrn isn’t just teaching us how to be good students.”
 

 
  “Besides, the logic of it is pretty apparent, at least to me,” Trissiny added. “It was an impossible challenge, but one that was still worth attempting. And we’re still being graded on our efforts; it’s not as if our essays were thrown to the wind.”
 

 
  “I, for one, found Professor Tellwyrn’s commentary unusually insightful,” Shaeine remarked, eyes on her own report sheet. “Acerbic as always, but in depth and clearly intended to be helpful.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  liked the assignment,” Fross added. “It was challenging!”
 

 
  “It was
  
   impossible!”
  
  Gabriel complained.
 

 
  “Um, yes, by definition,” the pixie replied. “It doesn’t get much more challenging than that.”
 

 
  “Really, seems like only one of us is throwin’ a fit about this,” Ruda said, grinning. “Didn’t do so good, didja, Arquin?”
 

 
  He huffed and folded his arms sullenly, crumpling his report in the process. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”
 

 
  Ruda cackled. The others continued alternately to read over their reports and work on the remains of lunch in relative quiet. The atmosphere in the cafeteria as a whole mirrored that at the freshman table; somewhat subdued, as students studied the results of exams and finished meals, with here and there outbursts of dismay (mostly relating to the former) and exultation. Beneath the distracted quiet and the periodic upsets, there was a feeling of anticipatory excitement in the air. Classes were over, tests administered, and a few free days remained before the senior class’s graduation and the ensuing mass exodus of the student body for summer break.
 

 
  “How’d
  
   you
  
  fare, then?” Gabriel pointedly asked Ruda, who had been busy eating, seemingly unconcerned with such trivialities as her grades. She had only just pushed away her empty plate and opened the folder in which her academic results waited.
 

 
  “Not bad. Good marks. In Tellwyrn’s exam…huh,” she mused, studying the report sheet. “I passed.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, you
  
   what?”
  
  Juniper demanded, setting down her spoon.
 

 
  “What do you mean you
  
   passed?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed.
  
   “Nobody
  
  passes the freshman history exam. That’s the
  
   point!”
  
 

 
  “The assignment was to propose and defend a plan to achieve
  
   world peace,”
  
  Trissiny added, staring at her roommate. “If it could be done, it would have
  
   been
  
  done. How in heaven’s name…”
 

 
  “Well, I got to thinking about what peace really
  
   means,
  
  and how it can be achieved,” Ruda mused, her eyes darting over her report and Tellwyrn’s commentary. “So I laid out an eleven-step plan to obliterate all sentient life on the mortal, divine and infernal planes. I got an academic award.” She turned the page. “…and a notice from Tellwyrn that I’ve been added to some kind of Imperial watch list.
  
   Neat!
  
  Wait’ll I tell Papa!”
 

 
  “I desperately want to be surprised by this turn of events,” said Gabriel, shaking his head. “But…it just isn’t there.”
 

 
  Trissiny grunted.
  
   “You
  
  don’t have to sleep in a room with her.”
 

 
  A sudden, bone-chilling wail of agony tore through the room, catapulting students to their feet and all but physically turning them toward its source.
 

 
  At the table currently occupied by the sophomore class, November Stark had bolted straight upright, howling in pain. In fact, her posture was so erect it was nearly unnatural, right up to the neck, beyond which her head lolled as if she were suspended from a noose. As everyone stared in shock, she rose still higher, till her feet left the floor.
 

 
  A golden corona flickered to life around November, but an erratic, lopsided one, faltering in multiple places as if the power she was drawing on were being leeched away. In the glow, however, a shadow appeared. It was only a vague shape, but it roughly mirrored that of her own body, only larger. The discoloration, revealed where her divine glow exposed it, seemed to encase her like a cocoon, or to be trying to.
 

 
  “Something’s
  
   got
  
  her!” Chase shouted, scrabbling among the silverware on the table as if looking for a weapon.
 

 
  Tanq and Natchua both grabbed November by the legs, trying to pull her back down; almost immediately he went staggering back with a cry of pain. The drow gritted her teeth, clinging doggedly even as a more visible curl of shadow extended, wrapping around her upper body. All around the room, golden light sprang up as nearly every divinely-gifted student in the cafeteria called up power.
 

 
  “Stop!
  
   No
  
  blessings!”
 

 
  Vadrieny’s choral voice froze everyone, even as another shriek of pain tore itself from November’s throat. The archdemon flared her wings once, propelling herself forward; in a single, enormous leap, she shot across the cafeteria, planting her talons on the sophomore table and reaching out to grab November by the throat. Her enormous claws completely encircled the young woman’s neck. Vadrieny forcibly hauled November and her attacker closer, opened her mouth to fully display her complement of fangs, and screamed.
 

 
  Everyone reeled backward, clapping hands over their ears; several of the elven students cried out in pain. After two seconds of the noise, the plate glass windows lining the south wall of the cafeteria shattered, followed by glasses and plates all across the room.
 

 
  And then, another voice joined the screaming. Not as loud as Vadrieny’s, but somehow more terrible; it wasn’t so much a physical sound as a rending vibration through existence itself all around them.
 

 
  The shadow faded to full visibility, and finally relinquished its victim. Drifting backward from the archdemon, it lost cohesion and shot upward in a cloud of smoke, vanishing into the ceiling.
 

 
  Vadrieny broke off her cry, carefully catching November before the girl could fall to the ground.
 

 
  “Healers!” she exclaimed, sweeping the mess of dishes and papers off the table with one clawed foot and lowering November to its surface. Natchua, who hadn’t let go the entire time, helped arrange her, quickly assisted by Hildred. Students began stepping forward through the mess of shattered crockery.
 

 
  “Back up, all of you!” Professor Tellwyrn ordered, stalking forward from the cafeteria doors. “Clear a space there. Yes, that means
  
   you,
  
  Warwick.
  
   Move.”
  
 

 
  At her furious direction, the students shifted back, making an opening near the head of the table on which November was now lying unconscious. Tellwyrn pointed there, and with a soft
  
   pop,
  
  Taowi Sunrunner materialized in the space. She had clearly been sitting down and staggered, but with characteristic elven agility regained her balance and straightened up, her eyes immediately falling on November.
 

 
  “What happened?” she demanded, shooing Vadrieny and Natchua aside and bending over the fallen girl’s head.
 

 
  “Gnagrethyct attack,” Tellwyrn said tersely.
 

 
  Miss Sunrunner jerked her head up, staring at her in shock, but only for a split second, then was bending over November again, carefully running her fingers over the patient’s head and the sides of her neck.
 

 
  “W-w-what?” Hildred croaked, ashen-faced.
 

 
  “Gnagrethycts are also called priestkillers,” Tellwyrn explained, raising her voice slightly to be heard by all those present. Behind her, Vadrieny withdrew, leaving Teal looking shaken until Shaeine approached to take her hand. “They have the gift of transmuting divine and to a lesser extent other types of energy into infernal. A living insult to the Circle of Interaction. Miss Stark was
  
   extremely
  
  lucky today; about the only thing a gnagrethyct does
  
   not
  
  want to mess with is a bigger, meaner demon. All your blessings would only have killed her faster. Had Vadrieny not been here, we would be dealing with a corpse.”
 

 
  “Where did it go?” demanded one of the soon-to-graduate seniors. Several students immediately directed their eyes to the patch of ceiling into which the gnagrethyct had vanished.
 

 
  “A pertinent question indeed,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “I’m more curious right now about where it
  
   came
  
  from. Gnagrethycts do not bumble about the mortal plane indiscriminately. These are favored and
  
   rare
  
  servants of Elilial. There are only nine in existence—”
 

 
  “Seven,” Teal interrupted.
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to stare at her, and the bard’s cheeks colored. “Um…sorry. Go on.”
 

 
  “As I was saying,” Tellwyrn continued, finally tearing her piercing gaze away from Teal, “these are powerful demons which are very seldom seen. I have made my own arrangements to ensure that Elilial does not personally encroach upon this campus, which means that thing is here because one of you
  
   little bastards
  
  summoned it. And
  
   that
  
  means somebody has gotten neck-deep into something they
  
   absolutely
  
  should not have.” She panned a grim stare around the assembled student body. “Look, kids. I didn’t assemble the best and brightest destructive troublemakers in the Empire onto one mountaintop without expecting some seriously twisted shit to occur from time to time. I’m a reasonable woman—Avelea, if I turn around and see that you’ve opened your mouth—good. I’m a reasonable woman, and I’ll deal with this reasonably. Meaning, if the person responsible for this comes to me and
  
   explains
  
  what happened, how, and why, I will do what is necessary to clean it up without being a whit more vindictive than the situation absolutely demands. If, however, I have to chase down the culprit, she or he will be treated as a traitor and enemy to this campus and a threat to the students under my protection. People who fall under that description learn things about pain that none of you possess a sufficient frame of reference to adequately fear. Is that understood?”
 

 
  The students stared back in silence, several unwilling to meet her icy stare.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Chase said loudly, saluting. Tellwyrn gave him a sour look before turning back to the campus healer.
 

 
  “Taowi, how is she?”
 

 
  “Weak,” Miss Sunrunner replied immediately. She had her eyes closed and one hand resting on November’s forehead, concentrating. “No worse than that, as best I can tell. I detect only the most minor physical damage, and no infernal corruption worth noting. This is a case without precedent, Arachne; not a lot of people have
  
   been
  
  attacked by gnagrethycts, and this is the first survivor
  
   ever,
  
  to my knowledge. I will learn more when she wakes, but for now, this seems very like a bad case of mana fatigue. The best cure would be rest.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tellwyrn said tersely, nodding. “Commandeer any of these layabouts for any assistance you need. Falconer! Come along, I want a word with you.”
 

 
  She turned and strode toward the cafeteria’s side exit, students parting before her in silence. Teal sighed, glanced nervously back at her fellow freshmen, and followed.
 

 
  Behind and around the building, everywhere except for the glass-walled (and currently unwalled) south face looking over the lawn, ran an open-sided but roofed walkway, shady and pleasantly cool in the summer weather. It was also relatively private; along the western side, it overlooked a small drop to a decorative pond, beyond which was a sunken garden and then only the exterior wall of the University grounds, separating them from a plunge to the prairie far below. Tellwyrn led the way to the halfway point of this stretch of colonnade, then turned.
 

 
  She gave Shaeine, who had silently followed, a long look, then grimaced, shook her head and turned to Teal. “All right, out with it.”
 

 
  Teal glanced at Shaeine and then back at Tellwyrn. “Professor?”
 

 
  “Falconer, my patience for nonsense is even lower than usual at this moment. That demon of yours is supposed to be amnesiac. First I find that someone has summoned one of Elilial’s own servants onto my campus, which not just
  
   any
  
  warlock could do at the best of times. And
  
   then
  
  you start spouting specific and hitherto unknown tactical information about the forces of Hell. Believe me, if there were any record on the mortal plane of two of the gnagrethycts having been lost, I’d have heard of it. None of them have
  
   been
  
  here in six centuries. Vadrieny’s memories starting to return would be a serious concern under
  
   any
  
  circumstances. Right now, it’s officially a problem.”
 

 
  Teal’s eyes had progressively widened as she spoke. She shifted her gaze to the near distance, apparently focusing inward; Tellwyrn gave her a moment of quiet, crossing her arms and drumming her fingers against her sleeve impatiently.
 

 
  “She…doesn’t know,” Teal said finally. “It’s like…common knowledge. Not anything with a personal meaning attached.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Tellwyrn grunted. “In fiction, retrograde amnesia which deletes personal memories while leaving general knowledge intact is a common enough plot device. In reality, that’s something that technically
  
   could
  
  happen but pretty much
  
   never
  
  does, because that is not how brain damage works. Such effects generally only occur as a result of magical manipulation, where someone imposed them deliberately. So even if Vadrieny’s memories are not starting to spontaneously return… This
  
   isn’t
  
  a good sign.”
 

 
  “I understand,” Teal said seriously. “But, Professor… Even if Vadrieny’s memory came back, it’s not as if she would suddenly return fully to what she was. She and I are too integrated… And even with the restored memory of her old life, the new one isn’t nothing. I don’t think it would be as simple as her just…reverting to a destructive demon.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed, turned, and began to slowly stroll along the colonnade. Both girls fell into step behind her. “That’s all well and good… But I’m left with the question of just who the hell has been summoning powerful demons onto my campus. It has to be an initiate of the University itself; the geas on these grounds would stop most warlocks and alert me to any powerful enough to beat it. Initiates necessarily occupy a blind spot, as I can’t come running every time a student casts a spell around here. For the record, Teal, I do believe you. However, until this matter is cleared up one way or another, Vadrieny has to remain a suspect.”
 

 
  “I get it,” Teal said softly. “I guess I’ll…work extra hard to keep away from demonic influences then.”
 

 
  “That is what you should do to deflect suspicion,” Tellwyrn said slowly. “But…I’m not sure that’s the most important priority right now. If Vadrieny looks to be regaining her past, for whatever reason, it’s probably best that this happen on her
  
   own
  
  terms, and yours, rather than according to the plans of whoever sent her here.”
 

 
  “I cannot believe that having Vadrieny research demonology would yield a positive result,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “Not demonology,” Tellwyrn retorted with some asperity. “Demonic history, though, is another thing. I’m sure you were told the basics by the Church, but we have things in the archives here that they don’t show to people, and even a few they may not have. I’ll instruct Crystal to help you.”
 

 
  “That…actually, I think that would be good for her,” Teal said slowly. “We’re doing pretty well, making friends and connections here, but it’s hard for her, having no hint of where she comes from. I mean…someone could be missing her, you know? I don’t know how they do things in Hell, but surely even demons have families.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn abruptly came to a halt and pivoted to stare at her, wide-eyed. Both girls stopped, Teal’s expression growing nervous under the elf’s uncharacteristic look of shock.
 

 
  “Professor?” she said uncertainly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s voice was quiet. “You don’t…know?”
 

 
  “I, uh… What don’t I know?”
 

 
  “I never imagined… You spent
  
   months
  
  with the Universal Church. You were personally examined by
  
   several
  
  deities. They didn’t
  
   tell
  
  you?”
 

 
  “What are we talking about?” Teal demanded.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head slowly, still staring at her. “Teal, I… I’m sorry. It was never my intention to keep it from you… The thought simply never crossed my
  
   mind
  
  that you hadn’t been told. The Church has buried a lot of records, but it’s not unknown. It doesn’t make sense; they had to expect you would find out sooner or later. I thought even
  
   Trissiny
  
  might know, given her upbringing…but I guess not, if you’re still in the dark. That girl can no more keep her mouth shut than she could punch the moon.”
 

 
  “Professor,” Shaeine said sharply, “the dramatic suspense grows excessive.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn pulled off her spectacles and polished them on her sleeve, dropping her gaze from Teal’s. “Vadrieny is a known figure, Teal. She’s been on the mortal plane before, and made
  
   quite
  
  an impression every time. I’ve not personally encountered her before you came along, but I was alive for quite a few of those incidents. We know
  
   exactly
  
  where she comes from, and who she is.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Teal exclaimed, stiffening. “You do? How can… Wait, the
  
   Church
  
  knows this?”
 

 
  “The Church, the Wreath, the Empire… It’s sort of classified, but not very. Kept out of the general public’s eye, but any Nemitite in a central temple could probably dig up the records if you asked them.”
 

 
  “How is that…” Teal trailed off and she swallowed heavily. “They never said a
  
   thing
  
  about it. Well, who
  
   is
  
  she, then?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at her in silence for a moment as if gathering her thoughts, then sighed and put her glasses back on. “Vadrieny is one of the seven daughters of Elilial.”
 

 
  It took Teal a long few moments to close her mouth, swallow, and manage a whispered reply. “What?”
 

 
  “This is beyond ridiculous,” Tellwyrn muttered, frowning into space. “Especially after you were sent
  
   here.
  
  What the hell is Justinian playing at? He can’t possibly have expected it would be kept a secret from you forever.”
 

 
  “She…has a family?” Teal asked, her voice trembling. “You said seven daughters? She has sisters?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn looked back at her, then closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. “Ugh… I really am the worst possible person to deliver news like this…”
 

 
  “Just spit it out!” Teal snapped.
 

 
  The Professor sighed. “Teal… We’ve identified all the attack sites. Seven occurred simultaneously, Vadrieny’s possession of you and six other identical attempts. You…were the only one who managed to integrate the demon.”
 

 
  “No,” Teal whispered. Shaeine stepped close, wrapping an arm around her.
 

 
  “I have since had personal confirmation from Elilial,” Tellwyrn said quietly. “The other girls perished. The demons, too, in the attempt. Vadrieny…is the last. I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Teal pulled roughly away from Shaeine, hunching forward and clutching her head. The sound that emerged from her was not one a human throat could have produced.
 

 
  “Love, please.” Shaeine said urgently. “You are
  
   not
  
  alone.”
 

 
  Vadrieny emerged in a rush, claws gouging deep rents in the stone floor. Her wings fanned out behind her, barely missing Shaeine. “Please,” she rasped. “I need…just let me…”
 

 
  The demon clenched her teeth, then suddenly threw back her head and let out a long wail of anguish. In the next moment, she had staggered to the side, out from under the roof, and shot skyward.
 

 
  Shaeine clenched her fists at her sides. “I don’t disagree, Professor,” she said tightly. “You are the worst possible person to deliver news like that.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed again. “She’ll be all right.”
 

 
  The drow slowly turned to stare at her. “In what
  
   possible
  
  manner do you think she will be all right?”
 

 
  “Do not get snippy with me, miss. I didn’t say it would be quick or easy. But yes, she
  
   will
  
  heal. People do, you know. And she’s not alone. She’ll be less alone when she calms down enough to talk with you about it, but even now, she has Teal. I have faith in them both.”
 

 
  The Professor turned and set off toward the front of the building, her forehead creased in a frown.
 

 
  “You do?” Shaeine asked quietly, following. “Just moments ago you were suggesting she was guilty of summoning demons.”
 

 
  “Look at it this way, Miss Awarrion: I can either have faith in Teal, or put her down like a rabid animal. Which would
  
   you
  
  prefer?” Tellwyrn shook her head. “Anyhow, as I said at the time, I don’t seriously consider them suspects in this, though they logically have to remain such on paper. Neither has the aptitude for such skullduggery. Vadrieny has always been something of a brute, and Teal… Well, I’ve rarely met a bard so straightforwardly ethical, let me put it that way.” Abruptly she stopped, lifting her head. “…do you feel that?”
 

 
  The ground shook from the impact of Vadrieny landing a few feet away, in front of the cafeteria.
 

 
  “Well,” said Tellwyrn, “that was fast. Feeling any—”
 

 
  “No,” the archdemon said curtly, “but my problems are not the center of the universe. There’s something you need to see.” She pointed one long, curving talon skyward.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stepped out from under the roof, turning and craning her head to look. Shaeine followed suit, even as she pressed herself against Vadrieny’s side, wrapping an arm around her waist. They weren’t the only ones there; students had begun to trickle out of the damaged cafeteria, several already looking upward. Most of the rest did likewise, to see what so commanded everyone’s attention.
 

 
  “No,” Tellwyrn whispered. “Damn it,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  It was a very standard sort of day for the region—clear, but windy, with puffs of white cloud scudding rapidly across the sky. Except that now, they seemed to have halted in their course and begun to swirl around a central point directly above the University, rather like water going down a drain. The broad spiral of white vapor was already wider than the mountain, slowly revolving and shifting in size as more clouds were caught in it.
 

 
  Professors Rafe and Ezzaniel stepped up next to Tellwyrn, having evidently been inside the cafeteria. Ezzaniel remained silent; Rafe muttered something in elvish.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Tellwyrn agreed quietly, then placed a fingertip against her throat. In the next moment, her voice boomed across the entire mountain, audible in every room on the campus. “All students and faculty will immediately assemble on the lawn outside the cafeteria. This is an emergency. Do
  
   not
  
  use any kind of teleportation, nor attempt to access any bag of holding or other dimensional storage. There is an effect active over the mountain which makes
  
   any
  
  kind of portal magic
  
   extremely
  
  dangerous.” She removed her finger, turning to the two professors, and spoke in a normal voice. “You two, get down to the town pronto. Emilio, go to the scrolltower office and contact the Empire. Hold nothing back; we need help,
  
   immediately.
  
  Admestus, speak with Sheriff Sanders, have him pass the word on to the mayor. Last Rock needs to be evacuated. Within hours, as soon as it can be done.
  
   Go.”
  
 

 
  “Evacuated?” Ruda demanded stridently, stomping up to her as the two men nodded and dashed off toward the stairs down the mountain. “What the fuck is the big crisis? What’s going on with those clouds? Is that swirly thing dangerous? Doesn’t look like any storm
  
   I’ve
  
  ever seen; a cyclone would be moving a hell of a lot faster and this
  
   isn’t
  
  typhoon country.”
 

 
  “That swirly thing,” Tellwyrn said grimly, “is the result of air pressure equalizing across a rift between two different atmospheres. As for why it’s dangerous, Punaji, look at the expressions of any of your classmates who can sense infernal energy. That, kids, is a brand-new hellgate.”
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  If he was a little put out, it was because he was striding through the halls of the Imperial Palace in the slightly ragged, poorly color-coordinated suit of Sweet the thief, rather than the tailored ensemble or ecclesiastical robes that fit the role he played here. Not that Darling’s superiors didn’t know who he was in any aspect of his life, of course, but it was the principle of the thing. He liked to keep strict walls up between the aspects of his life, if only to help keep his mind organized.
 

 
  Of course, when a Hand of the Emperor informed you that you were summoned to the Throne, you didn’t ask to stop and change clothes first.
 

 
  This particular fellow was a Westerner, with dark skin and a shaved head, which made no real difference. The Hands had no names and firmly discouraged people from inquiring after their personal details.
 

 
  “So, come here often?” Darling asked cheerfully.
 

 
  The Hand gave him a sidelong glance.
 

 
  “It’s a joke,” Darling explained. “Because obviously you do. It’s ironic. You know, juxtaposing the common phrase with a completely inappropriate context.”
 

 
  The Hand simply continued leading the way. They appeared to be heading toward the throne room itself, having entered from one of the Palace’s side doors.
 

 
  “Okay, it wasn’t laugh-out-loud funny,” Darling mused. “More of a grunt-of-acknowledgment kind of joke. They can’t
  
   all
  
  be side-splitters or we’d never get anything done.”
 

 
  “I don’t get many people trying to joke around with me,” the Hand commented. “Being that
  
   legally,
  
  it’s the same as doing so with the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Well, his Majesty and I don’t really hang out socially. Which I’ve always thought is a shame. He looks like a chap who knows how to have fun.”
 

 
  The Hand glanced at him again.
 

 
  “I mean, have you noticed how
  
   calm
  
  he always is? With the weight of responsibility on that poor man, he
  
   has
  
  to be an absolute master of relaxation.”
 

 
  The Hand ignored him after that, and Darling decided to stop pushing his luck. His discomfort might technically be the fellow’s fault, but the both of them were just little wheels in a much larger machine. Also, a Hand of the Emperor could legally punch him quiet if he deemed it necessary.
 

 
  Imperial Guards, men and women in Tiraan Army uniforms which were black instead of blue, were posted in the halls nearing the throne room, and around the towering double doors leading into it. Upon Darling and the Hand’s approach, two pulled open one of the silver-plated doors (it took two; the thing was three stories tall and thick enough to withstand a ballista bolt), saluting. The Hand stepped to the side, nodding Darling in, then followed once he was through. He pulled the door closed himself, without apparent difficulty.
 

 
  The throne room, the ceremonial and cultural center of the Imperial government, was every bit as grand as its role demanded, without being excessively grandiose. Rather than the florid style of decoration that was currently in vogue among the aristocracy and the newer wealthy class, its ornamentations were all geometric patterns, mostly quite simple, except for the stunningly elaborate mathematical designs in mirrored glass that sprawled across the vaulted ceiling. The squared pillars were plated in mirror-bright silver and engraved with angular designs, the stained glass windows showing similar designs in pale colors—and, incidentally, were enchanted to stand up to mag artillery fire. It was the floor that was truly eye-catching, seemingly all of one colossal piece of opal, a translucent surface showing immense depth, with organic swirls of shimmering substance beneath.
 

 
  Darling didn’t exactly loiter around here, as a rule, but he’d been in the throne room several times, and on this visit was less concerned with the décor and a lot more interested in who was present, and who was not. It seemed cavernously empty, the chamber designed to hold audiences in the hundreds now containing a bare handful of individuals. Usually there would be courtiers and functionaries by the dozen, but none were in evidence. There weren’t even any of the Imperial Guard, which was how he knew something very serious was up. A score of Hands of the Emperor were positioned around the room, looking ominous in their long black coats, which meant this was still likely the most secured place in the Empire; each of these men was a force capable of facing down demons, wizards and whatever else, though the nature and source of their powers remained a mystery to all but themselves and their Emperor.
 

 
  His Majesty occupied the Silver Throne, of course, gazing down the long chamber at Darling’s entrance. To his left, Empress Eleanora perched on the edge of the Swan Throne, her eyes narrowed to slits. To the right of the royal couple, Lord Quentin Vex stood at one edge of the dais, alongside the balding, craggy-faced Hand of the Emperor who sat with him and Darling on the security council.
 

 
  Most interestingly of all, Archpope Justinian stood, serene and beatific as ever, at the base of the steps to the Imperial dais.
 

 
  His escort having melted into the shadowed arcade along the side of the throne room, Darling set off toward the dais as fast as his long legs would carry him without breaking into an unseemly trot. Arriving at the foot of the steps, he sank to one knee, bowing his head.
 

 
  “Your Majesties.”
 

 
  “Rise, your Grace,” said Sharidan, his voice empty of inflection.
 

 
  Darling obeyed, only then half-turning to bow to the Archpope, who nodded in acknowledgment.
 

 
  “This room has been cleared and fully secured, as we have called you here to discuss a matter of the utmost security,” the Emperor said without further preamble. “A little past noon today, a new hellgate was opened above the mountain at Last Rock.”
 

 
  Darling stiffened in surprise. “A…new one, your Majesty?
  
   Above
  
  the mountain?”
 

 
  “Hellgates, like any dimensional portal, require operatives at
  
   both
  
  ends to open,” the Empress said coldly. “And the University’s campus has, in addition to the best of modern arcane security, a fairy geas of colossal power warding it against outside interference. Only an initiate of the University itself could have done such a thing. Thus it is proved that Tellwyrn has utterly lost control of her students.”
 

 
  Sharidan moved his left hand slightly, laying the first two fingers upon Eleanora’s wrist on the arm of her own throne. She scowled, but subsided.
 

 
  “Disturbances of various kinds are common at Last Rock, as is inevitable, considering the people gathered there,” Lord Vex said, looking owlishly somnolent as always. “We’ve always known it was just a matter of time until something of this magnitude occurred; Professor Tellwyrn by and large does well in keeping order, and has proven amenable to working with us. It seems her first reaction in this case was to notify the Empire and begin evacuation procedures.”
 

 
  “Can the hellgate be closed?” Darling asked, frowning. “Surely if anyone can handle such a task, she can.”
 

 
  “Within forty-eight hours or so of opening, yes, a dimensional rift can be sealed with little effect,” Vex replied. “The longer it’s open, the more stable it becomes, until it can be considered more or less permanent. Tellwyrn can and has closed hellgates, as have the Imperial Strike Corps, but the problem is that this must be done from
  
   both
  
  sides, just as they must be opened. Even she can’t be in two places at once, especially considering what happens to teleportation in proximity to an active dimensional rift. Tellwyrn has rightly prioritized the safety of her students and the citizens of Last Rock.”
 

 
  “In that order, no doubt,” the Empress said.
 

 
  “We’ve stranded strike teams in Hell?” Darling asked in horrified fascination.
 

 
  “The Empire isn’t quite so profligate with the lives of its most valuable agents,” Vex said dryly. “Done right, there’s a window after activating the necessary spells in which the gate can still be traversed.
  
   This
  
  particular gate is anomalous in that it’s located some hundred yards
  
   above
  
  the peak of the mountain. It presents a logistical challenge, but not one which would stymie the Strike Corps. However…”
 

 
  He turned to bow in the Archpope’s direction. Justinian nodded to him, then turned to direct his words at Darling, who was clearly the only person present who had yet to be briefed.
 

 
  “I was visited in my meditations this afternoon by avatars of all three of the Trinity,” the Archpope stated solemnly. “It was the first I had heard of the events at Last Rock, but the gods have rendered a command with regard to them. The Pantheon is seeing to the matter directly, and they forbid
  
   any
  
  interference by mortal powers. The events at the University must play out according to
  
   their
  
  design.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence while Darling groped for something to say.
 

 
  “Huh,” was all he managed to come up with.
 

 
  “The gods ask a great deal,” the Emperor said quietly. “If the situation is not contained, then we are effectively ceding Last Rock to the forces of Hell. Demonic armies could spill from there into the Golden Sea and emerge at
  
   any
  
  point around its perimeter. It would make the days of Heshenaad’s rampage seem a Sunday picnic in comparison. The Empire simply does not have enough standing forces to maintain an
  
   active
  
  battlefront around the entire frontier, which is what would be required. Even mobilizing for war, instituting a draft if necessary, would take time in which demons could overrun entire provinces.”
 

 
  “Not to mention the unknowns,” the Empress added. “There can be simply no guessing what would result from Elilial having access to the Crawl. Or the shape of Tellwyrn’s reaction to the loss of her precious University. Her expressions of disappointment tend to be cataclysmic.”
 

 
  “In such an eventuality, we would not fight alone,” said Vex. “Silver Legions from across the world would be called in. The elves would help; the Narisians would
  
   have
  
  to, as per our treaty. Even the dwarves would likely contribute forces against a full-scale demonic invasion.”
 

 
  “Tar’naris has less entire population than we have soldiers,” Eleanora said sharply. “The last elven tribe that
  
   tried
  
  to keep a standing army were the Cobalt Dawn, whom we destroyed. And the dwarven kingdoms cannot afford to equip or even feed an army. They are barely supporting their own citizenry at this point.”
 

 
  “Your Majesties are correct,” Justinian said solemnly. “Those are the stakes. They are, indeed, chilling.”
 

 
  “You’re about to counsel that we have faith in the gods,” Eleanora said, transferring her sharp stare to him.
 

 
  The Archpope nodded slowly. “It is a hard thing to do, when so much is on the line. The fate of the world itself, starting with our Empire. I would remind your Majesties that the fate of the world is
  
   always
  
  in the gods’ hands, at every moment, and we cannot imagine the catastrophes that do not materialize because they have sheltered us from them. Ultimately… In my own moments of darkest doubt, I maintain my trust in the gods because if they
  
   cannot
  
  be trusted…all is lost anyway.” He spread his hands in a gesture that was just a shade too beatifically patriarchal to be a shrug. “As all is clearly not lost, we can know that they watch over us.”
 

 
  “There is also the fact that this was a
  
   command
  
  from Omnu, Avei, and Vidius in person,” Lord Vex added. “Defying them outright is likely to add to our troubles, not alleviate them.”
 

 
  “I will not be sanguine about this until that hellgate is closed and my people are safe,” the Emperor said darkly. “However, I agree. The gods must be trusted, even if only because they will not allow any other outcome.” He shifted his gaze to Darling. “Evacuation proceedings are underway. I have declared a state of emergency; the Rail network is frozen, and all available caravans have been re-routed to participate in the evacuation of Last Rock. Three military zeppelins have been dispatched from Calderaas under full thrust to retrieve the citizens too infirm to travel via Rail. They should arrive within the hour.”
 

 
  “The gate itself has yet to produce any demons,” Vex added, “no doubt due to its altitude. That gains us a breather, but has a downside: just as on the mortal plane, whatever comes through will have to heavily organize in order to reach it. The cost of the hours we are granted to prepare is that it will be an
  
   invasion,
  
  not a trickle of lost demons with no agenda except escape. Professor Tellwyrn has insisted upon the citizens of the town going first; her students and faculty will be the last to evacuate. As I’m sure you can imagine, they represent a force that can at least slow anything that comes out of that portal, and possibly convince it not to try again.”
 

 
  Eleanora turned to give him a narrow look. Apparently this was the first she had heard of that. The Emperor only frowned pensively.
 

 
  Darling, by this point, was barely managing to contain his expression. Seizing upon the momentary lull in the conversation, he turned to the Archpope.
 

 
  “Your Holiness, who else knows about the gods’ command?”
 

 
  “And now we come to it,” Eleanora said bitterly.
 

 
  “No one outside this room has been informed,” Justinian replied, nodding significantly. “I saw immediately what you have just seen.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said the Emperor, lacing his fingers together. “And that is why you were summoned here, Bishop Darling. This presents a
  
   golden
  
  opportunity to implement the strategy you proposed following the recent Wreath attacks.”
 

 
  “Let it be known,” Eleanora growled, “I
  
   despise
  
  this plan.”
 

 
  “It is not something that gives me any pleasure to contemplate, your Majesty,” Darling replied respectfully. “However… It would
  
   work.
  
  It is only left to decide whether it is worth it.”
 

 
  “What you propose,” Sharidan said, still in a soft tone, “involves
  
   literally
  
  unleashing Hell in the streets of this city. Widespread damage and civilian casualties would be certainties, not risks.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” Darling replied simply.
 

 
  “I support the Bishop’s idea, for whatever that may be worth,” said the Archpope. “And I have since he brought it forth. All it needed was a suitable crisis. I do not foresee any other such opportunity that involves so little direct risk; we cannot ask more than a divine assurance that the problem in Last Rock is under control.”
 

 
  “We can’t stop word of the situation in Last Rock spreading anyway,” Vex mused. “The Rail freeze is a dead giveaway. The people need to be told
  
   something
  
  or there will be dangerous levels of unrest. As long as no one else knows of the gods’ command, the hellgate crisis provides a pretext to move troops out of the city.”
 

 
  Eleanora stared at him directly. “What is your opinion of the Bishop’s plan, Lord Quentin?”
 

 
  “Under ordinary circumstances,” he replied, bowing to her, “I would not consider it worth the inevitable cost. However…we are dangerously past ordinary circumstances. Elilial and her Wreath are more active than at any point in recent history, and we do not know their plans. What little we do know of
  
   her
  
  intentions with regard to the Throne is terrifying. Playing the intelligence game with the Wreath as we have been is, effectively, a stalemate, which is a situation that favors them.
  
   Something
  
  must give.” He sighed. “In my professional opinion, your Majesties, these are the desperate times that necessitate this desperate measure. I support the plan.”
 

 
  “There will be a heavy price to be paid for this,” Darling said into the quiet which followed Vex’s response. “What we stand to gain, however, is the effective destruction of the Black Wreath in Tiraas. I leave it to your Majesties to decide whether the benefit is worth the cost.”
 

 
  “This presupposes that the Wreath will behave as you predict,” Sharidan noted. “It defies credulity to expect them to heroically step up in the face of a full-scale demonic incursion in the city.”
 

 
  “That actually is one of the more reasonable expectations in this,” said Vex. “Whatever else they may be, the Wreath are notably sincere in their claims to be defenders of the mortal realm against infernal forces. Imperial policy with regard to demonic incursions is always to let the Wreath work without interference if they happen to beat our agents to an attack site. They clean up demons faster, more thoroughly and with less collateral damage than we have ever managed.” He nodded to the Imperial couple. “If they find Tiraas suddenly swamped with infernal summons and the bulk of Imperial forces moved to the frontier, they will intervene. Their religion demands it.”
 

 
  “The history of political maneuvering between the Church and the Throne creates an opportunity to establish a believable narrative,” said the Archpope. “I have expanded the holy summoner program in response to increasing demonic activity of late. I will simply take advantage of the situation to call up demons in the city, in order to undermine the Throne’s authority.” He nodded to Darling. “Assuming, as we must, that the Church, the Empire and all cults have Wreath infiltrators, selling the story will be a simple matter of making this plan known to my summoner corps.”
 

 
  “How fascinating that you trust them so,” Eleanora said icily.
 

 
  “In fact, your Majesty,” the Archpope replied, “that does present a wrinkle. Such an action on my part would be treasonous, not to mention highly irresponsible. I expect
  
   many
  
  of my people to refuse outright to participate. Possibly most. I am not certain that I will be able to field
  
   enough
  
  reliable summoners to enact this part of the plan.”
 

 
  “If you provide the Church livery, I can provide you summoners,” said Vex.
 

 
  “With every additional person brought into this,” Darling cautioned, “the risk of a Wreath spy getting word of it goes up.”
 

 
  “I’ve enough trustworthy people to get it done,” Vex said mildly. “I know who the Wreath agents infiltrating Imperial Intelligence are. I can work around them.”
 

 
  “You what?” Sharidan asked sharply.
 

 
  Vex bowed to the Emperor. “It is not worth the effort of purging them, your Majesty. That would just leave me having to figure out anew who the replacement spies are. As it is, I can exert a measure of control over what they learn. It’s a stable arrangement.”
 

 
  “Hm,” the Emperor mused. Eleanora placed a hand on his arm; they exchanged a silent look, and he relaxed slightly.
 

 
  “How many trustworthy spellcasters do you have available, Vex?” Darling asked.
 

 
  “Depends on what you need them for.”
 

 
  “Mages. Teleporters, specifically. Later stages of the plan will require me to bring in some personnel who, presently, are scattered all across the Empire. With the Rails locked down, portal mages will be the only discreet method of bringing them into the city.”
 

 
  “Anyone who can shadow-jump will be needed for the Archpope’s part,” Vex mused, rubbing his chin. “Arcane teleportation is trickier across large distances, especially if you’re adding passengers. Hm… On hand in the city, I can provide four who I trust and who have the necessary magical reserves.”
 

 
  “Four… That will mean a lot of return trips. I’m going to have to ask them to exhaust themselves, Vex.”
 

 
  “These are servants of the Throne,” Vex said calmly. “They will do whatever duty requires. If,” he added, turning to the Emperor, “we are indeed going to do this.”
 

 
  Sharidan stared silently into space above their heads. Eleanora watched him, her face an impassive mask. Behind Vex, the Hand of the Emperor attended the conversation mutely. Hands spoke with the Emperor’s voice; there was no need for them to talk in his presence.
 

 
  “I might normally ask the gods to forgive us for this,” the Emperor said at last, “but at this moment, I find myself with less regard than usual for their input.” He sighed, turning to meet Eleanora’s eyes. She frowned slightly, but then nodded once to him. Sharidan nodded back, then turned his head to the others and squared his shoulders. “We will have to see who is left to offer forgiveness when it is done. Gentlemen, you may proceed. May
  
   someone
  
  watch over us all.”
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  “Trissiny, could I borrow you for a moment?”
 

 
  Trissiny rose smoothly from the crouch she had assumed on the lawn (a position she claimed was quite comfortable, which none of the rest of the group had been able to hold longer than five minutes), turning to face the approaching elf.
 

 
  “What is it, Ms. Sunrunner?”
 

 
  “She goes by ‘Miss,’” Ruda said helpfully.
 

 
  The shaman and paladin both ignored her. “November is awake,” Miss Sunrunner said, “and is…not going to be an easy patient. All she
  
   really
  
  needs is to lie still and rest for a while, which she seems adamantly averse to doing. She’s requested your presence.”
 

 
  “Mine?” Trissiny raised her eyebrows.
 

 
  “I’d hoped you could perhaps get her to listen,” the healer said dryly. “At the very least. Otherwise I’m going to have to sedate her, which I hate to do unnecessarily, even with someone who won’t need to be bundled into a Rail caravan within the hour.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed softly. “Oh.. Of course. Be back in a bit, guys,” she added to the others before following Miss Sunrunner into the cafeteria. They simply stepped over the broken sills of its front ledge, the glass having already been swept up.
 

 
  “That’s gonna be embarrassing,” Gabriel said cheerfully. “Fross, can you rig up a remote-listening spell on the fly?”
 

 
  “Yes I can, and no I won’t!” The pixie dived in front of him, barely avoiding bopping him on the nose. “That’s
  
   extremely
  
  rude! How would you like it if someone spied on
  
   your
  
  private conversation?”
 

 
  “Whoah, hey!” Gabriel protested, holding up his hands. “It was a joke!”
 

 
  Fross chimed discordantly. “You know, Gabe, I’m starting to think you just say that when you don’t want to face the social consequences of something you said in earnest.”
 

 
  “She’s onto you,” Toby murmured. Gabriel shot him a scowl.
 

 
  There occurred a soft disturbance of raised voices and shifting bodies as the various students and staff assembled on the lawn turned to look upward. The freshmen did likewise, those who had been sitting shooting to their feet.
 

 
  From the swirling vortex above, an orange streak had materialized and arced outward in a long spiral toward the ground. Vadrieny banked out over the campus so as to approach from a shallower angle and beat her wings upon nearing the ground, settling down softly in a clear space. Before sending her up, Professor Tellwyrn had spoken to her sharply about her habit of plummeting down hard enough to shake the ground, pointing at the fresh gouges in the stone floor outside the cafeteria for emphasis.
 

 
  “You’re all right?” Tellwyrn asked, striding over to the demon.
 

 
  “Perfectly,” Vadrieny replied in a clipped tone. “There’s little enough in Hell that can threaten me, and
  
   apparently
  
  not much that would want to try.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “What did you find?”
 

 
  “It’s not good,” the archdemon said. Students shifted forward to listen, though her distinctive voice was powerful enough to be plainly audible all over the lawn. “In fact, it’s virtually as bad as it could possibly be. There’s a sizable hiszilisk hive a few miles distant into the Darklands, close enough to be plainly visible. It has a citadel built into the top displaying Scaontar iconography. Most likely the demons there are in control of the hiszilisks. That’s not uncommon.”
 

 
  The Professor frowned. “Scaontar? What’s that?”
 

 
  “Oh?” Vadrieny raised an eyebrow. “You mean there’s something the great Professor Tellwyrn
  
   doesn’t
  
  know?”
 

 
  “Young lady,” Tellwyrn began, scowling thunderously, “this is
  
   not
  
  the time—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” the demon snapped, waving a clawed hand. “They’re…not quite a faction, but a philosophy. They oppose Elilial, but not in any organized manner, so she hasn’t moved against them in force. Really, they oppose
  
   any
  
  organized power; they fought Scyllith during her reign, too. They’ll even fight each other if different groups cross paths. Sort of like centaurs, or some tribes of plains elves.”
 

 
  “In other words,” Tellwyrn said grimly, “we’re positioned
  
   exactly
  
  next to a major concentration of the
  
   one
  
  force in Hell who won’t stand down if you tell them to.” Vadrieny nodded. “Did they appear to be mobilizing?”
 

 
  “It’s impossible to tell,” the demon replied. “The hiszilisks were swarming about, but that’s what they do. They can’t have missed seeing the hellgate open, though, even if they weren’t behind it. They definitely won’t pass up the opportunity. Best to assume they
  
   are
  
  gearing up to attack.”
 

 
  “Did you
  
   seriously
  
  not know you were building a University right across the dimensional barrier from something like that?” Anoia burst out. A junior in the divinities program, she was an elf with the horizontal ears of the plains people.
 

 
  “First,” Tellwyrn said, shifting her body to face the assembled students as a whole, “hellgates don’t just
  
   pop open
  
  in the normal course of things, which is why
  
   no one
  
  looks into what’s on the infernal plane when beginning construction unless they
  
   plan
  
  to be messing with dimensional barriers. Just looking is sometimes enough to let something slip through. Second, the Darklands are a counterpart to the Golden Sea, and in fact are connected to it.
  
   That
  
  is how centaurs navigate; they use demonic contacts on the other side to move the Darklands, which causes similar shifts in the Sea, until the Sea reorganizes itself to mend the changes.”
 

 
  “Still, awfully bad luck, though,” Chase noted.
 

 
  
   “Luck
  
  has absolutely nothing to do with it,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Whoever opened that gate had a
  
   powerful
  
  demon ally on the other side to communicate with; they have to be worked at from both ends. Most likely that gnagrethyct. A creature like that could easily shift the Darklands to plant something exceptionally nasty next to us, either before opening the gate or right afterward.”
 

 
  “What’s a hissy-lisk?” Tanq asked.
 

 
  “Picture a cross between a wasp and an iguana,” said Vadrieny, “the size of a wolf, nominally sentient, and venomous.”
 

 
  “So… Not answerable to Vadrieny, raider philosophy, and with a bunch of fliers,” said Professor Rafe, who had returned from the town only a few minutes previously. “I do say that’s
  
   tailored
  
  to be a threat to this campus. Look, kids, if you’re not happy about the food, there’s a suggestion box. This is just excessive.”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Tellwyrn said wearily,
  
   “do
  
  shut up.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to look as one of the three zeppelins parked below began to ascend, the silver Imperial gryphon embossed on its long gas capsule gleaming blindingly in the prairie sun. Two remained on the outskirts of Last Rock, still taking on passengers.
 

 
  It had been several tense hours on the lawn; Tellwyrn had insisted upon everyone remaining in sight, in case the gnagrethyct returned. Over that time, runners (chosen from the faculty and in groups of two) had moved back and forth between the campus and the town, keeping her appraised of developments, since her teleportation was apparently unsafe to use. Miss Sunrunner had given her an earful about being non-consensually teleported that close to the hellgate, to which Tellwyrn had replied that obviously it wasn’t yet open at that point.
 

 
  This had set off no end of speculation. Most of the student body had been present in the cafeteria at that time, and clearly none of them had been engaged in infernal portal-opening. Then again, if that order of events was correct, the gnagrethyct had crossed over
  
   before
  
  the gate had been formed. Either there was something more behind the situation that they hadn’t yet figured out, or whoever was responsible had taken great pains to confuse the issue and cover their tracks. Quite possibly both.
 

 
  By this point, the University’s non-essential personnel—which Tellwyrn defined as those lacking any skills that would be useful if demons began pouring out of the portal—had already been sent below and evacuated via Rail. The dorm overseers, Stew the groundskeeper and a few of the professors were already gone. The students and more powerful faculty remained, both to pose a threat to anything emerging from the hellgate and to give more vulnerable people first access to the evacuation measures in place. They were also the most likely targets of further gnagrethyct attacks, a risk that was somewhat mitigated by having all of them present and under Tellwyrn’s watchful eye. Even after sending Vadrieny up to scout the portal, she had assured them she could deal with the demon if it returned. She had declined to explain further, and yet no one doubted the claim. For the most part it had all gone quite smoothly, except for a kerfuffle when Mrs. Oak flatly refused to abandon her kitchen and Tellwyrn flatly refused to make her. They both seemed quite unconcerned with the situation, but a number of the students were upset at the thought of leaving her behind, despite the cook’s surly disposition and general lack of popularity.
 

 
  Trissiny emerged from the cafeteria and stalked back toward her classmates, just as Vadrieny withdrew, leaving Teal to do the same. They reached the group at more or less the same time. Shaeine gently took Teal’s hand in both of her own; Trissiny just came to a halt, glaring into the distance with her jaw set. A faint but noticeable blush hung over her cheeks.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said sweetly, “how did it go?”
 

 
  “She’ll be fine,” Trissiny said shortly. “I could have done without hearing her deathbed confession.”
 

 
  “Wait, deathbed?” Juniper frowned. “I thought you said she’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “I did. She will. I think she was rather embarrassed to learn it, afterwards.”
 

 
  “How the hell did she not learn it until you got there?” Gabe asked, grinning in delighted schadenfreude. “I mean, she had to have woken up with Miss Sunrunner
  
   right there
  
  explaining things…”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   met
  
  November, haven’t you?” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “And what did she confess, exactly?” Ruda asked, grinning insanely.
 

 
  “There is no need to discuss it,” Trissiny said curtly. The pirate burst into laughter.
 

 
  “We should respect other people’s privacy,” Toby said, carefully keeping his expression neutral. “I actually hadn’t realized before today that November was a priestess of Avei.”
 

 
  “She is
  
   not,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  “But…we all saw her, with the glowing,” Gabe said, frowning. “And
  
   everyone
  
  knows she’s an Avenist. I think she’s managed to make that clear to everybody in the province.”
 

 
  “November discovered Avei last year, after arriving at the University,” Trissiny said with a sigh. “She was born with the ability to channel divine energy without a relationship to any god.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper tilted her head. “I thought that was impossible.”
 

 
  “A lot of dwarves can do it, but yes, for humans it’s unheard of,” Trissiny replied. “That’s why she’s
  
   here,
  
  instead of at a school for normal people.”
 

 
  “Maybe she’s part dwarf,” Gabriel speculated.
 

 
  “Are you kidding?” Ruda snorted. “I could fit both my hands around her waist. If anything, she’s part elf. She’s got the pointy features.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” said Toby more firmly. Trissiny looked up, meeting his gaze, and after a moment they nodded at each other. In unison, the two paladins turned to stare seriously at their classmates. “Guys…we need your help. Fross, can you do some kind of silencing spell over us so we can’t be overheard?”
 

 
  “Simplicity itself!” the pixie boasted, zipping outward and flying in a complete circle around the group. A very faint shimmering effect rose in the air, roughly spherical and isolating them from the rest of their classmates. Within the pale blue ball, all sound from outside was abruptly cut off.
 

 
  “Neat,” Gabriel noted. “For the record, I could’ve done something similar.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but you mostly use glyph engraving,” Fross replied. “That would’ve taken longer. More stable, though. So, uh, why did I need to do that?”
 

 
  Toby took a deep breath and held it for a moment, apparently looking for word. Trissiny spoke before he could find them.
 

 
  “We have to stay,” she said simply. “We need you guys to cover for us.”
 

 
  The others stared at them in silence. Toby let out his breath, finally nodding in mute agreement.
 

 
  Outside their bubble, several other students were watching them curiously, plainly aware what the spell was for, but no one was moving to approach. Tellwyrn was currently distracted by a conversation with Professor Ezzaniel, who had just returned from the town.
 

 
  “Gonna need a
  
   little
  
  more detail than that,” Gabriel said tersely.
 

 
  “Omnu spoke to me while Professor Tellwyrn was talking just now,” Toby said quietly, carefully angling his body so no one outside the group would be able to read his lips. He raised an eyebrow, glancing at Trissiny. “I assume Avei said the same to you? Right. This is a paladin thing, a matter of our calling. We’re to remain here after the mountain has been evacuated, and face whatever comes out of that portal.”
 

 
  “Obviously, Tellwyrn isn’t going to have it,” Trissiny added. “She’s made it abundantly plain, numerous times, that she has no regard for the command of the gods. So…we need help. I’m sorry to have to ask this, but we need you guys to conjure some kind of illusion to make it seems we’re bugging out with everyone else, and make sure she and Professor Yornhaldt don’t get a close enough look to penetrate it. You can do that, right, Fross? Gabriel?”
 

 
  “Actually,” Gabe mused, “I might have
  
   just
  
  the thing. It’s something
  
   new,
  
  so Tellwyrn probably isn’t aware of it. It’s actually based on something a succubus tried to do in Onkawa earlier this year, making portable self-directing illusion golems to impersonate people. Substituting arcane techniques for the infernal magic used, some of the big experimental spellcrafters in Calderaas replicated the effect and published their work. All so they could make a quick doubloon, of course; they’re selling kits. I bought some.”
 

 
  “You bought magic golem kits?” Ruda asked, raising her eyebrows. “With what money? We didn’t clear
  
   that
  
  much from the Crawl.”
 

 
  “Actually this was months ago, before the Crawl,” he said, “and it wasn’t
  
   that
  
  expensive. It’s called mass-production, Ruda, join the century. Anyhow, remember when you guys got jewels from the Golden Sea expedition and you insisted I get a share? That’s how I can afford it.”
 

 
  “I thought you were going to build up some savings,” Toby said with a note of reproach.
 

 
  “I was,” said Gabe, grinning unrepentantly, “but then
  
   this one
  
  started kicking my ass in the class rankings.” He nodded at Fross. “Since I can’t skip sleep to study, I’ve subscribed to several trade journals and catalogs and I’ve been ordering junk to tinker with. Come on, you’ve
  
   seen
  
  my collection. Did you think I was stealing it?”
 

 
  “How many of these kits have you got?” Fross asked. “If you show me the diagrams I can help you put them together. Depending on how complex it is, we can
  
   maybe
  
  rig up some spares from general components if you haven’t got enough to cover all seven people.”
 

 
  “Seven?” Toby said sharply.
 

 
  “Should have plenty,” Gabriel replied to the pixie. “I got these to tinker with, remember, and you should always count on ruining some units. I should have about a dozen left. If we’re careful not to overload or miswire any it oughtta be enough.”
 

 
  “You’re gonna need biological samples from each of us, aren’t you,” Ruda said resignedly. “Ugh, fine, you may pluck
  
   one
  
  hair. I’m not donating any fucking fluids.”
 

 
  “Will it be okay to use mine?” Juniper asked worriedly. “I’m pretty much
  
   made
  
  of fae magic; that can react badly to arcane stuff.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Toby protested.
 

 
  “There’s a standard spell lattice to work around that,” Gabriel assured the dryad. “It’s…hm, it takes some specific reagents, though, and we’ll have to be
  
   very
  
  careful about integrating it into the golem units. I don’t have the materials on hand.”
 

 
  “I’ve got some,” Fross assured him, “and I can swipe the rest from one of the spell labs. Easy peasy, it’ll take me two minutes, tops.”
 

 
  “Of course,
  
   you’re
  
  easy enough to duplicate,” he said, grinning up at her.
 

 
  Fross bobbed up and down, chiming excitedly. “Standard will-o’-the-wisp illusion! I can anchor it to one of the golems without messing it up, I think.”
 

 
  “Stop,” Trissiny said firmly. “You are
  
   not
  
  coming with us.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Shaeine said serenely, “you know that I like and respect you, I trust?”
 

 
  “I… Well, I suppose so,” the paladin said, frowning. “But—”
 

 
  “Good. With that established, in this case, I must regretfully instruct you to shove it sideways.” Trissiny and Toby rocked back from her in unison; the rest of the group turned to stare, with the exception of Teal, who tried to cover a smile with her free hand. “It is an insult and a diminishment of our friendship that you so blithely assume we would abandon you to face such a threat,” the drow said firmly. “Do you note that every
  
   one
  
  of us immediately assumed we would accompany you? It seems to have been obvious to all except yourselves.”
 

 
  “This is something we
  
   have
  
  to do,” Trissiny insisted. “It’s about what we
  
   are.
  
  There’s no reason for you guys to put yourselves in the same kind of danger.”
 

 
  “Before you build up that stand-alone complex too much, let the resident bard lay a little lore on you,” Teal said. “Historically speaking, paladins
  
   rarely
  
  acted alone. And in fact, only a few gathered up followers exclusively or even mainly from within their own religions. You guys may be used to feeling isolated because there haven’t
  
   been
  
  paladins in a few decades, but most of your predecessors depended heavily on their allies. Heck, a lot of the greatest adventurer teams were built around some paladin or other.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “Look,” Ruda said, cutting Toby off. “We can stand here jabbering in a circle about history and responsibility and whatever other shit you wanna bring into it, but at the end, what’s goin’ down is that
  
   we are not leaving you.
  
  You can accept this with or without me needing to slap the stupid off your face, Boots, but the outcome will be the same. I don’t get the feeling we can spare the time to argue about it. Am I right?”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, looking down at the grass between them. “I just… I’ve been prepared to die since I was called. I’m a lot less prepared to be responsible for
  
   you
  
  dying.” Toby nodded agreement.
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Ruda snapped. “Every one of us is capable of making our own goddamn decisions. Being a paladin may be about sacrifice, but it doesn’t give you the right to decide where anyone
  
   else
  
  spends their own lifeblood.”
 

 
  “You’re our friends,” Juniper said simply. “I can’t let you do this alone, not when I could help you.”
 

 
  “Hell, you guys are the only friends I’ve got,” Gabriel added, grinning. “And think about what you have here. Half-demon with wands and spells, fairy mage,
  
   dryad,
  
  archdemon, shield-specialized priestess, swordswoman with a magic-blocking weapon. This group is practically custom-tailored to beat back a demon invasion. Come on, guys, did the gods
  
   specifically
  
  tell you that you’d have to do this without help?”
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby locked eyes, a silent question passing between them.
 

 
  “Didn’t think so,” Gabriel said smugly. “So maybe entertain the possibility that the gods
  
   want
  
  us to help you, yeah?”
 

 
  “We have not spent the last year learning to work together for nothing,” Shaeine added.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “All right.”
 

 
  “What?” Toby exclaimed. “Triss—”
 

 
  “Maybe this is the bias of my own upbringing talking,” she said, “but I don’t have it in me to tell brave people they can’t fight when their conscience commands them to. That
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean I feel good about this,” she added, dragging a baleful look around the rest of the group. None of them looked remotely repentant.
 

 
  “All right,” Toby said grudgingly. “I just… Augh. You’re right that we don’t have time to argue. But this leaves us in exactly the same position. No, a worse one! The whole
  
   class
  
  can’t just disappear, and those golems aren’t going to fool Tellwyrn. I bet she can see
  
   right
  
  through one.”
 

 
  “If she has reason to look closely, yeah,” said Gabriel, frowning. “Tricking an archmage isn’t exactly part of my novice repertoire…”
 

 
  “If you think like an arcanist, sure, that’s a tall order,” said Ruda. “That calls for a more basic kind of trickery; we just need to arrange for her to be looking in another direction. Let’s be honest, Tellwyrn is a hammer-headed brute. Surely we can work around her.”
 

 
  “Once again, same position,” Toby said in annoyance. “We need somebody to actually
  
   do
  
  that for us, and if you guys all insist on being there, that won’t work.
  
   Someone
  
  has to stay behind.”
 

 
  “Nah,” Juniper said brightly, “we’ll just have the sophomores do it.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel said finally.
 

 
  “The sophomore class,” she explained. “I mean, think about it. There’s several people there who’ll help us out, for various reasons. November would do pretty much
  
   anything
  
  Triss asked of her.” Trissiny flushed again, looking away, but the dryad carried on blithely. “And she’s laid up,
  
   and
  
  she’s being difficult about it, so that’s a distraction right there. With some of the others to help, she can hold attention. I bet Natchua would help, too.”
 

 
  “Natchua
  
   hates
  
  us,” Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “No, she does not,” Shaeine said quietly. “Natchua is grappling with her own issues. She can be generally rather hostile, but I do not believe she harbors actual malice.”
 

 
  “Not even toward you,” Juniper agreed, nodding. “I’ve actually talked with her.”
 

 
  “In bed?” Ruda said resignedly.
 

 
  The dryad shrugged. “Yeah.
  
   Most
  
  people are more willing to talk about personal stuff after sex, I’ve noticed. I keep meaning to ask why that is.”
 

 
  “Later,” Ruda said firmly.
 

 
  “Yes, right. Anyway, Natch’ll help if we ask her the right way, and Chase and the guys definitely will.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on,” Gabriel protested. “Chase and the guys who tried to…um, y’know, get too handsy with you last semester?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Juniper said matter-of-factly. “They mostly follow his lead, and Chase was pretty accommodating even
  
   before
  
  that. Now that he knows I can give him really great sex
  
   or
  
  yank out his spine with one hand, he pretty much falls over himself to do whatever I ask.”
 

 
  “Something about that is
  
   profoundly
  
  wrong,” Gabe muttered, “but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”
 

 
  “If we survive this, I’ll explain it in detail,” Trissiny sighed.
 

 
  “On second thought, ignorance is bliss.”
 

 
  “Okay, so!” Ruda said. “We split up as soon as Tellwyrn lets us. Juno had better talk to the sophomores, since she’s the one with all the ins. Or maybe we should have Triss speak to November?” She grinned at Trissiny’s expression.
 

 
  “Nah, I’ll talk to her,” said Juniper. “After that confession she’s probably too embarrassed to talk to Triss anyway. She’ll be especially eager to make amends.”
 

 
  “Right,” Ruda went on. “Fross, Gabe, where can you go to work on that golem shit?”
 

 
  “Our room,” Gabriel said immediately. “The lads went down to the town with the first group, so we have it to ourselves. It’s where I’ve got all my stuff anyway.”
 

 
  “Except that female students can’t get
  
   into
  
  your dorm,” Teal protested.
 

 
  “Nah, Fross and I work together on homework a lot anyway,” Gabriel said with a dismissive wave of his hand.
 

 
  “Yeah!” Fross chimed. “Remember Tellwyrn said the sex barrier is to lower the chances of someone getting pregnant? Well, I’m nominally feminine but I don’t
  
   have
  
  a biological sex, so it doesn’t bar me.”
 

 
  “Handy,” said Ruda. “We have a plan, then?”
 

 
  “I wish you guys would just stay behind,” Toby muttered.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, sorry. Your friends love you.” Teal grinned at him. “Life’s hard, Toby. Suck it up.”
 

 
  Sound abruptly rushed in on them as their sonic barrier collapsed. They whirled in unison, finding themselves face-to-face with Tellwyrn, who still had a finger upraised from pricking their magic bubble.
 

 
  “Now that we are
  
   all
  
  present and attentive,” she said dryly, “it’s time to begin heading out. The town is nearly emptied; there are just a few left to get on the zeppelins. There are Rail caravans standing by; it’ll take several trips to move all of us, but the caravans will keep coming as soon as room is made. The Empire is devoting a lot of extra resources to this, but there is only a single Rail line through the town. The situation is this: we have likely a few hours until something comes out of the portal, and according to Professor Shinhai and Miss Sunrunner, the gnagrethyct appears to have left the area.
  
   However,
  
  this is no time to be complacent. I want you in groups of
  
   no less
  
  than two at all times, and I would prefer much greater. You have half an hour to collect any necessities from your rooms and re-assemble at the campus gates. That much time should be enough to get the last of the townsfolk out and begin moving you lot and the faculty. I will be down in Last Rock attending to a few final matters.”
 

 
  “Professor?” asked a junior. “What’s going to happen to the University?”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  ceding my campus to whatever idiot did this,” Tellwyrn growled. “As soon as you are all safely away,
  
   I
  
  will be coming back here to close that damned hole. I’ll need help, but the Empire is surely sending strike teams at the least. Don’t
  
   you
  
  worry about that; we’ll all be back in time for graduation.”
 

 
  She turned in a full circle, taking stock of those present. “All right, time’s wasting. If any of you feel the need to say last-minute goodbyes or anything else in private, tough. You should’ve emulated the freshman class, here. Get whatever stuff you urgently
  
   need
  
  and that you can’t afford to possibly lose to demons, and above all,
  
   don’t
  
  make me come get you. That, you will regret till the end of your days, I promise.”
 

 
  “We’ll have to move fast, then,” Gabriel murmured.
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  Mr. Arquin,” Tellwyrn said acidly. “If only you displayed such a keen grasp of the obvious in
  
   class.
  
  Alaric, you stay here and keep your eyes on that portal. If anything comes through, dissuade it. Taowi, Admestus, stay and help him in any way he requires.” She peered around at the assembled students and teachers one last time. “All right, kids, time is not on our side. Move it.”
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  The warning bells continued to toll, a pervasive backdrop to the tension that hung over the entire city like a taut net, tugging people rapidly toward their destinations and pinning them in place once they got there. Since early afternoon, the bells hadn’t let up. Banner-sized copies of the Emperor’s full proclamation were displayed at every major intersection and in front of all Imperial offices; people still clustered around them, though not as many as when they had first gone up. By this point, most people were just trying to get home ahead of sunset. The rhythm of marching feet sounded through multiple streets as the city’s garrisons were systematically emptied, soldiers streaming into the Rail stations.
 

 
  Once again, as it did every fifteen minutes, the magically augmented voice of an Imperial herald boomed out from every scrolltower in the city. There wasn’t one located in this neighborhood, but with the windows open, they could hear perfectly well.
 

 
  “The Emperor has declared a state of emergency. A hellgate has been opened at the frontier town of Last Rock in northern Calderaan Province. In response to this crisis, the entire Rail network has been commandeered to evacuate the town and move soldiers to the frontier. This hellgate is
  
   in no way
  
  a danger to the capital. Forces from across the Empire are being re-routed to face this threat; due to the city’s garrisons being dispatched, a curfew has been ordered for this city. Once again, Tiraas is under curfew as of sunset. All citizens must be in their homes or otherwise off the streets in two hours, seventeen minutes. Persons without homes may seek shelter in any office of the Universal Church, its member cults, or designated Imperial facilities. Once again, a curfew will be enforced at sunset. All citizens must be off the streets in two hours…sixteen minutes.”
 

 
  Lakshmi sighed, stepping back from the window.
 

 
  “Oh, just close it already,” Sanjay huffed. “We’ve heard it, we’re already inside, and I’m tired of that guy’s whining.”
 

 
  “You button it,” she ordered. “Once dark falls,
  
   believe
  
  me, we’re gonna want this shut and everything locked and barred. Let’s have some fresh air while there’s still air to be had.”
 

 
  “C’mon, what’s the big deal?” he asked, lounging on their threadbare sofa in the narrow living room of the garret apartment. Sanjay had appropriated an apple from the fruit bowl, but so far was just toying with it, not taking a bite. “The soldiers are leaving and they don’t want anybody on the streets, fine, whatever. Doesn’t mean everybody’s gonna sneak out after dark and start burning the place down. The whole city isn’t full of psychos.”
 

 
  “Don’t underestimate what people will get up to when nobody’s watching,” she cautioned. “The average person’s stupidity and incompetence is the only thing holding their malicious intentions in check.”
 

 
  He groaned dramatically, throwing his head backward over the arm of the sofa. “Uggghhhhh, don’t quote Guild crap at me, sis. I’ve heard it all. Honestly,
  
   who
  
  is gonna take the opportunity of the soldiers being gone? The
  
   Guild
  
  won’t, and there’s nobody
  
   else
  
  who does crime.”
 

 
  “There’s nobody else,” she said patiently, “because the Guild breaks their elbows if they try. And if the Guild is also indoors…” She trailed off, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  Sanjay scowled sullenly. “I still think you’re overreacting.”
 

 
  Lakshmi turned back to look out the open window. “Maybe. I’ve heard rumors, though, in the Guild. Something big is going to happen tonight.”
 

 
  “Big is vague.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and I’m a professional listener, so if that’s all I’ve got, that’s all there is.” She shivered. “There’s some weird shit in this city, little brother. After that business with Sweet, I don’t think I wanna be near anything the Guild considers ‘big.’”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a career-advancing attitude,” he snorted.
 

 
  “Career, bah. I’ll make my
  
   own
  
  opportunities. If the Guild wants to futz around with Imperials and the Church and the Wreath and whatever else, they can do it without my help.”
 

 
  Sanjay sat bolt upright, the apple rolling from his fingers, and leaned forward, staring at her avidly. “Wreath? The Black Wreath?”
 

 
  Lakshmi grimaced. “No. I didn’t say that, and you didn’t hear it.”
 

 
  “Aw, come
  
   on—”
  
 

 
  A sharp knock at the door made them both freeze. They exchanged a wary glance, then turned in unison to face the front of the room.
 

 
  “Who is it?” Lakshmi demanded.
 

 
  “Just me, ma’am,” the muffled voice replied.
 

 
  Grinning hugely, Sanjay was off the couch and skittering toward the door before she could reply. He made quick work of the knob lock, both deadbolts and the chain, yanking it open.
 

 
  “Hey, kid,” said Joe, grinning.
 

 
  “Hey, Kid!” Sanjay replied.
 

 
  “Mind if I come in for a spell?”
 

 
  “C’mon in! Want anything? Let me getcha an apple!”
 

 
  “No, thanks, I can’t stay long,” Joe replied, stepping across the threshold and removing his hat. “Hi, Lakshmi. How’re you holding up?”
 

 
  “I was just fine until a minute ago,” she said, planting her fists on her hips and putting on a stern expression. “What have I told you about calling me ‘ma’am?’”
 

 
  “Sorry. Force of habit,” he replied, grinning unabashedly.
 

 
  “What’re you doin’ out, Joe?” Sanjay demanded, failing to contain his excitement. Lakshmi indulged in a smile. Out of all the nonsense that had occurred that night, her ongoing friendship with Joseph Jenkins was one bright spot, not least because her little brother’s hero-worship for the Sarasio Kid meant he had at least one positive role model. “The whole city’s about to be shut down!”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, as to that, I’m afraid I don’t get to rest indoors with everybody else,” Joe said, wincing. “I’ve been officially deputized for the duration.”
 

 
  “Deputized?” Lakshmi raised her eyebrows. “To do
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Can’t really discuss it,” he said ruefully. “I doubt you’d be happy to hear the details, anyhow. I don’t even
  
   know
  
  all the details.”
 

 
  “You’re still working with Darling, aren’t you?” she said. “Not knowing the details seems to be par for the course.”
 

 
  “I’m getting’ that impression, yeah,” he said. “Anyhow. Jay’s right, it’s not really the time for sociable jibber-jabber. You’ve been keeping up with your practice, right?”
 

 
  “You mean,
  
   aside
  
  from your own weekly sessions at the range?” She folded her arms. “Bet your ass I have. I am not getting caught helpless again. Ever.”
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said approvingly. “All right, remember that little test I had you do with my wand last time?”
 

 
  “Yeah, the enchanter test? I don’t see what difference it makes, Joe. Spark or no spark, I’m not about to become a wizard. I
  
   have
  
  a job. I actually like it, when it doesn’t involve me being snared into chasing—” She broke off, looking at Sanjay, who gazed back with an expression of wide-eyed innocence that would absolutely terrify anyone who had ever raised a twelve-year-old.
 

 
  “Yes?” he prompted. “Go on. You were chasing…?”
 

 
  “Well, no one’s sayin’ you need to become a sorceress,” Joe said quickly. “It’s just like any other talent. Not everybody who has the
  
   capacity
  
  to do arcane magic ever does anything with it. But in your case, it means you can handle a better class of armament than that cheap spark-spitter you picked up at a sleazy pawn shop.”
 

 
  “I take offense at that,” Lakshmi said haughtily. “What makes you think it was a
  
   sleazy
  
  pawn shop?”
 

 
  “Is there such a thing as a non-sleazy pawn shop?” he asked curiously. Sanjay snorted a laugh.
 

 
  “Okay, I may have to give you that one,” she said grudgingly after a moment.
 

 
  “Well, point being, I brought you a gift.” Joe reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a long, glossy wand with a thick handle.
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  need charity,” Lakshmi said sharply.
 

 
  “I am well aware of that, Shmi,” he replied, unperturbed. “That’s what makes it a nice gesture. Here.”
 

 
  She held his stare for a moment, then with a reluctant sigh, reached out to accept the weapon. “Yeah, well, I guess… Thanks, Joe.”
 

 
  “It’s my pleasure. Be sure to bring it to our next session at the range, and I’ll help you get a feel for it. It’s a lot different than firing a wand with a clicker.”
 

 
  “That’s great!” Sanjay beamed. “Shmi gets an upgrade, so I can have the cheap old one to practice with!”
 

 
  “No,” they said simultaneously.
 

 
  “Aw, come
  
   onnnnnn,”
  
  he whined.
  
   “You
  
  were shootin’ outlaws at a younger age than me!”
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  a good thing,” Joe said firmly. “Anyhow, it ain’t my business, Jay. It’s for the lady raisin’ you to decide when you’re old enough for a weapon.”
 

 
  “Okay, well,
  
   hypothetically,”
  
  Sanjay wheedled, “as a matter of
  
   general
  
  principle, you agree I’m old enough to own a wand?”
 

 
  Joe glanced at Lakshmi, who was giving him a very even look.
 

 
  “Hypothetically,” he mused, “as a matter of
  
   general
  
  principle…”
 

 
  “Yessss?” Sanjay practically vibrated with eagerness.
  
  
 

 
  
  
  “…it’s for the lady raisin’ you to decide when—”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls!” Sanjay exclaimed, throwing up his arms and collapsing back on the couch in a huff.
 

 
  “You watch your language,” Joe said sternly. Outside the window, another repetition of the herald’s warning began to undercut the constant tolling of the alarm bells. “And you should be grateful you’ve got somebody who cares to look after you, kid.
  
   I
  
  was shootin’ outlaws at your age because I lived in an unspeakable hellhole, which I wouldn’t wish on anybody. No one should have to grow up in a place like that. Your sister deserves some respect, at least—”
 

 
  “Hsst!” Lakshmi said suddenly, making a slashing motion with her hand, and crossed to the window. “Listen! It’s changed.”
 

 
  “…hours until the sunset curfew,” the herald was announcing. “Due to the departure of troops from the city, personnel from the cults of Avei, Shaath and Eserion will be patrolling the streets, enforcing curfew.” For the first time, he hesitated in his recitation before continuing. “It is
  
   vitally
  
  important that no citizen be out on the streets after dark.”
 

 
  “Something big,” Lakshmi whispered.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Joe with a heavy sigh, replacing his hat. “It’s gonna be a
  
   long
  
  night.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ten minutes,” Trissiny muttered, pacing back and forth down the dividing line in their tower bedroom. Or rather, just to her side of it, so that her boots clicked satisfyingly on the stone floor. Attempting to walk on the line itself would have been awkward; Ruda’s rugs were piled deeply enough to make the surface notably lopsided.
 

 
  “It’ll be fine,” Ruda said with a sigh, sitting at the window. “Gabe and Fross know their jobs, and so does Juniper.”
 

 
  “If I could just
  
   help,”
  
  Trissiny said, reaching the door and turning around for another lap.
 

 
  Ruda looked up from her perusal of the town below. They had an incredible view, which was actually rather useful for this evening’s planned events. “You know what
  
   your
  
  problem is, Boots?”
 

 
  Trissiny came to an abrupt halt and gave her a long, sardonic look. “If I asked
  
   very nicely,
  
  would you
  
   tell
  
  me?”
 

 
  “You don’t have enough faith in your crew,” Ruda obliged, grinning. “C’mon, our friends know what they’re doing, and they’re not the same collection of numbnuts and airheads we started the year with. It will be
  
   fine.
  
  And if it’s not, Tellwyrn will be here to collect us, so it’s not as if anybody’ll die. I’m sure even Avei will understand if you get collared by the great Arachne Pigheaded Walking Magicpocalypse Fucking Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “She needs to get that printed up on business cards,” Trissny snorted, resuming her pacing. Ruda laughed.
 

 
  The paladin made three more laps before stopping again. “I still don’t feel right about involving you all in this…”
 

 
  “Tough shit,” Ruda said, looking out the window again.
 

 
  “But…and it sounds horrible even to
  
   say
  
  this…the others just aren’t as
  
   important
  
  as you. Teal probably isn’t in much danger from anything that comes out of a hellgate, and even so…her family are just industrialists. Toby and I are
  
   supposed
  
  to be putting our lives at risk against demons. Even Shaeine is the third daughter, so her House won’t be in jeopardy if she dies. But you’re the
  
   only
  
  heir the Punaji have.”
 

 
  “Not how it works,” Ruda said quietly, not turning from the window. “I’m no relation at all to
  
   most
  
  of those who’ve worn the name Punaji. The surname is attached to whatever family holds the crown, which changes. My people won’t tolerate weak, incompetent, corrupt or selfish leaders. You hold onto the people’s
  
   respect
  
  or your ass gets kicked out and someone more worthy takes your place. We have succession crises more often than other countries, sure, but on the other hand our royalty isn’t so goddamn inbred they need six servants to use the shitter.”
 

 
  “Well…I guess that’s something,” Trissiny said, turning to resume her path.
 

 
  “I’m not going to seek out death,” Ruda said even more quietly. “That’s a coward’s way out. And I’d hate to make my parents grieve. But… If I’m not there to watch what’s going to happen to my people, I think I’ll be happier.”
 

 
  Trissiny stopped again, turning to stare at her. “What’s… Why? What’s going to happen?”
 

 
  Ruda turned her face from the window to stare at the floor in front of her. She was silent for so long that Trissiny had just decided she had nothing to say when she finally spoke.
 

 
  “When I was thirteen, my papa took me out on my first actual raid. We overtook a merchant ship. Big, fat thing flying Lantonese colors. Big fat captain, too. When we boarded and had men looking over the inventory… I swear, that fucker acted like he was being inconvenienced by a valet taking too long to park his fucking carriage. Sneering and making condescending remarks to the goddamn Pirate King himself about how long this was taking and his fucking schedule.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t sound like a very smart thing to do,” Trissiny said, wide-eyed.
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Hell, no, we tied a line to his ankles and hung him head-first over the side until we were done. Told his crew not to haul him back aboard till we were over the horizon. Dunno if they did or not…” She sighed heavily. “I’m not supposed to know this, but my father had to make a formal apology to the king of Lanton. With financial remuneration for the insult.”
 

 
  Trissiny held her peace, unsure what to say. Ruda’s face was gradually falling into a bitter scowl.
 

 
  “We patrol the sea, you understand,” she went on at last. “The days of slitting throats and burning ships are long since over. Actually, the Punaji
  
   never
  
  did that, which is why we’re still around when more brutal pirates have been stamped out. The Punaji
  
   stand
  
  for something. We were slaves, once, centuries ago, and when we overthrew our rulers and claimed Puna Dara for our own, we established a culture of
  
   freedom.
  
  Punaji raiders have toppled tyrants, wiped out slavers, rescued hostages… And we never take all of a ship’s wealth. Just some supplies to tide us over and a tithe of their cargo. And so, they
  
   tolerate
  
  us.
 

 
  “You remember our very first class with Tellwyrn, when she made us do that idiot fucking get-to-know-you exercise? A ‘maritime vassal state,’ that’s what she called us. And it’s true. The Tiraan Empire swallowed up what’s now Upper Stalvar Province, right next to Puna Dara, and Queen Ramanshi saw which way the wind was blowing. Signed the treaty with Tiraas, ensured our independence…at the cost of just a
  
   little
  
  of our freedom. And the rest has just been chipped away, bit by bit. In a world of modern navies, of treaties and laws and tariffs and…” She paused, sighing heavily. “There’s just no room for pirates in the modern world. We’ve become one big band of ruthless, marauding
  
   tax collectors.
  
  Pay the Punaji so they’ll keep aiding ships in distress and
  
   not
  
  preying excessively on your commerce. Just a cost of doing business. If they overstep, you can always complain to the Silver Throne and have Tiraas lean on Puna Dara. Works every
  
   fucking
  
  time.”
 

 
  “Is that…so terrible?” Trissiny asked gently. “All nations are having to make an accommodation with reality. All faiths are. Everyone. The world’s changing for us all.”
 

 
  Ruda finally looked up at her, and rather than angry as Trissiny had expected, she looked haunted. “You know what happens in
  
   this
  
  century if you rescue hostages being held for political gain? That’s an act of war, interfering in the internal affairs of a sovereign state. Kill off slavers? Same fucking thing.
  
   Rescuing slaves
  
  is
  
   grand fucking theft.
  
  Theft! Of living people!” She slammed a fist ineffectually against the windowsill; to Trissiny’s astonishment, tears were glistening at the corners of her eyes. “If some asshole is living like an emperor while his people starve, well, that’s pretty much just fucking
  
   that,
  
  because if you attempt to raid his palace and
  
   do
  
  something about it, you get chewed to shreds by mag artillery emplacements, and even if it
  
   works,
  
  assholes always have allies now. Then you’re dealing with naval blockades and trade embargoes and your own people
  
   starve
  
  because you tried to stop some
  
   other
  
  people from doing the same. A world of rules only helps the people who make the fucking rules, Trissiny!”
 

 
  “I don’t—”
 

 
  “It’s all coming to a head,” Ruda barreled on, turning away again and scrubbing at her eyes with the back of a hand. “Within another generation, the Punaji will just be another bunch of folk, scraping by however they can. Our days as a people who
  
   mean
  
  something are over. And the one thing I pray for is that it holds off long enough that my papa doesn’t have to see the end.” She sighed deeply, closing her eyes.
  
   “I
  
  will. I’ve given it plenty of thought. The Empire’s friendly enough
  
   now,
  
  but the situation won’t last forever. It’s an era of social change and the Throne is focused inward, but
  
   eventually
  
  Tiraas will stabilize and start looking to expand again. That’s what empires
  
   do.
  
  I won’t repeat Ramanshi’s mistake and wait for history to force our hand.” She slumped her shoulders, looking more utterly defeated than Trissiny had ever seen her. “Kingdoms that voluntarily joined the Empire have gone on to be its most prosperous provinces. Onkawa, Calderaas… Compare them with Vrandis or the Stalweiss. No, I’ll make the first overture. Kill off everything my people once stood for, so the people themselves have a chance to survive.” She laughed, bitterly, hollowly. “I wonder what they’ll call me. Zaruda the Weak? The Betrayer?”
 

 
  Trissiny stepped away from her to grab the other desk chair, dragged it over next to the window and sat down beside her.
 

 
  “It won’t happen that way,” she said calmly.
 

 
  Ruda looked up, scowling. “Oh, what the fuck would
  
   you
  
  know about it?”
 

 
  “Not a thing,” she said frankly. “There’s a
  
   lot
  
  of history and politics here that’s completely over my head. I’ll tell you what I
  
   do
  
  know, though, and that’s you. You’re pretty much the smartest person I know, Ruda.”
 

 
  “Pfft, grades are just—”
 

 
  “Yes, I happen to agree, but I’m not talking about you being at the head of the class. You’re
  
   clever.
  
  You think fast, you can make complicated plans, you’re
  
   incredibly
  
  good at reading people, and most of all, I’ve only started realizing all this recently. That’s how good an act you put on. So, no, I don’t know the full situation in Puna Dara, but
  
   you
  
  are too intelligent and too
  
   cunning
  
  to be snared like that. You remember that thing in the Crawl that made us face fears?”
 

 
  “Oh, that?” Ruda snorted. “No, that
  
   completely
  
  slipped my mind.”
 

 
  “Well, I sort of understand your problem with accountants a little better,” Trissiny said with a smile, “but that’s not the point I’m making. The point the
  
   Crawl
  
  was trying to make, I think. If you hold onto a fear long enough, it starts to look like the biggest thing in the world. Like something you could never possibly contend with… But if you get out of your own head and look at the truth of the situation, there’s always
  
   something.
  
  Just listening to you, I can tell this has been weighing on you your whole life. No offense, Ruda, but I think you’ve lost perspective on it.
 

 
  “And I’ll tell you what else,” she added. “You’re
  
   not
  
  going to have to deal with it alone.”
 

 
  “What, you’re offering to help?” Ruda said skeptically.
 

 
  “Yes, I am!” Trissiny nodded firmly. “I mean…
  
   think
  
  about what you’ve got here, what you’ve gained from this University. I’m
  
   still
  
  not convinced Tellwyrn’s ideas about education are doing any of us any good, but if nothing else, you’ve got relationships, and some of those are
  
   very
  
  powerful. Just politically, you have strong ties with two major religions, the diplomatic House of Tar’naris and Falconer Industries. Juniper is a pretty significant thing even without her connection to Naiya, and Fross is all kinds of talented.”
 

 
  “Don’t forget Arquin,” Ruda said, cracking a smile. “Every court needs a jester.”
 

 
  Trissiny laughed. “Look, you get the point I’m making, right?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda swallowed and scrubbed at her eyes again. “Yeah, I… I mean, I still don’t think you grasp the
  
   extent
  
  of the situation…”
 

 
  “There’s time to learn,” Trissiny said firmly. “I do not intend for any of us to die here. The gods ordered us to stay for a reason, and as
  
   you
  
  were pointing out, we are a formidable group. We’ll live past this, and past whatever
  
   else
  
  our University years throw at us. We have a purpose in the world, all of us. And we’ll all be connected to each other, one way or another.”
 

 
  She laid a hand on Ruda’s shoulder and gently squeezed.
 

 
  “It will be
  
   all right.”
  
 

 
  Ruda actually laughed softly, reaching up to squeeze Trissiny’s gauntleted fingers. “You’ve been picking up new skills, too, Boots. I’d
  
   never
  
  have guessed you’d get good at comforting people. The Trissiny I barged in on the first day would’ve been shit at that.”
 

 
  “Oh, I really wish I could argue with you,” Trissiny said ruefully, prompting another laugh.
 

 
  “All right, well.” Ruda stood up, pushing back her chair, and straightened her coat. “That’s years in the future. We’ve got the small matter of a hellgate full of demons to deal with tonight. It’s about time, too.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Trissiny agreed, also rising. “Fross should be here any minute to report in, if it’s all gone according to plan.”
 

 
  “Heh, wouldn’t
  
   that
  
  be nice, for once?”
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  The scene at the central Rail station in Calderaas was one of orderly chaos, a familiar sight to those who had lived through well-mannered disasters. In accordance with the Imperial proclamation freezing Rail travel, the station was emptied of its normal clientele and much of its normal staff. With the throngs of travelers gone, the cavernous space turned out to have ample room for the refugees from Last Rock, though they were huddled uncomfortably close together in some cases.
 

 
  Imperial personnel moved rapidly about, mostly civilians from the Ministry of the Interior in suits and dresses, distinct from the townsfolk chiefly by their silver gryphon badges and brisk manner. Uniformed soldiers carrying staves were posted at the entrances and windows and strategically throughout the station, keeping watch; more of them, sans weapons, had been put to work helping to shift cargo. For the most part, the townsfolk were admirably calm and orderly. The frontier bred hardy people more inclined to work than to complain, and the proximity to the University had taught these particular souls a degree of comfort with the unexpected. Nonetheless, there were raised voices, minor scuffles and the odd backup of traffic as someone misunderstood directions or refused to follow them. Clerics were moving through the crowd, mostly Universal Church parsons, Omnist monks and several Izarites, helping to keep people calm and seeing to whatever needs they found.
 

 
  The townsfolk were being settled into hastily-cleared offices and storage warehouses, with several in tents erected along the wider thoroughfares and main lobby, while the students were being set up along the platforms suspended above the actual Rail lines. Imperial officers, familiar with the handling of upset civilians in a crisis, had taken one look at the two groups and promptly separated them. Even now, with distance and casually wandering soldiers between them, a lot of the townspeople were directing angry looks and mutters at the students. Even aside from the general presumption that the University was responsible for whatever nonsense befell the town, there were more than a few Rockies intelligent enough to do the arithmetic on the situation and deduce that a student, or students, had to be personally responsible for the hellgate. By this point, that awareness had sifted through the entire population, and even some of the more laid-back citizens were growing irate. The usual run of University tomfoolery was one thing, but they’d now been separated from their homes and were facing the possibility of having no homes to which to return. The priests had a full job maintaining calm.
 

 
  Professors were helping with that. They moved among the students, keeping order better than the Imperials could (apparently enough of the Interior personnel were acquainted with college students to know not to try clamping down on them), and also speaking with the civilians. University staff grew to be more familiar to the folk of Last Rock than students, simply by virtue of having more time to get to know them. Most were liked, at least to an extent, and they had a measure of trust accumulated which was paying off in this situation.
 

 
  Nobody was under the delusion that this was a long-term solution. Apart from the simple sanitary concerns of having that many people in a confined space, the simmering tensions would only get worse the longer people were kept in such a tight situation. It was just a matter of time until someone lashed out, one way or another, and that raised the very real possibility of an escalating conflict. In theory, it should all be resolved one way or another within two days, but the Ministry of the Interior was already drawing up a resettlement plan for the refugees. So far, only some of the senior University faculty and the mayor and Sheriff of Last Rock had been informed of this, on the reasoning that seriously discussing the possible destruction of the town would only escalate tensions. For the time being, everyone was focusing on tending to the needs of the refugees and keeping calm and order among them.
 

 
  “YOU WHAT?”
 

 
  Almost everyone.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stood nose-to-nose with a man whose Army uniform bore a captain’s stripes below a Strike Corps insignia; he stared back at her with remarkable calm considering the situation.
 

 
  “We are
  
   not
  
  embarking for Last Rock, or anywhere else,” the captain said patiently. Behind him, the three other members of his strike team stood in relaxed postures that belied the cold stares they all directed at Tellwyrn. A second strike team stood off to the side, having casually arranged themselves into a staggered diamond formation that gave them all a direct line of sight at the Professor, placing their warlock at the head of the group and the cleric in the back.
 

 
  “Tell me that again,” Tellwyrn hissed. “This time, speak slowly and use small words, as I appear to have gone
  
   completely
  
  insane. There is no other
  
   possible
  
  explanation for what I thought I just heard.”
 

 
  “The orders are directly from the Emperor. Forces are being dispatched from Tiraas, and as I
  
   just
  
  said, Professor, all other details are
  
   classified.
  
  I couldn’t tell you more even if I knew more.”
 

 
  
   “Do
  
  you?”
 

 
  He smiled thinly. “That’s also classified.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   nonsense!”
  
  she barked. “Calderaas is the provincial capital and the established staging area. There is
  
   no
  
  reason to re-route resources from Tiraas, hundreds of miles south, when there are soldiers, zeppelins and strike teams
  
   here!”
  
 

 
  “I am confident that his Majesty knows what he is doing,” the captain said calmly.
 

 
  “Maybe I should go
  
   ask
  
  him,”
  
  
  Tellwyrn snorted, taking a step back.
 

 
  Immediately, a faint buzz of arcane energy sprang up around all eight Strike Corps members, along with a small but noticeable increase in the ambient temperature and a golden glow wreathing the two clerics. Both fae magic users slipped hands into their coat pockets.
 

 
  “Be extremely careful, Professor,” warned the captain quietly. “That was uncomfortably close to a threat to the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Boy,” she said disdainfully, “do you really imagine I’m impressed by—”
 

 
  “Do you imagine
  
   I
  
  am?” he shot back. “Yes, yes, we know, big bad Arachne can bring this whole place down around all our heads. Either
  
   do
  
  it or pipe down and behave yourself, lady. There’s a crisis going on, if you haven’t noticed, and nobody has time for your grandstanding. The Empire is
  
   handling
  
  this. You
  
   will
  
  be informed of anything you need to know.”
 

 
  Behind him, the priestess in his team sighed heavily and shook her head. The warlock next to her grinned.
 

 
  Tellwyrn regarded the captain with a curious expression for a moment before opening her mouth to speak again.
 

 
  “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”
 

 
  “Oh, what
  
   now,”
  
  Tellwyrn muttered, turning her back on the Strike Corps to seek out the new disturbance.
 

 
  She stalked through the informal blockade of soldiers, none of whom moved close enough to make that difficult, to the platforms where the student groups were being organized. A mixed gaggle of sophomores and freshmen were clustered together, confronted by Janis van Richter, who was scarlet-faced and hyperventilating with a mixture of panic and fury.
 

 
  As Tellwyrn arrived, Professor Yornhaldt emerged from the crowd in response to the noise, several other faculty members and a couple of Imperial Marshals gravitating over behind him.
 

 
  “Janis,” Tellwyrn said sharply,
  
   “what
  
  is the—”
 

 
  “Look!” Janis shrieked, reaching out to grab Ruda by the shoulder. Her hand passed straight through, eliciting no reaction from the girl. Next to her, Tanq and Natchua exchanged a nervous glance.
 

 
  Tellwyrn halted, frowned, and pushed her spectacles up her nose, peering at the students through rather than over them. Her expression immediately grew an order of magnitude more angry. She held up one hand and snapped her fingers.
 

 
  Instantly, the entire freshman class dissolved in a clatter of sparks and falling objects. Smoke drifted up from the wreckage of charred enchanting components now lying inert on the metal platform. The one exception was Fross, who immediately veered sideways and went shooting drunkenly off over the Rail tracks. In seconds, she lost cohesion and dissolved in a blur of mist.
 

 
  “Wh—that—they—“ Professor Yornhaldt clapped a hand to his forehead. “I didn’t even— Arachne, I’m afraid I must immediately tender my resignation on the grounds that I have become a senile old fool.”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up, Alaric,” she growled. “If I expected you to match wits with duplicitous teenagers I’d have to pay you better. What’s more to the point is they could
  
   not
  
  have done this alone; eight illusionary kids boarding a caravan would have drawn
  
   some
  
  notice.” She tilted her head down, glaring at the members of the sophomore class now standing around the destroyed golems. “Unless
  
   someone
  
  was covering for them.”
 

 
  “The Hand of Avei has a calling, and an obligation to face the demons,” November said stridently. “It’s an
  
   honor
  
  to be of service to her in that!” She was only present because a caravan with a special safety harness had been found to carry her, and was now (much to her irritation) confined to a wheeled chair with a heavy lap quilt on Miss Sunrunner’s orders.
 

 
  Beside her, Natchua shrugged, folded her arms and looked away. “If the froshes all want to get killed, I respect their choices.”
 

 
  “Wait, wait, stop,” said Chase, his eyes wide. His lower lip started to tremble dramatically. “You man…that
  
   wasn’t
  
  really them? D-does this mean me and Trissiny
  
   aren’t
  
  getting married?” November shot him a filthy look.
 

 
  “Those. Little.
  
   Shits.”
  
  Tellwryn hissed.
 

 
  Behind her, Professor Ezzaniel cleared his throat. “It’s not like that group to do something so dangerous without a specific reason, Arachne. Considering the situation, I suspect Omnu and Avei are directly behind this.”
 

 
  “Who did you
  
   think
  
  I was talking about?” she snarled, whirling and stalking away up the platform.
 

 
  There was a clatter and a fountain of sparks as the connector between the Rail driver car and the compartment immediately behind it severed. Instantly, the entire empty caravan fell onto the Rail itself with a tremendous crash that brought people running from all directions. Except the driver car, which floated up into the air, turning completely around as it drifted back past the wrecked caravan and settled gently onto the Rail, facing back the way it had come.
 

 
  Immediately, its hatch swung outward and a shaken-looking Imperial enchanter leaned out. “What in Omnu’s flaming name—?”
 

 
  “Change of plans!” Tellwyrn said, stomping up to him. “This car is going back to Last Rock. Now.
  
   Out.”
  
 

 
  “I’ve received no such orders,” he blustered.
 

 
  “You
  
   just
  
  did, boy,” she snapped. “Get out of the car before I have to
  
   get
  
  you out.”
 

 
  “Now see here!” He drew himself up fully, which was quite impressive as he was still leaning awkwardly forward out of the hatch. “The Imperial Rails answer to no one but his Majesty! If you think for one
  
   moment—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Driver!” a voice shouted from the near distance. The crowd of nervous onlookers parted, disgorging three Imperial soldiers with Private Moriarty at their head, pointing imperiously at the enchanter. “A further crisis has developed. On the authority of his Imperial Majesty I am commandeering this vehicle. I’ll need you to step out, please.”
 

 
  “Oh, well,” he hemmed, glancing back into his compartment. “I guess if that’s—eep!” The enchanter staggered, barely catching his balance as Tellwyrn tugged him out onto the platform.
 

 
  “Good work,” she said curtly, pausing just inside to point at the trio. “You three! Get in here, I may need some warm bodies to throw at a problem.”
 

 
  “Well, if you’re gonna
  
   sweet
  
  talk us, I guess we have no choice,” Rook drawled, ambling forward.
 

 
  It was crowded with four of them in the compartment. The three soldiers pressed themselves back onto the padded bench along its rear wall, groping for the provided handholds, of which there were not enough for all of them.
 

 
  “Ugh, what
  
   is
  
  this?” Tellwyrn growled, yanking the hatch shut and glaring at the runic console. “What a mess. I
  
   told
  
  them to keep the controls simple. What does this even
  
   do?”
  
  She prodded a bank of symbols and immediately the Rail beneath them began to glow blue, humming furiously and emitting odd sparks. “Oh, I see. Well, that’s handy, needed that anyway.
  
   What
  
  are you leering at?” she demanded, turning her head to look at Rook, whose insane grin had been reflected on the inside of the windscreen.
 

 
  “Moriarty broke a
  
   rule!”
  
  he crowed.
 

 
  “The exalted rank of private doesn’t give us the authority to commandeer
  
   anything,”
  
  Finchley added. “Especially Imperial property.”
 

 
  “An Imperial Rail driver wouldn’t yield his assigned place under any
  
  
  threat,” Moriarty huffed, folding his arms. “And he was standing between Arachne Tellwyrn and what she wanted. I just saved that man’s life.”
 

 
  “You are rapidly becoming my favorite, Moriarty,” Tellwyrn said, turning back to the controls. She flicked her fingers across two runes and grasped a lever.
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” he groaned, and that was as far as he got before she pulled the lever.
 

 
  The car shot forward like a bolt of lightning, accelerating faster and far less smoothly than Rail caravans were meant to. Within seconds, they were outside the city and rounding the first gentle curve, smashing the three men into the wall and eliciting a chorus of screams. Tellwyrn gripped the lever and a hanging strap, balancing upright without apparent difficulty.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake, cut out that racket,” she snapped. “Let me concentrate! I’ve got about ten minutes to figure out how to stop this thing.”
 

 
  For some reason, that didn’t seem to help.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Did you see them go?” Ruda asked as the girls stepped onto the bridge toward the main campus from Clarke Tower. After months of making the trip, they barely gave the frightening drop a glance.
 

 
  “Fross came to collect us,” Shaeine replied. “We were not attending the window at the time, but I gather it is confirmed? We are alone on campus?”
 

 
  “Oh
  
   ho,”
  
  Ruda said, waggling her eyebrows. “And what
  
   were
  
  you attending—”
 

 
  “Somehow that was the first time I’ve watched a Rail caravan depart from the vantage of our room,” Trissiny interrupted her. “It was a surprisingly awesome sight. Makes me feel like I’ve wasted opportunities all these months to see it happen. You just don’t appreciate how
  
   fast
  
  those things move when you’re inside one.”
 

 
  “On the inside you mostly appreciate how
  
   roughly
  
  they move,” Teal said with a grin.
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like you can just sit at your window waiting for it,” Juniper said reasonably. “Last Rock is only barely on the regular stop roster, and
  
   most
  
  the time nobody’s coming here, much less leaving. The caravans don’t come around all that often.”
 

 
  “How do you know that?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  The dryad shrugged. “I read, I talk to people. It’s not exactly a secret.”
 

 
  “I thought the plan was to meet up on the cafeteria lawn,” Trissiny said as they reached the gate to the main campus and found Toby and Gabriel there waiting.
 

 
  “Yes, well, we decided to surprise you,” said Toby with a smile. “Purely out of concern for your well-being and not at
  
   all
  
  because this place is unbearably creepy when it’s deserted.”
 

 
  “It’s hard to tell,” Gabe added, “but I think it would be even without… You know.” He pointed skyward, and they all paused to look up.
 

 
  The wispy spiral of clouds had, over the last hour, grown to a huge thunderhead, twisted into a slowly rotating vortex and casting a shadow over the mountain, the town and their surroundings. There were no other clouds in the sky, as if all had been drawn to the hellgate. As the sun was falling and the sky reddening, a sickly orange glow illuminated the clouds. It might have been a natural result of the sunset, except that it was too faint, and the way it reflected on the swirls of vapor made it plain that the source was at the center of the spiral. There was no thunder, no sound of any kind, but flashes occurred periodically among the clouds, like distant lighting, except an ominous red in color.
 

 
  “Might as well get over there, anyway,” said Fross. “I don’t know how much difference it’ll make, but…that’s where the center of it is.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Trissiny agreed, nodding, and set out on the path toward the cafeteria. The rest fell into step with her.
 

 
  “Arquin, just what the fuck do you think you’re doing with that thing?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  Gabriel placed a hand protectively on the hilt of the black sword hanging at his side. “Well, considering what we’re up against… I figured it was best to be as prepared as possible.”
 

 
  “Being
  
   prepared
  
  means knowing how to
  
   use
  
  the weapons you have,” she snorted. “You’re
  
   prepared
  
  to cut your damn foot off.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t cut me,” he said, scowling. “I checked.”
 

 
  “Yeah, way to really hone in on the important point there.”
 

 
  “Gabriel has been training with the sword,” said Trissiny, “with my help. He’s making progress.”
 

 
  “Really?” Ruda raised her eyebrows. “Well, damn. Color me impressed.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” Gabriel said with blatantly false modesty.
 

 
  “Progress,” Trissiny clarified, “in this case meaning that I trust him, barely, not to harm himself more than an enemy. I’m a lot less confident about him swinging that thing around while the rest of us are standing nearby. Please stick to the wands, Gabe.”
 

 
  “I was planning to anyway,” he said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Why do you even still have that?” Fross asked. “I thought you were gonna have the spells on it analyzed. Somehow it seems like Tellwyrn would have made you get rid of it.”
 

 
  “Which is why I didn’t
  
   take
  
  it to Tellwyrn,” he said, winking at her. “I showed it to Professor Yornhaldt; he said it’s very old and was clearly the work of an archmage or something similar.”
 

 
  “That’s it?” Teal asked. “No word on what the spells actually do?”
 

 
  “He couldn’t tell. Apparently they’re extremely complicated and very tightly woven together, or…something. It got a bit technical for me; I learned some new terms to look up but even so I never did follow the whole thing. But no, he said to really understand what the magic was supposed to do, he’d have to start unraveling the enchantments on it, which would probably ruin them. He did suggest I could probably sell it to a collector for a good sum, or even turn it into the Empire for a bounty. Apparently the government likes to take powerful magical artifacts out of circulation whenever possible.”
 

 
  “And yet…there it still is,” Toby noted.
 

 
  Gabriel shrugged, looking self-conscious; he touched the hilt again, lightly brushing his fingers over it. “It’s… I dunno. It just didn’t feel right. It’s almost like I rescued her, y’know?”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Her?”
 

 
  “Well, Ariel’s a girl’s name, right?”
 

 
  “I’m a little more concerned with the fact that you’re carrying a weapon loaded down with extremely powerful spells and you don’t even know what they do,” Trissiny said, turning to glance at him as they walked. “I wish you’d just left it in your room, Gabriel. Failing that, please leave it in the sheath. We are assuredly not going to need extra sources of trouble tonight.”
 

 
  “Yes, General,” he grumped.
 

 
  They walked in silence the rest of the way to the lawn, and by unspoken design formed into a loose circle outside the broken cafeteria windows, gazing upward. Silent lightning flickered through the clouds. It was subtle, but distinct: the flashes were coming more regularly now.
 

 
  “It will be all right,” said Toby quietly. “This isn’t an accident. The gods sent us here; they have a plan.”
 

 
  “Yup,” said Ruda, unconsciously gripping the jeweled hilt of her rapier. “I’m just hoping the plan isn’t ‘these paladins suck, let’s waste ’em and get new ones.’”
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at her, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “No,” Trissiny said solemnly. “Omnu would never do such a thing.”
 

 
  The tension abated just like that; Toby actually had to clap a hand over his mouth to stifle a burst of laughter.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   telling
  
  her you said that,” Ruda said with a grin, lightly punching her roommate’s shoulder.
 

 
  “By all means, do,” Trissiny replied, smiling. “That’s a conversation I would dearly love to see.”
 

 
  “Guys,” Gabriel said tersely. “Look.”
 

 
  They saw them just barely before they heard them. They started as tiny black specks, pouring out from the center of the maelstrom, but in the quiet, the sound of buzzing immediately became audible…and then, grew. Figures continued to stream out, still too distant to be distinct, but swarming ever closer to the ground. Dozens of them, scores… Quickly, though they were uncountable in their multitudes, it became clear they numbered in the hundreds, at least. As they came, the sound of buzzing wings grew ever more insistent.
 

 
  “Just so we’re clear,” Trissiny said grimly, “nobody minds if I kill these, right?”
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  “Hey, Sweet,” said the woman in the leather coat, stopping in surprise. “They’ve got you doing enforcer duty?”
 

 
  “Nah,” Sweet said airily. “I have rank enough to get around the curfew, is all. I thought this would be a good educational opportunity for the ducklings.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Flora and Fauna, who rolled their eyes in unison. Of course, he couldn’t see them doing it, but he knew very well they were.
 

 
  “If you say so,” the Guild enforcer replied, shrugging. Beside her, her more taciturn partner tapped his foot impatiently. “I’ve gotta say I don’t see it, though. It’s not a good time to try pulling a job; everybody’s inside, where the loot is, and even if you pull something off the Boss and maybe the Empire would land hard on you for taking advantage of the situation.”
 

 
  “Well, I concur with that analysis, Duster,” Sweet replied easily. “But no, we’re not looking to gather up stray valuables. It’s the situation, my friend. This is, to put it mildly,
  
   unusual.
  
  It’s in a crisis that you see what people are really made of. That’s why you should always find a moment to look around during a crisis. They never let you see it otherwise.”
 

 
  Duster snorted. “Nothing’s gonna happen. The actual trouble is out on the frontier, where the soldiers are going, and that bawling herald has pretty well spooked everybody indoors. Just a night of creepy quiet streets.”
 

 
  “Let us hope,” Sweet said gravely. “I’ve got a hunch, though.”
 

 
  “And
  
   we
  
  have a route,” the second enforcer said pointedly. “Stay outta trouble, Sweet.”
 

 
  “You too, Togs,” he replied with a grin. “Duster. Be safe.”
 

 
  “You bet,” she said, winking, and the two continued ambling along their route. Sweet headed off in the opposite direction, Flora and Fauna pacing silently along in his wake.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   actually
  
  have the Imperial rank to break a curfew?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  “You know, I’m not really sure,” he mused. “Doesn’t really apply in this situation, as me being out in the streets tonight is all part of the plan. Something to wonder about, though.”
 

 
  “I note that
  
   Duster
  
  didn’t wonder,” Flora remarked. “Or didn’t care.”
 

 
  “Well, of course not. She’s a Guild enforcer; I’m a ranking member. Far as she’s concerned, as long as I’m not acting against the Big Guy or the Guild, I can do whatever damn thing pops into my head.”
 

 
  “Handy,” Fauna grunted.
 

 
  “Damn skippy,” he said cheerfully.
 

 
  They fell silent, the only sound his soft footfalls on the sidewalk. Over the last year he’d grown more or less accustomed to the preternatural silence with which elves could move when they chose—which had helped him pick up on the subtle mockery they sometimes employed by slapping their feet down as loudly as humans—but the context brought back all the nervous uncertainty of the first few weeks of them being in his house, when he kept turning around and finding them suddenly
  
   there,
  
  without warning.
 

 
  The city’s silence was oppressive. Tiraas was known as a city of lights, and the lights were all still on. In fact, they were even more on than usual; people were huddled together in their homes, and a lot fewer of them than usual at this hour were sleeping. Light blazed from nearly every window they passed, to the point that the streetlamps seemed superfluous. None of it helped. Tiraas, like all cities, was also a place of the constant, thrumming
  
   noise
  
  of people, and in the absence of it, a terrifying
  
   wrongness
  
  hung over the streets. The cheerful glow from all quarters only served to underscore how amiss everything was.
 

 
  Sweet felt an urge to glance back and make sure the girls were still with him. He didn’t, of course.
 

 
  “What are we doing
  
   here?”
  
  Flora asked at last.
 

 
  “This is but the first stop on our evening’s itinerary,” Sweet replied, strolling across the empty square to the facade of the Rail station. “Up we go, girls. I want to show you something.”
 

 
  Like many Rail stations, the huge structure was a blend of modern architecture—which was to say, enormous expanses of glass in wrought iron frames—and a faux-classical style, replete with ornamental stonework. The former was extremely difficult to scale, even with elven agility, and quite impossible to do so without being seen from within. The latter was an urban climber’s dream, but its odd proportions made it a challenge to ascend the narrow stretches of building that provided handholds while avoiding the huge window-walls. It took them a few minutes longer than was usual, and he had to accept a helping hand from his more nimble apprentices a couple of times, but soon enough they were ensconced on the roof of the station, peering in through another bank of massive windows at what was occurring within.
 

 
  “I’m not sure why that was necessary,” Fauna commented. “I mean, look at the size of these windows. We could’ve gone up the fire escape on that factory across the street and seen in just as well.”
 

 
  “Practice,” he said sternly. “You never know when you’ll have to climb a building like this.”
 

 
  “Why would we climb a Rail station?” Flora asked curiously. “You told us not to try robbing Imperial—”
 

 
  “Enough!” he exclaimed. “Just
  
   look!”
  
 

 
  It was a sight worth seeing. As they watched, a caravan streaked away, shooting outward through a gap in the city walls and along the Rail line attached to the side of the great bridge arching between Tiraas and the canyon wall far beyond. Immediately, another caravan waiting behind it eased forward and began taking on passengers.
 

 
  He hadn’t gone to all this trouble to show them caravans, of course. The station was thronged with Silver Legionnaires in full armor, filing into caravans and departing the city.
 

 
  “I don’t understand,” Fauna murmured, frowning. “The herald said the Avenists were going to be taking part in enforcing the curfew.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Sweet said glibly, “and tomorrow he’ll be saying how the Black Wreath took advantage of the city’s momentary weakness to launch an insidious attack. Governments, thieves and religions have two things in common, girls: they all steal, and they all
  
   lie.
  
  Think, now. Why send the Legions away?”
 

 
  “…in an actual military crisis,” Flora said slowly, frowning in thought, “the Silver Legions would go where the danger is.”
 

 
  “Especially danger like this,” Fauna added. “Responding to a demonic threat is
  
   exactly
  
  what they’d do.”
 

 
  “Telling the populace the Legionnaires are guarding the city…it’s just propaganda. Crowd control. People trust the Legions, even after the ruckus earlier this year.”
 

 
  “If they knew it’s just the Guild and the Huntsmen in the streets…holy hell, that by itself would start a panic.”
 

 
  “You know, I haven’t actually seen any Huntsmen either,” Flora noted.
 

 
  “Very good,” Sweet said, nodding.
 

 
  “But… Why
  
   actually
  
  send the Legions away?” Fauna asked, frowning deeply. “Do they not know the gods don’t want them at Last Rock? I thought Avei herself was one of the gods who sent that message.”
 

 
  “You’re on a productive track,” Sweet said approvingly. “Now continue thinking on it while we proceed to our next stop of the evening. Off we go, girls!”
 

 
  “You mean, off we go down that difficult climb we didn’t really need to make in the first place?”
 

 
  “Walk and think
  
   quietly,”
  
  he suggested.
 

 
   
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The small group of five men and women in Universal Church robes with the golden ankh-and-chain logo of the holy summoner corps stitched into their tabards came to a stop in the empty intersection. For a moment, they only stood. Without any specific plan, they had drifted into two groups with a small gap between them; the three actual Church summoners, and the Imperial Intelligence warlocks.
 

 
  “All right, like we practiced,” the priestess in the lead said finally. Even her hushed voice in the city’s eerie silence was unnerving. “Let us get started, and then you chip in. Bring them across slowly, make sure we can keep them under control.”
 

 
  “Right,” one diabolist said tersely.
 

 
  “Remember, our method isn’t like yours. We don’t have as much fine control, but for this we won’t need it, and the tradeoff is that we can keep tabs on
  
   more
  
  of them at once. The aim is to keep them from harming
  
   people
  
  as much as possible. Property damage is acceptable. If—”
 

 
  “We have
  
   all
  
  been briefed,” the second summoner snapped. “If we’re going to do this lunacy, let’s get on with it before somebody faints.”
 

 
  “We are not about to faint,” one of the other priests snorted.
 

 
  “I might,” she said frankly.
 

 
  “Look, just because you—”
 

 
  “Enough,” the lead priestess said firmly. “She’s right. The time for talk is over. Slowly, carefully, and keep focused.”
 

 
  She drew a deep breath and held out one hand. The other two clerics did likewise, all facing away from each other.
 

 
  They didn’t draw conventional summoning circles; golden rings of pure light formed on the pavement before their outthrust hands, their glow diminished by the fairly lights blazing from all around.
 

 
  For a long moment there was only more silence, while the clerics concentrated and the warlocks stared nervously.
 

 
  Then, in the first of the circles, a shape began to emerge from the ground itself, hissing in displeasure at its proximity to the divine light.
 

 
  More followed.
 

 
  “This is madness,” one of the warlocks whispered, rubbing sweaty palms against her robe.
 

 
  No one argued.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “That’s thirteen confirmed locations,” Bradshaw reported, turning away from the robed cultist who had rushed over to hurriedly whisper in his ear. Dismissed, the woman melted back into the shadows. “Small groups in Church livery, opening summoning portals and just…letting things wander through.”
 

 
  “It’s a disaster,” another Wreath member breathed. “It’s
  
   insane.
  
  What do they think they’re meddling with?”
 

 
  “All of them are following a consistent pattern,” Bradshaw continued. “The demons they’re calling are non-sentient. Mostly katzils and khankredahgs. Not by themselves a major concern, but they’re bringing them by the
  
   dozens.
  
  There is no way they can hope to keep them under control.”
 

 
  “As for why, that is all too painfully obvious,” Embras said, not turning from his perusal of the silent city. The Wreath members were huddled on a balcony above an old clock tower. Ironically, the building below them had once been a Universal Church chapel before being deconsecrated and sold off. “Demons loose in the city? Soldiers conveniently absent from the scene? The Universal Church up to insidious trickery? This looks like a job for the Black Wreath!” He turned, finally, leaning backward against the stone rail, and grinned at his assembled subordinates.
 

 
  “I did warn you,” Vanessa said reprovingly, lowering her cowl so he could see her scowl at him. “More than half the summoner corps has walked out in disgust over this; Justinian wasn’t shy about revealing his plan. He
  
   wants
  
  chaos so he can blame the Empire. As soon as the demons have had a chance to wreak some good, solid havoc, the streets will fill with Church clerics and the Holy Legion to restore order and discredit the Silver Throne. There’s no reason to for us to get caught in the middle of this.”
 

 
  “Vanessa, Vanessa,” Embras said sadly, shaking his head. “For
  
   that
  
  to happen, the summoners will first have to hide. The Legion will have to muster. Bradshaw, have any of our people reported any such movements?”
 

 
  “It’s early yet,” Bradshaw replied, “but the summoners are being
  
   absurdly
  
  brazen. It’s less like a covert operation and more like they’re…
  
   taunting
  
  . As for the Holy Legion… Not a peep out of them, no. Even if they did muster, those are modern Army soldiers trained to fight with battlestaves in light uniforms, now wearing impractical armor and carrying polearms. Hardly any of them are actually able to draw on the light. They’d do
  
   nothing
  
  against demons.”
 

 
  “And that’s just logistics.” Embras winked at Vanessa, who was looking increasingly embarrassed. “One must also consider the
  
   personalities
  
  involved. Justinian is a spider; he doesn’t strike until his prey is fully ensnared in his web and tired out from struggling. This? This is ludicrous. It’s reckless, destructive and all but guaranteed to backfire on him horribly…
  
   If
  
  the goal is the one he’s floated to his summoners. No, he’s not making a move against the Empire. This is aimed at someone
  
   else
  
  who has an interest in demons running amok in the city. Sound like anyone you know, hm?”
 

 
  “No matter who’s behind it,” Bradshaw said, “it’s awfully aggressive. It’s incredibly
  
   risky.
  
  There’s no way they can contain the damage this will cause. I’m not even sure how they’ll work out the propaganda afterward; almost any version of the story makes them look bad.”
 

 
  “There’s a compliment in there somewhere,” Embras noted. “We’ve got them good and panicked, if they’re this desperate to flush us out.
  
   Now
  
  we just need to survive this little brouhaha with our own plans intact, and we will effectively have our enemies on the run.”
 

 
  “If, if, if,” Vanessa said sourly. “How
  
   are
  
  we going to deal with this, Embras? If you’re right and they
  
   don’t
  
  plan to end it themselves… We can’t just let them do this to the city. Even if it is a trap… We just can’t. They’ve found the one bait we’ll have to spring for.”
 

 
  “Mm, yes,” he mused, stroking his chin. “…but not in the way they expect. Oh, they have a cleanup plan, I guarantee it. That doesn’t mean we need to remain fully hands-off, though; you’re right, the Lady has given us an obligation, and we must take
  
   some
  
  steps, at least. Bradshaw! I want the cells spread out; send one to each confirmed summoner site.”
 

 
  “You want to attack the summoners?” Bradshaw asked.
 

 
  “Under absolutely
  
   no
  
  circumstances,” Embras said firmly. “They’ll be trying to keep whatever they call up under a modicum of control. They’ll fail, of course, but neither Church nor Empire—and I will eat my hat if both aren’t involved in this—would just summon up demons and turn them
  
   loose
  
  in the city. I want our people to let them have their fun and clean up after them. If a demon slips the lead, they’re to enact standard freerunner protocol. Coax the errant away from prying eyes,
  
   then
  
  put it down. Give the summoners no hint they’ve been seen. And above all, everyone must be
  
   cautious.
  
  This is just the opening play; there will be layers to this we’ve not yet seen. Avoid engagement with human foes at all costs.”
 

 
  Vanessa raised her cowl, settling it over her dark curls. “One cell per site? That leaves a good proportion of our people to…what?”
 

 
  Embras turned again to study the city, rubbing once more at his chin. A grin stretched across his features. “This, as I pointed out, isn’t like Justinian… Nor Sharidan, or Vex. Nor Eleanora, who’s the power behind both of those two anyway. But I believe I know somebody who
  
   would
  
  try something like this. When I get my hands on him, I mean to ask how he persuaded so many powerful people to go along with this raging insanity. But! Meantime, rather than indulging the Church in their little hoedown, I think it more fitting to teach them
  
   not
  
  to do such things in the future.” He turned his head to grin over his shoulder at them. “Don’t you?”
 

 
  “I don’t like where this is heading,” Vanessa said warily. Bradshaw had already stepped away and was whispering instructions to a small cluster of robed Wreath. They began peeling away and shadow-jumping out.
 

 
  Embras actually laughed. “While Bradshaw is coordinating that, Vanessa, gather up the remainder.
  
   We
  
  are going to Dawnchapel.”
 

 
  She stiffened. “The holy summoner
  
   headquarters?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” he said cheerfully. “At least until we get done with it.” Embras turned his gaze back to the skyline, his grin growing brittle, and spoke more softly. “I see your hand in this, Antonio. You
  
   do
  
  like to sign your name, don’t you? Nice try, my friend, but…not this time.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Aww, come
  
   ooonnnn,”
  
  Flora whined. “There’s nobody there! It’s
  
   perfect!”
  
 

 
  “Girl, you had
  
   better
  
  be attempting to make a joke,” Sweet said severely, not slackening his pace. “I hardly know where to begin with what’s wrong with that. First that we are
  
   on
  
  a mission and you don’t stop for random jobs while working! More
  
   importantly,
  
  you
  
   don’t
  
  just up and roll a Vernisite temple no matter
  
   how
  
  much loot is in there or how unguarded it is.”
 

 
  “That’s not a Vernisite temple,” Fauna protested, lingering outside the locked iron gates to stare longingly at the looming marble structure. “It’s a
  
   bank.”
  
 

 
  “Pots and kettles, and you know it. Nobody
  
   touches
  
  a place answering to Verniselle unless their protection isn’t paid up. And even then, a job like that would go to a senior agent, not a couple of randoms.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  a senior agent!”
 

 
  “A senior agent who is
  
   busy.
  
  Chop chop! Come on, get away from there.”
 

 
  “You are no fun,” Fauna grumbled as they reluctantly followed him up the street.
 

 
  “That is an insult and a damned lie, you ungrateful wench. Anyway, put it out of your mind, we have arrived!” Sweet ambled to a stop and leaned against a lamppost.
 

 
  The two elves made a point of walking past so he could see them expressively gazing around at the completely deserted intersection.
 

 
  “Very nice,” said Flora. “Quaint.”
 

 
  “It’s a very classy neighborhood.”
 

 
  “Still as empty and creepy as everywhere else, though. What are we doing here?”
 

 
  “Oh, we won’t be long,” he said lightly. “This is just the rendezvous point.”
 

 
  “Rendezvous with
  
   whom?”
  
 

 
  A soft croaking sounded from the top of the lamppost on which he was leaning.
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Flora grumbled.
 

 
  The crow launched itself with a soft flutter of wings and glided in lazy spirals toward the ground. Mary flexed her knees slightly as her moccasins touched down on the paving stones.
 

 
  “Mary, my dear!” Sweet exclaimed, straightening up and throwing his arms wide. “How lovely to see you! And
  
   my
  
  , don’t you look radiant this evening!”
 

 
  She raised an eyebrow. “You are charming, Antonio. And you’re clever. Those are not traits I seek in a man. Everything is prepared as agreed.”
 

 
  “Excellent, the others are all here?”
 

 
  “As agreed,” she said wryly. “I will repeat it as many times as you require, but I thought time was a factor this evening.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  others?” Fauna snapped.
 

 
  “The remaining members of our…team,” Mary said, glancing unreadably at Darling. “The Tinker, the Kid, the Longshot and Gravestone. I have shifted them slightly out of phase with this reality; they will not be discernible from the mortal plane, but they can move through and react to it, able to follow along until needed. I will call them back forth when we meet the enemy.”
 

 
  Flora frowned. “Hm… Couldn’t the Wreath spot that? I mean, they’re
  
   summoners.
  
  Their whole shtick is crossing the planes.”
 

 
  “The nature of the infernal arts creates a blind spot of sorts,” Mary said calmly. “Warlocks are especially vulnerable to otherworldly influences, unless they take rigorous measures to shield themselves, which all competent warlocks do. The Black Wreath does not employ any who are less than competent. They might, possibly, catch a glimpse of our compatriots in the brief moment
  
   of
  
  casting a summons… But the space between the planes is full of dimly-glimpsed things which are best ignored, as paying them attention tends to earn their attention in return.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  where you stuck your friends?” Fauna demanded.
 

 
  “They are not all my friends. Anyway, nothing that lurks between the planes will challenge what lurks alongside them.”
 

 
  “What does
  
   that—”
  
 

 
  “Anyway!” Sweet said loudly. “If that’s all settled, we are ready to move out.”
 

 
  “Perfect,” Flora sighed. “Where
  
   now,
  
  then?”
 

 
  “Oh, nowhere in particular,” he breezed. “It’s just such a pleasant night for a stroll, don’t you think?
 

 
  “Do you seriously believe you’re funny?
 

 
  “You are mistaken.”
 

 
  Sweet shook his head despairingly. “Girls, girls, you have got to learn to embrace the banter. It’s a vital skill in the business; no other Guildies will take you seriously if you can’t hold up your end of a pointless, irritating conversation. But
  
   since
  
  you are clearly under excessive stress already, I will explain. Walk and talk, ladies, walk and talk.”
 

 
  Mary fluttered back upward without another word, and Sweet set off down the street at a lazy pace.
 

 
  “Embras is far too clever an operator to blindly snap at the bait we’ve set,” he explained as they strolled along. The Crow drifted silently above them; Flora and Fauna kept shooting her dirty looks.
  
  
  “He won’t play the game I’ve set him up to play. No, in his position, the only thing to do will be to seize back the initiative and strike us where we don’t expect.”
 

 
  “But you
  
   do
  
  expect?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  Sweet grinned broadly. “It’s all about what he doesn’t know, my dears. There are two likely targets of his ire tonight, and none of them are our hapless summoner cabals. Both are alluringly undefended, or so it will seem to him.
  
   One
  
  is us.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Flora murmured, glancing up at the Crow again. “Less undefended than all that, I see.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Sweet said cheerfully. “The other… Well, hopefully it won’t come to that, as it’ll mean more walking and an extra stop. Or not; I’ll need to finish this up at the prepared location anyhow, but there’s no point in… Ah, never mind, all that may not become a factor. For
  
   now,
  
  we are going to go visit one of the summoner cells.”
 

 
  “Why?”
 

 
  “Because near them there will be warlocks. And I think I know
  
   just
  
  the way to get their attention!”
 

 
  He clenched his right fist, and with a flash of gold, a chain made of pure white burst into being, snaking its way around his arm all the way up to the shoulder.
 

 
  Both elves came to a stop, staring at it. Above them, the Crow let out a hoarse caw.
 

 
  “Whoah,” Flora said, wide-eyed. “When did you learn to do that?”
 

 
  “Last week!” Sweet grinned hugely at her. “Branwen suggested I should take advantage of the free summoner training available to Bishops, and I’ve followed her advice. Something tells me it’ll come in
  
   very
  
  useful before the night is out.”
 

 
  “So the plan is for you to make yourself a target,” Fauna huffed. “Thanks so much for inviting
  
   us
  
  along with you.”
 

 
  “I’m glad you’re having fun,” he told her with a wink, then turned to resume his course. “I put the odds at fifty-fifty that Embras and company will swoop down on us. It’s not exactly the smarter of his two options, but…it may be the more tempting.”
 

 
  “You and that guy are developing an unhealthy relationship,” Flora commented.
 

 
  “Yeah, but maybe that’s the point,” Fauna added. “If he’s half as obsessive, he’s probably on the way here right now.”
 

 
  “We’ll see,” Sweet murmured, staring forward into the brightly lit, silent night. His smile remained in place, but grew hard. “You know I’m here, Embras. I know you’re watching. Come and
  
   get
  
  me, you son of a bitch.”
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  It was only seconds before a group of a dozen or so buzzing demons peeled off from the swarm, diving directly toward the freshmen.
 

 
  Trissiny spoke rapidly. “Hiszilisks have a compound hive mind. The whole swarm doesn’t act as one, but smaller groups can. Keep your mind on the group, and don’t let yourself focus on an individual. They’ll try to make you do that, bait you into being distracted so the others can get you from behind.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Fross. “Goddamn demons. Got it.”
 

 
  “Practice situational awareness, stay in circle formation and don’t let them flank us or get behind anybody,” Trissiny said tensely. “Here they come.”
 

 
  The group of demons had descended close enough to be much more than specks now; still somewhat vague with distance, it was apparent that Vadrieny’s earlier description had been accurate. The hiszilisks flew on thrumming, wasp-like wings and had stubby tails tipped in hooked stingers. They possessed only four limbs, though, which despite being proportioned somewhat like an insect’s ended in lizard-like claws. Their faces, topped with antennae, were oddly humanoid, notwithstanding the addition of huge compound eyes and snapping mandibles extending from their jaws to cover their mouths.
 

 
  As they descended the shrill whine of their wings was augmented by a raspy screeching from their open mouths. The group approached at a steep angle that would have overshot their target, except that they abruptly dived with uncanny synchronization, plummeting almost straight downward.
 

 
  They ran straight through a sudden puff of icy mist; their orderly dive-bombing was transformed into an ungainly tumble as wings froze over. The entire flock smacked into a silver shield that slammed into place above the group, keening and chittering unintelligibly. It clearly burned them on contact; they thrashed in pain, only about half their number managing to get back aloft, the others twitching and smoking against the shield. None of them got far. A second barrier rose above the silver one, this one golden and completely diffuse, more a mist than a wall. It rose upward, catching the demons as they tried to escape and causing them to burst actively into flame. All but one finally fell, plummeting down to land with their smoldering cousins against the barrier.
 

 
  The survivor, the largest of the group, retreated upward a few yards, screaming furiously down at them.
 

 
  The golden glow vanished, and directly below him, a circular hole appeared in the silver shield.
 

 
  The hiszilisk screamed and dived straight at it, trailing soot. It plowed right into a bolt of lightning from Gabriel’s wand. Sparking, smoking, and now tumbling aimlessly, the creature hit the ground in the middle of their circle and lay there, legs twitching and charred wings still trying to buzz. It lurched to one side, snapping its mandibles at Teal’s leg.
 

 
  Trissiny planted a boot in its neck, holding it down, and Ruda impaled the demon through the center of its body with her rapier. Finally, its struggles ceased.
 

 
  The hole in the shield closed, and the entire thing tilted sideways, sloughing off the pile of burning demons, before finally winking out. They fell to lie in a smoking heap on the grass beside the students, not a one so much as twitching. Juniper grabbed the last one by its stinger and casually heaved it over to join them; she overshot the mark, sending the corpse spinning off to impact one of the columns in front of the cafeteria.
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is how it’s done,” Trissiny said with grim satisfaction.
 

 
  “Let’s save some of the fun for those of us with swords, yeah?” Ruda said, grinning. “I don’t think that last one counted as a kill.”
 

 
  “I suspect you will have plenty of opportunity,” Shaeine said.
 

 
  “I feel kinda bad saying it, since I didn’t really help that time,” Juniper said with a huge beaming smile, “but we’re kinda awesome, aren’t we?”
 

 
  “Nobody get cocky,” Toby warned. “Never around demons, that’s how they get you. Stay sharp, we seem to have drawn some attention to ourselves.”
 

 
  The swarm was diverging, various groups descending gradually toward different parts of the campus, others continuing to circle above as if looking for something. None of them appeared to be in any great hurry—except for those which had clearly spied the students. As they watched, two smaller swarms honed in on them, one swinging out wide from across the campus and coming at a nearly horizontal angle, a second heading almost straight downward at them over the portal.
 

 
  “Gabriel, Fross, Toby,” Trissiny pointed with her sword at the hiszilisks coming from the side, “soften those up before they reach us. Toby, make a shield if any get to melee range. Shaeine, hit that group above. Don’t just block them,
  
   smack
  
  them. Try to get them dazed and out of the air.”
 

 
  Nobody offered any argument or discussion, but moved swiftly to obey, changing positions around the group to have the line of sight they needed. In the next second, Gabriel was blasting lightning bolts and cleaner beams of white light into the oncoming demons, augmented by more lightning expelled by Fross. Toby held himself at the ready, waiting until they came close enough for him to control a light shield effectively. Shaeine, with Teal holding her shoulders gently, executed her command perfectly. A silver shield raced upward, impacting the swarm as it dived at them; the force with which they hit apparently stunned the entire group, actually sending several tumbling straight upward from the blow. The entire cluster fell in all directions, smoking and flailing. The silver shield remained mobile, lashing back and forth to slap any which looked to be regaining their wings.
 

 
  “Excellent!” Trissiny said firmly. “All right, any who make it to the ground will regroup to come at us as one unit;
  
   let
  
  them, it’s a lot easier to hit them while they’re massed than with them flying around everywhere.”
 

 
  In fact, none of the first group survived; Gabriel and Fross had so decimated them that buzzing into Toby’s golden shield destroyed the only three which had survived to that point. True to Trissiny’s prediction, however, the demons that plummeted to the ground held off, reorganizing themselves in front of the observatory tower rather than charging directly.
 

 
  “How’s everyone doing on energy?” Trissiny asked, facing the assembling hiszilisks but keeping her eyes moving in case more groups honed in on them.
 

 
  “I am not tired.”
 

 
  “So far, so good!”
 

 
  “I’m okay!”
 

 
  “All right,” the paladin said. “Toby, give us a thin, diffuse shield to soften ’em up as they charge. Ruda, Juniper, to the front with me, we’ll take these and give our casters a break. Gabe, behind us, shoot down any that try to flank. Here we go!”
 

 
  It went beautifully, the demons buzzing obligingly into the golden glow Toby threw up in their path. Screaming, they tumbled into the ground, their forward momentum keeping them rolling right to the foot of the freshman formation. Juniper kicked the first to arrive, hard enough that it flew back over the heads of its compatriots in three pieces. The next managed to recover themselves enough to actually attack, but one paused to scream menacingly at them and received a rapier thrust directly in its open mouth. The third hit Trissiny’s shield; she pushed it back and lopped off its head before it could regain its balance. Two survivors did indeed attempt to circle around them, one falling to Gabriel’s wand. Fross froze the second, which had successfully used the students for cover to avoid his fire. Ruda stepped forward and neatly flicked the tip of her blade through its throat before it could get its wings working properly again.
 

 
  “Fish in a barrel,” she said, grinning.
 

 
  “Does anyone
  
   actually
  
  do that?” Gabriel asked. “Shoot fish in a barrel?”
 

 
  She blinked at him. “…huh. Now that you ask, I can’t figure a reason why somebody would.”
 

 
  “Focus!” Trissiny said sharply. “More incoming. General formation, defensive stances. Shaeine, make us a choke point. Ruda, up here with me. June, I need you to support Shaeine. Boost her energy if she tires, like you practiced.”
 

 
  A silver dome appeared above them, but with a wedge-shaped section missing, like a cake with a slice cut out. Trissiny and Ruda stepped up into the breach, Fross hovering above their heads.
 

 
  At least five separate groups of hiszilisks had come swarming down on them, buzzing furiously around the shield where there wasn’t room to attack the opening. And attack they did, so furiously that the press of bodies deprived the rest of space to push through.
 

 
  Trissiny wedged herself forward into the gap, glowing furiously and laying about with her blade and shield equally. Ruda held position just behind, her nimble rapier lashing to to stab any attackers who made it past the paladin. Fross unleashed blasts of ice, lighting and explosive blue orbs of pure arcane energy, blowing back demons and felling them in considerable numbers.
 

 
  Not considerable enough. As the pitched battle dragged on, more and more hiszilisks zeroed in on them, pressing at the barrier. Toby was spinning in a slow circle, having cast a wall of diffuse golden light that he dragged around and around outside Shaeine’s bubble, mowing down the demons that clawed at it from all sides. They burned, screamed and faltered as the orbiting cloud washed over them, some perishing beneath it, but more always came. Sparks began to fly from the impacts of claws and stingers on all sides of the shield; Shaeine was gritting her teeth in concentration, her expression very nearly one of pain. Juniper had shouldered Teal aside and wrapped her arms around the drow’s shoulders from behind, holding onto her; there was no visible exchange of magic, but Shaeine was nonetheless holding up the shield under enormous pressure, far better than she’d ever managed before.
 

 
  “This can’t last,” Gabriel shouted. He held both wands at the ready, but had no avenue of attack except through Ruda and Trissiny. “If Shaeine wears herself out, we’re screwed!”
 

 
  “Step back,” Teal ordered, moving into the center of the circle; he obeyed, crossing to the wall opposite Trissiny’s glow.
 

 
  There was barely space within for Vadrieny’s wings, but she flared them outward nonetheless, grazing the silver shield on two sides. It seemed there was a momentary lull in the hiszilisks’ attack at the archdemon’s appearance. Then she threw back her head, flexed her claws outward, and screamed, and all doubt was removed.
 

 
  The enormous swarm broke, buzzing away in all directions a lot faster than they had arrived. In seconds, the students were left surrounded by smoking corpses, piled into a chest-high drift in front of the opening and littering the grass on all sides.
 

 
  Finally the bubble collapsed and Shaeine slumped backward against Juniper.
 

 
  “I’ve got her,” the dryad said as Vadrieny jerked compulsively toward her. “Don’t touch, you’ll lose form if you grab me.”
 

 
  “I thought these demons weren’t in Elilial’s pocket?” Gabriel said, still scanning the skies. For the moment, the swarm seemed unwilling to approach them again. “Wasn’t that the whole problem here? How come they listen to Vadrieny
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “Coyotes don’t answer to the bear, either,” said Trissiny. “Doesn’t mean they want to try charging it. Shaeine, are you all right?”
 

 
  “Tired,” the drow said, gently pulling herself upright and out of Juniper’s grasp. “Not burning yet, but I cannot do that again tonight. I suggest we find some physical cover before engaging again.”
 

 
  “What’s our endgame here, Trissiny?” Toby asked. “They just keep
  
   coming.
  
  Even if we get set up to survive a long siege like that one, what good does that do? No telling how many of these have already headed out to who knows where.”
 

 
  “Which is why we can’t rely on Vadrieny except in a crisis like that; scattering them is a long-term defeat. For now, we trust that the gods have a plan,” Trissiny said firmly. “And that is not a religious platitude; this is all on their orders and we don’t have a better option right now. The astronomy tower can be entered from above, but its lobby will have only two access points, the front door and the stairwell. Shaeine, if we hole up in there, can you block off the stairs so we can defend the door?”
 

 
  “That will be much less exhausting, yes.”
 

 
  “All right, let’s move—”
 

 
  The sound that emerged from the portal wasn’t quite a roar. It was like a breath, almost like a whisper—except, like a roar, it was powerful enough to shake the ground and the very air around them. It almost wasn’t a sound; there was something
  
   more
  
  to it, as if it was resonating across more than physical space. As one, the students looked up at the portal, just in time to see what began to emerge.
 

 
  “What is
  
   that?”
  
  Ruda whispered, too stunned even to curse.
 

 
  “That,” Trissiny said flatly, “is a good reason to keep two paladins and their allies on site.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The enchantments powering the vehicle were designed for pulling entire caravans, not propelling a single car under full thrust. It screamed along the Rail line at a speed that could only charitably be called “unsafe.” The Rail glowed a furious blue beneath it, and where it passed there were not only sparks but flashes of lightning. As the car rounded the final long curve approaching Last Rock, its emergency inhibitor charms activated, causing the Rail to gleam nearly white with the volume of arcane power being used. Sparks flew in a wide fan to its right, and the car actually began twisting slightly off-center.
 

 
  With a brilliant flash and a
  
   bang
  
  that echoed across the plains like rolling thunder, the lead car finally tore loose from the enchantments binding it to the Rail. The Rail line itself snapped at the point of breakage, its two halves twisting away like rearing serpents and spraying sparks and arcs of lightning in all directions. The tallgrass burst alight in a dozen places.
 

 
  The car itself was flung forward, tumbling end-over-end through the air like a stone hurled from a catapult on a course that would have sent it smashing into the middle of the town. It righted itself midair, however, slowing dramatically, until it drifted lightly the last dozen yards of its journey and settled to the ground next to Last Rock’s Rail platform so delicately that the nearby tallgrass was not even disturbed.
 

 
  Lacking the support of the enchanted Rail line on which it was meant to rest, it immediately toppled over on its side.
 

 
  The hatch burst open and Professor Tellwyrn bounded nimbly out, landing on the platform and straightening her vest. “Offhand I can think of a dozen ways to improve the performance of that vehicle,” she muttered. “Ah, well. Any landing you walk away from, as they say.”
 

 
  A figure emerged at the hatch, dragged itself weakly over the lip and tumbled to the ground.
 

 
  “Earth!” Rook gasped, pausing to actually kiss the dirt. “Sweet, blessed ground! I will never leave you again. Pleh, blah,” he added, spitting out loam and wiping his mouth.
 

 
  “Remind me
  
   never
  
  to get in
  
   anything
  
  with you again, Professor,” Finchley added shakily, pausing astride the hatch to give Moriarty a hand up.
 

 
  “Oh, you’re
  
   fine,
  
  you drama queens,” Tellwyrn said disparagingly. “I made certain of that. Pull yourselves together, this night is going to get harder before it gets easier.”
 

 
  She strode to the edge of the platform and stood, fists on her hips, staring up at the peak of the mountain. Above the campus, swirling black specks swarmed in all directions. Behind her, the three soldiers finally straggled up.
 

 
  “Oh, fuck me,” Rook whispered, staring up at the distant demons.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grunted. “The time for
  
   that
  
  was before all hell broke loose.
  
   Now
  
  we focus.” She hopped down from the platform, disdaining the stairs, and strode forward into the town.
 

 
  Rook snorted as he and the others followed. “Well, it’s not like that was on the table, anyhow.” “How would you know? You never tried.”
 

 
  He missed a step. “Wh—you’re not… Wait, that could
  
   actually…?”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced over her shoulder, grinning. “Too late now.”
 

 
  Rook sighed heavily, shoulders slumping. “You’re a bad person, Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. Whine more, women love that.”
 

 
  “Professor,” Moriarty said hesitantly, “I’m not entirely sure why you wanted
  
   us
  
  along for this.”
 

 
  “Because I need my faculty riding herd on those damn kids. Who knows what
  
   else
  
  they’ll come up with; I’ve already had one pry open a hellgate and the entire freshman class do
  
   this
  
  bullshit. All it’ll take is for one more disaster to happen in the middle of a major city and I’ll
  
   never
  
  get the Imperials off my butt. What we need to do
  
   here
  
  is close that damn portal, which means somebody has to go through it to work the other side.”
 

 
  Finchley squeaked.
 

 
  “Not
  
   you,”
  
  she said acidly.
  
   “I
  
  will see to that. Luckily two of the little asshats up there are arcanists and three are light-wielders, so assuming they can follow simple instructions, they can handle it from this end. But with part of the group doing
  
   that,
  
  I need somebody to shoot demons and let them work on it. That’s your job.”
 

 
  “Shooting stuff we can do!” Rook promised.
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted. “It occurs to me suddenly that I’ve never actually seen you try.”
 

 
  “That’s not true, remember when that Longshot clown was—”
 

 
  All four came to an immediate halt when they heard the noise. The sheer
  
   wrongness
  
  of it made it more disturbing than the sound itself deserved to be; what should have been an eerie whisper was powerful enough to vibrate their very skeletons. In unison they lifted their eyes to the hellgate above the University.
 

 
  What emerged was horrifying first and foremost for its size. The armor-plated, birdlike face, ending in a wickedly hooked black beak, was surmounted by a triple row of incandescent red eyes that seemed too small for it by far. It was easily large enough to swallow a Rail caravan. And still, the thing kept coming. It oozed outward, snapping at a group of hiszilisks in passing, its sinuous body continuously unfurling from the portal. The thing was proportioned very much like an eel, but partially covered with plates of rusty-looking armor, from between which emerged an orange glow, as if the beast were filled with fire and its skin cracking. An almost comically small pair of fins waved just behind its head, with above them pulsing translucent sacs that definitely
  
   were
  
  full of fire, inflating and collapsing with the rhythm of its breath. When it finally fully emerged from the portal, with a flick of its finned tail, it was longer than a passenger zeppelin, and roughly as massive.
 

 
  “No,” Moriarty whispered.
 

 
  “Hm,” Tellwyrn mused. “That hellgate’s bigger than I realized.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is that?” Rook asked shakily.
 

 
  “It’s called a nurdrakhaan,” she replied, resuming her stride. They trailed along behind her, after a moment’s hesitation. “You may note a similar root in there to the word ‘dragon.’ That’s Hell’s version of the same basic thing. Less intelligent, less restrained,
  
   considerably
  
  more destructive.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  awfully calm,” Rook said, his tone almost accusing.
 

 
  “Just as soon as it becomes productive to panic, I assure you, I’ll take up the habit. Now, since we can’t teleport this close to the active gate, we’re gonna have to take the slow way back up the mountain.”
 

 
  “I don’t know about you,” said Finchley, “but after hiking up that thing we may not be in the best shape to fight demons!”
 

 
  “I said the
  
   slow
  
  way, not the stupid way,” Tellwyrn snapped. She had led them across the outer square of the town, abutting the Rail platform and scrolltower office, to the front of the Ale & Wenches. The Professor grabbed the front door by its handle, which immediately glowed blue for a moment, and the lock clicked open. She pulled the door open and stepped within. “Come on, come on. Time’s wasting.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well…that’s one way to do it,” Ruda said slowly. They watched, weapons at the ready, as the enormous monstrosity spun through the air above them, snapping up whole clusters of hiszilisks in its gigantic maw. It appeared to move slowly, its undulations almost dreamlike, but that was an illusion created by its size. It was clearly faster than the smaller, more nimble demons. Their habit of grouping together made them more vulnerable to its attacks, but they didn’t seem in a hurry to learn.
 

 
  “Why is it helping us?” Gabriel demanded, turning to look at Trissiny.
 

 
  “It’s not,” she said tersely.
 

 
  “But it’s only attacking the demons, not the campus!”
 

 
  “A nurdrakhaan doesn’t
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  “We were told those demons don’t answer to Elilial,” Toby said slowly, frowning up at the scene playing out above them. “With the implication that whoever opened the hellgate and brought them here didn’t, either. What if she sent something to clean up the mess on the other end?”
 

 
  “Regardless,” Trissiny said sharply, “that thing
  
   cannot
  
  be allowed to run amok on the mortal plane. In the very immediate term, yes, it seems to be cleaning up the hiszilisks for us, which is fine. But it’s also a vastly greater
  
   threat
  
  than they are, and we need to bring it
  
   down.”
  
 

 
  “What if it just goes back through the portal after it finishes with those guys?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “Demons
  
   don’t
  
  do that.”
 

 
  “Then the question,” Shaeine said softly, “is
  
   how
  
  do you propose to kill it?”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “…Vadrieny, can you knock it out of the air?”
 

 
  “I don’t have the physical strength,” the archdemon admitted. “There’s no leverage in the air. It’s not aerodynamic, as you can see; it flies by magic, and it has a
  
   lot
  
  of magic. I don’t know how to interfere with the spells holding it up.”
 

 
  “How much can you hurt it, do you think?”
 

 
  She flexed her claws. “As much as I can get
  
   these
  
  on, which…would annoy it, sure. Maybe I could put out its eyes?”
 

 
  “Somehow I don’t think having that thing reeling around
  
   blind
  
  would be a positive development,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  A small pack of hiszilisks came at them from a steep dive, screeching. They hit a cloud of ice expelled by Fross, then tumbled through a barrage of Gabriel’s wandfire into a haze of golden light, finally impacting a silver shield which immediately flickered out, leaving them to tumble, smoking, to the ground a few feet distant.
 

 
  “What about mithril?” Fross suggested. “Sounds like it’ll fall naturally if we block the magic in it. In fact, that might kill it outright. I doubt that thing could
  
   breathe
  
  in this atmosphere if we impose objective physics on it.”
 

 
  “We have
  
   one
  
  mithril item in our possession,” said Ruda, patting her rapier, “and apart from the difficulty of
  
   getting
  
  it up there, it’s just not
  
   big
  
  enough to make much of a dent.”
 

 
  “Triss, does it have vital points?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head slowly, still staring up at the gargantuan demon. “Presumably. It’s not as if anyone’s ever
  
   dissected
  
  one in a lab. I imagine they’re somewhere on the inside.”
 

 
  “Then we brute force it,” said Gabriel. “Vadrieny can probably rip through that armor, given time and space to work. Juniper cancels infernal power just by
  
   touching
  
  it. Ruda’s sword—hell,
  
   Trissiny’s
  
  sword will harm it. So…all we have to do is get it on the ground, dazed or too wounded to fight.”
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan opened its huge maw and that disconcerting hissing roar sounded again. Hiszilisks fled in all directions; one group was too slow, and vanished in a snap of its jaws.
 

 
  “Oh, is
  
   that
  
  all,” Ruda said. “Well, we’re just about done here then, aren’t we? I’ll go get a head start on planning our victory bash.”
 

 
  “I hope that’s making you feel better,” he told her, “because it sure as hell isn’t
  
   helping.”
  
 

 
  “Right, keeping on point,” said Toby. “I think Gabriel’s right. So we need ideas.”
 

 
  “To begin with, we can’t do that
  
   here,”
  
  said Trissiny. “There’s just not room on the mountaintop for that thing to lie down. We’ll have to abandon this position and lure it down onto the plain somehow.”
 

 
  “Then I’d better take point,” Vadrieny said. “I’m the only one mobile enough in the air to manipulate it that closely.”
 

 
  “Ahem,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Fross, even if you’ve got the firepower to damage that thing,” said Gabriel, “you’re probably too small for it to
  
   see.”
  
 

 
  “You may be right,” the pixie said grudgingly.
 

 
  “What if you get
  
   eaten?”
  
  Trissiny asked Vadrieny.
 

 
  The demon grinned, displaying her disturbing complement of fangs. “Then I’ll be closer to its vitals, won’t I?”
 

 
  “Let us call that Plan B,” Shaeine said firmly.
 

 
  “Then we have a strategy,” said Trissiny. “Moving will attract the hiszilisks, which isn’t ideal, but I don’t see a choice. We need to make our way down the mountain and
  
   away
  
  from the town. Vadrieny, you’ll have to stay on top of the nurdrakhaan. As long as it’s just killing hiszilisks, leave it alone, but if it—”
 

 
  “Incoming,” Fross interrupted. “Two o’clock, eighty degree elevation.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned her head to scowl at the cluster of hiszilisks now heading straight for them in a steep dive. That particular flock had just had half their number snapped up by the nurdrakhaan, which was now moving past behind them.
 

 
  “Shaeine, rest,” Trissiny said tersely. “Gabe, discourage them. Toby, Fross, stand by for them to close.”
 

 
  Gabriel had already raised both wands and unleashed a barrage of blasts at the incoming demons. Lightning snapped through the cluster, arcing between several targets; they were singed but not as badly affected by pure electricity while not grounded. His other wand, the ebony-hafted enchanter’s weapon the Crawl had given him, did a lot more damage. Two demons plummeted from the sky, and a third veered to the side, clipped by a wandshot.
 

 
  “You’re getting better with that thing,” Toby commented.
 

 
  Gabriel grinned, half-turning his head to reply.
 

 
  In that moment a stray shot struck the nurdrakhaan, near the tip of its tail.
 

 
  The enormous beast instantly pivoted in midair, turning to glare down at them directly, and opened its mouth to emit that skeleton-vibrating hiss.
 

 
  The good news was that the hiszilisks immediately abandoned their attack, scattering in all directions.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Gabriel whispered. “It’s made of armor. How did it even
  
   feel
  
  that?”
 

 
  “Arquin, we’ve only known each other less than a year,” Ruda said in a tone of resignation, “but somehow I feel I’ve
  
   always
  
  known that when I died, it would be
  
   your
  
  fucking fault.”
 

 
  “Shh,” Trissiny murmured. “Don’t move. Maybe it—”
 

 
  The mammoth demon hissed again and dived straight toward them. Suddenly its motion didn’t seem nearly so slow.
 

 
  “Get moving!” Vadrieny ordered, and with a beat of her wings shot upward, straight at the creature.
 

 
  The archdemon curved sideways in flight to approach it at an angle, and slammed straight into the side of its armored beak, actually forcing the monstrosity off course. Letting out a wild scream, she clawed savagely at the thick shell plating its face, tearing loose handfuls of chitinous armor. The nurdrakhaan hissed in protest, shaking its head to dislodge her.
 

 
  “New plan!” Trissiny announced. “Run for it! Keep an eye on the sky, we’ll have to—”
 

 
  Another, even louder hiss that literally shook the ground made them all pause, wincing; Shaeine clapped both hands over her sensitive ears. The nurdrakhaan twisted in midair, smashing its face against the upper level of the astronomy tower and crushing Vadrieny into the edifice. Stone crumbled under the blow, the entire structure swaying dangerously. The nurdrakhaan pulled back; in the next second, Vadrieny was visible, dragging herself out of a collapsed pile of masonry and flexing her wings for another takeoff.
 

 
  Moving faster than they had yet seen it do, the nurdrakhaan whipped around, smashing its tail against her and the tower.
 

 
  The entire tower was pulverized, rubble flying outward over the side of the mountain to plummet to the plain below. There was no sign of the archdemon amid the carnage.
 

 
  “She’s
  
   fine,”
  
  Trissiny said, grabbing Shaeine’s shoulder as the drow took a compulsive step toward the ruins. “No amount of physical force will harm her. She has her job to do;
  
   we
  
  need to keep moving! Stay together—”
 

 
  “No,” Ruda shouted,
  
   “scatter!”
  
 

 
  It came down on them like a falling star, ridged jaws wide and hissing furiously. The students bolted in two directions as the colossal demon hit the ground mouth-first. It scooped out a huge swath of the lawn, changing course at the point of impact with astonishing agility, seemingly unfazed by the force of its own landing. Dragging its long, armored bulk through the rut it had bitten out only widened it, tossing soil, fragments of stone walkways and hiszilisk corpses in all directions.
 

 
  No one was slow enough to be swallowed, but no one was agile to get completely out of the way, with the lucky exception of Fross.
 

 
  “I gotcha!” the pixie shouted, yanking Ruda with her on an invisible cord of magic. The pirate flew straight backward into the hefty doors of Helion Hall, where she crumpled to the ground, dazed. “Oh,
  
   crap,”
  
  Fross yelped, zipping over to her.
 

 
  Juniper managed to keep her feet, even as the very ground under her was torn up and rippled outward like a tidal wave. She even bounded
  
   toward
  
  the massive demon as its coils ground past, slamming a fist into its side. The blow was ineffectual and cost her enough balance to send her tumbling back down, but for at least a moment she managed to provide a testament to the martial forms in which Professor Ezzaniel had drilled her in lieu of having her actually fight other students.
 

 
  Shaine and Gabriel were hit directly by the edge of the nurdrakhaan’s beak; he went sailing straight into a tree, managing to keep a grip on only one of his wands. She had the presence of mind to wreath herself in a silver shield, and to sustain it as the magical orb was sent bouncing down the stairs to the next terrace down, where it collapsed, as did she.
 

 
  Toby, rather than running from the demon, threw himself at Trissiny, who had side-stepped neatly but not attempted to flee. Throwing his arms around her shoulders from behind, he wreathed them both in a golden glow, firmer than those he had been using against the hiszilisks. Her own golden shield covered them more closely. The double layer of protection barely saved them.
 

 
  Her dodge had taken her out of the immediate range of the demon’s mouth, but in the subsequent disturbance of the ground, she hadn’t the footing to evade the impact of its fin. Whether by chance or intention, it flicked them upward, sending the two paladins hurtling onto the roof of the cafeteria. Their joined shields held up to that blow and the impact, but that was all.
 

 
  Toby staggered to the floor, winded, Trissiny barely keeping her feet. Just beyond them, over the low lip of stone that surrounded the roof, the nurdrakhaan ascended skyward again, hissing.
 

 
  “Now what?”
  
  
  Toby wheezed, dragging himself upright.
 

 
  “I have a plan,” she said grimly, her eyes on the beast. Her aura flared gold again. “Are you close to burnout?”
 

 
  “Not nearly. I’ve been pacing myself. I’m assuming you can go even longer, being part elf?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Light up. Shield yourself and put out as much of a corona as you safely can.”
 

 
  He did so, watching her for further cues. She followed her own advice, keeping her gaze fixed on the enormous demon. Between the two of them, the entire roof of the cafeteria blazed as if under the noonday sun.
 

 
  “Okay, what next?”
 

 
  Trissiny pointed at the beast with her sword; the ancient, pitted blade glowed nearly white with the intensity of the magic gathering in it, then blazed forward in one concerted burst.
 

 
  He could see why she didn’t use that tactic as a weapon. The light flowed out more like radiance from a shuttered lantern than the directed energy of a wandshot. It was focused enough, however, to make a gleaming patch along the side of the nurdrakhaan.
 

 
  The monster whirled again, fixing its six scarlet eyes on them, and hissed.
 

 
  “Trissiny?” Toby said urgently.
 

 
  “Gather and rally everyone,” she ordered, glaring up at the demon.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no
  
  you don’t, I know what you’re thinking and you can forg—”
 

 
  “Together we can
  
   do
  
  this, but they’ll be picked off individually,” she snapped. “They must
  
   rally.
  
  Get it
  
   done,
  
  Caine.”
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan hissed once more and dived straight at them.
 

 
  Trissiny whirled and planted a snap kick right in the side of Toby’s shield, booting him toward the edge of the roof.
 

 
  All his years of training in the martial arts were thwarted by his own shield; he had never practiced keeping his balance while at the fixed center of an indestructible sphere. The orb of energy hit the foot-high wall and rolled neatly over, lifting his feet right off the floor and sending him plummeting off the side.
 

 
  He hit the ground hard for the second time in the last sixty seconds, again losing his hold on the shield. He immediately flung it back up, barely avoiding being crushed by debris as the nurdrakhaan ripped a huge gouge out of the roof of the cafeteria.
 

 
  Through the dust, at a painful angle around the broken masonry between him and the beast, he could see it rising skyward again, hissing its displeasure, the source of which was the glowing Hand of Avei clinging to its face with her sword lodged in one of the gouges Vadrieny had made in its armor.
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  The Dawnchapel held so much history and significance that its environs, a small canal-bordered district now filled with shrines and religious charity facilities, had taken on its name. Originally the center of Omnist worship in the city, it had been donated to the Universal Church upon its formation and served as the Church’s central offices until the Grand Cathedral was completed. More recently it had done duty as a training facility and residence for several branches of the Church’s personnel, and currently mostly housed Justinian’s holy summoner program.
 

 
  It was a typical structure of Omnist design, its main sanctuary a sunken amphitheater housed within a huge circle of towering standing stones, of a golden hue totally unlike the granite on which Tiraas sat, imported all the way from the Dwarnskolds along the northern rim of the continent. Once open to the sun, its sides had long ago been filled in with a more drab, domestic stone, which was later carved into niches that now housed statues of the gods. Its open top had been transformed into a dome of glittering stained glass, one of the architectural treasures of the city. Behind the circular center rose a ziggurat, topped with a sun shrine which had been left as a monument sacred to Omnu in gratitude for the gift of the temple itself. Most of the offices, storage rooms and other chambers were either underground or inside the pyramid.
 

 
  The circular temple sat on a square plot of land, forcing the furtive warlocks to cross a measure of open territory before they could reach its entrance. They went unchallenged, however, and apparently unnoticed; this part of the city was as eerily silent and empty tonight as the rest. Still, despite the lack of opposition, only Embras Mogul strolled apparently without unease.
 

 
  Two khankredahgs and two katzils accompanied the party, which had to be momentarily soothed as they crossed onto holy ground. They had been warded and phased against it, of course, but
  
   this
  
  ground was holier than most, and the demons were not immune to the discomfort. There were two hethelaxi escorting the group, both of whom bore the transition without complaint. That was it for demon thralls, the more volatile sentient companions having been dismissed back to their plane rather than risk the outbursts that would result from bringing them here.
 

 
  Even peering around for onlookers, they failed to observe the small, faintly luminous blue figure which circled overhead.
 

 
  Mogul himself laid his hand upon the bronze latch of the temple’s heavy front door and paused for a moment.
 

 
  “Warded?” Vanessa asked tersely. “Cracking it with any kind of subtlety will take too long… Of course, I gather you want to make a dramatic statement anyway?”
 

 
  Mogul raised an eyebrow, then turned the latch. It clicked, and the door opened smoothly, its hinges not uttering a squeak.
 

 
  “There’s overconfident,” Mogul said lightly, “and then there’s Justinian.”
 

 
  He gestured two gray-robed warlocks to precede him inside, accompanied by one of the katzils and the female hethelax.
 

 
  The sanctuary was not completely unguarded, but the outcry from within was brief.
 

 
  “Who are—
  
   hel—”
  
 

 
  The voice was silenced mid-shout. Mogul leaned around the doorframe, peering within just in time to see the shadows recede from a slumping figure in Universal Church robes, now unconscious. His attention, however, was fixed on the hethelax, who was frowning in puzzlement.
 

 
  “Mavthrys?” he said quietly. “What is it?”
 

 
  “It’s gone,” she replied, studying the interior of the sanctuary warily. “The sensation. Not
  
   quite
  
  un-consecrated, but… Something’s different.” Indeed, the katzil inside had grown noticeably calmer.
 

 
  “Justinian’s using this place to train summoners,” said Bradshaw. “Obviously it’ll have some protections for demons now.”
 

 
  “Omnu must be spinning in his grave,” Vanessa noted wryly, earning several chuckles from the warlocks still flanking the entrance outside.
 

 
  
  
  They all tensed at the sudden, not-too-distant sound of a hunting horn.
 

 
  “What the hell?” one of the cultists muttered.
 

 
  “Huntsmen,” Embras said curtly, ducking through the doors. “They won’t hunt in the dens of their own allies. Everyone inside,
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  As they darted into the temple, the spirit hawk above wheeled away, heading toward a different part of the city.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is
  
   so
  
  weird,” Billie muttered for the fourth time. “And I have done some
  
   weird
  
  shit in my time.”
 

 
  “Yes, I believe I read of your exploits on the wall of a men’s bathhouse,” Weaver sneered, taking a moment from muttering to his companion.
 

 
  The gnome shot him an irritated look, but uncharacteristically failed to riposte. They all had that reaction when they glanced at the figure beside him.
 

 
  In the space between spaces (as Mary had called it), the world was grayed-out and wavering, as if they were seeing it from underwater. The distortion obscured finer details, but for the most part they could see the real world well enough. This one was more dimly lit than the physical Tiraas, but apart from being unable to read the street signs (which for some reason, apart from being blurred, were not in Tanglish when viewed form here), they could navigate perfectly well, and identify the figures of Darling and his two apprentices, and even the little black form of the Crow as she glided from lamp to lamp ahead of them.
 

 
  None of them had been able to resist looking up at the sky, briefly but long enough to gather an impression of eyes and tentacles belonging to world-sized creatures at unimaginable distances, seen far more clearly than what was right in front of them. Mary had strongly advised against studying them in any detail. No one had felt any inclination to defy the order.
 

 
  The weirdness accompanying them was far more immediately interesting to the group. She was wavery and washed-out just like the physical world, but here, they could
  
   see
  
  her. Little of the figure was distinct except that she was tall, a hair taller even than Weaver, garbed entirely in black, and had black wings. She carried a plain, ancient-looking scythe which was as crisply visible as they themselves were, unlike its owner. Weaver had stuck next to his companion, carrying on a whispered dialogue—or what was presumably a dialogue, as no one but he could hear her responses. The rest of the party had let them have their privacy, for a variety of reasons.
 

 
  The winged figure subtly turned her head, and Joe realized he’d been caught staring. He cleared his throat awkwardly and tipped his hat to her. “Ah, your pardon, ma’am. I didn’t get the chance to thank you properly for the help a while back, in the old apartments. You likely saved me and my friend from a pair of slit throats.
  
   Very
  
  much obliged.”
 

 
  The dark, silent harbinger of death waved at him with childlike enthusiasm. It was nearly impossible to distinguish in the pale blur where her face should be, but he was almost certain she was grinning.
 

 
  “Oddly personable, ain’t she,” McGraw murmured, drawing next to him as Weaver and his friend fell back again, their heads together. “That’ll teach me to think I’m too old to be surprised by life.”
 

 
  “Tell you what’s unsettling is
  
   that,”
  
  Billie remarked, stepping in front of them so they couldn’t miss seeing her and pointing ahead. Several yards in front of the group, Darling and the two elves were engaging a group of Black Wreath. Their demon companions were clearly, crisply visible, while the warlocks themselves appeared to glow with sullen, reddish auras. As per their orders, the party was hanging back, allowing the Eserites to handle things on their own until they were called for. In any case, it didn’t seem their help was needed. Darling was glowing brightly, and making very effective use of the chain of white light which now extended from his right hand. As they watched, it lashed out, seemingly with a mind of its own, snaring a katzil demon by its neck and holding the struggling creature in place. In the next moment, a golden circle appeared on the pavement beneath it, and the chain dragged the demon down through it, where it vanished.
 

 
  “I’ve gotta say, something about
  
   that
  
  guy equipping himself with new skills and powers doesn’t fill me with a sense of serenity,” Billie mused, watching their patron closely.
 

 
  “You don’t trust him?” Joe asked. She barked a sarcastic laugh.
 

 
  “Ain’t exactly about trust,” McGraw noted.
 

 
  Mary reappeared next to them with her customary suddenness and lack of fanfare. “One can always trust a creature to behave in consistency with its own essential nature. As things stand, Darling is extraordinarily unlikely to betray us.”
 

 
  “As things stand?” Joe asked, frowning.
 

 
  The Crow shrugged noncommittally. “Change is the one true constant. In any case, be ready. I believe we will not be called upon to carry out the planned ambush; it likely would have happened already, were it going to. That being the case, we’ll shortly need to return to the material plane and move on to general demon cleanup duty.”
 

 
  “Fun,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “What, y’mean we don’t get to
  
   stay
  
  and hang out in this creepity-ass hellscape?” Billie said. “Drat. An’ here I was thinkin’ of investing in some real estate.”
 

 
  Mary raised an eyebrow. “If you would really like to remain, I can—”
 

 
  “Don’t even feckin’ say it!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hold it, stop,” Sweet ordered. Fauna skidded to a halt on command, turning to scowl at him as a robed figure scampered away down the sidewalk before her.
 

 
  “He’s escaping!”
 

 
  “Him and all three of his friends!”
 

 
  “Let ’em,” he said lightly, peering around at the nearby rooftops with some disappointment. “We were making a spectacle of ourselves, not seriously trying to collar the Wreath. That’s someone else’s job. You notice there are no signs of Church summoners here, despite the presence of the demons they let loose?”
 

 
  “Everyone’s bugging out?” Fauna asked, frowning. “What’s going on?”
 

 
  “Seems like ol’ Embras isn’t taking my bait,” Sweet lamented with a heavy sigh. “Ah, well, it was probably too much to hope that he’d do something so ham-fisted. It’s not really in an Elilinist’s nature, after all. Welp, that being the case, onward we go!”
 

 
  “Go?” Flora asked as he abruptly turned and set off down a side street. “Where
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “You know, it would save us a lot of stumbling along asking annoying questions if you’d just
  
   explain
  
  the damn plan,” Fauna said caustically.
 

 
  “Probably would,” he agreed, grinning back at them. “But adapting to circumstances as they unfold is all part of your education.”
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue.”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   watch
  
  it, potty mouth,” he said severely. “I
  
   know
  
  what that means.”
 

 
  “Oh, you speak elvish now?” Fauna asked, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Just enough to cuss properly. It seemed immediately relevant to our relationship.” They both laughed. “Anyhow, just up this street is the bridge to Dawnchapel.
  
   We
  
  are going to a warehouse facility, uncharacteristically disguised behind the facade of an upscale apartment building so as not to offend the ritzy sensibilities of those who dwell in this very fashionable district. A fancy warehouse, but still a warehouse if you know what to look for, which makes it the
  
   perfect
  
  spot for what’s coming next.”
 

 
  “I didn’t realize there were warehouses in Dawnchapel.”
 

 
  “Just
  
   outside
  
  Dawnchapel,” he corrected, grinning up ahead into the night. “Along the avenue leading straight out from the less obvious exit from the Dawnchapel sanctuary itself.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what to hope for,” Fauna muttered, “that this all plays out as you’re planning and we
  
   finally
  
  get to learn the point of it, or that it doesn’t and you have to eat crow.”
 

 
  “Well, there was a mental image I could’ve done without,” Flora said, wincing.
 

 
  “Not
  
   that
  
  Crow, you ninny. Oh, gods, now I’m seeing it too.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry your pretty little heads,” he replied. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”
 

 
  Before any of the obvious responses to that could be uttered, the clear tone of a hunting horn pierced the night.
 

 
  
   “Now
  
  what?” Flora demanded. “What’s
  
   that
  
  about?”
 

 
  “That,” said Sweet, picking up his pace, “is the signal that we are out of time for sightseeing. Step lively, girls, we need to get into position.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The spectral bird lit on Hawkmaster Vjarst’s gloved hand, and he brought it forward to his face, gazing intently into its eyes. A moment passed in silence, then he nodded, stroking the spirit hawk’s head, and raised his arm. The bird took flight again, joining its brethren now circling above.
 

 
  “The summoners have retreated to their safehouses,” he announced, turning to face the rest of the men assembled on the rooftop. “Warlocks in Wreath garb are attempting to put down the remaining demons. There is significant incidental damage in the affected areas. No human casualties that my eyes have seen.”
 

 
  “And the Eserite?” Grandmaster Veisroi asked.
 

 
  “His quarry has not bitten his lure, but gone to Dawnchapel as he predicted. Darling and his women are moving in that direction. They are now passing through a cluster of demons, and acquitting themselves well.”
 

 
  “How close?”
 

 
  “Close.”
 

 
  Veisroi nodded. “Then all is arranged; it’s time.” The assembled Huntsmen tensed slightly in anticipation as he lifted the run-engraved hunting horn at his side to his lips.
 

 
  The horn was one of the treasures of their faith, a relic given by the Wolf God himself to his mortal followers, according to legend. Its tone was deep and clear, resounding clearly across the entire city, without being painful to the ears of those standing right at hand.
 

 
  At its sound, Brother Ingvar nocked the spell-wrapped arrow that had been specially prepared for this night to his bow, raised it, and fired straight upward. The missile burst into blue light as it climbed…and continued to climb, soaring upward to the clouds without beginning to descend toward the city. Similar blue streaks soared upward from rooftop posts all across Tiraas.
 

 
  Where they touched the clouds, the city’s omnipresent damp cover darkened into ominous thunderheads in the space of seconds. Winds carrying the chill of the Stalrange picked up, roaring across the roofs of the city; Vjarst’s birds spiraled downward, each making brief contact with his runed glove and vanishing. Snow, unthinkable for the time of year, began to fall, whipped into furious eddies by the winds.
 

 
  The very light changed, Tiraas’s fierce arcane glow taking on the pale tint of moonlight as the blessing of Shaath was laid across the city.
 

 
  “Brother Andros,” Veisroi ordered, “the device.”
 

 
  Andros produced the twisted thorn talisman they had previously confiscated from Elilial’s spy in their midst, closed his eyes in concentration, and twisted it. Even in the rising wind, the clicking of the metal thorns echoed among the stilled Huntsmen.
 

 
  Absolutely nothing happened.
 

 
  Andros opened his eyes, grinning with satisfaction. “All is as planned, Grandmaster. Until Shaath’s storm abates, shadow-jumping in Tiraas has been blocked.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Veisroi, grinning in return. With his grizzled mane and beard whipped around him by the winds, he looked wild, fierce, just as a follower of Shaath ought. “Remember, men, your task is to destroy demons as you find them, but only harry the Wreath toward the Rail stations. Yes, I see your impatience, lads. I know you’ve been told this, but it bears repeating. A dead warlock may yield worthy trophies, but he cannot answer questions. We drive them into the trap, nothing more. And now…”
 

 
  He raised the horn again, his chest swelling with a deeply indrawn breath, and let out a long blast, followed by three short ones, the horn’s notes cutting through the sound of the wind.
 

 
  Four portal mages were now under medical supervision in the offices of Imperial Intelligence, recuperating from serious cases of mana fatigue from their day’s labors, but they had finished their task on time, as was expected of agents of the Silver Throne. Now, from dozens of rooftops all across the city, answering horns raised the call and spirit wolves burst into being, accompanying the hundreds of Huntsmen of Shaath gathered in Tiraas, nearly every one of them from across the Empire. They began bounding down form their perches, toward lower roofs and the streets, roaring and laughing at the prospect of worthy prey.
 

 
  “And now,” Grandmaster Veisroi repeated, grinning savagely, “WE
  
   HUNT!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The three of them hunkered down behind the decorative stone balustrade encircling the balcony on which they huddled, taking what shelter they could from the howling winds and snowflakes. Uncomfortable as it was, they weren’t as chilled as the weather made it seem they should be. The temperature had dropped notably in the last few minutes, but it was still early summer, despite Shaath’s touch upon the city.
 

 
  Directly across the street stood the warehouse Sweet had indicated. It had tall, decorative windows in sculpted stone frames, shielded by iron bars which were wrought so as to be attractive as well as functional. Its huge door was similarly carved and even gilded in spots to emphasize its engraved reliefs. It was, in short, definitely a warehouse, but did not stand out excessively from the upscale townhouses which surrounded it, or the shrines and looming Dawnchapel temple just across the canal.
 

 
  “More information is always better,” Sweet was saying. His normal, conversational tone didn’t carry more than a few feet away, thanks to the furious wind, but his words were plainly audible to the elven ears of his audience, who sat right on either side of him. “When running a con, you want to control as
  
   much
  
  as you can. What you know, what the mark knows, who they encounter… But the fact is, you can’t control the world, and shouldn’t try. There comes a point where you have to let go. Real mastery is in balancing those two things, arranging what you
  
   can
  
  control so that your mark does what you want him to, despite the plethora of options offered to him by the vast, chaotic world in which we live.”
 

 
  “And you, of course, possess true mastery,” Fauna said solemnly. She grinned when Sweet flicked the pointed tip of her ear with a finger.
 

 
  “In this case, it’s a simple matter of what I know that Embras doesn’t,” he said, “and what Justinian doesn’t know that I know. This part of the plan wasn’t shared with his Holiness, you see; he’d just have moved to protect his secrets. That would be inconvenient, after all the trouble I went to to track them down, and anyway, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to make use of it tonight.”
 

 
  “What trouble did you go to?” Flora asked. “When did you find
  
   time
  
  to snoop out whatever it is Justinian was hiding from you on top of everything else you’ve got going on?”
 

 
  “I asked Mary to do it,” he said frankly, grinning. “Now pay attention across the bridge, there, girls, you are about to see a demonstration of what I mean.” He shifted position, angling himself to get a good look down the street and across the canal bridge at the Dawnchapel. “When you know the board, the players, and the pieces…well, if you know them well
  
   enough,
  
  the rest is clockwork.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Don’t worry about that,” Embras said sharply as his people clustered together, peering nervously up through the glass dome at the storm-darkening sky. “It was a good move on Justinian’s part, but they’ll be hunting out
  
   there.
  
  This is probably the safest place in the city right now. Focus, folks, we’ve got a job to do.” He pointed quickly at the main door and a smaller one tucked into one of the stone walls. “Ignore the exterior entrances, we’re not about to be attacked from out there. That doorway, opposite the front, leads into the temple complex. Sishimir, get in there and shroud it; I don’t want us interrupted by the clerics still in residence. Vanessa, Ravi, Bradshaw, start a dark circle the whole width of the sanctuary. Tolimer, Ashley, shroud it as they go. You’re not enacting a full summons, just a preparatory thinning.”
 

 
  “Nice,” said Vanessa approvingly. “And here I thought you just wanted to smash the place up.” She moved off toward the edge of the sanctuary, the rest of the warlocks shifting into place as directed, Sishimir ducking through the dark entrance hall to the temple complex beyond. The two hethelaxi took up positions flanking the main doors, waiting patiently, while the non-sentient demons stuck by their summoners.
 

 
  “Now, Vanessa, that would be
  
   petty,”
  
  Embras said solemnly. “It’ll be so much more satisfying when the next amateur to reach across the planes in training tomorrow plunges this whole complex straight into Hell. Perhaps they’ll think with a bit more care next time someone suggests fooling around aimlessly with demons.”
 

 
  “Ooh, sneaky
  
   and
  
  gratuitously mean-spirited. I
  
   like
  
  it!”
 

 
  Everyone immediately stopped what they were doing, turning to face the succubus who had spoken.
 

 
  “Not one of ours,” Ravi said crisply, extending a hand. A coil of pure shadow flexed outward, wrapping around the demon and securing her wings and arms to her sides; she bore this with good humor, tail waving languidly behind her. “Who are you with, girl? The summoner corps?”
 

 
  “Justinian’s messing around with the children of Vanislaas, now?” Bradshaw murmured. “The man is completely out of control.”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   hello,
  
  Kheshiri,” Mogul said mildly, tucking a hand into his pocket. “Of all the places I did not expect you to pop up, this is probably the one I expected the least. You already rid yourself of that idiot Shook? Impressive, even for you.”
 

 
  “Rid myself of him?” Kheshiri said innocently. “Now why on earth would I want to do something like that? He’s the most fun I’ve had in
  
   years.”
  
 

 
  “Change of plans,” Embras said, keeping his gaze fixed on the grinning succubus. It never paid to take your eyes off a succubus, especially one who was happy about something. “Vanessa, Tolimer, cover those doors. Sishimir, what’s taking so long in there?”
 

 
  The gray-robed figure of Sishimir appeared in the darkened doorway, his posture oddly stiff and off-center. His cowled head lolled to one side.
 

 
  “Everything’s okey-dokey back here, boss!” said a high-pitched singsong voice. “No need to go looking around for more enemies, no sirree!”
 

 
  The assembled Wreath turned from Kheshiri to face him, several drawing up shadows around themselves.
 

 
  Two figures stepped up on either side of Sishimir, a man in a cheap-looking suit and a taller one in brown Omnist style robes, complete with a hood that concealed his features.
 

 
  “That is absolutely repellant,” the hooded one said disdainfully.
 

 
  “Worse,” added the other, “it’s not even funny.”
 

 
  “Bah!” Sishimir collapsed to the ground; immediately a pool of blood began to spread across the stone floor from his body. Behind him stood a grinning elf in a dapper pinstriped suit, dusting off his hands. “Nobody appreciates good comedy anymore.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what the hell this is, but I do believe I lack the patience for it,” Embras announced. “Ladies and gentlemen, hex these assholes into a puddle.”
 

 
  Kheshiri clicked her tongue chidingly, shaking her head.
 

 
  A barrage of shadow blasts ripped across the sanctuary at the three men.
 

 
  The robed man raised one hand, and every single spell flickered soundlessly out of existence a yard from them.
 

 
  “What—”
 

 
  Bradshaw was interrupted by a burst of light; the wandshot, fired from the waist, pierced Ravi through the midsection. She crumpled with a strangled scream, the shadow bindings holding Kheshiri dissolving instantly.
 

 
  “Keep your grubby hands off my property, bitch,” Shook growled.
 

 
  The robed figure raised his hands, finally lowering his hood to reveal elven features, glossy green hair, and glowing eyes like smooth-cut emeralds.
 

 
  Khadizroth the Green curled his upper lip in a disdainful sneer.
 

 
  “I do not
  
   like
  
  warlocks.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Almost wish I’d brought snacks,” Sweet mused as they watched the dome over the Dawnchapel flicker and pulse with the lights being discharged within.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t turn down a mug of hot mead right now,” Flora muttered, her hands tucked under her arms.
 

 
  “Hot anything,” Fauna agreed. “Hell, I’d drink hot
  
   water.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be such wet blankets,” Sweet said airily, struggling not to shiver himself. “Where’s your sense of
  
   oh wait there he goes!”
  
 

 
  He leaned forward, pointing. Sure enough, a figure in a white suit had emerged from the small side entrance to the temple’s sanctuary and headed toward the bridge at a dead run.
 

 
  “Clockwork, I tell you,” Sweet said, grinning fiercely, his discomfort of a moment ago forgotten. “Confronted with an unwinnable fight when they weren’t expecting one, the cultists naturally huddle up and create an opportunity for their leader to escape. The rest of them are losses the Wreath can absorb;
  
   he
  
  simply can’t be allowed to fall into Justinian’s hands. And so, there he goes. But whatever shall our hero do now?”
 

 
  Embras Mogul skidded to a stop at the bridge, glancing back at the Dawnchapel, then forward at the warehouse. He started moving again, purposefully.
 

 
  “So many choices, so many direction to run,” Sweet narrated quietly, his avid gaze fixed on the fleeing warlock. “The Wreath’s first choice is
  
   always
  
  to vanish from trouble, but with their shadow-jumping blocked, his options are limited. But what’s this? Why, it’s a warehouse! And all warehouses in this city have convenient sewer access. Once down in
  
   that
  
  labyrinth, he’s as good as gone. As we can see, he is slowed up by the very impressive lock on those mighty doors.”
 

 
  “Amateur,” Flora muttered, watching Mogul struggle with the latch. After a moment, he stepped back, aimed a hand at the lock and discharged a burst of shadow. With the snowy wind howling through the street, they couldn’t hear the eruption of magic or the clattering of pieces of lock and chain falling to the ground, but in the next moment, Mogul was tugging the doors open a crack and slipping through, pulling it carefully shut behind him.
 

 
  “You weren’t going to ambush him there?” Fauna asked, frowning.
 

 
  “What, out here in the street?” Darling stood up, brushing snow off his suit. “Where he could run in any direction? No, I believe I’ll ambush him in that building which I’ve prepared ahead of time to have no useable exits except the one I’ll be blocking.”
 

 
  “One of these days your love of dramatic effect is going to get you in real trouble,” Flora predicted.
 

 
  “Mm hm, it’s actually quite liberating, knowing in advance what your own undoing’ll be. The uncertainty can wear on you, otherwise. All right, girls, down we go. We’ve one last appointment to keep tonight.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Embras strode purposely forward into the maze of crates stacked on the main warehouse floor, scowling in displeasure. This night had been an unmitigated disaster. He only hoped his comrades had had the sense to surrender once he was safely away. For now, he had to get to the offices of this complex and find the sewer access—there always was one—but in the back of his mind, he had already begun planning to retrieve as many of them as possible. It was a painful duty, having to prioritize among friends, but Bradshaw and Vanessa would have to be first…
 

 
  He rounded a blind turn in the dim corridors made by the piled crates and slammed to a halt as light rose up in front of him.
 

 
  The uniformed Butler set the lantern aside on a small crate pulled up apparently for that purpose, then folded her hands behind her back, assuming that parade rest position they always adopted when not actively working.
 

 
  “Good evening, Master Mogul,” Price said serenely. “You are expected.”
 

 
  Embras heaved a sigh. “Well, bollocks.”
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  “I had no idea this was here,” Rook said, keeping a hand on the wall as he crept along the narrow passage.
 

 
  Tellwyrn half-turned her head to scowl at him, the orb of light hovering over her hand casting eerie shadows across her face. “That’s because you never needed to know. In fact, once all this nonsense is over with, you can forget you knew about it, understand? This is an
  
   emergency
  
  access.” She turned back to face forward, her continued grousing clearly audible. “If the students find out about this, it’ll be full of beer bottles and bodily fluids by the end of the week. What
  
   is
  
  it with kids and dark, private places… I should’ve just adopted fifty cats.”
 

 
  Rook glanced back at his compatriots, none of whom offered a comment. Wisely, he didn’t either.
 

 
  The tunnel couldn’t have been that long, but already their passage through the cellar of the Ale & Wenches seemed like it had occurred in another life. Down here there was nothing but bare granite walls. Though full of dust and cobwebs, the stone was glossy smooth and seamless, clearly having been bored out of the mountain with impossible precision, no doubt by some arcane craft of Tellwyrn’s. It had no lights of any kind save that which she had brought, and as she kept it at the head of the group, Finchley kept nervously speeding up to outpace the darkness behind him, earning irritated grumbles every time he bumped into Moriarty.
 

 
  “Ah, here we are,” Tellwyrn said after a long, awkwardly silent hike.
 

 
  “Finally,” Moriarty muttered.
 

 
  The appearance of a circular chamber ahead took them by surprise; though their guide’s slim profile concealed little, the darkness and her control of the light source meant none of the three were really aware of their destination until the Professor was stepping out into it.
 

 
  The chamber was round, gray, and otherwise exactly like the tunnel which led to it, carved from granite as smooth as glass, its surface gleaming in the glow of her light. It was dim even with the glowball present, just large enough to swallow its relatively feeble rays, but not so much that there were any areas left in blackness. That, plus the absence of any corners due to its round construction, made the place less spooky than the tunnel. All three stumbled into each other and nearly lost their footing in their haste to get inside.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn gave them a disparaging look, then stepped onto the low platform in the center. “Well, come
  
   on.
  
  It’s chaos up there, if you hadn’t noticed. I haven’t time for your pratfalling.”
 

 
  They crept obediently up the single step onto the small, circular dais. Apart from the open segment through which they stepped, it was encircled by a waist-high rail of tarnished brass, set about half a foot inward from the perimeter. The space was big enough to comfortably hold a person, and was quite snug with four.
 

 
  “You’ll want to hang onto the rail,” Tellwyrn said, not making any move to do so herself. “Stay away from the open edge and don’t stick out your hands, or anything else you may need later.”
 

 
  “What?” Rook grimaced at the dusty rail under his hands, shaking a spiderweb off his fingers. “What is this, a teleporter of some kind?”
 

 
  “Teleportation isn’t safe near a hellgate,” Moriarty snapped. “Otherwise she could have just ported us all there from Calderaas.”
 

 
  “So what’s the…” Finchley trailed off, having spied the circular hole in the ceiling, sized exactly the same as the dais. Beyond it was only blackness. “…oh, bugger.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned. “This comes out in the staff lounge, which has a sink. So if any of you are inclined toward motion sickness, I strongly suggest you hold it until we arrive.”
 

 
  “If we were inclined toward motion sickness,” Rook retorted, “you’d have found out on the RAAAAIIIII—”
 

 
  There was no preparation or warning of any kind. The stone platform just shot straight upward with a speed that nearly flung all of them to the floor. Except, of course, for Professor Tellwyrn, who folded her arms and balanced calmly in the gap at the front, watching smooth stone walls whiz past as they ascended.
 

 
  “Been a while since I hung around with soldiers,” she murmured to herself. “Seems to involve a lot more screaming than I remember.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Are you sure you’re okay? How’s your head?”
 

 
  “You didn’t
  
   hit
  
  my head, just winded me.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   really
  
  sorry about—”
 

 
  “Fross,” Ruda said firmly, grinning up at her. “Just for future reference, if the options are between smacking me around a little and letting me get eaten and/or landed on by a giant fucking bird-eel-dragon thing from Hell,
  
   make with the smacking.
  
  I’m fine. Let’s focus on fixing this bullshit.”
 

 
  “Okay,” the pixie agreed, bobbing down lower. “I’ll work on my fine control. I’m not used to levitating something person-sized with, y’know, precision.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Ruda said absently, crouching behind a pile of rubble as a small group of hiszilisks buzzed past in the near distance.
 

 
  The cafeteria was a shambles. In addition to the shattered windows along its front face, half the roof had been caved in by the nurdrakhaan’s impact. The wreckage provided a convenient path for them, though, between the dangerously exposed facade of Helion Hall and the now-smashed astronomy tower. Between heaps of fallen timber and brickwork, upset tables and chairs and the building’s remaining walls and support pillars, there was plenty of cover for them to creep through. Best of all, the hiszilisks didn’t seem interested in poking around through it, perhaps due to its wrecked state.
 

 
  “Are we wasting our time?” Fross asked in a hushed tone. “Surely they’re not still planning to meet at the tower. It’s
  
   smashed.”
  
 

 
  “It was the last plan we had,” Ruda replied just as quietly, peeking out to keep an eye on the demons outside. “Most of it was knocked
  
   over
  
  the side of the mountain, so the lobby area seems to still be there. And I don’t see any of the others. I’m
  
   hoping
  
  none of ’em are dumb enough to just mill around out there and get picked off; if we remembered to meet up at the tower, maybe the others will, too.”
 

 
  “I guess,” Fross said doubtfully. “But we may have to go out looking for them.”
 

 
  “We’ll check the tower, and if that doesn’t work out, it’s a relatively sheltered place to make a new plan.”
 

 
  They crept forward through the jumble of broken furniture, keeping a wary eye on the open front of the building. The buzzing of giant wasp wings filled the air, punctuated by bone-shivering hisses from the nurdrakhaan, but there were no voices from their classmates. Also no screams, which was some comfort at least. Ruda moved in short bursts, from one piece of cover to the next, pausing to gauge the situation at each spot. Fross simply stayed low to the ground.
 

 
  Then something landed right outside.
 

 
  Both of them instinctively ducked behind an upturned table, then very carefully peeked back out. They were a good ten yards distant, almost half the width of the building, and it was facing away, but the newness of it compelled caution. Humanoid, it was lean and oddly misshapen, as though its lumpy black skin was pulled too tight in places, twisting it off center.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Fross whispered, “it’s not just hiszilisks now; they’re bringing in real forces from across the portal. That’s a hthrynxkh.”
 

 
  “It’s a fuckin’
  
   what?”
  
  Ruda spat. “Naphthene’s
  
   tits,
  
  what is
  
   with
  
  these freaks and their names? Does Elilial spend her free time sitting around making up impossible new consonants?”
 

 
  “Colloquially called a shadowlord,” Fross recited. “Sentient demon, high-caste. Non-caster, but possessing limited inherent camouflage and short-range shadow-jumping abilities. Very durable skin, but not magically resistant like a hethelax, it’s all armor. Stronger than they look, but less agile.”
 

 
  A second hthrynxkh dropped to the ground next to the first, holding a sword that seemed to be made of something’s jawbone. They conferred momentarily in their harsh language, then the first darted off across the lawn, while the second let out a piercing whistle.
 

 
  A dozen hiszilisks assembled in front of the shadowlord, which began speaking to them. It sounded angry, but that might have just been the effect of its harsh voice and guttural language.
 

 
  “Round the back?” Ruda suggested very quietly.
 

 
  “Round the back,” Fross agreed.
 

 
  They retreated toward the opposite end of the cafeteria. The windows there looked out over the Golden Sea; one had been shattered by the damage that had wracked the building, but the rest had held, having been enchanted to be far more durable than simple glass. Wind whistled through the opening; directly overhead, hidden by what remained of the roof, the nurdrakhaan hissed again.
 

 
  They ducked around behind the serving counter into the hallway which ran adjacent to the kitchen, immediately picking up speed now that they were out of sight of the open front of the building. Just as quickly, however, they slowed, coming to a complete stop a few yards from the door that led to a small, walled garden area between the cafeteria and the classroom at the base of the astronomy tower.
 

 
  “Was that left open before?” Fross asked quietly.
 

 
  Ruda shrugged, creeping silently forward. The door opened outward; she pressed herself against its frame and leaned gingerly out just enough to peek around the edge.
 

 
  Another hthrynxkh stood with its back to them, not more than ten feet distant, gesticulating and barking orders at several hiszilisks. At each motion of its arm, one of the flying demons buzzed off, but there were still half a dozen present.
 

 
  “Fuck,” Ruda muttered, pressing her back against the wall inside the hallway.
 

 
  “Okay,” Fross said quietly, “that’s out.”
 

 
  “Hm… You said camouflage and shadow-jumping. How far can they jump?”
 

 
  “Only a few feet, it’s more for combat maneuvering than travel. Limited, like I said.” The pixie fluttered back down the hall. “Speaking of camouflage, I have a stealth spell. Not true invisibility, is the problem; I don’t think it’ll work here. We’d have to get too close to him to sneak by. Should work on the other side, though, there’s more room to maneuver out there. If we head back to Helion Hall we can go in and look for…I dunno, something. Tellwyrn’s office is in there, she’s bound to have—”
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   asshole!”
  
 

 
  Fross chimed in alarm, buzzing back toward the door, through which Ruda had just stepped, drawing her rapier. She came to a stop right before the opening, muttering to herself.
 

 
  “That surprised me.
  
   Why
  
  did that surprise me? I’m supposed to be the fast learner here…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Hiszilisks scattered at her passing, but Vadrieny didn’t pause to deal with them. She flitted to the broken-off second floor of the erstwhile astronomy tower, then from there to the spires atop Helion Hall, then to a precarious perch in a swaying elm tree, pausing at each spot to peer around desperately. There was a brief golden flash that suggested Toby or Trissiny in the corner of her vision, but it was gone when she turned to look for it again. Nothing but buzzing demons and the hissing of the nurdrakhaan.
 

 
  Nowhere a glimpse of silver.
 

 
  Frantically she took wing again, swatting a particularly slow hiszilisk out of the way, and cut a wide arc over the descending terraces of the campus. Everywhere demons. Not a sign of her classmates. Not a hint of the silver glow of Themynra.
 

 
  A low groan rose involuntarily in her throat, emerging as a thin keening.
 

 
  
   She’s fine, she’ll be fine,
  
  Teal said anxiously within her, failing to convince either of them.
  
   She’s smart, she’ll get to shelter. There are all kinds of buildings. She knows the campus.
  
 

 
  Vadrieny landed too hard on the battlements of Ronald Hall, causing the partial collapse of a stretch of crenelated stone that would have sent Tellwyrn into a towering rage in any other circumstances and would likely pass unnoticed now. The hiszilisks were gleefully causing havoc wherever they landed; they weren’t strong enough to do much to the stone buildings of the campus, but Vadrieny could see small fires in a dozen places, to say nothing of smashed windows and fairy lamps. And that wasn’t even touching the damage to the cafeteria and astronomy tower.
 

 
  Then her attention was caught by the arrival of more demons.
 

 
  They were lean black figures whose shapes she recognized immediately. Shadowlords; used by Elilial’s forces as shock troops, but likely to be operating more as guerillas, considering the origin of this particular demon army. At least a score of them were descending onto the campus from the hellgate, each carried downward by two hiszilisks, with more steadily appearing. Several had already landed by the time she noticed them, and were clearly giving directions to the smaller flying demons.
 

 
  Vadrieny sank her talons into the stone.
 

 
  “We have to fight.”
 

 
  
   Vadrieny…
  
 

 
  “Teal,” she said in anguish, “she’s out there. Maybe alone, maybe hurt.
  
   These
  
  will be setting out to search the campus; they’ll
  
   find
  
  her. They’ll find her faster than we can, due to sheer numbers.”
 

 
  Teal was silent inside, radiating terror for Shaeine, and beneath that, deep reluctance at what her other half was suggesting.
 

 
  “We can’t
  
   negotiate
  
  with these,” Vadrieny insisted. “Demons only understand
  
   force.
  
  But they’re bringing in those of higher rank now. If we make our point to
  
   them,
  
  they may call a retreat.”
 

 
  
   We can’t. Please…
  
 

 
  “I know,” Vadrieny whispered. “Love, I
  
   know.
  
  But… She’s
  
   out there.”
  
 

 
  There was a heartbeat of abject stillness within, then a rush of pure sorrow.
 

 
  
   I understand.
  
 

 
  The archdemon drew in a breath and let it out slowly through her fangs. “Go deeper inside, Teal. You don’t want to see this.”
 

 
  
   No. I’m as responsible as you. I won’t hide.
  
 

 
  She found nothing to say, simply sent her a rush of love, which was returned in kind. Both were spiked with fear and remorse.
 

 
  Then Vadrieny, the last princess of Hell, flared her wings and let out a scream that shattered windows remaining all over the campus.
 

 
  She launched herself forward, zooming straight at a cluster of four hthrynxkhs, surrounded by a buzzing throng of hiszilisks. Before they could react she had seized the closest in both hands, talons sinking deep into its armored flesh, lifted it up, and tore the creature in half, flinging its pieces away.
 

 
  Two shadow-jumped a few feet back from her, raising weapons; the third actually dropped its obsidian knife, raising both hands.
 

 
  “Wait! I surr—”
 

 
  A swipe of her claws ripped its head clean off, sending the remainder of its body tumbling end-over end across the lawn.
 

 
  The surrounding hiszilisks shot away in all directions, desperately putting space between themselves and the raging archdemon.
 

 
  The last two shadowlords were still shadow-jumping in retreat, but they could go only so far at a time. It was only seconds before Vadrieny got her claws on one, sinking them deep into its ribs and dragging it closer.
 

 
  “You
  
   don’t
  
  surrender!” she screamed directly into the flailing demon’s face. “This is
  
   my
  
  world! You
  
   leave,
  
  OR YOU
  
   DIE!”
  
 

 
  She tossed it straight up into the air, seized it by one of its ankles, and set about swatting hiszilisks out of the sky with the still-shrieking hthrynxkh. Only for a few moments, though; the hiszilisks were a mere distraction. Spotting another shadowlord, Vadrieny dived at it talons-first, screaming a challenge.
 

 
  Deep inside her, Teal watched it all in silence.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan hissed its displeasure, trying to flick her off with its fin, which didn’t quite reach. Trissiny, gritting her teeth, braced one booted foot into the corner of its jaw, where the edges of its beak didn’t quite close, gripped her sword firmly with her right hand, and with her left, punched it hard in its lowest eye.
 

 
  The beast hissed like never before, thrashing up and down in midair. For a moment she thought she was about to be shaken loose, but her sword held in the groove in its facial armor left by one of Vadrieny’s claws, and she actually managed to wrap the fingers of her other hand around the lower edge of its eye socket.
 

 
  That, needless to say, made it even madder.
 

 
  Bucking up and down, and then from side to side, it failed to dislodge her, though in those tense moments the simple act of hanging on consumed the entirety of Trissiny’s attention.
 

 
  She was beginning to have second thoughts about this idea.
 

 
  Failing to remove the pest that way, the nurdrakhaan changed tactics. Its flight leveled out; the smoother motion gave her a much needed moment to gather her bearings. She lifted her head, chancing a peek forward at its course, discovering at the last possible second that they were diving straight toward a very familiar sight.
 

 
  Trissiny wreathed herself in a golden shield, pouring every iota of power she could summon into it; the sphere cut right into the armored face of the nudrakhaan, prompting an enraged hiss, but did not dissuade it in the slightest. She ducked her face against its steaming carapace, tightening her grip as best she could, and shielded so fervently she could feel the beginnings of heat in every nerve, as the monster smashed face-first into the stone bridge connecting the campus to Clarke Tower.
 

 
  It was a split-second’s utter chaos; the impact jarred her, both physically and in the auric senses connecting her to the golden shield. For a moment, she couldn’t even be sure which way was up.
 

 
  A moment later, she opened her eyes to discover that “up” was precisely where they were going. The bridge plummeted in fragments toward the plain below, the tower spinning slowly as it drifted off into space. Then she could spare no more attention for the wreckage that had been her home for most of the year.
 

 
  Her sword had worked itself loose in the impact; both her boots had been knocked free. She clung to the nurdrakhaan’s eye socket with the fingers of her left hand, flailing with both feet to regain purchase as it arced around upward, ascending straight toward the hellgate.
 

 
  Going through that, she reflected, would be less than ideal.
 

 
  Before she could get a firm grip, however, the nurdrakhaan shook itself again, more violently this time, and suddenly she was gripping nothing. Trissiny tumbled head-over-boots through the sky, hurled almost straight upward, the slight arch of her flight probably not even enough to send her off the mountain.
 

 
  Or such was the best she could figure; no amount of martial training had prepared her to keep her wits under conditions like these.
 

 
  Light flared as her shield snapped reflexively back into place; golden wings stretched outward behind her, stabilizing her descent.
 

 
  She had barely a second to realize she was plummeting straight toward the open maw of the nurdrakhaan, rushing up to meet her.
 

 
  Trissiny kicked backward, adjusting her body at the last possible second to be sure to meet it sword-first.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “No!” Toby shouted impotently as the glowing light of his fellow paladin winked out above the monster’s head.
 

 
  
   “Hrrash k’vankhthrazk! Hkhaasha vnarr!”
  
 

 
  He whirled at the voice, finding himself being approached by three shadowlords, the nearest leveling a spear at his heart. It had an obsidian head, the haft made from what was unmistakably something’s leg bone, despite being black. The creature holding it looked twisted, misshapen, its scaly hide worked into uneven ridges and lumps as if it didn’t fit properly over its lopsided frame.
 

 
  “No,” he whispered again.
 

 
  Black, leathery lips drew back over yellowed fangs in a mocking grin, and it drew back its spear to strike.
 

 
  Toby’s eyes narrowed to slits, and he bared his own teeth.
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
 

 
  The spear plunged forward. He caught it just behind the head, spinning, and yanked the demon forward into its own thrust. As it staggered past, he stepped neatly out of its path, wrenching the weapon from its grasp, and thrust the butt of the spear between its legs, twisting and sending it tumbling to the ground.
 

 
  The two behind it charged him.
 

 
  Toby flared alight with golden power, causing both demons to hiss and stumble, closing their eyes against the glare. The Sun Style didn’t favor offensive strikes, but it was the work of seconds to sweep the legs out from under one and tip the other over backward.
 

 
  All this had drawn extra attention, however. The first hthrynxkh had regained its feet and was circling him warily; two more, armed with weapons of obsidian and bone, were dashing toward him. Worse, a sizable swarm of hiszilisks was assembling. They seemed to be holding off for the moment, perhaps to give the shadowlords their prerogative to strike first.
 

 
  “This is not your world,” he said, hearing the snarl in his own voice and not hating it as much as he should.
  
   “This
  
  realm belongs to the gods. I will not
  
   have
  
  this…this
  
   barbarism.”
  
 

 
  The nearest hthrynxkh snarled and lunged; Toby jabbed it straight between the eyes with the butt of the spear, knocking it to the ground, senseless. It was the most brutal strike he had ever performed against a living being.
 

 
  “I will not have
  
   you here!”
  
  he roared, twirling the spear overhead and slamming it point-first into the ground in front of him. The light rose in his aura, first blinding the nearby demons, then pushing them physically back while they shrieked in protest, some beginning to smoke.
 

 
  “I. Will
  
   have!
  
  PEACE!”
 

 
  It was as if the sun rose where he stood.
 

 
  Golden light burned with such an intensity that even he couldn’t see. Demons screamed, steamed and tumbled backward, but couldn’t move fast enough to escape; there was no outrunning light. It rose all around, flaring outward with kinetic force the blasted the grass flat in all directions.
 

 
  Toby could feel the burning at the edge of his consciousness, knew what it heralded, and didn’t care.
 

 
  But before it could grow worse, the light just as suddenly winked out.
 

 
  It seemed he should have been blinded by it, but he stood, not even blinking, in a clear space in front of the smashed cafeteria. A few shards of obsidian lay on the ground nearby, even the bone and sinew to which they had been attached gone now; it had been demonic in origin, too. The shadowlords and hiszilisks were gone; even the corpses piled up from the party’s earlier confrontation had vanished. There was only ash, dancing on the wind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Gabriel’s attempts to climb back onto the uppermost terrace had only attracted more hiszilisks to him. His wand had kept them at bay for a while, but he hadn’t found where the other one had fallen when he’d been thrown by the nurdrakhaan’s impact, and now he wasn’t even sure where
  
   he
  
  was. The demons had quickly figured out that he could only shoot at one of them at a time, and it was easy enough to get behind someone who had no one left to watch his back. He found it very difficult to navigate with three wolf-sized demons actually climbing on him.
 

 
  He flailed, staggered, managed to shoot himself in the shoulder in his efforts to get them off, and succeeded in dislodging one. Mostly by pure luck, he shot another dead as it attempted to zoom in to fill the recently opened space. Past the jumble of legs and wings clinging to him, he spied a tree, and lurched toward it.
 

 
  Spiny legs pinned his left arm to his size and mandibles pinched at him in two places, but for all their tenacity, these creatures didn’t have the magic it would take to actually pierce his skin.
  
   That
  
  magic would have killed them even faster than it would him. He wasn’t as utterly screwed in this situation as most of his friends would have been, but he was still not in control.
 

 
  He managed to reach the small copse of trees, one of which had been uprooted and knocked over somehow, and turned, slamming his back against the trunk of an oak. The hiszilisk clinging to him from behind screamed in protest. Gabriel stepped forward and bashed it again, and then a third time, until it finally let go.
 

 
  He managed to turn, aim, and shoot it through the chest before it could get up.
 

 
  Then the one climbing on him on the front bit him right on the crotch.
 

 
  Howling in outrage, Gabriel leveled his wand at it, then thought twice.
 

 
  In that moment of hesitation, its tail lashed forward, the stinger driving right into his eye.
 

 
  Even his soft tissue wasn’t vulnerable to physical damage, but it definitely wasn’t impervious to pain. That was the last straw.
 

 
  The roar that tore itself from his throat was no longer human. He whirled, flailing furiously and peppering the entire area with wandshots. Beams of light arced out in all directions, actually driving back the swarm. Eyes totally black, roaring and snarling, Gabriel quite by chance laid his free hand on the hilt of the sword hanging at his waist. Purely on instinct, he ripped it free of its sheath and hacked at the creature clinging to him.
 

 
  He had it off in seconds, but didn’t stop there. While the hiszilisks twitched and squealed, he pummeled it artlessly with both the sword and his wand, which was still spewing wild bolts of power. He slashed, bludgeoned and blasted for nearly a minute until he was assaulting little more than a black smear and scattered chunks of smoldering meat, before finally pausing to look around.
 

 
  At some point, the remaining hiszilisks had decided to seek less deranged prey. He was alone.
 

 
  The half-demon planted one foot on the fallen tree, brandished both weapons in the air, and let out a wordless roar of triumph.
 

 
  
   “All right, that is enough of that.”
  
 

 
  Suddenly, impossibly, the sword twisted in his grip, its blade flaring bright white. It plunged straight downward, stabbing through his foot and pinning him to the tree.
 

 
  He was too shocked even to scream.
 

 
  
   “You are completely out of control, boy, and your allies are scattered to the wind. I’d be content to leave you to your fate, but I will
  
  not
  
   be carted back to Hell as some kind of trophy. Centuries down in that wretched hole were bad enough. So against my better judgment, I am going to help you, hellblood. Now, let’s see what we have to work with.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Gabriel clutched the sword’s handle, frantically trying to pull it out of his foot, grunting and snarling with each jerk. He might as well have been trying to pick himself up by the hair for all the progress he made. All the while, and though his berserking mind made little sense of it, the voice carried on in his ears.
 

 
  
   “Ah, an enchanter. Not a good one, but it’s something. A cleric would be better, though obviously that’s not possible for you… An arcanist can’t do much with infernal magic, but the infernal can take power from the arcane. Hm, you can’t actually
  
  use
  
   that power, though, can you? Ah, part hethelax, I see. Well, perhaps there’s a workaround we can use.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Desperately, he fired a furious salvo of wandshots at the sword, succeeding in drilling holds in the log, blasting his own shoe to fragments and not so much as singeing the leather wrapping its hilt.
 

 
  
   “We can’t use your aura to power your spells, but vice versa? Ah, yes, the problem is you lack cognitive control over your infernal nature. It comes out as this…imbecilic carrying on you’re doing right now. Shuts off the brain completely.
  
  This
  
   you can’t do anything about, it’s a venting mechanism; if we blocked it you’d be overwhelmed by your own aura and likely combust or something. But we can change the
  
  way
  
   it vents. Ah, yes, I see how it can be done. I’m using your own skills, of course; I’m no arcanist. You could have figured this out yourself if you weren’t so afraid of your own nature. But perhaps that’s wise of you. Oh, stop that,”
  
  the voice added in disgust as he leaned forward and gnawed on the sword’s handle.
  
   “You’re like a dog, even more than most humans. Right, I’m going to use your own stored arcane energy to effect a small change in the connection between your aura and genetic code. This is the most fundamental essence of your self we’re playing with, here, so I imagine this will hurt quite a lot.”
  
 

 
  In the next second, he completely forgot about the sword pinning his foot.
 

 
  Pain subsumed every inch of Gabriel’s body, and then clawed its way into his mind, and into something which lay
  
   beyond
  
  that, beyond what he could have found words for even had he been capable of words at that moment.
 

 
  He arched his back, thrashing and heaving helplessly with the throes of agony, howling at the sky. His whole body twisted, tensing and twitching against itself in existential protest. His eyes, black and fathomless, bulged so wide they seemed on the verge of popping out entirely.
 

 
  And then, for just a moment, they flared orange.
 

 
  Fire raged across his vision, then just as quickly subsided, and Gabriel straightened up, blinking.
 

 
  Confused, he looked around, taking stock. His clothes were ripped in dozens of places and his left shoe was a ragged, scorched mess about to fall off. Only the enchanted green coat Tellwyrn had given him seemed to have survived undamaged. But…survived
  
   what?
  
 

 
  The memory wasn’t there. He’d been swamped by demons… Which were now gone. He still had the wand in his right hand, and the black sword in his left. There was the faint memory of a voice talking to him from a great distance, but it flittered away like a barely-remembered dream when he tried to focus on it.
 

 
  He swiveled in place, staring around. Demons were everywhere, gleefully wrecking the campus.
  
  
  Neither that nor his confusion over what had transpired in the last few minutes could hold his attention, however; he could feel pressure building up inside himself, as if something in his core was burning, growing hotter and causing him to expand beyond the volume he could safely hold. Flames licked at the edges of his vision.
 

 
  Suddenly, understanding clicked into place. He took aim with the wand, and a beam of pure orange fire, pencil thin and intense enough to melt stone, blazed out. Deftly, he cut a rapid zig-zagging pattern through an approaching cluster of hiszilisks, and a second later, they were tumbling to the earth in scorched pieces.
 

 
  Gabriel lowered his wand, awed. He
  
   understood.
  
  It was the berserking, the defense mechanism that hethelaxi had evolved against infernal corruption, channeling the hellfire in his blood in a way that didn’t drive him mad or destroy his body. Except it was channeled
  
   further
  
  now, somehow reaching through the pathways he used to access arcane magic. It still raged in him; it still demanded an outlet. He had to
  
   spend
  
  this power or it would overwhelm him again, taking away his ability to think. But he
  
   could
  
  spend it now.
 

 
  Had he done this on instinct, somehow? He would never have voluntarily gone messing around with his own nature that way. Any enchanter knew better than to try to enchant
  
   himself;
  
  in the history of magic, that had led to a handful of towering successes and thousands of horrific tragedies.
 

 
  Whatever the reason, it was done, and he hadn’t the luxury of standing around in introspection. Hellfire raged in him, demanding an outlet.
 

 
  Gabriel stalked forward, channeling his inner fire through the black enchanter wand and laying waste to any hiszilisks which buzzed too close to him. He could control it far more finely than the wand’s native power, creating walls and spirals of fire, even directing fireballs that chased after their targets. All the while, he peered around, taking stock, his thoughts driven forward with the same frantic energy that fueled his magic.
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan was hissing and flailing about high above; he dismissed that for the moment as it didn’t seem interested in him. He couldn’t see any of his friends… This was a disaster. None of them could last long alone.
 

 
  Then a screaming streak of fire flashed past overhead. Gabriel stopped, his eyes tracking her path. She dived down onto a fleeing shadowlord and in seconds was airborne again, leaving her prey in pieces partially ground into the dirt. He could see evidence of several such attacks in the near distance.
 

 
  Vadrieny soared back out overhead, and he calmly leveled his wand, directing a bolt of power straight into her path.
 

 
  The fireball exploded on impact, sending the archdemon tumbling skyward. She recovered her balance in midair, screaming in fury, and dived straight down at him.
 

 
  At the last second she adjusted her flight so as not to hit directly, landing hard enough to crack the pavement before him.
 

 
  “Have you lost your mind?!” Vadrieny howled into his face.
 

 
  “HAVE YOU LOST YOURS?!”
  
  
  he roared right back at her. The archdemon actually reared back, momentarily shocked into silence. Gabriel didn’t give her a moment to recover. “You’re flailing around killing them one by one! What do you think
  
   that’s
  
  going to accomplish? There are hundreds, and more keep coming! We have to assemble our friends before they’re picked off!”
 

 
  “I am
  
   trying
  
  to keep them safe!” she shot back. “We have to drive the demons back—”
 

 
  “You aren’t driving
  
   anything
  
  anywhere! Stop for a moment and
  
   think.
  
  They started with shock troops, then sent more dangerous ones. Eventually someone important will come through. We need to get
  
   him
  
  when he lands, and not just kill him but
  
   control
  
  him, and for that we need the group back together!”
 

 
  “I can’t
  
   find
  
  them!”
 

 
  “Then let them find
  
   us!”
  
  He thrust his wand skyward, letting loose a geyser of pure hellfire, venting off the pressure had had been building up during the conversation. Vadrieny took a step back, looking warily up at the gout of molten energy. “You’re a living fireball; the others can
  
   see
  
  you clearly. They’d have grouped up on you already if you would quit flying around! Get back aloft and stay in a holding pattern above me while I make my way back to the cafeteria lawn. Watch for Toby, Trissiny and Shaeine; you’ll see their magic as easily as they’ll see ours. We’ll gather whoever’s there to meet us and then find the rest, and
  
   then
  
  we will deal with the asshole
  
   behind
  
  this bullshit when he shows his face.”
 

 
  Vadrieny blinked her glowing eyes. “That’s…actually a really good—”
 

 
  
   “Go!”
  
  he bellowed, pointing skyward again. To the surprise of both of them, she did, shooting upward and settling into a glide above him, circling like a vulture while he stalked up the stairs to the next terrace, lashing out with his wand at any hiszilisk that came near.
 

 
  They reached the lawn just in time to be momentarily blinded by an impossible corona of golden light. Gabriel paused, shielding his eyes until it subsided, then blinked at the lone figure standing in front of the wrecked cafeteria amid a swirl of ash.
 

 
  “All right,” he said to himself with a grin. “That’s two.”
 

 
  He set off toward Toby with long strides, wand at the ready and Ariel still hanging from his hand, forgotten.
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  “Behind you!”
 

 
  “I
  
   saw
  
  it!”
 

 
  Wandshots cracked through the falling snow; a katzil demon squawked in pain as it was cleaved out of the air. Weaver kept up his fire, taking fragments off the eaves of the building over which the creature had been trying to escape, and then it was lost to sight behind the structure.
 

 
  Joe was the first around the corner; his boots skidded on the light dusting of snow dancing down the street. Between that and the sharp wind he might have lost his footing, but he was too in tune with his body and environs to overbalance. This was the first he’d seen of the snow actually reaching the ground and staying there; he factored it into his calculations without a conscious thought.
 

 
  The demon raised its head and hissed at him, an orange glow rising within its mouth. His wandshot pierced its skull before it could spit fire at him, and the katzil flopped back to the ground, thrashed once, and fell still. Immediately, it began to disintegrate into foul-smelling charcoal.
 

 
  Weaver arrived, wands up, and came a lot closer to slipping than Joe had. He caught himself on a lamppost, however, scowling at the remains of the demon. “Right, good. There’s
  
   that
  
  one dealt with. Have you seen…”
 

 
  They both lifted their heads at the distinctive sound of Billie whooping. In the next second, a flare arced into the sky from the next street over. It was quickly caught and blown off-course by the winds, but fizzled out before it could land on anything and start a fire.
 

 
  Joe and Weaver set off without a word.
 

 
  They were slowed by an accumulation of trash in the middle of the alley down which they had to travel, but in less than a minute were stepping out the other side, to find two of their party standing back-to-back in the middle of the street. McGraw still held his staff in a wary position, peering around at the rooftops; Billie was sliding something long and metallic into one of her pouches. Five large clumps of charcoal lay in the street around them, crumbling and blowing away. The acrid stink of them was almost painful, even carried off by the wind as quickly as it was.
 

 
  “There y’are,” the gnome said cheerfully. “Turns out we didn’t need the rescue, but glad to see ye nonetheless. Best not t’get separated.”
 

 
  “Good thinking,” Joe agreed. “We had to chase after that bird-serpent thingy, though. No tellin’ what havoc it would cause, loose in the city.”
 

 
  “Not that much,” McGraw said, resting the butt of his staff against the cobblestones and straightening up, apparently satisfied the danger was past. “Katzils rarely attack people unless ordered by a warlock. You can usually tell one’s in the area by scorched rooftops and a sudden absence of rats, cats and small dogs in the neighborhood. Those khankredahgs were a bigger priority,” he added, nodding toward one of his erstwhile targets, by now little more than a black smudge on the pavement. “They
  
   do
  
  attack people. You see any of those, take ’em out first.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Joe said, nodding.
 

 
  “You have missed one, nonetheless,” Mary announced, appearing beside them. They hadn’t even heard her approach in bird form this time, what with the shrieking wind, but none of them were startled by her comings and goings anymore. “Above that apartment complex to the west.”
 

 
  “I just had a wild thought,” Weaver said. “Being that you’re by a
  
   wide
  
  margin the most powerful person here, it seems like you could be doing a lot more than recon.”
 

 
  “The key to having power is to know how it is used,” Mary said, unperturbed as always. “I find the most potent way to influence the world is through information. For instance, rather than running around to a side street after the katzil, you can pass through the public house in the base of the building. It has entrances on both sides and is currently unlocked.”
 

 
  They turned to look at the door toward which she nodded; only the sign labeling it “The Devil’s Deal” revealed it was a pub. The door was shut tight, the windows darkened, its silence in keeping with the crisis in the city, but still somehow even more eerie. Pubs were meant to be places of laughter and vitality.
 

 
  “You sure?” McGraw asked uncertainly. “Looks buttoned up pretty tight from here,”
 

 
  “I assure you,” the Crow replied, “I have observed the entrances in use. Time is short.” She ascended toward the roof of the building with a raspy caw, her dark little wings seeming to have no trouble in the wind.
 

 
  “And there she goes,
  
   not
  
  through the pub,” Weaver muttered. “I have a personal rule against taking directions from people who don’t follow their own.”
 

 
  “Obvious, innit?” Billie said cheerfully. “Somethin’ in the pub she wants us to see. If you think the Crow’s out to get us, by all means sit here an’ freeze. Me, I think it’s worth havin’ a look at.”
 

 
  They started toward the pub’s closed door, McGraw muttering as they went. “I didn’t see a katzil head off in that direction. Reckon there actually is one?”
 

 
  Joe made no reply. Billie was first to reach the door, but she stepped aside, allowing him to grasp the handle and pull it open.
 

 
  There was a short entrance hall beyond the door, lined with pegs for coats and stands for heavy overboots, all depressingly empty at the moment. An inert fairy lamp in an old-fashioned wrought iron housing hung overhead, swaying in the breeze admitted by the open door.
 

 
  They trooped through in single file, weapons at the ready. The hall made a sharp left into the public area, where the group came to an immediate stop.
 

 
  It looked like it might be a cozy place to have a drink in better times; not large, and with a disproportionately huge hearth along one wall. In addition to the usual tables and benches there were battered old armchairs upholstered in cracked leather arranged in small clusters in the corners. As Mary had said, there was indeed another hall leading from the opposite side of the room, presumably toward the other street. The fireplace was dead and dark, as were the wall sconces. It was not at all dim, however, lit as it was by the glow of the seven alarmed clerics in Universal Church robes who stood huddled in the middle of the room.
 

 
  The two groups stared at each other in surprise for a silent moment. The priests weren’t armed, at least not visibly, but the glow around them at least partially came from a divine shield covering their party.
 

 
  “What are you doing out?” a middle-aged woman near the head of the group demanded finally. “There’s a curfew in place!”
 

 
  “We’re officially deputized for the duration of the crisis,” Joe informed her, holding up the lapel of his coat, to which was pinned the pewter gryphon badge Bishop Darling had given him. “Could ask the same of you.”
 

 
  “We answer to the Universal Church,” she replied, still studying him warily. “Deputized? How
  
   old
  
  are you?”
 

 
  “Collectively, oldern’ the Empire,” Billie said cheerfully. “Look, we can yammer on about who’s entitled to be out, or we could address the more pressin’ matters at hand. There’s demons still on the loose in the street. What’re you doin’ huddled in a dark pub? Could use the help out there.”
 

 
  An unreadable look made its rounds through the clerics. “We have our orders,” a younger man said cryptically. “If you’re on demon cleanup duty, don’t let us keep you.”
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” McGraw drawled, “it wouldn’t be the first time. But ain’t that the insignia of that new summoner corps his Holiness is building? Seems like demons on the loose would be
  
   right
  
  up your alley.”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you, our orders—” He cut off at a sharp gesture from the older woman.
 

 
  “Never mind,” she said, speaking to her companions but keeping her eyes on the group standing by the doorway. “This position is clearly compromised anyway, we’ll fall back to the secondary rendezvous.
  
   You
  
  do what you like,” she added directly to McGraw, “but if you intend to help, keep out of our way.”
 

 
  They filed rapidly out the other hall exit. In moments, they were gone, and the party stood, listening to the door bang shut behind them. The only sound in the room was the faint sound of wind from without; Weaver had neglected to properly close the door through which they’d come.
 

 
  “That doesn’t make a
  
   lick
  
  of sense,” Joe muttered, frowning after the departed clerics. “Holy summoners, hiding in a bar when there’s
  
   demons
  
  loose in the city?”
 

 
  “They were not all summoners, holy or otherwise,” Mary remarked. They whirled to find her perched nonchalantly on the edge of the bar. “Did you note the slight divide in their group? Three in one cluster, four in another. Of the four, only one was a priestess. They also included a mage, a witch and a diabolist.”
 

 
  “…a strike team,” McGraw said, thunking the butt of his staff against the floor. “In the wrong uniform? Well, they’re used for discreet ops often enough.”
 

 
  Joe’s eyes widened as the equation added up in his head. “…they don’t want the demons un-summoned.
  
   They
  
  summoned them!”
 

 
  “Cor,” Billie muttered.
 

 
  He whirled to look at the group. Billie was frowning in consternation, McGraw in thought. Mary was watching him with the faint smile he associated with a teacher waiting to see if a pupil would understand a lesson. Weaver’s face was uncharacteristically blank.
 

 
  “We have to tell the Bishop about this,” Joe said urgently. “Which way did he go?”
 

 
  Weaver heaved a deep sigh. “Kid, this is a pitying expression I’m wearing, in case you failed to interpret it.”
 

 
  “I told you,” Billie said, scowling. “I
  
   said
  
  it. That fellow gaining new powers fair makes my hackles rise. Gods only know what he might do with ’em. Not what he told us he was gonna, that much you can bank on.”
 

 
  Joe’s eyes darted back and forth. “…did you all know about this?”
 

 
  “Suspected,” McGraw muttered. “Had an inkling. Ain’t exactly the kinda thing one
  
   asks
  
  one’s powerful employer, though. ‘Scuze me, your Grace, but would you happen to be up to anything especially villainous this evening?’”
 

 
  Weaver just shrugged.
 

 
  “We were sent out to, first, attempt to lure the Black Wreath into an ambush, and second, destroy any demons they had unleashed,” Mary said calmly, her eyes fixed on Joe’s. “Ask yourself,
  
   why
  
  would they unleash demons?”
 

 
  “They…they’re…the Black Wreath,” he said lamely. “Demons are what they
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  “You cannot afford to be so naïve, Joseph. The Wreath call up demons only to
  
   use
  
  them. When they find demons otherwise, they put them
  
   down.
  
  Aimless summons of uncontrolled demons are less likely to be the work of the Wreath…”
 

 
  “Than an attempt to lure them out,” Billie finished. “Bloody
  
   fuckin’
  
  hell, in the middle of the city!”
 

 
  “Let me just point out,” Weaver said, “before anybody goes on the warpath, that that was a mixed group of Universal Church and Imperial personnel we just saw, who were probably responsible for the demons loose in this neighborhood, if your theory is correct. It may be satisfying to blame Darling, but even if he could organize something this big, he couldn’t enact it on his own. This must’ve been done at the
  
   highest
  
  level. Bet you anything he’s not the only Bishop playing a part here.”
 

 
  “There are many forces at work tonight,” Mary said calmly. “Some at cross purposes,
  
   most
  
  with more than one agenda. Best not to act in haste.”
 

 
  “Act?” Billie snorted. “As to that…what’re we s’posed ta do, then? Just go back to killin’ demons like nothin’ else is going on?”
 

 
  “Few things in life are simple,” said McGraw, “but
  
   some
  
  things are. If there are demons on the loose in the city, no matter who did it or why, killing ’em is a good use of our time.”
 

 
  “But is it the
  
   best
  
  use?” Mary asked with a smile. “Joseph, did you still want to know which way the Bishop went?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Embras managed one step backward before the front door of the warehouse banged shut, then froze.
 

 
  “Well,” he said with a sigh, “there we are, of course. The question becomes, then, which of you do I attempt to go through?”
 

 
  Price raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  The warlock held out one hand, palm-up. “Young lady, if you would be so kind as to step aside—”
 

 
  A ball of shadow began to form in his palm, then abruptly exploded; Mogul staggered backward, clutching a burned hand and staring around himself at the piles of crates hemming them in. Several of those nearest were emitting a faint golden light through cracks where the boards did not fit together snugly.
 

 
  “You’ll want to be careful of that, old fellow,” Sweet said cheerfully, strolling around the corner behind him. The two elves paced silently at his sides, their expressions curious. “Want to know what’s stored in this warehouse, a literal stone’s throw from the Dawnchapel? Why, whatever was lying around! Relics of just all
  
   kinds,
  
  sacred to a whole smorgasbord of gods, that had been cluttering up the temple where Justinian needed to make space for his own projects. Frankly I’ve not idea what most of ’em even
  
   do,
  
  but I’ve got a pretty good notion what’ll happen if somebody starts trying to throw around infernal magic in here.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Embras said, taking two steps to the side and angling himself to keep all of them in view. He stuck his burned hand in one of his coat pockets, tilting his head forward so that the brim of his hat concealed his eyes. Only his grin was visible. “I’ve gotta hand it to you, Antonio, this was mighty fine work.
  
   Mighty
  
  fine work. How’d you manage to arrange all this? One professional to another.”
 

 
  “Oh, but
  
   that’s
  
  the best part,” Sweet said, grinning in return and coming to a stop a few feet from him. “I
  
   didn’t
  
  arrange this! Nor the mess you encountered in the Dawnchapel. In fact, I did my damnedest to get you to come at
  
   me,
  
  but I guess that was a little too obvious to get a nibble. No, all
  
   this
  
  was just here; you just ran afoul of Justinian placing his new toys exactly where you were most likely to trip over ’em in the dark.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s just
  
   irritating,”
  
  Embras remarked. “I believe I’m gonna write him a very sternly worded letter.”
 

 
  “Tell you what I
  
   did
  
  arrange, though,” Sweet continued, his grin beginning to slowly fade. “You’ve already discovered the Shaathist blessing blocking shadow-jumping over the city, I’m sure. You probably deduced the presence of a
  
   lot
  
  of Huntsmen rounding up your fellows. Here’s what you don’t yet know: those Huntsmen will be herding the Wreath toward the Rail stations, which are right about now being inundated with the Imperial soldiers who were sent to Calderaas earlier in the day. The Third Silver Legion has been re-sorted into squads off site, one of which will accompany every unit of the Army, with shield-specialized priestesses at the front. No doubt a good few of your warlocks will still manage to use those syringes of theirs when they see what’s waiting for them, but enough of them will be pacified on sight that we stand to take plenty alive.”
 

 
  “How
  
   did
  
  you manage that?” Embras asked mildly. “You’re talking about
  
   hundreds
  
  of people. Thousands, even. I don’t mind admitting I haven’t heard a
  
   peep
  
  about this, and I’ve got eyes and ears in places you wouldn’t believe.”
 

 
  “Simple operational control, old man. All of those soldiers and Legionnaires were kept in the dark; they were ordered to respond to the crisis on the frontier, and when they got to Calderaas telescrolled orders sent them right back here. The Huntsmen have been sequestered on rooftops all afternoon, in parties constantly watching each other.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” Mogul grunted. “At what cost? I
  
   do
  
  know that hellgate in Last Rock isn’t a feint. Are you really so obsessed with capturing me you let that thing stand open?
  
   My
  
  people weren’t behind it, nor was my Lady. There is
  
   no
  
  telling what’s gonna come boiling out.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that,” Darling said condescendingly. “That’s being taken care of. Worry about the here and now.”
 

 
  Mogul finally lifted his head, meeting Darling’s eyes. “Take a good look at yourself, Bishop. The bards lie about a lot, but they tell a few solid truths. The man standing over a well-executed trap giving a soliloquy is
  
   seldom
  
  the hero of the piece.”
 

 
  “You’re just stalling, now,” Sweet said, stepping forward. Behind him, Flora and Fauna moved to flank. Price held her position, watching with perfect poise. “Obsessed I may be, but I’m not the one with a foot in the snare.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Embras agreed, adjusting his tie. “Well, relics or no relics, I do hope you’re not expecting me to stand here politely while you—”
 

 
  “Oh, keep it in your pants,” Darling said scornfully. “I didn’t go to all this trouble to
  
   kill
  
  you. No, I don’t intend to capture you, either.”
 

 
  “Oh? I confess to some curiosity. That would seem to exhaust all the
  
   likely
  
  ambitions you might have toward my person.”
 

 
  “Remember who you’re dealing with,” Darling said grimly, taking slow steps forward. “I am, first and foremost, an Eserite. I brought you here, Embras, to
  
   take
  
  something from you. Something you’ll be hard pressed to do without. Something you will
  
   never
  
  get back, until you finally submit yourself to my will.”
 

 
  He came to a stop finally, with barely a foot separating the two men. Mogul withheld comment, simply staring challengingly into Darling’s eyes.
 

 
  Suddenly Sweet grinned and swiped his hand across the space between them. Embras reflexively twitched backward, disarranging his hat as the brim thumped against the crates behind him. Grinning madly, Darling held up his fist, with the tip of his thumb poking out from between two fingers.
 

 
  “Got yer nose!”
 

 
  Embras gaped at him.
 

 
  “All right, that’s a wrap,” Sweet said cheerfully, turning around and swaggering back toward the path between the crates. “Pack it up, ladies, we’re out. Embras, old man, you’ll wanna take the first left on the path out the other side, it’ll lead you straight toward the administrative offices. Past the secretary’s desk is the manager’s, and past
  
   that
  
  is a cleaning closet. Sewer access is in there. You have a good evenin’, now!”
 

 
  Price caught up as he reached the crates and they stepped out into the shadows side-by-side, leaving the lamp behind. Flora and Fauna, however, hadn’t moved. They were staring after their tutor with expressions very similar to Mogul’s.
 

 
  “What. The.
  
   Hell.”
  
 

 
  “Are you ever gonna actually
  
   fight
  
  this guy?” Fauna demanded shrilly.
 

 
  “Look, if you just want somebody to play practical jokes with, we can
  
   find
  
  you a friend.”
 

 
  “Hell with that, let’s find him a
  
   girlfriend.
  
  He’s
  
   clearly
  
  pent up.”
 

 
  “All the way up to the skull!”
 

 
  “Girls, girls,” Darling soothed, turning to grin at them. “Not in front of the mark, please. I know
  
   exactly
  
  what I’m doing, as always. Embras knows, too. Or he will once he’s had time to think it all over. He’s having a stressful night, poor fellow. We’ve got exactly what we came for, now it’s time to go. Chop chop, our guest has a stealthy exit to make.
  
   Respect
  
  the exit.”
 

 
  He strolled off again into the shadows. With a last, wary glance at the completely nonplussed Embras Mogul, the girls finally followed him. There really wasn’t anything else for them to do.
 

 
  “I swear,” Fauna muttered as they wound their way through the dark maze of crates back to the entrance, “if I don’t hear a
  
   full
  
  explanation of all the aimless running around we’ve done tonight, I’m gonna kill somebody.”
 

 
  “That would carry a lot more weight if it wasn’t your response to everything,” Darling said cheerfully. “Thank you, Price.”
 

 
  “Sir,” she said, pulling the door open and stepping aside to hold it while Darling strolled out into the windy streets.
 

 
  He came to an immediate stop, the glowing tip of a wand inches from his face.
 

 
  “Evenin’, Joe,” he said mildly. “Something on your mind?”
 

 
  “Lemme see if I’ve got this straight,” Joe said, glaring at him. “You send all the troops away and have summoners call up demons in the city, creating a crisis only more summoners can fix. And then, when the Black Wreath shows up to help the civilians
  
   you’ve
  
  put in danger, you land on ’em with Huntsmen and whatever else. That about the shape of it?”
 

 
  Darling held up a hand at his side; Flora and Fauna halted, having been about to dive past him at the Kid. Behind Joe, the rest of his party stood in a semicircle a good few yards back, dissociating themselves from him with distance.
 

 
  “You have the aspect of someone who’s just made several assumptions,” Darling said, “and plans to make a few more.”
 

 
  “I asked you a question.”
 

 
  “Joe,” Flora warned.
 

 
  “That’s about the shape of it, yes,” Darling said, nodding. He kept his eyes on Joe’s. “Minus a number of highly significant details.”
 

 
  “That,” Joe said flatly, “is easily one of the more
  
   evil
  
  things I’ve ever heard of.” He shifted his grip subtly, the wand’s tip glowing a touch brighter; Flora and Fauna stepped forward once. “And you made
  
   me
  
  a part of it.”
 

 
  “Did you see those crocodile-lookin’ things with the gorilla arms?” Darling asked. “Yes? Those are called khankredahgs. One of them killed Bishop Snowe’s servant in her own home a few weeks back. The same night the Wreath attacked us in my house, remember?”
 

 
  “That has noth—”
 

 
  “There’s something called the Rite of Silencing,” Darling pressed over him, “it’s what the Wreath does to members who try to betray the group. See, what they do is, they get the traitors in a pit that’s been made into a summoning circle. They’ve bound them beforehand, you see, so they can’t use any magic they possess. And then they call up khankredahgs in the pit with ’em, and the whole cell stands around above and watches them get
  
   eaten alive.”
  
 

 
  He took a step forward, then another; Joe actually stepped back to avoid jabbing him in the eye with the wand, but did not lower his arm. “And not just the would-be traitor, either,” Darling went on, staring him down. “Anyone deemed close enough to them. Spouses, siblings, children. The exceptions are any children considered too young to be responsible.
  
   Those
  
  join the onlookers, and get to watch their families being torn apart.
  
   These
  
  are the people we’re talking about, Joe.”
 

 
  “What
  
   they
  
  do has
  
   nothing
  
  to do with what
  
   we
  
  do
  
   about
  
  it,” Joe growled. “If we can’t be
  
   better
  
  than them, then what’s the point of fighting ’em?”
 

 
  “I only wish I could tell you how close the Black Wreath was before tonight to
  
   overthrowing the Empire,”
  
  Darling said. At that Joe’s eyes widened and his hand wavered a fraction. “I can’t, though; the pertinent parts are actually Sealed to the Throne, and most of the rest is merely classified. But yes, Joe, we’ve been walking the knife’s edge for months now. The prospect of an Elilinist government coming to power is a real and extant one even still. This night’s work has broken the Wreath’s spine in Tiraas, but they are
  
   not
  
  dead, and Elilial certainly isn’t. They’ll be back. They’ll
  
   never
  
  stop. Have you ever given any thought to what life would be like in a country ruled by the Black Wreath?” He paused for a moment, giving Joe a chance to answer. He didn’t.
  
   “I
  
  have. And I, and others in the government, the Church and the cults, have had to consider what is appropriate, and what is necessary, to stop that from happening.”
 

 
  “Appropriate?” Joe all but whispered.
 

 
  Darling slowly lifted his hand and pushed aside the wand. Joe offered no resistance. “I won’t know for a few days exactly how many people were hurt or killed due to our scheme tonight,” he said quietly. “We’ll probably
  
   never
  
  have a full accounting of the damage. But this is something that was carefully considered at the
  
   highest
  
  level. The Emperor, the Empress, the Archpope. Myself, the head of Imperial Intelligence, others. Not one of us are going to sleep well for a good while, if ever. And someday, Joe, when
  
   you
  
  have had to make a brutally hard choice like that,
  
   then
  
  you will be in a position to make judgments about those who have. They probably won’t be
  
   correct
  
  judgments, but you’ll have earned the right to make ’em.” He pursed his lips, and shook his head. “Till then… Grow up.”
 

 
  Darling turned and walked off up the street. Flora and Fauna paced after him, staring at Joe in passing as he slowly lowered his wand to point at the ground. Price brought up the rear, seeming totally unperturbed.
 

 
  A small hand touched his leg just above the knee. He looked down to meet Billie’s eyes. She jerked her head significantly at the two elves, then very clearly mouthed “Not now.”
 

 
  They listened, for a long moment, to the wind, and the sound of distant hunting horns.
 

 
  “Welp,” McGraw said finally, “I guess we won.”
 

 
  “What is victory?” Mary mused aloud. “And who are ‘we?’”
 

 
  “Just in case you were wondering,” Weaver told her, “that inscrutable act of yours isn’t impressive. It’s just annoying.”
 

 
  “I can live with that,” she said with a smile. “Annoying I may be, but I have achieved exactly what I set out to, tonight. I wonder who else can say the same?”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                             
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  7 – 11 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “Wait—”
 

 
  “Cover me!” Ruda ordered, charging straight at the hthrynxkh, sword-first. It brandished its own weapon, which seemed to be a black jawbone still full of jagged teeth, and gargled something at her in its own language, which neither of them understood. The hiszilisks awaiting orders nearby also charged, however, forcing Fross to choose between dealing with that and upbraiding her classmate.
 

 
  She decided the second option could wait for later.
 

 
  Fross ascended a few feet and shot forward, placing herself between Ruda and the oncoming hiszilisks. Whether they even saw her was debatable, but she rendered it irrelevant by emitting a cloud of freezing vapor that neutralized their wings, sending them squawking to the ground. Despite the number of spells she had been carefully learning over the last few months, in the stress of the moment Fross fell back on what was most familiar, not to mention what cost her the least energy to use. A dozen icicles formed in the air, slashing forward and pinning each demon to the ground. They wouldn’t last long in this climate, especially not driven through Hell-formed flesh, but any of the hiszilisks still alive when they melted wouldn’t be going anywhere.
 

 
  Ruda was having a harder time of it. In the few seconds which had passed before Fross could pay attention to her again, she had found herself grappling with the hthrynxkh at a much closer range than her rapier favored. They had stumbled into the shade of the cafeteria’s rear colonnade, and the demon had pushed Ruda against the wall; Fross could see her hand gripping its wrist, preventing it from bringing down its weapon, but it had a similar grip on her sword arm. In that position, the demon’s greater height and reach gave it the advantage.
 

 
  Fross quickly considered her options; most of her commonly-used attacks were out. Electricity would conduct through Ruda, any area-of-effect spell like the icy cloud would strike them both, and impaling it with an icicle risked stabbing her classmate as well as the demon. She had to settle for something much less dramatic.
 

 
  The hthrynxkh barely reacted to the snowballs with which she pelted its back. It growled, but Fross couldn’t tell if that was in response to her or its struggle with Ruda, who had just kicked it hard in the knee, trying to wrench it to the side and off her. Even down on one knee, it was nearly as tall as she, and was already pushing back upright.
 

 
  Chiming in annoyance, Fross drew on her stored arcane energy for something so counterintuitive to her that she’d been almost afraid to try it, though the spell itself was quite simple. Basic, even, one of a mage’s most elementary standbys.
 

 
  Basic it might have been, but the fireball which impacted on the hthrynxkh’s back made it shriek in pain, stiffening and nearly losing its grip on Ruda.
 

 
  In the next second it started squealing and stumbled backward, dropping the black jawbone and swatting at the girl. Not until they had staggered a few feet away and spun almost completely around, leaving Ruda’s feathered hat lying on the pavement, could Fross see that the pirate had clamped her teeth onto the demon’s throat and was growling and trying to shake a bite loose like a terrier.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s not good,” Fross said, and was completely ignored.
 

 
  The hthrynxkh had finally had enough; it relinquished Ruda’s arm to bludgeon and push at her with both hands. That was exactly what she’d been waiting for; she allowed it to shove her away, then calmly whipped up her sword and stabbed it straight through the throat, right where the marks of her teeth were oozing ichor.
 

 
  “Blech,” Ruda spat, whipping her blade free as the hthrynxkh collapsed. “Thing’s got hide like leather.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s for armor and support; they have kind of frail bones. Ruda, you got demon blood in your mouth.”
 

 
  “I
  
   noticed,”
  
  Ruda said, scrubbing black blood off her chin with a sleeve. “Fuckin’
  
   ew.
  
  Tastes like coffee, but somehow worse.”
 

 
  “It’s also
  
   really
  
  dangerous! Most demons are at least somewhat toxic, and the infernal corruption—”
 

 
  “Whoop, we got company. Chat later.” Ruda turned, raising her sword, as two more hthrynxkhs rounded the corner of the cafeteria. They paused, apparently startled at seeing the students, but one whistled sharply and the other quickly collected itself, running forward to meet Ruda’s charge with its bone-spear upraised.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   crud,”
  
  Fross complained. A well-directed blast of frost knocked over the shadowlord which had summoned help, and then she was occupied dealing with that help. An entire group of hiszilisks had dived toward them at the signal. Fross sent three successive bolts of lightning through their formation—not natural lightning as wands fired, but a combat spell that sent arcs of it snapping between them, burning them badly even though they avoided the worst of it by not being grounded. No sooner had that small swarm fallen, though, than another came at them.
 

 
  Those she brought down with a cloud of freezing mist, then had to pause to ice the hthrynxkh again, lest it join its comrade in attacking Ruda, following that up with two fired icicles. One missed entirely and the second only grazed it, but she had to turn and deploy lightning at the grounded hiszilisks before they could get aloft again. In the time that took, the shadowlord took refuge behind a pillar.
 

 
  Fross was by far the more nimble of them, but she paused to check on Ruda rather than chasing it.
 

 
  Somewhat to her surprise, the pirate was just finishing off the hthrynxkh she’d attacked; somehow she had ended up holding both her rapier and the pointy end of its spear, which had been broken off in the middle. She was just straightening up from stabbing it in the chest with both—it had several other bleeding wounds already—when its companion let out another, louder whistle.
 

 
  
   Three
  
  separate squads of hiszilisks turned sharply, coming at them from multiple directions.
 

 
  Luckily, Fross’s education among mortal society had equipped her with appropriate commentary for just such a situation.
 

 
  “Shit fuck crap damn hell!”
 

 
  Her attacks were less effective because they had to be faster and more diffuse; she had no shielding spells (that was pretty advanced arcane work, well beyond her level), and wouldn’t be able to protect Ruda if the demons closed with them. Clouds of ice, balls of fire, arcs of chain lightning all lashed out, wounding and driving back their attackers but not doing significant damage to any one group. A single hiszilisk fell from the air, and she couldn’t spare the attention even to discern what had brought it down.
 

 
  “You come to
  
   my
  
  world?”
 

 
  The hthrynxkh staggered out from behind the pillar, Ruda right on top of it, her features twisted in rage. It caught its balance, settling into a fighting crouch, but she pressed forward, lashing out with her sword. The demon actually caught the blade, then howled in shock and pain as she ripped it free of its grip, severed fingers flying. Apparently there was enough magic in its being to be extremely vulnerable to mithril, which it had likely never encountered in Hell.
 

 
  “You come to
  
   my
  
  campus, attack
  
   my
  
  friends, and get into
  
   my
  
  fucking face with your greasy-ass hide and you fucking little bug-thing asshole buddies?!” Ruda screamed, slashing wildly. That was no proper rapier technique, but despite the lightness of the blade, she was opening wide gashes on its tough skin with each blow. The demon staggered away from her, now trying to turn and flee in earnest.
 

 
  Fross diverted her attention from that to send a much more serious cloud of ice at the closest group of hiszilisks, which had gotten entirely
  
   too
  
  close for her liking. Not close enough that the spell had the full effect she wanted, but they spun out, several plummeting to the ground and the rest drifting away from her. The other two swarms had coalesced into a single unit, which actually made her job easier. Two flashes of chain lightning brought down a handful of them, convincing the rest to circle away and try from another angle.
 

 
  The hthrynxkh let out a squall that demanded her attention. Fross threw a desultory fireball at the retreating hiszilisks before turning to stare.
 

 
  Ruda had chased it out from under the awning and into a tree.
  
   Into
  
  the tree, literally; the demon was groping at the broken-off shaft of its compatriot’s spear, which had been thrust through its belly into the trunk behind. It shrieked again when Ruda drove her rapier straight through its upper chest. The fact that it managed suggested they didn’t keep their lungs in the same place as mortals.
 

 
  She was snarling savagely now, flecks of foam actually forming at the corners of her mouth.
 

 
  “You want a piece of mortal life? Well here it is, you little shit!”
 

 
  Ruda drew back her fist and punched the demon hard, right in the face. Its head rocked backward, cracking against the tree trunk. Then she pulled back and struck it again…and again. She kept up the barrage of blows, roaring the whole time, punctuating her words with punches.
 

 
  “You came! To the wrong! Fucking! Town!” The demon jibbered pitifully, trying to ward her off with both hands, which she ignored. “I’m not! Some easy! Meat! I am a MOTHER! FUCKING! PIRATE!
  
   QUEEN!”
  
 

 
  The
  
   crack
  
  which followed was loud enough to be audible despite the buzzing and yelling going on in all directions. The hthrynxkh’s head deformed under Ruda’s final blow, her fist sinking deep into the center of its face. Foul-smelling ichor spurted out through its nose and mouth, leaking from the eyes and ears, and finally the demon slumped, falling still.
 

 
  Fross realized that she had been staring at this spectacle in shock for several long moments, and she wasn’t the only one. The nearby hiszilisks had fallen into a stationary hovering pattern, watching.
 

 
  Ruda stood with her fist embedded in the shadowlord’s face for several seconds, panting so heavily that her shoulders heaved. Then, quite suddenly, she stepped back, seized the hilt of her rapier and yanked it loose, causing the hthrynxkh’s corpse to slough forward over the spear haft still pinning it to the tree. She turned, grinning insanely, and pointed her sword up at the assembled hiszilisks.
 

 
  “All right, fuckers, there’s plenty for everyone.
  
   Form a line.”
  
 

 
  Instantly, they broke formation, turning and buzzing away from her at top speed.
 

 
  Ruda laughed loudly. “Candy-assed little daffodils! C’mon, partner, let’s go find something else to kill.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hold up!” Fross protested, buzzing down lower. Ruda’s eyes were alarmingly wide, her pupils narrowed to pinpricks, and she was baring her teeth like a coursing hound. “Ruda, you’ve
  
   ingested
  
  demon blood. A small amount, but it’s
  
   clearly
  
  affecting you.”
 

 
  “Bullshit, I’ve never felt better in my
  
   life!”
  
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, that’s the euphoria and aggression. You’re
  
   drugged.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I don’t
  
   get
  
  drugged!”
 

 
  “And I’m still curious about the mechanism behind that but right now I bet it’s the only reason you’re not
  
   dead.
  
  Infernal biomatter reacts
  
   very badly
  
  with—”
 

 
  “Oh, blah blah yackety horseshit,” Ruda snorted, stalking off toward the corner of the cafeteria and the main lawn beyond. “You can scholarize on your own time, right now there’s…a…”
 

 
  She slowed to a halt, swaying, and abruptly crumpled to the ground, dropping her rapier.
 

 
  “Ruda?
  
   Ruda!”
  
  Fross buzzed about her frantically. Ruda’s eyes were rolled back, her mouth flecked with foam. She wasn’t convulsing, at least, so probably wouldn’t choke… Fross chimed discordantly in wordless dismay.
  
   Why
  
  didn’t she have healing potions stored in her aura? A first aid kit, at least! Her
  
   entire
  
  social circle consisted of reckless people who attracted danger.
 

 
  “Medic! Healer!” she called, fluttering in frantic circles above her fallen classmate. “Trissiny? Juniper! Shaeine!
  
   Help!”
  
 

 
  A loud buzzing and rapidly approaching cries alerted her. A whole throng of hiszilisks were zooming toward her, apparently drawn by her shouts. The pixie came to a stop, staring up at them.
 

 
  “Oh, great,” she muttered. “Didn’t think that all the way through, did we, Fross?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Now where are
  
   they
  
  all going?” Vadrieny asked, frowning, as a flock of hiszilisks buzzed past overhead.
 

 
  “Look,” said Toby, pointing at the corner of the cafeteria. From the space beyond, there came a flicker of bluish light. A group of hiszilisks vanished around the corner, another approaching from above. Whatever it was, they seemed awfully attracted to it. “You think that’s one of…”
 

 
  “Must be,” Gabriel said tersely. “We’ll catch up, Vadrieny,
  
   go.”
  
 

 
  She was already aloft, diving through a flock of flying demons in passing and scattering them, sending a couple to the ground in pieces. Gabriel and Toby followed at a run. They were no match for her airborne speed, but reached the corner in only a few moments, rounding it at full tilt.
 

 
  They took in the scene without slowing. Ruda, on the ground; Fross above her, defending desperately. The pixie lashed out with ice, fire, lightning and beams of pure arcane light, but it wasn’t enough. Though she heavily outclassed any of her attackers, their numbers were inevitably overwhelming her, and her very spells were creating a spectacle that seemed to constantly attract more.
 

 
  Vadrieny cleaved through an oncoming flight of hiszilisks, circling around to smash the formation of a second group, but more still streamed around her on all sides. Gabriel took aim with his wand and let loose a gout of hellfire that reduced an entire squad to ash.
 

 
  Still more were coming. It was almost as bad as the students’ first stand against the initial charge, and this time they hadn’t the benefit of Shaeine’s shield.
 

 
  “Get in there and flare up,” Gabe ordered tersely. “It’ll weaken Fross but it might help Ruda.”
 

 
  “But you and Vadrieny—”
 

 
  
   “She
  
  can take it, and it’s just pain. I fight better from range anyway.
  
   Hurry!”
  
 

 
  Toby redoubled his speed, pulling ahead—he’d always been in better shape than Gabriel, and even having the hellfire coursing through him under control didn’t augment his actual attributes any more than berserking had.
 

 
  A wash of gold light spread outward from Toby, causing Fross to flutter drunkenly toward the ground for a moment and several hiszilisks to peel off, screeching in distress, but the bulk of them slowed only slightly.
 

 
  They weren’t going to be fast enough.
 

 
  One demon dived in, taking advantage of the pixie’s momentary lapse in cover fire, landing atop Ruda and raising his stinger. Gabriel and Fross shouted in unison, both too far away.
 

 
  Juniper had to have come at a dead run, judging by the speed with which she was skidding. She slid in on one hip, pouring her full weight and momentum into the hiszilisk in a kick.
 

 
  It departed the scene horizontally so fast they didn’t even see it move, leaving one wing and a splatter of icor behind. The demon smashed
  
   through
  
  one of the pillars outside the cafeteria, making a crater in the brick wall behind it.
 

 
  A silver shield slammed into place above the group, forming a disk against which a squadron of hiszilisks bashed themselves. Shaeine came running in right behind Juniper, her robes flying behind her; she reached the fallen pirate about the same time Gabriel did. With that, the shield flexed, forming a hemisphere, the edges coming to the ground around them and sealing them off from their attackers.
 

 
  Vadrieny landed at the apex of it, threw back her head, and let out a long scream.
 

 
  The buzzing demons whirled away, screeching in dismay, their siege broken. In moments they had cleared the area.
 

 
  Gabriel considered demanding why she hadn’t just done that in the first place, and decided nothing worthwhile could come of it.
 

 
  “Yeah, you
  
   better
  
  run!” Fross shouted, then immediately contradicted herself. “Get
  
   back
  
  here! I’m gonna hex you so hard eighteen generations of your descendants will piss themselves at the sight of fireflies!”
 

 
  “I think you’ve been hanging out with Ruda too much,” Gabriel informed her. “Toby, how is she? Safe to move?”
 

 
  The bubble vanished and Vadrieny hit the ground beside them, immediately sweeping Shaeine up into a hug. For a wonder, the drow didn’t offer a word of protest.
 

 
  “She’s poisoned, not injured,” Fross reported. “Carefuly, Toby, it’s basically pure infernal magic. Holy healing might cause a bad reaction. She got blood from one of them in her mouth.”
 

 
  “She
  
   bit
  
  one?” Gabriel exclaimed. “Man, I wish that surprised me more than it does.”
 

 
  “Oh, this sounds I’m better suited to treat it, no offense, Toby.” Juniper knelt over Ruda, grimacing. “Sorry ’bout this, Ruda, I don’t know another way to do it.” Gently tucking a hand behind Ruda’s neck, the dryad lifted her head and kissed her full on the mouth.
 

 
  Gabriel turned his back, scanning the skies with his wand up. The hiszilisks appeared to have taken Vadrieny’s warning seriously, and they weren’t being approached by any shadowlords. In fact, the only hthrynxkhs in sight were corpses. “Is everyone okay? What happened?”
 

 
  “We went to the astronomy tower,” Shaeine said, standing on her own now, but still pressed against Vadrieny’s side, with one clawed hand resting on her waist. “It was the last plan we had, and we hoped the others would gather there.”
 

 
  “We were trying,” said Fross. “Is she gonna be okay?”
 

 
  “Pleh,” Juniper said, straightening up and grimacing. “Yeah, I got it all.
  
   Yuck.
  
  Why in the world would she bite a demon?”
 

 
  “It probably made more sense in context,” said Toby.
 

 
  “Fuck!” Ruda abruptly sat bolt upright, snatching up her sword from where it had fallen next to her. “Fucking—where the— Oh. Hi, everybody. Did we win?”
 

 
  A deep hiss from the nurdrakhaan, somewhere out of sight, made them all freeze.
 

 
  “We’re working on it,” Gabriel said tersely.
 

 
  “Where’s Trissiny?” Juniper peered around, her forehead creased in worry. “She’s the only one still missing…”
 

 
  “Trissiny…” Toby broke off at another distant hiss, then straightened his shoulders resolutely. “…is better prepared than any of us for exactly this kind of situation. We’ll assume she’s fine until we learn otherwise.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Juniper said, nodding, and turned back to Ruda. “How do
  
   you
  
  feel?”
 

 
  “Oddly refreshed,” the pirate reported, scrubbing at her mouth with the back of her hand.
 

 
  “Good,” said Teal, still with her arm around Shaeine; Vadrieny had only just receded. “What possessed you to
  
   bite
  
  a demon?”
 

 
  “Teeth are an excellent natural weapon when you’ve got no others available,” Ruda said dismissively, climbing to her feet. “Never mind that, you see that asshole nailed to the tree? I punched his fucking
  
   skull
  
  in!”
 

 
  “Bet that’s not the part that made you collapse.”
 

 
  “Fuck you, Arquin.”
 

 
  “He’s not wrong, though. At least when
  
   I
  
  do it I don’t faint afterwards!” Juniper’s grin faded as they all turned to stare at her. “…right. Too soon. Sorry.”
 

 
  “We’ve got a breather here,” Gabriel said, “but it won’t last. Plan still stands; let’s get to the tower and under what cover there is, and try not to attract more attention till someone important comes through the portal. Once we can get our hands on an officer or warlord or whatever they’ve got, we’ll be making progress toward getting rid of them.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a plan,” said Teal, nodding.
 

 
  “Why the fuck are we taking orders from
  
   Arquin?”
  
  Ruda demanded. “And… Holy shit, your eyes are black. How are you talking at all?”
 

 
  “First part because he’s talking sense, and I think we can wait to hear the second part until there’s less of a crisis going on,” Toby said. “It’s a good idea, let’s move.”
 

 
  “Uh, guys?” said Fross. “We’re waiting for a bigger, more important demon, right? How’s
  
   that
  
  look?”
 

 
  They turned and craned their necks in unison, staring up at the portal. Another wave of a dozen hthrynxkhs was descending, each borne aloft by two hiszilisks, but behind them came a lizard-like creature with feathered wings, bigger than a horse. It dived almost straight down, giving them a view of the hulking, bronze-scaled demon astride the saddle on its back.
 

 
  “That looks promising,” said Gabriel with a smile. “Vadrieny, if you would?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Uh…why do you have a rack of battlestaves in the faculty lounge?” Rook asked, gripping the staff he’d been offered.
 

 
  “This is a college,” Tellwyrn said, handing the last weapon to Moriarty. “Why
  
   wouldn’t
  
  there be a rack of battlestaves in the faculty lounge? Now keep close, I may need some covering fire if I have to do anything complicated.”
 

 
  She led the way out into the hall, striding toward the lobby.
 

 
  “As long as we don’t have to get into any kind of conveyance with you, sure,” said Finchley. “In fact, I am never, ever doing that again. If the options are ‘ride with Tellwyrn’ or ‘get eaten by demons,’ I’ll just take poison and hope they choke on me.”
 

 
  “Most of them don’t eat people,” said Tellwyrn. “They might make an exception for you, though. I hear melodrama makes the meat sweeter.”
 

 
  The door of a nearby classroom burst off its hinges and a scrawny, black-scaled figure burst into the hall, hissing at them. All three soldiers let out wild yells, bringing up their weapons and unleashing a barrage of lightning.
 

 
  Two seconds later, there was silence. The tips of the staves smoked slightly, and the smell of ozone hung heavy in the air. Black char marked huge swaths of stone surrounding the now-scarred doorframe. In the center of it, the demon clutched at its chest as if feeling for wounds.
 

 
  Then it exploded. Bits of gore and scaly leather splattered the floor around them, held back from the men by an invisible shield.
 

 
  Standing a couple of yards to the side of them, Tellwyrn lowered her hand, which had been pointing at the demon. She wasn’t even looking in its direction, but staring at them in disbelief.
 

 
  “Um,” Finchley offered weakly, “…I think these are misaligned.”
 

 
  “That was a shadowlord,” she said. “They have a proper name, but it just sounds like a throat full of phlegm. Stealth and short-range teleportation, plus very resistant skin, but rather brittle bones. Try to shoot them from a distance if you see more; if they close with you, don’t bother trying to cut them. Use blunt force.”
 

 
  “Except we don’t have any cutting
  
   or
  
  clubbing weapons,” Rook protested.
 

 
  “A staff
  
   is
  
  a clubbing weapon, you shambling simpleton,” she exclaimed. “Someday I need to pin you to an examining table and try to figure out how your ancestors managed to breed. Stay behind me and… You know what, just keep those staves pointed at my back. That’s probably my best bet for
  
   not
  
  getting shot.”
 

 
  She stalked off into the lobby. The three crestfallen soldiers followed her after a moment’s silent brooding.
 

 
  Tellwyrn led the way through the lobby and out onto the front steps of Helion Hall, where the group paused for a moment, taking in the spectacle. The hellgate swirled above them, its surrounding funnel of clouds glowing faintly orange and flickering with the afterglow of red lightning. Hiszilisks buzzed everywhere in the near distance, though there currently appeared to be none close to the ground on the uppermost terrace.
 

 
  “Hm,” Tellwyrn said thoughtfully, planting her fists on her hips and peering around. “What we need is…ah, yes. Perfect timing.”
 

 
  The red-scaled lizard dropped like a stone, banking at the last possible moment with a dramatic sweep of its colorfully feathered wings and settling to the ground on the lawn just down the steps. It hissed loudly, shaking its frilled head, and the hulking creature perched on its neck stepped down. Nearby, more shadowlords dropped to the grass, released by the hiszilisks that had been carrying them.
 

 
  Tellwyrn bounded down the steps of the Hall, strolling forward to meet the demons and looking totally unconcerned. Behind her, the soldiers crept forth more warily, weapons up.
 

 
  The baerzurg stomped up to her, grinning. “This land is claimed in the—”
 

 
  “You are on my lawn,” Tellwyrn announced.
 

 
  The demon paused, apparently surprised, then narrowed its already beady eyes, looking her up and down. “I could crush you with one hand.”
 

 
  She burst into gales of laughter. The baerzurg scowled heavily; around him, the shadowlords looked at him, and then each other, as if uncertain what to do. They likely weren’t accustomed to being greeted this way.
 

 
  “Who dares to stand in my way?” the baerzurg demanded finally.
 

 
  “My name,” she said, her laughter cutting off instantly, “is Arachne Tellwyrn.” She tilted her head forward, peering up at the demon over the tops of her spectacles. “And you. Are on. My
  
   lawn.”
  
 

 
  “Tellwyrn?” The demon’s eyes widened. “Oh—I didn’t—I mean, nobody told us… That is, perhaps we can—”
 

 
  And then a streak of flame flashed past, and he was gone. Screaming triumphantly, Vadrieny arced back up into the sky, the baerzurg flailing as it dangled from one of her claws.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn blinked her eyes twice in astonishment, before a thunderous scowl fell across her features. “Did that
  
   spoony
  
  bard just—”
 

 
  The hiss that sounded from above was enough to shake the very ground.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   fuck,”
  
  Rook said, looking upward.
 

 
  The assembled shadowlords, coming to the same conclusion, whirled and fled. The three soldiers bolted, too, diving past Tellwyrn and all attempting to huddle behind her slender frame. She turned, watching calmly, as the titanic shape of the nurdrakhaan bore down straight at them. It was listing sideways in flight, one of the air sacs behind its head burst open and trailing streamers of fire, and seemed to be falling more than flying.
 

 
  Tellwyrn lifted one hand and made a swatting motion.
 

 
  The beast was wrenched to one side in midair, its bulk hitting the ground just in front of Helion Hall and pulverizing the pavement. It continued to slide past, tearing up ground as it went, its armored face plowing into the cafeteria and demolishing that entire half of the building. The thrashing coils of its body smashed into the front of Helion Hall, crushing the decorative stonework and collapsing the atrium and a good chunk of the structure behind. The entire structure rumbled, more distant rockfalls sounding as some of the pieces which abutted the edge of the cliff apparently fell off.
 

 
  The silence which fell when the nudrakhaan finally stopped moving was quite sudden, and seemed absolute in comparison to the havoc of its landing, even with the buzzing of hiszilisks forming a constant backdrop.
 

 
  Then, just behind the ruptured air sac, a line of gold appeared between two plates of the creature’s armor. They flexed outward, emitting a much brighter glow along with a gush of smoking black blood that withered the grass where it fell. The fragments of armor pulsed twice, then one suddenly tore loose entirely, falling to the ground. It landed, smoldering, inches from Professor Tellwyrn.
 

 
  Trissiny Avelea staggered out, completely coated in ichor, and bent double, dropping her sword and shield to lean on her knees with both hands, panting.
 

 
  “Young lady,” Tellwyrn said severely, “you are so
  
   very
  
  grounded.”
 

 
  “’m
  
   fine,
  
  thanks f’r ask’ng,” Trissiny wheezed. “Sec…”
 

 
  She straightened up, and a blaze of brilliant gold shone out from her. Acrid smoke billowed up as the demonic effluvia coating her boiled away, sending the three soldiers staggering backward away from the stench. In its aftermath, as the light slowly died down, she rolled her neck and shoulders, shaking her arms, a dozen bruises and cuts fading from her skin.
 

 
  “Right,” the paladin said more crisply, bending to retrieve her weapons. “What’s the situation?”
 

 
  
   “Grounded,”
  
  Tellwyrn repeated.
 

 
  “You…you killed a nurdrakhaan,” Moriarty all but whispered, staring at her in awe.
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn said acidly, “irritating and generally obstreperous as she is, one tends to forget that a Hand of Avei is very serious business indeed.”
 

 
  “Last time a nurdrakhaan came onto this plane, it took four strike teams, an Imperial mag artillery unit and the Ninth Silver Legion to bring it down,” Moriarty said, still staring. “They suffered
  
   seventy percent
  
  losses.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to him, finally looking surprised. “You know your history.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, it turns out there’s a trick to it,” Trissiny said. “They’re only impervious on the outside.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” the Professor said skeptically. “And did you have some kind of
  
   plan
  
  that involved this outcome, or did you just stick your sword—”
 

 
  “Would you mind holding your usual sarcastic commentary until we’re out of this?” Trissiny interrupted. “My friends are probably still in immediate danger, and I need to find them.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted. “Oh, they’re in danger all right, but it starts
  
   after
  
  I get rid of the demons on my campus and have you all to myself. As far as the demons themselves go, they seem to be doing just
  
   fine.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Huh,” said Gabriel, staring at the fallen corpse of the nurdrakhaan. Its bulk hid most of the lawn behind it from them, the part that wasn’t embedded in what little remained of the cafeteria. “How about that. What do you suppose happened to it?”
 

 
  “I think something it ate disagreed with it,” said Toby. For some reason, he was grinning widely.
 

 
  “Killing me will change nothing!” the baerzurg raged. “More will come!”
 

 
  “Hush,” Vadrieny ordered, planting a claw on his chest just below the mouth. He was lying spread-eagled on the grass, four small silver shield spells pinning each of his limbs to the ground. “Do you know who I am?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t matter,” the demon spat. “We do not recognize your authority!”
 

 
  “As far as
  
   you’re
  
  concerned, buttercup, her authority is absolute,” said Gabriel, leveling his wand at the creature’s face. He was feeling dizzy and spent, the modified berserking state having passed while they had been relatively still. As much of a relief as it was not to have that maddening pressure building up in him, he was left drained, which had never happened before. Not to mention that the ability to cast hellfire through his wand would have been very useful right about now. Still, he kept himself upright by necessity and force of will. “Now then,
  
   you
  
  are going to tell us how to cancel this invasion and send all your creepy buddies back where they came from.”
 

 
  The baerzurg gnashed its jaws, but their position on its upper chest meant it couldn’t get them around anything. Even Vadrieny’s foot was out of his reach. “And if I do not?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  outcome will not occur,” Shaeine said placidly, folding her hands at her waist. “All that is yours to determine is what happens to you before you comply.”
 

 
  Toby looked distinctly unhappy with the way this conversation was turning, but had the poise to keep silent about it. Fortunately he was standing out of the baerzurg’s limited range of view.
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Fross shouted suddenly.
 

 
  They turned to behold the paladin striding toward them with a relieved smile.
 

 
  “Hey!” Toby said, his own expression changing to match hers. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  “I’ll do,” she said, grinning. “Is everyone okay?”
 

 
  “It’s really good to see you,” Gabriel said sincerely. She gave him a surprised look, then smiled again.
 

 
  
   “We’re
  
  here too,” Finchley added from behind her.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” said Ruda.
  
   “Why
  
  are you here?”
 

 
  “Fuck if
  
   we
  
  know,” said Rook, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Ask the boss lady.”
 

 
  The three of them parted to admit Professor Tellwyrn, who was staring at the students with a distinctly predatory glint in her eye.
 

 
  “Ohhhh, crap,” Juniper whispered.
 

 
  “Oh, you have
  
   no
  
  idea,” said Tellwyrn. “But we’ll deal with that later.
  
   Since
  
  you are here, we can see about closing that damned hole.”
 

 
  “No!” the baerzurg squawked, struggling against his bonds. “That is our opportunity to—”
 

 
  “Oh, shut
  
   up!”
  
  Tellwyrn snarled, pointing at it.
 

 
  There came a sharp
  
   pop,
  
  and suddenly there was nothing held down by the tiny shields. A patch of bronze skin lay on the grass, with a spiraling streamer of bones, organs and muscle arching upward toward the roof of the half-collapsed cafeteria. It hung for a moment in the air, then collapsed, splattering a trail of black blood across the lawn.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Gabriel whispered. “Why do you even
  
   know
  
  a spell like that?” Finchley turned away, bending over and retching.
 

 
  
   “That,”
  
  said Tellwyrn, “is what happens when you try to teleport this close to an active hellgate. Actually you normally have to be a lot closer, but this one is freshly opened and the whole area is dimensionally unstable. Don’t ever attempt it, for reasons you can see.”
 

 
  “But we were gonna interrogate that guy!” Fross protested. “He was our leverage to get the rest of the demons to back down!”
 

 
  “Oh?” Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “Hum. That’s not a bad plan, actually. Regardless, it is now superfluous, as
  
   I
  
  am here. I am going to show you the proper procedure for closing a hellgate.”
 

 
  “If you could do that, why is all this even happening?” Ruda demanded. “You coulda just—”
 

 
  “Because,” Tellwyrn said caustically, “when all this started I was operating under the assumption that I would have Imperial strike teams to perform the procedure from one end, not untried students for whose safety I am responsible. The Empire is not sending help, however, and you idiots are
  
   here,
  
  so we’re going to make the best we can of this. Provided you can follow simple directions, this is
  
   over.”
  
 

 
  Suddenly, everything went still.
 

 
  The droning of demon wings was silenced. The very movement of the wind over the mountain froze; the slowly rotating pattern of clouds above halted in place, the red flashes ceasing. A pale glow fell over the campus, rather like moonlight, casting everything in a silvery luminescence. After the sickly illumination of the hellgate, it was a refreshing sight.
 

 
  “Seriously?” Tellwyrn exclaimed.
  
   “Now?”
  
 

 
  Shadows gathered, the darkness of the night air itself seeming to take form and
  
   twist,
  
  as though momentarily opening onto a place where matter existed in more than three dimensions, and a figure stepped forth onto the lawn.
 

 
  He towered high above, more than twenty feet tall, dressed in a sweeping black coat and battered, wide-brimmed hat. His narrow face was lined by a thin beard, and in his left hand he carried an enormous scythe.
 

 
  For a moment, all was silent as the god stared down at them, and then he grinned.
 

 
  “Arachne!” Vidius exclaimed with evident delight. “Always good to see you. I’m sorry I haven’t dropped by to look over your new place yet. You know how it is. Busy, busy.”
 

 
  “Well, your timing is abysmal as usual,” she said, folding her arms. “I’m in the middle of redecorating.” Tellwyrn panned her gaze sourly around the ravaged campus. “…apparently.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, had a bit of a tiff here, haven’t we? Why don’t I help you straighten up a bit?”
 

 
  And just like that, everything was fixed.
 

 
  The cafeteria, astronomy tower and Helion Hall stood as untouched as they had that morning. Nothing was on fire anywhere; there was no sign of the dozens of smashed windows, uprooted bushes and other petty acts of vandalism inflicted by various demons over the course of the evening. Not a single corpse remained, from the enormous nurdrakhaan to the runtiest hiszilisk. It seemed there wasn’t a blade of grass out of place on the whole campus. It was a lovely late spring night, clear and with a faint, cool breeze.
 

 
  Above, there were no swirling clouds, no eerie light of another world, no skin-crawling leakage of infernal energy. No sign the hellgate had ever existed.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   fuck,”
  
  Ruda whispered.
 

 
  Finchley whimpered.
 

 
  “Yes, gods are
  
   amazingly
  
  useful on the very rare occasions when they decide to show up and damn well
  
   do
  
  something,” Tellwyrn said.
 

 
  “Have a little
  
   respect!”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed shrilly. “You are in the presence of—”
 

 
  “Ah, and you must be Ms. Avelea,” Vidius said, bending down and tipping his hat politely to her. “A pleasure. I appreciate the thought, but I really don’t need to be defended. It’s quite all right, Arachne and I go way back. I know very well she doesn’t mean any harm.”
 

 
  “You know more than we do, then,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “That’s rather the point of divinity, don’t you think?” The god of death smiled down at the dryad. “Or at least one of its biggest perks.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  you didn’t come here just to be helpful,” Tellwyrn said. “What do you want, Vidius?”
 

 
  “You really shouldn’t talk to him like that,” Moriarty muttered, looking ashen. Nobody paid him any heed.
 

 
  “Well, you’re correct, Arachne,” Vidius said, his expression growing more serious. He straightened up and rested the butt of his scythe against the ground. “The hellgate and the events of today—both here and elsewhere—came as a surprise, even to us. Of course, that in and of itself is enough to indicate Elilial is on the move, and yet I have firm evidence that even
  
   she
  
  was taken aback by what happened here. Apparently there are other powers working behind the scenes, powers that support neither the Pantheon nor Hell. This is far from the first hint of such recently. A great doom is coming, and we must be prepared to meet it. To that end, I have been…studying something.”
 

 
  “Something?” Tellwyrn asked dryly, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “A possibility,” Vidius replied. “The prospect that I—that
  
   we—
  
  have been wrong. I don’t have to tell you that the world is changing rapidly, I’m sure. The gods are considering how we should and must adapt to the new realities. All but the most hidebound of us are deeply involved in this, but I, for my part, have been looking at…older errors. Things that have gone far too long uncorrected. Indeed, we have clung to ideas even when they seemed imperfect because so much depends upon our constancy. What hope can we offer the mortal world if we ourselves are always changing our minds? The sudden need for change, then, has provided an opportunity.”
 

 
  The god smiled. “Gabriel, how are you?”
 

 
  “Confused as hell,” Gabriel answered promptly.
 

 
  Vidius laughed. “Get used to that, my young friend. Seriously, I’m not just joshing with you. Life is a confusing and constantly surprising muddle. It’s about when you decide you have everything figured out that you start to be consistently wrong. Knowing the truth of one’s own foolishness is the beginning of all wisdom.”
 

 
  “Um… Okay,” Gabe said after a moment in which no one else spoke.
 

 
  Vidius’s expression grew more solemn. “I cannot speak for any of my kin, Gabriel Arquin, but for my part, you have my apologies, inadequate as they are. The way you have been treated your entire life is frankly unjust; this treatment of all who share the blood of demonkind has, I now judge, been the cause of more harm than good in the world. I can only hope it is not too late to correct it.
 

 
  “I have another purpose here, tonight: the gods need to be more in touch with the mortal world than we truly
  
   can
  
  be, now more than ever. My brethren have a number of means of keeping themselves grounded, so to speak… Means which have served them well but which I have never thought appropriate to my own designs. As the world changes, though, those designs change with it, and I find myself needing a representative. Someone resourceful and brave, who understands
  
   very
  
  well the principle of duality. After watching you for a time, I believe I’ve found my man.” He grinned again. “What say you, Arquin? Would you like to work with me?”
 

 
  Gabriel gaped up at the god. “As…are you asking… You want me to be a…a…”
 

 
  “For lack of a better term, a paladin, yes.” His smile widened. “The Hand of Vidius, the first of the line.”
 

 
  There was total silence for a long moment, everyone gaping in shock at either Gabriel or Vidius. With the exception of Tellwyrn, who looked mildly intrigued.
 

 
  “I
  
   can’t
  
  be a paladin!” Gabriel exclaimed at last. “I’m a
  
   demonblood!
  
  There’s no way for me to even touch divine magic, it would kill me!”
 

 
  “The pool of energy you refer to as divine magic,” Vidius replied, “is the remains of the previous generation of gods, the Elders. As far as its
  
   inherent
  
  traits go, it is not normally accessible to mortals—with the exception of dwarves and some gnomes, due to a genetic quirk. Other races draw on the divine through the auspices of the gods, according to our own discretion—which, as you have had cause to observe, varies by deity. Themynra has fewer and entirely
  
   different
  
  rules than the Pantheon. Even Scyllith’s followers can wield the divine light, and in the same breath as they channel infernal power. The light of the Pantheon burns demonkind because we
  
   will
  
  it to be so.” He paused, then nodded slowly. “I now judge this to be in error. What I am asking, Gabriel, is that you help me prove it to my brethren. That means you will have my personal blessing and protection. Those who make the rules, in short, can make the exceptions.”
 

 
  “But…why
  
   me?”
  
  Gabriel whispered. “I mean… If we’re going to be frank, here, I’m kind of a dumbass much of the time.”
 

 
  “You do seem to have trouble listening,” Vidius agreed.
 

 
  “Oh, you can’t
  
   begin
  
  to imagine,” Tellwyrn muttered.
 

 
  “I was just saying,” the god continued, “that I consider the awareness of one’s own flaws to be a
  
   great
  
  asset; it’s something relatively few people your age possess. Yes, you have flaws aplenty, but you know it, and you know them. That sets you apart from the herd, Gabriel. As for the rest… I do have my reasons, and my plans. If you choose to accept, you will learn more with time. Be warned, though, that this is not a small thing I’m asking.” He nodded once to Toby, and then to Trissiny. “You are more personally acquainted with the realities of a paladin’s life than most, I think. Your path won’t be like theirs; I don’t plan to do
  
   everything
  
  the same as Omnu or Avei. It will involve great danger, however, and great sacrifice. Be sure.”
 

 
  Gabriel lowered his eyes, staring aimlessly into the distance. Toby stepped forward, laying a gentle hand on his shoulder, and squeezed. Finally, Gabe raised his head.
 

 
  “Well, what the hell, I wasn’t gonna have much of a lifespan anyhow. Might as well make a difference, right?”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit,” said Vidius, grinning.
 

 
  There was a flash in midair, a small fountain of sparks, and another scythe appeared, hovering in front of the god’s face. It was sized for human hands, and appeared very old and roughly-made, only its solid black haft distinguishing it visibly from any farmer’s implement. Slowly it descended through the air to hang in front of Gabriel.
 

 
  “By this is our pact sealed,” said the god, solemn-faced now. “Take your weapon, Hand of Vidius, and with it, the first steps toward your destiny.”
 

 
  Gabriel lifted one hand, hesitated for a moment, then squared his shoulders resolutely. He reached out and grasped the haft of the scythe.
 

 
  The moment his fingers touched it, the weapon shrank, shifting form, and in the next moment Gabriel was left holding a long, black wand with an uneven shaft.
 

 
  “We both have a lot to learn in the days and years to come,” said Vidius. “We’ll get started on that soon. For tonight, you have a victory to celebrate, and well-earned rest to acquire. I will leave you to that.”
 

 
  The god tipped his hat again. “A pleasure to meet all of you. Gabe, Arachne, I’ll be in touch.”
 

 
  He was gone with as little fanfare as he had come.
 

 
  The wind whispered softly around them; even in the god’s absence, no one dared to so much as breathe. Gabriel was staring, wide-eyed, into space, apparently seeing nothing.
 

 
  “Gabe?” Trissiny asked hesitantly.
 

 
  He swallowed once, lifting his head, and turned to meet her eyes.
 

 
  Slowly, almost hesitantly, he began to glow. Golden light blossomed around him until he was lit by a blazing corona of divine energy.
 

 
  In the middle of it, tears began to slip down his cheeks.
 

 
  Toby and Trissiny stepped forward in the same moment, each draping an arm around Gabriel’s shoulders.
 

 
  “I don’t even know how to feel,” Gabe whispered.
 

 
  “You have time to figure it out, brother,” Toby said, giving him a gentle shake. “And… Man, I am just so
  
   damn
  
  proud of you.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Professor Tellwyrn intoned softly. “This is going to change absolutely everything. Not just for you, Gabriel; the repercussions of this will rock the world. You have time, indeed, though not much. Not as much as you’ll need, perhaps. We
  
   will
  
  work on it. You’ll have a great deal of help, and you will learn what you need to know, hopefully before it’s time for you to call on that knowledge. All that’s in the future, though. Right now, you need to focus on the present, because I AM PERSONALLY GOING TO ASS-KICK EVERY ONE OF YOU LITTLE BASTARDS DOWN THE MOUNTAIN AND BACK!”
 

 
  
  
  The entire freshman class shied away from her, Fross darting behind Juniper.
 

 
  Ruda cleared her throat. “The gods made us do it.”
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  It was the first moment he’d had in the last week to himself.
 

 
  Everything was in an uproar, which was only to be expected considering what had happened. The rebuilding efforts, and the care being offered to injured citizens, weren’t his department, though he had made sure to learn the names of every individual who had perished in the attack on the city. All eleven of them, which was
  
   far
  
  better than it very easily could have been. One had simply fallen off a ladder while fetching a fairy lamp in a crowded basement, but as far as Darling was concerned, that counted. Their families were all being well cared for, by the government and the Church, so any gifts he could have offered would have been extraneous. He mostly wanted their names so he could feel guilty specifically rather than in general, and so he could check in on them from time to time. Bureaucracies had short attention spans; a time would come when those surviving the victims of his grand scheme would need help again, and then perhaps he could make some slight amends.
 

 
  His official role, however, was working with Vex on intelligence. The approved story had spread quite effectively: as far as most people knew, the Black Wreath had taken advantage of the chaos to attack, the gods had intervened in Last Rock, and the soldiers sent out from the city had been re-routed from Calderaas in time to reinstate order. Enough of it was verifiably true to carry the rest. Darling’s job involved using his network of informants throughout the city to identify any areas where the real story was cropping up and leaking out. Lord Vex wasn’t so clumsy or aggressive as to silence dissent (which would only have led to more awkward whispers), but by knowing where the tales were coming from, he could target his disinformation efforts, swamping those nexi in the great web of gossip with such outlandish nonsense that the truth was swept away on a tide of rumor.
 

 
  It helped that the attack on Tiraas had competition for the thing most to be talked about. Vidius had chosen a paladin, for the first time in his eight thousand years as a god of the Pantheon. Even bigger, he’d chosen a half-demon. The entire Church was in an uproar; the other cults, keeping carefully quiet and alert for new developments. Oddly enough, the only people who seemed calm about all this were the Vidians—but then, they never seemed to get worked up about much. Darling hadn’t had a spare moment to work out how he felt about this, if indeed it proved to affect him at all.
 

 
  There was a lack of solid information on the subject. Tellwyrn’s new favorite game, “Teleport the Journalist to a Random Location,” sufficed for the moment to keep most of the curiosity seekers away from Last Rock. Darling wasn’t personally involved, but he was positioned close enough to discover that the Empire’s official policy as dictated to outraged newspaper editors was, approximately, “Well, what did you think was going to happen?”
 

 
  Now, for the first time in a week, he had managed to get out and do some of Sweet’s rounds through the city. He had paused on a railed walkway abutting the edge of one of the city’s terraces which overlooked a park on the level below. Beyond the park, toward the west, the buildings started in a richer district where they were built to only one or two stories and an elaborate style, growing taller and cheaper as they marched into the distance, right up to the city walls. It was one of his favorite views in Tiraas.
 

 
  “I hear they’re planning to re-zone,” Embras said, leaning against the rail next to Darling. “About two districts out, there. Seems like it’d really ruin the whole
  
   flow
  
  of this view.”
 

 
  “The plans are being bandied about,” Darling said, nodding. “In a very early stage and could still go under, but it’s likely to happen eventually. Enough rich people would get richer off the deal that it has some momentum.”
 

 
  “Mm. Progress marches ever onward.”
 

 
  “That was a good approach, by the way. I can usually tell when people are sneaking up on me.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, admirable as it is that you Eserites focus so on mundane training, it does leave you with some blind spots.” He straightened up, grinning. “Everyone has their own. It’s all about choosing the right angle of attack.”
 

 
  “True, true. Either way, glad to finally see you. I was starting to wonder if you’d forgotten.”
 

 
  “Some of us, by which I mean
  
   both
  
  of us, have had no shortage of urgent matters to attend to this week,” Mogul said pointedly. “Regardless, how could I fail to make an appearance? If nothing else, I still need to arrange the return of my nose.” He stepped back, straightening the lapels of his suit, and smiled thinly. “Here we are, now; best to get a move on. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
 

 
  “Of course. Lead the way.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The building was roped off, damaged as it was, which of course didn’t slow them. Mogul led the way past the warning signs posted in the lobby, up the broad, curving stairs and into the restaurant proper. Marcio’s Bistro had had a stunning view, with great glass windows stretching between pillars all along its northern wall providing diners with a panorama of Imperial Square itself. Above, a domed glass ceiling looked up upon the sky. He’d eaten here a few times; it was actually even prettier in the rain. Which was fortunate, given the city’s usual weather.
 

 
  The windows and dome were gone, now, and apparently had provided ingress for some demon or other which had then done a number on the bistro itself. Nothing was repaired yet, but clearly there had been efforts to clean up. Broken glass had been swept into neat piles, though not yet removed, and the smashed furniture was also heaped against one wall. The clawed curtains, paintings and wallpaper were still exactly where they had been found, except a few that had fallen and were now leaning in their frames against the base of the wall.
 

 
  “This was my
  
   favorite
  
  restaurant,” she said absently, not looking at them, but pacing in a slow circle around the floor, running her fingertips along the dusty bar in passing. “The head chef was quite the experimenter; by blending different approaches to spicing and cooking, he stumbled quite by coincidence upon a very close approximation of the native cuisine I remember from my own youth. Of course, that entire culture is long extinct. It was so similar I was certain for the longest time it had to be some kind of trap.”
 

 
  “And was it?” Darling asked politely.
 

 
  She finally looked up at him, and smiled. “Yes, as it turns out. But not the trap I was expecting.”
 

 
  He had never met Lilian Riaje, but he knew her description well. Everyone who was
  
   anyone
  
  in Tiraas knew her description; following her rapid elevation to the favorite in the Emperor’s harem, it had been the subject of limitless gossip, she was so unlike Sharidan’s normally preferred cuddly hourglass types. Tall, lean, and elegant, she had bronze skin a shade darker than the Tiraan average, and a face that was handsome rather than beautiful, surmounted by a rather long nose. Her presence in the Palace had caused great disruption in the plans of people who schemed to get close to the Throne by way of alluring young women, causing many to hurriedly recruit and begin grooming entirely new girls.
 

 
  She wore a striking red dress—simple in design, but extremely eye-catching, accented by a wide-brimmed red hat. It occurred to Darling that it looked like a red version of the hat Vidius was often depicted wearing.
 

 
  “You surprise me, Antonio Darling,” Elilial said, studying him up and down. “Not many men have managed to do that. It has been a
  
   very
  
  long time since anyone presented an Offering of Cunning to my high priest. The Universal Church has been quite effective in suppressing it. In fact, it turns out poor Embras’s predecessor didn’t even bother to inform him of the rite. I had to explain the matter after the fact; you left him
  
   extremely
  
  confused.”
 

 
  “Sadly,” Embras added with a faint smile, “not even the most embarrassing thing that happened to me that evening.”
 

 
  “I must confess to having added to the problem somewhat,” Darling said with a bashful smile. “I’ve been hoarding any reference to the practice I came across. Considering how much I had to involve the Church and the Empire in order to arrange it, the last thing I needed was for anyone to guess what I was actually up to.”
 

 
  “Mm,” she said noncommittally. “And so, here you are.”
 

 
  “Yes, here I am,” he said pleasantly. “And wearing my real face, I might add.”
 

 
  Her lips quirked up in a faint smile. “This
  
   is
  
  my real face. But of course, you’re an Eserite. You love your little dramas almost as much as the Vidians. Well, you’ve gone to a lot of trouble, so I can oblige you a
  
   little
  
  bit.”
 

 
  The change was peculiar, as if it wasn’t a change at all, but a rewriting of the last few minutes so that she had
  
   always
  
  been thus. The effect was disorienting, to say the least. But there she stood, with her horns and crimson skin, eyes opening onto a blaze of hellfire, hooves crunching in a drift of glass (which he didn’t miss her stepping in deliberately for dramatic effect). Not to mention towering over him, taller than even the open-roofed bistro should have been able to contain, yet she fit into it perfectly. That kind of spatial distortion wasn’t uncommon in the presence of the gods.
 

 
  “Perhaps this better suits anyway,” Elilial mused. “The Rite of Offering grants you an audience and a guarantee of shelter from my wrath while it is in session; I will honor that ancient compact. Let us not, however, ignore the fact that you just set back my plans considerably, getting a great number of my followers captured or killed in the process. I am impressed with you, Antonio Darling.
  
   Not
  
  pleased. Whatever you wished to say to me, get on with it.”
 

 
  “As the lady commands,” he said, bowing gallantly. “All I want to know is what
  
   really
  
  happened when you broke from the Pantheon and were cast into Hell.”
 

 
  The goddess slowly raised on eyebrow. “And you a priest of the Universal Church.
  
   Clearly
  
  you have heard the story many times.”
 

 
  Darling swallowed his impatience. He respected the urge to play word games, he could play along, if it meant getting him what he was after. “If there is one thing I know when I see it, it’s a con. The story is couched in the literary traditions of the ancient epics, which is clearly meant to obscure its holes. All ‘thees’ and ‘thous’ and ‘then this happened’ with none of the elaboration we expect form modern Tanglish. Plus, it has the weight of dogma to back it up. For people who
  
   do
  
  have questions, a good theologian will have been coached in all the relevant platitudes—trust in the gods, evil is as evil does, it was a different time, and so on. But those screening devices are exactly that.”
 

 
  He took a step forward, staring intently up at her blazing eyes; she regarded him with a calmly curious expression. “So you, one of the cornerstones of the resistance against the Elder Gods, just spontaneously up and decided to turn on them? For no
  
   particular
  
  reason, even? No, it’s ridiculous. Being gods, they didn’t even bother to create a
  
   plausible
  
  lie, which is…well, I can sort of see the point, but it’s also insulting. The gods are
  
   lying
  
  to us, about themselves, about you, about the entire reason why the world is the way it is. I want to know the truth.”
 

 
  Elilial regarded him thoughtfully for a long moment, in which he barely remembered to breathe. Then she smiled.
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  Rarely had Darling had to clamp down so hard on the reaction he wanted to give. He took a deep breath, carefully holding onto his calm, polite facade. “Forgive me, m’lady, I was under the impression that the Rite—”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  gives you the prerogative to approach and speak to me in safety, despite the excellent reasons I have to reduce you to a greasy smear on the drapes. It most certainly does not
  
   require
  
  me to answer your questions, nor to do anything I’m not inclined to anyway.” She paused, tilting her head and looking him up and down, and then her smile widened noticeably, revealing long, pointed canines. “But the fact is, Antonio… I find I
  
   do
  
  somewhat like you. And for that reason, I will not give you the answer you’re after. I’ll even tell you why. Do you know what
  
   happens
  
  to people who learn what the gods would rather remain secret?”
 

 
  He hesitated. “I…suppose I can imagine.”
 

 
  “You are probably aware that most of the Black Wreath are just people playing what they think is a game,” she went on, turning to look out over the city through the open window frames. “Advancing in the cult is a long process, leading somebody toward
  
   true
  
  involvement in my aims, and at least half of them never get there, nor even meaningfully begin. It’s that way for a reason.
  
   Before
  
  my followers are taught what
  
   you
  
  are asking to know, they must learn the way I have of hiding my moves from the Pantheon. And before that, obviously, they must prove themselves trustworthy.” She returned her burning gaze to him, her expression furious, now. “Because all it takes is
  
   knowing
  
  the truth, and you would be dead before your corpse hit the ground. Everywhere there are disasters unfolding, people suffering unimaginably, and the gods do nothing. They can recite reasons why, when they bother to; those reasons even make a certain amount of sense. But their hypocrisy is shown in the simple fact that they can
  
   always
  
  find the time to stifle even a hint of the truth when the truth threatens them. I learned this the hard way when I first made my way back to the mortal plane.” She bared her fangs in a snarl, and he involuntarily took two steps back, even knowing he ire wasn’t (mostly) at him. “Brave, clever people whose deaths I caused just by putting the truth in their hands. So, no, Antonio, I will not be digging your grave for you, and you may regard
  
   that
  
  as a token of my esteem.”
 

 
  “I…see,” he said faintly. “Well, then…”
 

 
  “Unless, of course,” she added more calmly, “you were interested in being inducted directly into the Wreath. For someone in your position, I think we can skip the initial phase, though you would have a
  
   great
  
  deal of work to do with regard to proving your trustworthiness. Not to mention taking steps to correct the damage you just caused.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, “well, I hadn’t actually
  
   considered
  
  that prospect. Let me think on—”
 

 
  “Never mind,” Elilial said curtly. “Nothing personal, but I’ve no need for people who are less than committed. We might revisit the subject later, however; if you continue on as you have been, a day may come when you regard the option in a very different light. Obviously, I am sympathetic to your desire. You’re not the first person outside the Wreath to see the obvious truth despite the Pantheon’s earnest efforts to redirect inquiries, nor even the first to take such ambitious steps to get answers.” She eyed him over again, then smiled. “Not unique, in short, but still exceptional. I think it serves my own purposes to have you out there, digging. You must be
  
   careful,
  
  however. Keep looking in this direction and you will learn the most
  
   fascinating
  
  things, but if you find the answer you’re truly after before you are prepared to protect yourself, it will be the end of you.”
 

 
  “You do realize, of course,” he said, “my position will require me to keep acting against the Wreath…”
 

 
  “Your position will enable you to extend a courtesy now and again, when you judge it appropriate,” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “And after
  
   this
  
  conversation, if you refrain from any further viciousness like you showed a week ago, you may find such courtesies shown in kind.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” he said, putting on his most ingratiating smile. “Perhaps we can all profit from this, in the end!”
 

 
  Embras, off to the side, chuckled, shaking his head.
 

 
  “If you’re looking to rebuild your ranks,” Darling continued cheerfully, “I may be able to offer a helpful tip. In the course of that night’s events, it seems the Archpope rather alienated a big chunk of his nascent summoner corps, leaving a lot of clerics with some demonic expertise and a proven commitment to serve the greater good rather than politics…unemployed. And, in many cases, probably questioning their loyalties. Of course,” he went on with a grin, “I can’t help noticing that Justinian had swelled the corps well beyond what he could reasonably need. Now, with their numbers depleted, he’s left with a much smaller group, but one that is still close to plenty. More to the point, those remaining in his service have proven their willingness to commit treason on his behalf. All in all, a good night’s work for him.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you for the hint,” Elilial said wryly. “I would
  
   never
  
  have thought of that. Something for
  
   you
  
  to wonder about is just how many of those ‘rejected’ summoners remain as fiercely loyal to their Archpope as those who stayed in his service, and are just waiting to be snapped up by other organizations and give him a foot in the door. You
  
   seriously
  
  underestimate that man’s ambitions if you think culling the unworthy was the extent of the advantage he took that night. Do you actually believe
  
   you’re
  
  the only one who realized the Dawnchapel was a tempting target perfectly placed to neutralize a Wreath attack? Thanks to that, several of my
  
   most
  
  valued agents are now directly in the Church’s hands, and I think you’ll find that no word of this has reached Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Darling said, frowning in thought.
 

 
  “I’m not in the habit of handing out information that people haven’t earned,” the goddess said, studying him closely, “but in this case, I’ll offer you a warning. You Eserites love your schemes so much that you get lost in the game, assuming anyone who plays it with you is a schemer after your own heart. When it comes to Justinian, however, you have
  
   no
  
  idea what you’re messing with, Antonio. You need to start being a great deal more careful,
  
   and
  
  step up your game, if you intend to carry on working at him.”
 

 
  “I…appreciate the tip,” he said slowly.
 

 
  “Good,” she smiled, “then here’s another. A great doom is coming, and anyone who has a stake in the world is preparing to meet it. I try, as much as I can, to avoid causing harm to anyone I don’t explicitly need to hurt. This time, however, I will
  
   not
  
  be stopped. I won’t back off and try again later. I
  
   will
  
  be prepared to do what needs to be done when the cosmic deadline comes.” Her burning eyes bored into him. “The more you unravel my plans, the more you force me to improvise, and the less care I will be able to take to minimize collateral damage. Keep tripping me up, Antonio, and you’re going to cause a lot of pain to a lot of people. Understand?”
 

 
  “Explicitly,” he said, nodding and smiling.
 

 
  “Good,” Elilial said, satisfied. “Now I have another appointment to keep today, so pardon me for rushing out on you.”
 

 
  She stepped past him, and that peculiar
  
   blink
  
  in the world happened again, as if something was being re-written, and then she was just the lady in the red dress again. Mogul fell into step just behind and to her right as they headed for the top of the stairs.
 

 
  “Oh,” Darling said suddenly, “when is the little tyke due?”
 

 
  Mogul turned to give him a very hard look.
 

 
  Elilial paused at the head of the steps, then shifted to smile at him over her shoulder. “When I decide it’s time.”
 

 
  Then they were gone, strolling down the stairs arm-in-arm and out onto the street, just another well-dressed couple out enjoying the day.
 

 
  Darling stood amid the ruins of Marcio’s Bistro, absently pulling a coin from his pocket and rolling it across the backs of his fingers as he gazed out over the city.
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  “So, we’ve got
  
   that
  
  hangin’ over us all fuckin’ summer,” Ruda groused. “Come back for our sophomore year and immediately get put to work scrubbing mulch and basting doors and whatever the hell housekeeping tasks Stew thinks up until Tellwyrn gets tired of our suffering. Hoo-fucking-ray.”
 

 
  “Scrubbing
  
   mulch?”
  
  Gabriel said, his eyebrows shooting upward. “Have you ever cleaned anything in your
  
   life,
  
  Princess?”
 

 
  “Arquin, you will never be demonic enough or divine enough that I will refrain from kicking your ass. Bring the skeevy dude in the hat down here and I’ll kick
  
   his
  
  ass, too.”
 

 
  “Sorry to interrupt your blasphemy,” Trissiny said, raising an eyebrow, “but I won’t be joining in your mulch-scrubbing this fall. I’m staying on campus over the summer.”
 

 
  “Yup!” Fross chimed, bobbing around them. “Professor Tellwyrn is letting us do our punishment duty over the summer and get it out of the way. It’s pretty accommodating of her! We broke a
  
   lot
  
  of campus rules.”
 

 
  “Considering she’s
  
   still
  
  punishing us for obeying a direct command from the gods, I’m not gonna get too worked up about her generosity,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “To be technical,” said Fross, “she’s punishing Trissiny and Toby for obeying a direct command from the gods, which is actually not at all out of character given her history. The rest of us don’t really have an excuse. I mean, if she’s not gonna accept a divine mandate as a good reason, citing friendship probably isn’t gonna help. Anyhow, I’ve gotta go finish cleaning up the spell lab I was using. Nobody leave campus before I can say goodbye! Oh, Ruda, looks like your dad is here. See ya later!”
 

 
  The pixie zipped off toward the magical arts building in a silver streak, leaving the others staring after her.
 

 
  “What?” Ruda demanded. “My—
  
   what?
  
  Oh,
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  It was a characteristically sunny day, with a brisk wind across the mountain cutting the prairie heat. The campus of the University was teeming with people, despite the fact that many of the students were already gone. Parents, friends and family members were everywhere, picking up their kids and being shown around on one of the few occasions when non-initiates of the University were welcomed there. A few curiosity-seekers had also snuck in, though they seldom lasted long before Tellwyrn found and disposed of them. Professor Rafe had already been informed that if he didn’t remove the betting board set up in the cafeteria speculating on where various journalists and pilgrims had been teleported to, he himself would be walking home from Shaathvar.
 

 
  Now, a sizable party of men and women in feathered hats, heavy boots and greatcoats were making their way up the avenue to the main lawn, on which the six freshmen had just come to a stop. Toby and Juniper had both departed that morning, leaving the rest to make more leisurely goodbyes as they still had time.
 

 
  Trissiny touched Ruda’s shoulder lightly from behind. “Are you okay? Do you need—”
 

 
  “No,” she said quietly. “I have to face this. Guys, if I don’t get to talk to you again, enjoy your summer.” Squaring her shoulders, she stepped forward, striding up to the group of oncoming Punaji.
 

 
  They stopped at their princess’s approach, parting to let the towering figure in the middle come forth. King Rajakhan was a looming wall of a man, a bulky mass of muscle who would have looked squat due to his build if the proximity of more normally-sized people didn’t reveal that he was also hugely tall. The bushy black beard which was the source of his nickname did not conceal a tremendous scowl. He stepped up, folding brawny arms across his massive chest, and stared down at his daughter.
 

 
  Ruda, uncharacteristically subdued, removed her hat respectfully and stopped a mere yard from him. The onlooking pirates watched, impassive and silent; the remaining freshmen edged closer.
 

 
  “The news I hear has impelled me to spend from our people’s treasury to have portal mages bring me here,” he rumbled. “I am pleased to see you whole, daughter. Less pleased by the report I have from Professor Tellwyrn. I understand that you were given an order to evacuate, and you disobeyed it. Through magical subterfuge. This is true?”
 

 
  “My friends—my
  
   crew—
  
  had to stay, by orders of the gods,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t raised to leave people behind in danger.”
 

 
  “I hear your justifications, but not the answer I asked for,” Blackbeard growled.
 

 
  Ruda stiffened her shoulders slightly. “This is true, sir.”
 

 
  He snorted. “I further understand that you slew three shadowlord demons and uncounted buzzers yourself, placing your own life in danger.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” she said woodenly. “Alongside eight of the best people I know.”
 

 
  “I
  
   further
  
  understand that you were stopped only because you somehow
  
   ingested
  
  the poison blood of your enemy.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir. We grappled too closely for swords. I bit its throat.” Her lips twisted in remembered disgust. “They have
  
   very
  
  tough hides.”
 

 
  He slowly began drawing in a very deep breath, his huge chest swelling even further, then let it out in one explosive sigh that made his beard momentarily flap like a banner. Somehow, it occurred to nobody to laugh at what would otherwise be a comical sight.
 

 
  “In all the nations on land or sea,” the Pirate King said with a faint tremor in his voice, reaching out to place one enormous hairy hand on Ruda’s shoulder, “there has never
  
   been
  
  a prouder father.”
 

 
  
   “Papa!”
  
  Ruda squealed, launching herself into his arms. Rajakhan’s laughter boomed across the quad as he spun her around in circles, the pirates around him adding their cheers to the noise (and half of them brandishing weapons).
 

 
  “As I live and breathe,” Gabriel said in wonder.
 

 
  “I feel I have just gained a better understanding of Ruda’s upbringing,” Shaeine said softly, “and some of what has occurred thereafter.”
 

 
  “Hey, Teal,” Tanq said, approaching the group but watching the loud pirates curiously. “Does your family own a zeppelin?”
 

 
  Teal abruptly whirled toward him, growing pale. “…why do you ask?”
 

 
  “I just wondered. There’s a little one moored at the Rail platform down in town; I saw it when I was sending a scroll… It’s got the Falconer Industries crest on the balloon. I just wondered if it was a company craft or if FI was making them now. Pretty sweet little rig, if I’m any judge.”
 

 
  “Oh no,” Teal groaned, clapping a hand over her eyes. “Oh,
  
   no.
  
  I
  
   told
  
  them…
  
   Augh!”
  
 

 
  She took off down the path at a near run.
 

 
  Tanq blinked, staring after her, then turned to the rest of the group. “What’d I say?”
 

 
  “Teal laboriously made plans regarding our travel arrangements from the campus,” Shaeine replied. “I gather they have just been abruptly modified. Excuse me, please? If I don’t see you again, my friends, I wish you the best over the coming months and look forward to our reunion.” She bowed to them, then favored them with one of her rare, sincere smiles, before turning and gliding off after Teal.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She was about to unleash Vadrieny and swoop upward for a better view when a fortuitous gap between buildings happened to give her a view down onto Last Rock, including a familiar silver shape perched at its edges, with an even more familiar sigil emblazoned on its side.
 

 
  “Why!?” she groaned. “Why would they
  
   do
  
  that? I had everything
  
   arranged!”
  
 

 
  
   They care about you, and this campus was recently the site of a major crisis. Which we jumped into the middle of. Makes perfect sense to
  
  me.
 

 
  “Oh, whose side are you on?” she snapped. Vadrieny’s silent laugh bubbled through her.
 

 
  
   It’ll be all right, Teal. They’ll understand.
  
 

 
  “I know how to deal with them. I was gonna have time to
  
   explain
  
  things on the magic mirror, and then they’d have had the carriage ride to get used to it… Oh, gods, this is gonna be so awkward. Damn it, why don’t they ever
  
   listen?”
  
 

 
  
   So they may not understand as quickly, or as easily. They
  
  will,
  
   though.
  
 

 
  
   “Teal!”
  
 

 
  She whirled at hearing her name, beholding two well-known figures striding quickly toward her from the direction of the upper terrace.
 

 
  “Speak of the demon,” she said fatalistically.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  a nice way to greet your parents,” Marguerite Falconer said, trying without success to look annoyed. Beside her, Geoffrey grinned in delight, not even making the effort.
 

 
  “This place is somehow
  
   smaller
  
  than I was imagining it,” he said. “But so…
  
   gothic.
  
  With all this grandiose architecture and these overgrown paths, I almost can’t believe it’s only fifty years old. We actually managed to get lost, if you can believe that!”
 

 
  “I can believe it,” Teal said in exasperation. “What are you
  
   doing
  
  here with that airship? I made
  
   plans!
  
  Everything was arranged!”
 

 
  “Well, excuse us for jumping the wand,” Marguerite replied, raising her eyebrows and pushing her spectacles back up her nose. “What with our only child, who has already suffered
  
   far
  
  more than her fair share of disasters, being stuck in the middle of a
  
   hellgate,
  
  we were just a
  
   little
  
  anxious to see you again.”
 

 
  “C’mere,” Geoffrey ordered, stepping up and sweeping Teal into a hug. She hugged him back, despite her annoyance, relaxing into the embrace as her mother joined it from behind.
 

 
  “It’s not that I’m not happy to see you,” she mumbled into her father’s cardigan. “I just wanted to… I mean, I had a
  
   plan.
  
  There was some stuff I wanted to, uh, get you
  
   ready
  
  for before it, y’know…”
 

 
  “Oh, Teal,” Marguerite said reproachfully, finally stepping back. Geoffrey released her, too, ruffling her hair. “Dear, it’s all
  
   right.
  
  It’s not as if this is some great secret. You
  
   know
  
  we’re fine with it.”
 

 
  “I mean, for heaven’s sakes, our best friend is an elf,” Geoffrey added with a grin. “You said you were bringing someone special home for the summer holiday. We can manage to put two and two together.”
 

 
  “I’m sure we’ll love her.
  
   Our
  
  daughter can only have good taste!”
 

 
  Teal sighed heavily, staring hopelessly at them. At a glance, nobody would take the Falconers for two of the richest people in the Empire. They were a matched set, both with mouse-brown hair cut short, which looked almost boyish on Marguerite and rather shaggy on Geoffrey. He had a round, florid face decorated by a beard in need of trimming, while her pointed features had been described as “elfin,” but they shared a preference for comfortable, casual clothes in a masculine style. Even their glasses were identical.
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   did
  
  try,” she said finally. “Give me credit for
  
   that
  
  much, at least, when this is all falling out.”
 

 
  “Oh, Teal, I’ve missed you,” Marguerite said fondly. “Dramatic streak and all.” Geoffrey snorted a laugh.
 

 
  “Teal? Is everything all right?”
 

 
  Teal heaved a short, shallow sigh, then half-turned to smile at Shaeine as the priestess glided up to them. “Well, that remains to be seen. Mom, Dad, may I present Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion. Shaeine, these are my parents, Marguerite and Geoffrey Falconer.”
 

 
  “It is an honor and a pleasure,” Shaeine said, bowing deeply to the Falconers. “Your daughter is a great credit to your lineage.”
 

 
  
   “My,
  
  isn’t she well-mannered,” Marguerite said with a broad smile. “Teal, I can only hope the rest of your friends are such a good influence.”
 

 
  “I gather you have not introduced them to Ruda yet,” Shaeine said calmly. Teal snorted a laugh.
 

 
  “Ruda Punaji?” Geoffrey said with a grin. “I’m curious to meet that one, after your letters. But maybe in a more, you know, controlled environment.”
 

 
  “Oh, stop it,” Marguerite chided, swatting him playfully. “It’s lovely to meet you, Sheen. Don’t mind my husband, he belongs in a workshop, not among civilized people.”
 

 
  “That was an excellent try,” the drow replied with a smile. “It’s actually Sha-ayne.”
 

 
  “It’s all one vowel,” Teal added. “Just changes pronunciation partway.”
 

 
  “Really?” Geoffrey marveled. “I fancy I speak a smidge of elvish. Not as well as Teal, of course, but that’s a new one.”
 

 
  “Don’t be an ass, Geoff, she’s Narisian. Of course they have a different dialect.
  
   Shaeine,
  
  yes? How did I do?”
 

 
  “Perfect,” Shaeine replied, smiling more broadly. “You have an agile tongue, Mrs. Falconer.”
 

 
  
   “I’ll
  
  say she—”
 

 
  “Don’t you
  
   dare!”
  
  Marguerite shrieked, smacking her husband across the back of his head. He caught his flying glasses, laughing uproariously. Teal covered her eyes with a hand.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Marguerite said with more dignity as Geoffrey readjusted his glasses, still chuckling, “I’m sure we’ll be glad to meet all your classmates, honey, but we should see about getting your luggage together.”
 

 
  “We saw that crazy tower you’re apparently living in,” Geoffrey added, “but I guess it’s not open to visitors. Inconvenient, but a fine policy in my opinion! I remember my own college days. Barely. It’s
  
   also
  
  a fine policy that this is a dry campus.”
 

 
  “Will your girlfriend be meeting us there?” Marguerite asked. “I’m just about beside myself with curiosity! Don’t look at me like that, it’s a mother’s prerogative.”
 

 
  Teal closed her eyes, inhaled deeply through her teeth, and let the breath out through her nose, trying to ignore the hysterical mirth echoing in her mind from her demon counterpart. Shaeine half-turned to look at her, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  The silence stretched out.
 

 
  Suddenly Marguerite’s face paled in comprehension, and she settled a wide-eyed stare on Shaeine.
  
   “Oh.”
  
 

 
  Geoffrey looked at his wife, then his daughter, then shrugged, still smiling innocently. “What?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So, is this the new thing?” Trissiny asked, pointing at the sword hanging from Gabriel’s belt opposite his new wand, which rested in a holster. “You’re a swordsman now?”
 

 
  “Oh…well.” He shrugged uncomfortably, placing a hand on Ariel’s hilt. “I just… I don’t know, I find it kind of comforting, having it there. Is that weird?”
 

 
  “Taking comfort in the weight of a sword is certainly not weird to
  
   me,”
  
  she said with a smile. “I’m a little surprised
  
   you
  
  would enjoy it, though.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I kind of am, too,” he said ruefully. “It’s just… The whole world just got turned upside-down on me, you know? I’ve only had Ariel here for a couple months, but it’s still something familiar. Something I can literally hang onto.”
 

 
  “I
  
   do,
  
  know,” she said quietly. “I remember the feeling all too well. It was a very different circumstance, of course… I couldn’t begin to guess whether that would make it more or less shocking to experience.”
 

 
  He laughed. “Less.
  
   Much
  
  less. Modesty aside, Triss, you’re pretty much a model Avenist. Me, I’m not even
  
   Vidian
  
  . I never even thought about whether I’d
  
   want
  
  to be. It’s not as if I ever prayed, after that one time. Burned my goddamn tongue, and I mean that as literally as possible.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “There’s… I guess there is just no precedent for what you’re having to deal with. I’ll help if I can at all, though. Anything you need to talk about, just ask. And not just me, of course. Do you know how soon Toby is coming back to campus?”
 

 
  “Just a couple of weeks, actually. He needs to spend some time with the Omnists and the Universal Church over the summer, but apparently shepherding
  
   my
  
  clumsy ass is also a significant priority.”
 

 
  “I have the same duties,” she said solemnly. “But I’m not making my trips to Tiraas and Viridill until later in the summer. I guess I just drew the first Gabriel shift.”
 

 
  “Har har.” He stopped walking, and she paused beside him. They were in a relatively shady intersection of paths, with the bridge to Clarke Tower just up ahead. Towering elms, swaying and whispering softly in the gentle wind, shielded them from the direct sun. “Triss, I am scared out of my fucking mind.”
 

 
  “I know.” She squeezed his shoulder. “I
  
   know.
  
  Look, Gabriel, it’s… It’s just a hell of a thing, okay? But…and I mean this sincerely…you will be all right. I truly do believe you can do this. I would never have predicted it in a million years, but in hindsight, it makes a great deal of sense. This will
  
   work.
  
  You’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “That…” He swallowed painfully. “Hah. That means a lot, Trissiny. Especially from you. More than from anyone else, maybe.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s that, too,” she said, smiling. “Whatever else happens, Gabe, you can always count on me to let you know when you screw up.”
 

 
  “Well, sure. It hardly even needs to be said, does it?”
 

 
  She laughed softly. “Well…anyhow. I’ve got to head inside here for a minute. You’re going to be in the cafeteria for dinner?”
 

 
  “Along with the other losers who are staying over the summer, yup.” He stuck his hands in his coat pockets. “I do need to visit the Vidians at some point, but they’re coming here. So’s my dad. Apparently there’s kind of a
  
   controversy
  
  around me at the moment. Can’t imagine why.”
 

 
  “Probably best not to have you in circulation just yet,” she said with a grin. “Well… I guess I’ll see you around campus, then?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said, smiling back. “See you around.”
 

 
  Gabriel watched her go, until she passed through the gate onto the bridge itself, then shook his head, still smiling, and resumed his slow way along the path.
 

 
  
   “That girl has a powerful need for your approval.”
  
 

 
  “What?” He laughed aloud. “That is the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. And considering what recently—”
 

 
  He stopped, frowning and staring around. There was no one nearby.
 

 
  
   “Granted, I only know what I’ve heard from conversations around you, but didn’t she try to murder you once? That would weigh on the conscience of anybody who has one. The more she gets to know you as a real person, rather than the imaginary monster she was reacting to at the time, the uglier that whole business must look to her. Of course, a properly spiritual person could recognize all this and deal with it, but… Let’s be honest, Avei doesn’t go out of her way to pick deep thinkers.”
  
 

 
  He had spun this way and that, growing increasingly agitated as the voice droned on, finally resting his hand on the sword’s hilt. Through it, he could feel
  
   something.
  
  Not quite energy, but the potential for it; the same feeling he was used to experiencing when working with raw magic.
 

 
  “You… You’re the
  
   sword!”
  
 

 
  
   “’The sword.’ That’s lovely, Gabriel, really charming. It’s not as if you don’t
  
  know
  
   my name. Look, I suggest you find a relatively private place to sit for a while. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Tellwyrn was grumbling to herself, mostly about journalists, as she kicked the door shut behind her and strode toward her desk. She hadn’t gotten three steps into the office before her chair spun around, revealing a grinning figure in a red dress perched therein.
 

 
  “Arachne!
  
   Darling!”
  
 

 
  “Out of my seat, Lil,” she said curtly.
 

 
  “Ooh, have I told you how much I
  
   love
  
  this new schoolmarm thing you have going on?” Elilial trilled, giggling coquettishly. “So stern! So upright! It’s
  
   very
  
  convincing, dear. A person would
  
   never
  
  guess how much fun you are in bed.”
 

 
  The chair jerked sideways and tipped, roughly depositing its occupant on the carpet.
 

 
  “Oof,” the goddess of cunning said reproachfully, getting back to her feet and rubbing her bum. “Well, if you’re going to be
  
   that
  
  way…”
 

 
  “What do you
  
   want?”
  
  Tellwyrn demanded, stepping around the desk and plopping down in her recently vacated chair. “It’s not as if I ever
  
   see
  
  you unless you’ve just done something terrible or are about to. You’re just as bad as the others in that regard. Though in
  
   this
  
  case I guess there’s rather a large elephant in the room, isn’t there?”
 

 
  “All right, yes, that’s true,” Elilial allowed, strolling casually around to the front of the desk. “I
  
   do
  
  owe you an apology. Believe me, Arachne, boring new hellgates onto your property is most definitely
  
   not
  
  on my agenda. It seems one of my gnagrethycts took it upon himself to assist in that idiotic enterprise, which I consider a breach of my promise not to bring harm on you or yours. I am humbly sorry for my negligence.”
 

 
  “Mm,” the Professor said noncommittally. “I heard you were down to seven of them.”
 

 
  “Six, now,” the goddess said with grim satisfaction. “Demons get agitated if you lean on them too hard; I do try to let them have some leeway. But there are
  
   some
  
  things I simply will not put up with.”
 

 
  “A gnagrethyct, or anything else—even
  
   you—
  
  couldn’t rip open a dimensional portal without having someone on the other side to work with,” Tellwyrn said, leaning back in the chair and staring at the goddess over the tops of her spectacles. “And nobody on
  
   this
  
  campus could have pulled off such a thing without tripping my wards…unless they were an initiate of my University. Any thoughts on that?”
 

 
  “I may have a few ideas, yes,” Elilial purred. “What’s it worth to you?”
 

 
  “You are having a deleterious effect on my already-strained patience.”
 

 
  “Oh, Arachne, this is your whole problem; you’ve totally forgotten how to
  
   enjoy
  
  life. Yes, fine, I
  
   may
  
  have given a helping hand to some of your dear students.”
 

 
  “You promised to leave them alone, Lil.”
 

 
  “I promised to bring them no
  
   harm.”
  
  Elilial held up a finger. “In fact, I went one better and did the opposite. You know I caught a couple of those little scamps trying to summon a greater djinn? I cannot imagine what possessed them to think they could control such a thing. Pun intended. Really, you should keep a closer eye on your kids; I can’t be saving their lives
  
   all
  
  the time.”
 

 
  “You haven’t spent much time around college students if you believe they
  
   think
  
  before doing shit,” Tellwyrn growled. “Did they at least try to hide in the Crawl first? If any of those little morons did that in one of my spell labs I swear I’ll visit them all at home in alphabetical order and slap their heads backwards.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you’re very fearsome,” she said condescendingly. “But enough about that, why don’t we discuss the future?”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re
  
   already
  
  going to tell me what you actually want?” Tellwyrn said dryly. “That has to be a record. Are you in a hurry for some reason?”
 

 
  “Don’t trouble yourself about my problems, dear, though I
  
   do
  
  appreciate the concern. But yes, I am interested in, shall we say, tightening our relationship. We’ve worked so
  
   well
  
  together in the past, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “I remember us working well together
  
   once.”
  
 

 
  “And what a time that was!” Elilial said with a reminiscent smile.
 

 
  “You called me a presumptuous mealworm and I goosed you.”
 

 
  “A whole
  
   city
  
  left in flames and shambles, panicked drow fleeing everywhere, Scyllith’s entire day just
  
   ruined.
  
  Ah, I’ve rarely enjoyed myself so thoroughly. Don’t you miss it?”
 

 
  “I have things to do,” Tellwyrn said pointedly. “Teaching my students. Looking after their safety. Getting tangled up with
  
   you
  
  is hardly a step in pursuit of that goal.”
 

 
  “I think you’re wrong there, darling,” the goddess said firmly, the mirth fading from her expression. “This weeks little mess was but a taste. No, before you get all indignant, I am not threatening you. I am
  
   cautioning
  
  you, strictly because I like you, that the world is going to become increasingly dangerous in the coming days, and the wisest thing a person can do is develop a capacity to contend with demons. And lucky you, here you have an old friend who is the best ally a person
  
   could
  
  have in such matters!”
 

 
  “Oh, sure,” Tellwyrn sneered. “And all I’d have to do to achieve that is make an enemy of the Empire on which my campus is built, not to mention that crusading spider Justinian.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s no reason you have to
  
   tell
  
  them about it, you silly goose.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. And in this…
  
   partnership…
  
  you would, of course, be telling me the total, unequivocal truth about everything you’re doing, in all detail?”
 

 
  “Now you’re just being unreasonable, Arachne. I’m still
  
   me,
  
  after all. I can’t
  
   function
  
  without a few cards up my sleeve.”
 

 
  “This sounds increasingly like a bargain that benefits no one but you,” Tellwyrn said shortly. “I can’t help thinking I’m better off with my current allies. None of
  
   them
  
  are invested in ending the world.”
 

 
  “You know
  
   very
  
  well I have no interest in ending the world. Merely the deities lording over it. Really, I am very nearly hurt. You of
  
   all
  
  people know me better than that.”
 

 
  “I do indeed, which is why I’m declining your very generous proposal.”
 

 
  “Are you sure?” Elilial asked with a sly smile. “You’re not even a
  
   little
  
  bit curious to know which of your little dears are opening hellgates and fooling about with dark powers beyond their ken?”
 

 
  “You could just
  
   tell
  
  me, you know. It would be exactly the kind of nice gesture that might have led me to consider your offer if you’d made a habit of making them
  
   before
  
  now.”
 

 
  “Now, now, giving something for nothing is against my religion. I’m just saying, Arachne, I’m a good friend to have. In general, and in your case,
  
   very
  
  specifically.”
 

 
  “So the world at large is about to have demon trouble, is it?” Tellwyrn mused, steepling her fingers. “And I’m likely to see my students imperiled as a result, yes? Well, I now know who to blame if they
  
   do
  
  suffer for it. You have my word, Elilial, that if that happens, I will be discussing the matter with you. Thoroughly, but as briefly as possible.”
 

 
  The goddess’s smile collapsed entirely. “Only
  
   you
  
  could be so bullheaded as to turn this into an exchange of threats so quickly. I came here in good faith to propose a mutually beneficial partnership, Arachne.”
 

 
  “You came here to
  
   use
  
  me,” Tellwyrn shot back. “I don’t particularly mind that. I don’t even much object to being lied to about it. I might actually have been amenable to the idea, except that you want to use my University and my
  
   students
  
  in the process. That
  
   will not
  
  happen, Elilial. I strongly advise you not to try.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   truly
  
  believe yourself equal to the task of opposing me?” the goddess asked coldly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn clicked her tongue. “And now come those threats you didn’t come here to make…”
 

 
  “If you
  
   insist
  
  on relating in those terms, I’ll oblige. You’re a blunt instrument, Arachne. Oh, you were clever enough in the distant past. Your deviousness in Scyllithar was
  
   inspiring,
  
  and I mean that sincerely. I was deeply impressed. But you have spent the entirety of the intervening three thousand years swaggering around throwing sucker punches and fireballs until you’ve forgotten how to do anything else. It’s gotten to the point that all I have to do to aim you in the direction I want you to look is scrawl a warning outside your door telling you not to. That barely even counts as manipulation, Arachne. It’s
  
   embarrassing
  
  to both of us. And you think you’re going to set yourself up against
  
   me?
  
  In the wide world, with all its subtleties and illusions waiting to serve as my props?”
  
  
  She snorted.
  
   “Please.”
  
 

 
  “Well, perhaps you have a point,” Tellwyrn said placidly, shrugging. “After all, I’ve spent three millennia trying to get close to all the various gods, seeking their help.
  
   You,
  
  meanwhile, have been trying devotedly to destroy them for more than twice that time. Tell me, since you’re
  
   so
  
  much more dangerous than I…” She smiled sweetly. “How many of them have
  
   you
  
  killed?”
 

 
  They locked eyes in silence, neither wavering by a hair.
 

 
  Finally, Elilial let out a soft sigh through her nose. “I think you just enjoy being difficult for its own sake.”
 

 
  “Well, no
  
   shit,
  
  Professor.”
 

 
  “I’ll repeat my offer, Arachne,” the goddess said mildly, stepping back from the desk. “But not often, and not infinitely. You’ll have a limited time in which to come to your senses.”
 

 
  “That’s fine, if you insist. But I’m not any more fond of repeating myself than you are, Lil. Really, if you want to save yourself the bother, I won’t blame you in the slightest.”
 

 
  Elilial smiled slightly, coldly, and vanished without a sound. Only the faint scent of sulfur remained behind her.
 

 
  Tellwyrn just sat without moving, frowning deeply in thought.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, we’re sure,” Fauna said testily. “It’s not really ambiguous.”
 

 
  “Or difficult,” Flora added. “Took us all of half an hour to sift through the records.”
 

 
  “The Nemetites organizing the thing are extremely helpful. The nice lady was able to pull the public record for us
  
   and
  
  explain what all the legalese meant.”
 

 
  “It’s held through a dummy company, you see, but she knew the legal and cult codes to identify the buyers. So yeah, we had the answer pretty quickly.”
 

 
  Darling swiveled in his office chair, staring at the unlit fireplace. “Not the trap she was expecting,” he whispered.
 

 
  “Oh, gods, now he’s muttering to himself,” Fauna groaned.
 

 
  He returned his gaze to them. “All right, sasspants, since you’re so smart, interpret what you found for me.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Flora said.
 

 
  Darling held up a hand peremptorily. “Let’s not forget who the apprentices here are. No matter what the question,
  
   whining
  
  is never the correct answer.”
 

 
  Fauna sighed dramatically, but replied. “It wasn’t
  
   truly
  
  hidden. We were able to get the truth in minutes, using entirely legal means. The means provided
  
   by
  
  the library itself, even.”
 

 
  “So, not a secret,” Flora said. “But… Meant to
  
   look
  
  like a secret.”
 

 
  He nodded. “Go on…”
 

 
  “A message, maybe?” Fauna continued, frowning as she got into the exercise. “Either a barrier only to the laziest of inquirers…”
 

 
  “Or a hidden signal to someone smarter,” Flora finished. “Or possibly both.”
 

 
  “Very good,” he said approvingly, nodding. “That’s the conclusion to which I came, too. Of course, your guess is literally as good as mine.”
 

 
  “So you’re in the dark, then? Why was it so important to find out?”
 

 
  “And no more of your shifty bullshit,” Flora said pointedly, leveling a finger at him. “Damn it, we’ve had
  
   enough
  
  of that this week. None of this ‘I’ll tell you when it’s time’ crap.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you sent
  
   us
  
  to deal with something you could’ve sniffed out yourself in less than an hour; we’re entitled to know what’s going on, here, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Why is this important? What does it
  
   mean
  
  that the Thieves’ Guild owns Marcio’s Bistro?”
 

 
  Darling turned his eyes back to the fireplace, staring sightlessly while his mind rummaged through possibilities. He was quiet for so long that Flora, scowling, opened her mouth to repeat her demand before he finally answered.
 

 
  “I don’t know.”
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  “Ordinarily, of course, a visit such as this would garner a much greater reaction,” the hunter said apologetically as he stepped across the creek. “As you can see, though, we have a goodly number of guests already, and only so much attention to go around.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s perfectly okay,” Juniper assured him, splashing through the water. “I’m not much for ceremony anyhow, I’d rather everyone be comfortable. Wow, you really
  
   do
  
  have a lot of company, though!”
 

 
  The grove was fairly teeming with activity, the central area encircled by the stream set up with multiple low tables and cushions; elves were seated, standing and chatting everywhere. Some were eating, others apparently giving full attention to their conversations. A circle off to one side were passing around a fragrant pipe. In addition to the wood elves native to the grove, there were at least equal their number in guests. Even to a viewer not sufficiently familiar with elves to distinguish between the shapes of their ears and shades of their eyes, the sun-bleached buckskins of the visitors revealed them to be a plains tribe.
 

 
  “What with all that is happening in the world lately,” their guide said with a smile, “the elders have deemed it a good time to reach out to others of our kin with whom we may not have much regular contact.”
 

 
  “Anishai, don’t bore honored guests with tedious tribal politics,” Elder Sheyann said, gliding swiftly toward them from the circular table in the center of the grove. She wore a welcoming smile, but gave Anishai a very flat look. “Would you go help Elraene, please? She is guiding a group of our visiting cousins through the forest.”
 

 
  “Of course, Elder,” the hunter said, bowing to her, then nodded to his charges with a smile. “You are in good hands, now. Again, welcome, and safe travels to you.” He backed away for two steps, bowing politely, before turning and bounding off into the trees.
 

 
  “It’s wonderful to see you again so soon, Juniper,” Sheyann said warmly. “And welcome, Marshal, to our grove.”
 

 
  “My thanks, madam, sir,” Marshal Avelea said politely, tipping her hat. Sheyann glanced over her shoulder, quirking an eyebrow as Elder Shiraki joined them.
 

 
  “Welcome indeed, daughter of Naiya,” Shiraki said, smiling at Juniper. “Truly, we are blessed to see thee again in our midst. Will thy classmates attend us again, as well?”
 

 
  “Oh…no, we’re actually dismissed for the summer,” Juniper said, her expression growing more pensive. “I came alone. This is, uh, sort of a personal visit.”
 

 
  “Ah, so?” Shiraki said, turning to give the Marshal a politely inquisitive look.
 

 
  “I’m just her temporary guardian, sir,” Avelea said. “Dryads aren’t generally wanted around population centers. Juniper’s a special case, but even she’s not to be in Tiraan territory without a University or Imperial escort.”
 

 
  “Quite reasonable,” Sheyann said with a bland smile. “Of course, per the Elven Reservation Act, you are not
  
   in
  
  Tiraan territory.”
 

 
  “I understand that fully, ma’am,” said the Marshal. “Obviously you’re plenty busy, and the last thing I want is to intrude on your privacy. I’d be glad to retreat, but I’ll need to wait until she’s ready to return to Sarasio…”
 

 
  “The Act contains stipulations concerning the transfer of such responsibilities between Imperial and tribal personnel,” Sheyann said in perfect calm, still wearing that gentle smile. “You are, of course, welcome to stay and enjoy our hospitality. If you would prefer to contact your superiors or study the rebuilding progress in the town, though, I believe it will be quite acceptable for you to leave Juniper in our care. It will be no trouble at all to notify you when she wishes to depart. We have been made much more welcome in Sarasio recently; many of our young hunters would be glad of an excuse to visit the town.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s very accommodating of you,” Marshal Avelea said with imperfectly concealed relief. “If you’re sure it’s not an imposition…”
 

 
  “Not in the least.”
 

 
  “My thanks, then, ma’am. I’ll be waiting in town; you can find me at the Imperial office. Juniper, I’ll…see you later, then.” She tipped her hat once more, politely, then turned and strode back the way they had come, moving more quickly than before.
 

 
  “Please don’t be offended,” Juniper said as Avelea vanished into the forest, an elven guide slipping into place alongside her. “It’s nothing against your hospitality, I’m sure. She’s
  
   terrified
  
  of me. I haven’t got the full story, but from hints, I think she knows someone who had a run-in with one of my sisters. Knew someone, I guess I should say,” she added more quietly.
 

 
  “I must confess, Juniper, I am nearly as curious as pleased to see thee so soon,” Shiraki intoned. “Pray tell, what wind hast brought thee—”
 

 
  “Okay, I’m sorry, I don’t want to be rude, but couldja
  
   please
  
  cut that out?” she said plaintively, turning to face him. “It’s weird and it makes me feel like you’re making fun of me.”
 

 
  Sheyann made an insincere effort to smother a chuckle behind her hand.
 

 
  Shiraki stared at Juniper for a moment, mouth slightly open, then gave his fellow Elder a sidelong glance. “Oh…fine. You may laugh, but it impresses the
  
   hell
  
  out of the rubes.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry to say I cannot refute that statement,” Sheyann said gravely, but with mirth still in her eyes. “He makes a good point, though, Juniper. What brings you back to see us?”
 

 
  “Well…” The dryad looked down at her bare feet. “It’s kind of… I mean, I’m not quite sure how to…”
 

 
  “Why don’t we retreat to my sleeping space, so we can talk in privacy?” Sheyann suggested.
 

 
  “Um… Sure? But, y’know, everyone here is
  
   elves,
  
  and I know you don’t have soundproof walls.”
 

 
  “But,” Sheyann said gently, “it is a comfortable place, where you can relax and take whatever time you need to find the words for what is troubling you.”
 

 
  “And, being elves, we are amply practiced at not hearing what is none of our business,” Shiraki said solemnly. “I don’t hear all
  
   sorts
  
  of things right now. Multi-tribal gatherings like this are always mysteriously followed by a good number of births a year or so later. It’s inexplicable.”
 

 
  Juniper cracked a grin at that. “Okay…thanks. That sounds good.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  To say nothing of not being soundproof, Sheyann’s home didn’t even have walls. A woven roof of vines and leaves kept off the rain; apart from that, it might have resembled a huge bird’s nest in the crook of one of the great trees, if not for the belongings arranged on shelves and pegs affixed to nearby branches. Fallen limbs were arranged to form a bowl-shaped platform, which was heavily padded with straw and feathers, topped with a layer of quilts. She had no furniture, but there was basically no place
  
   not
  
  to sit.
 

 
  “I want you to teach me about nature,” Juniper burst out, after a full five minutes of sitting in silence.
 

 
  The two elves raised their eyebrows in unison, looked at each other, then back at the dryad.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Shiraki said finally, “but that begs for a
  
   little
  
  more explanation.”
 

 
  “It’s just… I mean… I think I’m a bad person,” Juniper said softly, staring down at the quilt between her feet. “And…I mean that in both senses of the term.”
 

 
  “What…
  
   are
  
  the two senses of that term?” Sheyann asked.
 

 
  Juniper sighed heavily. “Someone who habitually does bad things… And just…” She raised her eyes at last. “And I’m just bad at
  
   being
  
  a person. I never had a reason to realize it until I started spending time among mortals. But there’s a way to do it, and nobody ever taught me how. I’m learning from my friends, and other people I meet, but there are so many things that just don’t
  
   come
  
  to me. Stuff everyone’s so accustomed to taking as given that they don’t even know how to explain it.”
 

 
  “May I ask what brought this on?” Sheyann asked quietly.
 

 
  “I’ve…had to accept some things,” Juniper said, lowering her gaze again. “My whole life I always assumed…basically, that whatever I wanted was right, and that made it perfectly natural. That’s how my sisters all live, and they were the only example I had, y’know?” She sighed. “Apparently, the word for that is ‘spoiled.’ I don’t want to offend you religiously or anything, I know my mother is very important to you… But honestly the more I learn, the more let down I feel. She didn’t teach me
  
   anything.
  
  Me, or any of my sisters. She never
  
   tried.
  
  And we’re not automatically right, and thinking we are and that
  
   that
  
  is what nature is means none of us even
  
   understand
  
  nature. Or people. I suck at both. So… I’m learning about people at school, but… I thought elves would be the best people to ask about the natural world.” She glanced up shyly. “You work so hard at being in balance with it.”
 

 
  “Juniper,” Shiraki said after a thoughtful pause, “will you be offended if I speak frankly about Naiya?”
 

 
  “I… Probably not. If I am, I’ll get over it. I think more frankness is pretty much what I need right now.”
 

 
  He nodded. “In frankness, then. We revere Naiya, yes. We also are very respectful of cyclones, earthquakes and wildfires. And diseases. The magic she provides is of great importance to us, but… Reverence does not necessarily connote fondness.”
 

 
  “Naiya,” Sheyann said, “is an old lady who has gone
  
   far
  
  too long without being meaningfully challenged. She accumulates ‘daughters’ the way other old ladies collect cats, and with about the same degree of attachment. Woe betide any fool who raises a hand to one of her darlings, but if one wanders off and never comes home…” She shrugged. “Well, that’s life. And there are always more where they came from.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “It’s entirely possible that you are the most self-aware dryad alive at this moment,” Shiraki said with a smile. “At least, I have never heard of one having this particular conversation. Those of your sisters who have come to face painful truths, or
  
   anything
  
  particularly painful, have tended to create their own doom.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I know,” she said sadly. “I guess…I’m fairly lucky to have avoided that. Maybe Avei’s intervention stabilized me a bit…”
 

 
  “Avei?” Sheyann asked, tilting her head. “Does this have to do with the obstruction in your aura? I do not perceive divine magic directly, but I have learned to recognize its presence by the shadow it casts.”
 

 
  “She…punished me,” Juniper mumbled. “For something I did. I asked her to. It was pretty harsh, but… I felt better in the end. Like, it balanced me, sort of. Does that make sense?”
 

 
  “That is what justice
  
   is,”
  
  Shiraki said, nodding.
 

 
  “Yeah…I guess so. Anyway, she cut me off from Naiya. I’m, well, on my own now.”
 

 
  Again, the Elders shared a look.
 

 
  “To cut you off from your mother is beyond the scope of Avei’s abilities,” said Sheyann. “Naiya’s power dwarfs hers, by a wide margin. Even if such a thing were done, it would simply kill you on the spot; the goddess’s power is what animates you. However, it is well within her reach to place a concealment upon you. Not diminishing the magic of your being, but hiding you from your mother’s sight.”
 

 
  “Such a thing could only work
  
   because
  
  Naiya is rather inattentive,” Shiraki added. “Forgive me for saying it, but I feel it is best you have the truth. In all probability she thinks you dead. What she has done about this, if anything, I could not even guess.”
 

 
  Juniper sighed heavily.
 

 
  “And so,” Sheyann said thoughtfully, “a dryad comes to us, seeking to learn the ways of the druids.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper raised her head. “Oh… Um, not really? I mean, sure, I’m interested in understanding the natural world. I mean, with
  
   knowledge.
  
  I can communicate with basically anything alive, and I can attune to nature, but… It’s very intuitive? Not really rational. And my perspective is… I think the word I want is
  
   tainted.
  
  Even knowing, cognitively, how wrong I was, I’m still all mixed up about what is and isn’t right. As if whatever thing it occurs to me to do
  
   should
  
  be the natural thing, even though I know in my mind that’s not always true. Not usually true,” she added morosely.
 

 
  “Then you’re already ahead of much of the training,” Sheyann said with a smile. “But druidism
  
   is
  
  what you want to learn, Juniper. The way of nature.”
 

 
  “I don’t…think…I need more power. I have
  
   lots
  
  of power, even if I can’t do much with it. I sort of have the feeling that
  
   more
  
  power would just give me more opportunities to mess up.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is considerable wisdom for someone so young,” Shiraki said, grinning outright. “But no, you are confusing the path of the druid with that of the shaman. A druid must learn some fae magic, it is true, but mostly for the purpose of doing things which your very nature makes instinctive. For the most part, it is a course of
  
   study.
  
  Of knowledge, and understanding. The
  
   science
  
  of the wild.”
 

 
  “Biology, as the dwarves have it,” Sheyann added. “The distinction seems to help them; perhaps it would help you.”
 

 
  “Biology,” Juniper mused, then nodded slowly. “Okay. That… Yeah. Maybe that. And also, um, ethics. I feel dumb asking questions about what my friends consider basic stuff. I just… I don’t want to hurt any more people unless they deserve it.”
 

 
  “We can work on that, too,” Sheyann said gravely.
 

 
  “I only have three months, though. I’m…guessing becoming a druid takes more time than that.”
 

 
  “We would not dream of impeding your studies,” Shiraki said dryly. “Versatility is a great asset.”
 

 
  “In any case,” added Sheyann, “any task worth completing would look impossible if you looked at the whole thing from one vantage. A journey can only be taken one step at a time.”
 

 
  “Unless you can teleport,” Juniper said reasonably.
 

 
  Sheyann sighed. “Then again, perhaps we should take
  
   full
  
  advantage of having you out from under Arachne’s thumb for a little while.”
 

 
  Shiraki glanced fleetingly through the branches at the gathering below, but placed his full attention on the dryad before she felt any reason to follow his eyes. Absorbed in their conversation, Juniper took no note of the soft stir that resonated through the grove as a small party of drow took their place among the elders at the central table.
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   63 years ago
  
 

 
  Alaric pretended to work for at least an hour before giving up with a heavy sigh, straightening from his containment circles to knuckle his lower back and study the distant forest. When he’d first come to N’Jendo, he had found the proximity to the Deep Wild unnerving, especially with the frequent rumors of
  
   things
  
  that came wandering out, supported by the presence of an Imperial bastion here.
 

 
  Of course, that was before the last three days. Now, he was much farther out beyond the pass through the cliff than the soldiers had warned him to go—not that they would have
  
   let
  
  him go, had he felt any inclination to try. There weren’t any soldiers now, however, and he felt less in danger being out here with the trees and the infinite viridian shadows beneath them than he did back in his rented room in the town.
 

 
  He was seriously considering not going back to town at all. It would mean a long hike around the cliffs, with the forest never more than half a kilomark distant, not to mention abandoning his belongings in Andaji, but those were beginning to look like acceptable terms. When he’d come out this morning to do his measurements, the fortress hadn’t been glowing.
 

 
  Alaric sighed, staring glumly down at the three containment circles he had carefully inscribed on the grass, with the crystal sensors set in the center of each, glowing faintly under the midmorning sun. Weeks of work and travel, wasted. Well, it couldn’t be helped. Even Professor Svalstrad wouldn’t expect him to stay here and finish his experiments with all
  
   this
  
  going on. Well,
  
   Svalstrad
  
  might, but the old woman was notoriously unreasonable. He could probably go over her head to the Dean; the Institute specifically instructed thesis students not to place themselves in unreasonable danger. He had ample cause to petition for an extension. This was certainly dangerous, and nothing if not unreasonable.
 

 
  He turned slowly, almost dreading the sight, to stare up at the cliffs which marked the barrier between the Deep Wild and the human-occupied lands beyond. A natural and rather porous barrier for much of history, with a pass leading straight up through it to the higher elevation on which sat the town of Andaji. Now, and for the last several decades, fortifications lined the clifftops on either side of the pass, which itself had manned checkpoints at the bottom and top. Alaric had been surprised to find them unattended when he set out this morning; he wasn’t sure whether it had begun to make less or more sense when the crenelated walls of the Imperial garrison beyond had first turned black as obsidian, then begun to emit an eerie purple radiance.
 

 
  Alaric glanced back down at his containment circles. Handy that he’d set up exactly the spells needed to measure ambient magical energies. Of course, all this nonsense had utterly botched his experiments, but he’d kept at it for some time after the fortress had begun glowing, canceling out his default parameters and re-turning them to find out exactly how much danger he was in. Based on his readings, whatever was happening in there wasn’t
  
   explicitly
  
  hazardous to be close to. It didn’t take a nearly-complete arcane sciences degree to figure out that anything this unnatural was likely to
  
   produce
  
  something dangerous, and sooner than later. In fact, it already had. He probably should have fled the day before.
 

 
  The leftmost circle pulsed slightly, the crystal in its center swiveling to point at the forest. Oh, great.
  
   Now
  
  something chose to come out.
 

 
  He turned to face the Deep Wild, carefully making no aggressive moves but mentally preparing himself to call up several defensive spells. Just as quickly, though, he let himself relax. What was approaching out of the woods appeared to be an elvish shaman accompanied by a pixie.
 

 
  She appeared to be ignoring him, staring up at the empty fortifications and creepy glowing fortress within them, which was unsurprising. The woman was a wood elf—naturally, considering where she’d just been. She was dressed entirely in animal skins, none of them expertly worked and some clearly not even properly tanned; her hair was dirty, frizzed with lack of care and twisted up into a straggly bun. The pixie hovering around her head was reddish orange, and zipped this way and that, apparently excited as a puppy at being in a new place.
 

 
  The shaman came to a stop a few yards distant, her eyes still on the fortress. She hadn’t looked at Alaric once. She planted her fists on her hips, scowled, and demanded of no one in particular, “What the
  
   hell?”
  
 

 
  “Shiny!” chirped the pixie in a squeaky, feminine voice. The elf gave it an annoyed look.
 

 
  “That’s only the latest and most ominous development of several in the last few days,” Alaric said. Her green eyes shifted to him, finally, and he suddenly was conscious of how long it had been since he’d had his own hair and beard trimmed.
 

 
  “Well?” she said sharply, and he realized it had been a few moments. He’d fallen silent, studying her; obviously she was still waiting for the rest of his explanation. He cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks color.
 

 
  “It started three days ago with the plants around the town. Only cultivated plants; weeds and wild grasses are fine, but everything in gardens and lawns took on a sickly tint and started producing a kind of green slime. They don’t appear to have died, or at least hadn’t this morning, but no one wants to get too close, obviously. Then it spread to insects, then mice and other vermin. Hasn’t affected livestock or pets yet, that I know of, though the blight makes animals far more aggressive. The bug bites tend to fester,” he added, grimacing and scratching at his lower arm. “No medical crises yet, but the town’s priests are rather overworked and supplies of healing potions are running low.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she said noncommittally. “Is that it?”
 

 
  “Sounds
  
   evil,”
  
  the pixie breathed.
 

 
  “Hush,” the elf snapped, glaring at her again.
 

 
  Alaric glanced between them, then continued, offering no comment on the byplay. “There was a rather more significant crisis last night when the dead rose.”
 

 
  
   “Which
  
  dead?”
 

 
  “Ah…presumably all of them. Only a relative few were able to get out of graves, though. They favor granite tombs here, it seems. Still, that was a significant…issue…as you can imagine.”
 

 
  “You have the typical dwarven gift for understatement,” the elf snorted. “All right, I have two more questions. No, three. First, who are you?”
 

 
  “Alaric Yornhaldt,” he said, placing a hand on his chest and bowing. “Fifth year, College of Arcane Sciences, Svenheim Polytheoric Institute. I am here conducting research for my undergraduate thesis on the function of arcane spell latices in environments rendered unstable due to significant fairy presences.”
 

 
  “I’m an
  
   insignificant
  
  fairy presence!” the pixie chimed. “She always says so. Don’t you?”
 

 
  The elf ignored her, frowning at Alaric. “They make undergrads do theses, now?”
 

 
  “It’s a relatively new practice,” he said. “Only the last ten years or so. Not all of the universities have picked it up. None in the human territories, that I’ve heard of. I don’t mind, though, this has been far more interesting than sitting in a classroom. If not in quite the way I was expecting,” he added, looking dourly up at the glowing fortress.
 

 
  She grunted. “Alaric, then. Second question: what year is it?”
 

 
  He blinked, surprised. “Well… 1115, by the common calendar. I, ah, don’t know anything about how your people keep time. Sorry.”
 

 
  Her eyebrow twitched at the mention of “her people,” but she made no comment about that. “All right, last question: Where the hell am I?”
 

 
  Alaric couldn’t help frowning, studying her warily. “That is Fort Seraadiad. Just beyond it is the town of Andaji, N’Jendo Province. Tiraan Empire,” he added, perhaps irrationally, but she
  
   had
  
  just come out of the Deep Wild. No telling how lost the woman was.
 

 
  To his astonishment, the shaman snarled, clapping both hands over her eyes. “Augh!
  
   Veth’na alaue!
  
  Andaazhia in Nijendiu! Why,
  
   why
  
  is it always me?! I mopped this nonsense up
  
   once,
  
  that should have been plenty!” She actually stomped her foot childishly, cursing in elvish.
 

 
  “Don’t mind her,” the pixie said. “She just likes to vent. She’s actually really nice, she just doesn’t want anyone to know.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  nice,” the elf said petulantly, swatting at the pixie, who deftly evaded her, chiming in amusement. “You! Alaric, was it? Is the town evacuated?”
 

 
  “Ah…” He glanced uncertainly up at the fortress. “It wasn’t as of this morning. Once that started, though, I bet people started leaving. They’ve sent messengers to the Empire for help, but it’ll take them
  
   days
  
  to reach a city that has a telescroll tower. This is back-of-beyond territory. There’s not much place to evacuate
  
   to.”
  
 

 
  “So, there’ll be people fleeing in panic, then,” she muttered. “Well, fine. If I can’t do commerce in a civilized manner, I suppose I can loot some supplies from abandoned shops.”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon?” he said, offended at the very idea.
 

 
  The elf gave him a very sardonic look. “Well, I am not going to go straighten out that mess dressed like
  
   this.
  
  I require clothing that deserves the name—I’m not picky—some food I haven’t killed myself, and a few basic supplies. And I haven’t had a proper bath in… Hell, I don’t even know. It’s been at least a decade.”
 

 
  
   “I’ve
  
  been with you for seven seasons!” the pixie chirped.
 

 
  The shaman sighed heavily. “Really? It feels like centuries.”
 

 
  “Aw, thanks!”
 

 
  “That was
  
   not
  
  a—no, dammit, I am not going to explain this again. Anyhow, come along, Alaric. Half-trained or no, you’re still a mage; I shall require your help.”
 

 
  She brushed past him, making straight for the cliff pass—which ran right by the ominously glowing fortress.
 

 
  Alaric found himself trailing along behind her before he actually decided to. “You… Wait, you intend to do something about this? Why?”
 

 
  “Do you see anyone
  
   else
  
  tending to it?”
 

 
  “But…you don’t know these people.”
 

 
  “That, Alaric, is a terrible reason to leave somebody in danger. I’m disappointed in you.”
 

 
  He flushed, falling silent. She was right; his father would have been disappointed, too. It was fortunate that the elder Yornhaldt hadn’t been witness to that lapse.
 

 
  “But… I don’t even know what’s going
  
   on
  
  in there. My measurements registered chaotic traces of all four principal classifications of magic, none powerful enough to create effects like this.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry,” she said darkly.
  
   “I
  
  know what it is.”
 

 
  “She knows
  
   lots
  
  of things!” chimed the pixie. “She’s very smart!”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  glitterball!”
 

 
  “Okay!”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Alaric said, almost jogging to pull even with her—she was moving at a good clip herself, and her legs were nearly twice as long as his. “I didn’t get your name?”
 

 
  “Arachne,” she said, frowning up at the fortress.
 

 
  Alaric faltered for a step, then regained his footing, grinning ruefully and shaking his head. “All…right, then. If that’s what you want to go with. Might be careful, though. The original was known to be somewhat volatile, and she may not actually be dead.”
 

 
  The elf gave him a sidelong glance, quirking an eyebrow. “I suppose that’s true. She
  
   may
  
  not.”
 

 
  The pixie chimed, obviously laughing.
 

 
  Alaric slowed slightly, then had to hustle to catch up again. “Ah…
  
   How
  
  long did you say you’d been in the forest?”
 

 
  Arachne grinned at him.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Her prediction proved more or less accurate. The folk of Andaji were typical Western stock: tall, dark-compexioned, prone to a generally relaxed attitude that belied their industriousness. N’Jendo had a bit of a backwater reputation, but it was also one of the Empire’s more peaceful provinces, home to no particular troubles except those which occasionally occurred along the frontier of the Deep Wild. The people here were accustomed to doing for themselves without support from the central or even provincial government. Not much fazed them.
 

 
  They were well and truly fazed today.
 

 
  A line of carts and wagons was streaming out of the town, most heading northwest toward Jennidira, the provincial capital, though others were taking the roads south and due west, probably toward relatives. Most of the noise came from children and animals, both running alongside carts and riding in them; the adults were grim-faced and quiet, not inclined to kick up a fuss even in the face of the dead rising, the sudden absence of soldiers, and some sort of portal to Hell opening in the garrison.
 

 
  “A portal to Hell?” Alaric asked.
 

 
  T’bouti Nijaund nodded seriously. “We are educated men, Mr. Yornhaldt; we know that is no hellgate. In fact, a good few of the folks repeating that rumor know that just as well. But… Hellgates are something people understand. The more uncertain the world becomes, the more one wants to cling to the familiar.”
 

 
  Alaric sighed. “Well… I suppose there’s no harm in it. The proper response to a hellgate is to get
  
   away,
  
  which would seem to be the best plan here, as well. Anything I can do to assist, Mr. Mayor?”
 

 
  Nijaund shrugged. “Unless you have learned to teleport since I last asked…”
 

 
  “Ah…I
  
   do
  
  know the theory, and
  
   should
  
  have enough energy… I’ve only done it in controlled environments, though, under supervision. Those were my concerns when you asked yesterday, Mayor Nijaund. Now, though… Whatever that is, there’s a good chance it has a dimensional component, which would make teleporting…essentially suicide.”
 

 
  “Yes, let us not commit suicide,” Nijaund said seriously. “There is no
  
   end
  
  of paperwork involved, and I feel I will have enough to do.”
 

 
  Alaric managed to crack a smile at that.
 

 
  “The woman you found,” the Mayor went on, frowning pensively. “She said she knows what this is?”
 

 
  “That is basically
  
   all
  
  she said,” Alaric replied, glancing behind him at the inn. The proprietor had cleared out while he was on the frontier that morning, leaving Alaric (his only remaining guest) a note that he was welcome to make full use of whatever was left behind. “Except for her name.”
 

 
  Nijaund raised his eyebrows.
 

 
  “She says,” Alaric said slowly, “her name is Arachne.”
 

 
  The Mayor blinked. “She… Could it be?”
 

 
  “At the moment I am less willing than usual to render opinions as to what is or isn’t possible. It
  
   could
  
  be. She came out of the Deep Wild. Honestly, it is probably more likely that she
  
   is
  
  Arachne than that she would impersonate her. That would be a very risky thing to do when the fate of the real one isn’t known, and from what I have read, she was never well thought of among the elves. I took her for a shaman at first, though,” he added ruefully. “You know, elf dressed all in hides, with a pixie…”
 

 
  “A fire pixie, I note,” Nijaund mused. “I dearly hope she has it under control. A fire is the last thing this poor town needs on top of everything else.”
 

 
  The front door of the inn burst open with far more force than was called for and the elf herself emerged, accompanied by her pixie. “There you are!” she declared. “Well? Have you arranged what I asked?”
 

 
  “You mean, aside from the clothes?” he said dryly. She had specified practical garments in green, and that was what he had found; a simple skirt and blouse of dark green, rather than the colorful attire the locals favored, plus sturdy knee boots and a supple leather vest. It had all been rather pricey—the tailor and leatherworker hadn’t evacuated yet, and weren’t too panicked to haggle—but Arachne had given him a handful of miscellaneous jewels and coins whose provenance he hadn’t asked about. None of them were Tiraan. The tradesmen, luckily, weren’t curious, either.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, thank you,” she said brusquely, twisting to look down at herself. It really made a marked difference in her appearance, especially with the golden hair clean and brushed. “Though I had to do my own alterations.”
 

 
  “Your pardon, good lady,” Nijaund said politely. “We have little commerce with elves here; there is simply not much lying around that would fit you. It
  
   is
  
  very fetching, if I may say so.”
 

 
  “I hate wearing skirts,” Arachne muttered. “What of the rest? Supplies?
  
   Companions?
  
  You surely don’t intend to head into that morass with
  
   this
  
  old fellow.”
 

 
  “This is Mr. Nijaud, the
  
   Mayor,”
  
  Alaric said pointedly. “I have secured some food and alchemical supplies, though since we aren’t going
  
   far…”
  
 

 
  “Alaric, it’s not far to the
  
   fortress.
  
  Once inside, we may find ourselves traversing the very planes of existence. Travel rations are not a luxury. But pardon me, I seem to have interrupted your excuses.” She folded her arms, staring disapprovingly down at him.
 

 
  “Be nice to the dwarf,” the pixie admonished. “He’s helping us.”
 

 
  “There is
  
   absolutely
  
  no reason for you to be talking,” Arachne snapped, glaring at her. The pixie just chimed.
 

 
  Alaric sighed. “You tasked me, in essence, with assembling an adventuring party. To the extent that such people still
  
   exist,
  
  this is the worst possible place to look for them. The Deep Wild is too dangerous and not rewarding enough to draw them, and the Imperial garrison here takes steps to dissuade heavily-armed loners from lingering in the area.
  
   Took
  
  steps,” he added dourly. “The soldiers vanished quite spontaneously this morning. They, unfortunately, were the only ones who might have been suitable for such an enterprise.”
 

 
  “Our village witch was the first to depart,” added Mayor Nijaud. “She encouraged everyone to go with her, and a lot have taken her up on that. The Universal Church parson left not an hour ago, leading a caravan carrying the elderly and infirm, along with the town healer and several of the most able-bodied men. I fear you have found yourself in a village nearly deserted, Miss… Tellwyrn.” He hesitated, looking warily at her, but she only grunted.
 

 
  “There
  
   is
  
  an Avenist cleric still in the town,” Alaric added. “A retired one. I approached her with the idea of venturing into the fortress and, ah, learned some very explicit and surprising things about my ancestry.”
 

 
  “She sounds fun,” Arachne said, grinning.
 

 
  “Ms. Taloud is, shall we say, a defensive thinker,” Nijaud said with a sigh. “In this crisis, she has taken to sheltering the stray cats and dogs, and any unaccompanied children who wouldn’t go with the parson’s group.”
 

 
  “Fine, fine,” the elf said disparagingly. “So there’s no help, then. What of
  
   weapons,
  
  at least? Surely
  
   somebody
  
  in this dingy little pothole has a magic sword squirreled away in an attic.”
 

 
  Alaric and the Mayor exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “The only swords in this town are displayed above mantlepieces,” Nijaud said, “and rusted to the point of uselessness.
  
   None
  
  are magical, I assure you; the Empire collected all of those decades ago. Nobody fights with swords anymore.”
 

 
  “Well, that isn’t even close to true, but I take your point,” she muttered. “And let me guess: all the staves and wands left with the evacuees?”
 

 
  “The few we had, yes,” Nijaud nodded. “The soldiers didn’t encourage us to keep a lot of weapons in town. With them here, we’ve never had a
  
   need
  
  to.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “Ah, well. Some of the most fun I’ve ever had, I was critically unprepared for. Welp! No point in dilly-dallying. Come along, Alaric, I hope you’re well-rested. This is likely to take all
  
   day.”
  
 

 
  “You do not strictly need to do this,” Nijaud said to him before he could reply. “You are a student, Alaric, and a guest here. I would hate for you to be harmed because of our problem.”
 

 
  “Whatever this is, Mr. Mayor, it is likely to become
  
   everyone’s
  
  problem,” Alaric replied. “It shames me to say I was considering running this morning, but… If I can be at all useful, I don’t see how I could refuse to try.”
 

 
  “Whether you’ll be useful is an open question,” Arachne said dryly. “I simply find it wiser to approach uncertain circumstances with company. Harder to sneak up on a group.”
 

 
  “That’s why you’ve got me to watch your back!” the pixie cheered.
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  you combustible little fart!” Arachne snarled, turning and stalking down the stairs, and pushing rudely between Alaric and the Mayor at the bottom. “For the
  
   last
  
  time, quit
  
   following
  
  me!”
 

 
  “Aw, you like me,” the pixie chimed, fluttering along after her.
 

 
  Alaric sighed. “Mr. Mayor, I left a letter in my room, to my parents. If I should happen not to be back…”
 

 
  “I will see to it,” Nijaud said gravely. “It is the least I can do, my young friend.” He grimaced, staring around at his increasingly empty village. “I will be the last one to leave, regardless.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The fortress wasn’t purple, and wasn’t truly glowing. Or at least, it cast off no illumination. Alaric studied it closely as they approached; not until they were virtually at the door did he manage to put his finger on what the effect was. It looked like the discoloration one saw after rubbing one’s eye vigorously, and indeed, the purplish haze seemed to shift as he craned his neck around to peer at it from different angles. Whatever the source, the effect, unnervingly, clearly occurred in the eye of the beholder.
 

 
  “It’s not black, either,” Arachne said when he voiced this observation. “It’s just not reflecting light.”
 

 
  “Ah… The color black
  
   is
  
  what occurs when no wavelengths of light are reflected…”
 

 
  “More or less, yeah. You have never in your life seen an object that was
  
   truly
  
  black; you wouldn’t be
  
   able
  
  to see it. That’s what’s going on here.”
 

 
  “But… I can see it. The shape of the building, the angles…”
 

 
  She glanced at him. “Can you?”
 

 
  He frowned, studying the fortress. Indeed, when he focused on it, the whole thing appeared to be just an empty dark spot in the world, fortress-shaped but with a disorienting lack of depth. And, of course, limned by that creepy purple…whatever it was.
 

 
  “Don’t stare directly and don’t think too hard about whatever you’re looking at,” Arachne said. “Your mind will make better sense of what it encounters if you don’t try.”
 

 
  “I never think too hard,” the pixie assured her.
 

 
  The elf gave a long-suffering sigh. “I
  
   know.
  
  Anyway, Alaric, just follow that advice the whole time we’re in there and you should be okay.”
 

 
  They came to a stop in front of the broad doors into the fortress, which hung open. The outer gates had as well; crossing the courtyard had been unnerving enough, but the hallway before them now seemed nothing but a dark tunnel into infinite nothingness. There was no light within—none. Only the peculiar distortion, as if he were looking at it through recently-mashed eyeballs.
 

 
  “What
  
   exactly
  
  are we dealing with?” he asked.
 

 
  “Chaos,” she said quietly.
 

 
  “Well, clearly, but—”
 

 
  
   “No,
  
  Alaric, that was not a poetic turn of phrase.” She turned her head to stare piercingly at him. “I’ve been here before, though there was no fortress at the time. More of a tomb. There was a
  
   town,
  
  but most definitely not the cheerful little vacation spot you see now. We found, and locked away in the chambers far beneath, a book.”
 

 
  “A…book?”
 

 
  “Well. It was a book in the sense that a black dragon is an animal. It was a book that held the secrets of
  
   chaos.
  
  What do you know about the things that dwell between planes?”
 

 
  “I know not to go looking for them,” he said firmly. “Or
  
   at
  
  them. Or to be in a position where I
  
   could
  
  look at them if it’s at all possible to avoid.”
 

 
  Arachne nodded. “Chaos isn’t our reality. It’s everything that is
  
   not
  
  our reality, and when it comes into contact with our reality… Well, one or the other wins. Little flickers of it come through all the time, but as they are
  
   little
  
  flickers by definition, they are quickly snuffed out just by existing here. The Book of Chaos, which is what I’ll call it as voicing its actual name would just worsen this nonsense, contains the methods for bringing chaos here, and
  
   keeping
  
  it here. Which means,” she added, turning a deep scowl upon the darkened fortress, “someone not only went and
  
   dug up
  
  the damn thing, but did all
  
   this
  
  quite deliberately.”
 

 
  “What a jerk!” the pixie exclaimed.
 

 
  “Why…would someone do such a thing?” Alaric asked.
 

 
  “Why?” The elf shrugged. “Why do people
  
   always
  
  feel the need to poke their noses into what they can’t possibly hope to contend with? Pure curiosity, sometimes. More often the lust for power. Considering your stories about raising the dead and poisoning domestic plants, I’m betting on the latter. Those effects
  
   could
  
  occur naturally, or accidentally…but so could sixteen sequential lightning strikes on the same spot.”
 

 
  “Power,” he mused, rubbing his bearded chin and frowning thoughtfully up at the nightmarish edifice. “I’ve never heard of such a thing as this. Could a person truly
  
   wield
  
  this power?”
 

 
  “No,” she said bluntly, “which is why that damned book came to be sealed away in the first place, by several people who would have been
  
   delighted
  
  to get their hands on a source of nigh-infinite power. Yours truly included. We were none of us daft enough to fool around with
  
   this.
  
  Whoever’s in there, whatever else comes of this day, I’m going to kick his ass.”
 

 
  “I’ll help!”
 

 
  
   “Shut it,
  
  you aggravating little gaslamp!” She turned back to Alaric, who had to repress an urge to retreat from her scowl. “I must say you’re taking all of this very calmly.”
 

 
  “Am I?” he asked. “That seems a little incongruous to hear. I am so terrified that I begin to regret not wearing more absorbent undergarments.”
 

 
  She grinned. “Well, I’m glad to hear
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “You are?”
 

 
  “If you
  
   weren’t
  
  terrified of this, it would mean you’re an imbecile. I’ve had bad experiences going into dangerous situations with
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  “Well, I’m not afraid!” the pixie boasted.
 

 
  “And that is what we call ‘the clincher,’” Arachne said with a sigh. “Well, all this procrastinating isn’t putting the world back in order. Come along.”
 

 
  Alaric had never in his life been so reluctant to do anything as he was to follow her through those doors, but he did it anyway. Terror was a constant thrumming in the back of his mind, but he acknowledged it and left it alone, making a silent vow to deeply and properly thank Professor Varrenstadt for his mental training, if he should happen to survive this day. A disciplined mind was the mage’s first, last and greatest weapon. Fear was just an emotion. He refused to allow it to determine his actions.
 

 
  Everything within was…not dark, and yet utterly black. He could see just fine…when he wasn’t trying to. Anywhere his eyes attempted to focus was a black void, while half-glimpsed things to the sides were visible, only obscured by their eerie purple coronas. Then, too, when he tried to concentrate on his peripheral vision, that went black. The only things he could plainly see were his companions.
 

 
  In fact, the pixie’s light seemed to help somewhat; Alaric took to staring at her so intently that he could make out the tiny humanoid figure glowing white-hot within her orange aura. It was through the fringes of that fiery glow that he could see his surroundings most clearly. Oddly enough, staring directly into the light didn’t seem to be harming his vision. At least, not in the short term.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said, mostly for something to take his mind off his surroundings (the better to be able to perceive them), “I never even asked for your name.”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t really need one,” the pixie chimed breezily, sounding no less cheerful than before, despite their surroundings. “I know who I am! And so does she.”
 

 
  Arachne just sighed, maintaining an even pace.
 

 
  “How…do you know where you’re going?” Alaric asked her.
 

 
  “’Know’ is overstating it,” she replied. “I’m working on several educated guesses. For one thing, this fortress is built to a standard model. Nice thing about huge bureaucratic governments is they don’t tend to innovate. If you’ve seen one of these border forts you’ve all but literally seen them all.”
 

 
  “Really? I never realized they were so standardized.”
 

 
  “Only in the last twen—” She paused, sighed and corrected herself. “The last fifty years or so. This kind of thing is a significant strategic weakness; it’s just waiting to be exploited by an enemy. That’s what happens to a military power that hasn’t had anybody worthwhile to fight in almost a century. Down, here.”
 

 
  They had come, suddenly enough to make him falter midstep, to a stairwell. He peered into the darkness below, only able to see the stairs at all by looking above them. “…must we?”
 

 
  Arachne chuckled grimly. “That’s the other educated guess. Dungeons and secure storage are below. The
  
   vault
  
  in which the damn book was hidden was
  
   way
  
  below; they must have found it while digging. The plants, the undead, even the vermin… All that suggests the power was being disseminated through the ground. So, down we go.”
 

 
  He sighed. “I was rather hoping you were picking things at random so I could argue.”
 

 
  “Buck up,” she said, winking at him. “What’s the worst that can happen?”
 

 
  “The mind
  
   boggles.”
  
 

 
  “Precisely! So you can’t really dwell on it, can you?”
 

 
  Descending the stairs was utterly hellish, considering he was doing it by feel. Arachne seemed to have no trouble with her footing, but she kept to a slow pace to accommodate him, without commenting. The whole way down, especially while trying to navigate the landing where the stairs turned one hundred eighty degrees to continue descending, he bitterly envied the pixie’s wings.
 

 
  “Okay, this is more like it,” she said at the bottom. “Do you feel that?”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “Just follow me, then. It’s coming from the main storage chamber that should be just up here…”
 

 
  Very quickly he was able to see where she was headed; that door was actually glowing. Glowing, with real light! A sickly pinkish light which flickered a darker shade of red every few seconds and promised nothing good, but Alaric was delighted to see it nonetheless.
 

 
  “Carefully, quietly,” Arachne murmured, creeping forward. He forced himself to slow, only realizing just then that he’d been scampering toward the promise of being able to see clearly. They reached the door and she gestured him to go first. Being taller by a good margin, she was able to stand behind him and peer around the corner over his head as he did likewise.
 

 
  The room was…a room, which was a blessing to see at first. It had walls and a ceiling and everything; they were all perfectly visible and perfectly normal, just plain, undressed stone, cut to exactingly unimaginative Imperial standards. Whatever the long chamber had been meant to hold was gone, now; the only things present quite ruined the view, however.
 

 
  An altar had been set up along the back wall, upon a dais; a safe of some kind sat to one side, a tall stand holding a crystal globe on the other. Chest-high (on a human) stands stood at the four corners of the dais, each holding a green flame at the top, and it was utterly beyond Alaric how those were producing that pink light.
 

 
  A man stood with his back to them, poised over the altar, chanting softly. The words, to Alaric’s ears, were inaudible. From the back he seemed rather nondescript, dressed in a blue Imperial Army uniform.
 

 
  None of that was what so disturbed him, however.
 

 
  The safe appeared to be of standard manufacture, except with a large interface of arcane runes sprawling across its front. The clouded crystal globe was just that: clouded crystal. Everything else, the dais, altar, lamp posts, the superstructure holding up the safe, was made of bones, muscle, sinew and skin, all glistening wetly in the sickly light. It altogether looked like living flesh from multiple sources had been blended together into a kind of paste and formed into shapes like clay. As Alaric watched in horror, the hideous structure shifted slightly, pulsing in places as if it were
  
   breathing.
  
 

 
  “Well,” Arachne whispered, “that explains what happened to the soldiers…”
 

 
  He was concentrating too intently on not vomiting to pay her any heed. A mage’s mind was disciplined, emotion was only a distraction…
 

 
  “All right, keep silent,” she said, still in a low voice. “He’s obviously figured out how to make
  
   some
  
  use of the book, and we need to recover that before we can put this right. It’ll be easier if we don’t have to—”
 

 
  And that was when the pixie rounded the corner.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gross!
  
  What is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?! Why would you
  
   do
  
  that?!”
 

 
  The man on the dais whirled, brandishing a knife.
 

 
  Arachne sighed heavily. “Typical.”
 

 
  “No closer!” the man barked in a thin, reedy voice. He reached behind himself with one hand, where Alaric now observed there was a hole of some kind in the air, then yanked his fist out of it and made a throwing motion, as if scattering a handful of dust around himself.
 

 
  Alaric jerked back reflexively. Arachne just tilted her head.
 

 
  “There,” the man on the dais said in a more satisfied tone.
  
   “Now
  
  that you’ve interrupted the process, you may as well introduce yourselves.”
 

 
  Arachne paced slowly forward, still studying the room and its occupant. He looked rather on the thin side for a soldier, in his early middle years and prematurely balding. In fact, his appearance was almost totally unremarkable, apart from a pair of rectangular spectacles with gold rims.
 

 
  “How, exactly, did you get your hands on that book?”
 

 
  “The book?” His eyes cut immediately to the safe—this fellow wouldn’t have been much good at poker. “You
  
   know
  
  of the book? Well, my dear elf, you have lamentable timing. It has been claimed, and soon I will have fused with its power.”
 

 
  “Fused with—that is
  
   not
  
  how that—oh, for heaven’s sake, why am I even
  
   talking
  
  to you?” she snorted, raising a hand, palm-out.
 

 
  A bolt of power ripped forth, zipping toward the man on the dais and causing him to jerk backward…and then stopped.
 

 
  Alaric crept fully into the room, his eyes, like everyone else’s, fixed firmly on the glowing white ball of energy suspended in midair. It was pulsing and crackling, and giving off a glowing trail like a comet—altogether it appeared to be traveling at an enormous speed, but simply hovered there, immobile.
 

 
  “Hah!” the man crowed, grinning broadly. “Sorry, darling, your tricks aren’t going to work. Chaos itself protects me!”
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t,” she said bluntly. “Chaos doesn’t
  
   do
  
  that.”
 

 
  “It’s a neat trick, though,” the pixie commented.
 

 
  “It’s only the beginning,” said the soldier, still with that unnervingly amiable grin. “And now that your capacity to intervene is neutralized, I’ll thank you to keep it down while I enact my ritual. I already have to start over, thanks to you.”
 

 
  “Wait, you’re Lieutenant Faralhed!” Alaric exclaimed. “The quartermaster!”
 

 
  The soldier sighed. “That hardly matters. Soon enough I will be
  
   so
  
  much more.”
 

 
  He turned his back on them, positioning himself over the altar again.
 

 
  “Listen to me, boy,” Arachne snapped. “I am one of the people who sealed that tome away in the first place, and I did it for a
  
   reason.
  
  You think I wouldn’t have used its power if it were usable? You’re going to accomplish nothing but to destroy yourself and everything in the vicinity!”
 

 
  “I rather think you are talking through your hat,” Faralhed commented without turning around. “I’ve already made substantial use of it, as you can see. Perhaps you simply aren’t as gifted as I?”
 

 
  “You’ve used simple arcane spells to control
  
   minute
  
  amounts of chaos energy. In essence, you’ve managed to light a twig from the bonfire, and now you’re about to stick your hand in and grab a fistful of flame. And my name is Arachne Tellwyrn, you little scab. I assure you, you’re not more gifted than I at
  
   anything.”
  
 

 
  “Really?” At that, he turned around again, studying her. His eyes turned to the bolt of power still suspended in space, and he smiled. “Well, well. I suppose you
  
   might
  
  be, at that. Not many of your race take up the arcane, after all. How fortuitous!” Again, he grinned, and Alaric was disturbed by the lack of overt madness in his expression. The man wasn’t apparently unhinged; he had simply
  
   decided
  
  to do this. “On the eve of my ascension, fate sends me a suitable bride to stand beside me as I bring the world to heel. Be a good girl and be patient for a bit; I’ll get to work on
  
   you
  
  presently, right before I tend to the rest of the world. First this Empire, and then…everything else.” Chuckling, he turned yet again to his sickening altar.
 

 
  “By all the gods, he’s one of
  
   those,”
  
  Tellwyrn groaned. “All the powers of uncreation in the hands of a jackass whose basic driving force is
  
   melodrama.
  
  I
  
   knew
  
  that printing press was a bad idea. I took one look at that thing, and I said ‘this had the potential to bring civilization forward by leaps and bounds, but what we’re going to
  
   get
  
  is pornography and people by the millions who think the world works the way bards say it does.’ I
  
   said
  
  that, you can ask anyone who was there. Well, I guess they’re all dead now, though. Good riddance, now that I think of it.”
 

 
  “You’re, uh, kinda veering off topic,” the pixie said.
 

 
  “Listen to me very carefully, you abominable pinhead,” Arachne barked. “The beings you’re trying to invoke can’t be bargained with. They don’t
  
   want
  
  anything. They’ll unmake you simply by
  
   existing,
  
  which is no great loss, but then the whole province will go with you. You have simply
  
   no concept
  
  of what you are messing with!”
 

 
  Faralhed didn’t reply or acknowledge her this time. He had taken up his chant again, and just stood there with his back to them, facing his altar.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced, then caught Alaric’s eye and jerked her head back toward the doorway. He followed her out into the disturbing darkness of the hall without hesitation. It was less uncomfortable to be around than Faralhed’s dais. By the gods, were those people possibly still
  
   alive?
  
 

 
  “This may be an absurd question,” he said, “but can he actually control what he’s trying to summon?”
 

 
  “My choice of fire as a metaphor for chaos was apt,” Arachne said, frowning into the darkness in apparent thought. “With the proper spells—any of the four schools will do—you can give it the right food to grow, and set the right boundaries so it doesn’t spread where you don’t want it. You never truly
  
   control
  
  chaos, but you can reap certain incidental benefits from its presence. I suspect the events that befell the town resulted from his early explorations. In small amounts, chaos, like fire, is most likely to simply flicker out if mishandled. Once it rages out of control, however, the objective is always to beat it back and stamp it out. There is simply no question of deriving any use from it at that point.”
 

 
  “All right,” he said, stroking his beard. “Boundaries, then. Can we perhaps intercede between him and—”
 

 
  “Absolutely not,” she said firmly. “The time for that is
  
   before
  
  the chaos arrives. Once you are dealing with the thing itself, you
  
   never
  
  try to do magic at it. We were fortunate the distortion effect he threw down worked as intended; I’d never have tossed a spell like that if I knew what he was doing.”
 

 
  “You can’t sense it?”
 

 
  “Can
  
   you?”
  
  she asked pointedly. “It’s not
  
   like
  
  the magic we know, Alaric. You are of course familiar with the problem of recursive subjectivity?”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, frowning in mild offense. “I have nearly completed my degree, after all. Students at any college of arcane sciences are warned heavily about that from day one.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she said with a small smile. “And how many of your classmates tried to self-enchant anyway?”
 

 
  “…nobody I was close to.”
 

 
  Arachne nodded. “You cannot enchant yourself because that would be applying subjective physics to subjective understanding. Nobody can have an objective grasp of who and what they are. Without an objective anchor, the spell is unmoored from reality and totally unpredictable. So is it with chaos. You are dealing with a primal force of which your mind
  
   cannot
  
  make sense; try imposing your subjective physics upon it and anything might happen. Literally,
  
   anything.”
  
 

 
  Alaric had the sudden thought that despite her apparent impatience and grouchiness, she was actually a pretty good teacher when she had something to teach.
 

 
  “So in this situation,” Arachne went on, leaning back to glance into the room again, “we have a barrier of chaos between us and the man we need to reach. We’ve seen we can safely put energy—and thus, presumably mass—across it, where it will only be trapped in a kind of perpetual fall.”
 

 
  “Is it not just frozen in space?”
 

 
  She shook her head. “My arcane bolt is still burning energy—in fact, it’s starting to burn out, now. It’s consistent with the effect it would have if it just traveled into space without striking anything.”
 

 
  “A spatial distortion, then,” he mused. “And we cannot attack the effect itself for fear of causing
  
   more
  
  chaos.”
 

 
  “Precisely. Hmm… I note we could see and converse with him. That means light and sound can cross the barrier.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how much use that will be,” Alaric protested. “According to Pevel’s Law, the speed at which photons travel is a universal constant; light gets around a lot of spatial distortion effects that way. But once you piggyback anything
  
   onto
  
  them to try to create a physical effect of any kind, they are no longer truly photons and the benefit collapses.”
 

 
  “Yes—well, no, but it has that practical effect in magical activity.
  
   Sound,
  
  though, is what interests me here. Sound is nothing but vibration transferred through matter…”
 

 
  She looked up at the pixie, smiling.
 

 
  “…and so is
  
   heat!”
  
  Alaric exclaimed.
 

 
  The pixie chimed in confusion. “Huh? What are we talking about? You lost me
  
   way
  
  back there.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The arcane bolt was, indeed, in the process of petering out. The scientific part of Alaric’s mind which wasn’t consumed with the crisis immediately before them was deeply fascinated and wanted to simply observe this; there was basically no other circumstance under which such a weaponized spell could be watched as it fizzled gradually from its own entropy.
 

 
  They had work to do, however. Faralhed remained fixated on his ritual—whether he was trying to create the “wildfire” of chaos Arachne had described or summon one of the beings that dwelled between the planes she couldn’t tell, not having perused the book in that much detail. Either would be an utter disaster, of course. Fortunately, whatever the ritual was, it appeared to consume its caster’s attention. His chanting was gradually growing in volume, but the words were meaningless to Alaric.
 

 
  If worst came to worst and they needed more time, they could possibly distract him again, forcing him to start over a third time. Hopefully it would not come to that.
 

 
  Arachne nodded toward the revolting dais, making a shooing motion at the pixie, who drifted toward it without so much as a chime. She had been
  
   emphatically
  
  warned against making noise.
 

 
  She stopped at a relatively safe distance from the suspended and rapidly fading bolt of power and emitted a tongue of flame into the air. Nothing happened. The pixie crept forward, repeating this procedure at short intervals until suddenly stopping with a jerk. She bobbed excitedly in place.
 

 
  Arachne nodded encouragingly. Alaric, for his part, couldn’t see any difference between that tiny flame spurt and its predecessors, but presumably the fire fairy knew what she was doing.
 

 
  She drifted lower and began emitting a continuous gout of fire onto the stone floor. Alaric felt a faint surge of arcane magic nearby; Arachne hadn’t moved so much as a finger, but a silencing spell was clearly in place, leaving the pixie’s efforts hopefully undetectable by their target.
 

 
  Faralhed’s chant seemed to be a rather substantial undertaking; it certainly went on for a long time, growing only slowly in volume and pitch. Alaric recognized that pattern, sort of. It was similar to some rituals used in fairy and divine invocations. The frustrating part was that he had no means whereby to measure the progress being made. It seemed that the chaotic rift above the altar might be growing slowly, but if so, its rate of growth was too meager to be visibly tracked. It might also have been his own unease causing him to imagine an escalating threat.
 

 
  Well, to be sure, the threat
  
   was
  
  escalating, but Alaric knew his eyes for the unreliable instruments they were.
 

 
  The pixie was making much more rapid progress. She was putting out a continuous stream of fire that burned nearly white in its intensity, and had caused a patch of the floor to actually
  
   melt.
  
  Gradually she increased the angle of her stream, heating the floor in a line that crept closer and closer to the dais. In theory, she shouldn’t need to melt the stones all the way there; once there was a sufficient transfer of heat from one end of the spatial effect to the other, Arachne theorized that the effect should collapse.
 

 
  “Theorized,” “should” and “sufficient” were the parts that troubled Alaric. Arachne had informed him that what could possibly
  
   happen
  
  when a chaotic effect collapsed should trouble him more.
 

 
  “How much energy do pixies
  
   have?”
  
  he asked, moving his lips clearly but speaking in a breath that barely qualified as a whisper. It was surely inaudible to Faralhed, but as plain as a shout to his companion’s elven ears.
 

 
  She grinned, turned to him and clearly mouthed, “All of it.”
 

 
  That was hardly scientific. He mentally marked the topic down for later study.
 

 
  He went back to dividing his attention between the pixie’s progress and Faralhed’s. She had the streak of molten floor extended more than halfway, assuming the rapidly-diminishing bolt of power represented the middle. Did it, though? He simply had no data. Whatever the case, the pixie appeared to be having no trouble putting out flames, though she was having to emit them from a considerable distance, now. Looking at the strength of that spout of fire and the range it apparently had, Alaric resolved never again to fail to treat a pixie anything but seriously.
 

 
  His ruminations were interrupted when the arcane bolt abruptly leapt back into motion. It flashed across the remaining distance between it and its target, striking Faralhed full in the back.
 

 
  Unfortunately, by that point it had dwindled so far that it did nothing but knock him forward over his altar with a grunt. At least it had broken his ritual again.
 

 
  “Wait!” Arachne barked, holding up a hand at Alaric as he took a step forward. She stepped twice to the side and fired a second bolt.
 

 
  It froze in midair.
 

 
  “What?” Alaric demanded.
 

 
  “I was afraid of that,” she said grimly. “At least it didn’t summon monsters or something… But we’ve only got a narrow path to him. Where the heat makes a bridge.”
 

 
  Alaric looked down at the “bridge,” the first half of which consisted of a swath of cooling magma.
 

 
  “…oh, dear.”
 

 
  “That
  
   does
  
  it,” Faralhed snarled, righting himself and shoving his disarrayed spectacles back into place as he turned to face them. He stuck one hand blindly into the chaos rift, glaring at them. “I had
  
   plans
  
  for you, but I am done playing—”
 

 
  “DON’T YOU DARE!”
  
  
  the pixie shrieked, zipping across the hot path and hurling a fireball at him. Faralhed managed to dodge it, but the top half of his altar disintegrated in a cloud of smoke which smelled horrifyingly of cooked pork.
 

 
  
   “Away,
  
  pest!” he bellowed, conjuring an ordinary arcane lightning bolt, which was immediately ensnared in his own spatial distortion.
 

 
  
   “Burn,
  
  stupid!”
 

 
  Arachne had stepped up as close as she safely could to the molten stone and was making weaving motions with her fingers. A fine filigree of blue-white light spun itself out of the air before her, settling into place above the swath of magma and extending rapidly toward its far end. Alaric didn’t recognize the spell, but could infer its purpose easily enough: she was creating another, more serviceable bridge across the distortion, giving them a path to Faralhed, who at the moment was being contained only by the pixie.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  will be the first!” he sneered, ducking under another fireball and sticking his hand into the rift again.
 

 
  “Just hold on,” Arachne shouted. The lattice of arcane light was settling into place, more than three quarters of the distance crossed.
 

 
  Whatever Faralhed drew out of the rift wasn’t energy, and it wasn’t light; it was as if he had pulled up a handful of the purplish haze that imposed itself on the eyes of the viewers without having any true physical effect. From his hand, it spun out in a stream, finally stopping the pixie’s fire blasts. She hung motionless in the air amid the spell.
 

 
  “Hold
  
   on!”
  
  Arachne said urgently. Her bridge was almost done.
 

 
  “It’s okay,” the pixie said gently. “I gotcha.”
 

 
  She charged forward, straight into Faralhed’s grip, and exploded.
 

 
  The burst of light, fire and sheer kinetic force hurled Alaric over backward. Dwarves were too sturdy a folk to be so easily dazed, and he righted himself in seconds, by which time the scene before him was already unrecognizable.
 

 
  The dais was somehow even
  
   more
  
  disgusting for being half-gone and partially cooked. What remained of it sagged in gloopy, steaming clumps. The structures upon it were either totally gone or reduced to stumpy little protrusions; there was no altar and no lamp posts. The stand which had held the crystal orb was toppled, the orb itself shattered against the far wall. The safe had sunk lopsidedly into the pile of meat below it, its runed face looking upward at a crazy angle.
 

 
  Of the rift into chaos, there was no sign remaining.
 

 
  Faralhed groaned, lying prone on his back with the remains of his left arm, now ending in a blackened stump halfway past the elbow, upraised.
 

 
  And Arachne had finished her bridge.
 

 
  Despite the pain and shock he had to be in, Faralhed reacted as soon as he laid eyes on her stepping up onto his platform.
 

 
  “I-I-I will share the power with you.”
 

 
  “There is no power,” she said quietly. “You did all this for nothing. The book only offers
  
   death.”
  
 

 
  He blinked, gulped, and cradled his arm against his chest, wincing. “I…um… I’ll replace your pixie. My word on it.”
 

 
  “Replace?” she whispered. “You will
  
   replace
  
  the sentient being you just killed?” Arachne stepped forward and kicked him lightly in the forehead. It looked like an almost gentle touch, but he plummeted backward, squelching into the meat below him. “You will
  
   replace my friend?”
  
  she demanded, her voice rising. “I suppose you’ll also
  
   replace
  
  the hundred or so fellow soldiers you murdered to make this
  
   abomination?”
  
 

 
  There was really nothing he could say to that. All he managed was a whimper.
 

 
  Arachne sneered at him, then turned to look at the safe. “Let me guess. If it’s forced, it does something stupidly nasty like tear pages out of the book? I recognize those spells. Fine, then, tell me the combination.”
 

 
  Faralhed gulped again, and seemed to rally, despite his shudders of obvious pain. “I… Perhaps we can…make a deal, then. Since I have something you want.”
 

 
  Arachne’s response to that was to plant her foot on his throat and press him backward into the singed flesh. “I’m going to tell you a little story,” she said, “about the
  
   last
  
  fucking imbecile who angered me as much as
  
   you
  
  have. He was a Huntsman of Shaath—in fact, a fanatic with some deeply twisted ideas about how to acquire and treat ‘wives,’ which was what ran him afoul of me. I could’ve just handed him over to the other Huntsman if I wished him dead, but I was feeling particularly bitchy.
  
   So,
  
  I removed his hands, feet, tongue and eyeballs, cauterizing the wounds to prevent complications, and
  
   also
  
  laid on an alchemical concoction for which I had to pay
  
   far
  
  too much, which rendered those scars un-healable by any known means. He will
  
   remain
  
  utterly helpless for the rest of his life—which I took steps, via further alchemy, to ensure would be as long and healthy as possible. And
  
   then
  
  I handed him over to the Sisters of Avei.” She grinned psychotically down at the terrified would-be master of the world. “They were sufficiently horrified at my cruelty that they offered him the only kindness they could—exactly what he did not want, and I did. He is
  
   quite
  
  well cared for, you see, waited on hand and foot for the rest of his life by women he despises and who despise him. Utterly helpless, utterly dependent, unable even to end his suffering. Now, that might not work for
  
   you,
  
  Lieutenant Faralhed, but I assure you, I am quite willing to take the time to learn
  
   exactly
  
  what it is you fear most, and spend the effort completely rearranging your world until it consists of
  
   nothing
  
  but that. I’ll
  
   have
  
  time, you see, because I
  
   can
  
  unravel the spells on this safe, eventually.” She let her disturbing grin fade into a blank expression, staring down into his terrified eyes. “Or you could start earning a little favor with me and spare me some effort.”
 

 
  Alaric hardly dared to breathe.
 

 
  “It’s…it’s the True Number,” Faralhed gasped. “The-the combination.”
 

 
  “What… Which number is the true one?” Alaric demanded, frowning.
 

 
  “That’s the elvish term,” Arachne said dismissively, turning her back on Faralhed. “He is trying, ineptly, to curry favor. The ratio of a circle’s circumference to its diameter. 3.14159, and so on.”
 

 
  
   “Oh,”
  
  Alaric said, feeling rather foolish. He clung to that; it was the least unpleasant thing he’d felt recently. “Be careful! He may be trying to trick you.”
 

 
  “He may,” she allowed. “In that case, I will protect you, and make good my threat to
  
   him.”
  
  She gave Faralhed a grim look. “Twice.”
 

 
  “It’s the number, I swear!” he squealed. “To the seventh digit! Th-the decimal is the star symbol in the upper corner there, see?”
 

 
  Arachne grunted and began touching runes with her fingertip. Alaric, prudently, eased back toward the doorway.
 

 
  The safe unlatched and swung open without fanfare, however. She reached within and pulled out, one-handed, an open book bound in black leather. For all the trouble it had caused, the Book of Chaos was disappointingly plain. The only thing that would have made it stand out in a library was the lack of any lettering on its cover. It had clearly been left open in the safe; Arachne held it by one cover, letting the pages hang downward. They appeared to be blank.
 

 
  “Well…that’s that, then,” said Alaric. “Now what to
  
   do
  
  with it?”
 

 
  Without responding, she lightly tossed the book upward, caught it with her hand on its spine, and snapped it shut.
 

 
  The world blinked, lurched sideways, and
  
   screamed.
  
  Afterward, that was the only way Alaric could think to describe the sensations he experienced in that moment, on the rare occasions when he could be persuaded to do so.
 

 
  In their aftermath, however, there was silence. The purple not-quite-glow was gone; looking out into the hallway, Alaric beheld only plain stone. Chaos had retreated.
 

 
  The platform wrought from bodies was still there, however, still with its occupants.
 

 
  Faralhed whimpered. “So…am I…under arrest?”
 

 
  Arachne stared down at him without expression for a long moment, until he swallowed heavily and opened his mouth to speak again.
 

 
  Then she pointed, and unleashed a second arcane bolt. This one had no time to diminish in power, and was fired at point blank range. It bored a torso-sized hole through Faralhed’s midsection, the dais and into the stone floor below.
 

 
  “Well,” she said, bending to pluck the gold-rimmed spectacles from his nose, “this explains some of how he managed it. Just look at these things. Total spectral vision! I bet this would penetrate any enchantment not laid by a god or something similar. Even lets you see through chaos.” To Alaric’s horror, she settled them on the bridge of her own nose. “Heh, I can see your aura without concentrating!
  
   Marvelous.
  
  They must be old, too; spells aren’t woven in quite this way anymore, and I know
  
   this
  
  asshat didn’t make them. Welp, mine now.”
 

 
  “It’s over, then?” he said weakly.
 

 
  “Mm.” Arachne glanced around at the chamber. “When it comes to chaos, reality has a certain…ontological inertia, shall we say. Chaos itself won’t linger a moment beyond having something to hold it here. It remains to be seen how many of the aftereffects will have to be cleaned up.” She paused, then sighed heavily, and went on in a more subdued tone. “Alaric… Of all the places I’ve been and all the things I’ve done in my far-too-many years, I do believe
  
   this
  
  has been the
  
   stupidest
  
  thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There was, indeed, more left to be done. Much had returned to normal when the fortress stopped glowing, but not all. The dead no longer scrabbled against their stone coffins, but the blight still lay on the plants. Within hours, some showed signs of healing; Arachne asserted that individual plants would recover or perish based on their overall state of health before chaos had afflicted them. But the long-term results of that, and the demise of every insect and rodent in the area, would be revealed only by time. It was without precedent as far as Alaric knew, and there could be no guessing the results for the local ecosystem.
 

 
  Also, an entire Imperial fortress had been wiped out in a day. The frontier with the Deep Wild was not an active one; the soldiers rarely had to deal with anything more than a wandering satyr, and that not more than once or twice a year. There had been some real excitement at Fort Seraadiad over a decade ago, when a dryad had come out of the woods and been scared off by some very careful staff fire, but that was anomalous enough that it was still talked about even now. Regardless, this pass from the frontier now lay totally undefended. Not to mention that the Tiraan Empire would not take the loss of so many troops lightly.
 

 
  Major Nijaund, after sending runners with the news along all three roads to intercept as many of the fleeing villagers as possible, had decreed that tomorrow would be a day of morning, but this evening would be a celebration.
 

 
  Alaric, though he definitely understood the impulse, couldn’t bring himself to feel terribly celebratory, and had left the party at the inn early. Arachne, for her part, certainly seemed glad to let her hair down. She was still participating in the singing of folk songs when Alaric returned to the inn, over an hour after leaving it. She alone of the crowd wasn’t visible inebriated, though she was singing a different song than everyone else, in a different language.
 

 
  He threaded his way through the crowd of folk far taller than he and caught her sleeve. “Come with me, please?”
 

 
  Arachne scowled down at him. “Where’ve you been? You’re missing all the fun!”
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re having fun,” he replied.
 

 
  “Now see here, you—”
 

 
  “Miss Tellwyrn,” he said firmly. “Arachne. There’s something I want to show you. If you’re not interested, you can come right back, and you’ll only have wasted a few minutes. But I think you will be.”
 

 
  She sighed, glanced around at the party, and threw back the remainder of her tankard of ale, then shoved the golden spectacles back up her nose, where they had started sliding down. “Oh, fine, whatever. Let’s see the big surprise, then. If you’re just looking to get under my skirt, I have to tell you, it doesn’t take so much subterfuge or effort.”
 

 
  He flushed brightly at that, but refused to respond—either to the comment or to her cackling at his reaction. She followed him, though, as he led the way out of the inn, then out of the town, toward the riverbank.
 

 
  Andaji sat atop granite cliffs; the ground was mostly rocky, here, with soil only where it had been gathered up and cultivated. As such, there wasn’t proper sand on the beach of the wide, slow river, just a nearly flat embankment of rounded stones. It had been adequate, however, for Alaric to set up a simple elemental evocation circle.
 

 
  Upon his arrival with his guest, he reached out with a thought, triggering the runes. Immediately the night burst alight as a pillar of orange fire soared upward, emitting dancing sparks here and there. He thought the sparks were a nice touch. They had cost him some extra effort.
 

 
  “I don’t know your people’s customs,” Alaric rumbled in the quiet of the firelit night, “but upon consideration I have the feeling you probably don’t care much about them, do you? So… This is how we do it where I am from.” He pulled the flat bottle of scotch from his waistcoat—
  
   good
  
  whiskey from home, not the swill they’d been drinking in the inn—and took a deep swig. Once the pleasant burn had finished carving its way down his throat, he held up the bottle in a toast. “Absent friends.”
 

 
  She accepted the offered bottle, face expressionless, firelight dancing on the lenses of her new spectacles, and took a drink. “Absent friends,” she repeated quietly.
 

 
  They stared into the flame for a long moment, and then Arachne folded herself up, sitting down on the stones. Alaric followed suit with less grace, wincing as he tried to find a semi-comfortable position beside her.
 

 
  “I was passing through the pixie grove,” she said suddenly. “It’s not exactly on the beaten path, but I was nearby, and I figured… Eh, what the hell? Might as well go see. I’ll tell you, Alaric, if you ever have the opportunity to meet the Pixie Queen…pass. She’s a complete gibbering lunatic, even by fairy standards. But I ran across a little pixie altercation. They’re cannibalistic, you know? They consume each other for power. A little fire fairy was being chased by a much more powerful wind spirit.”
 

 
  She shrugged, still staring into the flame. It was set on a timer, and would burn for another hour yet. “None of my business, of course. It happens all the time, there. The sensible thing would have been to just leave it alone. But… There it was, happening right in front of me, and I couldn’t help feeling that if I just
  
   walked away
  
  from that, it would make me somewhat more of an asshole than I’m comfortable being. So… I rescued her.”
 

 
  Arachne laughed softly. “Couldn’t get rid of the damn thing after that. Apparently she wasn’t shown much respect by her own Queen—at least, she seemed to suddenly like
  
   me
  
  a lot more. Followed me bloody well
  
   everywhere,
  
  no matter what I said. Completely useless for conversation, not a whole lot better in a fight. She was forever lighting fires for me at night, never mind that my own magic could keep me plenty warm, and all she ever did was risk burning down the goddamn forest. That was her, all over. Dumb as a pinch of fairy dust, and… Sweet.”
 

 
  For the first time since she’d acquired them, she removed the spectacles, scrubbing at her eyes. “Ugh. You know, I’m actually going to
  
   miss
  
  that aggravating little glow worm. That’s the most
  
   annoying…”
  
  She trailed off, her shoulders spasming once. Her voice was suddenly thick, and faltering. “So help me, Alaric, if you ever tell a soul you witnessed this…”
 

 
  Alaric laid his arm around the legendary immortal’s thin shoulders, and rubbed her upper arm while she shook with silent tears. He kept his eyes on the fire. “Witnessed what?”
 

 
  They watched the flame in silence for long minutes, even after she stilled. He couldn’t have said what moved him, finally, to speak, but the question tumbled out unbidden.
 

 
  “Why did you go into the Deep Wild? Everyone’s been wondering what happened to you.”
 

 
  “I went there to die.” Her voice was even, calm; she gazed, unfocused, at the fire. “There aren’t many places that offer me that prospect. The Golden Sea holds little threat for me, and if I tried to go wandering in Hell, Elilial would just boot me back out. She’s told me as much in person. To get into the Deep Dark I’d have to carve my way through a bunch of Themyrite drow who’ve done nothing to deserve it and don’t need the hassle. The Wild, though, that’s Naiya’s territory. The old bitch might up and do anything at all. I guess, though…” She paused, laughing softly. “In the end, the Wild must have grown tired of chewing on me without ever managing to digest. I don’t have it in me to just lie down and
  
   quit.
  
  I always gave it what I thought was a fair fight. Apparently I don’t have it in me to lose, either. So…here I am, again.”
 

 
  He held silent, not asking. She would either explain or not; the question would just be a provocation.
 

 
  “When you’ve lived in pursuit of a goal,” she whispered, “spent three
  
   thousand
  
  years at it… Not minding what you had to become in the course of it, because it wouldn’t matter once you attained it. Making whatever sacrifices and compromises were necessary, clawing your way to the attention of god after god until they
  
   all
  
  finally had to give you your say… At the end of all that, to find out that you just can’t
  
   have
  
  what you were looking for, that you’ve
  
   wasted
  
  all that and become a name synonymous with terror for
  
   nothing…
  
  I don’t think I could describe it, Alaric, what it felt like. I don’t think you would thank me if I did.”
 

 
  “Your friends would miss you if you were gone,” he said simply.
 

 
  She snorted. “What friends?”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t know your life,” he said with a shrug. “But I know there’s at least one.”
 

 
  After a moment of silence, she leaned slightly against his shoulder. She was too tall to rest her head on it. “Well… I didn’t manage to die, either. I guess there’s nothing for it
  
   now
  
  but find a new purpose.”
 

 
  “That sounds daunting,” he mused.
 

 
  She nodded, firelight flashing on her glasses.
 

 
  “I don’t doubt you’ll manage. You might try eradicating stupidity, for example.
  
   That
  
  should keep you busy for a good long while.”
 

 
  Arachne half-turned to look at him. “Stupidity?”
 

 
  “You said this business was the stupidest thing that’s ever happened to you,” he said, shrugging again. “I think I see your point. I mean, what did that fellow
  
   expect
  
  was going to happen? From what you describe of chaos, I think he was luckier in the end than he had a right to be. One of my professors is of the opinion that there’s no true evil in the world that’s not attributable to people not
  
   thinking
  
  through the consequences of their actions. ‘Any sufficiently enlightened self-interest is indistinguishable from altruism,’ she likes to say.”
 

 
  Arachne turned back to the fire. After a moment, she smiled.
 

 
  
   “Hmm.”
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   1284 years ago
  
 

 
  Calderaas was the center of the world.
 

 
  To the south lay the fertile and densely inhabited Tira Valley, a broad, lush region through which its namesake river wound on its journey from Viridill to the sea, and widely considered the center of human civilization. Ancient city-states such as Madouris, Anteraas and Leineth traded, plotted and warred against one another, as they had since time immemorial, establishing the pattern for which humanity was known: ambition, aggression, adaptability. At the valley’s southernmost edge was the chilly sea, where, on the shorn-off mountain which stood amid the Tira Falls—long considered a sacred and untouchable place—the followers of all gods of the Pantheon had lately begun building temples and establishing a free and open center of worship, commerce and diplomacy.
 

 
  North, the forests and plains around the Eternal City eventually yielded to the unmarked borders of the wood elves, who suffered no mortal trespassers in their lands, but were not much resented by the human nations, for they formed a bulwark protecting the southlands from the tribes of centaurs and savage plains elves who wandered the northern prairies. Further beyond that lay the rumored Golden Sea, a fabulous land of monstrosities and wonders, and farther still the under-kingdoms of the dwarves, who occasionally ventured south to trade, but were widely disinclined to share the details of their own rich societies with plunder-hungry mankind.
 

 
  West, the forests rose quickly into the mountains of Viridill, ancient bastion of Avei’s worship in the north, and stretched out south of that into the dense, frigid pine forests of Athan’Khar, home to the mystical and warlike orcs. This was a region of brutal conflicts, where the forces of Avei and Khar met at the dark gates of Tar’naris, and three civilizations constantly clashed, struggling for resources and power. Still beyond those lands, past even the treacherous Wyrnrange, lay the mysterious kingdoms of the wild West, home to humans of a totally different breed who sometimes trafficked through Viridill to the Tira Valley civilizations, and vice versa. So hazardous was the journey that these two distinct groups of humans had limited interaction, and thought one another nearly as alien as the elves.
 

 
  East, the hazards were more human in nature, where the hardy Stalweiss barbarians dwelt up in the Stalrange mountains. Their wild god, Shaath, constantly sent his Huntsmen to prowl the softer lands below, seeking any sign of weakness, and carrying off livestock, gold and women wherever they found it. Every so often the barbarians came boiling forth in greater numbers, having to be driven back only at great cost. There was little land east of the Stalrange, virtually all of it occupied by the seafaring Punaji, who had taught even the Stalweiss to step politely when visiting their enclaves.
 

 
  But in the center of this, where plains, forests and mountains met, there was a broad expanse of hilly territory, less lush than the Tira Valley but still gentle, and in the center of this rose a lone mountain, out of sight of any of its neighboring ranges. In eons ancient beyond memory even in the time of the Elder Gods, it must have been a towering wonder, but this mountain was old even as mountains went, now a hill whose greatest dimensions were horizontal, never too steep to comfortably climb afoot. Its peak had long since collapsed inward, forming a colossal caldera, and in this was built the Eternal City, Calderaas.
 

 
  The Sultanate of Calderaas was the uncontested center of learning, of trade, and of the arts of war, where all of humankind came to enrich either their minds or their purses—rarely both. Its borders were harried often by orcs, drow and the Stalweiss, but all of these were fighters accustomed to forests or mountains, and were crushed time and again by the famous Calderaan cavalry. Occasionally even the human nations to the south sent war parties up to test the might of the Sultanate, which had never ended in anything but humiliation for them. In addition to its own armies, the Eternal City was a great center of Avenist worship, ruled for centuries by a matriarchal line and home to both the Silver Legions and secular military academies both private and in the service of the Sultanate. Adventurers from all corners of the continent—and even beyond—congregated here to trade tactics, magics, weapons, true tales and outrageous lies. It was a city that defended itself without notable exertion.
 

 
  This day, though, was not only peaceful, but festive. Sultana Aliia had declared a fortnight of celebration and feasting in honor of the birth of her first daughter, future heir to the throne of Calderaas. In towns and farm villages throughout the Sultanate, and from the highest halls of power to the most average middle-class neighborhoods (despite what the bards like to claim, the truly poor rarely shared in the joy of the powerful), banners waved, buildings were decorated with prayer flags and evergreen boughs for good luck, and people seized upon the opportunity to eat and party rather than do anything constructive. Nowhere was the grandeur more grand than in the palace which stood at the very heart of the city.
 

 
  It was somewhat more subdued, despite being closest to the source of all this joy, but the rich and well-bred had appearances to keep up, after all. Lines of aristocrats, priestesses, ranking soldiers and powerful merchants snaked across the palace’s terraces, watched carefully by royal guards, all enduring the midday sun for the opportunity to be seen offering their felicitations and lavish gifts to the infant Princess and her royal parents.
 

 
  In the towering throne room at the heart of the palace, it was the fifth hour of this presentation, and the Sultana was still beaming with pride and pleasure, being not only immensely pleased with herself but accustomed to such long events of state. The others occupying the royal dais were starting to wilt, but valiantly keeping up appearances. The royal guards remained alert as ever, of course. Aliia’s three favored priestesses stood attendance nearby, mostly still alert, though the youngest of the trio was beginning to look slightly sleepy. Jaqim, the Prince Consort, stood watch over the cradle in which lay his infant daughter, as was proper. Behind him, and the jeweled crib, stood the new throne commissioned especially for the Princess to assume when it was her time, currently only an item of display. It was worth seeing, carved of a single enormous piece of dark wood that had been the trunk of an ancient tree, and inlaid with garnets and patterns of silver.
 

 
  Princess Talia, oblivious to all the fuss in her honor, was fast asleep. It was universally felt that this was for the best.
 

 
  The day crept on, the hoard of gifts laid around the base of the dais growing constantly. Courtiers and honored guests came and went in turn, their mostly formulaic benedictions blending into a repetitive drone. The sun slowly moved, its rays piercing the throne room through strategically placed windows, causing the mirrored tiles forming its opulent mosaics to slowly glitter, a gently scintillating marker of the passing hours.
 

 
  A shadow flickered across the room.
 

 
  The ornately dressed master of a merchant house currently wishing long life and health upon the Princess paused, glancing uncertainly up at the windows; the three priestesses attending the Sultana did as well, the eldest of them frowning slightly. It was only a passing shadow, most likely a little wisp of cloud, but for some reason, it held a weight felt by all those present.
 

 
  Just as they mostly succeeded in dismissing it from their minds, another shadow came. This one stayed, and had form.
 

 
  Its hoarse croaking a harsh counterpoint to the wealth and beauty of its surroundings, a single crow winged into the throne room from above, drifting in a slow spiral toward the center of the chamber.
 

 
  Sultana Aliia leaned forward, gripping the arms of her throne, her eyes fixed on the bird. The merchant gaped up at it, edging backward as it descended toward the spot where he stood. It was just a bird, yet it commanded silence, and the attention of the entire crowd.
 

 
  The crow settled to the floor. It ruffled its feathers, then spread its wings and bobbed its head toward the throne in an unmistakable bow.
 

 
  “Your Excellency,” she said, straightening up, and a single gasp ripped through the crowd, as if the room itself had sharply inhaled, followed by a flurry of whispers.
 

 
  She ignored this, wearing a faint, knowing smile. She was a slender woman, tall and regal, and with sharply pointed ears rising up through her mane of glossy black hair. In contrast to the opulent attire of the other guests, she wore a simple green dress of soft leather, with a mantle seemingly woven of ragged black feathers draped over her shoulders and trailing down her back. In her left hand was a gnarled staff of dark hardwood.
 

 
  “A most impressive display of solidarity, Sultana,” the Crow said calmly. “The wealthy, the powerful, even a smattering of…the humble.” She smiled pointedly at the three clerics of Avei, who narrowed their eyes in unison. “All gathered to pay homage to their young Princess. It seems every person of the slightest significance in your domain has been called here to present their compliments.” Her smile widened the merest fraction. “I shall assume the messenger sent with my invitation was…waylaid.”
 

 
  “You honor my poor and humble house with your presence, Lady Crow,” the Sultana said, her well-trained poise shining through her unease. “It shames me that we were unable to deliver to you our personal wishes to see your revered person here. It is difficult to know where you are to be found at a given time, and of course, we do not presume to be kept informed of your business.” She managed a gracious smile. “Such is not for the unworthy likes of us to know, surely.”
 

 
  “Well stated,” the Crow said, still with that unnervingly calm smile. “I have always appreciated the manners of the house of Alderasi. I was here to greet your earliest ancestors when they first came to these lands, farther back in time than you have even written memory. Yours is truly an ancient line, as humans reckon such things. Your forebears were most courteous in asking the aid of my people when settling here, fleeing the persecution of their enemies in their own homes. They were courteous in turn in their alliance with us, and it was as one that we drove the orcs back beyond the rivers that border their own lands. The elves were glad to share this spacious country with such valiant and gracious neighbors.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Aliia said, nodding her head deeply in what was nearly a bow. “It is truly—”
 

 
  “They were courteous when together we broke the back of the drow incursion, preventing Tar’naris from gaining a foothold on the surface.” No other living person in the palace—or the city—would have dared interrupt the Sultana, but the Crow’s voice echoed throughout the chamber, commanding silence. “Courteous as their numbers swelled and the terms of our sharing of the land constantly shifted. Courteous over the long years as friendship gave way to mere tolerance. The excuses of Calderaan functionaries for the various depredations of the last millennium have never been less than effusive and polite. Always there come protestations of respect and friendship in the aftermath of one more incursion into lands that have always been acknowledged
  
   ours.”
  
 

 
  She stepped forward once, then a second time, the staff striking the marble floor like a tolling bell with each step. “Bit by bit, the lands of the elves have shrunk before the swelling tide of your people, till all but a mere handful have fled to the north, and those who remain in their last groves live in
  
   fear
  
  of the inevitable day when the Calderaan come with spears, and axes, and exceedingly
  
   polite
  
  apologies.”
 

 
  The Crow stopped her advance, her face now chillingly expressionless. The Sultana opened her mouth to speak, but was again cut off.
 

 
  “In one of the last sacred groves, there stands a tree planted ages ago, in ceremony pledging the friendship between our two peoples. We have watched over and tended it ever since, honoring the agreement of old. Ah, but I misspoke. There
  
   stood
  
  such a tree… Until this very year, when it was cut down. It was a
  
   beautiful
  
  tree, a rare breed not common anywhere, and found nowhere else on this continent. Obviously, only such could be carved into a suitable cradle, and throne, for the new Princess of the House of Aldarasi.” She pointed her staff accusingly at the crib in which lay the sleeping child, and the ornate chair beyond it.
 

 
  “Your Excellency,” Sultana Aliia said in a strained whisper, her face all but bloodless, “if my house has in any way offended you—”
 

 
  “Your house has in
  
   countless
  
  ways offended me,” the Crow said coldly. “And over countless years, I have indulged this as the behavior of a race still in its infancy. The thousand and one injuries of Calderaas I have borne with good humor, but upon this
  
   insult,
  
  I finally deem your family, and your nation, beyond hope or
  
   worth
  
  of redemption. It seems to me I have waited far too long.”
 

 
  The Sultana of Calderaas stood abruptly, and bowed deeply, likely the first time she had ever done so. “Lady,” she said in a quavering voice, “please tell me how I may offer restitution for the wrongs you have suffered at the hands of me and mine.”
 

 
  “None is possible,” the Crow said, and her tone, now, was weary. “It has been far too long, and I have been far too tolerant. This, too, I shall forgive. My pardon does not change the
  
   need
  
  to teach your people humility… But know that this brings me no pleasure. None at all.”
 

 
  She shifted her piercing eyes to the cradle. “I have yet to offer my gift to the Princess.”
 

 
  “No!” Prince Jaqim shouted, in defiance of all decorum, placing himself in front of his daughter’s crib.
 

 
  The great chamber boomed as the Crow slammed the butt of her staff against the floor.
 

 
  “Hear this, all assembled!” she demanded, her voice ringing off the walls. As she spoke, the sunlight faded from the room, as though thunderheads were forming directly over the palace itself. “I wish all possible health and happiness upon the Princess Talia. May she live in joy for every day of her life—this is my blessing, granted with all the power at my command. It is the only kindness I can offer, for the days of
  
   all
  
  mortals have their number.”
 

 
  The crowds were pressing backward, now, with the exception of the royal guards, who had begun edging toward the Crow, hands straying toward weapons. Faint, disturbing echoes sounded at the edge of hearing, and shadows flickered across the mosaic tiles, looking for all the world like the bare branches of winter trees.
 

 
  “You are
  
   far
  
  too generous,” Aliia said breathlessly.
 

 
  The Crow struck her staff against the floor again.
  
   “But.”
  
 

 
  “No,” Jaqim whispered, stretching out his arms as if he could shield the Princess with his own body.
 

 
  “These days of joy shall be the
  
   last
  
  of the Aldarasi line,” the Crow declared, her voice rising in volume. The shadow-trees upon the walls danced, the dry sound of their branches scraping one another now echoing throughout the throne room. Dead leaves swirled upon the wind that sprang up, weaving chaotic spirals around the elf as she spoke. “Before the sun sets on her sixteenth birthday, she shall prick her finger on the thorn of a poison tree—”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Aliia shrieked, lunging at her.
 

 
  The Crow slammed her staff down again, and a blast of wind roared through the throne room, hurling the Sultana backward and sending the Prince spinning helplessly away, but not even rocking the cradle. Her voice rose to a near shriek as she pronounced the final words of her curse.
 

 
  
   “—and DIE!”
  
 

 
  The horrified cries of both royal parents were all but drowned by the howling gale, carrying with it the barely-heard accusations of a thousand elvish voices. The winds, the leaves, the very shadows leaped forward, lunging into a cyclone that stabbed directly at the crib.
 

 
  Sapphire light blazed through the throne room, reflecting brilliantly off the mirrored mosaics. The Crow’s curse struck an invisible barrier surrounding the crib, marked by an elaborate runed circle that had sprung into being on the floor around it, glowing a nearly blinding blue-white. Shrieking in fury, the wind-borne spirits rebounded, then regrouped, lashing forward again and again. Each time they tried to reach the Princess, the circle flared brighter and they were flung back, until finally the cyclone shattered completely. Winds subsided, shadows faded, and dried leaves were scattered, to drift harmlessly to the ground.
 

 
  In the deafening silence which followed, another slender figure appeared from behind the royal throne, pacing forward with a measured step. She was an eerie twin to the Crow—tall, slender, with upward-pointing ears and sharp green eyes, but dressed in a richly brocaded and midriff-baring blouse of azure silk, and with hair like spun gold.
 

 
  The Crow lowered her staff, letting the butt rest gently on the floor, and narrowed her eyes at the other elf. “What are
  
   you
  
  doing here?”
 

 
  “You ask
  
   me
  
  that?” the blonde replied, raising an eyebrow. She padded silently forward, placing herself between the Crow and the Princess; behind her, the circle of protection still glowed, but more dimly now that it was no longer under assault. “I’m
  
   supposed
  
  to be here. You have the honor of addressing the Lady Arachne Tellwyrn, court sorceress to her Excellency Sultana Aliia Demora Aldarasi, may she reign forever in peace.”
 

 
  Arachne folded her hands together and bowed, wearing a mocking smile. “And as you have just declared war on the Sultanate of Calderaas, I suppose I ought to be destroying you rather than bandying pleasantries, yes?”
 

 
  “Yes!” the Sultana cried, her poise faltering into a near shriek. She raced across the dais, placing herself protectively over her daughter’s crib. “Slay this monster before she has a chance to harm my child!”
 

 
  Arachne gave her liege lady a calm look over her shoulder. “If that is your Excellency’s command—”
 

 
  
   “It is!”
  
 

 
  “I wasn’t finished,” the sorceress said with an edge to her tone. It was probably the sharpest the Sultana had ever been spoken to before that day. “Your Excellency should be in possession of all the facts before rendering a verdict.” She returned her stare to the Crow, who was watching her in silence through narrowed eyes. “I say without boasting that there are fewer living mages of greater power than I than I have fingers on my right hand… But
  
   this
  
  one was ancient when I first set foot upon the world. I truly do not know what the outcome of that contest would be… Except that it would leave this palace, and very likely most of the city, in ruins.”
 

 
  The onlookers, stunned into silence, burst into a muted clamor of fear at that.
 

 
  “Your Excellency,” Arachne said in a calm tone, eyes still locked with the Crow’s, “may I respectfully suggest that this chamber be cleared for the time being?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Aliia said tersely, then raised her voice. “Leave us! Guards, clear and seal the throne room!”
 

 
  Eager as the pampered nobility were to get far away from a potential clash between two arch-spellcasters, removing that many people from a room that had only so many exits was a somewhat involved process. While guards ushered the crowds out, an impromptu defensive perimeter formed around the still-sleeping Princess, her parents hovering over her crib, and the three priestesses positioning themselves around them. Only one carried a sword, but it was now bared in her hand; all three glared with the promise of murder at the Crow.
 

 
  The Crow, for her part, totally ignored them. While the room was being cleared, Tellwyrn stepped down from the dais, joining her rival on the floor, and began circling her like a shark. Not one to passively be threatened, the Crow matched her rotation. The two women paced in a single ring, their gazes locked; occasionally, there came the faintest flicker of green or blue in the air between them, as hints of some silent magical contest broke through into reality.
 

 
  When the doors finally boomed shut, the eight of them were left alone in the suddenly cavernous throne room, even the guards having departed at Aliia’s orders.
 

 
  Arachne finally stopped in her pacing, and calmly turned her back on the Crow, bowing to the Sultana.
 

 
  “If I may offer my analysis, the situation is this. The Crow is
  
   more
  
  than capable of obliterating this realm on her own, without making any such dramatic gestures. A simple drought, a disease, a blight upon crops and livestock… All these are the province of life and death, the realm in which her fae magic is at its strongest. I and all the priestesses would be hard pressed to beat that back. The arcane is ill-suited to such measures, and the divine can heal only so much at a time.” She glanced back at the Crow, who was still watching her in silence. “She evinces a desire to effect political solutions without unnecessary destruction or loss of life.”
 

 
  “The murder of an innocent
  
   child
  
  is unnecessary?” the middle priestess snapped, lifting her sword.
 

 
  “For the tree’s growth to be shaped,” the Crow said in perfect calm, “sometimes a healthy branch must be cut.”
 

 
  “You are a monster,” Prince Jaqim growled.
 

 
  She shrugged.
 

 
  “If I engage her in battle,” Tellwyrn continued, “all of you here are likely to be the first casualties.”
 

 
  “If the outcome is foregone,” the Crow said mildly, “perhaps it would behoove you to withdraw?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn whirled, her calm facade suddenly shattering, and bared her teeth in a snarl. “Had I nothing but two sticks and my sharp tongue, you bitch, I would make you
  
   earn
  
  my death before I let you swagger in here and fling curses at those under my protection.”
 

 
  The Crow raised her eyebrows slightly.
 

 
  “What is it you suggest?” the Sultana demanded tightly.
 

 
  “I suggest we try talking to her,” Arachne replied, still glaring at the other elf. “There may be a middle ground that can be reached
  
   before
  
  everything is left in ruins.”
 

 
  “One way or another,” the Crow said flatly, “I am putting an end to the destruction constantly wrought by your people. However,” she added in a more thoughtful tone, “it may be that I was too hasty in deeming you beyond salvation. If your line is not to be destroyed… Perhaps it can be taught?”
 

 
  “Say what you mean,” Jaqim snapped.
 

 
  The Crow tilted her head back, looking down her nose at them. “I would accept a ruler who has been taught to respect my kind, and truly honor our ancient friendship. Give the child to
  
   me
  
  to raise—”
 

 
  The outcry that interrupted her rose simultaneously from every throat except Talia’s. The girl truly was a heavy sleeper. Unsurprisingly, it was Tellwyrn’s voice which pierced the babble.
 

 
  
   “Absolutely not!
  
  Give you the child whose
  
   life
  
  you just threatened? I will have your
  
   ears
  
  first!”
 

 
  “I have stated my offer,” the Crow said, thunking her staff on the floor for emphasis. “These are the alternatives: the Aldarasi line will
  
   learn
  
  or it will
  
   perish.
  
  If you cannot bear to grant me sole custody…” She tilted her head, smiling faintly. “I am amenable to discussing a compromise.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The cottage was cozy, which was a word meaning “cramped and cheap.” It was, however, about as far from civilization as a person could get and still be within the patrolled and protected boundaries of the Sultanate. Deep in the northwestern forest, it had the benefit of occupying the safest quadrant of the realm, the nearest neighbors being the reclusive but peaceable wood elves to the north and the Avenist settlements of Viridill to the west. On the downside, there was nothing even leading toward it but a faint game trail. The long-ago woodcutter whose home this had been had clearly not enjoyed company.
 

 
  Half-concealed in the trees at the edge of the glade in which the cottage stood, Arachne watched the three priestesses of Avei unload their wagon, pausing to coo at the baby or express dismay at the state of the house. At bare minimum, it was going to need to be re-thatched. It had fresh water, though, in the form of a spring-fed stream that trickled right past its door. There was a walled space that had once been a garden and could be again with some work, and the forest itself provided ample forage and game for those who knew how to get it.
 

 
  It was doubtful whether the three did, but they, or at least the child, would soon have an education in the ways of the woods. That was the whole point.
 

 
  With a soft caw, the crow settled to rest on a branch next to the sorceress.
 

 
  “They don’t even live a hundred years, you know,” she said quietly. “And the first two decades are formative…precious. Depriving parents of this time in their child’s life is cruel.”
 

 
  The Crow tilted her head, seated on the thin branch without any apparent difficulty balancing. “You, of course, are the
  
   expert
  
  on a mother’s tender feelings.”
 

 
  “We have an agreed truce
  
   now,”
  
  Arachne said icily. “In sixteen years, however, that girl will have another birthday, and then everything will change. Keep that in mind when you speak to me, Kuriwa.”
 

 
  The Crow smiled faintly. “It is a painful thing to ask, yes. But such is the burden of leadership. This is a sad necessity, if we are all to continue sharing this land.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve certainly arranged everything to your liking, haven’t you?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “It is not ideal, but as compromises go…”
 

 
  “We’re going to get along much better if you don’t insult me,” Tellwyrn snapped, her eyes still on the group settling in below. “You really want to pitch me the idea that you barged into that palace not
  
   knowing
  
  I was there? Or that you’re naïve enough to think you can break the back of a kingdom simply by removing the heir to the throne? You can’t be ignorant enough of human politics to believe a succession crisis means civilization-ending anarchy.” She glanced at her silent companion briefly, quickly returning her gaze to the priestesses and their infant charge. “So the girl is brought up as a commoner by three ‘aunts,’ no doubt absorbing a great deal of Avei’s teachings. Her tutelage in the form of two
  
   mysterious
  
  forest-dwelling elves will prepare her for the world of mortal politics
  
   and
  
  the ways of the elves. She’ll grow up a blend of humble and savvy that the royalty hasn’t seen in generations, and hopefully improve everyone’s lot when she finally takes the throne. And all it costs is the grief of two parents.” Arachne shook her head, scowling. “This is
  
   exactly
  
  what you intended, clever girl.”
 

 
  The Crow shrugged, still smiling. “It is, as I say, a compromise. I cannot claim I am one of Avei’s devout, but I’ve never found argument with her. All things considered, it is preferable to killing the child. I have performed painful duties before, but such as that is always a bitter one. Those are memories that carry into eternity. I’m just as glad to avoid them.”
 

 
  “Well, since we’re putting everything out in the open,” Tellwyrn said, turning to face her directly. “On that subject, allow me to be blunt. If you find yourself dissatisfied with the girl’s education as the deadline approaches, I suggest you think
  
   carefully
  
  before invoking that clause of the agreement. I think you know the nature of my interest in the House of Aldarasi. If you end my line, Kuriwa, I will end yours.”
 

 
  The Crow stared at her, all amusement gone from her face. “How many human generations has it been, Arachne? That girl is no more kin to you than she is to virtually any random human. The elven blood you gave that family petered out long ago. You, however, are talking about my
  
   child.
  
  It’s hardly a reasonable comparison.”
 

 
  “Reasonable?” Tellwyrn stretched her lips in a grin that was anything but amused. “Really, Kuriwa. Exactly how
  
   reasonable
  
  do you
  
   expect
  
  me to be about this?”
 

 
  They stared at once another in silence for an infinite moment.
 

 
  Then the Crow sighed and hopped down from the branch. “Your position is noted, Arachne. We have sixteen years, then. One hopes we can learn, in that time, to speak without resorting to threats of murder.”
 

 
  She flapped away on black wings, cawing irritably. Arachne stood and watched the bird vanish into the forest canopy, until it was too far for even an elf’s senses to detect, then sighed heavily and turned back to study the cottage. Two of the priestesses had gone inside, leaving the youngest by the door with the baby. Apparently there was some question whether the old ruin was safe for an infant.
 

 
  “Sixteen years,” she muttered, then scowled. “I really don’t like kids.”
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  “’Found someone’ is frighteningly vague,” Shizaar said skeptically. “Every imbecile and villain I’ve ever met could be described as ‘someone.’ Charitably, in some cases, but still.”
 

 
  Rann grunted. “Someone is better than no one.”
 

 
  “That is categorically untrue.”
 

 
  “I sense a distressing lack of
  
   faith,
  
  here,” Eidelaire protested.
 

 
  A soft sigh emerged from the depths of Shizaar’s hood. “I think you can forgive us for being skeptical, considering how the
  
   last
  
  one turned out.”
 

 
  “Let me just point out that
  
   you
  
  recruited her, not I,” Eidelaire replied, grinning. “Trust me, I’ve got a good feeling about this one.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Rann mumbled. “He’s got a
  
   feeling.”
  
 

 
  “It is worrying that you had this person
  
   meet
  
  us here, instead of bringing him,” Shizaar added.
 

 
  “Her,” the bard corrected. “The job specified a ‘her,’ remember?”
 

 
  “I remember. I didn’t think you’d actually
  
   find…”
  
 

 
  “And people have things to do, you know. I could’ve just scraped up any reject enchanter from
  
   this
  
  steel market if I thought you wanted to settle for that. Anyway, we’re not the only ones needing to extend a little faith, here. You asked for a mage who’s also a woman, and fairly pretty. That has creepy implications even to
  
   me,
  
  and
  
   I
  
  know what’s going on. Beggars, choosers, and so forth.”
 

 
  Shizaar sighed again, her cowl shifting as she glanced around the room.
 

 
  It was commonly held that once you’d seen one adventurer tavern, you’d seen them all, and indeed, there were striking similarities among most. The Lost Harpy advertized its preferred clientele by way of adorning its walls with old weapons, maps and hunting trophies, and the knots of heavily-armed individuals conversing in small groups or nursing drinks and meals alone formed a recognizable pattern. They always left enough space between them to ensure a modicum of privacy, often glancing suspiciously at new arrivals to the tavern, or any other sudden source of movement. The Harpy, though, was notably cleaner than most of its cousins. It was also filled with light and a sense of space, due to the broad, towering windows that comprised the front wall of its common room. Positioned as this town was on one of the lower hills of Viridill, the Harpy enjoyed a stellar view up at the ancient Temple of Avei itself. What with one thing and another, the place catered to a higher class of riffraff than the average run of adventurer bars. As such, it was far less likely to be demolished in a brawl, though the windows had been encased (on both sides) by iron bars to protect the expensive glass.
 

 
  “Ah, here we are,” Eidelaire said brightly—and unnecessarily, as heads all over the tavern had turned to examine the new arrival.
 

 
  She was a slender woman, her boots, belt and trousers all sturdy and practical, though her long cerulean tunic had more embroidery than was necessary, or wise, for someone who carried no visible weapons aside from a simple utility knife at her hip. She also wore a short, hooded cape, though she pushed back the cowl as she entered, revealing angular features and long, pointed ears.
 

 
  “An elf mage?” Shizaar murmured skeptically.
 

 
  “One who can hear you,” Eidelaire pointed out. “Those ears aren’t decorative.”
 

 
  “They aren’t
  
   merely
  
  decorative,” the elf corrected, striding over to them and helping herself to a seat. “So this is the party you spoke of, bard? Good, good, with me here we’ll have a nice racial balance. Well, except that half of the group is human. Unless your mysterious friend here is secretly a stack of gnomes.”
 

 
  “You have not been hired yet,” Shizaar said softly.
 

 
  “May I introduce Shizaar, our organizer and patron,” Eidelaire said smoothly. “Myself you have already had the dubious pleasure of meeting. And this, of course, is Rann Half-Clan.”
 

 
  The orc folded his arms across his bare chest and nodded; the elf studied him frankly in turn. He was an interesting sight, especially to people who were familiar with orcs. Rann’s trousers and sandals were of a common make, not the much-prized orcish leatherwork his people preferred to wear, though his strings of ceremonial beads and the pouches of herbs, fetishes, runes and other charms used in his craft fit the stereotype better. Most arrestingly, he had mottled skin, gray and brown dividing him roughly in half.
 

 
  “Everyone,” Eidelaire said, making a sweeping gesture at the new arrival, “meet Arachne.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s right,” she said with a lazy smirk.
  
   “The
  
  Arachne.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silent.
 

 
  “The Arachne who…what?” Shizaar finally asked.
 

 
  The elf’s expression abruptly fell into a scowl. “Oh, come
  
   on.
  
  Almost five centuries I’ve been in the business. How is it
  
   possible
  
  you haven’t heard of me?”
 

 
  “If you haven’t earned enough to retire in five centuries, that may not be a selling point,” Shizaar commented. “On the other hand, it’s worth something that you’re still alive, I suppose…”
 

 
  
   “I’ve
  
  heard of you,” Rann grunted.
 

 
  “Hah!” Arachne fixed her attention on him, grinning again. “There, see?”
 

 
  “Yes, you’re the elf who burned down half of Madouris six years ago.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “Oh, for… It wasn’t
  
   half
  
  of Madouris, it was two blocks. Three, at most. And it was the rich quarter—nothing but nobles, so they don’t count.
  
   And,
  
  it wasn’t my fault! People who don’t wan their stuff burned down shouldn’t try to cheat wizards. That was just natural law at work.”
 

 
  “Why, Eid,” Shizaar said, “you’ve found us an unstable pyromaniac. Splendid work.”
 

 
  “Oh, come off it,” the bard said easily. “If you
  
   really
  
  thought she was an unstable pyromaniac, you wouldn’t be insulting her to her face. Anyhow, Arachne, are you curious about the job?”
 

 
  “Less so with each passing moment,” she said, grabbing a handful of Rann’s roasted peas, “but I haven’t left yet. Do go on.”
 

 
  “Then I shall lay the groundwork!” With a single, fluid motion, he straightened from his lazy slouch and retrieved the lute which had been slung over his shoulder, beginning to strum a gentle background melody. “Far to the north of us, occupying the plains between the Wyrnrange and the Golden Sea, lies the would-be kingdom of Mathenon. Founded by a self-exiled noble from Calderaas whose schemes for greater power backfired in his own country, Mathenon seeks to wrest a glorious new civilization from the savage wilderness! Ever been?”
 

 
  “Last time I was up there was during the Hellwars,” Arachne said. “Which, I believe, was the last time
  
   anything
  
  was up there. That’s nothing but prairie and the occasional centaur herd. No fresh water sources, barely adequate farmland, no mineral resources…”
 

 
  Rann frowned, straightening slightly and looking interested for the first time. “You fought in the Hellwars?”
 

 
  “Indeed, you have struck at the heart of Mathenon’s ills!” Eidelaire continued dramatically, ignoring the orc. “Despite the vast swaths of territory
  
   claimed
  
  by the self-proclaimed King Mathen, he
  
   controls
  
  little but the mile or so of subsistence farms outside his muddy little town of a capital and a few outlying villages—and for this honor, he has to fend off regular attacks by centaurs and plains elves. The people mostly stay because they can barely afford to do
  
   that
  
  , and certainly not to move back to more settled territory. Mathenon’s sole profitable resource is that it lies directly on the trade route between the Dwarnskolds and the Tyr Valley. Unfortunately, when he attempted to impose a tax on the dwarven caravans passing through the area, the Kingdom of Venterskald sent a few regiments to express King Yardgren’s opinion of some human trying to claim ownership of routes they had used freely for centuries. In the end, the best Mathenon manages to do is trade
  
   with
  
  the caravans; they do a fairly brisk business in traveling supplies, serving merchant trains and adventurers like ourselves heading into the Wyrnrange or the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “Adventurers into the Wyrnrange?” Arachne raised an eyebrow. “Why? Unless you’re taking on the Venomfont or the Tomb of Sypraxis, there’s nothing in there but dragons. Only idiots try to plunder a dragon’s hoard.”
 

 
  Another silence fell, the three staring at her mutely. Even the lute faltered.
 

 
  “Anyhow,” she continued, seemingly unfazed, “the history lesson is
  
   very
  
  interesting, but…”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s immediately relevant, I assure you,” Eidelaire said. “The point of this recitation is that Mathen is, to put it mildly, a very weak king. He has little power to stop any operations set up within his borders, and if said operation happens to bring some additional commerce his way… Well, he’s not about to kick up a fuss about that, now is he?”
 

 
  “I’m sensing at the end of this ramble is an operation you want stopped,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “There is,” Shizaar interjected. “Sorry, Eidelaire, but you’ll be all night at this if we let you.” She turned her concealing hood to face the elf directly. “Our target has constructed an arena to the south of the capital, Mathenhold, in the foothills of the Wyrnrange itself. There, he is hosting gladiatorial games. His scouts go out to recruit contenders from Mathenon’s villages, dwarf caravans, passing adventurers…whoever they can find. It’s not a populous region, but there are folk there and folk passing through—and plenty of those folk are desperate enough to do what might otherwise be unthinkable for the right price. The
  
   winners
  
  of his grand tournament earn a monetary prize, which is partially distributed among their relatives and neighbors, thus keeping the locals passive and tolerant of his activities.”
 

 
  “Why is this a problem, then?” Arachne asked skeptically. “Gladiatorial fighting is a little crude, but it happens all
  
   over
  
  the place. It sounds like this character is giving a boost to an economy that desperately needs one.”
 

 
  Shizaar drew in a deep breath and let it out in an audible hiss. “The fights…are to the death. The acceptable contenders are exclusively women. Young,
  
   attractive
  
  women. And the
  
   prize
  
  is that the victor spends the year as the arena master’s personal…
  
   consort.
  
  Or at least, unless she perishes during one of the non-tournament bouts he hosts to keep himself and his audiences entertained in the off-season. That happened to the first year’s girl. Last year’s failed to produce a child, which seems to be what he’s after. The third tournament season is just now starting.”
 

 
  Arachne mulled that in silence for a moment. “Well,” she said at last, “it does have a certain barbaric splendor, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “You think so?” Shizaar asked with dangerous calm.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t mistake me,” the elf said. “This asshole needs to die, urgently. Consider me tentatively in, providing there are no more deal-breaking details to be revealed. It’s a worthy cause, so I won’t even gouge you too heavily. What are the specifics? What’s the plan, what’s my role in it, how does it pay?”
 

 
  “Glad you asked!” Eidelaire said brightly. “I’m sure you’ve sussed out the reason behind the somewhat…peculiar requirements I mentioned.”
 

 
  “Creepy requirements, you mean. Most of the people who want specifically female mages, or specifically female anything… Well, I agreed to meet in part because I half-expected to need to vaporize
  
   you
  
  assholes for the same reason you’re going after
  
   this
  
  guy.”
 

 
  “You have decided we’re not assholes, then?” Rann asked mildly.
 

 
  “Tentatively,” she said, winking. He grunted.
 

 
  “We need someone who can infiltrate the arena in the role of a contender,” Shizaar said firmly. “Rann and I can get in easily enough as spectators, and Eidelaire may have some luck opening doors; bards are welcome wherever there’s entertainment planned.”
 

 
  “Or where there’s not!” Eidelaire chimed in.
 

 
  “But,” Shizaar continued, “this will in part be a fact-finding mission. A frontal assault is unlikely to be a viable prospect, considering the small group being sent. We need to be able to penetrate
  
   every
  
  aspect of the operation, which means having a pretty woman to get into the gladiator barracks. I’m afraid
  
   I
  
  won’t do.”
 

 
  She lifted both hands and drew back her hood. Shizaar wasn’t any great beauty, though she had the simple attractiveness of youth and good health. Her dark hair was pulled back in a taut braid, and most strikingly, a silver eagle’s wing tattoo covered half her face, marking her as a Silver Huntress. Enough of the feathers had been filled in to indicate she had an impressive rank for someone her age. The tattoos were sometimes imitated, but nothing except the rites of the Sisterhood of Avei produced that distinct, faintly luminous silver ink.
 

 
  “I,” she said with a dry smile, “would stick out. Our quarry is not fool enough to think a Huntress would be there for any reason except to end his operation.”
 

 
  “Well, that
  
   does
  
  make me feel better about this whole affair,” Arachne said. “If the Sisterhood is funding us, we should be well-equipped and fairly compensated.”
 

 
  “Nobody said the Sisterhood is supporting this mission,” Shizaar said.
 

 
  “No,” Arachne replied, grinning back, “but if they weren’t, you’d have denied it just now. Besides, it’s the only thing that makes any sense. This is
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of thing Avei would go out of her way to address, and not a job that would appeal to most adventurers on its own merits. Also, calling it a ‘mission’ is pretty much a giveaway.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t make that face, Shizaar, she’s got you there,” Eidelaire said cheerfully. “You’re not wrong, Arachne. The original cast of this little drama were selected entirely on the basis of the esteem in which they were held by the Sisters. We’re potentially useful here because we don’t
  
   look
  
  like a passel of Avenists, but each of us has—some more than others—acted in Avei’s service before, and feels reason to do so again.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The elf gave Rann a curious look. He munched on a handful of peas, ignoring it.
 

 
  “However,” Eidelaire continued, “while the up-front pay is, shall we say, modest, there
  
   is
  
  the prospect of significant reward. You will be entitled to a pick of the loot from the arena.”
 

 
  “We’re looting it, now?” she said, folding her arms. “A minute ago this was being pitched to me as a reconnaissance mission.”
 

 
  “Fact-finding is a necessary first step, but it’s only that,” Shizaar replied. “We
  
   are
  
  being sent to put an end to this operation. Exactly
  
   how
  
  we go about doing so will depend upon what we find; our current information is rather vague. The arena may enjoy considerable support among the local populace, which would make things difficult. If we cannot organize any kind of uprising, it might come down to assassinating the arena master.”
 

 
  “I don’t see why that isn’t Plan A,” Arachne said.
 

 
  “Well,” the bard replied, wincing, “that’s for the same reason that there’s the prospect of substantial treasure to be distributed when it’s done. We don’t know if anyone’s actually
  
   tried
  
  to kill Zanzayed the Blue, but we can safely say no one has succeeded.”
 

 
  Another pause fell, during which she stared at him, then at Shizaar.
 

 
  “By ‘the Blue,” she said, “you mean…?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Shizaar nodded. “Blue dragon.”
 

 
  “All…right,” Arachne said slowly. “I take it back. I’m gonna gouge you a
  
   little.”
  
 

 
  “And now you see why we needed you,” Eidelaire said. “We not only need a fairly good-looking woman, but someone who knows her way around arcane magic.”
 

 
  “Hold up,” she interrupted. “What happened to your
  
   last
  
  mage? In the market you said you had, and I quote, ‘a sudden opening.’”
 

 
  Shizaar snorted loudly.
 

 
  “Raitha is indisposed,” Eidelaire said carefully.
 

 
  
   “How
  
  indisposed?”
 

 
  “The clap,” Rann said. “Darese shingles, looked like.”
 

 
  “You
  
   looked?”
  
  Shizaar exclaimed.
 

 
  “I’m the healer,” he said with a shrug. Arachne, meanwhile, was visibly trying not to grin. “Anyhow, that’s the downside of this area being so dedicated to Avei. There’s not a temple to Izara for miles in any direction. Means there are whores here who cater to anybody, and noplace nearby to get treated for what you
  
   always
  
  get from whores.”
 

 
  “Rann, we talked about this,” Eidelaire said gently. “This whole thing isn’t a suitable discussion for mixed company. It’s not delicate.”
 

 
  The orc grunted. “The more you explain what is and isn’t delicate, the more certain I am I don’t want to be, either.”
 

 
  “This Raitha sounds like a good time,” Arachne said, grinning openly now.
 

 
  Shizaar sighed. “Yes, fine, enjoy your amusement at a good woman’s expense. The
  
   point
  
  is, we have a need, and you fit the bill. Knowing what you do now, are you still interested?”
 

 
  “I hope you’re not thinking of…
  
   duking
  
  it out with this Zanzibar character.”
 

 
  “Zanzayed,” Shizaar corrected.
 

 
  “Whatever. My point is, there are
  
   very
  
  few mages who are capable of matching a blue dragon, even if he’s a young one, for power.”
 

 
  “And you’re not one of those few?” Rann asked.
 

 
  “That’s beside the issue,” Arachne said, scowling. “Those few who
  
   can
  
  wouldn’t try to
  
   do
  
  it. The only certainty is collateral damage. A contest between mages isn’t like arm wrestling; how much power a person has matters much less than how they use it. Dragons
  
   think
  
  quickly, faster than most mortals, and they have entire senses that none of us do. Out-magicking a blue dragon is very much not a probability.”
 

 
  “As was said earlier,” Eidelaire said, “a frontal assault was never part of our plan. If it does come to taking out Zanzayed, the word used, I believe, was ‘assassination.’ Dragons
  
   have
  
  been killed, you know. Generally by adventurers, not armies or wizards.”
 

 
  “Adventurers?” She snorted expressively. “Hands of Avei, maybe. Archmages. Arch
  
   demons.”
  
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Shizaar said. “Others have done it; all it takes is being well-coordinated and competent. Zanzayed shares the weakness of most of his kind: he has lacked meaningful challenges for a very long time. We have every chance of taking him by surprise if we are careful.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Arachne mused, frowning into the distance and rubbing her chin. “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but is ‘asking politely’ one of our possible plans? With dragons, you can often get further with diplomacy than anything else.”
 

 
  “We’ll consider that among other alternatives when we get there and have looked around,” said Shizaar. “I really don’t expect him to be amenable to talking about it, however. If that still looks likely when we’ve examined the situation, it’s probably better not to try; that would only warn him of our presence and intentions.”
 

 
  Eidelaire chuckled. “’Tael nae d’Wyrn,’ as the saying goes.”
 

 
  Rann frowned at him. “What is that gibberish?”
 

 
  “It’s Tanglic,” said Arachne. “’Don’t tell the Wyrm,’ though what that means…”
 

 
  “It’s a proverb from back home,” Eidelaire said airily. “Yes, that’s the
  
   translation,
  
  but what it
  
   means,
  
  roughly, is ‘you can’t tell a dragon anything.’”
 

 
  “Did you say ‘wyrn’ or ‘wyrm?’” Shizaar asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Same word, mispronounced as it travels around languages,” he said, straightening up and smiling. “It’s actually really fascinating how—”
 

 
  “Things which are interesting to bards are not necessarily interesting to normal people,” Arachne interrupted. “All right, enough jibber jabber, I’m in. So let’s talk details. How
  
   do
  
  you get rid of a horny dragon?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The journey overland from northern Viridill to the wild territory in which the “kingdom” of Mathenon sat took nearly two months on foot. The party was prevented from acquiring mounts because Rann refused to use any feet from his own for spiritual reasons, and Shizaar approved this, as it suited her own inclination to scout ahead and to the group’s flanks as they ventured into the wilderness. Eidelaire bemoaned this delay and discomfort, but Arachne seemed to have no opinion one way or another.
 

 
  Only a few days from the town, just out of sight of the mountaintop Temple complex itself, they were intercepted and pursued by about twice their number of Narisian drow, ultimately taking shelter in an abandoned shrine to some forgotten deity driven away Avei’s worship long ago. It conveniently was made of sturdy marble and had only one door. Arachne was able to put a barrier across this which held against the drow’s attacks, magical and physical, without seeming effort.
 

 
  They were only besieged a few hours before being rescued by four Silver Huntresses and three times that number of soldiers from the League of Avei; the drow, ever pragmatic, fled at the first sight of a significant force rather than waste their numbers in a losing fight.
 

 
  Ultimately, they spent the night at the shrine, along with their new friends, with whom Shizaar eagerly exchanged news. The troops seemed leery of Rann, but the stoic orc never gave anyone cause for hostility. From this encounter, they learned that the pass they had intended to use was blocked by a rockfall; efforts were underway to clear it, but this was likely to be the work of months.
 

 
  The obstruction meant they had to go around the mountains rather than through them. They were already near the edge of the Viridill range, but this still meant a wide swing to the east and back, which added weeks to the journey. Shizaar became increasingly stingy with provisions; she hunted game for them nearly every day, and Rann foraged skillfully for edible vegetation. They never faced real hunger, nor thirst, even as they left the foothills behind and set forth into the prairie, for Arachne was able to conjure water at need. It tasted flat and stale, but hydrated the body when natural sources couldn’t be found.
 

 
  North they traveled, with the forbidding black peaks of the Wyrnrange rising on their left. The mountains provided some shade as the days wore into their hottest hours, which came as a blessing, as the heat of the prairie was fierce at this time of year. Rann’s magic could soothe bodily aches, and he offered herbal salves against sunburn; Arachne could summon small clouds to provide shade, and even cooling mist at times, though she reserved this luxury for extremely hot days. Throwing arcane magic around, she said, was a sure way to attract the prairie’s denizens. The mage felt she could probably reason with plains elves, but if centaurs fell upon them there would be nothing for it but to fight.
 

 
  Despite the roughness of the travel, the group made good time, none of their number holding them back. Shizaar and Rann, of course, were hardy and well accustomed to the outdoors; Eidelaire, despite his foppish appearance and mannerisms, walked without complaint or apparent discomfort, even entertaining his companions with songs and stories as they went. Arachne described herself as a “city girl,” but even so had no more trouble with the pace and the elements than any of them. She
  
   did
  
  complain, but only periodically, and in the good-natured manner of someone who just liked the sound of her own voice.
 

 
  For the most part they did manage to avoid conflict. Three times bands of plains elves appeared in the distance; on each occasion, Arachne placed herself between them and the party, and the groups always retreated back into the prairie after several hours, and without coming close enough to be clearly seen. Arachne insisted they were within the range of elvish eyes, though, which was the point. Avoiding parties of centaurs was a more serious matter, and whenever Rann’s invisible (except to him) spirit companions warned of their approach, the group cut westward toward the mountains.
 

 
  Though this worked well enough most of the time, they were twice pursued. Both times, Arachne and Rann’s magics proved sufficient to drive the small bands away before they came in range of Shizaar’s bow. An entire herd veered toward them midway through their journey, however, forcing them to retreat right into the foothills, where the centaurs would not follow, but which held their own dangers.
 

 
  The Wyrnrange was so named because it was known to be dragon territory; only gnomes passed through the mountains with impunity, and only because they treated dragons politely and had been taught draconic etiquette which they did not share with outsiders. There were rumored groups of dragonsworn deep in the mountains, of entire villages devoted to the service of one wyrm or another, though of course the party never progressed far enough in to find any such.
 

 
  All in all, the journey was an adventure, though a minor one by the standards of all four of them; Eidelaire didn’t consider any of their encounters worth composing a song about. It served them well, however. Despite the fortunate lack of reasons to fight, they did learn to get along and anticipate one another’s movements to an extent, and were not a group of complete strangers when their destination hove into view.
 

 
  Once they veered back onto the plains, it was only another six days of walking before the dark battlements of Zanzayed’s arena appeared on the northern horizon. Now began the true adventure.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was a lonely scar upon the prairie. Made of the dark volcanic stone of the Wyrnrange, the arena was distant enough from even the foothills that hauling its pieces out here had to have been a significant effort—though not so much as that represented by the massive timbers which also went into its construction. They were clearly of Wyrnrange pine, but those grew even deeper into the mountains. Harvesting resources from land patrolled by dragons was an ominous prospect indeed. The arena was roughly made, sturdy but clearly not intended to be a great edifice. It might well last the test of ages, though, simply due to its solid construction. Its sheer size would have represented years of work by mortal hands, or perhaps weeks of work by a combination of such hands and the magics of a blue dragon.
 

 
  Or perhaps mortals had not been involved at all.
 

 
  It had entrances on three sides, apparently—each cardinal direction except west. The main gate on the east side, through which they passed, opened onto a dirt road which cut through an improvised huddle of inns, shops and lean-to dwellings, with tents scattered around their periphery. Three years on, some few of the buildings were starting to take on a little permanence, though none looked like they would survive a significant storm. There was another town within view to the northeast, and another small road leading to it. The arena’s little community lay along a path to the old dwarven trade road which ran nearby, from which most of its commerce flowed.
 

 
  Deciding not to do anything so overtly suspicious as circle around the walls studying them, the group from Viridill had bought their tickets—four coppers apiece, to Rann’s utter disgust—and made their way in. They had to pause almost immediately in the welcome shadow of a long tunneled achway while Eidelaire attempted to shmooze the gate guards for information.
 

 
  “I want to punch that guy,” Rann growled, glaring at the roughly-armored guard who had taken their money.
 

 
  “We all want to punch the guy,” Arachne said soothingly, patting his shoulder. “Patience.”
 

 
  “Because he is part of an utterly villainous scheme, or because the tickets are overpriced?” Shizaar asked dryly.
 

 
  Rann grunted. “Second one. People caught up in villainous schemes are usually just trying to survive. Four coppers, though? Robbery.”
 

 
  “Not the friendliest staff I’ve ever had the pleasure of interacting with,” Eidelaire commented, swaggering back over to them. “That fellow gets
  
   no
  
  tip, just in case anyone was tempted.”
 

 
  “Damn,” Arachne said, deadpan. “Now I have to recalculate my whole budget.”
 

 
  “You weren’t able to learn anything useful?” Shizaar asked.
 

 
  “Oh, I very much doubt he
  
   knew
  
  anything useful,” the bard replied with an eloquent shrug. “I was looking for an in, but this isn’t a friendly, talkative sort of guard. He’s more the ‘not my bloody job’ kind of guard. To play that angle I’m going to have to hunt down somebody in some degree of charge. Ah, well! Shall we?”
 

 
  Almost everyone they passed gave them curious looks; they were an interesting-looking party. Orcs were a rare sight in this region, as were wood elves, and Eidelaire’s lute and flute case drew eager smiles. Everyone was happy to see a bard, even if their entertainment was already being provided. At least they were focused enough on the games that nobody stopped him to ask for a song. Shizaar drew more than her share of suspicion, as was only to be expected, considering how she kept her hood drawn well over her face. It wasn’t really optional, though. Considering what was going on in this arena, any sign of a Silver Huntress would immediately be taken as a threat.
 

 
  They climbed a flight of broad stairs along with the other spectators ascending, mostly an easily-distinguishable mix of beaten-down-looking farm folk from nearby and better-dressed traveling merchants and members of their retinues. The steps led to the actual seats of the arena—nothing fancy, of course, just rising rings with low benches. They had a roof, however, shading the spectators and leaving only the arena floor to be beaten upon by the prairie sun. People milled about, sitting, talking, watching the show, some lurking in dark corners at the rear of the stands, clearly up to no good.
 

 
  To avoid the appearance of being up to equally no good—for those shady characters were getting scrutiny both from fellow customers and the guards that occasionally passed through—the party took seats at the very front, after traveling far enough to find a spot where they had no neighbors within earshot. There, they set to studying their environs.
 

 
  Banners hung from the pillars holding up the roof, decorating the arena; they were plain blue, with no device. Two especially long ones flanked the box which perched on the western side of the stands, walled off from the common seating areas and furnished much more extravagantly, to judge by the scraps of curtain and carpeting visible. It had its own blue silk awning, positioned to shade the box and also protect it from view; its occupants sat well back from the edge, deep in the shadows. Arachne peered at this through narrowed eyes for a while, her elven vision apparently enough to penetrate the gloom, though the others didn’t press her for details at that time.
 

 
  Interestingly, the rare guards were all female, and wore leather armor that, while clearly ceremonial (it was designed more to display than to protect) was well-fitted to each of them. They carried spears and short swords which were starkly functional, and though they strutted a bit, each of the women were muscular and held those weapons in a way that suggested they were acquainted with their use.
 

 
  “Apparently there’s a career to be had here even if you don’t win,” Eidelaire murmured.
 

 
  “That’s not what my intelligence suggested,” Shizaar replied.
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  Below, there were several things going on, seemingly without rhyme or reason. Three separate pairs dueled on the arena floor; around its periphery was set up an obstacle course, with women running it at various stages. Looking from above, it wasn’t obvious where the thing began or ended, and nobody seemed to be supervising.
 

 
  As they watched, a girl who couldn’t have been out of her teens was knocked backward by her opponent, who appeared little older but had a full head of height on her. The taller woman’s spear made good use of that asset, particularly against her sword-wielding foe.
 

 
  The younger woman tried to rise and got a jab in the chest with the butt of the spear for her trouble. She rolled nimbly to the side, evading another such jab, but as she finally bounded to her feet was immediately sent crashing down again, her legs swept out from under her by the long haft of the weapon.
 

 
  The spear-carrier stomped hard on her foe’s hand, forcing her to drop the blade and eliciting a shriek of pain, audible even over the mix of groans and cheers from the half-filled stands. Grinning savagely, the taller woman raised her weapon overhead, point aimed downward.
 

 
  “Alethia,” a voice rang out, its tone mild but its volume clearly amplified by magic, “you know my rules. Control yourself.”
 

 
  The spear-wielder flinched, then paused, halting her attack, and said something to her foe which was lost in the noise of the crowd. She apparently didn’t like whatever response she got, for she spun the spear to reverse it and slammed the butt down on the swordswoman’s midsection.
 

 
  The younger girl curled up on herself, retching and gasping, and the victor stepped back, raising her weapon overhead in both hands and pumping it up and down, grinning up at the roar of approbation from the crowd. She finally turned and planted it point-down in the dirt, bowing deeply toward the box, from which came no audible response.
 

 
  “Now that
  
   is
  
  interesting,” Eidelaire said, pointing; the fallen swordswoman was being helped up by another woman in a pale dress. Though all the contenders they could see, either dueling or running the obstacle course, were human, the one now helping the defeated combatant limp from the arena was an elf. “For
  
   several
  
  reasons.”
 

 
  “She’s local,” Arachne said. “Or relatively so. A plains elf, anyway.”
 

 
  “How can you tell?” Rann asked curiously. “Tribal markings?”
 

 
  “It’s the shape of the ears, old fellow,” Eidelaire said with a wink. “Wood elves have ears that stick straight up, like our companion’s, here. Plains elves have horizontal ones, like that. Out to the sides. More
  
   immediately,
  
  I noted that they don’t seem to be big on killing, here.”
 

 
  “At least not in these games,” Shizaar murmured. “They seem rather…preliminary. Disorganized at least.”
 

 
  Arachne flagged down a vendor who had been shouting about hot wine, bread and sausage.
 

 
  “The fights aren’t to the death?” she asked him casually as she handed over coins and accepted snacks for the group.
 

 
  The man brayed a laugh, revealing a mouth only half-full of teeth. “Haw! Waste of good womanflesh, that. The master, he ain’t the wasteful type, see? Nah, the girls get their exercise, and them as gets too bloodthirsty, they gets disqualified, see? The Big Z’s after a dragonmother—wants a good fighter, not a crazy bitch. ‘Ere, now, you plannin’ on steppin’ into the ring?” He eyed her up and down, which made Shizaar stiffen, but his look was more curious than lustful. “Dunno much ’bout elves, beggn’ yer pardon. You don’t look too scrappy, but mebbe that’s just how your kind is.”
 

 
  “Up to a point, yes,” she said dryly. “What about the elf who helped that gladiator off?”
 

 
  “Aye, the menders is all elves. A plains tribe what helps out the Master. You lot enjoy that, now!”
 

 
  He moved off, hawking his wares again.
 

 
  “This is terrible,” said Rann, who had already eaten half his share.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure you’ve had worse,” Eidelaire said with a grin.
 

 
  “Hn,” the orc grunted, nodding. “It’s better than I was expecting. Better than most arena food. Still crap.”
 

 
  “It seems your intelligence was in error, then,” Arachne commented to Shizaar, who was holding a piece of bread-wrapped sausage without making any move with it toward her face.
 

 
  “Indeed. This is why we do recon before attacking anyone.”
 

 
  “We’ve learned some interesting things already,” Eidelaire commented, watching another injured gladiator being removed by elves. This one was fully unconscious, and had to be carried off by two of them, one male, one female. “For the time being, I suggest was park it here, get a feel for how the games proceed. Perhaps we’ll hear some more from our scaly friend, too.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Arachne murmured. “For now, sure. Later, though… Are we staying in the town?”
 

 
  “In the village,” Shizaar said. “I don’t trust the inn nearby. We can lay more plans there, but at the moment, our talents might be better used splitting up.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Eidelaire commented, discreetly nibbling around the gristle in his sausage. “I’ll get myself into circulation anon.
  
   Everyone
  
  talks to a bard.”
 

 
  “And I’ll slip below and have a word with the
  
   staff,”
  
  Arachne said more grimly. “I would
  
   very
  
  much like to know what the hell elves think they’re doing participating in this nonsense.”
 

 
  “Rann and I had probably better remain up here,” Shizaar said, getting a grunt of agreement from the orc. “There’s little acceptable excuse for us to be poking around below, and someone
  
   should
  
  stay and try to learn the rhythms of these…games. That being the case, though, I think you two can get started as soon as possible.”
 

 
  “In a bit,” Arachne said distractedly, then leaned forward over the rail, shouting. “Oh, come on,
  
   hit
  
  her! You’re not even trying!”
 

 
  Shizaar sighed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The village was easily visible from the arena, but distance on the prairie was deceptive. It was a good hour’s walk to reach it, and they didn’t set out until near dusk when their various investigations were complete. It was dark by the time they arrived, and then they had to find an inn with space available. Fortunately the little town had multiple inns, due to its proximity to the trade route; unfortunately, due to the arena and the presence of several merchant caravans, there was not much space to be had. Eventually they had to settle for a single room, at a price that made Rann grind his teeth.
 

 
  Once there, though, they saved money by eating the remains of their provisions around the room’s little fire and talking in privacy, Arachne having warded the walls against eavesdroppers.
 

 
  “It’s pragmatism, not any particular desire to participate,” the mage was saying. “At least according to the two I spoke to, and I see no reason to argue with them. The dozen or so elves here feel they can do some good by making themselves useful, mostly as healers; their tribe is staying out of sight of the caravan route, but they’re nearby. Close enough to be fetched by runner within a few days. They
  
   aren’t
  
  about to go toe-to-toe with the dragon, but… Both of them hinted broadly that if somebody turned up with a
  
   plan
  
  and a worthwhile chance of bringing Zanzayed down, they’d be inclined to be helpful.”
 

 
  “Allies, then,” Rann grunted.
 

 
  “Possibly,” Arachne said, frowning. “There are a lot of uncertainties, there. Depends on what they’d consider a worthwhile chance…and even so, what they’d be willing to do. Elves are cautious as a rule; any plan that involves attacking him outright isn’t likely to impress them. Let me emphasize that I got
  
   hints,
  
  not promises.”
 

 
  “This will not be done in a day,” Shizaar mused. “I am reassured that women are not being slain over this frivolity. We have time, at least, to lay plans.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t that change the entire character of the matter, though?” Eidelaire asked. “Don’t hit me, Shizaar, but… If he’s not killing women, is this
  
   really
  
  something that needs to be stopped?”
 

 
  “It’s a lot less urgent,” Arachne said before the Huntress could reply, perhaps luckily for Eidelaire. “Yes, he’s contributing to the economy and providing entertainment…”
 

 
  “From what
  
   I
  
  learned,” the bard said, “the gifts victorious girls bring back to their own families are substantial. Perhaps trivial to a dragon with a solid hoard to his name, but beyond the dreams of peasant folk like these. Only those who make the semifinals and above win anything, but still, that’s a significant boost for each family affected and a lesser one for everybody with whom they do business. I ask again, if he’s not killing the girls, where’s the harm?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t finished,” Arachne said sharply. “The
  
   harm
  
  is that he’s training all these people to be dependent on his handouts, to pursue
  
   this
  
  foolishness instead of their own livelihoods, to judge the intrinsic value of their sisters and daughters by their youth and physical beauty. These are the first steps toward completely overthrowing a society. In
  
   settled
  
  places, there will be temples, governments and cultural institutions to counteract the influence of people like Zanzayed; out
  
   here,
  
  he’s going to become some kind of savage warlord this way. Bad enough if that’s his intention; worse if means to just fly off when he has what he wants and leave everybody to welter in the barbarism he’s fostered. So, yes, it’s less urgent. Maybe not a matter that was worth rushing across the countryside to put an immediate stop to. Still something that deserves to be addressed, however. I might not have agreed to come if I’d known this was all we’d find, but we’re
  
   here,
  
  and I think this is still worth doing.”
 

 
  “Zanzayed seems the kind of asshole who needs to be stopped,” Rann said. “But perhaps not the kind who needs to die.”
 

 
  “Well said,” Arachne replied with a grin.
 

 
  “Have you ever studied Avenist theology?” Shizaar asked the mage. “You explain some of its points very clearly.”
 

 
  “That’s a discussion for another time,” Arachne said evasively. “More urgently, can we go back to the very first suggestion I made, back in Viridill? Zanzayed isn’t depraved enough to be murdering women for his amusement; perhaps he can still be talked down from this idiocy.”
 

 
  “It’s worth considering,” Shizaar allowed.
 

 
  “Tael nae d’Wyrn,” Eidelaire quoted, grinning.
 

 
  “Stop
  
   saying
  
  that,” Arachne snapped.
 

 
  “Anyway,” he went on, “if we’re agreed this doesn’t need to be resolved in any crashing hurry, I’ll have time to do some more poking around. I
  
   might
  
  even be able to get an audience with His Blueness himself!” He winked. “Like I keep telling you guys,
  
   everybody
  
  loves a bard.”
 

 
  “Everybody who hasn’t traveled with one,” Rann muttered.
 

 
  “That being decided,” Shizaar said, standing, “I am going to return to the arena.”
 

 
  “What?” Arachne frowned. “Now?”
 

 
  “It is dark, and will be relatively empty,” the Huntress said, already moving toward the window. She pushed open its shutters, peering out. “I am more than capable of moving stealthily, at need, and this is a good opportunity to familiarize myself with the layout. I might learn something useful, besides.”
 

 
  “There’s stealth, and then there’s stealth,” Arachne warned. “The elves don’t sleep there, but they keep odd hours. I’m no expert on the magic of plains elves; I won’t promise they can’t detect you creeping around.”
 

 
  “They may also be willing to aid us, you said,” Shizaar replied calmly. “I will be careful, Arachne. I consider this a risk worth taking; it is not my intention to confront anyone. Meet me in the stands tomorrow.”
 

 
  With that curt farewell, she vanished over the sill. There wasn’t even a sound of her hitting the ground below.
 

 
  Eidelaire sighed, getting up to pull the window shut. “Well, I guess she’s getting out of paying the entrance fee tomorrow. If we’re going to be around long, we should see if there are season passes available.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There were a variety of games being played at any given time. There were the straightforward gladiatorial bouts, of course, and even those came in different types. Duels were crowd-pleasers, especially when taking place between two popular gladiators, but there were also wider melees with multiple combatants, and engagements of small teams.
 

 
  In addition to the hand-to-hand combat, there were timed races, both of foot speed and through the obstacle course. Athletic contests of various kinds also occurred; archery and javelin-throwing, unsurprisingly, were popular, but there were also displays of weight lifting, high-jumping and various other feats which amounted to little more than party tricks.
 

 
  The arena never allowed spectators to forget its true purpose, however. While shows of martial prowess predominated, they never went long without pausing for displays of feminine beauty. Contestants danced to the sound of a small group of musicians, posed in various states of undress, and wrestled. Nude. In mud.
 

 
  “It’d degrading and exploitative, to be sure,” Arachne mused, rubbing her chin as she stared thoughtfully down at two lithe, barely-clothed young women having what could only be described as a dance-off. They alternated playing to the crowd with showing very aggressive body language at each other. She’d seen a few exotic dancers in her time, but rarely any so lean and muscular. “Still… It almost seems churlish to complain about that when women elsewhere are being forced into prostitution and all manner of subjugation.”
 

 
  “Hn.”
 

 
  “However all this ends, Zanzayed is going to leave behind more than a handful of young women who are less likely than most to be dragged into a corner by some thug.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “The real problem here is economics. None of the prizes he’s paying out
  
   compare
  
  to what he rakes in. Especially when the bookies work for him, which I’ll bet my ears they all do. Admission fees alone are exorbitant, and what the shitty food costs… The brilliance of it is he’s got a total monopoly on entertainment in the whole area. The locals have nothing to do but farm and contemplate their grim futures, and the caravaners and adventurers
  
   love
  
  having something to stop and watch in the middle of this wilderness.”
 

 
  “Nhn.”
 

 
  “If half of what Eidelaire’s heard this morning is true, Zanzayed’s gradually drawing in every musician and artist in the kingdom, not to mention monopolizing the blacksmiths, leatherworkers, stonemasons,
  
   healers…
  
  He’s suborning the entire economy bit by bit, and Mathen can’t do a damn thing about it. I wonder if Blue boy is doing this on purpose, or just doesn’t care, as long as it gets him what he wants.”
 

 
  “Mm.”
 

 
  “It’s believable he’s having trouble conceiving. Dragons don’t breed easily, and most of the ways they have around it are the province of the greens. Arcane magic doesn’t lend itself readily to biological effects.”
 

 
  “Mhm.”
 

 
  “Either way…he’s going to leave the economy of this whole region in tatters when he leaves.
  
   If
  
  he leaves. Do you suppose that’s worse than him actually overthrowing the kingdom? Dragon-led nations have existed, but they tend to attract all manner of violence from their neighbors.”
 

 
  “Hmp.”
 

 
  “I wonder… If
  
   we
  
  chase him off, we’ll be doing a lot of that damage ourselves. Makes you stop and consider, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “Hn.”
 

 
  She glanced up at him and spoke more gently.
 

 
  “She’ll be all right, Rann.”
 

 
  The orc’s broad shoulders swelled in a huge sigh. “She should have met us long since.”
 

 
  “She said ‘tomorrow.’ It’s still tomorrow.”
 

 
  “It’s past noon!”
 

 
  “Shizaar can handle herself as well as
  
   any
  
  of us,” the elf said, patting his shoulder.
 

 
  “This place is simply not
  
   big
  
  enough for an experienced scout to take so long to investigate it,” he growled. “And
  
   now
  
  , and for half the day, it has been
  
   active.
  
  Something has gone wrong. What do your ears tell you?”
 

 
  “A great deal of irrelevant minutia,” she said, removing her gaze from the dancers below to scan the stands. “The thousand tiny dramas that occur whenever you get this many people under one roof. There’s a dead spot, though, over there.” She nodded across the way at Zanzayed’s shaded box. “Silence from within, and I can feel the magic laid over it.”
 

 
  “That’s where she is,” Rann growled, starting to rise. “She’s being held—”
 

 
  “Stop!” Arachne snapped, yanking him back down by the shoulder. She hadn’t a fraction of his muscle; he clearly sat because he chose to, but at least he did. “There’s no reason to think Zanzayed is planning to entrap us. A sonic dead zone is a
  
   very
  
  basic privacy measure when he’s clearly taking women to bed and has a staff consisting partly of
  
   elves.
  
  Besides, not hearing Shizaar doesn’t particularly worry me, either; I can’t hear her half the time when she goes off scouting. I’ve noticed that with other Silver Huntresses. Some gift of Avei. It’s not time to panic yet, Rann.”
 

 
  “Then when will it be time?” he muttered. Abruptly, the orc stiffened. “Something is about to happen.”
 

 
  “Something?” She looked down at the arena floor again, then around at the stands. “What?”
 

 
  “The rhythm. Can you not see it? These two days there have been general entertainments, usually multiple events at once. When they all lead toward a conclusion, there is always a change of venue. See?”
 

 
  Indeed, the dancers had finished their performance, to a chorus of hoots and whistles from the audience. There were also a few runners staggering to a halt at the end of their track, looking slightly winded and more than slightly annoyed; their event had clearly not been the center of attention while the dance was going on. A pair of duelists had just finished up and one was being carried out, the winner looking as cheated as the racers; a last duel was still in session, but obviously coming to an end, one woman limping and being chased in futile circles by a more agile opponent.
 

 
  “Eidelaire’s coming back this way,” Arachne murmured, cocking her head to listen. The bard was not yet in view.
 

 
  Rann nodded. “He saw what I saw. Bards are sensitive to these rhythms.”
 

 
  “Rhythms in general, I should think.”
 

 
  The reaction from the crowd stole the show from the dancers when the wounded, retreating gladiator suddenly sprung forward from her “injured” leg, slamming the pommel of her sword into her opponent’s throat and decisively wiping the victorious smirk from her face. The other woman went down, gagging and clutching at her neck; the victor brandished her blade, grinning despite being unable to stand up properly.
 

 
  “Nothing?” Eidelaire asked under the cover of wild cheering as he rejoined them.
 

 
  “Nothing pertinent to us,” Arachne replied. “Did you
  
   see
  
  that? I’m thinking of financing one of these arenas myself. That was
  
   awesome.”
  
 

 
  “I’ll refrain from telling Shizaar you said that,” he promised solemnly.
 

 
  “If we ever
  
   see
  
  her again,” Rann growled.
 

 
  “It’s about at the point where I think we can start worrying,” Arachne said grudgingly. “I have trouble imagining what could keep her from reporting back to us by now.”
 

 
  “I think we passed that point a few hours ago,” the bard replied, frowning. “The question becomes, what to do about it? Whatever she ran afoul of was either the dragon himself or one of his agents. Something that we should hesitate to challenge.”
 

 
  “It would be
  
   wise
  
  to hesitate,” Rann said. “That doesn’t mean we
  
   should.”
  
 

 
  The roar of the crowd had diminished notably, but at its sudden swell, all three of them turned to see what the source was.
 

 
  Zanzayed the Blue had finally made his appearance.
 

 
  He had stepped up to the small balcony on the front of his shaded box, and now stood with his arms spread, smirking smugly as he accepted the adulation of the crowd. There was enough adulation that he didn’t look at all foolish in the process; clearly he was a popular figure here. He could have passed for a half-elf, if not for his jewel-like eyes and cobalt hair. He was also extremely effeminate, and not merely because of his delicate features. His hair was waist-length and brushed to a glossy sheen, held back with extravagantly jeweled combs; he wore a rich blue silk robe so thoroughly embroidered with golden thread that the overall effect was nearly green when one squinted.
 

 
  “Are we all enjoying the show?” the dragon asked, his voice a calm and conversational tone which nonetheless boomed throughout the arena.
 

 
  The crowd roared even more vigorously.
 

 
  “I think,” Eidelaire noted, “if we end up having to fight this guy, we won’t be able to count on much local support.”
 

 
  “Let’s try not to fight the dragon,” Arachne said. “If he won’t see reason, we’ll work out how to assassinate him.”
 

 
  Rann grunted.
 

 
  “I’m glad to see so many faces here today,” the dragon said, grinning. “Because I have a
  
   special
  
  treat for you all!”
 

 
  “I have a terrible feeling,” Rann muttered as the crowd brayed around them again, “that I know what’s about to happen.”
 

 
  Four women had appeared from floor-level doorways next to Zanzayed’s box and paced toward the middle of the arena, where they took up positions roughly encircling its center.
 

 
  “You know the front-runners in the tournament, I’m sure,” the dragon said, “but I think these ladies have
  
   more
  
  than earned an introduction! From the sunny shores of the far West, she has come in search of…”
 

 
  “He’s actually quite the showman,” Eidelaire commented as the dragon continued, pausing as the first gladiatrix’s introduction concluded to a roar of approbation from the spectators. “You don’t often see that in these ancient, powerful immortal types. They rarely have a need to impress anyone.”
 

 
  “How ancient is he?” Rann asked, scowling. “He behaves like a self-important youth. From the dress on down.”
 

 
  “Something happening in the middle, there,” Arachne said as the introductions continued. “He’s setting up a spell right between the four of them…”
 

 
  “A spell?” Ran frowned. “What kind?”
 

 
  “Mm… Oh, I see, it’s actually a few woven together. Basic teleportation spell; he’s about to deposit something in the center. You don’t usually see that set up in advance, but he’s woven some visual effects into it. You’re right, Eid, he’s got a flair for the dramatic.”
 

 
  “Yep,” the bard said, his attention below. “And it looks like we’re about to see the main event.”
 

 
  “…any of them stand up to what I’m about to show you?” Zanzayed was crowing, having whipped the crowd into a veritable frenzy. “We’ll just have to see, won’t we? For the arena has a
  
   new
  
  contender, an agent of far-away enemies sent to sabotage your fun, my good people, and now destined to be part of it: A real, live, in the flesh Silver Huntress!”
 

 
  Arachne and Eidelaire grabbed Rann by both shoulders, barely preventing him from lunging to his feet and vaulting over the rail into the arena itself.
 

 
  Sparks and jets of blue flame flew; smoke billowed forth, then formed into elaborate patterns as it drifted upward and faded. When the flash and flare had subsided, standing in the center of the arena was Shizaar, her hood gone, revealing her tattooed face to the crowd.
 

 
  She appeared unhappy, but unhurt. Her wrists were chained together behind her back and she’d been dressed in a pale leather outfit that was clearly of plains elf design, though someone had embroidered it with flashy golden eagle icons, clearly demonstrating her affiliation.
 

 
  The crowd booed obediently; the four gladiators held their weapons at the ready, glaring at the Huntress. Shizaar turned slowly, ignoring the crowd, and gave each of them a short, calculating look before turning her gaze on Zanzayed.
 

 
  “How ironic are the twists of fate,” the dragon said, grinning. “Who knows, my dear Huntress, you may find yourself
  
   winning
  
  my little tourney. I can’t help thinking you would be a
  
   splendid
  
  mother.”
 

 
  “You are beyond contemptible,” Shizaar snapped, her voice echoing clearly. The onlookers jeered.
 

 
  “Okay, new plan,” Arachne said, releasing Rann. “Subtle is now off the table; we’re not leaving her down there.”
 

 
  “She can probably take those four—”
 

 
  “That is
  
   utterly
  
  irrelevant, Eidelaire,” the mage snapped. “He is not going to
  
   do
  
  this to one of our companions. I will hold the asshole’s attention.
  
   You
  
  two get everyone out of the arena.”
 

 
  “What?” Rann exclaimed. “Why?
  
   How?”
  
 

 
  “Because any means I have at my disposal of holding his attention are going to result in widespread damage,” she said grimly. “Let’s not have any slain bystanders on our consciences if we can avoid it.” Below, Zanzayed was still chattering at Shizaar, working the crowd again.
 

 
  “That leaves how,” Eidelaire remarked.
 

 
  “You’re a shaman with spirit companions and a freaking
  
   bard.
  
  If you can’t move a bunch of frenzied, half-drunk idiots, I have no hope for the world.”
 

 
  With that and no more ado, Arachne leaped over the rail, landing nimbly on the packed dirt below.
 

 
  The tone of the crowd changed, confused murmurs rising, as the elf strode toward the gathering in the center. Zanzayed broke off mid-exhortation, turning his attention on her.
 

 
  “What’s all this? I’m sorry, darling, but there is a
  
   procedure
  
  if you want to compete. Speak to the guards for an escort to the barracks. This is a
  
   scheduled
  
  event.”
 

 
  “Schedule’s changed,” Arachne announced, her voice echoing throughout the arena the same way his was. Zanzayed lifted his eyebrows at that. “I have had enough of this nonsense. The Huntress is with me; you will release her immediately.”
 

 
  “And why on earth
  
   should
  
  I?” he asked mildly. “I frankly resent her imposition here. Do
  
   I
  
  send agents out to meddle with Avei’s love life? Then again,” he added with a smirk, “perhaps if she
  
   had
  
  one we’d have no need for this conversation.”
 

 
  The laughter from the stands only deepened Shizaar’s scowl.
 

 
  “I was just wondering,” Arachne snapped, “whether the point of your operation here is to throw the economy of the whole region into shambles, or if that’s simply a side effect you don’t care about. What happens to this place when you get bored or get what you came for and leave? What happens to all these people?
  
   These
  
  women?”
 

 
  The gladiators had shifted their focus to her, now, seeming not at all impressed by her concern over their futures.
 

 
  “A shambles, is it,” Zanzayed said, grinning openly. “Tell me, my friends, do you
  
   feel
  
  you’re in shambles?”
 

 
  A swelling tide of cheers rose up all around them—and was suddenly silenced.
 

 
  Arachne held one finger in the air, staring at the dragon, who appeared startled. “I am
  
   speaking
  
  to you, y’little hooligan. All of you, shut up for a minute.”
 

 
  She lowered her hand and the sound from the stands abruptly returned, though now it consisted mostly of confused, frightened whispering.
 

 
  “Well, well,
  
   well,”
  
  Zanzayed purred, grinning down at her. “I do believe this is an even
  
   better
  
  prospect than the Huntress. A mage, and an elf at that! One doesn’t often see the combination. How odd that I’ve not heard of you before, my dear! Tell me, do you have a name?”
 

 
  “You might know me as Arachne,” she said, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Oh?” He raised his eyebrows. “Oh!
  
   Arachne!
  
  Actually, I
  
   have
  
  heard of you!”
 

 
  “Damn right you have,” she said smugly.
 

 
  “Yes!” Zanzayed cried, leaning forward over the balcony and grinning down at her. “You’re that screwloose elf who tried to sacrifice a sacred bear on an altar to Shaath and unleashed a plague on half the Stalrange!”
 

 
  Her smirk vanished. “Unleash—half—it was
  
   one
  
  valley! There was
  
   hardly
  
  anyone there, and that is
  
   not the point!”
  
  Arachne pointed at Shizaar. “I’m taking my friend and
  
   leaving.”
  
 

 
  “I think you’ll find that a difficult—huh,” he added as Shizaar vanished in a faint blue crackle of light. “Well, that’s annoying. Ladies, why is nobody stabbing this wench?”
 

 
  The gladiators managed barely a step forward before all four of them went flying bodily in different directions, skidding across the ground to roll up against the walls.
 

 
  “I do say that seemed rather unsporting,” Zanzayed commented. The booing crowd clearly agreed.
 

 
  “This is ridiculous,” Rann muttered. “I can unleash fear into the spectators, but not without something to work with. Emotions don’t just
  
   happen
  
  .”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Eidelaire. “If I know our girl, they’ll have cause to fear in
  
   just
  
  a moment.”
 

 
  “Unsporting?” Arachne said, sneering. “That is not a word I expected to hear from a guy in a fruity dress who needs to build an edifice and pit the available female population against each other to have a
  
   chance
  
  of getting laid.”
 

 
  The silence was astonishing. For all the people there and all their love of good drama, it seemed everyone present was keenly aware they had just seen a dragon viciously insulted to his face.
 

 
  Everyone except the guy in the back who burst into gales of tenor laughter.
 

 
  “Jealous, are we?” Zanzayed asked with a thin smile.
 

 
  Arachne threw back her head and cackled. “Oh, come on now. Really?
  
   Seriously?
  
  ‘Jealous?’ That’s like
  
   admitting
  
  you have no rebuttal. In fact, you could probably save more face if you’d just
  
   say
  
  that! Really, who the hell are you, anyway? Zanzayed the Blue?
  
   I’ve
  
  never heard of you, and I’ve been around. Is this your first time out of the den? Are you accustomed to daddy bringing you women, already beaten compliant?”
 

 
  The sounds from the stands now were shuffling and footsteps as people began discreetly moving toward the exits.
 

 
  “I believe we’re irrelevant here,” Rann commented.
 

 
  “Hang on,” said Eidelaire. “Can your spirits induce calm? We may need to forestall a stampede in just a minute…”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what,
  
   Arachne,”
  
  Zanzayed said with a bite in his tone. “I prefer my partners relatively
  
   enthusiastic,
  
  but if you are hellbent on scaring away all the other prospects, I guess you’ll do. Unless you would like to take yourself
  
   out
  
  of my arena, now that you have extracted your friend?”
 

 
  “Well, I’ve come all this way,” she said, grinning openly and planting her fists on her hips. “Seems like it’d be a waste of the trip to slink off without kicking your scaly ass first.”
 

 
  “What is she
  
   doing?”
  
  Rann whispered in horror.
 

 
  “Being a distraction, and clearing the place out.” Eidelaire said. “Quite effectively, too. Really, be ready with some calming. Somebody’s gonna get trampled otherwise. I really hope Shizaar had the sense to keep going, wherever she ended up…”
 

 
  The exodus from the stands was accelerating, and picked up speed further when Zanzayed stepped onto the rail of his balcony and from there jumped out.
 

 
  He shifted in midair, forcing Arachne to step rapidly backward to avoid being crushed. In his full form, an enormous display of cobalt-scaled muscle and spiny wings, he filled almost half the arena floor; when he stretched up to his full height and spread his wings, the tips brushed the roof on both sides.
 

 
  “I beg your pardon,” the dragon rumbled, his voice recognizably the same but now with a deep resonance that seemed to make the floor vibrate, “but you will…
  
   what,
  
  exactly?”
 

 
  “You see this hand?” Arachne said, holding up her right one, palm forward.
 

 
  Zanzayed bent down, bringing his nose to within a few feet of her, and grinned, displaying a terrifying arsenal of teeth. “Just barely.”
 

 
  Arachne made a swatting motion, and a wagon-sized hand of blue light appeared in midair and struck him on the side of the face. The dragon squawked as his neck was whipped around, and stumbled sideways, one wing flailing awkwardly into a section of the stands that had already been cleared.
 

 
  “That wasn’t the one you should’ve been looking at,” Arachne said smugly.
 

 
  
   “Now
  
  is a good time,” Eidelaire began.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Rann snapped. “I have
  
   been
  
  asking the spirits. This crowd is trying to panic and I cannot hold it back for long. Luckily they will be gone from the arena soon. And
  
   we
  
  should be, too!”
 

 
  “But…can’t we help her?”
 

 
  The orc stood, grabbing the bard by the arm and beginning to march him toward the stairs, following the last of the now-screaming onlookers. “She knows what she is doing. Hopefully.”
 

 
  Zanzayed straightened up, his lips drawing back to display even more of his fangs, and opened his mouth wide, inhaling deeply as he glared down at Arachne. Flames and sparks flickered at the edges of his jaws.
 

 
  Then he began choking and gagging as a huge clump of dirt struck him full in the throat.
 

 
  “My, my,” Arachne said, amused. “You really
  
   are
  
  new at this, aren’t—”
 

 
  She broke off, quickly throwing a sphere of blue light up around herself as the dragon’s cough turned into a gout of fire that left her standing in a patch of molten glass.
 

 
  That was the last Eidelaire saw before Rann dragged him into the stairwell.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The evacuation was anything but orderly. Fortunately, more than the bard and the shaman were interested in keeping things from degenerating into chaos. The arena’s own guards, both the armored women and the slouching local men who manned the gates, had apparently been the first to flee, but there were also soldiers attached to various merchant trains present, and their efforts to keep their employers safe at least directed the crowd, if they did nothing to slow it.
 

 
  People fled first into the inns and shops in the little village outside the arena, but even that began to clear out at the cacophony of roars, explosions and unidentifiable noise and flashes of light that started to emerge from within. By the time the story of what was going on in the arena had spread, luckily, most of those who seemed inclined to flee the area were already on the road, clearing room for the little pseudo-village to empty itself.
 

 
  Most folks in local attire streamed either toward the little town in the near distance, or on the road north, toward Mathenhold. Merchant trains were getting underway as soon as oxen could be yoked, and elves discreetly slipped out into the tallgrass of the prairie. Clearing most of the bystanders from an area that size took well over an hour.
 

 
  Fortunately, Shizaar found them outside, and the three were able to set themselves up about halfway to the village while Rann made a more involved communication with his spirits, sending them out to hurry the crowds along. With space to work and concentrate, he managed to keep relative calm among the evacuees, even while goading them to get away.
 

 
  Eventually, though, what could be done had bee done, and there was nothing else for it but to retreat to the town, watch the arena, and wait.
 

 
  The show never stopped.
 

 
  Most of the distant noise was meaningless to them, but every few minutes would come something more identifiable. Multiple times lightning slashed down out of the clear sky into the arena floor. Gouts of unmistakable dragonfire flared up regularly, along with flashes of light the distinctive blue of arcane magic. The whole time, as the hour stretched out toward two, the arena steadily disintegrated, till parts of its walls were lying around it in chunks and more of the roof and timbers had burned away than still remained. Smoke drifted up steadily, marring the clear prairie sky and dimming the intermittent displays of energy from within.
 

 
  At one point, a streak of fire and black smoke roared down from the sky, slamming into the side of the arena and half-collapsing its north wall.
 

 
  Still, the conflict continued. Those in the village who deemed this far enough to be safe stood around with the party from Viridill, watching in silence. Everyone else had already fled. The only comfort the three companions could hold to was that as long as the action was still going on, Arachne was still alive and kicking.
 

 
  Eventually, though, it wound down. Not with a bang, but fading gradually as if both combatants were simply growing tired.
 

 
  “Can’t believe she said fighting dragons was a bad idea,” Rann muttered. “How many times did she say that?”
 

 
  “What
  
   I
  
  want to know is why we kept running away from centaurs and elves if she could do this,” Eidelaire replied.
 

 
  Shizaar just shook her head.
 

 
  When the silence descended, they didn’t trust it at first, taking it for just another lull in the action. It stretched out, though, growing heavy and ominous. Around them, villagers and refugees began retreating into their homes and inns, leaving only the three and a few especially curious souls staring across the plain at the smoking, half-broken arena.
 

 
  The sun had descended behind the mountains, bringing the early dusk that always fell on this region and leaving the remaining sky stained red when movement finally occurred again. In the dimness, an enormous shape rose up from the smoke, only growing distinct as it glided out from the dark haze.
 

 
  The dragon was heading straight for them.
 

 
  People screamed, fleeing into buildings; others fled out of buildings as the shouts spread, pelting off up the road northward.
 

 
  The companions held their ground, Rann clutching his totems, Shizaar brandishing the two sabers she had somehow acquired, her own weapons having been confiscated during her capture.
 

 
  Even in the darkness, the blue tint of his scales was clear. Zanzayed settled to the ground relatively gently, some ten yards distant, his azure eyes glowing in the twilight.
 

 
  He was a mess. His scales were charred, one of his wing sails was torn, and his left eye seemed swollen partially shut.
 

 
  And amazingly, Arachne sat perched on his neck, just before the shoulders.
 

 
  The dragon knelt, then lowered himself fully to the ground, allowing her to slide down. She, too, was in visibly bad shape, her dress scorched and ripped away above the knee, showing ugly burns on her lower legs. Her hair was much shorter and badly singed; she had an impressive black eye, and her right arm was swathed in a makeshift sling.
 

 
  For a moment, the dragon and elf glanced at each other, then he straightened up and coughed, emitting a puff of ill-smelling smoke.
 

 
  “We’ve been having a conversation,” Zanzayed said.
 

 
  “We saw it,” Shizaar replied, not lowering her weapons.
 

 
  He shuffled his front feet, looking almost abashed. “Yes, well… It occurs to me that I’ve been a trifle… Inconsiderate.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Eidelaire whispered. “You
  
   can
  
  tell the Wyrm.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Arachne, pacing toward them and looking equally parts exhausted and self-satisfied. “I don’t know if
  
   you
  
  can.”
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   3006 years ago
  
 

 
  Shiraki crept through the forest as quietly as he could—quietly enough that none of the mortal kind would have noted his passing, but that was not what concerned him. A fellow elf could have heard his approach, and he didn’t attempt to increase his stealth to obviate that risk. If he met other elves here, they would surely be equally cautious, and it was better that he find them before something else did.
 

 
  He was not particularly worried. The demons were cunning, some of them, but there were no known types that could match an elf for stealth, at least not out in nature. Between his natural lightness and agility and his burgeoning shamanic skills, he would know of any demons in the area long before they knew of him. There had been no sign of any since he had been separated from the human alliance at the battle to the south.
 

 
  The forest lay along the base of the Dragon Peaks, climbing the mountains until they became too steep and rocky to support trees, and fading away into the prairie to the west. He didn’t know if any help could be expected from the plains tribes; some had come to join the alliance, but those who hadn’t would probably insist on keeping to themselves. They had very likely retreated into the Golden Sea, anyhow.
 

 
  There had been no known demon activity this far north; they were concentrated in Viridill, the Tyr Valley and the plains of the West, where humans lived. Elilial had shown herself willing to make use of whatever tools were available to her, but she concentrated her efforts as always on humankind. Groves too close to the battlefields had been burned, elves killed or displaced, but for the most part, those who chose not to participate had managed to flee.
 

 
  Shiraki had little patience for such isolationism; they
  
   all
  
  had to live in the world. His mother had called him childish and hotheaded, and other less kind words, but he had chosen to actively resist the demons. Now, as he made his way northwest through the forest toward the meeting point, he kept his senses fully alert. The forest was filled with the songs of birds and insects, the chattering of squirrels; there was no hint of the enemy here. Even creeping invisibly, demonkind alarmed animals badly enough to create evidence of their passing. Still, he was wary of meeting humans who had sworn themselves to Elilial’s cause, and also on the lookout for fleeing refugees or potential allies he could bring to the meeting.
 

 
  There were few other souls out on the road; he sensed several at a significant distance, and didn’t deem it worthwhile to divert to meet them. When he crossed the Old Road and beheld one of his own kind a dozen yards ahead, however, he paused.
 

 
  Her slender build and upward-pointed ears caught his attention, and he stopped to study her closely. The woman wore a robe that barely qualified as such; it looked like it had been stitched together from old flour sacks. The stitching was fairly well-done and it fit her, but it was dirty and ragged to the point of falling apart. Most interestingly, she was trudging along the Old Road toward the north,
  
   away
  
  from elven territory, yet swiveling her head rapidly to stare at any source of noise as she went. In the few minutes that he silently watched, she gave wary attention to several songbirds, and jumped violently when a squirrel began chattering directly over her head.
 

 
  Shiraki managed not to laugh, despite the inherent humor of the picture. Between the ragged attire—and, he now saw, the lack of shoes—and jumpy behavior, it seemed most likely this was a refugee. She doubtless did not need any further grief.
 

 
  He turned, pacing slowly up the road toward her. He did not attempt to disguise his footfalls, though they were naturally light even for an elf’s. The woman’s attention was fixed on the squirrel, almost as if she’d never seen one before, and he got within six yards before she heard him and spun around.
 

 
  She was rather pretty, even squinting suspiciously at him. Shiraki would not have admitted it, but while he had joined the effort against the demons out of a genuine desire to help, he entertained some daydreams of what might come of such adventures. For example, he was old enough to take a mate and interested in finding someone suitable. Coming across a woman of his own kind apparently in distress in the woods raised possibilities which he tried earnestly to ignore.
 

 
  “Well met,” he said politely. “Are you in need of help?”
 

 
  “Help?” she said carefully, as though unsure of the concept. “Help… I do not think so, no. I am also not in need of being robbed, thank you.”
 

 
  Shiraki couldn’t help laughing, though he tried to stifle it when her lips narrowed further. “My apologies,” he said. “I certainly don’t intend to rob you. I simply thought you looked a little…ah…”
 

 
  “Poorly dressed and lost?” she said dryly. She straightened from her defensive crouch, however, and her expression opened a little bit.
 

 
  “Thank you, I was looking for a more polite way to say it,” he replied with a rueful smile. “Are you hungry? I have enough waybread to share.”
 

 
  “No, thank you. I ate a…thing. An animal. Um, big, shaggy, four hooves…” She put both hands to her temples, forefingers extended, pantomiming horns.
 

 
  “A…a bison?” he said, fascinated. How on earth had she grown up without learning what a bison was?
 

 
  “If so, then yes,” the woman said, lowering her hands.
 

 
  “You ate the
  
   whole
  
  thing?”
 

 
  “Most. Some parts, they are not good for chewing. Others I am not sure what to do with.”
 

 
  He nodded. “Well, that’s for the best; you should be fine for months with that much energy in your aura, unless you do a lot of magic. This is
  
   relatively
  
  stable country, but things are bad elsewhere; there is no telling how scarce food may be in the near future. Do you do magic?”
 

 
  “Why do you ask?” she demanded, expression suddenly suspicious again.
 

 
  “Mere curiosity,” he said, then placed a hand on his chest and bowed. “I am Shiraki.”
 

 
  She mouthed his name ostentatiously, eyes losing focus, as though afraid she would immediately forget it.
 

 
  “And,” he prompted gently after a moment,
  
   “you
  
  are…?”
 

 
  Her gaze sharpened, snapping back to his face.
 

 
  “I am what?”
 

 
  “What is your name?” he asked, grinning. This was possibly the most surreal conversation he’d ever had, but he sensed no threat from her.
 

 
  “Name,” she mused, her eyes drifting.
  
   “My
  
  name? Hm…”
 

 
  “You’ve forgotten?” he asked, his grin broadening.
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes at him. “…you can call me Arachne.”
 

 
  “Well met,” he said again. “Are you traveling anywhere in particular, if I may ask?”
 

 
  “You may ask,” she said, then turned and pointed up the road. “That way, I guess. I am not lost.”
 

 
  “No?”
 

 
  “No,” she said emphatically. “I do not know where I am, but I also do not know where I am going, and I have no schedule. So… Maybe
  
   very
  
  lost. I do not
  
   feel
  
  lost.”
 

 
  He couldn’t keep the bemused smile off his face; it was all he could do to withhold the barrage of questions he wanted to ask. Arachne was the most puzzling individual he had ever met. She spoke elvish like someone who had learned it in a dwarven university: stiltedly formal, with a truly inexplicable accent and occasional lapses in grammar.
 

 
  “Well,” he said, “this is the Old Road, skirting the narrow area between the Golden Sea and the Dragon Peaks.” He pointed at the mountains to the west, visible through the trees. “Further north it comes out onto the plains, then the desert, and if you follow it all the way you’ll eventually come to the Dwarnskold mountain range. The subterranean dwarven kingdoms are beneath that.”
 

 
  “Eugh,” she said, making a face. “I do not want to go beneath anything. I was in Tar’naris…briefly. It was more than enough. You mention a sea? I have not seen one of those yet.”
 

 
  “Well… The Golden Sea is just a name. It’s actually a prairie.”
 

 
  She snorted. “Then why call it a sea? That is confusing.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Shiraki said. “Unfortunately, if you don’t wish to go underground, this road doesn’t lead anywhere useful. The Dwarnskolds are all but impassable, and there’s nothing beyond them anyway but the ocean.”
 

 
  “Hm. Where are
  
   you
  
  going?” she demanded.
 

 
  He hesitated. She was an odd duck, to be sure, but nothing about her suggested she was in league with the enemy. They had spies, but only among the humans. No elf would aid the forces of Hell.
 

 
  “I’m meeting up with some allies in the mountains not far from here,” he said after a moment. “The force of humans I was attempting to help were overrun by demons. I spirited a few away, but it was all I could do. I need to get news and orders and figure out how to proceed. Everything is in chaos at the moment.”
 

 
  “Demons?” she said sharply.
 

 
  Shiraki nodded slowly. “Yes, demons. Are you not aware of the war in the south?”
 

 
  “I am aware there is a war,” she said carefully. “No one has explained it to me and I did not hang around and ask. Other people’s wars are not my trouble. A war with demons?”
 

 
  “Elilial has launched a major incursion,” he said, frowning. “The humans have suffered serious losses, entire kingdoms overrun. Those remaining have help from the elves, and even the orcs. This has been going on for three
  
   years.
  
  Where have you been?”
 

 
  “Not here,” she murmured, then nodded as if deciding something. “Very good, if it is demons, that is a different thing. I can help you to fight! Let us go see your friends.”
 

 
  “I suppose I can bring you to the meeting,” he said slowly. “We are certainly in no position to turn down allies. It’s not far from here, just into the foothills. Less than a day.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said decisively. “You lead, then.”
 

 
  “Are you…sure you want to?” he asked. “With all respect, you don’t look to be in fighting shape. There is certainly no disgrace in finding a safe place to hide, if you are not a soldier.”
 

 
  “Not only soldiers can fight,” she said cryptically. “This talking is not you leading the way, Chucky.”
 

 
  
   “Shiraki,”
  
  he enunciated, frowning.
 

 
  “Yes, I said that. Which way?”
 

 
  He sighed, but nodded to her and stepped off into the bushes. “Northwest, this way. The walk is mostly uphill. Be certain, though; once we reconnect with the group, we’ll be out in the wilderness, and likely proceeding straight from there to another battle. You may not have another chance to back away.”
 

 
  “I am doing nothing important anyhow,” she said, following him. “It is worthwhile to help, it seems to me. I do not like demons.”
 

 
  He laughed again, in spite of himself. “Nobody
  
   likes
  
  demons.”
 

 
  “Really?” Arachne chuckled. “You have
  
   met
  
  everybody?”
 

 
  Shiraki glanced back at her. “After today, I think I may have.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They made excellent time, reaching the rendezvous point in a sheltered hollow at the foot of a low peak not long after sunset. Shiraki hadn’t been certain what to expect upon arriving; who made it to the meeting would depend a great deal upon how things went in other parts of the front. He was pleased to see almost half a dozen humans and elves, but less pleased to find them under the de facto leadership of his least favorite Elder.
 

 
  “And you brought her
  
   here?”
  
  Elder Sheyann said disapprovingly, her hair ruffling slightly in the faint magical wind that kept their conversation private. Such tricks were a necessity when one wished to speak behind the backs of about elves who were close enough to be seen. After everyone had exchanged greetings and preliminary news, she and Vaisza had pulled Shiraki aside to discuss his new companion, who was down below, talking with Mervingen the wizard in her off-kilter elvish while Lord Kraanz looked on, bemused.
 

 
  “She was willing to help,” Shiraki said, trying not to sound defensive. “Can we afford to turn down allies? Besides, the alternative was to leave her wandering in the forest. Elder…I’m not entirely certain she’s right in the head. I don’t think it would have been right to just leave her behind.”
 

 
  “If she is unstable enough to be a threat to herself in the forest,” Sheyann said with an edge to her tone, “what makes you think bringing her into a
  
   war
  
  is in any way a kindness?”
 

 
  “I’m not certain she
  
   is,”
  
  he said, straining for patience. “All I know for
  
   certain
  
  is that she wants to fight the demons.”
 

 
  “You know nothing for certain, Shiraki,” Sheyann said in exasperation. “She
  
   told
  
  you she wants to attend this meeting and join our cause. This unknown and frankly
  
   weird
  
  individual who turns up in the middle of a war? A war against a foe who is the embodiment of
  
   cunning?
  
  Surely I don’t need to explain to you what a
  
   spy
  
  is, young man.”
 

 
  “I’m not wrong, then?” Vaisza interjected in her lightly accented elvish. “That elf is rather…peculiar?” The Huntress tilted her head, directing her gaze at Shiraki.
 

 
  “You don’t know the half of it,” he said fervently, glad of the opportunity to wiggle out from under Sheyann’s interrogation. “I don’t know where she learned to speak, but I have
  
   never
  
  heard an accent like that. And the whole walk up here, she made me identify every tree, bush, bird and insect we saw. She didn’t know what
  
   any
  
  of them were. A wood elf! It’s as if she fell from the moon or something.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Vaisza murmured, frowning at Arachne, who seemed to be having a conversation with Kraanz now, with Mervingen serving as translator. It was hardly a surprise that she knew no human tongues, considering that she barely seemed to know elvish. “I hardly think she is a spy, then, Elder.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Sheyann raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “The central role of a spy is to
  
   avoid
  
  notice,” the Silver Huntress explained. “A spy would craft a role that we would recognize, and do everything possible to resemble something we understand well, so as not to court our attention. This… Being an odd, out of place figure whose very presence raises questions, this is not good espionage. Elilial is too crafty to make such a blunder, and doesn’t employ agents who make such blunders. No, I suspect she is exactly what she claims to be.”
 

 
  “And what
  
   does
  
  she claim to be?” Sheyann asked pointedly, turning back to Shiraki.
 

 
  He shrugged. “She doesn’t seem to want to talk about her past. Believe me, I asked. The woman is barefoot and dressed like a knapsack; it’s not hard to imagine she’s running from something of which she doesn’t care to be reminded.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Sheyann murmured. “And she was on the road north, from Viridill?”
 

 
  “Yes. She mentioned Tar’naris, too; she had
  
   been
  
  in the south, but didn’t know what the war was about, so she can’t have been there long. She also didn’t know where the road led. Honestly, Elder, she doesn’t seem to know
  
   anything.
  
  It’s like talking with a child in a woman’s body. A rather sharp-tongued child,” he added ruefully.
 

 
  Sheyann shifted, letting the wind vanish, and he half-turned to follow her gaze. Arachne was coming toward them.
 

 
  “Hello!” she said, waving. “You have decided I am not a secret monster now?”
 

 
  Sheyann smiled slightly. “Not conclusively.”
 

 
  Arachne grinned. “Heh. I like you. I have been told the news by these humans, why there is war.
  
   Very
  
  strange thing for Elilial to do, is it not? But obviously, no, she cannot be let to do this. I very much see the purpose of stopping her. But why are we here in the mountains, when the demons are way far south?”
 

 
  Elder Sheyann glanced at Vaisza before replying. “At the core of the matter is that an armed invasion is very uncharacteristic of Elilial; she is the goddess of cunning.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Arachne nodded. “I know who she is.”
 

 
  “The war, we believe, is a false front,” Sheyann continued, folding her hands. “War breeds chaos; it makes the perfect cover for any number of nefarious activities. We, and others who have organized together for this purpose, are trying to ascertain her true motive, and thwart it.”
 

 
  “Ah!” Arachne grinned. “Very clever! I like it! I think I am perhaps less helpful than I thought if this is the case, though,” she added more thoughtfully. “I am good at fighting, and good at scheming, but to scheme well one must know the situation and the territory, yes? I do not know very much about how things are, here.”
 

 
  “We’re glad of any help anyone is willing to offer,” Shiraki assured her. Sheyann gave him a long look.
 

 
  “This group is only planning to stay here another day,” Vaisza added. “We cannot afford to waste time; others have yet to report in, but we must lay plans and continue moving. Tomorrow we will hold our meeting and decide our next steps, and must proceed without anyone who has not arrived by then. The goddess grant that they are only delayed,” she added more quietly.
 

 
  “Goddess?” Arachne perked up visibly. “Which?”
 

 
  Vaisza blinked. “Which…goddess? I am a Silver Huntress. I serve Avei.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Arachne said, disappointed. “I do not need that one… Ah well. I will look around, if we are going to wait until tomorrow.” She turned and meandered off toward the front of their little valley, where they had a view over the darkened forest and the plains beyond.
 

 
  “Did she just say what I thought I heard?” Vaisza demanded.
 

 
  “Yes,” Elder Sheyann said with a sigh, “and no, I have no more idea than you what it meant. What a
  
   fine
  
  catch you’ve brought us, Shiraki.”
 

 
  He sighed and walked away from her. It was a risky degree of rudeness to show an Elder, but his patience was wearing out. Really, of all the people to be stuck in the mountains with… He dearly hoped Elder Onnaue was all right.
 

 
  “So you
  
   have
  
  decided to trust her, though?” Vaisza asked behind him.
 

 
  “I have decided not to chase her away,” Sheyann replied. “It makes sense to be up-front with her about things she will inevitably learn anyway.”
 

 
  “Good evening, Lord Kraanz,” he said politely in Tanglic to the burly human as they passed each other.
 

 
  Kraanz paused, glancing over his shoulder at Arachne, who had wandered toward the edge of the valley where it descended in a sharp incline toward a mountain trail below. “Interesting find, there, lad,” he said, straightening the bearskin draped over his shoulders. “A word of advice: if you go picking up every pretty pair of legs you come across, sooner rather than later you’ll find yourself holding an armful of crazy.”
 

 
  “I’ll keep it in mind,” Shiraki said gravely, concealing his amusement. Arachne had recently given him some practice at that. “I wonder, since you have raised the subject… You’ve spent time in Tar’naris, is that not correct?”
 

 
  “Aye, it is,” the man replied with a grin that showed several missing teeth. “Twice as a raider and once as a slave. There was some overlap, there.”
 

 
  Shiraki nodded. “I’m trying to figure out where our guest hails from—she has a most peculiar manner of speech. Tell me, does it resemble the drow accent, to your ear?”
 

 
  “Fraid I’m of little help to you, lad,” Kraanz said with a shrug. “I can’t make much sense of your tongue. Didn’t sound overly familiar when she talked, but I’d not swear I’d recognize the jabbering of the drow who used to prod me with a whip, either.”
 

 
  “I see,” Shiraki murmured. Well, it had just been a thought. What were the odds she could have come from Tar’naris, of all places? Peculiar enough that she had been there at all; the drow had little use for their surface cousins even as slaves.
 

 
  “Hey,” Arachne said suddenly from up ahead. “Are we expecting sneaky enemies? Because I think that bird is a person.”
 

 
  “Where?” Sheyann demanded, striding past Shiraki and Kraanz toward the edge of the valley.
 

 
  “There,” Arachne replied, pointing out into the darkness. “Little black bird.”
 

 
  “What’s she saying?” Kraanz demanded.
 

 
  “She sees a suspicious bird,” Shiraki explained, his eyes on the two women.
 

 
  “She
  
   sees
  
  a bird? In the dark?”
 

 
  “Look at its aura,” Arachne was saying. “Way,
  
   much
  
  too huge for a little bird. But also concealed, so you do not notice unless you are looking.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Sheyann noted. “I see it now, too. It would be suspicious enough, anyway. Crows do not fly at night.”
 

 
  Crows? Shiraki felt mingled hope and trepidation well up.
 

 
  “It is called a crows?”
 

 
  “Crow.” The Elder half-turned to give Arachne an unreadable look. “In the singular, a crow. How
  
   did
  
  you happen to notice its aura? You’re right, it’s barely perceptible; one would have to be looking closely.”
 

 
  “Because you know it is a crow,” she replied quietly, still staring at the bird. Shiraki could see it now, too, coming straight toward them. “You see something you understand, and you do not look closer. Me, I must look at everything. Someday I will understand what everything is and be as blind as everyone else. Or dead.” She shrugged. “It is all one, I suppose.”
 

 
  The crow cawed hoarsely as it approached, swinging down into the valley, where it settled to the ground a few feet from them. Suddenly it was not a bird standing there, but an elf woman in battered leather armor, with black hair tied back in a taut braid.
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Sheyann said, permitting open relief into her tone. “Well met. What news?”
 

 
  “Little, I’m afraid, and not overly bright,” replied the shaman. “I am pleased to see you safe, Sheyann. And Shiraki.” She nodded to each of the humans in turn before settling an inquisitive look upon Arachne.
 

 
  “Hello!” the new arrival said brightly.
 

 
  “This,” Sheyann said in a careful tone, “is a new associate Shiraki found. Kuriwa, meet Arachne.”
 

 
  
   “Indeed.”
  
  Kuriwa narrowed her eyes. “The pleasure is mine…Arachne.”
 

 
  “I guess so?” she replied, tilting her head. “You have a suspicious look. Does everyone think I am going to poison them?”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Kuriwa said smoothly. “Matters being as they are, I have grown mistrustful of surprises. As I said, my friends, the news is not good. The Circle seems to have been discovered by Elilial’s forces. Her Black Wraiths have moved against several of those we have placed within the human lands she has overtaken.”
 

 
  “That is grim news indeed,” Sheyann said, frowning.
 

 
  “What is she saying?” Kraanz demanded. Shiraki stepped over next to him and began translating in a low tone while Kuriwa continued.
 

 
  “Talivar, Lady Keress and Noslin I have confirmed slain. I was able to reach Misareth in time to extract her from Caladel, but I was not so fortunate upon trying to rescue Anzar.” She sighed. “He…will live, I believe, but the Wraiths used a poison on him of infernal make. Unless this war drags out longer than we can permit it to, his part in it is over.”
 

 
  
   “Bloody
  
  hell,” Kraanz cursed. Vaisza was already whispering prayers for the dead.
 

 
  “We clearly must change our strategy, then,” said Sheyann.
 

 
  “Yes,” Kuriwa agreed, nodding. “I have come to propose a new one. The Wraiths are now hunting us; I suggest we retreat, and let them think they are driving us away.”
 

 
  Shiraki paused in his translating to ask, “What earthly good could that do?”
 

 
  “These Wraiths,” said Arachne. “They…hide? Like your Circle?”
 

 
  Kuriwa gave her another piercing look. “They are Elilial’s cult among the humans. Yes, they must hide themselves.”
 

 
  “Ah,” she said, nodding. “A good plan, then, Chucky. We play the easy targets, they come out to chase us, yes?”
 

 
  “That is my hope,” Kuriwa said.
 

 
  “It’s pronounced
  
   Shiraki,”
  
  Sheyann murmured.
 

 
  “Shee-rah-kee,” Arachne said carefully. “Thought I was saying that. Sorry, Chucky.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily and went back to translating for Kraanz. Mervingen tried to bury a chuckle under a cough.
 

 
  “Retreat to where, then?” Vaisza asked.
 

 
  “Initially, here,” said Kuriwa. “This rendezvous point is far from the front and easily secured. When more have gathered, I wish to send an expedition to Svenheim, since we are close to the road leading there.”
 

 
  “That’s all but asking us to leave the field entirely,” Vaisza said sharply.
 

 
  “For the time being, yes,” Kuriwa agreed. “But it is an action toward specific purpose—two of them. Recruiting the dwarves to the cause will be a major victory; Elilial’s numbers are already flagging, but so are the human armies. Another mortal force will turn the tide. Additionally,
  
   being
  
  such a valid tactic, it is a believable reason for the Circle to pull back, and also a solid provocation for the Wraiths to pursue us.”
 

 
  “Clever,” Arachne mused.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Sheyann, watching Kuriwa closely. “I could see this plan working, perhaps.”
 

 
  “It is not all quite so simple as that, of course,” Kuriwa said. “Rather than leaving you to cool your heels in the mountains for weeks, I mean to gather the others here myself. That…will be difficult.”
 

 
  “You are surely not considering bringing them through the place between places,” Sheyann said sharply.
 

 
  “Desperate times,” Kuriwa said with a shrug. “Desperate measures.”
 

 
  “I would think carefully about just
  
   how
  
  desperate we are!”
 

 
  “I have,” the shaman said, meeting her stare. “Am I known to take risks unless they are needful?”
 

 
  The Elder sighed. “What do you need from us, then?”
 

 
  “Merely to hold this position, and prepare it. There will soon be more people here—they will be tired and likely quite stressed. Can you gather some food, prepare medicines and places to rest?”
 

 
  “We can do this,” Sheyann nodded, glancing around at the others. “It will be much better than simply counting the hours.”
 

 
  “Game is not plentiful here,” Vaisza offered, “but I can begin hunting.”
 

 
  “None for me, if that helps,” said Arachne. “I ate a bison not long ago.”
 

 
  The Huntress whipped her head around to stare at her. “What do you mean, you
  
   ate
  
  a bison?!”
 

 
  “I don’t know.” She cocked her head, turning to Shiraki. “That is what Chucky said it was.”
 

 
  He sighed, as did Sheyann; Kuriwa just stared at her blankly. It wasn’t exactly a secret, but elves did not prefer to discuss their metabolism with humans, whose process for taking in and storing energy was entirely biological. As a consequence, they had to eat virtually all the time, or risk starvation. The elvish way of turning large quantities of food into energy for long periods of time was, of course, far more efficient, but pointing out to humans the ways in which they were inferior seldom led to productive discussions.
 

 
  “If you are agreed to this,” Kuriwa said, “I will proceed to the others. Time is of the essence.”
 

 
  “Travel safely,” said Sheyann, bowing. Kuriwa nodded in return, then ascended on a flutter of dark wings.
 

 
  “Not much for socializing, is she?” Kraanz commented.
 

 
  Elder Sheyann sighed again. “It seems we have some work to do, my friends. For now, though, I suggest we rest. All this will be better approached in the daylight.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Almost immediately after breakfast he was already regretting the entire situation. Somehow, with demons on the rampage, the Black Wraiths stalking their allies and a mission to the mysterious dwarven kingdoms looming ahead, Shiraki found himself gathering
  
   firewood.
  
  Well, it wasn’t quite as dull as it could have been, considering the “help” he had been assigned.
 

 
  “And…this one will become a tree?”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  a tree,” he said patiently. “That’s a sapling, a juvenile tree. Leave it alone; there’s not enough there to burn properly, and it’s better to let it mature into a full-sized pine.”
 

 
  “How long will that take?” Arachne asked.
 

 
  “Several years.”
 

 
  “Hmph. We need wood
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “Nature is not always accommodating,” he said gravely. Her ignorance of absolutely everything had long since ceased to be charming and was, by this point, no longer even funny. She really was becoming an aggravation.
 

 
  “How long until
  
   this
  
  one turns into a tree?”
 

 
  “That is a rose bush,” he said wearily. “That’s about as big as they get. It’s not the right season, but the flowers are—
  
   don’t
  
  put your hand in there! It has thorns!”
 

 
  “This is annoying,” she said, retreating from the rose bush and glaring at it suspiciously. “We are just to gather wood that has fallen off branches? This will take
  
   forever.”
  
 

 
  “This is just for our campfire,” Shiraki said, picking up another stick and tucking it under his arm with the others. “When we get to gathering stores of wood for when the others arrive, we’ll need tools to fell one of these trees. One should be plenty for our needs.”
 

 
  “Shiraki,” she said quietly.
 

 
  “You got it right,” he said in surprise, turning to her. She was staring grimly past him, however. He followed her gaze and immediately dropped his meager armful of firewood.
 

 
  The woman who had appeared silently among the trees might have passed for a slender human as far as
  
   most
  
  of her features went. Even the hooves were not a complete deal-breaker; there were a number of fairly common curses that had that effect. Her hair, though, was a sleek sheet of orange
  
   fire,
  
  hanging down her back and trailing along the ground behind, where it somehow did not set the underbrush alight. Her eyes, too, were infinite pits of flame.
 

 
  He drew his tomahawk and belt knife, stepping in front of his companion. “Arachne, get back. Go find Elder Sheyann.”
 

 
  “That’s very noble of you…Shiraki, was it?” The woman’s voice was like a choir, like a dozen women speaking in harmonious unison. “But there is no need to be so hostile. Why don’t we have a calm, quiet discussion?”
 

 
  “Arachne,
  
   go,”
  
  he said urgently. “We’ve nothing to gain by dallying with demon filth.”
 

 
  She moved faster than even an elf could track. One moment he was standing in front of Arachne; the next, the woman’s fingers were around his neck. They were far too long and had far too many joints, encircling his throat and beginning to squeeze off his air supply. He struck at her arm with both weapons, to absolutely no effect.
 

 
  “You are a rude little knife-ear,” she said calmly. “And for your edification, it’s
  
   archdemon.”
  
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Arachne said tersely, “he cannot breathe. Let go of his neck, please.”
 

 
  The archdemon turned her head, examining the elf. “I thought you were told to fetch the Elder? Go do that. I believe it is
  
   she
  
  with whom I wish to—”
 

 
  A sudden wind howled through the forest, bringing with it the incongruous scents of flowers, fresh water and moist earth. The demon’s fiery hair was sent streaming out behind her and she grimaced, relaxing her grip somewhat. Shiraki gasped for breath.
 

 
  “The Elder is here,” Sheyann snapped, striding toward them. “Unhand the boy and say your piece, demon, then go. I’ve no patience for your kind.”
 

 
  “Just so,” the demon said, grinning unpleasantly. She had extremely large fangs. “But I think I will hold onto him for a few moments more, yes? Otherwise, what motivation have you to be polite with me? I am Invazradi, third daughter of the Queen of Hell, and I have been following this elf-pup for days. Now that we are all here, I believe we should discuss this little…
  
   Circle
  
  of yours.”
 

 
  “Done asking politely,” Arachne announced, pointing a finger at the archdemon.
 

 
  The entire world rang like a bell.
 

 
  Shiraki found himself lying on his back in the carpet of fallen pine needles, blinking and gasping for breath while waiting for his vision to clear. He was free of the demon’s grasp, however. Raising his head, he beheld Arachne, still with her arm held out, and Sheyann staring at her with an expression of shock that would have been quite gratifying under less dire circumstances.
 

 
  The pine tree into which Invazradi had been slammed finished toppling with a crash, while the archdemon got back to her hooves, glaring murder at Arachne.
 

 
  “That,” she snarled. “Was. A
  
   mistake.”
  
 

 
  “Why?” the elf asked innocently. “I did not miss.”
 

 
  Invazradi struck with that impossible speed again, but rebounded off a sphere of blue light that sprang into being around Arachne with her impact. She staggered backward, and Arachne made a sharp gesture with her fist.
 

 
  A glowing cobalt orb materialized above and slammed downward, smashing the archdemon into the forest floor.
 

 
  “I am trying to be nice to people,” Arachne said in a conversational tone, making complex motions with her fingers. Threads of blue light snaked out from her hands to twine about Invazradi’s hooves as she tried to get up again. In the next moment, the shrieking demon found herself suspended upside down in midair, her glowing hair trailing among the fallen needles. “I am alone in a new place and it is hard to make friends. But
  
   you,
  
  big girl, I think you can take it, yes?”
 

 
  Shiraki scrambled back to his feet, scuttling around behind Sheyann before he realized he’d done so. The Elder, for her part, planted herself between him and the sorceress and archdemon, arms spreading slightly as if to make a barrier with her own body.
 

 
  Sorceress. He could identify, now that he had time to think, the distinctive prickle of arcane magic being used. She was clearly
  
   far
  
  more powerful than Mervingen, or any mage he’d encountered.
  
   How?
  
 

 
  “My mother will have your hide in
  
   strips
  
  to make bootlaces!” Invazradi howled as more blue threads bound her arms to her sides.
 

 
  “Your mother does not wear boots,” Arachne said reasonably. “You did not get those stompers from papa. Now, you go back to her, and give my compliments, yes? And also a message. I will not like to have to spank anymore of her badly behaving brats, please.”
 

 
  “No,” said a new voice, and Kuriwa stepped out from behind a tree. In her hand was a spear with a golden haft, its head a single carved piece of crystal. The entire thing put off a subtle light that drove away every shadow in their vicinity without seeming to glare upon the eyes. “Now that she has finally shown her face, she need not carry a message. She will
  
   be
  
  one.”
 

 
  “No,” Invazradi whispered, sounding truly unnerved now. Her glowing eyes were locked on the spear.
 

 
  “You… Kuriwa, you conniving snake,” Sheyann hissed. “Was
  
   this
  
  what you were after this whole time?”
 

 
  “One thing,” the shaman said mildly, striding forward. “Thank you, Arachne. Hold her steady, please.”
 

 
  “Do not come any closer, please,” Arachne replied. “And put that thing somewhere else. Our point is made; she goes home, now.”
 

 
  “No,” Kuriwa said icily, “she does not.”
 

 
  With a soft
  
   whoosh
  
  of wings, yet another figure descended through the trees, landing lightly beside them. “All right, everyone, that’s just about enough of that,” she said cheerfully. Shiraki heard a soft whimper, only belatedly realizing it came from himself. The new woman had the same polyphonic voice and hellfire-filled eyes as Invazradi. She had birdlike talons for feet, though, and her hair was an ordinary if glossy black. Wings spread from behind her shoulders, feathered like a bird’s in shades of deep purple and midnight blue, though small claws were visible at their joints.
 

 
  “Azradeh!” Invazradi squealed. “Help!”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  shut up,” the second archdemon said disdainfully. “You’re an embarrassment. Now, if you would be so kind as to release my sister?” she added directly to Arachne.
 

 
  “You
  
   take
  
  your sister and you go very much
  
   away,
  
  this is clear?” the sorceress said severely. “We are having a nice little camping in the woods. Only with friends.
  
   She
  
  is rude.”
 

 
  “Yes, sorry about that,” Azradeh said with a wry grin. She, too, had vicious fangs. “For what it’s worth, had this gone at all the way she planned you would all be dead without having to listen to her.”
 

 
  “I hate you
  
   so
  
  much,” Invazradi snarled.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Azradeh said soothingly, patting her leg. “The bindings, please?”
 

 
  Arachne considered the two of them thoughtfully for a moment, then flicked her fingers. The blue threads instantly vanished and Invazradi plummeted to the ground with a strangely musical squawk.
 

 
  “Now, let us all get along, yes?” Arachne said mildly. “The crow lady over there, I think she is here to murder somebody. I have a feeling it is not her first time, no?”
 

 
  “Quite,” Azradeh said, nodding gravely. “And then, of course, there’s you.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Arachne replied, holding her gaze. “There is me.”
 

 
  “So, nobody gets what they wanted, but everybody gets to live another day. An acceptable compromise. Come, sister, we should find a private place for me to chew you out before I hand you over to Mother. Honestly, how you contrive yourself into these debacles is beyond my imagining.”
 

 
  Invazradi glared at her, then panned her hateful stare around at the elves, finally settling on Shiraki.
 

 
  “I will see you again,” she promised, then took two steps backward and vanished abruptly, leaving behind a puff of sulfur-scented smoke.
 

 
  Azradeh tilted her head in a way that showed she was rolling her eyes, despite her lack of visible pupils, then disappeared in the same manner.
 

 
  There was a moment of silence.
 

 
  “That was a good plan,” Arachne said finally. “You are lucky I am so disagreeable, Kuriwa. I do not think you and your spear could have matched for two of them.”
 

 
  “Quite,” the shaman said curtly. “I suppose I should thank you for that. Though had the second not intervened, you would simply have botched the
  
   only
  
  chance we are ever likely to see to remove an archdemon from the playing field!”
 

 
  Arachne tilted her head inquisitively, glanced at Sheyann and then back at Kuriwa. “Have you met Elilial?”
 

 
  “I’ve not had the pleasure,” the shaman said dryly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  have,” Arachne said firmly, “and I am happier being
  
   not
  
  her new hobby. The archdemons, they are her children, this is true? You kill the goddess’s child, she comes after you with everything she can bring. I would maybe be willing to make Avei this angry with me, but Elilial? That is not a clean death. She will make you watch as everything you love is slowly torn to shreds before allowing you to die. If she is in a hurry.”
 

 
  “And
  
   while
  
  she was doing that,” Kuriwa said in exasperation, “she would be distracted, focused away from her main goal and
  
   open to attack!
  
  I am willing to bring that upon myself if it means the opportunity to remove the dark goddess from the mortal plane
  
   permanently.”
  
 

 
  “You, I note, were not the only person here,” Sheyann said sharply. “You would not hold the entirety of the blame in her eyes. How very
  
   strategic
  
  for you to make that choice on behalf of the rest of us, Kuriwa.”
 

 
  “Yes. Well, anyway,” said Arachne, bending to pick up one of Shiraki’s fallen sticks. “You two have things to discuss, so I will leave you to do that. Obviously the plans must change again. Do we still need firewood? I would hate to have gone stomping in the woods for nothing. My feet have become very disgusting.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Later, the two elders watched from a higher peak, ostensibly keeping a lookout for more demons, while the party below packed away the meager camp, preparing to set off for a new, hopefully more secure location. Their chosen vantage was angled such that the wind made them inaudible even to the elven ears below.
 

 
  “If you are sure,” Sheyann said quietly. “It still seems awfully risky to me.”
 

 
  “I am willing to risk my own safety at need,” Kuriwa replied. She was seated cross-legged on a boulder, hands folded in her lap. “I promise you, I am more careful with the lives of others. The groundwork was laid beforehand; Elilial’s wrath would have fallen entirely upon me. Well. It was not a total loss. Those two have learned a little humility and may be less aggressive… And I did go to the trouble of retrieving the spear. Perhaps I will give it to a Hand of Avei. It can still do some good against the demons.”
 

 
  “Hm,” the other woman said noncommittally. For a few minutes, they gazed down in silence. Eventually, though, she spoke again. “I hardly know what to make of that…sorceress. She seems by turns childlike, insane, and…terrifying. Does anything she’s said ring familiar to you? I can’t help feeling I would know more if I could place that accent…”
 

 
  “She troubles me,” Kuriwa whispered.
 

 
  Sheyann looked over at her, narrowing her eyes. “You sound as if you mean that quite sincerely. She is a mystery, yes, a potentially alarming one. What is it you know that I don’t, Kuriwa?”
 

 
  The elder shaman shook her head slowly. “Little that is conclusive. Just enough to raise many unsettling questions. I know what the word
  
   arachne
  
  means. Or what it once did.”
 

 
  Sheyann raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  Still staring down at the group below, Kuriwa continued softly. “In the aftermath of the Elder War, there was a celestial game of round-the-bush. The Pantheon banished Elilial to Hell, first of all. Within two centuries, she organized a coup and in turn removed Scyllith, banishing
  
   her
  
  to the mortal plane, and specifically the depths of the Underworld. Meanwhile, Themynra, foreseeing these events, had insinuated herself into the realms of the drow, converting all those near the surface to her worship and creating a barrier between Scyllith and our lands, leaving Scyllith with nothing to do but suborn the remaining drow.”
 

 
  She turned her head to gaze directly at Sheyann. “Two Elder gods survive to this day… But there were
  
   three
  
  not slain by the Pantheon, and one whose fate is not known. Before Scyllith and Themynra divided them up between themselves, the drow worshiped a goddess of many arms and many eyes. What became of her, I can only guess. Nor do I know the fate of the last spider priestesses.”
 

 
  Sheyann had fallen totally still. Kuriwa sighed softly, turning again to look down at the valley.
 

 
  “Show her kindness, Sheyann.”
 

 
  “Of…of course,” the Elder said, shaking herself lightly as if rousing from a dream. “I would do so for any soul who needed—”
 

 
  “No,” Kuriwa said firmly. “You would
  
   be
  
  kind to any soul in need.
  
   Show
  
  her kindness. If several of the possibilities I see are true, she may not understand, at first, what it is. We may all be in a great deal of trouble if she does not learn.”
 

 
  Below, while Shiraki folded tent canvas into bundles, Arachne paused in her own packing to turn and look directly up at the two elders. Before turning her back to them again, she smiled.
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  The sleek carriage drew a few interested looks as it pulled up to the curb at the edge of Imperial Square. Such conveyances were no rare sight in the city, but those who cared about such things could easily identify this as a new and top of the line Falconer model. Even those who didn’t know that could see it was low-slung and pretty; one did not need to be an enthusiast to know the vehicle was expensive.
 

 
  The driver hopped lightly down from her perch, palming the control rune, and the low arcane hum of the carriage fell silent as its enchantments went dormant. A second figure, this one in armor, stepped down from alongside her, and side by side they set off up the broad steps to the entrance of the Temple of Avei. It was unusual, to be sure, to see such a high-value carriage left apparently unattended, but on the other hand, it was right under the eyes of at least a dozen Silver Legionnaires.
 

 
  Onlookers paused, beginning to grow into an actual crowd and murmur speculatively as they watched the driver and her companion approach the temple. Especially after the events of the last year, a lot of people in the city knew exactly what her silver armor signified.
 

 
  The Legionnaires, already at attention, stiffened further as Trissiny passed, returning her salute without otherwise shifting position.
 

 
  Inside, the two paused, looking around the main chamber of the temple. Teal stuck her hands in the pockets of her coat, looking slightly nervous at the stares they were collecting. A woman with short hair and boyish clothes was hardly a rare sight in an Avenist temple; it was mostly at Trissiny that the attention was directed. Here, of all places, she was recognized instantly.
 

 
  The paladin sighed softly and leaned closer to murmur. “Sorry… Someday I’m going to have to spend a while here and learn the layout of this place. I’ll need to get us some help.”
 

 
  “No problem,” Teal assured her.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped over to a pair of Legionnaires standing at attention at the base of a column; they stiffened slightly at her approach, like those in the front of the temple.
 

 
  “Are you familiar with the temple?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” said the nearer of the two women, eyes straight ahead. “The Third Silver Legion has been stationed here for eleven months, General. All of us are acquainted with the floor plan.”
 

 
  “Good,” Trissiny said with a satisfied nod. “Show me to the Tapestry Hall.”
 

 
  At that, both Legionnaires’ eyes shifted slightly, as if they wanted to glance at each other, but couldn’t without actually turning their heads. The woman who had replied to Trissiny spoke again, somewhat hesitantly.
 

 
  “General, the gallery has been closed for several years at the request of the Archpope.”
 

 
  Trissiny’s voice remained quiet, and perfectly calm. “Is that what I asked you, soldier?”
 

 
  Somehow, the woman managed to straighten up even further. “No, ma’am! This way, ma’am!”
 

 
  Teal tried not to look uncomfortable as they were led out of the chamber under dozens of curious eyes.
 

 
  Their path kept to broader, more commonly accessed avenues through the temple, and as such they were rarely out of sight of the public for long. Various individuals of unidentifiable purpose were passing to and fro, and a good many of those seemed to recognize Trissiny; she had to politely decline to stop and talk several times, and frequently nodded and smiled in response to respectful greetings. Some of those were downright fawning, and Teal couldn’t help noticing she replied to those more coolly. There were, of course, numerous priestesses of Avei and Legionnaires present; the latter and some of the former universally saluted their paladin, though none of them attempted to delay her in her business.
 

 
  Finally they reached a nexus of several halls which could have been a miniature chapel. Most of its boundaries were wide mouths of hallways, but where there was wall space there were fluted columns and niches containing bronze busts of women, some armored. It appeared actually to be the open interior of a tower, soaring to a domed ceiling some three stories up, with white banners bearing Avei’s golden eagle sigil hanging from above.
 

 
  One side of the chamber, however, was dominated by a pair of closed doors. They were tall and looked heavy, despite their intricate carving. A sign stood before them indicating that the Tapestry Hall was closed to the public until further notice. The doors had large bronze handles, but no knob or latch, and had clearly not been designed to be locked. A chain had been wound around the handles, binding them together and itself secured by a padlock, which lacked a keyhole. Instead, its face was embossed with the ankh symbol of the Universal Church.
 

 
  Their guide marched up to the sign, about faced, and saluted Trissiny. “Tapestry Hall, General Avelea!”
 

 
  Teal wanted to wince. They were not alone here; five women in two groups were standing near alcoves, conversing quietly, and two other women were at that moment walking through the nexus. Three men in Imperial Army uniforms had just progressed a few feet down one of the adjoining hallways. At the Legionnaire’s announcement, all of them stopped what they were doing and turned to stare.
 

 
  Trissiny nodded to the soldier. “Thank you. As you were.”
 

 
  The woman saluted again and marched off back the way they had come.
 

 
  Teal smiled awkwardly at the nearer group of women; one smiled back and nodded, while the other was watching Trissiny, her head tilted to one side.
 

 
  The paladin, wasting no time, had picked up the sign and moved it carefully aside, then for good measure turned it around so that it was informing only the wall that Tapestry Hall was closed. She then stepped in front of the doors and lifted the padlock, studying it. The chains rattled softly; they were securely bound, offering only slight give.
 

 
  “Maybe we should have started with someone in charge,” Teal suggested quietly, stepping over to her. “Unless you have a key to that…”
 

 
  “There’s no key,” Trissiny said, releasing the lock. It clinked smugly as it fell back into place. “This was never
  
   meant
  
  to be undone. Which means… Well, from another point of view, I
  
   do
  
  have a key.”
 

 
  She took one step backward and drew her sword.
 

 
  The stillness of the onlookers increased palpably.
 

 
  “Um,” Teal said hesitantly, “are you sure…?”
 

 
  “Step back, please,” Trissiny replied calmly, reversing her grip and placing the blade, point-down, in the chain. Only its tip fit into the space inside a link.
 

 
  Teal obediently edged back, then had to shield her eyes as Trissiny suddenly flared alight. Golden wings flared outward, all but filling the space. The sword blazed almost white, and she yanked it backward like a lever.
 

 
  Steel snapped, and the padlock plummeted to the marble floor with a clatter, landing with its ankh symbol down. The rest of the chain, hissing in defeat as it went, unwound itself from the handles, sliding down under its own weight, until it lay in a sad puddle on top of the lock.
 

 
  Trissiny let her light fade and neatly sheathed her weapon, ignoring the whispers that sprang up behind her. She grabbed one of the door handles and pulled it open, shoving the fallen chain out of the way in the process, revealing a dim space beyond.
 

 
  “Well, here we are,” she said calmly to Teal. “Coming?”
 

 
  Aside from being dark, it was a sealed off section of a major temple to which they had just forcibly gained access; a lot of that suggested going anywhere but inside. On the other hand, the option was to stay and try to explain this to the increasingly inquisitive crowd. She followed.
 

 
  Teal had thought to slip through, but Trissiny pulled the door open fully and left it that way. Behind the girls, spectators edged closer, but none seemed quite daring enough to enter the darkened hall.
 

 
  Tapestry Hall was wide, long, and curved; it was surely not a full semicircle unless it spanned the entire width of the temple, but its dimensions made the far end invisible from the door. Or at least, it would have been hidden around the curve even had the room not been dark. Teal could make out the shapes of statues, and even the frames of paintings. Only on those nearest the doors were the actual canvases visible. She also saw the silhouettes of fairy lamps with conical shades to direct their light, positioned so as to illuminate the artworks directly. None were lit.
 

 
  A few steps ahead in the darkness, Trissiny sighed and drew her sword again. The blade began once more to glow white, casting a slightly eerie radiance all around them. It did not truly fill the space, but made the nearest portraits visible.
 

 
  Teal drew in a slow breath, then let it out, glancing back once more at the door. People were watching… But she had made a promise, and now they were here.
 

 
  The light increased and changed color as Vadrieny emerged, the warm orange glow of firelight adding to Trissiny’s divine golden-white.
 

 
  “The Baniroven Tapestry is displayed at the center of the inner wall, inside a glass case,” the paladin said, glancing at her and showing no further reaction to the archdemon’s presence. “That’s what gives the Hall its name. It shows a… Well, I’ll bore you with it sometimes if you’re really interested. Almost all the rest of these are paint on canvas.” She gazed around at the shadowed corners. “I’ve always wanted to visit here… There are
  
   some
  
  artifacts and treasures at the Abbey in Viridill, of course. It
  
   is
  
  the original center of Avei’s worship. But most of the best art was brought here long ago.”
 

 
  “Sounds like an interesting place to visit,” Vadrieny replied. “But we did come here for a reason…”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said, nodding, and stepped forward, taking her light with her. “Be careful, please.”
 

 
  “Of?”
 

 
  “Of that thing you sometimes do when you’re upset,” the paladin said, glancing back at her with a half-grimace. “Clawing up the floor with your talons. There may be more trouble than I can deflect if you desecrate the temple.”
 

 
  Vadrieny didn’t reply, being busy glancing around nervously. Nothing discernible had changed in the room, but at the reminder, she suddenly had a heavy awareness of Avei’s presence—and, given the combination of her main temple and her paladin, it was a certainty that the goddess was watching.
 

 
  They made their way deeper into the long-deserted hall, stirring up dust as they passed. Both examined various landscapes, portraits and scenes of battle, painted in a wide variety of styles (and degrees of skill), all relating in some way to Avei and her worship. Most were historical; Avenists were practical as per their goddess’s preferences, not taking up a lot of space with adoring depictions of her.
 

 
  The tapestry in question was indeed at the middle of the hall; they had gone just past it when Trissiny stopped, facing the opposite side of the gallery, and spoke.
 

 
  “Here.”
 

 
  Vadrieny had to remind herself not to flex her talons; it was her default reaction to emotions of the kind stirred up by what she saw.
 

 
  According it its placard, the wide painting, charmed against dust and sealed behind glass, dated from twelve centuries ago, at a time when such an artistic undertaking would have been a rare masterwork such as some king or high priest might have commissioned as a legacy to leave against their own approaching mortality. The style was somewhat less polished than more modern pieces, but beautiful and realistic enough for its purpose.
 

 
  In its center, an enormous figure of Elilial stood, arms spread and wearing a confident smirk. Around the upper edges were dark vignettes of demonic and divine figures locked in combat, against a dramatic background of stormy clouds spitting lightning, but most of the width of the painting was taken up by the seven figures posing in a line below the dark goddess.
 

 
  Trissiny leaned closer, reading the rather lengthy placard displayed below it.
 

 
  “’The Queen of Hell and her Daughters’ was painted about eighteen centuries after the Third Hellwar, the time from which it drew its source material. Definitely not a firsthand source, then. The artist isn’t remembered, but this has apparently spent a lot of time being hidden in one place or another. Clerics and governments evidently thought it would be a bad influence on the public. Luckily none of them were thuggish enough to
  
   destroy
  
  such a masterpiece… It says theologians have pored over surviving descriptions of the archdemons, and consider this the definitive visual representation of them. Most think the artist was, her or himself, a scholarly cleric. Hm.”
 

 
  She stepped back, gaining a better perspective of the large painting. It was nearly as wide as she was tall.
 

 
  “I was never told any of their names,” the paladin murmured. “Or yours, obviously, or I’d have told you about this long ago. When I asked Mother Narny this summer, she said they had to be selective with my education. You can’t learn eight thousand years in the course of three, and they taught me what they thought I’d most need to know. None of them had been seen in three millennia. None of you, I mean…”
 

 
  She glanced over at Vadrieny and cleared her throat. “And…I’m rambling, sorry. Your s—their names are on the placard, here.”
 

 
  Vadrieny stood motionless, her gaze slowly tracking back and forth over the images. She stared intently at the smug-looking horned goddess towering over her offspring, then made another intensive pass across the depictions of her sisters.
 

 
  “Not familiar,” she whispered. “I don’t remember…”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed softly. “Well… It was a long shot. Perhaps it’s better this way. This is not the best history to have, Vadrieny. You have a chance at a fresh start.”
 

 
  The archdemon stepped closer, bending forward to peer at the unmistakable portrait of herself, third from the right. All seven of them had the same burning eyes, but beyond that, their features were a mishmash. Horns, hooves, claws… Some had wings, though only hers seemed made of fire. Four had fiery hair. There was a more mundane commonality to their features, too, a certain angularity to their faces, a tall and rangy aspect of their build that spoke of their mother’s blood.
 

 
  Unconsciously, she raised one hand, the clawed tip of her forefinger drifting closer to her own painted face.
 

 
  “Please don’t touch!”
 

 
  They both jerked back, turning to face the way they had come. A lean, sharp-featured woman with short dark hair was approaching out of the gloom. As she entered the light, they could see she wore the white robes of a priestess of Avei with a short sword sheathed at her waist, though the weapon was far more elaborate than Trissiny’s. The hilt appeared to be gold, and is pommel was shaped into an eagle’s head, with delicately wrought wings forming its crossbar. She wore the golden eagle pin of Avei at her shoulder, with a second, smaller one below that, depicting a silver ankh.
 

 
  “Those claws are known to rend steel,” she said in a more conversational tone, coming to a stop a few feet from them and smiling thinly. “I shudder to think what they’d do to centuries-old canvas.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Vadrieny said, taking another step backward from the painting.
 

 
  Trissiny’s eyes flickered across the woman’s two brooches, then to the Talisman of Absolution pinned to Vadrieny’s—Teal’s—lapel, and finally met their visitor’s eyes, nodding respectfully.
 

 
  “You must be Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  Basra nodded deeply in reply, never blinking nor changing that razor-thin smile by a hair. “Glad to finally meet you, General Avelea. Your visits to the temple are nothing if not dramatic. I’m not sure whether to be disappointed or relieved that I had to hear about the Lor’naris episode after the fact.”
 

 
  Trissiny grimaced faintly. “Well, that was… I’d rather focus on the present.”
 

 
  “I’ll bet.” The Bishop’s smile widened fractionally. “You’ve made
  
   quite
  
  a stir this time. Again. The whole temple’s already abuzz with whispers, how you smashed a Universal Church talisman while blazing with Avei’s favor. I wonder if you understand the
  
   symbolism
  
  of that act?”
 

 
  “I do,” Trissiny said quietly, “and it was quite deliberate. I am a warrior more than a poet, Bishop Syrinx, but a gesture
  
   that
  
  obvious I would not make accidentally.”
 

 
  At that, Basra smiled widely enough to show the tips of her teeth, though her eyes did not change in the slightest. It was a faintly unnerving expression.
 

 
  “Well, Trissiny, I am a politician. Words are my weapons, and symbolic gestures an unfortunately large part of my job. Given my position as liaison between the Sisterhood and the Church, I was chiefly responsible for negotiating the agreement that had this gallery sealed off.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry—” Trissiny began, but Basra actually laughed, interrupting her. The Bishop’s expression finally changed, to one of more genuine humor. It soothed a great deal of the tension in the room.
 

 
  “Just because it’s my
  
   job
  
  doesn’t mean I necessarily enjoy it,” she chuckled. “I confess I was
  
   rather
  
  disappointed when High Commander Rouvad chose to go along with this. It never sat right with me, nor a lot of others, having some
  
   man
  
  tell us what we can and can’t do in our own temple. I’ll tell you what I plan to do as soon as you two leave: I’m going to get acolytes in here to sweep out the cobwebs and replace the fairy lamps. Art is to be
  
   seen;
  
  paintings in a dark room are like swords left to rust. If Justinian wants this room sealed so badly, he can come down here and re-lock it his holy self.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   did
  
  he want this gallery sealed off?” Vadrieny asked, easing back again from the priestess.
 

 
  “What
  
   I
  
  am curious about is why Rouvad chose to accommodate him. As for Justinian, isn’t it obvious?” The Bishop raised one eyebrow, then nodded to the painting. “Same reason he’s had the temples of Nemitoth lock away their direct references to the archdemons. Because of
  
   that,
  
  and because of you.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure that was a wise policy,” Trissiny said, frowning. “I understand not wanting to
  
   provoke
  
  her, but it doesn’t seem sustainable…”
 

 
  “With the greatest possible respect,” Basra said, her smile suddenly gone, “you need to wise up, Avelea.
  
   Fast.
  
  And you as well,” she added to Vadrieny. “There is
  
   absolutely
  
  no way the Archpope could control information thoroughly enough to keep this from you. If nothing else, you’re attending a school run by an immortal who has
  
   met
  
  several of your sisters. Yes, interestingly enough, Arachne’s first appearance in history was during the Third Hellwar. Actually, her
  
   very
  
  first mention in records considered authentic involved her slapping Invazradi around like a gnomish mail-order bride. No, this wasn’t to be
  
   kept
  
  from you, Vadrieny. It was to be kept from you for a
  
   while.
  
  I rather suspect Justinian won’t bother to ask that this room be re-sealed at all. That ship has sailed, now that you’re here.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand,” Vadrieny said, after glancing at Trissiny, who was frowning deeply at the Bishop.
 

 
  “Suppose you had something volatile, potentially dangerous, and generally
  
   inconvenient
  
  rolling around,” Basra said, ostensibly studying the painting now. “Just for example, an amnesiac archdemon. You have reason to tolerate this for a little while, but once that’s over with, you can’t just reverse yourself and have her put down—you’d lose credibility, flip-flopping like that. So…suppose you had hidden any convenient references to this archdemon’s family, and the fact that they’re all dead? Then you just have to sit back, wait for her to learn the truth from another source…” She smiled coldly, shifting her gaze back to Vadrieny. “…and react to that the way most people reasonably would. Your pain and shock would look an awful lot like a
  
   very big threat
  
  in the wrong circumstances, with those claws attached to it.”
 

 
  They stared at her in stunned silence.
 

 
  “But you dodged
  
   that
  
  shot, didn’t you? Seems like you would be wise to be on the lookout for more.” The Bishop shook her head and stepped away from the painting. “Well. You girls take your time; I won’t intrude on your privacy any further.” She turned and took a step toward the exit.
 

 
  “Wait,” Trissiny said. “You suggested— I mean, if Justinian wanted to get rid of Vadrieny, why go to all this trouble? He had Teal at the Cathedral itself for months, being examined and assisted by all kinds of clerics. Wouldn’t it have been easier to have her destroyed
  
   before
  
  she had a chance to prove to so many people that she meant no harm?”
 

 
  “Why, yes, I believe it would have,” Basra mused without turning around. “Makes you wonder why he was
  
   so
  
  eager to examine an archdemon, doesn’t it?” She resumed walking, raising her voice to call back at them as she vanished back into the shadows. “Don’t underestimate the number of enemies you have, nor mistake allies for friends. In politics and in war, all relationships are temporary.”
 

 
  Then she was gone, around the curve of the wall, leaving them alone, in silence.
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  Maureen felt a little bad about leaving the other newly-arrived students to contend with the throngs of townspeople, but then, one had to play to one’s strengths. Slipping through tight places and escaping notice weren’t strategies in which the gnomish people took particular pride, but they were unquestionably good at them. Really, in other situations, she might have wanted to stay and explore Last Rock a bit; the festival atmosphere which greeted the students stepping off the Rail was actually pretty enticing.
 

 
  On the other hand, she was already feeling out of her element, and remembered her Aphorisms. When adventuring in a new and possibly dangerous area where you will remain for some time, first secure a base. Presumably the University provided students with housing. That should be her first goal. So telling herself, she gave the feisty crowds the slip, heading for the edge of town.
 

 
  Forgoing the tempting main avenue, lined as it was with more stands and eager-looking townie merchants, she slipped through the back alleys. Last Rock had few such, just barely enough to keep out of sight of the town’s one important-looking street. There simply wasn’t enough space to get lost, not that that would be possible anyway, with the inescapable mountain itself rearing up from the edge of town.
 

 
  It was fairly quiet when she slipped out of the gap between two outbuildings, finding herself at the base of the mountain. For a moment, Maureen simply stood, leaning her head back to gaze upward at its heights. The thing was just
  
   colossal.
  
  A peak like this would be impressive anywhere, but occurring as it did right in the middle of the world’s flattest country, the mountain of Last Rock could be positively dizzying if one allowed oneself to dwell on it.
 

 
  There were paths provided—two of them, both carved of white marble and standing out against the green of the low grass which covered the roughly forty-five degree slope. A flight of stairs ran straight upward, toward the gates of the University high above, while a flatter path zigzagged widely back and forth across them, providing a gentler slope but a walk that would be many times longer.
 

 
  The stairs, of course, were sized for tall people.
 

 
  Maureen glanced back at the town, where she could see the crowd through gaps between buildings, then set her jaw, double-checked the straps on her Pack, and set off up the mountain, walking through the grass just to the left of the stairs. Some of her new classmates had legs nearly as long as she was tall, but if she got a good enough head start, maybe she could beat them to the campus anyway.
 

 
  Beat them at what, or why, she couldn’t have said. But gnomish pride was at stake, regardless.
 

 
  No matter how the others back home might have thought her reclusive, lazy or just odd, she had done more than enough training that even this excessively vertical hike didn’t strain her legs unduly. However, as she climbed onward and the prairie sun beat down, she reached back, fishing in her Pack without stopping, and pulled out a conveniently placed towel, which she wound around her head into a turban-like cover. All the while she composed a mental apology to Mum for all her complaints about drilling desert-condition survival skills in the middle of the Stalrange.
 

 
  Her ears twitched alertly as notes of music drifted down to her. Someone up ahead was singing. Maureen paused to peer up at the University gates, but she was too far distant to make anything out clearly. She tucked her head down and resumed plowing up the slope.
 

 
  The words grew steadily louder as she climbed. It was a cheerful little ditty, that much she could tell from the melody, sung by a woman with a somewhat husky voice, though she couldn’t make out the lyrics quite yet. Despite their longer ears, gnomes didn’t hear much better than humans, certainly not as well as elves. Just when she thought she was starting to catch a few words here and there, the music stopped.
 

 
  She paused to look up again—the slope being what it was, she couldn’t really gaze forward while moving unless she wanted to risk taking a
  
   very
  
  long fall. The gates of the University were visible now. And…someone was sitting atop them.
 

 
  Maureen continued on, and after a minute, the singer resumed, or began again. This time, she could hear clearly enough to discern the words.
 

 
  
   “Ol’ Sally’s on the docks again, an’ she ain’t gettin’ far
  
 

 
  
   She’s dressed in moldy sailcloth an’ smells of rust and tar,
  
 

 
  
   What can sag has, or fallen off, no winsome lass is she
  
 

 
  
   But I swear I still would hit that, for I’ve been a year at sea!”
  
 

 
  
  
  In spite of herself, Maureen’s cheeks colored and the tufted tips of her ears began twitching furiously. Well, it was no worse than she’d heard in the pubs back home, right before Pop or one of her uncles spotted her lurking about and sent her packing. If anything, she was self-conscious about feeling self-conscious. What kind of impression would this make?
 

 
  Meanwhile, the “music” carried gamely on.
 

 
  
   “Ol’ Sally’s got no teeth left, which helps for suckin’ wood
  
 

 
  
   Her nugs start at her navel, an’ hang down where she’s stood
  
 

 
  
   Her right eye looks the wrong way and the left one’s merely odd
  
 

 
  
   But I’d hit that like the hammer of a dark avenging god!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Well, that would teach her to think it couldn’t get worse.
 

 
  Once again, the serenade came to a stop, this time because of her arrival on the small plaza before the University’s open gates. The singer, a young human woman who was perched improbably atop one of the columns supporting the gates, grinned and waved a bottle of rum at Maureen.
 

 
  “Ahoy, traveler! Welcome to the jungle! I’ve not seen you before. Frosh?”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Maureen demanded, affronted.
 

 
  The girl’s grin widened. “Freshman. First year student. New to the campus, yeah?”
 

 
  “Oh! Aye—I mean, yes, that’s me. I mean, I am.” Belatedly, she pulled off her head covering, then immediately wished she hadn’t; her embarrassed blush had to be painfully visible now.
 

 
  “Glad to have you!” the girl said cheerfully, and Maureen had the odd feeling she meant it. The woman was Punaji, obviously, and just as obviously rich. Her greatcoat was of a much finer material than the traditional sailcloth, her hat bristled with brightly colored feathers, and the blue dot between her eyebrows appeared to be an inset sapphire, rather than a tattoo. “Head on through the gates, and follow the ostentatiously floating blue flags. This year’s freshman girls are housed in the Well—the marked path’ll lead you right there. Tell ya what, though,” she added, straightening up and leaning forward, grinning conspiratorially. “Wanna know a secret?”
 

 
  “I suppose, sure,” Maureen said warily.
 

 
  “The path’s a load of bullshit, in terms of actually
  
   getting
  
  anywhere. I fell for that my first day here. It leads you all over the damn place so you can get a look at the campus from all angles. The campus is worth lookin’ at, make no mistake, but you don’t strictly
  
   have
  
  to indulge Tellwyrn’s showin’ off. You wanna get to your bunk efficient-like, head
  
   straight
  
  up through the grass just past the gates, cross the little lawn there, and there’ll be a big gothic-looking monster of a building. You go left to the edge of that, head into the little alley there and follow the stairs all the way up, then turn right and follow the cobblestone path till you re-connect with the flagged path. Follow that north an’ you’ll come right to a round building. That’s your new digs.”
 

 
  “I… Thank you very much,” Maureen said, politely but uncertainly.
 

 
  “No sweat,” the Punaji girl replied, winking. “And hey, go whichever way suits you best. Like I said, the scenic route’s worth scenicizing, but you’ve got plenty of time for that later if you want. See ya ’round campus!”
 

 
  “Yes. Um, see you. Thanks again!”
 

 
  The woman lifted her bottle of rum in toast, then tipped it back and took a long drink. Maureen had been
  
   certain
  
  this was supposed to be a dry campus… As she had apparently been dismissed, though, she put that aside to wonder about later, and stepped forward through the gates.
 

 
  Another small plaza beyond mimicked the one outside. As described, rows of floating flags marked paths leading off in both directions, blue to the right, red to the left. Maureen stood there, glancing back and forth, and then at the grassy incline leading straight forward and up through a small stand of bushes.
 

 
  Here was a dilemma. The Aphorisms chanted in her head to find and secure a living space before sightseeing. On the other hand, the path had clearly been set the way it was for a reason. On the third hand, not all reasons were good ones, especially when it came to administrative bodies—run by a the legendary Arachne Tellwyrn or no, the University was a bureaucracy, and the Folk knew very well how
  
   those
  
  were about rules for rules’ sake. But…could the pirate’s directions be trusted? Pranking new students—new arrivals anywhere, really—was a time-honored tradition that spanned all cultures and peoples. It would be really nice to get herself settled in without having to meet and deal with her fellow students, though… Maureen had been raised to be polite, and friendly when the occasion called for it, but she could not call herself a people person. Even among people she knew, liked and trusted, to say nothing of strangers. To say nothing of
  
   these
  
  strangers.
 

 
  Suddenly, above and behind her, the ballad resumed. Ol’ Sally, despite her various flaws, proved to have a multi-talented tongue, and Maureen shot into forward motion before she had to hear any more about it. Then, once up the incline, there was nothing else for it but to follow the pirate girl’s directions, since she’d already lost the marked path.
 

 
  It was hardly her first time following directions; she had carefully memorized them as the girl spoke, and the landmarks were all exactly where they were indicated. She saw other people, but only distantly and on the periphery, and always ducked back into the shadows whenever this happened. Maureen felt a little bad about it, but there was no shame in seeking some comfort in invisibility and anonymity, she told herself. The campus really
  
   was
  
  impressive, what she could see of it, but that should hardly be surprising.
 

 
  The path she’d been directed to take didn’t bring her past the entrance of the famous Crawl. She wondered if the officially sanctioned route did.
 

 
  Quite soon, though, it turned up exactly where the pirate had said it would: at a compact, circular building constructed of golden marble which so resembled a miniature Omnist temple in design that it had to have been done deliberately. There was a single door, facing the path. It was sized for tall people, obviously, but Maureen had no trouble reaching and turning the latch. There was a keyhole, but it wasn’t locked.
 

 
  Inside, the building was one wide-open space.
  
   Very
  
  wide open. The roof was a skylight, a single featureless sheet of circular glass, and there was no floor, just a railed spiral staircase descending down into a round shaft. Maureen stared glumly at this from the relative safety of the small landing inside the door. Stairs…
  
   Countless
  
  stairs, descending into dark oblivion. Stairs designed for tall people.
 

 
  It was going to be a very, very long semester.
 

 
  She sighed heavily and cinched up her Pack. The family hadn’t sent her this far to be turned back by
  
   stairs
  
  . The Folk were well used to making do with facilities sized for tall people; this was hardly her first time using their stairs. She knew the best way to move up and down them to minimize the difficulty. It was just… There were so
  
   many
  
  of them.
 

 
  Then she stepped down onto the first one, and had to stop, grinning in delight. The moment her foot came to rest on the top step, the descending spiral before her was suddenly sized perfectly for the length of her legs. It was well worth remembering, she decided, that this University had been built by possibly the greatest wizard in existence.
 

 
  Even better, while the staircase appeared to spiral endlessly down into darkness, the actual descent seemed to be only about two stories worth of steps, as best she could reckon it, and the whole was well-lit by the skylight above. There were also wall sconces with currently inert fairy lamps. Then, suddenly, without having seen it approach, she was at the bottom. It occurred to Maureen that considering the obviously magical nature of that stairwell, there was absolutely no telling how deep she actually was into the mountain now.
 

 
  Such concerns fled her mind, though, as she stepped forward into the Well and got her first look at her new home for the next four years.
 

 
  It was a round chamber of clearly natural origin; fairy lamps were cleverly worked into the stalactites hanging from the ceiling in a way that emphasized their shapes while providing adequate illumination for the area. The floor had been smoothed flat, in places clearly filled in with stonework. To the left was an irregular section of missing wall paneled over with light-stained wood, in which was set a single door. Another, larger such segment lined the right side of the chamber, this one with a door at either end. In the back, opposite the stairs, was an obvious living area, with a sofa and chairs, a low table, and a small kitchen consisting of little more than a modern enchanted stove, sink, upright cold box and one cabinet.
 

 
  All this was around the rim of the chamber, however. It formed a walkway secured behind a metal rail that would have been roughly chest-high for the tall people and which was just above Maureen’s head. Beyond that, in the middle, was a deep pit from which the Well evidently took its name. A particularly long cluster of stalactites hung down into it, the tip of the largest extending below the level of the floor, and the entire formation bristling with tiny, multicolored fairy lights like a very peculiar chandelier.
 

 
  Immediately before her, though, was another person, sitting in a ladder back chair and reading a heavy book whose cover was printed in elvish, from which she looked up on Maureen’s arrival. The woman’s age was hard to guess; she was a human of Tiraan stock, with black hair, bronze skin and rather angular features. Her attire was either very old-fashioned or very avant garde, consisting of plain but dramatic black robes. She waited for Maureen to take in the whole scene before speaking.
 

 
  “And you must be Miss Willowick.”
 

 
  “I… Aye. I mean, yes, that’s me.” Maureen smiled feebly. “I, eh, gather y’don’t have too many gnomish students…”
 

 
  “Well, you’re the only one this year,” the woman said with a smile, setting aside her book, “but there’s also a process of elimination involved. You’re the last to arrive.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said weakly. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “Nothing to be sorry about!” the woman assured her. “The Rail schedule is what it is. I’m Afritia Morvana, the house mother. I live just over there.” She pointed to the smaller walled-off area to the left of the door. “You girls are housed in the one opposite. Since you’re here, we’ll be having a little house get-together in a few minutes, in the lounge area in the back. But there’s no rush, Maureen. You take whatever time you need to get settled in and greet your roommates. They’re all unpacking.”
 

 
  “I, ah… Thanks. Thank you! I’ll do that.” She smiled awkwardly. “Um, bye!”
 

 
  “See you soon,” Afritia replied with a more serene smile, picking up her book again.
 

 
  Maureen ducked past her, making for the nearest of the two doors indicated. She sighed softly at the need to reach up for the knob; best she start getting used to that. With Afritia right there, she did not indulge in a moment to compose herself, but set her jaw, turned the knob and pulled open the door to her new living quarters.
 

 
  She was instantly blinded by a burst of white light.
 

 
  “Ack!” Maureen yelped, clapping a hand over her eyes and staggering backward.
 

 
  “Oh, for—do you
  
   have
  
  to do that?” a voice exclaimed. “Now look what you’ve done!”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  sorry,” another girl’s voice said, closer. “Are you quite all right, miss?”
 

 
  Maureen peeked between her fingers, blinking to clear her vision. Right before her, just inside the doorway, stood a blonde human girl who was scarcely a foot taller than she, and so dainty of build as to be almost boyish. She was holding a device like a heavily augmented telescope, bristling with dials and socketed crystals.
 

 
  Immediately her confusion cleared and she leaned forward, fascinated. “Ooh! That’s one of the
  
   new
  
  lightcappers, isn’t it? A handheld model! And is that… Why, there’s no sheetroll! Are those
  
   data storage
  
  crystals? Wherever did you
  
   find
  
  them?!”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, another one,” said the voice which had spoken first.
 

 
  The blonde girl, meanwhile, beamed at Maureen. “A fellow enthusiast! How lovely! Again, I
  
   do
  
  apologize for startling you. It’s my hobby, you see—I find there is no substitute for a candid shot. When people know they are being capped, they pose and preen as if sitting for a portrait. One must take one’s subjects unaware to capture the
  
   truth
  
  of them, do you not think so?”
 

 
  “Oh, I, ah, never really had much interesting in the actual art,” Maureen admitted. “But the
  
   device
  
  is fascinating, don’t you think? There’s basically nothing else that marries dwarven technology and Tiraan enchanting work so seamlessly!”
 

 
  “It would probably help if you turned down the light-flashy thing,” said the other voice. “I’m
  
   still
  
  seeing spots. That thing’s liable to get broken if you keep doing that to people.”
 

 
  “Oh, but you
  
   can’t!”
  
  Maureen protested, turning to the speaker. “It’s precious! There are hardly
  
   any
  
  devices like that yet built, it must have cost a
  
   fortune!”
  
 

 
  The other girl was also human, and also of a slender build, but there the resemblance to the first ended. She was of dark Western heritage, with curly black hair gathered up into a high ponytail. She wore a striking white dress that contrasted starkly with her skin and made her seem almost to glow in the warm light of the room.
 

 
  “And you must be Miss Maureen,” the blonde girl said, smiling benignly at her over the lightcapper, which she still held at the ready as if to take another shot at any moment.
 

 
  “Aye, that I am,” Maureen replied with a smile, feeling already more at ease than she’d imagined would be possible. “Maureen Willowick of the Shadow Falls, and glad t’know ye.” She slipped a little light Patter reflexively into her speech, which the humans of course completely missed.
 

 
  “The Shadow Falls?” said the dark-skinned girl, her eyes widening. “The
  
   dungeon?
  
  You
  
   lived
  
  there?”
 

 
  “That is not so uncommon, for gnomes,” said the blonde, smiling. “I am Ravana Madouri, and very pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Willowick.”
 

 
  “It’s just Maureen t’me friends,” she said with a slightly bashful smile.
 

 
  “Maureen, then,” her new acquaintance replied with a smile in return. She had a very graceful way about her, a knack of conveying layers of goodwill with only a few words. “And you have met Miss Domingue.”
 

 
  “This one likes her formalities,” the girl in white said with a cheerful wave. “I’m Iris, good to meet you!”
 

 
  “Wotcher, Iris!”
 

 
  The human blinked, her expression perplexed. “Uh…wha?”
 

 
  “And of course,” Ravana interjected smoothly, half-turning, “this is our remaining roommate. May I present Szith nar Szarain dal An’sadarr.”
 

 
  Maureen turned and barely managed not to leap backward out of the room in shock; she didn’t quite succeed in repressing a gasp.
 

 
  The drow bowed politely, seeming not to notice her gaffe. “It is my honor. Welcome to our shared home, Maureen Willowick. You may address me by given name, if you wish. It is my hope that we shall all call one another friend.” She smiled, a formal little expression that held no real meaning.
 

 
  “I, um, a’course,” Maureen said hesitantly. “Good t’meet you, too. Uh… I’m sorry, but… Sssszzzith?”
 

 
  “The consonant does not occur in Tanglish,” Szith said, still with that aloof little smile. “I will answer to Sith or Zith without offense. Whichever is easiest for you.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, that doesn’t seem right,” Maureen said hurriedly. “It’s your home too, aye? I’d want ye t’feel as welcome as any of us. I’ll work on me pronunciation, if y’don’t mind bein’ pestered a bit about it here an’ there.”
 

 
  At that, the drow’s smile actually widened and developed the merest hint of real warmth. “I do not mind in the slightest. Please, come in, be comfortable.”
 

 
  “Oh…aye, I ought to do that, I s’pose,” Maureen said ruefully. She had been too busy staring at the dark elf to even get a look at her surroundings. It was just that, of all the creatures gnomes encountered, fought and bested, the drow were the most relentless and formidable. Of course, a mere moment’s thought told her that Szith had to be a Themynrite from Tar’naris, not one of the savage Scyllithenes who occasionally bored into gnomish dungeons; Maureen was left embarrassed by her instinctive aversion. In her defense, Szith was obviously a fighter. Her hair was cut short, the better to keep it out of her eyes and provide no handhold for an enemy, and her sleek garment of dark lizard scales, while shaped like a simple wraparound tunic, was obviously stiff and thick enough to serve as light armor.
 

 
  Now, finally, she examined the room itself. It was a long gallery containing four beds, three obviously claimed. Szith had taken the one on the far right, or at least was standing next to it. A compact backpack sat next to the head of the bed; apart from that, the only identifying feature was a flag hung on the wall behind it, a black thing with a diagonal bar of blood red so dark it did not stand out well against the black, and a spiky elvish glyph in white in its center.
 

 
  Ravana’s chosen bed was obvious for the sepia-tinted lightcaps hung all over the wall behind it, surrounding a huge silver coat of arms. She also had a hefty cedar chest at the foot of her bed, and Maureen had to wonder how she’d gotten the thing down the stairs. It was substantially larger than its wispy human owner.
 

 
  Iris was seated on her own bed; aside from a quilt thrown over it, she’d done nothing to customize the space.
 

 
  Maureen examined the chamber itself as she clambered up onto the only remaining bed, setting her Pack possessively on the pillow. She would unpack properly later; it would be an undertaking climbing around the tall people-sized furnishings to get everything set up just so. Luckily the mattress was firm, so she wouldn’t have to worry about drowning in it, though the huge bed might pose some difficulties getting in and out of. The room itself, though, was oddly cozy. It was obviously a natural formation, irregular in shape, but had been improved with thick carpets in cheerful colors, abundant fairy lamps and comfortable furniture. In addition to the beds, each of them got a padded chair and a nightstand.
 

 
  “What’s behind there?” Maureen asked, nodding at a closed door on the far wall, which did not open onto the central area of the Well.
 

 
  Iris sniffed disdainfully. “The early bird who got the worm.”
 

 
  “…eh?”
 

 
  “A small private room,” Ravana explained, tenderly setting her lightcapper into the cedar chest at the foot of her bed. “The sleeping arrangements were clearly first come, first served. Our final roommate was the first to come, and claimed it.”
 

 
  “And there she remains,” Iris said, folding her arms huffily. “Too good to talk with the likes of us.”
 

 
  “She is certainly able to hear you,” Szith said.
 

 
  “Well,” Maureen noted, “if that door’s as thick as this wall…”
 

 
  “The fifth member of our party is an elf,” Ravana explained. “And yes, this conversation is well within the range of her hearing. I will point out that we are
  
   all
  
  of us out of our element, and people respond to change in different ways. Some are simply shy. Let us not be too quick to judge; I feel certain we shall all get along swimmingly with a little time and exposure.”
 

 
  “She looked at Szith like at—sorry,” Iris interrupted herself. “I just… She was rude.”
 

 
  “There is an ethnic tension present which you perhaps underestimate,” the drow said calmly. “I, for my part, wish firmly to have peace with all my classmates. Hopefully matters will improve in time.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit!” Ravana said brightly, turning from her chest and holding up several crystal wineglasses and a bottle with an extremely fancy label. “This occasion calls for a celebratory toast!”
 

 
  “Um,” Iris said warily, “I’m
  
   positive
  
  alcohol is prohibited on this campus.”
 

 
  “The woman stationed at the gate was clearly drinking,” Szith pointed out.
 

 
  “Princess Zaruda has an exemption,” Ravana said smoothly, setting the glasses on her nightstand and pouring wine into one. “You’re correct, Iris, this is a dry campus. That is
  
   precisely
  
  why it is necessary to have a drink now.”
 

 
  “That’s…that’s not logic,” Iris said. “That’s the opposite of logic.”
 

 
  “Wait a tick,” Maureen said. “Did you say
  
   princess?”
  
 

 
  Ravana laughed, a light, well-bred sound that seemed almost to have been rehearsed. “There are rules which matter, ladies, and rules which exist simply for the sake of having rules. A prohibition on alcohol is clearly one of the latter; after all, a good wine is a
  
   basic
  
  necessity of life.”
 

 
  “My Tanglish may be imperfect,” Szith said, deadpan. “The definitions I was taught of ‘basic’ and ‘necessity’ do not fit this context.”
 

 
  “I’d much rather not start off by getting’ on the wrong side of the law, as it were,” Maureen said nervously, sitting in the center of her bed as if its width were a moat protecting her from rule-breaking.
 

 
  “One must probe at the boundaries of the law,” Ravana explained brightly. “There is no other way to learn the
  
   true
  
  extent of one’s freedoms. After all, one cannot go through life accepting the boundaries laid down by authority as absolute. The true bounds are
  
   never
  
  set where they are alleged to be by those who proclaim them. Are you sure none of you wish to join me? It truly is a lovely vintage, one of my favorites.”
 

 
  “No, thanks.”
 

 
  “Very well, the offer stands.” She lifted the one glass she had filled to them in toast. “To our health, to new friendships and many adventures to come.” Ravana, smiling contentedly, took a long sip.
 

 
  Her expression abruptly changed to one of shock.
 

 
  She set the wineglass down so hard it sloshed, almost spilling, and pressed a hand to her mouth.
 

 
  “What’s wrong?” Iris demanded, jerking upright in alarm.
 

 
  Ravana finally forced herself to swallow, and immediately began coughing. “I…ah! Gah.
  
   Fleh!”
  
 

 
  “Are ye hurt?” Maureen asked worriedly, clenching her fingers in her skirts.
 

 
  “No, thank you for your concern,” Ravana said hoarsely. “I’ve simply had a swallow of…” She gave the wine bottle a long look. “…very
  
   expensive
  
  vinegar. Well played, Professor Tellwyrn. Well played
  
   indeed.”
  
 

 
  “It would seem this was not a wasted experience,” Szith noted dryly. “You have discovered what appears to be a solid boundary.”
 

 
  Iris stepped out into the Well’s central room to fetch Ravana some water, and Maureen felt herself relaxing onto her oversized bed, grinning at her roommate’s misfortune. Despite what had to have been quite a nasty shock, the blonde girl took it in stride, professing rueful amusement at her comeuppance.
 

 
  The gnome let the chatter wash over her, content for the moment with her own silence. It wasn’t home; they weren’t her familiar people. They weren’t even Folk, of course. But in that moment, she finally began to have the feeling that something of life as she knew it would continue here at the University. No telling how far that little sliver of familiarity would take her, of course, but it was something.
 

 
  It was a start.
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  The temple complex extended for several blocks behind Imperial Square, taking up a large chunk of real estate in the heart of the city, but no one seriously contested that a deity of the Trinity had a prerogative to whatever space she needed. The Temple of Avei was the largest in Tiraas, primarily due to its walled and battlemented rear annex, which housed the currently stationed Silver Legion.
 

 
  Within were a variety of parade grounds, training fields, gymnasiums, barracks, armories and other facilities. Supposedly the Third Silver Legion, that currently in residence, was understaffed, which suggested there should have been enough housing available for them to have their pick. Still, Merry couldn’t find it in her to be surprised that the newly minted cohort was housed in the Camp, a series of wooden longhouses built to hold a squad each, arranged around a central parade ground at the very end of the temple complex as far as one could get from the actual Temple and still be on Avenist grounds.
 

 
  She moved quickly, lugging the backpack containing her meager possessions as she checked the numbers next to the cabin doors. Not even a proper barracks… They were clearly expected to work their way up from the bottom. Merry tried not to place any particular import on the fact that she had been assigned to Squad Thirteen. Nowhere in the regulations was it stated that squads were ranked by order of prestige or favor. The assumption had been whispered enough times, though, that she couldn’t banish it completely from her head.
 

 
  Other women in light armor were doing the same song-and-dance on all sides, the whole group of fresh ex-trainees scrambling to their bunks; Merry was just glad she wasn’t the only person having to figure out where to go. She didn’t doubt their hustle was being watched and graded.
 

 
  The buildings were arranged in a squared arch half-encircling the parade ground; Cabin Thirteen was at one end of the row, unsurprisingly. All it had taken was figuring out which way the numbers ran to locate it. Would have been easier if she’d had the chance to look over the place before being turned out of her trainee barracks and ordered to move in, but that had never happened. She hadn’t known (had suspected, but not known) where her cadet group would be assigned to stay, and while cadets were given a modicum of free time, they were heartily discouraged from poking about the fortress in places where they did not have specific business. So, she now had fifteen minutes to stow her gear, form up with her new squad—consisting at least partly of women she didn’t know, and assemble on the parade ground in formation for the address.
 

 
  Sure, no pressure. The thought of complaining never even crossed Merry’s mind. The officers
  
   loved
  
  pressure.
 

 
  She was not, somewhat to her disappointment, the first to find Cabin Thirteen, but at least she was only the second. When she stepped inside, another woman was busy stretching up to place her pack on a top bunk.
 

 
  Merry stopped cold just inside the door, staring at her back. She was the slimmest girl Merry had seen in a while—Legion training had a way of broadening the shoulders and lining the limbs with lean muscle—but that was explained by the sharp ears sticking up on either side of her regulation braid. It was the combination of that and the fact that the braid in question was black that made her freeze.
 

 
  Surely not.
 

 
  Black hair was a rarity among elves, but “rare” had to mean there was more than one out there. Really, what were the chances?
 

 
  Her new squadmate turned to examine her, and the elf’s eyebrows immediately shot upright. Then she grinned.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   well!
  
  Pronounced
  
   tasleef!
  
  What a stiflingly small world it is, no?”
 

 
  Impossible.
  
   Ridiculous.
  
  What could Principia
  
   bloody
  
  Locke, Thieves’ Guild ne’er-do-well and the indirect cause of all Merry’s tribulations, possibly be doing enlisted in a Silver Legion?
 

 
  Possibly the same thing
  
   she
  
  was doing here, she thought bitterly.
 

 
  
   Goddess, why do you hate me?
  
 

 
  Aloud she only said stiffly, “My name is Meredith Lang, thank you.”
 

 
  Principia chuckled, making Merry want (even more) to punch her. She sublimated the desire by tossing her pack onto a bunk more forcefully than was necessary.
 

 
  The tension was alleviated by the arrival of another of their new roommates. She paused in the doorway, glanced around, then nodded to each of them. “Hi.”
 

 
  “Hey there,” Locke said brightly, leaning back against the frame of her selected bunk in a decidedly un-military pose and eyed her up and down once. “Wow, any more like you at home?”
 

 
  “No,” the woman said more curtly, striding past her to select another bunk. She was taller than either of them, and more muscular. Also, despite the armor she wore, visibly more curvaceous. Plus, her hair was a rare shade of flame-red, and apparently natural (such indulgences as hair dye were not encouraged in the Legion), to judge by her pale complexion, mottled with freckles by long exposure to the sun. Avei’s followers weren’t supposed to care about such things, but it was impossible for Merry not to notice when she was in the presence of someone far and away more beautiful than she. She managed a mumbled greeting.
 

 
  “I’m Locke,” said Prin cheerfully, seeming not the least intimidated by their new squadmate—but then, she wouldn’t be. “This is Lang.”
 

 
  “Ephanie Avelea,” the new arrival said with a bit more warmth, even managing a smile. “Glad to know you.”
 

 
  “Private Casey Elwick, glad to know you right back!” said an exuberant new voice as its owner practically
  
   skipped
  
  through the door. Merry almost did a double-take; the sandy-haired girl was nowhere near twenty years old. The Legions started recruiting at seventeen, but she frankly didn’t look even that. “This is Farah,” she added, jerking a thumb over her shoulder.
 

 
  “Private Szaravid,” the newly minted soldier following said in a much more restrained voice. She was Tiraan, with a long face and hair a shade more chocolatey than Principia’s. “Oh, wow, we get an elf?”
 

 
  “It’s a new weapons program,” Locke said lightly. “All squads are issued an elf.”
 

 
  “For what purpose?” Merry demanded bitingly.
 

 
  Locke winked at her. “Morale.”
 

 
  “It’s not working.”
 

 
  “You two have already met?” Ephanie asked the new arrivals as they went to a bunk bed. Despite the abundance of open bunks, they decided apparently without debate to share one, Elwick taking the top.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, we came up through the barracks together,” said Szaravid. “I’m actually really relieved to have a familiar face here; the sergeant talked as if we’d never see anyone we’d trained with again.”
 

 
  “That’s not even numerically possible,” Locke said, grinning. “There are only so many cadets per class.”
 

 
  “They try to mix us up,” Avelea added. “Some familiar faces for consistency’s sake, enough change to get us used to being mixed around.”
 

 
  “You sound like you’ve studied this,” Merry noted.
 

 
  Avelea shrugged. “I grew up in a temple, around Legionnaires. You pick things up.”
 

 
  Merry looked at her more closely, noting she clearly wasn’t as fresh-faced as Elwick. In fact, she could well have been in her late twenties, possibly the eldest of them (except, of course, for the elf, who might predate the Empire for all she knew). She clearly hadn’t had a direct trip from an Avenist upbringing to the Legions.
 

 
  “And you two know each other as well?” Elwick asked, looking at Merry, then at Principia.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Merry snapped, at the same moment Locke said “Oh, we go
  
   way
  
  back.”
 

 
  They broke off, staring at each other.
 

 
  The silence stretched out.
 

 
  Avelea finally cleared her throat. “Well. We don’t have much time till we’re to assemble. Where is everyone?”
 

 
  Szaravid went to the door, leaning out to look around the parade ground. “There’s…hardly anybody left outside. They all seem to be in their cabins.”
 

 
  “That can’t be right,” Ephanie said, frowning. “Even if we’re under-staffed, there’d be more to a squad than
  
   this.
  
  We’re at less than half strength, here.”
 

 
  “Maybe we’re the leftovers?” Casey suggested, looking somewhat worried.
 

 
  Ephanie shook her head. “It’s against regulation. The only situation in which a squad may have fewer than eight members is immediately following the loss of soldiers and preceding the redistribution of personnel by the commander. A squad would not be
  
   formed
  
  with five troops.”
 

 
  “Well,” Farah said, still at the door, “the rest of our squad is good and lost, then. They are officially cleared out and in their own bunks.”
 

 
  They glanced around at each other.
 

 
  “Well,” Merry said at last,
  
   “we’re
  
  here. Surely we can’t be punished for the others not showing up?”
 

 
  “Right,” Principia said, deadpan. “because officers are
  
   extremely
  
  reasonable about these things. They’ll probably pat us on the head and tuck us in—”
 

 
  “You
  
   don’t
  
  need to be snide,” she snapped.
 

 
  “Guess I don’t,” the elf replied with a shrug. “Sorry. Force of habit.”
 

 
  “We have a little time,” Ephanie offered.
 

 
  “Not much,” said Farah, again looking out the door. “They’re assembling.”
 

 
  “Should we go?” Casey asked nervously.
 

 
  “Give it another minute,” said Ephanie. “We don’t want to be late, but…give them what time we can.”
 

 
  “Well, this is off to a
  
   rousing
  
  good start,” Principia muttered.
 

 
  “I really can’t afford to start my military career with a black mark,” Merry said to herself.
 

 
  
   “None
  
  of us can,” Ephanie said flatly.
 

 
  “Guys,” said Farah, “I really think we had better go. They’re forming up.”
 

 
  “If everyone but us is in formation before the deadline,” said Casey, “we’ll be—”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ephanie interrupted, sighing, “you’re right. All right, then, ladies… Off to face the music.”
 

 
  “Bloody
  
   hell,”
  
  Merry groaned, but followed the redhead and Farah out, the rest of them falling in behind.
 

 
  A cohort consisted of twelve squads of twelve women apiece, numbered two through thirteen. Squad One was a reserved designation for any special ops personnel attached to the cohort. The other eleven groups were already out, the last of them settling into formation. It was less of a hustle than would have been expected of them in training, but they were still under the watchful eye of officers. Squad Thirteen picked up their pace. They were still the last in position, but made it well before the stated time to assemble.
 

 
  All five of them.
 

 
  None of the soldiers standing at attention in the yard allowed their eyes to wander, which was their only saving grace. At least Squad Thirteen didn’t have to suffer being stared at. Merry couldn’t help being keenly aware of the eleven full squads arrayed in a line to her right, and their own comparatively pitiful group. Poor Elwick was alone in the second line, the rest of them having formed the front rank.
 

 
  Time ticked by. The noise of the city could be heard outside the walls, as well as sounds of marching and shouting from deeper in the fortress. Nearer to hand, a crow called, probably from the roof of one of the long cabins. Just because the assembled privates had formed up ahead of schedule didn’t mean the schedule was in any way subject to change at their instigation. Sentries patrolled the upper walls, a few clearly off-duty soldiers watched from the near distance, and at the corner of the (empty) Cabin One, a robed priestess and an armored Legionnaire with a captain’s stripes stood in silence, studying the assembled privates.
 

 
  Their gazes both lingered on Squad Thirteen. Their expressions were unreadable. Merry couldn’t decide if that was better or worse.
 

 
  This was it. Barely enlisted, not even on her first duty, and it was already over for her. She hadn’t even
  
   done
  
  anything, hadn’t had the
  
   chance
  
  to. She’d be booted out of the Legion, which would mean prison time. Not much of it—a lot less than her three-year enlistment, in fact—but still.
  
   Prison.
  
  Why did this shit always have to happen to
  
   her?
  
 

 
  And what about the others? She didn’t dare look around at them, but a sneaky suspicion was forming. She, who had enlisted because the other option the judge gave her was jail, had been relegated to Squad Thirteen. It wasn’t much of a stretch to conclude that Principia Locke was here for similar reasons. This really
  
   was
  
  the loser squad—apparently, half of them couldn’t even be arsed to show up. Had they all deserted straight out of basic camp? Were they drunk in a pub somewhere?
 

 
  She had to wonder what had brought the others to these straits. Farah and Casey were unknowns—hell, Casey didn’t look old enough to have had the chance to get in any serious trouble, but on the other hand, she didn’t look old enough to carry a spear and shield, which she was clearly doing. And Avelea? The surname meant she’d been taken in as an orphan and raised by the Sisterhood. What
  
   had
  
  she been up to between then and now?
 

 
  Occupied with her grim thoughts, she was actually startled when their new captain shouted,
  
   “Attention!”
  
 

 
  Nobody moved a muscle. They were
  
   at
  
  attention. They had been for a good five minutes.
 

 
  The captain paced slowly down the line once, then came to a stop and grudgingly nodded. “That’s what I like to see. You begin to give me hope, ladies. That may just be the comparison to the
  
   last
  
  batch of lackwits Command dumped in my lap, though. Whatever the reason, I have decided to expect good things from you.” She slowly panned her gaze up and down the front ranks. “My disappointment will be your suffering. Do I make myself clear?”
 

 
  “YES MA’AM!” nearly a hundred and forty women shouted in unison.
 

 
  “I am Captain Dijanerad, and if you girls thought your training period was over, I can only salute your optimism. We do things more briskly in wartime, ladies, but when the Legions have the luxury of time to work, we like to put you through your paces before deciding your final fate. Make no mistake, the assignments you are about to receive are
  
   active duty.
  
  You will complete them to the best of your ability, and your conduct will reflect upon the Silver Legions, upon the Third, upon all the Sisterhood and on Avei herself. If your performance in any area is lacking, you will
  
   long
  
  for the gentle touch of my mere disappointment. Understood?”
 

 
  “YES MA’AM!”
 

 
  “With that established, your performance will also be judged, by myself and others, to determine your various aptitudes as individuals and as squads. The Third is to remain in Tiraas for another eleven months, during which time this cohort will not act as one except for drill and the odd parade, if somebody gets an urge to throw one. Your squads will be given individual assignments, paired with senior Legionnaires from other cohorts, under whose command you will be. The
  
   first
  
  thing we will be deciding, within the next ten days, is which of you delicate little doilies show a glimmer of leadership potential. For now, you’re squads without a sergeant. No, this is not standard procedure.”
 

 
  She paused, her face grim with displeasure.
 

 
  “With regard to that, I have an
  
   extra
  
  special treat for you today, privates,” the captain announced. “Here to explain the reason for the disruption of our proven methods is Bishop Basra Syrnix.” She nodded to the priestess, who nodded back and stepped over to stand directly in front of the assembled cohort.
 

 
  Syrinx was a woman of medium height and lean build; she was fit, as any priestess of Avei must be, but seemed a bit too slender to be an active Legionnaire who habitually wore armor. That only made sense, if she was the Bishop. She had sharp features, dark hair cropped short as per regulation (braids were permitted, but some fighters considered long hair nothing but an enemy’s handhold), and piercing eyes.
 

 
  “Ladies,” she said, her voice echoing through the yard with the projected delivery of a veteran officer, “I regret to inform you that you have fallen prey to a soldier’s worst nightmare: politics. The situation, in brief, is this: The Universal Church of the Pantheon has received legal permission from the Silver Throne to establish its on military force within Tiraan borders. Some of you may have seen the so-called Holy Legion yourselves. You have permission to sneer.”
 

 
  Captain Dijanerad rolled her eyes. Merry did not move hers by a fraction to see whether the permission was acted upon by anyone. She rather suspected not.
 

 
  Bishop Syrinx continued with a darkly amused expression. “The Universal Church itself is an administrative entity which, despite its various presumptions, exists to foster harmony
  
   between
  
  the cults of the Pantheon. Its official doctrine, as such, while mostly benign, has absorbed some truly pernicious ideas from various member cults. You are undoubtedly aware that certain philosophical assertions of Shaathism are enjoying a spate of popularity.” She paused, scowling. “The Church must also pay lip service to the likes of the Izarites, and even Eserites. The resulting mishmash of dogmas is, as I have said,
  
   mostly
  
  harmless. Mostly.
 

 
  “Avei stands for justice, for the welfare and equality of women, and for the just, effective and honorable prosecution of war. The goddess herself, like all deities, does not deign to enforce her will upon the world, soldiers. It is
  
   we
  
  who do so. The uncontested might of the Silver Legions is what keeps those ideals alive and in force. We enforce justice. We protect all womankind. We fight when fighting is necessary, with neither weakness nor unneeded brutality. And when our power wanes, so too do all those things which you have sworn, upon your enlistment, to uphold and protect.
 

 
  “This is
  
   not acceptable.”
  
 

 
  Syrinx let the silence hang for a moment before continuing.
 

 
  “As is customary, your first assignments will be to patrol and guard various temples of gods whose followers do not practice violence. This is a time-honored duty of the Legions and a mark of the high regard in which Avei is held, even among other cults. However… You, soldiers, must remain aware that you are executing a sacred trust which some would see taken from you. Taken from us, and given to those who serve politics, not principle. That is the reason for the change in our procedures.”
 

 
  “Normally,” she continued, “seasoned officers would be placed among your squads as commanders, with promising candidates from the cadet program fast-tracked toward their own promotions. The difficulty is that we are attempting to raise a new kind of officer corps, one able to address the threats of the new world that is developing around us. Our cadet program, unfortunately, is not equipped to teach the various personality traits which combine to form an aptitude for political savvy. We are reduced to watching you for innate gifts in that direction. This does
  
   not
  
  mean you will be encouraged to play politics within your own or other squads. On the contrary, such behavior will be tolerated
  
   less
  
  now than ever before. But we need women who can
  
   deal
  
  with politicians to lead the Legions of tomorrow. If those women are among you… They will be found.
 

 
  “This is an experimental program, soldiers. We are placing a great deal of faith in you.” She swept her gaze across the front ranks again. “Do not disappoint the goddess.”
 

 
  Syrinx paused a moment longer, then turned and nodded to Captain Dijanerad before stepping back to the sidelines.
 

 
  “You will report to the mess hall for lunch, during which your squad assignments will be handed out. Squad Thirteen, remain in position. Everyone else, dismissed.”
 

 
  Merry listened to the clamor of marching feet as the rest of her cohort streamed away toward the mess hall. This was it. They were done for.
 

 
  “Ladies,” Dijanerad said in a marginally lower tone, coming to stand right in front of them, “to answer the question I’m sure must be on all your minds… No, there are no more troops currently assigned to your squad. With time, as the Third rebuilds its strength and more cadet classes graduate, Squad Thirteen will be bolstered with more recruits. In the meantime, I’ll expect you to make do with this irregular situation. You’ll be given assignments that take your position into account. Don’t let us down.” She half-grimaced momentarily as if she had something more to say, then just shook her head. “Dismissed.”
 

 
  Ephanie managed to wait until they were most of the way to the mess hall, out of earshot of Dijanerad and Syrinx, before commenting in a low voice. “Every part of this is more insane than the last. Squads sent out with
  
   no officers?
  
  Placing us under the command of other cohorts? Trying to teach new soldiers
  
   politics
  
  on the fly? This is… I don’t understand anything that’s happening here.”
 

 
  “And what about us?” Casey demanded somewhat shrilly. “What the hell are we supposed to do with
  
   five soldiers?
  
  We can’t even form a proper phalanx!”
 

 
  “Why, she spelled it right out for us,” said Principia, who only looked thoughtful. “Politics.”
 

 
  “Did you happen to notice,” Merry demanded, “that her explanation explained
  
   nothing?”
  
 

 
  Locke grinned at her. “That, my dear
  
   tasleef,
  
  is the very
  
   essence
  
  of politics. This will not do, ladies. We’re going to have to get some answers to survive whatever is going on, and that means we’re going to have to find them ourselves.”
 

 
  Merry was spared having to comment by their arrival in the noisy mess hall. Just as well; she had nothing positive to say.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Commander Rouvad was, as had unfortunately become her habit, reading a report while walking; nodding absently in response to salutes in passing, she opened the door to her office and stepped inside with her nose still buried in the damnable paperwork.
 

 
  “Hello!”
 

 
  Instinct wanted to her to drop the papers and whip out her sword. Long-practiced poise won. She lifted her eyes and calmly surveyed the woman perched on the edge of her desk. For half a second she thought it was Principia Locke, in part due to the expectation she’d been carrying that that ridiculous elf would pull something like this any day now. It wasn’t Locke, though.
 

 
  It was worse.
 

 
  “Won’t you come in,” she said pointedly. “Make yourself comfortable.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Mary the Crow replied without a trace of irony. “I won’t take up too much of your time, Farzida.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” Rouvad replied, not giving her the satisfaction of reacting to the familiar form of address.
 

 
  “Not long ago, you received an item from the Hand of Avei, which she had retrieved from the Crawl. A golden eagle pendant with a powerful fae charm.”
 

 
  “Yes, we did,” said Rouvad, holding her gaze. “Kindly help me to be annoyed specifically and correctly. Have you been stalking my paladin or rummaging through my storerooms?”
 

 
  “Neither,” Mary replied with an amused smile. “I don’t keep track of every item I’ve crafted in all my long years, but that one was unique. It was impossible for me not to take notice when it suddenly reappeared. I’d thought it lost to the Crawl. Imagine my further delight when it did not find its way into Arachne’s hands!”
 

 
  “Everything that doesn’t find its way into Arachne’s hands is a triumph for the world,” Rouvad agreed sourly.
 

 
  Mary laughed. “Yes, well, I think it reflects very well upon young Trissiny’s judgment that her response to acquiring such a powerful artifact was to deliver it to safe custody rather than try to claim its power without understanding its source. I have known many Hands of Avei, and more of them than otherwise have been…unfortunately impulsive.”
 

 
  “And you want your bauble back,” Rouvad said dryly. “Fine, I’ll have it fetched for you.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, no, nothing like that.” Mary waved a hand languidly. “I made it to be of service to the warriors of Avei. Clearly, it is in the proper hands now. I simply thought you might like to know what it does and how it works.”
 

 
  “That’s…considerate,” Rouvad said carefully.
 

 
  Mary grinned. “And you are mistrustful. Good; your caution is a virtue. What I have to tell you, however, you can have your own witches verify; it will be easier for them with a hint of where to look. The amulet draws power from an extremely powerful fairy creature, and converts it to divine energy.”
 

 
  “That much we knew.”
 

 
  The elf held up a finger. “Did you know it also bolsters’ the user’s capacity to channel that energy?”
 

 
  “No,” Rouvad confessed, frowning in thought. If that was true…it would make that amulet one of a mere handful of such artifacts in the world. Each of the four schools of magic imposed barriers upon the power of spellcasters, forcing them to expand their strength with time and practice. The arcane was stored in the user’s aura, a capacity which had to be flexed and grown much like a muscle. Accumulating fae power was a process of acquiring sources, powerful items, fairy thralls and relationships with high-ranking fairies, a process which took nothing but time. The divine and infernal, however, could be wielded with phenomenal strength by the rawest neophyte; the difficulty was in wielding them
  
   safely.
  
  It was better not even to think of what happened to people who called upon more infernal energy than they could handle, but the divine simply
  
   burned.
  
  Overuse could easily trigger mana fatigue, but in more extreme cases, it could also cause permanent nerve damage or actual combustion. Even complete incineration. Items that permitted one to “cheat” at this were vanishingly rare.
 

 
  “The fairy to whom the amulet is attuned is named Jacaranda. You have heard of her?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid so,” Rouvad said sourly.
 

 
  Mary smiled again. “She has tremendous power being mostly frittered away; it makes her a very useful energy source. However, that wasn’t why I made the amulet. Jacaranda is utterly demented; mad as a jackalope and frankly rather stupid. I have long forseen the eventual need for someone to do something about her… And my position being what it is, I cannot risk antagonizing Naiya by putting down one of her daughters, however estranged.”
 

 
  “So you handed that responsibility to some hapless future Avenist,” Rouvad said coldly.
 

 
  “Hardly hapless,” Mary replied, her smile not wavering. “I have met few who are. No, I’m sure you can find a suitable soldier upon whom to bestow the amulet. I can think of a couple of
  
   very
  
  suitable candidates myself.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” the Commander grunted. “I can do research on my own, you know. I’m well aware that black hair occurs in only one elven bloodline.”
 

 
  “How very clever of you,” said the Crow, her smile broadening just a hint. “I might mention in passing that anyone related by blood to the amulet’s creator would be able to use its power to a somewhat greater extent. Greater still if they had any connection to Jacaranda…even one as tenuous as a friendship with one of her pixies.”
 

 
  Rouvad indulged in a sigh. If the Crow’s description was accurate—and she would be having it thoroughly tested to check—that necklace could make a priestess of a common soldier. What it might do in a paladin’s hands…
 

 
  “Since you are here and we are dancing around the subject,” she said, “I do not go easy on any of my Legionnaires. The life is occasionally hard, and often quite dangerous. Soldiers die.”
 

 
  Mary tilted her head thoughtfully. “I have been anticipating Principia’s death in pursuit of some selfish foolishness or other for years. Now… She appears to be doing something worthwhile, whatever her motivations.”
 

 
  “I suspect you know her motivations.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course, but do not underestimate your goddess. The right artist can create wonder from even the most inferior clay. Regardless, Commander, you need have no fear of retribution from me. Principia’s fate is her own. She has already profited by her association with your cult. I’ll look forward to seeing what else develops.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’ll see, will you,” the Commander said sourly.
 

 
  Mary grinned outright. “It’s not my nature to intervene unless I deem it needful, Farzida. But I always watch.”
 

 
  Rouvad had to dodge aside as the little bird fluttered right past her face, through the open door and out into the hall. Not for the first time, she mentally celebrated her decision to leave the traditional High Commander’s office, with its enormous plate windows, for a more secure one deep in the heart of the temple. Not that it had done much good this time.
 

 
  She stepped over behind her desk, the report now hanging forgotten from her hands. There were more important things to for her to think about.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  8 – 3 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “I think he’s mellowing with age.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that man is
  
   capable
  
  of mellowing, Ruda,” Toby disagreed. “I think we’re just getting used to him. Which…could be a good or a bad thing, depending on how you look at it.”
 

 
  “What’s bad about getting used to things?” asked Teal.
 

 
  He shrugged, pushing his teacup back and forth on the table. “I don’t know…just something about this place. In hindsight I can see the point of a lot of what Tellwyrn’s subjected us to, but on the other hand, I sometimes get the feeling the University is training us to cope with a certain kind of ridiculousness that just doesn’t
  
   occur
  
  anywhere else.”
 

 
  Ruda laughed and added another splash of brandy to her “tea.” She’d been doing that after every sip and not refilling it from the pot; by this point she basically had a teacup full of brandy.
 

 
  The cafeteria was open to students at all hours except during the night. There weren’t meals to be had except at mealtimes, but they could almost always find hot tea and cold pastries. It had long been a popular place for groups to study, between the plentiful table space and free food, though the library was enjoying a resurgence in popularity since Weaver had been replaced by the somewhat awkward but vastly more pleasant Crystal.
 

 
  The newly-minted sophomores had stopped in to relax and swap stories of their various summers after their first class. Rafe, as per his pattern, hadn’t kept them long, using a tenth of the allotted class time to do little but say hello, strike a few poses and give an extremely brief description of the focus of this year’s alchemical studies.
 

 
  “The unexpected and extreme can occur anywhere,” Sheaine said. “Perhaps we are better served by—”
 

 
  She was interrupted by an enormous antlered hare, which bounded onto the table and snatched the half-eaten muffin from Gabriel’s plate. Gabe yelped in surprised, jerking backward so hard he nearly tipped his chair over.
 

 
  “Jack,
  
   no!”
  
  Juniper exclaimed, lunging across the table to seize the animal, which kicked in her grasp. Teal grabbed the teapot, barely averting a disaster. “I’m so sorry, he’s not really used to indoors, yet. We’re working on his manners.” The dryad settled her pet back in her lap, soothingly stroking his fur. Only the antlers were visible over the edge of the table.
 

 
  “Well, this is as good a time as any to ask,” Gabriel said, grimacing and pushing away the smashed remains of his muffin. “June,
  
   what
  
  is with the rabbit?”
 

 
  “Actually he’s a jackalope!” Fross chimed. “Closely related to rabbits, as you can see, but a distinct species. They’re fey, rather magical; an actual rabbit’s neck wouldn’t support the weight of those horns very well.”
 

 
  “They’re antlers, not horns, and it’s a druid thing,” Juniper explained. “Animal companions are a tradition of druidic practice.”
 

 
  “They’re called ‘pets,’ and they’re a tradition everywhere,” Ruda observed.
 

 
  “Well, yes, but I mean it’s a
  
   specific
  
  druidic practice. Several traditions of shamanism and witchcraft make use of animal familiars. It’s a way of…well, it’s kind of technical…”
 

 
  “It involves imbuing an animal with a part of one’s essence!” Fross said brightly. “Thus creating a second point of observation which is capable of instigating the wave-function collapse which is at the heart of all magical action.”
 

 
  “Wave…what?” Teal asked, mystified.
 

 
  “That’s arcane theory, though,” said Gabriel. “Does it really apply to druidic or any fae arts?”
 

 
  “Arcane physics is so called because it’s most easily investigated by use of arcane magic,” Fross explained. “The principles themselves apply to basically all magic equally. That’s why magical creatures are popular familiars. Actually, some witches use pixies, if they can! Pixies are hard to get, though, you usually have to go to the Pixie Queen’s grove to find any, and she’s not big on visitors.”
 

 
  “That’s an interesting choice, Juno,” Trissiny said. “Aren’t jackalopes sort of…infamously ornery?”
 

 
  “Well, he’s not a
  
   true
  
  familiar,” Juniper said somewhat defensively. “I’m not at that point, not nearly. Really, I’m just starting out. The Elders had me take care of an animal for somewhat more mundane reasons. It’s all about forming a bond with—”
 

 
  She broke off, having to grab and subdue Jack again as he launched himself at Teal’s plate.
 

 
  “Taking on a more challenging prospect can be a way to learn more swiftly,” Shaeine observed. Juniper was too busy wrangling the jackalope to respond; he didn’t seem as interested in settling down in her lap again this time.
 

 
  “Hey, check this out,” Ruda said, craning her neck to peer past Toby at the glass front wall of the cafeteria. “It’s the freshmen!”
 

 
  “There are an awful
  
   lot
  
  of them,” Teal remarked, turning to look.
 

 
  “Twenty-two!” said Fross. “The student roster is posted in the library.”
 

 
  “Twenty-two isn’t a large class at most schools,” Toby pointed out. “Though…compared to
  
   nine,
  
  I guess it is.”
 

 
  “Why are they all boys?” Trissiny asked, her brows lowering.
 

 
  “Oh, here we go,” Ruda muttered, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “The Class of 1183 has seventeen men and five women,” said Fross, “which is a seventy-seven percent gender imbalance, which is the same as the seventy-seven percent gender imbalance in
  
   our
  
  class skewing the opposite way. Actually those are rounded percentages and ours is just
  
   slightly
  
  greater, but you get the idea.”
 

 
  “I didn’t know you could do that kind of math in your head,” said Teal. “Bravo!”
 

 
  “It’s an important skill if you’re going to study arcane magic,” said Gabriel. “Which is why I
  
   really
  
  ought to work on that…”
 

 
  “And I do it in my mind, not my head,” Fross clarified.
 

 
  “Hey, wanna go say hi to the newbies?” suggested Ruda. “Look, they’re trooping toward the greenhouse. Already had Tellwyrn’s claws in them and are about to meet Rafe. Makes you feel sorry for the little darlings.”
 

 
  “You mean, like how Natchua said hi to
  
   us
  
  between our first two classes?” Toby said, smiling faintly.
 

 
  “Well, no,” Ruda replied. “Because
  
   we
  
  aren’t creepy and pathetic.”
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat pointedly.
 

 
  “I stand corrected,” she said, grinning.
  
   “Most
  
  of us aren’t creepy and pathetic.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” he said with deep dignity. “I hate to fuss, but a fella likes to be acknowledged.”
 

 
  “It’s a good idea, though,” said Trissiny, standing up. “Shall we?”
 

 
  “Yeah, sure,” Gabriel replied, glancing down at his desecrated muffin. “I guess we’re pretty much done here.”
 

 
  “It’s almost time to head to Yornhaldt’s class anyway,” Toby added, also rising. “C’mon, we can meet the freshmen on the way.”
 

 
  “Well, a few of them,” said Ruda. “They mostly went past while you lot were jabbering.”
 

 
  Indeed, most of the students had gone past by the time they emerged onto the lawn. The freshmen walked alone or in small groups, forming a staggered line; some turned to look at the emerging sophomores, a few slowing down to stare as they recognized Trissiny’s armor and put the rest together. Only the last cluster actually stopped, though. For whatever reason, the girls were walking along at the end, with only a couple of their male classmates.
 

 
  “Mornin’, little lambs!” Ruda said cheerily. “How’re you settling in?”
 

 
  “Well, thank you,” said the drow woman politely, then turned fully to Shaeine and bowed. Shaeine nodded deeply in reply.
 

 
  “Teal, how lovely to see you again,” said a diminutive girl with waist-length blond hair, smiling brightly.
 

 
  “Likewise, your Grace,” Teal said in a carefully neutral tone.
 

 
  “Pshaw, let’s not fuss about that,” the girl replied, waving a hand airily. “We are all equals here, as Professor Tellwyrn has just emphasized at some length. Call me Ravana.”
 

 
  “If you say so,” Teal replied evenly. Shaeine eased closer to her, moving her hand so that the backs of her knuckles brushed Teal’s.
 

 
  “Can I ask a question?” said the gnomish woman timidly, raising a hand and peering up at Ruda. “Are you really a princess?”
 

 
  “Only on my parents’ side,” Ruda said lightly. “C’mon, girl, project from the diaphragm! Are you actually raising your hand? Trust me, outside of Tellwyrn’s class, that’s not gonna do you any good.”
 

 
  “Ruda, be nice,” Trissiny said reprovingly.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  being nice! It’s all about
  
   confidence,
  
  Boots. C’mon, let me hear you roar!”
 

 
  The gnome’s eyes widened, and she began sidling behind a tall, dark-skinned girl in a white dress, who was gawking at Gabriel.
 

 
  
   “Hmph.”
  
  The speaker, whose derisive snort seized everyone’s attention, was a plains elf incongruously dressed in a conservative, old-fashioned human style. “We are going to be
  
   late.
  
  Come along,” she ordered, grabbing one of the boys—also an elf—by the arm and dragging him off toward the greenhouse. He glanced back at them, smiling timidly and offering a small wave.
 

 
  “Well, damn,” Ruda said, raising her eyebrows. “Who pissed in
  
   her
  
  oatmeal?”
 

 
  “Oh, she’s just like that,” said the girl in white. “Are… You’re Gabriel Arquin, aren’t you? The new paladin!”
 

 
  “Um…for whatever that’s worth, yes, that’s me,” he said, smiling somewhat awkwardly and settling a hand on the hilt of his sword.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   amazing!”
  
  she gushed, eyes shining. “I mean… You’re amazing! To be a demonblood and get to…
  
   Augh,
  
  I’ve wanted to meet you ever since I heard and when I got accepted here I just, oh I can’t even think!”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, don’t do that,” Ruda groaned. “He gets a big head over the
  
   slightest
  
  little thing.”
 

 
  “And this is my fan club,” said Gabe, turning to Ruda and raising an eyebrow. “Not to worry, if my head starts needing the air let out, I can always count on you to
  
   fucking stab me!”
  
 

 
  “And he carries a grudge like you wouldn’t
  
   believe,”
  
  Ruda added, winking. “Anyway, you don’t need me to stab you anymore, Arquin, since you seem determined to carry that thing around.”
 

 
  “I’m getting better with it,” he said defensively, running a hand over the black sword’s hilt, almost as if he were petting it. “Anyhow, it seems like an
  
   appropriate
  
  thing to carry, me being a paladin now, and all.”
 

 
  “You were
  
   given
  
  a divine weapon,” Trissiny pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes, but it fits in my pocket,” he said, grinning. “The ancient elven sword is
  
   so
  
  much more impressive.”
 

 
  “It’ll be
  
   real
  
  impressive when you hack your foot off,” said Ruda. “I dunno, Arquin, something about you with a sword will just never look right.”
 

 
  “Hey,” he protested, “do I give you crap about the special lady in
  
   your
  
  life?”
 

 
  “…I can’t even
  
   start
  
  to deal with all the shit that’s wrong in that sentence.”
 

 
  The remaining male member of the freshman party stepped forward and bowed directly to Trissiny. “General Avelea, may I say it is an honor to be in your presence, and one I have eagerly anticipated since long before my arrival.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said, nonplussed, “that’s kind of you.”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” the young man replied with a smile. “I should have introduced myself to begin with. I am Sekandar Aldarasi, prince of Calderaas.”
 

 
  He was dressed casually, in a simple open-collared shirt with pressed slacks. The lack of regalia did not detract from his claim, however; the boy was every bit as good-looking as a prince from a fairy tale would be, and carried himself with the confidence of a man who knew it.
 

 
  “Wait, prince?” said Fross. “I’m confused. Calderaas is an Imperial province, right? How do they have royalty?”
 

 
  “Calderaas is one of the
  
   original
  
  provinces,” said Ravana. “The then-Sultanate of Calderaas formed the alliance with the city-states of the Tira Valley that became the Tiraan Empire. Several of those first provinces still have royal titles, though the
  
   rank
  
  of king, sultana or whatever is applicable is functionally the same as that of an appointed provincial governor.”
 

 
  “As the Lady Madouri knows quite well,” said Sekandar, nodding to her with a smile which she returned. He turned back to Trissiny, bowing again. “If it is permissible, General, I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to speak with you further.”
 

 
  “Of…course,” she said uncertainly.
 

 
  “For now,” said Ravana, “I think we should all be moving along. It’ll make a poor impression on our professors if we are late on the first day.”
 

 
  “I shall count the hours till we are together again, my lady!” Gabriel proclaimed grandly, bowing deeply to her and ignoring Ruda’s snort.
 

 
  
   “Aren’t
  
  you a charming one,” Ravana said with a coquettish flutter of her lashes. “Come along, girls.” The girl in white looked to be on the verge of some kind of outburst, but swallowed heavily and followed meekly along after the much shorter blonde.
 

 
  The sophomores watched their younger counterparts retreat into the greenhouse in bemused silence.
 

 
  “Gabe,” Teal said tersely, “not to meddle in your love life, but…
  
   Not
  
  that one.”
 

 
  “That’s right,” he said, turning to her. “She implied you know her?”
 

 
  “I…” She stared after Ravana, expression unreadable. “…am aware of her.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So,
  
   this
  
  is a departure,” Toby commented, peering around at Professor Yornhaldt’s classroom as they wandered into their seats.
 

 
  “I like it,” said Teal. “Doesn’t seem like his style, though…”
 

 
  “I’m not sure he did it,” said Juniper, frowning and stroking Jack, who rested in her arms. “There’s a lot of magic at work here.
  
   Fae
  
  magic. Professor Yornhaldt is an arcanist.”
 

 
  Most of the room’s accoutrements were the same, but it had gained a great deal of greenery over the summer. The back corners of the room contained artfully arranged clusters of potted ferns, which spilled out in a riot of leafy fronds. Other plants were placed strategically under the windows and along the walls, and in a huge, squat container on the dais itself was a small cherry tree, bursting with lovely pink blossoms, for all that it was completely the wrong season.
 

 
  
   “So,”
  
  Ruda said, turning in her seat to leer at Trissiny. “That boy was crushing on you
  
   hard,
  
  General Shiny Boots.”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny demanded, her cheeks coloring slightly. “What boy? You mean Prince Sekandar? Nonsense.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” she snorted. “’Such an honor to be in your presence,
  
   general.’
  
  He was
  
   way
  
  into you.”
 

 
  “You’re being ridiculous,” Trissiny snapped. “He was just showing respect to a Hand of Avei. I simply happened to be that Hand.”
 

 
  “There were
  
   three
  
  paladins standing right there,” Teal pointed out with a smile. “One of whom is a lot more interesting, for being new and unprecedented in several ways. Not to mention foreign royalty, a demigoddess…”
 

 
  “Hm, Gabriel the Unprecedented,” Gabe mused. “I like the way that rings. I should have business cards printed up.”
 

 
  “Calderaas has been heavily Avenist for over a thousand years,” Trissiny said testily. “The old Sultanate was a matriarchy and a lot of its traditions are still alive. Naturally an Aldarasi prince would be more interested in a paladin of Avei.”
 

 
  “One presumes,” Shaeine observed, “that a prince of any extraction would be sufficiently poised not to snub the other members of a party to whom he was introduced. Unless, of course, he were emotionally overwhelmed by, for example, meeting the object of his distant affections…”
 

 
  “Not
  
   you,
  
  too!” Trissiny exclaimed. The drow smiled at her, with only the faintest hint of mischief.
 

 
  “Yeah, that boy wants you
  
   bad,”
  
  said Ruda, grinning insanely. “Juno, back me up here!”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t like to spread other people’s business around,” the dryad demurred, scratching behind Jack’s antlers.
  
   “I
  
  can’t help picking up on people’s desires and inclinations, but there’s no reason anyone else should be privy to that information. Everyone’s privacy is important.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Juniper,” Trissiny said stiffly.
 

 
  “No dryad business, then,” said Ruda. “Just girl talk, based on what you saw.”
 

 
  “Oh, just that? Then yeah, he was
  
   totally
  
  into you.”
 

 
  “Good morning, class.”
 

 
  Several of them jumped, all whirling to stare at the dais. No one had seen her enter, but a woman now stood there, beneath the cherry blossoms, smiling mysteriously up at them. She was slender, with luxuriant black hair, almond-shaped eyes and vulpine features, and dressed in a sleek silk robe in dark green with a subtle pattern of white ferns around the hem and cuffs.
 

 
  Most eye-catchingly, triangular ears, covered in reddish fur, poked up through her hair. A bushy tail extended from behind her, through some apparent opening in her robe, also dusky red and tipped in white. It twitched twice as they stared at her in shocked silence.
 

 
  The doors of the classroom were infamously squeaky, and were easily within their frame of view. She had not come in that way.
 

 
  “Let us begin by attending to the obvious, shall we?” said the fox-woman, still with that enigmatic smile. “Professor Yornhaldt is taking an unexpected sabbatical for this semester. I am assuming his duties in the classroom. I am Professor Ekoi, interim teacher of magical arts.” She bowed gracefully, her ears twitching. “And of course, I know each of you by description, and by reputation. You created
  
   quite
  
  the stir on this campus at the end of the spring term, did you not?
 

 
  “It is my understanding that last year, you explored the basics of magic—what it is, and how it is used. In
  
   my
  
  class, you will be learning more specific, more practical things pertaining to that same basic school of thought. We will be examining each of the four common systems of magic, as well as the few which lie outside such classifications, with regard to their
  
   actual
  
  use. It should be your goal to learn to identify magical objects, creatures, spells and attacks, and understand how each should be dealt with. In short, you have absorbed sufficient theory that you can now begin learning
  
   facts.
  
  And, more importantly, strategies. You have a question, Mr. Arquin?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said, lowering his hand. “Um, what exactly
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  Professor Ekoi gazed up at him placidly, in silence, until he shifted uncomfortably in his seat and opened his mouth to speak again.
 

 
  Suddenly she flicked her wrist, and a folded hand fan slipped out of the wide sleeve of her robe, landing neatly in her grip. She swirled it open, covering her face below the eyes and revealing its pattern of calligraphy in a language that wasn’t familiar to them. Then, in a very disorienting spectacle, she twirled the fan in a full circle. It did not visibly grow, and yet it somehow concealed all of her body in passing—and she did not reappear when it moved on. The fan whirled in a complete arc and then vanished into its own center, like water swirling down a drain, leaving nothing behind.
 

 
  The students gaped down at the empty dais.
 

 
  “Um,” said Gabriel, “I didn’t mean to
  
   yipe!”
  
 

 
  “There is endless variety in this world, Mr. Arquin,” Professor Ekoi murmured from right behind him, close enough that he could feel her breath. He could
  
   also
  
  feel the tips of her sharp nails, resting against his throat. Trissiny half-rose, gripping the hilt of her sword, but made no further movements as the professor continued. “People of every conceivable belief, origin and description. If you are privileged to lead a long life, and to explore the world in all its beauty, you shall come to know the grand diversity of its inhabitants—provided you possess the sense to absorb what you are shown. And you will find, Mr. Arquin, that
  
   none
  
  of these people enjoy being referred to as a
  
   what.”
  
 

 
  He hissed softly as the tips of her claws—and those were clearly not just nails—pricked his skin. Five tiny points of blood welled up.
 

 
  Before he could react physically, she was gone.
 

 
  And then the professor stepped out from behind the cherry tree, down on the dais. “Except,” she said pleasantly, “for individuals in certain…
  
   specialty
  
  social clubs one tends to find in the major cities, which you are unlikely to enter or even discover without a specific invitation. For now, we should focus our attention upon the study of magic, children. Now, let us begin.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Walter tromped through the tallgrass back toward the homestead, four hares strung on the rope thrown over his shoulder. It was early, not even noon yet, but he’d had the luckiest morning of hunting in a good long while, solid enough that he could justify taking the afternoon off. Ma would be happy enough with the meat he brought in to let him go without a fuss…probably. He had his bow in one hand, quiver hanging at his hip—he had a wand, of course, but that was for emergency use against any predators he happened to encounter. Lightning had a bad effect on game. All in all, he was in a great mood, whistling as he walked.
 

 
  As such, he wasn’t paying terribly close attention, lost in his thoughts, and didn’t spot the other person coming toward him until Smitty barked. The hound was staring, on point but not growling, meaning he didn’t sense a threat. That was generally good enough for Walter; he found dogs were the best judges of character.
 

 
  Then the individual coming toward him through the tallgrass pushed aside a particularly dense clump, coming fully into view, and he froze, almost dropping his bow and hares.
 

 
  She was a girl, looking to be about his age, maybe a few years older, and stunningly beautiful in a way he only saw in magazine illustrations and never before on an actual woman. Also, she had pale green hair and was stark naked. He’d have been hard pressed to say which of those traits commanded more of his attention.
 

 
  “Hello!” the nude girl said brightly.
 

 
  “Uh… H-hi,” Walter choked out, then swallowed, struggling valiantly to keep his eyes on her face, a battle he knew he was doomed to lose. Not that it wasn’t a gorgeous face, but she also had gorgeous breasts, and he’d never actually seen… He gulped again, trying desperately to maintain an even keel. “Um, can I…help you with something, miss?”
 

 
  She tilted her head to one side as if thinking, and suddenly frowned. “Maybe. Did
  
   you
  
  kill my sister?”
 

 
  That made even less sense to Walter than her appearance and manner, but luckily he had a ready and truthful answer to it. “No, ma’am, I didn’t.”
 

 
  “Oh, okay, then,” she said, that dazzling smile returning. “Maybe you can give me directions! Am I still headed toward Last Rock? Is it close?”
 

 
  Last Rock. It figured. Ma always said the only downside of living out here was the proximity to
  
   that
  
  place.
 

 
  “You’re headin’ the right way,” he said, looking at her chest again in spite of himself. “It’s about thirty miles on. Careful not to stray too far north or you’ll be in the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “Oh, I know all about that,” she said dismissively, taking a step closer.
 

 
  Smitty whined, and instantly Walter was on full alert. The hound pressed hard against his leg, clearly frightened. His teenage hormones were telling him one thing, but the dog told him something
  
   very
  
  different—and he knew quite well which was more trustworthy.
 

 
  “Since you offered to help, though,” she said, licking her lips and smiling broadly, “I’m kinda hungry. Can I have a couple of your rabbits?”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said, easing backward from her. “I, uh…” It had been a lucky morning, true, and he had ample time to go back out and hunt more… But this was a significant amount of good meat, not to mention what the pelts would sell for.
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I’d make it worth your while,” the girl promised, stepping forward again, her smile widening. “Would you like to have sex?”
 

 
  He very nearly exploded on the spot. Ma was forever going on about how boys his age had exactly one thing on their minds, and to be truthful, that thing was
  
   very much
  
  on his mind right now. Meeting a nude beauty in the tallgrass and receiving such an offer…this was a situation straight out of some of his more absurd fantasies.
 

 
  But Smitty wasn’t the only one whose instincts were jangling, now. Walter had looked into the eyes of predators before.
 

 
  “Tell ya what,” he said carefully. With the slow, even movements he knew wouldn’t startle or provoke a wild animal, he pulled the string of hares from his shoulder and held it out toward her. “You just help yourself, my treat. I’ve gotta get home.”
 

 
  “Aw, you sure?” she said, pouting slightly even as she took the hares. Her warm brown eyes flicked up and down his body, making his pulse accelerate. “I wasn’t just offering a trade. I think it’d be swell to stop and make love. Don’t you?”
 

 
  Walter had to gulp twice before he could speak again. That
  
   would
  
  be swell. But Ma, it seemed, wasn’t wrong about everything; the very,
  
   very
  
  bad feeling he had about this was more powerful than lust. Her knowing smirk widened, almost as if she could tell what he was thinking. Maisie Taathir down at the trading post sometimes gave him that impression, especially when she caught him sneaking a peek at her bum, but…not like this.
 

 
  “I really have to go,” he repeated. Smitty whined again.
 

 
  “Okay, then,” she said with a shrug that did extremely interesting things to her chest.
 

 
  Walter tipped his hat to her, backed up a few steps, then half-turned to set off in a wide arc around her, keeping her in his peripheral view.
 

 
  As he watched, she licked her lips again, then calmly ripped a leg off one of the hares and bit into it, fur and all. Bone crunched audibly and she made a soft sound of approval.
 

 
  He didn’t walk backward, but kept going in the slightly wrong direction at an angle until a more comfortable distance had stretched out between them. Even then, Walter very carefully kept his pace measured as he and Smitty left the girl behind.
 

 
  It was, as he knew very well, a bad idea to run from a predator.
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  “It’s official. We’re being tortured.”
 

 
  “Oh, stop it,” Prin said, amused. “This might be the cushiest job I’ve
  
   ever
  
  had.”
 

 
  “It’s not about the cushiness,” Farah protested. “It’s the
  
   principle
  
  of the thing! They give this out to people being punished. It’s a mark of
  
   shame.”
  
 

 
  Principia glanced around. “Okay, let’s keep that to a maximum of
  
   none,
  
  shall we? At least until we’re back at barracks. I’m pretty sure directly insulting our hosts is against some regulation or other.”
 

 
  Farah subsided momentarily, looking slightly guilty, which was fortunately mitigated by her helmet. “I…there’s nobody nearby.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   see
  
  anybody.”
 

 
  “You think there’s an Izarite priest hiding behind a bush?”
 

 
  “I imagine they do some of their best work behind bushes.” She paused to wait for Farah’s laughter to subside, then added, “Anyhow, I hear a rumor that
  
   some
  
  cults have elves in their ranks.”
 

 
  Farah sighed. “You’re right, sorry.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m not one to be a stickler for the rules, generally speaking. But…you may have a point about us being excessively put upon, what with one thing and another. I just don’t want to call down more wrath on our heads.”
 

 
  “All right, all right, point taken!”
 

 
  The grounds of the Temple of Izara were exquisitely beautiful, by very careful design. On most days, one could expect to find couples strolling the wandering paths, or priests accompanying worshipers—which, as was often joked, were just couples of a different kind. It was a cloudy day, however, not yet raining but with the taste of precipitation on the air. This was common enough for Tiraas and indeed many of the city’s inhabitants had grown comfortable being outdoors in the rain, presuming the rain was fairly light. Today, however, thunder was rumbling in the distance, and creeping ever closer. It made for a peaceably relaxed route for the two patrolling Legionnaires, though they also had the anticipation of being soaked while in armor to live with.
 

 
  Principia paused, scowling upward at the branches of a tree with fern-like fronds and little pink blossoms.
 

 
  “What is it?” Farah asked, following her gaze. “Something wrong with the tree?”
 

 
  
   “In
  
  the tree,” Prin replied, transferring her lance to her shield hand, then stooping to pick up a pebble. She took aim and hurled it into the foliage.
 

 
  With a displeased croak, a crow fluttered out of the mimosa, taking another seat atop a statue of Izara, well out of reach. The bird tilted its head and squawked a soft rebuke.
 

 
  “Shoo,” Principia snapped, picking up another pebble.
 

 
  “Oh, come on, it’s just a bird,” Farah protested.
 

 
  “No, it isn’t,” she muttered, hurling the stone. The crow deftly sidestepped, not even bothering to spread its wings, and the pebble arced past to clatter against the wall of the temple. “Filthy carrion-eating…busybody.”
 

 
  “Seriously, leave the crow alone,” Farah said. “There’ll be hell to pay if you break a window or something.”
 

 
  Prin lingered for a moment, scowling up at the crow, then pointed a finger at it.
  
   “Mathal asua’e timaan che. Auwa dal efeen!”
  
 

 
  The bird cocked its head and croaked at her.
 

 
  “Did you just cuss that bird out in elvish?” Farah demanded, looking askance at her.
 

 
  “It’s a good language for cursing,” Prin replied, finally turning her back on the crow and continuing on their route, Farah falling into step beside her. “Graceful, elegant. Snobbish. The condescension is built in.”
 

 
  “Maybe I should learn.”
 

 
  “Please don’t. I do love being able to talk behind people’s backs right to their faces.”
 

 
  “Okay, I
  
   definitely
  
  need to learn. Were you criticizing my butt to that crow?”
 

 
  “Really, Szaravid? Really? All the things I could criticize and your mind goes right to your butt?”
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?!”
 

 
  Principia grinned at her, and they fell quiet as they emerged from the side of the main temple into one of its front garden spaces, where there actually were people sitting and strolling around, despite the weather. Including a few clerics in white robes with pink lotus pins at the shoulder.
 

 
  The two Legionnaires returned polite nods from several individuals as they passed, completing their circuit in no hurry. Minutes later they had reached the front of the temple and were climbing the steps to its front doors, pausing only to exchange salutes with the two soldiers posted on either side, then re-entered the sanctuary.
 

 
  The main sanctuary of Izara’s temple was built along the same general pattern as Avei’s: a long chamber soaring to an arched ceiling, with shadowed galleries lining its sides and a towering statue of the goddess positioned opposite the doors. It was a smaller and narrower space, however, and vastly more ornate. The stonework was elaborately carved and embellished, the stained-glass windows ran heavily to pink, and there were cushioned benches and small stands housing flowers in beautiful urns at the base of each column. Even with the gloomy skies outside, it was brightly lit with fairy lamps, and designed to be warm and welcoming.
 

 
  Naturally, the Legionnaires within looked distinctly uncomfortable.
 

 
  Izara’s priesthood acknowledged the need for some protection, but did not care for even the hinted threat of violence on their premises, and so the Legionnaires on site were kept to a minimum. Aside from the two soldiers outside the door, there were only two more visible within, Ephanie and the lieutenant in charge of the temple’s semi-permanent detachment, to which Squad Thirteen had been temporarily attached. Merry and Casey would be in nearby chambers, with the rest of the local squad spread throughout the facility.
 

 
  Both of them came to attention and saluted.
 

 
  “All’s quiet, Lieutenant,” Farah said crisply.
 

 
  “At ease,” Lieutenant Straud replied mildly. “All’s usually quiet, soldier. It’s rare you have to do more than escort drunk petitioners to a room. Next patrol’s in fifteen minutes.”
 

 
  They both saluted again and stepped across the room to stand opposite Straud and Ephanie.
 

 
  “At
  
   ease,
  
  I said,” the Lieutenant said with some amusement. “It’s not a kindness, privates; the Izarites don’t like people bringing tension into their temple. Here, of all places, you’re
  
   required
  
  to relax a bit.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Farah said, saluting, and very deliberately rolled her shoulders. Prin shook her head and relaxed her stance, leaning the butt of her lance on the floor. Across the aisle from her, Ephanie smiled faintly; she, too, looked more comfortable. Then again, she always looked comfortable in armor, as if she’d been born in it.
 

 
  Apparently stormy weather was no time for love—or at least, not any public manifestation of it. There were few people about, two couples sitting on benches together, a lone man strolling back and forth admiring the stained glass, and one priest attending Izara’s statue at the far end of the sanctuary.
 

 
  “I’m going to do my rounds, check in with the troops,” the Lieutenant announced. “Carry on, ladies.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Farah all but shouted, saluting. Stroud sighed, shook her head, and strode off to one of the side doors.
 

 
  No sooner had she gone than two figures entered through the great front door, and Principia stiffened.
 

 
  They were a striking pair, dressed in black—one in leather gear that almost qualified as armor, the other in a dark cloak. Both were plains elves. They walked right past the Legionnaires without so much as glancing at them and separated as they reached the middle of the chamber. Gliding into the shaded galleries on each side, the two elves took up positions near the side doors, the one in leather shaking her head at the Izarite priest when he began to approach her. He nodded respectfully and retreated to his dais, seemingly unperturbed at being rebuffed.
 

 
  “What’s
  
   that
  
  about?” Farah murmured.
 

 
  Across from them, Ephanie was frowning slightly behind her helmet. She turned to examine another arrival through the front doors. Principia followed her gaze, and immediately tightened her grip on her lance.
 

 
  He was a blonde man in his early middle years, wearing a pricey-looking suit and casually flipping a doubloon from hand to hand as he strolled in. Catching the coin in his left hand, he rolled it deftly along the backs of his fingers, and smiled as he drew abreast of them.
 

 
  “Well hello, there, Prin. Long time no see.”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” she replied in a neutral tone.
 

 
  “I suppose,” he said pleasantly, “you didn’t get our invitation to come chat, eh? That was…gosh, it’s been
  
   months.
  
  I’d ask what you’ve been up to, but…look at yourself. Gotta say,
  
   this
  
  I did not expect. You are perennially full of surprises.”
 

 
  “I’m on duty, Sweet,” she said tersely.
 

 
  “Oh? Splendid!” He grinned as though delighted by the news. “This has to be the coziest post a Legionnaire can pull, eh? So you’ll have time to chitchat a bit with a old friend while you hold down the carpet.”
 

 
  “Soldiers on duty do not socialize with passersby,” Farah said sharply, catching Principia’s mood.
 

 
  “Really?” He turned that charming grin on her. “That’s odd. I’ve whiled away many a pleasant hour with Imperial troops guarding some boring patch of street or other.”
 

 
  
   “Competent
  
  soldiers on duty do not socialize,” Ephanie said. “Move along, sir.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   fairly
  
  certain you don’t have grounds to evict me from the temple, private,” he said, turning his head to wink at her. He turned back to fix his gaze on Principia, and despite his smile, his eyes were sharply intent. “I’ve a little long-overdue business to speak of with your squadmate, here.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   on duty,”
  
  she repeated firmly. “Unless you have business in the temple, your Grace, you need to move on.”
 

 
  “Let me just clarify that I am not trying to create a problem,” he said, his smile fading slightly. “You’re not wanted on suspicion of any offense, Prin. Don’t try to claim you don’t
  
   understand
  
  why we need to speak with you.”
 

 
  Ephanie strode across the aisle, thumping the butt of her lance on the floor. “All right, that’s enough. Time for you to go.”
 

 
  “This is Bishop Darling of the Universal Church,” Principia said, looking over at her. “He’s allowed to be in a temple, I’m fairly sure. You do
  
   not
  
  have the prerogative to harass Legionnaires guarding them, however, your Grace,” she added directly to Darling.
 

 
  “Sure, I’ll let you get back to your work,” he said amiably. “It looks
  
   very
  
  diverting. What time is good for you, then?”
 

 
  “Not now.”
 

 
  “I really do wish you the best in whatever it is you’re doing with your life,” Darling said, his expression growing serious. “And I really do wish that was an acceptable answer. However…”
 

 
  Ephanie let out a sharp, three-tone whistle. Immediately, the priest at the other end of the sanctuary began striding toward them…as did the two elves in black. The tromping of boots announced the arrival of more Legionnaires through side entrances at a swift walk.
 

 
  “This isn’t like you, Darling,” Principia said firmly. “Nor is it in keeping with your faith to be confrontational and make a scene.”
 

 
  “See,
  
   this
  
  is not helping,” he replied, tilting his head at Merry, who had just appeared from the side door. Casey approached them from the other, with Lieutenant Straud right behind her. “It looks bad, Prin, you running off to the Avenists to hide from us. I am
  
   being
  
  confrontational because I’m desperately trying to spare you having to have this conversation with Style and six of her goons. Work with me.”
 

 
  “You just crossed a line,” Ephanie said, leveling her lance. “You do not
  
   threaten
  
  a Silver Legionnaire. Get out.”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” said the Izarite priest with a note of pleading. “Whatever concern you have, I’m sure it can be discussed in a civil manner.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid Private Avelea is correct,” Straud snapped. “I don’t care what rank or history you have, Bishop, you will not treat one of my troops this way. Are you leaving, or are you being dragged?”
 

 
  “Fauna, don’t even
  
   think
  
  about it,” Darling said sharply without looking over at her. The Legionnaires did, however, in time to see the elf in leather sliding a throwing knife back into her sleeve.
 

 
  “Too late,” she said. Merry stepped back, leveling a lance at her. The priest wrung his hands, looking anguished.
 

 
  “I’m off duty at sixteen hundred hours,” Principia said, staring at Darling. “If you want to talk, you can meet me in the main sanctuary of Avei’s temple.”
 

 
  “There!” he said brightly, spreading his hands. “That’s all I needed to hear. Thanks for being so accommodating, Prin. Always a pleasure. Come along, ladies!”
 

 
  He turned, strolling back toward the door, apparently unconcerned with the lances aimed at his back. The two elves followed, stepping right through the knot of tense Legionnaires without so much as glancing at them.
 

 
  “Does he mean us?” the one in the cloak asked.
 

 
  “Has to,” Fauna replied. “Do you see any other ladies here?”
 

 
  “Oh, mee-
  
   ow!”
  
 

 
  Darling only paused when a crow swooped in through the open doors and settled on his shoulder, croaking smugly.
 

 
  “Really, now?” he said to it. “What, are your wings broken?”
 

 
  Behind, the Legionnaires watched in silence while the odd group finally left.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that’s
  
  good and horrifying,” Principia whispered to herself.
 

 
  “Is this going to be a
  
   recurring
  
  problem, Private Locke?” Lieutenant Straud demanded.
 

 
  Prin straightened to attention. “I don’t believe so, ma’am. If I change my mind after speaking with him, I’ll report the matter.”
 

 
  “I will, of course, have to log an incident report about this,” Straud said.
 

 
  “Of course, ma’am.”
 

 
  The Lieutenant sighed. “All right. As you were, ladies.”
 

 
  They shifted back to their stations, Ephanie and Farah now sneaking speculative looks at Principia, who was staring distractedly into space.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She remained withdrawn through the remainder of their shift, and the other four members of their tiny squad restrained their curiosity to questioning stares, which Principia affected not to notice. The relative quiet lasted until they were crossing the parade ground to their bunk that afternoon.
 

 
  
   “Private Locke!”
  
 

 
  Principia whirled and snapped to attention, facing Bishop Syrinx, who was stomping across the yard toward her. The Bishop came to a stop, planting her fists on her hips and ignoring Prin’s salute. Captain Dijanerad followed her at a more sedate pace, wearing a more calm expression.
 

 
  “I understand you took it upon yourself to embarrass the Third Legion in front of the Izarites today,” Syrinx said coldly.
 

 
  “No, ma’am,” Principia replied, remaining stiffly at attention.
 

 
  “Oh?” the Bishop snapped. “You think having a
  
   confrontation
  
  with a Bishop of the Universal Church in the main sanctuary of a protectorate cult is less than an embarrassment?”
 

 
  “With respect, your Grace,” said Ephanie, also saluting, “only Bishop Darling was confrontational. Private Locke acted in accordance with the Legion’s code of conduct.”
 

 
  “I distinctly heard
  
   no one
  
  give you permission to speak, Private Avelea,” Syrinx said sharply, her glare still fixed on Principia. If anything, her scowl deepened. “This is not an auspicious start to your career, Locke. I will be reading Lieutenant Straud’s report
  
   closely.
  
  If I find any indication that your behavior was a hint less than satisfactory, you’ll be out of this Legion on your oversized ear before you know what’s happened. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “You’re not to leave temple premises until further notice except in the execution of your duties. I want you
  
   readily
  
  at hand in case I have
  
   questions.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Anything to add, Locke?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am.”
 

 
  Bishop Syrinx narrowed her eyes, studying Principia’s face in detail. The silence stretched out; behind the Bishop, Captain Dijanerad kept her peace, her own attention fixed on Syrinx.
 

 
  “I can
  
   see
  
  the strain on your face, Locke,” the Bishop finally said more quietly. “Two hundred years of Eserite habit don’t just vanish. It
  
   kills
  
  you to spout ‘yes ma’am’ and ‘no ma’am’ instead of a snarky comeback to every question, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am,” Principia said in total calm.
 

 
  “I don’t know what made you think you belonged here,” Syrinx said coldly, “but time will disabuse you of the notion.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  The Bishop stared daggers at her for another moment, then turned without a further word and stalked off toward the temple complex. Once she was away, the remaining members of Squad Thirteen let out a breath in unison.
 

 
  “Had an interesting day, I hear,” Dijanerad said mildly.
 

 
  “It won’t happen again, ma’am,” Principia promised.
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure it will,” the Captain said cryptically. She stepped forward and patted Principia’s armored shoulder. “You acted correctly, private. Dismissed.”
 

 
  All five of them saluted, turned, and resumed course toward their barracks.
 

 
  “Hypothetically,” Merry mused aloud, “what d’you think would be the punishment for slugging a fellow Legionnaire in the mouth?”
 

 
  “Depends on a lot of factors,” Ephanie replied. “Anything from a stern talking-to, all the way up to lashing or the stockade.”
 

 
  “Mm hm, mm hm. What about stabbing her while she slept?”
 

 
  
   “Hanging,”
  
  Ephanie said sharply.
 

 
  “Rats.”
 

 
  “Got somethin’ on your mind, Lang?” Principia asked.
 

 
  “I just can’t help noticing,” Merry said with a scowl, “that every time I’m anywhere
  
   near
  
  you I get tangled up in Thieves’ Guild drama.”
 

 
  “Wait, you were
  
   actually
  
  a member of the Thieves’ Guild?” Casey demanded, wide-eyed.
 

 
  Principia shrugged. “Technically, I guess I still am, unless they decide to kick me out for some reason. I don’t owe them any dues as long as I’m not stealing anything, so… A member of good standing, even.”
 

 
  “Then what’s that guy Darling want with you?” Merry demanded.
 

 
  “Extended fallout from the debacle at Last Rock, I bet.”
 

 
  “Glad that ruined someone
  
   else’s
  
  life,” she muttered. “I was starting to feel singled out.”
 

 
  They filed into the cabin, Prin speaking as she went to her bunk.
 

 
  “Anyway, this isn’t Thieves’ Guild drama. Whatever Darling wants I’m sure I can settle in a few minutes. The Guild is just the excuse for the
  
   real
  
  drama, here. You can blame me if it makes you feel better, but you might want to be careful. You’re just as much a target as I am.”
 

 
  “Oh, hell no,” Merry said firmly. “I’ve made all my deals; that is
  
   behind
  
  me.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   that,”
  
  Prin said patiently. “Come on, think about the timing. I’ve been in this temple complex for the past few months solid; the Guild didn’t know where I was.
  
   Nobody
  
  but the Sisterhood did. And yet, the
  
   very first
  
  time I poke my nose out, the Bishop himself lands in my lap?”
 

 
  “I guess the Eserites are pretty quick on the uptake,” Farah said timidly. “At least…they have a reputation for being savvy.”
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “That’s way beyond savvy. For them to get intelligence there has to
  
   be
  
  some first. I’d need to be spotted around the city for them to zero in on me; it would take
  
   time.
  
  Unless…”
 

 
  “Oh, stop with the dramatic pauses and
  
   spit it out!”
  
  Merry exclaimed.
 

 
  “Unless,” Prin said with a smile, “someone
  
   told
  
  them where to find me. Now, who do we know who has access to our duty schedule and can get ahold of a Bishop of the Universal Church on short notice, hmm? And here’s another thing. We got back here at the
  
   same
  
  time as the other squad. No runners were sent.
  
   Nobody
  
  had time to report this to Syrinx. She
  
   knew
  
  what had happened before she reasonably could have.”
 

 
  “Why on earth would Bishop Syrinx try to set you up like that?” Ephanie demanded, frowning.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is what concerns me,” Principia said. “I don’t know that woman from a wart on my ass. She has
  
   no
  
  business with me that I can imagine. The only thing that makes me a target applies equally to all of you. It’s a continuation of what we’ve already seen: our understaffed squad, our apparent punishment duty at the Temple of Izara. She’s
  
   after
  
  us, for some reason. I suggest you all step
  
   very
  
  carefully.”
 

 
  “Do you have any idea how paranoid you sound?” Merry snorted. “Bishop Syrinx is out to
  
   get
  
  us? That’s crazy.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Prin said with a shrug. “If you can think of a more logical explanation for what happened today, I’d love to hear it. Bet I’d sleep better.”
 

 
  A tense silence fell.
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx sponsored me to join the Legion,” Casey said in a small voice.
 

 
  Principia sighed. “Elwick, with all respect to your sponsor—”
 

 
  “With all respect to my sponsor,” Casey interrupted, “the difference between that woman and a rattlesnake is the serpent gives you fair warning. I’ll believe she’s capable of
  
   anything.
  
  No matter how shifty, or…cruel.”
 

 
  “Something you want to share with us?” Merry asked warily.
 

 
  Casey’s tone was curt. “No.”
 

 
  “If she’s telling Thieves’ Guild people where our soldiers are, can we get her in trouble for that?” Farah suggested. “That has to be against some regulation, at least.”
 

 
  “Not technically,” said Ephanie. “Only if we were on operations that involved the Guild, which guard duty at the Temple of Izara does not. It’s pretty common for guard postings at protectorate temples to go through the Church, actually. The priests often request squads or individuals they know and trust.”
 

 
  “I’d advise you to drop that line of thinking,” Principia added. “We’ve already got enough trouble breathing down our necks. Trying to strike back at Syrinx would lead to nothing but disaster. Our best bet is to be the best soldiers we can and hope someone more reasonable in the chain of command reins her in.”
 

 
  “But
  
   why?”
  
  Merry exclaimed. “Why would she
  
   do
  
  such a thing? None of us have done anything to her?” She paused, looking warily around the group. “…have we?”
 

 
  A chorus of negations later, Casey cleared her throat. “I have a thought…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Farah prompted.
 

 
  “Well… Eserites are known to be crafty, right? And… I don’t know any of your stories, but… That is, this cohort is supposed to be training in politics, if they told us the truth. Suppose… What if we’re
  
   not
  
  being punished, but we were handpicked for this, and Syrinx doesn’t want us to succeed?”
 

 
  Ephanie frowned deeply, saying nothing; the others looked thoughtful.
 

 
  “What makes you think
  
   you’d
  
  be a pick for that, then?” Merry asked after a moment.
 

 
  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Casey said, averting her eyes.
 

 
  Principia sighed. “If you think there’s a—”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   have
  
  to talk about it!” she said, her voice climbing. Casey paused, squeezing her eyes shut, and continued in a more normal tone. “It was just a thought, probably not even right. It’s just… I have no idea what’s going on. None of this makes any sense. Any theory has to be better than nothing.”
 

 
  “A lot more harm is done by wrong belief than incompetent action,” said Ephanie thoughtfully. “Still…”
 

 
  “Still,” said Prin, nodding, “it’s good to theorize. We need to keep our eyes and ears and minds open, girls. Something is going on here, obviously, and
  
   somebody
  
  means us harm. Hopefully it’s just Syrinx.”
 

 
  “Bloody fucking
  
   hell,”
  
  Merry growled, leaning against her bunk. “Of all the shit I don’t need…”
 

 
  “None of us need it,” Ephanie said sharply.
 

 
  “Hey,” Farah said, straightening and turning to Prin. “Aren’t you supposed to be meeting Bishop Darling in the main sanctuary?”
 

 
  Principia grinned and sat down on the empty bed beneath her own bunk. “Oh, there’s no rush. A little patience will do him good.”
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  “I can’t believe she
  
   scratched
  
  me,” Gabe said, for far from the first time. He was rubbing at his throat with one hand, despite the fact that he had healed the tiny pinpricks as soon as they had been inflicted in a rather excessive display of divine light. “How is
  
   everyone
  
  always scratching or stabbing or breaking me? Why do I even bother being an invulnerable half-demon if everybody gets a free shot?!”
 

 
  “I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that you continually seek out and provoke the only people wherever you are who can
  
   actually
  
  do these things to you,” Toby said mildly.
 

 
  “You make it sound like I have a death wish,” Gabriel grumbled. “I’m unlucky and dense, not suicidal.”
 

 
  “I honestly can’t decide which would put you in more danger,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “And for the record! I did
  
   nothing
  
  to antagonize Ruda, she’s just a bi—a jerk,” he finished, glancing guiltily at Trissiny.
 

 
  “I give you credit for the effort,” she said dryly.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “Sorry. Habits. But seriously,
  
   how
  
  Ekoi managed to
  
   scratch
  
  me is a pertinent question.”
 

 
  “She’s a kitsune,” Fross explained, fluttering over to hover between them. “A potentially very powerful kind of fairy from Sifan. It’s actually really rare to see one outside their home country; they don’t like to travel. But then I guess it’s no surprise that Professor Tellwyrn has friends everywhere.”
 

 
  “Maybe that means Professor Yornhaldt will come back soon,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” November chimed in, bodily inserting herself into the conversation, “whatever Gabriel did doesn’t justify a professor
  
   assaulting
  
  a student!”
 

 
  “I actually think Professor Tellwyrn will agree with you on that,” said Shaeine from the sidelines. “Regardless of the very slight nature of the injury, she has strict rules about such things. If this has not been brought to her attention, I suggest we do so. If Professor Ekoi is as potent a force as Fross implies, it is doubtless best if she is prevented from making a habit of corporal punishment.”
 

 
  “That’ll be an interesting conversation,” Toby said fatalistically. “Tellwyrn doesn’t have a high opinion of tattletales, even when they’re in the right.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn’s opinions are irrational and arbitrary,” Trissiny snorted. “The rules are the rules; she made them. November and Shaeine are right: Ekoi cannot get away with this.”
 

 
  The handful of other students present simply stood at the periphery of the room, watching November and the sophomores in silence, several with frowns or raised eyebrows in response to tales of the new magical sciences teacher sinking her claws into Gabriel.
 

 
  They were meeting in Martial Spell Lab 3, an octagonal room attached to the gymnasium, with a padded floor and enormous plate glass windows for three of its wall sections, which looked out over the prairie to the east. That glass, however, was no less fragile than the stone which comprised the rest of the room, and all of it would stand up to mag artillery fire. This was one of the chambers in which spell combat was taught and practiced; the defensive charms covering every inch of the room were the best that could be had. Allegedly they’d only needed to be replaced three times since the University’s founding, which was impressive considering the nature of the student body.
 

 
  Further discussion was interrupted by the arrival of Professor Harklund through the door opening onto the main gymnasium. He was a man in his middle years, with the receding hairline and expanding waistline to prove it, but his jowly face carried a smile, as it habitually did. Despite his Stalweiss surname, he had the dark complexion of a Westerner. He dressed in traditional wizard robes of plain blue, a custom so outdated as to be an affectation, but despite that Harklund was one of the least-mocked professors at the University. A bronze pin displaying the moon and stars sigil of Salyrene was affixed as always to the breast of his robe.
 

 
  “Hello, eager learners!” he said cheerfully, sweeping his gaze across the assembled students, pausing at each of them as he did a quick mental count. Class sizes at the University were small enough that most teachers didn’t bother reading names off a list; they knew who to expect and could tell at a glance if someone was absent. Professor Harklund, this time, had the opposite problem. “Ah, Ms. Fross, you are not enrolled in this class. I’m afraid you don’t meet the prerequisites, my dear.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know!” Fross said brightly. “I happen to have a free period now this semester and I like to study my own projects, so I wondered if you wouldn’t mind if I audit this class? I’m very interested in different methods of using magic.”
 

 
  “It’s not that I
  
   mind,”
  
  the Professor replied. “I never object to students wishing to learn. This is a strictly practical class, however; we will be wielding divine energies in significant concentration every day. That is potentially injurious to fairies.”
 

 
  “Oh, but—”
 

 
  “And,” he interrupted gently but firmly, “any methods you might use to mitigate that risk could disrupt the actual workings of the class. If you clear it with Professor Tellwyrn and Miss Sunrunner, and get their assurance that your being here is both safe and not disruptive, I certainly don’t mind if you watch. For this session, though, I’ll have to ask you to clear the premises.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Fross said rather glumly. “I’ll see you later, guys.” She fluttered to the door, which opened to admit her, then drifted gently shut once she was gone.
 

 
  “Well, then!” Professor Harklund went on more briskly. “Welcome to Introductory Lightworking! This is, as I’m sure you know, a new addition to the University’s offerings. I’m sure you know this because several of you were instrumental in getting it added to the curriculum! The only firm prerequisite for enrollment in this class is an established ability to wield divine magic. An awful lot of lightwielders do nothing but call on the energy and just…spray it out, unfocused. That includes a number of fairly high-ranking priests who really have no excuse not to know better.”
 

 
  “Not all cults emphasize magic use,” Trissiny said pointedly. “Salyrene is the only goddess of healing and magic; other faiths have other priorities.”
 

 
  “You are correct, Ms. Avelea,” Harklund said amiably. “To put it in more Avenist terms, then, would you send any soldier onto the battlefield as poorly-trained in the use of a sword as the average Avenist cleric is in the use of the light?” He gave her a moment to consider that, just long enough for her to develop a good scowl, before continuing. “As a counter-example, Themynra’s faith is about reasoning and judgment, which has nothing to do with magic…
  
   except
  
  when it has everything to do with magic. It certainly does not show good judgment to use tools without developing
  
   skill
  
  in their use. And indeed, I understand our Ms. Awarrion has a proven facility at magical shields, is it not so?”
 

 
  “I believe I have attained a certain basic competency, if I may be forgiven for boasting,” Shaeine said diffidently.
 

 
  “Shaeine is modesty personified,” Gabe said with a grin. “She’s
  
   crazy
  
  good with shields.”
 

 
  Professor Harklund grinned. “We’ll take the time to explore the skills each of you already have, of course. I will be demonstrating new subjects as they arise, but as I told our pixie friend just now, this is a
  
   practical
  
  class. There should be time in each class period for everyone to receive individual instruction, and you will of course be expected to practice on your own. Now then, for the most part I plan to limit my talking to explanations of specific actions I expect you to take, but I will begin our semester with this one piece of theory.”
 

 
  He paused, glancing around at them with a knowing half-smile, before continuing. “The light is caught up inevitably in religious concepts, coming to us as it does through the auspices of the gods. Interestingly, even among the dwarves, who can touch the light without any god’s help, an animistic faith devoted to it is common. All this leads us to a whole slew of misconceptions about just what divine magic is, and what it does. The truth is this: the guiding principle of the divine is
  
   order.”
  
 

 
  “I thought divine light encouraged life,” said a boy unfamiliar to the sophomores, probably one of the new freshmen.
 

 
  Harklund pointed at him. “That’s one of the
  
   more
  
  common misperceptions, Mr. Mosk. It arises from confusion between the two schools of magic used for healing. It is the
  
   fae
  
  which encourages life, and the distinction between it and the divine helps illuminate—pardon the pun—their respective strengths and weaknesses when it comes to the healing arts. For example, fae healing is excellent for major tissue damage, and even can reset broken bones if the proper spells are used. However, it has a tendency to accidentally encourage conditions that are
  
   caused
  
  by an overgrowth of life where one is not wanted. Infections, viruses, cancer. Divine healing, on the other hand, attempts to restore the body to its own base state, which also serves to purge it of alien incursions. However, a simple surge of divine energy hasn’t a physical component, and thus does not repair physical disruptions in the body of a certain size or severity. For instance, if you heal someone with a bone broken and left in the wrong position, you can cripple them for life. Heal someone with a blade embedded in their organs, and you likely condemn them to an excruciating death.”
 

 
  November gulped audibly. Professor Harklund nodded, his expression solemn.
 

 
  “In both schools of healing there are, of course, ways around these handicaps, which is what distinguishes a true
  
   healer
  
  from someone flinging around holy light or fairy dust. Healing is not the focus of this class, though we will of course cover it in some detail later in the semester. For now, however, we’ll begin with a relatively simple form of lightworking: the manifestation of solid objects.”
 

 
  He held out a hand, a golden glow springing up around him, and suddenly a long, narrow cylinder appeared in his palm, apparently made of pure light. Harklund casually twirled the radiant golden quarterstaff as he continued speaking. “Some deities, notably Avei, grant shielding as an inherent gift to their clerics. If you do not come from a deific tradition which has this ability, however, you can make a shield simply by making something solid. You can, in fact, make just about anything—with certain limitations on size and complexity. There are differences and outliers, but the rule of thumb is you can’t create any object more massive than your own body. Only rigid things can be made, nothing flexible or malleable. A light-crafted object also cannot be changed once it exists; if you want something else, you must dismiss your creation and start over. There are further limitations and provisos, but they tend to situational and can be particular to the
  
   source
  
  of your magic, so we will address those in detail at a later date.”
 

 
  The staff vanished, and in the next moment he was holding a traditional leaf-bladed short sword. “I often marvel that this practice is not favored among the Sisterhood. A priestess who can do it would
  
   never
  
  be disarmed. Ah, but do please correct me if I start to wander into theology,” he said with a wink. “As I was saying earlier, it naturally comes up when we discuss the divine, but isn’t directly germane to this class. Now then, holding a physical object made of divine light requires some concentration, but much less than it takes to create it in the first place. Today we will be attempting to make a simple object—the staff, as I just demonstrated.” He did so again, first dismissing the sword. “Its very simple form is an easy first project, and it also happens to be a particularly useful thing to know. There are a thousand and one uses to which a good staff can be put. Next time we meet, we’ll start to work on holding divinely created objects in existence without focusing your whole concentration on it. The trick can be dicey to acquire initially, but I think you’ll find, once you get there, it’s quite easy. All right, then! Who would like to start?”
 

 
  Gabriel and November stepped forward simultaneously, then had a short, polite scuffle as each tried to yield the floor to the other. Professor Harklund had to end it by nominating Gabriel to try, admonishing each of them to pay close attention but please not attempt to follow the instructions until he could work with them individually.
 

 
  The directions given were all about focusing, concentrating and
  
   feeling,
  
  the kind of talk that was familiar to anyone experienced with using magic but quite difficult for particularly concrete thinkers to initially grasp. Gabriel went about it with a most peculiar expression, a frown of intense concentration that kept flickering into a look of pure, childlike delight.
 

 
  Trissiny eased over next to Toby, who was watching with a smile. “He looks so…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby agreed, nodding, his smile broadening. “He does.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s lesson was interrupted by a yelp from November, who had manifested a golden quarterstaff in her hand, positioned so that she clocked herself in the head with it and tumbled over backwards.
 

 
  Professor Harklund was by her side in seconds, placing a hand on her forehead and illuminating her with a gentle golden light.
 

 
  “By far the greater part of your time spent in this class will be in individual practice,” he said to the others as he gently helped a wincing November to sit up. “However, Ms. Stark has just demonstrated the
  
   reason
  
  I ask that you not attempt new lessons unsupervised. As we get into more complex studies, the potential hazards become more severe. All right, Mr. Arquin, where were we?”
 

 
  Gabriel got it a few moments later, after Harklund suggested he give up the two-handed staff grip he was holding, as the second point of contact increased the complexity of the initial summon. He absently rested his left hand on the hilt of his sword, and almost immediately found himself holding a staff made of light. No sooner had he whooped in triumph than it flickered out, leaving him grimacing.
 

 
  “Very good!” Professor Harklund said approvingly, clapping him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Gabriel,
  
   holding
  
  it is another matter entirely, as I said. We’ll get to that in due course. Some of you may find that a magical aid to concentration can help with the initial summons, if you’re having trouble making that breakthrough. If any of you are still struggling by the end of this class and don’t possess any such devices yourself, I can provide one. This really is very much like learning to walk; getting the trick of it in the first place is the only hard part. All right, Ms. Stark, I believe you demonstrated a prodigious grasp of the basic technique without even meaning to. Ms. Avelea, would you care to go next?”
 

 
  They went around the room in that fashion, each of the nine students attempting the feat individually. Trissiny did it all but instantly and without apparent effort, as did Shaeine; Professor Harklund left them to practice on their own, occasionally directing them to assist classmates who were getting irregular results from their repeated attempts. Once a student had managed to create a staff from midair, the Professor instructed them to keep at it and get a feel for the act. This caused steadily increasing tension among the remainders before they were called up to be walked through the process, but he had a very calming manner and was adept at handling classes of nervous pupils. By the time the session ended, more than half of them, working alone, had figured out the trick of holding a manifested staff in existence. Of those, only Trissiny, Shaeine and a junior girl named Clara had managed to keep one without actively concentrating on it. Everyone else lost theirs as soon as they attempted to speak or do anything with their staves—which probably averted several impromptu duels.
 

 
  Everyone except Toby ended up having fun.
 

 
  He simply could not get it to work. He never grew frustrated or nervous, simply staring at his open hand with a fixed, blank expression, creating futile spurts of light. Golden beams shot forth from either end of his fist at one point, but they were just light, with no solidity. At another, he conjured up a glittering outline, as if a layer of dust had settled
  
   over
  
  a staff, but not the staff itself. Eventually the Professor partnered him with Gabriel and Trissiny to practice and moved on to the next student, pausing only to give Toby a few encouraging words.
 

 
  Still, despite all their best efforts, the class time came to an end without Toby having achieved more than a few interesting light effects. Harklund spoke with him quietly at one side of the room while the other students filed out, though Toby’s classmates waited to accompany him.
 

 
  “It’s like he said,” Gabe said, slinging an arm over Toby’s shoulders. “It’s just…a trick. Once you get it, it’s the easiest thing. Hard to wrap your mind around in the first place, though.”
 

 
  Toby just nodded, as calm and as distant as before.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “The man is
  
   absolutely
  
  barmy,” Maureen said in an awed tone.
 

 
  Most of the freshman class had split after escaping the crowded, humid greenhouse, which had somehow seemed to become twice as crowded while Professor Rafe’s excessive personality was present. Now, the girls were on the way back to…
 

 
  “Wait, where are we going?” Maureen asked, looking around. “This isn’t the path to the Well.”
 

 
  “I frankly do not know,” Ravana declared, “nor am I terribly interested. We’re unlikely to fall down a hole or encounter a minotaur provided we stay outdoors and on campus, and to be quite honest, I feel an urgent need for some fresh air.”
 

 
  “Imperial society is, on the whole, far more expressive than Narisian,” Szith said slowly. “Am I correct, then, in concluding that Professor Rafe was exuberant well beyond local standards of behavior?”
 

 
  “Exuberant,” Maureen said, “irrational… I think the term would be
  
   eccentric
  
  if he were rich or a noble. Me, I’m goin’ with shoes-on-ears batscratch crazy.”
 

 
  “Traditionally, academics are allowed to be eccentric, as well,” Ravana commented.
 

 
  “He didn’t even
  
   notice
  
  me,” Iris burst out.
 

 
  All five of them came to a stop, staring at her. At the rear of the group, several paces behind, Addiwyn snorted disdainfully.
 

 
  “Professor Rafe?” Maureen asked cautiously.
 

 
  “Lord Gabriel,” Iris said, seeming on the verge of tears. “He didn’t even…
  
   augh,
  
  not that I blame him, I babbled like an idiot. I’m
  
   such
  
  an idiot.”
 

 
  “He noticed you,” said Szith. “In fact, he spoke to you.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Addiwyn snapped. “You are an idiot.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  you?” Iris shrieked, whirling on her.
 

 
  “If you spent a little more time worrying about your studies and less obsessing about
  
   boys,”
  
  the elf sneered, “perhaps you would be a happier, calmer
  
   type
  
  of idiot. Are you even aware that you were just in a class?”
 

 
  “I’ve me doubts whether that qualified as a class,” Maureen mused, while Szith subtly interposed herself between Addiwyn and Iris, who had gone from the brink of crying to the brink of attack, judging by her posture and suddenly balled fists.
 

 
  “It is
  
   hardly
  
  unconventional or inappropriate for college students to dwell on their love lives, or lack thereof,” Ravana said mildly.
 

 
  “Besides which,” Szith added, “apart from Professor Tellwyrn’s frankly lunatic homework assignment and Professor Rafe’s instructions to drink something distilled from grains, which I personally am going to regard as a joke, we hardly have any school work about which to be concerned.”
 

 
  “Really, Addiwyn,” Ravana added, “I don’t presume to know the reason for this directionless hostility of yours, but I cannot imagine how you expect it to end well for you.”
 

 
  Addiwyn stalked forward until she was within arm’s reach of Ravana and stood, glaring down at her. They made an odd tableau: both girls slender, blonde and attired in a similarly old-fashioned style. The elf towered over the human, though, and wore an expression of almost childish fury—while Ravana, who looked the more physically childlike of the two, was calm and seemed faintly amused.
 

 
  “Are you threatening me, little girl?” Addiwyn asked coldly.
 

 
  “I am exercising common sense,” Ravana replied. “That you took it as a threat is a case in point. It is
  
   never
  
  a good idea to indiscriminately alienate everyone you meet.”
 

 
  Addiwyn curled her lip, sniffed disdainfully, and shoved rudely past her, flouncing off down the sidewalk.
 

 
  “Just what the
  
   hell
  
  is that girl’s problem?” Iris growled at her back.
 

 
  “She can still hear you,” Szith observed.
 

 
  “Good!”
 

 
  “As Addiwyn has fortuitously walled herself off from our shared room, I believe we can dismiss her airs and nonsense from concern,” said Ravana. “She will either come around or come to grief; on her head be it. Meanwhile! You mentioned Professor Tellwyrn’s homework, Szith. I think it’s time we got a head start on it.”
 

 
  Maureen and Iris drew back from her hesitantly; Szith just raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Y-you’re eager to get started drawing up plans to ambush and…what was the word? Oh, right,
  
   neutralize
  
  each o’ yer roommates?” Maureen asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “Oh, goodness, no,” said Ravana, waving a hand as though brushing away cobwebs. “We will
  
   not
  
  be doing that, ladies.”
 

 
  “So…you want to do the homework, but you
  
   don’t
  
  want to do the homework?” Iris blinked twice. “I’m confused.”
 

 
  “It’s not homework,” Ravana said with a smile, “it is a
  
   test.
  
  Tellwyrn’s pushing us, seeing how we react to pressure. To manipulation.”
 

 
  “Apparently I react by getting confused,” said Iris.
 

 
  “Aye, add me t’that!”
 

 
  Szith remained silent, watching Ravana closely.
 

 
  The blonde turned and resumed walking along the path, forcing the others to fall into step or be left behind, and carried on speaking. “Rather than let her turn us against one another, girls, we are going to do an equivalent group project, which will require some research. Let us make for the library while we have some free time.”
 

 
  “Research on each other?” Maureen asked. “In the library?”
 

 
  “No, no, Maureen. We’ll all get to know one another organically, over time, as such things are
  
   meant
  
  to happen. No, the subject of
  
   research
  
  will be the
  
   true
  
  enemy here. Arachne Tellwyrn is rather famous for being inexorable and unstoppable, but there are cracks in that awesome resume of hers. She
  
   has
  
  been beaten. She’s been outwitted, she has made mistakes, she has several times allowed herself to be manipulated by becoming overly emotional. We are going to perform a brief review of everything known about her adventuring career, find all the weaknesses, all the areas in which she can be and
  
   has
  
  been beaten…” She grinned, eyes fixed on the distance far ahead. “…and rub them in her face.”
 

 
  A weighty silence hung over the group for several long seconds.
 

 
  “Ravana,” Maureen said at last. “I like ye an’ all, please don’t think I don’t. But that… I really believe that is the worst idea I have
  
   ever
  
  heard.”
 

 
  “It certainly sounds that way, doesn’t it?” Ravana said, half-turning as she walked to give the gnome a pleased smile over her shoulder. “And
  
   that
  
  is why it will work.”
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  “Will you need anything else? There are further volumes which I can pull for a more in-depth study.”
 

 
  “No, thank you,” said Ravana, surveying the dozen books already stacked on their table. “The assignment calls for a two-page paper; more material than this will simply swamp us, I think.”
 

 
  “Very well,” said Crystal, nodding her head. The expressionless mask that formed her face was an eerie contrast to her pleasant voice. “Don’t hesitate to ask at the front desk if you require any help.”
 

 
  “We won’t, thank you.”
 

 
  The golem turned and walked back through the stacks toward the front of the library and her customary seat behind its broad desk, leaving the four girls seated around a small table in a reading alcove. As she went, the light emitted from between her joints and the plates of her “skin” cast shifting patterns of illumination on the nearby bookshelves.
 

 
  It wasn’t dim in the library by any means; there were tall windows and abundant fairy lamps, creating plenty of light to read by. Its architecture, though, trended toward narrow spaces and dark tones, making it feel cozy and even a little gloomy despite the light level. Crystal’s blue-white glow made for a stark contrast.
 

 
  “She’s
  
   amazing,”
  
  Maureen breathed, staring after the golem even once she was gone from sight.
 

 
  “Oh?” Iris said warily. “Uh, that’s… Well, she’s not really my
  
   type,
  
  but I guess…”
 

 
  “What?” The gnome blinked at her, then blushed. “Oh, for the— No! Are ye daft? She’s a
  
   machine.
  
  That’s what I meant; the way she talks an interacts, it’s incredible. There’ve been talking enchantments basically forever, but those were rare, an’ always stuck on static objects; havin’ something that moves around attached to ’em mucked up the old methods, as I understood it. No, she’s a modern golem, but almost like a real person!”
 

 
  “Is she not a person?” Szith asked, raising an eyebrow. “If she can communicate as one, what other measure is there by which to judge her? She certainly appeared as sentient as you or I.”
 

 
  “You can tell if y’pay attention an’ know what to listen for,” said Maureen. “She uses exactly the same inflection on everything she says, an’ there’s a faint pause, like, after ye speak to ‘er. Somethin’ bein’ processed in there, the machinery finding the right response an’ spittin’ it out. ‘Course, it’s all arcane magic, not really a true
  
   machine,
  
  but still, it’s far and away beyond any other golem I ever heard of.”
 

 
  “It seems my question remains valid, then,” said Szith. “Even if she is an artificial creation, is she not a sentient thing?”
 

 
  Maureen had begun shaking her head before the drow was finished speaking. “Actual
  
   sentience,
  
  that’s still beyond modern enchantment. Some o’ the old archmages came
  
   close,
  
  with talkin’ mirrors an’ swords an’ the like, but in the end they were a lot simpler than an actual person. No real
  
   psychology,
  
  I mean, just…patterns o’ behavior. Also, most o’ those were made by killin’ somebody and fixin’ a bit o’ their soul to the object, so… That’s highly illegal in the Empire.”
 

 
  Iris went wide-eyed, turning to stare in the direction Crystal had gone. “You…you don’t suppose…”
 

 
  “If Tellwyrn had done something like that,” said Ravana with an amused little smile, “I hardly think she would encourage the results to circulate among her students. In any case, I doubt she would have done so to begin with.”
 

 
  “Aye,” said Maureen, “an’ no matter how reclusive she is, if she’d cracked
  
   actual
  
  golem sentience, there’d be word of it all over. That’s one of the great unsolveds, y’know? Like mass-producible magic mirrors or automated teleportation.”
 

 
  “You know, your accent kind of comes and goes,” Iris remarked, frowning. Maureen shrugged, averting her eyes, and pulled one of the books over to herself. She had to stand on her chair to see comfortably over the table, but she was used to long hours on her feet.
 

 
  “I still don’t feel my question was addressed,” said Szith. “So Crystal is perhaps a bit simple-minded; there are no shortage of biological people in the same state. What truly differentiates her? Your explanation implied a definitive line between speaking enchantments and sentient beings, but you didn’t define it.”
 

 
  “Well…it’s vague,” Maureen said.
  
   “I’ve
  
  never spoken with a sentient enchantment till today, but I could tell. Like I said, she processes speech like a machine, sortin’ out what she hears and findin’ the right combination o’ words to reply. Supposedly the older talking enchantments really only started to look sketchy when studied in detail.”
 

 
  “Is that not what we all do, though?” Szith asked. “Perhaps Crystal does not find her words quite as adroitly, but the end result seems to be the same…”
 

 
  “In my opinion,” said Ravana, “the difference is one of degree, not of nature. We are all of us nothing but machines, differentiated from an abacus only by a level of complexity. The mind is just a function of the body, after all.”
 

 
  Szith frowned slightly. “When you put it that way, it sounds rather nihilistic.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Ravana smiled at her. “Do you know much about the sea goddess Naphthene?”
 

 
  “I do not.”
 

 
  “Naphthene has no cult or worshipers,” Ravana said, folding her hands serenely in her lap. “Nor does she want any; she either ignores people who try, or sometimes takes exception to their temerity if they are particularly stubborn. Nonetheless, seafaring cultures revere her, for obvious reasons. No ship sets out to sea without making a small offering to Naphthene, for to omit that step is to reliably court disaster. And yet, storms still happen. Those who have made the requisite sacrifices are still vulnerable. The sea is not a thing to be tamed.”
 

 
  “She sounds…unjust,” said Szith, her frown deepening.
 

 
  “Precisely!” Ravana replied. “Unfair, arbitrary, random. And that is the lesson absorbed by a lot of coastal societies: life is simply a matter of luck and fickle fate. What is fascinating, and relevant to our discussion, is how they
  
   deal
  
  with this worldview. In the west and south, the Tidestrider clans are known to be brutal and, as you say, nihilistic. The Empire has brought them somewhat to heel, but in the old days they rendered that ocean all but impassable, mostly raiding each other, but they would descend in force on anyone
  
   else
  
  who dared to sail their waters. They took no prisoners and gave no quarter, and the few who visited among them described them as a dour and unsmiling folk. On the other hand, in the east and north are the Punaji, who are famously high-spirited and cheerful. And both societies arrived at their value systems from the same starting point: observing the unfairness of life.” She leaned back in her chair, her smile broadening. “There’s an old Punaji proverb I very much like: ‘When nothing means anything, everything means everything.’”
 

 
  The group fell silent, three of them frowning thoughtfully at the empty space in the center of the table.
 

 
  “I’m a wee bit flummoxed how we came ’round to
  
   this
  
  from me admiring the golem,” Maureen said at last.
 

 
  “Quite so!” Ravana replied, suddenly brisk, and leaned forward to pick up a book. “Now, we have here several volumes on history, adventuring and magic which make reference to Arachne Tellwyrn. I propose that we divide them up; that will give us this evening to skim through and isolate references to her failures and defeats, and then we can pool our notes and compose the actual essay tomorrow in time for Wednesday’s class. Does anyone object if I do the writing myself?”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” said Szith, “but I object to your presumption. We’ve followed you this far, as requesting books from the golem scarcely constitutes effort, but the group has not agreed to pursue this course of action. In frankness, you have not justified it.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Iris piped up, her expression worried. “I don’t like the sound of that assignment to pick at each other’s weaknesses, but I
  
   really
  
  don’t see how starting a fight with Tellwyrn is gonna help us.”
 

 
  “Very well, it’s a fair concern.” Ravana leaned forward again, folding her hands on the table and interlacing her fingers. “To begin with, do you believe me when I say that the assignment itself is not meant to be taken at face value?”
 

 
  The other three girls exchanged glances.
 

 
  “I dunno,” Iris said doubtfully.
 

 
  “This project is by no means the first time I have engaged in research about our professor,” said Ravana. “Upon being accepted here I commissioned a detailed analysis of her, the better to know what to expect. While Tellwyrn herself has historically bludgeoned her way through obstacles with sheer magical might, she has an entirely other set of priorities for other people.
  
   Particularly
  
  students. In fact, she is rather fond of subtle tests of character, of placing obstacles in people’s paths and engineering situations to gauge their moral and mental capabilities. I came prepared to be on the lookout for these; I did not expect to find one so quickly, or for it to be so blatant.”
 

 
  “Blatant?” Maureen asked.
 

 
  Ravana grinned faintly. “May I at
  
   least
  
  assume you have all noticed, as I have, the insanity of the assignment in question? The sheer, emotionally destructive
  
   absurdity
  
  of it?”
 

 
  They all nodded, slowly, and she spread her hands. “Arachne Tellwyrn is not someone who does insane, absurd things—at least, not to students or others under her protection. She
  
   is
  
  someone who likes to carefully feel people out using oblique methods before subjecting them to her bombastic approach to life. I suspect that’s why she is still alive; it has prevented her from picking a fight with someone too close to her level.”
 

 
  “That makes sense, then,” said Szith, again nodding. “Very well, I can accept your assertion, and thank you for the analysis. I for one would likely have stepped right into the trap otherwise.”
 

 
  “Ought we to clue the others in?” Maureen asked.
 

 
  Ravana shrugged. “If you wish. We were assigned our room groups to do this with, however; I don’t think we will be expected to extend our efforts beyond that.”
 

 
  “Still,” said Szith, “you have yet to explain why you think
  
   antagonizing
  
  Professor Tellwyrn is a wise academic move.”
 

 
  Iris nodded emphatically. “I think your exact words were ‘rub her face in it.’ Failing us is the
  
   least
  
  of what she can do to us, you know.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Ravana replied with a rueful smile. “Forgive me, I do like to indulge in tiny little melodramas. No, being aggressive with Tellwyrn is probably not a good idea. If nothing else, it would be a metatextual failure; seeing the subtle trap and using it to act brutishly seems self-defeating. No, what I had in mind is a simple message, and if anything a
  
   gentle
  
  one. Or at least a subtle one.”
 

 
  “Go on,” said Szith when no one else commented.
 

 
  Ravana leaned forward to tap one of the books. “Rather than the assigned analysis of each other, I propose that we collaborate on a general essay detailing strategies a
  
   group
  
  of people can use against a more powerful opponent, with examples—each of which will be an instance of someone overcoming Tellwyrn herself. At no point do I plan to make threats or personal statements. It will be far more oblique, and yet pointed, indicating that we have discerned both the trap and the true nature of the assignment,
  
   and
  
  that we have identified the real aggressor here.”
 

 
  Another quiet fell; Ravana smiled beatifically at the others, who looked pensive.
 

 
  “When you explain it that way,” Szith said finally, “I still think the idea is excessively confrontational. We can surely present a statement without encroaching upon her personal history.”
 

 
  “Her personal history is public,” Ravana replied, “and I assure you, we will get nowhere with Tellwyrn if we do things by half-measures. Let’s be realistic, ladies; we are under no circumstances going to intimidate her, and I frankly doubt we can even offend her. She simply doesn’t take us that seriously, or personally. This is about
  
   not
  
  being walked over. The risk is slight, but for that, at least, I am willing to take it.”
 

 
  Szith nodded at that; Iris and Maureen frowned at each other.
 

 
  “Or,” Ravana went on mildly, “if you are more comfortable establishing up front that you will always be a victim, we can run with that, too.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Last Rock’s expansion over the summer had been minor, but it was a relatively static town most of the time, and even a minor growth had upended everything. Coming as it did right on the heels of the evacuation and subsequent return, there was more muttering than usual in the town about the students and the disruption they caused, but for the most part, this was overruled. The students were still the biggest source of revenue for local business—or at least, they always had been. Last Rock’s newest additions were beginning to call that into question.
 

 
  The new Silver Mission stood on the outskirts, close enough to the Rail platform to be immediately visible to arriving travelers. It was a modest building in size, but very much Avenist in its sensibilities, all white marble, domed roofs and with a fence of iron bars topped in spear-like points. Aside from the one assigned priestess, who lived on site, the Mission had few regulars, most of its visitors being the would-be adventurers who passed through the town en route to the Golden Sea. There didn’t seem to be any residents of Last Rock itself who felt the need to call on Avei’s protection.
 

 
  At least, not so far, though that might change, given the additions to the population brought by the other new addition. The Vidian temple, too, was small, little more than a shrine—but it had come with personnel, and continued to attract more. Three new houses and another inn were under construction on the outskirts of town, the Mayor was busy drawing up plans to extend a couple of the streets, and Sheriff Sanders had been sufficiently pressed to keep order among the new arrivals that he had officially deputized Ox Whippoorwill and another man. Imperial surveyors had visited, and there was even talk of an Imperial Marshal being assigned too the town.
 

 
  Aside from the clerics and others who had moved in, people continued to pass through, seldom staying long, but all hoping for at least a glimpse of the new paladin—or either of the old ones, for that matter. Tellwyrn had made it sufficiently plain that sightseers were not welcome on campus that few tried that anymore, especially after the newspapers had begun circulating horror stories of tourists teleported to Tidestrider islands, Tar’naris, the Stalrange and other unwholesome vacation spots. Still, even after that and the natural waning of interest over the summer months, the Imperial Rail Service had finally been force to designate Last Rock a justification-only destination—meaning tickets there could only be purchased by people who could provide a reason for their trip to the Rail conductor. It wasn’t much of a barrier, only keeping out the particularly stupid and deranged, but it did the trick. Anybody intelligent enough to come up with an excuse to be in Last Rock was intelligent enough not to cause trouble once they got there.
 

 
  Even so, Gabriel’s visits to the Vidian temple were necessarily crowd-pleasing affairs. In just a few short weeks he had perfected the art of nodding, smiling and waving to people without stopping to engage with them. He also usually didn’t go without escort. Toby and Trissiny would have only drawn more attention, Juniper might have created a panic and none of his other classmates were particularly intimidating, but the three privates with whom he roomed often accompanied him into town. Sanders or one of his deputies sometimes shadowed him once there. It was awkward at times, but it worked.
 

 
  This evening, though, he was alone, which was the point. The sky had long since fallen red, and the sun was only partially visible on the horizon. Now, at the point between day and night, was a sacred time to Vidians; dusk and dawn were favored for their gatherings and rituals. More to the point, certain powers of Vidius granted to certain of his followers were at their peak in these between times.
 

 
  He walked with a frown of concentration on his face, focusing internally and barely paying enough attention to where he was going to get there intact. By far the biggest threat to his focus was his success; he’d made it all the way to the temple without anyone noticing his presence, and jubilation threatened to wreck it for him. The final stretch of the race was ahead: the temple itself, and the Vidian worshipers gathered there.
 

 
  The temple was, of course, of two parts. The public area was a roofless stone amphitheater, the materials for which (like the white marble of the Silver Mission) had been brought in by Rail and assembled rapidly with the aid of Wizards’ Guild artisans. The half dozen Vidians who had emigrated to Last Rock for the chance to be near their new paladin were all present, rehearsing a play that was to be performed in a few weeks. Even for those who weren’t professional actors, drama was considered a sacred art to the god of masks, one most of his followers involved themselves in.
 

 
  Gabriel did not slow or look up at them as he arrived, stepping up onto the stone outer rim of the amphitheater. This was not far from the spot from which he and his classmates had embarked into the Golden Sea almost a year ago, right on the north edge of town. He passed quickly around the edge of the ring, ignoring the performers, none of whom even looked up at him, to reach the half-pyramid positioned at one edge and the door set into it.
 

 
  Opening the door, for whatever reason, brought attention. Immediately voices were raised behind him, but he swiftly ducked inside, pulling it shut, and then slumped against it, letting out a long breath of relief.
 

 
  The staircase in which he found himself was well-lit by small fairy lights, descending straight forward without any curves or turns. Gabriel, having regathered his composure, set off down toward the bottom, confident in the door’s ability to protect him from his adoring public. He could still hear them clearly, clamoring outside; the enchantments on it were designed to conduct rather than to muffle sound, so that those below could be aware of anything important happening above. Still, he knew they would respect the barrier, as Vidians respected all barriers. This half of the temple was not entered except on specific business.
 

 
  Right now, its position was obvious, as the prairie grasses hadn’t yet had time to settle in above the underground complex, leaving a long rectangle of bare earth adjacent to the amphitheater. In time, though, the lower half of the temple would be invisible from above, only the door revealing that such a thing existed. Some temples favored trapdoors, even hidden entrances, as if to deny that they even had a lower half. The facility at Last Rock was not only small, it was simple, and didn’t seem to feel any need for such touches.
 

 
  At the bottom was a long, narrow room terminating in a shrine to Vidius himself and lined with benches—not an uncommon arrangement for places of worship. Doors to either side led to the apartments of the priest in residence, and…what else Gabriel did not know, never having been invited in. All his conversations and lessons had taken place here, in the chapel.
 

 
  The priest, Val Tarvadegh, was a lean man in his middle years, whose beakish nose and widow’s peak conspired to make his face rather birdlike in aspect. He was dressed, as always, in the black robes of his office—as was the other person present.
 

 
  Gabriel paused at the base of the stairs, sizing up the woman. Bronze of skin and black of hair, she was a perfectly average-looking Tiraan like himself and Tarvadegh, but he couldn’t shake a feeling of familiarity at seeing her.
 

 
  “Gabriel!” the priest said, turning to him with a smile. “And here you are, unmolested! How did it go?”
 

 
  “Brilliant,” he said, a grin breaking across his own features. “I made it the whole way this time! Well…almost. It broke when I got to the door. As you can probably hear,” he added ruefully, glancing behind. Indeed, in the sudden quiet, the excited babble of voices was still dimly audible. “I’m sorry, am I early? I don’t mean to interrupt…”
 

 
  “Oh, pay no attention to me,” the woman said, rising from her seat on one of the chapel’s benches. “I merely stopped by to see Val; far be it from me to impede our new paladin’s education.”
 

 
  “Are…you a priestess?” he asked hesitantly. “I’m sorry, it’s just I’ve got this feeling I know you from somewhere.”
 

 
  “You have possibly noticed me on campus,” she said with a smile. “Afritia Morvana. I’m the new house mother for the Well.”
 

 
  “Oh! The freshman girls, right. So, what’re they like?”
 

 
  “If they decide that’s any of your business,” she said placidly, “I’m sure they will inform you.”
 

 
  “Whoah, point taken.” Gabriel raised his hands in surrender; Tarvadegh grinned, hiding a chuckle behind a cough. “I assure you, madam, your charges are in no danger from
  
   me.
  
  You can ask anybody how awkward I am with women.”
 

 
  “Yes, I begin to see that,” she said, her smile widening. “Anyway. I must be off; I’ll see what I ca do about dispersing your fan club, shall I?”
 

 
  “You are my new favorite person,” he said fervently. Morvana laughed and glided past him up the stairs.
 

 
  “It’s not uncommon for the deflection to be disrupted by such things as opening doors,” Tarvadegh said as Gabriel approached him. “You are diverting people’s attention from
  
   yourself.
  
  If you change anything in your environment, they will tend to notice that—and then, in looking around to find what caused it, will quite quickly pierce your deflection. Anything which calls attention to you will unmake it.”
 

 
  “I’ll keep it in mind,” Gabe said with a grimace. “Is it possible to get around that?”
 

 
  “To extend it to other objects? Most certainly, yes, even to other people. That is very advanced, though.” Tarvadegh winked. “Crawl before you fly, my friend. You made good progress today.”
 

 
  “It still takes a lot out of me,” he admitted. “Well…not
  
   out
  
  of me. It’s not very tiring, and I don’t feel like I’m using much energy. But it’s the
  
   concentration.
  
  If I let up for a second, poof. There it goes.”
 

 
  “Yes,” the priest said, nodding. “You mentioned how it doesn’t drain energy; that’s because this is a very passive effect. Unfortunately, that means you can’t just power through it with more magical
  
   oomph.
  
  It’s a trick of concentration. Once you learn how, and can make it habitual, you’ll find yourself able to do almost anything you normally could while holding the deflection.” He smiled and shrugged. “Till you do, though… It’s a process.”
 

 
  “Sounds like my lightworking class,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “Depending on
  
   what
  
  you’re working, yes, it can be similar. Come, have a seat.” Tarvadegh suited the words with action, sitting down on a bench and pointing to the one across from him. “How have you been doing with your masks?”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed heavily, slumping down onto the padded surface. “I just… I don’t know, Val. This is the thing that
  
   most
  
  makes me think Vidius made a mistake.”
 

 
  “Perhaps he did,” Tarvadegh said mildly, earning a startled look. “I think it’s unlikely, however. Gods have insight beyond our imagining, and access to undreamable amounts of information. I’ve mentioned this before, Gabriel, but the masks are not something made up by Vidian theology; rather something codified by it. We have different facets of ourselves to display to different people, at different times. This practice is nothing more than becoming conscious of the effect and making use of it.”
 

 
  “It feels like lying.”
 

 
  “It can be,” the priest said, nodding, “if you are unethical or careless. But if so, that is not a true mask, in the sense that we use the term. It is a true aspect of
  
   yourself,
  
  one that you possess naturally, and are simply taking control of, putting to better use.”
 

 
  “It’s just… I’ve always been a bit of a…a buffoon. I’m the guy who
  
   says
  
  the thing we’re all thinking but everyone else was too polite. The least Vidian person in the room, in other words. All of this, now…” He shrugged. “Maybe I’m just afraid of losing myself.”
 

 
  Tarvadegh tilted his head to one side. “That’s interesting, you hadn’t mentioned that before.”
 

 
  “Sorry…”
 

 
  “No, no! These things are not meant to be done all at once, Gabriel; we’ll figure it out. For now, what you just said makes me think I have been trying to start you off too far ahead. It was always my assumption that a demonblood would have learned to play it very safe to get along in society. How does one do that without being…extremely circumspect?”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed again and leaned back against the wall behind him. “One does it by hiding behind one’s soldier dad and monk friend when one accidentally sparks off a problem. You’ve kinda hit the nail on the head for me, though. If I couldn’t manage to suss all this out when it was arguably a matter of life and death, how’m I supposed to figure it out now?”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   now
  
  you have the benefit of teaching,” Tarvadegh said with a smile. “Let’s go back to a much more basic thing, then, the different masks that I know you have. You are not the same person exactly with your father as with, say, your classmate Trissiny, correct?”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked. “Hm. Actually… Maybe I’d have gotten along better with Trissiny from the start if I’d been a little less relaxed and kept my mouth shut. See,
  
   this
  
  is what I mean. The more you talk about these masks as a normal thing that everyone has, the more I just realize how I’ve been screwing up my whole life by
  
   not
  
  doing this.”
 

 
  “So perhaps you’re a much more forthright person than most,” Tarvadegh said, grinning now. “But I
  
   guarantee,
  
  Gabriel, you have
  
   some
  
  different shades. Let me try a more pointed example. You don’t behave the same when talking with Toby as you do when in Juniper’s arms, right?”
 

 
  Gabe averted his eyes, flushing.
 

 
  “Sorry to be so blunt,” said Tarvadegh. “But are you beginning to see my point?”
 

 
  “Kinda hard not to, with
  
   that
  
  image dropped into my head,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “Then it’s something for you to think about. And perhaps this will help you out socially. Everyone does not need to hear the first thought that crosses your mind, nor to see your feelings written on your face. In fact, sometimes it is kinder to spare them that. The Narisians have a philosophy that I have enjoyed reading—”
 

 
  He broke off mid-sentence and both of them turned toward the stairwell. Above, there suddenly came the sound of screaming.
 

 
  Both men were on their feet in a heartbeat, Gabriel pushing ahead to dash up the stairs. He withdrew the black wand Vidius had given him as he went, grabbing Ariel’s hilt with his left hand, and pushed the door latch down with his fist when he reached it.
 

 
  He emerged onto the amphitheater in the gathering darkness in time to see the last of the assembled Vidians fleeing back into the town, a couple still shrieking in panic. Gabriel gave them little more than a glance, his attention fixed on the thing that had set them to running. They were fortunate that there was someone in their number who knew what they were looking at, otherwise somebody might have made a
  
   very
  
  severe mistake.
 

 
  “Hello!” she said brightly.
 

 
  “Hi,” Gabriel replied in a much more wary tone. The dryad was of a slimmer build than Juniper, less voluptuous, her skin a pale gold that was nearly white and her hair a much lighter shade of green, but she was still excruciatingly lovely. Also, she was completely nude. “Are you lost, miss?”
 

 
  “Nope!” she said, pointing over his head at the slope of the mountain. “This is where I was going to! Last Rock, just like the name says. I made
  
   really
  
  good time! Well, the Golden Sea helped me a bit. My name’s Aspen!”
 

 
  “Hi, Aspen,” he said warily. He didn’t point the wand at her, but kept it out, and his hand on the sword. “I’m Gabriel. You realize it’s kind of a problem for you to be here, right? Dryads aren’t supposed to be in human settlements.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s all right,” she said lightly, striding toward him, “I don’t care about that. So, do you live here? Did you know my sister?”
 

 
  “Juniper? Sure, I know her. She’s a good friend of mine.”
 

 
  “Good.” Aspen stopped barely beyond arm’s reach, still smiling, but with something intent and distinctly predatory in her gaze now. “Do you know what killed her?”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked. “I… What? Killed her? Juniper’s not dead. I talked with her just a few—”
 

 
  “Now, see,
  
   that’s
  
  gonna be a problem,” Aspen interrupted, taking one more step closer. He fought the urge to back away; he was still framed in the door, with Tarvadegh behind him. “Our mother felt it when she was snuffed out. You’re just lucky it’s
  
   me
  
  you’re talking to and not her, but I’m still gonna start getting annoyed if you lie to me. It sure does seem like you know something about this, Gabriel, so let’s try the truth this time.” The smile vanished from her face. “What happened to my sister?”
 

 
  “I think there has been a misunderstanding,” he said carefully. “If you want to talk to Juniper…in fact, that’s probably the best thing, now that I think of it. If you could just stay right here for a bit, I’ll go and get—”
 

 
  He saw her lunge and tried to jerk backward away from her, but not fast enough. Aspen grabbed his neck with one hand, squeezing just hard enough to hold him. He reflexively brought up the wand, but just as quickly pointed it elsewhere; the situation wasn’t nearly so bad that he couldn’t make it a thousand times worse by shooting a dryad.
 

 
  “I told you, I don’t like lying,” Aspen said coldly. “And I don’t like being tricked. So no, I will
  
   not
  
  wait here while you run away, or go fetch someone to get me like they got Juniper. Now you get one more chance to tell me the truth, Gabriel, and then I’m just gonna kill you and go find someone else.”
 

 
  “Please, calm down,” he said hoarsely around the constriction of his throat. She only squeezed harder.
 

 
  “Last chance. Spit it out, before—”
 

 
  A sound like howling wind rose up around them, though there wasn’t a breeze. A peculiar tinge grew in the air above the amphitheater, as if everything were seen through a haze of fog, but the distance was not obscured. Aspen stopped, staring around in surprise.
 

 
  Then the figures appeared.
 

 
  Seven of them, lining the edges of the amphitheater in a semicircle. They were watery and indistinct, but there were several obvious features they had in common. Each was garbed in black, had enormous black wings, and each carried a scythe in her right hand.
 

 
  Aspen gasped, releasing Gabriel and stumbling backward. One of the shadowy figures followed, stepping forward until she was only two yards from the dryad.
 

 
  The valkyrie transferred her scythe to her left hand, reached forward with her right, and then very slowly wagged one finger back and forth in front of Aspen’s face.
 

 
  The dryad swallowed once, convulsively, then whirled and fled back into the prairie. In moments she was lost among the tallgrass.
 

 
  As abruptly as it had come, the haze faded, the seven reapers vanishing along with it, leaving Gabriel and Tarvadegh standing alone in the doorway, suddenly conscious of raised voices and movement in the town.
 

 
  “Well,” Gabe said, shaking himself off. “Um…can you talk to the Sheriff, please? I think I’d better go find Juniper. And Professor Tellwyrn,” he added.
 

 
  “Good plan,” said Tarvadegh, nodding. “Oh, and Gabriel, for future reference…”
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  “Never,” said the priest,
  
   “ever
  
  tell a woman to calm down.”
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  “No, it’s not really in question,” Darling said. “Once the Boss got your letter, Style started looking into it, and the
  
   unanimous
  
  feeling from her enforcers is that the only surprise is it took this long for Thumper to try that crap with a Guild member.”
 

 
  “The same old problem, then,” Prin said with a dry half-smile. “The Guild is the last to know.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “Yeah. Honestly, Prin, what it comes down to is this: it is
  
   not
  
  okay for you to just take off when you’re wanted to explain a complicated matter. Not knowing what was going on was the
  
   reason
  
  the Boss made missteps, there. In a situation like that, withholding information can be actually damaging to the Guild itself.
  
   However,
  
  there are seriously mitigating factors, here. You automatically get some leeway because the Guild clearly mistreated you by setting Thumper on you, and the particular situation being what it was, it’s understandable why you’d be afraid of harsh, even unfair treatment.”
 

 
  “Sooo… Do me a favor and spell it out, Sweet. After this last year I want things nice and explicit, please.”
 

 
  Darling grinned at that. “Yes, fine. I’m not the Boss and don’t have final say here, but I have his blessing to talk with you. You’re not on the Guild’s bad list, Keys, and once I give Tricks my report on all this, including
  
   your
  
  actual report on all this, I expect it’ll go away, and you’ll be considered a member in good standing again. Just to cover my own ass, here, that is not a
  
   promise,
  
  since I don’t have the authority to make one, but in my personal and professional opinion, you’ll be one hundred percent in the clear. I’ll send you word of what the Boss says as soon as I hear it from him. I
  
   can
  
  promise you that Thumper
  
   is
  
  wanted back here on a much more severe basis. If you see or hear anything from him, let us know. The Guild is very interested in putting him out of your and our misery.”
 

 
  “I’d appreciate that,” she said, nodding and not troubling to keep the small, triumphant smile off her face. She gestured to the door and the sanctuary beyond with one hand. “And…with regard to all this…?”
 

 
  The huge sanctuary of the Temple of Avei was lined with small rooms, intended for quiet prayer or intimate conversations between priestesses and worshipers; they also made good spaces for private talks between others, which was apparently not disallowed as no one had told them to move along. That might, though, have had something to do with Principia’s bronze Legion armor. The small space had a golden eagle sigil engraved on its back wall, two low benches with thin, threadbare padding, and no door in its arched doorway. Darling and Principia had taken up positions right against the doorframe on either side, which enabled them to see anyone approaching their room from any angle, a standard Thieves’ Guild tactic.
 

 
  “I have a feeling you didn’t do all this without making sure of the rules involved,” he said wryly. “Membership in multiple cults isn’t forbidden to Eserites. Conflicts of interest are, but as long as you’re not being sent on an anti-Guild operation, that shouldn’t be a factor.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t be, anyway,” she said. “Command probably wouldn’t try, and if they did I’d have to get myself exempted for exactly that reason.”
 

 
  He nodded, then shrugged. “And you don’t owe dues as long as you’re not actually doing jobs, so… No, I don’t see this being a problem. I have to say, though, it’s a surprise. Even if I can see the reasoning, I would
  
   never
  
  have expected this.” He grinned. “Which was the point, right?”
 

 
  Principia glanced to the side, out into the sanctuary. “Well, there was indeed a practical concern. I actually would
  
   really
  
  like to see Thumper try to get at me in here. But…I had other reasons, too.”
 

 
  Darling watched her in silence for a moment as she gazed contemplatively at the temple space.
 

 
  “She’s a good kid,” he said at last. “I had the opportunity to meet her a few months back. Actually…she asked about you.”
 

 
  Prin’s eyes flicked back to his face, though her expression remained schooled and her voice cool. “Yeah? About what, specifically?”
 

 
  “Just what I thought of you in general. I think she was trying to form an impression.”
 

 
  “And what’d you tell her?”
 

 
  “That I don’t like you,” he said frankly.
 

 
  Principia blinked once, then burst into laughter. She quickly stifled it, easing backward so she was less visible from the sanctuary floor. “Ah, well, fair enough, I suppose. There’s a more pertinent question, anyhow: What did
  
   you
  
  think of
  
   her?”
  
 

 
  He lifted his eyes to gaze abstractly over her head for a moment. “I think,” he said slowly, “she’s inherited her mother’s wits, but nobody’s taught her how to
  
   use
  
  them. She made quite a mess, to be frank; I saw a lot of really sharp tactics in pursuit of some really boneheaded strategy. No situational awareness or thought of consequences, but she thinks fast in the moment and stays focused on the job.”
 

 
  Prin sighed softly, but nodded. “I guess that’s to be expected. Well. Arachne will straighten
  
   that
  
  out, if nothing else.”
 

 
  “One almost feels sorry for the girl,” he intoned. Principia cracked a grin.
 

 
  A short silence fell, in which he returned his gaze to hers.
 

 
  “Well,” she said at last, “we have everything settled, then?”
 

 
  “On the subject of conflicts of interest,” he began.
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  no. I will not be helping the Guild to put one over on the Sisterhood, either. You may think of this as just another of my cons, Sweet, but I’ve made an actual commitment, here. Even if I were inclined to break it, which I am not, that would be
  
   rather
  
  dangerous.”
 

 
  He held up a hand to forestall further rebuttal. “Peace, Keys. I was going to preface my remarks with exactly that.
  
   Understanding
  
  that you’re in an awkward position between two cults… The fact is—pending the Boss’s acceptance of your report, of course—you are still a Guild member. If you need help, you can still come to us.”
 

 
  She smiled. “Duly noted, and appreciated.”
 

 
  “All right, then, I guess I’d better get outta here before I burst into flames or something,” he said with an insouciant grin, straightening up and nodding to her. “Take care of yourself, Prin. Not that you need the encouragement, I bet.”
 

 
  Principia watched him thoughtfully as he took four steps out into the sanctuary before calling after him. “Sweet.”
 

 
  “Mm?” He turned, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “What,” she asked slowly, “are you doing with the Crow?”
 

 
  Darling raised his other eyebrow, evening them up. “Why, Prin, I should think you would know this better than most. You don’t
  
   do
  
  things with the Crow; she does things with
  
   you.
  
  Best you can do is hold on and try to benefit from the confusion, if you can. See you around.”
 

 
  Prin stared silently after him as he strode out of the temple, then sighed softly and emerged herself, making for one of the rear exits. It was a roundabout path to her destination, but there really wasn’t a straight line between here and the Silver Legion grounds at the other end of the complex. Taking the rambling route through the temple was, to her mind, preferable to going out the front doors and walking
  
   around
  
  the entire thing.
 

 
  “Private Locke,” a crisp voice addressed her as she neared the doors in the rear. Principia turned, beholding a fellow Legionnaire, also with a private’s insignia. Human, Tiraan, apparently quite young and quite unknown to her.
 

 
  “Yes?” she said.
 

 
  “I’ll need you to come with me,” the girl said, her tone rather cold.
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  are?” she asked pointedly.
 

 
  The other soldier frowned. “Private Covrin, personal aide to Bishop Syrinx. She wants to speak with you.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Have a seat,” Basra Syrinx said in a mild tone as soon as the heavy door thudded shut behind Covrin.
 

 
  “No, thank you, ma’am.”
 

 
  Syrinx was standing with her back to Prin and the door, apparently studying the blank wall. “Sit
  
   down,
  
  private,” she said with a warning bite entering her voice.
 

 
  The chamber, in one of the subterranean layers of the complex, was as small as the meeting rooms off the main sanctuary, and built to the same plan. It had a very solid wooden door, though, and no decorations. For furnishings, there were only a single fairy lamp with a conical shade hanging from the ceiling, and a battered wooden chair.
 

 
  Principia obeyed, seating herself and keeping her posture fully erect, eyes forward.
 

 
  “So you have a little chat with the Eserite, did you.”
 

 
  She resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow. A great deal of her time around this woman seemed to involve resisting various urges. “That is correct, your Grace.”
 

 
  “What did you tell him?”
 

 
  “Nothing he did not already know, it seems. He only wanted to hear it from me and relay it to the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “I did not ask your
  
   assessment,
  
  Private Locke, I asked for
  
   facts.”
  
 

 
  Prin kept her breathing slow and even. She had been at this centuries, and so far, Syrinx wasn’t impressing her. “He wished to discuss the situation with Jeremiah Shook, who is currently wanted by the Thieves’ Guild for treason and mistreating a fellow Guild member, and by the Sisters of Avei for questioning with regard to threats of sexual assault.”
 

 
  “In both cases, against you.”
 

 
  “That is correct, your Grace.”
 

 
  Syrinx finally turned around, glaring at her. “And you think it’s acceptable to discuss an
  
   ongoing investigation
  
  with a member of the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  “As I said, your Grace, nothing I told Bishop Darling was unknown to him in the first place. He only needed—”
 

 
  “And did you
  
   know
  
  that going in?”
 

 
  “I was reasonably sure of it.”
 

 
  “You were
  
   reasonably sure.”
  
  Syrinx’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Do you even comprehend what a chain of command is, girl?”
 

 
  “It has been explained to me, your Grace.”
 

 
  “You
  
   watch
  
  that attitude,” the Bishop snapped. “Show me any further snark and you will be on your knees scrubbing every inch of this temple with a toothbrush, is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace.”
 

 
  “On the chain of command, Locke,
  
   you
  
  rate somewhere between ‘stain on the drapes’ and ‘nonexistent.’ You are a menial private in a paltry fragment of a squad in a newly re-formed cohort. There is no living person in all the Sisterhood of Avei who possesses the
  
   slightest
  
  interest in your opinion. You do not
  
   make
  
  judgment calls. You don’t
  
   get
  
  to be ‘reasonably sure.’ You will ask for and
  
   wait
  
  for orders before taking any action,
  
   especially
  
  anything that involves another cult, and
  
   most especially
  
  the Thieves’ Guild. Do I make myself abundantly plain?”
 

 
  “I understand my rank and duties, your Grace.”
 

 
  Syrinx’s nostrils flared once. “That is perilously close to an evasion, private.”
 

 
  “You are plain, your Grace.”
 

 
  The Bishop stared at her, visibly pondering whether the implied double meaning had been deliberate. Principia gazed back, her expression perfectly neutral.
 

 
  “Divided loyalties are not acceptable in the Silver Legions, Locke. Even the hint thereof is not to be tolerated. You enlisted with the understanding that, for the duration of your enlistment, you would
  
   belong
  
  to the Legions, and almost immediately we find you canoodling with your old cronies.
  
   This
  
  behavior requires urgently to be dealt with.”
 

 
  “Could your Grace elucidate which regulation I have broken, specifically?”
 

 
  “Be silent,” Syrinx said curtly. “You are henceforth to have
  
   no
  
  contact with the Guild or any of its members. Any violation of this order will result in your court martial. Is that understood?”
 

 
  “I understand, your Grace.”
 

 
  “And you will
  
   comply
  
  with this order?”
 

 
  “No, your Grace.”
 

 
  Basra’s eyes narrowed, but her lips curled up in a slight smile. “That is the
  
   wrong
  
  answer, Locke.”
 

 
  “With respect, Bishop Syrinx, neither regulations nor the Legion’s code of conduct prohibits socializing with members of the Thieves’ Guild, and you do not have the authority to give that order.”
 

 
  “What did you just say to me?” Syrinx asked very quietly.
 

 
  Principia’s expression did not alter by a hair. “I understand the chain of command, your Grace. You are an ex-Legionnaire, honorably discharged with the rank of captain to pursue a vocation in the clergy. Currently you are attached to the Third Silver Legion in an advisory capacity. You are not
  
   in
  
  the chain of command.”
 

 
  Basra’s expression had gone as blank as her own. “Do you think yourself clever, Locke?”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace.”
 

 
  “And yet, you run around with Eserites when you think no one is looking. Do you imagine you are the
  
   only
  
  one who can operate outside regulations?”
 

 
  “I have not operated outside regulations, your Grace.”
 

 
  Syrinx leaned forward, smiling grimly down at her. “I think, private, you may find yourself astonished to learn what you have done when the list of charges is read at your court martial. You’ve been busy for a very long time casting dark aspersions on your own character;
  
   something
  
  very damaging will stick to you, and without difficulty. If you wish to avoid this outcome, I had better start seeing some compliance.”
 

 
  “I am willing to accept that outcome, your Grace,” Principia said calmly.
 

 
  “Really,” Basra replied. “I think you fail to comprehend what you are playing with, Locke. The forces moving in this city would crush the likes of you without even noticing the smudge you would make on the cobblestones. Perhaps you’ll change your mind after you’ve experienced a taste of the suffering you are calling down on your head with these…interfaith dalliances of yours. I can be patient. Can you?”
 

 
  Principia met her eyes coolly. “I can be patient longer than you can be alive. Your Grace.”
 

 
  The silent staring contest which followed that was interrupted by the abrupt opening of the door.
 

 
  “Don’t you knock?” Syrinx snapped, straightening up and glaring at the intruder.
 

 
  Captain Dijanerad gave her an even look while Principia hopped to her feet and saluted.
 

 
  “It’s a courtesy, sure, but I’m not obligated to knock when walking in on my subordinates.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  your subordinate, Captain,” Syrinx said icily.
 

 
  “That’s correct,” Dijanerad shot back. “Nor are you my superior, Basra. I realize the…unconventional nature of your relationship to my cohort muddles things somewhat, but if I ever again find you taking it upon yourself to question or discipline one of
  
   my
  
  soldiers without involving me, you and I will be having a long discussion with High Commander Rouvad about the chain of command.”
 

 
  “Are you threatening me, Shahdi?” Basra asked, very slowly raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “No, Basra, I am stating facts.” Dijanerad stared flatly into her eyes. “A threat sounds very different. For instance: I am aware of the runs of ill luck which have befallen those who’ve impeded your ambitions in the past. If I start seeing any such materializing among my troops, you will find you are not the only one who can make accidents happen.”
 

 
  “No part of that was a wise thing to say, Captain.”
 

 
  “No part of
  
   this
  
  was a wise thing to do, your
  
   Grace.
  
  . Locke, out.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Principia said smartly, and ducked through the door before Basra could say anything.
 

 
  She expected the Captain to remain and continue her verbal sparring with the Bishop, but Dijanerad stepped out after her, slamming the door, and set off down the hall. Principia followed.
 

 
  “I am aware of your history, Locke,” Dijanerad said as they strode briskly toward the stairwell. It was a bit of a hike; the Bishop had chosen a very out-of-the-way spot to conduct her interrogation, which raised interesting questions about how the Captain had found them so fast. “At least, as much of it as the Sisters know. It’s enough to tell me what you’re thinking now. Don’t do it.”
 

 
  “Ma’am?” Principia said carefully.
 

 
  “I have no doubt,” the Captain said, keeping her eyes ahead, “you could engage Basra Syrinx in a battle of wits and manipulations, and quite frankly I think you could wipe the floor with her. I
  
   forbid
  
  you to do so. The Legion and the Sisterhood cannot afford to have its members at each other’s throats. This is why we have a chain of command, and you will respect it. Is that clear, Locke?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Permission to speak freely?”
 

 
  “Denied,” she snapped. “I’ll say it again, Locke: you let
  
   me
  
  handle this. If you have any further trouble with Syrinx or anyone else, of any
  
   kind,
  
  you will report it to me and
  
   I
  
  will deal with it according to the Legion’s code. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, Captain.”
 

 
  “With that established, you’ve acted properly so far, private. Keep it up.”
 

 
  “Yes, Captain.”
 

 
  She was far too versed in control to let slip her feelings, but Principia experienced the first real worry she’d felt so far this evening. Basra she could deal with, and probably Squad Thirteen; protecting Captain Dijanerad as well was going to prove challenging.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  
   “Covrin,”
  
  Farah snarled, smacking her spoon down on the table. “That smug, smirking little lizard!”
 

 
  “I’ve never seen a lizard smirk,” Principia noted mildly, taking a bite of stew.
 

 
  “Well, she manages. That rotten, devious,
  
   nasty
  
  little bi—”
 

 
  Ephanie cleared her throat loudly. “Gendered insults are against the code of conduct, Farah.”
 

 
  “Jenell Covrin was in our training battalion,” Casey said much more quietly. “Daughter of some colonel in the Army. Her hobbies are sucking up to authorities and picking on anybody she can get away with.”
 

 
  “Really?” Principia mused, eyes on her bowl of stew. “That’s odd. We had a couple of those in my battalion, but not after the first two weeks. The DS either beat that out of them or beat
  
   them
  
  out of the camp.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, matters are different when you have Bishop
  
   bloody
  
  Syrinx looking over your shoulder,” Farah growled. “Meddling in the training,
  
   blatantly
  
  favoring the little twa—” Ephanie coughed sharply, again, and Farah whirled on her. “Oh, come
  
   off
  
  it! The stick up your—”
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
  Prin snapped. “Don’t take it out on her; she’s trying to help you
  
   not
  
  bring trouble down on your own head.”
 

 
  Farah flushed, lowering her eyes. “Right. You’re right. Sorry, Avelea.”
 

 
  “No harm,” Ephanie said noncommittally, picking up her own spoon.
 

 
  “So,” Merry said dryly, “I take it you and this Covrin were the
  
   best
  
  of chums in basic.”
 

 
  Farah growled wordlessly and crammed a spoonful of stew into her face, chomping as if envisioning Jenell Covrin between her teeth.
 

 
  The soldiers in the mess hall were seated by squad, which left Squad Thirteen painfully isolated at their overlarge table. They had naturally gravitated together at one end; there was no real privacy, but they were at least left alone. In fact, it was harder to
  
   get
  
  the attention of their fellow soldiers than to avoid it. Whether it was a rumor going around or just natural assumptions based on their situation, Squad Thirteen were generally treated as if they had something contagious. Disfavor with command could be, in truth.
 

 
  “I think,” Principia mused, “it might be smart if we make an effort not to be found alone like I was today. Even when off duty. Syrinx can separate us easily, sure, but that’ll leave the other member of a pair to fetch the Captain.”
 

 
  “You keep going on about this,” Merry said, pointing her spoon at Prin. “Syrinx is after all of us. That’s one theory, sure, but let me just note that so far all we’ve
  
   seen
  
  her do is go after
  
   you,
  
  and get us caught up in your drama.”
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “I’ve got nothing she would need. It doesn’t make sense for me to be the target of this kind of interest.”
 

 
  “Connections in the Thieves’ Guild?” Casey suggested. “If this is going to be the politics cohort, that could be
  
   very
  
  valuable.”
 

 
  “I am unequivocally
  
   not
  
  betraying either cult to the other,” Prin said firmly. “In fact, the regulations are on my side, there. If the cohort is up to anything that involves acting against the Guild, I’d be automatically recused from duty.”
 

 
  “That’s correct, you would,” Ephanie agreed. “In fact, there are all sorts in the Silver Legions. Regulations and admittance standards don’t even
  
   require
  
  us to be Avenists, though most are, of course. We just have to conform to a basic standard of behavior that won’t offend the Sisterhood.”
 

 
  Farah muttered something about gendered insults and had another unnecessarily savage bite of stew.
 

 
  “So,” Principia continued,
  
   “I
  
  am not what Syrinx wants. I’m a means, not the end.”
 

 
  “You sound
  
   awfully
  
  certain for somebody who admittedly knows no more than we do,” Merry said.
 

 
  “I know a
  
   lot
  
  more than you do,” Prin replied with a grin. “Not about Basra Syrinx in particular, but about politics and schemes. I have been interrogated by some of the best, and let me tell you, Basra’s effort was ham-fisted, sloppy and unfocused. Hell, she outright said some things that would get her slapped down by the High Commander if I reported them. Of course, it’d be her word against mine and I
  
   wouldn’t
  
  win that, but still. It’s not a smart move for someone up to shenanigans.”
 

 
  “Good,” Farah snorted. “Let her bumble around. Less trouble for us.”
 

 
  “You’re not listening,” Principia said patiently.
  
   “This
  
  is the Sisterhood’s go-to politician, the one who handles their dealings with the Universal Church and the other cults, and who was tapped for this program to teach Legionnaires to move in those same currents. It makes no
  
   sense
  
  that she’d be this clumsy. No…this is not her game. It’s just the opening moves. In fact, it is
  
   probably
  
  some kind of misdirection; that’s the most likely explanation for her acting out of character and below her actual level of competence. I can’t see what she’s up to, yet, but I know we’ve only glimpsed the barest fraction of it.”
 

 
  “Wonderful,” Ephanie said with a sigh.
 

 
  Casey was staring at her bowl, not eating.
 

 
  “Elwick?” Prin said gently. “Anything to add?”
 

 
  “No,” Casey mumbled. “Just…be careful, Locke. Please. Basra is… She’s dangerous.”
 

 
  “We’re
  
   all
  
  dangerous,” Prin replied, smiling grimly. “Some more than others.”
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  The entire sophomore class appeared in Tellwyrn’s dimly-lit office with a series of small
  
   pops
  
  , over the course of about five seconds.
 

 
  “Dammit!” Ruda shouted after getting her bearings. “Can you not at least
  
   ask
  
  first, woman? What if somebody had been changing?”
 

 
  “Someone
  
   was,”
  
  Toby exclaimed, feeling nervously at his clothes. “I don’t know whether I’m less or
  
   more
  
  disturbed to find myself fully dressed, now.”
 

 
  “Wow, that’s
  
   really
  
  impressive,” Fross chimed. “That’s a whole order of magnitude more complex than a standard teleportation.”
 

 
  “At least twice that,” Professor Tellwyrn said calmly. She was seated behind her desk as usual, framed by the unshuttered windows granting a view of the clear night sky. Only the small fairy lamp above the desk was active, leaving the room mostly in semi-darkness. “Based on my observations of you
  
   precious
  
  little buggers, I am playing a hunch. Mr. Arquin has just brought something rather unsettling to my attention which, at first glance, seems it should concern only himself and Juniper, but I have the most
  
   peculiar
  
  feeling I’m about to find that the
  
   lot
  
  of you will either become involved, or already are.”
 

 
  “Peculiar feeling?” Juniper said nervously, hugging her jackalope to her chest. Jack hung with his back legs dangling, and to judge by the way he kicked and squirmed, wasn’t enjoying it. Being continually prodded about the head and neck with his antlers didn’t seem to discomfort the dryad. “About something unsettling involving Gabe and
  
   me?
  
  What’d
  
   I
  
  do?”
 

 
  “It appears,” said Tellwyrn, staring at her, “there is a new dryad sniffing around Last Rock.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper squawked. “Which?”
 

 
  “She said her name was Aspen,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Oh!” Juniper brightened considerably. “That’s probably okay, then, she’s
  
   really
  
  nice.”
 

 
  “June, I don’t know how to break this to you gently,” he said with a wince, “but she tried to kill me.”
 

 
  “I’m guessing you talked to her first,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  Gabe shot her a long look, then sighed. “Look, I
  
   know
  
  when I’ve provoked someone, and I didn’t. I was very diplomatic. She came here
  
   looking
  
  for a fight.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t make any sense,” Juniper whispered. Jack finally kicked free of her, and she had to lunge after him as he bounded for the door. It was closed, fortunately.
 

 
  “I actually met Aspen once,” said Fross. “She seemed nice to
  
   me,
  
  but it was a brief sort of conversation. Why’d she try to kill you?”
 

 
  “More important,” said Teal, “how did you get
  
   out
  
  of that situation? You’re obviously not killed, and I think we’d have noticed if somebody nearby had harmed a dryad.”
 

 
  “I can’t take credit,” he said ruefully, rubbing at his neck with one hand. “This was on the Vidian temple grounds. Soon as she got her hand on my throat, the valkyries chased her off.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence.
 

 
  “There are
  
   valkyries
  
  around here?” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  Wordlessly, Gabriel and Tellwyrn both pointed at an empty space in front of the Vernis Vault with the music player on top. Everyone immediately shuffled back from it.
 

 
  “There are usually several around the last few months,” Gabriel said. “They sorta rotate in and out; they’ve all got other things to do but it seems like they hang around me in their free time.
  
   This
  
  is Vestrel; she’s the only actually assigned to help me. She says hello.”
 

 
  “Hi, Vestrel!” Fross chirped enthusiastially.
 

 
  “Gods, please tell me I’m not the only one who doesn’t see anybody,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Valkyries don’t actually occupy the mortal plane,” Tellwyrn explained. “They can’t even be
  
   seen
  
  here except on Vidian holy ground and in places where the dimensional barriers have thinned. They also cannot interact physically with anything that’s not…out of place. Undead, ghosts, Vanislaad demons, things like that.”
 

 
  “So, could they be present, say, around a fresh hellgate?” Ruda asked in an interested tone. “Cos I’ve gotta say, couple of those woulda been
  
   really
  
  useful this spring. What with tall, dark and creepy clearly hanging around anyway.”
 

 
  “And incidentally,” Tellwyrn added with asperity, “this fact should
  
   not
  
  be mentioned in front of Aspen, should any of you find yourselves having a conversation with her. We’ve found
  
   one
  
  way of scaring her into behaving; she doesn’t need to know its limitations.”
 

 
  “Why would a dryad be afraid of valkyries, though?” Juniper asked, frowning and stroking Jack’s fur. She had him settled in a more comfortable position in her arms. “Dryads are, like, the ultimate apex predator.
  
   Nothing
  
  is dangerous to us.”
 

 
  “You’ve never met a dragon,” Tellwyrn remarked. “We can explore that another time.”
 

 
  “Also, what’s a valkyrie?”
 

 
  “If I
  
   may,
  
  Juniper?” the Professor said acidly.
 

 
  “Sorry,” she mumbled, flushing.
 

 
  “Aspen’s stated reason for being here, according to Mr. Arquin, is to look for
  
   you.
  
  She seems to be under the impression that you’re dead.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed, looking over at the others. In nearly perfect unison, most of them stiffened, eyes widening. Shaeine merely tilted her head, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “And there it is,” Tellwyrn said with grim satisfaction. “The oh-so-familiar expression of a bunch of kids realizing exactly
  
   how
  
  they’ve screwed up. It would almost be satisfying if it weren’t going to result in a whole bunch of unnecessary hassle for
  
   me.
  
  See, I
  
   knew
  
  the lot of you were involved with this. All right, spit it out.
  
   Why
  
  is there a dryad poking around my University believing in Juniper’s alleged demise?”
 

 
  “Well…” Juniper trailed off, gulped, and bent to set Jack on the floor. He immediately hopped off into a corner away from the group. “I think it’s because of what happened in the Crawl.”
 

 
  She paused, watching Tellwyrn warily; the Professor simply raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “There was this…sort of…
  
   room.
  
  A complex of halls, more like. It was full of illusions that made us face…um, fears.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “Yes, I read Professor Ezzaniel’s report.
  
   That
  
  is why I wasn’t more irate at you getting rid of my incubus; I obviously can’t have him sending my students on detours that dramatic. Go on.”
 

 
  “Well, I…” Juniper swallowed again, glancing at the others. Teal stepped over to squeeze her shoulder encouragingly. “I sort of had to…come to grips with…some stuff. I mean… Well…”
 

 
  “I don’t need to interrogate you about your emerging conscience unless it’s immediately relevant to the issue,” Tellwyrn said. “You’ve been making positive progress in that regard, Juniper. Kindly skip to the non-stuttering part that
  
   explains
  
  this fresh brouhaha.”
 

 
  Juniper sighed and nodded. “I was having trouble dealing with it, so… Shaeine helped me by invoking Themynra’s judgment, which was… Well, Themynra seemed not to condemn me. So I asked Trissiny to do the same thing. With Avei’s.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s eyebrows slowly narrowed; her eyes thinned to slits behind her spectacles. “You didn’t.”
 

 
  “She insisted,” said Trissiny, standing stiffly at attention.
 

 
  “You do
  
   realize,”
  
  Tellwyrn said in a dangerously quiet tone, “that given the average dryad’s habits, that could
  
   very easily
  
  have resulted in your classmate’s death?”
 

 
  “I knew the risks,” Juniper said hastily. “I
  
   asked
  
  her to, Professor. She didn’t want to.”
 

 
  “Why is it,” Tellwyrn said, ignoring her, “that every time you fail to think something through, Avelea, you nearly end up getting somebody
  
   murdered?”
  
 

 
  Trissiny flushed and lowered her eyes, offering no comment.
 

 
  “All right, well,” Tellwyrn said after a moment. “Clearly Juniper’s not dead. Thanks for small blessings. But somehow your fellow dryads now
  
   think
  
  you are?”
 

 
  “She…” Juniper paused, sighed, and squared her shoulders. “Avei cut me off from Naiya.”
 

 
  “Bullshit.
  
   That
  
  would simply have killed you.”
 

 
  “That’s what Elder Shiraki said,” she replied. “It wasn’t a complete
  
   severing,
  
  more of a block. It means…I don’t have Naiya’s protection anymore. Avei thought it would be an appropriate punishment to have me, you know, on my own in the world. I…don’t disagree.” She trailed off, looking at the floor. Toby stepped over to her other side, placing an arm around her shoulders.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at them all in silence for a long moment, then removed her spectacles and carefully folded the earpieces, then set them on the desk. She leaned back, her chair squeaking as it partially reclined, and stared at the ceiling. “No matter how many times I tell you little bastards to
  
   think
  
  before you act, you
  
   continually
  
  plunge headfirst into the dumbest damn course of action you can come up with. Now, why is that? And more to the point, how long can this go on before you bring this whole bloody place down around our ears?”
 

 
  “Asking what you’re talking about is just gonna get me called stupid again, isn’t it,” Ruda said sardonically.
 

 
  Tellwyrn rubbed at her face with one hand. “During our impromptu class at the inn in Lor’naris, I spoke to you about the nature of the gods. The conditional nature of their agency, and how it is sometimes possible to subvert or manipulate them. Please tell me you remember that?”
 

 
  “We do,” Shaeine said after a moment when nobody else spoke.
 

 
  The Professor sighed. “Well, Miss Avelea, that’s what you just did to your goddess.”
 

 
  “What?!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “The goddess of justice, invoked physically by her chosen Hand, and asked to render judgment on a complex moral case with far-reaching implications?” Tellwyrn shook her head. “She pretty much wasn’t
  
   able
  
  to refuse. Such judgments are a large part of what she
  
   is.
  
  And so, you basically coerced Avei the deity into doing something that Avei the mortal strategist of eight thousand years ago would’ve had the sense to
  
   not damn well do!”
  
 

 
  “Hang on,” Gabriel protested. “I get how this leads to Aspen thinking Juniper’s dead, but isn’t it a little harsh to get on
  
   Avei’s
  
  case about it? Justice as an absolute concept has to be above the overreactions of random dryads.” Trissiny shot him a look that started out surprised and became grateful.
 

 
  “I do not
  
   give
  
  a bowl of chilled rat’s ass consomme about Aspen, and neither does nor should Avei,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Juniper wasn’t cut off from Aspen, except perhaps incidentally. The issue here is
  
   Naiya.
  
  Naiya, who now thinks Juniper is dead, and either told Aspen about it or quite possibly
  
   sent
  
  her here to investigate. Please,
  
   please
  
  tell me I don’t have to spell this out any further? Can you kids not
  
   see
  
  the potential catastrophe unfolding here?”
 

 
  “Um?” Juniper raised a hand. “Pardon me for interrupting your tirade, but people keep pointing out to me how Naiya is, uh…not terribly attentive. It’s not something I enjoy
  
   hearing
  
  but I don’t really have an argument against it, y’know?”
 

 
  “Juniper,” Tellwyrn said in exasperation, “you
  
   know
  
  you’re an exceptional circumstance. And the
  
   rest
  
  of you frankly have no excuse for not having figured this out! Honestly, how many dryads have been sent to attend a school in
  
   all
  
  of history? How many have been
  
   permitted
  
  by the Empire to attend said school and move around Tiraan territory? You cannot
  
   possibly
  
  have failed to put together that Juniper has a higher degree of Naiya’s attention than most of her kind—or so I would have assumed, and yet,
  
   here we damn well are!”
  
 

 
  “I hardly think that’s fair,” Shaeine said coolly. “Several of us are in unprecedented circumstances, in one way or another, and our interactions have been geared—quite deliberately by
  
   you,
  
  I might add—toward teaching us to work together more than to intellectually ponder one another’s origins.”
 

 
  “Also,” Ruda added, “some of us are from places like the sea and deep underground and can reasonably be forgiven for knowing fuck all about
  
   fucking dryads.”
  
 

 
  “Well, this is an argument we can have at length another time,” Tellwyrn began.
 

 
  “Why is it the argument gets moved to another time when you’re losing it?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Because I’m in charge, Avelea, and on a related note,
  
   shut up.
  
  Right
  
   now
  
  we have to deal with this dryad situation which you’ve created. Regardless of how dim it was or wasn’t for you to have helped get Juniper into this state, there is
  
   no
  
  good reason why I’m only hearing about it
  
   now.
  
  What you have done is potentially set Naiya and Avei on a course for direct conflict. There are a million possible ways this can play out, and you’d better believe I will be bending my energies toward making sure one of the relatively harmless options is what occurs, but the worst-case scenario is nothing less than the bloody Elder Wars revisited in miniature! Kids… If you
  
   have
  
  to fuck around with deities, will you at least
  
   tell me
  
  about it before I find myself with demigoddesses assaulting my students?!”
 

 
  “I think she’s got us there, guys,” Fross said.
 

 
  “Whose side are you on?” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “…there are sides?”
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Tellwyrn said, putting her spectacles back on. “I’ve set up wards around Last Rock so I’ll know if and when Aspen returns. It’s not clear to me
  
   why
  
  she would be especially bothered by valkyries, so I can’t guess how frightened she was or how quickly she’ll come back, but it can be assumed she didn’t hike all the way here from the Deep Wild to be turned back at the first opposition.”
 

 
  “Wait, when did you set up wards?” Gabriel demanded. “You’ve been sitting
  
   right here
  
  ever since I came and told you about this.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn gave him a sardonic look.
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said with a sigh, “I realized why it was dumb as soon as I said it.”
 

 
  “Story of your life. Anyway, I’m not leaving it at that; too much potential for bystanders to be harmed. There
  
   are
  
  people moving about the periphery of the town much of the time, and while the wannabe adventurers can be annoying, I doubt most of them deserve to have a run-in with a pissy dryad. If all goes well, I should have Aspen in hand by morning.”
 

 
  “She went off into the Golden Sea,” Gabriel said. “Gonna be hard to track her there. And by ‘hard’ I mean ‘technically impossible.’”
 

 
  “You let
  
   me
  
  worry about that, Arquin.”
 

 
  “Please don’t hurt Aspen,” Juniper said worriedly. “She’s really
  
   super
  
  nice. She’s just upset about me dying, I’m sure she doesn’t mean any harm.”
 

 
  “She
  
   did
  
  try to kill me,” Gabriel pointed out.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   everyone
  
  tries to kill you,” Ruda said, grinning. “You’ve gotta stop taking these little things so personally, boy.”
 

 
  He sneered at her; Trissiny patted him on the shoulder.
 

 
  “It isn’t even a question of who deserves what degree of manhandling,” Tellwyrn said impatiently.
  
   “Harming
  
  a dryad is off the table, for reasons you all know very well. Odds are good I’m already on Naiya’s shit list, thanks to you brats. That’s just
  
   one
  
  of the things I will need to
  
   learn
  
  from Aspen as soon as I have her secured. But no, she will not be harmed in any way. This won’t be the first time I’ve had to take a dryad out of commission without ticking off her mother. It’s not terribly hard if you’re careful.”
 

 
  “That seems even more ominous, somehow,” Juniper mumbled.
 

 
  “Anyway, I will come get you as soon as I’ve got her,” Tellwyrn continued. “Obviously, hearing from
  
   you
  
  will be the first step in settling her down. I’m hoping a lot of this can be made to just go away once she understands you are alive.”
 

 
  “And once she understand that, I’ll be wanting an apology,” Gabriel added.
 

 
  “It is unlikely to be so simple,” Shaine pointed out. “We will then have to explain
  
   why
  
  Juniper appears dead to Naiya’s senses, which, as Professor Tellwyrn has said, could become complicated.”
 

 
  “I assure you I’ll be getting information
  
   from
  
  Aspen before I give her any,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “But you’re right, Miss Awarrion. I can’t detain a dryad indefinitely—not safely, anyway, especially when her mother may already be tetchy about this. We’ll have to do
  
   something
  
  with her. And figuring out exactly what will have to wait until I know more about the situation.”
 

 
  “So…what else do you need from us, then?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “For now? That should be it. You can all go back to bed, or studying, or more likely wasting time. Whatever you were doing. Juniper, this is important enough that you may be excused from class to speak with Aspen when she’s available. Otherwise, you just keep the rest of your classmates informed, and
  
   I
  
  will notify you all if I need you for anything. Oh, and Mr. Arquin, you have handled all this rather well. Not that your role was particularly complex or challenging, but it’s pleasing to see you
  
   not
  
  buggering up a simple task.”
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush,” he said flatly.
 

 
  “All right, everybody be off,” said Tellwyrn, then paused, scowling at the far corner. “…except Juniper, who will be reporting to Stew for cleaning supplies and then back here to remove the essence of rabbit shit from my carpet.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Self-doubt was a new sensation for Aspen, and she was not enjoying it.
 

 
  It had been a long day of walking, followed by a stressed, sleepless night. Now, the sun had not yet arrived, but the sky was lightening and taking on the first reddish tinges in the east that signaled the rise of a new day. Aspen didn’t stop in her pacing to appreciate it, much as she hadn’t stopped to rest all night. She didn’t actually feel at all tired; her nerves were still too twinged by the encounter at the human temple.
 

 
  Really, that was her own fault. She should’ve known better than to confront a human on holy ground. The magic of their gods wasn’t healthy for fairy kind. Still… A priest she could have handled. Those
  
   things,
  
  though. Nothing could have prepared her for those.
 

 
  Well, she was gaining some insights into what had happened to Juniper. Not that she intended to stop until she’d found the Arachne and squeezed some answers out of her, but this was progress. If there were
  
   things
  
  like that around the human town where poor Juniper had been living, no wonder she’d come to grief.
 

 
  Poor, silly little Juniper. It made Aspen furious even to think of. What must her brief time here have been
  
   like,
  
  if that was the kind of company she was forced to keep?
 

 
  She turned and resumed her pacing. After several hours spent wandering aimlessly through the Sea, she’d settled down to a fairly limited spot and had been pacing like a restless lion. By this point she’d worn a track of mashed tallgrass and was simply stalking back and forth on that line.
 

 
  How was she supposed to get past those
  
   things?
  
  The sheer horror of them made her shudder even in recollection. Nothing like that had ever existed in the Deep Wild. Surely they weren’t of
  
   human
  
  origin, for all that she’d found them in that human temple. The truly terrible thing had been the way she could
  
   feel
  
  them through attuning. Almost exactly like she could feel her sisters, except… Wrong. Backwards.
  
   Inverted.
  
 

 
  Anti-dryads, that’s what they were, which made no sense. How could something like that even
  
   exist?
  
  And what were they doing with humans? If this was what humans were up to, the Arachne had been right. Somebody needed to start domesticating them. It seemed Aspen’s warnings had been both wrong and horribly right: Juniper’s mission had been very important, and she had surely come to grief from it.
 

 
  Poor Juniper…
 

 
  But what to
  
   do?
  
 

 
  She reached the other end of her track and was about to turn around again when a face appeared suddenly in the tallgrass right in front of her.
 

 
  Aspen yelped and hopped backward in surprise. It was a humanoid face—a woman, pretty, with lustrous black hair and almond-shaped eyes. She also had triangular fox ears, which Aspen was fairly sure humans were not supposed to. More to the point, now that she saw the fox-woman, she could feel the
  
   torrent
  
  of Naiya’s power rushing through her, which she had not sensed a second before. She’d either been hiding or had simply not been there before—which wasn’t too farfetched, considering how the Golden Sea behaved.
 

 
  “Um,” Aspen said. “Hello?”
 

 
  The woman smiled broadly, revealing excessively long canines. Aspen smiled tentatively back.
 

 
  Then a hand flashed out of the tallgrass and slapped her hard across the face.
 

 
  The dryad could only stare in shock, lifting her own fingers to probe at the four stinging scratches laid across her cheek by the woman’s wicked claws. They were already closing up, of course, but that had
  
   hurt.
  
 

 
  “Tag!” the fox-woman chirped. “You’re it!”
 

 
  Then, laughing brightly, she whirled and dashed off into the tallgrass, a bushy, white-tipped tail bobbing behind her.
 

 
  Aspen let out a roar of fury and charged after her.
 

 
  She kept a short distance behind her quarry, the laughing woman always
  
   just
  
  out of reach, so close Aspen could
  
   almost
  
  grab her tail. She would sprint ahead, then pause, turning to grin and wave until the dryad was nearly on her again, then dart off in another direction.
 

 
  Despite the frustration of it, and the obvious fact that she was being toyed with, the chase very quickly started to clear her head. Weltering in uncertainty wasn’t good for her; a good chase, though,
  
   this
  
  she understood. A hunt was exactly what she needed.
 

 
  At least, for the first few minutes. Quickly, the frustration started building, and the gap between her and the fox-woman grew wider and stayed wider. Was she getting slower? Surely not. She could go forever.
 

 
  Aspen lunged through a dense stand of tallgrass stalks into a relatively cleared space and paused, looking around. She had been
  
   sure
  
  the woman was just ahead, but now she couldn’t see anybody. The sky was red with dawn; there was ample light to make out her environs even without borrowing night vision from one of the animals. There was just nobody
  
   here.
  
 

 
  Then someone off to her left cleared their throat.
 

 
  Aspen whirled, beholding the woman, who was wearing an ornate silk robe, sitting calmly in an ornately-carved wooden chair which had no business being out here on the prairie, sipping tea from a dainty porcelain cup. A second ago that spot had been empty.
 

 
  “Good morning,” she said pleasantly. “Allow myself to introduce me: I am Ekoi Kaisa, and
  
   you
  
  are exceedingly disappointing. Really, is this the best you can do? This almost isn’t even fun.”
 

 
  Aspen snarled and lunged forward.
 

 
  Kaisa laughed and dived underneath her own chair in a whirl of silk and bushy tail. Aspen skidded to a stop right next to her and savagely kicked the chair aside.
 

 
  It burst apart into a spray of blood red maple leaves, which swirled on the air, drifting into the tallgrass all around. Once again, there was no one and nothing else
  
   there.
  
 

 
  “Stop
  
   doing
  
  that, you jackass!” Aspen raged, whirling and glaring around.
 

 
  “Really, there is no need to be
  
   rude,”
  
  Kaisa said reprovingly from the other end of the clearing. “Just because you’re slow and clumsy doesn’t mean you need to be boorish.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna chew your ears off!” Aspen yelled, charging at her. The giggling kitsune darted away into the tallgrass.
 

 
  This time, she led the dryad on a straight dash, eschewing her zig-zagging pattern of before. Aspen growled as her legs pumped at their maximum speed, and even so, the fox-woman was pulling ahead slightly. The dryad, tasting bitter outrage in the back of her throat, tried to pour more energy into her run, but she simply hadn’t been designed for speed. She staggered to a halt, half-doubled over, feeling the ache in her joints.
 

 
  “And by the way,” said her quarry from just ahead. Aspen lifted her eyes, glaring at the kitsune, who had folded her arms and was staring severely down at her. “What were you thinking, setting foot in a town as naked as a piglet? The
  
   disgrace.”
  
 

 
  This was
  
   ridiculous.
  
  The woman was obviously a fairy. Fairies were supposed to
  
   respect
  
  dryads!
 

 
  “Do you have any idea who I am?” Aspen demanded, straightening up.
 

 
  “Why, yes!” Kaisa said with another fang-baring grin. “Your name is Aspen. You are belligerent, pushy, ill-mannered, slatternly and
  
   slow.”
  
 

 
  Aspen roared in wordless fury and lunged at her again. Kaisa dashed away, cackling in delight.
 

 
  The kitsune ducked to the side, hopping over a stand of tallgrass that made an impenetrable clump near the ground, passing through its less dense upper fronds with ease. Aspen tried to follow, and the grass stalks springing back from Kaisa’s passing smacked her in the face with the force of a punch. She landed hard on her rump, blinking stars out of her vision.
 

 
  The vulpine face appeared in the tallgrass, grinning down at her. “I think we can add ‘dense’ to your resume. In both senses of the word.”
 

 
  Scrambling to her feet, Aspen grabbed a handful of the thickest part of the tallgrass stand and ripped it bodily out of the ground, hurling the whole thing aside.
 

 
  Kaisa blew her a kiss and darted off again, the dryad right on her heels.
 

 
  Abruptly they burst out of the tallgrass entirely into a vast cleared space. She skidded to a halt, realizing belatedly that she was back in the environs of Last Rock. The buildings of the town were sprawled dead ahead; there was the huge shape of the mountain, blotting out the sky, and off to one side stood that odd flat temple where she’d run into the
  
   things.
  
 

 
  In front of her, the fox woman had halted as well, turned to face her, and bowed politely. Straightening up, she waved. “Well, thank you for playing with me! Good-bye.”
 

 
  “You’re not going
  
   anywhere!”
  
  Aspen snarled.
 

 
  “That is correct,” Kaisa said equably.
 

 
  Then, with a sharp little
  
   pop,
  
  the world disappeared.
 

 
  Aspen was suddenly in a
  
   room.
  
  Square, not large, made of reddish bricks with heavy granite blocks reinforcing the corners and its sole doorframe. There were no windows; the illumination came from those artificial magic lights humans had started using recently. More slabs of granite made up the floor and ceiling. Additional panels of the smooth gray stone were set into the walls at intervals, engraved with glowing blue sigils.
 

 
  She didn’t need that, or the prickly sensation on her skin of arcane magic at work, to know this was some kind of wizardry. Aspen had materialized three feet off the floor, and wasn’t falling. She kicked, reached for the floor and ceiling, and only succeeded in making herself spin impotently about in midair. Once she stopped flailing, the spell holding her up gradually returned her to an upright position. That was a small courtesy, at least.
 

 
  When she got her hands on that stupid fox, she was gonna kill her in an unnecessarily messy fashion. For the first time, Aspen was starting to empathize with Larch.
 

 
  Another little
  
   pop
  
  sounded, and she found herself face-to-face with the Arachne, who studied her grimly over the rims of her spectacles.
 

 
  “Hello, Aspen.”
 

 
  “…aw, crud,” she sighed.
 

 
  “Well put,” the elf said dryly. “And thank you, Kaisa. That was very neatly done.”
 

 
  The kitsune leaned out from behind the Arachne, grinning up at Aspen. “I hope you find something more interesting for me next time, Arachne. She’s not clever enough
  
   or
  
  powerful enough to have been any proper fun. Really, how disappointing. Dryads are
  
   such
  
  a let-down.”
 

 
  “Perhaps I should introduce you to Jacaranda sometime,” Arachne said, raising an eyebrow, then turned her attention back to Aspen. “For now, though, you and I are going to have a chat, Aspen. Let’s
  
   begin
  
  with the matter of you laying your hands on one of my students.”
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  “I dunno, maybe it’s all the chapel sessions they made us sit through in basic, but I can kinda see it,” Farah said somewhat dreamily. The rest of Squad Thirteen eyed her askance.
 

 
  “Really, now,” Merry said. “First week of active duty and you’re already planning your retirement and how many kids you want. I think you skipped seven or eight
  
   hundred
  
  steps, there, private.”
 

 
  “Oh, hush,” Farah retorted without rancor. “I’m just saying, it’s a point, you know? The spiritual power of motherhood, the bond between mothers and daughters. I’d never really considered it, but I can see myself wanting that. Can’t you?”
 

 
  “Babies terrify me,” Casey muttered in between bites of porridge.
 

 
  “You know, there’s no reason you’d necessarily have daughters,” Merry pointed out. “It’s kinda random.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, you can pick!”
 

 
  Merry snorted. “It’s
  
   possible
  
  to pick.
  
   You
  
  can’t, though. Not on a Legionnaire’s salary.”
 

 
  “The expensive alchemical methods aren’t a hundred percent certain, anyway,” Prin commented. “You want
  
   certainty,
  
  you need a good shaman. And even then they mostly won’t do it. Blah blah, messing with nature, wakka wakka spontaneity, yakety yak respect the balance. Pfft.”
 

 
  “See?” Merry said, grinning, and tucked back into her own breakfast.
 

 
  “Oh, you’re a bunch of wet blankets,” Farah said crossly. “I’m just
  
   saying,
  
  I think having a daughter would be a beautiful thing. Come on, I bet even
  
   you’d
  
  settle down for that, Locke.”
 

 
  “I
  
   have
  
  a daughter,” Principia said mildly. “About your age, in fact.”
 

 
  Farah blinked. “Oh. Um…well, then you’ll know what I mean, about that connection!”
 

 
  Prin shrugged, eyes on her porridge. “Well, not really. She won’t talk to me.” A half-grin flitted across her face. “Can’t really argue with the kid. I’m arguably the worst mother who’s ever lived.”
 

 
  They fell silent, the sounds of the busy mess hall washing over them.
 

 
  “You really know how to kill a conversation,” Merry said at last.
 

 
  Principia grinned at her. “You’re in the army now, woman. Killin’ is our
  
   business.”
  
 

 
  
   “Attention!”
  
 

 
  There was a mass scraping of benches and clattering of dropped utensils as every woman in the cohort sprang upright, saluting. Two figures were approaching the center of the mess hall’s open front area, which was commonly used by officers to address the assembled troops. Squad Thirteen were disciplined enough not to react to either the speaker or the Legionnaire who paced along behind her carrying a stack of papers under one arm.
 

 
  “There has been a disruption of our normal schedule, ladies,” Bishop Syrinx announced, coming to a stop in the center of the space and folding her hands behind her back. Private Covrin fell to attention behind and to her right. “You will be informed of further details at a later time if command deems it necessary, but for now, Captain Dijanerad is among several officers called away on an urgent matter. As I have an interest in this cohort’s progress, I am delivering your assignments for today.”
 

 
  She paused, angling her head slightly to one side and giving them assembled cohort a look that was both contemplative and slightly supercilious. “One day’s duty is hardly indicative of your skills, ladies, but as I told you yesterday, you are being watched and evaluated closely. The High Commander and your captain appreciate your patience with the unconventional manner in which this unit is being run, for the moment, as do I. A few of you are already beginning to stand out…and I mean that in both positive and negative respects.” Her eyes flicked back and forth to a few specific spots, none of which included anyone in Squad Thirteen. “The plan at present is for squad leaders to be assigned by the end of the week, after which you will not need to be nursemaided by more seasoned units and will draw more conventional duties. Those of you who have distinguished yourselves already, do not get complacent. Those who have not managed to stand out in any way still have time to do so. Several of you are on very short notice to get your act together. The Silver Legions have no place or the incompetent or the weak.
 

 
  “Thus far, by and large, I’m pleased with you. Keep up the good work, troops. In fact, improve upon it. Private Covrin will now distribute assignments. At ease.”
 

 
  She turned and stepped over to the side to speak quietly with Lieutenant Vriss, who was the only officer attached to the cohort currently present in the hall.
 

 
  “I have a very bad feeling about this,” Farah muttered as the assembled Legionnaires relaxed, some hurriedly finishing off their meals.
 

 
  “Mm,” Principia mused, eyes on the Bishop.
 

 
  By chance or design, they were approached in reverse order, meaning Squad Thirteen was the first to be handed its orders, a sheet of cheap parchment bearing the Third Legion’s seal and an illegible signature at the bottom. Ephanie accepted this wordlessly.
 

 
  “Covrin,” Farah said in an icy tone.
 

 
  Private Covrin paused just barely long enough to ensure that her faint sneer was visible before moving on to Squad Twelve’s table.
 

 
  “It’s bad, isn’t it,” Casey said, eyes on Ephanie, whose expression bore out her prediction.
 

 
  “We’re to meet up with Squad Nine from Cohort Six,” she said slowly, eyes darting across the page. “They’re…heavily patrolling the Steppes. Specifics are to be given once we’re in the field, but that squad is positioned to intercept a major operation by the Thieves’ Guild, targeting a shipment of gold arriving at a Vernisite bank.”
 

 
  The silence hung for a beat.
 

 
  “But…we can’t have an assignment that involves the Guild!” Farah protested. “Locke has a conflict of interest. It’s against regulation!”
 

 
  “Welcome to the conversation,” Merry said acidly.
 

 
  “Heel, Tazlith,” Prin said.
 

 
  Merry snarled at her. “Don’t you
  
   dare—”
  
 

 
  “Treat your squadmates with respect and you’ll get the same in kind,” Prin said relentlessly. “It’s not as if Szaravid is wrong. Hell, we should’ve all been expecting something like this, but it’s faster than I’d imagined she would move.”
 

 
  “This is what yesterday was about,” Casey said softly, frowning into the distance. “She was priming you to expect something like this. She
  
   wants
  
  you to challenge the order. Why? That’s not punishable, is it? Avelea?” She turned to Ephanie, who suddenly straightened up, eyes widening.
 

 
  “Wait,” she said. “Come with me!”
 

 
  Ephanie set off at a sharp trot for the back of the mess hall, making a beeline for the bulletin board with the rest of her squad trailing along behind. Once there, she began rifling through a whole sheaf of papers pinned together to the much-battered cork board, finally pausing on a page half the stack in.
 

 
  “This was posted a week before we arrived,” she said. “Due to a ‘pattern of incidents’ involving new enlistees, until further notice, privates failing to report for duty will be considered absent without leave and subject to court martial, with a potential penalty of dishonorable discharge.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   what?”
  
  Casey exclaimed. “Okay, I’m still new to the military. Isn’t that a
  
   bit
  
  excessive?”
 

 
  “Failing to report is a serious matter,” Ephanie said, letting the pages drop and turning to face them. “But yes, court martial and dishonorable discharge for
  
   one
  
  offense verges on the absurd. There are a lot of prescribed disciplinary steps before it should come to that point. It says this is at Command’s discretion…”
 

 
  “Is Syrinx’s signature on that thing, by any chance?” Prin asked wryly.
 

 
  “She wouldn’t be so overt,” said Casey, scowling. “There is no
  
   way
  
  this is a coincidence, though. Are you all seeing what I mean, now? She’s capable of anything.”
 

 
  They glanced across the hall, past the knots of armored women dispersing to their assigned tasks, at Bishop Syrinx, who was still speaking quietly with the lieutenant.
 

 
  “How did you even know that was there?” Merry asked Ephanie. “It was
  
   buried.
  
  It predates
  
   us
  
  being here!”
 

 
  “I make a point to read all posted notices carefully,” Ephanie replied, “for exactly this reason. I
  
   really
  
  cannot afford any slip-ups.” She paused, glancing around at them. “Without meaning to tread on anybody’s privacy, I’ve been getting the impression that
  
   nobody
  
  in this squad can afford any slip-ups.”
 

 
  “What the hell do we do
  
   now,
  
  then?” Casey demanded. “Dijanerad would shut this down, but she’s
  
   conveniently
  
  elsewhere on what I bet is some urgently made-up bullshit.”
 

 
  “You need to challenge this as quickly as possible,” Ephanie said to Principia. “An oversight isn’t your fault. You actually
  
   reporting
  
  for this duty would put you in the wrong. Get on the record pointing it out to a superior…”
 

 
  Prin was already moving. She wasn’t quite fast enough; as she approached the front of the hall, Lieutenant Vriss nodded to Syrinx and dashed out the side door. The Bishop herself turned to depart through the opposite exit.
 

 
  “May I help you?” Private Covrin said coldly, interposing herself between Principia and Syrinx. “Hey!”
 

 
  Prin slipped around her without slowing. “Bishop Syrinx!”
 

 
  The Bishop paused, glancing over at her. “You have duties, Private Locke, as do I. Be about them.”
 

 
  “There’s a problem with my squad’s orders, ma’am,” Principia said crisply. “Regulations prohibit—”
 

 
  “As someone recently reminded me, private, I am not
  
   in
  
  your chain of command, and I am certainly not your mother. Find someone whose problem this is and pester her about it.”
 

 
  “Your Grace—”
 

 
  “You are
  
   dismissed,
  
  private.” Syrinx stalked off, Covrin following her after giving Principia a hard look.
 

 
  The rest of Squad Thirteen gathered around Prin as Syrinx and Covrin departed the mess hall. Most of the other squads had already filed out.
 

 
  “Shit,” Casey said feelingly. “Damned if we do, damned if we don’t. How soon are we supposed to report?”
 

 
  “We’ve only
  
   just
  
  got time to get there,” said Ephanie. “We could try to go over the captain’s head, find someone higher up… But by the time we did and actually got their attention we’d be
  
   way
  
  past late to report.”
 

 
  Farah straightened up, her face brightening. “Cohort Six will have officers—that’s the whole point of us being assigned to them! They can excuse Locke once we report in.”
 

 
  “We’re to join Squad Nine in the field,” Ephanie said, re-reading their orders. “We’re given a rendezvous point. That means we’re supporting… If it’s a standard patrol pattern for a district that size, we’ll be meeting up with two soldiers, three at the most. There will
  
   be
  
  officers, but odds are
  
   we
  
  won’t see them until after the action.”
 

 
  “The group we’re sent to meet won’t have any officers,” Principia said softly. “I told you that thuggish display yesterday was beneath her. This is the real play—she won’t have left such an easy out.”
 

 
  “A court martial is a trial, right?” said Merry. “You’ll have a chance to explain your case there. You’re
  
   obviously
  
  not at fault here, Locke.”
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “I’m telling you, this is too thoroughly planned. The notice was posted a week ago; she’s been laying traps long before we even knew we’d be here. There will be
  
   some
  
  extra surprise waiting at that court martial. Hell, if
  
   I
  
  were running this con, that’s where I’d have hidden the
  
   real
  
  trap. It looks like the safest route to take.”
 

 
  “Well…you can’t go,” Farah said miserably. “You’ll get in trouble with the Legion either way, but if you
  
   report
  
  for this assignment you’ll be betraying the Thieves’ Guild, too. I sorta got the impression you already aren’t their favorite person in the world.”
 

 
  “No,” Principia said, narrowing her eyes. “No… We’re not beaten yet, girls. Let’s move out, or we’re AWOL and court martialed. When they put
  
   me
  
  on trial, I swear it’ll be for something a lot less stupid.”
 

 
  “The insanity just keeps piling up,” Ephanie muttered, scowling. “Squads sent out without officers, the cohort’s officers all diverted, sweeping changes in regulations hidden… This is not just about Locke. It’s not just about this squad. This kind of nonsense can
  
   seriously
  
  damage a military unit. In wartime, people would die. I can’t even
  
   fathom
  
  how she’s getting away with this…”
 

 
  “A lot can change between here and the Steppes,” said Prin, heading for the exit. “I just need a little time to think of something.”
 

 
  “Something
  
   good?”
  
  Merry asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Trust me, Lang, this isn’t my first time playing this game.”
 

 
  “The
  
   last
  
  time you played this game, you got me arrested!”
 

 
  “Someday I
  
   really
  
  need to hear that story,” Farah commented.
 

 
  Principia, at the head of the group, grinned. “That wasn’t the last time.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The dorm’s relatively quiet morning routine was brought to a halt by an earsplitting shriek.
 

 
  “What?!” Maureen yelped, leaping reflexively onto her bed and falling into a ready stance. Across the room, Szith had also shifted smoothly to the balls of her feet, one hand grasping the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “Look!
  
   Look
  
  at this!” Iris, still in a patched nightgown, held up a white dress apparently identical to the one she’d worn yesterday, tears brimming in her wide eyes. It was of smooth and heavy fabric, decorated with subtle embroidery around the hem and cuffs. This one, however, had the word
  
   SLUT
  
  scrawled in blocky capital letters across the bodice in some thick red substance.
 

 
  “Hm,” Ravana said, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  The door burst open and their house mother dashed in, staring around at them in alarm.
 

 
  “What is it?” Afritia demanded. “What happened?”
 

 
  Tears spilling down her cheeks now, Iris turned to face her, holding up the ruined dress.
 

 
  Afritia stared at it in apparent bemusement for a moment, then her expression turned to one of silent fury. Over the course of a few seconds, she mastered it, and when she next spoke, it was in apparent calm.
 

 
  “Addiwyn,” she said loudly in the direction of the long room’s other door. “Come in here, please.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence. Ravana stepped over to Iris’s bed, picking up a small object from her nightstand.
 

 
  Finally, Addiwyn’s door swung open and the elf leaned out, scowling.
  
   “What
  
  are you people doing? Some of us have classes to prepare for.”
 

 
  “Do you know anything about this, Addiwyn?” Afritia asked quietly.
 

 
  Addiwyn turned to stare at Iris, raising her eyebrows at the sight of the dress, then smirked unpleasantly.
  
   “Well.
  
  If you have to
  
   advertise,
  
  Iris, I guess you can’t be very good.”
 

 
  Iris let out an animal scream of fury, throwing the marred dress aside, and launched herself across the room, clawed fingers outstretched.
 

 
  She made it almost two feet before Szith smoothly intercepted her. One whirl of motion later, the drow had Iris in a firm hold, both arms secured behind her back. The taller human girl didn’t stop trying to squirm free, snarling at Addiwyn.
 

 
  “She is
  
   baiting
  
  you,” Szith said sharply. “Contain yourself. You become unequivocally at fault if you commit assault in front of the house mother.”
 

 
  “Worth it!” Iris screeched.
 

 
  “No one is committing assault!” Afritia snapped.
 

 
  “This is mine,” Ravana commented, studying the object she had picked up. It was a small clam shell filled with a thick red substance. “Or…was, I supposed. What’s left is ruined. Given how dry it is, I would guess it’s been left out all night.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure
  
  you had nothing to do with this, Addiwyn?” Afritia said, staring at the elf.
 

 
  Addiwn shrugged, scowling irritably. “Domingue’s clothes turn up with Madouri’s cosmetics scrawled on them? Why am
  
   I
  
  even
  
   part
  
  of this conversation?”
 

 
  “’ere now, just ‘cos somebody
  
   owns
  
  a thing doesn’t mean they’re the one who
  
   used
  
  it,” Maureen objected. “Y’don’t think Iris mauled her own gown, surely.”
 

 
  “If you think me capable of something so unbelievably puerile,” Ravana said archly, “at least believe I take better care of my possessions. Frankly, this rouge cost as least as much as that dress. I wish to
  
   discuss
  
  that matter with whoever is responsible.”
 

 
  
   “We all know who’s responsible!”
  
  Iris howled, glaring hatred at Addiwyn. She stopped struggling, however, quivering with rage in Szith’s grasp.
 

 
  “Addiwyn, go wait for me in my room, please,” Afritia said.
 

 
  The elf heaved a melodramatic sigh. “We have
  
   class
  
  in twenty minutes. I am still—”
 

 
  “Go,” the house mother said flatly.
 

 
  Addiwyn rolled her eyes, but flounced out, slamming the door behind her for good measure.
 

 
  “Iris,” Afritia said more gently, “what kind of fabric is that? And Ravana, may I see that rouge, please?”
 

 
  “It’s…just cotton,” Iris said miserably, finally slumping in Szith’s hold now that Addiwyn was gone. The drow gently released her. “Thickened cotton… I had to have it made. White cotton tends to be transparent otherwise.”
 

 
  “Any enchantments? Alchemical augmentation?” Afritia asked, accepting the clamshell of makeup from Ravana with a nod of thanks.
 

 
  “Alchemical, yeah. That’s where the thickness comes from. It’s not actually any heavier for it.”
 

 
  “All right. I will be right back; I believe I can fix it pretty quickly.”
 

 
  She slipped out, shutting the door much more carefully than Addiwyn had.
 

 
  “Fix it?” Iris said morosely, picking up the wadded dress from her bed and staring at the now-smudged epithet scrawled across it. “How? This is
  
   ruined.
  
  Just
  
   look
  
  at this gunk! Maybe a professional cleaner…”
 

 
  “Surely she wouldn’t make a promise like that unless she could back it up?” Maureen said encouragingly.
 

 
  “Indeed,” added Ravana. “She is herself an alchemist of some considerable renown.”
 

 
  “Is she?” Szith asked, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Ah, that’s right,” Ravana said smoothly. “Considering your point of origin, Szith, you are unlikely to have heard of Morvana the Poisoner.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at her.
 

 
  “Who?” Iris demanded.
 

 
  “The
  
   what?”
  
  Maureen added.
 

 
  Ravana shrugged, picking up the brush she had dropped and casually resuming work on her pale hair. “Perhaps it’s a matter chiefly of interest to the nobility. She never operated in the Tiraan Empire, at least not that I’ve heard. Morvana the Poisoner was an assassin who spent ten years cutting a swath across the Malderaan continent, striking down dozens of high-profile targets. Over a hundred, possibly; matters become a little confused when people are killed by untraceable alchemical substances. Others may also have taken advantage of the carnage to commit their own murders and blame them on her. The Poisoner published claims in various newspapers that each of her victims were members of the Black Wreath and had been killed for that reason.”
 

 
  “Wh—that—surely…” Maureen gulped heavily, wide-eyed. “You can’t think
  
   that’s
  
  the lady who’s in charge of our dorm.”
 

 
  Ravana only shrugged again, smiling. “Well, it
  
   could
  
  be a different Afritia Morvana. I’ve certainly never heard either name elsewhere, but it’s a wide world. And really, if
  
   you
  
  were an alumnus of the Unseen University with a dozen governments and the Black Wreath actively seeking your head, the prospect of hiding behind Arachne Tellwyrn’s skirts would start to seem rather inviting, don’t you think?” She set the brush down on her nightstand, her smile widening to an outright grin. “In any case, I would not like to be the person responsible for disturbing the tranquility of her home.” She angled her head pointedly at the door, tracing her ear with finger and thumb and then extending the gesture outward, as if outlining a longer, pointed ear.
 

 
  “Ah,” Maureen said, nodding. She and Iris still looked slightly spooked. Szith simply gazed thoughtfully at the door.
 

 
  Both Iris and Maureen jumped when it opened suddenly and Afritia stepped in. She held Ravana’s small make-up pad in one hand and a black silk pouch in the other.
 

 
  “I think you’re right, Ravana; the rest of this is not salvageable,” she said apologetically, handing back the clamshell. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “Not at all,” Ravana said smoothly. “It clearly is no fault of yours.”
 

 
  “Iris,” Afritia went on, stepping over to hand her the pouch. “Sprinkle this on the stain and wait five minutes. Just brush it off after that; the rouge should come right off with the powder. Just… On the floor is fine, if you avoid the rug. I’ll come in and sweep it up while you’re in class. Will that leave you enough time to get ready? I can send word to your professor if you’ll be late.”
 

 
  “I…no, that’ll be enough,” Iris said, blinking back fresh tears. “I just… Thanks so much. I’m sorry to be a bother.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   not
  
  a bother,” Afritia said firmly, smiling at her. “Call if you girls need anything else. I need to have a few words with your other roommate before
  
   she’s
  
  late for class, too.”
 

 
  Nodding again to them all, she ducked back out.
 

 
  They stared at the door in silence for a moment, then Iris shook herself as if waking from a daydream and began laying out the marred dress across the bedspread, preparatory to applying the alchemical powder.
 

 
  “Um,” Maureen said hesitantly. “Were you serious about…”
 

 
  Ravana smiled slyly and placed a finger against her lips.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Deep beneath the peaks of the Dwarnskolds—the Spine, as some races called the vast wall of mountains that blocked off the continent from the tropics—the great library of the Svenheim Academy of Arcane Arts and Sciences occupied a chamber vast enough to accommodate a dragon. In fact, it once had, for all that none of its entrances were large enough to admit a creature of such size. A surprising number of would-be dragonslayers over the years had passed over their targets’ lairs by failing to account for their dual forms. In this era, though, rather than the piles of hoarded wealth it had once held, the cavern contained one of the world’s great treasure troves of knowledge.
 

 
  Bookshelves climbed the walls all the way to the distant ceiling, accessed by balconies, narrow staircases and in some spots ladders, several on sliding tracks. Nearly the entire floor was lined by row upon row of bookcases, each heavily laden, several climbing upward in open-sided arrangements of rails and wooden floors to create towers and pyramids scattered about the middle of the open space. Everything was carefully filed, of course, though the necessities of the library’s odd architecture could make it difficult to find a given title if one were not intimately familiar with the layout of the room.
 

 
  Most visitors ended up turning for help to the librarians.
 

 
  Gwen caught herself humming very softly as she pushed the cart between the stacks and cut herself off with a grimace. It had hardly been loud enough to be heard a few feet beyond her, but still. It was a
  
   library.
  
  Someday, she really had to find a way to kick that habit. Her work kept her satisfied and happy, though, and happiness unfortunately resulted in music, no matter how inappropriate the environment.
 

 
  She passed into a tunnel branching off from the main, well-lit chamber. The library was illuminated brightly by massive fairy lamps suspended from the ceiling in upside-down towers of metal scaffolding, which also contained the arcane charms that regulated the temperature and moisture in the air. The dwarves, by and large, preferred to use machinery above magic, but the technology to control environments so minutely was still in its relative infancy—and also, it was heavy. The vital task of protecting and preserving the Academy’s precious stores of knowledge was, for the time being, entrusted to the finest of Tiraan enchantments, no matter the current political tensions between the Kingdom and the Empire.
 

 
  It was dimmer, of course, in the smaller side gallery into which she emerged, but that was mostly for atmosphere. Gwen hummed a few more bars before catching and stifling herself as she trundled along the well-worn carpet path with her cart of books, past a long row of doors, until she finally reached her destination.
 

 
  Pausing outside, she rapped gently with her knuckles. “Professor Yornhaldt?”
 

 
  No answer.
 

 
  She waited, trying once more, before chuckling softly to herself and pushing the door open. A quick glance around the small study showed the Professor hunched over an entire desk full of open tomes, currently with a long scroll sprawled out across the top of the lot. Gwen backed in, pulling the cart after him.
 

 
  “These are the last of the volumes you requested, Professor,” she said, a touch more loudly than before.
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt jumped in his chair, then half-turned to blink up at her. Lost as he was in some ancient lore, it took a few seconds of blinking before his gaze came back into focus.
 

 
  “Oh! Miss Pjernssen, forgive me. Bless you, my dear, many thanks. I’m sorry, I was off in another world.”
 

 
  “Not at all, Professor,” she said with an amused little smile. “It’s not as if you’re the first absent-minded academic I’ve tended to—and not the dustiest, by far. Anywho! These are the alignment records you requested from the Venalde Astrological Collection. You can only have them through the close of normal business hours, I’m afraid, and then they have to be tucked back into their own little beds.”
 

 
  “Ah. Of course, of course…” He cast a regretful glance at his desk full of books before turning fully around on his swiveling chair and wheeling it over to the table as she laid out more volumes on it from the cart. “I suppose I’d best be about it, then. Hopefully I can gather everything I need from these today, and spare you having to cart them back and forth yet again.”
 

 
  “Officially, I’m obliged to tell you it’s no bother at all,” she said solemnly, then winked. “But still, I appreciate it. Now, don’t let me catch you trying to put up your own books! The last fellow who requested anything from the Venalde Collection made the most
  
   abominable
  
  mess, attempting to helpfully clean up after himself. Let the professionals do their jobs, I beg you.”
 

 
  “My dear,” Professor Yornhaldt said with a grin, “you have nothing to fear from me on
  
   that
  
  account. Believe me, if you had met the previous librarian at my own University, you would understand how careful I have learned to be with such rules.”
 

 
  Gwen smiled and stepped back, pushing her cart toward the door. “I’m glad to hear it, Professor. Will there be anything else I can get you?”
 

 
  “I believe that’s all, Miss Pjernssen, thank you kindly. Oh! Wait a moment!”
 

 
  She paused in the act of departing, looking inquisitively back at him.
 

 
  “I meant to bring this up sooner, forgive me. Never to early to start making arrangements, though. I’ll need to access the Vankstadt Archives at some point this week, Miss Pjernssen, if you could kindly start the process. I understand there’s rather a significant amount of paperwork involved.”
 

 
  Gwen blinked, her polite smile frozen in place. “The… Vankstadt Archives, Professor? I’m afraid we don’t have any such wing in this library. To my knowledge, Professor Vankstadt never endowed a collection before he passed.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt frowned up at her in puzzlement. “What? But I was assured… Oh! Blast me for an old fool, I really am forgetting things left and right. Of course, of course, here.” He withdrew a slightly rumpled letter from an inner pocket of his coat and handed it to her. “One must have the requisite permissions, naturally. I believe you’ll find that entirely in order.”
 

 
  Gwen accepted the paper and unfolding it, noting its unusual weight. Indeed, within were the wax seals of the Chancellor of the Academy and the King’s Counselor Dornvelt, as well as their signatures. The brief note, on royal stationary, gave him the stated right to access the secret archives in question.
 

 
  “Ah,” she said, handing the document back after studying it closely. “That is, of course, an entirely different matter. Sorry for the subterfuge, Professor, but they take
  
   great
  
  care to keep those documents out of reach of the general public.”
 

 
  “Of course, I
  
   well
  
  understand that,” he said firmly. “And heartily approve.”
 

 
  “Having seen that myself, I can begin the paperwork,” she said, “but you’ll need to show it to Master Reichter, and possibly to other officials. Just to let you know.”
 

 
  “No trouble at all,” he assured her with a smile, tucking the letter away inside his coat again. “As I said, the procedures are all there for excellent reason. The last thing I want is to upset your system.”
 

 
  “That, too, I appreciate,” she said wryly. “Then, will
  
   that
  
  be all?”
 

 
  “Yes, thank you very much, Miss Pjernssen.”
 

 
  “Very good. I’ll leave you to it, Professor Yornhaldt.”
 

 
  He made no response, already half-lost in his new collection of books. Gwen heard a belated acknowledgment an instant before pulling the door gently shut behind herself.
 

 
  She deposited the empty cart in its allotted place beside her desk, then paused, glancing around the open cavern. Her station was tucked into a small recess, giving her a decent view of the surrounding stacks, which were not too tall in the immediate vicinity. Several dwarven scholars moved about nearby, and two humans were hunched together over a book at the very end of the nearest row, but no one approached the reference desk itself. Gwen double-checked that the small summoning gong was clearly displayed, then stepped through the door into her office in the back.
 

 
  Quickly and quietly, she removed the silken covering over the magic mirror hung on the wall opposite her filing cabinets. A melange of gray and greenish clouds swirled silently in its surface, marking it a very old specimen. Newer ones functioned simply as reflective surfaces until activated, a much more energy-efficient enchantment. Magic mirrors were still made, but they were priceless even so; the spells involved had to be laid by hand, as not even the wizards of Tiraas had yet figured out a way to automate those enchantments. They were not simple to make, and not many even now possessed the skill.
 

 
  Double-checking that the door was shut, Gwen stepped up to the mirror and cleared her throat.
 

 
  “Mr. Greyhand, please.”
 

 
  The mirror only continued to swirl, apparently ignoring her. Gwen waited, patiently staring at it, until…
 

 
  There. It was only the faintest flicker, gone so soon one would likely not have noticed it unless one had been watching specifically.
 

 
  “Potential problem,” she said tersely. “Tellwyrn by proxy investigating cosmic alignments. Getting close; has support from the Academy and government. First intervention circumvented. Please advise.”
 

 
  She fell silent, waiting for the acknowledgment that her message was received. It came, after a few more seconds, in the form of another almost-unnoticeable flicker, the ephemeral shape gone almost before it had come. Only from long experience with this system did she recognize it as the form of a spiky black wreath.
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  Juniper walked rapidly toward Helion Hall, eyes fixed on the distance ahead of her, but not truly seeing where she was going. Habit earned from a year of classes guided her up the front steps and into the marble lobby, where she had to pause to get her bearings.
 

 
  Or would have, had she been able to concentrate.
 

 
  She rarely attuned on the campus; there was little point, and good reason not to. The only wild animals were rodents and small birds, and aside from Rafe’s greenhouse there were hardly any wild
  
   plants.
  
  Most of the plants present, even the trees, were all thoroughly domesticated and had little to offer her in the way of interest. Besides, other magical influences were disruptive to the attunement. Arcane magic was absolutely everywhere, causing an unpleasant buzzing in the back of her head when she opened herself to feel it, and there were other things. Pockets of blazing divine light that made her feel weak and dizzy when she wandered too close to one—or opened her mind to perceive them from a distance—and even (usually in the secured spell labs, fortunately) diabolic energies.
 

 
  Not to mention the other fae present. Fross could tell when Juniper was attuning, and it seemed to make her uncomfortable; Stew would always end up drifting toward her whether he wanted to or not. This semester, there was also the torrent of energy that was Professor Ekoi; brushing her awareness made Juniper uneasy. The kitsune’s consciousness always fixed right on her when she did, and something about that regard was predatory. Juniper was very unaccustomed to feeling like prey.
 

 
  She held the attunement now, though, to the point of losing awareness of her physical surroundings. Now, she was barely even cognizant of all those distractions. Fixed in the forefront of her attention was Aspen’s consciousness, which was likewise fixed upon her.
 

 
  Juniper finally stopped and looked around when the path she’d been following actually led her in the opposite direction from her sister’s location. Somehow, the hall that had started off more or less the right way turned into an ascending staircase; Aspen was
  
   down,
  
  somewhere in a sub-basement. Professor Tellwyrn had given her directions, but now she couldn’t recall anything clearly…
 

 
  And then, suddenly, came a sharp
  
   pop
  
  of displaced air and the disorientingly abrupt change of scenery to which she was starting to grow unpleasantly accustomed.
 

 
  The change in her awareness of Aspen’s proximity was even more startling, but that wasn’t only in her ephemeral senses. There she was: her sister, standing right there.
 

 
  Both dryads let out wordless cries in unison and rushed straight into each other’s arms.
 

 
  Juniper clung to her sister, feeling the solid warmth of her body and the blazing proximity of her consciousness, not even aware that she was crying. Aspen’s emotions washed over her: relief, confusion, doubt, and most of all, love.
 

 
  “I see I had the right idea,” said Professor Tellwyrn’s voice from somewhere nearby. “She
  
   said
  
  you kept backtracking and going the wrong direction. Why do I even bother giving you instructions? At least you didn’t bring that damned jackalope.”
 

 
  Reluctantly, Juniper pulled back a bit, still keeping her arms around Aspen. She gained enough distance to look her sister in the eyes, though, and saw the same mix of feelings reflected on her face.
 

 
  “It
  
   really
  
  is you?” Aspen demanded breathlessly.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  it is,” Juniper said, frowning. “Come on, I’m
  
   right here.
  
  Who else would it be?”
 

 
  Aspen blinked, frowned, and then her eyebrows drew together; Juniper felt a spike of anxiety from her, an increase in confusion. “But…you were
  
   gone.
  
  Mother felt it. When I reached out for you, I couldn’t find
  
   anything.
  
  I should be able to sense
  
   any
  
  dryad from the Heart of the Wild, you know that.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t,” Tellwyrn remarked. “That
  
   is
  
  fascinating.”
 

 
  Aspen shot the elf a brief, irritated grimace before refocusing her attention on Juniper. “And…what’s wrong in you? It’s like… I can feel you from this close, but… Juniper, it’s as if part of you isn’t
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  Juniper grimaced herself, pulling back a little more; Aspen reluctantly let her go.
 

 
  “Mother noticed I was gone?” she asked, changing the subject. “And… She
  
   told
  
  you?”
 

 
  Aspen winced, and shook her head. “Well, it was… Really, just happenstance. I’ve been visiting the Heart now and again ever since you left, reaching out to check on you.”
 

 
  Juniper blinked. “You did? I never felt that…”
 

 
  “Well, at that distance, you wouldn’t. The Heart doesn’t pull both ways. Yeah, though, it started with you, but ever since I got that idea I’ve been looking in on the others, those of our sisters who are off in different parts of the world. Did you know Apple, Mimosa and Hawthorne are in
  
   Tiraas?”
  
 

 
  “They…what? Really?
  
   I
  
  was there for a while, and I never noticed…”
 

 
  “I
  
   strongly
  
  suggest you leave that alone,” Tellwyrn warned, and was ignored.
 

 
  “And you happened to be looking for me when I…y’know?” Juniper asked hesitantly.
 

 
  The other dryad shook her head, expression growing grim. “Actually, I’d just been watching Cedar. She’s on the whole other side of the
  
   world,
  
  and I think she’s in some kind of trouble. Anyway, she was pretty upset about something. But while I was there, doing that… Mother sort of, uh… Had an episode.”
 

 
  Both dryads winced in unison. Juniper had never witnessed one of Naiya’s
  
   episodes,
  
  but they were legendary among her sisters. The nature goddess seldom troubled to communicate with anyone unless she was very highly motivated, which usually meant
  
   angry.
  
  Tellwyrn was one of the few who’d ever managed to get her direct attention without being scoured from the face of the earth for her trouble.
 

 
  “So, yeah, she was
  
   upset
  
  when you…died.” Aspen leaned backward slightly, studying Juniper’s face in minute detail. “And now, here you are,
  
   not
  
  dead, but I can feel something in your
  
   being
  
  that’s just… It’s not right, Juniper. Well, I told you
  
   my
  
  story, now spit it out already!”
 

 
  Juniper sighed, buying time by glancing around the room. It was set up sort of like one of the spell labs, with permanent containment glyphs, but to judge by the feel of the arcane power in here, the spells involved were a great deal more formidable. Well, that made sense; both that Tellwyrn would have something like this on campus and that she would use it to contain a dryad.
 

 
  “It’s…kind of a long story,” she hedged, returning her attention to her sister.
 

 
  Aspen drew back a step, folded her arms across her chest, pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Well, basically, I’m fine,” she said. “It’s not… I’m not dead, and I’m not hurt.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   fine?”
  
  Aspen said incredulously. “Juniper, it looks like you’ve got a
  
   hole
  
  in your spirit!”
 

 
  “I know!” she said hastily. “But it just
  
   looks
  
  like that! That’s what it’s for. It’s…it’s not a hole, it’s a block.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “It…” She sighed helplessly and glanced at Professor Tellwyrn, who just raised an eyebrow. “It’s something I got from Avei.”
 

 
  “…what were you doing mucking around with Avei?”
 

 
  “I
  
   asked
  
  her to, Aspen. It’s a kind of barrier. It hides me from Mother.”
 

 
  Aspen stared at her. “…what? Wait,
  
   what?! Why?”
  
 

 
  Juniper drew in a deep breath and let it out. It was a habit she’d picked up from her classmates, and it actually was oddly helpful. The physical motion was bracing and she drew in a lot more good air that way than she normally absorbed through her skin. Altogether it helped her gather her thoughts and focus. Also, the oxygen she let out was good for people.
 

 
  “It’s so I don’t have an all-powerful, overprotective nanny protecting me from the results of my own mistakes. You really can’t
  
   learn
  
  if you don’t face hardships. You can’t grow. So… I’m here to learn, right? Well, that means I need to be on my own. To have to be careful, and, and think over my actions. I can’t do any of that if Mother is always there to fix everything for me.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded once, smiling faintly in approval. Juniper relaxed a bit; much of that explanation had come from the druids, and she’d gathered the impression that they and the Professor didn’t see eye-to-eye about basically
  
   anything.
  
 

 
  Aspen was just staring at her. “Juniper… That is the single most idiotic thing I have ever heard in my life.”
 

 
  Juniper scowled. “What? I’m serious!”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   crazy,
  
  that’s what you are!” her sister exclaimed. “What nonsense, hiding from Mother. From protection! You’re a
  
   dryad!
  
  You’re a favored child of Naiya; you’re special, and more
  
   important
  
  than other living things. You’re
  
   supposed
  
  to be protected!”
 

 
  “Protected from
  
   other
  
  people,” Juniper said quietly. “She didn’t do much to help Cherry. Or Sequoia.”
 

 
  Aspen hesitated, blinking, then scowled again. “That’s…that’s a completely different matter.”
 

 
  “Why?” Juniper pressed. “Why is it different? Aspen… I know Mother means well, but I really don’t think the
  
   way
  
  she goes about protecting us is doing us much good.”
 

 
  “Will you listen to yourself!” Aspen all but shouted, then pointed accusingly at Professor Tellwyrn. “This is
  
   your
  
  fault!
  
   You’ve
  
  been filling her head with this nonsense!”
 

 
  “This nonsense is called ‘maturity,’” Tellwyrn said dryly, “and she is
  
   hardly
  
  filled with it. Look, Juniper, you two
  
   clearly
  
  have a lot of things to discuss, but I have a specific need for some information from your sister, here. I would rather get that out of the way
  
   before
  
  this conversation gets any more animated.”
 

 
  “Oh, mulch
  
   you,”
  
  Aspen spat. “You drive my sister crazy and cut her off from our mother and now you want
  
   information
  
  from me? You can go bury your head!”
 

 
  “Do you want to spend some more time floating and kicking?” Tellwyrn asked calmly. Aspen swelled up furiously, clenching her fists.
 

 
  “Professor, please,” Juniper said hastily. “Just let me talk with her, okay? This has all been a bunch of misunderstandings. Aspen is
  
   really
  
  nice, I’m positive we can straighten all this out. I just need to make her understand.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced, but shrugged and fell silent.
 

 
  “What is it I need to understand?” Aspen demanded suspiciously. Her posture relaxed slightly, but she didn’t un-clench her hands.
 

 
  “Would you at least
  
   hear
  
  why I’m doing all this?” Juniper asked. “I didn’t just pull it out of my butt. I have
  
   reasons.”
  
 

 
  The other dryad stared at her critically for a moment, then sighed. “Yeah, I guess not. All right, let’s hear it.”
 

 
  Juniper nodded, took another deep breath, and braced herself inwardly against the tide of ugly memories. “It’s not about anything Professor Tellwyrn or anybody else has been teaching me, okay? It’s stuff I started to realize on my own, after I spent some time with people. Talking to them, getting to know them and
  
   understand
  
  them. People… They aren’t like the other animals we know.”
 

 
  “Well, obviously,” Aspen said caustically. “They
  
   wreck
  
  things.”
 

 
  “Yes, but…so do termites,” Juniper said reasonably. “It’s the same principle. Creation involves some destruction. The things that humans do seem weird and random because…because they aren’t
  
   like
  
  other animals. The same with elves and dwarves and… Well,
  
   people.
  
  Sentient, intelligent things. They’re not like animals because they’re something
  
   more.”
  
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Aspen said curtly, but without rancor. Her eyes were still fixed piercingly on Juniper’s.
  
   “We’re
  
  something more.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Juniper agreed, nodding. “And so are they. And…that’s the important thing I came to understand. It… It hurt me a lot, Aspen. Thinking about how I’ve treated humans.”
 

 
  “Treated humans?” Aspen snorted. “It was
  
   one
  
  guy, Juniper. You’re still just a hatchling.”
 

 
  “That one was enough,” she said quietly. “He was… He mattered. He loved and was
  
   important.
  
  I should never have done that to him, and realizing it made everything seem wrong inside me. Haven’t you ever…wondered? About their perspective? About how the world looks to them? Everything makes sense when you see it through their eyes, Aspen. They aren’t chaotic, and they aren’t monsters. They have
  
   reasons.
  
  They’re…like us.”
 

 
  “Juniper, you are scaring me,” Aspen said, her voice equally soft.
 

 
  Juniper blinked. “I…scaring you? How? Why?”
 

 
  “Because I’ve had a conversation like this before,” her sister replied, eyes boring into her. “With Larch.”
 

 
  For a moment, Juniper could only gape.
  
   “Larch?”
  
 

 
  “That was the one with the leg bone, right?” Tellwyrn asked interestedly. Juniper nodded absently to her.
 

 
  “Almost
  
   exactly
  
  like this,” Aspen went on seriously. “Eerily the same words. All about people having their own perspectives, and mattering like we do. She was so stirred up about it I could barely feel her, even attuning as closely as I could. And… Then it all just stopped. She went dead quiet inside and she’s
  
   stayed
  
  that way ever since.” Aspen sighed heavily, lowering her eyes. “The very next day after that conversation, she caught a wasp, pulled its wings off and spent the whole afternoon watching it crawl around. And… Well, you know what she’s like now, always killing stuff for no good reason and hurting things just because she can. Juniper… I love her, you know that, but there’s something broken in her. And now, here you are, with something so broken in you I can
  
   feel
  
  it, saying the very same words. Yes, I’m scared.” She raised her eyes again, her lip trembling. “I…I don’t want that to happen to you.”
 

 
  “I had no idea,” Juniper murmured, shaking her head slowly. “I guess… I guess different people face it differently.”
 

 
  “Embracing the inner monster,” Tellwyrn commented. “It’s fortunately not one of the more
  
   common
  
  reactions to extreme guilt, but I’ve seen it often enough. Considering she’s a dryad, I guess it could have gone a lot worse.”
 

 
  “I’m not like Larch,” Juniper said, focusing her gaze back on Aspen’s worried eyes. “I promise. It’s a completely different situation.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Aspen scowled at her, but Juniper didn’t need to attune to her to feel the worry that prompted it. “Because from here, it looks completely
  
   not
  
  different.”
 

 
  “Juniper didn’t figure all this out in the space of one conversation,” Tellwyrn said, “and frankly, you won’t either. We don’t need to hash everything out right now. Let’s prioritize, ladies. Aspen needs accommodations, and to issue at least
  
   one
  
  apology. And I have a few questions, if you’re feeling a bit more settled now that you can see your little sister is fine.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Aspen snapped, rounding on her. “Fine?
  
   Fine?
  
  Listen to her! Here she is with her aura full of holes and her head full of human
  
   idiocy,
  
  on the verge of turning completely crazy like Larch, and she’s
  
   fine?”
  
 

 
  “You know,” Tellwyrn said flatly, “people are just going to stop explaining things to you if you simply refuse to listen to them.
  
   All
  
  of this has been covered by now.”
 

 
  “Professor,
  
   please,”
  
  Juniper said, cringing.
 

 
  “You’re acting like I
  
   owe
  
  you something now that you’ve thrown me a few crumbs,” Aspen barreled on, glaring at Tellwyrn. “After you kidnapped and spelled me and—”
 

 
  “Be silent.” The Professor didn’t raise her voice, but the dryad snapped her mouth shut. Tellwyrn glared right back at her. “You have attacked one of my students, Aspen. Your mother’s protection does
  
   not
  
  mean you are safe from any repercussions. As we were just discussing, Naiya isn’t terribly attentive, or discerning. There are a
  
   lot
  
  of ways I can simply get rid of you so thoroughly you’ll never be found, without her even noticing. The
  
   reason
  
  none of that is happening is that I need some answers. It would be
  
   very
  
  smart for you to start working toward my good graces.”
 

 
  “Please!” Juniper exclaimed. “Would
  
   both
  
  of you
  
   stop?
  
  Aspen, please don’t wind her up, she’s right; you’re picking a fight you
  
   won’t
  
  win. And Professor, she’s not just being ornery, she’s
  
   concerned.
  
  She’s not wrong to be! Just…let me
  
   explain
  
  all this, okay?”
 

 
  A brief silence fell, in which Professor Tellwyrn folded her arms and Aspen looked mulish.
 

 
  “Fine,” the Professor said curtly after a moment. “If getting an explanation is what will make you cooperate, Aspen, that’s what we’ll do. But keep in mind, Juniper, the explanation in question is something it took you
  
   months
  
  to grasp, and involved no small amount of emotional trauma for you, to say nothing of a literal divine intervention. I simply do not have
  
   time
  
  to indulge her in all of that—or who knows, maybe I do.
  
   I
  
  don’t know, because
  
   that
  
  is among the things I need to learn here!” Despite the relatively calm beginning of that speech, she finished on a note of pure, exasperated frustration. “If you can’t manage to
  
   considerably
  
  abridge this process, I’m going to have to go with my own proven methods, and that is not going to make any of us happy.”
 

 
  “You know what
  
   doesn’t
  
  make me feel cooperative?” Aspen snapped.
  
   “Threatening
  
  me.”
 

 
  Juniper dragged a hand over her face. “I feel like something is deeply backward here. Why am
  
   I
  
  the reasonable one?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted a short laugh. “Yes, well… I guess I’ll have to give you that.”
 

 
  “All right. All right, look. You need it faster, we can do that. Aspen? Can you open for me?”
 

 
  “I don’t know about this,” Aspen said warily. “It’s not that I don’t love you, Juniper, or that I don’t trust you, but… You’re acting really weird. I’m a bit nervous about the idea of putting you that deeply in
  
   my
  
  head right now.”
 

 
  “Actually, I have to agree,” Tellwyrn added, frowning. “As I just said, Juniper, we’re talking about a subject that brought you a lot of pain. I know I said we need to do this faster, but dumping that on her all at once may not be wise.”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Juniper assured both of them. “Aspen, I’m
  
   not
  
  crazy. I’ve just spent a lot of time recently coming to understand some things you’ve never had to think about. I promise I can make it make sense to you. And Professor, it’s not all pain. I’ve learned to cope with it, and I can give her that, too.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t work that way, Juniper,” Tellwyrn said, shaking her head. “Coping is an
  
   act,
  
  not a teachable piece of information.”
 

 
  “You don’t understand how attunement works, trust me. I can make it work.”
 

 
  The Professor locked eyes with Aspen for a moment, then heaved a sigh. “I do not think this is a good idea.”
 

 
  “I kind of agree,” Aspen said warily.
 

 
  “Well, do
  
   either
  
  of you have a better one?” Juniper asked in exasperation.
 

 
  Elf and dryad peered warily at each other again, then Tellwyrn shook her head and took a step back. “Be
  
   extremely
  
  careful, Juniper.”
 

 
  “I will,” she promised. “Aspen?”
 

 
  Her sister sighed, too. “Well… If it’ll help me understand… I guess. Maybe I can finally figure out what’s up with Larch, too.”
 

 
  “I think it’s been too long for us to help Larch,” Juniper said, stepping forward. “But maybe…well. Here. I’ll show you.”
 

 
  She reached out with her being, attuning closely and specifically to her sister, feeling Aspen meet her halfway. They met physically as well, arms wrapping around each other, the sensation almost unnoticeable in the spiritual unity. The attunement washed over and through them, and then in unison they narrowed their focus, shutting out the vastness of the world and immersing their minds in each other.
 

 
  Like root systems intertwining, like branches mingling in the wind, the essence of the two dryads overlapped and began to merge. Their attunement continued to grow, to deepen, the merging becoming more like the joining of two rivers, like the meeting of two breezes, until they were only barely two identities.
 

 
  The sheer joy of it, the pure, unconditional love and acceptance, was enough to drive all thought of purpose away. For a timeless stretch of time, they simply gloried in the beauty of it.
 

 
  Then the partial consciousness that was Aspen—the older, somewhat more complex half, gently nudged their conjoined self, a soft reminder of what they were doing.
 

 
  Juniper came somewhat back to herself with a start. Hastily, lest any more time be wasted, she dug through her memories, carefully pulling up and sorting out the ones she wanted. They were painful to look over, the sequence of gradual revelations, deepening understanding…the pain, the gnawing
  
   guilt.
  
  She carefully tried to arrange them in the right order…
 

 
  The bond jarred. Aspen was looking over the same panorama of recollections.
 

 
  
   Wait.
  
 

 
  
  
  Pain!
 

 
  No,
  
   wait.
  
  It will make sense. It gets better, the beginning is the worst part…
 

 
  Their attunement shook again, Aspen dragging herself ahead. Juniper reeled at her sister’s unusually rough touch on her mind, thrown into confusion herself.
 

 
  No. No! More pain, it hurts
  
   more!
  
 

 
  Yes…it did. The pain had grown, she recalled now…the scenes laid out showed that. Over time as her denials had crumbled…
 

 
  But that wasn’t what I meant, you mustn’t jump ahead, let me guide you—
 

 
  A howl of agony tore through them both. Something had connected. Something
  
   merged.
  
 

 
  Juniper’s carefully arranged emotional reaction to the harm she had done suddenly fit neatly into memories of Aspen’s. Perfectly neatly, suiting the subject as if made for it.
 

 
  Lots and lots of memories. Years of them.
 

 
  Hunger, blood, the thrill of the hunt, the taste of fresh meat
 

 
  pleading begging denial
 

 
  
   they’re just like me
  
 

 
  No NO
 

 
  Wait, sister, please, I can—
 

 
  
   NO HOW COULD YOU DO THIS TO ME
  
 

 
  
   Please let me explain!
  
 

 
  It’s a lie it’s not true
  
   I didn’t know I didn’t mean it NOT MY FAULT
  
 

 
  Aspen! Calm! I love you, I can show you how—
 

 
  A scream of pure anguish split the world apart.
 

 
  Juniper reeled, her whole mind jarred harder than it could bear, as the attunement was shattered. She had never been forced out of one so quickly—it was like every sense she had, and many that she didn’t have, were simultaneously filled with pain and inputs of different scenes that did not fit together. For an infinite moment, she was conscious of nothing but hurting, totally unable to make sense of her surroundings.
 

 
  Then, abruptly, everything snapped back into place. She was on the floor, against the far wall where Aspen had bodily hurled her.
 

 
  And that screaming was not in her own mind.
 

 
  No sooner had she focused herself again than Aspen was silenced. Juniper stared at her in horror.
 

 
  Her sister stood as still as if carved from stone, her body arched agonizingly as if frozen in the throes of a seizure. That was not the worst of it, though.
 

 
  Hard growths, like spiky tree bark, had sprouted from her forearms and hands, from her shoulders. Her hair was frozen in the act of wildly flailing, individual strands partially coalesced into tentacular growths sprouting tiny blades like grass. Her eyes were wide open, without white, pupils or irises, blazing a luminous, sickly green.
 

 
  
   “Aspen!”
  
  she cried in anguish, vaulting upright and lunging toward her sister.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  touch her!”
 

 
  Juniper was lifted bodily off the ground and hung there, kicking and reaching out for Aspen, unable to connect with the floor or move herself.
 

 
  “I stilled her in time,” Tellwyrn said urgently. “Fairies are the one thing I am
  
   least
  
  equipped to deal with, Juniper; it was the only way I could stop the transformation without hurting her. You can’t
  
   stop
  
  time, but she’s vastly slowed. She won’t perceive anything going on until I remove the effect.”
 

 
  “Let go of me!” Juniper said frantically, flailing with her arms.
 

 
  
   “Juniper!”
  
  the Professor snapped. “Think! You have covered this in Alaric’s class: force is equivalent to mass multiplied by acceleration. You are moving with
  
   unthinkable
  
  speed compared to her. The safeguards in here will protect her somewhat, but if
  
   you
  
  touch her, it could destroy her.”
 

 
  Finally, Juniper froze, staring in horror at her partially transformed, temporally locked older sister.
 

 
  After a few moments in which she made no attempt to move, Tellwyrn finally lowered her to the ground. Her knees buckled and she collapsed into a boneless huddle, still staring up at Aspen.
 

 
  “This is my fault.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed heavily. “Well… I did warn you. On the other hand,
  
   then
  
  I went and let you
  
   do
  
  it, so I have to shoulder some of the blame, here. Damn it… Fairies. Maybe I should have brought in an expert before even trying to deal with her… But it’s not like I have one on campus. Kaisa would have just made this worse.”
 

 
  Tears poured silently down Juniper’s cheeks. “I only wanted to help,” she whispered.
 

 
  There was quiet for a long moment, and then Tellwyrn was kneeling beside her. A slender hand slowly stroked her hair.
 

 
  “June,” the elf said very gently. “I will speak with your professors. You take a day off. Pet your bunny, pull yourself together. In the meantime, I
  
   will
  
  fix this.”
 

 
  “How?” she asked miserably.
 

 
  “I have no idea,” Tellwyrn said, patting her back, “but nonetheless, I will. This…is going to be a lot more complicated than I’d thought. I’ll have to call in some help. But we
  
   will
  
  help her, I promise you.”
 

 
  Juniper just nodded, staring emptily up at Aspen.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “Hopefully before your mother comes looking for her.”
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  “I’m thinking,” Principia said tersely.
 

 
  “Well, you’re thinking on a schedule,” Merry shot back. “I don’t know the city all that well, but we’re at most a quarter hour from stepping into one or the other trap.”
 

 
  “Less,” said Farah.
 

 
  “I can think
  
   faster
  
  if people wouldn’t distract me,” Prin said, grimacing.
 

 
  “So let us in on your thought process, then,” Merry replied.
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “I have it in hand.”
 

 
  “Shortcut here,” said Farah, pointing with her lance at an opening between tall buildings, a bit too wide to be called an alley, but still a little less than a street. “Are we wanting to dawdle so Locke can think, or shave a few minutes off the trip so we’re not late, if we’re going?”
 

 
  At this hour of the morning, Tiraas was alive and vigorous despite the looming thunderheads above—its citizens were more than used to being rained on, anyway. The five Legionnaires had no difficulty getting down the sidewalk, though, given everyone’s tendency to step out of their way, either out of respect or unease.
 

 
  “Let’s take the shortcut,” Merry said abruptly, breaking ranks and striding into the tiny side street. It was dim and presently unoccupied, a stark contrast to the main avenue down which they had been walking. The others followed her without comment.
 

 
  Only for a dozen yards, though, enough to leave behind the bustle of the main street, before Merry came to a stop and turned around.
 

 
  “All right, Locke, spit it out,” she ordered, planting the butt of her lance on the rain-slick cobblestones and staring flatly.
 

 
  “Look,” Principia said irritably, “if you will just
  
   let
  
  me—”
 

 
  “I don’t know if you’ve actually noticed this, Locke, but while you may still be in the Thieves’ Guild, you are not there
  
   now.
  
  This is a
  
   unit,
  
  inadequately staffed as it is. And this
  
   problem
  
  affects us all; you’re just the means of it. So, no, this is not a thing where you personally out-scheme Syrinx and we all trail along behind you like ducklings to marvel at your cleverness.”
 

 
  “Do…are ducklings known for that?” Casey asked, frowning.
 

 
  “I agree with Lang,” said Ephanie. “It’s not that I doubt your wits, Locke, but she’s right: you aren’t in command, here, and we all have a stake in this. If you’re laying plans, let us in on them.”
 

 
  Principia looked back and forth between them, then sighed heavily in defeat. “I don’t
  
   have
  
  anything I’d call a plan yet, just… Ideas.”
 

 
  “So, share your ideas,” Merry said.
 

 
  The elf shook her head. “It’s a fairly standard rock versus hard place dilemma. When you can’t go in either of the available directions, you have to find or create a third one.”
 

 
  “And what would a third direction be, here?” Farah asked.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is where I’m stalled,” Prin admitted.
 

 
  “Well, that seems like a perfect place to ask your squadmates for help, then,” Merry said with a small grin. “The walls of this maze are made of regulations. And oh, look! We’ve got a walking encyclopedia of regulations right here!”
 

 
  They all turned to look at Ephanie, whose cheeks colored slightly.
 

 
  “I don’t know if
  
   encyclopedia
  
  is fair. I just have a history with the Legions.”
 

 
  “Well, still,” said Principia, “Lang has a point. We’re in a trap between rules: we can neither obey nor disobey our orders. What would be something that gets us out of it?”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   get
  
  out of obeying orders,” Ephanie said with a faint scowl. “That’s the point of them.”
 

 
  “Okay, well, the Silver Legions haven’t been the world’s predominant military for thousands of years by being too hidebound to function,” said Casey. “There has to be
  
   something
  
  that’s considered a good cause not to show up.”
 

 
  “It’s not much more than a thousand years, actually,” said Farah, “and given the Tiraan Empire’s success over that period I don’t know whether—”
 

 
  “Is that
  
   really
  
  important right now?” Merry exclaimed in exasperation. Farah flushed and fell silent.
 

 
  “There
  
   is
  
  a precedent for the refusal of morally or tactically unacceptable orders,” Ephanie said with a frown, staring into the distance. “But this isn’t a moral dilemma, it’s a…clerical one. I don’t think that would fly.”
 

 
  “All right, what else?” Merry prompted. “What’s a good reason not to report for duty?”
 

 
  “Casualties bringing the squad below functional numbers would
  
   demand
  
  a retreat,” Ephanie said, still wearing a thoughtfully distant expression. “But as we started out below strength, that seems like a reach. Also, if some crisis arose in which we had a clear moral obligation to help, we would be expected to attend to that above a routine assignment like this one.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess we could burn something down,” Prin said sourly. “Or maybe Avei will take pity on us and create a disaster.”
 

 
  “That is…not exactly Avei’s
  
   style,”
  
  Farah said, lips twitching.
 

 
  “Our orders also can be countermanded by a superior officer,” Ephanie continued.
 

 
  “Wait,” Merry interrupted. “Back up. What was that about casualties?”
 

 
  “I don’t see
  
   that
  
  just up and happening, either,” said Casey.
 

 
  “Well, that’s the point of casualties,” Merry said with a grim smile. “They happen because someone
  
   makes
  
  them happen.”
 

 
  “Self-inflicted injury to get out of duty is a serious offense,” Ephanie warned.
 

 
  “Let’s come back to that,” Merry said impatiently. “If one of us
  
   were
  
  injured, would the squad be obligated to retreat?”
 

 
  “It’s…hard to say,” Ephanie admitted. “By regulations, yes. But by regulations, we wouldn’t be sent out with only five of us in the
  
   first
  
  place. By
  
   regulations,
  
  we wouldn’t be sent out without an
  
   officer.
  
  I think our whole problem is that for our cohort, the regulations say whatever Bishop Syrinx wants them to.”
 

 
  Merry rubbed her chin with a thumb, frowning in thought. “If there were one injured member of the squad… Two of us would be needed to carry her to help. That’d leave two to report for duty. There’s understaffed, and then there’s
  
   ridiculous.”
  
 

 
  “One would need to be sent to tell the squad we’re to rendezvous with what happened,” Ephanie said, “but yes, still. You’re right.”
 

 
  “And Locke is the only one who can’t report for this,” Casey added, her face brightening. “So if
  
   she’s
  
  the one injured, we sidestep the whole problem!”
 

 
  “This discussion is veering in a direction that makes me nervous,” Principia said, scowling.
 

 
  “Have you managed to come up with a
  
   better
  
  idea?” Merry demanded.
 

 
  “Time’s wasting,” Farah warned. “At this point we better do
  
   something;
  
  if we’re going to report in, we’ll be late now even if we run.”
 

 
  “Aw, hell,” Principia muttered. “Wouldn’t be the worst thing I’ve subjected myself to for the sake of a job.”
 

 
  “All right, ladies, here’s what went down,” Merry said crisply, peering around the alley. Her gaze fell on a particularly deep puddle, and she stepped over and planted a boot in it. “I was walking in the lead, Locke right behind me. Stepped in this here puddle,
  
   slipped…”
  
  Slowly, she pantomimed flailing with her arms, including the one holding her lance, which she then brought backward, jabbing the butt at Principia’s face. “Thwack.”
 

 
  “Ow,” the elf said, grimacing.
 

 
  “It’ll be fine, you’re wearing a helmet,” Merry said with a grin. “For real this time, though. Don’t dodge.” She planted her feet and raised the lance again, her grip much more serious.
 

 
  “Hold it,” said Casey. “About face, Locke. Elves have reflexes like cats;
  
   no one
  
  will believe she failed to dodge a wild hit she saw coming.”
 

 
  “And why the hell would I be walking backwards?” Principia demanded sourly.
 

 
  “You weren’t walking,” Casey said, frowning in thought and nodding slowly as she went along. “You were…turned around to… Argue with Farah about this alleged shortcut. Yes, and Lang tried to turn mid-stride to see what the trouble was, and that’s when she slipped in the puddle.”
 

 
  “You’ve done this before,” Merry said approvingly. Casey shrugged, lowering her eyes.
 

 
  “Just to state the obvious,” Ephanie said grimly, “we are all trusting each other very deeply, here.”
 

 
  “Some more than others,” Principia snapped.
 

 
  “Conspiracy, assault, evading duty… We’re all going to be in
  
   serious
  
  trouble if anybody finds out what happened here,” Ephanie said. “The kind of trouble that gets people who are
  
   already
  
  on short notice dishonorably discharged.”
 

 
  They glanced around at each other.
 

 
  “Oh, the hell with it,” Principia said with a grin. “I trust you girls.”
 

 
  “You do?” Casey asked suspiciously. “Why?”
 

 
  “Elwick, nobody is
  
   truly
  
  trustworthy,” Prin said. “Trusting someone is a choice. It’s something you do because you have to, or because it improves your lot. If they’re important enough to you, you
  
   keep
  
  trusting them even after they let you down.”
 

 
  “That’s a very Eserite philosophy,” Farah commented.
 

 
  “Well, if we’re doing this, best be about it,” said Merry, hefting her lance again. “Like the girl said, Locke, face the other way.”
 

 
  Principia sighed heavily, but obediently turned around. “You’ve just been
  
   waiting
  
  for an opportunity like this, haven’t you.”
 

 
  “I am not
  
   even
  
  going to dignify that with a flimsy denial,” Merry said cheerfully, and slammed the butt of her lance into the back of Principia’s helmet.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Szith was first into the room, and came to a dead stop right in the doorway.
 

 
  “Is there a problem?” Ravana asked after a moment.
 

 
  The drow slowly stepped forward. While the others trailed in behind her, she crossed to her own bed, and picked up a sheet of ripped fabric that had been laid out atop the quilt.
 

 
  A banner had been hung to the wall beside her bed. It now lay in two pieces, the larger of which she now held in her hands.
 

 
  “Oh,” Maureen said softly, raising a hand to her mouth. “Oh, dear…”
 

 
  “Szith,” Ravana said softly, “is that your House flag?”
 

 
  The drow nodded slowly, still staring down at the swatch of ripped spidersilk in her hands. Her expression, usually calmly aloof, was frozen and blank.
 

 
  “She left class before us,” Iris said in a low growl, subconsciously running her fingers across the front of her white dress. Afritia’s alchemy had proved as effective as she claimed, and there was no sign of the smear of paint that had been there that morning. “She was moving so fast we didn’t even see her coming back… I should’ve known.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  crosses a line,” Ravana said, and there was real anger in her expression. “One does
  
   not
  
  deface a House insignia. Even in war it is a needless insult. Duels and assassinations have been prompted by
  
   considerably
  
  less!”
 

 
  “Addiwyn!” Szith said sharply, raising her voice above normal speaking tones. Maureen, wincing, crept over to her own bed, where she pulled off the omnipresent backpack she always wore and stuck a hand into one of its pockets. There was no sound of movement behind the door to Addiwyn’s private room. After waiting a few seconds, Szith spoke again, this time in an outright shout. “Come in here
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  There came a thump from behind the door. Finally, it opened and Addiwyn herself leaned out, one hand on the knob, and scowled at them.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake,
  
   what?
  
  This had
  
   better
  
  be important; you trollops have wasted enough of my time for one day already.”
 

 
  Szith held up the ruined banner. “What
  
   possible
  
  satisfaction could you get from this?” she demanded.
 

 
  Addiwyn stared at the ripped flag, frowned, and then straightened up. Her expression cleared, then morphed into an outright smirk.
 

 
  Szith let go of the length of fabric with one hand, in order to grip the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   see,”
  
  Addiwyn said, folding her arms and lounging against the frame of her door. “Allow me to let you in on a little secret, girls: I didn’t come here to make friends.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  your idea of a secret?” Iris snapped.
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   interested
  
  in being buddy-buddy with any of you, or anyone, really,” the elf continued. “I mean to get my degree and get out of here. I don’t expect you to like me, nor do I care.
  
   So,
  
  since I’m the least liked person present, I guess that makes me the
  
   natural
  
  choice when there’s blame to be thrown around. Thus, whoever is taking it upon herself to trash all your belongings has a ready-made scapegoat. You won’t even
  
   think
  
  to look anywhere else.” She shrugged, straightened up, and grabbed the doorknob. “Think about that. Think about
  
   which
  
  of you seem to have a proven knack for being underhanded and cruel. And think carefully before you decide to
  
   do
  
  anything about this. Mess with me or
  
   my
  
  things and you’ll barely have time to regret your own stupidity.”
 

 
  With that, she ducked back into her room, slamming the door far harder than was necessary. The assembled roommates stared at it with varying expressions of outrage and disbelief.
 

 
  “This is just nasty, this is,” Maureen said from behind them. Szith whirled to find the gnome standing beside her bed, holding up the other half of the torn flag. “It’s authentic Narisian spidersilk, aye? That’s basically un-rippable. Aside from how
  
   tough
  
  it is, it stretches. Right?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Szith said in a hollow tone. “It’s used in armor.”
 

 
  Maureen nodded. “So, this wasn’t torn, it was
  
   cut.
  
  But see, look here, how the ends are jagged and frayed? As
  
   if
  
  it was torn. Somebody went well out of their way to use a
  
   special
  
  tool fer this. Made it as ugly as possible, so it’s less likely to be mended.” She grimaced. “I’m sorry, Szith, fabric arts ain’t exactly me strong suit. I’m better with tools and gadgets. Mayhap it can be fixed with magic?”
 

 
  Wordlessly, Szith took the other half of the banner from her, and began tenderly folding them together.
 

 
  “I had hoped this was a mere case of poor social skills, or overcompensating for the nervousness of being in a new place,” Ravana said, staring at Addiwyn’s door through narrowed eyes. “This behavior, however, is only escalating.
  
   This
  
  act demands retaliation.”
 

 
  “Here, now,” Maureen said worriedly. “Gettin’ into a feud ain’t exactly smart. I don’t think Professor Tellwyrn likes it when people scrap on her campus, somehow.”
 

 
  “I am hardly proposing to ambush her,” Ravana said, “nor participate in some kind of prank war. These antics are sickeningly juvenile; I would like to think that each of you, like myself, are above such foolishness.”
 

 
  “The bitch can hear you, y’know,” Iris pointed out.
 

 
  “That’s fine,” Ravana said with a shrug. “She’s the one flouting rules and disrespecting the personal space and possessions of others. That will carry its own repercussions. There are
  
   innumerable
  
  ways to add a little extra sting to the whip when it finally falls.”
 

 
  
   “If
  
  she is the one doing this,” Szith said suddenly. While the others turned to stare at her, she gently tucked the folded banner into her armored tunic. “Excuse me. I am going…out.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Maureen said in a small voice. No one else spoke as the drow strode across the room and back out through the door, shutting it gently but firmly behind her.
 

 
  “We really ought to go get Afritia,” Iris said after a moment. “Even with Szith gone, she needs to know about this.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Ravana murmured, staring at Addiwyn’s door again with a thoughtful frown. As the other two watched her warily, the expression shifted, momentarily becoming a smile. A very small, subtly unpleasant smile. “By all means, let us do things through the proper channels. For the moment, at least.”
 

 
  Iris and Maureen exchanged a dubious look. Ravana only smiled more widely.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Captain Dijanerad strode into the mostly empty sick ward, fully armored and looking not in the least flustered, stressed or adversely affected from whatever crisis had kept her from the mess hall that morning.
 

 
  Principia was under orders to remain in bed, but she offered a salute from her reclining position. Merry, standing beside her bed, came smartly to attention and saluted as well.
 

 
  “Captain,” she said, staring straight ahead. “I take full responsibility. This was entirely due to my clumsiness.”
 

 
  “I object to that,” Principia chimed in. “If I’d been paying attention I could have avoided this easily.”
 

 
  Dijanerad came to a stop alongside them, studied each in silence for a moment, then turned to the only other person in the room. “What’s the verdict, Sister?”
 

 
  Sister Tyrouna, the healer currently on duty, was a dark-skinned Westerner with a broad, subtly sly smile habitually in place. She picked up the helmet hanging from the bedpost as she answered.
 

 
  “Private Locke has a rare medical condition named, according to the textbooks I’ve consulted, a ‘goose egg.’” She tossed the helmet lightly to the Captain, who snagged it out of the air.
  
   “That
  
  was the real casualty, here, and exactly why we make the troops wear them. In seriousness, she doesn’t even have a concussion, and that little bump was the work of moments to heal away, but I’m keeping her in the ward overnight for observation. She
  
   was
  
  unconscious, briefly. This is SOP for head injuries, as you well know.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Dijanerad murmured, turning the helmet over to study it. There was a substantial dent in the back. “Good hit, Lang. Now, if we could just teach you to do this on
  
   purpose
  
  we might make a real soldier of you.”
 

 
  Merry opened her mouth to reply, then closed it silently and swallowed.
 

 
  “So,
  
   here’s
  
  a funny thing,” the Captain continued, studying them with a mild expression. “When I got back to the temple, I had paperwork waiting for your entire squad to be court-martialed for failing to report waiting for me. Actually, I got that
  
   before
  
  I was notified of Locke’s injury. Isn’t that interesting? It’s as if somebody had the forms all filled out and ready to file, just itching for a reason to materialize.”
 

 
  Merry swallowed again. Principia frowned slightly. “The papers were sent to
  
   you,
  
  Captain?”
 

 
  “I am your commanding officer,” Dijanerad said dryly.
 

 
  “Of course,” Principia replied quickly. “It’s just….”
 

 
  “It’s just,” the captain finished, “this business smacks of the kind of thing that by all appearances should have gone behind my back, yes? As it happened, I intercepted a certain Private Covrin en route to Command with the papers in question. Needless to say, I confiscated them. Discipline in my cohort is
  
   mine
  
  to hand out.”
 

 
  “Covrin,” Merry murmured, frowning.
 

 
  Dijanerad glanced pointedly at Sister Tyrouna, who smiled languidly and strolled off to busy herself at the other end of the room.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  an idiot, ladies,” the captain said in a lower tone. “Nor do I want
  
   you
  
  to be. However, you should consider the fact that women in your position may be well advised not to be excessively clever, either. I told you once, Locke, if any political shenanigans occur, I expect you to leave them to me to handle.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “I’m not even sure how you
  
   knew
  
  about that crackpate court-martial order,” Dijanerad continued, scowling, “but that was posted in response to some nonsense that happened in a completely different cohort and doesn’t have the force of the High Commander’s seal behind it. I am
  
   still
  
  in charge of discipline in our ranks, and the order to court martial
  
   you
  
  lot would have gone nowhere under me. As its author surely realized. Right now, ladies, I am dealing with a much more persistent bureaucratic hassle pertaining to your squad.
  
   Someone
  
  has opened an investigation suggesting that Squad Thirteen deliberately engineered an accident to get out of duty. I am
  
   reasonably
  
  sure I can also get that shut down, as by chance I got forewarning of it before it got into hands that outrank me. I don’t want to keep having to do this, though.”
 

 
  Merry and Prin risked glancing at each other; the captain stared flatly at them both. “Clever people are ironically easy to trick into doing something stupid, ladies. You are soldiers, and whatever backroom deals are flying around here, none of them involve the kind of stakes that could get you seriously in trouble—unless, that is, you are goaded into
  
   doing
  
  something that’ll get you in trouble. Just be soldiers, and good ones. Use your common sense, not your animal cunning; follow your orders and trust the chain of command. And for future reference, Locke, you are to consider the prohibition on you getting between the Legion and the Guild to have greater force than any incidental orders that originate from outside this cohort.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said with obvious relief. “Thank you, ma’am!”
 

 
  “For now,” the captain said with a cold smile, “since you have both so
  
   graciously
  
  taken responsibility for this horsewash… Well, Locke, I’ll deal with you once you’re out of the healer’s care. Lang, report to the cohort parade ground and mop it.”
 

 
  “M-mop it, Captain?” Merry stuttered.
 

 
  “Have you developed a hearing problem, Lang?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am!”
 

 
  “Good. Mop it till it’s dry, private. Or until I tell you to stop.”
 

 
  Merry looked at the window, which was currently being pounded with warm rain. Principia cringed sympathetically.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Merry said resignedly.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Very good,” Elder Shiraki said approvingly. The young shaman acknowledged him with only the barest hint of a smile, focused as she was on her task. Before them, a vine had risen out of the ground in the grove’s wide central space; it was currently standing upright, to the height of their shoulders, and under the apprentice’s gentle hands what minutes ago had been a single berry had swollen and hardened, gradually becoming a sizable watermelon. It was delicate work, producing the fruit while supporting the vine in an upright position not natural to it, carefully drawing energy and nutrients from the earth to supply all of this and not causing a backlash that would damage the other plants in the vicinity, which was why Shiraki preferred it as a training exercise. He stood by, ready to intervene in case of problems. He would certainly not salvage the apprentice’s melon, but he would prevent a mishap from adversely affecting her, or their environment.
 

 
  The young elf was also getting practice in maintaining focus under mild duress. Though the others in the grove knew better than to interfere with or deliberately distract a shaman being trained by an Elder, they did not hesitate to stop and watch, and they were all certainly cognizant that an audience could, by itself, be ample distraction.
 

 
  His praise was not idly given, however. She was doing quite well, especially in comparison to her previous attempt.
 

 
  The warning was scant, a mere split-second, but the harsh buzz of arcane magic was alarming enough to provoke a reaction, and a split-second was plenty of time for the dozen elves present to spring into ready positions, those who had weapons placing hands on them.
 

 
  Of course, the young shaman’s spell collapsed, and Shiraki had to reach out with his mind to prevent the suddenly uncontained energies she had been working from damaging either her or the soil. The melon withered, of course, but there was nothing to be done about that. Clearly not the student’s fault.
 

 
  Before the watermelon had even started to turn brown, before any of the suddenly tense elves could call out a warning, there came a short, soft puff of displaced air, and then she was standing among them.
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned in nearly a full circle, studying the assembled wood elves through those pretentious golden spectacles of hers, and then her gaze fell on Shiraki. She straightened up, holding out her arms as if for a hug, and grinned in evident delight.
 

 
  
   “Chucky!”
  
 

 
  Shiraki sighed heavily, gently allowing the last of the shamanic energies he had seized to dissipate harmlessly into the ground. His apprentice took two steps back, scowling at the mage; several of the other elves had similarly unfriendly expressions, though a few of the younger ones studied her with a degree of interest he did not like.
 

 
  “In all the time that has passed, Arachne,” he intoned, “and all that has passed
  
   in
  
  that time, I begin to think it is a cruel cosmic joke at my expense that neither of us has managed to be killed yet.”
 

 
  “Such
  
   sweet
  
  things you always say,” she retorted, her grin actually broadening. “I
  
   did
  
  save your life that one time, you know.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” he replied calmly. “I am quite clearly indebted to you for it. Considering that, it would take
  
   quite
  
  a long and intense pattern of deeply annoying behavior to leave me so unimpressed whenever we meet. And yet, you managed.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn laughed. “Well, fair enough. I think the
  
   real
  
  issue is that I saved you from being saved by Sheyann. Face it, you’d be a lot more annoyed at owing
  
   her
  
  one.”
 

 
  At that, he had to smile. “All that aside, Arachne, you’re hardly known for your habit of making casual social calls. What brings you to our grove?”
 

 
  “Straight to business, then, is it?” She shook her head, the mirth leaking rapidly from her expression. “All right, the truth is, I need the help of a shaman. A powerful and learned a shaman as the grove can spare me for a bit.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he said, intrigued despite himself. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard—or heard
  
   of—
  
  you asking such a thing before. What disaster has brought this on?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed and folded her arms. “To make a very long story short, I’ve got a sick dryad on my hands, and damn if I know a thing to do with her.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  have you done to Juniper?” Elder Sheyann demanded, striding toward them and dispersing the onlookers with a sharp gesture.
 

 
  “Juniper is fine,” Tellwyrn replied, turning to face the new arrival. “Somewhat distraught at the moment, but unharmed. What I
  
   did,”
  
  she added with a rueful grimace, “was severely overestimate her capabilities and her knowledge of them. I let her attempt something she was clearly not ready for. The dryad who’s been
  
   harmed
  
  is named Aspen.”
 

 
  Shiraki and Sheyann exchanged a sharp look, before returning their attention to the sorceress.
 

 
  “It sounds,” Sheyann said firmly, “as if we had better hear the long version.”
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  “Hey, guys!” Gabriel said, waving. “What brings you into town?”
 

 
  “Hi, Gabe!” Fross chimed, zipping over to buzz around his head once. Ruda and Trissiny approached more sedately. The square of Last Rock wasn’t crowded—there just weren’t enough people in the town to make that a likelihood—but citizens were going about their business in the falling afternoon light, and the Ale & Wenches was already glowing and resonating with high-spirited energy, apparent even from across the square.
 

 
  No one greeted them. No one glared, either, but since the hellgate incident, the already complex relationship between students and townsfolk had been slightly but noticeably more stiff.
 

 
  “Had to get out of the tower,” Ruda grunted, lifting her hat to run a hand over her hair. “I feel a little
  
   bad
  
  about it, to be honest, but…”
 

 
  “We
  
   were
  
  comforting Juniper,” Trissiny added. “She’s…extremely upset. Nearly to the point of incoherence.”
 

 
  “What?” Gabe came to a stop, his eyes widening. “What happened to Juniper?”
 

 
  “Like Boots said, she was a little too emotional to give a
  
   concise
  
  explanation,” Ruda said with a grimace, “but in and around the weeping and rambling we put together that something bad happened to Aspen, and Juno thinks it was her fault.”
 

 
  He paled slightly. “Something…bad? How bad?”
 

 
  “Well, Naiya hasn’t leveled the campus,” said Trissiny, “and there’s not a crazed dryad-monster rampaging around, so clearly not as bad as it
  
   could
  
  have been. Tellwyrn was dealing with Aspen, so it’s presumably under control and being dealt with. More than that we won’t know until Juniper pulls herself together or Tellwyrn sees fit to share information with us, just for a refreshing change of pace.”
 

 
  “Teal and Shaeine are still with her,” Fross reported. “We were all there trying to cheer her up, but she was kind of fixedly hanging onto her pet for comfort, and Jack apparently doesn’t like crowded rooms.” She bobbed in place once, chiming a few off-key notes. “Or bright lights.”
 

 
  “He headbutted Trissiny,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  Gabriel pressed his lips into a thin line, though didn’t manage to fully conceal their twitching. “He…the… With the antlers, and everything?”
 

 
  “Yes, with the antlers,” Trissiny growled. Ruda burst out laughing. “Yes, yes, it actually
  
   was
  
  kind of funny, I guess, but only because
  
   I
  
  am wearing armor! Which
  
   most
  
  of our classmates don’t. I’m sorry Juniper is having such a hard time, but if she doesn’t get that rabbit trained and under control there are going to be
  
   real
  
  problems.”
 

 
  “What, you’ll take it upon yourself to get rid of it?” Ruda asked, still chortling.
 

 
  “I am
  
   hardly
  
  going to kill my friend’s pet!” Trissiny said acidly. “I
  
   meant
  
  the rabbit is going to hurt somebody. With those antlers and as powerful as his back legs are, that
  
   headbutt
  
  could disembowel someone!”
 

 
  “She’s not kidding, they actually do that to predators,” said Fross. “Though as I mentioned previously, jackalopes are
  
   not
  
  rabbits. They’re rabbit-derived fey, a textbook transbiological animal. No active magic to use, but seriously, a creature with a rabbit’s body
  
   couldn’t
  
  support antlers.”
 

 
  “Anybody ever told you you’re getting a little pedantic, Fross?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  The pixie did a figure eight in the air above them. “I just like things to be accurate!”
 

 
  “You were visiting the temple?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Gabe. He sighed, unconsciously placing a hand on the hilt of his sword. “I… Tarvadegh says I don’t have to come every day, and it’s best not to bury myself in too much religion. I don’t even disagree, but… I just have so
  
   much
  
  catching up to do, y’know?”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, smiling slightly. “Well, it’s good to see you being so diligent, anyway.”
 

 
  “For once,” Ruda said, then snickered. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, you were
  
   all
  
  thinking it.”
 

 
  “Ignore her,” Trissiny advised. “And really, Gabe, don’t hesitate to talk to Toby or me about anything. We can’t really tell you much about Vidianism, probably, but the paladin’s call is something that takes getting used to. And…you sort of
  
   never
  
  do. We’ve been there.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Ruda said dismissively. “How’s about you two do
  
   that
  
  while the rest of us are off on whatever fucking punishment duty Tellwyrn cooks up for us, since we didn’t loaf around
  
   here
  
  all summer to do it. We’re gettin’ a drink, Arquin.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder at the A&W. “Wanna come with?”
 

 
  “A…drink?” he said, his eyebrows rising sharply. “One of you doesn’t drink, one
  
   can’t,
  
  and one has basically
  
   all
  
  the booze on her person at all times.”
 

 
  “Getting a drink is a social ritual!” Fross proclaimed. “The purpose is to go out in public and have fun by conversing with one another and whatever people we meet.
  
   Actually
  
  drinking is secondary to the purpose and not strictly necessary.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said solemnly. “Well, when you put it like that, I’d love to come along. If only to watch Trissiny grab the owner and tear him a new one about naming his pub the Ale & Wenches.”
 

 
  
   “Trissiny,”
  
  said the paladin in question, “is learning to pick her battles.”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Better late than never!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’m not sure this is wise,” Iris muttered, glancing around the bustling pub. “We’re leaving Bitch Ears alone in our dorm. Gods only know what she’ll do. We’ll come back to find our freakin’ beds on fire, I just know it.”
 

 
  “Bitch…
  
   ears?”
  
  Maureen said, her own tufted ears twitching.
 

 
  “May I request that we refrain from ear-centric racial epithets?” Szith asked mildly.
 

 
  Iris turned to her, eyes widening in horror. “Oh! I—that—aw,
  
   gods,
  
  Szith, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean… I’m an idiot.”
 

 
  “I was not going to put it quite so strongly,” Szith said with the ghost of a smile.
 

 
  “In any case,” Ravana said firmly, “what will be, will be. Every vicious prank Addiwyn pulls brings her closer to getting slapped down by the authority of the University, and I
  
   rather
  
  think that Professor Tellwyrn’s discipline is less than gentle. Let us leave it at that, for one night at least, ladies. The purpose of this evening is to
  
   relax.”
  
 

 
  “I’ll relax when I find out how much trouble our homework is gonna get us in tomorrow morning,” Maureen mumbled.
 

 
  “Your Grace!” exclaimed a portly, balding man with a luxuriant handlebar mustache. “Welcome,
  
   welcome!”
  
  To the surprise of the others, he bowed deeply to Ravana, earning speculative stares from all corners of the room. “I received your message, and all is in readiness! Are you
  
   certain
  
  you only wish the table, your Grace? Merely say the word, and I can have this entire place cleared in five minutes!”
 

 
  “Let us not disrupt your business any more than is absolutely necessary, Mr. Lowery,” Ravana said with a smile. “I am merely having an evening out with friends, not holding court. Tonight need have no bearing on our established arrangement.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Grace, of course,” he said, bowing again. “Anything you require. Allow me to show you to your table!”
 

 
  “Thank you, no,” she said politely. “I believe my arranged escort to be quite adequate. I won’t keep you from your duties any longer, Mr. Lowery.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” he repeated, bowing yet a third time. “And please, if you should wish the
  
   slightest
  
  thing, don’t hesitate to ask!”
 

 
  The owner of the Ale & Wenches was forced to retreat as a tall man in gray and red livery, carrying a staff and with both a holstered wand and sheathed saber hanging from his belt, stepped between him and Ravana. He saluted her briskly, then bowed and gestured toward the stairs.
 

 
  “What…the…
  
   hell,”
  
  Iris said.
 

 
  “This way, ladies,” Ravana said brightly, gliding off toward the indicated staircase. The A&W had a two-layered main area, with a boisterous main floor and a slightly quieter balcony above, though on really busy nights, the differences between them diminished considerably. The balcony was reached by staircases along both walls. The girls climbed one of these in bemused silence, the uniformed guard following them. Another man in the same uniform stood at the top of the stairs.
 

 
  Half the balcony had been cleared. Actually, more than that; two more guards, a man and a woman, took up positions that made a clear line of demarcation barring access to the half reached by their chosen staircase. Only two patrons had decided to stay and endure their silent presence, a young couple tucked into a table in the opposite corner.
 

 
  In the secured half of the balcony, tables and chairs had been pushed out of the way, everything rearranged so that one round table stood in the middle of the open space, with a rectangular one laid along the back wall. The round table was draped with a white cloth, in stark contrast to the plain wood of the A&W’s regular furnishings, and set with china, crystal and silk napkins, with a towering centerpiece of wrought iron and lit candles strangled by living vines of ivy, apparently freshly-cut. The chairs around it were draped with red velvet cloths and flat gilt-edged pillows. At one place there was no chair, but a tall stool with a gnome-sized seat atop it, reached by a small flight of collapsible stairs. The table along the back, also decorated with a tablecloth, was laid out with bottles of wine and covered dishes which steamed faintly. A blank-faced woman in a uniform which had the same gray and red colors as the guards, but was much less militaristic in cut, stood beside it, a white towel draped over one arm; she bowed deeply upon Ravana’s arrival.
 

 
  “Am I asleep?” Iris squeaked. “Did someone put shrooms in my tea?”
 

 
  “Please, have a seat,” Ravana said smoothly, suiting the words by stepping up to her own chair. The servant held it for her.
 

 
  “He…called you…your
  
   Grace?”
  
  Maureen said, with a rising inflection that made it a question. “Are…are you a Bishop?”
 

 
  Ravana laughed lightly. “Oh, good heavens, no. Frankly, I have little use for religion. No, I am merely a Duchess. The address of your Grace is technically correct, but
  
   rather
  
  old-fashioned. Most commonly I am addressed as Lady.”
 

 
  The other girls found their way slowly to seats, staring around at the opulence imposed upon this section of the rough tavern.
 

 
  “If I am not mistaken,” Szith said, “the proprietor of this place offered to, in essence, shut it down at your whim.”
 

 
  “Mr. Lowery and I have an arrangement,” Ravana said idly, watching as the uniformed servant poured her a glass of red wine. “I have rented this establishment every weekend for the duration of the semester. I made
  
   certain
  
  to be generous in my terms, considering what it would cost him in lost custom. I have found that it pays greater dividends in the long run to invest in public goodwill than to pinch every possible penny. Indeed, you saw how amenable he was to accommodating me further.” She carefully lifted the wineglass, took a tiny sip, and inhaled deeply through her nose while holding the wine on her tongue. Her eyes drifted closed and a small sound of pleasure resonated deep in her throat. “Mmn…
  
   How
  
  I have missed that. I dearly mourn the demise of the bottle I brought onto campus. This vintage is
  
   quite
  
  irreplaceable.”
 

 
  “You used the phrase ‘holding court,’” Szith said, quietly but persistently. “Forgive me if I impose, but all this makes me
  
   extremely
  
  curious.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite,” Ravana said with a soft sigh, setting down her glass and folding her hands in her lap. She regarded them with a calm little smile. “Well, gauche as it may be to draw attention to oneself, I suppose it would be purely rude to keep you all in the dark. This would all come out soon enough, anyway. To introduce myself with all the requisite formalities, I am Duchess Ravana Firouzeh Laila Madouri, high seat of House Madouri and Sovereign of Madouris and Tiraan Province.”
 

 
  “Sovereign?” Iris squeaked.
  
   “Tiraan Province?!
  
  You…you rule the
  
   capital?”
  
 

 
  “The Silver Throne rules the capital,” Ravana corrected her gently. “Tiraas itself is governed directly by the Empire, with no provincial or intermediary government. With regard to myself, the word
  
   rule
  
  is perhaps overstating the matter. My exceedingly pretentious title of
  
   sovereign
  
  has more to do with tradition than fact. I am, however, the governor of Tiraan Province, the lands
  
   around
  
  the capital which formed the pre-imperial nation of Tiraas, currently administered from the colonial capital in Madouris.”
 

 
  “Governor,” Iris croaked, staring goggle-eyed at her. Maureen was sitting stiffly in her high seat as if afraid she might fall off, sneaking worried glances at the uniformed guards standing around them.
 

 
  “In
  
   theory,”
  
  Ravana continued lightly as the servant began deftly setting down plates of some kind of steamed fowl in a light orange sauce, garnished with subtly glowing sprigs of fresh manaleaf, “I answer to no one but the Emperor. In practice, of course, the world of politics is more complex; no one is without masters. House Madouri is the longest-reigning line in the Empire—our dynasty has ruled from Madouris uninterrupted for a thousand years, since the original city-states of the Tira Valley and Calderaas first formed the Tiraan Empire and designated Tiraas itself their capital. Despite this lineage and prestige, my House has recently done considerable damage to its good name, not to mention its coffers. The Empire itself is taking a firm hand in the administration of my province for now and the immediate future, though I am confident I am on the way to redeeming the name Madouri in the eyes of the Throne. Meanwhile, as with all
  
   successful
  
  societies which are governed by hereditary nobility, there are safety checks in place to prevent incompetent rulers from doing excessive harm. The province is in good hands under my steward and its own attendant bureaucracy, but there are
  
   some
  
  matters which require the prestige of the governor’s involvement. For those, for the duration of my formal education, I can be reached on weekends at this establishment.” She paused to take another sip of wine, again savoring it. “It was made firmly clear to me that I am not an exception to Professor Tellwyrn’s rules about students leaving the campus during the semester.”
 

 
  “That seems rather…inconvenient,” Szith said carefully, glancing around the tavern. “And, I suspect, contrary to the expectations of those who would have business with you.”
 

 
  “Please, ladies, relax and eat,” Ravana urged, picking up her own fork and knife. “Don’t be shy, we are all friends here. In any case, Szith, you are correct, but it’s important to consider these things in their context. One of my ancestors had a custom bridle and saddle made for his wife; he would conduct official business while riding her around the courtyard, forcing anyone seeking audience with him to walk alongside. One makes
  
   allowances
  
  for powerful nobility.” She smiled, a lopsided little expression that was closely akin to a smirk. “It is inconvenient, yes, but so long as I choose to hold court in a tacky faux-adventurer bar, those who feel themselves entitled to a share of my time and attention will have to cope. Those about whose opinions I need concern myself will already understand how much worse it
  
   could
  
  be.”
 

 
  She paused, chewing a dainty bite of poultry. Maureen had finally sampled hers as well, her eyes widening in pleasure at the taste. Iris was still gaping at Ravana as if frozen.
 

 
  Szith studied her silverware. “I was not expecting to be invited to a formal dinner,” she admitted. “I have not been trained… That is, we use simple knives in Tar’naris. I understand there is a ritual handling of these utensils?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, not at all,” Ravana assured her. “That is, I’ll be glad to coach you in Tiraan etiquette if you wish to learn, but
  
   please
  
  don’t concern yourself with it here. This is
  
   hardly
  
  a formal occasion, merely a shameless and disgusting self-indulgence on my part. Please, make yourselves as comfortable as you like. Eat with your fingers if you wish, I’ll pass no judgments.”
 

 
  “You’re…practically royal,” Iris whispered.
 

 
  “Iris,” Ravana said gently, “dig in. It’s very good, I promise.” There came a soft clatter as Szith dropped her fork, having attempted to mimic Ravana’s delicate fingertip hold on hers. The servant was there instantly, laying down a replacement.
 

 
  “But…you’re a
  
   queen!”
  
 

 
  “Would it help if I
  
   ordered
  
  you to enjoy yourself?” Ravana asked wryly. At that, Iris began to look outright panicked.
  
   “Please,
  
  Iris, we are going to be sharing a room for four years. This is why I wanted to get all this out of the way in the first week. Have you noticed that the professors address all of us as Mr. or Miss in class?”
 

 
  “Or Ms,” Maureen added. “An’ in all frankness I suspect Tellwyrn only uses Miss to rankle Lady Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Avenists don’t use titles such as Lady,” Ravana said with a smile. “She would probably rather be called by given name, but her actual
  
   title
  
  is General if you insist on being formal. My point is, girls, I am hardly the only aristocrat in our circle. Prince Sekandar is only slightly lesser in social rank than myself. There are paladins, foreign royalty and
  
   demigods
  
  among the student body here, and as far as the University is concerned, they are
  
   all
  
  treated alike.
  
   I
  
  am not going to invite Tellwyrn’s censure by acting as if I am above any of you. Please don’t think of me as if I am.”
 

 
  Finally, hesitantly, Iris picked up her fork, studying her artfully arranged plate as if uncertain of its intentions.
 

 
  “Forgive me if I pry,” said Szith, carefully manipulating her silverware in a slow approximation of Ravana’s movements, “but would it not be more cost-effective to build your own structure in Last Rock, rather than pay what must be prohibitive rent on a public space? Over the course of four years, that seems it could become…excessive.”
 

 
  “I can afford it,” Ravana said with a light shrug. “As for building my own…politics. Last Rock is, at least nominally, in Calderaan Province, currently answerable to House Aldarasi. Considering the situation, it is reasonable for me to rent space here to conduct what business I must. If I were to
  
   build
  
  a Madouri government facility on this soil, however…that would be abominable rudeness at best, and possibly viewable as a challenge to the Sultana’s authority. Even asking permission could be taken as an insult.
  
   Then
  
  there would be economic consequences for goods and services that flow between our provinces, not to mention pressure from the Throne; House Tirasian is already less-than-patient with House Madouri at present, as I mentioned, and would not be best pleased at me stirring up trouble. Plus,” she added with a catlike smile, “it would make for awkward on-campus interactions with Prince Sekandar.”
 

 
  “Half the sophomore class just walked in,” Maureen observed, craning her neck to peer over the railing at the tavern floor below.
 

 
  Iris actually jumped in her seat. “What? Which?!”
 

 
  “Looks like… Princess Zaruda,
  
   General
  
  Avelea, Gabriel Arquin and the, uh, pixie.”
 

 
  “Fross,” Szith supplied.
 

 
  “Aye, Fross. Thank you.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ravana mused, toying with her wineglass. “I suppose it would be courteous to invite them to join us. What say you, ladies? Care for some additional company?”
 

 
  “Oh, but…” Iris gulped heavily. “I’m not ready for—that is, I didn’t expect—I mean, what if—”
 

 
  She dropped her own fork. The servant instantly had another placed at hand, but Iris looked stricken with embarrassment. She started to lean down to retrieve the dropped one, but the woman whisked it away, and she straightened back up, accidentally dragging the sleeve of her white dress through the orange sauce on her plate.
 

 
  Iris stared disconsolately at the dripping stain, looking on the verge of tears.
 

 
  “Upon consideration,” Ravana said gently, “I think I would rather have a girls’ night. Agreed?”
 

 
  “That sounds quite pleasant to me.”
 

 
  “Aye, let me just get used to all this fancery before I ‘ave ta try it in front off company.”
 

 
  Iris gulped down a frustrated sob.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Casey glanced around the darkened ward almost nervously as she made her way over to Principia’s bed, currently the only island of light. “Wow. Got the place to yourself, I see.”
 

 
  “It’s getting downright lonely,” the elf said gravely, setting aside her novel. “Could I getcha to maim a few people so I have somebody to talk to?”
 

 
  Casey grinned, nodding at the candle on her nightstand. “Well, you’re the one playing around with a fire hazard from the last century. Seems like you could make your own arrangements, there.”
 

 
  “It’s the same old story,” Prin said with a grin and a shrug. “Fairy lamps would be cheaper in the long term, but the up-front investment to issue smaller ones for something as trivial as bedside reading lights is unpalatable to the number jockeys. What brings you by, Elwick? Are the rest of the girls okay?”
 

 
  “Lang is soaked, cranky and looking for reasons to blame you. What’d you do to her, by the way? I get the feeling this goes
  
   way
  
  back.”
 

 
  “She got herself arrested while poking her nose into my business, once,” Principia said dryly. “Obviously, this was my fault.”
 

 
  Casey shook her head, smiling. “Well, we’re all pretty much okay. The rest of the cohort isn’t eager to be chummy with us, even in the mess hall, but there’s been no further trouble. At least not yet.”
 

 
  “Captain Dijanerad’s doing a good job of keeping a lid on things, I think.” Principia sighed, frowning. “As well as she can. Considering
  
   what’s
  
  going on, though, and
  
   who’s
  
  doing it…”
 

 
  “I like the captain,” Casey said quietly. “I think she’s a good officer. There’s cloak-and-dagger stuff afoot, though, and she is
  
   not
  
  a match for Bishop Syrinx. I’m afraid she’s only going to get herself hurt trying to protect us.”
 

 
  Prin tilted her head, studying the younger woman closely. “And now I’m getting the impression this is why you’re really spending your precious free time talking with me.”
 

 
  Casey glanced at the door to the ward without turning her head, a movement Principia took note of. Most people would give themselves away when checking for listeners—almost anyone, in fact, who hadn’t had specific training in avoiding such tells.
 

 
  “We all got the speech from the captain,” she said quietly. “Same one you and Lang did. Stay in line, don’t make waves, trust the chain of command. And I would
  
   love
  
  to be able to do that…but.”
 

 
  “But,” Prin agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “We need help,” Casey said, staring at her. “Syrinx is only getting started, Locke. Believe me when I say there is nothing that woman isn’t capable of doing. I think…we need the kind of help you can get us.”
 

 
  “The Guild?” Principia raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t we
  
   just
  
  go through this? Involving the Guild in Legion business is a disaster waiting for an excuse, quite
  
   apart
  
  from the fact it’d immediately get my ass bounced out of here, and possibly all of yours along with it.”
 

 
  “Not the Guild,” Casey agreed hastily. “And…not someone to
  
   meddle.
  
  But… What about advice? Information? From someone
  
   in
  
  the Guild?”
 

 
  “That’s still too close,” Prin replied, shaking her head. “You have to go through channels…”
 

 
  “Unless it’s a private individual you know personally.” Casey glanced at the door again, then at the nearby window. “Like Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  “Darling?” Principia said at last. “The one who ferreted me out in the Temple of Izara? Now why would you latch onto the idea of
  
   him?”
  
 

 
  “You obviously know him,” Casey said, then sighed, her shoulders slumping. “And…so do I. So does Farah.”
 

 
  
   “Really.”
  
 

 
  “Her old teacher was one of the first to be murdered by the priestkiller last year,” Casey explained. “Darling stepped in, funded a memorial and made sure things were taken care of. She wouldn’t confirm it but I get the impression he greased a few wheels to help her get into the Legion, too. She was a librarian—not the kind of person the Sisters are looking for.”
 

 
  “Now, that is very interesting,” Principia mused. “I wonder why he would take an interest in something like that… And how do
  
   you
  
  know him?”
 

 
  Casey drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Yes, well… I mentioned Syrinx was my sponsor in the Legions, right?”
 

 
  “I remember.”
 

 
  “Well… Darling is the reason she doesn’t have a stranglehold on my life the way she does on Jenell Covrin. Him and Bishop Snowe.”
 

 
  
   “Snowe?”
  
  Principia exclaimed. “Branwen Snowe, the Izarite celebrity columnist? You
  
   have
  
  led an interesting life, haven’t you?”
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  do not want to talk about it,” Casey said curtly. “The point is, he’s someone you can come to for help. And wipe that look off your face, I’m not stupid. I
  
   know
  
  a man like that doesn’t do favors out of the goodness of his heart. He does it to build connections, to
  
   earn
  
  favors he can call in later. Let’s face it, I think we’re in a position that he’d be glad enough to give us some free pointers. I bet he has a harder time getting friends in the Sisters of Avei than in most places.”
 

 
  Principia gazed at her thoughtfully. “Elwick, were
  
   you
  
  ever in the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “Mm. Parents, then?
  
   Someone
  
  taught you to scheme. This isn’t the first time I’ve noticed you being more clever than a girl your age ought to be.”
 

 
  “Locke,” she warned, “when I said I don’t want to talk about my history, I wasn’t making idle conversation.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s fair enough,” Principia said peaceably. “And it’d be pretty damn hypocritical of me to argue; I don’t plan to talk overmuch about mine either.” She idly fingered her earlobe, gazing into the distance. “Darling, huh. I’ve been thinking in terms of keeping the Guild
  
   out
  
  of this and me out from between them and the Sisters… It’s risky. If Syrinx gets wind of such a thing, she could
  
   easily
  
  use it against us.”
 

 
  “…but?” Casey prompted.
 

 
  “But,” Prin said, nodding slowly. “If it’s done carefully, and made clear that it’s a
  
   personal
  
  sort of conversation, not something involving cults… Yeah. Now that you mention it, I think you just might be onto something.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Can you teach me?!” Iris burst out.
 

 
  Walking through the darkened campus on their way back to the Well, the four freshmen came to a halt, the others turning to look at her in surprise. Iris had been trailing along in the back of the group, head down and arms wrapped around herself. She still looked hunched and worried, but now gazed at Ravana with an almost frantic intensity.
 

 
  “You said you could coach Szith in etiquette. Can you teach me, too?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Ravana said.
 

 
  Iris nodded. “And…more?”
 

 
  “What more did you have in mind?”
 

 
  “I just…I don’t
  
   know.”
  
  She swallowed painfully. “But after three days I can see you’re calm, poised and in control of yourself at all times, and I’m a
  
   mess.
  
  I don’t… Can you make me not a mess?”
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re a mess,” Maureen offered.
 

 
  “I could,” Ravana said slowly. “Rather, I can. However, there is a
  
   price
  
  for what you’re asking.”
 

 
  “If you want money, I only have a little, but—”
 

 
  “Iris, why would I need your money? I only mean that such things have inevitable consequences. Think carefully before making any kind of commitment.”
 

 
  “If you think I’m afraid to work, you’re
  
   extremely
  
  wrong,” Iris said tightly. “You have no
  
   idea
  
  what I’m willing to go through. Or how important it is to me.”
 

 
  Ravana gazed at her in thoughtful silence for a long moment, then very carefully looked around them. They were standing on the main lawn on the middle terrace, not far from the currently empty gazebo. In fact, there was no one else in view, and no nearby obstructions that could hide an observer.
 

 
  “I am the Duchess of Tiraan Province,” she said finally, returning her eyes to Iris’s, “because I framed my father and brother for high treason. They were executed last week. I did not attend the ceremony, having been busy packing for my trip here.”
 

 
  Ravana let the silence stretch out, smiling slightly as the other three stared at her in sudden horror. Even Szith looked unnerved.
 

 
  “In my defense,” she said finally, “they
  
   were
  
  committing high treason. They were just too clever to leave evidence;
  
   that
  
  I had to manufacture. I very strongly suspect that Imperial Intelligence knows these facts quite well. Father was
  
   also
  
  mismanaging the province to the brink of ruin; I shall be years undoing the damage left in his wake. I am the last of the Madouri line, the heir of a thousand years of tradition; had I not stepped in to redeem myself in the eyes of the Silver Throne, the Imperial government would have been forced to remove my family from power, effectively ending our lineage.
 

 
  “I really did love my family,” she mused, now gazing thoughtfully at the night sky over Iris’s head. “I think so, anyway. My father never mistreated me. He was rather dismissive—he never had much use for girls—but never cruel. And I did enjoy time spent with my older brother. He used to play the violin for me. I rather regret that he will never do so again. But of
  
   remorse,
  
  I feel none.” She brought her gaze back down to study the others. “It had to be done. If anything, I am rather pleased with myself. It was
  
   quite
  
  deftly arranged.”
 

 
  “House politics,” Szith said quietly. “It is much the same in Tar’naris. My mother taught me to be
  
   grateful
  
  that we are of lower blood, and not called upon to such things.”
 

 
  Ravana nodded to her. “Indeed. Politics above that which makes us living, feeling people. That is the price of power, Iris: to truly be powerful, you must becoming a creature of icy calculation. I can
  
   teach
  
  you to be powerful. I
  
   cannot
  
  teach you to be happy. That is a skill I simply don’t possess. In fact, I rather suspect the two are mutually exclusive. When I tell you to think about what you are asking, I am offering you a choice, and a
  
   chance,
  
  that I was never given.”
 

 
  Iris was silent. After a long moment, Ravana nodded once and turned to lead the way back to the Well.
 

 
  “What,” Iris began, then swallowed. Ravana turned back to her, raising an eyebrow. “What…do
  
   you
  
  think I ought to do?”
 

 
  “I don’t think I ought to answer that question,” Ravana said thoughtfully. “It would be too colored with my own self-interest, no matter how I approached it. I believe it would benefit
  
   me
  
  more to keep you as you are.”
 

 
  “What?” Iris took a step backward, staring at her. “In the gods’ names, why?”
 

 
  “It isn’t strictly wise to train potential rivals,” Ravana said with a shrug. “One is always better off being the best and the cleverest in one’s circle. Not to mention that having more easily manipulated acquaintances would be useful in a variety of ways. That, I think, is not an appropriate line of thinking.”
 

 
  She paused, tilting her head in thought, and smiled faintly. “I was serious about not wanting to place myself above you while we’re here, girls. I have never been anyone’s friend before. I’m uncertain of the technique, but determined to make a concerted effort. In any case, Iris, do think carefully about your options.
  
   Whatever
  
  you decide to do, it seems to me we all have a great deal to learn from each other. Don’t you agree?”
 

 
  With another, final smile, she turned and headed off down the path.
 

 
  The others stared after her for a few moments before silently following.
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  “There is really no way to work your mind around the inherent limitations other than practice,” Professor Harklund said as he paced slowly around the room, watching his students creating staves of golden light and then hitting them against things—the walls and floor, mostly, though some were very carefully sparring, testing the magical weapons against one another. “Remember, the clock is ticking from the moment you summon an object, but its duration depends upon you, and not merely upon the depth of the power you can call up. Every contact with the physical world will weaken it further—the harder the blow, the greater the damage. There are simply too many amorphous variables to properly quantify the lifespan of a summoned object; over time, with practice, you will develop an intuitive sense of what you have made, and what it can withstand. And unfortunately, divine magic does not offer spells of the kind that would let you
  
   know
  
  this. Your sense will be built of experience, nothing more. Hence,
  
   practice.
  
  Yes, I will be repeating it even more,” he added with a grin, coming to a stop next to November, who was grimly battering her glowing staff against an identical one held up by Trissiny. “If you are to get any use of these constructs in the real world, timing is essential. You’ll only have them for so many seconds, and if you do not know the timing, your efforts may prove not only useless, but backfire. Practice, practice!”
 

 
  November’s staff flickered out of existence at her next blow, causing her to stumble forward; Trissiny caught her with one hand, her own glowing staff still extant but notably dimmer than before.
 

 
  “All due respect, Professor,” said Gabriel, pounding the butt of his against the floor, “but this seems like the kind of unstructured activity we could be doing on our own time. How about learning something new?”
 

 
  “Are you seriously
  
   asking
  
  for homework?” exclaimed one of the new freshmen.
 

 
  “Rest assured, Mr. Arquin, the schedule for this class is carefully planned out,” Harklund replied with a smile. “You
  
   will
  
  be practicing things on your own, don’t you worry. As a rule, though, I prefer that you do your initial experiments under supervision. Of course, I can’t
  
   stop
  
  you kids from working ahead on your own, nor would I. Do keep it in mind, though. Striking off on your own may result in the rapid expansion of your abilities, but it can also lead to the acquisition of bad habits I will have to drill out of you before you can proceed to the next step. Everyone should please feel free to ask my help outside of class, too! My office hours are posted.”
 

 
  Toby stood by himself, facing one wall, methodically re-summoning his staff after every time it flickered out—which it did every time he struck it against the wall. The staff glowed dimly to begin with, and never seemed fully solid. It also took a few seconds longer to fully form than did the other students’ attempts, which were mostly instantaneous. He would focus energy into his hand until the golden rod slowly flickered into being, shift into a proper striking stance and slam it against the well, whereupon it would vanish from existence.
 

 
  After glancing around the room at her fellow students, Trissiny wandered over to him. “Hey, that’s better!” she said encouragingly. “If it helps, think of it—”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Toby said abruptly, not looking at her, “I will
  
   get
  
  there. Would you please leave me alone?”
 

 
  She actually jerked backward, blinking her eyes. “I… Um, sure. Sorry.” Looking nonplussed, she stepped away from Toby as he laboriously called up another staff, her gaze meeting Gabriel’s. He looked purely shocked, his expression slowly shifting to one of worry as he moved it to Toby’s back.
 

 
  November scowled and opened her mouth, then shut it with an audible snap when Trissiny pointed a finger at her and shook her head firmly.
 

 
  Several of the other students had stopped what they had been doing and were looking askance at the exchange between the paladins. Only when Gabriel turned to sweep a frown across the room did most of them resume their own practice. The exception was Shaeine, who was still watching Toby intently.
 

 
  Toby manifested another staff, slammed it against the wall, and began patiently calling up the next one.
 

 
  “All right,” Professor Harklund said in his customarily mild tone, smiling at them as he finished his rounds at the front of the room, “that’s our class time. This was good practice, everyone—remember, keep practicing on your own, and don’t be afraid to experiment a little, but also don’t try to run before you can crawl. I’ll see everyone on Friday. Mr. Caine, could you stay for a moment, please?”
 

 
  Toby nodded, and just waited calmly while the others filed out of the room, his expression blank. Most of the freshmen and upperclassmen talked and laughed among themselves, but the sophomores and November, exiting as a group, remained pensively quiet, at least until the door finally closed behind them.
 

 
  “So,” November said, frowning, “what’s eating him?”
 

 
  The others looked at each other, but nobody had an answer.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I cannot believe you let her do this,” Sheyann said disparagingly as she paced in a slow circle around the frozen form of Aspen.
 

 
  “She was
  
   utterly
  
  confident she could handle it,” Tellwyrn replied, scowling.
 

 
  “Have you not
  
   noticed
  
  how consistently Juniper overestimates her reach?”
 

 
  “In point of fact, I have had
  
   distinctly
  
  the opposite impression,” Tellwyrn snapped. “In the year I’ve been teaching her, Juniper has consistently acknowledged her unfamiliarity with new subjects, proceeded slowly and always made sure she understood the basics before moving forward. She’s not shy about asking help from other students, and in fact that’s a big part of her knack for making friends. Well, that and her habit of offering sex as a greeting while being absurdly gorgeous. Even despite the need to coach her through basics that almost every other sentient being knows by the age of four, she is one of my least tiresome students.”
 

 
  Sheyann had come to a stop and turned a look of surprise on the Professor. “Really? That is
  
   rather
  
  startling to hear. Either myself or Shiraki have been constantly having to pull her back and repair the small disasters she has caused. Not
  
   least
  
  of which being her choice of a notoriously erratic, intractable and untamable species as her first animal companion.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Tellwyrn mused, folding her arms and frowning up at Aspen. “On the other hand, you’re mostly teaching her nature-based stuff, correct?”
 

 
  “Almost entirely.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  she probably thinks of herself as already knowing more than anyone else.” She shook her head, spectacles glinting in the blue glow of the runes sealing the chamber. “Ugh, one or the other of us
  
   really
  
  should have put that together. Well, lesson learned. I will not be letting her attempt anything involving fae magic until I see
  
   proof
  
  she’s competent enough.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Sheyann agreed, nodding. “And this raises some possibilities I can use to further her education on her next visit to the grove. But that is tomorrow’s battle. For
  
   now,
  
  we have this one to deal with.”
 

 
  For a long moment, they were silent, staring at the partially transformed dryad.
 

 
  “Is there any way to tell how far into the transformation she is?” Tellwyrn asked finally.
 

 
  Sheyann shook her head. “There is no point of reference, no way to tell what she was turning
  
   into.
  
  The effect is all but random. A dryad’s power is nigh-limitless; the question is, what was her imagination in the process of
  
   making?”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a sigh.
 

 
  “This spell,” Sheyann murmured. “How does it work? She is frozen in time, this I can see. Is she out of phase with the world?”
 

 
  “Actually, if you do
  
   that
  
  the subject just vanishes. It took me an embarrassingly long time to figure out that if you dissociate something from physical reality they’re just instantly left behind as the planet orbits. Summoning spells account for that naturally, so I wasn’t thinking in terms of…well. No, she isn’t even frozen in time, merely slowed. Slowed so greatly she might as well be frozen for all
  
   practical
  
  purposes. Assuming I could ward the room well enough, she’d still be there when the sun goes nova. We’re not short on time.”
 

 
  The Elder narrowed her eyes. “Then…she would be tremendously vulnerable to impact.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “The room’s built-in protections shielded her to begin with. I’ve since refined them to be
  
   sure.
  
  She should be safe while in here, provided we don’t introduce any more unknowable variables.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” Sheyann said, nodding. “That at least tells me the shape of what we must do. It will involve a very intricate blending of arcane and fae energies, which is potentially explosive if we make the slightest mistake.”
 

 
  The Professor grinned. “Then we’d better not. Fortunately, we’re the best in the world at what we do.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I would claim that,” Sheyann murmured.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  would,” Tellwyrn said bluntly. “I’ll freely admit I rely more on force than technique in many of my workings, but when it comes to time magic I
  
   am
  
  the leading expert. Not that I blame the other mages; I have an understanding with the extremely persnickety god of time. It’s hard to do the research when you get smote for even thinking about it. And you can be as modest as you like, but I know you’re the eldest living shaman on the continent, if not the world.”
 

 
  “No,” Sheyann said with a faint quirk of her lips. “I do have at least
  
   one
  
  senior.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. Right.” Tellwyrn grimaced. “When I’m thinking of people I expect to be
  
   helpful,
  
  she doesn’t spring to mind.” Sheyann actually grinned at her.
 

 
  “One to handle the temporal magic, then, bridging the gap between Aspen’s frame of time and ours,” she shaman mused to herself, gazing at the dryad but seeing far beyond her. “One to conduct the actual healing. This…will be
  
   prohibitively
  
  difficult, Arachne. Neither of our systems of magic is innately helpful at touching another’s mind, which is what we must do. I can do it, but that is already a tiring process before the actual work even begins. She must be reached, before she is unfrozen, guided along a path of healing. We are talking about
  
   therapy.
  
  It is a journey of potentially years, considering the strains upon her mind.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Tellwyrn said, frowning in a similar expression. “I can possibly speed things along while shifting the… Hm. I will need to be
  
   very
  
  careful with that, though. Even more than the rest. We’re on thin ice to begin with, emotionally speaking; dissociating someone from their ordinary passage through time can have dicey psychological effects.
 

 
  “Yes,” Sheyann agreed, nodding. “Anyone participating in this endeavor will be taking on risks.”
 

 
  “Well, I got her into this; I can’t just
  
   leave
  
  the girl there, and I’m not just saying that because I still need to know the situation with Naiya regarding Juniper.”
 

 
  “You do not need to defend yourself to me, Arachne,” Sheyann said mildly, still staring up at the dryad. “I know very well you are far from heartless.”
 

 
  “My
  
   point
  
  was, I’m not going to pass judgment if you decline to risk your own sanity over this.”
 

 
  
   “That,
  
  I think, exaggerates the danger somewhat,” the Elder said dryly. “You are yourself aged enough to absorb a little extra time spent in a pocket dimension without being unduly befuddled by the experience.
  
   I
  
  was ancient even by elvish reckoning when you first appeared.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Tellwyrn said with a reminiscent smile. “Thinking about it now, I have to agree with Chucky. It really is counterintuitive that I’ve survived this long, isn’t it?”
 

 
  Sheyann gave her an exasperated glance before resuming her study of Aspen. “Even so, Arachne… This is more than I can take on alone.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a deep breath and let it out explosively. “Okay. All right, then. Who else do you need? I don’t mind involving a few other Elders, provided you can temper their attitudes somewhat.”
 

 
  “I am sure they would say the same to me about you. I
  
   could
  
  seek help from several Elders—it would take multiples pooling their skills to achieve what we will need to do. I understood, however, that this matter is somewhat sensitive. Elder shamans would be
  
   very
  
  inquisitive about an issue that may involve Naiya becoming agitated. It might be better not to spread this any farther than we must.”
 

 
  “Oh, please.” Tellwyrn waved a hand dismissively. “By the time enough of them speak to each other to spread a rumor, all of this will be long done with.
  
   You’re
  
  probably the most wide-ranging of the bunch, and I’ll eat my spectacles if you’ve been out of your grove in the last thirty years.”
 

 
  “What a suspiciously specific and accurate number,” Sheyann mused. “Anyway, Arachne, trust me when I say the other Elders would talk. Things change.”
 

 
  “I am well aware that they do. I’ll be astonished if the
  
   Elders
  
  are.”
 

 
  The shaman smiled broadly at that, but the expression just as quickly faded. “There is, though I hesitate to say it, a more pragmatic option. More discreet, and also a better source of help to begin with.” She turned to face Tellwyrn directly. “Do you happen to know how to get in touch with Kuriwa?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn scowled deeply at her.
  
   “You
  
  would be far more likely than I to know how to do that. Mary and I have developed the perfect relationship that keeps us away from each other’s throats. At the core of the method is staying as far away from each other as the breadth of this continent will permit.”
 

 
  “And then, in typical fashion, you settled yourself down as close to the
  
   center
  
  of the continent as you could,” Sheyann said dryly. “In any case, though I have much less of a personality clash with her, I find I also sleep better when Kuriwa is nowhere near my grove. Nonetheless, she is the best prospect to help with this. Her command of the necessary magics outstrips mine considerably, as does her
  
   knowledge
  
  of it. And she has had many long and fruitful dealings with dryads; there may not be any higher authority on the subject. We can settle for involving a few other Elders if you are willing to embrace the risks, the inconveniences, the
  
   wait
  
  and the fact that it is second-rate assistance. If we can find her, though, we’ll need her.” She sighed, and shrugged. “But then, that may be too distant a possibility to consider anyway.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn closed her eyes, shook her head, and hissed something obscene to herself, shifting through four languages in two seconds. “Last year,” she said finally, “she actually contacted me obliquely. She’d found Caledy’s old amulet and returned it to me. Through an intermediary, though, and without any personal message attached.”
 

 
  “Both wise precautions,” Sheyann said gravely.
 

 
  Tellwyrn rolled her eyes. “Yes, well, her contact was Antonio Darling. He strongly implied he was in regular, consistent communication with her.”
 

 
  The shaman tilted her head. “Who is this?”
 

 
  “He’s a priest of Eserion, a politician in the Imperial capital, and currently the Eserite Bishop for the Universal Church.”
 

 
  Sheyann raised her eyebrows.
  
   “Indeed.
  
  A Tiraan official? And an Eserite, to boot? That is
  
   very
  
  peculiar company for Kuriwa to keep.”
 

 
  “He’s not Tiraan,” Tellwyrn said, “just lives there. Seemed like frontier stock to me. You know the type: Stalweiss complexion, old gnomish name. That might make a difference to her… Still, and even considering how odd it would be for Mary to be loitering in Tiraas, I believed him. The man had no motive to deceive me, and is certainly intelligent enough not to torque me without substantial reason.” Tellwyrn paused and sighed heavily. “Are you adamant that we need her?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t put it that way. However, this will go much faster, be much easier and involve fewer complications with her help than without.” She paused for a moment, then spoke more gently. “I don’t believe anyone actually
  
   likes
  
  Kuriwa, Arachne. Possibly not even herself. However, I have learned to understand her, somewhat, and I know the ulterior motive she will bring to this. Other Elders will involve the politics of their groves; she will only see the advantage to herself in befriending a dryad, particularly one as old as this. That won’t harm our efforts and will, in fact, encourage her to be helpful. I would not suggest involving her if I did not deem it more than worth the drawbacks. I think, though,” she added in a wry tone, “I had better be the one to approach her. No offense intended.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted. “When was the last time you were in Tiraas?”
 

 
  “It has been…let’s see…at least four centuries,” Sheyann said thoughtfully. “I will be very interested in seeing how the city has changed.”
 

 
  “Good gods,” Tellwyrn muttered. “Well. On the subject of discretion… If you’re planning to approach Bishop Darling, let me pass on a word of warning about his apprentices.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Oh, my,” Ravana said, stopping at the top of the staircase just inside the Well’s front door. “What
  
   is
  
  all this?”
 

 
  “Oh, just a little project,” Marueen said modestly, tucking a wrench back into her Pack and hopping down from the rail. “Afritia said I could. I’ve got th’easy part all set up there, see? Those wires an’ pulleys, see how they’re all connected t’that little lever that gets flicked whenever the door opens?”
 

 
  “I do,” Ravana agreed, craning her neck to peer upward. Indeed, the taut network of white cables vanished from the small apparatus down the stairwell to the floor far below.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  sounds a little bell in our dorm room when somebody comes in or goes out,” Maureen said rather smugly. “And
  
   this,”
  
  she patted the much more hefty network of metal rods she was in the process of bolting to the bannister, “when it’s done, will be a means of sending packages down to the bottom from up here.”
 

 
  “But…why, though?” Ravana asked. “Afritia handles our mail. Anyone bringing a package to the dorm will likely be going there herself.”
 

 
  Maureen shrugged, leaning through the bars of the bannister—and suspending her upper body terrifyingly over the drop—to tighten the next row of bolts. “The joy of the thing is in
  
   making
  
  it, not necessarily in havin’ or usin’ it. That’s the only reason I bother at all, since it’s doubloons to doughnuts Addiwyn’ll just take an axe t’the whole thing first chance she gets. It’s… It helps me think, y’know? Straighten out me thoughts, get the blood flowin’ an’ the body workin’.”
 

 
  “I believe I understand,” Ravana said, nodding slowly. “I have my own thought-inducing exercises. Mine happen to be a bit more cerebral, but then, I was not raised to exert myself physically.” She smiled ruefully.
 

 
  “Aye, well…I’m also revelin’ in the freedom, a bit,” Maureen grunted, still working on bolts. “Back home, tinkerin’ wasn’t considered a proper thing to do.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, but my knowledge of your culture is entirely secondhand,” Ravana said, frowning. “It was my understanding that gnomes greatly valued adventuring. And is not one of your most famed current adventurers known for her mechanical skills?”
 

 
  “Aye!” Maureen paused in her work to grin up at her. “Aye, you’re dead on, but those two facts are in
  
   spite
  
  of each other, not because of each other. Tinker Billie gets respected because of what she’s accomplished—y’don’t argue with results. But she had a
  
   hard
  
  road of it, settin’ out. She was always me hero, growin’ up. Let’s just say Mum did not approve.”
 

 
  “Well.” Ravana moved toward the stairs. “I am glad you’ve found a chance to indulge your passion.”
 

 
  “Aye, you too. I ‘ad me doubts, right up till the end, but you
  
   did
  
  get us the only A in the class with that scheme of yours.”
 

 
  “And made us no friends,” Ravana said with a satisfied little smile, “but all things considered, I would rather we be respected than liked.”
 

 
  Maureen stopped what she was doing, resting her arms on one of the bannister’s horizontal bars to peer up at the human girl. “So… How’s that factor into your plans to bribe and manipulate your way into friendship with the three of us?”
 

 
  Ravana’s expression closed down. “I beg your pardon?” she asked softly.
 

 
  “I’m not trying to start somethin’ up, here,” Maureen said quietly, gazing up at her. “It wasn’t even an accusation. I mean… You really weren’t trying
  
   not
  
  to be obvious, y’know? And I was more’n a mite offended for a brief bit, but… I get the strong impression you
  
   really
  
  do want to make friends, here, an’ just don’t know any other way to go about it. And that’s just too achingly sad to let me stay miffed.”
 

 
  “You are…more perceptive than I fear I’ve given you credit for, Miss Willowick,” Ravana said, staring at her.
 

 
  Maureen shrugged and turned back to her bolts. “Aye, well, we gnomes are comfortable bein’ underestimated. Better’n bein’ stepped on, which is the other most likely option! Anyhow, it’s been all o’ three days; I’m not too worried about things just yet. We’ll all get our sea legs in time. I hold out hope even Addiwyn’ll come around.” She paused, studying her half-built contraption. “Though I may change me mind after we find out what she does to
  
   this
  
  beauty of a target I’m settin’ up. This is turning out to be more effort an’ love than I was plannin’ to pour into it.”
 

 
  “You sound absolutely confident that she will sabotage it.”
 

 
  The gnome shrugged again, grinning. “Well. I
  
   am
  
  makin’ an assumption about who’s causin’ the trouble around here, but…c’mon. Is it an unlikely outcome?”
 

 
  “Hm.” Ravana tapped her thin lips with a finger, and a smile slowly blossomed across her features.
  
   “Hm.
  
  Not to second-guess your creativity, Maureen, but… I wonder if I could persuade you to make a modification?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I assure you, I have been forewarned,” Sheyann said, stepping into the sunlight from the door of Helion Hall.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed, following her. “Forewarned is one thing. The
  
   experience
  
  of riding a Rail caravan is not the kind of thing for which one can truly prepare. I would be happy to teleport you…”
 

 
  “Arachne,” the Elder said flatly, “if it turns out that I hate the Rails more than
  
   that,
  
  we can revisit this conversation. Quite frankly, though, I would find that outcome
  
   extremely
  
  surprising.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Tellwyrn said in the same tone. “I know how you venerable Elders despise anything convenient or efficient.”
 

 
  Sheyann just shook her head, smiling. “I’ll have to ride back anyway, unless you were planning to chauffeur me all over the continent.”
 

 
  “It would be worth it just for the look on your face.”
 

 
  They were silent for a long moment, standing on the top step. In the near distance, four students tussled playfully on the lawn outside the cafeteria. A few others walked past on the paths, and two young women were hunched over a book in the shade of the astronomy tower’s small front porch.
 

 
  “You are actually
  
   doing
  
  this,” Sheyann said softly. “This…University. I honestly thought you would lose interest within a decade.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that seems to have been the
  
   general
  
  assumption,” Tellwyrn snorted. “I don’t know why. It’s not as if I have
  
   ever
  
  lacked focus or discipline—it’s just that the thing I was focusing on forced me to completely change the whole pattern of my life every few years.”
 

 
  Sheyann turned to regard her in quiet thought for a moment before speaking softly. “I
  
   am
  
  sorry, Arachne, that you never found what you were looking for.”
 

 
  Still gazing out across the campus, Tellwyrn slowly shook her head. “I’m not. All these years later, I find my only regret is how long I spent on it.
  
   This
  
  is a much better use of my time.”
 

 
  The shaman smiled. “Well. It is surprisingly pleasing to see you settling down to something, finally.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah.” Tellwyrn waved her off. “Away with you, the Crow isn’t going to conveniently collar herself. Be nice to Darling, he’s a useful sort of person to know, despite the dramatic horrors he’s meddling with. And, as always, give my love to Chucky.”
 

 
  Sheyann paused in the act of descending the stairs to look curiously back at the Professor. “Why do you insist on taunting him so?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned wolfishly. “Why do
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  The Elder was still laughing as she made her way across the lawn.
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  The old spice market of Tiraas was as rich in history as in smells. Originally a fortress of an old style like an inverted pyramid, the huge, almost cubic structure was ringed by thick walls, which at their base were wide enough to take up three quarters of the grounds, leaving only a relatively smaller open space in the center, which had once served as a parade ground and now was the main trading floor of the market. Each level of the walls narrowed and climbed outward as they rose, so that the structure which seemed perfectly square from without opened progressively toward the top on its inside, till the uppermost level was only a narrow path along the peak of the crenelated wall. Rooms that had once served as barracks, mess halls and armories were now shops, moneylending stalls, storerooms and private meeting areas.
 

 
  And until ten years ago, the whole thing had been clenched in the iron fist of the Thieves’ Guild.
 

 
  The Guild’s control had come about piecemeal and not really by design, through a sequence of events that saw them increasingly use the old spice market as a meeting ground, while also having to establish longer-term relationships than they normally liked with some merchant houses in order to recoup certain unwisely incurred debts. Bit by bit these things added up over nearly a century, until a cut of every major shipment of spices that passed through Tiraas went to line the coffers of the Guild. And spices were just like everything else:
  
   all
  
  roads led to, or through, Tiraas. It was an absurdly lucrative business, and once they had their hands on it, the Guild took full advantage.
 

 
  Eventually, the cult of Verniselle lost patience with this encroachment into what they saw as their domain. An unprecedented joint campaign between the Vernisites and the Sisters of Avei saw the Guild pushed forcibly out of the spice market, through a combination of backroom financial manipulations and the insistent presence of Silver Legionnaires. At the height of the ensuing cold war, women in bronze armor made one of every three people in the old spice market at any time, and the bankers were so heavily leaning on the Thieves’ Guild’s assets that even the Imperial Casino suffered a severe drop in profits.
 

 
  The unlikely alliance prevailed, in the end, liberating the spice trade of the entire continent from Eserite control, but the Guild extracted its pound of flesh.
 

 
  There was an entrance into the old fort on each side, smaller ones to the north and south, but it had huge gates on its eastern and western sides. The building actually stood astride the main thoroughfare between the eastern gate of the city and Imperial Square; the path through the old spice market could not be missed. One morning, an ancient sword appeared thrust point-down into the capstone of its western arch, with a series of golden hoops and chains entangled around its blade. More to the point, they were entwined with powerful enchantments binding them to the arch itself—if removed, the entire gate, and possibly half the fortress, would collapse.
 

 
  The odd-looking tangle of gold was the Links of Verniselle, similar in design and purpose to a metal blacksmith’s puzzle—but made by the goddess of money herself, and given to her mortal followers to be used in their rituals. The sword, a unique bastard sword unlike the leaf-bladed short swords favored by the Silver Legions, had been the weapon of Tathryn Alindivar, a Hand of Avei who had had a particularly illustrious career a thousand years ago. Quite apart from the fact that these artifacts had been secured deep in the vaults of their respective temples, it should have been impossible for any outsiders even to
  
   handle
  
  them without incurring the wrath of their goddesses. And yet, there they were, not only worked into the fortress but so inundated by arcane magic that their ancient blessings had been completely burned away.
 

 
  It took furious behind-the-scenes effort by the Universal Church, as well as the Imperial government and the cults of Izara and Omnu, to prevent a full-scale crusade from erupting in the streets of Tiraas. In the end, though, the three cults involved retreated, unwilling to pursue the matter to its disastrous ultimate conclusion. The bankers of Verniselle freed a lucrative market for themselves, the Sisters of Avei asserted that criminal control of any part of the city would not be tolerated, and the Thieves’ Guild demonstrated that they were not to be crossed with impunity—by anyone. All benefited, but nobody won, and nobody was happy.
 

 
  But nobody dared try to remove the sword, and the Imperial Surveyors quickly determined the enchantment holding the two artifacts to the archway was stable and not a danger unless tampered with, even classifying it as a bolstering of the old structure. Not long after, the Emperor proclaimed it a national monument, and that was pretty much that.
 

 
  “Thanks for the history lesson,” Merry said dryly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  thought it was fascinating,” said Casey.
 

 
  “It is!” Farah enthused. “History is
  
   always
  
  fascinating. When you meet someone who says they hate history, you know they had a terrible teacher at some point who made them memorize a bunch of names and dates without any context. It’s the
  
   stories,
  
  the
  
   people
  
  that make it so interesting! And especially in the way you can see how those events worked together to create the world we live in
  
   now.
  
  It’s absolutely amazing!”
 

 
  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so passionate about anything,” Ephanie noted with a smile.
 

 
  “I wasn’t telling you the story just to pass the time, though,” Farah said, her expression growing more severe as she turned back to Principia. “There was a
  
   point
  
  to all that. Reminding any mixed group of Avenists and Eserites about the whole debacle is a
  
   great
  
  way to start a fight. And yet, here we are, five Silver Legionnaires in armor, meeting a member of the Thieves’ Guild in the old spice market. Are you sure this is wise?”
 

 
  “Point of order,” said Merry, holding up a finger. “Not all of us are actually Avenists.”
 

 
  “Actually, that is part of
  
   why
  
  I asked to meet him here,” said Principia with a smug little smirk, pausing to take a sip of her tea. “Darling is too smooth and too even-tempered to take this as a provocation—or to
  
   be
  
  provoked if he thought it was meant as one. Trust me, we’re safe in that regard. However, few people are his blend of sly and understanding, and so anyone looking for me to make connections with the Guild won’t be looking
  
   here.
  
  Also, there are those.”
 

 
  She pointed to one of the glowing orbs illuminating the tea shop on the spice market’s uppermost level, where the fives Legionnaires had taken seats in one dark corner. It was nearly
  
   all
  
  dark corners, despite the fact that each booth had its own sconce. The place had clearly been designed for quiet conversations, filled with low walls and obscuring draperies and plants.
 

 
  “The fairy lamps?” Merry drawled. “Well, I can imagine you’d be excited, ancient one. You see, we have these enchantments now that let us create light without having to burn—”
 

 
  “Ordinary I’d let you ramble long enough to properly embarrass yourself,” Prin interrupted, “but he might be here any moment. Those have fairy lamps
  
   attached
  
  to them, Lang, but do you see how much bigger they are than normal ones? Especially considering how little light they put out. Those are scry blockers.”
 

 
  “Is that… I didn’t know that was possible,” Ephanie said, frowning.
 

 
  “Using one is tantamount to an admission that you’re up to no good,” Principia said with a grin, “but so is coming
  
   here.
  
  This place caters to people discussing sensitive business deals. Several times now, ladies, Syrinx has known where we would be with timing that exceeds the possibility of just using Covrin to spy on us and carry messages. No, she’s watching, somehow. I don’t want her watching this.”
 

 
  “That’s absolutely horrifying,” Farah mumbled.
 

 
  They all looked up as two familiar elves materialized out of the dimness of the tea shop, their expressions blank. One, wearing a black cloak, put her back to them and leaned against the side of their booth; the other, dressed in black leather, lounged against the wall opposite, taking out a huge knife and beginning to clean her fingernails.
 

 
  Before the soldiers could comment, Bishop Darling himself arrived, bowing elegantly to them.
 

 
  “Prin!
  
   Always
  
  a pleasure, my dear. And privates, good to see all of you again. Several I believe I’ve met before.” He smiled at Ephanie, who pursed her lips and said nothing.
 

 
  “Always a pleasure?” Principia said dryly. “If you’re going to tell bald-faced lies, I’m gonna have a hard time trusting you.”
 

 
  Darling laughed. “Nonsense, if I
  
   didn’t
  
  tell lies, that’s what you would distrust, and rightly so. Mind if I have a seat?”
 

 
  “Please,” said Casey, smiling up at him.
 

 
  “All joshing aside,” Principia said more seriously as Darling folded his long frame into the booth next to her, “I do appreciate you seeing us. We’re in a bit of a bind.”
 

 
  “Not at all, I always have time for friends and business relations in need,” he said, helping himself to a cup of tea. “What can I do you for?”
 

 
  “The issue is we’re having trouble with Bishop Syrinx,” said Farah.
 

 
  Darling grimaced. “Doesn’t everyone?”
 

 
  “We think she’s trying to kill us!”
 

 
  “Not
  
   kill
  
  us,” Merry said, frowning at Farah. “Don’t exaggerate the issue, Szaravid.”
 

 
  “She
  
   is
  
  definitely trying to get us booted out of the Legions, or worse,” said Casey.
 

 
  Ephanie cleared her throat. “If I may? Rather than making him sort through this chatter, here’s what happened from the beginning.”
 

 
  Her delivery was succinct and clipped, but thorough, every bit the soldier delivering a report. The others fell silent as she spoke, having nothing to add to her account, and Darling listened intently. As complex as the matter had become, it had only been going on less than a week, and Ephanie was finished in a relatively few minutes.
 

 
  There came a short pause after she spoke.
 

 
  “I see,” Darling said at last, frowning pensively. “And what is it you’re asking of me, ladies?”
 

 
  “Not to intervene,” Merry said quickly. “I somehow think
  
   that
  
  kind of help would only cause us more trouble in the long run. Locke thinks you might have some…advice.”
 

 
  “Well, when it comes to skulduggery, I doubt I have anything to teach you that Principia can’t,” he said with a wry grin. “She’s been at it longer than I’ve been alive.”
 

 
  “In general terms, yes, but we’re caught in a position where we can’t really engage her that way,” Prin said.
  
   “That
  
  is the problem. There’s a lot more going on here than just Syrinx and us; based on what we know, there’s no reason for her to be doing this at all, much less to be putting so much effort into it. She’s taking some serious risks just to get a handful of fresh privates drummed out of the Legion. You know the city, Sweet, and you know Syrinx herself. You have access to a lot of sensitve matters way above our pay grade. What do you think?”
 

 
  “I think,” he said thoughtfully, “you lot are in very big trouble.”
 

 
  “That’s just fabulous,” Merry groused while the others glanced apprehensively at each other. “Thanks ever so much for that.”
 

 
  “I’m not trying to spook you,” Darling said with a faint smile. “But Prin is right: to understand what’s happening here, you need to gain a bit of perspective. Tell me, have any of you considered the question of
  
   why
  
  an individual like Basra Syrinx is the Avenist Bishop to the Universal Church? She doesn’t seem the type, does she?”
 

 
  “I certainly have,” Casey muttered.
 

 
  “It’s not generally worthwhile to wonder about things like that,” Merry snorted. “Nothing good comes of it. The answers aren’t for the likes of us, and if you wonder
  
   aloud
  
  you sometimes get punished for it.”
 

 
  “It’s like this,” Darling said seriously, folding his hands on the table and gazing around at them. “Bishops are appointed by their respective cults, but have to be approved to their rank by the Archpope. It’s always a delicate balance, finding a person who fulfills the requirements of both, and gets dicier the more tense things are between a cult and the Church. What, then, do you think it says that the Avenist Bishop is a person who’s chiefly interested in her own agenda, rather than that of the Sisters or the Universal Church?”
 

 
  Casey straightened up in her seat. “It means the Sisters aren’t on good terms with the Church right now.”
 

 
  Darling grinned at her. “Very good! You have a sharp mind.”
 

 
  “Apparently
  
   I
  
  don’t,” Merry complained. “I don’t see the connection there. Also, what’s this about Syrinx’s agenda? None of us have any idea
  
   what
  
  she really wants.”
 

 
  “Well, for that…just take my word for now,” Darling said. “That woman is on her own side, period; any other loyalties she has are conditional. That makes her a suitable link between the Church and the Sisterhood in a time when their motives are at cross purposes, because she is a compromise.”
 

 
  “Basically,” added Principia, looking at Merry, “she’s not loyal to the Archpope
  
   or
  
  the High Commander, which means they can each use her against the other. In theory.”
 

 
  “And what that means for
  
   you,”
  
  Darling said more grimly, “is that you absolutely cannot afford to make Commander Rouvad choose between you. She didn’t put Basra in that position without knowing what she was dealing with. The politics of the situation mean she cannot remove Basra except at urgent need, because that would leave the cult of Avei temporarily without a voice in the Church until a new Bishop is approved. That would take time—maybe not much time, as Justinian can’t drag the proceedings out forever, but plenty of time for him to do any number of things Rouvad may want to prevent.”
 

 
  “What kind of things?” Farah asked warily.
 

 
  “Hell if
  
   I
  
  know,” Darling said with a shrug. “The inner politics of the Sisterhood are rather opaque to me. But I can see the shape of her relationship with the Church. If it comes down to Basra or
  
   you,
  
  Rouvad won’t choose you. In her position, she has basically no choice.”
 

 
  
   “Fuck,”
  
  Merry said feelingly.
 

 
  “So, what, we just have to sit here and
  
   take
  
  it?” Casey demanded. “We can’t keep
  
   fending
  
  her off! For whatever reason she’s determined to get rid of us. She’s gonna
  
   do
  
  it if this goes on much longer!”
 

 
  “Well, it sounds like a big part of your problem is you don’t understand her motives or desires,” Darling mused. “So…have a good think on that. Consider the situation carefully. The Church and the Sisters are at cross purposes, your cohort is training to produce political operatives, and there’s Basra Syrinx right in the middle of it all. Put yourself in her position, as much in her mind as you can.
  
   Be
  
  Bishop Syrinx, and think about what you want and what you have to do to get it.”
 

 
  “Okay,” said Merry, closing her eyes and rubbing at her temples. “I’m Basra Syrinx. Hmm… I feel a sudden hunger for human flesh. Is that normal?”
 

 
  Casey and Farah both snickered loudly; Ephanie rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Syrinx has an ideal position to influence politics one way or the other,” Principia said, frowning. “I didn’t know that, about how Bishops are promoted… But if she’s working her
  
   own
  
  angle, she couldn’t be in a better place. She’s basically the
  
   only
  
  person the Sisterhood has who’s affecting city and Imperial politics on any significant scale. And now… Rouvad launches an initiative to train more people to be able to do her job.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Casey whispered, her eyes widening. “We’re her potential replacements.”
 

 
  “Maybe not replacements,” Darling said, nodding approvingly at her, “but at the very least, if this project succeeds, she will have competition and a whole
  
   host
  
  of other problems to contend with. Other operatives, more loyal to the Sisterhood, could find out details about whatever she’s doing n her own time and make her life very difficult. And in the end, there
  
   is
  
  the chance Rouvad would find one of you a better candidate for her position.”
 

 
  “She can’t let us succeed,” Ephanie whispered, staring into space with something very akin to horror on her face. “She
  
   can’t.
  
  We
  
   have
  
  to go, or she does.”
 

 
  “And we can’t fight her, and we can’t rely on the High Commander to reign her in…” Farah planted her elbows on the table, clutching her head and staring frantically at the wall. “Oh, we are
  
   so
  
  screwed.”
 

 
  “There’s also this about your cohort,” Darling continued grimly. “Ladies, you’ve been fed a line of bullshit about what you’re doing.”
 

 
  “Hell, we know
  
   that,”
  
  Merry snorted. “Syrinx got up in front of us on day one and made this rambling speech full of contradictions and empty nonsense.”
 

 
  “It’s high time Rouvad did something to bring her forces into the modern era,” Darling continued, “but the
  
   shape
  
  this initiative is taking is ridiculous. Training an entire cohort of Legionnaires to be political operatives? Idiocy. No, what
  
   I
  
  would do in her position is take a neophyte cohort and give them assignments that would both test and possibly encourage their aptitudes in that direction if they had any.”
 

 
  “So far, that’s what they’ve done,” Farah said with a frown.
 

 
  Darling nodded. “And
  
   then,
  
  rather than selecting likely candidates for officer positions as Syrinx claims is the goal with your cohort, I would pull them
  
   out
  
  of it, route them into a separate program and train them up specifically. More to the point, I would absolutely
  
   not
  
  lump my best prospects into one little squad.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence. Across the aisle from them, Fauna looked up from trimming her nails and grinned.
 

 
  “Excuse me, best prospects?” Merry demanded.
  
   “Us?
  
  You’re joking.”
 

 
  “I don’t know all your histories,” Darling said, spreading his hands and smiling, “but what I do know establishes a pattern. Principia Locke, brilliant con artist and Thieves’ Guild veteran. Meredith Lang, former frontier adventurer. Farah Szaravid, not necessarily of a cunning mindset, but definitely more intellectual and highly educated, having been an acolyte of Nemitoth.”
 

 
  Casey caught his eye and shook her head, minutely but frantically.
 

 
  “With that percentage,” Darling continued smoothly, “I don’t need to know what’s up with the rest of you to deduce two things: you are the women considered most likely to produce the kind of skills this program needs, and sticking you together was a
  
   terrible
  
  idea. The mix of backgrounds and aptitudes on display here is a recipe for lethal personality clashes at least.”
 

 
  “That was her gambit,” Ephanie said slowly. “Or rather, the opening move. Lump us together and hope we hate each other enough to wreck ourselves.”
 

 
  “Well, shit, I only hate
  
   this
  
  one,” Merry drawled, jerking her head in Principia’s direction. “I feel like I’m falling down on the job.”
 

 
  “Oh, you don’t hate me,” Prin said, grinning. “You’re just tetchy.
  
   Hate
  
  is something I could actually manipulate.”
 

 
  “I think…” Farah trailed off and swallowed when they all turned to look at her, but squared her shoulders and continued. “I think I understand what’s happening, then. Why she’s trying so hard to put us down, considering what she risks if she’s caught. Not turning on each other in the first place wasn’t just a failure of her plan, it was the worst thing that
  
   could
  
  have happened. Now we’re actually doing
  
   well,
  
  working as a unit and supporting each other. That makes it much more likely we’ll succeed.”
 

 
  “Bingo,” Darling said quietly, nodding at her.
 

 
  “So basically, we’re fucked,” Merry said. “Hell with it. I say we jump her in an alley.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Darling said soothingly. “There’s something else for you to consider. How is Basra manipulating affairs in the Sisterhood to set these traps for you, much less keeping track of your movements?”
 

 
  “Arranging that order for court martials if we failed to report for duty
  
   had
  
  to have taken some doing,” Ephanie mused. “Something as outlandish as that wouldn’t ordinarily get through the chain of command.”
 

 
  “Plus there’s the way she knows where we’re going to be, what we’ve done and always has Covrin positioned to give the orders to the right people,” Principia added. “That’s scrying.”
 

 
  “You’re sure she hasn’t just set up traps for us?” Casey asked. “It’s not like we don’t
  
   know
  
  she’s good at that.”
 

 
  “I know a thing or two about setting up traps myself,” said Principia, shaking her head, “and while it’s very doable, getting the
  
   timing
  
  that precise is not. No, she has more information than she could get through mundane means. Even the idea that one of us is working for her wouldn’t do; nobody has had the chance in any of those situations to report to her.”
 

 
  “Fuck, I hadn’t even
  
   thought
  
  of that,” Merry growled. “Thank you
  
   so
  
  much for putting that idea in my head, Locke.” Prin grinned broadly at her.
 

 
  “So, she’s pulling just all
  
   kinds
  
  of strings,” said Darling, “not to mention using illegal magical surveillance. Even what she’s done within the Sisterhood itself has to have involved outside influences of some kind, unless you’re willing to believe your chain of command has built-in loopholes for people like Basra to manipulate.”
 

 
  “If anything, the Silver Legions’ command structure is designed to
  
   limit
  
  that kind of nonsense as much as possible,” said Ephanie emphatically. “The thing that has consistently stuck out in my mind is how bizarre it is that she’s getting away with causing the kind of damage she is to our cohort.”
 

 
  “What good does that do us?” Merry demanded. “We’ve established that we can neither fight her politically nor lie down at take it. Who cares
  
   how
  
  she’s doing this if
  
   we
  
  can’t do anything about it?!”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  aren’t the ones who’ll be doing anything,” Darling said quietly. “There are two more matters you haven’t considered. First of all, me.”
 

 
  “You?” Farah asked warily after a short pause.
 

 
  He stared at them solemnly. “I work quite closely with Basra, as it happens, and I know very well what a piece of work she is. Probably better than you do, in fact.”
 

 
  “Not better than all of us,” Casey muttered.
 

 
  He glanced at her, but continued in the same quiet tone. “The fact is, I have my own agendas and needs, and they involve
  
   not
  
  putting Basra Syrinx out of commission. As much of a headache as she can be, I need her.”
 

 
  They all stared at him in silence for a moment.
 

 
  
   “Headache?”
  
  Farah burst out at last. “She’s a
  
   monster!”
  
 

 
  “She’s a predictable monster, which means I can deal with her. And as I said, I need her help with several things. She and I are involved in projects that really cannot be allowed to be disrupted.”
 

 
  “Isn’t this just typical,” Merry said bitterly.
 

 
  “I’m not finished,” Darling continued implacably. “The
  
   other
  
  factor you haven’t taken into account—well,
  
   four
  
  of you haven’t—is the Thieves’ Guild, which means
  
   my
  
  concerns may become irrelevant.”
 

 
  “What about the Guild?” Ephanie asked warily.
 

 
  “We were just discussing how Basra is clearly using outside resources in her campaign against you,” he said, leaning back in his chair and grimacing. “Where do you think those came from?”
 

 
  Farah frowned. “Surely…she wouldn’t work with the
  
   Guild.”
  
 

 
  “Directly? Hell, no.” Darling shook his head. “We wouldn’t work with
  
   her
  
  if she asked, especially not for some inner Sisterhood cloak-and-dagger like this. But the Guild doesn’t tightly control most of what its members do. The
  
   kinds
  
  of resources we’re talking about, the ability to move paperwork around, maintain surveillance…possibly cause enough privates to fail to appear for duty in another cohort that an over-the-top new regulation gets imposed about that? Anybody in this city who can accomplish stuff like
  
   that
  
  pays tithes to Eserion.
 

 
  “And then there’s the scrying. The Guild doesn’t employ mages, not directly, but that kind of surveillance is illegal. That means neither the Wizards’ Guild nor the cult of Salyrene would be involved with it. There are, of course, black market mages who’ll do such work, but the middlemen who would put a fine, upstanding citizen like Basra Syrinx in touch with them
  
   also
  
  owe allegiance to the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Well…what of it?” Merry asked, frowning.
 

 
  Darling heaved a sigh. “As
  
   Principia
  
  here very well knows, bringing all this to
  
   my
  
  attention is the first step to getting Basra off your case. Really, I could have spared taking the time to give you all advice, except that I firmly believe in helping people to solve their own problems any way they can. Knowledge is always better than the lack of knowledge. But what we have here is someone using Thieves’ Guild resources to attack a member of the Guild. Having been told of it, I
  
   can’t
  
  let this go. I now
  
   have
  
  to take it to the Boss, and my own business with Basra be damned.” He gave Principia an extremely flat look.
 

 
  She smiled prettily, batted her eyelashes, and shrugged.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Casey objected, “if it’s Guild people doing this for her, how does the Guild not already know?”
 

 
  “Because, as I said, she’s employing specific people to do specific work,” he said, “and most of them won’t have a full picture of what’s happening. People who work on a contract basis under the table do
  
   not
  
  ask prying questions. Still, though, you’re right; there have to be a
  
   few
  
  who know that Prin is the focus of this. Business is business, but once the Guild leadership starts making noises about putting a stop to it, they’ll be tripping over themselves to be helpful.”
 

 
  “No honor amongst thieves, huh,” Merry said with a grin.
 

 
  “Honor,” Darling said with a smile, “is morality for thinking people. It’s a code that means you remain true to yourself, and do not test your powers against those too weak to offer you a challenge. Honor is, indeed, how thieves manage to get along with each other. In fact, Eserites are
  
   strongly
  
  encouraged to keep honing our skills against worthy targets, which frequently means each other.” He shrugged. “Pranks of this nature are downright commonplace within the Guild. Considering that the worst case scenario, as far as any of these contractors know, is sabotaging Prin’s career in the Legions, not harming her personally, I highly doubt anyone would have qualms. Like I said, matters become different when it turns out an outsider has been pitting members of the Guild against each other on an organized basis.
  
   That
  
  can’t be tolerated.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Merry said, straightening up. “Are you gonna….what, bump her off?”
 

 
  “I have no objection to that,” Casey muttered.
 

 
  “We are not going to
  
   assassinate
  
  a Bishop of the Universal Church,” Darling said in exasperation. “You read too many novels, kid. Even the Guild respects powers of that caliber. No, it won’t need to go that far. It will take a little time…maybe more than a little, actually. Inquiries have to be made; the Boss will need to find out
  
   who
  
  has been doing
  
   what.
  
  Should go fairly quickly once the enforcers are sent out with pointed questions, but still, it’s a matter of finding the right people and bringing them on board, which won’t happen overnight.”
 

 
  He heaved a deep sigh. “Somehow
  
   I
  
  need to ensure whatever happens to Basra doesn’t remove her entirely from the playing field, but I doubt it’ll even come to that. The Boss may do nothing but send Commander Rouvad a full set of evidence on what she’s been doing. Rouvad, as I said, can’t be too harsh with Basra, but she can certainly put a stop to something like this if she gets proof it’s going on. No, ladies, you just need to hold the line a while longer. Basra Syrinx is about to have much bigger problems than
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Somehow,” Casey said darkly, “I doubt it’ll be that simple for us.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re right about that,” Darling replied with grim amusement. “It will be neither simple nor easy. When the pressure starts mounting, what do you think she’s more likely to do: back off, or double down?”
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   hell,”
  
  Merry spat. “You’re gonna get
  
   us
  
  killed!”
 

 
  “You should maybe have a talk with Prin, here, about trying to manipulate the Guild with your own fates on the line,” he said with a sweet smile.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on!”
  
  Principia protested. “Give me a little credit, Sweet, if I were trying to manipulate you, you wouldn’t know it!”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  isn’t helping!”
  
  
  Merry snapped.
 

 
  “Enough,” Ephanie said. She didn’t raise her voice, but her tone brought the burgeoning argument to a halt. “Locke, you should have been more up front with us about this. However… I can’t think of a single other thing we could have done. This
  
   is
  
  our best chance. Can any of you?”
 

 
  She panned her gaze around the table; no one offered a comment, though Darling helped himself to a scone.
 

 
  “Then here we are,” Ephanie said firmly.
  
   “Now
  
  we need to worry about lasting through whatever Syrinx does before the Guild leverages whatever they find on her.”
 

 
  “We could…blackmail her,” Casey said, barely above a whisper.
 

 
  “With
  
   what?”
  
  Merry demanded acidly.
 

 
  Casey swallowed heavily. “The night… Um, on the night the Black Wreath tried to assassinate the Bishops…”
 

 
  Principia blinked. “Excuse me? The Black Wreath did
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “I
  
   think
  
  that was supposed to be classified,” Darling commented.
 

 
  Casey sighed. “Yes, well, it happened. Basra was one of the targets; four warlocks attacked her home. I know, because I was there. Covrin and I both were.”
 

 
  “She took out
  
   four
  
  warlocks?” Ephanie demanded, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “They weren’t particularly
  
   good
  
  warlocks,” Casey said. “But still…yeah. Sorry, Lang, but jumping her in an alley would have been a
  
   terrifically
  
  bad idea.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “What were you doing in her house?” Principia asked quietly.
 

 
  Casey heaved another sigh, her gaze fixed on the tablecloth. “I was…sleeping next door. Well, I wasn’t sleeping. She put me there so I could hear what was going on. She was in bed…with Covrin.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence.
 

 
  “Well, that’s certainly an inappropriate relationships,” Ephanie said at last, “but I doubt it’s strong enough to
  
   blackmail
  
  her with. We’d probably just make her angry, which does not seem smart.”
 

 
  “I…didn’t realize Covrin was into women,” Farah said, frowning. “I mean, in the training barracks… You could usually
  
   tell
  
  who swung that way, even if they didn’t make advances. Stuff came up.”
 

 
  “I am pretty sure Covrin is not into women,” Casey said grimly. “That was why… It was targeted at both of us, Covrin to…y’know…and
  
   me
  
  forced to hear it. She knew she wasn’t going to get
  
   me
  
  into bed, but Covrin… Syrinx isolated her all through training. The DS wouldn’t tolerate behavior like Covrin’s from anyone else, but because Basra sheltered her, she got through it without shaping up. Didn’t realize until too late that she was alone, that her entire unit hated her guts, and there was
  
   nobody
  
  she could turn to except Basra. So…she hosted us overnight on some pretext—I don’t even remember—just to remind us both that…” She swallowed heavily. “That, basically, she owned our asses.”
 

 
  
   “Holy…”
  
  Farah gulped, looking sick. “That’s… I never thought I would say this, but… Poor Covrin.”
 

 
  “If this is true, it’s an
  
   incredibly
  
  serious matter,” Ephanie said, glaring furiously. “We’re talking about some of the
  
   central
  
  tenets of Avei’s faith. Syrinx could be
  
   executed
  
  if it came to light.”
 

 
  “Covrin won’t testify against her,” Casey said wearily.
 

 
  “Why the hell
  
   not?”
  
  Merry exclaimed.
 

 
  “The thing about abusive relationships,” Principia said with a grimace, “is that if you do it right—and I have no trouble believing Syrinx knows how—the abuser gets into their victim’s head, twines themselves all around their whole identity. Elwick’s right; I bet Covrin will defend her, no matter how badly she’s being mistreated.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   fucked up,”
  
  Merry whispered.
 

 
  “After that…” Casey shrugged. “I happened to meet several Bishops the night I first met Basra. I saw Bishop Snowe on a poster, remembered her and wrote to her. She put me in touch with Bishop Darling.” She nodded gratefully to him; he gave her a warm smile in return. “He took care of…what Syrinx was holding over me. She never actually spoke to me after that, but I
  
   seriously
  
  doubt she was happy. After all, here I am, with you guys.”
 

 
  “Bishop Darling,” Ephanie said firmly. “With all due respect to your own objectives, I think it’s clear we need to take this woman
  
   down.”
  
 

 
  He shrugged. “Be my guest, Private; nothing you can bring to bear is going to damage her unduly. You’re only going to call wrath down on your heads by trying. For the time being, let the Guild and Commander Rouvad handle this.”
 

 
  Ephanie looked disgruntled. “I suppose,” she said. “For the time being.”
 

 
  “You’re both right,” said Principia. “We need to survive the current crisis. But after that… Syrinx is
  
   not
  
  going to forget about us. If we succeed, there’s going to be a grudge there.” She smiled coldly. “I say we make sure it goes two ways. And if the Guild and Rouvad can put a stop to her game,
  
   we
  
  are still the best prospects for our cohort’s mission, remember? Given time, the tables will turn. Basra Syrinx will live to regret creating the enemies she has here.”
 

 
  Bishop Darling leaned back in his chair, nibbling on a scone, his expression unreadable.
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  The hatch opened with a hiss, sliding upward, and Sheyann stepped lightly out, moving to the side to allow the other passengers to disembark. None seemed in a hurry to do so; lacking her relfexes and agility, most of the human passengers had been badly slung about by the Rail ride. The new caravans, she had been told, were a great deal safer and more comfortable than the old, thanks to the addition of safety harnesses, an apparent luxury of which she had not availed herself. Her fellow travelers had thus been furiously jolted against their own bindings, probably hard enough to bruise, while she had nimbly shifted in place, bracing herself against the walls and opposite bench at need.
 

 
  The design of the Rail caravans was a puzzle. The ingenuity that led to their creation could surely have made them safer in a variety of ways, so why had it not been done? Despite the maunderings of Shiraki and some of his ilk, Sheyann had never found humanity to be institutionally stupid, incompetent or obstreperous—at least, not more than any other race, and never on a huge scale for any length of time, without suffering the inevitable consequences. The Empire had made the Rails this way for a
  
   reason
  
  . She couldn’t guess what, but the possibilities were rather ominous.
 

 
  Only two people had been in her compartment, and they only because the other seats had filled. Sheyann was not offended by their reluctance to sit with an elf in obviously tribal attire; her own people’s reclusiveness had plenty to do with the problem. With any luck, the ongoing meetings between tribes and with the Narisian representatives would move toward remedying the issue, if they did not exacerbate it first.
 

 
  She studied the station carefully. Despite Tiraas’s greater importance to the Empire, it was much smaller than its counterpart in Calderaas, though no less busy. Of course, that was due in part to its more efficient design. Tiraas had four Rail depots, two corresponding to each of its landward-facing gates, while Calderaas had only the one central terminal. Also, the city itself was physically smaller, constrained as it was by the available space on the island.
 

 
  “Need any help, miss?” a slightly graying, slightly portly man in an Imperial Army uniform asked politely, tugging the brim of his cap in her direction. Beside him, a younger woman in the same uniform regarded her with a neutral expression. She never had bothered to learn what the different Tiraan insignia meant, but presumably the elder human was the superior officer.
 

 
  “In fact,” she said, deciding this was as good a starting point as any, “I am looking for someone in the city. A Bishop of the Universal Church.”
 

 
  The older officer raised his eyebrows. “Oh? What business would an elf have with the Church?”
 

 
  Sheyann gazed at him in silence, wearing a small, fixed smile.
 

 
  “No business of anybody’s but hers,” the female soldier said, nudging her companion with an elbow, and Sheyann mentally revised their relationship. The insignia wasn’t the same, but they were either very comfortable together or quite close in rank.
 

 
  “Yes, right, of course,” the man said hastily. “Well, miss, the Bishops are a disparate lot; they all have their own business to attend to. I’d say your best bet is to look either at the Grand Cathedral or the central temple of whichever faith your Bishop represents. You may not find him—uh, or her—there, but there’ll likely be someone who can point you to them.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said gravely, nodding. “Thank you. Would you know where the central temple of the cult of Eserion is located?”
 

 
  At this, the two soldiers exchanged a look, their expressions growing almost imperceptibly grimmer.
 

 
  “I could point you to the
  
   location,”
  
  the man said slowly, “but the Eserites aren’t going to let anyone into their actual temple. You could try your luck at the casino they run
  
   above
  
  it, but… They also don’t like people asking questions on their property. And…with all due respect, miss, you’d rather stand out.”
 

 
  “I see what you mean,” she said thoughtfully. “Well. The warning is certainly appreciated.”
 

 
  “I’d really suggest trying your luck at the Cathedral,” he went on in a more welcoming tone, turning to point at the great glass wall along the front of the station, beyond which was a busy street. “Just go outside onto the avenue, hang a left and keep walking uphill till you reach the city center. You can’t miss the Cathedral; it’s the building that isn’t the Palace and isn’t plastered with the insignias of Avei or Omnu.”
 

 
  “By which he means,” the woman said dryly, “it’ll be the one on the left. North side of Imperial Square.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course, right,” the man said, giving her a slightly exasperated look.
 

 
  “Thank you very much,” Sheyann said courteously, bowing to them. “You have been tremendously helpful.”
 

 
  “All part of the job, ma’am,” the man replied with a smile, tipping his cap again. “Welcome to Tiraas. I hope you enjoy your stay.”
 

 
  She smiled, nodded, and glided off toward the exit. Even with the noise of the crowd and the Rail caravans washing over her, she could plainly pick out their voices as the throng closed behind her.
 

 
  “Are you sure that was all right?” the woman asked. “Some random elf just tumbled out of the fairy tree, doesn’t know the first thing about the city, has business with the bloody
  
   Thieves’ Guild,
  
  and you point her right at the Church?”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, Welles, you need to read fewer novels and more of your encounter manual. She’s not going to
  
   scalp
  
  somebody; elves are exactly as savage as anyone else, no more, no less. And she wanted the Eserite Bishop, not the Guild. If she wanted the Guild she’d no need to beat around the bush. Talking with Eserites isn’t illegal. Plus, she was polite. Always refreshing to see a young person with some
  
   respect,
  
  unlike some I could name.”
 

 
  “She’s an
  
   elf,
  
  Lieutenant. She could be older than
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Nah, the old ones are more standoffish. They hardly even
  
   breathe.
  
  Trust me, I’ve been around elves. I can tell.”
 

 
  Sheyann permitted herself a smile of amusement as she slid through the crowd and out the doors into the Imperial capital.
 

 
  There she had to stop, staring.
 

 
  She had grown steadily accustomed to the faint, unpleasant buzz of arcane magic everywhere since passing through Calderaas. Tiraas, though, was…
  
   taller.
  
  Buildings seemed piled atop each other, climbing skyward in a way it would never have occurred to her to construct a dwelling. Many of them were taller than
  
   trees.
  
  Not to mention that a good few in the distance were surmounted by towers bearing the flickering orbs of telescroll transmitters, or branching antennae which crackled with artificial lightning. Artificial lights were everywhere, lit even in the day due to the gloomy sky overhead, some hovering in midair rather than supported by poles. Vehicles passed in the street, only a few drawn by animals. The horseless carriages emitted a thin hum of magic at work, their voices blending together into a constant, oscillating whine that bored unpleasantly into her ears.
 

 
  So much they had done, in such a short time. So much glory and progress…such potential for carnage.
 

 
  Her work with the other tribes and the drow was even more urgent than she had realized. The ancestors send that they were not already too late.
 

 
  Sheyann turned left and set off down the sidewalk at a brisk pace.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Even in the relative quiet of the Grand Cathedral, Sheyann drew suspicious looks. She ignored them as she had all the others, pacing slowly down the central aisle of the enormous sanctuary, her moccasins silent on the threadbare carpet. It looked like it had been expensive, but this room must see vast amounts of traffic. It was a suitably vast space for it, the ornately carved stonework and beautiful stained glass almost lost beyond the cavernous emptiness.
 

 
  Nearly her entire grove could have been squeezed into this room. And if she was any judge, it was far less than half the total volume of the cathedral complex.
 

 
  There were two smaller aisles on the other sides of the long rows of pews; only a few people slipped between the benches to walk there rather than having to pass her, but they were not subtle about it. One woman made the action quite ostentatious, her nose firmly in the air. Most of the people present, however, either paid her no mind or just nodded quietly to her. This place, it seemed, encouraged a quieter way of being, which came as a relief after the city, the Rails, and the
  
   other
  
  city. What a day this was turning out to be; she was already thinking fondly of the relative serenity of Arachne’s University.
 

 
  A few people strolled, admiring the stained glass, while several dozen more were scattered throughout the pews in individual prayer. At the front of the chamber, though, was an open area below the wide steps to the main dais towering over it all. Looming behind it was a huge golden statue of the Universal Church’s ankh symbol, with behind
  
   that
  
  towering stained glass windows depicting Avei, Omnu and Vidius, with the other gods of the Pantheon represented around their borders. Sheyann gave this ostentation only a glance, however, before turning toward a smaller lectern tucked off to the side, at which stood an officious-looking Tiraan human in the long black coat of a Church parson.
 

 
  She waited calmly while he finished speaking with a well-dressed woman, politely declining to hear their conversation. This, a basic social skill in elven societies, seemed to be quite above the capability of most humans. They finished within a few minutes. The woman jumped and gasped softly when she turned and beheld Sheyann standing there.
 

 
  The Elder gave her a smile and a deep nod, and got only a wary look in return before the woman scurried off.
 

 
  The parson was regarding her with more calm, but not any kind of friendliness. Of course, a cleric would comport himself with serenity. That he was not seemingly interested in reaching out to her gave Sheyann a sense of how this conversation was going to go.
 

 
  “May I help you?” he asked politely.
 

 
  “I would like to speak with Bishop Antonio Darling,” Sheyann replied, folding her hands.
 

 
  A beat of silence passed. The parson’s expression did not waver, but the pause communicated his surprise quite effectively.
 

 
  “And whom may I tell Bishop Darling is seeking him?” he finally inquired.
 

 
  “He does not know me,” Sheyann said. “I was directed to him by a mutual acquaintance.”
 

 
  “And…with regard to what do you wish to see him?”
 

 
  “That business is personal,” she said evenly.
 

 
  “Ah,” the parson said, lowering his eyes to shuffle a few pages on his lectern. Sheyann didn’t need to see his hands to know he was creating meaningless background noise. “Your pardon…madam…but as I’m sure you can understand, the Church must safeguard the time and attention of its highest officials. So, you do not know Bishop Darling, yet you have unnamed personal business with him?” He raised his eyes, re-affixing his polite smile. “I don’t suppose you can offer anything more than that?”
 

 
  “The rank of Bishop…” she mused. “It exceeds your own?”
 

 
  He blinked, then his lips twitched in a quickly repressed smile. “Ah…considerably, yes.”
 

 
  “And yet, you seem to be making judgments concerning the use of his time,” she said, matching his emptily courteous tone exactly. “Why not, instead, tell me where I might find him, and if he does not wish to speak with me, allow him to make that determination himself?”
 

 
  The parson’s lips thinned, irritation finally beginning to show on his face. “And
  
   you
  
  are?”
 

 
  “I am Elder Sheyann.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
  He fussed pointlessly with the papers again. “Well, Elder, Bishop Darling is not
  
   here.
  
  He is an extremely busy man, between his various responsibilities to the Church, to his own cult and the Imperial government. I can have a message conveyed to him if you like.” The faint smile returned, noticeably smug now. “I cannot, however, make any guarantees about how quickly he will receive it.”
 

 
  Sheyann permitted herself a small sigh. “Perhaps my time would be better spent making inquiries at the Imperial government. I am given to understand the Empire boasts a generally
  
   competent
  
  bureaucracy. To which office, specifically, should I direct my attention?”
 

 
  “I’m sure I do not know,” the parson said, all pretense of friendliness gone from his face now. “As you so kindly pointed out,
  
   Elder,
  
  it is not my place to monitor the comings and goings of the Church’s Bishops. Perhaps if you had
  
   specific
  
  business with him, of which he was made aware beforehand, you might find this encounter more productive.”
 

 
  Behind her, a passing man suddenly stopped, turning toward them.
 

 
  “Which Bishop are you looking for, shaman?”
 

 
  She turned, studying the new arrival. He was huge—barrel-chested and towering head and shoulders over her, his hair slightly unruly and much of his face and chest hidden by a luxuriant beard. Sheyann did not need to see the wolf’s-head brooch pinned to his shoulder to know him for a priest of Shaath; she could feel the faint tug of fairy energies floating about him, mixing incongruously with the divine. Most interestingly, he wore a white robe under a tabard, a uniform she had already been prompted to watch for.
 

 
  “Antonio Darling,” she replied, “of the cult of Eserion.”
 

 
  The Shaathist Bishop raised one eyebrow. “Oh?”
 

 
  “Are you acquainted with him, sir?” she asked politely.
 

 
  “Antonio and I have worked together.” He bowed respectfully. “I am Andros Varanus, Huntsman of Shaath and a fellow Bishop. Your quarry is not present now, and he ranges widely. There are places where you can wait for him without likely being kept too long.”
 

 
  “So I have been told,” she said mildly. “Government offices and the Thieves’ Guild’s casino.”
 

 
  “The Imperial offices are closing soon for the day,” he replied, his beard twitching with a hidden expression she could not identify. “And the thieves would entertain themselves by making you wait for no reason, or send you out to hunt mockingjays. However, I can direct you to Bishop Darling’s home. He will likely be returning there soon, and his Butler provides excellent hospitality, even in his absence.”
 

 
  Ah, a Butler. What an interesting man this Darling was shaping up to be. Also, that answered one of her newfound questions about this fellow’s willingness to assist her; a Butler’s presence would mean even a mysterious visitor such as herself would be unlikely to pose a threat.
 

 
  “You are extremely helpful, sir,” she said, bowing in return. “Forgive me, but I am unaccustomed to such courtesy from Huntsmen. Those I have met seemed rather put off at being forced to address a woman.”
 

 
  At that, even his beard could not hide Varanus’s sneer. “Some men, even in Shaath’s service, are weak of mind. Not all follow Shaath’s ways; it is a weak-willed man indeed who feels threatened by the existence of other ideas. A Huntsman should be many things, but
  
   never
  
  weak. I will provide you with Antonio’s address, shaman. Paper and a pen,” he added curtly to the parson, who immediately scrambled to produce the requested objects.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Sheyann said moments later, studying the names and numerals on the sheet of paper she had just been handed. “Hm…forgive me, but this street name. Where will I find this?”
 

 
  Varanus blinked, then his beard rippled in a short exhalation that might have been the lesser part of a laugh. At the least, his eyes crinkled in amusement. “You are new here, then. Forgive
  
   me,
  
  I should have considered that. I am even now on my way out of the city, and expect to be gone for some time. More paper,” he added to the parson in a flat tone which made her suspect he had overheard more of their earlier conversation than he let on, then turned back to her with a more respectful expression. “I will draw you a map.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Darling paused inside his front door, as was his custom, letting out a sigh and luxuriating for a moment in the quiet.
 

 
  “Good evening, your Grace,” Price intoned. “You have a visitor.”
 

 
  He scowled and opened his mouth to deliver a complaint, but she swiftly raised one finger to her lips, then pointedly tapped the upper edge of her ear. He was tired; it had been a long day even
  
   before
  
  he’d met with Principia’s squad, and the subsequent unpleasant conversations at the Guild had left him drained. It took him an embarrassing two seconds to catch her meaning.
 

 
  An elf? What the hell
  
   now?
  
 

 
  “Well, by all means, let’s not keep them waiting any longer,” he said lightly. “The downstairs parlor?”
 

 
  “Of course, your Grace.”
 

 
  He didn’t allow himself to sigh as he stepped past her. An elf would hear even that. He’d developed a rather nuanced understanding of the range of their senses over the last year.
 

 
  The reasons for this were also present in the downstairs parlor, in their severe black frocks that went with the guise of housemaids. Flora and Fauna weren’t doing anything in particular, however, just standing against the far wall, staring flatly at their visitor in a manner that made his hackles rise. The new elf, in turn, was regarding them with a similarly direct look, which she did not lift immediately upon his entry. Only after a few heartbeats did she turn to face him.
 

 
  She was a wood elf, her ears a different shape than his apprentices’, and dressed in stereotypical costume, a simple green skirt and blouse dyed with shifting patterns, and a plain leather vest over that. Her moccasins were elaborately beaded, but looked well-worn, and she carried a belt with a large horn-handled knife as well as several heavy pouches. Well, no tomahawk; that was something, anyway.
 

 
  “Good evening,” he said cheerfully. “I’m terribly sorry to have kept you waiting; I had simply no idea anyone was here to see me!”
 

 
  “Not at all, your Grace,” she replied in a calm tone, bowing without taking her eyes off his face. “I apologize for my abrupt appearance. I will try not to take any more of your time than I must.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, you’re a guest; my time is yours, Miss…?”
 

 
  “Sheyann,” she said, still staring at him with an even look that was beginning to be unsettling. “I was directed to you by Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he asked mildly, increasingly intrigued. “And you are…a relative of hers?”
 

 
  Sheyann raised one eyebrow. “We are all of us kin, Bishop Darling. The mightiest dragon and the meanest algae all rose from common ancestors, in the infinite mists of the deep past. With that said… No.
  
   No,
  
  I am not. However, Arachne and I have an acquaintance in common, whom I find myself needing to contact and not knowing how. Apparently you are the last to have had regular interaction with her.”
 

 
  Darling sighed in spite of himself. “Oh, don’t tell me…”
 

 
  The elf nodded. “You would know her as Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s what I was afraid I would know her as.” He chuckled wryly, shaking his head. “Well, it’s bad news that I’m the likeliest contact, as I’m not sure how much help I can be. I
  
   do
  
  speak with Mary on a semi-regular basis, but
  
   she
  
  decides when and where.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, permitting herself a small smile. “I somewhat anticipated that; it would be consistent with her general patterns. If I may ask, how recently have you seen her?”
 

 
  “Quite recently, in fact, no more than two days ago. I don’t actually know why; she popped in on me at the Temple of Izara, hovered around for a few minutes and took off. I couldn’t even tell you
  
   what
  
  that was about. I’ve learned not to ask.”
 

 
  “And…you have no way of contacting her directly?”
 

 
  Darling grinned.
  
   “Well.
  
  I’ve twice got her attention by placing a scarecrow on the roof. The third time, though, it disappeared and then I didn’t see her for two weeks.”
 

 
  “A…scarecrow.”
 

 
  “An improvised one,” he admitted. “I’m afraid we sacrificed some of my old clothes and one of Price’s
  
   favorite
  
  brooms, not to mention that lovely pumpkin Flora and Fauna here had such fun carving.”
 

 
  She smiled broadly at that, her eyes creasing with genuine amusement. “I am somewhat embarrassed that I never thought of that.”
 

 
  “If
  
   I
  
  might ask a prying question,” he said, “does Mary know you, Sheyann?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she said, her smile fading. “We have been acquainted for a
  
   long
  
  time.”
 

 
  “I see. Well, I find that Mary seems to keep herself appraised of my comings and goings. Not in any great detail—I hope—but she
  
   does
  
  always seem to know when someone especially interesting comes to my door. It’s possible she’s already aware you’re here, or will be soon.”
 

 
  “Hm… That, too, would be characteristic of her. Well, then.” She bowed again. “I will take no more of your time this evening, Bishop Darling. It seems I had best make arrangements to stay the night in the city, and possibly for some nights to come. It would be
  
   better
  
  if I were able to find and speak with her quickly, but… One must, unfortunately, make allowances for the Crow.”
 

 
  “That one must,” he agreed gravely, nodding. “If it helps, I will certainly tell her you’re looking, should she happen to visit me again.”
 

 
  “I would appreciate that,” she said politely. “And I may call on you again if my quest is not immediately fruitful.”
 

 
  “By all means, feel free! My door is always open.”
 

 
  Ushering her out was a blessedly quick affair; elves, he had found, were not prone to linger over small talk and needless pleasantries. Darling ordinarily enjoyed small talk and needless pleasantries, but it was getting late and he was just as glad to get the mysterious elf out of his house.
 

 
  After seeing her to the door, he made his way back to the parlor and watched through the window as Sheyann departed down the street. Only when she was out of view did he turn back to Flora and Fauna, who had remained unmoving the entire time.
 

 
  “All right. Just what was
  
   that
  
  about?”
 

 
  “She was looking for Mary the Crow,” Fauna said woodenly.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  get smart with me when I’m looking for simple,” he snapped. “And don’t look at me like that, I know damn well you can tell the difference. You and that woman were glaring at each other like a box of strange cats.”
 

 
  “She knows,” Flora said darkly. “About us. What we are.”
 

 
  That brought him up short. “You’re sure? She
  
   said
  
  as much?”
 

 
  “Not in terms that would hold up in court,” Fauna said, scowling. “But she hinted strongly and made it pretty plain.”
 

 
  “I don’t know how she can tell,” Flora added. “Even a shaman shouldn’t be able to just
  
   spot
  
  it like that!”
 

 
  “No need to reach for magical explanations when mundane ones will do,” he said wearily, dropping himself into the armchair. “Price! Fetch me a—oh, bless you.” He took the brandy from her proffered tray and downed half of it. “Mhn,
  
   that
  
  hits the spot. Anyway, she came from Tellwyrn, who you said was able to sniff you out as well.”
 

 
  “Don’t know how
  
   she
  
  did it either,” Fauna said sullenly.
 

 
  “So did Mary, for that matter,” Darling mused. “Tellwyrn is to mages what Mary is to shamans; best not to assume anything about the limits of either of them. In fact,
  
   this
  
  is what concerns me. Now we’ve got an elf foofling about my city who not only knows a secret that could get us
  
   all
  
  sent to the gallows, but
  
   learned
  
  that secret because she is apparently a trusted link between Tellwyrn and Mary. Just there
  
   being
  
  a link between those two is going to cost me some sleep.”
 

 
  “What do you want to do?” Flora asked quietly.
 

 
  He sipped the brandy once more, frowning at the far wall. “…is it too late for you to tail her?”
 

 
  Fauna shook her head. “We can track her down easily enough. In fact, it’s probably best to give her a bit of a head start. Less likely she’ll be looking for us that way.”
 

 
  “We can also hide from her, no matter what kind of shaman she is,” Flora added. “But if she actually
  
   meets
  
  with the Crow… Well, it’s like you said. No telling what
  
   she
  
  can or can’t do.”
 

 
  “We actually snuck up on her once…”
 

 
  “…or so we thought. There’s no guarantee she didn’t let us.”
 

 
  He nodded. “Well, be careful, but do your best. I’d like you to keep an eye on Miss Sheyann while she’s in town—find out who she talks to, what she says to them and what she does about it. If the Crow becomes a factor, be discreet. Don’t get confrontational with
  
   that
  
  one.”
 

 
  “We’re not idiots,” Fauna muttered. “Though for the record I think we could take her.”
 

 
  Flora nudged her with an elbow. “Not without outing ourselves and wrecking a
  
   whole
  
  lot of real estate.”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t do that,” he said fervently. “This is a priority for now, though; there’s too much at stake to leave it unattended. I’ll speak with Style and have your training appointments for tomorrow put on hold.”
 

 
  “We’ll head out, then,” Fauna said, grinning.
 

 
  “Wait.” He held up a hand. “While we’re here and discussing risky business, there’s something else I want to bring up with you. It’s been a good few months since you told me your spirits would probably be satiated for close to a year. How’re we doing on that?”
 

 
  The elves exchanged on of their fraught looks. “Some…faint twinges,” Flora said reluctantly. “It’s nowhere near a dangerous level yet. We’d tell you long before it got to that point.”
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said, nodding. “I mention it because something’s come up that may be relevant to that, at least potentially. The Guild’s ongoing search for Thumper has hit a wall in Onkawa. Webs is holding it up.”
 

 
  “Who’s Webs?”
 

 
  Darling sighed, idly swirling his drink. “An operations man, and Thumper’s Guild sponsor and first trainer. He’s being difficult, to the surprise of absolutely no one. His loyalties have always been more to his personal contacts than the organization. Webs is…a theological purist. He’s got a loudly poor opinion of the Guild’s current structure.”
 

 
  “A renegade?” Flora asked, intrigued.
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “An objector. Tricks mostly leaves him alone;
  
   I
  
  encouraged him. The Guild needs dissenting opinions to keep its management honest and on their toes. It becomes inconvenient at times like this, though, when we need specific cooperation and he’s of the opinion we don’t deserve it. Right now, he’s trying to pitch the idea that Thumper’s presence in Onkawa and the shitstorm left in the wake thereof were due to a succubus called Kheshiri.”
 

 
  Both elves perked up visibly. “A succubus?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  “Webs is covering for Thumper, that much is certain,” Darling said, leaning forward, “but the succubus’s presence there has been confirmed by other, more trusted sources. This bitch is
  
   bad
  
  news, even for a demon. She’s got thick files with both the Church and Imperial Intelligence. Even the Black Wreath has put an effort into getting her out of circulation in the past. It doesn’t seem to have stuck. What the
  
   hell
  
  she is doing with a goon like Shook is a complete unknown, but there are
  
   no
  
  possibilities that aren’t terrifying.”
 

 
  “Vanislaad demons are good hunting,” Flora whispered. “The spirits were
  
   very
  
  happy with that incubus you got for us.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, that’s the issue from one angle,” Darling said grimly, pausing to take a much-needed sip of his brandy. “From another… If this Kheshiri is the piece of work it seems like she is, it might
  
   take
  
  a pair of headhunters to bring her down. Should it come to that, I want you two ready.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry,” Fauna said with a predatory smile. “We always are.”
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  Toby opened his eyes slowly, beholding the relative calm of the afternoon on the campus lawn. As usual, he’d been left alone to meditate. He liked doing so outdoors, under the sun, and over the last year the other students had learned to leave him be.
 

 
  It usually brought him more calm.
 

 
  With a sigh he stood up from his seat beneath the oak tree, the same one Professor Ezzaniel had ordered Gabriel to punch almost exactly a year ago. They had all been new to the campus and its peculiar rules and customs, all out of place, nervous, tense… Which was preferable to how he felt now.
 

 
  “Funny, that looked like it should have been more relaxing. Something on your mind?”
 

 
  Toby actually jumped very slightly at being addressed, but immediately mastered himself, turning to study the speaker.
 

 
  He was an elf, and seemed familiar, though Toby could not recall having met him. The elves on campus were a mixed lot; this one had upright ears, marking him a wood elf, and wore Tiraan-style shirt and trousers with sturdy boots.
 

 
  “Oh, just…this and that,” he said evasively, trying to clear the frown from his expression. “I’m sorry, I could swear I’ve seen you before but I can’t recall your name now.”
 

 
  “You saw me briefly,” the elf said with a grin, stepping forward and extending his hand. “I was with a few of the other freshmen, coming from class.”
 

 
  “Oh! That’s right!” Toby grasped his hand in return, smiling. “And now I remember, you were pulled away before we could speak. Another wood elf…a friend of yours?”
 

 
  He winced. “Ah. Well. Addiwyn seemed to latch onto the idea that since we are both of the same race, and both somewhat ostracized from our kin, we should be the best of friends and perhaps more. Unfortunately, I
  
   do
  
  believe that girl is the single most unpleasant person I have ever met.”
 

 
  “Ouch,” Toby said, grimacing sympathetically.
 

 
  His new acquaintance grinned, a slightly lopsided expression that promised mischief. “I’m Raolo. Glad to know you.”
 

 
  “Toby, and likewise.”
 

 
  “But of course, you are the great and inimitable Tobias Caine!”
 

 
  Now it was his turn to wince. “Ah, well… I think ‘great’
  
  
  is really pushing it.”
 

 
  “Well, how many paladins are there in the world, after all? Wait, don’t answer that, I know this one.” Raolo grinned. “Three. There are exactly three.”
 

 
  “Yes, but I’m the most senior by at least two weeks,” he said solemnly. “That makes me the most boring.”
 

 
  Raolo laughed brightly. “Well, I can’t argue with that logic. Guess I’ll just have to make do with you until I can work my way up to a more
  
   interesting
  
  paladin. If you’re so dull, though, why so gloomy? It takes some imagination to really suffer, I think.”
 

 
  “That’s…oddly profound,” Toby mused.
 

 
  “Something one of the Elders used to say. Which means, I suppose, I really ought to leave it back in the grove…” For a moment, Raolo frowned himself, glancing aside. “New place, new rules, and all that.”
 

 
  “It’s certainly been an adjustment, getting my bearings in
  
   this
  
  place,” Toby said, glancing around the lawn. “It doesn’t help that Professor Tellwyrn’s idea of education is to keep everyone as off-kilter and nervous as possible at all times.”
 

 
  “Should I be frightened?” the elf asked, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Yes,” Toby nodded solemnly. “Yes, you should. For what it’s worth, she makes a pretty solid effort not to get anybody killed.”
 

 
  “Well…damn.”
 

 
  “I have to admit I find myself nostalgic for the peace and quiet of the monastery on a regular basis.”
 

 
  A shadow passed over Raolo’s face. “Ah, well… I don’t really have that problem. Getting almost killed should at least let me practice my skills a bit. Uh, forget a said that.” He grimaced, glancing away. “I seem to keep dragging up my problems in every conversation since I got here. You don’t need to hear about it.”
 

 
  Toby shrugged, keeping his expression open and calm. “I don’t need to, no, and you certainly have no obligation to tell anybody your business. But if you keep finding yourself
  
   doing
  
  so, maybe it’s a sign you want to talk about it?”
 

 
  Raolo looked uncomfortable. “Well…no shit. I mean… Dang, I’m sorry, that came out a lot harsher than I intended. Never mind, it’s just that I’m trying to find my footing here without making a pest of myself.”
 

 
  “Admirable,” Toby said, nodding. “I’ll tell you what, though; as the Hand of a peacemaking god, there’s not much that’s more central to my calling than listening to other people’s problems. You ever feel the need to unburden yourself, look me up.”
 

 
  At that, a slightly amused expression flitted across the elf’s face. “Do you offer therapy to
  
   everyone
  
  you meet?”
 

 
  “…huh,” Toby said after a moment spent staring into space. “You know, now that you mention it, I more or less do. Wow, that must be kind of annoying for people, right?”
 

 
  Raolo laughed again. “Well, it’s
  
   one
  
  way to make friends. How’s it work for you?”
 

 
  “Eh… Well, you remember Ruda?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the Punaji princess! Don’t tell me, let me guess. She punched you.”
 

 
  Toby valiantly tried to repress a grin. “In my defense, not for that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  There came a short, sharp rap on the door, and then it swung inward and Afritia leaned into the room, wearing a slight frown.
 

 
  “Maureen,” she said, “could you come here for a moment, please?”
 

 
  “Sure!” Maureen set aside her textbook and hopped down from her bed. “What’s up?”
 

 
  “Follow me,” Afritia replied, ducking back out. The gnome trundled after her without further comment. Szith, Iris, and Ravana exchanged a look, then rose in unison and followed them.
 

 
  The cause of the house mother’s concern was apparent as soon as they stepped into the stairwell, from the broken fragments of metal lying on the stone floor, though the frame of steel pipes comprising Maureen’s package-delivering apparatus remained intact and secured to the bannister down here. The gnome heaved a small sigh, but said nothing, following Afritia up the stairs. The house mother glanced back at them, her lips twisting wryly at the sight of the rest of the dorm trailing along behind, but did not rebuke them.
 

 
  At the top, the damage was much more severe. A whole segment of the framework was in shambles, all but severed and ripped free of its moorings, pipes twisted and broken in a few places. Oddly enough, the bell rope connecting the door to their room had been left untouched.
 

 
  The entire area was splattered with purple ink. It made a couple of sprays on the stone wall and practically soaked the stairs themselves. A few purple footprints were visible heading down, but they trailed off after several steps.
 

 
  “When I said you could build this,” Afritia said archly, “it honestly didn’t occur to me to stipulate that it should
  
   not
  
  be filled with paint and
  
   explosives.”
  
 

 
  “There were no explosives!” Maureen exclaimed. “C’mon, what would be th
  
   ‘point
  
  o’ that? I’m not an idiot!”
 

 
  Afritia shook her head. “Look at this, Maureen. Whatever this stuff is, it didn’t just
  
   leak
  
  out. It’s sprayed
  
   everywhere.
  
  What part of a simple metal framework should have had any components that would do this? And for that matter, what
  
   is
  
  this stuff, and why was it necessary?”
 

 
  Maureen cleared her throat and shuffled her feet slightly. “It, ah, wasn’t
  
   strictly
  
  necessary for the function of the device, ma’am.”
 

 
  Afritia raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “It’s a simple alchemical dye,” Ravana said smoothly. “Professor Rafe provided it. He also gave us a solvent which will remove it from any surface without causing further damage.”
 

 
  The house mother grimaced.
  
   “Rafe.
  
  I should have known. How, exactly, did you convince him to give you this stuff? I’m fairly certain that whatever this is, it belongs on the list of substances students aren’t to be issued outside of class.”
 

 
  Ravana smiled. “We told him it was for a prank. He handed over several bottles, and gave us extra credit in both of his classes.”
 

 
  “That imbecile,” Afritia growled, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “An’ there were
  
   no
  
  explosives, see?” Maureen said, holding up a broken piece of pipe. The interior was entirely stained purple. “The innards, ‘ere, were just pressurized. Break ’em open an’ the ink sprays out. Simple. Just takes a li’l equipment an’ some extra elbow grease! Nothin’ dangerous.”
 

 
  Szith took the pipe from her and held it up to the light. “This was severed with a bladed implement. An axe, I believe—see how this side is heavily dented, right at the cut? It was struck with significant force.” She turned slowly, pointing. “Considering how quickly this dries, whoever left those footprints was obviously here right when the spray occurred. And look at this spray pattern on the wall. It’s a single, wide splatter, with an interruption in the middle. Considering the positioning involved, I would say that break is perfectly sized to have been a person standing right in the spray.”
 

 
  “Just as a point of edification,” Ravana said sweetly, “Professor Rafe assured us this dye would adhere to skin and hair as perfectly as anything else. We’ll just go get the solvent and get to work cleaning this up, shall we?”
 

 
  Afritia stared at them in silence for a long moment, then looked away to the side, not quite succeeding in suppressing a smile. “Yes…you do that, girls. And later, if you’re asked, you be sure to tell Professor Tellwyrn I lectured you in a
  
   very
  
  stern voice about pranks and vigilantism in general. For now, excuse me.”
 

 
  She didn’t turn to look as they all followed her back down the stairs. Afritia walked more quickly this time, heading straight into their room and toward the extra door at the back. The others clustered around Ravana’s bed as she opened her trunk and began extracting and handing out vials of an effervescent transparent liquid, but none made any pretense they were not watching the house mother.
 

 
  Afritia rapped sharply on the door. “Addiwyn, come out here, please.”
 

 
  “I’m not feeling well,” came a muffled voice from within. “Can this wait till later?”
 

 
  Iris grinned with savage glee.
 

 
  
   “Now.”
  
 

 
  “I
  
   said
  
  I don’t feel well.” Addiwyn’s petulance was audible even through the wood.
 

 
  “Young lady, I am offering you a chance to grasp at some dignity which I suspect will be sorely needed. If you are not out here in a count of five I will come in and get you.”
 

 
  There came a muted thump, then a moment of silence, then finally the door opened a crack.
 

 
  Afritia grabbed the knob and pushed it all the way inward. Addiwyn skittered back, but not in time to conceal the purple streak splashed across her face and soaked into her golden hair. She had at least changed her clothes; only her person was marked.
 

 
  “Addy, honey, you don’t look so good,” Iris said, still grinning. The elf gave her a murderous stare.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,
  
   laugh
  
  it up,” she sneered. “I’m sure it’s
  
   great
  
  fun to booby-trap the stairwell. It would serve you right if it was a visiting professor caught in your little trap—”
 

 
  “That’s bollocks and you know it!” Maureen shouted, brandishing the broken length of pipe, which she had retrieved from Szith. “Look at this!
  
   Look
  
  at it! The purple stuff was
  
   fully
  
  contained inside—nobody would
  
   ever
  
  have known it was there unless
  
   somebody
  
  deliberately took an axe to the thing!”
 

 
  “Well, that’s interesting,” Addiwyn said, folding her arms. Her smirk looked purely ridiculous with half her face painted purple. “You know your accent completely vanishes when you’re angry?”
 

 
  “Enough,” Afritia said quietly. “Girls, you have cleaning up to do. Save some of that solvent for her to use later.
  
   You,
  
  miss, will come with me.”
 

 
  “Oh, great,” Addiwyn sneered. “Another very fascinating
  
   conversation.
  
  Can I bring a book this time?”
 

 
  “You’ll find I have limited patience for wasting my time on hopeless causes,” Afritia said flatly. “You declined to listen to me, so
  
   now
  
  you get to have a talk with Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “So, no, attending the University isn’t
  
   exactly
  
  a point of pride in the grove,” Raolo said, leaning against the stone balustrade separating them from the one-story drop to the lower terrace. “Not in
  
   any
  
  grove, I would imagine. In mine, at least, it’s not exactly a mark of
  
   shame,
  
  but heck… That would be pretty redundant in my case, anyway.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Toby said, leaning beside him. “That sounds… Well, honestly, rather hard to believe. It sounds like you’re quite
  
   good
  
  at magic.”
 

 
  “I
  
   may
  
  have exaggerated my gift a little bit,” the elf confessed, grinning at him. “I’m
  
   very
  
  egotistical, I’m told. But, well, it’s the wrong
  
   kind
  
  of magic. Tradition is a huge concern to elves, considering most of our communities have people still alive who remember why the traditions were founded.” He idly held out one hand, palm up, and produced a small cloud of blue sparks, which began to dance in intricate patterns in the air.
 

 
  “I don’t want to tread on any sensitive cultural taboos or anything,” Toby said with a frown, “but I have to ask… Why are elves so opposed to the arcane? I think Professor Tellwyrn is the only other elven mage I’ve even
  
   heard
  
  of, and I’ve seen hints that other elves don’t think terribly highly of her, either.”
 

 
  “It’s because it’s too easy,” Raolo said, closing his fist and cutting off the display of sparks. He straightened up and turned to Toby. “This is another thing we don’t like to discuss with humans, but the hell with it. Do you know anything of how elvish metabolism works?”
 

 
  “I didn’t realize it works any differently than ours,” Toby admitted.
 

 
  Raolo grinned. “We don’t process energy with our squishy internal bits like you do—it’s all in the aura. Everything we take in, food, sunlight, air, every source of energy, goes right to the aura. Elves don’t generally eat with any regularity; we tend to have large quantities at wide intervals. In fact, an elf with a highly charged aura can hold their breath basically forever. Don’t need air when we can recharge the blood straight from our personal energy stock.”
 

 
  Toby blinked. “Wow.”
 

 
  “So, related to that, we have a
  
   much
  
  higher capacity for storing energy than other intelligent races. Shamanism, now, is all about
  
   connection.
  
  You grow in power as a shaman by forming relationships with fairies, gathering totems and objects of power…all paths that
  
   root
  
  you in the world. It’s all very much in line with the elven perspective on our role in nature. The arcane, though… You gain power in the arcane by increasing your capacity to
  
   store
  
  power. Elves start out with a large advantage, there. Almost any elf has the arcane storage capacity of a professional wizard, even if they don’t know how to
  
   use
  
  such power should they try to gather it.” He shrugged.
 

 
  “Why don’t the drow have mages, then?” Toby asked curiously. “I can’t see them turning down a source of power, but I’ve never actually heard of a drow wizard.”
 

 
  “That’s just their genetic peculiarity,” Raolo said, “like how dwarves can use divine magic on their own, but no other races can, or how gnomes are the only sentient race that can’t interbreed with the others. Who knows why? Drow just don’t generally have the ability to grasp the arcane. Actually a few
  
   do,
  
  a handful every generation. I understand they’re basically treated like royalty down there.”
 

 
  “I’ll bet,” Toby mused.
 

 
  “There are old legends—old even as
  
   we
  
  reckon time—about the first origins of the arcane and why it shouldn’t be messed with, but that aside, it’s seen as
  
   cheating.
  
  As laziness, selfishness, and hunger for power. You start dabbling in the arcane, and you’ve basically declared your intention to go
  
   tauhanwe,
  
  at the very least.”
 

 
  “But you did,” Toby said quietly.
 

 
  Raolo sighed. “It’s just that… I’m
  
   good
  
  at it. It feels as natural, to me, as breathing. It’s a part of who I
  
   am.
  
  After growing up with lectures on the nature of
  
   being,
  
  I just can’t see how it’s fair to expect me not to be who and what I am. Y’know?”
 

 
  “I think I do,” he said, nodding slowly.
 

 
  The elf grinned again, his dour expression of a moment ago evaporating in an instant. “Well! I bet you’re good at empathizing with other people’s problems, after all. You are
  
   clearly
  
  a people-pleaser.”
 

 
  “Now, what makes you think that?” Toby asked, amused. “Almost the whole time we’ve been talking, we talked about you.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why,” Raolo said, prodding him in the chest with a finger. “I came upon you looking all tense and broody, despite being right out of a meditation. But a few minutes listening to someone
  
   else
  
  blather on about his problems, and you’re the very portrait of serenity! Simple deduction.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess you’re pretty perceptive, then,” Toby said, now fighting a smile.
 

 
  “Don’t feel bad, I also ensnared you in my trap,” the elf replied with a bow. “I am
  
   very
  
  clever. So let me ask you, Toby the Paladin, what would
  
   you
  
  do if you came upon somebody looking as glum as you were earlier? How do you fix that?”
 

 
  “People are not for
  
   fixing,”
  
  Toby said, frowning. “Most aren’t truly broken. Everyone just needs a little bit of a boost, now and again, to sort themselves out.”
 

 
  “Okay, well, the question stands. Put yourself
  
   outside
  
  yourself. You don’t know this Toby guy, but he’s clearly got a good, solid glum worked up. What’s your approach?”
 

 
  Toby sighed, turning his head to stare out over the campus. “You can’t
  
   make
  
  somebody talk to you, any more than you can make somebody better. I guess… I’d just offer to listen.”
 

 
  “Check,” said Raolo, leaning sideways against the stone rail and keeping his eyes on Toby. “Doesn’t seem to me like he wants to talk, though.”
 

 
  “Sometimes people don’t,” Toby said with an irritable shrug. “Then you leave them alone.”
 

 
  “Even when they clearly
  
   need
  
  to?”
 

 
  “Yes. Even then. Besides, a lot of people have trouble opening up to people they don’t know.”
 

 
  “And what about people they do?”
 

 
  He sighed. “Well, there’s… I mean, yeah, if they…”
 

 
  Toby trailed off, staring into space.
 

 
  “I’ve got a feeling some of those people have noticed already,” Raolo said in a more gentle tone. “Bet they’d be glad to be supportive of
  
   you
  
  for once. I don’t need to know your history to conclude you’re the only who usually plays that role.”
 

 
  “You know what?” Toby said, staring into space. “I’m an idiot.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you are,” the elf said gravely, then winked when Toby turned to scowl at him. “But don’t take it to heart. We
  
   all
  
  are, at one point or another.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “So
  
   that
  
  much is cleared up,” Ravana said lightly. “I think we all assumed it was Addiwyn behind these attacks, but it’s pleasing to have confirmation. Now we can decide what to do about it.”
 

 
  “Need we do anything?” Szith asked pointedly. “She is being reprimanded by the University’s highest authority as we speak. The matter is being dealt with.”
 

 
  “To assume that matters are simply
  
   dealt with
  
  is to confer imaginary and impossible powers upon authority figures,” Ravana replied. “One must consider the nature of the crimes and the person responsible. Were Addiwyn responsive to reprimand, she would likely have at least slowed her pattern after being lectured by Afritia. In reality, though, she proceeded immediately to her next attack. More to the point, we may be dealing with an individual suffering from a severe personality disturbance. It may be that even Tellwyrn can’t bring her to heel.”
 

 
  Despite her dainty frame and uncalloused fingers, the young Duchess was working vigorously alongside the rest of them without complaint. Truthfully, it wasn’t onerous labor. The solvent had a pleasantly mild but antiseptic scent, and the purple dye dissolved apparently into nothing under its touch. They had simply to damp their rags with it and apply them to stained areas. By far the most difficult part of the job was making sure they didn’t miss any spots.
 

 
  “The cause of Addiwyn’s behavior is an immediate concern,” Ravana continued, frowning pensively at the bannister she was currently scrubbing. “Her actions were at once absurdly juvenile and frighteningly cruel, and the context in which they occurred defies my understanding. Not knowing what motivates her, I cannot guess what she will do next. This leaves me quite unsettled.”
 

 
  “She’s a bully,” Iris snorted from a few feet above, where she was on her knees, scrubbing dye off the steps. “Simple as that.”
 

 
  Ravana shook her head without lifting her own eyes from her task. “Bullying occurs for specific reasons, according to specific patterns. It is, ultimately, about
  
   power.
  
  A bully will consistently place her victims in weaker positions, using her actions to emphasize how much lesser they are in power than she. That is the entire point. Addiwyn, though, might as well have been deliberately knitting us into a united front against her. She never tried to exercise any leverage or build a power base. It was just…lashing out, without pattern. Not consistent with any bullying I’ve ever seen. She would have tried to
  
   control
  
  the situation somehow.”
 

 
  “So she’s a
  
   stupid
  
  bully,” Iris said disparagingly.
 

 
  “Somehow, I doubt there are any stupid people of any kind admitted to this University,” Maureen noted.
 

 
  “Having discarded that idea,” Ravana went on, “I considered the possibility that she might be
  
   anth’auwa.”
  
 

 
  Szith stopped scrubbing the wall and half-turned to give her a sharp look.
 

 
  “Uh, sorry?” Iris said, also looking up. “What’s that in Tanglish?”
 

 
  “Unfortunately,” Ravana said ruefully, “it’s nothing in Tanglish. Human scholarship is lamentably behind the elder races in categorizing mental illness. The elvish word I just used literally means
  
   heartless.
  
  The dwarven scholars call it ‘social pathology.’ It refers to an aberrant personality which lacks any empathy or ability to connect emotionally with others.”
 

 
  Iris snorted again, turning back to her work. “That sounds about right to me.” Szith slowly followed suit, a faint frown creasing her brow.
 

 
  Ravana sighed softly, still wearing her own thoughtful little frown, though she straightened up and flexed her back as she continued speaking. “I am not ready to
  
   definitively
  
  rule it out, but… No, that, too, falls apart upon closer inspection. I have known several such individuals. The nobility, ever eager to conform to stereotype, tends to produce them at a higher rate than the general population.” She bent back to her scrubbing, continuing to speak. “At issue is that this is a
  
   severe
  
  personality disturbance. The primary concern of
  
   anth’auwa
  
  is always to hide what they are. They make a consistent effort to imitate normal social behavior; you have to catch them when they aren’t being careful to see the truth. Addiwyn has done precisely the opposite: she is surly and disagreeable whenever interacting with anyone, but at other times appears quite calm, even happy.”
 

 
  
   “When
  
  have you seen her calm or happy?” Iris demanded, looking up from her task to stare incredulously at Ravana.
 

 
  “She is hostile, erratic and probably emotionally unstable,” Ravana said dryly. “I watch her
  
   carefully.
  
  Don’t you? In fact, in just a few days I have observed that she quite enjoys Tellwyrn’s class, seems oddly fond of Professor Rafe and is even more suspicious of Professor Ekoi than the rest of us.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is sayin’ something,” Maureen muttered.
 

 
  “Not a bully,” Ravana mused, “not a heartless… Completely irrational and aggressive. It is
  
   very
  
  curious indeed.”
 

 
  “So, maybe she’s just crazy,” Iris said disdainfully.
 

 
  “No one is
  
   just
  
  crazy,” Ravana replied. “That is not how the mind
  
   works.
  
  Insanity follows patterns—a thinking person cannot be
  
   truly
  
  random in their behavior, though the pattern may be opaque to the outside observer. No… I don’t even see Addiwyn as insane, to be frank. Her conduct is generally that of a mentally normal person who is…
  
   doing
  
  something.”
 

 
  “Doing what?” Szith inquired.
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  the question, isn’t it?” Ravana said, staring thoughtfully at the rail she was scrubbing. “If I knew that, I suspect all of this would make perfect sense. That, ladies, is what I think we must determine, if we are to ensure our own safety.”
 

 
  “’ere, now,” Maureen said worriedly. “Y’don’t think she’d actually
  
   harm
  
  us, do ye? I mean…sabotaging our belongings is
  
   one
  
  thing…”
 

 
  “I cannot say
  
   what
  
  she might do,” Ravana admitted, “because I do not know what she
  
   wants.
  
  Right now, that she might harm us remains a possibility, as yet untested.”
 

 
  “And how do you propose to find
  
   out?”
  
  Iris demanded. “You wanna just ask her nicely?”
 

 
  “Asking her seems a good approach,” Ravana said, beginning to smile slightly. “After all, who else but she knows the answer? But I think we are well past the point of doing anything
  
   nicely.
  
  Don’t you?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Sheyann slowly opened her eyes and smiled down at the translucent blue hare which had materialized on the rooftop before her. It had taken a good fifteen minutes of concentration to weave the magics just right. Hopefully this one would last longer than its predecessors.
 

 
  The inn she had chosen was low, dwarfed by the surrounding buildings, though it was an amusing irony that she had come to think of a four-story structure as small. Its attached iron fire escape made a serviceable path for her spirit hare to reach the street below. The last three had generated some small outcry as they passed, but less than she had feared; apparently citizens of the great metropolis were accustomed to unusual sights.
 

 
  Now, though, a few were gathering on the sidewalk opposite to see if another hare would come down from the roof. This would have to be her last attempt of the day; aside from her disinclination to put on a show for the locals, drawing too much attention here could lead to citizens or even authorities interrupting her work.
 

 
  “You know whom I seek, little friend,” she whispered to the hare. “Find her for me.”
 

 
  It stared up at her for a moment, spectral nose twitching, then turned and bounded onto the fire escape.
 

 
  Sheyann settled back into a meditative pose, closing her eyes and attuning her senses to the hare’s. It made it to the street, seeking the faint traces of Kuriwa’s distinctive aura that she had instilled from her own memory.
 

 
  There were muted cries of excitement from the onlookers as the hare reached the street, which both it and Sheyann ignored. Already she could tell this was going better, thanks to her fine-tuning; the last two had decayed rapidly under assault from all the loose arcane magic in the city. This one was more stable, existing in much less inherent conflict with its surroundings. It quested about for traces of the magic it sought, turned and bounded across the street…
 

 
  And burst apart in a flash of light as it was crushed by a passing carriage.
 

 
  Several cries of dismay and one loud cheer rose from the audience. Sheyann winced, opened her eyes, and sighed heavily in irritation.
 

 
  “You might try asking down at the Shaathist lodge. Their spirit wolves and hawks seem to operate just fine in the city. Clearly they’ve mastered the method.”
 

 
  Sheyann lifted her eyes, showing no hint of surprise on her features, to behold Kuriwa herself seated on the inn’s currently inert chimney, smiling down at her. She was dressed in soft buckskins, like a plains warrior. When had she started doing that?
 

 
  “Or,” Sheyann said evenly, “you could explain the method yourself, as I strongly suspect you have it down.”
 

 
  “On the other hand, I’m sure you would work it out yourself quite quickly, were you inclined to continue experimenting,” the other shaman said lightly. “What brings you out to seek me, Sheyann? This is a most peculiar place to find you. Virtually the last I would have expected.”
 

 
  “I could say the same.”
 

 
  Kuriwa shook her head. “I have always gone where the trouble is.
  
   You,
  
  though, seldom stir from your grove unless there is an apocalypse brewing.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Sheyann said wryly. “Arachne and I need your help.”
 

 
  Kuriwa straightened up slowly. “Arachne…and
  
   you?
  
  Now I begin to be worried. Is the world actually ending?”
 

 
  “We consider that a lesser probability,” Sheyann said, folding her hands into her sleeves, “but I am not yet prepared to conclusively rule it out.”
 

 
  “Do tell.”
 

 
  “The short version is that we have two injured dryads on our hands. Juniper is mostly well and in fact making greater progress toward being an emotionally stable, responsible person than most of her sisters have ever achieved. She is, however, grieving, and has a blockage placed in her aura by Avei herself, which seems to have lead Naiya to believe she is dead. That brought in Aspen, who currently is severely traumatized and began to transform before being fixed in a time-altering spell by Arachne. She remains thus, in a secure room at the University. And she is the only one who knows what Naiya thinks and plans to do about this.”
 

 
  Kuriwa narrowed her eyes, but made no other sign of distress. “Naiya is not the patient sort. I suspect her plans would have become clear already if she had any.”
 

 
  “Ordinarily, I would concur. Juniper, however, is living proof that she can act with more agency and subtlety. Arachne had to spend some time campaigning for it, I understand, but Naiya sent her out specifically to learn the ways of mortals, as a first step toward making peace between them and the fey kingdom. With regard to this, at least, Naiya is not only able to act with more discretion than usual, but highly motivated.”
 

 
  The Crow sighed, shaking her head. “And Aspen is with Arachne. Frozen in time? That sounds typical of her.”
 

 
  “In that it is overbearing, inefficient and undeniably effective?” Sheyann said dryly. “Yes, that’s Arachne all over.”
 

 
  “What do you think of her at present, Sheyann?” Kuriwa asked, watching her carefully.
 

 
  “Arachne is one of the things that worries me
  
   least
  
  about the world,” Sheyann replied. “She remains mostly in her chosen place, training young ones. Training them as
  
   tauhanwe,
  
  to be sure, but I have noted that she teaches them
  
   how
  
  to think, not what to think. She stands as a living impediment to other mortal powers, and her presence serves to strongly discourage destructive influences. All in all, and aside from being an arcanist, she would be the very picture of a respected Elder if she were not such a
  
   tauhanwe
  
  to her core. Rather like someone else I could name,” she added with a smile.
 

 
  Kuriwa returned one of her own. “That much is a relief, then. I’ve not had any interaction with her since she vanished into the Wild, and none with that school of hers. This assuages some of my worry.”
 

 
  “You trust my judgment on the matter?” Sheyann asked with mild surprise.
 

 
  “I have frequently disagreed with your judgment, Sheyann. When have I
  
   ever
  
  disparaged it?”
 

 
  She acknowledged this with a nod. “Fair enough. For now, can we count on your help with the dryads?”
 

 
  Kuriwa frowned pensively. “Hm. In your opinion, how likely is it that Naiya will take violent action?”
 

 
  “In my opinion, not likely at all. Plans or no, she
  
   isn’t
  
  patient, and as you know, she has little ability to act on the world directly, except in just the kind of dramatic assaults we fear. Those are brief in duration and highly localized, though. I think if she were going to react, she would have by now. This is, of course, nothing but opinion. Naiya’s mind is unknowable.”
 

 
  Kuriwa nodded. “Good. Yes, of course I will lend any help I can; this issue is clearly serious, even apart from then need to be of aid to the dryad in question. But if it is not an immediate urgency, Sheyann, I am monitoring a situation here in Tiraas that I hate to leave unattended until it reaches a conclusion.”
 

 
  “Yes, your human friend Darling,” Sheyann said disapprovingly. “You are
  
   surely
  
  aware he has two
  
   eldei alai’shi
  
  in his custody? I see no way that can end in anything but catastrophe.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Kuriwa replied, “he has kept those girls stable longer than any previous headhunter has
  
   ever
  
  been, and even taught them to be happy and somewhat well-adjusted.”
 

 
  “You’re not serious.”
 

 
  “Entirely. I consider him worth preserving for that alone. But no, that is a long-running affair, and anyway, it is business. My immediate concern is a family matter.”
 

 
  “I see. I won’t pry…”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t mind if you pry,” Kuriwa said with a slight grin. “In fact, you would be welcome to watch, if you wish. It appears that Lanaera’s daughter is actually doing something constructive with her life.”
 

 
  Sheyann raised her eyebrows. “Principia? Headhunters, dryads and apocalypses are one thing.
  
   That
  
  I will believe when I see it.”
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  The sun had not yet risen, but Squad Thirteen was getting ready for their day in the near darkness, only a single tiny fairly lamp with about the output of a candle illuminating their barrack. The Legion did not encourage luxury or indulgence of any kind on principle. There were brighter lights in the building, but no one wanted to risk the conversations that would result from the window being lit up. At the very least, it wouldn’t improve their already-strained relationship with the other squads of their cohort, and there was always the possibility of more official disapproval coming down.
 

 
  Early mornings were quiet affairs. Aside from the tension hanging over all their lives, none of the five were really on joking-around terms with each other, excepting Farah and Casey, and even they seemed responsive to the terse atmosphere of the squad. Evenings were more relaxed, but it had already become their custom to wake up and suit up in efficient quiet; any conversation could generally wait until breakfast in the mess hall. Everyone was awake, dressed and in the process of buckling on armor when the door suddenly opened.
 

 
  They swiveled in unison to stare, Casey having to catch her half-buckled breastplate as it tried to slide off, then leapt to attention as Captain Dijanerad stepped inside and pulled the door shut behind her. She paused, glanced around, and thumbed the switch that ignited the overhead fairy lamp before speaking.
 

 
  “At ease.”
 

 
  They relaxed, relatively, blinking in the sudden light.
 

 
  “Morning, Captain,” Principia said warily. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 

 
  “Orders, ladies.” Dijanerad’s tone was flat and her expression grim. “Today I took the precaution of getting early access to duty assignments, and I’m giving you advance notice. We have unconfirmed reports of women being abducted by Shaathist fanatics in Tiraan Province, west of the capital. Squad Thirteen is being sent to investigate.”
 

 
  There was absolute silence. The fairy lamp overhead flickered slightly.
 

 
  “Captain,” Ephanie said finally, “permission to speak freely?”
 

 
  Dijanerad’s expression turned wry. “Granted, private.”
 

 
  “That,” Ephanie said, “is a completely idiotic paranoid fantasy that doesn’t even make an effort to be realistic.
  
   No
  
  Shaathist sect has practiced wife-stealing in five hundred years, and if one were to begin doing some such backward thing, it would be in some remote province far from Imperial supervision, not a stone’s throw from the capital with both Imperial and Avenist forces absolutely
  
   everywhere.
  
  On that note, if this
  
   were
  
  going on, somehow, the Empire would have the culprits in chains almost the minute it occurred. And if we’re to stretch our credulity
  
   well
  
  past the breaking point and assume something like this even
  
   could
  
  be happening, despite all of the above, this assignment would be given to experienced wilderness scouts, not an understaffed neophyte squad without even a sergeant and no field experience. This is at best a ploy to make us waste a day stomping around the woods, and at worst, some kind of trap.”
 

 
  “Are you about done, Avelea?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  Dijanerad nodded. “On paper, ladies, this cohort is on active duty, experimental mission parameters or no. The
  
   practical
  
  facts of our situation are that squad assignments come down from well above my own head. I am, until we are cycled out to a
  
   real
  
  assignment, basically an administrative convenience, much as it irks me to acknowledge that. You are none of you to repeat this, but Avelea is correct. This is pure nonsense with a transparent ulterior motive, and it’s beyond my power to put a stop to it as it stands. I
  
   will
  
  be working on that, and I frankly do not expect this ‘threat’ to stand up to even a cursory analysis by Field Command, but unfortunately, by the time this is done, you will already be outside the city and beyond reach of easy recall.”
 

 
  “Captain,” Merry said cautiously, “are you… That is, isn’t it obvious by now that our squad is being targeted for persecution? And considering by
  
   whom,
  
  is this really
  
   tolerable?
  
  I mean, can’t someone…” She trailed off helplessly.
 

 
  The captain sighed. “Ladies, the alleged purpose of your activities here is to gain proficiency in the world of politics. Here’s a free lesson in that very thing: do
  
   not
  
  voice accusations like that unless you can first furnish
  
   proof,
  
  and second, defend that proof all the way through the process of a court martial. Making such statements about any superior officer, or any ranking member of the Sisters of Avei, would have swift and severe consequences.”
 

 
  Merry twisted her mouth bitterly, clenching her fists at her sides.
 

 
  “In any case,” Dijanerad went on, “I am here for a reason. As you know, duty assignments are handed out over breakfast, with details usually given at that time. I have
  
   reason to expect
  
  that you are to be sent out under light mobility protocols.”
 

 
  Principia narrowed her eyes; the others widened theirs in horror. Light mobility protocols were customarily applied to scouts and other soldiers for whom speed trumped all other considerations. It meant they would carry short swords only, with no lances or shields, wear leather rather than metal armor and carry no provisions other than canteens of water.
 

 
  “I am sending you out early,” Captain Dijanerad said grimly, “before you have a chance to hear of this. You are to depart before breakfast, and first report to the south gate, where you will be issued your detailed marching orders, as well as provisions and equipment for this assignment.
  
   That
  
  is at
  
   my
  
  order, and there will be no question of you facing responsibility for this deviation from your mission parameters.”
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am,” Farah said feelingly.
 

 
  “Can we request additional personnel?” Merry asked sardonically. “There’s a certain Private Covrin who I think could benefit from a long walk in the woods.” She glanced at Casey. “That’s not meant to be an ironic statement. She actually
  
   could
  
  benefit.” Casey looked away.
 

 
  Dijanerad stared at Merry for a moment, then glanced around at the squad. Then, oddly, she stepped over to the narrow window near the door and glanced out at the parade ground beyond. Dawn was only just lightening the eastern sky; it was dimly gray outside, with no sunlight having reached over the walls of the temple complex yet. Apparently satisfied with what she saw, the captain turned to face them again, folding her hands behind her back.
 

 
  “What I am about to tell you is never to be repeated outside this room, nor to anyone other than yourselves. Is that clear?” She waited for a round of verbal assent before continuing. “I received forewarning of your assignment today from Jenell Covrin, who appeared at my door with the paperwork. I told you before that I intercepted Private Covrin carrying your court-martial orders when you failed to report for duty at the Guild ambush. The truth is that she brought word straight to me, instead of taking the papers directly to be filed as she was ordered. And Locke, when Covrin escorted you to that out-of-the-way interrogation room in the temple sublevel, her very
  
   next
  
  action was to find and notify me, which is the only reason you were down there as brief a time as you were.”
 

 
  She paused, watching their startled expressions with a raised eyebrow.
 

 
  “Politics is a lot like war, ladies. You should never make assumptions based on incomplete intelligence. Never initiate hostile action in a situation you don’t understand. Never summarily dismiss a possible ally, nor attack someone just because they are a possible enemy. You’re all fresh enough from basic to still have the Doctrines of War rattling around in the front of your skulls. Remember: the only battle
  
   truly
  
  won is a battle avoided.”
 

 
  The captain drew in a deep breath, and let it out as a sigh. “Among the equipment I have requisitioned for you are arcane beacons keyed to a scrying array which I have in my possession. Their range should be sufficient to cover the whole province—much farther than you will get on foot in the course of one day. With those, as soon as I have gotten this foolishness struck down as it deserves, I’ll be able to send scouts out to retrieve you. Until that time, I have to handle this very carefully. That we all consider this assignment a waste of time is irrelevant; until someone sufficiently high in the chain of command does, we’re all bound by it. In the absence of solid
  
   evidence
  
  that this will place you in some kind of danger, I have no prerogative to order you to disregard the assignment. I’m giving you the best advantages I can. Beyond that, you’ll have to trust yourselves.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said quietly.
 

 
  Dijanerad nodded, turning to grasp the doorknob. “I want you ready and at the south gate in five minutes, ladies, before somebody else can intercept you with any orders that will tie your or my hands. Goddess watch over you.”
 

 
  With that, she opened the door and departed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “This sounds like more than a minor set of inconveniences,” Sheyann observed as the two elves strode silently through the forest. “Does not the attention of this Basra Syrinx place her in real danger?” It was an old forest, but a long-settled one, regularly traveled by humans and home to relatively few animals, with almost no underbrush. Thanks to the Imperial foresters, the woods surrounding the capital more closely resembled parks than their wilder cousins in which elves made their groves.
 

 
  Many of Sheyann’s kin and colleagues pointed to places such as this as evidence that humans could not be trusted, that they destroyed everything in their environs. In truth, she could not see this forest as damaged, but…changed. Environments inevitably reached a rhythm with their occupants, and this one reflected the power and dominance of humanity. They
  
   could
  
  reach an equilibrium with their surroundings, but only on their own terms. It both gave her hope, and made her even more fearful of them.
 

 
  “If it were a simple contest between the two, I would feel no need to take an interest,” Kuriwa replied with a faint smile. “I don’t believe Syrinx truly comprehends what she is tangling with.”
 

 
  “You sound almost admiring of the girl’s capabilities.”
 

 
  “Principia has devoted her life to an ethically barren pursuit of frivolity,” the Crow said equably, “but it cannot be denied that
  
   at
  
  that pursuit, she is one of the best alive. No, the issue is not the contest between the two, but all the things connected to it. They each have strings tied to them which drag multiple influences into conflict. If anything, Principia is hampered by her need to accommodate her new responsibilities.”
 

 
  “So,” Sheyann mused, “you wish to see whether responsibility will win out over the easy victory.”
 

 
  “There is that,” Kuriwa conceded, “but when I spoke of strings, I referred to much more.” She frowned silently at the green depths ahead of them. The sun was only just above the horizon to the east, still partially hidden behind the hills which surrounded the River Tira’s deep canyon. The two elves, of course, had no trouble seeing their way. “Syrinx is connected to Antonio Darling, and to the Archpope Justinian’s ambitions, both of which concern me directly. Those connections involve other Bishops and their respective cults; Darling brings with him his
  
   eldei alai’shi,
  
  not to mention the
  
   tauhanwe
  
  he has gathered to his service. Or those working directly for Justinian, and the fraught relationships between all
  
   those.
  
  Then, Principia is linked to Eserion, and now to Avei, as well as to Trissiny Avelea, to Arachne, and to a few very interesting young women with whom she has been sorted into a squad. Aside from my personal interest in her, any manner in which she resolves her present difficulties will pluck strings whose vibrations I am likely to feel directly.”
 

 
  “What a complex existence you lead,” Sheyann remarked.
 

 
  Kuriwa shook her head. “I have been noticing something of late. Increasingly, in the last few months, matters which will affect the course of the entire world seem to hinge upon the actions of a relatively few individuals, clustered on this continent.”
 

 
  “That certainly follows precedent. The Elder Gods ruled from here; the Pantheon have their own first temples here. Gnomes originated in this land, and the few elves to survive the Elder War had their groves around Naiya’s wild refuge. You know well how long we have assumed the next apocalypse would take place here.”
 

 
  “I try to assume as little as possible,” the Crow noted with a wry smile. “And there have been multiple apocalypses of a smaller nature since the fall of the Elder Gods. Most of them centered on this continent, in support of your point. That is precisely what caught my interest. I have seen this pattern before. A great doom is coming, and always when one does, those whose actions will tip the balance begin to cluster together. To combine, or clash. It is wise to monitor their actions.”
 

 
  Sheyann frowned deeply. “Hm. Trissiny, Juniper, Arachne… All were present and heavily involved in the events at Sarasio last year. They rattled even the most hidebound of my grove to take actions some would have thought unthinkable. And no sooner did we reach out to other elders did we find similar awakenings taking place everywhere.”
 

 
  Kuriwa gave her a considering look. “I was invited to participate in some of these discussions.”
 

 
  “I’m sure they were devastated that you chose not to attend.”
 

 
  “I have not so chosen. I’m busy, Sheyann, as you well know. But no, I don’t intend to let these events simply wash over me. How go these negotiations?”
 

 
  “With a speed that both inspires and frightens me,” Sheyann said quietly. “It is the Narisians who are the greatest hangup, of course. They, if anything, are among the most accommodating of those involved, but many of our own kind take exception to their presence. Yet if matters continue apace, we may well see concrete results within another year.”
 

 
  The Crow shook her head. “So quickly. You understand what I mean? The pattern. The strings. The same few people, over and over. I advise you to pay close attention to these young ones, including Principia. Their actions in the immediate future could mean everything.”
 

 
  Sheyann stopped walking, turning in a circle to study the forest around them. To her ears, the evidence of civilization was not too far distant, but it was at least out of sight. That, itself, served as a reminder that she did not know these woods.
 

 
  “Where, if I may ask, are we going? I thought you wished to observe Principia in action. Have you been snooping aggressively enough among the Sisters to know where, exactly, she is being sent?”
 

 
  “In fact, I have,” Kuriwa said with a grin. “However, we are not going directly there. Interested as I am in seeing how Principia fares in her challenges, I remain mindful of all these threads. What she is heading into
  
   now
  
  is something she may be hard-pressed to contend with. That is, without causing a great deal of trouble that may spread surprisingly far, through the most ephemeral of connections. I feel this is not the time for such disturbances.”
 

 
  “And so, you are going to discreetly help her.”
 

 
  “Discreetly, yes.”
 

 
  “By not going to meet her?”
 

 
  Kuriwa’s grin widened. “I’m sure you know she would
  
   not
  
  welcome my help. No, Sheyann; be ready to fade into the background. I am going to pull another string.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well, I’ll say it if no one else will,” Merry announced, staring into the forest. Behind her, the rest of Squad Thirteen clutched their lances, grim-faced and most of them pale. Only Principia seemed unperturbed, though her eyes were narrowed in apparent concentration. “This is Syrinx upping the game, exactly as we were warned she would.”
 

 
  “Could she really have moved that fast?” Farah asked uncertainly. “I mean… Could the
  
   Guild
  
  have moved that fast? It was just yesterday we spoke with Darling. It’s hard to imagine she’d have reason already to be coming down harder on us.”
 

 
  “He was vague about how fast we could expect results on that front,” Casey pointed out.
 

 
  “Depends, really,” Principia mused. “Something like that, involving an inquiry within the Guild… It’s all a question of how motivated the Boss is. He could have the ball rolling in hours, get something together practically overnight if he
  
   really
  
  wanted. Or he could drag it out for months.”
 

 
  
   “Months?”
  
  Farah whimpered.
 

 
  Principia grinned bitterly. “I doubt it’ll be that bad. Truthfully, I’m not sure which side he’ll come down on. Tricks doesn’t much like me… But he’s an honorable fellow, in his way, and he’ll be feeling an obligation. I made a point, before enlisting, to arrange for the Guild to dangerously screw me over. They owe me a big one, and he knows it.”
 

 
  “You are a
  
   piece
  
  of work,” Merry muttered. Principia winked at her, earning a sneer in return.
 

 
  The fortifications of the border town rose behind them, but they were isolated enough here to speak freely. There was already early morning traffic along the road into the city, but the Legionnaires acquired only a few curious looks and no direct attention. The bridges extending from the gates of Tiraas landed in small towns clinging to the edges of the canyon; over the centuries of the Empire’s development, they had been built up, and heavily reinforced during the Enchanter Wars. Now, the border towns were themselves practically fortresses. This one sat within eyeshot of the protected forest rolling over the region’s low hills, though the trees were kept cleared well back from the walls.
 

 
  Squad Thirteen stood on the edge of the road, staring gloomily into the silent green depths.
 

 
  Ephanie sighed and re-folded the sheaf of papers containing their orders, tucking it back into her belt pouch. “Well, this is the starting point we’re given. From here, it’s just a matter of tromping through the woods toward the hills until we happen across the secret Shaathist extremists who unequivocally do not exist.”
 

 
  “Safely away from witnesses,” Casey said darkly. “Anybody wanna take a bet what she’s got waiting for us in there? I’m betting it’s not gonna be anything as gentle as getting us in trouble with regulations.”
 

 
  “Nobody ambushes an elf in the woods,” Principia said with a sly smile. Merry rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Syrinx will have planned for that,” said Casey, heaving a sigh. “She plans for
  
   everything.”
  
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “She plans for everything she knows about. There’s a difference.”
 

 
  “None of this is getting us anywhere,” Ephanie said. “We have our orders. The Captain’s given us the best chance she could manage. From here, we will have to make do ourselves, ladies.” She turned to nod sharply at them. “Remember your training, trust in each other and be ready to make the
  
   fullest
  
  use of your skills. Forward march.”
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  “If Avelea has the map,” Merry grumbled, “why is
  
   Locke
  
  in the lead?”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Farah gave her a wide-eyed look over her shoulder. “Really? We’re walking in the woods, and you don’t want the
  
   wood elf
  
  to lead?”
 

 
  “That,” Merry said accusingly, pointing at Principia, “is a city elf.
  
   Deny
  
  it, Locke!”
 

 
  “How about just leaving me out of your little sideshow routine?” Principia suggested.
 

 
  “Really, though, I mean it. Why is the person with the map not navigating? Knowing how to find your way through the woods doesn’t mean knowing how to find your way to specific
  
   coordinates.”
  
 

 
  “I already told her where we’re going,” Ephanie remarked from the back of their little column. “And all of you, for that matter. If Locke knows the way, I’m fine with her leading.”
 

 
  “It isn’t hard,” Principia said reasonably. “I’m quite familiar with these forests, anyway. Being a
  
   city
  
  girl, and specifically an Eserite city girl, I’ve had all kinds of good reasons to know how to disappear from Tiraas or Madouris in a hurry.”
 

 
  “Finally, an explanation I can believe,” Merry muttered. “I guess if you’re a hundred years old, you can’t help picking up a
  
   few
  
  tricks.”
 

 
  “Two hundred and forty-eight,” Principia corrected. “Wait, no… What year is it? Oh, right, then yes. Two hundred forty-eight.”
 

 
  Casey let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “That is so
  
   weird
  
  to think about,” Farah said in an awed tone. “You were around before the Consolidation. You were alive and working during the Age of Adventures!”
 

 
  “There’s a lot of difference of opinion concerning when that ended,” Prin commented. “It was already winding down when I started out. Not everybody’s convinced it’s over
  
   yet,
  
  either. I have it on good authority that
  
   some
  
  people still go adventuring in the Golden Sea.” She turned to grin at Merry.
 

 
  “Not smart people,” Merry said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Shouldn’t much matter who has the map, anyhow,” Casey added. “We’ve all had wilderness survival training.”
 

 
  “You’ve all had
  
   very basic
  
  wilderness survival training,” Principia said disdainfully. “I am
  
   minimally
  
  confident you could manage not to get killed in these extremely tame woods in the time it would take you to reach a settlement. In a
  
   real
  
  wilderness, what they teach in basic won’t get you very far.”
 

 
  “Yep, we Legionnaires are constantly being set up for horrible death,” Merry groused. “Oh, no, wait, that’s just this squad.”
 

 
  “And that’s just basic training,” Ephanie added. “There’s plenty of advanced training available for scouts and others. You have to qualify for that, though, and have a reason you need it.”
 

 
  “Is that where you learned?” Prin asked.
 

 
  Ephanie frowned. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “C’mon, I’ve seen you checking trees for moss, and I know what those herbs you stopped and picked are for.”
 

 
  Ephanie pursed her lips in displeasure, then sighed. “I…no. I had some training from… From other sources. Yeah, you’re right, though, I’m confident I’d be okay alone in the woods.”
 

 
  Principia glanced back at her. “That being the case, why don’t you let somebody else hold the map? If we should happen to get separated, it makes sense to add an extra advantage to whoever doesn’t have those skills.”
 

 
  “That’s a pretty good idea,” Ephanie said, producing a folded sheaf of paper from one of her belt pouches. She lengthened her stride, moving up in the formation, and handed it to Farah. “Here.”
 

 
  “What? Me?” Farah frowned, but accepted it. “Thanks…I guess. I’m a little bothered you think I’m the most helpless person here.”
 

 
  “It’s not that,” Ephanie said with a smile. “Locke’s a wood elf and Lang was a frontier adventurer. I figure they have less need. Plus, you and Elwick tend to stick together, so giving it to one of you has a better chance of aiding both.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well. I guess that makes sense.”
 

 
  “If it makes you feel better,” Merry said sardonically, “I’m just as helpless in the woods as you are. I was heading into the Golden Sea. The total number of trees there is between zero and one, depending on whether the World Tree is a real thing.”
 

 
  “It is,” said Prin, “but it’s in the Deep Wild, not the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess the knife-ear would know.”
 

 
  
   “Whoah,”
  
  Casey said, frowning. “Let’s
  
   not
  
  with the racial slurs, okay?”
 

 
  “There
  
   are
  
  regulations about that,” Ephanie added.
 

 
  “Don’t say that to a plains elf unless you want a tomahawk up your ass,” Principia said, grinning back at them, “but I’m not much bothered by it. Usually when someone insults me, it’s a lot worse and a lot more deserved.
  
   That’s
  
  just friendly joshing as far as I’m concerned.”
 

 
  “Do they actually do that with tomahawks?” Merry asked curiously. “Up the ass?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Principia said solemnly. “Then they scalp you and do a rain dance around their teepees while the squaws make wampum—”
 

 
  “All right, all
  
   right,
  
  I was just asking! No need to be a bitch about it.”
 

 
  “Gendered insults,” Ephanie said mildly.
  
   “Also
  
  addressed in regulations.”
 

 
  “There are no regulations in the woods, Avelea.”
 

 
  “…that’s so wrong I’m actually at a loss how to begin responding to it.”
 

 
  “Point to Lang, then,” Principia said cheerfully, coming to a sudden stop and then changing course, heading into the trees to their right. “C’mere, there’s fresh water up ahead. It’s nearing noon and we’re a ways off from our search zone yet. Good time to break for rations before we’re in potentially hazardous territory.”
 

 
  “I don’t hear any water,” Casey said, though she followed Prin without hesitation.
 

 
  “You also don’t have ears as long as your foot,” Farah said with a smile.
 

 
  “Yes, okay, fine. Well, the good news is, that’s not the dumbest thing I’ve ever said.”
 

 
  “Today, even.”
 

 
  “Oh, up yours.”
 

 
  They reached a small stream within minutes, but Principia led them onward along its banks until they came to a flat slab of well-worn rock extending partially over it. There was a ring of blackened stones arranged in its center, with fallen logs encircling it as obvious seats; the evidence of a fire wasn’t recent, but hadn’t been there long enough to have been completely washed away by the region’s persistent rains. This was clearly a popular campsite.
 

 
  The five Legionnaires were in good shape for hiking, but it was still with groans of relief that they seated themselves. They had well-stuffed belt pouches rather than backpacks, so there wasn’t reason to put down their supplies, but this was the first opportunity they’d enjoyed in several hours to set aside their lances. Farah removed her shield, but the others left theirs slung on their backs.
 

 
  While they chewed dried meat, Casey picked out a small runed charm from her pouch, turning it over in her hand and studying the markings. “This is it, right? The tracking thinger?”
 

 
  “Yup,” Principia said, idly scanning their surroundings. There was not much to see except trees; the cheerful sound of birdsong and the rushing of the stream below made it a remarkably pleasant place for lunch.
 

 
  “It’s about noon,” Casey murmured, looking up at the sky through the gap in the trees around them. “Captain Dijanerad said she’d be sending someone out after us as soon as she cleared up the mess with our orders…”
 

 
  “The captain is not going to rescue us,” Principia said quietly. “We’re on our own out here, ladies.”
 

 
  “How hard can it be?” Farah asked, frowning. “I mean… Avelea was right, this mission is nonsense. Surely someone in command will see that.”
 

 
  “That is exactly the problem,” Principia said with a sigh. “It’s blatant nonsense, which means it
  
   should,
  
  in theory, be simple enough to get it scrubbed out through the chain of command. Therefore, the captain will
  
   do
  
  that, and run into whatever roadblock Syrinx put up to stop her from succeeding. Because Syrinx is definitely clever enough to do that. The mission is a trap for
  
   us;
  
  the foolish nature of it is a bait-and-switch trick aimed at the captain.”
 

 
  “She’s always backed us up before,” Merry pointed out.
 

 
  “Shahdi Dijanerad is a solid woman and a good soldier,” Principia said. “If we were going into a battle, I’d be glad to do it under her command. But when it comes to shady maneuvering, she just doesn’t have the right mindset to take on Syrinx. I’m just hoping whatever the Bishop’s doing back there is only designed to slow her, not to get her in actual trouble.”
 

 
  “Again,” said Merry, “she managed before…”
 

 
  “She had Covrin sneaking her intel before,” Prin said darkly. “I have to say I wasn’t best pleased to learn that. I’d been thinking the captain was savvy enough to hold Syrinx off, but if she was just getting help from a spy… I don’t know. The point is, that’s back there and we’re out
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Locke’s right,” said Ephanie. “Even if Dijanerad manages, it’s best to keep our minds on
  
   this
  
  situation rather than counting on some outside influence to save us.”
 

 
  “Which brings us back to the big question we’ve all carefully avoided discussing,” said Casey with a grimace. “Save us from
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Anything we could say about that would be pure conjecture,” said Principia. “So it’s best not to. Keep a clear mind and don’t get attached to any theories; we’ll have a better chance of facing whatever it is that way.”
 

 
  “Elwick does make a good point, though,” Merry said seriously. “This isn’t Tiraas. There’s nobody out here to witness anything that happens to us. If Syrinx’s stake in getting rid of us is as serious as Darling suggested, we could very well be in
  
   actual
  
  physical danger, here.”
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “She won’t go that far.”
 

 
  “She is fully capable of ordering us killed, or…anything else,” Casey said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Psychologically, yes, I don’t doubt she is,” Principia agreed. “But the situation isn’t that simple, from her point of view. As I’ve mentioned, these are old and well-traveled woods. The Imperial foresters probably go over every inch of the province every few years. Think what would happen if a squad of Silver Legionnaires went missing around here.
  
   Everyone
  
  would be sent out to search for us, not just the Sisterhood. Anything dangerous enough to take down five Legionnaires this close to the capital would be an immediate security issue to the Imperial government. There would be
  
   no
  
  way to hide the bodies that Avenist scouts and Imperial scryers wouldn’t be able to track down.”
 

 
  “The bodies,” Merry muttered, wrapping her arms about herself.
  
   “That’s
  
  just fuckin’ lovely.”
 

 
  “She can’t risk drawing that kind of attention. No, this is more of the same,” Principia said, frowning. “We’re probably in
  
   more
  
  physical danger—whatever she’s got set up out here is likely something that could hurt us. It would make sense for her to have arranged something to justify this asshat mission after the fact. It’s probably more character assassination, though, not the literal kind. Syrinx isn’t yet cornered hard enough to try something that risky.”
 

 
  “What do you think she has waiting out here?” Casey asked, staring intently at the elf. “You’re the craftiest of us, Locke. What would you do if you were Basra?”
 

 
  Prin shook her head again. “No idea. No data. She doesn’t scheme like an Eserite, either; she’s underhanded, but has a very Avenist approach. Find the enemy, smash the enemy. There’s no sense of flair or playfulness like a good Eserite con would have. Anyhow, with the world as her potential arsenal… Just too many options.” She shrugged. “This
  
   could
  
  be something as simple as having us waste a day wandering in the forest to demoralize us. Since we have good reason to expect a trap, that’s gonna be plenty demoralizing on its own, and if nothing happens, it could serve to soften us up for the real hit later on.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Merry said with a scowl. “And does anybody
  
   really
  
  think that’s all it is?”
 

 
  Farah sighed. “About how far are we from our destination?”
 

 
  “Less than another hour on foot,” said Prin. “From there…”
 

 
  “It’s a fairly sizable chunk of territory,” Ephanie added. “Standard search protocol would have us split up to comb the area.”
 

 
  “Yeah, we will
  
   not
  
  be doing that,” Principia said firmly.
 

 
  “If it’s another dereliction of duty kind of trap,” Merry began.
 

 
  “I don’t care,” said Prin. “Should that happen, I’m comfortable taking punishment for failing to adhere to search protocols if it means Syrinx explaining why and how she found out we did. We are
  
   not
  
  going to set ourselves up to get picked off one-by-one.”
 

 
  “Even though you don’t think she’s going to try that?” Farah asked.
 

 
  “Even then,” Principia replied with a grim nod. “We have to make plans based on available information, but
  
   any
  
  assumptions about what an enemy is or isn’t willing to do should be considered tentative. Any disagreements?”
 

 
  There were none.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  He walked in no hurry, simply enjoying the quiet, the openness, the harmony of being surrounded by natural things. In the wild, even a lesser wild such as this, the point was not to get somewhere, but to
  
   be
  
  somewhere. It disappointed him, the span of minutes it always took to immerse himself in it after departing the pressure of humanity in the city. In his youth, it had been the other way around.
 

 
  If not for these regular excursions into the forest, Andros sometimes feared he would truly lose himself.
 

 
  But Tiraas was a crowded and complicated memory, by now, its tensions seeping from him and into the earth. He and his companion walked along over the moss and grass, beneath swaying boughs, listening to the voices of birds and of the wind. They spoke little and only at need; Huntsmen did not fill nature’s stillness with chatter. Talking was for when there was something to say.
 

 
  They came to a break in the trees, where the land rose up in a small ridge. A low, rounded ridge, to be sure; the ancient hills of the Tira Valley were gently rolling things except along the very edges of the canyon through which the River Tira flowed. Andros stopped, standing still and feeling the mild wind caress his hair and beard. They hadn’t yet gotten around to any actual
  
   hunting,
  
  the alleged purpose of this trip. But then, it wasn’t as if they needed meat or hides. The hunting was simply a way to reconnect with nature. There were other, smaller ways, and it was worth pausing to savor them.
 

 
  Ingvar came up stand next to him, gazing down the incline before them to the forest below with the same expression of calm that Andros felt on his own face. He was good company—a good Huntsman, and a good agent even in the treacherous currents of city politics, which was a large part of why Andros had offered him the honor of joining his hunt. Ingvar was a solid enough companion that his beardless face was slightly jarring, though Andros had learned to look past it to the man within. He had succeeded admirably despite his disability. Indeed, that was another mark of a good Huntsman: the men of Shaath turned opposition into strength.
 

 
  And so, he was a man with whom to enjoy a hunt in the forest, but also a useful tool who’d proven himself able to navigate the politics of Tiraas without losing sight of his own tie to the wild. A contact Andros was taking pains to cultivate. Even here, politics…it was maddening. Still, it was what it was. Complaining was for women clucking around the hearth. A man’s role was to take on the world as it came to him.
 

 
  “It’s not the true wild,” he mused. “But after the city…”
 

 
  Ingvar smiled faintly, nodding. “Tiraas makes me miss Mathena Province. I never thought anything could.”
 

 
  “Unfortunately, your inconvenience is the lodge’s gain,” Andros rumbled. “You’ve done very good work these last months.”
 

 
  Ingvar smiled slightly more broadly, turning toward him and giving a shallow bow. Then they moved off, down the hill and back into the trees.
 

 
  They were far enough in, now, that Andros began to look around in seriousness for signs of game. The Imperial foresters had long ago wiped out the bears and wolves of the region, but populations of deer, rabbits and fowl remained. In fact, they thrived, lacking any predators but humans. The meat they provided was important to citizens in rural areas, but even with the native hunters active year-round, the Huntsmen of the city found plenty of prey for their rites and recreational hunts. Rabbits and deer in particular were fecund creatures, requiring substantial pressure from predators to keep their numbers in balance.
 

 
  It was doctrine for Shaath’s followers that the definition of a tamed land was that all the significant predators were sentient. Such lands were not considered esteemed places to live, by any means, but Huntsmen who found themselves there were expected to do their part to maintain the balance.
 

 
  Unfortunately, the two Huntsmen were interrupted before finding any promising tracks.
 

 
  Both men drew to a stop as a black bird fluttered down from the forest canopy, alighting on a low branch just above their heads and cawing furiously.
 

 
  Ingvar reflexively lifted his bow, but did not nock an arrow, peering at the crow through narrowed eyes. They weren’t good eating, and were very clever; killing crows was done only ceremonially or when individual birds decided to make pests of themselves, as the species sometimes did. On a general hunt, they should be left alone. Still, it was unusual that such a bird would draw such attention to itself, as Ingvar now commented.
 

 
  “Strange behavior for a crow.” He grasped his bow at one end and used it to poke at the bird. “Shoo!”
 

 
  The crow hopped deftly to one side, evading the desultory thrust, then turned its head toward Andros and made a disgruntled sound in its throat.
 

 
  
   “Very
  
  strange,” Ingvar said, frowning. “No wild creature would just stand there…”
 

 
  “Some corvids might, if they are used to people,” Andros mused, staring at the bird through narrowed eyes. “I think, however, that I know this particular crow. Do I not?”
 

 
  She bobbed up and down twice, cawed once, then took wing, fluttering off ahead to land on a bush some yards distant. The crow turned back toward them, cawing furiously.
 

 
  “It wants us to follow,” Ingvar guessed. He turned a questioning expression to Andros. “You say you know this bird. Do you trust it?”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  the Bishop said firmly. The crow clucked to itself in exasperation, ruffling its feathers and staring beadily at them. “No… However, if it is who I think, I have come to no grief and in fact some profit by following her.”
 

 
  The crow cawed again, hopping up into the air, then fluttered about in a small circle before landing back on the bush and croaking insistently at them.
 

 
  “Not what I had planned for this outing,” Andros said with a sigh, “but fate cares not for our plans. Come, Ingvar, I think it will prove important to see what she wants.”
 

 
  They moved off, deeper into the woods, the crow pointedly keeping just in sight ahead of them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Is it…authentic?” Farah inquired, peering at the talisman.
 

 
  “You’re asking
  
   us?”
  
  Merry exclaimed. “You have more book learning than probably the rest of us combined.”
 

 
  “Not in Shaathist iconography!”
 

 
  “It’s authentic,” Ephanie said quietly. “At least… It’s
  
   accurate.
  
  Huntsmen on ritual hunts use these to mark territory in which they’re active. It would take a cleric of Shaath or wildspeaker to interpret this, though. I can’t even tell if it’s magically active.”
 

 
  “It is,” Principia said. “Or att least, there’s a fae charm on it, but I can’t tell what it does. I do arcane enchantment.”
 

 
  The talisman pinned to the tree in front of them resembled a small elven dreamcatcher in design: it was a wooden disk, carved with a wolf’s head pictograph, with strings of beads and feathers trailing below it.
 

 
  “This is creepy,” Merry muttered. “Either Basra’s got resources in places a bishop of Avei has
  
   no
  
  business being, or there are actually Huntsmen up to something in this area. Avelea… Is there any chance this mission is for real? Could they
  
   actually
  
  be kidnapping women?”
 

 
  “The idea is insane,” Ephanie said curtly. “Wife-stealing is a real tradition, but it’s centuries dead. No lodge would do such a thing; an individual Huntsman
  
   might,
  
  if he were isolated from his fellows for too long, but that’s a good way to become the target of a Wild Hunt. Grandmaster Veisroi is too politically minded to allow any of his people to endanger the whole faith that way.”
 

 
  “Plus there are the practical concerns,” Principia mused. “Women going missing is the kind of thing that attracts notice, and this is a heavily patrolled area. A Huntsman who went
  
   this
  
  rogue would have a very brief encounter with a Tiraan strike team before he got around to marking territory.”
 

 
  “And he
  
   wouldn’t
  
  mark territory if he were doing something obviously illegal and guaranteed to provoke the local lodge,” Ephanie added, poking the talisman with the tip of her lance. “These are used for ritual hunts. If it’s a true example of its kind, it means there are
  
   multiple
  
  Huntsmen in the area, and doing something spiritually significant, not just camping in the woods like they like to do.”
 

 
  “If they
  
   were
  
  abducting women,” Casey said, frowning, “wouldn’t that be spiritually significant to them?”
 

 
  “In theory, I suppose,” Ephanie said grudgingly.
 

 
  “The more I learn of this, the less I like it,” Merry growled.
 

 
  “Hsst,” Principia said suddenly, straightening up and turning to frown into the distance.
 

 
  “Did you just
  
   hsst
  
  me, woman?”
 

 
  “Will you
  
   hush?
  
  I hear something! Let me listen.”
 

 
  They all fell silent, Merry with a scowl, watching their elven companion as she stared fixedly into the trees.
 

 
  “Come on,” Prin said abruptly, starting forward.
 

 
  “What do you hear?” Ephanie demanded as she followed.
 

 
  “Not sure, but it
  
   could
  
  be a voice. Sounds distressed. Everyone stay alert.”
 

 
  The range of elven hearing was uncanny; it took many long minutes to draw close enough that the sounds were audible to all five of them, but eventually they did. The squad instinctively drew closer together, falling into formation and fixedly scanning their surroundings as they approached the source of the noise. They were guided as much by the quieting of birdsong as by the sound itself; clearly something up ahead was alarming the local wildlife.
 

 
  Past a fallen log, over a tiny brook and at the far edge of a small clearing, they came to a stop, staring at a large leather bag tied to a tree. It was bound to the trunk with braided cords, the leather drawstring holding its top shut being fixed to an overhanging branch above. The bag was old, dyed in now-faded but stereotypical Stalweiss motifs of stylized animals, and several charms were affixed to it and the cords holding it.
 

 
  It was also squirming faintly and emitting the kind of muffled noises a person might make while trying to talk through a gag. The voice, though heavily dampened, was clearly feminine.
 

 
  “This
  
   screams
  
  ‘trap,’” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “It’s a wilderbag,” Ephanie whispered. “Used in some kinds of ritual hunts. Fresh game will be put in it and hung up to attract bigger predators to the meat. Depending on the ritual, the point may be to get at the predators themselves, or to leave it up for a set time and see whether any come for it.”
 

 
  “There
  
   aren’t
  
  any predators big enough to go for that in this area,” Principia murmured. “Avelea, if wife-stealing
  
   were
  
  still an active practice, might a woman be put in one of those bags?”
 

 
  “It’s sure big enough,” Casey said.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Ephanie said, scowling at the writhing sack. “Like I said, it’s a dead custom. I don’t know what the actual practices were. But based on what those bags
  
   are
  
  used for, I can’t see any reason for it.”
 

 
  “You know a lot about Shaathist practices,” Farah observed. Ephanie made no reply.
 

 
  “Well, it doesn’t sound like an animal,” said Casey. “It’s obviously a human woman in there.”
 

 
  “Or an elf,” Merry pointed out.
 

 
  “An elf would wriggle out of that without making a loud fuss,” said Principia.
 

 
  “Ugh,
  
   fine,
  
  or a dwarf or gnome. You
  
   know
  
  what I meant.”
 

 
  Prin nodded, her attention still on the wilderbag. “Well, bait or not, we obviously can’t leave a woman tied up in that thing. Let’s do this smart, ladies. Fan out, approach in a trapground spread, outliers keep weapons up and eyes on the flanks and rear. I’ll take point. Agreed?” She turned to look around at them, waiting till they all nodded. “All right, let’s move.”
 

 
  The squad armed themselves, moving forward with shields and lances up. Principia, in the front and center of the wide formation, alone kept her shield over her back, drawing her sword and holding her lance in the left hand. The five of them approached the wilderbag in a trapezoidal formation, spread far enough that any trap sprung was unlikely to ensnare them all, facing all directions and ready to call an alarm if they were attacked.
 

 
  She had to hop to do it, but severing the cords binding the top of the bag to the branch above took Prin only a second. The bag began wiggling and squealing even harder at that, but the slumping of its upper edge wasn’t enough to reveal its contents. After glancing around at the others, who were still watching the forest all around, she sheathed her sword and reached up to tug the remaining drawstring loose and pull the bag open and down.
 

 
  It revealed the sweaty, gagged face of a young woman with dark hair plastered in streaks to her forehead, eyes frantic but blinking in the sudden light.
 

 
  “Take it easy,” Principia said soothingly, “we’re with the Third Silver Legion. Hang on, I’ll get that off. Hold your head still, now.”
 

 
  She had to plant her lance in the ground and draw her belt knife to cut away the gag, but in seconds, the girl was spitting out the wad of cloth that had been held by it in her mouth, and gasping for breath. She was apparently local, a human of Tiraan coloration, not much more than twenty and rather attractive.
 

 
  “Oh, thank the gods. Please, get me down from here before they come back!”
 

 
  “Before who comes back?” Ephanie asked tersely while Principia got to work on the cords.
 

 
  “Huntsmen,” the captive babbled. “There are others! All over this forest! I don’t know what they want, but they have half a dozen of us! Please, you’ve got to save everyone!”
 

 
  Principia made no comment, continuing to cut the bag loose. The other soldiers glanced at each other uneasily.
 

 
  “Sounds positively textbook,” Farah said quietly. “Imprisoned young women, villainous kidnappers, and heroic Legionnaires to the rescue. It’s right out of a bard’s story.”
 

 
  “And that,” Casey said grimly, “is how you know we’re being played.”
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  Principia caught Ephanie’s eye and tilted her head significantly. The other private straightened up and stepped to the side, where the elf joined her.
 

 
  Farah was busy tending to the girl’s injuries, which were extremely minor—no more than abrasions from the cords that had bound her wrists and ankles. She wasn’t even bruised, as far as they could see without further disrupting her clothing. She mostly appeared frightened, which was reasonable. Casey knelt beside her, murmuring encouragingly and keeping a steadying hand on her shoulder. Merry stood to one side, lance in hand and eyes constantly roaming.
 

 
  “What do you think?” Principia asked softly.
 

 
  “I don’t know
  
   what
  
  to think,” Ephanie replied in the same tone. “I can’t imagine her story being true, for reasons we’ve been over. But I don’t know how she got in that bag if it wasn’t, or why she would lie.”
 

 
  Principia studied the shaking young woman critically. The girl lifted her eyes, noticing her stare, and quickly averted her gaze.
 

 
  “This whole thing stinks,” she murmured. “She didn’t place
  
   herself
  
  in that bag, obviously. I’m sure the Sisters would have words with me about victim-blaming, but I’m inclined to regard that girl as an accomplice in whatever we’re being herded into.”
 

 
  Ephanie nodded, her expression dour.
 

 
  They rejoined the group as Farah was helping the erstwhile captive to her feet.
 

 
  “Can you tell us what happened, ma’am?” Casey asked. “I know this has been a hard day for you, but we need as much detail as you can remember if we’re going to help the others.”
 

 
  “I…it was…” She broke off, swallowing, then nodded. “I’ll try.”
 

 
  “What’s your name?” Farah asked gently.
 

 
  “I’m Ami. Ami Talaari. I’m a student at the bardic college in Madouris.”
 

 
  “That’s a
  
   good
  
  few miles from here,” Principia noted, raising her eyebrows. “Were you abducted from there?”
 

 
  Ami shook her head. “No, I wasn’t far from here. At least, I don’t think… I was camping in the woods. It’s part of bard training, we do that regularly, but this was my first solo camp. Ah, where are we now, exactly?”
 

 
  “Half a day’s walk from Tiraas itself, maybe a little more,” Casey replied, pointing. “That way, east by southeast. Or, there’s a longer but safer route; just head due south a couple of hours until you reach the highway and follow that back to the city. Don’t worry, we’ll take you there.”
 

 
  “But the other girls!” Ami said, her eyes widening. “You can’t leave them!”
 

 
  “We’re not going to,” Farah said firmly. “Please go on. How did you come to be in this bag?”
 

 
  Ami swallowed again, closing her eyes and shuddering. “I was just walking, you know, practicing navigating, and they popped up out of
  
   nowhere.
  
  There were four, all Huntsmen. With the fur and leather, you know, and the bows?”
 

 
  “Out of nowhere?” Merry asked, still scanning their surroundings.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  didn’t see or hear anything until they were right on top of me. I guess professional Huntsmen are more capable in the woods than an apprentice bard.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Casey said encouragingly.
 

 
  Ami wrung her hands in front of her, keeping her eyes down as she continued. “They wouldn’t talk to me. Just slapped me when I tried to yell or even talk, pushed me along ahead with those bows. They put a blindfold on me so I couldn’t see… It was at least an hour like that, I got completely turned around. But we came to some kind of camp. At least, I could hear more men, and other girls. Crying, mostly.” She swallowed heavily and drew in a shuddering breath. “They hit us again when we tried to talk to each other. Then they put me in that bag, and I could hear the other girls struggling as they were being tied up, too. They brought me out here and…left. That was the last I heard until you came along.”
 

 
  Casey nodded solicitously. “Well, you’re safe now. We’ll take you back—”
 

 
  “But the others!” Ami said, raising her head and staring up at her in alarm.
 

 
  “We will rescue the others,” Farah said firmly, “but we’re not about to abandon you here in the forest, after all you’ve been through.”
 

 
  “Can you give us
  
   any
  
  idea which way their camp might be?” Casey asked.
 

 
  Ami shook her head. “I was in the bag when… I’m sorry, I don’t know.”
 

 
  “It’s okay. We have trackers, we’ll find ’em. For now, we need to escort you back—”
 

 
  “But who knows how long they have!” Ami said tremulously. “I don’t even know what they were doing with us. You can’t leave the others that long, they may be gone before you can come back with reinforcements!”
 

 
  “You want to come with us, then?” Merry asked mildly.
 

 
  The girl blanched, shaking her head violently. “I can find my own way back, it’s no problem. South to the road, you said?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Farah said slowly. “But—”
 

 
  “Got it, that’s easy,” Ami said hastily, taking a step to the side. “South is…this way?”
 

 
  “Right,” said Casey.
 

 
  “Good, I’ll be safe once I reach the highway. Please hurry, you have to help the others! And thanks again!”
 

 
  The five Legionnaires stood watching her as she vanished into the shady distance. The forest was well-cleared of underbrush; there wasn’t much to impede their view of her until she was lost among the trees.
 

 
  “Well,” said Casey,
  
   “that
  
  was an abrupt exit. So!” She turned to face the others. “Shall we count all the ways that was full of shit?”
 

 
  “That story was more holes than story,” Ephanie said, glaring after Ami. “She
  
   wasn’t
  
  blindfolded and
  
   hadn’t
  
  been beaten.”
 

 
  “I’ve only had the basic first aid courses,” Farah added, “but I’m pretty sure she had not been tied in that bad all that long.”
 

 
  “And Huntsmen wouldn’t use their bows to push someone,” Ephanie said as an afterthought. “Their equipment is fae-blessed and highly personal; they treat it with respect.”
 

 
  “Seems
  
   really
  
  peculiar that she’d be so eager to go off alone into the woods after that alleged experience,” Merry commented. “Not to mention the insistence that we go after the other girls
  
   right now,
  
  specifically without going for reinforcements.”
 

 
  “Have you found something?” Ephanie asked Principia, who was prowling around the tree to which Ami had been tied, studying the ground.
 

 
  “Well, the tracks don’t explicitly contradict her story,” the elf said, eyes still down. “At least, not all of it. She was put in the sack
  
   here,
  
  not dragged here in it.”
 

 
  “She never said dragged,” Merry pointed out. “Might have been carried.”
 

 
  “There are two sets of tracks leading to this tree, and one matches her shoes,” Principia replied, pointing at the ground in the direction Ami had vanished. The others peered at the earth, then at each other, having failed to discern any clear footprints—the ground was dry and the springy moss and ground cover not conducive to leaving traces. “Plus… here’s where it was done, against the side of the tree there. And it doesn’t
  
   prove
  
  anything, strictly speaking, but I do not see signs of a struggle. She got in the bag willingly.”
 

 
  “Could’ve been under duress,” said Merry. “Just to play demon’s advocate.”
 

 
  Principia nodded. “So, two possibilities. There is a very
  
   slim
  
  chance that we are actually dealing with rogue Huntsmen in these woods, but a much greater likelihood that this is a trap aimed at us specifically, in which case that girl has at least one accomplice.”
 

 
  “Presumably others,” Farah said grimly. “Wouldn’t be much of a trap for the five of us if it’s just one.”
 

 
  Prin nodded again. “In either case, we need to assume there are hostiles up ahead.”
 

 
  “What if we broke off here?” Merry suggested. “We’ve got a story from
  
   one
  
  witness which we can tell is a load of crap. Doesn’t the fact that we
  
   know
  
  it’s a trap give us cause
  
   not
  
  to charge into it?”
 

 
  Ephanie sighed and shook her head. “The fudged details in Ami’s story are consistent with the kinds of things traumatized witnesses often come up with. Considering what’s at stake—half a dozen women allegedly abducted—we’d be considered derelict of duty at
  
   least
  
  if we didn’t investigate.”
 

 
  “There is also the fact that this whole
  
   thing
  
  is stupid and an obvious setup,” Principia added. “If Syrinx can arrange to have us sent out on this bullshit, she can arrange to cast it in the worst possible light if we refuse to go for it. We’d better press on. Remember what I said, ladies: there’s a risk of physical harm, here, but also a very good chance this is a subtler kind of snare. Making us look bad would be more consistent with Syrinx’s pattern and better serve her goals than roughing us up. Still, be ready for anything.”
 

 
  “Be ready for anything, she says,” Merry groused. “I think that’s the most meaningless statement ever uttered. How can you be ready for
  
   anything?”
  
 

 
  Principia grinned at her before turning to study the ground again. “All right, well… The tracks come from this way, but after Ami was tied to the tree, they head off to the north… Avelea, fold up that bag and bring it along, will you? It’s evidence at minimum.”
 

 
  “On it.”
 

 
  “We’ve got our path before us, then, ladies,” Principia said, slinging her shield over her back. “Stay alert, call out if you spot anything. Keep in loose formation, but don’t spread out too far. Let’s move out.”
 

 
  As they progressed through the trees, more signs appeared. Principia mentioned and pointed to other tracks in the vicinity, some crossing the one they followed, though only Ephanie could discern any of these, and not all of them. However, there appeared traces which were apparent to all of them in the form of more Shaathist talismans hung on the trees.
 

 
  “This is alarming,” Ephanie said as they paused to study one of these. “I’m almost certain they’re genuine. Locke, do they have magic in them?”
 

 
  “Yup, same as the first one.”
 

 
  Ephanie frowned. “If we’re assuming no actual Huntsmen are working here… Just who has Syrinx hired and how did they get their hands on all these?”
 

 
  “Can you tell anything about the pattern in which they’re placed?” Casey asked.
 

 
  “It’s not necessarily done in a specific pattern,” said Ephanie. “Mostly just to define an area… I don’t think that’s what we’re seeing here, though, or we wouldn’t keep spotting them unless we happened to be skirting the perimeter of whatever’s going on…”
 

 
  “Not impossible,” said Principia, pointing to the barely discernible path of crushed undergrowth she had been following. “We’re following this guy.”
 

 
  “Also, that assumes this is an actual Shaathist operation,” said Farah, “which I thought we
  
   weren’t
  
  assuming.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Ephanie. “But this means there are actual Shaathists at the back of this
  
   somewhere.
  
  Either corrupt enough to give out their talismans, which I
  
   can’t
  
  see happening…”
 

 
  “Or going to be very pissed off when they find out about this?” Casey suggested. Ephanie nodded, her jaw set.
 

 
  “Keep alert, ladies,” Principia murmured. “Theorizing is fine, but don’t forget to watch the trees.”
 

 
  Merry rolled her eyes, but nobody offered a reply. They followed her in silence, dutifully scanning the forest. There seemed to be nothing in the vicinity but songbirds.
 

 
  Less than five minutes later, Principia came to a sudden halt, staring around.
 

 
  “Um,” said Farah. “Are we there yet?”
 

 
  “The trail ends here,” Principia said, frowning.
 

 
  “What do you mean, it
  
   ends?”
  
  Merry demanded.
 

 
  “Just that,” the elf said, exasperated. “It ends. Stops. There is no more trail.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you were following an actual trail, city elf?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Prin said curtly, now bending forward to carefully examine the underbrush. “Stay back, don’t trample anything…”
 

 
  “How could the trail just
  
   end?”
  
  Casey asked. “I mean… There’s nobody
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  Farah craned her neck back, peering into the trees above them.
 

 
  With a sigh, Principia straightened up. “Well, there’s a simple enough explanation. Teleporting or shadow-jumping would do it. I was looking for some sign of either, but… It’s actually rare that they cause any after-effects to the environment, and teleportation only leaves arcane traces for a few minutes.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Merry muttered. “You’re
  
   sure
  
  there was a—”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure there was a trail!”
 

 
  “Why go this far from the tree where they tied up Ami and then suddenly teleport out?” Ephanie asked, frowning.
 

 
  “No telling,” Prin said, then sighed heavily. “But assuming that’s what happened, and I don’t have a better idea, it means there was a mage involved in this. Or a warlock.”
 

 
  “Portal mages come pretty cheap these days,” said Casey, “especially the less-than-reputable kind Syrinx would have to bribe to scry on us.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Principia, “we have a couple of options, ladies, and both involve backtracking. We can go back and try one of the trails that crossed this one, which could be anybody at all… Or we can go all the way back to the tree where Ami was and follow her tracks and this one to wherever they came from in the first place.”
 

 
  “Come on, that’s not a choice,” Merry said derisively. “Second option’s the only one that makes any sense.”
 

 
  Casey heaved a sigh. “Well… Time’s wasting, girls.”
 

 
  Indeed, the afternoon was beginning to fade by the time they returned to the tree still carrying scraps of cord which had held up the wilderbag. Principia stopped there, looking critically around.
 

 
  “I’ve got a feeling we do not want to be out here doing this after dark,” she said.
 

 
  “Agreed,” Ephanie said emphatically.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Prin said, narrowing her eyes and turning to stare off into the woods. “Quiet for a moment, please.”
 

 
  They waited while she stood stock-still, peering into the distant shadows, then suddenly started forward.
 

 
  “You hear something?” Farah guessed, falling into step behind her.
 

 
  “Some kind of struggle up ahead,” Prin reported. “Stay alert.”
 

 
  “We never
  
   stopped,”
  
  Merry grumbled. “Too much staying alert is going to make my face freeze this way…”
 

 
  “I bet you’re a joy to serve a night watch with,” Ephanie commented.
 

 
  The squad fell silent as they proceeded, catching Principia’s intent mood. They naturally slipped back into loose formation, moving through the forest in a rough arrowhead with the elf at its point.
 

 
  Several minutes before catching sight of it, they could hear sounds from up ahead, in a rather creepy parallel of their initial discovery of Ami’s wilderbag. There was no voice this time, however, and as they came in sight of it through the screen of trees, they found another hanging wilderbag thrashing far more violently than Ami’s had been.
 

 
  The squad stopped within ten yards of it, studying the bag intently. As they watched, it squirmed again, straining the cords binding it to the tree.
 

 
  “See or hear anyone else nearby?” Casey asked in a whisper.
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “Huntsmen have ways around elvish senses. So do the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Gods,
  
   don’t
  
  borrow trouble,” Merry groaned. “Syrinx and the Huntsmen are
  
   enough.
  
  Why would the—”
 

 
  “I was just making the point that my senses may be sharper, but they
  
   aren’t
  
  infallible,” Principia said shortly. “Come on, same as before. Watch for any traps or ambushes, but don’t dawdle.”
 

 
  Again she led the way, approaching the bag cautiously with her squadmates fanned out, weapons aimed at the surrounding forest.
 

 
  “Take it easy in there,” Principia said quietly. “We’re here to help.”
 

 
  The bag only thrashed harder. She glanced around at the others, then slung her shield on her back, planted her lance and drew her belt knife. When she touched the bag, however, its squirming redoubled, forcing her to step back.
 

 
  “Calm,” Prin urged, frowning. “We’re with the Silver Legions. Hold still and I’ll have you out of there in a minute.”
 

 
  If the message was even heard, the prisoner gave no sign, only thrashing harder. She narrowed her eyes, studying the wilderbag. “Avelea… Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
 

 
  “Can you be more specific?” Ephanie asked, glancing over at her but immediately returning her gaze to the forest.
 

 
  “I…don’t think this is a
  
   person
  
  in here. The way it’s moving… Would actual Huntsmen put a live animal in one of these bags?”
 

 
  “Sure, there are several rites that call for that. It would make a lot more sense than putting women in them.”
 

 
  “Hm… Have a care, ladies, I’m not sure what’s about to come out of here.”
 

 
  Tucking her knife back into its sheath, she shimmied lightly up the tree and out onto the branch to which its drawstring was tied, seemingly unhampered by her armor. A few quick strokes severed the cords, loosening the top of the wilderbag.
 

 
  It was still tied to the tree, but no longer secured at the top. Almost immediately, the thrashing of the bag’s occupant wrenched open its mouth, and a pair a flailing hooves attached to slender legs appeared.
 

 
  “Yikes,” said Casey, backing away. “Good call, Locke.”
 

 
  “Should we—” Farah broke off as the fawn got its head out, managing to hook one long foreleg over the lip of the wilderbag. From there it only had to flail for a few more moments before finally dragging itself free and tumbling gracelessly to the ground.
 

 
  The four Legionnaires on the ground backed further away, Principia remaining on her perch up above, as the fawn rolled to its feet. It took one look at them and bounded off into the woods.
 

 
  “Aww,” Farah cooed, gazing avidly after the creature. “It’s
  
   adorable!”
  
 

 
  “You are
  
   such
  
  a girl,” Merry commented.
 

 
  An arrow thunked into the tree next to her head.
 

 
  Reflex took over; instantly they all had shields and lances up, falling into formation facing the direction from which the arrow had come. Afternoon was fading into early evening; the shadows beneath the trees had deepened, revealing nothing of their attacker.
 

 
  Then Principia hit the ground beside them, her own shield already out; no sooner had she landed than another arrow slammed into it.
 

 
  “We’re flanked!” she snapped. “Crescent! Form up on the tree!”
 

 
  She snagged her lance out of the earth and slipped into their line even as it bent backward, wrapping them into an arc with the thick old oak at their backs. It was a purely defensive formation; keeping their shields locked together in a convex arc that tight crammed them so closely together that none had room to draw swords, or even thrust with their lances. This was done only when taking fire from multiple directions, to buy a squad time to identify their attacker’s positions and adjust their formation accordingly. Unfortunately, the size of their squad severely limited their options; five women simply couldn’t form a shield wall large enough to protect in multiple directions.
 

 
  “You
  
   dare?”
  
  roared a voice out of the darkness. Another arrow slammed into Ephanie’s shield, followed by more, striking them from three directions.
 

 
  “Three angles of attack,” Ephanie said tersely. “On my signal, form a long wedge—Locke, you’re point, aimed at the center—” She broke off with a grunt as another arrow thudded into her shield. “Then step left past the tree and retreat. Ready?”
 

 
  “Wait,” Farah said tersely. “Try
  
   talking
  
  to them, Avelea! You know something of their ways, don’t you?”
 

 
  “These can’t
  
   actually
  
  be Huntsmen—”
 

 
  Principia hissed in displeasure as an arrow slipped through a minute gap in their shield wall, grazing her helmet. “They’re not elves, and nobody else still handles bows this accurately.”
 

 
  “Hold your fire!” Ephanie shouted. “Parley!”
 

 
  “You can parley with the
  
   damned,
  
  slattern!” snarled the voice which had first spoken.
 

 
  Immediately after that proclamation, a ghost wolf bounded out of the trees, landing before them with its hackles raised, snarling.
 

 
  “We mean you no harm!” Ephanie tried again.
 

 
  “You defile our hunt, and dare claim that?” demanded another voice. Finally, a figure emerged from the dimness. It was a Huntsman of Shaath, all right, or at least appeared to be. He wore a ragged pelt over his sturdy leather armor, carrying a bow with arrow nocked and aimed at them. Beneath a snarling cap made from a bear’s head, his bearded face was painted with lines of green and black.
 

 
  “Oh, shit,” Principia whispered. “I see what she did.”
 

 
  “What?” Merry demanded.
 

 
  “Those who defile the hunt shall
  
   become the hunted!”
  
  bellowed the first voice, its owner appearing. He was an older man, his beard more than half-gray, but looked no less sturdy than the other, and if anything, more angry. He also had a bow trained on their tiny formation. Around them, other figures began to materialize from the woods.
 

 
  “Girls,” Principia said tersely, “I need you to trust me, here. If you value your lives, do as I do.”
 

 
  “I don’t like the sound of that,” Merry grated.
 

 
  Principia raised her voice. “We surrender!”
 

 
  With that, she lowered her shield, dropping her lance, and placed her hands atop her helmet.
 

 
  “We
  
   what?”
  
  Merry snarled.
 

 
  Ephanie immediately followed suit, however, dropping her weapons and putting her hands on her head. The Huntsmen slowed, a few of them narrowing their eyes to study the Legionnaires suspiciously.
 

 
  Farah and Casey exchanged a wide-eyed stare, then slowly followed Principia’s example. Merry was the last, cursing under her breath the whole time. “So help me, Locke, if this gets us killed I’m haunting your ass…”
 

 
  The five Legionnaires were already down on one knee due to their defensive posture, having braced shields against the ground. With their weapons down, they were in an obviously submissive position, and keenly aware of their vulnerability. At the range into which the encircling Huntsmen now stepped, even their armor might not have stopped one of those arrows, and these archers were more than capable of aiming for exposed flesh through the gaps.
 

 
  There was also the ghost wolf, which still snarled, but had yet to attack.
 

 
  The older man stalked forward, baring his teach in a furious growl. “None of your tricks, Avenist harlots! Draw your blades and die like
  
   warriors.”
  
 

 
  “Stop!” shouted another voice.
 

 
  From the half-dozen Huntsmen now encircling the Legionnaires, a much younger man stepped forward. Indeed, “man” might have been a generous description; he was clearly well under twenty, with a short and patchy beard. He, too, had an arrow nocked, but unlike his compatriots, his bow was aimed at the ground and not drawn.
 

 
  “Hold, Grauvan,” the youth ordered. “They surrendered.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  are not Avenists, pup!” the old man spat. “We do not accept
  
   terms
  
  from deviants and defilers. Those who defy the Wild die beneath its fangs!”
 

 
  “This is
  
   my
  
  rite,” the young man shot back, stalking right up to him. “That was
  
   my
  
  catch they despoiled.”
 

 
  “You be mindful of your elders, boy!” the gray-bearded one roared, turning to face him. “You are in no position to challenge
  
   me!”
  
 

 
  “I will not be party to the killing of disarmed, kneeling
  
   women!”
  
  the youth shouted right back, stomping forward and pushing himself into his elder’s face. “Before I see Shaath’s honor defiled this way, I will put an arrow in you myself!”
 

 
  “You
  
   dare
  
  offer—”
 

 
  
   “ENOUGH!”
  
 

 
  Silence fell, and two more figures entered the scene.
 

 
  The assembled Huntsmen respectfully made way for them, most finally lowering their weapons, though one kept the five Legionnaires covered. A tall, powerfully built man strode straight into the middle of the scene, followed by a beardless fellow, both also carrying bows.
 

 
  “It seems I am
  
   barely
  
  in time to prevent a true disgrace,” the tall one growled. “Well spoken, Tholi. Grauvan, you are justly rebuked by the lad—think on that. That we are not soldiers does not entitle us to be monsters. There will be
  
   no
  
  violence toward surrendered enemies.”
 

 
  “As you say, Brother Andros,” Grauvan said curtly, stepping back from him. He did not lower his head or eyes, though, holding Andros’s gaze with his own.
 

 
  The Bishop stared right back at him for a long moment before turning to the young man. “Explain this display, Tholi.”
 

 
  “We came upon these women interfering with my hunt,” the youth reported, casting a contemptuous glance at the five kneeling Legionnaires. “They destroyed my wilderbag and freed the offering I had placed within. Grauvan and Rhein fired upon them, they made a defensive posture, and then surrendered.” He glanced over at them again, this time more critically. “Apparently without injury.”
 

 
  Andros turned to study the soldiers. “Do you contest this account?”
 

 
  “No, your Grace,” Principia said immediately. “However, there’s—” She broke off as he peremptorily held up a hand.
 

 
  “Remove your helmets,” the Bishop ordered.
 

 
  Principia did so immediately, prompting murmurs from the gathered Huntsmen as her ears were revealed, followed more slowly by her squadmates. This time, Ephanie was the last to comply.
 

 
  Andros fixed his gaze on her specifically, a heavy frown falling over his features.
 

 
  “Ephanie,” he said in a deep tone of patrician disappointment. “Does Feldren know where you are?”
 

 
  “With all respect, your Grace,” she said stiffly, “it is no longer Feldren’s concern what I do. Or yours.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” he grunted. “That is clearly
  
   not
  
  the case if you are interfering in the rites of the Huntsmen. You, girl.” He returned his stare to Principia. “Explain yourself, quickly.”
 

 
  “We were dispatched to this forest,” she said immediately, “to investigate rumors that Huntsmen had been abducting women.”
 

 
  “Lies!” Grauvan burst out. Andros held up a hand to silence him, nodding at Principia to continue.
 

 
  “Earlier today,” she said, “we found a young woman suspended from a tree in a wilderbag—”
 

 
  “This is slanderous
  
   filth!
  
  I will not—”
 

 
  “You will be
  
   silent!”
  
  Andros roared, turning the full force of his glare upon Grauvan. “I will
  
   hear
  
  their account before I judge it. Go on, girl.”
 

 
  “She was in a bag,” Principia said, keeping a careful eye on the bristling Grauvan. “When we cut her loose, she claimed to have been abducted and held against her will by Huntsmen, along with several other women.” Angry murmurs rose from the other men present.
 

 
  “And where is this girl now?” Andros demanded.
 

 
  “Absent,” Principia said flatly. “In fact, she was oddly insistent on leaving, alone, as soon as she was freed. Your Grace… We were regarding this assignment as a mere formality to begin with. As Private Avelea explained, the idea that Huntsmen would be taking women was highly improbable.”
 

 
  “To say the least,” Andros rumbled, giving Ephanie another look.
 

 
  “The girl we rescued,” Principia went on, “made us revise our assumption. She claimed to have been abused in ways for which she bore no marks, and the fact that she was eager to go off alone in the forest among allegedly predatory Huntsmen was telling. It’s our opinion this is all some kind of trick.”
 

 
  A few moments of quiet fell, in which mutters were exchanged among the Huntsmen present. Andros simply frowned, studying Princpia in silence. The beardless man who had accompanied him paced forward slowly, examining the kneeling women with a more calm expression than any of his compatriots wore.
 

 
  Finally, Andros nodded as if coming to a conclusion, and spoke. “Men, lower your weapons. Girls, you may stand, and take up yours.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   believe
  
  this fairy tale?!” Grauvan burst out.
 

 
  Andros gave him another withering look. “Know your enemies, Grauvan, and do not assign faults to them that they don’t possess out of your own dislike. That is the path toward defeat. For all their failings, the Silver Legions are not prone toward elaborate intrigues, or deceitfulness in general.” He returned a more contemplative gaze to the five soldiers as they slowly straightened up and retrieved their lances and shields, the last Huntsman having lowered his bow. “I find it
  
   no
  
  stretch to believe they were tricked. These girls are not our enemy, men. Furthermore, upon realizing their mistake, they offered a proper show of submission, which shows honor and an unusual degree of good sense for Legionnaires.”
 

 
  “Nice to be appreciated,” Merry muttered sullenly. Ephanie gave her a sharp look and shook her head.
 

 
  “I don’t know whether this trap was aimed at the Legion or the Huntsmen,” Andros continued, his face falling into a deep scowl, “but whoever the target,
  
   someone
  
  has taken the Huntsmen of Shaath for fools. This urgently requires
  
   correction.
  
  Tholi!”
 

 
  “Yes, Brother Andros?” the young man replied.
 

 
  “I’m afraid fate has spoiled your rite; it will have to be redone another time. For now…”
 

 
  “For now,” Tholi said, a grin breaking across his features, “we hunt?”
 

 
  Andros nodded firmly. “We
  
   hunt.”
  
 

 
  “WE HUNT!” roared the assembled Huntsmen in unison. As one, they turned and formed into a loose ring, surrounding the five Legionnaires.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Farah mumbled warily, “they hunt.”
 

 
  “Peace,” Ephanie murmured. “Don’t be provocative.”
 

 
  “Come,” Andros said curtly to the soldiers. “We will return to Tiraas, and seek out the one who has arranged this. Do you know who might attempt such a prank?”
 

 
  The two groups set into motion, eying each other warily as they walked. The Huntsmen remained in a wider ring, ranging before, behind and to the sides of the group and keeping the Legionnaires encircled in their center.
 

 
  “That’s a deceptively complex question, your Grace,” Principia said carefully.
 

 
  He grunted. “No, it isn’t.”
 

 
  “What I mean,” she said, “is that we’re in a rather tense position. Making anything that might amount to an
  
   accusation
  
  could have severe consequences for us. Especially since we don’t have evidence to prove one.”
 

 
  Andros glanced at her. “I am no stranger to the politics of Tiraas, girl. Anything you say to me will go no further. Give me a direction in which to hunt, and I will
  
   find
  
  the tracks you need. I infer, from your guarded comments, that you
  
   know
  
  such a direction?”
 

 
  Prin glanced over her shoulder at her squadmates. Ephanie nodded encouragingly.
 

 
  “Just out of curiosity, your Grace,” Principia said, “are you acquainted at all with Bishop Syrinx?”
 

 
  Andros’s frown deepened into a truly fearsome scowl. He drew in a long breath and let it out in an explosive sigh that ruffled his beard.
 

 
  “So,” he growled, “the plot
  
   thins.”
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  Addiwyn pushed open the dormitory door and stalked through as usual, making a beeline for her own room without pausing to engage with anyone present. This time, however, she paused, half-turning to peer through narrowed eyes at Szith.
 

 
  The drow stood alone against the front wall, between the room’s two doors. Her posture appeared relaxed, but she was just…standing, doing apparently nothing. None of the other freshman girls were present.
 

 
  “What are you doing?” Addiwyn demanded suspiciously.
 

 
  “Waiting,” Szith said in perfect calm.
 

 
  “Waiting for what?”
 

 
  Szith looked over at her, raising one eyebrow. After a moment, Addiwyn snorted disdainfully and entered her own room, slamming the door behind her.
 

 
  Half a minute later, she came storming back out, stomping right up to Szith and glaring murderously.
 

 
  “I suppose you think you’re clever,” the elf snarled.
 

 
  “Compared to whom?”
 

 
  Addiwyn bared her teeth.
  
   “What
  
  have you done with my things?”
 

 
  “I haven’t touched anything of yours.”
 

 
  “All right, fine.
  
   Very
  
  amusing. We can do this
  
   all
  
  night, bitch.
  
   Where
  
  are they?”
 

 
  “By ‘they,’” Szith asked mildly, “are you referring to your belongings, or the rest of our roommates?”
 

 
  “I’ve got a
  
   funny
  
  feeling those two questions have the same answer!”
 

 
  “Why are you so hostile?” Szith inquired.
 

 
  “Is that a
  
   joke?”
  
  Addiwyn snapped. “You’re holding my entire wardrobe hostage and you want to ask why I’m
  
   hostile?”
  
 

 
  “You know very well what I mean,” the drow said with inexorable calm. “If all you wanted was to be left alone, you could have had that easily. Your words and actions create a stark disconnect, Addiwyn. If you are so disinterested in us, why go so far out of your way, risking the consequences you have, to cause us all hurt?”
 

 
  “I will see you rotting in your grave before I deign to explain myself to you, darkling,” the elf said venomously.
 

 
  Szith raised an eyebrow. “If it were just me, I doubt I would even wonder. Yet you’ve attacked every one of the others, and I know your people are not at war with humanity or the gnomes. There is no logic to your actions, and it is beginning to grow disturbing.”
 

 
  
   “Good,”
  
  Addiwyn sneered.
  
   “Be
  
  disturbed. Now where. Are. My.
  
   Clothes?”
  
 

 
  “I am trying to get through to you,” Szith persisted, “because if I do not, you’ll have to deal with Ravana. Not knowing what you want or intend, she is of the opinion that you represent an actual
  
   threat
  
  to our well-being, and will address you accordingly.”
 

 
  “I really cannot stress enough how
  
   little
  
  I fear the wrath of that stuck-up porcelain doll.”
 

 
  “Then you fail to comprehend what you are dealing with,” Szith said, a sharp edge entering her tone. “And for your information, I don’t believe
  
   she
  
  understands restraint in dealing with her opponents. The consequences for challenging House Madouri would be
  
   significant.”
  
 

 
  “I’m getting tired of this, Szith.”
 

 
  “As am I,” the drow shot back. “Whatever you may believe, I am trying to
  
   help
  
  you, and all of us. Just explain, Addiwyn. We only want to understand.”
 

 
  Addiwyn curled her lip contemptuously. “Why don’t you just be a
  
   good
  
  little lackey and lead the way to your
  
   mistress?”
  
 

 
  Szith held her stare for a long moment, then sighed very softly and shook her head. “As you wish.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Among the campus’s numerous nooks and hideaways was a shadowed grove along the east wall, at the middle terrace. Ronald Hall rose above, but had not been built against the actual wall of the campus—nor, for whatever reason, had the terrace itself. The result of this was a small alcove, about nine yards square, buried beneath the terrace wall and the perimeter wall, which lurked in deep shadow, accessible only from one direction. There was no paving or furniture, nothing placed there to indicate it had been intended for use, but it did have a carpet of dense brown clover, several fluffy little bushes and even three small trees of a thick, twisted shape, all species from the Deep Wild which thrived beneath the shadows of the thick canopy. They did quite well in this dark little nook.
 

 
  Needless to say, it was popular among students for a variety of purposes. Thanks to Stew’s industriousness, the area remained clean no matter what took place there. Relatively clean, at least.
 

 
  Despite the brief time they had been on campus, Addiwyn apparently knew the spot well enough to recognize the goal of their trek and pull ahead of Szith once they rounded the corner under Ronald Hall, pausing only to sneer at the drow in passing. Szith continued without altering her speed, or her expression, and arrived a few moments after the girl she was escorting.
 

 
  Addiwyn came to a stop just within the shade of the little nook, planting her fists on her hips and glaring.
 

 
  The largest of the twisted trees stood along the back wall of the square nook, slightly off-center. It was a little taller than an average male elf, its thick, spiraling trunk sprouting stubby branches with patchy leaves the color of mold—never an impressive sight at the best of times. Now, it was festooned with skirts, blouses and undergarments like some kind of deranged solstice tree.
 

 
  Iris stood next to the tree, arms folded, looking smug. Maureen sat upon the small lip of stone at the base of Ronald Hall, some ten feet above, kicking her legs idly. A folding stool had been set up in the center of the nook, and Ravana perched upon this, her spine straight, a faint smile playing about her lips.
 

 
  “Good evening, Addiwyn,” she said politely.
 

 
  “My interest in you trollops and your hogwash is at an all-time low,” Addiwyn snarled. “Haul your gangly ass out of my way and I will consider
  
   not
  
  bringing this to Tellwyrn’s attention.”
 

 
  “From what I understand of Professor Tellwyrn’s educational ‘talks,’” Ravana said idly, “you are in no position to be carrying complaints to her and won’t be for a while. Indeed, she has a long history of using students of the Unseen University to educate, control and even discipline one another. Quite elegant, really, and more subtle than her reputation would suggest. Of course, there is really no other way she could keep control over this
  
   particular
  
  student body.”
 

 
  “I do not have time for—”
 

 
  “Much as I usually enjoy verbal fencing, let us skip past the obligatory time-wasting, shall we?” Ravana daintily crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. “After your persistent, unprovoked, and utterly demented campaign of harassment against your roommates, you will receive
  
   no
  
  sympathy from the University’s administration or our house mother at finding yourself facing a much
  
   gentler
  
  version of the same treatment. You have no notable magical skill, and physically? You’re probably not a match for Maureen,
  
   definitely
  
  not for Szith, and most assuredly not for both. Your father the merchant may be able to buy you out of the little intrigues you created back home, but his fortunes compared to those of my House are a candle against the sun. In short, Addiwyn, you have
  
   nothing
  
  with which to threaten us. Therefore, if you wish the return of your things, you will discuss whatever we wish. And you will do so
  
   politely.”
  
 

 
  “I am going to walk past you and collect my clothes,” Addiwyn said flatly. “And if any of you lays one
  
   finger
  
  on my person to stop me, you’ll be in front of Tellwyrn for assault, and find out how much
  
   less
  
  sense of humor she has about that than practical jokes.”
 

 
  She strode forward, coming nearly abreast of Ravana before Iris spoke.
 

 
  “I
  
   wouldn’t,
  
  if I were you.”
 

 
  Iris shifted slightly, moving a step closer to the tree, and abruptly a half-ring of light sprang up around its roots, terminating against the back wall. The entire tree shuddered as if in a breeze, then moved further, its trunk actually twisting faintly. Wood groaned softly, a faint floral scent arose from midair, and there came a tiny, sourceless puff of wind.
 

 
  Addiwyn froze, her eyebrows drawing together in consternation. Behind her, Szith moved silently into the nook and took up a position against one wall.
 

 
  “Were you aware that our Miss Domingue is a witch of some skill?” Ravana asked pleasantly.
  
   “I
  
  was not. Really, it is
  
   quite
  
  impressive, what she is able to do with trees and plants. If you are concerned at all for the condition of your belongings, I really do suggest that you don’t attempt to touch them until you are told that you may.”
 

 
  “You’re a contemptible little shit,” Addiwyn said flatly, turning to her.
 

 
  “That is true,” Ravana said, still wearing a polite smile. “But I am also a clever,
  
   powerful
  
  little shit, and you have entirely consumed your allotment of my patience. Now, Addiwyn, shall we have that conversation?”
 

 
  “You know,” Addiwyn said, a tiny little smile quirking her lips, “none of this is going to make Daddy love you.”
 

 
  Ravana gazed at her in silence for a long moment, her expression altering not a hair. Then she drummed her fingers once against her leg.
 

 
  “What are you doing, Addiwyn?”
 

 
  Addiwyn folded her arms. “Waiting for you to finish your pitiful little drama.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   your
  
  pitiful little drama that concerns us here,” Ravana said calmly. “None of us have done anything to provoke you until now, and yet you seem willing to defy all reason and the boundaries of civilized society in order to cause us grief. You risk increasingly serious punishment and seemingly disdain the preservation of your own well-being to attack us. And if you were a lunatic out for blood, that would at least be
  
   consistent.
  
  Yet for all your totally disproportionate aggression, it seems you can manage nothing but contemptibly juvenile pranks. It is
  
   puzzling.”
  
 

 
  “Or,” Addiwyn suggested, “maybe it all makes perfect sense, and you’re just stupid.”
 

 
  “I don’t think you get it,” said Iris. “You’re not getting your stuff back
  
   or
  
  leaving here until we have this out, bitch.”
 

 
  “Iris,” Ravana said with gentle reproof, “let us not be needlessly offensive.”
 

 
  Iris curled her lip contemptuously. “Why not?
  
   She
  
  is.”
 

 
  “That is precisely why, my dear. Ideally we can all come to an understanding and put these hostilities behind us, but if Miss Addiwyn will not oblige us even to that extent, we ought at least to retain the moral high ground.”
 

 
  Addiwyn looked pointedly at her clothes festooning the twisted tree. “Good job.”
 

 
  “Really, though,” said Maureen from atop the ledge,
  
   “what
  
  has gotten up yer bum that makes ye light into us the way you have?”
 

 
  “It really is a simple enough question,” added Ravana. “All we seek is a little
  
   understanding.
  
  With that done we can all be finished with this absurdity.”
 

 
  “All right, enough already!” Addiwyn snapped. “You’ve had your fun, got a little of your own back. Let’s just call it even, agree to a truce and go our separate ways. Fair?”
 

 
  Ravana shook her head slowly. “At issue, Addiwyn, is the
  
   cause
  
  of your irrational, aggressive behavior. To be perfectly frank, I am concerned about our well-being. So long as I have to sleep in a complex with a belligerent unknown quantity, the prospect of waking up with a slit throat is not unthinkable.”
 

 
  Addiwyn stared at her. “You…actually think I’m going to
  
   kill
  
  you? Woman, are you utterly
  
   daft?”
  
 

 
  Ravana tilted her head to one side. “I understand your adoptive family are human, Addiwyn. How familiar are you with elvish culture? With the language?”
 

 
  “My personal history is in no way any concern of yours, you little goblin.”
 

 
  “Do you understand what the term
  
   anth’auwa
  
  means?”
 

 
  Addiwyn jerked back from her, eyes widening. In the next moment, they narrowed to slits. “You are very close to crossing a line.”
 

 
  Ravana shrugged. “Then convince me otherwise. Explain yourself. You must have
  
   reasons.”
  
 

 
  The elf stepped closer, leaning forward till her face was less than a foot from Ravana’s, and spoke in an icily quiet tone. “You don’t know me. You will not know me, and you don’t
  
   need
  
  to know me. I am done with this idiocy. Take yourself
  
   out
  
  of my way, and give me back my clothes, Madouri.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  They locked eyes in silence. The other three girls looked on, Iris and Maureen frowning, Szith apparently without expression.
 

 
  “One last time, Addiwyn,” Ravana said quietly. “Answer the question.
  
   Why?”
  
 

 
  “I have made my final offer,” Addiwyn replied. “Drop this, leave me alone, and we can have peace.”
 

 
  “Peace is a lie,” said Szith. “There is no peace in you. Show us the root of your belligerence, convince us it’s over.
  
   Then
  
  we can drop this.”
 

 
  Addiwyn looked up at her, curled her lip in a sneer, then stepped back from Ravana. She planted herself firmly in the middle of the space, folded her arms, and just stared.
 

 
  Ravana sighed softly. “Well. Let the record show we attempted to do this the civil way.”
 

 
  “While the record has been brought up,” Szith said evenly, “let me reiterate that I believe the matter ought to end here.”
 

 
  “So noted,” Ravana said, turning to nod to her. “Iris, if you would?”
 

 
  “You asked for it,” Iris said with a note of satisfaction, then knelt, grasped something hidden amid the clover, and abruptly straightened, flinging her arm out to the side. The glowing semicircle surrounding the twisted tree went flying with it, the braided cord that had formed it flicking through the air and sending up a cloud of faintly luminous dust.
 

 
  A deep, low groan filled the air, and the tree began to move.
 

 
  It slowly pivoted around itself, its twisting trunk seemingly trying to straighten out. Branches jerked, then flexed, setting the clothes draped on them to swaying. With a soft rumble, it tilted to one side, roots popping loose from the ground.
 

 
  “You seem fond of practical jokes, Addiwyn,” Ravana said calmly. “We thought we might show you how to
  
   properly
  
  perform one.”
 

 
  Staring in fascinated horror at the rising tree, Addiwyn took two reflexive steps backward from it, toward the path out of the nook.
 

 
  The tree leaned back the other way, wrenching the remainder of its root system free from the earth, its trunk flexing back and forth with a crunching of bark. Branches cracked, bending sharply at specific points.
 

 
  Ravana slipped quietly from her perch, pacing across the enclosed space to stand alongside Szith.
 

 
  Iris was busy wrapping the still-glowing cord around a small doll she had taken from within the loose sleeve of her dress. Finally knotting it off, she held it up to her face and whispered, “Awake.”
 

 
  The tree twitched once, shuddered, and suddenly cracks opened in its bark. Two limbs rearranged themselves.
 

 
  A yawning knot opened in the middle of the trunk, below two horizontal (but uneven) cracks which flexed wide, knocking loose fragments of bark. The matched pair of limbs flexed their furthest extremities—like fingers. Suddenly, its shape held meaning. It had a face, arms, and grasping hands. A low groan emerged from deep within the tree, this time very clearly coming from the single, now-gaping knothole. From its mouth.
 

 
  “What have you done?” Addiwyn whispered.
 

 
  “It’s called an entling!” Iris said, beaming in pride. “Isn’t it adorable?”
 

 
  The entling shook its arms, causing Addiwyn’s skirts and blouses to flutter, and groaned again.
 

 
  “Oh, and by the way,” Iris added sweetly, “it has your scent. Ah, ah!” she added as Addiwyn took a rapid step backward. “I would
  
   not
  
  do that. It’s curious, see—your smell is part of the magic animating it, so it’ll be irresistibly drawn to you. Best not to make it chase you, though. If it burns too much energy and needs to replace some, well… There’s a thin line between ‘drawn’ and ‘hungry.’”
 

 
  “You’re all insane,” Addiwyn breathed, staring at the entling in horror. It began shambling toward her on its groping roots.
 

 
  Behind her, Maureen suddenly stood and jumped off the ledge. She plunged ten feet straight down, landing right in the thick bush positioned below her, which exploded under the impact, spraying a thick blast of greenish liquid into the middle of the nook, misting Ravana’s sleeve but practically dousing Addiwyn. A sharp, citrusy smell suddenly hung in the air.
 

 
  The elf shrieked in startlement, leaping straight up and whirling around to glare at the gnome, who was already struggling backward out of the bush, dragging a hefty apparatus that had been hidden therein.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?!”
  
  Addiwyn squawked. “What is
  
   wrong
  
  with you people?”
 

 
  “You’ve used a perfume spritzer, aye?” Maureen said cheerfully, brushing leaves off the device and turning to face the soaked elf with a grin. It appeared to consist of a mess of hoses and brass tanks connected to a huge rubber bladder and a thick nozzle set on a tripod. “Or at least seen one? This is basically that, on a somewhat larger scale. Remarkably simple t’put together! Oh, an’ the stuff
  
   in
  
  there, we got that from Professor Rafe. Jus’ like the purple ink!”
 

 
  “Except we had to be a little sneakier about
  
   this
  
  stuff,” Iris said smugly. “It’s not the kind of thing a professor would let students play around with. It’s basically…bait. For fairy creatures. Makes things smell
  
   irresistible
  
  to them.”
 

 
  Addiwyn broke off trying vainly to wring the thick, lime-scented fluid out of her blouse, straightening up, her eyes widening.
 

 
  Even with all her elven agility, she wasn’t fast enough.
 

 
  The entling, despite its previously ponderous movements, lashed out with both arms faster than a striking cobra. They extended to twice their length in an eyeblink and grasped Addiwyn by the shoulders, hiking her bodily off the ground. She yelped and kicked, struggling vainly against the summoned creature’s grip.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  would be quiet,” Iris advised. “You’re already appetizing twice over to him, you know. Best not make too much noise, or squirm around, or do anything that’ll agitate him. He’s a newborn, y’see, and will be wanting a meal.”
 

 
  “Have you all
  
   lost your minds?”
  
  Addiwn squalled, flailing furiously with her legs.
 

 
  The entling groaned again, more loudly than before, then lifted her up over its center of mass and abruptly lowered her, stuffing her flailing feet into its suddenly gaping mouth.
 

 
  “Told you,” Iris said with a shrug.
 

 
  
   “Help!”
  
  Addiwyn shrieked.
 

 
  The entling shoved her farther down, her legs disappearing up to the knees in its trunk.
 

 
  “I
  
   can
  
  make him be still for a bit,” Iris said idly, “but
  
   you’ll
  
  need to be still for it to work.”
 

 
  Addiwyn froze, wide-eyed with panic and quivering.
 

 
  “Attagirl,” Iris said with a fiendish grin, and held up the little doll before her face again. “Calm,” she whispered to it, stroking its head.
 

 
  The entling emitted a deep, contented rumble from around Addiwyn’s feet, but stopped shoving her downward.
 

 
  “Now, then!” Ravana said brightly. “Shall we resume our discussion?”
 

 
  “You are completely insane,” Addiwyn whispered, staring at her in horror.
 

 
  Ravana shrugged. “I was raised in a disgusting degree of privilege with a regrettable dearth of affection. It tends to warp a person. What’s your excuse?”
 

 
  “All right, I have to register an objection,” Szith said rather sharply. “I understood that the plan here was to intimidate her, which in frankness I only consented to so as to present myself as a moderating influence.
  
   This
  
  verges on torture. I think you should release her, Iris.”
 

 
  “Oh, come now,” Ravana chided, “we are
  
   so
  
  close to reaching an accord. As you can see, my dear Addiwyn, we can play jokes, too. The difference is, we have considerable resources and the will to exert them beyond childish sabotage. Are you at least convinced to cease your own campaign?”
 

 
  “Help,” Addiwyn whispered.
 

 
  “I would
  
   still
  
  prefer a diplomatic solution,” Ravana said in perfect calm. “But if you decline to oblige, we can begin by establishing that your continued aggression will lead only to—”
 

 
  
   “HELP!”
  
  Addiwyn howled.
 

 
  Iris flicked the doll’s head with her finger. The entling grunted in displeasure and shoved the elf a few inches deeper into its maw. She squeaked and froze again.
 

 
  “If this does not cease
  
   immediately,”
  
  Szith said sharply, “I will be forced to insist.”
 

 
  “Aye, I’m startin’ ta be in agreement,” Maureen said nervously. “Iris, ye described this as a prank. She looks scared half t’death, there.”
 

 
  “I think she can only benefit from knowing what it feels like,” Iris said grimly.
 

 
  “We are undoubtedly in violation of numerous campus rules as it is,” Szith stated, “simply by virtue of this being an
  
   extravagantly
  
  cruel action. I am all for displaying strength, but it should be done with
  
   restraint.”
  
 

 
  “She looks plenty restrained to me,” Iris said.
 

 
  “It seems we’ve a difference of opinion, then,” Ravana mused. “Well, Addiwyn, rather than encourage further discord within the ranks, I’m inclined to oblige my friends and call a halt to this.”
 

 
  “Aw,” Iris complained, frowning.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Ravana continued, “we can hardly afford to back down without gaining
  
   some
  
  concessions. That’s simple politics. Have you anything to add?”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn is going to skin you imbeciles alive!” Addiwyn grated.
 

 
  Ravana shrugged. “Do you imagine that is news to me? Now you understand that you are not the only one willing to face consequences in order to strike at an enemy. It would seem the difference between us is that our enmity has been
  
   earned.”
  
 

 
  A soft giggle sounded. They all froze, then turned toward the front of the shaded nook.
 

 
  Full dark had fallen over the campus, but thanks to its omnipresent fairy lamps, a dim light prevailed even in the middle of the night. Now, a black silhouette stood between the freshmen and the exit from their secluded nest—a silhouette surmounted by slowly twitching triangular ears. Eyes gleamed an eerie green in the dimness.
 

 
  “Well,” a silken voice purred. “What
  
   have
  
  we here?”
 

 
  “P-professor Ekoi!” Addiwyn spluttered. “I’m being murdered! Get them
  
   off
  
  me!”
 

 
  “Mmmurdered?” Ekoi’s ears twitched once more and she angled her head to one side. “You’re being manhandled, you silly thing. Entlings do not eat. Your feet have reached the bottom of that trunk. It can’t do more than push you in, and can’t push much farther than you already are. Someone has been pulling your little leg.”
 

 
  Addiwyn blinked, then blinked again, then her expression of fear slowly melted into a deep scowl. She twisted as far as she could in the entling’s grasp to glare at Iris. “Oh, you vicious, snub-eared little
  
   whore!”
  
 

 
  “Ah, well,” Ravana said resignedly. “It was a good trick while it lasted.”
 

 
  “It’s…it’s just a bit of fun, Professor,” Iris said nervously. “We were just scaring her a bit. Nobody’s in any real danger… I mean, you know that, surely.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  would have appreciated knowing that beforehand,” Szith said sharply.
 

 
  “Nobody’s in danger?” Ekoi mused, gliding forward a couple of steps. Her luminous eyes suddenly seemed excessively wide in her shadowed face. “You think not?”
 

 
  A tense silence fell, in which the girls glanced uncertainly at each other and even Addiwyn stopped struggling against the entling.
 

 
  “Professor?” Szith said carefully. “Are you quite all right?”
 

 
  Professor Ekoi moved closer, languidly holding up one hand. A palm-sized orb of blue fire burst alight in her grip, then slowly drifted away to float aimlessly through the air around the stilled entling. In its eerie illumination, they could finally see her expression. Her eyes were insanely wide, her mouth stretched in a grin that displayed a great many very shiny teeth. As they stared, she slowly licked her lips.
 

 
  “Tell me,” the kitsune all but whispered, “what is that absolutely
  
   delicious
  
  scent?”
 

 
  “Oh, bugger,” Maureen mumbled.
 

 
  “Iris?” Ravana said, a note of tension in her voice for the first time.
 

 
  “It’s—it’s just a floral p-perfume,” Iris stuttered. “C’mon, it’s not
  
   really
  
  fairy pheromones, that’s…that’s ridiculous. There’s no such…”
 

 
  “It’s been just so
  
   long,”
  
  Ekoi crooned, “so long since I’ve had a proper hunt. The taste of fresh prey, so delicately seasoned…”
 

 
  “Ah, Professor,” Ravana said carefully, “I think perhaps—”
 

 
  Ekoi moved faster than even an elven eye could follow, flickering around behind Ravana and wrapping both arms around the girl. One hand gripped Ravana’s slender neck, tiny claws pressing against the pulse in her throat.
 

 
  “Why,” the Professor cooed, “you reek of it, delicious little morsel.”
 

 
  “Professor, I believe you should release her,” Szith said, drawing her sword.
 

 
  Ekoi’s gleaming eyes flicked to the drow. “Why, Miss An’sadarr, why ever are you holding that
  
   sssssssnake?”
  
 

 
  Szith gasped; the serpent whose tail was in her hand twisted around to hiss menacingly at her. She flung it away, hopping backward.
 

 
  Her sword landed in a bush on the opposite side of the space, eliciting a yelp from Maureen, who stood uncomfortably close.
 

 
  “Professor,” Ravana whispered, wide-eyed and trembling, “please unhand me.”
 

 
  “Arachne won’t miss one,” Ekoi murmured, her tongue darting out to flick across Ravana’s cheek. She glanced slyly around the group. “Or four. Or five.”
 

 
  “You unspeakable
  
   bloody
  
  idiots,” Addiwyn rasped. “I wish I
  
   had
  
  wanted to kill you!”
 

 
  “How was I supposed to know!” Iris babbled. “It was supposed to be a
  
   fake
  
  perfume, how could it possibly—”
 

 
  A sharp
  
   pop
  
  sounded, and suddenly the space was flooded with brilliant white light.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stood at the mouth of the nook, a blazing globe of light hovering over her head.
 

 
  “Kaisa,” she said flatly,
  
   “what
  
  did I tell you about eating the students?”
 

 
  Ekoi pouted, loosening her grip on Ravana. “I know, I know. Not until they graduate.”
 

 
  “There is
  
   no
  
  circumstance in which you should be fondling one of your pupils quite that intimately, Kaisa. Step back.”
 

 
  “Oh, pooh,” the kitsune said sullenly, abruptly shoving Ravana away. “You’re no fun.”
 

 
  Ravana immediately skittered to the opposite side of the nook, pressing herself against the wall.
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned her gaze on Addiwyn. “Miss Domingue, do I even
  
   need
  
  to say it?”
 

 
  Iris gulped heavily, then lifted the doll to her face with a trembling hand. “R-release,” she whispered.
 

 
  The entling grumbled softly, but lifted Addiwyn carefully from its mouth and set her feet down on the ground, then finally let go.
 

 
  The freed elf instantly bolted away, zipping around to hide behind Professor Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “Kaisa,” Tellwyrn said calmly, “I need to borrow these…
  
   delightful
  
  little scamps for a bit. Can you put that damned thing back the way it was? And perhaps return Addiwyn’s clothing to her room?”
 

 
  
   “Can
  
  I?” Professor Ekoi asked, tilting her head inquisitively and peering upward as if in thought. “Why…yes, I do believe I can. Is that really the requisite question here, Arachne?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a sigh. “Why do you
  
   insist
  
  on being difficult?”
 

 
  “Why must the sun rise in the east? It’s just so
  
   arbitrary,
  
  don’t you think?”
 

 
  “Ugh.
  
   Fine,
  
  go tell Stew to straighten all this up.”
 

 
  “We weren’t going to hurt her,” Iris said tremulously. “It was just a—”
 

 
  “Domingue,” Tellwyrn said flatly, “shut up.”
 

 
  Another, louder
  
   pop
  
  echoed through the space, and suddenly Tellwyrn and all five students were gone.
 

 
  The entling twisted in place, the clothes festooning its branches swaying, and let out a guttural mumble that sounded almost inquisitive.
 

 
  Ekoi Kaisa examined it thoughtfully for a moment, then smiled. Humming to herself, she turned and strolled casually away, her bushy tail waving behind her.
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  Everything slowed down at night, but Tiraas never truly slept, nor slackened its pace to any great degree. Different kinds of business were done after dark in the Imperial city, but not much
  
   less
  
  business. Obviously, the more rural areas surrounding the city were a great deal sleepier once the sun was down, removed as they were from the capital’s omnipresent modern lights, but even there, human activity continued at all hours.
 

 
  Consequently, while there wasn’t a great deal of traffic through the city gates at the late hour at which the mixed party of Huntsmen and Legionnaires finally reached them, the gates themselves were opened and manned. That, in fact, caused them a very minor delay.
 

 
  The soldier standing on the right side of the road at the huge outer gate stepped forward, lowering his staff casually to extend in front of him—not blocking their way, but tacitly signaling for a stop. “Everything all right, ladies?” he inquired politely, pointedly ignoring the ring of Huntsmen and directing himself to Ephanie, who was the nearest Legionnaire to him.
 

 
  “Everything is fine, soldier,” Andros rumbled, pausing and folding his arms. The uniformed man glanced at him momentarily, then returned his gaze to Ephanie. It was indeed a peculiar mix of people to the eyes of anyone who knew anything about either cult, but there was also the unmistakable fact that the Huntsmen had arranged themselves in an escort formation around the Legionnaires. In the absence of other cues, that could be taken as a sign of honor, or one of hostility. Altogether they made a strange enough sight to invite comment.
 

 
  “Couldn’t be better!” Principia chirped. “These gentlemen were just guiding us back from a field exercise. You can’t ask for a better escort in the woods than a Huntsman, after all.”
 

 
  The soldier eased back, slight but noticeable tension fading from him. “All right, then, Blessings, ladies, gentlemen.”
 

 
  They passed through the gates into the wide square beyond, several nodding to the guards as they went.
 

 
  “Arrogant pup,” Tholi grumbled. “You should’ve just told him who you were, Brother Andros.”
 

 
  “Throwing force around is seldom the smart solution to a problem, Tholi,” the Bishop replied. “That is true socially as well as physically.”
 

 
  The little towns at the foot of each bridge to the city were clustered around a fortification protecting the road itself. Inside the walls was a broad square, lined with shops and offices (now closed), and beyond that, the foot of the bridge itself.
 

 
  Their mixed party had to reorganize itself somewhat upon reaching the bridge; most of its width was marked off for vehicles, and though there was comparatively little traffic at this hour, spilling out of the pedestrian lanes would have been grounds for a citation even if nobody was run over. In any case, there were stone barriers between the two, and the foot lanes were raised a good three feet higher, looking over the edges of the bridge itself. The view this afforded of the huge canyon with its churning river far below was both stunning and terrifying. They were protected from the drop by low stone walls surmounted by much taller iron fencing; people did still fall off, occasionally, but not by accident, and indeed it took some doing. The soldiers who regularly patrolled the bridges were on the lookout for would-be jumpers more than any criminals or threat to the city itself. Somehow, after reshuffling themselves into a space where no more than five could walk abreast, Principia wound up in the front rank with Andros and Ingvar, with Tholi and the rest of Squad Thirteen right behind, the remainder of the Huntsmen bringing up the rear.
 

 
  Tiraas, approached this way, was a sight worthy to compete with the view over the chasm. Its walls were lit deliberately, powerful directed lights illuminating every inch of their exterior, their towers blazing from every window. Beyond that, structures rose into the distance, many also alight, with the crackling of factory antennae and pulsing of scrolltower orbs topping off the ambient glow of the city itself. As the group proceeded, a Rail caravan flashed past them down the fenced-off center lane of the bridge with a roar and a wash of blue radiance. It vanished into a tunnel leading below the main level of the bridge above, where the Rail line would come out in the terminal a few streets removed from the main gate.
 

 
  The bridges themselves arched over a hundred yards of empty space, supported by nothing. Modern architecture and enchantment could reproduce such a feat, but when they had first been built, the bridges of Tiraas had been a wonder of the world. Their modification to accommodate present-day traffic had been a major project.
 

 
  “What exactly is the plan, your Grace, if I might ask?” Principia inquired as they set out on the long bridge.
 

 
  “I intend to speak with High Commander Rouvad about this day’s events immediately upon reaching the Temple of Avei,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  “Think she’ll see you?” Ingvar asked mildly.
 

 
  “In the old days, clerics of Shaath and Avei might have refused to speak to one another. Not so long ago, they might conceivably have insisted any such contact go through the Church. It is too political an age now, however. The High Commander will not snub a Bishop.
  
   This
  
  one will not, at least; she is more intelligent than some of her predecessors. Insisting upon an audience with her will not gain the Huntsmen any sympathy with the Sisterhood, but I cannot imagine she would refuse outright.”
 

 
  “Hard to imagine the Huntsmen gaining any sympathy with the Sisterhood anyway,” Tholi muttered. “Or caring.”
 

 
  “You think Rouvad will call down Syrinx based on your say-so alone?” Ingvar asked. “With respect to our guests, here, we have only their assertion that Syrinx is even responsible for this.”
 

 
  “First of all,” Andros said, turning his head to glance over his shoulder at the group and raising his voice,
  
   “that
  
  is not to be repeated in front of the Avenists or anyone else. Brother Ingvar is correct; it is an unproven claim, the repetition of which could be taken as slander. Do not add any arrows to Syrinx’s quiver.
  
   With
  
  that said, the point is not to have her punished for this on the spot, but to register our complaint immediately and
  
   personally,
  
  as far over her head as can be reached.”
 

 
  “Seems the Archpope is even higher,” said Tholi, “not to mention more accessible to you.”
 

 
  “I will be speaking to him as well,” Andros rumbled. “Consider, Tholi, the fact that I
  
   am
  
  taking these girls at their word, despite not knowing them, nor having any reason to trust them. When I am told that a snake has been hissing and slithering, I feel no need to be skeptical. Apart from the fact that Basra Syrinx is vicious, underhanded termagant who is
  
   more
  
  than capable of such as this, there are the facts of the situation. The forests around Tiraas are used by multiple cults for a variety of purposes, and one of the tasks of the Universal Church is to prevent embarrassing and possibly dangerous encounters such as occurred today. Such outings are arranged
  
   through
  
  the Church, as was your rite, Tholi.”
 

 
  “I should’ve thought of that,” Principia said, grimacing. “Of course a Bishop would know where we could be sent to stumble across Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Apart from that,” Andros added, scowling darkly, “a Bishop would know
  
   what
  
  the Huntsmen were doing in that region. Even assuming these ‘reports’ of wife-stealing actually occurred, a quick check with the Church, via your cult’s Bishop, would have been the Sisterhood’s first action. It would have ruled
  
   out
  
  the specific area you were sent to search.”
 

 
  
   “Finally,”
  
  Merry growled. “Got her dead to rights.”
 

 
  “I doubt it’ll be that simple, somehow,” Principia murmured.
 

 
  “It will not,” Andros agreed. “The Syrinx woman is clever enough to have prepared counters to the obvious means by which she would be caught, which is why I am proceeding directly to Rouvad. Those means relate to the Church bureaucracy; I will be very surprised if Syrinx has managed to arrange for interference to be run with her own High Commander. Also, my presence and Ingvar’s will have been a surprise to her. No one outside our lodge was informed of our hunt.”
 

 
  “How
  
   did
  
  you happen across us, Brother Andros?” Tholi asked.
 

 
  “It did not just happen,” Andros rumbled, glancing aside at Principia. “It seems you have an ally against Syrinx, girl. A little black bird led us to your rescue.”
 

 
  “You have
  
   got
  
  to be shitting me,” Principia growled.
 

 
  “What?” Farah asked. “Black bird? What’s he talking about?”
 

 
  “It is the nature of family to look out for one another,” Andros intoned, looking down his nose at Prin. “Do not spit upon necessary help, whatever tension there is between you.”
 

 
  “And why does he only talk to Locke?” Farah muttered.
 

 
  “According to Shaathist dogma,” Ephanie said quietly, “the fae races are of different stock and the laws of the Wild not as applicable to them.
  
   We
  
  are borderline unholy, being women soldiers, but Locke can do whatever she likes.”
 

 
  “Story of her life,” Merry said fatalistically.
 

 
  More soldiers were on duty at the inner gate, of course, but while they gave the peculiar party odd looks (as did everyone they passed), they did not move to impede them. The group crossed into the city proper at a brisk walk; the broad street rose ahead, climbing gently toward the city center, where stood their destination, the Temple of Avei. It was a reminder to all of how tired they were. Legionnaires and Huntsmen alike were in excellent shape, but all of them had been out all day. Of course, none were willing to display the slightest weakness in front of the other group. There were no sighs or complaints, but it was hardly a jovial party.
 

 
  They also didn’t get far before being ambushed.
 

 
  Barely were they out of sight of the gate guards when half a dozen armed people in nondescript dark clothing materialized around the group. Their appearance was swift and professional—they stepped smoothly out of alleys before and behind the party, two hopping out of a carriage parked alongside the curb and one even jumping down from a second-story window.
 

 
  Immediately, Huntsmen and Legionnaires alike dropped into ready stances, hefting weapons. The street around them was hardly deserted, even at this hour; at the obvious signs of an armed clash about to break out, people yelped and bolted, while some less intelligent others stopped to watch avidly.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, keep ’em in your pants,” said a hatchet-faced blonde woman, holding up her hands in a peaceable gesture, but grinning fiendishly. She was the one who’d bounded down from above, and now swaggered forward to plant herself right in front of Andros and Principia. “We’re all friends here, aye? Let’s have a quick chat. You can call me Grip.”
 

 
  “Speak your piece, woman,” Andros growled.
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  Grip?” Principia asked, raising her eyebrows. “Damn. By your rep, I’d picture someone twice the size, with a lot more scars.”
 

 
  “And by
  
   yours
  
  I’d picture someone less armored and more smug, Keys,” Grip replied, lowering her hands and adopting a cocky posture. “Anyhow, we’re not here to interfere with you.”
 

 
  “Then you’ve chosen a strange way to introduce yourselves,” Andros snorted.
 

 
  “Well, you know how it is. We each have our little dramas to keep up.” Grip produced a shiny new doubloon from inside her sleeve and began rolling it across the backs of her fingers. “In fact, you might say we’ve come to join your hunt.”
 

 
  “No way,” Principia breathed.
  
   “That
  
  fast? It’s barely been a day.”
 

 
  “That fast,” Grip replied, raising an eyebrow. “Apparently Tricks places a high value upon rescuing your perky little butt. Hell if I know why; last
  
   I
  
  heard, the orders were to haul you back to explain the shit you’ve been up to, posthaste. But what do I know? I’m just a grunt; I go where I’m kicked.”
 

 
  “We can relate,” Merry remarked.
 

 
  “You speak in riddles and nonsense,” Andros barked.
  
   “Explain
  
  yourself!”
 

 
  Grip eyed him up and down, then pointedly turned to Principia. “Are we explaining ourselves to this guy?”
 

 
  “This is Bishop Varanus of the Universal Church,” Prin replied. “He is helping us out; kindly be nice.”
 

 
  “Ah. Good to meet you, your Grace,” the enforcer said, turning back to Andros with just the faintest whiff of respect now in her expression. “I’ll give you the short version, then: when Bishop Darling learned what Bishop Syinx has been doing to this little squad, here, he passed the word along to the Boss, who then demanded to know which followers of Eserion had been helping her do it. One guy came forward immediately; Link is an information man, a professional fixer-upper and greaser of wheels. He identified the back-alley mage Syrinx had employed to scry on this group. We only just got our hands on him, as he’d been out of the city until this afternoon, but that worked out as what he was out doing was setting up the trap you fell into today.”
 

 
  “A
  
   mage
  
  decided to accommodate a bunch of ruffians?” Tholi asked scornfully.
 

 
  “A mage, like anyone sensible, does not want to be the object of the Thieves’ Guild’s ire,” said Ingvar. “Nor should you. Hush.”
 

 
  “So,” Grip continued with an unpleasant grin, “we’ve got that guy, and subsequently we have a certain Ami Talaari, a Vesker apprentice who was under the impression she’d been hired to participate in a Silver Legion training exercise. She was
  
   quite
  
  alarmed to learn she had instead been used to goad your squad into a trap.”
 

 
  A burly man standing silently behind Grip’s shoulder held out a thick leather folder, which she accepted, and produced a sheet of parchment from within, extending it forward. Andros moved to take it; Grip pointedly jerked it out of his reach, handing it to Principia. Prin, with a sigh, accepted and glanced over the letter before handing it off to the Bishop.
 

 
  “That looks authentic enough as far as I can see,” she said. “Forgery’s not really my thing, but I bet it is. I don’t recognize this officer’s signature, though. I wouldn’t necessarily know whoever would
  
   hire
  
  a bard, but…”
 

 
  “Syrinx is not daft enough to place her own seal upon any such document,” Andros growled, handing the letter back to Grip.
 

 
  “And by the way,” Principia added sharply, “I trust you’re not being too rough with Miss Talaari.”
 

 
  “Ms,” Casey murmured. Everyone ignored her.
 

 
  “Oh, she’s being treated like a
  
   princess
  
  , I assure you,” Grip said dryly. “Annoying one bard is good fun; annoying
  
   all
  
  the bards leads to unending nightmares. We’re not about to get rough with a Vesker apprentice. No, once we explained to
  
   Miss
  
  Talaari why it’s in her best interests to cooperate, she’s been an absolute dream to work with. We’ve got signed testimonials from her and the mage, receipts for work done,
  
   and,”
  
  she added with relish, hefting the folder, “a strongly-worded letter from Boss Tricks to High Commander Rouvad concerning this mess. Our boy in robes already had your scent, Keys…or whatever the magical equivalent is…so we’ve been watching for you to re-enter the city. Scrying doesn’t provide sound on the level he does it, so we weren’t sure
  
   what
  
  was going on, with all this.” She raised an eyebrow, looking pointedly around at the Huntsmen.
 

 
  “Had my Huntsmen been the ones to catch that girl desecrating a wilderbag, she might not have fared so well,” Tholi said, scowling.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Andros nodded. “Syrinx’s actions placed an apprentice of Vesk in immediate danger. That makes three cults she has abused her position within the Church to mortally offend in the space of one day.”
 

 
  “Holy hell,” Merry breathed. “If we can actually
  
   stick
  
  this to her, her ass is grass.”
 

 
  “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” Casey advised.
 

 
  “She’s a slimy one,” Principia mused, “but she lacks foresight. Bishop Varanus and the Guild are two factors I
  
   doubt
  
  she expected to intervene, here. His Grace is right; if we take all of this to Rouvad
  
   now,
  
  Syrinx won’t have much time to weasel out of it.”
 

 
  “Then time is of the essence,” Andros declared. “Onward we go.”
 

 
  The Guild enforcers fell into step alongside them as they set off again for the Temple, making the party even odder yet. The Guild had no uniform as such, but six heavily-armed, expensively-dressed thugs prowling along with the leonine grace of professional knuckledusters made a distinctive sight that most in the city would recognize. Their inclusion in a mixed group of Huntsmen and Silver Legionnaires made possibly the oddest religious procession that had ever passed through the streets of Tiraas.
 

 
  Odd, but apparently not overtly suspicious; at least, they weren’t directly challenged by any of the city patrol soldiers they passed, even the two who arrived at the tail end of their conversation, no doubt in response to reports from some of the civilians who had fled the enforcers’ initial arrival.
 

 
  It was a mostly silent walk the rest of the way to the temple. They were less than a block from the rear annex of the Silver Legion complex attached to the temple itself when Grip spoke again.
 

 
  “By the way,” she said lightly, once again playing with a doubloon, “we had Syrinx’s pet mage carry on reporting as usual—with a few provisos. Expect to be greeted when we get there.”
 

 
  “What does she know?” Andros growled.
 

 
  Grip grinned unpleasantly. “That Squad Thirteen will be returning in the company of Huntsmen. The presence of Enforcers and Bishops will be news to her.”
 

 
  “Oh, I am almost looking forward to this,” Merry said. Ephanie just shook her head.
 

 
  The towering battlements of the fortress hove into view above them. For the third time that evening, they approached an armed checkpoint, this one staffed by Silver Legionnaires. The armored women guarding the rearmost gate into the compound’s parade grounds straightened up at their approach, their expressions mostly hidden behind their helmets. That was probably fortunate.
 

 
  Principia stepped into the lead as the group reached the gates, saluting. “Squad Thirteen of the Ninth Cohort returning from maneuvers, with guests.”
 

 
  “Guests,” said the guard, her helmet moving slowly as she studied the assembled group. “Right. And what business do they have here?”
 

 
  “This is Bishop Varanus of the Universal Church,” Principia reported impassively, “and an emissary from Boss Tricks of the Thieves’ Guild, with their respective entourages. Both have urgent messages for High Commander Rouvad.”
 

 
  “Well,” the gate guard said slowly, “you’d better go on through, then.”
 

 
  Principia saluted again, then led the way through.
 

 
  It was nearing midnight; there were Legionnaires patrolling the walls, but the parade ground of the Camp itself was all but deserted, illuminated only by a few fairy lights attached to the cabins. True to Grip’s predictions, a familiar dark-haired figure was cutting across the courtyard toward them even as the disparate group reached the middle of the parade ground, the armored form of Private Covrin right on her heels.
 

 
  “I trust there is an
  
   incredible
  
  explanation for this,” Bishop Syrinx stated, stomping to a halt in front of the party. Her gaze panned across the assembled Legionnaires, Huntsmen and enforcers; if she was at all surprised by the group’s composition, no sign of it showed on her face.
 

 
  Andros folded his brawny arms across his chest. “I will speak with High Commander Rouvad, Basra. Now.”
 

 
  “About what, Andros?” she demanded.
 

 
  “That I will discuss with her.”
 

 
  “You’re a Bishop; you can make arrangements through the Church,” she retorted. “If you intend to bypass the bureaucracy, that can probably be arranged, but I’m going to need more than your say-so first.”
 

 
  He stepped forward once, glaring down at her; she met his gaze coolly.
 

 
  “I will
  
   speak
  
  to the High Commander,” he growled, “about the squad of Silver Legionnaires that was sent bumbling into a holy rite of the Huntsmen of Shaath today.”
 

 
  Basra pursed her lips, turning after a moment to fix the fives Legionnaires with a flat stare. “And what, exactly, were you girls
  
   supposed
  
  to be doing?”
 

 
  “Investigating reports of Shaathist activity, ma’am,” Ephanie said crisply.
 

 
  Basra scowled. “And you couldn’t do that
  
   without
  
  interfering with their religious practices? If I’m not mistaken, this cohort is supposed to be training to handle relations with other faiths. Would anyone care to explain this
  
   staggering
  
  failure?”
 

 
  “I have little patience for your internal quibbles,” Andros growled. “Are you going to take me to Rouvad, or am I going to wait
  
   right here
  
  with my Huntsmen until someone more competent comes to address us?”
 

 
  “We know
  
   very
  
  well this was all your doing!” Tholi added with a sneer.
 

 
  Ingvar sighed and shook his head.
 

 
  “Tholi!” Andros barked. “Silence.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   really,”
  
  Basra said, her voice deadly quiet. Slowly, she panned her gaze over Squad Thirteen again, this time fixing it upon Ephanie. “And so, having caused an interfaith embarrassment, you decided to weasel out of trouble by pinning the blame on your Bishop? That’s
  
   very
  
  interesting.” She took a step forward, her eyes boring into Ephanie’s. “And I don’t have to ask
  
   which
  
  of you little twerps would have the bright idea of siding with the Huntsmen against your own Legion, now do I. Not when there’s someone present with a
  
   history
  
  of that.”
 

 
  “That is not what happened, your Grace,” Ephanie said evenly.
 

 
  “You can explain yourself
  
   fully
  
  at your court martial, Private Avelea,” Basra shot back.
 

 
  “Leave her alone,” Principia said quietly.
 

 
  “Shut up, Locke,” the Bishop spat. “For
  
   once,
  
  your nonsense is
  
   not
  
  the center of attention. Avelea, you are to hand over your gear and report to the stockade—”
 

 
  “You will
  
   look me in the eye when I am speaking to you!”
  
  Principia roared, stalking forward until Basra had to physically step back from her to avoid being stepped on.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you—”
 

 
  “Shut the
  
   hell
  
  up, you pathetic little bully,” the elf snarled, ripping off her helmet and tossing it aside. “I have had exactly as much of your bullshit as I intend to tolerate, Syrinx. This is over. You are
  
   done,
  
  is that clear?”
 

 
  “I’ll have you—”
 

 
  
   “Button it!”
  
  Principia stepped forward again, physically bumping into Basra and jostling her backward. “You have absolutely no comprehension what you are messing with, Basra. Do you think I let you push me around and talk down to me because there’s something
  
   forcing
  
  my hand? I
  
   tolerate
  
  you, y’little punk, because I
  
   choose
  
  to. Because you are so far from being a threat that your pretensions in that direction are a constant source of amusement to me. I was playing this game when your grandparents were in swaddling, and I’ll
  
   be
  
  playing when everyone who remembered you is dust. I am
  
   so
  
  far out of your league your only hope of anything resembling success in the long run is if you manage to
  
   annoy
  
  me enough to warrant a footnote in my memoirs, and I have to tell you, Bas, you’re not there yet. The fact that you are
  
   inconveniencing
  
  me yet again is a cosmic insult.
 

 
  “And let me spell this situation out for you,” she went on in a hiss, pressing forward again; Syrinx gave ground, staring at her with wide, expressionless eyes. “You have utterly failed to understand the long-term consequences of your horseshit, Basra.
  
   Nothing
  
  you have the capacity to dish out is a serious threat to my well-being. To get rid of me, you’d have to kill me, and you’re simply too
  
   weak,
  
  too
  
   slow,
  
  and too
  
   stupid
  
  to make that happen. You
  
   best-case
  
  scenario is to get me booted out of the Legions, and believe me, you
  
   don’t
  
  want that. Because the moment I no longer have to play
  
   nicely
  
  ,
  
  
  the hourglass begins running out for you. Is that perfectly clear? Now pipe down, grow up and start picking on someone your own size, you insignificant little
  
   bitch.”
  
 

 
  Dead silence fell. The other four members of Squad Thirteen gaped with identical expressions of shock. By contrast, the Huntsmen and Guild enforcers all wore huge grins.
 

 
  Then, after a long moment, a slow smile crept across Basra’s face.
 

 
  “I
  
   dearly
  
  hope you enjoyed that, private,” she whispered.
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  Everyone turned at Captain Dijanerad’s voice. She stood off to one side; Grip was next to her, and the folder of Guild papers was in the captain’s hands. She kept her expressionless gaze fixed on Basra.
 

 
  “You
  
   and
  
  Squad Thirteen are to report to the High Commander’s office
  
   immediately.
  
  She wants a word with all of you.”
 

 
  “I require a few minutes of her time, as well,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  Dijanerad looked up at him, her expression not altering. “This may take some time, your Grace. I’m sure she would be glad to set up an appointment for you first thing tomorrow.”
 

 
  “I will speak with her as soon as she is finished with these,” he declared. “I can wait.”
 

 
  “Very well,” the captain said noncommittally. “Private Covrin, see that some accommodations are found for our guests, along with whatever they require. Within reason.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Covrin said crisply.
 

 
  “I believe you can count us out,” Grip said lazily, already strolling back toward the gate. “Just get that stuff into her hands, and our job here is done. The Boss will be
  
   eagerly
  
  awaiting the Commander’s response. Toodleoo, boys and girls.”
 

 
  The rest of the enforcers fell into step behind her, making their way languidly out of the courtyard.
 

 
  “As for the rest of you,” Dijanerad said grimly, dragging her stare across Squad Thirteen to fix it on Basra, “forward march.”
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  “Almost exactly a year ago,” Tellwyrn said pleasantly, folding her hands on her desk, “a gaggle of your predecessors instigated a brawl that ranged from the campus to the great northern desert to the stratosphere itself, and I made the mistake of telling them that was
  
   one
  
  of the worst things a freshman class had done in their first week. Clearly the fates took that as a challenge, because…here you are.”
 

 
  “W-what’s a stratosphere?” Iris asked tremulously.
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s expression sharpened. “A dark, cold place filled with deadly radiation and not enough air,where I am thinking
  
   very seriously
  
  about sending the lot of you.”
 

 
  “Really, Professor,” Ravana said reasonably, “with the greatest respect, aren’t you overstating this somewhat? A simple campus prank—”
 

 
  “YOU TRIED TO FEED YOUR ROOMATE TO AN ENTLING!” Tellwyrn roared, slapping her hands down on the desk.
 

 
  “But we didn’t!” Iris protested. “It was just—an entling wouldn’t eat a person, you
  
   have
  
  to know that! We were just scaring her a bit!”
 

 
  “Honestly,” Ravana added, “I think it’s worth considering that a few minutes of discomfort and manhandling are an equitable recompense for the way she’s been treating
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “And she’s
  
   not
  
  our roommate,” Maureen said sullenly.
 

 
  “That stuff was just perfume with citrus oil!” Iris babbled. “How were we supposed to know it would
  
   actually
  
  attract kitsune? I mean, what are even the
  
   chances
  
  of that?”
 

 
  “A pertinent question,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “You of all people, Miss Domingue, should know that fae are not so easily ensnared. Kitsune, for your edification, are attracted to people playing tricks, and strongly impelled to join the fun. Even aside from my rules, Ekoi Kaisa is
  
   fortunately
  
  enough of a teacher at heart to shove a dose of empathy down your throat rather than begin dismantling your whole reality as most of her cousins would. That
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean you should try to play any further games with her. You will lose.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a long breath through her nose and let it out through her teeth; the rest of the office’s occupants, arranged in front of her desk, hunched slightly, with the exception of Szith, who stood calmly at attention. Ravana was sitting primly in one of the two provided chairs; Addiwyn hunched in the other, sipping occasionally from a steaming cup of herbal tea that Tellwyrn claimed had calming properties. She was somewhat physically isolated, the rest of the girls from her dorm being clustered around Ravana. If anything, that probably helped restore her equanimity.
 

 
  “All right,” the Professor said finally. “Miss Madouri, you’re an evil little hobgoblin on your best day.
  
   You two
  
  have ‘lackey’ written all over you.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Maureen exclaimed, offended. Iris dropped her gaze.
 

 
  “Believe me, we will be working on
  
   all
  
  of that during your stay at this University. What somewhat surprises me is
  
   your
  
  involvement in this, Miss An’sadarr. From you, at least, I expected a great deal more circumspection.”
 

 
  “Being present and observant seemed to me a wiser course than allowing this to unfold behind my back, as it were,” Szith said calmly.
 

 
  “Really,” Tellwyrn retorted, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “And the thought of informing someone in
  
   authority
  
  that your roommates were planning to abduct and interrogate Addiwyn never crossed your mind?”
 

 
  “I do not begrudge anyone the prerogative to defend or avenge themselves,” Szith said flatly, “even when I choose not to do so on my own behalf. And with all respect, Professor, nothing I have observed in the wake of Addiwyn’s actions has suggested that the administration is able or willing to address this. In Tar’naris, her campaign would have ended, immediately and decisively, after its opening act.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drummed her fingers once on the desk, her expression sardonic. “We
  
   don’t
  
  put people in spider boxes here.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Szith said pointedly.
 

 
  “I wish to state for the record,” Ravana said, “that this was my idea and occurred at my instigation. The others acted at my encouragement.”
 

 
  “We can make our
  
   own
  
  decisions, y’know,” Maureen muttered.
 

 
  “No part of that was news to me, Miss Madouri,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Very well, then,” Ravana replied, smiling. “I will accept whatever disciplinary action you deem appropriate, Professor.”
 

 
  Addiwyn lifted the cup and took a sip of tea, watching Ravana from the corner of her eye.
 

 
  “Appropriate,” Tellwyrn mused, her stare fixed on Ravana. “Well, there’s the matter of theft of Addiwyn’s belongings, the destruction of campus property—that tree is probably salvageable, Domingue, but it’s
  
   never
  
  going to be the same—unauthorized use of a powerful summon, vandalism…and oh, yes, lots and lots of
  
   assault.”
  
 

 
  “That all sounds correct,” Ravana said pleasantly. “Let’s be on with it, then.”
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stared expressionlessly at her over the rims of her glasses for a long moment before replying.
 

 
  “You are
  
   extremely
  
  poised, Miss Madouri.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you, Professor.”
 

 
  “One would almost take your attitude for a lack of concern.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ravana said modestly, “it does not do to become unduly agitated. I do, after all, seek to be an example to others.”
 

 
  “I wonder if you’ve ever considered that there are situations in which poise is
  
   inappropriate.”
  
 

 
  “I cannot say I have,” Ravana replied, arching an eyebrow. “In fact, by the very nature of—”
 

 
  With a sharp little
  
   pop
  
  of displaced air, she vanished.
 

 
  “Uh,” Iris said, wide-eyed. “What’d you…”
 

 
  Tellwyrn imperiously held up a hand, palm out. A moment later she folded the thumb inward, followed in the next moment by her index finger. They all watched in total silence as she counted down, one finger at a time. Three, two, one…
 

 
  The
  
   pop
  
  of Ravana’s reappearance was inaudible beneath her screaming. She flailed frantically with all four limbs, dress disheveled and with her wispy blonde hair forming a crazed tangle around her. Her antics nearly pitched her out of the chair; Iris and Maureen both grabbed her, preventing a spill. With their hands gripping her arms, Ravana finally stilled, gasping for breath and gaping, wide-eyed, at Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “What did you do?!” Iris exclaimed. “Where did you
  
   send
  
  her?”
 

 
  “Up,” said Professor Tellwyrn in perfect calm. “Two miles, straight up.”
 

 
  “Bloody
  
   hell,”
  
  Maureen whispered.
 

 
  “While I applaud your willingness to take responsibility, Miss Madouri,” Tellwyrn went on in the same even tone, “I am
  
   troubled
  
  by your attitude. You seem to regard your violations of both my rules and your roommate’s person as…moves in some sort of game, divorced of any real
  
   meaning
  
  or consequence. As if you were simply entitled to do whatever you felt necessary to her. There’s more to living in a society than accepting consequences, Ravana. These things
  
   matter.
  
  Other
  
   people
  
  matter. The solipsistic arrogance you exhibit is, unfortunately, a common enough result of the kind of upbringing you had, but that does
  
   not
  
  make it acceptable. You live in a world of Emperors, gods and dragons, and the very fact of your high social rank means you
  
   will
  
  come into contact with such beings. If you cannot bend your neck in their presence, you’ll lose it. It is appropriate to show a little
  
   humility
  
  before individuals who can bounce you through the sky like a rubber ball, especially when you are
  
   in the wrong
  
  . Perhaps, if you really do have a conscience under all that privilege, that will be a first step toward showing some of the same regard to those you consider your lessers.”
 

 
  “I think I see,” Szith murmured. “You don’t
  
   need
  
  spider boxes.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned a gimlet stare on the drow. “You are on thin ice, missy.”
 

 
  Szith bowed to her.
 

 
  Ravana was only beginning to get her breathing and expression under control, one hand pressed to her thin chest. Iris still had an arm around her shoulders, and she hadn’t made any effort to straighten out her hair. Windblown and wild-eyed, she was a far cry from the picture of calm she usually presented.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” Tellwyrn said, suddenly brisk, “last spring one of the graduating seniors’ final projects was interrupted by the hellgate crisis. It was actually rather ingenious, using principles and techniques of necromancy in a fae magic context to accelerate growth of lifeforms.
  
   Quite
  
  impressive, really; if the experiment hadn’t been wrecked and had succeeded, it could have provided a framework for arcane magic users to perform a number of feats currently only attainable by fae users. Unfortunately, things being as they are, all that resulted was a whole bank of secured spell labs three levels under Mercedes Hall filled with wildly growing plant monsters.”
 

 
  She folded her hands neatly on top of the desk and smiled at them. “I’ve cleaned out the dangerous things, of course—did that first. What’s left is basically harmless. It grows
  
   very
  
  rapidly and tends to move around more than your average run of greenery, but none of it presents a danger. I could, of course, have finished the job, but it occurred to me that four chambers full of slime molds, mushrooms and hanging moss that will try to crawl over you even as you attempt to clean them up would be a
  
   fantastic
  
  thing to have around next time I find myself with some students who desperately need duties to fill their free time. And now, fortuitously, here you are!”
 

 
  Iris gulped audibly.
 

 
  “After classes tomorrow,” Tellwyrn said in a grimmer tone, “you four will report to Stew, who will escort you to Sublevel Three and provide your equipment. You may not use magic. Your punishment duty is over when those labs are
  
   spotless.
  
  Enjoy. For now, ladies, you may go.
  
   Except
  
  you,” she added, leveling a finger at Addiwyn. “I want a few words with you, young lady.”
 

 
  The others filed out with no further commentary, though Iris continued to whimper under her breath. Ravana finally began trying to smooth down her tousled hair with shaking hands. She was the last out, and paused in the doorway to stare at Tellwyrn for a moment. The Professor gave her a sunny smile.
 

 
  She shut the door very gently behind her.
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a long breath and let out a deep sigh, slumping back in her chair for a moment. The faint tingle of a silencing spell passed over them both as it filled the room, sealing it against outside listeners. Straightening up, she removed her glasses and set them on the desk, then spoke more gently. “You okay, Wynn?”
 

 
  Addiwyn took a deeper sip of her tea then leaned forward to set the cup down on Tellwyrn’s desk. “Well, Arachne, you wanted to find out what would happen if we pushed them. And now we damn well know, don’t we?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed again. “I’ll grant you, that was a
  
   little
  
  more heavy than I was expecting out of that group. Honestly, I figured Ravana would just try to match you in mean-girl charades…”
 

 
  “Let’s establish one thing up front,” Addiwyn said sharply. “Not to downplay the responsibility those girls have for tonight’s actions, but
  
   they
  
  didn’t create this situation.
  
   You
  
  did.”
 

 
  “I think that’s a little strong,” Tellwyrn said irritably. “Look, if you’re having second thoughts about this job…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   I’m
  
  not planning to quit,” Addiwyn said with a small grin. “However, I am adding
  
   conditions
  
  to my continued employment here. If you want me to do this, then from now on, you will quit
  
   micro-managing
  
  me. Just tell me what you want me to learn or do about whom and
  
   I
  
  will design and act on the method. That’s my specialty, after all. But this, Arachne, the crap you’ve been having me do all week… It’s ridiculous. A prank campaign like that makes no
  
   sense.
  
  Someone in the position you put me in might play jokes in a lighter spirit,
  
   or
  
  someone in a position of power might have done things as deliberately hurtful. But for me, the outsider, to be so psychotically, unrelentingly vicious?
  
   Nobody does that!”
  
 

 
  “That’s not even remotely true,” Tellwyrn said, scowling. “In fifty years I’ve watched a lot of teenage girls—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, and you’ve watched them from on high, apparently not paying close attention to the social dynamics in place. And honestly, Arachne, in three thousand years have you
  
   ever
  
  needed to be closely attentive to social dynamics? You know how to be polite to the few people more powerful than yourself, you
  
   avoid
  
  the few people
  
   as
  
  powerful as you, and everyone else you just push around. That’s my point! You don’t know
  
   how
  
  these things work! Yes, girls can be cruel to each other, but that is
  
   goal-directed
  
  behavior that follows certain predictable patterns.” She leaned forward, staring hard at the Professor. “You just about blew it this time, lady. That was the
  
   specific
  
  thing that set Ravana on the warpath; the situation was wrong and made no sense, and she was willing to pull out all the stops to figure out just who I really was and what I was up to. You’re
  
   not
  
  paying me enough to stand up to torture, just so you know. She came
  
   quite
  
  close to blowing this whole thing open.”
 

 
  “You know,” Tellwyrn said peevishly, “if you
  
   really
  
  want to quit, I can find a replacement. I only keep one agent among the student body at a time, and it doesn’t even
  
   have
  
  to be an elf. It’s handy to have a person with some experience and wisdom who can pass for eighteen, but there are other ways around that.”
 

 
  Addiwyn actually laughed at her. “Oh, listen to yourself. Let’s skip past some of this posturing: you’re going to accept my terms, let me do my job and in the future you will damn well
  
   listen
  
  when I tell you something you’ve planned is a terrible idea, and not insist on it. And you’re not going to do this because you’re in any way impressed by ultimatums, but because you
  
   know
  
  you
  
  
  hired the right person for this, and you’re wasting your own gold if you don’t
  
   let me work.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “Oh, is that what’s going to happen. And is there anything else, Wynn?”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact,” Addiwyn said flatly. “If it comes close enough to another situation like tonight that I have to make the call, you will bring Ravana in on it and swear her to secrecy. Quite frankly I think she’ll be glad to play along, and pleased as punch to be involved. But more to the point, that girl has resources that extend across the planet, and I did
  
   not
  
  sign up to have my friends and family leaned on by House Madouri thugs.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head, scowling off to the side. “All right, all right.
  
   Assuming,
  
  just for the sake of argument, that I accept your statements, here… How badly is this blown? Can you still salvage the situation?”
 

 
  “Not easily,” Addiwyn said frankly. “The situation is
  
   good
  
  and screwed up. As far as those girls know, they’re rooming with a crazy woman who’d as soon set their hair on fire while they sleep as look at them. Iris, in particular, is about as mad as anyone’s ever been at me, and she’s got ample reason. That was a
  
   nasty
  
  thing you had me do to her, Arachne. It’s going to take me the rest of the semester, at minimum, to normalize relations. I can
  
   maybe
  
  be on friendly terms with them by the end of the academic year. The tricky part is going to be moving gradually enough to be believable. Any sudden swings in behavior on my part will only set Ravana off again.”
 

 
  The Professor sighed. “You do know the reason I had to do this, right?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Addiwyn said, regarding her seriously. “And no, none of the other three produced any surprises. Ravana Madouri, however, is a case potentially as bad as you feared. Arachne… Look, quite apart from the absurd nature of this prank war, I don’t think it was a good idea to begin with. That girl has already been tested hard.
  
   Pushing
  
  at her isn’t the way to find out what she’s capable of—or at the very least, not pushing from within the student body. She doesn’t need to be sharpening her claws on any classmates. I know very well you have assets from outside that you can bring to bear.”
 

 
  “Hell, that’s more or less the entire point of most field exercises.”
 

 
  Addiwyn nodded. “Right. In fact, I think I can leverage those to undo some of the damage we’ve already done here. Those excursions are full of bonding opportunities. If the freshman Golden Sea trip is anything like the one I remember from when I was
  
   actually
  
  a student, there should be plenty of chances to both mend some of those bridges and find out more about Ravana’s capabilities.”
 

 
  “You
  
   are
  
  actually a student,” Tellwyrn noted with a faint smile. “The education is still valuable; nobody ever has too much learning. And I note you’ve signed up for a completely different degree program this time.”
 

 
  Addiwyn waved a hand, dismissing that. “Are you at least listening to me, Arachne?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes. Listening and pondering. You
  
   do
  
  make some worthwhile points.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, at least.”
 

 
  “However,” the Professor continued, leaning forward, “I don’t know whether I can really afford to let Miss Madouri ramble around the way I do the other kids. Most of them come relatively unformed, at that age. I
  
   do
  
  have some experience with those who have backgrounds full of trauma or training, things that make them more set in their ways…”
 

 
  “I don’t think either of those is the issue here,” Addiwyn said, frowning thoughtfully. “Sure, the girl’s had her share of pain, but… I think she is simply a prodigy. A ruthless, political prodigy. And the more you
  
   pick
  
  at her, the more chances you create for her to figure out something is up.”
 

 
  “I spoke the simple truth to her, you know. I’ve got to get through to that girl somehow. As she is, she’s a nightmare waiting to happen for her subjects.”
 

 
  Addiwyn nodded. “It’s not that I disagree with your assessment or your motives, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Merely my methods?” Tellwyrn said wryly.
 

 
  “Exactly. Look… You remember Percy Doulain, right? The one raised by those two Silver Legionnaires?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Tellwyrn said with a reminiscent smile. “Oddly sweet boy, for such a hammerhead.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the thing—he came from a military background, and understood what basic training was. How it’s designed to completely break people down and rebuild them as soldiers.
  
   He
  
  spotted what you were doing immediately, and clued the rest of our class in.”
 

 
  “Is that
  
   so,”
  
  Tellwyrn said thoughtfully. “You know, I
  
   thought
  
  you kids were unusually well-behaved.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well… You need to keep in mind how this all looks to someone who’s been here a week. All Ravana and the girls know is that they’re rooming with a maniacal asshole and
  
   your
  
  first homework assignment was a cruel mind game. Not to mention they’ve got that
  
   freaking
  
  kitsune to deal with instead of Professor Yornhaldt’s moderating influence. They’ve had no opportunity to see the
  
   purpose
  
  yet. Arachne, you’ve got alumni from all over the world who would drop everything and come running if you put out a call for help. Hell, I bet most of your seniors would do the same. But it takes
  
   time
  
  to get to that point, and at this point in time, these kids can’t tell what you’re doing. They just see you being a ravening bitch from atop a pedestal of unfathomable power. If you continue to lean on Ravana, all she’ll know is that she’s being singled out—because you’d
  
   better
  
  believe she’ll spot it. And what does a sitting Duchess who organized her own coup do when she is targeted by an enemy?”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Tellwryn mused, stroking her chin. “That’s… Well, it’s a compelling theory.”
 

 
  “If you want my opinion,” Addiwyn said more quietly, “being hounded and pushed is absolutely the last thing that girl needs. What she needs is encouragement,
  
   friends,
  
  and to internalize the understanding that people can be more than tools or enemies. If you’re going to single her out, show the kid some damn
  
   kindness.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Of all the fluffy-headed Izarite folderol…”
 

 
  “Spoken like someone who doesn’t have a counter-argument,” Addiwyn said with amusement.
 

 
  The Professor grunted irritably. “All right, no need to be snippy. I will
  
   think
  
  about these things. For now!” She straightened up again, leaning her arms on the desk. “All right, Wynn, I accept your
  
   modified
  
  terms, with the proviso that I expect you to try
  
   not
  
  to have to invoke the second clause. Let us try, if at all possible,
  
   not
  
  to involve Ravana in any plans that may concern her or the others.”
 

 
  “I certainly have no argument with that,” Addiwyn said firmly.
 

 
  “Anything else come to mind?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “That’s a good crop of girls. I would suggest steering Iris toward some of the upperclassmen. From what I know of them, the sophomore girls could be a good influence, and she’s nursing quite the crush on Gabriel Arquin…”
 

 
  Tellwyrn groaned. “Ugh, you just gave me a week of nightmares.”
 

 
  “Yes, well.” Addiwyn grinned at her. “The fact remains, Iris is another who needs some kindness and positive influences; we need to
  
   not
  
  let Ravana shape her into a follower on a leash. As for the others, Maureen’s got depths I’ve not glimpsed yet, and Szith is quite level-headed. I think those two will be a good influence on both of the others. And I
  
   wish
  
  you would consider involving the other faculty in this scheme of yours. I’ve already caused Afritia a bunch of trouble she doesn’t deserve, and she is not someone I enjoy having mad at me.”
 

 
  “I’ll consider that.”
 

 
  “If the answer’s ‘no,’ just say so,” Addiwyn said, scowling.
 

 
  “If it were, I would,” Tellwyrn replied pointedly. “I’m leaning strongly toward a
  
   probable
  
  ‘no,’ but I
  
   will
  
  consider it. Anything else?”
 

 
  Addiwyn picked up the cooled tea and took a sip, leaning back in her chair. “Just out of curiosity, who was your agent on campus when I was studying here before?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled sweetly. “You know, I can’t seem to recall.”
 

 
  “All right, fine,” Addiwyn replied, rolling her eyes. “Just one other request, then.”
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  She grimaced, glancing at the door. “Can I maybe sleep here tonight?”
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  High Commander Rouvad made the lot of them wait in the hall outside her office for ten minutes while she conferred with Captain Dijanerad, doubtless about the documents the captain had just received from the Eserites. It was, to say the least, a tense handful of minutes.
 

 
  Squad Thirteen held themselves at attention, which wasn’t comfortable, but was not especially onerous given their training. Far worse was the attention of the other two present, who stood off to the other side of Rouvad’s door. Private Covrin stood at ease, glaring suspiciously at everyone from behind Syrinx’s shoulder. The Bishop, for her part, seemed not particularly stressed. In fact, she regarded the assembled privates with a faintly smug expression. She did not taunt or try to provoke them, nor speak to them at all, but kept panning her stare slowly across the group.
 

 
  Eventually, Principia turned her head slightly to catch Basra’s eye, and winked.
 

 
  The Bishop’s stare hardened noticeably, and remained on Prin for the rest of their wait. The elf gave her no further reaction.
 

 
  Fortunately, the door opened before this could progress further. Captain Dijanerad stepped out, her hand still on the knob, and jerked her head expressively toward the open doorway.
 

 
  Syrinx nodded to her, expression faintly amused, and strode through, Covrin still on her heels.
 

 
  “Do you need something, Private Covrin?” Dijanerad said pointedly.
 

 
  Covrin slammed to a stop, eyes widening, and swallowed. “Ah, no, ma’am,” she stammered, glancing through the door at the Bishop.
 

 
  “Then I’m sure you can find something to do,” Dijanerad said firmly.
 

 
  “Wait for me in the hall, Covrin,” Syrinx said from within.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Covring replied with evident relief, backing up to the far wall. Dijanerad watched her expressionlessly while Squad Thirteen filed past her into the office, then finally followed, shutting the door behind them.
 

 
  High Commander Rouvad was leafing slowly through the contents of the Thieves’ Guild folder, and continued to do so, apparently ignoring her guests while they situated themselves. Basra planted herself in one corner, folding her arms; Dijanerad stood in front of the door, and Squad Thirteen arrayed themselves in a line on the opposite side of the room.
 

 
  “I confess there’s an element of relief in this,” the Commander said at last, still reading. “It’s always disappointing, having to call down soldiers from whom I don’t expect misbehavior. But now, here’s almost the entire roster of everyone I fully anticipated having to chew out this week, right on schedule. It’s very nearly…gratifying.”
 

 
  She finally shut the folder, pushed it aside, and raised her eyes. Her face was calm, but those eyes were iron-hard.
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx,” she said, “do you understand why you’re here?”
 

 
  “Not precisely,” Syrinx replied, her tone unconcerned. “From the presence of this tragically underperforming squad I gather you have an objection to my handling of them?”
 

 
  “Well, that’s as good a starting point as any,” said Rouvad, her eyes boring into the Bishop. “You have been given enormous leeway with the handling of the Ninth Cohort, above the objections of its Captain, and as of this moment I am bitterly disappointed with almost every aspect of your management,
  
   beginning
  
  with Squad Thirteen. Before we even discuss your handling
  
   of
  
  them, I want to hear an explanation for its formation and composition, which was entirely by your design. Not only is this squad
  
   unacceptably
  
  under strength, it is stacked entirely with undesirable recruits in defiance of all regulation and policy.”
 

 
  “I was told,” Syrinx said flatly, “that I would be encouraged to produce agents from this cohort to train for interfaith and political operations. Everything I have done here has been in pursuit of that goal.”
 

 
  “And so,” Rouvad replied, “when Legion policy is and has always been to disperse potentially disruptive elements through the ranks, so that their fellow soldiers could provide an example at best and at the least a counterpoint to any trouble they might cause, you not only clustered every yellow-flagged name on the roster into
  
   one
  
  unit, you then bent regulations even
  
   further
  
  in order to deprive them of positive influences. This looks
  
   very much
  
  like it was calculated to cause this squad to entirely self-destruct.”
 

 
  “The use of pressure as a teaching tool is
  
   hardly
  
  my own invention,” Syrinx said, raising an eyebrow. “I understand there is some
  
   slight
  
  precedent in the history of military training.”
 

 
  “Pressure,” Rouvad said flatly, pointing a finger at Merry. “And to
  
   pressure
  
  this group, you started with our resident ex-convict, here, and surrounded her…” She slowly moved her finger, indicating Principia, Farah, Ephanie and Casey in sequence. “…with refugees from the cults of Eserion, Nemitoth, Shaath—”
 

 
  “Ma’am,
  
   please,”
  
  Casey whispered.
 

 
  “—and Elilial,” Rouvad finished inexorably. A slight but distinct shudder rippled through the rank of Squad Thirteen, Farah, Ephanie and Merry all turning their heads to stare at Casey, who dropped her own gaze to the floor. Principia just raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  
   “Attention,”
  
  Captain Dijanerad said curtly. The five of them instantly snapped back into position.
 

 
  “Why them, your Grace?” Rouvad asked, her tone deceptively mild.
 

 
  “I am surprised it even needs to be explained,” Syrinx retorted. “Their backgrounds have clearly predisposed the group toward maneuvering of the sort—”
 

 
  “Two of them,” Rouvad snapped, “at most. The former would-be adventurer convicted of civil disturbance, vandalism and assault? The former Shaathist housewife? The
  
   librarian?”
  
 

 
  “In my judgment—”
 

 
  “Your judgment is very much on trial here,” Rouvad interrupted. “Let’s discuss what you did
  
   after
  
  gathering these miscellaneous reprobates into one apparently doomed unit. You spent an absurd amount of time chasing down Locke, even going so far as to try to put her loyalties in conflict, and frankly I can see no point to any of that except trying to get a rise out of her, which
  
   ought
  
  to be so far beneath you as to be beyond consideration.
  
   That
  
  is merely troubling.” She pulled the folder back in front of herself, placing a hand upon it, and stared coldly at the Bishop. “What I’ve just learned about the methods you were using to stalk Locke and the rest of this squad is a whole level beyond—and yes, Basra, I was aware of your borderline insubordinate manipulation of the Legion’s bureaucracy to move regulations and paperwork around. And
  
   now
  
  come the events of tonight.”
 

 
  Rouvad drummed her fingers once on the folder, her stare growing ever more angry. “There is nothing—
  
   nothing—
  
  which excuses you sending Squad Thirteen into deliberate conflict with a group of Huntsmen of Shaath. You endangered everyone involved,
  
   beginning
  
  with a squad of soldiers whose safety was your responsibility. You intentionally disrupted an approved religious ceremony of another cult of the Pantheon. You employed a Vesker
  
   apprentice
  
  to do this, also placing
  
   her
  
  in danger—and without informing her
  
   of
  
  said danger. You abused your position in the Universal Church to first learn where the Shaathists would be operating and then do all of the above. And your eventual goal here was…what? To embarrass Private Avelea? I can’t imagine you
  
   actually
  
  thought I would allow her to be court martialed over this, any more than Locke would have been because of your similar antics toward her.”
 

 
  “As I said,” Syrinx replied with some annoyance, “everything I have done with this squad was intended to train them toward the stated goals of this cohort. Despite their insubordination, they’ve done fairly well. I think some
  
   credit
  
  is due my methods, Commander.”
 

 
  “Some
  
   credit
  
  is due to the fact that I now owe apologies to my two least favorite cults,” Rouvad snapped, “not to mention the Veskers.
  
   That
  
  is the sum total of your accomplishment with this squad. And honestly, Basra, you’ve been leaving a trail of destruction for the last week. Did you think I wouldn’t
  
   notice
  
  you manipulating the bureaucracy toward your own ends? Or that I was allowing it because I
  
   approved
  
  of this nonsense?”
 

 
  Syrinx raised her eyebrows. “Of course. Why else would you allow it, Commander? Silence gives assent.”
 

 
  “You
  
   watch
  
  your sly tongue, Basra,” Rouvad said icily. “For your information, I have been monitoring
  
   you
  
  since you first formed this cockamamie squad.
  
   You
  
  have been under examination as much as they. Do you imagine I am in any way
  
   pleased
  
  with what I’ve learned?”
 

 
  “The Shaathists and Eserites will get over it,” Syrinx said with a shrug. “I don’t know why you’re concerned with their opinions anyway; we’re speaking of a gaggle of religious thugs. Squad Thirteen has learned
  
   quickly,
  
  thanks to the pressure I put on them, how to handle themselves in various crises. This looks like a successful series of tests to me.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what’s been a successful test. Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that I accept you were actually trying to
  
   train
  
  these women and not squeeze them out of the Legion as
  
   every
  
  piece of evidence indicates. What I have learned from watching this unfold is that
  
   you,
  
  Syrinx, will sink your teeth into any foe who successfully resists your machinations and worry at them like a dog until you manage to break them. In so doing you completely lose sight of all surrounding considerations: regulations, ethics, you
  
   own
  
  well-being. Your penchant for obsessive behavior has been remarked on by everyone who’s worked with or trained you starting from your own first enlistment, but you began your career by making good progress at self-control. It seems too much power and privilege has undone all that work, Basra. And
  
   that
  
  leaves me needing to
  
   do
  
  something about it.”
 

 
  “You could leave me to do my job,” Syrinx suggested sarcastically.
 

 
  “The whole point of trying experimental training methods with this cohort was to produce women who can help the Sisterhood
  
   deal
  
  with the ever-escalating intrigues in this city, and beyond,” Rouvad said. “The situation grows more tense and more complex all the time. In this political environment, I
  
   cannot have
  
  my top operative acting like a rabid dog. It’s clear to me you need some remedial training of your own.”
 

 
  The Commander folded her arms atop the desk, staring flatly at the Bishop. “There is a situation in Viridill with which I require your unique talents, Bishop Syrinx. You will report to Abbess Darnassy as soon as you can make travel arrangements, and remain at the Abbey for the duration of the problem.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  problem?” Syrinx demanded, her own stare sharpening.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry,” Rouvad said with a tiny, humorless smile. “I will think of something by the time the paperwork needs to be filed. For the moment, I am assigning Captain Shahai to administer your duties to the Church in your absence.”
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t
  
  do that,” Syrinx snapped. “Bishops can’t just be replaced on a whim. The Archpope has to approve—”
 

 
  “Yes, and if I were demoting you,
  
   that
  
  would be a problem,” Rouvad said, still smiling. “Interestingly, Church law provides for situations where a Bishop is incapacitated, on leave, or otherwise engaged. Cult leaders may unilaterally appoint an
  
   interim
  
  Bishop, who does not require the Archpope’s or anyone else’s approval, for up to one hundred and twenty days.
  
   That
  
  is how long, Basra, you have to convince Abbess Darnassy that you’re still a
  
   good
  
  
   soldier
  
  who can do her job without haring off on a sadistic personal crusade. If, at the end of this period, Narnasia is satisfied with your progress…” Her smile widened slightly. “And
  
   if
  
  his Holiness hasn’t decided he likes your replacement just fine, you may return here and resume your duties. I suggest you put your nose to the grindstone, Basra. Narnasia does not share my lenient attitude toward unconventional behavior.”
 

 
  Basra was fairly vibrating with tension now, fists clenched at her sides and her face a thunderhead. Commander Rouvad held her stare for a long, silent moment, then abruptly turned to regard the wide-eyed members of Squad Thirteen.
 

 
  “With that addressed, let’s talk to the
  
   other
  
  individuals who have added to my headaches recently. I understand that was
  
   quite
  
  a performance you put on down in the courtyard, Private Locke. Now, under most circumstances, a raw recruit reaming out the Bishop would be headed right for the stockade, but I’m interested in the details of this situation. It defies belief that the great Principia Locke, master thief of two centuries’ experience, who doesn’t so much as twitch an eyebrow except in pursuit of three separate plans, would lose composure that way. I would like to hear exactly, in detail, what you were trying to accomplish with that little speech.” She narrowed her eyes slightly. “This is a good time for you to be honest, Locke,
  
   not
  
  clever. I advise you not to make any assumptions concerning what I do or do not understand, either.”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat. “Yes, ma’am. It was first a diversionary tactic. As I explained to Bishop Syrinx at some length, I am not particularly concerned with anything she attempts to do to me, but she was going for Avelea. I will not have her sinking her teeth into my squad.”
 

 
  “How interesting,” Rouvad said expressionlessly. “Go on.”
 

 
  “Additionally,” Principia continued obediently, keeping her own face blank, “there were multiple representatives present of the two cults who had been severely antagonized by the Bishop’s actions. I ordinarily would not show Legion internal division to outsiders, but in that situation where Bishop Syrinx’s affronts were unavoidably obvious, a display of opposition to her from within the ranks was necessary for the Legion to regain face. My words were calculated to appeal to Eserite and Shaathist sensibilities as much as possible, and leave those representatives to understand that Syrinx’s abuses were not acceptable to us and would not be tolerated. I apologize for overstepping my prerogatives, Commander. Aside from the benefit of taking that action immediately, I believe it gained considerable credibility coming as it was from a low-ranking soldier who was clearly taking a risk by speaking out, rather than a high-ranking one whose reassurances could be dismissed as politics.”
 

 
  Rouvad gazed at her in silence for a long moment after she finished speaking. “Is that all, Private Locke?”
 

 
  Principia drew in a short breath. “In…addition…there was the consideration that any public punishment which befell me after the fact would have undercut the credibility I regained on behalf of the Legion by speaking out.”
 

 
  “Oh, you noticed that too, did you,” Rouvad said, deadpan. “Well, Private, that’s a lot of complex effects to have achieved with a two-minute speech.
  
   Quite
  
  impressive by the priorities of Eserites, I would presume. As it happens, I concur with your assessments. I’m even a little impressed with your results. Considering the training aims of your cohort, I’m actually somewhat pleased, and inclined to let the matter stand so as to be further leveraged in the future. So no, in this case, you have not forced my hand.” Abruptly, her tone was hard and cold as a polar ice sheet, and her stare furious. “And if you
  
   ever
  
  attempt to do so again, Locke, as Avei is my witness you will
  
   beg
  
  for treatment as gentle as exile to Viridill before I am done with you. Is that understood?”
 

 
  “Perfectly, Commander. It won’t happen again.”
 

 
  Rouvad held her stare for a long moment before relaxing slightly and speaking again. “Needless to say, Bishop Syrinx’s role in this cohort’s management is over, and the experiment in question scrapped. Captain Dijanerad, how much damage do you believe has been done to your cohort by all this?”
 

 
  “Minimal, Commander,” the captain said immediately, “and fixable. I’ll need officers and a schedule of more reasonable duty shifts, but it’s only been a week. That much more time without this nonsense going on should straighten out any problems. Not many have had time to form properly, yet.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Rouvad, nodding. “I’ll assign you three more lieutenants to lighten Vriss’s workload. I won’t transfer anyone against their will, but you may have your pick of any candidates willing to take the job. Have their names on my desk in forty-eight hours, or I’ll pick some for you.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Will you need additional sergeants?”
 

 
  “My squads were promised promotion from within, ma’am. No squads, in my opinion, lack a suitable officer candidate. I believe depriving them of that on top of this week’s events would be a serious blow to morale.”
 

 
  “Very well, put forward your own choices’ names along with the lieutenants’.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “With regard to
  
   this
  
  group,” Rouvad continued, returning her stare to the assembled privates, “whether by accident or design, Bishop Syrinx’s campaign of ‘educational’ pressure has yielded some results. The five of you
  
   do
  
  appear to function well as a unit. You even show some promise in the direction toward which your training
  
   theoretically
  
  aimed. As such, I’m not willing to discard the only possibly successful result of this debacle out of hand.”
 

 
  She leaned back in her chair, which creaked with the motion. The High Commander’s expression was impassive now, her eyes slowly moving across the squad.
 

 
  “Squad Thirteen is hereby disbanded,” she said abruptly. “It will be re-formed to bring your cohort up to full strength in the days ahead, Captain. You will be assigned new graduates from the cadet program, as well as several more seasoned soldiers, just so you have a few to work with.”
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am,” Dijanerad said crisply.
 

 
  
   “These
  
  five women,” Rouvad continued, “are to be re-assigned together under the designation of Squad One.”
 

 
  Despite their being ordered to stand at attention, there came a sharp indrawn breath from the privates.
 

 
  In the Silver Legions, “One” was the designation of irregulars and special forces. Depending on the unit in question, it could be a great honor, or a punishment duty. The Second Legion’s First Cohort consisted entirely of magic users of a variety of specializations—all except warlocks, in fact. Its Squad One actually had three holy summoners, and was overall considered equivalent to an Imperial strike team in versatility and combat effectiveness. The Third Legion’s First Cohort were scouts and rangers of great renown, and the only part of the Legion that had remained fully intact during its recent reorganization. By contrast, the Fifth Legion’s First Cohort consisted of diplomats, statisticians and other paper jockeys. Though these were necessary functions (or they wouldn’t have been kept around), it was widely understood that that unit was a dumping ground for women who had nominally useful skills which did not include forming a competent phalanx.
 

 
  Officially, there was no First Silver Legion. Rumors had abounded for years that such an organization existed off the books, working Avei’s will in places where the Sisterhood could not openly show its hand.
 

 
  “It’s for good and specific reason I permitted you girls to witness the dressing down of the Bishop,” Rouvad continued calmly. “Considering what’s in store for you, I want you to understand some things. There is room for all sorts in Avei’s service. Basra Syrinx is a mean, vindictive, duplicitous snake, and we all know it. So long as she’s one who
  
   acts
  
  in accordance with Avei’s aims, I can work with that. I can even extend some tolerance toward antics which strain tradition and procedure. There is, however, a limit: go off on your own with that kind of behavior and I
  
   will
  
  shut it down. You keep both of those things firmly in mind.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” they chorused.
 

 
  “And with apologies to Captain Dijanerad for usurping her prerogative,” Rouvad continued, quirking an eyebrow, “I am going to go ahead and make the obvious choice for your new squad’s leader. Congratulations, Sergeant Locke.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence, in which Basra’s right eyelid began twitching uncontrollably.
 

 
  “Excuse me, ma’am,” Principia said respectfully, “but it’s pronounced ‘Avelea.’ Common mistake.”
 

 
  Rouvad held her gaze, blank-faced. “Locke, have I ever told you how much I enjoy your sense of humor?”
 

 
  A few more seconds of silence stretched out before Principia was certain the Commander actually wanted a response to this.
 

 
  “I don’t believe so, ma’am.”
 

 
  “There is a
  
   reason
  
  for that.”
 

 
  “Understood, Commander.”
 

 
  “This is because you are the most appropriate candidate for the job,” Rouvad continued coldly, “which says more about the available talent pool than about
  
   your
  
  abilities. Let me be frank, Locke: you are
  
   not
  
  being rewarded. I am giving you the opportunity to
  
   fail,
  
  and I more than half expect you to take full advantage. In that event, I can rid my Legions of five disruptive losers and be done with it. Or, alternatively, you might surprise me and prove that this squad can be a considerable asset. I win either way; only the five of you have a stake in the outcome.
 

 
  “Because, make no mistake, after the events of this week, you girls have proved not only your potential in the political and diplomatic arts, but your willingness to play fast and loose with regulations to achieve it. Much like the good Bishop, here. The difference is that
  
   she
  
  has given Avei years of dedicated and effective service, and
  
   you
  
  lot have done nothing to earn a fraction of that regard. If any of you went as badly off the Rail as she just did, I’d have you flogged. Am I clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” all five shouted.
 

 
  “Those are your alternatives, Squad One. You will either succeed beyond anyone’s expectations and
  
   prove
  
  your utility to the Silver Legions, or be drummed out of them. Mediocrity is not an option available to you. Clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!”
 

 
  Rouvad studied them silently for a few moments more, then turned her head and nodded to Captain Dijanerad. “All right. Make me proud, ladies. That is an
  
   order.
  
  Dismissed, all of you.”
 

 
  Once again, Basra was first out of the office, this time stalking like an offended cat and still practically quivering with fury. The rest followed her in stupefied silence, with the exception of Captain Dijanerad, who actually looked vaguely amused.
 

 
  Covrin was still waiting in the hall, as ordered; she took one look at Basra’s expression and paled. The Bishop strode past her, snapping her fingers and pointing to the floor at her side. Covrin swallowed and came to heel like a well-trained dog.
 

 
  Just as the Captain pulled the office door shut behind them, Principia paused, holding up a hand to halt her squad, and spoke.
 

 
  “Just a moment, Covrin.”
 

 
  “I don’t have time for you, Locke.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Sergeant
  
  Locke,” the elf shot back. “Do
  
   not
  
  walk away from me, Private.”
 

 
  Covrin came to a halt, as did Syrinx just ahead of her. Slowly, the private turned, staring at Principia for just a moment too long. Then she came to attention and saluted.
 

 
  “My squad has the assigned duty of politics and diplomacy,” Principia said, staring into Covrin’s eyes. “And we’re under strength. I need clever, motivated women who possess a certain aptitude for, shall we say, lateral thinking. I’d like you to join up.”
 

 
  Covrin stared at her for a moment, then half-turned her head, glancing at Bishop Syrinx out of the corner of her eye. The Bishop was watching without expression.
 

 
  
   “She
  
  just got her butt served up on a platter and is being shipped off to cool her heels in Viridill,” Principia said quietly, still gazing hard at Covrin. “Basra Syrinx is in as weak a position as you have ever seen her, Jenell. Right now, she
  
   can’t
  
  touch you if you choose not to allow it. This is the best chance you’ll have to get away from her.”
 

 
  “Permission to speak freely,
  
   Sergeant?”
  
  Covrin said stiffly.
 

 
  Slowly, Principia nodded. “Granted.”
 

 
  “I
  
   still
  
  don’t have time for you, Locke. May I be dismissed?”
 

 
  Prin sighed softly. “Dismissed.”
 

 
  Covrin turned on her heel and stalked back toward Basra. The Bishop paused only to smile coldly at Principia before continuing on her own way with Covrin trailing after her. They were gone around the corner in moments.
 

 
  Captain Dijanerad clasped Principia on the shoulder as she passed down the hall in the opposite direction. “Good try, Locke, but you can’t do a thing for someone who won’t be helped. Get some rest, ladies.”
 

 
  Moments later, she, too, was gone, leaving Squad One standing alone in the hallway.
 

 
  “What just happened?” Ephanie asked of no one in particular.
 

 
  “Dunno, but I do believe,” Merry said thoughtfully, “that I have never
  
   been
  
  this tired.”
 

 
  “Never thought I’d miss that little dump of a cottage,” Farah agreed, “but I wanna go back there right now and make love to my pillow.”
 

 
  “Gross,” Casey muttered.
 

 
  “Well, that’s too bad, girls,” said Principia, rolling her shoulders and straightening her spine, “because we’ve a ways to go yet before we sleep. Fall in, Squad One; there’s one more thing we need to do tonight.”
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  Both elves leaned back, straightening, and Mary gently trailed her fingers through the puddle between them. It was hardly uncommon to find standing water on the rooftops of Tiraas; they’d not had to look hard to find a suitable location, no farther in fact than the inn in which Sheyann was staying, though both had employed a little shamanic skill to ensure their impromptu scrying mirror wasn’t disturbed by wind or rain.
 

 
  More skill had been needed to ensure that they weren’t disturbed. Scrying was arcane craft; the degree of ability and power in the fae arts that enabled it was enough to bring curious people sniffing about if they were detected. Some of those people would come wearing silver gryphon badges.
 

 
  “I still cannot believe you left the hook for this in the High Commander’s office,” Sheyann said at last, shaking her head. “If she learns of it, there will be trouble that may task even
  
   you.
  
  The Sisters of Avei are not the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  “If anything, they are less skilled in the hunt,” Mary replied with an aloof little smile. “Farzida would not go so far, and anyway, she won’t find out. I am frankly surprised my little charm lasted all week; it is fragile enough to be erased by the merest touch of divine magic. Apparently she has had no need to call upon Avei directly in the last few days, but regardless, a woman of her mindset would bless her working space regularly. It will be gone before anything more can be learned from it.”
 

 
  “Is there more you planned to learn?”
 

 
  “No, in fact, I consider this matter now concluded, as far as my own interests are concerned.”
 

 
  Sheyann gazed at her thoughtfully, but her attention was inward, not on her companion’s face. “I’ve not followed Principia’s career in any detail since hearing she gave Arachne her child—that’s a combination of events that would seize anyone’s attention—and now I am not sure whether this is fully in character for her or completely out of it.”
 

 
  “The method is a well-trod path for the girl,” Mary said, her expression more serious. “It’s the motive which is new. She has ulterior motives, to be sure, and I’m positive she plans to work against or around the Sisterhood’s rules at some point, but at the same time, she is taking the matter of her enlistment seriously. And now she has the charge of four young women. I believe this will lead to better things for her than I had previously dared to hope.”
 

 
  “Are you going to intervene further?” Sheyann asked. “Even from what little I saw of that woman Syrinx, I am certain she is disturbed in some manner, and very probably
  
   anth’auwa.
  
  She is also not
  
   gone
  
  in any permanent sense, nor will she forgive this humiliation. Principia has likely just bought herself more trouble later.”
 

 
  Mary nodded. “But she has bought
  
   time
  
  in which to prepare for it. Syrinx had the element of surprise and a vast advantage of positioning here. I interceded only to the point of preventing her from leveraging it to the fullest; it was Principia’s own cunning that turned the tables, and it is that upon which she will have to rely in the future.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Sheyann said, deadpan. “Because
  
   now
  
  that she’s become
  
   interesting,
  
  you’re going to give up paying attention to her.”
 

 
  The Crow smiled a sly little smile. “You know very well that I like to keep an eye on things that are interesting to me. And who knows? The girl may need another nudge in the future. By and large, though, I deem it best to leave her life in her own hands, as we always must with the young. After all, Sheyann, with this matter wrapped up, you and I have someplace to be.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” Sheyann stood, Mary following suit. “We may as well take the opportunity to sleep; the Rails will not resume until morning. Last Rock is also not a regular stop; chartering a caravan is a somewhat more involved process than simply purchasing a ticket. We will need to take the first scheduled caravan to Calderaas and make arrangements from there. It is likely to be afternoon before we reach Arachne’s University.”
 

 
  Mary narrowed her eyes. “I have no intention of riding that infernal contraption. If you absolutely insist on prioritizing speed over all other considerations, I will meet you in Last Rock tomorrow evening.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Sheyann said patiently, “you know what is at stake. What method could you possibly have of traveling so far, so fast? Manipulating the winds like that will cause storms across the continent, and even so would take your little wings a week to make the trip.”
 

 
  “There are faster methods, as you know.”
 

 
  Sheyann stared at her. “The place
  
   between?
  
  You would seriously rend a hole in the fabric of reality and risk traveling through a netherworld of doom, beneath the eyes of the great uncreators and the lessor horrors that prowl between the planes, just to avoid riding the Rails?”
 

 
  Mary tilted her head to one side, making a thoughtful expression. After a moment, she nodded. “That’s correct, yes.”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Sheyann said flatly. “You will glamour your hair blonde and I will buy you a ticket.
  
   Honestly,
  
  Kuriwa. It has been five
  
   thousand
  
  years; I think it is about time you grew up.”
 

 
  The Crow very slowly raised one eyebrow. “Oh, I see. You object to my aversions. Very well, then, Sheyann, if we are in
  
   such
  
  a hurry, why did you not simply arrange to have Arachne teleport us hither and yon? I would wager my moccasins she made the offer.”
 

 
  “That is a completely different matter,” Sheyann said stiffly. “Don’t change the subject.”
 

 
  She lost patience and went below in search of her bed before the Crow was done laughing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “All right, Ruda, what’s this all about?” Gabriel demanded, coming to a stop. He was the last of them to arrive at the small landing just before the bridge to Clarke Tower. “It’s late. What was so important?”
 

 
  “Late?” Ruda said, grinning mockingly. “It’s
  
   late?
  
  Gabriel Arquin, you’re a college student, you’re under the age of twenty, and it’s before midnight on a Friday. You call this
  
   late?
  
  You have officially failed at everything.”
 

 
  “That’s it, I’m going to bed,” he announced, turning around.
 

 
  
   “Wait,
  
  Gabe,” Toby urged. “The word went out from Ruda because I asked her to make some arrangements. This was
  
   my
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “Yours?” Trissiny asked, raising her eyebrows. “Well… Gabriel’s question still stands, then. What is so important?”
 

 
  “Guys,” Toby said, slowly panning a serious expression around his assembled classmates, “we need to talk.”
 

 
  “And…what would you like to talk about?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “Let me put it this way,” Ruda said, folding her arms. “Can any of you think of something
  
   you
  
  would like to talk about?”
 

 
  A silence fell. Gabriel chewed his lower lip and gripped the hilt of his sword; Teal flushed and lowered her eyes, and Shaeine stepped closer to her, moving her hand so that the backs of their fingers touched. Juniper swallowed heavily and sniffed, hugging Jack closer to her chest. For once, the jackalope didn’t seem to mind the treatment. Trissiny frowned thoughtfully at them.
 

 
  “I can’t, specifically,” Fross declared. “But I can talk about whatever’s on anybody’s mind!”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, Fross,” Toby said. “But for this… I think we need some privacy. The kind that even professors, even Tellwyrn, aren’t in a position to overhear. And that’s why you heard about this from Ruda instead of me; she has the tools we’ll need, and when I asked her, she said to leave her the arrangements.”
 

 
  “And I was glad to do it,” Ruda said firmly, her mirthful expression lost in seriousness now. “Because I’ve been watching you clowns all week and I am beginning to be
  
   concerned.
  
  In fact, right now, Shiny Boots and Fross are the people I am
  
   least
  
  worried about, and that should give you a hint as to how fucked up we very nearly are.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Fross said cheerfully.
 

 
  “I think,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “And so,” said Ruda, drawing an object from within her coat pocket and holding it up to them, “I dug into my stash. I trust you remember how these things work?”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a second,” said Gabriel, frowning at the blue-glyphed Crawl waypoint stone in her hand. “Why do
  
   you
  
  have that? Aren’t those basically all Teal’s? I mean, Melaxyna gave her the black one, she
  
   bought
  
  that one and it was her flute-playing that got us the last one…”
 

 
  “And I risked
  
   my
  
  ass actually collecting that, which you seem to have somehow forgotten,” Ruda snapped.
 

 
  “I gave them to Ruda to hold onto once we were out,” Teal said hurriedly. “Remember, we were gonna let her handle the loot from the Crawl, since she’s the best with figures? I just thought it made sense to add those to the pile.”
 

 
  “And I hung onto them,” Ruda said, “because they are useless except to University students, since no one else has access to the Crawl, and they’re more useful to
  
   us
  
  as ways to get around down there than as currency; we’ll probably have more Crawl excursions.”
 

 
  “Definitely more!” Fross proclaimed. “At
  
   least
  
  one per year!”
 

 
  “Right, so we’ll sell ’em off our senior year,” Ruda continued.
 

 
  “That reminds me,” Gabriel said, “I’d forgotten about that. What happened to our loot, Ruda?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I sold off everything except the bacon, which I donated to Mrs. Oak. Over the break I had my family’s bankers open nine interest-bearing accounts. Split that many ways it wasn’t a huge haul, so I had them pursue a fairly aggressive investment strategy. Risky, but there’s
  
   lots
  
  of development going on in enchantment and industry, and last I heard we were doing quite well.”
 

 
  “Why didn’t you mention this to us?” Shaeine asked.
 

 
  Ruda grinned. “Because most of you wouldn’t care, Arquin would’ve yanked his out and spent it—”
 

 
  “Hey!”
 

 
  “—and Boots here would’ve just donated her cut to somebody.”
 

 
  “In point of fact,” Trissiny began.
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  Glaring, Ruda thrust a finger directly under her nose. “You
  
   let
  
  me work! Dammit, woman, this ain’t the Age of Adventurers; you cannot stomp around living off the land. People
  
   own
  
  the land now; they’ll either charge rent or shoot you for trespassing. Trust me, you will
  
   need
  
  funding.”
 

 
  “I’m backed by one of the biggest worldwide cults—”
 

 
  “Boots, if I’ve gotta explain why it’s smart to have resources that don’t appear on the Sisterhood’s books, you
  
   truly
  
  do not understand this century.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Toby said firmly, “here we are, there’s our waystone, and I think it’s time we visited our old friends in the Crawl and had a long conversation. Don’t you?”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  friends?” Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “Do you really think this is that important?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “I think it a good idea,” Sheaine said quietly.
 

 
  “Me, too,” Juniper whispered.
 

 
  “We’re
  
   really
  
  not supposed to go in the Crawl except on approved class exercises,” Fross fretted. “On the other hand, campus rules aren’t the
  
   only
  
  important thing, and sneaking down there is sort of a major tradition. I mean, Chase does it at least twice a month…”
 

 
  “We’re settled, then,” said Ruda, grinning. “I trust you guys remember the drill, right? Link arms and hold onto your stomachs.”
 

 
  “Speaking of which,” Gabriel said, “can we pause for a moment to collect our
  
   own
  
  snacks to bring? Because I
  
   still
  
  have the taste of mushrooms and bacon on the back of my—”
 

 
  “Arquin, shut up and hold my hand, y’big baby.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, Prin,
  
   no!”
  
  the innkeeper exclaimed the moment they entered, clutching what remained of his hair in a pantomime of fright. “Not the Legions! Have you no sense of self-preservation? Con someone less dangerous, like the Black Wreath!”
 

 
  “Been there, done that,” Principia said airily. “Anyhow, Pritchett, I have no idea what you’re on about. I am a duly enlisted soldier in Avei’s mortal army.”
 

 
  “In fact, she’s the sergeant!” Casey said helpfully.
 

 
  Pritchett, a man in later middle age, whose retreating hair and advancing gut mirrored each other almost perfectly, gaped at them. Or specifically, at Principia. “You’re
  
   not
  
  serious,” he said finally.
 

 
  “As a steak dinner,” she replied, winking. “Look, we’re gonna need one of the quiet tables, an hour or so of privacy, and a pot of Black Punshai tea. The extra-strong blend. Ooh, with cucumber sandwiches. And do you have some of those fantastic butter cookies still?”
 

 
  “Cookies,” the innkeeper said, still staring at her. “I mean… Sure, yeah, they’re the most popular… Prin, are you
  
   sure
  
  you’re not in some kinda trouble? If you need a place to crash…”
 

 
  “Pritch,” she said more kindly, “I’m exactly the same as I always am. Up to my pointy ears in trouble, completely in control and loving every minute of it. I remember where the tables are. Tea, sandwiches, cookies, and I’ll drop by again later so we can catch up, okay? Swell! Toodles! C’mon, ladies, this way.”
 

 
  “You always take us the nicest places,” Merry grumbled as she followed Principia and the others into the farthest, dimmest corner of the inn’s common room. It was built on a sprawling, rambling plan that resulted in more corners than it seemed a building should have, most of them unnecessarily dim. It was also shabby, with peeling wallpaper, scratched and dented furniture, and cracked, flickering fairy lamps. For all that, though, it was clean.
 

 
  “There’s nothing more ridiculous than a snobby guttersnipe, Lang,” Principia said cheerfully, seating herself and sliding toward the wall, making space in her selected booth for the others to pile in. With their armor, it was a cozy fit, but it did afford them a measure of privacy. Despite the late hour, the inn had multiple occupied tables, and those sitting at them were very unaccustomed to seeing Silver Legionnaires, to judge by the stares they accumulated. No one seemed hostile, though, and they were not approached.
 

 
  “Okay, I think we’ve been fairly patient about this,
  
   Sarge,”
  
  Farah said pointedly, “but it has been a
  
   long
  
  and stressful day, and I really want to just sleep. What could
  
   possibly
  
  be so important at this seedy bar that we have to come do it
  
   tonight?”
  
 

 
  “Story time!” Principia declared, folding her gauntleted hands on the table and smiling at them.
 

 
  “Story…time,” Ephanie repeated slowly, as if uncertain of the meaning of the words.
 

 
  “So there I was, in Last Rock,” Principia began. “For about three years. Honestly, I viewed it as being on vacation; I just sat on my ass, mostly. In theory I was keeping an eye on Professor Tellwyrn for the Guild, but hell, they don’t care what she does with her time. It’s just that it’s not smart to
  
   ignore
  
  somebody like that, y’know? The Thieves’ Guild doesn’t get along by letting the world’s most dangerous people swagger around outside their range of view. So, they needed nominal eyes on the scene, and I needed a break. Anyhow, there’s me, hanging around in bars with the students and adventurers and generally having a grand old time, when up rears the politics of the big city, which is
  
   never
  
  so far away that it can’t bite you on the ass. It started with some shit between the Black Wreath and the Imperial government, and the next thing I knew…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “Kids!”
  
 

 
  No sooner did they materialize on the lower floor of the Grim Visage than they were greeted with evident delight. Melaxyna leaned over the railing from the upper level, emphasizing her cleavage even more than that position required, and smiled at them with every appearance of happiness. Of course, appearances didn’t count for much with a succubus.
 

 
  “Welcome, welcome!” the demon said, beaming. “Only the best for my
  
   favorite
  
  patrons! Drinks and a meal on the house, your money’s no good here.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   damn,
  
  girl, look at you!” Ruda exclaimed, grinning up at the succubus. “You work
  
   fast.
  
  How’d you get out of Level 2 so quick?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah,” Melaxyna chided, winking. “That is for
  
   me
  
  to know, and Arachne to tear her hair out wondering.”
 

 
  “She let you out, didn’t she,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  The demon’s expression didn’t alter by a hair, but her tail began lashing behind her like an agitated cat’s, hard enough to be eye-catching even though it was barely visible from that angle. “You know, Gabriel, it’s the funniest thing. I have
  
   so
  
  much reason to be grateful to you, and yet here you are, not in the room even sixty seconds and already getting under my skin. Sarriki! Our finest table for these most honored of guests.”
 

 
  “You mean our least shitty table?” the naga suggested, gliding over to them bearing a tray of empty goblets. “’Finest’ isn’t really a word I hear much in this joint. Hi, kids.”
 

 
  “Hello, Sarriki,” Teal said, smiling.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” said Melaxyna, “the
  
   least
  
  dank one over by the fireplace. And the best of whatever we’ve got in the back, I’ll not have a poor review of my hospitality making its way back up top.”
 

 
  “The best of
  
   whatever?”
  
  Sarriki asked, raising one of the ridges that passed for her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Well, of course,” said the succubus reasonably, her smile remaining in place. “Unless, of course, they seem to be trying to take advantage. Then poison them. Enjoy your stay, kids.” She turned and sashayed back toward the bar, flicking her tail at them.
 

 
  “I can’t help liking her a little bit,” Gabriel mused, “and I’m not sure why.”
 

 
  “She’s got an
  
   amazing
  
  figure,” Juniper pointed out.
 

 
  “Nah,” he said, “it’s not that… Hard to put my finger on.”
 

 
  “It probably wouldn’t be hard at all to put your finger on anything of hers,” Trissiny said sharply. “Regardless,
  
   don’t.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” he said, offended. “Give me a
  
   little
  
  credit.”
 

 
  She raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
 

 
  “You two are just too precious,” Sarriki chuckled. “Right this way, little biscuits.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, she’s doing that
  
   thing,”
  
  Fross stage whispered. “I thought that was just
  
   Rowe.
  
  Does there always have to be somebody in this pub who calls us desserts?”
 

 
  “Rules of the house,” Sarriki said gravely, gesturing to the large corner table to which she had just escorted them. It was, indeed, comfortably close to the hearth, spacious and slightly less splintery than most of the furniture in the Visage. “You lollipops get yourselves settled in, and I’ll be back with something for you to nosh in just a moment.”
 

 
  Ruda had already plopped herself into a chair; the others followed suit more carefully as the naga slithered off.
 

 
  “So,” Trissiny said, “now that we’re
  
   here,
  
  what is the big issue?”
 

 
  “It was about two hundred years ago,” Ruda said, producing a bottle of rum from within her coat and setting it on the table. “Like all the events which have led to great changes in the world, it was random and
  
   hilariously
  
  stupid. So Ankhar Punaji, the prince of Puna Dara, went out and had himself a little too much to drink, which is pretty much a fuckin’ tradition—it’s how we celebrate important events, like surviving to see another sunset, or waking up without having died of alcohol poisoning in your sleep. So there’s Prince Ankhar, staggering around as sloshed as a sloop in a typhoon, and pauses to take a leak on a convenient rock by the harbor.”
 

 
  She grinned, popped the cork, and had a swig of rum, pausing the wipe her mouth on the sleeve of her greatcoat before continuing. “Turns out the rock in question was a small shrine to Naphthene. Just for a bit of historical background, I should mention that shit like this is
  
   exactly
  
  why she doesn’t like people putting up shrines. They always do, anyway, and she mostly leaves ’em alone. It’s only
  
   worshiping
  
  her in an organized manner that gets your ass hammered into the ground by lightning bolts. But anyway, yeah. The prince pissed on a shrine.”
 

 
  “I bet you get
  
   extra
  
  smote for that,” Gabriel said in an awed tone.
 

 
  “Well, Naphthene is as capricious as the sea itself,” Ruda continued. “We always make our offerings to her when setting out on a voyage. It’s no guarantee at all of fair sailing—she just doesn’t play nice with anybody—but
  
   not
  
  doing it markedly ups your chances of getting sunk. She’s a gigantic bitch, is what I’m sayin’, and doesn’t generally mind having that pointed out. Closest thing we’ve got to a Naphthist dogma is the old saying, ‘the storm cares not.’ Still and all,
  
   pissing
  
  on a shrine? That is the kind of shit that gets a deity’s attention. Sometimes. If they’re a pretty pissy one to begin with, that is. So the goddess cursed Ankhar with the worst fate that could be inflicted on a pirate.”
 

 
  “Hanging?” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  “Poverty?” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  “A peaceful system of maritime trade enforced by sophisticated modern navies?” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “Worse,” Ruda said gravely.
  
   “Sobriety.”
  
 

 
  For a moment, there was silence around the table.
 

 
  “I just…wow,” Gabriel said at last. “It’s just
  
   begging
  
  for a smartass comment, but…what can you say? The thing itself is its own punchline.”
 

 
  “Pretty much, yeah,” Ruda said lightly, pausing to take another swig of rum. “Naphthene cursed Prince Ankhar and
  
   all his descendants
  
  to, and I quote, ‘drink but never be drunk.’ This is why I get a campus exemption to the ban on drinking. The Punaji royal line, despite being completely impervious to the intoxicating effects of…well,
  
   anything…
  
  suffers a compulsion to consume alcohol.”
 

 
  “What happens if you
  
   don’t
  
  drink?” Trissiny asked curiously.
 

 
  Ruda’s expression darkened. “One of my uncles tried that. I do
  
   not
  
  want to talk about it.” She took another drink of rum.
 

 
  “Um,” Juniper said, slowly stroking Jack’s fur, “that’s a neat story and it’s interesting to finally know why you’re immune to drugs—”
 

 
  “Actually that
  
   really
  
  straightens out something that had been bugging me!” Fross exclaimed. “If it’s a divine curse, that explains why it didn’t work as well on infernal intoxicants! It probably saved your life when you got hopped up on hthrynxkh blood, Ruda, but didn’t manage to completely obviate the effects like it does everything else. Fascinating!”
 

 
  “Yes, but my
  
   point
  
  was,” Juniper said patiently, “why are you telling us this
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Because, as I said, it is story time,” Principia said in response to Farah’s question. The others were silent in the aftermath of her tale, not reaching for the tea or sandwiches which had been delivered while the elf spoke. Principia folded her arms on the table, pushing her teacup away, and leaned forward to stare earnestly at them. “And because it’s a pretty basic rule of command not to ask anything of your troops you’re not willing to do yourself.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,
  
  Locke,” Merry whispered. She looked downright nauseous. “I had no idea… I mean, I knew that guy was skeevy, even before he betrayed us, but I never figured… If I’d even
  
   imagined
  
  he’d do something like that…”
 

 
  “Relax, Lang,” Principia said gently. “To look at it another way,
  
   I
  
  could’ve warned
  
   you
  
  about him if I wasn’t so tied up in worrying over my own skin. Let’s face it, none of us came out of that mess looking good. Can we just, finally, put it behind us and start over?”
 

 
  Merry nodded, and gulped. “I… Yeah. I think I like the sound of that.”
 

 
  “If I take your meaning,” Ephanie said slowly, “you want
  
   us
  
  to tell you
  
   our
  
  stories.”
 

 
  “It’s like this,” the newly-minted sergeant said seriously. “We are
  
   not
  
  out of the woods, girls. Syrinx got slapped on the wrist, no more. We have four months in which to shape up without having to worry about her descending on us, and probably a small grace period after she’s back in which she’ll be careful not to piss off the High Commander again. But she is
  
   not
  
  gone, and in fact her last memory of us is the humiliation of being knocked down a peg while we watched. This isn’t over. She’ll be coming for us again, eventually.
 

 
  “Furthermore,” she went on, her expression growing grimmer, “there’s the fact that Commander Rouvad made it plan she doesn’t like us. She also set us up for future confrontations with Syrinx by
  
   arranging
  
  for us to be witness to the Bishop’s comeuppance, which let’s face it, was completely unnecessary. That woman is too sharp to have done something like that accidentally or at random. I think, next time we have to take on Syrinx, it’ll be with the tacit approval of the High Commander. She’s setting us up to clash with her.”
 

 
  “That’s completely bonkers,” Farah objected. “Why?”
 

 
  “It actually makes perfect sense,” Casey said, frowning. “She can’t get rid of Syrinx without having a suitable replacement—and it might not be smart to get rid of Syrinx anyway, because
  
   then
  
  she might go over to the Church completely and become an outright enemy. One who knows the Sisterhood’s inner workings. But if she wanted to
  
   replace
  
  Syrinx…here we are. If we shape up, take her on and take her
  
   down,
  
  Rouvad has a whole roster of women who can do the Bishop’s job—at least, her political job, I dunno about being a priestess. And if we fail, well, we’re a convenient chew toy for Basra to focus on while Rouvad sets up something else.”
 

 
  Ephanie sighed heavily. “I hate politics so
  
   very
  
  much.”
 

 
  “I am afraid that’s just too damn bad, Avelea,” Principia said firmly. “Politics, as of right now, is what we are. We have at least one powerful enemy who
  
   will
  
  be coming back for us, and we cannot count on the support of the High Commander when her own interest lies in making us fight our own battles.”
 

 
  “Captain Dijanerad has our backs,” Farah pointed out. “I mean, Locke, the fact is your little tirade against Syrinx ended on a big fat gendered insult. Rouvad didn’t mention that
  
   at all,
  
  which I’m pretty sure means she didn’t know about it. Which means Dijanerad didn’t
  
   tell
  
  her.”
 

 
  “And that’s something to consider,” Principia said nodding. “But we’ve been over the fact that Shahdi Dijanerad is a good soldier and not much of a political operative at all. No, ladies, what we have to rely on is each other. And right now, we are a big bundle of unknown elements to one another. I love my privacy as much as the next gal, but that’s not going to
  
   work.
  
  There are too many unasked questions, here, and not enough trust.”
 

 
  She leaned back, dragging her stare around the group, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “So I went first. Now, we need to know just who and what we are dealing with. I’m sorry to have to put you all on the spot like this, but I’m doing it
  
   because
  
  I have to. As of this moment, we are family. We succeed
  
   together,
  
  or we all fail, and the consequences of failure for each of us are likely to be far worse than a damaged military career. You all know that, right?”
 

 
  “Commander Rouvad pretty much told us that straight out,” Merry said in a hollow tone.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Principia said grimly, nodding. “So we are not going into one more day without knowing who we’re fighting beside. Who’s next?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s not even that I think it’s urgent, or that anybody’s in danger,” Ruda said, pouring rum into her teacup while the others stared disconsolately at the steaming pot of mushroom stew now in the middle of the table, “but it’s been a week of watching most of you lot moping and sulking and fidgeting and generally acting off-kilter, and dammit, I’m getting worried. I’m not the only one, either,” she added, nodding at Toby. “Look, guys, I respect your privacy and all, but we’re
  
   family,
  
  here. There is clearly some unresolved business from the battle this spring weighing on several of us. I know this is hard, but we have got to
  
   deal
  
  with it. Keepin’ it to yourself isn’t going to help you at all, whatever’s troubling you. Fuck it, I love you guys. We’re all in this together. Let’s
  
   deal
  
  with it together. Okay?”
 

 
  Juniper sniffled, tears beading in her eyes, but she was smiling at Ruda as she did so. Toby smiled, too; Trissiny looked thoughtful. Teal was twisting her hands in her lap, stopping only when Shaeine reached over to take one of them in her own.
 

 
  “Well,” Gabriel said after a moment’s silence, “this is not something I would’ve expected or thought to try, but when you put it that way… Yeah, Ruda, I think you’re right. So, I guess I’ll go first.”
 

 
  He leaned to one side, drawing the black sword from its sheath, then pushed aside his still-empty bowl and set the elven saber on the table in front of him.
 

 
  “Everyone, this is Ariel.”
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  “Uh, yeah,” Juniper said, nonplussed. “We were all there when you got it.”
 

 
  “No, I mean…” Gabriel let out an irritated sigh and nudged the sword with his hand. “Hey, c’mon. You’re embarrassing me.”
 

 
  “He’s talking to his sword,” Fross stage whispered.
 

 
  
   “If you’re certain this is a good idea.”
  
 

 
  The voice was feminine, oddly resonant and actually rather pleasant, but it made everyone at the table lean back in surprise. Gabriel smiled smugly for a second, then his expression faded into awkwardness.
 

 
  “So,” he drawled, “yeah. Belated introductions. Ariel, everyone. Everyone, Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “I’m already quite well acquainted with them all.”
  
 

 
  “That sword talks,” Juniper said, staring at it.
 

 
  
   “And there’s that razor intellect for which you are so well known.”
  
 

 
  “Hey!” Gabriel snapped, grabbing the hilt. “Be
  
   nice
  
  to my friends!”
 

 
  
   “Of course. My apologies.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, she talks,” he added, scowling, “and sometimes she’s kind of a jerk. She’s smart, though, and helpful.”
 

 
  “How long, exactly, has this been going on?” Trissiny asked, staring at Ariel.
 

 
  He sighed. “Presumably, she’s always been able to talk.
  
   I
  
  didn’t learn about this until after the battle this spring.”
 

 
  “How long after?” she asked sharply.
 

 
  Gabriel winced. “It, uh… The day everyone left campus. That’s when she started… Well, in fact, she sort of began lecturing me.”
 

 
  
   “Surely you’re not going to contend that some lecturing was not needed.”
  
 

 
  “That long?” Trissiny exclaimed, staring at him. “All
  
   summer?”
  
 

 
  “It’s not like…” Gabe sighed again, planting an elbow on the table and leaning his forehead into his hand. “Okay, this is going to sound pretty dumb.”
 

 
  “That’s okay!” Fross said reassuringly. “It’s never stopped you before!”
 

 
  
   “Even the pixie is doing it,”
  
  Ariel commented.
  
   “You are truly the designated comic relief in this group.”
  
 

 
  “Hush,” he said irritably. “Look, I wasn’t
  
   trying
  
  to keep this secret, okay? It’s just that… When I first found out, I sort of… Needed time to process. We talked a good bit, alone, and she helped me a lot with my magic. I mean, both my enchanting and getting to handle the divine. And the longer it went on, the harder it was to think of a reason to bring it up. I just… It wasn’t
  
   supposed
  
  to be secret or anything, it just turned into a vicious cycle where I couldn’t think of a way to say ‘hey, my sword can talk!’”
 

 
  “There’s a method I like to use in situations like this,” Ruda said. “I’d say ‘hey, my sword can talk!’”
 

 
  “Thank you, Ruda.”
 

 
  “You got it, Arquin. Always here for ya.”
 

 
  “She…helps you with magic?” Toby asked, peering quizzically at the sword.
 

 
  
   “In fact, that is my primary gift,”
  
  Ariel said.
  
   “I require energy from the aura of a user to be fully active. Gabriel has a great deal of magic in his, but for most of the period after retrieving me from the Crawl—to which, I note, you have brought me back and which I will
  
  thank
  
   you
  
  never
  
   to do again—I did not choose to speak up because the power around him as predominantly infernal in nature. I would rather not have that gunking up my metaphysical works, as it were.”
  
 

 
  “Wow,” Ruda commented. “Once you get her going, she
  
   really
  
  gets going.”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel does not recall my first actual help to him, as he was in a hethelax fit at the time. It was during the battle of the hellgate; I altered the method by which his infernal aura manifested in berserking, allowing him to remain lucid and make conscious use of that power. I must say he did quite well with that, once it was done.”
  
 

 
  “You enchanted
  
   him?”
  
  Fross exclaimed, aghast. “That’s
  
   incredibly
  
  dangerous! You could have killed him, or much, much worse!”
 

 
  
   “Nonsense. Enchantment of sentient beings is dangerous because of the principle of recursive subjectivity, which does not apply to me. I am not a person; I do not have the psychology of a sentient being, and do not perform subjective mental processes. That is why I cannot do magic on my own, even when fully charged as I am now by long exposure to a powerful partner’s aura. I was able to make tweaks to Gabriel’s infernal power without risking damage to him precisely because I can apply spell effects using his own energy without being subjected to the irrational whims of his subconscious mind. This is what makes me a priceless aid to any spellcaster.”
  
 

 
  “And so modest!” Ruda said cheerfully.
 

 
  “So…you changed your berserking?” Teal asked, frowning at Gabriel. “You don’t lose control anymore?”
 

 
  “Actually, no; she says it was just for the one time,” he replied.
 

 
  
   “And we will
  
  not
  
   be doing that again,”
  
  Ariel added firmly.
  
   “That was a crisis. Meddling with infernal power under any circumstances is a last desperate resort to be employed only in the lack of
  
  any
  
   other options.”
  
 

 
  “Well, she does seem to have sense,” Trissiny said with grudging approval.
 

 
  
   “As Gabriel is an arcanist who now possesses a
  
  considerable
  
   wellspring of divine energy, dealing with the infernal at all is off the table.”
  
 

 
  “Gabriel is the one making the decisions in this partnership,” he said sharply.
 

 
  
   “Of course, but Gabriel does, thankfully, possess the rudimentary common sense to follow excellent advice when he hears it, which is why this partnership has been largely successful despite his lack of inherent wisdom.”
  
 

 
  “I
  
   like
  
  this sword!” Ruda cackled.
 

 
  “You want her?” Gabriel asked sourly.
 

 
  
   “I would be wasted on a non-magic user,”
  
  Ariel said with clear disdain.
  
   “As I was saying, making deliberate use of infernal power is most unwise. In fact, I believe we may be able to access his new divine powers to cut off the berserking effect entirely, though he has been reluctant to experiment.”
  
 

 
  “That would be some of that wisdom you say I don’t have,” Gabriel snapped. “All right, that’s my thing on the table. Who’s next?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “There really wasn’t much more to it, after that,” Merry said, her eyes on the steaming teacup she held in both hands. “The magistrate really chewed me up one side and down the other… But in an odd way, I think he had a soft spot for cases like mine. Anyhow, he didn’t throw the book at me; once he got done explaining what a dumbass I was, he made a pretty serious pitch for the Legions. The actual sentence for the trouble I caused would’ve just been a couple months in a cell, but he seemed to think
  
   this
  
  was what I needed to get over some of my more silly ideas. By the time he was done talking, I couldn’t really argue, so…here I am.”
 

 
  She shrugged, took a sip of tea and set the cup down again. “I was gonna go off and save the world, you know? Or at least a village or something. Glory and riches, maybe a handsome prince, and generally
  
   not
  
  get stuck grinding myself down to a numb little lump of coal in pointless, menial jobs the way both my parents did. I was a stupid fucking child, is all.” She finally raised her eyes to look at them. “And…that was the last time I really liked myself. Here… It’s all about keeping my head down, doing the work, not making waves. Honestly, on a twisted level I’ve been
  
   enjoying
  
  being put upon by Syrinx. That was… There’s something noble about having an enemy who’s actually
  
   evil.”
  
 

 
  “Words like ‘evil’ are tricky,” Principia said quietly. “I’d be careful about throwing that around. Most enemies are just people who have their reasons.”
 

 
  “And this one?” Merry asked flatly, turning to stare at her.
 

 
  Principia grinned. “No, I think you’re right. She actually is pretty evil. Just…general advice. I’m the boss now, I have to say stuff like that.”
 

 
  “Well, apparently I’m
  
   still
  
  a stupid child at heart,” Merry said with an answering smile, “so maybe I have to listen to it.”
 

 
  “I sort of get where you’re coming from.” Farah shifted in her seat when they all turned to look at her, but continued. “I was an acolyte at a Nemitite temple, and…I really loved it. I felt
  
   called
  
  to it. Honestly, after my enlistment is over, I think I’ll probably go back there. But… I was studying under Aleesa Asherad, who was the first victim of the priest killer last year.” She lowered her eyes. “You can’t imagine what that was like. Aleesa was one of the best people I ever knew. Intelligent, but also
  
   wise,
  
  and such a good teacher… It completely shattered us, all of us. It was like the whole temple lost its heart. And I…” She gulped, grimacing. “Well, I had a crush on this guy, and I tried to, uh, turn to him for comfort and got rejected. That was the excuse I used to leave the temple… But the truth was, I was just afraid. It was supposed to have been a safe place. How could something like that just
  
   happen?
  
  I…felt weak, and helpless, and didn’t want to anymore. I actually tried to join the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “You what?” Casey exclaimed in surprise.
 

 
  Farah smiled bitterly. “Yeah, well, who’s less afraid than the Eserites, after all?”
 

 
  “Eserites feel fear the same as anyone else,” Principia noted. “We just turn it into motivation.”
 

 
  “Is that doctrine?” Farah asked curiously. “Because Bishop Darling said almost exactly the same thing.”
 

 
  “So you went to Darling?” Principia asked.
 

 
  “Yeah… He paid for a really good shrine for Aleesa at the Temple of Vidius. I don’t even know why, but it made me think of him. He, uh, was very tactful, but he rather strongly suggested I was not a good fit for the Guild. But he did point me at the Legion.” She gazed thoughtfully into the distance. “And you know something, he was absolutely right. I…
  
   like
  
  this. I don’t plan to spend my whole life at it, like I said, but… I don’t feel afraid anymore. I feel strong. I know there are things in the world that I can’t begin to fight, but the Legion’s taught me how to stand up and
  
   fight,
  
  win or lose, if it needs to be done. I already got what I needed from my enlistment, and I’m very willing to give my all to Avei in exchange.”
 

 
  She stopped, staring fiercely around at them. Merry raised her eyebrows in mild surprise, but the others smiled back.
 

 
  “Well,” Principia said after a moment. “I guess that leads us to the ones we’re all
  
   really
  
  curious about.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It was at the battle,” Toby said, staring down at his folded hands. “At the worst part. I didn’t know where anyone was, I thought Triss had been killed… I was alone, demons were coming at me, and…I snapped. I was so
  
   angry.
  
  I let it out at them with sheer divine magic.”
 

 
  “With the greatest of respect to your pacifism, Toby,” Shaeine said with a gentle smile, “I cannot think of a more understandable reaction in that situation.”
 

 
  “It’s not that,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s… I felt the light blaze up in me, in a way I’ve
  
   never
  
  felt it before. So much… It seemed like it filled the whole sky. Like once I called on it, I wasn’t even in control anymore. Just for a moment, though. And when it faded…they were gone. All of them.
  
   Dozens,
  
  just…vaporized. Reduced to ashes.” He closed his eyes. “In two seconds I destroyed dozens of sentient beings.”
 

 
  Gabriel reached over to place a hand on his shoulder.
 

 
  “I know you guys have been worried about me,” Toby continued, opening his eyes again, but still looking downward. “In class, I have not been doing well making things out of light. It’s just… I can’t stop
  
   seeing
  
  that. My power, used to kill and destroy. Ever since, I’ve felt this…loathing. When I try to touch the light, part of me runs away from it. I don’t know what to do.”
 

 
  “Have you spoken to Omnu about this?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, looking up at her. “It’s… I don’t know how it is with you and Avei, but under most circumstances, Omnu doesn’t communicate with me in words. That requires a ritual, which requires a sacred space… Well, generally, I can feel him
  
   there,
  
  and he’s a kind of emotional presence. When he wants to express something, it’s just these washes of feeling through my mind. It’s very…well, it’s beautiful, generally. But with this… All I get from him is comfort. Calm. A sense that it’ll be all right. And I don’t know
  
   how
  
  he can think that. I feel awful, because it’s so stupidly selfish to make such demands of one’s
  
   god,
  
  but it’s like…he won’t offer me what I need.”
 

 
  “Gods, as a rule,” said Shaeine, “when they offer help or communication at all,
  
   do
  
  offer what we need. When what they give is in conflict with our expectations, it is not generally they who are wrong.”
 

 
  “I’ve thought of that, too,” Toby said, grimacing. “I just feel…stuck.”
 

 
  “Toby,” Trissiny said with a thoughtful frown, “did you feel burned at all, when you flared up at the demons?”
 

 
  “No,” he said, frowning in response. “In fact, I thought that was odd. It was a
  
   huge
  
  amount of power. It
  
   should
  
  have burned me, at least a little.”
 

 
  “It should have utterly
  
   incinerated
  
  you,” she said. Toby blinked at her in surprise. “I know that spell, Toby, though I’ve never heard of an Omnist cleric of any kind using it. The divine nova is… Well, you know what it is, you were there. Had you done that in a crowd of
  
   people
  
  rather than demons, it would have healed everything any of them suffered, right down to any scars they had. Two Hands of Avei have died doing that.”
 

 
  “Died?” he whispered.
 

 
  “It has to do with the nature of our faith, and of Avei’s support,” she said seriously. “It’s more power than any mortal can safely channel. Avei’s power
  
   is
  
  granted to us as a weapon, but only in proportions that mortals can bear. To call on her as…as magical
  
   artillery,
  
  that’s a tremendously serious thing. She has not forbidden it, but given us doctrines warning against such reliance on sheer firepower, and imposed a steep price if it is to be called upon. Only a Hand or a high priestess even has the right to make that request, and she knows, in so doing, that she is offering her life in exchange for calling down the goddess’s wrath upon her enemies.”
 

 
  “Boots, I know it’s been a while since I’ve made fun of you for it,” Ruda commented, “but I feel it’s appropriate here to state that your religion is
  
   fucked up.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny glanced at her and sighed before turning her attention back to Toby. “The
  
   point
  
  is, it’s not just Avenists who have used that spell. Salyrite clerics have also managed it, but Salyrene has different rules. She simply won’t do it under the majority of circumstances, but when she does, it’s using her clerics as a focal point while also protecting them.
  
   They
  
  always came away unharmed.”
 

 
  “So…” Toby frowned deeply. “Wait. You’re saying…”
 

 
  “I am saying,” she replied, “you did not kill those demons. Omnu did.”
 

 
  There was quiet around the table for a long moment. The sounds of talk, laughter and clattering dishes from the Visage’s other patrons washed over them, leaving no impression.
 

 
  “That can’t be,” Toby whispered. “Omnu is peace. Omnu is
  
   life.”
  
 

 
  “They were demons,” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  Toby shook his head stubbornly. “That shouldn’t matter! Omnu has used his power to defend against demons, but that kind of
  
   aggression…”
  
 

 
  “What, exactly, is involved in getting an actual
  
   conversation
  
  with Omnu?” Gabriel asked, tilting his head.
 

 
  “Well… The ritual itself isn’t too hard. It just needs to be performed at a major temple. It’d have to be the one in Tiraas, there aren’t any others of sufficient importance to the faith on this continent. I would have to have the use of the main sanctuary to myself for a few hours. I really hate to create that kind of imposition to others of the faith…”
 

 
  “Honestly, man, I think you really need to do that,” Gabriel said seriously. “Aside from the fact that this is bothering you… Even not being Omnist, I get where you’re coming from. This looks like
  
   weird
  
  behavior from him. If you’re gonna be his Hand in this world, you need to understand what he’s doing, especially when he’s using you to do it.”
 

 
  “I suspect that monks at the temple will not begrudge you its use,” Shaeine added.
 

 
  “For what it may be worth,” said Trissiny, “different rules apply to demons. Against demonic forces, ‘no quarter’ is considered acceptable terms of engagement for both the Silver Legions and most mortal armies.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Ruda said, rolling her eyes. “Grr, smite, stab…”
 

 
  “Knock it off,” Trissiny said curtly. “The reality is you generally
  
   can’t
  
  take demons prisoner. They are psychologically incapable of behaving, for one thing; in the rare event they will even
  
   try
  
  to surrender, they don’t stay that way for long. They’ll attack the moment they get a chance, and often
  
   before
  
  there’s a reasonable chance; it’s like they just can’t stand
  
   not
  
  fighting. Also, mortal forces simply cannot properly care for them. It takes a warlock to keep a demon on the mortal plane in anything like good shape, and most warlocks banish their familiars back to the infernal plane when not using them precisely because it’s difficult. Our healing is lethal to them; many species can’t even eat the food in this dimension. There are two which are known to be allergic to
  
   water.
  
  Killing them is not only the sole possible response, it’s generally the only mercy we can offer their kind.”
 

 
  “That may all be true,” Gabriel muttered, “but it still has disturbing overtones.”
 

 
  “I never claimed it didn’t,” Trissiny said grimly. “It’s not as if we
  
   long
  
  for combat with demons, Gabe. If Avei’s forces had our way, they would just stay in their realm, where they belong.”
 

 
  “That’s…actually sort of good to know,” Teal said quietly. She fell silent when the others turned to look at her, but Shaeine squeezed her hand encouragingly. “It…I… From the same battle… I gave Vadrieny full freedom to fight. However she needed to.”
 

 
  “Oh,” said Fross. “Ouch.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Teal said glumly. “It… Well, it was a hell of a thing. Pun not intended. She… One guy actually
  
   tried
  
  to surrender. He was dead before he finished getting the word out. I mean, I understand
  
   war,
  
  but that’s…y’know…murder. I had to watch it from
  
   very
  
  close.”
 

 
  “Teal,” Trissiny said quietly, “based on what Vadrieny knew of the hellgate, she has intact general knowledge of demons?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I see where this is going,” Teal said, “and yes…she’s said sort of what you did, that demons can’t be trusted to surrender. I… Well, I wasn’t sure how much credence to give that. She didn’t
  
   explain
  
  it in detail the way you did, and… She’s been pretty offended that I have a hard time with it. It’s hard having a relationship like this, see? We can’t lie or keep secrets. It’s very intimate, but it’s
  
   really
  
  dicey when there’s any kind of intractable conflict.”
 

 
  “Can I make a suggestion?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Um,” Ruda said pointedly.
 

 
  “Please,” said Teal, nodding at Trissiny. “I respect your opinion.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded in return. “Well, I’m sorry to have to say it, Teal, but in this case, my opinion is that you haven’t been very fair toward Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “…okay,
  
   that’s
  
  not what I was expecting to hear,” Gabriel admitted.
 

 
  “I don’t mean just this, the difference of opinion about the demons,” Trissiny went on. “From what she said to me, that night on the lawn… Vadrieny has gone to great lengths and bent over backward to accommodate you and your way of thinking, which is inherently alien to her. And really, that makes perfect sense, considering you have to live on
  
   this
  
  plane, in mortal society. But…have you done anything to tend to
  
   her
  
  needs?”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” Teal said a little stiffly.
 

 
  “I’m not talking about demonic stuff,” Trissiny said quickly. “Obviously, no, it’s best not to get her involved in anything like that. But Teal…she’s a
  
   warrior.
  
  I know how you feel about violence, but take it from someone who knows… If you have the skill and the inclination to fight, sometimes the best way you can express your care for the people you love is to
  
   defend
  
  them. And let’s face it, we all lead interesting lives. We can all do with some defending from time to time.”
 

 
  “What are you suggesting?” Teal asked.
 

 
  Trissiny smiled. “Well… You’ve been practicing with us, learning to use martial arts to fight without inflicting harm. When we’ve fought in our various adventures, Vadrieny has always been careful not to hurt anyone…I mean, before the hellgate, anyway. Isn’t there grounds for a compromise, there?”
 

 
  “You want to train the archdemon?” Gabriel asked, his eyebrows shooting upward.
 

 
  Trissiny shrugged. “I’m actually not sure
  
   how…
  
  I mean, she could
  
   seriously
  
  hurt someone. But… What if we taught her to fight, too? I’ve
  
   seen
  
  her fight, it’s all slashing and screeching. I’ve had the thought more than once that she doesn’t retain much of your muscle memory.”
 

 
  “Boy, is that the truth,” Teal said, grimacing.
 

 
  “I think this is actually a really good idea,” said Toby, looking more animated. “It’s a way to let Vadrieny be
  
   herself
  
  without bringing her into conflict with the demands of mortal life. And that can only be good. She deserves to be appreciated and accepted, too, and to be able to express her own nature.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but
  
   how?”
  
  Ruda asked. “Boots had the right of it. Training in any kind of martial arts involves some inevitable injuries. In her case, that would almost certainly make someone
  
   extremely
  
  dead.”
 

 
  “Um.” Juniper raised a hand timidly. “I could spar with her?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “That would sort of help me, too,” the dryad went on. “I don’t have anybody I can safely spar with, for the same reason. I watch you guys practicing, and I really get the feeling all my exercises
  
   aren’t
  
  giving me the same level of experience you get. Also, Professor Ezzaniel kind of harps on that.”
 

 
  “That leaves us with the same question of how, though,” said Fross. “Sure,
  
   you’re
  
  in no danger from any kind of demon, but… If she so much as touches you, poof.”
 

 
  
   “A countermeasure could be arranged,”
  
  Ariel chimed in.
  
   “At issue is that Vadrieny’s physical form is a manifestation of infernal magic and would be nullified by contact with the dryad. I’ve not heard of this specific measure being exercised to protect a demon—I’m sure I needn’t explain why—but there is a precedent of using the Circles of Interaction to do similar, preventing the annihilation effect without actually augmenting the power being protected. It’s difficult magic, though, and as I said, there are no standing measures to use it specifically for the infernal…”
  
 

 
  “Bet you anything Tellwyrn could work something up,” Gabriel mused.
 

 
  “She probably
  
   would,
  
  too,” Ruda added. “It’s explicitly for educational purposes, right? If nothing else, we could go to Ezzaniel first. Bet he’d be fuckin’
  
   delighted
  
  to be able to get these two into the ring. He’ll pitch the idea hard.”
 

 
  “Guys,” Teal said quietly, tears glistening in her eyes despite her broad smile, “thank you. So much. From both of us.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I had a bad feeling about it from the beginning,” Casey said, shaking her head. For all the difficult nature of her story, she seemed totally calm. “I mean… That
  
   night.
  
  Even when she was offering to sponsor me, I was seeing her running Andy through. He was
  
   seventeen
  
  , and no threat to her, and she just put a sword in him and
  
   grinned
  
  like she was having the time of her damn life. All three of the other Bishops, being
  
   sane people,
  
  ripped into her over that, and she shrugged it off like they were being melodramatic or something. Yeah, I knew going in that Basra had something truly rotten in her core, but she was offering me a way out. The Church had my family; the Empire had managed to get custody of us kids, but… Everything was up in the air and it was looking very likely that everyone I ever knew was going to be imprisoned for the rest of their lives, at least. As a Legionnaire, I could gain some credibility, save
  
   myself,
  
  and maybe work toward getting some of the others out.” She shrugged. “I guess with my upbringing, I’m sort of predisposed to be willing to make deals with devils. Basra Syrinx just might be the most dangerous thing I’ve ever had to contend with, though.”
 

 
  “Well,” Merry said after a short silence, “that really puts things in perspective for us, I guess. It’s just, it’s a
  
   hell
  
  of a thing, Elwick. You get that, right? Nobody expects to find they’ve been bunking with a
  
   warlock.”
  
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  a warlock,” Casey said firmly. “The Wreath does
  
   not
  
  teach kids to use infernal magic; they go to great lengths in legacy families to keep the young ones
  
   away
  
  from it. I know what it feels like—that’s how I warned Basra that night in her house when the Wreath attacked—but that’s it. Nothing proactive until you’re old enough to have self-control, and then they teach slowly. The point of a good infernal education is to ensure you can do everything
  
   safely
  
  before moving on to the next thing. Children would just kill themselves; it’s a path that doesn’t allow for mistakes. Honestly, the Black Wreath are just about the only people who
  
   do
  
  handle the infernal professionally. Even the Strike Corps, even the Church’s holy summoners, have a lot of attrition from accidents. The Wreath can’t afford to be so sloppy.”
 

 
  “See, this is leading into the thing I think we’re all concerned about,” Principia said. “I am still a member in good standing of the Thieves’ Guild. Szaravid is still a Nemitite at heart. Are you still Wreath, Elwick?”
 

 
  Casey drew in a deep breath and let out a sigh. “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking specifically about that very thing. What I keep coming back to is that this experience, Basra aside, has been the
  
   best
  
  thing for me. I grew up with one religion; I’ve spent the last few months surrounded by what could be considered the opposite religion. I’ve heard them both rail against the evils of each other, and heard the absolute sincerity in it. In this position, I can kind of see where both have points, and where both are wrong.” She shook her head. “I don’t think I could ever be Wreath again. I’ve just got too many questions. It wasn’t all bad; Elilial’s ways are all about cleverness, and let’s face it, if it wasn’t for
  
   that
  
  I’d be as deep in Syrinx’s thrall as poor Covrin is right now. But there’s a strength, a sincerity to Avenism… It’s hard to put into words. Hearing the priestesses talk about justice, though, I have no trouble understanding why people
  
   believe.
  
  I don’t know what I am, girls, but I’m gonna figure that out. And I’m pretty sure
  
   no
  
  religion owns all the answers.”
 

 
  There was quiet at the table while they digested that. After a few long moments, Ephanie cleared her throat.
 

 
  “Well… Unless you have more to say, Elwick?” Casey shook her head. “Right, then. That’s about as good a segue as I could ask for. Well, I was raised in an Avenist temple, obviously. Joined the Legions at sixteen. I was a Lieutenant upon being dishonorably discharged.”
 

 
  “What’d you
  
   do?”
  
  Farah asked, then clapped a hand over her mouth. “Um. Sorry. I just…”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Ephanie said with a bitter little smile. “To answer the question, I fell in love.”
 

 
  “They kick you out for
  
   that?”
  
  Merry asked.
 

 
  “Pretty sure it’s the circumstances,” said Principia. “Which we’ll find out, if you’ll all shut up.”
 

 
  “Thanks, Sarge,” Ephanie said wryly. “I… Okay, I’m not going to go into the details of my courtship, that’s not really germane. But yes, he was a Huntsman of Shaath. Quite aside from the insult this was to the Sisters…” She trailed off, lowering her eyes and frowning.
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Principia said after a moment. “I was serious before, Avelea, we
  
   do
  
  all need to have this out, but you take what time you need.”
 

 
  “Women are like pets to them,” Ephanie continued after a moment. “Just…exactly like that. Expected to be decorative, and useful. Women offer and receive affection, but… We aren’t equals. Not truly
  
   people.
  
  As a Huntsman’s wife, I was subordinate. Expected to be obedient. To kneel at his feet, do whatever he ordered…be patted on the head when I pleased him and whipped with a belt if I didn’t.” She swallowed heavily, painfully. “And I loved it. Everything about it felt so
  
   right
  
  to me. It was like I was only just discovering who I was. A pet. I loved it so much I was willing to turn my back on everything I had been raised to honor. It was…who I was. Am.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Merry said. “That is
  
   seriously—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Everyone at this table,” Principia interrupted, “should think
  
   very carefully
  
  before passing judgment on anyone else.”
 

 
  “That…is completely correct,” Merry said, flushing. “Sorry, Ephanie. I will be shutting up now.”
 

 
  Ephanie shrugged, still wearing that dark little smile. “Well, I can’t say you’re wrong. It’s pretty messed up, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Humans,” Principia said, shaking her head.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Casey said, “what was that just now about making judgments?”
 

 
  “Well, I’m sorry, but human cultures have this
  
   thing
  
  about sexuality that still boggles my mind after two centuries,” Principia replied. “Some people are submissive by nature. I don’t get why
  
   that
  
  is such a challenging thing for Avenists to wrap their heads around when they’re all up in arms about how women shouldn’t be judged if they happen to be gay.”
 

 
  “In the end, that was
  
   exactly
  
  the problem,” Ephanie said, nodding. “Some people are submissive. I… Well. The problem is, according to Shaathist doctrine,
  
   all
  
  women are. And that is a
  
   lie.
  
  It started to fall apart for me, almost immediately. Being alone with Feldren, I could truly enjoy the way our relationship was, but all those other women there… They’re constantly trying to bring in women, you know. Not just because Huntsmen aspire to have multiple wives and they
  
   need
  
  that gender imbalance, but because women
  
   leave.
  
  Because
  
   most
  
  women just are not designed that way. It’s not
  
   hugely
  
  unusual—a lot of women get by just fine in the cult of Shaath—but it is most definitely not intrinsic. Girls raised in the cult are just… If they don’t naturally fit the mold, they have every spark of life beaten out of them so they’ll be good, dutiful wives some day. That, or they run. It got to the point where I couldn’t get away from it. Even alone with my husband…the reality of what I was doing was there. By being there, by allowing myself to be this
  
   trophy,
  
  the tamed Legionnaire they held up as an example to all the others, I was complicit. I couldn’t live with myself that way.”
 

 
  She sighed deeply. “And, in the end, I figured out that my own marriage was totally imbalanced. He never… It was so
  
   important
  
  to me. To give myself over to someone so completely. It was a huge intimacy, a huge gift… And Feldren never truly appreciated it. To him, that was just what a woman
  
   was;
  
  there was no inherent significance in it. He loved me, sort of, but the way one loves a prized possession. I wasn’t his partner… Not even his lover, not truly. I was deeply valuable to him because having won me, he proved his manhood beyond what most Huntsmen could ever hope.”
 

 
  Ephanie paused to take a sip of her mostly cooled tea. “Well. Getting out wasn’t terribly difficult. I went to a temple of Avei, spilled the whole thing out to the head priestess. She didn’t even lecture me; Avenists are big on responsibility, and making it known you understand exactly
  
   how
  
  you screwed up goes a long way toward getting back in their good graces. Anyhow, religious incompatibility is grounds for unilateral divorce under both Universal Church doctrine and Imperial law. I didn’t know where to go or what to do with myself, but the priestess took me back to the main Temple, arranged a sit-down with the High Commander, and got me re-enlisted. My record is wiped out—the black mark of my leaving is gone, but I also have to start at the bottom of the ranks. And let’s face it, even with me officially forgiven, it’s going to be a
  
   very
  
  hard road, earning back the trust of the Legions after what I did. But…if they’re willing to have me, I’m willing to do it. So…here I am. A little sadder, a little wiser, and moving on.”
 

 
  She turned to meet Casey’s eyes. “And I entirely understand what you were talking about, Elwick. Having been through two opposing cults, I see now why Avei’s teachings are important, in a way I never did, having taken them for granted growing up. But I also see how the Sisterhood is
  
   not
  
  right about everything. For all their talk about women being free to make choices, they come down
  
   hard
  
  on any choice that doesn’t fit their worldview. It’s…an interesting place to be. I’m not sure where or how I’m going to end up, honestly. But for now, I’m here, and I feel like I’m…sort of okay.”
 

 
  “We’re all here,” Principia said firmly. “And we’re in this together. And for my part, knowing where all of you come from, who you are… Hell, you’ve more than earned
  
   my
  
  trust.”
 

 
  “Likewise,” said Merry, then grinned. “And I can’t help noticing that we
  
   do
  
  have an interesting selection of skills and backgrounds, here. Not every Squad One is anything impressive, but girls, I do believe we can make that list.”
 

 
  “Oh, we will,” Principia said, grinning. “I absolutely guarantee it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It’s just…all my fault,” Juniper sniffled. “I ruin
  
   everything.”
  
 

 
  Jack, for a wonder, was nuzzling affectionately after, rather than lunging (again) for the mushrooms or trying to escape. She held the jackalope close, running her fingers through his thick fur.
 

 
  “I am concerned, Juniper,” said Shaeine gently, “that your feelings of guilt are leading you to blame yourself for everything.”
 

 
  “Shouldn’t I be blamed?” Juniper said miserably. “I killed that poor guy for the stupidest
  
   possible
  
  reason, and now I’ve destroyed my own sister because I was dumb and careless and thought I could do something I couldn’t. I’m such a—”
 

 
  “Stop it,” Trissiny said firmly. “June, Mother Narny used to tell me, ‘guilt asks who made the mess; responsibility asks who’s going to clean it up.’ I think that’s very good advice, which you should consider, here.”
 

 
  “But I feel so awful,” Juniper whispered.
 

 
  “Your sister’s hurting,” Gabriel said, reaching over to squeeze her hand, then jerking back when Jack twitched forward as if about to lunge. “But Triss is right. Look, we’re your friends, okay? When you hurt, we’re right here with you. We’ll do whatever we can. But…don’t make the pain your whole world, all right?”
 

 
  “Learn the lesson,” Shaeine said, nodding. “Do not repeat your mistake. Let yourself heal, and go on to do better.”
 

 
  The dryad sighed. “How, though?”
 

 
  “Ain’t gonna be done in one conversation,” Ruda said. “Arquin’s right, doll; you’ve got us. Your’e not in this alone. And I’ll tell you somethin’ else, Aspen is gonna be fine.”
 

 
  “How?” Juniper demanded.
  
   “How
  
  is she possibly going to be fine?”
 

 
  “Because Tellwyrn is working on that.” Ruda grinned. “Let’s be honest, here. Arachne Tellwyrn is a stubborn, crotchety, pushy, disagreeable, vindictive, conniving old goat who has the social skills of a dragon with diarrhea and three toothaches, but she is fucking
  
   good
  
  at what she does. More to the point, underneath all the bitchiness, the old bag
  
   cares.
  
  It doesn’t come out all that often, but we’ve all seen by now how hard she works to take care of people who need it. There’s real love buried somewhere in that cranky little package, not to mention more power than anybody could possibly know what to do with. If she’s on this, then Aspen couldn’t
  
   possibly
  
  be in better hands.”
 

 
  Several of them wore smiles by the time Ruda came to the end of her speech. Finally, Juniper managed a watery one herself.
 

 
  “So,” she said, looking around at them. “Are we okay, then?”
 

 
  “Well,” said Toby, leaning his arms on the table and smiling, “guys, I have to apologize, but I’m about to say something paladiny. Ruda, try not to laugh.”
 

 
  “I make you no promises, Caine.”
 

 
  “Life isn’t about being okay,” he said more seriously. “Much of the time…you just can’t. The world is full of suffering, and unpredictability, and a lot of getting by means coping with the bad. Life, in the end, is about knowing
  
   how
  
  to be okay, and working toward it.” A warm smile bloomed on his face. “And in the end, we’ve got each other. We’ve all got our supports outside this group. We
  
   will
  
  be okay, somehow, and for now, that’s enough.”
 

 
  “Aw,” Fross gushed. “That was
  
   really
  
  paladiny.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Toby said, grinning up at her.
 

 
  “Even though that’s not a word.”
 

 
  “Is now!” Gabe said cheerfully. “I appreciate the example, Toby. I need to work on being more paladiny.”
 

 
  
   “Work on being less demony, and you will be halfway there.”
  
 

 
  “Do you wanna go back in the sheath?”
 

 
  
   “Yes, please. I’ve been sitting in a puddle of some kind of mushroom-derived alcohol for half an hour. For the love of all gods past and present, wipe me off before putting me away.”
  
 

 
  “Well, that’s that sorted, then!” Ruda said brightly, brandishing her bottle of rum as if in a toast. “On to the fun part of the evening! Who wants pork and mushroom stew?”
 

 
  Everybody groaned.
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  “I know you’re tired, that’s
  
   why
  
  we need to make another stop,” Principia said, grinning back at them. “It’ll just take a few minutes, but believe me, you’ll thank me tomorrow. I know a place that’ll be open this late—just gotta pick up the ground beans and a handpump press.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   bloody
  
  hell are you on about now, you daffy knife-ear?” Merry groaned, trudging along behind her.
 

 
  “Excuse you, that’s
  
   Sergeant
  
  Daffy Knife-Ear, private,” Principia said gaily. “It’s called coffee. We’ll be having it in the morning. Wonderful stuff! You’re gonna
  
   hate
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Why do I have the feeling that’ll describe a great deal of my life in the near future?” Merry grumbled. Eyes on her boots, she barely came to a stop in time to avoid plowing into Principia from behind.
 

 
  “This looks good,” Principia murmured, peering around. They had staggered to a halt on an arched footbridge crossing one of the city’s canals. Fairy lamps atop posts at either end kept it from being too dim, but it was still after midnight. The sounds of traffic from the bigger street half a block ahead were muted; it was completely dead in this neighborhood.
 

 
  “Why are we stopping?” Casey asked blearily.
 

 
  “Because I want to have a word with you ladies away from prying ears,” Principia replied, turning to face them. “Not suitable for the inn; the patrons there know how to mind their own business, but some things we can’t take the risk of being overheard. There are barely any people within the range of
  
   my
  
  hearing, here, and they’re all behind stone walls and asleep.”
 

 
  “What’s so important?” Farah asked, looking more alert.
 

 
  Princpia looked at each of them in turn, holding eye contact for a moment. “The truth is… This may seem rather cheap, since I was only just promoted, and that out of what we can all agree was a weird and twisty sequence of events. But in the days and weeks to come, girls, I expect you all to get thoroughly sick of me. We are going to work hard, and train hard.”
 

 
  Merry raised a hand. “What if we were already sick of you?”
 

 
  The elf ignored her. “The Legion’s normal course of training is one thing—we won’t be skimping on that, not because I am hugely a fan of it but because we can’t afford to. However, that will not be our focus. As was mentioned several times recently, this squad represents an intriguing balance of backgrounds and skill sets, and we are going to
  
   share
  
  them, ladies. Thieves’ Guild con artistry and street fighting, Shaathist wilderness skills, adventuring party tactics, Nemitite research methods and lore, Black Wreath spycraft… Anything and everything. Whatever you know that even
  
   might
  
  be useful to us, you are going to train your squadmates in. Much of this is religious in origin and directly applicable to our official mandate, but there’s more to it than that. We need skills—diverse, dangerous skills. We need to be the best, because we have a job to do over and above what Commander Rouvad wants from us.”
 

 
  “What are you talking about?” Ephanie asked quietly.
 

 
  Principia glanced around fleetingly, but was apparently satisfied with the lack of prying ears. She stared at her squad, her jaw set, and stated flatly, “We are going to destroy Basra Syrinx.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  “I’ve pointed out already that she
  
   will
  
  be coming for us,” Principia went on, “so it’s not as if we even have a choice. But that isn’t enough, ladies. I refuse to remain in the trap of defensive thinking. More than the need to fend her off, more even than the
  
   fact
  
  that that need alone will force us, eventually, to take an aggressive tack… She has to
  
   go.
  
  That woman is a monster. She’s broken in the head, has no feeling heart, and is in a position of considerable power. It
  
   cannot stand.
  
  For us, for Jenell Covrin, for everyone
  
   else
  
  that we damn well know she’s mauled even if we don’t know who they are. This needs to be done. Circumstances have decreed that we’ll be the ones to do it, so damn it, we’re going to do it
  
   well.”
  
 

 
  “Hell yes,” Casey whispered, eyes sharp and alert now.
 

 
  “We’ve got four months,” Principia stated. “After that point… Best behavior or not, Syrinx will be wanting a rematch, and she will
  
   get
  
  it. Whipping ourselves into shape will be good enough for our careers and standing generally that I expect us to be in a stronger position by then, but even if not… It doesn’t matter. What it comes down to is this: Either she is going
  
   down,
  
  or we are.”
 

 
  All four of them stared right back at her, and one by one, nodded their agreement.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Regardless,” Ravana said, leading the way as usual on the path back from class, “I do regret dragging you all into this. Needless to say, I fully intend to make it up to you. We are unfortunately stranded in the environs of Last Rock for the duration of the semester, but I would be delighted to host a vacation when class lets out this winter. Someplace pleasant, and relaxing! I’ve several ideas. In the meantime, perhaps the dorm can be made more comfortable by—”
 

 
  “Ravana,” Maureen interrupted, her tone quiet but firm,
  
   “quit
  
  it.”
 

 
  The group came to a stop, Ravana turning to regard the gnome with confusion. “I’m sorry?”
 

 
  “Quit taking responsibility,” Maureen said, gazing up at her. “We don’t none of us answer to you; we make our
  
   own
  
  choices, as we did last night, an’ it’s frankly insulting the way you assume you’re the decider around here. And fer the luvva courage, quit tryin’ to
  
   buy
  
  us.”
 

 
  The Duchess stared at her, mouth slightly open.
 

 
  “Look,” Maureen said with a sigh. “I like you, don’t think otherwise. But you’re goin’ about this all wrong. You wanna make friends, be part o’ the group? Then be
  
   part
  
  of it. You might find that
  
   easier
  
  than bein’ in charge all the time, I bet. At the very least, it’s gotta be more relaxing. But that’s how you get people ta like you, not by showering them in shinies.”
 

 
  Ravana finally shut her mouth, then shook her head ruefully. “Well, I am…appropriately chastened. It seems we’ve had this conversation once before, haven’t we?”
 

 
  “An’ likely will again,” Maureen said in a more cheerful tone. “C’mon, the habits of a lifetime don’t just up an’
  
   change.
  
  I expect you all t’let me know when I’m bein’ a dink, an’ I’ll do the same fer you. Without makin’ it personal.”
 

 
  “That is, after all, what friends do,” Szith added with one of her private little smiles.
 

 
  “And yay! We get to bond over cleaning rooms full of evil sludge!” Iris said with a forced, manic smile.
 

 
  Ravana sighed softly. “I really
  
   do
  
  feel bad about that, though. Not that I intend to denigrate your own agency, girls, but… Well, it was my idea, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  “Water under the bridge,” Iris said dismissively, waving her hand. “What
  
   I
  
  want to know is what we’re going to do if Addiwyn starts up again.”
 

 
  “She never came back to the room last night,” Szith observed. “Whatever Professor Tellwyrn said or did, let us hope for the time being that it finally made an impression.”
 

 
  Iris pursed her lips skeptically. “And if it didn’t? Because between you, me and the trees, I can’t see that unbalanced twit getting the point no matter what’s done to her.”
 

 
  “Don’t underestimate Tellwyrn,” Ravana cautioned. “But in any case… If she resumes her campaign, we will consider at that time how to deal with it.” She paused, then smiled wryly. “With, ah…a bit more restraint, perhaps.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “This is so
  
   you,”
  
  Mary mused, pacing in a circle around the frozen form of Aspen. “One cannot contest that it does the job. And all it cost was a staggering expense of power and the complete reordering of a small patch of reality.”
 

 
  “It’s such a shame we don’t get the chance to catch up more often, Mary,” Tellwyrn said, deadpan. “How did you enjoy the Rail trip?”
 

 
  “All right, enough!” Sheyann exclaimed. “We are going to have to work closely together to accomplish this, if indeed it can
  
   be
  
  accomplished. Let us establish up front that if we are to be successful, the personal barbs will need to be kept to an absolute minimum.”
 

 
  “Quite right,” the Crow said pleasantly. “Oh, but Arachne! On the subject of personal history, I understand the young Aldarasi prince is currently enrolled in your institution.”
 

 
  A ball of blue fire burst alight in Tellwyrn’s hand. “Now see here—”
 

 
  Before she could get any further, Sheyann streaked across the room and slapped Mary hard across the face.
 

 
  The fireball fizzled out; Tellwyrn and the Crow both stared at her in shock.
 

 
  “We are not
  
   doing
  
  this,” Sheyann declared furiously. “I will not have it! Kuriwa, if you cannot manage to act your
  
   age
  
  I will treat you accordingly. Is that understood?”
 

 
  The Crow blinked twice, then took a step back and bowed, first to her, and then to Tellwyrn. “You are, of course, entirely correct. Forgive me, Arachne, that was a jest in very poor taste. I assure you, I have no intention of interfering with any of your students in any way.”
 

 
  “’Interfere’ is an interesting choice of word,” Tellwyrn said, twisting her lips sourly. “Elilial pulled that one on me recently. Leaves you room to be aggravatingly
  
   helpful.”
  
 

 
  “Well,” Mary said with a placid smile, “I
  
   do
  
  have an interest by blood. And as we just established, blood, however dilute, is a connection to be respected.”
 

 
  The Professor snorted. “Oh, I am not worried about Trissiny. If you want to go toe-to-toe with Avei, be my guest.
  
   Anyway,
  
  back to the matter at hand, because I
  
   do
  
  need to head off to class pretty soon. What do you think?”
 

 
  Mary turned back to study Aspen, her expression growing pensive. “Tricky, as I am sure you know. I can prepare the rituals that will allow us to touch her mind. Sheyann, if you could contribute toward the general emotional contact with which our magic is good, to encourage calm and healing, that will grant me space and some flexibility to set up the far more advanced mental workings.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Sheyann said, nodding.
 

 
  “The hard part is going to be bridging the difference between her time frame and ours,” said Tellwyrn. “Eventually, I hope to establish a passive effect in the room that will enable us to do the work without me constantly having to ride herd on that. For the first few sessions, though, it will require a personal touch. I never automate anything until I am
  
   absolutely
  
  confident of its function.”
 

 
  “Wise,” Mary said approvingly.
 

 
  “And of course, the real kicker will be integrating that into your fae spells.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Crow said, slowly rubbing her chin with a finger as she studied the immobilized dryad. “All right, I will take some time to prepare and confer with Sheyann while you attend to your students, Arachne. Before you go, however, I have some thoughts on the methodology we will need to use. To begin…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Finally escaping the tense, empty conversation with her mother, Jenell practically leaped up the stairs and strode down the hall double time. Beholding the door of her room standing open, she picked up her pace even further, the long coattails of her dress uniform flying behind her, and whipped around the corner.
 

 
  Her satchel was on the bed, open. Her father stood beside it, and in his hands was one of her books.
 

 
  “Can I help you
  
   find
  
  something?” Jenell grated.
 

 
  Colonel Covrin slowly raised his eyes, giving her a very flat stare, then hefted the old volume. He handled it gently, of course, despite his obvious displeasure with it; the Colonel was an established bibliophile who collected rare volumes himself. He often said that he would have been a Nemitite had he not gone into the Army.
 

 
  
   “Athwart the Gods,”
  
  he said, glancing down at the book’s title. “Treatises on diverting and manipulating the attention of deities. Isn’t this volume
  
   banned,
  
  Jenell?”
 

 
  “Depends on who you ask,” she shot back. His brows lowered menacingly, and she hastened to add, “It’s
  
   suppressed,
  
  not banned. The Universal Church doesn’t have the authority to outlaw books in the Empire.”
 

 
  “And how did you manage to
  
   obtain
  
  a copy of a volume suppressed by the Church?”
 

 
  She folded her arms, meeting his stare challengingly. “I can’t think of any reason you would need to know that.”
 

 
  “Jenell,” he said quietly, “you would
  
   tell
  
  me if you were in some kind of trouble, wouldn’t you?”
 

 
  She startled them both by laughing. “Are you serious, Dad? Since when do we have that kind of relationship?”
 

 
  His mouth thinned to a line of pure disapproval. “What have you gotten involved in?”
 

 
  “Nothing I can’t handle,” she said curtly. “I
  
   am
  
  handling it.”
 

 
  “Jenell…”
 

 
  “As someone keeps reminding me,” she stated, “despite how generally disappointing you may find me, Dad, I’m still a Covrin. We don’t whine about problems. We
  
   end
  
  them.” Imperiously, she held out a hand, wordlessly demanding the book’s return.
 

 
  The Colonel ignored that for the moment, lowering his eyes to study its battered old cover. “What problem?”
 

 
  “One,” she replied quietly, “that I am going to look in the eyes when it realizes that
  
   I’m
  
  the thing that destroyed it.”
 

 
  She could see him processing, and silently willed him not to come to the correct conclusion. Colonel Covrin was anything but stupid. If he figured out what was going on, no power in the Empire would prevent him from trying to
  
   rescue
  
  her. And his trying would ruin everything.
 

 
  “This problem,” he said at last, lifting his eyes to stare piercingly into hers, “isn’t Avei, is it?”
 

 
  It was all she could do not to sigh in relief. “No. Gods, give me a
  
   little
  
  credit. No, Avei will be the solution. It’ll just take some work on my part, that’s all.”
 

 
  He stared at her for a long, silent moment, then nodded slowly and finally handed the book back. She immediately stepped past him, gently placing it back in her satchel, and slung that over her shoulder. “I’m heading out. I need to get to the Rail station and embark for Viridill. My sponsor is keeping me on as an attendant while on a mission.”
 

 
  “Jenell,” he said as she started for the door. She turned to look back at him, and found herself unsure what to make of his expression. “I’m proud of you.”
 

 
  Despite herself, despite everything, Jenell couldn’t hold back a smile. “That’s… I don’t think you’ve ever said that to me before.”
 

 
  “Yes, well,” he replied with an awkward shrug. “I guess it wasn’t the case before.”
 

 
  And just like that, the smile evaporated from her features. “Thanks for lunch, Dad,” she said with a sigh, then turned and strode from the room before he could respond.
 

 
  She practically flew down the stairs, through the hall and out of the house, fearing her mother would catch and ensnare her in another of her empty conversations. She didn’t stop until she was at the corner, two full blocks down from the Covrin residence. There, she stood, waiting until a black carriage with the red and yellow stripes of the municipal taxi service approached, and flagged it down.
 

 
  “Western Rail terminal south,” she said curtly to the cabbie as she climbed into the back.
 

 
  “Right away, ma’am,” he said, tipping his hat deferentially, then immediately faced forward again, palming the control runes and bringing the carriage back into motion.
 

 
  She still wasn’t used to that. Jenell was long accustomed to being pretty and well-dressed, which commanded a certain
  
   kind
  
  of attention. Part of her regretted that men never flirted with her anymore, since she’d started wearing Legionnaire armor, but another part was finding the new treatment somehow sweeter. It was still an unfamiliar experience, being addressed with
  
   respect.
  
 

 
  After glancing up to double-check that the cabbie’s eyes were on the road where they belonged, she carefully opened her satchel and studied its contents. Her father didn’t seem to have disturbed any of the books apart from the one… Even her personal reading was untouched, which she’d have more than half expected him to remark on. Ashner Foxpaw’s
  
   Exploits
  
  was so far outside both her previously established sphere of interest and the preferences of Avei’s Legions that it practically demanded comment. Perhaps he’d caught sight of the old copy of
  
   Athwart the Gods
  
  and hadn’t noticed. Luckily he’d not seen some of the
  
   other
  
  volumes she had in there.
 

 
  That had been risky, and sloppy, and she could not afford to be either. Obviously her old room at home was not a secure fortress, and it was pure sentimentality that had made her assume so. She had to tighten up her game. If anybody else found the kinds of things she was studying… Gods, if
  
   Syrinx
  
  found them. She would invest in a bag of holding at the first opportunity, and
  
   never
  
  have these materials away from her person again.
 

 
  Finally relaxing back into the seat, Jenell carefully pulled out the
  
   Exploits
  
  and opened it at her bookmark. There was time to get through maybe another chapter; traffic was dense at this hour.
 

 
  Rather than the spot where she had left off, her eyes cut automatically to an increasingly familiar phrase, one Foxpaw was fond of using—it was the closest thing he had to a personal motto, it seemed. Jenell always found herself pausing a moment to let it sit in the forefront of her mind whenever she came across it. Due to her recent experiences, the idea resonated with her powerfully.
 

 
  Not for the first time, she found herself silently mouthing the words.
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt.”
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  The Imperial Guard were well familiar with Underminister Darouzheh, which undoubtedly saved his life when he burst in on the Emperor and Empress having a state lunch with the Sifanese ambassador. Indeed, the fact that he was well known around the Imperial Palace was the only reason he could have possibly been permitted to dash pell-mell through its halls the way he apparently had, to judge by his breathless state of near-collapse upon entering.
 

 
  Instantly, five staves were pointing at him, humming audibly with conjured destruction waiting to be unleashed. More guards moved to cover the windows and doors in case of further intruders, while the currently present Hand of the Emperor placed himself between his liege and the intruder so rapidly he almost appeared to have teleported.
 

 
  Darouzheh completely ignored all of this.
 

 
  “Your Majesties,” he gasped, doubling over. His paunchy frame was clearly not designed for the kind of exertion he had just experienced. “Emergency!
  
   Dragons!”
  
 

 
  With that, he slumped forward, panting so hard he could barely stand. The guards powered down and lowered their weapons, the nearest actually stepping over to gently brace the Underminister lest he collapse entirely. At a flick of the Empress’s fingers, a maid darted forward to pour a carafe of water, which she carried to the gasping bureaucrat.
 

 
  Sharidan had risen to his feet, gently moving the Hand aside with a touch to his shoulder. Ambassador Fujimatsu finally set down his teacup, studying the scene with admirable calm.
 

 
  “That,” Eleanora said flatly, “is an
  
   unacceptable
  
  combination of words.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Dragons,” Darling said, “and chaos.”
 

 
  “That’s a bad combination of words,” McGraw noted.
 

 
  “Don’t I know it,” the Bishop replied, his expression serious. “Unfortunately, that’s not the scary part.”
 

 
  “How is
  
   that
  
  not the scary part?” Billie demanded. “Why is there
  
   always
  
  a scarier part?”
 

 
  They sat in the comfortable downstairs parlor in the Bishop’s home, Darling in his customary seat at the head of the coffee table, the others around it. No one had yet commented on Mary’s absence from the group, but it was even more palpable than her presence. When she was there, she had a way of quietly deflecting attention from herself.
 

 
  “This is all I’ve been getting out of the Archpope’s oracular resources for the last week,” Darling continued. “You probably know how it is with oracles—or you may not, Justinian does seem to have a good percentage of them squirreled away. It’s all ‘that from beyond which is not,’ and ‘the titans of two forms,’ and an innumerable throng of vague metaphors to that effect. These things are difficult to read at the best of times; it took me a solid day’s work to suss out the consistent themes. Dragons, and chaos.”
 

 
  “I think I see what the scary part is,” Joe murmured. “Now, granted, all I know about oracles is from readin’, and most of what I’ve read I suspect is more fictional than it liked to pretend, but any event in which
  
   all
  
  the oracles shut down and refuse to talk about anything but a coming disaster…”
 

 
  “Yes,” Darling said, nodding at him. “In fact, that’s more than just common sense. This is a recognized apocalyptic portent.”
 

 
  “Never staved off an apocalypse,” Billie said thoughtfully. “Bet
  
   that’s
  
  a feather in the ol’ cap, an’ no mistake.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a titanic pain in the ass even for those who survive it,” Weaver grunted. “Who else knows about this?”
 

 
  “And now we come to the complicating factor,” Darling said with a sigh. “Obviously, Justinian knows. There are the other Bishops who have access to his oracles, too; I don’t know how frequently any of them make use of the resource, but if they’ve tried in the last week, they know. None of them have mentioned it to me. What the Empire does or does not know I can’t be sure. I passed the warning on to the Hand of the Emperor with whom I work, and was told that the matter had been foreseen a good long time ago and the Empire has resources in place.” He shrugged.
 

 
  “Just who are these other Bishops?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “Don’t worry about that,” Darling said, waving a hand. “Justinian’s the one who demands our attention.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Mr. Darling,” Joe replied very evenly, “but we are well past the point of that bein’ an acceptable answer.”
 

 
  A momentary silence fell, Darling lifting his eyebrows in an expression of mild surprise. Standing by the door, Price shifted her head infinitesimally, focusing her attention on Joe.
 

 
  “After that stunt you pulled this spring,” the Kid continued, staring at the Bishop, “I am just about done gettin’ the runaround from you. Pardon my pushiness, but when I ask for details, you
  
   provide
  
  details or I walk out.”
 

 
  Weaver snorted softly. Billie raised an eyebrow, turning to regard the Bishop expectantly.
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said with a slight smile. “Upon reflection, I really don’t have any counter to that, do I? Fair enough. Not that I think it’s any concern of yours and I am
  
   possibly
  
  risking clerical censure by sharing the details, but the Bishops of Avei, Shaath and Izara also have access to the Church’s hidden oracles.”
 

 
  “That,” McGraw mused, “is a right peculiar assortment.”
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx has been off in Viridill on some Avenist business for the last few weeks,” Darling continued, “and I dismiss Varanus and Snowe from consideration because I’ve had indication several times before that both are
  
   fully
  
  behind his Holiness in whatever he chooses to do.
  
   Anyhow,
  
  this leads us back to the problem at hand, and what we intend to do about it.”
 

 
  “Dragons and chaos,” Billie mused, kicking her legs idly. Sitting on the edge of the loveseat as she was, her feet didn’t nearly reach the floor. “Well, it does bring to mind an obvious answer, dunnit? Shame that’s almost certainly an ol’ wives’ tale.”
 

 
  “Y’mean Belosiphon?” McGraw replied. “Or however you pronounce it.”
 

 
  “You said it correctly,” Weaver said, rolling his eyes. “Which is kind of impressive when it comes to
  
   any
  
  dragon’s name. Tell me, Elias, does this ‘confused old man’ act
  
   usually
  
  succeed in deflecting suspicion?”
 

 
  “Sorry, sonny,” McGraw said innocently, tugging his earlobe. “You’ll have to speak up, I’m a mite deaf on this side.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, point being,” Billie said with a grin, “we’re talkin’ about a legend from the time of the Elder Gods. You’re a bard, Damian, you know as well as I that any tale from that long ago’s not gonna have more’n a smidge of fact in its lineage.”
 

 
  “Don’t use my first name,” Weaver growled.
 

 
  “Yes, quite so,” Darling said, nodding seriously. “It’s inconceivable that there could
  
   really
  
  have been a chaos dragon, and the story is so old and from a time of such confusion that it’s just not sensible to give it any credence. So, imagine my surprise when I learned that the Church has specific records of Belosiphon, and knows roughly where his skull is buried.”
 

 
  “Typical,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “Are you rubbin’ me ankles?” Billie demanded.
 

 
  “I…have no idea,” Darling said, blinking.
 

 
  Weaver shrugged. “Doesn’t particularly surprise
  
   me.
  
  One of the
  
   gods
  
  is chaos-tainted; why not a dragon? If anything, the odd thing is how no dragons
  
   since
  
  have ended up that way.”
 

 
  “Nothin’ odd about that,” McGraw said. “Dragons tend to be wiser sorts than the average run of mortals, even before they’ve lived a few thousand years. Takes somebody
  
   exceptionally
  
  stupid to meddle with the powers of chaos.”
 

 
  “Which is precisely the issue,” Darling said firmly. “Everytime a significant chaos artifact
  
   has
  
  surfaced, some imbecile made a good effort at seizing and using it. You being adventurers, I’m sure you know most of those stories, and how they ended. With the oracles giving warning, we can make two solid assumptions: at the intersection of ‘dragons’ and ‘chaos’ is Belosiphon the Black, and action has to be taken to prevent someone from meddling with his skull. It’s in the northernmost region of Upper Stalwar Province. That’s right about where the plains meet the desert in a particularly unappetizing little corner of flat scrubland, just below the foothills where the Dwarnskolds and the Stalrange intersect.”
 

 
  “I’ve been there,” McGraw said, nodding. “The Badlands. Beautiful country, if you don’t have to live in it.”
 

 
  “There’s actually a
  
   place
  
  called the Badlands?” Weaver said scornfully.
 

 
  “Aye,” Billie replied with a grin. “After tryin’ to keep their butts alive in it, the residents were too worn out to think of anythin’ more poetic.”
 

 
  “Here’s where it gets even more interesting,” Darling continued, his expression grim. “I’ve been rooting around in every official record I could find, both Church and Imperial. The actual
  
   location
  
  of Belosiphon’s skull is not known, merely the general region, but there are hints that more precise records
  
   do
  
  exist. It is worth mentioning, here, that I do not have access to all of Justinian’s hidden archives. Second, the Empire has almost no presence in the area. Third, this is
  
   mining
  
  country. Silver, copper, turquoise and coal. It was hit almost as hard as the dwarven kingdoms by the Narisian treaty and all those shipments of free Underworld ore, but people
  
   do
  
  still dig there. And prospect.”
 

 
  “What better way to stumble across buried horrors,” Joe murmured, staring at the table.
 

 
  “Justinian has not mentioned anything about it to me,” Darling continued, “nor I to him. He surely would have…unless this is to be another act in our ongoing cold war of misinformation.”
 

 
  “And if he had the same idea
  
   you
  
  did,” McGraw said, frowning, “who better to send after something like this than adventurers?”
 

 
  “Which means,” Weaver growled, “Khadizroth and the Jackal. And whoever
  
   else
  
  he’s rounded up.”
 

 
  
   “Peachy!”
  
  Billie said, grinning psychotically and cracking her knuckles. “I have been just
  
   itchin’
  
  fer another crack at those two assholes.”
 

 
  “Not to be a wet blanket,” said Joe, “but we fought them to a bare stalemate last time, and
  
   that
  
  was with the aid of our most powerful member, who is not even
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  A glum silence descended upon the room.
 

 
  “Justinian’s silence on the matter does strongly indicate to me that he is going to use his adventurers,” Darling said gravely. “There are things he keeps from me, but he had to know I would discover what the oracles were doing. This is the only topic on which we remain mutually silent, both knowing that we both know what’s going on. So yes, what we are talking about here is sending you off to contend with the dragon and the assassin, not to mention whoever else—because I haven’t a clue who else he
  
   might
  
  have found—with the quest for an artifact of unspeakable danger as the backdrop and battlefield. I’ve gotta level with you, folks: this is above and beyond the call. If you don’t want to go, I’ll not hold you in violation of our agreement. I will
  
   still
  
  be at work getting your answers, though I’m afraid that has to wait until the oracles start speaking again.”
 

 
  “Hell with that,” Billie snorted. “We’re in. Let’s skip the part where we all go ’round the table and agree—you all know damn well you all want your payback, fer a variety o’ reasons. But Joe’s got the right of it. We
  
   need
  
  to find Mary. Anybody got a clue where she is?”
 

 
  “All I know,” Darling said, “is that another elf came here looking for her a few weeks back.”
 

 
  “Who?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “Nobody I knew,” Darling said with a shrug. “She was sent by Professor Tellwyrn, though. Elder Sheyann, I think her name was.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn?” Weaver said, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  “Did you say
  
   Sheyann?”
  
  Joe exclaimed.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I did,” Darling said, looking at him oddly. “Don’t tell me
  
   you
  
  know her.”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t so much
  
   know
  
  her, but you don’t grow up in Sarasio without hearing the name. She’s the most senior of the Elders in the nearby grove.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Darling mused. “Well. That gives us two places to start looking for Mary: Sarasio and Last Rock. Because, to be frank, we have a good bit of preparatory work to do before setting off on this particular adventure. Quite apart from the need to catch the Crow, there’s the question of what to do with the skull of Belosiphon itself. Pretty much the only certainty is that Justinian cannot be allowed to get his grabbers on it.”
 

 
  “We could hand it over to the Empire?” Joe suggested.
 

 
  “Assuming we can even
  
   handle
  
  something like that,” Weaver said. “Chaos is
  
   not
  
  healthy to be around.”
 

 
  “Also,” Darling said firmly, “with all respect to his Majesty’s government, it
  
   is
  
  a government. I will sleep better it it does
  
   not
  
  get its hands on this slice of unimaginable destructive power. And
  
   I
  
  sure as hell don’t want the thing. I have to admit I’m against a wall here, my friends. This is outside the purview of either a thief or a priest. How
  
   do
  
  you dispose of a chaos artifact?”
 

 
  “Destroy it,” said Joe.
 

 
  
   “Very bad idea,”
  
  McGraw said emphatically. “You destroy a thing like that, and what you’re left with is
  
   pieces
  
  of said thing. Do your job well, reduce it to dust and smoke, and it disseminates into the air, the ground, the water, tainting the whole region for… Who knows? Centuries, millennia, maybe forever. Or you may get bigger pieces, which sure as the tides will get strewn to the four corners of the earth to work a thousand smaller mischiefs until some giftedly sinister idjit goes on an epic quest to gather ’em all up and ruin
  
   everyone’s
  
  day.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Joe said slowly. “So, no destroying. That was my last idea. Sorry.”
 

 
  “It’s simple enough,” said Weaver. “We’ll take it to Arachne.”
 

 
  They all stared at him.
 

 
  “Are you quintessentially outta your gourd?” Billie demanded. “Of
  
   all the people
  
  who does
  
   not
  
  need to get her hands on a chaos artifact—”
 

 
  “I’m talking about the only person who probably
  
   should,”
  
  Weaver shot back. “Let’s face it, by any standard you could choose to apply, Arachne is a giant bitch.”
 

 
  “Now, see here,” Joe began, scowling.
 

 
  “For that reason,” Weaver continued loudly, “she doesn’t get
  
   nearly
  
  enough credit. Most of the world has no idea how many times she’s rescued it from the brink. With regard to chaos artifacts in
  
   particular,
  
  she’s already got two. Arachne Tellwyrn owns the Book of Chaos and the Mask of Calomnar. She’s got them both tucked away in a sealed pocket dimension where nobody can get at them and they can’t affect the mortal plane. In fact, she found the Book of Chaos
  
   twice,
  
  and made this particular setup after someone dug it up from its first hiding place. She has the sense not to meddle with chaos and the power to secure it. It’s simple. We take the skull to Arachne, and neither the Church nor the Empire nor anybody else will ever see the damn thing again.”
 

 
  “Well,” McGraw mused, “that sounds like a workable solution, indeed, if you don’t pause to consider how
  
   irate
  
  the lady will be to have a thing like that dropped on her doorstep.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, we’re not gonna just
  
   drop
  
  it at the University,” Weaver said scathingly. “Arachne’s one of our leads in tracking down Mary anyway, right? So we go to Last Rock, ask if she’s seen the Crow and tell her what’s up so she knows to prepare a place for Belosiphon’s skull. She might even help retrieve it.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn is not going to cross the Church’s agents directly,” Darling said, frowning. “Her carefully protected neutrality wouldn’t survive that; she won’t risk her students’ safety by dragging the University into world politics. For that reason, we
  
   will
  
  tell her the whole situation, so she doesn’t
  
   accidentally
  
  stumble into that, blame us for tricking her and blast us all to ashes.”
 

 
  “I like this plan,” Billie said brightly. “Anything that ends with me
  
   not
  
  gettin’ blasted to ash is aces in my book!”
 

 
  “I’ll have to sit that stretch of it out,” McGraw said with a rueful grin. “I’m already on record as getting’ the ash treatment if I show my face in Last Rock.”
 

 
  “What’d you do?” Joe said, frowning.
 

 
  “Well, it’s a long—”
 

 
  The old wizard broke off suddenly, grabbing his staff and half-rising. Joe bounded to his feet in the same moment. Price, by the door, suddenly zipped across the room to hover protectively over Darling’s shoulder.
 

 
  “What?” the Bishop demanded, looking around at them. “What’s going on?”
 

 
  “Someone has just teleported into the house, your Grace,” Price said in a low voice.
 

 
  Weaver also got to his feet, scowling and placing a hand on his holstered wand. Billie stood up on the loveseat, tucking both hands into pouches at her belt.
 

 
  There came a sharp knock at the closed door of the parlor.
 

 
  Darling raised his eyebrows. “Come in?”
 

 
  The door opened, and a young woman in Army uniform stepped in and saluted. Her insignia had a blue eye behind the standard Imperial gryphon, the mark of a Tiraan battlemage.
 

 
  “Pardon the interruption, your Grace,” she said in a clipped tone. “Your presence is urgently requested at the Palace by Lord Vex.”
 

 
  “What’s going on?” Darling demanded, rising.
 

 
  The mage glanced briefly but pointedly around the group. “My orders are to teleport you to the Palace, your Grace,” she said in a level tone. “I’m sure you will be fully briefed once there.”
 

 
  “Ominous,” Weaver said.
 

 
  “Well, my friends, I guess we’ll have to continue this conversation later,” said Darling, stepping carefully around McGraw and toward the Army mage. “In fact, though… Given the time frame involved, please go ahead and pursue the avenue we were just discussing. We’ll regroup tomorrow, or whenever you get back, hopefully all with more information. All right, Lieutenant, I’m all yours. Let’s go see what’s so urgent, shall we?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “We’re receiving up-to-the-minute reports via telescroll,” General Panissar said. “Based on their flight path, this gate seems the most probable point of arrival. They are unmistakably making for Tiraas.”
 

 
  “What can you tell me about the path they have taken, General?” the Lady asked.
 

 
  “Oddly meandering,” Panissar said with a frown. “We are tentatively not considering this an attack. Dragons can be upon you from miles away before you know they’re even in the province, if that’s what they want. These four have been gliding all the way from north of Calderaas, tracking back and forth as if to deliberately waste time. Lord Vex is of the opinion that they
  
   want
  
  to be seen, to give us time to prepare.”
 

 
  “Lord Vex is correct,” she replied, nodding. Lady Asfaneh Shavayad was a stately woman in her middle years, and apparently the leading expert on dragons in the Imperial Diplomatic Corps. That was the only explanation Panissar had been given as to why she was in command of this operation. Standing calmly in the main gate to the fortified border town, which she had insisted would remain open, she glanced around at the assembled soldiers, clearly considering them even as she continued to speak. “This is their custom when approaching one another, as well. It is a sign that they come in peace, seeking to talk.”
 

 
  “Odd that they’ve never wanted to talk
  
   before,”
  
  Panissar growled.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Lady Asfaneh. “This is unprecedented for
  
   several
  
  reasons. Dragons are famously solitary creatures, and when they
  
   do
  
  associate, they markedly prefer the company of those of their own color. Are you
  
   certain
  
  of your intelligence regarding this group’s composition?”
 

 
  “As certain as I was the last time you asked,” he grunted, choosing not to react to the amused look she gave him. “Red, gold, green and blue, one of each.”
 

 
  “Very well,” she said, folding her hands in front of her, still a picture of serenity. “We shall see soon enough what they want. Are the tower artillery emplacements positioned as I said?”
 

 
  Panissar nodded, his own expression not lightening. “With all due respect, Lady Asfaneh, I do not see the wisdom in disarming ourselves with a threat of this magnitude approaching.”
 

 
  “It is symbolic,” she said calmly. “In any case, your mag cannons would not be useful against dragons.”
 

 
  “We’ve brought down a dragon before with a mag cannon.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   very
  
  familiar with the accounts of that incident, General, and I’m sure you are aware that it was quite possibly the luckiest shot in all of recorded history. If this
  
   does
  
  come to violence, the strike teams will be our best hope by far.” She nodded at the six teams which had assembled in the avenue behind them. “The presence of these armed soldiers is a show of our strength; they will not begrudge us that, and in fact will likely respect it.
  
   Aiming
  
  our largest and most visibly powerful weapons at them, however, is a provocation. Keep them pointed at the sky and their operators visibly absent from the controls. We must hope that violence does
  
   not
  
  occur. No one has ever fought off
  
   four
  
  dragons.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to tell me that,” he said quietly.
 

 
  There came a faint buzzing noise, followed by a sharp
  
   pop,
  
  and an Army battlemage materialized beside them, saluting. “General Panissar! Newest report from Madouris on the dragons’ approach. ETA less than five minutes.”
 

 
  “Thank you, soldier,” Panissar said, nodding to him. “Colonel Ontambe! Is the area cleared of civilians?”
 

 
  “Evacuation just completed, sir,” the Colonel replied, saluting as he strode up to them. “The last of the town’s residents have been moved into the city. Only military and diplomatic personnel are left here.”
 

 
  “Then we wait,” Lady Asfaneh whispered, eyes on the horizon to the north.
 

 
  For all that it was possibly the tensest seconds of their lives, it was considerably less than five minutes. The assembled soldiers stiffened further, even Panissar drawing in a sharp breath, as the four massive forms suddenly appeared in the sky above the northern foothills, gliding around in a wide arc as if to survey the city from a distance as they passed.
 

 
  “Well,” he murmured, eyes glued to the four titans, “I suppose they could be just passing by…”
 

 
  This time, Lady Asfaneh didn’t even spare him a glance.
 

 
  They were not just passing by. The dragons wheeled all the way around, pumping their wings as they descended to the flat ground on the outskirts of the border town. This was the widest stretch of highway in the region, close as it was to the gates of the city itself, but there was not room for even two of them to land side-by-side. They settled to the earth in a formation that nearly rivaled the fortress itself in size.
 

 
  “Gods be good,” Colonel Ontambe whispered. “Four of them. One of
  
   each.”
  
 

 
  “Report to rear command, soldier,” Panissar said quietly. “You’ll lead his Majesty’s army if I fall.”
 

 
  Ontambe, he reflected as the man saluted and strode off, was too old and too seasoned a soldier to publicly lose composure like that, but considering the circumstances, he was inclined to be somewhat lenient.
 

 
  It was all Panissar could do not to take a step backward as the four dragons approached them on foot. Beside him, Lady Asfaneh’s composure remained totally uncracked.
 

 
  Fortunately, they shifted as they neared. They were still an impressive sight in their human-sized forms, and not merely because of the palpable aura of majesty that emanated from them. Panissar had never met a dragon before, but he’d been briefed on this effect and steeled himself against it; these creatures were powerful beings, nothing more, and did not deserve the awe he felt welling up in him. At least they were marginally less terrifying this way.
 

 
  In the lead by half a step came the gold dragon, dressed in golden armor and with a two-handed sword as long as Panissar was tall slung on his back. The blue wore robes more elaborately decorated than what the ladies of the court wore to formal balls. His cobalt hair was as exquisitely coiffed, too, and his fingers glittered with jewelry. The other two were less over-the-top; the green dressed simply in wood elf fashion, with a blousy-sleeved green shirt and soft leather vest, trousers and moccasins. The red dragon looked like he belonged on the cover of one of the tawdry novels Marie pretended not to enjoy, with his improbably tight pants and ruffled shirt unlaced down to his navel, both black.
 

 
  They came to a stop a few yards distant, and then to the General’s astonishment, all four bowed deeply.
 

 
  “Good day,” said the gold dragon, straightening up. “We apologize for so abruptly intruding upon you, but there is a lack of standing traditions for making such an approach as this. I am Ampophrenon the Gold. With me are Zanzayed the Blue, Razzavinax the Red, and Varsinostro the Green. We most humbly request an audience with his Imperial Majesty Sharidan Julios Adolphus Tirasian.”
 

 
  “Greetings, exalted ones, and welcome to Tiraas,” Lady Asfaneh replied, executing a deep and flawless curtsy. A half-second belatedly, Panissar bowed from the waist. “I am the Lady Asfaneh of House Shavayad, and it is my honor to be the Emperor’s servant in the diplomatic arts. With me is General Toman Panissar, who commands the Empire’s armies. What brings you to seek our Emperor’s ear?”
 

 
  “We will discuss that with his Majesty,” Ampophrenon said, as calmly as ever.
 

 
  The blue dragon cleared his throat. “Do you remember, Puff, when you asked me to warn you if you were being overbearing?”
 

 
  The gold tightened his lips, half-turning to stare at his companion. “It was my assumption you would do so in
  
   private,
  
  Zanzayed.”
 

 
  “Yes, and your proclivity for these assumptions is half the problem,” the blue said with a irrepressible smile. “Considering our aims here, it does these people good to see us as individuals with flaws. Such as, for example, a lack of social skills. Be
  
   nice
  
  to the Lady Shavayad, please. She can’t just bring four giant avatars of destruction into the Emperor’s presence without
  
   something
  
  to go on.”
 

 
  “My companions speak truth,” Razzavinax added, smiling. Considering that he was a
  
   red
  
  dragon, he oddly seemed the most personable and at ease of the four. “Simply put, dear lady and honored general, we have come to announce the formation of our government.”
 

 
  “Your…government?” Finally, Lady Asfaneh’s composure flickered for a moment.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Ampophrenon said solemnly, returning the full weight of his attention to her. “No longer will we be as individuals, alone before the world. We stand
  
   together,
  
  as do your own races. We have come here, today, to be counted among the nations of the earth. The Conclave seeks now to open formal diplomatic relations with the Tiraan Empire.”
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  The Rail caravans slowed dramatically as they approached the interchange at Veilgrad. It was a complex system; the town was not overly large, but it was a hub, connecting Rail lines that extended west to Calderaas, southwest toward the Tira Valley and the capital, north into the Badlands and eventually the border of the dwarven kingdom of Vjarstadt, and northeast into the Stalrange itself. The interchanges between these lines demanded such precision that speed limits were considerably reduced for miles out from the station, and by the time caravans reached the town itself they were traveling no faster than the average horse-drawn stagecoach.
 

 
  There had never been a collision between two caravans since the founding of the Rail network; its enchanters went to enormous lengths to ensure this. Though the fact was not widely known outside the Imperial bureau that administered the Rails, the device from which they had been developed was originally an experimental weapon. Using them as transportation had been a stroke of insight initially laughed at, its designers conceiving only one purpose for any object moving that fast.
 

 
  Unlike the Wyrnrange far to the west, which rose gradually out of the plains by way of rolling hills growing ever steeper as they approached the peaks, the Stalrange ascended abruptly out of the flat territory at its edge. Eons ago, it had bordered an inland sea, and slightly less distantly in the past, a deep swamp. The Great Plains were formed of sediment from beneath those long-ago bodies of water. This fact, plus the unusual geographic feature on which it sat, had made Veilgrad a place of great strategic import for the entirety of recorded history. The town stood atop a long peninsular outcropping of stone extending into the plain and towering twenty yards above it. Once its walls had been completed, the ancient fortress city of Veilgrad had been considered nigh-impregnable, one of the best-defended locations on the continent.
 

 
  That was then; this was now.
 

 
  The city had long since outgrown its walls, and roads now tracked up into the surrounding mountainside, where little pockets of construction were visible amid the surviving stands of Stalrange pines, overlooking the old city from above. More spread out from the base of the peninsula, patches of younger urban sprawl slowly creeping across the plain. The Rail platform was surrounded by the largest of these, due west of the farthest tip of Veilgrad and facing its ancient main gate.
 

 
  The caravan eased to a halt, its hatches hissed open, and Professor Rafe bounded nimbly forth, planting his feet widely on the flagstones of the large platform as if he expected to be blown down by an errant gust of wind. He placed his fists on his hips and drew in a deep breath, his thin chest swelling.
 

 
  “Don’t do it!” Toby exclaimed, dragging himself out of the hatch with a little less grace, still off-kilter from the Rail ride.
  
   “Don’t—”
  
 

 
  “BEHOLD!” the Professor roared, throwing wide his arms to embrace the Rail platform, the looming shape of Veilgrad beyond, and the several dozen people crossing the area. Nearly all of them stopped, turning to stare.
 

 
  Veilgrad was an important city, but not a large one, and was so far from the center of Tiraan civilization that its name was a euphemism for distant, unsettled places. These were not cosmopolitan urbanites to be unfazed by the eccentric professor, as their stares indicated.
 

 
  
  
  “You stand upon the precipice of Veilgrad,” Rafe boomed, turning his back to the onlookers and brandishing a fist at his disembarking students with a melodramatic grimace. “The most
  
   eeeevil
  
  place in the Tiraan Empire! Step carefully, my children, for you shall never again see such a wretched hive of… Oh, what’s the expression I’m looking for…”
 

 
  “Scum and villainy?” Gabriel suggested, rubbing his lower back.
 

 
  
   “Arquin!”
  
  Rafe exclaimed in horror. “You can’t just
  
   say
  
  that about a place, all these people can hear you! Honestly, boy, were you raised in a barn?”
 

 
  Gabriel stared at him. “…this is gonna be the trip where I finally shoot you, isn’t it.”
 

 
  “You have been brought here,” the Professor intoned, “to uncover the putrid perfidy at the very
  
   heart
  
  of the—oh, hey, our ride’s here! Form a line, kids, let’s be civilized about this.”
 

 
  Most of the onlookers had already backed away or gone on about their business, but several were still watching the University party, none with friendly expressions. The students drifted together in a knot as they followed their professor toward the edge of the platform.
 

 
  A matched pair of stagecoaches were just pulling up at the side of the road running past the outdoor Rail terminal. They were glossy, ostentatious things, lacquered a gleaming black with a crest embossed in a lighter shade of black—or a very dark gray—on their doors, barely visible and that only because it was a matte interruption in the gleaming finish. The device was a heavily stylized letter M, bracketed by laurels bristling with overlarge thorns. Each coach was drawn by two matched horses, all four coal-black and all groomed to a glossy shine. Altogether the vehicles were a portrait of wealth and grandeur straight out of the last century.
 

 
  Each was driven by a lovely young woman perched on the driver’s seat, reins in hand. They didn’t look alike enough to be related, but both were clearly of the local Stalweiss stock, being tall, pale and fair-haired. Both were attired in expensive-looking gowns with high collars, which appeared to be of identical cut, though the one in front was red while her counterpart wore dark green. They smiled in unison at Professor Rafe as he approached, the woman in red lifting a hand to wave.
 

 
  Trissiny, however, had come to a stop, staring at the coaches. Beside her, Toby did the same; Gabriel squinted as if unsure what he was looking at.
 

 
  “What’s the matter?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Something’s
  
   weird
  
  about those horses…” Gabriel muttered, frowning. “I’m not sure… They give me this
  
   feeling.”
  
 

 
  “Congratulations,” Trissiny said tersely. “Apparently paladins of Vidius have the ability to sense evil.”
 

 
  “I sense no evil,” Shaeine said serenely. “Your reactions suggest, however, that they are somehow in opposition to your gods. Are they perhaps demonic?”
 

 
  “Well, they aren’t moving,” Ruda noted. “They just
  
   stand.
  
  Real horses look…alive. Those could be stuffed.”
 

 
  “Not demonic,” said the driver in the lead coach, smiling languidly down at them. “Undead. Don’t worry, students, they are entirely harmless; there is no contagious element in their condition, and they’re quite docile. Kindly refrain from throwing divine magic at them. They would be difficult to replace.” Her smile faded slightly as she finished the admonition, and she fixed her stare on Gabriel.
 

 
  “Professor,” Trissiny said tersely,
  
   “what
  
  have you gotten us into?”
 

 
  “Now, there you go, being rude again,” Rafe admonished. “And here we’ve only just arrived! Honestly, I can’t decide whether you kids needed more spankings or more hugs growing up. Ruby! Jade! It’s
  
   such
  
  a delight to see your lovely faces again! Ladies, it has been
  
   far
  
  too long, and for once I’m not referring to anything of mine.”
 

 
  “Good morning, Professor Rafe,” the woman in green said with a smile that appeared quite genuine. “It’s good to see you again, too. The Mistress will be anxious to catch up.”
 

 
  “All right, little ducklings, in you go,” Rafe said briskly, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. “Sort yourselves as you will; they’ll be a little roomy with just four each, but we can’t all crowd into
  
   one.
  
  Gabe, your coach isn’t here yet. You want us to wait and see you off?”
 

 
  “Nah, you guys go on ahead,” Gabriel said absently, still staring at the chillingly immobile horses. An enormous horsefly had landed on the ear of one, eliciting not a twitch. Moments later, the insect tumbled off, lifeless.
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on, what’s this?” Ruda demanded. “Why’s Arquin not coming with us?”
 

 
  “A stipulation of our hostess, I’m afraid,” Rafe said solemnly. “You are all welcome in her house, with the specific exception of Gabriel. Did I not know better, I might think she’d met him at some point.”
 

 
  Toby folded his arms. “Then I don’t believe
  
   we
  
  are welcome there, either. Or…I’m sorry, guys, I shouldn’t speak for you. But for my part—”
 

 
  “Guys, guys!” Gabriel said, finally turning from his study of the horses to hold up both hands calmingly. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this; Tellwyrn’s orders. This isn’t a demonblood prejudice thing, the person we’re meeting actually has a pretty solid reason not to want me around. I… Ugh, I hate keeping you in the dark, but Tellwyrn was, you know,
  
   emphatic.
  
  As only she can be. You’re not supposed to hear about it till you get there.”
 

 
  “Well, this is
  
   increasingly
  
  bullshit,” Ruda said acidly.
 

 
  “I have a bad feeling about it,” Teal said, frowning. “Gabe…are you sure? If you know what’s going on, are we walking into a trap?”
 

 
  “What utter nonsense,” Rafe huffed. “Our hostess is an alumnus of the University; she would never harm you. Would never have
  
   reason
  
  to, and even if she did, she knows firsthand what Arachne would do about it. You’ll be safe as houses!”
 

 
  “The manor is one of the most secure and defensible structures in the entire province,” said the woman in red, presumably Ruby. “And the Mistress’s hospitality is second to none. We apologize for Mr. Arquin’s exclusion.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I want to stay with someone whom one of our friends has to be afraid of,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  “That’s not it,” Fross said.
  
   “She’s
  
  afraid of
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  There was a beat of silence, all of them turning to stare up at the pixie. Rafe rolled his eyes dramatically.
 

 
  “Put it together, guys,” Fross continued. “She’s got undead horses and doesn’t want the Hand of the god of death on her property. It’s pretty obvious, right? This Mistress is undead herself. Haven’t several of the professors mentioned a vampire who was once a student at the University?”
 

 
  “That does it,” Trissiny announced, folding her arms. “I believe I will stay wherever Gabriel is staying.”
 

 
  “And
  
   this
  
  is exactly why you were not to be informed until you got there,” Rafe said in exasperation. “Honestly, kids, Malivette is just about the most cuddly person I know. Isn’t she, girls?”
 

 
  “The cuddliest,” Jade said solemnly, her eyes sparkling with repressed mirth.
 

 
  
   “But,”
  
  Rafe continued, scowling at Trissiny,
  
   “some
  
  of you are just bound to be on the defensive about her little
  
   condition.
  
  Because
  
   some
  
  of you are thoughtless and prone to making inappropriate snap judgments.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Toby said, his voice quiet but firm. “Don’t glare at her; any of us with any sense would object to this. You are asking us to stay in the home of a
  
   vampire.
  
  Someone who, whatever her intentions, thinks of the lot of us as
  
   food.
  
  This trip is supposed to be at least a week, right? We’re expected to
  
   sleep
  
  in that place?”
 

 
  “Um, point of order,” Fross chimed. “Ruda’s the only one who’s in the slightest danger from a vampire.”
 

 
  
   “Everyone
  
  is in danger from a vampire!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “Well, not really, no,” the pixie said reasonably. “They can’t eat elves or half-elves, the inherent fae magic reacts badly with them. They can’t eat clerics or paladins; even trying would result in an automatic smiting from their patron gods. And they
  
   definitely
  
  can’t eat dryads or pixies.”
 

 
  “Ain’t it a thrill to be me,” Ruda said fatalistically.
 

 
  “Congratulations,” Gabriel said solemnly. “You now are in possession of the slightest glimpse of what
  
   my
  
  life is like. If you want to get even
  
   more
  
  insight, I could
  
   fucking stab you.”
  
 

 
  
   “Children!”
  
  Rafe bellowed. “Enough! We are going to stay in the home of my dear friend and former student Malivette, for a variety of excellent reasons which I will explain when we’re no longer out in public creating a scene!”
 

 
  
   “He’s
  
  getting onto
  
   us
  
  about creating a scene?” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “And if you fail to comply with this directive,” Rafe continued ominously, “I will toss my ass
  
   right
  
  back in that caravan, return to Last Rock and complain to Arachne that you little buggers are being
  
   difficult.”
  
 

 
  “She’d make fun of you for that for the next ten years,” Teal pointed out.
 

 
  “Yeah?” the Professor said smugly, folding his arms and smirking. “I’m sure that’ll make you feel better while she’s kicking your asses up and down the mountainside.”
 

 
  “I hate every part of this,” Trissiny muttered, unconsciously gripping her sword.
 

 
  “And if you didn’t make a point of hating half the crap you encounter, Avelea, somebody might care about that,” Rafe said, grinning.
 

 
  “Guys,” Gabriel said soothingly. “I promise you, it is
  
   okay.
  
  Tellwyrn wouldn’t send us to someone who can’t be trusted, and I
  
   fully
  
  understand this Malivette’s concern, all right? All it would take is one little poke from a valkyrie’s scythe and she’d be dust; she’d never even see it coming. Wouldn’t
  
   you
  
  be worried about that?”
 

 
  “I note,” Shaeine observed, “that it is you and not she who is being asked to extend trust in that regard.”
 

 
  He shrugged. “That’s true, but come on. Is it really that unfair? She’s the one with the manor she’s letting us use, and an established life here. Well, unlife. Whatever.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?” Toby said worriedly. “I mean…leaving you completely
  
   alone
  
  out here…”
 

 
  
   “Oh, that’s very nice, thank you,”
  
  Ariel commented.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you’re great company,” Gabriel said soothingly, patting her pommel. “Particularly when you don’t talk. Anyhow, guys, you don’t need to worry about me.” He grinned smugly. “In fact, I might be the only one who’s gonna be put in better digs than
  
   you
  
  guys.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “But why
  
   dragons?”
  
 

 
  “There are several acceptable responses to receiving orders, Sergeant,” Captain Dijanerad said mildly, not slowing her pace. “None of them contain the word
  
   why.”
  
 

 
  “Captain,” Principia said in a tone barely above a growl, “I have spent the last month vigorously drilling and training my squad
  
   as ordered.
  
  In keeping with our mandate we have been extensively studying the Church and its member cults so as to serve in a diplomatic capacity with other faiths. My girls have done a damn fine job, too, considering how little time they’ve had to work on it; I have every confidence that the High Commander will be pleased with our results. Or at least I would if we got to put that into
  
   practice.
  
  Instead, we’re apparently going to deal with
  
   dragons!
  
  Nobody knows how to do that! Why are we any better than any random squad?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Dijanerad said with a grin. “You’ve trained specifically in one field and are now being sent off to do a random task that has no bearing on your specialization. Welcome to the military, Locke.”
 

 
  “Captain, permission to kvetch!”
 

 
  “Denied. I think.” The Captain glanced curiously at her. “What is that, orcish?”
 

 
  “Not exactly,” Principia muttered.
 

 
  Dijanerad came to a stop, forcing Principia to follow suit. They were in an out-of-the-way intersection of the Temple’s halls, not far from the exit to the rear parade grounds around which the Ninth Cohort were bunked.
 

 
  “Squad One has drawn this assignment,” the Captain said, “because
  
   I
  
  recommended you for it. I have, in fact, seen the way you’ve been training your squad, Sergeant Locke, and taken notice of your results. To be frank there was some initial disagreement among the cohort’s officers about whether you would take your position at all seriously, but that, at least, you’ve put to bed. Now it only remains to be seen how well the results will stack up in a real-world situation.”
 

 
  “So we’re being sent into a real-world situation that has nothing to do with what we’ve trained for?”
 

 
  “Locke, shut up. I’ve
  
   also
  
  taken note of the way you and your girls have been repairing your relations with the rest of the cohort, which is no small thing considering you went overnight from being the resident punchlines to having the much-coveted designation One. You can
  
   do
  
  diplomacy. The basic principles are the same whoever you’re dealing with, be they fellow soldiers, priests, or yes, dragons. I recommended you because I am confident that you can
  
   do
  
  this. The High Commander either things so as well or places a
  
   lot
  
  more value on my opinion than I thought, and frankly I suspect it’s the former.”
 

 
  Principia drew in a deep breath and shook her head.
  
   “Veth’na alaue…”
  
 

 
  “Watch it,” Dijanerad warned. “I’m a career soldier, Locke; I speak only Tanglish but I can cuss fluently in every dialect used on this continent.
  
   That
  
  is approaching a type and degree of obscenity I’d have to reprimand you for.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said tersely. “Captain…with apologies for using the word again…why are Legionnaires being sent to deal with this at
  
   all?”
  
 

 
  “They aren’t,” Dijanerad said, resuming her walk, “at least not officially or directly. The city’s only just come down from a state of alert; our word of what the dragons
  
   want
  
  is less than a hour old. We don’t
  
   know
  
  enough to make any detailed plans. But the bones of it is they’re establishing some kind of government and want to open diplomatic relations with the Empire. If that’s what they’re doing, the cult of Avei has an immediate interest in making similar contact.”
 

 
  “I have a very hard time picturing dragons converting to Avenism, Captain.”
 

 
  “There’s a lot more an organized religion can do with people than convert them, Locke. Besides, the Sisterhood is both a civil and military organization; we don’t have the option of ignoring the formation of what is sure to be another major world power. It makes sense to get on
  
   good
  
  terms with them if possible; the alternative would be a nightmare. And that’s all I have to say on the subject, because your specific orders are to present yourselves to Bishop Shahai, who will be heading up this effort, and my analysis of the situation is irrelevant.
  
   Hers
  
  is what you need to care about. Officially, on the books, you are to be merely her bodyguards; unofficially, she requested women who could be called upon to do more than a soldier’s duty in dicey political circumstances. That’s how you, in particular, ended up nominated for this.”
 

 
  “Interim Bishop Shahai,” the elf murmured.
 

 
  “You know very well how she is to be addressed while she’s doing the job, and once
  
   again
  
  you are flirting with insubordination. Bat one more eyelash in its direction and I’ll be obligated to rip it off your face and feed it to you, is that clear?”
 

 
  “Clear, ma’am. They aren’t ready for this,” Principia said more quietly. “I don’t mean to sound insubordinate; I’m concerned for the state of the mission if it’s given to us. I have the
  
   highest
  
  opinion of the women in my squad, and of their skills, but the fact is we don’t have the experience for something of this magnitude. These
  
   stakes.
  
  Are there
  
   no
  
  more seasoned units available?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Dijanerad replied, “but
  
   they
  
  have not been given this assignment.
  
   You
  
  have. These are your orders, Sergeant, and I have discussed them with you as much as I intend to, and this much only because your unique situation demands greater understanding than an average soldier needs to do her job. You need to
  
   not
  
  be in the habit of questioning orders this way, Locke; keep that firmly in mind next time you’re given a mission. You will assemble your squad and report to Bishop Shahai’s office at fourteen hundred hours; she will inform you of what she expects. For the duration of this assignment, which means until I tell you otherwise, I am placing you directly under the Bishop’s command.”
 

 
  “Captain—”
 

 
  “That will be
  
   all,
  
  Locke. Dismissed.”
 

 
  They emerged into the courtyard, finally, and Dijanerad stopped and gave the sergeant a flat look. Principia saluted and said the only thing she could.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
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  “I dunno, it seems kinda perfect, dunnit?” Billie said cheerfully as they finally approached the gates of the University. “I mean, given what
  
   kind
  
  a’ school this is an’ who runs it, makes sense you’d have ta put yerself out t’get there. I’m a little disappointed there’s not a labyrinth or somethin’.”
 

 
  “None of which counters my original point, which is that this is a gratuitous pain in the ass,” Weaver grumbled. “If anything, it
  
   proves
  
  the point.”
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, you just
  
   look
  
  for reasons to complain. You’ve gotta be used to this, right? You used ta live here!”
 

 
  “No,” the bard said sourly, “because
  
   when
  
  I lived here, I damn well
  
   stayed
  
  on the campus for exactly this reason.”
 

 
  “Aye, this reason an’ I’m sure the world’s crawlin’ with people who’d love ta put yer head on a pike.”
 

 
  “Nobody does that, Fallowstone. When was the last time you ever
  
   saw
  
  a pike? Outside a museum, I mean.”
 

 
  “We talkin’ polearms or fish?”
 

 
  “You’re an idiot, you know that?”
 

 
  Joe wisely kept out of their argument. He actually agreed with Billie’s point—the University’s difficult-to-reach position and the grueling path to it seemed totally appropriate, both for the institution itself and for Tellwyrn. Apart from his general desire not to involve himself in pointless bickering, though, he was a bit shorter of breath than he wanted to admit. Mid-afternoon in early autumn on the Great Plains was not the best time to be climbing mountains, however gentle the slope.
 

 
  In fact, he was busy mulling over the implications of the fact that his two companions seemed to have plenty of energy to jabber away. Billie was no surprise; gnomes were known for their resilience and durability. Weaver, though, if his claims were true, had spent the last several years sitting in a library. He was barely even sweating. The man was dressed mostly in
  
   black.
  
 

 
  No one was watching the University’s arched gates, but the campus was far from deserted. Weaver led them to the left, then right, up a wide flight of stairs and onto a gently wandering path bordered by a colonnaded hall on one side and a wide lawn on the other. A young dwarf woman was reading quietly in the shade of the building’s exterior, while three boys were kicking a much-battered leather ball around the lawn, watched by a small gaggle of fellow students.
 

 
  All this came to an abrupt halt at the arrival of the three visitors.
 

 
  A thin blond boy with sharp features gasped melodramatically, then began running around in circles like a beheaded chicken, waving his arms and shouting.
 

 
  “It returns! Repent, sinners, for the beast walks among us once again! The ancient horror is unleashed!
  
   Flee for your pathetic lives!”
  
 

 
  He suited the words with action, pelting away down the path into a stand of trees, flapping his arms overhead the whole way.
 

 
  “Hey!” Billie said, grinning hugely and slugging Weaver just above the knee. “Ain’t that sweet, they remember you!”
 

 
  “Afternoon, Mr. Weaver,” a dark-skinned human boy said mildly. “You remember Chase, of course.”
 

 
  “Not particularly,” Weaver grunted. “As you were, kids, we’re just passing through.”
 

 
  “I thought you quit,” said a drow woman with a green-dyed mohawk. Her tone was overtly unfriendly, quite unlike the drow Joe had met in Sarasio last year; he remembered Shaeine as politeness incarnate. Also, this one’s hairstyle was far from flattering, not that he was about to mention it.
 

 
  “Well, if you thought at all, you’ve made
  
   some
  
  progress in my absence,” Weaver snorted, stalking off along the path.
 

 
  “Yeah, sorry ’bout him,” Billie said, waving to the students. “He’s got this condition where he’s a ruddy asshole.”
 

 
  “We know,” the drow replied flatly.
 

 
  Joe tipped his hat to her politely in passing, which gained him nothing but a hostile stare, and picked up his pace slightly to catch up with the others.
 

 
  Weaver, blessedly, had ceased his grousing as they traversed the campus. Billie was too busy staring avidly at everything they passed to try to rekindle their argument, and Joe did likewise. They were watched curiously by students as they passed, and greeted a few times, but no one attempted to interfere with them; the students mostly seemed an affable lot, if more diverse than any group of people Joe had thus far encountered. Humans predominated, of course, but there were representatives from every sentient species he knew of, including one lizardman. Or lizardwoman. It could be hard to tell from a distance.
 

 
  The place had a weight and a
  
   presence
  
  that made it seem older than he knew it to be. Greenery was everywhere, a number of the towering trees looking positively ancient, but of course there were ways to grow trees quickly with the proper fae magic. For that matter, many of these species wouldn’t have grown unprompted at this altitude, anyway. Nothing was crumbling or in disrepair—in fact, after Sarasio and even Tiraas, the whole place was absolutely squeaky clean. Still, it looked
  
   aged,
  
  and he couldn’t put his finger on why. That bothered him a lot more than perhaps it should. Joe lived in a world of calculated variables; he was deeply uncomfortable with vague feelings. The only thing he knew of that gave him vague feelings was witchcraft.
 

 
  The other thing that struck him about the campus, after they had crossed the entirety of it in less than ten minutes, was its size. When one pictured the mysterious University at Last Rock, perched atop the famous mountain and managed by the legendary Arachne Tellwyrn, the image that came to mind was
  
   grand,
  
  both in style and in scope. This place was less than half the size of Sarasio, if that.
 

 
  Of course, that made sense, if every class was as small as the one which had visited his town. They had mentioned that they were the smallest class in the University’s recent history, but even so… Fewer than twenty students a year at a four-year school would make a student body of much less than a hundred individuals. There was only so much space they could possibly use. Indeed, even for its small size, the campus was rambling in design, with a lot of greenery and open spaces.
 

 
  Weaver led them to the highest of the University’s terraces, which consisted of a broad lawn with buildings arranged around it: a tower surmounted by a huge telescope, a sprawling greenhouse complex, a long structure whose wide plate glass windows revealed a cafeteria within, and the final building perched on the northwest edge of the summit, which was apparently their destination. A bronze plaque set into its outer wall proclaimed it Helion Hall; in design, it rather reminded Joe of an Omnist temple, with its accents of golden marble and domed roof.
 

 
  He didn’t get much chance to appreciate the décor within, which was similarly striking. Weaver set a sharp pace, and anyway, Joe was increasingly nervous about this meeting the closer they got to their destination.
 

 
  “Does she know we’re coming?” he asked suddenly, straightening his bolo tie.
 

 
  Weaver shot him a contemptuous look. “How would she
  
   possibly
  
  know we’re coming? We went straight to the Rail station from Darling’s. Do
  
   you
  
  remember a stop at a telescroll office?”
 

 
  “I’d say there’s no need to snap, but look who I’m talkin’ to,” Billie said amiably. She didn’t seem at all out of sorts despite having to take three steps for each of theirs; at Weaver’s pace, she was actually jogging to keep up. “We’re visitin’ the greatest mage alive, aye? Who can say what she knows?”
 

 
  “Who can say, indeed,” Weaver muttered. “And yet, he asks me.”
 

 
  Their path took them up a flight of carpeted stairs and down a wide hall, braced by marble columns and with a long blue rug trimmed in gold running down its center. Weaver made a beeline for an open door about halfway down. He paused at the entrance only to rap his knuckles on the doorframe.
 

 
  “Hey, Arachne! Busy?”
 

 
  Joe crowded in after him, only belatedly making certain not to jostle Billie. He was usually more careful about that, considering he could easily kick her over. Well, if not for her impressive reflexes, but those were no excuse to be inconsiderate.
 

 
  The office was longer than wide, mostly open in the center, and lined with shelves of books and other paraphernalia, as well as a number of clearly magical devices with which he was unfamiliar. Her desk sat along the far end, with broad windows behind.
 

 
  She was exactly as he remembered, right down to her attire. Well, it wasn’t the
  
   same
  
  green and brown getup, but her since of style had clearly not varied. People who lived for millennia tended to be creatures of habit. She had been in the process of writing something; Joe noted her preference for old-fashioned parchment and a quill pen. Now, though, she had stilled her hand, peering inquisitively up at them. Those eyes, striking green behind her golden spectacles, had that piercing but not unfriendly aspect he remembered distinctly.
 

 
  “Well,” Professor Tellwyrn said, raising an eyebrow at Weaver and then giving Joe a little smile, which made his heart thud in a way that reminded him uncomfortably of its recent stabbing. “This is several kinds of unexpected. What brings you back here, Damian? Hello, Joseph. Same goes; I suspect this is an interesting story.”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he said, belatedly whipping off his hat and nodding deeply. “Um, sorry to just drop in like this.”
 

 
  “No bother,” she said mildly, pointedly looking down at Billie.
 

 
  “Oh, uh, this is—”
 

 
  “Billie Fallowstone, an’ right pleased to see ya again, Professor!” the gnome chimed, waving enthusiastically.  “I don’t suppose you even recall…”
 

 
  “Yes, I remember you,” Tellwyrn said, still looking quizzically at them. “Come on in. Is this going to take long? Curious as this visit is, I
  
   do
  
  have a full schedule…”
 

 
  “It shouldn’t,” Weaver said, ambling into the room and clearing space for the others. “We’re here on business, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Whose business?” she asked, staring sharply at him.
 

 
  “Well,” the bard said with a scowl, “Bishop Darling’s the one who sent us out, but assuming he’s not pulling our legs again, the matter goes well beyond him. We actually have a couple of things to ask you, the first of which is the whereabouts of a missing companion.”
 

 
  “I highly doubt
  
   I
  
  have your missing companion,” Tellwyrn said dryly.
 

 
  “Didn’t expect you would, ma’am,” Joe said, unconsciously turning his hat around and around in his hands. “But the Bishop was under the impression you knew her, and might know where she’d been last. Mary the Crow?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn suddenly scowled.
  
   “Oh.
  
  Her. Yes, he’s not wrong in that.”
 

 
  “Is she here?” Weaver asked.
 

 
  The Professor finally tucked her quill back into its stand on the desktop. “I’m afraid you’re defeated by your own timing, Damian. In fact, Mary has
  
   been
  
  here off and on for the last month. This is one of the ‘off’ periods, and quite frankly I was relishing it.”
 

 
  “Aye, she’s a mite difficult, isn’t she?” Billie said ruminatively.
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  a mite difficult,” Tellwyrn said with a scowl.
  
   “She
  
  is insufferable.”
 

 
  Joe, who had not had that impression at all, kept his mouth firmly shut.
 

 
  Weaver sighed heavily. “That’s just typical. Well…shit.”
 

 
  “Language,” Joe said before he could think better of it. “You’re in a lady’s own office, for heaven’s sake.”
 

 
  Weaver just turned back to Tellwyrn, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at Joe and making a face.
 

 
  “Thank you, Joseph, but it has been a very long time since I needed anyone to defend me,” the elf said with a wry little smile.
 

 
  “My apologies, ma’am.”
 

 
  The smile grew slightly. “And I thought I asked you not to call me ‘ma’am.’”
 

 
  “I…” He swallowed heavily, squeezing his hat. “…am regretfully unable to comply…Professor.”
 

 
  Billie turned to give him a strange look, then peered closely at Tellwyrn.
 

 
  The Professor herself smiled more broadly, nearly grinning at him outright, before transferring her gaze back to Weaver. “What do you need Mary for, exactly?”
 

 
  “Well, that pertains to the other matter we came to speak to you about,” he replied. “We’re going off on a mission shortly, and it would be
  
   nice
  
  to have the Crow along. We expect significant opposition, not to mention the hazards of the thing itself.”
 

 
  “I’m on tenterhooks,” Tellwyrn said, deadpan.
 

 
  “Nothing too serious,” Weaver said, grinning and stuffing his hands in his pockets. “We’re just going to recover the skull of Belosiphon the Black. Mind if we bring it back here?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn blinked once, slowly, then folded her hands on the desk. “I’m sorry, but could I possibly get that in writing? With signatures? I want something to show the next asshat who lectures me about how the Age of Adventures is over.”
 

 
  “Ha ha, but seriously,” Weaver said. “We’ve no idea what to
  
   do
  
  with the fucking thing if we do manage to get our hands on it. The whole point is to keep it
  
   out
  
  of everyone else’s hands. The Church and the Empire can’t be trusted with something like this, and Darling doesn’t want to touch it with a ten-foot pole, which is far and away the most sensible thing he’s said in the whole time I’ve known him. I suggested you, Arachne, with apologies for intruding on your orderly little life.”
 

 
  “Orderly little life,” she said flatly, reaching over to tap a finger on the document she had been writing.
  
   “This
  
  is a letter to a Shaathist lodge in the upper Wyrnrange, which has just contacted me to verify details on a correspondence they’ve been carrying on with one of my students. Apparently Chase Masterson has been trying to trade his classmate Natchua to the son of their lodge master as a wife. The asking price is two oxen and a stack of beaver pelts.”
 

 
  “That is…possibly the most contemptible thing I’ve ever heard,” Joe said, stunned.
 

 
  Tellwyrn rolled her eyes. “He’s not
  
   actually
  
  trying to do that. Natchua is a drow with the disposition of a hungover badger at the best of times; this is Chase’s idea of a joke. Of course
  
   she
  
  will probably try to slit his throat, and now I’ve got a bunch of offended Huntsmen to mollify, and it grates on my nerves that they’re legitimately the wronged party in this. Honestly, I’m running out of ways to punish that boy. He just doesn’t seem to
  
   care
  
  what anyone does to him. So, no,
  
   this
  
  is a refreshing change from these damn kids and that damn Crow. Yes, Damian, if you happen to get your hands on that skull I’ll take it off them; I can tuck it away between the planes like the others, and that’ll be that. How flattering that you would think of me.”
 

 
  “Chase,” said Billie. “Wasn’t that the daft lollipop who went runnin’ across the yard like his bum was full o’ bees when we showed up?”
 

 
  “Sounds about right,” Tellwyrn said, scowling.
  
   “Enough
  
  about him.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  brought him up,” Weaver pointed out.
 

 
  “Anyway,” she said more loudly, “while taking a chaos artifact out of circulation
  
   is
  
  a worthwhile use of my time, I’m afraid I just can’t spare it right now, Damian. In addition to the University I have a rather involved side project, which is what Mary’s been doing here.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he said. “Any idea when she’ll be back?”
 

 
  “I don’t even know why she
  
   left,”
  
  Tellwyrn complained. “Not that I was looking that particular gift horse in the mouth. The woman is terminally unable to explain herself.”
 

 
  “Completely unlike someone else I know,” Weaver said, grinning.
 

 
  “Well, she’s a meddler, with her fingers in a dozen pies on a slow day,” the Professor continued. “The upside of that is she takes pains to keep tabs on her various
  
   projects.
  
  If something this urgent has come up and you’re already involved with the Crow, you can be assured she’ll turn up on her own. Probably sooner than later.”
 

 
  “I’d hope so,” Billie said. “Hard ta guess what’s more important than the skull of a chaos dragon resurfacing.”
 

 
  “If that’s actually what’s happened,” Joe pointed out. “The source of our orders has proven himself less than trustworthy, and
  
   his
  
  source is admittedly vague and confusing.”
 

 
  “This is all sounding increasingly intriguing,” Tellwyrn said with a small smile. “If you lot don’t hush up I may be forced to evict you out of self-preservation. Much more of this and I’ll be feeling tempted to go haring off myself after adventure. Gods know I could use the change of pace.”
 

 
  “Well, why not come along?” Joe heard himself say. “With Mary absent, we could sure use the backup! And it’d be
  
   great
  
  to spend some time with you. Get to know each other, all that.”
 

 
  Billie was giving him that look again.
 

 
  “More tempting than you know,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “But I have responsibilities. I’ll tell you what, Joseph: if this turns into a
  
   real
  
  crisis, which is more than probable considering what you’re mucking about with, come see me again and I’ll reconsider getting involved. After all, I
  
   do
  
  have to live on this planet. I have an interest in not letting it get demolished.”
 

 
  “It’s a date, then,” Joe said, grinning. He had to physically repress the urge to smack himself in the face. Now Weaver was also looking at him askance.
 

 
  Joe cleared his throat; to break the crushing (it seemed to him) silence which had descended, he grasped for the first topic of conversation he could think of. “So, while we’re all here anyway, how’re the gang? The freshmen. Ah, well, sophomores now, I guess. I’d be nice to catch up.”
 

 
  “There, too, I’m afraid you’ve got bad timing,” Tellwyrn said with a lopsided smile that he couldn’t stop staring at. “They’re away on another trip.”
 

 
  “Oh? Like Sarasio?”
 

 
  “Like Sarasio but potentially worse,” she said. “Honestly it’s best not to go into it; sounds like you’ve got plenty to think about already.”
 

 
  “Besides which,” Weaver said petulantly, “we do not have
  
   time
  
  for social calls or faffing around with college kids. We have a
  
   job,
  
  and time is a factor. Well, Arachne, sorry to interrupt your letter-writing; we’ll let you get back to it. Hopefully you’ll be hearing from us soon with an object of unspeakable horror in our possession.”
 

 
  “Just don’t show it to any of the kids on your way through,” she said, shaking her head.
 

 
  Weaver nodded curtly and turned to leave, Billie following with a final wave at Tellwyrn. Joe was the last to go, turning away reluctantly.
 

 
  “Damian,” the Professor said quietly behind them, bringing the whole group to a halt. “I told you before you’d be welcome back here if you need to, and I won’t go back on that. But… If you’ve taken up adventuring again, and considering
  
   who
  
  you’ve apparently got handing you quests… Well, it’s not hard to figure out what he’s offering you, is it?”
 

 
  “I know what I’m doing,” Weaver said coldly, his back still to her.
 

 
  “I’m aware of that,” Tellwyrn replied, her tone calm. “And you
  
   also
  
  know of recent developments with regard to a certain god, his cult and his new paladin in this town?”
 

 
  “Right.”
 

 
  “Well, like I said, you’ve earned a place here and I’ll back you up. Just know that if you keep doing what I think you’re doing, you might make that too complicated to work out in practice.”
 

 
  Weaver half-turned to look at her sidelong over his shoulder, then smiled. Oddly for him, the expression was calm and held real warmth.
 

 
  “I do appreciate you looking out for me, Arachne,” he said in a much more gentle tone than his usual one. “Like I said, though. I
  
   do
  
  know what I’m doing. And if it’s a mistake… Well, there are mistakes that just have to be made. You know?”
 

 
  “I do indeed,” she said gravely. “Safe travels, Damian.”
 

 
  “As always,” he replied, nodding again, then turned back and strode out of the office, Billie on his heels.
 

 
  “And if you find time between adventures, Joseph,” she added as Joe as about to go, “you
  
   can
  
  visit on your own. I bet the sophomores would be glad to see you again, too.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, grinning broadly. “I absolutely will. That’s a promise.”
 

 
  “Good.” She gave him a warm smile, and it was all he could do to force himself backward. With a final wave, he ducked back out, only letting out the breath he’d been holding when he was in the hall again.
 

 
  Weaver was already halfway to the stairs; Billie had waited for him, though. She gave him an unreadable look as he emerged, but fell into step beside him.
 

 
  “Well, we’re likely to be stuck here for a little while, anyway,” Weaver was grousing up ahead. “The Rail platform in this bumfuck town doesn’t even have a dedicated telescroll tower, so we’ll have to go to the Imperial facility and
  
   pay
  
  to summon a caravan and redeem our return tickets. No telling how bloody long
  
   that’ll
  
  take…”
 

 
  They ignored him, walking on in silence, Joe lost in his thoughts.
 

 
  Billie didn’t stop him until they were out of the building—not coincidentally, out of the easy range of elvish hearing. She placed a hand on his leg; Joe paused, shaken out of his reverie, and looked quizzically down at her. The gnome’s expression was one of pure concern.
 

 
  “Joe,” she said gently. “Honey.
  
   No.”
  
 

 
  Joe flushed, hating his inability to stifle that reaction. It was totally involuntary; no other bodily process seemed to interfere with it. He’d checked.
 

 
  “C’mon,” he said gruffly. “He’ll leave us behind.”
 

 
  They set off back through the campus in silence.
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  The design of the stagecoaches didn’t lend itself readily to passengers being able to see their destination. This was somewhat compensated for by the route they took; the road ascended out of Veilgrad into the surrounding hills—steep, tree-covered inclines that only barely deserved the term, as they were in the process of escalating into proper mountains. As no road could have traveled straight up these slopes, the path led back and forth around long switchbacks, giving periodic views of their destination from the carriages’ windows.
 

 
  Glimpsed through the towering pines, the house was huge even from a distance. Three stories tall and surmounted by steeply peaked slate roofs behind decorative crenelations, it was built of the dark granite of the surrounding mountains, in a fairly plain pattern, appearing almost cubic. Only as they gradually drew closer did the ornamented style of its stonework become apparent. Nearly the entire surface of the edifice seemed to have been carved and engraved.
 

 
  “So, we’re supposed to stay here and do something down there in the city, right?” Ruda commented, peering out the window.
 

 
  “Seems probable,” Trissiny said tersely. “It’s hard to imagine a field assignment that would take place entirely inside that mansion.”
 

 
  Ruda grunted, leaning back in her seat. “Gonna be a hell of a commute.”
 

 
  Trissiny didn’t respond; neither did Teal or Shaeine, who sat opposite them. It was hard to counter the assessment. They had already been riding for a good twenty minutes.
 

 
  The manor stood behind a wall of granite topped by rows of iron spikes; its main gate was of heavy iron bars. Eerily, it opened untouched at the approach of the stagecoaches. That actually was a not-uncommon enchantment, but something about the entire situation—the quiet of the mountains, the isolation, the looming presence of the dark mansion itself—lent a creepy atmosphere to even the relatively familiar.
 

 
  Past the gates, a wide courtyard was built around a circle drive, on which the coaches pulled up near the front door. A simple obelisk of the same omnipresent dark gray granite stood in its center, weeds and shrubs sprouting from around its base. In fact, the greenery all around looked wildly neglected. Short trees and bushes were planted beneath the windows of the house and along the exterior walls; they were all badly in need of trimming. Moss and small ground covers grew in the cracks between the flagstones, and ivy was busily clambering up the front of the mansion itself. In only a few cases had it even been cleared away from the windows.
 

 
  Their drivers attempted to politely open the carriage doors for them, but only Ruby succeeded; Ruda shoved through and bounded down before Jade could reach hers. The others followed more sedately, Teal pausing to smile apologetically at their driver, who returned an enigmatic little smile of her own.
 

 
  In silence, the students gathered in a small knot on the gravel drive, staring up at the manor before them. It was oppressively quiet, lending an uneasy aspect to the scene. This was exacerbated by the unnatural stillness of the four black horses, which stood without so much as twitching an ear.
 

 
  It didn’t last long.
 

 
  Rafe drew in a deep breath and flung wide his arms.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, we know,” Fross chimed in exasperation. “Behold, and so on. Honestly, Professor, you need some new material.”
 

 
  He actually roared with laughter. “HAH! Excellent work, Fross! I’d slap you on the back if it wouldn’t knock you across the yard. Twenty points extra credit!”
 

 
  “Thank you, but I don’t need any. Your classes aren’t hugely challenging.”
 

 
  
   “Damn,
  
  pixie,” Ruda said approvingly.
 

 
  “Okay, now, let’s keep it civil,” Rafe said, his jocular expression collapsing into a disappointed frown. “People
  
   do
  
  have feelings, you know.”
 

 
  Several of the group jumped in startlement as the leading carriage started moving again, followed shortly by the second. Ruby and Jade had climbed silently back into their driver’s seats during the byplay, and now directed their undead beasts around the side of the manor.
 

 
  “Something about this place,” Juniper murmured, hugging herself and rubbing her arms. “I get the
  
   weirdest
  
  sensation. Almost like it doesn’t want me here. Pressing on me.”
 

 
  “The ambiance is a little gloomy,” Toby agreed.
 

 
  “Not that,” the dryad said, shaking her head. “It’s… Some magic. Fae magic, I think, which is unsettling. I’m really not used to having that turned against me.”
 

 
  “I think I see what you mean,” said Fross.
 

 
  “You feel it too?”
 

 
  “Not
  
   exactly,
  
  at least not until I went looking closely. There are really odd charms on all the windows and doors… Like partial summoning circles. It’s some kind of dimensional phasing. Hard to tell what’s behind them, but I
  
   think
  
  it’s some kind of ward. From your reaction, I’d guess a ward against fairies. You’re a
  
   much
  
  more powerful fairy than me, which probably explains why you can feel it and I can’t.”
 

 
  “Why put a ward behind a dimensional phasing?” Teal asked, frowning.
 

 
  “To ward against something in a different dimension,” said Trissiny, who was slowly moving her gaze over every inch of the front of the manor as if trying to memorize it. “Hum. We already know this Malivette is nervous about a certain other-dimensional threat. Are valkyries a kind of fairy?”
 

 
  “That would be pretty strange,” said Teal. “I mean, they work for a god and apparently they scare dryads.”
 

 
  “There’s not a lot of information written on valkyries,” Fross reported. “I checked. Just folklore and rumor, really. And hints that the Vidian cult discourages questions on the subject.”
 

 
  “Aw, just look at you little goslings,” Rafe said, smiling fondly. “You’re so
  
   cute
  
  when you try to unravel mysteries!”
 

 
  “I already miss Gabe,” Fross said with a sad chime. “He’s the only one I can talk about enchanting stuff with. I bet he’d be
  
   really
  
  interested in these phased wards; I’ve never even heard of such a thing before. Oh, uh, no offense, guys.”
 

 
  “I miss my bunny,” Juniper mumbled.
 

 
  “I’m sure he’s fine,” Toby said soothingly. “Stew is probably spoiling him rotten.”
 

 
  “Yeah, cos what that damn rabbit needs is more spoiling,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  Before that conversation could progress further—fortunately—the double doors in the front of the manor swung outward on creaking hinges, and two more women in the same expensive gowns stepped forth, placing themselves on either side of the doorway and bowing gracefully. Their dresses were exactly like the others, except in color; one was royal blue, the other white. The woman in blue had chestnut brown hair, unlike the two who had met them at the Rail depot, while her counterpart was shorter and slimmer than any of the others, her hair a darker honey shade of blonde.
 

 
  “Welcome, guests,” they intoned simultaneously.
 

 
  “Oh, let me just guess,” Ruda said, placing her fists on her hips. “Sapphire and Diamond, right?”
 

 
  “It’s Pearl, actually,” said the woman in white, smiling at her with a hint of mischief. “But don’t feel bad. Everyone makes that mistake.”
 

 
  “You must be fatigued after your journey,” Sapphire added diplomatically. “Not to mention bored; long travel has that effect. Please, come in. We’ll have refreshments and a comfortable place for you prepared shortly.”
 

 
  “The Mistress is
  
   most
  
  anxious to meet you all,” Pearl said, still with a crafty little smile. “And to catch up with you, Professor.”
 

 
  With that, both of them turned and stepped back through the doors into the shadows beyond, each with a sway in her hips that seemed more than necessary. Those dresses, they now revealed, were backless.
 

 
  “Very weird,” Teal murmured. “Those gowns would be appropriate for a
  
   very
  
  fancy ball. How can they just be walking around in them at this time of day?”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  the oddity that stands out most in your mind?” Trissiny said incredulously.
 

 
  “Not by far,” Teal said, frowning up at the darkened doorway. “Seems the safest to remark upon, though.”
 

 
  “Oh, you kids,” Rafe chided, swaggering off ahead of them. “What a bunch of nervous nellies. Come on, time’s a-wasting!”
 

 
  “Did he just call us nellies?” Fross demanded as their professor vanished into the house. “What’s a nellie?”
 

 
  “Just more Rafeism,” Toby said with a sigh. “It’s probably best not to pay him too much attention. Well, I guess we’re not going to learn anything standing out here.”
 

 
  “I have a bad feeling about this place,” Juniper murmured as they started moving, all with more than a little reluctance. “I don’t think it’s just those wards, either.”
 

 
  “It’s not just you,” Trissiny said, patting her on the back.
 

 
  They filed inside and again clustered together, letting their eyes adjust to the dimness. It was an overcast day, but the interior of the mansion was still dark enough to be gloomy, not to mention somewhat spooky. The windows were completely swathed in heavy draperies on this side, and the only light came from flickering wall torches and iron chandeliers overhead, which bristled with candles. There wasn’t a single fairy lamp to be seen.
 

 
  They were in a grand entrance hall—or one that would be grand if it were less dark and barren. Apart from the lack of light, there was no furniture or decoration, only the stark stone walls and the tiled parquet floor. At the opposite end of the long, towering room, a flight of stairs covered in blood-colored carpet rose to a landing about a story up, behind which loomed a wall mural depicting the manor itself on a moonlit night.
 

 
  Once again, several of the students jumped, this time as the doors, untouched, swung shut behind them.
 

 
  “Well, I feel like a jackass now,” Ruda muttered. “How did I fail to see
  
   that
  
  coming?”
 

 
  Sapphire and Pearl paced forward from the positions they had taken at either side of the door, and now planted themselves flanking the foot of the stairs, where they turned and gazed at the students with politely blank smiles, hands folded demurely before them. Their positions were too eerily identical to have been anything but rehearsed.
 

 
  Only then did they notice the creeping mist. It had only just begun to appear, but as the students fixed their attention on it, the fog began gathering on the landing, as if pouring in from the doors to either side. Rafe grinned madly; the rest of them clustered together, Ruda and Trissiny gripping their swords.
 

 
  The mist began rising upward in a column, twisting slowly, a silent cyclone. It swelled, coalesced, and just as suddenly dispersed. Where the tower of fog had stood, there was now a woman.
 

 
  She could almost have been beautiful, except for a gauntness to her aspect, as if she hadn’t eaten enough in weeks. Her cheeks were slightly hollow, her eyes set deep enough to look almost sunken. Her hair, though, was a glossy black, slicked back from her face, and her complexion a milky pale shade like alabaster. She wore a dress identical to those of the four women they had met thus far, except that hers was black, in a strangely matte fabric that seemed to drink in the light.
 

 
  For all of that, she could have passed for human if not for her crimson eyes.
 

 
  “So,” the vampire said coldly, glaring down at them.
  
   “This
  
  is the new crop of would-be adventurers from Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Behold the future!” Rafe proclaimed, making a sweeping gesture as if to present the assembled students to their hostess. Ruda’s sword rasped faintly as she subconsciously pulled it an inch out of its sheath.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Malivette drawled. “I will, of course, accord
  
   every
  
  courtesy to dear Professor Tellwyrn’s proteges, as agreed.”
 

 
  “It’s a much greater fool than you who tempts Arachne’s wrath,” Rafe said solemnly.
 

 
  Those blood red eyes narrowed to slits. “But
  
   you,
  
  Admestus. I think she will not be as protective of
  
   you.
  
  Indeed…perhaps by sending you here, the great Professor signals a desire to finally be rid of you? After what you did, I am astonished that you would have the temerity to show your face.”
 

 
  Rafe strode forward till he stood between the students and the stairs, placed his hands on his hips and threw out his chest. “Hah! Dare to test your unholy powers against my magnificent science and general kickassery? Come forth, thing of the darkness, and be humbled!”
 

 
  “Now, hang on a minute,” Toby protested.
 

 
  “The bards for ages have sung a song of battle for just such a time as this!” the Professor proclaimed. “It goes thus: You wanna piece o’ me, sucker?!”
 

 
  Malivette drew back her thin lips, revealing fangs that gleamed even in the dim light. Slowly, she raised her arms to her sides, fingers stiffened into claws, and a sourceless wind rose, dramatically ruffling her hair and gown.
 

 
  “You,” the vampire hissed, “have made your
  
   last
  
  mistake, fool!”
 

 
  Trissiny began to glow faintly, pulling her sword half-free. “Stop right there,” she ordered.
 

 
  Malivette ignored her completely, launching herself forward. She flew—literally—down the staircase and struck Rafe head-on in a flurry of black fabric.
 

 
  In the next moment, Trissiny’s glow subsided and she and Ruda both let their hands fall from their weapons, the whole group staring in bemusement as the professor and the vampire whirled around and around, both howling with delighted laughter. Rafe had his hands around Malivette’s slender waist, and twirled her in the air like a child.
 

 
  “You blonde bastard, how come you never visit unless you’ve got business?”
 

 
  “Oy, wench,
  
   some
  
  of us have jobs!”
 

 
  “Oh, like
  
   you
  
  care about your measly paycheck.”
 

 
  Their impromptu dance turned into a scuffle, punctuated by giggles and playful threats. Somehow, it ended up with Malivette in a headlock, having her skull vigorously knuckled.
 

 
  “Ow!
  
   Ow!
  
  Not the
  
   hair,
  
  you savage, what’s wrong with you?”
 

 
  She dissolved into mist, causing Rafe to stumble, and reappeared off to the side, smoothing back her hair with a dignified expression. The whole time, Sapphire and Pearl gazed on with amused little smiles.
 

 
  “Okay, I think I’ve figured out what the theme of this trip is gonna be,” Ruda commented. “Shit that surprises me, but upon consideration,
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t.”
 

 
  “All
  
   right,
  
  let’s get a look at you,” Malivette said cheerfully, smiling broadly at them. The fangs made it a less than comforting expression. “This is really the whole class? Must’ve been a dry year. I hear tell you’re a collection of seriously heavy hitters, though. Holy cats, that’s
  
   actually
  
  a dryad! I wasn’t willing to believe it.”
 

 
  “My
  
   name
  
  is Juniper,” she said sharply.
 

 
  “Juniper!” the vampire replied with gregarious cheer. “Welcome, welcome to my humble commode!”
 

 
  “Abode, Mistress,” Sapphire corrected.
 

 
  “I know what I said. I mean, you’ve
  
   seen
  
  this dump, right?”
 

 
  “I think we do quite well at maintaining the grounds,” Pearl said archly, “considering there are only four of us.”
 

 
  “You see what I have to put up with?” Malivette complained to Rafe, pointing at the two women. “Nothing but sass and contradiction, day in and day out.”
 

 
  “You would be bored with only mindless drones to serve you,” Sapphire said with a smug little smile.
 

 
  “Well, I do have to complement your taste, Vette,” the Professor said solemnly, stroking his chin as he made a show of studying the girls. “They are
  
   stupendously
  
  hot.”
 

 
  “Hey, hey, don’t even think about it,” the vampire scowled. “Keep your grubby mitts off my stuff, Admestus.”
 

 
  “I am shocked! Outraged!
  
   Aghast!
  
  I would never
  
   think
  
  of such a thing!”
 

 
  “Think all you want,” Malivette said with a grin. “Just don’t touch.”
 

 
  “You literally
  
   just
  
  said—”
 

 
  “Oh my fancy fucking
  
   gods,”
  
  Ruda shouted. “Can we get
  
   on
  
  with whatever the hell this is, already?”
 

 
  “Now, see what you made me do?” Malivette darted forward with preternatural speed, swatting Rafe upside the head. “Here I have
  
   guests
  
  standing around unattended while I deal with
  
   your
  
  horsewash. Ladies, gentleman, my apologies! Please, we have a cozy little spot prepared in the north drawing room. Come along, come along, make yourselves comfortable! It’s right this way!”
 

 
  The whole group shied back as she suddenly exploded into fragments. Flapping, chittering fragments; the sudden swarm of bats swirled off toward one side of the great hall, streaming through a curtained doorway into the room beyon.
 

 
  “Wh—how—why did—bats!” Fross stuttered. “Multiple transfiguration is—you can’t just
  
   do
  
  that! How did she do that?!”
 

 
  “I don’t think many of the normal sort of rules are going to apply here,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “This way, please,” Sapphire said, bowing to them, then turned and glided toward the same door, Pearl falling into step beside her.
 

 
  “Come along, children!” Rafe called, sauntering off after them.
 

 
  “So,” Trissiny murmured, “in addition to being a creepy undead abomination, she’s an awful lot like
  
   him.
  
  I was expecting the worst and I’m
  
   still
  
  unpleasantly surprised.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Teal said carefully. “There isn’t a lot of lore on vampires, and much of it’s just hearsay, but I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure they have rather acute senses. Let’s not talk down about our hostess behind her back.”
 

 
  “Now, Teal, you’re not giving Trissiny enough credit,” Ruda said, grinning. “Trissiny doesn’t say anything behind people’s backs that she wouldn’t say to their faces. Right, roomie?”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny replied flatly, then strode off after their guides. The others trailed along behind her.
 

 
  Beyond was a smaller, much cozier room. It had furniture, for one thing—rather shabby old pieces, but better than bare stone. Threadbare rugs bedecked the floor, and best of all, there was a roaring fire, casting a pleasant orange glow across the room. A low table stood a couple of yards back from this, in the middle of a cluster of mismatched chairs, divans and one battered sofa. On it were plates of cookies and sandwiches and a steaming pot of tea. Ruby and Jade were already present, standing demurely off to the side; Pearl and Sapphire were just joining them as the students arrived.
 

 
  Malivette stood with her back to them, staring into the flames and dramatically outlined by their glow.
 

 
  “Please,” she intoned sepulchurally. “Sit. Be comfortable. We must now discuss…
  
   your fate.”
  
 

 
  “Eh,” Rafe said, making a wobbling motion with his hand. “A little melodramatic, a tad overblown. C’mon, Vette, you’ve got better in you than
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Ruby,” the vampire said, “go over there and punch him in the giblets.”
 

 
  “Absolutely not,” Ruby said. “He’ll pinch my butt again.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, you did
  
   what?”
  
  Trissiny snapped, glaring at Rafe.
 

 
  “Lies!” he protested, rapidly retreating and placing the couch between himself and the paladin. “Scurrilous slander! This is all a plot to discredit the glory that is me!”
 

 
  Ruby winked at them.
 

 
  “This is downright disorienting,” Ruda complained, “the way this bounces between creepy and ridiculous.”
 

 
  “Oh, fair enough, I suppose,” Malivette said, turning around and grinning again. “I pretty much
  
   never
  
  have company; forgive me for horsing around a bit. Gets restive being cooped up alone in unabated privacy with a harem of stunningly beautiful and fanatically devoted servants just eager to do every little thing that pops into I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten what my point was.”
 

 
  “Allow me to move this along,” Rafe said, gesturing the students forward. “C’mon, kids, sit down, don’t insult our hostess. Ahem. As I said before, you now stand in Veilgrad—the most
  
   eeeevil
  
  place in the Empire!”
 

 
  “That may be an exaggeration,” Malivette added, “but not by much. There have always been dark things lurking in this area—it’s wild land, deliberately kept that way by the Huntsmen who are the predominant religious force in the region.”
 

 
  “Lovely,” Trissiny said sourly. She had unbent so far as to come stand next to the others as they slid into seats, though she remained on her feet.
 

 
  “Creatures prowl these mountains that are not strictly
  
   natural,”
  
  Malivette continued, beginning to pace back and forth in front of the fire. “Howling things in the forest on nights of the full moon, slithering things that lurk beneath the streams… And, of course, the likes of what sank its fangs into
  
   me
  
  when I was seventeen, resulting in my current…predicament.” She paused in her pacing to smile at them, a bitter little expression quite unlike her previous grinning. “There are places in the world that are just
  
   like
  
  that, and no explanation for it, except maybe from the gods.”
 

 
  “The gods are rarely eager to explain themselves,” Shaeine noted.
 

 
  “This one’s got a good head on her shoulders,” Malivette said approvingly, pointing at the drow. “However, matters around Veilgrad have taken a rather abrupt turn for the menacing and mysterious in the space of the last few months. Hard to say when it started—I don’t get out much, as you can imagine—but I
  
   do
  
  pay a modicum of attention to what happens in my city, and things are beginning to unravel.”
 

 
  “How so?” Toby asked. He had picked up a cookie but so far was just holding it. None of them were particularly hungry.
 

 
  “The crux of the problem,” Malivette said, turning to frown into the fire, “is that the
  
   problem
  
  remains a mystery. It’s as if dozens of smaller things are just…cropping up. Whatever lives in the mountains is growing agitated, and aggressive; we hear howling nearly every night, lately, and people are starting to go missing from the forest with alarming regularity. Cults are springing up at an astonishing rate—there have been five in the last four months.”
 

 
  “Cults?” Shaeine asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Little ones,” said the vampire. “Usually the Church and the Empire ignore such things. A few people wearing silly robes, sharing a clubhouse and a secret handshake; they only become troublesome when they start to gain people and prove they have a
  
   genuine
  
  deity.”
 

 
  “Because,” Trissiny added, “in almost all cases the ‘deity’ in question turns out to be a demon or powerful fairy.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Malivette said, nodding. “But these…are
  
   chaos
  
  cults.”
 

 
  “Wait…what?” Toby frowned. “Who worships chaos?”
 

 
  “Morons,” the vampire said, turning to grin at him. “Which is why it’s
  
   very
  
  strange that so many keep arising. All joking aside, most of the population anywhere has more sense and self-preservation than that. Worse, every one of these has managed to perform some manner of necromancy before being shut down. I’m sure I needn’t tell you how inconvenient this all is for
  
   me.
  
  Guess who gets a visit from the Imps every time a necromancer so much as farts anywhere in the province?”
 

 
  “How very sad for you,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  “It’s a great tragedy,” Malivette said solemnly. “Also, you know, the grave robbing and assaults. Those are inconvenient. Let’s see, aside from that… The Shadow Hunters have been getting more active. Usually they rear their heads three or four times a year, and never do more than prance around being arrogant. Lately, though, they
  
   keep
  
  turning up in town, and they’ve developed a bad habit of picking fights with the local Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Wait, what are Shadow Hunters?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “It’s some Shaathist offshoot sect,” Malivette said with a shrug. “Their doctrine of over my head and beyond my interest. All I know is they dislike the real Huntsmen, and vice versa. There’s been a dramatic rise in crimes of all kinds, everything from shoplifting to outright murder—it’s gotten so most people aren’t willing to leave their houses after dark. No unifying factor seems to be behind it. It’s just…
  
   Something
  
  has got its grip on Veilgrad. It’s growing worse, and it needs to be stopped.”
 

 
  “So…how come
  
   you
  
  don’t stop it?” Ruda asked. “No offense, but you’re a pretty damn scary kind of a thing yourself. It’s hard to imagine any creepy crawly that’d be willing to take you on.”
 

 
  “But that’s just it,” Trissiny said quietly. “There has to be fear and unrest already, with all this going on. If people
  
   know
  
  there’s a vampire living in the hills…”
 

 
  “Hit the nail on the head,” Malivette said ruefully. “I’ve already have two honest-to-gods
  
   mobs
  
  show up at my gates. Torches, pitchforks, the works. Unfortunately, to make them go away I had to demonstrate exactly
  
   why
  
  none of that was in any way threatening to me, which has not improved my reputation. People are already lining up to blame me for the deteriorating state of things; if I throw my weight around any further, someone with the power to do something about it may decide to. And a scary thing I may be, but I find myself at a stark disadvantage against certain…kinds of foes.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda said pointedly, “you seemed
  
   real
  
  alarmed by the prospect of meeting Gabe Arquin.”
 

 
  “Yup,” the vampire said, nodding. “Him, and other things. I am
  
   really
  
  trying my best not to make any waves. If
  
   whatever
  
  is behind these problems rears up, believe me, I’ll be on it like a hawk. With it being in the shadows, though, I cannot afford to swagger around being all creepy and dangerous.”
 

 
  “This is…a very strange pattern,” Trissiny said, frowning. “I know of several things that can have that effect…”
 

 
  “Fairy magic can be used for emotional manipulation pretty easily,” Toby said, nodding, “and general infernal corruption makes people more aggressive. People, animals, whatever’s nearby. Those leave
  
   signs,
  
  though.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “If it were either of those…any method powerful enough to affect an entire
  
   city
  
  would create distinct traces. It would be easy to track.”
 

 
  “And so, you know your problem,” Rafe proclaimed. “I’ve no doubt you kids can smack down any ugly that rears its head—you’ve just got to
  
   get
  
  it to rear before you can make with the smacking.”
 

 
  “Bloody hell,” Ruda muttered. “It’s like Sarasio to the tenth power.”
 

 
  “Should I have any idea what that means?” Malivette asked.
 

 
  “What are our assets?” Trissiny asked. “Allies, potential positive forces we can work with?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that’s a good question,” the vampire replied. “I’d recommend meeting with the local powers that be before you try doing anything, otherwise you’re likely to just cheese them off. Well, the local Universal Church chapter is kind of a non-issue; for whatever reason, they’ve responded to these events by vigorously backing down. Closing their facilities, moving personnel away… They’ve got what’s actually one of the Church’s oldest chapels in the city, but there are only a couple of parsons in residence, now, and they don’t even hold services most weeks.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   very
  
  peculiar,” Toby commented, frowning in consternation.
 

 
  “There’s also an Omnist temple,” Malivette continued. “I guess you of all people are in a good position to have a sit-down with them. Local worship is split pretty evenly between Omnu and Shaath. You’ll probably want to have a talk with the Huntsmen down at the lodge. They know more than anyone about what’s lurking in the hills and forests.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily.
 

 
  “There’s also the Empire,” Malivette said. “They’ve been responding to these problems by
  
   increasing
  
  their presence, opposite what the Church has done, but so far they’re being subtle about it. The local constabulary has been supplemented by Imperial Army patrols, which has helped matters, but they’re not leveraging their serious assets. And they’ve
  
   got
  
  assets. I know for a fact there’s at least one strike team stationed in Veilgrad as of last month.”
 

 
  “They probably already know we’re here, then,” Ruda commented. “Tellwyrn wouldn’t send Juniper into a city of this size without notifying the Empire and getting the security arranged.”
 

 
  “It’s not just the size,” said Teal. “Veilgrad has enormous historical significance; it was the first Tiraan conquest in the Stalrange, and the main staging area for the armies that took the rest of the region. It also does a lot of business. Mining, logging, furs, cattle ranching… Wow. The
  
   kinds
  
  of troubles you’re describing would shut a lot of those down.”
 

 
  “They have,” Malivette said, nodding. “Lumberjacks and cowboys and miners have started refusing to go out and jack, cow and mine, now that more than a few of each have up and vanished. The economy is faltering, and
  
   that
  
  is adding all kinds of pressure to the mix.”
 

 
  “This is definitely no Sarasio, then,” said Shaeine. “The Empire is already here, and watching; they cannot afford to lose the city, to anything. That could both raise the stakes and grant us some leeway, depending on how matters unfold.”
 

 
  “There’s one other person you should visit before you do anything else,” Malivette said, grinning again. “The sort-of lord who quasi-administers the city and surrounding area. He’s in…an interesting position, legally. You won’t get far without his help, but his actual
  
   power
  
  is considerably less than most Imperial aristocrats have. It’s complicated; I should probably let him explain things himself.”
 

 
  “What sort of man is this?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Oh, he’s a swell guy, you’ll love him,” the vampire said gaily. “And a great host! Or at least I hope so. He’s putting up your friend Gabriel, after all.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence, punctuated only by the crackling flames.
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Ruda groaned. “You mean, this whole time,
  
   Gabriel’s
  
  been talking with the guy in charge of the town? We’ll all be tarred and feathered by sundown.”
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  “But why
  
   dragons?”
  
  Merry demanded as they marched. “This is
  
   not
  
  what we’ve been training for! Damn it, if we’ve been busting all our butts for nothing…”
 

 
  “You know, I think I had almost exactly this conversation with the Captain, only reversed,” Principia replied, glancing back at her. “Want to know what she said?”
 

 
  Merry hesitated, then scowled. “That’s a trap, isn’t it.”
 

 
  “There, see?” Prin said, grinning. “You’re learning. We’ll make a sly operator of you yet, Lang.”
 

 
  “In all seriousness, though,” Farah piped up, “these orders…”
 

 
  “Are orders,” Principia said firmly. “We can handle this assignment, and we
  
   will.
  
  Come on, ladies, we’ve dealt with orders specifically designed to break us.
  
   This
  
  is going to be more interesting than we’d like, yes, but it’s a
  
   real
  
  job, and it has a purpose. We’ll do it and do it well.”
 

 
  “Sarge is right,” Ephanie added. “This is what Avei needs of us. Succeed or fail, there’s honor in the doing.”
 

 
  “We will not consider ‘fail’ as a pertinent option,” Principia said. “All right, squad, pipe down. We’re approaching range of the Bishop, and I want her to see training and professionalism from us, and nothing else. Forward march, double time.”
 

 
  They fell silent as ordered, falling smoothly into step. It was a little unusual to be quick-marching through the halls of the temple, but they were Legionnaires in uniform and it was the central bastion of Avei’s influence in Tiraas; no one attempted to interfere with them. The walk was relatively quick, anyway, and within another five minutes they had reached Bishop Shahai’s office.
 

 
  It was one of the temple complex’s more idiosyncratic rooms, a small chamber four times as long as it was wide and lined with bookcases. Before a remodeling that resulted in the addition of a new wing to the temple, it had actually been a section of outdoor colonnade. Now, one wall—that which had previously been open—had panes of frosted glass between the remaining columns, giving a full view of the carpeted chamber and its numerous books. Those, too, were leftovers, entirely volumes of which multiple copies already existed in the temple’s library. Until Shahai came along, it had been a public space, its glass doors usually standing open and often serving as a spot for quiet reading, prayer or conversation. She had done nothing to make it her own, even to the point of making no objection to others being in the space. Shahai’s easygoing and humble attitude had already made her far more popular than her predecessor.
 

 
  Not that the bar was set very high.
 

 
  She was standing with her back to the entrance when Squad One marched in. Even from behind, she was a distinctive figure, slender and with long ears extending to either side of her pale blonde hair. There were few enough elves in the Sisterhood, and fewer still among the Universal Church’s personnel. The white robe of the Bishop’s office was similar to that worn by priestesses of Avei, though ankle-length rather than ending just below the knee, and with wide, billowing sleeves. Over that was the black tabard of her office with the Church’s silver ankh symbol, and over
  
   that
  
  she had belted on a sword in addition to the golden eagle pin at her shoulder. In contrast to Bishop Syrinx’s extravagant weapon, it was a plain leaf-bladed short sword doubtless straight from a Silver Legion armory.
 

 
  “Squad One,” the Bishop said, turning to face them with a thoughtful expression. Nandi Shahai had eyes of a unique pale gray. The color itself was unusual among plains elves; its very light shade was a silver that verged on white under the right light. Those eyes flicked rapidly across them as they saluted. “Hm…five of you. That will make most ceremonial formations awkward… All right, Sergeant Locke, you are to position yourself as my personal aide. The rest of you will arrange yourselves as an honor guard. You know the requisite formations.”
 

 
  It was not a question, but it required an answer anyway.
 

 
  “Of course, your Grace,” Principia said crisply.
 

 
  “You have a question, Private Elwick?” the Bishop asked mildly.
 

 
  Casey blinked her eyes and glanced at Principia.
 

 
  “Permission granted to speak freely,” Shahai said with a small smile.
 

 
  Casey cleared her throat. “Ah, well… I don’t mean to question your decisions, your Grace. I was just wondering how important ceremonial formations are, considering what we’re to guard you against.”
 

 
  “Your attitude is proper,” Shahai said approvingly. “However, it is also a highly pertinent question. If
  
   one
  
  dragon were to attack me, soldiers, there is precisely nothing you could do about it except die alongside me. We will be meeting, hopefully, four. This is
  
   not
  
  a military exercise and you will not think of it as such. It’s a different kind of battle entirely, and in diplomacy, a little pageantry goes a long way. For purposes of this assignment, squad, your bearing and conduct is more immediately germane to mission objectives than your skill in combat. You will keep this in mind and behave accordingly.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” they chorused.
 

 
  “And now Private Lang has a question,” the Bishop said, turning to her.
 

 
  Merry quickly swallowed down a grimace. “Ah, well, case in point, ma’am. I was just surprised that you knew Elwick by name. And now me.”
 

 
  “I assure you, ladies, I never enter a situation without knowing as
  
   many
  
  details and variables as can possibly be arranged,” Shahai said, folding her hands behind her back. “Almost everything about this situation is unknowable. It has no precedent, and while three of these dragons are known figures, they are not exactly
  
   familiar
  
  to any of us. Be assured, I have researched each of you as fully as the short span of time available to me allowed. Pertaining to that, and to your apparent inability to have a thought without expressing it on your face, you four will keep your helmets on when on duty. Locke, to further visually differentiate yourself from the rest of the squad, leave yours off. In fact, leave it here; I want you to keep a hand free.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “I trust, further, that you do not lack facial control. Do you know what is expected of a personal aide?”
 

 
  “I am familiar with the role, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Good. I will have little in the way of papers to hold or errands to run; your primary role will be to be visually supportive. And as you are assuredly a practiced actor, I want you to convey the impression that we are old and familiar partners, if possible.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace, I believe I can do that.”
 

 
  “To that end, while I expect you to cultivate proper decorum, you may speak up and contribute to conversations when you deem it in the best interests of the Sisterhood and the mission. I am trusting both your sense and your loyalty, Locke. It is my opinion based on your records that this is warranted; if I prove mistaken, it will reflect on you in the High Commander’s eyes.”
 

 
  “Understood, ma’am.”
 

 
  “The rest of you, however,” Shahai continued, turning her head to address the remainder of the squad, “will keep fully in character as ceremonial guards at
  
   all
  
  times when we are at the Conclave embassy, among any dragons or their staff, or on duty pertinent to this mission. I want you to keep your eyes and ears open, and I will seek your opinions in private. In front of the dragons, though, you are scenery. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” all four replied.
 

 
  “If addressed by them,” the Bishop said, her stare growing more intent, “or approached at all, you will politely but firmly redirect their attention to me. Trust me, ladies, you do
  
   not
  
  want a dragon growing more interested in you. They have a tendency to get what they want, and
  
   that
  
  has a tendency to disrupt one’s life to an astonishing degree. Whatever else these dragons are up do, I cannot conceive that they have come to Tiraas without expecting to acquire some manner of female companionship.”
 

 
  “I’m not excessively worried about anyone falling head over heels for me, your Grace,” Farah said with a grin.
 

 
  “Well, there’s Avelea to consider,” Merry said reasonably. “I mean…
  
   Dang.
  
  Just look at her.”
 

 
  Ephanie’s cheeks colored slightly behind her helmet, but she did not otherwise react.
 

 
  “These are immortals,” Shahai said, unamused. “They have lived to see fashions and standards of beauty shift as often as
  
   you
  
  have seen the seasons change. You are young, healthy, self-confident and strong-willed; there is a universal attractiveness in that. You will do nothing to attract draconic attention to yourself; you will not encourage it if it exists, and will coldly deflect it should it persist. Is that fully understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” they barked more stiffly.
 

 
  “A question, your Grace, if I may?” Principia asked politely.
 

 
  “Of course, Sergeant,” Shahai said, nodding at her.
 

 
  “I don’t mean to presume; I’m simply trying to get on the same page so I can help with your plans rather than impeding them. By singling out the two elves as obviously dominant members of this delegation, what impression are you trying to send to the dragons?”
 

 
  “None,” Shahai said, a very faint smile hovering around her mouth. “No impression. In fact, I intend to leave the matter as utterly vague as possible and set them to wondering
  
   which
  
  of the obvious possibilities is the correct one. Dragons are wise and clever in addition to being powerful; every moment they spend trying to find nonexistent meaning in minutia is a moment they are not spending maneuvering us as they wish.”
 

 
  Principia permitted herself a smile. “I see. I think, Bishop Shahai, I am going to enjoy working with you.”
 

 
  “That would, of course, be ideal,” the Bishop said calmly, “but never forget that we are here for duty, not enjoyment. All right, ladies, fall in; it’s time to go pay a visit.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “That was fast,” Darling noted, leading the returning adventurers into the dining room with Price on their heels.
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s the convenient thing about failure,” Weaver said sourly. “It has a tendency to happen so much
  
   faster
  
  than success.”
 

 
  “No sign of Mary at all?”
 

 
  
   “Sign,
  
  no,” said Billie, “but you were right. She’d
  
   been
  
  there; Tellwyrn had apparently spent enough time with her lately to grow tired of it. But she’s up an’ fluttered off, and we’ve no idea where to or why.”
 

 
  “The Professor knows we’re looking, though,” Joe added, “and I think she’ll be helpful if she can. I mean, she’ll point Mary at us if she goes back to Last Rock before coming back here.”
 

 
  “And,” Weaver added pointedly, “we reached an agreement with regard to the
  
   other
  
  matter. We now have a prearranged secure place to get rid of the skull. Assuming we can get our hands
  
   on
  
  the damn thing.”
 

 
  “That’s one worry down, then,” Darling murmured.
 

 
  “Where’s McGraw?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “Got a little antsy, waiting around,” the Bishop replied with a grin. “He went off ahead to Desolation to have a look around.”
 

 
  “You sent him
  
   where?”
  
  Joe exclaimed.
 

 
  “C’mere, have a look,” Darling said, ushering them into the dining room. Flora and Fauna were present, both studying a large map unrolled on the long table. Darling led the group over to this and placed a finger on one labeled dot, the two elves shifting back to make room while the rest crowded around to see, Joe pausing only to tip his hat to the girls. “Desolation is the last stop on the Rail line in the Badlands.”
 

 
  “I thought it went all the way to the Dwarnskolds,” Billie said. “Isn’t the kingdom of Rodvenheim less hostile t’the Empire than most o’ the rest?”
 

 
  “Less hostile, yes,” said Darling, nodding while keeping his eyes on the map. “That doesn’t mean they don’t share the traditional dwarven interest in their privacy. The dwarves have a cultural imperative to discourage the kind of melting-pot phenomenon that’s been developing all over the Empire; all sorts of random people having access to their gates doesn’t serve their interests. All right, I actually have further point to make pertaining to that, but first I need to bring you guys up to speed—there’ve been
  
   developments
  
  in Tiraas while you were out today.”
 

 
  “Anything good?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “That remains to be seen,” Darling said, frowning and finally lifting his head to look at them. “Lord Vex briefed me; this is what I was called away for this morning. Today, four dragons landed outside the city.”
 

 
  “Dragons?” Joe said, his eyebrows shooting upward.
  
   “Four?”
  
 

 
  “One of each extant color,” the Bishop said, nodding. “They came to announce that the dragons of the Tiraan continent have banded together and formed a government. They are requesting formal recognition and the opening of diplomatic relations.”
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up,” Weaver said, staring at him.
 

 
  “The Empire is handling this as slowly as they can, of course,” Darling continued, “but one doesn’t generally say ‘no’ to a dragon. Saying ‘no’ to
  
   all
  
  the dragons isn’t even on the table. They’ve been granted the use of a small palace that used to belong to some noble, which is already being considered an embassy in all but name.
  
   Anyhow,
  
  concerning
  
   our
  
  business, this obviously changes the character of the prophecies.”
 

 
  “I should damn well think so,” Billie said in awe. “I mean…
  
   dragons.
  
  The politics o’ this alone… Could that be the chaos the books were goin’ on about?”
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “The word ‘chaos’ wasn’t used; from the context, it was pretty clearly referring to chaos as a magical phenomenon. And the dragons aren’t necessarily the direct cause of it, but perhaps simply a significant enough event to draw prophecies of their own. This is
  
   entirely
  
  without precedent in the history of the world. But no, they wouldn’t be dabbling with chaos themselves. As a race, they have better sense.”
 

 
  “Belosiphon sure didn’t,” Weaver noted.
 

 
  “As you of all people likely know,” Darling retorted, “it was
  
   other dragons
  
  who brought him down. That kind of cooperation was rare even
  
   then.
  
  This… The whole world is changing, right out from under us. I can’t honestly say I still know what I’m sending you into, my friends. I want to raise the prospect of calling this whole thing off, or at least calling a halt until we can find more information, or at least find
  
   Mary.”
  
 

 
  “Well, now, hang on a tick,” Billie said reasonably. “Even if it’s just chaos… The skull o’ Belosiphon is still out there, aye? An’ if that’s in circulation, it needs to be taken out of it.”
 

 
  “We also know the Archpope’s other team is active,” Joe added.
 

 
  “We
  
   assumed
  
  both of those things,” Darling said, raising a finger. “Our assumptions may not still be valid. The situation is more unpredictable and likely more dangerous than we know.”
 

 
  “That being the case,” said Weaver, “it sounds to me like McGraw had the right idea. An Eserite once told me if your only available options are probably mistakes, it’s always better to err actively than passively. This seems to me like a good idea to head to the Badlands, get a look around, see if we can find something out and report back. If there’s a chaos artifact loose anywhere in the region, there will
  
   damn
  
  well be signs of it.”
 

 
  “I suppose it can’t hurt to look,” Darling said thoughtfully. “…and having said that, I really hope I haven’t just jinxed you. All right, I’m going to trust your judgment on this. Be
  
   careful.
  
  Kindly don’t attempt anything too assertive until we’ve got more data to work with.”
 

 
  “If nothin’ else,” Joe noted, “we’ll wanna link up with McGraw, see what he has to say. If I remember my frontier stories, the Badlands are his old stomping ground. The place where he made his legend, in fact. He’s likely still got friends up there.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a plan t’me!” Billie said cheerfully. “An’ if nothin’ comes of it, we can still come back.”
 

 
  “More Rail rides,” Weaver grumbled. “Ah, hell with it, too much comfort just makes me soft.”
 

 
  Darling sighed. “All right, well… Just keep in mind what you’re seeing here, yeah? Desolation is right on the
  
   edge
  
  of the Badlands; assuming the skull is in that area, it’s not gonna be sitting on a convenient pedestal in town. This is a
  
   large
  
  stretch of country, and its pretty much the geographic center of nowhere. Your nearest major outposts of civilization are Rodvenheim, Puna Dara and Veilgrad, and none of those are exactly cosmopolitan epicenters. They’re also more than three hundred miles away, each.”
 

 
  “Are we lookin’ at the same map?” Joe asked, pointing. “Shaathvar is
  
   right there.”
  
 

 
  “It’s right there across the most impassible mountains on the continent,” Weaver said scornfully. “To
  
   get
  
  to Shaathvar from the Badlands, you’d have to go back down
  
   to
  
  Veilgrad and follow the roads up through the Stalrange. There’s a limited number of usable passes.”
 

 
  “Shaathvar is also the’world’s most ass-backward place with a population o’ more than twenty,” Billie added. “Talkin’ o cosmopolitan epicenters.”
 

 
  “Before this veers any further off topic,” Darling said firmly, “my
  
   point
  
  was, if you go adventuring into the Badlands, that’s that. You won’t be getting any more resources or help until you either succeed or quit. So yes, head to Desolation, find McGraw, look around.
  
   Please
  
  don’t be in a hurry to go haring off. I want everyone to be
  
   damn
  
  sure of what they’re doing before committing to something like that.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry yer pretty li’l head about us, poppet,” Billie said, winking. “We’re professionals.”
 

 
  “Please don’t call him pretty,” Flora said, grinning.
 

 
  “He’s vain enough as it is,” Fauna agreed.
 

 
  Darling gave them an irritated look. “Don’t you two have something to clean?”
 

 
  “Nope.”
 

 
  “Not really.”
 

 
  “Something can be found, if your Grace wishes,” Price offered.
 

 
  “No, no, let them stay and learn,” he said somewhat gruffly. “That’s what we keep ’em around for, after all. All right, let me clear this out of the way and then we’ll get you guys some dinner.”
 

 
  “Best we set out as quick as possible,” Billie said, frowning. “Every moment we delay, Khadizroth an’ the Jackal are getting’ ahead of us. Those two arseholes
  
   cannot
  
  be allowed ta get their ‘ands on the skull.”
 

 
  “Assuming,” Weaver said, “they’re actually after it…”
 

 
  “Aye, which we’ll find out by
  
   goin’
  
  up there, right?”
 

 
  “It’s almost dark,” Darling noted. “The Rails aren’t going to running by the time you can get to a station. C’mon, guys, I’m sending you face-first into chaos, conflict and possible death. You can’t reasonably embark until tomorrow morning anyway. Let me offer a little hospitality first, all right?”
 

 
  “I admit it wouldn’t be amiss,” Joe said, grinning ruefully. “Not that I don’t take your point, Billie, but he’s right. We ain’t
  
   walkin’
  
  to Desolation, an’ the Rails only run after dark for Imperial personnel. Might as well spend the night resting up.”
 

 
  “I’m down for whatever lets me get some sleep before I have to stuff myself into one of those tin-can slingshot piece of crap Rail monstrosities,” Weaver snorted. “Sure, fine, dinner. Thanks for the hospitality, and all. It’ll give us a little more time to plan, anyway.”
 

 
  “Hooray!” Flora said, beaming. “We
  
   never
  
  get to have guests!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Later, with no lights outside the window of the parlor except the dim glow of street lamps, the fairy lamps within had been turned down to better allow the fire in the hearth to illuminate the room. It made a pleasing effect, both dimly relaxing and cheery. Darling said in his usual chair, an untouched brandy in his hand, staring into the fire with a dour expression that seemed to defy its best efforts to be uplifting.
 

 
  With no one left in the house but its occupants, Joe having moved into lodgings of his own following the hellgate crisis, it was still in the evenings, especially when everyone was involved in their own thoughts, as tonight.
 

 
  “That was really neatly done,” Fauna commented, coming over to sit on the arm of the loveseat near Darling.
 

 
  “The way you got them to
  
   insist
  
  on heading out to the Badlands themselves, and think it was their own idea.”
 

 
  “Very impressive.”
 

 
  “Don’t just admire,” he said softly, still watching the low flames. “Learn, and be able to reproduce the results.”
 

 
  A brief quiet fell. The girls sat on either side, watching him without staring, letting the companionable silence stretch out. Finally, Darling sighed softly and leaned forward to set his brandy down on the low table.
 

 
  “Everything I said to them was true,” he said. “The situation is changed to the point of unknowability, and the only certainty of what I’m sending them into is danger. It’d be one thing if I were still
  
   certain
  
  we’d find Justinian’s lackeys at work up there… I really don’t have a good feeling about this.”
 

 
  “But you need boots on the ground,” Flora said. “Weaver was right.”
 

 
  “For once,” Fauna added with a grin. “Typically, only when he’s quoting Eserites.”
 

 
  “We’re not going to learn anything by sitting in the city,” Flora continued reasonably. “Justinian’s oracles are still freaking out, and it’s not like there’s intelligence
  
   here
  
  to be gathered about what’s happening
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  “All true,” he said, nodding. “But even so, if they were a less capable group of people, I wouldn’t have sent them off like that. There are ethical considerations, girls, always. A little manipulation when it’s useful is one thing; sending good people to risk their lives while I sit in my comfortable warm house is walking a narrow line. On one side of that line is a short road to being
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of asshole the Thieves’ Guild exists to knock down a peg.” He drew in a long, deep breath and let it out slowly. “As it is… I can’t leave this where it stands. I have
  
   got
  
  to get them some backup, and some more data to work with. Joe still hasn’t forgiven me for this spring, and honestly I can’t find it in me to blame him. You take care of your people, girls, as much as you do yourself. More, even.”
 

 
  “You take care of us,” Fauna said softly.
 

 
  He gave her a small smile. “You’re family—that goes without saying. Other people, though. Anyone useful, or relevant, or just
  
   present.
  
  Manipulators—which we have to be—run the risk of starting to see everyone as pieces on a chessboard. Always keep your guard up against that. Once you start living that way, you become the enemy. For right now…” He drummed the fingers of both hands against the armrests of his chair. “Goddammit, I am stalled. I’ve got nothing else to
  
   give
  
  them. Is there any chance
  
   you
  
  two could find Mary?”
 

 
  They exchanged a look, then grimaced in unison.
 

 
  “We’ve…tried, actually,” said Flora.
 

 
  “None of our own divinations so much as reveal that she even
  
   exists.”
  
 

 
  “If she were dead or something, we’d be able to tell that.”
 

 
  “She’s blocking us somehow.”
 

 
  “Not really surprising. It’s an obvious precaution…”
 

 
  “And the Crow doesn’t like people sniffing around her business.”
 

 
  “Which is funny,” Flora added sourly, “since she sure does love to sniff everyone else’s.”
 

 
  Darling rubbed his chin, again staring into the fire. “And that’s the
  
   worst
  
  possible area for Eserite backup… Dwarves hate thieves like you wouldn’t believe, the Guild presence in Puna Dara isn’t worth considering. Even if a trustworthy cell were nearby, thieves aren’t necessarily the best people for wilderness work.”
 

 
  “Plus, they’re all three hundred miles away, or more.”
 

 
  “But what about that other city, Veilgrad? That’s Imperial, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “No good,” he said with a wry grin. “Veilgrad is having a werewolf problem at the moment.”
 

 
  
   “Werewolves?”
  
  Fauna exclaimed, straightening up.
 

 
  “In the hills around the city,” he said. “It’s come up in security council meetings. They’ve moved a battalion, a strike team and some Intelligence personnel into the city to help keep a lid on things, but as quietly as possible. The Empire doesn’t want word of that getting out. Lycanthropy is contagious enough and
  
   scary
  
  enough to really spark a panic whenever enough of them gather to form a proper pack.”
 

 
  “Hm…” Flora stroked her own chin, an unconscious imitation of Darling’s habitual gesture. “Okay… If we can’t get help to them, what if we get them to help?”
 

 
  “What, now?” he said, blinking at her.
 

 
  “Well, I mean… Suppose they find Khadizorth and the Jackal and whoever else. It’s likely Justinian has more adventurers working for him, right? What if they could lead them into a trap? Like, in Veilgrad? If it’s full of werewolves and Imps…”
 

 
  “That’s a trap for everyone,” Fauna pointed out.
 

 
  “Natural hazards are a trap for whoever
  
   doesn’t
  
  know they’re there.”
 

 
  “I like the brainstorming, Flora, but remember, that’s
  
   three hundred miles
  
  to the south,” Darling said. “Goading someone into a misstep is one thing. You can’t incite a person to
  
   chase
  
  you that far into that kind of trouble; that’s just giving them time to form a counter-plan.”
 

 
  “What if…it
  
   is
  
  just a step, though,” Fauna said thoughtfully. “Remember how they described their fight with Khadizroth? This group knows their way around portal magic. If they could get an enemy through a door they didn’t realize led somewhere else…”
 

 
  “Like, to Imperials and werewolves,” Flora said, grinning.
 

 
  “Hm…I could sort of see that working, under the right circumstances,” Darling said, a faint smile growing on his own face. “Still pretty farfetched, but increasingly plausible. I’ll float the notion when they check in. For now, though, I’m still more concerned with finding them some kind of backup. And these dragons raise issues, too.”
 

 
  “What kind of issues?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “As you know, we’ve been operating under the assumption that Khadizroth hasn’t spilled your secret to Justinian. He’s clearly working under duress and won’t want to hand the Archpope any useful ammunition. But… A mortal institution gets a dragon on a leash for basically the first time
  
   ever,
  
  and suddenly the dragons are banding together and demanding to be a presence? No. That is
  
   not
  
  a coincidence. They know
  
   something
  
  about Khadizroth’s situation. It’s immediately necessary for us to learn what, because that’ll tell us what they know about
  
   you,
  
  and what they may want to do about it. Dragons aren’t necessarily interested in headhunters…unless they are.”
 

 
  “What do you mean, suddenly?” Flora muttered. “That was months ago.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I thought I was talking to a couple of
  
   elves.
  
  To creatures with eternity to plan, putting something this unprecedented together in only a few
  
   months
  
  is astonishing.
  
   Something’s
  
  lit a fire under them.”
 

 
  “How do you know they haven’t been working up to this for years?” Fauna asked.
 

 
  “Vex had word on that when he brought me up to speed,” Darling said seriously. “Apparently he’s had dragons on his mind a lot for the last few months; they all went off to Sifan and have been talking something over. He hasn’t been able to spy on them, not only because Queen Takamatsu would justifiably take offense at having her guests snooped on, but you just
  
   don’t
  
  spy on eighteen dragons. But it gives us a time frame for how long they’ve been working on this. Considering
  
   who
  
  it is, the fact that they put this together so fast…yeah, they know.” He sighed again. “But
  
   what
  
  do they know? What do they think about it?”
 

 
  “And…what do we do about it?” Flora asked, frowning worriedly now.
 

 
  “The coming days are going to be very revelatory, one way or another,” Darling said. “If things go well… Or at least, if they don’t go too badly… There’s a chance I can work this to our advantage. Khadizroth unquestionably brought his fate on himself with his behavior. The Conclave will want him out of the Church’s clutches, but they probably won’t be happy with him, either. Considering that…” He rubbed his chin again, this time with a faint smile playing on his lips. “We just
  
   might
  
  find allies of the most powerful kind.”
 

 
  “Or enemies,” Fauna said softly.
 

 
  Darling nodded, the firelight glinting in his eyes. “This is not going to be boring.”
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  Dusk was falling as the students disembarked from Malivette’s ostentatious carriages outside their destination. It seemed few people in Veilgrad were anxious to be out after or even too shortly before dark, to judge by the lack of passersby in this central area of the city. Those who were out on the streets, though, stared closely at them, some pausing unabashedly to gawk.
 

 
  “Why do I have the feeling they’re not enraptured by our good looks?” Toby murmured.
 

 
  “It’s a safe bet people in the city know whose carriages these are,” Trissiny replied. “Why do
  
   I
  
  have the feeling this is going to lead to trouble down the road?”
 

 
  “There are access tunnels leading from the manor to various parts of the city,” Pearl said, stepping gracefully down from the driver’s seat of the carriage. Somehow, incredibly, she managed this without disturbing her expensive dress. “The Mistress considered sending you out through those, but you were already seen entering the carriages at the Rail platform. It will come out sooner or later that you are staying with us.”
 

 
  “Wise,” Shaiene agreed, nodding. “Whether or not our associations are approved of, attempting to hide them would only make us look more suspicious.”
 

 
  Jade descended to the pavement and strolled over to her counterpart, speaking as she did so. “Remember, kids, Mr. Grusser is technically not a noble, and his official title is Steward for House Dufresne, but for all intents and purposes, he is the acting governor of this city and the surrounding province. He doesn’t stand much on ceremony, but the man is popular
  
   and
  
  good at his job—a suitable combination for a public servant. He should be treated with due respect.”
 

 
  “Is that really a concern?” Juniper asked, tilting her head quizzically. “Do we seem like the kind of people who’d be rude to the man in charge?”
 

 
  “Well, let’s keep in mind that Arquin’s been in there for a couple hours and be prepared to do some damage control,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “I don’t think you give Gabriel very much credit,” Fross said reprovingly. “So he’s not very practiced socially; he
  
   is
  
  trying, and getting better.”
 

 
  “Also, he’s not just some kid anymore,” Teal noted. “The Hand of Vidius can probably get away with a gaffe here and there.”
 

 
  “There’s another thing,” said Pearl. Jade gave her a pointed look, which she returned. After a tense pause, she turned her face back toward the cluster of students and continued. “Mr. Grusser’s consort, Eleny Feathership, is not his wife and has no
  
   legal
  
  status. She is, however, as loved by him as any bride, and also quite popular among the citizenry. I suggest you consider her the lady of the manor, and act accordingly.”
 

 
  “There it is again,” Juniper complained.
  
   “Why
  
  would we be mean to this guy’s girlfriend?”
 

 
  “It isn’t that,” Jade said with a wry little smile. “You might be…surprised, however.”
 

 
  “Less so now,” Pearl added. “The Mistress enjoys her little jokes, but I fear too much social isolation has blunted her sense of what’s good fun and what may be hurtful. You are not going in
  
   completely
  
  unaware, but that is all I will say on the matter. She
  
   did
  
  wish for you to have a surprise this evening.”
 

 
  “I’m thinkin’ the fewer of
  
   those
  
  we have, the better,” Ruda commented.
 

 
  “Are you just…going to
  
   wait
  
  out here?” Teal asked a moment later, when the students had started moving toward the door and their drivers did not.
 

 
  “We should remain with the carriages,” Pearl said, smiling. “It discourages pranksters.”
 

 
  “Is that
  
   safe,
  
  though?” Teal asked, frowning. “I mean… Malivette said there’d been two riots. People attacked her
  
   house.”
  
 

 
  “The Mistress has a penchant for dramatic effect,” said Jade, rolling her eyes. “It was more like one long riot with two particularly busy spells. She had to go outside twice, but after her second…performance…I highly doubt anyone in Veilgrad will challenge her or us directly. Unattended carriages might be just too tempting, however. So, here we stay.”
 

 
  “I mean no disrespect,” Toby said diplomatically, “and you surely know the city better than we… But if it comes to another riot or something even similar, well… You’re two young women in fancy dresses.”
 

 
  “They will be fine,” Trissiny said from up ahead. She caught Jade’s eye and nodded. “Trust me. Nothing around here is going to threaten them.”
 

 
  “Now, is this you knowin’ something we don’t,” Ruda demanded, “or are you just willing to throw the vampire’s pals too the wolves?”
 

 
  “Do any of you actually know anything about vampires?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “A little!” Fross chimed. “A…very little. I
  
   really
  
  need to hit the books and bone up on undead. I was
  
   not
  
  expecting that information to be relevant on this trip.”
 

 
  “What do
  
   you
  
  know about vampires?” Teal asked Trissiny.
 

 
  “If it lurks in the night and kills people, I’ve been trained to destroy it,” the paladin replied. “I’ll bring you all up to speed on everything I know later, though that research is still a good idea, Fross. My own intel is singularly focused, and we
  
   presumably
  
  won’t be destroying Malivette.”
 

 
  “You had better move along,” Pearl said gently. “You’re expected for dinner; it won’t do to be late. Mr. Grusser might think we delayed you on purpose.”
 

 
  “Righto, then,” Ruda said with a shrug. “If you’re sure…”
 

 
  Despite its foreboding outer walls, the general architecture within Veilgrad might be best described as “quaint.” It ran heavily to tall stone foundations and whitewashed walls braced by dark-stained beams. The structure to which they had been delivered was a particularly large specimen of the style, half fortress and half overblown cottage, and somehow it all worked. The elaborately carved window shutters and corner posts beautifully offset the grim towers of granite blocks; in some places, graceful wood-and-plaster walls rose straight from behind battlements which were obviously decorative rather than functional.
 

 
  The building had been described to them as the administrative center of Veilgrad, encompassing both its city hall and the residence of the mayor, whom they had come to visit. Thus, they’d been brought to a rear entrance, where a small cul-de-sac made room for the carriages. Rather than climbing the broad steps to the hall’s towering front doors, they approached a much smaller, more cozy entrance, flanked by cheerful fairy lamps and narrow windows.
 

 
  Toby pulled the bell; the door was opened mere moments later, revealing an older man in understated livery, his coat a dark purple offset by sober deep gray.
 

 
  “Good evening, sir and ladies,” he said. “Welcome to Dufresne House. Please, come in; you are expected.”
 

 
  He stepped back, bowing them through, and the students trooped in, gathering uncertainly in the hall while the servant shut the door behind them. It was warmly lit, fairy lamps shining through golden glass sconces; the stone floor and dark-paneled walls were decorated by a long rug and hanging tapestries. An actual suit of armor stood next to the door.
 

 
  “This way, if you please,” the servant said diffidently, ushering them forward. “The Steward awaits you in the dining room with the last member of your party. Dinner will be served anon. Please, enter and be comfortable.”
 

 
  It was a pretty short distance to the dining room, reached by a narrow side hall; they could already hear voices, one of which was laughing. The other was familiar.
 

 
  “I still can’t believe it! A
  
   princess!”
  
  one speaker said, still chortling. “Right in the foot!”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t deny it
  
   worked.
  
  Those horses got one whiff of demon and went haring off like…well, like they’d seen a demon. That doesn’t mean I’m ever going to let go of it, of course.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed, you should milk that for every precious drop. It’s not often you get something to hold over a woman; usually that goes the other way ’round!”
 

 
  They’d begun filing into the dining room as he spoke, and at the last sentence Trissiny cleared her throat pointedly.
 

 
  At the head of the long table, the man who had been seated there looked up and quickly rose to his feet, beaming in apparent pleasure at his guests. Beside him, Gabriel stood a moment later, grinning. Mayor Grusser was surprisingly young, somewhere between his later youth and earliest middle years; it was hard to say precisely. His Stalweiss origins showed clearly in his fair hair, pale complexion and square features. That was no surprise, the name having been a tip-off, and anyway more than half the population of Veilgrad were Stalweiss, most of the rest being Tiraan. Before the Imperial conquest, it had been considered part of the Stalrange. He was tall, but in addition to his relative youth, was also quite slim of build. Somehow his image didn’t quite match the title of his office.
 

 
  “Everyone! Welcome!” Grusser exclaimed, enthusiastically waving them forward. “Please, please, everyone, sit, make yourselves comfortable—we don’t over-emphasize ceremony here. While you are my guests, my home is your home. I am Lars Grusser, Steward of House Dufresne and sort of the mayor by default of Veilgrad. And you are… Of course, please allow me to guess. Gabriel has been telling me the most hilarious stories—I feel as if I already know each of you!”
 

 
  Their round of introductions was just coming to a close when another door at the opposite end of the room opened, apparently by itself. A pause fell, Juniper trailing off her apology for not being able to bring her pet (fortunately, she wasn’t positioned to see her classmates’ expressions), as everyone turned to look quizzically at the door. Those on the wrong side of the table couldn’t immediately see anyone present.
 

 
  “Oh, heaven’s sake, Lars, why am
  
   I
  
  the last one to dinner in my own house?” a female voice exclaimed. “You could have
  
   sent
  
  for me—I thought they weren’t arriving till later!”
 

 
  “Well, that was the plan, love,” Grusser said, smiling broadly and rising from his seat again. “But you know how Vette enjoys her little pranks. Fortunately Hans had more foresight than we, otherwise our guests might have been waiting a long time for dinner. Everyone, this is my companion, Eleny Feathership.”
 

 
  Gabriel had already got to his feet, bowing courteously to the new arrival; the others respectfully stood in the next moments, most trying not to look confused or startled after Pearl’s warning.
 

 
  Eleny was a gnome, scarcely more than three feet tall, with curly brown hair that fell to her waist. She wore a conservatively cut dress of red brocade, and smiled warmly up at Grusser as he fell to one knee beside her, taking her hand and placing a gentle kiss on her knuckles.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, Vette’s jokes. You’re right, love, one of us
  
   really
  
  ought to have seen that coming. Well, here we are now!” She smiled broadly up at her guests. “Did I miss the introductions?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Dinner was plentiful and good. The simple and hearty fare consisted of Stalweiss staples: sausage and cabbage soup, fried potatoes, wedges of spicy cheese, and apples for dessert. The only thing missing from the traditional spread was beer. Apparently Professor Tellwyrn’s drinking policy had been advertized ahead of them. Mayor or no mayor, Grusser clearly was wise enough to respect it.
 

 
  Once over the initial surprise, the students found their host and hostess excellent conversationalists, skilled at maintaining a pleasant mood over dinner. Rehashing some of Gabriel’s stories provided them plenty of fodder; Ruda in particular chose to challenge his interpretations of certain events. Grusser sat at the head of the long table, Eleny at the far end, her seat specially designed to keep her at the same level as the rest of the diners. After the confusion and subtle menace that had marked their visit to Veilgrad thus far, it was altogether a blessedly pleasant evening.
 

 
  Eventually, though, apples were being polished off, the efficient manservant Hans was removing plates, and finally the mayor leaned back in his chair, folding his hands on the table in front of him, and spoke in a deceptively casual tone.
 

 
  “So! I understand you’ve been sent here to find and remove the source of the troubles we have been experiencing.”
 

 
  Silence suddenly fell, the sophomores glancing around at each other. Eleny watched them all, her expression pleasantly neutral.
 

 
  “First of all,” Toby began, “we greatly appreciate your patience, Mr. Grusser. Please understand the
  
   last
  
  thing anyone here intends is to step on your authority in any way. Professor Tellwyrn has a tendency to assign these…projects…without much regard for how people will be affected by them.”
 

 
  “Well,” Grusser said with a wry smile, “my ‘authority,’ or lack thereof, is a sort of complicated matter. The political situation in Veilgrad is…unusual, and somewhat tense, but it has worked for us. At least until very recently. I will tell you this, though.” He leaned forward again, his expression growing intent. “I am only a few years younger than Malivette; I was but a schoolboy when she was attacked by the vampire and House Dufresne all but destroyed. I knew her, though, distantly. We did not really socialize, but my family have been stewards to hers for generations, and I was definitely aware of her. She was always such a bright girl, cheerful and fond of jokes. After that…” He sighed heavily. “Well. It was certainly to be expected that she would be full of darkness, given all that she had experienced. I only saw her once more before she left for the University. I recall thinking, at the time, that that was the face of a woman who truly, deeply hated herself, the world and everything in it.
 

 
  “Then,” he continued pensively, “four years later, I was working as a secretary under my father when she returned. The darkness was still there, obviously, and I rather think always will be. But she was
  
   herself
  
  again. To the extent that it was possible, whatever happened at that school put her back right. She smiled and laughed again, had friends.”
 

 
  “Oh, did she ever have friends,” Eleny said, grinning.
 

 
  “Indeed, my dear, and that is the next point I was about to make,” Grusser said, nodding to her. “She came back with half a dozen classmates, visiting for the summer before going off to resume their own lives. At that time, my friends, Veilgrad was suffering a significant demon problem.”
 

 
  “Demon problem?” Trissiny said sharply.
 

 
  “The city had had one for a good many years,” he replied solemnly, “though it had escalated in the years since the fall of House Dufresne. By that point, people walked about armed; there were two known katzils nesting somewhere in the roofs, imps had a tendency to appear in the streets at night, and there was an incubus operating in the city, spreading chaos. He was the worst of all.”
 

 
  “What was he trying to do?” Teal asked, fascinated.
 

 
  “I am glad to say that the minds of demons are inscrutable to me,” Grusser said with a grimace.
 

 
  “He wasn’t necessarily trying to do anything in particular,” Trissiny noted. “An incubus would attempt to destabilize whatever city he found himself in just on general principles.”
 

 
  “That summer,” Grusser continued, his grin returning, “all of that ended. Oh, the University graduates were
  
   very
  
  subtle. I only know they were involved at all because of my father’s position; it was to us that they came for advice on navigating the city. Within a few weeks, the demons were just
  
   gone,
  
  and the next we heard, nearly all of House Leduc had been quietly arrested in the night by Imperial Intelligence and shipped off to trial in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “This House was responsible for the demon attacks?” Shaeine asked, frowning in polite disapproval.
 

 
  “No official confirmation of that was ever published,” Eleny said, rolling her eyes, “but it was an open secret from the beginning. Veilgrad started suffering intermittent demonic problems at the same time members of one of its two noble families started universally dying of sudden cancer in their forties, while nevertheless growing richer by means no banker could seem to track. Subtle, they were not.”
 

 
  “Subtle enough to avoid official censure, at least until the University people stepped in and broke them,” Grusser said with obvious satisfaction. “The point of my story, friends, is that I have
  
   no
  
  objection to your presence or activities here. None. I don’t presume to know what happens at that school of yours, but Professor Tellwyrn clearly knows what she is about. As do her students. Now that Veilgrad is suffering from some unknown darkness—again—I have to admit being
  
   relieved
  
  that you are here.” He grinned, and winked. “Meddling.”
 

 
  “Perhaps you can elucidate the political situation for us?” Shaeine suggested. “You spoke of two houses. Our hosts said that House Dufresne were your employers, yet you speak as if they are gone.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite right,” he replied. “Well, to begin, Veilgrad has had two resident Houses since it first became an Imperial province. Houses Dufresne and Leduc arrived simultaneously, and in fact were instrumental in the Tiraan conquest and the subsequent campaign into the Stalrange. Now, however, both teeter on the brink of extinction, reduced to a single member each. In fact, the last member of House Dufresne, who officially holds the title of Duchess of this province,
  
   is
  
  legally dead. She is still up and walking about, however, and even the Empire has declined to try stripping her of her position. This…makes the matter complicated, as I’m sure you can imagine.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   Malivette
  
  is the ruler of this province?” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “On paper,” Grusser said seriously. “In practice, I handle all of her affairs except the personal. It is really the only way; the populace would never tolerate a vampire’s direct control over them.”
 

 
  “Where did you think she got that giant mansion from?” Eleny asked, grinning.
 

 
  “Dufresne, Leduc,” Teal murmured. “Those aren’t Stalweiss names. Nor Tiraan… If anything, they sound Glassian.”
 

 
  “Just so!” Eleny said, smiling broadly. “You’ve a good ear for tongues. Aye, the history is actually quite fascinating. The earliest Dufresnes and Leducs in the region fled Glassierre due to some politics in the old country; when they came to this continent, they went right to Tiraas, presented themselves to the Emperor and offered their fealty. Well, Tiraas was at that time launching its conquest of this region, and these two were a godsend. Few of the native nobility wanted to risk their own assets against the Stalweiss and their Huntsmen, who were sort of legendary terrors at that time. And here came two brand new Houses from a cold country which was famous for its art and culture despite having to beat back constant incursions of its borders. Who better to conquer and civilize the Stalrange?”
 

 
  “Sounds like they were on pretty good terms, then,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “At that time, aye, they were,” the gnome replied, nodding. “But that was centuries ago. Ever since, with the conquest long accomplished…well, they were two big birds in the same nest, and fell to infighting as nobles always do. The rulership of Veilgrad and the province passed back and forth between them in the course of just all
  
   kinds
  
  of intrigues. Toward the end, there, it was widely known the Leducs were practicing some kind of diabolism; in fact, twice that there are records of, the Black Wreath themselves intervened to shut down some project of theirs. But they kept at it, and only House Dufresne, being rulers at the time, had the power to keep ’em in check. Then the Dufresnes were slaughtered in their beds by a vampire and the only heir turned, and the Leducs saw weakness. It got
  
   bad
  
  before it got better,” she added solemnly.
 

 
  “She’s quite the historian, is my Eleny,” Grusser said, smiling fondly.
 

 
  “Lars thinks I tend to natter on and bore the company,” the gnome said, returning his expression exactly. “But it
  
   is
  
  immediately relevant to the topic! The Dufresnes were wiped out by a vampire; the Leducs were mostly cleared out by the Empire after University adventurers…well, did whatever they did. The last of ’em died off in prison or in shame, most by suicide. There’s one Lord of House Leduc left, moldering away in that mansion, and he has no political aspirations. Then there’s the Lady Dufresne, who has to keep out of politics to avoid inciting a rebellion.
  
   That
  
  is why Lars effectively runs this province, despite being no aristocrat.”
 

 
  “That seems…peculiar, if you will pardon my saying it,” Shaeine said tactfully. “Would it not make sense for the Empire to appoint you governor, Mr. Grusser?”
 

 
  “Politics,” he said with a dramatic sigh belied by his amused expression. “You see, my friends, doing
  
   that
  
  would establish a precedent. Specifically, that a noble ruler can be removed for such a paltry reason as being totally unfit to govern. The Houses would
  
   never
  
  stand for that; it’d put fully half of them out on the street if it became Imperial policy.”
 

 
  “That’s…
  
   really
  
  weird,” said Juniper, blinking. “I’m not much for law or politics, but wouldn’t that be a
  
   really good
  
  idea? I mean, for the Emperor to do. Why does he let them push him around that way?”
 

 
  “On paper,” Grusser replied, “the power of the Silver Throne is absolute. In
  
   practice,
  
  there’s a lot the Houses could do to make Sharidan’s life miserable if they chose, especially if a lot of them were in agreement on it. He’s very good at keeping them mollified. Among other things, that requires some unfortunate compromises. The issue in Veilgrad is that with as much unrest as this region has suffered, removing a familiar face who is—if I may flatter myself—rather popular and placing another leader in the governorship would be risking serious unrest, possibly verging on rebellion. Thus, it’s in the Throne’s best interests to let the situation stand. He can’t place another House in charge, and he definitely can’t risk the wrath of the aristocrats by simply
  
   removing
  
  the resident House and putting a
  
   commoner
  
  in charge.”
 

 
  “Emperors have done that, though,” Trissiny said, frowning. “Repeatedly.”
 

 
  
   “Conquering
  
  Emperors have done that,” Grusser corrected her with a smile. “The Tirasian Dynasty stitched this Empire back together after the Enchanter Wars through diplomacy and subterfuge. Sharidan has the backing of the military—no Tiraan Emperor lasts long without it—but he’s not willing to use that against his own people except at
  
   great
  
  need, and the Houses know it. No, the situation here is undesirable, but stable. Politically speaking, that is. If the escalating issues in this city aren’t brought to a halt, though… It’s impossible to say what might happen.”
 

 
  “Thank you for explaining all of this, Mr. Grusser,” Toby said thoughtfully. “This answers a number of questions I had about Malivette and her position in the city.”
 

 
  “My pleasure!”
 

 
  “So, the question
  
   now
  
  is, what’s our plan?” Gabriel said, looking around at them.
 

 
  “First things first,” Eleny said briskly. “Coming here was a good start; you should also check in with the other political powers active in the city. The Omnist temple, the Huntsmen, the Universal Church parson and the Imperial barracks.”
 

 
  “That would take days if we did it sequentially,” Shaeine observed. “I propose dividing our forces.”
 

 
  “Yeah, pretty obvious who should go talk with the monks,” Ruda said, winking at Toby. “And of course, we should
  
   definitely
  
  send Trissiny up to the lodge to chat with the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Is…is she joking?” Eleny asked in a tone of fascinated horror.
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said firmly. “If Ruda suggests anything
  
   tremendously
  
  stupid, you can be sure she is joking.”
 

 
  “Aw, way to ruin my fun, Shiny Boots,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “There’s another thing,” Grusser added seriously. “I presume that you will be wanting to look into the known threats facing the city after you have introduced yourselves to the potential stabilizing forces?”
 

 
  “Any starting points you can suggest would be very helpful,” Toby said.
 

 
  “Well…” Grusser sighed. “With regard to that, there is one prospect who stands right between the two categories. Or, rather, in both, at least potentially.”
 

 
  “A known power…and a known threat?” Fross chimed. “Both? That sounds dangerous.”
 

 
  “I mentioned there is a surviving member of House Leduc,” Grusser said grimly. “Lord Sherwin keeps to himself, which in all frankness is the best thing I can say about him. I have nothing to
  
   prove
  
  it, otherwise I would hand him over to the Empire—or, could I contact them, even the Black Wreath—but it is an open secret that he is carrying on his family’s traditions. All of them.”
 

 
  Trissiny scowled deeply. “You mean…”
 

 
  “Aye, afraid so,” Eleny said with a worried frown. “You see why it’s a hardship, not being able to brush aside the nobility, here. Why no other noble House has tried to finish them off and seize their territory, when they’d normally be on two critically weakened Houses like vultures on a corpse. The last nobles in Veilgrad are the vampire…and the warlock.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The carriages trundled back up the road to the isolated Dufresne manor in total darkness. Each had lanterns dangling from all four corners, old-fashioned wrought iron fixtures housing modern fairy lamps; they proceeded in their own moving island of cheerful light. It was dimmer in their interiors, which were illuminated only by small lamps that cast a faint but warm glow, just enough for their passengers to see one another. It would probably have been impossible to read by, had any of them been so inclined.
 

 
  It was a quiet ride, at least for the first leg. Aside from being tired—and full—all of them were processing the various revelations of the day, and contemplating their next steps.
 

 
  “They seem like such a perfect couple,” Teal said suddenly, breaking the silence. “They were so in sync.”
 

 
  “Indeed, they appeared to be very much in tune with one another,” Shaeine replied, placing a hand over hers on the seat between them.
 

 
  “I wonder why he doesn’t just marry her,” Teal said pensively. “Is…interracial marriage
  
   that
  
  taboo in the Empire?”
 

 
  “Maybe. Dunno.” Ruda shrugged. “That’s not the issue, though, either way. It’s all about politics.”
 

 
  “How so?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “C’mon, isn’t it obvious?”
 

 
  “Ruda,” she said flatly, “I
  
   know
  
  you are socially adroit enough not to say things like that by accident. You’re not Gabe. Is there a
  
   reason
  
  you wanted to make me feel stupid for not having your political education?”
 

 
  “Aw, I didn’t mean it like that, Boots,” Ruda said, affectionately jostling her roommate with an elbow. “You’re right, I’m sorry; I’ve got some bad conversational habits. Nothing personal meant. On the subject, though… The political situation in Veilgrad in a nutshell is that the resident nobles are a menace and a hardship, the Emperor can’t remove ’em because of what it’d mean for the nobility everywhere, and the current acting governor needs to stay in place to keep this
  
   very
  
  uneasy population from outright revolting. So
  
   he
  
  can’t be replaced with another House. With me so far?”
 

 
  “Succinctly put,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  Ruda nodded. “Well, there’s a simple solution to
  
   all
  
  of this. If Lars Grusser marries into a House, Veilgrad would get new nobility, which would pacify the Houses, and he could remain in power, which would pacify the populace. He can’t marry Eleny; he has to hope for a political marriage. It’s sad, sure, but…that’s politics. It’s an old and not uncommon story. C’mon, Teal, I bet you know a bunch just like it.”
 

 
  “Yeah…several of them are among a bard’s standbys.” Teal sighed, turning to stare at the darkened window. Thanks to the interior lights reflecting on the glass, they had virtually no view outside. Not that there was much to see, anyway. “I don’t favor tragedies, myself.”
 

 
  Shaeine scooted closer and leaned subtly against her shoulder.
 

 
  “That leaves out another party, though,” Trissiny said, frowning. “Suppose Malivette doesn’t want to give up power?”
 

 
  “Malivette doesn’t
  
   have
  
  power,” Ruda said. “She’s only Duchess in name, and everyone knows it. Besides, Malivette strikes me as a weirdo even apart from the undead thing, but I
  
   didn’t
  
  have the impression she’s in any way stupid. She has to be aware of all this, if she’s not actively in on it. The fact she allows the matter to stand is basically a tacit endorsement of the idea. Unless, of course, there’s more going on that we don’t know.”
 

 
  “That much is a virtual certainty,” Shaeine murmured.
 

 
  They froze as a long, mournful howl echoed through the mountains. It hung in the air for long moments, eventually trailing off in a descending note. Moments later, it was repeated from another direction, and then more voices sprang up. Soon, the howls sounded from all sides, carrying on like an eerie choir.
 

 
  “Wolves,” Teal said softly. “How pretty.”
 

 
  “We’re prob’ly safe in here,” Ruda noted. “Very few animals will come near an undead. The horses are like…wolf repellent, I bet.”
 

 
  “Those are
  
   not
  
  wolves,” Trissiny said quietly. She had twisted her belt when she sat, so her sword was in her lap rather than jabbing into the cushions; now she held its hilt tightly. “This city is in
  
   very
  
  serious trouble.”
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  Several hours later, a confused and increasingly frustrated Squad One found themselves at Bishop Shahai’s modest apartment not far from Imperial Square, laden down with bags and packages. It was actually quite the achievement to have found a modest apartment this close to the seat of Imperial power, as the real estate here was some of the most expensive in the world. Most people who had the need or desire to be that close to the Palace (or the Grand Cathedral, or the central Omnist or Avenist temples) and the money to move in wanted something larger and more luxurious anyway. There were a number of clerics who preferred proximity to their temples, however, and as such there were buildings owned by the Church and several of the major cults, divided into humble dwellings that suited the desires of their occupants.
 

 
  Hers was a simple one-story affair that couldn’t have been more than a handful of rooms, to judge by the fact that its kitchen and main living area were all one open space. A space which was cozy verging on cramped with all six of them present; they were packed in close enough to be reminded how much bulk armor added to a person.
 

 
  “Just put those down wherever it’s least inconvenient, please,” the Bishop directed them. “Then have a seat. I don’t entertain much; I apologize for the lack of comfortable chairs. Feel free to pull one over from the table if you need. I’m going to make us some tea.”
 

 
  They obeyed slowly, setting down bags and paper-wrapped packages as neatly as possible against the walls, out of the way of the furniture, looking warily around all the while. The furniture was bland and could have come with the place, though personal touches had been added. Soft elven blankets woven of geometric patterns had been draped over the small sofa and single armchair, and on the mantle stood a golden eagle idol—stone, not gold, of course—with several strings of carved beads draped around its heavy base and hanging over the lip of the mantlepiece itself. The only article of really unique furniture was a display case containing a peculiar variety of things behind glass: a broken Avenic short sword, two ornately carved tomahawks, a battered shield bearing the golden eagle, several small leather pouches, and four glittering unicorn horns.
 

 
  Bishop Shahai moved efficiently about the stove, preparing a pot to heat and setting up a tray with cups, sugar, and other paraphernalia, her back to them. Straightening up from setting down a folded package of expensive silk cloth, Merry scowled at Principia, leaned closer and opened her mouth to whisper.
 

 
  Prin thrust a finger into her face, glaring, and pointedly tugged at her ear. Merry snapped her mouth shut and contented herself with looking disgruntled.
 

 
  “Private Elwick, you’re closest,” Shahai said over the soft clink of crockery. “There’s a plate of sandwiches in the cold box, top shelf. Would you kindly set them on the table? And the rest of you, dig in. Tea will be ready in a few moments, I’m sure you’re hungry.”
 

 
  “Do you…commonly have plates of sandwiches ready for guests, your Grace?” Ephanie asked in a carefully demure tone.
 

 
  “No,” Shahai replied with an amused little smile, finally turning back to face them. Casey passed between her and the group, obediently carrying a platter stacked with ham sandwiches to the table. “I
  
   specifically
  
  have one ready. At this point in the evening I expect you all to be rather tired, and increasingly fed up with me. Food and strong tea make a good pick-me-up; we’ll need this little respite before finishing our tasks for the evening.”
 

 
  “You planned this?” Farah inquired.
 

 
  “I plan ahead as much as possible, in as much detail as possible, for all situations,” the Bishop said serenely, pulling out a chair and seating herself. “Thank you, Elwick. Please, all of you, sit down. Yes, Szaravid, according to my schedule, by this point in the evening Squad One has spent several hours accompanying me hither and yon to a variety of luxury shopping establishments, standing guard while I browsed and carrying my purchases. I’m aware of the relationship this squad had with Bishop Syrinx, at least the broad strokes; I can only imagine how irate you must be by this point. My compliments on your poise, by the way.”
 

 
  “I assumed all this was mission relevant, somehow,” Principia said mildly, helping herself to a ham sandwich.
 

 
  “Oh?” Shahai raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “The accumulation of luxury and misuse of temporary authority over a squad would be
  
   dramatically
  
  out of character, your Grace. I know something of your record as well; you were quite right about Bishop Syrinx. It seemed wise to cultivate an awareness of her successor.”
 

 
  “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” Shahai said, smiling. “Well, in any case, this building is owned by the Universal Church, its apartments rented to various clerics. The walls are exceedingly thick, and additionally bolstered with noise dampening enchantments. It’s a very
  
   discreet
  
  sort of building. This marks the first point in the evening where we can converse in guaranteed privacy. My apologies for making you wait, but the whole point of our performance this far tonight has been just that: a performance, put on for whoever
  
   might
  
  have been watching. I was unwilling to make assumptions about the security of our environs except in—ah, excuse me.”
 

 
  The teapot had begun whistling; she stood and glided briskly back to the stove. The assembled Legionnaires glanced uncertainly about at one another, then at Principia, who was chewing away as placidly as if she hadn’t a care in the world.
 

 
  Shahai returned, setting the tea tray beside the sandwiches and beginning to pour out cups. “Eat or not as you wish, ladies, but I do insist upon the tea. This is a very strong blend, and just the boost we will all need, as we are about to go deal with dragons at the end of an already long day. Please, use as much sugar and milk as you need to make it palatable. If anyone is especially fatigued, I have something even stronger for emergencies. Have you heard of coffee?”
 

 
  She looked up in surprise at the chorus of groans; Principia chuckled into her sandwich.
 

 
  “That’s the stuff that tastes like the inside of my boots, keeps you awake for about four hours and then you’re suddenly comatose standing up unless you take another dose,” Merry said, accepting a cup of tea. “Sarge gave us that once.”
 

 
  “Once,” Principia emphasized, “when I’d kept them out past midnight. Generally I think you get better results from people by letting them get enough rest.”
 

 
  “I quite agree,” Shahai said, smiling. “Drugs are a poor substitute for any of the things for which people substitute them, but they can bridge the gap in a rough situation. Well, then, on to a much-overdue explanation. What do you know about dragonsworn?”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence; Farah paused in the act of sipping her tea, staring at the Bishop in surprise.
 

 
  “People who are sworn to a dragon,” Ephanie replied at last, “just as the word says. I understood that wasn’t common.”
 

 
  “It’s uncommon for the simple reason that
  
   dragons
  
  are uncommon,” Shahai said, “and many of them are rather standoffish. But yes, as long as dragons have interacted with the mortal races, some members thereof have dedicated themselves to a certain dragon’s service. In fact, with the Conclave’s current ambitions, I suspect this will be the greatest sticking point in their negotiations with the Empire. Now that they seek to be acknowledged as an independent government, anyone taken into their service will effectively become an agent, if not a citizen, of a foreign power, rather than an eccentric who keeps unusual company. I’m actually quite curious to find out how they will resolve the matter, because at the moment, I’ve no idea. But yes, dragonsworn are a known phenomenon, and their whereabouts are carefully watched by anyone who takes an interest in world events. Including the Sisters of Avei.”
 

 
  “I figured,” Principia said, pausing to take a sip of tea. “Accumulating expensive hoard-worthy trinkets was an obvious link to the dragon issue. You think there are dragonsworn in the city? It was my understanding the dragons arrived alone.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the…trinkets.” Shahai sighed, giving the piles of packages a disapproving stare. “I am sorry about putting you ladies to that kind of work. But yes, Sergeant, people are already lining up outside the de facto Conclave embassy, wanting a variety of things. Some—perhaps more than a few—are interested in working for the dragons. They have that aura of majesty that tends to inspire such responses. Beyond that, however, there have always
  
   been
  
  some few dragonsworn in the city, and somewhat less few who are known to do business with them. This afternoon we have visited most of those. These comprise more of a grapevine than an actual intelligence network, but I don’t imagine it will be long before our draconic visitors are aware that I have just gathered a pile of…hoard-worthy trinkets, as you put it.” She paused to smile at Principia.
 

 
  “People from all walks of life, but notably the wealthy and powerful, will be trying to curry favor with the dragons for a variety of reasons, most of which are no concern to us.
  
   My
  
  mission here is simply to establish open lines of communication and friendly terms with them, to ward off any potential hostilities and create opportunities for possible future benefit. A vague and simple directive, which nonetheless is made quite challenging by the fact that the dragons have no incentive to take us seriously at all. Virtually the
  
   only
  
  interaction between dragons and the Sisterhood in eight thousand years have been occasional clashes between individuals and Hands of Avei. Most of those ended in the fatality of one or the other. In this, it’s fortunate for us that they have no particular interest in our cult. What I have to do is make them interested, and favorably so.”
 

 
  “A tall order,” Principia mused.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shahai said wryly. “This afternoon’s errands were the first half of the plan, though it may take some time for word to get back to our targets. This evening’s will finish the job. We discussed earlier the impact of having two elves in the delegation sent to speak with them. When we meet the dragons themselves, I intend to be vague; the point is to set them wondering what we are up to. To set us apart from the countless petitioners who will be competing for a slice of their attention. They, if all goes well, will come to us. As such, once we return tonight, I mean to withdraw somewhat and give them time to stew. If no overtures have been made within a week, we’ll try something else, but apart from that, your squad will return to regular duty rotation to be called for when I have need of you again. With the exception of tomorrow,” she added with a smile. “I’ve reserved you for the morning. Do get some sleep.”
 

 
  “We appreciate that,” Principia said approvingly.
 

 
  “Ah, your Grace?” Casey said. “It’s…dark out. Almost everything is closed by now. People will be going to sleep. Is this an appropriate time to visit dragons?”
 

 
  “All part of the plan, Elwick,” Shahai said, sipping her tea. “Dragons… It’s an open question whether they
  
   need
  
  to sleep, or just indulge in it occasionally for the pleasure of dreaming. Regardless, they can do it for days at a time, even weeks, but generally only do so two or three times a year. They won’t be in bed. Most people don’t know this, so we won’t have to fight through a crowd.
  
   And
  
  they assuredly know what a peculiar time of day this is for
  
   us
  
  to be making social calls.”
 

 
  “Thus contributing to the infamy you’re cultivating,” Principia said with a smile. “Apologies for any perceived brown-nosing, Bishop, but you’re
  
   good
  
  at this.”
 

 
  “At this?” Shahai stared ruminatively into her tea.
  
   “This
  
  has never been done. Let’s hope we all prove to be good at it. In any case, ladies, finish up here. We are not in any hurry.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The hastily repurposed palace currently housing the Conclave delegation stood not far from Imperial Square, in a residential neighborhood that was wealthy in the manner that the sea was damp. These were the homes of the highest ranking officials of the Imperial government, the various cults and the Universal Church, not to mention the residences of foreign ambassadors and several properties kept by heads of state from overseas. Some of these actually visited with some regularity—the Tiraan Empire did not seek anyone’s favor, but waited for seekers to come to it—while others maintained these properties simply as a point of status. No
  
   official
  
  embassies stood here, though flags of many countries were displayed and no small amount of diplomatic business had been done behind these walls. None of the buildings on this street could truly be called a house. They ranged from mere mansions at the lower end to palaces which had prompted the current Emperor’s mother to pass laws limiting just how defensible non-Imperial structures in the city could be made.
 

 
  This one was of an older style, all done in white marble with fluted columns—in fact, it ironically resembled an Avenist temple, if one ignored the highly decorative stonework. Imperial soldiers stood guard on the grounds in significant numbers, almost as if the government expected some kind of attack. Or perhaps they were simply keeping the peace. Whatever the reason, every entrance and ground floor window was covered, as well as the gates of the property itself. More soldiers patrolled the grounds, the outer wall, even the roof.
 

 
  There were two long banners hanging in gaps between columns flanking the front door. They formed a white field with a divided hexagon in the center, split into six colors: blue, green, red, gold, silver, and black. A peculiar sigil lay over that, in white with a black border that distinguished itself from the background. The symbol didn’t appear to depict anything in particular; it looked more like a glyph in some foreign language.
 

 
  “Looks almost like a wing,” Farah murmured. “See, the—”
 

 
  “Scenery,” Bishop Shahai said, quietly but pointedly. Farah instantly fell silent, staring straight ahead. Principia gave her a very sharp look.
 

 
  Rank had its privileges; the soldiers on duty at the gate saluted the Bishop rather than attempting to stop her. She nodded back in perfect calm, striding up the slightly curving path toward the doors with Principia just behind and to her right and the rest of Squad One forming the four corners of an invisible box around them.
 

 
  The soldiers at the door saluted, as well, but made no move to usher them in. Principia stepped forward to pull the door open herself.
 

 
  Within, the palace looked suitably wealthy, but also rather bare. Everything was marble trimmed in gilt, with an extravagantly frescoed dome forming the entry hall’s ceiling and a geometric mosaic for a floor. There was no furniture, though, of any kind, not even rugs or curtains. Apparently the new residents had brought nothing with them, and the old had left nothing behind.
 

 
  There were more banners, however. These were also white, lacking the multicolored hexagon, but there were six of them and each bore the sigil in one of the draconic colors.
 

 
  At this hour, the property was relatively quiet. A few people were present in the room; two more Imperial Army officers stood silently at attention, a mixed handful of folk in nondescript attire loitered near the walls, and a portly man in his later middle years in an obviously expensive suit was in the process of crossing the space toward two figures who had just entered from a side door.
 

 
  Both were dragons.
 

 
  To judge by their obviously displayed colors, these were Zanzayed and Varsinostro, and two less similarly attired people had rarely stood together. The blue dragon was an almost comical portrait of less-than-tasteful opulence, while the green wore simple wood elf attire. Nonetheless, their presence was arrestingly powerful, even ignoring the people present as they were. A tremor rippled through the onlookers at their entrance, several people letting out soft sighs or murmured observations.
 

 
  The Avenist party had crossed the room at a sharp pace, and were just barely beaten to intercepting the dragons by the rich man, thanks to his head start.
 

 
  “Your Eminences,” he said, bowing low and doffing his stovepipe hat, “if I might—”
 

 
  “Good evening,” Bishop Shahai spoke over him, striding forward.
 

 
  “Good lady,” the man said in indignation, puffing his chest out at her, “kindly wait your—”
 

 
  He broke off as Ephanie stepped in front of him, planting the butt of her lance on the floor with a
  
   thunk
  
  that echoed through the bare chamber, staring flatly from behind her faceguard. The fellow gaped at her, then flushed and stepped backward, muttering something that might have passed for polite.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   this
  
  is different,” Zanzayed the Blue commented, smiling in a way that might have been sincere or sarcastic. Something about his featureless eyes made his expression hard to read. The green dragon, who had come to a stop beside him, folded his arms and watched, his face a mask of patience.
 

 
  “I am Nandi Shahai, Bishop of the Universal Church from the Sisters of Avei,” she said, nodding to them. It was a deep, respectful nod, but clearly the sort of gesture bestowed on an equal, not a being of fathomless, catastrophic power. “Welcome to Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Grace,” Varsinostro said evenly. “We have found the city most welcoming, with some few specific exceptions.”
 

 
  “Why, Principia!” Zanzayed exclaimed, grinning in apparent delight. “I must say,
  
   this
  
  is the greatest and best surprise I’ve had in a whole day of surprises! When did
  
   you
  
  join the Silver Legions? That’s got to be one of the crazier things I’ve ever heard. Well, regardless, it’s a delight to see you!”
 

 
  “It is?” Principia asked, nonplussed.
 

 
  “I wasn’t aware you knew Zanzayed, Sergeant Locke,” Shahai said in a perfectly pleasant tone. The warning was hidden in the awareness of their orders, invisible to onlookers.
 

 
  “We’ve never met,” Principia said firmly. “I’m
  
   positive
  
  I would’ve remembered that hairdo.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s all secondhand,” Zanzayed said with an airy wave of his hand, rings glittering in the light. “I’ve heard
  
   all
  
  about you, of course. You might say I’m an old friend of the family,” he added to Shahai, winking. “We really ought to find the time to sit down for a chat, since we’re both in the city!”
 

 
  “I don’t talk to my family,” Principia said in a tone that was just a hair too polite to be overtly unfriendly.
 

 
  “I note that your Conclave’s chosen iconography reflects all six draconic colors,” Shahai remarked. “There have been no silver or black dragons for some time, if I am not mistaken.”
 

 
  “The Conclave is for
  
   all
  
  of our kind,” Varsinostro stated. “Present and future. We would not have any potential members excluded even by implication. In particular, those…
  
   extremes…
  
  would better be brought into the fold to deal with the rest of us socially than left to pursue their own ends, unfettered.”
 

 
  “I see,” the Bishop mused. “That does make sense.”
 

 
  “To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure, your Grace?” the green dragon asked pointedly.
 

 
  “I’m certain you know the areas of Avei’s interest,” Shahai said crisply. “We promote justice and protect the interests of women. As you have decided to assertively join civilized society, this creates a potential interest, my lords. Any actions you take will fall under the purview of the judicial system. And dragons have a…
  
   fraught
  
  history with regard to women.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Zanzayed said solemnly, folding his hands.
  
   “That.
  
  You mean that thing where we sometimes take mates and lovers exactly like anyone else, and mortal societies regard the matter with revulsion because… Well, actually, I never have cared enough to figure out what the specific objection was, once I determined there was no actual
  
   logic
  
  in it.”
 

 
  Shahai smiled at him very pleasantly. “On another subject, Zanzayed, have you visited Mathenon Province recently? I believe dwarven archaeologists recently unearthed some very unusual ruins directly off the Old Road between Viridill and Stavulheim. Some sort of amphitheater.”
 

 
  He sighed dramatically, turning to Varsinostro. “There, you see?
  
   This
  
  is why religious people are a pain to deal with. Every nice thing you do gets swept under the rug, but you make
  
   one
  
  little error in judgment and
  
   somehow
  
  their descendants manage to shove it in your face after two
  
   thousand
  
  years.”
 

 
  “Let’s be polite, Zanzayed,” Varsinostro said calmly. “We are guests in this city as much as the Bishop is in this house.” Despite the muted warning directed at both of them, his expression was one of amusement.
 

 
  “Did you really come here just to be confrontational?” Zanzayed asked, impatience creeping into his tone as he turned back to Shahai.
 

 
  Her smile wavered not by a hair. “On the contrary, Lord Zanzayed, if anything, I would like to offer my services. You may find it…challenging…to cultivate personal relationships among human society, given the reputation you have with regard to women, justly or not. The Sisterhood is in a unique position to help you navigate these waters. Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you would like
  
   any
  
  assistance in settling in.”
 

 
  “How very considerate,” Varsinostro said, gazing intently at her.
 

 
  “It is the duty of a priestess and a soldier to serve,” Shahai intoned, bowing. “I will take no more of your time this evening, my lords. Welcome, again, to Tiraas. Squad, fall in.”
 

 
  “Wait, that’s it?” Zanzayed asked behind them. The Bishop simply kept moving toward the door.
 

 
  Not that the dragons were left with nothing to do. They had gotten scarcely a few feet when the gentleman in the hat surged forward again. Once again, he was beaten to the punch.
 

 
  This time it was a young Sifanese woman who slid smoothly forward, holding a glowing rune on the flat of her open palm. It sparked faintly, then abruptly transformed into a steaming platter.
 

 
  At the burst of magic—and rare magic at that, for transfiguration was usually done only by a master mage, the pre-formatted kind being very expensive—both dragons turned to stare sharply at her.
 

 
  “Good evening, most exalted ones,” she said deferentially. In addition to her lilting accent, she had a raspy quality to her voice, not quite the husky tone of a lifelong smoker, but as if something had injured her throat at one point. “My employer, like each of these good people, most humbly craves but a moment of your attention, and does not presume to so impose without offering some small recompense for the distraction. I understand, Lord Zanzayed, these are a favorite of yours.”
 

 
  Shahai led the squad outside, the front doors of the palace shutting firmly and cutting off sound from within. They heard only one more line of the girl’s spiel.
 

 
  “Bacon-wrapped shrimp?”
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  “This is the worst kind of town,” Weaver stated. “Big enough that finding McGraw—or anything else—will take some time and effort, small enough that no part of that will yield anything interesting.”
 

 
  “Aye, that’s great,” Billie said. “Speak up, ye haven’t managed t’piss off everyone in the station yet.”
 

 
  “Nobody’s paying us any attention, you half-wit,” he snorted.
 

 
  Indeed, hardly anyone was around at all. A few people moved lethargically through the street outside the shade of the Rail station’s overhanging roof. A man behind the ticket booth appeared to be half-asleep; the lone Tiraan soldier on duty gave them a single disinterested look before getting back to her busy schedule of lounging on her staff, looking bored.
 

 
  Terminus Station was by far the most interesting thing to be seen. As the three of them stepped away from the caravan, it eased forward from its stopping point next to the platform and onto a question mark-shaped loop, slowly circling about to face back the way it had come. There was a small gap in the Rail between the end of this and the point where it straightened out again; the caravan shuddered slightly as it passed over that, but moments later was heading back to Tiraas, gathering speed, and was out of sight in just a few more seconds. The station itself was small and almost entirely outdoors, consisting of a roof supported by pillars, with no walls except around a small section which contained the ticket office and doubtless a few other facilities. It wasn’t very clean, being lightly seasoned with windblown dust and dirt, but at least everything was in good repair.
 

 
  Unlike everything else within view.
 

 
  Desolation, a small to middling town, stretched out to all sides, occupying about a square mile of land, if that. It may or may not have seen better days, but it surely deserved them. The buildings were of local stone with timber framing and slate roofs, almost universally. The street running alongside the Rail station was paved, but badly in need of repair, and every cross-street in view was simply dirt. Stone was cracked and pitted on nearly every structure, roof tiles were missing or broken, a few window had cracked panes and one just across the street was even boarded over. Between this and the apparent somnolence of the few people out on the street, the town was a very portrait of hard luck.
 

 
  Beyond the buildings, though, the view was quite impressive; Desolation stood at the meeting place of three landscapes. The Stalrange formed an uneven gray wall rising skyward to the west, close enough to be undimmed by the haze of distance; to the southeast stretched out the prairie that became the Golden Sea not much farther beyond. In the north, though, were the Badlands, a rolling terrain of fancifully-shaped stone outcroppings, worn smooth by aeons of erosion and broken jagged in enough spots to keep it interesting. Hardy weeds sprouted from any gap that provided them a foothold, waving in the wind, and twisted, scrawny bushes clung to the sides and even the tops of rock formations, brown and almost leafless.
 

 
  “Welp,” Joe said, tucking his thumbs into the pockets of his duster, “when in a new town and lookin’ for information, step one is to find the nearest watering hole.”
 

 
  He nodded across the street at the building with the boarded-up window. The un-boarded ones were wide, and sheltered beneath an awning that shielded a few rickety-looking rocking chairs from the mid-morning sun. The establishment’s only sign simply said “Whiskey.” Whether or not that was the place’s name, it made effective advertizing.
 

 
  “Ah, good,” Weaver said with a sigh. “It’s been
  
   ages
  
  since I last got tetanus from a shot glass in a disgusting frontier hellhole. One more thing to scratch off my list for this trip.”
 

 
  “How ’bout you let us handle the talking?” Joe suggested.
 

 
  Whiskey, if that as indeed its name, was nothing if not scenic, at least from the outside. It had the obligatory swinging double doors, and even an old man apparently sound asleep in a rocking chair out front, his hat pulled down over his face. Its interior was dim, lit only by sunlight from the windows and a few candle-sized fairy lamps spaced along the walls. There were larger ones not currently in use; half of their smaller cousins were apparently broken. A man with an ostentatious waxed mustache stood behind the bar reading a newspaper, while a skinny teenage girl in an apron lounged against the far wall. She straightened up as they entered. Around a table in one back corner sat six men, in varying states of filth and shabbiness, playing poker, several half-empty bottles of whiskey sitting among their cards and small piles of pennies. They, too, paused and turned around to give the new arrivals a cold, silent inspection.
 

 
  The three crossed the room to a table near the front windows and seated themselves.
 

 
  “Good choice,” Weaver muttered. “Lots of folks here to pump for intel.”
 

 
  “Ashner’s knickers, y’great grump, it’s barely past ten in the morning,” Billie said, rolling her eyes. “How many d’ye
  
   think’ll
  
  be loiterin’ in a bar? Most folk have better to do with their time than the likes of us.”
 

 
  “Worth talkin’ to the waitress, at least,” Joe murmured. “They know more’n most about the comings and goings of any town.”
 

 
  He fell silent as the young lady in question approached. She was no more than seventeen, and lean both in frame and with the slightly hollow-cheeked look of someone who didn’t eat well. Blonde hair was yanked back from her skull in an indifferent ponytail; her expression was, at best, wary, and at worst pondering whether it had an excuse to be hostile.
 

 
  “What’ll it be?” she asked tersely.
 

 
  “Shot o’ whiskey!” Billie chirped. “Like the sign says, aye?”
 

 
  “Wasn’t
  
   someone
  
  just saying it’s barely past ten?” Weaver said, giving the gnome a scathing look. “Water.”
 

 
  “And water for me,” Joe added politely, tipping his hat to the girl.
 

 
  He got a very cold look in return. “Big spenders,” she said with a scowl, then turned and flounced off back to the bar.
 

 
  “Seriously,” Weaver said to Billie, “pace yourself. I am
  
   not
  
  hauling your drunk ass all over this podunk town.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   such
  
  a pain in the bum,
  
   Damian.
  
  If I get meself drunk on
  
   one
  
  shot o’ whiskey, I’ll ‘ave ta return ta the old country in disgrace.”
 

 
  “You’re pocket-sized! A shot is like a bucket to you!”
 

 
  “Oh, is that how it works? Damn, I’ve been doin’ it wrong this whole time.”
 

 
  Joe sighed heavily. “Guys. Just be
  
   nice
  
  to the girl, please? That means no sexual harassment, Billie. And
  
   you.”
  
  He pointed accusingly at Weaver. “Just don’t talk to her at all.”
 

 
  “Oh, mustn’t I?” the man deadpanned. “But how
  
   ever
  
  will I get over the loss of the
  
   scintillating
  
  conversation I’m sure that unwashed guttersnipe—”
 

 
  “Shut,” Joe growled, “up.” Weaver grinned at him, but subsided.
 

 
  The girl returned, bearing a tray and a disgruntled look.
 

 
  “Thank you kindly, miss,” Joe said warmly before she could speak, placing a doubloon on her tray. Her eyes widened and the latent hostility in her expression diminished considerably. That was a great deal more than their drinks were worth.
 

 
  It turned out she was honest. “That, uh, I… I’ll have to go back to the bar to get change for this, s-sir,” she said with an awkward attempt at formal courtesy.
 

 
  “Don’t worry about that,” Joe said with a smile. “I’m sure you can find a use for the extra. My name’s Joe. What’s yours?”
 

 
  “April,” she said warily, finally setting their glasses in front of them one by one. Billie immediately grabbed her shot and tossed it back in one go, under Weaver’s disapproving stare.
 

 
  “April! That’s pretty. Maybe it comes from knowing a few elves back home, but I’ve always been partial to names that
  
   mean
  
  something,” Joe said. April’s smile was growing steadily more sincere, relaxed, and pleased; at the compliment, she actually blushed slightly, ducking her head. “Listen, I hate to pester you, but we’re lookin’ for a friend of ours who’s supposed to meet us in town. Older fellow, a Westerner, goes by McGraw. You wouldn’t happen to have seen him around?”
 

 
  April’s eyes widened and she looked them over more carefully.
  
   “You
  
  know Longshot McGraw?”
 

 
  “I gather that’s a yes, then?” Joe said with a grin.
 

 
  She nodded, still staring at him. “Yeah, he’s in town. Came through here jus’ yesterday, askin’ fer the news. Used to be a reg’lar sight in Desolation, I hear tell, though he ain’t been through in a couple years. Not since I was too young to pay attention, I mean.”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t happen to know where he’s holed up?”
 

 
  April emitted a short, disbelieving laugh. “Not
  
   here.
  
  I ain’t heard, sorry. Not many boarding houses in town; we don’t get much in the way of travelers since the mining dried up. They even took us off the regular Rail stop roster,” she added bitterly.
 

 
  “Sorry to hear that,” Joe said gravely. “Well, I’m sure we’ll run across him sooner or later. I gather Desolation’s had a bit o’ trouble lately?”
 

 
  The girl’s expression had grown dour again, but this time she didn’t seem to direct the sentiment at him—at least, she continued talking animatedly. “Desolation ain’t had nothin’
  
   but
  
  trouble the last ten years. You folks from Tiraas?”
 

 
  “Oh, all over,” Joe said vaguely. “Sarasio, myself, over on the other side of the Golden Sea. Actually,” he added thoughtfully, glancing over at his companions, “it suddenly occurs to me I don’t actually know where you guys hail from.”
 

 
  “Can’t think of a single reason you might need to,” Weaver said sardonically.
 

 
  “I heard stories about Sarasio,” April said, nodding. “Almost as bad as here, I hear tell.”
 

 
  “What happened to Desolation?” he asked quickly to avert a digression into that subject.
 

 
  She twisted her lips into a sour little moue.
  
   “Elves
  
  happened, that’s what.”
 

 
  Joe stared, taken aback. “Elves? What’d
  
   they
  
  do?”
 

 
  “First it was the darklings,” she said, clutching her tray to her chest and scowling as she continued to chatter on. “Them an’ their damn treaty. Oh, I’m sure a load a’ free ore every year’s
  
   great
  
  for all them factories down in Tiraas an’ Calderaas, but this here’s mining country. You know what happens to mining country when some idjit drow suddenly floods the market with cheap metal? Prices crash,
  
   everything
  
  crashes, mines close, good folks are out o’ work… And then,
  
   then,
  
  as if that weren’t bad enough, the goddamn Cobalt Dawn come pourin’ outta the Golden Sea, raidin’ an’ killin’ an’ tryin’ to take over the whole damn province. Least the Army crushed
  
   those
  
  bastards like they deserved,” she added fiercely. “Only damn knife-ear I ever wanna see again’s one swingin’ from the gallows. Turquoise an’ coal are the only things keepin’ Upper Stalwar Province afloat anymore, an’ they ain’t enough to float everybody.”
 

 
  “Turquoise and coal, huh,” he prompted, when she showed signs of trailing off.
 

 
  “Yeah,” April continued, nodding again. “Apparently they don’t have turquoise down in Tar’naris, an’ the dwarves buy a lot o’ coal. They need it fer their machines. That’s not a real big trade, though—they used ta sell metals to the Empire, too, an’ they were hit almost as bad as us by the Narisian Treaty. Maybe worse—least we can grow food up here, an’ hunt some. Dunno what the dwarves eat, ‘less they buy it from us. Them hills’re
  
   lousy
  
  with good silver, copper, lead, even a few gold lodes closer to the mountains, an’ it all just
  
   sits
  
  in the ground, cos o’ them
  
   damn
  
  elves.”
 

 
  “Well,” Joe said slowly, “now I feel bad for makin’ you recite all that. Sorry, miss, I hadn’t realized things were so rough ’round here.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, if you find your friend, you’d hear it all anyway,” she said. “He asked for the news, too. That’s all history, just what it’s
  
   like
  
  in Desolation these days.
  
   Now
  
  we got trouble with dwarves an’ Mister K, too, like we need any more damn trouble…”
 

 
  Joe had to will himself not to stiffen or do anything abrupt to alarm her. Billie and Weaver both straightened up in their seats (she was standing on hers), staring at the waitress. “Mister K?” he asked in a deliberately mild tone. “And dwarves? Sorry, I thought it sounded like you got along pretty well with dwarves in these parts.”
 

 
  “Till very recently, we did,” said said, bobbing her head again in that distinctive way she had. It was actually kind of cute. “It’s just insult on top of injury, is what it is. A new investor showed up from the capital, real secretive fellow, don’t like folks askin’ after his business. But he’s
  
   digging!
  
  Startin’ up a whole venture, up north. Makes his headquarters in Risk, bout thirty miles from here into the Badlands.”
 

 
  “What’s he digging for?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Nobody
  
   knows!”
  
  April said in exasperation. “Cos big fancy Mister K don’t hire the hardworking folk who
  
   live
  
  here an’ desperately need the work. Oh, no, he contracts a whole company a’
  
   dwarves
  
  to do his digging! There was like to’ve been a lynching, ‘cept it turns out he’s got this posse—”
 

 
  Abruptly, she broke off, going pale and looking over their heads and across the table. Clutching the tray closer to her chest, April backed rapidly away, turning once she was out of reach to skitter back over to the bar, which she ducked behind.
 

 
  Moving slowly and very deliberately, the three of them turned to face in the other direction.
 

 
  The card players had abandoned their game, and now approached, coming to a stop less than six feet away. They arranged themselves in a rough line, faces coldly blank, some folding their arms, others keeping hands pointedly near holstered wands. In the center, a broad-shouldered man who stood half a head taller than any of his companions studied them slowly, each in turn, slowly chewing at something with a rolling motion of his jaw that made his greasy mustache undulate. After a long, silent moment, he turned his head to the side and spat a wad of tobacco onto the floor.
 

 
  “You’re in our spot,” he said flatly.
 

 
  “Didn’t see any names on it,” Joe replied, noting details. The smell of whiskey, reddened eyes and noses, a slight sway in a couple of them, even standing still. That was both good and bad. Drunk men tended to be more aggressive than they otherwise might, but they couldn’t shoot a wand or throw a punch nearly as straight as sober men.
 

 
  “Well, I’m tellin’ you now,” the big man retorted, fixing his eyes on Joe’s. “Move it.”
 

 
  “Let’s not do this, gentlemen,” Joe said calmly. “C’mon, let us buy you a round.”
 

 
  “You hard of hearin’, boy?” the man thundered, sneering down at him. “Get yer fancy-dressed ass up outta
  
   my
  
  seat, an’ get the fuck outta my bar!”
 

 
  “Watch your language,” Joe said coldly. “There are ladies present.”
 

 
  “The
  
   fuck
  
  you just say to me?!”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” Weaver said dryly, “are you shambling inbreds
  
   drunk?
  
  As I was just mentioning to
  
   this
  
  degenerate little trouser goblin, it’s not even noon.”
 

 
  “You asked for it, asshole,” the ringleader declared, taking a slightly unsteady step forward and raising his fists.
 

 
  Two seconds later, he was stumbling backward with pinpoint holes burned through both his feet, his wands falling to the floor from his severed belt, and Joe was upright, weapons raised.
 

 
  “Now then,” Joe said reasonably, as the burly man’s compatriots caught him. He sagged in their arms, looking stupefied and apparently uncertain why his feet weren’t working properly. “As I said, boys, let’s
  
   not
  
  go through this. It’s cliché an’ of no profit to anybody. Y’all just go back to your game, an’ your next round’s on me. Fair?”
 

 
  The big man gaped at him, remarkably like an unwashed fish with an unflattering mustache. He finally got a semblance of balance, leaning against one of his friends. For just a moment, Joe dared to hope that would be the end of it.
 

 
  
   “Get ’em!”
  
  another man roared, and the rest surged forward, fists upraised. Quite incidentally, they dropped their erstwhile leader to the ground in their rush to storm the table.
 

 
  There were a few very uncertain seconds in which Joe was tested to his limits; he was out of his element at close range, especially with a bunch of larger individuals rushing him. The sound that Weaver produced from his flute threw all of them way off balance, however, allies and enemies alike, but while the five remaining local boys were sent reeling away, Joe managed to keep his feet. His innate sense of balance was giving him flawed information, so he ignored it, extrapolating from the numbers his eyes were feeding him. Not perfect, but it kept him upright and shooting despite the dizziness. It helped a great deal that, unlike his assailants, he was sober.
 

 
  Weaver only held that note a few beats, blessedly, by which time Billie had managed to dig something out of her pockets.
 

 
  Whatever it was sure made a lot of noise.
 

 
  Two minutes later, they were the only ones still standing.
 

 
  The brawl had moved into the street without observing such niceties as the door. When the last of the local drunks were laid out on the cracked pavement, it was among the fragments of stone and smoldering wood that had been the front wall of the saloon. One of the swinging doors had been flung clear across the road and now rested on the roof of the Rail station.
 

 
  “Billie,” Joe said in exasperation, “that was an indoor, close quarters fight. What the h—what were you thinking, throwing
  
   explosives?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Says the kid who was shooting wands,” Weaver commented.
 

 
  “Oi, how did I ever end up crewing with such complainers?” the gnome said cheerily. “It’s not like I didn’t throw shielding charms over all of us. C’mon, Joe, don’t argue with results, aye?”
 

 
  “All the places I’ve been, all the things I’ve done,” Weaver said, “and I think that might just have been the
  
   dumbest
  
  fight I have ever been in. I mean, c’mon, I’ve been roughed up in nearly every town I visited, but this is the first one where I didn’t do anything to deserve it. If you morons wanted your asses kicked
  
   that
  
  badly, you could’ve just gone to the nearest Silver Legion barracks and ordered a sandwich.”
 

 
  “I would advise against that,” Joe cautioned a semi-prone man who was reaching for a holstered wand. At the warning, the fellow cowered back from him, raising his hands in defeat.
 

 
  “Look alive, chaps,” Billie said more quietly. “We seem to’ve put a dent in our popularity.”
 

 
  More figures had come out to investigate the noise. An awful lot of them were carrying wands and staves, and at the sight of three out-of-towners standing over six felled locals and the ruins of the central watering hole, many were beginning to scowl and level weapons at the trio.
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Joe said, raising his voice, “this is a mite awkward, but it ain’t exactly what it looks like.”
 

 
  “Be honest, now,” Billie said merrily. “It’s pretty much what it looks like, innit?”
 

 
  A sharp buzz rose near them, followed by a flicker of blue light that was scarcely visible under the bright morning sun, and McGraw abruptly materialized.
 

 
  “Yup,” he said fatalistically. “Never fails. When I can’t find
  
   you
  
  three, all I gotta do is listen for explosions.”
 

 
  “That’s not entirely fair,” Joe protested.
 

 
  “It’s pretty fair,” Weaver disagreed.
 

 
  “You!” the big man from earlier bellowed. He had limped out of the remains of the saloon and was clutching one of the support posts out front, which was currently listing slightly and no longer supporting anything. With his free hand, he pointed unsteadily at McGraw. “I shoulda known these assholes were with
  
   you!”
  
 

 
  “You probably should’ve, yes,” McGraw commented. He subtly raised his voice, turning to address the gathering (and increasingly angry) crowd as much as the man. “Congratulations, Coulter. You managed to pick a fight with Gravestone Weaver, Tinker Billie and the Sarasio Kid. I’m pretty sure that makes you the
  
   dumbest
  
  son of a bitch on the frontier. The bards will sing of your legend for years to come.”
 

 
  “Oh, I will make
  
   damn
  
  certain they do,” Weaver said, grinning unpleasantly.
 

 
  At the introductions, the crowd’s tone changed; they began to pull back uncertainly, and most of the weapons present were suddenly pointed skyward or at the ground. Coulter, gaping at his erstwhile opponents, forgot to keep himself braced upright and tumbled face-first into the street. With a defeated groan, the post toppled onto his back.
 

 
  Hoofbeats pounded the pavement and the crowd drew back further as a pair of riders approached at a quick canter, coming to a stop close enough that Joe and Weaver reflexively backed away from the horses. The man in the lead, astride a black mare, had a wand in his hand and a silver gryphon badge pinned to his vest.
 

 
  “Damn it, McGraw,” he shouted, “what did I
  
   clearly
  
  tell you? Did I stutter? Do I need to put it in
  
   writing?
  
  What part of ‘don’t cause trouble’ was so goddamn difficult to understand?”
 

 
  “Now, Sheriff, let’s not go jumpin’ to conclusions,” McGraw said reasonably. “I only just got here myself. These folk are friends o’ mine, and it ain’t in their nature to go pickin’ fights.”
 

 
  “Ain’t that Coulter ass-up in the street, there?” the fellow behind the Sheriff said, lifting the brim of his hat to get a better look.
 

 
  “Coulter started it!” April said shrilly from the gap where the front of the saloon had been. “Jus’ walked up an plumb took a swing, outta nowhere! When’re you gonna send him off to
  
   real
  
  prison, Sheriff? Every time you toss ‘im in that jail, he just comes back out meaner and dumber, an’ I don’t see
  
   you
  
  gettin’ yer butt pinched every day over it!”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a story I’ve no trouble believing,” the sheriff growled. “You got anything to say for yourself, Coulter?”
 

 
  The big fellow groaned, twitching feebly under the fallen post.
 

 
  “He okay?” the younger man asked, glancing at Weaver. “Mebbe I oughta fetch Bones…”
 

 
  “You do that, Slim,” the sheriff said grimly. “Have him meet us at the jail, because that is exactly where
  
   these
  
  idjits are goin’.”
 

 
  “Great,” said Weaver. “We all done here, then? Can we go?”
 

 
  “You just hold your horses,” the lawman ordered. “I’m perfectly willin’ to believe Coulter an’ his boys started this hoedown, especially with Miss Moseley there backin’ you up. But I also know these boys brawl with fists, not wands, and they ain’t even packin’ whatever ordnance did
  
   this.
  
  So unless someone comes forward to testify that
  
   wall
  
  drew on you first, you’re
  
   all
  
  comin’ down to the office for a chat.”
 

 
  “Pardon me, Sheriff,” Joe said politely. “My name’s—”
 

 
  “I know damn well who you are, boy, I got ears,” the sheriff retorted, staring down at him. “An’ I also know I’m not about to haul the four o’ you off anywhere you don’t choose to go. However, I think you are gonna choose to come along politely. Not because Saul Decker’s askin’ you to, but because of
  
   this.”
  
  He tapped his badge with the tip of his wand; Joe just barely suppressed a spontaneous lecture about wand safety. “This means if you refuse to respect the law in my town, you are instigatin’ a long-term shootin’ match with powers against which you will
  
   not
  
  prevail, an’ I think you all know it. Honestly, you morons, look around you.” He jerked his head in the direction of the smashed storefront. “Does this look like a town where folks can afford to fix shit like this? Are you
  
   proud
  
  of yourselves?”
 

 
  Weaver just raised an eyebrow sardonically, but Joe had to gulp down a physical surge of guilt, and even Billie looked abashed.
 

 
  Decker sighed and shook his head. “Sam, grab a couple volunteers and help the boys get safe to the jail. The rest of you, follow me.
  
   Now.”
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  Sheriff Decker was a big man in every respect, and it was much more apparent when he was seated behind his desk in the shabby little office from which he worked than out in the street astride his horse. Taller than McGraw and wider across the shoulders than two Joes, he had a powerfully muscled frame that even his rather impressive beer gut didn’t manage to make look soft. Beyond the physical, his personality filled the room. The scowl on his dark Western face had nearly enough force to keep them bodily at a distance, and even sitting still, there was a latent energy about him, as if he might spring up and charge right over them at any moment.
 

 
  “Well,” Decker said after a long, silent perusal of each of them in turn, “this here’s complicated, ain’t it? I do not like complicated. Me an’ complicated have a bit of a history. Complicated tends to show up for dinner whenever it likes, which ain’t to say I’m enthused to lay another place at the table.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, a frontier poet,” Weaver groaned.
 

 
  “Under ordinarily,
  
   uncomplicated
  
  circumstances,” the Sheriff continued, ignoring him, “I would just throw everybody in cells an’ have done with it. In fact, it wouldn’t be a legal stretch to put
  
   you
  
  three as well as Coulter an’ his boys on a work detail to rebuild Whiskey Pete’s.”
 

 
  “Whiskey Pete’s?” Billie chimed. “The sign just said ‘whiskey.’”
 

 
  “Other half of the sign broke off in a storm last winter,” Decker said. “Which ain’t exactly
  
   germane
  
  to the issue. First off, I know damn well Coulter an’ company didn’t blow up the saloon, so all I got them for is drunk an’ disorderly. Or, as they think of it, Tuesday morning. There’s also the matter that I’d be depending on the goodwill of my
  
   actual
  
  culprits to even get you into cells, as I know enough of your various legends to understand Pete’s place is just a taste of the havoc you could cause if you took a notion to. Speaks well that you came quietly down to the office.
  
   Less
  
  well that you’re the culprits of a goddamn
  
   bombing.”
  
 

 
  “Culprit,” Weaver said pointedly, “singular. The gnome threw the bomb.”
 

 
  “It was
  
   not
  
  a bomb!” Billie protested. “It was pretty much a great big music box taken to its logical conclusion! Brilliant lil’ gadget, if I say so meself. Uses sound waves, modulated through an arcane spell matrix ta hit solid objects with the full potential energy o’ their vibrations instantaneously rather than over time, an’ phased not ta impact living organic matter. An’ I put shielding charms on us anyway, ‘cos I’m
  
   responsible.”
  
 

 
  “Right,” said Weaver. “So. It was a
  
   fancy
  
  bomb.”
 

 
  “Shut up,” said Decker without passion. They did so, immediately. “The
  
   further
  
  issue makin’ this matter complicated is
  
   what
  
  you four are doin’ in my town to begin with. McGraw sniffin’ around ain’t so terribly unusual—I can see one o’ your type passin’ through from time to time. Hell, I
  
   do
  
  see it, an’ they never stay long, thank the gods. But four?” He leaned slowly back in his chair, which creaked alarmingly under the strain. “Only two things bring four individuals like
  
   you
  
  together in one spot: something expensive, or something
  
   bad.
  
  Am I dealin’ with just one thing, here, or both?”
 

 
  McGraw leaned against his staff, distancing himself slightly from the group and dividing a sardonic look among them. Weaver just rolled his eyes; Billie chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip.
 

 
  “Beggin’ your pardon, Sheriff,” said Joe, “but the matter’s a little sensitive…”
 

 
  “Do I honestly need to remind you knuckleheads that you just
  
   blew up a saloon?”
  
  Decker grated. “You are not in a position to make discretionary calls about what I do or do not need to know. Spill it.”
 

 
  “What I
  
   mean
  
  is,” Joe said doggedly, “this is the kind of thing that could have
  
   repercussions
  
  if it got out. A certain amount of frankly justifiable panic, if you get my drift.”
 

 
  “Boy, I am a lot less worried about
  
   me
  
  spillin’ the beans to a random passerby than the
  
   four
  
  of you. A secret’s lifespan diminishes with every person who knows it; if you can keep it under your hats
  
   I
  
  sure as hell can.”
 

 
  “That’s a significant
  
   if,”
  
  Weaver commented.
 

 
  “Weaver, shut up,” Joe said irritably. “All right, Sheriff, do you know who Belosiphon the Black was?”
 

 
  “My mama told me the same fairy tales yours did, I reckon,” Decker said evenly. “The rest of this explanation ain’t gonna make me happy, is it.”
 

 
  “We’ve got solid reason to believe his skull is buried somewhere in this region,” Joe continued. “It’s a piece o’ work that basically radiates chaos magic. If it’s unearthed… Well. That would be
  
   real
  
  ugly for everyone in the vicinity. We’re here to find the thing and get rid of it.”
 

 
  “By unearthing it first, I suppose,” Decker said, his expression giving no hint what he thought of this claim. “Okay, two questions. How do you know this, and just how the hell do you plan to
  
   get rid
  
  of it?”
 

 
  “First,” said Weaver, “oracular divinations.”
 

 
  “Which is bard-speak for ‘bullshit,’” the Sheriff observed.
 

 
  “That’s a gross oversimplification, but in a general sense, not totally wrong,” Weaver allowed. “In this cace,
  
   all
  
  the oracles. Every oracular resource in Tiraas has suddenly stopped answering any kinds of questions to rant about
  
   this.
  
  That’s the classic warning sign of a potentially world-ending crisis brewing.”
 

 
  Decker sighed, dragging a hand over his broad face and disturbing his hat in the process. “Okay. All right. That leaves the second question.”
 

 
  “We’re takin’ it to Arachne bloody Tellwyrn!” Billie chirped.
  
   “She’s
  
  gonna get rid of it.”
 

 
  “I’m in the very strange position of bein’ inclined to believe you can actually do that,” said the Sheriff. “All right…fine. Dangerous chaos artifact, four overpowered assholes here to deal with it. Could be worse, I guess. What are your leads?”
 

 
  “That’s what we were in the process of obtaining when Mr. Coulter and his friends came over to introduce themselves,” said Joe.
 

 
  “Matter of fact,” McGraw chimed in, “I’ve been hearin’ rumors that I think are extremely applicable. Sheriff, what do you know about this Mr. K an’ his operation up north?”
 

 
  “You’re askin’
  
   me
  
  for information?” Decker said pointedly.
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” McGraw replied, tipping his hat. “I, personally, who have not blown up any saloons, am keenly interested in this topic for the reasons previously mentioned. I’d take it as a kindness if you could put off deciding what to do with these three for just a moment to bring us all up to speed. Might improve the level of cooperation you get from ’em, as a bonus.”
 

 
  “For the record, once again,” Weaver said, “two thirds of
  
   us
  
  haven’t blown up any saloons, either.”
 

 
  “Aw, stuff it sideways, y’big wally.”
 

 
  Decker heaved a soft sigh. “Well, I suppose I can spare the very few moments it takes to tell the very little that’s known. This ain’t a situation where the local law is in on details the populace don’t know, McGraw. After a day of snoopin’ around, you probably know as much as I do. The long an’ the short of it is, this Mr. K turned up…lessee…six or seven weeks ago, claims to run his own mining company.
  
   We’ve
  
  never heard of him ’round her, but he’s got stationery and everything. Made his headquarters in Risk, a town ’bout thirty miles to the northwest, in the Badlands.
  
   Deep
  
  in the Badlands.”
 

 
  “What kind of town is this Risk?” Joe asked.
 

 
  Decker gave him a very pointed look, but answered the question. “A small one. Never more’n a hundred souls in its heyday, which was back before the Narisian Treaty. Risk was abandoned till Mr. K moved his people in.”
 

 
  “What people are these?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Here’s a wild idea,” the Sheriff shot back. “Shut your hole for a minute an’ you’ll find out. This conversation is a favor I’m doin’ you, Mr. Weaver, an’ you’ve given me damn little reason.” He held the bard’s stare for a long moment in silence; Weaver just blinked his eyes languidly, his expression bored and vaguely disdainful. Finally, Decker shook his head and continued. “The Big K Mining Company consists entirely of dwarves. Dunno much about ’em, not even which of the Five Kingdoms they hail from. They do their work an’ ain’t interested in socializing. Which is probably for the best; folks ’round here aren’t best pleased at the only new work in years goin’ straight to foreigners. In addition to the miners, Mr. K has a few lieutenants who are known to be fancy-dressed city folk with weapons. So far, they ain’t shot anybody, but I know three folk who’ve had it made abundantly plain to them that that isn’t due to any lack of willingness or capacity. Risk is basically closed to everyone but the Company at present.”
 

 
  “Is that legal?” Joe asked, frowning.
 

 
  Decker shrugged. “Mr. K bought up the land he’s livin’ on, an’ got all the appropriate permits from the provincial and Imperial governments for his mining operations. He’s entitled to his security. I can see how he might feel the need, given how unhappy everyone in the region is about him.”
 

 
  “This Mr. K himself,” Joe said slowly. “What’s he like?”
 

 
  “Secretive,” Decker said curtly. “An’ that’s the long an’ the short of it. Nobody sees him but his lieutenants. Is that sufficient, now? Are y’all
  
   satisfied
  
  with the quality of intelligence you’ve been provided? Cos we still have the topic of your
  
   arrest
  
  to discuss.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’ll do,” Weaver said condescendingly. “Can’t complain about the information, scant though it is, even if the quality of delivery lacked a certain—”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  do you never
  
   stop?”
  
  Billie exclaimed, slugging him in the thigh.
 

 
  “Why, yes, Miss Fallowstone, I
  
   do
  
  stop,” Weaver retorted, stepping away from her. “For example, when I find myself considering throwing a
  
   bomb
  
  in a saloon, I’ve got this little inner voice that tells me ‘hey, this just might be a
  
   bad fucking idea!’”
  
 

 
  “Quiet,” Decker said flatly. Once again, he was instantly obeyed. “That is quite a story you’ve told me.
  
   Quite
  
  a story. If you haven’t surmised it yourselves, the only reason I was willing to indulge you in that sidetrack about the mysterious Mr. K is because he fits neatly into it. Doesn’t he? And you apparently didn’t know that goin’ in.” He finally straightened back up, placing his hands on top of his desk and beginning to drum his thick fingers against the scarred wood. “None of which proves anything, of course. Way I see it, I’m lookin’ at two possibilities: either y’all are full of shit an’ tryin’ to save your own asses from the jail, or there’s a
  
   real
  
  problem brewing, you’re here to help, an’ you’re a much better choice to make that attempt than me or my deputy. Guess you might say I’m on the horns of a dilemma, here. Mr. Weaver, I see that you have just opened your mouth. Do you have somethin’
  
   constructive
  
  to add, or are you about to get yourself punched in the teeth?”
 

 
  Weaver raised his eyebrows, but closed his mouth. An amused smirk remained on his face.
 

 
  “Who is it you’re working for?” the Sheriff asked them. “A group like this doesn’t just
  
   spontaneously
  
  come together. Didn’t even when adventurers like you were a respectable thing; I know somebody with means assembled this posse.”
 

 
  “I’m…not sure it’d be proper to name names,” Joe said, frowning. “Nor that it wouldn’t. It wasn’t actually discussed…”
 

 
  “How many times do I need to reiterate that you blew away your negotiating position along with the front wall of Whiskey Pete’s? I ask a question, boy, I expect a prompt answer.”
 

 
  “We’re workin’ for the Universal Church,” McGraw said. “The man who assembled the intel that sent us here is highly placed there.”
 

 
  “Well!” Decker grinned at them, slapping his palms down on the desk.
  
   “Finally,
  
  we’re gettin’ somewhere. That there is a trail I can follow. So, it seems the most feasible move from where I’m sittin’ would be to stick the bunch of you in a cell whilst I make inquiries. I get word back that you are, indeed, agents of the Church, then not only is my mind put greatly at ease regarding the outcome of this…
  
   skull
  
  business…but I got somebody I can bill for damages to my town. Worst case scenario, Mr. K’s been operating for weeks an’ the world ain’t ended, so you’ve most likely got time to cool your heels a spell. Unless you have anything further to add?”
 

 
  “That sorta brings us back to an earlier point, doesn’t it, Sheriff?” Joe said quietly. He reached up and tucked his thumbs behind the lapels of his coat, pointedly keeping his hands far from his wands, but stared Decker in the eyes unflinchingly. “If we decide not to
  
   go
  
  into cells… That is pretty much that, ain’t it?”
 

 
  Weaver, Billie and McGraw all shifted position, staring at him in surprise. Decker’s face remained impassive. A moment of silence fell, broken when the Sheriff drummed his fingers once more upon his desk.
 

 
  “I believe I already had the badge discussion with you, Mr. Jenkins,” he said quietly. “The Empire’s a big thing, an’ I’m an exceeding small piece of it. It’s a connected thing, though, an’ I ain’t so insignificant that notice won’t be taken if I get shot up in my own office.”
 

 
  “There’s a wide range between going into cells and shootin’ you, Sheriff,” Joe replied. “Lots of things could happen that result in neither. You could do a good many of ’em yourself and still remain in control of the situation.”
 

 
  “I will
  
   do
  
  what I deem in the best interests of my town and my position,” Decker said evenly. “You strongly hinting that you’ve no intention of respecting the law is actively coloring my opinions.”
 

 
  “Is what it is,” Joe said tersely. “I think we’re gonna go, now.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Decker said in deadly calm. “Is that what you think.”
 

 
  They stared at one another, neither wavering.
 

 
  “Well, damn,” Billie said. “This would be the
  
   perfect
  
  time t’rip a giant fart, an’ I don’t ‘ave one on deck. Ain’t that always th’way?”
 

 
  “The
  
   dialect
  
  in here could choke a dragon,” Weaver muttered.
 

 
  The Sheriff opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, the door burst open and his deputy rushed in, brandishing a sheet of paper.
 

 
  “Sheriff!”
 

 
  “I am in the
  
   middle
  
  of somethin’, Slim,” Decker said sharply.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know, but a scroll just came for you. Maddie brought it down from the telescroll office herself—it’s marked
  
   urgent.
  
  You better take a look.”
 

 
  He stepped quickly around McGraw, who moved back to make room for him, and came around behind the desk to hand the telescroll to Decker. The Sheriff accepted it mutely, paused to give Joe one more warning look, then devoted his attention to the message.
 

 
  He flicked his eyes across it once, then read it again more slowly. Then he looked up and stared at his guests, a frown slowly forming on his features. After reading the telescroll a third time, Sheriff Decker very carefully laid it face-down on the desk and folded his big hands on top of it.
 

 
  “Well,” he said, scowling at them. “Well. That’s that. Guess you’re free to go.”
 

 
  “Wait, we’re what?” Billie exclaimed. “Was that about
  
   us?
  
  What’s it say?”
 

 
  “Allow me to enunciate,” Decker said, his expression growing truly dangerous. “I know how my
  
   dialect
  
  can be difficult for you highly educated city folk. You are
  
   free
  
  to get the hell out of my office. Posthaste.”
 

 
  “Much obliged, Sheriff,” McGraw said respectfully, tipping his hat again. Pausing only to give the others a very significant look, he turned to head out.
 

 
  Joe tipped his own hat. “Have a good one, gentlemen.” Decker glared at him.
 

 
  Once outside, they continued on across the street, following McGraw.
 

 
  “Where’re we goin’?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “To a less occupied area,” the old wizard replied, “seein’ as how you three went out of your way to make yourselves as unwelcome as possible in town. I figure we’re better off grabbing a bit o’ privacy before we do anything.”
 

 
  “Not to harp on it or anything,” said Weaver, “but once again, the gnome blew up the bar.”
 

 
  “Oi, I will
  
   build
  
  you a new bar all of your own if ye’ll just
  
   drop
  
  it already!”
 

 
  “You can’t tell from lookin’,” McGraw said, thumping his fist against a wall as he passed, “but a good third of Desolation’s abandoned. Construction like this, well… The windows break an’ the shingles come loose, but these houses’ll be here in a thousand years when dwarven archaeologists are diggin’ it all up. There’s ample space to tuck oneself away from pryin’ eyes. Here we go.”
 

 
  He turned aside, ducking through a missing doorway into a small house that barely qualified as more than a cottage. It had no windows and the door was lying inside; the one open room had drifts of sand in all the corners and spiderwebs festooning the ceiling, but any furniture that had been there had been removed by its previous occupants. Or by someone since. It was dimmer than outside, and pleasantly cool in comparison with the street. Noon was fast approaching, and there was no cloud cover to speak of.
 

 
  “So, about that last bit,” said Billie, clambering up onto the empty windowsill and seating herself, legs dangling, “what d’ye wanna bet Mr. Darling came through for us?”
 

 
  “The Church can’t order an Imperial sheriff to back down,” said Weaver. “I know Darling works with the Empire, too, on some kind of council. Does he have the pull to do something like that?”
 

 
  “Not legitimate pull,” Billie said, grinning, “but let’s be honest, how much o’ the shit that guy pulls d’ye think is in any way legitimate?”
 

 
  “Timing’s wrong,” said McGraw, shaking his head. “Y’all only just got here.
  
   I’ve
  
  only been in town a day, which is not enough time for word to get back to Darling that you were about to be arrested. No, something else is brewin’.”
 

 
  “Well, it was something good, anyway,” Joe said. “At least we have an ally.”
 

 
  “Might be,” McGraw said, frowning. “Or… Remember this game of ‘he knows I know he knows’ that our employer is playin’ with the Archpope. Both of ’em have the goal of testing their pet adventurers against each other. Justinian’s got an interest in clearin’ a path for us to reach his people.
  
   Or,
  
  it could be an unknown party…almost anything, really. We’d best keep our eyes open. In any case, the Sheriff was right on one point: Mr. K having been around a few weeks and no disaster unfolding, we’ve got time to maneuver. For that matter, Mr. K’s been out here longer than the oracles have been actin’ up, if the timing we were told on both points is correct.”
 

 
  “You can just say it,” Weaver said dryly. “His name’s Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “That ain’t been definitively established,” McGraw warned. “But yeah, it’s a likelihood. I’ve managed to uncover a bit of info the Sheriff didn’t know: the composition of Mr. K’s personal group. He’s got three men and a woman workin’ for him, all well-dressed in suits and gowns.
  
   Two
  
  of the men,” he added significantly, “are elves.”
 

 
  Weaver snorted, folding his arms. “Yup. That’s them.”
 

 
  “Not that elves can’t wear anything they like,” Joe mused, rubbing his chin with a thumb, “but I’ve never actually seen one in a suit until… Yeah. Sounds like Vannae and the Jackal. What of the other two?”
 

 
  “No idea,” McGraw said, shaking his head. “Though I’ve got a feeling we’ll find out when it’s good and too late, and not before. Meantime, as we
  
   do
  
  have a little leeway in our schedule, I suggest heading back to Tiraas for supplies and to check in with the Bishop. Once we head out into the Badlands, that’ll be it. I take it you found no sign of Mary?”
 

 
  “Signs, yes,” said Weaver. “Mary, no. Moving on to a more immediate topic…” He turned to stare at Joe. “Kid, what the
  
   hell
  
  was that?”
 

 
  “What?” Joe asked defensively.
 

 
  “Wankstain McGee’s got a point, there, fer once,” said Billie. “That was just about as aggressive as I’ve ever seen ye, Joe. Hell’s bells, why’d you have to pick an Imperial
  
   sheriff
  
  to show yer claws to?”
 

 
  “Why’d you have to blow up the saloon?” Joe asked irritably. Billie threw up her hands, letting out a despairing huff of breath.
 

 
  “It’s a fair question,” McGraw said in a far milder tone. “Joe, if you’ve got some kind of beef with the Empire, I think it’s reasonable for us to want to know up front.
  
   Before
  
  we find ourselves dealing with any more lawmen.”
 

 
  “Not…the Empire.” Joe turned his back to them, pacing over to the open doorway, and leaned out, glancing up and down the street. A stray dog was huddled in the shade of a low, broken wall some yards distant; there were no other living things within view.
 

 
  “A name,” he said, turning back to them and folding his arms. “That’s what Darling promised me, from the Archpope’s oracles. I want the name of the man who tried to murder my friend Jenny and spooked her into leaving the world.”
 

 
  “Leaving the
  
   world?”
  
  Weaver exclaimed, his eyebrows shooting up.
 

 
  “That’s the Shifter we were telling you about,” McGraw said.
 

 
  “Shifter, yeah,” said Joe. “She’s… Well, I don’t honestly understand
  
   what
  
  she is, I was always more interested in
  
   who.
  
  Jenny’s good people, some of the best I ever knew. But she’s some kind of a…a
  
   thing,
  
  traveling dimensions and existing in many at the same time. Well, she’s left this one. We had to go to the center of the Golden Sea to do it; there’s a major dimensional rift there. And the whole time, we were chased by a squadron of Imperial soldiers.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Billie said quietly after a moment in which he paused to think.
 

 
  “I’ll spare you the unnecessary details,” Joe continued. “We won; they died. I managed to have me a
  
   discussion
  
  with the squad’s leader before…well. Didn’t get the name of the person responsible, but I did learn the point of the thing was basically… They wanted to
  
   dissect
  
  her like some kind of scientific specimen. Study what made her tick, so they could try to figure out how
  
   gods
  
  work.”
 

 
  
   “Holy
  
  shit,” Billie breathed.
 

 
  “You killed an entire squad of Imperial soldiers?” Weaver asked quietly.
 

 
  “One sergeant made it back out,” said Joe. “And that’s the kicker. I made sure she got back to civilization, and she would’ve reported in… And I’ve not heard one word about this since, which leads me to
  
   strongly
  
  suspect the project wasn’t legitimate or authorized. So… No, I don’t have a beef with the Empire, but I’ve been reminded just what kind of a thing it is. It’s a thing that has flaws which can be exploited. Most soldiers and lawmen, in my experience, are good, brave folks dedicated to doing the best they can, but some…aren’t. And behind every hundred or so soldiers, good or bad, is a powerful, well-fed man in an expensive suit, who may or may not be crooked as a rattlesnake with rickets.”
 

 
  “I see,” McGraw murmured.
 

 
  Joe nodded grimly. “Yeah. So, no, I do not trust government authority as much as I used to. And I definitely am not interested in being disarmed and placed in custody by anybody wearin’ a badge. If I commit a crime, I’m willin’ to face a magistrate, explain myself and accept whatever consequences come—provided those consequences are fair, and
  
   legal.
  
  Can’t assume they would be, is the problem.”
 

 
  “Well,” said McGraw, “I guess we know where you stand, then.”
 

 
  “No argument from me,” Weaver said, shrugging. “I’m not a fan of getting arrested either. And I doubt our Eserite boss will take exception to your views. All systems are corrupt, and all that.”
 

 
  “I always thought that line sounded unnecessarily pessimistic,” Joe commented. “Some systems are corrupt, sure. That’s true anywhere. You can’t make assumptions about all of
  
   anything,
  
  though.”
 

 
  “The rest of this discussion sounds like one we can have on the Rail,” Billie stated, hopping down from her perch. “C’mon, let’s haul ass back to Tiraas an’ report in. Maybe Darling’s got some more news for us. We’ve sure as hell got some for him.”
 

 
  “I am so very sick of that damn Rail,” Weaver muttered.
 

 
  “I’m gonna stay in town,” said McGraw. “I’m tryin’ to track down some old friends of mine who live in the area—the sort of folk who’re good to have on your side when you go wandering in the wilderness in search of hostiles. That’s a mite more involved than pickin’ up the local gossip, though. These aren’t the kinda people who keep convenient permanent addresses.”
 

 
  “Typical,” Weaver said. “We get rattled around in a Rail can, and you laze around here drinking whiskey.”
 

 
  “If it gives you some satisfaction to imagine that’s what I’m doin’,” McGraw said with a grin, “be sure to picture me puffin’ on a cigarillo. I don’t relax halfway. Anyhow, y’all had better move out. Try not to get lynched on your way back through town. And as a personal favor, if a mob
  
   does
  
  form, couldja refrain from blowing up any more buildings?”
 

 
  “You know,” said Billie, “the more people tell me not to blow stuff up, the closer they come to being disappointed.”
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  “Well, at least we didn’t have to have coffee,” Merry said.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   still
  
  going on about this?” Ephanie exclaimed. “You lost a few hours of sleep. By tomorrow, it will be like it never happened.”
 

 
  “Now, Avelea, keep in mind your squadron duties,” Principia said solemnly. “Lang is the designated complainer. She can’t do her job if you’re going to be all reasonable about stuff.”
 

 
  Merry rolled her eyes. “I can do my job just fine, unless you take a vow of silence, Sarge.”
 

 
  “Indoor voice, Lang,” Principia replied calmly. “You know I like to keep things casual, but you can’t be flouting the chain of command in public.”
 

 
  Merry hesitated at that, glancing back at the parade ground from which they had just retreated. Most of the other squads were also trickling back to their cabins, though Squad Three were on cleanup duty. None appeared to be in earshot. Not human earshot, anyway.
 

 
  “Sorry, ma’am,” Merry said anyway. She didn’t quite manage a tone of authentic contrition, but also didn’t sound sarcastic or bitter, for once. Principia gave her a sly half-smile which brought a scowl in return. A silent scowl.
 

 
  “Goddess bless LQ,” Farah groaned, setting her helmet down on the bench set up outside their cabin and pouring herself a glass from the pitcher of water laid out waiting for them. Beads of condensation wreathed it, testifying to its temperature. Though the weather wasn’t hot by any means, chilled water was a treasured luxury after their drill, and until the recent shakeup in the cohort’s leadership, would have been an undreamed one.
 

 
  Their new quartermaster, one of the lieutenants Dijanerad had brought in, was indeed a gift from the goddess, or so the soldiers saw her. She was clever enough to obtain things like ice that would normally not be part of their budget, thoughtful enough to do so and efficient enough to have things like this ready and waiting, leaving no other sign of her passing. The Ninth Cohort, being city-stationed and still somewhat under strength, was far from the best-equipped in the Legion, but they got remarkable mileage from what they did have.
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Principia agreed, standing to one side and studying the corner of their cabin in silence. Casey gave her an odd look in passing, before joining the others around the bench. In addition to chilled water, there were towels—slightly threadbare, which probably explained how LQ had obtained them—a welcome touch as they wouldn’t have time to bathe properly before mess. “Can I help you with something?”
 

 
  The others paused, looking up at her uncertainly; she was still watching the edge of the building, rather than them.
 

 
  Then someone stepped around the corner and bowed.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” she said smoothly. It was a very distinctive voice, cultured, accented and slightly raspy. “I of course did not wish to disrupt your practice. Though I am no judge, it is very impressive to see you at work. Your unit is like a finely-tuned machine.”
 

 
  “Are you lost?” Principia asked mildly. “The temple complex, where you’ll find the priestesses, is immediately reached from Imperial Square. That’s also where you’d go first to enlist. Sorry, I’m at a loss what else a person might want in the Legion’s grounds.”
 

 
  “Actually, my business is personal,” the young woman said with a calm smile. She kept her hands folded demurely in front of her, a picture of nonthreatening goodwill, but the rest of Squad One slowly straightened up nonetheless, putting down towels and cups. Each still had a lance in hand, due to the lack of a place to set them and the presence on the grounds of Captain Dijanerad, who had vivid opinions on the subject of weapons casually lying around like toys. “Lord Zanzayed is most eager to speak further with you, Ms. Locke.”
 

 
  “Not to quibble,” Principia said, “but under the circumstances it would customarily be Sergeant Locke.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course, forgive me,” the woman replied smoothly. “It is difficult to know, in an unfamiliar situation, which of a person’s aliases they wish to use, is it not? I thought perhaps I would gain Keys’s attention faster than the Sergeant’s, but decided upon a middle ground.”
 

 
  “And…
  
   you
  
  are?” Principia asked, staring her down.
 

 
  She bowed again. “My name is Saduko. I am both pleased and honored to make your acquaintance.”
 

 
  “Yes, sure,” Principia said, raising an eyebrow. “But who
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  The young Sifanese woman smiled, and this time there was something subtly gleeful in the expression beneath the courtesy. “Well. The word translates poorly, but on this continent, they call me Gimmick.”
 

 
  “And now you’re carrying messages for the dragons,” Principia mused.
 

 
  “For one dragon,” Saduko said modestly. “I do not presume to reach above my station.”
 

 
  “You work
  
   fast,”
  
  Principia noted. “This is
  
   quite
  
  a promotion from serving canapes.”
 

 
  “Ah, so you
  
   did
  
  notice me,” she replied demurely. “How very flattering. I am merely a humble messenger, however. It is Lord Zanzayed who craves the honor of your company.”
 

 
  “Lord Zanzayed knows how to reach Bishop Shahai, I’m sure. In fact, there are numerous official channels to her.
  
   That
  
  would be a great deal easier than getting someone in here to talk to me.”
 

 
  “It is not for me to ponder the motives or desires of my employers,” Saduko said with a self-effacing smile. “But perhaps his lordship has not sought out the Bishop because he wishes, specifically, to speak with
  
   you.
  
  I understand why, if I may say so. You have…quite the reputation, in various quarters.”
 

 
  “Form and stand!” Principia barked. Immediately, her squad made a line extending from her left, standing at attention, lances in hand and planted on the ground. Saduko reflexively stepped back from them, only the faintest flicker of uncertainty passing across her expression, quickly mastered.
 

 
  “Who let you in here?” Principia asked quietly.
 

 
  “I’m not sure I understand…Sergeant,” Saduko replied, her calm smile returning. “The gates are not closed.”
 

 
  “The gates are
  
   attended,
  
  and the guards do not admit just
  
   anyone
  
  to a military facility. They would definitely not have sent you here to give a personal message to a non-commissioned officer who is
  
   on duty.
  
  So, Gimmick, did you gain entry to these grounds on false pretenses, or did you just sneak in?”
 

 
  “That, with all respect, is poor form, Keys,” Saduko replied. Her polite smile was still in place, but her tone had become noticeably cooler. In fact, it seemed to worsen the slight rasp in her voice. “One does not interrogate a fellow professional as to her methods. You have surely lived long enough by the Big Guy’s example to know better.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are, depending on what you think is going on here, either failing to respect my cover or maliciously interfering with my personal life,” Principia barked. “You see these armed, unamused-looking women? They are shortly going to expel you from the grounds, and let me assure you, Saduko,
  
   this
  
  is the kinder approach from where I’m standing. I can believe Zanzayed might have told you to do this, in which case someone is going to correct his manners in due time, but I know
  
   damn
  
  well the Guild didn’t send you. In fact, considering their arrangements with the Sisterhood concerning individuals involved in both cults, I also know they aren’t aware you are doing this, and if I
  
   really
  
  wanted to harm you, I would tell them. I don’t, so I won’t. At this time.”
 

 
  “I see.” Saduko’s smile had faded, though her expression was still calm. “I apologize, Sergeant, for my misstep; I had honestly hoped we would get along better. There is no need for weapons; I can find my own way out.”
 

 
  “You can find it
  
   faster
  
  with help,” Prin said flatly. “Squad, escort this young lady—
  
   politely—
  
  to the exterior gate.”
 

 
  All four saluted crisply and moved forward, forming a four-point formation around Saduko. They stood a touch too close to be mistaken for an honor guard.
 

 
  “This way, if you please,” Ephanie said firmly to their uninvited guest.
 

 
  Saduko paused to bow deeply to Principia. “I look forward to seeing you again, Sergeant, under more congenial circumstances. Is there a message I may carry back to Lord Zanzayed?”
 

 
  “If his mother didn’t teach him manners, it’s certainly not your job or mine,” Principia said dryly. “Forward march.”
 

 
  Saduko didn’t force Squad One to subject her to the indignity of a manhandling; she began moving when they did, though the first few steps were backward as she kept an appraising stare on Principia. She turned, though, and strode calmly along with her head high. By her manner, one might have thought the four soldiers
  
   were
  
  an honor guard.
 

 
  Principia let out a sigh as they retreated toward the gate, finally turning around and saluting Captain Dijanerad, who stood a few yards distant.
 

 
  “Why,” the Captain asked, “Locke, is it always
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “I am a very interesting person, Captain,” Prin replied. “If you’ll forgive my absence from the mess, I think I had better go report this posthaste.”
 

 
  “Bishop Shahai is dining with the High Commander, as it happens,” said Dijanerad. “Do you think this is important enough to interrupt their lunch?”
 

 
  “I’ve got a dragon apparently interested in me, ma’am,” Principia replied. “It’s at least important enough to go stand outside until they’re done.”
 

 
  “I can’t really argue with that,” the Captain said with a faint smile. “Your squad knows how to attend their duties in your absence?”
 

 
  “That hurts, Captain,” Prin said reproachfully. “Really. I thought we were friends.”
 

 
  Dijanerad’s lips twitched in poorly suppressed amusement. “Dismissed, Locke. And
  
   don’t
  
  joke with the High Commander. I believe you know her opinion of your sense of humor.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said solemnly, saluting again and turning to stride off toward the temple. She waited until she was well out of earshot of the parade grounds to indulge in a scowl and mutter to herself. “Got me barking orders and having Eserites thrown out… Omnu’s breath, these bloody women are turning me into one of ’em.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It wasn’t a large square, nor was it in a central location, being skewed far toward the northwest wall of the city, but this was by far the most crowded and lively place they had yet seen in Veilgrad. Much of that, of course, was due to the thriving market taking place here. Stalls ringed the buildings facing the square itself, wooden affairs sheltered only by canvas awnings, but despite their lack of walls none of them appeared to be temporary structures. Their posts and boards are as sturdy as anything else in town, and many were as carefully polished and carved. Several had stovepipes running from cast iron stoves which, though not now lit, would become very important when winter rolled down from the Stalrange.
 

 
  Aside from the economic value of Stosshlein Square, the place clearly had cultural value. The buildings framing it were tall stone structures ringed by battlements, one of which was topped with floors in a more decorative style—like the central keep in which Grusser lived, it resembled a sprawling cottage planted atop a fortress. The other two were just fortresses. They were actually guild halls now, each hosting several craft and trading houses, but had originally been made for war. From the very center of the square rose a tall column atop which sat a statue of a man in armor astride a rearing horse. To judge by the style of his armor, this commemorated a Tiraan warrior, though they had seen other memorials to Stalweiss heroes as they passed through the city. Veilgrad clearly honored every part of its complex history.
 

 
  It was easy to appreciate Stosshlein Square from their current vantage; not only did they have a fantastic view, but they were distanced from the press of people going about their daily business. The larger, more complex of the structures bordering the square had a pub on its upper floor which had a wide terrace looming over the square itself. It was a lovely day to sit outdoors and enjoy a cup of tea, sunny and with a slight wind.
 

 
  “Trissiny, I have a question and I’m concerned it’ll make me sound conceited,” Fross confessed in a low tone, hovering close to Trissiny’s ear. At some point she had finally learned to control her volume.
 

 
  “Well, go ahead and ask,” the paladin said with a smile. “I know you well enough to know you aren’t
  
   actually
  
  conceited.”
 

 
  “Thanks! Well, it’s… I mean, everywhere we go, people kinda make a big deal of us, don’t they?”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, keeping her gaze on the view over the battlements and the square below. “Yes, I’ve noticed. I think I see where this is going.”
 

 
  “It’s just that…we’re a paladin and a pixie. I mean, those are both unusual sights, right? And it’s pretty crowded around here. Does it seem
  
   weird
  
  to you that no one’s come over to talk to us?”
 

 
  Deliberately, but unhurriedly, Trissiny turned slightly in her chair, glancing back at the pub. Its front wall was an ingenious structure of wooden panels on hinges attached to tracks in the floor and ceiling; it could be folded back entirely to made a single open space leading from within to the balcony. Now, at her gaze, over a dozen people abruptly turned away, devoting themselves intently to their own drinks and conversations. None of the tables immediately adjacent to the one they’d chosen were occupied.
 

 
  “I think,” Trissiny said softly, “it’s common knowledge where we are staying.”
 

 
  “Yeah…I had a feeling that might be it,” Fross said. “Well…shoot. I hope this isn’t going to cause us trouble later.”
 

 
  “Me, too.”
 

 
  The pixie swooped over the table once, seemingly just for something to do, before coming back to hover near Trissiny again. “Well, anyway, do you think it’s good or bad that we’re the first ones back?”
 

 
  “I think we’ll really only be able to tell in comparison,” Trissiny said, idly turning her teacup in a circle on the table. “Objectively our meeting went pretty well. I’m not sure what to make of everything the Colonel said, but at least we have tacit permission to proceed.”
 

 
  “Yeah, this would be pretty difficult if the Empire told us not to. Oh! Hey!”
 

 
  She shot upward and then darted out into the pub, buzzing around Toby and Juniper, who had just emerged from the stairwell. Both smiled as they greeted Fross, the dryad waving at Trissiny. She was wearing the enchanted ring Tellwyrn had given her last winter, altering her coloration to a Tiraan standard, though this time she was also in one of her customary sundresses and with bare feet. Juniper wasn’t exactly a secret, but everyone (including the dryad herself) agreed that it was probably wisest not to flaunt her presence in the city.
 

 
  “Wow, I’m a little surprised,” Toby said lightly, coming over and pulling out a chair. “I was actually expecting we’d be the first ones back. Good news or bad?”
 

 
  “Good…ish. Neutral news,” Trissiny replied with a smile. “Basically, Imperial Intelligence was already aware of us and doesn’t mind us working.”
 

 
  “I had the impression they were glad to see us!” Fross reported. “Well, some of them, anyway.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s the other bit,” Trissiny said, frowning thoughtfully. “There was a bit of a difference of opinion… Well. How about we wait for the others before making a full report?”
 

 
  “Sure, makes sense,” Toby said agreeably, reaching for the teapot. “Probably best to go over things when all eight—uh, nine—I mean,
  
   ten,
  
  of us are here. Mind if I…?”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, help yourself! I got a pot for everybody, but we can get more if it runs low. And…ten?”
 

 
  Juniper rolled her eyes. “He means Ariel.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said, grimacing. Juniper laughed.
 

 
  “Ariel is very smart!” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “I think she is, yes,” Toby said solemnly, pouring himself a cup of tea.
 

 
  “She’s also a jerk, though. In the long run, it all balances out.”
 

 
  Juniper began laughing outright; both paladins had to grin.
 

 
  “Yes, I tend to agree,” Toby said. “Well, anyway. I don’t mind telling you how
  
   our
  
  visit went. I can repeat the whole report when the others are back, because it’s quite simple: we got nothing.”
 

 
  “We made some friends,” Juniper said, shrugging. “That’s not quite nothing. I thought they were
  
   very
  
  nice.”
 

 
  “Yes, they were,” Toby agreed. “Omnists in general are inclined to be friendly and kind to guests. Also, you’re basically a fertility idol to them. Juniper was a celebrity,” he added to the others, winking.
 

 
  “Eventually,” the dryad said, reaching for a teacup. “Once everyone was confident I wasn’t going to… Um, hurt anybody.” She fell quiet, eyes on her cup as she poured, expression carefully neutral.
 

 
  “Point being,” Toby continued, “they just aren’t
  
   involved
  
  in anything. They certainly aren’t going to impede us—I was never worried about that, anyway—but they also don’t know anything useful. The friar who greeted us didn’t even seem to know that Veilgrad was
  
   having
  
  problems. They weren’t
  
   all
  
  that oblivious, just not…”
 

 
  “Not tactically helpful?” Trissiny prompted.
 

 
  “Yeah, that sums it up.” He nodded. “I have to admit it’s a running weakness of Omnists. Being a monastic order, and being positioned so that people who need our services come to
  
   us,
  
  rather than vice versa… Well, there’s a kind of perpetual lack of
  
   involvement
  
  in the world.”
 

 
  “But you study martial arts!” Fross protested. “I mean,
  
   famously!
  
  The Sun Style is serious business!”
 

 
  “As an exercise form,” Toby said, “and in extreme situations, for self-defense. This is why Omnu has a history of calling Hands, I think. Not just to keep himself active in the world, but to keep the whole
  
   faith
  
  active. We have a tendency to retreat behind our walls and just tend our gardens if nobody shakes us up from time to time.”
 

 
  “There are worse ways to live,” Trissiny mused, gazing out over the square. Toby blinked, looking over at her in surprise.
 

 
  “I know we’re waiting for the others, but could we get some food?” Juniper asked. “I have a little money…”
 

 
  “My treat,” Trissiny said with a smile. “I opened up a tab. It seems likely we’ll be coming back here, and… Okay, I’ll say it. The less we stay in that manor, the better.”
 

 
  “It’ll be important to stay in circulation!” Fross agreed.
 

 
  “Exactly,” Trissiny said, nodding.
 

 
  “And also, you don’t like Malivette.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Trissiny repeated in a grimmer tone.
 

 
  “Is there a waiter?” Juniper asked, peering around. “Or do we go to the bar?”
 

 
  “There are waitresses, but I have a feeling we’re going to have a hard time getting their attention,” Trissiny said dryly. “At least, we have so far. I had to chase one down to get a pot of tea.”
 

 
  “Oh. Uh, Toby, would you mind?” Juniper asked. “I hate to impose, but… I mean, all these people, it’s a little…”
 

 
  “Say no more,” he replied with a smile, setting down his teacup and standing up. “What would you like?”
 

 
  “Oh, whatever’s handy! Nothing too heavy, though, I think we should be polite and wait for the others before having an actual meal. Just something to snack on.”
 

 
  “I’ll go see what they’ve got warmed up and ready,” he said, smiling. “Back in two shakes.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Juniper asked thoughtfully as Toby retreated into the noisy pub, “how much do you know about Omnism?”
 

 
  “The basics. My education covered that much of all the Pantheon cults. I don’t have any real spiritual insight into their practices or dogma, or anything.” She tilted her head curiously. “Why do you ask?”
 

 
  “It’s just that…well, at the temple, with all the monks and…um, monkesses?”
 

 
  “Nuns, technically,” said Fross, “though in that cult they’re also called monks.”
 

 
  “Oh. Right, well… I mean, before today I’d been thinking it was just Toby, but I have never been around a bunch of people so sexually repressed. It was almost
  
   painful
  
  . Is…is there a
  
   reason
  
  they’re like that?”
 

 
  Trissiny coughed, her cheeks coloring. “I, uh… I really don’t… If you’re that curious, June, you’d probably be better off asking an Izarite.”
 

 
  “I guess,” Juniper said, settling backward in her chair and frowning. The chair, which was a sturdy wooden affair that looked like it could be used as a battering ram, creaked slightly with the motion. Juniper sometimes forgot to moderate her weight when she was distracted.
 

 
  “So, uh…” Fross did a slow figure eight above the teapot. “Should we be…worried? About the others? I mean… I don’t know how long these things
  
   should
  
  take.”
 

 
  “I’m sure they’re fine,” Trissiny said quickly. “Huntsmen aren’t animals, despite what they seem to think. Gabriel and Ruda are both important enough people to be greeted at the lodge with all courtesy, no matter how awkward or rude they are.”
 

 
  “Ruda isn’t generally rude to important people,” Juniper said, “and I kinda don’t think they’re the ones we should be worried about.”
 

 
  “I know,” Trissiny said with a sigh. “But honestly… I wouldn’t have agreed on Teal and Shaeine taking that task if I thought they wouldn’t be fine. The worst case scenario is basically Vadrieny having to introduce herself. Reclusive warlock or no, this Lord Leduc can’t possibly be crazy enough to start trouble up with
  
   her.
  
  I doubt he’d try to hex two visitors, anyway; he’s apparently the one member of his family who had enough restraint to survive their…hobbies.”
 

 
  “That is good reasoning and you’re probably correct,” Fross chimed, bobbing in the air above her head. “But, y’know, that’s
  
   reasoning.
  
  On a strictly emotional level… I’m a little worried.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly, staring out over the square. “Yeah. I know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Yornhaldt retained the presence of mind not to whistle—it was a
  
   library,
  
  after all, but he couldn’t fully restrain the spring in his step as he made his way through the halls back toward the exit. It was one of the more remote repositories of knowledge in Svenheim, and he had been in one of its most distant wings; he had a good long hike to get back to, well, anywhere.
 

 
  Not that he minded. His brain was seething with possibilities, implications, and more than a fair share of jubilation at the puzzle he had cracked. Now, the foremost question was whether he should extend his stay in Svenheim or head back to Last Rock and share his finding with Arachne. In truth, this was an excellent stopping point. The lore he had dug up and connected presented a puzzle with no immediate solution, one which required thought and planning before a solution could be approached. It was a good opportunity to add her insight to the mix. Well, anyone’s insight, really, but Arachne was the only one he trusted to help him with this particular puzzle. But research was
  
   calling
  
  to him. There was more knowledge out there, just begging to be uncovered… What to do?
 

 
  Anyhow, that could be decided that evening, over a celebratory scotch in his suite. For now, he had his thoughts and the walk to occupy him. Long as it was, the journey was hardly onerous. Others were about, and the halls of the Drassynvardt Archive were pleasingly quiet and orderly. Just the thing after his months of research. Well, part of the thing; he was also looking forward to that scotch.
 

 
  Yornhaldt’s tenure as an adventurer had been brief. Just a couple of years, really, accompanying Arachne to the locations of several treasure troves she knew. The wealth buried in old dungeons and the hidden places of the world was staggering, and she was aware of an awful lot of it, having left most where it was because, as she put it, “what the hell would I buy?” It had taken them a few years to round up enough capital to found the University, and she had insisted the whole time that it wasn’t proper adventuring, lacking mystery. Still, it had
  
   been
  
  an adventuring career, and he hadn’t come through it without developing a few instincts.
 

 
  They not only gave him warning but gave him a rudimentary plan of action. Finally noticing the unpleasant prickling on the back of his neck, Yornhaldt brought his focus back to the present and mentally reviewed the last few minutes, which he had been too distracted by his own thoughts to fully experience as he was going through them. He was walking through a long hall, illuminated by slightly flickering electric lamps, the Drassynvardt curators disdaining Tiraan enchantments on a point of principle. Only the tunnels were carved out of the rock, the actual library chambers being situated in natural caves, which resulted in a very sprawling floor plan with long hikes like this one between areas. Someone was following him—a dwarf, male, neatly groomed and avuncular, just the sort of academic who was a perfect fit for the environment. What was tweaking Yornhaldt’s instincts, then?
 

 
  It was, he realized, the man’s behavior. He walked in silence, and hadn’t been behind Yornhaldt the whole way. The man had been there while he had navigated his way down the iron stairs and balconies ringing the library chamber in which he’d been studying, and had been watching Yornhaldt specifically and unflinchingly. Just staring, his focus on the dwarf, not the books.
 

 
  He was being stalked.
 

 
  Up ahead loomed a side passage; Yornhaldt altered his course, going left rather than straight on back to the central archive and its path to the city.
 

 
  The footsteps behind him continued, taking the same turn.
 

 
  Well, he’d been certain enough the man was following him—now, at least, he was less likely to be heading into an ambush. What the blazes did the fellow want? Someone who’d been watching him closely might have an inkling what he was researching, but who would even
  
   do
  
  that?
 

 
  The parties that might bother to watch him and might object to the nature of his studies made a short, disturbing list.
 

 
  Yornhaldt stepped to his right as he emerged into another small cavern filled with shelves of books, lit by a single flickering chandelier hanging from above. Really, this was no larger than his classroom back at Last Rock. That could be good, or bad.
 

 
  He planted himself a few feet from the door to the right, just out of easy reach, facing it. Sure enough, in seconds his pursuer appeared, clearly having picked up his pace to keep Yornhaldt in view. Finding his quarry clearly waiting, he slammed to a halt, rearing back in obvious surprise.
 

 
  “Pardon me, friend,” Yornhaldt said politely, “I seem to have turned myself around somehow. Do you know the way back to the main archive?”
 

 
  For a moment, they simply stared at each other in silence.
 

 
  Then suddenly the other dwarf burst alight. Golden radiance flared out from him, solidifying in the next moment into a divine shield.
 

 
  A similar sphere formed around Yornhaldt, in arcane blue.
 

 
  “Something the matter?” he asked pleasantly. “Are we in danger?”
 

 
  The man simply glared at him, not deigning to answer. He held out his hand to one side, pointing at the ground; a golden circle formed, and Yornhaldt sensed a rush of infernal energies as a dimensional barrier was perforated.
 

 
  A holy summoner. Well, that told him nothing; in human lands, there were only a few cults (and more recently, the Universal Church) which did that, but they had first learned the art from the dwarves. Being able to access divine magic without the need of a god’s blessing, their race had found that if demons were needed, it was best to call upon them using divine means. It was a roundabout method which lacked both the power and the fine control attained by true warlocks, but one greatly reduced one’s chances of spontaneously combusting or contracting terrible degenerative diseases.
 

 
  Yornhaldt kept one eye on the summoning circle, most of his attention on his opponent. This close, he could feel the relative strengths of their shields. The arcane neutralized the divine, in theory, though it was the weakest interaction on the Circle, and he could tell this chap was powerful enough that simply overwhelming him would be time-consuming and difficult. The addition of a demon leveled the field considerably. Light above, if he was calling up something
  
   sentient,
  
  Yornhaldt could be in real trouble. Spellcasting demons could wrench arcane energies away and channel them into their own infernal spells.
 

 
  He formed an exploratory burst of raw arcane power, refined enough to be controlled rather than just flung, poured it into his shield and then mentally directed it to be extruded from the outside. His opponent glanced over at his ongoing summons, doubtless expecting Yornhaldt to try to disrupt that—a logical move, and thus one for which the summoner would have countermeasures prepared. Instead, Yornhaldt was playing a hunch.
 

 
  The amorphous flow of magic came free of the shield and he dropped it to the ground, then forward at the man’s feet, where he deliberately destabilized it, causing an explosion.
 

 
  The summoner cried out in surprise and pain as he was flung off his feet and sent careening against the shelves, shoes smoking. Yornhaldt permitted himself a satisfied smile.
 

 
  Those spherical shields had that weakness: what did you do where your sphere intersected the ground beneath you? Paladins and such were drawing power directly from a god, who handled such details; Yornhaldt took advantage of the nature of the arcane to phase it slightly so that it continued under the ground without disrupting that. A fellow mage could seize upon that phasing and use it to penetrate the bubble (he had countermeasures ready for that, of course), but it was sturdy enough against the other schools of magic. You couldn’t do that with a divine shield, though; the divine light, once made solid, was unyielding. This fellow had left himself the tiniest gap to stand on. A tiny gap had been all Yornhaldt had needed.
 

 
  Unfortunately, he was a hair too slow, and the thing being summoned burst forth, shooting upward and spiraling around the ceiling.
 

 
  Well, it wasn’t as bad as it could be. Just a katzil demon, very like an enormous snake that flew and could spit fire. A problem to deal with, but not something that could counteract his defenses.
 

 
  Yornhaldt threw a cage of arcane currents around the creature, designed to impede its movement without forming solid barriers. Making hard objects used a lot of power, but these free-floating spells where more efficient; it would hurt and interfere with the demon proactively, and also react to contain any fire it tried to exhale.
 

 
  His enemy, meanwhile, had rolled back to his feet, apparently not minding his scorched and still steaming shoes, snarling now at Yornhaldt. He flung out a hand and Yornhaldt felt disruption ripple through the energies around him. A simple banishment? Please. A moment’s concentration, and the divine spell was neutralized and absorbed, its energy boosting his own shield. Clearly this fellow had expected to take him by surprise. He wasn’t prepared for a real fight.
 

 
  He revised his opinion a moment later when the spell cage he’d put over the katzil collapsed, destroyed by a second divine banishment while he’d focused on the first. Those simple disruptive charms were a cleric’s main counter to a mage; not surprising the summoner would make use of them. More to the point, he had cast two simultaneously, and with the presence of mind to make a dramatic gesture calling attention to one while sneaking in the second.
 

 
  It occurred to Yornhaldt that he might be in real danger here.
 

 
  The katzil dived at him, hissing in fury—it had
  
   not
  
  liked that cage. Greenish flames splashed harmlessly against his shield, and Yornhald directed a wall of pure force at it, knocking the demon off balance and sending it reeling away, then projected another at the summoner. He staggered backward, his divine shield protecting him from the worst of it, and Yornhaldt followed that up with a simple arcane bolt. The shield held against that, too, but flickered, and he called up another one.
 

 
  This time, the katzil attacked his shield bodily, fangs scraping across its surface and its coils striking the sphere hard enough to imperil Yornhaldt’s balance. He released the spell rather than risking it flying off in a random direction, painfully aware they were having this confrontation surrounded by precious books.
 

 
  Another attempted banishment rippled through his shields; he gathered it up into another arcane bolt, chiding himself for having nothing to use here but exchanges of brute force. He was
  
   sadly
  
  out of practice at this. Teleporting away was an option, of course, but he held that in reserve in case this went badly. Far better to neutralize his enemy and find out who was after him, and why.
 

 
  The bolt smashed the divine shield, and the katzil dived at him again, this time spraying flames in a wide arc over him.
 

 
  
   “Not the books!”
  
  Yornhaldt bellowed, desperately throwing up a wall of solid light between the gout of fire and the shelves. “Damn your eyes,
  
   control
  
  that beast!”
 

 
  Suddenly his shield flickered; in that moment when he was distracted forming the wall, something had seized onto his aura. Reaching out with his mind, Yornhaldt belatedly realized he was standing
  
   in
  
  a summoning circle, stealthily placed around his feet while he had been busy with the fight. It wasn’t calling anything up, per se, but forming a channel of infernal energy, which was disrupting his workings.
 

 
  Ingenious, really. He had to admire the technique, and the strategy.
 

 
  Unfortunately, it meant the next banishment caused his shield to collapse.
 

 
  His retaliatory bolt was far more powerful, collecting a great deal of loose energy as it went, and upon its impact his rival’s shield also imploded and the caster was sent hurtling backward to slam against the bookshelves. He slumped to the ground, stunned.
 

 
  And then the katzil sank its fangs into Yornhaldt’s shoulder.
 

 
  It had only a split second to worry at him like a hound before he nailed it point-blank with another arcane bolt; the unfortunate demon perished, fragments of flesh turning to dust and charcoal before they’d been flung far enough to hit anything.
 

 
  Yornhaldt staggered, clutching his wounded arm and taking stock. Demon destroyed, summoner temporarily down. He’d better deal with the man more permanently…somehow… That bite was
  
   really
  
  throbbing. Also burning. His sleeve was rapidly becoming soaked through with blood.
 

 
  It occurred to him belatedly that katzils were venomous. Not one of the worst poisons out there, but any venom of infernal origin was going to be very bad.
 

 
  It was bad enough he almost didn’t notice the prick in his other shoulder. In fact, he became really aware of it a second or two after it had occurred, and looked over to find a small brass-bound hypodermic syringe stuck into his arm, plunger fully depressed. Blinking his eyes against suddenly blurry vision, Yornhaldt lifted his gaze to behold a figure—tall, human, and swathed in an ash-gray robe.
 

 
  “Oh, drat,” he mumbled.
 

 
  “I believe that’s enough exertion, old fellow,” the man said, amusement in his voice. “You just relax, now.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt was only dimly aware that he was falling, aware that his senses were diminishing into unconsciousness. This was a disaster. He had to get back to Arachne with what he’d learned.
 

 
  Had to…
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  Teal tugged the rope a second time; once again, they heard the bell chime distantly within the manor.
 

 
  “Maybe no one’s home?” Teal suggested, stepping back from the door and craning her neck back to peer up at the towering face of the house.
 

 
  “Grusser said he never leaves the house,” Sheaine replied. “I inquired further of Pearl this morning, who concurred. It’s apparently common knowledge in the city. Lord Sherwin has accounts with local merchants and gets his supplies delivered.”
 

 
  “Mm. He surely doesn’t live in there all
  
   alone.”
  
 

 
  “From here,” Shaeine said tactfully, “it looks as if he might. Malivette’s house suffers somewhat from having only four servants to look after it. This seems like it could result from a residence of this size having none.”
 

 
  Leduc Manor was less isolated from the city than the Dufresne residence, but still lay outside its walls, and occupied a defensible position in the mountains overlooking Veilgrad. In fact, the grounds were on a broad ledge, its rim now secured behind a towering wall, reached by a single wide trail which switchbacked twice on the way up. It had a stunning, if somewhat vertigo-inducing, view of the city and the prairie beyond. The plot of land might have been an acre or two; it was difficult to tell due to the walls and structures therein.
 

 
  The manor itself was of a similar general style to Dufresne Manor, with its intricate carving and steeply tilted roof, though its plan appeared to be more rambling and less square. The primary difference between the two was that Leduc Manor was falling apart. One entire wing, off to their left, had a collapsed roof, and to judge by the sky visible through its glassless windows, a missing wall on the opposite side. In fact, the only windows which had any glass left in them were cracked or broken panes which opened onto dark rooms. It seemed that only the central part of the house was still inhabited; there, at least, the windows had been boarded up against the fierce Stalrange winters. The grounds were overgrown with weeds, vines, and several enormous thorny bushes, and strewn with a variety of trash. Piles of masonry were left here and there, both broken rubbish that had clearly fallen off the house and newer-looking specimens that appeared to have been slated for repairs before the idea was abandoned. An entire carriage—old-fashioned, not a modern horseless one—sat broken and decaying with a scraggly bush growing up through it.
 

 
  Still, there was no sign of the lord of the manor.
 

 
  Teal pulled the bell rope a third time. Then, after a long moment, she banged her fist against the door.
 

 
  “It is not necessarily suspicious that he won’t come out,” Shaeine observed. “This behavior suits the harmless recluse people seem to believe him to be. However…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Teal said, nodding. “It also suits some less harmless possibilities.” She turned to peer back the way they had come.
 

 
  The outer gates of the manor had long collapsed; the grounds could be easily entered, and the doors reached by way of an overgrown path which still held pieces of paving stones amid the weeds.
 

 
  “Can you hear anyone nearby?” Teal asked.
 

 
  Shaeine shook her head. She had lowered her cowl when they passed into the Leduc grounds, exposing her face to the cool air. They had decided unanimously not to subject the people of Veilgrad to the sight of a drow if it could be avoided. “There is nothing living in the vicinity that I can detect. In fact, that is rather odd. An abandoned building this size, even if only partially abandoned, would normally be teeming with small animals.”
 

 
  “I guess that depends on who lives there,” Teal said with a grimace. “All right, well… I don’t like to be pushy, but we’re going to have to deal with this guy, one way or another. In the long run I think digging him out of his hole for a talk will be
  
   less
  
  intrusive than having to come back here with Trissiny and Ruda.”
 

 
  “What do you intend?” Shaeine asked quietly.
 

 
  “Just a little something that I suspect will get a warlock’s attention.”
 

 
  She took a step back from the door, glanced suspiciously over her shoulder again at the empty gates and the city far below, and shifted.
 

 
  Vadrieny stretched her wings once, then wrinkled her nose, glancing around. “What a dump.”
 

 
  “That’s hardly polite, love,” Shaeine said with a small smile.
 

 
  The archdemon grinned at her, the expression warm and fond despite the fangs it displayed. “I promise not to say it to his face. In fact…best I don’t talk with him at all, don’t you think?”
 

 
  Shaeine tilted her head. “Doesn’t that rather defeat the purpose?”
 

 
  “If it comes down to terrorizing him, sure. I think we’ll get better—
  
   calmer—
  
  results from making him wonder what it was he sensed out here.”
 

 
  “Ah.” The drow nodded, smiling approvingly. “A very good thought, strategic
  
   and
  
  considerate.”
 

 
  “Teal’s idea,” Vadrieny said, stepping forward. She raised one hand, formed a loose fist—her claws weren’t retractable, and prevented a clenched one—and hammered hard on the door. It rattled violently in its frame, the wood splintering slightly on the last blow, and fragments of dust were shaken loose from the entire door frame. A single screw popped out of one of the heavy iron hinges.
 

 
  “Ah,” Shaeine said a moment later, “someone is coming.”
 

 
  “Good,” Vadrieny said smugly. “See you in a while, then.”
 

 
  The drow forestalled her with a gentle hand on her arm. When Vadrieny paused, looking down at her in surprise, Shaeine stepped forward, craning her head up to kiss her on the cheek.
 

 
  Vadrieny was still smiling as she withdrew, leaving Teal to inherit the grin. She mastered her expression, however, as the footsteps approaching the door grew loud enough for her ears to detect.
 

 
  There came a rattling as locks were undone from within—several of them—and finally the door jerked open. Unusually for such an apparently defensible structure (at least it had been, when it was built), the door opened inward.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  do you
  
   gah!”
  
  Sherwin Leduc actually jumped backward at catching sight of Shaeine. He was a physically unimpressive sight: short and slight of build, his sandy hair in need of a trim and wearing three days’ growth of beard. A pair of round spectacles perched on his nose, the lenses lightly scratched in a few places. He appeared to be in his pajamas, with a threadbare robe thrown on over them.
 

 
  “Have I the pleasure of addressing Lord Leduc?” Shaeine asked, bowing.
 

 
  He stepped back again, keeping one arm fully extended to retain his grip on the door, and squinted suspiciously at her. “Who wants to know? See here, I have nothing to offer Scyllith and I don’t want anything
  
   from
  
  her.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, you are mistaken,” Shaeine said, the faintest note of warning entering her tone. “I am a priestess of Themynra. My people have spilled lakes of our blood over the millennia to ensure that Scyllith’s agents do not darken your lands.”
 

 
  “Well, that exhausts my only theory for what a drow would want here,” he said, eying her up and down, and then turning to peer skeptically at Teal.
 

 
  “I am Shaeine nur Ashale d’zin Awarrion of Tar’naris; this is Teal Falconer. We are not here in any official capacity related to my home, but visiting from the University at Last Rock.”
 

 
  Leduc’s expression collapsed into a scowl.
  
   “Oh.
  
  Come to finish what the
  
   last
  
  group of Tellwyrn’s students started here?”
 

 
  “We actually don’t know anybody who’s been here before,” Teal said quickly. “Whatever happened then, it’s got nothing to do with us.”
 

 
  “What
  
   happened
  
  is… Well, no, sorry, I’m being irrational.” Leduc sighed, scrubbing a hand through his shaggy hair. “House Leduc killed itself; Malivette’s University friends just ended up being the weapon. Still. Having you show up here out of the blue is a little
  
   disturbing.”
  
  He resumed staring suspiciously at them. “What
  
   do
  
  you want?”
 

 
  “Well, hopefully we won’t have to bother you any further after today,” Teal said. “We’re just eliminating possibilities. How much do you know about what’s happening in Veilgrad?”
 

 
  “Don’t know, don’t care,” he said bluntly. “I stay up here, people leave me alone. I’m happier, town’s happier, everybody wins.”
 

 
  “Have you heard the howling in the mountains at night?” Shaeine asked quietly.
 

 
  At that, he grinned unpleasantly. “Oh, sure. They don’t come
  
   here,
  
  though. Let ’em try; I’m not helpless.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s basically the issue,” Teal said. “The city is slowly but surely falling apart; something is stirring up dangerous elements on all sides. The werewolves are just part of it.”
 

 
  “Oh just let me
  
   guess,”
  
  Leduc said, rolling his eyes. “And
  
   you
  
  are here to get to the bottom of it.”
 

 
  “In a nutshell, yes.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not at the bottom,” he snapped. “Or the top, or anywhere in between. I am not
  
   involved.
  
  You hear me? The Leducs don’t rule Veilgrad anymore, and never will again. In fact, this is it: you’re looking at the last of the line, and good riddance to it. Malivette can have the title and may it bite her harder than the thing that turned her. I stay on my property, I bother nobody, and when I die no one will notice for months. That’s how I like it. Good
  
   day.”
  
 

 
  He started to close the door; Shaeine deftly inserted herself into the gap. “If you’ll consider the matter from our perspective,” she said smoothly, “surely you understand why that doesn’t really address any of our concerns?”
 

 
  “Did I stutter?” he exclaimed. “I don’t
  
   care
  
  about your concerns. Now
  
   go away!”
  
 

 
  “We really just want a few minutes of your time, Lord Sherwin,” Teal said. “Just to get your perspective on things, so we can go back and tell the others you’re not a factor here. That’s all we’re doing, eliminating possibilities.”
 

 
  At that, he hesitated. “Others?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shaeine said placidly. “We are traveling with, among others, all three current paladins. And a dryad.”
 

 
  Leduc sucked in a long, slow breath through his teeth. “So,” he said tightly, “I can talk to you, or I can talk to
  
   them,
  
  is that it?”
 

 
  “People are in danger,” Teal said softly. “Believe me, we’re not normally this pushy, but the problems in Veilgrad are escalating. If you could just help us rule you out as a factor, that would be tremendously helpful, and then you’ll never have to hear from any of us again.”
 

 
  The young lord sighed heavily, and more than a touch melodramatically. “Ugh,
  
   fine,
  
  if that’s what will make you go away. You might as well come in, I guess.” He turned his back on them and stalked into the manor, leaving the door standing open.
 

 
  They followed, Teal pausing to gently push the door shut behind them. The great hall into which they stepped was a panorama of ruined grandeur; unlike Malivette’s, it had not been cleared out, its opulent furnishings simply left to decay. In fact, the
  
   degree
  
  of decay was startling, considering it had taken place within a span of a relatively few years. Finely carved end tables were partially collapsed, shards of broken porcelain lying amid their ruins. On marble bust of a woman lay face-up, missing half its head. Tapestries were ragged and torn in addition to rotting; oil paintings appeared to have been slashed, those that hadn’t fallen to the ground, their frames splintered by impact. In one corner, the walls black with mold, a large crop of toadstools was growing. The centerpiece of the whole sad display was an enormous wrought iron chandelier, still containing the burned-down stubs of candles, lying broken in the very middle of the hall where it had fallen. The floorboards beneath it had cracked and buckled severely.
 

 
  The smell was indescribable.
 

 
  Leduc led the way along one side of the hall, where tracks had been worn into the dust—and into the carpet—a safe distance from the ruptured floor beneath the chandelier. His path avoided the grand double staircase at the opposite end of the room, leading straight to an unobtrusive door hidden beneath it.
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine drew closer together as they followed him into the dim hall beyond, pressing the backs of their hands against each other. Even here, Narisian modesty prevailed, but it was a place that made them instinctively reach for comfort.
 

 
  The corridor was dark, dusty and smelled of mildew, though less severely than the once-grand entry hall, but it blessedly wasn’t terribly long. After only a minute, they turned a corner and shortly emerged into a warm and brightly lit space, a very pleasant sight after the one which had preceded it.
 

 
  It was a kitchen, a long, stone-walled space large enough to have served the fully-inhabited manor in its heyday. The whole thing had been heavily altered, though. A warm fire burned in the hearth, which bore the fixtures of an old roasting spit, long since removed. There was also an oven with a stove top, and a currently dark cast iron stove with a pipe leading out through a hastily-cut hole in the ceiling. Firewood had been stacked along one wall. A modern enchanted cold box stood next to the fridge, alongside a faucet and sink attached to a water-conjuration apparatus—difficult and very expensive work, seldom used because it was generally cheaper and easier just to install indoor plumbing.
 

 
  The rest of the room, however, had been cleared of any kitchen-related paraphernalia and converted into an obvious living space. Laden bookshelves lined the walls, a single bed was tucked into a corner—unmade, of course—and there was a heavy armchair dragged up near the fireplace, with a small end table beside it on which sat a mug of beer.
 

 
  It was cluttered, but in the way of a casually maintained bachelor pad—clothes were tossed about the sleeping area, books were stacked on the floor by their shelves somewhat haphazardly, and there was a pile of dishes on the counter by the sink. The whole place could have used a good sweeping and dusting. It was a lived-in state of disorder, though, quite unlike the filthy decay of the rest of the house.
 

 
  “All right, here you are,” Leduc said with poor grace, stalking across to his armchair and flopping down in it. “So, let’s have it. What do you want to know so badly?”
 

 
  “The pattern of incidents growing in Veilgrad have no immediately discernible root,” Shaeine said, gliding over to stand in front of him, a few yards away. “In addition to the werewolves, there has been a recent proliferation of minor chaos cults, several incidents of necromancy, and a Shaathist offshoot cult that has taken to harassing the local Huntsmen. More than that, violent crime and violence in general are rising, as if the general populace is becoming more prone to acting that way. There was an actual mob attack upon Malivette’s property.”
 

 
  “Couldn’t happen to a nicer person,” he sneered. “Though I’m not sure that word still applies to good ol’ Vette.”
 

 
  “I found her rather nice,” said Teal. “In her own way. Not that she isn’t eccentric.”
 

 
  “That isn’t the word I meant.”
 

 
  “It has been pointed out to us,” said Shaeine, “that one possible root cause of generalized aggression is a great deal of loose infernal magic. Clearly, thus, it is advantageous that we speak to you.”
 

 
  Leduc frowned thoughtfully, rubbing his chin. “Hm. Yeah, infernal magic
  
   does
  
  have that effect… That really can’t be it, though.”
 

 
  “Why not?” Shaeine inquired.
 

 
  “All
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons. For one thing, that’s only
  
   one
  
  of its effects; if there were widespread infernal corruption going on, people would be getting sick, plants would be alternately dying or growing thorns where they didn’t use to have them, any animals born would be mutated… Apart from that, people would
  
   notice
  
  infernal energy loose in the streets. The Shaathists don’t actually have more than a couple of priests, I don’t think, but there’s a sizable Omnist temple here, and a grand old Universal Church chapel. Plus, the Empire keeps an eye and has means to notice such things. Hell,
  
   I
  
  would’ve noticed, and something like
  
   that
  
  I would have to respond to. Ninety percent of being a warlock is control; you just cannot
  
   have
  
  infernal magic running loose.”
 

 
  “I see,” Shaeine mused. “That certainly seems reasonable. I suppose it only leaves the question of what it is you actually
  
   do
  
  up here alone.”
 

 
  “None of your business,” he snapped.
 

 
  “Lord Sherwin,” she said solemnly, “I come from a culture which prizes discretion and personal privacy. I assure you, the last thing I wish is to intrude upon yours. I would not dream of coming here to ask such prying questions were there not an immediate need.”
 

 
  “The problem in a nutshell,” Teal added, “is we don’t know
  
   what
  
  is causing all this to happen, which means any major unanswered questions look more suspicious than they otherwise would. With all respect, my lord, it’s very unusual for a person to live alone and shun all contact.”
 

 
  “If you’ve made
  
   any
  
  inquiries into the recent history of Veilgrad,” he grated, “you might understand why my own life has been somewhat traumatic, and why I’m not inclined to give a damn what happens to that town or the people in it.”
 

 
  “That sentiment,” said Shaeine, “is somewhat
  
   more
  
  ominous in light of the town’s troubles, not less.”
 

 
  “What we really want,” said Teal, “is to be able to go back to the others and assure them you’re not an issue. You get left alone that way, and we write off one more avenue of investigation. It helps us both. But if we have to leave with no hint as to how you spend your time, or why you need so much privacy or to practice infernal magic… Well, if we can’t find any
  
   other
  
  promising leads, we’re probably gonna come back to the warlock on the hill. You see what I mean?”
 

 
  “This is bullying,” he complained, grimacing.
 

 
  “I am sorry that it seems that way to you,” Shaeine replied calmly. “If you insist, we will go. Hopefully something else will turn up and we will not need to come back. I’m afraid not all of our associates are as patient…”
 

 
  “Bullying and threats,” he grumbled. “All right, fine. Look. I’m not a bad person, okay? I just want… I want to be left
  
   alone,
  
  to not have to deal with any of the bullshit of the nobility or the damn city, and… What I mean is, I don’t need people getting into my business, or stories circulating about me. That is… Well, if I tell you anything, I’m concerned about who it might get
  
   back
  
  to, all right?”
 

 
  “I assure you,” said Shaeine, “we have already intruded upon you more than is comfortable. We would only share anything you’ve revealed with others if there were an immediate need, pertaining to the safety of the city.”
 

 
  “The thing about safety,” he began.
 

 
  “Can I just interrupt you there?” said Teal. “I bet I know the speeches you’ve heard about infernal magic, and most of them weren’t wrong, but with all due respect, we don’t much care what you do with yourself. If you end up cursed or sick or exploded, well, that’s your business.”
 

 
  Leduc actually grinned at her. “Now I’m curious why
  
   you’d
  
  have heard those speeches. Well, anyway, fine. It’s…it’s
  
   people
  
  I don’t much like or trust, get it? Growing up the way I did, I’ve repeatedly observed that demons are pretty predictable, and actually pretty understandable if you take into account where they come from, but
  
   people
  
  are just… A person might do anything. Any damn thing at all, and half the things they do are just
  
   mean
  
  for no good reason. So… Well, it
  
   is
  
  a little lonely up here, and I have the means to, erm… Create my own company, as it were.”
 

 
  “We assumed there was a certain amount of demon-summoning involved in being a practicing warlock,” said Shaeine. “At issue is what you
  
   do
  
  with anything you summon.”
 

 
  “Really, that’s it?” he said, surprised. “No speeches about how demons aren’t good company?”
 

 
  “It depends on the demon, doesn’t it?” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  Leduc frowned at her. “Why
  
   did
  
  you two get the job to come talk to me?”
 

 
  “That is neither here nor there,” Shaeine said smoothly. “Can you perhaps be a
  
   little
  
  bit more specific? Many kinds of demons are no great threat if properly contained.”
 

 
  “Can’t I keep a
  
   little
  
  bit of privacy?” he complained.
 

 
  “You can keep most of it,” Shaeine assured him. “We only want some assurance that you’re not doing anything dangerous to the town.”
 

 
  Leduc sighed heavily. “It’s… Well, just… You’ll judge me. I hate that. It’s half the reason I don’t like talking to people.”
 

 
  “Without going into too much detail,” Teal said wryly, “none of us are in a position to be judgmental. And whatever you’re up to, I’m willing to bet we’ve heard worse.”
 

 
  He sighed again, heavily, and gulped down the rest of the beer in his mug. “I… It’s… Well, a person does have some
  
   needs,
  
  you know, even if… And, I, what I mean…” He trailed off, glaring into the bottom of the mug.
 

 
  After a few moments, Shaeine opened her mouth to speak, but before she could he burst out. “I summoned a succubus, all right? Are you happy now?”
 

 
  Teal’s eyes widened and she took a step back.
 

 
  “Not particularly, no,” Shaeine said quietly.
  
   “That
  
  is not the kind of harmless thing we can ignore, Lord Sherwin. Children of Vanislaas are
  
   incredibly
  
  dangerous.”
 

 
  “If you let them run around
  
   loose,
  
  yeah!” he exclaimed. “I
  
   know
  
  what I’m doing! What did I tell you? Ninety percent control! Trust me, my containment systems are absolutely
  
   foolproof.”
  
 

 
  “Famous last words,” Teal said.
 

 
  “Oh, what would
  
   you
  
  know?” he scoffed. “You wanna know what I’ve been doing up here for years?
  
   That!
  
  I’m not an idiot, I
  
   know
  
  how dangerous Vanislaads can be, so I’ve spent my time devising a proper facility to
  
   hold
  
  one. Years! And believe you me, it works! She can’t get out or she would have
  
   long
  
  before now. And my training program hasn’t really had time to work fully, but I’m already loosening her up a bit. She’s difficult, yeah, but in no time…”
 

 
  He trailed off again, finally noticing the way they were looking at him.
 

 
  “Let me see if I understand you,” Shaeine said in deadly quiet. “You are keeping a woman locked in a cage for the purpose of breaking her will so you can sexually exploit her?”
 

 
  “A
  
   demon,”
  
  he said, more than a hint of whine in his voice. “Not a woman. I think you’ll find it’s
  
   perfectly
  
  legal to treat demons any way you like.”
 

 
  “Not a woman, huh,” Teal said, barely keeping her own outrage in check. Her fists were clenched at her sides. “So, an incubus would’ve been just as good for your purposes?”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” he said disdainfully. “I’m a loner and a warlock, not a pervert. Everyone has lines they won’t cross.”
 

 
  “You
  
   disgusting
  
  little—”
 

 
  “There! See!” He pointed accusingly at her. “Judging! I’ve had just about enough of you two. Get out of my house!”
 

 
  “I think we had better see this…
  
   containment
  
  system,” Shaeine said coldly.
 

 
  Leduc folded his arms and slumped back into his chair, adopting a mulish expression.
  
   “Not
  
  happening.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “This is a
  
   serious
  
  imposition,” Leduc griped five minutes later, grudgingly inserting a key into the door at the bottom of the spiral staircase from his kitchen apartment. “I’m in the middle of an isolation phase. She’s not supposed to have any company for another couple of days; you’re setting back my program by who knows how much…”
 

 
  “You know what?” Teal said tightly. “It might be best if you just didn’t say any more.”
 

 
  “Open the door, please,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  Leduc sighed dramatically, but turned the key and pushed it open, stepping through. They followed right on his heels.
 

 
  The basement room was completely covered in charms and sigils. They practically plastered the walls and ceiling, and even the floor; a raised path of wooden planks led from the door to the huge apparatus in the room’s center. Icons of every conceivable deity were present, pressed against each other and in some cases overlapping. The entire Pantheon was represented, even the trident and hurricane sigils associated with Naphthene and Ouvis, who lacked organized cults. In several places, the balance scale emblem of Themynra began to shine subtly at Shaeine’s presence. The icons were of a variety of metals, wood and stone, some even formed of clay. There had to be thousands of them.
 

 
  Other things had been built up in the chamber: fairy lamps occupied each of the corners, filling it with a cold, white light. There were also stands interspersed along the walls that resembled small altars, displaying a variety of natural objects: shells, rocks, crystals, branches and a variety of dried plants, even the bones of small animals. Each had an inscrutable array of modern enchanting paraphernalia built up onto it.
 

 
  Predominating the space, in the center, was an enormous cube of metal, also decorated with holy sigils, and also with pipes, wires and crystals of arcane enchantment bordering its corners. More mundane systems of gears and pulleys connected it to a metal structure bolted to the ceiling directly above; a little examination revealed its obvious purpose of lifting the sheets of steel that formed the sides of the box.
 

 
  He clearly hadn’t boasted; this setup must have taken years to construct, especially if he had worked on it alone.
 

 
  “This is probably the most holy place in Veilgrad,” Lord Leduc said smugly, seemingly oblivious to his guests’ expressions. “Sure, you don’t get as much power per sigil with the god in question not
  
   actively
  
  blessing it, but basically all the cults sell holy icons. Oh, they don’t call it
  
   selling,
  
  but you make a donation and get one. Religious people can never just call something what it is. Now, those altars, there? Those are also important; I had them designed by an expert witch to produce pure fae magic. That’s the trickiest part of the whole thing, ‘cos I have to re-charge them from time to time, which means gathering up more sacred fairy crap to put on them. It’s
  
   expensive,
  
  too, but I have people who work on that for me. The altars themselves have enchantments designed to convert that fairy power into the divine, which adds more juice to the sigils. Well, not convert it
  
   directly,
  
  you need an actual magic user consciously doing that, but if you’re willing to accept a power loss of over ninety percent, you can rig it so the divine magic tends to naturally feed on the fae. It’s enough to make a completely demon-proof barrier. I could hold an archdemon in this room.”
 

 
  “Wanna bet?” Teal asked softly.
 

 
  Leduc nattered on, ignoring her, apparently pleased to have an audience to whom to boast about his project, despite their clear antipathy. “The enchantments over the cage itself are the most complex part; obviously I have to have some protection for my demon or she’d just be incinerated in this room, right? So that’s what that is. You see the sigils suspended outside the superstructure, there? Those are actually keyed into an infernal spell matrix, a kind of reverse blessing that counteracts all the loose divine energy in here. So, yeah, she probably
  
   can
  
  get out of that cage, but she’d regret it. Briefly.” He snickered. “I made sure to demonstrate this before leaving her alone, of course.”
 

 
  “Open the cage,” Shaeine said quietly.
 

 
  “Whoah, now, I agreed to show you my containment system,” Leduc said. “Seriously, you are going to mess up my training program if you go any further, all right? She’s sitting in the dark thinking about what she did, and going to for a few more—”
 

 
  He broke off as Shaeine turned to face him fully. She was as still and superficially calm as always, but whatever he saw in her face made him take a step backward, eyes widening.
 

 
  “Open it,” she ordered.
 

 
  Leduc opened his mouth, shut it, grimaced, and swallowed heavily. Muttering sullenly to himself, he stepped to one side of the door, carefully picking his way between the holy sigils laid into the floor, and tugged on a large lever attached to a system of chains and pulleys that ran to the cage via the ceiling.
 

 
  With a loud rasp of metal, the sheets of steel blocking off the sides of the box slid smoothly and quickly upward, revealing the rather mundane iron cage within. There was nothing in there with the inhabitant except a few bowls and buckets of obvious purpose.
 

 
  She sat on the floor with her back to them. Her skin was pale, oddly mottled and striated with patterns of black and purple. Short, spiky hair was surmounted by a pair of barbed horns sweeping back from her hairline over her skull, rather like the ones Elilial was often depicted with. Her tail lay limply upon the floor of her cage, tipped in a wicked stinger. Aside from spiked bracers of beaten iron, all she wore was a simple wrap of some kind of leather. Her shoulders were broad, her arms thickly corded with powerful muscle, but despite the intimidating figure she made, she hunched in on herself at the loss of the barriers between her and her captor.
 

 
  “You fool,” Shaeine hissed, “that is
  
   not
  
  a—”
 

 
  Teal erupted in hellfire as Vadrieny burst forth with a furious howl. Leduc barely had time to stagger backward from her when the entire basement erupted in light. A tone like a struck gong resonated through the air, and Teal collapsed to the plank path, human again and unconscious. All around the room, sigils smoked, several of them now visibly cracked, but the light faded as quickly as it had come.
 

 
  Shaeine was instantly on her knees at Teal’s side, ignoring Leduc as he ranted above them.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?
  
  Why didn’t you tell me your friend was possessed? Do you know the kind of
  
   risk
  
  you took, bringing her in here? And why would she try to—I
  
   just
  
  said this room is demon proof, I even told you how it works! Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  does she have a death wish? Gods above and below, this is
  
   not
  
  my fault, you have to…”
 

 
  He carried on babbling, while Shaeine gently took Teal’s face in her hands, closing her eyes in concentration.
 

 
  Behind them, the demon had turned, and now clutched the bars of her cage with clawed fingers, her slitted eyes staring intently at Teal. None of them were looking, but her expression was intent, ardent, and alight with sudden hope.
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  “And this person was unfamiliar to you?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said crisply. “I keep aware of the Guild’s leadership but I’ve always been somewhat standoffish. I’m afraid I’m not close enough to any other members to comment reliably on a person’s standing.”
 

 
  “There must be hundreds of Sifanese in the capital alone,” Bishop Shahai said thoughtfully, her eyes on Commander Rouvad. “They are one of the Empire’s closest allies. I don’t know how common a name Saduko might be. A surname would be helpful, of course…”
 

 
  “Which is doubtless why one wasn’t offered,” the Commander said dryly, glancing up and down the hall. They were having this discussion right outside her office, where Principia had waited for the two of them to emerge and given her report on the confrontation on the parade grounds. It was hardly private, but the subject matter wasn’t secret, either. “What of her…other name? Perhaps the Guild can tell us why this
  
   Gimmick
  
  would be working for dragons.”
 

 
  “As Sergeant Locke pointed out,” said Shahai, “she is not working
  
   with
  
  the Guild on this matter, or she would not have come here and threatened Locke’s neutrality. I can make inquiries with them.”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat.
 

 
  “You have something to contribute, Sergeant?” Commander Rouvad asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “With the greatest respect, ma’am, I would advise that the High Commander do that,” Principia said, standing subtly more rigidly at attention.
 

 
  “Oh?” Shahai said mildly.
 

 
  “They will respect an open approach, and will not challenge the leader of a major cult directly. Your Grace…you are very smart. Being smart with the Guild isn’t a good approach. If they think you’re playing games with them…well, the games will
  
   begin.”
  
 

 
  “The Bishop hardly indulges in scheming for scheming’s sake,” Rouvad said pointedly, “unlike some individuals we all know. This isn’t yet important enough I want to make it an official cult-to-cult affair; the existing interfaith infrastructure of the Church will suffice. Speak with your fellow Bishop, Nandi; Mr. Darling has struck me as a man who loves doing favors and forming connections. Locke, you’re certain Gimmick is the correct tag? Could it be a false one?”
 

 
  “Tags are a sacrament, ma’am. Eserites don’t falsify them.”
 

 
  The Commander raised an eyebrow. “What, never?”
 

 
  “Not twice,” Principia said, pursing her lips. Shahai smiled in amusement.
 

 
  “That leaves the question of this dragon, Zanzayed,” the Commander said, her dark eyes boring into Principia’s. “I realize you are jealous of your privacy, Locke, but this is not the time to be cagey. You are
  
   certain
  
  you know no more of him than you’ve told us?”
 

 
  “I know
  
   of
  
  him, ma’am,” Principia replied. “In honesty, probably less than Bishop Shahai does. She, at least, has researched the Conclave delegates. Anyone who lives long enough and is active in the world learns the names of the active dragons; Zanzayed is the one they respect and fear the least. Beyond that, I have no idea. I am frankly a little alarmed that he’s interested in me. The feeling is not mutual.”
 

 
  “According to your report,” said Rouvad, turning back to Shahai, “he called it a family concern.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid that narrows it down very little,” the Bishop said, shaking her head. “Locke’s bloodline… How would you put it, Locke?”
 

 
  “Half of them are loner
  
   tauhanwe
  
  and the other half are the most deliberately boring, traditional elves they can be, to dissociate themselves from the first half,” Principia reported. “Neither will have anything to say to emissaries from a human faith, if you can even find any. If you want to know what interactions Zanzayed has had with the Crowbloods, ma’am, it’s probably best to ask
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “Interesting,” Rouvad mused. “And is Crowblood your
  
   actual
  
  surname?”
 

 
  “We don’t have surnames in the sense you do, Commander, unless they’re earned.” She glanced momentarily at the Bishop without turning her head. “It’s just something my bloodline tends to be called, owing to its oldest member.”
 

 
  Commander Rouvad heaved a sigh and turned back to Shahai. “All right, Nandi, this is pertinent to your assignment. Do you need anything requisitioned to proceed?”
 

 
  “I believe what I already have will suffice admirably, Farzida,” the Bishop replied. “If the sergeant and I are dismissed?”
 

 
  “Of course. I leave this in your skilled hands.”
 

 
  Shahai bowed to the Commander, Principia saluting behind her, then turned and glided off down the hall. “Come, Locke. Let’s go waste some time.”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  there was a reason I liked you,” Principia said, following.
 

 
  Commander Rouvad stood, frowning after them in silence for a long moment, before turning and departing in the other direction.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Partial success,” Ruda announced, plunking herself down in a chair. She fished a bottle of ale out of her coat with one hand and snagged one of Juniper’s cookies with the other. “The Huntsmen definitely know something about the werewolves.”
 

 
  “They told you so?” Toby said, frowning. “What did they say?”
 

 
  “It’s not what they said, but what they didn’t,” said Gabriel. “And
  
   how
  
  they didn’t say it. They
  
   really
  
  did not like us asking about the werewolves; the whole lodge went dead silent, and suddenly everyone was a lot less friendly.”
 

 
  “They were
  
   friendly?”
  
  Trissiny said, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Actually, yeah, they seemed like a pretty laid-back bunch before that point,” Ruda mused, leaning backward and tilting her chair up on two legs. “Good hosts, glad to have company.”
 

 
  “Ruda got flirted with,” Gabriel reported with a grin. “A lot.”
 

 
  “And why not? I am the fucking personification of brains, beauty and brawn.”
 

 
  “Back on the subject,” Trissiny said with some exasperation, “what
  
   exactly
  
  did you learn? About werewolves or anything else?”
 

 
  “Not a lot that was specific, or useful,” Gabriel said ruminatively. Suddenly he glanced around. “Uh, before we get into details, should we maybe wait for Teal and Shaeine to get back?”
 

 
  “We can go over it again,” Ruda said dismissively. “Hell, there really
  
   aren’t
  
  details. You’ve already heard the whole damn thing, guys. We talked to the Huntsmen, they were nice—they’ve got a nice pad, by the way, I like their notion of decor—and everything was fine until Arquin happened to ask if having werewolves around interfered with the hunting. Then bam, serious faces, and nobody would talk about it. The lodge master finally said the subject was not fit to be discussed.” She shrugged and took a gulp of ale. “That’s it. It’s a start, but not much of one.”
 

 
  “In a way,” Juniper mused, “it makes some sense. Wolves are sacred to Shaathists, right? And so is manhood. A werewolf is, like…both.”
 

 
  “Any insights on this, Trissiny?” Toby asked. “You at least got some training on the other cults. The monks didn’t really give me any, and the Church was more interested in teaching me about demons and warlocks.”
 

 
  “The training I got was mostly in threat assessment and how to deal with doctrinal conflicts,” Trissiny said, frowning. “I could explain in detail exactly how Shaathist dogma is aberrantly misogynistic, and how to handle being in a fight with a Huntsman, but as for exactly what they believe and why, or how they worship…” She shrugged.
 

 
  “You Avenists sure are clear about your priorities,” Ruda commented.
 

 
  “Yes, I would say that’s true,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  “Oh! It’s them!” Fross chimed, shooting straight upward and then darting out over the balcony to stare down into the market square below. In the daylight, she was hard to spot against the sky. “And…uh oh, I think something’s wrong with Teal.”
 

 
  “Freeze!” Ruda snapped as all of them twitched toward the bannister. “Damn it, you numbnuts, we’ve got
  
   eyes
  
  on us. Basically all of them.
  
   Don’t
  
  act alarmed about something and
  
   definitely
  
  don’t direct attention to Teal and Shaeine. Fross,” she added while they settled reluctantly back into their seats, “what does it look like? Is she hurt?”
 

 
  “Not to bad, I don’t think,” Fross reported. “She looks…tired. She’s kinda leaning on Shaeine.”
 

 
  “What could make Teal…” Trissiny trailed off, glancing back into the crowded pub behind them. The townsfolk were still trying to be relatively discreet, but it was hardly a secret that their table was the center of attention.
 

 
  “We’ll know momentarily,” Toby said quietly. “Sounds like it’s not urgent; Ruda’s right. Let’s not court attention that may lead to trouble later.”
 

 
  
   “Any more than you can help by nature, that is?”
  
 

 
  “On the fuckin’
  
   subject
  
  of not drawing attention,” Ruda said in exasperation,
  
   “maybe
  
  it’d be best if any fucking inanimate objects at the table
  
   refrained
  
  from talking?”
 

 
  “Nobody’s close enough to tell,” Gabriel said quietly, stroking Ariel’s hilt. “Still, though, she’s got a good point. Best to be discreet, partner. I’m not sure I wanna know what the locals would think about you.”
 

 
  
   “You never take me anywhere nice.”
  
 

 
  He rolled his eyes; Ruda snorted back a laugh.
 

 
  
   “And for the record, ‘fucking’ is not punctuation, your Highness.”
  
 

 
  “Fuckin’ is if you fuckin’ use it right. Fucker.”
 

 
  “Come on, Ariel, you were
  
   asking
  
  for that,” Juniper said. The sword made no further comment.
 

 
  It took a rather tense few minutes for Teal and Shaeine to navigate through the building to the upper-level pub, and cross the space toward their classmates. Up closer, Teal looked strained and tired, though she was walking under her own power now. Shaeine was even more inscrutable than usual, being fully hidden beneath her hood and gloves. A mysteriously cowled figure naturally drew attention, but the group had unanimously agreed it would be less attention and of a more harmless variety than the sight of a drow. All three Underworld entrances were on the other side of the Golden Sea from here; to the Stalweiss, dark elves were monsters out of legend.
 

 
  “Hey, glad you two made it back all right,” Gabriel said, standing and solicitously pulling out a chair for Teal. “Have a seat, you look bushed. You okay?”
 

 
  “Thanks, Gabe, but later,” Teal said tersely, glancing around. “Guys… Can we leave, please?”
 

 
  “What’s wrong?” Trissiny asked, instinctively grasping the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “We need to go somewhere
  
   private
  
  and talk,” Teal said. “We have a
  
   big
  
  problem.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Forgive me if this is none of my business, your Grace, but who’s
  
   funding
  
  all this?” Principia asked, setting down her teacup. “I understand the basics of what you’re doing, but it seems somewhat…tenuous…to the military mind. How’d you convince a Legion quartermaster to let you go shopping on Avei’s purse?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, neither the Legions nor the Sisterhood have paid for any of this,” Shahai said with a light laugh. “Not today’s excursions, nor our previous—and rather more expensive—shopping trips. It all comes out of my own pocket. It won’t be wasted,” she added more pensively, “eventually I’ll find places to donate everything. For now, though, the potential dragon bribes need to remain in my possession; I doubt I can get rid of that much wealth without drawing attention, and I want our targets to think I’m planning to
  
   shmooze
  
  them a bit later. And, subsequently, to grow increasingly curious when I do not.”
 

 
  “Those are
  
   major
  
  expenses to come out of your own pocket, your Grace,” Principia said carefully.
 

 
  “I can afford it,” the Bishop replied mildly. “As can you. For, more or less, the same reason. My rent is paid by the Church; the Sisterhood provides me meals and any necessary medical care. I prefer a simple existence, and hoard only a few possessions for their sentimental value. As it is not politically prudent to refuse my rather exorbitant salary, it just…builds up. Frankly I find it a relief to be able to unload it now and again. Projects like this are the reason I don’t simply donate everything to the Omnist food pantries.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Principia said, nodding sagely and gazing out over the old spice market. “And thus do we establish a point of commonality and encourage me to open up a bit about my own mysterious history.”
 

 
  “Your history is less mysterious than you may be aware,” Shahai said calmly. “And I
  
   do
  
  know that one of the most effective ways to disarm conversational manipulation is to point it out. I am glad, Principia, that you are growing more comfortable with me. It’s my hope that soon we will be able to dispense with this fencing entirely. I don’t begrudge you your caution, however.”
 

 
  A silence fell, in which both elves contemplated their tea and the view. They were sitting on a balcony patio on the highest level of the old spice market, at a much more expensive and less discreet restaurant than that at which Principia’s squad had met Bishop Darling a few weeks prior. It did offer dampening charms and scry blockers to keep conversations private—almost all the shops in the market’s upper levels did—but this one, in fact, was chosen specifically for its high prices and outdoor seating. It was popular among people who had too much money and desired to be seen proving it. Principia would never have been caught dead in the place, were she not under orders.
 

 
  Principia had a bag of spices on the table before her, their final purchase of the afternoon and the alleged purpose of their visit to the spice market. Their purchases from two (needlessly expensive) specialty butcher shops had been wrapped and delivered, as it wasn’t wise to carry meat around on a leisurely sojourn through the city. The whole trip had begun with a visit to a pricey restaurant, where Bishop Shahai had asked the chef to come out for a word, requested a recipe for bacon-wrapped shrimp, and had Principia write it down.
 

 
  Now, they sat sipping tea and being seen. They had been there a good half hour already, and the Bishop showed no signs of wanting to leave. Principia knew better than to prompt her. Besides, there were other things about which she was more curious.
 

 
  “Comfortable,” she said quietly. “You know, I think if I were
  
   comfortable,
  
  I’d go completely insane.”
 

 
  Shahai cracked a grin at that, a broad expression of true amusement. “Well…perhaps not. You seem to be coping well with the routine and discipline of the military.”
 

 
  “At least that keeps me engaged.”
 

 
  “It can. You have the advantage of good leadership. Not every captain is Shahdi Dijanerad, however, and in terms of keeping things interesting, contending with a powerful enemy can be a
  
   great
  
  boon. Give it time, Locke, and not much of that. You will come to know what true drudgery is.”
 

 
  “Fantastic,” she said fatalistically. “Well. Since we’re suspending the bullroar by unspoken agreement, we both know what
  
   I’m
  
  doing here. How did you cope with the…drudgery?”
 

 
  Shahai sipped her tea, gazing out over the busy market. “I joined the Legions because my mate was an Avenist. One of the last Silver Huntresses.”
 

 
  Principia’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh… You’ve been here a
  
   while,
  
  then.”
 

 
  “Indeed.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, but… You hold the Legion rank of Captain, correct? That seems…”
 

 
  “Paltry, for one who has served more than three centuries?” Shahai gave her an amused sidelong smile. “There are loopholes to be exploited in regulations that were not conceived with elves in mind. For instance, if you meet the physical requirements, there is nothing barring you from re-enlisting anew after retirement. I have cycled through the ranks three times, and taken time for myself
  
   between
  
  careers. And, of course, one can refuse promotions of a certain level; Avei does not want ranking servants who don’t desire to be there. Ultimately, though…I always come back.”
 

 
  “Why?” Principia asked quietly.
 

 
  Shahai continued gazing into space. “When Dizhara died… Have you ever lost someone, Principia?”
 

 
  She averted her own gaze. “Y—no. I dunno. I gave someone up, once. Never have fully sorted out
  
   how
  
  I feel about that. I actually thought of going to an Izarite temple for help, if you can believe it.”
 

 
  “I would strongly recommend it, if you have the desire, and the uncertainty. The disciples of Izara, like all true faithful, are
  
   good
  
  at what their goddess commands. It was explained to me the best by a shaman, though, not any priest. Healing, he told me, is about
  
   growth.
  
  It only seems like the restoration of something old; it is in truth the creation of something new in the place and the shape of something previous. Our kind are slow to heal, physically and mentally, because we are slow to grow. Because we do not live as quickly or as fervently as the mortal races, because it is our natural tendency to seek equilibrium with our environment. How do sentient beings
  
   act,
  
  on average, as overall societies? Humans adapt and conquer. Gnomes explore and seek challenge. Demons destroy. Dwarves study and create. Elves…find balance.”
 

 
  She smiled faintly, pausing to take a sip of tea. “The loss of a loved one creates a
  
   hole
  
  in your being, an absence where that person is meant to exist. It’s a huge part of you, simply no longer
  
   there.
  
  You can no more function in that state than after the loss of a leg or a lung, not until you’ve had time to heal. And
  
   healing
  
  means building up more of yourself, living your life, gaining new complexity and adding new
  
   substance
  
  to your being. That hole never goes away, but as you develop, as you grow, you gradually close it over with new parts of yourself, until eventually it is only a space, and no longer a wound.” Her smile grew slightly. “And military training…”
 

 
  “My DS went on and on about that in basic,” Principia said quietly. “It was one of her favorite themes. The point of training, of becoming a soldier, is to break you down…”
 

 
  Shahai nodded. “…and build you back up. When I lost my partner… In the many years since, I have continued to serve because Avei, her Sisters and her Legions have more than earned my loyalty, because my life here is one of purpose in which I find great fulfillment. But I joined, initially, to become a soldier. Because I would have become
  
   anything
  
  if it meant no longer being a broken shell.”
 

 
  The silence that followed was oddly calm, considering the subject matter. Shahai lifted her eyes to gaze idly at the clouded sky; Principia was frowning in thought, her stare intent but unfocused.
 

 
  “Well,” Shahai said abruptly, setting down her cup, “that should be enough time. Off we go! And walk slowly, Sergeant, I wish not to dissuade anyone attempting to intercept us.”
 

 
  “I see,” Principia said, rising and picking up the package of spices. “You believe Zanzayed wants something urgently enough to have me—or possibly you—followed and accosted in public?”
 

 
  “I
  
   believe
  
  nothing,” Shahai replied, walking serenely toward the front of the tea room. “It is a critical error to form theories in the absence of facts. I am, however, interested to
  
   learn
  
  whether he wants something that badly. It will not reveal everything, of course, but will narrow down the possibilities, in one direction or the other. Come along.”
 

 
  It was a peaceful and quiet trip through the tea room and the upper levels of the ancient fortress, of course. These were the halls haunted by the rich, the powerful, and others who were careful of their privacy. Even had the peace not been enforced, by soldiers both Imperial and Avenist, to say nothing of private security personnel, hardly anyone was reckless enough to get on the bad side of a whole swath of the city’s elite by being disruptive in their favorite haunts.
 

 
  “I almost don’t know which to hope for,” Principia murmured as they descended a staircase to a wide path along a lower level. “On the one hand, if this is urgent to Zanzayed it’ll be over with faster…”
 

 
  “Knowing either way enables us to end it faster on our
  
   own
  
  terms,” Shahai replied in total calm. “I understand your uncertainty, however. The manner in which this plays out may determine—”
 

 
  “Your pardon, Ms. Locke?”
 

 
  Both elves halted, and turned in slow unison. A portly middle-aged man stood behind them—not the same one they had seen petitioning at the Conclave’s residence, but clearly one of his ilk. Well-bred, well-heeled and well-mannered, the sort of professional toady who made excellent foot soldiers in the social wars between the upper aristocracy. He clutched his hat diffidently in front of himself, not quite concealing the loud badge pinned to his lapel: a familiar multicolored hexagon overlaid with a vaguely wing-like sigil.
 

 
  “I do most humbly apologize for this interruption, ladies,” he said, bowing. “If I could beg a moment of your time on behalf of my employer, Ms. Locke?”
 

 
  The two elves exchanged a look, and the Bishop permitted herself a thin, satisfied smile.
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat pointedly. “That’s
  
   Sergeant
  
  Locke, thank you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda said in the queasy silence that ensued after Shaeine finished speaking. “That is fucked up in multiple directions, and I think we can all agree that Sherwin Leduc needs his ass kicked in the
  
   worst
  
  way. But I got the impression, Teal, that there was something more urgent than this going on. Not that we can’t spare the time to go deal with it, but it doesn’t seem like a
  
   crisis.”
  
 

 
  Teal nodded, her expression unhappy. “I’m going to let Vadrieny explain; it’s easier than me translating.” So saying, she took a half-step away from the group and in the next moment, the orange glow of hellfire was added to Fross’s silvery illumination.
 

 
  The basement in which they met had a single fairy lamp, kept dim more to avoid attention than to conserve energy. The warehouse above was busily in use, which provided excellent cover for its true purpose: below was a space which had a discreet exit into a back alley at one end, and the hidden opening to a tunnel leading to one of the cellars of Dufresne Manor. It was a
  
   long
  
  tunnel and a dark one, and not their preferred method of getting to and from the city, but it did afford them a way to do so without attracting the attention that Malivette’s ostentatious carriages inevitably did.
 

 
  “The demon in the cage,” Vadrieny said grimly, “is called a Rhaazke.”
 

 
  “I’m not familiar with that species,” Trissiny said, frowning. “Do they
  
   resemble
  
  Vanislaads?”
 

 
  “About seven feet tall,” Vadrieny said, “very muscular, mottled skin. Slitted eyes. Claws, horns, feet like mine…
  
   no
  
  wings, but they do have spaded tails. Physically quite powerful,
  
   and
  
  gifted magically. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of them, Trissiny; I don’t know much surface-level demonology, but it would be very hard for one to get to the mortal plane ordinarily.”
 

 
  “That sounds kind of…
  
   nothing
  
  like a succubus, doesn’t it?” Juniper said. “So why’s Lord Leduc think she is one?”
 

 
  “Lord Leduc,” said Shaeine, “is obsessive, emotionally stunted and deprived of social interaction, to say nothing of whatever psychological damage was inflicted by his family. Keep in mind that whatever they did was enough to get them arrested by the Empire—and this in a province in which they are such an established power that rival Houses are reluctant to move against
  
   one
  
  young man living alone in a crumbling manor. In short, he is
  
   exceedingly
  
  lucky not to have summoned an actual succubus. By this point he would be her willing slave.”
 

 
  “What do you know about hellhounds?” Vadrieny asked.
 

 
  “True hellhounds, or khankredahgs?” Trissiny countered.
 

 
  “The first group. Like the ones Melaxyna had.”
 

 
  “They are impossibly rare,” Trissiny said slowly, “because it is not possible to summon them from the mortal plane. They’re native to a… Well, it’s a dimension accessible from Hell but not from here. You have to go
  
   into
  
  Hell and open a portal from there to reach them.”
 

 
  “Seems like a lot of effort for an exotic pet,” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  “Hellhound breath is
  
   fantastically
  
  useful!” Fross chimed. “It counters
  
   any
  
  kind of magical sleep—any sleep at all, in fact! It’s such a potent awakener that it’s used in necromancy.”
 

 
  “Which doesn’t explain the relevance of this tangent,” Trissiny said pointedly.
 

 
  “Rhaazke,” said Vadrieny, “are the dominant species in the dimension from which hellhounds come.”
 

 
  A momentary silence fell.
 

 
  “Then,” Toby said slowly, “how did Lord Leduc summon one?”
 

 
  “That is the reason I…overreacted,” Vadrieny said, looking slightly abashed. It was a most peculiar expression on her ferocious features. “Such a thing is profoundly impossible; it violates every law of… Well, suffice it to say, it can’t be done, and if it’s
  
   been
  
  done, something is terrifyingly wrong. I… Didn’t know I knew that. The information was just
  
   there
  
  when I saw her. Ordinarily I have more restraint, but the shock…”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said, staring intently at her. “Can we expect similar to happen if you are exposed to more demonic stimuli?”
 

 
  “Your guess is as good as mine,” Vadrieny said tersely.
 

 
  “That sounds like an important development,” said Gabriel, frowning deeply, “but one we can worry about at a later date. Fross…are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
 

 
  “I believe so!” the pixie chimed. “But even if we could
  
   afford
  
  a telescope that size, where would we
  
   put
  
  it?”
 

 
  Everyone stared at her.
 

 
  After a moment she dropped lower in the air, her glow dimming noticeably. “That’s…a joke. I was joking.”
 

 
  “It’s all in the timing, glitterbug,” Ruda said, not without sympathy.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “Yes, well, anyway. I’ve just had a horrible thought. We were told there are chaos-worshipping cults that keep popping up in this town, right?”
 

 
  “What of it?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no,”
  
  Trissiny whispered, her eyes widening.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded. “Chaos… Trissiny, how hard is the spell to summon a succubus?”
 

 
  “You’re asking
  
   her?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “Why would
  
   she
  
  know?”
 

 
  “Because it’s immediately relevant to my calling,” said Trissiny. “And the spell is appallingly easy, which is exactly how Vanislaads keep getting onto the mortal plane. Even other demons don’t like them, and won’t let them near a hellgate from the other side. The summoning ritual is simple, versatile and requires very little power. A layperson can do it with readily available arcane materials. In fact,
  
   few
  
  actual warlocks would want an incubus or succubus around;
  
   they
  
  know how much trouble they are. It’s usually some idiot fantasizing about a beautiful, sexually insatiable servant and having no idea what they’re messing with.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Gabriel, nodding again. “So we’ve got a very simple incantation, cast by a clearly skilled warlock—and one not only competent, but
  
   thorough
  
  enough to have built an elaborate, sadistic demon prison before he even started. If this guy’s a little unstable, that could well be why he won’t believe his prisoner isn’t a succubus. They’re shapeshifters, and if it’s that simple and hard to botch…”
 

 
  “Then how
  
   did
  
  he botch it?” Juniper demanded.
 

 
  
   “Chaos,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “A spell which has not only gone inexplicably wrong, but gone wrong in a way which is totally impossible… This is consistent with observed chaos effects. It causes magic to misfire in horribly unpredictable ways.”
  
 

 
  “What she said,” Gabriel added. “I mean, if it was just this one thing… But here’s this impossible magical happening, and
  
   also
  
  there are chaos cults in Veilgrad?
  
   Multiple
  
  ones? No, that’s too suspicious.”
 

 
  “Then…we have an avenue of investigation,” Ruda said slowly. “So we can quit wandering around talking to random assholes. Surely the Empire didn’t just
  
   kill
  
  all these cultists. The Imps have to have some imprisoned. Boots, you said they were amenable to working with us? So we go to the Imperial facility, talk with the chaos-worshiping dipshits, and hopefully learn our next move.”
 

 
  “Which is good,” Vadrieny said impatiently, “but we have a more
  
   immediate
  
  problem. Rhaazke are culturally sort of like drow: matriarchal and militaristic. They are also loyal to Elilial, and emotionally stable, like hethelaxi without the berserking. In fact, those two things are related. It was their pocket dimension that Elilial launched her first campaign against Scyllith from. She bought their loyalty and
  
   keeps
  
  it by altering them so they don’t lose mental stability to infernal effects. These creatures are
  
   dangerous.”
  
 

 
  
   “Well, this one
  
  is
  
   in a cage,”
  
  Ariel pointed out.
 

 
  “You’re not listening!” the archdemon exclaimed. “Metal is rare in Hell—she was wearing iron bracelets. This girl is powerful, possibly royal. She has family who are doubtless frantic about her disappearance. They will be using every
  
   considerable
  
  magical resource they have to track her down. If they manage to get to this plane and find her in a cage in that imbecile’s basement, they will raze Veilgrad to the ground in their outrage. If they figure out what he
  
   intends
  
  for her, they won’t stop with the city.”
 

 
  “Oh,” said Ruda. “Well. Fuck.”
 

 
  “I doubt any clan of Rhaazke is a match for the Empire,” Vadrieny continued grimly. “There’s no political entity in their realm with comparable numbers or resources. But by the time they were beaten, this city and its surroundings would be infernally irradiated ruins.”
 

 
  “What are the odds of them
  
   getting
  
  up here?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  
   “Exactly zero,”
  
  said Ariel.
 

 
  “The sword is correct,” said Vadrieny, nodding.
  
   “Also
  
  zero were the odds of that
  
   one
  
  Rhaazke being here.”
 

 
  
   “The demon is correct,”
  
  said the sword.
  
   “If this truly is a chaos effect we are dealing with, anything is possible and nothing is truly likely. The nature of chaos is unpredictability.”
  
 

 
  “Wait, that can’t be right, though,” Gabriel protested. “For it to mess up Leduc’s summoning, the chaos effect has to be
  
   here,
  
  right? They can’t follow it from the other dimension.”
 

 
  “I dunno if that’s a help,” said Fross. “Chaos is trans-dimensional by nature. The whole point of it is it’s the stuff that exists
  
   outside
  
  of reality. From
  
   between
  
  dimensions.”
 

 
  “Then Leduc and his prisoner just became our most urgent priority,” Toby said flatly, his expression severe. “In addition to the important matter of correcting his…
  
   mistake…
  
  we may find evidence in Leduc Manor of whatever chaos effect is working on Veilgrad. If we’re assuming that is the root of the city’s problems.”
 

 
  “Beats any other theory we have,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  
   “Is no one else going to point it out?”
  
  Ariel complained.
  
   “We are talking about
  
  releasing
  
   a powerful, hitherto unknown type of demon whose defining characteristic seems to be that we
  
  cannot
  
   send it back where it came from. What do you intend to
  
  do
  
   with the creature once it’s free?”
  
 

 
  “Two points,” said Vadrieny, folding her arms, “both of which I’ve already been over. Rhaazke are emotionally stable, not prone to the aggression of other demons, and they are loyal Elilinists. I can make her behave. Or at least obey.”
 

 
  “She reacted strongly to Vadrieny’s brief presence,” Shaeine added. “I’m relatively certain she recognized her.”
 

 
  “Also,” said Ruda, glaring at Ariel, “let’s keep in mind we are talking about a sentient being—a
  
   person—
  
  who is being kept in a sadistic prison in an insane pervert’s basement, being tortured into compliance so he can make her his concubine. It is immediately morally necessary that someone put a
  
   stop
  
  to this horseshit, preferably while also stuffing Sherwin Leduc so far simultaneously up his own ass and down his own throat that
  
   he
  
  ends up a living portal to Hell.”
 

 
  
   “I am willing to acknowledge demons as people strictly on a case-by-case basis.”
  
 

 
  “Hey!” Gabriel snapped. “Do you wanna go back in the Crawl?”
 

 
  
   “Well! Let us hope Rhaazke are more
  
  grateful
  
   than half-hethelaxi.”
  
 

 
  “Enough!” Toby exclaimed. “There’s more to discuss, but Ruda is correct. This calls for immediate
  
   action,
  
  both tactically
  
   and
  
  morally. We can hammer out details on the way. Right now, I think we need to go have a talk with Lord Leduc.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  can talk,” said Trissiny, turning and stalking toward the door, one hand on her sword.
  
   “I
  
  have something else for him.”
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  At least they didn’t have to spend time looking around on this trip. Billie and Weaver disembarked from the caravan to find McGraw leaning idly against the wall of the station, chatting with the young woman in the Army uniform who stood watch. At their arrival, he straightened up, tipped his hat to her and ambled over to join them. The soldier watched him go with a faint smile before resuming her ostentatiously bored perusal of the sleepy town outside.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, I swear I’ve got the knees of a man twice my age thanks to these fucking things,” Weaver growled, stretching and casting a dirty look back at the parked caravan. “I am not getting back in that damned contraption until this whole damn business is over with. Hell with it, I might just walk back to Tiraas afterward.”
 

 
  “I fully support this plan,” Billie said solemnly.
 

 
  “Top o’ the mornin’,” McGraw said, coming to a stop alongside them. “I don’t mean to alarm anyone, but you seem to have forgotten somebody.”
 

 
  “Aye,” said Billie with a grin, “Joe’s of the opinion he can straighten out our bad reputation in the town. Whole idea sounded barmy t’me, but the Bishop seemed to think it had merit.”
 

 
  “Idea?” McGraw asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “He and the kid are tracking down a friend of Joe’s from Sarasio,” Weaver said disinterestedly. “An Imperial Surveyor. For once I agree with the pocket bomber here; bunch of wasted time. If Desolation was worth a damn, the Empire would’ve been active out here already, and bureaucracies do
  
   not
  
  move fast enough to be any use to us. But Darling thinks he can get some help to the place, maybe whip us up some support.”
 

 
  “Well, the effort ain’t likely to hurt, I suppose,” McGraw mused, lifting his hat to scratch his head. “Long as it’s Darling handling the bureaucracy and not Joe. Not that the boy ain’t smart in his way, but if he doesn’t get over some o’ that naivete of his, somebody’s gonna stab him in the back. Again.”
 

 
  “Tryin’ ta get results out o’ the Imperial Department of Red Tape should speed that process along,” Billie said cheerfully.
 

 
  “This does complicate things a mite, though,” the old wizard continued. “I’m also close to tracking down an old friend who I reckon can help us out, but doing it’ll mean headin’ out into the Badlands. I’d thought we might be able to just move on from that to hittin’ Risk, but now it looks like we’ll have to backtrack
  
   again
  
  and pick up the Kid. I don’t like the thought to takin’ on Big K without his wands. He say when he expected to be back?”
 

 
  “He’s gonna come tomorrow at the latest,” Billie reported. “Leavin’ Darling to finish up motivatin’ the Empire.”
 

 
  “One day to get government action initiated,” McGraw said dryly. “Truly, that boy is the very soul of optimism.”
 

 
  “Mm. You still wanna head out, then?” Weaver asked.
 

 
  McGraw sighed heavily. “Yeah…we’d better. I’ve been sendin’ up smoke signals, so to speak. Little disruptions in the… Well, it’s technical; if you’re really curious I can go over it while we’re walkin’, since we won’t lack for time. The long and the short of it is if I fail to put in an appearance, my little attention-getters may be taken as a hostile move.”
 

 
  “Then by all means, let’s not piss off anybody
  
   else
  
  around here who we’re not sent specifically to rough up. That means
  
   you,”
  
  Weaver added, pointing at Billie, “touch nothing, say nothing, and
  
   do
  
  nothing.”
 

 
  “Honestly, the way you carry on,” she huffed. “Where I’m from, blowin’ up a bar is a constructive criticism on the drink menu.”
 

 
  “Off we go, then!” McGraw said cheerfully, ambling off toward the far side of the station, which had a view of the desolate Badlands beyond the town.
 

 
  “Now, refresh my memory,” Weaver said as they stepped out into the morning sunlight, “that girl you were talking to. Isn’t she the one who was on duty yesterday?”
 

 
  “Yup, that’s her,” McGraw replied. “They don’t exactly keep a well-staffed garrison in this backwater.”
 

 
  “Because it occurs to me,” Weaver mused, “that she didn’t so much as poke her nose out when the saloon exploded and then a mob very nearly started in on us. Maybe there’s a
  
   reason
  
  certain individuals get posted to the ass end of nowhere.”
 

 
  “Now, as to that, allow me to direct your attention back over your shoulder for a moment,” McGraw said cheerfully. “You’ll notice a distinctive edifice rising from Terminus Station. The scrolltower office is part of the same complex as the Rail depot.”
 

 
  “The word ‘complex’ is maybe givin’ this town a little too much credit,” Billie snickered, “but go on.”
 

 
  “I’ll remind you that a bare few minutes after we were rounded up into custody,” McGraw continued, “a very official message came in for the Sheriff, apparently ordering him to let us all go. And I’ll add, as a point of general information, that while soldiers are trained to respond immediately to a crisis, Imperial Intelligence operatives are trained to observe and take action carefully, subtly, and only as needed. They are also the only people who don’t face prosecution for impersonating soldiers.”
 

 
  “Exactly how did your conversation with that one go?” Weaver asked, frowning now.
 

 
  “Oh, you know how it is,” McGraw said with a shrug. “Small talk. The weather, the economy, what’s trendy in Tiraas these days. Ain’t much point in pokin’ the bear, as a rule; if the Imps are keepin’ an eye on us… Well, so far they seem inclined to leave us at liberty, don’t they?”
 

 
  “Well, well, well,” Billie drawled. “So it seems this little job the esteemed Mr. Darling has roped us into is even more fraught than he let on. ‘Scuze me while I shit me pants in shock.”
 

 
  “If you need to go behind a bush,” Weaver sneered, “try to find one with a rattlesnake.”
 

 
  “Y’know,
  
   Damian,
  
  the more I get t’know you, the more sense it makes the only creature that seems ta give a damn about you is an extra-dimensional death specter.”
 

 
  McGraw raised his eyebrows, shifting his head to give Billie a warning look. She met it with a grin and a wink. Weaver just walked on in silence, his face suddenly an icy mask.
 

 
  “I reckon this is enough distance,” the wizard said after a long few moments, glancing back. Desolation was receding behind them, still well in view but not close enough for any individuals to be more than ant-sized from this range. “A big part of the thrust of my information-gathering over the last couple days has been about the movements of elves in the region. That had to be phrased carefully; you may have heard that elves are not popular round these parts.”
 

 
  “It was mentioned, yes,” said Weaver.
 

 
  “Upside of that is people are more’n willing to gripe about any sighting of a pointy ear, provided I pitch my own interest as similar hostility,” McGraw continued. “It was a sure bet there’d been
  
   some;
  
  elves likely wouldn’t come near the town, knowing they aren’t liked, but there are always tribes passing by this close to the frontier, and nomadic people as a rule are allergic to bein’ told where they can and can’t go. I was bankin’ that between our old friend Khadizroth and the presence of the skull, some would be sniffin’ around here specifically.”
 

 
  “And?” Billie prompted.
 

 
  “News was good. Strong hints that one of the parties takin’ an interest in the area is an old friend of mine; she’s distinctive enough to create rumors. So I’ve been… Well, it’s a little hard to explain if you’re not a practitioner. Poking at the aether, I guess you could say. In such a manner that any practicing shaman close to Desolation would know I was stickin’ out feelers.”
 

 
  “Feelers?” Weaver said dryly.
 

 
  McGraw grinned. “More like a wet finger in the ear. Not harmful, but not fun. I wanted to make sure it wouldn’t be missed.”
 

 
  “Yup,” the bard said, rolling his eyes. “I can see how someone might take that as hostile.”
 

 
  “Just lettin’ you know what we may be walkin’ into,” McGraw said with a shrug. “I left a trail that’ll lead back to me, an’ to where we’re goin’. Expect to be met there. Hopefully it’ll be my old comrade, who in all likelihood will help us out, if she ain’t workin’ on Mr. K an’ his friends already.”
 

 
  “Or it could just be pissed off random elves,” Weaver said, scowling.
 

 
  “Could be,” McGraw allowed. “Worst case scenario is a fight, but that’s a relatively
  
   remote
  
  scenario. If it ain’t my friend, it’ll be an irate shaman wantin’ to know what the hell I think I’m up to. As a rule, if you give elves an explanation and it’s a good one, they’ll leave you alone. But that’s a
  
   rule,
  
  and individuals are exceptions. We’ll see.”
 

 
  “Well, look at that,” Billie said brightly. “Turns out blowin’ up the saloon
  
   wasn’t
  
  the most reckless thing this group’s done!”
 

 
  Weaver sighed dramatically. “I hate you.
  
   So
  
  much.”
 

 
  “Which of us are you talkin’ to?”
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  In their eerie, barren way, the Badlands were profoundly beautiful. In aggregation the terrain looked flat, stretching endlessly away till the mountains rose up to the north and east, and into the infinite distance everywhere else, but viewed up close there was complex depth in that flatness. It was a huge plain of stone, what had undoubtedly been a rock shelf at some point, but had been carved by ages of rain, wind and periodic flooding into the most fanciful shapes. The stone was wrought in rounded forms, twisted and flowing. Though the outcroppings rose to a nearly uniform height, there wasn’t enough space to navigate on the top of the formations, forcing travelers to walk through the rain-carved gulleys between them.
 

 
  It didn’t make for easy hiking, to say the least. Plain as the Badlands might look up top, the floor of the formation was uneven and rarely flat. For once, Billie was the faster, her small size making her agile and efficient at moving through terrain where Weaver and McGraw, with their long legs, were at a disadvantage.
 

 
  Still and all, the beauty couldn’t be denied. The twisting rivulets cut through the stone had a pleasing quality all their own, augmented by the multicolored layers they revealed. Countless eons of rock formation were laid bare, the history of the very land exposed by erosion; it was profound as well as aesthetic, to any who cared to contemplate it. The occasional small thorny bushes added further character, though ironically their angular, mostly bare branches looked even less organic than the flowing contours of the stones.
 

 
  Beautiful it may have been, but not pleasant. It was scorchingly hot, and the rock walls on all sides provided little relief from the sun as it climbed overhead. Initially, there wasn’t a hint of life apart from themselves, but after they had been trekking more than an hour, a lone vulture appeared in the sky above.
 

 
  It began following them.
 

 
  “What the hell cold
  
   possibly
  
  be out here?” Weaver snarled.
 

 
  “Hard to see from this angle, down among the rocks,” McGraw replied equably, picking his careful way along with the aid of his staff, “but there are a
  
   few
  
  interesting features in the landscape. Enough that the Badlands have always had a population of sorts. It’s like any other desert; life’s concentrated around the few little enclaves where it can live. Springs, mostly. Risk is one o’ those; we’re headin’ for another.”
 

 
  “Care to offer a little more detail on our destination?” Billie asked, cheery as ever. They were all fortified against sunburn, heatstroke and excess loss of moisture by aid of charms provided by her and alchemical supplies purchased by McGraw, which made the hike merely arduous instead of potentially deadly. Still, the gnome was faring better than either of them; not even her good mood was diminished by the hostile landscape.
 

 
  “It’s an old crater,” said McGraw. “No water source, so it’s not inhabited, but it’s served as a meeting place for ages. Elves, dwarves an’ more recently humans have all used it. They mostly all respect it, too. I’m no expert on what dwarves think, but to some o’ the plains tribes the spot’s considered sacred.”
 

 
  “Great,” Weaver groused. “This is the place you directed attention to with a metaphysical poke in the ear?”
 

 
  “Like I said,” McGraw replied, his tone mild despite being slightly out of breath, “it was a sure enough way to get their attention.”
 

 
  “So’s an
  
   actual
  
  poke in the ear.”
 

 
  The old wizard didn’t bother to reply to that.
 

 
  “How can you navigate in this?” Weaver demanded a few minutes later. “There’s no possible way you can
  
   remember
  
  a path through these alleys.”
 

 
  “Elves do,” McGraw said. “I cheat, of course. Simple waypoint spell, keeps my noise aimed at where we’re goin’.”
 

 
  “It’s good to be a wizard,” Billie said philosophically. “Or to travel with one.”
 

 
  “It’s true,” McGraw agreed.
 

 
  “It’s
  
   especially
  
  good when your wizard can just teleport you places,” Weaver noted. “I am taking it on faith, here, that there’s an excellent reason we’re not doing that.”
 

 
  “Yup,” said McGraw. “Droppin’ in unexpectedly on a bunch of elves ain’t exactly wise.”
 

 
  “Especially after you’ve poked them in the ear, I’ll bet.”
 

 
  “The approach gives ’em a chance to gain the upper hand. It’s easier in forests or plains, of course, but elves can stalk pretty much anything through pretty much any terrain. They know who I am an’ where we’re headed; lettin’ ’em spend the hike out there watching and listening to us is a show we mean no harm.”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me,” said Billie, coming to a stop and turning to frown at him. “If you’ve riled these theoretical elves, is it a good idea to give ’em the upper hand?”
 

 
  “Well, look at it this way,” said McGraw with a grin. “We’ll either get arrows in the back outta nowhere, or we won’t. If you think about it, that’s the case anywhere and everywhere, at all times.”
 

 
  “Aye, that’s true enough,” she said with a shrug, and turned to resume hiking, apparently mollified. At the back of their little column, Weaver began cursing monotonously under his breath.
 

 
  Fortunately their journey didn’t last long beyond that. Their emergence into the crater was quite sudden; they rounded a turn and there it was.
 

 
  The depression wasn’t very deep, not much more than twice the general depth of the shallow ravines; it was most significant for its relative smoothness. Rather than standing formations, it had uneven ridges marching toward its bottom. They were conveniently sized to form seats, making a natural amphitheater of sorts; several had carvings, simple pictograms and a few lines of text in elvish. Aside from that, it was a plain and barren space, baked by the overhead sun without even the meager and intermittent shade of stone formations.
 

 
  Slowly, the three stepped forward, and down onto the first shelf, peering around.
 

 
  “Welp,” Weaver said at last, “here we are. Notably still by ourselves.”
 

 
  “Give it a tick,” suggested Billie. “McGraw went an’ spoiled the surprise, tellin’ us they were watchin’. Now they gotta make us wait ta re-establish dominance.”
 

 
  “You would think immortals would be above petty social games,” the bard grumbled.
 

 
  “You sound like you never met one,” Billie said, grinning. “These marks look important, in an ancient artifact kinda way. If yer in such a crashin’ damn hurry, I s’pose I could blast a big hole outta—”
 

 
  The shade increased, marginally, as the upper lip of the crater was suddenly lined with elves. There were scarcely a dozen; they perched upon the topmost layer of the rocks, which offered very little space even for such lithe individuals. These were plains elves, their buckskins dyed the color of rock dust, and every one was armed. Bows, staves and wands were all represented, all aimed at the three below.
 

 
  Weaver and Billie both dropped into fighting crouches, reaching for their own weapons.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah!” McGraw exclaimed, holding up both hands and letting his staff fall into the crook of his elbow. “Let’s nobody go an’ do anything hasty! Weaver, hands away from those hot rods—you’d be full of arrows before you could think too hard about usin’ ’em.”
 

 
  “Why is it every time
  
   she
  
  threatens to blow something up,
  
   I
  
  get blamed?” Weaver complained. He slowly raised his hands away from his wand belt, however.
 

 
  “Well, ye sorta got one o’ those faces,” Billie commented. “Though mostly it’s yer personality.”
 

 
  They fell silent as another shape appeared on the rocks, this one more visibly ominous. Directly above them an enormous black panther leaned forward from the lip of the narrow outcropping upon which it perched, glaring down at them through pitiless yellow eyes. Its paws, positioned on the very edge of the stone, flexed, unsheathing huge claws.
 

 
  “Pretty sure that ain’t native,” Billie said.
 

 
  And suddenly, without appearing to transition, it wasn’t a panther. An elvish woman knelt there on the edge, studying them dispassionately, a tomahawk dangling from her loose grip. She was dressed like her fellows, but stood out from them dramatically. For one thing, she had upward-pointing ears, marking her a wood elf and not kin to the plains hunters now ringing the crater. More noticeably, however, her hair was glossy black.
 

 
  “Elias,” she said evenly. “I might have known.”
 

 
  “You might’ve,” he agreed, tipping his hat to her. “In fact, I’d be plumb astonished if you didn’t. Mornin’, Raea! Been far too long, ain’t it?”
 

 
  “I’m not sure,” she mused. “I only ever seem to see you when something
  
   truly
  
  aggravating is afoot.”
 

 
  “Now, c’mon, that ain’t fair,” McGraw protested. “You can’t blame me for
  
   all
  
  a’ those incidents. Really, any of ’em but the first one.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the curse of the adventurer,” she said gravely. “The more you appear to help in times of trouble, the more associated with trouble you become. The wandering profiteer becomes a celebrity, while the wandering hero becomes a symbol of bad luck.”
 

 
  “I ‘spect you know a bit about that yourself,” McGraw said, grinning.
 

 
  “Would you two like some privacy to catch up?” Weaver exclaimed. “Should we come back later?”
 

 
  Raea shifted her gaze to focus on him. “A little patience would suit, traveler. It is you who trespass here. This ground is sacred to us—many of our forebears are buried here.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” he snapped.
 

 
  The elf leaned back slightly, raising her eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”
 

 
  
   “No
  
  one is buried here,” Weaver retorted. “No one has
  
   died
  
  here, at least not in centuries. McGraw, are these really the best elves you could find? I can handle the inscrutable ineffable crap, but
  
   this
  
  one thinks she’s funny. That’s gonna get
  
   real
  
  old,
  
   real
  
  fast.”
 

 
  McGraw sighed heavily. “You’ve got a real way with people, Gravestone.”
 

 
  Suddenly, Raea grinned, and made a quick gesture with one hand. All around, the assembled elves lowered their weapons and straightened up, visibly relaxing, though their expressions did not appreciably alter.
 

 
  “I’ve been wondering for some time if our paths would one day cross, Deathspeaker. Well met.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” he said skeptically, planting his fists on his hips.
 

 
  “This is my ol’ friend Raea,” said McGraw. “I’m afraid I’m not personally acquainted with any of these other folk, but I reckon there’s time to rectify that. Raea, you apparently know Weaver. This is Billie Fallowstone.”
 

 
  “The Tinker,” Raea said, nodding to the gnome. “Your reputation precedes you, as well.”
 

 
  “Damn skippy!”
 

 
  “She wasn’t kidding about blowing the place up,” said Weaver. “That’s just what she does. You see those little hands going into her pockets, run.”
 

 
  “Oh, shove it, ye great lumbering canker.”
 

 
  “You went out of your way to get my attention, Elias,” the elf said, returning her gaze to him. “What are you doing out here?”
 

 
  “I suspect the same thing you are,” he replied. “How acquainted are you with a town called Risk?”
 

 
  Raea only raised one eyebrow, but a stir ran through the other elves. The nearest shook his head, turned to her and said something curt in their language. She gave him a sidelong, unmistakeably irritated glance.
 

 
  “Mr. K and his dwarves, yes,” she said to McGraw. “Risk is perched conveniently near several mineral veins. Elves also harvest the silver and turquoise and have competed with other miners in the past, but there are no tribes in the area currently.”
 

 
  “No tribes?” Billie said, looking around at them. “What’re you lot, a flock? A herd? A gaggle?”
 

 
  “A murder?” Weaver mumbled.
 

 
  “We,” Raea said with a grim smile, “were drawn here by the miners, as I gather
  
   you
  
  were. They are not
  
   just
  
  mining. They delve with peculiar arcane arts—most unusual for dwarves. They go out of their way to destroy any sacred objects or traces of elven influence, which is also unusual, and
  
   not
  
  acceptable. These lands have few sites of major significance to the tribes, but they are riddled with smaller traces. Barrows, burials, altars to various spirits, charms left by young shaman on their first vision quests. Things any
  
   respectful
  
  traveler leaves alone—even the humans who used to mine this region seldom disturbed them. This…attempt to
  
   expunge
  
  any trace of us from the land is deeply disturbing. And then, too, there is the nature of this M. K and his personal aides.”
 

 
  “What do you know about the fellow?” McGraw asked with deceptive mildness.
 

 
  Raea shifted position, seating herself on the edge of the stone with one leg dangling, the other folded beneath her. “I have already delivered a patch of exposition, Elias. I believe it’s your turn.”
 

 
  “Now, now,” he said placatingly, “allow a fella some dramatic pacing. C’mon, Raea, you know I wouldn’t pump you for info without offering what I know in kind. Fact, I think we may be able to help each other out here. Do you know what you’re dealing with?”
 

 
  “The dragon Khadizroth,” she said, a scowl falling over her features, “who of
  
   all
  
  beings in this world should know better than to deface cultural artifacts. The mystery grows deeper and darker when one considers his…lieutenants. Not all are as unsettling as others, but he has a murderer
  
   tauhanwe
  
  among them, as well as a child of Vanislaas.”
 

 
  McGraw and Weaver both straightened up in alarm; Billie frowned deeply.
 

 
  “An incubus?” Weaver said,
  
   “Fuck.
  
  That’s
  
   just
  
  what nobody needs.”
 

 
  “A succubus, in fact,” said Raea. “What do
  
   you
  
  know of this, Elias?”
 

 
  “We know what he’s doing,” said McGraw. “Or at least, what he’s after. Why he would hire
  
   dwarves
  
  of all folk, much less destroy things sacred to elves, is beyond my imagination. They’re lookin’ for an artifact we have reason to believe is buried out here.”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  have some useful knowledge, then,” she said. “Tell me, does this have anything to do with the blinding of the visions? Every shaman I have spoken to in the last two months has managed to see nothing in the spirit realm but portents of the dragons, and of seething chaos.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s dragon shit goin’ down in Tiraas,” said Billie, “but aye, the rest of it pertains to this business out here.”
 

 
  “Khadizroth,” said McGraw, “is seeking the skull of Belosiphon the Black. If he
  
   finds
  
  it, he means to deliver it to Archpope Justinian.”
 

 
  The elves went stone still; one cursed softly in their language. Raea stared down at McGraw in silence for a long moment.
 

 
  Abruptly, the huge panther stood up and bounded down to the shelf on which they stood; despite her light landing, the size of the cat made an audible
  
   thump
  
  upon the stone.
 

 
  “I think,” said Raea, again an elf, “we should talk in detail.”
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  Trissiny hammered on the door for the third time. “Last chance,” she said flatly.
 

 
  “I think if he was gonna come to the door, he’d have done it when we rang the bell,” said Gabriel. “Or at least the
  
   second
  
  time we rang the bell.”
 

 
  “I believe his reticence is understandable,” said Shaeine. “After our previous visit, he doubtless has some idea what to expect.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I like the idea of barging in on a warlock who’s
  
   expecting
  
  it,” Ruda commented.
 

 
  “I
  
   very
  
  much doubt this guy has anything to throw at us that we can’t handle,” said Trissiny, drawing her sword. “And as of now he has officially had his chance.” She wedged the tip of the blade behind one of the door’s iron hinges and began levering at it. Like most of Leduc Manor, the wood was rotted and the fixtures loose; progress wasn’t fast, but it began working free almost immediately.
 

 
  “Um, I’m not sure you should be doing that,” Toby said hesitantly.
 

 
  “An ax or crowbar would be better,” Trissiny grunted, “but at least I know
  
   this
  
  won’t break.”
 

 
  A fiery glow washed over the manor’s ragged courtyard as Vadrieny emerged. The archdemon cleared her throat politely.
 

 
  “Trissiny, if I may?”
 

 
  The paladin yanked her sword free and stepped aside, allowing her up to the door. Vadrieny calmly sank her claws into the wood around its old iron latch, then ripped the entire thing free and tossed it aside. Immediately, the door sagged inward.
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny said in satisfaction. “Thank you, Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “My pleasure.”
 

 
  She shoved through the door and into the ruinous entry hall, pausing to peer around.
 

 
  “You feel it, I assume,” Toby murmured, coming in behind her.
 

 
  She nodded. “No surprise. Even if Lord Sherwin hasn’t laid traps, this was home to a family of diabolists for who knows how many years.”
 

 
  “Pshaw, bring ’em on!” Fross chimed, swooping in above their heads. “We took on a hellgate!”
 

 
  
   “What do you think you’re doing!?”
  
  bellowed a reedy voice from the back of the hall. In the darkest, most distant corner behind the stairs, a door flew open and Sherwin Leduc himself stomped out, glaring furiously. “How dare you burst in here! Do you have any idea who—”
 

 
  “Shut up,” Trissiny ordered. “We’re here to release your prisoner. Are you going to be helpful, or are you going to get hurt?”
 

 
  “This is your doing!” he raged, pointing a trembling finger at Vadrieny. “I should never have let you in!”
 

 
  “I’m done with you, little man,” she said disdainfully. “Now you deal with the paladins.”
 

 
  “Through that door, then?” Gabriel said, circling around the rest of the group and stepping with care on the decayed floorboards. “Well, if he’s not gonna lead the way, I trust you two remember?”
 

 
  “It is not far,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Absolutely not!” Leduc shouted. “You thugs are
  
   not
  
  messing with my work! I have spent too much time and effort and
  
   money
  
  arranging this to have it all undone by a bunch of
  
   kids.
  
  I don’t care who you are!”
 

 
  “You probably should,” Juniper remarked. She had removed her ring outside and now showed her normal coloring, not that it seemed to make much impression on him.
 

 
  “Enough,” Trissiny said curtly, stalking forward. “Get out of the way.”
 

 
  “You think you’re going to invade Leduc Manor without
  
   consequences,
  
  little girl?” he snarled. “I have
  
   means
  
  of dealing with interlopers. Don’t you dare take another step! You don’t have the authority—”
 

 
  
   “I am the Hand of Avei!”
  
  Trissiny roared, flaring alight. Golden wings sprang forth from behind her, stretching into the cavernous emptiness of the hall and filling every corner with Avei’s radiance.
 

 
  The entire building groaned as if its very stones were trying to fall down. There came cascades of sparks from across the walls and ceiling, and flashes of flame as invisible demonic wards combusted in midair around the room. Toby and Gabriel added their own blazing auras, accelerating the reaction of the manor’s defenses, and soon the whole place was filled with a haze of sulfur-scented fog. The sounds of splintering wood and breaking glass continued to echo from distant rooms.
 

 
  The whole time, Trissiny didn’t so much as pause.
 

 
  “You are keeping a woman imprisoned for purposes that don’t even bear
  
   mentioning!”
  
  she snarled, continuing on toward the suddenly ashen-faced Lord Leduc. “My authority ends where you muster the
  
   power
  
  to stop me, which I think you will find is
  
   nowhere!”
  
 

 
  She casually slammed her shield into him, shoving him aside, and stalked right past. Leduc caught himself against the wall, staring in apparent stupefaction as the rest of the party trooped after Trissiny. Most gave him disdainful looks in passing. Only Fross dallied a few extra moments in the hall, conjuring up a cold wind to clear out the smoke.
 

 
  “This way,” said Shaeine, slipping into the lead in the kitchen apartment and showing the others to the rear door that concealed the staircase. Vadrieny had to fold her wings in tightly to pass through, but did not retreat back into Teal. The three paladins dimmed their glows at a pointed look from the archdemon.
 

 
  Moments later, the group was spreading out in the dark hall at the base of the stairs. It branched off to either side, but the room converted into Leduc’s elaborate prison stood almost across from the stairwell. Vadrieny stepped up to the door and spoke a few harsh syllables.
 

 
  The others clustered around, craning their necks to peer within. The cage’s occupant had sprung upright, grasping the bars, and now stared eagerly through them at the archdemon, babbling rapidly in the same rasping tongue.
 

 
  After a momentary exchange, Vadrieny nodded and withdrew, leaving only Teal, who glanced behind her at the others. “Watch your step,” she cautioned. “I don’t think the sigils on the floor will hurt any of us, but I’m not sure I wanna learn what happens when you break a holy sigil with this many demon-blooded people in the vicinity.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Fross, coming to hover above her, “depending on the circumstances and the deity in question—”
 

 
  “It was rhetorical, Fross,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “Oh.”
 

 
  “Get away from there!” Leduc howled, barreling out of the stairwell behind them. “Don’t touch her! You can’t just come in here and
  
   do
  
  this! She’s mine, I can do whatever I like with her! I know the law—succubi have
  
   no
  
  legal standing under—”
 

 
  “You unbelievable imbecile, that
  
   isn’t
  
  a succubus!” Gabriel exclaimed. “Are you daft or just blind?
  
   Look
  
  at her!”
 

 
  “They’re
  
   shape-shifters,
  
  you twit!” Leduc snarled right back. “She’s just being obstreperous. I have this in
  
   hand,
  
  and you will not—”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  should have been the thing that clued you in,” Toby interrupted, staring severely at him. “A succubus wouldn’t have told you ‘no.’ They essentially never do. She’d have accepted your advances and any terms you offered and immediately begun manipulating you and working around them. You’re a diabolist; you should
  
   know
  
  that, or you have no business trying to summon one.”
 

 
  “He has no business trying to summon a child of Vanislaas under any circumstances,” Trissiny snorted. “No one does.”
 

 
  “Oh, so here’s the big Avenist to make sure nobody has any fun,” Leduc sneered at her. “You can talk about justice all you like, we all know you just hate the thought of a man not
  
   needing
  
  women. What are you without that control? Just a whore priced out of the market!”
 

 
  Trissiny whirled and stalked right at him at a pace barely short of a run, bringing up her sword.
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Shaeine said firmly.
  
   “Justice.”
  
 

 
  The paladin came to a stop, glaring at Leduc through slitted eyes; he had staggered backward against the wall, apparently realizing only belatedly what he’d said, to judge by the horrified look on his face. After a moment she drew in a deep breath and let it out in a long hiss through her teeth. “Right. You’re correct. Thank you, Shaeine.”
 

 
  
   “I do believe,”
  
  Ariel commented,
  
   “this man is the dumbest nominally sentient being I have ever encountered.”
  
 

 
  “And she hangs out with Gabe! That’s sayin’ something.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Ruda, for your input.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t give me that look, Arquin. Difference is,
  
   you
  
  learn. Eventually.”
 

 
  Juniper cleared her throat and took Leduc by the upper arm. “Hey, can I have a word with you upstairs?”
 

 
  “June,” Toby warned.
 

 
  “I’m not gonna hurt him,” the dryad reassured them. “I just want to talk. C’mon, this way.” She pulled Sherwin back into the stairwell, so abruptly he nearly lost balance.
 

 
  “Hey—let go of me! I won’t want—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I don’t really care. You can feel free to hex me all you want, if it makes you feel better.”
 

 
  His protesting voice gradually diminished as they ascended the stairs.
 

 
  “I…am gonna go keep an eye on that,” Fross said, fluttering over to the stairwell. “If you need my help with anything down here, just shout.”
 

 
  “Will do,” Gabriel promised, then glanced at the stairs with a frown. “And Fross? Same goes.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” the pixie agreed, then zipped through the door and up the stairs.
 

 
  “All right,” Toby said, turning and stepping carefully into the prison room. “What’s the plan, here?”
 

 
  The rest of them followed him in, and paused, the group stretched out along the walkway of planks leading to the cage. Within, the demon now stared at them in silence, still clutching the bars.
 

 
  Trissiny slowly pivoted in place, studying the room. It was practically papered in holy symbols, interrupted only where the lights were hung and the fairy altars set up.
 

 
  “Well, we can’t bring her out with all
  
   this
  
  here, she’d just burn,” said Teal. “I guess…step one should be taking down those altars? They’re feeding power into the sigils. From there… I dunno.
  
   Breaking
  
  them seems like a bad idea.”
 

 
  “It is,” Trissiny agreed. “Gabe, Toby… Do either of you happen to know the ritual of deconsecration?”
 

 
  “Wait, you can
  
   de
  
  a consecration?” Gabriel exclaimed. “Man…I am
  
   so
  
  far behind.”
 

 
  “Not in this case,” said Toby, frowning. “I’ve never even heard of that.”
 

 
  “I hadn’t either,” Trissiny murmured. “It wasn’t part of my education. After that demonblood shopkeeper in Tiraas gave me an earful last winter, I looked it up. I know the ritual to purge a blessing from an Avenist sigil. But if you don’t…”
 

 
  “Merely deconsecrating the golden eagles in this room is unlikely to make a substantial difference, even considering Avei’s primacy of place within the Pantheon,” said Shaeine. “Even if Toby and Gabriel can do the same with their own sigils. That would leave
  
   most
  
  still active.”
 

 
  “It’s a universal ritual,” said Trissiny. “Should work on anything. But…”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Toby said worriedly. “I don’t know what would happen if three paladins scrubbed the blessings off a bunch of sigils of
  
   every
  
  god, but I doubt it would be much better than just
  
   breaking
  
  all these.”
 

 
  
   “Azh’khthash mavhtchaar!”
  
  the demon said impatiently.
 

 
  “Oh, keep your pants on, we’re working on it,” Gabriel retorted.
 

 
  “She’s not wearin’ pants,” Ruda said helpfully.
 

 
  “Look,” he snapped, rounding on her, “if you want actually do something
  
   useful,
  
  what about that sword of yours? Mithril blocks magic—it could neutralize the sigils.”
 

 
  “You want me to go through this room individually poking every one of these goddamn things?” she said dryly. “That’s great, Arquin. Sure, why not. I didn’t have anything else planned for this fucking
  
   year.”
  
 

 
  “It probably wouldn’t take more than a few hours,” said Teal, rubbing her chin. “And…well, our other option is to carefully and respectfully
  
   move
  
  each of these out of the room.”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “I have to say this is a dilemma I
  
   never
  
  expected to face.”
 

 
  “Okay, hang on,” said Gabriel, closing his eyes.
 

 
  “Uh, hey,” Ruda said, “can you nap on your own—”
 

 
  “Ruda, be silent,” Shaeine said flatly. Ruda blinked and turned to her in surprise. “He’s reaching out to his deity. At this point, we should welcome any option.”
 

 
  “Right,” Gabriel said, heaving a sigh and opening his eyes. “Okay. Got a solution. I can shadow-jump her out of the cage and into the hall. It was safe for Vadrieny outside the room, so she should be fine.”
 

 
  The others stared at him, Trissiny and Shaeine having to crane around their classmates to see.
 

 
  “You can shadow-jump?” Trissiny finally demanded. “Since when?”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Toby said, frowning, “you haven’t been studying infernal magic, have you?”
 

 
  “Little known fact,” said Gabriel, “but shadow-jumping isn’t actually infernal magic. It’s a kind of shadow magic, which can in
  
   theory
  
  be done by any of the four schools, but the infernal is easiest. Anyway, no, I can’t just do it at will. But it’s something Vidius does upon request for his most…uh, senior priests. If he considers the reason worthwhile.”
 

 
  “And he considers this worthwhile?” Trissiny frowned, turning back to peer at the caged demon. “I have to say I’m…surprised.”
 

 
  “Hey, if you want to know
  
   why
  
  a god does something, I can’t help you,” Gabriel said wryly. “He
  
   did
  
  say last spring that he was interested in seeing if demons are worth more than just target practice. And, I mean, he’s no Avei, but the guy has a basic sense of fairness. This shit right here would be unacceptable even if she was an aggressor. Considering she was basically kidnapped…”
 

 
  “All right,” said Teal, “I’d better try to explain it to her. Excuse me…”
 

 
  She very carefully edged past Toby and Trissiny to the front, approaching the cage. The demon watched her flatly. That close, the contrast with Teal made it obvious what a physically powerful specimen the prisoner was—she towered head and shoulders above the bard, and was far more muscular of build than any woman any of them had seen before. Aside from the spiked iron bracers, her only garment was a leather wrap that encased her from just below her arms to just above her knees—it left a lot of her skin on display, and every inch of that was laid over bulging muscle.
 

 
  
   “Hhthrazhkin duon,”
  
  Teal said carefully.
  
   “Vreskin hrazth ag szhagsnad.”
  
 

 
  The demon, incongruously, grinned widely and snickered. Teal sighed heavily, running a hand over her face.
 

 
  “Are you telling her
  
   jokes?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Teal said in irritation. “It’s just… Vadrieny’s feeding me the words, but they’re hard to form. My pronunciation…isn’t great. If I could just let her out to do this it’d be a lot easier, but last time the sigils…”
 

 
  “You’re lucky you have that Talisman of Absolution,” said Toby. “Or you both could have been
  
   seriously
  
  harmed.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Teal agreed, turning back to the demon. “Talk amongst yourselves, I’m gonna try to explain things. It could take a bit to get it right.”
 

 
  “I’m not surprised,” Ruda said in a quieter tone as Teal carried on rasping at the demon. “That whole fucking language sounds like a cat horking something up.”
 

 
  “I’ve always wondered about that,” Gabriel murmured. “It seems weird. Most demons have the same basic kind of vocal apparatus we do, right? I mean, the sentient ones.”
 

 
  “They do,” said Trissiny, “and it’s neither weird nor a coincidence. Demonic is a constructed language; it was designed by Scyllith. The goddess of cruelty.”
 

 
  “It’s not just the pronunciation,” Shaeine added. “The Scyllithene dialect of elvish is influenced by demonic. The accent is only subtly different, but grammar and word order is all turned around, and not in a pattern that seems consistent. Admittedly, though, our exchanges with our Scyllithene cousins are rarely verbal.”
 

 
  They all turned to watch for a moment as Teal fell silent and the demon began speaking; her voice was deep and made the guttural tongue seem to fill the room. Several of the sigils rattled very softly against each other.
 

 
  “So, about shadow-jumping,” Toby said quietly. “Care to go into a little more detail on that, Gabe?”
 

 
  “All right, well…” Gabriel scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I know you guys have only taken Yornhaldt’s basic classes, but in the actual arcane degree program….uh. Let me think how to put it. Fross is better at explaining these things…”
 

 
  
   “Allow me?”
  
  Ariel suggested.
  
   “Shadow magic refers to any classification of spell that does not belong to one of the four schools on the Circle of Interaction. There are few such, but they do exist—for example, the source of vampires. Shadow-jumping is one such type of spell. Its magic cannot be accessed directly by our methods, and requires an intermediary use of Circle-compliant magic. Doubtless it was easier to access before the Elder War, but many of the rules were changed with the fall of the Elder Gods and the creation of the divine and arcane energy fields.
  
 

 
  
   “In essence, it is an issue of power. Infernal magic has a naturally corrosive effect on physical reality, and so when manipulated in the right way is useful for boring a hole between two places, which is the essence of what shadow-jumping is, and activates the effect. With the other three schools, there is just not enough energy. An arcanist can simply teleport far more cheaply; a cleric could not handle the requisite amount of divine power without being incinerated by it. And by the time a witch gathered up enough totems of power and fairy allies to perform such a feat, she could have just walked there. Thus, shadow-jumping is commonly only done by diabolists. The only exception is when a deity intervenes to do it for a follower, as is apparently the case with Vidius and his senior priests and now Hand. I didn’t know that either,”
  
  she added somewhat petulantly.
 

 
  “You’re a pretty good lecturer, Ariel,” Toby said, grinning. “You could almost teach a class yourself.”
 

 
  
   “I have often thought so. Not that Professor Ekoi sets the bar very high.”
  
 

 
  “Hey, I
  
   like
  
  Ekoi,” Gabriel protested. “I mean, when she’s not sticking her claws in me. She’s funny. Sly, I mean, not goofy like Rafe.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Teal called. “I think we’ve reached an understanding here. Gabriel, you need to touch her, right?”
 

 
  “Right.”
 

 
  “She’ll allow it, as long as you’re respectful.”
 

 
  “Dear gods in the sky,” he said, wide-eyed, “I just need a grip on her arm. I’m not gonna
  
   grope
  
  her.”
 

 
  “I understand that, Gabe,” the bard said patiently, “but you need to consider where she’s been and what Leduc’s been trying to get her to do. Her tolerance is understandably low.”
 

 
  “Ah… Yeah, point taken.”
 

 
  He carefully eased past the others to join Teal at the bars.
 

 
  
   “Schkhurrankh, vzash’ke Gabriel,”
  
  Teal said. “Gabriel, meet Schkhurrankh.
  
   Don’t
  
  try to say it; I’m having a hard enough time, and the slightest mispronunciation of someone’s name is basically demanding a duel in her culture.”
 

 
  “How the hell are they not all dead?” he marveled. “Uh, hi there…ma’am. Nice to meet you. I’m Gabe; I’m a friend, promise.” He gingerly slipped one hand through the bars, holding it up toward her face. Schkhurrankh peered at it, then tilted her head, frowning down at him.
 

 
  
   “Gabriel, she is hardly going to sniff your fingers,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “and I dearly hope she doesn’t understand the implication.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, right!” he said, quickly lowering his arm and gesturing toward one of hers.
 

 
  “Let’s be moving back toward the hall,” suggested Trissiny. “Leave them space to arrive, but…”
 

 
  “But it’s best if we’re around when she’s out of that cage,” Teal agreed. “I think it’s best if
  
   Vadrieny’s
  
  there, in fact.”
 

 
  As they filed out the door, the demon finally took Gabriel’s arm, wrapping her enormous clawed fingers around his wrist and leaving him to do the same with hers.
 

 
  
   “Vladskhaar n’zud, tzukhlunth,”
  
  she warned.
 

 
  “Somehow, I don’t even need that translated,” he said. “All right, hold on to your… Uh, you know what, never mind. Here we go.”
 

 
  In that brightly-lit room, the swelling up of shadows around the cage was so visually wrong it was disconcerting; the simultaneous deepening of the darkness in the already-dim hall outside seemed much more appropriate. Gabriel and Schkhurrankh re-materialized in the center of the hall, just as Trissiny stepped out of the prison room, the last to arrive. In the next moment, Vadrieny emerged from within Teal, adding her orange glow to the dimness.
 

 
  Schkhurrankh drew in a deep breath, her powerful chest swelling, then let it out as a deafening roar, whirled and began slamming her fists into the stone wall. Craters formed immediately; dust shook from the ceiling and more and more fragments of stone were sent flying, prompting Shaeine to shield herself and Ruda behind silver spheres. Toby held up a hand to protect his eyes; Trissiny was armored and Gabriel durable, and added no magical effects. All three paladins were reluctant to flash any divine magic at the towering demon. She was grinning in exultation as she systematically pummeled the stonework, as if punishing the manor itself for daring to have imprisoned her.
 

 
  “Um,” said Toby, “not that she doesn’t have every right to be pent-up, but I have no idea whether this is a load-bearing wall…”
 

 
  
   “Ashask zsakhar!”
  
  Vadrieny snapped, and Schkhurrankh immediately stopped, turning and bowing low to the archdemon.
 

 
  “Well, then!” Gabriel said, wiping his palms against his coat. “I guess that’s the hard part taken care of.”
 

 
  
   “Think so, do you?”
  
  asked Ariel.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Leduc’s apartment was still unoccupied. They finally found their reluctant host and the fairies all the way out in the collapsing entrance hall, where Fross was slowly drifting around the ceiling, laying patches of ice here and there for some reason. Juniper and Sherwin were seated side by side on the bottom of the once-grand staircase. Strangely, he was slumped forward with his face in his hands, and she had an arm draped around his shoulders.
 

 
  Before anyone could even ask, Schkhurrankh let out a furious roar and charged at them.
 

 
  Vadrieny lunged, but was a hair too slow. Juniper, however, managed to stand and place herself in front of Leduc; she caught the charging demon with one outstretched hand and very calmly threw her back.
 

 
  Schkhurrankh went flying across the room, slamming against a the far wall. Beside her, the boards that had been covering the window collapsed, along with a good chunk of the stone wall itself. The demon sat there, blinking in astonishment.
 

 
  “Oh,” Juniper said, wincing, “oops. She’s not as heavy as she looks. Is she okay? I really didn’t mean to hurt—”
 

 
  The demon brayed again in wordless outrage, bounding to her clawed feet and beginning to lunge forward again.
 

 
  This time, Vadrieny got there first, seizing Schkhurranh by the throat and whirling her around the slam her back against the wall. An entire segment of it collapsed, showering both demons with falling masonry; the whole building groaned in protest, part of the roof caving dangerously toward the new depression.
 

 
  Sherwin and the students, with a chorus of yells, skittered away to the opposite side of the room, with the exception of Fross, who dived at the collapsing section, spraying out water that instantly froze. In seconds, she had propped up the falling masonry with ice, temporarily halting the collapse. It was hardly a permanent solution, however; aside from the fact that it wouldn’t last long, the ice added more weight to the already beleaguered masonry.
 

 
  The two demons paid this no mind, any more than they did to the stone and rotted timber that had smashed down on top of them; both were yelling at each other in demonic. It was a peculiar sight; despite Vadrieny’s impressive mane and wings of fire, she was physically a good bit smaller than Schkhurrankh. Despite this, she held the bigger demon in place without apparent effort. In fact, the Rhaazke didn’t seem to dare struggle against her, contenting herself with words.
 

 
  “I…I should go apologize to her,” Leduc said miserably, wringing his hands.
 

 
  “That would be an
  
   incredibly
  
  bad idea,” Toby said firmly.
 

 
  
   “That appears to be the only kind he has,”
  
  Ariel commented.
 

 
  “Now you want to
  
   apologize?”
  
  Trissiny demanded, rounding on Leduc. He flinched back from her, hunching in on himself and dropping his gaze.
 

 
  “We’ve been having a talk,” Juniper explained. “I think I made him understand why what he did was wrong. Sherwin isn’t malicious; he’s just naïve, entitled, repressed and was in denial about all the rest of it. We worked through
  
   that
  
  and made a real breakthrough!”
 

 
  “That,” Shaeine said carefully, “is so impressive as to defy believability. Mental healers work with patients for
  
   years
  
  to make that kind of progress, Juniper. He is quite possibly scamming you.”
 

 
  “Nah, he’s not quick-witted enough to do that.”
 

 
  “Hey!” Leduc protested weakly.
 

 
  “Well, you’re not,” the dryad said reasonably. “Remember what we discussed about acknowledging your faults? Anyhow, Shaeine, most mental healers can’t tell every detail about a person’s sexual identity and desires by their scent. Since this whole messy business is bound up in his sexuality, that pretty much told me everything. Also, most mental healers don’t physically restrain their patients from leaving until they listen. Even so, the poor guy really does mean well, he just—”
 

 
  “The
  
   poor guy?!”
  
  Trissiny shouted, practically spitting with rage. Leduc gulped loudly and edged behind Juniper.
 

 
  “Yeah, the poor guy,” the dryad said firmly, meeting Trissiny’s gaze unflinchingly. “He should be held responsible for this, Trissiny, I am not arguing that. But come on… I refuse to believe that mentally healthy people
  
   do
  
  things like this to each other. At the root of all evil is pain, or ignorance. Acknowledging that doesn’t mean we don’t see justice done.”
 

 
  “W-wait,” Lord Leduc said tremulously. “I-I thought…”
 

 
  “Sherwin,” Juniper said in exasperation, “you kidnapped somebody, imprisoned and tortured her, and were going to rape her eventually. Now, I’ve got more empathy than most for somebody who did something that awful out of ignorance, but come on. There have gotta be
  
   consequences.
  
  You may not believe it now, but I promise you
  
   need
  
  to face them if you’re ever gonna straighten yourself out. I’ve
  
   been
  
  there.”
 

 
  Leduc let out a soft squeak and seemed to wilt in on himself even further.
 

 
  Across the room, Schkhurrankh’s tone had become pleading rather than enraged. Vadrieny was no longer gripping her by the throat, but had her clawed hands on each of the larger demon’s shoulders, and seemed more to be holding her up than holding her back.
 

 
  
   “Excuse me,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “but why are we restraining her? Letting the sexually deviant warlock be killed by the demon he abused seems both efficient and equitable. Poetic, even.”
  
 

 
  “That is not what we do,” Shaeine said firmly. “We will have justice, not more senseless violence.”
 

 
  “Not all violence is necessarily senseless,” Trissiny said darkly, “but you’re right. Justice is all the more important when it is tempting to just
  
   dispatch
  
  the criminal.” She glared at Leduc, who had peeked around from behind Juniper at her. He squeaked again and ducked back into hiding.
 

 
  “Excuse me, I hate to rush what’s obviously an important moment,” Fross chimed from above, “but you two are standing right under the part of the room that’s gonna collapse and this
  
   really
  
  is not going to hold it up much longer. Do I need to build a bigger ice brace, here, or can we move all this outside?”
 

 
  Vadrieny looked up at her, then back at Schkhurrankh, and said quietly,
  
   “Thatznha. Shlvakhshka rhe. Zhtzi?”
  
 

 
  
  
  The Rhaazke drew in a deep breath, bared her fangs for a moment, but then nodded.
  
   “Tzkhorsa lkhai.”
  
 

 
  “I believe we are done,” Vadrieny said, finally releasing Schkhurrankh and stepping back. “Let’s get out of here before it all comes down.”
 

 
  “That language is
  
   really
  
  interesting,” Fross said brightly, descending toward them. “That whole time I don’t think I actually heard you repeat a syllable. It doesn’t actually have
  
   grammar,
  
  does it? Kinda like the gnomish Patter, but with—”
 

 
  “Fross!” Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh. Right. Escaping, yes, got it.”
 

 
  They made their slow and wary way toward the broken door, keeping a careful eye not only on the damaged roof and rotten floor, but also on Schkhurrankh and Leduc, who had locked eyes from across the room. After a moment, he mumbled something, turned and scurried off into the darkness down another side hall. The demon snorted loudly and stalked the rest of the way to the door, not minding how the wood crunched under her talons. The rest of them followed much more carefully, but also quickly.
 

 
  Outside, they regrouped in the courtyard, and apparently not a moment too soon. Behind them, half of the entry hall collapsed, the tinkle of shattering ice added to the roar of broken stone and fallen beams. It went on for long moments before stilling.
 

 
  “D’you think he’s okay?” Juniper asked, frowning.
 

 
  “That fucker has never been okay in his life,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “Whether he is or not,
  
   this
  
  isn’t over,” Trissiny said firmly. “He has yet to face any meaningful consequences for what he did.”
 

 
  “You mean, apart from collapsing half his house?”
 

 
  “Ruda,” she said impatiently, “if he cared about that, the house wouldn’t have
  
   been
  
  in this state to begin with.”
 

 
  “Also, it wasn’t half the house,” Fross added. “Pretty much just the front room. Still looks solid behind that.”
 

 
  Schkhurrankh growled loudly and punched the crumbling remains of a gargoyle perched beside the manor’s front steps. It dissolved into a spray of gravel.
 

 
  
   “Brilliant,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “Look what we get to babysit now. I hope everyone is pleased.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel,” Trissiny said wearily. “The problem
  
   now
  
  is getting her back to Dufresne Manor. Obviously, taking her through Veilgrad is not even a prospect. Gabriel…?”
 

 
  “No dice, I already asked,” he said shaking his head. “Getting the imprisoned victim out of the cage was apparently worth divine intervention; facilitating convenient travel, not so much.”
 

 
  “Deities generally prefer not to be called upon lightly,” Shaiene noted.
 

 
  “Also,” said Ruda, “we came right here from Veilgrad, which means Malivette has no idea we’re bringing her another houseguest from an unreachable sub-Hell who doesn’t speak a word of Tanglish. So, that’s gonna be an interesting conversation.”
 

 
  “So much for the hard part being over,” Toby said wryly, looking at Gabriel.
 

 
  Gabe sighed heavily. “Come on, guys. What is it gonna take for you to stop
  
   listening
  
  when I talk?”
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  Price would never have admitted how much she enjoyed dressing up the apprentices, and Darling would certainly never press her, but the results spoke for themselves. They got looks, of course, as they always did in the Cathedral, but so far as he could tell the looks were entirely due to their ears and not their attire or mannerisms. Flora and Fauna followed him demurely, clad in conservative but graceful frocks of dark blue and gray respectively, and had so far played the role of clerical students so well that even he could find no flaw in their performance. Of course, he still wouldn’t attempt this kind of test of their skills without his supervision. No one was going to interfere with a Bishop’s retinue, but elves alone in the Cathedral might otherwise not get ten paces without being stopped and questioned.
 

 
  Or so he was idly reflecting, debating whether the innate injustice of it was something he ought to (or even could) address, when his theory was contradicted.
 

 
  “Your pardon, Bishop Darling?”
 

 
  He halted immediately, turning with careful smoothness—the Bishop’s mannerisms were more poised and languid than Sweet’s, and with all the various action lately the two roles had started to blend more than he liked. He seized upon every opportunity to emphasize the difference.
 

 
  Of course, he recognized the person approaching him. There were relatively few elves in service to Pantheon cults, scarcely any in the employ of the Universal Church, and exactly one entitled to the uniform of a Bishop.
 

 
  “Please, it’s just Antonio,” he said with a beatifically Bishoply smile. “I must endure far too much tedious formality as it is, without demanding it from equals.”
 

 
  “Antonio, then,” Nandi Shahai replied with a nearly identical smile, and he immediately began to suspect that this one was trouble. Basra Syrinx’s absence had, needless to say, shaken up many people’s plans and routines, and her replacement was discreet enough to make it a challenge for anybody to get a good read on her. She had virtually no reputation outside the Sisterhood, who had nothing to say to any of his rumor-gatherers. “I wonder if I might requisition a few moments of your time?”
 

 
  “You need only ask,” he replied, widening his smile by a very precise increment. Hers shifted equally precisely to match. Oh, yes, she was dangerous. He had seen the calm control of the older elves; seeing the calm control of a modern politician
  
   on
  
  an elf raised frightening prospects. “These are my apprentices, Flora and Fauna. Is this to be a private matter, or do you mind if they observe? My schedule affords me sadly few opportunities to show them the more ecclesiastical side of my work.”
 

 
  He kept his expression open and solicitous, very much just a colleague dutifully concerned for the proprieties. Shahai once again shifted her own to mirror it in the most exact nuance, which confirmed his assessment that she was a skilled operator and made him begin to wonder whether she was subtly poking fun.
 

 
  Darling made a mental note to grill the girls extensively later for their opinions of the new Bishop of Avei.
 

 
  “The matter is no secret, at least not to me,” she said serenely, nodding to Flora and Fauna, who bowed in return. “I will leave it to you to judge whether it is sensitive—it concerns a member of the Thieves’ Guild with whom the Sisterhood may have a burgeoning problem.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he said, allowing his gaze to sharpen. This was in line with his official duties
  
   and
  
  his numerous less-than-official ones, as she assuredly knew. Moreover, it was a disturbing prospect. Eserites who went sufficiently rogue to cause trouble for other cults tended to be big trouble for
  
   everyone
  
  before being finally reined in. “Please go on, you have my undivided attention.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Shahai said politely. “I shall try not to take up too much of your time. The individual in question is a Sifanese woman with the given name Saduko, who has claimed the Guild tag Gimmick. Her only distinguishing feature is a husky voice that suggests an old throat injury. To begin with, aside from the voice, we have only her word on any of that. I am not considering it confirmed that she isn’t simply someone using those names as cover.”
 

 
  Darling, of course, was too professional to betray the sudden chill that ran down his spine, or so he hoped. One never knew what elvish senses could pick up; Flora and Fauna claimed that public spaces were usually too noisy for them to distinguish the speed of individual heartbeats.
 

 
  “I am aware of a person matching that description, in fact,” he said, affecting a slightly worried wrinkle between his eyebrows. “The Saduko of whom I’ve been told is a model Guild member and an admirably discreet young woman. What has she done to antagonize the Sisterhood?”
 

 
  “It is most puzzling,” Shahai said solemnly. “First, she appears to have entered the employ of the Conclave of the Winds, or at least of one member thereof. It is on behalf of Zanzayed the Blue that she intruded on the Third Silver Legion’s grounds and attempted to secure an unsolicited meeting with Sergeant Locke.”
 

 
  So many new connections spontaneously formed in the web of intrigues he carried around in his head that he could swore he felt his ears pop. Saduko and Zanzayed meant Webs—Webs was a link to Thumper, who was after Keys, who hung precariously between the Guild and the Sisterhood
  
   and
  
  had dangerous ties to both Tellwyrn and Trissiny Avelea. Saduko had been sent to undermine and sabotage Webs; was she operating with or against him now? That assignment had long since expired, which made either possibility troubling. Could he really have nothing to do with this? No; she, Webs, Thumper, Zanzayed and Tellwyrn—and bloody
  
   Kheshiri—
  
  had
  
   all
  
  been present at that disaster in Onkawa. Darling didn’t believe in coincidence…
 

 
  “That is
  
   most
  
  troubling,” he murmured, frowning thoughtfully into the distance beyond Shahai’s shoulder. For once it was a totally unfeigned expression, as his natural response suited the role he had to play. That was always good; a successful liar had to be as natural as possible.
 

 
  “Forgive the change of subject,” Shahai said, watching his face intently, “but I believe you worked closely with Bishp Syrinx, did you not?”
 

 
  Oh, what was she up to
  
   now?
  
  Had that whole affair been a feint?
 

 
  “A few of his Holiness’s initiatives put us side by side, yes,” he replied, controlling his expression again.
 

 
  “These are interesting shoes I am left to fill,” she said with an inscrutable little smile. “I wonder, what did you think of her?”
 

 
  “Basra’s ability to get results has been missed by several of us around here,” he said frankly. “She is
  
   quite
  
  skilled. One must be, to get away with being so difficult to work with.”
 

 
  Shahai’s answering smile was a few degrees warmer and more genuine. “I see. I apologize for derailing the conversation. You seemed so concerned, it put me in mind of the many snipped threads which I am left to grasp here and weave back together. I fear Captain Syrinx did not leave detailed notes on most of her projects with the Church. Could this issue be related to one of them?”
 

 
  “I would be astonished if so,” he said slowly. Of course, he knew well that a good way to get a moment of honesty out of someone was by forcing them to abruptly change focus. And she surely would know that he knew that… Just how old was this woman? She carried herself with the classic aloof calm of the older elves, but hell, he had taught Flora and Fauna to do that in the course of a week. Shahai could be younger than he, or older than the Empire. There was no telling how much skill and experience he was contending with here, and
  
   now
  
  she wanted to stick her nose into…
 

 
  Well, why not? He’d had unexpectedly good results in the last year from extending unasked trust and honesty. Perhaps this was a good opportunity to build on that.
 

 
  “Pardon my slowness,” he said with a self-deprecating little smile. “There is a whole tangled web of priorities and agendas you’ve just brought up, Bishop Shahai, and I almost didn’t know where to start.”
 

 
  “Please,” she said pleasantly, “it’s just Nandi. I am but a temporary replacement.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he replied in the same tone. “Ultimately, though, we have a cult member in common, and her safety must come first.”
 

 
  Shahai’s gaze sharpened. “Safety?”
 

 
  “Girls,” he said, angling his head to include his apprentices in the conversation, “go to my office and retrieve the blue folder in the top right corner of my desk, please.”
 

 
  “You locked your office, your Grace,” Fauna noted.
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not merely locked,” he said with a hint of a properly mischievous Eserite grin, mostly for Shahai’s benefit. Let her chew on that. “Fetch me the folder, and when I inspect the office afterward, if I can find no other traces of your retrieval, you both get two days off from training.”
 

 
  At that, they both smiled right back, their delight unfeigned, but its presentation still well controlled. Oh, they were coming along
  
   nicely.
  
 

 
  “Consider it done,” Flora said with rransparently feigned solemnity, and they turned in unison and glided back up the broad hall down which he had just led them.
 

 
  “Nandi,” he said, turning back to his fellow Bishop and letting his own face grow serious again, “I wonder if we could step into your office? I’ll need to pass the information you gave me on to Boss Tricks, but first there are a few things you, Commander Rouvad and especially Principia need to know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  A short succession of raps sounded on the office door, and then it was pushed open. Shook stepped inside, nodding to Khadizroth and then to Svarveld. “Am I interrupting?”
 

 
  “Just tedious progress reports,” the dwarf said with a tight little smile. “Made ever more tedious as well as irritating by the
  
   lack
  
  of any progress to speak of.”
 

 
  “You mustn’t be so negative, Mr. Svarveld,” Khadizroth said with a patrician smile. “Every dead end your crews explore in the old mines rules out a threat and furthers our progress. I am only sorry that your team must shoulder the tedium themselves.”
 

 
  “Well, the lack of actual
  
   retrieval
  
  is unusual and tad disheartening,” the foreman said, relaxing so far as to smile at the dragon, “but it’s not as if mucking around in tunnels isn’t our favorite thing to do. And I must say this surveying work is far quicker than actual digging.”
 

 
  “Nonetheless,” Khadizroth replied, “if there is anything any of us can do to make your jobs easier, please don’t hesitate to come to me. This isn’t a pleasant task for any of us; I don’t want anyone to suffer unduly.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’re all right,” Svarveld demurred quickly. “As I said, we’re all professionals. I may want to talk to you in a few more days about shift schedules, though. We’re getting far enough out from the town that the space we need to cover spreads us pretty thin. If those elves get any more aggressive,
  
   that
  
  could be a problem.”
 

 
  
   “That,”
  
  said Shook with a cold half-smirk, “could finally relieve the tedium for the
  
   rest
  
  of us. I just did a sweep of the town’s outskirts, K, and Shiri’s off scouting Raea’s band from the air. And yes, before you ask, from a
  
   very
  
  safe distance. I know my girl; she doesn’t take unnecessary risks.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your diligence, Jeremiah,” said Khadizroth, leaning back in his chair. Aside from his smooth emerald eyes and green hair, he looked simply like a wood elf, right down to his preferred attire. That made his surroundings seem peculiar; wood elves, or indeed elves in general, were rarely found seated in plush chairs behind heavy desks.
 

 
  “Well, I may be a thief, but I’m not dishonest enough to accept unearned praise,” Shook said, shrugging. “Truth is, I am bored to the ragged edge of insanity, here. We all are, and I’m frankly beginning to worry about what’ll happen if Jack doesn’t find some outlet for his…himself. If those elves don’t
  
   start
  
  getting aggressive, I might suggest we move first.”
 

 
  Svarveld coughed discreetly. “Well. Security’s over my head, gentlemen. Unless you want my input, Mr. K?”
 

 
  “Your input is always valued,” Khadizroth said, nodding deeply to him. “But your skills are best used directing your miners, Mr. Svarveld. I won’t keep you from your work any longer.”
 

 
  “Till next report, then, sir,” the dwarf replied, bowing. He paused in the act of turning away to give Shook an exceedingly blank look, then crossed to the door, stepping widely around the enforcer, and slipped out, shutting it quietly behind him.
 

 
  “If I were a more paranoid person,” Shook said dryly, “I might be tempted to think he doesn’t
  
   like
  
  me.”
 

 
  “He has, in fact, passed along to me a few complaints regarding you, Jeremiah, from several of his crew,” Khadizroth said. His tone remained soft and mild as usual; his blank green eyes were annoyingly hard to read, but the dragon’s expression was merely thoughtful.
 

 
  Shook snorted, crossing to one of the other chairs in the office—the one near the bar—and pouring himself a drink even as he sat down. A drink of water, of course. Risk had no standing bodies of water, but boasted no fewer than three wells, and was well equipped to supply its current occupants. Shook had taken to enforcing a limit on hard drinks on himself: one, after dinner, period. It grated, but as dull as it was around here, he knew very well he would drink himself comatose before noon every day unless he maintained serious self-discipline.
 

 
  He had scarcely exaggerated. The boredom was weighing heavily on their whole party. He had nothing to do with his time except patrol the town, inspect the miners, screw Kheshiri and play cards with the Jackal and Vannae—gods knew the elves were no good for conversation. He was also seriously concerned about what the Jackal might do if
  
   he
  
  grew too bored. Shook had been around enough men who enjoyed killing and hurting to recognize the type. If you couldn’t get rid of them, keeping them entertained was a high priority.
 

 
  Not that he’d mentioned it to Khadizroth, nor would, but Kheshiri’s growing boredom was also making her an ever-increasing hassle to deal with. He knew little about the psychology of succubi, but the Jackal had mockingly disclosed enough of that lore to make him suspect he had underestimated the volume of trouble he was taking on in keeping her on a longer leash. Well, if worse came to worst, he could always put her back in the reliquary. That would be a shame, though; he very much liked having physical access to her.
 

 
  “You seem unsurprised,” Khadizroth prompted, and Shook realized he had drifted off in thought.
 

 
  He grunted and took a sip of water. “Feh. Dwarves. In their culture, thieving is a greater crime than murder.”
 

 
  “That is a slight exaggeration,” said the dragon with an amused little smile.
 

 
  “A very slight one,” Shook snorted. “The long and the short of it is, I’m hardly surprised that dwarves wouldn’t take to me. Fortunately, I do not give one single shit what they think. Makes my life a lot easier.”
 

 
  “In the short term, I suppose it would,” Khadizroth murmured, folding his hands atop the desk and staring across the office at his pool. Not for the first time, Shook pondered how calm, how approachable the dragon was. Stories about them made much of their aura of majesty, the tendency they had to command awe and obedience simply by their presence. Khadizroth was, if anything, humble. Despite everything, Shook couldn’t help liking him a bit.
 

 
  He liked the office, anyway; the dragon had simple but expensive tastes, and the magic on hand to indulge them even out here in the frayed end of the sticks. It was a pleasingly masculine space, paneled in dark wood, with a plush maroon carpet and old weapons displayed on the walls.
  
   Old
  
  weapons, bladed ones, nothing magical or modern, and all of them not only of quality make but bearing the marks of long use. Despite the generally low level of light, the dragon grew plants in large pots in each corner. Cacti, succulents and stands of field grasses, not floofy flowery plants like some ladies’ teahouse. Opposite his desk he had constructed a stone semi-circle which contained a pool of water, complete with two lazy carp and floating lily pads.
 

 
  “Specifically,” the dragon went on after a long moment, “Svarveld says your inspections of his delving operations do more harm than good.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Well.” Shook took a drink of water, averting his gaze. “Quite frankly, I’ll have to own that. I know precisely fuck all about mining; I only go down in those holes to get away from the rest of our
  
   delightful
  
  crew and keep myself occupied. Sorry; I’ll give ’em some space. Not like I was doing any good down there anyhow.”
 

 
  “They don’t seem to much mind having their shoulders looked over,” Khadizroth said mildly. “The miners take great pride in their work, justifiably. But several have complained that you bother the women in the crews.”
 

 
  Shook snorted loudly. “Oh, please. What the hell are women doing in a mining crew anyway? I don’t know whether they’re being indulged by rich daddies or are there to provide
  
   comfort
  
  to the real workers and dwarves are just too cagey to admit it in front of tall folk. Either way, the whole idea is ridiculous. Anyhow, they’ve got nothing to complain about. I’ve not laid a hand on a one of them, nor given ’em a cross word.”
 

 
  “You might be surprised how much you can convey merely by looking.”
 

 
  Shook grinned. “Then again, I might not. I’m an enforcer, K; you can’t effectively
  
   enforce
  
  by breaking everybody’s kneecaps. Mostly, people just need to be afraid of you. Break one or two kneecaps and get real good at glaring, that’s how it’s done.”
 

 
  “If any of the female members of Svarveld’s crew are afraid of you, they’ve not mentioned it,” said the dragon with a thin smile. “I don’t believe they are intimidated by much, in fact; dwarves are a famously stalwart and hardy people. They have seemed to me offended, annoyed, in some cases even disgusted. But no, not afraid.”
 

 
  “You sure seem to have done a lot of listening to these women’s opinions,” Shook said, scowling.
 

 
  “As you yourself pointed out, my friend, there is a lack of much of anything to do, with our dwarven allies shouldering most of the actual work. I find that listening to everyone’s input fills my day quite satisfyingly.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, take ’em with a pinch of salt. Half of what a woman tells you is drama, a third is lies, ten percent is useful pertinent information, and the rest random noise.”
 

 
  “What specific figures,” Khadizroth said, gazing calmly at him. “You’ve expressed similar views before, Jeremiah. I wonder what makes you think this? You are, after all, talking about half of all sentient species.”
 

 
  “Not dragons, I note. And aren’t you the biggest, baddest, most powerful race there is? And not a female amongst you. I think my point stands.”
 

 
  “There are roughly as many dryads as dragons in the world,” Khadizroth said wryly, “if not more. In any case, pardon my curiosity. I am simply interested in the reason for your antipathy. Such hostility is never without some root cause, in my experience.”
 

 
  Shook made an involuntary twisting expression with his lips; even he couldn’t have said whether it was a grin or a sneer. “Root cause? I trust the evidence of my senses, that’s all.”
 

 
  “Really?” Khadizroth suddenly leaned forward, staring intently at Shook as though his attention were captivated. “You do? Why is that?”
 

 
  Shook stared back at him. “…are you kidding? What else
  
   can
  
  you do?”
 

 
  “I wonder if you would indulge me in a little experiment,” Khadizroth said with a smile.
 

 
  “Sounds creepy,” Shook said warily.
 

 
  “I suppose anything can be, if looked at askance,” the dragon replied. “But I think you’ll find this instructive. Close your eyes for a moment.”
 

 
  Shook squinted at him suspiciously, but Khadizroth only gazed calmly back at him. After a few seconds, moved more by idle curiosity than anything else, he complied.
 

 
  “Good,” said the dragon. “What do you see?”
 

 
  “Are you serious?”
 

 
  “Well, eyelids are very slightly translucent, of course. Can you see the outline of the window behind me?”
 

 
  Shook frowned. “Nope. Just black.”
 

 
  “Very good. Now raise your right hand and wave it back and forth in front of your face.”
 

 
  “…are you just trying to make me look stupid? You must be as bored as the rest of us.”
 

 
  “I’ve seen the rise and fall of nations, Jeremiah,” the dragon said wryly. “I am not so easily entertained. Trust me—just try it.”
 

 
  Shook sighed, but finally did so, lifting his hand and waving it rapidly in front of his closed eyes. A moment later he frowned, and did so again more slowly.
 

 
  “What do you see?”
 

 
  “It’s… Just a shadow. A faint image of… Well, that’s a neat trick, I guess, but like you said, eyelids are slightly
  
   dah!”
  
 

 
  He yelped embarrassingly and jerked backward in his chair nearly hard enough to tip it over. He had opened his eyes to find Khadizroth’s face inches from his own, the glow of his eyes dominating his view.
 

 
  “Clearly not,” the dragon said with a measure of satisfaction, straightening up and backing away a few steps. “Why, then, were you able to see the shadow of your hand through your closed eyelids?”
 

 
  “That’s a rhetorical question, right?” Shook growled, clenching his hands on the arms of the chair and clinging to his self-control. He did
  
   not
  
  appreciate pranks like that. Approachable or not, though, Khadizroth was still a dragon, and not someone to whom it would be smart to show his temper. “This reeks of a
  
   lesson.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a simple trick of the mind,” Khadizroth said, turning and pacing back around behind his desk. “Your brain knows where your extremities are. Even when you cannot actually
  
   see,
  
  it constructs an appropriate image. Especially when you cannot see, in fact; when you actually
  
   can,
  
  it has no need to. That is not the only thing about your vision which is counterintuitive. Due to the specific anatomy of the human eyeball, the picture you have of the world is upside-down and has a blank spot in the center. The brain corrects for both of those deficiencies.”
 

 
  “That’s…interesting,” Shook said carefully.
 

 
  “You don’t believe me,” Khadizroth replied with a smile, seating himself again.
 

 
  “All due respect, K, if you’re gonna tell tales like
  
   that,
  
  you can’t fairly expect to be taken at face value.”
 

 
  “You are a trained follower of Eserion, Jeremiah; you know how lies work. If I were going to lie, would I not tell a believable story?” He gave that a pause to let it sink in before continuing. “A less believable tale isn’t necessarily true, of course. In this matter, though, are you willing to acknowledge that my knowledge widely exceeds yours, and that I have no motive to trick you?”
 

 
  “I…suppose,” Shook said grudgingly.
 

 
  The dragons folded his hands in his lap, leaning back. “In any case, those interesting facts only serve to demonstrate my true point.
  
   Everything
  
  we see, hear, and touch…everything we know about the world…is filtered and processed through very imperfect mechanisms. We do not interact with reality itself, Jeremiah, but only with the vague shadows our senses tell us, reconstructed by our flawed minds.”
 

 
  “What’s your point?” Shook demanded.
 

 
  Khadizroth shrugged. “You say you trust the evidence of your senses? I don’t. It’s a lesson I have learned painfully.”
 

 
  “What
  
   can
  
  you trust, then?” Shook exclaimed. “I don’t get what you’re driving at. Do you stagger around
  
   blind?”
  
 

 
  “No,” the dragon mused. “Obviously you cannot function without placing a great deal of faith in these flawed perceptions. One must, however, keep in mind that those perceptions
  
   do
  
  have flaws, and potentially great ones. Believing without question in what you see is a path to self-deception. Over time, I have learned that the only true wisdom is in knowing that you are a fool.”
 

 
  “I don’t much appreciate being called a fool,” Shook said, clutching the chair even harder.
 

 
  “I was referring to myself, actually,” Khadizroth replied, his tone mild as ever. “Though the point applies to anyone. I have been dramatically wrong about many things, Jeremiah. I have made great, terrible mistakes. Rather recently, in fact.”
 

 
  “Well,” Shook said, beginning to relax slightly, “I don’t get the impression anyone who lacks some flaws of character ends up in a merry little band like ours.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Khadizroth said with a wry smile. “Ultimately, I think, it is about power.”
 

 
  “Power?” he repeated cautiously.
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded. “One tends to blame others for one’s misfortunes—it is natural and instinctive. The mind reacts to protect its self-image. Obviously, whatever unpleasant thing befalls us is someone else’s fault, because we are each of us the hero of our own story.
  
   We
  
  cannot be in the wrong, or the world just doesn’t make sense!” He sighed. “I am embarrassed at how long I had to live to get over that gut reaction. I have seen so many others brought to ruin by it. In the end, it robs you of your
  
   power.
  
  So long as
  
   I
  
  am at fault for the ills of my life, so long as
  
   I
  
  accept the responsibility and the blame, I remain the one in command of my destiny. If I am the architect of my failures, I can be the architect of my successes. If they are imposed upon me, however, I become a victim. Weak, helpless…at the mercy of others.”
 

 
  “This…is all pretty roundabout,” Shook said, frowning. “You’re starting to lose me.”
 

 
  “Yes, forgive me, I do tend to natter on. One of those faults I was telling you about.” The dragon shook his head, smiling self-deprecatingly. “I suppose my point is that it’s unwise to place too much faith in yourself. Embrace being wrong, my young friend. It’s the only path I’ve found, in all my years, to eventually being right.”
 

 
  “How did we get onto
  
   this
  
  from discussing women, of all things?”
 

 
  “Well, it
  
   is
  
  a general observation,” Khadizroth mused, “but it did not come out of the blue. I suppose we are
  
   all
  
  wrong about certain things in particular.”
 

 
  Blessedly, Shook was spared having to find a safe and useful response to that by the abrupt opening of the door.
 

 
  “Is—master!” Kheshiri skittered in, sliding across the floor to kneel beside Shook’s chair. She was grinning hugely, her tail waving in eagerness.
 

 
  “Whoah, girl,” he said with an indulgent smile, fondly resting a hand on her head. “What are you, a puppy? Rein it in. What’s got you so worked up?”
 

 
  
   “Apparently
  
  she has news,” the Jackal drawled, strolling in after the succubus. “Wouldn’t give poor old
  
   me
  
  the time of day until she’d checked in with her dearest, darlingest
  
   master.”
  
 

 
  “As is proper,” said Shook, smirking faintly. “What’s the big idea, Shiri?”
 

 
  “Raea has
  
   friends,”
  
  the demon said, grinning savagely. “Three new arrivals are meeting with her little band now—three whose descriptions I recognize. An old man, a Westerner, in a ragged coat with a wizard’s staff. Younger man in a dark suit, ponytail and goatee. Gnome chick with
  
   far
  
  too many pockets.”
 

 
  At that, a similar grin spread across the Jackal’s narrow features. “Well,
  
   finally.
  
  I was starting to think those lazy bastards would
  
   never
  
  get here. It’s just rude, making us wait around like this.”
 

 
  “You are extremely fortunate, Kheshiri, to have made it back here safely,” Khadizroth said grimly. “The necromancer Weaver travels with a soul reaper.”
 

 
  Kheshiri suddenly went deadly still, staring up at the dragon with a frozen expression.
 

 
  “Excuse me, a fucking
  
   what?”
  
  Shook demanded.
 

 
  “A complication,” said the Jackal, grinning even more widely. “An invisible death spirit which can send your little pet there straight back to Hell with a touch. My, this
  
   does
  
  make our job more interesting! Looks like you’re not gonna be with us much longer, pretty bird,” he added, leering down at the succubus. She gave him a disdainful look.
 

 
  “We’ll not squander any of our number in the pursuit of foolishness,” Khadizroth said firmly. “If those three are meeting with Raea, we must assume the others are nearby, or on the way. Kheshiri, let’s hear as many details as you managed to gather.” He leaned back slowly in his chair, raising his green eyes to study the ceiling, and allowing himself a faint smile. “It does not do to act without information. Since we are about to have such important company, we must be certain to greet them
  
   properly.”
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  “Yoo hoo!” Malivette called from the distance as soon as they emerged from the basement. “We’re in the dining room, ducklings. C’mon in, join us!”
 

 
  Trissiny and Ruda exchanged an expressive look, but obediently stepped out into the hallway and toward the side entrance of the long dining room as directed. Ruda fell back and moved behind Trissiny in the narrow hall, allowing Shaeine to slip in ahead of her; the drow gave her a nod of thanks in passing.
 

 
  Upon entering the dining room, however, they all clustered in a knot at the door and stared.
 

 
  Malivette was lounging against one end of the long, heavy table, grinning delightedly, which had the effect of emphasizing her elongated canines. Professor Rafe sat in one of the chairs, also grinning, with a large book open on the table between him and the next chair over. In that chair, sandwiched between Rafe and Malivette, sat Schkhurrankh, her towering form looking painfully out of place even behind the hefty table. In fact, she looked cowed and uncomfortable, which was jarring; even locked in a cage, the demon had not appeared actually intimidated at any point.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Malivette cooed at them, wiggling her fingers in a girlish little wave. Teal approached the door from the side, smiling in relief, and reached out to brush the back of her hand against Shaeine’s; the drow smiled back at her, permitting more warmth in the expression than she usually displayed in public.
 

 
  “Well, everyone made it all right, then!” said Juniper, peeking over Ruda’s shoulder. “We were a little worried about you carrying her all the way here. She looks
  
   heavy.”
  
 

 
  “We carried Gabe to Last Rock from halfway into the Golden Sea,” Teal pointed out. “Frankly, this was easier. She
  
   is
  
  heavier, but Vadrieny’s strength and flight are magical, so that doesn’t matter much. It was a much shorter flight, and she squirmed less, and didn’t complain at all.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Rafe with an insane grin. “Not till you got back
  
   here,
  
  anyway.”
 

 
  “Is…everything all right?” Trissiny asked carefully.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat, jerking her head toward the other end of the long dining room. The rest of the girls crept farther into the room, peering down in the direction she indicated.
 

 
  “Oh,” said Fross. “Oops.”
 

 
  At the opposite end of the room stood a heavy sideboard, which was now scattered around in pieces. The floral wallpaper had been ripped completely away from most of that wall, and even the oak paneling beyond was smashed in several places. There was a large dent in the floor, with the jagged end of a broken floorboard poking upward. The entire area was marred by scorch marks.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat. “There was a bit of a…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Ruda, “looks like there was.”
 

 
  “Well, as I said,” Teal continued quickly, “Rhaazke are are matriarchal culture. Now that it’s been established who’s the dominant female in this house, there won’t be any more issues.”
 

 
  “Which is almost a shame,” Rafe said happily. “That was a
  
   hell
  
  of a spectacle. Pun not intended, but so perfect now that I think of it that I am retroactively claiming it was.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  beat down
  
   that?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed, turning to Malivette. The vampire was scarcely taller than she, gaunt as a winter tree, and her expensive black dress didn’t appear so much as rumpled.
 

 
  “Don’t fight with vampires,” Trissiny advised quietly.
 

 
  “Anyway, do watch your step if you have reason to be down at that end of the dining room,” Malivette said gaily. “I’ll have it all fixed up as quick as I can, but the way things are in Veilgrad right now, getting workmen is going to be a time-consuming prospect. They don’t much love coming up here at the best of times. It’s likely to remain that way for the duration of your visit; my apologies.”
 

 
  “I brought her here,” Teal said quickly. “I’ll pay for the damages.”
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh,” Malivette said, waving her away. “I’ve got
  
   scads
  
  of money, and nothing to spend it on. I don’t eat, I hardly
  
   ever
  
  have guests, and I can only buy my girls so many pretty dresses before they start to ask what I’m bribing them for. Honestly, you kids are the most fun I’ve had in
  
   years!
  
  You’re even more interesting than
  
   my
  
  class at the University, and they sent me to Hell once!”
 

 
  Rafe straightened up, swiveling his head around to frown at her. “Wait, they did freakin’
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “It was very exciting!” Malivette said, beaming. “I was down there almost two days and actually got to meet Prince Vanislaas! He sent me back with a very strongly-worded letter for Professor Tellwyrn. Charming fellow.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at her in dead silence. Schkhurrankh’s eyes darted back and forth; she seemed almost afraid to move.
 

 
  “Well, the girls are preparing a room for our new guest,” Malivette continued lightly, “and Admestus is working on teaching her some Tanglish. Oh, but what happened to your boy?”
 

 
  “Toby went back with Gabriel,” said Juniper. “He didn’t want Gabe to have to go home alone. He’s a very thoughtful person.”
 

 
  “Gabriel, from what I understand, isn’t really
  
   alone
  
  most of the time,” Malivette noted, some of the good cheer leaking from her expression.
 

 
  “Yeah, well,” Ruda snorted, “his personal company consists of grim reapers and fuckin’
  
   Ariel.
  
  I can’t blame him for wanting some better conversation. If that sword had a head I’d say it was broken.”
 

 
  “Ariel lacks empathy and isn’t able to adapt her personality to social changes,” Fross chimed. “That’s pretty standard for sentient objects; Gabe and I looked it up.”
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Malivette went on, brightly, straightening up, “we’ll just keep something warm for Toby, and dinner will be ready for the rest of you in two shakes. Sapphire’s working up something
  
   marvelous;
  
  she hardly ever has people to cook for, you’ve just made her year! This is turning out to be such an
  
   exciting
  
  visit! I can’t wait to see what happens next!”
 

 
  Beaming, she patted Schkhurrankh on the head, right between her horns. The demon flinched.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It took Trissiny more than an hour to give up on sleeping. The house was quiet; she didn’t want to disturb any of her classmates, or Malivette’s friends, and especially not the demon. Vampires did not sleep, but Rhaazke were an unknown species to her, and of unknown nature and habits. Regardless, she didn’t particularly want to have a conversation with either of them. Malivette made her nervous for reasons not necessarily related to her condition.
 

 
  Moving as quietly as possible and taking nothing but her sword, rather than clunking around in full armor, Trissiny slipped out of the house. She paused for a moment outside, drawing in a deep breath and just experiencing the night. It was only partially cloudy, and cooler than Last Rock was at this time of year. For all that, though, if she lifted her eyes to gaze above the walls ringing the manor grounds, the view reminded her of home. While the Stalrange were craggy, younger peaks crowned by sharp edges rather than the ancient rounded mountains of Viridill, they had the same effect of blocking out swaths of the night sky all around. Feeling encircled by mighty, ancient sentinels was, for just a moment (if she squinted a bit), like standing on the parade ground of the Abbey at night.
 

 
  She had entertained thoughts of taking a stroll around the property, but quickly changed her mind. Clearly no one bothered to trim or tend anything on these grounds; the lawn was overgrown and interrupted by small thorny bushes. Trissiny was willing to wade through any number of horrors, but not to collect ticks, fleas and scratched knees just to stretch her legs. With a soft sigh, she stepped down from the porch, heading slowly toward the gates of the manor, thinking a couple of laps up and down the path would help settle her nerves. The unease that lapped at her had diminished outdoors; she knew it wasn’t her senses for evil setting it off, for all that she could still pinpoint Malivette’s exact location in the house (she was in the far southeast corner of the attic). It was just…the situation.
 

 
  Her plan was changed by the music.
 

 
  It was a thin, high sound, clearly some kind of flute. It came from somewhere not too far distant, though obviously outside the manor grounds. Moreover, the melody was as familiar to her as the weight of her sword—no, more so, since she’d known it longer. Mother Narny had hummed that tune when calm and happy, usually when tending to the young girls in her charge, those not yet old enough for the barracks. Trissiny associated that tune with the happiest, calmest memories of her childhood, to the point that hearing it
  
   here
  
  of all places brought her to a physical stop. She had never heard it elsewhere.
 

 
  Even while considering the various kinds of suspicious this was, she found her feet moving, her face falling into a scowl and her hand finding the hilt of her sword. She did not believe in coincidences of this magnitude; someone wanted her attention. If they meant her harm…well, they could try.
 

 
  The wrought iron gates were not locked, nor were they as heavy as they looked; unlike the yard, they were well-cared for and didn’t even squeal as she pushed one open just enough to slip through. After a moment’s thought, Trissiny pushed it nearly shut, leaving just enough of a gap to slip a hand in. It would be extremely bad manners to leave Malivette’s estate open to the night, but she was aware that this excursion might result in a need for her to quickly re-enter the grounds.
 

 
  After another moment’s thought, she braced her feet, focused her will and murmured a short prayer. Gold flared from her aura, along with blazing wings; for just a second, she lit up the night like a sunrise. When the light faded, she wore her silver armor and had her shield slung over her back. For the moment, she left it there, though she drew her sword as she advanced toward the music.
 

 
  A convenient path branched off from the road just a few yards from the gates, leading into a dense stand of pine trees. As Trissiny paused at its entrance, the music grew slightly in volume, just a hair more than could be explained by her increasing proximity to the musician. She narrowed her eyes and started forward, the faintest limning of gold arising over her form.
 

 
  It wasn’t a long walk, but a slightly winding one through just enough turns to hide the destination from view of the road. In short order, the path terminated in a small clearing which was obviously of some importance. Standing stones ringed it, defining a cleared space apart from the forest on all sides, and a lower altar of the same ancient granite stood just off-center amid the circle.
 

 
  On that altar sat an elf.
 

 
  She was a wood elf to judge by her ears, but was dressed in stereotypical plains elf style, fringed buckskins bleached pale and dyed with subtle vertical patterns that would provide camouflage in the Golden Sea’s tallgrass. The object she held to her mouth was clearly the source of the music, though Trissiny couldn’t quite make out how; it was palm-sized and potato-shaped, dark brown in color. Most strikingly, she had coal-black hair.
 

 
  She also had impressive timing. The tune came to an end just as Trissiny stepped carefully within the circle of standing stones.
 

 
  “Where did you hear that song?” the paladin demanded.
 

 
  “It’s an old ballad,” the elf replied calmly, lowering her peculiar instrument. “Old even by the standards of my people. The story of an elven warrior and his human bride. Obviously, it does not end happily. The spirits told me that tune was the specific thing that would get your attention, so I find myself wondering where
  
   you
  
  heard it. I actually have not in several decades. Things fall out of favor with the passing of time, the shift of trends.”
 

 
  “So you wanted my attention,” Trissiny said curtly. “You have it. Speak.”
 

 
  The elf rose in one fluid motion, nodding deeply to her; standing atop the altar, she towered over the paladin. “My name is Kuriwa. Tell me, Trissiny, have you ever looked at someone and felt an inexplicable but powerful sense of kinship?”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny frowned, staring suspiciously up at her. “What are you talking about?”
 

 
  “I see.” Kuriwa looked disappointed. “The blending of kinds can have middling effects on things like the shape of ears, general build, the acuity of senses… But there are elven traits that one either inherits, or not, always in whole, never in part. You have the aura and metabolism, I can see that much at a glance. I had thought perhaps… Well. Elves are not neatly sorted into generations like humans; we have a more complex relationship with heredity. An extra sense, a way to tell when we are in the presence of genetically close family. No doubt an adaptation against inbreeding. If you possessed it, you would know the feeling.”
 

 
  “I’ve only met one elf who I was related to,” Trissiny said, scowling, “and all I felt was suspicion and disappointment.” She already had a sense of where this was going.
 

 
  “Yes,” Kuriwa said with a rueful little smile, “she has that effect, though I think she would be hurt to hear you say it. For your future edification, however, the combination of black hair and the ears of a forest elf exists only in one bloodline. When you see it, you are in the presence of family.”
 

 
  “The Sisters of Avei are my family,” she stated. This was not a surprising revelation after that build-up, but she
  
   was
  
  surprised at how little she felt toward this woman. After Principia, she had not really considered her heritage, nor felt inclined to seek it out.
 

 
  “Yes,” Kuriwa repeated, nodding in agreement. “The bond of family goes far beyond blood, and may in truth have nothing to do with it. You have been denied even the opportunity to know those who are kin to you, however. I offer you the chance to rectify that lack, if you wish to take it.”
 

 
  “What are you doing here,
  
   now?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “If you were interested, you’ve had years to track me down.
  
   This
  
  is not exactly a convenient time for me to deal with this!”
 

 
  “Convenient times do not exist,” Kuriwa said with an oddly roguish grin, which made her resemble Principia more strikingly. “But yes, you’re right. In truth, you have always been in competent care and once grown, admirably in command of yourself. Had I had cause to worry, I would indeed have sought you out. But no, this was something distantly related to happenstance. I have been in Last Rock a great deal lately, working on something with Arachne. She naturally prefers that her students not be meddled with—which I more than understand—but while at the University, I noticed you. It has made me think that it might be worthwhile for us to talk.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily. “With all due respect, Kuriwa, I have not had great luck with relatives so far. What is it you
  
   want
  
  from me?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” said the elf. “Not a thing. It is as I said: I came to offer you a connection to your heritage,
  
   if
  
  you want it. The only request I make is that you do not commit to a definitive answer right now. This is indeed a hefty thing to drop on you out of the sky, as it were.”
 

 
  “Frankly, this is less hefty than finding out I was a half-blood in the first place. Much of that had to do with
  
   who
  
  the source of that half turned out to be. She’s not a very impressive example of your race.”
 

 
  “Half-blood,” Kuriwa mused. “That term, I’ve found, is nearly universal…it seems odd to me, and somewhat annoying. You are clearly not half a person. If anything, you are twice-blooded. Both, not less.”
 

 
  “Uh…” Trissiny took a half-step back, still watching her askance. “I never really thought about it.”
 

 
  “You have more immediate things to think about,” the elf agreed, nodding. “I hope, though, that should you meet any more of your elven kin, you will greet them hospitably. Ours is a diverse an often fractious line, infamous among elves for its non-compliance with tradition, but there are no kinslayers among us, nor many who would disappoint your own standards. In fact, your own mother is the one example most likely to offend both elven and Avenist sensibilities.”
 

 
  “She is
  
   not
  
  my mother,” Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  “Have a care,” Kuriwa replied, and while her tone remained calm, her gaze turned similarly firm. “Bearing and birthing a child may be a common enough thing, in the greater scope of the world, but you don’t get to decide it’s a
  
   small
  
  thing until you’ve done it. I know Principia’s numerous flaws very well, and I will not deny her what measure of credit she has earned. However disappointing you find her, it is to her that you owe your existence.”
 

 
  “I can be lectured any time I like if that’s what I want,” Trissiny retorted. “By any number of people. I’m not interested in hearing about or discussing Principia, and if having
  
   family
  
  among the elves means being chewed out in the woods, I’ll pass. Good night.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Kuriwa said, and her calm tone actually did prompt Trissiny to hesitate in turning away where a more commanding one might simply have spurred her on. The elf hopped lightly down from the altar; standing on the ground, she was almost exactly as tall as the paladin. “You’re right, of course; I ask your pardon. As a shaman and an elder I have developed a habit of dispensing wisdom to people, sometimes when they don’t want any. Meeting someone who feels like kin to me, it’s easy to forget that I have really no right to tell you what to do. Narnasia raised you well, and has much to be proud of; you’re doing fine without me. Again, my apologies. For now, I would like to give you something.”
 

 
  She tossed the peculiar little instrument; Trissiny snagged it out of the air more by reflex than plan. It was carved from a single piece of wood, polished smooth and without any adornment. The instrument was a hollow, round-edged oval rather like a flattened egg, with irregularly-spaced holes for fingers and a small protrusion ending in another hole, presumably to blow into.
 

 
  “Um,” she said intelligently.
 

 
  “It’s called an ocarina,” Kuriwa explained with a smile.
 

 
  “A traditional elvish instrument, I suppose?”
 

 
  “Actually,” the shaman mused, “I believe it comes originally from the Tidestrider islands, though I have seen them in many places. It’s a conveniently portable and durable instrument. That one also has just a touch of magic.”
 

 
  “Just a touch?” Trissiny repeated, holding it gingerly.
 

 
  “Just enough to get my attention,” said Kuriwa, nodding. “Something I prepared for you, as it seemed unlikely you would want to sit and have a long talk here in the woods in the dark. Play the tune I was playing on that instrument, and I will come find you. It gives you a way to call me if you decide you wish to learn about your heritage—or if you are in trouble. Remember, whatever you may think about me, Principia or elves in general, I look upon you as kin, and I will not suffer you to be harmed if I can prevent it. If you play and I do not come, it means I am myself in immediate and extreme danger. Nothing else restrains me from my blood.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny said, raising an eyebrow, “you
  
   do
  
  realize I have no idea how to play this thing?”
 

 
  “It’s actually quite simple,” Kuriwa said with a grin. “That’s another reason they are popular in multiple cultures. You have a friend who is a bard, correct? Teal? I’m sure she wouldn’t mind teaching you how.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure
  
   Teal
  
  doesn’t know how to play it, either. I’ve never even
  
   seen
  
  one of these.”
 

 
  “Whether she does or not, I guarantee she can figure it out in moments, and teach you in only minutes more. The ocarina is a simple instrument for anyone, and as easy to play as a tree is to fall from for an actual musician.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said carefully, the frown not leaving her face. “Well, then. Thank you, I suppose.”
 

 
  “You are suspicious.” Kuriwa smiled at her. “Good. The world is full of enemies, and you have more than most—and the most dangerous among them are those who come bearing gifts and a fair countenance. Keep in mind, though, that the world is also full of friends, and teachers. You’ll find there’s more overlap than you expect between those categories.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “Okay.”
 

 
  “And now I see I have strained your patience.”
 

 
  “It’s just, this…inscrutable elvish wisdom. I’ve known enough elves by now that I’m surprised to find one
  
   actually
  
  matching the stereotype.”
 

 
  At that, Kuriwa laughed aloud. “All right, all right, fair enough. I should be moving along anyway; your next teacher is on the way here as we speak.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, my what?” Trissiny straightened up, hefting her sword. Having the ocarina in her other hand rather than her shield made the movement feel oddly incongruous.
 

 
  “Keep your wits about you and your guard up,” Kuriwa advised. “I rather suspect you’ll do that anyway, but it bears repeating. Those you are about to meet
  
   can
  
  be trusted, and you can learn several very important things from them—both for yourself in the long term, and with regard to your mission here. Trust, but trust
  
   carefully.”
  
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny exclaimed. “Who? What are you
  
   talking
  
  about?”
 

 
  “You’ll find out by the time I could explain it, and things will go better if I’m not here. If you want to speak to me again, young one, you have the means. Go well.” With a final, warm smile, Kuriwa took two steps backward from her.
 

 
  And then there wasn’t an elf there, just a crow that fluttered up above the level of the standing stones and then soared smoothly away into the darkened trees, cawing once as it went.
 

 
  Trissiny stood for a long moment staring after it, then shook herself off as if banishing a dream from her mind. She had little idea what to make of that encounter, but suspected she would be chewing on it for a while. Perhaps tonight was going to turn out even more sleepless than she’d previously suspected.
 

 
  With a soft sigh, she carefully tucked the ocarina into one of her belt pouches and turned to go back. The armor could be summoned, but not dismissed the same way; she was going to have to clank through the house, which would inevitably culminate in explaining to Ruda what she was doing up and armored at that hour. Odd that they would agree to share a room again when there were enough rooms for everyone, but neither felt fully relaxed around their hostess, and preferred known company in that house. That arrangement hadn’t been made with this specific situation in mind, though.
 

 
  Abruptly she stopped. The forest was silent. She hadn’t particularly noticed while talking with Kuriwa, and anyway wasn’t attuned enough to nature in general to find meaning in the noises of various animals, but when she had set out there had been a constant hum of crickets, and the occasional calls of night birds. Owls, and others she did not recognize. Now, nothing. No birds, which meant a predator. No
  
   insects,
  
  which meant something unnatural.
 

 
  Trissiny fired up her divine aura, reached out with her senses. Detecting evil wouldn’t necessarily work on…
 

 
  The growl came from behind her.
 

 
  She turned—quickly, but in a careful, smooth motion. Anything sudden or jerky might provoke an attack.
 

 
  The werewolf towered over her, dwarfed only by the standing stone beside which it stood, and that not by much. It had to be as tall as Schkhurrankh, and similarly bulky with muscle. The creature’s pelt was a pale, tawny color that likely meant blonde hair when it was human, which was all she could deduce about its other form. Even its sex was hidden; it wore the ragged and torn remains of a shirt and pants, which hid its groin, and female werewolves in that form had no visible breasts. They weren’t even reliably smaller than males.
 

 
  A dozen yards of space yawned between them. It could be across that in one bound. Exactly how aggressive the creature might be depended on a number of unknowable factors, but they were
  
   always
  
  more prone to attack than any simple animal. Like wolves, they fought with tooth and fang; like humans, they tended to kill what they had no intention of eating. The malice of whatever arch-fae had first created this curse left them unreasoning and violent in many cases, likely to show savagery in this form that their human selves would bitterly mourn later.
 

 
  It wasn’t even a full moon. Something was
  
   horribly
  
  awry in this town; Gabriel’s chaos theory gained more weight with everything she learned.
 

 
  Trissiny itched to reach for her shield, but there was no telling what reaction that would get. There were just so
  
   many
  
  variables, and she was not a specialist in werewolves, having known only one before. Depending on the individual, the specific strain of the curse, and the innumerable ways in which these and other factors interacted, a werewolf might be in nearly complete control of itself, or as vicious as a rabid dog. This one wasn’t charging on sight… But then, a sentient being didn’t stand and snarl at people with its hackles raised.
 

 
  “If anything of the person you truly are can hear me,” she said quietly, “restrain yourself.
  
   I
  
  will not, and it is beyond my means to incapacitate you without doing grievous harm.”
 

 
  If anything, the creature’s lips drew farther back; its growl deepened in tone, and it hunched forward, shifting toward her. Its half-human, partially canine form blurred the body language of either, but the pose of a creature preparing to lunge was unmistakeable.
 

 
  That shaman would have been
  
   very
  
  useful right now. Trissiny shifted into a fighting stance, raising her sword and beginning to move her free hand carefully toward her shield.
 

 
  The chime of a bell rang through the silent forest, and the werewolf twitched, turning to its right to stare into the darkened trees, its snarl vanishing. Ears pricked upright, it waited. Across the clearing, Trissiny waited, too. Anything which might lead to this ending without violence was worth a bit of patience on her part.
 

 
  The bell rang again, and forms melted out of the darkness into the thin moonlight which illuminated the clearing, then came closer, close enough to be shown in more detail by the golden light streaming off her aura. There were five of them, all human, three men and two women. They wore sturdy leather clothes in shades of brown and green; two carried bows, two axes, and the last man held a bell in one hand and small mallet in the other.
 

 
  As they eased carefully within the circle of stones, he struck the bell a third time.
 

 
  The werewolf laid its ears back and actually whined, but then turned and shuffled away into the night, in the opposite direction from which they had come.
 

 
  “She’s heading toward Malivette’s place,” said one of the men with a bow. “Klara, Rolf, follow. The vampire’s scent will turn her aside and there’s no telling which direction she’ll go.”
 

 
  A woman carrying two tomahawks and the man with the bell both nodded at him and strode off after the departed werewolf, keeping their pace even and their footsteps eerily quiet against the forest floor. In moments they, too, were lost again among the shadows.
 

 
  The man in the lead, who had spoken, turned to Trissiny, bowing. He had a full beard, originally a ruddy brown but now flecked with gray, and smile lines radiating from the corners of his eyes. “General Avelea, well met. You’re unharmed, I trust?”
 

 
  “It—
  
   she
  
  didn’t attack me,” Trissiny said carefully. “Do I know you?”
 

 
  “Well,” he replied with a grin, “you
  
   are
  
  the only person on the planet with armor like that, and we
  
   were
  
  made aware of your presence in Veilgrad. But no, we’ve not met before. I had dearly hoped that we might. There’s a great deal I have wanted to discuss with you.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, frowning. “And…you are…?”
 

 
  “Oh!” He clapped one hand to his forehead, disturbing the cowl of his green cloak. “Bah, I’m sorry. Wolf-herding duty tires the brain. My name’s Raichlin; these are Tabitha and Frind.”
 

 
  “It’s an honor,” said the remaining woman, bowing. The other man just nodded deeply to her.
 

 
  “You’re…” Trissiny studied the woman, who carried a longbow and had a tomahawk and heavy hunting knife hanging from her belt. “…not Shaathists, are you. The Shadow Hunters?”
 

 
  Tabitha rolled her eyes; Frind grunted.
 

 
  “Not the name we choose,” said Raichlin with a humorless little smile, “but it suits well enough, for now. You are here to see to the troubles plaguing Veilgrad, yes?”
 

 
  “That’s the plan,” she said warily. “Progress has been…spotty.”
 

 
  “I can only imagine,” he said, his smile broadening again. “Well, General, I would certainly never have set out to take up your time in the middle of the night. But since you are up and about, may I offer you the hospitality of our lodge? It is only a few minutes’ walk away. We would dearly love to speak with you.”
 

 
  “Your lodge is within walking distance of the manor?” she said in surprise.
 

 
  “The manor was not always the home of a vampire,” he said seriously. “The Dufresnes have always been good neighbors, and often good friends. Malivette, for obvious reasons, keeps her distance… But like our
  
   other
  
  acquaintance whom you just met, she suffers from a cursed condition that grants her a predatory nature, and goes to great lengths not to actually
  
   prey
  
  upon anyone. Such restraint and honor one cannot help but respect.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, frowning. Kuriwa had said to trust these people, that they could teach her something important… But how much could she trust Kuriwa? Even if the elf was actually family, the only confirmed family she had was possibly the least trustworthy individual she had ever met.
 

 
  Trissiny reached within herself, seeking that core of light that was the goddess’s presence. Avei rarely communicated with her directly unless she sought her out in ritual prayer, but she felt only calm within. No warning, just strength and serenity.
 

 
  “I’d be honored,” she said, finally lowering her sword.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Dawn came late to the mountain-sheltered town, with the Stalrange barring the east. It would be hours until actual sunlight fell upon Veilgrad, and some time in fact before it even glowed over the mountaintops. But there was a gray pallor to the sky, now, that hinted the sun was at least considering making its ascent.
 

 
  Trissiny yawned, carefully securing the gate behind herself and then trudging back up the path toward the manor. Sword sheathed and shield slung over her back, she had a hand free, holding the book the Hunters had given her; her other hand kept straying of its own accord toward the pocket in which rested Kuriwa’s ocarina.
 

 
  This had been a strange night indeed, but fruitful.
 

 
  And now she had a reception waiting.
 

 
  There wasn’t normally any furniture on the manor’s porch—it seemed to eschew outward signs that people were actually welcome there. Rafe had apparently dragged one of the dining room chairs all the way out, and now sat with it propped up on its back two legs, leaning against the wall beside the door.
 

 
  “Rough night?” he said sympathetically as she climbed the steps.
 

 
  “Eh,” Trissiny grunted.
 

 
  “Do me a favor,” said the Professor, gazing past her at the gate and its view of the mountain road beyond. Veilgrad itself was barely visible in the valley below, partially hidden by the bend of the road and the intervening forest.
 

 
  “Hm?” Trissiny paused, turning her head to look at him.
 

 
  “Next time you go haring off on a solo nighttime adventure, take your roommate along.”
 

 
  She frowned. “I’m able to take care of myself, Professor.”
 

 
  “Oh, for sure,” he said easily. “Nobody doubts that. But, aside from the fact that there’s hellacious trouble afoot in this region and people
  
   do
  
  actually care enough about you to be worried out of their fucking minds when you mysteriously vanish in the middle of the night… Zaruda needs the exercise.”
 

 
  “She…what?” Trissiny stared at him, not sure whether to be more flummoxed by that statement or the oblique rebuke which had preceded it.
 

 
  “Ever stopped to consider what you’re dealing with out here?” Rafe said in a mild tone. “And how Ruda might respond to it? She’s a fantastic kicker of asses, but you’ve yet to narrow the search to a culprit who can be apprehended. She’s a people person who’s good at motivating groups, but the locals are standoffish and specifically mistrustful of you lot, which denies her the chance to use that skill. She’s clever, good at making plans and unraveling mysteries, but there’s just so damned little to go on, you’re
  
   all
  
  still in the dark, at least mostly.” He shifted in his chair, making it wobble slightly, to face her directly. “Can you imagine anything that would grind on Zaruda Punaji more painfully than feeling
  
   useless?”
  
 

 
  Trissiny gaped. “I…that…”
 

 
  “Not much of a people person, are you, Avelea?”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?”
 

 
  Rafe shrugged. “Well, you aren’t. Should think about looking into it; people are actually
  
   really
  
  interesting. I bet if you bothered to pay attention to the ones who don’t need to be rescued or stabbed, you’d enrich your life considerably.”
 

 
  It took her a few seconds to remember to shut her jaw.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” he carried on, leaning his head back against the wall and closing his eyes. “Imma nap out here for a while, but you’re probably better off back in your own bed, if you wanna try to catch some Zs before breakfast. Got at least an hour or so, I reckon. Go on, skedaddle.”
 

 
  After a moment, she did. Mostly because she couldn’t think of a better idea, or a response.
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  “All right, here we are,” Principia announced upon their arrival at the quiet intersection. “Pair up and move out. You know your routes and your orders; meet back here in thirty.”
 

 
  “Sarge,” Farah said hesitantly. “Are you…sure about this?”
 

 
  Prinicipa raised an eyebrow behind her helmet. “Am I sure about going out on patrol? If you don’t
  
   feel
  
  like it, Szaravid, you’re welcome to tell the captain. No, wait, I just remembered I’m responsible for you dodos. The captain is not to hear of this. Move your butt.”
 

 
  “I
  
   mean,
  
  splitting up,” Farah said doggedly. “What with the…you know, situation.”
 

 
  “We’re in the middle of Tiraas, and the situation is annoying, private, not an immediate threat to life and limb. We’ve lived through those; you should know the difference. Besides which, we are all trained, armed and armored professionals.”
 

 
  “I just…”
 

 
  “Avelea, if your patrol partner is not moving by the time I finish this sentence, kick her in the…there we go.”
 

 
  Ephanie grinned at Principia as she turned to follow Farah down the street. Casey nodded to her and peeled off in the other direction.
 

 
  “She’s not wrong, you know,” said Merry, setting off after her.
 

 
  “I know,” Principia replied. “That doesn’t mean we get to just do whatever. Off you go, Lang.”
 

 
  She waited until both pairs were a few yards distant and moving without glancing back before crossing the intersection and setting off on her own route.
 

 
  The city was just waking up. Tiraas never truly slept, but its activity went in patterns. The hours before dawn were always the quietest, when the night-dwellers had begun to finish their business and creep home but the more average citizenry were not yet up and about. Now, with the sun just barely peeking over the walls, the streets were lit both by the gray of dawn and the harsher glow of fairy lamps. Activity was present and growing, but still quiet, sporadic, and as often as not carried out by people who seemed half-asleep.
 

 
  Principia exchanged nods with a few shopkeepers unlocking their doors, as well as some early pedestrians, and granted a few to several who didn’t acknowledge her. That was par for the course in a major city, though she had noted that people in general were more inclined to be friendly toward Legionnaires than other random citizens. It also seemed to mitigate the hostility that some felt toward elves, or at least the expression of it.
 

 
  “Morning,” she said cheerfully to a pair of men in Imperial Army uniforms coming toward her on the sidewalk.
 

 
  “Good morning… Sergeant,” one said politely, pausing to glance at her insignia. “What brings you out this early?”
 

 
  “Same as you, I expect,” she said, coming to a stop, as did they. “First light patrol.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The older man, with a lieutenant’s bars, glanced around. “Huh.”
 

 
  “Something wrong?”
 

 
  “I guess not. Just never seen a Legionnaire patrolling without a partner before.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not standard practice, but my squad’s under-staffed at the moment and this is the shift they gave me.” She shrugged. “I just go where I’m kicked, y’know?”
 

 
  “That I do,” he replied with a nod and a faint smile.
 

 
  “We should move on, Talour,” said the other soldier gruffly, not looking at Principia. The lieutenant gave him a disparaging look.
 

 
  “So, what’s his story?” Principia asked easily. “Doesn’t like elves? Not an Avenist?”
 

 
  “I don’t—” The corporal whipped his head back around to peer more closely at her face, what was visible through her helmet. “Wait, you’re an elf?”
 

 
  “Yeah, but keep it under your hat,” she said solemnly. “Nobody’s caught on yet. I’m hoping to make captain before they find out.”
 

 
  Lieutenant Talour grinned outright. “Don’t worry about him, Sergeant. No one in the Army has a problem with Avei, and any who have a problem with elves keep it to themselves. Some of the lads don’t as much care for having
  
   other
  
  military forces active in the city, is all.”
 

 
  “Not that spears and shields are any threat to a modern army,” the corporal added with just a hint of sullenness. “It’s the principle of the thing.”
 

 
  “Huh,” she mused. “Well, I guess I can see that. The way I always figured it, though, you and I are in different lines of work.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The corporal frowned.
 

 
  “Well, if somebody were deranged enough to snatch a purse right in front of me, then sure, I’d deal with that. Ultimately, though, you lads are the ones charged with protecting the city. When the Silver Legions are sent to actually
  
   fight
  
  something, it’s something exotically evil, usually at the end of a very long trip. Here on the home front, we’re mostly to be seen. A reminder that Avei’s still watching over us all.” She smiled disarmingly. “Scenery, as one of my superiors recently put it.”
 

 
  “I…suppose that makes sense,” the corporal said. Despite his grudging tone, he relaxed his posture slightly.
 

 
  “Okay, I have to ask,” said the lieutenant, “and please feel free to tell me off if I’m crossing a line, but… Isn’t that helmet uncomfortable with your ears?”
 

 
  “You
  
   cannot
  
  imagine,” she said fervently.
 

 
  “Oh, I can imagine a lot,” Talour replied with a grin. “I’ve done tours at Fort Vaspian and Tidecall. My feet
  
   still
  
  aren’t dry. And have you ever tried drow cuisine? Bugs and mushrooms.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Imagine, then, wearing a codpiece two sizes too small. Twice.”
 

 
  He gaped at her. The corporal tried to smother a snicker behind his hand.
 

 
  “They’re
  
   sensitive,
  
  is what I’m saying,” Principia added, winking.
 

 
  “I…well. I’m sure I’ll find some use for that information,” he said, blinking.
 

 
  “Got a use in mind?” Principia grinned. “Don’t start with flowers—give her candy. Chocolate if you can afford it. Elves hardly ever get real sugar at home.”
 

 
  “We’d best move along,” said the corporal, now grinning openly. “Stay safe, Sergeant.”
 

 
  “You too, boys,” she said cheerfully, offering a salute and resuming her walk.
 

 
  They’d barely had time to recede out of earshot (theirs, not hers) when another presence materialized alongside her.
 

 
  “That was very well handled.”
 

 
  “Good
  
   morning,
  
  Gimmick,” Principia said without turning to face her. “How
  
   surprising
  
  it is to see you first thing on the very day after I last got rid of you.”
 

 
  “My duties leave me mostly at liberty,” Saduko said pleasantly. “I do so enjoy the city at this hour. It was always my favorite time of day, even at home. I like the grayness of dawn, when there is daylight but before the true glow of the sun appears. The contrast with the city’s artificial lights is interesting.”
 

 
  “I would never have taken you for a poet. So, what duties are these?”
 

 
  “Few, specific and rather lenient,” said the thief with a shrug. “At present, I am to befriend Zanzayed the Blue on behalf of my employer. On behalf of Zanzayed I am to solicit your attention—he very much desires to speak with you. It is a veritable chain of secondhand befriendment. Is that a word? Befriendment? It seems as if it should be.”
 

 
  “I’ve never head it, but Tanglish is forgiving, and evolves fast. I bet if you use it in public a few times it’ll catch on.”
 

 
  “Splendid. In any case, after you have duly rejected Zanzayed’s vicarious advance of the day, I will once again be twiddling my thumbs, so to speak. Unless there is someone whose favor
  
   you
  
  would like me to solicit?” She half-turned her face toward Principia as they walked, smiling.
 

 
  “Everyone I want to talk to, I already can,” Prin replied. “What, exactly, does Zanzayed want with me?”
 

 
  “I do not know,” Saduko admitted, “and I am not curious. All I am told is that he wishes to speak with you privately. Beyond that, I very much hope to resolve the matter in one way or another before I am forced to
  
   become
  
  curious. Knowing too much about the affairs of dragons seems unwise, to me.”
 

 
  “A strange perspective for someone who works for one.”
 

 
  “I don’t work for him,” Saduko said with a thin smile. “I work for someone who wants me to get on his good side. You are Guild; you appreciate such distinctions.”
 

 
  “You know, the fact that I’m Guild is at issue, here. The Guild respects the time I spend on duty with the Legion.
  
   Both
  
  cults do; they do not get into each others’ hair with me as a go-between. You are courting trouble, Gimmick.”
 

 
  “I am not representing the Guild,” Saduko said mildly, “nor violating its policies. Yes, I have no doubt you have already initiated an investigation into me. Frankly, if the Boss orders me to leave you be, that will be something of a relief. It is an excuse which will satisfy both Zanzayed and my employer, and will spare me having to keep annoying you. A mere half-blood I may be, but where I am from, making a pest of oneself represents a contemptible failure of character.”
 

 
  At that, Principia finally glanced at her. “Half…what?”
 

 
  “Half Sifanese.”
 

 
  “And…? I’m sorry, but I can usually spot a demihuman. I must be losing my touch.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Saduko said, shaking her head. She smiled as she did so, however. “This is why I enjoy Tiraas; no one can even tell, and if they could, they would not care. No, I am entirely human, but only half Sifanese; my mother hailed from an even farther country, one not thought of kindly in Sifan. Kiyosan is not Tiraas; there is only one breed of human widely represented there, and
  
   they
  
  can immediately spot one with the wrong kind of blood.”
 

 
  “I see,” Principia mused. “You’re being remarkably forthright.”
 

 
  “You will see my reticence if you touch upon a subject I consider private.” Saduko shrugged again. “As I have said, it disagrees with me, being an imposition upon you. I would rather emphasize that I mean neither harm nor trickery.”
 

 
  “A little selective openness, sure,” Principia nodded. “I know the tactic. What about your
  
   real
  
  employer, then? Who’s he? Or is that one more sensitive?”
 

 
  “Alan Vandro,” Saduko said immediately, “also known as Webs. Are you acquainted with him?”
 

 
  “I’ve heard the name. Both names. He’s got a rep. Isn’t he retired?”
 

 
  “I believe he tried,” she said with amusement. “A person like that can never truly quit the game, though, any more than you could.”
 

 
  “And so he sends
  
   you
  
  to risk your hide meddling with dragons, Avenists, and myself. Must pay well.”
 

 
  They turned a corner, putting the rising sun to their backs. Saduko was silent for a long moment before speaking.
 

 
  “He is a purist, dissatisfied with the Guild’s current structure. In Vandro’s opinion, the Guild has become far too centralized, too much of an institution.”
 

 
  “Sure,” Principia said immediately, nodding. “He’s right about that; ever since Catseye was Boss. I’m not too worried, though; the Guild goes through cycles, same as everything else. I’ve lived to see two previous rises of bureaucracy. The Big Guy always straightens things out.”
 

 
  “Ah, but ours is a hands-off kind of god,” Saduko replied. “When he wants something cleaned up, it is we who hold the brooms. I think Webs sees that as his duty, this time.”
 

 
  “And you agree.”
 

 
  “I was sent by the Guild to infiltrate his operation,” she said frankly. “For my efforts, I got this.” Saduko reached up to unbutton the collar of her shirt and tug it open, lifting her chin to display her throat. At the base of it, a pale of scar tissue line stretched across her windpipe above the collarbone, faded and only slightly ridged. The wound was either very old or had been heavily treated through magic and/or alchemy. “Oh, they paid me well, of course—but you and I both know the value of money.” Face now impassive, she carefully re-buttoned her collar and straightened her shirt. “I used to love to sing. I used to be able to. It is only because Alan Vandro expended his resources without restraint or hesitation that I am now able to
  
   speak.
  
  He did this even though he should have counted me as his enemy.”
 

 
  “Man knows how to recruit,” Principia murmured.
 

 
  “I know his flaws,” Saduko said curtly. “I know when I am being bribed; I am not blind. But
  
   this
  
  was a bribe I was pleased to accept.”
 

 
  “Are you pleased to work for him?”
 

 
  Saduko tilted her head, giving Principia a thoughtful sidelong look. “He is one of those men who has an innately poor opinion of women. You are acquainted with Jeremiah Shook, I understand; Vandro was his first trainer, and from what I have gathered, the source of some of his attitudes.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  Principia said flatly.
 

 
  “They are very different men, however. Whatever Vandro
  
   thinks
  
  of women, he does not discriminate professionally, nor speak disparagingly to anyone’s face. The man is professional enough to look past his prejudices, far-sighted enough to care generously for those in his employ and willing to extend mercy to fallen foes. A sense of
  
   honor
  
  covers a multitude of moral failings. I am content in his service, to the point that I care little what he thinks of my sex. Perhaps I would not fare so well as you in Avei’s service.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “Now I have talked a great deal,” Saduko continued, her tone suddenly light. “What of you? Perhaps you can tell
  
   me
  
  why Zanzayed the Blue would be interested in you to the extent of—”
 

 
  Principia dived forward, rolling nimbly into a doorway and bracing herself in a compact crouch behind her shield. Saduko broke off, staring at her in confusion, only moments later looking up to behold an enchanted carriage barreling down the street toward them. It was an expensive Falconer, or had been; a model several years old and with its body replaced by mismatched and clearly shabbier part, but the base enchantments were clearly fully functional. Functional, and performing up to the famous Falconer standards. The thing was moving at a speed that could only conservatively be called “unsafe.”
 

 
  Saduko glanced back at Principia, then at the carriage, then finally pressed herself against the wall of the storefront as it drew abreast of them. It veered close to the sidewalk in passing, the side door flew open and a figure leaned out, which was the last thing she saw before a tremendous splatter of blue paint few out and over them both, coating Principia’s shield and most of Saduko’s torso.
 

 
  Prin was rising smoothly to her feet the instant her shield had absorbed the impact. In a single rapid motion, she stepped out to give herself room, drew back her lance and hurled it like a javelin after the fleeing vehicle.
 

 
  The weapon flew straight and true. As the carriage accelerated away, the lance zipped straight into the spokes of its rear wheel. It immediately slammed against the frame, locking the wheel and sending the carriage skidding to one side. There came a sharp
  
   bang
  
  and a burst of sparks as the wheel enchantment broke, and the wheel itself came flying off, sending the carriage to the street. Its driver tried to keep it going for a few more seconds, resulting in another shower of sparks as it dragged its rear fender along the pavement, followed by several more bursts of light and a prolonged noise like fireworks signaling a broken axle and subsequent cascade failure of the charms running it.
 

 
  “And that’s something new to add to my list of shit not to try on an elf,” Principia said with belligerent satisfaction. “You okay?”
 

 
  “W…why… I…” Saduko blinked and spat out a dribble of blue paint. She had been absolutely soaked; it covered her from chin to knees. Principia had paint on her boots and helmet, including one stray drop on her eyebrow, but most of the wet volley had been absorbed by her shield, where it now completely obscured Avei’s golden eagle.
 

 
  The driver of the carriage had already hopped down and was skittering off down a side alley. Two more men struggled from within, one staggering as he wrenched himself loose from a strap around the arm which had kept him from falling out while he threw the paint. In moments, both were taking off after the first man.
 

 
  “Hey,” Principia said more firmly. “Are you injured? Speak to me!”
 

 
  Saduko twisted her mouth, finding an untouched spot on her sleeve on which to scrub her tongue. “Fleh.
  
   Vile.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I guess that’ll do. You should probably come back to the barracks with me,” said Prin, gently taking her by the elbow and urging her forward. “Get looked over by a healer and have a dose of potion. Depending on what the paint was made for, and from, it could be toxic. Lucky you didn’t take in much.”
 

 
  “Does this happen to Legionnaires
  
   often?”
  
 

 
  “I have to say,
  
   this
  
  I did not expect,” Principia said mildly. “C’mon, we’re falling behind.”
 

 
  “Surely you don’t mean to
  
   chase
  
  them,” Saduko protested. “They have a substantial head start. And I know elves are fast, but you are weighed down by armor…”
 

 
  “I am trusting my squad to have done their jobs, which will render chasing unnecessary,” Prin said smugly. “I assume it occurred to you that it was
  
   odd
  
  for Third Legion patrol routes to be posted in the public area of the temple, yes?”
 

 
  “When would I have seen—”
 

 
  “Gimmick, I’d love to play this game with you, but I really do not have time right now.”
 

 
  Saduko paused in wiping paint off her face onto her remaining sleeve to give her to a disgruntled look. “Fine, very well. I
  
   presumed
  
  it was some manner of trap. Given the Legion’s nature, what we would think of as a noble con, one I could walk into and not trip so long as I did nothing manipulative or hostile. Did you not find me very forthcoming? You mentioned it specifically.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’ll acknowledge my mistake there: it was you I expected to step into this. I’ll be very interested in learning who those guys are. Anything to add to that?”
 

 
  Saduko’s expression grew even darker. “Merely that when you
  
   do
  
  find out, I insist on seeking some recompense for this. I don’t have
  
   so
  
  many clothes that I can replace whole outfits easily. And if you have never been struck by liquid moving at that speed, it
  
   stings.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, that would be standard procedure. In here, this is where they went.”
 

 
  “How could you have arranged a trap?” Saduko demanded, following Principia into the alley. “Surely you haven’t blocked…every…”
 

 
  Principia drew her sword and the three men skidded to a halt as they tried to exit back the way they had come.
 

 
  “So,” she said firmly, “that’s
  
   assault,
  
  and while I don’t exactly know the civil codes pertaining to the use of an enchanted carriage, I bet you just broke a bunch of them. Needless to say, you are under arrest.”
 

 
  “We don’t answer to dragon-lovers!” one snapped. The voice was clearly female; this was the individual who had been driving the carriage. All three had made some effort at concealing their identities, with heavy coats, caps and scarves. The driver also had a thick pair of goggles over her eyes.
 

 
  “Is
  
   that
  
  what this is about? Just who
  
   are
  
  you people?
  
   Don’t.”
  
  Principia’s calm tone suddenly turned hard as the three tensed together. “There’s something you don’t know. Y’see this young woman behind me, who took the brunt of your attack? She is a member of the Thieves’ Guild. You’ve assaulted members of two major cults. So I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. You can either submit to arrest and be taken back to the Temple of Avei to face
  
   justice,
  
  or you can try to run, and the Guild will take this up with you in its own time.”
 

 
  They hesitated, huddling closer together and exchanging a round of glances.
 

 
  Behind them came the tromp of boots. Saduko leaned around Principia to look past the attackers, discovering two Silver Legionnaires advancing up the alley in shield wall formation. Only two were enough to block the narrow space; in those confines, their braced shields with lances protruding made a very menacing spectacle indeed.
 

 
  “Avelea, Szaravid,” Principia said, nodding to them. “Good timing.”
 

 
  “Only kind we have, Sarge.”
 

 
  “Now, you’re thinking you are anonymous,” Principia went on, returning her gaze to the vandals. “In the first place, that carriage of yours had a deliberately rebuilt frame over solid core enchantments—if the person who did that for you isn’t actually a
  
   member
  
  of the Guild, he or she works with them on a daily basis. It’s a finite roster of enchanters who do that kind of work. Besides, this end of the alley may look less stabby than the other end, but all I have to do is take down one of you. I guarantee that one will tell the Sisterhood anything they choose to ask. Someone
  
   will
  
  find you if you run, and you had better pray to Avei it’s her people. So what’s it gonna be?”
 

 
  The tallest figure immediately raised his hands in the air.
 

 
  “Jethro!” protested the third, who by voice was also a woman.
 

 
  “I
  
   said
  
  this whole thing was dumb!”
  
  
  he exclaimed. “I
  
   said
  
  it! I’m not getting in any worse with the Legions, Talia, and I’m sure as
  
   hell
  
  not setting the Guild after me! Omnu’s balls, you and your damn schemes…”
 

 
  “Wise man,” Principia said approvingly. “Whoop, it appears to be academic now, anyway.” Behind her, with another clatter of heavy boots on pavement, Casey and Merry had appeared in the alley’s mouth. In the near distance a bell was ringing, the kind used by the military police to summon aid to a crisis. “You had your window to run if you were going to try it. Does anybody feel like getting themselves in any
  
   more
  
  trouble?”
 

 
  Moments later, all three were on their knees on the alley floor, hands on their heads, stripped of hats and scarves and being efficiently searched by Ephanie.
 

 
  “How did you do this?” Saduko asked quietly. “I watched your squad split off. They were going in completely separate directions. And there is no way you could have predicted which alley they would run down!”
 

 
  “I sure as hell didn’t predict the carriage,” Principia muttered. “Getting sloppy, making assumptions… Maybe I’m just too old to adapt fast enough to new enchantments. No, Saduko, it sounds like
  
   you
  
  didn’t do your homework, either. You saw the same things these turkeys did, and concluded exactly what you were meant to. Them, I understand;
  
   you
  
  should raise your game a bit. Tell you what, if you’ve figured it out by the time we get back to the temple I’ll buy you dinner. Oh, hey there, lads!”
 

 
  She moved toward the mouth of the alley, where the two Imperial soldiers from before had arrived, staves in hand, studying the scene carefully.
 

 
  “Sergeant,” said Lieutenant Talour. “Looks like you
  
   did
  
  manage to find something more than scenery.”
 

 
  
   “It
  
  found
  
   me,”
  
  she protested innocently.
 

 
  “I assume this has something to do with the wrecked carriage now blocking the street?”
 

 
  “Bet your bars it did.” She half-turned to point with her sword at the three captives, now being helped to their feet with their hands bound behind their backs. “I’d appreciate an Army escort back to the temple to observe proceedings—it’ll cut down on the number of reports and interviews to be done later.”
 

 
  “But?” Talour drawled.
 

 
  “Yeah, as the target of an obviously premeditated assault, I’m claiming Legion privilege on this one.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily, looked carefully at Saduko, at the three attackers, at Principia and finally at the remaining Legionnaires.
 

 
  “All right,” he said finally. “But after this, I’m gonna ask you to stay safe again, and
  
   this
  
  time, put some effort into it, yeah?”
 

 
  “I will do my very best,” Principia said sweetly.
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  “Nothing?” Trissiny shouted. “You cannot be serious! The Tiraan Empire can do
  
   nothing?”
  
 

 
  “If you want to take this up with the Emperor, General Avelea, that’s your prerogative, though I can’t say I’d advise it.” Colonel Adjavegh was not a diplomatic man; the effort he was putting into being patient with his guests had become increasingly evident in his tone throughout the conversation, which had not helped Trissiny’s mood. “I, however, am required to follow the law. And the fact is, Lord Sherwin Leduc has not broken any laws.”
 

 
  “He was keeping a woman in a
  
   cage!”
  
  Trissiny snapped, planting her fists on his desk and leaning over it. “His
  
   stated
  
  purpose—”
 

 
  “Yes, we
  
   know!”
  
  Adjavegh interrupted. “Frankly, Avelea, we don’t need to hear it again! But the situation is
  
   entirely
  
  changed by the fact that Leduc’s alleged victim was a
  
   demon!”
  
 

 
  
   “Alleged?!”
  
 

 
  “No one doubts your word, General Avelea,” Major Razsha said calmly. She stood beside the desk, positioning herself as a neutral party between Trissiny and Adjavegh, with the other three members of her strike team seated behind her on the Colonel’s couch. “The issue, as Colonel Adjavegh has pointed out, is about laws. All crimes are alleged until a conviction has been rendered, which I’m afraid won’t happen in this case.”
 

 
  “I have
  
   absolutely
  
  no trouble believing you, to be frank,” the Colonel said, finally displaying open asperity in his tone. “The Leduc boy has always been a weird little twit, even by the standards of his family. That he would summon a demon and try to brainwash it for sexual purposes, while gross in every possible way, seems quite in character.”
 

 
  “Her,” Gabriel commented idly, “not it.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” said Adjavegh, back to being overtly patient. Behind him, his aide coughed discreetly, which he ignored. “The point is, no actual
  
   laws
  
  have been broken. Leduc has all the relevant permits for his activities, both the hereditary permissions House Leduc procured years ago and his own. He’s actually quite scrupulous about keeping everything up-to-date with the Imperial government.”
 

 
  “That’s characteristic of intelligent people who don’t want their business pried into,” said the Major with a humorless smile.
 

 
  “Of all the adjectives I could apply to that guy,” Gabriel said, “’intelligent’ is
  
   way
  
  down the list. I swear he either has a death wish or an actual mental disability.”
 

 
  “Again, that’s consistent with what I know of him,” Adjavegh snorted, “but lordlings always have a crew of buzzing lawyers and managers to be intelligent on their behalf.”
 

 
  “Needless to say,” Razsha continued, “he did not have permission to summon a succubus. The Empire doesn’t
  
   give
  
  permits for that. But since by your own description he didn’t manage to
  
   do
  
  it, and any evidence of the attempt is long gone, I’m afraid there’s little point in pursuing that matter. There
  
   also
  
  aren’t permits available to summon a…what was it called again?”
 

 
  “A Rhaazke,” said Drust from the couch behind her. His Strike Corps insignia had an orange background, marking him the warlock of the team.
 

 
  “Right. The problem
  
   there
  
  is there aren’t any actual laws covering those, and you yourselves have indicated it was an accident. Since he apparently summoned the creature into an
  
   incredibly
  
  secure facility, it’s doubtful he could even be charged with reckless misuse of infernal magic.”
 

 
  “Which is actually quite impressive,” Drust noted. “You can almost
  
   always
  
  charge warlocks with reckless misuse. They’re almost always guilty of it.”
 

 
  “If Leduc had done this to
  
   any
  
  woman of a mortal race, Imperial citizen or no, I’d have him in a cell before his fancy lawyers could so much as blink.” Colonel Adjavegh folded his arms on his desk, staring pointedly at Trissiny’s fists until she got the hint and acknowledged it, removing them and straightening back up. “Hell, I could almost wish he
  
   had
  
  managed to acquire a succubus, since I could throw his skinny ass in a cell for
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “If he had acquired a succubus,” Toby said dryly, “he would probably be dead and she on the loose by now.”
 

 
  “I said almost,” Adjavegh grunted. “The reality of the situation is that demons don’t get protection under the law. They
  
   can’t;
  
  it’s simply not possible to treat them as you would a mortal, they are too aggressive and unstable by nature. General Avelea, I think I can appreciate how this matter must place your priorities into conflict. Seeing that degenerate little twerp trying to forcibly enslave a woman of
  
   any
  
  race had to be even more galling than hearing about it is. But if there is
  
   one
  
  person I would expect to understand both the needs of justice and the need to apply different rules to demons than people, it’s you.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 

 
  “What we
  
   can
  
  do is watch Leduc a lot more carefully from now on,” Adjavegh continued, keeping his eyes intently on her face. “A paladin’s testimony counts for a
  
   lot;
  
  I believe this constitutes probable cause. If you’re willing to give me a written statement I bet I can get scrying authorized. Since he didn’t
  
   get
  
  his succubus and, as you say, he suffers from an appalling lack of sense, he’s likely to try again, at which point I can stick the little shit in a dungeon to rot.”
 

 
  “We’d be
  
   glad
  
  to,” Toby said pointedly, his eyes also on Trissiny.
 

 
  She nodded. “Yes. Of course. My apologies, Colonel. You’re right; this is…jarring. I hate having
  
   seen
  
  the man do something like that and have to just
  
   accept
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Well, I do appreciate you bringing this story to me,” Adjavegh continued, leaning back in his chair and folding his hands in his lap. “There are apparently several points that we need to discuss more urgently, beginning with this demon. First of all, I would like to speak with your archdemon friend; this whole matter is difficult enough to believe, coming secondhand. If it were anybody but
  
   you
  
  three coming to me with this story, I doubt I could make myself swallow it.”
 

 
  “That’s very kind of you, Colonel,” Gabriel said sweetly. “A paladin’s life is service, after all.”
 

 
  “We don’t speak for Vadrieny,” Toby interjected hastily, “but I can’t imagine she’d object. We’ll pass that to her today.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” the Colonel said, nodding. “In the meantime, there’s the matter of what to
  
   do
  
  with this creature. Having an exotic demon running loose isn’t an option, obviously.”
 

 
  “She’s hardly
  
   loose,”
  
  said Toby. “Our group is keeping an eye on her when we’re at the manor. As is Malivette, I understand.”
 

 
  “You don’t know?” Adjavegh said, frowning.
 

 
  “We came right here from Grusser’s house this morning; there hasn’t been time to fully catch up with the girls,” Gabriel explained.
 

 
  “In fact,” said Trissiny, “Malivette seems even better at keeping her under control than we are.”
 

 
  “That’s all well and good,” said the Colonel, frowning, “but from an official perspective…”
 

 
  “Actually,” Major Razsha said, calm as ever, “from an official perspective a Hand of Avei’s custody is adequate; neither Army regulation nor Imperial law require anything further to keep a demon. The addition of two more paladins, to to mention the rest of their group, is just icing on the cake, as it were.”
 

 
  Adjavegh gave her a dark look.
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Major.”
 

 
  “My pleasure, Colonel,” she said with a faint smile.
 

 
  In the ensuing silence, the other three members of Razsha’s strike team sprouted matching smiles, Toby half-turned to divide a warning look between Trissiny and Gabriel, and Adjavegh’s aide, Corporal Timms, raised an eyebrow, but did not otherwise break composure. This was not the first time since the paladins had arrived that the Major had subtly reminded the Colonel that the Strike Corps did not answer to him. That strongly suggested it was a running issue in this barracks, and one they would be better off
  
   not
  
  involving themselves in.
 

 
  “I would
  
   still
  
  appreciate as much information as you can give me on this,” Adjavegh continued after a moment, finally tearing his dour stare from Raszha’s face. “These creatures are wholly unknown; we have enough troubles in Veilgrad without having unknowns running around. As it is, the information we have on this demon could be entirely made up by your friend, for all I know. That’s not an accusation, of course.”
 

 
  “I know of Rhaazke,” Drust piped up. He shrugged when everyone turned to stare at him. “Not
  
   much,
  
  of course. They’re the stuff of myth and legend, but the basics are known, and consistent with what the paladins have already told us. Both physically and magically powerful, mentally and emotionally stable thanks to Elilial’s intervention, residents of the unreachable sub-dimension hellhounds come from.”
 

 
  “If this place is so unreachable,” Adjavegh said skeptically,
  
   “how
  
  in blazes do you know of it?”
 

 
  “Summoning a hellhound is sort of an ultimate quest for extremely skilled and powerful warlocks,” Drust replied with a smile. “It’s actually quite simple in concept and damn near impossible in practice: you have to go through a hellgate, perform the summoning in Hell itself, and come back with your hellhound. It’s been attempted by a number of people but
  
   achieved
  
  by precious few. There are also accounts by individuals who failed in their effort but made it back from Hell; those are usually the ones who fell afoul of the Rhaazke. According to the accounts, Rhaazke like poachers even less than demons in general do.”
 

 
  “That seems like an improbable amount of trouble to go through for a
  
   pet,”
  
  said the Colonel.
 

 
  Drust shrugged. “If you have a source of hellhound breath you can basically consider yourself richer than Verniselle’s bookie. Any well-read warlock can confirm the existence of Rhaazke, but nothing more
  
   about
  
  them except that they are even less to be trifled with than the other denizens of the infernal plane. I would give Simmons’s left nut to interview this creature.”
 

 
  “I
  
   insist
  
  that you leave me out of your fantasies,” said Simmons, the cleric in their team. Drust grinned at him.
 

 
  “It might be best if as few people as possible bother her,” Trissiny said, scowling. “She’s had a
  
   difficult
  
  time on this plane, as I’m sure you can imagine, and the fact of her origins means we don’t yet have a plan to send her
  
   back.
  
  The less she’s agitated, the better.”
 

 
  “That, at least, I agree with,” Adjavegh said with a sigh. “This demon, she has a name?”
 

 
  “It’s hard to say,” Toby replied.
 

 
  “What, you didn’t ask?” The Colonel raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “No, I mean, it’s
  
   hard to say,”
  
  Toby repeated.
 

 
  “It’s a name in Demonic,” Gabriel added. “Sounds like a mouthful of spitting and gargling to me, and apparently if you get it wrong you’ve declared a feud. We’ve just been letting Vadrieny and Malivette handle her; it’s not like she speaks any Tanglish anyway.”
 

 
  Adjavegh sighed heavily, rubbing the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger.
 

 
  “In any case,” said Major Razsha, folding her hand behind her back, “the theory that Veilgrad’s troubles were chaos-related is one we’ve been seriously considering. In fact, it has been a
  
   leading
  
  theory, as the sudden presence of chaos cultists is highly correlated with such events elsewhere. I think we can now consider that theory confirmed.”
 

 
  “You’re certain?” Adjavegh asked wearily, looking up at her from between his fingers.
 

 
  She nodded, her expression grim. “The spell to summon a child of Vanislaas is nigh-impossible to botch; it is
  
   designed
  
  so that a Vanislaad can compensate for any errors from the other end if their attention is caught by even a partial summons. They are quite eager to have access to this dimension. More to the point, accessing the Rhaazke plane from here is utterly impossible. A chaos effect is the only conceivable explanation for that demon being brought by Leduc’s summons.”
 

 
  “Then I trust this is all you need to search Leduc Manor for
  
   that,
  
  at least?” Trissiny said sharply. “Being the most distinctive effect yet seen, surely that indicates the manor is the likely location.”
 

 
  “That’s, uh, not really how that works, Trissiny,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Razsha nodded. “If anything, this all but conclusively rules
  
   out
  
  Leduc Manor as the source of the chaos rift.”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny exclaimed. “How?”
 

 
  “Think about it,” said Gabriel. “There were
  
   lots
  
  of infernal spell effects at work in that place. We fried a bunch of them ourselves. They seemed to be working
  
   correctly.”
  
 

 
  “That is the long and the short of it,” the Major agreed. “One spell of Leduc’s going wrong due to chaos means there is a chaos effect active…well, somewhere. If it had been
  
   on
  
  the grounds, everything he did would have dramatically misfired. That would have drawn attention long since. No, the existence of a practicing warlock who’s had only
  
   one
  
  major misfire pretty conclusively means the source of chaos isn’t in or near the Manor.”
 

 
  “Where, then?” Adjavegh demanded. “Can we narrow it down at all?”
 

 
  “Not from this information alone,” Razsha mused, rubbing her chin thoughtfully. “A single effect tells us almost nothing; the rift could be on the other side of the planet and cause that. Chaos is…chaotic. Unpredictable by definition. The
  
   other
  
  troubles cropping up in Veilgrad strongly suggest it is somewhere in the vicinity, though.”
 

 
  “Chaos cults,” said Toby, frowning, “undead incidents, generally increased aggression in the populace…”
 

 
  “Don’t forget the werewolves,” Trissiny added.
 

 
  “They’ve always lived in the hills nearby,” said Adjavegh. “The Shaathists keep an eye on them; we had maybe one problem every five years up till now. No
  
   confirmed
  
  attacks yet since this started, but they’ve been howling non-stop, which means they’re transforming even though the moon isn’t full. It’s only a matter of time before there
  
   is
  
  an incident.”
 

 
  “And other unknowns,” added Razsha. “People have disappeared in the mountains nearby, lately. That could be anything at all. No, the chaos is focused here. Unfortunately…that doesn’t even mean it’s
  
   located
  
  here.”
 

 
  “Are you kidding?” Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “It
  
   probably
  
  is,” the Major clarified. “But I know of one incident of a chaos rift opening and, for some reason, causing all of its effects in a concentrated area hundreds of miles away.”
 

 
  “I think I know the one you’re thinking of,” added Drust. “There’s at least one other. There’s a precedent.”
 

 
  “Wonderful,” Trissiny growled.
 

 
  “With some certainty that it
  
   is
  
  a chaos effect,” Razsha continued, “I can begin scrying protocols. You can’t
  
   find
  
  chaos directly, but it’s possible to use a straightforward search grid. Scry at locations in a pattern covering the region; odd are good any that attempt to target the source of the chaos will be disrupted, which tells us more precisely where to look.”
 

 
  “That sounds time-consuming,” the Colonel said, frowning.
 

 
  “It’s a standard search grid,” Razsha admitted, “so yes, it is. Less so than quartering the ground on foot, but still… Targeted scrying effects take time to set up. I’ll need to requisition additional personnel from Tiraas in order to do this on any kind of schedule. We’re talking about days to check the city, in the best case scenario. Weeks if we have to search the whole province, maybe more. That’s based on my best guess of how may scryers the Army will spare me.”
 

 
  “You’ll be limited to arcane scrying for this,” said Teloris, the strike team’s witch. “I am
  
   not
  
  sending my spirits after a chaos rift. The risk to them is catastrophic.”
 

 
  “I will
  
   also
  
  be sending people to search Leduc Manor on general principles,” the Colonel added with an expression of dark satisfaction. “Between your report on his activities and the occurrence of
  
   one
  
  chaos effect on the grounds, I believe I’ve got reason enough to stand up to an inquiry. May or may not find anything useful, but I
  
   highly
  
  doubt anyone is going to object to me keeping eyes on Sherwin bloody Leduc.”
 

 
  “No one who matters, anyway,” the Major agreed with an amused little smile.
 

 
  “You keep saying it’s a rift,” Toby noted. “Could it be something else? An artifact, a person?”
 

 
  “Very unlikely,” said Razsha. “Not impossible—with chaos, nothing can be really ruled out—but those are vanishingly rare. Chaos usually comes from a dimensional rift. Its source
  
   is
  
  outside the dimensions.”
 

 
  “You’ll keep us informed?” Trissiny said pointedly.
 

 
  “Of course we will,” the Major said quickly before Adjavegh could speak. “With a matter like this, I definitely want as much help as possible.”
 

 
  “We would also like to interview any of the chaos cultists you may still have imprisoned,” she added, fixing her stare on the Colonel.
 

 
  “I don’t see the harm in it,” he said after a moment. “They’re not
  
   here,
  
  though. The Imperial prison is across the city.”
 

 
  “Seems inefficient, doesn’t it?” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Not really,” said Trissiny. “There’s some overlap between the functions of prisons and military bases, but they’re meant to do different things. And in the event of a mass escape, it’s not ideal for convicts to have access to military hardware.”
 

 
  “I will send a message to the Warden authorizing you to speak with the prisoners in question,” said Adjavegh, half-turning in his chair to nod at Corporal Timms. “Paladins or no, that’s one thing you can’t just walk in and do without official permission.”
 

 
  “We greatly appreciate that, sir,” said Toby.
 

 
  “In the meantime,” said Major Razsha, “please tell every magic-user in your party—which I gather is most of you—to be extremely careful. Chaos causes magic to go
  
   wrong.
  
  I’ll expect any sharing of information to go both ways.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Toby said quickly. “The more of us are working together on this, the faster we can sort it out.”
 

 
  “Right,” the Colonel said more briskly. “If there’s nothing else, Timms will escort you out. Give me an hour to notify the prison; after that you should have no trouble there. Make sure at least one of
  
   you
  
  three are part of any group sent to interview the cultists. The Warden isn’t going to open his doors to just any gaggle of exotic teenagers.”
 

 
  “We’ll send you a message at Dufresne Manor if we learn anything constructive,” added Major Razsha. “You can reach us here.”
 

 
  “We will,” Toby promised. “Thanks for all the help, both of you.”
 

 
  Timms was already at the door to the office, holding it open for them and standing impassively at attention, an inescapable hint. Trissiny paused to salute the strike team before following the others out.
 

 
  “I cannot believe that little toad is just going to get
  
   away
  
  with this,” she growled to herself as the corporal led them through the barracks.
 

 
  “They’ll be watching him,” Gabriel said comfortingly. “That guy is just dumb enough to try his scheme again, no matter what Juniper said to him. This time, hopefully the Empire will catch him at it. I get you, though,” he added more thoughtfully. “It would be
  
   really
  
  satisfying if we could just go back there and punch his stupid face a few times.”
 

 
  “You hold him,
  
   I’ll
  
  punch.”
 

 
  “It’s a date,” he said, grinning. “You’ve probably got a better arm, anyway.” Toby sighed heavily.
 

 
  “The laws exist for good reasons,” said Timms. “Unfortunate that those good reasons result in a rich bastard getting away with something vile, but that tends to be the case.” She paused at the front doors of the barracks, turning to them with a smile and idly rolling a doubloon across the backs of her fingers, in stark contrast to her stiff bearing in the Colonel’s office. “All systems are corrupt—that doesn’t mean you abandon the systems, just that you sometimes have to work around them. Be sure to visit us again, General, gentlemen. Especially if you want help doing that.”
 

 
  She made the coin vanish up her sleeve, saluted them, then turned and strode off back the way they had come, leaving the three paladins staring after her.
 

 
  “All systems…” Gabriel frowned. “I’ve heard that somewhere before. What’s that from?”
 

 
  “That,” said Trissiny, still staring after the corporal, “is one more complication here. I’ll explain when we meet the others back at the safe house.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby said slowly, “we need to catch up with everyone on how the demon’s doing, anyway. Thanks for coming straight here, by the way; I expected you to at least bring Shaeine along.”
 

 
  “I think Triss had the right idea,” said Gabriel. “The three of us have some standing with the Army, and the Colonel didn’t enjoy having our noses stuck into his business anyway. The less he has to deal with the others, I think, the better.”
 

 
  “We have a lot to talk about when we all reconvene,” Trissiny said, turning to go. “I still haven’t told everyone about the night I had, either.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was warm and peaceful, rather pleasant. Strange, then, the sense he had from the moment consciousness began to return, the feeling that something was wrong. He felt groggy, but not unhappily so. More or less as one
  
   should
  
  feel after awakening. Which was odd, as he was normally quite alert upon rising.
 

 
  His eyes drifted open. Stone ceiling overhead—this wasn’t his room… Oh, right. Svenheim. He was studying…
 

 
  “Well, there he is! Morning, sunshine.”
 

 
  Memory crashed down upon him all at once, and Yornhaldt sat bolt upright in bed.
 

 
  “Easy, there!” cautioned the man seated on a stool at his bedside. “Glad you’re feeling chipper, old fellow, but you got
  
   quite
  
  a dose of katzil venom. Luckily my man Bradshaw pumped you full of antivenom almost immediately, or you’d be doing a lot worse. You know how it is with infernal poisons—the longer it has to work, the nastier the lingering effects. There you go, take your time.”
 

 
  He did just that, finding himself in no immediate danger. The speaker was unfamiliar to him: human, Western, apparently in later middle age, of a gangly build and wearing a white suit with a matching flat-brimmed hat pulled down almost over his eyes. The other men in the room were more familiar to Yornhaldt. Another human stood by the door in a gray robe; Yornhaldt had seen his face only momentarily, but it had stuck in his mind, considering the man had just jabbed him with a syringe.
 

 
  In the far corner of the room was the dwarf who had attacked him, bound with cords and
  
   chains,
  
  from which glyphed ribbons of paper hung. Well, that made sense; one didn’t try to imprison a magic-user with strictly mundane methods. The dwarf glared daggers at him, but didn’t try to speak. A tightly-bound strip of cloth held a gag in his mouth anyway.
 

 
  They were in a bedroom, unfamiliar to Yornhaldt and generally nondescript. There were no personal touches of any kind; it had the aspect of an inn room, neat but starkly plain.
 

 
  “All right,” he said slowly after a moment. “This is altogether surprising. Does someone mind filling me in?”
 

 
  “Gladly!” said the man in the white suit, his grin a gleaming slash in his dark face. “My name is Embras Mogul; I have the honor of leading Elilial’s followers on the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “I see,” Yornhaldt said neutrally, glancing between Mogul and the other warlock. He wondered what would happen if he tried to call up a spell. Probably something swift and bad for his health.
 

 
  “Over there by the door,” Mogul continued cheerfully, “is Bradshaw, who came to your rescue in the library. And this chap, well, we haven’t got much out of him just yet. That’ll come in time, of course, though frankly I believe we can deduce all the relevant particulars from the situation.”
 

 
  “Can you?” Yornhaldt asked warily.
 

 
  “Well, let’s review, shall we?” Mogul tilted his head back so his eyes were finally visible beneath his hat, and winked. “Here we have the good Professor Alaric Yornhaldt, probably the single most inoffensive person affiliated with the University at Last Rock. You’re a man without enemies, a moderating influence on your peers and widely beloved by your students. As such, not only are you unlikely to be the target of a personal attack, but anyone using you to get at Professor Tellwyrn would be
  
   far
  
  too screwy in the head to mobilize a careful strategy like this one. The vengeance that would descend upon such a fool would be
  
   apocalyptic.”
  
 

 
  “You flatter me,” Yornhaldt said carefully, “and in fact may be overstating the case. Arachne has managed to antagonize a number of very unstable people. One might argue that’s the inevitable result of her being in their vicinity.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, perhaps I indulge in a bit of hyperbole,” Mogul said airily, waving a hand. “You take my point. We can assume with some certainty, then, that this is not a personal matter. Especially since we have a much more likely motive! You’ve been looking into some very particular and very
  
   hidden
  
  knowledge, my friend—alignments, histories, powers and secrets that all point toward the culmination of the Elder Wars eight thousand years ago. The greatest mystery of the modern world: apotheosis. A person who’d been following your efforts might conclude you were trying to puzzle out how to
  
   make a god.”
  
 

 
  There was silence in the room for a long moment, Yornhaldt staring mutely at his smiling host.
 

 
  “Or, I suppose, unmake one,” Mogul finally mused. “There was some of both going on at that point in history. Either way, I can think of few organizations that might take exception to your research, and none of them are local. The dwarves are admirably self-motivated folk, I find, not overly concerned with gods and religions. There’s the Order of Light, of course—in fact, they’re headquartered not far from here! But that theory is busted by the fact that
  
   this
  
  fellow,” he pointed at the bound dwarf, “is not merely a cleric, but a holy summoner. The Order, being generally sensible people, do not mess about with demons, and in fact put a swift stop to that foolishness wherever they find it. Go on, you can say it, I promise I’ll not take offense.”
 

 
  “No need,” Yornhaldt demurred. “I flatter myself that I’m well-read enough to know the Wreath don’t deal with demons indiscriminately.”
 

 
  “Splendid!” Mogul grinned broadly at him. “So we’re looking for someone interested in suppressing inquiry into the origin of the gods, who uses divine power to control diabolic forces and isn’t affiliated with the Kingdom of Svenheim, who gave you
  
   specific
  
  permission to root through their archives after this. Someone who, furthermore, is confident enough in their own power to risk the wrath of the great and terrible Tellwyrn if it means shutting you up. Do correct me if I’ve missed a candidate, but that seems to point at no one but the Universal Church of the Pantheon. Anything to add, there, friend?” he said, turning to the prisoner. The summoner simply transferred his glare to the warlock, making no attempt to speak around his gag, nor signal a desire to.
 

 
  “That’s…a theory,” Yornhaldt acknowledged. “I trust you’ll pardon me if I don’t take your word for it.”
 

 
  “My dear fellow, I would be sadly disappointed if you did. You’re a man of science, after all—you seek your
  
   own
  
  answers. There are few things I admire more.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt glanced once more between Mogul and Bradshaw. “Putting that aside, there seems to be another pressing question. Why would
  
   you,
  
  of all people, help me? Even if it
  
   was
  
  the Church behind this, I see no motive here besides ‘the enemy of my enemy.’ Which, if you’ll pardon my saying it, doesn’t seem to justify going to this kind of effort.”
 

 
  “Why, it’s quite simple,” Mogul said, smiling blandly. “We want you to succeed.”
 

 
  “You do?” Yornhaldt blinked.
 

 
  “My people have had eyes on you almost from the beginning,” Mogul informed him. “It was only a matter of time before someone cottoned on to what you were after and tried to put a stop to it. Pursuant to that, Professor, it appears you’d achieved something of a breakthrough just before
  
   this
  
  regrettable business kicked off. Not to tell you how to run your affairs, but I
  
   will
  
  suggest this is an excellent time to head back to Last Rock and share what you’ve got so far. Once Tellwyrn is in on your findings, the cat’s out of the bag—there’ll be no further point in anyone coming after you.”
 

 
  “I will take that under advisement.”
 

 
  “Do,” Mogul said, rising and stretching languidly. “Anyhow! I’ve taken the liberty of making some preparations for you. Your suit, I’m sorry to say, was rather the worse for wear after your little misadventure. We’ve got a replacement hanging in the wardrobe there, for you. Not a tailored fit, but it should suffice. You’ll find your shoes in there as well—those were fine, fortunately. My people also rescued your books and papers. Both those you were carrying, and those you’d left in your rooms. Sorry for the presumption, but it was
  
   very
  
  likely somebody would try to destroy them.” He leaned over and patted the nightstand. “In the drawers, here. They have not been tampered with, though I fear your rather obscure filing system might have been disrupted by the simple act of moving them.”
 

 
  “They were all over every surface,” Bradshaw noted with a smile. “Even the bed. Anyway, there’s another matter.” He reached into his robed, pulled out a bottle, and almost immediately dropped it.
 

 
  Mogul dived across the room with astonishing agility, snagging the bottle before it struck the floor.
 

 
  “Augh…thanks, Embras,” Bradshaw said, lowering his shaking hand. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “No harm done, old friend,” Mogul said, straightening up and patting him on the shoulder.
 

 
  “I say, is he quite all right?” Yornhaldt asked, frowning. He had noticed only then that Bradshaw had a persistent tremor in his left hand—luckily, not the one with which he’d applied the syringe.
 

 
  “It’s just a spot of major nerve damage,” Bradshaw said dismissively. “A little souvenir from my recent stint as the Archpope’s guest.”
 

 
  “I keep telling him to take some time off and let the healers do their jobs,” Mogul said, frowning at him. “It’s like talking to a particularly stubborn wall.”
 

 
  “Hard to sit on my ass while the people who
  
   do
  
  things like this are sitting on thrones,” Bradshaw said curtly.
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Mogul continued, pausing to pat Bradshaw’s shoulder again before turning and lightly tossing the bottle onto Yornhaldt’s bed, “that’s another supply of antivenom. A specific one for katzil bites, rather than the general anti-infernal Bradshaw gave you. The syringe is better of emergency doses, of course, but that can be taken orally. I’m afraid the taste is quite appalling; there was nothing to be done about that, sorry.”
 

 
  “You should be fine, given some time and rest,” Bradshaw added. “Still, infernal venoms are tricky; you might have recurring issues for a few weeks. I trust a man of your education knows the symptoms of infernal corruption; be watchful for them. Take one teaspoon if you notice any, and no less than four hours between doses. I recommend you seek out a witch or shaman as soon as you’re able for a more comprehensive healing than we could provide. Avoid divine healers for now; exposing the light to any lingering traces of the venom can cause tissue damage.”
 

 
  “And with all that out of the way,” Mogul said, striding across the room to the prisoner, “we’ll leave your fate in your own capable hands, Professor. Pardon us for rushing off like this, but there’s always so much to do, and not enough hours in the day! We’ll keep our eyes on you till you’re back at Last Rock, just in case someone decides to have another go.”
 

 
  “I…ah…thank you,” Yornhaldt said weakly.
 

 
  “Not at all, think nothing of it! As you pointed out, old fellow…the enemy of my enemy.” Mogul winked again and tipped his hat. “Never stop seeking the truth, Professor. The truth is what will set us all free.”
 

 
  He casually gathered up a fistful of the captured dwarf’s coat, and then the shadows swelled up around them. A similar effect washed over Bradshaw, and a moment later, Yornhaldt was alone.
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  “I appreciate your patience,” said Bishop Shahai, entering the room. “At ease.”
 

 
  The squad relaxed on command, at least a little bit. They had been holed up in this spartan office for half an hour, waiting for someone to come collect them. It was a space containing nothing but a desk, chairs, wall-mounted fairy lamps and a currently empty bookcase; for decoration there was only a golden eagle sigil painted on the wall, somewhat in need of touching up. The downside of the Bishop’s accessible and friendly choice of office space was that they were relegated to unused back rooms like this one when anything requiring privacy was to be discussed.
 

 
  “All part of the service, ma’am,” Principia said cheerfully.
 

 
  Shahai gave her a wry glance as she glided around the desk to seat herself behind it. “Yes, yes, just because your patience was required does not mean I don’t appreciate it. Despite how it probably seemed cooped up in this dusty attic space, I have managed to expedite matters considerably.” She set the folder she had been carrying down on the desk and flipped it open. “I’ve read your reports of this morning’s events, as well as the preliminary results of the interrogations.”
 

 
  “They’re already interrogating the suspects? Ma’am,” Farah added belatedly, flushing.
 

 
  “That is the technical term being used, but no, I wouldn’t really call it that,” replied Shahai with a small smile. “All three are being left to think about their possible futures for a few more hours before the real questioning starts, as is standard procedure. The man, though, seems eager to tell anybody in his company everything he knows. Which, unfortunately, is little; his girlfriend is the one who dragged them all into this affair, and she is not yet feeling talkative. His comments do, however, indicate an organized third party behind the attack.
 

 
  “Also,” she added, glancing at the door, which she had left open, “I’ve requested the presence of another expert for this meeting, so let us refrain from any further discussion along those lines for now. The long and the short of it is this: we seem to have organized anti-dragon activists in the city.”
 

 
  She let that digest for a moment.
 

 
  Frowning, Ephanie spoke up. “Excuse me, ma’am, but…how? Even the dragonsworn are barely organized at this point; they’re still lining up at the embassy trying to get in with the Conclave. Who could possibly…”
 

 
  “That is one of the matters to be discussed with the other party I invited, whose confirmation suggested he would be here…well, soon. Busy men are difficult to pin down more precisely than that. I was fortunate to be able to get a message to him on such short notice.”
 

 
  “What expert is this?” Principia asked.
 

 
  Shahai smiled coyly at them. “I have it on good authority that all of you are acquainted with Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  Merry’s left eyelid began twitching uncontrollably.
 

 
  “I’m…not sure I understand, ma’am,” said Casey.
 

 
  “This goes beyond the issue of Saduko a.k.a. Gimmick’s involvement,” said Shahai, steepling her fingers. “The Sisterhood is woefully unprepared to engage in espionage and counter-intelligence, particularly in the city, which is exactly what this business has become. This is one of the duties for which your squad is being groomed, but I think you will have to acknowledge that said grooming is still in a preliminary state. We had
  
   one
  
  expert in such maneuvering, who is currently banished to the Abbey for…well, you of all people know what she did. It just goes to show the foolishness of having
  
   only
  
  one expert on hand. Until the five of you are more experienced, positioned and connected, we need help with things like this. Additionally, the High Commander is interested in increasing interfaith cooperation outside the aegis of the Church—both in general and with the Thieves’ Guild in particular. Thus, including Darling addresses two needs, with the added bonus that he is also involved in the Imperial government and can help steer us away from missteps in that direction. The last thing we need on top of everything else is to offend Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Do you trust Darling, your Grace?” Casey asked quietly.
 

 
  “I trust him to behave in a manner consistent with his nature, his interests and his established patterns,” said Shahai, still with a slight smile. “I have taken pains to know what these are. You raise a good point, Elwick; allies are not necessarily friends, and mutual reliance is not necessarily trust. Darling has no motive to play us false in this and many reasons to be cooperative, but don’t let him worm into your affections.”
 

 
  “He is
  
   very
  
  good at that,” Principia noted.
 

 
  “Ah, your Grace, ma’am?” Farah asked timidly, raising her hand. At Shahai’s nod, she continued. “Um, why does the High Commander want to increase cooperation with the Thieves’ Guild? Aren’t we…well, not
  
   enemies,
  
  but almost the next best thing?”
 

 
  “The Guild and the Sisterhood have always had a complicated and often adversarial relationship,” the Bishop mused. “As for Commander Rouvad’s specific motives, I’m sure she would tell you if she wished you to know. In general, I feel comfortable in saying that the world is growing increasingly complicated, matters in this
  
   city
  
  are getting tricky even faster, and it’s generally more useful to have the Guild as a friend than an enemy.”
 

 
  “If nothing else,” Ephanie said slowly, “if we build up some goodwill they’re one less thing to worry about.”
 

 
  “You should
  
   never
  
  not worry about the Guild,” Principia advised. “They aren’t generally aggressive toward other cults, but if they decide someone is corrupt or abusive in a position of power…”
 

 
  “They didn’t do anything about Basra Syrinx,” Casey muttered. “In fact, I think Darling tried to protect her.”
 

 
  “Complicated,” Shahai said quietly.
 

 
  A rather morose silence descended upon the room, during which each of them in turn glanced at the half-open door.
 

 
  “Well,” said Shahai after a long moment, straightening in her chair, “there is little point in discussing anti-draconic activity or the Guild’s involvement until Darling arrives, as we’ll just have to go over anything covered twice. I don’t expect that to be a long conversation, anyway. In the meantime, is there anything else you would like to know about our assignment? I encourage questions; the more you know, the better prepared you are.”
 

 
  “Actually…” Casey cleared her throat. “I don’t know how relevant it is to anything, but I’ve been wondering about the colors on the Conclave’s, um, symbol. I thought there were only four dragon colors, but they have black and gray, and you mentioned it to Zanzayed in a way that implied there was some significance there… I guess it’s not very relevant, though,” she added.
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Shahai said briskly. “It is, indeed, a rather obscure piece of lore, but you’ve touched upon an important subject, Elwick. The five of you are being asked to deal, in one way or another, with dragons.
  
   Anything
  
  you can add to your knowledge of dragons will be helpful; please don’t hesitate if you have questions. In fact, I may have to look up some additional reading for you…”
 

 
  “Oh!” Farah perked up, her expression brightening. “I can help with that.”
 

 
  “Oh. Good.” Merry’s face and tone were completely impassive.
 

 
  Shahai grinned at her. “Well, for those who find reading a little dry, I can try my hand at storytelling. To begin with, Elwick, you can’t really tell from looking at the Conclave’s device, but that represents silver, not gray. There are, in fact, six known draconic colors, though black and silver dragons are extremely rare, and have not been seen in centuries. Let me see, where to start…”
 

 
  She let her gaze drift toward the ceiling, slowly drumming the fingers of one hand on the desk in thought.
 

 
  “Back at the very beginning, I suppose,” the Bishop murmured at last. “I’d thought to keep the matter as immediately relevant as possible, but there are some things that simply can’t be fully understood outside their context. Before the Elder Wars,
  
   everything
  
  was different. There were no Circles of Interaction, as each god provided their own system of magic to the world, to be used by their own followers. It was a much more chaotic arrangement, and this will become significant to our discussion momentarily. The other thing you need to know about the Elders is that they shepherded the mortal—and immortal—races very much like we do with domestic animals today, and for many of the same reasons.
 

 
  “We know from surviving information, of which there is sadly little, that the Elders had a hand in the development of humans, dwarves and elves as they exist now. They created the gnomes, goblins and lizardfolk from whole cloth, so to speak. Other various offshoots, such as the demon and faerie species, have their origins in the same period, from the manipulations of various Elder Gods, which explains the state of sentient life today: many diverse races, but clearly arising from common stock, and most still capable of interbreeding. Of all the intelligent races the Elders made to serve them, the rarest and most powerful by far were the dragons.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Farah’s eyes widened in realization. “Is that why dragons are always male? It would be a way to control their breeding and population!”
 

 
  “That’s a fairly common theory, yes,” Shahai said with a hint of amusement.
 

 
  “Let’s let the Bishop tell her story, Szaravid,” Principia said pointedly.
 

 
  “Oh.” Farah wilted slightly. “Um, sorry, your Grace. Please go on.”
 

 
  “Dragons,” Shahai continued, “were designed to be vessels of enormous quantities of magic. Their entire beings are expressions of that power, which is why they change colors to express the system of magic they choose to embody. The four colors we have today are dragons at their basic level: in their youth most of them dabble in all systems, focusing on one by the time they reach maturity and coming to express it almost exclusively.
  
   Most
  
  dragons are able to cast some spells from outside their own specialization, but for the most part that specialization seems integral to their very being and identity. They do sometimes
  
   change
  
  their colors and focus, but I know no accounts of a dragon attempting to express more than one school of magic equally at the same time. This is the usual state of a dragon, but there is another, rarer one beyond that. As the Elders originally designed them, particularly favored dragons could be imbued by their patron god with a far greater degree of power, becoming…something
  
   more.”
  
 

 
  She paused, frowning in thought, before continuing. “It’s…hard to say what makes the difference, exactly. Records from that time are few and partial at best. Dragons, of course, do not discuss their business with others, and there are limits to what one can learn merely by observing. What we
  
   know
  
  is that for a dragon to ascend to this second level of their being requires the specific blessing and empowerment of whatever deity controls the source of of their own magic, and that when this is done, they become creatures of immense power, something very close to the level of gods themselves.
 

 
  “The silver and black dragons,” she continued, “are those final, higher expressions of the divine and infernal systems of magic, respectively. A gold or red dragon who secures the favor of their deific patron can become a silver or black, and all the power that implies. It should go without saying that the world is very fortunate this is a rarity.”
 

 
  “But…why?” Casey asked, tilting her head. “Wouldn’t it serve the gods’ interest to have powerful servants like that?”
 

 
  Shahai shrugged. “Gods, Elwick, are even more inscrutable in their motives than dragons. I can tell you from a simple study of history that the Pantheon has empowered silver dragons
  
   only
  
  to serve as a counter to a black dragon when Elilial has empowered one—which she has done only three times. The last such case was Ilvassirnil the Silver, who perished in the act of destroying Semathlidon the Black, which he accepted as the consequence and indeed the
  
   purpose
  
  of his elevation. So the initiative is clearly Elilial’s, and she seems generally disinclined to trust a dragon with that degree of power. She has ample reason, too: even Scyllith apparently swore off the practice. She elevated no black dragons for over two thousand years before her own fall, after Belosiphon the Black dabbled in forbidden powers and turned against her. She was forced to call on an alliance of
  
   other
  
  dragons to destroy him.”
 

 
  “You are very well-read about this, ma’am,” Ephanie noted.
 

 
  “It’s a hobby,” Shahai said modestly, “and one which has been useful in the past. Generally it’s wise not to involve oneself in the affairs of dragons if it can be avoided—but when it can’t, more knowledge is always better than less. Pertaining to that, I will tell you something of more immediate relevance.” She folded her arms atop the desk, staring intently at them. “I strongly advise you not to bring this up in conversation with or
  
   near
  
  him, but it is an open secret that Ampophrenon the Gold’s fondest ambition is to be elevated as a silver dragon.”
 

 
  “He…craves power?” Merry asked.
 

 
  “No more than any dragon, and in fact, probably less,” said Shahai. “Ampophrenon’s convictions are quite sincere; I believe he simply desires to be the greatest servant of the light he can possibly be. Whatever the reason, it is likely a forlorn hope.”
 

 
  “I guess there’s not much we could do with that knowledge anyway,” Farah mused. “I mean, we, meaning the Sisterhood in general. Even if Avei wanted to elevate him, it takes the whole Pantheon, right? I mean, you didn’t
  
   say
  
  that, your Grace, but I got that implication.”
 

 
  “Your inference is correct,” said Shahai, nodding. “Infernal and fae magic still answer to their original creators, but the divine is the gift of the entire Pantheon, forged from the energy left over after the rest of the Elders were destroyed. Without the blessing of the Pantheon, or at least a quorum thereof, there will be no more silver dragons. We should hope that there
  
   never
  
  are, for that would mean another black dragon. There is nothing the world needs less than one of
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “But…that’s only elevated forms of two kinds of dragons,” Casey protested. “What about blue or green ones?”
 

 
  “Well,” said Shahai with a smile, “presumably, in
  
   theory,
  
  there could be elevated forms of those, but it has never been seen. Naiya has no apparent interest, which suits her personality perfectly. She likes her strongest servants unquestionably subordinate to her, and anyway has little interest in taking an active role in the world. Thus, there are no elevated green dragons. As for the blues… Many scholars theorize that there must be a deity associated with arcane magic, but if such a being exists, it has never made itself known, and certainly never empowered a draconic champion.”
 

 
  She broke off, her eyes moving to the doorway, and Squad One shifted to follow her gaze.
 

 
  “Well, don’t stop
  
   now,”
  
  said Bishop Darling, leaning against the door frame and smiling disarmingly. “I didn’t know
  
   any
  
  of that. Fascinating stuff, and quite possibly useful now we’ve got a city full of dragons!”
 

 
  “Not to worry,” said Shahai, rising and smiling at him. “I had conveniently come to a stopping point, anyway. Please, Antonio, come in. I understand you’re acquainted with Squad One.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, nodding to them. “And congratulations on your promotion, ladies. Sergeant,” he added, bowing gallantly to Principia.
 

 
  “This is difficult,” she mused. “There’s Legion protocol concerning the address of Bishops, but as a good Eserite I’m practically obligated to sass you in the harshest terms.”
 

 
  “Perhaps we can skip such formalities,” Shahai said, giving Principia a look that was just a hair shy of warning. “Have a seat, and thank you very much for coming so quickly. I realize this must be an imposition to you.”
 

 
  “That’s no fault of yours,” he said, his expression sobering as he positioned himself in one of the chairs across from her desk and angled it to include the Legionnaires in the conversation. “It’s an imposition, yes, but we are all together in being imposed upon. Such is life these days. Can you bring me up to speed, Nandi?”
 

 
  “Gladly.” She folded her hands atop the open folder. “I told you what little I knew of Saduko’s involvement in the attack this morning—she left here upset but unharmed, but I think can be considered the primary victim. At the least, she suffered by far the greatest paint coverage. Beyond that, preliminary disclosures from our three suspects suggest some kind of organized movement reacting to the Conclave of the Winds, specifically
  
   against
  
  it. We have nothing further, yet. Certainly nothing provable or definitive.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” Darling slouched slightly in his chair, frowning into the distance in thought. “This is… The word I keep coming back to is ‘weird.’”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Shahai said with a smile.
 

 
  “Well!” He straightened up again and panned a look across the soldiers. “To begin with, Principia and company, I’ve raised the issue of Saduko’s involvement with the Boss.”
 

 
  “I’m sure I can guess how that went,” Prin said dryly.
 

 
  Darling grinned. “I’m sure you can. She’s not working for the Guild on this matter, which means she’s not violating your neutrality. Saduko is a free agent; she can work for whomever she wants and talk to whomever she wants as long as she doesn’t violate any of the Guild’s codes, which she’s not. If she cons or attacks you, that’s another matter, but talking isn’t something Tricks is interested in doing anything about.”
 

 
  “She
  
   did
  
  sneak onto the Third Legion’s grounds,” Ephanie pointed out, scowling.
 

 
  “So I hear,” Darling said gravely. “It’s a fairly minor offense, but one the Boss
  
   could
  
  act upon if he felt a need. Tricks’s opinion of this matter is that if there’s
  
   one
  
  person who does not need her hand held, it’s Principia Locke. So long as Saduko maintains her current level of respect, you’re on your own in that department.”
 

 
  “Aw, how flattering!” Principia said, beaming. “I didn’t know he thought so well of me.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, that was the heavily edited version. The original was about sixty percent cussing.”
 

 
  “For the time being, I think it best suits us to leave Saduko alone,” said Shahai. “Her presence is non-threatening, and is a potentially useful link to the Conclave. That being said, I
  
   would
  
  like to know as much about her as possible. I dislike all the blind spots in this affair. She is foreign, that much I can tell. What
  
   do
  
  we know of her?”
 

 
  “She…froze,” said Principia with a frown. “It struck me as odd. When the carriage came around the corner I immediately adopted a defensive posture in a doorway, which startled her. And she just
  
   stood
  
  there. Didn’t react until it was close enough to be obviously dangerous, and even then she couldn’t think of anything better than backing against the wall. Which, if that thing had been trying to ram us, would have gotten her killed.”
 

 
  “So she’s not too bright, then?” Merry suggested.
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “It’s just…peculiar, for a Guild member. Oh, there are blockheads among Eserites, just as there are in any group of people, but even thieves without much native intelligence are generally trained to have better
  
   instincts
  
  than that. And she actually struck me as quite perspicacious in conversation.”
 

 
  “That tracks with what relatively little
  
   I
  
  know of her,” said Darling. “She is a new arrival on the continent; the news I have comes from her involvement in a mess in Onkawa last year, but this is consistent with everyone’s observations. Saduko’s central weakness is an inability to improvise. She’s a good planner—a specialist in magical security systems, both creating and cracking. She follows orders well and seems to be a good actress when she has a script to read from. But surprises throw her off pretty easily. You’re right, Locke, that’s not an ideal trait in a Guild member; she’d never have passed her apprenticeship like that in Tiraas, but the Guild chapter in Kiyosan is in a different situation, and has different priorities.”
 

 
  “Can you get records from them?” Farah asked.
 

 
  He winced. “In…theory. The Boss would have to decide it’s important, which I don’t see happening. That would take weeks at best and…well, without getting into a long digression on Sifanese culture and politics, the Guild over there has concerns that are foreign to Tiraan sensibilities. These are tricky waters to navigate.”
 

 
  “Still, this is useful information,” Shahai mused. “A security specialist who is known to be poor at improvising—an odd choice for the task of approaching Principia.”
 

 
  “An odd choice for the task of approaching
  
   Zanzayed,”
  
  Darling said, looking significantly at her.
 

 
  “Bishop Shahai brought me up to speed on Webs and his involvement,” Principia said, scowling. “Do we
  
   know
  
  if this has anything to do with Shook?”
 

 
  “There’s no way it doesn’t, but we’ve no provable link at this time,” said Darling. “Whatever the connection, it’s remote. I suggest we focus on more immediate concerns for the moment. The impression I get is that Saduko is being used in these schemes because she was the most convenient piece to be moved, not because she was the best for the job.”
 

 
  “And a pawn being sacrificed may be persuaded to shift her loyalties,” Shahai said with a faint smile. “It is worth bearing in mind as things progress. For now, the progression of things must be our immediate concern, I think.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Darling, nodding. “I have one overriding impression about all of this: it’s happening so
  
   fast.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Principia with a bitter twist of her mouth. “The dragons come to town, and within two
  
   days
  
  there’s an organized counter-dragon group which is far enough along in its development to be attacking its perceived enemies? The whole thing reeks.”
 

 
  “What are you suggesting?” Farah asked somewhat tremulously.
 

 
  “At this time, merely that this is all adding up far quicker than it naturally should,” said Shahai. “In addition to the improbable
  
   speed
  
  with which this anti-dragon group has apparently developed, there is the matter of its choice of target. Splashing paint is a time-honored expression of disapproval and usually fairly harmless, but under the law it
  
   is
  
  considered assault. And assault, even if only of a technical variety, is a very peculiar manner in which to approach the Silver Legions.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Darling said emphatically, nodding. “Even if somebody felt aggrieved enough to be molesting soldiers, the Silver Legions are
  
   respected
  
  in a way that even the Imperial Army isn’t. This kind of aggression is almost as jarring as the pace of these developments. We’ve got a political movement taking shape far too quickly to be natural, and its agents acting in an irrationally hostile way. People do dumb things in the name of causes all the time, but this
  
   combination
  
  of factors says to me that someone with deep pockets is deliberately arranging this.”
 

 
  Casey cleared her throat.
  
   “Or,
  
  it was three kooks with a carriage and too much free time who only got caught because Principia can throw a lance better than any Legionnaire I’ve ever seen. And it’s not hard to imagine that guy is just spinning stories to try to keep himself and his girlfriend out of trouble.”
 

 
  “That brings us back to the strikingly odd fact that they attacked a Silver Legionnaire on active duty,” Shahai mused, “but you are correct, Elwick; we don’t yet
  
   know
  
  enough to draw firm conclusions, and one of the possibilities still extant is that this is all just…nothing. Coincidence, random events. I would consider that possibility remote, however, and growing more so all the time. Another piece of the puzzle is Zanzayed’s oddly persistent interest in Principia, which we tested yesterday. Saduko isn’t the only person he keeps sending after her.”
 

 
  “So,” Darling mused, “Zanzayed is moving very quickly and very fixedly on his goal of Principia. Someone opposed to dragons is doing the same. If you take those things in the context of one another…”
 

 
  “That bastard is making me a target!” Principia burst out.
  
   “Veth’na alaue,
  
  all this drilling and saluting is turning my brain to porridge!
  
   How
  
  did I not see that earlier?!”
 

 
  “It’s a pretty standard trick, if one has hidden enemies,” said Casey. “Put up a strawman for them to beat on.”
 

 
  “With that,” Shahai said, smiling grimly, “these events begin to make a certain kind of sense. I caution everyone against premature conclusions, but this, at least, presents a general shape of things which merits further pursuit, I think.”
 

 
  Principia drew in a deep breath and let it out in a growl. “And, of course, the only logical method
  
   of
  
  pursuing this line of inquiry is to go talk to
  
   bloody
  
  Zanzayed!”
 

 
  “I agree,” Shahai said mildly. “Needless to say, Locke, I will need to be present for that conversation.”
 

 
  “I would prefer to bring the whole squad, ma’am,” Principia said stiffly.
 

 
  “Good,” the Bishop nodded. “I believe we can construct a very suitable little drama out of these roles. The Legionnaires forming chorus and backdrop, your very justifiable ire at the position he has placed you in, and myself as the voice of calm.”
 

 
  “Good guard, bad guard, but with extras,” said Darling. “Zanzayed may be a noted fool and reprobate among dragons, but he
  
   is
  
  still a dragon. In fact, he’s one of the more social ones. I think you’ll have to consider the prospect of him seeing through this.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” said Bishop Shahai with a coy little smile. “But Antonio, this is not the sort of game in which we are attempting to
  
   deceive
  
  one another. Right now, everyone is playing everyone else, and everyone knows it. At question is how
  
   well
  
  we play. I think that impressing Zanzayed the Blue with the level of our game will be an excellent starting point.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Some minutes later, Principia waited until Squad One were safely ensconced in their cabin with the door shut before speaking.
 

 
  “Well, I hate to say it, ladies, but our own schedule just got bumped forward a good bit. That
  
   extra
  
  project is no longer a long-term plan. Be ready to get working on it immediately.”
 

 
  “You think that’s necessary, Sarge?” Ephanie asked, staring intently at her. “I thought we had time, yet.”
 

 
  “I don’t know whether it’s necessary,” Principia admitted. “But it’s looking increasingly like it
  
   might
  
  be. You heard the Bishops: the overall theme of this assorted bullshit is that it’s all coming together too
  
   fast.
  
  Whatever’s coming at us, I want to be ready to meet it head-on.”
 

 
  “Aren’t you always telling us that the roundabout way is usually better than the straightforward one?” Merry asked dryly, folding her arms.
 

 
  “I am, and it is,” Principia said, nodding. “But that’s just it, Lang. When things are rushing at your face, would you rather trust your ability to dodge, or…” She reached over and tapped Merry sharply between the eyebrows. “Wear a helmet?”
 

 
  “Get out of my face,” Merry said sullenly, leaning away from her.
 

 
  “Is it… I mean, you said you were gonna have a lot of work to do to get this together,” Farah said worriedly.
  
   “Can
  
  you?”
 

 
  “My contacts have put together the raw materials for me,” Principia replied. “I’ve been working as I had time. I’ll have to pull an all-nighter to finish it up, but I can have the stuff ready by tomorrow. Then it’s just a matter of practice.”
 

 
  “Drilling,” Casey said fatalistically.
  
   “More
  
  drilling. Ugh…this is gonna mean more coffee, isn’t it.”
 

 
  “For me, for one day, yes,” Principia said firmly. “I can take it;
  
   your
  
  health I wanna be more careful with. Drugs are not a substitute for sleep, girls. I’m really sorry to have to do this, but… This is gonna have to come out of your personal time.”
 

 
  A glum silence fell, broken after a moment by a derisive snort from Merry.
 

 
  “Well, what the hell,” she said. “It’s not as if any of us has a life, anyway.”
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  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Weaver demanded.
 

 
  Sound carried a long way over the Badlands; they had known something peculiar was afoot in Desolation long before reaching it. Once the weathered stone buildings of the town hove into view, the distant cacophony was compounded by the sight of people moving about in the streets, in greater numbers and with much greater energy than they had seen them do before. Though hints had begun to form as soon as they drew near enough to pick some meaning out of the noise, it wasn’t until nearly reaching the outskirts of the town itself that the three could be certain what was going on in Desolation.
 

 
  It appeared to be a party.
 

 
  Approaching the town from the same direction in which they had left, the group entered through the old streets leading past mostly abandoned buildings rather than the main avenue. As such, the citizens were a peripheral presence until they were well into the town itself, heard but glimpsed only in passing. From what little they
  
   could
  
  hear, everyone seemed to be in a good mood.
 

 
  Now, finally emerging into the central avenue, the group had to stop and stare. The street was all but filled, and all the festival atmosphere lacked were decorations. Whatever was happening had apparently not been planned, but resulted in most of the town’s population milling about, laughing, talking, shouting and drinking. Two groups of musicians could be heard, both playing exuberantly in the same frontier style, but between their unpolished performances and the multiple tunes running it was impossible to tell what banjo was supposed to be harmonizing what fiddle. As McGraw, Billie and Weaver arrived, gaping, a great cheer went up near Terminus Station, where most of the crowd seemed to be centered, followed by a loud toast to the Emperor’s health and more cheering.
 

 
  Mere moments later, they were spotted. A general hue and cry went up, people rushing forward toward the three. Unlike their previous encounter with Desolation’s agitated populace, though, everyone was smiling. In moments they were being cheerfully slapped on the back and possibly congratulated or thanked. Between the general noise and the fact that a good half the crowd had clearly been well into their whiskey, it was hard to tell.
 

 
  Several townsfolk stumbled back as a great puff of wind burst out from beneath Billie, where she had dropped a small object. The gnome lifted upward on a levitation charm, grabbing McGraw’s sleeve and clambering up to seat herself precariously on his shoulder.
 

 
  “Well, damn!” she shouted, grinning madly. “I should blow up towns more often!”
 

 
  “Why is it,” Weaver demanded, “that once everyone’s
  
   smiling
  
  you’re willing to take—”
 

 
  “All right, all right, everybody give ’em some air! Land’s sakes, you’re gonna drown ’em. C’mon, clear a path.”
 

 
  Somewhat reluctantly, the still-shouting citizens shifted, creating an opening through which Joe approached, smiling and gently shooing people away.
 

 
  “Kid, what the hell did you
  
   do?”
  
  Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Exactly what I said I was gonna do,” Joe replied, tucking his thumbs into his belt and grinning. “How was your trip? Any luck?”
 

 
  “Good bit of luck, in fact,” said McGraw, having to raise his voice over the din. “Maybe we oughtta discuss it in a
  
   quieter
  
  environment. Care to bring us up to speed, here?”
 

 
  “Better yet, I’ll show you.” Joe turned to head back toward the Rail station, grinning and beckoning. “C’mon, I think you’ll like this!”
 

 
  They continued to be shouted at, backslapped and offered drinks all the way to the station. It wasn’t far, fortunately, and while some of the most earnest carousing seemed to be taking place in its immediate vicinity, the station itself was an island of order, watched over by Imperial soldiers. Easily a dozen of them, enforcing a perimeter between the station’s occupants and the crowd outside.
 

 
  A caravan was resting on the tracks, its hatches open; more troops were unloading crates, while others carefully unpacked them and laid out an orderly selection of arcane equipment. Sheriff Decker stood off to the side with two portly older men; he gave the approaching group a long, unreadable look upon their arrival.
 

 
  “The rest of the Imperial Surveyors are already spread out through the town,” Joe noted as he escorted the others toward Decker’s group. “The uniformed folks currently unpacking are with the Army Corps of Enchanters. Looks like there’ll be plenty of work for everyone pretty soon.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  work?” Billie demanded, still from her perch on McGraw’s shoulder. She was a little too wide in the bottom to make it a comfortable position, but held her balance well enough. The old wizard made no complaint, but moved rather more slowly and carefully than was his usual custom.
 

 
  “You remember Sheriff Decker, of course,” Joe went on as they joined the three men. “Allow me to introduce Mayor Tweed, who’s in charge in this town, and my old friend Heywood Paxton, Imperial Surveyor.”
 

 
  “Mornin’, Elias,” the slightly younger of the two overweight men said cheerfully. “Bout time you brought me somethin’ other than trouble! And these’ll be Gravestone and the Tinker. Lemme see if I can figure out which is which!”
 

 
  “This is a real honor, all of you,” added Paxton, grinning. “A
  
   real
  
  honor! Upon my word, the older I get, the more fascinating people I get to meet! Perhaps I should blame Joe, eh? Seems every time I encounter a paladin or dryad or famous wandfighter, he’s lurking around somewhere!”
 

 
  “Well, I’ll take the blame for this one,” Joe said easily, “since I did bring you out here, an’ all. Last time, though,
  
   you
  
  came to
  
   my
  
  town.”
 

 
  “Indeed, indeed! And I do hope you won’t take this the wrong way, Joe, but so far I’m enjoying this one a lot more.”
 

 
  “At the expense of repeating myself,” Weaver said flatly, “what the
  
   hell
  
  is
  
   happening
  
  here?!”
 

 
  Paxton turned to look at Joe in surprise. “You didn’t tell them?”
 

 
  “I told ’em what I was planning,” the Kid said with a shrug. “Maybe they didn’t believe me.”
 

 
  “Uh, point of order,” said Billie, finally hopping down. Despite the drop being easily twice her height, she didn’t so much as grunt upon landing. “You told us you were gonna go try to get the Empire to come out and help here. Since you were talkin’ about moving a massive bureaucracy off its bum in the space o’ one day, we all ‘ad a laugh an’ ignored you. Because that’s
  
   stupid,
  
  Joe. Grumpypants has a valid question.”
 

 
  “Well, Mr. Jenkins gets a good share of credit, here,” said Paxton, chuckling, “but not all of it. We didn’t just spin all of this out of thin air; the plans have been percolating for a good few years now. Joe got myself and Bishop Darling on board, though, and we were able to light a fire under the relevant Imperial departments, and…here we are!”
 

 
  “Where?” Weaver exclaimed. “Where are we?”
 

 
  “It’s the most miraculous thing!” Mayor Tweed enthused. Beside him, Decker folded his brawny arms, looking far more skeptical. “No less than
  
   three
  
  major Imperial projects being constructed in and around Desolation! Look here, we’ve got it all laid out.” He turned and gesticulated at the wall of the ticket office, which was plastered with maps, blueprints and documents. They made little sense at first glance, having been slapped into place rather haphazardly, but Tweed carried on explaining. “First, the Rail line’s being extended—they’re finally putting in lines to Puna Dara and Rodvenheim! About time, I’d say. And that will make Desolation a
  
   hub,
  
  not just the end o’ the line. An
  
   international
  
  hub, even! Plus!” He leaned over to slap a hasty diagram of what seemed to be some kind of tower. “Zeppelin docks!”
 

 
  “Zeppelin docks?” McGraw frowned. “Here? Why?”
 

 
  “A step forward in another long-envisioned project,” Paxton explained. “You see, my friends, the common theme of these projects is
  
   diversification.
  
  In terms of transport, the Empire is heavily depended on its Rail network to get anything around. The Rail freeze this spring was an object lesson in how risky
  
   that
  
  can be. Zeppelin transport is many times slower, of course—but it’s a
  
   lot
  
  safer.”
 

 
  “Really says something about the Imperial Rail service that a conveyance which can
  
   fall
  
  thousands of feet is safer,” Weaver commented.
 

 
  “And that ties right into the other big deal going here,” Paxton continued. “The biggest deal, in fact! You see, a major transport freeze has the potential to cause more than just economic harm. A disproportionate amount of food comes from the Tira Valley and Great Plains—that’s the lion’s share of the really good farmland on this continent. In the old days, of course, kingdoms grew only as much as they could manage to feed themselves, but now, there are entire provinces that have to import food just to break even. The Stalrange, the Wyrnrange, the Tidestrider Isles… Tiraas itself doesn’t grow so much as an apple. There are places that just couldn’t survive if not for Imperial produce. A famine could be caused not only by a transportation crisis, but any localized disaster affecting our crop-producing regions.”
 

 
  “What, aren’t there storehouses?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “You’re gonna farm in the Badlands?” Billie said skeptically.
 

 
  “In the
  
   mines!”
  
  Mayor Tweed said, beaming.
 

 
  They all stared at him.
 

 
  “I’ve a few thoughts on that,” Weaver said finally, “but I’ve been asked not to express such things to people who hold Imperial office.”
 

 
  “It’s about Tar’naris,” Paxton said. “We learned a
  
   lot
  
  from the terraforming project there. Underground farming isn’t innately easy, but with the right enchantments, equipment and upkeep, subterranean farms turn out to be a lot
  
   less
  
  vulnerable to certain problems than conventional ones. Weather, for example, is a non-issue. The Surveyor Corps has been kicking around the idea of doing something similar on a smaller scale for the Empire’s benefit for years. Desolation has numerous underground spaces that are already cut in usable shapes, even better than natural caves. Better yet, it’s got a huge underground aquifer—there’s a natural lake far below the bedrock. This will be our test case!”
 

 
  “Construction!” Tweed enthused. “Lots and lots of construction! Commerce routed through the town from all over the Empire! And ultimately, we’ll become a food-exporting province! My friends, by bringing us to the Empire’s attention, I can say without exaggeration or embellishment that you have
  
   saved
  
  this dying town from the brink!”
 

 
  “Huh,” Weaver mused, studying the wall of charts and plans.
 

 
  “Step one is scouting the land, of course,” said Paxton. “My own colleagues are at work in the area, and the Aces are gearing up to follow suit, as you can see around you.”
 

 
  “Aces?” Billie inquired.
 

 
  “Army Corps of Enchanters,” Joe explained. “It’s an acronym. Anyway, gentlemen, my apologies for interrupting your planning. If I could borrow my friends for just a moment? We need to have a word in private.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course!” said Mayor Tweed. “And you’ll have to be our guests afterward. Heroes like you deserve to be
  
   celebrated!”
  
 

 
  “Feels odd to be arguing against that,” Weaver muttered as Joe led them a distance away, toward an end of the Rail platform not being used by the Army to offload their surveying equipment. “In honesty, though, all we’ve done here was blow up the saloon.”
 

 
  “Excuse you,
  
   I
  
  blew up the saloon,” Billie said haughtily. “I’ll take yer share of celebratin’, if y’don’t want it.”
 

 
  “Elias, can you arrange us a little privacy?” Joe asked.
 

 
  McGraw glanced thoughtfully at the nearby soldiers. “Well…”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t mind us,” said a passing woman wearing a lieutenant’s bars. “There’s no law against sound-dampening effects near Imperial personnel.”
 

 
  “All righty, then,” the old man said with a grin, and tapped the butt of his staff twice against the ground.
 

 
  The sphere that sprung up around them was only barely visible, rippling like heat waves off the desert; its primary effect was to cut off sound from outside the bubble.
 

 
  “Thanks,” said Joe, his expression growing more serious. “I need to pass on word from Darling: this stroke of good fortune comes with a warning. These plans
  
   were
  
  all things that’ve been brewing for some years already, but havin’ ’em all put into effect
  
   now
  
  is the result of more intervention than he could muster. It was Lord Quentin Vex who added his weight to the initiative that got all this in motion.”
 

 
  “Vex?” Weaver frowned. “The head of Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “We’ve been seein’ signs of his handiwork out here, too,” McGraw commented, extracting a cigarillo from his case. “Much smaller ones, though.
  
   This
  
  is a whole different animal. What do the Imps want out here?”
 

 
  “Almost certainly the same thing we do,” said Weaver.
 

 
  “The reality is,” Joe continued gravely, “some of these projects are…less feasible than others. It’s lucky the underground farming is gonna be the biggest, because that’s the one they’re most serious about. The bit with extending the Rail…”
 

 
  “Way ahead o’ ye,” said Billie. “Rodvenheim an’ Puna Dara are sovereign states; y’can’t just
  
   build
  
  infrastructure to their gates. That’s gonna require diplomacy, and I know bugger all about international relations but it seems t’me if either o’ them
  
   wanted
  
  a Rail line they’d’ve had one long since.”
 

 
  “The zeppelin thing may be premature, too,” Joe added. “Right now, zeps are strictly military transport. Expanding them to carry civilian passengers and freight is a good idea, I think, but the fact is we’re talkin’ about building an installation for an infrastructure network that doesn’t
  
   exist.”
  
 

 
  “Well, the key to making something exist is to actually
  
   build
  
  it,” Weaver pointed out. “I don’t see how any of this affects us, anyway. We’ll be long gone before any of these grandiose plans can fall through.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t mean we’re not responsible,” Joe retorted.
 

 
  “No, the fact that we’re
  
   not
  
  responsible means we’re not responsible! Even
  
   you,
  
  kid, don’t have the power to
  
   make
  
  the Empire do this—the Empire does what it wants. And
  
   we
  
  aren’t even involved!”
 

 
  “I helped!” Billie chimed. “I cleverly created a sense of urgency by blowin’ up th—”
 

 
  “Will you
  
   button
  
  it, you sadistic crotch goblin!”
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” McGraw commented, puffing on his cigarillo. “It wouldn’t be the first time. But the Tirasian Dynasty has always ruled by carefully managing people’s opinions—both powerful interests and the general public. Sharidan’s pretty damn good at that game. Lord Vex is a crafty old crow himself, an’ not about to undermine the Emperor. However it may look from our limited perspective, Joe, I can’t imagine the Empire would invite the kind of unrest they would be by making grand promises out here and then yankin’ the rug out from under the whole province. In the age o’ scrolltowers and newspapers, that kind of hanky-panky could have continent-wide repercussions.”
 

 
  “I guess,” Joe said, frowning.
 

 
  “I’m not much inclined to trust governments myself,” McGraw said with a grin. “But this one knows its best interests and is reasonably competent. Surprising as it is to see them actually
  
   workin’
  
  out here…well, I think the odds are good they intend to see the work done.”
 

 
  “On a more pertinent note,” said Weaver, “how does all this help us? It’s great for the town and all, but…”
 

 
  “It’s about positioning,” said Joe. “Previously, it was us and Khadizroth’s group, head-to-head in the Badlands. He had a defensible position, forcing us to go on the attack, and we were
  
   both
  
  out of favor with the locals, making the population a big fat variable.
  
   Now,
  
  Desolation is not only crawling with Imperial interests, but the local folks think we’re the bee’s knees. We have a secure fallback position, one we can deny to his group. Thanks to all this, the advantage is ours.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   very
  
  early in the game to be counting chickens,” McGraw cautioned. “Still, you’ve got a good point there, Joe. Our position looks a lot better than it did yesterday. Now, concerning the other allies I’ve found for us—”
 

 
  “Uh, lads?” said Billie, pointing. “I can’t exactly read lips through this shimmery bit, but that crowd looks suddenly less celebratory than it did.”
 

 
  They all turned to follow her finger. Indeed, the motions of the large knot of people that had formed on the outer edges of the Rail station were far more aggressive than previously. Tellingly, Tweed, Paxton, and Decker all looked alarmed by this, and the soldiers had stopped what they were doing and taken up weapons.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   this
  
  could get bad in a hurry,” Joe said worriedly, striding forward through the wall of the bubble. The others swiftly followed suit.
 

 
  Outside the dampening bubble, the crowd was indeed angry. There was no more music; there were threats and insults. Joe had to raise his own voice considerably to get a path opened up toward the center of the cluster. “Hey, hey,
  
   hey!
  
  C’mon, now, I thought this was a party! Let’s all settle down, here. What’s all the fuss about?”
 

 
  He fell silent as the crowd finally parted, their seething voices subsiding somewhat as he deflected their attention to himself. In the middle of what had been a knot of citizens clearly on the verge of serious aggression stood two dwarves, a man and a woman. They wore simple working clothes and seemed wary, but not particularly alarmed at the prospect of the mob trying to form around them.
 

 
  “They don’t belong here!” shouted a woman from the back of the throng. A chorus of agreement rose around her.
 

 
  “Job-stealin’ tunnel rats!”
 

 
  “Go back under yer own mountain!”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah,
  
   whoah!”
  
  Joe exclaimed, holding up both hands. “People, please!
  
   C’mon.
  
  Look, I understand what’s been happenin’ here,, but you can’t just go blamin’ every dwarf you see for what the Big K company does.”
 

 
  “They’re
  
   with
  
  Big K!” a man in the front shouted accusingly. “Ask ’em!”
 

 
  “That’s true, in fact,” said the male dwarf. “Excuse me, Mr. Jenkins, isn’t it? My companion and I…”
 

 
  Anything else he said was lost in a rising tide of imprecations from the surrounding crowd.
 

 
  They fell quiet again when Joe drew his wand and fired it thrice into the sky. Rather than its usual quiet beams, he let loose several satisfyingly loud bolts of lightning.
 

 
  “Okay,” Joe said into the relative quiet which ensued. “I take your meaning, folks. But let me pose you a hypothetical, all right? We all know the Five Kingdoms have been hit as hard as this region by the Narisian Treaty. Now, suppose some dwarven outfit came out here hirin’. Suppose they were lookin’ for experienced miners to take on work up in the mountains themselves. Payin’ well, so you could afford to send money back an’ take care of your families. Wouldn’t you folks jump on that?”
 

 
  People muttered uncertainly; the dwarves simply watched Joe with speculative expressions. On the Rail platform, the soldiers stood ready, not going back to their work, but not moving to intervene yet.
 

 
  “I think you’d have to be crazy not to,” Joe continued, grinning disarmingly. “But there you’d be, in dwarven country, takin’ jobs from the folk who live there an’ probably not makin’ any of
  
   them
  
  happy. But…well, you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta, right? We all need to eat, an’ provide for our people. C’mon, we’ve had a big stroke of good luck in Desolation, today. Let’s not take out our frustrations on honest folk just tryin’ to make a living.”
 

 
  “That Mr. K’s an asshole,” someone grumbled very loudly. “Pushin’ us around…” This brought another chorus of surly assent, but the general mood of the crowd had become much calmer.
 

 
  “Well, now, let’s see a show of hands,” said Joe with a broad smile. “How many of you have
  
   never
  
  worked for an idiot or a jerk? Not once?”
 

 
  Chuckles ran around the crowd now; only a few hands appeared in the air.
 

 
  “Luke, you put your hand up this
  
   second!”
  
 

 
  “Hey now, Pa, you run a good outfit, but remember that time you was sick an’ Uncle George had ta run the store fer a week?”
 

 
  That brought outright laughter. People began to drift away, some looking abashed. In the next moments, a fiddle struck up a tune, joined quickly by a banjo and tambourine.
 

 
  “Well, well, well,” Billie drawled quietly, jabbing her elbow into Joe’s thigh. “Talented, cute, earnest,
  
   and
  
  he knows how to work a crowd. You’re
  
   dangerous,
  
  boy.”
 

 
  He coughed awkwardly, beckoning to the two dwarves, who stepped up onto the platform, McGraw and Weaver moving back to make room. The nearby soldiers stared very pointedly at the few remaining townsfolk who continued to watch the visitors with hostile expressions, but nothing further came of it.
 

 
  “That was rather impressive,” said the woman, smiling up at Joe. “In fact, you remind me of Mr. K, somewhat.”
 

 
  “I…have no idea how to take that,” he said frankly.
 

 
  McGraw cleared his throat pointedly. “There somethin’ we can help you folks with?”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact,” said the male dwarf, removing his hat and bowing politely to them. “I suppose there’s little need to ask who you are; the descriptions are quite distinctive. Mr. K would like to talk with you all, in a quiet and civil manner, at your earliest convenience.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I’m sorry I never manage to take you anywhere nice,” Teal said.
 

 
  Shaeine turned her head, raising her chin so that Teal could see her smile even from the depths of her hood. “Everywhere is nice, so long as you are with me.”
 

 
  The bard couldn’t repress a grin at that. “Hee… You are
  
   smooth,
  
  you know that?”
 

 
  “Yes, I do.” Shaeine momentarily pressed the back of her hand against Teal’s. Much as she wanted to take Shaeine’s hand—or, to be honest, to take her in her arms—Teal respected her reserve as always. Spending time over the summer with Shaeine’s family had been very instructive. In any case, even if she had been tempted to doubt the drow’s affection, such nascent doubts were always swiftly washed away as soon as they found themselves in private.
 

 
  “It bothers me, though,” she said more soberly as they continued to stroll. It was a quiet street, out of the way, but not deserted by any means. One wall of the entire block was formed by the exterior of the warehouse complex, beneath which was Malivette’s basement with its secret tunnel to Dufresne Manor. The rest was all shops, though—quiet, genteel shops, frequented by people who, one and all, had a suspicious stare for a figure in cowled robes walking alongside a short-haired girl in a man’s suit. “Having to hide you. You should be treated with more respect.”
 

 
  “It would be one thing if I
  
   had
  
  to hide,” Shaeine pointed out. “There are no such laws, and frankly I doubt showing my face would lead to violence, or danger. We are simply acting to ward off misunderstandings. The initiative, the choice, are still ours.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Teal mused. “You know what I mean, though.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Again, that deft little hand pressed against her own. “I am proud to be seen with you, too. I get the better end of this deal; at least everyone can
  
   see
  
  how lucky I am.”
 

 
  Teal couldn’t help grinning again. “Almost too smooth. How do you expect me to learn Narisian reserve if you won’t stop making me smile?”
 

 
  “I am selfish. I’ll risk any hardship to enjoy your smile.”
 

 
  After that comment, she couldn’t make herself withhold it.
 

 
  They reached the end of the warehouse and turned around, heading back. Waiting for Trissiny to get back from the Imperial Army barracks, hopefully with the other two paladins in tow, was tedious business in the basement; Teal and Shaeine had volunteered to take the watch more for the chance at some fresh air than because they feared any kind of attack. Indeed, the street was peacefully quiet. It was a pleasant place, in truth, enough so that they could almost ignore the way people glared at them.
 

 
  “Morning, dears,” said a flower seller as they neared; she had been turned around, rummaging in the back of her stall, on their previous passing. Now, the woman smiled, leaning forward and holding out a small bunch of violets. “I’ve just the thing to brighten your day!”
 

 
  “Well, why not?” Teal said, coming to a stop and accepting the violets. “Oh, look how fresh these are! How much?”
 

 
  “Nonsense, my lady,” the woman said warmly. “On the house, for you.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Teal blinked in surprise. “Well, that’s very… I mean, I don’t want to put you out.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   no
  
  hardship,” said the flower seller. “Merely a pittance. I think the three of you are more than due a spot of kindness.”
 

 
  Muted sounds of activity continued up and down the street, but an island of total stillness fell around the flower stall.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Shaeine said evenly, “the three of us?”
 

 
  “Some more hidden than others,” the woman said, still wearing that placid smile. She stepped to the side, moving with a pronounced limp, and began hanging bunches of wildflowers from the posts holding up her awning. “I know what it’s like, having to conceal who you are. Not, of course, in the
  
   way
  
  Lady Vadrieny must, but I’ve worn a cloak or two in my time. Rather stifling, aren’t they, Lady Shaeine? My apologies, I don’t actually know the right formal address in your culture.”
 

 
  “I think you had better explain yourself,” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  “Of course! My name’s Vanessa. Oof, sorry… You don’t mind if I sit down, I trust?” She pulled a wooden stool from the corner of her stall over to the front and perched on it with a soft sigh of relief. “Ahh… Getting better all the time. I’m afraid my leg just hasn’t been the same since I was in the Cathedral.”
 

 
  “Your…” Teal narrowed her eyes. “The Cathedral?”
 

 
  “The Grand Cathedral,” Vanessa said matter-of-factly, “in Tiraas. A broken femur is not a small thing, I’m afraid.”
 

 
  “That is a fortuitous place to have it happen,” said Shaeine. “At least there were healers present, yes?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes indeed,” Vanessa said, twisting her lips in an expression that was very nearly a sneer. “They healed it right up. Then broke it again. Then healed it, then broke it… Had this happened over a long stretch of time, I’m sure I’d have been able to count how many times. It was all back to back to back, though, on and on. Enough of that in one prolonged sitting, and strange things start to happen to your mind. You lose all sense of time, of place, of who you are… Eventually, there’s nothing but the pain. That’s the whole point, of course. As a side effect, the healings get less and less effective. The more repetitions, the more likely you’ll have lingering effects.”
 

 
  “Y-you…” Teal stuttered. “Why would… Who
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  “I’m Vanessa,” she said with a patient smile. She produced a bundle of dark purple wildflowers from a drawer and laid them out on her stall’s counter. “You know very well who I represent, my lady. And I know what you’re here for. Tellwyrn’s little assignments aren’t generally of interest to us, but it’s a worthy thing you are doing. This poor city is in
  
   bad
  
  shape, and the authorities aren’t having any luck straightening it out.”
 

 
  “What do you want?” Shaeine demanded.
 

 
  “To help.” As she spoke, Vanessa deftly braided flowers together with a long strip of black ribbon, gradually forming a wreath. “In whatever way you need. Your group is a potent force, to be sure, but you are at a disadvantage in dealing with diffuse troubles such as Veilgrad’s. Dozens of issues are rising up in every corner of the city—of the province. You need more pairs of hands, the ability to cover more ground than the nine of you can alone. We stand ready to serve.”
 

 
  “If you intend to threaten us,” Shaeine began.
 

 
  “Threaten you?” Vanessa’s hands clenched on the forming wreath. She stared fiercely into Teal’s eyes. “The dark lady has countless warlocks, and can always get more.
  
   You
  
  are irreplaceable. Threaten you? I would spend the last drop of my
  
   blood
  
  protecting you, if that is what it required.”
 

 
  “What…” Teal swallowed heavily, unable to tear her gaze away from the woman’s. “What did the Church… What did you tell them?”
 

 
  “Tell them? Oh, please,” Vanessa smiled again, bitterly. “This is the twelfth century. No
  
   professional
  
  tortures anybody for information, that’s terribly counterproductive. No…you
  
   torture
  
  someone to get the attention of whoever cares about whoever you’re hurting. It’s not so bad, in the end. I’m getting help from a shaman; she says I should be mostly able to walk as normal after a couple of years of the right therapy, though I’ll always be able to feel when it’s about to rain. And they
  
   got
  
  my friends’ attention, all right,” she added darkly. “The Universal Church does not employ torturers at present. They haven’t any left.”
 

 
  “I cannot believe the Church would do such a thing in the first place,” Teal said sharply. “And I
  
   certainly
  
  have no reason to trust you.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Vanessa said agreeably. “Trust is earned; you hardly know me, after all. I am simply making the offer, my lady, because I hate to think of you not knowing the resources that exist at your disposal.” She smiled, warmly, holding Teal’s gaze with her own. “When you need help, call for us. We will come.”
 

 
  “I don’t need that kind of help.”
 

 
  “Right now, at this moment? No, you don’t. Far better to continue enjoying your day. I’d recommend against making assumptions about the future, though.” Vanessa shook her head. “Have you discovered anything about Veilgrad’s problems? Our working theory right now is that there is a chaos rift somewhere in the area.
  
   That
  
  can become a catastrophe the likes of which you can hardly imagine. Never turn down help.”
 

 
  “I
  
   could
  
  call for the police,” Teal said. “Have you arrested.”
 

 
  “For what?” Vanessa chuckled. “Don’t worry, my lady, I am not offended; you’ve had some unfortunate accidents of education. Experience is a good teacher. Just remember what I said, girls. When you need us, call.”
 

 
  It was a shady street, but it was nonetheless shocking when the shadows swelled up around Vannessa, then receded, leaving nothing behind but the flower stall.
 

 
  On the counter sat the small wreath of dark flowers, braided with black ribbon.
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  “Well, it’s mostly good, right?” Juniper said brightly. “I mean, honestly I don’t expect a lot to come of talking with the cultists, especially if they’re already in prison. If they knew anything useful, the Empire surely woulda had it out of ’em long before now. But it sounds like we’ve got sources of help!”
 

 
  
   “None
  
  of that is help we need!” Trissiny said stridently. An expression of alarm had descended upon her features as Teal and Shaeine described their odd encounter on the street outside, and not diminished since. “Dragging Eserites into anything invariably leads to
  
   more
  
  trouble, and accepting
  
   help
  
  from the
  
   Black Wreath
  
  is so totally out of the question I can’t believe I even have to
  
   say
  
  it!”
 

 
  “It’s funny to me how you assume you have to say it,” Ruda remarked idly from the stairs.
 

 
  “You
  
   don’t,”
  
  Teal assured Trissiny. “I know, Triss.
  
   Believe
  
  me, I know. This is one of the lectures I got most often from the Church. I understand how the Wreath operates. It’d start with one small, very reasonable favor, and escalate wildly from there. The only way to win with them is not to engage them at all. Never let them work so much as a fingernail into a crack.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Right. Yes, you’re right. Sorry, Teal, I should’ve considered you would know all this. The subject just makes me edgy.”
 

 
  “Rightly so,” Toby said, wearing a concerned frown.
 

 
  “What worries me,” Trissiny continued, “is that the Wreath are totally without scruples. We’ve got enough trouble in Veilgrad already, and I can easily imagine them making more if they have a presence here.”
 

 
  “They operate magically, though,” Gabriel said. “If chaos is the problem, that puts them under the same disadvantage as everyone else.”
 

 
  “Wrong and wrong!” Trissiny snapped. “The chaos isn’t
  
   everywhere;
  
  all of us have used magic since coming here without having it misfire.” Ruda cleared her throat loudly. “Sorry,
  
   most
  
  of us.”
 

 
  “Yeah!” Fross chimed. “If I fall out of the air or suddenly stop existing, guys, that’s a warning sign.”
 

 
  “More to the point,” Trissiny barreled on, “the Black Wreath are not dangerous because they’re warlocks—or not chiefly. As warlocks go, they are usually
  
   more
  
  in control and less likely to cause messy splash effects than random self-taught practitioners. They are dangerous because they are
  
   crafty,
  
  insidious and very skilled at manipulation and…and…con artistry.”
 

 
  “And we’re back to the Eserites,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “Trissiny, we
  
   know,”
  
  Teal said gently.
 

 
  “What
  
   worries
  
  me,” the paladin said, “is that if the Wreath can’t tempt you to reach out to them…they are very capable of creating a
  
   need.
  
  Causing a problem that’ll make their particular brand of help look especially attractive, possibly even necessary.”
 

 
  “We’ll have to be watchful, then,” said Shaeine. “What else can we do? I concur, Trissiny, that it is necessary to be alert and aware of the danger they represent, but dwelling on them excessively poses its own hazards.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said cheerfully, “as the group’s acknowledged expert on both evil and pomposity, Boots pretty much can’t
  
   not
  
  give a lecture when the Wreath is about!”
 

 
  
   “Your commentary is helpful as always, Princess.”
  
 

 
  “Y’know, sword,” Ruda retorted, “coming from anyone else, that would be slightly rude. From
  
   you?
  
  Comedy gold. A real visit from the irony fairy.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but those are a myth,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Okaaaay,” Juniper said pointedly. “Wreath bad. Point made, and made again. But…what about that Eserite corporal? Are you sure she was an Eserite?”
 

 
  “It’s not as if she came out and
  
   said
  
  it,” Toby replied, “but she did that coin thing they do and quoted the first and most famous line of the Eserite catechism. I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure she’s Guild.”
 

 
  “Coin thing?” Shaeine tilted her head inquisitively.
 

 
  “Rolling a coin across the backs of the fingers,” Toby said, holding up his own hand, fingers a-waggle to demonstrate. “It’s… Well, it’s not something
  
   official,
  
  and it’s not like they punish other people for doing coin tricks, but that particular one is something they often use to signal their affiliation.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Gabriel mused. “Sounds like that’d be easy enough to fake.”
 

 
  Ruda snorted, not looking at them. For far from the first time during that conversation, she was peering through a crack in the wall near the ceiling of the dim basement, which afforded a narrow view of the warehouse floor up ahead. Faint sounds of commerce filtered into the basement from above, hopefully enough to mask their conversation. Malivette had assured them, anyhow, that everyone working in that warehouse knew better than to hear anything happening in the basement. “Pretending to be in the Thieves’ Guild is an excellent way for dumbasses to lose the use of their fingers.”
 

 
  “I’ll repeat my inherent distrust of Eserites,” Trissiny said, frowning, “but in all fairness…this is a somewhat different matter. For one thing, what we dealt with in Tiraas last winter was
  
   very
  
  unusual; the Guild doesn’t generally operate in any concerted fashion. Eserites don’t
  
   like
  
  organizations, and only tolerate them out of necessity.
  
   One
  
  thief hinting she might want to help us is more likely to be just that, not a sign that the Guild itself is involved.”
 

 
  “Even so, it’s weird,” said Gabriel. “I mean, a thief in the
  
   Army?”
  
 

 
  “Weird, yes,” Toby agreed, “but not impossible. Eserites are allowed in the Army.”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine why,” Juniper commented.
 

 
  “The Thieves’ Guild
  
   is
  
  the cult of a Pantheon god,” Toby replied. “You can’t just
  
   ban
  
  them. No
  
   smart
  
  organization would try to prohibit their membership, either. That’s exactly the kind of thing that would make them take an unhealthy interest. What’s
  
   odd
  
  is that one would become a soldier. The whole… I mean, army life is pretty much the opposite of what Eserites are all about.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel agreed, nodding. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or puzzled that the Colonel picked the local Eserite for his personal aide.”
 

 
  Still staring out the crack, Ruda snorted again. “Cute how you assume he knows.”
 

 
  “Besides,” Trissiny added, “her obvious motivation for joining the Army is to keep an eye on it, or someone in it. Either on general principles or because she wants access to something in particular. Remember our dealings with the guards in Lor’naris, how the quartermaster said their paperwork was a mess? Armies tend to get like that, no matter how well-organized they try to be. Someone in the right position could acquire all kinds of stuff; military gear must be a
  
   very
  
  lucrative slice of the black market. All of which brings us back to the original point: Corporal Timms is not a danger even close to the Black Wreath, and even
  
   may
  
  possibly be useful if she wants to, but we need to think very carefully before asking for her help. There
  
   will
  
  be a price.”
 

 
  “That by itself shouldn’t be an argument against it,” Ruda murmured. “Nothing doesn’t have a price.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is so fascinating out there?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  The pirate shrugged, finally turning away from the crack and shuffling around on the staircase to face them directly. “Some interesting goings-on in the warehouse. Maybe…well, I’ll check back on that later. For
  
   now,
  
  it occurs to me all this recapping was premature. I am
  
   still
  
  waiting to hear about Shiny Boots and her nighttime adventures.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, her what?” Gabriel turned to Trissiny, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” she said briskly. “Well. I went outside the Manor grounds last night—”
 

 
  “Wait,” Toby interjected, frowning. “Alone?”
 

 
  “Yes, alone,” she said testily. “Anyway—”
 

 
  
   “Trissiny!”
  
 

 
  “I
  
   know!”
  
  she exclaimed. “I’m sorry, it was—look, never mind that. The
  
   point
  
  is, I met the Shadow Hunters and learned some interesting things.”
 

 
  “Interesting how?” Shaeine asked quietly.
 

 
  “Interesting,” Trissiny said slowly, “in a general sense. They’re actually a fascinating group, and a lot more personable than people have implied to us. Also
  
   potentially
  
  useful to our immediate purposes here. They, at least, are specifically inclined to be helpful, and might be in a position to do so, depending on what develops.”
 

 
  “There, see?” Juniper said in satisfaction. “I
  
   told
  
  you we’d found help!”
 

 
  
   “You didn’t even know about this when you said so,”
  
  Ariel pointed out.
 

 
  “I have intuition,” the dryad said haughtily.
 

 
  “You seem downright positive about these guys, Triss,” said Ruda. “Gotta say, that’s startling. I always thought you were allergic to Shaathists.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the thing,” Trissiny replied. “They
  
   aren’t
  
  Shaathists. The way Raichlin—the one who I mostly talked to—explained it, they predate modern Shaathism. Actually… Well, we didn’t discuss it in a lot of detail, but he strongly implied that Shaathism has changed a lot in the last thousand years. At least, he
  
   did
  
  say the Huntsmen were a lot closer to what they’re like before the Imperial era.”
 

 
  “You mean, closer to what the Shadow Hunters are like?” Fross asked. “The grammar there was dicey.”
 

 
  “Yes, sorry.” Trissiny paused, frowning thoughtfully. “The Hunters…seemed to me like a peculiar fusion of sensibilities. Shaathist, Nemitite, Eserite, with a little bit of Omnist.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  an odd-sounding mix,” Toby said, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Well, they’re hunters and survivalists, like the Huntsmen of Shaath,” Trissiny explained. “But they also collect and preserve knowledge, mostly about the natural world. They have a
  
   huge
  
  library, it takes up half their lodge, and most of their books are on natural history, though there’s a lot of other stuff.”
 

 
  “I think I’d like to see that,” said Juniper, straightening up.
 

 
  “I bet they’d be glad to have you,” Trissiny said with a smile. “They also had strong opinions about freedom from organized systems, but were pretty committed to respecting life and avoiding needless conflict.”
 

 
  “So, how’s that fit with them agitating the Huntsmen in town?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “Bear in mind I haven’t
  
   seen
  
  any of those interactions any more than you have,” said Trissiny, “but the way the Shadow Hunters tell it, they’ve just come into Veilgrad like they always have, trading and recruiting, and the Huntsmen have been starting trouble with
  
   them
  
  lately. Raichlin thought the Huntsmen are being affected by whatever’s causing trouble in the city.”
 

 
  “They recruit from among the populace?” Shaeine asked.
 

 
  “Apparently so. It’s not an insular community. Oh, and they’ve got these
  
   eagles!”
  
  Trissiny’s voice accelerated in excitement. “It was the middle of the night, so they didn’t take me into their eyrie and wake the birds up, but they use eagles instead of dogs as hunting companions, and I got to see one. Raichlin’s personal pet slept in his room, and it was
  
   amazing!
  
  The most beautiful creature—gold and brown, and it was
  
   huge.
  
  Much bigger than…than a gnome, for example I bet a gnome could
  
   ride
  
  one!”
 

 
  “Two crests on its head?” Juniper asked, holding her hands next to her own head with forefingers extended. “Like little ears?”
 

 
  “Exactly!”
 

 
  The dryad lowered her hands, nodding. “Greater golden harpy eagles, native to the mountains here. They
  
   are
  
  pretty awesome birds. Very smart, disproportionately large talons—almost the size of Vadrieny’s. They’re known to hunt mountain goats.”
 

 
  “Greater golden harpy eagles?” Ruda snorted. “That is too many names for one bird. Who comes up with this shit? I bet you could cut out half of that and not confuse them with anything else.”
 

 
  “Well, actually,” Juniper said reasonably, “there are three subspecies of golden harpy eagles, though only the one on this continent. And those aren’t to be confused with tropical harpy eagles that live in the jungles of—”
 

 
  “Holy shit, these things can carry off a
  
   goat?”
  
  Gabriel interrupted.
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   carry
  
  it,” Juniper clarified. “They knock them off the mountains and then eat them where they fall. Those are pretty much as big as raptors get without having metabolism trouble. Well, mundane raptors. Plains rocs are bigger, of course, but those are fae-touched. Oh!” She peered at Trissiny’s breastplate. “Those little tufts, like ears! Those are the eagles on Avei’s sigil. I never put that together before!”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Trissiny said, her expression growing thoughtful. “The Shadow Hunters know more about the history of the Sisterhood than I expected. Some things
  
   I
  
  didn’t know, even. Raichlin gave me a book…”
 

 
  “I don’t wanna sound like this isn’t interesting, because it is,” Ruda interrupted. “Sounds like something we could have a long talk about over a meal. But for right
  
   now,
  
  today, what impact are these Shadow Hunters gonna have on Veilgrad’s issues, do you think?”
 

 
  “Right.” Trissiny nodded. “You’re right, sorry. For one thing, they’re keeping watch over the werewolves—they have methods of driving them away without harming them. Raichlin said if this keeps going much longer, the werewolves transforming without the moon being full, they’re going to be stretched increasingly thin, but for now he was confident they have that under control. So that’s one less immediate worry. More generally, they’re competent people with significant combat and wilderness skills who want to help end this threat.”
 

 
  “That’ll be very useful if we have to go into the mountains in pursuit of this,” Teal said slowly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda agreed. “But, I’m getting the impression it’ll be
  
   less
  
  useful in Veilgrad itself. Right?”
 

 
  “Probably right,” Trissiny admitted. “So, for the moment…”
 

 
  “For the moment,” Toby finished, “our most solid lead is still the imprisoned cultists.”
 

 
  “I
  
   still
  
  say nothing’s gonna come of that,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “You may be right,” Toby agreed. “You’ve got a point: if the Empire didn’t get anything out of them, I don’t know what our chances are. But it’s a lead, it’s right in front of us, and I think we’d be negligent not to at least try.”
 

 
  “Not to mention,” Gabe added with a grin, “the good Colonel went out of his way to get us permission to go to the prison. Best not waste his time. I don’t think he loves the idea of us rattling around his town much to begin with.”
 

 
  “Welp!” Ruda hopped down from the staircase, brushing off the seat of her coat. “That’s our morning arranged, then. Next stop, tea time with crazy assholes!”
 

 
  She led the way to the exterior doors of the basement, the others slowly shuffling into position behind her. They didn’t exit until Ruda had carefully peeked out through the provided peephole to verify that the alley onto which the doors opened was deserted. From that point, though, it was the work of moments to file outside and shut the door behind them. On the exterior wall, it was carefully constructed to resemble an old wooden loading palette propped up against the building.
 

 
  “What do the bells signify?” Shaeine asked quietly. Everyone turned to look at her.
 

 
  “Bells?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “I hear ’em,” Juniper said, frowning. “Not close to here. Wow, they’re ringing those things nonstop.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   never
  
  a good sign,” Trissiny said. “Bells are usually for alarms. Which way, Shaeine?”
 

 
  “Up the street, in this direction.”
 

 
  Following the drow’s pointing hand, they strode quickly toward the mouth of the alley. Rounding the corner, the sound of tolling bells became audible—distant, but quiet. Other people in the sleepy little avenue had also stopped, turning to look.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Gabriel said, staring. In the distance, over the rooftops of Veilgrad, a column of smoke was drifting skyward. A very wide column. “Hey…isn’t that the direction we came from?”
 

 
  “The barracks,” Trissiny whispered.
 

 
  “Now, come on,” Toby protested. “What are the odds?”
 

 
  “Whatever they are, something’s on fire,” she replied curtly. “How quickly can everyone move?”
 

 
  Several screams rang out and the watching townfolk fled as Vadrieny emerged from within Teal. “We’d better split up. Some of us can get there faster than others.”
 

 
  “What the fuck can
  
   you
  
  do about a fire?” Ruda protested.
 

 
  “She can rescue people from it!” Trissiny snapped, bounding nimbly into Arjen’s saddle. “Fross, stick with me—we may need some ice. Everyone else, catch up as you can!”
 

 
  “Right behind ya!” Friss chimed, zooming off after Trissiny as she took off down the street in a gallop. Vadrieny soared overhead, burning vividly even against the bright morning sky.
 

 
  “Somebody remind me,” Ruda huffed as the others set off after them on foot, “next time there’s a crisis, to keep my eyes on Trissiny. I wanna see where that
  
   fucking
  
  horse comes from.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The Imperial barracks was burning—part of it, anyway.
 

 
  The original fortress was compact and nearly cubic, a starkly utilitarian design, but it had been expanded at least twice. The north and east faces had long wings jutting out—sturdy and defensible in design as the rest of the barracks, but made from stone in different-sized blocks, with differently shaped windows, all revealing that they had been added on as afterthoughts. The far end of the north wing was smoldering, orange flames still flickering in a few of its windows.
 

 
  It was also soaking wet and partially sheathed in steaming ice.
 

 
  When the rest of the students came pelting up to the front of the barracks, most of them panting, they found an argument in session, with two ranking Imperial soldiers standing nearly nose-to-nose, Vadrieny framed between them and looking uncomfortable.
 

 
  “That is the most secure wing of the fortress for a
  
   reason,”
  
  Colonel Adjavegh was shouting, apparently heedless of the watching soldiers. Men and women in Army uniform thronged the area, and had mostly cleared the watching citizens back to a relatively safe distance. None of them attempted to prevent the students, who were led by Toby and Gabriel, from approaching. “I will not have civilians entering, especially not
  
   demons!”
  
 

 
  “We’ve got people still unaccounted for,” Major Razsha shot right back. “If she can get them out, I do not
  
   care—”
  
 

 
  
  
  She broke off at a nearby gathering of shadows. It receded in the next second, revealing the soot-stained form of Durst, who was straightening his coat.
 

 
  “That’s the last of them,” the warlock reported briskly. “We found the rest of the research team, Major; they’ve got a secure room in a sublevel where they’ve holed up.”
 

 
  “Thank the gods,” Adjavegh muttered. Despite his apparent willingness to forsake help for the sake of security, his entire frame slouched momentarily in relief. In the next moment he had regathered his poise. “All are accounted for?”
 

 
  “Yes, Colonel,” Durst replied, nodding. “Simmons and Teloris are still there, providing healing.
  
   They’re
  
  pretty safe from the fire, but it’s hard to get any actual healing done through the walls, which is what they’re having to do. The room’s pretty damn secure; can’t even shadow-jump through.” He grinned. “Impressive warding on that safe room. We probably
  
   could
  
  have extracted them, but Doctor Svarnheld gave us an earful about damaging his precious containment spells. Anyhow, none of them have anything worse than some bruises and mild smoke inhalation, and the good doctor says the room will automatically unseal itself once the danger has passed.”
 

 
  “So…we’re too late to help, then?” Toby said, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Yes,” Colonel Adjavegh snapped, turning to glare at him.
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  Trissiny emerged from the doors to the main part of the barracks, beckoning them forward. She was sweaty and had blood on her hands. “We’ve got wounded in here, more than two dozen. The
  
   first
  
  casualties were the medical staff—the infirmary is right above where the fire broke out. No fatalities yet, but some of these people are burned
  
   badly,
  
  and I’m not the best healer. Shaeine, Toby, Juniper…”
 

 
  “On it,” Toby said, dashing past her. Shaeine glided on his heels, moving no less quickly for her even pace. Watching them go, Adjavegh opened his mouth, then snapped it shut, scowling.
 

 
  “Need my help, too?” Gabriel asked, stepping up to Trissiny. “I mean, I’m probably even worse at this than you are, but the light is the light…”
 

 
  
   “Both of you get in there,”
  
  Ariel ordered.
  
   “There’s a spell that will help you absorb some risk of burnout from the other two clerics, and share your energy reserves. I can walk you through it; we should be able to get those healers back on their feet, at least.”
  
 

 
  “Bless you,” Razsha said feelingly. “You and…whoever was just talking.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Adjavegh added somewhat grudgingly as the remaining two paladins ducked back into the barracks.
 

 
  At that moment, a silver streak shot around the edge of the burned wing, coming to a halt in front of the group.
 

 
  “Fire is extinguished, Colonel, sir!” Fross reported. “You’re gonna have some serious water damage on top of the burning—sorry, I couldn’t figure a way around that. Also, the stone walls are solid but most of the interior is wood and
  
   badly
  
  damaged. Be careful about going in there. Top two floors are pretty much about to collapse.”
 

 
  “That has to be a new record,” the Major said wonderingly. “You’re sure? Everything’s put out?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Fross bobbed up and down excitedly. “Actually it’s been out for at least two minutes now but I went back and did a complete run-through to look for large pieces of wood still smoldering internally; they weren’t
  
   likely
  
  to combust again, what with how wet everything is, but I’m ninety percent sure this fire was magical in origin and you don’t take chances with stuff like that.”
 

 
  “That is…frankly amazing,” said the Colonel. “I don’t suppose any more of your kind are interested in joining the Army?”
 

 
  “I very much doubt it, sir,” the pixie chimed. “Also, it would be better to say that none of my kind are interested, rather than no more, since I’m not either. Um, sorry. No offense.”
 

 
  “You could always go visit Jacaranda and ask
  
   nicely,”
  
  Ruda said with a broad grin.
 

 
  “No!” Fross sparked in agitation. “Do
  
   not
  
  do that! She’s—the Pixie Queen does
  
   not
  
  like visitors, and I don’t even wanna
  
   think
  
  what’d happen if she got her hands on an Imperial officer. Oh, that would be bad.”
 

 
  “Is this under control, then?” Vadrieny interjected, her polyphonic voice cutting through the discussion. “I’m not needed?”
 

 
  “Unless you’re about to
  
   very
  
  much surprise us all with some healing magic, no,” Adjavegh said, staring narrowly at her. “I would like to have an extended word with you, Vadrieny, but… Perhaps not right now.”
 

 
  “I can come back tomorrow,” the archdemon offered. “Or later this evening? Whenever you have things settled.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that,” he said gruffly. “Let me get you my—TIMMS! Where the hell is that girl…” He turned and strode through the door of the main building.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Razsha said feelingly, “once again, for intervening. This hit us fast and hard; if it wasn’t for you, it would have been a lot worse. Fross, you likely saved the fortress from being completely demolished. That fire was
  
   definitely
  
  more than natural. It’s only thanks to you two and General Avelea that our healers survived at all.”
 

 
  “Aw, no big deal! I’m just glad to help!”
 

 
  “So,” Ruda drawled, “unnatural fire, started
  
   right
  
  where it would hit both your medical staff and apparently some kind of research project in the basement that the Colonel doesn’t want a rescuing archdemon stumbling across… Interesting morning you’re having.”
 

 
  The Major’s mouth thinned into a tense line. “None of this is wasted on me, Princess. What goes on in this barracks is Colonel Adjavegh’s domain; I’m not authorized to reveal anything that might be even slightly classified. However…” She glanced around at the soldiers thronging the square in front of the fortress. “…I want you to know that if it comes down to hunting whatever is responsible for this, and my strike team is given any share of that responsibility, we will be
  
   glad
  
  to work with you in whatever capacity you’re willing to help.”
 

 
  Standing off to the side, Durst grinned.
 

 
  “I’ll be sure to pass that along,” Ruda said. “All right! Enough standin’ around like fucking statuary. Vadrieny! Haul ass back into where the infirmary was an’ see what medical supplies you can salvage. Fross, go help, your aura storage’ll be needed.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” Vadrieny agreed, shooting aloft with a great flap of her wings. Fross streaked after her, and in moments they had vanished around the scorched corner of the building, apparently seeking out a window not blocked by fallen beams. Most of the roof on that wing seemed to have collapsed inward.
 

 
  “I’m gonna go lend a hand in there with the wounded,” Ruda said to Razsha, turning and striding toward the door. “Sing out if you’ve got anything else I can help with…though it doesn’t look like you’re hurting for warm bodies,” she added, glancing around at the assembled soldiers.
 

 
  “Thank you, your Highness,” said the Major. “You have medical training, then?”
 

 
  Ruda laughed. “Darlin’, I’ve got the one thing everyone
  
   always
  
  needs in a medical emergency.” She produced a bottle from within her coat and held it aloft as she made for the door. “Booze!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was a dirty, bedraggled and exhausted line of students who filed back into the warehouse basement hours later. The five healers had managed to wash up, to the extent of cleaning off the blood, but Trissiny still had soot in her hair. Juniper was limping and wincing, having discovered that her particular brand of healing—taking harm onto herself, as Fross had explained it—gave her trouble with the harm was caused by fire. Teal was visibly weary and practically leaning on Shaeine, who was as calm as ever, but moving stiffly and more slowly than usual. They had all expended a great deal of energy, even Ruda, who had busied herself with conventional first aid while the others worked their magic.
 

 
  Toby finished shutting the door behind him, and turned to find the others clustered together, staring glumly at the panel behind which lay the tunnel to Dufresne Manor.
 

 
  “That is gonna be a
  
   long
  
  walk,” Gabriel stated, summing up everyone’s unspoken thought. “You know what? I have come to a decision.” He sat down on the basement’s dirt floor, heedless of his long coat. “Fuck it, that’s what. Fross, you happen to have any food in your dimensional pockets?”
 

 
  “How can you think of
  
   eating?”
  
  Trissiny groaned.
 

 
  “I’m hungry, too,” Juniper said, stretching her arms with an unnerving series of cracking noises like breaking wood. “It’s well past lunch time and we’ve spent the morning using up
  
   lots
  
  of energy. Maybe we should’ve gone to a restaurant or something before coming back here. I want
  
   something
  
  to eat before we make that hike. I hate tunnels,” she added rather sullenly.
 

 
  “I, for one, do not feel up to a large crowd of strangers,” Shaeine said quietly. “Especially since, to judge by the reactions we saw on the way back, we are likely to be the target of great interest by the populace.”
 

 
  “At least they seem to like us better now,” Toby noted.
 

 
  “I, uh, don’t have any food, I’m sorry,” Fross said, emitting a desultory chime. “After the hellgate incident I’ve started carrying first aid supplies, but we just sort of donated all of those. I’m sorry, guys, I should have thought of that. It seems so obvious in hindsight…”
 

 
  “Ruda, what are you doing?” Trissiny demanded. The rest of the group turned to find Ruda at the top of the stairs, turning the latch of the trapdoor.
 

 
  “It’s dead quiet up there,” she announced. “Apparently everyone’s gone to gawk at the barracks. Nothin’ like a good crisis to give everybody an excuse to slack off, eh?”
 

 
  “That doesn’t explain what
  
   you’re
  
  doing up there,” Gabriel said. “Hey!” he added in a near shout as she pushed the trapdoor open and stepped out.
 

 
  “I wanna check on something,” Ruda’s voice drifted back down to them. “Been watching this guy…”
 

 
  “Guy?” Trissiny muttered. “She’s been watching a
  
   guy?”
  
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like she did anything
  
   really
  
  crazy, like go strolling alone through werewolf-infested woods at night.” Juniper patted Trissiny on the shoulder as she passed her on the way to the stairs. “C’mon, I wanna see what she’s doing. Ruda always knows what she’s about.”
 

 
  “I don’t wanna get up,” Gabriel whined.
 

 
  Nevertheless, he did, though he moved slowly enough to be the last up the stairs. They emerged into the warehouse proper, peering uncertainly around. As Ruda had said, it appeared to be deserted.
 

 
  The pirate herself was already at the far wall beside the door to what appeared to be an office, setting aside a wood panel which matched those separating the small room from the main warehouse floor. Behind it gaped a deep cubbyhole, in which sat a stack of boxes.
 

 
  “Saw him tuckin’ stuff into here every few minutes, when the other guys were outside getting something off a cart,” Ruda announced, bending forward to pull one of the boxes out. “Or putting stuff on, hell if I know.”
 

 
  “What do you think you’re
  
   doing?”
  
  Trissiny demanded. “Don’t rummage around in—this is all Malivette’s property! Hers and whoever she does business with.”
 

 
  “Did I miss something?” Ruda said, glancing up at her and grinning. “Did we decide we’re trusting Malivette unconditionally now?”
 

 
  
   “An inadvisable course of action, in my opinion, but oddly late to change your mind,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “You did, after all, leave your super-demon from beyond in her care.”
  
 

 
  “This is hidden away and was being handled by somebody who didn’t want to be seen doin’ the handling,” Ruda said. “That is all the reason we need to be interested, when we’re surrounded by inscrutable bullshit that’s trying to get us killed. There we go!” She finally worked the lid off the uppermost crate and set it aside, then blinked down at the collection of bottles and other objects nestled in the straw within. “Huh. So…anybody know what all this shit is?”
 

 
  Gabriel stepped forward, plodding with ostentatious weariness, and peered over her shoulder. “Bones, oils, enchanting powders, some kind of stone talisman… Looks like high-grade stuff, too. Spell components. I, uh, can’t really tell what kind or what for, though…”
 

 
  
   “Those are demon bones,”
  
  Ariel announced.
  
   “Vials of powdered blood, grave dust, crypt etchings. This is for necromancy.”
  
 

 
  In unison, they all straightened up, seeming to forget some of their weariness in alarm.
 

 
  “Are you sure?” Trissiny demanded, unconsciously fondling the pommel of her sword. “Could they be used for anything else?”
 

 
  
   “Individually, in conjunction with other reagents, certainly. Any number of other things. But this particular assortment, taken together, means necromancy.”
  
 

 
  For a moment, Trissiny’s aura flared gold.
 

 
  “Easy, Triss,” Toby cautioned. “There are no necromancers
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Just a little pick-me-up,” she said tersely. “I haven’t slept much, and that was
  
   before
  
  this morning’s exertions. I just want to be at my
  
   best.”
  
  She turned and stalked back down the stairs into the basement. “For the conversation we are about to have with Malivette.”
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  “She needs a minecart,” Teal said as they emerged into the cellar of Dufresne Manor.
 

 
  “A what?” Trissiny asked distractedly.
 

 
  “You know! A little box on wheels, set on tracks, to go back and forth. I mean, that’s a
  
   long
  
  walk in the dark.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Trissiny said noncommittally, heading for the stairs up to the kitchen. “Let me do the talking.”
 

 
  “What a good idea,” Shaeine said serenely. “Then Toby and I can handle the punching, and Juniper can go chop down a tree so we have something with which to stake our hostess through the heart.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   never!”
  
  Juniper exclaimed in horror.
 

 
  “I think that’s the joke,” Fross stage whispered.
 

 
  Trissiny had stopped and turned to stare incredulously at Shaeine.
 

 
  “Triss,” the priestess said in a gentler tone, “we are all taking this seriously, but you are
  
   not
  
  the most diplomatic person here.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Fross said, “since Ruda stayed in town with Gabe she may be the
  
   least
  
  diplomatic person here!”
 

 
  “Thanks, Fross,” Toby said resignedly.
 

 
  “No problem!”
 

 
  “That was exactly my point,” Trissiny said sharply. “Sometimes you need diplomacy. Sometimes you need to make a stand and demand
  
   answers.”
  
 

 
  “It has been my considerable experience, and that of my House over many centuries of practicing and perfecting that very art, that getting answers—or anything in general—is easiest when one doesn’t make demands.” Shaeine shook her head. “We know Malivette practices some necromancy; we all saw the horses. We utilized them, in fact. She is trusted by Tellwyrn and Rafe, and has been kind to us. We will approach her
  
   calmly.”
  
 

 
  “I have every intention of being calm,” Trissiny said stiffly. “Did you forget the commonality in every chaos cult that’s sprung up in Veilgrad lately? They all turned to
  
   necromancy.”
  
 

 
  “So we’ll ask for answers,” Toby said. “And if she doesn’t want to
  
   give
  
  answers…”
 

 
  “We’ll ask more assertively,” Trissiny said, nodding. “Fine, we’ll try it your way first.”
 

 
  “And if it comes to being assertive,” Teal said firmly,
  
   “no
  
  stabbing, please.”
 

 
  “Assaulting Malivette is not even on the table,” Trissiny said with a sigh, turning back to the stairs. “Frankly I’m not positive the lot of us could take her.
  
   If,
  
  and I am not suggesting that it’s going to happen, but
  
   if
  
  we end up needing to fight her for any reason, we’ll retreat and get Gabriel. Let the valkyries do their jobs.”
 

 
  “I foresee that this will not be a negotiation about which I will tell my mother with pride,” Shaeine murmured, following Trissiny up the steps.
 

 
  They paused at the top, the others having to gently push Trissiny forward, to take in the scene.
 

 
  Pearl stood with her back to them, washing her hands in the sink. Professor Rafe lounged in a chair beside the fireplace; he grinned at the students as soon as they entered. At the center island, Schkhurrankh the Rhaazke demon stood wearing an apron at least two sizes too small over a dress that had clearly been hastily constructed from what seemed to be curtains, chopping onions.
 

 
  She paused, staring at the students.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!” Rafe shouted. At the sink, Pearl jumped and whirled, finally catching sight of them.
 

 
  “Hello,” said Schkhurrankh.
 

 
  “W—you speak Tanglish now?” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  The demon blinked and tilted her head. “Khhhhhello?”
 

 
  “Oh. Right.”
 

 
  “We’ve been having lessons!” Rafe proclaimed. “Rather one-sided conversations, but upon my honor, progress was made!”
 

 
  “I’m surprised that conversation had
  
   any
  
  sides,” Teal said, frowning.
 

 
  “Hah! Oil of Understanding, baby!” Rafe grinned, rocking his chair back and forth and ignoring Pearl’s disapproving look. “Of course, that only works on me, and me understanding her growling and snarling was only half the battle. A lot of alchemy is buggered up by demons, we’ve been over that in class. Actually, though! I
  
   can
  
  make a brew that’ll work for her, too, but for that I need a blood or tissue sample.” He paused, glancing speculatively at the demon. “I, uh, figured we’d wait till Vadrieny was here to translate before having that conversation. Not sure what’d happen if I came at her with a mithril scalpel, but I don’t reckon it’d leave anybody happy.”
 

 
  Schkhurrankh grinned and casually tossed a handful of raw diced onion into her mouth, crunching happily.
 

 
  “Save them for the roast,” Pearl said firmly. The demon stopped chewing, looking actually guilty, and hastily spat the mouthful back onto the pile. Pearl sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Thank you, Scorn.”
 

 
  “Hello,” she said sheepishly.
 

 
  Teal blinked rapidly. “W—
  
   Scorn?
  
  How did that happen?”
 

 
  
   “Very
  
  carefully,” Pearl said, shaking her head and turning back to the sink.
 

 
  “So it’s a mortal insult if you pronounce her name wrong,” Trissiny said, frowning, “but she’s okay with a
  
   nickname?”
  
 

 
  “Well, not at first,” Rafe admitted. “But with much pantomime, we were able to express to her what it means. And now she likes it.”
 

 
  Schkhurrankh—Scorn—grinned again. “Hello!”
 

 
  
   “Vrackdish khnavai?”
  
  Teal asked.
 

 
  Scorn blinked at her twice, then began snickering.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  need to practice that language,” Teal muttered. Shaeine patted her gently on the back.
 

 
  
   “Shkhalvrik, d’min sklacth,”
  
  the demon said, still grinning.
 

 
  “Well, she seems to be having fun, anyway,” Teal said. “Do you have any garlic?”
 

 
  Pearl turned to frown at her. “…is that a joke?”
 

 
  “Oh!” The bard clapped a hand to her face. “Oh, gods, I’m sorry, I didn’t even think… I mean, um, turnips or anything like that? She’ll really enjoy starchy things like roots, and strong flavors. If you set her to chopping onions she’ll probably just eat them unless you give her something else to snack on.”
 

 
  “Ah. That’s not a bad idea,” Pearl said with a smile. “Thank you. Yes, we have garlic; I’ll get her a few cloves.”
 

 
  “Hello!” Scorn said brightly.
 

 
  “Wait, you
  
   do
  
  have garlic?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “It’s not actually harmful to vampires,” Trissiny said. “That’s a myth. Come on, we can catch up with Shl—
  
   Scorn
  
  later. I want to speak with Malivette before it gets any closer to dark.”
 

 
  “It’s not much past noon,” Juniper pointed out.
 

 
  “The mistress is resting at the moment,” Pearl said, giving Trissiny a narrow look. “Between chaperoning your demon friend and contracting repairs to the manor, it has been an
  
   eventful
  
  morning.”
 

 
  “That was a broad hint,” Professor Rafe explained. “Pearl is suggesting you should refrain from stirring up any further shit, being that you’ve already been less than ideal houseguests, what with all the nonsense and whatnot. She didn’t come out and say that because she’s
  
   super
  
  nice.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Professor,” Pearl said, shaking her head as she strode over to a cupboard.
 

 
  “I live to serve!”
 

 
  “We will try to keep this conversation brief, then,” Trissiny said, turning and striding out of the room before anyone could say anything else. The others followed more slowly.
 

 
  “Uh, how do you know where you’re going?” Teal asked as they ascended the stairs in the main entrance hall.
 

 
  “Sense evil,” Toby murmured. “Whether or not she’s
  
   actually
  
  evil, she…registers. I could point her out exactly anywhere on the grounds.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Sapphire, frowning at them as they stepped into the upstairs hallway. “I know it can be easy to get turned around in here. Your rooms are in the other wing.”
 

 
  “We need a word with Malivette,” Trissiny said, not slowing. “Now.”
 

 
  “She is taking some time to herself,” Sapphire said more sharply, stepping in front of the paladin. “Can this wait?”
 

 
  “It’s about necromancy and Veilgrad,” Trissiny replied, staring evenly at her. “Excuse me.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  can wait, then,” Sapphire replied, not moving an inch. “You should perhaps take some time to freshen up. Pearl will have lunch ready soon; you can talk to Malivette this evening.”
 

 
  “We can also talk to her
  
   now,”
  
  Trissiny said, taking a step forward. “When it is broad daylight and we have someplace to
  
   go
  
  if Malivette doesn’t like the direction of our discussion.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Shaeine said firmly. “You are being provocative, and very nearly rude.”
 

 
  “Young lady,” Sapphire said, staring the paladin down, “it is exceedingly bad manners to impose upon your hostess in this fashion.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry for that,” Trissiny replied inexorably, “truly. But this won’t wait.”
 

 
  “We are perilously close to having a disagreement,” Sapphire said quietly.
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Teal exclaimed. “Peace, please! Triss…”
 

 
  “Yes, I know exactly what your capabilities are,” Trissiny said, her eyes locked on Sapphire’s. “You are no threat to me, and
  
   I
  
  am no threat to Malivette, and I think you know both those things. So we’re going to go speak with her, and nobody needs to get needlessly upset.”
 

 
  
   “Trissiny,”
  
  Toby said sharply. “Stop.
  
   We
  
  are the guests here—don’t talk to her like that.”
 

 
  “Fine,” Sapphire said curtly, abruptly stepping backward. “I see war and justice leave little room for social skills. You
  
   apparently
  
  know where you’re going, then.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said politely, nodding deeply to her. Sapphire folded her arms and wrinkled her nose disdainfully.
 

 
  “Sorry,” Fross whispered loudly. “Really. She has the
  
   best
  
  intentions, I promise, she just gets worked up when things are evil.”
 

 
  “There is nothing evil here,” Sapphire said bitterly, directing it at the paladin’s back rather than the pixie.
 

 
  Trissiny, ignoring her, pushed open a set of double doors and stepped into the cavernous bedroom beyond. Its furnishings were carved of dark-stained wood, sparse in number and simple in design, though elaborate and clearly expensive rugs littered the floor haphazardly and the large four-poster bed was strewn with rumpled sheets of crimson satin. There were no wall decorations aside from the sconces of fairy lamps, currently unlit.
 

 
  She didn’t pause, turning and striding toward another door along the wall, the others trailing along after her.
 

 
  “Hang on, wait a second,” Toby said, hurrying to catch up. “I really don’t think you should burst in on—”
 

 
  Ignoring him, Trissiny grasped the latch and yanked the door open, revealing a brightly-lit bathroom with brass and marble accents.
 

 
  Malivette stood at the sink, wearing a bright pink bathrobe of some impossibly fluffy material. On her feet were whimsical slippers shaped like rabbits, also pink. She stood with one hand in the robe’s pocket, the other holding the end of the toothbrush currently in her mouth. Minty foam was bubbled up around her lips. The vampire stared at them quizzically, her crimson eyes wide and surprised.
 

 
  “If fher a profful?” she inquired.
 

 
  “Vette,” Sapphire said anxiously from behind the students, “I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry, I tried to stop them, but this pushy girl insisted…”
 

 
  “If fife erfay, uffee,” Malivette said kindly. “Un fife f’gheff.”
 

 
  “Can we speak to you, please?” Trissiny asked, finally looking uncertain.
 

 
  Malivette finally withdrew her hand from her pocket, holding up one finger. “Uff a momum, phleef.”
 

 
  While they stared, she resumed scrubbing her teeth, humming softly to herself. It went on for easily another minute; she was quite thorough. The vampire turned her back to spit in the sink and rinse her mouth.
 

 
  “There!” she said brightly, turning to face them again. “Ah, much better. Let me tell you, nothing drives home the importance of oral hygiene like having to subsist on
  
   blood.
  
  Even if you
  
   like
  
  the stuff, once it starts getting all congealed…blech. And that happening between your teeth! Blargh. Bleugh!
  
   Bleughrer!”
  
 

 
  “Why are you collecting materials and equipment for necromancy?” Trissiny demanded loudly.
 

 
  “What makes you think I am?” Malivette asked pleasantly. “I mean, I’m not even going to
  
   consider
  
  the idea that you’ve been rummaging about in my personal possessions.”
 

 
  “We are
  
   exceedingly
  
  sorry to impose like this,” said Shaeine, looking pointedly at Trissiny. “There are surely any number of reasons you might have need of necromantic arts, not least of which are the horses. Perhaps this conversation could have waited for a more convenient moment.”
 

 
  “Yes, I suppose this may be rather jarring to you,” the vampire said, smiling with a hint of mischief. “It doesn’t really make it into the bards’ songs, for whatever reason, does it? They’re like terriers going after rats.”
 

 
  “Uh, what?” Juniper asked. “Who is?”
 

 
  “The Hands of Omnu are a conservative lot,” Malivette went on, nodding to Toby, “always have been. It’s all about healing and blessing wherever they happen to be. Hands of Avei have this
  
   compulsion,
  
  though. It goes well beyond just
  
   sensing
  
  evil. If there’s something nasty occurring, they go right for it, every time. Often without fully realizing what they’re doing. It’s
  
   instinct,
  
  see? You kids should listen to your friend more, especially when she seems irrationally aggressive. The obvious reason Trissiny is worked up about necromancy is I’m doing horrible, dangerous and utterly depraved necromantic experiments on the grounds.” She grinned broadly, showing off her fangs. “Wanna see?”
 

 
  “Uh,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Hang on a tick, lemme just change into something less comfortable.” Malivette suddenly erupted into a cloud of mist and shrieking bats; all of them stumbled reflexively back from the door, Trissiny drawing her sword. She re-formed in seconds, now wearing her customary slinky black dress. “Well, c’mon, this way!” she said brightly.
 

 
  She dissolved again into silver mist, flowing like water through their legs and taking form again behind them, standing in the door and beckoning eagerly. “Come along, now! I think you’ll like this. Follow me!”
 

 
  The vampire turned and skipped into the hallway, her fluffy pink bunny slippers peeking out from below the hem of her gown.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Conclave’s embassy had not changed much in the short time since Bishop Shahai and Squad One had last visited, except with regard to personnel. The building was the same, and still guarded by Imperial soldiers; there were still petitioners in the entrance hall, and lining up outside. Now, however, there were more humans present who had clearly aligned themselves with the Conclave. They had no livery as such, at least not yet, but several of those in attendance wore badges like that sported by the man who had accosted Principia in the old spice market.
 

 
  They were a disparate lot, having in common only that they were relatively young, none yet into middle years, and all physically fit. Their attire varied widely, though none seemed shabby or excessively casual. Aside from the badges, what marked them out was their bearing. These few men and women were proud, alert, and taking their jobs very, very seriously. Considering their jobs seemed so far to consist of standing around the embassy looking officious and chaperoning the various petitioners, it was an open question how long they could keep that up.
 

 
  The Avenist delegation paused in the middle of the floor, conversations trailing off and eyes turning toward them. Principia looked questioningly at the Bishop, who nodded deeply to her and took a step back. Principia saluted and turned, making a beeline for the nearest individual with a Conclave badge, her squad at her heels.
 

 
  “I will speak with Zanzayed the Blue,” she said sharply, coming to a halt in front of the young man. “Now. I have a personal grievance to discuss with him.”
 

 
  The fellow blinked, then glanced to the side at another nearby dragonsworn, who only shrugged helplessly. He was the youngest-looking individual among their ranks, of blond Stalweiss stock, tall and broad-shouldered. Despite this, he seemed somewhat cowed by the aggressive elf before him, despite the fact that he dwarfed her, armor and all.
 

 
  “Ah… I can add your name to the list,” he offered. “Of course, there are
  
   many
  
  people who wish an audience with the exalted delegates. You, um, are likely to be accorded special consideration—”
 

 
  “Not good enough,” she snapped. “I’m not negotiating with you, young man. If you can’t get me to Zanzayed, get me to someone who can. You have sixty seconds.”
 

 
  He finally seemed to locate his backbone, straightening up and frowning disapprovingly down at her. “Now, see here, miss—uh, Ms… Uh, soldier—”
 

 
  
   “Sergeant,”
  
  she said caustically.
 

 
  “Suppose you tell me the nature of your grievance,” he continued doggedly, “and I will convey the message. You surely can’t expect to just walk in here and talk with a dragon.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what,” Principia said coldly, her voice even by carrying through the marble hall. “This is what you can tell Zanzayed: I am Principia Locke, of the line of the Crow, favored agent of Eserion and soldier of Avei. Zanzayed the Blue is going to answer to me, to my
  
   face,
  
  for his recent transgressions. If I’m not in front of him within five minutes, I will
  
   leave,
  
  and when I come back it’ll be with a mix of backup from those various sources I just named. And I promise you, boy, I will make very certain
  
   you
  
  are present to learn firsthand who and what a dragon does
  
   not
  
  want to challenge.”
 

 
  “Uh,” he said frantically, his aplomb now disintegrating in rising panic. “I, uh—”
 

 
  “That is a new approach,” purred a more musical voice. Principia stepped back from the flummoxed young dragonsworn, turning to the speaker. Gliding toward the assembled soldiers was a strikingly beautiful young woman, pale and dark-haired, wearing a flowing gown of blood-red silk. “Few people would approach dragons with
  
   threats.
  
  My congratulations, Sergeant Locke; you are the first since we came to Tiraas. I had rather expected such would come from the Empire, not…well. What’s Zanza done to you?”
 

 
  “Well met,” Principia said flatly. “Whom have I the pleasure of addressing?”
 

 
  “Of course, my apologies. How rude of me.” The woman curtsied, gracefully but not deeply. “I am Maiyenn, consort of Razzavinax the Red. If you will kindly leave off badgering my household staff, I will be only too glad to escort you directly to Zanzayed. It sounds as if you have
  
   very
  
  serious business indeed.” She smiled languidly, her eyes half-lidded. “I ask your pardon for the reception. Niels is actually a most admirable young man, but we are still in the process of training
  
   all
  
  our people. If you will follow me?” She gestured at the curving marble stairs, the motion smooth and elegant.
 

 
  “My thanks, Lady,” Principia replied, bowing. “Lead on.”
 

 
  “Oh, my,” Maiyenn said, smiling more broadly. “You actually
  
   do
  
  know some draconic etiquette. What fascinating stories you must have! I believe I shall enjoy observing this conversation.”
 

 
  She led them up the stairs and down a side hall branching off from the upper landing. Bishop Shahai stepped forward to walk alongside Principia, the rest of Squad One marching on their heels. Behind them, the group left a thunderous silence; only when they passed the threshold into the corridor did muted conversations begin to rise again in the entry hall.
 

 
  It was somewhat less awkward to follow Maiyenn once they were off the stairs, and her waist no longer at their eye level. The woman walked with an entirely gratuitous sway in her hips.
 

 
  Their guide led them the full length of the hallway, ignoring the doors they passed. At the end, rather than terminating in a wall or a room, the hall widened into a small sitting area occupying what was clearly a tower; the space was circular, and instead of walls had paneled windows braced between gracefully fluted columns. Above, more glass panes were set into the domed roof, creating a kind of greenhouse. Fittingly, there were large potted ferns at the bases of columns, and one dwarf fig tree, with settees and chairs casually laid out between these.
 

 
  There was also, incongruously, a crib on wheels pushed against one window. Maiyenn went directly to this, after giving her guests a final mysterious smile, bending over to coo softly at what lay within. The Legionnaires spared her scarcely a glance, their attention on the other individuals present.
 

 
  The dragons, to judge by their eyes and hair, could be none other than Zanzayed the Blue and Razzavinax the Red. Upon Maiyenn’s arrival, Razzavinax rose from his seat to join her over the crib, giving the visitors a brief, inquisitive look in passing. He place a hand on Maiyenn’s lower back, his expression softening as he peered down at his infant child.
 

 
  Even they didn’t command the soldiers’ full attention. The other person present, who had stepped away from the crib to make room for the proud parents, was a striking young woman with milky pale skin, deep black hair and peculiar crystalline eyes in an unlikely shade of aquamarine. She also had spiny bat wings and a spaded tail.
 

 
  “Easy, now,” Zanzayed cautioned them, grinning idly. He made no move to rise from the settee on which he was lounging. “Rizlith is a friend.”
 

 
  “Demons make poor friends,” Bishop Shahai said quietly.
 

 
  “And Avenists make poor guests,” the succubus retorted. Her eyes flicked across the group, coming to rest on Ephanie, and a sultry smile unfolded across her lovely face. “As we are all poor together, why can’t we…get along?”
 

 
  “Riz,” the red dragon said reprovingly. “Please don’t
  
   taunt
  
  Silver Legionnaires. In fact, don’t do anything with them. If you’re bored, I can find entertainments for you.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   anything
  
  but bored, Razz,” she said idly, taking two steps back and draping her wings about her shoulders like a cloak. The demon leaned backward against the window behind her and folded her arms under her impressive bosom, deliberately emphasizing it. “This all looks to be
  
   exceedingly
  
  fascinating. You may have to send me away after all, but give a girl a chance, hmmm?”
 

 
  “I assume you must know a little something of demonology,” Razzavinax said apologetically to the Bishop. “One must make allowances for the children of Vanislaas. I assure you, Rizlith is no threat to you, or to anyone here.”
 

 
  “At this time,” Rizlith crooned to no one in particular.
 

 
  “One must make allowances for one’s hosts,” Bishop Shahai replied smoothly, keeping her eyes on the dragon and ignoring the demon. “If you are confident you have the creature under control, no more need be said about it.”
 

 
  “Well!” Zanzayed said brightly, straightening up to a sitting position and rubbing his hands together, his numerous jeweled rings flashing in the light. “Before this devolves any further, let me just say how
  
   delighted
  
  I am that you’ve accepted my invitation, Principia! I guess you found something to say to me after all!”
 

 
  “Yes, I did,” she said acidly. “Quit sending people to pester me, you swaggering jackass!”
 

 
  “He set himself up for that one,” Maiyenn murmured.
 

 
  “He did it deliberately,” Razzavinax replied, sliding an arm around her shoulders. “Zanza has peculiar ideas about fun.”
 

 
  “All right, so maybe I was a
  
   tad
  
  overbearing,” the blue acknowledged, grinning unrepentantly. “But…here you are! Can’t really fault my strategy, then, can you?”
 

 
  “Your strategy,” Principia said flatly. “How many women have you had, Zanzayed?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my!”
  
  he said, placing his fingertips against his lips in an expression of mock horror. “You
  
   surely
  
  wouldn’t ask a gentleman to kiss and tell! And in front of these fine upstanding soldiers, no less!”
 

 
  “You are old enough to have carried out some great seductions,” Principia continued unrelentingly. “Any dragon more than two centuries along has, and you’re at
  
   least
  
  as old as Arachne.”
 

 
  “Older,” he said idly.
 

 
  “So you understand how the game is played. So do
  
   I.”
  
 

 
  “Why, Principia,” Zanzayed exclaimed, grinning. “How many women have
  
   you
  
  had?”
 

 
  “More’n you, I bet,” she shot back. “And we
  
   both
  
  know that this is not the way to do it. You
  
   don’t
  
  gain someone’s attention or their favor by drowning them in aggressive, unfriendly solicitations. That is
  
   harassment,
  
  Zanzayed, and I’ll not stand for it.”
 

 
  “Are you going to let her talk to me like that?” he asked Bishop Shahai.
 

 
  “If it comes down to it,” she said mildly, “I’m going to let her punch you.” Maiyenn laughed in pure delight.
 

 
  “Prin, my dear, you’ve got me all wrong,” Zanzayed protested, spreading his hands innocently. “As I told you before, this is a simple matter of family concern. I have nothing but the
  
   highest
  
  regard for your bloodline, and you’re a particularly famous example of it! How could I do anything but extend to you
  
   every
  
  possible courtesy?”
 

 
  “I am not blind to the fact that there are anti-dragon activists at work in Tiraas,” Principia said coldly.
 

 
  “Anti-dragon activists,” Maiyenn repeated, her voice oozing disdain. “More correctly called ash stains in training.” Rizlith giggled.
 

 
  “And I am not
  
   dumb
  
  enough to fail to see what you’re doing,” Prin continued. “Painting a target for them on
  
   my
  
  head is an extremely hostile act, Zanzayed.”
 

 
  “You seem
  
   absolutely
  
  determined to ascribe the worst possible motivations to me, no matter what I say,” he replied in a mournful tone. “I’m starting to wonder if I
  
   have
  
  been mistaken. It doesn’t look like we’re going to have a productive discussion, here.”
 

 
  “On the subject of my bloodline,” she replied with a cold smile, “Mary the Crow is in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “No, she isn’t,” he shot back, with the same expression. “She
  
   was
  
  in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Want to know how quickly I can find her?”
 

 
  “Exactly as quickly as everyone else can,” he replied, grinning. “If anything, less. Look, Principia, you’ve clearly got this all worked up in your mind so that I’m out to get you, and just as clearly you’ve brought your friends, here, on board.”
 

 
  “I am guided by my own reasoning,” Bishop Shahai said serenely. “I have chosen to allow Principia to make this a personal issue because that will cause
  
   far
  
  less trouble than what will occur if I’m forced to address your treatment of a Legionnaire under my command in an official capacity.”
 

 
  “They
  
   do
  
  bluster, don’t they?” Maiyenn mused.
 

 
  “And here I thought these Legionnaires would be
  
   boring,”
  
  Rizlith said, her tail waving excitedly. “Elves aside, this is statistically the
  
   straightest
  
  group of Avenist women I’ve ever seen together in a room. They must have the faith’s officially dullest barracks.”
 

 
  “Both of you, cease,” Razzavinax ordered, his voice quiet but firm. “Zanzayed is capable of being more than provocative enough for all of us.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m gonna have to let you down, then, Razz.” The blue finally stood, and bowed extravagantly to Principia. “I give you my word, upon my honor, Principia Locke: I mean no ill to you or yours. I will not harm you, nor suffer you to
  
   be
  
  harmed if it is up to me to prevent it. Does that satisfy you?”
 

 
  She pursed her lips. “Is there a single reason it should?”
 

 
  Zanzayed’s monochrome eyes made it impossible to tell when he was rolling them, so he threw his entire head backward melodramatically, letting out a long groan. “You just can’t
  
   win
  
  with some people!”
 

 
  “You want to make progress here?” Principia said coldly. “Quit sending people out to pester me.”
 

 
  “Is that really all you want?” he said with a sigh. “All right, fine. Done. Is there anything
  
   else
  
  I can do for you, while you’re here?”
 

 
  She stared at him in silence for a long moment, then turned and looked inquisitively at the Bishop.
 

 
  “If you’ve no further business, Sergeant, I am content with this, for now.” Shahai smiled languidly. “This has been an
  
   extremely
  
  instructive meeting.”
 

 
  Aside from the other members of Squad One, who remained woodenly stiff at attention, all those present smiled at one another with eyes like daggers.
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  The first secret passage was in the upstairs hallway, behind a grandfather clock. The door itself was a pretty tight squeeze for most of them—especially Trissiny, who despite being slimmer than most found her armor ill-suited to cramped spaces—and the dark spiraling stairwell behind it not much better.
 

 
  It opened at the bottom, after enough turns to be well below ground level, onto some sort of makeshift museum. The long basement room was illuminated by dim fairy lamps which cast it into a maze of shadows, many of its contents reduced to blurs. They could see a variety of statuary, though, as well as several racks of armor, weapons and tapestries hung on the walls, a few bookcases and multiple free-standing displays, showing an assortment of objects on cushions behind glass. Malivette glided straight through this, not giving them time to examine anything, and opened the second secret passage. This was behind a tapestry, and involved pressing a certain brick to cause the wall behind it to swing inward with a coarse rasp of stone on stone.
 

 
  “You are extending a great deal of trust,” Shaeine observed as they followed the vampire into the dark passage beyond. “I would never have expected to be shown the secrets of your manor in this fashion. Particularly after we intruded upon you so abruptly.”
 

 
  “There, you see?” Malivette said, grinning over her shoulder at Trissiny.
  
   “That
  
  is how you express suspicion
  
   politely.
  
  The prospect that I’m leading you into a dark hole to murder you all is obliquely touched upon without hurting my feelings.”
 

 
  “You’re not going to murder us,” Trissiny said flatly. “We may or may not be a match for you, but nothing you do will substantially harm Juniper or Vadrieny. Or, possibly, the rest of us. Speaking of discussing things
  
   obliquely,
  
  I assumed it didn’t need to be said that nobody here wanted to start an unwinnable fight.”
 

 
  “There are fights, and then there are fights,” Malivette mused, turning her head back to face the darkness before them. The passageway was long and slowly spiraled downward, illuminated only by magical lights spaced so widely that they were just barely within sight of each other around the curve. They weren’t modern fairy lamps, but classical magefire torches: blue, silent and emitting no heat. “You think
  
   I’m
  
  afraid to die? I’d regret abandoning my girls, but…existence isn’t such a great deal in my circumstances. It’s
  
   how
  
  one dies that one should consider. You know how Professor Tellwyrn convinced me to come out of my house and attend the University?”
 

 
  “We weren’t told the story,” Toby said after the silence began to stretch out.
 

 
  “We made a deal,” said their hostess. “She hunted down the vampire who attacked my family and turned me, and brought me his head. I was almost offended at how quickly she managed it; I’d devoted every effort to the task myself, and nothing. Took her
  
   two
  
  days. Hmph.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s…interesting,” said Fross. “You’re probably the only University initiate who was enrolled in exchange for a killing.”
 

 
  “I’m not prepared to assume that,” Teal muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, she didn’t
  
   kill
  
  him,” Malivette said softly.
 

 
  “Uh…wait, you said she brought his head?” Toby asked hesitantly. “Isn’t that…
  
   how
  
  you kill a vampire?”
 

 
  “You have to
  
   destroy
  
  the head,” Trissiny said, staring at Malivette’s slender back.
 

 
  “I have him in a jar,” the vampire said cheerfully. “Actually, in the relic room we just passed through. He’s
  
   thinking
  
  about what he did.”
 

 
  “Oh, I see,” Fross said thoughtfully. “That’s extravagantly horrible.”
 

 
  Teal swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “The point being,” Malivette continued in the same bright tone, “no one who has any idea what they’re doing starts a fight with Tellwyrn. That means not assaulting her students. I assure you, goslings, you are
  
   perfectly
  
  safe with me. I flatter myself that I am rather an effective menace in my own right—perhaps comparable to your class, come to think of it. I won’t let any harm come to you. That’s a promise. If you don’t believe it, though, believe I know who Professor Tellwyrn is and I don’t want her coming after
  
   my
  
  head.”
 

 
  “Fair enough, I suppose,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  Malivette glanced back at her again, smiling in amusement. Her eyes gleamed faintly in the dimness—not lit from within, but reflecting more light than seemed normal, yet without the off-color sheen of a cat’s. “I assume you kids have seen this before. She gets rather
  
   aggressive
  
  around demons or undead or the like, yes?”
 

 
  “Ah,” Teal said carefully, “how to put this diplomatically…”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  The vampire chuckled. “Have you bothered to explain the instinct to them, Trissiny?”
 

 
  “What’s to explain?” she snapped.
 

 
  Malivette’s expression grew more thoughtful. “You’ve never… Has anyone explained it to
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “Again, what’s to explain? I’m a paladin. It’s my calling to seek out and destroy evil.”
 

 
  “You’re a paladin of
  
   Avei,”
  
  Malivette corrected. “You’ll find the Hands of Omnu, Salyrene and others mostly have a more defensive mindset. It’s not just doctrine, Trissiny. Did the Sisters truly never tell you about this? You have instincts. You are a
  
   predator.
  
  In the presence of the unnatural, you’ll be
  
   driven
  
  to strike. We’re a lot alike, you and I.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “You’re compelled to hunt and destroy monsters,” Malivette murmured. “I, to hunt and consume people. We both restrain ourselves for a similar blend of ethical and practical reasons. It’s a lonely life, one even the people closest to you will never
  
   truly
  
  understand. You’ll always have that empty place inside you, the craving, the need for self-control. I can relate to you a lot more than you may be willing to believe.”
 

 
  “I don’t… You’re talking nonsense,” Trissiny said, though her voice was less certain than her words. “There’s no reason to reach for some metaphysical justification. I have the training…”
 

 
  “And the indoctrination!” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “And the personality,” Juniper added.
 

 
  “Let me ask you this, then,” said Malivette. “What were you like
  
   before
  
  being called? Would you have described yourself as an
  
   aggressive
  
  person?”
 

 
  Silence fell over the group as they descended, and weighed down ever more heavily the longer it stretched out. Malivette kept her back to them, leading the way down into darkness; Trissiny stared blankly ahead, her brow furrowed.
 

 
  “I can’t imagine any reason the Sisters would have deliberately failed to tell you what you need to know about your calling,” the vampire murmured at last. “Perhaps they don’t remember. There was a long gap between paladins, and they’d been dwindling for many years before that. Even as mortals accumulate knowledge across generations, things do slip through the cracks of memory, and the gods are powerfully disinclined to explain themselves, even to their faithful.”
 

 
  “Have…you ever heard of the Silver Huntresses?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  Malivette glanced back at her. “I’ve read about the Silver Huntresses. I think it has been a very long time since anyone
  
   heard
  
  about them. Ah, here we are.”
 

 
  Indeed, the spiraling corridor ended abruptly in a flat wall, in which was set a heavy door of undressed oak timbers bound in thick bands of iron. Malivette produced a key apparently out of her sleeve and unlocked it, then tugged the door open and turned to wink at them.
 

 
  “Mind your feet, my dears. The first step’s a doozy.”
 

 
  So saying, she darted through, leaving them to follow more carefully.
 

 
  The room below was cavernous, large enough to swallow the average village church. Despite being cut into perfectly rectangular dimensions, it had clearly been carved out of the living stone of the mountain. In a few places, uneven sections of the wall where natural fissures existed were filled in with neatly mortared stonework. Brilliant fairy lamps lined the walls, casting the space in gleaming brightness. Beyond that, the room’s features were exceedingly peculiar.
 

 
  The door stood at least a story off the ground, with a brief metal platform extending into space and a chain-link ladder hanging from it to the floor. Suspended from the ceiling were half a dozen large tanks, held in place by enormous bands of steel bolted securely into the rock above. Most interestingly, there was a pattern of metal set into the floor, forming three concentric rectangles on the ground. The room outside them was empty; in the center sat what appeared to be a very elaborate alchemy lab, with cages filled with squeaking rats and barrels and crates of storage off to one side.
 

 
  “Welcome to my little science project!” Malivette said proudly, throwing wide her arms in a gesture reminiscent of Professor Rafe. She barely waited until they had all descended the ladder before setting off for the lab in the middle of the room. “I will have to insist that you remain outside the yellow lines, both for operational security and your own safety
  
   ow ow ow!”
  
 

 
  As the vampire stepped across the first band of gold in the floor, steam erupted from her skin and she cringed in apparent pain. Despite this, she continued on over the next two.
 

 
  “Three barriers might
  
   ow ow ow
  
  seem excessive, but once I’ve explained
  
   ow ow ow
  
  what we’re doing down here, I think you’ll agree that too way much security is probably the right amount. You see, those bands of gold in the floor form divine barriers calibrated specifically to destroy undead. Now,
  
   I’m
  
  not much harmed by them for the same basic reason Juniper wouldn’t be much weakened—I’m a
  
   very
  
  high class of undead. But they suffice as security for what we’ve got in here. There’s more, too! See those tanks?”
 

 
  Mutely, they craned their necks back to follow her pointing finger, studying the tanks bolted to the ceiling. “Those are part of a failsafe—they are filled with holy water! If one of our experimental subjects escapes—even just
  
   one—
  
  they’ll burst and flood the whole room.”
 

 
  “Um, should you be standing there, then?” Juniper asked nervously.
 

 
  Malivette waved a hand airily. “They’re very unlikely to misfire, and anyway, I believe I’ve already mentioned my thoughts on my own death. There are also metal plates set into the walls all around this room on all sides. Teleported directly into the living stone! The enchantments on them provide a variety of extra barriers, as well as the detection spells that keep the security measures in here functioning correctly, and others that will notify my Imperial sponsors if something truly bad happens down here.”
 

 
  “This…is sponsored by the Empire?” Trissiny asked, slowly peering around.
 

 
  “Well, of course! Do you know how much all this
  
   cost?”
  
  Malivette grinned, pointing at the metal bands in the floor. “That’s
  
   gold.
  
  I mean, I’ve got family money and some existing business interests, but come on. It takes a government to just drop this kind of cash into a research project that may or may not bear fruit. House Madouri could do it; House Dufresne has to be a great deal more conservative.”
 

 
  “What are you doing, precisely?” Shaeine inquired, studying the alchemy lab.
 

 
  “Isn’t it obvious?” Fross chimed. “She’s researching a cure for vampirism!”
 

 
  “Well done!” Malivette crowed. “They
  
   said
  
  you were a smart pixie!”
 

 
  “Aw, shucks.”
 

 
  “That explains the necromantic materials,” Trissiny said slowly.
 

 
  “Indeed!” Malivette preened, crossing over to the cages. “To cure a disease, you need test subjects, and the use of animals for experiments is established protocol. So of course, the tricky part is creating a safe environment in which to do the research. In this case, that means an environment guaranteed to destroy the test subjects if they even
  
   think
  
  too hard about getting out. Obviously, letting
  
   rats
  
  carrying the vampire curse loose is an absolutely unacceptable prospect, so security must be absolute.” She unfastened a cage, reached inside and pulled out a squirming, squealing rat. “Like so.”
 

 
  The vampire hurled the creature directly at them. As one the group shied back, Trissiny’s aura flaring alight, but the rat never reached them. It burst into flames as it crossed over the first of the lines in the floor; by the time it reached the air above the third, there weren’t even ashes left.
 

 
  They slowly eased back, staring at Malivette, who stood beaming proudly over her lab.
 

 
  “How did you figure out she was studying a cure, Fross?” Toby asked after a long moment.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, it’s obvious she was researching necromancy, and it’s not like the Empire would support her in making
  
   more
  
  vampires. Or worse ones.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes they would,” Malivette said in a much grimmer tone. “The hardest part of getting all this set up was arranging it so that I had loopholes around Imperial security. So that I could share the results of my research without getting charged with high treason. Well, they may
  
   charge
  
  me anyway, but I’ve got the best lawyers in existence; it won’t even go to trial.”
 

 
  “Why would the Empire want to keep this secret?” Teal asked. “If you could cure vampirism…that’d be
  
   fantastic
  
  news. For everyone!”
 

 
  “Governments,” Shaeine said quietly, “want power.”
 

 
  “Bingo.” Malivette pointed at the drow. “If you could make a vampire, then
  
   unmake
  
  it… If you could effectively make
  
   temporary
  
  vampires, why, as long as you held a monopoly on that power, you would have the best soldiers, the best agents in existence. Vampires in our native state are apex predators; governments have tried to control my kind before, with disastrous results. Imagine what a caged lion would do to its captors if it could bend steel, turn to mist, tear people in half bare-handed…” She stopped, drew in a deep breath and let it out, visibly composing herself. “Well. I consider myself as patriotic as the next accursed social pariah in a position of unmerited political power, but with all respect to his Majesty, no government needs that kind of power. What the world
  
   needs
  
  to to be free of vampires, permanently. Finding a cure and spreading it to the four winds…
  
   that
  
  is my life’s work. Unlife. Whatever.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said quietly. “I…misjudged you. Badly.”
 

 
  “No, you didn’t,” Malivette said kindly. “To misjudge someone, Trissiny, you have to exercise judgment, and you didn’t quite get to that step. Those instincts of yours will serve you well,
  
   provided
  
  you keep them firmly under control. Work on that, kiddo. In any case, apology accepted.”
 

 
  Toby laughed suddenly, then looked sheepish when they all turned to stare incredulously at them. “Ah…sorry, I just had a random thought. The nobility in this town is
  
   really
  
  fond of building divine prisons in their basements.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Outside the embassy, Bishop Shahai surprised them by hailing a cab.
 

 
  “To the Temple of Avei, please,” she said politely to the uncertain-looking cabbie as Principia and the rest of the squad filed into the vehicle.
 

 
  “Ah…beggin’ yer pardon, ma’am,” he said respectfully, “but this carriage is only barely meant to seat six passengers, and not designed with armored troops in mind. It’s, er, gonna be a
  
   slowish
  
  trip. If I strain the charms…”
 

 
  “That’s quite all right,” Shahai said kindly. “We are not in a rush.”
 

 
  She climbed in last, and turned to slide shut the window separating the interior from the cabbie’s seat up front, gently enough to avoid the semblance of slamming it in his face. Almost immediately, the vehicle started moving. True to the driver’s word, it didn’t go as fast as the surrounding traffic (to the audible annoyance of other drivers), and there was a subtle, gravelly undertone to the low arcane hum that sounded from its wheel enchantments.
 

 
  “Sergeant,” said Shahai, “I understand you are an enchanter?”
 

 
  “Of quite minimal skill, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Are you able to lay a silencing spell on the windows of this vehicle?”
 

 
  Principia frowned pensively. “Not a strong one, not without enchanting dusts and some tools… I could make one that works partially for several hours or one that works well for a few minutes.”
 

 
  “A few minutes should suffice; I would prefer greater security.”
 

 
  “Do you need quiet, your Grace, or just don’t want to be overheard? Or both?”
 

 
  Shahai tilted her head. “It matters?”
 

 
  “Somewhat. A simple spell can block sound going one way; it’s not much more complicated to block it both ways, but there’s no point in wasting the energy if you don’t need to.”
 

 
  “Ah. Then no, arrange it so we will not be overheard. In fact, I would prefer to be able to hear what goes on outside.”
 

 
  “On it,” said Principia, leaning forward to press her palm against the window. She closed her eyes and fell still.
 

 
  “Y’know, Sarge,” Merry commented when Principia turned to repeat the procedure on one of the side doors, “for as long as you’ve lived, I’m surprised you have only minimal competence at…well, anything.”
 

 
  “It’s all about motivation, Lang,” Principia replied a moment later as she crossed to do the opposite door. “Arcane magic is practically taboo to elves. I really only took it up to piss off my mother; when it comes down to it, there are other skills I’d rather use.”
 

 
  She repeated the brief exercise with the rear window before re-settling herself in her seat. “All secure, ma’am. The carriage is soundproof.”
 

 
  “Good,” Shahai said serenely. “I would rather not tip off our driver. We will, obviously, need to kill him.”
 

 
  For a moment, there was stunned quiet inside the carriage, broken only by the noise of traffic from outside. Shahai turned her head to watch the driver through the front window; everyone else gaped at her.
 

 
  “W-w-what?” Farah stuttered after a moment.
 

 
  “It was a test,” Casey said tersely. “She’s seeing if he can hear us. At least, I devoutly
  
   hope
  
  so,” she added under her breath.
 

 
  “Quite right, Elwick,” Shahai said, giving her a smile. “And indeed, Sergeant Locke’s work appears to be satisfactory. We must have a brief discussion, ladies, before reaching the temple, and it must not be overheard. The Temple of Avei is not designed with such security in mind, and considering the subject matter, I choose to err on the side of paranoia. At issue is what we saw in the Conclave’s embassy.”
 

 
  “What did we see, ma’am?” Ephanie asked.
 

 
  “Several important things,” said Shahai, “but the most urgent is the presence of that succubus. You have studied Vanislaads briefly during your training, but let me reiterate that those creatures are
  
   incalculably
  
  dangerous. Not physically or even magically, but as agents of chaos and destruction. The existence of one openly in the city changes many equations. I will brief the High Commander on this, of course, in private. Apart from that, it is to be kept an absolute secret. You will not discuss the matter even amongst yourselves. Is that clear?”
 

 
  She waited to receive verbal confirmation from all of them before continuing. “Red dragons are by a wide margin the safest and most reliable practitioners of infernal magic. The demon is clearly in the custody of Razzavinax the Red; this is the
  
   only
  
  circumstance in which I am willing to consider the situation even theoretically contained. We will need more information, however. Further, there is the complex issue of how this impacts our own mission.” She leaned back in her seat, staring pensively at the ceiling. “The dragons extended an unexpected amount of trust by allowing us to see that… And I can’t imagine that they’re keeping it from the Empire. The Sisterhood will
  
   have
  
  to make some kind of response, but it must be a measured one. There is an opportunity here, a potentially great one. It may be one we cannot separate from an unacceptable risk, however…”
 

 
  “Um…” Farah raised her hand tentatively. “Sarge, why didn’t you just ask Zanzayed what he wanted? I thought that was the whole point of the visit.”
 

 
  “Not time for that yet,” Principia replied, watching Shahai.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Bishop nodded. “This is not that kind of game. Not yet, at least. We extracted a concession from Zanzayed and ended the meeting on those terms. Later, we will ask for information from him in a carefully arranged context that does not cede any further ground. The Conclave already has too many advantages.”
 

 
  Farah sighed. “It just seems to me… With matters this important being up in the air, is it really the time for games like this? Wouldn’t it be better if everybody just
  
   talked?
  
  Openly and honestly.”
 

 
  “Most politicians would call you naïve for expressing such a sentiment,” Shahai said with a smile. “Not without a good point, either, but that does not change the fact that you are entirely correct. Open, honest communication
  
   would
  
  be better. For that to work, though, everyone involved would have to act in good faith and with mutual trust, and the reality is that many…won’t. The risk of offering such trust where it is not earned is simply too great. And so, we play our games.”
 

 
  “This looks like a game everybody could lose,” Merry said. “Hard.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Shahai agreed. “We must be certain that
  
   we
  
  do not lose.” She rubbed her chin with a finger, still frowning into the distance in thought. “If possible, we should protect as many others as we can…”
 

 
  “Some people don’t deserve protecting,” Principia observed.
 

 
  Shahai shook her head. “Don’t bother dealing in what people deserve, Locke. In the best case scenario, you’ll only shine a light on the question of what
  
   you
  
  deserve. Do you want people digging into that?”
 

 
  Only silence answered her.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It was an equally long walk back to the main floors of the manor, and a harder one as it was all uphill; the group was not only pensive, but quite tired by the time they trooped back into the entrance hall. Between that unplanned excursion and the morning’s trouble at the barracks, weariness was starting to wear down on them.
 

 
  They emerged into the wide front room alone, Malivette having bid them a cheery farewell at the door to her own room. The students weren’t alone for long, however.
 

 
  “Ah,
  
   there
  
  you are,” said Jade, waving to them from the floor below. “Good timing. You have a visitor, kids.”
 

 
  “Us?” Trissiny stepped up to the head of the stairs and frowned down at the other figure standing just inside the door. “Corporal Timms?”
 

 
  “Aw, how’d you recognize me?” the soldier said cheerily, shrugging off her heavy cloak.
 

 
  “I don’t think that disguise is going to fool anyone, Corporal,” said Toby, beginning to descend the stairs.
 

 
  “Oh, let me have my fun,” she replied. “Listen, this isn’t a social call. I wanted to bring you kids into the loop about what happened at the barracks today.”
 

 
  “We’re listening,” said Trissiny, coming down the steps after Toby. The others followed more slowly.
 

 
  Timms glanced curiously across the group before continuing. “First off, I want to clarify where I stand. I’m not averse to bending a regulation here or there if it’s a matter of principle, but I
  
   am
  
  a soldier in the Emperor’s service, and I have a very high opinion of Colonel Adjavegh. So don’t expect anything from me that contradicts either of those loyalties.”
 

 
  “So noted,” said Toby, smiling. “We’d never ask it of you anyway.”
 

 
  “With that said,” she continued, “the Colonel is a very by-the-book leader. He was brought in to Veilgrad for that specific reason; the base here got a little weird before he came and straightened things out. We’re in a scenario the book doesn’t cover, though, and that means…unconventional measures. If you need help with
  
   that
  
  kind of thing, best advice I can give is to get in touch with Major Razsha.”
 

 
  “I’d already developed that impression,” said Trissiny. “You said Veilgrad was weird
  
   before
  
  all this. How so?”
 

 
  “I said the
  
   base
  
  was weird. The fortress here has always been a research post—in fact, the whole town has. There are multiple Imperial facilities in the city, working on multiple projects. Civilian personnel, mostly, though several of them do have soldiers posted. That ties in to what I came here to warn you about.” Timms frowned in pure displeasure, folding her arms. “The fire was no accident. That was an attack.”
 

 
  “We had that impression,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “And it was a
  
   successful
  
  attack,” Timms carried on. “It’s only thanks to your intervention that we didn’t lose lives in that. It was messy, and… Well, you know, you were there. Whoever firebombed the infirmary wing was after the research lab directly under it. They were developing experimental weapons, and the lot of them were stolen.”
 

 
  They digested this in silence for a moment.
 

 
  “Uh, what
  
   kind
  
  of weapons?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “I am not privy to classified details,” the Corporal said sanctimoniously. “I have very carefully avoided
  
   becoming
  
  privy to classified details so as to exploit a loophole that has stood up in court before: I
  
   can
  
  tell you what little I
  
   do
  
  know without running afoul of security regulations. Just from scuttlebutt around the base, I can tell you they were developing magical weapons based on the Circles of Interaction, trying to equip common soldiers to be able to counter spellcasters. The goal was to make something as portable and easy to use as a standard battlestaff.”
 

 
  “What kind of casters are they meant to work against?” Trissiny demanded. “How many are there? How
  
   complete
  
  are they? Do they work?”
 

 
  Timms shrugged expressively. “Like I said, General Avelea, what I know, I just told you. I’m not
  
   generally
  
  going to come running to you with sensitive information, but this seemed urgent. You lot are obviously planning to keep poking around Veilgrad; you need to know that someone
  
   else
  
  is active in the city. Someone capable of raiding an Imperial Army fortress, and now with…whatever it was they took. I know it’s not much, but I didn’t want you to be completely blindsided.”
 

 
  “We greatly appreciate that,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Who could do something like that?” Juniper wondered. “I mean…it’s the
  
   Army.
  
  They mostly know what they’re doing, right?”
 

 
  “Oh, the speeches I could give on
  
   that,”
  
  Timms said dryly. “But yeah, that is the big question. I wasn’t aware of any single group in Veilgrad that had this kind of capability.”
 

 
  “It sounded like a fairly simple plan, though, right?” said Fross. “Make a distraction and then steal the weapons? Simple plans are usually best.”
 

 
  “I don’t yet know the full details of
  
   how
  
  the attack was carried out, and I may not have the clearance to learn what
  
   is
  
  known,” said Timms. “It’s all classified, anyway.”
 

 
  “Could the Thieves’ Guild do this?” Trissiny asked, narrowing her eyes. “I suppose you’re the person to ask: who heads the Guild in Veilgrad?”
 

 
  Corporal Timms grinned and raised a hand. “Yo.”
 

 
  “I…” Trissiny blinked.
  
   “You?”
  
 

 
  “Look more shocked, wouldja? Yeah, I understand where you’re coming from, but trust me when I said the Guild was nowhere near this. It’s not our style, it’s
  
   way
  
  against our policies, and more immediately, we don’t have the means. The Thieves’ Guild in Veilgrad is
  
   four
  
  people who meet for drinks once a week. Being in charge mostly means I have to cover everyone’s tab. Our old headquarters is currently being leased to the Omnists, who are running a soup kitchen out of it. The cult of Eserion in this town is only barely still a thing.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   four?”
  
  Teal exclaimed. “I’m sorry, but… Veilgrad is a pretty wealthy town for its size. There’s lots of trade, mining, logging…”
 

 
  “It’s not about having,” said Timms, looking more serious. “It’s about
  
   taking.
  
  The Guild exists to humble the arrogant elite, not to just grab whatever isn’t nailed down. Yeah, we’ve
  
   been
  
  a big presence in Veilgrad in times past; the period between the fall of House Dufresne and the fall of House Leduc was
  
   very
  
  busy for us. We had dozens of people here, working almost non-stop; the Leducs were the kind of assholes who
  
   always
  
  needed a comeuppance. But these days…” She shrugged. “Grusser’s both competent and a decent fellow, and our only remaining nobility both keep to themselves. Sherwin doesn’t even
  
   have
  
  anything worth taking these days, and stealing from Malivette just isn’t any fun.”
 

 
  “Fun,” Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  Timms grinned. “We hit a few of her warehouses; she took to leaving tea and cookies out for us. Not even drugged or anything, just being hospitable. The
  
   gall.
  
  And then, the last person who tried to hit Dufresne Manor itself ended up, well…” She raised an eyebrow, turning to one side. “How
  
   are
  
  you doing these days, Jade? Been a while since we spoke.”
 

 
  “Tip top, Cassidy,” Jade said with a smile. “Thanks for asking.”
 

 
  “Anyway, we dwindled,” Timms said, turning back to Trissiny. “Folks trickled off in search of greener pastures. There are enough rich abusers in the city to keep a bare handful of us busy and profitable, but only just.
  
   As
  
  the local underboss, let me just go on record that if you can
  
   find
  
  whoever’s causing all this bullshit, my people will be there to help take ’em down. All four of us.”
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat. “Um, there’s something else. This might be a little sensitive…”
 

 
  “No,” said Trissiny, nodding to her. “She shared information; we should do the same. They have an immediate need to know, anyway.” She turned back to Corporal Timms. “There’s someone else now active in Veilgrad who definitely could assault the Army and get away with it, and
  
   probably
  
  could learn enough about classified programs to know where to strike.”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna like this, am I,” Timms said resignedly.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “The Black Wreath is here.”
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  The sun was climbing toward noon as they approached the natural amphitheater set amid the twisting stone corridors of the Badlands. It was later in the day than they had planned to arrive, but McGraw had been adamant that they would not attend this meeting without bringing Raea and her fellow elves into the loop, and into attendance. Indeed, as the group approached, they found the rim of the hollow hosting a ring of figures, divided almost evenly. On one side were grim-faced dwarves, carrying a variety of tools and equipment but with wands firmly holstered. On the other, the elves stood impassively, like statues in gray-dyed buckskins.
 

 
  “Looks ominous,” Weaver murmured, peering down at the makeshift tent erected at the base of the amphitheater. It was nothing more than a stretch of green canvas held up by four poles, which themselves were braced in piles of stone rather than driven into the ground.
 

 
  “Looks like what we were told t’expect,” Billie replied. “They all down there?”
 

 
  “I can’t see any more than you can, half-pint.”
 

 
  Their angle hid the awning’s occupants from view, but one man stood at one of the poles, barely shaded from the sun, watching them. He was a wood elf in an incongruous pinstriped suit. Joe narrowed his eyes, hands straying toward his wands.
 

 
  “Don’t,” McGraw advised quietly. “I
  
   know,
  
  Joe, I was there. We’ll deal with him an’ the others in good time, but we agreed to meet under a flag of truce. You’ll get nowhere in life by breakin’ your word.”
 

 
  “I know,” he said tersely.
 

 
  Below, the Jackal grinned up at them, sketched a mocking little bow, then turned and sauntered back into the shade.
 

 
  Weaver drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Well, if we’re gonna do this damn fool thing, no point in stretching it out.”
 

 
  He stepped out into the sunlight and began picking his way down the uneven steps. Beside him, the enormous panther padded along silently. The others followed, Billie hopping lightly from step to step, apparently with no difficulty.
 

 
  They arrived and paused, just within the shade of the awning, studying their counterparts. Khadizroth sat behind a rickety folding table, looking exactly as he had on their last meeting, his expression calm. The others stood; on one side, the Jackal leaned indolently against a pole with his arms folded, which had to be an affectation as the pole was clearly not sturdy enough to support even an elf’s weight, and the awning had not so much as trembled. Opposite him stood a dwarf in sensible working clothes with his sleeves rolled up to reveal brawny forearms. A sharp-featured man in a cheap suit with slicked-back hair stood closer to Khadizroth, studying them through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “Why, Mr. Shook, isn’t it?” McGraw said, tipping his hat. “What a very small world it is.”
 

 
  “Not really,” Shook replied, fixing his glare on the old man. “Just starts to seem that way to people who swagger around taking up more than their fair share of the space.”
 

 
  Khadizroth smiled faintly.
 

 
  “Well, well,” McGraw said with a rueful chuckle. “I confess I’m caught without a rebuttal to that. Point conceded, son.”
 

 
  “How lovely to see you again, Mr. Jenkins,” the Jackal simpered. “It’s such a relief to find you in good health!”
 

 
  “Guess your reputation’s a bit overblown, then, ain’t it?” Joe replied sharply. The assassin’s smile thinned.
 

 
  “I don’t miss a mark, boy. Not in the long run.”
 

 
  “How’re ye doin’, big K?” Billie asked cheerfully, waving. “You look different! I can’t put me finger on it. Have ye lost weight?”
 

 
  “This is going
  
   marvelously
  
  already,” Weaver grunted. “If I want to exchange threats and insults with dumbasses, I’ve got the gnome. Can we get
  
   on
  
  with it, here?”
 

 
  “Somebody got that thing on a leash?” Shook demanded, pointing at Raea.
 

 
  “That
  
   thing,”
  
  the Jackal said condescendingly, “is a shaman. They don’t get put on leashes unless they’re into that.”
 

 
  “Welcome,” Khadizroth said. His voice, though soft, cut through the chatter and effectively silenced it. “Honor prevents me from claiming it is a pleasure to see any of you again, but I
  
   am
  
  glad you agreed to speak with us. Please, have a seat.” He indicated the folding stools set up across the table from him.
 

 
  Nobody moved toward them.
 

 
  “You seem to be missing somebody,” McGraw noted.
 

 
  “Everyone is present who was invited to attend, and more besides,” the dragon replied calmly.
 

 
  “The succubus isn’t around,” said Weaver. “Nowhere in the vicinity, in fact.”
 

 
  “Oh ho, your little friend can
  
   tell
  
  that, can she?” the Jackal said with a broad grin. “That is
  
   excellent
  
  information to have, thanks ever so.”
 

 
  “You, too, are different in number than I recall,” said Khadizroth, fixing his eyes on Raea. “Shall I infer that the torch has been passed?”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about Mary,” said Joe. “She’s around, too.”
 

 
  “Splendid. There are things I wish to discuss with her, as well.”
 

 
  “I’ll bet,” Weaver snorted. “Let’s get to brass tacks already. What do you have to say to us, dragon?”
 

 
  “No.” Shook cursed and shied back as Raea spoke, suddenly an elf again.
  
   “First
  
  he will explain the desecration his agents have been committing against elven culture in this area.”
 

 
  The dwarf flushed slightly and lowered his eyes.
 

 
  “Yes, that matter deserves to be addressed,” Khadizroth said seriously. “Ah…Raea, is it not? Welcome. As I’m certain everyone here knows, we are all gathered in this desolate corner of the world in search of the skull of Belosiphon the Black, one of the few powerful chaos artifacts known to exist. I assume you are also aware of what happens to magic in the presence of chaos.”
 

 
  “Virtually anything,” said McGraw, nodding.
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded back. “Indeed. That is the issue. The traces of elven culture in the area mostly take the form of small shrines—individually not powerful, but all blessed and most with a significant fae component which ties them strongly to the land itself. Thus, if and when the skull is unearthed, each and every such object becomes a potential focus of chaos, a source of random magical effects, which pose a potentially significant threat.”
 

 
  The dwarf cleared his throat. “I’ll assume you noted our removal of the elven items specifically due to your own interests. We’ve also been removing
  
   every
  
  magical object we find from the area.”
 

 
  “How many magical objects can there
  
   be
  
  around here?” Weaver demanded.
 

 
  “Not a lot,” said the dwarf. “The elven stuff is actually less than half of it, and all told it’s
  
   still
  
  not more than a few tidbits per square kilomark on average. Much is fairly modern equipment, or pieces thereof, left over from mining operations, though we’ve also found any number of enchanted bangles and weapons dropped by adventurers who knows how long ago. The archaeologists will have to sort that out.”
 

 
  “Archaeologists?” Raea said sharply. “What have you
  
   done
  
  with these things?”
 

 
  “The mining debris we disenchant and destroy,” the dwarf replied. “Everything else is crated up—carefully, I promise you—and shipped back to Svenheim on the carts that bring our supply deliveries. It’s all going to the Royal Museum.”
 

 
  “A
  
   museum?”
  
  she repeated, her voice climbing an octave.
 

 
  “The Royal Museum,” said Khadizroth. “An institution which handles cultural artifacts with the greatest care and respect. It does not sell to private collectors, nor destroy anything which may hold religious significance. The curators will also return any such artifacts to any individual, tribe or family who has a claim to them.”
 

 
  “If they’re willing to hike up to Svenheim and press their case, that is,” said Weaver, folding his arms.
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded gravely. “Yes, there is that, in addition to the imposition of removing these objects from the land in the first place. It is an inadequate solution; unfortunately it was the best I could manage under the circumstances. To that, I add my own apologies—also inadequate, but more than deserved.”
 

 
  “You
  
   could
  
  have just talked to the elves about this,” Billie pointed out.
 

 
  “Which elves?” The dragon raised an eyebrow. “Raea and her compatriots are the only elves in the area right now, and their defense of elven culture extends to harassing those who tamper with shrines, notably not the protection of shrines themselves. Even among the forest tribes, it takes months and often
  
   years
  
  to get Elders to take action, and those one can at least find. These artifacts are the leavings of plains tribes, all of which are doubtless somewhere deep in the Golden Sea by now. This was, I repeat, the best we could do.”
 

 
  “Well,” McGraw said, glancing at Raea, who only frowned at the dragon, “I suppose that’s as good a segue as any to the central matter at hand. We seem to find ourselves in a race to acquire the skull.”
 

 
  “Allow me to establish some common ground up front,” Khadizroth said with a small smile. “Based on our prior dealings, I credit you with enough intelligence that I assume you do not wish to
  
   possess
  
  the skull. My assumption is that we are all concerned not with who shall have the skull, but who shall
  
   not.
  
  Am I correct?”
 

 
  “That’s the long and the short of it,” Joe agreed, nodding. His eyes kept straying to the Jackal, who grinned and finally blew him a kiss.
 

 
  “The
  
   real
  
  short of it,” said Weaver, “is you’re trying to take the damn thing to Archpope Justinian, who absolutely does
  
   not
  
  need to have it.”
 

 
  “On that,” said Khadizroth, “we are all in agreement.”
 

 
  “Hang on a tick,” said Billie, frowning. “We are? Don’t ye work fer the bugger?”
 

 
  Shook snorted loudly.
 

 
  “Ostensibly,” said Khadizroth, smiling placidly. “His Holiness ordered and financed this expedition, yes. We are to retrieve the skull and return it to the Universal Church.” He glanced aside at the dwarf, who smiled and bowed. “Upon our successful uncovering of the artifact, I fear we shall all find ourselves incapacitated by our treacherous mining crew, who will then abscond back to Svenheim with it.”
 

 
  The wind whistled softly into the ensuing silence.
 

 
  “Huh,” McGraw said at last. “Gotta say, I didn’t see that coming.”
 

 
  “Look around you, old man,” said Shook. “Do any of us seem like the type of people who’d work for the Archpope because we
  
   respect
  
  him? The last thing that asshole needs is more power.”
 

 
  “A chaos artifact isn’t even power,” added the Jackal. “It’s dangerous, that’s all. Not dangerous like a weapon—dangerous like an earthquake.
  
   Any
  
  damn thing might result from someone playing around with it.”
 

 
  “No, I believe this sentiment to be
  
   quite
  
  universal,” said Khadizroth. “The prospect of Archpope Justinian obtaining the skull of Belosiphon is
  
   absolutely
  
  unacceptable. That brings us to a significant question, and the reason I asked you to speak with us. What are
  
   your
  
  plans for the skull?”
 

 
  “We’re not to that point, yet,” Weaver said sharply. “You’re still halfway through an explanation.
  
   Svenheim?
  
  What the hell is gonna happen to it there?”
 

 
  “The Royal Museum,” said the dwarf, folding his burly arms. “They have the facilities and the experience to contain dangerous objects of that magnitude. It’ll go into an extra-dimensional vault, and
  
   stay
  
  there till the end of time. Or at least of dwarven civilization. Whichever comes first.”
 

 
  “Mr. Svarveld has experience with such dangers himself,” Khadizroth added, nodding to the dwarf. “All of our chosen crew have; that is the reason we hired them.”
 

 
  “That’s a government institution, ain’t it?” Joe said quietly. “This Royal Museum. Answers to the King of Svenheim, if I recall right?”
 

 
  “That’s so,” said Svarveld, frowning at him. “And I hope you’re not implying that his Majesty would be mad enough to attempt to use the skull.”
 

 
  “I know nothing at all about his Majesty,” said Joe, “and I don’t mean to cast any implications or aspersions of any kind. What I know is that governments are not to be trusted with the prospect of acquiring power.”
 

 
  “That’s a solid point,” Shook said, frowning.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I keep forgetting he actually
  
   is
  
  an Eserite under all the greasy thuggery,” the Jackal mused aloud.
 

 
  “If that assuages your curiosity,” Khadizroth said, “perhaps you are willing to respond in kind, now? I confess the prospect of Bishop Darling acquiring the skull does not please me, either.”
 

 
  “Darling doesn’t want it,” Joe said quickly. “He’s of the same mind as the rest of us—just wants the thing out of circulation.”
 

 
  “And you know this,” the Jackal sneered, “because he
  
   told
  
  you so?”
 

 
  “Oh, Darling’s a snake, we’re under no illusions about that,” McGraw said easily. “The first step in successful snake handling is knowin’ what species of viper you’re dealin’ with. Darling’s not the type to want to meddle with things like that; he
  
   is
  
  the type to want them secured someplace as far from his own carefully-laid plans as possible. No, he’s on the up-and-up about this one.”
 

 
  “I could’ve told you that,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “Then what
  
   do
  
  you plan to do with it?” Khadizroth asked.
 

 
  The group glanced at each other.
 

 
  “I’m not sure,” Joe began.
 

 
  “No,” McGraw shook his head, “there’s no harm in saying. We’ve the same intentions as yourself: remove the skull from the world. In our case, by giving it to Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  Another silence fell.
 

 
  “I think,” Khadizroth said carefully, “you have failed to consider the implications of that plan.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn?” Shook turned to frown at the dragon. “Is that as terrible a goddamn idea as it sounds like to me?”
 

 
  “Very likely more so,” Khadizroth said grimly.
 

 
  “That’s because you have no idea what you’re talking about,” Weaver snorted. “Arachne has the power to remove the thing from the mortal plane, and definitely has the sense and reason to
  
   want
  
  to do so. She, unlike any of the other options I’ve heard named, has also
  
   already
  
  disposed of dangerous chaos artifacts this way.”
 

 
  “I am willing to credit Arachne with her virtues, such as they are,” said Khadizroth. “Though sense and reason are not traits I would have ascribed to her in any significant quantity.”
 

 
  “Sounds to me like you don’t know as much about her as you think, then,” Weaver retorted.
 

 
  “No?” The dragon leaned forward, his featureless emerald eyes intent on Weaver’s face. “I’ve no doubt you know her more personally than I. My own interactions with Arachne have been at a safe distance and adversarial in nature. In fact, let me tell you how one of these transpired. She and I found ourselves contending for possession of— Actually, that hardly matters anymore. Suffice it to say, she won that round, driving me away by gathering up an alliance of other interests to keep me occupied.”
 

 
  “Well, good for her, then,” Joe snapped.
 

 
  Khadizroth sighed. “Not getting possession of the scepter did not harm me unduly in the long term, nor do I think she gained very much from having it. What I found distressing was what she
  
   did
  
  to achieve this. The woman actually negotiated an alliance between a cell of the Black Wreath and Izitiron the Red, who had previously been at one another’s throats, and set
  
   them
  
  on me.”
 

 
  “Aw, ye poor big baby,” Billie said, grinning.
 

 
  The dragon gave her a very flat look. “Deal with that sometime before you sneer at it, young woman. It was a
  
   significant
  
  problem—and not just for me. That union of diabolists went on to cause untold havoc over the years to come, not that Arachne ever lifted a finger to do anything about it. The price of her success in that
  
   one
  
  little conflict of interests—which, I repeat, was a relatively minor affair—was paid in the lives of the Silver Legionnaires who finally put a stop to Izitiron’s personal cell of warlocks decades later. And this was
  
   after
  
  they had opened four new hellgates, all of which are still open today. If I were to sit here and tabulate the sum total of the harm done, it would take the rest of the day at least.” He sighed heavily and shook his head.
  
   “That
  
  is the problem. Arachne sees the task in front of her and charges at it, paying no heed to the ripples she spreads or the consequences beyond achieving her immediate goal. Yes, I’m sure she
  
   does
  
  possess the sense not to want to use a chaos artifact, otherwise she would not have lived so long. But if you place that object in her hands, you are trading a crisis now for one in the unknowable future. All it will take is something to arise which makes her think using the skull is a worthwhile gambit.”
 

 
  “What could
  
   possibly
  
  make her think that?” Joe demanded. “You are talkin’ about the most intelligent woman I ever met.”
 

 
  Khadizroth transferred his gaze to the Kid. “Considering the company you keep, Joseph, I’m sure it has not escaped your notice that the world is growing more dangerous. All of this, all our interactions and adventures, are pieces of a larger puzzle whose shape we cannot yet see. A great doom is coming, and Arachne is exactly the type to meet something like
  
   that
  
  by throwing every possible thing she can at it. No… I cannot countenance her acquiring the skull.”
 

 
  “Well, that makes your position clear, then,” said McGraw in a mild tone. “Though you’ve not given us any reason to think the thing’s any better off in the Royal Museum’s hands. No offense intended, Mr. Svarveld.”
 

 
  “There is
  
   no
  
  good outcome here,” Khadizroth said gravely. “By far the best is that the skull remains firmly lost in whatever dark hole it resides in now. With the alarms raised by the oracles, however, I fear we must dismiss that prospect from consideration. What remains is to find another hiding place for it, ideally somewhere out of the hands of anyone who would use it. In my years, I have found dwarves to be eminently sensible and responsible folk. I adjudge that delivering the skull to Svenheim is the least objectionable prospect.”
 

 
  “Then you adjudge wrong,” Billie said, planting her hands on her hips. “Ye cannot
  
   possibly
  
  be daft enough not ta see it. Responsible or not, you’re talkin’ about placin’ that thing in the custody of a
  
   King.
  
  Even if he never finds a use fer it, one of ‘is descendants will, sure as the bloody tides.”
 

 
  “Governments tend to swell till they overtake other considerations anyway,” the dragon said softly. “Better Svenheim than Tiraas. We were told about your efforts in Desolation. What do you imagine the Imperial government is
  
   really
  
  there for?”
 

 
  “The skull, I expect,” McGraw mused. “Which is somethin’ you ought to consider if you intend to get rough in keepin’ it away from us. We’ve already had a great deal of useful help from Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Oh, is
  
   that
  
  what you think?” the Jackal asked, grinning nastily.
 

 
  “Why would Imperial Intelligence go to the effort of tracking down the skull when they can have some
  
   other
  
  poor saps do it?” Khadizroth asked quietly. “It will be quite dangerous to handle, and the search is made risky by the conflicting interests currently raging over the matter. You’re adventurers; in the Empire’s eyes, are you are disposable tools which not only can but
  
   ought
  
  to be disposed of sooner rather than later. By involving the Empire, all you fools have done is ensure that someone well-funded and highly trained will be poised to swoop down on whichever of us obtains it first. We have the same ultimate goals—we only disagree on one frankly
  
   minor
  
  point of strategy. We have common opponents, in the Universal Church and the Empire, two institutions which
  
   must
  
  be prevented from getting the skull. Can we not reach a compromise?”
 

 
  “What, send
  
   half
  
  of it to Svenheim and half to Last Rock?” Weaver said disdainfully.
 

 
  “We do seem to’ve reached a sticking point, there,” said McGraw. “How ’bout this: let’s take a little time to think this over, shall we? We might be persuaded ’round to the notion of letting the Museum take the skull.”
 

 
  “There are all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons why that—”
 

 
  
   “Or,”
  
  McGraw continued loudly, cutting Weaver off, “the reverse may happen. You understand the risks of placing that object with a government institution; I’d ask you to consider the risks of putting it in Professor Tellwyrn’s hands are the same in nature and necessarily somewhat lesser in probability.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Khadizroth mused. “Perhaps not.”
 

 
  “Give it a day or two,” McGraw said with a smile. “The skull ain’t likely to suddenly turn up
  
   now.
  
  If we can reach an understanding… Well, that’s a darn sight better’n us fighting took and nail over it, don’t you agree?”
 

 
  “On the contrary, I was quite looking forward to that part,” the Jackal said with a grin.
 

 
  “Now correct me if I’m wrong,” Billie said cheerfully, “but I get the impression nobody even among yer own team there gives a flyin’ fig’s fart about yer opinion, aye?”
 

 
  “Then again,” the elf replied brightly, “there are
  
   advantages
  
  to us all being on good terms! Why, I do so enjoy having a gnome in a pliable position. Your mouth is at
  
   just
  
  the right height—”
 

 
  Weaver’s wand cleared its holster in a split second, and the
  
   crack
  
  of the lightning bolt he fired into the ground was deafening at that range.
 

 
  Immediately there was a chorus of yells, weapons were raised, and everyone darted backward out into the sunlight, away from each other. Only that prevented a full-scale showdown, as the dwarves and elves on the rim of the crater paused with their own upraised weapons, now that they could see all parties on their feet and unharmed.
 

 
  “We are here under a
  
   truce!”
  
  McGraw snapped, forcefully prodding Weaver backward with his staff. “Put that damn thing away, you buffoon!”
 

 
  “I will explain this
  
   once,”
  
  Weaver said, ignoring him in favor of staring coldly at the Jackal. “I’ve put in the time, here;
  
   I
  
  have endured weeks on end of this gnome’s bullshit.
  
   You
  
  don’t talk to her that way. Clear?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  the Jackal drawled, his grin stretching to truly insane proportions. “I do seem to have struck a
  
   nerve!
  
  You have my deepest and most sincere apologies, Mr. Gravestone, sir.”
 

 
  “Be silent,” Khadizroth said curtly. “I did not call them here for you to insult and abuse them.”
 

 
  
   “He’s
  
  not the asshole who started shooting!” Shook snapped, his own wands in his hands.
 

 
  
   “Peace!”
  
  the dragon thundered. His voice blasted over them like a tidal wave, augmented magically to resonate across the depression and out though the winding canyons. Khadizroth slowly turned his head, panning his gaze across all those present. When he spoke again, it was in a more normal tone. “I believe this is a stopping point. As Longshot has pointed out, we each have things to consider.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what was actually
  
   accomplished
  
  here,” Joe muttered, one of his wands still in hand, but pointed at the ground.
 

 
  “Why, isn’t it obvious?” the Jackal said sweetly. “Exactly as much as was ever going to be.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Think we’ve reached a safe distance?” Joe asked some minutes later, pausing and turning back to look at the others.
 

 
  “Far enough that it would be difficult even for the
  
   tauhanwe
  
  to hear,” said Raea, folding her arms. “You have something you wish to say?”
 

 
  “I have something I wish to have said to
  
   me,”
  
  Joe replied, turning to glare at Weaver.
  
   “What
  
  was that?! Have you lost your mind? And since when do you even care about Billie?”
 

 
  “You know what your problem is, kid?” Weaver said mildly. “You take far too many things at face value. If Billie and I really hated each other as much as we let on, there’d be bloodshed.”
 

 
  “Aye, ye remind me a bit o’ me brothers,” Billie said, grinning, and slugged Weaver on the thigh. “Less ‘andsome, o’ course, but what can ye expect?”
 

 
  “That aside,” said McGraw, “that was a hell of a stunt you pulled back there. You coulda started off a whole showdown right on the spot.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Let me tell you what I think about that.” Weaver stuck his hands in his pockets and smirked faintly. “First of all, that conversation wasn’t going to get anywhere. We could’ve gone round and round as many times as it took to decide
  
   who
  
  should get the skull, but the ultimate fact is that neither group would
  
   ever
  
  trust the other enough to work together, or let the other obtain it. There is just too much bad blood here. That is a gaggle of unspeakable greasy-fingered evil-minded fuckers if I ever saw one, and I dunno what they think about us but I strongly suspect it’s not any more friendly. We got the only useful thing we were gonna get with the revelation that they aren’t fully in bed with the Archpope—which, come on, wasn’t exactly arcane physics to figure out, anyway. I just saved us a very hot, thirsty afternoon of tedious and pointless yammering.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” Joe began.
 

 
  “Furthermore,” Weaver continued more loudly, “if the showdown
  
   had
  
  started right there,
  
   that
  
  would have been just about the best scenario we could hope for. Power for power, both groups are a close match, and let’s keep in mind the extra muscle we’ve all got together.” He nodded at Raea, who merely raised an eyebrow in reply. “We’ve got elves who are skilled fighters, with several magic-users.
  
   They’ve
  
  got
  
   miners.
  
  An all-out battle would be decisively to our advantage, and we’re likely never going to see another situation like that where everyone was arranged like chess pieces. Next time, they’ll have had time to prepare. And on the subject of
  
   that,
  
  the wild card here is that
  
   fucking
  
  assassin. He snuck up on us last time; if we’re gonna fight that guy, and you’d
  
   better
  
  believe we’ll have to, I’d much rather it start from a standstill with the element of surprise on our side, and not give him the chance to do what he does and creep up on somebody again.
 

 
  “Plus,” he added with a wolfish grin at Billie, “him being the vicious little shit he is, thanks to my little production we know
  
   exactly
  
  who he’ll go right for next time.”
 

 
  “Yes, I see you
  
   clearly
  
  act out of affection for your friend,” Raea said, deadpan. Billie just threw back her head and barked a laugh.
 

 
  “I know you’re all more comfortable thinking of me as a surly oaf,” Weaver said, curling his lip. “I wouldn’t still be alive if I could suss out situations and make plans, though.”
 

 
  “In the future,” McGraw said flatly, “before you do any sussing or planning, include us. Clear?”
 

 
  Weaver shrugged. “I saw an opportunity, and I took it. Discussing it with you would’ve made the whole thing moot.”
 

 
  “You saw an opportunity to attack under a flag of truce,” Joe snapped. “Under other circumstances that is called a
  
   war crime!”
  
 

 
  “I didn’t attack,” Weaver replied, now smiling placidly. “I made a sudden loud noise. If
  
   they
  
  had attacked, well, your conscience would be clean, now wouldn’t it?”
 

 
  “Uh huh, that’s all very persuasive,” said McGraw, “but I will repeat my point. Do
  
   not
  
  do that again, or anything like it. Are we clear?”
 

 
  “I have to concur,” Raea said flatly, staring Weaver down. “That was reckless, whatever your reasoning.”
 

 
  “I’m hearing a lot of complaints about how you don’t like my strategy,” the bard replied, “but not a word about how any of my reasoning was flawed or my conclusions incorrect, or the results— Kid, what the hell are you doing?”
 

 
  Joe had turned away from him and begun scrambling up the fairly gentle slope to his right, quickly getting atop the stone outcropping and onto the upper of the Badlands’ two flat planes. From that vantage, looking out over the twisting cracks in the sprawling landscape was rather like an extremely close view of dried-up mud.
 

 
  “Just wanna see if I can get a look at ’em,” he said, pulling a spyglass from his pocket and peering back in the direction from which they’d come.
 

 
  “Unless one of
  
   them
  
  is daffy enough to climb up there,” Raea said dryly, “you won’t catch so much as a glimpse. The angles are impossible.”
 

 
  “Well, the meeting’s over, and all,” Joe mused, “and it sounds to me like that bit about thinking things over and trying again was an excuse—we are
  
   really
  
  not going to let those monsters get the skull, and they won’t let us, either. So… And by the way, the angles aren’t impossible. Just very, very unlikely.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “No, we won’t be hearing anything further,” Khadizroth said calmly, not looking back at the others as he walked. Shook and the Jackal flanked him, falling behind when the twisting corridors became too narrow to walk abreast. The dwarves were still packing away the makeshift pavilion, table, and stools. “It was worth attempting, both ethically and for the chance to size up our opponents. The personal issues here overwhelm the professional, however—and even if every member of
  
   this
  
  party were willing to put those aside, I do not expect
  
   them
  
  to.”
 

 
  “Should’ve brought Vannae, then,” Shook said. “If nothing else, he could make inroads with those other elves.”
 

 
  “I prefer to keep a few elements in reserve,” the dragon said. “They may or may not know he is here; we can’t be sure how much Raea’s scouts have observed of our movements, and he mostly stays indoors. I will say this much: Raea is a poor substitute for the Crow. Mary’s absence changes the equation in our favor.”
 

 
  “If she
  
   is
  
  absent,” the Jackal pointed out. “She likes to lurk.”
 

 
  “She is not good at lurking silently,” Khadizroth said evenly. “And she
  
   is
  
  prone to wandering off in pursuit of her own projects. She may be hiding nearby, it’s true, but that would be out of character. No, her absence from the meeting strongly suggests her absence from the entire issue.”
 

 
  “We’re talking about Mary the fuckin’ Crow,” Shook growled. “I’m hesitant to gamble my
  
   life
  
  on the fact she’s not here. And yeah, those are the stakes.”
 

 
  “You are correct,” Khadizroth agreed, nodding. “In any case, consider the different constitutions of our respective forces. We have miners; they have elvish raiders. This is not a race to obtain the skull. Their most logical move will be to let
  
   us
  
  acquire it, and attempt to take it from us. That places the initiative in our hands.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Shook muttered, frowning.
 

 
  “I like where this is heading!” the Jackal crowed, bounding ahead of them and turning to walk backward. They stepped into a junction of canyons, a fairly wide space that permitted sunlight into nearly every crack. “If we control the timing of the skull’s emergence, that gives
  
   me
  
  time to work my own special magic. All we have to do is thin their numbers a bit before they confront us.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t bother with the old man,” Shook said, grinning. “He’s likely to keel over any day now anyway.”
 

 
  “You just get more delightfully thickheaded every time I talk to you,” the Jackal replied. “Yes, he’s old. He’s an old
  
   adventuring wizard
  
  who’s been at it for decades.
  
   Beware
  
  an old man in a field that kills men young. No, between the lot of them, I’d say McGraw and the boy
  
   augh!”
  
 

 
  The pencil-thin beam of white light that tore through the air was traveling at such a shallow angle that it was nearly horizontal, shooting straight down the canyon through which they’d just come. It was totally silent and existed for only a split-second, barely long enough to be seen in the bright sunlight.
 

 
  The elf shrieked and staggered backward, clapping a hand to the side of his head where it had clipped him. Khadizroth and Shook both spun to stare backward, then in unison darted to opposite sides of the opening.
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  I don’t believe,” Shook said softly, clutching his wands and peering around in the direction from which the shot had been fired. “There’s nobody anywhere
  
   near…
  
  And we
  
   saw
  
  them head off the opposite way. I mean, you hear stories about the Sarasio Kid, but
  
   nobody
  
  can shoot like that. It isn’t physically
  
   possible!”
  
 

 
  “I assure you, the stories are not exaggerations,” said Khadizroth, swiftly crossing to the Jackal, who had slumped against the wall, clutching his head and hissing furiously in pain. Blood now trickled out from between his fingers. “You are right, no one is nearby; I would sense someone attempting to ambush us. Keep your heads down. Let me see it, Jack.”
 

 
  “Hey, uh,” Shook said, pointing at the ground a few feet from them. “You dropped something.”
 

 
  All three fixed their eyes on the triangular object lying on the dusty stone, a line of blood tracing one of its sides.
 

 
  The Jackal’s eyes widened, his face contorting into a snarl of pure animal rage.
  
   “No.”
  
 

 
  Khadizroth bent to pick it up, his lips pursed, then turned back and gently but firmly pried the Jackal’s hand away from the side of his head. “I see… Wands.” He sighed, studying the shorn-off stump of the elf’s ear. “This is cauterized. I
  
   can
  
  reattach it, but that is…involved. There will almost certainly be scarring, and it may not completely match your other ear in length. We must return quickly to the office where I can work in peace with supplies; this is not something I can do here.”
 

 
  “I killed him too quickly the last time,” the Jackal grated. “Lesson learned.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Five hundred yards away, the Sarasio Kid lowered his spyglass, no longer afforded the momentary glimpse of the other party through the sprawling network of canyons. Even that one brief opening had been nearly miraculous. The shot, though… Anyone telling the story would make it
  
   seem
  
  miraculous, but in the end, it was all angles and forces. Just math.
 

 
  “That’s one for one, you bastard,” Joe whispered, holstering his wand. “The next time’ll be the last.”
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  Vadrieny sighed, peering around. Morning sun blazed from a gap in the passing clouds; the mountain air was fresh and bracing, the manor grounds quiet but enlivened by birdsong from outside the walls.
 

 
  There was a total lack of warlocks or demons.
 

 
  “Well, fine,” the archdemon said in exasperation. “It’s for the best; I feel ridiculous, shouting into thin air.”
 

 
  “The woman merely said to call,” Shaeine said calmly, not for the first time. “She seemed quite eager to gain your favor; as Trissiny has explained, they have ample reason to be. If there were more to it, she would have said so.”
 

 
  “And yet, here we are,” Vadrieny said, folding her arms. “Really, I think this is for the best. Trissiny was right about getting involved with the Wreath, and anyway, this just means they’re not listening. I’m more comfortable knowing I’m not being scryed on.”
 

 
  “Arcane scrying would not be a practical way for them to be notified if you reached out,” Shaeine said, gently placing a hand on the back of Vadrieny’s shoulder. “Your voice is powerfully magical, Vadrieny; it’s far more likely the Wreath can pick up on that.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I like that better,” Vadrieny replied, frowning deeply.
 

 
  “You didn’t expect ’em to just pop up right
  
   away,
  
  didja?” Ruda inquired from her perch on the manor’s steps, pausing to swig from her bottle of rum. “They’ve gotta check out the situation before doing anything. On the subject of which, this whole idea is pointless on account of the Black fucking Wreath
  
   aren’t
  
  careless.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” said Shaeine, “if Trissiny’s idea does not pan out, communicating with them may still be—”
 

 
  She broke off at the sudden appearance of a spell circle on the gravel path in front of them. Vadrieny moved between Shaeine and the circle, subtly flexing her claws and spreading her fiery wings. It was a small circle, though, and simple in design, glowing sickly green and marked only with a sparse few runes.
 

 
  In the next moment, a puff of smoke erupted from it, reeking of sulfur. It cleared swiftly in the light breeze, revealing an imp, which immediately fell to its knees and prostrated itself face-down on the ground.
 

 
  “Oh, great, wise, talented and undeniably attractive lady!” the imp wailed in a thin, scratchy voice. “It is the greatest honor inflicted upon this humble servant to have the opportunity to humbly service you! Speak your command and it shall be done, preferably not in a fashion that gets me killed!”
 

 
  Vadrieny blinked her blazing eyes, glancing at Shaeine before returning her gaze to the imp. It was a gangly little creature, rather like a monkey with some features of a goat: horns, hooves, and an elongated face. The fur with which it was covered was greasy and matted into clumps, and the smell that clung to it was of worse than sulfur. Altogether it couldn’t have been more than a foot tall, standing upright.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are supposed to help me?” Vadrieny demanded. “This is the assistance the Wreath promised?”
 

 
  “Not exactly, oh euphonious one!” the imp declaimed. “Your humble servicer’s task is to learn what you need and carry this information back to your legion of warlocks just waiting on tenterhooks to fulfill their duty to your exalted person. Oh, yes, and I’m also supposed to tell you something from them.” He scrambled to his feet and drew himself up as if at attention, tucking on hand behind his back and discreetly coughing into the other. “Ahem. I am to say hello to your paladin and fairy friends and your vampire hostess and express with the greatest respect that no, we will not be charging headlong into an insultingly obvious trap. Honestly, is babysitting the little thug going to be like this
  
   every
  
  time? Why couldn’t Arvanzideen have been the one who survived?” He trailed off, blinked his beady eyes once, then swallowed heavily and began folding himself back down into a crouch. “I, uh… It just occurred to me I wasn’t supposed to repeat the whole thing verbatim…”
 

 
  Ruda howled with laughter. “Ah, man, that is priceless. Since saying ‘I told you so’ is gauche and cliché, I’ll have to upgrade my contribution to ‘I
  
   fucking
  
  told you so!’”
 

 
  Vadrienly flexed her claws once, very deliberately; the imp let out a shrill squeak and huddled into a ball.
 

 
  “Very well,” the archdemon said stiffly, reaching out one leg to prod him with a single talon. “That’s fair. I need two things from the Wreath. First, I want to know if they attacked the Imperial barracks in Veilgrad, and if so, what they took.”
 

 
  “I can do that!” the imp said, peeking up and nodding vigorously. “Yes indeed, I’m your hellspawn, oh wise and mellifluous, not to mention devastatingly good-looking purveyor of all that is—”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  stop!” Vadrieny exclaimed.
  
   “Second,
  
  we have a Rhaazke demon here who needs a way home. I want to know if the Wreath can help with that.”
 

 
  “You’ve got a what?” Seeming to forget his terror, the imp unfolded himself, blinking owlishly up at her. “What’re you doing with a Rhaazke? We
  
   are
  
  on the mortal plane, right?
  
   How
  
  did you do that?”
 

 
  
  
  “Never you mind!” she barked. “Just get me the answers I asked for. Is that clear?”
 

 
  He snapped to attention again and saluted. “Yes, ma’am, my greatest and most beneficent—“
 

 
  “And
  
   stop
  
  that! Simple answers only, please!”
 

 
  The imp froze, blinked, worked his mouth slowly as if rolling something around his tongue, and finally spoke hesitantly. “Okay.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   what
  
  information are you supposed to get me?” Vadrieny said sharply.
 

 
  The imp frowned reproachfully. “You wanna know whether the Wreath attacked the Imperial barracks, and how to send a Rhaazke home. Honestly, lady, you don’t gotta be condescending. I’m not
  
   stupid.
  
  I was given the task of charging headlong into an insultingly obvious trap just to speak with you! I’m somebody
  
   trusted!”
  
 

 
  Vadrieny snorted musically. “That, or they don’t care if you die.”
 

 
  “That…well…I…oh.” His posture slowly deflated until he slouched with a hangdog expression. “I guess I’ll just go…deliver your message, then. Bye.”
 

 
  With another puff of foul-smelling smoke, the demon vanished. A moment later, the tiny summoning circle faded out.
 

 
  Vadrieny clapped a clawed hand to her face. “Augh. Why do I feel
  
   guilty
  
  about that?!”
 

 
  “Because it was mean,” Shaeine said quietly, patting her shoulder again. “And because you are a good person, if a trifle impatient.”
 

 
  The crunch of feet on gravel announced the arrival of the others from behind Malivette’s vine-encrusted tool shed.
 

 
  “I liked him,” Juniper announced with a beaming smile. “He was adorable! We didn’t really get to spend any time with the imps in Melaxyna’s place.”
 

 
  “Imps,” Trissiny said disapprovingly, “are among the better-behaved but less stable species of sentient demons. They tend to
  
   leak
  
  infernal radiation wherever they are.”
 

 
  “Actually, that’s debated among scholars,” Fross chimed. “There’s usually a lot of infernal residue where imps have been, but in most such cases there are lots of dead imps where imps have been, and
  
   all
  
  magical creatures release energy upon expiring. They’re kind of careless, as I understand it.”
 

 
  “Either way,” said Trissiny, “I am going to bless this space before—”
 

 
  “Here’s an idea,” Toby interrupted. “Let’s ask our undead hostess if she
  
   minds
  
  having blessings laid on her property before we do anything. Malivette has already been more patient with us than we have any right to expect. I really don’t think it would be nice of us to create a patch of her front drive that she can’t walk over.”
 

 
  “Oh. Right.” Trissiny looked abashed. “Right, that’s a good point.”
 

 
  “Anyway!” Ruda ambled toward them, casually tossing her bottle from hand to hand. “There’s
  
   that
  
  much out of the way. The day’s still young, and we’re still up shit creek without a clue. Do what you need to with Vette and the driveway, and then let’s go collect Gabe and get on with the next stage of the plan.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Captain!”
 

 
  Dijanerad dismissed Lieutenant Vriss with a pat on the shoulder before turning to face the elf stalking across the parade ground toward her, brandishing a piece of parchment. The rest of Squad One trailed after their sergeant in precise formation, with carefully blank expressions.
 

 
  “Good morning, Locke,” said the captain. “You know, you get increasingly witty the madder you are. Sometimes I feel tempted to tick you off on purpose, just to enjoy the comedy that follows.”
 

 
  Principia halted a few yards distant, frowning. “Well…thank you?”
 

 
  “It wasn’t a random comment,” Dijanerad said dryly. “I’ve learned to associate that observation with the expression on your face right now. Let me just ask for formality’s sake: what’s on your mind?”
 

 
  “May I be allowed to know
  
   why
  
  my squad is being punished?” Principia demanded, holding out the paper accusingly.
 

 
  “If you are, nobody informed me,” Dijanerad said calmly. “In which case I am going to scrub my bathtub with someone’s scalp. Yes, yes, fine, I know. I did sign off on those orders, which are
  
   not
  
  a punishment. It was at the request of your current—ah, what perfect timing. As always, your Grace.”
 

 
  She saluted the approaching Bishop Shahai, who nodded to her with a smile. “Oh, stop that, Shahdi; we hold the same rank.”
 

 
  “Until Syrinx comes back, if she does.”
 

 
  Shahai rolled her eyes. “At ease, then. Do you mind if I borrow Locke and company? It seems I owe them an explanation.”
 

 
  “I am perfectly willing for someone other than me to endure this conversation, yes,” Dijanerad said with a grin. “As you were, ladies.”
 

 
  “First,” said Shahai as the captain departed, “I apologize for the fact that you did not hear this firsthand from me. I prefer, of course, for any such disruptive orders to come with an explanation if possible. It’s been an interesting morning; I had to send the message out before I had liberty to join you.”
 

 
  “Confined to the Temple grounds?” Principia said sharply. “I assumed this was a punishment of some kind, your Grace, because otherwise it smacks of attempting to
  
   protect
  
  us. As if someone, somewhere, had mistaken a squad of Silver Legionnaires for a gaggle of simpering schoolgirls.”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  an attempt to protect you,” Shahai replied calmly. “Nor is that a denigration of your abilities.” She glanced around the parade grounds; the cohort’s other squads were trailing out toward their assigned duties. “The facts as we know them are that you were recently the target of a campaign by Zanzayed the Blue, which seems to have been meant to draw attention to you. As of today, we are reasonably sure it worked.”
 

 
  “Worked?” Principia said sharply. “How?”
 

 
  “Individuals have been watching the Legion fortress’s gates,” Shahai said, still in perfect calm. “That is unusual, but not criminal, and by itself not necessarily suspicious. We do not accost people for just hanging around. They fled when approached, which is much
  
   more
  
  suspicious. However…” She sighed softly, her expression tightening. “First thing this morning a request was delivered to me at the Cathedral by Bishop Ferdowsi for Silver Legion guards, which as you know is somewhat unusual for Nemitites. Someone he described as ‘suspicious and creepy’ was at the Steppe Library yesterday evening, making pointed inquiries after Private Szaravid.”
 

 
  Farah’s eyes widened and she clutched her lance tighter, trembling faintly in place.
 

 
  “I assure you,”
  
  
  Shahai said quickly,
  
   “all
  
  relevant steps have been taken. Lang, I know you don’t speak with your parents, but the main temple in Calderaas was telescrolled anyway; they will be discreetly watched. Steps were taken to protect all of your families, including Avelea’s ex-husband.” She pursed her lips. “Since attempting to post a guard on a Huntsman would have been tantamount to instigating a brawl, I was forced to explain the situation to Bishop Varanus, and endure his subsequent commentary. And, of course, Legionnaires were posted at the Steppe Library as requested.”
 

 
  “I am going to stab that dragon right in the nuts,” Principia announced. “With his own jawbone.”
 

 
  “It does appear Zanzayed’s campaign was effective,” Shahai agreed sardonically. “He has managed to publicly mark you, Locke, as a person of interest to him. While we are still without
  
   useful
  
  leads as to the identities of this anti-dragon organization, this does reveal they have some organizational capability and the capacity for more forethought than their paint-throwing suggested. They’ve identified members of your squad and begun investigating them. Locke, you are jealous of your privacy, I know, but if there is anyone you would like to have protected, you need only ask.”
 

 
  Principia snorted. “Who? The Thieves’ Guild? My parents’ grove? The Legions? Seriously, I hope these idiots try to attack any of my past associates. That’ll solve this whole problem neatly.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shahai said with a faint smile. “I fear we are not so lucky as to have such foolish foes. For now, Squad One is confined to the Temple grounds, partly for its direct protection, but
  
   mostly
  
  as a means to control the situation. You
  
   are
  
  trusted to take care of yourselves, ladies, and that trust will be acted upon soon. In fact, you are now the perfect bait to draw these dragon-haters out. We know they want you. However, this will occur at a time and place of
  
   our
  
  choosing—a trap laid by the Sisterhood, not an ambush sprung by our opponents. And until we have more information with which to work, that means you must be kept out of sight and inaccessible.”
 

 
  “This is is
  
   totally
  
  unacceptable,” Ephanie said tightly. “For the Conclave to use us this way…”
 

 
  Shahai sighed and shook her head. “Yes. Part of me hates to be so mercenary, but the fact is that we gain immense political capital from this. Such an action by the Conclave, or any member thereof, places them significantly in our debt. And not even dragons will wish to be on the cult of Avei’s bad side on a permanent basis. Hands of Avei and Silver Legions have brought them down in the past.”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Principia said icily, “I had training planned for my squad which required access to
  
   carefully
  
  prepared facilities, which I set up. At my own expense.”
 

 
  “I can see that you are compensated, of course,” Shahai said.
 

 
  Principia shook her head. “It’s only money. Not important.”
 

 
  “Can I have your wages, then?” Merry muttered.
 

 
  The sergeant gave her a warning glance, but continued. “The training was what mattered. It was…necessary. I need to be able to drill my squad.”
 

 
  “Is there something wrong with the parade ground here?” Shahai asked mildly.
 

 
  “I need to be able to drill my squad in
  
   private,”
  
  Principia clarified, holding her gaze.
 

 
  “I see.” The Bishop studied her carefully, then glanced across the assembled Squad One. “Considering the nature of Tiraas, I assume this was a prepared
  
   indoor
  
  space.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace.”
 

 
  “For what you had in mind, would you need anything other than the space itself?”
 

 
  Principia hesitated before responding. “Practice dummies. Imperial Army grade, preferably, with shielding charms.”
 

 
  “Is there something you would like to tell me, Sergeant?” Shahai asked quietly.
 

 
  Principia drew in a deep breath. “I assure you, your Grace, we are not up to anything against regulations or the Legion code of conduct.”
 

 
  “But something you don’t wish to be seen doing.”
 

 
  “There are things beyond regulations and codes binding the Legions,” Principia said evenly. “I might even say strangling them. I think the High Commander will approve of what we’ll have to show her—
  
   if
  
  I am allowed to conduct the training needed.”
 

 
  “And you cannot just ask her because…”
 

 
  “Because,” Principia said stiffly, “I’m reasonably sure she won’t let us do it.”
 

 
  Shahai studied them all again. The squad stood rigidly at attention, eyes straight ahead, except for Princpia’s, which rested on the Bishop’s face.
 

 
  “I will secure one of the subterranean gymnasiums for you,” Shahai said abruptly. “You are extending trust to me in this, Locke, so I shall do likewise. You have earned some confidence in your judgment. Please do keep in mind that the outcome of your…experiment…will reflect on me.”
 

 
  “You will not be disappointed, your Grace.”
 

 
  “I don’t worry about being disappointed,” Shahai murmured, turning back toward the temple. “Disappointment I can live with. I worry about the things I can’t. Dismissed, ladies.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Okay, I’ll admit it,” Gabriel said, “I’m impressed. And a little puzzled. Seriously, how
  
   did
  
  you know to come here? Are you sure you’ve never been to Veilgrad before?”
 

 
  “For about ten minutes at a time, on the way to and from Puna Dara.” Ruda snorted. “It’s a city—I know how cities work. Punaji royalty don’t get raised in a palace. People who grow up in palaces have no concept of how
  
   actual
  
  people live, and that is a recipe for a bad fucking leader.” She shrugged, gesturing expansively around at the shabby, shadowed back street into which they had stepped. “I’ve been watching the city while we’ve wandered through it. Every city has something like this—one any bigger would have several. You just keep an eye on the street layout, check the quality and size of buildings and their state of repair, and watch the movements of people, see where the shabby and/or sneaky ones drift toward.”
 

 
  “You’ve observed all
  
   that
  
  just from passing through the city a few times over two days?” Trissiny said. “Well, I’m… Floored, honestly. That’s sort of amazing.”
 

 
  Ruda turned to wink at her. “You were trained to lead troops, Boots; I was trained to lead everyone else. Neither of you two pay much attention to
  
   people,
  
  you know that? Anyhow… Since I like you, I’m comfortable admitting that we lucked out, here. The kind of signs I was looking for could just as well lead to an industrial area, or a foreigner-town like Lor’naris. Or several other things.”
 

 
  At a very superficial glance, Rose Street was just another shopping neighborhood, lined with stores and stalls and wavering very slightly in its course; in contrast to the ordered grid of Tiraas, Veilgrad had meandering streets that had clearly been allowed to grow organically. It was a shadier avenue than most in the literal sense, sheltered by the city wall on one side and the towering bulk of warehouses and factories on the other, its smaller storefronts sandwiched into a space that had probably been a mandated gap between the wall and the town proper long ago, in more militaristic times.
 

 
  It wasn’t that everything was in particularly bad repair, either. In fact, a few of the storefronts they passed were clean and formed of ostentatiously carved wood, with gilded signs and broad glass windows graced by velvet curtains. Others
  
   were
  
  shabby, and this variety of shops here mixed together in a way that rich and poor rarely did in most places. The signs were subtler, but unmistakeable once noticed. Rough-looking, unsmiling people loitered in alleys and in front of the pricier shops, staring flatly at everyone who passed, and making up for the total lack of actual constables. Well more than half of the stores, despite being clearly open, had boarded windows, no signs and generally no indication of what sort of business they did. There was a disproportionate number of weapon and magic stores, and far too many all-purpose pawn shops with discreet signage. Nearly every window had bars, either permanently in place or fixed to be latched onto storefront displays once business hours ended. A good number of places that were too clean and well-repaired to be abandoned were closed and shuttered, their own business hours clearly occurring after dark.
 

 
  “This is exactly the kind of neighborhood my father warned me to stay out of,” Gabriel murmured.
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, what’s going to happen to
  
   you?”
  
  Ruda asked breezily. “You’re practically invulnerable.
  
   Yes,
  
  Arquin, fucking stabbed you, and so on. You need some new fucking material.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t going to say that,” he replied, “and it loses emphasis when said by someone who uses ‘fucking’ as punctuation. Anyhow, it’s not about physical vulnerability. If a mob
  
   had
  
  jumped me and any of them got so much as a broken nail, the story would be how the half-demon mauled a bunch of upstanding citizens. Even assuming a magistrate enforced the
  
   actual
  
  laws, every incident like that brings me closer to a headsman with a blessed ax. Brought, I guess,” he added. “I don’t think I’ll
  
   ever
  
  be used to being someone…significant.”
 

 
  “We don’t seem to be making any friends, here,” Trissiny murmured. “Why is everyone just
  
   staring?
  
  If they’d run, or attack, or… I can’t figure out what to expect.”
 

 
  Indeed, their passage down the street brought most activity nearby to a stop, with thugs, passersby and shopkeepers pausing to gaze flatly at them.
 

 
  “Normal people don’t flee or attack strangers, Trissiny, that’s just you,” Ruda said cheerfully. “Here we have three teenagers, very well-dressed and with needlessly expensive weapons. One, however, is in armor that clearly means serious fucking business even if you haven’t read enough books to know what a Hand of Avei looks like. We’re clearly marks, but also possibly not to be fucked with, so they don’t know what to think. Usually the presence of the Thieves’ Guild determines how the rough element behaves, but if that soldier told you the truth, they aren’t around anymore. That leaves a gray area in everyone’s expectations.”
 

 
  “Hmp,” Trissiny grunted disapprovingly, glaring at a brawny man in a sleeveless vest. He blinked once, then nodded respectfully at her and eased backward into the shadows of an alley. “What do all these people
  
   do
  
  if there’s no Guild? They can’t all be criminals, or the Guild would come back to stomp on them. They like to talk about bringing down the powerful, but what they
  
   really
  
  don’t tolerate is competition.”
 

 
  Ruda shrugged. “Probably just folk doing business in less-than-socially-acceptable materials, mostly. Maybe some light smuggling, a little gambling, harmless stuff like that. I guarantee the local shroom farms are in basements on this street.”
 

 
  
   “Wait, back up. I look expensive?”
  
  Ariel asked, sounding mildly surprised.
 

 
  “To someone who knows weapons, you’re clearly elven and old,” said Ruda. “That automatically means expensive, if you can find the right buyer.”
 

 
  “So…what
  
   is
  
  our plan, here?” Gabriel asked. “So far, this seems about as useful a day as Toby and the fairies are probably having.”
 

 
  “They might still get something out of the cultist prisoners,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  “Yeah, but
  
   we
  
  aren’t getting anything out of the local rough element,” Gabe retorted. “I thought the big idea was to see if we can find information about dangerous business in town.” He frowned, glancing up and down the street. “Actually…hasn’t everyone been telling us the citizens of Veilgrad have been
  
   more
  
  aggressive than usual lately? This seems too quiet…”
 

 
  “Well, obviously, you learn things by talking to people.” Ruda paused, turned to look at them critically, then continued. “Okay, you two hang out here for a bit while I go talk to someone.”
 

 
  “Why?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Because,” the pirate said with a grin, “neither of you has the slightest concept how to have the kind of conversation I’m about to have, and you will fuck it up.”
 

 
  
   “She’s almost certainly right,”
  
  Ariel noted.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Gabriel said sourly.
 

 
  “Be right back,” Ruda said, and strolled off toward a stall selling bread and sausage in front of a moneylender’s store with iron bars over its windows. No less than five scruffy, muscular, well-armed men loitered around the front of the building.
 

 
  Ruda walked right up to the stand and leaned on it, conversing with the stout woman behind it, who looked wary but gradually seemed to un-tense as the pirate spoke. A moment later, she was smiling and deftly slicing a tough little bun with a knife, forming a kind of pocket into which she stuffed a hot sausage and a helping of sauerkraut. The whole time, Ruda chattered on aimlessly.
 

 
  “None of that seems too difficult,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabe agreed. “And do you notice how she’s not ordering any food for
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  “I’m not hungry anyway. What, doesn’t Grusser feed you?”
 

 
  “That’s not the point,” he huffed. “It’s rude.”
 

 
  
   “Then analyze the message,”
  
  Ariel suggested.
  
   “Unlike you, Princess Zaruda is rude for specific purpose, not due to a lack of social skills.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah?” he said irritably. “What’s
  
   your
  
  excuse?”
 

 
  
   “I was designed for magical assistance, not social interaction. It’s my nature to render straightforward opinion, which is helpful toward my primary purpose but, I have noticed, often counterproductive when people’s feelings come into play.”
  
 

 
  “You could refrain from sharing
  
   all
  
  your opinions?” Trissiny suggested.
 

 
  
   “I do. You have never heard me observe, for example, that that dryad of yours desperately needs to be muzzled and leashed. Sometimes, however, personal observations are imminently relevant to the situation at hand.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny started to speak again, but fell still, staring at the action around the stall.
 

 
  One of the toughs watching over the moneylender’s building had straightened from his lounging position at the corner, swaggered over to Ruda and leaned forward to say something inaudible at that distance, leering. His compatriots were staring at this expressionlessly, making no move to get involved.
 

 
  Ruda glanced up at the man, said something curt, and turned her attention back to the sausage vendor, who now also looked nervous.
 

 
  Scowling, the thug grabbed Ruda by the shoulder, attempting to spin her around.
 

 
  Her rapier formed a silver arc as she whipped it out of its sheath and stabbed him through the foot.
 

 
  “Wait,” Gabriel said urgently, grabbing Trissiny’s pauldron as she started forward. “Just wait. Ruda knows what she’s doing; if the others get involved, we’ll go help.”
 

 
  They didn’t, though. One of the tough’s fellows rolled his eyes and another burst out laughing, but no one made a move to help him. He hopped backward, flailing for balance and cursing loudly, which lasted until Ruda landed a vicious kick between his legs.
 

 
  She came strolling back to her friend, munching on her sausage roll and leaving the man huddled in a ball on the sidewalk. The sausage vendor gave him a pitiless look and snorted; one of his friends finally stepped forward to help him up, while another called “Nice kick!” after Ruda.
 

 
  “Hey, you didn’t butt in,” Ruda said cheerfully. “You’re finally learnin’ some discretion, Shiny Boots!”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel stopped her,”
  
  Ariel said.
  
   “Even more impressive,
  
  he
  
   is finally learning some discretion.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel,” the paladins said in unison.
 

 
  “Did you gain anything from that besides a second breakfast?” Trissiny added.
 

 
  Ruda chewed, swallowed, and grinned. “Yup. Some insight into where the creepy shit in this town tends to come from and congregate. Did you know there are catacombs?”
 

 
  “No, but of
  
   course
  
  there are catacombs,” Gabriel groaned. “There are
  
   always
  
  catacombs.”
 

 
  “Tiraas doesn’t have catacombs,” Trissiny pointed out. “And honestly, how many places have you been to that did?”
 

 
  “Come on, that’s quibbling over terminology. Tiraas has a network of unusually large sewer tunnels, and the University has the Crawl. There’s always something nasty underground, where the nasty things go to hide.” He sighed. “And we have to go down there, don’t we?”
 

 
  “What, us? Just like that, at the first sign of the existence of such a thing?” Ruda snorted, took a bite of her sandwich and carried on talking around it. “Try not to be such a towering fucknut, Arquin. You need to read some comics; doin’ shit like that is exactly what always gets the heroes into trouble. No, if we’re going into any goddamn catacombs, we’re bringin’ the whole group. We handled the Crawl, nothing under
  
   this
  
  town’s gonna take on the ten of us.” She paused to swallow.
  
   “But.
  
  Before we bring the others in, let’s get some more information. The nice lady told me where the nearest entrance is—it’s under a Universal Church chapel, so should be safe enough. And by the way, this stuff is
  
   awesome.
  
  I can’t believe I never had sauerkraut before. Gotta import some of this back home.”
 

 
  “Ew.” Gabriel wrinkled his nose. “That crap tastes like pissed-on feet.”
 

 
  “People are
  
   eating
  
  here, you fucking cretin. Mind your goddamn language.”
 

 
  “A chapel sounds good,” Trissiny agreed. “We can ask the priests there about the catacombs.”
 

 
  “Yeah, except there aren’t any,” said Ruda. “My new friend back there said the Universal Church has been pulling out of the city since early summer. Only their central cathedral still has any staff at all, and it’s down to a skeleton crew.”
 

 
  “Oh, so it’s an
  
   abandoned
  
  church,” Gabriel groaned. “That’s good and creepy.”
 

 
  “Less creepy than roomin’ with a vampire,” Ruda said, grinning, which was a horrible sight given the tendency of sauerkraut and sausage to stick in the teeth. “C’mon, whiner, she said it was just up the street a ways.”
 

 
  “Odd that the Universal Church would have a chapel in
  
   this
  
  neighborhood,” Trissiny said, frowning. They moved off down Rose Street, following Ruda.
 

 
  “Probably just seems that way because you’re an elitist, Boots. If you’re running any kind of organization that does charity, you go where the
  
   people
  
  who need charity are. Isn’t that the whole point of your Silver Missions?”
 

 
  “Yes, you’re right,” Trissiny said thoughtfully. “In fact, now that you bring that up, this is an excellent place to put one, especially if the local church has closed up. I’ll send a scroll to the Temple next chance I get.”
 

 
  “I thought the Avenists stayed out of Veilgrad because it was full of Shaathists?” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “At no point in all of history have the Sisters of Avei permitted the Huntsmen to push us around,” she said frostily. “There’s not a significant Sisterhood facility in Veilgrad because there aren’t enough Avenists worshipers to make it worthwhile, and we don’t proselytize as a rule.”
 

 
  “Okay, okay,” he said, raising his hands. “No need to snap.”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel, for your own well-being and general peace of mind, refrain from telling irate feminists to mind their tone.”
  
 

 
  Ruda howled with laughter, spraying flecks of her sandwich. Luckily she was facing away from them, but that still served as enough of a distraction to end the discussion.
 

 
  Most of Rose Street was much the same as the parts they had already seen. They did, at one point, pass a stone building which stood out from its mostly wooden counterparts; its only sign advertised free meals for the poor, and there was a discreet sunburst of Omnu painted above the door. Another block or so beyond that, not long after Ruda finished her sandwich, they finally came to the old chapel.
 

 
  It was a typical representation of the Church’s preferred style: stone, rectangular and with tall windows. None were stained glass, and all were behind iron bars; encouragingly, none had been broken. The place was still and silent, an accumulation of dead leaves and other minor debris on its steps and sills attesting to its disused state, though it had clearly not been abandoned long enough for any real decay to set in. As far as could be observed from the street, the chapel had suffered no actual damage.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel drawled, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Do we…knock?”
 

 
  “Do I have to do
  
   everything
  
  around here?” Ruda said, rolling her eyes. “You two are fucking
  
   paladins.
  
  I’m pretty sure you’ve got the right to go in a Universal Church chapel if you want. Hell, I doubt anybody would bitch too much if you broke in the door.”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Trissiny said, turning to gaze evenly at her.
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  Trissiny held her gaze for a long, silent moment, until Ruda sighed and shuffled her boots, looking actually uncomfortable. “All right, fine, sorry. I doubt anybody would
  
   complain
  
  if you broke the door. Better?”
 

 
  “Yes, thank you,” Trissiny said with a smile.
 

 
  “Well, there’s always the traditional approach to try before that,” Gabriel said, bounding up the two steps leading to the doors. “It’d be a shame to damage these.” Indeed, they were of the local dark hardwood, once well-polished, though their sheen was quite dull now, and ornately carved to form a large ankh split down the middle where the double doors opened. He grasped the handle and pulled.
 

 
  The hinges squealed in complaint at their long disuse, but the door opened easily. Gabriel froze, blinking, then turned to stare down at the others.
 

 
  “Is it just me, or is that…ominous?”
 

 
  “It’s a little ominous, yeah,” Ruda agreed. “Unless the Church had gotten too bureaucratic for its own good, someone should’ve thought to at least
  
   lock
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Well, actually,” said Trissiny with a slight smile, “according to—”
 

 
  
   “I’m sorry to interrupt this charming banter,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “but you should be aware there is magic active in that building, and not of the divine nature one would expect on a chapel. In fact, its normal blessings have been eroded far more than a few months of disuse would account for. Someone did that deliberately.”
  
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of magic?” Trissiny demanded, frowning. “I don’t sense anything…evil.”
 

 
  
   “It is vague and extremely difficult for me to pin down,”
  
  the sword replied.
  
   “Which, in conjunction with your own failure to identify a magical signature, suggests what I am perceiving is some kind of ward intended to obscure what is happening within.”
  
 

 
  The three of them exchanged a round of looks, frowning, then turned as one to peer up at the silent chapel. The street around them was even quieter than normal, it seemed.
 

 
  “We’d better have a look,” Gabriel said finally. “And I’m not just saying that because I’d feel ridiculous running away from something just because it’s kind of creepy. If we’re going to go get the others in on this, we should have something actually useful to tell them.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Trissiny, stepping up to join him. “A
  
   quick
  
  look.”
 

 
  They filed inside, Gabriel leaving the door standing open, and paused, letting their eyes grow accustomed to the dimness. The interior was laid out on a standard plan, with a wall right in front of them serving to divide the main sanctuary from its entryway. It covered only the center of the space, leaving gaps to either side into the chapel proper. After a moment, Trissiny drew her sword, nodding pointedly to the others, who followed suit. Gabriel pulled his wand out, somewhat awkwardly drawing Ariel left-handed.
 

 
  “I sense something now,” Trissiny murmured. “Faint, obscured, but…it makes me a little edgy. Be wary.”
 

 
  They stepped around the corner into the sanctuary, and froze.
 

 
  The sanctuary was a wreck. Its pews were demolished, scattered about as little more than kindling, leaving a wide plowed track running erratically through the debris instead of the orderly central aisle there would have been before. The entire pulpit was destroyed, the very dais on which it had stood ripped up, floorboards and flagstones alike. All this had been piled in the choir loft, leaving a gaping hole in the floor where the pastor would have stood to give sermons.
 

 
  More immediately, the room was occupied.
 

 
  The man standing to the right of the hole was tall and hunched, wearing a hooded robe that had been blood red before getting as filthy as it was; it served handily to conceal his appearance. The students gave him, the destruction and the hole into the underground only a passing look before focusing on the other creature present.
 

 
  At least nine feet tall, it was made of bones—apparently human bones, though its own form was not at all human. A rough melange of ribcages and pelvises formed its lower body, which was laid out roughly like a horse’s, with four bowed limbs cobbled together from multiple long bones supporting it. In fact, it was proportioned like a centaur, a secondary torso (also stitched together from pieces of skeletons) rising from the front of its lower body. Four spindly arms extended from this, at uneven intervals, seemingly attached wherever a suitable end of a collarbone happened to jut from its asymmetrical construction. On the top of the towering monstrosity perched an incongruously normal-sized human skull, banded with iron, marked with runes and lit from within by eerie green fire. The whole construct was bound together with a combination of metal joints and supports, and networks of black, oozing tissue serving as ligaments. All of its fingers, of which it had an uneven number on each hand, were tipped in iron claws; its four feet were huge iron horseshoes, each connected to its legs by the bones of three distinct human feet.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said after a moment, “do you fucking sense
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Fools and interlopers,” the bent man hissed, dry-washing his hands in front of his filthy robe. The ragged ends of a graying brown beard emerged from the deep hollow of his hood, all that could be seen of his features. “Running around, trying to spoil everything. Try, little bugs, just try. More fun in the end.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Gabriel muttered. “He’s one of
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  “Enjoy your last moments!” the man suddenly shrieked, and skittered toward the hole with an oddly spider-like gait. He vanished into the darkness below, deranged laughter echoing after him.
 

 
  The bone construct took a deliberate step forward, a wet rumble sounding from within one of its chests. Framed by rib bones, there were several pulsing organs that might have been hearts, lungs, or something comparable.
 

 
  “We can take this thing, right?” Gabriel muttered tersely.
 

 
  
   “Standard necromancy, not chaos,”
  
  Ariel reported.
  
   “It is safe to use magic against it.”
  
 

 
  “Hang on,” said Trissiny. She stepped forward and raised her voice. “Hey, you! Can you understand me? Do you talk?”
 

 
  The construct halted its slow advance, peering down at her. “Khhrrr?”
 

 
  “I’ll take that for a yes,” she said. “We surrender.”
 

 
  It leaned forward; there was no interpreting any expression on its fleshless face, but it lowered its arms to a slightly less menacing position. “Surrrr?”
 

 
  “What?” Ruda hissed. “What the
  
   fuck
  
  are you doing?”
 

 
  “Here, see?” Trissiny carefully reversed the grip on her sword, holding it point-down. “All yours. Close your eyes,” she added in a much lower tone, and tossed the sword forward, straight at one of the construct’s hands.
 

 
  Apparently by reflex, it caught the weapon by its hilt.
 

 
  The chapel filled with a deafening roar and an obliterating blaze of white light.
 

 
  “Motherfucker!” Gabriel squawked, staggering to one side and furiously rubbing his eyes.
 

 
  
   “She warned you.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, shut up!”
 

 
  “She did, though,” said Ruda, lowering her hands from her own eyes to survey the damage.
 

 
  Just like that, the towering abomination was gone. Not so much as a splinter of bone remained, though its four smoldering horseshoes still rested on the floor amid the debris. None of the wooden scraps had been burned, despite the flecks of ash drifting on the air.
 

 
  Trissiny’s sword rested on the ground, its point improbably driven into the floorboards. She stepped forward and picked it up, looking smug.
 

 
  “That was pretty damn underhanded,” Ruda noted with approval. “Good to see you branching out your tactics and all, Triss, but isn’t using surrender as a cover for attack pretty damn well
  
   frowned
  
  upon? That doesn’t seem very Avenist.”
 

 
  “I didn’t attack it,” Trissiny replied, sliding her sword back into its scabbard. “Anyone picking up this sword is inviting Avei’s direct attention. She surely wouldn’t smite someone for catching something I threw at them, but by
  
   someone,
  
  I refer to an actual person. A necromantic abomination of the worst kind is an entirely different matter.”
 

 
  “Sounds to me like you’re splitting hairs,” Ruda said skeptically.
 

 
  “Mm. You may have a point.” Trissiny frowned thoughtfully. “I will pray on that later.”
 

 
  
   “Meanwhile!”
  
  Gabriel snapped, still blinking his eyes. “Needless to say, we are not going down that hole. This seems like exactly the kind of intel we should bring back to the others so we can form a plan and act on it.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda agreed. “I feel even worse about Toby, Juniper and Fross being sent off to the prison, now. They’re obviously wasting their time.” She glanced at the ragged tunnel leading underground, into which the robed man had fled. “No point interrogating the chaos cultists dumb enough to get caught, when we should be worried about the ones still loose.”
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  “Catacombs, huh,” Toby mused, absently tapping his fork against his plate. The morning’s cloud cover had been pushed away by wind and sun, and it was bright and pleasantly warm on the pub terrace overlooking the square. The general mood at the table did not reflect this. “Well, I suppose that explains a few things. If there’s some
  
   core
  
  of chaos cult activity, that accounts of how these smaller cults keep popping up and getting busted, and why they all have the same consistent pattern.”
 

 
  “And how they’ve been keeping their heads down, literally,” Ruda added, “though the question remains why the Empire hasn’t caught ’em yet. I dunno how familiar they are with the catacombs, but they can’t be unaware of it. It defies reason to think the Imps missed something so obvious.”
 

 
  “They’re the ones who just got their central base raided,” Juniper pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny agreed, “which is just another of the things about this situation which don’t add up. The local Imperial forces are seriously underperforming against this threat, which means they are either hamstrung in ways that have been hidden from us…”
 

 
  “Or the enemy is a
  
   lot
  
  more competent than they’ve let on,” Fross finished.
 

 
  “Exactly,” Trissiny said, nodding.
 

 
  They fell quiet, all frowning at their food. Around them came the babble of conversation from the busy pub, but at the students’ table there was only the rhythmic tapping of metal against crockery.
 

 
  Gabriel reached across and placed his hand on Toby’s fork.
 

 
  “Uh, sorry,” Toby said with a grimace, putting it down.
 

 
  “Well, that was
  
   our
  
  morning,” Ruda said, leaning back in her chair and folding her hands behind her head. “How ’bout you guys? Anything turn up?”
 

 
  “I can’t say we had a very productive time,” Toby admitted. “We tried hard with those guys, but…” He trailed off, glancing at Juniper.
 

 
  “They were just
  
   broken,”
  
  she said. “In the head. I mean, the Imperial guards said they were all crazy, but I’ve noticed when humans say that about someone it usually means they haven’t tried to understand them, but… This time, no. They were crazy. Not one of them could hold a coherent train of thought.”
 

 
  “That’s a fairly common result of looking too hard at the things that live where chaos comes from,” Trissiny murmured. “It
  
   can
  
  occur simply from prolonged exposure to chaos energies, but… It’s more likely we’re dealing with some kind of rift, anyway. Hm, how many were there?”
 

 
  “Seven in the jail,” Fross reported. “We talked to all of them. Well, tried to talk to them. I mostly just ended up feeling sad for them. The warden said there had been four others who died in custody. He didn’t know how many other cultists there may have been originally.”
 

 
  “Well, sounds like you thought to ask,” Ruda said approvingly.
 

 
  “It could be important!” Fross chimed. “The less information you have, the more you should try to obtain.”
 

 
  “Have you heard anything from…you know?” Gabriel asked Teal.
 

 
  She grimaced. “Not a word. And I have to admit I’m a little glad about it, no matter how much we need the information.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “The morning was not unproductive, however,” said Shaeine. “We’ve made arrangements for Scorn to have a proper wardrobe. Perhaps not a large one, but there are limits to what a tailor can produce on short order, and anyway, she does not appear much troubled by vanity.”
 

 
  “I think she’ll be happy enough not to go around dressed in curtains,” Teal added with a small smile. “It was almost a bust, though. The tailor thought we were playing some kind of prank at first.”
 

 
  “Why,” Ruda asked lazily, “because you’re a girl dressed like a boy and a drow placing a rush order for clothes for a seven-foot-tall woman built like an ox?”
 

 
  “It was altogether less troublesome than getting Scorn’s measurements,” Shaeine said serenely. “In any case, the craftswoman we employed was admirably professional after being shown bank notes drawn on the Imperial treasury under the name Falconer.”
 

 
  “So we’re the only ones who didn’t get anything actually done, then?” Juniper sighed.
 

 
  “You ruled out a possibility,” said Shaeine. “Disappointing as it may have seemed, that is a vital step.”
 

 
  “Are you not planning to eat that?” Gabriel asked Ruda, pointing at her mostly untouched plate.
 

 
  “I had a little snack earlier, as you may recall. Help yourself.”
 

 
  “Awesome.” Grinning, he pulled it over and tucked in. “You know what, I
  
   really
  
  like the local food. Does Malivette feed you guys as well as this?”
 

 
  “It’s a little fancier,” said Trissiny. “Pearl is quite the chef. I think she enjoys having a full house to cook for.”
 

 
  “And it’s always good to make our hostesses happy,” Juniper said pointedly, “since I don’t think Sapphire is going to forgive you for yesterday, Triss.”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me?”
 

 
  They all turned to regard the waitress, who was standing a few feet distant, visibly nervous. She gingerly held out a small roll of parchment, bound by a twist of black twine. “This was delivered for, um, the young lady with short hair.”
 

 
  “Heh,” Ruda chuckled. “They could’ve just said to take it to the weirdo table and you’d know just where to go, right?”
 

 
  The girl’s cheeks colored deeply. “I, um… Here you go.” Ducking forward, she set the parchment on the edge of their table, shoulders hunched as if she expected to be struck. “Enjoy your lunch.”
 

 
  They watched in silence as the waitress scurried off back into the pub. People at other tables were staring, now, averting their gazes only when the students met them.
 

 
  “Good work, Princess Social Skills,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Gimme that.” Ruda yanked her plate back. “I’m hungry now.”
 

 
  “Have they lost their minds?” Teal breathed, picking up the roll of parchment. The black twine which bound it had been woven with tiny strands of some kind of dried vine, making an unmistakeable wreath. “I thought these people were supposed to be
  
   subtle.”
  
 

 
  “What do they have to say?” Toby asked.
 

 
  Teal slipped the tiny wreath off, crushed it in her fist and stuffed it in her coat pocket. She unrolled the parchment and frowned. “Flower stall, one o’clock. Well, that’s…terse.”
 

 
  “The less said to and
  
   by
  
  them, the better,” Trissiny grunted.
 

 
  “One o’clock.” Teal produced a watch from an inner coat pocket, winced, and started to rise. “Whoof… Assuming they mean the flower stall over by Malivette’s warehouse, we
  
   just
  
  have time to get there—”
 

 
  “You sit your butt back down, Falconer,” Ruda ordered. “Finish your lunch. They can wait.”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  know who we’re talking about, right?” Gabriel demanded. “Maybe we don’t wanna get pushy with them.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   exactly
  
  what we wanna do,” Ruda said firmly. “You remember what that imp said, Teal? These people are obligated to look after Vadrieny, and therefore you, for religious reasons, and at least some of ’em aren’t happy about it. Undoubtedly others will be trying to see if they can work Vadrieny into whatever plans they’ve got. Well, the ideal thing would be to have
  
   no
  
  contact with them at all—”
 

 
  “These are expert manipulators,” Trissiny agreed sharply. “The only way to win at their games is not to play.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, Triss, I must’ve been trying to talk while you were
  
   interrupting.”
  
  Ruda gave her roommate a baleful look before returning her attention to Teal. “It’s about managing expectations. As far as we want these fuckers to think, we’re the spoiled, buffoonish princess and her weirdo friends who they have to accommodate now and again. Being a little difficult is exactly the approach we want to take.”
 

 
  “I think there’s good logic in that,” Toby said. “I don’t generally make plans with an eye toward manipulating or inconveniencing people, but with that caveat this makes sense to me.”
 

 
  “I tentatively agree,” Shaeine said slowly. “If we cannot avoid interacting with these…individuals, making ourselves uninteresting and disagreeable might be our best fallback position.”
 

 
  “Okay, but we’re still talking about the Bla—” Gabriel broke off, glancing around the terrace; no one was nearby, or seemed to be trying to listen in, but he lowered his voice anyway. “I’m stuck on the point where trying to play mind games with
  
   them
  
  of all people seems like a
  
   fantastically
  
  bad idea.”
 

 
  “This isn’t mind games, Arquin,” Ruda snorted. “Believe me, I’ll show you mind games sometime, just so you’ll know the difference. Finish your lunch, everybody. No rush.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Despite Ruda’s insistence, no one except Juniper had much of an appetite after that, and the dryad was self-conscious about eating while everyone else sat around and watched. They made their way out fairly shortly following the delivery of the note, and found their way back to the alley behind the warehouse, arriving at the flower stand a little less than half past one.
 

 
  The eight of them were apparently more excitement than that sleepy little street was accustomed to seeing, to judge by the way everyone stopped in their business to stare. The students ignored them, following Teal straight to the stand against the back wall of the warehouse, where stood the same person as before.
 

 
  “My, you
  
   do
  
  travel in style,” Vanessa said mildly, not pausing in her work. She was busily wrapping bouquets of flowers together with lengths of ribbon. In fact, her cover was either an actual hobby of hers or she took it very seriously, to judge by the artfully arranged bunches she had already bound together and hung. “A whole party! I suppose I should feel honored.”
 

 
  “I will say this once,” Trissiny snapped, stomping up to the front of the group. “At the first
  
   hint
  
  that you intend—”
 

 
  “At the first hint that
  
   you
  
  intend anything remotely rough, including finishing that threat, I will be gone before you can snap off a prayer,” Vanessa said with a wintery little smile. “I have no time for games and no intention of getting into any manner of scrap with you, Trissiny. Is this how you treat everyone to whom you come for help?” She transferred her gaze past the paladin, frowning at Gabriel. “Young man, you look like you’ve just found your long-lost sister or something. Which, for the record, you have not, I assure you.”
 

 
  He closed his mouth and gulped, but didn’t diminish the wideness of his eyes. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean… It’s just that… Well, you look an
  
   awful
  
  lot like…uh, someone I know. Knew. Used to know.”
 

 
  Toby was frowning at the woman, too; at this exchange, Trissiny narrowed her own eyes, taking a more deliberate look at the warlock.
 

 
  “Okay,” said Vanessa, nonplussed. “So, Miss Falconer, I take it all these people have your confidence, and we can speak freely?”
 

 
  “Absolutely. Ah, that is, with regard to
  
   them.”
  
  Teal glanced pointedly up and down the street. “Should we maybe go someplace a little more private to have this conversation? There’s a way into the warehouse here…”
 

 
  “Young lady, you really should learn to pay more attention,” Vanessa said with a smile. “Do you not notice the sudden lack of interest everyone seems to have in us? Do you recall anyone raising an outcry yesterday when I shadow-jumped right out from under your nose? No one will notice us until I see fit to be noticed. And
  
   no,
  
  Trissiny, before that look on your face blossoms into commentary, none of them are harmed, or being touched in the slightest by infernal magic. In fact, your staring Vidian friend here undoubtedly knows the trick and can explain it.”
 

 
  “With regard to our inquiries, then?” Shaeine prompted.
 

 
  “Ah, yes. That.” Vanessa tilted her head. “I suspect I know the answer, but how
  
   did
  
  you manage to get a Rhaazke up here? Are you positive that’s what you have?”
 

 
  “We’re sure,” Teal said firmly. “And
  
   we
  
  didn’t get her here. We rescued her from Leduc Manor.”
 

 
  Vanessa sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “Leduc. Right. This wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had the impression someone ought to
  
   finish
  
  wiping out that family. But getting into Hell and opening yet another dimensional portal would seem to be well above little Sherwin’s capabilities…”
 

 
  “He didn’t,” said Teal. “He summoned her directly here. Apparently he was trying to get a succubus, and ran afoul of a chaos effect.”
 

 
  “Mm. Chaos. Yes, that’s about the only thing that
  
   could
  
  explain it.” Vanessa narrowed her eyes. “So Leduc deliberately
  
   tried
  
  to summon a child of Vanislaas?”
 

 
  “We lay about fifty-fifty odds he’ll try again,” Ruda said, leering.
 

 
  “No, he will not,” the warlock said firmly. “The Wreath will
  
   not
  
  have those creatures running around the mortal plane. Thank you for bringing this to my attention, children. We’ll deal with Leduc.”
 

 
  “Enough!” Trissiny exclaimed. “We didn’t come here to give
  
   you
  
  information. What can you do about the Rhaazke?”
 

 
  Vanessa sighed. “Sending her home would mean, first, traveling through a hellgate. I’m afraid no one in the Wreath will or
  
   can
  
  help you there. Apart from the minor matter that doing so is straightforward suicide, it is
  
   explicitly
  
  forbidden by the Black Lady herself.” She shrugged apologetically at Teal. “You of all people can perhaps arrange an exception, if you were to ask her. But she’s the only one who can help you with that, now.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   refusing
  
  to help?” Juniper said. “I thought you
  
   had
  
  to help Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “In any way we
  
   can,”
  
  Vanessa replied. “What you’re asking is, as I said, prohibited, and for excellent reason. Traffic between the planes in general is disallowed. The Wreath only keep demons we have caught
  
   here,
  
  and only those which prove amenable to control; we don’t summon our own familiars from Hell. The reverse is true: we don’t go
  
   into
  
  Hell, nor allow anyone else to if we can prevent it.”
 

 
  “How come?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “That dimension has extremely scarce natural resources,” Vanessa said, continuing to bunch flowers. “Very little metal of any kind, and even the stone is…well, it’s not exactly stone as we’d recognize it. There’s some megafauna, which provide the only building and crafting materials that are widely available. We don’t want people going
  
   into
  
  Hell because we don’t want them taking stuff with them. Just the clothes on your backs would be worth a fortune down there—that would’ve been true five hundred years ago, but with enchantments as common as they are now, every item you bring down there is conferring a vast advantage on
  
   someone.
  
  And nobody in the infernal realms needs any advantages. The Lady is taxed keeping them under control as it is.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s just fuckin’ silly,” Ruda snorted. “How much damage could
  
   one
  
  person’s effects do to an entire dimension?”
 

 
  “You do realize it is possible, in theory, to travel to the divine plane from here?” Vanessa said, raising an eyebrow. “The gods try to prohibit that for exactly the same reason. You, paladin.” She wagged a bouquet at Trissiny. “You have an un-killable horse which doesn’t need food or sleep and will come to you at a moment’s thought, anywhere you might happen to be. A sword, shield and armor that will stand up to virtually any power, and which you can also summon across the entire world if you chose. All of those things originate from the divine plane. Do you honestly believe it’s never occurred to anyone to try to
  
   get
  
  there and acquire more stuff like that?”
 

 
  She let that sink in for a moment before continuing. “The gods very carefully restrict access. That is one of the reasons they don’t let departed souls communicate back down here if they can prevent it. The same reason we don’t let demons get their claws on the kinds of things
  
   we
  
  have. Knowing such things exist is one thing;
  
   seeing
  
  them can provide inspiration to challenge the barriers that keep them from you. No, the Wreath doesn’t go through hellgates, nor allow anyone else to. Even the Empire doesn’t do that, except to send in strike teams and close one. All policies by everyone remotely sane with regard to Hell center on keeping it as isolated as possible. Even if we were willing to make an exception like this, none of the mortal Wreath have the authority.” She shook her head. “Ask Elilial, if you truly wish. That’s all you can do.”
 

 
  “So…we’re
  
   stuck
  
  with this creature?” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “It could be a
  
   lot
  
  worse, as you know very well,” Vanessa said dryly. “A Rhaazke is just about the only sentient demon we wouldn’t consider a crisis just for being in this realm. She’s as mentally stable as anyone, and in fact can handle infernal magic without being an automatic hazard to herself or her environs. Teach her the language and the customs, try to keep her out of trouble. I should think several of
  
   you
  
  could relate to a fish so dramatically out of water.”
 

 
  “But…what about her family?” Fross asked in a small voice. “They must be so worried…”
 

 
  Vanessa pursed her lips. “What’s her name?”
 

 
  Teal rolled her jaw once before replying very carefully.
  
   “Schkhurrankh.”
  
 

 
  “Schkhurrankh.” Vanessa mouthed the name once more after speaking it. “I will pass that along to our high priest, who can request a message be sent. If the plea comes from Vadrieny, I’m certain Elilial will arrange it. We can let Schkhurrankh’s family know she is all right, and open the question of sending her back home.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Teal said feelingly.
 

 
  Vanessa smiled and made a little half-bow from her seat. “I am pleased to be of service.”
 

 
  “That’s one thing addressed,” Trissiny said shortly. “What do you know about the attack on the Imperial barracks?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. That.” Vanessa shook her head. “I am instructed, against all established policy, personal experience and instinct, to be
  
   forthcoming
  
  with you about that. Yes, the Black Wreath did move on the barracks to secure those experimental weapons.”
 

 
  “You injured and
  
   very nearly
  
  killed a lot of good people for that,” Trissiny growled. “Give the weapons back.”
 

 
  Vanessa smiled coldly. “We don’t have them.”
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  have the patience for—”
 

 
  “That being the case, kindly let me get a word in edgewise and this will all go much faster.” Vanessa raised an eyebrow archly, shifting on her stool. “I was not personally involved in this, but I’ve been brought up to speed. Running around in carefully-timed adventures isn’t really my thing these days.” She patted her hip. “I understand, however, that the planned robbery was basically a work of art. Weeks of observation and strategy, multiple agents committed, the whole thing carefully designed to create a perfect sequence of distractions and disruptions in the base’s security so our people could grab the weapons and get out, leaving no trace and nobody so much as disheveled.”
 

 
  “Sounds like you fucked up,” Ruda observed.
 

 
  “Yes,” Vanessa said with an annoyed grimace. “Because the second we launched our initial distractions, someone
  
   else
  
  hit the place. Very, very hard. The Wreath’s opening move was calculated to draw away the personnel who would ordinarily respond to an emergency and neutralize the equipment available to those remaining, so when some louse firebombed the infirmary, the soldiers were at a much more severe disadvantage than they would ordinarily have been.” She sighed. “In the ensuing chaos, the Wreath aborted and withdrew. Whoever tried to blow the place up ended up getting the prototypes.”
 

 
  
   “Who?”
  
  Teal demanded.
 

 
  “It seems,” Vanessa replied, “there are chaos cultists active in this city. They are the only agents we have identified who even
  
   could
  
  be responsible, of the interested parties at work in Veilgrad. Malivette has no motive to do this and can’t risk antagonizing the Empire. Likewise for the Huntsmen. The Shadow Hunters and the local Thieves’ Guild lack the capacity. Justinian’s Church would
  
   definitely
  
  not hesitate to injure troops and steal from the Empire, but the Church has been slowly abandoning Veilgrad over the last several months; I assure you we have investigated that carefully, and the very few remaining agents he has in the city are simple priests, not operatives.” She tapped her just-finished bouquet against the stall’s counter in irritation. “So, we don’t yet
  
   know
  
  who perpetrated that debacle, but our standing assumption is that chaos-worshiping fools were behind it. They have apparently been a
  
   persistent
  
  nuisance in Veilgrad recently.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Teal said slowly, “we just met one.”
 

 
  
   “Specifically,”
  
  Ariel added,
  
   “we met one in the company of a very large, very potent necromantic construct which had to have been the result of considerable labor and resources. The only thing he could think to do with such an important asset was to hurl it at two paladins, who dispatched it effortlessly. These are not long-term planners, or strategists of any kind. Chaos devotees never are; their religious practices have a deleterious effect on higher brain functions.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel’s right,” Trissiny said. “Pitting those cretins against the Empire would be a joke. It’s far more likely that you’re simply
  
   lying
  
  to us.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m certain it seems that way to you,” Vanessa said sardonically. “Never mind the damage that would do to the relationship we are trying to cultivate with Vadrieny.” She pointedly turned away from Trissiny, addressing herself to Teal. “We need not pretend that we are all friends, or that we want all the same things over the long term. Right
  
   now,
  
  though, you can add the Black Wreath to the list of everyone else who wants what you want: to cut down whoever is
  
   doing
  
  all this to Veilgrad. Our strength is your strength, lady.”
 

 
  “I think we’d better head over to the barracks,” said Toby. “If nothing else, we know a little more, now. Colonel Adjavegh should be told about this—all of it. The cultists in the catacombs, the involvement of the Wreath.”
 

 
  “Whoah, there,” said Ruda. “We’ve got sources to protect, remember? Adjavegh doesn’t know we know about his experimental weapons.”
 

 
  “Well, here’s our explanation right here,” said Gabriel, jerking his head toward Vanessa. “As far as he needs to know, we just learned about it from her.”
 

 
  “Let us not discuss
  
   plans
  
  in front of the
  
   warlock,”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “You seem to be moving on in your campaign,” Vanessa said calmly. “Shall I take this to mean you have no further questions for me at this time?”
 

 
  “For now, no,” said Teal. “If I think of anything…”
 

 
  “You have only to ask.”
 

 
  “Okay, I have to know,” Gabriel said hesitantly. “Miss…uh,
  
   Ms.,
  
  ma’am… Do you know someone named Madeleine? A relative, maybe?”
 

 
  “Young man,” Vanessa said calmly, “I am disinclined to spark hostilities with paladins under any circumstances, and as Vadrieny’s friend you are entitled to a measure of respect from me. But if you go prying into my personal life, I will not hesitate to hex you. Any lady would.”
 

 
  “That’s all right, forget it,” Toby said hastily before Gabriel could reply. “Thank you, Vanessa, for the information.”
 

 
  “Of course,” the warlock said with a languid smile, still bunching and sorting her flowers. “I am only pleased to help in any way I can.”
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  “I can’t help feeling all this celebrating is premature,” Joe murmured.
 

 
  “That’s ‘cos it ain’t for us,” said McGraw, gesturing around at the saloon with his pint. The front wall of Whiskey Pete’s was currently boarded up, but materials and tools had already been stacked outside preparatory to actual repairs. Pete himself, while appreciative of Joe’s Imperial contact funding the reconstruction, had expressed a preference for using local labor rather than the Army personnel currently swarming over the town.
 

 
  “Nonsense!” Billie proclaimed. “We are the heroes of the hour! Well, Joe is, an’ the rest of us vicariously.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  what I mean,” said Joe. He glanced around, receiving a round of cheers and upraised mugs in response, to which he felt obliged to nod and smile. The festival atmosphere in Whiskey Pete’s was reflected in the rest of Desolation today, though it was more muted than yesterday’s initial celebrations, and somewhat more sober—outside the saloon, anyway. People had dried out and gone back to work, and in some cases, to work for the first time in weeks. “Everybody in town’s acting like everything’s settled. But
  
   we
  
  know…”
 

 
  “Everything
  
   is
  
  settled, far as they’re concerned,” said McGraw. “Don’t pooh-pooh everybody’s parade, Joe. Don’t forget about the danger still out there, either, but let the people have their party. They deserve it.”
 

 
  “I’m inclined to agree with the kid on this one,” Weaver grunted. “A party’s an excellent opportunity for all manner of destructive bullshit. You know how many conquerors have been assassinated at their victory feasts?”
 

 
  “I reckon we’ve likely got the rest of today,” McGraw mused. “At least. Plans take time to put into effect, and that’s assuming they’ve already got plans formed.”
 

 
  “Well, Mr. K may be the planner,” Weaver replied, “but after Hotshot’s little stunt this morning, the Jackal is gonna be the one out for blood. And frankly,
  
   he’s
  
  the one who worries me the most anyway.”
 

 
  “I do appreciate you kickin’ his attention my way,” Billie said cheerfully. “Right neighborly of ye, not hoggin’ all the action fer yerself. Ye great wanker.”
 

 
  “Anytime,” Weaver said, taking a gulp of his own drink.
 

 
  “As I said,” McGraw repeated, “we’ve likely got today. I wouldn’t advise dawdlin’ past that point, though. It better serves us to go on the offensive—we’re the ones with a secured base of operations and superior forces.”
 

 
  “What ‘appened ta my idea?” Billie asked. “Let ’em dig up the skull an’ just take it from ’em?”
 

 
  “As explained,” Weaver said, rolling his eyes, “that’s ceding the initiative and control of the timetable to the enemy…”
 

 
  “Not to mention,” Joe added, “it’s best for everybody if the skull never gets dug up in the first place. If we can drive them off before that happens, this whole thing may be moot.”
 

 
  “Did ye
  
   miss
  
  the part about all the oracles goin’ tits up in th’rhubarb?”
 

 
  “Uh…” He coughed. “That’s one way to put it, an’ no, I didn’t. But it seems to me the Big K company is the principal risk of the thing gettin’ found.”
 

 
  “Kid’s got a point,” McGraw noted. “Prophecy’s a tricky beast. Sometimes there ain’t nothin’ you can do to avoid ’em, but sometimes you can. If we
  
   do
  
  manage to beat and scatter the dragon and his friends, it might be worth pausin’ to check with Darling and see if the oracles are still goin’ nuts over this thing. That
  
   may
  
  do the trick. If the possibility exists, I’d say it’s worth pursuing. Joe’s right—best for everybody is if that damn thing stays wherever it’s buried.”
 

 
  “I’m just a little nervous,” Joe said, glancing around again. “Sittin’ around relaxing while people are out there plotting against us.”
 

 
  “Drink your sasparilla,” Weaver snorted. “The shit will fly in its own good time. Better to be rested and fed before we go charging back out there.”
 

 
  “It’s a good instinct, Joe,” McGraw added with a smile, “but don’t let your paranoia override your situational awareness. This here town’s full of soldiers right now,
  
   and
  
  we’ve got Raea and the others patrolling the area outside.”
 

 
  “Elves have to sleep, too,” Joe pointed out.
 

 
  “That they do, but elves are more alert in their sleep than you are on your best day. It’s as secure a place as we can reasonably ask for at the moment. Nothin’s gonna happen tonight.”
 

 
  Weaver abruptly straightened up in his chair, turning his head in a slow arc to pan his gaze around the saloon, ignoring the good-natured greetings thrown his way from the other patrons.
 

 
  “What?” Joe demanded. “You hear something? Your, uh, friend…?”
 

 
  Weaver grunted, finally relaxing back into his customary slouch. “Guess not. I half expected something to blow up the second he said it wouldn’t.”
 

 
  “Y’do realize the world ain’t one o’ yer bard stories, aye?” Billie said.
 

 
  “And there’s
  
   also
  
  the matter that things are less likely to blow up since you’ve got both hands on your pint,” he shot back.
 

 
  “Aye, there’s that,” the gnome agreed cheerfully, tipping her mug back and having another gulp of ale. It was absurdly oversized in her tiny hands.
 

 
  “Here, now,” Joe said, frowning. “I hate to be a meddler, but—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  Joe, I will be perfectly sober come mornin’, an’ probably come bedtime, too. Even fer a gnome, I can handle me liquor, an’ we don’t have constitutions as delicate as you tall folk. Me mum used ta give us stronger stuff than this fer a cough remedy when I was a wee biter.”
 

 
  A man in sweat-stained flannel and denim came skittering through the open doorway, where the swinging doors had once hung, barely catching his hat in time to prevent it being hurled off by his abrupt stop.
 

 
  “Fire!” he shouted. “Fire at th’sheriff’s! We need hands out here!”
 

 
  There was a bare beat of startled silence before everyone rose with a great scraping of chairs and clatter of boots, rushing toward the exit.
 

 
  “Okay, so my timing was off,” Weaver said, standing and pushing his own chair back more leisurely. “The principle still applies.”
 

 
  “There are any number of reasons a fire could break out,” McGraw said, rising as well. “Don’t borrow trouble.”
 

 
  “I think we all know better,” Joe muttered, following. Billie sighed dramatically, giving her half-emptied pint a mournful look, but hopped down from her chair and came after them as they made for the door.
 

 
  The crowd was a lot easier to follow than it was to get through; despite the fact that much of Desolation was allegedly back at work today, there was no shortage of rubberneckers clogging the streets. In the early afternoon sunlight, the actual glow of the fire could barely be seen, but the column of smoke rising from the sheriff’s office must have been visible for miles around.
 

 
  Onlookers aside, the townsfolk had organized themselves remarkably quickly. A bucket train was already working, passing water to the office from the nearest town well. As the adventurers arrived, having to push somewhat impolitely past the crowd (or in Billie’s case, slip between their legs), another bucket of water was hurled onto the flames, and quickly handed off to a boy who darted back toward the well with it.
 

 
  Sheriff Decker knelt to one side next to his deputy, who was laid out on the ground, coughing violently. The sheriff’s expression was terrifyingly blank. In the near distance, a woman was leading the two resident horses away down the street, and having to devote as much attention to calming the animals as guiding them.
 

 
  “How’s it look?” McGraw asked, bounding up to him with a speed that belied his age. “He gonna be okay? Any other casualties?”
 

 
  “Here for your situation report, are you?” Decker asked coldly. “Obviously, nobody but the great Longshot McGraw an’ his friends can handle a crisis on the frontier.”
 

 
  “Saul, when things are settled you an’ I can sit down over drinks and you can be as much of an asshole t’me as you like,” McGraw said with uncharacteristic curtness. “Right now, though, how can we
  
   help?”
  
 

 
  The Sheriff sighed. “Best to keep out of it, Elias. This only
  
   just
  
  broke out; they’re keepin’ it from spreading with the water. Those Imperial types are scattered all over, surveying and whatnot, but I’ve got folk fetchin’ some. Healers and mages on the way to contain this an’ help Slim.”
 

 
  “’m okay,” Slim wheezed unconvincingly before dissolving into another coughing fit.
 

 
  “He ain’t burned,” Decker said grimly. “Got a good lungful o’ smoke, though. Could be
  
   bad
  
  if one o’ them healers doesn’t get here pronto.”
 

 
  “Oy, laddie, can ye stifle it long enough ta swallow?” Billie asked, coming up beside Slim and producing a vial of red fluid. “Cram this down yer gob; healing potion’ll do fer any serious damage to yer lungs, though it won’t do shite fer the coughing reflex.”
 

 
  “M-much obliged, ma’am,” Slim said weakly, reaching for it with trembling fingers. Decker snatched the potion from her hand and uncorked it, gently holding it to the deputy’s lips.
 

 
  “There we go, partner—you were right, they’re good for a little somethin’ after all. Just try to get this down without coughin’ it back up…”
 

 
  “Somethin’ about this ain’t right,” McGraw said, staring at the burning office through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  
   “Rarely
  
  have the words ‘no shit’ been more apt,” Weaver replied.
 

 
  “Not that, the
  
   nature
  
  of it. That’s elemental fire—it’s magical. You don’t feel it?”
 

 
  The bard frowned. “Not really, but I’m nowhere near as attuned to magic as you. Kid?”
 

 
  “Nothin’,” Joe said, shaking his head. “But…same goes. If you say it’s magic, McGraw, I believe you.”
 

 
  “Witchcraft,” McGraw murmured. “Or, more correctly, shamanism…”
 

 
  “All right, all right, let’s everybody keep yer pants on, I got this.” Billie swaggered forward, producing a fist-sized (human fist, anyway) object from another pouch. It bore an alarming resemblance to the sonic explosive with which she had blasted out the front wall of the saloon. “You lot in the front, there, may wanna clear back a bit! This won’t hurt ye any, but may not be good fer yer togs.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, she’s doing it again,” Weaver groaned. “You can’t
  
   bomb
  
  a fire out, you demented pocket monster!”
 

 
  “Ain’t a thing under the sun I can’t bomb out, gobshite,” Billie replied with a manic grin, drawing back her arm to throw. “Fire in th’hole—but not fer long!”
 

 
  The bucket train dissolved, the nearest townsfolk sensibly scattering as she hurled the canister straight into the flames pouring out of the office’s front door. McGraw gestured with a staff, conjuring up a translucent wall of blue light between the group and the fire.
 

 
  Sure enough, there immediately came a sharp
  
   bang
  
  from within, followed by a loud and peculiar hissing noise.
 

 
  Suddenly, instead of flames and smoke, the windows of the office were spewing a thick white foam. It blasted out of the open door in a wet spray, puddling in a thicker form on the ground that oozed out over the doorstep. The townsfolk continued shuffling backward, but McGraw let the shield collapse. Not only was the foam causing no further damage, but the fire itself appeared to be vanishing under it.
 

 
  “Well, damn,” Weaver said, lifting his hat to scratch his head. “There’ll be
  
   no
  
  living with her now.”
 

 
  “There was no livin’ with me before, peckerwood!” Billie crowed. “Behold the power o’ modern alchemy! Maybe next time ye’ll think twice before
  
   oh come on!”
  
 

 
  A tongue of flame erupted out the door, propelling a gout of foam in front of it. Smoke again began to trickle out the windows; the fire was clearly heavily dampened, but just as clearly not out.
 

 
  “Bullshit!” Billie roared, dancing up and down in agitation. “That’s cheatin’, that is! That there is
  
   foolproof
  
  fire-retardant foam, there’s no
  
   way
  
  that bastard’s still burning!”
 

 
  “As I was sayin’,” McGraw drawled, “that ain’t natural fire. It’s pure elemental flame, put there by witchcraft. Which means it won’t
  
   quit
  
  till the spell’s canceled.”
 

 
  “Can you do that?” Decker demanded.
 

 
  The old wizard shook his head. “Not reliably. Best I can do with arcane magic is try to cut off the air flow, but that won’t stop elemental flame. I’m afraid your office is a loss, Saul,” he added ruefully. “That stuff’ll burn right through stone and brick. You’ll need a new floor, walls…everything.”
 

 
  “Figures,” the sheriff muttered. Slim coughed again, but already seemed to be doing much better for having forced down a mouthful of potion.
 

 
  “The Imps’ll have clerics,” said Joe. “If the fire’s fae in origin, just tell ’em to bless the space—”
 

 
  “I know my Circles, thank you,” Decker said bitingly.
 

 
  “That elf,” Weaver said, scowling. “The shaman, Vannae, Khadizroth’s friend. He wasn’t at the meeting.”
 

 
  “Welp, that’s
  
   one
  
  thing that fits neatly together,” Billie said, also frowning. She seemed personally offended by her device’s failure to extinguish the fire. “But what the ‘ell was the point a’
  
   this?
  
  It’s property damage an’ a ruddy inconvenience, but even if they’d nailed the sheriff, that wouldn’t stop the Empire. Hell, it’d probably just draw the Imps’ anger. Still will, most likely.”
 

 
  “A distraction,” said McGraw, stroking his beard with the hand not holding his staff. “From
  
   what,
  
  is the question. K and company would seem to be most interested in
  
   us,
  
  but we weren’t targeted.”
 

 
  “Speakin’ of that,” Joe said, looking around at the muttering onlookers, “this has been going for a few minutes, and no sign of troops. This is the Corps of Enchanters and the Surveyors out here, mostly. Aren’t they pretty on the ball in a crisis?”
 

 
  The four of them stared at each other for a moment, then turned as one and sprinted back toward Terminus Station.
 

 
  The crowd was less concentrated now and only slowed them momentarily; in fact, once away from the burning office, their speed was improved by the general lack of people everywhere else on the streets.
 

 
  There was activity around the station, however, and all of it military. The four of them slowed upon drawing in range of the soldiers standing watch over the Rail platform, chiefly because said soldiers leveled staves at them. All four raised their hands peaceably, McGraw tucking his staff into the crook of his elbow to do so.
 

 
  “That’s close enough, citizens,” the nearest soldier said. “Move along.”
 

 
  “What, is the Rail platform closed?” Weaver demanded. “Who’s allegedly in charge of this—”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah,” McGraw said soothingly. “Let’s be
  
   polite
  
  to the nice boys an’ girls who’re just doin’ their jobs, which involves pointing weapons at us…”
 

 
  “What
  
   happened?”
  
  Joe demanded. “Is everyone okay?”
 

 
  “Move
  
   along,”
  
  the soldier repeated sharply. “The situation is being handled and is none of your concern.”
 

 
  “Was there an attack?” Joe persisted. “We might know who’s responsible. He also set fire to the sheriff’s office in town; they could use some help down there. It’s an elemental fire that’s only partially contained. They need divine casters to stop it completely.”
 

 
  The soldier, who wore a lieutenant’s bars on his collar, glanced aside at one of his fellows and nodded. “Go check it out.”
 

 
  “Yessir.” The other man raised his staff to rest it over his shoulder and darted off toward the crowd down the street.
 

 
  “Now, what do you know about this?” the lieutenant demanded, keeping his scowl—and his weapon—trained on Joe.
 

 
  “If we’re right,” said the Kid, “it’s an elvish shaman—”
 

 
  “Is that Joe?” called a familiar voice from behind the soldiers. “Joe? Ah, and the rest of you, too! Splendid, very good. At ease, men, let them through; these are friends and valuable allies.”
 

 
  The troops relaxed and lowered their weapons on command, though none of their expressions grew any less tense. The group parted, though, revealing Heywood Paxton behind them. He was red-faced and the right side of his coat was liberally flecked with ash, but he beckoned Joe and his companions forward with a look of relief.
 

 
  “Glad to see you, my boy—and the rest of you, of course. I had a feeling you’d be along soonish. Just too bad you weren’t here five minutes ago!”
 

 
  “Heywood, what
  
   happened?”
  
  Joe asked, peering around as he stepped up onto the platform. There were no active fires, but the evidence of them was abundant. Aside from the ash marking Paxton’s sleeve, there were large scorch marks on the floor, the wall of the stationmaster’s hut, even the ceiling. Two of the folding tables that had been set up to serve as a makeshift field office were reduced to smoldering wreckage.
 

 
  There were about a dozen soldiers on site, all looking tense and unhappy at the very least. Two were sitting in folding chairs against the office wall, being tended by a third wearing the white badge of an Army cleric. The injured, a man and a woman, both had scorched uniforms, and the man’s hair was singed partially away, but evidently the cleric had had time to work; neither evinced signs of active burns. That would have been any healer’s first priority, as burns could leave lifelong scars if not healed immediately. Both wore the glassy-eyed expression of people in a state of shock, though their healer, while attentive, did not seem alarmed about their condition. The matter was apparently in hand.
 

 
  “It was the damnedest thing,” Paxton said with a shaky little laugh. “I was just tending to some of my very tedious paperwork, when an elf in a suit came streaking out of nowhere at me, brandishing a knife. He threw bottles of some kind of alchemy in all directions—you see the results around you. I daresay that would have been an
  
   ample
  
  distraction for most guardians; every one of these men and women is getting a personal commendation from me for how rapidly they pulled together, even with half the station on fire, that Jackal doing his best to kill me and my silly old self wallowing around in the wreckage of my desk.”
 

 
  “Ye sure got the fire out quick-like,” Billie observed.
 

 
  “Credit for that goes to Lieutenant Taash,” Paxton said, nodding gratefully at a soldier whose insignia was set over the blue badge of a battlemage; she gave him a tight smile before resuming her wary study of the perimeter. “That, and saving my rubbery hide. I do believe it was the most adroit use of magic I’ve ever had the privilege of watching! She was directing gouts of wind and water in all directions, putting out flames, and still managed to keep spurts aimed at the assailant to push him away. Needless to say, that’s the only reason I’m here to regret that second helping of dessert! A much more limber man that I wouldn’t have a prayer of outmaneuvering an elf unassisted.”
 

 
  “That…probably wasn’t the Jackal,” McGraw said slowly.
 

 
  “Well, I’ve never
  
   met
  
  the fellow,” Paxton admitted, carefully lowering himself into one of the surviving folding chairs. “I mean, he was a wood elf in a pinstriped suit. The description doesn’t match anyone
  
   else
  
  I’ve ever heard of. Though I suppose that’s not conclusive… Anyhow, once Taash had his distraction under control and he was facing a dozen good Tiraan soldiers with staves, he took off.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Joe narrowed his eyes, glancing at the lieutenant who had accosted them at the edge of the station. “You fired on him?”
 

 
  “We sure
  
   tried,”
  
  the man said in an aggrieved tone.
 

 
  “Was it like…he wasn’t where he seemed to be? Like you shot right at the man, but the bolts went through empty space anyhow?”
 

 
  “You’re familiar with this effect?” Taash said sharply, stepping over to join them.
 

 
  “More and more it sounds like Vannae,” said Joe. “A shaman we’ve faced before. I managed to take a few shots at him myself and had the same problem.”
 

 
  “Those look like enchanter wands,” said the lieutenant, nodding at the weapons holstered at Joe’s belt.
 

 
  “That’s Joseph Jenkins, Khavouri,” Taash said with a faint smile.
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Lieutenant Khavouri said, giving her an annoyed glance. “One weakness of those otherwise superior weapons is they shoot in reliably straight lines.
  
   These
  
  are standard-issue Imperial Army battlestaves—they shoot
  
   lightning.”
  
 

 
  “So I see,” Weaver remarked, examining some of the burns.
 

 
  “Lightning
  
   arcs,”
  
  Khavouri continued doggedly. “You don’t
  
   dodge
  
  a lightning bolt, even if you’re an elf. Electricity will go right for the path of least resistance to the ground, which compared to the stone and wood construction here, would’ve been the man’s body.”
 

 
  “Unless he’s got a good shielding charm, of course,” McGraw said. “As we’re not lookin’ at a friendly-fire incident here, I’m assumin’ all of
  
   you
  
  do.”
 

 
  “Standard policy,” said Taash.
 

 
  “I’ve seen the effects of grounding and shielding charms,” said Khavouri. “They’re distinctive; bolts are redirected or blocked. This was like Jenkins described: the shots just didn’t
  
   hit,
  
  and they should have.”
 

 
  “That can be done by a shaman, too, against lightning,” said Weaver. “It’s the only reason the Cobalt Dawn did as well as they did when they invaded. Otherwise one good volley would’ve wiped them out.”
 

 
  “Anybody can put on a suit,” said Joe, turning back to Paxton. “More and more this sounds like Vannae; the Jackal would’ve finished you off, Heywood. With all respect to you ladies and gentlemen, of course,” he added, tipping his hat to the nearby soldiers. “That…man…is utterly ruthless, and he’s killed people behind some of the best defenses in existence. Trust me, I’ve had cause to research his career in detail. The Jackal doesn’t
  
   get
  
  chased off.”
 

 
  “Does Vannae, though?” McGraw mused. “I seem to recall the fellow givin’
  
   us
  
  a fair amount o’ trouble previously.”
 

 
  “A distraction, innit?” suggested Billie. “He dolls himself up like the Jackal, makes the Surveyor ‘ere think ‘e’s a target, an…” She trailed off and blinked. “An’ then what?”
 

 
  “So he sets a big destructive distraction in order to commit…a big, destructive distraction?” Weaver wrinkled his nose. “That’s either one very
  
   bored
  
  knife-ear, or we’re missing something important.”
 

 
  “Tell you what,” said McGraw, “you folks carry on this discussion, lemme know what you figure out. I better go catch Raea up on this.” He vanished with a soft crackle and a flash of blue light.
 

 
  “Who’s Raea?” Paxton asked, blinking.
 

 
  “His shaman friend,” said Weaver. “She and some other elves are helping scout the Big K base. They’re…I dunno, somewhere. Around the town, keeping watch.”
 

 
  “You put
  
   plains elves
  
  around this town?” Khavouri said incredulously.
 

 
  “We didn’t
  
   put
  
  them anywhere,” Weaver sneered. “They went where they chose, and we didn’t try to tell them they couldn’t. If
  
   you
  
  wanna have a go, knock yourself out.”
 

 
  “Peace, please,” said Joe. “The immediate question is, what are we gonna
  
   do
  
  about this?”
 

 
  “Who do you think ‘we’ is?” Khavouri demanded.
 

 
  “We
  
   are,”
  
  Billie said helpfully.
 

 
  He ignored her. “This is an Imperial matter. A rogue agent assaulted Imperial interests; the Empire will deal with it.
  
   You
  
  lot, whoever you are—”
 

 
  Another soldier softly cleared her throat. In fact, it was the young woman who had been alone on duty in Terminus Station the first couple of times Joe and company had visited. She gave Khavouri a meaningful look; he broke off, snapping his jaw shut, and grimaced as if tasting something sour.
 

 
  “…and, as per Imperial policy,” Khavouri continued in a calmer but not happier tone, “I am classifying your group as adventurers and invoking the necessary protocols. That means you get sent head-first into…whatever is going on. You can either succeed in thwarting it or serve as a distraction while the
  
   actual
  
  soldiers take coordinated action.”
 

 
  “Pleasure doing business,” Weaver said sarcastically.
 

 
  “It occurs t’me we’re havin’ a conversation with two lieutenants,” Billie noted. “Who’s
  
   actually
  
  s’pposed t’be in charge around ‘ere?”
 

 
  “Ah, Captain Causewick is off supervising one of the surveying teams,” Paxton said almost apologetically. “Naturally, I have no actual
  
   rank
  
  as such, at least not with regard to the Army, but…it seems I’m the most senior Imperial officer present. And, for the record, I concur with Lieutenant Khavouri’s assessment. Though I’d perhaps have put it a trifle more diplomatically,” he added reproachfully to the lieutenant in question.
 

 
  “I’m still stuck on what the
  
   point
  
  of all this might be,” said Billie. “It seems roundabout and…well, just plain weird. They risk a
  
   lot,
  
  cheesin’ off the Empire like this. None of ’em struck me as that dumb, ‘specially not Big K ‘imself. What’re we missin’?”
 

 
  “Depends on what K an’ his crew do an’ don’t know,” Joe said grimly. “If they’re aware that Mr. Paxton is a friend of mine, threatening him is a tidy way to keep me pinned down here, an’ possibly the rest of you with me.”
 

 
  “Here, now,” Paxton said, frowning and leaning forward in his chair, which creaked in protest. “I absolutely refuse to be the cause of you being hampered. The blaggard caught us off-guard before; now I’m surrounded by the Empire’s finest, all on high alert. You go and do what you need to out there.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m with you on that,” Joe said darkly. “In fact, I think Khadizroth and company have just launched themselves to a higher level of priority. If Raea and the others are on board,” he said, turning to include Billie and Weaver, “I do believe it’s time we group up and start moving. They won’t have had time to dig in their defenses yet. Let’s not give it to them.”
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  “Why is it,” demanded the Colonel, “that every time I see you kids, some fresh damn havoc is unfolding?”
 

 
  “Correlation is not causation,” said Fross, “just for the record.”
 

 
  “We
  
   are
  
  bringing you valuable intelligence,” Trissiny said sharply. “It’s not as if
  
   we
  
  put cultists in the tunnels.”
 

 
  “Yes, fine, you’re right,” Adjavegh replied. He leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. “I do appreciate that. Interesting to finally meet
  
   all
  
  of you, too.”
 

 
  “This may very well be exactly the break we need,” Major Razsha said, frowning pensively. “The catacombs, hm. Naturally, we’ve done sweeps of them, but the tunnel systems are plenty large enough to hide in, if somebody were
  
   really
  
  determined to do so.”
 

 
  “We’ve not seen any indication we’re dealing with a foe who has that kind of capability,” Adjavegh said, scowling. “At least until
  
   very
  
  recently. Anyone who could launch a raid on this barracks could evade our admittedly cursory search of the catacombs. And on the subject of which, it seems to
  
   me
  
  the most likely culprits of that are the Black Wreath, since they seem to be active in the city and
  
   admittedly
  
  launched an operation against us.”
 

 
  “I agree,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “I’m not sure I do,” Razsha mused. “That Wreath agent’s story is remarkably unconvincing. An organization like that made an admitted attempt on the barracks, and claim they were driven off by chaos cultists? It doesn’t add up.”
 

 
  “One of us must be getting old, Major,” Adjavegh said sardonically. “You seem to be implying that the Wreath must be innocent because they are obviously lying.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   implying
  
  that they may be innocent because their story appears to be a lie. The Wreath are deceivers, and
  
   very
  
  good ones. If they wanted to tell us a story, it would be a believable and compelling one. I’m not proposing to
  
   trust
  
  them, obviously… But they do have reason to defer to Vadrieny—and her host—and if they’re as much in the dark as we, it would explain why they
  
   don’t
  
  have a ready answer to who actually attacked the barracks.”
 

 
  “Unless that’s what they
  
   want
  
  us to think,” said Gabriel. “Sorry, Teal—I’ve not dealt with the Wreath, to my knowledge, but I’ve had one good brush with an opportunistic warlock. They’re capable of anything.”
 

 
  “If they know that we know that they know…” Shaeine shook her head. “That path is a spiral into deeper and deeper confusion. I concur with the Major’s reasoning; the Wreath would be able to point us in the direction they chose, rather than admitting weakness and a lack of information.”
 

 
  “Hmph,” Colonel Adjavegh muttered. “If this is true, it explains much. The chaos cults have been popping up regularly, and have been strangely consistent in their methodology. If they
  
   are
  
  all part of the same cult… And operating from the catacombs would account for how they’ve avoided us.”
 

 
  “It could also explain the apparently greater capability of these chaos agents,” Razsha added. “None of the necromancers we’ve seen so far could do more than raise skeletons. These apparently had an elaborate necromantic construct, and are operating at a higher level of sophistication. They could have been sending up their most erratic offshoots as a distraction while building toward something bigger. Something like attacking the Army.”
 

 
  A brief silence fell while they all considered this. The meeting was an unbalanced reflection of the three paladins’ earlier session in this office: Adjavegh behind his desk, Corporal Timms discreetly at his shoulder and Razsha standing off to the side. The full group of students made for a crowded space, however, and the rest of Razsha’s strike team was not present this time.
 

 
  “About those weapons,” Toby began.
 

 
  “That is
  
   classified,”
  
  Adjavegh snapped, “and that is all that will be said on the matter.” Major Razsha raised an eyebrow, but offered no comment as the Colonel continued. “Obviously, our next step must be a much more thorough search of the catacombs. Timms, start drawing up shift assignments. I want a sweep-and-harry pattern; if we start at the top and push down, blocking
  
   every
  
  path out, they’ll have nowhere to run. We’ll find them if they’re down there.”
 

 
  “Sir,” said Timms, “that isn’t possible.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” the Colonel said dangerously, turning to glare at her.
 

 
  “We simply do not have the manpower, sir,” she said. “Even if all the wounded from the attack were cleared for duty, we wouldn’t. The catacomb system is far too large and complicated, and even
  
   we
  
  don’t have comprehensive maps. We don’t know where all the exits are, but there are a good many into private residences and businesses.”
 

 
  “There’s another matter,” said Razsha. “If this is indeed the source of our troubles, it stands to reason the chaos rift is down there somewhere. Going into that… Our soldiers are trained to fight with staves, which are magical. Firing them too close to a chaos rift could be disastrous.”
 

 
  Trissiny coughed discreetly. “Colonel, the Third Silver Legion is stationed in Tiraas; I can have them here by Rail tomorrow. That would considerably bolster your forces, and Legionnaires are trained for hand-to-hand engagements without magical weapons.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that, Avelea,” Adjavegh said, frowning into space, “but I’ll have to consider it a last resort. Marching a Silver Legion into Veilgrad would signal something serious is afoot at the very least—it’ll rile the populace and send our quarry deeper into hiding. There’s enough Shaathist sympathy in this city that it may very well cause us additional trouble. Omnu’s breath, Timms, stop that throat-clearing! If you have an idea, spit it out.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the corporal said. “The local Huntsmen of Shaath have numbers and are experienced fighters with non-magical weapons, both hand-to-hand and at range. They are also likely to be more familiar with the catacomb system than any of our personnel, being local.”
 

 
  “Shaathist weapons have elemental blessings,” said Toby. “Fae and divine magic, both. Could be risky, going up against chaos.”
 

 
  “Their weapons can be switched out for non-magical ones,” Razsha mused. “That’d be a hard sell, but probably the only difficult part of involving them. Huntsmen
  
   love
  
  chasing difficult prey.”
 

 
  “If we coordinate with the lodge,” said Timms, “and approach this as a seek-and-capture operation, I think it has a much better chance of succeeding, sir.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Adjavegh said with a sigh. “Contact the Master and brief him. Politely; I do not need that strutting rooster adding to my headaches.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “Now, as for these constructs,” the Colonel continued. “I gather we can expect more. Arquin, can’t you do anything about undead?”
 

 
  “Not
  
   that
  
  kind,” said Gabriel, shaking his head. “That was… Well, basically a golem made from body parts. Most of the simpler kinds of necromancy work by establishing a link between the body and the spirit, either of its original soul or another.
  
   That
  
  can be severed instantly. If they come at us with zombies, skeletons…no problem.”
 

 
  “But the bigger things you can’t do anything about,” Adjavegh said sarcastically. “How inconvenient.”
 

 
  “I can do
  
   plenty
  
  about them, Colonel,” Gabriel retorted. “Can’t turn them off as easy as flipping a switch, but anything breaks if you blast it hard enough.” Ruda chuckled.
 

 
  “We should consider the possibility of meeting stiffer resistance down there,” said Razsha. “I recommend holding our high-value assets in reserve and using signal runes to enable the search teams to call for help. Between my strike team and the students, we have some
  
   very
  
  heavy-hitters on hand. Shame to waste them wandering around in random tunnels.”
 

 
  “I agree with that, as far as it goes,” said Adjavegh, “but all of these assets are magical, which brings us right back to the chaos problem.”
 

 
  
   “Our anti-chaos assets include one mithril rapier and three paladins,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “Mithril will not interfere with chaos directly, but any misfired spells caused by it are still magical and can still be neutralized by the metal.”
  
 

 
  “Who is
  
   that
  
  talking?” Adjavegh demanded, sitting bolt upright and glaring around.
 

 
  “This is Ariel,” Gabriel explained, drawing the sword and holding it up. “She’s a…kind of magical assistant. A little difficult, but it’s wise to listen to her advice.”
 

 
  Adjavegh’s glare deepened. “Boy, do you know how talking swords are
  
   made?”
  
 

 
  “I didn’t make her,” Gabriel said flatly.
 

 
  
   “If I might continue with information
  
  germane
  
   to the issue?”
  
  Ariel said pointedly.
  
   “Thank you. A paladin’s powers are also magical, but they flow directly from a deity, which is consciously aware of their use and can compensate for chaos-induced misfires. Paladins have been instrumental in sealing chaos rifts in previous encounters. The opposite is true for the two fairies; I strongly advise keeping them as far back as possible. If their inherent magic is disrupted they could be destroyed outright.”
  
 

 
  Juniper made a small squeak.
 

 
  “That applies to you, too, Ariel,” Ruda pointed out.
 

 
  
   “Indeed. If Gabriel is going to face the rift directly, I don’t object to being carried by someone else for a brief period. Preferably not the dryad.”
  
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?”
  
  
  Juniper demanded.
 

 
  
   “I’m not certain whether that applies to Vadrieny’s demon form, or the opposite,”
  
  Ariel continued.
  
   “It is a spell effect, but it stems directly from a goddess. The nature of her connection to Elilial is uncertain, given the imperfect fusion of archdemon and human. She might be as impervious as the paladins or as vulnerable as the fairies.”
  
 

 
  “We need to minimize variables like that in contact with the rift,” Adjavegh said firmly. “And since we’re dealing with an unavoidably porous perimeter, we’ll need to keep tactical assets topside, as well. Paladins will stand by to be called when the rift or other significant resistance is located. Major, your team and the rest of the adventurers will remain up here to deal with any undead or cultists that make it out of other tunnels. That’ll free up more of our personnel to sweep the catacombs.”
 

 
  “That’s a good strategy, sir,” Razsha agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “I’m glad you approve,” he said sardonically.
 

 
  “What about Malivette?” Fross suggested. “I bet she’d help.”
 

 
  “I want that vampire nowhere
  
   near
  
  a chaos rift!” Adjavegh exclaimed. “She’s a good enough citizen
  
   now,
  
  but there’s no telling what would happen if something messed up her curse. All right, people you have your orders. Keep this quiet until we’re ready to move; we don’t want to spook our quarry. Timms, get to the lodge and talk to the Master; the rest of you, be back here at eight hundred hours. We move first thing in the morning.”
 

 
  “You really think you can set all this up in one night, Colonel?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Son,” said Adjavegh, “this is the Imperial Army. We do what we have to, and find out afterward that we could.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  McGraw waved as they approached, leaning on his staff. “There y’are! I wasn’t sure you’d get the message.”
 

 
  “The whole damn
  
   town
  
  got the message,” Weaver growled. “As communications go, bright blue
  
   signal flares
  
  are somewhat less than subtle.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t goin’ for subtle,” the old wizard said, peering around Weaver’s shoulder at the town in the near distance behind them. “You came alone? I expected some of those Army folks to respond, as well…”
 

 
  “Lieutenant Taash came partway,” said Joe, “but once we saw it was you, she went back to the station. I think the soldiers are tryin’ not to get mixed up with elves. It’s probably political. Afternoon, ma’am,” he added, tipping his hat to Raea, who smiled in return. The two elves behind her exchanged glances, but said nothing.
 

 
  “Well, ‘ere we all are, then,” Billie said cheerily. “What’s the good word, Elias?”
 

 
  “Just been bringin’ our friends up to speed,” said McGraw. “They didn’t see anyone leave the town.”
 

 
  “So he’s still
  
   in
  
  the town, then?” Weaver said, glancing over his shoulder. “Fuck a duck, he could be anywhere.”
 

 
  “No, he left,” said Raea, folding her arms. “We just didn’t
  
   see
  
  him. Once Elias alerted me, I consulted a spirit companion, who picked up his trail, heading off toward Risk. It was definitely a shaman. Aside from the fact that he is clearly using a quick-travel blessing to boost his speed, no one else could have made it past us undetected.”
 

 
  “What, shamans can go invisible?” Weaver exclaimed. “Since when?”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure the plural of ‘shaman’ is—”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  Joe!”
 

 
  “There are a number of techniques we can use to deflect attention,” Raea said. “I can penetrate most of them myself—if I know to be on the lookout. I’m afraid a shaman who does not wish to be detected usually isn’t, even by other elves, unless said elves are specifically trying. His trail, too, is concealed, but I saw through that easily enough once I knew what to look for. We do not operate from a standard catalog of spells, like wizards,” she added, glancing at McGraw. “Each shaman’s capabilities depend on their alliances, on what they have learned, their sources of power.”
 

 
  “It’s definitely Vannae, then,” Joe mused, “not the Jackal.”
 

 
  
   “Him
  
  we would have spotted,” snorted one of the other elves. Like the rest of Raea’s band, he had not bothered to introduce himself. So far, they appeared content to let Raea be the sole point of contact with the adventurers.
 

 
  “As I understand it,” said Weaver, “not getting spotted is a big part of what he does.”
 

 
  “Not getting spotted by the likes of
  
   you,”
  
  the elf said disdainfully. “The Jackal does not prey on his own kind, and not out of any respect for us.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  pretty confident, for a watchman who just got blazed past in his sleep.”
 

 
  The elf turned to face Weaver directly, throwing back his shoulders. “Listen carefully, you snub-eared—”
 

 
  “Friend, don’t,” Joe interrupted. “Just don’t. He’s an aggravating jerk and a lot less killable than he looks; reacting to him won’t do anything but drive up your blood pressure. Ignore him and move on.”
 

 
  Weaver grinned unpleasantly at the elf, who glared right back.
 

 
  “Do you boys need to go find a tree to piss against?” Raea asked dryly. The elf snorted, but turned back to the group, giving Weaver a cold shoulder. The bard looked about ready to burst out laughing, but fortunately didn’t.
 

 
  “The immediate thing is figurin’ out what we’re gonna
  
   do,”
  
  said McGraw. “From a cursory look, it appears to me like Khadizroth an’ his crew are aimin’ to set up a long game of sniping back and forth at each other. That bein’ the case, it’s probably best to nip this in the bud.”
 

 
  “I dunno, though,” said Billie. “That daft prick just attacked
  
   two
  
  Imperial installations. Seems t’me all we gotta do is sit back an’ let nature take its course—K an’ the rest of his cronies’ll be taken care of within the week.”
 

 
  “That, if anything, increases the urgency of this matter,” Raea said quietly.
 

 
  “I agree,” Joe said, nodding. “If the Empire descends on them in force…they’ll also get whatever progress they’ve made toward finding the skull. One of the very first things we established in this business is that the Empire does
  
   not
  
  need to have that skull. I’m inclined to agree with Khadizroth on one point: while it’s best to keep it out of Svenheim’s hands as well, better them than the Empire.”
 

 
  “You’re cute when you’re treasonous,” Billie said, grinning. Joe flushed and ducked his head momentarily before regathering his composure.
 

 
  “Treason is when you deliberately sabotage your government’s operations,” said Weaver. “Keeping something dangerous out of circulation and just incidentally out of the Silver Throne’s greedy hands is another matter—or so a good enough lawyer could argue, if it comes to that. Anyhow, the kid’s got the right of it this time. Anybody disagree?”
 

 
  “Definitely not,” said McGraw. “The original plan stands. We get the skull, we give it to Tellwyrn.” The other elf snorted, but subsided at a glance from Raea.
 

 
  “Then Khadizroth has substantially accelerated the timetable,” Raea said. “I cannot help but suspect that was his intention; he is too old and too wise to flail about blindly in a situation like this. You did say that Vannae works for him directly, not simply as another of the Archpope’s lackeys?”
 

 
  “The nature of their relationship is over our heads,” McGraw replied, “but Vannae was with him before the Archpope got his hands on Khadizroth. An’ I concur with your reasoning, Raea. As I see it, his actions here make sense only in the presence of two other facts: Khadizroth thinks the skull is nearly in his hands, an’ he thinks he can take us in a straight-up fight.”
 

 
  “How d’ye figure?” Billie asked, scratching behind one of her ears.
 

 
  “Forcin’ us to move up our timetable
  
   might
  
  make sense if he wanted to knock us out of the game before goin’ back to lookin’ for the skull,” McGraw explained, “but the
  
   way
  
  he did it, tweakin’ the Empire’s nose like that, started the hourglass running for
  
   all
  
  of us. The Empire’s patience with all this hogwash just got a lot shorter; both our groups have in common that we need to have this
  
   done
  
  and that artifact taken off the table before Tiraan agents get fully involved. That means we gotta act
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “And
  
   that,”
  
  said Weaver, “means the dragon is confident of his chances in a straightforward fight against us, considering that he just provoked one.”
 

 
  Billie sighed. “Shit. All right, then, what’re we lookin’ at? Khadizroth himself won’t be as dangerous as when we last faced ‘im, not with ‘is powers bound. But he’s
  
   still
  
  a feckin’ dragon, not somethin’ ta take lightly. An’ the Jackal’s gonna be a right pain in the arse any way ye slice it.”
 

 
  “The Jackal has the advantage if he has room and time to maneuver,” said Joe. “We fare best against
  
   him
  
  by striking fast and hard; face to face, he likely isn’t a match for us. What puzzles me is this guy Shook.”
 

 
  “Thieves’ Guild enforcer,” said McGraw. “What he’s doin’ with
  
   this
  
  group is doubtless a hell of a tale; the man’s capable of putting together and acting on a good strategy in a tense situation, but at the end of the day, he’s a thug with wands. He’s frankly out of his league with this group.”
 

 
  “Our watchers have observed him interacting closely with the succubus,” said Raea. “I believe they are connected.”
 

 
  “That…just raises more questions,” McGraw mused.
 

 
  “The demon is a non-issue,” said Weaver. “Neither her stealth nor her shapeshifting will fool Yngrid; she so much as shows her face anywhere in the vicinity, she goes straight back to Hell. Considering her absence from the meeting, I suspect she’s aware of that.”
 

 
  “Who?” Joe frowned. Weaver gave him a scathing look.
 

 
  “His valkyrie, innit?” said Billie. “Anyhow, I’m inclined to agree. Either the demon’s under control, in which case they won’t waste an asset like that by lettin’ her
  
   near
  
  a reaper, or she’s
  
   not,
  
  in which case she’ll protect her own hide by buggin’ out.”
 

 
  “So,” Raea mused. “The dragon, the shaman, the wandfighter, the assassin… And their dwarven allies. This will
  
   not
  
  be an easy engagement.”
 

 
  “How soon should we move?” Joe asked. “They’re clearly baiting us to strike quickly…”
 

 
  “I’m afraid it’s bait we’re better off takin’,” McGraw said grimly. “The more time they have to position themselves, the harder this’ll be.”
 

 
  “We can be there by dawn,” said Raea. “The blessings I can lay on you all will enable you to make the distance that quickly, and arrive untired. And my people, of course, are already in shape to make the run and fight at the end of it.” She smiled at the elf who had nearly started an altercation with Weaver; he nodded grimly back.
 

 
  “This’d be a
  
   really
  
  good time fer Mary ta come back from wherever she’s gallivanted off to,” Billie sighed.
 

 
  “Darling knows to send her our way if she turns up back in Tiraas,” said McGraw. “No point wastin’ effort on wishful thinkin’. We’d best get our butts on the move.”
 

 
  “I can’t shake the feeling this is a mistake,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “It may well be,” Raea agreed solemnly. “We are certainly being manipulated. But there are some mistakes, Joseph, that simply must be made—and if you must do a thing, it is best to do it quickly.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  a hell of a pep talk,” Weaver snorted. “I like the classic line better: let’s go kick some ass.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Ah, there you are!”
 

 
  Bishop Shahai intercepted the squad as they were trooping back toward their cabin. They halted and turned to her, saluting.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” said Principia. “Everything all right?”
 

 
  “You look…rather tired,” Shahai observed, coming to a stop and studying them. Indeed, all five of them were sweaty and somewhat disheveled. “I trust the facilities I arranged were satisfactory?”
 

 
  “Quite so, your Grace,” said Princpia. “And thank you again for doing it. I’m impressed how quickly you managed that.”
 

 
  “Getting things done is simple enough in a well-run organization,” Shahai said with a smile. “How did your…practice go?”
 

 
  “I think we’ll have something impressive to show the High Commander very soon,” Principia said slowly. “Excuse me, ma’am, but all of us could use a turn in the baths. Did you need us for something?”
 

 
  “I’ll keep it brief,” the Bishop said, her smile fading. “You had a visitor while you were below, Locke.”
 

 
  “Why does
  
   Locke
  
  get all the visitors?” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “Considering the
  
   kind
  
  of people who come looking for her, I’m content being less popular,” Farah replied.
 

 
  
   “Hush,”
  
  Ephanie said curtly. “Sorry, your Grace.”
 

 
  Shahai smiled at her and continued. “Our friend Saduko came around—through the front door, this time—asking to speak with you. She seemed pressed for time; at any rate, when told you were busy and unavailable, she was willing to convey her message to me.”
 

 
  “Message?” Principia narrowed her eyes.
 

 
  “Saduko hinted as heavily as she could without saying it outright that she was giving this information without Zanzayed’s orders and possibly against his wishes,” Shahai said. “It was a tip. There is a meeting of this anti-dragon society taking place tomorrow morning. The Conclave is aware of it, but not able to move against them for obvious political reasons.”
 

 
  “Yes, them laying one scaly finger on Imperial citizens in Tiraas would pretty much explode their talks with the Throne,” Principia murmured. “Well, this is all
  
   astonishingly
  
  convenient, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shahai said gravely. “The High Commander hasn’t been able to see me since I finished talking with Saduko—which has been only a few minutes—but I do have authority in this matter, and I believe this is an appropriate time to send your squad out. You will interrupt the meeting in question and attempt to apprehend some or all of the activists.”
 

 
  “What happened to using us as bait, ma’am?” Principia asked.
 

 
  “This is a variant on the same plan, Locke. When we last spoke, we hadn’t so much as a hint of when or where we might find these people gathered. Now…”
 

 
  “Excuse me, your Grace,” said Casey, “but…with all due respect…this could not more obviously be a trap.”
 

 
  “Well, that is an interesting consideration,” Shahai said, nodding. “Locke, Saduko strongly implied her motives were pursuant to your shared membership in the Thieves’ Guild, and her personal feeling that she owed you some help for the trouble she has caused you. Any thoughts on that?”
 

 
  “It’s…plausible,” Principia said slowly. “Saduko hasn’t
  
   done
  
  anything harmful to me, exactly; if she did, she’d be in big trouble with the Guild. Eserites are encouraged to con and prank each other, but there are limits. You
  
   don’t
  
  get a fellow Guild member into trouble with outside forces. Still, that’s a slender thread to hang all this on.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Shahai agreed. “Saduko is a woman of complex and perhaps contradictory loyalties, from what we have learned from Bishop Darling, and whatever attachment she claims toward you, the Sisterhood is an organization toward which her fondness must be at its thinnest. It would be a critical mistake, I think, to take her at face value. As such, I’m going to try to make this a joint operation with the Guild.”
 

 
  Merry began grinding her teeth.
 

 
  “By…tomorrow morning, ma’am?” Ephanie asked hesitantly. “Is that…
  
   feasible?”
  
 

 
  “That’s the question, is it not?” Shahai replied briskly. “I need to head to the Cathedral and try to locate Darling; if he’s not there, it may be challenging to track him down. I understand he likes to remain highly mobile in the city. Considering the timetable, if Darling is not at the Cathedral I will likely proceed directly to the Imperial Casino and try to get an audience with Boss Tricks.”
 

 
  Casey let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “Don’t eat or drink anything they give you,” Principia advised. “They won’t
  
   hurt
  
  you, but embarrassing you would be another matter.”
 

 
  “I
  
   have
  
  dealt with Eserites before, Locke,” Shahai said dryly. “In any case, I came to bring you into the loop; now, you’ll be wanting your baths, and I have an errand to see to, myself. I’ll speak with you again tonight with more detailed orders.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said, saluting again. The rest of her squad followed suit.
 

 
  The Bishop nodded deeply to them. “Be wary, ladies. All of this, as I’ve said before, is developing
  
   far
  
  too fast. Populist movements simply do not assemble so quickly, much less organize themselves as effectively as this one has. I
  
   strongly
  
  suspect these activists are being manipulated by an outside force—one which may be more willing than the average citizen to harm Legionnaires. You
  
   are
  
  the bait in this trap, but if I cannot gain the aid of the Guild, the operation is off. I’m not sending you into this alone, not when we know so little. I’ll speak with you again soon.”
 

 
  She turned and glided away toward the front of the complex, leaving Squad One staring worriedly after her.
 

 
  “Sarge?” Farah asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “Inside,” Principia said curtly, turning and leading the way into their cabin.
 

 
  Once they were all in and Principia had shut the door and double-checked the charms she had placed on every window, she turned to them with a grim expression.
 

 
  “I’ll be blunt, girls: Nandi Shahai is probably my favorite of the people we’ve had in charge of us since coming here. She reminds me a lot of myself, and
  
   that
  
  is what warns me not to trust her absolutely.”
 

 
  “You think the
  
   Bishop
  
  has it in for us?” Casey exclaimed.
 

 
  “Not that one, no,” Principia replied, shaking her head. “In fact, I think she’s willing to have our backs, to a great extent. However, I
  
   also
  
  think she has different ideas than we about what constitute acceptable losses. If it comes down to the mission or
  
   us,
  
  we may very well find ourselves the more expendable side of that equation. We’ll follow our orders, and her lead…but with every ace we can cram up our sleeves. Shahai is right that all this makes no sense.
  
   Everyone
  
  is lying to everyone else, and we’re the ones putting our necks on the line. When we assemble tomorrow for the mission, I want you in the new equipment I provided.”
 

 
  “What?” Merry exclaimed. “We
  
   just
  
  started practicing with that! We’ve had
  
   one
  
  set of drills, for barely an hour!”
 

 
  “And we will do our
  
   best
  
  not to be in a position where we need to use any of it,” Principia said firmly, “but let’s be honest:
  
   that’s
  
  out of our hands, and always was. It’s like the Bishop said: every step of this is coming too fast. Everything that’s happened has been way ahead of any reasonable kind of schedule. The fact that tomorrow’s events
  
   should not
  
  escalate into something truly dangerous at this stage of the game is what makes me suspect they may.”
 

 
  “Bloody
  
   hell,”
  
  Merry spat.
 

 
  “Well said,” Principia said dryly.
 

 
  “Are we ready for this, Locke?” Ephanie asked quietly.
 

 
  “We’re going to be as ready as we possibly can,” Prin replied. “For anything. All right; everyone gear off and head toward the baths. I want you to get as much rest as you can tonight. Tomorrow is gonna be…interesting.”
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  “And this is where we part ways,” said Grip, turning to grin at Squad One. “See you girls in a little bit.” The enforcer slipped silently into a side alley, her footsteps inaudible within seconds.
 

 
  “Why
  
   that
  
  one again?” Merry wondered aloud.
 

 
  “Good choice for this operation,” said Principia, starting forward again. “C’mon, forward march. Grip is a good intimidator; since we’re about to interrupt a bunch of citizens meeting at a privately owned warehouse, that may be a useful skill. If they
  
   aren’t
  
  as dumb as the ones in the carriage, they won’t attack us or do anything hostile, in which case the presence of scary Thieves’ Guild personnel will be important in getting them to turn themselves in. We can’t arrest people for talking about how much they hate dragons.”
 

 
  “I really don’t have a good feeling about this,” said Casey. “Any part of it. Even if it all goes well, and
  
   disregarding
  
  that we’re basically
  
   hoping
  
  to get people to attack us, I don’t like using the Guild to lean on people like that.”
 

 
  “And that is why Grip is leading the Eserite side of this,” Principia replied. “I don’t know who else the Guild sent, but she’s good at toeing the line. She won’t let any of them inflict any harm that’s not immediately necessary. Which will mean
  
   none;
  
  this won’t be more than a dozen people if our intel is correct, and if they
  
   do
  
  attack trained Legionnaires, so much the worse for them.”
 

 
  “If our intel is correct,” Merry repeated dryly. “I like how you just
  
   say
  
  that, as if it’s a given.”
 

 
  “Nothing’s a given,” Principia murmured. “Life is a sequence of bullshit surprises.”
 

 
  “When we met this Grip before,” Ephanie commented, “you didn’t seem to know her that well, Sarge.”
 

 
  “True,” Prin agreed. “Hence, I’ve been taking pains to get the gossip while I was out gathering resources for us. I know what I’m doing, ladies.”
 

 
  “If
  
   I
  
  knew what you were doing half the time I think I’d feel a lot better,” Merry muttered.
 

 
  It was barely past sunrise, and would have been dim even had Tiraas not been shrouded in heavy fog that morning. Fairy lamps were eerie floating witch-lights in the gloom, their supporting poles invisible; everything else was washed-out and obscured by the mist. It was quieter than usual for the hour, creating an impression that even sound was quashed by the oppressive fog, though in truth it was just a matter of people avoiding going out in it. Everyone who could get away with staying indoors this morning seemed to have jumped at the chance.
 

 
  In short, it was a good morning for clandestine meetings, and for sneaking up on them.
 

 
  Squad One was passing through a poorer district, tenements rising on all sides; up ahead, less than a block distant but not yet visible through the gloom, was the warehouse district in which the anti-dragon rendezvous was to take place. Grip and the other Thieves’ Guild enforcers would be assembling on roofs around the warehouse in question, preparing for the Legionnaires to make their entrance through the front.
 

 
  Suddenly, Principia slammed to a halt, peering about in alarm.
 

 
  “What is it?” Farah demanded. “Sarge? You okay?”
 

 
  “Sorry about that,” a voice said cheerfully, and a human man in an offensively colorful suit stepped around a corner directly in front of them. He was carrying, of all things, a lute, heedless of the effect the damp air would have on its strings, and wore an absurd floppy hat trailing a long ostrich plume. Beneath his maroon coat and pants he wore a pink shirt, with a loosely-tied cravat of powder blue. “Okay, well, to be
  
   totally
  
  honest, not
  
   that
  
  sorry. I do so enjoy a spot of dramatic effect!”
 

 
  “Who are
  
   you?”
  
  Ephanie demanded.
 

 
  “Avelea, stand down,” Principia said curtly. “All of you.”
 

 
  “Now, now, Prin, don’t agitate them,” the man admonished. “I assure you, I mean you no harm. In fact, I’ve come to help!”
 

 
  “That,” she said, “may be the most horrible news I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   is
  
  this guy?” Merry asked her in a low tone while he burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Ah, haha, me?” The fellow grinned hugely, waggling his eyebrows beneath his absurd hat. “Just a simple bard—no one to be concerned with. Prin’s just being overcautious. Not that I blame her! Anyway, though, time’s a-wasting, and as much as I love pausing to indulge in a bit of banter, you have an appointment to keep.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Casey, “and you’re kind of standing right in the way of it.”
 

 
  “Oh, but
  
   that’s
  
  not the one I meant,” the bard said merrily. “Now, I normally don’t give out spoilers, but
  
   everything
  
  is about timing. What’s happening her doesn’t quite reflect the synchronicity evident in other parts of—well, that’s neither here nor there, quite literally.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” Merry exclaimed.
 

 
  “Lang,” Principia said sharply,
  
   “respect!”
  
 

 
  “Now, now, she has a fair point,” he said, waggling a finger at the elf. “Here is is, ladies. If you continue on with your mission, well… Things will proceed as they have been. You’ll be one step closer to your goal—but
  
   only
  
  one step. How would you like it if I could get you to the very
  
   end
  
  of that ladder? Right now, today, this morning?”
 

 
  “We’re listening,” Principia said warily.
 

 
  “Good,” the bard said, grinning broadly. “It may interest you to know that dear Saduko is not…
  
   trusted.
  
  That fact makes her
  
   very
  
  useful to her various employers; letting her overhear things is an easy way to get information into the hands of her
  
   other
  
  contacts. For example, the meeting you are now going to interrupt is a diversion. The
  
   real
  
  event is on the other side of the city. If you proceed to the south gate, you will find the way…
  
   suspiciously
  
  clear. Follow the path marked by a
  
   lack
  
  of the soldiers who should be defending the gate, and you’ll come to the organizers of this little movement. Who knows, you may be able to apprehend them! Probably not, but just disrupting their meeting should be enough to move yourselves out of the quagmire of other people’s agendas in which you are currently stuck.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   are
  
  you?” Farah asked, frowning. “Have I seen you somewhere before?”
 

 
  “You probably have, Farah my dear,” he said with a kind smile. “Not in person, but there are pictures. Anyway! That’s all I’ve got for you, ladies. It’s already more than I’m in the habit of giving most people, but what can I say? A great doom is coming, and it doesn’t suit my interests to have
  
   everybody
  
  bogged down in pointless intrigue. The rest is up to you.”
 

 
  “Why are you doing this?” Principia asked tersely.
 

 
  The bard grinned, and winked. “Oh, Prin. Dear, clever little Prin. Why do I do anything? Because when we’re all looking back on this, it’ll make a hell of a story.”
 

 
  And then he was gone. There was no
  
   pop
  
  of disturbed air, no swelling of shadows, no arcane flash. Where the man had stood, suddenly, there was nothing but fog.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Merry demanded. “Sarge? Who
  
   was
  
  that? What’s going on?”
 

 
  Principia drew a deep breath. “Shit.
  
   Fuck.
  
  
   Veth’na alaue.
  
  It’s
  
   never
  
  good when they start talking to you directly… Oh, hell, I’m more than half tempted to just ignore that whole thing and go on as we were…”
 

 
  “Sergeant Locke,” Merry said shrilly, “either you are going to start making sense or—”
 

 
  “His aura,” Principia interrupted, “was…enormous. The size of the city, almost. It was like standing next to the sun.”
 

 
  “You can see auras?” Ephanie asked warily.
 

 
  “I’m an elf,” Principia said acidly. “I
  
   am
  
  an aura. We’re as much magical as biological.
  
   Yes,
  
  I can tell when I’m next to one of that size. And it wasn’t
  
   there
  
  until a second before he appeared. Now it’s just…gone. There’s really only one kind of being that can do that.”
 

 
  Farah emitted a small squeak; everyone turned to look at her. She swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “I—I just remembered where I’ve seen him. That guy. In…illustrations, like he said. He—he looked like…” She swallowed again. “Like how Vesk is depicted.”
 

 
  There was a long moment of silence. The fog swirled gently around them.
 

 
  “Why
  
   us?”
  
  Merry asked plaintively. “Why is it
  
   always us?”
  
 

 
  “Avelea,” Principia said, turning to Ephanie, “what do the regulations concerning divine intervention say?”
 

 
  Ephanie blinked her eyes twice as if to clear her vision before answering slowly. “If…as long as the deity in question is not opposed to Avei’s aims, and nor is the request they make, a Pantheon god’s orders supersede anyone else’s, excepting potentially that of the High Commander or a Hand of Avei, depending on the circumstances.”
 

 
  Principia drew in a breath and let it out in a huff. “Szaravid, you know your lore. Does Vesk have a reputation for leading people into trouble?”
 

 
  “Only people who deserve it,” Farah said weakly. “When he gives advice to heroes in the stories, it’s always good advice. That’s…rare, though. Even in myth. Really,
  
   really
  
  rare. He hardly ever appears to anyone who’s
  
   not
  
  a bard.”
 

 
  “Apropos of nothing,” said Casey, “the last Vesker we met was involved in trying to dupe us…”
 

 
  “She was as much a dupe as we were,” said Principia. “All right. Well, he wasn’t making a
  
   request,
  
  per se, but I think I can defend this to an officer if challenged.”
 

 
  “Are we really going to…” Merry trailed off at Principia’s nod. “Bugger. Never mind the officers; we’d be running off on the
  
   Guild.
  
  They’re not forgiving types, are they?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  will worry about that,” Principia said grimly. “He said going to the south gate would skip us ahead in this. After the unending and ridiculous bullshit this whole thing has been, ladies, I find I quite like the sound of that. About face and march.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Dawn, as always, came late to Veilgrad. The city was awake and alive well before sunrise appeared above the towering mountains that walled off the eastern horizon, its streets lit by a mixture of fairy lamps and firelight that reflected its blend of modern and classic Shaathist sensibilities.
 

 
  The courtyard of the old trading guild hall which the Army had taken over was mostly in shadow, the lights being positioned primarily to illuminate the bays surrounding it. There were properly enclosed offices, but for the most part the sprawling structure was an open-air market, its roofless central area surrounded by roofed but unwalled spaces, with the actual building along the side opposite its broad gates. Those opened onto one of Veilgrad’s central squares, providing a lovely view of the fountain in the center and the cathedral beyond.
 

 
  “Yes, it’s less secure than the barracks,” Major Razsha was saying in response to Gabriel’s question, “but security isn’t our primary concern, here. The gate guards are adequate to keep the public out. For purposes of
  
   this
  
  operation, the main attractions of the old trading hall are its central location in the city and its direct access to the catacombs.”
 

 
  “I see,” Gabriel said, panning his stare around at the bay in which the Army had set up. Others had been used as staging areas for the search teams being dispatched, but all of those had gone underground an hour ago, thankfully taking the Huntsmen with them. The Shaathists, though eager to be helpful, were also eager to be boastful and several had made a point of trying to antagonize Trissiny. Now, the students and Razsha’s strike team, along with Adjavegh and the mages coordinating with the search teams, were clustered in the roofed bay closest to the catacombs access. Waiting.
 

 
  Gabriel heaved a sigh and resumed pacing back and forth, Razsha watching him with open amusement. “This is
  
   insufferable.”
  
 

 
  “This is an actual military operation,” Trissiny said calmly. She had been standing by a pillar next to the courtyard for nearly an hour, radiating patience. “You guys haven’t actually been along on any of those until now; they involve a lot of tedium. There is a
  
   reason
  
  armies run according to regulations, you know. Patience and enduring long waits are necessary skills in the army. More soldiers are killed by carelessness, disease, and accidents than battle. By far.”
 

 
  “It’s not like
  
   you’ve
  
  ever been in an actual war,” Gabriel said, giving her an annoyed glance as he passed.
 

 
  “Any contest of wills and powers is war,” Trissiny said quietly. He sighed and altered his trajectory to pace on the other side of the bay. Colonel Adjavegh glanced between him and Trissiny expressionlessly before returning his attention to the battlemage overseeing the large rack of runic charms being used to keep in contact with the search teams.
 

 
  “Hey, Fross?” Trissiny said, still in a soft voice. The pixie had been making a slow circuit of the rafters, and now fluttered over.
 

 
  “What’s up?”
 

 
  “How are talking swords made?”
 

 
  Razsha, standing at the other side of the opening into the courtyard with the rest of her strike team, glanced over but did not move. The other students began drifting closer.
 

 
  “Ah,” said Fross. “Can I assume you’ve been pondering this since yesterday?”
 

 
  “I probably should have brought it up at the manor last night,” Trissiny murmured, glancing at Gabriel, who seemed lost in thought. “But, well… The downtime here…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I getcha.” Fross emitted a descending series of chimes like a sigh. “Well, of course, modern golems operate on logic controllers—their intelligences are assembled, step by step. Which is why they have very simple minds: an actual intelligence is too complex to just
  
   build.
  
  Honestly, Crystal is probably the most advanced golem intelligence in the world, and I have no idea how Professor Tellwyrn made her. And even she’s got glitches and giveaways that betray her nature. And then…there’s the older method, that was used to make things like Ariel.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Trissiny urged when the pixie paused for thought.
 

 
  “Well, Ariel’s much more realistic, y’know? She conversese just like a real person. It takes some long-term exposure to figure out the ways in which she’s incomplete. Her personality is totally static—she can’t adapt or change her behavior at all. Also, she doesn’t really have any compassion or the ability to relate emotionally to other beings. That’s standard for things made in that method. There
  
   are
  
  some friendlier ones, but that’s very hard to do. It’s because… A magical intelligence made that way is an imperfect copy of a soul.”
 

 
  “A
  
   soul?”
  
  Teal asked, leaning forward. The rest of the group had wandered over by now, their attention on the pixie.
 

 
  Fross bobbed up and down in affirmation. “Yeah. To
  
   do
  
  that… Well, the procedure is
  
   seriously
  
  banned, so I was only able to look up the broad strokes. Gabe and I researched this when Ariel first started talking to us, you see. Um… Basically, you have to release a soul from its mortal body and capture a sort of
  
   image
  
  of it in the instant between its release and it departing this plane. You can’t do it while it’s on another plane, or part of a living person.”
 

 
  “By
  
   release,”
  
  Toby said, “you mean…”
 

 
  “You know what she means,” Trissiny said flatly. “You have to kill someone. Right?”
 

 
  “Right,” Fross chimed, her glow dimming slightly. “And…that’s not the worst part. This process… Well, it’s
  
   incredibly
  
  hard to time that exactly right, and even if you do it perfectly, there’s a random element. To duplicate a soul’s function like that… Um. Every successful talking sword probably represents multiple attempts.”
 

 
  They digested that in silence, staring at the black sword hanging from Gabriel’s belt. He glanced up at them and stopped his pacing, frowning.
 

 
  “What? Do I have something on my face?”
 

 
  “Contact, team nine,” the battlemage suddenly said crisply in response to a rhythmic flickering of one of the runes on the control apparatus. A moment later, others began flickering. “Contact, team six…team seven… Teams four, eight and—sir,
  
   all
  
  teams are reporting enemy contact!”
 

 
  Adjavegh narrowed his eyes at the display. “This is not a coincidence. How close together are the teams?”
 

 
  “Triangulating,” she said, fingers flickering across the runes lining the rim of the control rack. “…minimum distance between any two teams is two hundred yards. Team four reporting overwhelming numbers. Team six reporting a severe threat…”
 

 
  
   “Damn
  
  it,” Adjavegh hissed. Razsha stepped over to stand at his shoulder. “They were ready for us. Lieutenant, signal a retreat. Get them back here!”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!” the mage said, rhythmically tapping the control rune that made its counterparts in the search team’s hands flicker a coded message.
 

 
  “That’ll draw whatever’s attacked them back here,” Razsha pointed out.
 

 
  “We have firepower concentrated here,” Adjavegh replied, glancing at her team and the students, who had now pressed forward to stare at the suddenly flashing runes on the control board.
  
   “If
  
  it chases them that far, we will deal with it. If any of the teams signal distress, we’ll send forces down to assist, though it may be hard to navigate to them. Lieutenant, status?”
 

 
  “All teams except two and six have acknowledged—team two has just—wait. All teams acknowledge and confirm retreat order. They’re on the way back, sir.” She paused momentarily, eyes flicking back and forth at the flashing lights. “None are signaling for reinforcements. Team six just downgraded their threat assessment. Team four repeating overwhelming numbers, but not asking for help.”
 

 
  “Massed skeletons,” Razsha said. “Like two of the cults we took out up here. What
  
   kinds
  
  of threats are they facing, Lieutenant?”
 

 
  “Unknown, ma’am, the codes are not that precise. No teams have used the prearranged signal for chaos effects. Team four just downgraded their threat assessment, persistent but falling off—teams three and eight have signaled no further pursuit.”
 

 
  “Damn it,” Adjavegh repeated. “Either they
  
   knew
  
  we were coming, or they’ve got an enormous force blocking off the catacombs below a certain level.”
 

 
  “Given the complexity of the tunnel system, sir, likely the former,” said Timms.
 

 
  “Agreed. Shift our remaining personnel to cover the entrance, and put the healers on alert for—”
 

 
  He broke off as a bell began to toll over the city. A moment later it was followed by another from a different direction, and then a third.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell,”
  
  Razsha whispered.
 

 
  “Major!” the Colonel barked. “Get your team out there, see what that is and put a stop to it.”
 

 
  “Sir!” She saluted even as the other three members of her team sprinted to her side. With a crackled and a blue arcane flash, they vanished.
 

 
  “What’s happening?” Juniper demanded.
 

 
  “Those are alarm bells,” said Trissiny, even as a fourth one began chiming.
  
   “Some
  
  disaster is unfolding in the city, at multiple points.
  
   Right
  
  as our search teams came under coordinated attack in the catacombs.”
 

 
  “Should we move out?” Toby asked. “If we can help…”
 

 
  “Not yet,” Adjavegh snapped. “You! Demon and pixie, get aloft, see if you can spot what’s happening. Report back here, though, don’t rush off to interfere!”
 

 
  Fross immediately zipped out from under the roof and fluttered skyward, followed a moment later by Teal dashing into the courtyard. She burst alight with hellfire as soon as she was in the open, and then shot straight up.
 

 
  “The Colonel’s right, we need intel before moving,” Trissiny said tersely. “This could be a ploy to divide our forces.”
 

 
  Before anyone could respond, shouts and the crack of lightning bolts sounded from the office complex just beyond their improvised headquarters. Everyone was moving in seconds.
 

 
  Trissiny and Gabriel were first into the office where lay the trapdoor access to the catacombs, watched over by four soldiers. All four were firing their staves non-stop into the morass of bones pouring out of the opening, to little effect. Skeletons surged out like spiders, clawing and clambering over each other in their haste to escape the tunnels. The bones were mostly old, many coming apart from the simple effort of pushing up through their own numbers; many more were blasted to charred fragments by lightning bolts. And still, they kept coming, their sheer numbers pushing into the room through the onslaught. In only seconds, piles of bone fragments began to form around the trapdoor, drifting higher and doing nothing to inhibit the skeletons continuing to crawl over them.
 

 
  Gabriel shouted something, the words lost amid the screams, blasts, and the dry clatter of bone upon bone; he pointed at the hole with his wand, which swelled in his hand into a wicked-looking scythe. Immediately, every skeleton in the throng collapsed into disconnected fragments. Seconds later, the soldiers ceased their fire, staring at the hole. Pieces of bone poured downward with a relentless clatter, the drifts of now-lifeless bones moving under no force but gravity.
 

 
  “Valkyries,” Gabriel said into the sudden quiet. “Like I said,
  
   that
  
  kind of undead is simple. I’ve got nine here; they all went down the tunnels to help the search teams. That means
  
   we’re
  
  on our own if that happens again,” he added, turning back to face the others.
 

 
  “Good man,” said Colonel Adjavegh from the door behind them. He was carrying a stave, currently leveled at the hole, but had not fired. “Timms! Get this mess cleared out; this is our people’s exit from those tunnels. We will
  
   not
  
  sacrifice this position.”
 

 
  “Getting us to do so was the obvious purpose of that attack,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  Fross zipped into the room, already chattering as she arrived. “Sir! Colonel! Everybody! We’ve got fires at four places in the city, a lot more people seem to be panicking in multiple areas for reasons I couldn’t see from that altitude, I
  
   really
  
  suggest getting Vadrieny down out of the air ‘cos I think she’s scaring people even more, and there’s five Shadow Hunters at the gate to the courtyard being stopped by your soldiers asking for Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Come on!” Trissiny barked, turning and pushing back through the others out of the office. The group moved with her, streaming toward the courtyard, even as Adjavegh ordered Fross to find Vadrieny and get her back down.
 

 
  They skidded to a halt outside as, with a sharp
  
   pop,
  
  a spinning wheel materialized out of midair, dropping half a foot to stand in the middle of the opening to the courtyard. It rocked for a second before settling.
 

 
  Everyone stared at the perfectly mundane, apparently harmless object.
 

 
  “Okay, I know I say this a lot,” said Ruda, gesturing at the wheel, “but
  
   really,
  
  now. What the
  
   fuck?”
  
 

 
  “I don’t sense anything dangerous from that,” Trissiny said, frowning. A silver bubbled formed around the spinning wheel. “Oh. Good idea, Shaeine.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” the drow replied as everyone stepped carefully around the shielded appliance.
 

 
  “Let them through!” Trissiny barked at the soldiers in the front, striding toward the front gates. “Raichlin! What’s happening!”
 

 
  “General Avelea,” the bearded hunter said in obvious relief. “Trouble is what’s happening. We’ve got undead cropping up all over the city. Almost every cemetery and tomb—it’s bad.”
 

 
  
   “Shit,”
  
  said Gabriel. “All right, where is it worst? I just sent my valkyries into the catacombs…”
 

 
  “That probably
  
   is
  
  where it’s worst, but that’s not why I came,” Raichlin said urgently. “We have
  
   more
  
  trouble than that. There are a lot of tombs and graveyards in the foothills around the city; those started acting up first, well before the cemeteries in the city proper. They’re also spewing skeletons and zombies, but none of them are getting close to the walls.”
 

 
  “What?” Toby exclaimed. “Why not?”
 

 
  “Because,” the hunter said grimly, “they are being beaten back by demons. There are warlocks in gray robes at multiple sites, spawning waves of katzils and khankredahgs. They are doing a very good job of keeping the undead in check, but there are
  
   other
  
  problems. Objects, people and skeletons have started teleporting around apparently at random.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,”
  
  Gabriel said in horror. “If the warlocks are opening
  
   multiple
  
  dimensional rifts in proximity to a known chaos effect…”
 

 
  “And
  
   this,”
  
  Trissiny snarled, “is why you don’t let the Black Wreath
  
   help!”
  
 

 
  “That has to be dealt with,” Adjavegh barked, striding toward them just as Vadrieny dropped to the pavement nearby, followed a moment later by Fross. “We can’t establish any kind of secure perimeter with
  
   that
  
  going on. There’s no way to get the civilians into safe areas if nothing’s going to stay put! Fross, find Razsha’s team and brief her—I want her back here immediately. Securing this space is now priority one.”
 

 
  “Yessir!” the pixie chimed, shooting back aloft.
 

 
  “You—Raichlin, yes? Can you deal with the warlocks?”
 

 
  “My people are trying to keep the werewolves from getting into the city,” he said. “What you see here is all I’ve got left. The weres are agitated, too—and transformed even though it’s not night, which is making it worse. If one of
  
   them
  
  randomly teleports into the walls…”
 

 
  “This is a catastrophe,” Timms whispered.
 

 
  “Stay frosty, corporal,” Adjavegh snapped. “Someone has to shut down those warlocks. How many sites are active, Raichlin?”
 

 
  “At least half a dozen.”
 

 
  “Then we’ll
  
   have
  
  to divide forces to deal with them all…” The Colonel drew in a deep breath and let it out through his teeth, his eyes narrowed in concentration.
 

 
  “We need to send the paladins,” said Ruda. Everyone turned to stare at her. “Think about it—they’re chaos-resistant, not to mention the best choice to stop warlocks, and Trissiny’s horse is big enough to carry all three, so they can move fast. Drop Toby and Gabe at two sites and proceed to the next. Raichlin’s people can guide them; split three ways you can shut ’em down faster.”
 

 
  “We can keep up with a horse,” Raichlin agreed, nodding. “Even a divine one. For a while, at least.”
 

 
  “The Wreath will listen to me,” said Vadrieny, “and I can reach them faster…”
 

 
  “Yeah, but they’re
  
   trying
  
  to get to you,” said Ruda. “After
  
   this
  
  bullshit, I think giving the Wreath
  
   anything
  
  they want is a bad idea. You’ll be needed here in case we have another undead outbreak. You, Juniper and Fross have offensive power, Shaeine can provide shields and healing, and my sword’ll be necessary if a chaos effect happens here.”
 

 
  “Good,” Adjavegh said crisply. “I like it. Get it done. Timms, signal the barracks to enact protocol… Oh, damn it, which is the one that orders civilians to gather here and in the cathedral?”
 

 
  “On it, sir,” Timms said, whirling and dashing back toward the battlemage still manning the runic signal array.
 

 
  “It’s a plan, then,” said Trissiny, vaulting into Arjen’s saddle and holding out a hand to Toby. “No time to waste.”
 

 
  The sun finally peeked over the mountains, beaming down upon a city in the grip of chaos.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Joe almost didn’t want to stop running, so exuberant was the experience of dashing along under the influence of Raea’s blessing. He covered over a dozen yards in each bound, and his feet placed themselves precisely on secure footholds on the rocky upper plane of the Badlands. Was this what it was like to be an elf all the time? If anything, the precise data his senses constantly fed him was a little disorienting, leaping along at these speeds, but he quickly moved past that and into the sheer joy of the exercise. It must have been even better for the others; even McGraw and Billie were keeping up without effort, the gnome with many a shrieking laugh of pure delight.
 

 
  Dawn had just come when he finally skidded to a stop on a flat stretch of stony ground, kicking up a spray of dust; the others alit beside him, Billie pinwheeling her arms frantically and nearly pitching forward into the cracked ground.
 

 
  The enormous panther arrived a second later; the other elves had all peeled away as they ran, now doubtless taking up positions around the town.
 

 
  “Be still a moment,” Raea said, again in her bipedal form. “I need to cancel that blessing on you, and it’s best if you aren’t moving around. Otherwise you may find yourself quite fatigued by the experience. Give me a moment to concentrate.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Joe said, already regretting the loss of the effect—but she was right, there was no way they’d be able to fight like that. He had already discovered that only his feet were enhanced, along with the instincts to control them properly. Actually using his wands while bouncing about like a jackrabbit would have been prohibitively challenging even for him.
 

 
  While Raea closed her eyes and whispered to herself, he studied Risk. The town was tiny, a bare dozen dusty little stone and adobe buildings clustered around a well. He detected not a twitch of movement.
 

 
  “Is this the right place?” Weaver asked, scratching beneath his hat.
 

 
  “Yes,” Raea said curtly, opening her eyes. “You may move again. And yes, they are present—in that largest building, there, just off the central square. My scouts have been in place since sunrise, watching. The dwarves have all been sent away.” She turned her head to face McGraw. “All to the same mining tunnel, unlike their previous pattern. It appears Khadizroth knows we are coming, and wanted them out of harm’s way.”
 

 
  “Mm,” the old wizard grunted, leaning on his staff with both hands as he studied the town. “I trust you’ve got your folk takin’ care of that as we speak?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “Here, now,” Joe said worriedly. “Not to sound soft-hearted, but those dwarves are just doin’ a job. In fact, they were willin’ to leave their homes and risk their lives for the purpose of takin’ Belosiphon’s skull out of commission.
  
   Them,
  
  at least, we oughtta handle respectfully.”
 

 
  “Who’s
  
   we?”
  
  Weaver snorted.
 

 
  “That is being taken into consideration, Joseph,” Raea said with a little smile. “Dwarves are slow, absurdly strong and incredibly durable, at least from an elf’s perspective. Incapacitating them harmlessly is, if anything, easier than killing them. Meanwhile, we should lay plans while my people are engaged dealing with the miners.”
 

 
  “No,” McGraw said softly, still staring at the town through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “No?” Raea arched an eyebrow.
 

 
  “No, that’s…what we
  
   would
  
  do. Khadizroth knows us; he’s fought us, knows our strengths. He’ll be expecting us to come in careful-like, position ourselves an’ try to take out his allies one by one.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Weaver said in exasperation, “because that’s the only
  
   sensible
  
  thing to do here!”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Joe, “I think I see what he means. Khadizroth’s strength here isn’t just his power—remember what he was doin’ with the Cobalt Dawn? He’s a
  
   planner.
  
  An’ we know he goaded us out here deliberately, knowin’ how we’d react. So…how would we
  
   not
  
  react?”
 

 
  “Hm.” Weaver frowned deeply, then just as suddenly smiled. “Well. I guess the thing we’d be
  
   least
  
  likely to do is charge in, wands blazing, with no plan.”
 

 
  “I think
  
   not
  
  doing that would be an
  
   excellent
  
  idea,” Raea said sharply.
 

 
  “Hey, Fallowstone,” Weaver said, ignoring her. “What’s the biggest, explodiest, most ridiculous thing you’ve got in those pockets?”
 

 
  “Aw, Damian,” Billie said with a huge grin, already pulling lengths of metal out of her pouches. “Just when I think I’ve got a handle on you, y’have to go an’ say somethin’ that makes me all
  
   tingly.”
  
 

 
  
   “Ugh.
  
  Why do you always have to make it
  
   weird?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “That’s them, all right,” the Jackal said, staring out the window of Khadizroth’s office and fingering the long scar running across his right ear. True to the dragon’s word, it had been successfully reattached, but not without leaving a livid mark. “No sign of Raea’s little rats, it’s just the adventurers. The gnome’s doing something…”
 

 
  “Are they just gonna
  
   stand
  
  there all morning?” Shook growled, pacing back and forth.
 

 
  “You know, my boy, you’ve been getting positively
  
   antsy
  
  since your demon squeeze was sent off on assignment,” the Jackal said, turning to leer at him. “I’m concerned it’ll affect your performance. Wanna step around the corner and work off some of that steam? I mean, I don’t have
  
   nearly
  
  as impressive a pair of tits, but—”
 

 
  “Enough,” Khadizroth said firmly as Shook rounded on the elf, clenching his fists. “This is not the time to be sniping at one another. For the moment, things are going well; our foes received our invitation and responded just as planned. This is a critical moment, my friends. They will either step into the noose, or exhibit more forethought than I anticipated.”
 

 
  “Oh, I hope it’s the second one,” the Jackal whispered, turning back to the window. “It’s not
  
   nearly
  
  as satisfying to kill a trapped rabbit.”
 

 
  “In other circumstances, I’d be inclined to agree,” said Shook. “Give me a straight-up, honest fight over this sneaking around any day. But against
  
   these
  
  guys…”
 

 
  “They have considerably more strength than honor,” Vannae agreed quietly.
 

 
  A blue light flashed from the plains outside the town. All four of them stood, stepping over to the window to stare.
 

 
  It looked like a star ascending skyward; the blossom of pale blue fire burned brightly enough to be clearly visible, even against the morning sky. It soared upward to nearly two hundred feet, and suddenly erupted. Or, more accurately, shattered, dispersing into dozens of blazing points of light.
 

 
  “The hell is
  
   this?”
  
  Shook marveled. “They’re putting on a fireworks display?”
 

 
  “Probably signaling the tribesmen,” said the Jackal with a grin. “Looks like we can expect company momentarily!”
 

 
  “Ah,” said Khadizroth in a tone of chagrin. “I might have known it wouldn’t be so easy. Gentlemen, if you would kindly cluster a little closer together?”
 

 
  “Why?” Shook demanded, turning to frown at him. “What’s up?”
 

 
  “When in an intractable situation,” said the dragon, “sometimes one’s best bet is to simply…shake up the playing field. Unfortunately, our guests seem to have come to the same conclusion. Closer, please.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  “Wait,” said Vannae. “Are those lights getting…bigger?”
 

 
  
   “Now!”
  
  Khadizroth said urgently, spreading his arms as if to embrace them. A whirling sphere of air formed in the office, sheathing the men inside a transparent bubble of wind, and not a moment too soon.
 

 
  More than twenty burning arcane charges slammed into the town at nearly the speed of sound, reducing half of Risk to rubble in seconds.
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  True to Raichlin’s word, the Shadow Hunters had no trouble keeping up with Arjen, at least for most of the trip. He wasn’t built for speed as horses went, but still considerably outstripped the average human running pace, and sustained a full gallop far longer than even an average horse could have—especially considering how many passengers he carried. Still, the paths through the foothills outlying the city were roundabout, and their journey included only two pauses, to allow Gabriel and Toby to dismount and approach an active graveyard, and by the time they reached their apparent destination, whatever magic the Hunters used to augment their physical abilities was clearly stretched thin. Frind got her to the gates of another cemetery, but there had to stagger to a halt and doubled over, gasping.
 

 
  She dismounted as soon as Arjen stopped, stepping over to her guide. The others had accompanied the other paladins, leaving them the only two left; after her danger sense had gone particularly berserk at each of the other sites, and to a lesser degree throughout the journey, Trissiny was more than ready to get to work with her sword. She paused, however, to place a hand on Frind’s shoulder and lay a simple blessing upon him.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, that’s the best I can do,” she said as the hunter’s breathing evened and he straightened up. “It should help, but I’m not trained as a proper healer.”
 

 
  “It
  
   does
  
  help,” he said with a grateful smile. “Considerably. I’m about magicked out for the time being, but you still have my bow.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said, releasing him and drawing her sword. “Hang back, then. Don’t hesitate to jump in if you see an opportunity, or a need, but let me take point here.”
 

 
  “Gladly.”
 

 
  It was an open question whether the locals walled off their graveyards out of cultural custom or because events like this had some precedent, but every site they had visited thus far had been built along the same plan. Trees and the roofs of some of the grander mausoleums were visible over the walls, but from without the cemetery looked a lot like the grounds of Dufresne Manor: concealed behind a high granite wall, with a wrought iron gate.
 

 
  The gate was wide open, though, and Trissiny stepped through it with her shield upraised, Frind right behind her.
 

 
  This place had been utterly devastated.
 

 
  It was laid out on a rambling plan, a little more than an acre square, with a single winding path traversing the grounds and the odd pine tree and standing tomb rising from the otherwise flat plain of grass and headstones. The cemetery would doubtless have been a peaceful sight, normally, but now every visible grave had been disturbed, the earth around them puckered up like pimples where bodies had clawed their way free. Mausoleum doors had been smashed open from the inside; some had proved too sturdy for simple zombies to escape, and were emitting very disturbing noises. The undead were everywhere, but by this point, only a relative few were still moving. The rest were scattered about, mostly in pieces, and many badly charred. Long swaths of the grass had been scorched black, one of the trees was knocked over and another still smoldered.
 

 
  The swooping, serpentine forms of katzil demons spiraled through the air above the cemetery, at least half a dozen of them. Mouths and eyes glowing with green fire, they dived and blasted undead before retreating out of range. To judge by the destruction they had wrought, it seemed to be an effective tactic. The last few zombies were apparently being mopped up even as Trissiny and Frind arrived.
 

 
  Two other figures were present, both in robes. A bearded man with a filthy, unkempt beard, dressed in filthy, unkempt robes that had once been crimson, lay sprawled nearby upon the front steps of a mausoleum that had been partially crushed by a fallen pine, unconscious or dead. In a small cul-de-sac near the center of the graveyard, at the midpoint of the path, stood another figure in robes of ash gray, its back to the entrance.
 

 
  “Stop!” Trissiny shouted, charging forward. “Keep your hands where I can see them!
  
   One
  
  infernal spell and it’ll be your last!”
 

 
  “So,” said the warlock, in a feminine voice with a distinct Punaji accent. “Here I’ve been busting my ass, risking the well-being of my pets, to clean up
  
   this
  
  mess and protect the citizens from undead. Now that the hard work is done, along comes the Hand of Avei, shouting threats and demands. The history of the world in a nutshell.”
 

 
  “Your demon-summoning is destabilizing the entire area!” Trissiny shot back. “There’s an active chaos rift somewhere in Veilgrad, you fool—what you’re doing is causing random teleportation throughout the city.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” the warlock said, turning to face them. Her cowl kept her face in shadow. “Sloppy, unfocused…not at all how I prefer to operate. But orders are orders. And hey, it got you here.”
 

 
  A golden light sprang up around Trissiny and she fell into a partial crouch, keeping her shield up and facing the warlock. “You did all
  
   this
  
  just to get my attention?” Behind her, Frind knelt, placing a sturdy granite tombstone between himself and the robed woman, and nocked an arrow.
 

 
  “Your attention, or one of the other paladins,” the woman said mildly, turning to beckon one of the swooping katzils. It dived to her, nuzzling at her fingertips for a moment, then twined affectionately about her body. “Or Vadrieny’s, maybe. There were plans in place for any response you made. And, of course, to deal with
  
   that.”
  
  She gestured at the felled cultist. “Aside from the trouble he was causing here, he had something we want.”
 

 
  “What—”
 

 
  White light flashed, something slammed into Trissiny from behind, and her divine shield winked out. She staggered forward, nearly losing her balance. Frind straightened up, taking aim at the warlock with his bow, but she was faster; a burst of sickly purple energy caught him right in the upper chest, sending him bowling over backward.
 

 
  “We’re calling them divine disruptors,” another voice said cheerfully from the gates behind them. “Oh, the Imperial enchanters doing the actual
  
   developing
  
  had their own name. Just a string of numbers, really—can you imagine that? No passion, no soul. Really, toys like this are better off in our hands. At the very least,
  
   out
  
  of the hands of idiot chaos worshipers.”
 

 
  Trissiny pivoted and retreated to one side, keeping both figures in view. The new arrival was a dark-skinned man in a dapper white suit with a wide-brimmed hat; he ambled forward, a peculiar object held lightly in one hand. It appeared to be based upon a standard Imperial battlestaff: a simple length of glossy wood with a clicker mechanism about halfway along its length. Large crystals were mounted at each end, though, one spherical, one a trapezoid, and there was a spiraling triple helix of gold twisting along half its length between the clicker and the sharp-tipped gem.
 

 
  He came to a stop a few yards distant and tipped his hat with the hand not holding the weapon. “Well, well. Trissiny Avelea. You know, you’re my first paladin! Back in the old days, your predecessors and mine faced off in some truly dramatic contests, or so the lore tells us. But where are my manners? Embras Mogul, high priest of Elilial, most humbly at your service.”
 

 
  “Charmed,” she snapped. “Surrender peacefully and I’ll see you’re well treated.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, or you’ll call down the wrath of Avei on me, is that it?” Mogul grinned. “By all means, do. Let’s see some of that divine light.”
 

 
  Trissiny braced her feet and retreated another step, her eyes darting to keep both warlocks and the swirling katzils in view. They seemed to have polished off the last undead and now twirled in the air above the woman in gray.
 

 
  “You mask your confusion quite well; my compliments,” said Mogul. “But allow me to clear up the mystery. The reason you are finding yourself unable to use magic right now is you’ve only got the one kind, and you were just zapped with one of the Army’s experimental anti-divine weapons.” He brandished the modified staff at her, grinning. “Which we just retrieved from this clown over here. I’m sorry to say they’ll never manage to mass-produce these; quite apart from the expense of the materials—this is actual gold, and the crystals are natural and worth a fortune themselves—the spells have to be individually laid by a witch of considerable skill. Also, the thing is damnably
  
   heavy.
  
  You have any idea what this much gold weighs? But look who I’m talking to, you’re running around in armor all the time.”
 

 
  “Frind?” Trissiny asked tersely, glancing over at the felled Shadow Hunter.
 

 
  Mogul lifted his head enough to make his frown visible beneath the brim of his hat. “How hard did you hit him, Rupa?”
 

 
  “He should be fine,” said the other warlock. “Just stunned. A little singed, perhaps. Nothing a quick healing won’t fix.”
 

 
  “Ah, good. One hates to leave unnecessary corpses in one’s wake,” Mogul said lightly. “All righty, then! I’m sure you are aware, young lady, that your weapons and skills are not going to help you against multiple katzil demons without divine power to call on, so I believe this is over unless you’re
  
   absolutely
  
  committed to the idea of getting yourself hurt. Be so good as to surrender.”
 

 
  “I will see you damned first,” Trissiny grated.
 

 
  He sighed. “Well, there are just so many responses to that. I’ve a
  
   lot
  
  of things I’d like to discuss with you, in fact, but unfortunately this town is still coming apart at the seams, and I simply do not have time. Tell you what, we’ll catch up in more detail after Veilgrad is secured. For now, however—”
 

 
  Trissiny saw Rupa turn and raise her hand, and got her shield into position, but the shadow bolt knocked her physically backward even with its aid. She braced herself and absorbed the second one more easily, but was abruptly yanked off her feet by chains that twined around her boots. More lashed out from behind her, entangling her arms and suddenly yanking her backward. With a yell of protest, Trissiny was hurled backward thirty feet, losing her grip on her sword and shield, and slammed against the trunk of the one undamaged pine.
 

 
  The few moments she hung there, too stunned to struggle, were all the chains needed to wrap themselves around her and the trunk a few more times, securing her firmly in place.
 

 
  “Well, that’s that,” said Mogul. “Rupa, kindly put those away? Thank you.”
 

 
  He paced slowly forward as the woman beckoned the katzils toward her one by one, making each disappear as soon as it reached her. The warlock in white came to a stop a few feet from the bound paladin and tipped his hat.
 

 
  “Now then! We’ve not
  
   personally
  
  tested these things out, of course, but based on the Army’s research notes, the effect is quite temporary. As strong a connection as
  
   you
  
  have to the divine, your powers should return within the hour. Give or take. It’s vague, obviously.”
 

 
  “Goddess,” Trissiny whispered, writhing against her bonds.
 

 
  “Oh, she can’t hear you,” Mogul said grimly. “At least, not yet. We’ll be taking our leave, now. Your friend over there ought to be coming ’round before too much longer; whether he wakes or you regain your magic first, one or the other should be able to get you out of those chains. You’re in no long-term danger, then, but this will suffice to keep you busy while we go assist your friends in town.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Trissiny shouted as he turned. “Wait… You can’t just
  
   leave
  
  us here! What if the undead return? Or whatever
  
   else
  
  is roaming these hills?”
 

 
  “There’s an old saw about omelets and eggs I keep having to repeat to people,” Mogul said, looking over his shoulder at her with a smile. “Want to hear it?”
 

 
  “Just…leave me
  
   something,
  
  all right? I’m obviously no threat to you, anyway.” She jerked her head toward where her weapons had fallen. “My sword. Just put it in reach for me. If you’re as serious as you people claim about wanting to help, you’ll give me that much.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he mused, glancing at the fallen weapon. “Well, why not? I don’t see the harm in that, and you
  
   do
  
  make a good case.”
 

 
  Mogul stepped over to the sword, transferring his divine disruptor to his left hand, then knelt and wrapped his fingers around the hilt.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It could only barely be called daylight, and nothing resembling a true dawn had occurred, but in the time it took Squad One to cross the city, the dull gray of early morning lightened to a paler gray. The streets were still shrouded in fog, and the fairy lamps had been left alight to compensate. As the morning drew on, more lights blossomed from windows. People were about on the sidewalks, but fewer of them than usual by far, and vehicular traffic remained very low.
 

 
  It was merely odd for most of the trip; by the time they reached the south gate, it had become downright disturbing.
 

 
  The eastern and western gates of Tiraas opened onto bridges that arched across the canyon to towns on the opposite shores. The north gate opened onto the city’s main harbor. The south gate, though, was the smallest and the least used. It was the city’s seaward access, but considering that the city was perched on the Tira Falls hundreds of feet above the sea, little use came of that. There was a landing outside the south gate, accessed by broad flights of stairs that switchbacked up the cliffs, soaked by the spray of the falls the entire way, to a small fortified port built on an artificial peninsula that placed its docks beyond the rapids. The entire structure was strictly used for Imperial business, and not often at that. The city’s actual maritime traffic was done through Anteraas, which lay close enough to be seen from the walls of Tiraas on a clear day.
 

 
  The gates were usually quiet, then, but not this quiet. And they were definitely not supposed to be without visible guards.
 

 
  Unlike their northern, eastern, and western counterparts, it was quite normal for the huge southern gates to be shut; it was actually rare for them to be opened. General traffic wasn’t permitted on the platform outside. There were, however, smaller doors set to either side of it, opening onto passages through the fortified gatehouse, which were usually guarded.
 

 
  No soldiers were in evidence at either this morning.
 

 
  Principia came to a halt in front of one of these. They were double doors, sturdy enough to withstand a battering ram, but with a cast bronze facing that formed an Imperial gryphon. She grasped the latch and pushed. The well-oiled hinges made not a sound as the door swung inward. It wasn’t even locked.
 

 
  “Sarge,” Ephanie said tensely, “let me just point out that we are
  
   alone
  
  out here. Our backup will be wondering where we are, but we left them no way to
  
   know.
  
  The only person who knows we’re here is Vesk.”
 

 
  “That might be his idea of helping us,” said Farah. “If you actually spend any time talking with Veskers, they’ve got ideas about the role of tropes and archetypes in real life. In the stories, the heroes always seem to face their ultimate test alone…”
 

 
  “We’re not heroes,” Ephanie said shortly. “We’re soldiers.”
 

 
  “And this is not our ultimate test, ladies,” Principia added. “Stay calm, remember your training, and be ready. Vesk sent us out here for a reason, and there’s nothing to suggest that his reasons don’t align with Avei’s. The two rarely have much to do with each other, but I’ve never heard of them being in conflict. Have you?”
 

 
  Farah, to whom she had spoken directly, shook her head.
 

 
  “Remember, these are civilians we’re dealing with,” Principia went on. “When confronted with a show of force, they’ll most likely scatter. No idea how many there’ll be, but we are not interested in mowing down the lot of them. Based on what Vesk said, this may be a shot at the movement’s leadership. First priority is our safety; if we can identify and capture the leader without jeopardizing that, do so. Other prisoners are secondary objectives—desirable, but we can pass up the chance if it means avoiding unnecessary danger. All right, this is it: keep quiet and stay focused.”
 

 
  Principia paused before stepping into the tunnel, knelt and twisted a protruding rivet on her boots, looking pointedly at the others as they did so. All four repeated the procedure with their own, then followed her in. Their footsteps, thanks to the enchantments she had laid on the boots, were completely silent.
 

 
  It was a broad tunnel, highly arched, and intended for vehicle traffic. Fairy lamps lit it brightly; the walk was lined with niches containing statues of gods, Emperors, and rearing gryphons. These corridors were a primary way by which visiting dignitaries entered the city, and were meant to be impressive. The length of it was a testament to the thickness of the walls, and the size of the fortified gatehouse which surrounded the main gates themselves. Other doors branched off to their right, doubtless into the fortress complex.
 

 
  There were no soldiers on the inside, either.
 

 
  
   “How
  
  did they do this?” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “Quiet,” Principia said curtly.
 

 
  The doors at the other end of the tunnel were left slightly ajar; voices could be heard from outside. The squad halted at a signal from Principia a few feet back from the doors. She crept forward alone, carefully peering out and keeping as much of her body as possible out of view of the crack.
 

 
  The platform was thronged with people, easily more than two dozen. They were clearly a well-to-do crowd, to judge by the quality of their attire; suits and corseted gowns were the norm. Everyone was clustered together, facing the far edge of the platform, where a lone figure stood on the stone rail separating safe footing from a terrifying drop to the rapids below, framed by a sea of stovepipe hats and more fanciful ladies’ bonnets.
 

 
  She was a woman, though dressed in trousers and boots; she wore a corseted bodice over a wide-sleeved blouse, all in dramatic black and red. A mask shaped like a dragon’s skull shielded her face, leaving only her eyes visible, and she wore a peculiar half-cape draped over one shoulder and crafted to look like a dragon’s wing.
 

 
  No, upon closer examination, it actually
  
   was
  
  a severed wing. It concealed her right arm, leaving the left side of her body visible. On that side, a long saber of elven design hung from her belt.
 

 
  “It’s not yet time to reveal everything,” the woman was in the process of declaring. “Our supporters would be in severe danger if their names became known at this juncture. But what more evidence do you need?” She spread her arms wide, her grisly half-cloak fluttering in the breeze. “This is the greatest city in the world, and I have cleared one of its main gates of all guards in order to host this meeting. We have allies at the
  
   highest
  
  level, my friends—you are not alone in your courage or conviction. What more convincing do you need?”
 

 
  “The head of a dragon on a plate,” a voice called out, followed by laughter, but its tone was not jeering. In fact, the masked and cloaked figure planted her fists on her hips and laughed right along. She had this crowd well under control.
 

 
  “One thing at a time, brother,” she chided, her voice carrying easily above the roar of the falls. “Obviously we cannot descend on this Conclave in force. But history tells us that dragons
  
   can
  
  die. They can, and like all things, they
  
   will!”
  
 

 
  The leader pumped her fist in the air at this, and was met by a roar of approval from her followers. More fists were brandished skyward.
 

 
  “And that’s all we need,” said Principia. “Avelea?”
 

 
  Ephanie stepped up next to her. The sergeant nodded, and each of them kicked the door in front of which they stood.
 

 
  The double doors burst open and Squad One swarmed out, falling into shield wall formation just beyond the opening.
 

 
  The crowd whirled with shouts and shrieks of surprise, revealing for the first time that all of them wore skull-styled masks like their leader. Quite a few of them produced wands from sleeves and coat pockets.
 

 
  “All right, that is enough of that nonsense,” Principia barked. “Disperse, citizens.
  
   You
  
  in the outfit, you’re under arrest. Place your hands on your head and step down here.”
 

 
  “Sergeant Locke,” said the woman, folding her arms. “Well. This is…disappointing. You are supposed to be safely across the city chasing a red herring.”
 

 
  “I’m not going to repeat the order, lady. Down here, now, or we
  
   will
  
  exercise force!”
 

 
  A murmur rippled through the crowd, but that was all. No one moved to disperse, and the leader made no hint she intended to comply with Principia’s orders.
 

 
  “Sarge?” Merry murmured. “I sense a lack of scattering.”
 

 
  “How did you know where to find us, Locke?” the woman asked.
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about that,” Principia shot back. “Last chance. I have two more squads in reserve, and allies from the Thieves’ Guild moving into position. You do
  
   not
  
  want to force a confrontation here.”
 

 
  A few cries of alarm went up at that, but they were quickly stifled by the woman in the cloak.
 

 
  “You’re bluffing,” she said, loudly and flatly. “I know Silver Legion tactics and formations, too, and you would not have charged out here, leaving the other exit unsecured, if you had any more personnel to back you up. The Thieves’ Guild are still at the warehouse, aren’t they? Last chance yourself, Locke; who
  
   did
  
  send you here?”
 

 
  
   “Vesk
  
  did,” Principia retorted. “You are in
  
   way
  
  over your head.”
 

 
  “Still bluffing,” the woman said, shaking her masked head, “and desperately, now. I regret this, Sergeant, deeply. I’m sure you ladies have served well, but you’ve butted into something I can’t allow you to carry tales about, and this after I made
  
   careful
  
  preparations to keep you out of exactly this kind of danger. Brethren, those of you who have wands, use them.”
 

 
  “But Dragonsbane,” a man protested, “they’re
  
   Silver Legionnaires!”
  
 

 
  “And as such,” the leader said sharply, “not equipped to contend with modern energy weapons. I would rather capture one and find out
  
   who
  
  told them of this meeting, but that isn’t going to be possible. If anyone knew they were here, they wouldn’t have come alone. And their armor means once they go over the falls, they’ll never be found.”
 

 
  “I signed up with this to battle
  
   dragons,”
  
  another man said belligerently, “not the Legions!”
 

 
  “We’re not here to harm our fellow humans,” a woman added, followed by a murmur of agreement.
 

 
  “And what will happen if
  
   they
  
  are allowed to reveal your involvement to the authorities?” Dragonsbane asked. “The Conclave has spies everywhere; you know this. The Empire will only arrest you; the wyrms will send agents after your loved ones—”
 

 
  “That’s bullshit and you
  
   have
  
  to know it!” Casey barked. “And where did you get that wing from? Look at the
  
   size
  
  of it—that could not have come from a mature dragon. You’re walking around dressed in a
  
   child’s
  
  body parts!”
 

 
  “Actually, that’s a wing from a dire cave bat,” Principia said. “They’ve got one in the telescroll office in Last Rock. Listen, people: none of you are guilty of anything except
  
   her.
  
  Disperse
  
   now,
  
  and you will not be pursued, arrested, or otherwise interfered with.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” said Dragonsbane. “I wish you hadn’t done this, Sergeant, but now it’s us or you.” She raised her left arm dramatically from beneath her cloak. In her hand was a wand.
 

 
  “Lock shields!” Principia barked.
 

 
  In the next instant, the masked woman fired.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I like this sword,” Mogul said, straightening up and hefting it. “It’s, what’s the word…unpretentious.” He tossed the blade upward; its pitted surface flashed dully in the sunlight as it twirled once before landing neatly in his hand again. “One of the most powerful magical artifacts in the world, and at a glance you’d never know it for more than a random piece of junk. There’s
  
   humility
  
  in that, know what I mean? I respect it. That kind of humility is one of the few redeeming virtues of Pantheon worshipers—it’s the trait whose absence marks what seems to be so very wrong with most of you.”
 

 
  Gravel crunched beneath his shoes as he strode back over to Trissiny. Stopping two yards away from her, he knelt and drove her sword point-down into the ground just out of what would be her reach if her arms were free, then straightened, and smiled. She could only gape at him in shock.
 

 
  “You are not clever, Trissiny,” Mogul said flatly. “That doesn’t need to be a fatal flaw. Hands of Avei have done some truly amazing things, and all without acquiring a general reputation for cunning. Stick to your strengths and you’ll be fine. Those strengths, just for your edification, do not include tricking people. Your friend Mr. Arquin, now,
  
   that
  
  one’s going to be trouble. Quite the versatile chap—I think he might be
  
   more
  
  dangerous without divine magic. Of course, upon learning the straits in which you and Mr. Caine would be left, he agreed to behave himself. Most admirable.”
 

 
  He turned, walked a few steps away, and paused. “Oh, and incidentally, a couple of my compatriots are going to remain to keep an eye on you. Invisibly, of course; can’t have you giving them a hard time when you get yourself free.”
 

 
  “Haven’t you done enough?” she asked bitterly.
 

 
  Mogul let out a soft laugh. “Goodness sakes, young lady, they’re not here to interfere with you at all—quite the opposite. It all goes back to your own argument about the vulnerable position in which I’ve placed you. Upon consideration, I find that my level of personal bastardry doesn’t extend to leaving a teenage girl tied up and helpless in woods infested with zombies and werewolves. They’ll keep any creepy-crawlies from descending on you or your friend till you can stand on your own two legs again. And with that, I must bid you good day.”
 

 
  He tipped his hat to her again, then vanished in a rush of shadows. Beyond him, Rupa the summoner had already done the same.
 

 
  Trissiny was left chained to the tree in the ravaged graveyard, staring at her sword.
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  “How many fucking skeletons have they
  
   got?”
  
  Ruda demanded, taking aim with her borrowed staff. She didn’t fire, however, nor did Timms, the Colonel, or anyone else nearby. They were mostly holding staves for personal comfort; the trickle of undead out of the trapdoor was nothing like the previous flood, and so far only two of the search teams had made it out. They rest would be coming from that opening, and thus pouring on an indiscriminate storm of lightning was not an option. Six soldiers knelt behind improvised cover in a semicircle around the opening, blasting undead as they emerged. Carefully.
 

 
  “The catacomb system is enormous, and has been used as a burial site since
  
   long
  
  before the Imperial era,” Timms said, her usual calm somewhat diminished by tension. “There are two
  
   thousand
  
  years’ worth of bodies down there, at least. The answer to your question, Princess, is ‘as many as they could possibly need.’ The
  
   good
  
  news is that they seem to have used up all the fresher dead during their various uprisings over the last few months. These are all…just bones. Pretty rickety, from what we’ve seen so far. Really only dangerous in aggregation.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   excellent
  
  news!” Fross chimed, swooping back and forth above them. “This doesn’t bear the signs of an actual plague of undeath, just a mass raising. Like mundane plagues, that needs a biological medium to survive and spread. It’s the fresher,
  
   wetter
  
  zombies that tend to turn people. Skeletons aren’t contagious.”
 

 
  “Thank the gods for small blessings,” Adjavegh grunted. “No reports so far of people turning, even those who’ve been attacked.”
 

 
  “Team six is nearing the exit,” the battlemage at the runic array reported from behind him. “They’re meeting heavy resistance.”
 

 
  The Colonel glanced rapidly around. “Timms, how wide are those tunnels?”
 

 
  “I recommend against sending anyone else down unless they request it, sir,” she said crisply. “They’re very cramped. Our men and the Huntsmen know what they’re doing. As we were just mentioning, these undead don’t stand up to staff fire.”
 

 
  “Zeppelin coming in, sir!” called a soldier from the edge of the courtyard. “From the southwest.”
 

 
  “Hmp,” Adjavegh grunted. “Razsha sent back to Tiraas for scryers… Well, they’re going to be under-utilized here. I need warm bodies holding weapons, not spooks.”
 

 
  “Sir,” Timms said, frowning, “Major Razsha never sent her request. By the time she’d drafted a report of her needs, the students brought us word of the catacomb situation. There are no Army shipments or personnel transfers scheduled.”
 

 
  “Well, whoever they are, I intend to put them to work the second they land,” he said shortly. “Soldiers are soldiers, and we need ’em.”
 

 
  Another soldier dashed up and saluted. “Citizens still trickling in, sir,” he said. “We’re settling them into the compartments farthest from the catacomb access, as ordered. A good half have gone across to the cathedral to hole up with the priest—”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Timms barked before the Colonel could respond. “No! Who told you to do that?!”
 

 
  The soldier glanced wide-eyed from her to Adjavegh and back. “I—that—sir, we weren’t given authorization to forcibly move civilians! They can
  
   hear
  
  the staff fire; a lot of them don’t want to be anywhere near—”
 

 
  “Colonel!” Timms said, turning to him. “The old cathedral’s sub-levels open
  
   directly
  
  onto the catacombs! They’ve been closed off since the Church began moving its people out, but there are
  
   hundreds
  
  of bodies down in those vaults. If this was a mass raising throughout the
  
   city…”
  
 

 
  “Ohhh, crap,” Juniper whispered.
 

 
  Ruda drew her sword. “We’ll—”
 

 
  “Go,” Colonel Adjavegh snapped. “Get those people out of there and back
  
   here,
  
  and bring whatever priests are still on duty. You have my permission to use whatever force is reasonable.”
 

 
  She whirled and was dashing out into the courtyard the second he finished. Shaeine and Juniper came hard on her heels, Fross zipping ahead of them; Teal skidded out into the courtyard, shifted, and then Vadrieny was soaring across the square toward the old cathedral. They ducked around several frightened civilians being herded into disused loading bays and a much smaller number of Imperial soldiers supervising them, none of whom attempted to impede them.
 

 
  The cathedral of Veilgrad was dwarfed by its counterpart in Tiraas, but was far older, and still an impressive building. Tall, with a sloping, gabled roof and an ankh-topped spire ascending from its highest point, it was a landmark visible even above the walls of the city. Now, despite the crisis at hand, the square outside it was eerily empty. Bells still rang out and smoke rose from several directions, but no one seemed to be nearby.
 

 
  Ahead of them, Vadrieny landed atop the narrow ledge situated over the front doors of the church, waiting for them. Fross joined her a second later; the land-bound students were the last to arrive, but Ruda carried on through the doors without pausing.
 

 
  “Who’s in charge here?” she bellowed, striding into the sanctuary. People were huddled in the pews and against the walls, some clutching meager belongings; several children were crying, but softly. Aside from that, the refugees were mostly quiet, at least until the students arrived. Juniper and Shaeine were undisguised, and their sudden appearance brought gasps and muted outcries from nearby.
 

 
  Near the dais at the far end of the sanctuary, a balding, middle-aged man with the beginnings of paunch stretching his black Universal Church robe, rose from where he had been kneeling beside a weeping woman and came toward them.
 

 
  “I’m Father Rusveldt,” he said, frowning at the trio, then blinking at Fross, who darted in to hover above them. Vadrieny, wisely, had remained outside. “If you need shelter, the church is open—”
 

 
  “The church is now closed,” Ruda interrupted. “We need to get these people out of here and across the square to the old guild hall. The Army is taking people in and providing protection.”
 

 
  “Young woman,” the priest began.
 

 
  “Listen, father, I prefer to treat clergy with respect but none of us have time for this shit right now,” Ruda said. “What’s happening in this city is a
  
   mass raising
  
  of undead. Wherever people are buried, bodies are rising and attacking. Unless somebody had the foresight to remove all the bodies buried under
  
   this church,
  
  everybody needs to get out
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “Every body in the—” Rusveldt broke off and swallowed heavily. Continuing, he had to raise his voice over the cries of alarm that began to sound from those nearby. “It’s… The vaults are sealed, and have been for weeks.”
 

 
  “This seal,” said Shaeine. “Is it divine? Does it have a magical component which will turn back undead?”
 

 
  “I—by
  
   sealed,
  
  I meant closed off,” the priest hemmed. “The doors are bolted; they’re
  
   quite
  
  sturdy, I assure you.”
 

 
  “That’s it, we’re leaving,” Ruda announced, raising her voice. “Everybody out! Across the square to the trading hall. The Army will—”
 

 
  “There’s access to the catacombs under the old hall, too!” a nearby man shouted belligerently. “That’s no better!”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   damn
  
  sight better,” Ruda shot back, still projecting well enough to be heard throughout the sanctuary. “Yes, there are undead coming through the hold, but there are also
  
   soldiers.
  
  Most of the Army that’s in Veilgrad is there, keeping that contained. All you’ve got between you and a mob of ravening skeletons
  
   here
  
  is apparently a fucking
  
   lock.
  
  Why is this even a dilemma?”
 

 
  The man blinked at her, glanced at the wide-eyed woman beside him, then gulped. “Um. We’ll follow you.”
 

 
  Screams rang out at the sudden appearance of Vadrieny in the doorway. She withdrew immediately, leaving only Teal, but people nevertheless scrambled back away from her. The bard ignored this, making a beeline for Ruda.
 

 
  “We’ve got a situation outside,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t think you can bring people across the square right now. You’d better come have a look.”
 

 
  “Oh, what the fuck
  
   now,”
  
  Ruda groaned. “You! Father Priestman! Where’s the access to the vaults in this building?”
 

 
  “I—the doors just behind the dais, there,” he said, blinking. “You’re surely not planning to go
  
   down
  
  there?”
 

 
  “Fuck no I’m not. Shaeine, stay here and keep an eye on those doors; if anything comes out of ’em, shield them off.”
 

 
  “Done,” the drow said, gliding past her toward the dais.
 

 
  “Let’s go have a look-see at the fresh bullshit,” Ruda growled, following Teal back to the front doors of the church.
 

 
  The square was as deserted as before, with the exception of one figure creeping slowly out of one of the streets feeding into it. A gray-furred, seven foot tall figure wearing the shredded remains of what had been a cheap suit stretched across its barrel chest. The werewolf hunched, claws dangling, and stepped carefully forward toward the fountain in the center, sniffing the air.
 

 
  “Well, of course,” Ruda said fatalistically. “Why the
  
   fuck
  
  not?”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” said Fross. “The soldiers have seen him.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell,”
  
  the pirate spat, and darted out into the open, clutching her rapier. She was across the square in seconds, Juniper and Teal right behind her. “Stop, hold your fire! That’s a
  
   person,
  
  it’s not his fault!”
 

 
  “Kid, we
  
   know
  
  what a werewolf is,” the nearest soldier retorted, his eyes on the creature in question. “And we don’t have restraint gear or casters on hand. If it goes for somebody—aw,
  
   hell.”
  
 

 
  The werwolf drew back its lips, snarling at Ruda, who was now out in the open and within its line of sight. It crouched, ears flattening back and preparing to spring.
 

 
  “It’s okay, I gotcha,” Juniper said grimly, striding forward. “I’ll try not to let him—”
 

 
  Before she could finish the sentence, the monster sprang. Its leap was an incredible thing to behold; it shot forward easily twenty yards, and would have made the jump to them from the opposite side of the square had another form not slammed into it in midair.
 

 
  Both went down in a whirling tumble of fur and skin, landing against the base of the fountain, where the new attacker sprang backward.
 

 
  The werewolf bounded nimbly to its feet, opening its mouth to unleash a chilling howl.
 

 
  Scorn bared her fangs and roared right back at it.
 

 
  The monster rushed her; she met it head-on, and they tumbled to the side in a furious melee of blows. The demon finally got a grip on the wolf’s upper arm and whirled in a circle, hurling it off balance and finally throwing it bodily away; the werewolf slammed into the fountain, collapsing half of it and tumbling into the water.
 

 
  “Scorn!” Ruda shouted. “Be careful, that’s a person!”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” the demon said impatiently. “Not kill,
  
   hello!”
  
 

 
  She lunged forward, landing upon the werewolf even as it surged out of the water. A moment later they were rolling across the square toward the far avenue, roaring and howling and leaving trails of shed fur and blood in their wake.
 

 
  “I
  
   hate
  
  this fucking city,” one of the soldiers announced.
 

 
  “What is she even
  
   doing
  
  here?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “Dunno,” Ruda grunted. “I’m worrying about shit in the order of how hard it’s trying to kill me. Damn, though. She’s pickin’ up the language pretty quick. Hm… Mithril neutralizes magic. I wonder if I could break the curse with my sword?”
 

 
  “Silver also breaks the werewolf curse,” Fross said pointedly, “and you know how that ends up. It’d be a shame to kill that poor fellow after you’ve just told two other people not to.”
 

 
  “You can’t just go stabbing people, Ruda,” Juniper added. “It makes them die.”
 

 
  “Right. Fross, can you help out here?”
 

 
  “I think that would just make Scorn angry. I think I can keep ’em away from any people, though!”
 

 
  “Okay.” Ruda turned and stalked back toward the church. “Now I get to herd a gaggle of terrified bumpkins across a square, carefully avoiding the werewolf-demon brawl going down on the other end of it.” She glanced over at the brawl in question as the wolf picked Scorn up bodily and used her to smash a parked haycart. The demon bounded right back out, brandishing an axle with one wheel still attached. “I wonder if Scorn would agree to trade jobs…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Painfully twisting her torso, Trissiny managed to get one hand onto her belt. She paused, catching her breath—this had been the result of several minutes of effort—and considering her options. She had access to three belt pouches on that side, if she could use her fingertips to twist the belt around. In those pouches… Her belt knife was on the other side. She
  
   did
  
  have the folding multi-tool knife Shaeine had given her in this one. None of those tools would break a chain, though.
 

 
  On the subject of gifts, Kuriwa’s ocarina was also on this side, in the same pouch as the small book Raichlin had given her. This would be an
  
   excellent
  
  time to call for the shaman’s help… But even if she could extract the ocarina, she could never play it with her arms pinned to her sides this way.
 

 
  Also, she didn’t know
  
   how
  
  to play it, anyway.
 

 
  The chains tightened again as they were tugged from the other side of the tree.
 

 
  “Arjen, stop it,” she ordered. “You’ll just hurt yourself.”
 

 
  He snorted unhappily, clomping back around to her and gently nuzzling her forehead.
 

 
  Trissiny leaned into his soft nose, feeling the hot breath on her face, and sighed. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have sent you away… Maybe if you’d been here to help me fight I wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 

 
  He snorted again, which was almost deafening at that range, and bumped her head reproachfully.
 

 
  “Can you go check on Frind, please? Maybe you can wake him up?”
 

 
  The horse lifted his head, whickered softly, and turned to step toward the fallen Shadow Hunter. He carefully nosed at Frind, failing to elicit a response, then whinnied back at Trissiny.
 

 
  “I guess that was too much to ask,” she muttered, clinging desperately to what remained of her calm. “Goddess,
  
   please…”
  
 

 
  
   Help is coming, Trissiny.
  
 

 
  Avei didn’t speak to her often, at least not directly, but it had been often enough that she knew the voice. Trissiny barely choked back a sob of sheer relief, slumping forward against the chains. Her magic was still dampened by the disruptor, but at least she wasn’t cut off from the goddess. In hindsight, she supposed that had been a silly thing to be afraid of. No enchanted gimmick was a match for the will of Avei.
 

 
  More hoofbeats sounded. These were clearly approaching from a distance; Trissiny raised her head again and schooled her features, determined to meet whatever approached with such poise as she could muster in her position.
 

 
  The horse that trotted into the cemetery was a lean, almost delicate creature clearly bred for racing, which was far from its most notable characteristic. It was coal black, at least except for its legs, which faded into transparency, the hooves all but invisible. Its mane and tail were made of black mist, streaming off it and leaving ephemeral trails in its wake. Most striking of all were its eyes, which glowed a sullen orange, as though lit from within by fire.
 

 
  Altogether it would have been a very alarming sight, except that Gabriel was riding it.
 

 
  “Gabe!” she shouted before she could catch herself. He had paused to frown at the riderless Arjen, who neighed a greeting; at her shout, he zeroed in on her, and in the next moment was cantering to a stop beside her.
 

 
  “I didn’t know you could ride,” Trissiny said, grinning in spite of herself.
 

 
  “Well, I never tried before,” he said reasonably. “To be fair, I doubt I could ride anything other than Whisper, here, unless
  
   whoah what whoah!”
  
 

 
  The shadow horse sidestepped away as its rider tumbled gracelessly to the ground.
 

 
  
   “Mount and dismount from the left, Gabriel,”
  
  Ariel instructed.
 

 
  “Duly noted,” he grumbled, straightening and brushing off his coat. “All right, let’s have a look at this… Are these chains magical?”
 

 
  “I don’t know if
  
   they’re
  
  magical,” Trissiny replied, “but they were put there by magic. Grabbed me like tentacles.”
 

 
  “Ew.” He grimaced and knelt next to her, drawing Ariel. “Hum…oh, yeah, these are at least half magic. I bet they’d fall apart completely if cut. Ariel, can you…”
 

 
  
   “Give me a moment to examine the spells. This is infernal work—I am designed for arcane, which is the worst possible choice to counter it.”
  
 

 
  “Right.”
 

 
  “So you got your mount,” Trissiny said while he held Ariel’s hilt against the chains at her shoulder.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said, grinning somewhat awkwardly and looking up at Whisper, who nickered and nudged him with her nose. “Just as I made it out of the graveyard, actually. It was a risk, moving out—that asshole in the white suit said you and Toby were being held hostage. But I’ve got a few tricks of my own for avoiding attention. See how those Wreath bastards like a taste of their own medicine. I left two warlocks guarding an empty spot.”
 

 
  “They didn’t
  
   notice
  
  you were leaving?” she asked incredulously.
 

 
  “That’s the whole point,” he said with a grin. “I can’t do invisible, but I can make people not notice me.”
 

 
  “I see.” Trissiny lowered her gaze from his, clearing her throat. It was altogether awkward, being chained to a tree while he knelt next to her. “So, um… You named her Whisper?”
 

 
  “Oh, I didn’t—that’s her name. Wrynhild told me.”
 

 
  “Who?”
 

 
  “Oh, right. Uh, the valkyries I sent into the catacombs are still there, or so I assume, but Wrynhild just arrived. She’s shadowing me. They’ve got other things to do besides keep me company, but considering the
  
   volume
  
  of undead rising here, more are on their way.”
 

 
  
   “There’s nothing I can do about this,”
  
  Ariel stated abruptly.
  
   “Maybe if you were a far more adept mage, Gabriel, but I would need a lot more power and expertise to unravel these.”
  
 

 
  “Shit,” he said feelingly. Trissiny very nearly echoed him.
 

 
  
   “In this case, I suggest a brute force approach. Have either of you regained your divine magic?”
  
 

 
  There was a pause while they both narrowed their eyes in concentration, then exchanged a dispirited look.
 

 
  
   “I see. Gabriel, does your wand still transform into its other form?”
  
 

 
  “That’s an idea,” he said, stepping back and reaching into his coat.
 

 
  “My sword is right there,” she said, nodding at the blade thrust point-down into the soil before her.
 

 
  Gabriel grimaced. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not eager to lay my hands on that thing. Hah!” He had pulled out his wand as he spoke, and it extended smoothly into a scythe.
 

 
  
   “Splendid. That weapon weaves together multiple types of magic; I highly doubt those chains will stand up to it.”
  
 

 
  “Right,” he said, drawing back the scythe. “Here we go!”
 

 
  Trissiny cringed and ducked her head.
  
   “Please
  
  be careful!”
 

 
  
  
  “You don’t say,” he retorted, and brought the scythe down against the chains on the opposite side of the tree. The blade bit deep into the wood, slicing through chains as if they weren’t there. Instantly, they dissolved entirely into ashes and Trissiny slumped forward, barely catching herself from taking a faceplant into the soil.
 

 
  “Oh, thank the goddess,” she gasped, straightening. “And thank
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “I’d say you got those in the right order,” Gabriel said with a grin, giving her a hand up.
 

 
  “Mogul said he was leaving a warlock to watch me,” she said, picking up her sword and peering around suspiciously.
 

 
  
   “A warlock who probably does not want to engage two paladins, one of whom has working magic.”
  
 

 
  “Still, won’t hurt to be careful,” said Gabriel. “I had to leave my Shadow Hunters behind with the Wreath; I owe them an apology. Hope they’re okay. Where’s your guy?”
 

 
  “Frind,” she said urgently, grabbing her shield and dashing toward the fallen hunter. In seconds, she and Gabriel were both kneeling next to him.
 

 
  He appeared to be simply unconscious; his breathing and pulse were even, and there was no visible damage to him.
 

 
  
   “He appears to have been struck by a category two shadow bolt,”
  
  Ariel announced.
  
   “That should leave no lingering effects even for a person of average health, but this man is bolstered by a small amount of fae craft. He will likely be conscious within half an hour at most. If weapons such as that are going to be coming into use, it might serve you both to start carrying healing potions.”
  
 

 
  “I think that’s a good idea,” Trissiny said. “What about Frind, though? Surely we can’t just
  
   leave
  
  him here…”
 

 
  Gabriel scratched his head. “I…don’t have any ideas, Triss. I still can’t feel the light, and my enchanting is basically useless for healing.”
 

 
  
   “Right now it seems tactically more important to rescue Mr. Caine and return to Veilgrad. The hunter will likely remain unharmed, and if not, losses must be accepted in an engagement like this.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel,” Gabriel said flatly, “I appreciate your magical help, but Trissiny is the tactical expert here, and I really don’t care to hear your thoughts on ethics.”
 

 
  
   “Whatever you say.”
  
 

 
  “Much as it galls me,” Trissiny growled, “she’s not wrong. We have to get Toby and get back to Veilgrad. I…actually don’t think Frind’s in any danger, or likely the others, either. The Wreath was very careful not to actually
  
   hurt
  
  any of us. They’re still trying to court Vadrieny’s favor.”
 

 
  He snorted. “I wonder how they plan to explain
  
   this
  
  horseshit.”
 

 
  “I don’t doubt they’ve got a story ready and waiting,” she said grimly. “But we can’t worry about that right now. Come on, we’d better get moving.”
 

 
  With a final, remorseful glance at Frind, she bounded into Arjen’s saddle and watched Gabriel approach Whisper. The shadow horse had no saddle or tack; she wondered how he controlled her without reins. A skilled rider could direct a horse with just their knees, but Gabriel…
 

 
  “From the left,” she reminded him.
 

 
  “Right!”
 

 
  Finally, he was mounted and trotting toward the gate beside her.
 

 
  “Gabe,” she said suddenly.
 

 
  “Mm?”
 

 
  “The place I left you was about equidistant between Toby’s spot and here. If you had to choose one of us to rescue… Why’d you pick me?”
 

 
  Gabriel didn’t look at her, keeping his face on the trail ahead with a grim stare. “It’s… Tactics. The trick I played on the Wreath won’t hold with me out of their range. By the time I got to either of you, they’d be reacting. Whoever I wasn’t there to help would have to hold out until the both of us could reach him…or her.” He shrugged, a short, jerky motion. “You can both take care of yourselves. Since I was gonna find my last friend probably in dire straits… I wanted to be coming in with somebody who I
  
   know
  
  will go for the kill.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “That…was good thinking.”
 

 
  “I do manage it from time to time,” he said with a faint smile.
 

 
  She urged Arjen into a gallop, and he followed a moment later. They pounded down the mountain trail, making straight for a warlock who was about to have a very bad day.
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  Whatever she had intended, the results of Dragonsbane’s first shot were disappointing.
 

 
  Her sidearm was a pricier model that projected a clean white beam of energy instead of a lightning bolt, but it still sparked ineffectively against the squad’s shielding charms. Rather than joining in the assault, the assembled protestors shied back from the discharge with a mix of gasps and mutters.
 

 
  “And that’s assault,” Principia snapped. “Drop that weapon and place your hands on your head, or we
  
   will
  
  exercise force.”
 

 
  “Hell,” growled a heavyset man, drawing a wand from within his coat. “We’re protecting ourselves from monsters—nobody who’s afraid to make sacrifices deserves to be here.”
 

 
  “Sir, I advise against that,” Principia warned.
 

 
  “Sorry, ladies,” he said, sounding oddly sincere, and fired a lightning bolt directly into her shield. Again came the snap and flicker of the charm activating, this time directing the electricity downward where it scorched the stone between the Legionnaires and the activists.
 

 
  Dragonsbane, having the high ground, fired twice more, in a more exploratory pattern; her shots passed above Ephanie’s helmet and then to the right of Casey’s shield at the flank of their formation, clearly gauging the range of their arcane shields. Unfortunately, the support of their group seemed to embolden others, and more weapons were produced add leveled at the soldiers.
 

 
  “Charge weapons!” Principia barked. “Citizens, this is your final warning—disarm and disperse!”
 

 
  “They’ve got nothing but spears and shields!” shouted a woman from the back of the crowd.
 

 
  Three more blasts sparked off their augmented shields, utterly drowning out five tiny clicks as the Legionnaires unfolded small mechanisms from the hafts of their lances. Another clean blast from Dragonsbane neatly clipped the uppermost reach of Principia’s shielding charm, causing the entire thing to ripple visibly. At that, several of the protestors, including two had had hitherto been holding wands confusedly skyward, took aim at her directly.
 

 
  
   “VOLLEY!”
  
  she roared.
 

 
  Five spearheads parted down the middle on hidden hinges, and five powerful blasts of lightning erupted from the small blue crystals thus revealed.
 

 
  The bolts ripped through the crowd, setting off a veritable fireworks display of activated shielding and grounding charms. The protestors were thrown into utter chaos, several shoved bodily aside by the suddenly active fields of force surrounding some of their number who had been standing too close. Only a minority had taken the precaution of wearing charms, however, and lightning arced straight through several bodies.
 

 
  At the far edge of the platform, Dragonsbane herself dived to the ground, placing her supporters between herself and the Legionnaires. None of the lightning bolts had reached her anyway; once she got behind the crowd, no more had a chance.
 

 
  Finally, the scattering Principia had originally predicted occurred, accompanied by a pandemonium of screams. People bolted in multiple directions, several of the more level-headed among them trying to shout orders, to no avail.
 

 
  “MELEE FORM,” Principia bellowed over the din, “RIGHT STEP, ARC BACK!”
 

 
  Retracting their weapons from firing configuration and restoring the blades, their formation moved laterally to their right and bent, positioning themselves with Casey against the stone wall surrounding the platform and the rest of the squad arrayed in a curve. The position funneled the fleeing citizens away from them and prevented them from being flanked, not that any of their opponents had the presence of mind for such a maneuver. They scurried toward the two smaller gates, bottlenecking at the entrances; several were pushed down and trampled.
 

 
  One woman was shoved forward and impaled herself on the tip of Ephanie’s lance. The blade penetrated only a few inches, but the panicked victim pulled it out more sideways than straight; she staggered away after the others, bent over and leaving a trail of blood along the stone.
 

 
  Seven well-dressed bodies lay on the ground, marred by scorch marks.
 

 
  “Orders to pursue, ma’am?” Ephanie asked crisply, raising her voice above the din.
 

 
  “Negative,” Principia replied. “Lost the leader; no point in trying to wrangle a mob.”
 

 
  The farther side gate had shut while she spoke, on the heels of the last fleeing escapees. Seconds later, the one through which the squad had come thunked closed, followed after a moment by the muted clacking of the locks being activated.
 

 
  “Um,” Casey said. “We’re trapped.”
 

 
  “Negative,” Principia repeated. “The stairs lead down to the docks; even if she managed to clear the Imperial personnel away from that, too, they can’t possibly stay gone long.”
 

 
  “Can you…pick the lock?” Farah asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “That’s an exterior gate of the capital of the world’s greatest military power,” Principia said scathingly. “No, I can’t
  
   pick the lock.”
  
 

 
  Farah was spared having to respond to that by a blast of lightning that scored the upper range of her shielding charm. Above them were thin openings in the gate fortress, old arrow loops, one of which had just produced a wandshot. Figures appeared in the shadows at several others.
 

 
  “Kneel and raise shields!” Principia shouted, dropping to one knee in unison with the rest of her squad; they angled their shields, and consequently the attached deflectors, facing upward. “Charge weapons!” All five again activated the hidden clickers, parting spearhead to reveal firing facets. Two more wandshots sparked across their shields from different points. “Fire at will!”
 

 
  The deluge of lightning they expelled put an immediate stop to fire from the fortress, scorching the stone walls and blasting chips out of the edges of the arrow loops themselves. Their weapons, though somewhat less powerful than Imperial Army battlestaves due to having to be concealed within lances, were nonetheless far heavier than wands. Seconds later, when Principia called a cease fire, silence reigned, the protestors apparently having been dissuaded.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, they’re in the
  
   fortress,”
  
  Casey breathed. “Where the
  
   hell
  
  is the Army?”
 

 
  “Sarge,” Ephanie said in a more even tone, “all those shots came from the arrow loops on
  
   this
  
  side of the main gate. Whoever went into the one opposite the gates isn’t organized or motivated enough to launch a counterattack. I bet the leader’s in the west gatehouse.”
 

 
  “Well spotted,” Principia replied. “Not much we can do about it, though; at this point our best outcome is for those idiots to flee and leave the Army to come sort this out. I don’t care what pull that woman has, there is no way she can keep one of the gates of Tiraas unattended for more than a very short period.”
 

 
  “Well, this is just great,” Merry growled. “So far today we’ve killed a handful of civilians, damaged Imperial property and gotten locked out of the city. Sarge, may I suggest telling the next helpful deity to fuck off?”
 

 
  They froze as a muted whirring noise sounded from above.
 

 
  Towers rising above the gatehouse and turrets extending from its upper surface had held siege weapons since time immemorial; positioned at the altitude they were, this fortification could demolish any enemy ships that dared approach the docks below long before they could land soldiers, and the gate itself was high enough to be out of reach of shipboard catapults. In this day and age, however, the old trebuchets had been replaced with mag cannons, barrel-like constructs bristling with antennae.
 

 
  Now, the one to the west of the gatehouse had begun to emit a blue glow from its depths, and began moving, its antennaed nozzle swiveling in their direction.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Farah whispered.
 

 
  “Is there
  
   any
  
  chance these charms of yours will stand up to artillery fire?” Merry squeaked.
 

 
  “Retreat!” Prinipia barked, “Shields up, down the—”
 

 
  Before they could move a step, the mag cannon got into position and unleashed a blast of blue light.
 

 
  All five of their shield charms lit up; even despite the protection, the kinetic force of the blast broke their formation, shoving all of them back against the low wall, and a powerful static field caused their hair to bristle. The unpleasant jangling of electricity set their teeth on edge.
 

 
  But that was all. And in mere moments, it began to subside.
 

 
  
   “Hell
  
  yes!” Merry crowed, grinning.
 

 
  “Stow it!” Principia snapped. “Move your butts—down the stairs!”
 

 
  They obeyed, moving as quickly as they could safely back down a staircase while keeping their charmed shields raised and angled at the cannon emplacement. It took several more moments for them to retreat far enough that the upper ledge of the staircase blocked it from view. The whole time, the mag cannon continued to swivel, tracking them.
 

 
  “That’s incredible,” Casey gasped. “How the hell did you make personal charms that can stand up to that? Even the
  
   Army
  
  doesn’t have those!”
 

 
  “That weapon is meant to charge for a minimum of forty-five seconds before firing,” Ephanie said curtly. “That was a
  
   sneeze.
  
  If the people manning it knew how to use it
  
   properly,
  
  it could blast this staircase into fragments. Sarge, I recommend we continue to retreat.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Principia. “This is now the Army’s problem. Get back down—”
 

 
  Turning, she saw what lay below them and broke off.
 

 
  The two wide stone staircases switched back and forth, intertwining in an angular spiral that alternated between tunnels bored through the mountainside and exterior steps slicked with spray from the falls. On the landing directly below Squad One, two hulking forms stood at the base of the steps, blocking their way.
 

 
  They were armored in dingy iron plates engraved with arcane runes; despite being humanoid in form, the things were clearly not alive. The gaps in their armor at the joints revealed mechanisms that put off a faint blue light. Beetle-like helmets had wide hexagonal lenses rather than eyes, and each construct’s right arm terminated in an inset battlestaff rather than a hand.
 

 
  “B-but outfitting golems with weapons is
  
   illegal,”
  
  Farah stuttered.
 

 
  “Szaravid,” Principia said quietly, “governments outlaw dangerous things so
  
   they
  
  can be the only ones to have them. Ergo, those have to be Army property and have no quarrel with us. They may even recognize Legion armor. Don’t make any sudden…”
 

 
  She trailed off as the two golems raised their staves to point at the squad.
 

 
  “If we don’t die here,” said Merry, “I am gonna march right to the nearest temple of Vesk and smash somebody’s lute over their head.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The glow lit their way to the walled cemetery; light blazed across the whole mountainside, a colossal golden nimbus emanating from within the walls, as if the sun itself were rising on the grounds. Both paladins slowed to a trot as they approached, weapons out and at the ready, and passed side by side through the open gates.
 

 
  They apparently weren’t needed here.
 

 
  The place had suffered a degree of destruction comparable to the graveyard in which Trissiny had been imprisoned, with smashed tombs, burned trees and nearly every grave unearthed from within. There were no traces of undead here, however, nor of demons—nothing but a few swirls of fine ash on the breeze.
 

 
  The light had begun to dim at their approach, and finally diminished enough that they could see clearly. Nearby, two Shadow Hunters were just lowering their hand from their eyes, blinking in confusion and staring at the center of the graveyard, though the man closer to them turned to peer at the mounted paladins when they approached.
 

 
  In the small decorative garden in the center, Toby’s glow had reduced itself to a more normal proportion, merely lighting up his aura. He stood in an almost meditative position, feet braced, spine straight, hands folded in front of him.
 

 
  “Toby?” Trissiny called, urging Arjen forward at a careful walk. “Are you… All right? How do you feel?”
 

 
  Slowly, Toby opened his eyes and studied them in apparent calm.
 

 
  “I,” he said flatly, “am
  
   extremely
  
  angry.”
 

 
  “Right there with you, man,” Gabriel agreed. “Also: holy
  
   crap.
  
  Can you do that again?”
 

 
  “I didn’t do it that time,” Toby replied, turning his head to the Shadow Hunters. “Are you guys okay?”
 

 
  “Aside from being half-blinded,” the woman began, then paused. “Actually, no, there’s no aside. I feel
  
   great.
  
  What’d you do?”
 

 
  “If I’m not mistaken, that was the light of Omnu in its purest form,” Trissiny said, a grin breaking across her features.
 

 
  “Holy hell,” the other hunter whispered, peering around. “The undead, those demon dogs… Everything’s just
  
   gone.”
  
 

 
  “Here.” Toby paced forward, coming to stand between Trissiny and Gabriel and reaching up to place a hand on each of their legs. For a moment, the glow around him brightened.
 

 
  A moment later, each of them flared alight. Trissiny closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath and letting out a sigh of relief.
 

 
  
   “Fascinating,”
  
  Ariel mused.
 

 
  “Well, that’s
  
   one
  
  glaring weakness in those disruptors,” Gabriel observed. “I guess it makes sense. Not likely the Army could invent something that stands up to an annoyed deity.”
 

 
  “Nice…horse, Gabe,” Toby observed, studying Whisper. The shadow mare nickered and bobbed her head as if greeting him.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Gabriel said with a grin. “She’s, uh, kind of delicate, though. Maybe you’d better ride with Triss.”
 

 
  “Where are the others?” the female hunter asked tersely.
 

 
  “We had to leave them,” Trissiny said with a worried frown. “Frind was unconscious but seemed to be all right. The others, though…”
 

 
  “They had Wreath nearby, but they may have left when I slipped out,” said Gabriel. “These warlocks are up to something underhanded, but they’ve been careful not to actually
  
   hurt
  
  anybody. Actually…wasn’t there one here, too?”
 

 
  “Three,” said Toby. “They seem to have gone.”
 

 
  “That was actually worth seeing,” the male hunter said with a grin. “I never expected I’d live to watch the Black Wreath fleeing in panic; it’s almost worth all this trouble. We’d best go fetch our comrades;
  
   you
  
  lot had better get back to the city. If the Wreath wanted you pinned down out here, it’s a safe bet it’s so they can get up to something in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “Which locations did you leave them at?” the woman asked.
 

 
  “Um.” Trissiny blinked and glanced at Gabriel. “Actually, I don’t—”
 

 
  “The Tranquil Shade Gardens and Vesmentheim Lawn,” he said.
 

 
  “Right. Good hunting, paladins.” The man paused only to nod at them before following his companion. Once again, they moved at the speed that had enabled them to keep up with Arjen on the way there; in seconds they were out the gates and out of sight.
 

 
  “How’d you know what they were called?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  
   “He practices an ancient and secret Vidian technique known as ‘reading the signs.’”
  
 

 
  “Ariel,
  
   don’t
  
  talk to my friends that way,” Gabriel said curtly. Trissiny had flushed slightly at the sword’s rebuke, and busied herself giving Toby a hand up. In moments, he had hopped into the saddle behind her. “All right, we’ve got the group back together.”
 

 
  “Almost,” Toby said grimly. “Gods, I hope the others are okay.”
 

 
  “They can take care of themselves,” said Trissiny, heeling Arjen forward. “And
  
   we
  
  can take care of the rest of the Wreath when we get there.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Keep in a line,” Ruda said in exasperation. “Quietly—
  
   quietly,
  
  damn your eyes! Don’t draw the—”
 

 
  As if on cue, a child let out a shriek of terror. Across the square, the werewolf abruptly swiveled its head to glare at them, drawing its lips back in a feral snarl. The townsfolk shied backward, several crying out in fright. That proved too much for the wolf’s instincts, and it rounded on them fully, beginning to charge forward.
 

 
  Scorn slammed into it from the side, sending them both rolling into a stack of barrels—one of the last objects in the square they hadn’t already smashed.
 

 
  “Woman,” Ruda snarled, stomping up to the offender’s mother and brandishing her rapier, “in case you hadn’t noticed, everyone’s
  
   lives
  
  are at stake here.
  
   One
  
  of us is going to
  
   silence that child!”
  
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  helping, Ruda,” Juniper said reproachfully, gently pushing her aside and taking the terrified young mother by the arm. “It’s okay, she’s just cranky cos she cares. Nobody’s gonna hurt you; we’re not going to let them. C’mon, everybody, keep going. We’re almost all across!”
 

 
  “Can’t fucking believe we made it
  
   this
  
  far,” Ruda groused, stepping back to critically examine the line of townsfolk fleeing into the guild hall. Indeed, Father Rusveldt was just now escorting an old woman at the end of the straggling formation, having insisted on being the last one out.
 

 
  “Ruda!” Fross zipped out of the open doors of the cathedral. “We got trouble in here! The doors are down and Shaeine can’t shield this many—well, you guys had better come take a look.”
 

 
  “Fucking great,” Ruda muttered. “Fross, can you keep an eye on this? If that hairy bastard makes another move in this direction, freeze his ass to the ground. I’m past caring about his feelings or Scorn’s.”
 

 
  “Um, okay,” the pixie agreed. “For the record, we can’t really tell if it’s a him or a her, though clothes—”
 

 
  
   “Don’t care!”
  
  Ruda snapped, dashing past her, up the steps and into the cathedral.
 

 
  She arrived just in time to see Shaeine being pushed back by a veritable tide of undead. The doors at the end of the sanctuary had finally burst, emitting a flow of skeletons that had clearly been backed up against them, battering down the barriers with the sheer weight of their numbers. The drow was retreating quickly, re-forming a silver shield around herself and directing smaller ones to impede the advancing undead. Mindful of her energy levels, she wasn’t attempting to fully contain the pressure of the horde, merely to hamper and redirect their advance.
 

 
  This time, though, once the initial rush had cleared, three more distinctive figures emerged from the doors. All three wore filthy robes that had apparently been crimson, once. All carried peculiar staves, capped at both ends with crystals and with golden lattices spiraling down half their lengths.
 

 
  “What the fuck is
  
   this,”
  
  Ruda wondered aloud. “Shaeine! You okay?”
 

 
  “Back,” the priestess ordered curtly. “This space is too open. We can try to hold them at the doors—”
 

 
  She broke off as the central figure raised his staff, pointed it at her, and squeezed the clicker. A burst of pure golden light ripped across the space between them, striking her silver shield.
 

 
  At the impact, the shield instantly collapsed. Sheine froze, naked shock painting her features.
 

 
  The second shot hit her right in the chest and she staggered backward. The drow caught her balance, apparently unharmed, and gesticulated at the oncoming undead.
 

 
  Nothing happened.
 

 
  “Shaeine!” Ruda said urgently. “What’s wrong?”
 

 
  “My shields!” the elf replied, and the note of unguarded fear in her voice was chilling. “I can’t cast—I have no magic!”
 

 
  Then, suddenly, Vadrieny was there, folding her arms around the priestess and taking off with a mighty beat of her wings. She landed at the doors of the cathedral and backed carefully through them, bringing Shaeine with her.
 

 
  Ruda and Juniper were left facing the oncoming undead and their apparent masters.
 

 
  “Welp,” said the dryad. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”
 

 
  “Yeah.” Ruda drew back her lips in a grin that was at least half snarl, stalking forward toward the horde and raising her rapier. “Finally, something that
  
   bleeds.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  For almost a minute, everything was dust, coughing, the rumble of falling stone and the persistent howl of the sphere of compressed air Khadizroth had used to protect them. It wasn’t equal to the hard shields created by divine or arcane magic, and aside from letting in a large amount of dust, it had failed to keep out all of the debris; they had all been peppered with fragments of masonry and other detritus.
 

 
  “Is everyone all right?” Khadizroth asked, raising his voice above the sound of their gasping and coughing.
 

 
  “Feel like I’ve been rammed through an arcane washer,” the Jackal wheezed. “That the best you could manage? The hell kind of dragon
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  “A surprised one,” Khadizroth said grimly. “Just a moment.”
 

 
  The air shield broke, and suddenly a sharp wind tore past them, clutching at their clothes and hair and causing Shook to stagger. It carried the dust away, though, giving them their first clear look at their surroundings since the building had collapsed.
 

 
  They stood amid the wreckage of what had been the tallest structure in Risk. It still was, if only because it had more rubble to pile up. In the course of falling through what had been the floor of Khadizroth’s office, their air bubble and shoved them forward, so that they were nearly out in the street.
 

 
  Hardly had they had a chance to get a good look when another wind slammed into them far more aggressively from the opposite direction, followed by a wandshot that clipped the dragon on the shoulder.
 

 
  Aside from moving slightly with the blow, Khadizroth did not react save to gesture sharply upward with both hands.
 

 
  An entire line of trees burst out of the ground in front of them, what had been the dirt main street of Risk mere minutes ago. They swelled in seconds, forming an entire wall between them and their attackers.
 

 
  “Vannae, heal and bolster everyone,” the dragon said curtly. “This has only just begun. If I can just get—”
 

 
  Before they found out what he wanted to get, the barrier of trees shuddered under a heavy impact; blue light flashed between their trunks.
 

 
  “This way!” Shook snapped, dashing across the street and into the shadow of the only half-demolished building opposite. The others followed, Vannae whispering a blessing as he ran. Cuts and bruises melted away under the touch of whatever magic he was using as the group huddled in the meager shadow of their improvised shelter.
 

 
  The treeline shuddered again; Khadizroth pointed at it, and thick vines spiraled upward from among the roots, bracing the fortification.
 

 
  A wandshot slipped through a miniscule gap in the barrier, but merely flashed down the empty street past them, not coming near hitting anyone.
 

 
  “Everyone hold still,” the dragon said curtly, gesturing again. This time, the very stones of the wall beside them were yanked out of place, reassembling themselves into another wall—lower, but thicker, and placed between them and the trees. “Scratch that. Duck!”
 

 
  They obeyed, and not a moment too soon. The biggest explosion since the initial volley sounded, followed by an ongoing roar of destruction as wood, stone and dirt were pulverized. A tree toppled directly onto their hastily conjured barrier, cracking the stone severely. Seconds later, before the aftershocks had ceased, a fallout of sand and gravel splattered across them from above.
 

 
  Baring his teeth, Khadizroth stood up, raised both his palms, and pushed forward against the air.
 

 
  His barriers, what remained of them, disintegrated into a crushed spray of stone fragments and what little remained of the trees; the force with which they were hurled forward exceeded whatever had just exploded against them. A shockwave of debris blasted forth, mowing down more ruined buildings in its path.
 

 
  In the next moment, another wind rose up, whipping past them, but the five men held their ground, straightening.
 

 
  Suddenly, everything was cleared away. The dust in the air, the rubble in the street, the improvised barriers Khadizroth had called up. They found themselves staring from a mere dozen yards at Longshot McGraw, Gravestone Weaver, Tinker Billie, the Sarasio Kid and the great feline form of Raea.
 

 
  Wind whispered quietly in the background, as if relieved to be given a break from its recent exercise. In the near distance, minor rockfalls continued to sound as the wreckage of the town settled. Both groups seemed equally surprised to find themselves so nearly face-to-face, and both apparently intact despite all the carnage.
 

 
  The tension hung in the air, waiting for someone to make a move.
 

 
  “Wait, hang on!” the Jackal exclaimed, raising his hands. “Wait for it…”
 

 
  “What?” Vannae demanded tersely, not taking his eyes off their foes.
 

 
  “C’mon, haven’t
  
   any
  
  of you cracked a novel in your lives?” the assassin asked, grinning insanely. “We must observe the
  
   proprieties.
  
  Any second now, a tumbleweed will bounce across the road, and then we can proceed. Aaaaannnnny second.”
 

 
  “Son,” said McGraw from across the way, “those don’t
  
   grow
  
  in this province.”
 

 
  “Fuck’s
  
   sake,”
  
  Shook spat, whipping out his wand and firing from the hip.
 

 
  He was quick, but the Kid was faster.
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  A nimbus of arcane blue ignited around Shook, Joe’s first shot slamming into nothingness just above his heart. A split-second later, Shook had squeezed off two return shots, which sparked against shielding charms over Joe and McGraw, and then absorbed two more clean bolts of light from Joe’s wands and one flash of lightning from Weaver’s, forcing him backward.
 

 
  Before the shoot-out had a chance to burn through anyone’s shielding charms, the Jackal hurled a tiny object to the ground at his feet, and with a burst of highly compressed air, a fog of dense gray smoke billowed out over the ruined street.
 

 
  More wandshots flashed blindly through the sudden darkness, and the high-pitched, theatrical laughter of the Jackal faded rapidly into the distance.
 

 
  “Circle up,” McGraw said urgently. “Don’t let the bastard flank anybody!”
 

 
  Raea, again an elf, had called up another burst of wind to clear the smoke away from them, giving the group a clear view at least of each other. Following the old wizard’s directive, they swiftly arranged themselves back-to-back in a knot, with McGraw and Joe facing down the street at where their enemies stood.
 

 
  In the next moment, the Jackal’s smoke was dissipated entirely by another burst of wind, this one conjured by Vannae. Shook still clutched his wands, and raised them once he had a view of McGraw’s team again. Of the Jackal there was no sign.
 

 
  Before Shook could fire, Khadizroth stepped forward past him, placing himself at the front of the group. McGraw unleashed a bolt of pure arcane energy straight at him.
 

 
  The dragon made a contemptuous swatting motion and the blast veered sideways, slamming into the half-collapsed front of what had long ago been a general store and completing its demolition. With his other hand, Khadizroth made a grasping motion in midair, then gestured sharply upward.
 

 
  A conical spire of rock burst out of the ground in the dead center of their formation, hurling them in multiple directions. The formation was twelve feet high in seconds, the violence of its emergence tossing everyone away, and its ever-expanding base preventing them from regaining their footing—except Raea, who nimbly bounded up the rising tower.
 

 
  She just as nimbly leaped away from it as the peak of the now twenty-foot outcropping exploded, emitting a burst of fire and superheated air. Blazing droplets of magma oozed over the edges of the tiny crater thus formed, adding considerably to the heat of the air and forcing the adventurers still further away. A few more wandshots from Shook and a couple of fireballs hurled by Vannae herded them farther away from each other, until the whole party was forced to split, each diving for whatever cover they could find.
 

 
  “That was good advice,” Khadizroth said calmly. “Stay together, gentlemen; with the exception of our assassin friend, we are stronger as a group. Force them apart and pick them off one-by-one…” He broke off suddenly, frowning and swiveling his head to stare at a collapsed structure behind which one of their foes had taken shelter.
 

 
  “My lord, what is it?” Vannae asked urgently.
 

 
  “A pocket of fast time,” Khadizroth replied, narrowing his glowing eyes. “The sign of a mage who wants to cast something very complicated very quickly. Stay together and move back; whatever he is doing will—”
 

 
  Again, he abruptly stopped talking, this time to turn and dash between Shook and Vannae, down the street in the opposite direction. Behind him came a veritable wall of air which picked up both men and dragged them along, Shook cursing vehemently.
 

 
  Moments later, Khadizroth skidded to a stop over forty yards away, at the very outskirts of the town, and released the air spell that had gathered up his comrades, along with a great deal of dust and rubble. Vannae laded lightly on his feet, but Shook was hurled face-first to the street with a small drift of rubble dropped atop him. Having his face in the dirt stifled his obscene commentary for a moment.
 

 
  Not wasting any time, Khadizroth gestured again, pulling up a wall of rock from the ground between them and the place where they had been standing. Not a moment too soon; an enormous fireball had come screaming out of the sky, slamming into the street where they had tried to form up and trailing a retinue of smaller objects which peppered the already-demolished town. The main impact shook the earth and threw up a shockwave of dust and heated air, which was mostly ablated by the dragon’s hurriedly-summoned wall.
 

 
  Khadizroth pushed the wall back into the ground, its duty done, and called up another burst of wind, again dispelling the fog of dirt from the air.
 

 
  
   “How
  
  did he do that?” the dragon demanded.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?!”
  
  Shook choked, dragging himself upright and immediately falling into a coughing fit.
 

 
  “I see the portal magic,” Khadizroth murmured, peering intently back down the street at the brand new crater. Of their enemies there was no sign. “He… Ah. Temporal bubble, open a portal to the upper stratosphere and conjure a rock. I can only guess how he handled the trigonometry—the math involved is more than even I could do in my head. Truly, the man’s technique is inspiring. But the thing should have taken considerable time to fall this far—how did he shorten it? One can only twist time a very little bit before Vemnesthis intervenes.”
 

 
  “How ’bout this,” Shook rasped, pausing to cough again. “Less admiring the fuckers and more
  
   killing
  
  them!”
 

 
  “I suppose so,” the dragon mused, shaking his head. “Tis a shame—one always hates to destroy a true artist. First, though, we now have to
  
   find
  
  them.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Billie plunked herself down atop the very highest point of the half-building, half-rubble pile that had previously housed Khadizroth’s office and began withdrawing components from her pockets.
 

 
  “There y’are,” she murmured, squinting at the three figures well down the street even as she connected a sturdy tank of liquid to a metal charm containing impossibly pressurized elemental air with an extremely durable hose. “Don’t suppose I could get ye to stand still fer a bit? Aye, that’s even better,” she added with a predatory grin as the three began cautiously advancing back up the street. Screwing a wide spraying nozzle onto her nearly-finished apparatus, she glanced down the other side of the pile, where from this vantage she could see McGraw and Joe lurking behind cover across the street.
 

 
  Suddenly the air around her seemed to thicken; several arcane charms pinned to her coat blazed to life, and a shockwave of pure force blasted outward from her in all directions.
 

 
  Dropping the device she’d been crafting, Billie bounded to her feet, dipping one hand into a pocket and spinning around with the other outstretched. The indicator charm pinned to her cuff pointed her dead in the right direction; the instant she came to a stop, she pulled a rune-engraved cylinder from her pocket, slapped it into her other palm, then released it. The directional charm flashed brightly once more and propelled the object forward in a straight line.
 

 
  She was quick, but not as quick as an elf. Even elves were subject to the laws of physics, however, and the Jackal’s agility and speed did not enable him to change direction in midair. The runic device struck him in the back before he touched the ground, still in the process of being hurled backward by the blast.
 

 
  The charm flashed brightly once and tumbled to the ground, inert; the Jackal went the opposite direction, shooting three yards straight upward, where he hung, grasping at nothing.
 

 
  “Joe mentioned that trick,” Billie said, gathering up her pump device and beginning to pick her leisurely way toward him. “Makin’ an entire suite o’ the best shielding charms available just up an’ collapse. Once I got to thinkin’ how such a thing might be done, it was child’s play slappin’ together a little countermeasure. Ach, what’m I sayin’? I don’t
  
   do
  
  little. Ironically enough.”
 

 
  “A bard once told me,” the Jackal commented as she neared, “that if you find yourself delivering a monologue to a helpless foe, you are clearly the villain of the piece.”
 

 
  “Now, now, lemme brag a bit. I’m
  
   very
  
  smart, an’ I want ye to appreciate it before ye die here in a minute.” She stopped, grinned, and aimed the pump at him; he was drifting rapidly lower, whatever magic she had used wearing off quickly. “Smile pretty, now.”
 

 
  The Jackal hurled out a hand, propelling a cluster of small throwing knives at the gnome; they flashed against her shield charm and fell to the ground. In the same moment, she activated the pressurized air in her gadget and sprayed a gout of green fire directly at him.
 

 
  The elf yowled and twisted about frantically in midair, unable to dodge; he was coated completely in flames. He continued to yell, thrashing and flailing, as Billie backed up a few paces and set down the pump.
 

 
  “Oh, quit yer whinin’, ye big baby, it doesn’t hurt,” she said dismissively.
 

 
  Indeed, the assassin quickly found that he was unharmed. He was on
  
   fire,
  
  completely coated in flickering green flames, but they weren’t even hot. They just didn’t come
  
   off,
  
  as he discovered upon trying to pat and brush at his sleeves and torso.
 

 
  Billie, meanwhile, produced a palm-sized leather ball attached to a brass runic seal and hurled it. More prepared this time, the Jackal swatted it away, but the device activated upon impact with his hand, letting loose another blast of compressed air and sending him sailing off toward the edge of the town. The levitation charm gave up the ghost under that abuse, and he hit the ground gracelessly for an elf: bouncing once on his rump and only belatedly getting his feet under him.
 

 
  The assassin glared up at the gnome, lunged to the side, and vanished.
 

 
  While
  
   he
  
  disappeared from sight, the green flames clinging to him did not.
 

 
  “Oi!” Billie shouted gleefully from above, waving with one hand and pulling out another grenade with the other. “That’s some right top-notch stealth magic ye got there! Be a shame if somebody went an’ made it
  
   completely useless!”
  
 

 
  Hissing a curse, the Jackal changed course, dashing around the edge of the town and pressing himself close to a still-standing wall, placing some cover between himself and Billie.
 

 
  There, he skidded to a halt, face-to-face with a giant panther.
 

 
  She growled once, crouching to spring.
 

 
  “Raea, my dear,” he said with great dignity, straightening up and adjusting the invisible lapels of his coat as if they weren’t on fire, “since this is our first real meeting and I may not have the chance later, I just want you to know something.” He smiled pleasantly. “Your mother pays dire wolves to fuck her in the—”
 

 
  The panther lunged.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “That is a right disconcerting spectacle,” McGraw mused, staring at the figure of a slim man outlined in green fire. It was a good twenty yards away, and on the other side of a collapsed building and a standing one besides, but the flames were visible between it. According to Billie, they’d have been visible on the other side of the planet, if anybody there had eyesight keen enough to see it. He was correct; the ghostly image was deeply disconcerting, making the brain struggle to place it against its backdrop.
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Joe murmured, jerking his head up the street, where Khadizroth and Vannae were approaching at a walk. “Can you occupy these two for a moment?”
 

 
  “Reckon I can whip somethin’ up,” McGraw said idly, taking aim with his staff and unleashing a blast of pure, destructive arcane force.
 

 
  Again, the dragon deflected it, then the second one, but he slowed under the onslaught as McGraw continued to pepper him with arcane bolts. Vannae ducked into a side alley behind his master.
 

 
  “The other elf just went outta sight,” McGraw said tersely. “Watch your ass, Joe.”
 

 
  
   “Damn,”
  
  the Kid hissed, lowering his wands, their tips smoking. Neat holes had been burned into the pile of rubble between them and the Jackal, but were quickly erased as the debris shifted. The Jackal, engaged in a fighting retreat from Raea, had moved out of the way of the shots, not that it mattered; powerful as Joe’s wands were, it was simply too much mass for him to shoot through. “I’m gonna—”
 

 
  “Son, do
  
   not
  
  go off chasin’ him,” McGraw ordered. “We’ve taken his element of surprise; he’s not a match for Raea hand-to-hand. I could use your help
  
   here!”
  
 

 
  Joe whipped around, baring his teeth, and stepped up next to the old wizard, adding a barrage of wandfire to McGraw’s assault.
 

 
  At that, Khadizroth was finally forced to halt his advance, ducking into another alley. A final blast from McGraw collapsed the entrance after him.
 

 
  “So,” the wizard said, breathing heavily, “he can deflect unfocused bursts of arcane power, but not wandshots. Interesting.”
 

 
  “And good to know,” Joe added. “Gives me an idea. C’mon.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Sometimes simple devices were the best devices; rather than relying on any magical augmentation, Billie’s Throwing Arm was a simple length of pipe with a gripping claw attached to one end linked by spring to a handle on the other. It enabled her to lengthen her arm by more than her body height, and thus hurl bombs a very great distance. She had practiced with it extensively. Not enough to bullseye an elf in an alley at seventy yards, but the nice thing about bombs was that you didn’t really need to bullseye anything.
 

 
  She chuckled to herself as the grenade hit right in front of Vannae, reducing his path to a pile of rubble and catching him in the blast. It was too much to hope that it had done him in; between elvish relfexes and magical defenses, he wouldn’t be taken so easily. Unfortunately the fire, smoke and debris prevented her from seeing the results of her attack in any detail.
 

 
  The only warning she got was a rasp of stone on stone behind her.
 

 
  Billie whirled, another explosive in hand, but Shook was already on her. The angle of the climb to her perch had prevented him from just shooting her down, and he’d given himself away by clambering fully up onto the small ledge rather than reaching out to grab her. He was there, though, and close enough to land a vicious kick square on her chest.
 

 
  The gnome was propelled into space, plummeting over twenty feet into the crater below. Baring his teeth in an expression that was triumphant but not a smile, Shook stepped up to the edge of the platform, leveling both wands.
 

 
  He, unfortunately for him, was much taller than a gnome; the angle of the climb did not protect
  
   him
  
  from wandshots.
 

 
  His shielding charm sparked at the impact of a lightning bolt; he whirled, almost losing his balance, and blindly returned fire.
 

 
  Weaver stalked forward up the much gentler side of the rubble pile, the one Shook had avoided because it was within Billie’s line of sight. The bard glared fury at the enforcer, both wands upraised, and pressed forward one step at a time, unleashing blast after blast as he came.
 

 
  Shook regained his balance and shot back; blue flashes lit up around both men as their respective charms absorbed wandfire. Meeting his assailant’s glare with his own, Shook began striding down the incline right at him.
 

 
  Both men advanced at a walk, surrounded by flickering shields of light, and pouring on arcane destruction with two wands each. Those shields were starting put put off smoke and high-pitched whines of protest; they were not meant to stand up to continuous fire. Neither man wavered or slowed, however.
 

 
  When they were only five yards apart, though, Weaver suddenly dropped his wands. Shook finally paused, hesitating in his own assault.
 

 
  The bard reached into his coat, pulled out a flute, and raised it to his lips. The enforcer unleashed a furious volley of blasts straight at his face; Weaver’s shield sparked dangerously, the charm pinned to his coat glowing hot enough to make the fabric smoke.
 

 
  Then Weaver blew a single note, and the world tilted out of balance.
 

 
  Shook lost his footing, stumbling to his knees; he dropped one of his wands, barely catching himself from keeling over entirely. Weaver continued to play, the sound seeming to make the very air resonate sickeningly.
 

 
  Then Shook raised his head.
 

 
  His lips were peeled back in an animal snarl, eyes bulging with pure rage. Weaver’s own eyes narrowed; after a quick pause for breath, he blew harder, the note resuming even louder than before.
 

 
  Shook stumbled again, wavering… Then, slowly, straightened up, climbing fully to his feet. Blood began to drip from his nose. Raising his remaining wand, he took aim at the bard.
 

 
  Weaver let off playing for a moment. “It rattles the
  
   brain,
  
  y’know. To stand up to that, you’d have to be more wild animal than man. You’ve got some issues, don’cha, Mr. Shook?”
 

 
  His shield sparked against the wandshot that would otherwise have burned through his throat. He put the flute back to his lips.
 

 
  What struck him from the side was not a gust of air so much as a compressed sphere of it. Weaver kept his hold on his flute, though his wands were sent flying away even as he himself was tossed off the incline to skid down it on his back and land in a heap at the base.
 

 
  “Stop,” Vannae ordered, bounding onto the ledge as Shook made to follow Weaver. “Persevering through that would
  
   damage
  
  your mind. If it is not healed—”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   fine,”
  
  Shook snarled, his features twisted in animal fury. “Fuck off, I’m gonna finish—”
 

 
  A light touch of the elf’s fingers on his forehead caused him to slump forward, unconscious. Vannae caught him, grunting as he carefully lowered the much bigger man to the ground.
 

 
  “In my opinion,” the elf murmured, gently placing a hand over Shook’s eyes and concentrating on the healing flow of magic, “it would be more sensible to let you finish him off and kill yourself in the process. Two birds, as they say. But Khadizroth has stated all our lives are to be protected above all other considerations. There, that should—”
 

 
  A brilliant tower of pure light burst up from a juncture of streets over a block distant, accompanied by a wail of agony in Khadizroth’s voice.
 

 
  Vannae bounded off the ruined building in one great leap, leaving Shook unconscious at its peak.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  McGraw stumbled backward, barely getting an arcane shield up between himself and the fireball thrown by the dragon. There was barely room to maneuver in the square; this end of the town was less destroyed than the other, but it was also more cramped. The only reason there was an open space here at all was due to the old well at one end, set in the base of a rock outcropping atop which a house had been raised.
 

 
  Joe and McGraw had intercepted the dragon here and managed to hold him for a few minutes. While the wizard approached at street level, Joe had positioned himself on the rooftops, firing streams of white light in an intensity that left molten streaks of glass in the sandy dirt of the street. His onslaught had forced Khadizroth to keep moving, even as he himself had had to rapidly dodge and shift to defensive measures when the dragon hurled fireballs, and at one point caused an enormous thorned vine to crawl up the wall on which he was standing. Joe’s wands were crafted with the ability to project tunnels of ionized air to redirect incoming wandfire; it didn’t work nearly as well on fireballs, but worked somewhat, at least causing them to lose cohesion.
 

 
  McGraw, meanwhile, had poured on a more direct attack, hitting the dragon with fire, ice, lightning, wind, sheer kinetic force and blasts of pure arcane energy. His assaults, while stronger pound-for-pound, were less concentrated than the wandshots, and Khadizroth mostly chose to block or deflect them rather than evading.
 

 
  The dragon was kept busy with defense and evasion, only finding time to fire off one counterattack for every three or four of theirs, but still, it was apparent from the beginning that they were only keeping him at bay. And while both humans grew increasingly sweaty and short of breath, Khadizroth remained in perfect equilibrium, and even wore a calm smile.
 

 
  Finally, sensing a moment’s weakness, he followed his fireball with a wall of solid air, smashing McGraw backward into the house behind him. The wizard lost his footing at the impact, stumbling to the side and barely catching himself on his staff.
 

 
  
   “Stop!”
  
  Joe thundered as the dragon stepped forward. He leaped from the rooftop on which he’d been balancing, landing in the street a few yards away.
 

 
  Khadizroth did, indeed, pause, turning to face him. “Unless you intend to parley, Mr. Jenkins, I do believe this matter is at an end. I would take it well if you did; I told you once before that your brand of honor is sorely needed in the world. It would pain me to expunge it.”
 

 
  “Step away from him,” Joe grated, advancing with both wands upheld, “and don’t you
  
   dare
  
  speak to me of honor, you two-faced filth.”
 

 
  The dragon’s sage smile finally vanished. “Child, you speak of things far above your understanding.”
 

 
  “I understand integrity,” Joe snapped back, firing a stream of light at the dragon’s feet; Khadizroth stepped away, but made no other move as the Kid advanced. McGraw, against the wall, hauled himself upright, panting, but also held off, watching them carefully as if afraid to interrupt the conversation unfolding. “You know what kind of man you’re working for.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Khadizroth said coldly, “and what kind of man
  
   you
  
  are working for. I’m certain you have this worked around in your mind so that you taking orders from your particular deceitful weasel is more noble than me doing so from mine, but—”
 

 
  “Darling an’ Justinian aren’t the problem,” Joe interrupted, pressing forward. He fired another shot at the ground; Khadizroth glanced at it but did not move, the beam not coming close enough to singe him. “Neither am I. We work for Darling because of what he’s payin’ us—it’s that simple. We’re mercenaries. Not the noblest thing, but it is what it is, an’ none of us claim to be any better.
  
   You,
  
  though, you’re Khadizroth the Green. You’re supposed to stand for something. You’re supposed to
  
   matter,
  
  damn you! What can you
  
   possibly
  
  be doin’ with Justinian that’s worth leeching the honor outta the world?”
 

 
  Khadizroth blinked his eyes, his expression very nearly shocked. “I—Joseph, much as we would like matters to be simple, we rarely have that luxury.”
 

 
  “The world ain’t simple,” Joe said bitterly, coming to a stop only two yards from him. “It largely ain’t decent, and neither are a lot of folk in it. Difference is, people
  
   can
  
  be better. What
  
   makes
  
  ’em better, most times, is somebody settin’ an example. That is what you could be doing, and it’d matter a hell of a lot more than any a’ your schemes.”
 

 
  The dragon drew in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “I…wish I could say that you are wrong, young man. Perhaps it would be better for you not to live to understand the compromises that must be made for the greater good. You’ll be happier, not learning.”
 

 
  “Whatever,” Joe said coldly. “Done with this conversation, anyway.”
 

 
  He moved one foot forward, planting a toe on a still-hot length of burned, glassy sand, and closed his eyes.
 

 
  Blue light flared up from the ground all around Khadizroth; the dragon whirled in sudden dismay, only belatedly realizing that Joe’s shots had carved a sprawling spell circle into the dusty street, and he was standing in the middle of it.
 

 
  Before he could move, the air trembled as if rung like a bell, something rippling outward from the dragon’s form.
 

 
  A column of blinding light blazed skyward and a shockwave of force ripped in all directions, tossing Joe and McGraw against the walls. Within the magical inferno, Khadizroth let out an unearthly howl of pain.
 

 
  It was over as soon as it had begun, and the dragon collapsed in an unconscious heap.
 

 
  “Whew,” Joe gasped, picking himself up and retrieving his wands from where they had fallen. “Well, that’s not gonna work a second time… You okay, Elias?”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t say
  
   that,
  
  but I’ll live a few more minutes,” McGraw grunted, hauling himself upright using his staff. “Kid, what the
  
   hell
  
  was that? It looks like a simple transmutation matrix.”
 

 
  “Yup,” Joe said, managing a weak grin. “Straightforward divine-to-arcane energy conversion. I figured, he wouldn’t have
  
   many
  
  divine spells, but dragons are known to use all kinds of magic, even apart from the one they specialize in. All four schools an’ even some shadow magic, right?”
 

 
  “An’ if that quantity of divine energy were converted to arcane in his own aura, where he wasn’t expecting it to be, and reacted with the fae magic he’s filled with…” McGraw let out a low whistle. “Kid, you have any idea how
  
   risky
  
  that was? Quite frankly there are more reasons it shouldn’t’ve worked than reasons it did.”
 

 
  “I figure we’ve learned by now that improbable plans are the only kind that work against dragons,” Joe replied, leveling both wands at Khadizroth, who was still unconscious. “Now, what to—”
 

 
  Vannae lunged at him from the rooftop nearby, only prevented from hitting the Kid head-on by a blast of unfocused arcane energy from McGraw. The elf tumbled to the street, singed and snarling, where he swiftly planted himself between them and the fallen dragon, brandishing a tomahawk.
 

 
  McGraw and Joe glanced at each other, then fired simultaneously.
 

 
  Wandshots and arcane bolts alike slammed harmlessly into the rock wall that sprang up out of the street in front of them, incidentally obliterating part of the spell circle. In the next moment, it shattered into fragments, exploding outward and pelting both of them with shards of rock, knocking Joe over and pushing McGraw backward.
 

 
  “I,” Khadizroth growled, getting to his feet, “have had
  
   enough!”
  
 

 
  The dragon straightened up fully, baring his teeth at them, and held his hands out to both sides. White-hot flames burst into being in each palm.
 

 
  Just as suddenly, they winked out, leaving him holding two handfuls of smoke and looking flummoxed.
 

 
  A soft caw sounded on the air.
 

 
  Everyone froze, turning to watch the crow as it glided down to settle on the rim of the old well.
 

 
  Mary smiled, shifting to nonchalantly tuck one leg beneath herself.
 

 
  “Am I late?”
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  “We’re with the Silver Legions,” Principia called to the two golems. “If you can understand me—”
 

 
  She received an answer in the form of two staff blasts that rocked herself and Ephanie back a half-step, making their formation quaver. An acrid smell rose over the lightning-induced tang of ozone in the air, the sign of a shield charm nearing the point of burnout. Those things hit much harder than the wandshots fired by the protestors.
 

 
  “Retreat!” she barked, and the squad began backing away as quickly as they could, considering they were climbing damp stairs backwards. The golems remained where they were, not attempting to follow, but kept their staves trained on the Legionnaires. They did not fire again, however.
 

 
  “That’s a defensive posture,” said Ephanie. “They’re blocking access to that landing, not trying to kill us.”
 

 
  “Sarge,” Casey warned, glancing over her shoulder, “we are back in range of that cannon. It’s still aiming at us!”
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Principia muttered, turning to look. At their current height on the staircase, their heads and shoulders were visible above the top, just enough to put them in view of the artillery emplacement. It was indeed still trained on their position. For a moment she held onto the hope that it had been left there and abandoned, but even as she peered up at the mag cannon, its barrel began to glow. This time, it appeared to be building up a significant charge rather than firing right away. “Shit, there’s no
  
   cover.”
  
 

 
  “Cannons would need to have this platform in their range of fire to clear away attackers,” Ephanie said crisply. “Sarge, I think we have a better chance taking on the golems.”
 

 
  “No,” said Principia. “Break ranks and get to the far corner over there, just on the other side of the opposite gate.
  
   Go.”
  
 

 
  She led the way, the others following; they bounded up the last few steps and dashed diagonally across the platform, huddling into the very far corner between the city wall and the stone balustrade. The active mag cannon swiveled to track them, but it couldn’t turn as fast as they could run, and ultimately didn’t manage to turn all the way. Its rotation stopped short of giving it full coverage of the platform.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s something,” said Merry, who was sandwiched between Farah and the wall. “We’re still in range of the artillery on
  
   this
  
  side, though.”
 

 
  “Nobody attacked us from east gatehouse,” said Principia. “Avelea, are they connected?”
 

 
  “Not directly,” Ephanie replied, “but they could cross the battlements above to reach it.”
 

 
  “Still no sign of movement from over here,” Principia murmured, her eyes sweeping the scene. “Keep your shields up and attention on the arrow loops; if anybody fires from there, return fire. Sing out immediately if one of these cannons starts to move. Time’s on our side; the Army
  
   has
  
  to be back in place sooner than later.”
 

 
  “But we don’t know what
  
   kind
  
  of timetable that is,” Farah said tremulously.
 

 
  “Right, which is why we’re not gonna sit here and wait for rescue,” Principia replied. “Listen up: once we start moving we’ll be back in range of the cannon, so we’ll need to work fast. When I give the word, fall into wedge formation facing that mag cannon and rake it. Avelea, how badly can we damage it?”
 

 
  “With five staff-equivalent weapons, easily enough to take it out of commission, assuming five direct hits—and assuming whoever’s up there doesn’t know to activate its shields. Sarge, you remember our accuracy when we drilled with these things. And that cannon is still charging; the second we’re in its line of sight it’ll fire.”
 

 
  Prin nodded, scowling at the mag cannon. It was partly hidden from view by the slight protrusion of the gatehouse, but they could see most of it from their position. “Scratch that, then. Avelea, Lang, you’re the best shots. Take position against the wall here and start peppering it. See if you can put it out of action. As soon as that thing is down, we form up and concentrate fire on this door. I want us off this ledge and back inside the walls ASAP.”
 

 
  “Pretty sure attacking the city defenses is technically treason,” Merry muttered, kneeling with her shoulder against the wall while Ephanie took aim above her head. They fired simultaneously, then kept up a steady barrage, pausing only long enough between shots to keep their weapons from overheating.
 

 
  Lightning scored black rents in the stonework near the mag cannon, but most of their shots hit it directly. The blue flash of heavy-duty shielding charms signaled that this would not be that easy, but no charm had an infinite charge, heavy or not.
 

 
  Whoever was at the cannon’s controls clearly agreed; after a few seconds of taking fire, it retaliated. This time, it was fully charged.
 

 
  The whole squad mashed themselves flat against the wall, raising shields in front of themselves, and even so, it was barely enough. The blast of white light that roared past them barely a yard from their faces was accompanied by a corona of ferocious static electricity; their shield charms flared almost opaque, whining in protest, and Casey’s shattered in a cascade of sparks. A cart-sized chunk of the platform adjacent to them was smashed to rubble.
 

 
  “Elwick!” Principia shouted a second later, blinking the glare from her eyes. “Report!”
 

 
  “Singed, not hurt, ma’am,” Casey said, still huddled behind her shield. “Sarge, my charm’s broken! If that fires again—”
 

 
  “It’s not gonna fire again,” Principia said grimly. “Hold your position. If this doesn’t work, Avelea’s in command.”
 

 
  She darted out into the open, crossing the platform in seconds and dropping her shield and lance on the way. The elf launched herself into a running jump, landing at the edge of the far balustrade and kicking off it; she spun in midair to kick off the very narrow protrusion of stonework that sheltered the gate, soaring higher in the direction of open space, but caught herself on the edge of an arrow loop. Dangling from it by both hands, she swung her body to the left, and then back to the right, actually running along the wall at a steep angle till she hit the narrow rim of stone again and kicked off, getting a grip on the next loop up.
 

 
  A figure leaned out of a nearby arrow loop, aiming a wand at her; he was instantly struck by shots from Ephanie and Merry, and fell forward without a scream to lie smoking on the platform below.
 

 
  “Now that’s interesting,” Merry muttered. “I thought Legion training for elves meant they weren’t that agile anymore…”
 

 
  Principia was in the middle of another improbable leap when a figure peeked out from behind the battlements shielding the mag cannon, taking aim at her with a wand. Ephanie and Merry immediately fired on him, but the cannon’s defenses absorbed the bolts, leaving him with a clear shot at the sergeant.
 

 
  A shadow fell across the platform.
 

 
  The man at the cannon turned to look, then let out a squeal and dived back into cover; Principia paused, dangling from the bottom of an arrow loop and twisting her neck to see what was happening.
 

 
  Though he landed with as much gentleness as possible, the beat of his massive wings was nearly enough to jar her loose from the wall. Bracing his hind legs on the platform, Ampophrenon the Gold grasped the upper battlements of the gatehouse with his right hand and laid the other on the mag cannon that had been harassing Squad One. With obvious care, he very gingerly turned it to face out to sea.
 

 
  The cannon’s mounting rent asunder in a shower of sparks, leaving the dragon holding the broken weapon.
 

 
  “Ah,” he rumbled, staring at the cannon in his hand with an abashed expression that was astonishing on his reptilian face. “Well, drat.”
 

 
  Setting the cannon down on its ledge, he placed his hand under Principia’s dangling feet. “If I may, Sergeant?”
 

 
  She gave him a long, considering look before letting go, dropping lightly into his palm. Ampophrenon lowered her carefully to the ground outside the gates.
 

 
  A yelp cut through the air, and a figure emerged from the battlements above, drifting out into space. Dragonsbane, in her distinctive mask and wing cloak, squirmed as she was levitated above the gates, flailing about wildly with her saber. Behind her, another figure in lavish blue robes appeared, standing lightly on the battlements themselves.
 

 
  “This isn’t over!” the woman ranted, shaking the weapon at him. “You can kill me, you can kill all of us, but
  
   one
  
  day—”
 

 
  “I’m sorry to cut off what’s shaping up to be a really good monologue,” Zanzayed called out, “but you might want to save that one for another occasion, Marshal. The rest of your cohorts are all under a sleeping charm; nobody can hear you but us.”
 

 
  Dragonsbane halted her gyrations, then very deliberately twisted herself to peer pointedly downward at Principia and the rest of her squad.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t mind us,” said Merry. “This just got
  
   very
  
  interesting.”
 

 
  “I believe the sun has set on this particular bit of subterfuge,” Ampophrenon rumbled, rearing up and spreading his wings. Moments later, he had shrunk down to his humanoid form and stepped off the balustrade onto the platform. “I said from the beginning that we should have been up front with Locke instead of trying to manipulate her, Zanzayed. All this chaos is what results from attempting to play such games with notoriously clever people.”
 

 
  “You just hate fun, that’s all,” Zanzayed replied gaily, as he and Dragonsbane slowly drifted to the ground.
 

 
  Ampophrenon grimaced at him, then turned to Dragonsbane and bowed. “I apologize for damaging the cannon, Marshal. Needless to say, I will be financially responsible for that and all damage to Imperial property incurred here.”
 

 
  “That’s generous of you, m’lord,” she said carefully, “but there is really no way to arrange that without revealing your complicity in this. I’m sure the Imperial treasury can absorb it.”
 

 
  “Shut up,” Principia said, bending to pick up her lance. “I don’t know what this is, and right now I am past giving a shit. You’re all under arrest.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon blinked his luminous eyes at her. “Ah… Forgive me, Sergeant Locke, but I don’t think you understand—”
 

 
  “Here’s what I understand,” she short back, leveling the lance at Dragonsbane and fingering the trigger charm that parted its blades to reveal the firing crystal. “I want all of you on your knees, weapons on the ground and hands on your heads before I have time to repeat my instructions.”
 

 
  Before any of them could respond to that—which was perhaps fortunate, given Zanzayed’s gleeful expression—the side gate through which they had originally come opened, and a well-dressed man in his middle years stepped out. He glanced once at the scene—the two dragons, the Legionnaires, the improbably-dressed woman in the mask—and cleared his throat.
 

 
  “Thank you for your commitment to civil order, Sergeant, but that won’t be necessary. My name is Quentin Vex; I head Imperial Intelligence. Perhaps it’s time we had a talk.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Wide slashes were the opposite of proper rapier technique, but Ruda had quickly discovered that whatever magic animated the skeletons ran very thin in each individual specimen; it didn’t agree at all with mithril. The merest touch of her sword sufficed to reduce them to inanimate bone. Thus, she swept the blade around herself in wide, scything arcs, carving a path through the horde of undead and so far avoiding injury at their skeletal hands.
 

 
  Which was not to say this was a winning strategy; the sheer numbers of skeletons were turning the tide gradually against her and her classmates. It would have been a significant challenge to keep up with them even if they crumbled to dust on each hit, but she was accumulating drifts of fallen bones all around herself, forcing her to constantly retreat in order to retain her footing. And still they came on, no matter how many she felled.
 

 
  Another of those peculiar golden blasts hit her in the side; there was some pressure to it, but despite what it had done to Shaeine (which had caused her to formulate a theory), it had had no other effect on Ruda, and she had decided not to worry about it.
 

 
  “Would you
  
   quit
  
  doing that?” Juniper exclaimed off to her right upon being shot with another of them. The dryad turned and stalked toward the cultist who had fired on her, evidently having had enough. She had been bulling through the undead by sheer brute force; the ones she smashed had a tendency to keep moving, just in smaller pieces.
 

 
  On Ruda’s other side, Vadrieny screamed in fury at a knot of onrushing skeletons, which fazed them not in the least. In the next second she was being swarmed by them—not taking any discernible damage, but being crawled over by human-sized enemies was enough to hamper even her strength.
 

 
  “For fuck’s sake, Vadge, they’re not afraid of you!” Ruda exclaimed, cutting down another swath of undead. “Teal, tell your demon to just
  
   kill
  
  the bastards!”
 

 
  The cultist shrieked in panic as Juniper got her hands on him. Wrenching the augmented staff out of his grasp, she hurled it to the side, then picked the man up and tossed him into the air. The dryad caught him by the ankle, and proceeded to swing him bodily around, using him as a grisly flail against the summoned undead.
 

 
  Vadrieny hurled off the last of the skeletons swarming her and pumped her wings once to leap across the sanctuary to Ruda’s side, where she swiped half the undead attacking the pirate into shards. Standing back-to-back halved the area each had to control and made their task suddenly a great deal easier.
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   ever
  
  call me that again,” the archdemon ordered.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda agreed. “Didn’t really think that one through before I opened my mouth.”
 

 
  One of the remaining cultists was clipped by a skeleton thrown by Juniper in the act of firing his weapon at Vadrieny; the shot went wild, smashing one of the cathedral’s stained glass windows. Apparently they had that much force, at least.
 

 
  A silver streak zipped in through the open door and discharged a blast of wind at him, followed by a splatter of sleet.
 

 
  “THIS BUILDING IS A HISTORICAL TREASURE, YOU DEGENERATE POLTROON!” Fross roared, lashing out on all sides with ice—and notably avoiding the use of any of her more destructive spells. Restrained or not, it worked. Even undead had trouble moving with their feet frozen to the floor, and those that got loose were deprived of traction.
 

 
  “Finally, some fucking progress,” Ruda growled as she and Vadrieny began edging sideways toward the dais where the remaining two cultists stood, now firing persistently at them. In that concentration, the mild blows of the golden shots were enough to impede their advance, though not by much.
 

 
  Then, the skeletons began to die.
 

 
  It started in the front corner of the room, with those which had gotten past the students and neared the front doors. They simply collapsed en masse, and a wave of destruction flashed through their ranks. Undead fell to pieces in a long trail as if something invisible were cleaving through them.
 

 
  Within seconds the phenomenon had ripped across the entire cathedral, then those still pouring out of the doors behind the dais fell as whatever it was passed within to finish the job.
 

 
  The sudden quiet was astonishing. Juniper halted amid a heap of fallen skeletons, blinking, then looked down at the man in her hand. Blood splattered her, the bones and everything in her vicinity; he was limp and seemed to bend in far too many places.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” the dryad said sheepishly. “I broke mine, guys.”
 

 
  The doors, which Vadrieny had shut after putting Shaeine outside, swung open, and all three paladins stalked into the sanctuary, shoulder to shoulder.
 

 
  “Ah,” said Ruda. “Valkyries. That explains it. Coulda used some of those before. Welcome back, guys!”
 

 
  She and Vadrieny were slightly off to the side, leaving a clear path between the doors and the dais, along which the cultists and paladins now locked eyes.
 

 
  “Do your worst!” the man in the center screeched, taking aim with his staff. “A million shall fall, a million shall rise, and all comes to naught! Chaos cannot die!”
 

 
  Gabriel stepped in front of Trissiny, drawing Ariel and glaring. He pulled back his arm and hurled the sword forward. It was a somewhat awkward throw, exhibiting all of his usual athleticism, but the blade flared blue in midair and zipped across the entire length of the sanctuary, spinning end over end.
 

 
  The cultist staggered back as Ariel slammed into his chest, impaling him cleanly through the ribs.
 

 
  Gabriel held out his left hand and made a grasping motion; a phantasmal glove of arcane blue flickered momentarily around Ariel’s hilt, and suddenly the sword wrenched slightly to the side, lodging herself firmly in the man’s ribs and eliciting a gasp of agony from him. Then Ariel jerked backward, sailing across the room to her master and dragging the impaled cultist along.
 

 
  They came to a clean halt less than a yard from Gabriel, who calmly grasped Ariel’s hilt with his left hand and stepped forward, bringing his face to within inches of the man’s filthy, matted beard. With his other, he grabbed the augmented staff, which the cultist still clutched.
 

 
  The Hand of Vidius sneered and spoke in a growl that resonated throughout the church.
 

 
  
   “Nothing. Doesn’t. Die.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel ripped Ariel out sideways and yanked the staff away simultaneously, brandishing both weapons out to the sides. Suddenly unsupported, the cultist staggered, then sank to his knees, whispering something under his breath, before finally falling to the ground. After a few weak twitches, he lay still.
 

 
  In the silence that followed, they could actually hear the buzzing of Fross’s wings.
 

 
  “Badass is a weird look on you, Arquin,” Ruda said finally. “Quick, say something dumb before I lose all faith in reality.”
 

 
  Seemingly galvanized by her voice, the last robed cultist took aim at Gabriel. In the next moment, Vadrieny landed next to him, casually ripping the staff out of his hands and tossing it away, then grabbed him about the neck with one clawed hand and hauled him back to the students.
 

 
  “You will tell us the source of the chaos,” the archdemon said matter-of-factly, roughly pulling back the cultist’s hood.
 

 
  This one, thus revealed, was actually a woman. She was as filthy as the others, her face smeared with a grime of blended sweat, dust and caked skin oil, her hair matted and filled with the grunge of the catacombs. Eyes wide and rolling, she stared blankly at a point above Trissiny’s head as the paladin stepped up in front of her.
 

 
  “The source, there is no source,
  
   everything
  
  is the source. You don’t see—you should see. You
  
   will
  
  see, but too late. It shines, but it’s darkness. It’s
  
   all.
  
  Everything that’s not is is illusion, because
  
   it’s
  
  illusion. It is and it’s
  
   not,
  
  you understand?”
 

 
  “Just like the ones at the prison,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  “Chaos is
  
   very
  
  unhealthy to be around,” Trissiny said grimly. “It was a good thought, Vadrieny, but I’m afraid trying to get information out of her is pointless. She’s not even resisting; she just can’t think in terms that would be useful.”
 

 
  “Unless it’s an act,” Ruda said skeptically.
 

 
  
   “Possible, but this is consistent with the observed behavior of chaos victims,”
  
  Ariel commented as Gabriel wiped her blade clean with a handkerchief.
 

 
  “I dunno, they managed to plan and execute all
  
   this,”
  
  Gabriel said.
 

 
  “Chaos cultists are known to exhibit a certain animal cunning,” said Trissiny. “It’s the higher functions of intelligence that suffer from chaos exposure; they still have instinct. That’s arguably
  
   all
  
  they have. Also, let’s keep in mind that the Black Wreath is present and active and has betrayed us
  
   once
  
  today. I don’t believe for a moment that they are as innocent in all this as Vanessa claimed.”
 

 
  “They did what?” Vadrieny demanded, turning on her.
 

 
  “The summoners were a trap,” said Gabriel. “The Wreath was already there, with weapons like these. They claimed to have taken them from the chaos cult, but they used ’em on us and tried to hold us prisoner.” He held up the staff in his hand, studying it with a distasteful grimace.
 

 
  “What the fuck do those even
  
   do?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “These are what the Empire was making,” said Trissiny. “They block divine magic. A cleric shot by one is temporarily unable to cast. Or a paladin, as we discovered.”
 

 
  “That was the theory I developed,” said Shaeine, striding toward them from the door. “You did say temporarily?”
 

 
  “Yeah, actually,” said Toby, stepping toward her, “and it turns out Omnu is inclined to override the effect. Shaeine, I’m not certain if this’ll work for you—you’re not a Pantheon cleric. But I don’t see any way it could hurt…”
 

 
  “Please,” Shaeine said with barely restrained intensity, “try.”
 

 
  Toby reached out, his aura flaring gold, and laid a hand on her shoulder. Vadrieny stepped up to Shaeine’s other side, squinting against the glow but not backing away.
 

 
  After a moment, Toby let his light subside. “There. I… That’s it, Shaeine. Any more and we might both burn.”
 

 
  Shaeine closed her eyes, and a halo of pure silver rose about her. She let out a deep sigh, the obvious relief on her features jarring considering her usual composure. Vadrieny wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” the drow said feelingly to Toby, who grinned back.
 

 
  “That’s one fear addressed, then,” said Ruda, poking gingerly at the still-babbling cultist with the tip of her sword. When Vadrieny had released her, the woman had just slumped to her knees, making no move to either flee or attack. It was starting to look more and more as if her mind was simply gone. “Now what the hell are we supposed to do with
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  “She’s no use to us,” Toby said firmly as the cultist continued muttering under her breath. “She’ll have to go into prison with the others. Despite everything, she’s as much a victim in this as anyone.”
 

 
  Juniper wrinkled her nose. “Are you serious?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said firmly. “She’s not even mentally competent to stand trial. No one sets out to do things like this, Juniper; chaos damages the mind if you get too close to it. There are established legal precedents, here. She is to be considered insane and treated accordingly.”
 

 
  “That leaves us back at square one, then,” said Gabriel. “With a city-wide disaster on top of everything else.”
 

 
  “Not quite,” Ruda replied. “Think, guys. Undead coming up everywhere, sure. But
  
   this
  
  is the only place we’ve seen multiple cultists. They all came pouring out of the catacomb access
  
   right
  
  under this cathedral.”
 

 
  “You think the source must be nearby,” said Fross.
 

 
  “It’s as good a theory as any,” Toby agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “And we’d better move our asses before the trail gets any colder,” Ruda added. “The chaos-whatsit may be close. We’ve got valkyries, three paladins, and my friend, here.” She held up the rapier. “And
  
   one
  
  of our paladins knows a thing or two about magic.”
 

 
  
   “It’s possible he knows as many as three things,”
  
  said Ariel.
 

 
  “I agree,” Trissiny said, drawing her sword. “Fross, Juniper, Shaeine and Vadrieny, please try to help the Army and the citizens outside. Those of us less vulnerable to chaos had better head below. If there’s a chance we can finish this, we have to take it.”
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  “I kinda miss having Fross along,” Ruda commented. “No offense, but you guys are a little… I dunno, glaring.”
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby both glanced at her, saying nothing; up ahead, Gabriel sighed but did not turn around.
 

 
  “It’s just that she’s got this pleasant blue-white thing going on; it’s
  
   soothing.
  
  It’d be a nice way to improve the fuckin’ scenery down here, what there is of it. All this yellow is puttin’ me on edge.”
 

 
  “We’re pursuing necromancers toward a source of pure chaos,” Toby said. “If you weren’t on edge, I would be worried for your mental health.”
 

 
  “And the light is usually referred to as ‘gold,’” Trissiny added dourly. Ruda just laughed.
 

 
  All three were glowing subtly, which was the only source of illumination in the tunnels beneath the cathedral. In fact, it had been the only source of illumination in the old church’s basement, but in these much more cramped corners, the light felt even more precious, regardless of Ruda’s commentary. The group could probably have seen where they were going by the light of only one aura. Pushing back against the darkness made them all feel slightly better.
 

 
  Nothing about the catacombs was visually surprising: the tunnels were cramped, dusty, and dark. A blend of natural caves and man-made structures, they passed without apparent pattern through exposed dirt, carefully dressed stone, crumbling old brick and living rock, both carved out and naturally worn by aeons of water. Water, too, they passed twice and had to step over once. Though small galleries opened off here and there, so far the group had only been able to follow a single tunnel, just barely wide enough for three of them to walk abreast if they squeezed in.
 

 
  Most of those side galleries had held coffins. All were now empty.
 

 
  Bones were everywhere, so thick in places that the students had to pick their way carefully over piles, and in some cases wade through them. Even Ruda had not offered a joke about this; they were all working hard at ignoring it as much as possible. At least the trail of felled undead told them they were headed in the right direction.
 

 
  Until they passed through a doorway and had to stop, staring.
 

 
  The chamber ahead, barely lit by Gabriel’s aura, seemed to be a cylindrical natural cavern, like an underground tower. A bridge (without railing, of course) extended from the door in which they stood to a platform in the middle, part of an island which jutted out from the wall to their right and had clearly been flattened for this purpose. There were two doors in the wall adjacent, and three more narrow bridges leading to openings around the rim of the cavern. Below, the darkness fell away to seemingly infinite depths, the bottom completely out of view.
 

 
  Bones littered the whole area indiscriminately. One of the other bridges was clear of them; aside from that, every path before them was marked by the same gruesome trail they’d been following.
 

 
  Ruda craned her neck to peer over Gabriel’s shoulder. “Aw, fuck.”
 

 
  “That’s your answer to everything,” Gabriel said, glancing back at her with a smile, then pointed at the far door on the ledge. “It’s that way.”
 

 
  “What are you seeing that we don’t?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Nothing,” he said. “But I’ve got scouts ahead. Oh, that reminds me, the Army search teams are all back topside; they’ve got some wounded but didn’t lose anyone. But yeah, my friends are all back. Vestrel’s giving me directions.”
 

 
  “They found the source of chaos?” Toby said sharply.
 

 
  “They think so,” Gabriel replied, stepping forward—very, very carefully—across the stone footbridge. “They don’t want to get too close, which I fully support. It’s causing some kind of dimensional issue, and being phased out the way they are, they could be vulnerable to that. But Vestrel says that from a distance, it looks like some kind of artifact, not a dimensional rift.”
 

 
  “That’s…unexpected. And unusual.” Trissiny spoke thoughtfully as she followed the others across to the platform. “But not without precedent. Maybe it’s for the best—if it’s not an actual
  
   rift
  
  we have a better chance of dealing with it. Artifacts can be destroyed.”
 

 
  “Just for the record,
  
   soul reapers
  
  are scared of this fucking thing and
  
   we’re
  
  walking right toward it,” Ruda said. “I can’t help thinking this is not the smartest thing we’ve ever done, guys. And let’s face it, we have done some pretty dumb shit.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said archly, “because you didn’t listen to my advice and I had to fight the centaurs on my own. What did we learn, Ruda?”
 

 
  “Oh, fuck you.”
 

 
  “And they’re not
  
   afraid,”
  
  Gabriel said testily. “They’re cautious. The difference is important.”
 

 
  “Look at you, bein’ all protective,” Ruda said, shoving him lightly in the shoulder from behind. They were passing through the indicated doorway into another tunnel, so this was much less dangerous than it would have been in the tower chamber. Even so, he stumbled over a skull and shot her an annoyed look. “Aw, don’t make that face, it’s cute!”
 

 
  
   “In any case,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “we are approaching with the active attention of the three primary gods of the Pantheon. It is well within the Trinity’s power to subdue chaos radiation, particularly if the source is a tainted object and not a planar rift. I presume that you are all staying in touch with your patrons?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby said, nodding.
 

 
  “And as I’ve mentioned before,” Trissiny said, “’patron’ is a specifically gendered word and not—”
 

 
  
   “I have never said this to a living being, Trissiny Avelea, nor imagined that I ever would, but it is my professional opinion that you need in the worst way to get laid.”
  
 

 
  Ruda laughed so hard she nearly fell over.
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat loudly and raised his voice to be heard over her. “Gabe, please be sure to thank Vestrel and the others for us.”
 

 
  “She’s the invisible one, man,” Gabriel replied, grinning back at him. “She can hear you just fine. Says you’re welcome. Triss, don’t grind your teeth. And
  
   Ariel,
  
  if you don’t quit being an ass to my fellow Hand I’m gonna let her whack you with the sword of Avei and see which breaks first.”
 

 
  It was another half hour’s walk through cramped darkness. The path the valkyries indicated led them through more tunnels, now branching out enough that the group could easily have become totally lost without their aid. At one point they passed close enough to a massive subterranean waterfall to be dampened by its spray; the flowing water which had done the initial work of carving out the corridors beneath Veilgrad was still very much in evidence. It was only in dry chambers distant from it that they passed evidence of bodies having been deliberately interred, which was sensible.
 

 
  The farther they went, the fewer bones they encountered, until the entire place appeared to have been picked clean. Clearly, every corpse down here had gotten up and rushed to the surface; they had descended well past the level at which the skeletons had fully cleared out.
 

 
  Gabriel stopped in a small square antechamber decorated by a bust of a Stalweiss chieftain set in a wall niche.
 

 
  “This is it, guys. Another fifty yards or so straight down: this corridor angles upward slightly and terminates right in the relic room where the problem is.”
 

 
  “What are we walking into, exactly?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  He paused for a moment, frowning at a point near the wall where no one visible was standing, before speaking. “It’s… Okay, this is all starting to make a little more sense. They were able to scout it from above. We’re in the mountains outside the city now. Seems the chamber in question is very close to the surface, and there was a cave-in. The relic had been bound in some kind of container that kept the chaos from leaking out, but part of the ceiling landed on it and broke it. That’s probably what kicked all this off in the first place.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” said Toby, glancing around at the others. “All right, guys, from here on, active prayers at all times. Ruda, I know it’s your least favorite position, but maybe you’d better walk in the back. In fact, if it’s a straight shot from here, let’s have Trissiny take point; she’s best at both attack and defense, and infernal radiation aside, there’s no telling what this may spit out at us.”
 

 
  “Chaos isn’t sentient, is it?” Gabriel said, frowning as Trissiny moved past him into the tunnel.
 

 
  
   “Unknowable,”
  
  Ariel replied.
  
   “It has nothing we would recognize as a mind, which is very far from saying it has no mind.”
  
 

 
  “And on
  
   that
  
  cheery note, here we go,” Ruda said fatalistically. “I suppose I could add a few prayers to the goddess I grew up knowing, but I assure you Naphthene doesn’t give a shit.”
 

 
  Trissiny had her shield up before her as she led the way—her physical shield, in addition to the divine one. They walked in grim silence, not dragging their feet but in no hurry to meet what lay ahead.
 

 
  There was light at the end of this tunnel; as Gabriel had said, the ceiling had collapsed and daylight been allowed to stream in. The group paused at the door to the relic chamber before Trissiny stepped forward, allowing the others to exit the corridor and fan out to both sides of her.
 

 
  What this room had once looked like was impossible to tell now. It had clearly been large and roughly circular, but the walls and much of the floor were obscured. Apparently the
  
   entire
  
  ceiling had come down, leaving them in a broad island of sunlight completely buried under chunks of fallen stone so broken that it was impossible to tell whether the original roof had been natural or carved.
 

 
  They had been cleared away at certain key points, though. The door was clear, as was a path to the reliquary in the center. This was the only sign anyone had been present since the collapse; clearly the chaos cultists must have spent considerable time in this chamber, but they had either been careful to leave no traces or something that removed them after the fact.
 

 
  In the center lay what could have been a sarcophagus meant to house a man twelve feet tall and correspondingly broad. It had been an elaborate thing, once, banded in silver and engraved with runes both arcane and divine. Now, it lay broken. The pieces of its shattered lid and walls had been carefully set aside, revealing what lay beneath. Though the stone of both the ceiling and sarcophagus must have fallen on the object within, it had not been so much as scratched.
 

 
  The skull was enormous, easily big enough that the dragon could have swallowed a person whole when alive. Unlike the other bones they had seen on the way here, this was coal black and glossy as if lovingly polished.
 

 
  Silence stretched out while they stared, until Gabriel finally spoke.
 

 
  “Vestrel says this whole area was…tainted, sort of, until we got close and our auras pushed it back. Don’t let up for a second, guys, we do
  
   not
  
  want to be near that thing at its full power. I… It’s been a good long while since I listened to old fairy tales. That can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be what I think it is, can it?”
 

 
  “The details are lost to history,” Trissiny said softly, “but we do know it happened. That was no fairy tale. This is… It
  
   has
  
  to be. The skull of Belosiphon the Black.”
 

 
  
   “Who
  
  the fucking
  
   what?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “He was a chaos-tainted dragon who served Scyllith before the Elder War,” said Toby. “Which… Well, I guess this was as good a place as any for it, though I can’t imagine what could have been holding its power in check all this time. Whatever it was must’ve been worked into that big stone coffin, and broke when it did. So…what do we
  
   do
  
  with it now?”
 

 
  
   “I don’t advise you attempting to do anything personally,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “This is something for the gods to handle. By the look of those runes, they did so last time. Salyrene is personally invoked multiple times in those charms; she does not generally permit people to do that.”
  
 

 
  A shadow fell over the sky above, and they all jumped, staring upward.
 

 
  “What is
  
   that?”
  
  Trissiny demanded, dropping into a battle stance. “Something the skull is doing?”
 

 
  “No,” Gabriel replied, frowning. “It’s… According to Vestrel it’s a zeppelin. Has Imperial Army markings. And…it’s stopping, right overhead.”
 

 
  “I desperately want to think this is good news,” said Ruda, “but I’m not
  
   quite
  
  that dumb.”
 

 
  
   “Stand ready,”
  
  Ariel said urgently.
  
   “There are multiple arcane transfer signatures forming on this site—”
  
 

 
  A series of sharp pops and crackles sounded, accompanied by flashes of blue light, and half a dozen people materialized in the space. Three wore the blue robes of Salyrite clerics, two were in improbably elaborate crimson-and-gold armor over white surcoats, and the last was dressed in a pristine white longcoat; they could see no more, as he had landed with his back to them.
 

 
  “Quickly,”
  
  
  the man in the coat barked, unnecessarily. The priests had already begun furling a large length of iridescent cloth over the dragon’s skull. Both guards turned to level their impractical gilded polearms at the students. “Chaos will be in abeyance in the paladins’ presence, but that doesn’t make it safe. How long?”
 

 
  “One minute, at the most,” the woman farthest from them said tersely, beginning to carefully fold the edges of the shimmering blue fabric under the skull.
 

 
  “Step away from that!” Trissiny ordered. “Who do you think you are? What are you
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  “We are with the Universal Church,” he replied, “answerable directly to his Holiness the Archpope. We are
  
   securing
  
  this incredibly dangerous artifact before it has the chance to cause any more harm to Veilgrad. So, the same thing I expect you came here to do.” He finally turned to give them an extremely flat look. “Hello,
  
   kids.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel blinked in astonishment. “Captain Rouvad?”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   Ravoud,”
  
  he said testily, “and it’s Colonel.”
 

 
  “You work with the Church now?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “I am blessed to have been offered employment,” Ravoud said curtly. “My last job was abruptly terminated about the time these two ladies killed my best friend. You may recall something of the incident.”
 

 
  “We wrote you a letter of commendation,” Trissiny protested.
 

 
  “Yes, thank you. That made it
  
   all
  
  better.”
 

 
  “Package secure,” the priestess said crisply. “The dimensional weave is operating exactly as tested. Chaos energies will be contained for transport, but this
  
   will
  
  decay rapidly. We have less than one day to get it securely to its new resting spot.”
 

 
  “Wait a second,” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “Seconds are precious, as you just heard.” Rouvad nodded curtly to them. “Thank you for your invaluable assistance, ladies and gentlemen. You have my word this thing will trouble Veilgrad no more. Take us out, Sister.”
 

 
  Another series of flashes and pops followed, and then they were gone, leaving an empty, broken sarcophagus where the skull had lain.
 

 
  Above, a distant thrum sounded as the zeppelin powered up its elemental thrusters. In only a few moments more, the shadow receded, allowing bright sunlight to pour unimpeded into the chamber once again.
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said at last, “I guess that’s…that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Major, thank the gods,” the soldier said fervently as Razsha strode up to him, the rest of her strike team following in the standard diamond formation. Seven troopers had formed a perimeter around one corner of the old guild complex, staves aimed at what lay near the wall. “She beat the werewolf unconscious and then dragged it in
  
   here.
  
  The Colonel said to keep her secured, but… I mean,
  
   how?
  
  We saw that fight. I don’t think we could…”
 

 
  “You did fine, soldier,” Razsha said, patting him on the shoulder. “That particular demon has…a degree of trust. Three paladins are taking responsibility for her. When did the werewolf transform back?”
 

 
  “Less than five minutes ago, ma’am. About the time the skeletons collapsed. Does that mean it’s over?”
 

 
  The Major made no response, staring through narrowed eyes at Scorn, who was seated upon an unconscious man dressed in the shredded remains of what had been a formal suit. Demon and man alike were bruised and scratched virtually all over, but that did not seem to have diminished the Rhaazke’s spirits.
 

 
  “Hello!” she called cheerily, then roughly patted her captive on the head. “Not kill!”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, I suppose,” Razsha said.
 

 
  “Well, that’s…something,” Simmons offered. “It’s not a bad grasp of Tanglish considering she’s only been practicing a couple days.”
 

 
  “I’m more concerned that
  
   that’s
  
  one of the first things they felt the need to teach her,” Tieris muttered.
 

 
  “I can’t believe it,” Durst whispered, staring. “I just can’t. An actual, live
  
   Rhaazke.
  
  Here! What I wouldn’t give to—”
 

 
  “Durst,” Razsha interrupted, “you did say this is a sentient demon, right?”
 

 
  “What? Well, I mean, of course. They’re the dominant culture in their dimension.”
 

 
  “Then let’s assume she enjoys being gawked at like a zoo animal about as much as
  
   you
  
  would and keep that to a minimum. She’s holding that werewolf down, and isn’t hostile. That’ll do, until the paladins get back here and take her off our hands.”
 

 
  “How long will
  
   that
  
  take?” Simmons wondered aloud. “And I don’t think she’s all that skittish. She doesn’t seem to mind having battlestaves pointed at her.”
 

 
  “I doubt she knows what they are,” said Durst. “A bunch of humans with sticks aren’t going to impress her.”
 

 
  “Hypothetically,” Razsha mused, “would a staff shot put her down?”
 

 
  “Hypothetically?” Durst grimaced. “There’s no data. Nobody’s
  
   shot
  
  one that I ever heard of. Um, they
  
   are
  
  very powerful demons, though. There’s a good chance it would just piss her off.”
 

 
  Scorn ruffled the unconscious werewolf’s hair and waved at them with her other hand. “BEHOLD!”
 

 
  Major Razsha sighed. “Those kids had better get back here fast.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Wait, the Church?” Teal exclaimed. “Captain Ravoud? This is… I don’t even know
  
   what
  
  to think.”
 

 
  “That is far too many coincidences in far too short a time for my comfort,” Shaeine said.
 

 
  “Hit the nail on the head,” Ruda agreed. “Come on, the
  
   timing
  
  alone. We clear a path to the big bogey and
  
   that’s
  
  the moment they show up to whisk it away? There is some serious behind-the-scenes fuckery going on. I think we blundered across the tip of a very big iceberg, guys.”
 

 
  “Belosiphon the Black,” Teal murmured. “Incredible.”
 

 
  “It kind of explains it, though,” said Fross.
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh, sweeping her gaze around the church. Fross’s ice had been removed, but not without leaving some signs of water damage to the pews. There was also the broken window and the fact that most of the sanctuary was piled knee-deep in bones. Altogether the cathedral had seen better days. “Well, for the moment it’s over. I agree, though, Ruda. There’s something
  
   more
  
  to this. I don’t think we can just leave it alone in good conscience.”
 

 
  “Well…our actual assignment here is done, though, right?” said Juniper. “Which…shoot. We weren’t the ones who actually
  
   solved
  
  the problem, were we? I hope that doesn’t affect our grade. It wasn’t
  
   our
  
  fault the Church stepped in.”
 

 
  
   “Your priorities are on point as always, Juniper.”
  
 

 
  “Cut it out,” Gabriel said curtly, smacking Ariel’s hilt. “What’s been happening up here, guys?”
 

 
  “The whole city got quieter,” Fross reported. “The Army’s been fanning out, cleaning up and helping people. Colonel Adjavegh sent Timms to check on us.”
 

 
  “We reported the cathedral currently clear of both hostiles and civilians,” said Shaeine. “We felt, though, it was best we remained here to secure your exit. Timms apparently agreed; at least, we have heard nothing further from them.”
 

 
  “We tried to clean up a bit in here,” Fross added glumly. “It’s gonna be a
  
   long
  
  haul, though. I feel really bad about the church.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry your pretty little head about it,” Embras Mogul said cheerfully from the dais behind them. “The Church does not lack for resources. They’ll have everything shipshape in no time.”
 

 
  All of them whirled on him, most drawing weapons; Vadrieny burst forth, flexing her claws.
 

 
  No one attacked, though. Seven robed warlocks stood on the dais with Mogul. Each of them was carrying a crystal-tipped divine disruptor, including the ones the students had collected from the cathedral itself.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you show your face in front of me,” Vadrieny snarled. “You tricked and assaulted my friends, and now you steal from us!”
 

 
  “Your pardon, lady, but I believe that’s a bit unfair,” Mogul replied evenly, tipping his hat to her. “You were dealing with chaos cultists in possession of Imperial weaponry capable of neutralizing a paladin. They had laid
  
   traps
  
  for you. I’m still stuck on how those crazy buggers managed to
  
   plan
  
  all this; it was an altogether respectable operation, and all done by people who couldn’t string two coherent sentences together. Something’s fishy as all get-out, here. Regardless! Caine, Arquin and Avelea would have found themselves de-powered and at the mercy of insane necromancers with
  
   ample
  
  undead slaves had we not stepped in.”
 

 
  “Stepped in and put us at
  
   your
  
  mercy!” Trissiny growled, brandishing her sword.
 

 
  “Why, yes,” Mogul replied mildly. “While more than half of these weapons were
  
   still
  
  in hostile hands, I went out of my way to secure you three where you would be
  
   safe
  
  until the disruptors could be rounded up. I’ve dealt too much with Pantheon worshipers to expect gratitude for such a paltry favor as saving your lives, of course. Seeing you safe and hale is reward enough.”
 

 
  “That’s a load of bullshit,” Gabriel snapped. “We’re the Hands of the gods. Whatever you think of Vadrieny, I don’t believe for a second you would go out of your way to protect us.”
 

 
  “Don’t you?” Mogul replied, tilting his head like an inquisitive bird. “There
  
   is,
  
  as you say, the matter of Lady Vadrieny’s high regard for you—that’s far from nothing in my estimation. But no indeed, I make it a point never to do anything that serves only
  
   one
  
  purpose. I do have an ulterior motive. Y’see, kids, if you kill a paladin, all that happens is another one gets called—by a deity who makes you the new one’s first order of business.”
 

 
  “Better to play with them, I suppose,” Juniper said quietly.
 

 
  “Well, now, a daughter of Naiya would know
  
   all
  
  about batting her prey around before delivering the final mercy, I bet!” Mogul replied, grinning. Juniper dropped her gaze, shoulders slumping. “But no, kids. That’s logic for more stable times. A great doom is coming, and secrets are unraveling on all sides. Dead paladins are worth nothing to anybody, but paladins who know the
  
   truth?”
  
  His grin broadened; with his head angled so the brim of his hat hid his eyes, the effect was deeply creepy. “Paladins who are in on the secret their gods are trying to hide? That’s a thing that’s
  
   never
  
  been seen. I do believe I want to let that unfold. The Black Wreath, you see, has always been on the side of truth. And now, that means we have a vested interest in
  
   your
  
  welfare.”
 

 
  “What truth?” Fross demanded.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” Mogul wagged a chiding finger at her. “That’s the downside of having a reputation as terrible as ours: we can’t
  
   tell
  
  the truth, or it becomes tainted by association. No, you have to find it out yourselves.
  
   We
  
  have to content ourselves with unraveling the Pantheon’s secrecy from a safe distance. Pursuant to that, I believe you kids are acquainted with a certain Joseph Jenkins?”
 

 
  “What about Joe?” Gabriel demanded, taking aim with his wand. Instantly the other warlocks on the dais pointed their disruptors at him.
 

 
  “Joe,” said Mogul smugly, “is or is about to be in possession of some
  
   extremely
  
  interesting information that sheds light on what’s been happening here in Veilgrad. One might say that you and his group of friends each hold half the pieces to this puzzle. You’ll want to drop him a line at your earliest opportunity. He can be found in Tiraas these days; if he’s not gotten around to listing his address, Bishop Antonio Darling will know how to reach him. That’s yet
  
   another
  
  name familiar to you, I believe!”
 

 
  They all stared at him in silence.
 

 
  “Well!” Mogul said briskly. “Time waits for no man. No
  
   one,
  
  I should say; my apologies, General Avelea. We must be off, then. These devices need a new home—”
 

 
  Silver mist shot in through the broken window at a steep angle, slamming into the floor of the cathedral midway between the students and the warlocks. It swirled upward in a twisting pillar, then resolved itself into the lean figure of Malivette Dufresne.
 

 
  “Embras!” she squealed, throwing wide her arms. “How just perfectly
  
   lovely
  
  to see you!”
 

 
  “…Lady Malivette,” Mogul replied, suddenly looking wary. “I must say, this is unexpected.”
 

 
  “Why, yes, of course,” the vampire said cheerfully. “Because everyone knows Malivette is hiding in her manor while the kids are here. She’s afraid of the valkyries, you see! Y’know, the ones right now crawling all over this building.”
 

 
  “They’re not going to harm you,” Gabriel said carefully. “It’s, uh, nice to meet you, by the way.”
 

 
  “Good heavens, boy, I know
  
   that,”
  
  Malivette said, turning to wink at him. “Right back atcha, by the way. And frankly I wouldn’t much care if they did. It’s not like I so very much enjoy existing.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Mogul, shaking his head. “Well, well, well. If there is one thing I respect, it’s a well-executed ploy. My hat is off to you, madame.” He suited the words with actions, lifting his straw hat to reveal a shiny bald head and bowing to her. “If you’ll forgive me a prying question, how did you even know we would be here?”
 

 
  “My,
  
   someone
  
  thinks a lot of himself!” Malivette tittered, turning back to the warlocks, who edged back away from her. “No, Embras, actually I was hoping to catch whoever was behind all the crap afflicting my city, but…you’ll do. Yes indeed, this is quite fortuitous! It seems you’re in possession of some very exciting items belonging to the Empire!”
 

 
  Abruptly the cheer melted from her features, and she stared coldly up at Mogul.
 

 
  “Give them to me.”
 

 
  He cleared his throat. “Ah. Perhaps you would care to discuss—”
 

 
  The vampire moved with such speed that not even a blur was visible. One moment she was standing on the floor of the sanctuary; the next, she was in the midst of the Wreath’s formation, arms wrapped around Vanessa, one hand tangled in the warlock’s hair, wrenching her head back to expose the side of her neck.
 

 
  Shadows swelled around Vanessa and Malivetted, then instantly dissipated.
 

 
  “No, no, dearest,” the vampire cooed, “none of that. It’s rude to leave a party before the guest of honor has even had a drink.”
 

 
  Vanessa emitted a thin keening sound of pure panic.
 

 
  “Nessa, easy,” Embras said urgently. “She’s just making a point; if she wanted you dead, you would be. Don’t rile her! Lady Dufresne, if you want a hostage, I’m more valuable.”
 

 
  “But you
  
   care
  
  about this one,” Malivette said sibilantly. “I know your great secret, Embras Mogul. Everyone is afraid of the big bad Wreath; afraid of your eeeevil, baby-sacrificing ways. I know a thing or two about being a monster, and I know about
  
   faith.
  
  You just might care more about the world and each other than
  
   any
  
  of the other cults.”
 

 
  “Stop this,” Toby said urgently. “All of you! Malivette, please—”
 

 
  Vanessa was crying openly now, practically vibrating with tension.
 

 
  “Do you know what it’s like,” Malivette continued softly, her crimson eyes fixed on Mogul, “being hungry
  
   all
  
  the time? Never getting your fill? Worse, living in a world inhabited by
  
   delicious
  
  walking steak dinners? The
  
   smell
  
  alone… I
  
   never
  
  take more than the bare minimum I must to survive. It’s been so long since I just…
  
   drained
  
  someone.” Slowly, she leaned in, pressing her nose to the side of Vanessa’s neck, and inhaled deeply. “Mmmfffnn… Warlocks are so
  
   spicy.
  
  And best of all, nobody would miss one.”
 

 
  Vanessa squeezed her eyes shut, whimpering.
 

 
  “Enough,” Mogul snapped, tossing the disruptor to the ground at the foot of the dais. “You win. Everyone, give them up.”
 

 
  “But Embras—” a man in gray robes started to protest.
 

 
  “Do it!” Mogul barked. “Enchantments are replaceable—people aren’t!”
 

 
  The rest followed suit, tossing down their weapons, and backed away.
 

 
  “Let go of her,” Mogul said, glaring at Malivette. “You have no
  
   idea
  
  the harm you’re doing. You know what the Church did to her just this summer?”
 

 
  “You know how many of those disruptors there are, Embras?” Malivette replied in a hiss. “Because
  
   I
  
  do. Please don’t lie to me. It makes me
  
   peckish.”
  
 

 
  She drew her upper lip back, leaned in, and pressed the tips of her fangs to the nape of Vanessa’s neck.
 

 
  The warlock fainted.
 

 
  Mogul held out his hand to one side, glaring mutely at the vampire. Seconds later, another robed figure flickered into visibility and placed one last divine disruptor in his outstretched hand. He tossed it onto the pile with the others.
 

 
  “Attaboy!” Malivette said, suddenly all sweetness and light again. She knelt, gently lowering Vanessa to the ground and somehow managing to make the awkward movement look graceful. “Don’t you worry, kids, I will ensure that most of these find their way back into the Army’s hands.”
 

 
  
   “Most?”
  
  Toby said sharply.
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” she replied, winking at him. “Like I told you once before, I’m patriotic enough. I think it’s a
  
   grand
  
  idea for my government to have the best and newest weapons available! But
  
   no
  
  government needs to be the
  
   only
  
  entity with access to
  
   any
  
  weapon. Or so I hear from some Eserites I’m acquainted with, who I bet will know
  
   just
  
  how to disseminate these shiny new enchantments into the world. All right, this was fun, but I gotta go get a drink now before I accidentally kill a whole bunch’a people. See you at home, kids!”
 

 
  She dissolved abruptly into mist, which flowed down the steps and over the pile of disruptors, then vanished. The weapons disappeared along with it.
 

 
  Embras Mogul stepped over to Vanessa as soon as the vampire was gone, kneeling to gently gather her into his arms.
 

 
  “And with that, it’s official,” he said grimly. “Now
  
   no
  
  one is pleased with the outcome of this, except the blood-sucking undead. Y’know, they say you can tell a lot about a person based on the company they keep; what
  
   interesting
  
  friends you’ve got. I’ll be seeing you kids again soon.”
 

 
  Shadows swelled up over them, and then the Wreath were all gone.
 

 
  For several moments they could only stand in stunned silence.
 

 
  “Um,” Juniper said at last, “how come warlocks and vampires can just do whatever they want in a church? Aren’t these places supposed to be consecrated? Cos…I’m not feeling de-powered either, now that I think of it.”
 

 
  Gabriel rubbed at his eyes. “Yeah. Well. Crisis over. The chaos is gone, the Wreath is gone, the Army’s even getting their weapons back.”
 

 
  “Most of them, apparently,” said Shaine.
 

 
  “Right.” He sighed. “So why do I feel like we didn’t win here?”
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  Khadizroth physically swelled, drawing in a long breath, his face descending into a deep scowl.
  
   “You,
  
  Kuriwa, I had minimal patience for to begin with. If—”
 

 
  “Truce,” Mary said calmly, holding up a hand, palm forward.
 

 
  The dragon paused and narrowed his eyes. “Truce? Why?”
 

 
  “Let me second that incredulous question,” added McGraw. “With you bein’
  
   here,
  
  finally, this ruckus seems about to take a turn for the beneficial. For some of us, that is.”
 

 
  “There are some things you should all know before pursuing this matter any further,” Mary said equably, lowering her hand. “If you will kindly give it a minute or two, let the others gather. I’ve had to send help for some myself, but—ah, here they come now.”
 

 
  
   Now
  
  might have been overstating it for those without the benefit of elvish hearing. Vannae turned his head slightly toward the far end of the square, narrowing his eyes; Khadizroth glanced fleetingly in that direction before focusing his attention back on Mary.
 

 
  “I am impressed, at the least, with your nerve. That you should presume to speak politely with me after our
  
   last
  
  encounter…”
 

 
  “Khadizroth, I will not have this conversation if you plan to contend that your treatment was unwarranted,” Mary interrupted. “Existence is not fair, and people cannot be expected to be scrupulous in their judgment; we are not all Avei, nor Themynra. Your actions have consequences, and you knowingly took a substantial risk by launching a scheme which, frankly, was beneath you on multiple levels. If you wish to discuss the removal of my curse, we can. As soon as you are no longer attached to Justinian.”
 

 
  “I see,” the dragon said evenly. Vannae scowled deeply at Mary and opened his mouth.
 

 
  The sound of footsteps came from around the corner at the end of the square. The flaming green silhouette of the Jackal, eerily visible through intervening buildings, dashed toward the corner and whipped around, not slowing as he pelted straight for his compatriots. A second later, the huge panther rounded the corner, sliding on the dusty street, and lunged after him.
 

 
  The Jackal unashamedly skittered behind Khadizroth; the panther skidded to a halt and glared at the group, tail lashing.
 

 
  “Raea, please don’t play with that,” Mary said with a smile. “You have no idea where it’s been.”
 

 
  “Look who decided to show up,” Raea shot back, her expression decidedly unfriendly. “After leaving this whole situation to devolve into carnage, here you are to clean everything up and take credit. As usual.”
 

 
  “Petulance does not become you, child,” Mary chided gently. “If it makes you feel better, there will be very little credit here for anyone. If you will join us, we are going to have a chat shortly. I’ve had to send some help to escort the last few interested parties to this location.”
 

 
  “Did you sign off on this?” the Jackal asked, peeking around from behind Khadizroth.
 

 
  “Regardless of any outstanding
  
   personal
  
  business between myself and the Crow,” the dragon intoned, folding his arms, “it has been my long experience that it is worth listening when she speaks. I’ll grant a few minutes to hear this…revelation.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” said the assassin, brushing fruitlessly at the flames on his sleeves. “Can you do something about
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  Khadizroth half-turned to glance over him. “Probably. Not here, in the presence of opportunistic hired thugs who I don’t trust not to take advantage of my distraction.”
 

 
  “That’s a little rich,” Joe protested. “All’s fair in war, as they say.
  
   Now
  
  we’ve agreed to a truce.”
 

 
  “This is the first time I have heard you voice such agreement,” Khadizroth replied. “Regardless, complex magics can wait.”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, I’ll just
  
   wait,”
  
  the Jackal said sullenly as Raea came to stand next to McGraw, laying a hand on his shoulder. After a moment of no visible effect, the old wizard straightened up slightly and rolled his shoulders as if suddenly freed of stiffness, then smiled and tipped his hat to her.
 

 
  Everyone shifted to stare at the mouth of a side street when a swirling cloud of dust emerged from it, moving far too slowly to be natural. The cloud slowed and arced back toward the street from which it had come, and for a moment during the shift a vaguely humanoid outline was visible in its form. Then it shifted again, drifting toward Mary, and rippled in an indecipherable series of gestures.
 

 
  She smiled and bowed to the air elemental from a seated position.
  
   “En-shai da.”
  
 

 
  The elemental swelled outward and dissipated, a few leftover streamers of dust drifting to the ground.
 

 
  From the street behind it came Weaver, carrying Billie seated in the crook of his left arm; he had his wand in his other hand, pointed currently at the ground. The bard glanced rapidly around the growing assemblage in front of the well, but spoke to his passenger.
 

 
  “Quit
  
   drinking
  
  those, you idiot. You of all people know what the effects of healing potion overdose are!”
 

 
  “Ah, quit yer maunderin’,” Billie said with a grimace, tossing the vial she had just emptied to the ground. “All the worst times I ever had seem to’ve begun with somebody tellin’ me not ta
  
   drink
  
  somethin’.”
 

 
  “And did you ever follow that advice?”
 

 
  “Course not, what d’ye take me for?” She grinned at his ostentatious sigh, raising her voice to address the others. “Well, what’ve we got ‘ere? Back to talkin’, eh? You wankers had enough?”
 

 
  “Hello, Billie,” said Mary, finally getting up from her perch and stepping over to them. As Weaver carefully lowered the gnome to the ground, she knelt and placed both hands on Billie’s cheeks.
 

 
  Billie grimaced, then shuddered, staggering, and apparently would have fallen had Mary not held her up. “Ach! Blech, that tingles. Thanks, though. Feels a lot better.”
 

 
  “He’s right, you know,” Mary said more severely. “One more vial of that and you’d have had much more serious problems than the internal bleeding. Remedying
  
   that
  
  was more difficult than what remained of your actual injuries.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   sorry,
  
  yer Crowness, but if you just turn up at the last second, don’t expect ta be handed the easy jobs!”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Weaver said dismissively, glaring around the square. “Either someone explain to me why we’re not still killing these assholes, or let’s just resume.”
 

 
  Khadizroth reached behind himself unerringly and planted a hand over the Jackal’s mouth, just as the assassin opened it. “We are as eager to learn the point of this as you, I’m sure, deathspeaker.”
 

 
  “Just a moment, please,” said Mary calmly. “Our final guest is arriving.”
 

 
  She stepped in front of McGraw, Joe, and Raea, crossing the space separating the two groups, and met a large figure emerging from another street.
 

 
  It was easily eight feet tall and seemed made of stone, which made the silence of its movements deeply incongruous; only upon closer inspection was it apparent that the elemental was not made of solid rock, but slowly shifting sand. In its blocky arms was the unconscious form of Jeremiah Shook.
 

 
  The sand elemental bent and carefully laid him out on the ground, where Mary knelt to touch his forehead. “Hm, he’s been healed recently. Your work, Vannae? Neatly done.”
 

 
  “Mary,” Joe said tersely, “that man—”
 

 
  “Is your diametric opposite in nearly every respect, Joseph, and altogether would have been a better choice for a first nemesis than a dragon.” Mary straightened up, turning her back on Shook, and strode serenely back to her perch on the rim of the well. The elemental, rather than rising again, slowly sank back into the dusty street, leaving no trace of its presence.
 

 
  Shook twitched once, then sat bolt upright, groping at his belt where his wands should have been and not finding them. He fell still, staring at those gathered in the square through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “Come on, really?” the Jackal protested. “No one’s dead?
  
   Nobody?
  
  You guys
  
   suck
  
  at this.”
 

 
  “Okaaaay,” said Shook, ignoring him. “What the hell
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “That is what we’re about to find out, apparently,” said Vannae, returning his attention to Mary.
 

 
  “I have spent the last several days traveling widely,” Mary said, while Shook got to his feet and joined the other members of his party. “Much has been going on behind the scenes, and I’ve been working to determine what, and why, and at whose behest. I had some advance warning of these events, you see, thanks to my own divinations. When the oracles begin to warn of danger, there are always some of us who hear the alert first.”
 

 
  “Thanks for keeping us in the loop,” Weaver snorted.
 

 
  Mary raised an eyebrow. “I’ve worked toward the betterment of the world for a very long time before you came along, Weaver, though I would still have included you, had I any reason to believe you would act for the greater good when not being paid. Regardless, there
  
   is
  
  a point within your griping, whether you intended it or not. There is one secret I knew long beforehand, which I wish I had been present to share with you before you were sent off on this errand. It could have spared us all a great deal of needless fuss and bother.”
 

 
  She folded her legs beneath herself and regarded them all solemnly. “You were sent here to obtain the skull of Belosiphon the Black—or more accurately, to fight over it. For the last eight hundred and twelve years, the skull has lain in a sealed barrow in the mountains outside Veilgrad, reachable through the city’s ancient catacombs.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  
   “Veilgrad?”
  
  Shook said incredulously. “Bullshit.”
 

 
  “Veilgrad,” Mary continued, “has been the scene of all
  
   manner
  
  of catastrophe in the last few months. Necromancy, werewolf activity, multiple misfired spells. Chaos cultists.” She cocked her head to one side. “Exactly the sort of goings-on one would expect to see in the presence of a major chaos artifact, and which has not been seen
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Well,” McGraw mused, “suddenly I feel a lot less intelligent than I did this morning.”
 

 
  “So…what, this is a race to Veilgrad, now?” Joe asked. “Then I don’t see what’s different about
  
   this
  
  encounter. Stands to reason we’d be best advised to prevent each other from settin’ out first.”
 

 
  “I suspect we are not done being surprised,” said Khadizroth.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Mary said with a smile. “The skull is now secure, or will be very soon. An extraction team sent from the Universal Church, composed of members of the Holy Legion and spellcasters of multiple schools form the cult of Salyrene, were dispatched in a borrowed zeppelin. Their operation was
  
   exquisitely
  
  timed; I expect they either have the skull in their hands now, or will within the hour.
 

 
  “Most interestingly, to me,” she went on, her expression growing more serious, “is the timing. That skull was inside a casket sealed by Salyrene herself. It has endured for centuries and in theory should have indefinitely. This summer, the roof over it was collapsed, cracking the seal—a most interesting development, considering the protections laid upon that place. I would venture to say such a thing
  
   could not
  
  happen unassisted. This caused the taint of chaos to flood Veilgrad, slowly growing until it became a severe enough threat to alarm the oracles, leading to…all of this.
 

 
  “So Justinian sent
  
   you
  
  here,” Mary said, turning to nod at Khadizroth’s group. “Bishop Darling, to whom I spoke just yesterday, researched the oracles’ warnings on his own time, finding the Church’s records to indicate the Badlands as the skull’s resting place. There is no
  
   historical
  
  reason why they should.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said McGraw, frowning. “There’s the matter of Imperial Intelligence. Darling looked through Imperial records too, and got the same info. And
  
   they’ve
  
  sure as hell been a presence in Desolation of late.”
 

 
  “The inner workings of the Empire are frustratingly opaque to me,” Mary allowed. “Who has done what and why in the halls of Imperial Intelligence I cannot say. But I
  
   can
  
  interpret the events unfolding as I see them. The new Imperial presence and construction in Desolation, among its other aims, is directly targeted at extending the Rail network to Rodvenheim and Puna Dara—two sovereign states which have emphatically refused to give Tiraas a clear route to their front doors.
  
   Now,
  
  with adventurers brawling, plains elves prowling and rumors of a major chaos artifact flying about the desolate region where all their territories abut, I rather suspect both governments are under significant pressure, from both within and without, to join hands and impose mutual civilization on this last piece of wilderness.”
 

 
  She paused to let her words sink in for a moment before driving them the rest of the way with a veritable hammer. “Of course, there is exactly
  
   one
  
  man who could arrange for the skull to be exposed, you four and your succubus companion to be sent here, and a trail of breadcrumbs laid exactly where Darling would look for it. Now, I’ve said my piece. We can resume this affair to its logical conclusion, which in any outcome involves massive damage, injury, and likely fatalities. Considering who has arranged all this, who is the
  
   only
  
  party who will benefit from both our groups weakening each other… Well, I find that I, for one, am disinclined to dance for his amusement. I am even
  
   less
  
  interested in helping the Tiraan Empire advance its foreign policy ambitions. My proposed truce has now seen its purpose fulfilled. I suggest that rather than continuing to fight… This is a good time for us all to walk away.”
 

 
  The wind whistled emptily over the shattered rooftops of the town, carrying the scents of smoke and ozone. Both groups assembled in the square stared suspiciously at one another, at their own members, at Mary positioned neutrally apart from them.
 

 
  Then Joe, moving slowly and very deliberately, slipped his wands back into their holsters.
 

 
  “I said it to begin with,” the Jackal said, still swiping absently and fruitlessly at the green flames limning him. “Whatever problems we’ve got with each other, with Darling or anyone else—and you’d better
  
   believe
  
  there are going to be a series of reckonings on
  
   all
  
  those scores—at the end of the day, Justinian’s still the big spider in the middle of this web. And the son of a bitch went and made us forget that for a while.”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Khadizroth softly. “A fitting reminder
  
   why
  
  he is dangerous.”
 

 
  “You don’t have to answer to him,” said Joe.
 

 
  “Someone does,” Khadizroth replied. “I like him better in my proximity than weaving his schemes behind my back.”
 

 
  “Aye?” Billie snorted. “How’s
  
   that
  
  workin’ out for ye?”
 

 
  Shook grunted. “Pains me to admit it, but the gnome makes a point. We have every fucking
  
   one
  
  of us just been played like a whole band of fiddles.”
 

 
  “A veritable orchestra of dupes and patsies!” the Jackal said, grinning. Shook gave him a filthy look.
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” said McGraw. “It wouldn’t be the first time. But all this talk seems to be leadin’ toward the conclusion the lot of us have more urgent matters in common than we have reason to fight.”
 

 
  “You’re not completely right there,” Weaver replied. “The matters in common, yes. But every time we meet, this shit gets more and more personal.”
 

 
  “I’m sure this has nothing to do with the proclivity of
  
   several
  
  of you to be gratuitously vicious toward each other,” Raea commented.
 

 
  “The enemy of my enemy,” Vannae began, and was drowned out by a loud snort from Shook, a peal of hysterical laughter from the Jackal, and a theatrical groan from Weaver.
 

 
  “Enough.” Khadizroth did not raise his voice, but it nonetheless cut off the noise. “You are all right. We have between us matters which must be
  
   settled.
  
  However… The Crow is also right. The matters need not be settled right
  
   now,
  
  and we have in common one figure who would presume to control or destroy all of us. We would be wise not to let ourselves forget that, when next we meet.”
 

 
  “I can’t help but see the utility in havin’ one group in the Archpope’s camp and one outside it,” said Joe. “If we were willin’ to…compare notes, so to speak. Not to mention that, let’s face it, Darling ain’t a whole lot better. If he’s
  
   any
  
  better.”
 

 
  “Darling is as duplicitous a player as the Archpope,” said Mary, “and I think has an even greater capacity for viciousness. The ultimate difference between them, however, is that Darling does not aspire to rule. He is Eserite to his core; his aim is to bring down those who would set themselves above others. That makes him useful, despite his…numerous annoying character traits.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Shook muttered, frowning at nothing.
 

 
  “I accept your recommendation, for now,” said Khadizroth, taking one deliberate step backward. “We will continue to play Justinian’s game because we must. Henceforth, however, we must be very careful not to find ourselves doing his dirty work.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Joe replied, nodding. The dragon nodded back.
 

 
  There were a few more mutters and grunts from various persons, but with that, it seemed the main topic of conversation was exhausted. Mary stood and strolled calmly over to join her own group, as both parties began shuffling backward from each other. They eased away in reverse at first, keeping eyes on their rivals, but gradually, as they neared the edges of the square, everyone relaxed enough to turn around and slip into the streets on opposite sides.
 

 
  The desolate wind whistled into the space left behind as both groups walked away.
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  “It’s a standard strategy,” Vex explained, folding his hands on the table in front of him. Only he and Zanzayed had seated themselves; the rest stood around the rim of the conference room, with Squad One clustered against the wall opposite Vex. He, of course, sat at the table’s head. “In fact, this particular ploy deserves a great deal of credit for the Tirasian Dynasty’s reconstruction of the Empire in an era when anti-Imperial sentiment was rampant. Resistance movements and terrorist organizations exist even today, and Imperial Intelligence has a hand in all of them. We
  
   started
  
  a good many, wherever there lay a dangerous degree of citizen unease with no outlet. For the rest, we are the primary provider of funding.
  
   Obviously,
  
  they are all unaware of this.”
 

 
  “Why the dragons?” Principia asked. “Surely they had little to fear from general dislike to begin with.”
 

 
  Vex glanced at Ampophrenon, a clear invitation to speak. The dragon nodded to him before turning to Principia. “It is not that we feared for our own welfare. Our kind have always been rather unpopular among many peoples—I fear, not without reason. One of the Conclave’s aims is to remedy this, but that will likely be the work of generations. What we wished to ward off was an organized movement that would damage that work. Normalizing relations would be much more difficult with substantial public opposition in place.”
 

 
  “And it is not the Empire’s policy to squash protest movements,” Vex added. “The temptation to do so has brought down many a kingdom; one can only repress the people’s will for so long. The Empire prefers more elegant methods of managing its citizens.”
 

 
  “You’re being remarkably forthright,” Casey observed, eyes narrowed.
 

 
  Vex smiled languidly; he seemed almost half-asleep. “The facts of Imperial strategy and tactics aren’t classified. Some of the details of these specific events are, of course, but it’s known, generally, how we do things. What have we to fear from exposure? Whatever its aims, the Empire’s policies result in a public that can generally do what they like. Oddly, they rarely seem to object.”
 

 
  “The handling of this concern,” Ampophrenon went on, “was an early sticking point in our negotiations with the Empire. Rather than dwell upon it, we mutually decided that making a joint operation would help bind us together, and hopefully smooth over further points of difficulty.” He cast an unreadable look at Zanzayed, who grinned. “Thus, this has all turned out to be a rather more elaborate operation than, frankly, it strictly needed to be. More than half the point was to have the Conclave and the Empire working closely together. After seeing the
  
   number
  
  of people interested in joining this movement, however, I begin to worry we have
  
   created
  
  a problem where one did not exist.”
 

 
  “The method is one we borrowed from the Black Wreath, Lord Ampophrenon,” the marshal said. Her outfit was still rather theatrical, with its black leather and red corset, but without the grisly wing-cloak and skull mask she was otherwise a much less impressive-looking woman, younger than middle age and with the dark hair and tilted eyes common to Sifan. “A wide net of recruitment brings in any remotely interested parties, most of whom want little more than to feel subversive. That attitude is particularly common among the wealthier classes. From there, we carefully weed out the truly motivated for more specific tasks, and a higher degree of trust. It’s a very effective strategy; there’s a reason the Wreath has relied on it for centuries.”
 

 
  “Allow me to interrupt this self-congratulatory back-patting,” said Zanzayed. “The fact is I blatantly misused my rather tenuous connection to you, Principia, to make you a peripheral cog in this machine. You have my sincere apologies.”
 

 
  “Only because you’re afraid of the Crow,” Principia said smugly.
 

 
  His faint smile vanished. “I am not
  
   afraid
  
  of the Crow,” Zanzayed said testily. “I would rather not have another drawn-out exchange with her, though. Those are time-consuming and costly. In
  
   any
  
  case, you were never supposed to be in any danger. All of this was quite carefully planned; shining a bright light on you was merely a recruitment method to help us identify anybody who took the bait as a potential target. It was our assumption that a Legion-trained veteran Guild thief could deftly handle any such annoyances; we went to great lengths to keep you out of any
  
   real
  
  danger.”
 

 
  “Which brings us to an extremely pertinent point on which I require information,” said Vex, steepling his fingers in front of his face. “We went to considerable trouble to have you and the Guild investigating a harmless gathering far from this fortress. And yet, here you are, and I confess I am without a clue as to how you learned of this. We have reliable reports placing your squad and a group of Guild enforcers en route to your intended target. What are you doing here, Sergeant Locke?”
 

 
  Principia raised an eyebrow. “I already explained that to your agent, here.”
 

 
  Vex turned his head, fixing the Marshal with an inquisitive look.
 

 
  She cleared her throat. “Locke claimed to have been sent here by Vesk, sir.”
 

 
  Vex simply looked back at Principia, showing no reaction to that news. “Interesting. That is the story you intend to stick with?”
 

 
  “Believe what suits you,” she said with a shrug. “It’s possible it
  
   wasn’t
  
  Vesk, but a man matching his description materialized out of nowhere with none of the usual hallmarks of arcane or infernal rapid transit, possessing information there is—you yourself claim—no
  
   realistic
  
  way he could have, not to mention an aura which was absolutely blinding at that proximity. You probably already know this, but they don’t
  
   reveal
  
  their auras to elves unless they specifically wish to be recognized. If it wasn’t Vesk, it was another god masquerading as him, which… For our purposes and probably yours, comes out to the same thing.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Vex mused. “Lord Ampophrenon, I believe you are the resident expert on the gods. Have you any idea why he would take an interest in this matter?”
 

 
  “With Lord Vesk, it is even more than usually difficult to say,” the dragon replied with a thoughtful frown. “He is
  
   capable
  
  of acting toward specific ends through quite elaborate means, just as they all are. There are records of him having done so. On the other hand, he also tends to intervene just because he thinks the outcome thus modified will make for a better story.” He glanced apologetically at Squad One. “If we consider Sergeant Locke and her troops as the likely protagonists here, that would seem to be the case. As I’m sure you can guess, those two motives provide excellent cover for each other. Vesk is a trickster god and less predictable in his motivations than even gods in general. It is an open question. I doubt that another deity would impersonate him, though. Only Elilial would show such disrespect, and I rather think she would find the prospect extremely insulting.”
 

 
  Vex heaved a sigh. “Well…such is the world. All blasphemy aside, it seems sometimes that the gods only step in when they see a chance to cause
  
   more
  
  trouble.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a fair observation to me,” Zanzayed said cheerfully. “Don’t make that face, Puff, it’ll freeze that way.”
 

 
  “And so you set Saduko up to misdirect the Guild and the Sisterhood,” said Principia. “Exactly how many cults are you trying to antagonize?”
 

 
  “I can only offer you my inadequate apologies, ladies,” Ampophrenon said, bowing. “We really did attempt to prevent you from being in a dangerous position. Lord Vesk’s intervention was unforeseeable.”
 

 
  “Do you have some connection to Saduko, Marshal?” Farah inquired.
 

 
  The marshal raised one eyebrow. “Right. By your apparent reasoning, Privates Avelea and Elwick must be long-lost sisters, being both of apparently Stalweiss descent.”
 

 
  Farah flushed slightly. “I didn’t mean it like that. Was just a thought…”
 

 
  “I am an Imperial citizen, born and raised,” the marshal said flatly. “And for your edification, my ancestors were Sheng, not Sifanese.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Farah said hastily, “if you weren’t expecting us to be there, how were you planning to bluff your followers? It looked a lot like you were
  
   actually
  
  trying to kill us.”
 

 
  A grim silence fell over the room. The marshal stared expressionlessly at Farah.
 

 
  “Because,” Farah said more hesitantly, “I mean, surely an Imperial agent wouldn’t—”
 

 
  “Presented with an unforeseen situation with no
  
   good
  
  outcome,” Vex interrupted, “an Imperial agent keeps her eye on the broader situation and acts to complete her mission. Sometimes, our work necessitates
  
   extremely
  
  regrettable actions.”
 

 
  “I believe I was clear on the subject of Locke and her crew being harmed,” Zanzayed remarked in a deceptively mild tone. “It’s fortunate they had a few surprises of their own handy, or you might have found your definition of ‘regrettable’ expanded.”
 

 
  “While I am certain that you know your business, Lord Vex,” Ampophrenon added, “our honor was at stake in this matter as well. The Conclave would prefer that your agents remember to keep that in consideration when acting on any joint operation, henceforth.”
 

 
  “I will definitely make a point of that to all operatives involved in Conclave-relevant assignments,” Vex said politely. “I am, of course, very grateful for your timely intervention; you seem to have saved us all a great deal of unpleasantness.”
 

 
  “Some more than others,” Merry said coldly.
 

 
  “Quite,” Vex replied, watching the squad through half-lidded eyes. “And you have my apologies as well, ladies. To reiterate, we
  
   did
  
  make a substantial effort to avoid placing you in harm’s way, but nonetheless, it is regrettable that your involvement put you at risk. Obviously, the Tiraan Empire wishes no harm to the Silver Legions.”
 

 
  “Oh, obviously,” Principia said wryly.
 

 
  “I must emphasize, Sergeant, ladies,” Vex replied in a subtly firmer tone, “that you are all Imperial citizens, and thus have a duty to the Silver Throne. You have my word that I shall personally see to arranging remuneration for your hardships. All these affairs, however, are strictly classified.”
 

 
  “Noted,” said Principia in perfect calm. “I will be sure to include that in my report to the High Commander.”
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “Perhaps you don’t take my meaning, Sergeant Locke…”
 

 
  “Oh, I understand you just fine. I’m pretty
  
   good
  
  with subtext.”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t
  
   dare,”
  
  Casey said, barely above a whisper.
 

 
  “I thought we’d already established that the
  
   unpleasantness
  
  was at an end?” said Zanzayed mildly.
 

 
  “I’m sure you understand the necessity of security in this matter, Lord Zanzayed,” Vex replied, his eyes still on Principia. “With all respect, I would suggest that you speak with Lord Razzavinax before deciding on any courses of action.”
 

 
  “I think
  
   you’d
  
  better think carefully about courses of action, Lord Vex,” Casey said sharply. “You’re not just dealing with the Sisters of Avei, here. Locke is
  
   still
  
  a member in good standing of the Thieves’ Guild. You know what
  
   they
  
  do to—”
 

 
  “Elwick, enough,” Principia said quietly.
 

 
  The marshal smiled sardonically. “I can’t possibly emphasize enough that Imperial Intelligence is not
  
   afraid
  
  of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Marshal,” Vex said sharply, and she fell silent. “Sergeant, there is no need for this hostile tone. Rather than exchanging threats, let’s see if we can reach a middle ground.”
 

 
  “No, I think I’m pretty content exchanging threats, my lord,” Principia said calmly. “Bargaining is an action for people in a weaker position.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Vex said with a very faint smile. “Your sense of humor is all part of your legend. You are
  
   in
  
  Tiraas, Locke. Even on the other side of the planet you would not be beyond the reach of Imperial Intelligence. We are merely asking for a little consideration and respect—”
 

 
  “Such as your agent showed by attempting to murder us,” Principia replied. “I am giving you considerably kinder treatment in return. Keeping secrets from my chain of command is not on the table. Zanzayed!” she said more loudly when Vex opened his mouth again. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?”
 

 
  The blue dragon raised an eyebrow. “Really, Prin? You want to chat
  
   now?
  
  Anyway, I thought we’d established that the matter was a ruse.”
 

 
  “Sure,” she said equably, “but considering your goal was drawing attention to me and publicly making a connection, the
  
   ideal
  
  result was if I had agreed to a sit-down, and thus you’d have been prepared with a story if I went for it. You said it was family business, yes? I’ve been turning over and over in my mind just what business
  
   you
  
  could possibly
  
  
  have with
  
   my
  
  family, and all I can come up with is your several well-documented brawls with Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  “She
  
   really
  
  is the most disagreeable person,” Zanzayed complained to Ampophrenon. “You have no idea.”
 

 
  “I have met her,” the gold replied mildly. “I found her rather personable, in fact.”
 

 
  “But beat-downs like that are rather out of character for her,” Principia continued, glancing at Vex, who remained silent. “Against someone like a dragon? If the Crow really considered you an enemy, she’d have carefully arranged for you to be dead, not torn up half the countryside boxing your scaly ears. Three times, that I know of.
  
   That
  
  is more like what she does with members of the bloodline who…
  
   disappoint
  
  her.”
 

 
  “So we can assume she’s boxed
  
   your
  
  ears a time or two?” Merry suggested.
 

 
  “The Crow doesn’t play too roughly with family who are too fragile for one of her legendary beatings,” Principia replied, glancing at her. “You asked me once, Lang, why I never pursued true mastery of arcane magic? That’s why. The more I think about this, though, the more I realize the only thing that would surprise me is if one of my aunts or grandmothers
  
   hadn’t
  
  carried on with a dragon at some point. A lot of them have done weirder things by far. So, Lord Vex, I do believe if you intended to threaten harm to me or anyone under my protection, you have placed yourself in a small room with the wrong dragon. Isn’t that right,
  
   cousin?”
  
  she asked Zanzayed.
 

 
  He sighed. “Damn it, that was going to be
  
   my
  
  big reveal. Has anyone ever told you you suck the fun out of everything, Prin?”
 

 
  “Nonsense, I am a non-stop barrel of laughs. At least, with people who aren’t involved in plots to murder me.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” Zanzayed stated in a bored tone, “yes, she’s quite right. I feel the need to take this matter somewhat personally.”
 

 
  “Zanzayed speaks not only for himself,” Ampophrenon added. “A dragon’s kin are considered sacred to all of us. The Conclave would take exception to any harm brought on Principia by the Empire.”
 

 
  “You really shouldn’t stir up the Crowbloods anyway,” said Zanzayed with a grimace. “The only reason anybody gets any peace is they mostly don’t like each other, and they
  
   all
  
  have grudges with the Crow herself. You get two or more pointed in the same direction and you’re about to have a very bad day. Take it from someone who knows firsthand.”
 

 
  “This is very fascinating information,” Vex said with a calm smile. “I would very much prefer to have known
  
   some
  
  of it before agreeing to involve Locke in this operation in the first place.”
 

 
  “Family business is none of yours,” Zanzayed replied with a toothy grin.
 

 
  “I hope we can consider the issue resolved now?” Ampophrenon asked. “To make our position unequivocally clear, it is not reasonable to suggest that Principia Locke or her troops should try to conceal these events from the Sisterhood of Avei. Any reprisal against them for making a full report will damage the Empire’s relationship with the Conclave of the Winds.”
 

 
  “What he means,” said Zanzayed, his smile widening alarmingly, “is that Eleanora will be
  
   tetchy
  
  after I have personally dropped you in the center of the ocean.”
 

 
  
   “Zanzayed,”
  
  Ampophrenon said reprovingly.
 

 
  “I have told you over and over, Puff, that it’s necessary to be polite and
  
   considerate
  
  of mortals if you mean to get on their good side. Which is true. The other half of that equation, though, is that it tends to make
  
   some
  
  of them forget they are addressing a being who can unmake their entire world with a sneeze. Once in a while, a gentle reminder is constructive.”
 

 
  “Well, it sounds like you lads have things to discuss,” Principia said. “We’ll be going, then.” Shouldering her lance, she turned and strode past her squad to the conference room’s nearest door.
 

 
  “I’ll be in touch, cuz!” Zanzayed said brightly, waving from his chair. “Since we’re both living in town now, we’ve gotta get together!”
 

 
  “Ugh,” she muttered, pulling the door open and stepping through. The squad filed out after her, Farah shutting it behind and sealing in the remainder of Lord Vex’s conversation with the dragons.
 

 
  Soldiers were about in the fortress as if nothing had ever happened; they were walking, chatting, cleaning, standing guard and doing all the things troops on duty in a boring position in peacetime tended to do. Nothing about the scene was unfamiliar or eerie to Squad One. The Imperial troops gave them curious looks, several respectful greetings and even a salute or two, but they were not stopped. There was nowhere the merest hint that this vital fortification had been completely deserted an hour ago.
 

 
  They kept quiet until they had descended from the upper conference room to the ground floor and finally emerged into the street. The fog was lifting, though the sky remained overcast, and Tiraas was altogether livelier and brighter than when they had come this way in the first place.
 

 
  “I can’t believe you tried to
  
   arrest
  
  them,” Merry said once they were a block distant from the gates. “Did you really think that would work?”
 

 
  “Of course not,” Principia said without breaking stride.
 

 
  “Why do it, then?” Ephanie asked. “All due respect, Sarge, trying to assert authority you don’t have just makes you look weak.”
 

 
  Principia’s eyes darted swiftly about, taking in the nearby scenery without betraying her glance with a move of the head. It was still early in the day, and they weren’t drawing much attention. Still, she turned sharply, taking them off the city’s central avenue and down a quieter side street before answering in a low tone.
 

 
  “Because a god was involved. Where one is working, it’s a virtual guarantee that others are at least paying attention. I’ve been a faithful servant of Eserion for longer than you four have collectively been alive. I’ve also had no shortage of brushes with Avei—not personally, but I’ve had my hands on a number of sacred objects and rubbed shoulders with her priestesses. I’ve more recent reason to believe she is aware of me. More to the point, girls, those specific two gods, the ones with the greatest likelihood of noticing what was happening here, were the ones most likely to take an interest. Here we have powerful men behind locked doors abusing people for their own benefit. I gave them the chance to submit to
  
   justice,
  
  and they blew me off. If Eserion
  
   or
  
  Avei were paying attention, they are now pissed.” She finally glanced back at the others, all of whom were watching her raptly. “If I’m going to have the Conclave of the Winds and Imperial
  
   goddamn
  
  Intelligence batting at my tail, I would rather have deities take an interest in teaching them humility than have to deal with it myself.”
 

 
  “Do you think that’ll
  
   work?”
  
  Farah asked.
 

 
  Principia shrugged. “You never can tell with gods. It was worth the attempt, anyway.”
 

 
  “You didn’t invoke Avei’s name,” Casey pointed out. “Wouldn’t that have helped?”
 

 
  “A sergeant in the Silver Legions doesn’t have that right,” said Ephanie. “It takes more than a little rank in the actual clergy to speak on Avei’s behalf. If the goddess
  
   was
  
  watching, she would have been offended at the presumption. That’s taking her name in vain.”
 

 
  “What’s done is done,” Principia said. “Keep the pace up, ladies; I have a feeling our next appointment is going to be even less fun than the last one.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Commander Rouvad paced slowly along the length of the table that had been set up in the underground gymnasium Squad One had used to practice, examining the armor and weapons laid out upon it. Off to one side stood Captain Dijanerad, her expression grim, and a much more serene Bishop Shahai. Also present was General Tagheved, the commander of the Third Legion. A silver-haired woman whose frame was corded with muscle and not diminished in the slightest by age, she watched the proceedings with an unreadable expression.
 

 
  Squad One stood at a respectful distance, at attention. They were still in full armor, with the exception of Principia, who was dressed only in her white regulation tunic and trousers. It was her armor currently laid out for examination.
 

 
  “Shielding charms,” Commander Rouvad said at last, reaching out to slide a fingertip along Principia’s breastplate. “Do you know why the Army doesn’t rely on them, Sergeant Locke?”
 

 
  “For three reasons, Commander,” Principia said crisply. “Because it is always better policy to avoid spellfire than to try to repel it, because Imperial infantry prioritizes mobility above defense, and because the portable charms they are able to carry are serviceable against wandfire but unable to stand up to heavier weapons, like staves. Large metallic objects hold enchantments much better than light uniforms, and armor takes defensive charms very well due to sympathetic principles.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Rouvad mused, slowly rounding the head of the table and pacing down its other side, her eyes still on its contents. “What other augmentations did you make?”
 

 
  “Silencing and tracking concealment charms on the boots,” Principia reported. “Much heavier defensive charms on the shields, including a feature whereby the phalanx’s shields magnetically lock together to share a single defensive barrier. They are also equipped to disperse incoming magical energy into the ground, which requires a sizable metallic apparatus to function. This wasn’t tested today, but if it works it should enable a squad to stand up to much heavier fire at the cost of mobility. Charms on the helmet enhance night vision while protecting the wearer from excessive light and sound.”
 

 
  “Risky,” Tagheved grunted. “You impede your senses in battle, you die.”
 

 
  Principia stood silently at attention. Rouvad finally raised her head to glance at her.
 

 
  “Answer her, Sergeant.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Modern enchanting is much more precise than that, ma’am. The light-filtering charms are specifically designed to keep a soldier’s visibility at optimum level; it is resistant to flares and improves vision in darkness. I wasn’t able to work it to penetrate smoke, but I’m confident that is achievable. The sonic dampener only activates at a level of sound which is injurious to hearing; in the presence of such noise, soldiers would communicate by hand signals anyway.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Taghaved said noncommittally.
 

 
  The High Commander picked up Principia’s lance and held it to the light, peering at the subtly positioned switch on the haft.
 

 
  “Will this thing fire if I press the button, Locke?”
 

 
  “Negative, ma’am. That switch releases the firing mechanism. It can’t fire
  
   until
  
  you’ve pressed the button.”
 

 
  Rouvad did so, and a narrow vertical slice of the shaft slid inward, a staff-sized clicker mechanism sliding out in its place. At the same time, the spearhead parted down the center, revealing the firing crystal.
 

 
  “This would have to be partially hollow, then,” Rouvad mused. “That would seriously impair the structural strength of your weapon. Right?”
 

 
  “Negative, ma’am. It is designed like a standard battlestaff, which means a hollow core of alchemically augmented metal to hold the engravements channeling the firing charge. It’s actually
  
   stronger
  
  than our steel-cored wooden lances.”
 

 
  The Commander tilted the lance, studying the parted spearhead. “You can’t tell me
  
   this
  
  doesn’t utterly gut the physical integrity of the blade.”
 

 
  “Correct, ma’am. The blade is enchanted to compensate, but that is sub-optimal. It’s a basic rule of enchantment not to do through magic what is more easily done physically. The use of a crystal firing surface is also not ideal; they burn and crack after prolonged use. That weapon is a prototype; it has substantial room for improvement. I was working on a tight schedule.”
 

 
  “Incredible,” Rouvad murmured, poking at the base of the parted spearhead with a fingertip. “I can’t even see the hinges. I didn’t know you were a metalsmith on top of your numerous
  
   other
  
  talents, Locke.”
 

 
  “The physical design was done by a Svennish engineer working in the city, ma’am. He has thoughts on how to improve it, but again… I had to rush them into service.”
 

 
  “And I press the button again to return it to spear form?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  Rouvad thumbed the release, and the clicker slid back into the haft, the spearhead snapping back together. “Awfully close to the clicker when it’s out. In a combat situation you could accidentally disarm your weapon.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am, I noticed that. I plan to rotate the release switch forty-five degrees along the haft and position it several inches forward to reduce that risk. In the next iteration.”
 

 
  “Why,” Rouvad asked, carefully setting the lance down, “did you feel the need to do this, Locke?”
 

 
  Principia hesitated, glancing over at the other officers present. Shahai and Tagheved remained impassive, but Dijanerad scowled at her. “Permission to speak freely, Commander?”
 

 
  “Oh, this should be absolutely
  
   priceless,”
  
  Rouvad said with a heavy sigh. “Permission granted.”
 

 
  “Ma’am, the Silver Legions are totally unprepared for combat in this century. We are coasting on the goodwill of the Tiraan Empire and the historically naïve presumption that large-scale military resistance to Avei’s aims will never be faced again. Right now, one for one, any Tiraan and
  
   most
  
  other military organizations would obliterate a Silver Legion unit of corresponding size in any open confrontation. We are not trained, equipped or prepared for combat with energy weapons. We aren’t prepared to contend with teleporting battlemages, zeppelin air support, mag artillery or tactical scrying. We have
  
   nothing
  
  that could even begin to stand up to an Imperial strike team, with the possible exception of a Hand of Avei—and frankly the nature of strike teams makes them powerful counters to
  
   any
  
  magic user, no matter how potent. Commander, if the Silver Legions go to war—any war—as we are, we will be utterly destroyed.”
 

 
  Deafening silence weighed on the room.
 

 
  “And of course,” Rouvad said finally, “you believe you are the
  
   only
  
  person in all of Avei’s legions to have thought of any of this, Sergeant Locke.”
 

 
  Again, Principia hesitated. “With the greatest respect, High Commander, I have been aware of the Silver Legions longer than you have been alive. They have not changed in that time. What anyone has thought is unknown to me; I only see that nothing has been done.”
 

 
  “Right,” Rouvad said in a dangerously soft tone. “Because from the exalted rank of sergeant, you are positioned to see everything being done in every Legion on every continent.”
 

 
  Principia remained silent.
 

 
  “You enabled her to do this, Shahai?” Rouvad said, turning to stare at the Bishop.
 

 
  “I arranged this space in which Sergeant Locke could drill her squad,” Shahai said in perfect equanimity. “I was unaware of the specifics of her plans, though I guessed the general sense of it. In hindsight, I stand by that decision. This is good work. A good start, at least.”
 

 
  “A good start undertaken without authorization, without her commanding officer even
  
   knowing
  
  of it,” Rouvad grated.
 

 
  “Remind me, Nandi,” Dijanerad said flatly. “When did I interfere in the running of
  
   your
  
  command?”
 

 
  “Enough, Captain,” General Tagheved said.
 

 
  “I’m sorry if you felt stepped upon, Shahdi,” Shahai replied calmly. “I was given provisional authority over this squad for the duration of my mission. I judged this to be mission-relevant. Indeed, it appears to have saved their lives during the course of this duty. Not only have we
  
   not
  
  lost five valuable soldiers today, but they have come home with extremely pertinent intelligence.” She gave Rouvad a pointed look.
 

 
  “I don’t know how many times it is worth bothering to lecture you about the chain of command, Locke,” Rouvad grated. “You do not just run off and
  
   do
  
  things. You are a sergeant; your decision-making prerogatives are specific and limited, and have been thoroughly explained to you. Major undertakings such as this are to go
  
   through the chain of command.
  
  You have
  
   no
  
  idea what is happening at the level above you—any of those
  
   numerous
  
  levels! Running off to completely alter your squad’s method of operation without your commanding officer’s consent or even
  
   knowledge
  
  could get good women
  
   killed
  
  in a crisis.”
 

 
  “Understood, ma’am.”
 

 
  “No, Locke,” Rouvad said, and suddenly her tone was purely weary. “You don’t understand. I can go on and on about it, but you’ll only ever think of authority as something you have to circumvent. You are such an utter Eserite at heart… Well, despite what you persist in believing, in the military it is
  
   not
  
  easier to seek forgiveness than permission. The difference is you might
  
   get
  
  permission.”
 

 
  She picked up the lance again, tapping its point against the table. “This is good work, Locke. If you had come up with a proposal for this, I would have cleared it. Your squad’s whole purpose is to explore new methods of operation for the Legions. I would have
  
   funded
  
  it! And
  
   now,
  
  since you can’t seem to demonstrate your competence without undercutting your credibility,
  
  
  I have to drag the source of one of the most promising developments I’ve seen in years over the coals before you go down in flames and take your
  
   entire
  
  squad down with you!”
 

 
  “What you need to do,” Shahai said calmly, “is give Locke a slap on the wrist and a pat on the head. And then a research budget.”
 

 
  “I didn’t ask your opinion, Captain Shahai,” Rouvad snapped.
 

 
  “You’re getting it for free,” Shahai replied. “You badly need to stop trying to browbeat these women into place, Farzida.”
 

 
  The High Commander rounded on her. “You will
  
   not
  
  speak to me in that manner in front of soldiers I am in the process of disciplining!”
 

 
  “Or what?” the Bishop shot back, a sharp edge to her own voice now. “You’ll fire me? Do it, Farzida. I have plenty of hobbies I can pursue until the next High Commander realizes I’m too valuable to leave collecting dust in Viridill. You brought me into this to serve as a liason, to be a calmer voice where you can’t afford to; well, that is exactly what I am doing.
 

 
  “Soldiers fight and die for
  
   each other.
  
  You know this. They’ll do the same for a commander who is
  
   one
  
  of them. Respect is earned, not commanded; you know that as well as any soldier and better than many. Have you thought at
  
   all
  
  about this squad’s experience in the Legions and how it would affect them? They have been singled out, persecuted,
  
   forced
  
  to circumvent the chain of command to ensure their very
  
   survival,
  
  and finally had to watch as the quite frankly unhinged agent who
  
   did
  
  all this to them was given a pittance of punishment and a promise that she will be back! And now you upbraid them for assuming their officers can’t be trusted? Honestly, Farzida, would
  
   you
  
  trust you?
 

 
  “The problem,” she went on fervently, “is that you have to be the Commander with them. They don’t have the privilege of seeing how you agonize over this, how you grieve for soldiers under your command mistreated by others, how it
  
   grinds
  
  on you having to keep a creature like Basra Syrinx on the rolls because her particular brand of viciousness is something we can’t function without in this tangled modern world. What makes you such a good leader, Farzida—one of the things—is that you hurt the same as your troops hurt, whenever they do. But these women here have never
  
   seen
  
  that. You’ve never let them; I understand why you cannot afford to. You’ve shown them a cold bureaucrat who seems bent on getting them killed.
 

 
  “Each of these women are in this Legion because they have nowhere else to go. Well, the Legion has formed them into a
  
   unit.
  
  Now we badly need to make them understand that they need the Legion as much as the Legion needs them before they start to realize that
  
   as
  
  a unit, they could go anywhere, do anything they like, and handle anything thrown at them. Because we
  
   do
  
  need them.
  
   Badly.
  
  You know and I know how right Locke is; we’re in no way prepared for what we all know will have to come eventually. Right here are represented the talents and the mindset that can help bring the Legions and the Sisterhood forward and ensure our very
  
   survival.
  
 

 
  “You and Locke have got to start respecting each other on a
  
   personal
  
  level, and if that’s not good for the chain of command, so be it. For the goddess’s sake, you two would get along swimmingly if you didn’t have so bloody much in common!”
 

 
  Captain Dijanerad looked shocked by the time Shahai’s speech came to an end, but General Tagheved only watched the elf with an expression of mild amusement. Rouvad stared at her, utterly blank-faced.
 

 
  The silence stretched out, and none of Squad One dared disturb it with so much as an injudicious breath.
 

 
  “Sergeant Locke,” the High Commander said suddenly, turning to stare at her. “You will personally scrub every inch of your cabin with your own two hands until it is in new condition. The
  
   rest
  
  of your squad, since not a one of them had the thought to go over your head when you decided to spit on the chain of command, can do the same with your cohort’s parade ground. Quit
  
   doing
  
  crap like this, Principia. I have all my future gray hairs carefully planned and have none to waste on
  
   you.
  
  And…” She set down the lance. “This is damn fine work, Locke. Starting tomorrow, I want you to submit material and budgetary estimates to Captain Dijanerad for the continuation of this research. Squad Three Nine One will continue to have access to this facility for drilling; your mission statement is now expanded to include research and development of modern weaponry and defenses suitable for incorporation into Silver Legion equipment and the necessary techniques to use them.”
 

 
  She paused, glanced around at all the women present, then sighed and shook her head. “And now I have to go contend with the Thieves’ Guild and Imperial Intelligence.
  
   Fortunately,
  
  I’ll probably have the Guild on my side for this, disconcerting as
  
   that
  
  is. General, if you’ve anything further to say to this lot, they’re all yours.”
 

 
  The High Commander turned and strode off toward the far door, leaving them behind.
 

 
  General Tagheved watched her go, then turned a contemplative expression on Squad One.
 

 
  “You’re a poor excuse for a soldier, Locke,” she said thoughtfully. “But you’re the
  
   kind
  
  of poor soldier who sometimes makes a priceless officer in tumultuous times. You watch your step. Dismissed, ladies.”
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  “So naturally, you brought it
  
   here,”
  
  Tellwyrn said in exasperation.
 

 
  
   “She,”
  
  Toby said firmly. “Come on, Professor. That’s a person you’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Hello,” Scorn offered, apparently noticing that attention was focused on her.
 

 
  “What,” Tellwyrn demanded, “do you think I’m going to do with a
  
   Rhaazke?
  
  I’m not even going to bother being taken aback that you kids managed to
  
   get
  
  one. Somehow it’s
  
   always
  
  you lot!”
 

 
  “Point of order!” Fross chimed.
  
   “We
  
  didn’t get her! A stupid man was trying to summon a succubus and fell afoul of an unpredictable chaos effect. So, really, it wasn’t even his fault, though it’s very tempting to blame him because he was
  
   really
  
  dumb and also a great big creep. But still. These things just happen.”
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt burst out laughing, earning a glare from Tellwyrn. Her office was rather crowded with the entire sophomore class present, plus Tellwyrn behind her desk, and Yornhaldt and Rafe in chairs against one of her bookcases. Scorn stood in the corner nearest the door, hunching somewhat awkwardly to keep her horns from brushing the ceiling.
 

 
  “Maybe what you do with any of us?” Ruda suggested. “I mean, let’s face it, the student body here is probably the biggest collection of weirdos on this continent, if not the planet.”
 

 
  “This is not a
  
   hostel,”
  
  Tellwyrn said acidly. “We don’t take in
  
   strays
  
  just because they have no place better to be!”
 

 
  “Where would you suggest sending her, then?” Trissiny asked quietly. “What else could
  
   we
  
  have done?”
 

 
  “BEHOLD!” Scorn shouted.
 

 
  Tellwyrn buried her face in her hands, displacing her glasses. Rafe howled with laughter.
 

 
  “If I may?” Shaeine said with customary serenity. “Scorn is a daughter of nobility in her own realm; her principal problem seems to be unfamiliarity with the mortal plane. The speed with which she is picking up Tanglish suggests a capable intellect, and she
  
   certainly
  
  meets the qualification you set out for us in our very first class last year. She is too dangerous to be allowed to wander around untrained. All in all, she would appear to be the very model of an Unseen University student.”
 

 
  “I know it’s unusual to enroll a student at this point in the academic year, Arachne,” Yornhaldt added, “but really. These are unusual circumstances, and what is this if not an unusual place?”
 

 
  “She’s
  
   completely
  
  clueless about every detail of life on this plane,” Tellwyrn grated. “Can you lot even begin to
  
   imagine
  
  the havoc that could ensue from her mingling with the student body? Or worse, the general
  
   populace.
  
  What would she do if sent out on one of your field assignments? And the curriculum here is
  
   not
  
  designed to hand-hold people who have no concept what anything in the world is. The closest parallels to this case in the University’s
  
   entire
  
  history are Juniper and Fross, and
  
   they
  
  at least speak the language!”
 

 
  “Well, we have to put her
  
   somewhere,”
  
  said Gabriel. “I mean, it’s not like you can just kill her.”
 

 
  “Oh, really,” Tellwyrn said flatly.
 

 
  “Yeah, really,” he replied, meeting her eyes unflinchingly. “Just. I said you can’t
  
   just
  
  kill her. You can no doubt do that or anything
  
   else
  
  you want, but not until you’ve plowed through every one of us first.”
 

 
  “Whoah, guys,” Juniper said soothingly. “Of course she’s irate, we just dropped a Rhaazke demon in her lap. Professor Tellwyrn’s only
  
   that
  
  mean to people who’ve done something to deserve it. C’mon, let’s everybody calm down, okay?”
 

 
  “Excellent advice,” Shaeine agreed.
 

 
  “All right,” said Tellwyrn, drumming her fingers on the desk and staring at Scorn, who peered quizzically back. “All right. This is what we’ll do. I am not enrolling this walking disaster in your or any class at this juncture. Don’t
  
   start,
  
  Caine, I am not done talking! She can stay with the girls in Clarke Tower; it has a basement space that should be big enough to be fairly comfortable for her. If she’s going to be on the campus, she’s not to leave it; I refuse to have to explain this to the Sheriff. You lot, since you had the bright idea to bring her here, will be responsible for bringing her up to speed on life in the world. Teach her Tanglish, local customs, the political realities of the Empire, the cults… You know, all the stuff none of you bother to think about because you’ve known it for years.”
 

 
  “I bother to think about it,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Me, too,” Juniper added.
 

 
  “Good, that’ll make you perfect tutors, then. We’ll revisit this issue next semester, and if I judge her prepared, she may join the class of 1183 at that time. If not… She can take that semester and the summer for further familiarity, though frankly I will consider it a big black mark if she hasn’t the wits to get her claws under her in the next few months. If she is
  
   still
  
  not ready or willing to be University material at the start of next fall’s semester, that’s it. No more chances.
  
   Then
  
  I’ll have to figure out what to do with her, which I frankly do not suspect anybody will like.”
 

 
  “That’s fair,” Trissiny said quickly. “She’s smart. I’m sure she’ll be good to go by this spring.”
 

 
  “Not kill?” Scorn inquired.
 

 
  “Sadly, no,” Ruda said while Tellwyrn leaned far back in her chair, letting her head loll against it to stare at the ceiling.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” Rafe said brightly, “you’ll get my detailed report later, Arachne, but the kids did a damn fine job. Not at all their fault that the Church butted in at the last moment—they were right on the cusp of getting to the bottom of Veilgrad’s problem, and I have to say their investigation was deftly handled. A
  
   much
  
  better showing than the Golden Sea expedition!”
 

 
  “Aw, we can’t take too much credit,” Ruda said sweetly. “Professor Rafe helped a lot by fucking around in Malivette’s house with her concubines instead of sticking his clumsy fingers into our business. Like in the Golden Sea expedition.”
 

 
  “HAH! Straightforward, on-target sass, Punaji! Ten points—”
 

 
  “Admestus,
  
   shut
  
  your yap,” Tellwyrn snapped. “I am in no mood. For the time being, pending a full report, you kids can consider your grade for this assignment in good shape. All right, all of you get lost. Go settle in, get some rest; you’ve got assignments waiting in your rooms. Classes are tomorrow as usual. Have fun explaining
  
   this
  
  to Janis,” she added, flapping a hand disparagingly at Scorn.
 

 
  “Pointing is for
  
   no,”
  
  the demon said severely. “Rude. Social skills!”
 

 
  “Malivette is scary even when she’s not here,” Fross whispered.
 

 
  “Hell, Janis
  
   loves
  
  having people to mother,” Ruda said, grinning. “I bet Scorn’s never had muffins. C’mon, big girl.”
 

 
  “I’m a little nervous how she’ll react to the tower,” Teal said as they began filing out the door.
  
   “Any
  
  sane person is unnerved by that tower at first glance.”
 

 
  “Welp, I’ll just get on with my paperwork, then, shall I?” Rafe said, rising and following them.
 

 
  “How industrious of you, Admestus,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “What did you do
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  He grinned insanely. “Wait, learn, and
  
   be amazed.”
  
 

 
  “Get the hell out.”
 

 
  “Aye aye, fearless leader!”
 

 
  Fross hesitated in the top of the door after everyone else departed. “It’s good to see you back, Professor Yornhaldt!”
 

 
  “Thank you, Fross,” he said, smiling. “I’m quite glad to see all of
  
   you
  
  again, as well!”
 

 
  The pixie shut the door with a careful push of elemental air, leaving them alone.
 

 
  Tellwyrn set her glasses on the desk, massaging the brim of her nose. “Those kids are going to be the graduating class that brings me the most pride and satisfaction if they don’t burn the whole goddamn place down, first.”
 

 
  “That’s not entirely fair, Arachne,” Yornhaldt protested.
  
   “They
  
  are pretty obviously not the ones who opened the hellgate. And they were, after all, instrumental in closing it.”
 

 
  “You know exactly what I mean.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” he said with a sigh. “But this is business as usual, Arachne, just more of it. Some of those kids have fearfully direct connections to significant powers, but in the end, we’ve been training up heroes and villains for half a century now, and sending them out to face their destiny.”
 

 
  “There are no such things as heroes or villains,” she grunted. “Or destiny.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt smiled, folding his thick hands over his midsection. “I disagree, as you well know.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, let’s not get in
  
   that
  
  argument again.” She put her spectacles back on and gave him a more serious look. “You were in the middle of telling me of your adventures when Admestus barged in with the goslings.”
 

 
  “Actually, I had just finished telling you of my adventures. Although I had a rather interesting time procuring a new suit with most of my money having walked off during—ah, but I gather you don’t care to hear about that.”
 

 
  “Naturally I’ll reimburse you for any expenses,” she said. “But the
  
   research
  
  , Alaric. It’s really a dead end?”
 

 
  Yornhaldt frowned in thought, gazing at the far wall but seeing nothing. “I cannot accept that it’s a dead end, but I may be forced to accept that continuing down this particular path is beyond me. It’s an alignment, Arachne, I’m sure of it. But an alignment of
  
   what
  
  is the question. I am certain there are astronomical factors, but this is unique in that the stars and bodies coming into position are beyond our current society’s capacity to detect. That much I can say with certainty; a few of the surviving sources were of a scientific mindset and blessedly plainspoken. There must have been means for such long-distance viewing during the time of the Elder Gods, but right now, we simply cannot see the distant galaxies which must be taken into account.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t make sense,” she said, frowning heavily. “On the cosmic scale you’re talking about, eight thousand of this planet’s years is nothing. An eyeblink—it’s one tenth of one percent of a
  
   fart.
  
  There wouldn’t
  
   be
  
  significant deviation from their positions relative to us eight millennia prior. And that’s not even addressing the question of how such distant objects even
  
   could
  
  influence matters on this world. You know as well as I the upper limits of magical influence. It’s not constrained by the lightspeed constant, but it’s far from infinite.”
 

 
  “Just so,” he agreed, nodding. “Which brings me to the other issue: I am convinced that what is being aligned is planar as well as physical. Perhaps more so. There are factors relating to the positions of the infernal, divine and elemental planes relative to this one. Unfortunately,” he added with a scowl, “most of
  
   this
  
  information seems to have been recorded by bards. Or at least, individuals who thought a poetic turn of phrase was a useful addition to the historical record. Considering that this work requires finding the few sources that have even
  
   survived,
  
  translating them out of dead languages… We’re in the realm of lore, now, Arachne. I have a hankering to continue the project, but I also need to acknowledge that I’m not the best person for it. If you can help me work out a means of measuring and scrying on things in other
  
   galaxies,
  
  that I’ll do with a will. This… We need a historian. Preferably a somewhat spoony one.”
 

 
  “I should think a
  
   less
  
  spoony mindset would be more useful in untangling those records,” she said dryly.
 

 
  Yornhaldt grimaced. “I consider myself as unspoony as they come, and I mostly found the work frustrating.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed and drummed her fingers on the desk again. “Well. Based on the speed with which actual
  
   events
  
  are unfolding, we have at least a year. Likely more; apocalypses like this don’t just drop from the trees like pinecones. If the alignment
  
   does
  
  lead to another apotheosis, as everything seems to suggest, the gods will be taking action, as will those closest to them, before it actually hits. For
  
   now,”
  
  she went on with a smile, “I’m damned glad to see you home safe, Alaric.”
 

 
  “I have to confess I am as well,” he replied, grinning.
 

 
  “Unfortunately, I can’t put you back at a lectern just yet. I promised Kaisa the year; I don’t even know whether she
  
   wants
  
  the full year, but the issue is it was promised to her. The last thing I need on top of everything
  
   else
  
  is an offended kitsune tearing up my campus.”
 

 
  “Arachne, I’m sure I have no idea what you are going on about,” Yornhaldt replied, folding his hands behind his head and leaning back against the books. “Teach classes? You forget, I am on
  
   sabbatical.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It is a great relief to see you all back unharmed,” Archpope Justinian said with a beneficent smile. “Your mission brought you into conflict with some very dangerous individuals.”
 

 
  “Yep,” the Jackal replied lazily. “Since apparently that was the entire and
  
   only
  
  point of the whole exercise, it sure did happen.”
 

 
  “None of us are shy about conflict, your Holiness,” Shook said tightly. “Being jerked around, lied to and sent into big, pointless
  
   surprises
  
  is another thing. You want someone killed? We’ll do it. I don’t appreciate being told to dig in the desert for weeks for damn well
  
   nothing.
  
  As
  
   bait.”
  
 

 
  Kheshiri gently slipped her arm through his and he broke off. A tense silence hung over the room for a long moment.
 

 
  Their assigned quarters in the sub-level of the Dawnchapel temple in Tiraas were actually quite luxurious. Private rooms branched off from a broad, circular chamber with a sunken floor in the center. This had originally been some kind of training complex, probably for the martial arts for which the temple’s original Omnist owners were famous. Now, the area was tastefully but expensively furnished, the chamber serving as a lounge, dining room, and meeting area.
 

 
  The five members of the team were arrayed in an uneven arc, their focus on the Archpope, who stood with Colonel Ravoud at his shoulder. The Colonel looked tense and ready to go for his wand, but if Justinian was at all perturbed by the destructive capacity arranged against him, he showed no hint of it.
 

 
  “I understand this assignment has been the source of several surprises for you,” he said calmly. “For me, as well. I found your choice of strategy extremely intriguing, Khadizroth. Did I not know better, I might conclude your decision to attack Imperial interests was designed to draw their interest to your own activities. You must forgive me; dealing with as many politics as I do, I tend to see ulterior motives where they may not exist.”
 

 
  “I believe we have been over this,” Khadizroth replied in a bored tone. “It was necessary to deal with McGraw, Jenkins, and the rest—indeed, it turns out that was the sole reason we were out there. At the time, depriving them of their secure base of operations seemed the best strategy.”
 

 
  “And yet, neither you nor they suffered any permanent casualties,” Justinian said. “How fortuitous. Surely the gods must have been watching over you.”
 

 
  “Would it be disrespectful to snort derisively?” Kheshiri stage-whispered to Shook, who grinned. She was in human guise, as always on temple grounds. The original consecration on the place had been lifted to allow her to function here.
 

 
  “I think you could stand to consider who you’re dealing with, here, your Archness,” said the Jackal, folding his arms. “Really, now. We’ve all got a sense of honor, or at least professionalism. None of us mind doing the work. But is this
  
   really
  
  a group of people it’s wise to jerk around?”
 

 
  “None of you are prisoners,” Justinian said serenely. “If at any time you wish to discontinue our association, you may do so without fear of reprisal from me. Indeed, I’m forced to confess I might find some relief in it; our relationship does place a strain upon my conscience at times. Due to my position, I am beholden to the Sisters of Avei, the Thieves’ Guild, and other organizations which are
  
   eager
  
  to know about the movements of most of you. It would assuage my qualms to be able to be more forthright with them.”
 

 
  Shook tightened his fists until they fairly vibrated; Khadizroth blinked his eyes languidly. The others only stared at Justinian, who gazed beatifically back. Ravoud’s eyes darted across the group, clearly trying to anticipate from which direction the attack would come.
 

 
  “For the time being, however,” said the Archpope after a strained pause, “I encourage you all to rest after your travels. Unless you decide otherwise, I shall have more work for you very soon. Welcome home, my friends.”
 

 
  With a final nod and smile, he turned and swept out of the chamber, Ravoud on his heels. The Colonel glanced back at them once before shutting the doors to their suite.
 

 
  Shook began cursing monotonously.
 

 
  “Well said!” the Jackal said brightly.
 

 
  Khadizroth stepped backward away from the group and turned his head, studying the outlines of the room. “Vannae, assist me?”
 

 
  The elf nodded, raising his hands to the side as the dragon did the same. A whisper of wind rose, swirling around the perimeter of the chamber, and the light changed to pale, golden green. The shadows of tree branches swayed against the walls.
 

 
  “I attempted to insulate any loose fae energy,” Khadizroth said, lowering his arms. “Kheshiri, are you aversely affected?”
 

 
  The succubus pressed herself close to Shook’s side; he tightened his arm around her. “Not really. Doesn’t feel good, but I’m not harmed.”
 

 
  “Splendid.” The dragon smiled. “This will ensure our privacy, since we were not able to catch up before returning here. How did your…adventure go?”
 

 
  She glanced up at Shook, who nodded to her, before answering. “Everything went smoothly—I’m good at what I do. You were right, K. Svenheim was a trap.”
 

 
  “You’re certain?” Khadizroth narrowed his eyes.
 

 
  “Not enough that I’d stake my life on it,” she admitted. “But the Church is an active presence in the city, and I observed some
  
   very
  
  close interactions between its agents and curators at the Royal Museum.”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  that fucking dwarf was gonna backstab us,” Shook growled.
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Khadizroth mused. “Svarveld may have been a double agent, or he may have been as betrayed as we. The point ended up being moot, anyway. We will simply have to remember this, and not underestimate Justinian again.”
 

 
  “Why would he bother with that, though?” the Jackal asked. “He knew the skull wasn’t even in circulation. We were never going to acquire it, much less send it to Svenheim instead of Tiraas.”
 

 
  Khadizroth shook his head. “Unknowable. I suspect there are currents to this that flow deeper than we imagine. Did you have time to tend to the other task I asked of you, Kheshiri?”
 

 
  “Easy,” she replied, her tail waving behind her. “I swung by Tiraas on my way back; only took a few hours.”
 

 
  “What’s this?” the Jackal demanded. “I thought we were sending the demon to Svenheim to snoop. How did you even
  
   get
  
  across the continent and back?”
 

 
  “Oh, that reminds me,” Kheshiri said sweetly, producing a twisted shadow-jumping talisman from behind her back and tossing it to her. “You shouldn’t leave your things lying around.”
 

 
  The assassin rolled his eyes, catching it deftly. “That’s right, let’s have a ‘who’s sneakier’ pissing contest. I’m sure there’s no way
  
   that’ll
  
  backfire.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Khadizroth said sharply. “Kindly show your teammates a little more respect, Kheshiri. This group is primed to dissolve into infighting anyway; we cannot afford such games.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said sincerely. “My apologies. But in any case, your message was received and acknowledged. No response as yet.”
 

 
  “Give it time,” he murmured.
 

 
  “Message?” Vannae inquired.
 

 
  “Indeed.” The dragon smiled thinly. “Justinian is not the only one with dangerous connections.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Busy?” Rizlith sang, sliding into the room.
 

 
  Zanzayed looked up, beaming. “Riz! Never too busy for my favorite distraction. He’s got me doing
  
   paperwork.
  
  Help!”
 

 
  “Aw, poor baby,” the succubus cooed, sashaying forward. “I bet I can take your mind off it.”
 

 
  “I should never have introduced you,” Razzavinax muttered, straightening up from where he had been bent over the desk, studying documents. “Zanza, Riz…don’t encourage each other.”
 

 
  “Well, joshing aside, there’s been a development I think you’ll urgently want to hear,” Rizlith said, folding her wings neatly and seating herself on one corner of the desk.
 

 
  “A development?” Razzavinax said sharply. “Do we
  
   need
  
  to revisit that tedious conversation about you leaving the embassy?”
 

 
  “Oh, relax, I’ve been safely cooped up in here the whole time,” she said sullenly. “No, the development came to
  
   me.
  
  And by the way, if you’re just now hearing of this, your wards need some fine-tuning. I had a visit from one of my sisters.”
 

 
  “Sisters?” Zanzayed inquired. “Like…an actual
  
   sister,
  
  or is that just demon-speak for another of your kind?”
 

 
  “You do know we’re not an actual
  
   species,
  
  right?” Rizlith turned to Razzavinax. “You’ve explained it to him, haven’t you?”
 

 
  “Never mind that,” the Red said curtly. “Children of Vanislaas are not sociable with each other as a rule, Zanzayed; developments like this are always alarming.”
 

 
  “Oh, quite so,” the succubus said with fiendish glee. “But Kheshiri brought me the most
  
   fascinating
  
  gossip!”
 

 
  “Kheshiri,” Razzavinax muttered. “That’s a name I’m afraid I know. How bad is it?”
 

 
  “That depends.” Rizlith grinned broadly, swaying slightly back and forth; her tail lashed as if she could barely contain herself. “Weren’t you guys looking for Khadizroth the Green a while back?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Even strolling down the sidewalk in civilian attire, Nora did not allow herself to lose focus. She had been trained too long and too deeply to be unaware of her surroundings. When four people near her suddenly slumped sideways as if drunk, it wasn’t that fact alone so much as her reaction to it that told her something was badly wrong. She paused in her own walk, noting distantly that this was peculiar, and well below the level of her consciousness, training kicked in. It was much more than peculiar; her mind was not operating as it should.
 

 
  Nora blinked her eyes, focusing on that tiny movement and the interruptions it caused in her vision. Mental influence—fairly mild, and clearly concentrated on an area of effect, not just targeting her. That meant the solution was to keep moving…
 

 
  Then she was grabbed, her arms bound roughly behind her, and tossed into the back of a carriage that had pulled up next to the curb.
 

 
  She hadn’t even seen anyone approach. Hadn’t noticed the delivery carriage pull up. How humiliating. It began moving, however, and the effect subsided with distance, enabling her to focus again on her surroundings.
 

 
  It was a delivery truck, or had been originally; basically a large box with a loading door on the back built atop an enchanted carriage chassis. The runes tracing the walls indicated silencing charms, as did the lack of street noise once the doors were shut. One bench was built against the front wall of the compartment, with a single dim fairy lamp hanging in on corner, swaying slightly with the motions of the carriage.
 

 
  The space was crowded. Four men stood around Nora, one with a hand knotted in her hair to keep her upright—she only belatedly realized that she had landed on her knees on the floor. On the bench opposite sat a thin man with glasses, who had a briefcase open on his lap, positioned to hid its contents from her. Against the wall on the other end of the bench perched a woman Nora recognized from a recent mission briefing.
 

 
  “Good morning, Marshal Avelea,” Grip said pleasantly. “Thanks for joining us, I realize this was short notice.”
 

 
  “I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t get dressed up,” Nora said flatly.
 

 
  The thief grinned. “Saucy, aren’t we? Just like a hero out of a bard’s story. I thought you Imperial
  
   professionals
  
  were supposed to clam up when captured.”
 

 
  “Would that make you happier?”
 

 
  “I’m not here to be happy,” Grip said, her smile fading. “I get a certain satisfaction from my work, sure, but it’s not as if breaking people’s joints makes me
  
   happy,
  
  per se.”
 

 
  “I don’t think you’ve considered the implications of this,” said Nora. “I’m an agent of Imperial Intelligence. If you intend—”
 

 
  “Now, see,
  
   that
  
  attitude is why you are
  
   in
  
  this situation, missy. People seem to forget that we are a
  
   faith,
  
  not a cartel. This isn’t about intimidation—because no, the Imps don’t really experience that, do they? But when you start boasting about how your organization is too powerful to stand for this, well…” Grip leaned forward, staring icily down at her captive. “Then you make beating your ass an absolute moral
  
   necessity,
  
  rather than just a satisfying diversion.
 

 
  “Besides, it’s all part of the cost of doing business.
  
   Your
  
  training means you won’t be excessively traumatized by anything that happens here, and your superiors will accept this as the inevitable consequence of their blundering and not push it further. You may not know, but I guarantee Lord Vex does, that the Empire is not a bigger fish than Eserion. At least one sitting Empress found herself unemployed as a result of pushing back too hard when we expressed an opinion. So this right here is a compromise! We’ll discuss the matter of you attempting to kill a member of our cult, Vex will be especially respectful for a while, and we can all avoid addressing the much more serious matter that you, apparently, are not
  
   afraid
  
  of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  Grip very slowly raised on eyebrow. “Because believe you me, Marshal, I can
  
   fix
  
  that. But then there really would be trouble. So, let’s just attend to business and go our separate ways, shall we?”
 

 
  “Fine, whatever,” Nora said disdainfully. “Could you stop talking and be about it already? Some of us have plans for this evening.”
 

 
  Grip sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t say such things,” she complained.
  
   “Now
  
  this is going to suck up my whole afternoon. Toybox, start with that nervous system stimulating thingy of yours. When I’m satisfied the bravado is
  
   genuinely
  
  regretted, the lads can move on to the more traditional means.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “This is on me,” Darling said, scowling.
 

 
  “You’re awful eager to take credit for someone who wasn’t there,” Billie remarked, puffing lazily at one of McGraw’s cigarillos.
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “Weaver, want to explain why she’s mistaken?”
 

 
  
   “Always
  
  a pleasure,” said the bard, who sat crookedly in the armchair with one arm thrown over the back. “First rule of being in charge: everything is your fault. Being the man with the plan, he takes responsibility for any fucking up that occurs. More
  
   specifically,
  
  he sent us out without doing some very basic research that could’ve spared us all this.”
 

 
  “Knew I could count on you,” Darling said dryly.
 

 
  “Acknowledging that I am not generally eager to let you off the hook, Mr. Darling,” said Joe with a frown, “realistically, how
  
   could
  
  you have known the skull wasn’t in the Badlands?”
 

 
  “Known? No.” Darling sighed, slouching back in his own chair. “But Weaver’s right. I found a trail and followed it without doing any further research. Hell, I
  
   knew
  
  about the werewolf issue in Veilgrad—we even discussed it, briefly. All I had to do was check with my contacts in the Imperial government for signs of possible chaos effects. Too late to say what difference it would have made—we might have decided to go for the Badlands anyway, as the Veilgrad case wasn’t a confirmed chaos incident until mere days ago—but it would’ve been something. Instead I got tunnel vision, bit Justinian’s bait and risked all your lives for damn well nothing. Somehow, ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t really cut the mustard this time.”
 

 
  “You know better than
  
   this,
  
  Antonio,” Mary said calmly. “Learn the lesson and apply it next time. Recrimination is not a constructive use of our time.”
 

 
  “Right you are,” he said dourly. “Regardless, I feel I owe you all something for this. The oracles settled down when the skull was secured, so the projects I’m pursuing on you behalf are again proceeding. It’s hard to tell, but I’ve a hunch that I’m close to an answer for you, at least, Mary.” He grimaced. “Unless the trend of the responses I’ve been getting reverses, I’m starting to fear it’s an answer you won’t like.”
 

 
  “I do not go through life expecting to like everything,” she said calmly.
 

 
  “Wise,” he agreed. “Anyway, it’s Weaver’s question that I think will be the toughest. I get the impression they’re actively fighting me on that. It may be my imagination, and the general difficulty of working with oracular sources, but still…”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest,” Weaver muttered.
 

 
  “If nothin’ else,” said McGraw, “this wasn’t wasted time. We’ve learned some interesting things about our opponents.”
 

 
  “And about ourselves,” Weaver added caustically. “Such as that Billie’s too theatrical to just
  
   kill
  
  an assassin when she has him helpless, rather than painting him with a stealth-penetrating effect.”
 

 
  “Aye, now ye mention it that would’ve been more efficient,” Billie mused. “Hm. I’m well equipped for big bangs, but it occurs t’me I’ve got little that’d straight-up
  
   off
  
  a single target at close range. Funny, innit? I’ll have to augment me arsenal. I
  
   love
  
  doin’ that!”
 

 
  “You said that green fire came out of a bottle?” said Joe. “That’d be a remarkable achievement if it was just a spell. How in tarnation did you manage to do it alchemically?”
 

 
  “Oh, aye, that’s a point,” Billie said seriously. “Don’t let me forget, I owe Admestus Rafe either a really expensive bottle o’ wine or a blowjob.”
 

 
  Weaver groaned loudly and clapped a hand over his eyes.
 

 
  “Can’t help ya,” Joe said, his cheeks darkening. “I’m gonna be hard at work forgetting that starting immediately.”
 

 
  “How do you plan to proceed?” Mary asked Darling. “It would appear that waiting for Justinian to take the initiative is a losing strategy.”
 

 
  “You’re right about that,” the Bishop agreed. “And I do believe that some of what you’ve brought back is immediately relevant. For example, that he is harboring a fugitive from the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Is it wise to act on that point?” McGraw inquired. “Shook bein’ on his team is part o’ that game of intelligence chicken you’n Justinian are playin’, right? The one you’re not s’posed to acknowledge knowin’ about.”
 

 
  “Some day I’m gonna hold you and Jenkins at wandpoint until you both
  
   prove
  
  you can pronounce the letter G,” Weaver grumbled.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure Justinian will know
  
   exactly
  
  how the Guild learned of this,” Darling said with a grim smile. “If he didn’t want to play that game, he shouldn’t have made the first move. I’m not waiting for him to make the next one.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “I’m sorry this business didn’t work out the way you hoped, your Holiness,” Ravoud said as the two men arrived in the small, glass-walled enclosure atop the ziggurat behind the Dawnchapel.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Justinian said, gazing out over the city, “this has been an extremely successful field test. We now have an idea of the effectiveness of Khadizroth’s group against Darling’s, which was the purpose of the exercise.”
 

 
  “They seem pretty evenly matched…”
 

 
  “Power for power, yes, but we knew that to begin with. And
  
   power
  
  is not so simply measured.” Justinian tilted his head backward, studying the cloudy sky. “Considering the violence all those people are capable of, their total lack of casualties indicates a mutual disinclination to inflict them.
  
   That
  
  is the most important thing we have learned. Using adventurers to winnow each other down will only work if they do not comprehend where their true best interests lie. These, clearly, do. Another strategy will be necessary.”
 

 
  “I suppose this proves we can’t expect loyalty out of that group,” Ravoud said, scowling. “Hardly a surprise.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Justinian agreed with a smile. “Khadizroth deems himself above me, Vannae is loyal only to
  
   him,
  
  and the rest of them are simply monsters of one kind or another. Loyalty was never on the table. What is interesting to me is how quickly and openly Khadizroth set about undermining me. He is more than patient and far-sighted enough to play a longer, more careful game. Holding back from killing their opponents, attracting the Empire’s attention, that ploy to have the skull sent to Svenheim… To take such risks, he must perceive an urgency that I do not. That must be investigated more closely. It will also be important to learn whether the other party is operating on the same principles, or has developed an actual loyalty to Antonio. They are a more level-headed group, generally, and he is
  
   quite
  
  persuasive.”
 

 
  “Forgive me for questioning you, your Holiness,” said Ravoud, carefully schooling his features, “but it is beyond my understanding why you tolerate that man. You
  
   know
  
  he’s plotting against you, and there’s not much that’s more dangerous than an Eserite with an ax to grind.”
 

 
  “Antonio Darling is one of my most treasured servants,” the Archpope said softly, still gazing into the distance. “I will not have him harmed, nor deprive myself of his skills. Matters are tense
  
   now,
  
  because I cannot yet reveal everything to everyone. He has no cause to trust, and thus I have to arrange these diversions to keep him from investigating things he is not yet ready to know. When the full truth can be revealed, he of
  
   all
  
  people will find my cause the best way to advance his own principles and goals.”
 

 
  “As you say, your Holiness,” Ravoud murmured. “Did… Do you intend to make some use of the skull?”
 

 
  “Objects like that are not to be
  
   used,”
  
  Justinian said severely, turning to face him. “I fear I have abused my authority by making it a part of my plans at all. Frankly, my predecessor was unwise to have the Church take custody of that thing; it is far better off in the hands of the Salyrites. The goddess of magic can keep it safe better than anyone.” He sighed heavily. “My attempts to compensate for the risk seem to have backfired. We are still gathering intelligence from Veilgrad, but indications are the charms and blessings I designed to protect the people from the skull’s effects enabled those
  
   cultists
  
  to remain lucid enough to do significant harm, rather than blindly lashing out as chaos cultists always have. In addition to the damage to Veilgrad and its people, that has drawn the attention of the Empire.”
 

 
  “That, though, could be useful by itself,” Rouvad said slowly. “If those same blessings can be used for agents of the Church… If there is ever another major chaos incident, they could protect our people, keep them functional.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Justinian mused. “Regardless, I will have to meditate at length on a proper penance for myself; I have unquestionably caused harm to innocents with this. I badly misjudged the risks involved. Still… From all these events I feel I have learned something of great value.”
 

 
  He turned again to gaze out through the glass wall over the rooftops of Tiraas. “In Veilgrad, a class from the University at Last Rock were hard at work interfering with my plans. And I note that one of the first actions undertaken by Darling’s group was to visit Last Rock itself. Everywhere I turn, Arachne Tellwyrn’s fingers dabble in my affairs. Just as they nearly upended Lor’naris last year, and Sarasio months before.”
 

 
  “That’s…sort of a fact of life, isn’t it, your Holiness?” Rouvad said carefully. “There’s just not much that can be
  
   done
  
  about Tellwyrn. That’s the whole point of her.”
 

 
  “No power is absolute, Nassir,” Justinian said softly. “Be they archmages, gods, or empires. They only have the appearance of absolute power because the people agree that they do. Such individuals live in fear of the masses discovering that they do not need to tolerate their overlords.
  
   Every
  
  tyrant can be brought down.
 

 
  “I was always going to have to deal with Tellywrn sooner or later. We cannot rid the world of its last destructive adventurers when she is spewing out another score of them every year—to say nothing of her specifically elitist methods of recruitment. She targets those already most powerful and dangerous and equips them to be even
  
   worse.
  
  No… Arachne Tellwyrn must be dealt with.”
 

 
  He nodded slowly to himself, staring into the distant sky. “If she insists on making herself a more urgent priority… So be it.”
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  “It has occurred to me,” said Tazun, “that our conversations hinge almost entirely on Narisian culture—which would seem to be fairly easy for you to experience anyway, surrounded by it as you are. I have learned very little about Tiraan culture, by comparison.”
 

 
  “Well, I still think that’s fair,” Elin said with a mischievous smile. Over the last few months he had gradually grown comfortable enough with her that such expressions no longer made him feel awkward, or at least not much. “We also end up having all our conversations in Tanglish.
  
   You’ve
  
  gotten quite fluent, and meanwhile my elvish is still almost as rough as the day I arrived.”
 

 
  “Surely I can’t be the only possible source of practice for you,” he said.
 

 
  “Yeah? Same goes. Anyway, there’s a compliment in there, Taz. Learning about Tar’naris is fascinating; I bet if we had a
  
   really
  
  in-depth discussion about life in the Empire, you’d nod off.”
 

 
  “I would never do something so rude,” he said, putting on a tiny social smile to clarify that he was joking. “What an insulting thing to say.”
 

 
  “All right, then,
  
   I’d
  
  nod off.” Elin hopped up onto the ledge behind her, legs dangling. Even after all this time, it amazed him how casual, how
  
   childlike
  
  the humans could be in their mannerisms. “Make you a deal, then? Next time you visit, we’ll talk about Tiraas. In elvish.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Tazun made a show of contemplating this, tapping his chin with a finger. “You’re right, that does sound
  
  
  quite tedious.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   thump
  
  you, but that’s pretty explicitly against regulations,” she shot back, grinning outright now. “Damn you and your diplomatic protection. All right, before you dragged us off topic, you
  
   were
  
  going to explain the honorific system.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course.” He paused as another soldier strolled by, escorting a young human woman in civilian attire; they both smiled and nodded politely, but did not pause or show any interest in the case of jewelry he had on display on the ledge.
 

 
  The light in the Tiraan enclave wasn’t the best, Tazun privately thought. Humans favored their fairy lamps, which had a sharp, golden tone to their light which apparently reminded them of the sun. The paler, gentler glow of bioluminescence favored in Tar’naris better reflected on his silver pieces, in his opinion. He had already made up his mind to do some work in gold, next, as the enclave was proving a profitable venue for him, but Tazun still had a fair amount of silver to work through before he could justify buying more materials. Actually, his House would probably give him a small amount of gold to test his belief that it would sell better in a spot where he had developed contacts, but he was still new as an established craftsman, and wished to build a reputation. Better in the long run to show effective stewardship of the resources he had before seeking more, he reasoned.
 

 
  “Honorifics,” Tazun mused after the two potential customers had passed. “Well, let me take myself as an example.”
 

 
  “That’s convenient,” Elin said. “Since you’re here and all.”
 

 
  “I,” he said, placing a hand against his chest and bowing, “am Tazun tyl Vrashti n’dar Vyendir.”
 

 
  “It’s nice to meet you,” she said gravely.
 

 
  “There are three names within the name,” he continued, being used to her byplay by now. “First, my given name, Tazun. A Narisian’s second name is their mother’s given name—in my case, Vrashti. And, of course, Vyendir is my House.”
 

 
  Elin nodded. “That much I’d actually figured out on my own.”
 

 
  “Indeed, so far it is rather simple,” he said with an unforced smile, “but we were talking about honorifics. Each, you see, describes the person’s relationship with part of their name. The first delineates an individual’s relationship with their mother, the second with their House.”
 

 
  “The
  
   whole
  
  relationship?” she protested, frowning. “With a couple of little syllables?”
 

 
  “I…may have mistaken the connotation of the word,” he said carefully. “Obviously there are personal details of how someone relates to mother and House that are no one else’s business. I meant… Well, to continue the example of my name, my first honorific,
  
   tyl,
  
  indicates that I am a direct biological male child of my mother, in good standing with her.”
 

 
  Elin blinked. “Wow. All that?”
 

 
  “In most cases, adopted children have the same social standing as truebloods,” he continued, “but the Houses track bloodlines, and so natural-born offspring must be counted as such. Obviously, whether a person is female or male is taken note of in their name. And it is
  
   rare
  
  that someone will have their honorific altered to indicate that they are in their mother’s poor graces. It is a mother’s choice to do such a thing… It’s an extreme move. Someone thus humiliated is very likely to leave the family, if not the House entirely.”
 

 
  “Harsh,” she mused. “but you said that’s not common, right?”
 

 
  “I suspect we are roughly as prone to family drama as you,” Tazun replied, “but in Tar’naris, privacy is tremendously important. There would be no public airing of dirty laundry if it could be avoided. There are also additional honorifics to indicate one’s birth order, but using those is seen as old-fashioned and pretentious. You really only meet very old elves with such names.”
 

 
  “Wait, but… It’s
  
   one
  
  syllable,” she protested. “It’s just
  
   tyl.
  
  How does it
  
   say
  
  all that?”
 

 
  “Because that is what the word means,” he said, smiling.
 

 
  Elin stared at him. Not for the first time, he thought it was subtly charming, the way her feelings could be so easily read. Peculiar, but cute. “So… You mean there’s an honorific for every
  
   possible
  
  permutation of those variables?”
 

 
  “Those are the relevant variables, yes.”
 

 
  “How can you
  
   know
  
  them all?”
 

 
  “How many words do you know in Tanglish?” he countered. “How many of them describe social functions? The same way you learn anything else: you memorize them.”
 

 
  She groaned dramatically. “I am just never gonna fit in here, am I.”
 

 
  “I don’t think they expect the soldiers to retain information like that,” he said, his smile broadening to the very edge of what decorum allowed. Really, she was quite charming sometimes. “Some of your diplomats have taken the time to work it out. One obviously has a very great advantage if one begins learning it in early childhood.”
 

 
  “Obviously…” Elin chewed her lower lip. “What’s
  
   nur?”
  
 

 
  Tazun allowed his smile to fade. “That is a matriarch’s younger daughter. Of her bloodline, but not positioned to inherit the matriarch’s position should her mother pass. Be
  
   extremely
  
  polite if you meet one of those. They can be trouble even for foreigners, diplomatic protections or no.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” she murmured, “we have nobles back home, too; I know the drill. Okay, what about the second honorific?”
 

 
  As she clearly wasn’t going to answer the implied question, he continued. “The second honorific designates one’s relationship with one’s House. Like the example of
  
   nur,
  
  there is some overlap with the first honorific; there is a whole separate set of first honorifics for those in the matriarchal line, as well as some other unique situations. It has more to do with one’s mother than oneself; there are specific honorifics to designate someone who is elevated or lowered to a position different from their family’s, but for the most part, rank within House is influenced if not determined by the maternal line. I am n’dar Vyendir, indicating that my mother is highly placed within our House, though not of the nobility, and that I am thus the same, as my political relationship with her is normal.”
 

 
  Elin whistled, a peculiar mannerism he’d caught a few times but wasn’t completely sure he could interpret. Confusion? Awe? “That’s just…so
  
   much
  
  information.”
 

 
  “In Tar’naris,” he said, “there is a place for everyone and everything, and everyone’s proper place must be clear and understood. Our traditions are designed for this purpose.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess I’m just not used to thinking that way,” she said with a wistful sigh, kicking her legs again. “There’s something to be said for
  
   not
  
  knowing all the details about a person up front. You have to
  
   find
  
  them, get to know them… There’s a little mystery, a little adventure to it. It’s an
  
   experience.”
  
 

 
  “In Tar’naris,” he said quietly, “an ‘adventure’ is when there is not enough food, and a matriarch must decide whether it better serves her lineage to weaken everyone equally through distributed hunger, or sustain as many as possible by letting a few of her family starve.”
 

 
  Elin’s face fell, and irrationally, he felt bad for distressing her. “And now I sound like an idiot.”
 

 
  “No,” he assured her. “This is why we began these conversations, remember? Cultural exchange. I think we both understand each other a little better now.”
 

 
  Her smile returned at that, and something about it was brilliant in its intensity. “You’re a smooth talker, Tazun tyl Vrashti n’dar Vyendir. Don’t ever change.”
 

 
  “Is there a reason why I would?” he countered with a raised eyebrow.
 

 
  Elin chuckled and hopped down from her perch, pausing to straighten out her uniform and run a hand over her short hair. Odd, now, to think he’d first seen its golden color as unnatural; it suited her so perfectly. “Well, I must resume my exciting duty of standing around looking sharp. How are my creases?” She half-pivoted, showing him the backs of her trousers.
 

 
  “Perfect as always,” Tazun replied, retreating deep within his social facade and purging all emotion from his features. No matter how long they talked, a moment would always come when he’d be sharply reminded of the differences in their cultures of origin. She clearly had no idea how flirtatious that gesture would be considered here. He’d have warned her not to do it to others, but he couldn’t think of a courteous way to do so.
 

 
  “Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, pointing at him in mock accusation. “When we will talk about Tiraas, in elvish.”
 

 
  “I can’t wait,” he said, smiling carefully.
 

 
  He forced himself not to watch her walk away.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  It proved not to be one of his more directly profitable visits to the Imperial enclave, though Tazun remained mindful of the importance of relationships in business. He found it encouraging that the humans, soldiers and civilians alike, were increasingly familiar with him, for all that they sometimes crossed the line into what his own culture considered impropriety. Some of his best sales there had come from referrals from others—a few of whom had not actually bought any of his pieces, merely seen them displayed. So he returned home, his jewelry case still mostly full, only a modest mixture of chips and Tiraan coins in his purse, but not disheartened. Every day could not be a rich one, or one risked losing appreciation for the good days when they came.
 

 
  Despite his growing familiarity with humans, it was always with some relief that he departed their presence. It wasn’t that their enclave was rowdy or disorganized, they were just so…
  
   human.
  
  They laughed loudly, conversed in strident voices, hailed one another at the tops of their lungs from across the courtyard. In conversation their gestures were so broad that he had only recently begun to trust that no one would hit him by accident. Even the way they walked was energetic to the point of aggressiveness, and in some cases worse; he’d never caught any of the soldiers doing it, nor the diplomats on duty, but a good number of human women seemed to sway their hips a lot more than was necessary.
 

 
  The streets of Tar’naris were calm, quiet, orderly…soothing. The Imperial enclave had taught him to truly enjoy so much that he’d always taken for granted, such as the silvery light of mushroom patches cultivated atop stone obelisks at regular intervals along the streets. Their colors varied slightly, but the overall effect was pale, and calming in comparison to the sharp gold and blue of fairy lamps. He also didn’t have to worry about seeming rude by failing to nod and smile at people he passed. Drow ignored each other and expected the same in kind, unless they had some specific business. The walk home through the gently winding streets was always enough to restore his equanimity by the time he reached the estate of House Vyendir.
 

 
  The House guards did not acknowledge him as he passed, which was proper; it was a man and a woman on duty, and the male could hardly have nodded to Tazun while his compatriot could not. He gave them a respectful nod anyway. Quite apart from appreciating the guards for their work, he really didn’t need stories getting back to his mother that associating with the humans was damaging his social skills. There had been surly whispers ever since the Treaty that humans would have that effect on society. Deliberately seeking out their company had made Tazun more mindful of his own decorum than he probably needed to be.
 

 
  House Vyendir occupied a compound carved into the living rock of the wall separating the main chamber in which sat the city of Tar’naris from the even larger agricultural caverns beyond. The House’s gates opened directly onto the passage between the two, facing the gates of House Dalmiss, which was positioned in a similar complex opposite them. As such, since the Tiraan Treaty ten years ago, golden light from the cavern’s sun crystals streamed in constantly through one side of the citadel. It was pretty enough, from a distance, but Tazun was glad his own family’s quarters were on the opposite edge.
 

 
  He relaxed after passing through the door into their private wing of the complex, though just as quickly frowned. Private or no, the household was generally quieter than this. The babble of voices from their central meeting room up ahead suggested either a large party, or his mother and sisters were excited enough about something to be rudely talking over each other.
 

 
  Tazun wasn’t sure he had the energy for either right now.
 

 
  Keeping a public face in place in case it proved they had guests, he paced carefully down the hallway and entered the meeting room.
 

 
  The whole family had gathered, not just his mother and sisters, but their mates and children, the servants, adoptees and even two of his aunts visiting from other family chambers. His arrival went unnoticed at first, everyone’s attention being on the figure standing in the center of the room. Tazun’s own focus locked onto him immediately.
 

 
  The human was flanked by two of the family’s stronger servants, who functioned as unofficial guards, and rightly so. He was a tall specimen, of Tiraan descent if Tazun was any judge—bronze-skinned, black-haired, with light brown eyes and a narrow face, surmounted by an aquiline nose and almost elvishly pointed chin. The man was well-built, and wearing nothing but a pair of loose trousers of clearly Narisian make. His hands were bound in front of him, and an iron collar circled his neck.
 

 
  “Clearly,
  
   this
  
  will need to be exchanged, as well,” Tazun’s mother was saying, pointing at the collar. “It clashes with the aesthetic of absolutely
  
   everything.
  
  I have in mind something in silver, with the House crest, of course.”
 

 
  “Taz could make that,” suggested Syraal, his younger sister. “He’s brilliant with silver.”
 

 
  “We’ll see,” Vrashti murmured, pacing in a slow circle around the bound human. His expression was murderous enough to have both guards keeping hands on their cudgels, which they ordinarily wouldn’t even be wearing inside the family chambers. “Tazun does excellent work, but there’s the House to consider; I’ve expended a fair amount of political capital with this acquisition, and I don’t want to be seen as pretentious. Yes, it may be better to give some business to—Taz!”
 

 
  She smiled broadly, catching sight of her son in the doorway, and beckoned him forward. “Come in! I’m sorry you missed the big arrival, but
  
   look
  
  what we have!”
 

 
  “I…see,” he said carefully, pacing into the room and clutching his jewelry case to his side for comfort. “This is not a guest, I take it?”
 

 
  “Honestly, Tazun, I hope you don’t joke like that with the Imperials,” Vrashti said, gliding over to him and taking him by the hand to pull him forward. “You can
  
   clearly
  
  see the collar.”
 

 
  “How did you manage this, mother?” he asked. “I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but human slaves are…
  
   rare.”
  
 

 
  “The word you are politely avoiding is ‘expensive,’” said Laouri, his eldest sister, with one of her sly half-smiles. “And yes, Taz, he was.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about that, young man,” his mother said, reaching up to stroke his hair. “I would not make such a purchase if we could not afford it. And this is, of course, not to be repeated outside the family chambers, but the bulk of the expense here was not in chips. You see the result of years of accumulated favors. And more to come; he’s a wild one, still. The few remaining slave trainers expect to be generously compensated for their services. But we
  
   can
  
  afford it. And the
  
   prestige!
  
  Just think—once he’s properly behaved, he’ll make the most fabulous showpiece. We can deck him in our jewelry, even rent him out to other families for display!”
 

 
  “That may not work so well for
  
   my
  
  purposes,” Tazun said carefully. “My clientele down at the enclave would probably be disturbed by this…”
 

 
  “Well, obviously,” Vrashti said with affectionate exasperation. “I’m sorry you’ll get less use from him than the rest of us, my son, but pursuing Imperial contacts was
  
   your
  
  idea, after all.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” Tazun said quietly, finding it difficult to give his mother as much of his attention as was proper. The human had fixed his stare directly on Tazun. This was the first time he had locked eyes with someone who very visibly wished him dead. The experience was disturbing. “What’s his name?”
 

 
  “Not settled yet,” Vrashti mused, stroking her chin. “I’m leaning toward Ludi. I think it suits him.”
 

 
  “Mother, you
  
   can’t
  
  call him Ludi,” Laouri said in an exasperated tone suggesting this was not the first such exchange. “He’s not a pet lizard!”
 

 
  “Well, we’re not going to name him after something out of one of your poetry books,” Vrashti retorted.
 

 
  “My name,” the human said unexpectedly in elvish, “is Selim Darousi. I’m just so
  
   pleased
  
  to meet you all,” he spat, baring a set of gleaming teeth.
 

 
  “Your name is yet to be decided,” Vrashti replied, raising her chin, “and you will express yourself with more decorum and
  
   respect
  
  in the presence of your betters.”
 

 
  Selim Darousi stared at her for a moment, then, unexpectedly, smiled. It was a smile that made Tazun want to take two steps back.
 

 
  “Something amuses you?” Vrashti inquired.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” the human said, now in Tanglish. “I’ve just decided how you’re going to die. It’s going to take some work; I’ll need tools.”
 

 
  “Razao,” Vrashti said calmly, “stomach only, please. Be
  
   very
  
  careful not to damage him; he was costly.”
 

 
  Tazun barely managed not to flinch as Razao slammed his cudgel into Selim’s midsection, causing the human to double over with a pained wheeze. Humans were incredibly sturdy physically, but Razao, like nearly all members of House Vyendir, was a metalworker—unlike most of their family, who specialized in jewelry and ornamentation, he had pounded iron for many years, and could hit like a skaalink’s tail.
 

 
  “I think that’s enough excitement for him for now,” Vrashti went on, turning her back on the now-groaning slave. “Everyone’s had a chance to meet the new pet; best not wear him out excessively. The slave trainer will be here tomorrow. Until then, he can remain in his chamber. Thank you, Razao, Druuld.”
 

 
  The two servants bowed to her, then grabbed Selim by both arms and proceeded to haul him from the room. The human didn’t make it easy for them, but mostly because he seemed too dazed and in pain to walk properly, forcing them to half-drag him. He was clearly in no condition to put up a fight.
 

 
  Tazun turned back to his mother, but found her already engaged in conversation with his aunts. Despite the burning questions on his lips, he knew better than to interrupt.
 

 
  “Why, little brother,” Laouri said, stepping up to him, “you look less celebratory than I would expect.”
 

 
  He studied her face carefully. They weren’t tremendously close in an emotional sense, but there were no rivalries or intrigues within the family, and he and Laouri shared affection as well as a sense of duty. She hadn’t done anything to actively harm or meddle with him since they were both children. Still… The thoughts foremost in his mind verged on questioning their mother’s judgment, which was never a good thing to express to an eldest daughter.
 

 
  “That fellow is…young,” he said, very carefully. “And clearly Tiraan. How did he end up as a slave?”
 

 
  “I’m certain you know exactly how,” Laouri said, arching an eyebrow. “The same way they all do. He’s a criminal. Don’t you worry, Mother isn’t reckless enough to acquire us a human who’ll have the Imperial government wanting to fetch him back. He’s just some nobody—now, at least, he’s a useful nobody.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tazun said, frowning.
 

 
  “Honestly, Taz, you look downright upset,” she said, frowning right back. “Maybe you
  
   are
  
  spending too much time down at that enclave.”
 

 
  “I’m bringing in money,” he said defensively. “Very good money for a jeweler with my level of experience.”
 

 
  “You’re also growing used to humans,” she replied. “This’ll be good for you; it’ll help you keep a sense of perspective about things.”
 

 
  “You’ve… Laouri, I’m sure you hear the same rumors I do. About how they…
  
   get
  
  humans, these days.”
 

 
  “What of it?” she asked dryly.
 

 
  Tazun glanced at their mother, still in animated conversation with her own sisters and looking thoroughly pleased with herself. “If he was somehow…tricked, or enslaved under false pretenses…”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, you worry too much,” Laouri said dismissively. “It’s all perfectly legal. Mother
  
   knows
  
  what she’s doing. Surely you know that.”
 

 
  “Of course I do,” he said automatically. “It’s just… It seems like something to worry about.”
 

 
  “You let her decide what’s to worry about, and do the worrying,” Laouri said archly, but softened the rebuke by patting him on the arm. “Really, Tazun, leave it alone. This will be good for the family—we’ll gain a lot of prestige, and Mother’s very good at using valuable assets carefully, as you know. She can parlay this into even more success for us down the line, once he’s trained.” She grimaced. “I just have to talk her out of naming the poor fellow after her childhood pet, is all. Though on the other hand, if he’s going to be
  
   that
  
  unruly, maybe it’d go a long way toward teaching him some humility. You know how it is with these people.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he said noncommittally, eyes unfocused on the near distance. For some reason, he was suddenly seeing Elin’s face in his mind’s eye. She looked…disappointed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “They’re called ladybugs!” Saash’t held up his hand, a few of the tiny creatures crawling on his fingers. One spread its spotted shell and took off, buzzing away. “Aren’t they beautiful?”
 

 
  “If you say so,” Tazun said doubtfully, easing backward. He had the sudden mental image of one of the insects flying into his hood and getting trapped inside his clothing.
 

 
  “One thing leads to another, you see,” Saash’t continued, gently shaking his hand to dislodge the remaining ladybugs, and rising from where he had knelt in the soil. He continued on his way down the path bordering the rows of plants, Tazun falling into step alongside him. The agricultural cavern was so bright it was almost painful, hence Tazun’s choice of a hooded robe, but Saash’t tyr Sreinde n’dar Dalmiss was quite at home here, not minding the brightness or the dirt now staining the knees of his canvas trousers. House Dalmiss had overseen food production since time immemorial, and Saash’t was one of those who had acclimated brilliantly to the imported techniques and crops now occupying the cavern. “First we had to bring in bees—fabulously useful creatures, though accursedly difficult to handle. They’re necessary to pollenate the plants, though, as well as producing honey.”
 

 
  “Honey comes from
  
   animals?”
  
 

 
  Saash’t stopped and turned to face him, his public face barely concealing his surprise. “You didn’t know that?”
 

 
  “I thought it was… You know, like the berries!”
 

 
  “No,” Saash’t said gravely, not concealing his amusement as much as was strictly proper. They had been friends for years, after all. “Honey is an animal product.”
 

 
  “What…
  
   kind
  
  of animals are these bees?”
 

 
  “Insects. A little bigger than the ladybugs. Bees, though, will sting you if you annoy them. Ladybugs are perfectly harmless.”
 

 
  Insects? How did they produce the cloyingly sweet amber gel? A few possibilities came to mind, none of which he particularly wanted to dwell on. Food was food, and Narisians were no strangers to insects as cuisine. For some reason, though, it seemed different when they were talking about an imported luxury dish.
 

 
  “It’s proved impossible to
  
   completely
  
  isolate any species from its ecosystem, though,” Saash’t continued, resuming his course. He paused several yards from the last spot and carefully opened the tiny cage he was carrying to release a few more ladybugs. “I’m not convinced the bees are what brought the aphids, though that is the official explanation House Dalmiss has given out. I’ve ordered some research materials from Tiraas, but it takes time for them to arrive; I just don’t think the two species have that kind of relationship. Regardless, the aphids are
  
   here,
  
  and that means the neatest way to handle them is the way humans do: with their natural predators.”
 

 
  “We already
  
   have
  
  spiders.”
 

 
  “Our native cave spiders are too big to catch aphids, and don’t seem inclined to try. The ladybugs should work. Hopefully. And
  
   then,
  
  of course, we will have to see what new challenges
  
   they
  
  bring!” Oddly, Saash’t looked downright pleased at the prospect of having more trouble to deal with.
 

 
  “This actually is very interesting,” Tazun said, glancing around the cavern, “but I thought we were going to talk about my problem.”
 

 
  Saash’t smiled faintly. “I was.”
 

 
  Tazun barely repressed a sigh. Saash’t was the smartest person he knew, which was both good and bad. His thought processes could be taxing to follow. “This is one of your metaphors, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Well, Tazun, what seems to be upsetting you is the condition of this new slave, correct?”
 

 
  “I’m more upset with myself,” Tazun muttered. “A man should have more respect for his mother’s judgment. I can’t shake the feeling she’s making a terrible mistake, and that…
  
   bothers
  
  me. She raised me better than that.”
 

 
  “She did,” Saash’t agreed, moving on to the next stand of…what were these plants again? Corn? “And I have never heard from any source a suggestion that your mother’s judgment is lacking. Perhaps it is not an issue of lacking, then, but specificity. We are in the midst of a generational change, Tazun.
  
   Look
  
  at all this!” He gestured expansively around the cavern. “This changes…absolutely
  
   everything.”
  
 

 
  “We’ve had
  
   this
  
  conversation before,” Tazun said. “Repeatedly.”
 

 
  “Ah, good, you remember! Then I don’t have to go through it all again.” Saash’t grinned sidelong at him before pausing to release more insects. “I have seen this much more in my own House than you likely have in yours; metal is metal, but
  
   crops
  
  are a whole different subject than they were ten years ago. The fact is, some very wise, very learned individuals are well-trained to lead their people skillfully in a world which no longer exists. Applying their hard-earned wisdom to the new world can yield…less than optimal results.”
 

 
  “What are you saying?” Tazun demanded. “I’m
  
   right
  
  not to trust my mother?”
 

 
  “You are right to respect her,” Saash’t said diplomatically. “But you are of the new generation, and you
  
   specifically
  
  have acquainted yourself with humans in a way that most of your family have not. Presumptuous as it may seem to say it… We see and know things, you and I, that our elders have not had cause to. Like, for instance, the complex relationships of ladybugs and humans to life in what is a very strange environment for them.”
 

 
  “Selim isn’t a ladybug,” Tazun snorted.
 

 
  “Of course he is,” Saash’t said calmly. “Just as
  
   you
  
  would be in his world.”
 

 
  “Goddess be kind, I’m dealing with family issues and
  
   political
  
  issues, and you’re talking about your animals and plants again. Is that
  
   all
  
  you ever think about?”
 

 
  “It’s more a
  
   way
  
  of thinking,” Saash’t said, still calm and faintly amused. “Or a way of looking.”
 

 
  He paused, as a patrolling soldier in House An’sadarr armor passed. Both men stepped off the path and bowed to her; she glanced at them in response, but didn’t so much as nod, continuing on her way.
 

 
  “Now, that, for instance,” Saash’t murmured as they put some distance between themselves and the guard. “There was nothing odd about that exchange to you, correct?”
 

 
  “Odd? Like what?”
 

 
  “Like nothing. But think how it would have looked to one of your human friends.”
 

 
  “How?”
 

 
  The biologist gave him a glance that very nearly betrayed open exasperation. “That’s not a rhetorical question, I’m
  
   asking
  
  you.”
 

 
  Tazun sighed. “Well… I suppose it would seem rude, to them. Her conduct, I mean. But that’s simply because a human wouldn’t understand our culture.”
 

 
  “Exactly.” Saash’t gently shook a few more ladybugs loose as he continued. “You and I are aware that a female soldier on duty cannot possibly show any social interest in two men. An Imperial human would have no idea
  
   why
  
  that is so inappropriate to consider. It’s simply not fair to expect them to understand and adapt to Narisian ways like that. It doesn’t make sense to me to ask that they be held to the same standard of behavior. We’ve yet to see how well the ladybugs will adapt to our caverns in the long term, but it is a safe assumption they will
  
   have
  
  to adapt, one way or another. They cannot live down here the way they do up there.”
 

 
  “You’re talking about the entrapments,” Tazun said slowly. “The way Selim and…all the others get taken in.”
 

 
  Saash’t shrugged noncommittally. “I would simply rather you give yourself credit for the working mind I know you possess, Tazun. It is good that you respect your mother’s judgment, but it’s not truly respecting her to expect her to be flawless. That is blind worship, which doesn’t serve you, her, or your House.”
 

 
  “I can’t
  
   possibly
  
  go against my mother’s judgment!”
 

 
  “Is it going against her to point out information she does not have? It seems to me that is helping her to be the best leader she can.” Saash’t paused, watching a few of his ladybugs frolic on the stalks of…corn? Or were they beans? Whatever it was didn’t have any kind of recognizable fruit yet. “I don’t have answers, Tazun, only questions. That’s the best way I have found to keep an open and rational mind. But the more I consider this… The more I shudder to think of a world where people do not challenge injustice because it’s not their
  
   place.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The windowless hallway was deserted, blessedly, and barely lit by single glowstalks growing in widely-spaced niches. Tazun crept as soundlessly as he could, expecting someone to come along any moment and demand to know what he was doing down here. His mother had made it clear that the slave was to be kept in deprivation and isolation until the trainer arrived tomorrow. A veteran human trainer she might not be, but one did not lead a drow family without knowing how to break recalcitrant slaves of some of their worst habits.
 

 
  The door itself was of thick stone, but its small window was blocked by bars of metal. House Vyendir never lacked for metalwork in any of its furnishings. Tazun peered through, seeing the dim shape of Selim huddled against the far wall. None of the lights from the hall penetrated into the cell, but there was another barred window on its opposite wall, giving a view of Tar’naris beyond. The pale city, not the blazing agricultural cavern.
 

 
  The sight of the man curled up like that was almost nauseating. He had the sudden, overwhelming thought that no intelligent being should ever be kept in a cage.
 

 
  “Hey,” Tazun whispered. There was no response. After a few moments, he tried again. “Hey!”
 

 
  Still the human just huddled there. Was he asleep? No, he was breathing too harshly for that…
 

 
  Realization hit, and Tazun wanted to smack himself in the head in response. Obviously, there were whispers, and then there were whispers. He glanced furtively up and down the hall, seeing and hearing no sign of anyone approaching, then, with a wince, raised his voice to a level that, in his best judgment, the human should be able to hear.
 

 
  “Hey! Selim!”
 

 
  That was apparently loud enough; the man uncoiled and bounded to his feet so abruptly that Tazun jerked back from the bars.
 

 
  “What do you want?” Selim growled, glaring at him.
 

 
  “Keep your voice down!” Tazun hissed. “They’re not going to feed you. Look, here.” He held up a single, fist-sized loaf of mushroom bread, filled with a paste of fruit and lizard meat. It wasn’t the most appetizing fare, but it was nutritious.
 

 
  “So you came to taunt me?” The human sneered, folding his brawny arms. “You’ll have to do better than that, knife-eared—”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly,” Tazun muttered, and tossed the loaf through the bars. Selim caught it, but barely and after much fumbling. “You eat
  
   all
  
  of it, understand? Every bit. Leave no
  
   crumbs.
  
  If there’s any evidence left, they’ll make you tell who brought it, and then I won’t be able to help you anymore. Understand?”
 

 
  Selim looked down at the loaf clutched in his hand, then back up at Tazun, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  “Look, if you can’t do it, give it back,” Tazun hissed. “Less trouble that way.”
 

 
  The human took a step back from him, clutching the loaf protectively, which was as good as an answer to that suggestion. His expression did not warm, however. “Why would you help me?”
 

 
  “Not a word,” Tazun said firmly. “Nobody knows about this, all right? If they find out, I’ll be in no end of trouble, and you’ll be on your own.”
 

 
  “I understand,” Selim said, still watching him with naked suspicion. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 

 
  Tazun just turned and scuttled back the way he had come. It was rude, yes, but these were exceptional circumstances. He’d have given an answer if he had one. Right now, he was more occupied with the question of what he was going to do
  
   next.
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  They were calling it a revival.
 

 
  Last Rock was not the first frontier town to be the site of one of these festivals over the last month; they had occurred elsewhere, at various points around the Great Plains, and reports from those venues had been enticing enough to raise significant interest. By the time the tents started going up on the outskirts of the town, the anticipation had been palpable, among townsfolk and students alike.
 

 
  The Universal Church’s hand was subtly but universally evident in the event. Colorful tents and pavilions had been raised on the prairie outside Last Rock, housing displays representing nearly every deity affiliated with the Pantheon—only those who had no worshipers or whose cults were secretive had been omitted. Individual faiths were making good use of the exposure, but the mere fact of these displays revealed the Church’s organizational role; several of them did not court attention as a rule, and some of those who
  
   did
  
  proselytize had been coaxed to put on more ostentatious shows than they ordinarily would, like the demonstration of swordplay being held in the yard outside the Silver Mission.
 

 
  The Church itself managed to be the center of attention, both in the use of its chapel in town as the organizational hub of the event and in the enormous tent set up as an impromptu theater on the prairie outside. Pure white and larger than any permanent structure in Last Rock, it towered over everything except the chapel’s steeple and the scrolltower; if not for its golden ankh markings it could very well have been taken for a circus tent.
 

 
  Matters were certainly jovial enough inside. Folding chairs had been set up as impromptu pews in the pattern usually favored by Universal Church chapels, leaving a central aisle running between the main entrance at one end of the long tent and the raised wooden platform at the other. Now, with the main event about to start, it was full nearly to bursting, with both students and townspeople. Though the first to be seated had grouped themselves distantly, the two had blended together convivially, to the point that a casual glance now couldn’t sort them into factions. That, plus the overall festive mood in the air, was a great relief to those who had been worried about the relationship of the town to the University since the hellgate incident.
 

 
  Despite the general chatter and noise of people having a good time—a fairly restrained good time, since they were after all at a Church event—the atmosphere inside the tent was anticipatory. Most of the attention was fixed on the platform, where the guest of honor stood talking quietly with the local dignitaries who had been invited to watch her speak from chairs set up behind her. Hardly anybody was paying attention to the Sheriff, the mayor, Father Laws or Hiram Taft, whom they had all seen before. It was Bishop Snowe who commanded the attention of the populace, even before she began to actually speak.
 

 
  Standing in the back, beside the entrance flap, Gabriel leaned over to Trissiny to be heard over the hubbub. “Did she invite you to sit up there on the dais, too?”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she murmured, nodding, her eyes on the Bishop.
 

 
  “How come you’re not?”
 

 
  “I remembered some of the warnings my teachers gave me,” Trissiny replied. “I’m a symbol as much as a warrior; I stand for something, and represent Avei. Being up there would be a tacit endorsement of whatever she has to say. That doesn’t seem like a smart thing to do, since I don’t yet know what that is.”
 

 
  He smiled. “I had the same thought, basically. Glad to hear it wasn’t just me.” Gabriel paused, looking around with a faint frown. “Where’s Toby?”
 

 
  “Not up there,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  He gave her a sour look. “Thanks, detective. I’m in your debt.”
 

 
  “Ssh,” Juniper hissed. “I think she’s starting.” Fross dropped down to settle in the dryad’s hair, dimming her light, as Bishop Snowe stepped up to the center of the dais and her guests drifted backward to settle themselves in chairs. A hush fell over the tent, rippling outward from the guest of honor to the very back.
 

 
  The four of them were the only representatives of their class present. Teal and Shaeine were off exploring the revival on their own; Ruda, when asked if she wanted to attend a religious festival, had said “like a mermaid wants a wheelbarrow” and gone to the bar.
 

 
  “Welcome,” said the Bishop with a broad smile as soon as the murmur of conversation had died down sufficiently. “Thank you all for coming, and for making
  
   me
  
  welcome. I’ve traveled widely in the last few weeks, but I have to say… I
  
   like
  
  this town!”
 

 
  She paused, smiling warmly at the cheers of approbation which followed this comment.
 

 
  Branwen Snowe was not at all a tall woman; the raised platform was necessary for her to be visible in the back. She was a calm speaker, keeping her hands demurely folded before her, and her voice, though clearly accustomed to public speaking, was even and not prone to dramatic intonation. Nothing about her seemed as if it should command attention, yet she did. Her presence held the audience by virtue of its very calm.
 

 
  “I’m developing the opinion,” she continued, “that the frontier people represent the highest potential of humanity. There is civilization here, on the very edge of the Golden Sea, because
  
   you
  
  have made it so.” The Bishop paused, smiling benignly, to let a few more cheers subside. “I know it seems to you like your lives are just
  
   life.
  
  Everyone feels that way. I want you to consider, though, what it
  
   means
  
  to live on the frontier, on the edges of society. To lead lives of risk, where the only things you have are what you made, what you earned, where you don’t have the luxury of centuries of built-up structure to fall back upon in a crisis.
 

 
  “In my conversations with frontier people, I have repeatedly observed a
  
   vibrancy
  
  that one rarely sees in Tiraas or the other great cities. An appreciation of life, and a sense of meaning. And you know what? This doesn’t surprise me in the
  
   least.
  
  This, life on the edge, is what it means to
  
   be
  
  alive. To be, to struggle, to achieve, to
  
   create.
  
  To stride forth into an uncaring world and make it acknowledge that you are
  
   there!
  
  It’s to be
  
   in
  
  the world in a way that leaves a mark, a glowing mark, upon your soul. I’m starting to believe that everyone should spend time out here on the Great Plains, if for no other reason than to connect with the reality that we, the
  
   people
  
  of this world, are ultimately responsible for our own lives. You could teach lessons to much of humanity on that subject.”
 

 
  She had to pause longer this time, her broad smile unwavering, for the hollering and cheering to die down again. Into that pause, Fross spoke just loudly enough to be heard by their small group.
 

 
  “Have you guys noticed she tends to use ‘human’ to mean ‘person?’”
 

 
  “Yep,” said Juniper, nodding.
 

 
  “I mean, those words aren’t interchangeable. Other kinds of beings are intelligent.”
 

 
  Before that could progress into a whole discussion, Bishop Snowe continued with her speech.
 

 
  “I am the last person you will ever hear suggest that anyone should forsake the gods,” she said solemnly. “However, I very much fear that many have misunderstood just what we should expect from them—and what they expect from us. Too often, people look to the gods as the answerers of prayer, the dispensers of bounty, sources of wisdom. Too often, those hopes prove forlorn, and yet people still cling to them. It is just too temptingly comforting, the idea that someone up there is in charge, taking responsibility for all the befalls us.
 

 
  “Yet is that really what
  
   they
  
  would want? Is there a
  
   single
  
  cult whose theology suggests that mankind should sit back and passively
  
   wait
  
  for higher powers to provide for our needs?”
 

 
  She paused, this time for dramatic effect, and Juniper said softly, “Mankind. Humanist
  
   and
  
  sexist.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Trissiny grunted, folding her arms.
 

 
  “The gods are guides, not providers,” Snowe continued, “and in our failure to understand that, we have left ourselves wide open for all manner of abuse from
  
   other
  
  mortals, those who have the least reason to lord themselves over us. Everywhere in the world, you will find those misusing the reality of a society’s need to be governed to exploit those who have placed that trust in them. Everywhere this happens, the situation can exist
  
   only
  
  because the masses of people have grown complacent, because they think it is their lot to be
  
   lower
  
  than someone. It starts with a simple failure to take responsibility, to appreciate the gift of
  
   struggle.
  
 

 
  “Even here,” she said more solemnly yet, “even on the wild frontier, we can do better. Even among the most resilient, most adaptive of people, you will find that complacency. And there is always someone lurking on a high mountain to take advantage of it.”
 

 
  The stillness in the tent was suddenly absolute.
 

 
  “The plots of the overweening powerful,” Snowe continued in a quieter voice, “exist only as long as
  
   we,
  
  the people upon whose backs their palaces are built, accept that their power is above ours. As long as we deem it right and proper that only the strong should be trained to become stronger, rather than the whole of humanity lifted up. As long as we look up at those above us as if they simply
  
   belong
  
  there, without asking ourselves how they
  
   got
  
  there, then they shall stay there, and we down here.
 

 
  “Does it seem
  
   right
  
  to you?”
 

 
  “Sounds almost Eserite,” Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “Sounds almost treasonous,” Trissiny murmured back. “What is she up to?”
 

 
  They were not the only ones whispering and muttering in the tent, now. Snowe held her peace for a long moment, watching with a calm yet knowing smile as her audience muttered to each other.
 

 
  The quiet was broken by Chase Masterson, who leaped to his feet in the middle of a row of seats and shouted “PREACH IT!” before being tackled and dragged back down by Tanq and Natchua.
 

 
  Nervous laughter and a few more shouts followed, and Bishop Snowe grinned down at them, skillfully keeping herself in sync with the crowd; she began speaking again before the interruptions could get out of hand, swiftly recapturing everyone’s focus.
 

 
  The students at the back were not attending her as closely now, though.
 

 
  “I think,” Trissiny said aloud, “it’s a very good thing we didn’t sit on the dais with her.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Professor Tellwyrn from right behind them. “It’s always a pleasure to see you showing some common sense.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The golem was like a nightmarish combination of a familiar wooden practice dummy and some kind of giant spider. Whirling limbs surrounded it, each bending in multiple places, the segments of its central trunk to which they were attached spinning rapidly. Each was tipped in a flickering orb which spat sparks and tiny arcs of electricity, promising pain to anyone they managed to strike. It hovered on a luminous blue ball at its base, lit by glowing segments at each of its many hinges. The construct whirled, struck, retreated, emitting a reedy hum of arcane magic at use that provided a constant counterpoint to the rapid thwacks and flashes of its contact with its enemy.
 

 
  Basra pressed forward, her sword flicking out with seemingly impossible speed, the tip clipping another glowing joint on one of the golem’s spider-like limbs. The segments beyond that point immediately detached, falling to lie inert on the ground. With the same motion, she brought her blade around to parry two counterattacks from that side, even as wall of golden light in the shape of a standard Silver Legion shield repelled another onslaught from the other. Even stepping within range of the thing was inviting an electric pummeling from multiple directions.
 

 
  Yet step in she did, though she didn’t stay there. The swordswoman darted back out, moving with unflagging agility despite how long this fight had dragged on. She danced around the golem, using her superior mobility to keep it off-balance. Despite the fact that it could, in theory, travel faster than any human, it apparently didn’t think well in those terms. She had learned quickly that it didn’t follow her repositioning well, and had kept constantly on the move, circling about the thing, stepping in to engage briefly with its numerous flailing limb, always with a shower of sparks as arcane stunners impacted blade and golden light—and occasionally flesh.
 

 
  It had been a tense spectacle at first, but with every close engagement, Basra disabled more of the golem’s limbs, shrugging off the few painful blows that slipped through her own defenses. And with every attack she made, it had fewer limbs and landed fewer hits. She was sweating with exertion, but not slowing, and her expression remained focused and oddly blank. It was very much a war of attrition, and against all odds, mortal flesh and blood was holding out against metal and magic. The golem was getting slower; Basra grew only more relentless, sensing victory near.
 

 
  Finally, it happened: having cleaved more than half of its limbs off, she managed to strike the golem’s central body in the glowing blue joint between its uppermost segment and the one below, causing that entire section to tumble off, its limbs inert.
 

 
  Having taken out a third of the construct’s remaining offensive power, she made startlingly swift work of the remainder. A golden sphere flashed into being around her, and swiftly began to flicker and spark as it was relentlessly pummeled by multiple limbs, demonstrating why she had not done this from the beginning. The shield would last only seconds under that onslaught, but Basra used them well, pressing forward and delivering devastating strikes to the last of her foe’s central weak points.
 

 
  In a few more seconds, the golem’s final segment was disarmed and toppled over, just as its last counterattack smashed through her divine shield. Basra winced as she was struck twice by electric prods, but did not cry out or fall. The construct’s last sally was over quickly, leaving her standing alone.
 

 
  There was barely a second’s pause before cheers erupted from the onlookers.
 

 
  Most had at least enough restraint not to rush forward—they were a mix of Legion cadets and younger girls being trained at the Abbey, even the most junior of whom had had discipline pounded into them from the moment of their arrival. One young woman in Legion armor did stride forward, however, as did a stately older woman wearing blue robes, followed by a two more in similar attire.
 

 
  “I have to say, your Grace, that was
  
   amazing,”
  
  Sister Leraine said earnestly, while Basra accepted a towel handed to her by the Legionnaire and wiped sweat from her face and the back of her neck. “We designed that golem to—well, to be frank, I simply never
  
   imagined
  
  a human being could
  
   move
  
  that way!”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Basra said, a touch brusquely but with a small smile. “For the compliment, and the exercise. I can’t recall the last time I was pressed quite that hard in a duel. Consider me surprised, as well; I thought you were surely exaggerating the capabilities of that thing.”
 

 
  “And I now feel silly for telling you not to engage it on its highest setting,” Leraine replied, watching as her attendants began reattaching the golem’s pieces. Several bore small dents and scratches from Basra’s sword, but it seemed to have suffered no permanent damage. “It sounds like this has been an instructive session for us all! Not to seem pushy, but are you more interested now?”
 

 
  “Again,” said Basra, handing the towel back to Jenell Covrin, “I’m not the one you should be speaking to about Legion policy.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” the Salyrite cleric said diplomatically. “I fully understand that. Forgive me, this isn’t a formal negotiation; as a craftswoman, I’m asking you, personally, what you think of my work. You made it sound like you enjoyed the experience.”
 

 
  “I rather did,” Basra admitted, regarding the golem thoughtfully as the two junior clerics finished wrestling its central section back together and began slotting the remaining limbs into place. “Personally, I might be willing to purchase one of these for my own use.
  
   If,
  
  that is, I were satisfied that such a thing were
  
   legal,
  
  which I still am not. Followers of Salyrene demonstrating their enchantments to followers of Avei may enjoy clerical protection from Imperial oversight, but me as a citizen owning a golem specifically engineered to fight is another matter.”
 

 
  “I have to acknowledge that that’s still somewhat up in the air,” said Leraine, nodding. “Bishop Throale is still working with the Universal Church on this point, solidifying the groundwork before actually approaching the Empire. It would be much easier if we were willing to make war golems for the Tiraan government, but there are serious ethical considerations there. We trust our sisters in Avei’s service much farther than any temporal government.”
 

 
  “Especially one which
  
   has
  
  used magical weapons to exterminate entire populations,” Abbess Darnassy said sharply, hobbling forward with her walking stick. “You’ll pardon me for speaking bluntly, sister; I’m old and have little time left for dissembling. I cannot make myself think it was wise even to
  
   build
  
  this object. Autonomous magical weapons would change the face of war, yes, but into something that had none of the very little virtue war has to begin with.”
 

 
  “I…am rather surprised to hear a ranking cleric of Avei criticize war,” Leraine said very carefully.
 

 
  “Our purpose in studying war,” said Basra, sliding her sword back into its sheath, “is to prosecute it as swiftly as possible, with the maximum possible consideration for justice and mercy in the process. The more war is improved, the more it is lessened.”
 

 
  
   “Provided,”
  
  Narnasia added firmly, “said improvements go toward making combat more efficient, and not more destructive. Sending things like this into battle would be efficient
  
   once,
  
  until the enemy fielded similar weapons, and even then would be calamitous. After that, the escalation would prove a
  
   nightmare.”
  
 

 
  Leraine nodded again. “Yes, we are mindful of these concerns. Please, don’t hesitate to share any insights you have, ladies. To be honest, it’s not been firmly decided whether this project is going to continue at
  
   all,
  
  for exactly the reasons you have mentioned. There are those within our faith who feel the very existence of such enchantments is tempting fate. I am very much interested in getting the opinions of experts on the art of war. That aside, however, I only raised the prospect of providing such golems to your cult as training pieces. Any agreement reached
  
   would
  
  carry the firm stipulation that they are never to be used in actual battle.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Narnasia grunted, peering at the now-reassembled golem through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “In theory…perhaps,” Basra mused. “This one, though, would do us little good. Much as I’m glad you were impressed, Sister Leraine, dueling is…a parlor trick, really. It’s been centuries since single combat with blades decided any significant conflict. War is carried out by armies.”
 

 
  “And soldiers,” Narnasia added, “are best trained by other soldiers. I’m all for progress when one is progressing toward a specific, worthwhile goal, but progress for the
  
   sake
  
  of progress has an alarming tendency to go very badly.”
 

 
  “I see,” Leraine said thoughtfully. “Well. I
  
   did
  
  come here to have a discussion, after all. Could we perhaps adjourn to someplace more private to speak in more detail?” She tilted her head, glancing inquisitively around the gymnasium. The windows were dark; though the sky beyond them still bore some traces of sunset, the direct light had long since been blocked out by the surrounding peaks of the Viridill range.
 

 
  “Yes, quite so,” Narnasia agreed. “In point of fact, sister, I was pleased to accept your invitation. If you’ve time, there are matters occurring in Viridill on which I would like to consult
  
   your
  
  expertise, as well.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Leraine raised her eyebrows; behind her, Basra frowned. “By all means, I’ll be glad to be of assistance.”
 

 
  “I’ve had the novices arrange a sitting room,” said the Abbess, turning to make her way toward the door. “This way, if you please.”
 

 
  Leraine paused to bow politely to Basra, who nodded back, before following. After pausing to watch them go, her expression blank, Basra turned away to make her own way back toward the opposite exit.
 

 
  “Captain Syrinx.” Narnasia had paused, looking over her shoulder. “Why don’t you join us? Your input might be valuable.”
 

 
  “Of course, Abbess,” Basra said smoothly, changing course and stepping after the two older women. For the briefest moment when their backs were again turned and before she had caught up, she permitted a flash of triumph to seize her expression.
 

 
  Behind, Private Covrin stood alone in the gymnasium as novices and cadets trickled past on all sides, heading off toward dinner and their evening chores. The remaining two Salyrites were engaged in carefully folding their golem back into its coffin-sized traveling case.
 

 
  She dropped the sweat-stained towel on the floor, staring coldly after the departing Bishop.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  That it was familiar by now did not lessen the dread.
 

 
  Ingvar reached for weapons that were not there—he had no bow, no hatchet or knife. He only wanted them for comfort’s sake, anyway. It wasn’t as if there was anything here for him to fight.
 

 
  Still he plodded onward, through the dense, tangled forest that allowed no ray of moonlight to penetrate. The trees and underbrush looked solid enough to stop a bear, yet he found no impediment in his path. Wherever he stepped, there was a way through. Just as it was every time.
 

 
  He did not want to see this again.
 

 
  But he couldn’t stop.
 

 
  This time, something was obviously wrong, even beyond the omnipresent sense of dread that dogged him. Long streamers of spidersilk began to appear, stretching between the trees. The webs were enormous but misshapen, woven oddly, not at all like the careful work of spiders. Ingvar had the sudden, sourceless thought that the webs were holding the forest together.
 

 
  He very much feared he would find them at their greatest concentration when he reached the thing he did not want to see again.
 

 
  But then, suddenly, he was there. The awful sight was before him, as it had been every night for weeks.
 

 
  Huntsmen could only hope for such an important omen as to be visited by Shaath in their dreams, but…not like this. Ingvar found himself standing before the great wolf, a magnificent beast bigger than an ox. And as with every other time, he found his god bound.
 

 
  It wasn’t, as he had expected, by the spiderwebs this time, though they festooned the whole glade in which he stood. He had seen Shaath in snares, in chains, his legs caught in massive bear traps, sinking in quicksand, and in perils whose specifics he recalled only as a formless sense of horror. It was the most hideous spectacle a man of faith could conceive, seeing his very god trapped and suffering.
 

 
  This time it was brambles, thorny vines that sprouted from the earth, snaring the great wolf’s limbs and body, tying his muzzle shut and pinning him to the ground. As Ingvar watched in impotent horror, the god thrashed against his bonds, then was swiftly stilled. Blood dripped from dozens of points, staining his fur wherever the thorns pierced him. He twitched again, more weakly, and a faint whine of pain emerged from within is throat.
 

 
  Ingvar wanted to weep. The god of the wild did not
  
   whine.
  
 

 
  “What can I do?” he whispered, again reaching for a hatchet that was not there.
 

 
  “Are you lost, hunter?”
 

 
  Ingvar whirled; this was new. Never before in this nightmare had someone spoken to him.
 

 
  A crow sat on a thick strand of spiderweb, regarding him with piercing black eyes. It clicked its beak once and spoke again, in a voice that was not a man’s or a woman’s, that was only barely a voice. “You are only lost if you will not find your way. Follow me, I’ll show you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  He gasped, coming awake drenched in sweat.
 

 
  Ingvar blinked rapidly, clearing the shadows from his vision. It had to be the middle of the night… And if his previous nights’ adventures were any indication, he wasn’t getting back to sleep any time soon.
 

 
  This had to stop.
 

 
  He rose, opening the shield on his oil lamp with shaking fingers to cast some light on his small chamber. Then he hesitated, but only for a moment, before getting himself ready.
 

 
  He wasn’t going far, not even out of the lodge, and only took the time to bind his chest and dress before stepping out of his room. This late, the lodge was peaceful and calm, not to mention dark; he navigated mostly by memory through the dim halls. He encountered no one on his way down to the basement level, which was unsurprising. There was probably nobody awake except the watchmen at the doors, and the one he was going to see. Ingvar couldn’t have said why he was certain his quarry would be up, but he
  
   was.
  
  It was as certain as the force that always drove him forward in those accursed dreams.
 

 
  Hrathvin’s door was open; light and the smell of smoke and incense filtered out around the edges of the bearskin hung over the entrance. Ingvar paused at the door, then squared his shoulders and pushed through.
 

 
  There was light inside, but not much. It was dim and reddish, coming from the brazier set up in the center of the round chamber. Another doorway, also curtained by a hanging bearskin, was at the opposite end of the room, leading to Hrathvin’s sleeping area.
 

 
  The old shaman himself sat on the other side of the brazier, staring calmly at him through the haze of smoke that rose from it.
 

 
  “The dreams again, Ingvar?”
 

 
  The Huntsman nodded, started to speak, and had to clear his throat before he could. “It was…worse, this time. It’s been getting worse, but gradually. This was something different… Shaman, I can’t make myself believe these are just dreams.”
 

 
  “Then they probably aren’t,” said Hrathvin calmly. “Through such dreams are we called on spirit hunts, or other quests.”
 

 
  “It makes no sense, though,” Ingvar protested, beginning to pace back and forth in front of the doorway. “Everything I have done and been through, every step… Shaath has guided me on a long journey to
  
   here.
  
  For the first time I am
  
   useful,
  
  I have purpose. I’m advancing Shaath’s agenda, helping the Grandmaster and Brother Andros. And now
  
   this?
  
  What am I to make of it?” He shrugged desperately. “And even if I throw everything aside to pursue this…
  
   How?
  
  What can one do with
  
   dreams?
  
  I see only pain and bondage, nothing that tells me what to
  
   do!”
  
 

 
  “You said this was different,” said Hrathvin, watching him closely. “Different enough to bring you skittering down here in the middle of the night. Were you by chance told, this time, what to do?”
 

 
  Ingvar hesitated. “I don’t… There was a crow. It said to follow it… But then I woke up. It’s not as if I can follow a dream after it ends.”
 

 
  “Crows are interesting omens,” the old shaman said noncommittally. “Sometimes good, often bad.
  
   Never
  
  dull.”
 

 
  “I’m at a loss, shaman,” Ingvar said plaintively. “I need guidance.”
 

 
  “Very well,” said Hrathvin, nodding. “Here is my guidance: You don’t need guidance. You need to get up and quit vacillating. Are you a man or not? You’ve worked harder than most to prove it.
  
   Act,
  
  Ingvar. If you act wrongly, make amends. No harm you do yourself will be worse than the sins of complacency and indecision.”
 

 
  Invar stopped cold, staring at him in shock. Shock at himself, not at the shaman’s words.
 

 
  Well, of course.
 

 
  “Yes,” Hrathvin said knowingly, “the truth is often pretty simple, once it’s been pointed out to you.”
 

 
  “This is going to be…difficult,” Ingvar muttered, staring into the brazier, his thoughts already racing ahead.
 

 
  Hrathvin grunted, then lifted his hand to toss another cloud of herbs onto the flames. “Of course it is. Otherwise there’d be no point in doing it.”
 

 
  “I thank you for the advice, shaman,” Ingvar said respectfully, bowing to him. “I think I have…a starting point, now.”
 

 
  The old man chuckled. “Enjoy your wrongness while you’ve the luxury, Huntsman. Someday you’ll be old and respected, and nobody will dare give you a kick in the butt when you need one. That is the beginning of decline.”
 

 
  It was strange how much calmer Ingvar felt as he left the shaman’s chambers, considering that he still was far from sure what he was supposed to do. He had nothing but the merest inkling of a plan.
 

 
  But now, at least, he was going to
  
   do
  
  it. Whatever it was.
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  The Abbess’s office was rigidly orderly and scrupulously clean, yet there was an indefinable air of comfortable shabbiness about it. Her possessions—books, wall-hung maps, furniture, old weapons, Avenic sigils—were all old and well-used, bearing the marks of long life. The room itself was no larger than it needed to be, small enough to be cozy with Narnasia herself present and two guests on the other side of her desk.
 

 
  They remained politely quiet as the arthritic old Abbess eased herself into her chair with a soft sigh, then folded her arms on the desk and regarded them shrewdly.
 

 
  “Sister Leraine,” she said, “how serious were you about making this project of yours an interfaith initiative? If you truly just came here to sell enchantments, now is the time to tell me.”
 

 
  “I was quite serious,” Leraine said with a small smile, seemingly unperturbed by the Abbess’s direct tone. “Doing business is certainly part of my mandate here, but I meant what I said about the ethical ramifications of this project. The Sisters of Avei are the only
  
   possible
  
  market for enchantments such as this, which is why we’ve brought you a demonstration in such an early phase.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  was an early phase?” Basra demanded, her eyebrows rising.
 

 
  “Those charms were deceptively simple, in fact,” said Leraine. “The thing does little more than hover and whirl, really. The more difficult work is all part of general advancement in arcane golem craft—getting the device to recognize and respond to sentient interaction. Obviously, combat is one area in which such enchantments can be vigorously tested. But as I was saying, it’s a risky line of study to pursue, as you both pointed out. We are always looking to refine our practice of magic, but must also be mindful of safety. Whether the Sisterhood sees this device as too dangerous to acquire would be a major indication of whether we should refine it further.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Narnasia murmured, staring piercingly at her. “I must give this some thought and prayer before rendering an opinion. I must say that my initial reaction is largely negative. That device of yours makes me uneasy.”
 

 
  “I cannot disagree,” Leraine said frankly.
 

 
  “As you are here, though,” the Abbess continued, “if you are willing to help us with another matter, I would like to consult your cult’s expertise.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The Salyrite tilted her head. “I’ll be glad to help if I can.”
 

 
  “None of this is secret,” said Narnasia, glancing over at Basra. “Secrecy isn’t really possible and wouldn’t serve anyone, anyway. Nonetheless, I would prefer that neither of you spread the story too widely just yet. I’d rather manage the situation as well as possible from the outset.”
 

 
  “Naturally,” said Leraine, her tone openly curious now. Basra simply nodded.
 

 
  Narnasia sighed softly before continuing. “For the last two weeks, throughout Viridill Province, there have been a series of incidents with elementals.”
 

 
  Leraine narrowed her eyes. “Elementals? Really? Summoned by whom?”
 

 
  “That is the troublesome part,” Narnasia replied. “No culprit has been identified, but the incidents have occurred in every part of the region.”
 

 
  “What makes this a situation?” Basra asked. “There have always been elemental sightings in Viridill.”
 

 
  “Specifically,” said Narnasia, “in the southernmost regions, along the Athan’Khar border.
  
   Sightings,
  
  not attacks, and they never make it past the Imperial and Silver Legion defenses there.”
 

 
  “Attacks?” Leraine said sharply.
 

 
  “Thus far,” said Narnasia, “there have been no
  
   serious
  
  injuries, merely some scuffles and property damage. People have the sense to stay away from an elemental, or any kind of fairy, when it appears.”
 

 
  “Back up,” Basra said rather curtly, ignoring or not noticing the Abbess’s disapproving look. “Again, why is it strange that elementals should be appearing? I thought they were by definition a natural phenomenon.”
 

 
  Narnasia looked at Sister Leraine, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “They normally don’t inhabit this plane,” Leraine replied, shifting in her seat to face Basra more directly. “Some of the stronger, older elemental spirits have been here long enough to be essentially native, but they
  
   come
  
  from the elemental planes, Naiya’s realm.”
 

 
  “I thought Naiya’s realm was the Deep Wild…”
 

 
  “That,” said Leraine, nodding, “and a few other, similar places. The elemental planes can be summoned from, but not accessed directly;
  
   why
  
  remains an open question. We don’t know the exact nature of Naiya’s relationship to those planes, or what goes on in them. It’s not even certain that they are naturally occurring dimensions, or how many there are. I consider it notable that the only two Elder Goddesses to survive the Pantheon’s rise had dimensional fallbacks to rely upon, though Scyllith subsequently lost her hold on Hell. But yes, an elemental would only
  
   be
  
  on the mortal plane if someone called it here. You said the damage has been minor,” she said, turning back to the Abbess. “These are smaller spirits, then?”
 

 
  “Small and easily banished,” Narnasia replied. “However, that is not the disturbing part. Basra, in the cupboard to your left are several rolled maps. One of those on top is bound with a braided red leather thong. Would you please bring that over here and lay it out on the desk?”
 

 
  Basra nodded to her, and stood to open the cupboard in question. She swiftly extracted the indicated map and rolled it out flat with an expert touch, while Narnasia placed inkwells, pens and books on its edges to hold it flat.
 

 
  “I have begun marking the incidents here, after the third day of them occurring,” she said, pointing to several notations on the map of Viridill Province. “They’ve not happened every day since, but regularly enough. Note that they are concentrated neither in population centers or in isolated areas, as one might expect. Disruptions here, here and there along roads, and all along the river. Then, most disturbingly, these two back-to-back events. A wind elemental harassed several farmhands here, near the eastern border, not far from a Silver Legion outpost. Legionnaires and priestesses were dispatched from there to contain it.
  
   Then,
  
  while they were away dealing with that, a fire elemental ignited a blaze in the outpost itself. Small and easily contained, but that is not the point.”
 

 
  “Disrupting supply and communications chains,” Basra said, her eyes narrowing. “Diverting troops before attacking fortifications. These are
  
   military
  
  tactics.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Leraine said, visibly alarmed. “That is
  
   deeply
  
  disturbing. Elementals do
  
   not
  
  think along those lines; if they are doing anything so sophisticated, someone is directing them. But…who would try to attack Viridill? And with such
  
   minor
  
  forces?”
 

 
  “That’s what I intend to learn,” Narnasia said, settling back in her chair with a faint wince. “The situation here with regard to elemental magic is complicated by Viridill’s history. This land has been the center of Avei’s faith since its founding; temples, shrines and hallowed ground are everywhere. Large swaths of the country are simply inaccessible to all but the most powerful fairies. On
  
   other
  
  areas, however, we have more than the usual number of practicing witches in the population, enough that various small fae crafts have become part of the local rural culture. Only Salyrene’s cult,” she said, nodding respectfully to the Sister, “did more to shelter victims of the witch hunts decades ago.”
 

 
  “And that because the Sisterhood was only interested in protecting
  
   female
  
  victims,” Basra added, folding her arms. Narnasia gave her a sharp look, but did not rise to the bait.
 

 
  “What does the governor say about this?” Leraine asked quickly.
 

 
  “Governor Tamshinaar chooses to defer to the Sisterhood on this matter,” Narnasia replied, again ignoring Basra’s faint smirk. “As it stands, this amounts to a series of nuisances, which is why I prefer to address it myself if possible. If the situation grows more serious, I may be forced to contact the High Commander and the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “No reason to trouble the Empire with this,” Basra said gravely.
 

 
  It was no secret that the Imperial Governor of Viridill Province was a figurehead. The Imperial Army in the region was entirely concentrated along the Athan’Khar border in the south, and answerable directly to Tiraas, not the local government. Viridill was administered by the Sisterhood of Avei, patrolled by the Silver Legions, and funded by the tithes of Avenists the world over. The land was not precisely holy, but its association with Avei and her faith was ancient. Few kingdoms throughout history had attempted to take it by force, and only one Tiraan Emperor. The example made of him had dissuaded any subsequent attempts. The province’s inclusion in the Empire was a historically complicated matter, but the Silver Throne mostly left Viridill to tend to its own affairs.
 

 
  “This is the reason I raise the topic with the two of you,” Narnasia said, giving Basra a final warning look. “If we are to deal with the problem before having to involve higher authorities, I need, first of all, magical expertise pertaining to fairies and the fae arts. I’m afraid the Sisterhood is lacking this.”
 

 
  Leraine was nodding before she finished speaking. “I will be glad to lend a hand, Abbess. Neither of the attendants I brought for the demonstration are witches, but there are several Salyrites in the province whom I trust, and who practice fairy arts. I can consult with them. I assume, at this juncture, that you would rather I not involve our central cult?”
 

 
  “I’ll defer to your judgment on that point, of course,” Narnasia said diplomatically. “Any help you care to offer is appreciated. The other issue is more mundane, but more complicated. I cannot believe, considering their history, that any of Viridill’s witches are responsible for something this absurd, but nonetheless, they must be investigated. Circumspectly.”
 

 
  “The purges were over a generation ago,” Basra pointed out. “Many of those living in the province
  
   now
  
  are the children or grandchildren of the original refugees. Who knows what they think of anything? Growing up under a religion’s influence can cause people to bitterly hate the cult in question, in the wrong circumstances.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Narnasia, momentarily tightening her mouth. “Finding the attacker will require a very specific set of skills. It calls for someone clever and relentless, with experience in interfaith cooperation and the political skills to do all this without antagonizing the general populace or Viridill’s resident magic users. Captain Syrinx, you are uniquely qualified to take the lead in this investigation.”
 

 
  Basra’s face remained even, almost impassive. “Of course, I am glad to serve in any way I can.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Narnasia said, equally expressionlessly. “I will have a page deliver what documents I have on the matter to your quarters.”
 

 
  “There is no need to trouble your staff, Abbess,” Basra said smoothly. “My aide can do any fetching and carrying. It’ll be good for her to have work; I’m afraid she is being wasted out here.”
 

 
  “I’ve several times had that thought myself,” Narnasia noted. “As soon as we have a witch on hand to assist you, you can begin.”
 

 
  “In that case,” said Leraine, rising from her seat and bowing, “I will proceed immediately to the temple and summon help. The, ah, individual I have in mind is a man. I trust that won’t be a problem?”
 

 
  “Whyever would it?” Narnasia asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Despite what you may have heard,” said Basra wryly, “no
  
   sensible
  
  Avenist objects to men who are well-behaved.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Leraine said with a small smile. “Thank you for your trust in this, Abbess Darnassy. After all the Silver Legions have done to defend our temples, and others, it’s an honor to be able to help in return.”
 

 
  “And I thank you for your willingness to do so, sister,” Narnasia replied. “I shall look forward to working with you further.”
 

 
  Basra rose as well, and held the door open for Leraine. The Salyrite paused in it to bow again to the two Avenists, then strode out in search of her two aides. Basra glanced back at the Abbess once, then made to follow.
 

 
  “A moment, Captain Syrinx. Shut the door, if you would.”
 

 
  Raising her eyebrows, she did so, turning back to Narnasia.
 

 
  “It is impossible not to notice,” the Abbess said, staring penetratingly at the Bishop, “that this situation is practically
  
   tailored
  
  to someone of your very specific skill set. As you are here for the specific purpose of proving your reliability…”
 

 
  “I have had cause to wonder how you expected me to prove that, collecting dust in this abbey,” Basra replied calmly, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Really? You have trouble seeing why dealing with novices and paperwork demonstrates an even keel? I hadn’t thought you so short-sighted, Basra. In any case, such a perfect opportunity for you to redeem yourself falling out of the blue like this is…curious.”
 

 
  “I could take that for an accusation, Abbess,” Basra said flatly.
 

 
  Narnasia slowly shook her head, her eyes remaining locked on her guest’s. “I don’t suspect you of engineering this, don’t worry about that. I can’t begin to imagine how you even
  
   could,
  
  and I
  
   do
  
  credit you with enough intelligence not to do something so overtly treasonous. However, this is almost certainly the work of some outside agent, of which you know quite a few. Tell me frankly, Basra: do you think anyone could be carrying out these attacks in order to expedite your return to Tiraas?”
 

 
  Basra frowned, her eyes shifting to the side in thought. After a moment, she shook her head. “I can’t see it. I’ve my share of friends and allies, yes. Several might be motivated to arrange for my return. A
  
   few
  
  could be reckless enough to do something as ham-fisted as interfering with Avenist operations. I can imagine no points of overlap between those two groups, however. I can promise you this,” she added, a scowl falling over her face. “If anyone
  
   has
  
  set all this up for that or
  
   any
  
  reason pertaining to me, this will be the last time they even consider butting into the Sisterhood’s business.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Narnasia said, nodding. “I’ll assemble some reports for Private Covrin to bring you. Thank you, Captain.”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” Basra said respectfully, giving the Abbess a half-bow, before turning and leaving the office.
 

 
  Out in the hall, she stalked back toward her own chambers, not noticing the three novices who turned and fled at the sight of her expression. Basra’s eyes narrowed to slits, focused on a point miles away, in Tiraas.
 

 
  
   “Antonio.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Full dark had fallen over the prairie by the time they left the tent. Professor Tellwyrn had let them stay until Bishop Snowe was wrapping up her speech before hustling the two of them out into the night, waving Juniper and Fross back when they started to follow. She led them around the corner of the huge big top, ignoring curious looks from those outside, the two puzzled paladins trailing after her.
 

 
  
   “Where
  
  are we going?” Gabriel demanded. “What’s the big idea?”
 

 
  “Kids,” the Professor said with a sigh. “When I teleport you around, you complain. When I let you
  
   walk,
  
  you complain, and also it takes forever. Sometimes I think I just can’t win with you lot.”
 

 
  “You’re the one who decided to go into teaching,” he muttered.
 

 
  “I think the revival’s organizers are using that for administration,” Trissiny said, noting the smaller tent toward which Tellwyrn was leading them. It had been set up amid the tallgrass off to the side of the big one, positioned so that it wasn’t visible from the town. Nobody except the revival’s staff had any reason to come around here, and indeed, no one was in evidence now.
 

 
  “They were,” Tellwyrn said brusquely. “I’m borrowing it. C’mon, in you go.”
 

 
  She held open the flap, gesturing them through.
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” Toby said, waving as they arrived. The other person present hopped up from his seat on a trunk, doffing his hat politely.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Gabriel said to Toby. “Hi, Joe! What’re you two doing hiding out here?”
 

 
  “I am eagerly awaiting the answer to that question,” Joe said, giving Tellwyrn an inquisitive look as she let the flap fall closed behind her.
 

 
  “All right, all right, settle down,” Tellwyrn said as if she were addressing an unruly classroom instead of four people. “Now, I’ve had the story from Mr. Jenkins, here, of why you lot scrolled him to come from Tiraas. Despite your assignment in Veilgrad being
  
   over,
  
  you seem to be pursuing the matter.”
 

 
  “Joe!” Gabriel protested.
 

 
  Joe blinked twice. “I, uh… Was I not s’posed to tell her?”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure
  
   hiding
  
  it from her wouldn’t be a great idea,” Trissiny said, giving Gabriel a look.
 

 
  “And also wouldn’t
  
   work,”
  
  Toby added with a grin.
 

 
  “Now, I’m the last person to discourage a sense of responsibility in my students,” Tellwyrn said more loudly, folding her arms. “I’m glad you care about the city and its fate as more than an academic exercise. However, I think the lot of you—and yes, that includes you, Joseph—could stand to be reminded of your proper perspective. Yes, you are paladins and have a duty. However, that duty is principally
  
   here,
  
  to your education. Your patrons—goddammit, Trissiny, I’m not going to quibble semantics so wipe that look off your face—have sent you here for the purpose of opening your minds and getting you some real-world experience in
  
   relative
  
  safety before sending you off to a lifetime of battles. Your job is to focus on
  
   that.
  
  And
  
   you,”
  
  she added severely, pointing at Joe, “I will thank not to encourage them.”
 

 
  He swallowed, anxiously turning his hat over and over in his hands. “I will keep that firmly in mind, ma—erm, Professor.”
 

 
  “Do you at least understand why we would be
  
   seriously
  
  concerned about this?” Trissiny said sharply.
 

 
  “Sure,” Tellwyrn said. “However, again, you lack perspective. First of all, the fact that Archpope Justinian is manipulating events to his own advantage isn’t, in and of itself, necessarily significant.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   kidding?”
  
  Gabriel burst out, barely beating Trissiny to the punch. “He might just as well have
  
   bombed
  
  Veilgrad with that—”
 

 
  “Did
  
   he
  
  unleash the power of the skull?” Tellwyrn interrupted, glaring at him. “Or did he simply make use of an event already transpiring to further his goals? Do you have any way to know?” She paused, slowly dragging her gaze across them, before continuing. “Understand that the Archpope is, above all else, a politician. His job is to keep balance between the various member cults of the Universal Church. He is, ultimately, a power broker. Manipulation is a central part of his
  
   job.
  
  This is not to say that he isn’t necessarily into something he shouldn’t be, but the fact that he’s being clearly a weasel is not necessarily cause for concern. If a sitting Archpope had gone bad, the gods would surely be the first to know. And
  
   you
  
  lot would be their likely first line of defense. If you weren’t told by them to stick your noses in, that’s your first indication that you should think about leaving it well enough alone.
 

 
  “Furthermore and perhaps more significantly,” she added, her expression growing darker, “there is the fact that you were directed to follow up this lead by the
  
   Black Wreath.
  
  Honestly, kids, when you find yourself doing what
  
   they
  
  tell you to do, you have screwed up at some point.”
 

 
  “Now, hang on,” Joe protested. “It ain’t like
  
   I’m
  
  in the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “I’ve never suspected that for a moment, Joseph,” she said more calmly to him. “That’s not the point. The Wreath are even more manipulative than the Archpope, by a wide margin. Much of their best work is done without dirtying their own hands. Can you not see the advantage to the Wreath in setting paladins of the Trinity against the Church itself?”
 

 
  She paused to let that sink in before continuing. “And
  
   now,
  
  we have a Universal Church bishop putting on a big show in town, and
  
   you
  
  three, of all people, are being awfully standoffish about it. Caine doesn’t even bother to show up, and Arquin and Avelea, neither of you the poster children for forethought and restraint, are suspicious enough of her to keep a safe distance.”
 

 
  “What’s that mean, of all people?” Gabriel asked, sounding affronted. “I don’t have much of a history with the Church, if you’ll recall. Not a good one, anyway.”
 

 
  “On the other hand,” said Trissiny with a suspiciously straight face, “Bishop Snowe is remarkably pretty, and remarkably buxom.”
 

 
  Gabriel stared at her in shock, then whirled to glare at Toby, who had burst out laughing. Joe glanced rapidly between them, looking uncertain.
 

 
  “I’ll consider my point made,” Tellwyrn said with a hint of satisfaction. “For your information, I have my own reasons to be suspicious of both Justinian
  
   and
  
  Snowe. I most
  
   certainly
  
  will not discourage you from gathering information and
  
   thinking
  
  about all of this. Always,
  
   always
  
  think. You three keep in mind your situation and your responsibilities, however. If your gods decide you need to cut short your schooling and go tend to something else… Well, we’ll address that when it happens. Since it
  
   hasn’t,
  
  you keep your minds where they belong and don’t go butting into religious politics that don’t concern you directly. Clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Gabriel said resignedly; Trissiny and Toby nodded.
 

 
  “That’s all, basically,” Tellwyrn said more calmly. “Just think fully before committing yourselves to any action. Don’t insert yourselves into situations you don’t understand. Keep your minds on the present, and you’ll do fine.”
 

 
  “That’s excellent advice for all occasions!” Branwen Snowe said brightly, pushing in through the tent flap.
 

 
  Joe shot back to his feet, Toby doing the same. Trissiny and Gabriel turned to stare at her in surprise.
 

 
  “This is a private conversation,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “Or was until very recently.”
 

 
  “Of course,” the Bishop replied, smiling serenely at her. “I’ll try not to intrude too much. I just couldn’t leave town without making sure you had taken no offense at my sermon.”
 

 
  “Bet you could’ve,” Tellwyrn said dryly.
 

 
  “I understand,” Snowe continued, still in perfect calm and with a pleasant smile, “how some of my remarks might have been construed as directed at you. I just want to assure you, Professor, that I hold you in the highest—”
 

 
  “Young woman,” Tellwyrn interrupted, “you seem to have mistaken yourself for someone whose opinion matters. It’s a not-uncommon side effect of sudden fame. I am not offended by anything you said any more than I concern myself in general with it. Good night.”
 

 
  “Well, what a relief that is,” Snowe replied, cool as ever, though Joe and the paladins were all looking increasingly wary and edging away from the two of them. “It would be a shame to sour you on the subject of—”
 

 
  “Snowe, when I want to talk to the hand up your ass I’ll go to Tiraas and see him in person. Now go
  
   away.”
  
 

 
  “Of course,” the Bishop said wryly, then turned to the others and inclined her head deeply. “Well, however briefly, it has been a great pleasure to meet all of you. Yourself included, Mr. Jenkins; your adventures are already the stuff of legend! Toby, Trissiny, Gabriel, I dearly hope you will visit me next time you are in—”
 

 
  Once again she broke off mid-sentence, this time because Tellwyrn was suddenly holding a saber against her neck.
 

 
  “Professor!” Toby exclaimed, aghast.
 

 
  “Archpope Justinian,” Tellwyrn said to Snowe in deadly calm. “Imperial law enforcement. Your legions of adoring fans.
  
   Izara.
  
  These are just
  
   some
  
  of the people who will not do jack shit to me if I take your head off your shoulders right now in front of three paladins. Annoying me is one thing, girl. You will
  
   not
  
  interfere with my students.”
 

 
  “That is going too far, even for you,” Trissiny snapped, her hand falling to the hilt of her own sword.
 

 
  Bishop Snowe neither moved nor altered her expression except to raise an eyebrow. “But hardly out of character, now is it?”
 

 
  “I was going to let you cling to the bit of privacy,” Tellwyrn said coldly, “but no, you had to get clever. Kids, I’m sure you are all aware that Izarite clergy are known for their ability to sense the desires and emotional needs of others.
  
   This
  
  one has an additional gift: the ability to reach out through that sense, to
  
   influence
  
  those desires, and subtly nudge people’s feelings and perceptions in a direction of her choosing. It’s actually not uncommon in natural empaths who go into Izara’s service, but the Izarite cult itself are very leery of the idea. They
  
   don’t
  
  encourage such behavior; it’s all but taboo. Regardless, I suggest you be
  
   very
  
  mindful of your feelings in the presence of Branwen Snowe.”
 

 
  “Can…she do that to…a whole crowd?” Gabriel asked, unconsciously stroking Ariel’s hilt.
 

 
  “Why go against her cult’s wishes?” Trissiny added, frowning.
 

 
  “What am I, her biographer?” Tellwyrn exclaimed in annoyance. “I know the effect when I see it done right in front of me. And neither that nor any
  
   other
  
  magical manipulation is going to be imposed upon my students, unless the person doing the imposing has a death wish. Is
  
   everyone
  
  present explicitly clear on that point?”
 

 
  “Someday, Arachne,” Snowe said very evenly, “you are going to meet something you cannot simply bully your way through.”
 

 
  “Oh, most assuredly,” Tellwyrn said with an unpleasant grin. “But
  
   you
  
  are not that thing, buttercup.”
 

 
  “You really are one of the more profoundly unhappy people with whom I have ever been in close proximity,” the Bishop said, very slowly taking a step back, away from the sword. Tellwyrn led the blade fall to her side, watching her go. Branwen nodded briefly to the rest of them. “It was a pleasure to meet you all. Blessings upon you.”
 

 
  She turned, lifted the tent flap, and slipped silently out.
 

 
  After a moment of contemplating the closed flap, Tellwyrn twirled her saber and made a motion as if sheathing it at her waist; the blade vanished from her hand. “Education is everywhere, kids. Always look for the lesson in any experience. All right, enjoy the rest of the festival. I guess I can count on
  
   you
  
  three not to get converted, if anyone. Avelea, you may want to rein in November; she was making a scene down at the Silver Mission again a few minutes ago.”
 

 
  With no more fanfare or farewell, she vanished, only the faintest
  
   pop
  
  of displaced air marking her departure.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed, still staring at the tent flap. “Never fails. I meet a really attractive woman who’s just my type and she turns out to be kind of evil.”
 

 
  “Not to mention too old for you,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  “So!” He turned to the confused-looking Joe, grinning broadly. “Joe, how come you don’t visit more often?”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  10 – 3 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Between wanting to have this over with and being unable to get back to sleep, Ingvar ended up at the temple very early. Dawn was well-risen, the sky a pale gray and fiery in the east, but on city time that meant the night dwellers had long since staggered home and most people were still asleep. The convenient thing about paying a visit to soldiers was that they could be relied upon to be up with the dawn and probably already working. On the other hand, it was a strangely early hour for visiting. Not to mention that soldiers probably didn’t appreciate having their work interrupted first thing—or maybe they did; Ingvar had little notion what soldiers even did in peaceful times.
 

 
  Plus, there were the obvious pitfalls of coming here.
 

 
  Though not wishing to be indecisive, especially after Hrathvin’s upbraiding the night before, he found himself pausing at the foot of the steps of the Temple of Avei, staring uncertainly up at it. He remembered the back entrance to the Silver Legion grounds, but walking into an Avenist military base dressed in his full Huntsman gear was a very different prospect alone than when he had been in the company of a Bishop, several brother Huntsmen, and a squad of actual Legionnaires. Oh, and the Eserites, whatever use they were. Generally, clerics were easier to approach than warriors. Hopefully.
 

 
  He was galvanized into action, not by having reached a conclusion, but by the subtle shifts in posture of the Legionnaires guarding the temple’s entrance, making it plain they were watching him almost to the exclusion of all else.
 

 
  Carefully keeping his hand away from his tomahawk, Ingvar mounted the steps, nodding respectfully to one of the armored women in passing. She continued turning her head to stare at him, making no gesture in reply. He could barely see the glint of eyes behind her helmet, but could not make out an expression. Didn’t they usually forgo helmets on city guard duty? It wasn’t as if he’d ever paid close attention to the Legions, but he recalled having heard that somewhere.
 

 
  The temple’s main sanctuary was quiet, currently inhabited only by a handful of Legionnaires posted at regular intervals along the walls and a couple of priestesses at the back, near the great statue of Avei. A few other women in white, some robed, some wearing simple tunics, passed through, most giving him suspicious looks, which he ignored. He also tried to avoid looking at the statue, unable to shake the irrational impression that the goddess was glaring at him. It was bright and peaceful, though, illuminated by fairy lamps. Obviously, no major temple ever closed, but there had evidently been no great business of war or justice overnight, nor any female emergencies. Whatever those might entail.
 

 
  Well, he was here, now. His half-formed idea of speaking with a priestess and seeking permission to approach the Legion grounds was apparently the one he was going with. That was probably for the best, anyway.
 

 
  “Are you lost?”
 

 
  One of the priestesses approached him, a rather diminutive woman of swarthy, sharp-featured Tiraan stock. Her expression was very, very neutral. Ingvar carefully repositioned himself to face her directly, showing full attention even though an Avenist was unlikely to understand or appreciate the gesture, and bowed.
 

 
  “I don’t believe so. I wish to speak with a Silver Legionnaire. Have I come too early in the morning?”
 

 
  The priestess raised her eyebrows in mild surprise, turning her head to look pointedly at one of the soldiers standing at attention at the base of a nearby column.
 

 
  “A…
  
   specific
  
  Legionnaire,” Ingvar clarified, feeling rather foolish. “I’m sorry, I’m not aware of the Legion’s…visitation policies. I don’t wish to…violate any rules.”
 

 
  He hated himself a little for the hesitant tone, but it was the simple truth; he
  
   didn’t
  
  know the rules here, and the fact that Avenists were champions of weird and socially destructive ideas didn’t mean he was obligated to spit in their faces. He certainly wouldn’t get anywhere with them that way.
 

 
  “What is this about?” the cleric asked.
 

 
  “It is a religious matter,” he said, then hastily continued when her eyebrows climbed still further. “She knows me. I simply have a question to ask; it won’t take long.”
 

 
  “A religious matter,” the woman mused. “I assume you are
  
   aware
  
  that religious matters between Shaathists and Avenists are rarely amicable.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said as calmly as he could. “And some men—and women—of lesser character take that as an excuse for rudeness. I see no benefit in treating people disrespectfully.”
 

 
  Her expression did not soften, precisely, but she looked slightly more interested at that. “I see.”
 

 
  “Sister, if I may?” The priestess glanced aside at the armored Legionnaire who had approached while they were talking, and nodded. The soldier nodded back and turned to Ingvar. “Who are you looking for, Huntsman?”
 

 
  For a moment, he was tongue-tied. He recognized this one, obviously: Ephanie, Feldren’s runaway wife. She was a distinctive beauty, and he vividly recalled escorting her squad with Brother Andros. That was the problem: it was inappropriate to speak so directly with another man’s wife in his absence and without his permission, and anyway, he ought not to acknowledge her at all until Feldren brought her to heel. This conversation had the potential to encompass multiple insults to his fellow Huntsman.
 

 
  On the other hand, she knew Shaath’s ways, might even recognize him, and most importantly, was
  
   in
  
  the same squadron as Locke. He couldn’t possibly ask for a more useful person to run into. Well, his whole presence here was placing practicality above tradition—might as well continue in that vein while the opportunity was before him. These things didn’t just happen, and the fates tended not to hold out another hand if one disdained their first offer.
 

 
  Barely a second had passed while he furiously deliberated. He could tell by Ephanie’s wry expression that she had marked the hesitation, but he turned to her and bowed politely before it could stretch out any further. “Ah, good morning. In fact I would like to speak with your squad mate, Principia Locke, if possible.”
 

 
  Now it was Ephanie’s turn to raise her eyebrows in surprise. “Locke? Sorry, but what do you want with her?”
 

 
  “It’s…” He glanced at the priestess again. “It is a spiritual matter, pertaining to a vision. I actually need to ask about a family connection of hers.”
 

 
  Ephanie pursed her lips. “She
  
   won’t
  
  like that. Locke doesn’t get on with her family.”
 

 
  “All right,” Ingvar said, struggling to keep his expression neutral and tone polite. “And she is under no obligation to talk to me, of course. But I would like to ask her, please. It’s important.”
 

 
  “He’s a fairly respectful young…man,” the priestess said, glancing at Ingvar, and he fought back a sigh. “It’s not as if they are banned from the temple grounds. I’ll leave this to your judgment, private; she’s your sergeant.”
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am,” Ephanie said respectfully, bowing to her. Ingvar took note of that. So they only saluted other Legionnaires, then? Weren’t the clergy above them? Such observations were just habit, of course; Shaath grant that the structure of the Sisterhood never became something he needed to pay attention to. Brother Andros had encouraged his political perceptiveness, and he tried to be in the habit of practicing it.
 

 
  “It’s this way,” Ephanie said to him, half-turning toward the far end of the sanctuary. “This actually is a very good time for you to visit. Breakfast is about to be served, no one’s on duty yet, and we don’t have the day’s orders.”
 

 
  “Good,” he said, then belatedly added, “My thanks.” She glanced back with a faint smile, and he simply followed her the rest of the way across the sanctuary and through the doors in the back corner. Eyes tracked them the whole way.
 

 
  There weren’t many people about in the temple yet, but those they did pass gave him very sharp looks, several stopping to stare rudely. At least nobody accosted them, since he was clearly in the company of a Silver Legionnaire. Ingvar did his best to ignore them.
 

 
  Of course, that left him with the problem of where to direct his eyes.
 

 
  The Legion armor was modest, he had to give them that; he could see basically nothing of the shape of her body through it. As a downside, however, that left him staring at her most attractive visible feature: her rare, flame-red hair. That was
  
   hardly
  
  proper, nor respectful. It was a quandry, though, since his inability to actually see her rump or the curve of her waist didn’t make him comfortable casting his eyes in their general direction. Ingvar finally decided to study the interior of the temple as they passed, and lifted his gaze just in time to get a very hostile look from a priestess who had halted in a cross-hall, planting her hands on her hips.
 

 
  Maybe he should have affected a less traditional style of dress for this visit, and foregone the weapons. On the other hand, so far, this was going about the way he had expected, and better than he had feared. If he was going to encounter opposition, better to do it honorably, without sneaking around.
 

 
  “So…Locke made sergeant?” he offered, casting back to a brief mention from the sanctuary.
 

 
  “Yes.” She glanced back at him again. “You can ask her all about it if you’re interested.”
 

 
  He turned what wanted to be a sigh into a noncommittal little noise of politeness. Well, he’d tried.
 

 
  Ephanie’s silence didn’t much bother him. It wasn’t really appropriate for them to be interacting at all, which of course she knew. Clearly she wasn’t holding to proper Shaathist behavior, now, but he’d been half-afraid she would swing in the other direction and go out of her way to spit on his standards, as some wildwomen did. Instead, she appeared to be conducting herself as a model soldier—which, errant as it was for a woman, was a better outcome for their interaction than he really could have hoped for.
 

 
  It was not a short walk through the temple—they were traversing nearly its entire length, from the main hall in the front to the Silver Legion fortress at its rear, and the temple complex itself was massive. It was like a city, compared to the Shaathist lodge in Tiraas. Ingvar was keenly aware that the journey seemed longer because of his discomfort in this place, both inherent and caused by the glares and whispers that followed him.
 

 
  Eventually, though, they did reach the fortress; built right into the temple complex itself, the transition was marked only by a checkpoint manned—womanned?—by bored-looking Legionnaires. They livened up considerably at the sight of a Huntsman in their midst, but did not challenge them, even verbally. He wondered at the significance of that; it seemed like lax security for a military installation, if all you needed to get in was the company of someone in uniform.
 

 
  Crossing the parade ground he remembered from his previous visit to the fortress, they gathered more stares from other Legionnaires, who were trickling toward the temple in the opposite direction Ephanie was leading him. These, perhaps unsurprisingly, proved a less reserved group than the priestesses in the temple proper.
 

 
  “Oy, Avelea!” one woman shouted in passing. “You got something stuck to your back!” A few of her fellow harridans cackled at this.
 

 
  Ingvar stopped, turned very deliberately to face them, and bowed courteously before resuming his way, having to lengthen his stride to catch up with Ephanie, who hadn’t waited. The soldiers seemed surprised; the one who had catcalled jeered at him, but none of the others backed her up this time.
 

 
  Simple courtesy. Much as he’d have liked to pin the lack of it on Avei’s degenerate ideas, he’d met far too many Huntsmen and people from all walks of life who seemed to think they could advance themselves by putting someone else down. Not once had he ever seen anyone improved by another person’s suffering.
 

 
  They met the rest of Ephanie’s squad midway across the parade ground; apparently the others were among the last to head in for breakfast. They slowed and stopped as Ephanie led Ingvar up to them. Like his guide, they were in armor, with short swords buckled at the waist, but not wearing helmets nor carrying lances or shields. Principia, of course, he recognized immediately. The others didn’t leave much of an impression, except for the sandy-haired girl who hardly looked old enough to be away from her mother, much less enlisted in an army.
 

 
  “Morning, Sarge,” said Ephanie, stepping over to join her squadmates and turning to gesture at Ingvar. “You’ve got a visitor.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  do?” Principia said incredulously, staring at Ingvar.
 

 
  One of the other women, a dark-haired girl a little shorter than the elf, sighed dramatically. “Why is it
  
   always
  
  Locke?”
 

 
  “He was in the sanctuary in front, talking with a Sister,” Ephanie explained. “I thought I’d better intervene.”
 

 
  “What were you doing up there at this hour?” Principia asked her.
 

 
  “Praying,” Ephanie said dryly. “In case it’s escaped your notice, Sarge, we live in a temple.”
 

 
  “Oh,” the elf mused. “I didn’t realize you were…observant.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s correct. You know exactly as much about my spiritual life as I’ve cared to tell you.”
 

 
  “All right, fair enough,” Principia said peaceably.
 

 
  “Good morning, Sergeant,” Ingvar said courteously, bowing to Principia, who finally turned her attention to him. “My apologies for intruding. I hope I’m not keeping your squad from their duties.”
 

 
  “My squad wouldn’t stop in their actual
  
   duties
  
  to chat with you,” she replied. “All we’re missing right now is breakfast. Which they could still be heading off to, if they wanted, though of course that won’t stop them from griping all day about missing it.”
 

 
  She didn’t so much as glance at the others as she said this, but the youngest girl tugged at the arm of the last member of the squad, a tall, lean woman with skin a shade darker than the Tiraan average, and the two of them resumed walking toward the mess hall. Ephanie, Principia and the sharp-tongued one remained.
 

 
  “Well, then,” said the elf. “It’s… Ingvar, yes? What can I do for you?”
 

 
  He drew in a breath; this was it. “I need a little guidance. It has been said in the lore we keep of the elder races that all dark-haired wood elves are of a single family. Is that correct?”
 

 
  Principia’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”
 

 
  “I need to know how to contact Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  Ephanie blinked; the other girl snorted derisively. Principia just stared at him.
 

 
  “The smartest thing you could possibly do,” she said, “is stay as far away from Mary the Crow as you can manage. I’d say that to
  
   anyone,
  
  but in particular, she doesn’t have a high opinion of Shaathists.”
 

 
  “What?” said the third girl. “I thought they didn’t hold elves to their bullshit double standard?”
 

 
  “I really don’t feel like having a theological discussion before breakfast,” said Principia, turning to give her a sharp look, “and keep a civil tongue in your head while we have a guest, Private Lang. The Crow has her own issues with the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe this one would have better luck anyway,” Lang said, eying Ingvar up and down. “I’ve never seen a female Huntsman before.”
 

 
  “Lang,” Ephanie said sharply, “shut
  
   up.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a breath and let it out slowly. It was just to be expected; this one seemed particularly ignorant even by Avenist standards. It happened all the time; sooner or later he would just have to stop being bothered by it. Surely, someday.
 

 
  “What is it you want with Mary the Crow?” Principia asked him.
 

 
  He hesitated. Discussing spiritual matters with outsiders wasn’t smiled upon, and for good reason. On the other hand, he clearly wasn’t going to get any further here without explaining himself, at least somewhat. Give and take.
 

 
  “It pertains to a vision,” he said finally, “and a quest. In a vision I was directed to seek guidance from a crow. It…could mean something else, but I believe Brother Andros and I encountered her previously, just before our last meeting. Visions are challenging,” he admitted. “I don’t know whether I am even tracking the right spoor, but this is the best idea I have.”
 

 
  Lang rolled her eyes, but Principia nodded slowly, her expression more serious. “Well. Actually, that casts another color on this. You wouldn’t be the first; spend enough time being a big heap shaman and things like this start to happen. Mary has been the target of vision quests before, and she
  
   does
  
  take them seriously.”
 

 
  Hope rose in him, mingled with unease. Progress was good, but a weak little part of him had wished for an excuse to give up on this whole venture. “Then you’ll help me?”
 

 
  “Well…up to a point,” she said, shrugging. “I honestly have no idea where Mary is, nor do I wish to. I follow my
  
   own
  
  advice with regard to her. The less anybody interacts with the Crow, the happier they are.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said, sighing. “Well. I thank you for your time, anyway. You have at least helped me see the path.”
 

 
  “Now, wait a moment,” she said with a faint smile. “I can give you a
  
   little
  
  more help than that. If you want to get in touch with Mary the Crow, she has some kind of established relationship with the Eserite Bishop, Antonio Darling. Check with him; he probably can’t call her up either, but he may know more about how to reach her.”
 

 
  Ingvar’s recently lifted hopes plummeted.
 

 
  Oh, he remembered Darling. Much as he had to acknowledge some personal antipathy, due to the man’s generally foolish countenance and his failure to address Ingvar as a man, there were much better reasons to keep away from the Eserite. He remembered very well what had happened to Angner. It wasn’t even that he regretted any harm suffered by that Wreath traitor, but it was the way Darling had been. He’d heard very detailed accounts of it, how the man’s silly exterior hadn’t wavered through cold-blooded torture and shocking cruelty.
 

 
  A man like that was… Scarcely human. A viper in a songbird’s plumage.
 

 
  “You have a problem with
  
   Darling?”
  
  Principia said dryly, and Ingvar realized he’d done a poor job of marshaling his expression. “I must say
  
   that’s
  
  a first. His favorite thing in the world is making friends with everybody.”
 

 
  “I’ll bet,” Ingvar muttered. “That man is… He’s just…
  
   Creepy.”
  
 

 
  There was a moment’s silence, and then Principia and Lang burst out laughing in unison. Even Ephanie hid a smile behind her hand.
 

 
  Brother Andros liked to say that women were to be experienced, not understood. Ingvar had questions about that logic, but this wasn’t the first time he’d had the thought that he was better off not bothering.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Wilson,” Ox said wearily, “did your mama ever tell you the story of the boy who cried wolf?”
 

 
  Wilson broke off his gesticulations to squint suspiciously at the bigger man. “What? Course I know that story, what of it?”
 

 
  “I want you to consider that in light of this here situation,” Ox rumbled. “You carryin’ on about this, an’ the general lack of interest in what’s got you so worked up. Every time anything happens, here you are complainin’. When
  
   nothin’
  
  happens, you complain about
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “What’s your point?” Wilson snapped.
 

 
  “His point,” said Jonas idly, watching the progress of the various personnel breaking down the tents, “is that you’re the boy cryin’ wolf. You complainin’ an’ stirrin’ up trouble ain’t worth a prairie dog’s fart, you do it so damn much. Someday you’re gonna have an
  
   actual
  
  point, by accident, and ain’t nobody gonna pay you any mind then, either.”
 

 
  Wilson swelled up like a bullfrog, leaning forward and planting his fists on the table between the other two men. “Y’all can be assholes all you like, that don’t mean I’m wrong! You heard the Bishop speak—I’m just embarrassed I never thought about what she said before, even after livin’ in this town my whole life!”
 

 
  “Too busy havin’ thoughts about a bunch of other shit that ain’t none of your business either,” Ox said dryly.
 

 
  “Yeah, you laugh it up, big man. I ain’t the only one who feels this way,” Wilson said stridently. “It ain’t fair, the way them kids lord it over us. What gives ’em the
  
   right?”
  
 

 
  “I oughta just ignore him, I know it,” Jonas said to Ox, “but I got this allergy to people talkin’ out their asses about stuff I actually understand.”
 

 
  “That there’s a serious condition,” Ox said gravely. “You should see the doc.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, Wilson,” Jonas said before Wilson could start up again, “sometimes I think if I put as much effort into anything as you do into bein’
  
   wrong
  
  I’d be Emperor. Them kids are exactly like any bunch o’ kids anywhere. Yeah, some of ’em
  
   do
  
  look down their noses at us. Course some do; there’s assholes like that anywhere. An’ y’know what? Most
  
   don’t.
  
  Ain’t always the rich ones, neither. That Falconer girl’s just about the sweetest thing I ever did meet, an’ I remember young Lord Ravinaad who got his own hands dirty helpin’ me clean out the stables after a couple of ‘is friends got drunk an’ raised hell behind the Saloon. No complainin’, didn’t even offer, just rolled up his sleeves an’ got to work like a good neighbor.”
 

 
  “Them kids ain’t anything but different,” Ox agreed. “All types, from all over the world, but in the end they’re basically just folk. If you’d pay
  
   attention,
  
  there’s a lesson in that.”
 

 
  “So how come none of
  
   our
  
  kids are invited to the fancy education up on the mountaintop?” Wilson demanded.
 

 
  “Why, Wilson,” said Ox, “an’ here I had no idea you were a father. Who’s the unlucky lady?” Jonas snorted a laugh.
 

 
  “Oh, shut the hell up,” Wilson said irritably. “Not
  
   my
  
  kids,
  
   our
  
  kids. We got young folk of our own, just like any town anywhere. What do
  
   they
  
  grow up to? Learnin’ a trade, takin’ over the farm or the shop. Some go off an’ join the Army or some clergy.”
 

 
  “Name to me
  
   one
  
  thing that’s wrong with any o’ that,” said Jonas.
 

 
  “Not a damn thing an’ you know it,” Wilson pressed on. “It’s the
  
   comparison.
  
  You know what those kids up there on the hill become?
  
   Rich.
  
  They leave here knowin’ all about the world, havin’ skills none of us could even dream of. A graduate of that University can write their own damn ticket any place they feel like goin’. Most of ’em leave with
  
   connections
  
  that’ll get ’em into the highest levels of whatever part of society they want, an’ I know you two hicks ain’t backward enough not to realize it’s
  
   who
  
  you know that matters in life. Well,
  
   we
  
  know ’em. How come the children of Last Rock have nothin’ better to look forward to than takin’ over a saloon or a farm?”
 

 
  A thoughtful silence settled over the table, Ox and Jonas holding their mugs of beer without raising them for a sip. Both stared out from the shade of the Saloon’s awning, wearing identically pensive frowns as they observed porters, pack animals and the odd enchanted carriage hauling folded tents and religious paraphernalia toward the Rail platform.
 

 
  “Huh,” Jonas muttered at last. “Ox, I suddenly wonder if this ain’t that moment. With an actual goddamn wolf he’s hollerin’ about.”
 

 
  Ox heaved a sigh, causing his thick mustache to flutter. “Some folks have the good stuff, some folks don’t. That’s the way of the world, every damn part of it. You set yourself up to fix
  
   that,
  
  and you’re gonna have a hard time. Professor Tellwyrn’s always done right by this town as I see it, an’ I got no problem with a lot more o’ those students than I
  
   have
  
  got one with. Dunno what more a man can reasonably ask for.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, she’s always done right,” Wilson said sarcastically. “’cept when those little assholes are opening up hellgates right over our heads.”
 

 
  
   “One
  
  time that happened,” Ox grunted.
 

 
  “So fuckin’
  
   what?”
  
  Wilson exclaimed. “It was a goddamn
  
   hellgate!
  
  Omnu’s balls, man, one is all it
  
   takes!
  
  An’ they never did figure out which of ’em even
  
   did
  
  it! What the hell is gonna be
  
   next,
  
  is what I wanna know!”
 

 
  Again, they fell silent, and after a moment, Wilson straightened up, folding his arms across his chest and adopting a smug expression.
 

 
  At the other end of the shady front porch of the Saloon, Embras Mogul pointed to the three men, turning to his companion. “Now, there, y’see? Isn’t that absolutely
  
   fascinating?”
  
 

 
  “Not particularly,” Bradshaw grunted. “That was a pretty direct jab Bishop Snowe launched. It’s bound to set people talking. Talk is easy.”
 

 
  “Talk is the first step to things which are less easy,” Embras replied, “either to do or to live through. And you just got here, old boy; take note of how quickly I managed to find a suitable target for us to eavesdrop upon. I’ve been hearing little chats like this all weekend, starting
  
   before
  
  our dear Bishop Snowe fired a shot across Tellwyrn’s nose.”
 

 
  The three men started up their conversation again, taking no notice of the two at the other end of the porch. Neither did any of those passing by on the street, despite Mogul’s glaring white suit and Bradshaw’s ominous gray ritual robe.
 

 
  “I hope you’re not leading in the direction I think you are, Embras,” said Bradshaw.
 

 
  “Well, it’s not as if this is a particularly difficult trail to follow,” Embras mused, lounging against the pillar at the corner of the porch. “The pattern I’ve been observing throughout this…
  
   revival…
  
  is consistent enough, and surprising enough given the general state of things in this town, that I can see the hand behind it. We already know Snowe is little more than Justinian’s charming and attractive mouthpiece, and there’s nothing like a religious festival to give him an excuse to flood the town with agents spreading dissent.”
 

 
  “There’s not enough town here to flood.”
 

 
  “You are being needlessly argumentative,” Embras accused. “Face it, Bradshaw, the Archpope is trying to stir up Last Rock against Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  Bradshaw shook his head. “I just can’t see it. Even if there’s evidence hinting in that direction, which I’ll admit, it’s just that.
  
   Hints.
  
  Come on, Embras, Justinian’s smarter than that. What could he possibly hope to achieve? Tellwyrn is…outside the social order. Stirring up resentment against her, even if successful, would barely inconvenience her. The gods aren’t about to step in to bring her down, the cults wouldn’t bother to, the Empire has an actual
  
   policy
  
  about Zero Twenties that hinges on
  
   not
  
  stirring them up. Any other agents who wanted Tellwyrn taken out would’ve done it long since, had any of them the capacity.” He snorted, shaking his head again. “It’s ridiculous. He can’t do anything but piss her off, which is not a winning move. Justinian’s not nearly dense enough to try something like this.”
 

 
  “And there, my friend, you’ve hit the nail on the head,” Mogul said gleefully. “He
  
   wouldn’t
  
  try something so insane—and yet, clearly, he is.
  
   Therefore,
  
  this is not Justinian’s game, but only the smoke screen obscuring his true motives. As you rightly point out, he’s more than savvy enough to operate on multiple levels, and not about to throw effort after foolishness.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Bradshaw grunted, stroking his chin and frowning at the arguing men at the other end of the porch. “All right…let’s run with that theory, then. Offhand, I can think of two possible goals for stirring up trouble with the University. First, he’s trying to provoke a reaction from Tellwyrn that’ll get someone
  
   else
  
  to step in and finish him off for her. I’m inclined to dismiss that, since pissing off the cranky archmage is how stupid people throughout history get themselves dramatically dead.”
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Embras said, raising a cautionary finger, “if there’s
  
   one
  
  man in all the world who could take that risk, it’s a sitting Archpope. As long as he stays in that Cathedral and keeps on top of his prayers, she can’t bring him down by force. Dear Arachne might be on a level to challenge the gods individually, but the whole Pantheon would crush her if she provoked them to.”
 

 
  “Which is the fatal flaw in this idea,” said Bradshaw, nodding. “Despite her reputation and reliance on blunt force, the woman
  
   isn’t
  
  in any way stupid. She wouldn’t take such a risk even if provoked, and honestly I would expect her to see through such a transparent trap. Which brings me to my other theory: this is an effort by Justinian to coax
  
   us
  
  out.”
 

 
  “Seems rather roundabout, doesn’t it?” Embras mused. “Tellwyrn and the Lady have a sort of detente in place; it doesn’t mean
  
   we
  
  have any connection to her.”
 

 
  “As you said, there are currents here we don’t yet see,” Bradshaw agreed, “but after Tiraas this spring, we know Justinian’s interested in drawing us out and thinning our numbers. And yes, I
  
   know
  
  that was Darling’s game, but he couldn’t have done that without the Archpope’s support. Seems to me the best course of action here is to butt out.”
 

 
  “The safe way isn’t always the best way, my friend,” Embras said with a wide grin. “I see great potential, here, to advance the work I started in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  Bradshaw groaned, lifting his trembling hand to cover his eyes. “You and those paladins…”
 

 
  “Yes, those paladins,” Embras agreed. “Think of it, Bradshaw. What would
  
   happen
  
  if the Trinity’s paladins learned their great secret? Would they strike them down like they do everyone else? How would they cover that up, in this age of printing presses and telescrolls? And the
  
   other
  
  option is even more intriguing!”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I’ve heard this speech at least thrice this
  
   week.”
  
 

 
  “Then you should see my point by now without all this naysaying,” Embras said with mock severity.
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  should pay more mind to the Lady’s agreement with Tellwyrn. We are
  
   not
  
  to harm or interfere with her students. Chaining them to trees is hard to justify as anything other than interference, Embras!”
 

 
  “I saved those wretched kids’ lives, and you know it.” Embras chuckled, shaking his head. “This is more of the same. Think of it! The Church against the University—those paladins are going to be caught
  
   right
  
  in the middle. They’ll be in just all
  
   kinds
  
  of trouble. What better opportunity to do them a few favors? And if we have to
  
   interfere
  
  with them a bit first, well… Eggs, omelets, you know how it goes.”
 

 
  “The Lady may appreciate your hair-splitting,” Bradshaw warned. “Tellwyrn will
  
   not.”
  
 

 
  “Indeed. That’s why we’ll have to be very careful to stay out of sight until we can produce evidence of just how useful we are. Do the kids a solid favor and vanish into the night before there’s any talk of reward—that’s the kind of thing that gets us in Tellwyrn’s good graces.”
 

 
  “I don’t think she possesses any such thing as good graces.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s how we get her to owe us a favor, then,” Embras said irrepressibly. “And the active immortals
  
   always
  
  respect a favor owed. That’s the currency that keeps them from killing each other off, after all.”
 

 
  Bradshaw sighed, staring down the street. The square beside the Rail platform was visible in the distance, bustling with activity; more caravans had arrived and departed today, carrying Church and cult personnel and material, than the town saw in the average month.
 

 
  Across the porch, Jonas rose and turned to enter his saloon, leaving Ox and Wilson to carry on their argument. The bartender’s expression was thoughtful, and troubled.
 

 
  “I still think the odds are good this is a trap, and quite possibly one aimed at us,” Bradshaw grunted.
 

 
  “But of course,” Embras said with a grim smile. “Spotting the trap is only the first step—next comes leading the hunter who laid it to step in it. And really, old friend, isn’t that the fun part?”
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  The clack of wooden swords echoed across the lawn as the paladin and the drow clashed, circled, danced together and retreated. Other students stood around, each holding practice weapons of their own, but now just standing and watching the duel in the pale light of dawn.
 

 
  Szith was the more mobile, making full use of her elvish speed and reflexes to get around her opponent. Nimble as she was, however, Trissiny very nearly kept pace with her, and the paladin’s more aggressive style, coupled with her greater physical strength, meant that their actual engagements usually ended with the drow in retreat. As the bout wore on, Szith became increasingly aggressive, being wise enough to realize that letting it become a contest of attrition would benefit her opponent. Trissiny, meanwhile, had clearly developed the skill of thinking multiple steps ahead, and made constant use of feints, false charges and sudden retreats to force Szith to adapt, helping to nullify the advantage of her speed.
 

 
  The end, when it came, was abrupt and clearly a surprise, even to the contestants. Trissiny suddenly staggered, struck on the arm, and in the next moment reeled again, having been jabbed in the chest by one of her foe’s wooden swords. She took a step back, lowering her own weapon and wincing as she shook her left hand.
 

 
  “I have bad habits,” she said ruefully, her aura faintly glowing for a moment to wipe away bruises and restore feeling in the arm numbed by Szith’s lightning-fast strike. “Muscle memory still wants me to block with that hand.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Szith replied, very slightly out of breath. “Had you been using a shield, I think that would have ended differently.”
 

 
  She bowed formally in the Narisian style, both swords extended behind her. Trissiny replied with a traditional Avenist salute, fist over heart, blade upright alongside her face.
 

 
  “Ugh, get a room, you two,” Ruda jeered.
 

 
  Trissiny shot her an irritated look. “You
  
   could
  
  be practicing instead of spectating, you know.”
 

 
  “Nah,” said Gabriel, grinning. “That was
  
   well
  
  worth seeing! Beats getting my ass kicked any day. And it’s
  
   really
  
  interesting to see Narisian sword work. The style is…different.”
 

 
  “Are you not accustomed to watching Lady Shaeine fight?” Szith inquired.
 

 
  “She doesn’t usually join us,” said November, absently twirling her practice sword. She instantly stilled it when Trissiny glanced at her.
 

 
  “She also prefers to use magic in the field,” added Toby. “And in Ezzaniel’s classes I feel like she’s made a lot more progress with sword work since enrolling here than she ever did before. I guess combat isn’t a big part of a diplomat’s education.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s all very interesting,” November said dismissively, turning to Ruda. “C’mon, how about another round? You said you’d help me work on my technique.”
 

 
  “Mm…nah.” Ruda glanced at the sky. “I think we better pack up and move out. We’ve got classes before too much longer, and I want time to clean up a bit. Last time I went straight from practice to Tellwyrn’s class, she spent the whole goddamn hour making passive-aggressive comments about the way everyone smelled. Are elvish noses
  
   really
  
  that sensitive?”
 

 
  “I help!” Scorn shouted, bounding up from where she had been sitting at the edge of the group, then turned expectantly to Teal. “Yes?”
 

 
  “Sure,” said the bard, smiling at her. “You know where everything goes.”
 

 
  “Everything!” the demon said enthusiastically, rushing forward to collect practice swords.
 

 
  The sun was fully up, now, and morning classes would indeed be starting soon. The campus was starting to come alive, the odd student passing by the lawn en route to the cafeteria. Most hardly glanced at them; by this point, their little group had become something of an institution. They could be found on the lawn most mornings, either drilling under Trissiny or Toby’s direction, or practicing various forms of armed and unarmed combat. Since Trissiny and Teal had begun the tradition over a year ago, the roster had grown slowly, but those who made regular appearances had benefited greatly. Professor Ezzaniel himself had praised the progress Ruda and Gabriel had made in class, and November’s single-minded dedication and slavish attention to anything Trissiny directed her to do had advanced her own skill considerably.
 

 
  “So, Shaeine’s title is actually Lady?” Gabriel asked as he and Ruda rolled up the woven reed mat they used for tumbling, to avoid grass stains on clothing. “I don’t think she’s ever actually mentioned that.”
 

 
  “Not…exactly,” said Teal, glancing at Szith. “Narisians don’t really use titles; their full names reveal everything about their social standing. Those honorifics are practically a language unto themselves.”
 

 
  “In this context, though,” said Szith, “and in Tanglish, I prefer to err on the side of courtesy. She is noble born, after all.”
 

 
  “I’m certain Shaeine wouldn’t insist on the formality here,” Teal said with a smile.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Szith replied evenly. “But I am of her culture, and owe respect to her station. Different expectations apply to me than to the rest of you.”
 

 
  Teal frowned slightly and opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment Scorn returned from dumping practice swords in the duffel bag used for the task and grabbed the one Gabriel had been using from his hand. “Here, give!”
 

 
  He relinquished the weapon, frowning reproachfully at her. “I see we’re still working on those manners.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am not manners. I am
  
   lady.”
  
  Scorn tossed her head haughtily, looking down her nose at him.
  
   “You
  
  are manners!”
  
  
  She turned on her heel and stalked back to the bag, where she tossed the last blade in with far more force than the task required, rattling all the way. Since her arrival on campus, she had begun accumulating cheap costume jewelry, mostly given to her by Teal; the lack of available metal in her home dimension had made her inordinately fond of it. Now the demon glittered and clattered wherever she went.
 

 
  
   “Easy,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly. “Handle weapons with
  
   respect.”
  
 

 
  “Well,” Gabriel muttered, lifting the rolled mat with a grunt and slinging it over his shoulder. “I guess that tells us a bit about the nature of nobility in her society.”
 

 
  “In every society,” Szith murmured.
 

 
  Trissiny suddenly stilled, turning in a slow half-circle with a frown on her face.
 

 
  “Problem?” Ruda asked, watching her.
 

 
  “I… There’s something on the edge of my…” Trissiny trailed off, then looked at Gabriel and then Toby. “Do either of you sense something all of a sudden?”
 

 
  “Like what?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Feels demonic,” Trissiny muttered, looking around again. “Very subtle, though. I can’t quite pinpoint it.”
 

 
  “I, uh…not really,” said Gabriel with a shrug.
 

 
  “Maybe it’s just Scorn?” Toby suggested. “It started about when she started moving around just now, right? At least, that’s when you reacted.”
 

 
  “Sort of. Maybe.” Trissiny’s expression did not ease, and she didn’t stop scanning the area. November looked tense and alarmed, creeping over to stand next to her.
 

 
  “No,” Scorn said, folding her powerful arms and scowling at Toby. “There is a thing. I feel.”
 

 
  “Really?” said Teal. “What kind of thing?”
 

 
  The demon chewed her lower lip for a moment. “Hum…feels…like I know. Trissiny is right, very faint. A slave type.”
 

 
  Ruda rolled her eyes; Gabriel snorted, earning a glare from Scorn.
 

 
  “Can you be more specific?” Teal asked gently. It had been established previously that from Scorn’s point of view, all demons except Rhaazke were slaves, or ought to be.
 

 
  “A
  
   hvathrzixk,
  
  I think. Yes, think so.”
 

 
  “Bless you,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “I don’t know that word,” Teal said, frowning, then glanced at the others. “Demonic pronunciation is largely contextual. I’m not sure what that would be in this situation.”
 

 
  “That language is
  
   way
  
  more complicated than it needs to be,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” Trissiny agreed. “That’s the point of it.”
 

 
  “Know word, know word,” Scorn was muttering, rubbing her forehead between her horns. “Know this, I read it up… Ah! Yes, slave of Vanislaas, yes?” She turned to Trissiny. “You feel, yes?”
 

 
  The entire group stilled, then reflexively moved closer together. Trissiny drew her actual sword, which she had only just buckled back on.
 

 
  “There is
  
   not
  
  a Vanislaad here,” Gabriel said firmly. “Their invisibility
  
   doesn’t
  
  work against valkyries, remember? Vestrel is offended at the suggestion.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure?”
  
  Trissiny demanded of Scorn. The demon shrugged.
 

 
  “Not sure to plant my honor on. Feels like.”
 

 
  “I’m telling you,” Gabriel began.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Ruda interrupted him. “I think somebody better go straight to Tellwyrn with this.”
 

 
  “Are you sure she ought to be bothered with an uncertainty?” Szith inquired. “She is rather prone to…”
 

 
  “Mock,” November said tersely.
  
   “Oh,
  
  the mockery.”
 

 
  “We got four people here who should be able to sense demons,” said Ruda. “Two say there’s nothing here, two sense something, and one says it’s an incubus or succubus. The discrepancy alone is pretty fuckin’ fishy. I’m telling Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Toby said seriously. “Keep in mind that of all the paladins here, Trissiny is most attuned to demonic threats.”
 

 
  “But Vestrel can
  
   see
  
  through Vanislaad trickery,” Gabriel protested. “And, let’s face it, Scorn puts off a
  
   lot
  
  of energy. It messes with my senses a bit. That could be the whole thing by itself.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t explain
  
   her
  
  sensing another demon,” Teal objected.
 

 
  “Like feeling the heat of a candle when one is standing near a bonfire?” Szith added. “Does that not imply a
  
   greater
  
  likelihood a stealthy demon could hide in her presence?”
 

 
  A brief silence fell; all of them peered around uncertainly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Trissiny after a moment. “Let’s go get Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Darling pushed open the door of his study and stepped in, his attention on the letter in his hand. This was his third reading, and it still made him chuckle, even as it made him a tad nervous. Quentin Vex’s complaints were always very subtly couched, and rather ironically phrased. This matter had been slowly simmering ever since the fallout of that mess at the south gate; the spymaster was playing it cool and hadn’t even mentioned it at council meetings. The fact that he was now feeling Darling out for assurances that the Thieves’ Guild was not pursuing some kind of vendetta against Imperial Intelligence meant something else had happened.
 

 
  Tricks’s orders had been to make it plain that their argument with Marshal Avelea had been only, specifically with her. Grip and Toybox had insisted that they’d done so. Why was Vex getting tetchy
  
   now?
  
  Some Guild agent must have ruffled another Imp, somehow.
 

 
  The prospects weren’t good. Either the Boss was up to something else and hadn’t bothered to mention it to Sweet—which was unlikely, but all the more unsettling for that—or some random Eserite had crossed paths with an Imp, not realizing what they were messing with.
 

 
  These things happened, of course. It would mean no end of headaches, going to the Boss and to Style to figure out what had happened and who had done it; Guild members were not generally expected to keep the management informed of all their activities. Tricks was not going to enjoy the extra work. Style would also complain, though in truth she loved having the excuse to storm and rage and crack people’s heads together. Darling would probably end up having to very,
  
   very
  
  carefully feel Vex out for details without revealing he had no idea what was up. Then again, maybe it’d be better to just up and ask him; Vex was canny enough that he’d likely read the truth between the lines no matter how Darling tried to obfuscate it, and in that circumstance it might be better to foster a sense of openness.
 

 
  Of course, headaches or no, this still beat the hell out of the alternative. He knew very well that something was going on in the uppermost levels of the Guild that Tricks wasn’t keeping him in the loop about. And that was fine, generally speaking; he knew better than anyone that there were things the Boss and the Big Guy just didn’t discuss with anyone else. But if those things had begun to impact the Imperial government, Sweet’s life was about to become more interesting than he liked it.
 

 
  Not to mention how that could weigh on his own plans. Occasionally, lately, he’d begun to experience and unfamiliar longing to take a vacation from all this.
 

 
  “What, exactly,” he asked aloud, “do you think this is going to prove? I know very well how silent you can be. That’s not in question.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on!”
  
  Fauna complained. She and Flora dropped from the ceiling, landing with simultaneous soft thumps on the carpet. Really, cats would have hit the ground harder.
 

 
  “How the
  
   hell
  
  did you know we were there?” Flora demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t get me wrong, flawless performance,” he said, folding the letter and stepping around behind his desk to tuck it in the top drawer. “I know you, though. Most actual marks won’t have that kind of insight into your strategies, though you still need to be prepared for those who
  
   do.
  
  An actual
  
   enemy
  
  is never someone you want to take lightly, and they’re the ones most likely to be aware of you. I’ll tell you what, girls; figure out what the tell was and
  
   surprise
  
  me next time, and I’ll have Price let you off household chores for a week.”
 

 
  “All
  
   right,”
  
  Fauna said, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “We
  
   love
  
  being bribed!” Flora added with matching enthusiasm.
 

 
  “They grow up so fast,” he said with a mock sniffle.
 

 
  Below, the front doorbell chimed. All three of them glanced at the study door.
 

 
  “Style says you two are doing well, working with the newer apprentices,” he said. “How do you like the work? Some find it boring.”
 

 
  “It’s actually rather satisfying,” Fauna said. “Learning is good, but teaching’s also fun.”
 

 
  “And no, we’re not bullying the newbies, which is what you really wanted to ask,” Flora added, smirking.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” he said with a smile. “Have you been at the work long enough to’ve noticed how much faster the general pool of apprentices graduates?”
 

 
  “Not firsthand,” Fauna replied, “but Style’s explained it to us.”
 

 
  “Personal apprentices serve for much longer periods because they get much more in-depth training from a sponsor.”
 

 
  “The advantages of
  
   that
  
  don’t really need to be explained.”
 

 
  “So no, we’re not resentful of the fact that people from the general apprentice pool have become full Guild members in the time we’ve been studying under you.”
 

 
  “We’re still getting a better deal.”
 

 
  “Plus,” Flora added with a wicked grin, “it was
  
   rather
  
  satisfying when Grip kicked Randy back into the general pool.” She held out a fist, and Fauna bumped it with her own.
 

 
  “Good,” he said, not troubling to hide his amusement. “I’ll be honest, girls: your skills are already well beyond what the Guild demands of its members, in terms of minimum competence. At this point it’s all specialized stuff. I wouldn’t be offended if you wanted to move forward faster.”
 

 
  They shared one of those loaded looks.
 

 
  “We trust your judgment, Sweet,” Fauna said.
 

 
  “You’ve more than earned that.”
 

 
  “Besides…we like it here.”
 

 
  “It’s nice to have, y’know, a
  
   home.”
  
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, I’m not gonna boot your butts into the street the moment you graduate,” he said with gentle exasperation. “Soon enough, once you start racking up your own fortunes—and you will—you’ll want space of your own. Till that time, you have a home here. You’re still family.”
 

 
  Both smiled broadly. Much as he enjoyed word games and dancing around the truth, those little moments of pure, honest feeling were what made all the rest of it seem worthwhile.
 

 
  A soft rap sounded at the door, and Price pushed it open. Taking in the elves with a glance, she turned to Darling and opened her mouth.
 

 
  “Your Grace, you have a visitor,” both apprentices intoned in unison, the imitation uncanny.
 

 
  “I see you have already been informed,” Price said in perfect calm. “As your study is currently infested with rodents who
  
   clearly
  
  have time to thoroughly clean the kitchen, I have taken the liberty of having him wait in the downstairs parlor.”
 

 
  “Aww!”
 

 
  “C’mon!”
 

 
  “It’s your own fault,” he said severely. “I dunno why you still think it’s a good idea to
  
   taunt
  
  her. Price, who’ve we got on deck?”
 

 
  “A Huntsman of Shaath,” she said. “Brother Ingvar, whom I believe you may recall. He insists his business with you is personal.”
 

 
  Both elves turned to face him in surprise.
 

 
  “That,” he said slowly, “is
  
   fascinating.
  
  All right, take ’em away. And make sure they have to keep the eavesdropping subtle.”
 

 
  “Of course, sir.”
 

 
  The girls adopted hangdog expressions, which of course had not the slightest effect on Price as she herded them down the stairs and toward the kitchen. He followed more slowly, mentally taking stock. At the moment, having been about to head out on Guild affairs, he was in one of Sweet’s loud, shabby suits. Well, Ingvar had been introduced to him that way, anyhow. Probably best not to surprise him any more than necessary.
 

 
  He entered the study, finding the Huntsman standing stiffly with his hands folded behind him, examining the nicknacks on the mantle. Ingvar turned swiftly at his arrival, his face calm but, to a veteran observer of people like Sweet, his posture betraying tension. He did
  
   not
  
  want to be here. Well, considering how some of their previous conversations had gone, that was pretty understandable.
 

 
  “Brother Ingvar,” Sweet said warmly, striding across the room to offer his hand. The Huntsman took it almost gingerly, though his grip was firm, and he immediately altered his tactics. This one wouldn’t be softened up by charm. “So sorry to keep you waiting,” he said more briskly, though it had only been a few minutes. “I was dealing with my apprentices; you know how young ones can be. How can I help you?”
 

 
  “I am sorry to intrude, your Grace,” the Huntsman said with stiff formality. Voice and face remained calm, but his posture was still rigid, and one hand kept creeping toward his hatchet. Not a threat; it looked to Darling more like a gesture seeking comfort. Ingvar had either been slightly trained in diplomatic conduct, or had a knack for it that compensated for a
  
   lack
  
  of training. The two looked very similar. “I shall try not to take too much of your time; I merely have a favor to ask of you.”
 

 
  “Well, of course,” Darling said smoothly, fading more into a Bishoply demeanor; Sweet was bound to grate on this guy’s nerves, by nature. “Please, have a seat, be comfortable. I’ll be glad to help if I can.”
 

 
  Ingvar folded himself gingerly onto the loveseat while Darling slipped into his customary chair. He’d considered not offering; the Huntsman would naturally be more comfortable on his feet, but offering a guest a seat was such a universal mark of courtesy that failing to do so would be an insult under virtually any circumstances.
 

 
  He studied his guest’s face in the moment of silence while Ingvar gathered words; this was clearly a request he was loathe to make, which made it all the more intriguing. Darling had taken the time to do a little research on his particular condition. It wasn’t an issue in Eserion’s service, where people had a very simple, rather limited code of behavior to adhere to and were expected to carry on however the hell they pleased in their personal lives. The cults of Avei, Izara and Vidius all had specific provisions for individuals whose gender didn’t match their sex, however, and conveniently had those doctrines written down, so he didn’t have to have awkward conversations with any of their priests to learn them. Needless to say, their doctrines contradicted one another quite flatly. Still, the reading had given him a little insight, he felt.
 

 
  Ingvar, at least, clearly had not made use of any kind of body-altering alchemy, which could very well be a Shaathist thing. The Huntsmen did not record their beliefs, at least not where outsiders could read them, but their love of all things natural made it likely they would eschew cosmetic alchemy. There was only so much it could do, anyway. Ingvar’s beardless face could certainly belong on a man, especially given his attire and hairstyle, though it did make him seem younger than he was; Darling guessed him to be around thirty, maybe a tad less. With a simple trick of concentration, however, he could also see the face of a woman with a rather strong jaw and heavy eyebrows. It really did come down to how one chose to perceive what one saw.
 

 
  “I have been given to understand,” Ingvar said finally, “that you have some contact with Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  Oh, bloody hell. Honestly. What
  
   now?
  
 

 
  “My goodness,” he said mildly. “You do know that Mary the Crow is a declared enemy of the state, I assume? That’s not an accusation to throw around lightly.”
 

 
  “I have no desire to cause you any trouble, your Grace,” the Huntsman said quickly. “I am sorry to bother you even this much. Nothing you say to me will find its way to Imperial ears.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Darling said with a smile. “You’re correct, I
  
   do
  
  know her. And I also keep Lord Vex appraised of my acquaintance with her and other dangerous individuals. That’s just sensible. He likes to amuse himself by surveilling my house, anyway. What’s your interest in the Crow?”
 

 
  “I have been troubled, lately, by visions,” Ingvar replied, finally untensing the slightest bit as his gaze focused on a point not within the room. “Repeated and disturbing dreams which… Well, I will not bore you with details. In short, the most recent finally offered me a hint of the way forward, rather than vague warnings. It suggested I seek the guidance of the Crow.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  Darling murmured. He did not see, but he could most certainly conjecture. Visions, Mary, and shamanic quests all fit together quite neatly. As a priest and a human, however, shamanic stuff in general was rather over his head. “If I may ask, who directed you to
  
   my
  
  door?”
 

 
  Ingvar’s left eyebrow twitched in what looked like it had wanted to be a wry expression before he marshaled it. “Principia Locke.”
 

 
  Darling had to chuckle at that; for some reason, Ingvar looked mildly offended.
 

 
  “Sorry, old business. Principia’s name does tend to turn up whenever anything untoward happens; I guess it shouldn’t surprise me by now. That was good thinking, though; you probably knew about the family link there before I did.”
 

 
  “Is it possible you can put me in contact with Mary?” Ingvar asked, betraying no overt impatience. It was there, though; in his situation, it would have to be.
 

 
  “Oh, most certainly,” said Darling. “However, you should be aware that the Crow comes and goes like a cat, only far less reliably. I’ll be only too glad to let her know you are looking for her; at that point, she’ll seek you out if she’s interested. What I cannot do is pin her down for you, nor make any kind of appointment. Or guarantee that she’ll be interested in speaking. Or, frankly, give you a timetable. She popped in on my every few days for months, but then in the last half a year I’ve seen her all of three times.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ingvar said, his shoulders moving subtly in a nearly repressed sigh. “Well. That is not nothing; it’s the first
  
   concrete
  
  progress I have made in this. I thank you greatly for your assistance, Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  “Not at all, think nothing of it,” Darling said, waving him away. “Giving aid between faiths is the central duty of my position; we are all allies under the Pantheon’s aegis.”
 

 
  Ingvar pointedly did not comment on that hollow platitude. “Nonetheless, I feel I owe you a debt for helping me in this.”
 

 
  “Let’s not forget that you were among those who came to my rescue against the Black Wreath,” Darling said more softly, and more sincerely. “If you must think in terms of debts, consider any favors I do you here a repayment.”
 

 
  “Very well,” the Huntsman replied with very slight but still evident relief.
 

 
  Darling rose, suspecting his guest would be glad to terminate this audience without further small talk; the swiftness with which Ingvar followed suit bore out his hypothesis. “I’ve only one method which has worked in the past to get Mary’s attention; I retired it after she tacitly expressed displeasure, but for you, I believe we can trot it out again. Price!”
 

 
  The parlor door instantly opened, revealing the Butler.
 

 
  “Ah, there you are! Price, I need you to assemble another scarecrow.”
 

 
  “Really, sir?” she said with that magical expressionlessness of hers that somehow conveyed withering disapproval in a way that couldn’t be called out.
 

 
  “A…scarecrow?” Ingvar repeated, looking somewhere between amused and aghast.
 

 
  “Yes indeed!” Darling said cheerfully. “And you know what, put a silly hat on this one. We can’t have our good friend Mary getting the idea that she should take herself too seriously. That’s
  
   terrible
  
  for a person’s blood pressure.”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Price intoned, “may I respectfully suggest that escalating a prank war with Mary the Crow is among the most ill-advised notions in the history of civilization?”
 

 
  “Not in front of a guest, you may not,” he said glibly. “Honestly, Price, you’re making the poor man uncomfortable. Who taught you to behave?”
 

 
  “Oh, uh,” Ingvar stammered.
 

 
  “Brother Ingvar,” Darling said more warmly, turning to the Huntsman. “Once again, I cannot predict how swiftly I’ll have word for you, or what that word will be, but I’ll be in touch just as soon as anything develops.”
 

 
  “I…appreciate your help very much, your Grace,” Ingvar said, and Darling couldn’t help feeling amused at his clear discomfort. He felt a little bad about that, though.
 

 
  Well, it was good that he could feel guilty about such small things. When you didn’t, anymore, you were wandering into territory that he sometimes feared he would find himself in before he knew what had happened.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The light autumn wind tasted of rain; it tugged playfully at her hair and the fringes of her sleeves and leggings. She ignored it, perched on the edge of Darling’s roof right where the whole neighborhood could have seen her, if anyone bothered to look up. Humans rarely did.
 

 
  Mary watched impassively as Ingvar the Huntsman made his way back up the street, moving with an alacrity that suggested eagerness to get well out of this ritzy neighborhood.
 

 
  “Hmm.”
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  The carriage bumped along the old road, the clatter of its wheels not quite obscuring a rhythmic knocking in the hum of its motive enchantments, a sign that the wheel and axle charms were in need of a fresh application of enchanting dust. It was a sturdy and serviceable vehicle, but neither new nor flashy—its charms basically sound, if aging, but the body often-repaired and showing it in patched upholstery and replacement panels that didn’t quite match the originals.
 

 
  Still, this was rural Viridill, and it was an enchanted carriage. Most of the travelers in these parts relied on horses. Their passage drew curious looks whenever they encountered people along the road.
 

 
  The carriage bounced hard, causing its less graceful passenger to nearly slip out of his seat; he grabbed the sidewall with a muted squeak. A tiny streak of fiery read zipped out of his coat pocket and dived into the collar of his shirt.
 

 
  “Having trouble up there, Covrin?” Basra asked dryly, having braced herself in far more adeptly.
 

 
  “Sorry, your Grace,” Jenell replied from the driver’s seat up ahead. “I’m dodging what I can, but this road wasn’t made with these speeds in mind. I can slow it to a horse-and-cart pace…?”
 

 
  “No, keep up,” Basra said. “We want to make the best time possible. Perhaps I should write to the High Commander about the roads out here. The Empire would happily pave everything if the Abbess weren’t so hellbent on preserving the local culture. Whatever that means,” she added in a mutter, turning to stare at the passing wheat fields.
 

 
  “Well,” said her other traveling companion ruefully, gingerly settling himself back into the bench opposite her, “I guess I can officially give up on that idea of catching a nap en route.”
 

 
  “Sorry to have you up so early,” Basra said, giving him a very calm look. For some reason, this seemed to make him slightly nervous.
 

 
  “Oh, no no, don’t worry about a thing,” Schwartz said hastily. “This is all terribly exciting, I’m having the best time! I just, ah, didn’t realize I would
  
   be
  
  having the best time yesterday, or I’d have planned ahead and not spent half the night in the library.” As if to emphasize the point, he smothered a yawn.
 

 
  A tiny, triangular head poked out of his collar. Basra had only attained fleeting glimpses of his absurd pet, enough to determine that it was a rodent, it was red, it
  
   glowed
  
  faintly, and it didn’t like her.
 

 
  “You’ll hear no complaints from me,” Schwartz added after a moment, clearly uncomfortable with the silence. “After I delayed us starting out, and all…”
 

 
  “That was hardly your fault,” Basra said mildly.
 

 
  “Yes, well, still.” He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, grimacing. “One hates to be an imposition, you know how it is. I, ah, hadn’t realized there would be a dress code for this outing! Usually my robes get me into anything that’s not invitation only…”
 

 
  He trailed off, looking questioningly at her, and Basra smiled slighly.
 

 
  “You’re not from around here, are you, Mr. Schwartz?”
 

 
  “Oh, me? Oh, no, no, I’m from Mathenon. Well, I mean, I was
  
   born
  
  there—I’m originally of Stalweiss stock…though you could probably tell that at a glance, haha! My grandparents left the old country after Horsebutt’s campaign—”
 

 
  “The person we’re going to meet,” she interrupted, “is a sort of de facto cultural leader. He holds no office, but his grandmother was a major force in organizing and settling the witches who came to Viridill from all over the Empire after Archpope Sipasian’s proclamation against the fae arts. He’s respected and listened to—and, I repeat, is the latest in a line of people who have little reason to trust authority. That is why I insisted on civilian attire for this trip. We’re engaging in a spot of theater. For the duration of this visit, we
  
   don’t
  
  want to be seen as official representatives of anything, at least not until we’re close enough to have a conversation. That’s why no clerical robes.”
 

 
  “I see,” the Salyrite said, half-turning to give a pointed and questioning look at Jenell’s back.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Basra said with faint amusement, “traveling with an armored Legionnaire in Viridill generally makes everything easier. I’ll explain myself if I have to, but it’s easier and quicker to avoid having to bother. She’ll wait with the carriage and generally discourage people from impeding us with annoying questions.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  he mused, absently scratching the top of his rodent’s head with a finger. “How very… I must say, it’s all more complicated than I’d expected! Fairies I can deal with, but it wouldn’t occur to me to manage people like that.”
 

 
  “It’s called ‘diplomacy,’” she said dryly. “A whole lot of time-wasting little intrigues played around obstreperous people, all in the hope of a minor victory here and there. It’s not for everyone.”
 

 
  “You don’t say,” he murmured, leaning back in his seat and gazing out at the passing fields.
 

 
  Schwartz was a young man, not much older than Covrin, and looked uncomfortable in his borrowed shirt and trousers. Not that they fit him badly; perhaps she shouldn’t have told him they belonged to a Silver Legionnaire. Some men could be prickly about anything “womanly.” He didn’t seem the type, though. Skinny, with raggedly-cut sandy hair, a big nose and spectacles with dented frames, he could have been a bard’s conception of the stereotypical intellectual given flesh.
 

 
  “Coming up on the town,” Covrin reported. Basra leaned to the side, sticking her head out to look ahead; Schwartz shuffled over to the opposite side of the carriage to do the same, having to twist himself awkwardly out of his rear-facing seat.
 

 
  Adrhan was the northernmost outpost of organized civilization in Viridill, such as it was. Situated on an island formed where the River Althra split into two streams and then re-formed half a mile later, it was of a size that suggested a village in the process of growing into a proper town, but Adrhan was ancient and not growing into anything. It hadn’t altered appreciably in decades, except for the addition of a scrolltower a few years back. Stone houses and shops were built closely together on a hill rising up to the center of the island, surmounted by a temple of Avei, and surrounded by crenelated walls and guard towers. There had been no battle of any kind here since the Enchanter Wars, of course, but everything in Viridill was built to be defensible. The land owed its protection to the goddess of war, and followed her example.
 

 
  “Left at the crossroad just before the bridge,” Basra ordered.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “We’re not going into the town?” Schwartz inquired, turning back around.
 

 
  “Our target lives outside the walls,” she replied. “He is a practicing hedge witch, after all. I should think you’d have some notion what that’s like.”
 

 
  “Well, you never can tell with people,” he said ruminatively. “I mean, it sounds like he has a similar origin, even! Refugee grandparents, practitioner of the craft, and so on. But I went into Salyrene’s faith and honestly I like it much better in cities. We’re all individuals!”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she said noncommittally.
 

 
  “Shame about not seeing Adrhan itself, though,” he added contemplatively. “It’s got one of only two temples of Izara in the province, right?”
 

 
  Basra raised an eyebrow. “Is there any
  
   particular
  
  reason you know that?”
 

 
  “Oh, uh…I, ah, that is…”
 

 
  “I’m afraid we don’t really have
  
   time
  
  for that kind of…indulgence…on this trip.”
 

 
  She allowed him to blush and stammer until he babbled himself out for the remainder of the drive.
 

 
  Their destination wasn’t far from Adrhan, well within sight of its walls. It was only a few more minutes of driving along the road circling the island till the witch’s house hove into view, not far from the bridge across the river itself. At the end of a narrow private drive, the old stone structure looked as if it was being reclaimed by nature, but that was no indication of decay. It had been designed thus, which had doubtless been part of its appeal to the witch of two generations ago, not to mention her descendants. Half-sunk into a small hill, and with one of its corners built onto the trunk of an enormous tree, it was well-shaded and seemed to retreat from the sight of the road, as if crouching into the earth itself to avoid notice.
 

 
  Chickens scattered from the yard in front of the house at their rattling approach; a cat, perched on the low stone wall surrounding a garden, watched them with its ears laid back, but did not flee. Covrin brought the carriage to a stop most of the way up the drive, sufficiently distant from the door that the vehicle wouldn’t be threateningly close, and their approach would give the house’s occupants a chance to study them through the windows. The girl’s background was not of the type generally sought out by the Silver Legions, but her socialite’s instincts occasionally proved useful to Basra.
 

 
  She dismounted from the carriage without a word, Schwartz trailing after her. He paused at the door for a moment, turning back and whispering; when she glanced back, Basra noted the fiery little shape of his rat-thing perched upon the back seat.
 

 
  “Large parts of that vehicle are flammable,” she said pointedly.
 

 
  “Oh, Meesie’s no danger,” he assured her with a grin. “She’s very well controlled. It’s just that one shouldn’t bring an elemental being into another fae practitioner’s home uninvited. Aside from the rudeness… There can be bad reactions between spirits. It’s like introducing strange cats, with a lot more potential for destruction.”
 

 
  “That’s…reassuring,” she said, shaking her head, but turned her back on the carriage and headed for the door. Jenell swiveled around in her seat to peer suspiciously down at the little fire-rat.
 

 
  The door to the house opened when they were still a few yards distant, revealing a tall, broad-shouldered man in his early middle years, his reddish hair beginning to recede and showing hints of gray in his bushy beard.
 

 
  “Good morning!” he called to them. “You’ve got good timing! The muffins are just about cool, and I’ve got tea ready. C’mon in!”
 

 
  He turned and vanished into the house, leaving the door open.
 

 
  “Oh…well,” Schwarts murmured. “How hospitable!” Basra paused, frowning, then continued on her way, up the short flight of stone steps and into the house.
 

 
  A door set into one wall must open onto the part of the house submerged under the hill; the area into which they stepped occupied the bulk of what was visible from outside, which formed one long, tall room. A kitchen area was nearest them, with a pitted but sturdy old table separating it from a living space with chairs and a sofa facing a huge hearth. Wooden steps rose to a platform holding a bed, dresser and desk.
 

 
  Their host was in the process of laying out a platter of fragrant strawberry muffins on the table. He smiled and waved at them. “Pull the door shut behind, would you? The chickens like to wander inside.”
 

 
  “Are we…expected?” Basra inquired as Schwartz did so.
 

 
  “The spirits told me I’d have visitors this morning,” the man said. “And that they’d be important folk, whom I’d want to speak to. So, welcome to my humble abode! I’m Hargrave, glad to make your acquaintance. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she replied. “My name is Basra Syrinx. This is Schwartz.”
 

 
  At that, Hargrave straightened up from pouring tea, looking at her more sharply. “Oh, my. The Bishop? That
  
   is
  
  unexpected. Now I wish I’d brought out mother’s good china.”
 

 
  “Don’t trouble yourself on my account,” she said dryly. “I’m glad you were somewhat forewarned, then. We’re here on sensitive business. Are you aware at all of the elemental attacks recently?”
 

 
  The witch stilled, gazing at her with a faint frown, then finally finished pouring a third cup of tea. “Why don’t you come have a seat?” he prompted, settling himself into one of the three places set. “I think this conversation calls for being off our feet.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” Schwartz said cheerfully, sliding into one of the proffered chairs. “I’m a fellow practitioner, by the way. First rank fae specialist, with the College of Salyrene!”
 

 
  “Interfaith initiative, then?” Hargrave mused. “Well. I am glad to hear this matter is being taken seriously. Yes, I’m quite aware of the problems you speak of, Bishop Syrinx. I’ve had my spirit friends keeping an eye on the situation; fortunately I had some forewarning in the form of dreams. Such accidental divinations are anything but precise, but they can let me know when something’s brewing.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is brewing?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  “The actual nature of the thing I can’t tell you,” Hargrave said seriously, pushing the platter of muffins toward them. Basra ignored it, but Schwartz helped himself to one and began munching happily. “At least, not beyond what you’ve already said. Elementals are stirred up and being hostile—if you’re traveling with a Salyrite specialist, I assume you already know this isn’t normal behavior for them. Only reason for elementals to act this way is if they’re being goaded to. You have any idea who’s behind it?”
 

 
  “That’s what we came here to ask about,” she said. “So far, no suspects. It is clearly someone highly adept in fairy magic, however. The Sisterhood doesn’t have much direct interaction with the witches of Viridill these days, but you’re known to be a community leader.”
 

 
  “That might be giving me a little too much credit,” he said with a self-deprecating smile. “The visions I had warned of outside interference, your Grace. If you have in mind to start questioning the local witches… Well, nothing I have to offer would stand up in court, but what information I
  
   do
  
  have suggests we’re dealing with someone not local to the district.”
 

 
  “Oh?” she prompted, staring sharply.
 

 
  He nodded, his frown returning. “When the disturbances didn’t cease, I tried a more active divination. I couldn’t get far with it… Largely because what I
  
   did
  
  get directed me south. Past a certain point, magic of any kind doesn’t quite…work. Divinations are particularly vulnerable to interference.”
 

 
  Basra straightened up; Schwartz blinked and swallowed a bite of muffin. “South? How far south?”
 

 
  “All the way south,” Hargrave said solemnly.
 

 
  Along the southern border of Viridill, past an Imperial and Silver Legion line of fortifications, lay Athan’Khar, a twisted land of wandering horrors and terrible memories.
 

 
  “And it didn’t occur to you to bring this to the attention of the Sisterhood?” Basra said with a hint of asperity.
 

 
  “Of course it did,” Hargrave said evenly. “And I immediately discarded the notion. I’m a man, your Grace, and a witch, in a district managed by feminist divinists. Going to the authorities with stories about my bad dreams would result in a pat on the head at the absolute best. I’ve been working to put together something more authoritative. So far, if the elementals are just wandering about causing mischief, it seems I’ve a little time yet to work.”
 

 
  She drew in a breath, then let it out slowly. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple. They’re showing rather sophisticated behavior, if you study the overall pattern of every attack. Attacking travel routes, executing complex maneuvers against soldiers.”
 

 
  The witch scowled, laying both his hands flat on the table. “That…is much more serious than I feared. I think… I had better start talking with people.
  
   Someone
  
  must know something about this.”
 

 
  “I thought you said this was an outsider’s work?” she said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “That is my belief at this point,” he agreed, “but that doesn’t mean nobody knows anything. It will take me a little while to look in on all my various contacts in the region, but if what you say is true, I had better get started on that. For
  
   now,”
  
  he continued, drumming his fingers on the table, “I can offer you a little advice. For someone to control elementals to the extent you’re talking about… Well, our mysterious foe is quite powerful. Power in the craft is a function of
  
   time
  
  spent gaining it; there are no shortcuts in witchcraft. You’re looking for someone old.”
 

 
  “Well, that should help!” Schwartz said brightly.
 

 
  “I mean…
  
   old,”
  
  Hargrave said, his voice heavy with meaning. “And if it’s someone somehow connected with Athan’Khar…”
 

 
  Basra closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath through her teeth, and sighed heavily.
 

 
  “What?” Schwartz looked back and forth between them, confused. “What am I missing?”
 

 
  “Only gnomes and elves go into Athan’Khar anymore,” she said, “and gnomes don’t practice the fae arts. It’s about a two-hour drive to the Green Belt if we carry on north. Or at least, as far as the roads will take us. We’ll have to walk into the groves proper.”
 

 
  “Oh, I say,” Schwartz protested nervously. “Just…dropping in on the elves? They don’t like visitors.”
 

 
  “Right now I’m not much interested in what they like,” she said curtly. “We’ll butter them up as much as possible, for whatever good it does. It sounds like they’re the best source of information we have. So that’s where we go.”
 

 
  “I think you may find help there, in fact,” Hargrave said. “Business such as this would be quite upsetting to elves; even more than privacy, they like peace. And they
  
   don’t
  
  look kindly on those of their number who mess about in Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “Well.” Basra pushed back from the table and her untouched tea. “Thank you, Mr. Hargrave; you’ve been quite helpful. I’m sorry to be so curt, but it sounds as if we’ve a longer day ahead of us than planned.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” he agreed, rising as well. Schwartz belatedly followed suit. “I’ve my own travel preparations to make. It’ll likely take me a few days to learn anything; can I reach you in Vrin Shai?”
 

 
  “Actually, I’m staying at the Abbey while in the province,” she said. “And thank you. Anything you can turn up will be much appreciated.”
 

 
  A minute later, they were walking back down the steps toward the carriage.
 

 
  “Well, he was helpful!” Schwartz said brightly, clutching a handful of muffins. “And you had me all worried! The way you were talking I thought we’d have to persuade him to even speak to us.”
 

 
  “That was fast,” Jenell noted as they climbed back into the carriage.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Basra, “and the news isn’t good. We head north, private. Actually, take us into the town first to pick up some provisions; this is going to be a much longer trip than originally planned.”
 

 
  “Where to after that, ma’am?” Jenell asked, carefully backing the carriage down the drive.
 

 
  “North to the elves.”
 

 
  They reached the road and set off back the way they had come, toward the short bridge leading to Adrhan’s gates, none of them noticing the inky black shadow that slithered along the road behind them. It darted under the carriage, and there it remained.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  After the morning he’d had, Ingvar took comfort in the familiar halls of the lodge, the casual greetings of fellow Huntsmen, trainees, attached craftsmen, and their various womenfolk. It was a calm place, and quiet at this hour of the late morning. He headed straight for his own chambers. Later—not much later—he would need to take action again, mindful of Hrathvin’s warning against complacency, but first he needed to
  
   think
  
  of some useful action to take. Seeking out the Crow had been his one idea, and Principia his one lead in that direction. Now he was forced to wait on Darling…not an enviable position.
 

 
  He’d have to talk to Brother Andros about this, he realized as he pushed open his door. He was reluctant to trouble him, but it couldn’t be helped. The Bishop might or might not have anything useful to contribute, but he was clearly familiar with the Crow, both personally and from the lore. Besides, Andros was a wise man, and generous with his counsel. Even if he had no pertinent information, it was likely he would have advice.
 

 
  He shut the door, turned back to his room, and froze. There had been no one here when he opened it; now he faced the very unfamiliar sight of a woman on his bed.
 

 
  Not just a woman. It was his first time seeing her in this form, but the description was known. In fact, she looked rather like Principia, except for her plains tribe attire and a general stillness of being that the younger elf lacked.
 

 
  “So,” said Mary the Crow. “Tell me about these visions.”
 

 
  For a moment he was too startled to speak. Instinct kicked in after that moment, however; no good hunter could afford to freeze like a rabbit. Had Darling been this fast?
 

 
  No. There was absolutely no way he could have been. That meant she had been following
  
   him.
  
  Why? For how long? Well, it wasn’t as if he could make her tell him anything. The best approach here was to be open and hope the infamously dangerous immortal arch-shaman before him was inclined to be helpful.
 

 
  Ingvar cleared his throat, backing up against the door, and decided to follow her lead in eschewing the pleasantries. “It…began as dreams, two weeks ago. One per night. I was shown visions of Shaath… Bound.”
 

 
  The Crow raised one eyebrow. “Bound?”
 

 
  “In various ways,” he said, nodding. This was easier to talk about than he had expected. “With…chains, ropes, traps. Stuck in mud, or quicksand, pinned under trees or rockfalls. Always bound, injured, in pain, and I was unable to do anything to help.”
 

 
  She stared piercingly at him, then slowly leaned back. “You
  
   saw
  
  that?”
 

 
  Ingvar took a compulsive step forward. “Do you know what—”
 

 
  He broke off at a sharp gesture from her. “Continue. Was there anything else?”
 

 
  “Well… Last night, there was one change. I…saw the god bound in vines, in a scene of a forest filled with enormous spider webs. That time… There was a crow, perched on the web. It spoke in a voice I didn’t recognize, and said I should follow it to learn more.”
 

 
  Mary was silent for a long moment, her eyes boring into him. Ingvar couldn’t help but feel he was being weighed, if not outright dissected. Still, he didn’t break the silence, bearing up under her scrutiny with the best grace he could manage.
 

 
  “Spider…webs,” she said at last, enunciating very slowly, as if mulling each word. “What a
  
   very
  
  interesting tale this is, Huntsman. Very interesting.”
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, squared his shoulders. “Have you any idea what it means?”
 

 
  She tilted her head in a birdlike gesture. “Oh, I know
  
   precisely
  
  what it means. And in fact, I believe I shall help you.”
 

 
  Ingvar took an eager step forward before he could restrain himself. “Thank you! What does it mean?”
 

 
  She shook her head. “You surely didn’t imagine it would be
  
   that
  
  simple, Huntsman. You have been pointed in the direction of secrets that are
  
   well
  
  beyond your grasp. They can’t simply be
  
   told.”
  
 

 
  He felt as if he’d been slapped. After all this, she wasn’t going to reveal what those accursed visions meant? “Why not?” he burst out before catching himself, aware of the petulant tone of his voice.
 

 
  The Crow unfolded her legs and stood. “Tell me, Ingvar, why do you think the rites of the Huntsmen of Shaath involve such arduous tasks as sitting under waterfalls, spending nights atop trees, building shelters without tools, and the like?”
 

 
  “What does that—” He broke off at her expression. In fact, her face barely shifted, but something in the nuance of her features held a warning. He swallowed and spoke again in a more measured tone. “Those skills are necessary to the path of the Huntsman.”
 

 
  “Really? Skills?” The Crow actually smiled in open amusement. “Meditating under an icy waterfall for hours teaches you to do…what, exactly?” She let the silence stretch out before continuing. “It’s for much the same reason that Avenist priestesses duel a string of hardened warriors until they collapse from exhaustion, why Omnist monks court heatstroke by exposing themselves to the fiercest sun they can find, why Eserites are obligated to stalk an enemy and either draw blood or break bone, why Izarites meditate on oneness with all the universe for a night and a day… I could go on and on in this vein, and wouldn’t need to stop at the cults of the gods. None of those activities are necessary to pursue their respective faiths’ goals; none of them, in fact, are particularly smart things to do. People die, seeking initiation into the higher secrets of their orders. Nor is this a strictly human proclivity: elvish shamans endure rites you could scarcely imagine, and it boggles the mind what a gnome must suffer to be considered a
  
   true
  
  adventurer. There is is a
  
   price
  
  to be paid for knowledge, Ingvar.”
 

 
  “What price do you demand?” he asked woodenly.
 

 
  Mary grinned outright at him. “Oh, we have not even begun to discuss
  
   that;
  
  I am still explaining. This is wisdom, young one, clean out your ears and your mind and absorb it. What you are asking to know will shake the foundations of your understanding of the world. People fare
  
   poorly
  
  in the face of such revelations. I could quite easily tell you this secret, and within an hour you would have convinced yourself it was nothing, that I was wrong, lying or crazy. Whatever wall your mind had to throw up to protect you from that truth.”
 

 
  “You give me very little credit, shaman,” he said stiffly.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” she replied, her tone soft, “I know little of you, but based on the fact that
  
   you
  
  have received these visions, I expect great things from you. This is just the nature of minds, Ingvar. You will have to suffer a great deal more than you have—yes, even you—before you are willing to let go of the world you understand. That world is an illusion created by your mind to give you comfort in the face of a vast, random, uncaring universe. Your mind as it is now would sooner destroy itself than release that illusion, because it thinks that to do so would
  
   be
  
  destruction. This is a path, a journey.” She smiled. “A hunt. I will guide you on it.”
 

 
  Ingvar was far from certain he understood all this talk, but there was something about the shape of it that resonated with him. He took a deep breath, cleared his throat, and bowed to her. “I apologize for my tone, shaman. I appreciate your wisdom. What must I do?”
 

 
  “I’ll offer you a bargain,” she said, now studying him contemplatively. “I will send you on a quest, Ingvar, in such a way that when you reach the end of it, you will appreciate what you have found and not dismiss it out of hand. It will not be easy, but that’s the point. In fact, I will arrange companions who will share your journey, and the insight you gain at the end. You’d be very hard-pressed to do this alone. In exchange, when this is done,
  
   you
  
  will do something for
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “What…would you like me to do?” he asked warily.
 

 
  “You will find out who sent you these visions,” she replied, “and why. That you have been chosen means you are likely able to get close to that person, in a way that even I could not.”
 

 
  For a moment, he could only gape at her. “You…don’t
  
   know?”
  
 

 
  “If it’s just Shaath seeking help from one of his Huntsmen, that’s fine,” she said, still studying his face. “I’ve no argument with him. No business of any kind with him, for that matter. However, it would be
  
   wildly
  
  out of character for Shaath to reveal himself in a state of weakness, particularly to someone whose opinion he valued. There are
  
   other
  
  powers in this world which can send visions, and I would very much like to know which of them has decided to nominate adventurers and send them to
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar held his silence after she stopped speaking, examining her face. It was a fruitless activity; she clearly had better control of her features than anyone he had ever met. Still, this entire business made him increasingly uneasy. It was not a deal to be made lightly, or on the spur of the moment.
 

 
  “Wisdom and understanding, Ingvar,” she said quietly, “in exchange for mere knowledge. Even with the difficulties you will face in doing this, you are getting the better end of the deal.”
 

 
  Well. Ultimately, it wasn’t as if he had any choice. There were no other options open to him.
 

 
  Ingvar straightened up, nodded his head, and extended his had to her. “I accept your terms, shaman. Tell me what I must do.”
 

 
  Mary reached out, clasped his wrist, and smiled in a way he didn’t like at all.
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  “It is inconvenient timing, of course,” said Andros, frowning into the distance ahead of them. “I have found you a dependable assistant in my dealings with the Church and the other cults. Restraint and careful social judgment are necessary traits in my work, and I’m afraid Shaath’s way does not encourage their development. Whatever aid I find is the result of either happenstance or the god’s blessing.”
 

 
  “I am sorry to leave you alone like this, and so abruptly,” Ingvar replied. “I will try not to prolong the journey, of course, but this is not going to be an easy hunt. I can’t say even where it will lead me…”
 

 
  Andros stopped, turning to face him. They stood near the front of the lodge’s main hall, for the most part alone; the few other Huntsmen passing through did not pause to pay untoward attention to a private conversation. The Bishop placed a hand on the younger Huntsman’s shoulder, smiling.
 

 
  “Forgive me, that was poorly spoken. I didn’t mean to lay any guilt upon you, brother. Remember, we are an order dedicated to the wild and to its god; you have been given a clearly sacred task, and it must take precedence. Being stuck in this city, handling its intrigues, I sometimes worry that I begin to lose sight of the prey for focusing on the hunt. The sacred is always of greater import than the practical.”
 

 
  Ingvar smiled back, hiking his travel rucksack up onto his shoulder. “Don’t worry, brother, your point was clear. Regardless, I don’t wish to prolong this any more than absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  Andros frowned slightly. “Be very wary of the Crow, Ingvar. Yes, I know, you obviously would be. She lays plans built of smaller plans, and is no friend to mankind, except perhaps in certain individual cases.”
 

 
  “That is just one of the things about this matter that trouble me,” Ingvar replied. “There is no way for me to proceed that doesn’t involve becoming a playing piece in her agenda. I shall do my best not to bring any harm upon Shaath’s interests, of course, but I don’t think myself a match for her cunning.”
 

 
  “That is well,” Andros said firmly, nodding. “Nothing kills faster than arrogance out in the wild. Trust your skills and your instincts, and they’ll serve you well.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded in reply. “I’d best move out. Putting this off longer would be a show of weak-heartedness. And besides, I have a caravan to catch.”
 

 
  “Hunt well, brother,” Andros said, bowing. Ingvar bowed as well, then turned with no more talk and strode out through the lodge’s front doors. So it should be, between men. Too many words were a waste of air.
 

 
  Andros strode back through the lodge, following its corridors to the residence of the Grandmaster near the rear. He rapped once and waited.
 

 
  It was only a brief span of moments before the door opened a crack, revealing the face of a pretty young woman peeking up at him curiously. Recognizing him, she immediately bowed and pulled the door wide, stepping aside to let him in. Andros entered, nodding politely at her.
 

 
  “Sir, the Bishop is here,” Auri said deferentially to her husband, who sat at a desk near the hearth not far away. A very well-mannered young woman, and a fine acquisition for the Grandmaster; Veisroi had been notably less grim in the months since marrying her. Given his position, he could have been swimming in wives, but Veisroi had only the two. He had never had more than two, and for several years since the passing of his first wife, he’d had only his Jula.
 

 
  Andros heartily approved of this restraint. A woman was a significant responsibility, not a plaything; he worried, sometimes, that the younger generation of Huntsmen did not properly appreciate their women—among their other failings. But then, every generation saw those who came after them as somewhat degenerate, or so he seemed to recall from conversations with his own father. Still, such attitudes caused problems. Had that strutting young cockerel Feldren paid more attention to his Ephanie, she probably wouldn’t be back in the Legions now, finding new ways to be an embarrassment to Shaath.
 

 
  “Andros,” the Grandmaster said with a hint of annoyance, slapping a sheet of parchment down atop a whole stack of them on his desk. “If you’ve brought me more paperwork, I may have you excommunicated.”
 

 
  Andros raised an eyebrow at this empty grousing. “Veisroi, when was the last time you took a day to yourself to go hunting?”
 

 
  “Bah! When was the last time I had time to
  
   breathe?
  
  Church business, Imperial business, that’s all just the wind in my hair. It’s these wretched lodges, Andros. What a pack of sniveling pups. Can
  
   none
  
  of these alleged men handle their own affairs?
  
   This
  
  idiot!” He picked up the letter again, shaking it. “He’s still after me to, and I quote, ‘do something’ about Arachne Tellwyrn. Do something! About
  
   Tellwyrn!
  
  All because his fool son wanted a drow wife and fell for that Masterson boy’s cruel streak. How many times must I explain this man’s stupidity to him before I have to have him removed as Lodgemaster? I’ve half a mind to call a Wild Hunt on the fool.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t that Hranfoldt, from the Wyrnrange?” Andros asked. “That one’s politically minded, Veisroi. He might be jockeying to make you look bad—he hasn’t the seniority to try for your position, but I could see him planning ahead.”
 

 
  “Don’t lecture me, young pup,” Veisroi grunted. “I know what he’s about. I suffer his schemes because the way the world is shaping up, I can’t afford to waste a schemer. Even one with eyes bigger than his belly. Anyway, you haven’t come here an your before lunch to listen to an old man’s griping. What do you need?”
 

 
  “Merely to bring you an update,” Andros replied, folding his hands. “Ingvar just departed on his quest.”
 

 
  The Grandmaster turned in his chair to face, him, twisting his thin mouth. “Another promising schemer, now out of reach. And
  
   that
  
  one is both loyal and sensible. I very much hope the boy’s not getting in over his head. Hrathvin is concerned about him.”
 

 
  “As do I,” Andros replied, “but I trust Ingvar’s judgment. If he has one flaw it’s that he is too cautious and contained. He won’t be easily goaded into misstepping.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s out of our hands until he comes home,” Veisroi said. “I’ll burn an offering for him; nothing else to be done from here. Surely that wasn’t all you came to tell me.”
 

 
  “No, I wouldn’t interrupt your paperwork for that,” Andros replied. “I know how you enjoy it so.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   this
  
  close, Andros, by Shaath’s paws!”
 

 
  The Bishop grinned. “In seriousness, I just received an update by courier from the Archpope. If there’s to be a major move against him in the city, it will likely come soon, and may come
  
   here.
  
  As of this morning, of his core of trustworthy Bishops, I am the only one left in the city.”
 

 
  Veisroi narrowed his eyes. “What happened to the Eserite?”
 

 
  “He has just departed for points unknown. The notice he left said it was on personal business.
 

 
  The Grandmaster snorted. “That’s what you and the others all said when Justinian sent you to Hamlet.”
 

 
  “Indeed, and I never assume that what Antonio says has any bearing on what he’s up to. Words are just another layer of his camouflage. I don’t believe this
  
   is
  
  on the Archpope’s orders, however.”
 

 
  “Another weapon, out of pocket,” Veisroi murmured, staring into the low fire and absently rubbing his forefinger and thumb together. “At least Snowe is actively working on Justinian’s orders.”
 

 
  Andros curled his lip disdainfully. “That little bundle of fluff is in his Holiness’s inner circle purely on the weight of her loyalty. I’m glad she’s found some use as a propaganda tool; if not for that, she’d be wasting her calling by not warming someone’s bed.”
 

 
  “I’ve come to expect a bit more perceptiveness from you, Andros,” Veisroi retorted, staring piercingly at him. “You know what kind of dangerous people Justinian keeps nearest himself. You, that mad dog Syrinx. Even the Eserite—we’ve seen that his foppish act is a smokescreen for something truly vicious. If Branwen Snowe appears useless to you, I suggest you start paying closer attention to her.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Tellwyrn opened the classroom door, stepped in, shut it behind her, and paused inside, studying the room with hands on her hips. The cherry trees and ornamental screens softened up the stark angularity of the room nicely, but she hadn’t come here to admire the décor.
 

 
  She descended to the dais in the front, stepping up to one of the folding screens. It was beautifully preserved, but clearly old, or at least a masterful reproduction of an old original. This style of ink-painting was no longer popular in Sifan, and newer pieces of such exquisite quality were unlikely to be produced.
 

 
  “Hmm,” she mused. “Not bad, but could use a splash of color.” A brush tipped in red paint appeared in her hand, and she raised it toward the delicately inked silk. “Maybe right around—”
 

 
  “All right, all
  
   right!”
  
  Professor Ekoi snatched the brush away from her from behind. “You can make your point less destructively, you absolute
  
   savage!”
  
 

 
  “Well, I’m never quite sure with you, Kaisa,” Tellwyrn turned just in time to see the arcane-conjured paintbrush disintegrate into sparks and ashes, swept away by fae magic. The kitsune pulled a silken kerchief out of thin air and carefully wiped off her fingers, grimacing in disdain. “Now that you are
  
   here,
  
  there’s something I’d like to discuss with you.”
 

 
  “Bah. Schedules, command performances,
  
   discussions
  
  whenever it’s convenient. You used to be
  
   fun
  
  , Arachne.”
 

 
  “I have no memory of that,” Tellwyrn said, folding her arms. “The students from the morning exercise group brought me an interesting story right before my class. Apparently as they were wrapping up, Trissiny and Scorn sensed the presence of a demon. Scorn insisted it was a child of Vanislaas. Gabriel, Toby, and November were all there and felt nothing; Gabriel’s valkyrie friend did not sense anything, either.”
 

 
  
   “Hmm.”
  
  Kaisa tucked her hands behind her back, tilting her head and twitching her ears. Her tail began to wave, a sure sign that her interest was caught. “When is an incubus not an incubus?”
 

 
  “I questioned them closely on that point,” said Tellwyrn. “Trissiny didn’t feel anything quite so distinct; it was only Scorn was thought it was a Vanislaad. And while Scorn may not be the most
  
   reliable
  
  of witnesses, since I’ve no idea what kind of training she’s had, she is clearly a highborn Rhaazke. They are powerful and perceptive creatures.”
 

 
  “Perhaps it would be wise to find
  
   out
  
  what kind of training she’s had, yes?” Ekoi said with a mischievous smile. “And you trust the accounts of the others? Students do love their little pranks.”
 

 
  “Not this group,” Tellwyrn said, shaking her head. “Half of them haven’t the imagination, and the others at least know better than to mess around with something like this. What gets me, Kaisa, is the differences in opinion. The paladins, at least, should have a fairly uniform perception of demonic activ—”
 

 
  She abruptly whirled, a gold-hilted saber appearing in her hand, and stared around at the empty room.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry,” Ekoi said airily, “there’s not
  
   actually
  
  a rawhead here. You see, Arachne, senses can be fooled, if you know the method. That holds true for magical senses as well as mundane ones. I wouldn’t expect you to know, given your disdain for
  
   subtler
  
  tactics, but there are
  
   ways
  
  of creating the impression that highly magical creatures are present when they are not. At least, to those attuned to them.”
 

 
  “Who was it who was just talking about destructive means of getting attention?” Tellwyrn muttered, vanishing her sword and turning back to the kitsune.
 

 
  Kaisa tittered gleefully. “You’re right, though. It’s
  
   very
  
  interesting that little Trissiny and big old Scorn would react, when the others didn’t. Almost as if something had been…
  
   aimed
  
  at them.”
 

 
  “It remains an open question who would do that, and why.”
 

 
  “Well, the
  
   why
  
  is at least partially obvious,” the kitsune said. “If you wanted to rile up those paladins…honestly, which of the three is the most easily riled?”
 

 
  “That’s all well and good, as far as it goes,” Tellwyrn began. “But—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes.” Kaisa languidly waved a folding fan which had just appeared in her hand. “There’s a finite list of those who
  
   can
  
  employ such subtle methods. One must have power—considerable power. Not to mention
  
   mastery
  
  of the given magical art. This is not a small matter, if it is what it seems.”
 

 
  “You’re suggesting that a warlock or demon of seriously high rank is playing games with my students,” Tellwyrn said, a dangerous scowl falling across her features.
 

 
  Kaisa grinned broadly, displaying her elongated canines. “Oh, indeed. And do me the courtesy of not pretending this isn’t
  
   exactly
  
  why you brought this to me, Arachne. You may consider me interested. If someone wishes to play
  
   that
  
  kind of game… Well, a lady does need hobbies, no?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  While he didn’t generally enjoy pushing through crowds, Ingvar had learned to appreciate the lack of attention people paid him in the busy streets of Tiraas. If anyone so much as glanced his way, it was generally due to his Huntsman gear; nobody stopped and stared, and rarely did anyone seem to note any disparity in his appearance unless he actually talked to them. City living was unnatural and stressful in many ways, but the jaded disinterest of urbanites was a blessing for those who didn’t enjoy attention.
 

 
  Still, the Rail station was something else again. People were crammed in here like canned sardines, somehow managing to push through one another without acknowledging each other. He kept his bow tucked against his body and his other hand on his backpack, mindful of pickpockets. Allegedly the only such in the city would be operatives of the Guild, who didn’t prey on just anyone (again, allegedly), but Ingvar had been warned that Huntsmen, in their eyes, were not just anyone. He had never personally been targeted, but Andros had had to send requests to the Thieves’ Guild several times for the return of personal objects of spiritual significance, which were often the only things of value a Huntsman carried.
 

 
  He made his way through the heaving throng to Platform 6A, where Mary had directed him to meet the companions she was sending along on his journey. She had said they would be individuals who would benefit personally from being along on his quest, and not simply hired muscle, which was fine as far as it went. Ingvar did not have a good feeling about this, however. He had excellent reason to be mindful of his privacy, and wasn’t enthused about the prospect of going on a long journey with complete strangers. If he had to have anyone along for this, he’d have much preferred known and trusted Huntsmen from the lodge.
 

 
  Mary, clearly, had no interest in what he preferred. And he had no option but to cater to her plans. She hadn’t even told him where he would be going, only where to meet his new companions. It was a very neat way to get him out of the city without letting him catch his balance, which didn’t bode well for this whole enterprise.
 

 
  The platforms were clearly labeled, at least, and 6A was in a quieter end of the station. According to the sign he passed, that was because these tracks were for specifically chartered caravans, not the regularly scheduled ones. Well, the Crow probably didn’t lack for funds after however many thousands of years she had been operating. Then again, Ingvar wouldn’t put it past her to have made one of the others pay for the trip.
 

 
  Hopefully she wasn’t expecting
  
   him
  
  to. He had a little money, but not the kind of money that would charter a Rail caravan. He hadn’t even been given a ticket before coming her.
 

 
  The platform was positioned behind wooden privacy screens—apparently the people who chartered private caravans could not be expected to mix with the common public any longer than they absolutely must. Ingvar paused to make sure he had the right one. Yes, 6A, this was it. He stepped into the space and froze.
 

 
  There were two other men present—well, a man and a boy. The youth looked to be in his mid-teens, and was wearing a hat and duster of clearly expensive make over a dark suit, with a bolo tie inset with a large piece of tigerseye. Two wands were holstered at his waist on a leather belt bulging with pockets. He was lounging against the wall with his arms folded, and looked up upon Ingvar’s arrival. The Huntsman took in the boy at a glance before fixing his startled attention on the other man present.
 

 
  Dressed in a slightly scruffy suit over a loud red shirt and scuffed snakeskin boots, occupying himself by doing tricks with a doubloon, there stood Antonio Darling. He looked up, grinned broadly and exclaimed as though delighted, “Ingvar!”
 

 
  Ingvar stared at him, then very carefully backed up and looked again at the sign outside the platform. Yes, 6A.
 

 
  Darling laughed. “Yes, yes, not what you were expecting, I take it?”
 

 
  “That…is putting it mildly,” Ingvar said very carefully. Somehow, and he had no idea how, he was going to make the Crow pay for this.
 

 
  “Well, c’mon in, don’t be shy,” Darling said cheerfully. “Let me introduce everyone around. Ingvar, this is Joseph Jenkins, who you may know as the Sarasio Kid.”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” said Jenkins, tipping his hat. Ingvar nodded back, mind whirling.
  
   The
  
  Sarasio Kid? Legends of frontier wandfighters were popular among Shaath’s followers; frontier folk in general were well thought of in the cult. He was definitely familiar with the name.
 

 
  “Joe,” Darling went on, “this is Brother Ingvar, Huntsman of Shaath and the reason for this little outing of ours.”
 

 
  Ingvar managed not to grind his teeth.
  
   Little outing.
  
  “Why would you want to come along on this journey, your Grace?” he asked somewhat curtly. “I thought you were principally a creature of the city.”
 

 
  “Oh, that much is definitely true,” Darling said lightly. “Everybody needs a change of scenery once in a while, though, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “If you can manage to get a straight answer out of him about anything,” said Jenkins in a distinctly dry done, “I will be immensely impressed.”
 

 
  So. There was already some mistrust here. Ingvar’s opinion of Jenkins rose further.
 

 
  “Now, no need to be like that, Joe,” Darling said cheerfully. “In seriousness, Ingvar, I took some convincing when Mary asked me to come along, but honestly, even aside from the case she made, I
  
   do
  
  have an interest in this. It’s past time I got out and got my own hands dirty again—too much politics is turning me soft. Besides, Joe and I both have some recent business to follow up on in our first destination. Ah, speak of the Dark Lady!”
 

 
  Ingvar’s hair tried to stand up as the Rail itself began to glow a fierce arcane blue. The caravan arrived, barreling into the station at terrifying speed and decelerating similarly swiftly. In mere seconds it had hissed to a stop alongside the platform, one compartment lining up neatly with the short ramp extending from beside them. A moment later, the door hissed open with a soft sound like escaping steam.
 

 
  “It just…goes?” Ingvar said doubtfully. “It doesn’t need to stop for…fuel, or maintenance, or something?”
 

 
  “Nah, they fix ’em up overnight,” Darling said brightly, bending to pick up the suitcase sitting by his feet. “We can chat more on the way—no sense in wasting time! All aboard for Veilgrad!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  They had to leave the carriage at a farm at the end of the road. The Old Road ran out of Viridill all the way to the dwarven kingdoms in the mountains at the northernmost end of the continent, but that road quite deliberately passed between patches of forest rather than through them; going into the Green Belt meant taking a smaller road which did not go all the way there. The elves would never have tolerated that.
 

 
  “Are you sure it’ll be okay?” Schwartz huffed, not for the first time. “I mean…they were nice enough, but they’re just folks. It’s not as if we were parking it in an actual garage…”
 

 
  “Where, in this country, would you expect to find a garage?” Basra asked. She led the group, plowing through the fields toward the forest up ahead. The road and the farm were lost to the distance behind them; they had already passed out of cultivated fields of barley and corn and were hiking through a patch of prairie. Rather than the clean tallgrass of the Great Plans, this was a scrubby kind of prairie, filled with rocks, thorns, and hefty bushes that sometimes neared the status of trees. It wasn’t easy going, but Basra did not slow her pace despite Schwartz’s discomfort. “You saw how taken they were with the vehicle. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s sort of it,” he panted. “I mean… Who knows what they’d…”
 

 
  “They will not damage it,” she said curtly. “We made it clear it was Legion property. They wouldn’t dare.”
 

 
  “Also, they’re not animals,” Covrin added. “Not a sophisticated class of people, to be sure, but even the peasants in this province are a respectful lot.”
 

 
  “If you say so,” Schwartz said, then fell silent, having to concentrate on walking and breathing. Meesie had clambered up to perch atop his head, where she peered about, whiskers twitching. Now that it was clearly visible, Basra could tell the creature wasn’t
  
   quite
  
  a rat—in shape she was a bit more like a weasel, but with overlarge ears and dextrous little hands, not to mention a long, tufted tail. Actually, it was rather cute, in a garish way.
 

 
  “All right there, Covrin?” she asked. “I know you weren’t planning a hike in that armor.”
 

 
  “Perfectly, ma’am,” Covrin said crisply. Basra had guided her cadet experience toward more political than military training, but they didn’t graduate someone to the rank of Legionnaire unless she was in good shape. “We may want to stop, though. Mr. Schwartz is clearly not used to this kind of exercise.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, don’t worry ’bout me,” Schwartz wheezed. “Onward and upward!”
 

 
  Basra did come to a stop, turning to study him critically. The man was half-staggering now, clearly tired and out of breath. Useless boy… So far he’d contributed nothing to the mission. The last thing she wanted was delay, but if he collapsed out here it would slow them down a great deal further.
 

 
  “It’s not quite noon, yet,” she said, carefully moderating her tone and expression. “We shouldn’t need to push ourselves to make good time. And I suppose it’s wise to give the elves time to prepare for our approach; they likely appreciate
  
   abrupt
  
  visits even less than visits in general.”
 

 
  “Well, when you put it that way, I suppose,” Schwartz said gratefully, sinking down to sit on the ground right where he stood. Whether by accident or design, he ended up perched on a large rock rather than sprawled in the dirt. He slumped there, head hanging and struggling to catch his breath. Meesie hopped down to his shoulder and reared up, sniffing at his head in concern.
 

 
  Basra sighed, shaking her head in disgust, and began pacing slowly in a wide circle around him. More by reflex than because she expected any kind of attack, she studied their surroundings. The scrubby plain stretched out in all directions, leading to the forest up ahead and Viridill farmland behind, with the mountains themselves rising not far to the west; insects and birds sang, but there was no sign of any large animals, much less other people. They might have been an island in the utter wilderness, rather than a few hours’ walk from civilization.
 

 
  Completing a circuit, she paused next to Covrin, who was standing still and gazing at the distant forest.
 

 
  “Do you think they’ve spotted us yet?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  “Almost certainly,” Basra replied. “Elves are prickly about their borders. They know we’re here and that we’re headed right toward them. For all we know there are a dozen crouched in the grass all around us.”
 

 
  Covrin’s eyes darted back and forth. “That’s…surely not.”
 

 
  “It’s a possibility,” Basra said mildly, watching the increasing unease on the girl’s face with satisfaction. “The stories about elves are not exaggerated; they don’t need to be. If anything, popular fiction undersells them, because some of the facts simply aren’t believable.”
 

 
  The Legionnaire unconsciously lowered a hand to the hilt of her sword, and Basra had to repress a grin. “Don’t worry,” she said, patting Covrin on the back of her breastplate. “Elves are persnickety, but the woodkin aren’t violent unless provoked. Whatever they’re doing or thinking, they are very unlikely to attack us.” She paused, stepping up close from behind, and leaned in, near enough that Covrin would feel her warm breath on her ear, to whisper. “You’re safe with me, Jenell.”
 

 
  From that angle, she just barely caught the twitch at the corner of the girl’s eye, and she stepped back, marshaling her expression against the thrill of amusement it brought her. That had yet to get old.
 

 
  Basra turned and stepped back to Schwartz, who was sitting there playing with his fire-rat and looking generally more at ease. “Feeling better?”
 

 
  “Much, thanks!” he said immediately. “Just a quick spell to lighten the fatigue—uh, oh, not that I was doing particularly poorly, of course,” he added hastily. “It’s just…general principles, you know. When out on a hike. Um, if you like I could…?”
 

 
  “No thanks,” she said wryly. “I believe I’m doing fine. Come on, we had better keep moving.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” he said, groaning very faintly as he stood up. Meesie clambered back up to the top of his head, ears twitching.
 

 
  They set off again, Schwartz quickly falling behind again to lag in the rear. Basra, after a quick mental debate, slowed her pace, despite her annoyance. There would be no end of trouble if she let actual harm come to him.
 

 
  Glancing over her shoulder, she started to speak, but suddenly figures materialized out of the grass around them.
 

 
  The five elves were arranged in a neat semi-circle between her group and the forest ahead. Those on the flank were even with Basra; they had been about to blunder right into their formation. Clearly this had been arranged ahead of time. Despite her reassurance to Covrin, all of them were armed with a mix of bows and tomahawks, and three had arrows nocked and aimed at them.
 

 
  The one in the center carried a staff in one hand and two tomahawks hanging from his belt; he was the only one without a bow. He stared flatly at Basra.
 

 
  “You can go no further.”
 

 
  She inhaled softly, gathering her composure, and bowed. “Good day. My name is Basra Syrinx; I am Bishop of the Sisterhood of Avei.”
 

 
  “Well met,” the elf said, nodding. “You can still go no further.” His companions made no move to lower their weapons.
 

 
  “I’m here on a matter of importance,” she said, still speaking calmly. “Believe me, the Sisterhood respects the privacy of the elves, and we would not trouble you were it less than urgent. It was my understanding that the people of Viridill and those of the groves were on good terms. Have we offended you?”
 

 
  “I know why you’ve come, Bishop Syrinx,” said the elf. “And you are welcome in our forest. What you bring with you is
  
   not.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, Basra and Covrin turned to stare at Schwartz, whose eyes widened.
 

 
  “Oh, I say,” he squeaked. “Surely you don’t mean—”
 

 
  Abruptly Meesie let out a shrill squeal, puffing up her fur, and scampered down his face to dart into the collar of his shirt and hide.
 

 
  Behind him, darkness itself rose up from the grass.
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  Schwartz, to the surprise of probably no one but himself, was the last to notice.
 

 
  “What?” he said nervously. “I’m sure I don’t—”
 

 
  
   “Move!”
  
  Basra barked, gesturing to one side and drawing her sword.
 

 
  Schwartz finally followed everyone’s gaze, looking over his shoulder, then let out a yelp and spun, backpedaling so quickly he nearly tumbled to the ground.
 

 
  The thing was darkness without feature, though at a glance at first it resembled a cloud of black smoke. It rose to about twice the height of a person, spreading roughly half that in width. Unlike smoke, though, the center of its mass lacked texture or any features, while its edges rippled more transparently.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Covrin muttered, sword and shield already in hand.
 

 
  Basra seized the divine light, a spherical shield flashing into place around her.
 

 
  That immediately caught the creature’s attention.
 

 
  Darkness rippled outward from it, and a shadow fell over the prairie. Literally, a dimming of the sunlight, as though heavy clouds had obscured the sun, though none were in evidence. The shape swelled further, now looming over them, and its edges rippled in a silent motion that she interpreted as anger. Within the center of its mass, two points appeared—spots of a strange nullification. Even in the absolute blackness of its body, they were dark. Basra was familiar with magical effects, and knew the sensation of her eyes trying to make sense of something simply not sensible. This was a creature whose gaze it was not healthy to meet.
 

 
  She bared her teeth at it in a grin, not flinching, and took a step forward. Light flowed down her arm, blazing forth from her blade.
 

 
  “Don’t stare at it!” Schwartz yelped. “Back up, everybody, I’ve got this!”
 

 
  Basra didn’t glance over at him, but from her left there suddenly came a burst of pure golden light. Not divine, she couldn’t feel anything—in fact, it looked exactly like morning sunbeams streaming through the temple windows back home. The light struck the shadow being directly, and it reared back, emitting a ferocious hiss.
 

 
  “Hah!” Schwartz crowed. “I use this for reading at night—never thought it’d have a combat applic—”
 

 
  The cloud sprouted two very distinct arms, ending in broad, clawed hands, and hurled an unmistakeable shadowbolt at him. Interesting—that was infernal craft, but she didn’t sense the presence of that kind of magic, either.
 

 
  Schwartz squawked and his sunbeams winked out, but Basra didn’t spare him a glance. Arrows whipped past her, sinking into the bulk of the creature and making it break off its attack, writing in apparent pain. She paid them no mind either, closing to sword range with Covrin stepping swiftly up on her left, covering Basra’s unarmed flank with her shield. Standard Legion field practice with regard to elves was to assume they knew what they were doing, whether fighting with or against them.
 

 
  As her glowing shield neared the creature, it fixed its impossible glare on her again. Covrin halted, visibly quailing; something about that stare was meant to be disturbing to mortal perceptions.
 

 
  “Steady,” Basra said in a low tone. “When it engages again, step behind me.”
 

 
  Then Schwart’s sunbeams resumed, slightly weaker than before, but rapidly growing in intensity. This time, an identical glowing effect flashed forward from her and Covrin’s other side. They did not strike the shadow directly, but formed barriers to both sides, pinning it in a corridor with the two swordswomen.
 

 
  “We will control the field,” said the elf with the staff from behind them, his voice calm. “Wait till the fire elementals circle around to cut off its retreat, then engage with your divine light, Bishop. It must
  
   not
  
  escape; we destroy it here.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said curtly, keeping her stare fixed on the shadow’s. Covrin swallowed so hard Basra could hear it, but held her position.
 

 
  Fire elementals in this prairie sounded like a fantastically bad idea to her. Nonetheless, two immediately circled around from each side, taking the forms of coyotes made of pure blue flame, flickering a hotter orange at their edges. They didn’t spark so much as a smolder from the grasses around them; clearly the shaman had them under tight control. As soon as the two creatures got behind the shadow, they swelled and shifted, growing into the shapes of a pair of enormous grizzly bears; she could just make them out through the haze at the edges of the shadow. Their flames seemed more visible through it than the scenery beyond.
 

 
  The black being twisted, its unearthly eyes rotating oddly in its amorphous mass, and made as if to lunge at the flame-bears. They held their ground, one pantomiming a roar that spat a gout of blue fire at it, sending the creature surging back toward Basra. It tried to duck to the side, but ran straight into the stronger beam of sunlight, presumably the one cast by the elvish shaman. Two more arrows whistled into it, passing straight through but disrupting its shadowy body on the way and forcing it back to the center of the trap. Doubtless those shafts were blessed in some way.
 

 
  “So,” she murmured, “it fears light. How fitting.”
 

 
  Basra strode forward again, Covrin moving a second later. The shadow whirled, again fixing its stare on her, and rippled furiously. Its hiss of rage echoed straight through her brain. Here, at last, was something it could attack.
 

 
  She grinned. “Come on, then.”
 

 
  A shadowbolt impacted her shield, followed by a second; both disintegrated without diminishing its integrity in the least.
  
   Not
  
  infernal craft, then; some kind of fae energy that resembled it. She pressed forward, closing nearly to melee range, her blazing aura seeming to physically push the shadow back. It swiped desperately at her with one claw, then the other, which had no more effect than the shadowbolts had.
 

 
  It turned, trying to flee again, and this time stood its ground against the menacing of the fire-bears. Two of the elven archers had also circled around, however, and fired another pair of charmed shafts straight between the shadow and the elementals, forcing it back. Basra paused, rapidly contemplating. It seemed to fear her light more than the fire; if she pushed like this, it would surely panic and force its way past the elementals.
 

 
  She let her shield wink out.
 

 
  
   “Ma’am?”
  
  Covrin cried shrilly.
 

 
  Basra didn’t acknowledge her. Sword still blazing with light, she charged straight at the creature. It whirled to face her, emboldened by her lack of glowing shield. Both clawed arms came down on her as she ran.
 

 
  The sensation was like being doused in ice water. Her body went numb, cold enough to hurt, first at the touch of those claws, and second all over when she plunged straight into its center of shadowy mass. Basra had been struck by shadowbolts before; it was part of advanced Legion training. The experience was nasty and, at higher levels of power, could cause nerve damage, but most of the pain was illusory. This wasn’t as bad as what the Church summoner who’d tested her had done, either, for all that it was all over rather than in a concentrated blast. Despite her lack of a shield, the divine light glowed in her core, rendering the damage of the shadows only superficial. She didn’t even slow.
 

 
  Basra had to jump to drive her sword into one of the creature’s unnatural not-eyes, but she struck it unerringly.
 

 
  Its cry of agony was like a blast of frigid wind ripping across the prairie. Fully half the creature’s mass abruptly dissolved, and the shadow across the land vanished, leaving them bathed in bright sunlight. Something about the remainder of its body seemed more solid, too; not solid like flesh, but as if she had her sword driven through a giant, squirming slug.
 

 
  It collapsed to the ground, thrashing and swiping at her with rapidly shrinking claws; she ignored the pain, bodily forcing it downward.
 

 
  “Excellent!” cried the shaman. “Hold it still—we will finish it off!”
 

 
  First one shaft of sunbeams moved, then the other, Schwartz clearly following the elf’s lead. They pivoted and angled as both men stepped up closer, changing their aim to bathe the shadow in the full strength of the beams.
 

 
  It howled, thrashed, wailed, and began to steam as if the sunlight was burning it away to nothing. Indeed, the whole rest of the process took no more than a few seconds. The glowing sword seared away a chunk at the center of its remaining mass before it was finished, freeing it to move, but by that point the thing was too damaged to resist. It broke apart into smaller fragments, which hissed and smoked until they, one by one, dissolved into nothingness.
 

 
  Then it was gone.
 

 
  “Well done,” said the shaman, lowering his staff. His shaft of sunlight winked out, followed by the other.
 

 
  “I say, how
  
   exciting!”
  
  Schwartz cried. “An actual shadow elemental! I never thought to see such a thing—nor hoped to, I must say.”
 

 
  “What?” Basra exclaimed, rounding on him. “A
  
   shadow
  
  elemental? I never heard of—did you just make that up?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, no, I assure you, your Grace,” he said hastily. “It’s a known practice, but rare and
  
   rather
  
  difficult. You see, in the art of elemental magic—”
 

 
  The shaman cleared his throat pointedly. “With
  
   that
  
  out of the way, all of you are more than welcome to come to the grove. In fact, the elders will be quite eager to discuss these events.” He glanced between Basra and Schwartz, and smiled with apparent amusement. “I think, also, we can provide a more
  
   comfortable
  
  place to hold the remainder of this conversation.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Ingvar had been the last onto the caravan and was the last one out. He was pleased to find the experience nowhere near as grueling as many had claimed, but still. It was a small, enclosed space shared with a stranger and Antonio Darling; nothing would have made that a comfortable ride.
 

 
  “I say,” Darling exclaimed, hopping out after him. “That was a downright
  
   comfortable
  
  ride! It’s amazing, the effort they’ve put into improving these things.”
 

 
  “You should’ve tried it a few months ago,” Joe said, stepping out after him. “This is a whole other world. Safety belts, comfortable seats, an’ you can’t even feel the acceleration or curves anymore. McGraw’s got a theory about how an’ why the Rails are bein’ upgraded… Actually, it’s a little eerie, whatever they used to soften the ride. Messin’ with fundamental forces like inertia makes me nervous.”
 

 
  “Isn’t all of magic messing with fundamental forces, really?” Darling asked him. The question could have been chiding or condescending, asked of a teenager by a man nearing his middle years, but his tone was simply curious, as if he honestly sought Joe’s insight. Ingvar watched their conversation sidelong, taking careful note of Darling’s ability to communicate subtleties without words. The man was every bit as dangerous as he remembered.
 

 
  Joe merely shrugged. “Magic follows rules, jus’ like conventional physics. Different rules, more subjective ones, but still… Reckon I’m just in a peculiar position, is all. I know enough of the art to know when something’s difficult an’ dangerous, but not enough in this case t’see how it was done.”
 

 
  “That makes sense,” Darling replied, nodding, and turned to study the Veilgrad platform. “After all, the Empire wouldn’t be running the things if they didn’t work.”
 

 
  Ingvar continued to withhold comment, instead turning to examine their new surroundings himself.
 

 
  The walled city of Veilgrad was famous, of course, for its historic and culturally important position between the plains and the mountains. Here, Tiraas mixed with the Stalrange; in this city, both were equally represented in architecture, ethnicity, and tradition. The city was also very much on the Empire’s mind lately, due to the events that had transpired here a few weeks prior. From the Rail platform outside the walls, no signs of an undead apocalypse were visible; the city wasn’t visibly damaged, not even to the extent of lingering scaffolding, materials or other repair work being in evidence.
 

 
  There was, however, a greater Army presence than seemed generally likely for an interior area of the Empire. Soldiers patrolled the platform, the city walls and the roads between them in noteworthy numbers; there was a zeppelin hovering above the city itself, and a second docked on the plain itself adjacent to the Rail platform. Its enormous copper-accented gray shape loomed over the area like a castle, but based on the lack of reaction to it by most of those coming and going, this wasn’t an usual sight these days.
 

 
  Despite all this, Ingvar’s eyes were drawn to the towering peaks of the Stalrange itself, rising abruptly out of the plains without intervening foothills, as if Shaath himself had planted them there in defiance of the gentler land to the west. Here, beyond that mighty wall and deeper into the mountains, was the heart of Shaathist culture and worship.
 

 
  For him, in particular, this land held significance, great promise, and considerable risk.
 

 
  “Welp,” Darling said brightly, “we’re not getting anywhere by holding down the platform! Onward and upward, gentlemen. I think we can charter a carriage at that office up there into the city…”
 

 
  “Is there something wrong with our feet?” Ingvar asked mildly.
 

 
  Darling looked over at him and blinked twice; Joe ducked his head, hiding a smile behind his hand.
 

 
  “Well, now you mention it, I suppose not,” the Eserite said, his apparent good cheer undiminished. “A nice walk would be just the thing to loosen up after that Rail ride.”
 

 
  Picking up his suitcase, he started for the steps at the far end of the platform, but Ingvar spoke again, making no move to follow.
 

 
  “And
  
   where,
  
  exactly, are we going? I note that despite this being
  
   my
  
  quest, I’m the last to know what, specifically, we are doing here, in
  
   this
  
  city. At least, I
  
   hope
  
  that one of you were brought into the loop when you were recruited for this.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Joe drawled, “takin’ direction from Mary tends to get like that.”
 

 
  “Quite right, of course,” Darling said, turning back to him. He glanced around them, the motion of his eyes so swift Ingvar might well have missed it, had he not been accustomed to tracking the tiniest flickers of movement on the hunt. No one seemed to be paying them the slightest attention, though; their caravan hadn’t come as part of a routine stop, so there was no great throng of people embarking or disembarking. The only other individuals on the platform were clustered around a few vendors at one end and stacking boxes of freight at the other.
 

 
  “I’m sure you heard about the recent…kerfuffle out here,” Darling said, pausing for Ingvar to acknowledge him.
 

 
  “The Huntsman are not so insular as to have missed
  
   that,”
  
  Ingvar said dryly. “In fact, the local lodge took part in the defense of the city. Quite heroically, as I understand it. And none of
  
   them
  
  referred to it as a ‘kerfuffle.’”
 

 
  “Right,” Darling said with an amused smile. “Well, Joe and I aren’t along on this thing just to make it a threesome; we’ve some business in Veilgrad pertaining to that, and I rather suspect we’re going to find that our various concerns continue to overlap wherever
  
   else
  
  this journey takes us. Dear Mary is just that much of a planner. Specifically…” He spread his arm and made an obviously mocking bow. “You’re looking at the clown who had the best chance of warding off the recent disaster here, and blew it.”
 

 
  “Glad as I am to see you takin’ responsibility,” Joe remarked, “I
  
   still
  
  don’t think you were nearly as central to the whole business as you make out.”
 

 
  “Taking too much responsibility is always preferable to too little,” Darling retorted. “In any case, the
  
   facts,
  
  Ingvar, are that I had warning of something major and chaos-related about to unfold, I did my best to find out where it was happening and sent trusted, capable people there to deal with it, and…I was dead wrong. Joe, here, and a few other allies, found themselves stuck in the desert hundreds of miles away, dealing with unrelated nonsense, while Veilgrad burned. All because I hared off chasing a likely trail and didn’t pay enough attention to signs that
  
   could
  
  have directed me here.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ingvar said neutrally, carefully refusing to form an opinion. This was clearly just the shadow of a much bigger, very complex story. And while he agreed with Joe that it was better to see Darling accepting blame than otherwise, he remained mindful of Darling’s skill at using his positive traits to conceal the real horrors beneath the facade.
 

 
  “So that’s what
  
   we’re
  
  doing here,” Darling continued. “We’ve some old business to follow up on.”
 

 
  “Largely just morbid curiosity at this point,” Joe added. “Not like there’s anything to be done about it now. But I’ve recently had the details about what
  
   really
  
  happened in Veilgrad from some who were right in the thick of it, so we want to catch up with a couple of individuals who were…sort of in charge.”
 

 
  “Closure,” said Darling, nodding. “And maybe some hints we can use to prevent a similar screw-up in the future.”
 

 
  “That’s…laudable,” Ingvar said. “Not to sound self-centered, but with regard to
  
   my
  
  reason for being here…?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Darling said more briskly. “Mary’s of the opinion you’ll want to talk with a kind of Shaathist offshoot sect called the Shadow Hunters who live in the hills nearby.”
 

 
  Ingvar stiffened. “The Shadow Hunters are
  
   not
  
  an offshoot of the Huntsmen. They are…a parallel. Nothing of their beliefs has to do with Shaath.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s interesting to know,” Darling mused. “I guess we’ll hear more about it from them.”
 

 
  “We?” Ingvar said pointedly. “You two have your business in Veilgrad, and I have mine. It seems more efficient for us to part ways here.”
 

 
  “Now, I foresee this bein’ a sticking point, so lemme just throw in my two bits’ worth, if I may,” said Joe, tucking his thumbs into his belt. “Way I understand it, this is a matter of spiritual concern for you, Mr…uh, Brother. I, uh, sorry, I never actually met a Huntsman before. Dunno the properly respectful term.”
 

 
  “Ingvar is fine,” he said, feeling a small rush of affection for the lad. If only more people his age were as concerned about respect.
 

 
  “Ingvar, then,” Joe said, nodding. “So this is a sacred quest for you, we’re not members of your faith, an’ you’ve got no reason to trust or particularly like us. That about right?”
 

 
  Ingvar glanced over at Darling, who stood placidly with a suspiciously calm and open expression. “I mean no offense, of course.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Joe agreed. “It’s a reasonable position. I’ve found myself on, for want of a better term,
  
   adventures
  
  with a right strange crew of folk lately, an’ they ran the gamut from neutrally unfamiliar to seemingly deserving of a punch in the teeth on general principles.”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   gotta
  
  meet Weaver sometime,” Darling said, grinning. “Preferably when I’m there to watch.”
 

 
  Joe shot him an annoyed look. “Point being, the way to
  
   get
  
  friendly with people is to stand alongside ’em through hard times.”
 

 
  “I’m not certain I see the advantage to me in getting friendly with people as a rule,” Ingvar said stiffly.
 

 
  “You don’t?” Darling’s expression was…hard to decipher, now. Ingvar wondered if that meant he was feeling something genuine. “Seems to me a man in your position needs all the friends he can get.”
 

 
  “I reckon that’s true of anyone,” Joe said hastily. “Look… If nothing else, Mary set us out on this thing together. She’s a difficult person to like at times, but I’ll vouch she’s trustworthy, and has the best intentions. More importantly, she’s probably the wisest soul I ever met. Aside from
  
   that,
  
  it ain’t generally smart practice to split up the party. You never know what might happen.”
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a breath and let it out in a huff through his nose. “I suppose there’s logic in that. This will make our visit here
  
   longer,
  
  though.”
 

 
  “Are you in a hurry?” Darling asked. “Really—that’s not sass, I’m asking. If you’ve got some kind of timetable, we should be aware of it so we can try not to hold you up.”
 

 
  “Not…in particular, no,” Ingvar said reluctantly. “Aside from a general desire to have all of this done with as swiftly as possible.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s more than fair,” Darling said, grinning. “We’ll
  
   still
  
  try not to hold you up. I don’t think our own business should take terribly long, anyway. In general I’m inclined to agree with Joe’s reasoning—all of it. All told, I expect to be here a couple days at least; we should secure lodgings, and then chat with Mr. Grusser and Lady Malivette. We should be able to get that over with this afternoon, I should think.”
 

 
  “Who?” Ingvar demanded.
 

 
  “The local… Well, sort of the two governors,” Darling explained. “It’s a little complex; I’ll give you the full rundown on the way into town. But that’ll give us a fresh start tomorrow to approach your Shadow Hunters. Your mission’s the focus, here, after all. It makes sense to me to have the full day to address it without interruptions. Right?”
 

 
  “I suppose so,” Ingvar said slowly. It sounded like logic, but he couldn’t escape the feeling he’d just been manipulated somehow. Traveling with Darling was going to make him thoroughly paranoid.
 

 
  “Well then!” Darling said brightly, again picking up his suitcase. “If that’s settled, let’s be off! No sense dragging all this out, as we’ve established.”
 

 
  Ingvar couldn’t quite hold back a sigh, but he followed the Bishop toward the steps at the end of the platform, Joe silently bringing up the rear.
 

 
  The platform itself lay amid a scattering of structures that looked well-established, but not so historic as the city itself. Veilgrad in general gave the impression of a houseplant growing too large for its pot, positioned as it was on the wall-enclosed granite plateau thrusting westward from the mountains, with a network of roads branching out from it and smaller patches of city rising from the plains below, and into the hills above. The road directly ahead of them led straight to the city’s main gates, positioned on the narrow end of the huge peninsular outcropping on which Veilgrad stood.
 

 
  The road up to the gates was not long, nor arduous; its slope was fairly gentle. Ingvar recalled having read that this was a Tiraan addition, replacing the original, more defensible approach. Indeed, the long ramp passed over several enormous rocky protrusions that made up part of its base, but mostly appeared to have been built of artificial stonework. Considering the height at which the gates stood, getting there on an incline mild enough not to send traffic rolling back down (like the siege engines of old were meant to) made for a very long approach.
 

 
  The wide ramp was lined with towers, manned by Tiraan soldiers and some bristling with mag artillery; one larger fortress near its base had its own dedicated scrolltower. Civilian structures were also positioned along the length, mostly shops catering to travelers, with several inns and flat, level spaces where people could stop and rest. Ingvar considered suggesting one of these as a place to stay. Despite being accustomed to the island city of Tiraas, in this new country, he felt an odd but insistent reluctance to be hemmed in by the walls.
 

 
  There were no complaints or signs of any difficulty from the rear of their little procession; it made sense that the famed Sarasio Kid wouldn’t balk at a long hike. Increasingly, Ingvar had the impression he and Joe were going to end up getting along well. Somewhat to his irritation, Darling was having no trouble with the distance or the incline either, despite lugging along his suitcase. That seemed downright unfair. The man was a bureaucrat and a politician; what right did he have encroaching on Ingvar’s territory by being in shape? On the other hand, he was also a thief. Apparently, he had not become a retired one simply because he’d moved into administration.
 

 
  A gathering of people were standing around one of the flat resting areas, listening avidly to an older man exuberantly relating a story. An older
  
   Huntsman,
  
  still unbent and brawny despite the gray in his beard. He stood upon a bench, two younger, quieter Huntsmen nearby, watching with rather smug expressions.
 

 
  Ingvar let the speech wash over him as they drew close enough to hear it, absorbing just enough to discern that it was a recitation of a hunting party into Veilgrad’s now-notorious catacombs during the recent disaster. The fellow was a good storyteller; Huntsmen had a valued oral tradition and those who cultivated the skill could put on a show to challenge any Vesker. Interesting as the story might have been, Ingvar was more concerned with watching than listening.
 

 
  Darling didn’t slow, but turned his head to observe the tableau as they drew abreast of it. One of the younger Huntsmen standing by glanced over at them, then looked sharply again, this time directly at Ingvar, who managed not to tense. The man’s eyes flicked over him, peering closely at his leather headband, longbow, traditional jerkin and bearskin mantle pinned with a bronze wolf’s head, before coming to rest again on his beardless face. He moved one arm surreptitiously to nudge his companion; the other man glanced at him, followed his gaze, then narrowed his eyes in an identical expression.
 

 
  Steeling himself, Ingvar nodded, once, respectfully, as one Huntsman to others.
 

 
  They just stared.
 

 
  He moved his eyes back ahead, ignoring the rudeness. Whatever anyone else did, he was responsible only for himself. Still, he was keenly aware of them slowly turning their heads to track him—him, specifically, not his group—until they had moved on ahead.
 

 
  “So,” Darling said mildly, but loud enough to be clear without looking back. “What was
  
   that
  
  about?”
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a calming breath. There were few things in the world he wanted less to discuss with Darling, of all people, but it looked like this might become a legitimate…issue. Especially if they were going to be staying in this city.
 

 
  “There is a great deal of independence among the lodges,” he said carefully. They didn’t need to know any more than they absolutely needed to know; this was Shaathist business. “The Grandmaster is more an…administrator…than a spiritual leader. Different regions, and indeed different lodges, can have different interpretations of Shaath’s doctrines. The central cult intervenes only if they seriously deviate from the path, which is highly rare.” He paused, took another breath, and continued. “I was born in the upper Wyrnrage, and left. It wasn’t
  
   acceptable
  
  to the lodge there for me to be a Huntsman; I had to seek out one that would take me. And, well, here in the Stalrange, people are generally more…”
 

 
  “Conservative?” Joe suggested.
 

 
  “I was going to say ‘backward,’” Ingvar muttered. Behind him, the Kid laughed. He felt a moment’s annoyance, but then found himself smiling along. There seemed to be no malice in Joe.
 

 
  “So,” Darling said thoughtfully, “we may not want to have a visit with the local Huntsmen, then, right?”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded, mostly to himself, since Darling couldn’t see him. “That would probably be best.”
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  “You can make an elemental of
  
   anything,
  
  really,” Schwartz explained with the reedy enthusiasm of an intellectual holding forth on his topic of special interest. “For starters, they come in the basic elements I’m sure you’ve heard of: fire, water, air, earth. But you almost
  
   have
  
  to add some structure to them, otherwise… Well, they don’t do much except, um…burn, be wet, sit there… I mean, elementals in their pure state are really the most extraordinarily laid-back creatures—all they want to do is just be one with the elements! Meesie, here, is a fire elemental, as you may have guessed.”
 

 
  He held up one hand, and the little red weasel-rat darted down his arm as if on command to sit upright on his palm, twitching her whiskers at the audience. The surrounding elves leaned forward obligingly, which was a purely social gesture, considering they could probably see individual strands of the creature’s fur.
 

 
  “So…that was a formless spirit,” Basra said skeptically, “and it looks like
  
   that
  
  because…you decided it should?”
 

 
  “I think she’s cute,” Covrin remarked. Basra pointedly did not acknowledge that asinine comment.
 

 
  “Thank you!” Schwartz beamed. “Yes, she
  
   is
  
  cute, isn’t she? A good companion as well as a useful familiar. But yes, your Grace, an elemental’s form is the creation of its summoner. Like those we saw earlier!
  
   Most
  
  impressive—two forms, bear and dog,
  
   and
  
  that most intriguing shade of blue flame, with the orange bits as flourish! Points for style!”
 

 
  He grinned broadly at Adimel, the elvish shaman who had led the group sent to intercept them; the shaman smiled back, more reservedly but apparently sincerely, and nodded in acknowledgement.
 

 
  “But yes, anyway,” Schwartz continued, “beyond form, there’s…well, you can alter the
  
   substance
  
  of an elemental. It’s not just will and mathematics like arcane magic—in truth, it’s more like magical chemistry, or alchemy. Turning one substance into another substance is a matter of making it interact with other substances until you get the one you wanted as a result. It can be quite complex! Why, my friend Aislen made this sort of dual-substance earth elemental, all white marble, but with silver joints for flexibility! Remarkable work, she still has it back at the temple. Very good for heavy lifting. Oh, and the things you can do with
  
   air
  
  elementals! Air is tricky to work with, but for purely practical reasons; in terms of its magical resonances it operates actually quite predictably and simply, and that means you can make an elemental spirit of virtually any gaseous substance you can imagine! Well, I mean, virtually. Hah, back in my apprentice days, I recall the lads and I got this idea from sniffing whiskey fumes—you see, we’d just been reading about a
  
   vodka
  
  elemental that got summoned in the Imperial Palace once…”
 

 
  Basra did not lunge across the fire and throttle him. People were watching.
 

 
  “And
  
   shadow
  
  elementals?” she said patiently.
 

 
  Equidistant between them around the fire pit, Elder Linsheh gave her a look accompanied by a conspirational little smile of amusement.
 

 
  Basra forced herself to mirror it perfectly. Ha ha, look at the time-wasting nincompoop boy, what a funny joke they were sharing. Trying to throttle the elf was an even worse idea. Also, it wouldn’t work.
 

 
  “Shadow, yes, right. Shadow.” It took an almost visible effort for Schwartz to gather his focus. “Yes, well… I was speaking of how you can indulge your creativity in shaping elementals. Why, if you know your physics and chemistry and have a good handle on the principles of sympathetic magic, the sky’s the limit! But, yes, back on point… There are certain
  
   standards,
  
  some basic forms that everyone can do because they are well-known, documented, and widely used. Ranging from your very basic dust devils that students create for exercises to some
  
   extremely
  
  complex entities. The shadow elemental is one of those. It’s… Hmm, how to put it… I suppose you could consider it the elemental counterpart to a Vanislaad
  
  
  demon.”
 

 
  “A Vanislaad?” Basra exclaimed, increasingly sure that this dithering fool hadn’t the faintest idea what he was talking about.
 

 
  “Perhaps, Mr. Schwartz, you wouldn’t mind if I interjected?” Elder Linsheh said mildly.
 

 
  “Oh!” Schwartz blinked at the Elder. “Oh, I mean, of course, ma’am, my apologies… I mean, that is, obviously this is your home and I’m sure you know
  
   far
  
  more than I about—well, I should expect almost everything!”
 

 
  “Thank you,” the Elder said with a smile before turning back to Basra. “I wouldn’t consider constructs of that nature comparable to a child of Vanislaas in capability, but there are parallels in purpose. Shadow elementals have a number of useful traits that were not displayed during your encounter. They can assume any form, though their ability to mimic people persuasively is limited—they are not actually highly intelligent. In addition to the shape-changing, they can also be invisible, and not merely conventionally so; they have a gift for evading magical wards and senses, as well. However, as you discovered, they are very weak in combat. Those false shadowbolts, like the infernal originals, cause pain and numbness, but
  
   unlike
  
  the real thing can do no serious damage, and they are its only weapon.”
 

 
  “It had claws,” Basra pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes,” Linsheh agreed, nodding. “But those were protrusions of the same kind of energy.”
 

 
  Basra frowned. “You describe this as…basically a scouting servitor. Useful for espionage, not combat.”
 

 
  “Precisely.”
 

 
  “But…it charged right at us.
  
   Quite
  
  aggressively.”
 

 
  Elder Linsheh glanced at Adimel, who looked grave, before turning back to Basra and nodding again. “So I understand. And that, Bishop Syrinx, adds a troubling new dimension to this matter.”
 

 
  “The creation of a shadow elemental is not a simple task,” said Adimel. “It requires reagents and resources in considerable quantities and of great rarity to perform the crafting. The
  
   power
  
  needed is also well beyond what the average witch would willingly devote to the creation of a servant. The relatively few human witches who possess such things treasure them greatly, and would not risk one in an open confrontation such as we saw today.”
 

 
  “Human witches?” she said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “I would like to say that elves to not work such craft,” he said with a distasteful grimace, “but in truth, all I could tell you in certainty is that no one in
  
   our
  
  grove does. I would think it unlikely that any wood elf would do so. The means necessary to create a shadow elemental… Well. Your Mr. Schwartz could probably elaborate, later, if you are truly curious.”
 

 
  Schwartz wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, that was troubling me as well. I really can’t picture the average elf doing such a thing.”
 

 
  “The average
  
   wood
  
  elf,” Linsheh clarified. “Our nomadic cousins on the plains are more pragmatic in many respects…but that poses its own counterpoints. They rarely find the resources, nor the time spent in one place, necessary for such a working.”
 

 
  “Also, there are no plains elves
  
   here,”
  
  Covrin pointed out.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Adimel said gravely. “They have avoided Imperial territory most assiduously since word of the Cobalt Dawn’s disaster spread. It has been years since I have seen any this far south.”
 

 
  “Not humans and not elves,” Basra said, drumming her fingers on her thigh. “What does that leave?”
 

 
  “We have only ruled out the possibility of these
  
   cultures
  
  , in any organized fashion, doing such a thing,” Linsheh said.. “Individuals are just that. I believe, based on the evidence, that our culprit
  
   is
  
  a lone individual, and apparently one separated from her or his people. Moreover, it is someone dangerous, and
  
   extremely
  
  powerful.”
 

 
  “Well, that sort of goes without saying, doesn’t it?” Schwartz remarked.
 

 
  “Not just powerful magically,” said Basra, glancing at him. “What we faced today wasn’t an attack—it was a
  
   message.
  
  The person behind that elemental was making it plain that they can squander rare, valuable servants on tasks not suited to them just to make a point.”
 

 
  “And,” Covrin said quietly, “that they know who we are and what we’re doing, almost as soon as we started doing it. The story hasn’t even had
  
   time
  
  to spread.”
 

 
  “Unless that Mr. Hargrave was behind it,” Schwartz mused.
 

 
  “I find that hard to credit,” said Elder Linsheh. “Hamelin Hargrave is known to us—he is without apparent malice, and too invested in the society of Viridill to disrupt it in this manner.”
 

 
  “The drow,” Covrin said suddenly. “The entrance to Tar’naris is in Viridill.”
 

 
  Linsheh shook her head. “For many thousands of years, the Narisians made convenient specters to blame whenever something mysterious befell this land. No more, though. Now, they are more closely tied to the Empire than
  
   we
  
  . And Queen Arkasia has no sense of humor toward those who disrupt her dealings.”
 

 
  “Besides,” Adimel added, “they don’t practice the fae arts.”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Covrin said pointedly, “or can’t?”
 

 
  “Don’t,” he replied, nodding to her with a smile. “Narisians field Themynrite priestesses and the very occasional mage. They abhor warlocks as Scyllithene monsters, and disdain the way of the shaman for its association with
  
   us.
  
  It is just like the human witches, or the other elves. This
  
   could
  
  be a Narisian drow, for all we know. Or anyone else. But Tar’naris is no more behind this than our grove, or a plains tribe, or the loose collective of witches in Viridill.”
 

 
  “And now we are exactly where we were to begin with,” Basra said, staring into the fire. “Speculating.”
 

 
  A silence fell, each of them occupied with their own thoughts.
 

 
  Until the conversation had turned to business, it had been a quite pleasant lunch. The hospitality of the grove could not be criticized; they’d been fed well with fresh fruit and game in an outdoor meeting space between three massive trees festooned with rope bridges and snug little treehouses. Ostensibly the entire circle of this grove’s Elders had come to meet with them, but only Elder Linsheh had actually participated in the discussion. That was standard; elves preferred to keep themselves aloof, designating specific individuals to interface with visitors on behalf of the tribe. Basra had never had occasion to visit a grove before, but she had been well briefed on their habits. What was known of their habits, anyway.
 

 
  “Well,” said Schwartz at last, “it seems to me we’ve made a
  
   little
  
  progress. We know whoever is behind the elemental attacks is aware of and targeting us, and has tremendous assets they can afford to throw away!” He seemed to wilt, shrinking inward and wrapping his arms around himself; Meesie clambered up onto his shoulder, patting his cheek and squeaking in concern. “So…not
  
   encouraging
  
  progress. But it’s not nothing.”
 

 
  “Hargrave,” said Basra, “mentioned that his own attempts to track this lead toward Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  Adimel’s expression grew even grimmer. Linsheh sighed, shaking her head.
 

 
  “This is not characteristic of an
  
   eldei alai’shi,”
  
  she said. “However… If it happened that one could drum up enough restraint, it is not impossible. One of
  
   those
  
  could have the means. At issue is that they never last long enough to enact such complex plans, nor have they the evenness of mind for such subtlety. They are
  
   mad,
  
  and swiftly destroy themselves in their desire to destroy their enemies.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   know
  
  of any currently active, though? Basra demanded.
 

 
  Again, Linsheh shook her head. “Our grove was visited by two some years ago, bringing us refugees from the plains. Those we took in, but we did not allow the headhunters to linger.”
 

 
  
   “Two?”
  
  Covrin exclaimed in horror.
 

 
  “Most unusual,” Linsheh mused. “But as I said, that has been several years. They are undoubtedly dead by now.”
 

 
  “I say,” Schwartz protested. “I don’t recall hearing about
  
   two
  
  headhunters being killed!”
 

 
  “Nor would you,” Adimel said wryly, “nor would we. The Empire officially denies that they exist—as it does with almost everything pertaining to Athan’Khar.
  
   Eldei alai’shi
  
  are dealt with by strike teams, usually at the cost of several lives, and the matter is then firmly covered by Imperial Intelligence, who are wise enough to muddy the waters with conflicting rumors rather than trying to
  
   squash
  
  rumors. If you went looking for headhunters, all you would find would be Imperial spies
  
   very
  
  curious what you were up to.”
 

 
  “I am glad to see Abbess Darnassy responding to this,” Linsheh said, gazing at Basra, “and taking it seriously enough to have sent you, your Grace, as well as help from the College.” She nodded to Schwartz, who grinned back. “I hope that the Sisterhood will continue to remain in contact. For now, I fear we have little to offer you directly, but I want it clearly understood that the grove stands behind you in this. It affects us directly to have fae casters assaulting Avei’s faithful, to say nothing of the harm to bystanders.”
 

 
  “We have seen events like this spiral out of hand before,” Adimel added. “Let it be known from the outset that the elves of this tribe condemn any action against the people of Viridill.”
 

 
  “If, as the situation develops, we
  
   can
  
  aid you directly, you need only ask,” said Linsheh. “The most direct assistance I can offer is help in pacifying or controlling elemental attacks, but we lack the numbers to patrol Viridill. That task is better suited to the Legions. If you can find a more specific target, however, we shall be glad to help.”
 

 
  “I’ll make sure to tell the Abbess that your grove is behind us,” Basra said evenly, then stood, the elves following suit. Schwartz and Covrin were the last to rise, she a little stiffly in her armor, he nearly falling over in the process. “For now, I must thank you for your hospitality and be off. You’ve helped me determine my next move.”
 

 
  “What will you do?” Adimel inquired.
 

 
  “Well,” Basra said with a cold smile, “it seems that our mysterious elementalist is aware of, and targeting, our little group. That means we know
  
   who
  
  he’s going after next. All that remains is to place his target, us, in a location of my choosing…and wait.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, I’m not so sure I like the sound of that,” Schwartz said nervously. “You’re… You want to use us—all of us—as
  
   bait?”
  
 

 
  “We are the bait
  
   and
  
  the trap,” Basra replied, then paused and eyed him up and down. “Well. Some more than others.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well, dunno how useful that was,” Joe mused, “but it sure was a more pleasant way to pass the time than I’d expected. Shame he couldn’t tell us any more about what the University gang did…”
 

 
  “I am
  
   amazed
  
  that the de factor ruler of this province would make time to sit down to a meal with three vagabonds who just showed up at his door,” Ingvar said.
 

 
  Joe chuckled. “It makes a difference when one of the vagabonds in question is a Bishop of the Universal Church an’ former cult leader.”
 

 
  Ingvar glanced skeptically at Darling, who was still in a suit that looked like it was serving the latest of three color-blind owners. The thief glanced back, grinning.
 

 
  “Then again,” said Darling, “it was lunch. Taking the man out of an actual meeting was out of the question, but people are inclined to be hospitable if you catch them sitting down to eat. Or at least, those who’re inclined to be hospitable anyway. The others may throw crockery at you.”
 

 
  “You did that on purpose?” Ingvar said disapprovingly. “It’s hardly kind to interrupt a man’s meal.”
 

 
  Darling shrugged, looking exactly as repentant as Ingvar would have expected, which involved a singularly relaxed smile and an insouciant spring in his step. “I figured the odds were about fifty-fifty he’d take a message and send word to our inn about an appointment tomorrow. Besides, that wasn’t the only piece of timing I’m working on. We’ll want to be into the afternoon when we approach Lady Malivette.”
 

 
  “The vampire,” Ingvar muttered, still scarcely willing to believe it.
 

 
  “Why afternoon?” Joe asked, frowning.
 

 
  “It’s a socially acceptable hour for unexpected visits,” said Darling. “And with dark coming on, it makes it clear we’re not hostile. Visiting a vampire in the morning is a cautious move, shows you don’t want to be near her except when her powers are inhibited.”
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  want to be near her except when her powers are inhibited,” Ingvar growled.
 

 
  “Malivette Dufresne is a thoroughly civilized individual who’s had a hell of a hard life,” Darling said calmly, turning a corner. “She’s lived up there for years, harming no one—even when she had ample reason to, such as when some of the locals tried to mob her house not too long ago. That pretty much tells you what you need to know.”
 

 
  “What
  
   I
  
  need to know is how hungry she is!”
 

 
  “The story being put around,” said Darling quietly, eyes on the street ahead, “was that the vampire who attacked and turned her slaughtered her family at the same time. That would be…uncharacteristic, however. Turning someone is a
  
   process,
  
  and for whatever reason, they rarely feed too close to it. However… A vampire newly turned almost always awakens in such a mad state of hunger that they’re little more than animals. They will kill and drain anyone, anything, they can get their hands on, until sated.” He let the silence stretch out for a long moment. Ingvar swallowed heavily and glanced over at Joe, who looked pale and shocked. “Make no mistake, lads,” Darling continued finally, “we are going to visit a monster. But she’s a monster who’s managed to be a decent person under pressures we could hardly imagine, which frankly makes her a
  
   better
  
  person than we can claim to be. And who does
  
   not
  
  need any more stress from the likes of us. So when we get there, if she has time to chat with us, you be respectful, and be
  
   kind.”
  
 

 
  “Won’t be a problem,” Joe said quickly. “I’m gettin’ good practice at addressing high-born ladies, I believe.”
 

 
  “You are unlikely to receive the same reception as at Grusser’s residence,” Ingvar noted with the ghost of a smile. “Miss Feathership clearly has a gnome’s priorities; a vampire will be much less smitten with the legend of the Sarasio Kid.”
 

 
  “It was
  
   one
  
  autograph,” Joe muttered, hunching in his coat. “She was so excited… What was I supposed to do?”
 

 
  “Sometimes,” Darling said solemnly, “you’ve gotta bite the belt and give your traveling companions an anecdote to hold over your head for weeks. Here we are, Volk Street.”
 

 
  He made another right turn and continued a few more paces before slowing to a stop. Up ahead were the open side gates to the city, a much smaller aperture than the front one through which they had entered. This street was all but deserted; the road here was lined with houses, not businesses, and past the gate led to only one destination. The road continued onward and upward, winding back and forth deep into the forested hills. More than a mile distant, visible above the towering city wall, were the gabled roofs of what had to be Dufresne Manor.
 

 
  “Not too late to reconsider that carriage,” Darling remarked. “Just sayin’.”
 

 
  Ingvar sighed and stepped past him. “Let’s just go. I feel more comfortable trusting my own feet.”
 

 
  “Yours aren’t the only pair of feet at stake here!” Darling protested. Joe passed him, grinning, and the Bishop finally sighed dramatically and trudged along after them.
 

 
  They had passed a good fifty yards up the street, nearing the gate, when three more men rounded the same corner behind them in silence. All three were bearded, dressed in rugged leathers, and armed with hunting knives, tomahawks and bows. The trio, an older man with gray in his beard flanked by two younger ones, strode forward on silent moccasins, eyes fixed on the diminishing party up ahead.
 

 
  “Ahem.”
 

 
  The Huntsman halted abruptly, whirling to face the alley whose mouth they were passing. Just inside, incongruously in that setting, stood two strikingly lovely young women in extravagant evening gowns, one in green, one blue.
 

 
  The woman in green smiled and wagged a finger at them. “Uh uh.”
 

 
  Both the younger Huntsmen glowered; one took a menacing step toward the women.
 

 
  The elder held out an arm to block him, turning his head to give him a very flat stare. They locked eyes for a long second, then finally, the younger man snorted softly and stepped back. His elder turned back to the women and bowed politely.
 

 
  “Ladies,” he rumbled, then turned on his heel and walked back the way they had come. The other two paused to stare at the women a moment longer, one eying them up and down approvingly, before following.
 

 
  “Creeps,” Sapphire muttered. “Still. They were downright heroic during the battle. Do you think we should have warned them? Considering who they’re stalking…”
 

 
  “We don’t
  
   know
  
  who they’re stalking,” Jade countered. “With the exception of Sweet. He’s the one Vette was warned about. Any thoughts about the other two?”
 

 
  Sapphire shrugged, stepping forward to lean out of the alley. Both groups of men were out of sight now, the Huntsmen back around the corner, the travelers beyond the gate. “Some rich kid who thinks he’s a wandfighter, and… I could swear that was a woman dressed as a Huntsman of Shaath. Which, I suppose, would explain what set
  
   those
  
  three off. I’m looking forward to learning what their story is.”
 

 
  Jade shook her head. “And that’s the point: we don’t know the story. Come on, we’ll see what Lars and Eleny have to say. And we will definitely wait to hear Vette’s opinion before acting.”
 

 
  She stepped out into the street, Sapphire falling into step beside her, and they followed after the departing Huntsmen toward the center of the city and Lars Grusser’s home and office.
 

 
  “I suspect they’re bringing trouble, whoever they are,” Sapphire murmured.
 

 
  Jade laughed. “Saff, honey, that’s
  
   Sweet
  
  . He was Boss of the Guild for years. They’re not
  
   bringing
  
  trouble; trouble’s bringing them.”
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  The manor gates were standing open when they arrived. The group paused for a moment, glancing around at one another before Darling shrugged, grinned insouciantly, and strolled on in. There was nothing for them to do but follow, Ingvar with a soft sigh.
 

 
  Though the thief made a (somewhat casually-paced) beeline for the door, Joe and Ingvar carefully studied the grounds as they trailed along in his wake. The gravel walk was even and clean, the house apparently well-repaired, its partial blanket of climbing ivy even cleared away from windows. It didn’t look like a particularly well-maintained property apart from that, however. There was no landscaping of any kind, and the lawn was essentially a walled-in patch of wild prairie in the forest, thick with chest-high grasses, bramble bushes and even occasional small trees that had clearly grown up within the last ten years or so, due to no one bothering to clear them out. There was no statuary, no garden or porch furniture, and the only flowers appeared haphazardly on the edge of the walk where the taller grasses didn’t quite blot out their access to sunlight.
 

 
  They all stopped again at the top of the short flight of steps to the manor’s doors, because those doors opened before they got close enough to knock. Well, one of the double set did, revealing a beautiful young woman in an expensive red gown. She regarded them with a faint, knowing smile.
 

 
  “Good afternoon!” Darling said with a grin and a bow. “Would I have the pleasure of addressing Lady Malivette?”
 

 
  “Hardly,” she said, her smile widening. “But please come in, your Grace. She is expecting you.” With that, she stepped aside, gesturing them demurely through.
 

 
  “You’re too kind!” Darling, again, strolled right on ahead as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Joe and Ingvar exchanged a significant look before following, hands straying close to holstered wands and tomahawks.
 

 
  The woman in red stood aside to watch them with that calm smile as they clustered together inside, pushing the door shut as soon as they were clear of it. Inside, the entrance hall of Dufresne Manor was more of the same: clean, well-repaired, but starkly bare of furnishings and apparently not much cared for. The three gave it only a glance, however, being focused upon the person waiting for them at the base of the stairs, directly ahead.
 

 
  It could only be Malivette Dufresne; the crimson eyes were a dead giveaway. She also wore an exquisite but severe black gown that suited the vampire mystique, but apart from that, she seemed to be just a petite young woman who could be quite pretty if she’d get a good night’s sleep, eat several regular meals and get some sun. Ingvar, naturally, was not about to voice that assessment.
 

 
  
   “Bishop
  
  Darling,” the lady of the house intoned in a silky contralto voice. “What an interesting visit. I can’t recall the last time a cleric deemed me desirable company—though, now that I’ve said it aloud, it occurs to me that the disciples of Eserion aren’t exactly the standard run of clergy, are you?”
 

 
  “Why, we take pride in not being the standard run of
  
   anything,
  
  m’lady,” Darling said with another grandiose bow. “I apologize for dropping in on you like this…though apparently we’re not
  
   quite
  
  as unexpected as I was expecting.”
 

 
  “No indeed,” the vampire said with a broad, friendly smile which was both uncharacteristic of the nobles Ingvar had observed, and unnerving in that it showed off her elongated canines. He suspected that was no accident. Malivette oozed forward with a slinky gate that might have been alluring under other circumstances. “This has been the day for unexpected visitations—you’re not half so surprising as what told me to be on the lookout for you. Tell me, your Grace, do you know what a shadow elemental is?”
 

 
  Darling blinked. “I…confess I haven’t the faintest idea. Sorry, elementals are a bit over my head.”
 

 
  “I didn’t either,” said the vampire, her smile fading. “Let me tell you, it’s a hell of a thing to have breezing into your living room all of a sudden.”
 

 
  “And we are exceedin’ly sorry to’ve been such an imposition, however indirectly, ma’am,” Joe said politely, hat in hand. “It’s clear you don’t care for visitors. We’ll aim not to take up a hair more of your time than absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  Malivette turned her red eyes on him, tilting her head inquisitively. “That’s clear, is it? Now, what makes you think that?”
 

 
  Joe glanced at Darling, who merely raised his eyebrows, expression a blank mask of curiosity. The Kid cleared his throat. “Well, ah… Just puttin’ together the numbers, so t’speak. Your home is in very good repair, an’ so’s the outer wall. None o’ that’s cheap for a property this size, which means the apparent state of disrepair’s deliberate. Few times I’ve seen rich places fallen on hard times, the furnishings were all kept, an’ all gettin’ shabby together. I reckon you affect a tumbledown aesthetic on purpose, to discourage people comin’ over.”
 

 
  “Why, what a sharp eye you have,” Malivette cooed, “Mr…?”
 

 
  “Jenkins, ma’am. Joseph P. Jenkins. Just payin’ attention and applyin’ logic. Your pardon if I step outta turn, I mean no disrespect.”
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh,” she said, waving a hand airily. “I do say it’s a delight to meet a young man your age with a sense of
  
   did you say Joseph P. Jenkins?”
  
 

 
  He swallowed. “I, ah…yes, I did.”
 

 
  “Well, as I don’t live and breathe!” the vampire enthused, grinning broadly. “The Sarasio Kid, in my front room! What a
  
   day
  
  this is turning out to be! The Kid, the Bishop, and…” Her gaze fell on Ingvar. “I’m certain
  
   this
  
  is quite a story, too.”
 

 
  “This is Brother Ingvar,” Darling said mildly. “Huntsman of Shaath.”
 

 
  “Brother?” Malivette looked him up and down, and Ingvar refrained from bristling, having had far too much practice at it. “Okay.
  
   Quite
  
  a story, then.”
 

 
  “And one with which we won’t bore you,” Ingvar said flatly. “Your pardon, lady, but these gentlemen seek an audience with you; I am merely traveling with them. I’m afraid I’ve nothing to offer or ask of you, and will not trouble you more than I must simply by being here.”
 

 
  “There’s no need to be defensive,
  
   Brother
  
  Ingvar,” the vampire said with a faint smile. “We all have our need for privacy—believe me, you will rarely meet someone who understands that better than I.” She transferred her gaze back to Darling. “So! What wind blows you to my door, Bishop?”
 

 
  “Well,” he said with an easy smile, “we’re following up on a trail of old events, your Grace. I understand you had some houseguests recently!”
 

 
  “Mm hmm,” she murmured, watching him closely now. “The sort of houseguests about whom
  
   lots
  
  of people are curious. It’s not my policy to divulge anyone else’s secrets any more than my own—and that’s even for people who aren’t watched over by a certain archmage with an apocalyptic temper.”
 

 
  “By all means,” he said smoothly, “I’ve no intention of digging into the students’ business; we won’t be at all offended if you can’t tell us anything. It’s not they who chiefly concern us, anyhow. The
  
   events
  
  in question, though…” He sighed, glancing back at the others. “Well, the truth is, Joe and I are part of a group of folks who were trying to prevent disaster from breaking out here.”
 

 
  “Good job,” she said, deadpan.
 

 
  Darling chuckled ruefully. “Yeah, you’ve hit it on the head, my lady. I was the one in charge of planning, Joe more a boots-on-the-ground type. I
  
   completely
  
  missed my mark—had everybody nosing around up north of Desolation. I misread the intelligence and didn’t pay enough attention to Veilgrad until matters here disintegrated so far there was nothing to be done, except by those already present.” He sighed. “I’ll have to accept your condemnation, Lady Dufresne, for failing you, even if you had no idea I was trying to help. What we are doing here, now, is investigating
  
   what
  
  happened, why, and at whose behest. The goal is to get a better handle on events so as not to make such mistakes in the future. But it already being well too late to be of use to you, here, so… As I said, I’ll take no offense if you show us the door at this point.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” she mused, studying him thoughtfully. She turned her unsettling gaze on Joe, and then on Ingvar.
  
   “Hmm.
  
  Mm hmm hm
  
   hmm.
  
  Ruby!” The vampire looked past them at the woman in red. “Would you be good enough to show our guests into the dining room?”
 

 
  “Of course, my lady,” said Ruby, curtsying gracefully to the men when they turned to her. “If you will follow me, please, gentlemen?”
 

 
  “Most comfortable room in the house that I don’t sleep in,” said Malivette cheerfully. “I’ll be with you in just a tick, lads.”
 

 
  Abruptly she exploded in a cloud of swirling, squeaking mist. Ingvar leapt back, drawing a tomahawk by reflex, as a swarm of bats whirled out of the place where the vampire had stood. Squealing and chattering, they fluttered up to the second-floor landing and down a hall.
 

 
  “I apologize for the mistress of the house,” Ruby said calmly. “Social isolation and a rather quirky sense of humor make her, at times, startling to company. This way, please?”
 

 
  “Put that up,” Darling said in a low tone as he followed after her. “What’d you think you were gonna do, chop down the bats?”
 

 
  “Ease up, your Grace,” Joe said to him, equally softly but with an edge. “It’s instinct. Makes perfect sense to me, an’ I doubt the lady took offense. She seems too intelligent not to know
  
   exactly
  
  what she’s doin’ with antics like that.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Darling said with a shrug, and offered Ingvar a smile.
 

 
  The Huntsman slipped his ax back into its belt loop, not acknowledging him.
 

 
  Ruby led them through a side door into a dining room that was very like the entrance hall in aesthetics—which was to say, clean and bare. A fireplace stood at one end of the room and a long table lined with chairs down its center.
 

 
  Malivette, somehow, was already waiting for them.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” she said cheerfully. “I was afraid you’d gotten lost. I have something for you, Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  She was, indeed, holding an object, which she lightly tossed to the Bishop. Darling caught it deftly, turning the staff over in his hands; Ingvar and Joe both craned their necks over his shoulder to peer at it. Though about the size of an Army-issue battlestaff, it looked more like a scepter, capped at both ends with large crystals and with hefty spirals of gold embossing half its length. There was an obvious clicker mechanism in the usual place, however.
 

 
  “I’ve been wanting to get rid of that for
  
   weeks,”
  
  their hostess said. “My plan was always to get it into the hands of the Thieves’ Guild, but our local representative is a little too closely tied to the Army for my comfort, and well… That makes things complicated with regard to that weapon.”
 

 
  “Weapon?” Joe said, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Complicated?” Darling added. “How so?”
 

 
  Malivette grinned again, which was no less disconcerting. “You boys had best grab some seats—this might take a while. Upon consideration, I believe I’ll be happy to tell you
  
   all
  
  about what went down in Veilgrad recently. Ruby, bring the gentlemen some refreshments, would you? This might take…a while.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Though the revival had ended, a festive atmosphere lingered over Last Rock, chiefly due to the efforts of the remaining religious institutions to capitalize on the spirit. The Universal Church chapel had remained open and fully staffed with a few priests from the capital lingering in town for that purpose; Father Laws had wisely avoided the temptation to give extra sermons, instead having organized a bake sale. The lure of fresh baked goods, donated by the ladies of the town, and freely available root beer and apple cider had kept people streaming steadily through the chapel and its yard all afternoon, once usual working hours had passed. Students trickled down from the mountain, too, their own classes being done for the day.
 

 
  With the tents and representatives from the other cults having packed up and left, Last Rock’s newest additions were doing a brisk business, too. The high spirits of the revival lingered but the competition had not, and the new Vidian temple and the Silver Mission were both centers of activity. People clustered and swirled around the Mission’s grounds, on the outskirts of town near the Rail platform, but by far the biggest concentrations of activity were on a different side of the outskirts, between the Vidian amphitheater and the chapel, which were not far separate. In that region, shops along the short stretch of street linking the two had set out festive stands (several complete with free samples), and a sort of impromptu town picnic had formed on the prairie around the temple.
 

 
  The Vidians themselves were putting on a performance. It was an old morality play, one of those stories with a ham-fisted message which everyone had already heard anyway, but not for nothing was Vidius the patron of false faces; the performers put effort and style into the production, and Val Tarvadegh, the chief priest attached to this temple, was a man with a robust sense of humor, which colored the proceedings to their benefit. Many townsfolk were clustered in and around the small amphitheater, actually watching the show, even as others milled about on the grass, sharing food and gossip.
 

 
  Big, Church-sponsored festivals were fine and dandy, but now was a day for the good folk of Last Rock to have their own shindig. If a few muttered and cast dark looks at the University students in their midst, they kept it discreet, and nobody seemed to pay them any notice.
 

 
  A dozen yards or so distant from the amphitheater, another cluster of people had formed around a large blanket laid out on the grass, replete with dishes brought by various citizens. Some stood or sat near it, grazing and chit-chatting, and a handful of children chased each other around nearby, pausing periodically when some adult or other scolded them, though they didn’t seem to be bothering the performers. Quite a few people were gathered on the far side of the blanket, however, watching another impromptu show at the edge of the tallgrass.
 

 
  It was a little unclear what exactly Juniper was trying to do with her jackalope, expect give him some exercise. She had Jack on a harness and leash—itself a highly impressive feat to those who knew anything of the creatures and their temperament—and was running up and down, back and forth, and in circles with him. Periodically she would give him commands to stop, or to leap, which he occasionally chose to obey. Generally, Jack didn’t seem to mind bounding alongside his companion, and he made short work of the peanuts she gave him after every successful “trick,” but based on his performance he had clearly not learned to associate obedience with reward. It probably didn’t help that she gave him encouraging scratches behind the ear even when he refused to jump on command.
 

 
  They made for an amusing spectacle anyway, particularly the dryad. With her green hair flying in the breeze, garbed in just her usual sundress, Juniper was an impressive physical specimen, which the exercise just served to highlight. It probably helped to encourage her audience that her antics were bouncy in multiple senses. A few of the women of the town were dividing annoyed looks between the dryad and their male companions. In a slightly separate group off to one side, several University kids loitered around, chitchatting and eyeballing Juniper with even less discretion.
 

 
  “Am I alone in sensing a certain…coldness?” Sekandar Aldarasi asked quietly, eying the nearby citizens.
 

 
  “What, you mean the townies?” Chase replied, glancing at them before returning his gaze to Juniper. “Nah, that’s about typical. They always keep a little aloof.”
 

 
  “You are not alone, Sekandar,” Ravana said calmly. “We’ve been here a relatively short time, but I have noted a subtle yet consistent change in the way the locals look at us since yesterday.”
 

 
  “Since Bishop Snowe’s very
  
   interesting
  
  speech,” Sekandar said, nodding.
 

 
  “Well, maybe you’re right,” Chase said with a grin. “I mean, who’d know better? They’re your people, after all.”
 

 
  Sekandar barked a short laugh. “Hah! These? The mostly Stalweiss descendants of Heshenaad’s armies, with a culture and dialect heavily influence by the gnomes and plains elves? When the Great Plains were officially claimed, most of them were divided into new provinces; this area was appended to Calderaas only because House Tirasian needed to placate my family after the skulduggery following the Enchanter Wars. The frontiersmen are no one’s people but their own. I think they rather insist on that point.”
 

 
  “Y’know, this is a lot like one of Tellwyrn’s lectures,” Chase commented. “Except—and I never thought I would say this—she’s prettier than you.”
 

 
  “Well, you can see the evidence before you,” Sekandar said dryly. “Everyone seems to find Juniper
  
   far
  
  more interesting than their prince.
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Be fair, now. If you had knockers like that, they’d be all over you.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Chase turned to her, grinning.
  
   “You’ve
  
  got knockers like that, and nobody’s bothering you, I see.”
 

 
  “Maybe because I don’t wave ’em around for everybody to gawk at.”
 

 
  “Yes, and I’ve been meaning to speak to you about that, now that you mention it. A rack of such proportions is a gift from the gods, Punaji. You have a certain obligation to share—”
 

 
  “On the subject of confusing me with Juniper, Masterson,” Ruda interrupted.
  
   “she’s
  
  the one who needs a good reason to beat your ass into the ground.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Chase bonked himself on the forehead with the heel of his hand. “Right, sorry. I always get those mixed up.”
 

 
  Ravana gave him a very long, very cool look from the corner of her eye, which he appeared not to notice. Beside her, Szith edged subtly closer, casually flexing her fingers in the vicinity of her sword.
 

 
  Juniper had either finished her allotted exercise or given up on Jack’s training, and was now wandering toward the other students, the jackalope gathered into her arms. Before getting more than a few yards, however, she was intercepted by a girl of no more than eight who burst out of the crowd of townsfolk.
 

 
  “Hi!” she squealed, beaming. “Can I pet the bunny?”
 

 
  “Oh,” Juniper said, blinking at her and carefully adjusting her grip on Jack. “Um, that’s not a really good idea, honey.”
 

 
  The child’s face immediately crumpled.
 

 
  “It’s just that he’s still being trained,” Juniper said hastily. “And he doesn’t like strangers. Jackalopes
  
   aren’t
  
  tame bunnies; those antlers can really hurt you. I wouldn’t want that to happen! Aw,
  
   please
  
  don’t cry…”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ravana murmured, her eyes roving over the picnic area; almost everyone else was studying the new drama unfolding. “Why is that child not playing with the others?”
 

 
  “Children are unpredictable,” Ruda grunted. “Bunnies are fluffy. Can’t expect a kid to understand
  
   that
  
  bunny is also a thing of goddamn evil.”
 

 
  “Who is that?” Ravana inquired, nodding her head toward a lean-faced blonde woman in a black coat, who had come to stand at the front of the group of townsfolk.
 

 
  “I don’t know her name,” Szith replied. “She is a priestess of Vidius, however, from what I have overheard. Apparently she and an Avenist have stayed on after the revival to be attached permanently to their respective temples.”
 

 
  “And she’s now
  
   here,”
  
  Ravana mused, “watching this, instead of the Vidian service going on. Interesting.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I’d call a
  
   play
  
  a Vidian service,” Sekandar began.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Ruda said suddenly, frowning, and pointed.
 

 
  A woman had emerged from the crowd, stalking over to Juniper, who backpedaled, clutching her jackalope. His ears had begun to twitch dangerously, though he had not yet started struggling.
 

 
  “What are you doing to my child?” she demanded.
 

 
  “I was just—”
 

 
  “She ain’t hurtin’ anything,” the woman said sharply, taking the little girl by the hand and glaring at Juniper. “I don’t see any call to be snapping at her.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t
  
   trying
  
  to snap,” the dryad said earnestly. “It’s just, she wanted to pet Jack, and I was trying to explain—”
 

 
  “And what’s wrong with
  
   that?
  
  Are you
  
   really
  
  so hard up you can’t let a little girl touch your rabbit?”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Juniper protested.
 

 
  “Marcy, there ain’t no call to be like that,” a man added, stepping forward and frowning reproachfully. “She weren’t hurtin’ the girl. What would you say if she wanted to pat an ornery mule? You can’t let a kid get too close to disagreeable animals, that’s just sense.”
 

 
  There were several nods and murmurs of agreement from the onlookers, which seemed to infuriate Marcy. She clutched her daughter close, the child having begun to cry in earnest during all the raised voices.
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   rabbit,
  
  Herman. What’s it gonna hurt? All I see’s one o’ them kids from up on the hill who thinks she can walk around
  
   our
  
  town doin’ what she likes, an’ not show the slightest regard for th’ people
  
   livin’
  
  here!”
 

 
  That brought a few murmurs of its own.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, Marcy, it’s
  
   her
  
  rabbit!” Herman exclaimed.
 

 
  “Hey!” Natchua pushed forward through the crowd; Marcy shied back from the glaring drow, huddling protectively around her weeping daughter. “Your child was trying to interfere with an aggressive wild animal with very
  
   large
  
  horns. Its trainer just explained that it’s only half-trained and not sociable. It’s not going to be the dryad’s fault of someone gets gored. As I see it, the difference between you two is
  
   she
  
  is being
  
   responsible
  
  for her little beast!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  Chase breathed, grinning from ear to ear. Several of the onlookers had burst out laughing, while others were nodding in agreement—though with whose points it was impossible to say.
 

 
  “If I may?” The soft voice cut through the noise, clearly delivered by someone accustomed to projecting through the stage. The blonde woman in Vidian black stepped forward, smiling. “Madam, I certainly understand your concern, but having been here a few moments before you arrived, I can assure you I saw no one threatening your child. She was disappointed, not harmed. And the young lady is quite correct: jackalopes are not friendly creatures, as a rule. Might I suggest it would be wise if everyone lowered their voices? The poor creature looks rather stressed. We wouldn’t want to provoke him, now would we?”
 

 
  At that, most of the onlookers obligingly dropped their tones, or stopped talking entirely, and Juniper eased back further, clutching Jack close and stroking his fur. His nose was twitching furiously, but he still didn’t lunge free; despite appearances, her training seemed to be having
  
   some
  
  effect on him.
 

 
  “Well, you can’t blame me,” Marcy muttered, stroking the child’s hair. “I came over to find my girl crying and that…
  
   woman
  
  right there… We all know dryads ain’t the safest creatures.”
 

 
  “Juniper seems to have been trying to protect the child from another dangerous creature, if I’m not mistaken,” said the blonde. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve met everyone yet.” She dropped to a crouch, smiling disarmingly at the girl, who peeked out from over her mother’s arm. “Hi, there. My name’s Lorelin. What’s yours?”
 

 
  “D-daisy,” the child sniffled. “Daisy Summers.”
 

 
  “Daisy!” the priestess said warmly. “That’s
  
   very
  
  pretty, your parents have good taste. I’m sorry you didn’t get to pet the bunny, hon. You have to remember, though, he belongs to Miss Juniper. We must respect other people’s things, mustn’t we? You’d want them to respect yours, right?”
 

 
  Daisy muttered something indistinct; Lorelin smiled up at Marcy and winked, before straightening up. “There, now, just a little misunderstanding. It’s good you came along when you did, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m glad someone ’round here has some sense,” Marcy said, shooting a look at Herman. He threw up his hands and turned away.
 

 
  “I’m sure we all are,” Natchua said, fairly dripping sarcasm.
 

 
  “Hmmmm,” Ravana mused from the sidelines. “How
  
   very
  
  interesting.”
 

 
  “How so?” Sekandar inquired. She just shook her head.
 

 
  Juniper had retreated further, back toward the tallgrass, and set Jack down to let him stretch and relax. Chase and a few of the others started toward her, but she looked up, shook her head apologetically and gestured them back, still soothingly stroking the jackalope’s fur.
 

 
  That was the moment when Jack lunged forward, his powerful legs propelling him like a stone from a catapult. His leash brought him up short, the force of the jump not shifting the startled Juniper by an inch, and so his horns merely grazed Herman’s leg, rather than outright impaling him.
 

 
  Herman staggered with a yell, other shouts immediately breaking out from the onlookers. Juniper began frantically reeling the struggling jackalope back toward her, even as he continued to bound this way and that, lunging at whoever his eyes caught. People wisely backpedaled away from the dryad and her pet, Marcy picking up Daisy and fleeing at a run. Natchua, standing just outside the range of the jackalope’s diminishing leash, watched them go without moving.
 

 
  Chase was laughing so hard he had to sit down.
 

 
  Lorelin had leaped to Herman’s side; she and another man from the crowd helped him away from the struggling jackalope and to a seated position on the ground, where the priestess knelt beside him, hands glowing with healing light.
 

 
  Amid the hubbub, Ravana caught Sekandar’s elbow and tugged gently. He glanced down at her curiously, but allowed himself to be led; she pulled him back from the gaggle of students toward Ruda, who now stood a few feet distant, idly swirling a bottle of rum and watching the proceedings thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Your Highnesses,” Ravana said, coming to a stop.
 

 
  Ruda made a face at her, but Sekandar, merely raising an eyebrow, played along. “Your Grace?”
 

 
  “I wonder,” said the Duchess, “if you would be good enough to say whether you’ve just seen the same sequence of events
  
   I
  
  have.”
 

 
  The Prince, turned his head, frowning thoughtfully at Juniper, who had got Jack back into her arms and was holding him firmly. “Hum. I would have to say this began yesterday, with Bishop Snowe’s speech. In a widespread religious event organized by the Universal Church, a Bishop thereof launched a very sharp verbal attack on the University. Most uncharacteristic behavior for an Izarite, I might add, which suggests on
  
   whose
  
  behalf she was speaking. Now, we have
  
   this
  
  little drama, facilitated by a new Vidian cleric who arrived as part of the same function.”
 

 
  “There’s a new Avenist, too,” Ruda added quietly. “A priestess, apparently gonna be working down at the Silver Mission. That’s interesting to me; Trissiny’s whole point in starting those was having a
  
   single
  
  cleric on hand to organize, and lettin’ the rest of any staff be volunteer laypeople.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose either of you happened to observe what this Lorelin was doing before the child approached Juniper and kicked all this off?” Ravana inquired, still watching the hubbub as it gradually got under control, townspeople drifting away and Herman gingerly testing his leg.
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” said Sekandar.
 

 
  “Because I distinctly recall seeing the town’s children playing together, some yards distant,” Ravana continued. “There could, of course, be perfectly innocent explanations for that one having separated from the group to approach Juniper and the rabbit, but the timing seems odd, to me.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ruda said noncommittally.
 

 
  “And now,” Ravana continued, “we have an
  
   incident.
  
  A local resident injured, however slightly, by a student. Or at least, I’ve no doubt that is how the story will be told. And all right as this new cleric, placed here by the same organization which funded Bishop Snowe, arrived on the scene.”
 

 
  “Speculation,” Ruda pointed out.
 

 
  “Oh without doubt,” Ravana agreed. “I merely point out a suggestive sequence of events. Any of them could be coincidental and harmless. It’s when chained
  
   together
  
  that a troubling pattern emerges. I’m sure that I needn’t lecture the two of
  
   you
  
  about suggestive sequences of individually harmless events.”
 

 
  “No, you needn’t,” Ruda said, now watching the Vidian priestess, who was in earnest conversation with Herman and two other town citizens.
 

 
  “I wonder,” Sekandar mused, “how difficult would it be for a cleric to manifest an object of divine light. Something small enough to, say, prod a jackalope, or flick its ear.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Ravana said thoughtfully, tapping her lips with one finger. “It was my understanding that light-created objects had to remain in contact with the caster.”
 

 
  “What about divine shields? They are clearly solid, and not physically connected to their creators.”
 

 
  “You have a point,” she acknowledged. “Of course, the tricky part would have to be doing it without garnering attention. If I’m not mistaken, isn’t such misdirection a known skill of higher-ranking Vidian clerics?”
 

 
  “Almost half my class is taking divine casting with Harklund this semester,” said Ruda. “I’ll ask about the possibilities. Discreetly.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravana agreed, nodding. “I’m sure you both understand the importance of discretion, here. It might be unfortunate if one of the paladins were to hear an accusation without proof at this juncture.”
 

 
  “That
  
   would
  
  muddy the waters,” Sekandar said, frowning. “I dislike the thought of sneaking around them…”
 

 
  “Don’t sneak,” Ruda advised, “and don’t lie. This is nothing but unconfirmed theory as of right now; there’s no reason at all for them to hear about it until there’s something significant for them to hear. Trust me, I know those three. One would shrug and blow you off, and the other two would fly right the hell off the handle.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” said Ravana. “If it all turns out to be nothing, it will be better not to have sown any further seeds of discord. But if, for whatever reason, the Universal Church is angling to undermine the University, it seems best, to me, that someone be on site to angle right back. Don’t you agree?”
 

 
  Standing a few yards distant, separate from all the various groups of people present, Szith stared into space, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of her sword. The drow heaved a soft sigh and spoke in a low tone inaudible to anyone but herself.
 

 
  “I hate politics.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  10 – 10 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
  
                                                                                                                            
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “This is too soon.”
 

 
  “Bradshaw, you are turning into a regular old nanny,” Embras replied, not looking up from the diagram he was scrawling on the ground.
 

 
  “Let me remind you what happened to
  
   us
  
  the last time you decided to get too aggressive,” Bradshaw said sharply, nodding at Vanessa, who just folded her arms. “I’m not blaming you, Embras, but keep in mind you’re working with people who have
  
   earned
  
  some caution.”
 

 
  At that, Embras did raise his head, his expression serious. “I wasn’t being condescending when I suggested you two sit this out, you know. Lady knows, you’ve gone above and beyond the call lately. And frankly, aside from having
  
   earned
  
  a break, there’s the matter of it being in the best interests of the organization to have you fully rested and recuperated…”
 

 
  “We’re both still in fighting shape,” Vanessa said tersely. “For a given value of ‘fighting,’ anyway.”
 

 
  “The kind
  
   we
  
  usually do,” Bradshaw added. “Which doesn’t involve the sort of bear-poking you’re doing right now. But leaving that aside, Embras, I’m not just being conservative or cautious. Speaking as a fellow strategist, I believe this is too soon. I’d leave her alone for a bit—at least a day or two—to let this morning’s event settle to the back of her mind. The next one will have more impact that way.”
 

 
  “Well, you aren’t wrong,” Embras acknowledged, kneeling again in the flattened tallgrass to resume work. He was using nothing more than his finger now, the enchanting dusts, sigils and charms all having been laid; a thin stream of bruise-purple energy was slowly scoring lines where he pointed it, adding to the already considerable complexity of the circle. “Under other circumstances, that’s exactly the approach I would take, too. However, we haven’t the luxury of a luxurious, drawn-out game this time. There’s a timetable here, and I’m not sure exactly where the numbers lie just yet. I want the girl
  
   good
  
  and spooked now, before she can convince herself it was her imagination, so she stays that way. We’ll have to adjust the schedule on the fly as things develop. Not ideal, I know, but we make do. All right, I think this is done. Nessa, Vlesni, kindly double-check my work?”
 

 
  Vanessa silently limped over to him and began perusing the sigil through narrowed eyes, her head moving slowly as she studied each aspect of it in detail. The fourth member of their party sashayed forward to join her, unfurling her wings and re-folding them about her shoulders as a kind of cloak. Such little displays were as natural as breathing for the succubus, but were notably unaccompanied by comment this time. Vlesni had been unusually quiet all evening.
 

 
  Bradshaw cast a grim look at the distant form of the mountain rising up from the flatness all around them. They were right at the edge of the effective range of the spell Mogul was crafting; the towering feature that gave Last Rock its name was a thumb-high blot on the horizon, both the town below it and the University at its peak invisible in the falling twilight.
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of schedule?” Bradshaw asked, turning his attention back to Mogul, who was watching Vlesni pace slowly in a circle around the diagram.
 

 
  “I’ve been thinking,” Embras said slowly.
 

 
  “That could be good or very bad,” Vanessa commented without looking up. Not so long ago she’d have been moving around the circle like the succubus, but her leg didn’t appreciate unnecessary walking.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Embras said. “Laugh it up. But seriously, now. We’ve been over the improbability of Justinian’s apparent plans, here. Turning Last Rock against Tellwyrn would barely inconvenience her. It makes a little more sense, though, if you consider it as the first step of a longer game. Turning the
  
   world
  
  against her might cause her annoyance, even impediment, but it won’t stop her operations. She’s just not the kind of personality or
  
   creature
  
  to care overmuch what people think, and unlike most governments and heads of institutions, has no
  
   need
  
  to concern herself with public opinion.”
 

 
  “So that’s
  
   still
  
  wasted effort on Justinian’s part,” said Bradshaw.
 

 
  Embras nodded. “And Justinian does not waste effort. However, one thing he could do by stirring up ill feeling that would hurt her
  
   greatly
  
  is turn the
  
   students
  
  against the University.”
 

 
  Vanessa looked up at that, frowning. “Do you think he could?”
 

 
  “Not the way he is so far,” Embras replied, “but it’s been established that these are obviously the opening moves of something more complex. That is both the dilemma and the solution, my friends. Not knowing the shape or nature of Justinian’s plans, we’re in the dark as to the schedule of events. But this creates an opportunity we cannot afford to waste. Whatever the exact details, the
  
   general
  
  form of his plan is clearly disharmony, division, and discord.
  
   Others
  
  can take advantage of that.”
 

 
  “You surely don’t think you can turn the University students to
  
   our
  
  side,” Bradshaw protested.
 

 
  “We
  
   could,
  
  but nah. There are nearly eighty of them; we could unquestionably gather up a few, but not the specific ones I want.
  
   Those
  
  are going to take some careful handling.”
 

 
  “Again with the paladins,” Bradshaw grunted, folding his arms.
 

 
  “Yes, the paladins,” Embras said implacably. “Think what
  
   Justinian
  
  must be after. Tellwyrn isn’t enough of a hazard to him that he would risk
  
   making
  
  her one unless he had a specific goal in mind. And there are some
  
   very
  
  interesting individuals on that campus with whom he already has fingerholds. Specifically, the same ones
  
   we
  
  are interested in. The paladins, and our dear Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “The paladins are the
  
   least
  
  likely to give you so much as the time of day,” Vanessa scoffed. “And Vadrieny has made it plain she wants nothing to do with us. Amnesia clearly did wonders for her disposition, but it’s not made her any easier to handle.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that,
  
  my dear, is our advantage,” Mogul said, raising a finger and grinning. “Those three owe much more to their own cults than the Church; he has to win their favor, and their loyalty, specifically to
  
   himself
  
  to get anywhere. He has to
  
   win
  
  —we just have to not lose.”
 

 
  “I see,” Bradshaw said slowly, frowning. “Well, some of it. If you can discredit Justinian while putting us in a positive light… We don’t need to
  
   convert
  
  them to come out on top. I’m still not clear on how this leads to prodding at Avelea this way.”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   want
  
  to convert them,” said Embras. “Then their patrons would just kick them to the curb, and what use would they be after that? Even Vadrieny; the Lady has made it clear she wants the girl staying on campus and out of danger as long as possible. No, I want those kids questioning
  
   everyone.
  
  Us, the Church, their own gods. And the best part is, I cannot imagine Professor Tellwyrn objecting to that goal.”
 

 
  “This looks good to me,” Vlesni said curtly, coming to stand next to him.
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Vanessa, taking a few uneven steps back from the spell circle. “If you intend to do this, let’s get on with it.”
 

 
  “Very good,” he said cheerfully, producing a heavy hunting knife out of thin air. Its pommel was hammered into the bronze wolf’s head that symbolized Shaath’s cult.
 

 
  “I’m still waiting to hear the story behind
  
   that
  
  thing,” Bradshaw noted.
 

 
  “Vlesni, my dear, you’re up,” Embras said, holding out a hand to her.
 

 
  The succubus wrapped her arms and wings around herself, and looked away at the mountain on the horizon. “We’re too close to that place. I don’t
  
   do
  
  valkyries, not after last time. We had an
  
   agreement,
  
  Embras.”
 

 
  “There are no valkyries here,” he said patiently. “I went
  
   well
  
  out of my way to chart the area from multiple dimensions. They don’t patrol the region, just come and go. Seems they like to visit their new Hand when they’ve nothing better to do, is all. And speaking of hands, dear, I’ll need yours.”
 

 
  “I’m not so sure I like this,” Vlesni complained. “Why can’t you summon up someone else for these things? Last thing I want is that paladin getting the scent of
  
   my
  
  blood in her nose.”
 

 
  “Vlesni,” Embras said, his tone just perceptibly harder. “You know I like to lead with a gentle hand, my dear, but that doesn’t mean you don’t obey. You get to run around on the mortal plane so long as you follow my rules, and make yourself useful. If that deal is no longer working for you, just say the word.”
 

 
  For a bare instant, the succubus fixed him with a sly, calculating look. Then she sniffed dramatically and extended her hand, palm down and wrist limp, as if expecting a kiss on the knuckles.
 

 
  “You don’t need to get all
  
   huffy,”
  
  she huffed, languidly raising one forefinger. The nail spontaneously grew till it curled a good three inches outward.
 

 
  “That’s my girl,” Mogul said cheerfully, taking her hand and swiftly but carefully cutting free the overgrown nail with the fae-blessed Huntsman knife.
 

 
  Mogul stepped over to the spell circle, knelt, and very carefully laid the demon’s fingernail in the center of one elaborately glyphed ring positioned at the edge of the overall design.
 

 
  Instantly the entire thing glowed purple. Then, as if being sucked down a drain, the lines and glyphs began to crawl free of their place on the ground, inching toward the circle containing the severed nail. Only one spot seemed to resist: directly opposite that circle was a rendition of Avei’s eagle sigil, bound by another inscribed ring, which now began to glow a dull red and let off sparks in protest.
 

 
  Its resistance finally gave, however, and the entire thing swirled into the point around Vlesni’s fingernail and vanished.
 

 
  For an instant, all was silent.
 

 
  The final discharge of the elaborate spell was an anticlimactic puff of purple smoke, which swirled into an off-center twister no bigger than a mule, and sailed off in the direction of Last Rock, vanishing from view as it did so.
 

 
  “And that’s that!” Embras said brightly, clapping his hands. “All right, folks, let’s clean up the site—full scrub, no stone unturned, you know the drill. I’m sure you know better than to assume the Lady’s stealth works on Tellwyrn, especially after she got her hands on those materials Locke stole from us. I can’t imagine
  
   why
  
  she’d be sniffing around out here, but it pays not to make assumptions.”
 

 
  “And while we’re going that,” Bradshaw said pointedly, then stopped, looking over at Vanessa. “No, you don’t, Nessa! Sit down, we’ll take care of this.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  an invalid,” she said sharply.
 

 
  “You kind of are, though,” Vlesni commented. Embras snapped her fingers, and the demon obligingly fell silent, still wearing a placid smile.
 

 
  “Bradshaw’s right,” said Embras. “All assets should go where they are most useful, and your skills at the moment don’t include repeatedly bending over. Vlesni, don’t you
  
   dare.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, please,” the demon said scornfully. “Way too easy.”
 

 
  “As I was
  
   saying,”
  
  Bradshaw continued, while kneeling to slowly run his palms over the apparently featureless dirt where the spell circle had been moments ago, “this would be a great time for you to explain
  
   how
  
  goosing Trissiny Avelea with pieces of Vanislaad aura leads to turning her against Justinian.”
 

 
  “Well, now, just playing to type,” Mogul said innocently, bending to repeat Bradshaw’s motions on the other side of the erstwhile circle. “If you read the old epics, the
  
   really
  
  popular songs and stories about paladins, a sort of pattern emerges. It begins to seem that, whatever their stated goals, the
  
   purpose
  
  of a paladin’s enemies is always the same in the long run.” He grinned broadly as he worked. “To make her a hero.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Veilgrad wasn’t much of a travel destination these days; the Empire had taken steps to prevent gawkers from impeding the repairs to the city. Said repairs seemed to mostly be done at this point, to judge by the condition of buildings they had passed today, and the number partially encased in scaffolding. Still, Ingvar suspected that Darling’s connections were a major reason they’d been able to secure a ticket to Veilgrad so quickly. On the upside, it was nice and quiet, particularly now, on the upper floor hallways of the inn in which they were staying.
 

 
  Darling followed him past the door of the room he was sharing with Joe, and Ingvar, having already said his goodnights, steadfastly ignored him, opening his own door and stepping through in the hope that the Eserite was simply on his way back down to the common room for a nightcap.
 

 
  “So!” Darling said, his chipper voice as usual dashing all of Ingvar’s hopes. “You know the chair trick, right?”
 

 
  Ingvar stopped, turned, and stared at him. “The chair…trick?”
 

 
  “Let me show you!”
 

 
  Darling slipped past him into the room, and even as he bristled at the presumption, Ingvar had to respect the man’s physical adroitness. Not many people could maneuver around him so neatly—but then again, perhaps the could and simply didn’t try to. Most people gave Huntsmen a respectful berth.
 

 
  The thief had already picked up the ladder-back chair which was one of the few items of furniture in Ingvar’s room. “C’mon, shut the door so I can demonstrate.”
 

 
  Ingvar gave him a considering look before complying. Something about shutting himself in this small room with the man put him on edge.
 

 
  Darling stepped past him, set the chair down on its back two legs and wedged it in so it was lodged directly under the door handle.
 

 
  “There!” he said, giving the door a jiggle to demonstrate. “Snug as a bug. It’s damn near impossible to open a door from the other side with the chair in place like that—anybody who wants in that badly will pretty much have to break it down, and in pieces. Physics is a wonderful thing.”
 

 
  “I see. Thanks for the tip,” Ingvar said tersely, only un-tensing slightly when Darling removed the chair. Being
  
   blocked
  
  in the room with the man had been even worse.
 

 
  Rather than opening the door to leave, however, Darling turned to face him, his expression serious.
 

 
  “It wasn’t a random suggestion. I’m pretty sure we were followed today.”
 

 
  “Followed?” Ingvar tensed further, a hand straying toward his tomahawk. “By whom?”
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “I didn’t get a good look.”
 

 
  “Well…how many?”
 

 
  “Not sure… It was just an impression I had. The sense of increasingly familiar shapes out of the corner of my eye, conveniently behind us whenever I happened to glance, and absent when I looked specifically.”
 

 
  Ingvar was torn between the urges to laugh and to cuff him about the ears. “That’s it? Really, that’s
  
   all?”
  
 

 
  “It’s
  
   instinct,
  
  Ingvar,”
  
  
  Darling said, seemingly unperturbed by his tone. “Instinct is just the summation of a thousand tiny observations and calculations you could never consciously do. You of
  
   all
  
  people should know to trust it. Or are you going to tell me that when you’re out hunting, you don’t have a grasp of the forest? Doesn’t nature talk to you at all, if you know how to read the signs?”
 

 
  “You’re equating the hunt with this…premonition you had?” Ingvar said skeptically.
 

 
  “They’re exactly the same thing,” Darling replied with a faint smile. “Cities are my woods, Ingvar, and stalking people through them was my bread and butter long before I got promoted into playing mind games with the powers that be. When I have a feeling that I’m being followed, I’ve learned it means I’m being followed. And when I can’t get a solid look at the person doing the following, that means they’re
  
   good.”
  
 

 
  “Hm,” Ingvar grunted, frowning. With it all explained like that, it did make sense. He understood the value of instinct very well—better, he felt, than the Eserite, for he didn’t feel a need to explain it away as unconscious calculation. It had come as a surprise that
  
   Darling
  
  of all people would understand the instincts of hunter and prey, but there, too, he was right. Who better to know such dynamics in the city than a thief?
 

 
  “I’m not going to rule out random pickpockets, or some unknown new party,” Darling continued, “but I can’t help thinking the only people we
  
   know
  
  expressed an interest in our group today were those three Huntsmen. And we know who they’re interested in.” He patted the back of the chair. “So…chair trick. May it serve you well.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ingvar mused, then nodded. “Thank you. I’ll put that to good use. Will
  
   you
  
  two be okay?”
 

 
  Darling grinned. “I almost hope I get to see someone try to sneak up on the Sarasio Kid on this trip. Sleep well, Ingvar.”
 

 
  After he had finally slipped out, pulling the door shut behind him, Ingvar stared at it in thought for a long moment.
 

 
  He propped the chair in place as Darling had shown him, then went to collect his satchel. Everything was packed exactly where he could lay hands on just what he needed; it was the work of moments to extract a few lengths of rawhide cord and small tin discs. Working them into a snare alarm took only a moment, the motions well-practiced. Arranging them on the window was only slightly trickier; its latch was designed to be minimally obtrusive, and Ingvar was used to setting this on convenient lengths of twig and branch, not angular surfaces against which they’d lie too flat to chime. He did get it rigged up, however, and tested his handwork to ensure that anyone opening the window would unavoidably cause the chimes to jangle loudly together. Perfect.
 

 
  After a moment’s thought, he arranged a second such alarm on the chair propped against his door. He couldn’t see any way to open it from the outside, but considering who had told him to do that…
 

 
  It never hurt to be sure.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The room filled with golden light; Ruda was on her feet before being fully awake, snatching up her sword from beside the bed and only belatedly pulling it from its scabbard. Trissiny was already up, naked blade in hand, glowing like the sun. The paladin turned this way and that as if looking for something. Barefoot, dressed only in the plain shift in which she slept and with her hair pillow-mussed, she was quite a sight.
 

 
  “What is it?” Ruda finally demanded. “Boots?
  
   Say
  
  something, you are wigging me the fuck out, here.”
 

 
  “Demon,” Trissiny said tersely.
 

 
  Ruda tightened her grip on her sword. “Like before?”
 

 
  
   “Just
  
  like before.” Trissiny turned in a slow circle, panning her gaze around the room. “It’s…gone. I only felt it for a moment… Hang on.”
 

 
  She frowned in concentration, and the glow around her expanded gradually, until it filled the room.
 

 
  “Hey, be
  
   careful
  
  with that,” Ruda chided. “If you incinerate yourself, they’re gonna say I murdered you. Triss? Seriously, stop. There’s nothing here.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed and nodded, relaxing slightly. The light around her diminished to the normal scale of her divine shield, then further, till she was barely glowing. “I
  
   didn’t
  
  imagine it.”
 

 
  “Didn’t say you did.” Ruda padded across the room to the switch by the door, igniting the fairy lamp. “But after
  
   that
  
  display, we can be certain nothing’s in
  
   here.
  
  Or out in the hall, or in the bathroom. Unless that glowy shit is stopped by walls?”
 

 
  “It isn’t,” Trissiny said tersely.
 

 
  “Right, then.” Ruda glanced down at her own pajamas, then over at her hat hanging from the bedpost and scabbard lying against the wall where she had flung it. “So what
  
   happened?”
  
 

 
  “I’m
  
   not
  
  crazy,” Trissiny muttered to herself. “I
  
   know
  
  I felt…”
 

 
  “Boots, if you were crazy, Avei would damn well take notice. Whatever’s going on, that’s not it. Look…last time, Scorn felt it too.”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny said vaguely, then her gaze focused. “Right. You’re right. Let’s go check on her.”
 

 
  Ruda followed her out into the hall and down the stairs, their steps utterly silent on the luxuriant carpet.
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated outside the fairies’ door, but continued past when no sound emerged from within. Fross didn’t actually sleep, but she used her nights to study, which Juniper claimed didn’t bother her. Since reshuffling the rooms after their first semester, they had developed a comfortable rhythm, which had taken time to re-establish after Jack was added to the picture. Everyone had been extra careful around that door this semester. The jackalope didn’t appreciate being awakened, and those antlers
  
   hurt.
  
 

 
  The next door down opened as they neared it, however, and Shaeine slipped out, garbed in a black nightdress.
 

 
  “What’s amiss?” she asked.
 

 
  “I felt another demonic presence,” Trissiny replied. “I don’t suppose you…?”
 

 
  “Nothing like that,” the drow replied with a faint frown. “I heard you two coming down, is all. At this hour and as fast as you are moving, it seemed unlikely to have been in search of a midnight snack. Are you going to wake Janis?”
 

 
  “May not be much point in that,” Ruda said. “We’re gonna check with Scorn. Last time she had the same sense Trissiny did…”
 

 
  “Good thinking,” Shaeine agreed, gently pulling her door shut.
 

 
  “Uh…” Ruda glanced at it. “Just for the record, she
  
   listens
  
  to Teal…”
 

 
  “She listens to each of us,” Shaeine said firmly. “I think it is best
  
   not
  
  to get her used to interacting politely only with one person. And Teal needs her sleep.”
 

 
  “All right,” Trissiny agreed. “Come on.”
 

 
  The stairwell terminated into the living room downstairs; getting to the basement from there meant creeping down the hallway past the kitchen and Janis’s door. There was no door blocking the steps that led down into the giant, hollowed-out floating stalactite on which Clarke tower perched, which meant Scorn lacked some of the privacy the tower’s other residents enjoyed, but she had never objected to that. Vadrieny had hinted that privacy was at a premium in her home dimension anyway.
 

 
  The basement room, blessedly, had no windows. Aside from its leveled floor, it could have been a natural cave, the walls rough-hewn. Stored barrels and trunks had been rearranged to make a sleeping area for the Rhaazke; she was presently curled up in it, having chosen to construct a huge nest of quilts and pillows, propping the bed she’d been provided up on its end against one wall to serve as a rack for clothes and her large collection of cheap jewelry.
 

 
  They continued to step quietly, but Scorn (as they had previously discovered) was apparently accustomed to being snuck up on, and rose as they filed into the room. Trissiny let her golden glow flicker out, leaving the room lit only by the small fairy lamp Scorn used as a nightlight. The demon had never given any indication of being afraid of the dark; she seemed to find it a sign of wealth and privilege to have a light on all the time while she slept.
 

 
  Which she did in the nude. It didn’t bother her to be visited in that state, and after the initial surprise, no one but Teal was particularly flustered by it.
 

 
  “What?” Scorn demanded irritably. “Is late. Am
  
   sleeping.”
  
 

 
  “Did you feel a demon nearby just now?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  Scorn snorted. “I feel nobody in my bed. Boys not allowed, remember? Yes?”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  what I meant,” Trissiny said, her cheeks coloring slightly. “This morning, you sensed a demon when I did. I just had the same feeling—exactly the same. You didn’t sense anything?”
 

 
  “No,” Scorn said with a huge yawn which showed off her jagged teeth alarmingly. “Why you were up to sense?”
 

 
  “I…wasn’t,” Trissiny admitted. “It woke me up.”
 

 
  The demon rolled her eyes. “You have a
  
   dream.
  
  Good night, let everyone else have some.”
 

 
  “I really don’t think—”
 

 
  “Night!” Scorn flopped back down on her pillows, face-first, and said something else which was too muffled to be understood.
 

 
  “Well…thanks anyway,” Trissiny said with a sigh. Stifled but still ostentatious snoring began to emerge from the demon’s nest. Shaking her head, Trissiny turned back to the stairs. “I’m
  
   not
  
  crazy.”
 

 
  “No, you aren’t,” Shaeine agreed. “No one has suggested otherwise.”
 

 
  “They will, though,” Trissiny said glumly. “When you start sensing things no one else can…that’s just not a good sign. Maybe it
  
   was
  
  a dream. Feeling that…thing…out of nowhere this morning… Well, that’d give anybody nightmares.”
 

 
  They had navigated back up to the darkened living room, where Ruda stopped. “That was no nightmare, Boots.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned at her. “How would you know? You have insight into my dreams, now?”
 

 
  “Fuck yes I do,” Ruda retorted. “I’ve slept in the next bed over for a year and a half now. You
  
   get
  
  nightmares, you know that? They tend to wake me up. But never
  
   anything
  
  like that. That was pure, divinely inspired fight or flight. Something
  
   real
  
  happened up there.”
 

 
  “Do you think we are in any danger?” Shaeine asked.
 

 
  “I don’t…know,” Trissiny said, frowning. “Both times, it was just the sensation, quickly gone.”
 

 
  “First,” said Ruda, “I can’t picture an actual demon getting past Tellwyrn’s wards unless invited, like Scorn or Vadrieny. Or Gabriel, even. Second, supposing one found herself in this tower—and it’d have to be a her, or the charm would keep it out—she’d be locked in with a crew of women who individually are a match for most things and collectively for damn near anything. No demon clever enough to penetrate the outer defenses would wanna be in that position. Nah…we’re not under attack.” She turned to look at Trissiny. “Both times this shit has been targeted at
  
   you,
  
  Boots.”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  believe me, then?” Trissiny seemed half grateful and half disbelieving.
 

 
  “Triss, I’ve got a pretty firm handle on your flaws by now,” Ruda replied with a grin. “You’re judgmental and not the most socially adept person when it comes to
  
   people.
  
  When there’s battle or evil shit afoot, though, I trust your instincts. They’ve saved all our asses more than once.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Shaeine said, nodding.
 

 
  “This is what I don’t like,” Ruda continued, her features falling into a scowl. “If we accept that Trissiny’s reactions are
  
   real,
  
  and that this doesn’t seem to be a physical threat to us… The logical conclusion is that somebody is deliberately fucking with you.”
 

 
  “Who would
  
   do
  
  something like that?” Trissiny demanded. “And
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “I think we had better devote some serious thought to those questions,” Shaeine said, her forehead infinitesimally creased in one of her faint frowns, an expression that indicated severe worry. Whether they had grown accustomed to her or she had begun to open up slightly, her classmates had become more perceptive of her subtle displays of emotion.
 

 
  “Whoever it is,” Ruda growled, “they’re gonna fuckin’
  
   quit
  
  it. First we find them, and then we
  
   explain
  
  it to ’em.”
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  She waited, perched on the roof of Clarke Tower, while the moon drifted higher, patches of scraggly clouds scuttling across it now and again. There were many ways to put the tower’s occupants to sleep, but considering the mix of people in there, none were reliable—or wise. Anything that worked on the demons would be nullified by the light-wielders; anything that worked on the fairies risked agitating the demons. It was only one person whose continued wakefulness posed a particular problem, anyway. Poor Trissiny; she’d had a rather stressful night. Or so it seemed, based on the constant, low-key gleam of divine energy burning from within the top room.
 

 
  Kaisa sat there, calm as a statue but for her languidly waving tail, waiting. Almost an hour passed before the irritating hum of divine magic finally faded from beneath her. The girl was going to be groggy in class tomorrow.
 

 
  Bursting from her stillness into furious but silent motion, she leaped from the peak of the conical roof to its lower edge in a single bound, grabbing the rain gutter with one hand and swinging downward. For a bare moment she hung outside the window, one pointed ear twitching, then swung herself upward and landed with her dainty feet on the sill, still without a sound.
 

 
  She didn’t attempt to open the window, for all that the barrier mocked her. There were much more important games to play tonight, and she didn’t
  
   need
  
  to get inside in order to play them.
 

 
  As she had suspected, the spell had been designed to respect physical boundaries rather than simply making a beeline for its target. Really
  
   good
  
  spells did; it took so much more energy to have them phase through any possible barrier, and such modifications made them more vulnerable to magical defenses. Anyone targeting a paladin would craft their spell to have minimal impact on magical shields. Indeed, now that Trissiny’s aura had finally ceased cluttering up the atmosphere with its abrasive jangle, Kaisa could clearly follow the path it had taken. Up the tower, through this window.
 

 
  She tipped over backwards, spinning about as she fell to impact the stone wall of Clarke Tower face-first, her claws deftly finding purchase in its fancifully rustic stonework. What a silly affectation—the thing was less than fifty years old, there was no need for it not to have smoother walls than this. Then again, there was no need for it to be floating above empty space, either. Ah, well, she
  
   did
  
  appreciate Arachne’s little whimsies.
 

 
  The kitsune scuttled lizard-like down and around the side of the tower, with the difference that Shaeine might have been able to hear a lizard’s progress, had she been listening. Kaisa made no sound as she followed the rapidly fading trail. Layer upon layer of stealth, invisibility and deflection hid it from any kind of detection—too many layers. She could not sense the demonic energy within, but all those layers of concealment, that obvious path of
  
   nothing
  
  … That was like a paved road through the swamp, it stood out so well.
 

 
  Wreath. So confident in their cleverness. Far too clever for their own good.
 

 
  The trail didn’t wind around the tower as if needing to climb it physically, but quested back and forth on the way up, apparently having searched for the right window. Following it in reverse, Kaisa swiftly came to the base of the tower, where it rested on that improbably island of floating stone, and peered down at the distant prairie. Clearly, it was not bound to the ground, and had not climbed the mountain directly. She detected the path it had taken up, though she could not sense very far along it. Far enough to get a direction, however. Her own keen eyes were more than adequate to project a path to the ground far below, where it must have launched from. Roughly. It was a rather steep angle.
 

 
  She considered this for a moment, ears twitching, then abruptly launched herself into space.
 

 
  Spread-eagled, Kaisa soared outward, grinning gleefully into the wind that rushed past her face. At the point where her arc began to descend, she suddenly exploded into a cloud of smoke and swirling red maple leaves, which danced away on the wind. Her empty kimono continued to fall, making a far slower and more uneven descent as it was caught and played with by currents of air.
 

 
  The swath of embroidered silk fluttered down through the night air, drifting this way and that, swirling about in circles and generally making a distracted, disorderly trip toward the ground. It did continue downward, however; air resistance could only do so much against gravity. It was several long minutes before the garment neared the end of its lazy descent, its moon-cast shadow sharpening against the tallgrass below. Finally, with a final regretful ripple, it banked a last time on an invisible current and fell the last few feet toward the ground.
 

 
  A second before it got there, a slim, bare arm darted out from behind a thin stand of tallgrass that couldn’t possibly have concealed anyone, snatching it out of the air. The kimono was yanked behind the stand, and a moment later, Kaisa stepped daintily out from its other side, smoothing it down her body and absently double-checking that her obi was properly straight.
 

 
  Stepping lightly on bare feet, she paced this way and that across the prairie, eyes roving and nose uplifted, until suddenly zeroing in on an invisible point ahead. She bounded forward, landing nimbly on the balls of her feet, and knelt, studying one nondescript patch of ground.
 

 
  A wide, feral smile stretched her lips, revealing pointed canines to the moonlight. There—perfect. Well, a dozen yards or so off, but considering that jump and the guesswork necessary to find the proper landing spot, that was as good as perfect. But then, of course it was. She didn’t know how to fail.
 

 
  With a flick of her tail, she dived forward, and in place of a silk-clad woman, a reddish fox with a white-tipped tail dashed along the prairie, moving in bounds that covered dozens of yards each. She streaked through the night, tracking back and forth slightly as she followed the trail, but never slowing from her pace, which could have out run a jackalope or cheetah. Nothing on land could have matched her speed.
 

 
  A shadow drifted toward her. There were things not confined to land that could outpace anything on legs.
 

 
  From the tiniest smudge, it grew rapidly to a huge dark blot on the moonlit prairie, keeping behind her so as not to reveal itself. The creature had begun at a dizzying altitude, keen eyes attuned to movement finally spotting her frenetic dash through the tallgrass, and it plummeted into a nearly silent, blindingly fast dive.
 

 
  A split second before its outstretched beak could have connected, the fox leaped, whirled around on itself, and seemed to vanish into its own tail.
 

 
  The hunter let out a croak of frustration as it beat its huge, leathery wings once, pulling up and shooting skyward again.
 

 
  It got all of two yards upward before she deftly seized it by the neck.
 

 
  Standing over twenty feet tall, Kaisa held her squirming, croaking prize in one hand.
 

 
  “How
  
   very
  
  rude,” she admonished. “I am a
  
   guest
  
  in these lands.
  
   You
  
  are not even supposed to be here.”
 

 
  The creature might at a casual glance have been taken for a bird, but it was all wrong. A long, beaked head was surmounted by a bony crest; its beak was filled with jagged
  
   teeth.
  
  The stunted little legs trailing behind it were clearly not designed to be walked on, though they would serve to hang from a perch, or stabilize it sitting. There were feathers, but accenting it rather than covering its body fully. It was not a bird, but something whose descendents might become birds, millions of years hence.
 

 
  These things did wander out of the Golden Sea from time to time; settlers either fell prey to them or the reverse. There were a number of time-lost specimens stuffed and mounted in various collections around the Empire. Whatever magic animated the Sea, one simply did not wrench space in that manner without occasionally disrupting time as well.
 

 
  “Well, I haven’t time to play just now,” Kaisa said, “but I believe I’ll keep you for later.”
 

 
  With this pronouncement, she was suddenly woman-sized again, the proto-bird correspondingly diminished in size. It let out another agitated cry at the adjustment, struggling in her grip—and in the next instant was a rigid, palm-sized figurine, apparently carved of ivory.
 

 
  “Perfect,” she said smugly, tucking it into her kimono. With another self-satisfied flick of her tail, she whirled and continued along her path, again a fox.
 

 
  The mountain at Last Rock was a lump on the horizon by the time she slowed, sniffing the ground around a peculiar circle of trampled grass, sitting in the middle of apparent nowhere, with no tracks leading to or from it.
 

 
  Kaisa straightened up, folding her arms and studying the patch with a raised eyebrow. It was like looking at a hole in reality, so complete were the protections concealing it from any eyes.
  
   Good
  
  protections, perhaps the best to be had. They would have worked on nearly anything, even upon the Pantheon… But the Black Wreath were not accustomed to dealing with the fox-goddesses of the Eternal Kingdom. Indeed, the Wreath in Sifan had learned long ago to stay out of the Twilight Forest. There was nothing to be gained, after all, by agitating dangerous creatures who otherwise wouldn’t even consider chasing after them. Kaisa might well be the first kitsune to actually
  
   hunt
  
  the Wreath past the boundaries of her own home.
 

 
  The thought brought a vindictive smile to her face.
 

 
  She held out one hand and languidly made a beckoning gesture at the tallgrass bobbing nearby, past the edge of the area mashed flat by whatever activity had occurred here. It dipped once, as if in a breeze that was not currently blowing, then bent obligingly toward her, its stalks lengthening as they leaned, till a few pencil-thin reeds extended halfway over the flattened circle.
 

 
  Kaisa leaped nimbly onto them, landing with the balls of her feet on one stalk each. The tallgrass barely flexed under her weight. From her perch, she slowly turned her head in an arc, examining the ground all around. Her left ear twitched repeatedly.
 

 
  Finally she snorted.
 

 
  “Aw, golly gee shucks,” she said aloud, in Tanglish, and in a scathing mockery of a prairie accent. “Ah’m a big ol’ invisible warlock, Ah don’ need ta bother hidin’ the
  
   tracks
  
  left by mah big ol’ clodhoppin’ feet, hurr durr burr gurr nurr.”
 

 
  She bounded to another stand of tallgrass, this one not modified; it bent slightly under her weight, but only as if under the weight of a squirrel.
 

 
  “Let’s see,” the kitsune continued in a more normal tone, pointing at the ground. “Woman with a limp, who has no idea what constitutes sensible footwear outdoors. Two men…or hefty ladies in men’s shoes.” She paused, sniffed the air twice, and wrinkled her nose. “No, men. Oh, but
  
   you,
  
  my darling…”
 

 
  Kaisa hopped to the ground just past the edge of the circle, kneeling to press two clawed fingertips against the print of a bare foot.
 

 
  
   “You,
  
  I think, are who I came all this way to meet.”
 

 
  She took two mincing steps forward and folded herself to the ground, sitting in a lotus position at the edge of the circle, heedless of her expensive silk kimono. It was not so much as wrinkled by the motion, anyway. Kaisa rested her hands on her knees, closed her eyes and drew in a long, slow breath through her nose, then let it out slowly.
 

 
  After that, she didn’t breathe at all.
 

 
  Lifting the layers of concealment upon the site was careful work—at least, doing it properly was. She could have stripped the lot away with a snap of her fingers, but that would also have ripped up the traces left beneath the concealments, rendering the whole exercise pointless.
 

 
  Gradually, as she sat motionless in meditation, patterns began to emerge on the ground. Faint shadows at first, they darkened like spreading ink, forming the broken shapes of what had been an extremely complex ritual circle. The circle itself was long gone—in fact, it seemed it was one of those designed so that its components were absorbed physically into the spell being cast, a standard Wreath trick for covering their tracks. It had left marks, though. Marks few could have found.
 

 
  Ekoi Kaisa, even among her own kind, was one of the few.
 

 
  The black traces that emerged on the ground resembled burns, fragments of the ritual circle re-inscribed in ash against the dirt and flattened grass. For nearly a full minute after they had ceased to appear, she sat in silence. Finally, however, her eyes snapped open and focused on the ground.
 

 
  It was only a partial circle—she hadn’t been able to completely reconstruct it. That much was probably entirely impossible. The black remains looked rather as if someone had taken a giant eraser to swaths of it, blotting them out. It had been a hasty erasure, though, not following any deliberate pattern, but merely scrubbing out streaks here and there. Had they taken the time to re-trace the spell’s steps, scrubbing out the fading marks it had left in reality… Well, there were ways to circumvent that, too, but it would have been harder, and the final picture less complete. Now, she didn’t have the whole spell diagram, but enough pieces that she could fill in the gaps with guesswork.
 

 
  Kaisa rose fluidly to her feet and began pacing in a slow circle around the edges of the black diagram, her dainty steps doing nothing to disturb the tracks left on the ground. Really, this reconstruction probably looked more ominous than the original had—elaborate spell circles were usually rather pretty, having to be made of a variety of materials, some of which were pleasingly sparkly.
 

 
  “Hm hm hm,” she mused, coming to a stop and kneeling at one edge of the circle. The faint, charred remains of Avei’s eagle sigil were visible within a small containment ring. “Little boys should not play with fire.” She reached out to scrape a finger through one edge of the ring, then lightly tapped the eagle.
 

 
  A small fountain of sparks flew up, and she yanked her hand back.
 

 
  “No need for
  
   that,”
  
  the kitsune muttered. “If you would pay attention in the
  
   first
  
  place I wouldn’t need to be hunting your prey. Eagles are useless on the ground, no?”
 

 
  Off in the far distance, toward the east, thunder rumbled faintly.
 

 
  “No one is impressed,” Kaisa said disdainfully. “Shush, let me work.”
 

 
  She rose and stepped around to the opposite side, a grin forming on her face. Here was another ring, marked with less aggressive, more precise containment runes. And in the middle of it… A particularly dark blot, where her efforts to create a shadow of the original spell had seized upon something more potent than lines on the ground.
 

 
  “Ahh.
  
   Here
  
  you are.”
 

 
  Kaisa stood over the circle, head tilted and left ear twitching, while she considered. Then, with a pleased flick of her tail, she reached up and plucked a hovering ball of green fire out of the air. Moving her fingers in deft motions, she pantomimed hanging it on a wall peg; when she took her hands away, the fireball remained in place, casting a sickly viridian glow over the area.
 

 
  The kitsune cracked her knuckles, then held up her hands between the fireball and the ground, positioning her fingers to form a shadow-puppet on the ruins of the spell circle. A bunny.
 

 
  She giggled sibilantly to herself. “Fufufu!” Next came a dog, and a duck. Then the profile of Emperor Sarsamon Tirasian, whose face was on the current Tiraan decabloon. He opened his mouth a few times, stiffly.
 

 
  Kaisa continued manipulating her fingers, and the long-dead Emperor became a bird flapping its wings…and then two samurai silhouetted in perfect detail, swords clashing in a silent duel. They broke apart into clouds of exquisitely rendered snowflakes, cast in such detail that their crystalline edges were as precise as the real thing, no two alike.
 

 
  The snowflake shadows swirled together, making the shape of a rattlesnake, which reared up, parting its jaws to reveal a flickering tongue and extended fangs, the tip of its coiled tail shaking in a silent warning. The shadow snake struck suddenly at the edge of the ring in which it was cast, then again, then a third time, seizing an amorphous dark blob in its mouth. It tilted its head back, throat working in rhythmic pulses, and swallowed down its prey.
 

 
  Kaisa lowered her fingers, smiling smugly, and the shadow of the rattlesnake dissolved, lifting up from the ground in a slow puff of black smoke. She pointed at it with both forefingers, then twitched her hands apart, and it abruptly separated into two puffs. One of congealed shadow, the other a misty, effervescent purple.
 

 
  She dismissed the shadow-smoke with a wave of her hand, beckoning the other toward herself. It drifted closer, remaining more coherent than mist was generally wont to do.
 

 
  “There, there,” Kaisa crooned, “don’t be shy…”
 

 
  The purple mist hesitated, then began to drift in the opposite direction.
 

 
  Quick as a striking scorpion, she lunged forward, clapping her hands together over the little purple puff.
 

 
  
   “Yatta!”
  
 

 
  Kaisa turned her closed hands so that the right one was on the bottom, and lifted the left away, revealing a silver-bound perfume bottle with an attached spritzer resting on her palm. Within the faceted glass rested a glittering violet liquid.
 

 
  “So nice to meet you at last, darling,” she cooed. “Oh, the fun we’re going to have together…” She spritzed a little squirt of the perfume onto the inside of the wrist, then lifted it to her nose, inhaling deeply. “Mmmm. A child of Vanislaas…female, aged two centuries, give or take. Recently summoned, I should think, to judge by the dusky notes of hellfire. Now then!” she said more briskly, tucking the bottle into the sleeve of her kimono and turning to peer around. As she studied the surroundings, she plucked a silken kerchief from midair and carefully wiped off her wrist, ignoring the way it burst into blue flames and burned away to ash as she did so. “The question is, where did you little rats scurry off to?”
 

 
  She again paced in a slow circle around the spell diagram, this time holding her left and out as if trailing her fingertips along a wall. Halfway around the circle she abruptly stopped, her claws catching in an invisible crevice in midair. With another grin and a self-satisfied little hum, she turned to face the spot, sticking the fingers of her other hand against those of the first, and very slowly began to pull.
 

 
  Where her hands parted, they stretched open a gap in reality, peering into a hazy, off-colored space behind physical existence. The traces left by a shadow-jump were not, under ordinary circumstances, trackable. Few knew the secret, and fewer still were willing to step between the planes to follow them. There were things between the planes that no sensible person wanted to risk going near.
 

 
  Kaisa the kitsune was wise and clever, not sensible.
 

 
  Grunting softly with effort, she wrestled open a hole no wider than a dinner plate, revealing a writhing tunnel through spacetime, the shadowed and blurred world of
  
   between
  
  visible through its translucent walls. Even as she watched, tiny cracks forming in those walls slowly spread. These traces would not last long; every second made the prospect of following this trail more dangerous. Not that she feared being stranded in the space between; she could easily open a way back to the material plane. Or several others, for that matter. The tricky thing was that one had to plan trips between
  
   very
  
  carefully, or coming back out could deposit one virtually anywhere.
 

 
  Kaisa pulled herself forward, flattening her ears back to squeeze her head into the space, which was visibly too small for it. Her shoulders followed, somehow, and then the rest of her body, legs kicking agitatedly in midair as she squirmed through. A bit at a time, her tail slipped into the gap, and at last her bare feet, untouched by the dust of the prairie. The hole snapped shut behind her, reality huffily reasserting itself the moment no one was actively holding it at bay.
 

 
  On the moonlit prairie, a green fireball hung in midair, casting its weird illumination on the partial summoning circle.
 

 
  Coming out was a lot easier than going in, though not much more dignified. She was spat out all at once, at an entirely unnecessary velocity; a less nimble creature would have risked injury, or worse, embarrassment. Kaisa bounded off the brick wall at which she was flung, landing nimbly on the balls of her feet and peering around.
 

 
  Her eyes saw nothing but a dingy, dirty alley. A suitable shadow-jumping point for those not interested in drawing attention; not for nothing were alleys just like this one used for all manner of unsavory purposes in every city in every world. The
  
   smells
  
  were even less pleasing, and that wasn’t the worst of it. This was clearly a modern city, to judge by the gleaming fairy lights visible in the street up ahead, the noise of traffic and pedestrians—even at this hour, for the moon was in nearly the same place overhead as on the edge of the Golden Sea. Worst of all was the constant, oppressive buzz of arcane magic, absolutely everywhere, in abominable quantity.
 

 
  Humans and their enchantments.
 

 
  Ears flat back, bristled tail twitching in dislike, she glared around, looking for someone to blame. The Wreath were long gone, though, and with this much loose magic in the vicinity, she had little chance of finding whatever trail they had taken from here. No matter, anyway; if they were smart (which they were, relatively speaking), they’d have moved physically before moving magically again. Such steps were entirely standard for those seeking to evade pursuit.
 

 
  I would have been so satisfying if some thugs had risen from the very trash around her with evil designs upon her belongings or her person. Thugs congregated in alleys, did they not? In the stories, that was always the way: random thugs appearing just in time to be brought low by the crafty heroine. Visiting extravagant torment upon some deserving fool would have done much to soothe her affronted sensibilities.
 

 
  Alas, the stories remained comforting lies, and the alley remained uninhabited.
 

 
  Kaisa emitted a ladylike snort of disdain, then turned and scampered rapidly up a drain pipe. Three stories up, she reached the roof and paused only for a moment before leaping back across the alley to the face of the taller building on the other side. A few more bounds, from windowsill to tiny windowsill, brought her within reach of the roof, and she swung herself up with one hand. Atop this structure was a sloping roof up which she dashed in seconds to the chimney set at its peak. Kaisa made it to the top of this in one leap, then crouched on her toes on its metal lip, surveying the view. The chimney, blessedly, was dark, silent, and cool. If anyone lit whatever furnace or fireplace lay below it, they were going to suffer unimaginably.
 

 
  This was far from the highest point of the city, but she could see enough to get a sense of the layout. It was a patchwork of new buildings and old ones—temples and palaces dating back to the styles of centuries ago interspersed with modern factories and warehouses. Flashing scrolltowers rose amid minarets and steeples. Everywhere was the glow of arcane magic, of fairy lights, scrolltower orbs, the lamps on enchanted carriages. And this was surely the quiet hours of the evening; this city must be absolute pandemonium by day.
 

 
  Its shape was most interesting, though. It was common for cities to be built on hills, with their most important features on the highest point near the center. So it was with Tiraas, and Kiyosan. This one, though, seemed the opposite. The ancient palace rose high from its center, of course, but that was clearly built up by human hands. Overall, it appeared to be in some kind of valley, its ancient walls rising from ground that stood well above the palace, sloping downward toward the center of the city. No…not a valley. A crater. And with that realization, she recognized the palace, illustrations of which she had seen a few times.
 

 
  Calderaas.
 

 
  Not
  
   so
  
  far from Last Rock, a goodly stretch of miles south, past the Green Belt and the Mirror Lakes. Here ruled the Sultana who claimed dominion over this province, including Last Rock itself, though if that amounted to more than words on paper Kaisa would wear her tail as a hat. She knew enough of Tiraan history to know that the frontier folk considered themselves citizens of their own little towns first, the Empire second, and their local governments only if they had any attention left over for them.
 

 
  What now?
 

 
  This was clearly a cold trail. There would be no tracking the Wreath in this city; tracking in cities by mundane means was a steep challenge even for her, and this wasn’t like Sifan, where even warriors of the Queen would give kitsune a respectful amount of space and stay firmly out of their business. In her true shape, here, she would be a magnet for attention; in any disguise, she would be someone snooping about, which was a magnet for different kinds of attention. And tracking magically was absolutely out of the question, unless she could convince every inhabitant of the city to turn off their damnable enchantments for a few hours. Or force them to.
 

 
  Kaisa considered that for a moment, then regretfully shook her head. The Sultana would be irate, then Arachne would be irate, and poor Prince Sekandar would be embarrassed in class. That would be a shame; he was so much more respectful than most of his oafish Tiraan classmates. Not to mention prettier.
 

 
  She waved her tail slowly in thought, staring out over the city. Shame to come all this way for nothing… If the Wreath weren’t still here (they probably weren’t), they chose this city as a jumping-off point for a reason.
 

 
  A slow, crafty smile spread across her face.
 

 
  Kaisa reached into her kimono, pulling out the ivory proto-bird figurine, and held it up before her, staring deeply into its tiny carved eyes.
 

 
  “Look for me,” she whispered. “Lend me the sharpness of that gaze, through the subtlety of my own.”
 

 
  She flung the figurine skyward, and it expanded above her to full size. Not as flesh, though; she grabbed the trailing string of the oddly-shaped kite, expertly guiding it as it ascended on the updrafts of the caldera city. With a little aid from her own breath, it climbed far higher and faster than the simple night air would normally impel it. In minutes, she held the reins on a kite so distant above that only to her own keen eyes was it visible. Well, hers, and any elves who happened to be in town and looking upward, but she didn’t much care what elves thought. Unlike most humans, they knew to mind their own business.
 

 
  Kaisa closed her eyes, re-focusing her vision through the charmed proto-bird’s. Yes… Up there, the haze of arcane magic was much, much thinner. Looking downward, it still formed a huge blur over the city itself, but with the kite’s eyes being above it, she had the space necessary to weave her own countermeasures without interference. The fog could be seen through, as long as one wasn’t looking from the middle of it.
 

 
  That done, spotting the passage of demons through the city was as simple as spotting prey on the ground would have been for the proto-bird. To such as she, demons
  
   were
  
  prey.
 

 
  Humans would have been surprised how many there were in their cities. Bruise-colored tracks made a thick spiderweb through the cold blue glow of the arcane. Most of those she ignored, focusing on the nexi where many of them came together. Not
  
   very
  
  many…but enough. In fact, just the right amount. There would be time to have a little fun tonight, and still make it back to her classes in the morning.
 

 
  In seconds, Kaisa’s nimble mind formed and filed away a sketch of the city’s layout, with the locations of concentrated demon activity marked for reference. Humming eagerly to herself in anticipation, she reeled in the kite. That took longer than sending it up had, but the proto-bird was turning out to be a useful pet—not to mention a very rare catch—and she had decided to hang onto it. Once it was within arm’s reach above her, she gave it one last yank on the string, and the ivory figurine dropped into her waiting palm.
 

 
  Three seconds later, she was back on the street, making a beeline for the first spot marked in her mind.
 

 
  It would not do to agitate the Calderaan too much; she took the precaution of concealing her ears and tail. A Sifanese woman in a kimono was still an unusual sight in this city, particularly one striding along at a businesslike pace after midnight, but no one bothered her. City folk left each other alone as a rule, and Calderaas was as cosmopolitan as Tiraas—perhaps moreso. Sifanese faces would not be unknown here.
 

 
  As for the element which tended to come out at night and intercept women walking alone, none showed themselves. By instinct or design, or both, they targeted the vulnerable, and she didn’t need to bother communicating to make it plain that she was not prey.
 

 
  The first warlock haunt was, unsurprisingly, a magic shop. A perfectly legitimate one, to judge by its signage and window displays, for whatever little
  
   that
  
  was worth. Kaisa tittered to herself as she stopped outside its doors and withdrew the perfume spritzer from her sleeve.
 

 
  It was the work of moments to lightly decorate the doorframe, overhanging sign, and windows with eau de succubus. There was, of course, no
  
   scent,
  
  but any number of magically sensitive people or creatures would pick up on the residue. Quite a few of
  
   those
  
  would sense exactly what it was, if not how it got there.
 

 
  Alternately humming and giggling, she turned and glided off toward her next target. By dawn, the Black Wreath’s pet succubus would have left blatant tracks all over Calderaas.
 

 
  Oh, was she going to be surprised.
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  Jenell rapped on the door a third time, her expression growing increasingly sour, and stepped back from it. As before, there was no sound from within the room.
 

 
  It was still before sunrise; the sky peeking through the windows behind her was gray, but light enough to reveal the silhouettes of trees, and the shapes of the Viridill mountains beyond. She folded her arms, tapping a foot impatiently, then stopped and corrected her posture when another woman rounded the corner of the hall, strolling her way with a pastry in hand.
 

 
  She was a little older than Jenell and not as pretty (a point of data she always noticed about other women, Avenist training be damned), wearing the long but clingy robes common to this temple, with a pink lotus badge at the shoulder. The Izarites here in Adhran had their sigil embroidered directly onto their robes, rather than using the enamel pins favored by the cults in Tiraas. The priestess gave her a warm smile and a nod of greeting; Jenell snapped to attention and saluted silently.
 

 
  Not that she was obligated to, under the circumstances, but one of the Legionnaires stationed to guard this temple had taught her that trick the night before, after she had been cornered three times by clerics and offered everything from hugs and candy to therapy and sex. They meant well, but it got very obnoxious, very quickly. However, they wouldn’t bother a soldier they thought was on duty. Hence the saluting.
 

 
  The woman passed around the corner on the other end of the hall, and Jenell scowled, stepped forward again, and rapped on the door for the fourth time.
 

 
  She gave him to the slow count of ten, then raised her gauntleted fist and began hammering viciously on the wood.
 

 
  It was absolutely amazing how long that went on before getting a response; by the time the door was opened from within, she was starting to expect another priest to come see what the racket was about before the room’s occupant did. Fortunately, it didn’t come to that.
 

 
  Unfortunately, it immediately looked like her troubles were only beginning.
 

 
  Schwartz was a wreck. The puffy bags under his eyes almost hid them, and he slumped against the door frame, apparently unable to balance on his own. He had the worst case of bed hair she had ever seen or imagined; in fact, it was almost unbelievable that he’d gotten it to stick up that much without effort and the application of some kind of product. His eyes were open unevenly, the left one barely slitted. As she took in the sight of him, he blinked, slowly, eyelids out of sync.
 

 
  “Bmwlaah?” Scwhartz enunciated.
 

 
  “Good morning,” she said crisply. “Time to go.”
 

 
  He blinked again, more evenly this time. “Uh…bm. Carvin.”
 

 
  “No, but close. You really don’t handle sleep deprivation well, do you?”
 

 
  “Wha…I the…s’fin…” He paused to yawn widely enough to display molars. “Wha?”
 

 
  “You’ve slept about four hours,” Jenell reported. “Based on your comments yesterday it was your second night in a row of not getting enough rest. I see we’ll have to avoid that in the future, if you’re going to be around much longer. Now get dressed, we have to go pick up the Bishop.”
 

 
  “Was…saw th’elves,” he said blearily, still blinking his eyes.
 

 
  “Yes,” she said patiently, “and that was the last interesting thing that happened yesterday, so I suppose I can forgive you for blurring out the subsequent details. You were half-asleep by the time we got
  
   here.
  
  You can nap in the carriage, we need to…”
 

 
  She trailed off, staring. His eyes had drifted shut and he slumped against the door frame, gradually sliding forward and down. As she watched, he actually began to snore again.
 

 
  Jenell sighed, gritted her teeth, and pulled off one of her gauntlets. Schwartz snorted and jerked when she thrust the tips of her forefinger and thumb into his left nostril. When she yanked out a few tiny hairs, he let out a yowl and shot upright, eyes wide and blinking.
 

 
  “There,” she said. “Is that better?”
 

 
  
   “Ow!”
  
  he protested, clutching his nose.
 

 
  “Sorry,” she said, insufficiently motivated to try for a sincere tone. “It used to work on my dad when I was little. I
  
   know
  
  you’re tired and not used to it, Mr. Schwartz, but I need you to get ready and be downstairs,
  
   in
  
  the carriage, in fifteen minutes. We have to go to the Legion barracks and get Bishop Syrinx, then head back to the Abbey. And I
  
   will
  
  not be late.”
 

 
  “Legion…barracks…Bishop.” Apparently marginally more alert, he peered around. “We’re not…there? She’s not here?”
 

 
  “We are at the local Temple of Izara,” Jenell replied. “She left orders to pick her up by seven in the morning. That means we have to
  
   go.
  
  I would willingly break a few of your limbs to stay off Syrinx’s shit list, so believe you me I will
  
   not
  
  hesitate to drag you through the halls in whatever state of undress I find you in if you’re not down there in that carriage in fifteen. Clear?”
 

 
  “Carriage,” he said, yawning hugely. “Broken limbs, yes. Fifteen. Just lemme…”
 

 
  “Do,” she said curtly. “And don’t fall asleep again. You
  
   don’t
  
  want to test me on this.”
 

 
  “M’kay,” he mumbled, turning to shuffle back into the room. Jenell stayed long enough to observe that he was going for the wardrobe, not the bed, before turning and striding back down the hall. She didn’t bother to shut the door. It wasn’t like anyone in this temple would be unused to the sight of a skinny man getting undressed.
 

 
  On her way back to the temple’s side exit, she paused only to duck into a lavatory and thoroughly wash her hands before putting her gauntlets back on, checking her face in the mirror by habit in the process. Bags under her own eyes, though not as bad as his… She was used to functioning without much sleep, these days.
 

 
  The stables were positioned around to the side of the temple, out of sight of the exquisitely manicured gardens and main courtyard out front, where guests would not have to behold such mundane trivialities as the horses that brought them—or what those horses left behind. Jenell wasn’t sure if this was due to Izarite doctrines about pleasure and relaxation, or simple old-fashioned snobbery. Likely some combination of the two. The temple
  
   did
  
  have designated parking for enchanted carriages next to its stables. Not
  
   much
  
  parking, there being only four slots, but it was something. It surprised her not in the least that some of those who frequented the Temple of Izara were wealthy enough to have such fripperies even in this district—or that the clerics would pander to them. Cults served everyone equally, in theory, but it was the rich whose donations kept things running, and the rich never let anyone forget it.
 

 
  The carriage, unsurprisingly, was exactly as she had left it last night, after returning from driving the Bishop to the Legion fortress atop the hill. There was no reason it shouldn’t have been, considering the area, but Jenell had learned to assume the worst about everyone and everything, and let her life be filled with pleasant surprises. She climbed into the driver’s seat and activated the control rune, listening to the hum of the enchantments that purred to life from beneath. They were barely audible while parked.
 

 
  A figure appeared in the temple door and headed toward her, waving. Jenell nodded politely back, considering repeating her salute trick for a moment, but decided against it. He was obviously coming right for her anyway, and in any case he would know her situation, having had it explained last night.
 

 
  The high priest in charge of this temple had been introduced to her as Brother Nansin, no other title being given, not that she understood how Izarite rankings worked. He was a tall, slender man with broad Western features on a narrow face. Not bad-looking, but not one to turn heads. She had noticed that; it seemed the disciples of the goddess of love ought to be pretty people as a rule. This was Jenell’s first chance to spend prolonged time in their company, and found them to be generally average-looking.
 

 
  “Good morning, Private Covrin,” he said politely, coming to a stop beside the idling carriage.
 

 
  “Brother Nansin,” she replied. “Thank you again for your hospitality. I hope we weren’t too much of an imposition.”
 

 
  “Guests are
  
   never
  
  an imposition, of any kind,” he said firmly, but with a warm smile. “The followers of Izara are here to provide for the needs of all who come to us. I appreciate Bishop Syrinx’s willingness to bring us up to date on the dangerous events unfolding. Obviously, Avei’s followers will and must take a more central role against such a threat, but it seems likely there will be many people hurting in the near future, if you are not successful in putting it to a swift end. We shall stand ready.”
 

 
  Well, he was definitely a ranking priest. No one else could make a
  
   speech
  
  out of “good morning, and thanks.”
 

 
  “The goddess grant it is so,” she said diplomatically. She could have tried for a solemn tone, but Izarites were supposed to be able to sense emotions and hidden motives; standing this close, he might be aware of her disinterest in the conversation. The most polite course of action seemed to be simple…politeness.
 

 
  “I’m sorry you must leave us so soon,” Nansin said, still smiling. “Is your friend on the way?”
 

 
  “I hope so,” Jenell said frankly. “He’s likely to be embarrassed if I have to go fetch him again.”
 

 
  At that, the priest cracked a more genuine grin. It faded after as second, however, to a pleasant and calmly open look that she recognized, and she stifled a sigh. After last night, she recognized that expression.
 

 
  “I feel I have to apologize for some of my brethren,” he said. “I didn’t learn until after you had retired last night that several members of the order had approached you. Obviously, they know not to bother the soldiers on duty guarding the temple, but here, a guest is a guest. I hope you weren’t made uncomfortable.”
 

 
  Well. That hadn’t been quite what she was expecting.
 

 
  “No harm done,” she said calmly. “I appreciate the good intentions.”
 

 
  “Good,” he said, nodding, still wearing that caring almost-smile. “We have taken in Legionnaires in the past.”
 

 
  Jenell went still. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “Not often,” Nansin continued, “and not permanently. But situations arise from time to time in which a soldier is placed in a position that is not easily resolved through the chain of command. We have some experience in negotiating matters with the Legions to ensure they are protected from reprisal and able to return to duty. Really, it is not so difficult as one might fear. The Legions are nothing if not devoted to justice, and quick to discipline those who abuse their structure at the expense of fellow soldiers. Sometimes it just takes a little outside help to identify who is culpable, and who is a victim.”
 

 
  “That’s very interesting,” she said stiffly, adopting a bored tone and turning to watch the door for Schwartz.
 

 
  He followed her gaze, standing in silence for a moment. Not leaving. She repressed another sigh when he began speaking again.
 

 
  “I assume you are aware of Izara’s gift to her clergy, the ability to feel the emotional needs of those around us.” Nansin hesitated for a moment before continuing, still gazing into the distance. “Of course, I mean no lack of respect to the Sisterhood or the Legions, but… It requires only being in a room with Basra Syrinx to sense that something isn’t right, there.”
 

 
  He glanced up at her; Jenell stared woodenly ahead, ignoring him now.
 

 
  “I was, of course, attentive to her warnings and requests when the three of you convened in my office last night,” Nansin went on. “Still, it was impossible for me not to notice, Private Covrin, the way you tense in her presence, and particularly the agitation you feel when she directs her attention at you. Obviously, that doesn’t tell me a whole story, but I have seen enough of humanity to paint a general picture—”
 

 
  “Brother Nansin.” Jenell turned bodily in her seat, bending over the edge of the humming carriage and leaning down to stare flatly into his face. “Mind. Your own. Business.”
 

 
  He held her gaze in silence for a long moment, then nodded. “Your privacy is sacrosanct. Anything an Izarite cleric senses in your presence will never be revealed to anyone, unless you request it. Just know, please, that we are never as trapped by circumstances as they make it seem. If you thought you had nowhere to go, Jenell, let me promise you that you can always come here.”
 

 
  Jenell straightened up and stared icily at the temple’s side door, ignoring him in truth now. They were clearly past the point of politeness, and not at her instigation.
 

 
  Nansin gave her another moment, then sighed very softly and bowed. “I wish you a safe journey, Private Covrin. Thank you again for the warning you brought us.”
 

 
  He turned and glided away on long legs, around toward the front gardens this time, rather than back through the side door. Jenell glanced once after him, as he rounded the corner, but thereafter kept her eyes fixed on the side entrance, mentally composing herself.
 

 
  Fortunately—for him—Schwartz emerged with a few minutes to spare, looking somewhat disheveled but far more functional. His hair had been wetted down and attended to, and was merely mussed rather than disastrous, and nothing was going to hide those bags under his eyes any time soon. He had managed to get into his clothes correctly, though, and was also carrying a bottle filled with dark liquid.
 

 
  “Hi,” he said, clambering up beside her. “Morning. Very nice people in there, they gave me some strong tea for the trip.” He paused to yawn again. “Hope I didn’t make us late… I’d kill for a cup of coffee right now, but I expect it’s not realistic to expect
  
   that
  
  to be found outside a port city…”
 

 
  “Don’t you want to ride in the back?” she said mildly, half-turning to nod at the cushioned seats behind and below.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said awkwardly. “Well, uh, if it’s a problem, me being up here…?”
 

 
  “I don’t care,” she said. “This bench isn’t very comfortable, though. With the lack of padding, you’ll feel every bump.”
 

 
  “That’s fine, it’ll keep me awake,” he replied, managing a weak grin. “I’d just feel… Um, kind of awkward, being ferried around by myself back there, like you were my private driver. Sort of pretentious, y’know? I’ll probably hop in back when we get the Bishop.”
 

 
  “Suit yourself,” she said, placing her hands on the turning wheel and thrust lever. The carriage’s hum heightened as she guided it forward.
 

 
  He waited until they had exited the temple grounds and were on their way up the hill toward the fortress before speaking again.
 

 
  “So… I expect you’ll find this an odd question, but…” He paused, grimacing self-consciously, and fiddled with his bottle of tea. “Why were we in the Temple of Izara?”
 

 
  Jenell glanced over at him, permitting herself a small smile. “You
  
   really
  
  don’t function well without sleep, do you?”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t think anyone does,” he said defensively. “It’s not just the last two days, either… I’d just finished up a research project when Sister Leraine asked me to assist the Bishop, and of course I was honored! But, you know, I’m not used to, uh,
  
   field
  
  work. Or field work and then half a night’s sleep…” Another yawn forced him to stop, and he took a long swig of tea. “Also, I could really go for some breakfast.”
 

 
  “They’ll probably give us provisions at the barracks,” she said, focusing on guiding the carriage through the early morning traffic. The semi-rural townsfolk were up with the dawn, though luckily most of them weren’t on the roads yet. Other than the occasional chicken or dog, she had little trouble; the people they saw mostly wanted to stare at them. Or at the carriage, which to her amounted to the same thing.
 

 
  “So, and I’m sure this was all explained last night and it just went in one ear and out the other… Uh,
  
   why
  
  were we sleeping in the Izarite temple while Bishop Syrinx went to the Legion fortress?”
 

 
  “The Bishop felt it was important to inform the Izarites of the possible danger,” Jenell said, her eyes on the road ahead. “Once there, she asked Brother Nansin to put us up for the night. The reasoning, as she explained it, was that our group had clearly been targeted by our mysterious antagonist, and she was likely the primary target. In the event of an elemental attack overnight, she wanted it directed at her, in the presence of a barracks full of Legionnaires. Putting us in a separate place was a security measure, in case the worst happened; we could return to the Abbey and tell Abbess Darnassy what we discovered. The Izarite temple was ideal, since elementals are severely disadvantaged on holy ground, and Izarites in general are almost impossible to dislike, which would make such an attack less likely. At least, that was how she explained it.” She glanced over at him. “Also, where’s your rat? Did you forget her back there?”
 

 
  “Oh!” Schwartz clapped a hand to his head. “Thanks for reminding me! No, she’s fine, I just dismissed her for the time being. What you were saying about elementals was true—Salyrite temples have protections for multiple kinds of magical beings, but Meesie gets very uncomfortable in other sanctified spaces. Hang on, I’ll—”
 

 
  The carriage bumped on a loose cobblestone, and he had to grasp the bench for balance, nearly losing his grip on his tea bottle in the process.
 

 
  “Told you,” Jenell commented.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, on second thought, I believe I’ll wait to re-summon her until we’re on the way back. Don’t want to leave it too long; she gets depressed without regular attention. But the Legion barracks will be blessed, too, won’t it?”
 

 
  “Probably,” she said, not bothering to remind him that their eventual destination was the Viridill Abbey, one of the most sacred places in the world.
 

 
  “Anyhow,” he said, re-settling himself on the bench, “I suppose that all makes sense, when you explain it that way. I mean, honestly, I’m a little puzzled at some of the logic, there, but I’m sure the Bishop knows what she’s doing.”
 

 
  “I’m sure she does,” Jenell murmured.
 

 
  “It was good of her to think of protecting us,” he added after another swig of tea, sounding more cheerful. “And the Izarites! Very thoughtful…”
 

 
  He seemed baffled when she burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Ah, Schwartz, you are adorable, you know that?”
 

 
  “Um, well, I…” He actually blushed. “Thanks?”
 

 
  “Basra Syrinx is probably the only person who can lie to an Izarite priest right to his face and not be called down for it,” she said, her expression growing grim in the aftermath of her sudden mirth. “She was
  
   hoping
  
  for an attack directed on us. We’re weaker than she is, and we’d have been in the custody of a goddess weaker than hers, as she sees it. That’s what
  
   she
  
  would have done if she were targeting this group.”
 

 
  He blinked twice. “I say… But that… Why?”
 

 
  “She told the truth about one thing,” Jenell said, her eyes fixed on the approaching fortress. “Nobody hates Izarites. Even here in Viridill, where their religion isn’t widely approved of, it’s impossible to truly dislike them. They’re just so
  
   harmless.
  
  Downright cuddly. One of the biggest problems we face in finding the person behind the elementals is social: he’s probably a member of a community that holds itself apart. Or maybe not, I’m not sure I understand how the witches around here work. But the point is, people would rally against anyone who assaulted a temple of Izara. That would be an
  
   ideal
  
  outcome from her point of view.”
 

 
  Schwartz was silent for a moment, staring straight ahead and seeming to forget his tea.
 

 
  “That’s rather…cold,” he said at last. “Are you… That is, I mean, did she
  
   tell
  
  you this?”
 

 
  “Didn’t need to,” Jenell said wearily. “I know how she thinks. You want some good advice, Schwartz, avoid getting on Basra Syrinx’s bad side. You have no idea what that woman is capable of. If you’re lucky, you’ll
  
   never
  
  have any idea.”
 

 
  “Herschel,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “Bless you.”
 

 
  He grinned at that. “Hah, like I’ve never heard that one before. No, it’s… That’s me. Herschel Schwartz. Fine old Stalweiss name that nobody from Tiraas can pronounce, so I won’t take offense if you mangle it.”
 

 
  She gave him a long, appraising glance, which he met with a hesitant expression. He was not at all the sort of person with whom she’d have been caught dead associating, in her life before the Legions. Still… He was nice. As banal a thing as that was, she was learning to see the value in it. It had been a long time since she’d talked with anyone who was actually, simply
  
   nice.
  
  Well, nice and not annoyingly aggressive about it, like the Izarites.
 

 
  “Jenell,” she said finally, then added with a smile, “when I’m not on duty.”
 

 
  “Jenell, then,” he said, smiling back. After a moment, he averted his gaze, coughing awkwardly. “Well, ah, anyhow, I appreciate the, er, heads up, as it were. I’ll keep it in mind. Though I suppose it’s to the best the Bishop’s on our side, isn’t it? I mean, sure, if you’ve got to deal with someone that cold, it’s reassuring to know they’re one of the good guys.”
 

 
  Once again, he seemed confused as to why she was laughing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Quentin Vex was permitted into the Imperial sitting room at his request, needing only to wait for the Imperial Guard manning the door to announce him. Once inside, he bowed deeply, tucking the newspapers he carried under his arm.
 

 
  Two very attractive young women stood at the back of the room, near the breakfast service, carefully distant from the table where the meal was laid out. Milanda Darnassy and Isolde Fraunsteldt were both youthful and of a curvaceous build, but otherwise a study in contrast: petite and dark-haired, and tall and blonde, respectively. They would be those with whom the Emperor and Empress had spent the previous night, now present to serve breakfast in the absence of servants, one of the more peculiar little customs the Imperial couple had developed. There was always at least one, though the Empress chose to sleep alone about half the time. Also present and discreetly unobtrusive against the wall was a black-coated Hand of the Emperor, this one a pale man on the shortish side.
 

 
  The Emperor and Empress were having breakfast with a nobleman Vex recognized, and had not expected to find here.
 

 
  “Your Majesties,” Vex said. “Lord Amfaedred. My humble apologies for intruding.”
 

 
  “You are forgiven,” Eleanora said mildly. “I assume this is important, Quentin?”
 

 
  “Important, your Majesties, but not necessarily urgent. I can come back…?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   please
  
  don’t put state business off for
  
   my
  
  sake,” Amfaedred said hastily, rising and bowing to his liege. “I thank you deeply for the honor, your Majesty, but I’m sure I have taken up too much of your priceless time as it is. With your permission, I’ll withdraw so Lord Vex can carry on with what I’m sure is
  
   very
  
  important business.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Sharidan said, with a knowing little smile. “Thank you for visiting us, milord.”
 

 
  “The pleasure was
  
   entirely
  
  mine, your Majesty. Entirely.” With another bow and an unctuous little smile, Lord Amfaedred turned and scurried out of the sitting room with more haste than was seemly.
 

 
  “My
  
   sincere
  
  apologies,” Vex repeated as soon as the door had been closed behind him. “I was not
  
   aware
  
  that you were confronting Amfaedred today.”
 

 
  The hint of reproach in his tone was so faint it might almost have passed unnoticed. That was still more than virtually anyone else alive could get away with, here.
 

 
  “It was a spur of the moment idea,” Eleanora said with a mischievous smile. “If
  
   we
  
  weren’t planning on having him for breakfast, just think how surprised
  
   he
  
  was to be summoned. Anyway, Quentin, our aims were accomplished. He knows his financing of House Leduc is not a secret. Now we wait.”
 

 
  “If I gauge the man correctly,” said the Emperor, absently picking at his fish, “he’ll either drop the whole thing, or panic and do something rash. In either case, you will of course have him under close observation?”
 

 
  “He already is, your Majesty,” Vex replied. “I’ve no doubt I’ll be informed by my assistant that he was here the moment I return to the office. A remarkably capable young lady, but she does enjoy being cheeky.”
 

 
  “What brings you here so early?” Eleanora asked. “Or should I simply ask how bad it is?”
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “I wonder if your Majesties have seen the papers yet today?”
 

 
  “Actually, I can’t remember the last time I read a newspaper,” Sharidan remarked. “Being that I have an Intelligence service full of individuals who are exorbitantly paid to bring me information before the journalists get to it.”
 

 
  “Sometimes the news is not newsworthy,” said Vex, taking the papers out from under his arm and approaching the table. “Or rather, it reveals more about the editors than about the world. I trust your Majesties remember the affair last year involving the Black Wreath’s attempt to place columnists in all the major papers, subverted by the Universal Church?”
 

 
  “Which resulted in the Church’s first celebrity Bishop,” said Eleanora, “who spouts ideas that are eerily similar to Wreath theology. Yes, this rings a bell.”
 

 
  “It would appear the Archpope’s influence with the papers is still in effect,” said Vex, laying the newspapers down on the table and fanning them out so their headlines were visible to the Imperial couple.
 

 
  They stared in silence for a moment.
 

 
  “Snowe vs. Tellwyrn,” Sharidan read at last. “Don’t think less of me, Eleanora, but I suddenly want to actually see that.”
 

 
  “Bishop blasts adventurer University,” said the Empress, reaching out to shift the paper on top so she could fully see the headline underneath it. “Who appointed Arachne Tellwyrn? A valid question, but one with an obvious answer.
  
   She
  
  did.”
 

 
  “This is remarkably one-sided coverage,” Sharidan mused. “I assume this
  
   is
  
  a representative sample?”
 

 
  “It’s not every paper carrying the story,” said Vex, folding his hands behind his back, “but the others have a consistent theme. Critical essays and opinion pieces challenging the University are running all over the Empire this morning; only most of them reference the Bishop’s rather inflammatory remarks at Last Rock this weekend. The unanimity of opinion, here, suggests an organized effort.”
 

 
  “Now, why on earth would Justinian try to start something up with Tellwyrn?” the Emperor wondered aloud. “I confess, Lord Vex, when you reported Snowe’s speech to me I thought you were being over-cautious.”
 

 
  “You were correct, your Majesty; I was. That is, after all, my job. The improbability of this campaign is, I think, largely why I didn’t notice it gearing up. That, and it would only take an afternoon to get these things written and sent to the printers. I didn’t truly imagine that Justinian would act so aggressively against Tellwyrn. There seems to be nothing to gain.”
 

 
  “The question remains,” Elenaora said sharply, “what is he trying to
  
   do?
  
  That woman couldn’t possibly care less about public opinion; the best he can hope for is to rile her up, which will have consequences for a lot of people besides him.”
 

 
  “For that reason alone, your Majesty, I suggest acting against him,” said Vex. “But in addition, I believe it suits our interests to support Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Eleanora said dangerously.
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “For the last year, since the success of the Sarasio incident, I have been discreetly in contact with the Professor, pointing her toward trouble spots throughout the Empire. She is, as you are aware, fond of using such things as class exercises; I deemed it a wise use of resources to have her students handle issues I was already monitoring.”
 

 
  “Is that so,” the Empress said very quietly. “Why is this the first I am hearing of this?”
 

 
  “I did not judge it worth your Majesties’ attention,” Vex said evenly. “I will, if you command, inform your Majesties of everything I do, but the sheer volume of reports would negatively impact both my efficiency and your attention span.”
 

 
  “You are on thin ice, Quentin,” Eleanora said flatly.
 

 
  “To be quite honest, then,” he replied, “I knew you wouldn’t like it, your Majesty. I wanted to see if it would work before you shut down the idea.”
 

 
  “Does it?” Sharidan asked in an interested tone.
 

 
  “Quite well, in fact,” Vex replied, turning to him. “Their success rate has been better than my agency’s, I must admit, though they do tend to cause a great deal of disruptive ripple effects that my agents avoid; that, I think, makes all the difference. Overall they perform as would be expected from trained adventurer teams. I am speaking, of course, of the adventurers from the days of the Heroes’ Guild, not the freelancers of the last century. And it goes without saying that I suggest only lower-priority incidents to Tellwyrn; I don’t want her or her students
  
   near
  
  anything truly sensitive. I would regard this project as a great success, and one with important implications for the future.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Eleanora said evenly.
 

 
  “The truth, your Majesties, is that Professor Tellwyrn and her University are just not going to go away, and nothing we do can make them. For fifty years she has managed to passively coexist with the Empire, but that cannot endure forever. I would rather she be with us than against us. Using her students to solve small problems advances our goals
  
   and
  
  hers, trains the Empire’s most dangerous young citizens to act in the Empire’s benefit, and strengthens the Throne’s relationship with Professor Tellwyrn. I am sure I need not remind your Majesties who it was that
  
   removed
  
  the last Emperor of the Ravidevegh Dynasty from the Silver Throne.”
 

 
  “And so,” Sharidan mused, “she is tentatively with us, and Justinian is suddenly against her. Well, this does seem very cut and dried, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “That in and of itself is suspicious,” Eleanora remarked.
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” Vex agreed. “I cannot guarantee that part of the Archpope’s motivation is not to act against an established ally of ours. Regardless, he has mostly evaded reprisal from the Imperial government by operating scrupulously within the law, or through sufficient proxies that we could never justify action against him without seeming to be the provocateurs. In this case, he has overreached. Whether he does not expect a response from us, or expects a mild one, I feel it is time to surprise him.”
 

 
  “What are you proposing?” asked the Emperor.
 

 
  Vex leaned forward to tap one of the newspapers with a fingertip. “Whatever his goal, this is about public opinion. The Church and the Empire have different ways of swaying it; ours are better. I think it’s time to make Tellwyrn a hero and her Univeristy one of the Empire’s proudest holdings.”
 

 
  Eleanora rolled her eyes; Sharidan glanced at her, then returned his gaze to Vex.
 

 
  “Interesting,” the Emperor said. “I’m inclined to agree with your reasoning. The good Professor has never caused problems except in retaliation, and if it is indeed impossible to continue ignoring her, she makes a far better ally than enemy.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I can’t disagree,” Eleanora said, not without reluctance.
 

 
  “There are a couple of additional points,” said Vex, “which I include strictly on the basis of timing, not because I see direct connections between them and this incident. But this propaganda campaign was launched literally overnight, and I take notice of anything related to the Church which happened at the same time.”
 

 
  “Such as?” Eleanora prompted.
 

 
  “For one, Bishop Snowe wrapped up her revival tour in Last Rock. She is now en route to Viridill, where Bishop Syrinx has been for the last few months. I do not yet know what
  
   either
  
  of them are up to; my information suggests that Syrinx is being punished for something by Commander Rouvad, though the Sisterhood is surprisingly adept at keeping me out of their business. Regardless, Snowe and Syrinx are known confidantes of the Archpope. And there is that unfolding issue in Viridill. I was informed yesterday that Syrinx herself was sent to address it by the Abbess.”
 

 
  For a fleeting moment, he glanced up at Milanda, who stood demurely with her hands folded at her waist. She did not acknowledge the conversation, though Isolde looked at her sidelong.
 

 
  “Mm,” Sharidan murmured. “Keep us informed.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Majesty.”
 

 
  “You said ‘for one,’” Eleanora prompted. “There’s more?”
 

 
  Vex raised an eyebrow. “Antonio Darling has abruptly left the city.”
 

 
  The Imperial couple exchanged a loaded glance.
 

 
  “As I’m sure you recall,” Vex continued, “the last time he did so, it was to collar a handful of Black Wreath agents at the Archpope’s behest, in the company of his fellow Bishops. That was the incident, in fact, which brought them all to our attention. Now… I have seen no indication that he is working for the Archpope in this matter, but Darling’s motivations and loyalties are always a complex matter. He is currently in
  
   Veilgrad,
  
  in the company of Joseph Jenkins of Sarasio, and a Huntsman of Shaath named Ingvar, who may or may not be a woman. The issue is…muddy.”
 

 
  “A
  
   female
  
  Huntsman?” Sharidan said, raising his eyebrows. “Is that even possible?”
 

 
  “Is this perhaps a dual spirit?” Eleanora asked. “I believe the Shaathists disagree on that doctrine, but some of their sects support it.”
 

 
  “Religious dogmas of that kind are outside my realm of expertise,” said Vex. “I have ordered a dossier compiled on this Ingvar character, and will be fully up to speed on the matter by tomorrow. For now, that is all I know. My policy with regard to Darling remains constant: we learn a great deal by watching what he does, and would gain little by interfering with him. If I begin to see signs that he is more strongly connected to the Archpope than I thought, however, I may revise that policy.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said the Emperor, nodding. He glanced at Eleanora, who nodded in return. “Very well, you may proceed at your discretion.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Majesty.” Vex bowed again, gathered up his papers, and turned to go.
 

 
  “Lord Vex,” the Emperor said quietly when he was nearly at the doors. Vex turned back to face him; he and Eleanora were both gazing at him with inscrutable expressions.
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty?”
 

 
  “The fact that Justinian got this plan of his to
  
   every
  
  newspaper before you learned of it,” Sharidan said evenly. “The troubles at the south gate that very nearly derailed negotiations with the Conclave, the disaster in Veilgrad where Intelligence agents were foiled by
  
   chaos
  
  cultists, the misjudging of the threat in Desolation… I do not expect perfection from our servants; that would be insane. But this sequence of bloody noses and black eyes begins to resemble a
  
   pattern.”
  
 

 
  “I have observed it too, your Majesty,” Vex replied in perfect calm. “I assure you, it is about to cease.”
 

 
  “Are you certain?” Sharidan asked. “The will of the people is the only thing that truly supports the Church
  
   or
  
  the Empire. Justinian is now acting on that directly. The stakes…”
 

 
  “With respect, your Majesty, Justinian has played this game with us successfully till now because he was very careful to operate only in his own sphere of control.” Vex smiled, thinly, and coldly. “He is now in mine. I mean to make him feel unwelcome.”
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  “All right, hear ye and all that shit,” Ruda proclaimed as soon as everyone was seated. “I’m callin’ this meeting of the Class of 1182 to order.”
 

 
  “And Schkhurrankh,” Scorn added, raising a hand.
 

 
  “Right, yes,” Ruda agreed. “Class of 1182 and their sidekick, Phlegm the Mighty.”
 

 
  Suddenly scowling thunderously, Scorn started to rise from her chair.
 

 
  
   “Vrash’khai nkh thrimpf,”
  
  Teal said softly. The Rhaazke paused, glancing at her guiltily, then sank back down. Teal turned to Ruda, scowling herself, now. “Will you
  
   please
  
  not mock her? She’s working to adjust.”
 

 
  “Fuck yes I’m gonna mock her,” Ruda said bluntly. “I mock everybody. She’s supposed to be learning how to get along on this plane, right? Well, she can’t be flying off the handle at anybody who looks at her crosswise.”
 

 
  “That actually is true, and important to learn,” Gabriel said more quietly, directing himself to Scorn. “Being demon-blooded on this plane means trying
  
   extra
  
  hard not to make waves. A lot of people barely need an excuse to attack you to begin with.”
 

 
  “Let them,” Scorn huffed, folding her arms. “I collect they faces!”
 

 
  
   “Who
  
  has been teaching her words?” Juniper asked, frowning at Ruda.
 

 
  “I think we need to have a few conversations about this later,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  
   “Anyfuckingway!”
  
  Ruda shouted.
  
   “Before
  
  this digressed into a discussion of demon social skills, we were gathered here for a
  
   reason!”
  
 

 
  “A reason in addition to lunch?” Gabriel asked, picking up his sandwich.
 

 
  “Arquin, by Naphthene’s pendulous teats, I swear—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, fucking stabbed, I know,” he said around a mouthful.
 

 
  There were several spots around campus with picnic tables, all isolated from each other and most somewhat shaded by trees or buildings. No space had been provided for the entire student body to move an organized meal outside the cafeteria, unless they wanted to lay it out on the lawn, but the outdoor tables represented opportunities for smaller groups to gather for food or study sessions. The sophomores had, at Ruda’s insistent urging, collected lunch from the cafeteria as usual and made their way to a nook close to the alchemy building near the campus’s east wall. Actually, the table here had appeared only a few weeks ago; previously the spot had only held a few trees, one of which had been altered somehow during the first week of classes to look almost anthropomorphic.
 

 
  When asked about this, Professor Tellwyrn had only said cryptically that anyone seeking to torture classmates should do it their damn selves and not involve innocent shrubbery.
 

 
  “Here’s the issue,” Ruda said, laying her hands down flat on both sides of her plate and panning a stare around the table. “Trissiny keeps sensing demons.”
 

 
  “It was just twice,” Trissiny said hastily. “It’s the
  
   circumstances
  
  that are strange.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Ruda, nodding. “Both times, other people present who
  
   should
  
  have been perceptive to a demon felt nothing. The first time, though, Scorn
  
   did
  
  feel it, and could even identify it by species.”
 

 
  “Vanislaas child, yes, I remember,” said Scorn, looking bored and still somewhat annoyed. “But that is one time. Last night, you interrupt my sleep for nothing.”
 

 
  “Right, that’s what I was coming to,” said Ruda. “The difference is, the first time Scorn was
  
   right there,
  
  while the second, she was five floors down.”
 

 
  “For stealthy species of demon, such as Vanislaads,” said Shaeine, “that distance
  
   would
  
  make all the difference in whether a sensitive individual would detect its presence.”
 

 
  Gabriel raised his hand. “I am being invisibly harangued to insist that there is not and
  
   hasn’t
  
  been a Vanislaad demon on this campus, and Vestrel is beginning to be insulted at the lack of faith being expressed.”
 

 
  “Hard to have faith in something you can’t see,” Juniper murmured, absently lowering her hand to pat her jackalope, who was back at Clarke Tower. He had been banned from the cafeteria after charging at Mrs. Oak and demolishing a rack of glasses.
 

 
  “Isn’t that what faith…is?” Fross chimed.
 

 
  
   “Right!”
  
  Ruda said loudly, slapping the table for emphasis. “Fuck’s sake, people, I’m starting to empathize with
  
   Tellwryn,
  
  and that pisses me off. Can’t you lot keep your focus for thirty seconds at a time?”
 

 
  “Is food time,” Scorn mumbled around an unnecessarily visible mouthful. Everyone averted their eyes. “Better things to do than watch you speech.”
 

 
  “I see two basic possibilities here,” Ruda went on, ignoring her. “One, to get it out of the way, is that Trissiny’s losing her mind.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed.
 

 
  “Uh,” said Gabriel. “I don’t think…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ve honestly ruled that out immediately,” Ruda continued. “And not just out of personal attachment. If the Hand of Avei were suffering mental disturbances…well, that would create
  
   notice.
  
  Anything from the Sisterhood discreetly sending people here to collect her to Avei coming down and putting a stop to it. You can’t have your soul hooked up to a deity and them not take note when shit’s seriously wrong with you.”
 

 
  “That’s more correct than you may realize,” Toby added. “Paladins
  
   don’t
  
  go insane—there have been observations written on this for centuries. It’s another reason paladins are used as front-line defenders in the case of chaos incidents. That kind of direct mental connection to a deity protects the mind from severe damage.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Ruda, nodding. “So, unless anybody can think of something I haven’t, we’d best assume that Trissiny
  
   and
  
  her ‘sense evil’ thingamajig are functioning as intended.”
 

 
  “What’s your actual idea, then?” Teal asked after a moment, in which there was no sound except chewing.
 

 
  “Assuming that her
  
   senses
  
  are working correctly isn’t the same as assuming what they’re sensing is true,” said Ruda. “Senses can be fooled. We’ve got two other paladins to contradict Trissiny’s impressions, and
  
   especially
  
  Gabe’s valkyries. I get the idea they’re kind of specialized anti-incubus agents. Right?”
 

 
  “Anti-undead would be more accurate,” Gabriel replied, setting down his sandwich. “Remember that Vanislaads are demonic undead, not true demons. But yes, their extra-dimensional origin makes them especially visible to valkyries, who themselves exist multi-dimensionally. Vanislaad stealth and shape-shifting absolutely
  
   do not
  
  work against soul reapers.”
 

 
  “You are suggesting that someone is deliberately sending false positive demon signals to Trissiny?” Shaeine asked, frowning faintly.
 

 
  “Nothing else makes sense to me,” Ruda replied. “That just leaves the questions of
  
   who
  
  and
  
   why.”
  
 

 
  
   “I should think the
  
  how
  
   is also a significant concern,”
  
  said Ariel.
 

 
  Ruda sighed. “Arquin, do you have to bring that thing with you everywhere?”
 

 
  
   “Funny. I was going to ask Trissiny the same thing, but it turns out this meeting was your idea.”
  
 

 
  “She always has a helpful perspective on magical matters,” said Gabriel, “you just have to learn to tune out the other commentary. Speaking of which, Ariel, you have any insight on this? And kindly refrain from irrelevant personal observations.”
 

 
  
   “If you would refrain from associating with irrelevant persons, I would have none to make. To answer the question, however, the key issue here is that two other paladins in proximity to Trissiny were not alerted during the first incident. Sending out signals to trigger senses of that kind is rather simple magic, and would not be noticeable to valkyries; Fross could probably do it.”
  
 

 
  “Aw, thanks!” Fross chimed. “I don’t actually
  
   know
  
  a spell for that, but now that you mention it, it seems pretty easy to reverse-enchant from the description…”
 

 
  
   “At issue,”
  
  Ariel continued,
  
   “is that sending such a signal in such a way that it triggered only one specific person’s senses while avoiding others is inordinately complex magic. I can extrapolate arcane, infernal and fae methods of doing such a thing, but all would require significant energy reserves and a highly sophisticated casting. I frankly do not know what to make of the fact that the demon perceived the same signal. Data on Rhaazke is generally lacking on this plane of existence.”
  
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at Scorn, who was busily licking the napkins in which she had carried her sandwich, and eying Toby’s half-eaten one. He nudged it away from her.
 

 
  “Well, the sword’s not wrong,” Ruda admitted.
  
   “How
  
  is indeed a concern. But to backtrack, I think who and why are still things we should discuss, since we seem to be at a dead end there.”
 

 
  “The who would explain the why if we knew it, I think,” Teal mused. “Any number of people might want to take potshots at the Hand of Avei. Most of those have motivations built right into their affiliations.”
 

 
  “Something about that troubles me,” said Shaeine. “In Tar’naris we have a saying: ‘Evil yields only to a greater evil.’”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  grim,” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  “I believe I understand what she’s getting at, though,” said Trissiny, nodding. “The Avenist proverb is ‘if the wicked feared the righteous, they would be righteous themselves.’ Assuming this is the work of someone with an established enmity to me… I don’t have any
  
   personal
  
  nemeses, that I know of. And if it’s someone opposed to Avei, it is very strange that they would attack me
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, here’s where you
  
   are,
  
  though,” Juniper said.
 

 
  “Perhaps I muddied the issue with my choice of words,” said Shaeine. “My apologies. ‘Evil’ is a somewhat naïve concept most often used to dismiss foreign perspectives. My point, and Trissiny’s if I am not mistaken, is that any of the parties who would be inclined to assault Avei’s interests would also tend to shy away from antagonizing Professor Tellwyrn. Between her and Avei, I would hesitate to guess whose wrath is more fierce, but Tellwyrn’s is indisputably more indiscriminate.”
 

 
  “This
  
   who
  
  becomes an increasingly interesting question,” Ruda mused.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   one
  
  prospect springs right to mind,” said Gabriel. “I assume you all remember that asshole in the white suit from Veilgrad. He played us all like fiddles—if Malivette hadn’t jumped into that, the whole thing would’ve been a clean Black Wreath victory.
  
   Here,
  
  we don’t have a vampire backing us up, and even then she pulled it off through sheer element of surprise.”
 

 
  “That is a significant point,” Shaeine agreed, nodding. “Professor Tellwyrn is, at present, a somewhat static entity, and it has been observed before that she can be maneuvered around. These particular tactics suggest discretion of exactly that kind.”
 

 
  “And the Black Wreath are
  
   excellent
  
  candidates for someone looking to start trouble for the Hand of Avei,” said Toby. “What’s curious is that they specifically avoided doing the same to me and Gabe. Seems like they should have just as much of a problem with us.”
 

 
  “Maybe not,” said Trissiny. “I mean no offense, but Omnu and Vidius aren’t usually represented on the front lines against the Wreath. Avei’s forces
  
   are.”
  
 

 
  “Hn,” Ruda grunted. “If anything, this makes the motive more obscure, not less. It’s fine and dandy to call this general Black Wreath fuckery, but remember their defining characteristic is they don’t do shit without a plan in place. What do they
  
   gain
  
  from ruffling Trissiny’s hair?”
 

 
  “Provocation?” Shaeine suggested.
 

 
  “I could see them maybe wanting to goad her into making a mistake,” Gabriel said, frowning, “but I can’t see how this leads to that. If I were the Wreath, aimlessly
  
   pissing off
  
  the Hand of Avei would
  
   not
  
  be on my agenda. Stop me if I’m wrong, Trissiny, but based on the crash courses Tarvadegh’s been feeding me, the Wreath’s strength is its cunning. In a straight-up fight, hardly any warlock is a match for a paladin, especially one of Avei’s. If it’s them, there’s gotta be something more going on.”
 

 
  “We don’t have any actual info on that yet,” Ruda cautioned, “but you’re right, Gabe. We’d best be on the alert for something further to develop. Anyhow, while this is a productive theory, remember we haven’t
  
   established
  
  for a fact that this is the Wreath’s doing.”
 

 
  “Who else?” asked Teal.
 

 
  Ruda drummed her fingers once on the picnic table. “Well. There’s one other prospect…maybe. Ravana has a theory.”
 

 
  Teal stiffened. “When were you talking with
  
   Ravana
  
  about this?”
 

 
  “Ravana’s the little blonde one, right?” said Gabriel. “Of the new froshes I’ve only really talked to Iris.”
 

 
  “Let me backtrack a bit,” said Ruda. “This started with the revival, and Bishop Snowe’s very un-Izarite shot across Tellwyrn’s bow. Then, after the cults packed up and left, there were two extra priests left over—an Avenist and a Vidian.”
 

 
  “There’s a new Vidian priest?” Gabriel said, straightening up. “I haven’t been really involved at the temple since this weekend…”
 

 
  “Sister Takli isn’t assigned to the Silver Mission in any official capacity,” Trissiny added. “But she’s staying in Last Rock for awhile, and wanted to volunteer while she’s around. That seemed perfectly admirable to me.”
 

 
  “Has there ever been a priestess of Avei who randomly moved to town
  
   before?”
  
  Ruda said pointedly.
 

 
  “The Mission wasn’t here before,” Trissiny replied. “Neither was I. I thought it was odd, but nothing about it seems
  
   sinister.
  
  I’m not sure where you’re going with this, Ruda.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda continued, “yesterday there was the play, and the impromptu picnic, where Juniper’s bunny caused a scene, remember? Well, that new Vidian was there, right before, and immediately got involved.”
 

 
  “What’s your point?” Gabriel asked, frowning.
 

 
  “I’m repeating a theory, not proposing it,” Ruda replied. “Ravana found the sequence of events suspicious—she wanted to come to the paladins with this, but I asked her not to. That’s just something I prefer to do myself. Honestly, I’ve seen that girl’s type, and she’s trouble; it remains to be seen whether she’s trouble for
  
   us
  
  or someone else.”
 

 
  “You have no idea how right you are,” Teal said grimly. Shaeine reached to hold her hand under the table.
 

 
  “But her
  
   theory
  
  is that Archpope Justinian is using proxies to move against the University. Agitating the townsfolk, that kinda thing. Remember how Jack suddenly lunged at that guy from a standstill?” Ruda turned to Gabriel. “Arquin, hypothetically speaking, how possible would it be for a Vidian cleric to use a little spark of divine magic to flick a rabbit’s ear, and more cult-specific gifts to make sure no onlookers noticed it?”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper sat bolt upright in her seat.
 

 
  “Easy, there,” Toby murmured, patting her arm.
 

 
  “Hypothetically speaking?” Gabriel pursed his lips, frowning at the table. “It’s the divine spark bit that would be tricky, there, but it could be done with a very small shielding spell. That’s
  
   possible,
  
  Ruda, but this whole thing seems
  
   really
  
  tenuous to me.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Juniper snarled, rising from her seat. “Are you saying that woman
  
   hurt my bunny?!”
  
 

 
  “Whoah!” Toby and Teal immediately lunged from both sides, taking her by the shoulders. Not that they were physically strong enough to hold the dryad down, but she at least stopped while Toby continued. “Nobody’s saying that, June. Gabe’s right, the idea is
  
   seriously
  
  a stretch. Why would a priest do such a thing?”
 

 
  “Now who is fly off the handle?” Scorn commented, smirking.
 

 
  “I
  
   thought
  
  something was wrong!” Juniper growled. “Jack doesn’t just freak out like that for no reason!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” Ruda exclaimed. “He does that
  
   all the damn time!”
  
 

 
  “He really does, June,” said Toby. “Everyone’s noticed it. Haven’t you seen how people leave the area when you bring him around?”
 

 
  “I hate to have to tell you this,” Gabriel added, “but that rabbit’s a menace.”
 

 
  “He’s not a rabbit,” Juniper said sullenly, finally letting herself be nudged back into her seat. “He’s a
  
   jackalope.
  
  There’s a
  
   difference.
  
  They’re excitable. It’s not his fault!”
 

 
  
   “That is correct,”
  
  Ariel observed.
  
   “Since wild animals cannot be expected to train themselves, it is clearly your fault.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel silently stood up, unbuckled the sword from his belt, laid her on the bench and sat on her.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” Ruda said to him.
 

 
  “I believe I follow Ravana’s line of thinking,” said Shaeine. “If her theory is correct, this priestess’s actions would be consistent—assuming she actually committed such an action instead of simply being present while Jack exhibited perfectly characteristic behavior. Agitating the bunny to create a scene between students and citizens
  
   would
  
  advance this hypothetical goal. However, that scenario is constructed almost entirely of unverified assumptions.”
 

 
  “Ravana’s a sly little snake,” added Teal. “If there
  
   are
  
  political machinations afoot, then it’d be a very good idea to listen to her—she’s probably more of an expert on that than anyone our age has a right to be. But the other side of that is I think she’ll be pretty likely to see hidden motives where they don’t actually exist.”
 

 
  “Why on
  
   earth
  
  would the Archpope want to attack the University?” Trissiny exclaimed. “How could he
  
   possibly
  
  gain from that?”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Gabriel mused. “Snowe
  
   did
  
  make that speech—we all saw it. And what she did
  
   afterward,
  
  or tried to. Plus, Tarvadegh’s warned me to be careful about the Universal Church; Justinian has a reputation for being a smooth operator.”
 

 
  “He seems pretty popular with the general public,” Teal said, frowning.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  understand what a smooth operator is, right?” Ruda said dryly.
 

 
  “Mother Narny and Commander Rouvad have both said similar things to me, now that you mention it,” Trissiny mused, her expression growing thoughtful.
 

 
  “No one’s said anything like that to
  
   me,”
  
  Toby objected.
 

 
  “It stands to reason that the various cults would have different attitudes toward the Universal Church,” suggested Shaeine. “A defining trait of Omnists seems to be their inclination to get along with everyone. By contrast, Avenists are constitutionally more combative, and Vidians more…subtle.”
 

 
  “You can say it,” Gabriel said with a grin. “’Two-faced’ isn’t even taken as an insult in the faith.”
 

 
  “Guys, I think this is wandering off the point,” Fross chimed. “Remember where we started from? Are you seriously going to suggest that the
  
   Universal Church
  
  is trying to antagonize Trissiny with false fragments of demon aura?”
 

 
  A short silence fell across the table.
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m inclined to agree with Fross, here,” said Ruda, nodding slowly. “Figured I should mention Ravana’s ideas; if there’s underhanded fuckery afoot, they’re worth considering. But this kind of shit in particular seems a
  
   lot
  
  more characteristic of the Black Wreath than the Universal Church. Pretty much by definition.”
 

 
  “I’m not entirely convinced this Church thing has anything to it,” Teal added. “Though…I may be biased. Ravana Madouri
  
   really
  
  makes me nervous.”
 

 
  “At some point, Teal,” said Gabriel, “I think we’re gonna need to hear the story behind that.”
 

 
  “Regardless of that, she has a point,” said Toby. “Even if Justinian’s as much of a politician as you’re suggesting, and
  
   even
  
  considering Bishop Snowe’s behavior—which was extremely creepy at minimum, I’ll agree—I can’t see any possible motivation for the Archpope to try to start trouble with the University.”
 

 
  “You children should make more of an effort to keep up with the news,” Professor Ekoi said brightly. Everyone jumped, staring; she was standing at the head of the table, smiling benignly, and had definitely not been a moment before. The kitsune laid a short stack of newspapers on the end of the picnic table. “There are fascinating things in the headlines today, quite relevant to your discussion. I happened to pick up the fresh editions in Calderaas this morning.”
 

 
  “What were you doing in
  
   Calderaas?”
  
  Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  Ekoi fixed her eyes on him, her smile widening to show her long canines. “On the subject of invasive personal questions, Mr. Arquin, why are your undershorts flying from a flagpole on the main lawn?”
 

 
  “What?” he exclaimed. “There’s not a flagpole on the lawn. I don’t even know what you’re talking oh gods
  
   please
  
  tell me you didn’t.”
 

 
  Ruda collapsed in laughter, nearly sliding off the bench.
 

 
  “Remember, Mr. Arquin,” Ekoi said solemnly, “manners are miniature morals. You kids may keep those—I think you will find them enlightening. I shall see you in class.”
 

 
  She turned and sauntered away, tail waving languidly behind her.
 

 
  “I disavow any knowledge of anything flying from any flagpoles,” Gabriel announced. “On an unrelated subject, you guys know if there’s a shop in Last Rock where you can get clothes on the cheap?”
 

 
  “Don’t buy cheap clothes,” Teal said, lips twitching. “They just need to be replaced faster.”
 

 
  “Uh, guys?” Juniper said, holding up the topmost newspaper so they could all see the headline.
 

 
  “Snowe vs. Tellwyrn?” Teal read aloud. “How does anyone think that’s even a contest?”
 

 
  “Are they
  
   all
  
  like that?” Trissiny asked, reaching for the remaining stack.
 

 
  Ruda grabbed it first, spreading them across the table amidst the remains of their sandwiches. “Looks like…yup. Wow, I wouldn’t have expected one Bishop’s speech to generate
  
   this
  
  much interest in the newspapers. Was it really that newsworthy?”
 

 
  “I…guess?” Teal said uncertainly.
 

 
  “Or,” Shaeine murmured, “someone has exerted influence on the papers to make this happen.”
 

 
  Another brief silence fell.
 

 
  “So,” Ruda said, drumming her fingers on top of one of the newspapers, “the Church or the Wreath. Well, they both have a motive, though I still can’t tell what the Church’s
  
   is.
  
  They clearly are taking aim at the University, though.”
 

 
  “Is this something we should be
  
   worried
  
  about?” Fross asked nervously. “I have to admit I’ve sorta skipped politics in my reading. I mean, apart from what we’ve been over in Professor Tellwyrn’s class, which isn’t exactly…
  
   current.”
  
 

 
  “This is something for Professor Tellwyrn to worry about,” Toby said firmly. “Someone targeting Trissiny is
  
   our
  
  business.”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  hers,” Gabriel pointed out. “Come on, you know that’s exactly what she’d say. Don’t you guys think we ought to take this to her?”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I want to approach her, with the mood she’ll be in when she sees this,” Juniper muttered, still reading the paper.
 

 
  “We’re not gonna have Tellwyrn’s skirts to hide behind forever,” Ruda snapped. “And we
  
   will
  
  have many of these same problems. We know the Wreath is after Vadrieny, and from what you guys said about what happened in Veilgrad, that guy seemed weirdly interested in the paladins. It stands to reason the Archpope would have similar interests, whatever it is he’s doin’ here. No, we deal with this.”
 

 
  “How?” Teal asked.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said thoughtfully, leaning backward and staring absently at the scattered newspapers, “we’re gonna need more information, first. Which of our prospects is actually behind the demon shit getting thrown at Triss?”
 

 
  “Wreath,” Scorn snorted. “Is obvious. You are stupid?”
 

 
  “Teal, I’m gonna stab your demon in a minute,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  
   “Why
  
  is it obvious?” Teal asked Scorn.
 

 
  The Rhaazke shrugged. “Sword say the hard part being the hiding, yes? Easy spell, but hard to make Trissiny only sense the aura? Well,
  
   I
  
  sense it too, so is Wreath hiding.”
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel frowned. “What did she say?”
 

 
  “Why does
  
   that
  
  mean it’s a Wreath spell?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  Scorn looked incredulously around the table at them. “I am Rhaazke.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Ruda said. “Gonna stab her.”
 

 
  “Scorn,” Gabriel said irritably, “pretend for a moment that you’re from a completely different plane of existence with different rules, and nobody here knows what the
  
   hell you are talking about!”
  
 

 
  “If I understand correctly,” Shaeine said before Scorn could react to that, “you are saying that the Wreath’s gift of stealth does not work against Rhaazke?”
 

 
  “How’d you get
  
   that
  
  outta that word salad?” Ruda exclaimed. “And that’s another thing, Tanglish isn’t demonic. You can’t just mix words together at fucking random!”
 

 
  “That’s what
  
   I
  
  thought she said,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  Scorn sighed dramatically. “You know nothing.
  
   Fine,
  
  I explain. The goddess, she does not trust demons. They are made by Scyllith, and made to be hard for control. Also some still being loyal to Scyllith. Rhaazke are different; Scyllith throws us out, very long ago. So in Hell, when Elilial takes command, she does not trust demons to be in charge. Her highest…um… What is word?” She turned to Teal. “Servants in charge?”
 

 
  “Lieutenants?” Teal suggested.
 

 
  “Llllluuuutennn…” Scorn drawled out the word and gave up halfway through, shaking her head. “You all complain
  
   my
  
  language is silly.”
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  Gabriel prompted.
 

 
  “Yes, fine, going on. Highest… People being in charge under the goddess, they are the archdemons,” she nodded to Teal, “and some others she makes herself. Very unique beings, not like the demon races. Prince Vanislaas, the Shroudwraith, Kelvreth of the Eyes… Others like them. Not being of Hell’s races, they are loyal to her. Well, our queen, Srkhankhvrithz, she is one of these highest leewww…in charge. But the
  
   other
  
  Rhaazke, we serve a little lower, but still over the demons. Hell is not our home, we have always hated Scyllith, and the Lady Elilial gives us everything, so we are
  
   trusted
  
  servants,” she said proudly.
 

 
  “So…Rhaazke are middleman administrators in Hell?” Ruda said, frowning. “What’s that got to do with you being able to sense through Wreath fuckery?”
 

 
  Scorn shrugged irritably. “Obviously, we have powers given to do our tasks, yes? We served the Lady before the Wreath was made, and we stand closer to her. Humans are
  
   not
  
  permitted in Hell, but humans are also not trusted. Some try things, even some Wreath. Rhaazke must be able to hunt through their tricks, yes?” She grinned. “Not all Rhaazke have as many gifts, but I am noble bloodline, being trained for high service. This stealth the Black Wreath has, it is the Lady’s gift, and she decides where it does not work.”
 

 
  
   “Fascinating,”
  
  said Ariel, slightly muffled under Gabriel.
 

 
  “If that’s true,” Trissiny said slowly, “we have a perfect counter to the Black Wreath’s greatest weapon.”
 

 
  “It also means Scorn’s right,” added Toby. “That would explain
  
   perfectly
  
  why the spell aimed at Trissiny caught her as well. If the concealment was a Wreath stealth that doesn’t
  
   work
  
  on her… It has to be them.”
 

 
  “It also means we can
  
   beat
  
  them,” said Gabriel, grinning fiercely.
 

 
  “Yes!” Scorn said, smiling back.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Ruda interrupted. “Scorn, does the Wreath
  
   know
  
  Rhaazke can do this?”
 

 
  “Not for them to know,” Scorn said haughtily. “If they know, they can sneak around it, yes? Then is pointless.”
 

 
  “What’s that got to do with anything?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “She literally
  
   just
  
  explained it,” said Ruda in exasperation. “After Veilgrad the Wreath know we’ve got a Rhaazke. If they knew their concealment doesn’t work on her, they could compensate. But if Scorn is right, they
  
   don’t.”
  
 

 
  “Which means,” said Trissiny, her eyes widening, “we have
  
   exactly
  
  what we need to outmaneuver them.”
 

 
  “Yes!” Scorn cried, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “Um,” Toby said, “you
  
   do
  
  realize that in order to capitalize on this advantage, you’re going to have to keep Scorn near you and…wait for them to strike again?”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said, frowning.
 

 
  “Yes!” Scorn repeated. “We will have fun! We go to classes and visit the town and when the Wreath moves again, we
  
   crush
  
  them!”
 

 
  “…great,” Trissiny said weakly.
 

 
  “Whoah, now, stop,” Ruda interjected. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, we need a
  
   plan.
  
  First, this advantage has to be protected; we can’t let the Wreath learn that Scorn can see through their defenses.”
 

 
  “Yes, very true,” Scorn said, deflating. “This is secret—Wreath is not to learn.”
 

 
  “Also,” Teal added, “it’s not clear to me exactly
  
   how
  
  we can capitalize on this. If the Wreath is just making Trissiny sense the presence of demons that aren’t there, having Scorn sense them too changes…what?”
 

 
  “Right,” Ruda said, nodding. “We need to come up with a
  
   plan.”
  
 

 
  “To begin with,” Fross chimed, “I may be able to work out a spell to augment Trissiny’s senses—there has to be a way to track those signals more precisely, rather than just perceiving them. It’ll be
  
   really
  
  tricky for me to work with divine magic, though…”
 

 
  
   “I know a spell for that,”
  
  Ariel said from under Gabriel.
  
   “Trissiny will have to cast it herself, but I can walk her through the process. After a few weeks of basic schooling in divine spellwork, she hopefully possesses the basic competence.”
  
 

 
  “That sounds like a skill I would be interested in learning anyway,” Trissiny agreed.
 

 
  While they carried on talking, Gabriel surreptitiously shifted, pulling Ariel out from under himself and gripping her by the hilt. Her scabbard hid the patterns of faint blue light that flickered along her blade as he ignited a charm they had worked out previously.
 

 
  
   “Vestrel,”
  
  his voice echoed from the sword, silently but resonating through the dimensional medium in which the valkyries dwelt.
 

 
  Invisible to the others, a black-clad figure approached him from behind, spreading one ebon wing protectively over him as she leaned forward.
  
   “Something on your mind, little brother?”
  
 

 
  He glanced fleetingly up at her with a small smile, quickly enough that his classmates did not notice, absorbed in their discussion.
  
   “What do you know about this new cleric in town?”
  
 

 
  
   “Nothing, really. We don’t keep track of them all. Why?”
  
 

 
  
   “There’s something going on. It’s too perfect, more priests arriving just as Bishop Snowe starts trouble with Tellwryn and the newspapers start carrying these tales. Are the girls too busy to do me a favor?”
  
 

 
  
   “Never,”
  
  Vestrel said with a grin, affectionately brushing him with her pinions. They didn’t physically connect, of course.
  
   “We can spare the time to see what the new priestess gets up to when she thinks no one is looking. The Avenist, too?”
  
 

 
  His eyes flickered at Trissiny, who was paying attention to what Toby was saying.
  
   “I don’t know… That seems wise, but also like it’d be stepping on Triss’s toes.”
  
 

 
  
   “What she doesn’t know hurts nothing. And if a cleric of her faith is indeed trying to manipulate her…”
  
 

 
  
   “Point taken. If you would, then.”
  
 

 
  
   “Oh, this sounds like it’ll be
  
  fun!”
 

 
  
  
  “Stop, back up,” Ruda said sharply in response to Juniper’s last objection. “Nothing just
  
   happens
  
  without context—just because we’re pretty sure the Wreath is behind these specific events does
  
   not
  
  mean we can just ignore whatever the hell the Church is up to.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shaeine agreed. “Even if the Wreath are not responsible for the trouble presently being stirred up, trouble can be taken advantage of by anyone. We must not develop blind spots—everything going on here deserves our attention.”
 

 
  “I’m still lost as to
  
   why
  
  the Church would attack the University, though,” Toby said, shaking his head. “I just don’t see any
  
   benefit
  
  in that. And in its own way, the Church is almost as inscrutable as the Wreath; Triss, Gabe and I can probably get
  
   some
  
  information from them, but you can be sure they’ll stonewall us about anything they’re doing with regard to the University we all attend.”
 

 
  “Maybe not, though!” Fross chimed. “Can it hurt to ask?”
 

 
  “Fuck yes it can,” Ruda said firmly. “If they’re playing games with us, letting them
  
   know
  
  we’re onto them will only make it worse. I can’t see the Universal fucking Church backing down from a challenge.”
 

 
  “Well,” Gabriel said mildly, “keep in mind that just because we don’t know everything
  
   now
  
  doesn’t mean we won’t learn more.”
 

 
  “How exactly are we going to learn more?” Ruda asked, exasperated.
 

 
  He shrugged. “I’m pretty sure something will come up.”
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  Darling’s irritating refusal to show weakness continued all the way up the winding trail that lead east, into the mountains beyond the city. To be sure, the trail they chose wound back and forth up the slope so as not to present an excessive challenge, but it was still a mountain climb; there was a significant vertical component to their trek. Joe’s indefatigable calm did not surprise him, for all that wandfighting didn’t seem like a particularly strenuous skill, at least physically. The Kid was a frontier dweller and had made his mark against many opponents; in any lodge of Shaath’s followers, he would be accounted a man regardless of his age. Darling, though, was a city slicker of the worst kind, and his failure to get even winded felt vaguely insulting to Ingvar.
 

 
  Not for the first time, he considered setting off cross-country, straightening out the curves in the trail, so to speak. That was a good way to lose the track, though. Not that he couldn’t find a lodge in the forest purely on the strength of his own skills, but getting lost would add who knew how much time to the journey. Plus, he would eventually have to explain to the Crow why he’d ditched the companions she had selected for him. Ingvar had not totally ruled that out, but wasn’t to the point of deciding on it yet.
 

 
  “Y’know,” Darling said breezily, stopping in the middle of the trail and craning his neck back to peer up at the pine boughs above, “in a way, I think I might be getting more out of this than you two country boys.”
 

 
  Ingvar decided first not to hit him, and second not to dignify that with any response at all.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure this’ll be rich,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “It’s just that… Well, I personally see a certain kind of beauty in the rhythms of a city,” Darling intoned, resuming his walk as Ingvar brushed past him. “In my city, anyway, though I suspect they each have a life and a glory of their own. But I can well believe that’s a kind of beauty you have to be particularly attuned to in order to appreciate it. This, though!” He spread his arms dramatically, as if offering to embrace the forest. It was a quiet, clear morning, the air filled with the songs of birds and insects, as well as the sharp scent of pine needles. Sunlight filtered through the branches over the trail in golden streams here and there, leaving most of the forest to either side in cool shade. The whole day could have been painted, as if it were someone’s perfect idea of an idyllic scene of nature. “I don’t care who you are, this is gorgeous.”
 

 
  “It does have a kind of majesty to it,” Joe agreed. “Only forest I knew back home was the elven grove. Needless to say, I didn’t go in there much, but I vividly recall those few visits. The place was… It had this feelin’ to it, like it had been made for people. Not humans, necessarily, but people. Elves live in balance with nature, but while that means their land ain’t exactly parks, there’s a certain tameness to it. Like you can tell it’s under somebody’s control. This here’s… I dunno. Ancient, primal. Wild.”
 

 
  “This is actually a very young forest,” said Ingvar from the front of the group. “Not much more than a hundred years old, if that.”
 

 
  “Really?” Darling sounded legitimately interested, for whatever that was worth. “What gives it away?”
 

 
  Ingvar paused, gesturing into the woods on their left. “To a limited extent, you can tell by the size and spacing of the trees. Note the lack of variation; almost all of them are about that big. There are no enormous elders, and relatively few saplings. Most of these trees grew up at the same time, and cast thick enough shade that younger ones haven’t space or sunlight to grow between them. That’s not a reliable proof, however; forests tend to reach a kind of equilibrium on their own that looks similar. More to the point, the spacing between them is very close to even. See how it almost forms corridors, going off into the distance?” He paused to let them both peer into the woods, noting the frowns when they saw what he meant. “In a way, Joe, this is the opposite of your elven forest. These trees were
  
   planted,
  
  on purpose, and then left to grow up wild.”
 

 
  He turned and continued up the path, the others falling into step behind them. “To be truthful, though, I know the history of this land. There are a lot of centennial forests in the Empire. The Tirasian Dynasty has very careful laws about conservation. They
  
   needed
  
  them, there was so much clear-cutting and strip mining during the relative anarchy after the Enchanter Wars. The slopes around Veilgrad were one of the areas that were re-planted late in Sarsamon’s reign. A lot of the pine woods in this province were planted for logging, but the trees around the city itself are protected. They’re helping to hold the mountainsides in place and blocking snow, preventing avalanches.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Joe mused.
 

 
  “They also provide homes for game,” Ingvar added. “Meat and fur are economically significant around here, too.”
 

 
  “Are you this well-versed on the state of the wilds everywhere?” Darling inquired.
 

 
  Ingvar shrugged. “I could probably tell you the basics for most provinces. You can deduce a lot just from the climate, geography and nearby population. But no. Any Huntsman, even one who has never been here, knows how the wilds of the Stalrange live.”
 

 
  “I see,” Darling murmured.
 

 
  “For instance,” Ingvar went on. “There. Hear that?” He pointed upward. “There it is again—that bird, with the high-pitched, whooping voice.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” said Joe. “What’s that?”
 

 
  “It’s a scarlet heron,” the Huntsman explained. “They’re not true herons, actually, they just happen to resemble them. It’s a coastal, tropical bird; it wouldn’t survive a week in a pine forest in this climate, at this altitude. However, the call is pretty widely known, as it’s uniquely easy for humans to imitate.”
 

 
  Behind him, Joe and Darling’s steps both faltered as they paused. Ingvar glanced back over his shoulder. Joe had tucked his thumb into his belt, placing his hand near a wand; Darling ducked both hands slightly into his sleeves, curling his fingers back until they nearly reached the cuffs. Just for a moment, but it was enough of a tell for Ingvar to deduce the presence of throwing knives up his sleeves. A weak sort of weapon, in his estimation, and entirely characteristic of the thief.
 

 
  “So,” Darling said lightly, “our approach has been noticed. Well, Mr. Grusser
  
   did
  
  say this path led right to the Shadow Hunters’ lodge. I guess that’s a good sign! They seem not to have hostile intentions.”
 

 
  “How did you come to
  
   that
  
  conclusion?” Ingvar demanded.
 

 
  “Well, anybody watching us can
  
   clearly
  
  see we’re in the presence of a Huntsman of Shaath, traditional attire and all,” he said, grinning. “So they’d have to assume you would recognize that bird call. Whoever else that message was meant for, it was basically an announcement to
  
   you
  
  that our approach has been noted. Seems like they’d be a lot more circumspect if they wanted to communicate privately. Or don’t you think these Shadow Hunters can imitate local birds, too?”
 

 
  “Could be,” Joe allowed. “Could also be lettin’ us know we’re bein’ watched is a warning.”
 

 
  “Meh.” Darling shrugged. “Not impossible, but as warnings go, that’s pretty flimsy. No, I think if they wanted to tell
  
   us
  
  anything, it’d be more direct. It makes more sense to me to take this as a peaceable sign.”
 

 
  “Or,” Joe suggested, “they don’t care at all about three guys strollin’ through the woods, an’ there’s somethin’
  
   truly
  
  dangerous in the forest not far from here.”
 

 
  “Joe, you’re a regular little basket of sunbeams, you know that?” Darling said sourly. Ingvar held his peace.
 

 
  The trees thinned as they climbed, affording a better view both ahead and behind them. Rounding one of the trail’s switchbacks, the three discovered they suddenly had an astonishing perspective of Veilgrad from above. The city jutted out from the foot of the mountains, a long finger pointed into the vastness of the prairie beyond. From this altitude, there were even signs of its recent pains; far more buildings were under construction and repair than normally would be, and there was a scar near its northwestern quarter where a whole block had burned.
 

 
  Incredible as the vista was, they had to turn and examine the scenery ahead and above them in more detail, for they had finally come into view of the lodge of the Shadow Hunters.
 

 
  Its general design was similar to the traditional Shaathist lodge: a huge longhouse, its peaked roof formed of enormous pine beams and covered in thatch, built upon a high stone foundation with a broad flight of steps rising a full story to its front doors. This one, fittingly enough, was more eclectic in design, somewhat resembling a medieval castle built around the main structure. Battlements were in evidence here and there along its peaks, notably surmounting the round tower attached to one front corner of the lodge. The tower soared twice the height of the lodge’s roof, but was so broadly built it managed to look squat; it had to have as much interior space as the main lodge, and more. There was also another rectangular segment jutting out from the lodge at right angles, smaller but built along similar lines, with a steep thatched roof. This one, however, was unmistakably a chapel, complete with stained glass windows and a steeple rising from its far end. Rather than an ankh as was traditional for Universal Church chapels, this one was surmounted by a stylized horned eagle wrought from iron. It was not the traditional eagle symbol of Avei, though it could well have been a rendition of the same kind of bird.
 

 
  As they stood in the path, staring up at the lodge, a spine-chilling scream echoed from high above, and a shadow passed over them.
 

 
  All three men turned to behold a winged shape gliding overhead. It swept out in a wide arc before coming in to land atop the lodge’s round tower, where it was hidden from view by the battlements. Given the speed with which it moved, and their disadvantageous position, they were not afforded a clear look at the bird. Its wingspan, though, had to be broader than any of them was tall.
 

 
  Ingvar grunted and set off walking again. After a moment, the others followed.
 

 
  A standing stone of clearly ancient provenance stood at the next bend in the path, marking the point where it turned to lead directly to the lodge. At least eight feet tall, the stone was so old it had been worn round by the elements, yet still bore traces of what must once have been very deep carvings, now outlined by the lichen clinging to them.
 

 
  Atop it sat a blonde woman in coarse, practical garb similar to traditional Huntsman’s kit, casually working at a piece of wood with a knife.
 

 
  “Good morning, guests,” she said as they drew abreast of her perch. “What brings you?”
 

 
  The three paused, and Ingvar’s two companions looked at him, Darling with an encouraging nod. As if he needed encouragement.
 

 
  “Well met,” Ingvar said, bowing slightly. Given how high up she was, dipping his head too deeply would have seemed ridiculous. “I am Brother Ingvar, a Huntsman of Shaath.”
 

 
  “Not from around here, you aren’t,” she commented, pointing at him with her carving knife. “Not with that beardless face. I don’t imagine the local Huntsmen went out of their way to make you feel welcome, now did they?”
 

 
  “You have trouble with the Huntsmen?” Darling asked. His tone and expression were a masterpiece of polite, neighborly interest; they seemed to work on this Shadow Hunter (for such she had to be) better than they did Ingvar, to judge by the way she smiled down at him.
 

 
  “It waxes and wanes,” she replied. “Lately, the situation is not ideal. The Huntsmen got pushier by the day while the city was suffering from chaos effects, and
  
   now
  
  there’s absolutely no living with them, since they acquitted themselves so well fighting undead in the catacombs. Grusser threw them a parade. Only a matter of time until they overstep and he has to rein them back in, and they’d better hope it’s
  
   him
  
  doing it and not the Duchess. Oh, but I’m interrupting your introductions.”
 

 
  “With me,” Ingvar said somewhat stiffly, “are Joseph Jenkins of Sarasio, and you seem to have already met Bishop Antonio Darling of the Universal—”
 

 
  “Did you say
  
   Joseph Jenkins of Sarasio?”
  
  They finally seemed to have the woman’s full interest; she set down her knife and carving and leaned alarmingly over the edge of the stone, staring avidly down at Joe. “No fooling?
  
   The
  
  Joe Jenkins?”
 

 
  “The ‘the’ himself, ma’am,” Joe said, tipping his hat. “Somewhat less impressive in the flesh than in song, so I’m told.”
 

 
  “He’s a modest one,” Darling said cheerfully. “I guarantee
  
   no
  
  one has told him that.”
 

 
  “Not true. Weaver manages to squeeze it in at least once a day.”
 

 
  “Well, you guys must have
  
   quite
  
  a story,” she said, grinning now. “I’m Liesl, the gabby and insignificant. Since the honor’s all mine, I’ll try to make the pleasure all yours. Really, though, what brings you to our doorstep? This is like the beginning of a bar joke. A Huntsman, a Bishop and the flippin’ Sarasio Kid walk into a lodge…”
 

 
  Darling laughed obligingly; Ingvar gritted his teeth momentarily, gathering his patience, before answering.
 

 
  “My companions and I have come in pursuit of a spiritual matter. We were sent to seek the Shadow Hunters for… I…honestly don’t know.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Liesl mused. “Sent by whom?”
 

 
  “By Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  She fell still at that, gazing down at them with a suddenly closed face.
 

 
  “Well,” she said at last. “Well, well. You just get more interesting with every word you say. Not to mention more alarming… All right, hang on.”
 

 
  She hopped nimbly to her feet, tucking her knife back into its sheath and her piece of wood into an inner pocket of her leather vest. Before any of them could say a word, Liesl stepped off the edge of the standing stone, plummeting to the ground.
 

 
  It wasn’t a lethal drop by any means, but longer than a person ought to casually jump. She hit the ground in a roll, coming smoothly to her feet right in front of them and pausing only to brush off her leather trousers. Ingvar recognized the move well enough; young Huntsmen like Tholi were always doing similar things, as if to prove to themselves, each other, and the world that they deserved their rank. He felt grateful to have outgrown that phase, himself.
 

 
  “Walk this way, gentlemen,” the Shadow Hunter said with a knowing little smile. “Your business is over the head of the likes of me, I think. You’d better come inside and talk to Raichlin.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Parvashti opened her eyes, sighed, and hopped down from the rigging. It wasn’t a long drop to the deck; the
  
   Sleepless
  
  was a nimble little ship, built for speed rather than capacity. She barely had enough of a fall for her feet to make a good, satisfying
  
   thump,
  
  but it was still enough to alert the Captain that she was finally down. He had doubtless been twiddling his thumbs and listening for it.
 

 
  “Well?” Captain Nayar demanded, thrusting his bearded head out of his cabin’s porthole. “Storm, or no storm?”
 

 
  “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “The sea is…making up its mind.”
 

 
  “Not sure?” he bellowed, vanishing back below. In moments he came bursting out on deck in his towering entirety, glaring.
  
   “Not sure?
  
  We either sail in two hours, or not, based on my
  
   esteemed
  
  windshaman’s prognostication. I’ve got cargo rotting in my hold!”
 

 
  “How fast do you think Narisian platinum
  
   rots?”
  
  she asked mildly.
 

 
  “Woman, I don’t pay you for
  
   not sure!”
  
 

 
  Parvashti strode forward, glaring right back at him, and thrust a ringed forefinger into his substantial paunch. “No,
  
   Captain,
  
  you pay me not to nail you amidships with a harpoon, so
  
   caulk
  
  it before I decide I’m overdue a raise! Are you Punaji or a cave elf your own damn self? It’s the
  
   sea!
  
  It’ll make up its mind when it does, and I’ll know before anyone else. You want certainty of a storm? Stick your great bearded gob into the waves and tell Naphthene what a twat she is. Until then, you’ll have to be content with being a
  
   little
  
  ahead of everyone else on these docks!”
 

 
  “Bah!” Nayar roared, throwing up his hands and turning to scowl at the city behind. Anteraas perched on a narrow wedge of flat land between the cliffs that made up the Tiraan Gulf’s coast, flanked by the ancient stone arms of its harbor. Those cliffs rose in both directions, climbing toward the Stalrange in the east and toward Tiraas itself, atop the Tira Falls barely visible to the west. In times past, the capital had been visible only on the clearest of days, but now its glow made it a constant presence on any night that wasn’t too thickly shrouded by fog.
 

 
  “Oh, keep your beard on,” Parvashti said in a milder tone. “How much money have I made you already? I guarantee no one else knows the portents my familiars can read. We’ll need most of those two hours anyway to wait for the others to get back with the supplies.”
 

 
  “Fine, fine,” Nayar grunted. “As soon as everyone’s aboard and everything stowed, we set sail.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  He held up a hand to forestall her. “Trade is as much a game of strategy against mortal opponents as it is a game of chance against the elements. You
  
   know
  
  that slimy arseplug Gupta is watching us—
  
   he’s
  
  figured out that my windshaman knows things no other knows. When we leave the harbor, he’ll follow, while everyone else dithers to see what comes of
  
   this.”
  
  He gestured out at the gray sea and gray sky, calm but of a worrying color. The chilly southern sea was unpredictable at the best of times; some days, it seemed it went out of its way to obscure its intentions. “If you give us the clear to keep on for Puna Vashtar, so be it; the
  
   Sleepless
  
  can outrun that tub of his no matter what charms he’s finagled in port. If not, we’ll put in at Tehvaad and leave
  
   him
  
  to wallow in the storm.”
 

 
  “Truly, you are a master of your craft, o great and canny one,” she said solemnly.
 

 
  Nayar snorted to express his opinion of her wit. “Oh, did you get your paper?”
 

 
  “Paper? What paper?”
 

 
  “The newspaper. You didn’t subscribe to one?”
 

 
  “Sub— News— Captain, what have I told you about drinking on the job?”
 

 
  “That I’d better invite you?” he replied with a grin.
 

 
  “Damn right! What the
  
   fuck
  
  newspaper do you think I would subscribe to?
  
   When
  
  would I do such a thing? What address do I have? Why would I
  
   care
  
  what the shorecrawlers think is fit to print? Use that shaggy hatstand for its intended purpose!”
 

 
  “You’re going to make some poor bastard a dreadful wife someday, you ungodly shrew,” he said. “All I know is—in fact, here.” He ducked back below decks for a moment, reemerging almost immediately with a newspaper bound in twine, a small note tied to it. “This was delivered by some boy while you were up there mumbling at the wind. Has your name and all, so I figured… Eh. Maybe one of the crew just thought you’d be interested and sent it along. The headline’s about that crazy school you went to.”
 

 
  “What?” Parvashti strode forward, snatching it from his hand. “Give me that!”
 

 
  She ripped away the twine while he muttered imprecations about her manners and stomped to the port rail to glare out at the sea. Parvashti’s eyes darted rapidly back and forth across the page, a frown growing on her features as she read.
 

 
  “Captain,” she said, “when we next make port… I might want to take a little leave soon.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “There,” Erland grunted, backing out of the tight space between boilers into which he’d had to squeeze to reach the access panel. “You were right, Harald, it was the glass conduits.
  
   Somehow,
  
  some idiot managed to forget to fix them properly in their housings.” He made a point to speak respectfully to his partners at all times, even when correcting them; having been the idiot in question, he felt free to express his frustration a little more directly.
 

 
  “And the glass?” Harald said nervously, apparently not making note of Erland’s mistake. “It’s all right, no cracks?”
 

 
  “All in perfect order,” Erland assured him, holding up his pocket lens and thumbing the charm that made its rim glow. “The shutdown wasn’t due to damage, but Kjerstin’s protective charms working as intended. I double-checked the pistons for signs of strain while I was in there. Everything’s fine, no grinding or overheating.”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you so,” Kjerstin said smugly, beginning to tick off points on her fingers. “Told you the charms were necessary, that they’d work, that
  
   you
  
  were too sleep-deprived to be putting in those conduits last night—”
 

 
  “All right, all
  
   right,”
  
  Erland said soothingly, holding up his hands. “You can make your speech later. For
  
   now,
  
  we appreciate your charm work. The engine’s still intact, the conduits are now installed
  
   properly,
  
  and we’re ready to try again.”
 

 
  The other two dwarves glanced at each other, nervousness plain on their faces.
 

 
  “We
  
   are
  
  ready to try again, aren’t we?” Erland said dryly.
 

 
  “All these false starts,” Harald muttered, rubbing his hands on his trouser legs. “Every time I get more nervous… Sometimes it feels the machine’s trying to warn us we’re up to something that should not be attempted.”
 

 
  “Oh, bah,” Kjerstin snorted. “If nobody tried new things, the world would never change.”
 

 
  “I know what my grandfather would say about this gadget,” Harald said, staring at the engine. “All this glass and filament… It looks like some kind of elvish sculpture.”
 

 
  “Really, have you ever
  
   seen
  
  an elvish sculpture?” Erland said with amusement. “Make time to get out of the foundry and into a museum before your brain withers in your skull.”
 

 
  “Your grandfather still wears his beard down to his belt,” Kjerstin said sharply, “and
  
   his
  
  generation isn’t too old to have to worry about getting it caught in gears. That is not a joke; you
  
   know
  
  good dwarves have suffered beard-induced decapitations, working with big enough machines. Some people are just too hidebound to embrace innovation!”
 

 
  “You two want to re-hash this discussion again right now?” Erland said pointedly.
 

 
  They paused again, staring at their machine.
 

 
  “Feh, you’re right,” Harald said. “We’re putting it off. All right, Erland, let’s give her another go.”
 

 
  “You could’ve built it with some extra dials or something,” Kjerstin muttered, folding her arms and betraying her own nervousness with a rapidly tapping foot. “Some dummy switches. Something for me to
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  “I’ll work a few useless gizmos into the next iteration,” Erland promised, grasping the lever. “Here goes nothing, once again.”
 

 
  He hauled the lever into the active position, opening the channel to the desktop-sized elemental forge hooked up to one end of the engine and letting raw heat blaze forth into its mouth.
 

 
  Immediately, with gratifying smoothness, their creation purred to life. The sound it made was almost musical, high-pitched and harmonic, quite unlike any combustion engine they had ever worked with. Light shone forth from multiple points, orange fire from its exhaust ports, arcane blue beams racing through its exposed power conduits, multicolored runes igniting in sequence along the casing.
 

 
  At the device’s opposite end from its power source, the piston began working. It barely had to accelerate, starting off pumping at nearly its full capacity.
 

 
  They tensed, waiting for another alarm or sudden shutdown, as had happened the last four attempts. Nothing came, though. Just the light, the pleasant voice of the engine, and the rapid motion of its output piston against the springs and pulleys attached to the gauges Harald was monitoring.
 

 
  “It’s stable,” Kjerstin breathed. “It’s
  
   working!”
  
 

 
  “Kinetic output at fifteen jonors,” Harald reported excitedly. “By the Light, Erland, it’s even higher than we projected!”
 

 
  “That’s a little too high,” Erland said, cautious despite his own enthusiasm. “We didn’t design it to stand up to that kind of power flow…”
 

 
  “But it’s
  
   working!”
  
  Kjerstin squealed, bouncing up and down. “From a heat source to kinetic energy with
  
   zero
  
  waste or byproducts! Erland, we’re
  
   rich!”
  
 

 
  A shrill whine sounded from the engine before he could respond; runes flared red, and suddenly its shutdown charms activated again, slamming the barrier shut to cut off its power source and force its lever back into lock position. The blue light faded from the conduits, and its soft voice wound down into silence.
 

 
  “To get rich,” Harald observed, “we’re going to have to make it run longer than thirty seconds…”
 

 
  “Oh, you big fuddy-duddy,” Kjerstin said, darting over to swat at his shoulder. “We’re just building a proof of concept, here! We have something to show the Falconers now—their grant is
  
   provably
  
  not wasted money. They’ll invest in improving it, they have to!”
 

 
  “I never assume humans are going to do the sensible thing,” Harald grumped. “Please, Kjerstin, don’t get worked up this time before we see results.”
 

 
  “It’s obviously just a matter of control, right? We refine the runes so that they regulate the power input rather than just shutting it off when it gets too much—”
 

 
  “Oh, just like that? You’re talking about a complete rebuild of the enchanted components! And we’ll have to re-design most of the physical machine to accommodate…”
 

 
  Erland let their discussion wash over him, listening with half an ear as he stepped over to his cluttered work desk and sank into the battered chair there, feeling weak from a combination of excitement and relief. He couldn’t keep the grin off his face. They were both right: there was a long,
  
   long
  
  way to go before they had an engine that would actually power anything, but the concept
  
   worked.
  
  It could be
  
   made
  
  to work, at least. All their efforts were finally bearing fruit.
 

 
  His eyes fell on a newspaper, printed in Tanglish, sitting on top of his stacks of paperwork. He hadn’t bought that… Had Kjerstin brought it in to show him?
 

 
  Erland’s expression fell into a frown as he read the headline. Oh, this was not good. Professor Tellwyrn was going to immolate somebody.
 

 
  “Hey, Kjerstin,” he called, interrupting their argument. “Didn’t you happen to mention that the Falconer’s daughter was attending my alma mater?”
 

 
  “What of it?” she said, exasperated. “You bring that up
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “You were talking about funding, and politics,” he said, eyes still on the paper. “There’s something unfolding down there that we may want to pay attention to…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Your pardon, Princess,” Cartwright said diffidently, “but this newspaper was just delivered for you.”
 

 
  “Newspaper?” Yasmeen said distractedly, picking it up from the silver tray on which the Butler held it out. “I’m not in the habit of reading the…” She trailed off, staring at the headline. “…Cartwright, who delivered this?”
 

 
  “A young man who is
  
   not
  
  a member of the Palace staff,” Cartwright replied, her round face as impassive as always. “I took the liberty of ordering that he be followed. Needless to say, the Palace guardsmen are not equipped to pursue someone discreetly beyond the walls of Calderaas, but I suspect his point of origin is within the city.”
 

 
  “A man penetrates this deeply into the palace,” Yasmeen said sharply, “a man you do not
  
   know,
  
  and you merely have him
  
   followed?
  
  What if, instead of a newspaper, he had been delivering a dagger? How did he get
  
   in
  
  here? He should have been apprehended the moment you knew something was amiss!”
 

 
  “With respect, your Highness,” Cartwright said calmly, folding her hands behind her back, “the content of the paper, and the manner of its delivery, is suggestive. This means of conveying information is a favored tactic of both the Thieves’ Guild and Imperial Intelligence; there are innumerable possible motives either might have to draw your Highness’s attention to Last Rock.
  
   Apprehending
  
  an agent of either organization would avail us little, and risk creating considerable backlash. When our agents report back, we will know more about who he was, and can act further at that time.”
 

 
  “I see,” Yasmeen said more calmly, returning her eyes to the paper and reading below the headline. “Quite right, then. That was quick thinking, Cartwright.”
 

 
  “Your Highness,” the Butler replied, bowing.
 

 
  “…where is my mother at the moment?”
 

 
  “Her Majesty is currently entertaining Lord Taluvir in the west drawing room, Princess. His Lordship appeared quite wroth; the matter is likely to tax her considerable stores of diplomatic skill, I fear.”
 

 
  “Hmmmm. This is definitely not worth interrupting her for, then. Unless…”
 

 
  “There has been no message from Last Rock from or concerning Prince Sekandar, your Highness,” Cartwight said serenely. “Given the esteem in which House Aldarasi is held by Professor Tellwyrn, he can be assumed to be well so long as we are not notified otherwise.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Yasmeen said with a sigh, folding the newspaper. “When she has the liberty, please inform the Sultana that I wish to speak with her at her earliest convenience.”
 

 
  “I have already made the arrangements, your Highness,” Cartwright replied, “and ordered your Highness’s writing desk to be prepared with your favorite jasmine tea and baklava. Your Highness was scheduled to be interviewed by that unmannerly individual from the Wizards’ Guild; he has been informed that the meeting must be delayed.”
 

 
  Any other servant would be reprimanded for such presumption, but there was no point in going to the considerable expense of employing a Butler if one did not let them buttle.
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Cartwright.”
 

 
  “It is, as always, my pleasure, Princess.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  Agent Fawkes moved as casually as was humanly possible, conveying the impression to any onlookers that he had every right to be here, on these enclosed manor grounds. Not that there were any onlookers—he had cased the premises quite thoroughly before entering—but one did not last long in his profession if one suffered lapses of professionalism. He laid the newspaper down on the steps to the manor’s kitchen door, which his intel stated was more heavily used by the house’s occupants than the front, and turned to make his way back to the side gate.
 

 
  He found himself staring directly into a wide pair of eerie crimson eyes. She had appeared in complete and utter silence.
 

 
  “Hi there!” Malivette Dufresne said brightly, smiling. “Whatcha doin’?”
 

 
  For the barest moment, he froze. Fawkes was trained to confront the unexpected, to confront death, to contend with attractive women and terrifying monsters. The combination of all of the above was enough to rock his equilibrium, though. Just a little bit.
 

 
  “Good morning, ma’am,” he said respectfully, stepping back from the vampire and bowing. “Just delivering your paper.”
 

 
  “That’s interesting,” the undead Duchess said, her smile widening to show off her fangs in what he was certain was not an accidental gesture. “Because people making deliveries tend to leave them at the gate, since it’s not, y’know,
  
   open.
  
  Also, I don’t subscribe to any newspapers. But since we’re getting all friendly, my pet peeves are poofy-sleeved dresses, sausage too heavily spiced, women who wear too much makeup, and people who come to my home and lie to me.”
 

 
  Fawkes allowed himself the luxury of a small gulp. Such a show of vulnerability could actually be advantageous; establishing himself firmly as a lesser creature meant she was less likely to do something violent. That was, if his intel on Dufresne was correct; if she were the wrong kind of monster, it could have the opposite effect. Now, face to face with her in all her unnatural glory, he had to wonder. For one thing, it was broad daylight and she wasn’t so much as steaming in the sun…
 

 
  Malivette was considered an ally of the Throne and a citizen in good standing, and this was a mission of relatively low priority. Under the circumstances, Intelligence’s policy for such a confrontation was clear.
 

 
  “My apologies, your Grace,” he said, bowing again. “I work for the Imperial government; I was told to deliver this newspaper to your home. That is the entirety of what I know of the matter.”
 

 
  “Ahh,” she said knowingly. “I
  
   see.
  
  Well, then. Be a good boy and let’s have it.”
 

 
  She held out her hand expectantly. Fawkes glanced at it, decided against making any further comment, and turned to retrieve the paper he had just set down. He placed it in her hand with yet another respectful bow.
 

 
  “Now then,” Malivette said briskly, “let’s see what we have here. Oh,
  
   my.
  
  Professor Tellwyrn still retains her absolute genius for annoying powerful people, I see…”
 

 
  Fawkes cleared his throat very softly, stepping backward away from her. “Well. Enjoy your paper, your Grace. If there’s nothing further, I’ll be going.”
 

 
  The vampire made no response, crimson eyes tracking back and forth as she read the lead article. Fawkes stepped back twice more before turning his back on her. He did not rush, nor pick up his pace in the slightest, as he made his way back across the grounds. Professionalism.
 

 
  Still, it was with considerable relief that he finally slipped out the side gate into the overgrown path beyond. He didn’t quite indulge himself in a sigh, knowing roughly the range of that creature’s hearing, but allowed himself to un-tense slightly as he re-latched the gate behind him, then turned to head back into the forest.
 

 
  He was instantly seized by the throat and slammed back into the gate.
 

 
  “One other thing,” Malivette said in total calm, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her to suddenly be standing there on this side of the wall. She wasn’t even looking at him, still reading the newspaper held in one hand; the fingers of her other one were as icy and rigid as marble against his neck. Fawkes had better sense than to struggle against them, merely rising up on tiptoe so he could continue to breathe. “Be a love and report to Lord Vex that if he wants to give me a message, he can do so like a civilized person. If I continue to find his playthings creeping about my back steps, I can’t guarantee he’ll get them back in one piece. Clear?”
 

 
  “Explicitly,” Fawkes replied, unable to fully compensate for the strain on his vocal cords. “I shall relay the message, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Attaboy!” she said brightly, releasing him.
 

 
  He was, by that point, only slightly surprised when she exploded into a cloud of shrieking bats and swirled away, back toward the manor. At least she took the paper with her.
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  “What is she
  
   doing?”
  
  Bradshaw asked, watching the pixie bob in place at the intersection. A few of the passing townsfolk seemed to have the same question, to judge by the stares they gave her. Some shied away from the bouncing ball of silver light, but clearly Fross was a known quantity in Last Rock, to judge by the number of cheerful greetings she received and returned. Notably, no one actually
  
   asked
  
  what she was up to. Apparently it was expected that University students would be a little odd.
 

 
  “This is the fourth place she’s done it, whatever it is,” Embras replied, lounging against the side of the general store. “I didn’t happen to see her place the first one, but I could detect the spell; I’ve been following her since number two. Notably, she’s placing them in a grid around the periphery of the town—it’s a little hard to tell, Last Rock is so small, but I believe she’s covering each point where streets and alleys meet that’s surrounded by the town itself. Nothing out in the prairie, it’s aimed at quartering the village. They’re detection wards, that much I can see at a glance. I’d like your assessment unclouded by my theorizing, though; you are my acknowledged superior in spellcraft. That’s why I poked at you so urgently to jump down here.”
 

 
  “Hmm…” Bradshaw rubbed at his chin, studying Fross, then glanced up and down the street. “You want to stay and watch where she puts the others first?”
 

 
  Embras shook his head. “They’re detectable; we can follow up on that later. Best to keep a distance from her, methinks. Follow me, I’ll show you the first one. It’s also the most isolated, which is convenient.”
 

 
  He straightened, brushing dust from the shoulder of his white suit, and led the way back toward the periphery. Both warlocks passed other people in the street, weaving around them as they went; though the citizens of Last Rock also stepped aside as they would have for anyone else on the sidewalk, none actually noticed their presence.
 

 
  “Here we are,” Embras said, arriving at a currently unoccupied intersection. It was a T-crossing, where a narrow street terminated against the wall of a large stone barn that had been repurposed for storage, and neither of the other facing buildings had doors nearby. The street itself was mostly there as a boundary between structures, and had no pavement. “Passive and personal silencing only, please; I don’t want to risk casting a concealment over this thing until we’re certain what it does.”
 

 
  “Good call,” Bradshaw murmured, beginning to pace in a circle around an invisible spot in the center of the intersection. “It’s a ward, all right. And in fact, it looks to be
  
   specifically
  
  geared toward detecting stealthed demons.”
 

 
  “How fascinating!” Embras said, smiling broadly in delight. “You don’t suppose she could
  
   actually
  
  tag us with this?”
 

 
  “Heavens, no. Far better mages than Fross have tried with no luck; nothing here is a threat to the Lady’s gift. Still, though…”
 

 
  “Good work?” Embras prompted after he trailed off.
 

 
  “Mm. Pretty good, yes. In fact, better than that. It’s not the best spellcraft of it’s kind I’ve seen by any stretch of the imagination… But considering this was done by a second-year student arcanist, it’s actually downright amazing. That pixie’s going to be a fearsome sorceress once Tellwyrn and Yornhaldt get done with her.”
 

 
  He paused and knelt, peering closely at something on the ground, then carefully produced a small lens from an inner pocket of his robe and studied it.
 

 
  “Hmm hm hmmmmm. This is
  
   very
  
  tight for student work. Unpolished—there are significant gaps in the frequency coverage, the kind of thing I’d expect from someone who doesn’t
  
   know
  
  the most probable ways an infernal spell would be hidden. But what she does cover is quite carefully woven. There’s a
  
   care
  
  and attention to detail there…”
 

 
  “My goodness, you’re starting to sound positively enamored,” Embras said with amusement.
 

 
  Bradshaw ignored him. “With the exception of an intersection lattice, here, clearly attuned to divine magic. That’s left
  
   wide
  
  open. It’s clearly intended to make this ward detectable to someone using a divine perception spell, and that’s necessarily going to create a gap in the ward’s structure. She left it more open than it needs to be, though. Inexperience, or she may be uncertain of the skills of whatever light-wielder is going to be making use of this.” He straightened up slowly, still frowning at the invisible ward.
 

 
  “So…Trissiny, then.”
 

 
  “Or Arquin,” Bradshaw countered, “who is, himself, an amateur arcanist. Or Caine; keep in mind we
  
   still
  
  don’t understand what’s going on there. That trick he pulled in Veilgrad is
  
   not
  
  part of the paladin’s general repertory. However…” He sighed. “Looks like you were right, Embras. They
  
   are
  
  working together on this. After Veilgrad I really didn’t think they’d pull together that fast.”
 

 
  “I told you at the time,” Embras replied, “we didn’t divide them,
  
   they
  
  did. Splitting off the paladins was a tactical decision. It was a
  
   bad
  
  one, but it was deliberate and not indicative of friction in the ranks, which makes all the difference here. I wouldn’t have taken this approach if I wasn’t confident the others would rally around Trissiny. A Hand of Avei stampeding through the town is no use to anyone who’s not selling insurance;
  
   now
  
  we’ve a group to work with, several of whom have an education in politics, strategy, and magic. There are handles there that can be manipulated, hooks that Trissiny herself lacks. The
  
   question,”
  
  he mused, beginning to pace back and forth, “is just
  
   which
  
  of them we’re working with. The whole sophomore class, that’s a given. But there are all of a hundred people up on that mountain, students and staff, and a community that size is tightly knit by necessity. We lack solid data on a lot of them.”
 

 
  “This reinforces the point I made in the first place,” said Bradshaw. “If we
  
   are
  
  dealing with the whole class, you’d better be
  
   extremely
  
  careful. And what are you going to do when Tellwyrn gets wind of this? They may have told her already.”
 

 
  “What little they know to tell her isn’t damning, and won’t be,” Embras said. “Don’t worry, I have plans in place for Tellwyrn. Layer upon layer of plans; you don’t make assumptions or take risks with a wild card like her. But no, you’re right—the rest of this campaign calls for exceedingly light touches. We shall be faultlessly polite and playful with the little dears. No direct interference, just signals to point their attention where we want it.”
 

 
  “So, no more chaining them to trees,” Bradshaw said dryly.
 

 
  “That was a different matter and you know it,” Embras retorted, pointing a finger at him. “And so do the paladins. Even if Omnu proved interested in countering the disruptors—and really, who could have predicted
  
   that?—
  
  detaining them that way was for their own good. They won’t admit it, but they understood. No, in an
  
   ideal
  
  world, the rest of this will unfold on its own, without us needing to take the risk of doing anything at all. We’ve seen Justinian’s plants gearing up their own bags of tricks, and we’ve now got the students with eyes sharp and backs up. Hopefully they’ll do most of our work for us.”
 

 
  “Snort,” Bradshaw said, deadpan. “This is my disdainful snort.
  
   Feel
  
  my disdain.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Embras acknowledged with a grin. “Nothing’s ever
  
   that
  
  easy. This, I’m afraid, is where the
  
   fun
  
  part begins; we’ll need to keep a careful watch on those two priestesses,
  
   and
  
  poke at the kids in such a way that it brings their noses across whatever trails those leave. Gonna be dicey, I won’t lie.”
 

 
  “We’re still too blind for this,” Bradshaw complained, folding his arms. “We have only general profiles of many of those students and none at all of a lot of them. Only the sophomores and the professors are known quantities. So
  
   many
  
  ways this can go wrong.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Embras agreed, nodding. “I’ve already consulted Ali, which is good for starting points. He was full of smug warnings about us becoming the targets of a foxhunt, but aimed me at the most likely interlopers. The new freshman girls, interestingly enough.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Bradshaw narrowed his eyes. “Yes, I can definitely see Domingue sticking her nose into this. She is
  
   not
  
  a fan of ours.”
 

 
  “I’m honestly more concerned about the Lady Madouri and the drow,” Embras mused, gazing absently at the spot where Fross’s ward was laid. “That girl’s a vicious little snake even by the standards of the aristocracy, and this year’s drow is an An’sadarr—a soldier.”
 

 
  “Very little scares me less than soldiers.”
 

 
  “A soldier on her own for you to play games with? No, that’s too easy to be any fun.
  
   Here,
  
  though, we’re dealing with one who’s been trained specifically to contend with a nastier brand of warlocks than us—and even
  
   I
  
  don’t want to cross spells with a Scyllithene shadow priestess if I can help it—in the context of far more clever and resourceful individuals who will be actively trying to expose us. I
  
   really
  
  don’t fancy finding myself in an enclosed space with an irate Narisian guardswoman.”
 

 
  Bradshaw sighed. “Embras… You know I trust you, but are you
  
   sure
  
  this is worth it?”
 

 
  “This is the game, now,” Embras said quietly. “Us and Justinian. We can’t rush the timing till the alignment, and with Snowe’s campaign it’s clear what he’s aiming at—which we already suspected. This is about setting up the board, Bradshaw. We need to arrive at the endgame prepared to beat him
  
   there,
  
  but we also have to
  
   let
  
  him get there. And he has to let
  
   us
  
  get there for the same reasons, and with the same considerations. Yes, this was an attack of opportunity, but it’s too perfect. If we can damage his credibility with the paladins, we’ll have won a significant coup.”
 

 
  Bradshaw opened his mouth to reply, then abruptly stilled and turned to stare at the corner of the old barn. Embras simultaneously straightened, following his gaze.
 

 
  A moment later, Vanessa limped around the corner, her face drawn in a tight frown of worry.
 

 
  “Oh, good, you’re here too,” she said by way of greeting, then turned to the high priest. “You’d better get back to Calderaas, Embras. We have a
  
   problem.”
  
 

 
  “Can you be a little more specific?” he said.
 

 
  “I’ve spent the morning fielding irate messages from about half our contacts in the city,” Vanessa replied. “They’re rather steamed to find that you’ve been clumsily spying on them.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’ve what?” Embras raised both eyebrows in surprise.
  
   “Clumsily?
  
  Them’s fightin’ words.”
 

 
  “They’re complaining that your
  
   personal
  
  succubus has left a wide trail around their homes and places of business,” she said grimly. “Then they started comparing notes, and it took me so long to prevent
  
   that
  
  from bursting into chaos that I’ve only just had the chance to cast a few divinations of my own. Vlesni’s tracks are all
  
   over
  
  the city, Embras. Quite glaringly. It looks like she spent last night futzing around just about every safe house and ally we have in Calderaas, and none of them knew it until they awoke this morning. Naturally, they are not taking it
  
   well.
  
  About half haven’t discovered it yet—it’s going to be messy when they do. This could well cost us our foothold in the city if it’s not fixed.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Bradshaw exclaimed. “Vlesni?
  
   Blatant
  
  tracks? Even if she’d turned on us, Embras, she’s too good to make such a mess. What could she possibly be up to?”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   isn’t
  
  that an excellent question,” Embras replied thoughtfully. “Vanessa, can you kindly nominate a good site for us to investigate that is
  
   not
  
  currently swarming with pissed-off individuals demanding explanations we don’t have?”
 

 
  “The nook behind Halisar’s,” she said immediately. “He left the city yesterday. Embras…where
  
   is
  
  Vlesni?”
 

 
  “Another excellent question,” he said. “The nook it is. Let’s go have us a little look-see. Not that I doubt you, Nessa, but this is all hard to credit.”
 

 
  “Oh, I know exactly how you feel,” she said darkly, taking a step back from them. The thin shadow cast by the barn bent, leaning forward, swelling and darkening, and in the next moment she was gone. Bradshaw and Embras rippled immediately afterward, vanishing as well.
 

 
  In their absence, there was a brief pause, and the shadow shifted a fourth time.
 

 
  The three warlocks emerged from the darkness in a hexagonal cul-de-sac approached only by one alley, which itself was so cluttered with stacks of broken crates and other detritus that the path there wound through a veritable maze. Walls on all sides rose at least three stories, casting the space in perpetual shadow; old, nigh-inscrutable graffiti lined its walls. The runes hidden within those messages were all but undetectable, both because of the pattern of the fading paint, and because they were partly inscribed in invisible ink. A single door stood in one wall, and several crates and boxes scattered about made convenient if impromptu seats. Despite its quite deliberate atmosphere of disuse and squalor, the area was uncommonly clean.
 

 
  “All right, here we are,” said Embras, straightening his suit jacket. “Care to point me at—never mind, I think I see it.”
 

 
  He took a few steps toward the door, staring through narrowed eyes, Vanessa and Bradshaw following along behind. For a moment, all three studied the door and the wall around it.
 

 
  “That’s…most peculiar,” Embras mused at last. “
  
   Most
  
  peculiar. She doesn’t leave traces that overt in places she’s
  
   actually
  
  been. I find Vlesni so useful to work with largely
  
   because
  
  she is discreet, even for a succubus.”
 

 
  “Well?” Vanessa folded her arms. “Let’s hear what she has to say for herself.”
 

 
  “Quite right,” Embras replied, turning back to face the center of the nook, and snapped his fingers.
 

 
  The demon appeared soundlessly, glancing around in mild surprise overlaid with boredom.
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  Embras,” she protested lazily. “A little forewarning is courteous. One of these days you’re going to catch me in the bath.” Grinning, she rose up on tiptoe and stretched her arms above her head, the catlike gesture serving to marvelously highlight her figure. “You
  
   know
  
  if you want a good look, you need only ask.”
 

 
  “Vlesni, my dear,” Embras said mildly, “where’ve you been?”
 

 
  The succubus lowered her arms, frowning slightly. “What? Why? Did you need something? If you called, I didn’t hear it. That’s never happened before…”
 

 
  “Answer the question, if you please,” he replied.
 

 
  “All right,” she said with a shrug. “Right
  
   then
  
  I was in Ninkabi, watching the local cell as you asked. They’re
  
   still
  
  not doing anything remotely interesting, by the way, but by the dictates of the bitch goddess Irony I’m sure that’ll start up immediately now I’m gone.”
 

 
  “And before that?” he said. “Last night?”
 

 
  Vlesni frowned now. “Last night? I was at the Black Isle, in Razzavinax’s library.”
 

 
  “Did you do anything of interest?”
 

 
  “Not terribly. The
  
   good
  
  books are locked up and I’m not about to mess with his wards; he took Rizlith with him to Tiraas, so there’s not much to do there except read. There’s still stuff
  
   worth
  
  reading, but that gets dull
  
   so
  
  quickly.” She smirked. “I
  
   did
  
  manage to wrangle a threesome with a couple of the students to pass an hour or so. Since you’re so interested in my personal life, there are two of them I’m getting accustomed to that, with various others. The magical anonymity adds a certain spice for them. These two are siblings, neither even aware the other is even at the academy. Next time I’m gonna get ’em in bed
  
   together.
  
  Of course, I’ll never be able to
  
   tell
  
  them I got them to boff, Razz’d have my wings for that, but
  
   I’ll
  
  know.” She grinned fiendishly, twitching her tail like a contented cat. “It’s the little things in life, don’t you agree?”
 

 
  “Can we
  
   please,”
  
  Vanessa said in a strained tone, “never,
  
   ever
  
  hear about her sex life again?”
 

 
  Vlesni’s grin widened. “It’s all right, Nessa dear, you were drunk. That totally doesn’t count. Ask anyone.”
 

 
  “Shut up, Vlesni,” Embras said softly, immediately regaining the succubus’s full attention. “Look at that door. Tell me what you see, and then explain it.”
 

 
  She frowned at him, then shifted her gaze to study the door as directed. Bradshaw had already stepped over to it and was peering about through his lens. Vlesni’s expression melted to one of shock, then morphed to fury; she dashed past Embras, placing her hands against the wall and feeling around the pitted brickwork.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?”
  
  the demon snarled. “What—
  
   who
  
  did this? How?
  
   How
  
  did they do this? Embras!” She whirled on him, fists clenched and wings fanning out in a menacing display. “Explain!”
 

 
  “I believe that’s what I just asked
  
   you
  
  to do,” he said. “It’s not just here, Vlesni. There are traces like this all over Calderaas. Just about everywhere in the city where we can go and feel slightly safe—or could, until this morning. Our friends and contacts who live under your brand new shadow are
  
   not
  
  pleased.”
 

 
  “You think
  
   I
  
  did this?” she screeched. “Me? How?
  
   Why?
  
  Embras you
  
   can’t
  
  think—I have no explanation for this! I don’t understand how it could
  
   happen!”
  
  Tail lashing in agitation now, she seemed almost on the verge of tears.
 

 
  Embras studied her calmly, visibly unimpressed. “And yet…there it is.”
 

 
  “Embras!” she wailed. “You
  
   know
  
  I wouldn’t risk undermining you like this. You think I
  
   want
  
  to go back to Hell? If I’d been sneaking around on you I’d have a good cover story! I—this—this is
  
   insane!
  
  I have no idea what—how—
  
   who…”
  
 

 
  
  
  “That actually is a solid point,” he mused.
 

 
  “Unless that’s what she
  
   wants
  
  you to think,” Vanessa said skeptically. Vlesni shot her a baleful glare.
 

 
  “Embras,” said Bradshaw, “look at this. Look at the way this energy is distributed. The
  
   quantity
  
  of it is purely absurd; Vanislaads don’t leave traces like this unless they bleed all over something. And see where it’s spread?” He pointed with his lens. “Along the walls, the door frame,
  
   over
  
  the door. Unless you think Vlesni has been running around the city scent-marking walls like a stray cat…this was
  
   planted.”
  
 

 
  “Even if she were working against us,” Vanessa said grudgingly, “this would be an utterly idiotic thing to do. A
  
   priest
  
  would be able to pick up on these traces, they’re so outstanding. She’s got a giant target painted on her forehead, now. I cannot see her taking a risk like that for anything.”
 

 
  Vlesni snarled wordlessly, quivering with rage.
 

 
  “Yes,” Embras said, nodding slowly. “Yes, I’m inclined to agree. This costs us—one of our most subtle agents has just had her ability to move severely limited. Which, by itself, explains the
  
   why
  
  of it.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully with a thumb, staring at the marked door. “But…how? And by the same token,
  
   who?
  
  To do something like this, a person would first have to
  
   find
  
  discernible traces Vlesni had left—itself a tall order—and then somehow
  
   reproduce
  
  them. I confess I don’t even know a spell that can do such a thing. Bradshaw?”
 

 
  “Sure you do,” Bradshaw replied. “Not exactly like
  
   this,
  
  but we were just doing basically the same to Trissiny Avelea. The difference is, that was the
  
   tiniest
  
  whisper of a trace, and it took a physical sacrifice from Vlesni to do it. This… Someone did the opposite, working from the merest hint of her residue to produce sizable quantities.
  
   That
  
  is the mind-boggling part. I don’t know any infernal craft that could do such a thing. The Lady could, a couple of the archdemons could have. Prince Vanislaas surely could. But those are inherent gifts, not any spellwork. Also, Elilial and Vanislaas have much better things to do than footle around Calderaas making life difficult for their own servants.” He shook his head. “I’m at a loss.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   your
  
  fault!” Vlesni screeched, pointing accusingly at Embras. “You and that damned paladin-taunting spell of yours! So help me—”
 

 
  “What?” Embras said flatly, staring at her. “No, really. Go on and finish that sentence, Vlesni. I’m curious.”
 

 
  She pantomimed a throttling motion at him, baring her teeth.
 

 
  “Embras, take it easy,” Vanessa said reprovingly. “She’s no more irritating than most of her kind, and she’s also got a point. I would be very surprised if this
  
   weren’t
  
  connected to that business somehow. It’s all too convenient.”
 

 
  “Foxhunt,” Bradshaw said suddenly.
 

 
  Embras turned to him. “What’s that?”
 

 
  “Remember, you were telling me about Ali’s warning?” Bradshaw said, staring intently back. “You used the word ‘foxhunt.’ Was that
  
   his
  
  word, or yours?”
 

 
  “His,” Embras said slowly. “I noted it at the time. It’s not a word that comes up in general conversation, and Ali
  
   does
  
  love his wordplay.”
 

 
  “Oh, forsaken
  
   gods,”
  
  Vanessa whispered. “Embras, Tellwyrn brought a
  
   kitsune
  
  onto that campus.”
 

 
  Vlesni groaned and sagged against the wall. “Just put a wandshot in my head right now. Let’s not drag this out.”
 

 
  
   “Could
  
  a kitsune do something like this, is the question?” Embras asked, again frowning at the wall.
 

 
  “That’s…a very
  
   good
  
  question,” Vanessa replied. “It’s hardly clear
  
   what
  
  they can do. I only know of a handful of instances of them ever leaving Sifan.”
 

 
  “Are we jumping to conclusions?” Bradshaw asked cautiously. “The connection seems rather specious.”
 

 
  “No, it fits,” Embras said. “We’ve got a mean and impressively impossible prank on our hands, the sudden proximity of a powerful fairy of unknown capability—whose students we are actively taunting—and Ali’s warning to link the two. Trust me, I know him; the only thing he loves more than sneaky wordplay is sneaky wordplay that’s only obvious in meaning when it’s too late.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Bradshaw, tucking the lens back into his robe, “if that fox-woman is capable of doing something like
  
   this,
  
  it goes without saying that she’s a
  
   nasty
  
  piece of work. The complexity of this, the power necessary… She clearly ranks close to Tellwyrn herself as a threat.”
 

 
  “And she’s the newest faculty member, of course,” Embras murmured. “The one about whom we know almost nothing.”
 

 
  “Right,” Bradshaw said worriedly. “I think we’d better fix that
  
   immediately.”
  
 

 
  “Quite so,” Embras replied, suddenly brisk. He clapped his hands together, then rubbed them vigorously. “All right! To arms, people. Vanessa, I’m delegating the mess in Calderaas to you, with apologies. This is where your talents shine, however. I want your silver tongue put to work smoothing all these ruffled feathers.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that
  
  was an entertaining visual,” Vlesni muttered.
 

 
  Embras ignored her, still addressing himself to Vanessa. “Do what you have to to keep everyone happy—the local cell is under your command for purposes of this assignment.
  
   However,
  
  before that, I want you to jump to Rodvenheim and get Svalthram in on this. We are obviously being hunted, and I’m not going to risk you without insurance. Explain the situation to him, and make sure he’s looking over your shoulder the whole time.”
 

 
  “Svalthram?” she queried, raising her eyebrows. “Well, it can’t be said that you’re not taking this
  
   seriously.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I am
  
   dead
  
  serious,” he said darkly. “Anybody tries to take advantage of this to move against you, I want them put down
  
   viciously
  
  .
  
   ”
  
 

 
  “Very well,” she agreed. “I’m on it. I’ve
  
   been
  
  on it most of today already; hopefully I’ve laid sufficient groundwork already to keep this from swelling any further.”
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said approvingly. “Meanwhile,
  
   we
  
  face the simpler but no less daunting of rustling up some solid information about kitsune, and Kaisa Ekoi in particular.”
 

 
  “Ekoi Kaisa,” Vanessa corrected him. “They put the surname first in Sifan.”
 

 
  “Quite right, thank you.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure it’s all
  
   that
  
  daunting,” Bradshaw objected. “There’s a language barrier, but Sifan’s only a moment away by shadow-jump—I’m sure they have libraries…”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Vanessa cried in alarm. “Absolutely not, you don’t just
  
   go
  
  to Sifan and start poking around—especially about
  
   kitsune,
  
  of all things! There’s a
  
   reason
  
  we don’t have cells there!”
 

 
  Bradshaw blinked in surprise. “I thought… It was my understanding the reason was
  
   none
  
  of the cults have a solid presence there. We’re not exactly useful where there are no Pantheon gods to oppose.”
 

 
  “It’s not that simple,” Embras explained. “Religion in Sifan is…different. Many of the cults are indeed completely absent, including ours. It’s positively
  
   crawling
  
  with Eserites and Veskers, but they answer to the Queen as much as to their own organizations, if not more so. There’s a local Avenist sect that has no actual ties to the Sisterhood at all. And not to put too fine a point on it, Bradshaw, but kitsune and similar local phenomena are
  
   also
  
  part of the reason we don’t act there. We have no business in the place, and there are things in the Twilight Forest which would hunt us like rabbits. No… In general I prefer firsthand information, but in this case, we had better stick to what can be gleaned about kitsune from Tiraan sources. Asking prying questions about anything related to demons, fairies, or anything remotely sensitive is a quick way to get a visit from what passes for the local Thieves’ Guild. And if you think the Guild in Tiraas is nasty, just hope you never have to contend with the
  
   shinobi.
  
  There’s a very good reason all our Sifanese members were recruited after leaving the Eternal Kingdom itself.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Bradshaw frowned pensively. “Is Hiroshi still in Puna Shankur?”
 

 
  “If he’s not, the cell there will know where he went,” Vanessa replied. “That’s probably our best starting point, though, you’re right. Puna Shankur itself is off the beaten path and outside Tiraan authority, and Hiroshi is remarkably well-read.”
 

 
  “Someone has a crush,” Vlesni muttered, too sullen still to be properly snide. Vanessa ignored her.
 

 
  “Embras,” Bradshaw said, “until we’re on better footing with regard to this, Last Rock…”
 

 
  “Way ahead of you,” Embras said fervently. “That will have to manage itself for a day or two at least, until we know what we’re dealing with, and how to deal. I’m not taking chances with an unknown quantity this apparently dangerous.”
 

 
  “And if it turns out we
  
   can’t
  
  deal?” Bradshaw prompted insistently.
 

 
  Embras sighed. “Then… Yeah, I’m afraid we’ll have to consider dropping that campaign, if this fox-woman proves too much to contend with. It’s a priceless opportunity, but after Darling’s hilarious little prank in Tiraas this spring, we cannot afford to risk people. Bad enough we don’t have time to rebuild our numbers before our date with Justinian. For now, we’ve got our assignments. Let’s hop to, people. Vlesni, you’d better stick with me for a while, at least until Vanessa manages to cover your tracks.”
 

 
  “They aren’t
  
   my
  
  tracks,” the succubus snarled. “And hell yes, I’m with you. If this kitsune can be killed…
  
   dibs.”
  
 

 
  She remained blissfully unaware of the tip of the scythe hovering mere inches from the back of her skull, the slightest cut with which would have removed her instantly from the mortal plane.
 

 
  Alydren loomed invisibly over them, staring balefully down at Vlesni, whose image was glaringly sharp to her even across the watery barrier between planes. Regretfully, the valkyrie pulled back her scythe, mindful of the strategy of the situation. Alarming the warlocks by dispatching their pet succubus would mean she wouldn’t learn anything further. For now, she waited. Watching.
 

 
  Vanessa was the first to depart; Alydren studied the dimensional pathways carved by her shadow-jump for a moment, but turned her back on them to follow Embras, Bradshaw and Vlesni. They were going after more information on the fox-goddesses. That, in her estimation, was much more interesting.
 

 
  For several reasons.
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  “It sounds like your fact-finding trip was more exciting and less informative than I would have hoped,” the Abbess said, steepling her fingers and gazing sharply up at Basra.
 

 
  “Well put,” Basra replied. “It wasn’t wasted time, however. The elves knew little of immediate, direct value, but they
  
   did
  
  have very useful insights to offer, and our visit with the witch gained not only his perspective on the matter, but the possibility of gaining support from Viridill’s fae-wielding community. In this matter that may ultimately prove a game-changer. Most of all, our encounter with the shadow elemental was
  
   very
  
  instructive.”
 

 
  “The way you describe it,” Narnasia said, her expression not wavering, “you made short work of the creature, and
  
   it
  
  made little lasting impression.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Basra agreed, “but again, it was the insight of the elves that made the experience worthwhile. We learned that the shadow elemental is a rare and expensive creation, and not intended for combat. Indeed, it didn’t acquit itself well at all when pressed. Our unseen opponent is
  
   taunting
  
  us with his ability to squander resources, just to make a point.”
 

 
  “His or her,” Narnasia said flatly. “And don’t make the mistake of thinking everyone competent thinks the way
  
   you
  
  do, Captain Syrinx. There seems to me a simpler explanation: the creature did not intend to fight. As you described the events, you were stopped by the elves, who revealed that something was following you, and
  
   then
  
  it attacked. Correct?”
 

 
  She glanced at Covrin and Schwartz; the Legionnaire looked to Basra, but Schwartz replied immediately.
 

 
  “I say, now you mention it, that
  
   is
  
  the way it played out.”
 

 
  The Abbess nodded. “Self-destruction is a time-honored tactic for spies who are found out and cornered. This would mean you achieved an actual
  
   victory
  
  by depriving this mysterious witch of such a valuable agent.”
 

 
  “That fact alone makes me suspicious,” Basra said coldly. “It is too early in the campaign to indulge in wishful thinking.”
 

 
  “My experience with immortals,” Narnasia replied, “which the elves seemed to imply this person
  
   must
  
  be, is that they do not live long by being incautious. My experience with people who amass
  
   power
  
  is the same. And those who lurk in the shadows, tentatively poking their enemies for signs of weakness, do not squander resources. It frankly beggars belief to imagine that any foe capable of conjuring as valuable a servitor as a shadow elemental apparently is would deliberately
  
   waste
  
  it, for such a simple reason as making a
  
   point.
  
  A being of such power and resourcefulness would not be approaching their attacks so tentatively. So relax a little bit, captain, and enjoy your victory.”
 

 
  “I hardly think this is time to get complacent,” Basra insisted, glancing over at the other two. She continued somewhat grudgingly. “We
  
   do
  
  need to get some rest before proceeding, though, you’re correct in that much.”
 

 
  “What is your plan?” Narnasia inquired.
 

 
  “At the moment, our only option pursuant to established strategies is to wait,” Basra said distastefully. “For Hargrave to produce information, and for our antagonist to move again. I do not intend to waste time in idleness—since we can’t act directly, we should take the opportunity to re-position ourselves. I mean to embark for the capital…” She glanced at Schwartz again. “…tomorrow. That, surely, should give everyone time to rest up.”
 

 
  “Tiraas?” he asked, perking up slightly.
 

 
  “The
  
   provincial
  
  capital,” Basra said, exasperated. “Vrin Shai is in a central location from which we can reach most points in Viridill fairly quickly, either by Rail or conventional roads. It also has the largest concentration of the Legions and the Sisterhood’s resources, not to mention the Imperial government offices. It’s the best place to wait, and should afford me the opportunity to find or create new avenues of investigation. And,” she added, nodding to Narnasia, “while the Abbey is a very
  
   secure
  
  location, it may be best, since we are being specifically targeted, to take ourselves away from the novices. Vrin Shai is nearly as defensible as Tiraas itself.”
 

 
  “I note that line of thinking was starkly absent when you placed these two at the Izarite temple,” the Abbess said.
 

 
  “As I explained,” Basra replied testily, “the followers of Izara are on
  
   no one’s
  
  target list, and history is full of accounts of all manner of armies and villains going well out of their way to avoid harming them. The Abbey is another matter; the person behind this clearly has a quarrel with Avei’s interests, specifically.”
 

 
  
   “Full
  
  might be exaggerating it,” Narnasia acknowledged, “but I’ve heard of a few such events. Fair enough, I suppose.”
 

 
  “For the moment,” Basra continued in a suddenly calmer tone, “while everyone is assembled here, I would like to put Private Covrin forward for a commendation for her performance against the elemental. For an untested private to maintain that kind of discipline against an opponent magically projecting fear, and without the support of a full line of Legionnaires, impressed me. I tapped Covrin for her political acumen specifically; I’ve been concerned that I may have been depriving her of valuable combat experience. That was a better display than I would expect from
  
   most
  
  soldiers of her rank, however.”
 

 
  Jenell’s head had jerked toward the Bishop, eyes widening at the mention of her name. She kept silent, though, stiffening back to attention when the Abbess’s eyes fell upon her.
 

 
  “Mm,” Narnasia said noncommittally. “If you’re so concerned about her career trajectory, Captain, you can always have her reassigned to an active cohort and select someone less green as your personal aide. Which, I believe, is a more standard practice.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may, it’s a different discussion,” Basra said curtly. “I bring it up because your endorsement would be beneficial to the process.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed,” Narnasia replied, staring at her. “I’m sure if you
  
   really
  
  want to push this through, you could probably get the girl a medal strictly on the basis of your own political connections.”
 

 
  “That’s correct, I can,” Basra shot back. “But giving handouts and doing favors is for opponents, rivals and useful contacts. To
  
   soldiers
  
  I give nothing they haven’t earned. Covrin deserves to be acknowledged for her own merits, not for my patronage.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that, anyway,” Narnasia agreed. “Very well, I’ll consider this.”
 

 
  Basra tightened her mouth momentarily before continuing. “Regardless, I’ll be sending a similar endorsement to the Collegium for Mr. Schwartz’s help in the same event. Fortunately, as Bishop, I do not need your help to accomplish
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, now,” Schwartz said awkwardly while the Abbess stared at the Bishop. “It wasn’t as great a thing as you make it sound. I mean, it’s not as if I’d
  
   seen
  
  a shadow elemental before yesterday, but I certainly have read about them! I knew the thing wasn’t actually all that dangerous. I was a lot more impressed with the way you and Covrin charged right at it!”
 

 
  “Covrin and I are soldiers,” Basra said more calmly, glancing at him. “That is what is
  
   expected
  
  of us. You, Mr. Schwartz, are an academic, and I’ve known people with more combat experience than you who fled like rabbits from lesser threats than that. You kept a cool head under pressure and acted intelligently, and helpfully in battle. That’s more impressive than you may realize.”
 

 
  A soft rap sounded on the office door.
 

 
  “Enter,” Narnasia called, her eyes still fixed on Basra’s face.
 

 
  The door opened a crack and a white-robed novice slipped in. She paused, glancing around, then sketched a quick bow to the Bishop before hurrying around the desk to the Abbess’s side, where she bent to whisper in the old woman’s ear.
 

 
  “Ah,” Narnasia said, patting the girl’s hand, an oddly satisfied expression falling across her features. “What excellent timing. It seems your guest has arrived, Captain Syrinx.”
 

 
  Basra raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me,
  
   my
  
  guest? I was not expecting anyone.”
 

 
  The office door was pushed open wider, admitting a diminutive but well-rounded woman with deep red hair, wearing the white robes and black tabard of a Universal Church Bishop.
 

 
  “Basra!” Branwen Snowe cried in evident delight. “How wonderful to see you again! It’s been far too long.”
 

 
  Basra drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly through her nose in what sounded suspiciously like a hiss.
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “It’s right this way,” Raichlin said, smiling at them over his shoulder as he led the way through the lodge’s stone hallways. “I have an office, but I hate it. The library’s the most comfortable room in the whole place, and my favorite for other reasons.”
 

 
  “Sounds good!” Darling said cheerfully. Ingvar and Joe, characteristically, held their peace.
 

 
  Ingvar was mostly preoccupied studying his surroundings, and especially the other Shadow Hunters they met in passing, with great care. For the most part, the lodge could have been a Shaathist one in terms of general layout and aesthetic, though the Huntsmen preferred to build with wood rather than stone. The great hall had the same general design and décor, with hunting trophies proudly displayed, though it had no altar or wolf statue.
 

 
  It was the people he found most interesting. In a lodge dedicated to Shaath, one could tell a lot about a person by their manner of dress. The women showed through hairstyles, collars and other adornments whether they were claimed, unwed, too young to be either, or widowed. Among men, the Huntsmen carried specific weapons that distinguished shamans, beastmasters, clerics, and others, and of course the younger boys who had not yet achieved any rank.
 

 
  Here, everyone was both more homogenous, and less. They occasionally passed people in the halls, and had met a good number of curious onlookers in the great hall; in general, the Shadow Hunters were less reserved and less solemn than the Huntsmen. Also, a number of them were accompanied by animal companions, either dogs (Shaathists did not favor domesticated canines), large cats (which made Ingvar nervous, as Shaathist doctrine considered them un-trainable), and birds. There might have been something signified by the specifics of their clothes that he didn’t know enough to interpret, or they might have been just individual expressions of style. Though the Shadow Hunters had the same general preference for comfortable, practical garments he was accustomed to seeing, they also liked them more worked and decorated than the coarse fabrics and untrimmed hides Huntsmen favored. In fact, now that he considered it, they dressed a lot like wood elves.
 

 
  And as far as he could tell, the women dressed more or less the same as the men. Ingvar was not about to offer any comment on this; explaining proper gender roles to people outside the faith was almost always pointless, and often provocative.
 

 
  “Here we are,” Raichlin said, pushing open a set of double doors and gesturing them through. Each of the three nodded to him in passing, then paused inside, studying the chamber.
 

 
  To judge by its dimensions and the positions of windows along its circular outer wall, the library appeared to occupy a couple of floors of the entire tower. There were no walls across its interior, though there were multiple thick stone columns helping to support the structure, and waist-high bookshelves radiating out from an open sitting area in the center, offering an unobstructed view across the whole space. There were two other clusters of chairs and reading tables around large fireplaces against the outer walls, currently unlit. Balconies ringed the perimeter, two and three stories up, providing access to more shelf space, all fully stocked with books.
 

 
  They liked their reading a lot more than the Huntsmen, it seemed.
 

 
  Raichlin led them to seats in the central area; there were three other Shadow Hunters browsing the library, two softly talking over a book on the first balcony and a lone woman leaning against a window and reading up on the third. All glanced up at the party’s arrival, one man waving at Raichlin, before going back to their own pursuits.
 

 
  “This is downright amazing,” Joe said honestly as he sank into a padded chair. “I thought only Nemitites collected books this ardently.”
 

 
  “I’ve often thought the greatest weakness of the Pantheon system is the way it encourages people to over-specialize,” Raichlin observed. “A god for each sphere of human activity, and people devoted to each god. It doesn’t seem a recipe for a balanced life, does it? More than one thing can be important, even sacred. I mean no offense, of course.”
 

 
  “None taken,” Darling said glibly. “I’ve had the same thought myself.”
 

 
  “Some things are simply more important than others,” Ingvar said quietly. “People signify their beliefs, and their priorities, through their choice of allegiance.”
 

 
  “True enough,” Raichlin agreed. “And I can’t claim to be without my own prejudices. We don’t prohibit members from worshiping Pantheon gods, but the whole focus of our order’s life makes it all seem rather…extraneous. Here, we respect the wild, we insist upon our freedom…” He nodded to Darling, grinning. “We value knowledge, study the arts of combat, healing, magic… If some god showed up here insisting we had to do only
  
   one
  
  of those things, I think they’d be kicked out.”
 

 
  “All due respect,” Joe said dryly, “but I’ve got a feeling that’s an untested theory.”
 

 
  Raichlin laughed, but quietly, mindful of the library. “True, true. But I’m monopolizing the conversation, when you’ve come all this way to seek us out. Liesl said you’d been sent here by the Crow, of all people. So!” He folded his hands in his lap, leaning forward and studying Darling’s face. “What can our little lodge of hunters do for you, your Grace?”
 

 
  “Pardon if I gave you the wrong impression by babbling on,” Darling said easily. “It happens, I’m a babbler. I’m only here to help out, however. This is Brother Ingvar’s quest.”
 

 
  “Oh? Forgive me.” Raichlin turned to Ingvar, his expression open and expectant.
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a breath to steady himself. Once again, discussing this with another outsider…
 

 
  “For the last few weeks, I’ve been troubled by persistent dreams that my lodge’s shaman deemed prophetic. I wasn’t sure…until the most recent, after proceeding as usual, hinted I should seek out the Crow for help.” He paused, glancing at Darling, whose expression remained neutral. “I didn’t honestly think she would be accessible, but…she actually turned out to be interested.”
 

 
  “I’m rather impressed that you
  
   found
  
  her,” Raichlin noted when he paused for thought. “I’ve not had the pleasure myself, but she’s not known to be amenable to people taking up her time.”
 

 
  “Actually, it seems she got wind that I was looking and found
  
   me.
  
  And… Well, the short version is she decided to help.” Ingvar frowned. “To be quite honest, I was never totally sure until that point that these were anything more than dreams. I had the
  
   sense
  
  that they were, but…how can one really know? But, anyway, the Crow’s advice was to seek out the Shadow Hunters of Veilgrad. So…” He shrugged. “Here I am.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Raichlin mused. “These dreams. What can you tell me about them?”
 

 
  Ingvar had to pause to draw in another deep breath. It felt almost traitorous, revealing what could be Shaath’s state of weakness to these apostates. “I saw the god. Shaath. In different ways every time, but always imprisoned. Bound, and suffering.”
 

 
  A frown settled on Raichlin’s features, and he nodded slowly. “That’s very curious. Hm…”
 

 
  “You know what it means?” Ingvar demanded, unable to fully suppress his eagerness.
 

 
  “I doubt it’s going to be as simple as
  
   that,”
  
  Raichlin cautioned. “First of all, dreams, whether prophetic or not, are rarely literal. They come from a part of the mind which runs entirely on metaphor. And really, doesn’t that make sense in this context? The
  
   binding
  
  of a god is not something easily done, nor something that could be done without people taking
  
   notice.
  
  But…” He nodded. “Granting that it may not be a truly literal message, yes. I have an idea what that could address. Tell me, Ingvar, what do you know about our order, here?”
 

 
  For a moment Ingvar bristled at the apparent delay, but forced himself back under control. It probably wasn’t a hostile action; in truth, he’d had the same from more than one shaman, and elder Huntsman. They rarely seemed to want to answer questions directly, preferring to lead the questioner to the answer in steps. Mary had said as much outright.
 

 
  “Very little,” he replied. “The Huntsmen are a diverse group; each lodge has variations in its own doctrine. I’m hardly aware of the particulars of all of them; I certainly have not studied the offshoots, those that diverged enough to qualify as a different faith entirely.”
 

 
  “Ah, but there you proceed upon a false assumption,” Raichlin said, smiling. “We did not diverge from Shaathism. The appelation Shadow Hunter is a Shaathist invention, and meant as a disparagement, but we’ve never bothered to resist it.”
 

 
  “Good policy,” Darling commented. “Insults tend to lose their power if you embrace them.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Raichlin agreed, “and we’d rather the Huntsmen did such as that instead of
  
   attacking
  
  us, which…while not a likelihood in this day and age, has been one in times past, and might one day be again. But no, we didn’t come from the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “They…came from you?” Joe said, frowning. Ingvar tensed in his seat.
 

 
  “Mm,” Raichlin mused. “We certainly predate the organized faith, but no, I wouldn’t say they came from us. The modern lodges
  
   definitely
  
  borrowed a lot of ideas from the Rangers, but they owe just as much of their lineage to other sources. We’re…a distant uncle, perhaps, not a father.” He grinned, which only served to heighten Ingvar’s distaste.
 

 
  “Rangers?” Joe inquired.
 

 
  “Yes indeed, that’s the original term,” Raichlin said, nodding. “It’s the one we still prefer to use within our own ranks. Shadow Hunters is so much more
  
   dramatic,
  
  though!”
 

 
  “Now, stop me if I’m wrong,” Joe said, “but the ‘ranger’ is one of the basic adventurer archetypes, ain’t it? One that’s more or less fallen by the wayside…”
 

 
  “You are very far from wrong!” Raichlin smiled at him, leaning back in his chair. “You’ve heard of the Heroes’ Guild?”
 

 
  “Of course!”
 

 
  “Yes, you would’ve… The Guildhall was in Mathenon, same as Sarasio. Not close to it, but that general region. Well, after the Guild was felled, its various orders…split, you might say. A lot of them were overtaken by the cults. Warriors had a natural affinity for Avenism, for instance. The modern Wizards’ Guild is the result of a schism from not long after that, when a few very stubborn practitioners did not want to be swept up under Salyrene’s umbrella. And, of course, the Rogues either joined the Thieves’ Guild or were wiped out by it over time. But the Rangers, well… We’d always stood somewhat apart. The nature of living close to the wild means one’s not as inclined to loiter around Guildhalls, waiting for quests to be posted on the bulletin board.”
 

 
  “On that, we agree,” Ingvar snorted.
 

 
  Raichlin nodded at him, grinning. “Having a structure of our own, we survived the Guild’s demise just fine, and we continue today. We
  
   do
  
  this by not being excessively hidebound. The world’s changed a lot over the centuries, and the graveyards of history are occupied by societies that tried to resist the tide. So, no, our lineage predates Shaathism, and has point in common, but isn’t fully shared with it.”
 

 
  “Shaath has been a member of the Pantheon since the Elder War,” Ingvar snapped. “You surely are not going to claim your
  
   Rangers
  
  have existed longer than
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “No indeed,” Raichlin replied. “We’ve only a relatively few thousand years of history under our belts; Shaath has definitely been around longer than we have. I said we predate
  
   Shaathism,
  
  not Shaath. You’ve probably never been told this, Brother Ingvar, but for most of recorded history, until not very long before the rise of the Tiraan Empire, a Huntsman of Shaath was…basically a wandering holy man. They lived alone in the wilds, protecting them from those who would despoil them, offering healing and rescue to travelers in need. There couldn’t have been more than a few dozen in existence at a time.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ingvar exclaimed, heedless of the library’s quiet.
 

 
  “There was no cult,” Raichlin continued, gazing calmly at him. “No traditions or organization. To feel the call of the wild was an inherently sacred calling; those who answered it learned from nature itself, and Shaath directly. The Rangers always revered true Huntsmen of Shaath until they organized and began recruiting. And while the cult, when it formed, definitely took a lot of its structure from the Rangers, it’s very likely that the first Rangers themselves were attempting to imitate the Huntsmen, without ever attaining Shaath’s blessing. So… You could say we are the chicken and the egg. It’s hard to say which came first, and may really be pointless to ask.”
 

 
  “You say ‘true Huntsmen,’” Ingvar said tightly, “as if to imply that those of us alive
  
   now
  
  are not.”
 

 
  “You’re right, forgive me,” Raichlin acknowledged. “That was thoughtless phrasing on my part.
  
   Original
  
  Huntsmen makes more sense; they were definitely a whole different animal before Angthinor came along.”
 

 
  “Who?” Darling inquired.
 

 
  “Angthinor the Wise was a great leader among the Huntsmen of Shaath,” Ingvar said tersely.
 

 
  “The Huntsmen today don’t give him nearly enough credit,” Raichlin added. “Angthinor
  
   created
  
  the organization as it exists now. He was a man of very
  
   particular
  
  ideas; the modern Huntsmen reflect his preconceptions at least as much as they do the arts of the wild.”
 

 
  “Be careful, Shadow Hunter,” Ingvar growled.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  be careful,” Darling said firmly. “We’re the guests, here, and remember you came here to
  
   ask
  
  for his help.”
 

 
  “This is a difficult thing to discuss,” Raichlin said seriously. “Believe me, I take no offense; I don’t expect it to be easy to hear. But I won’t insult you by softening the truth, Ingvar. What you choose to believe is up to you; it should always be kept in mind that everyone’s perspective is tainted by their limited point of view, and I am no exception. That’s exactly
  
   why
  
  a point of view unfamiliar to your own can be valuable. It opens up whole new ways of seeing the world.”
 

 
  “What you propose is absurd,” Ingvar snapped. “Gods don’t just
  
   change.”
  
 

 
  “That’s theology, and over my head,” Raichlin said. “Regardless of what gods do or don’t do,
  
   people
  
  definitely change. Cults are no exception. Ingvar, have you ever heard of the Silver Huntresses?”
 

 
  “Should I have?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t really surprise me that you haven’t,” Raichlin said with a grin. “They’re another group who share a parallel lineage with your order and mine—related, but not descended, mostly. They were very much like the Huntsmen of Shaath in function and style, except universally female, and sworn to Avei.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ingvar exclaimed.
 

 
  “And,” Raichlin continued more ruminatively, “they’re gone. The last lived about five hundred years ago. Times changed; the Sisterhood of Avei changed. The Silver Legions are about the same age as the Huntsmen; they’ve existed twelve or thirteen centuries in their present form. Before that, there was a League of Avei, composed of both men and women sworn to that goddess, though they were a lot more like mercenary bands than a modern army. Most of Avei’s important work was carried out by her Hands, and the Silver Huntresses, which were a slightly less awesome and more numerous version of the same basic things. They were survivalists, yes—Rangers in a sense—but also fighters; some used swords instead of bows, or magic instead of either.”
 

 
  “That sounds plenty useful,” Joe observed. “Why’re they gone, now?”
 

 
  Raichlin shrugged. “An Avenist historian would have more insight into that. It’s a hobby of mine, but I’ve certainly not tried to ferret out the motivations of the goddess of war. But the short version is that the Sisterhood changed because war changed. And war changed because agriculture changed.”
 

 
  “Agriculture?” Darling repeated, visibly fascinated. “As in farming?”
 

 
  “Humans, by any reasonable definition, are an invasive species,” Raichlin said with a rueful grin. “We move into an area and spread until our numbers are as great as can possibly be supported. Well, improvements in farming made for a bigger food supply a few centuries ago, followed by explosive population growth. More people meant the birth of professional armies as we know them. For most of the Age of Adventures, armies were luxuries only kingdoms could afford, and weren’t necessarily a match for the highest-level adventurers. Now, suddenly, any nation and quite a few lesser entities could field a well-trained, well-equipped group of men and women fighting in unison, which was generally more than a match for the average adventurer team. War changed; Avei rode the tide skillfully. Hands of Avei became soldiers as much as solo warriors, trained to lead armies; the League was reorganized into the Silver Legions, who became the
  
   best
  
  professional army. And the Silver Huntresses, being basically adventurers, fell out of favor.”
 

 
  “But you didn’t,” Joe said, frowning. “The Huntsmen didn’t.”
 

 
  “Because Rangers and Huntsmen are a fundamentally conservative force,” Raichlin agreed. “We protect the wild areas and our own traditions. Avei’s forces have always been more proactive, seeking to impose the goddess’s will. They
  
   interact
  
  with the world quite aggressively, and would be at a stark disadvantage if they failed to adapt to it—so they didn’t fail. The full transition from Huntresses to Legionnaires is considered by historians to be one of the most important signs of the end of the Age of Adventures. Hang on a moment…”
 

 
  He rose and quickly crossed to the wall, where he selected a small volume in green leather and brought it back to them. Raichlin handed the book to Ingvar before sitting back down.
 

 
  
   “Annals of the Silver Huntresses,”
  
  Ingvar read from the cover, frowning.
 

 
  “You keep that,” Raichlin said. “If you were called to this quest, Brother Ingvar, I think any insight you can gain into the history of those who walk in the wild will help you.” He paused, sighing. “You’re not the first person recently who I felt needed an acquaintance with that bit of history. The Hand of Avei was here a few weeks back; I gave her a copy, too.
  
   She
  
  had never heard of the Silver Huntresses. How quickly we forget.”
 

 
  “If this is one of your last copies,” Ingvar said, starting to hand the book back, but Raichlin held up a hand.
 

 
  “Not at all, not at all. We have a few more, and if more are needed, we’ll print them. Preserving such lore is all part of what we do.”
 

 
  “Print them?” Joe inquired.
 

 
  “Ah!” Raichlin grinned broadly. “Yes indeed, we have a printing press, just in the next room, in fact. A quite modern one from Svenheim—it’s made life a great deal easier, not having to copy books by hand. It’s not
  
   just
  
  the Nemitites who care about preserving knowledge, as I said. We still have to
  
   bind
  
  them by hand, of course, but even so.”
 

 
  “Is there another way?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “When I was in Svenheim acquiring our press, the factory foreman showed me a machine that binds books, yes. It was hugely bulky, however; that’s a rather more involved process than printing them. And we don’t deal with enough volume to make it worthwhile. Maybe someday when the technology improves; the Rangers embrace progress as it’s useful, not because it’s progress. But anyway, we are drifting off target. You gentlemen came here for a reason.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the insight you’ve offered,” Ingvar said carefully.
 

 
  “But it’s not really what you came for, is it?” Raichlin mused. He drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair, expression thoughtful, before continuing. “I think, Brother Ingvar, I can give you some much more useful direction. Gentlemen, would you mind being our guests for the remainder of today and this evening?”
 

 
  “Not in the least,” Darling said immediately, glancing at the others but notably not waiting for their input. “Is something interesting happening tomorrow?”
 

 
  “It is now,” Raichlin replied with a smile. “It’ll take time, and a rather significant hike, to get there… But if you’re amenable, and would like a deeper perspective on these dreams, there’s something I think you should see.”
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  Tellwyrn paused in chewing when the newspaper was slapped down on the table inches from her plate. She then resumed and swallowed her bite of fish before even looking up.
 

 
  “You know, Emilio, there are countries in this world where you can be summarily dismissed for approaching your employer that way. Or beheaded.”
 

 
  “Have you seen this, Arachne?” Professor Ezzaniel demanded curtly.
 

 
  “No, of course I haven’t,” she said, delicately cutting off another piece of trout without even glancing at the paper. “I make a determined effort to have no idea what’s going on in the world, especially right after a Bishop of the Universal Church starts taking public potshots at me, and of course, you are the
  
   only
  
  person on this campus clever enough to think of bringing me a newspaper
  
   of course I’ve seen it.
  
  Let me eat in
  
   peace,
  
  damn you!”
 

 
  “I have sufficient restraint not to interrupt classes for this, thank you,” Ezzaniel replied calmly. “It’s not as if we never discuss business over lunch. And this is most
  
   definitely
  
  business.”
 

 
  “Pshaw,” Rafe snorted from the other end of the table. “How bad can it be? I wasn’t even
  
   mentioned.”
  
 

 
  “Gods and ministers of grace preserve us,” Yornhaldt rumbled into his beer.
 

 
  “Exactly!” Rafe cried. “I mean,
  
   really.
  
  They’re looking for embarrassing dirt on the University and don’t even hint at
  
   me?
  
  Bunch of amateur dilettante hacks, is all.”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Tellwyrn said without rancor, “shut up.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s what you
  
   always
  
  say.”
 

 
  “And it never works, but I continue to hold out hope. And the
  
   rest
  
  of you—yes, I see you gearing up to argue—just relax and eat, will you? Mrs. Oak did not slave away over a hot stove just so you could ignore today’s excellent main course in favor of gossip.”
 

 
  The faculty lounge in Helion Hall was not full, many of the professors preferring to eat alone in their classrooms or living quarters (or the cafeteria, occasionally), but as usual several of the staff had assembled there. Including Professor Yornhaldt, who despite his protestations of enjoying his sabbatical, had become markedly more sociable since returning to the campus and finding himself with no academic duties.
 

 
  “I am not one to get worked up about anything in the press ordinarily,” Ezzaniel said with a deep frown, “but I just received a telescroll from Marjorie Darke’s mother. She paid the extra fee to have a runner bring it up to me directly from the scrolltower office.”
 

 
  Taowi Sunrunner looked up from her own plate, raising an eyebrow. “The scrolltower employs a runner now?”
 

 
  “It turns out Silas Crete occasionally employs his granddaughter,” Ezzaniel said to her, “who incidentally has begun to reek of cigarettes since I last spoke with her, which I suspect is related.
  
   Regardless,
  
  this has officially reached the point where the kids’ parents are getting nervous.”
 

 
  “Lady Annabelle Darke,” said Tellwyrn, cutting herself another piece of fish, “has nothing going for her except far too much inherited money and a surname that her grandfather was dashing enough to get away with and which just sounds laughably pretentious on anyone else. Marjorie is only here because Sebastian Darke and I did some jobs back in the day—which turns out to be lucky for all of us, as that kid’s the first one in the line who’s got some of the old man’s spark. The point being, we are officially hearing from the slow-witted, easily agitated demographic. Don’t rush to join them, Emilio.”
 

 
  “I’m well aware of the Lady Annabelle’s shortcomings,” Ezzaniel said, seating himself across the table from her. “I am paying attention to her because the woman is a weather vane. Not an admirable character trait, but it does make her a useful sign of which way the social winds are blowing this week. It’s going to get worse, Arachne. This is in
  
   all
  
  the papers.”
 

 
  “Really, you’ve read
  
   all
  
  the papers that came out this morning?” she mused, eying him languidly. “Who was teaching your classes, then?”
 

 
  “Arachne!” he exclaimed in exasperation.
 

 
  “Calm yourself, Emilio,” Yornhaldt urged, reaching across to pull the paper toward himself. “Just because she is calmly eating lunch doesn’t mean she is ignoring the issue.”
 

 
  “I prescribe a calm meal as the go-to treatment for many minor ailments,” Taowi added.
 

 
  “It’s like this,” said Tellwyrn, finally setting down her fork. “Yes, I am aware that this is a concern. No, I am not going to run around in a panic, or in any other way interrupt my routine. The day I deprive myself of an excellent plate of fish over clumsy politicking by the likes of Justinian, I will probably drill a hole to the planet’s core and let out all the molten iron out of sheer spite.”
 

 
  “From anyone
  
   else
  
  I would assume that to be empty hyperbole,” Ezzaniel said warily. Rafe cackled around a mouthful of steamed vegetables. “Anyway, isn’t it a leap to pin this on Justinian? It was Snowe who made that speech, and she’s definitely got contacts in the papers. Almost all of them run her column.”
 

 
  “Branwen Snowe,” said Tellwyrn, “despite being possessed of considerable gifts—”
 

 
  “They are
  
   very
  
  nice,” Rafe said, nudging Yornhaldt with an elbow.
 

 
  “—has never had an original thought in her life,” Tellwyrn continued. “Sorry to disabuse you of this notion that I am sitting obliviously atop an ivory tower, Emilio, but I
  
   have
  
  been keeping track of political, social and theological trends. This secular humanism Snowe has been spouting for the last few months is a direct extension of ideas the Archpope has been promoting with more circumspection. And the fact that she’s an Izarite Bishop in and of itself signifies that she’s his creature; the followers of Izara regard Church politics as an unnecessary burden, and fob those positions off on people they want to get rid of.”
 

 
  “If anything, that makes it worse,” Ezzaniel said with a scowl.
 

 
  Tellwyrn rolled her eyes, gesticulating disparagingly with her (fortunately almost empty) teacup. “There is not a damn thing Justinian can do to me or this University except earn my ire, and he’s far too savvy not to know it. This isn’t directed at us, Emilio. He’s using it for some other purpose.
  
   That
  
  is why I’m not rushing to take action. It would be rash to blunder into any plan without understanding what’s actually going on, and
  
   that
  
  has yet to be revealed. What is fascinating to me is that Justinian isn’t the first source of these up-with-people notions he and Snowe have been propounding. It’s point-for-point Black Wreath theology.”
 

 
  “Oh, dear,” said Rafe. “How villainous. Do you think we should assassinate him?”
 

 
  “Didn’t I tell you to shut up?” Tellwyrn said irritably.
 

 
  “Yes, you did, and may I just say your persistence in the face of impossible odds is one of the things I admire about y—”
 

 
  His voice abruptly stopped, though his mouth kept moving. Rafe paused, blinking, and tried to speak again, then turned a scowl on Professor Yornhaldt, who smiled innocently back even as he lowered his casting hand.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Alaric,” Tellwyrn said dryly.
 

 
  “My pleasure,” Yornhaldt replied while Rafe dug in his belt pouches for the anti-magic potions he always kept on hand.
 

 
  “Arachne,” said Taowi, “you seem to be trying to reassure us, but each revelation you drop about Archpope Justinian is only more alarming than the last. Now you suggest that he’s involved with the
  
   Black Wreath?”
  
 

 
  “Hardly,” Tellwyrn snorted. “If anything he’s been more persistent than his last three predecessors in hounding them. No, those ideas are basically good ones, I’ve always thought so. There are cults within the Pantheon that have similar priorities, notably the Eserites and Veskers. It has never been Church doctrine, though, far from it. Justinian’s not with the Wreath, but he’s up to
  
   something
  
  that he knows the general public is likely to be leery of. Hence designating a scapegoat. It’s the oldest trick in the book, when you want a great mass of people not to notice what you’re actually doing to them.”
 

 
  “You’re very calm, considering you speak for the scapegoat in question,” Yornhaldt noted.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shrugged, picking up her fork and resuming work on her fish. “Even if I considered this a crisis, I’ve never found freaking out to be a useful strategy for anything. It’s not a crisis, though, and even so I’m not ignoring it. Just stay the course, ladies and gentlemen—if you have any more irate communications from parents, handle them as best you can while I deal with this.”
 

 
  “Why would
  
   we
  
  be fielding communications from parents?” Taowi inquired. “In fact, come to think of it, why did Lady Annabelle send that directly to
  
   you,
  
  Emilio?”
 

 
  “I may have incidentally encouraged her to think of me as a sympathetic ear,” Ezzaniel said noncommittally.
 

 
  “What he means,” Rafe said with a deranged leer, “is that he nailed her. Good on you for not boasting, old man!
  
   I
  
  would. She’s quite the hottie for a dame her—”
 

 
  He fell abruptly silent again, paused, and then snatched a handful of vegetables from his plate and hurled them at Yornhaldt. They splattered across a shield of blue light that appeared around him.
 

 
  
   “Boys,”
  
  Taowi said scathingly. “Cease that
  
   immediately.
  
  And clean it yourselves!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “As I was
  
   saying,
  
  I
  
   am
  
  dealing with this. I’m not going to ignore it, but managing public opinion is a task outside my usual skill set. As such, and since I have no afternoon class, I am going to seek the counsel of an expert. But
  
   not,
  
  I repeat, until I finish my lunch.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  “Well, well, wouldja look at that,” Ruda drawled. “Arquin’s figured out the dog-in-the-park trick.”
 

 
  Scorn came to a stop, frowning at the scene on the lawn before them. “Trick? Is for what?”
 

 
  “Is for gettin’ girls,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  “Getting…” The demon blinked her eyes. “Where is dog? That is thing… The word I am told is ‘horse,’ yes?”
 

 
  “Barely,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  Gabriel was, indeed, surrounded by several girls, including most of those from the freshman class, as well as Hildred and a couple of seniors. As they watched avidly, with a variety of high-pitched noises of approval, he drew back his arm and hurled the branch he was holding the length of the lawn.
 

 
  Whisper’s invisible hooves were soundless on the grass as she charged after it; her ephemeral mane and tail streamed behind her, leaving a wispy trail of smoke like the exhaust of a dwarven engine. She skidded to a halt by the stick and picked it up in her teeth, pausing to prance a few steps in place before trotting back to her master, head held high.
 

 
  “I have
  
   never
  
  seen a horse play fetch,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “I think you had the right of it, Boots,” Ruda replied. “That thing’s just barely a horse. Hey, maybe Arjen would like a game of fetch!”
 

 
  “He wouldn’t,” Trissiny said curtly, walking forward again. Ruda and Scorn trailed after her, the pirate chuckling.
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, have you ever tried? Or do you just treat him like a big, armored carriage for your convenience?”
 

 
  Trissiny let out an irritated snort. “Arjen doesn’t need to eat and exists in a state of perpetually perfect grooming, but I still brush him and give him apples. I am not neglecting my horse just because I don’t play
  
   fetch
  
  with him. Horses don’t do that!”
 

 
  “And yet…” Ruda grinned.
 

 
  “I thought we’d established that Whisper is
  
   barely
  
  a horse.”
 

 
  “Well, hello to you too,” Gabriel replied, the girls having drawn close enough to be heard by the end of that comment. Whisper nickered a greeting.
 

 
  “Don’t make that face, Arquin,” Ruda said lightly. “You’ve apparently just finished demonstrating she’s at least part puppy.”
 

 
  “Yeah, she’s fun, isn’t she?” he said, grinning up at Whisper as he stroked her nose. She whinnied in delight, bouncing once in place, very much like an overeager dog. Szith, Maureen and Ravana all took a couple of steps back from her at this; the “puppy” in question was still big enough to crush someone if she moved too carelessly.
 

 
  “She is pretty,” Scorn breathed, stepping forward and reaching out with one clawed hand to pat the horse.
 

 
  Whisper immediately bellowed in outrage and reared up, slashing at the Rhaazke with her front hooves. Scorn yelped and bounded backward, and the rest of Gabriel’s audience scattered in fright, even Iris, who had been stubbornly sticking by his side.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” he exclaimed, fearlessly stepping in front of the rearing horse and reaching up to pat her on the neck.
  
   “Easy,
  
  girl. Be
  
   nice
  
  to Scorn, she’s a friend. Easy, now.”
 

 
  “Your dog-horse is a butt!” Scorn shouted, baring her teeth. Whisper thrust her head over Gabriel’s shoulder and snorted disdainfully, ears laid back.
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  be nice, too,” he snapped, pointing at her. “Whisper is from the divine plane—she’s not going to take to a demon easily, or quickly. You have to be
  
   patient
  
  with animals. She’s very smart; as long as you’re not a jerk to her, she’ll come around.”
 

 
  “Why am
  
   I
  
  being not the jerk?” Scorn snapped, stomping a foot childishly. “I being the nice and horse stupid dog get
  
   rrhaash k’thavkh nhak drroughn!”
  
 

 
  “Scorn,” Trissiny said firmly, “Tanglish.”
 

 
  The demon swelled up in fury. For a moment she tremble with repressed anger, clenched fists vibrating at her sides, then she whirled and stomped away. “Bah! Not being my problem, your horse is cannot behave! Come on, we go see the town. Find your demon trails!”
 

 
  “Oh, that sounds like a
  
   great
  
  fuckin’ idea with her in this mood,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  
   “Come,
  
  paladin!” Scorn shouted, stopping and turning to glare over her shoulder.
 

 
  Trissiny folded her arms, braced her feet, and stared at her.
 

 
  For just a moment, it seemed like Scorn was on the verge of another outburst. After a moment, however, she drew in a deep breath and spoke in a slightly less furious tone. “Will you
  
   please
  
  to come, yes?”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed and shook her head, but strode off toward the demon. “We’re not going off this campus unless you calm down, Scorn. It’s going to be enough of a challenge to introduce you to the townspeople,
  
   especially
  
  with all this newspaper nonsense going around. Animals
  
   don’t
  
  like demons, and you absolutely cannot react this way every time something snarls at you.”
 

 
  “I being am calm!”
 

 
  “Then why are you shouting?”
 

 
  “I NOT ARE SHOUTING!”
 

 
  Whisper snorted again, pawing at the ground. Her hooves weren’t visible, but nonetheless tore up a clump of grass.
 

 
  Gabriel let out a low whistle, patting Whisper on the nose. “Well, none of that was encouraging.”
 

 
  “What was that about demon trails?” Szith inquired. “I’m not certain that was translated correctly… But she did sense the same demon Trissiny did. Are they actually
  
   hunting
  
  for one?”
 

 
  “Honestly, all that worries me less than the dialect,” Gabriel said thoughtfully, still petting Whisper and gazing in the direction in which Trissiny and Scorn had gone. “Her Tanglish hasn’t made any progress in a while.”
 

 
  “Well, give the girl a bit o’ credit,” Maureen said reasonably. “She’s only been learnin’ it a handful o’ weeks, aye? I’d say she’s doin’ pretty well, considerin’ that.”
 

 
  “That’s the thing,” Gabriel replied, frowning. “She
  
   does
  
  speak it pretty well for being new at it… But most of that progress she made in the first
  
   week.
  
  It was
  
   crazy
  
  how fast she picked up the language. Seriously, there’s nothing wrong with Scorn’s intelligence, quite the opposite. But then she just
  
   quit.
  
  She’s been talking that way ever since.”
 

 
  “Why d’you think that is?” Iris asked, gazing at him with wide eyes while patting Whisper’s neck. Behind her back, Hildred repressed a grin, winking at Maureen.
 

 
  “Mm,” Gabriel mused, finally turning back to face the rest of them. “I grew up in Tiraas, which is a big melting pot of a city. People from all
  
   over
  
  settle there, including lots of immigrants. And you can kind of tell the degree of investment someone puts into fitting in. There were people from outlandish places like Shengdu and Glassiere who had basically no accent after just a couple of years, because they were constantly working to improve their diction. And then there were those who still speak this barely comprehensible pidgin Tanglish after living here for decades and raising their children in Imperial culture, who just couldn’t be bothered.”
 

 
  “Languages do not come to all with equal facility,” Szith noted. “They are much easier to learn if one starts young.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Gabriel acknowledged, nodding to her.
 

 
  “I think I see what he’s getting at, though,” said Ruda, frowning. “And it’s a good point. There comes a point where someone decides they’ve learned enough for their purposes and just doesn’t fuck with it anymore. Arquin’s right, Scorn’s as sharp as a tack when she wants to be. It’s a
  
   real
  
  issue if she’s just not gonna worry about improving her Tanglish now she’s gotten mostly understandable, most of the time. She’s supposed to be proving she can fit in and make her way on this plane. Proving it to
  
   Tellwyrn,
  
  who doesn’t accept ‘meh, good enough’ as a valid attitude from
  
   anybody.”
  
 

 
  “What’s going to happen to her if she
  
   doesn’t
  
  learn to fit in?” Iris asked.
 

 
  “Not sure,” Gabriel mused. “I highly doubt it’ll be pretty, though.”
 

 
  “I think we might wanna bring this up with Teal,” Ruda said to him. “Scorn’s doin’ okay with listening to people in
  
   general,
  
  but Vadrieny’s still the only one she seems actually motivated to please.”
 

 
  Behind them, Ravana was still gazing down the path the paladin and demon had taken, her expression deeply thoughtful. After a moment, a faint smile crossed her features.
 

 
  “Hmm.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
   
 

 
  The central temple of Vesk in Tiraas was a deliberate study in contrasts. Most of it was built in rounded patterns, a rather chaotic arrangement of white marble towers and domes, surmounted by a minaret wreathed by a spiraling staircase, atop which musicians would perch to entertain the entire district on days considered holy to the Veskers—who considered any occasion holy when they could get away with creating a spectacle. Its uppermost great hall, however, was almost like a Shaathist lodge in design and layout, right down to its enormous exposed timbers. It had better lighting and a sloping tile roof, but even its décor seemed deliberately evocative of the Huntsmen’s aesthetics, with old instruments and weapons prominently displayed in place of animal trophies. Along its walls, between the windows, stood statues of various gods of the Pantheon, Vesk himself notably not among them.
 

 
  Despite being called the great hall and serving as the center of the temple’s own society, it was actually not meant to be accessible to the general public. The temple’s entrances led to public spaces outside its various theaters and performance halls—the areas used by the bards for their own purposes were reached by networks of spiraling, deliberately confusing hallways, which themselves were peppered with barriers ranging from simple locked doors to enchanted alarms and force fields, and a couple of rather whimsical booby traps. It took
  
   quite
  
  some doing to reach the great hall, which was why everyone congregated there looked up in surprise when it was entered by someone not of the faith.
 

 
  By the time she had crossed it to the dais at its far end, those who recognized Professor Tellwyrn had whispered her name to the others, which of course explained the matter of how she’d gotten in. The bards began drifting toward her, eagerly anticipating a show. There was nothing they loved like a good show.
 

 
  Master Harper Roundol was seated on the dais, having been in conversation with two other bards. They all broke off, staring, as the legendary elf made a beeline for them. At her approach, all three rose and bowed respectfully.
 

 
  “Professor,” Roundol said, straightening back up and absently stroking the neck of his guitar. “This is an unexpected honor! What can we do for you?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn came to a stop in front of the dais, planted her hands on her hips, and looked him up and down. Then she studied the other two bards for a moment, and finally glanced around the hall.
 

 
  “Um,” the Master Harper prompted.
 

 
  She pointed at his guitar. “Can I see that for a moment?”
 

 
  Roundol protectively tightened his grip on the instrument. “Ah… Might I ask why—”
 

 
  In the next instant, with barely a puff of displaced air, it was out of his hands and in hers.
 

 
  “Perfect, thank you,” Tellwyrn said briskly. “Stand back.”
 

 
  Grasping the guitar by the neck, she lifted it over her head. The sound of wordless protest that tore free from the high priest’s throat was almost musical in its poignancy.
 

 
  A hand grabbed Tellwyrn’s wrist from behind.
 

 
  “That instrument,” said Vesk, gently but firmly taking it from her, “is an absolute masterwork. It has passed through the hands of seven of my high priests, cherished by each as if it were a child. The wood from which it’s made is simply not attainable anymore; in addition to being possibly the finest example of its craft to be found, anywhere, it is one of the most sacred objects in the world which is not actually overlaid with divine blessings. And in utterly typical fashion, here I find you threatening to smash it, just to get my attention.”
 

 
  With another soft breath of air, the guitar was back in its owner’s hands, and Roundol lost not time in retreating from the elf, glaring reproachfully at her as he clutched it protectively to his chest. The god, incarnated as usual in his nondescript form, completely with absurd floppy hat, smiled thinly as Tellwyrn turned to face him. “For once in your interminable existence, Arachne, as a personal favor to me…”
 

 
  And suddenly layers of reality peeled back, Vesk’s presence filling the temple and beyond. Without seeming to change physically, his very identity blazed forth with such sheer pressure that lesser mortals were driven back against the walls and to the floor, even before he bellowed in a voice that seemed it should have cracked the mountain.
 

 
  
   “WOULD. YOU. PLEASE.
  
  
   
    NOT?!”
   
  
 

 
  “You know, I like this much better than the
  
   last
  
  time I had to seek you out,” she said smugly, folding her arms. “This is altogether a lot easier when I don’t need your full cooperation. And much,
  
   much
  
  quicker.”
 

 
  The god’s awesome presence retreated as quickly as he had brought it forth, leaving only an apparently mortal bard scowling at the Professor. “I suggest you watch that attitude, missy. The Pantheon has several excellent reasons for tolerating your shenanigans—that
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean each of us has endless patience. You can fulfill your most important purpose in the world just as well sealed away in a dimensional bubble as you can running around on your own. Arguably a lot better, in fact.
  
   Several
  
  suggested it, after that nonsense you tried to do in the Deep Wild.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry about me,” Tellwyrn said with a grin. “Remember, I’m the one who’s spent a full human lifetime researching
  
   each
  
  of you megalomaniacal fuckers. I know who can be pushed, and exactly how far.”
 

 
  The assembled bards watched all this avidly; with the reality-rending grandstanding apparently over, they seemed mostly interested in the conflict and not unduly impressed by the presence of their primary object of worship. Vesk and Tellwyrn stared flatly at each other from mere feet apart, she smirking, he scowling.
 

 
  “Oh my
  
   gods!”
  
 

 
  The new voice belonged to a young woman with somewhat unruly dark hair, who came skittering into the great hall as if late for her own wedding, the lute case slung over her shoulder bouncing against her as she pelted forwards. “Ohmygodsohmygodsohmygods!”
 

 
  She skidded to a stop barely before crashing into the glaring pair. “Professor Tellwyrn, Arachne, oh
  
   gods
  
  this is so awesome, it’s such an honor, I’m a
  
   huge
  
  fan!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to stare at her. “What.”
 

 
  “I’ve read
  
   all
  
  the stories about you, even the ones that are obvious lies because honestly those are the funniest. You have the
  
   best
  
  stories! I’ve wanted to meet you ever since I first heard the Plavoric Epics recited—I sat through the
  
   entire
  
  Saga of the Third Hellwar sung in
  
   Sheng
  
  because nobody performs it anymore just for the parts at the end where you came in. You’re the reason I became a bard! This is just, wow, I can’t even…
  
   Will you sign my face?”
  
 

 
  “That’s weird,” Tellwyrn said bluntly. “You’re weird. Go away.”
 

 
  “Eeee heeheehee!” The girl actually did a little jig, clapping her hands in pure delight.
  
   “Classic
  
  Tellwyrn!”
 

 
  “Kelsey,” Master Harper Roundol said gently, taking her by the shoulders from behind and starting to pull her away. “The Professor is here on business with Lord Vesk. Let’s give them a moment to chat before she vaporizes somebody. Or worse, my guitar.”
 

 
  “Oh, she’d
  
   never
  
  do that,” Kelsey protested, still staring avidly at Tellwyrn. “I mean, the second one—she blasts people to dust all the time, but she’s
  
   super
  
  respectful of valuable art. She’ll
  
   threaten
  
  to break things but like in the battle with Almophriscor the Red she only lost cos they were fighting in his lair and she kept pulling her punches to avoid damaging his hoard, he had basically the world’s best collection of marble statuary, and after that he was so impressed he let her stay there to recuperate and even gave her…”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Roundol said soothingly, dragging her bodily back to the dais. “Shush.”
 

 
  “There, y’see?” Tellwyrn said smugly, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at Kelsey.
  
   “Research.
  
  You should give it a try, Vesk; I bet you’d be less vulnerable to obvious and transparent ruses.”
 

 
  The god heaved a sigh. “What do you
  
   want,
  
  Arachne?”
 

 
  “To seek your inimitable advice,” she said. “I trust you have noticed the issues I’m having with your Archpope. I must say I’ve never been the target of a campaign of slander that I actually had to care about before.”
 

 
  “I am not getting rid of Justinian for you,” Vesk said with the ghost of a smile. “And get with the times, Arachne. Slander is spoken—or sung, for that matter.
  
   Printed
  
  slander is called libel.”
 

 
  “I don’t need him gotten
  
   rid
  
  of,” she said in exasperation. “There’ll always be another one.
  
   You’re
  
  the expert on manipulating public opinion. Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you helped us to both dismantle the Empire during the Enchanter Wars and put it back together afterward. You
  
   owe
  
  me, Vesk, both for
  
   that
  
  business and for wasting sixty years of my time!”
 

 
  “I never told you to do
  
   any
  
  of that,” he complained. “See,
  
   this
  
  is why nobody’s happy to see you when you visit—apart from all the smashing, I mean. All this blaming everybody for failing to contend with your various bullshit. You’re like an emotionally abusive old mother. Have you been hanging out with Naiya much lately, by any chance?”
 

 
  “Actually…wait, that’s right. It was sixty-
  
   three
  
  years.”
 

 
  The god of bards groaned dramatically and massaged the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “If I help you, will you cease harassing my clergy and
  
   bugger off?”
  
 

 
  “That is the deal I was offering, yes,” she said with a feline smile.
 

 
  “Fine. Loath as I am to
  
   encourage
  
  this behavior, your problem really is so incredibly simple it almost pains me to see you floundering with it. Honestly, Arachne, the fact that you don’t have better people skills after three
  
   thousand
  
  years of this has got to be history’s greatest failure of character.”
 

 
  “Less character assassination, more practical advice,” she said sharply.
 

 
  “Justinian’s campaign is a political one,” Vesk said, staring intently at her face now. “Political campaigns are never won—they are only
  
   lost.
  
  Right now, the attention is on you, as is the onus to refute or validate his accusations. In that position, you have no winning moves. Honestly, your policy of
  
   ignoring
  
  him could conceivably be used against you, but it might also be your safest way to go. If, however, you decide to actually engage with this issue, what you need to do is make the matter about
  
   him,
  
  not about you.” He leaned forward, gazing deep into her eyes, and spoke with deliberately excessive emphasis. “And if
  
   that
  
  is what you intend, then
  
   I
  
  am not the
  
   one
  
  you should be
  
   speaking
  
  to.”
 

 
  “All right, all right,” she said, leaning back as if he had bad breath. “Point taken. Really, I’d have expected less ostentatious delivery from you of all people.”
 

 
  “Well, forgive me,” he said sardonically, straightening back up. “I may not be the best at
  
   research,
  
  but I have
  
   met
  
  you, after all. Seriously, though, that was all you wanted? Any number of political operatives could have told you that much.”
 

 
  “Yes, no doubt,” she said with a smile. “But I don’t trust any number of political operatives.”
 

 
  “And there it is,” Vesk said, shaking his head and smiling ruefully. “The real reason I continue to tolerate your crap. For being such an apparent brute, you do know how to pluck the right strings.”
 

 
  “I had some good teachers,” Tellwyrn replied cheerfully. “All right, then! Seems I’ve some more planning to do. As you were, ladies, gentlemen…and bards.”
 

 
  She turned her back on the deity and strolled off toward the door through which she had entered, leaving most of her audience looking incongruously delighted at the spectacle they had just witnessed. Except, of course, for the Vesker high priest, who was again clutching his guitar protectively and giving her back a resentful look.
 

 
  “Arachne,” Vesk said in a suddenly knowing tone. “You realize that since you think it’s acceptable to show up at
  
   my
  
  place and take liberties with
  
   my
  
  people, I’m going to consider that a mutual arrangement.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s past time, I’d say,” she replied, pausing to glance back at him with a raised eyebrow. “Honestly, I do my best, but there are things that girl needs to learn that I’m just not a good person to teach her. Just try not to disrupt my class schedule too much, please.”
 

 
  She resumed her path toward the door, and almost got there before being intercepted by Kelsey.
 

 
  “So, hey, since you’re here, I would
  
   love
  
  to chat a bit, hear some stories, maybe buy you a drink? Wouldja like to hear the song I’m composing? It’s about you!”
 

 
  “Oh, I would,” Tellwyrn said brusquely, brushing past her, “but I’m very busy doing absolutely anything
  
   except
  
  that.”
 

 
  “My treat! I’ll take ya to the best restaurant in town! Fancy a hundred-year-old scotch? Or a quick screw? Or a slow one? Honestly I’m not even into women—or skinny people, for that matter—but it’d just be such an
  
   honor—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Young woman, you are one more ill-advised comment from being transformed into something small and edible.”
 

 
  
  
  “Ma’am, that would be the fulfillment of a lifelong dream.”
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   creepy
  
  little snot, aren’t you?”
 

 
  Roundol approached Vesk, staring thoughtfully at the door through which the two women had just vanished. “M’lord, do you think we ought to go do something about that? The poor girl’s setting herself up for more trouble than I think she understands.”
 

 
  Vesk grunted. “She’s survived three thousand years of trials and tribulations, Tamelin. She’ll survive Kelsey. Probably.”
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  “Thanks for letting me drag you out here,” said Embras. “This is a last-minute change in the schedule, based on an idea I had scarcely an hour ago, otherwise I’d have given you more warning.”
 

 
  “Not at all,” Hiroshi replied with his customary unflappable calm. “It’s not as if any distance is an impediment when one can shadow-jump. And I quite enjoy the chance to stretch my legs a bit, and especially see new sights. Not that I’m not fond of Puna Shankur, but it’s pleasant to see more of the Empire.”
 

 
  He made no mention of the fact that as his cult leader, Embras Mogul could send him anywhere on a whim with neither apology nor explanation.
 

 
  “For instance,” Hiroshi added, nodding at the bustling crowd teeming in and around the double doors of the structure across the street from them, “what is going on in there?”
 

 
  “Why, like the sign says,” Embras replied easily, “that’s the Mathenon Stock Exchange.”
 

 
  “We can both read, Embras,” Bradshaw said wryly. “That doesn’t mean either of us has a clue what that is. If it were any other neighborhood in any other city, I’d think that was some kind of sporting event, the way those fellows are riled up.”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  peculiar to see men in business attire shouting at one another and drinking in public,” Hiroshi added, glancing once more over his shoulder at the heaving crowd as they passed further down the street.
 

 
  “It’s the most ingenious thing, really,” Embras explained, smiling darkly. “First, trading companies and other businesses are organized so that
  
   shares
  
  of them, or stocks, can be sold as tradeable commodities. For instance, if, say, Falconer Industries sold stocks, we could just wander into that building back there and buy a share for whatever they go for, and be the part owner of one of the Empire’s most successful operations.”
 

 
  
   “Does
  
  FI do this?” Hiroshi asked in a tone of fascination.
 

 
  “Hell if I know,” Embras said glibly. “I’m only
  
   this
  
  up to date on the practice because, as you may have heard, I suffer a minor obsession with the Vernisites and their various schemes. But anyway, the whole idea of a stock exchange is first to divide a business into pieces which can be traded, and then to trade them. Once these imaginary slices of ownership become
  
   commodities,
  
  the laws of supply and demand come into play. People can make—or lose—money in trading them back and forth, and the companies in question can improve their fortunes by manipulating the market to increase their perceived value.”
 

 
  “That is the
  
   barmiest
  
  thing I ever heard of,” Bradshaw snorted, shaking his head. “I give it a year before the government shuts that down.”
 

 
  “It is rather ingenious, as you say,” Hiroshi mused.
 

 
  “And so
  
   very
  
  Vernisite,” Embras added. “A whole lot of lies, nonsense and legal fictions committed to paper, used to create money out of thin air by manipulating human nature. I’m telling you, boys, as I’ve told you time and again, it doesn’t matter how many people Avei kills, Naphthene drowns or Omnu pompously lectures: it’s Verniselle who truly embodies the rotten, self-serving heart of the Pantheon.”
 

 
  Bradshaw sighed. “Anyway. You were going to explain a bit more about our business here? I thought the matter in Puna Shankur was rather urgent.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course. Hang a right here, lads,” Embras said, turning the corner onto a street which immediately proved itself to be much quieter. Not that there was much activity of any kind, with sunset fading rapidly into twilight. Mathenon was a very genteel place, or at least most parts of it were. Not very much happened after dark. “Before meeting with Hiroshi’s Sifanese expert, we’re going to drop in on an information broker who specializes in the diabolic. If anyone on this continent happens to have tips on how to tangle with a kitsune using infernal means, she will.”
 

 
  “And how
  
   likely
  
  is that, do you think?” Bradshaw asked.
 

 
  “Not very likely at all. In fact, not likely enough to be worth the trip on its own merits; I have a secondary agenda here. Our current troubles merely provide a perfect excuse to put it into play. I’ll explain more on the way back, fellas; we don’t want to be late to meet with Hiroshi’s friend. I already delayed to ask Vanessa if she wanted to come along. She didn’t.”
 

 
  “Vanessa is busy wrangling our annoyed contacts in Calderaas…ah,” Bradshaw nodded, his pensive expression clearing. “I see. So
  
   this
  
  is where she scurried off to. I confess it didn’t really occur to me to wonder. Is this necessary, Embras?”
 

 
  “Necessary? Probably not. But
  
   useful,
  
  definitely.”
 

 
  He fell silent as a man lounging against a gate up ahead straightened, turning to face them and reaching into his coat. A soft footstep sounded behind the three men, another individual materializing out of an alley.
 

 
  None of them faltered so much as a step. Embras held out a hand, palm up, and a seething orb of fire sprang into being above it, casting a sharp orange glow over the scene. Hiroshi flicked his wrists, two wands sliding neatly out of his sleeves and into his hands. Bradshaw simply walked on, acknowledging none of this.
 

 
  To his credit, the burly man in the slightly shabby coat ahead of them hesitated only fractionally before turning his motion into a cough smothered behind a fist. “Pleasant evening, gents,” he said politely, tipping his hat.
 

 
  “Right back atcha,” Embras replied cheerfully as they filed past him.
 

 
  Mathenon’s founding, two thousand years ago, had been a mistake and a cause of much misfortune for everyone involved. Situated on the plains between the Golden Sea and the Wyrnrange, its location had nothing to recommend it except proximity to the Old Road and to the only significant source of fresh water in the area. The mountains provided scant ore and timber, there were few available native animals, and while the prairie
  
   did
  
  yield good crops if properly cultivated, it had been centuries before the then-kingdom of Mathenon had built up its forces enough to adequately protect its farmland from tribes of centaurs and plains elves. The city’s only true asset had been the road, the primary trading route between the dwarven kingdoms and the human lands in the south.
 

 
  Two millennia later, Mathenon was known as the Gilded City—or, less charitably, as the richest place in the world that had done nothing to deserve it. With nothing to cling to but trade, the Mathenites had hurled themselves into commerce with a vengeance, and by this point in history had built up an empire of their own, whose reach exceeded that of Tiraas, even as it paid its taxes to the Silver Throne. Here were all the greatest guild halls, the trading syndicates, the merchant conglomerates and the banks which serviced all of them. The wealth of the world flowed through Mathenon, a goodly portion of which never flowed back out. And with little agriculture and no manufacturing to speak of, almost everyone living in the city was either involved in commerce, or in a less financially privileged class who made a living servicing the bankers and merchants in whatever ways they required. It was a city that infamously produced nothing, and took its cut of everything.
 

 
  Unsurprisingly, it was also a thriving haven for those who profited less directly from the peccadilloes of the rich. Mathenon was unquestionably a stronghold of Verniselle, but the disciples of Eserion had a much heavier presence here than a city of its size could ordinarily support. To them, three men in well-tailored suits strolling the streets without guards as dark fell would seem at a glance like a walking gift basket.
 

 
  But the Black Wreath did not pay the Unwary Tax. In most places, at most times, they would simply have avoided confrontations via stealth. Once in a while, though, Embras Mogul took a personal satisfaction in seeing agents of the Thieves’ Guild back down.
 

 
  At the next intersection, Embras crossed the street to take a left down an even narrower avenue, this one lined with expensive houses behind walled gardens and lit by fairy lamps in elaborate brass sconces, which levitated three yards above the sidewalks, unsupported by poles. There was a grassy median down the center of the street, dotted with immaculately trimmed dogwood trees, each protected behind a wrought-iron fence topped with chrome accents. The whole neighborhood screamed of wealth.
 

 
  “And here we are,” Embras murmured aloud, slowing as they came abreast of an open gate. The house beyond was quiet, but all its windows blazed with light; clearly there was a social event in progress despite the hour, but it was a demure sort of party, as befit the neighborhood. He turned at the path, Bradshaw and Hiroshi trailing silently behind, and strolled up to the house’s richly carved walnut door.
 

 
  A servant stood at the top step by the door, dressed in a suit that was just similar enough to a Butler’s uniform to be evocative without being close enough to provoke the Service Society—which was a thing no sensible person did. She regarded them calmly from behind thick darkened glasses, which seemed incongruous at this hour.
 

 
  “Good evening,” Embras said politely to her, tipping his hat. “I’m afraid we’re not expected.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid you are not
  
   invited,
  
  Mr. Mogul,” she replied. “Specifically, and by name. Goodbye.”
 

 
  “Now, now, let’s be neighborly to one another,” he replied with a cheerful grin. “A fellow deserves a chance to plead his case to the lady of the house, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “What I think is that my job is, in part, to dissuade undesirables, a category in which you are
  
   emphatically
  
  included. You can spare me the charm, sir; you’re not charming enough to come between me and a steady wage.”
 

 
  “Well, that seems to be all the grounds we need to reach an agreement,” he said smoothly, producing a decabloon from within his pocket and bouncing it on his palm.
 

 
  The woman regarded him in stony silence for a moment, then reached up and pulled her glasses down the bridge of her nose. Her eyes had golden irises which glowed in the dimness, with vertically slitted pupils.
 

 
  “Sir,” she said with a cold smile, “are you attempting to
  
   bribe
  
  me?”
 

 
  “Nothing so clumsy,” Embras replied, now tossing the coin back and forth between his hands. “There’s no reason the mistress need suspect you were paid to let us in, when she’ll find it
  
   perfectly
  
  believable that I threatened, enchanted, or otherwise coerced my way past you. Isn’t that right?”
 

 
  “You’re right in that regard—I can hardly be expected to fight off the likes of you.” She glanced behind him at the other two men. “The same cannot be said of those
  
   inside
  
  the house, Mogul. You realize she’s just going to throw you right back out again.”
 

 
  “That, my dear lady, is between her and me,” he said, holding up the decabloon between forefinger and thumb.
 

 
  Faster than a flicker of lightning, her tongue lashed out, seizing the coin and drawing it back into her mouth. She leaned over to turn the door latch, and pulled it wide for them, smiling ironically.
 

 
  “Enjoy your visit, gentlemen. I will see you again
  
   very
  
  soon.”
 

 
  “Much obliged,” Embras said lightly, stepping past her. Bradshaw and Hiroshi followed him in, both nodding politely to the doorkeeper. She watched them with that same knowing smile, her dark glasses once again in place, and shut the door gently behind them.
 

 
  The soft sounds of conversation and pianoforte music resonated through the marble-appointed foyer in which they stood. A staircase lined with deep scarlet carpet curved up to a landing ahead of and above them; to their left was a wide doorway, blocked only by velvet drapes, from which the sounds of the party could be heard.
 

 
  “Good evening, gentlemen,” said the only person visible, a hethelax demon wearing a suit oddly tailored to fit over his armor plates. “I would offer to take your coats, but you will not be staying long.”
 

 
  “That’s a likely outcome, yes,” Embras said with a sunny smile. “She’s in the salon, I assume?”
 

 
  “Yes,” the demon said evenly. “I would advise you to depart rather than seek her out.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the advice,” Embras replied, tipping his hat and turning to push aside the curtains, his fellow warlocks following on his heels.
 

 
  The salon was large and displayed understatedly expensive taste in its furnishings. It was also full, occupied by over a dozen people whose attire and bearing spoke of wealth. They stood and sat, chatting, sipping glasses of sparkling wine and nibbling canapes, looking for all the world like any gaggle of rich people enjoying a house party, apart from a few unusual elements. Several were obviously half-demons; one young woman had finned ears and slowly writhing tendrils instead of hair, another had eyes that were featureless pits of crimson flame, and a man near the door had patterns of scales across his cheeks and forehead. There was also a katzil demon curled up asleep in front of the fireplace. In one corner stood a pianoforte, being softly played by a female hethelax. Her clawed fingers made faint clicking noises on the keys, just barely loud enough to be heard beneath the music.
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
 

 
  The three had hardly made it in before being addressed by the lady of the house, who had risen from her chair near the fire to point imperiously at them. She was a young woman, well short of thirty, with elaborately coiffed dark hair and a pale complexion, attired in a gown in the latest fashion which emphasized her figure despite its modest cut.
 

 
  “You are
  
   unwelcome
  
  in my house, Embras Mogul,” she said sharply, the music and conversation falling silent around them.
 

 
  Embras swept off his hat and bowed deeply. “Be that as it may, it is a
  
   genuine
  
  pleasure, Madeleine, as always. I hoped I might implore you to—”
 

 
  “You might not,” she snapped.
  
   “Leave,
  
  before I am forced to insist.”
 

 
  He straightened, his expression growing serious. “Whatever you may think of me—of us—I do respect your wishes, and would not have bothered you if it were not important. We have an
  
   urgent
  
  need, Madeleine.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said flatly. “May it devour you. Somewhere
  
   else.”
  
 

 
  “I understand your dislike,” he pressed on, “though I do believe, as I’ve said, that it is born of a misunderstanding. Perhaps if you would deign to do business with me as with any of these fine people, we might make progress toward finding common…ground…”
 

 
  He trailed off as she turned her back on him, stepping over the sleeping katzil to lift an ancient-looking oil lamp from its perch upon the mantle. She turned back to face them, languidly dragging her fingers along the lamp’s curved surface.
 

 
  The violet smoke that poured forth made the room smell of myrrh and jasmine. It streamed from the lamp in an oddly twisted cyclone, resolving itself into the form of a woman with blue skin and aquiline features—at least from the waist up. Below the navel, her body was only a long tendril of smoke, connected to the lamp.
 

 
  “I am summoned, and have come, as it is agreed,” she intoned, executing an elaborate salaam. “Gracious lady, I beg that you deign to tell this unworthy traveler how she may have the honor of serving you.”
 

 
  “Qadira,” Madeleine replied, “the Black Wreath has entered my home, despite knowing their presence is unwanted. Embras Mogul, the high priest of Elilial, stands in my salon, having
  
   thrice
  
  refused my orders to depart. I would have you bear witness to his next actions, that the worlds both above and below may know how he comports himself, lest anyone find themselves holding commerce with a faithless brute where they expected a gentleman.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   indeed
  
  a precious gift you bestow upon me, most honored one,” Qadira replied, turning a crafty smile on Embras and his companions. “The eyes of the djinn see all things, in every plane and beyond, but that I may watch firsthand as such as this unfolds will grant me prestige in the esteem of my kin. Again, lady, I am in your debt.”
 

 
  Madeleine stared at Embras with a faint, smug half-smile; the others assembled in the room watched like an entire rookery of hawks, awaiting a signal to strike. As if alerted by the change in mood, the katzil uncoiled itself, raising its head to sniff the air.
 

 
  After a very tense moment of heavy silence, Embras Mogul took a deliberate step backward, again tipping his hat to Madeleine. “Well. My apologies for intruding, good lady. Can’t blame a fellow for trying.”
 

 
  “Not for the first time in our acquaintance,” Madeleine said icily, “you are
  
   deeply
  
  mistaken.”
 

 
  “Do enjoy your evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he replied, turning and pushing back through the heavy curtains.
 

 
  They made their quick way out of the house, not acknowledging the smug looks of the hethelax manservant and half-demon guardian. Bradshaw waited until they were out the gate and two houses back down the street before speaking.
 

 
  “Well, Embras, since I know you as I do, I’m going to assume that was not as
  
   completely
  
  pointless as it seemed.”
 

 
  “In fact, that simply could
  
   not
  
  have gone better,” Embras said cheerfully. “There was always the risk she’d summon a baerzurg to pummel us, or have that diffident fellow in the impossible suit give it a go, but really, that was remote. Madeleine’s never been one to go in for brutish tactics. Ill-considered and overdramatic, yes, but never barbaric.”
 

 
  “And?” Bradshaw drawled.
 

 
  Embras came to a stop, turning to face them. “And now, she has very obligingly gone on record before a
  
   djinn,
  
  refusing to help the Black Wreath when we came to her in need, hat in hand. Were the girl a hair less aggravated by my presence, I think she’d have thought carefully before doing something so rash, but it’s done now! At issue, gents, is these fence-sitters, of which Madeleine is a prime example.”
 

 
  “You can’t possibly mean to start hounding
  
   every
  
  diabolist who’s not part of our organization,” Bradshaw said, frowning. “We’re stretched too thin as it is, Embras. After Tiraas this spring, it’s a challenge to stay on top of the demons and warlocks who
  
   need
  
  to be put down, in addition to our ongoing major commitments.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Embras replied. “That policy hasn’t changed; we’re not going to go out of our way to smite anybody who does not absolutely need it. However, matters are careening toward a head, and a lot of these characters are unknowable variables that present a
  
   problem.
  
  We’re going to have to be ready to bring down Justinian when the alignment comes, and between his holy summoner program and having bloody
  
   Kheshiri
  
  in his stable of lackeys, he’s proved his willingness to draw resources from even the most deplorable places. Going forward, anyone in the infernal community who is not
  
   with
  
  us must be assumed to be against us. Take note of tonight’s events, lads, and find opportunities to repeat the performance. We are going to start putting each of these independent operators on the spot. Any time an opportunity arises, or you can
  
   create
  
  one, force them to declare either their support or opposition, as publicly as possible.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Hiroshi said, nodding. “To burn away the fog of war with the light of hellfire, leaving no gray area in which Justinian’s creeping fingers can hide.”
 

 
  “Poetic as always,” Bradshaw noted with a smile. “I hope you’re not proposing to
  
   trust
  
  all of these outsiders, just because we can coerce them into declaring their support.”
 

 
  “Trust, no,” Embras replied, “but you know as well as I where their interests fall. That’s why that trick worked on Madeleine, and variants of the same will likely work on the others, even when we’ve used it enough that they start to see it coming. A warlock who betrays his word is hamstrung; the mortal community is too small and the demonic one too vindictive to do business with oathbreakers. If anyone
  
   does
  
  turn on us, they will pay the price even if we are in no position to extract it ourselves. Now, then! Hiroshi, my thanks for your patience with this little drama. I hope this isn’t going to make us late to meet your friend.”
 

 
  “Indeed not,” Hiroshi said with a smile. “Uncle will be expecting us at some point this evening after dinner; it is nowhere near late enough to be an imposition, even on the east coast.”
 

 
  “Splendid! Let’s not drag this out any further, regardless. Lead the way, would you?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Hiroshi said, bowing. The haze of Elilial’s stealth settled over all of them—not that anyone was nearby, but one never knew who might happen to be looking out a window in time to see three men abruptly shadow-jump out of a public street.
 

 
  Following the dimensional tunnel bored by Hiroshi, who knew their destination best, they emerged in a dirty, dark and cluttered alley. All three immediately set off for the lighted street at the end of it, unfazed by their squalid environs. Such alleys were the Wreath’s bread and butter, in terms of moving around cities undetected.
 

 
  Night had fully fallen over the city into which they emerged, but this area showed no signs of going to sleep. Lights blazed forth on all sides, illuminating bustling crowds pushing through narrow, winding streets that made as stark a contrast to the orderly layout of Mathenon as their shabby cheerfulness did to its discreet ostentation.
 

 
  Puna Shankur itself would be a contrast to most Imperial cities, lacking their organization, wealth, and omnipresent law enforcement, not to mention being lit by lamps and torches nearly as commonly as fairy lights. Punaji territory in general was wilder, poorer, and yet more festive, even in cities as far south as this one, where the locals were forced by the climate to bundle up more than the Punaji in general cared to. For that and other reasons, Puna Shankur was one of the less ethnically consistent outposts of Rajakhan’s realm.
 

 
  This particular neighborhood was a perfect example of that; brown Punaji faces were less common among the crowd than paler complexions accompanied by tilted eyes. Embras and Bradshaw would have stuck out if not for the layer of misdirection they maintained; Onkawi and Stalweiss were almost totally absent from the passersby, and only here and there could the odd Tiraan be seen. The people here hailed from a dozen nations, and the signs were in nearly as many languages, but on the Tiraan continent such neighborhoods were often referred to as Sifantowns. In other parts of the world, this racial mix might have met each other with swords and wands drawn, but when surrounded by another domineering culture of people who couldn’t even tell them apart, those from that general region tended to cluster together. It was an imperfect familiarity, but it would do.
 

 
  Hiroshi led the way down the bustling market street, then down a quieter one lined with ramshackle apartments rising four and five stories above. The streets here were scarcely wider than alleys, though most were better cared for by their inhabitants, and continued to wend this way and that with no apparent plan. Their guide strode confidently, however, well familiar with the territory.
 

 
  “Is it safe to involve your uncle in this?” Bradshaw asked as they walked. “Most of us prefer to keep family out of the Lady’s business. Much healthier for them, unless they’re already part of the faith.”
 

 
  “I would prefer that he not learn just
  
   whose
  
  business this is,” Hiroshi agreed. “Uncle knows only that I am bringing two friends who have questions about the kitsune. And he is not a relation of mine; everyone in the neighborhood calls him that. He is the man most dedicated to preserving the traditions of the old country in this one, and makes sure the Sifanese children who grow up in Puna Shankur know who we are, and where we came from. In fact, he seemed delighted at the opportunity to share his knowledge with interested parties who are
  
   not
  
  of Sifanese blood.”
 

 
  He stopped before the door of a three-story structure that seemed positively squat beside its towering neighbors, and rapped, murmuring to his companions, “Remember, it is polite to remove your shoes in the entryway.”
 

 
  “Noted,” Embras replied.
 

 
  The door opened after only a moment, revealing a young woman with her hair tied back in a silken kerchief. A warm but restrained smile spread across her face.
 

 
  “Sakamoto Hiroshi. Just
  
   look
  
  at you, fancy suit and all. Should I be honored that you’re still willing to visit us?”
 

 
  “You may be as honored or as insulted as pleases you, Kiyoko,” he said, grinning more widely back. “As long as your mother makes those sweet buns of hers, you’ll just have to keep putting up with me.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   well
  
  played,” she retorted. “Now
  
   I
  
  have to be the polite and traditional one, which rules out the excellent rejoinder I had about your obsession with my mother’s buns.”
 

 
  “Does Uncle know you talk to guests this way?” Hiroshi demanded, planting his fists on his hips and glowering in mock outrage.
 

 
  “Oh, please, you know very well who I learned it from. Come in, Hiroshi, come in. And your friends! Uncle’s expecting you; he’ll be right down.”
 

 
  After a brief exchange of introductions, which notably did not include anyone’s surname, Embras and Bradshaw found themselves seated on the floor along one side of a low table in the living room. It was arranged in a very Sifanese style, rather bare of furnishings and decorations, but spotlessly clean and everything carefully placed. The sparseness was clearly a deliberate aesthetic, not due to poverty.
 

 
  Scarcely had they had time to get comfortable when Uncle arrived; Hiroshi immediately rose, and both his companions followed his lead.
 

 
  Hiroshi’s description had hinted at an older man, and Uncle was definitely that, but rather than the wise old master of archetype, he resembled nothing so much as a blackmith. Despite his gray and receding hair, and the thick lines which nearly hid his eyes, he walked with an unbent spine, and was of an incredibly powerful build, his arms thickly corded with muscle and shoulders almost too broad to comfortably pass through the doorway. He was also, they noted upon rising, rather short, the top of his balding head not quite reaching Embras’s chin.
 

 
  “Uncle,” Hiroshi said warmly, first bowing, and then stepping over to clasp the old man’s hand. “It’s been too long!”
 

 
  “And whose fault is that, boy?” Uncle replied, his Tanglish clear but with a distinct accent. “You know my house is always open.”
 

 
  “And you know how life is, better than I ever will. I only
  
   wish
  
  I could still run around bare-footed, listening to your stories and sneaking sweet buns.”
 

 
  “Don’t wish for the past, Hiroshi,” Uncle said, reaching up to pat his shoulder. “You’re right, as you well know. There is only forward. So! I hear your friends are curious about kitsune?” He turned his bright eyes on his guests inquisitively.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Hiroshi. “May I present Embras and Bradshaw, neighbors and colleagues of mine.”
 

 
  “My apologies for the hour, sir,” said Embras, tipping his hat. “I’m very grateful that you would take the time to speak with us.”
 

 
  “And it’s a pleasure to visit,” Bradshaw added. “Your home is beautiful.”
 

 
  “Not at all, it’s only a humble place,” Uncle replied, coming to join them at the table. “Please, sit! Be comfortable. Kiyoko will be back soon with tea. I’m always pleased to talk of the old stories, but it’s
  
   very
  
  rare that someone not of our nation would come seeking to hear them.” He arranged himself cross-legged at the table, staring piercingly at Embras. “And with such a
  
   specific
  
  question, too. Why are you curious about the fox-goddesses?”
 

 
  Embras glanced at Hiroshi, who nodded, before replying. “Well…the truth is, our interest is practical, sir. We seem to have drawn the attention of one.”
 

 
  Uncle’s expression did not visibly change, but he stilled slightly, as if his very breath were held in abeyance. “Here? On this continent?”
 

 
  “Here,” Embras replied, nodding.
 

 
  Uncle let out a long, slow breath, shifting his gaze to Hiroshi. “And
  
   you
  
  are mixed up in this?”
 

 
  “I did not learn of it until after the fact,” Hiroshi said. “These are my friends, Uncle; I consider their problems my own. But I’ve had no contact with the kitsune.”
 

 
  “Nor have we, directly,” Embras added. “So far, she seems to be just…playing jokes on us.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Uncle murmured, his brow creasing further in a deep frown. “And so, you wish to learn of their ways.”
 

 
  “We would be extremely grateful,” said Bradshaw.
 

 
  Kiyoko returned at that moment, carrying a tray laden with a pot of fragrant green tea and small cups. There was silence in the room while she poured, her manners notably more conservative in Uncle’s presence. The master of the house gazed thoughtfully at the center of the table throughout her deft performance. Only when she had departed again, and everyone had a cup in hand, did he speak.
 

 
  “The story of the kitsune is the story of Sifan, and of the world,” he said at last. “Tell me, Embras, Bradshaw… Do you know of dryads?”
 

 
  “I certainly know they exist,” Embras said, glancing curiously at Bradshaw. “I must say I’ve never considered
  
   them
  
  any of my business, either.”
 

 
  “You’re suggesting they’re related to the kitsune?” Bradshaw said, frowning.
 

 
  “That makes some sense, in fact,” Hiroshi said thoughtfully. “In the stories, kitsune are always seducing people or killing people. Sometimes the same people.”
 

 
  “Hiroshi always loved the stories,” Uncle said, glancing fondly at the younger man. “But I don’t tell
  
   all
  
  the stories to the children. There are some it does not profit them to know. But if you have already drown the attention of a fox-goddess, you clearly need not worry about doing so. Very well, then.
 

 
  “The dryads are spirits of conservation,” he said, his voice taking on the subtly rhythmic quality of a veteran storyteller. “Spirits of life, who dwell where they will and live in balance with nature. They are thus, as the youngest daughters of Naiya, because they were made to compensate for their elder sisters. Before them, the valkyries were spirits of
  
   death,
  
  and they reaped so vigorously and so well that the gods of the last age conspired to capture them, and expel them from the mortal plane, lest they unmake everything the Elders had wrought. It was this which led to the world we now know, for Vidius found a way to anchor them to the world, and to keep them engaged and able to interact, though in a limited way. For this, Naiya sheltered the young gods of the Pantheon in their war, and refused the slightest succor to her fellow Elders. If not for her aid, the new gods would surely have perished before ascending.
 

 
  “The valkyries, like their sisters who came after, were created to balance an even older mistake. The eldest daughters of Naiya, the kitsune, are spirits of play, of passion, and of deceit. Even Naiya could not control them, and so she brought forth a land for them to call their own, and persuaded them to claim it at the expense of leaving the rest of the world to its devices. The kitsune
  
   are
  
  Sifan. They do not rule it; they do not care for such things. They simply exist, and all others who exist there are at their sufferance.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   fascinating,”
  
  Bradshaw breathed. “Did Naiya have another generation of daughters before them?”
 

 
  “That is not part of the story,” Uncle said sententiously, and Embras hid a smile behind his teacup. That digression about valkyries hadn’t been exactly germane, either; if this wasn’t part of the story, it was because Uncle didn’t know it. “Unique among nations, Sifan has had an uninterrupted history since its founding after the Elder Wars. It has never been conquered, nor even invaded. Though troubled by storms, earthquakes and tsunamis, it has never been ravaged by a disaster so great that it could not recover. This is as it is because the Eternal Kingdom exists at the pleasure of the goddesses of the Twilight Forest. The first humans settled there because the kitsune allowed it. The drow of Nathloss sally forth to raid and keep our people alert because the kitsune find it amusing. The surviving orc clans dwell there because they asked the blessing of the kitsune and were given it, and the Queen’s government would not think to gainsay them, despite the conflict it caused with Tiraas. The dragons come to Sifan to meet because they come often alone, bringing gifts to the kitsune, and have earned a permanent welcome.”
 

 
  “How amazing,” Embras murmured. “I’m increasingly puzzled that one would
  
   leave
  
  such a place, if it’s so apparently sacred to them.
 

 
  “Wouldn’t you?” Uncle countered. “In Sifan, they are the highest, the most mysterious, the most feared, respected, and oddly beloved. The people respect their forest, and do not set foot within except by permission. We hold festivals during which they may walk among us to be honored, and sometimes lay blessings where they think them deserved. And if sometimes a kitsune’s playfulness results in a burned house or field, a daughter transformed into a cow or a son who never returns from the Twilight Forest…” He shrugged fatalistically.
  
   “Shou ga nai.”
  
 

 
  “If anything,” Hiroshi began, frowning, but Uncle forestalled him with an upraised hand.
 

 
  “To engage a fox-goddess in her own realm is to be a character in a story of which
  
   she
  
  is the author. They are older than the gods, and have powers which draw deeply from Naiya—and thus from the universe itself. And what they love above all else is
  
   play.
  
  Tell me, would
  
   you
  
  not be bored, staying in the same place for eternity, with nothing to challenge you? The kitsune are not bound to Sifan, but they rarely leave it. They have, however, now and again, and always when offered the chance to do something…interesting.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Embras murmured, stroking his chin. “This is altogether not encouraging.”
 

 
  “You do not
  
   fight
  
  a kitsune,” Uncle agreed. “She
  
   plays
  
  with you, until she grows bored…or her toys are too broken to entertain her.”
 

 
  Bradshaw drew in a deep breath and let it out in a slightly shaky sigh.
 

 
  Embras, however, suddenly smiled. “Well, then. I simply cannot thank you enough for the insight, sir—I fear I was about to make a very serious mistake.”
 

 
  “If you have drawn the attention of a fox-goddess,” Uncle said seriously, “there are few paths open to you which are
  
   not
  
  mistakes.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I see how that would be so. If you can indulge us a while longer, sir, we would be deeply grateful to learn anything you are able to tell us about their habits. But in the broad strokes…” His smile widened. “I do believe I know, now, what to do.”
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  The day was just getting its legs under it as they approached the city. The route south from the Abbey had passed partially through the Viridill foothills, but for the most part skirted the eastern edge of the mountains, leaving them a splendid view of the sunrise. Even when the road took them behind a hill, the Viridills were low and rounded as a rule, not much inhibiting the early morning light.
 

 
  It was a mostly quiet ride, though Schwartz was far more alert this time; despite the early hour, he was finally fairly well rested after sleeping for much of the previous day. After he failed to get much response regaling his traveling companions about a dream in which he’d been trying to navigate a giant spider web, he had occupied himself chiefly by playing with Meesie and watching the scenery. Eventually, though, his curiosity got the better of him.
 

 
  “So, your Grace,” he said hesitantly, scratching the mousy little elemental between her ears, “why
  
   are
  
  we setting out so early? I mean…by the time we get there, it’ll be barely past breakfast. I thought we were going to see the Governor. Will he even be up?”
 

 
  “She,” Basra said bitingly. “And yes, despite the way Imperial politicians in general behave, no governor of Viridill could get away with being a layabout. We may have to wait a bit for an appointment, but she’ll hardly decline to see us. As for the
  
   why,
  
  we are avoiding Bishop Snowe’s company.”
 

 
  Perched on the driver’s seat up front, Jenell half-turned her head to give Schwartz an inscrutable look out of the corner of her eye.
 

 
  “I, uh…why’s that, exactly?” he asked. “Seems like more help is always good! And Bishop Snowe is…I mean, you know, she’s…”
 

 
  “Yes, they’re pretty nice, aren’t they?” Basra said, raising an eyebrow. “I couldn’t help noticing you weren’t too sleepy to get a good long look at her chest yesterday.”
 

 
  “I say, that’s hardly fair,” he protested, flushing. Meesie puffed herself up, tail quivering indignantly, and squeaked at Basra.
 

 
  “Don’t feel bad, she has that effect on everyone,” the Bishop said dryly. “Izarite to her core, that one. But that is about
  
   all
  
  she’s good for. Branwen Snowe’s
  
   help
  
  would mean one more person for me to manage, and quite frankly I can do without the additional headache.”
 

 
  Schwartz blinked. “Oh. But, I mean…she’s a Bishop, after all, isn’t she?”
 

 
  “I don’t know how you Salyrites do it exactly,” Basra replied. “Bishop Throale and I have rarely had occasion to work together. But different cults regard the Universal Church in different ways. The Izarites use Church office to get rid of politicking annoyances they’d rather not keep in their own temples but who aren’t bad enough to excommunicate. Why do you think she’s allowed to go on tours and such instead of doing her
  
   job
  
  in Tiraas?”
 

 
  “Oh. But, I mean…she’s a columnist, and has a book out…”
 

 
  “Ghostwriters. The Archpope’s doing, all of it.”
 

 
  “And…she gives speeches, did that whole revival tour…”
 

 
  “Yes, Izarites make good public speakers. That doesn’t mean she has a brain in her little head. If Snowe is here on her own, she’s going to be an annoyance; if Justinian sent her, which I doubt, he needs to butt out. Church politics meddling in Avenist affairs will only cause more trouble.”
 

 
  “I see,” Schwartz said softly, looking rather stepped on. Meesie stood on his shoulder, patting his cheek and cheeping in concern.
 

 
  “You might want to look ahead, Mr. Schwartz,” Jenell commented after a moment. “It’s worth seeing, if you never have.”
 

 
  He perked up at her voice, leaning out over the side of the carriage to look forward. Basra raised an eyebrow in mild amusement, but did not turn to see for herself. The sight of Vrin Shai was not a new one for her.
 

 
  Mount Vrin was geologically unique, being unusually craggy for the Viridill range, and also taller by far than most of its neighbors; this close to the southern edge of the mountains, they were in the process of trailing off into foothills, and Vrin seemed to spike upward from the ground quite abruptly. In addition to being impassible from the north, it had a unique shape, with two lower “arms” stretching out to the southwest and southeast from its main bulk, leaving a sheltered area between them facing due south. Within this highly defensible alcove stood the terraced fortress city of Vrin Shai.
 

 
  The River Tsihar, one of the tributaries of the River Tira to the east, curved across the cultivated fields before the city gates, forming its first line of defense. Vrin Shai’s outer walls lay directly behind it, using the river as a moat; past that was another moat, this one artificial and filled with a variety of submerged hazards. Behind the moat stood the taller inner walls, with towers rising more than twice their height to give the artillery emplacements on top a clearer field of fire against attackers approaching the Tsihar. From the main gate in the center of the inner walls, a single street sloped upward to the east and west, where it switchbacked at small squared set against the mountain walls themselves, both blocked by gates set in fortified guardhouses. The street climbed further, coming together again in a final, innermost gate behind and directly above the first one. From there, the city rose in highly ordered terraces, its shape almost pyramidal against the looming mountain. It culminated in a grand temple at the very top, surmounted by a famous and truly titanic statue of Avei, carved from the living face of Mount Vrin and pointing a sword southward, toward Athan’Khar. Concealed passages carved into the mountainside accessed the looming watchtowers which rose from the peaks of Vrin itself, the tallest rising from its highest point above the center of the city. From the ground far below, the multiple telescope emplacements positioned atop the seven watchtowers were invisible, but the shapes of enormous mag cannons could be seen, aiming south.
 

 
  This land had been the site of innumerable wars over the millennia, from the constant incursions by orcs and Narisian drow, to invasions from the humans of N’jendo to the west and the Tira Valley to the east, and occasionally even raids by distant elven tribes. Most recently, during the Enchanter Wars, it had faced down an assault by the dwindling forces of the Tiraan Empire itself. In all that time, Vrin Shai had never fallen.
 

 
  “Wow,” Schwartz breathed, craning his head back to gaze upward.
  
   “Wow.
  
  You hear stories, but that is
  
   impressive.
  
  Wow! Those cannons up there… They must be able to shoot for
  
   miles!
  
  I bet no army ever got within range of the walls back in the old days…”
 

 
  “In the old days,” said Basra, “those towers were only used for observation. Firing catapults from that height would be pointless; there’d be no way to aim them accurately and far too much risk of accidentally bombarding the city, not to mention the near impossibility of hauling ammunition up there. Being able to see anyone approaching was just as valuable. In war, information is a deadly weapon. But yes, with the advent of energy weapons, those are ironically Vrin Shai’s
  
   first
  
  line of defense. The topmost mag cannon has a clear line of fire all the way past the Athan’Khar border. Which is the only thing it even
  
   might
  
  be shooting at in this day and age, anyway.”
 

 
  “Huh,” he mused, settling back into his seat and gazing raptly up at the city as they approached it.
 

 
  He had time to gawk; even with the speed at which the enchanted carriage moved, it was another fifteen minutes before they reached the outer gate. Part of that was due to the increasing traffic on the road. Early as it was, the city was open for business and people were beginning to stream both in and out, forming a dense enough crowd of vehicles, animals, and pedestrians that Jenell couldn’t push for speed. As they neared the gates, the first Rail caravan of the day glided to a stop at the station, momentarily wreathed in arcane blue lightning. Vrin Shai’s Rail depot stood outside the walls proper, the Sisterhood having adamantly refused to allow any breach in its defenses for the purpose of Rail access. On paper, this was because the city was sacred to the goddess of war, and its fortifications were thus a sacrament; no one involved in the planning had bothered to mention that the last invading army to break itself on these walls had been Imperial. In practice, the discharging traffic from the caravans added another glut of people right at the gates. Their party arrived just in time to slip in ahead of these.
 

 
  “Pull up beside the sentry house, Covrin,” Basra ordered as they eased into the gates.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  The gates were, of course, staffed. Fully armed Legionnaires stood at attention, watching the traffic come and go, though in these peaceful times they were making no move to stop any of the travelers through the gates. As the carriage eased up to the curb against the inner side of the walls, a Legionnaire wearing a lieutenant’s bars approached them, noting Covrin in the driver’s seat, and saluted.
 

 
  “I am Basra Syrinx, Bishop of Avei to the Universal Church,” she said, leaning against the carriage’s door to address the soldier.
 

 
  “Good morning, your Grace,” the lieutenant said crisply, saluting again. “Welcome to Vrin Shai.”
 

 
  “We are proceeding to the governor’s palace,” Basra said, nodding in acknowledgment. “My business is important but not immediately urgent. Dispatch a runner to inform Lady Tamsin of my arrival, and that I require an audience at her earliest convenience.”
 

 
  “Immediately, your Grace,” the lieutenant replied, saluting a third time before turning to hustle back inside the guardhouse. Basra nodded up at Covrin, who then pulled the carriage carefully back into traffic.
 

 
  They only got a dozen yards before a horse and rider emerged from the gatehouse stableyard, the mounted woman wearing the light leather armor of the Silver Legions rather than standard bronze; a pennant bearing the golden eagle was attached to her saddle. She saluted Covrin in passing, guiding her steed rapidly through the traffic on the way to the inner gates along the empty outer lane reserved for military personnel.
 

 
  “I say, that was fast,” Schwartz noted approvingly.
 

 
  “Military efficiency,” Basra replied, “can be a punchline or a way of life, depending on the military in question. In Vrin Shai, it’s a sacrament.”
 

 
  “So I see.”
 

 
  He resumed gawking at the scenery as they drove across the bridge to the second gates, up the right path to the third and back to the fourth and final set. Each time they passed through a gate, Schwartz commented anew on the thickness of the walls; by the last time, Basra was looking at him with visible annoyance.
 

 
  “Ma’am, I’m not familiar with the layout of the city,” said Jenell as they finally passed through the innermost defenses.
 

 
  Basra stood, turned, and seated herself beside Schwartz, facing forward; Meesie chittered at her, which she ignored. “The governor’s palace is just below the central temple, on the right. We’ll have to take the switchbacks all the way up; I’ll direct you.”
 

 
  In addition to the terraces, and the switchbacking paths which not only lessened the steepness of the climb but provided defensive benefits, the city had canals, one running the full length of each terrace. To judge by the lack of boats and the distance between the water line and the street, they were not there to provide fresh water or transportation. They did form beautiful artificial waterfalls on their way down to feeding the moat the base of the city, and the bridges across them provided another layer of choke points. While no invading army had ever penetrated Vrin Shai’s walls, any that did would find their work only half done; it would be a long, brutal fight upward to conquer the city level by level.
 

 
  Early as it was, the city was awake and going about its business; the passersby were plentiful, but thanks to its well-planned traffic routes the crowd did not slow their progress unduly. They also, unlike the people in the rural north of the province, showed little interest in the carriage. There were much finer examples to be seen; they passed later-model Falconer and Dawnco vehicles, and even a classic Esdel in excellent condition. Schwartz did far more peering at the city than the city did at them. Basra simply sat in regal silence for the entire trip.
 

 
  The governor’s palace was near the top of the city, one level below the great temple with its towering statue of Avei. Made of the same local granite as the rest of the city, it was more distinctly Tiraan in style, notably smaller than either the temple above or the sprawling Silver Legion fortress with which it shared the second-highest level of the city, and also the first place they had seen Imperial soldiers. The uniformed guards stood atop battlements and at entrances, watching the carriage approach but seeming uninterested in it.
 

 
  A thin-faced man with spectacles and a widow’s peak was standing outside the gates when Covrin pulled up to the curb.
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx?” he said diffidently, bowing as Basra stepped out of the carriage. “I am Raul Dhisrain, Governor Tamshinaar’s secretary. You are expected; the Governor will see you immediately, if you will be good enough to follow me?”
 

 
  “Splendid,” Basra said, as if this were no more than her due. “Schwartz, Covrin, come along. Please have my carriage taken into the yard, Mr. Dhisrain.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, gesturing to one of the soldiers standing near the gate. The man immediately approached, accepting the control rune from Covrin, and then the Governor’s secretary was leading them into the palace itself.
 

 
  Though less stark than Vrin Shai in general seemed to be, the Governor’s palace was clearly an Imperial facility as much as a personal residence, if not more so. The decorations were minimal and tasteful, and ran toward Imperial iconography to a point that seemed almost excessive, perhaps in compensation for the overall Avenist flavor of the city. Or perhaps in defiance of the fact that the Imperial government here ruled only in name.
 

 
  The Governor’s office was on the third floor, at the end of a broad hallway lined with columns and paintings of governors past. Dhisrain led them to a wide pair of double doors that could have belonged on a throne room, rapped once, then pushed one open without waiting for a response. He stepped aside, gesturing them through.
 

 
  Basra entered immediately, and came to an instant halt just inside, forcing Schwartz and Covrin to peer around her.
 

 
  The space was large for an office, though not as grandiose as its huge doors had hinted. Oval in shape, it was split in two levels, the higher of which contained the Governor’s huge desk and was backed by windows looking out over the city and the rolling hills beyond. None of that was what captured Basra’s eye, however, nor was the sight of Governor Tamshinaar, who stood upon her entry.
 

 
  “Basra!” Branwen cried, waving enthusiastically. “Welcome!”
 

 
  “Indeed, welcome, Bishop Syrinx,” the Imperial Governor said more calmly. “Bishop Snowe has been bringing me up to date on your findings.”
 

 
  
   “Has
  
  she,” Basra said flatly.
 

 
  “It’s gratifying to see the Sisterhood taking this matter so seriously,” she continued. Tamsin Tamshinaar was a statuesque woman in her later middle years, her hair going silver and drawn back in a severe bun, though her face bore only faint lines beside her eyes and mouth. She wore a stark, almost militaristic style gown clearly inspired by the fashion following Empress Eleanora’s tastes. “And the Church, as well. I’m honored to have such august personages assigned to aid us, but also a little concerned. Are matters even more serious than I have already been led to understand?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m not here on the Archpope’s orders,” Branwen reassured her. “Merely finding myself at liberty at the moment, and present to be of help in any way I can. Basra is the one you’ll really want to talk to about the mission.”
 

 
  “As far as I’m aware, Lady Tamsin, you have been informed of everything the Sisterhood knows,” said Basra, finally stepping further into the room, her eyes never leaving Branwen. Covrin and Schwartz followed her at a circumspect distance, Dhisrain slipping into the office behind them. “Abbess Darnasia did not suggest anything should be withheld from you, and frankly I would not do so even if she had. This is no time for politicking.” That, she directed with a slight emphasis at Branwen, before finally turning her full attention to the Governor. “In fact, it may be that you have data on the elemental attacks that I do not, yet.”
 

 
  “That it may,” Lady Tamsin agreed, nodding. “I have likewise not withheld anything from the Sisterhood, but I don’t know what was passed along to you. Regardless, Raul has copies of all reports and supplementary information we have gathered for you.”
 

 
  The secretary glided forward, diffidently handing Basra the thick folder he had been carrying, while Branwen jumped back into the conversation.
 

 
  “I hope you don’t mind me getting a head start on you this morning, Bas,” she gushed. “The Abbess said you and your companions were overtired—and I shouldn’t wonder, from what she told me of your adventures! Anyway, this is clearly your field, so I took the liberty of coming ahead to Vrin Shai to help set everything up for your arrival. Now, you just concentrate on doing what you do best, and I’ll do what I can to smooth the way!”
 

 
  “This is a potentially sensitive matter in many regards, Branwen,” Basra said icily. “I would
  
   prefer
  
  it if you did not take liberties in Viridill
  
   without
  
  asking me, first.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course,” Branwen said agreeably. “You’re in charge!”
 

 
  “Bishop Snowe’s arrival has, indeed, given me time to make a few preparations for you, your Grace,” the Governor added with a calmer smile. “I’ve arranged a house for your party to use while in the city—it should be spacious enough to provide living quarters and serve your tactical needs.”
 

 
  “I say, how generous!” Schwartz said, beaming. Basra gave him a dark look, which he appeared not to notice; Covrin’s eyes darted between them.
 

 
  “I have the directions!” Branwen said cheerfully, holding up a small sheet of paper.
 

 
  “Do you,” Basra replied.
 

 
  “And I’ve called in a few favors of my own! It seems this is going to be detective work—we have to
  
   find
  
  the person responsible for these attacks before we can stop them. There are few people available I’ve, ah…taken the liberty of contacting. Last time, I promise!”
 

 
  “Great.”
 

 
  “At least one you already know!”
 

 
  Basra’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Even better.”
 

 
  “Well, I thought we could do with the sort of help who can circulate freely among the populace and get people to talk, and I realized, who better than a bard? Of course, the Veskers always love a good adventure, so I had a quick look through the Church’s active contacts to see who’s up for questing duty. And lo and behold, as luck would have it, there was a certain Ami Talaari who you’ve apparently worked with before! She’s now en route and should be here later today.”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   thank
  
  you, Branwen,” Basra said with a toothy smile, folding her hands neatly behind her back. “How extremely helpful.” Hidden from the Governor’s view, she clutched one wrist hard enough to whiten her fingers, clenching the other fist till her nails gouged into her palm.
 

 
  Covrin surreptitiously stepped between the Bishop and Schwartz.
 

 
  “I’m so glad you’re pleased!” Branwen said, smiling beatifically. “I think we’re going to work
  
   wonderfully
  
  together, as always!”
 

 
  “I’m sure we shall,” Basra said pleasantly. “I have so
  
   missed
  
  your company, Branwen.”
 

 
  A droplet of blood squeezed out from between her fingers.
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  “If this is to
  
   prank
  
  on me, I strangling you,” Scorn warned.
 

 
  Iris sighed; after the fifth repetition of these threats in which their fulfillment failed to materialize, they were notably less unnerving. “Well, you didn’t
  
   have
  
  to come, Scorn. It was an invitation, not a command.”
 

 
  “No one is give me command!”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, of course,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. Positioned as she was in the front, her eyes were safely out of Scorn’s field of view. She didn’t lack for confirmation that the demon was following, between her heavy footfalls and the constant rattle of her various bangles, bracelets and necklaces.
 

 
  Fortunately, they were nearing their destination. Iris had veered as far to the right as possible on the way down the mountain, which of course forced them to hike through the grass rather than using either of the convenient paths, but the mountain’s broad base made it possible to reach the bottom without actually stepping into Last Rock—and bringing Scorn into Last Rock seemed like a bad idea, considering the loud arguments which had ensued when Trissiny had ultimately refused to take her there yesterday. There was, in fact, a very faint trail worn through the grass here; it wasn’t nearly as commonly used as the paved paths, but marked the route taken by student groups headed into the Golden Sea. In theory, that happened only once a semester, but University sanctioned trips were far from the only reason students left the campus without going into town.
 

 
  “Right around here,” Iris said, glancing back at the towering demon with a forced little smile as they reached the level of the prairie. For the most part, the gentler side of the mountain eased smoothly into the ground, but there was an upthrust outcropping of rock, here, separating the grassy slope from the base of the mountain’s craggy and nearly vertical northwestern face. Scorn just snorted, but kept following.
 

 
  Once around the natural barrier, however, their destination was apparent. The ground swelled here, rising slightly into a low hillock abutting the mountain’s base; a small thicket of stubborn bushes and stunted trees clung to the edge of the rocks, creating several hidden little spots which were favored canoodling spaces for students and townies alike. Far above, the alarming spectacle of Clarke Tower extended from the peak of the mountain; considering the slight elevation, this area had a beautiful view out into the infinite horizon of the Golden Sea, unmarred by the town.
 

 
  A table had been set up on the little hill. Not a portable, folding table; it was a dainty little thing, relatively, but carved from solid oak and had clearly taken some doing to bring out here. A white linen cloth was laid over it, a subtle bouquet of flowers in its center, and a bottle of wine set to one side, surrounded by empty wineglasses and a plate of small cookies. Two matching carved chairs sat nearby, as well as a sturdier armchair.
 

 
  “Ah, ladies!” Ravana Madouri said, waving to them as they appeared. “There you are! Please, join us. Scorn, I’m so glad you agreed to come—it’s such a pleasure to see you. Please, make yourself comfortable!”
 

 
  Iris glided forward and settled herself daintily into the wooden chair beside Ravana’s, leaving the larger one for their guest. Scorn approached more slowly, enough that she barely rattled, studying the setup through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “What is this?” she demanded. “Why out here? You can have snacks on the school. If you are to luring me out for a trick…”
 

 
  “Oh, nothing so sinister, I assure you,” Ravana said with a light laugh. “It’s just that alcohol is prohibited on campus—and as I have discovered, that is a rule one cannot simply
  
   break,
  
  and it’s a crime to waste a good vintage trying. No, one must unfortunately venture down here to the surface, as it were, to enjoy a glass of wine, which is one of civilization’s truest gifts. And as it seemed unwise to escort you into the town itself without the blessing of your friends, this was the only feasible way to include you! Don’t worry, it was no trouble at all.”
 

 
  Scorn arrived at the table but made no move to seat herself, still squinting suspiciously. “Why you are not have class?”
 

 
  “Introduction to Alchemy with Professor Rafe is scheduled for this hour,” Ravana said primly. “The Professor has suddenly canceled class, leaving us with a free period.”
 

 
  Scorn frowned. “He is cancel…why?”
 

 
  “Because,” Ravana said with a calm smile, “I bribed him to, with a pea-sized vial of hellhound breath. Believe me, that is the largest quantity obtainable without hiring mercenaries and spilling significant blood, and even that much cost more than any structure on the campus. Please, Scorn,” she added in a gentler tone. “Sit
  
   down.”
  
 

 
  Finally, her uncertain expression calming only slightly, the demon lowered herself into the armchair with a last soft clatter of beads. Despite the way it dwarfed the other furniture present, it was barely serviceable to contain her, and creaked in protest under her weight.
 

 
  Ravana, meanwhile, busied herself prying the cork from the wine bottle and pouring a judicious measure into each glass. “I think you’ll enjoy this vintage. I understand you have a preference for strong flavors—this is actually an elven wine, and they have different priorities. Grove vintages aren’t favored by most wine snobs in Imperial society, though I fear I must disagree with them. It is rather sweeter than one generally prefers in a red, true, but also has a distinctive yet subtle tartness which human vintners are rarely able to produce, and offsets the flavor beautifully, preventing it from becoming cloying. I believe the disdain shown by so many of my fellow enthusiasts is little more than bitterness that our race hasn’t managed to reproduce such flavors.”
 

 
  Having finished pouring, she set aside the bottle and picked up her own glass, pausing to sniff it before taking a tiny sip and closing her eyes momentarily to savor the drink. Iris followed suit more slowly, her reproduction of Ravana’s behavior slightly halting and punctuated with glances at the other girl.
 

 
  Scorn grunted and snatched up the remaining glass, tipping its contents into her mouth in one go. She swallowed convulsively, a trickle of scarlet liquid escaping to run down her chin. “Hn! Good stuff. Weak, but pleasing for taste.” Absently, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing traces of wine across both her skin and the numerous bracelets on that arm.
 

 
  Watching her, Ravana winced as if pained.
 

 
  “So, thank you for booze,” Scorn said brusquely, slamming the delicate wineglass down on the table hard enough to set it rocking. “Now you are tell me what you really want, yes? Or going to think I am suddenly nice by you for no reasoning?”
 

 
  Iris frowned. “Um…what?”
 

 
  “Your Tanglish needs some work, still, Scorn,” Ravana said calmly after another dainty sip of her wine. “There seems to be nothing wrong with your intelligence. Why is it you haven’t attempted to further your command of the grammar?”
 

 
  The Rhaazke leaned forward over the table, baring her fangs. “Listen here, tiny girl. I am
  
   not
  
  come all the way down the mountain at being insulted by little
  
   vrekhshentmi.
  
  Maybe if your tongue is not better behave, I pull it off you. Yes?”
 

 
  “Now, that is an interesting proposal.” Ravana set down her wineglass and folded her hands in her lap, regarding the towering demon in perfect serenity, while Iris stared up at her in clear alarm. “Let us pursue that hypothetical action. Suppose you ripped my tongue out. What would happen then?”
 

 
  “You being
  
   quiet,”
  
  Scorn snorted, settling back in her chair.
 

 
  “Of course, briefly,” Ravana said, nodding. “And after that?”
 

 
  “After?” The demon shrugged in annoyance. “Who is care after? Is done.”
 

 
  “Well, first of all,” said Ravana, “Iris here would apply healing magic to ensure I did not bleed to death. Unless, of course… Well, this is your scenario—would you prevent her from doing so?”
 

 
  Scorn was frowning down at her in increasing confusion now. “I—what? Why I care? No, she can do…”
 

 
  “All right, then,” Ravana continued. “First, on-the-spot healing, and then I would have to leave the campus for tissue regeneration treatments. It is dicey work, repairing severe damage to delicate organs, but actually regenerating a limb removed wholesale is comparatively easy. Expensive work, of course, as one has to contract a very competent fae healer, who are not common among humans, but for someone with access to my resources, not a hardship. So! All told, this would cost me some severe pain and a few weeks of missed schooling—and, of course, a ruined dress, as blood is highly unfriendly to fabric—and then I would be right back where I was, no worse for the wear.”
 

 
  Scorn’s eyes narrowed to slits. “So?”
 

 
  Ravana smiled coyly. “But that’s just me. What do you think would happen to
  
   you
  
  while all this was going on?”
 

 
  The demon stiffened. “If you are to
  
   threaten
  
  me—”
 

 
  “Please.” Ravana held up a hand. “I’ve not intention of doing anything to you at all. We are merely discussing a hypothetical scenario—which
  
   you
  
  proposed, I might add. Indulge me for a moment. In this scene, you have just brutally assaulted me. What happens to you immediately after that.”
 

 
  Scorn clenched her hands on the arms of the chair, shifting nervously. “I don’t—why is matter?”
 

 
  “Well, there is the issue of your friends,” Ravana said ruminatively. “I rather think Teal, and by extension Vadrieny, might be inclined to give you the benefit of the doubt. Miss Falconer has a low opinion of me, I fear. Trissiny, though… I cannot say how she would react to such a thing, but I highly doubt you would enjoy it. Of course,” she carried on over Scorn’s nascent objections, “all that would very likely be moot. After such an attack upon a student of the University, Professor Tellwyrn would immediately descend upon you. Immediately, and with terrifying finality.”
 

 
  “All right,
  
   fine,”
  
  Scorn huffed, folding her arms and slumping back into the armchair hard enough to rock it momentarily backwards. “I not kills you,
  
   or
  
  rip off your tongue. Happy, then? We can put down the talk?”
 

 
  “Forgive me, but you have misunderstood my intention,” Ravana said calmly. “I am not attempting to shut you up, Scorn; after inviting you all the way down here for wine, I am quite interested in having a conversation with you.
  
   Do
  
  try the cookies, by the way—they are a rather cheap mass-produced brand, but I confess I enjoy them immensely. Once in a while, even craven industrialists stumble upon a perfect recipe. I anticipate with great glee feeding these to some of my peers who would not ordinarily deign to eat anything not prepared by a private chef. But to continue! Let us carry this hypothetical in a different direction. Suppose the University were
  
   not
  
  overseen by a nigh-omnipotent and infamously disagreeable archmage. In the aftermath of your theoretical assault, and in the absence of such an overweening power, what follows?”
 

 
  “This is the point of
  
   what?”
  
  Scorn demanded, glaring at her and not reaching for the cookies. Iris was ignoring her own wine, now, eyes fixed firmly on Scorn and one hand slipped into the pocket of her dress, which the demon fortunately did not notice.
 

 
  “At that point,” Ravana continued, ignoring her query, “you would find yourself contending with, immediately, Imperial law enforcement. Trissiny would be legally entitled and perhaps doctrinally compelled to destroy you—I am not entirely certain about Avenist policies or how much leeway she has to make such decisions, much less what she would decide. You would most certainly be branded a living hazard by the Empire and probably immediately attacked. Whether you can stand up to a basic Army unit, Scorn, I am quite certain you are not a match for a strike team.”
 

 
  “I am not come here for being threatened!” Scorn shouted, starting to rise from her chair.
 

 
  “Sit down,” Ravana said. Her voice was quiet, her expression flat, but there was such utter finality in her tone, a complete faith that she would obeyed, that Scorn found herself back in her chair before deciding to go there. “You are not
  
   being
  
  threatened, Scorn. No one is going to hurt you. I am making a point. But very well, I think you are not without a point yourself. Going on to elucidate all the powers—the Empire, the cults, the Universal Church, not to mention House Madouri—which would descend upon you if you attacked me would swiftly become tedious and repetitive. And, yes, somewhat hostile. So let’s dispense with all that, shall we?”
 

 
  “What is you
  
   want?”
  
  Scorn snarled.
 

 
  “Why, isn’t it obvious?” Ravana replied with a sweet smile. “I want us to be friends.”
 

 
  Scorn stared at her for a long moment, then turned incredulously to Iris.
 

 
  “Oh, she’s serious,” Iris said, her lips twitching in suppressed amusement. “Believe me, I’ve been there. But yes, this is just what she’s like. If you want my advice, pay attention; she’s usually going somewhere worthwhile with these things.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Iris,” Ravana said, smiling warmly at her before turning her attention back to Scorn. “What little I know of your homeworld and culture come thirdhand at best, Scorn. I have been forced to chat with Trissiny, Zaruda and others to seek information, as Teal is unfortunately disinclined to speak with me socially.”
 

 
  “Why is Teal not like you?” Scorn asked, peering at her suspiciously.
 

 
  “Presuming that you mean why
  
   does
  
  Teal not like me,” Ravana replied, “it’s quite simple: Teal Falconer is an extraordinarily kind, compassionate, and basically
  
   decent
  
  person.” She smiled, thinly and somewhat sadly. “And I am…to put it gently…not. She was in a position to see my character firsthand not so long ago, and I fear it rather distressed her. But again, we digress. At issue is you, and how well you are faring here.”
 

 
  “I am do just fine,” Scorn huffed.
 

 
  “Are you?” Ravana raised an eyebrow. “You are supposed to be learning about this world and fitting in, are you not? What have you done toward that goal?”
 

 
  “I fit in!”
 

 
  “Scorn,” Ravana said gently, “no, you don’t.”
 

 
  “Listen, you—”
 

 
  “Please, calm yourself. I’m not trying to insult you; I am offering to
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  Scorn paused, a suspicious frown again descending over her features. “And you are help me…why?”
 

 
  “I’m going to tell you a very great secret.” Ravana picked up her wineglass but simply toyed with it slowly, watching the crimson liquid shift about within and not lifting it to her lips. “In this world, Scorn, no matter what strength you possess, no matter your capacity to impose your will upon others or cause destruction, the truest and most consistent path to power is to show
  
   kindness.
  
  To provide for others, to accumulate favor. Placing people in your debt, building alliances…”
 

 
  She trailed off as Scorn’s derisive laughter echoed over the prairie. “Are you drink too much of this grog? Power is power! Being nice is nice—is a…don’t know word, a nice thing, a, uh…”
 

 
  “Luxury?” Iris suggested.
 

 
  The demon shrugged. “Is a thing for doing when you have extra means, can afford to waste time for fun.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s a luxury,” said Iris.
 

 
  “And that is the core of your problem,” Ravana said with a satisfied little smile. “Power in Hell, and presumably the sub-dimension from which you come, is about strength. Power in this world is about
  
   connection.”
  
 

 
  “Connection?” Scorn’s frown deepened.
 

 
  “The links between things.”
 

 
  “I know what is word
  
   means!”
  
 

 
  “You know the definition, yes,” Ravana agreed, “but you don’t seem to comprehend this point. In this world, Scorn, the abundance of resources has led to an abundance of
  
   people.
  
  Large populations require increasingly elaborate systems to support them. That is why we have complex laws, and political and economic structures far more sophisticated than anything you are used to. With me so far?”
 

 
  “Go on,” Scorn said, nodding and still frowning.
 

 
  “At issue, then,” Ravana continued, “is that when dealing with any person or any
  
   thing,
  
  one cannot simply calculate that person as a function of their own strength. You have seen spider webs since coming here, have you not?”
 

 
  “Bah!” Scorn snorted. “Piddly little things, you call spiders. Good for snack, not scary. Where I am from there are spiders that are eating
  
   my
  
  kind if we are stupid around them!”
 

 
  “And they hunt with webs?” Ravana prompted.
 

 
  “Yes, webs, sticky thread, why is that matters?”
 

 
  “It is a metaphor one encounters in Eserite literature, and one which I find explains the world better than any other I have heard. You can view each person as an intersection in such a web—tied to countless other things by multiple threads, and each of those things are linked to
  
   more
  
  things, and so on and so on, far beyond the point where one can see. By applying force to one such nexus, one causes the entire structure to shift, to vibrate…”
 

 
  “And maybe,” Scorn said more softly, “to bring the spiders.”
 

 
  
   “Precisely!”
  
  Ravana grinned at her in evident delight. “That, I think, is what you fail to understand about this world—being richer makes it more complicated. You seem accustomed to getting your way by applying force. Now, you are in a much denser web, and any power you exert in any direction is likely to cause vibrations that you cannot predict. In your position, it seems the wisest thing you could do would be to devote yourself to understanding this web as best you can. That, indeed, is the wisest thing
  
   anyone
  
  in this world can do. Those who have done it can be easily differentiated from those who have not: we are the ones who rule.”
 

 
  Scorn’s face had not lost its pensive frown; she now stared off into space past Ravana’s head.
 

 
  “You are sound a little like my mother,” she said at last.
 

 
  “I take that as high praise,” Ravana said gravely.
 

 
  “It is. This, you talk about kindness… You are make more threads, yes? Things, people connecting on you, who protect you.”
 

 
  “They
  
   said
  
  you were intelligent,” Ravana said with satisfaction. “I am pleased to see they did not exaggerate.”
 

 
  Scorn peered closely at her. “And this is how people becoming powerful in this world?”
 

 
  Iris snorted softly, earning a sharp look from Scorn.
 

 
  “In a way,” Ravana mused, “it is the essence of all power…but it is a truth not grasped equally well by all. Oh, anyone in a position of authority must necessarily provide some service for those beneath them, or they will not be permitted to retain their position for long. Governments exist, I firmly believe, for the benefit of those governing, but they do so
  
   by
  
  providing for the governed, and failing to remember this inevitably leads to their replacement. Those who are powerful and
  
   wise
  
  act in a way that does not look immediately different from compassion. It may be morally right to care for those beneath you, but that hardly matters to people like me.” She smiled, a distinctly feline expression. “Any sufficiently examined self-interest is indistinguishable from altruism.”
 

 
  “Hum,” Scorn muttered. “Well. Is nice, I guess… You are make one mistake, though.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Ravana raised an eyebrow. “Please, enlighten me.”
 

 
  “I am not interested very in being power.” The demon started to rise from her seat with a soft rattle of costume jewelry. “Thank you for drinks, and interesting talk.”
 

 
  “And are you interested in enjoying your life?” Ravana asked mildly.
 

 
  Scorn froze. “What? Why?”
 

 
  “Here’s the rub, concerning the difference between your people and mine,” she continued in a light, conversational tone. “By any reasonable standard, we are better than you.”
 

 
  The demon again narrowed her eyes. “You are
  
   trying
  
  to make me angry?”
 

 
  “Perhaps that was poor phrasing,” Ravana said thoughtfully. “Yes, it would be more accurate to say we are better
  
   off.
  
  I mean, look at yourself! Physically, you are an incredibly powerful specimen, compared to most earthbound races. I understand you have a substantial gift for magic, as well, and you certainly do not lack for intellect, as we have already discussed. If you are a typical example of your kind… I rather suspect that if the Rhaazke occupied a realm as abundant, peaceful and prosperous as this one, they would by now have achieved things beyond the ambitions of the mortal races.” She tilted her head to one side, studying Scorn thoughtfully. “But they haven’t, because—through no fault of their own—they don’t.
  
   You
  
  are here, however. If you are not interested in having power over others… Well, honestly, that is probably for the best. As I’ve told Iris before, the quest for power can become an all-consuming thing that leaves you little time to truly
  
   experience
  
  all that is good in the world. Since you don’t choose to embark upon that quest, doesn’t it seem you ought to do your best to fully enjoy what there is, here? If nothing else, don’t you owe it to all those of your kin who shall never have the opportunity?”
 

 
  “I am still not know where you are talking,” Scorn said, but sank back down into her seat.
 

 
  “Well, let me back up a step, then. In enjoying a pleasing experience, do you believe that more is better?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Scorn snorted. “Always, is simple.”
 

 
  Ravana nodded. “And that speaks of a mindset accustomed to scarcity. If you have few opportunities to savor good things, and must compete with numerous others for them…well, naturally, it would seem the only reasonable thing to do would be to grab at everything you can get your hands on and wring every last ounce of benefit from it you can, before someone comes along and takes it from you.”
 

 
  “And now,” Scorn said, staring piercingly at her, “you are going to explain why it is different here, yes?”
 

 
  The Duchess smiled broadly. “Again, you show your perceptiveness! And you are correct. Excessive, thoughtless self-indulgence is one of the most obvious signs of
  
   weakness
  
  a person here can display.”
 

 
  “Weakness,” Scorn said flatly.
 

 
  “Consider the thing in context,” Ravana continued, still unfazed by the demon’s annoyed expression. “Where one’s ability to act effectively is a function of one’s ability to choose one’s actions with care,
  
   any
  
  ill-considered grabbing motion can backfire just as severely as an unwise attack. Gluttony is considered a sin in some faiths—and I have often had the observation that what the religious call sins are generally just harmless behaviors which become dangerous when taken to excess. And so, among people on this plane, restraint is honored far more than indulgence.”
 

 
  “Restraint,” Scorn said, her expression unchanged.
 

 
  “The person who drinks too much and loses control is regarded with contempt,” Ravana said, gazing up at her. “The one who eats too much and becomes obese, likewise. Or the one who indulges excessively in sex, or drugs, or something as relatively harmless as a niche hobby. Not because others do not have the same drives, but because a balanced person understands that such self-indulgence is a failure of character. The drunkard, the glutton, the dissolute wastrel, they lead lives of
  
   misery.
  
  By fixating upon a simple pleasure which is within their reach, they cut themselves off from the experience of all the other joys life could offer—including the companionship of others, often, as doing this makes them objects of ridicule.”
 

 
  “I am not follow your changes of talk,” Scorn said. “What is this to do with me?”
 

 
  “Really,” Ravana said mildly. “Can you not think of anything
  
   you
  
  have pursued to the point of losing control? Of not experiencing fully because you’ve grabbed at quantity rather than quality?” She held up her wineglass, swirling the liquid within and gazing thoughtfully at it. “Tell me, can you appreciate the beauty of a gem more when it shines alone, or when it is buried in a pile of others?”
 

 
  Scorn froze, her eyes widening in an expression of painful realization. “You are…say… To have too much of a thing, it makes people to mock you?”
 

 
  “Well,” Ravana mused, “rarely when you can
  
   hear
  
  them, but yes…”
 

 
  The demon grimaced in sudden revulsion, grabbing a handful of the necklaces and beads hanging over her chest.
 

 
  
   “Stop!”
  
  Ravana barked, raising her voice for the first time. Scorn froze as the young Duchess leveled a finger at her. “You are about to allow others to control you, Scorn, and I won’t stand for that. You are
  
   better,
  
  and deserve better.”
 

 
  “Who is control me?” Scorn asked plaintively.
 

 
  “All those whose opinions you care about enough to change your own behavior. If you throw away your jewelry, you’ve as much as declared your willingness to be bound by their whims. And people
  
   will
  
  take advantage of that.” Her eyes bored into the demon’s, her expression serious and intent now. “Since you disdain the pursuit of power…how will you stop them? If your own strength is expressed through sheer force, how can you contend with those who manipulate using subtlety? That’s the real issue, Scorn, the great and painful fact of life. Even if all you want is to be left alone, and to enjoy your own existence… Well, if you’re not able and
  
   prepared
  
  to contend with people who choose to understand the arts of power, they simply won’t let you.”
 

 
  “But…” The Rhaazke gulped, looking lost. “What about… How am I do…”
 

 
  “In this case,” Ravana said in a suddenly more gentle tone, “if you’ll accept my advice, there’s a fairly simple strategy to employ. Remove
  
   one
  
  item of jewelry every…let us say, three days. Gradually diminish what you wear, so that the change is not immediately noticeable. It will clearly be a natural trend in your own tastes, and you can thus arrive at a state that will not invite the derision of others, without ever hinting to them that they had any power to sway your actions.”
 

 
  Scorn swallowed again and nodded, settling back in her chair. “And you…teach me more? Of how to…to do this?”
 

 
  “I am willing to,” Ravana said, turning a smile upon Iris and getting one in return. “It’s a new course for me, but I have learned a great deal by showing Iris, here, some of the tricks of the powerful and cunning. I had thought, at first, that doing so would be incompatible with any kind of happiness…but I’ve come to appreciate how these things can improve every aspect of one’s life. The same aptitudes that lead to power are those which heighten the sweetnesses of mortal experience.”
 

 
  “How is this?” Scorn asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “Well. Perhaps you would be willing to indulge me in a little experiment?” Ravana picked up the wine bottle again and poured more into Scorn’s glass. “Let me show you something. Take a very
  
   small
  
  sip of the wine, and hold it on your tongue for a moment. Then, before swallowing, pause and inhale through your nose.”
 

 
  “What in
  
   crap?”
  
  Scorn exclaimed in exasperation. “How are we get to
  
   this
  
  from— Are you trying to
  
   choke
  
  me or just make me look stupid?”
 

 
  Ravana smiled in amusement, showing only a hint of teeth. “Trust me,” she said quietly.
 

 
  Scorn pursed her lips, staring at her in suspicion, then shook her head and picked up the wineglass. For a moment, she peered distrustfully at it, then sighed, shrugged, and very carefully tipped a small amount of wine into her mouth. Then she paused, lowering the glass, and breathed in deeply.
 

 
  Her eyes widened, an expression of surprise and unexpected pleasure washing over her features.
 

 
  Watching her, Ravana settled back in her own chair, folded her hands, and smiled.
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  It was unusual for Teal to be rushing across the campus alone at this hour, but she’d been forced to detour from the cafeteria back to Clarke Tower to retrieve her book before Ekoi’s class. More than anything else, she was frustrated with herself for having left it behind. Sure, she wasn’t the most organized person, but since she and Shaeine had been sharing a room, incidents like these had diminished dramatically. In addition to her numerous other very pleasing qualities, Shaeine not only reminded Teal to keep track of these things, but set an example the bard felt she had to live up to. The priestess’s reminders had been increasingly unnecessary.
 

 
  In fact, today she
  
   had
  
  mentioned that Professor Ekoi had specified their spellbooks would be needed in class, which they weren’t always. And Teal
  
   had
  
  carefully made sure it was in her satchel. Or so she’d thought. She
  
   distinctly
  
  remembered putting it there. And yet, after lunch, it had been absent; she’d found it right on her nightstand where it had been left the previous night.
 

 
  She’d worry about losing her mind later; for now she had to get to class. Professor Ekoi was of a similar mindset as Tellwyrn with regard to classroom discipline. People who showed up tardy tended by become the object of…demonstrations.
 

 
  Teal rounded the corner of a terrace and slowed to a stop, staring.
 

 
  Where the familiar path of the campus should have been, she was now looking at an overgrown trail through an ancient, ruined castle, abandoned long enough to have been overtaken by a forest. Slowly, she turned to look behind her as well. Nope, no University there, either. She was…somewhere else.
 

 
  Vadrieny jangled within her in alarm, and Teal sent her calming thoughts. Tellwyrn’s protections on the University were serious business; it would take something like a god to just snatch her up from them.
 

 
  
   The hellgate was obviously opened by a University initiate,
  
  Vadrieny retorted.
  
   And a good many gods might take exception to
  
  us.
  
   They aren’t all as forward-thinking as Vidius.
  
 

 
  “Hm,” Teal said, frowning and fingering her Talisman of Absolution. She turned in a slow circle, looking around again. “I have a good feeling about this.”
 

 
  
   What do you mean?
  
 

 
  “I don’t know,” she admitted, focusing on the oddly serene sensation to share it with Vadrieny. “Just…good. It seems like I should be more alarmed about something this apparently alarming, but it just isn’t there.”
 

 
  The demon replied with a wordless rush of sensations: caution, trust, acknowledgment. She was far from certain about this situation but was willing to follow Teal’s lead.
 

 
  Teal set off down the path at a somewhat slower pace, peering around. It meandered through what had been some kind of avenue, with collapsing walls of old gray stone on either side. There were birds singing, but no other sounds.
 

 
  “You know,” she said aloud, “Professor Tellwyrn
  
   isn’t
  
  going to be happy about this. And I do have a class to get to.”
 

 
  There was no answer. She shrugged, physically, feeling a mirrored emotion from Vadrieny, and continued on.
 

 
  The trail wandered through fallen gates into a huge courtyard. The half of it to Teal’s right had collapsed into a ravine which had apparently opened beneath the structures; the left wall was swallowed up by climbing vines, with trees pushing through in several places. Directly ahead was a half-fallen dome of considerable size, with broken towers and battlements rising behind it. The swaying tops of trees poked out through what remained of its roof.
 

 
  Teal paused, took in the scene, and then set off for the central building.
 

 
  The doors, naturally, were long gone. Whatever had been inside was as well; the only features on the mossy floor were fallen chunks of masonry from the ceiling and walls. Beams of sunlight penetrated the cool dimness, brightening up the otherwise greenish light filtered through swaying branches. Actually, it was a beautiful space, and peaceful to behold.
 

 
  And there was a man in the center.
 

 
  He was pacing in a slow circle, studying the walls with his hands clasped pensively behind him, below the lute case slung over his shoulder. His suit was over a century out of fashion, and surmounted by an absurd-looking floppy hat with a long ostrich plume trailing from it.
 

 
  “I changed the scenery for you,” he said as Teal stepped cautiously forward. “Actually, all of this is underwater now; makes it hard to really appreciate. The
  
   theme
  
  is the same, though. One example of ruined grandeur is much like another, in all the important ways.” He turned to her at last, revealing a nondescript face wearing a sad little smile, and spread his arms. “Welcome to the hallowed halls of the Heroes’ Guild.”
 

 
  “I think,” Teal said carefully, “I’m pretty much attending the
  
   new
  
  Heroes’ Guild, or the next best thing. And you’re making me late for class.”
 

 
  The man grinned at her. “Really, would you rather go back to your scheduled courses? Because you need only ask. But if you’re interested in having a
  
   new
  
  experience…here you are.”
 

 
  “Here I am,” she agreed, approaching closer. “And…you are…?”
 

 
  “Oh, let’s not do this,” Vesk said, idly waving a hand. “You know who I am. I
  
   hate
  
  having to make introductions—there’s just no way to do it that isn’t trite and hackneyed after centuries of repetition in story and song.”
 

 
  “I guess so,” Teal said, coming to a stop a few yards distant. “I have to say, this is…a surprise.”
 

 
  “Very diplomatic,” the god said with a grin. “So hesitant, though. You have good instincts, Teal, but you’ve done very little to hone them. Tell me…why did you ever stop seeking me out?”
 

 
  She frowned, hitching up her book bag self-consciously, and tapped the Talisman pinned to her lapel. “I think you know exactly why.”
 

 
  “That’s a little disappointing, you know,” he replied. “You really thought
  
   I
  
  would begrudge you a possessing demon? You’ve read the stories, Teal; you managed to hear recitations of a good few of them. There have been no shortage of half-demon bards.”
 

 
  “Well,” she said defensively, “it’s a different situation. The priests at the Cathedral were
  
   quite
  
  insistent with me about this.”
 

 
  “Priests,” the god snorted. “Well, I can’t say they don’t have their uses, but this new crop attached to the so-called Universal Church are even more hidebound and less divinely inspired than most. Still, you’re not without a point, and I’m not about to pile derision on you over this. As a traumatized teenager in the grip of authority figures… One can hardly blame you for absorbing some bad ideas.”
 

 
  “Bad ideas?” she repeated warily.
 

 
  “I think you had a warning about this recently from the Avenist Bishop,” he said. “About politics, power, and those who chase them. It was excellent advice, and by the way applies to
  
   that
  
  woman more than most, which you should keep in mind if you meet her again. But no, Teal, you may take this as my official contradiction: there is nothing about you,
  
   or
  
  Vadrieny, that is inherently incompatible with the path of the bard.” He shifted to face her directly, his expression solemn. “But if that is truly the path you wish to pursue, you’re not doing very well.”
 

 
  Teal gaped at him, barely able to stammer, half-occupied with quelling Vadrieny’s rising outrage. “I—I—”
 

 
  “Here.” Vesk stepped over to a waist-high slab of fallen stone; it rested at a very slight angle, making a serviceable bench. He seated himself and patted the shelf next to him. “Have a seat, kid. Let’s talk.”
 

 
  She hesitantly obeyed, perching gingerly on the edge of the slab and setting her book bag down by her feet. For a moment, there was a strained silence; she couldn’t think of a thing to say. Oddly, Vesk’s presence was not overwhelming or intimidating as it seemed a deity’s should have been. She simply felt awkward in the presence of an authority figure delivering a rebuke.
 

 
  “I think the core of your problem,” he said at last, “or at least the beginning of it, is that you just haven’t known many bards. Most who are drawn to the path will have sought them out by your age. They either attach themselves to a bard as an apprentice or make their way to one of my temples. You haven’t had many good examples to follow.” He tilted his head, regarding her thoughtfully. “But you’ve
  
   read
  
  a lot of the old adventures, and that’s not nothing. Have you noticed the tendency of bards to be, shall we say…dramatic and very
  
   specific
  
  characters?”
 

 
  “They certainly are prone to having large personalities,” Teal said. “I’m, um, not sure what you mean by specific.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve noticed the personalities, at least. Tell me, Teal, what do you make of that?”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Honestly? I never really questioned that. Maybe because it’s such a common theme among the adventuring bards in the stories. It just always seemed
  
   right.
  
  And it makes sense, doesn’t it? Considering what a bard is, what they do… Personality is part of the equipment, alongside an instrument and a weapon.”
 

 
  “Not bad,” he said with a grin, “and not wrong. But you’re missing a key observation. What I mean by specific personalities, Teal, is
  
   archetypal
  
  personalities. Think of the bards you’ve read about. They tend to fit one of the classic roles that occurs in stories. The wise old man, the spoiled princess, the dashing scoundrel. Of the two you’ve
  
   met
  
  since attending the University, we find the helpful merchant with a surprisingly important side-quest and the incorrigible asshole with a hidden heart of gold.”
 

 
  “Ass… Hidden…” Her eyebrows rose further. “Surely you’re not talking about
  
   Weaver?”
  
 

 
  The god winked. “Well, it wouldn’t be
  
   hidden
  
  if just everybody got a look at it, now would it? But back on point, Teal, there is a reason for this. It’s something not generally discussed outside invested members of the faith, but I’m going to spill the beans because this is an important lesson that you’re missing, and that the lack of which is going to lead you into trouble.” His expression grew more serious. “Most bards very deliberately and specifically craft their personal image, with the same care they put into crafting a personal instrument. Or, as you mention, a weapon, though not all have
  
   that
  
  particular skill, or need it. Image is another matter. The bard’s personality is made in the general form of something that anyone who has heard the stories will recognize. Or, in many cases, even someone who’s never heard a story in their
  
   life,
  
  though it’s blessedly rare to find such a deprived soul. Those stories are deeply held in the recesses of the mind, of
  
   all
  
  minds. They are primal archetypes, and wearing them like a suit of armor encourages everyone the bard meets to fit them into a role in the great drama of life.”
 

 
  “Why?” Teal asked softly when he paused.
 

 
  Vesk let out a soft sigh, turning to gaze abstractly at the far wall of the ruined chamber. “Because, Teal, by taking charge of their own story, their own characterization, they can avoid becoming the hero of whatever piece they happen to be in. It seems counterintuitive, doesn’t it?
  
   Everyone
  
  wants to be the hero—in fact, almost everyone thinks they
  
   are,
  
  and that their own little story is the world. The difference is that bards, specifically, are the ones who know how stories work. They’re the ones who understand that no one…” He turned again to gaze solemnly at her. “No one
  
   suffers
  
  like a hero.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I understand,” she said, frowning. “Or maybe… Maybe I understand and it’s not making sense. Not to contradict you, but the world just doesn’t run on story logic.”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   this
  
  one, no,” he mused, leaning backward to gaze thoughtfully up at the ceiling. “There are younger universes where the rules of… Well, that’s neither here nor there.” Vesk straightened up, turning back to her again. “We can talk on and on about souls and cognitive functions, but in the end, what makes people different from lesser animals is
  
   narrative.
  
  There are plenty of sapient creatures in the rosters of livestock and vermin. Elephants and orcas, rats and crows… But they don’t build things, redefine their environments, re-shape the world around them to suit their own imaginations. Only
  
   people
  
  do that, and what makes the difference is
  
   story.
  
 

 
  “Narrative, archetypes…no, these aren’t physical things. In the absence of people, they not only mean nothing, they don’t even
  
   exist.
  
  They are not expressions of the nature of the world, but rather of the architecture of the minds of that specific class of beings who re-shape reality, and that
  
   makes
  
  them part of the world.” He grinned with barely restrained enthusiasm. “Subjective physics, the imposition of made-up patterns on the concrete universe. Story, Teal, is the
  
   original
  
  magic. It’s the primal force of change, of originality, of creation. And you cannot escape from it. Every thought you have, every interaction you have with other beings, is guided by that common understanding of narrative. That’s why a bard must learn and deeply
  
   understand
  
  that language, know all the classic plots, the old archetypes, the stock characters. Regardless of what the world actually, physically
  
   is,
  
  everyone is living in a world of story. And you had better believe that story shapes your life, just as it does the lives of everyone around you. To be a bard is to be one who has the knowledge, the power, and the
  
   responsibility
  
  to actively guide that re-shaping, rather than bumbling along as the hapless protagonist in your own rambling, poorly-constructed fairy tale.”
 

 
  “Wow,” she breathed, staring at him wide-eyes. “I mean…
  
   wow.
  
  How come nobody writes this stuff
  
   down?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, people have,” he said, shrugging. “It’s a little…well. Every god and all their followers could tell you in exact detail how
  
   their
  
  particular obsession is what truly shapes the world. The fact that you find this revelation profound says a lot about your own mindset; lots of people stumble across the idea in one place or another and brush it off as grandstanding bardic nonsense. It is what it is, though, Teal. And with that in mind, let’s talk about you.”
 

 
  “I suddenly feel very nervous,” she confessed.
 

 
  “Good,” he said seriously. “You’re the daughter of privilege, who nevertheless grew up tasting social ostracism for something you couldn’t help. You tamed an attacking archdemon with the power of love—and honestly, I wouldn’t even
  
   write
  
  that story, it’s so improbably sappy—went on to attend what you acknowledge is a school for heroes, won the heart of an exotic noblewoman.” He shook his head sadly. “Teal, you’ve got protagonist written all over you. By this point, you’re inescapably the hero of the piece. And for all the traumas you’ve survived, you have not yet come to the point where everything completely falls apart around you. That fact should make you
  
   very
  
  nervous.”
 

 
  “I think I need to sit down,” she said tremulously.
 

 
  “You
  
   are
  
  sitting down,” he pointed out.
 

 
  “Not hard enough.”
 

 
  Vesk grinned, and patted her on the shoulder. “If I had
  
   one
  
  piece of advice for you, young bard, it’s to get on top of this pronto. Occasionally, a bard comes along who
  
   is
  
  the hero of the story, but unlike most heroes they know it and do it deliberately. And someone with a bard’s knowledge of story has to be a little bit crazy to want that. Far from crazy, you’re remarkably level-headed considering all that’s been piled on your plate.”
 

 
  “Maybe I should just run with it,” she murmured, kicking her feet against the stone. “Is that…arrogant?”
 

 
  “Of course it is, but never let
  
   that
  
  stop you. Grandiosity is a bard’s bread, butter, and replacement fiddle strings. Just be aware of what you’re getting into if you truly want to embrace that route. First of all, you’ll find yourself competing with your entire social circle. I mean, really, you’ve got three paladins, two of whom are half-bloods with mysterious origins. A rogue princess standing on the cusp of historical upheaval. The tortured demigoddess trying to fuse wild nature with tame humanity, and of course, Fross. Great
  
   me
  
  in fancy breeches, that pixie’s got a hell of a tale to tell, and it’s only just begun. Your ladyfriend’s modest outlook is probably her best hope of escaping a truly brutal narrative slap-down.”
 

 
  Teal swallowed hard, unable to find words. Vadrieny was a knot of attentive tension, not venturing any argument now, but unhappy with what she was hearing.
 

 
  “A hero,” Vesk continued more softly, “may or may not stop to help another hero in need, depending on the situation, but they will reliably drop what they’re doing to rain destruction on anyone who threatens their plucky comic relief. If you’re going to surround yourself with powerful, important people, the smartest thing you can possibly do is to very carefully and deliberately subordinate yourself to them. Don’t mistake that for weakness; what marks a skilled bard is the ability to remain in control of a situation in which they wield no actual
  
   power.”
  
 

 
  “I don’t want to rain destruction on anyone,” she said in a small voice. “Ever.”
 

 
  Vesk nodded. “Well, that’s another thing, Teal. I will never criticize you for being a pacifist; you’ll find more of those in the histories of Veskers than Omnists and Izarites combined.”
 

 
  “I think that’s a
  
   slight
  
  exaggeration,” she said with the ghost of a smile.
 

 
  “Not in the least,” he said solemnly. “The fact that nearly all Omnists and Izarites are pacifists is beside the point: hardly any of them make it into the histories. It takes a bard to pull that off, and quite a few have. No, Teal, what I have to criticize you for is being one of the
  
   worst
  
  pacifists I’ve ever seen.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” she exclaimed. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 

 
  “Think about it. How’s it usually gone for you, this last year and a half, when you keep finding yourself in conflict? Do you use your wits and guile to manipulate your enemies and your situation so that you avoid fights? Or do you continually let yourself get backed into corners and have to unleash your invincible, unstoppable counterpart to crack heads like some Stalweiss barbarian out of an offensively cliché penny dreadful?”
 

 
  He lifted his eyebrows, gazing at her expectantly, and after a moment Teal had to drop her eyes in shame. “I… I just… I
  
   tried.”
  
 

 
  “I know, Teal. And it isn’t that you aren’t trying hard enough, never think that. It’s just that you’re not trying the right
  
   things.
  
  In a way, having Vadrieny to fall back upon is one of the worst things someone with your convictions
  
   could
  
  have. Most people are forced to adapt themselves more aggressively; you have a luxury of nigh-invincibility that deprives you of that motivation.”
 

 
  “It’s just that… You’re talking about
  
   manipulating
  
  people. Everyone. Enemies…friends. Family. Everyone. I don’t think I can live that way.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said with a shrug. “Then drop the pacifist thing and roll with that.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “The world’s violent, Teal. So are an awful lot of the people in it. You want to get through it without fighting? Then you’ll have to use guile. Lots and lots of guile, at every opportunity. That’s simply all there is to that. When you talk about living in peace, what you mean is imposing your will upon a world that very much
  
   doesn’t
  
  want to live that way. It’s the sword or the savvy. Pick one; you cannot exist without making that choice, and the choices you make by failing to make them on purpose always wind up being the wrong ones. Up to this point you’ve defaulted to the sword without truly understanding or taking responsibility for your own story. That’s a very weak position to be in, Teal. And to be perfectly frank, you’re better than this.”
 

 
  She hunched her shoulders, staring down at her feet, and concentrated on holding back tears that suddenly wanted to come. Vadrieny extended a mental hug over her.
 

 
  
   The thing is, love…he isn’t wrong.
  
 

 
  “I know,” she whispered.
 

 
  The god draped an arm around her and gave her a gentle, affectionate little jostle. “This is my edict: you, and your partner, are welcome in my temples and among my people. I know you don’t have the luxury of traveling around while under Arachne’s care, but there are opportunities even where you are to start shaping your own story, and your own character. Your friends are a great source of insight that you haven’t taken advantage of. Trissiny started it off by teaching you to fight without inflicting harm, but remember how she had to practically bully you into trying? She’s the only one of your little circle who’d be willing and motivated to do so. Gabriel and especially Toby have a lot of lessons they can teach you about coping in a hostile world without exercising force. Frankly none of you kids appreciate the amount of restraint Juniper exercises every day of her life. And, of course, you have a brilliant and vitally important tutor in the arts of guile in Ravana Madouri.”
 

 
  Teal stiffened. “She…that one. You’re asking more than I think I can stomach.”
 

 
  “Let’s call it what it is, Teal,” he said dryly. “Your antipathy toward her is projected guilt. You saw her exercise absolute cold-blooded cunning, and she saved you, your lover and your family in the process.
  
   That’s
  
  what you can’t stand.”
 

 
  “I think that’s overstating it,” she said stiffly. “Duke Madouri did not appreciate what he was messing with.”
 

 
  “Oh, to be sure, I don’t think anything he had prepared would have held Vadrieny down in the long run. But as Trissiny has told you—with characteristic asperity—you and your demon aren’t great at shielding others. You’d have lost someone you loved that night if Ravana hadn’t been such a cunning little snake.” Gently, he placed a fingertip under her chin and lifted her face. “And Teal, if you want to be a bard, it should always be
  
   you
  
  taking subtle control of that situation, not lashing out with your demon’s claws once it goes so far that you have no other options. Whatever Ravana’s character flaws—and yes, they are considerable—you are blaming her for your own issues, and that is wildly unfair to both of you.”
 

 
  She swallowed and nodded, unable to form words.
 

 
  “Educate yourself, bard,” he said, squeezing her shoulders once, then released her and stood. “If you’re willing to attach yourself to me as a devotee, you may consider that a divine command. I see absolutely
  
   vast
  
  potential in you, kiddo. I’m not going to watch you continuing to waste it. Work on this.”
 

 
  “I…yes, sir,” she said, nodding, and brushed tears away from her eyes with her sleeve.
 

 
  Vesk smiled kindly at her. “I’ll talk to you again, Teal, that’s a promise. And I look forward to watching your progress. Now, I’ve made you late enough for class—don’t worry, I’ll leave you with a note for Professor Ekoi.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure that’s not—” Teal broke off, blinking and looking around.
 

 
  She was standing outside the building in which her magic class was already in session, satchel slung over one shoulder. In her hand was a thin envelope of yellowish parchment, sealed with a golden lute symbol that glowed faintly even in the sunlight.
 

 
  “…necessary.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Fairies and demons are both a simpler and more complicated matter than arcane constructs,” Professor Ekoi said, pacing slowly up and down the dais. “The underlying principles we previously discussed are the same: the composition of each determines the relationship of magical and physical properties, which varies widely by type of being. They can be understood as extremely complex standing enchantments, in that regard. The central
  
   difference
  
  is that while demons and fae are species which can be studied and cataloged via naturalistic principles, there are no naturally reproducing arcane entities. Such beings are
  
   created,
  
  without exception. A different method is therefore necessary to examine them—and it necessitates a firm grasp of the principles of arcane magic to apply, obviously.”
 

 
  Everyone turned in their seats as the door on the upper wall of the classroom eased open and Teal peeked warily in. Shaeine allowed a rare expression of relief to flitter across her face.
 

 
  “Miss Falconer,” Professor Ekoi said in a wry tone. “Welcome.”
 

 
  “Hi,” Teal said, stepping in and pushing the door shut behind her. “Sorry I’m tardy, Professor. I, uh, have a note…”
 

 
  She took a few steps forward, holding out the envelope, but Ekoi forestalled her with an upheld hand.
 

 
  “That won’t be necessary, Falconer. I advise you to give that to Professor Tellwyrn as soon as possible, and do
  
   not
  
  open it. You may tell your new acquaintance, when next you see him, that I enjoy practical jokes as he well knows, but it is
  
   not
  
  appropriate to disrupt my class with such amusements.”
 

 
  “Um…okay.”
 

 
  “Are you quite all right, Falconer?” the Professor asked more mildly. “It can be a disorienting experience. If you would like to visit Miss Sunrunner…”
 

 
  “Ah, thanks, Professor, but I’d sort of rather just attend class as usual.”
 

 
  “Very good, then,” Ekoi said, nodding. “Take your seat, if you please.”
 

 
  “Wait, hang on,” Gabriel protested.
  
   “What
  
  happened?”
 

 
  “I have no doubt that you will all be informed of these events, Mr. Arquin,” Professor Ekoi stated, her tail twitching in annoyance, “when you are no longer
  
   in my class.
  
  You’re not the one who was…delayed; it is very peculiar indeed that you seem to be the one most perturbed. If I may continue?”
 

 
  Gabriel folded his hands neatly on his desk and gave her a saccharine smile as Teal slipped into her own seat.
 

 
  Professor Ekoi resumed her slow pacing. “Now then, while arcane-derived entities are highly individual, with a sufficient grasp of the principles of arcane enchanting, it is possible to make educated deductions about their nature based on several standard rules. Not that these rules are without exceptions; they provide a starting point of examination, not freedom from the need to exercise deductive reasoning. To begin with…”
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  “I
  
   like
  
  this place!” Schwartz announced, leaning over the carved stone bannister to grin down at them.
 

 
  “Oh, you do,” Basra said tonelessly, not lifting her eyes from the Governor’s folder, which she had been studying almost non-stop since receiving it. “Great. That’s a load off my mind. I was very concerned.”
 

 
  The residence granted them by the Governor was spacious, but compactly fitted in its genteel neighborhood due to is efficient layout; it came furnished, and its size and style of décor suggested a middling level of wealth. Lower nobility or a fairly prosperous merchant might own such a home. It was altogether very typical of Viridill—and thus Avenist—sensibilities, being built of simple local granite with white marble accents in the interior, its trappings of fine quality but not ostentatious in style, and running toward the faux militaristic. The walls were adorned sparingly with banners heralding no House, nation or military unit that actually existed, plus a few mounted weapons of fanciful design clearly not meant for actual battle; the corners of the main hall were guarded by stands bearing suits of Avenic-style bronze armor inlaid with silver and ivory.
 

 
  Schwartz, looking a little crestfallen at Basra’s chilly reception, ducked back behind the balustrade, then continued down the stairs to rejoin the group on the ground floor.
 

 
  “Well, it
  
   is
  
  a nice place,” he said somewhat defensively. “There’s plenty of room for everyone, and even a serviceable library!”
 

 
  “What makes a library serviceable?” Jenell asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, it’s…stocked? Just from a cursory look I gather the books were collected more for showing off than reading. It’s all classics and very fine editions of unremarkable literature. Not to sound conceited or anything, but I rather doubt I’ll learn much from browsing there!”
 

 
  “You’re not here to browse books,” Basra said curtly, turning a page. “And with regard to how much room there is for everyone,
  
   Branwen,
  
  exactly how many people did you recruit for this operation?”
 

 
  “Just the two, Bas,” Branwen replied with an amused little smile.
 

 
  “And I’m ready to be of service in any way I can, ma’am!” the newest member of their party said stiffly. Variations on that theme had been the primary thrust of her commentary thus far—she seemed to be growing nervous at Basra’s persistent disinterest.
 

 
  Ildrin Falaridjad was a woman of remarkably middling appearance; her nondescript brown hair, light brown eyes and pale brown complexion supported the mixed ancestry hinted at by her Stalweiss name and Tiraan surname. She wore the simple white robe of the Sisterhood’s civilian clergy, without even a weapon, though she seemed to be trying to mimic a military bearing. Unsuccessfully, if Basra and Covrin’s unfriendly regard were any indication.
 

 
  “Any way you can?” Basra asked, finally lifting her eyes to give the priestess a very level stare.
 

 
  “Absolutely, your Grace!” Ildrin said firmly, nodding.
 

 
  “Good,” Basra said, returning her attention to the papers. “I’m placing you in charge of KP.”
 

 
  “Um.” Ildrin glanced at the others; Schwartz and Branwen looked as nonplussed as she, while Covrin made a show of smothering a smile. “I’m sorry, what does that mean?”
 

 
  “I note that the Governor did not see fit to provide us any domestic staff along with this residence,” Basra said, still reading. “That’s your job. Keep our facilities in order, see to provisions.”
 

 
  “B-b-but that’s…cooking and cleaning,” Ildrin sputtered. “That’s
  
   housekeeping
  
  work!”
 

 
  Branwen sighed. “Basra…”
 

 
  “I know who you are, Sister Ildrin,” Basra said, looking up at her again, her face ominously expressionless. “You have a certain reputation in certain circles. I know exactly where
  
   this
  
  one dug you up,” she paused to jerk a thumb at Branwen, who made a wry face. “I have a pretty good idea what to expect from you, and only the fact that I have an actual
  
   use
  
  for a warm body to deal with domestic tasks prevents me from chasing you right out of here. Prove that you have further use and won’t cause trouble, and I’ll find more interesting work for you. Otherwise, you can leave and resume whatever you were doing before Bishop Snowe disrupted your orderly little life. It is very much all the same to me.”
 

 
  A bell rang from the foyer beyond the main hall, and Branwen rose smoothly from her seat against the wall. “I think
  
   I
  
  had better answer that,” she said, giving Basra a pointed look as she passed on the way to the door. Her fellow Bishop made no acknowledgment, turning another page and resuming her study.
 

 
  “I won’t disappoint you, your Grace,” Ildrin said with grim certainty, having taken advantage of the momentary distraction to compose her features.
 

 
  “Not twice, you won’t,” Basra murmured.
 

 
  The sound of voices echoed from the foyer, muffled by the inefficient acoustics and the heavy velvet drapes decorating the doorway, but the sound just served to highlight the chilly silence that fell across the group in the hall. Jenell stood calmly at parade rest, while Basra appeared fully engrossed in her study of the Governor’s reports. Ildrin, however, was a portrait of unhappiness, and Schwartz kept glancing around, looking increasingly awkward.
 

 
  “So!” he said after a tense few moments. “I, uh, I wonder who that is at the door.”
 

 
  “Mr. Schwartz,” said Basra, again not lifting her gaze from the reports, “I am a career politician; my life’s work involves listening to a lot of bloviating, lies, obfuscation and self-congratulatory noise. That, I suspect, is the only reason your last comment is not the single most pointless use of human breath I have ever heard.”
 

 
  Jenell bit her lips, repressing a smile with more sincerity this time, but the look she gave the crestfallen witch was oddly sympathetic. Sitting upright in his slightly unkempt hair, Meesie puffed herself up and squeaked indignantly at Basra. Predictably and fortunately, this garnered no reaction.
 

 
  Before the situation could become any more awkward, the voices from without grew louder, and Branwen and the new arrival entered the hall.
 

 
  “…no disrespect, of course, your Grace, but this has been the
  
   most
  
  frustrating morning. I appreciate the message you left for me at the Rail station, but no one at the Temple of Avei had
  
   any
  
  idea what I was talking about, and the personnel at the Imperial government office were
  
   most
  
  unhelpful until I finally got in touch with
  
   ohhh no!”
  
  Coming to a stop in the doorway, the new arrival dropped the expensive carpet bag in her left hand to point melodramatically at Basra. “Abso
  
   lute
  
  ly not! I’ve had quite enough of
  
   this
  
  one’s antics for one lifetime, thank you! Good
  
   day.”
  
 

 
  She was a tall, strikingly pretty young woman with waves of luxuriant black hair tumbling down her back, which she immediately showed them by turning on her heel. Branwen caught her arm before she could take another step—if, indeed, she had actually intended to, considering her bag was still on the floor.
 

 
  “Now, Ms. Talaari, please wait a moment,” the Izarite urged placatingly.
 

 
  “Hello, Ami,” Basra said, raising an eyebrow sardonically. “I was told you’d be coming. Is there a problem?”
 

 
  “Oh, you were
  
   told,
  
  is that it?” Ami Talaari replied, half-turning again to give her a haughty stare. Her position was well-chosen, giving the group a view of her impressive profile as well as allowing her a dramatically sidelong glare at them. “How marvelous. I’m sure you’d just
  
   love
  
  another opportunity to try to have me scalped by Huntsmen of Shaath, since it didn’t take the
  
   last
  
  time.”
 

 
  “Scalped?” Schwartz exclaimed. Meesie cheeped in mirrored alarm.
 

 
  “Um…” Ildrin frowned. “Huntsmen don’t do that.”
 

 
  “Young woman, what in the world are you talking about?” Basra asked, closing the folder and lowering it to her side.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s
  
   rich,”
  
  Ami spat, tossing her head. “You offered me a task in good faith, and instead of the simple Legion
  
   training exercise
  
  you promised, I found myself waylaid by the
  
   Thieves’ Guild
  
  and informed I had come within a hair’s breadth of infuriating a party of heavily armed Huntsmen—men belligerent enough to
  
   attack
  
  a unit of the Silver Legions!”
 

 
  “Wait, Huntsmen attacked Legionnaires?” Ildrin demanded. “When was this? I would have
  
   heard
  
  about that!”
 

 
  “You would have,” Basra said dryly, “because no such thing took place. Ms. Talaari did indeed help me with a training exercise for a small special forces unit, and performed rather well. Better than
  
   they
  
  did, anyway. It’s also true she subsequently ran afoul of interfaith politics that I failed to anticipate—I did not actually expect the Thieves’ Guild to interfere in that. I made arrangements for you to be amply compensated for the trouble, Ami,” she added, narrowing her eyes. “I was told the Guild did not mishandle you unduly. Was that in error?”
 

 
  “Oh, they were
  
   very
  
  polite,” Ami said scathingly. “As a bard, I quite
  
   admired
  
  their skill at making it clear I was one wrong move from a slit throat without actually
  
   saying
  
  anything overtly threatening. Such wordplay! It would all have been deeply educational, had I not been
  
   terrified for my life!”
  
 

 
  “Grandstanding and bluster,” Basra sad dryly. “Ironically, you’re only at significant risk of having your throat slit by the Thieves’ Guild if you are
  
   in
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Which is all well and good
  
   now,”
  
  Ami continued, glaring down her nose at the Bishop. “And they didn’t lay a finger on me, it’s true. I was rather
  
   more
  
  perturbed to learn you deliberately set me up to profane a Shaathist religious rite and antagonize a cell of Huntsmen!”
 

 
  “I
  
   say,”
  
  Schwartz muttered, blinking rapidly.
 

 
  “Who told you that?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  Ami seemed taken aback by her suddenly sharp tone. “I… That is, the Eserites were actually quite informative while they…”
 

 
  “So you’re telling me,” Basra said scornfully, “you
  
   believed
  
  a story spun for you by the armed thugs
  
   holding you prisoner?”
  
 

 
  “Well—I— Why would they lie?”
 

 
  “How is that even a question?” Basra shot back, her tone disparaging. “Ami, I truly am sorry you were caught up in that fiasco—as I said, I did my best to make sure you were compensated for your hardships. The truth is, both the Huntsmen and the Thieves’ Guild were butting in where they had no business being; the Legionnaires being trained scarcely avoided conflict with both. Honestly, I thought better of you than
  
   this
  
  based on your performance. Both cults had to begin spinning stories to make themselves look innocent of wrongdoing. By the time everyone got through filling the air with contradictions, the story was so muddled we were never able to prosecute anyone for their actions, nor even lodge a complaint with the Church that would have been taken seriously. Frankly, I missed my best chance to have investigators dig into the mess while it was fresh enough to do so because I was busy making sure my Legionnaires and
  
   you
  
  were unharmed and properly cared for. Please tell me you
  
   received
  
  the remuneration I requisitioned for you?”
 

 
  “Well, yes… And that was appreciated, but…”
 

 
  “But?” Basra planted her fists on her hips, bending the Governor’s folder. “You are actually holding out for
  
   more?”
  
 

 
  “Now, see here,” Ami protested more weakly.
 

 
  “You performed your duties competently, but it wasn’t as if the dramatic chops the task required were that substantial. Honestly, Talaari, I am not certain why Bishop Snowe contacted you for this task, and I am increasingly unconvinced that your help will be needed.”
 

 
  “Basra,
  
   really,”
  
  Branwen said reprovingly. “That is
  
   enough.
  
  Don’t badger the girl, she’s already had a hard enough time, it seems. Ami, dear, could I talk with you for a moment?” Smiling up at the taller woman, she gently tugged her toward the side door into the dining room. “In here, if you please. I believe we can clear all this up.”
 

 
  “I’m not so certain I
  
   want
  
  to clear anything up,” Ami complained, even as she was led unresistingly away. “Quite apart from the trouble I’ve
  
   already
  
  had, it doesn’t sound like…”
 

 
  Branwen shut the heavy oak door behind them, cutting off sound.
 

 
  Basra heaved an irritated sigh. “Well, how
  
   marvelously
  
  helpful Branwen has turned out to be.”
 

 
  “Shall I ask those two to absent themselves from the mission, ma’am?” Jenell asked.
 

 
  “No,” Basra said curtly, rapidly sweeping her glance across those still in the hall. “The common theme I’m detecting among the personnel available here is that each may be specifically useful in this task, if you can all control some of your more annoying habits—Snowe included. I’ve been considering strategy while perusing the Governor’s reports. So far, there’s nothing in them I didn’t already learn at the Abbey. Right now, the problem is that we are stuck waiting on others: on Hargrave to report back with his findings, and worse, on the shaman responsible for these problems to carry out more attacks, and hopefully make a mistake. This is not an acceptable state of affairs. I intend to go on the offensive.”
 

 
  “I say,” Schwartz said worriedly. “That does sound rather…well, unsafe.”
 

 
  “This is war, Schwartz,” Basra retorted. “It’s not meant to be safe. But this particular conflict is spread widely through a civilian-occupied area, and quite apart from the risk to life, limb and property posed by these attacks, it’s going to be necessary for us to manage the perceptions of the local populace while hunting down the perpetrator. In
  
   particular,
  
  we have to find a way to be magically aggressive in the fae realm without antagonizing Viridill’s resident witches, who can either be tremendously helpful in this, or make our tasks far more difficult. Schwartz, we need to have a long discussion about the possibilities there; I require a full briefing on certain aspects of fae magic.”
 

 
  “Well, I mean, that is,” he stammered, “it
  
   really
  
  depends on what exactly you intend…”
 

 
  “We’ll go over it. The
  
   other
  
  relevant concern is that the specific skills of an Izarite priestess and a bard will be exceedingly useful in the days to come. In addition to pacifying the natives, we need to be reaching out into the community and fishing up answers. I don’t mind admitting that wrangling bumpkins is not part of my skill set.”
 

 
  “I can definitely help with
  
   that,”
  
  Ami announced, reemerging abruptly from the dining room with her chin held high. Between her bearing, her obviously detailed personal grooming, and her expensive taste in dresses, she managed to look positively regal, despite her recent outbursts. “People talk to a bard even if they’ve no intention of talking to anyone, including themselves.”
 

 
  “I…wait, what?” Ildrin said, frowning.
 

 
  “She means,” Branwen said from behind Ami, “we will
  
   both
  
  be glad to help.”
 

 
  “So you’ve decided to stay on, have you?” Basra dryly asked the bard.
 

 
  “Yes, well.” Ami shrugged with exaggerated nonchalance, inspecting her nails. “Bishop Snowe explained what has been happening here, and the importance of the task. A true bard does not flee from hazard.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Schwartz muttered, “that was
  
   fast.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, really?” Ildrin inquired. “I think we’ve read some very different stories about bards.”
 

 
  “In any case,” Ami added more loudly, “this being a
  
   worthwhile
  
  duty and not a silly
  
   training exercise,
  
  if it
  
   does
  
  prove to be dangerous, at least that will serve as an appropriate and
  
   worthy
  
  use of my talents.”
 

 
  “Great,” Basra said with a long-suffering look. “Then Schwartz can lead the way to this alleged library; we all need to have a discussion. I’ve the bones of a strategy in mind, but I need a deeper understanding of the assets I’m working with before we can move.”
 

 
  “I have my things in the foyer,” Ami said haughtily. “I’ll need those taken to my quarters.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   will
  
  you,” Ildrin said, folding her arms and staring disapprovingly. “Is there a reason you can’t pick up after yourself?”
 

 
  “Yes, Sister, there is,” Basra said, giving her a chilly little smile. “We happen to have someone on staff whose job that is. Hop to it, KP.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By early afternoon, Ingvar had mostly gotten over his disgruntlement at Darling’s continued physical performance. Admitting how childish and irrational it was in the first place helped, as did assuring himself that recognizing Darling’s abilities imposed upon him no obligation to
  
   like
  
  the man. And indeed, it enabled him to be properly amused at the sight of the city-dwelling Eserite hiking through the mountains in his loud suit. No matter how uncomplaining and unwinded he was by the exertion, that remained funny.
 

 
  Ingvar mostly kept his peace on their trek, aware that the Shadow Hunters—or Rangers, or whatever it pleased them to call themselves—were leading them on a wide arc into the mountains rather than a straight route across the valley ahead, the purpose for which he could not see. He wasn’t about to speak up and ask, though. Raichlin would surely have said something up front if he had intended to, and if he were up to something shifty…well, there was no sense in revealing and Ingvar had spotted it. That didn’t seem likely, though; they surely wouldn’t expect a Huntsman to be so easily misdirected in a mountain forest. Whether Joe and Darling had noticed anything he couldn’t say, though he strongly suspected not.
 

 
  “Ah,” Raichlin said suddenly as they rounded a rocky outcropping and a view of the valley below opened up. “Stop here a moment, gentlemen—this is worth seeing.”
 

 
  “It’s quite a vista,” Darling agreed, stepping up next to him. “You don’t see this kind of thing in—oh!
  
   Wolves!”
  
 

 
  Ingvar and Joe pushed forward to join him, while Frind and Liesl backed away, smiling. The three men crowded together at a narrow point between pine trunks, gazing avidly down into the valley.
 

 
  It wasn’t hugely far below, just distant enough that their presence would not be evident to the creatures there, but close enough that they could see the wolves clearly. They were typical Stalweiss mountain wolves, though perhaps a little larger (it was difficult to gauge the distance exactly) and with maybe a bit more brown in their coats than those Ingvar had heard and read of. Then again, he’d not seen the wolves of the Stalrange in person before. These could be utterly typical, for all he knew.
 

 
  Typical or not, they truly were magnificent beasts. There were six of them, lolling about in the mountain heather; they rolled and nipped playfully at one another, seeming completely at ease, while the two smallest—doubtless the youngest—chased each other in circles around the rest of the pack.
 

 
  
   “Beautiful
  
  creatures,” Joe whispered in a tone of awe, and Ingvar once again felt a surge of fondness for the boy. For a young man raised outside the faith, Joe had a good head on his shoulders. He was already more sensible than Tholi in a number of ways.
 

 
  “Aren’t wolves nocturnal?” Darling asked after a few minutes of watching the creatures gamboling in the heather.
 

 
  “Largely,” Ingvar murmured. “Their behavior varies somewhat; dusk is their favorite time to hunt. It
  
   is
  
  peculiar to see them so active this close to midday…”
 

 
  “Kind of exposed out there, ain’t they?” Joe added. “Not that I’m any kind of expert. Biggest things we’ve got out where I’m from is coyotes. But I always figured wolves liked forests more than open spaces.”
 

 
  “They are supremely versatile hunters,” said Raichlin. “Wolves prosper in an amazing variety of environments. Still, you’re correct; this isn’t
  
   exactly
  
  typical behavior for the species. We are the second party to head out from the lodge today; those who got an earlier start were out encouraging the pack to gather here.”
 

 
  “Really?” Darling asked. “You herded them here on purpose?”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   herd
  
  wolves,” Raichlin said in amusement. “You can
  
   drive
  
  them, but not usually for very long. The central difference between herd animals and pack animals is whether they run from or at you. In any case, no—we don’t do anything so brutish to these, nor allow anyone else to tamper with them.
  
   This
  
  pack is special. We have a long-standing relationship with them; they know the Rangers who operate in these valleys, and we have an understanding of sorts. To an extent, they accommodate us, and vice versa. For the inconvenience of being out today for our purposes, they’ll be provided with an easy meal.”
 

 
  “You brought the wolves? This is what you wanted us to see?” Ingvar demanded, refusing to let his sudden unease show on his face. Wolves were not merely sacred in Shaath’s faith—they were considered nigh-mystical creatures, mysterious, unapproachable, untameable. That these Ranger could establish such a
  
   rapport
  
  with a wild pack was a claim he had trouble crediting.
 

 
  And yet…there they were, relaxed and happy, showing no signs of having been driven from their preferred habitat, despite this being the wrong time of day for them to be out.
 

 
  “You don’t really
  
   bring
  
  wolves,” Raichlin murmured, watching the animals as closely as the others were, now. “But friends sometimes choose to indulge one another. Yes—these play a central role in the rite we brought you up here to observe. But this isn’t the place, gentlemen. Come along, further up and farther in! It’s not much farther now.”
 

 
  They only tore their gazes away from the wolf pack with reluctance, but Raichlin had already headed off into the trees, Frind and Liesl trailing him. It was follow or be left.
 

 
  He was true to his word, anyway. They hiked on for less than another half hour before the trail arrived at a ledge overlooking the valley, with a natural cave mouth behind it. A few feet in, heavy hides had been tacked over the entrance, indicating that this place saw regular use. Their arrival was clearly awaited; another woman in Ranger gear sat on an improvised stool consisting of an uprooted stump, stirring a pot of something. Ingvar noted with disapproval that she wasn’t using a proper fire, but an arcane camp stove. Well, on the other hand, it produced no smoke or scent, which might be an issue if they were trying not to alarm the wolves below.
 

 
  “There you are,” she said softly, smiling up at them.
 

 
  “What’s that supposed to mean, there we are?” Raichlin demanded in mock offense. “I know you haven’t been waiting
  
   that
  
  long, Tabitha.”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” she said, winking. “I expected to be up here longer. You three and Brother Ingvar would have no trouble in the mountains, of course, but you were bringing a couple of city boys…”
 

 
  “Beggin’ your pardon, miss,” said Joe, tipping his hat, “but I’m a small town boy, personally. Makes a difference.”
 

 
  “I stand corrected,” she said gravely. “Liesl, the mugs are inside the waystation, there, if you would.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, I see,” Liesl said, nodding. “You can’t fetch them because your legs are broken. I’m so sorry, Tabs.”
 

 
  
   “Yours
  
  could end up that way if you sass me, youngling!”
 

 
  “Ladies,” Raichlin said reprovingly. “We’re here on spiritual business. Flirt on your own time.”
 

 
  Liesl stuck her tongue out at him, but turned and flounced into the cave, shoving the hanging bear pelt aside.
 

 
  Frind snorted a soft laugh. “C’mon over here, boys, your journey is at an end.”
 

 
  “This
  
   is
  
  a lovely spot,” Darling said, following him toward the protruding edge of the flat outcropping. “Is this natural, or did you carve it out?”
 

 
  “A little of both,” said Frind, seating himself on a rounded, flattish rock set into the ground and pointing at a few others nearby. There were eight of them, arranged in a semicircle and clearly having been placed there deliberately. “The ledge and the cave were just here, but we’ve made some improvements for our purposes. Now, pick a rock and pop a squat, elven style.” He demonstrated by crossing his legs under him. “About face, Joe, you’ll wanna be looking out at the valley.”
 

 
  “Oh, sorry ’bout that,” Joe said quickly turning himself around somewhat awkwardly without getting up. Ingvar had already seated himself, and Darling was in the process of folding his legs under him. Oddly enough, he seemed slightly uncomfortable with the position—the first time in this trip Ingvar had seen him so.
 

 
  “Not at all, don’t worry about a thing,” Frind said easily.
 

 
  “There are no mistakes here,” Raichlin added, joining himself and taking a seat on the other side of the group from his fellow Ranger. “It would be very hard to mess this up—any personal touches you add to the rite will only serve to make it more meaningful to you. We don’t go in for a lot of needless ceremony.”
 

 
  “This rite,” Ingvar said carefully, settling his palms on his knees. “What, exactly, does this entail?”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I’ll guide you through it,” Raichlin assured him. “In a moment Liesl will be back with—and there she is. No, don’t worry about them, gentlemen; we’ll arrange everything. For now, keep your eyes on the wolves.”
 

 
  “What am I looking for?” Darling asked curiously, though he obeyed, leaning forward slightly to peer down at the great hunters below. The wolves seemed less playful and more sleepy now, a couple of the younger ones still bouncing about but the others mostly curled up together in the heather.
 

 
  “Just the wolves,” Raichlin said. “This is the beginning. We’ll have something for you to drink momentarily—just sip at it, it’ll help calm the mind and invigorate the spirit after that hike. But keep your attention on the wolves themselves. Don’t worry about any particular aspect, just focus on whatever seems most interesting to you. Consider them, wonder about what you don’t know, ponder what you do. Imagine the sensation of that fur under your hands, the sound of their howling. If you’ve never heard or felt the like, don’t stress yourself. Let your mind supply whatever images it finds most relateable.”
 

 
  As he droned on, Liesl appeared silently, bearing cups of the steaming brew Tabitha had apparently spent the morning preparing. Its scent was mild, a savory herbal aroma with earthy undertones, but matched what had wafted from the pot. Ingvar accepted a mug, lifting it to his nose to sniff at it before taking a tiny sip. The taste wasn’t exactly pleasing, but…not bad.
 

 
  But then, taste wasn’t the point. This wasn’t
  
   exactly
  
  like any rite of Shaath that he knew, but parts formed a pattern that was familiar. The warm drink, Raichlin’s softly droning voice serving to keep them on the subject. For a fleeting moment, suspicion and unease flared up again, but he quickly let them go. He was here. This was what he had come for. The trail was before him; he walked it willingly.
 

 
  It was not hard at all to follow directions; the peculiar tea was indeed calming, seeming to help his mind focus. He studied the great predators lolling in the heather below, taking in every detail his eyes could discern at that distance. The pattern of their pelts, the way they moved, they way they interacted with each other…
 

 
  As he watched, taking occasional sips and listening to Raichlin drone on, it seemed that more details came to him, flashes of insight and perceptions that should have been beyond him. The warmth of the canines’ breath, the sounds they made to one another. Thick, coarse fur beneath his fingers, rubbing against his skin. The wild scent of them. Golden eyes, clear and piercing in the daylight. Golden eyes, glowing in the dark.
 

 
  Howls echoing from the hills, as the pack called to one another. Panting and the quick pumping of legs as they raced through the darkened forest, the eagerness of the hunt, the scent of prey guiding them.
 

 
  Trust in the brothers and sisters running alongside, the pack a single organism. The night, the hunt, hot breath, warm blood.
 

 
  Trust, hunger, joy,
  
   freedom.
  
 

 
  When the mug slipped from his fingers, he didn’t even notice.
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  “That’s…heavy stuff,” Gabriel said slowly, frowning into the distance. “And by the way, am I the only one noticing a pattern here? Deities seem unusually interested in our social circle.”
 

 
  “I had the same thought,” Teal agreed. “And…honestly, it’s a little unnerving. I mean, not that we haven’t all been treated well by various gods, but in the stories…”
 

 
  “In the stories,” Ruda finished, “when the gods start paying undue attention to you, it’s usually either the cause or the effect of you being utterly fucked.”
 

 
  “So that’s true in Punaji stories, too?” Teal asked.
 

 
  Ruda grinned. “Gods are gods, Teal. It’s been eight
  
   thousand
  
  fuckin’ years. People everywhere have pretty much figured out to stay outta their damn business.”
 

 
  The group was nominally moving, but at a pace more conducive to conversation than getting anywhere. They had paused in a bench-lined alcove sheltered by oak trees, most of them consumed by curiosity over Teal’s late arrival to class and what had caused it. Now, with that story told, the students were occupied with digesting and discussing the details of her encounter, and only incidentally making their way toward their next class.
 

 
  “Well,” Juniper mused. “The last one made a new paladin. So…maybe that’s what he wants from you, Teal!”
 

 
  Teal groaned, covering her eyes with a hand.
 

 
  “I think, with all respect to everyone present,” Shaeine said softly, “I would not prefer that outcome, either.”
 

 
  “There’s never been a Vesker paladin before,” Fross chimed, fluttering slowly about their heads. “On the other hand… There’s never been a Vidian paladin till now, either. And when Vidius came to the campus this spring, he kind of implied he wasn’t the only god looking to expand his repertory, didn’t he?”
 

 
  “That’s not the first time I’ve heard something like that,” Toby added. “When Omnu called me, he stated outright that the Pantheon had all been reconsidering the state of the world, and that was why they’d held off calling paladins for thirty years.”
 

 
  “Avei said the same at my calling,” Trissiny said, frowning thoughtfully.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  don’t think that’s it,” Teal said fervently, “and I’m fairly sure that’s not just the voice of wishful thinking. Honestly, he seemed more critical of the way I’ve been doing than anything else.”
 

 
  “It’s kinda funny a
  
   god
  
  would show up out of nowhere just to nitpick,” Juniper pointed out. “I mean, the paladin thing makes
  
   some
  
  sense, right? Also, sorry if I’m being dense, but I’m not sure I get why you’re so down on the idea. It seems to come with a lot of advantages.”
 

 
  “Paladins tend not to live very long,” Trissiny said in an extremely neutral tone.
 

 
  “Well, but she’s got Vadrieny!” Juniper said brightly. “So, hey, maybe that’s the whole point. An un-killable paladin!”
 

 
  “Nothing’s un-killable,” Gabriel said rather darkly.
 

 
  “Hell yes!” Ruda crowed, brandishing a bottle of scotch. “Paladins all around! Everybody gets a divine calling! Fuck yeah, I can be the new Hand of Naphthene!”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me,” Gabriel said, “but isn’t she the one who doesn’t like anybody, doesn’t give a shit about anything, sometimes sinks ships even when they’ve made the right offerings, smites people for praying to her, and
  
   cursed your entire family?”
  
 

 
  “Exactly!” Ruda replied, grinning madly. “It’s perfect for me!”
 

 
  “I don’t really think so,” he said, regarding her pensively. “That’s just chaotic dickery. You’re an invested, goal-directed asshole. It seems like a basically different
  
   kind
  
  of a thing.”
 

 
  “Anyway!” Teal said firmly. “Seriously, why
  
   ever
  
  Vesk has decided to take an interest in me, I
  
   really
  
  don’t think that’s it. Especially with my situation with Vadrieny. Vesk is
  
   not
  
  impressed by brute force; that’s the whole point of being a bard. He, uh, didn’t sound very impressed by my ability to do
  
   without
  
  brute force, either…”
 

 
  “The more we contemplate this,” said Shaeine, “the more obscure his intentions appear. I am reminded that it is generally so, when discussing the plans of the gods. For the time being, perhaps it would be more productive to simply consider Vesk’s advice, and act upon it insofar as it is possible. You have our full support in this, Teal,” she added more softly.
 

 
  “Hell yeah,” Ruda agreed. “All joking and theorizing aside, we’ve got your back.”
 

 
  “In theory,” Juniper said thoughtfully. “I mean… Based on what it seems he was talking about, I, uh, kinda suck at that, too.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that
  
  is a potential reason Vesk might take a firm interest in our resident bard,” Trissiny suggested. “If you consider us as an adventuring party in one of his stories… There are three paladins, a cleric and a demigoddess among us—we’re a group who might reasonably attract the interest of any deity. And subtlety has not exactly been our strong suit.”
 

 
  “Ballroom dancing isn’t our strong suit, Shiny Boots,” Ruda said cheerfully. “Subtlety is the realm in which we have collectively set new standards of failure and ineptitude.”
 

 
  “Right, so it’s something we can work on,” Gabriel said seriously. “As a starting point, perhaps we could all refrain from
  
   fucking stabbing each other.”
  
 

 
  “Arquin,” Ruda said sardonically, “if you’re gonna keep trotting that old thing out, I might just have to arrange for it to be fresh and applicable again.”
 

 
  Toby sighed.
 

 
  “Hey, Teal!”
 

 
  They all straggled to a stop as Scorn came stomping up the path, waving. It had taken a few weeks of getting to know the demon before people stopped being alarmed by that approach, but despite the appearance that she was trying to punish the earth with her claws, she was probably not walking that way out of anger. It was just her gait.
 

 
  “Hi, Scorn,” Teal replied, waving back. “What’s up?”
 

 
  The Rhaazke came to a stop in the path in front of them, wearing an uncharacteristically pensive frown. “Where you were just now? You have a class, yes? Right before now?”
 

 
  “Yes, magic with Professor Ekoi,” Teal said slowly. “I was late, though, because… Well, that’s a long story. Why, were you looking for me?”
 

 
  Scorn shook her head impatiently. “You are always in this class, this time of day? It’s known?”
 

 
  “Well, the schedule’s public,” Teal said. “Why do you ask?”
 

 
  The demon let out a short breath through her nose, looking off to the side, then narrowed her eyes. “Tell me… Hellhound breath. The hounds, they are from my place—very hard to get here, yes? Almost impossible, like me?”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” said Gabriel. “Did…you want a pet? I mean, I can see how a reminder of home would be nice…”
 

 
  “Ooh!” Fross bobbed up and down in excitement. “Melaxyna has two down in the Crawl! They’re
  
   crazy
  
  strained for resources down there, I bet we could get her to trade for something!”
 

 
  “I rather suspect that Professor Tellwyrn has already ruled that out,” Shaeine said calmly, “considering the value of those creatures, and the fact that several of our fellow students are appallingly mercenary.”
 

 
  “No, no!” Scorn waved a hand impatiently.
  
   “I
  
  don’t need, I am asking about the breath. Hard to get here, yes? It is expensive?”
 

 
  “Hellhound breath is illegal to possess or trade in the Empire due to its use in high-level necromancy and the necessity of category one demonic trafficking to obtain it,” Fross recited. “The substance has unparalleled powers of awakening, and aside from its necromantic utility has—”
 

 
  “I know what
  
   is
  
  the breath,” Scorn exclaimed in exasperation. “I have four at home! They are stay in their kennel at night so I can have
  
   sleep.
  
  I am
  
   asking,
  
  it is rare here? Very rare? Very expensive?”
 

 
  “Oh, sorry, I guess you
  
   would
  
  know that,” Fross said, chagrined. “Um, yes, then. It’s rare, and expensive.”
 

 
  “How expensive?” Scorn pressed. “Say, amount in a bottle the size of a pea. This costs what? You could buy a building with?”
 

 
  “Um…sorry,” the pixie replied somewhat awkwardly. “I do like to diversify my studies, but the economics of magical contraband isn’t something I’ve found a need to investigate.”
 

 
  “Scorn, what’s going on?” Toby asked. “Why do you need hellhound breath?”
 

 
  “I don’t need,” Scorn said brusquely, turning her attention back to Teal. “You do not like Ravana Madouri, right?”
 

 
  Teal drew in a slow breath and let it out in a sigh. “Ah. This is all beginning to make more sense.”
 

 
  “Glad you are having sense made,” Scorn said in visible annoyance. “Meanwhile, I am asking
  
   question
  
  which is not answered!”
 

 
  “Scorn,” Trissiny said pointedly, “calm. We talked about this.”
 

 
  “Yes, when you will not take me to town,” the demon shot back, scowling at her. “Your talk is
  
   boring,
  
  Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Having you leave the mountain requires special permission from Professor Tellwyrn,” Shaeine said, “which she would not give if you approached her in a state of anger. The attempt would likely set back your progress in gaining her trust. This was all explained.”
 

 
  “Well, I am understand a few things better now,” Scorn said. “I leave the mountain today, just now.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Teal shouted, almost overwhelmed by similar outbursts from several of the others.
 

 
  “Not very far off,” Scorn said quickly, making a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Not into the town. There is a spot at the bottom of the mountain, yes? Sort of still on it, I guess, actually. There is a nice hill and shady trees and boulders and stuff.”
 

 
  “Wait, you went down to the make-out spot?” Gabriel said, his eyebrows climbing abruptly. “I am suddenly very alarmed, and oddly intrigued.”
 

 
  
   “If you act on either of those feelings, I may be forced to emulate Princess Zaruda with regard to your foot.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel!” several people chorused, including Scorn.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  were you doing down there?” Toby demanded. “Scorn, you
  
   know
  
  the rules, and the risks. If you aggravate Professor Tellwyrn we may not be able to protect you!”
 

 
  “I am not
  
   need
  
  protected!” Scorn shot back, baring her teeth.
 

 
  “Enough.” Teal’s voice was firm, but flat, and cut through the argument like a shut door. “I have a feeling I know, generally, where this is headed. Were you with Ravana, Scorn?”
 

 
  “Ravana, yes, and Iris. I am not say her last name; not sure I can do it right. Anyway, I was
  
   asking.”
  
  She frowned again, gazing at Teal’s face. “You do not like Ravana. She is say… Um, well, I am not sure how much I trust what she says. She has ideas that are make me think. But you I trust, Teal, and Lady Vadrieny. I am concerned to know
  
   why
  
  you dislike her.”
 

 
  “Ravana,” Teal said in a slow, careful tone, her eyes never leaving Scorn’s, “is extremely devious, highly intelligent, highly
  
   driven
  
  and ambitious, and… I don’t think she really has any moral scruples. At all. She definitely doesn’t regard other people with much personal feeling. She’s a
  
   very
  
  dangerous person.”
 

 
  “Wait, really?” Gabriel said. “Ravana, the cute little blonde one?”
 

 
  Trissiny turned very slowly to stare at him.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t give me that look,” he huffed. “That is neither the dumbest
  
   nor
  
  the most offensive thing I’ve ever said.”
 

 
  “This week, even,” Toby said dryly.
 

 
  “Thanks for chiming in, there, bro.”
 

 
  “And for all that,” Teal said in a softer tone, now frowning at the ground, “I don’t think I’ve been entirely fair to her. We…met under extremely stressful circumstances. It’s entirely possible part of what I feel toward her is based on that, rather than on her.”
 

 
  Shaeine stepped closer, shifting her hand to press the back of it against Teal’s.
 

 
  “Do you think,” Scorn said thoughtfully, “she would lie to harm me?”
 

 
  Teal ruminated for a moment, then shook her head. “I think…that’s the wrong question, Scorn. Yes, she’s capable of harming you, or anyone else, but what’s more important is
  
   why.
  
  In my opinion, the way she acts toward people is not based on any personal feeling for them, but…cold logic. A calculation of what she feels is most in her best interests.”
 

 
  “Hm,” the demon said, nodding contemplatively. “That is not really honorable. But maybe is not
  
   dishonorable,
  
  depends how it is done with.”
 

 
  “That’s actually a pretty damn salient analysis,” Ruda commented. “An’ I think you’re right, based on my own conversations with the girl. Ravana Madouri is a born stateswoman. She’s not gonna hurt anybody for no reason, but if she
  
   has
  
  a reason, she won’t hesitate for an instant.”
 

 
  “I thought she seemed sweet,” Gabriel mumbled.
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  she fucking did, Arquin,” Ruda said scathingly. “That’s what they
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  “Scorn,” Teal said, “what does hellhound breath have to do with me being in class and you talking with Ravana just now?”
 

 
  “There is class for younger scholars,” Scorn replied. “Alchemy with Admestus. Ravana is bribe him to cancel, so she can talk with me—hellhound breath in a bottle, size of a pea, she says. And I am thinking, what is worth to her to talk with me in
  
   one
  
  time she knows you will not be there? So I want to know how much is hellhound breath worth.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Gabriel muttered. “I mean, I don’t know black market economics any better than Fross, but hellhound breath is one of the rarest magical reagents there is. I’m pretty sure a pea-sized bottle of hellhound breath is worth more than a pumpkin-sized ball of platinum. That stuff’s right up there with mithril.”
 

 
  “I have to say it’s somewhat alarming she’d consider it
  
   that
  
  important to get her hooks into Scorn without us around,” Trissiny said, scowling and absently fingering her sword.
 

 
  “Bear in mind,” said Shaeine, “that a thing’s value is a function of various factors. Its rarity and utility, yes, but also the facility with which it can be traded—which in this case, I gather, is not easy. A House as ancient and wealthy as Madouri is likely to have unimaginable treasures in its vaults. If Ravana already owned such a substance and had no intention of performing necromancy, she might not consider it as severe a loss.”
 

 
  “That’s reasonable and probably true,” said Juniper, “but it’s also just speculation.”
 

 
  “Quite right,” Shaeine agreed, nodding to her. “I was merely pointing out that we do not know her means, motivations…anything, really. There is also the fact that she stands to gain by cultivating Professor Rafe’s favor, both during her academic career and afterward. He
  
   is
  
  one of the world’s foremost alchemists.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Scorn said, folding her arms and tapping one clawed foot. “Ravana wants to be friends with me. She says she can teach me to…um. Behave better. More like is
  
   supposed
  
  to do on this planet.”
 

 
  “I thought
  
   we
  
  were doing that,” Trissiny said, sounding slightly affronted.
 

 
  “I’m not sure I can say how
  
   well
  
  we were doin’ it,” Ruda said dryly.
 

 
  “Also, I thought you were from the same planet on a different dimensional resonance?” Fross added.
 

 
  “Augh!” Scorn exclaimed, grabbing her horns dramatically. “Again! Always you do this,
  
   all
  
  the time! You people are never just having a talk on the
  
   subject,
  
  it always goes around with arguing and jokes till I am not remember
  
   what
  
  I was talk about!”
 

 
  
   “Annoying, isn’t it?”
  
  Ariel agreed.
 

 
  “Well, I think they’ve got us there, guys,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “I am talk about
  
   Ravana,”
  
  Scorn said insistently. “I am ask what you
  
   think,
  
  because you have my trust. It is…safe? I should take her advice?”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Teal murmured.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ruda said, catching her eye, then turning to Scorn with a decisive nod. “Yeah, I think a lot of what you can learn from Ravana Madouri would help you
  
   hugely
  
  with what you need to know about the world.
  
   But.”
  
  She pointed a warning finger at the demon. “You keep it
  
   firmly
  
  in mind at all times that anything that girl does, she does because she sees an advantage in it for herself.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Teal said, raising her gaze to meet Scorn’s, “I agree. And I think I will join you, Scorn. We
  
   both
  
  have a lot we could learn from a scheming noblewoman. She clearly wants to teach, for whatever reason… And I think we’ll be a lot better off not letting her separate us to do it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Home again, home again!” Embras said cheerily, strolling up to the broad door of the barn. The shadow of the mountain kept Last Rock relatively cool at this time in the afternoon, but this one structure, out beyond the edge of town, was half in direct sunlight. It was also, despite being clearly repaired and stocked with hay, currently disused and apparently unoccupied.
 

 
  “Yes, looks cozy,” Vanessa said absently. “Embras, exactly how heavy a deflection did you lay over this barn? Quite apart from that damned kitsune, it’s not smart to make assumptions about what Tellwyrn can or can’t pick up on.”
 

 
  “Relax, I am a constant work in progress,” he replied, turning his head to wink at her. “Each day I pick up new tricks. In
  
   this
  
  case, I spent the morning sniffing around that shiny new Vidian temple. The deflection over this spot currently looks
  
   exactly
  
  like their method—augmented with our own particular brand of misdirection till I bet Vidius himself would think his people did it.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure it’s to our advantage to have
  
   Vidius
  
  sniffing around here to see why his priests are hiding barns,” she muttered. Embras patted her on the shoulder.
 

 
  “It doesn’t have to hold long, Nessa. In fact, it specifically needs to be penetrable in a few hours. And as I’ve said before, I have plans in place for Tellwyrn’s intervention.”
 

 
  She sighed, but offered no further complaint as he slid the door open.
 

 
  “Ah, good timing,” Bradshaw announced inside, straightening up from the spell circle he had just finished inscribing in the middle of the dirt floor. “Nessa! How’re you holding up?”
 

 
  “Well,” she said, limping in as Embras stepped aside, gallantly gesturing her forward. “Tired, but satisfied. Calderaas is under control—we’ve inevitably lost some political capital, and I had to spend some rather more
  
   literal
  
  capital to wrangle some irate acquaintances, but I judge the city safe to move in again. A little more time to rebuild our connections the organic way and it’ll be almost as good as new. How about you guys? I gather from our fearless leader, here, that the trip to Puna Shankur was productive.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Bradshaw agreed, pacing in a slow circle around his spell diagram and peering down at it. “Hiroshi sends his regards. Yes, it went well once we were out of Mathenon, where Embras felt the need to further detour what was
  
   already
  
  a detour so he could grouse about the Vernisites.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, that was
  
   hardly
  
  a detour,” Embras said haughtily. “Hiroshi asked as we were passing. It cost us not a second to have a discussion while walking.”
 

 
  “Oh, you and those Vernisites,” Vanessa said with wry fondness. “What were they doing this time?”
 

 
  “Trading stocks,” Bradshaw replied.
 

 
  “Embras, that’s been going on for centuries,” she said in exasperation.
 

 
  At that, Bradshaw lifted his head, frowning. “It has?”
 

 
  “Sure, among themselves,” Embras snorted. “Behind closed doors, with their cronies, their bankers and guilded merchants.
  
   Now
  
  they’re peddling stocks in special
  
   exchanges,
  
  involving the general public, who have no idea what they’re dabbling in.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said, deadpan. “The temerity, expanding the ability of the common people to participate in and profit from the wider economy. Those
  
   fiends.”
  
 

 
  “People profit from participating in what they understand,” he shot back. “Do you think the average, cobbler, farmer or factory worker knows a damn thing about stock trading? How to analyze a company for risks and reward? Pah! All they’re doing by opening that up to the public is promising people the prospect of big winnings and raking in the dough because
  
   they’re
  
  the only ones who know how the system truly works! It’s exactly like that casino the Eserites run, except
  
   they
  
  at least are only picking on the wealthy and corrupt. Those Vernisites milk the whole
  
   economy—
  
  they cheat everyone, even those who don’t play their games. You mark my words, by the end of the century they’ll be replacing coins with bank notes so they can artificially inflate the value of the currency itself!”
 

 
  “Really, Embras?” Bradshaw said wearily. “Are we
  
   so
  
  lacking in problems that you have to spin conspiracy theories?”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve certainly got a point there,” Embras agreed. “Best to keep our minds on the task at hand. How close to prepared are we, Bradshaw?”
 

 
  “This has been done, theoretically, for half an hour,” the warlock replied, now walking around the circle in the other direction. “I have been double, triple and
  
   quadruple
  
  checking it. This is not simple spellcraft we’re talking about, here.”
 

 
  “By all means,” Embras said, “be certain. I trust your expertise implicitly—we don’t proceed if you’re not confident the spell will work.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m confident,” Bradshaw said, sighing. “At least, I can’t find any errors in my casting. It’s just…this
  
   plan.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” Vanessa said softly. “We are talking about tweaking the nose of a demigoddess arch-fae,
  
   under
  
  the nose of a grouchy archmage.”
 

 
  “We’re not tweaking anything,” Embras said patiently. “Assuming Bradshaw has arranged this thing to my specifications—which I don’t doubt he has—I think she’ll be rather flattered by the attention.”
 

 
  “Just…don’t forget the risks,” Vanessa murmured.
 

 
  “Never.”
 

 
  “You have the item?” Bradshaw asked, straightening again.
 

 
  “Right here.” Embras produced an envelope from within his jacket, its seal of black wax embossed in the shape of a spiky wreath. “Do you need to add it yourself?”
 

 
  “No, there’s no great ceremony involved,” Bradshaw demurred. “And it’ll be better with your personal touch. As long as you place it at the proper time. If you’re
  
   certain
  
  you wish to be the focus of the attention you’re drawing…”
 

 
  “Very good, then,” Embras said. “That being the case, I believe we’re just putting off the inevitable, now.”
 

 
  Vanessa heaved another sigh and shuffled back a few steps to position herself by the door.
 

 
  “All right,” Bradshaw said, nodding. “Stay alert, then. As complex as this is, it’s not going to take long to execute.
  
   Your
  
  part shouldn’t require very specific timing, so long as you don’t jump in too soon, but keep in mind aspects of that stage of the spell are designed to degrade gradually. No point stretching things out.”
 

 
  “Of course. On your lead, then.”
 

 
  “All right,” he repeated, visibly steeling himself. “Here we go.”
 

 
  Bradshaw made no apparent physical move at the spell circle; for a warlock of his caliber, a pointed thought was enough.
 

 
  At first, only the six lesser circles inscribed around its outer edge lit up, the lines forming them gleaming white. Inner rings from each rose bodily off the ground to rise into the air, where they hovered about four feet up. Below, the six small circles shifted in color to an eerie purple, and the first demonic forms began to emerge.
 

 
  The katzils hissed in displeasure, as they were prone to do—these were wild creatures called straight from Hell, not tamed pets trained to behave. As they were forced upward through the invisible columns marked by their little summoning circles, the glowing rings above narrowed. At the moment when each katzil’s head passed through one, it snapped into place around the demon’s neck, solidifying into a black collar of gleaming metal, richly inscribed with spell runes in elaborate demonic script.
 

 
  It took only a few moments for all six demons to emerge. As soon as all were caught and collared, the runes around the lesser circles physically shifted, and shadows rose up from nowhere—rather a disorienting sight, happening as it did in the middle of a glowing spell diagram—swallowing up the demons. A moment later, there was no sign that they had ever been there.
 

 
  “That’s incredible,” Vanessa murmured. “Just that you can
  
   do
  
  that much, for one thing. If you could summon
  
   and
  
  control a demon with one spell…”
 

 
  “Those won’t hold them long,” Bradshaw said absently, watching his spell circle closely as the inner ring slowly glowed to life, its own binding runes altering into a new pattern and the outer summoning circles melting away entirely. “Those collars will, in fact, kill the beasts within a few hours.”
 

 
  “But the controls on them!”
 

 
  “Yes, they’ll keep them from harming anyone, and the shadow-jumps will direct them away from people. Each will be impelled to sniff around a different type of bait; at least one is bound to catch the kitsune’s nose. But they’ll leave six trails back here, and we
  
   know
  
  she can follow shadow-jumps. All right, the remaining circle is re-configured. Embras, you’re up.”
 

 
  “Right you are,” Embras said, stepping forward and extending the envelope. His sleeve shimmered as he thrust his hand into the area defined by the spell circle, but it caused him no evident discomfort. When he had the envelope positioned in the center of the space above the circle, he paused, standing utterly still and gazing in silence at it for a long moment.
 

 
  “I’m exhausted,” he said finally, his voice suddenly soft and every bit as weary as his words claimed. “The last year has been a constant chain of screw-ups. The last
  
   four
  
  years, but it’s been escalating badly. Ever since the summoning of the archdemons was intercepted, and we lost them… All those years of planning gone up in smoke, to say nothing of the Lady’s heartbreak. We’re the Wreath; we lay our strategies in advance and act when we have control of the board. Since that day, we’ve been forced to react, to adapt, and it shows. We are not doing well. It was bad before, but since Tiraas this spring… I very much fear that was the deathblow for us. We’ve been running, fighting, making do with guerrilla tactics when we
  
   should
  
  have been moving pieces into place to dominate our endgame. It’s been centuries since the Black Wreath suffered so many failures and setbacks in such swift succession. Each day I find new reasons to be proud of our people, but I cannot escape the fear that now, after eight thousand years, I will be the one to let the Lady down when she needs us the most.”
 

 
  In the aching silence which followed, the nigh-inaudible hum of magic at work was barely discernible at the edge of hearing.
 

 
  Then, all at once, Embras released the envelope and stepped back away from the spell circle, briskly dusting off his hands.
 

 
  It hung there, suspended in midair, while the circle morphed again, first shifting to a deep red, then re-configuring its runes till it was nothing but a single ring of crimson light. Finally, the circle shrank inward upon itself, vanishing into a coin-sized spot, and winked out entirely. Above it, the envelope melted from view, leaving the barn looking empty and totally mundane.
 

 
  “Embras,” Vanessa said softly, gazing at him with a pained expression.
 

 
  “I… I thought you were just going to…
  
   invite
  
  her,” Bradshaw said hesitantly.
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Embras said brightly, his tone as light as ever now, as though his last speech had never occurred. “That spell wasn’t designed to carry a verbal message, merely the
  
   sense
  
  of one to a creature with fae gifts of perception. You both know that school of magic is the best at parsing and representing emotions. Well, she’ll notice the katzils, follow the shadow-jumps back here, decode the vanished circle as she did the last one and find our
  
   written
  
  invitation, ready and waiting! No sense adding another request for her presence. Fairies rarely do what they’re asked, and
  
   never
  
  what they’re told. A gift of
  
   real
  
  emotion, though?” He turned to them and winked, grinning. “A sensation of vulnerability, from a master of shifting facades such as myself?
  
   That
  
  will get her attention, and sweeten the offer to the point she won’t be able to resist. If you’re dealing with a foe clever enough to see through any trap you can lay, the quality of the bait is of paramount importance.”
 

 
  “Is it truly that bad?” Vanessa asked quietly.
 

 
  Embras’s expression sobered slightly. “You know better than most how bad it is. Both of you. But we’re still who
  
   we
  
  are, and we still have assets not yet brought to bear. It’s far from hopeless—and remember, this is not
  
   over
  
  until we have the gods of the Pantheon in chains at the Lady’s feet.”
 

 
  They both nodded, expressions resolute, and Embras nodded back.
 

 
  “For now, my friends, time we move out. Remember, no shadow-jumping till we’re a safe distance away—don’t want her following
  
   us.
  
  Until our invitation is delivered…there’s nothing to do but wait.”
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  There was time, but it wasn’t real. There were sleepy days and vibrant nights, changes in seasons with patterns they had to follow. He and his brothers grew bigger and stronger; other changes befell their parents as seasons faded past. But that was just what was. It was always
  
   now,
  
  and there was no counting of days, minutes…even years. That was how it was and how it had always been, and made it somewhat puzzling (when he very rarely paused to think on it) how liberating it seemed.
 

 
  But maybe liberation was simply the natural state of things. They were free, and life was good. What else was there to think about?
 

 
  Their youth in the forest was spent in idyllic play, being roughhoused and chased by mother and father in games that they only understood later were teaching them to hunt, to fight, to avoid danger and, above all, survive. It was a good forest; so long as they learned their lessons well and weren’t stupid, survival was never out of reach. It was never taken for given, but the struggle toward it was always enough to keep them fit and alert, never so much that it ground them down.
 

 
  He had two brothers, and was the middle of the three. They had no names, but they didn’t need them. They knew who they were.
 

 
  The oldest by a hair grew to be tall and lean of build, with a light coat that glistened golden when the sun struck it just right; he was the jokester, always playing around, even when the others were tired of it. His antics earned him no end of warning growls and more than a few bites for his temerity. As he grew, though, he middle one came to understand that his older brother was every bit as serious as any of the family, only in his own way. Just like their parents, his games hid lessons, and he insisted upon them because he wanted them to learn, because he wanted them to thrive.
 

 
  They were harsh lessons, sometimes. The golden brother once let him be chased nearly to exhaustion by an infuriated bear whose cubs he had inadvertently wandered near, waiting until it was nearly too late to leap in as a distraction, howling for the rest of the family and allowing him to escape. He had tried to bite his elder brother in earnest after that, once he regained his energy and equilibrium, but that one time, the golden brother had bitten him right back, growling a warning. That was the day he began to understand why his brother’s games could be so rough, why he would allow them to be hurt sometimes. He had antagonized that bear through his own inattention; inattention was death. Better that he learn that sharp lesson with his brother keeping pace through the trees nearby, making sure it never went too far, than when he was alone, when it truly mattered and there would be no one to save him.
 

 
  He began paying attention to the golden brother’s jokes after that, to the way he insisted on play-fighting long after they were tired of it. The practice and exercise honed them. Though the oldest brother was oldest only by insignificant minutes, he had a wisdom to him, an understanding with which he was gifted. Rather than simply living his own way, as the best wolf he could, he did his best to teach his brothers what he understood. Even if that meant hounding them until they were thoroughly sick of him. Even if it meant letting them come to grief while he watched from a safe distance, so they did not come to more grief than they could survive when he was not there to protect them.
 

 
  The youngest brother was as dark as the eldest was bright, and never grew to be as large as either of them. He was quiet, too, always serious. Not to the point that he would not play and gambol with the family when it was appropriate, but in many ways he was the opposite of the golden brother. Often he would be utterly still, just watching, even when there seemed to be nothing to watch. It was as if he was always on the hunt, investigating every smell, sight and sound he encountered—but calmly, quietly, without the eager inquisitiveness of a pup.
 

 
  He seemed determined to understand everything about the world, about the way it all fit together, and apparently his endless quest met with success. As he grew alongside them, there was a precision to his movements that neither his brothers nor their parents ever achieved. Every step, every lunge, everything he did was calculated flawlessly. By the time they were grown, even though he was the smallest, he always seemed to win at wrestling unless the others ganged up on him, and sometimes, even then. He knew how to move his body in precise ways they never grasped.
 

 
  For all that, there were things that seemed oddly puzzling to him. Other things he grasped quickly; he seemed to understand the purpose of their older brother’s games and jokes long before the middle brother, perhaps from the very beginning. And yet, more normal, casual interactions were baffling to him as a puppy. By the time they grew to maturity, he had mostly figured such things out, but when they were pups it seemed, sometimes, that he didn’t understand what was meant when the family communicated with him. Sometimes, he didn’t even seem to recognize who they were. It was a strange counterpoint to the eerie precision with which he approached every aspect of his life. Then again, perhaps it was his difficulty understanding that spurred him to always seek comprehension.
 

 
  They were different, and had their disagreements, but they were brothers. They were family. They loved unconditionally, trusted completely, and none of it was ever in question. It just was.
 

 
  And it was good.
 

 
  The days passed, they learned and grew. They hunted and played, and were together. One day became another; one season faded into the next. It went on, and the wolves were
  
   alive.
  
  They changed, but slowly; their parents very gradually grew less powerful, even as they came into their prime. But still they lived on, together.
 

 
  One day into the next, and the next…
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ingvar had awakened from enough vivid dreams, especially lately, to know the sensation.
 

 
  His eyes opened and his senses returned, and for the first few seconds he didn’t know what was what. He was a man, lying on his back on hard stone, looking up at the clear night sky. He was also a wolf, drifting off to sleep in the chilly dawn after a vigorous night’s hunt with his brothers.
 

 
  He blinked his eyes, then again, and the sensations began to separate, one vivid set of memories dissipating. It took a few more seconds for him to truly remember himself.
 

 
  Then, he tried to sit bolt upright, and succeeded only in spasming weakly.
 

 
  “Easy,” Raichlin’s voice said soothingly. The Ranger stepped around in front of him, reaching out slowly to take him by the shoulders. Ingvar recognized the maneuver—keep in view, make no sudden moves, as if he were dealing with an excitable animal—but was still too confused to take offense. He simply allowed the man to help him carefully to a sitting position. “There we go. It’s disorienting, I know, but don’t worry—it passes quickly. We have something brewing that’ll help, and then some food.”
 

 
  “No brewing,” Joe’s voice said off to Ingvar’s left. “No more
  
   brews.”
  
  He looked over to find the Kid, his hat and duster lying neatly beside him, sitting upright with his arms around his knees, staring out over the dark valley with a fixed expression. Not upset…not anything, really. His face was simply blank, immobile.
 

 
  Ingvar could relate.
 

 
  He took a few deep breaths, re-familiarizing himself with the sensation of his lungs, and acquainted himself with his surroundings.
 

 
  They were still on the ledge, the cave behind them. Rather than the arcane camp stove, though, there was now a proper fire. Freshly baked biscuits sat cooling on a rock next to it; three plump grouses were spitted over the flames, just beginning to turn golden brown. Liesl appeared with a steaming cup of something thick and sweet-smelling, which she handed to him. There was another mug of it on the ground beside Joe, untouched.
 

 
  Their third companion was on Ingvar’s right, just now being helped upright by Tabitha. Darling looked more unsettled than Ingvar had ever seen him, than he had ever expected
  
   to
  
  see him. Eyes wide and limbs moving weakly and without coordination, he had to lean physically on the Ranger as she eased him up. The expression on his face was…hollow. Shocked.
 

 
  Strange how, after all this time, the sight of Darling finally rocked fully off his equilibrium didn’t give Ingvar any satisfaction. If anything, it only added to his own unease. Even though his games were annoying, his older brother never—
 

 
  
   No.
  
 

 
  Ingvar shook himself bodily, trying to chase away the vestiges of the dream. They didn’t go, however. He felt clearer already, the confusion of is first awakening receding, but those visions lingered, firmly and unsettlingly fixed in his memory.
 

 
  Also, he finally observed, there was another person at their campsite.
 

 
  Mary sat in front of them, at the very edge of the flat outcropping, watching them calmly.
 

 
  “It’s sipping chocolate,” Raichlin said, and it took Ingvar a moment to realize he was referring to the drink. The Ranger knelt, picked up the mug beside Joe, and held it out to him. “Nothing mystical or alchemical this time, I promise. Just hot, thick, and sweet. It’s a bit of a luxury, but we’ve found that a dose of chocolate is pretty much the best possible thing for regaining your mental footing after a vision quest. It’s also damnably hard to carry on a hike into the wilderness; melts something awful. That stuff can be transported in powdered form, though. Go on, have a sip.”
 

 
  Ingvar obeyed. He didn’t have much of a sweet tooth, but he had to admit it really did hit the spot. Joe finally accepted his cup again and took a tentative sip. Darling gulped down half of his in one go.
 

 
  She let them make some progress on their revitalizing drinks before starting.
 

 
  “You see, now, what I meant. There are some things that simply cannot be told; they have to be
  
   understood
  
  before they will be listened to. All your life, Brother Ingvar, especially after you committed yourself to the path of the Huntsman, you have held up the wolf pack as the ideal of behavior. The pack’s hierarchy is the basis of everything they do, of the entire Shaathist philosophy. The strong and the weak; the male and the female. The order of all activity, designed after their most sacred animal.”
 

 
  She paused, shaking her head slowly. “Except…wolves don’t do that.”
 

 
  Joe cleared his throat. “That… Was any of that
  
   real?”
  
 

 
  “Anything you can experience is real, Joseph,” she said calmly.
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   must
  
  still be out of it,” he growled. “I actually asked that question an’ didn’t see that answer comin’.”
 

 
  Even Ingvar had to crack the faintest smile at that. Darling was just staring, wide-eyed, into his mug.
 

 
  “Over twelve centuries ago,” Mary said, shifting slightly and fixing her serene gaze upon Ingvar, “Angthinor the Wise came to the city in the mountains that would come to be called Shaathvar, bringing a new faith. He sought to make a
  
   path
  
  of the way of the Huntsman. Where they had always been solitary spirits, he formed a cult. A true religion, which Shaath had never had before. And the center of his new faith was the wolf.
 

 
  “To show the people the ways of the pack, he brought a pack to the city. You know the story, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, somewhat surprised to find his own voice working. He paused, clearing his throat, and continued. “Angthinor journeyed into the mountains to find a pack who would answer his call, to teach their ways to humanity. He ran with them for a full turn of the seasons, until the wild wolves agreed to come back with him. There he set aside a sacred space within Shaathvar’s walls were they could live, free, yet available to the people.”
 

 
  “That sacred patch of parkland has been
  
   extensively
  
  renovated,” said Mary. Ingvar was struck by how
  
   sad
  
  she looked. “At the time…it was basically a zoo. And Angthinor’s means of gathering those wolves was simply to trap them. He brought them from various places around the Stalrange, put them in a barred enclosure for people to gawk at.”
 

 
  Ingvar started to rise. “You—”
 

 
  “Sit.” Her voice was calm and soft, but he found himself obeying before realizing he intended to. Mary sighed quietly before going on. “You see, Ingvar? This shows the falsehood behind the truth on which you have built your life. It is no sign of weakness that you resist it—you
  
   have
  
  to. That is simply the way minds are constructed. Had I simply told you…it would have meant nothing. But you know, now. You have seen it, lived it.
 

 
  “A wolf pack usually consists of a breeding pair and their offspring. The pack is a
  
   family.
  
  They relate to one another just the way families do: through love, and trust. All this about dominance and submission, about the strong and the weak, the smaller female obeying the larger male… It comes from Angthinor’s wolves, from a dozen random wolves gathered from a dozen places and stuck together inside an alien city. Members of any social species, wolves, humans, or otherwise, if abducted and enclosed with a bunch of strangers under hostile conditions, will tend to organize themselves that way. At least at first.”
 

 
  “He…so…” Ingvar felt himself floundering, and hated it. “It was a long time ago. Even if he made a mistake…”
 

 
  “Ingvar,” she said, and he hated the gentleness in her tone. “Angthinor was a Huntsman of Shaath. A
  
   true
  
  Huntsman, of the old path; he walked with Shaath and knew the wilds. He truly had run with wolves, and knew their ways. I watched these events unfold from a distance; I confess I badly underestimated the seriousness and the importance of what was happening. You must understand how peculiar it all was, at that time. No, Ingvar. Angthinor knew exactly what he was doing. I cannot speak for his motivations or his inner thoughts, but he acted very deliberately.
 

 
  “Many things can be said of the Shaathist way; many bad, and some very good. But it is no way of the wild. It’s built upon an idea forced on wild creatures by the cleverness of one man. The Huntsman of today, in their way, are some of the most
  
   domesticated
  
  people in the world.”
 

 
  Ingvar stood in a single motion. Mary gaze up at him solemnly, which he ignored. Turning his back on her, on Joe and Darling and the Rangers, he strode away from the firelight, into the dark mountain forest.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “That was harsher than it needed to be,” Darling said after a painfully long silence. He lifted his eyes to meet Mary’s, and seemed finally to have collected himself. He was calm, anyway, his gaze sharper than usual. “Which, I suppose, means it was exactly the effect you were going for.”
 

 
  “A man like Ingvar is not to be coddled,” she said simply. “It is a deeply painful thing he has just absorbed. When he’s had time to come to grips, he will appreciate having been treated as a man. As if he could handle it.”
 

 
  “Um…” Joe peered into the darkness in the direction Ingvar had gone, then back at the three Rangers sitting around the campfire behind them. “Should somebody maybe go
  
   after
  
  him? I mean, it’s the woods, at night…”
 

 
  “He’s a Huntsman of Shaath,” Darling said quietly, shifting around to turn his back on Mary and scoot closer to the flames. “The woods are his home. Exactly where he needs to be right now, I should think.”
 

 
  Joe sighed, and finished of his chocolate, setting the empty mug down beside him. He glanced once more at Mary, finding nothing there but a small black crow perched on the very edge of the precipice, gazing out into the night. With a soft sigh, he got up and stepped over to rejoin the others by the fire.
 

 
  “These’ll be ready before too much longer,” Tabitha noted, reaching out to pointlessly adjust the spit on which one of the grouses was cooking. “Could you keep an eye, turn ’em if they start getting too brown on one side? We need to check on something inside the waystation, now that you guys are back up.”
 

 
  She rose, as did the other two Rangers, and they filed through the skins into the cave mouth without another word.
 

 
  “Admirably discreet people,” Darling noted. “Right to the point of giving us no
  
   hint
  
  what to expect from this…experience.”
 

 
  “Would you have done it, if they had?” Joe asked quietly.
 

 
  “Yes,” he said immediately. “In a heartbeat. I didn’t drag myself up into the mountains expecting
  
   not
  
  to face challenges or learn things. I just don’t like having shit like that
  
   sprung
  
  on me.”
 

 
  Joe nodded slowly, staring into the flames.
 

 
  The smell was tantalizing, and served to remind them how long it had been since they’d eaten, but neither made a move toward the birds.
 

 
  Joe finally drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Okay, I… There’s probably never going to be a better time to bring this up. Is…Ingvar…a man, or a woman?”
 

 
  “He’s a man,” Darling said immediately, still watching the fire dance. “He had the misfortune to be born physically female. These things happen, I understand.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Joe mused. “So…how does that work, exactly?”
 

 
  Darling shrugged. “People get born wrong all the time. Missing limbs, harelipped, blind… And in subtler ways. I’ve worked very closely with a woman who I’m pretty sure is mentally incapable of love or empathy.
  
   That’s
  
  a dangerous one; my cult has rules about people like that. Eserion’s service didn’t prepare me for this, though. So don’t let me act like I’m some kind of expert here; anything I know is because I set out to research it, and
  
   that
  
  because I put my foot right in my mouth the first time I met Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Well,” Joe said, “you did the research, at least.”
 

 
  “Heh.” Darling shook his head. “You’ve already done better than I did, with regard to the way you treat him.”
 

 
  “Treating people with basic respect is so easy, I can’t for the life a’ me figure why so many people seem to have such trouble with it. Having done this reading,” said the Kid more hesitantly, “would you mind…”
 

 
  “Sharing?” Darling glanced at him, then nodded, smiling ruefully. “Well, as I said, there’s no Eserite doctrine about this. We just let people alone, to do and be whatever seems best to them.”
 

 
  “I can see the wisdom in that,” Joe agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “In other cults, though, there’s specific lore on it,” Darling continued. “The Shaathists, as we’ve recently been reminded, have a doctrinal divide over the matter; whether Ingvar would be treated as a man or woman pretty much depends on what lodge he’s in. The Avenists are split over it, too. There are priestesses of Avei who were born male, but the Silver Legions won’t take anyone not born a woman.”
 

 
  “What makes the difference?” Joe asked.
 

 
  Darling shook his head. “It’s a matter the Avenists don’t much care to discuss with outsiders; that was as far as I got in a Nemitite library. Actually, I could probably have garnered more answers from an actual priestess of Avei, but their opinion wasn’t my focus. I learned more of use from the writings of the Izarites and Vidians.”
 

 
  “I guess I can see how both of those would have opinions on this,” Joe said, nodding slowly.
 

 
  “I dunno how much you know of Izarite doctrine; they have pretty firm ideas about masculinity and femininity. That’s a big part of why Avenists are always mad at them. Izara’s faith is a very forgiving one, though; they’ll accept people by whatever identity they choose to express. It’s even more interesting in the cult of Vidius. They actually have a whole doctrine about this; people like Ingvar are considered twin spirits, and revered as being touched by the god of duality. To the point that some have tried to fake the condition to advance in the cult.”
 

 
  “Tried to?” Joe asked, raising his eyebrows. “How, exactly, would you
  
   catch
  
  someone at that?”
 

 
  Darling grinned into the fire. “A deity is the ultimate fact-checker. Below a certain point you can get away with a lot, but if you start rising in a cult’s ranks, sooner or later the god is going to notice you.” He paused, frowning. “I actually wonder what that says about Avei and… Well, that’s a whole other matter and I shouldn’t even have brought it up.” He shook himself slightly. “This day’s work has really rocked me off my keel.”
 

 
  “I can relate,” Joe said fervently, turning to stare at the grouse as they dripped sizzling fat into the flames. “I… Well. Much as I’m lookin’ forward to those bein’ done…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Darling prompted after he trailed off, turning to regard him with a raised eyebrow.
 

 
  Joe grimaced. “I’ve got this powerful hankering for rare venison, and right now I find that very disturbing.”
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  “Oh, the poor darling,” Ami cooed, leaning against the railing to peer down at the passersby in the street below, and one in particular. “All that money, and yet so alone. There’s no one in her life who could tell her she accidentally left the house wearing
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t know,” Jenell replied with mock solemnity. “There’s a certain savage grandeur in dressing in the pelt of a slain foe. I wonder if she bagged that sofa herself?”
 

 
  Ami giggled in wicked delight, and Jenell smiled along, folding her arms. Aside from the armor she still wore, for a little while, it was just like being back at home with the girls. Before…everything.
 

 
  “You’re good at this game,” Ami acknowledged, grinning up at her. “I almost regret not having had the chance to play before we both had to embark on our
  
   very
  
  serious careers.”
 

 
  Jenell raised an eyebrow, but kept her expression light and amused. “Almost?”
 

 
  “Well, you know
  
   very
  
  well we’d have torn each other to shreds,” Ami replied, winking. “I can’t speak for you, but I was somewhat
  
   lacking
  
  in discretion as a girl.”
 

 
  “Hm, I suspect you’re right,” Jenell said wryly. “Me too. In a way, that’s why I’m here.”
 

 
  “Oh? Oh, let me guess!” Straightening up from her position, lounging on the bench against the balustrade in a way that showed off her figure (Jenell was fairly sure she wasn’t trying to flirt; anyway, showing off one’s figure tended to become a habit, and a good one in her opinion), she leaned forward, grinning eagerly. “You sharpened your tongue on the wrong person and had to join the army.”
 

 
  “I’m sure it’s an old story you’ve heard before,” Jenell said, shaking her head. “Yes, that was it exactly; it’s rather humbling to learn I’m so predictable.”
 

 
  “Oh, pish, tosh, and pooh,” Ami replied, waving a hand. “I know
  
   all
  
  the stories, darling; that’s both my job and my religion. Dare I ask
  
   who
  
  you clawed?”
 

 
  “The princess of Puna Dara,” Jenell said, deadpan.
 

 
  The bard blinked. “Oh. Oh,
  
   my.
  
  Oh, dear, forgive me for saying it, but that was
  
   considerably
  
  less than discreet.”
 

 
  “Several people have made that point to me, yes.”
 

 
  “What did she
  
   do?”
  
  Ami demanded with ghoulish eagerness. “I mean, here you are, alive, so it can’t have been as bad as it
  
   could
  
  have been.”
 

 
  “The uncouth little thug actually threatened to stab me,” Jenell snorted, raising her nose. “At a ball! At General Panissar’s own house! Honestly, I don’t know why we have any kind of treaty with those people.”
 

 
  “Punaji are
  
   indeed
  
  …charmingly brutish,” Ami said, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I assume someone came to your rescue, dear. A Punaji noble
  
   would
  
  stab you over an insult—and the Princess would probably get away with it. She might have to make a formal apology to the Imperial government, but unless you’re of a
  
   very
  
  high-ranking House, that would be that.”
 

 
  Jenell sighed. “Yes, yes, lesson learned. I maintain the little wharf rat had it coming. Princess, my third foot.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a good story—one you might think about embellishing a bit before you tell it next time—but I think I can do better.” Ami lounged back against the balustrade, grinning.
  
   “I
  
  went to school with two of the three paladins.”
 

 
  
   “Really.”
  
  Jenell straightened from her own position, leaning against the door frame. “Which—oh, never mind, it would have to be the boys. Avelea grew up in a temple, and forgive me, but you don’t seem the type.”
 

 
  “I am most definitely
  
   not
  
  the type, and don’t you forget it!” Ami giggled.
 

 
  “What were they
  
   like?”
  
 

 
  
   “Well!
  
  Toby was always such a nice lad—and quite good-looking. Good enough to have a nibble at if he weren’t one of those
  
   cloyingly
  
  sweet ones. You know the type, so
  
   nice
  
  it’s like they’ve no spark to them at all.”
 

 
  “Ugh.”
 

 
  “I see you
  
   do
  
  know the type! But it’s Gabriel I devoutly hope I never meet again. Honestly, I don’t even care about the demon thing; he was just one of those juvenile blockheads you couldn’t
  
   not
  
  torment. I may be in luck if we
  
   do
  
  bump into each other—I doubt he remembers my face. I don’t think the little snot ever
  
   once
  
  looked at me above the collarbone.”
 

 
  “What a fine crop the gods have summoned,” Jenell said dryly, shaking her head.
 

 
  “Oh, you said it, darling. The world’s going
  
   right
  
  to Hell in a handbasket.”
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Basra said, striding onto the balcony and prompting Jenell to leap away from the door, landing at full attention with a salute. “At
  
   ease,
  
  Covrin, for heaven’s sake. It’s not as if this is any kind of base, and I’m not even enlisted. I see you’re back, Talaari,” she added pointedly, folding her arms. “That’s a bit of a surprise, considering you didn’t trouble to report in.”
 

 
  “My
  
   sincere
  
  apologies, your Grace,” Ami said languidly. If anything, she shifted subtly into a more sensuous lounge, and Jenell didn’t miss the way Basra’s eyes darted fleetingly over her. She firmly repressed the several very unpleasant emotions that flickered through her, especially the faint twinge of jealousy, which revolted her to her core. “The morning’s investigations were
  
   hardly
  
  conclusive in any direction; it will take
  
   time
  
  to gather any useful results. A campaign such as this—”
 

 
  “Regardless,” Basra interrupted, “in the future I want regular updates on your efforts, whether you consider them significant or not. I am starved for intel, here; I need every little scrap of information you can bring. And with regard to that, girls, come along. I’ve called the others to the library; we’ll all catch up over lunch.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, lunch,” Ami said with mild distaste, rising fluidly to her feet and following the other two women into the house. “What an…
  
   interesting
  
  …cook you have hired. I don’t mean to complain—”
 

 
  “That’s a wise policy,” Basra said from the head of the line. “Have you considered not doing it?”
 

 
  It was a tensely silent walk the rest of the way to the library.
 

 
  Everyone else was indeed there; Schwartz sat behind the room’s huge desk, scribbling furiously on a piece of modern white paper with an anachronistically old-fashioned feather quill while Meesie ran manic laps over the books and papers cluttering the desktop. Branwen sat in the armchair by the fireplace, hands folded demurely in her lap and regarding the others with a beatific little smile; Ildrin was standing by the window, peering out onto the same street which the balcony overlooked. She whirled at the Bishop’s entrance, stiffening but not quite coming to attention. Though an ordained cleric in Avei’s faith, she had never served in the Legions, and Basra had already spoken sharply to her about mimicking military customs.
 

 
  The townhouse was spacious, but the “library” deserved the term only for having bookshelves lining two of its walls, and those were only half-filled. It was really more of an expansive study, no bigger than the average bedroom or parlor. With the whole group assembled, it was rather snug.
 

 
  “Falaridjad,” Basra said by way of greeting, “I thought I asked you to have a meal prepared.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t sure when everyone would be gathered,” Ildrin said stiffly, “so it was hard to time the…preparation. I am not
  
   used
  
  to cooking.”
 

 
  “You
  
   jest,”
  
  Ami said sweetly.
 

 
  “Anyway,” the priestess added, tightening her mouth further, “that boy was adamantly against it.”
 

 
  “You can’t bring
  
   food
  
  into a library,” Schwartz agreed, finally looking up from whatever he was writing and frowning at Basra in the most direct reproach he had ever shown in her presence. Meesie came to rest atop a stack of books, squeaking in indignant agreement.
  
   “Really,
  
  your Grace, everyone knows that.”
 

 
  Basra sighed, momentarily pinching the bridge of her nose between forefinger and thumb. “All right, fine, whatever. I want a report on everyone’s activities.”
 

 
  “I burned a pot of rice,” Ildrin said tightly. “Lunch will be sandwiches. Your Grace, quite apart from being insulting, you have me doing work at which I am
  
   not
  
  skilled; this is pointless.”
 

 
  “We are all more or less twiddling our thumbs at his point,” Basra said, clearly unaffected by the priestess’s displeasure. “When more constructive work appears, I will put you to it. And you
  
   can
  
  always leave, if you’re not happy. Next?”
 

 
  “The residence is secure, ma’am,” Jenell said when no one chimed up after a few seconds. “I’m afraid I’ve achieved little of consequence, either.”
 

 
  Barsa nodded to her, then directed a distinctly sardonic look at Branwen. “Had a relaxing morning, have you, Snowe?”
 

 
  “Quite, thank you,” the Izarite said pleasantly. “I have passed a few very calm hours re-acquainting myself with some of the classics. I can’t
  
   remember
  
  the last time I was able to just sit and read. And really, Basra, Herschel is correct. You can’t serve
  
   food
  
  in a
  
   library.”
  
 

 
  “At this juncture I am still waiting to learn what it is you intend to
  
   do
  
  here,” Basra said.
 

 
  “Well, for one thing,” Branwen replied calmly, “I am a divine caster of—if I may flatter myself—not insignificant skill, which will be extremely relevant considering that we expect to be battling
  
   elementals.”
  
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Basra said, deadpan, “and we all know the vaunted skill in battle of Izara’s clerics.”
 

 
  “And,” Branwen continued in a gentler tone, “I am a people person. You’re a politician, Bas. There’s a
  
   difference.
  
  For instance, right now your frustration is causing you to try to alienate half the people working for you. We’re a small group, contending with an elusive foe. One of Izara’s clerics may be exactly what you need to keep everyone functioning and pointed in the same direction.”
 

 
  Basra shook her head. “Schwartz?”
 

 
  He winced. “I, uh, I’ve done what I can. There’s a Salyrite chapel in the city; they were kind enough to send me some research materials I requested. Sister Leraine’s writ of support goes a long way, it seems! But, ah, no, there just isn’t a
  
   lot
  
  I can do from here. I’ve set up some wards and spirit watchers to protect the house from fae incursion, but without more information I
  
   really
  
  can’t extend that over a wider area. And, you know, some general-purpose wards over the whole city, but frankly I can’t see our mysterious antagonist bumbling into those; it’s more just on general principles. Patrolling the perimeter, and all that. Otherwise I’m, um, sort of… Well, a lot will depend on what Mr. Hargrave comes back with.”
 

 
  “You can’t do
  
   anything
  
  from here to counter elemental attacks?” she demanded, turning to him with a scowl.
 

 
  “Fae magic isn’t like the divine or arcane,” he said, quickly scooping up Meesie when she puffed up menacingly, squeaking at Basra. “It’s not just a matter of pointing your
  
   thoughts
  
  at an objective. It’s all about connectedness, about sympathetic principles, ab—well, no, I’m going off into a lecture, sorry. Um.” He rubbed his chin, frowning in thought for a moment. “Any working but the very simplest spells requires rituals, reagents, and contact made with various entities. In order to know which to use, I need to know
  
   rather
  
  specifically
  
   what
  
  I am doing. In general workings, the kinds of things meant to interact with just the physical world, well, that’s pretty straightforward. But we’re dealing with, specifically, a rival fae caster. One, who, I’m afraid, is
  
   rather
  
  more powerful than myself. Without information…” He shrugged helplessly, then offered a weak grin. “Now, if you point me at a
  
   warlock,
  
  I can have them crispy-fried and in a basket for you by dinner!”
 

 
  “I can crush my own warlocks, thank you,” she said curtly.
 

 
  “With that said,” Schwartz hurried on, “there
  
   is
  
  something I
  
   can
  
  do, but I wanted to clear it with you before taking action, because it’ll result in me being out of commission for a while.”
 

 
  Basra narrowed her eyes. “Go on.”
 

 
  “It’s about the shadow elemental we fought, you see. A creation that powerful and sophisticated necessarily has a
  
   lot
  
  of its creator put into it. With time to study it, I can potentially find a link that we can use to track it back to its maker!”
 

 
  “It’s a little too destroyed to study,” Jenell commented.
 

 
  “Yes, exactly,” Shwartz agreed, nodding. “Unfortunately we didn’t have the chance to nail that down at the time. So! I’d like to set up a spell that’ll let me, ah, sort of reach back in time to
  
   get
  
  some of that information.”
 

 
  
  
  “You can scry through
  
   time?”
  
  Basra demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, goodness, no!” he said hastily. “Scrying is arcane craft—well, unless you’re a
  
   really
  
  advanced…um, sorry, that’s off the topic. No, and anyway, traveling anything through time is asking to get a visit from the Scions of Vemnesthis, which is
  
   not
  
  pleasant. But!” He tapped his temple, grinning. “I was
  
   there.
  
  And the memory, while it isn’t as good as firsthand experience, has a
  
   lot
  
  of data that I didn’t consciously note at the time. That’s just how the brain works, you know! So what I plan to do involves entering a
  
   very
  
  deep trance to explore my own mind in detail from within, to extract information from that memory and see if I can figure out anything useful. Anything that can give us more intelligence about the person responsible for all this.”
 

 
  “I like it,” she said, nodding. “Sounds more concrete than anything else thus far.”
 

 
  “As I said, though,” he continued soberly, “this is a
  
   major
  
  undertaking. I’ll be out of commission for…gosh, it’ll be hours at the very least. Could well be the whole day. Maybe longer. I didn’t want to just
  
   do
  
  that without getting your go-ahead. And, uh… I’d rather have the supervision of a healer, if Bishop Snowe or Sister Falaridjad would oblige?”
 

 
  “Excellent,” she said in a clipped tone. “Well done, Schwartz. Get started on that as soon as you can make the arrangements, and keep me informed.”
 

 
  “Will do!”
 

 
  “As of this moment,” she added in a much drier tone,
  
   “Schwartz
  
  is by a substantial margin the most useful member of this group. All of us should pause and reflect upon our shortcomings.”
 

 
  “Basra,” Branwen said in gentle reproof, “we are
  
   all
  
  in the same position you are. Without more information, what can we do?”
 

 
  “That brings us to our last member,” Basra said, turning to Ami, “who has actually been
  
   doing
  
  something all morning. Or so I sincerely hope.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you
  
   needn’t
  
  worry,” Ami said haughtily. “I have been out in the city, listening and learning. There are
  
   indeed
  
  stirrings of unease regarding the incidents in question, but information is scarce. In an environment such as that, rumor flourishes, which muddies the waters. Rumors, now,
  
   those
  
  I can chase down—given time. However, like Mr. Schwartz, I am only in the very
  
   beginning
  
  stages of my own campaign. These things take
  
   time.
  
  I have visited several of the city’s most upscale establishments under the pretense of seeking permission to perform; I had a productive time overhearing gossip and asking innocent questions, but of course, nothing is
  
   open
  
  at this hour. Actually getting to the gentry will have to wait till they are free from their hangovers and pursuing the next ones.”
 

 
  “Never been to Viridill before, have you?” Jenell asked dryly. “You seem to be expecting more excitement than there is.”
 

 
  “Upscale establishments?” Basra said sharply. “I’d prefer a broader range of investigation. Even here, are surely a variety of taverns, tea rooms, shroom farms…”
 

 
  “Your
  
   Grace,”
  
  Ami said in evident horror, “I have a
  
   reputation!
  
  A method, a persona, and for a bard, all of those are inter
  
   connected!
  
  I simply
  
   cannot
  
  be loitering about in unclean hellholes—really, a person like
  
   me!”
  
 

 
  Basra closed her eyes. “Goddess, save me. Bards, witches, glorified temple prostitutes…
  
   This
  
  is what I have to work with.”
 

 
  “In
  
   any
  
  case,” Ami continued, sticking her nose in the air, “I have chosen my methods for a
  
   reason,
  
  not simply because I enjoy the finer things in life. One learns so much
  
   more
  
  from the rich and powerful; they know things that no one else
  
   does,
  
  and have a perspective that sees farther as a rule. True, one sacrifices some of the more wide-reaching viewpoints of the common folk…but where the high and mighty congregate, so too do their
  
   servants.”
  
  She winked roguishly. “And
  
   those
  
  frequently offer the best of both worlds.”
 

 
  “Hang on.” Basra turned her back on the bard, frowning suddenly at Schwartz. “If
  
   you’re
  
  in as much of a waiting phase as the rest of us, Schwartz, what were you working on so furiously there? That needed materials from your cult?”
 

 
  “Oh!” Schwartz cleared his throat uncomfortably, shuffling papers. “Ah, well, I
  
   did
  
  try a basic divination. The fae arts don’t give precise detail like scrying, as you probably know; oracular divinations are all but impossible to block, but, ah…how shall I put this…”
 

 
  “Tactically useless,” Basra said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Well, I wouldn’t
  
   exactly
  
  say… Okay, yes, that’s kind of a fair point. But still, I figured, what’s the harm in trying, right? Any little thing we learn, after all!”
 

 
  “Since you didn’t see fit to report on your results,” she retorted, “I gather they were, in a word,
  
   useless.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, well, um…yes, I’m afraid so.” He shrugged awkwardly. “It’s like dream imagery. All symbolism and…well. I
  
   have
  
  managed to identify the broken tree I saw!” he offered, holding up one volume whose cover labeled it a book of the mystical correspondences of plants. “But as for what it
  
   means…
  
  A lame wolf and a broken aspen, a snake that turned into a man, a crow circling overhead.” Again he shrugged. “I’ll be keeping an eye open in the coming days, needless to say, but sadly, things like this are seldom clear except after the fact.”
 

 
  
   “Well,”
  
  Ami said archly. “That all sounds
  
   tremendously
  
  morbid.”
 

 
  “All right,” Basra said curtly. “Then unless anyone has anything else?”
 

 
  A chilly silence met her. Branwen sighed very softly into it.
 

 
  “Fine,” said Basra. “That’s it for now, then. Snowe, Talaari, keep me appraised of your comings and goings; the rest of you, stay in the house unless I tell you otherwise. And Falaridjad… Look, just put together some sandwiches. Can you manage not to burn
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  Outside the library window, a shadow detached itself from the wall and slid silently down it to the street below, where it vanished into a storm drain.
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  The Temple of Izara at N’Tali Falls was considered one of the wonders of the world, and certainly one of its most beautiful sights. The temple itself was not large, and not particularly impressive architecturally, being a small complex of domes and colonnades in a blended Omnist/Avenist style, with a single obelisk rising from its central courtyard. It was its location that gave it such appeal.
 

 
  On the western edge of the Wyrnrange, a miles-long ridge spouted a veritable forest of springs and tiny rivers, which tumbled down its craggy slopes in a series of narrow falls, collecting in various ledges and running toward a series of larger waterfalls, growing progressively mightier as more and more of them met, until they all poured down from a single narrow outcropping in five great cataracts to a lake far below. The famous temple sat on an island right at the brink of one of these, its several outbuildings reached by arched stone bridges crossing the falls.
 

 
  Framed above and below by falling water, the temple had further added to its beauty through its glorious gardens. Its roses alone were nearly the stuff of fable, encouraged by fae arts to thrive throughout the chain of little islands. Decorative trees had also been cultivated, the courtyards and small steppe gardens bristling with dogwoods, crimson maples, blossoming apple and cherry trees, and even several rare mimosas—one of which had produced a sapling donated to the Abbey at Virdill, in which a young Trissiny Avelea had climbed as a child. Verdant mosses overlaid the rounded rocks on which the temple complex sat, and the languid fronds of willow trees trailed over the water from the river’s banks.
 

 
  It also had the distinction of being one of very few temples of any faith which had never been sacked or raided. That was due not merely to the consideration often extended the inoffensive priests of Izara, but to the fact that the temple was damnably hard to get to. It was easily and often admired from the three villages perched around the shores of the lake below, but the only paths up there were steep and too narrow for even a donkey. As such, while the clerics within would minister to any visitor just as any of their order did, the N’Tali Temple was used primarily as a place of training, meditation, and study for the Izarite clergy.
 

 
  That fact made it somewhat convenient that visitors were few and passersby nonexistent. An awful lot of people suspected the private rites of Izara’s faith to be a lot more salacious than they were. N’Tali’s inaccessibility was likely the only reason the clerics in residence found any time to pray.
 

 
  Which was not to say it was devoid of visitors. Some people were less inconvenienced by obstacles than others.
 

 
  Only a handful of priests were present in the central domed sanctuary, most sitting or kneeling in prayer, and all looked up in surprise and interest when an unfamiliar figure came strolling casually in. Only two of them straightened further, their expressions even more startled; the rest were apparently not prepared to recognize Arachne Tellwyrn by description alone.
 

 
  One of these happened to be the priest currently in charge, a lean man of local Western complexion in his early middle years. He rose smoothly from his seat beside the indoor fountain which formed the centerpiece of the chamber (Izara did not approve of statues or depictions of herself) and glided swiftly toward her.
 

 
  “Nice place,” Tellwyrn commented, coming to a stop halfway toward the fountain and peering critically around, her hands planted on her hips. “I commend you on your skill at preservation. I’ve not been here in…damn, nearly two hundred years. It hardly looks different. Somebody finally touched up the mosaics, I see.”
 

 
  She fell silent, watching with a faintly puzzled frown as the priest approached her wordlessly. Her frown deepened and she leaned subtly backward when he did not stop or slow, but neither backed away nor resisted when the man finally wrapped his arms around her in a hug.
 

 
  “Excuse you?” she said in disbelief, scowling at his ear from inches away.
 

 
  “Welcome,” the priest replied quietly, still holding her. “Welcome to our home. This is a place of rest; you can be assured we will tend to any of your needs we are able. You’re safe here.”
 

 
  “I’m safe everywhere,” she said irritably, arms dangling at her sides. “I’m Arachne
  
   goddamn
  
  Tellwyrn, you twit. Get off me.”
 

 
  The priest sighed softly, but slowly drew back, holding her gently by the shoulders and gazing into her eyes. “No one is more or less important than anyone else in Izara’s eyes; her people will do whatever we can to assuage anyone’s pain. My name is Taraue; I have the honor of leading this temple for now. And I want you to know, however it may feel sometimes, that you
  
   are
  
  loved.”
 

 
  “Hi, Taraue,” she said curtly, directing a pointed look to one of his hands on her left shoulder. “All the
  
   way
  
  off, if you please.”
 

 
  He complied, lowering his arms and stepping backward out of her space, to fold his hands before him and gaze seriously at her. “How may we aid you? We can speak here, or in privacy, whichever you prefer. I will be glad to accommodate your needs.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said, again looking around the temple. “Well, I don’t actually want to talk to you, no offense. It’s just that the boss lady doesn’t make herself easy to approach. Let the record show that any desperate measures necessary to do so are on
  
   her
  
  head alone.”
 

 
  “Ah…” Taraue frowned faintly in confusion. “If you are seeking High Priestess Delaine, she can be found in the temple in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “You’re either adorable or deliberately playing coy,” she said distractedly, turning in a slow circle and gazing abstractly into the distance all around. “I’m going to ignore that for the moment. I suggest everybody hold onto their butts.”
 

 
  “Hold on—” He broke off as Tellwyrn peremptorily held up a finger before his face, closing her eyes in concentration. For several long seconds, she simply stood there, still and silent. Taraue glanced questioningly at the priestess who had tentatively approached them; she shrugged helplessly.
 

 
  Then, quite suddenly, the light changed, the temperature rose sharply, and everyone’s ears popped from a very abrupt increase in air pressure.
 

 
  For a few moments, there was nothing but shouts of dismay and disoriented stumbling about from the priests, most clutching their heads. Through it all, Tellwyrn stood calmly, opening her eyes and gazing around with a self-satisfied little smile while they regained their equilibrium, only to have it snatched away again at the sight visible through the wide archways opening onto the temple grounds.
 

 
  Gone was the moisture in the air, the roar of the falls, the faint mist of the mountains drifting inside. Even the interior fountain had fallen still. Also gone were the views of the mountain waterfalls, and the expansive vista on the other side of the forests of N’Jendo stretching away to the west, far below. Now, there was only a featureless expanse of sand extending in all directions beneath a scorching, cloudless sky, illuminated by a lurid red sunset.
 

 
  The N’Tali Temple now sat in the middle of a desert.
 

 
  “Wh—” Taraue’s equanimity was well and truly disrupted now. “What—how did you—
  
   Why?”
  
 

 
  He broke off suddenly, eyes widening, as she laid the blade of her gold-hilted saber against his throat.
 

 
  “That’s just the opening act, of course,” Tellwyrn said pleasantly. “Gods can’t just come running
  
   every
  
  time I make a pest of myself, or they’d never find time for all that aimless sitting around contemplating infinity which I am pretty sure occupies most of their day. Say, Taraue, did you know that when a person is beheaded, the brain survives for up to two minutes?”
 

 
  He emitted a soft wheeze, seemingly afraid even to swallow.
 

 
  “Of course, dismemberment on that scale is more than virtually any healer can fix,” she continued with the same lightly conversational tone. “But for a deity, that’s nothing at all. Why, I bet even if—”
 

 
  The saber suddenly and soundlessly vanished from her hand. Taraue took the opportunity to stumble backward, clutching at his throat.
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned slowly to face the figure which had appeared behind her.
 

 
  “Arachne,” the goddess said, “put my temple back where it was, please.”
 

 
  “Aww,” Tellwyrn said, smirking and folding her arms. “You mean a great and mighty goddess of the Pantheon can’t handle that herself?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Izara said evenly, “but I would like for
  
   you
  
  to do it.”
 

 
  The goddess of love, in human form, was a short, gawkish young woman who would not have earned a second look if passed in the street, or possibly even a first one. Standing barely as tall as Tellwyrn’s chin and with a skinny, bony frame almost devoid of curvature, she had narrow features, rather protuberant blue eyes and a nose far too large for her face, surmounted by a mane of dirty blond hair that was too frizzy to be properly contained by her loose ponytail.
 

 
  “Well, all right,” Tellwyrn said at last, smiling faintly. “I suppose that’s entirely fair. Hang tight.”
 

 
  This time, she didn’t close her eyes, simply gazing without focus into the distance; the momennt of concentration stretched out longer, though, punctuated by continuing cries of alarm from throughout the temple complex.
 

 
  The transition back was far smoother, however. There was barely a flicker of passage, no alarming jolt, and everyone arrived without even another disturbance of the inner ears. In fact, every soul on the grounds experienced an apparently sourceless sensation of calm and even faint euphoria upon the restoration of the temple’s famous mountain views and coolly humid atmosphere.
 

 
  The fountain began splashing again; it sounded almost relieved.
 

 
  “There, you see?” Tellwyrn said, grinning. “You
  
   can
  
  lend a hand when you want!”
 

 
  “Only because you never think of the other
  
   people
  
  affected by your antics,” Izara said severely, folding her arms. “I am only still here because I assume you’ll simply throw another cosmic tantrum if I depart without hearing you out.”
 

 
  “As I was telling Vesk just the other day,” the Professor replied cheerfully, “I
  
   like
  
  this new state of affairs. It’s so much easier and quicker to get you turkeys down off your pedestals when I don’t need to care if you like me.”
 

 
  The look Izara gave her was too sad even to be reproachful. She turned her head, addressing her priest with a warm smile. “Taraue, would you kindly send messengers to the villages below? I imagine that spectacle was rather alarming for them. The people should be reassured that all is well.”
 

 
  “At once, lady,” he said, bowing deeply to her before backing a few steps away and turning to gently take the arm of a nearby priest and lead him toward the far door. Three remaining clerics were left in the sanctuary, all on their knees in the presence of their goddess, but all watching the unfolding confrontation with keen interest and, in at least two cases, expressions of very un-Izarite asperity for the elf.
 

 
  “Your boy is causing trouble, Izara,” Tellwyrn said, the jocularity gone from her own expression.
 

 
  “It was just a hug, Arachne,” Izara said wryly. “My clerics do not customarily place their hands on another person without permission, but you cannot bring the kind of inner pain
  
   you
  
  are accustomed to ignoring into the presence of an empath without inciting a deep and instinctive need to comfort you.”
 

 
  “Do not yank my threads,” Tellwyrn snapped. “You know
  
   very
  
  well who I’m talking about, and
  
   what
  
  I’m talking about. Make this any more difficult than it needs to be and I’m going to get less playful.”
 

 
  The goddess gave no reaction to the threat. “Yes, Arachne, but
  
   you
  
  know very well how the covenant that established the Universal Church works. Whatever lingering sympathies a sitting Archpope may feel, he or she belongs to every faith and none. If you wish to complain about Justinian’s behavior, it would be more fitting to speak with Avei, Omnu,or Vidius. Of course,” she added rather archly, raising an eyebrow that was too bushy for her face, “you’d find it a lot harder to
  
   bully
  
  them, wouldn’t you?”
 

 
  “You really think I went to all this trouble to talk about
  
   politics
  
  with
  
   you,
  
  of all people?” Tellwyrn shot back. “A rather troubling pattern is emerging. Quite apart from Justinian’s puppet-mastering, I have Branwen Snowe serving as the mouthpiece and gloves for his current scheme. And since you apparently managed not to notice, your current Bishop is a ham-fisted, manipulative egotist. As was her predecessor, since we’re discussing him anyway. Where the hell do you
  
   find
  
  these people?”
 

 
  “That’s not exactly fair,” Izara said calmly. “Justinian was never ham-fisted. My clerics are chiefly interested in getting about the business of tending to those in need of love; the necessary political posts related to the Universal Church end up going to those who are interested in political advancement—who not coincidentally are those whose presence in my temples is not considered essential. You are aware of all of this, Arachne, and making me recite common knowledge is a tired old conversational gambit. I can tell you really
  
   have
  
  been hanging around with Vesk lately.”
 

 
  “I’m telling him you said that.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell him myself before you see him again. Right now, I find I have about as much patience as
  
   you
  
  have for dissembling. What is it you expect me to do, Arachne? Justinian answers to the Pantheon as a whole, now; I could speak to him, but I can’t command him on my own. And if you wanted me to carry messages either to him or to the other gods, you are too intelligent to think the
  
   way
  
  you chose to approach me would gain my cooperation.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” Tellwyrn said curtly, “everywhere I turn, it seems I have a rogue Izarite making mean-spirited advances against my University.”
 

 
  “Really? You have only turned in two directions?”
 

 
  “You know my faults quite well,” the elf barreled on. “I’m sure you could make
  
   quite
  
  the speech about them. You should also know, therefore, that I’ve done nothing to deserve
  
   this.
  
  If it were just me, I could sit back and enjoy the luxury I have of not giving a flying damn what Justinian or Snowe say about anything. They are creeping toward being a threat to my
  
   kids,
  
  however, and that I will simply not allow.” She folded her arms, glaring at the goddess over her spectacles. “Now that I have your attention, Izara,
  
   this
  
  is what I want from you: prevent this from turning into a situation where I have to put a stop to these machinations myself. Use those subtler, gentler methods you are so justly proud of. I don’t mind acknowledging that
  
   I
  
  frankly suck at them. If
  
   I
  
  have to shut Justinian down, the shockwaves will ripple across the world and hurt a
  
   lot
  
  of people.”
 

 
  “So long as he is Archpope,” Izara said quietly, “your preferred methods will not even touch him.”
 

 
  “And if you think my preferred methods are brutal,” Tellwyrn countered, “you don’t want to see me forced into methods that I
  
   don’t
  
  prefer. I’m not suggesting you should tell him to back off; I doubt it would be worthwhile to talk to
  
   him
  
  at all, even for you. A simple public
  
   statement
  
  from you would put a complete halt to all of this, however. The aggression is coming from an Izarite Bishop and a—fine, formerly—Izarite Archpope. All it would take is a few words from you that you don’t approve of this behavior, and their credibility would vanish instantly.”
 

 
  The goddess shook her head, a rueful little smile flickering across her features. “Vesk put you up to this, didn’t he?”
 

 
  “I thought you didn’t like my usual methods? Well, here’s me, trying a—for want of a better term—Vesker approach. You gonna help, or you’d rather I just fall back on blasting assholes to smithereens if they provoke me?”
 

 
  “Have you given the slightest thought, Arachne, to what would
  
   happen
  
  if I said the words that would damage the credibility of the Archpope and my Bishop?” Izara asked almost plaintively. “Talk about something that would send shockwaves.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn replied seriously. “But those would be shockwaves of a much lesser severity…and you’re avoiding the important point. I’m
  
   right.
  
  This kind of underhanded, aggressive politicking is not Izarite, and it’s not appropriate behavior for the Universal Church or its leadership. This is a
  
   blatant
  
  attempt to use me as a scapegoat for simple political gain. I’ll be frank: I am asking you to damage his credibility in order to secure my own interests, but it
  
   remains
  
  true that he deserves and
  
   needs
  
  to lose it if this is how he’s going to behave. Otherwise, he’ll just keep doing this, the Church will suffer,
  
   all
  
  the cults will suffer, and whether or not he achieves whatever goal it is he’s ultimately after, he will step on a whole lot of faces along the way. The Archpope is supposed to be a mediator between faiths, not some kind of religious demagogue or mastermind.”
 

 
  Izara sighed. “That may be… But you are definitely blinded by your own stake in this. The thing I have always admired most about you is your awareness of your own flaws, Arachne; please don’t lose that.” She held up a hand to forestall the argument Tellwyrn opened her mouth to deliver. “I will consider what you’ve said, I promise you. I will also speak with the others of the Pantheon. On a matter as complicated and potentially dangerous as this, I will not swear any action beyond that. Does that satisfy you?”
 

 
  “For the moment, I suppose,” Tellwyrn said with a disgruntled grimace. “That
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean this is over. If nothing is done, and I have to
  
   keep
  
  revisiting the issue…”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Izara said with a sigh. “I’ll have
  
   that
  
  conversation to look forward to. As I told you before, Arachne, if you ever decide to accept my
  
   help
  
  in addressing your own teetering tower of personal issues, you have only to speak your request. I really
  
   wish
  
  you would take me up on it…but of course, I wouldn’t force you even if I could. Barring either of those eventualities, farewell.”
 

 
  “Just a moment,” Tellwyrn said sharply. “Give me back my sword.”
 

 
  “The one you were just holding at the throat of the most innocent man with whom you’ve spoken in a week?” Izara said dryly.
 

 
  “That’s not giving Alaric his due, you know.”
 

 
  “What makes you think you
  
   deserve
  
  to have it back?”
 

 
  “It wasn’t a request, Izara.”
 

 
  That was finally too much for one of the watching priestesses. “Speak to her with
  
   respect!”
  
  she burst out, surging to her feet and glaring at the elf, stopping only when Izara gave her a kind smile and a forestalling gesture.
 

 
  “I can only assume that was directed at you,” Tellwyrn remarked, her gaze still fixed on the goddess.
 

 
  Izara sighed and rolled her eyes. “You’ll find it back at your home. Which is where you should take yourself now, please. Good-
  
   bye,
  
  Arachne. Call me when you’re ready to accept the help you actually
  
   need.”
  
 

 
  And then, with no fanfare or production, she was gone.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn paused to snort disdainfully before vanishing herself with a soft
  
   pop.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The wind, for once in this place, was gentle. The sun-baked desert stretched out below, but this tiny outcropping high in the Dwarnskolds was cool and touched by a mild breeze. He hadn’t even needed to use magic to protect the site—which was fortunate, as his particular brand of magic was less than helpful for manipulating weather. Nonetheless, infernal charms hung within the structure he had raised, ready to throw up protections against the fickle wind should they be needed. Not great protections, but they would hopefully do.
 

 
  Four craggy arms of glossy obsidian had been grown incongruously from the golden-brown native stone of the mountain, arching toward each other to meet in the middle and with a painted paper lantern hanging from their intersection. At this time of day it added no light to speak of; it was merely there for decoration, like most of the other touches in place. A folding paper screen in the traditional Sifanese style stood along the rear opening of the impromptu gazebo (firmly secured to the ground, of course), leaving it an unobstructed view of the sprawling desert below. Three hefty pots were arranged artfully around the perimeter of the space, each containing a cherry tree, young and none as tall as a grown man, but all dusted with lovely pink blossoms which bobbed in the light wind.
 

 
  Embras Mogul sat at one of the two chairs arranged on either side of the table he had placed in the center of the sheltered spot, humming softly to himself as he carefully placed tiny objects in precise locations around it. He had a whole bag of mismatched little game pieces in one hand, using the other to arrange them just so on the board.
 

 
  “I’m afraid the pots don’t match.”
 

 
  Mogul rose smoothly to his feet, depositing the bad on the chair and bowing deeply to the slender figure which had stepped out from behind one of the obsidian columns.
 

 
  “Welcome, dear lady! I apologize for my paltry hospitality. Yes, indeed, each of them came from a different city—there are not
  
   so
  
  many portable blooming sakura trees in the Tiraan Empire, unfortunately. Getting them to blossom at this time of year, much less to flourish while being moved around, requires some considerable skill in the fae arts, I understand. Individuals with the requisite talents are necessarily somewhat dangerous for my people to approach.”
 

 
  “Ah, but no hospitality is poor which is arranged at such effort,” Ekoi Kaisa said with a sly little smile. “You honor me.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   you
  
  who honor me by accepting my sadly belated invitation,” he said gallantly, stepping around behind the table and holding the other chair out for her. Kaisa paced forward and seated herself daintily, curling her tail out of the way. Only once she was settled did Embras resume his own seat, whisking his bag of game pieces aside. “I am
  
   very
  
  relieved you opted to do so, madam. I fear I have been sadly remiss as it is; thank you kindly for allowing me the chance to amend my error.”
 

 
  “Well, you are a courteous one, aren’t you?” she said, her smile growing subtly more vulpine. “I had more than half expected this conversation to begin with a reminder that laying hands upon a high priest would invite the wrath of his goddess.”
 

 
  “Your pardon, Ekoi-sensei, but having already misstepped so badly, I would not dream of belittling your intelligence by pointing out the obvious.”
 

 
  Kaisa laughed, softly but in apparently sincere delight. “And so nimble with your tongue! Very well, I am curious. In what way do you imagine you have offended me?”
 

 
  “Why, simply by failing to welcome you to our realm,” he said with an easy smile. “Far be it from me to criticize Professor Tellwyrn, but her admirable forthrightness does have its downsides, does it not? I fear
  
   no
  
  one has taken the time to acquaint you fully with the situation into which you’ve been suddenly included.”
 

 
  “Ah, Arachne,” Kaisa said with a fond little smile. “Such an apparently brutish creature on the surface, but I do believe she is one of the most
  
   interesting
  
  individuals I have met in all my long years.”
 

 
  “For that, I shall take your word,” he replied. “I’m afraid I’ve not had the pleasure of the lady’s acquaintance.”
 

 
  “You might not survive the pleasure. She is less susceptible than I to flattery, and assuredly not intimidated by Elilial’s ire. So, you wish to…bring me up to speed, is that it?” She tilted her head quizzically, one tufted ear twitching. “And I am to simply…
  
   accept
  
  your assessment of this so very complicated situation which you believe I do not understand.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said ruefully, “it seems I’ve put my foot in my mouth again. My humblest apologies, Professor; a clever old goat like myself is far too quick to think himself smart, usually at exactly the worst moment. No, indeed, I don’t imagine that you lack understanding—of Tiraas, or of anything. I can hardly dream how much a person must learn in the course of a life as long and interesting as yours.”
 

 
  He made a sweeping gesture over the round table, whose top was painted in an exquisitely detailed map of the continent, now festooned with various little carved pieces.
 

 
  “I am certain you are
  
   quite
  
  familiar with everything immediately concerning your position here,” Embras began, setting a tiny pair of golden spectacles atop the dot marking Last Rock, where it was surrounded by a hodgepodge of other bits and bobs, the largest being a small sunburst, a golden eagle, and a black scythe. “However, as you surely know better than most, events in one place very often feel the pull of those transpiring elsewhere, especially in this ever-more-connected world of ours. In particular, the machinations of those in great centers of power exert a pull on
  
   all
  
  they survey, and indeed upon things they never trouble to imagine.”
 

 
  He carefully placed an upright silver ankh by the star-marked city of Tiraas, where it completed a little tableau. A cluster of tiny bishop pieces, like those from a chess set but smaller, were positioned around the ankh; a second cluster of more varied pieces stood next to this one, centered upon a silver gryphon.
 

 
  “Then, too,” he continued, placing another small bishop on Veilgrad, “there are independent players—one never knows what unknown elements
  
   might
  
  up and do, but there are always a few whose actions have specific relevance to one’s own activities.” With a small flourish, he added two more bishops, this time to Vrin Shai. “In fact, I’m quite certain you know a few details about this game that
  
   I
  
  do not; at least, one hopes so. It would hardly be any fun otherwise. Regardless, whatever you may think of my trustworthiness—and you are surely not so unwise as to be unwary—be assured I am under no illusions that you cannot sniff out any lie I tell you. And
  
   that
  
  would bring your annoyance down upon me, which is an outcome I would rather avoid.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” she said pleasantly. “That is rather the point of this exchange, is it not?”
 

 
  “Quite so!” he said, beaming. “So, no, honored lady, I do not presume to lecture you about the state of the world. You were wiser beyond my highest ambitions when my grandparents were yet unconceived, and will be even more so when I am long dust. Rather than an attempt to educate you, I am offering a
  
   courtesy.
  
  You are here, you are involved, you are surely a
  
   greatly
  
  interesting element which will enliven this game considerably. And, sadly, I fear no one has troubled to extend to you the polite, and obvious, question.”
 

 
  Embras held out his hand and uncurled his fingers, revealing a tiny carved jade figurine of a fox. He smiled disarmingly at the kitsune.
 

 
  “Would you like to play?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Tellwyrn shut the door of her office behind her and paced forward, stopping right in front of her desk. She planted her fists on her hips and shook her head slowly, staring down at the gold-hilted saber driven half the length of its blade into the desktop.
 

 
  “Bitch.”
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  “What are you doing?” Scorn demanded suspiciously, drawing back her lips to bare fangs and scowling at Rook.
 

 
  He skittered back a step, eyes widening. “I—oh, uh, I was just… I mean, it’s not like they trained us for honor guard duty, I was just trying to be polite…”
 

 
  “Armed man sneaking up on my behind is being
  
   not
  
  polite,” the demon snapped.
 

 
  “Scorn.” Ravana’s voice was gentle and soft, but nonetheless stilled the growing confrontation. “He’s correct, that was a polite gesture. It’s a custom, here, for a man to hold a lady’s chair for her as she sits.”
 

 
  “…oh.” Scorn rolled her shoulders once, then nodded curtly at Rook. “Thank you, then, for custom.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome,” he replied, still edging backward.
 

 
  Ravana cleared her throat very softly, catching Scorn’s gaze and raising one eyebrow.
 

 
  The demon drew in a deep breath, swelling menacingly, then let it out in a sigh. “I am sorry for snapping at you. I misunderstood.”
 

 
  “No offense taken at all!” he said with forced cheer, retreating all the way to the wall. “Enjoy your dinner.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Teal murmured. Shaeine gave her a sidelong little smile; Maureen grinned and winked.
 

 
  “Is a good custom anyway,” Scorn added, seating herself. “Man showing respect to a woman. We do not have that at my home. Maybe I start it when I go back.”
 

 
  “It’s actually a complicated question whether chivalrous gestures like that are respectful or just sexist,” Teal mused. “Or both.”
 

 
  “Such cultural practices are often difficult to parse in such simple terms,” said Shaeine. “We have many such customs in Tar’naris, and while we largely eschew discriminatory practices that cause unnecessary strife, I must acknowledge that many of them are quite openly sexist.”
 

 
  “Well, not everything discriminatory is overtly disruptive, necessarily,” Sekandar remarked.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the drow replied, nodding to him. “In fact, I have had several very interesting conversations with Trissiny about this very subject.”
 

 
  “If by ‘interesting’ ye mean ‘long,’ I don’t doubt it,” Maureen said cheerfully.
 

 
  Sekandar hid a smile behind a discreet little cough. “By the way, where is Trissiny? I thought you were going to invite her, Ravana.”
 

 
  “I did indeed,” the Duchess said serenely. “Invitations were extended to, among others, all three paladins and Princess Zaruda. Unfortunately, that forms a roster entirely of people who have no interest in dinner parties. In frankness, while I would have welcomed anyone who chose to attend, I mostly made the offer so that no one would feel excluded.”
 

 
  “Ah,” the prince replied, keeping his expression even. Iris sighed softly, glancing down at her hands in her lap.
 

 
  “I’m afraid the rest of the sophomore class begged off, citing prior commitments,” Ravana said calmly. “But no matter! We are here, and have the place to ourselves. It promises to be an enjoyable evening.”
 

 
  The place in question was one of the closest things Last Rock had to a back alley: the space between the rear of the Ale & Wenches and the warehouse behind it, which was town property communally used by local businesses for storage. Ravana had somehow arranged for it to be not only scrupulously cleaned, but decorated with tasteful paper lanterns and bunches of hanging flowers. Their table and chairs were of the folding variety, but the tablecloth was a rich brocade. And the food was better than anything served in the A&W. They could hear (and smell) the town clearly, and had a clear view of more back buildings in one direction and the prairie in the other, but a little care had somehow transformed this spot into a peculiar kind of outdoor dining room.
 

 
  “So,” Scorn said carefully, peering around, “this is a…formal occasion?”
 

 
  “Oh, not particularly,” Ravana said airily, reaching for the basket of rolls. “I use the term ‘dinner party’ somewhat euphemistically. Really, more of a picnic.”
 

 
  “Okay, good,” Scorn said, nodding. “I am… There are customs, yes? I don’t know them.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Ravana agreed, smiling and glancing over at Teal. “Consider it an opportunity for us to get to know one another better, without the pressure of expectations. And you can get some practice toward dining customs without any stakes.”
 

 
  “I am not being laughed at,” Scorn said, dragging a scowl around the table.
 

 
  “Most certainly not,” Sekandar agreed gallantly. “I’m sure no one here would dream of it.”
 

 
  “Anyone who does will be asked to leave,” Ravana stated. “Which is why I was careful to invite only people who I trust not to do any such thing.”
 

 
  “And notably,” Iris added, smugly pouring herself a glass of wine, “our other roommate is
  
   absent.”
  
 

 
  “I begin to wonder if your fixation on Addiwyn isn’t making things in our room worse, with all respect,” said Szith. “I know her flaws as well as you, but she has been notably quiet since the first week of classes.”
 

 
  “Well, of course,” Iris said acidly. “Since her behavior in the first week was utterly psychotic, that isn’t setting much of a bar, now is it.”
 

 
  “She did save yer life in the Golden Sea trek,” Maureen pointed out.
 

 
  “I’m sure that was just reflex,” Iris muttered.
 

 
  “Granted, I wasn’t as close at the time,” said Sekandar, “but I never met anyone whose reflexes include grabbing a manticore by the tail to prevent it from stinging someone.”
 

 
  “This roommate,” said Scorn. “I think I have met her. She is the rude elf?”
 

 
  “That sums her up
  
   perfectly,”
  
  Iris agreed.
 

 
  “Hm.” The demon nodded. “Why do you let her to act this way? Best to have things out, openly. If she is being mysterious and nasty, force a confrontation. Then you get the truth!”
 

 
  A short silence fell.
 

 
  “I quite agree,” Ravana said after a moment. “In fact, I said so at the time.”
 

 
  “Aye,” Maureen added wryly. “An’ we tried that. Didn’t go so well.”
 

 
  “Sometimes forcing a confrontation is the
  
   last
  
  thing you should do,” Teal said gently. “Um…on another note…are we really just gonna make the guys stand around while we eat?”
 

 
  “We are on duty,” Moriarty said crisply from the other end of the alley. “Per the statutes governing use of Imperial soldiers by the Houses, our current arrangement with the Duchess constitutes a binding—”
 

 
  “What he means,” Rook interrupted with a grin, “is that if her Grace wants to pay us to stand around, then stand we shall. You kids have fun, don’t worry about us. Frankly, I feel like we’re gettin’ away with something as it is. Not likely you’re in any danger in
  
   this
  
  town.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   did
  
  you feel the need to hire them on as security, if you don’t mind my asking?” Shaeine inquired.
 

 
  “I am not concerned for my physical safety, considering the company,” said Ravana, calmly buttering a roll. “Given the tensions in Last Rock, of late, I thought an
  
   official
  
  Imperial presence might keep things…calm.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a good thought, but maybe going a little overboard,” Iris remarked. “Nothing ever happens in
  
   this
  
  town.”
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine exchanged a look, but said nothing. At the other end of the alley, Finchley turned to glance at his compatriots.
 

 
  Rook leaned over and nudged Moriarty with an elbow. “Permission to mention the hellgate?”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Moriarty muttered.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “No trouble at all,” Tarvadegh assured him, “It’s not like there are any temple ceremonies at this hour, and I tend to stay up late reading, anyway. My time is yours. What’s on your mind, Gabe? Made a breakthrough on that shadow-casting?”
 

 
  “Actually, this isn’t about training,” Gabriel said slowly, pacing down the center aisle of the underground Vidian sanctuary and finally sinking down onto a bench. “I… Well, I sort of wanted to talk. Are you available in your, y’know, priest-like capacity?”
 

 
  “Absolutely,” Tarvadegh replied, sitting beside him. “Is this…something you can’t discuss with your friends?”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed heavily and slumped forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “Well…it’s about them, is the thing. Sort of.”
 

 
  “Okay.” Tarvadegh just nodded, then waited silently for him to continue.
 

 
  “What if…you
  
   knew
  
  something?” Gabriel said finally. “Something important…maybe even urgent. Something that affects the people closest to you, and…something you weren’t sure you could tell them?”
 

 
  “Well, there are a lot of ‘somethings’ in that hypothetical,” the priest replied. “A
  
   whole
  
  lot depends on the situation. Gabe you don’t have to tell me any details that may be sensitive, rest assured. I’m here to help if I
  
   can,
  
  though.”
 

 
  “The thing is…we’ve always been a group, y’know?” Gabriel sighed and absently drew Ariel, turning the sword over and over in his hands. “Maybe not at first, we had to learn to work together… But as things are, we’re a unit. My first instinct is always to trust the group, to bring them stuff like this so we can plan, but… I dunno, I have this feeling that it would be a
  
   bad
  
  idea in this case. The specific problem in question, I’m afraid, might provoke a, uh, fearful, ignorant reaction.”
 

 
  “How so?” Tarvadegh asked mildly.
 

 
  Gabriel glanced over at him. “…this is confidential, right?”
 

 
  “Absolutely,” the priest said immediately. “Assume that Vidius hears anything you have to say here, but confession is sacred in
  
   all
  
  faiths I know of. I wouldn’t reveal your thoughts even to Lady Gwenfaer.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s some heavy stuff going on,” Gabriel said, watching the light flicker dimly across Ariel’s blade. “The…Black Wreath is sniffing around us. Rather aggressively. And yeah, that sounds like
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of thing I should warn somebody about, right? Except… Based on what I know, I really think it’s smartest to take a step back and
  
   let
  
  them, for now. And…that would be a really,
  
   really
  
  hard sell. Even Toby probably wouldn’t go for that; Trissiny would absolutely lose her mind. Teal and Vadrieny have their own issues with the Wreath, and after what happened in Veilgrad, we’ve
  
   all
  
  got cause to be nervous about them. But I’m also thinking about Veilgrad, and the Wreath, who they are and what they
  
   want.
  
  And in this case…they are specifically not trying to hurt us. They seem to be trying to provoke a reaction.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a rather hostile action in and of itself,” Tarvadegh observed.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded. “But I’ve got indication their motive may actually be helpful… And there are other things. Professor Ekoi is circling them like a hawk, which I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure means Professor Tellwyrn knows about this, too. And neither of them has done anything. What I think… I think the right thing to do would be to quietly watch and see what
  
   they
  
  do. And I think my friends will insist on going on the attack. And…I think that would be a disaster.”
 

 
  “Can I ask a few questions?” Tarvadegh asked mildly.
 

 
  “Sure, of course.”
 

 
  “I suspect I know this already, but what source of information do you have that your classmates don’t?”
 

 
  Gabriel grimaced. “Yeah, well…that’s another thing. I think certain
  
   issues
  
  may come up about the fact that I’m having valkyries spy on people. Do you… This isn’t some kind of abuse of my position, is it, Val?”
 

 
  “I doubt you have to worry about that,” the cleric assured him, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You can’t really
  
   make
  
  the reapers do anything—if they choose to help you, take it as a sign of their favor. And additionally, anything you do involving
  
   them
  
  is all but guaranteed to have the god’s attention, so be assured he would let you know if he disapproved.”
 

 
  “Okay, good.” Gabriel sighed, nodding. “That’s actually quite a relief.”
 

 
  “Whether it’s an abuse of anyone’s
  
   trust
  
  is another matter,” Tarvadegh continued. “A paladin’s role is a martial one more often than not, and there are circumstances in which gathering intelligence is necessary and appropriate.
  
   Especially
  
  against the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “And…” Gabriel paused to swallow. “…what about certain new priestesses of Vidius and Avei who may have moved to the town recently?”
 

 
  For a long moment, Tarvadegh stared at him in silence. Finally, he leaned back, his expression growing thoughtful.
 

 
  “I’ve not been in a hurry to introduce you to some of the more complex inner workings of the cult,” he said at last. “Since our earliest practice sessions, it’s seemed to me that you do better being yourself first and a Vidian second. There must be a
  
   reason
  
  Vidius called our first paladin from outside the faith. But as a general rule, Gabriel… This kind of thing is not at all unusual within our ranks. The doctrine of masks and false faces makes
  
   trust
  
  a thing that we perceive differently than most others. We don’t value it less—if anything, we value it more. But within the cult, there is an
  
   expectation
  
  that no one is going to tell you the full truth about themselves, their ambitions, or their activities. If you’re spying on a priestess of Vidius, for whatever reason… Well. Without saying anything personal about the woman in question, just by virtue of her position, she’s probably done as much to others.”
 

 
  “Have you?” Gabriel asked, frowning slightly.
 

 
  Tarvadegh gave him a grin. “Yes, of course. Though for future reference, that’s a question you’ll probably want to avoid
  
   asking
  
  people outright.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that occurred to me as soon as I said it,” Gabriel agreed, wincing.
 

 
  “And as I said, if you’re using
  
   valkyries
  
  to do this, you would be told if Vidius disapproved of your activities. If anything, I’m encouraged to see you taking some initiative with intelligence-gathering. Now, spying on a priestess of
  
   Avei
  
  is another matter. To my knowledge, the Avenists have no craft that could detect a valkyrie’s presence, but for future reference, absolutely do
  
   not
  
  try that on a Salyrite.”
 

 
  “Noted.”
 

 
  “And be wary of the likely repercussions if you
  
   are
  
  discovered. The only cults that actively
  
   spy
  
  on the Sisterhood are the Black Wreath and the Thieves’ Guild. You have probably heard from Trissiny what they think about that.”
 

 
  “Yep,” he said ruefully.
 

 
  “But back to your original question,” Tarvadegh said in a more serious tone, again squeezing his shoulder. “First, let me say that I’m very glad to see you thinking carefully before acting. Honestly, Gabriel, in general I’ve observed that you thinking of yourself as thoughtless is more of a fault of yours than actually
  
   being
  
  thoughtless, though thoughtlessness is still a real issue you have. I, uh, sort of lost control of that sentence. Need me to re-phrase?”
 

 
  “No, I think I got it,” Gabriel said, grinning. “And you’re pretty much not wrong.”
 

 
  “Okay, good,” Tarvadegh replied with a smile. “So yes, I’m glad you’re thinking about this first. However, the main reaction I take from it is that you don’t seem to respect your friends very much.”
 

 
  Gabriel straightened up, his eyes widening, and stared at Tarvadegh in mute dismay.
 

 
  “Think about it,” the priest went on gently. “These are some of the most dangerous people in the world—and, as you have seen firsthand, some of the most effective. Sure, they have their foibles. Just from your own descriptions, I know of several, and yes, I can see how the information you’re withholding could generate some rather
  
   strident
  
  reactions from several of them. But ultimately, none of them are stupid, and
  
   you
  
  aren’t without flaws. Gabriel, when you decide to determine who knows what, you’re effectively trying to control what people do. And that means you’ve placed yourself at the head of the group—a group which you’re now trying not even to lead, but to manipulate.”
 

 
  “But…but…” Gabriel clenched his jaw, swallowed heavily, then lowered his eyes.
 

 
  “And,” Tarvadegh said kindly, “I know that isn’t what you intend. Honestly, as a Vidian paladin…well, you’re unprecedented, but if someone had told me ten years ago there would
  
   be
  
  a Vidian paladin, I’d have pictured someone doing
  
   exactly
  
  that. The problem here, as I see it, is that your actions are in conflict with your ethics and your desires. I think you’ve stumbled into this box accidentally, not out of a desire to control the situation. That, in my opinion, is the root of your problem.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said quietly. “That’s…wow. Holy
  
   crap,
  
  I’m an asshole.”
 

 
  “As we were just saying,” Tarvadegh said wryly, “you’re a little thoughtless. People make mistakes. Whether or not you’re an asshole is a function of what you do
  
   next.”
  
 

 
  “Right. You’re right.” He drew in a deep breath and let it out explosively. “Yeah, I have to tell them everything. I should’ve just done that from the beginning…crap, this is gonna be a difficult conversation.”
 

 
  “The important ones usually are.”
 

 
  “Thanks, Val. This…was exactly what I needed to hear.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s why they pay me the big bucks,” Tarvadegh said with a grin. “That’s a joke. They don’t actually—”
 

 
  He broke off and both of them looked at the ceiling as the sound of hoofbeats thundered by overhead.
 

 
  “What the…” Gabriel frowned. “It’s after dark, who’d be…” He trailed off, glancing to the side at the invisible figure which had just dived in from above. “Oh, shit.
  
   Trissiny.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx, may I have a word with you?”
 

 
  Basra glanced over at Ildren, who had just emerged from the rear door of their borrowed townhouse, but did not pause in stretching. Against the far wall of the rear courtyard, Jenell also glanced up, then immediately resumed packing away their practice swords and surreptitiously rubbing the several bruises she’d just acquired.
 

 
  The house, though its décor was purely Viridill, was built in the Tiraan style, which meant a short public garden in the front, by the street, and a walled courtyard behind. Since this particular house sat on a corner, bordered by streets on two sides, it was less private than some—they could hear the traffic outside from the courtyard, and there was no telling what anyone had thought of the sounds of two women going at each other with wooden swords for the last hour.
 

 
  “Certainly,” Basra said after leaving her to stew for a calculated moment. “I’m about to head inside, though; make it quick, if you please.”
 

 
  Ildrin glanced over at Jenell. “In private, please?”
 

 
  “I’m willing to indulge you, but not the point of going out of my way,” Basra said brusquely. “And Covrin is my assistant; she’s likely to end up hearing anything you have to say, anyway. I have a habit of venting to her about the various time-wasters I’ve had to deal with in the course of a day.”
 

 
  Ildrin clenched her jaw for a moment. “…fine. What is your
  
   problem
  
  with me? I hardly know you, but I came here to offer my assistance when asked, and you have been nothing but dismissive and hostile.”
 

 
  “Very well, you want the simple truth?” Despite her claim to be on the way inside, Basra turned and strolled over to a stone bench set against the courtyard’s far wall, seating herself. “Working where I do, in the Universal Church, dealing
  
   largely
  
  with the results of Archpope Justinian’s various…agendas…I have incidentally become acquainted with a
  
   number
  
  of individuals whom he considers useful and trustworthy. Yours is a name that has repeatedly come to my attention, both in the Church itself and from sources within the Sisterhood. You have a well-established reputation, Sister Falaridjad, as someone interested in Justinian’s cause as much as Avei’s. If not more so.”
 

 
  “That is a false dichotomy and you
  
   know
  
  it!” Ildrin exclaimed. “I have
  
   never
  
  been
  
   anything
  
  but loyal to Avei and the Sisterhood. But yes, I see a great deal of sense and virtue in the messages that the Archpope has put forth during his tenure, and I’d like to think that’s reflected in my actions. So why is this a
  
   problem?”
  
  She took a step forward, pointing an accusing finger at Basra.
  
   “You
  
  have the same reputation, and far more than I! I’d say anyone in the Sisterhood or the Legions would contend you’re as much Justinian’s creature as Rouvad’s. I’ve heard more than a few rumors that’s the reason you’re now out
  
   here.
  
  What, exactly, is your problem with
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  “I have no problem with you,” Basra said in perfect calm. “I barely know you, nor have any particular interest in you. My
  
   problem
  
  is with a Universal Church element meddling in this matter. From the Sisterhood’s perspective, intervention by the Church is not appropriate unless called for. From
  
   mine…”
  
  Her voice and expression abruptly hardened considerably. “If Justinian or
  
   you
  
  have any thoughts of ‘helping’ me make a name for myself out here to restore Commander Rouvad’s high opinion of me, any attempt to do so would horribly backfire. And
  
   then
  
  I will be angry.”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Jenell said, staring at a spot in the far corner of the courtyard, where dust had begun to swirl upward in a slow spiral that had nothing to do with the very faint movements of air that drifted over the walls.
 

 
  “Furthermore,” Basra barreled on, making a silencing gesture at Jenell,
  
   “Justinian,
  
  at least, is wise enough to know that any attempt by him to intervene would only worsen matters. Which means you’re either here on your own initiative, or far more likely, this is
  
   Branwen’s
  
  idea. Allow me to let you in on a secret, in case you haven’t noticed: Branwen is an idiot. Letting her graduate beyond serving Izara flat on her back has been a sad waste of the only use she has.”
 

 
  Ildrin narrowed her eyes. “Whatever issues the two of you have,
  
   she
  
  has the same reputation among Church-related circles. She’s trusted, and loyal to his Holiness. So, yes, when she approached me about this, I was glad to offer my services.”
 

 
  Basra snorted. “I’ll consider my point made.”
 

 
  “Ma’am?” Jenell said in alarm, having put down the practice swords and picked up her metal one. The dust column had silently swelled to a height greater than a person, and was coalescing slowly into a humanoid figure.
 

 
  “Fine, whatever!” Ildrin exclaimed. “You can still control the situation—it’s not like I’m going to run around trying to slay elementals behind your back! Just give the orders and I’ll follow them; that was the job I signed on for. There is no reason for you to be so
  
   hostile!
  
  I came here in good faith. Does it matter to you at
  
   all
  
  how this affects me?”
 

 
  Basra stared blankly at her. Jenell started to speak again, but the Bishop made a swatting gesture in her direction. “Of course. Sure, of course your perspective matters. But not at the expense of the
  
   mission.
  
  I’ve told you already, Falaridjad, just be ready; when trouble arises, you’ll get your chance to prove yourself.”
 

 
  “And in the meantime,” the priestess said bitterly, “I’m to continue being treated like a—”
 

 
  
   “Basra!”
  
  Jenell barked.
 

 
  Basra snapped her head sideways to glare at her, and in the next moment was on her feet, falling into a ready stance. Jenell threw her sheathed sword, which she deftly caught and drew, tossing the scabbard down onto the bench.
 

 
  Despite being formed from dust, the massive figure’s slow movements made a soft grinding of stone against stone, and indeed it looked, now, like it was assembled from irregular chunks of rock. Towering over eight feet tall and proportioned in a way that would have been imposing even had it not been made of boulders, the elemental dwarfed both them and the courtyard itself. As Jenell backed up toward Basra, it turned to face the three women. The lower of the slabs of rock that formed its head shifted, opening up an obvious mouth, and a deep rumble sounded from within.
 

 
  “Well, Falaridjad, now’s your chance,” Basra said quietly. “Don’t make any moves to agitate it, but on my signal, I want you to draw as much divine energy as you can. Weakening it is the only chance we have against that thing.”
 

 
  “Will that be enough?” Jenell asked, her voice trembling.
 

 
  “We are about to find out,” Basra said, apparently in total calm. “Try to circle around, slowly, toward the door. If this doesn’t work, we’ll have to run, and it can’t fit…”
 

 
  She trailed off as the door to the house opened and Ami came strolling out, strumming a soft tune on her guitar and looking perfectly unconcerned. She ambled out into the courtyard, beginning to sing a lilting tune in elvish.
 

 
  The rock elemental had been shifting toward the three women, its posture clearly aggressive, but suddenly it went quiet, turning to focus on the bard. Another rumble sounded from within, but this time a very soft one; it took one ponderous step toward her, then sank slowly down onto its knees, peering down at her.
 

 
  Ami smiled calmly up at it, continuing to play, but the words of her song changed.
 

 
  
   “Oh, don’t stop planning on my account,
  
 

 
  
   You were really going strong!
  
 

 
  
   Get an idea and please spit it out—
  
 

 
  
   I can’t keep this up for long.”
  
 

 
  “Okay…same plan applies,” Basra said. “Move toward the door, slowly so as not to agitate it. Talaari can back inside last, and it’ll be trapped out there.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure that thing can beat down the wall and get out into the city,” Ildrin said tersely.
 

 
  “And we’ll deal with that,” Basra replied. “but first we have to survive, and that means not being trapped in a box with it.”
 

 
  The back door abruptly banged open again and Schwartz came skittering out, Meesie clinging to his hair. “Your Grace! Bishop Syrinx! My wards have picked up a major elemental ohhhhh, shit.”
 

 
  He slid to a halt, frozen and staring up at the elemental, which had turned its head to peer at him, beginning to straighten up.
 

 
  Ami’s fingers danced nimbly across her strings, and her voice glided upward into a deft arpeggio that seemed almost to fill the courtyard with light. The elemental turned back to face her, seeming to relax again, and shuffled forward a couple of grinding steps, bending closer.
 

 
  “Ah, good, our specialist,” Basra said sharply. “Schwartz,
  
   do
  
  something about this.”
 

 
  “Right,” Schwartz said weakly, staring up at the elemental, then physically shook himself. “Right! I can…yes, I think I can banish it. How did that thing get
  
   in
  
  here?”
 

 
  “It didn’t start like that,” Jenell said. “It formed from dust.”
 

 
  “Dust to stone! That’s
  
   amazing!
  
  Whoever summoned this must be—ah, yes, right, on topic. Yes, I can still banish it,
  
   provided
  
  it’s in a weakened state. Ladies, when I give the word, I’ll need you to channel as much raw divine energy at it as possible—but
  
   not
  
  until I’m prepared! That will make it very angry.”
 

 
  “Covrin, go get Branwen out here,” Basra said curtly. Jenell darted through the door into the kitchen without another word.
 

 
  Schwartz, meanwhile, knelt on the ground and pulled several small pouches and vials from within his sleeves, while Meesie scampered down his arm to cling to his hand. “Ami, can you keep it in that position, please? I’ll just need a couple of minutes.”
 

 
  Ami didn’t even glance at him, nor allow her relaxed posture and kind smile to waver, but switched again to a stanza in Tanglish.
 

 
  
   “I hardly have it on a leash!
  
 

 
  
   Be quick about it, Schwartz.
  
 

 
  
   Fine control’s outside my reach.
  
 

 
  
   Nothing rhymes with Schwartz.”
  
 

 
  “Warts?” Ildrin suggested; Basra made a slashing motion at her.
 

 
  Schwartz, meanwhile, had picked Meesie up and bodily dipped her in a bag of powder, held her up to whisper into her twitching ear, then set her back down. The fire-mouse immediately dashed toward the towering elemental, leaving behind a trail of sparkling powder on the ground. Upon reaching it, she began running around it, first in a simple circle, then in more complicated patterns. Gradually, a full spell circle began to form around the elemental’s feet, positioned so that it was entirely inside it, and Ami was just barely within its outer edge.
 

 
  “Don’t!” Basra said urgently when Ami took a half-step back. “It’s fixated on you, Talaari; it’ll follow you. Retreat when we’re ready to move.”
 

 
  The bard made no response, continuing to play, sing, and gaze placidly up at the rock elemental.
 

 
  It made another soft rumble, then reached over with one huge, clumsy hand to grab a small rose bush from nearby. This it ripped right out of the ground, and set down next to Ami.
 

 
  Meesie’s powder was not running out, fortunately, but it took the tiny elemental time to weave in and out, forming the circle. Schwartz kept his eyes focused on her, expression intent; Ami played on, and Basra stood with her sword at the ready, a half-step in front of Ildrin, whose eyes darted nervously about.
 

 
  Jenell ran back out the kitchen door, trailed a half-moment later by Branwen, who stared at the scene intently but without apparent alarm.
 

 
  “Schwartz?” Basra said quietly.
 

 
  “Almost,” he murmured, beckoning. Meesie dashed back to him, and he gave her a small handful of nuts, which she stuffed into her mouth, making her cheeks bulge comically. “Just another moment…”
 

 
  Meesie ran back to the spell circle, and made a quick but halting trip around it, pausing every few feet to retrieve an acorn from within her mouth with her nimble front paws and place it in a specific spot on the circle. The whole time, Ami kept up her singing.
 

 
  The effect was clearly beginning to waver, however. The elemental made another rumbling sound, shifting as if in a shrug. It began clambering back upright.
 

 
  
   “Schwartz,”
  
  Basra said urgently. For the first time, Ami glanced aside at him, betraying nervousness.
 

 
  “Done!” he said, as Meesie dashed back toward him. “Swamp it with light and I’ll do the rest!”
 

 
  “On my signal,” Basra said rapidly, “you two join me at the edge of that circle, and you get out of there, Talaari. Three…two…
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  She rushed forward, her aura flaring alight, with Branwen and Ildrin flanking her. Ami skittered backward, keeping up her strumming for good measure, but between that and the sudden wash of divine energy, the elemental’s calm was effectively shattered. It threw up one arm to shield its head from the glow, letting out a low, awful roar of displeasure.
 

 
  Shifting its body around, it drew back its other arm, clearly preparing a devastating punch at Basra, Branwen and Ildrin.
 

 
  
   “Herschel!”
  
  Jenell cried.
 

 
  “Got it!” he said, planting his hand, palm-down, on the very edge of the trail Meesie had made toward the elemental, the one feeding into the circle itself.
 

 
  Rather than anything rising up from the circle, a column of white light slammed down from the sky, filling the space defined by the spell circle and momentarily blotting out the elemental from sight. It let out another unearthly roar, and suddenly the light vanished.
 

 
  Where it had stood, there was only dust. It didn’t hold together even for a second, collapsing to the ground and washing over them in a cloud that seemed to fill the courtyard. All six staggered backward from it, coughing and spluttering, Ami trying to hold her guitar overhead and out of reach of the tide of grit.
 

 
  In seconds, however, the dust dissipated as well, seeming to melt back into thin air. Only a few swirls of powder were left on the ground, in and around the remains of Schwartz’s banishment circle. A double handful of fragrant mint leaves drifted on the air, settling gradually to the ground.
 

 
  Branwen caught one. “What on earth…?”
 

 
  “Oh, ah, that’s mine,” Schwartz said awkwardly. “Well, I mean, you’re welcome to have it, if you want, but that was conjured by my… That is, it’s perfectly safe! All my doing, nothing to do with whoever called that thing here.”
 

 
  “Good work, all of you,” Basra said, lowering her sword to her side. “Especially you, Schwartz, and you, Talaari.”
 

 
  “All in a day’s work,” he said modestly.
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   do
  
  have a few uses, if I may say so,” Ami replied with a smug smile. “Don’t think of me as just the bitch with the nice ones.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Scwhartz’s eyes widened. “Bishop Syrinx! I came out here to tell you—it wasn’t just here! I detected
  
   multiple
  
  elementals appearing—all over the city!”
 

 
  In the sudden silence that fell over the courtyard, they finally took note of the sounds drifting in from outside. The normal mild clamor of early evening traffic had been replaced by a distant but distinct cacophony of crashing, splashes, and screams.
 

 
  “Stop!” Basra barked as Ildrin whirled to dash for the courtyard’s side door. “Running out there with no plan will only make things worse. Back into the house, grab any weapons or supplies you need, and meet at the front door in
  
   two
  
  minutes. We will find what’s going on and put a stop to it, but in an
  
   organized
  
  fashion.
  
   Go!”
  
 

 
  They all turned and moved toward the door, following the Bishop, who suited her words with action by being the first one through. Jenell paused and backtracked a moment to retrieve Basra’s scabbard from the side bench where it still lay.
 

 
  “You, ah, might want to be careful with the b-word, Ami,” Schwartz said, following the bard in at the tail of their procession. “Avenists
  
   really
  
  don’t like it.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” she said, turning to give him a coy smile. “Ildrin
  
   definitely
  
  didn’t, I could tell. But Bishop Syrinx, who is never too shy to express her displeasure about
  
   anything?
  
  Not even a hint that she’d noticed.” She turned forward again, her smile only broadening as she stepped back into the shadows of the house. “Interesting, is it not?”
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  The gentler slope of the mountain was challenging but not too arduous to climb on foot, but that same angle made for a rather frightening descent when one was pounding down it on horseback at a full gallop. Nonetheless, Arjen’s every step was sure and unfaltering, even when he leaped over the switchbacking stone path that crossed the slope multiple times. He was, after all, no ordinary horse. Trissiny rode low in the saddle, keeping her body angled forward in defiance of the instinctive urge to lean backward against the slope, trusting her steed to manage the way and focusing fully upon the ephemeral sensation she was tracking.
 

 
  She could feel it in the same subtle way as her customary ability to sense evil, a grating, tingling sense of alarm in the back of her mind. Now, however, augmented by Fross’s wards, there was
  
   direction
  
  to it. Trissiny could have pointed to each of the arcane wards set up in the streets of Last Rock, and could feel the connections between them. It was like a giant spider web, in a way; the links between the wards, and the threads of magic connecting them to her own divine senses, hummed when touched. Now, she was the spider, able to interpret those patterns of motion to pinpoint exactly where they were stemming from. That had to be an effect of the spell, since she didn’t have such powers of discernment ordinarily; she could barely sense magic, and had never been able to interpret patterns this way before.
 

 
  The transition from slope to flat ground was jarring at the speed at which they took it, but Arjen handled it smoothly by gathering himself and leaping the last few yards, landing heavily at the start of the street that ran through Last Rock. It was evening, and despite the falling dusk, people were still up and around on the sidewalks; they all stopped what they were doing and stared at the paladin’s arrival. In fact, the number of them standing around suggested that her approach had been watched at least part of the way down the mountainside.
 

 
  Trissiny wasted not a second before urging Arjen forward, charging down the street at a gallop. “Clear the way!” she bellowed, trusting the horse not to trample anybody. As it was, a few people who were unwisely still in the road had to scamper aside, a couple with shouted imprecations, which she ignored.
 

 
  Demonic taint was like a beacon, searing at her subtler senses rather than her eyes. She could feel the incubus—assuming it was the same kind of thing that had disturbed her before; unlike Scorn, she wasn’t able to distinguish between demon species by aura alone. This time, though, she also had the network of wards pointing her onward. It wasn’t as if she could see the creature, not enough to make out its shape, but its
  
   presence,
  
  and its location, were given away completely.
 

 
  It was up ahead, and on the move, zigzagging about the street as if dodging around people.
 

 
  Trissiny and Arjen charged after it, the horse’s speed and straight course rapidly closing the distance. People saw her coming, fortunately, though they weren’t all equally adroit at getting out of the way. One man in the process of pushing a wheelbarrow across the road yelped at the sight of the mounted paladin barreling right at him and fled, arms over his head, leaving Arjen to leap over his barrow rather than waste precious seconds dodging around.
 

 
  They rounded a corner, thundering down a slightly narrower side street, and at that pace reached the outskirts of the town in moments. She still couldn’t
  
   see
  
  anything in the roads, but she had felt the several ward points as she passed them, and could sense the disturbance leading her own. Up ahead, though, loomed the new Vidian temple. The demon seemed to be heading right for it.
 

 
  Trissiny reined Arjen back to a canter, then gradually came to a stop, staring ahead through narrowed eyes. It was still there…but not fleeing, now. It seemed, instead, to be simply drifting. Still toward the temple.
 

 
  Why would a
  
   demon
  
  head for holy ground? It made no sense.
 

 
  “Just what the
  
   hell
  
  do you think you’re doin’, young lady?!” a man shouted, stomping up the road behind her.
 

 
  “My duty,” she said curtly, not taking her eyes off the fixed point up ahead. Something was wrong here… “Keep back. There is a demon nearby.”
 

 
  “Demon…” The middle-aged townsman paused, peering around uncertainly. Several other residents of Last Rock crept forward behind him, a few within earshot and most giving her distinctly unhappy looks. “I don’t see nothin’ like that.”
 

 
  “That’s why they’re dangerous,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  Suddenly, the target ahead moved, zipping off around the side of the Vidian grounds. She started to spur Arjen after it, but then hesitated, sensing its course, and instead guided him the opposite way. Indeed, as she swept around the temple in a wide arc, the invisible presence in front slammed to a halt, having been attempting to circle around it and head back into the town. It abruptly reversed course, arcing back the way it had come, with Trissiny in hot pursuit.
 

 
  “Clear the road!” she roared as Arjen rounded the amphitheater. This time, the townsfolk were quicker to obey.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I almost feel bad,” Embras Mogul confessed, his cheerful grin belying the claim.
 

 
  “Guilty?” Kaisa asked mildly, her tail waving slowly in the wind.
 

 
  “Not so much that, as embarrassed,” he replied. “This is just more
  
   fun
  
  than it ought to be. Seems a little petty, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  He made another smooth motion with his hands, holding them palms down and with fingers shifting in complex patterns, as if he were manipulating the strings of a marionette. Perched as they were at the base of the church’s steeple, it left him no hands free to hold his balance, but the use of infernal magic was, itself, a balancing act at all times. Embras was surefooted enough not to worry about a fall, but still leaned back against the steeple itself for safety’s sake.
 

 
  “There’s no harm in enjoying one’s work,” she said lightly. “Especially if one’s work encompasses an invigorating chase. Games are
  
   meant
  
  to be fun, after all. Now, if you unnecessarily taunted or abused your prey after finishing your hunt,
  
   that
  
  would be beneath you.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” he agreed. “Not to mention, in this case, bringing me afoul of our agreement that the girl would be unharmed.”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed,” Kaisa said solemnly. “There is that.”
 

 
  “Well, I suppose there’s an element of satisfaction in the long history behind this moment,” Embras murmured, smiling coldly as he watched Trissiny chase the phantom demon trace he was puppeteering far below. “Eons of relations between our respective faiths end up either this way, or with swords and fire. I do believe I like this better.
  
   Dance
  
  for me, little paladin.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The demon swerved partway down the street, abruptly diving through the doors into the Saloon. Arjen skidded to a halt at Trissiny’s direction, the paladin flinging herself from his saddle before he fully stopped and charging through the swinging doors.
 

 
  It was a fairly typical night at the establishment, most of the tables occupied and with Jonas Crete currently plucking out a cheerful tune on the old pianoforte. Every conversation in the place abruptly stopped at her entrance, as did the music, and everyone turned to stare; she had burst in hard enough to make both doors slam against the walls to either side.
 

 
  The presence was
  
   there.
  
  It had paused just in front of the stuffed grizzly bear, as if taunting her. Trissiny pivoted on one boot and charged at it, sword out, and her aura blazing to life.
 

 
  Her blade cut a golden arc through the space where she sensed the demon, cleaving a slice from the bear’s belly in the process. A split-second too late; she felt she might have been close enough to nick it, and indeed it seemed to move unevenly as it fled, but move it did, fast enough that she had clearly not finished it off. The invisible demon skittered away toward the doors to the kitchen.
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
  Jonas shouted, jumping upright hard enough to knock over the piano bench at the sudden damage to his bear. “Kid, what the sam hill are you doin’?!”
 

 
  “Everyone remain calm and in your seat,” Trissiny barked, whirling to race toward the back door as fast as her boots could carry her. “There is a demon in this room.”
 

 
  A babble of excited, frightened, and irate voices broke out at that.
 

 
  “A demon? Where?”
 

 
  “I don’t see no demon.”
 

 
  “Bullshit!”
 

 
  “Keep yer head down, you idjit, the paladin knows her business!”
 

 
  
   “Repent!”
  
 

 
  “Aw, shuddup, Carl.”
 

 
  “Now, hold it!” Jonas shouted, rushing to intercept her as she reached the kitchen doors. “That’s off limits to customers—”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said curtly, grasping the door handle, “but I don’t have time for this.”
 

 
  “Look, miss, this here’s
  
   my
  
  bar, and I got rules. You don’t have the right—”
 

 
  “I’m very sorry,” she said. Finding the door locked, and not pausing to wonder how that could possibly work with the saloon obviously in business, she drew on pure divine light as Professor Harklund had taught, letting it fill and invigorate her, and slammed her armored shoulder into the door.
 

 
  Trissiny felt the distinct electric shock of an enchantment breaking as the door burst off its hinges, and shrugged it off, charging through into the kitchen beyond. Jonas Crete followed on her heels, now shouting imprecations, which she also ignored.
 

 
  There was a
  
   lot
  
  of arcane energy in this room, enough to slightly dampen her own aura; no wonder a demon would flee here. The usual fixtures of a kitchen were present, as was a lot of enchanting equipment at whose function she couldn’t even guess. Standing by the sink, a portly middle-aged woman whirled, gaping at her in shock.
 

 
  Trissiny lunged after the invisible presence, which was making for the rear door. It turned at the last second, though, shooting sideways; she skidded to a halt and lunged around the island stove in the center of the room, seeking to flank it. The thing was faster than she, faster than anything merely biological possibly could be. It backtracked again, dodging around, her, and she pursued, her shield catching a pot full of something and sending it crashing to the floor in passing.
 

 
  Jonas was still blocking the kitchen door; the demonic presence went back out the way it had come, apparently right
  
   through
  
  him, which seemed not to phase him at all.
 

 
  “Move,” Trissiny barked, charging after it.
 

 
  “That is
  
   it!”
  
  Jonas bellowed in pure fury, leveling an accusatory finger at her and seemingly unperturbed by the sight of an oncoming paladin. “You park your ass right
  
   there,
  
  girl, I am gettin’ the Sheriff—”
 

 
  
   “MOVE!”
  
  Trissiny roared, golden wings flaring into being behind her. Jonas actually staggered backward in surprise, but didn’t get quite all the way out of the doorway. She had to catch him with her shield and shove him against the wall to push past.
 

 
  The demon had taken full advantage of her momentary distraction to zip back out into the street. Trissiny went after it in a straight line, ignoring all obstacles in her way, which involved shouldering four men roughly aside and bounding onto and over a table, disrupting a poker game and multiple tankards of beer.
 

 
  She charged out, whirling to pursue the presence on foot, and leaving behind a maelstrom of shouting and cursing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What on earth?” Teal asked, frowning. The sound of a galloping horse had been present only briefly, but the shouting which had followed had not died down. In fact, it had seemed to move around, to judge by the way the distant babble had waxed and waned. The students at their picnic had ignored it for a couple of minutes, but by this point, all of them had stopped eating and were frowning toward the end of the alley.
 

 
  “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Sekandar said.
 

 
  “Doesn’t sound like nothing from here,” Iris replied, her tone slightly nervous.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Shaeine said softly.
 

 
  Ravana’s eyes cut to her, the Duchess’s expression growing guarded. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “They are shouting about her,” Szith confirmed, “those I can make out over the hubbub. She… I’m not sure
  
   what
  
  she did, but it appears to have upset quite a few people.”
 

 
  “Those were some
  
   loud
  
  hoofbeats,” Maureen agreed. “Coulda been that honkin’ great horse a’ hers, I guess. What’d
  
   she
  
  do ta mix up the locals, though? She’s one a’ the calmer sorts on campus.”
 

 
  “That very much depends on the situation,” Shaeine said, shifting as if to rise from her chair.
 

 
  “She is chasing demons!” Scorn exclaimed, actually standing up. “We must go help!”
 

 
  “Stop!” Ravana said sharply. “Whatever she did has clearly agitated the residents; let us not
  
   add
  
  to the chaos.”
 

 
  “Your Grace, permission to go investigate,” Finchley said crisply, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Please do,” Ravana replied, nodding to him. Teal, meanwhile, had taken Scorn by the arm, attempting to tug her gently back into her chair.
 

 
  “I have to agree with Scorn,” Sekandar said, frowning now. “If there
  
   is
  
  a demon in the town, and Trissiny is after it—”
 

 
  “I’m not certain that actually
  
   is
  
  a demon,” Shaeine said softly, her eyes following Finchley until he rounded the corner. “I think… This may develop into a serious problem.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She had hopped astride Arjen again to charge down a narrow side street, causing two women in bonnets to shriek and press themselves against a picket fence, one actually tumbling backward over it into someone’s yard, but Trissiny remained on target, ignoring all distractions. Following her quarry, she dismounted in another flying leap, landing in a garden and pursuing over another fence, around the corner of a house, and through a back gate which she accidentally knocked off its hinges in her hurry to get through. She did not stop to acknowledge the questions, demands and insults that came hurling after her.
 

 
  Her aura blazed to life and she hurled a blast of pure divine energy forward, swamping the thing as it leveled out in a garden path and she got a clear shot at it. Indeed, it faltered, staggering drunkenly to one side and the size of its presence in her senses diminishing markedly. That was a horribly inefficient attack, however; the divine did not lend itself easily to such spells. She also couldn’t keep up the stream of energy for more than a second, and as soon as she was forced to let up, the demon strengthened again and zipped forward. In fact, it seemed almost to be pushed ahead by the force of her aura.
 

 
  And this time, it shot right through someone’s front door into a house.
 

 
  A second later she was after it, yanking the door open and charging in without hesitation.
 

 
  “Stay where you are!” she barked at the astonished family sitting around the fireplace. “You’re in danger—head for the chapel as soon as I’m gone!”
 

 
  She tore past them, into a cozy kitchen and out through a back door, which she left standing open behind her.
 

 
  The next fence she had to vault hid an older man, who had been sitting amid a small stand of rose bushes into which she plummeted, relaxing in a rocking chair. She was forced to adjust course mid-leap, grabbing the fence with her shield hand and barely avoiding slamming her armored bulk into him. Unfortunately, this caused her to land right on a rose bush, and even more unfortunately, the demon put more distance between them, swerving around the side of the house and toward a street beyond.
 

 
  “Sorry!” she shouted in passing, her aura flashing and healing away the multiple tiny scratches she had accumulated apparently over every inch of skin not covered by her armor. Roses did
  
   not
  
  make for a friendly place to land.
 

 
  “My
  
   garden!”
  
  the man howled behind her, hurling his walking stick ineffectually. “You hooligan!”
 

 
  Trissiny vaulted over the front garden gate, tore past the cottage and launched herself into Arjen’s saddle beyond, immediately spurring him forward and down the side street.
 

 
  The demon seemed to be tiring; at least, it wasn’t keeping ahead quite as fluidly, now. Arjen kept creeping up on it, the invisible presence momentarily faltering and then regaining ground in little bursts rather than at an even speed.
 

 
  Trissiny barely registered the sound of hoofbeats coming up from behind, not acknowledging the second rider until he pulled abreast of her.
 

 
  “Trissiny, stop!” Gabriel shouted. “You’re going to cause a riot!”
 

 
  “You can’t sense it?” she replied, eyes fixed on her invisible quarry. “Just follow me, it’s
  
   right there!”
  
 

 
  “There is
  
   nothing
  
  there!” he insisted.
  
   “Listen
  
  to me, you’re being played!”
 

 
  They rounded a corner, Whisper falling momentarily behind as they charged past the edge of the little town into open space. Up ahead, the marble columns of the small Silver Mission rose up out of the prairie, the Rail line stretching into the infinite distance behind it. Once around the corner, though, Whisper proved faster than Arjen, and Gabriel urged her forward.
 

 
  A moment later, he actually guided his steed directly in front of her, turning sideways and forcing Arjen to skid to a halt to avoid plowing into them.
 

 
  “Get
  
   out
  
  of the
  
   way!”
  
  Trissiny shouted in fury.
 

 
  “Will you
  
   listen
  
  to me!”
  
  
  he bellowed back. “Trissiny, you have to
  
   stop,
  
  this is not what it seems to be.”
 

 
  Her eyes widened, and she turned her gaze from him, peering around in dismay. “What—no! It’s gone!”
 

 
  “Triss, I’m trying to tell you—”
 

 
  She heeled Arjen forward around him, trotting in a circle in front of the Mission grounds and looking about frantically. “It was
  
   right here,
  
  but it’s gone! Just…
  
   gone.
  
  You made me lose it!”
 

 
  “That is not all you’ve lost!”
 

 
  Both paladins turned to face the speaker, a dark-skinned woman with her hair in a multitude of bead-decorated braids, wearing the white robes of a Sister of Avei and a thunderous scowl.
 

 
  “Young woman, get
  
   in
  
  here this second!” the priestess snapped. “And you, too, boy.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  “There’s a demon—”
 

 
  “Enough!” Sister Takli shouted. “I don’t care what rank you have, you silly girl, you are causing a
  
   disaster!
  
  Get yourself
  
   off
  
  the street and
  
   into
  
  the Mission.
  
   Immediately,
  
  before you make this even worse!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Aaaand there we are,” Embras said in satisfaction, flourishing both his hands in an unnecessarily showy gesture as he snuffed out the spell mimicking a demon for Trissiny’s senses. “Brought to a halt at the Silver Mission,
  
   as
  
  directed. And now, I’m very eager to learn how you plan to extricate her from this fracas.”
 

 
  He turned expectantly, then blinked his eyes in surprise. Where the kitsune had stood moments before, there was only the faint wind, leaving him alone upon the steeple.
 

 
  “Huh,” he mused. “So
  
   that’s
  
  what that feels like. Vanessa’s right, that’s just irritating.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s not good,” Finchley said seriously. “The whole
  
   town’s
  
  in an uproar. It looks like she dashed through basically…well, everything. There’s people everywhere, all of ’em mad as hell… Your Grace, none of us have done civil disturbance duty, but it was covered in basic. This is exactly the kind of thing that can get really ugly.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ravana mused. “How unfortunate… I believe it’s best that we keep our heads down for the time being. This will all be quieted soon enough; the Sheriff in this town is most admirably efficient.”
 

 
  “What are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” Scorn exclaimed. “There is demon, Trissiny is chasing, people are in danger! We go to help!”
 

 
  “There is a better than even chance that there is not
  
   actually
  
  a demon,” said Shaeine. “We discussed the theory that a false trace was being used to taunt Trissiny, remember?”
 

 
  “She is not
  
   stupid,”
  
  the Rhaazke retorted. “If she does
  
   this,
  
  there is a real problem!”
 

 
  “Maybe,” said Teal, frowning. “Remember what Malivette said? Hands of Avei apparently get…like coursing hounds, almost, around demonic energy. If she’s being manipulated anyway…”
 

 
  The conversation broke off at a sudden swell of shouting from the town only a few dozen yards distant, the upraised voices obviously furious. They had stepped away from their table, toward one end of the alley, and now turned in unison to frown in the direction of the bellowing.
 

 
  “This is too risky,” Moriarty said curtly. “Your Grace, I must respectfully insist that we retreat to the campus. We can’t protect you from an angry mob.”
 

 
  “I am deeply gratified by your concern, Private Moriarty,” Ravana said, giving him a kind smile and placing one delicate hand on his arm. “And for future reference, that will be the last time you use the word ‘insist’ when addressing me. I cannot imagine we are in danger from—”
 

 
  She broke off abruptly as Szith drew her sword and held the sinuously curved blade in front of her face, its edge pointed at the ground.
 

 
  “Ravana,” the drow said in a tone just short of outright anger, “I will speak to you as a warrior and the daughter of a line of warriors going back millennia. Whatever titles you hold, you do not outrank your bodyguard unless you wish to
  
   die.
  
  He is entirely right; this is a ceremonial guard. They are not equipped or prepared to contain a riot. And if
  
   we
  
  are forced to defend ourselves against angry townspeople, the political repercussions will be an absolute disaster. We retreat—
  
   now.
  
  Do I need to carry you?”
 

 
  Ravana stared up at her in uncharacteristically open surprise, blinking her eyes twice, before visibly gathering herself. “Yes. Well… Upon consideration, I believe I see your point. Forgive me, Private Moriarty. Ah…this way?”
 

 
  “That leads to the prairie outside the town,” said Sekandar, frowning back at the opposite end of the alley. “We’ll be less likely to run into angry townsfolk there…but it’ll take a lot longer to circle around than the other way.”
 

 
  “We are to
  
   run?”
  
  Scorn said plaintively. Teal reached up to pat her on the shoulder.
 

 
  “Other way’s faster, but riskier,” Rook said tersely. “If we turn right here instead of heading out to the main square, then left, we’ll come out at the little square around the well. It’s a straight shot to the mountain stairs from there. Deeper into the town, though.”
 

 
  “Most of the noise I hear is coming from the other direction,” said Sekandar, turning to Ravana. “I think it’d be better to take the faster path.”
 

 
  “I concur,” she said, nodding. “Very well, let’s be off. Gentlemen, if you would?”
 

 
  Rook and Finchley both saluted her, stepping to the head of the group as they set out, Moriarty waiting to fall behind and bring up the rear.
 

 
  They moved in tense silence around the first corner, speeding up at another surge of angry shouting from behind them. Coming to a stop at the mouth of the alley leading out into the little plaza surrounding Last Rock’s central well, Finchley held up a hand to stop them while Rook carefully peered out.
 

 
  “It’s clear,” he said quietly, then hesitated. “Ah…wait. Voices… Man, they’re passing by
  
   awfully
  
  close.”
 

 
  Indeed the sound of furious shouting was clearly running adjacent to their route now, close enough that the orange flicker of torchlight was visible against the walls of the other side street opening onto the well yard.
 

 
  “Go,” Ravana said quietly, having finally picked up the soldiers’ urgency. “We can’t hide here; make for the other side.”
 

 
  The group moved in unison at her order, stepping out into the yard and making their way rapidly to the right, where the mountain loomed up beyond only a few more buildings.
 

 
  They made it halfway before a dozen people burst into the square from the opposite side, two carrying torches, and all shouting.
 

 
  Both groups came to a stop, staring at each other.
 

 
  “Aww, shite,” Maureen muttered.
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   you!”
  
  the man in the lead shouted, stalking toward them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The interior of the Silver Mission was laid out somewhat like an Avenist temple in miniature, but with more informality. The white marble was softened by rugs and wall hangings, the windows were plain glass instead of stained, and there was no statue of Avei nor weapons displayed. Padded benches were set along the walls, and rather than a dais at the back of the main room, there were doors into the other rooms at the rear of the structure.
 

 
  Trissiny looked quizzically around, still tense and on edge from her chase. “Where’s Sister—”
 

 
  “Out trying to clean up the mess you were just busy making,” Sister Takli snapped, “along with, no doubt, Father Laws and the Sheriff. What were you
  
   thinking?”
  
 

 
  “I was pursuing a
  
   demon!”
  
  Trissiny shot back. “That’s my calling!”
 

 
  “You tore up half the town, damaged who
  
   knows
  
  how much property and accidentally assaulted at least
  
   two
  
  people that I know of, and
  
   that’s
  
  just what I know from listening to the shouts and talking to the young woman who fled here in a panic after you apparently demolished the Saloon!”
 

 
  “Nothing’s demolished,” Trissiny said, affronted. “It was barely—”
 

 
  “Well, you scared the waitress there badly enough that she fled to the Silver Mission,” Takli retorted. “She’s now hiding in the back, thanks to you. Trissiny, running through a town shouting about demons is
  
   bad enough
  
  even if you manage to do it without smashing through people’s property and kicking them out of your way!”
 

 
  “What would
  
   you
  
  have done?”
  
  
  Trissiny shouted at her. “Just leave everyone in danger from a demon attack because it’s not
  
   convenient—”
  
 

 
  “It’s called
  
   grand strategy!”
  
  Takli roared back. “You
  
   know
  
  this! You’ve had the finest strategic education the Sisterhood can provide—or so I
  
   thought!
  
  There is
  
   more
  
  to your calling than just destroying unclean things. You are part of something much greater than yourself, and your actions have consequences that reach
  
   far
  
  beyond yourself. Do you have any idea how much damage you just did? To the Sisterhood, to the University? To the
  
   Church,
  
  even? The Hand of Avei stampeding through a town like a madwoman is
  
   not acceptable!”
  
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you lecture me!” Trissiny snarled. “Who are
  
   you,
  
  anyway? I wasn’t called by the goddess herself to have to explain myself to some—”
 

 
  “If you are going to act like an undisciplined child,
  
   General
  
  Avelea, I will
  
   treat
  
  you as one! Either go for that sword or sit yourself down and
  
   take
  
  your medicine!”
 

 
  “HEY!” Gabriel shouted.
 

 
  
   “WHAT?”
  
  both women snarled in unison, rounding on him.
 

 
  “Sorry to interrupt,” he said, “and I’m
  
   also
  
  sorry to drag us back out there, considering as mad as everyone is bound to be at you right now, Triss, but according to Vestrel there’s something happening on the other end of town that we had better go deal with.” Seemingly unfazed by their glares, he drew Ariel and turned to stride to the door.
  
   “Now.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What the hell is wrong with you kids!” Wilson shouted, stomping right up to the group and pointing an accusing finger at Ravana, who stood between and somewhat behind Rook and Finchley. “You think you can just do whatever the
  
   hell
  
  you want in this town?”
 

 
  “Pardon me, sir,” she said calmly, “but perhaps you have us mistaken for someone else? We were having a quiet dinner until just minutes ago.”
 

 
  “Oh, sure,” he sneered. “Walk around with your nose in the air all you want, but as soon as folk start tellin’ you off for it, suddenly you don’t know nothin’ about any trouble!”
 

 
  “Wilson, calm your ass down,” a man in the group behind him said in exasperation. “Them kids weren’t anywhere near the ruckus; you
  
   know
  
  which one done it. It’s not like she ain’t distinctive.”
 

 
  “They’re all alike!” Wilson raged, pressing forward and glaring at Ravana, who merely regarded him with a curious expression. “Well, I don’t aim to—”
 

 
  He broke off, finding himself staring at the tip of Finchley’s staff, the soldier having stepped directly in front of him.
 

 
  “Sir,” said Finchley coldly, “if you want to pick fights with paladins, that’s on your head, but I’ll have to insist that you step
  
   away
  
  from the Duchess.”
 

 
  “Duchess, bah,” Wilson snarled, curling his lip. “I’m just about done takin’ shit from snotty brats I wouldn’t hire to wipe my boots.”
 

 
  “You are addressing the sitting governor of Tiraan Province,” Moriarty said sharply, pressing through the students to join the others. “Back away.”
 

 
  “I don’t see you makin’ me!”
 

 
  “Wilson, you idjit!” a woman exclaimed. “Boys, don’t pay him no mind, you know how he is.”
 

 
  “Ma’am, this is a different matter,” said Finchley, not taking his eyes off Wilson. “We are on duty, protecting Lady Madouri. You all need to disperse. Now.”
 

 
  “Now, you just hold your horses,” another man said, stepping forward with a scowl. “Ain’t nobody here doin’ any harm. You got no call to order us around in our own town.”
 

 
  “Gentlemen, please,” said Ravana, attempting to crane her neck to be seen around the soldiers. “Let us all step back and calm ourselves; there is no need for any—”
 

 
  “Boy, you get that damn thing outta my
  
   face!”
  
  Wilson snapped, grabbing the end of Finchley’s staff and jerking it sideways.
 

 
  Instantly, two more staves were thrust directly into his face, both suddenly bursting alight with charged energy ready to fire; at that range, the static made his hair stand up.
 

 
  
   “ON THE GROUND!”
  
  Rook roared with uncharacteristic ferocity.
  
   “HANDS ON YOUR HEAD!”
  
 

 
  “You are under arrest!” Moriarty bellowed. “For interfering with a functionary of the Tiraan Empire and assaulting an Imperial soldier! These are military charges—any resistance can and
  
   will
  
  be met with deadly force!”
 

 
  “Wait!” Sekandar shouted fruitlessly. “Men,
  
   stop!”
  
 

 
  Wilson, meanwhile, had had the bluster apparently spooked right out of him. Wide-eyed and suddenly ashen-faced, he dropped to his knees, whimpering incoherently and placing his hands atop his head.
 

 
  Behind him, though, the other townspeople were pressing forward, most of them glaring and muttering angrily.
 

 
  “This is turning
  
   very
  
  bad,” Scorn growled, trying to push forward.
 

 
  “Stop,” Teal ordered, catching her arm.
 

 
  “I will not stand here and be pushed and yelled by
  
   these!”
  
  the demon grated, shrugging her roughly off.
 

 
  With a burst of orange flame, Vadrieny emerged, seizing the Rhaazke by the shoulders. “Stop
  
   at once
  
  before you make this worse!”
 

 
  “Oh, love,” Shaeine whispered mournfully.
 

 
  “We’re under attack!” Wilson wailed, throwing himself face-down in the dirt.
 

 
  A furious outcry rippled through the crowd at Vadrieny’s sudden appearance, complaints and threats jumbling together too rapidly to be discerned from one another.
 

 
  “This is your final warning!” Moriarty shouted, leveling his staff at the crowd. “Citizens, you will disperse
  
   immediately!”
  
 

 
  And then, at one edge of the group, a boy of about twelve stooped and picked up a rock.
 

 
  Rook took aim at him with his own weapon, even as his face went sickly pale.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit,”
  
  he whispered.
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  A constant background noise of angry mutters filled the square, but for a moment at least, it was still. Wilson cowered under the glow of active battlestaves, the townspeople held position, and the students stood as if frozen in place.
 

 
  “Teal,” Sekandar said very quietly, “this would be a good time to show your
  
   other
  
  face, I think.”
 

 
  Vadrieny shifted her head, fixing Scorn with a fiery stare, and said softly, “Be
  
   still.”
  
  In the next moment, however, she withdrew, flaming wings and claws vanishing to leave Teal still holding the towering Rhaazke by one arm. Scorn looked unhappy, her jaw clenched, but she obeyed the archdemon’s last command.
 

 
  A man stepped to the side from the thick of the crowd, seizing the young boy by the arm and bodily tugging him backward, scowling and mouthing an obvious reprimand that was inaudible to the students from beneath the constant babble. Rook drew in a deep breath and let it out explosively, keeping his grip on his staff but sagging physically in relief to the point that the weapon drifted down to aim at the ground.
 

 
  In that moment of comparative calm, Ravana cleared her throat and stepped forward, attempting to push between Finchley and Rook. When neither man budged and she failed to exhibit the necessary physical strength to force them to, she cleared her throat again, more loudly, and spoke in a well-practiced, resonating voice that projected across the square despite the angry buzzing of the townsfolk opposite.
 

 
  “Gentlemen, if you will not lower your weapons, kindly power them down, at least? It’s clear to me that we are suffering from a series of misunderstandings. I have
  
   no
  
  intention of bringing any formal charges against Mr. Wilson. We do not punish people for having
  
   opinions.”
  
 

 
  Rook and Finchley paused, glancing at each other, but Moriarty immediately relaxed his grip on his staff’s clicker, causing the electric glow limning its business end to fade. Rook followed suit a moment later, and all three shifted their grips to aim the weapons skyward.
 

 
  The square grew quieter; while the crowd kept up a low, disaffected murmur, the shouting ceased. More people continued to trickle in through side alleys, but they all slowed and peered around on arrival, the additional numbers seeming not to add to the overall tension.
 

 
  “Very good,” Ravana said with an approving smile. “Now—”
 

 
  At that second, Trissiny and Gabriel dashed into the square from the direction of the town’s edge, both skidding to a stop and staring at the scene.
 

 
  Immediately, shouting resumed, louder and angrier than before.
 

 
  “There she is!”
 

 
  “What the hell’s wrong with you, girl?!”
 

 
  “You know how—”
 

 
  
   “Repent!”
  
 

 
  “Goddammit, Carl!”
 

 
  “All y’all, settle, let ‘er explain—”
 

 
  “Please!” Trissiny shouted, raising her hands—which was not as calming a gesture as she seemed to mean it, since she was still holding her sword. “Everyone, please! Is anybody hurt? Did anyone notice something alarming or odd tonight?”
 

 
  “Y’mean, aside from
  
   you?”
  
  a woman shouted derisively, prompting a chorus of agreement.
 

 
  “Triss,” Gabriel said, “I don’t think…”
 

 
  “Listen to me!” she shouted. “There was a demon in this town tonight! It’s
  
   very
  
  important that everyone make sure they and their neighbors are unharmed and unaffected.” This had a slight calming effect on the crowd, but angry mutters continued. “If you feel at
  
   all
  
  unwell or out of the ordinary, please go to the church or the Vidian temple to speak with a priest; symptoms of infernal attack can be—”
 

 
  “Is that why you broke down the Saloon’s door, you hooligan?” barked an older man in a ragged hat.
 

 
  Trissiny visibly gritted her teeth. “I was trying—”
 

 
  “You can’t just
  
   warn
  
  people about danger, you gotta run around scarin’ folks half to death an’ breakin’ down doors?!”
 

 
  “Listen to me—”
 

 
  “You knocked over my front fence! Who’s gonna fix that?”
 

 
  “Stop,” Szith ordered, thrusting a fist in front of Sekandar when he tried to push forward. “Defending her will only make this worse. We need to disengage, all of us.”
 

 
  Indeed, Gabriel appeared to be trying to persuade Trissiny to back away, though his muttered pleas were swamped by the slowly increasing roar of the crowd.
 

 
  “That. Is.
  
   ENOUGH!”
  
 

 
  Gabriel and Trissiny both jumped apart, whirling to face the stooped figure that emerged from the alley behind them. Finally, actual quiet descended on the scene, broken only by scattered murmurs. She hobbled forward, dragging herself along on two canes, and a veritable chorus of sighs rose from the citizens of Last Rock, accompanied by many rolled eyes and shaken heads.
 

 
  “Evenin’, Miz Cratchley,” someone said in a tone of ostentatious resignation, earning a few titters.
 

 
  “I never
  
   saw
  
  such a sad display,” Mabel Cratchley declared, pulling herself to a stop just inside the square and glaring furiously. “What’s got
  
   into
  
  you people? Where are the good, solid folk who who’ve weathered prairie storms and elf raids since before that mountain had anything on it but flowers? A hundred years and more Last Rock has stood here, since before the Empire bothered to extend its protection over us, and we’ve stood our ground on our land just the same. We’ve relied on nothing but each other and the gods, and lived to remember it. We
  
   earned
  
  our lives out here, through work, faith, and god-given skill. And now…
  
   now,
  
  I find y’all standing around, fixing to throw a fit because of a few bruises and broken fence latches? What, you got shoved and shouted at, and now you have to whip up a
  
   mob?”
  
  She pointed one cane at the prone form of Wilson, teetering momentarily on the other. “I expect such from fools such as
  
   that.
  
  I thought
  
   better
  
  of the rest of you!
 

 
  “What would make you happy?” the old woman continued, taking another shaky step into the square. The now-quiet crowd actually pressed backward, as if physically driven by the force of her outrage. “There was a demon in our town. A
  
   demon!
  
  And you’re all pitching a fit because someone rushed down here to
  
   warn
  
  you, and chase it off? Have every last one of you
  
   lost your minds?
  
  We have the incredible blessing of a
  
   paladin
  
  in our midst to protect us, a Hand of a goddess herself, and you’re all
  
   complaining?
  
  You’d like it better if she left you to see your children corrupted and strangled in their beds, is that what I’m hearing?”
 

 
  She planted both canes firmly in the dirt, then laboriously straightened her spine, drawing herself up to a surprisingly considerable height to glare at the silent throng. “I’ve no shortage of complaints with that
  
   woman
  
  and her school. You’ve all heard them. I’ve argued with many of you, and I have
  
   never
  
  been shy to criticize those who needed it, be they honest Last Rock folk, the Calderaan governors, the Empire, the University, whoever! Yes, I’ve known my share of grievances. But in my eighty-six years until this night, I have
  
   never
  
  been
  
   ashamed of my neighbors.”
  
 

 
  The silence was crushing.
 

 
  Every person in Last Rock had heard Mabel Cratchley complain, and more than otherwise had felt the swat of one of her canes on their backsides while growing up, and been prodded by them many times since. But not a soul present had ever before heard her voice quavering on the edge of tears as it was tonight.
 

 
  “I can’t even look at you.” The old woman drew in a deep, shaking breath, sinking back down into her customary stoop, then laboriously began turning back the way she had come. “Ms. Trissiny, if the gods have any regard for the opinion of one old woman, then by the time I’ve finished my prayers this night, Avei will know there is
  
   one
  
  soul in Last Rock who is
  
   grateful
  
  that she watches over us.”
 

 
  “Here.” Trissiny sheathed her blade and stepped quickly over to Ms. Cratchley’s side. “Let me help you home, ma’am. It’s late.”
 

 
  “Bless you, child, but I know my way. You’ve better to do than waste your time on the likes of me.”
 

 
  “The demon’s gone.” Trissiny’s voice was low and calm, but in the silence left by Ms. Cratchley’s speech, it echoed across the square. “And a paladin is not more important than anyone else. We serve, that’s all.”
 

 
  The old woman started to speak, then simply cleared her throat and nodded mutely, allowing Trissiny to take her by one arm.
 

 
  Everyone watched in silence as they retreated back down the alley, till they were lost in the shadows and the soft shuffling of Ms. Cratchley’s feet faded away.
 

 
  Then Ravana took advantage of her escorts’ distraction to slip between them and out into the square.
 

 
  “Well, then,” she said briskly, “I understand there was some incidental damage done during Trissiny’s ride through the town? Doors, fences, the like? Why don’t we see if we can help set things straight?”
 

 
  “Aw, now, you don’t need to trouble yourselves,” a man at the front of the crowd said, doffing his hat, while others shuffled and muttered awkwardly behind him.
 

 
  “Nonsense,” said Sekandar, pushing his way forward with a smile. “It’s late, and everyone will be wanting to get to bed as quickly as possible; best to get these things squared away.”
 

 
  “Aye!” Maureen agreed brightly, stepping forward and tugging Iris by the hand; Rook gave up on trying to hold the students back and moved aside, making a wry face. “That’s what neighbors do fer each other, after all!”
 

 
  The students began shifting forward in unspoken agreement, with the exception of Shaeine, who caught Scorn’s hand and leaned up to murmur to the demon. The townsfolk continued mumbling and shuffling, but without hostility now. Their ranks opened up, letting the students move among them, where Ravana and Sekandar led the way in asking for directions to any property damaged during Trissiny’s ride.
 

 
  “S-so,” Wilson said tremulously, “that’s that, then? I, uh, reckon I oughtta go apologize to the young lady. Don’t rightly know what got into me…”
 

 
  “Same as always, isn’t it?” Finchley said rather archly. His expression softened when Wilson slumped his shoulders, lowering his gaze to the ground. “We on for poker as usual on Wednesday?”
 

 
  “Don’t see why not!” the older man agreed quickly, nodding in eagerness. “Lemme just see if I can get the lady’s attention real quick—”
 

 
  “You’ll have to do that another time, Wilson,” Moriarty said firmly. “Right
  
   now,
  
  we’re going to the Sheriff’s.”
 

 
  “What?” Wilson gaped at him. “B-but she said—”
 

 
  “She said she would not press charges,” Moriarty replied. “She did not direct us to rescind arrest, and there remains the matter of you interfering with a soldier of the Empire in the protection of an Imperial governor by means of physical assault.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, Wilson, you’re lucky we know you,” Finchley said in exasperation. “You don’t
  
   grab
  
  a soldier’s weapon.
  
   Ever.”
  
 

 
  “Any other trooper in the Empire woulda shot your ass dead in the street,” Rook agreed, “and the inevitable inquest would’ve backed them up. Now, c’mon, let’s go explain to Sam why you’re a towering dumbass. That’s pretty much his usual Monday night, anyway.”
 

 
  They led the shamefaced man off toward the town center, while the now-blended group of citizens and students dispersed through the side streets.
 

 
  Behind them all, Scorn scowled heavily at nothing in particular. After a long moment of sulking, she childishly stomped one clawed foot on the ground before turning to stalk back in the direction of the University campus.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “All right,” Basra said, planting her fists on her hips. “This was
  
   not
  
  what I was expecting.”
 

 
  There were two Silver Legions currently based in Viridill, the Second on constant patrol through the province and the Fourth encamped in Vrin Shai itself. Soldiers of the Fourth were now spread through the city, forming cordons around each of its multiple canals. So far, though, they were only standing there, enforcing a safe distance between what was in those canals and the citizens who had come out to gawk at it.
 

 
  Water elementals were clearly visible, amorphous beings formed of the canal water itself, changing shape as they jumped about on the surface and seeming to vanish entirely when they submerged beneath it. They spent an awful lot of time up in the air, though, most splashing each other and shooting jets of water here and there, and occasionally at any people they happened to catch sight of. A few of the onlookers were still soaked from such incidents during the elementals’ first appearance, but by this point, most of those targeted were Legionnaires now standing resignedly in wet armor.
 

 
  In addition to the near-constant noise of splashing, the elementals had voices which were now audible almost everywhere in the city. They were high-pitched, unearthly, and spoke in no language anyone understood, but they were also unmistakably laughing. Or, more often, giggling.
 

 
  It seemed all they wanted to do was play.
 

 
  Basra and her party had edged up to the perimeter enforced by the soldiers, studying the scene, with the exception of Ami, who was keeping a respectful distance and a protective grip on her guitar. A sudden squirt of water shot out of the canal, scattering against the golden shield that flashed into place around Basra and incidentally spraying Schwartz, who squealed rather girlishly and skittered backward.
 

 
  “Is it possible we were mistaken about the elemental at the house?” Ildrin asked. “I mean…we started in on it almost before it could do anything. These seem harmless enough… Maybe it just wanted to talk.”
 

 
  “That thing was eight feet tall and built like an
  
   ogre,”
  
  Ami said from behind them. “It clearly had the brute force to be a
  
   danger,
  
  and the subtlety to penetrate our defenses without
  
   effort.
  
  The choice of messenger
  
   was
  
  the message. Specifically,
  
  
  a
  
   threat.”
  
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Basra. “Schwartz, you’re certain there are no other elementals called up in the city? Just these…things?”
 

 
  “I was twenty minutes ago,” he said, wiping off his glasses on the sleeve of his robe. “My divination spread is back at the house… But no,
  
   this
  
  was what I detected arriving, this and the one specimen that, ah, visited us.”
 

 
  “The situation is tentatively considered under control,” said the Legionnaire wearing a captain’s insignia who stood nearby, having been grabbed and quickly interrogated by Basra upon their arrival. “At the moment we’re awaiting the arrival of sisters from the temple; General Ralavideh has ordered something called a…frog-in-a-pot maneuver.”
 

 
  “What does
  
   that
  
  mean?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  “I’ve no idea, your Grace,” the captain said with long-suffering patience. This was far from the first very pointed question the Bishop had shot at her. “I’m not a cleric.”
 

 
  “It’s a reference to the old metaphor,” said Schwartz, now soothingly stroking Meesie, who seemed agitated by all the wetness in the vicinity. “You know, how you can boil a living frog slowly if you increase the heat in its pot by increments, but it’ll jump out if you try to do it all at once? Same applies to using divine magic to neutralize elementals. If you just
  
   flare up
  
  at them, they’ll be able to tell you’re weakening them, and react to that. If you start very gently, though, and gradually increase the power, you can progressively weaken them until they just…fall apart.”
 

 
  “Hm,” said Branwen, chewing her lower lip and frowning at the occupied canal. “Offhand I can think of several problems with that plan…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Schwartz agreed, nodding. “With all respect to the general and the Sisterhood, I don’t think that’s going to work. For one thing, these are all over the whole
  
   city.
  
  You’d need an
  
   army
  
  of priests to cover the whole space to do it all at once; if you did it sequentially, canal by canal, it’d take days. And
  
   that’s
  
  assuming the elementals stayed gone once banished—what’s happened here is there were charms evoked in the water itself, which means they’re likely to reappear once it’s not being actively channeled at.”
 

 
  “You could compensate for that by blessing the canals,” Ildrin offered.
 

 
  “Yes,” Schwartz agreed, “theoretically. But there’s another problem; doing this maneuver requires divine casters to call up and hold a
  
   constant
  
  stream of energy. You pretty much can’t
  
   not
  
  do that without risking serious burnout. I, uh…honestly, this sounds to me like something to do when you lack better options.”
 

 
  “We have our orders,” the captain said stiffly. “I’m sure the general has everything under control.”
 

 
  “The canals are full of water elementals,” Basra snapped. “Whether or not they’re presenting an active threat, this whole city is very much not
  
   under control.
  
  Schwartz,
  
   are
  
  these things as harmless as they seem?”
 

 
  “You mean potentially?” He shrugged helplessly. “I mean, if they all attacked, that’d be a big problem. And I don’t see what’s stopping them… But, like,
  
   tactically
  
  speaking, if they were going to do that, wouldn’t they have done it at first, when they had the element of surprise?”
 

 
  “Maybe this shaman really
  
   isn’t
  
  trying to start a fight,” Jenell mused.
 

 
  “The other elemental incidents throughout the province were definitely hostile,” said Basra. “Not nearly as violent as they could have been—in fact, they did seem to specifically avoid causing unnecessary harm. But still hostile.
  
   This
  
  is a departure.”
 

 
  “And, again,” Ami added, “that rock elemental was
  
   not
  
  a friendly thing to send us, whether or not it was planning to bash all our brains in.”
 

 
  Before anyone could respond to that, another Legionnaire in soaking wet armor came dashing up, saluting. “Captain Veiss! New orders from the general.”
 

 
  “Ah, good,” the captain said, pointedly turning her back on Basra, whose increasingly sharp questions she’d been enduring with steadily diminishing patience. “We’re ready to begin?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am,” the soldier replied. “The operation is suspended; new orders will be coming shortly. You’re to hold position, keep the civilians away from the elementals. Bishop Syrinx,” she added, turning to Basra. “That’s…you, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Basra replied. “Ralavideh has orders for
  
   me,
  
  as well?”
 

 
  “A request, ma’am,” the messenger said diplomatically. “She would like you to join her to discuss new developments in this situation as soon as possible.”
 

 
  “Excellent,” Basra said with clear satisfaction. “At the temple?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am, she’s set up a field command post at a square in a more central location in the city. I’ll guide you.”
 

 
  “Lead on,” the Bishop replied, glancing aside at the rest of her party with a wry lift of one eyebrow. “Well, fall in, troops. It seems we’re going visiting.”
 

 
  They had gone right to the nearest canal from their house, which fortunately was, itself, not far from the center of the city. To reach General Ralavideh’s temporary headquarters, they only had to travel a few blocks and descend one tier. It was a mostly uneventful trip, though it required some navigating around rubbernecking residents. So far, no curfew had been declared, and nothing was preventing curious citizens from standing around gawking at the unusual sights; the Legionnaires seemed to mostly be keeping them away from the canals by sheer presence. Silver Legionnaires were
  
   very
  
  much respected in Vrin Shai.
 

 
  There was a brief delay when they had to cross a canal and their guide warned them that anyone traversing the bridges could expect to be liberally splashed. Basra had quickly vetoed the use of divine shields, lest it agitate the elementals, but then Ami had flatly (and dramatically) refused to risk getting her guitar wet. Ultimately they had trooped across, Branwen holding a compact little shield over their bard, while the rest of them got soaked. For the remainder of the trip, Schwartz worked some of his own magic to dry them (and their grateful escort) off, while everyone rather irritably gave Ami a cold shoulder.
 

 
  A market square just beyond the bridge had been overtaken by the Fourth Legion; their guide led them past an outer perimeter of soldiers into an orderly beehive of activity, making straight for a cluster of folding tables which seemed to be the center of the whole operation. As they approached, Basra lengthened her stride, passing their escort and striding right up to the General.
 

 
  Ralavideh was a Tiraan woman in her fifties, short and stocky in her armor, with graying hair trimmed close to her head. She was surrounded by a dozen people, a mix of senior officers, priestesses of Avei, and off to one side a small knot of civilians in diverse attire. She turned away from a cleric upon Basra’s arrival, nodding in greeting.
 

 
  “Ah, Captain Syrinx—good, I was hoping one of my messengers would find you.”
 

 
  “Thank you for including me, General,” Basra replied. “I’m long since discharged, though, you needn’t address me by rank. What’s the situation?”
 

 
  “At this moment,” said Ralavideh, “we have an unprecedented
  
   annoyance
  
  in Vrin Shai, but the situation appears not to be dangerous. That doesn’t mean we intend to leave it as is; the Governor agrees with me that these beings need to be removed as swiftly as possible. Right now our focus is on doing so without escalating the situation. Have you anything to contribute to our knowledge of the, for want of a better word, enemy?”
 

 
  “Not of these specifically,” Basra said, nodding to Schwartz. “My elemental specialist, here, had detection wards over the city and hasn’t identified any other incursions, though we were visited by a large rock elemental at our temporary base.”
 

 
  “Hm,” the General mused, frowning down at a map of Vrin Shai on the table before her. “Then I’m not the only one who knows the Abbess set you on the hunt for this elementalist. Well! In addition to wanting your perspective, we have unexpected help who also asked to see you as soon as possible.”
 

 
  Indeed, as she was speaking, a man with a familiar bearded face stepped forward, trailed by the other assorted civilians who had been clustered together at one corner of Ralivedeh’s command post. “Your Grace! Good to see you again!”
 

 
  “Mr. Hargrave,” Basra replied, nodding. “I confess I hadn’t expected to meet again so soon.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’ve made…well, it’s a long story,” he said seriously. “These are some of the people I went to speak with. Over a dozen have come to Vrin Shai with me; Abbess Darnassy said we could find you here.”
 

 
  “You brought Viridill’s witches
  
   here?”
  
  Basra asked, her eyebrows rising in surprise.
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   all
  
  of them, by any means,” Hargrave clarified hastily. “You see, it’s—”
 

 
  General Ralivedeh cleared her throat pointedly.
 

 
  “Right,” Hargrave said quickly. “Priorities. They were going to try neutralizing the elementals with priestesses, which would have been quite risky and probably ineffective. Now that we’re here, the rest of my friends have fanned out through the city to begin laying preparations, and we’re going to deal with this matter first of all. Barring any
  
   further
  
  upsets, I believe we can have all this cleared away in a few hours. Tomorrow, though, I’d like to have a lengthy conversation about what we’ve learned.”
 

 
  “Excellent,” she said emphatically. “Can you use another caster? Schwartz, make yourself useful.”
 

 
  “Glad to!” the Salyrite said cheerfully, stepping forward. “Actually, I may have some fresh data to add to your findings—I had a good, solid ward network overlaying the city before all this started up, and I was able to detect…”
 

 
  He melted into Hargrave’s gaggle of witches and they drifted off toward the canal in the near distance, talking among themselves.
 

 
  “That’s been the theme of the evening,” Ralavedeh said with an annoyed twist of her mouth. “I’m glad they came along, but you know what it’s like working with civilians. Takes a constant effort to know
  
   what
  
  they’re doing and make sure they don’t screw up my chain of command.”
 

 
  “I do know,” Basra agreed. “Well, for the time being it seems I’m a little superfluous, here…”
 

 
  “Actually,” said the General, “since you brought your whole group, I wonder if I could borrow them for a bit?” She turned, nodding to the others. “I understand Bishop Snowe and a trained bard have joined you—we’ve a use for talents exactly like that.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Basra raised an eyebrow. “Whatever for?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s
  
   obvious,
  
  isn’t it?” Ami asked dryly. “Or do you intend to just
  
   leave
  
  this mob to its own devices?”
 

 
  Beyond the perimeter marked by the Legionnaires, a noisy and energetic crowd were circulating, talking and gesticulating eagerly. No one seemed particularly agitated, though, and while their general noise didn’t yield any specific conversational threads at this distance, it didn’t sound angry.
 

 
  “I would hardly call that a mob,” Basra began.
 

 
  “Well, that doesn’t mean you just
  
   ignore
  
  them,” Branwen said in mild exasperation. “This
  
   is
  
  what you wanted us for, General?”
 

 
  “If you’re able and willing,” Ralavedeh replied, nodding. “Citizens of Vrin Shai are a respectful people as a rule, and they trust the Legions, but you simply cannot drop an event like this on top of thousands of civilians and expect it to stay calm indefinitely. Fortunately this happened at dusk; provided we can get it squared away before business hours begin tomorrow, we can hopefully avoid any serious unrest. For now, I would like any help possible in
  
   keeping
  
  a lid on this.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ami mused, absently tuning her guitar and frowning at the onlookers. “That’s
  
   hardly
  
  the whole population of the city. Nor even a
  
   significant
  
  percentage…”
 

 
  “It’s a start, though,” Branwen said with a smile. “Come, Bas, let’s see if we can’t put people’s minds at ease.”
 

 
  She glided off toward the edge of the square opposite the bridge without waiting for anyone’s approval, apparently not seeing the scowl Basra directed at her back. Ildrin, Ami, and Jenell, who
  
   had
  
  seen it, followed at a more circumspect distance.
 

 
  At the other end, the plaza terminated on a broad staircase only four steps tall. It was a short enough drop that they could plainly see the people milling around below it, built mostly for decoration and to prevent wheeled vehicles from entering the market square. Legionnaires were guarding the staircase, however, keeping the civilians isolated in the wide street below.
 

 
  The crowd focused its attention on the top of the stairs as Branwen arrived, taking a position near the center between two soldiers, who looked quizzically at her and then at a nearby officer. Apparently having been told what to expect, the lieutenant gestured them away, and they shifted to the very edges of the staircase, distancing themselves from the Izarite Bishop. By that point, a few scattered cheers had broken out and people surged forward eagerly, smiling up at Branwen.
 

 
  “Well, what a night
  
   this
  
  is!” she said, her light voice projecting skillfully out over the crowd, and earned a laugh from her audience. “I’m a guest here, myself, so please don’t take anything I say as an official pronouncement. General Ralavedeh has very kindly allowed me to speak to you—which works out well for everyone, as I’m sure you know how much I love to hear myself talk.”
 

 
  During the laugh which followed this, Ami mused aloud, coincidentally having placed herself close enough to Basra to be audible to her, “My, she’s actually rather
  
   good
  
  at extemporizing, isn’t she? Somehow, I’d though all her speeches were the work of Church handlers.”
 

 
  “What I can tell you,” Branwen continued as soon as it was quiet enough again, “is that the Sisterhood of Avei has matters well in hand. At this point, it’s not yet certain
  
   what
  
  is happening or why, but there is no indication that anyone is in any danger. And should these…peculiar visitors take a turn toward hostility… Well, in that event, I find I am
  
   still
  
  not overly concerned. This is Vrin Shai, after all!”
 

 
  She beamed proudly down at them, waiting for the cheers to subside before continuing. “It’s
  
   hardly
  
  a secret that the cults of the Pantheon don’t all see eye-to-eye, and indeed, my faith has its frictions with Avei’s. If I must be surrounded by an invasion of strange elementals, though, I can honestly say there is no one among whom I would rather find myself. Yes, the Sisters of Avei are indeed fearsome in battle, and the presence of all these Legionnaires makes me feel much safer. But there’s far more to it than that! Avei is a goddess who places great trust in
  
   people.
  
  For all of the Sisterhood’s history, she has encouraged people to find their own courage, to hone their skills, and the result is what you see around you! An invincible city, filled with an unconquerable
  
   people,
  
  living under the aegis of a goddess who has led them to be the most they can be!”
 

 
  More cheers, this time slower to subside. Branwen nodded and smiled encouragingly, but before she opened her mouth to speak again, there came a shout from near the front of the crowd. The speaker hadn’t waited for silence, and so most of the words were lost, but the Bishop was apparently close enough to make them out clearly. All that was clearly audible from Basra’s position behind her was “Last Rock.”
 

 
  Apparently, Branwen was not the only one who’d heard the words. The crowd’s voice faltered into confusion, cheers and applause continuing from various quarters, while others who had been close enough to hear broke off their adulation, murmuring.
 

 
  “It’s hardly kind to cast aspersion on the people of the frontier,” Branwen said with an artful hint of reproach. “In fact, I was
  
   in
  
  Last Rock very recently, and I found them to be a most admirable folk as well. They have had a different journey through history than you, and were shaped by different pressures, but I rather think they would cope well with a situation such as this, too. The prairie breeds hardy and adaptive folk.
 

 
  “If anything, the comparison should only encourage you! For all their strengths, the folk of Last Rock lack a great gift that Avei has bestowed on you: leadership and examples which come from
  
   within,
  
  not from above. You live with and among the Sisterhood—the Legionnaires rise from within your own families, proving the potential of a whole population. No one sits high atop a mountain, grooming rogue adventurers and denying you a place among them.”
 

 
  She paused for more reaction again, but this time the result was clearly not as she expected. The onlookers frowned, glancing at one another in apparent confusion—at least, some of them. Quite a few tittered, and open laughs sounded from several direction. Branwen hesitated, for the first time betraying uncertainty.
 

 
  “So, your Grace,” called a male voice from near the front, the same voice which had shouted about Last Rock. “I take it you haven’t seen today’s papers?”
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  “It was simply an attack of opportunity,” Lord Vex informed the Imperial couple, who were both studying the newspapers laid out on their breakfast table. “Embarrassing Bishop Snowe won’t yield any significant dividends, and anyway she quickly regained control of the crowd. I’ve had my people in Vrin Shai keeping track of her whole group; one saw the opportunity last night and took it, which I approve. The
  
   significant
  
  aspect of this is that it demonstrates she is there on her own, not on assignment from the Archpope.”
 

 
  “How so?” the Emperor inquired.
 

 
  “She was unaware of the content of those newspapers,” Vex replied. “After the effort that had to have gone into placing the Archpope’s agenda into them, seeing stories run that so neatly countered it is a serious matter, and
  
   Justinian
  
  is too smooth to have failed to notice, or to be so easily tripped up. He would not permit anyone operating on his agenda to be so out of touch. Thus, Snowe is assisting Syrinx for her own purposes.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Eleanora mused. “And what do you make of that?”
 

 
  “It’s too early to tell anything definitive, or useful. At present, my general policy toward Syrinx is to leave her alone.”
 

 
  “You considered it established that she was deep in Justinian’s camp the last time we spoke of it,” the Empress said sharply.
 

 
  “Indeed, your Majesty,” Vex answered, “but we must consider
  
   why
  
  each of his inner circle are there. Snowe is personally and ideologically loyal to Justinian, Varanus speaks loyally for a cult which also backs the Archpope, and Darling is playing all factions against each other for his own purposes. He and Syrinx are the angles I will use when it is time to act against Justinian directly; that woman has no true interest in anything but herself. For that reason, I choose not to risk antagonizing her at this time. The recent trouble that caused her to be exiled to Viridill indicates she still has a vindictive streak.”
 

 
  “With regard to that,” said the Emperor, finally looking up from the newspaper, “your report on the matter suggested an internal Avenist shake-up that might end with Shahai or Locke permanently fulfilling Syrinx’s role. Does that factor into your calculations?”
 

 
  “Very much so, your Majesty. If Syrinx ends up retaining her position, it won’t do to irritate her; if she does not, it’s not worthwhile to invest in her. Frankly, I would prefer either of the elves you mentioned, but we will work with whatever resources are available. It is far too early to consider moving openly and aggressively against Justinian, but when that time comes, turning the cults against his Church will necessarily be a central aspect of the plan. Having the Avenists and Eserites positioned to strike at the heart of his organization will serve us well on that day.”
 

 
  “It seems to me,” said Eleanora as she pushed aside the paper to reach for her teacup, “that getting these stories into the papers is a far greater victory than anything involving Snowe. This was admirably quick work, Quentin.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Majesty,” he said with a languid little smile. “And I concur with your assessment. Momentarily tripping up Bishop Snowe was merely one sign of our success, and one of the less important.”
 

 
  “How did you counteract Justinian’s influence on the newspapers?” asked the Emperor, smiling thanks at Milanda when she stepped forward to refill his teacup.
 

 
  “Justinian thinks in terms of power and force,” said Vex. “He has leveraged several factors to maintain a hold on the papers: their near-infiltration by the Black Wreath, the protection of the blessings the Church provided after that, and especially the financial benefit of their association with Bishop Snowe. A newspaper only looks monolithic from the outside, however, and the print media as a whole barely do at all. It is
  
   not
  
  in their nature to all point in one direction; there is significant infighting within each editorial staff, and deep rivalries between papers. A good many editors and reporters rather resent their reliance on Snowe, and virtually
  
   everyone
  
  resents having the Archpope dictate to them.” He smiled and blinked slowly, a distinctly catlike expression. “Intelligence services and newspapers have in common that we attract Veskers; as many as half my staff are affiliated with that faith. I am in a firsthand position to know that there is little bards
  
   hate
  
  more than being told what to say. Rather than trying to attack Justinian’s influence on the papers directly, I have simply had my people place the information we want disseminated in front of elements within the media whom I have identified as particularly resentful of the Church’s heavy hand.”
 

 
  “Elegantly done,” the Emperor said with approval, picking up the paper again. “And these? The two lead stories are interviews with this Punaji weather-witch and the dwarven inventor. Surely that wasn’t all…”
 

 
  “Indeed not, your Majesty. They were simply the two whose stories most quickly got out, which has as much to do with luck as anything I did. We targeted and nudged a selection of carefully chosen University graduates.”
 

 
  “Among
  
   that
  
  crowd,” Eleanora pointed out, “there are likely several who saw immediately what you were doing.”
 

 
  “I don’t doubt it, your Majesty. They can also see where their own interests lie; some may be curious enough to come to Tiraas, exploring these political currents, but I anticipate no hostile action toward us. Others will get their stories out there in the days to come, as they and various reporters follow the trails of breadcrumbs I’ve placed between them.”
 

 
  “Is it your intention to replace Justinian’s hold on the newspapers with our own?” Sharidan asked.
 

 
  “That would be quite difficult, your Majesty, and in my opinion also a mistake. As I said, it is not a natural state of affairs for
  
   every
  
  paper to tell the same story in the same voice. The great masses of people will think whatever they are told to think by whoever they respect most, but those who are clever enough to influence the game will have taken note of the recent spate of attacks on the University, and realized it signified an organized campaign. For now, it better serves our interests to re-assert the natural back-and-forth between differing opinions among the media. I will, of course, be taking steps to promote this
  
   theme
  
  among those who speak up on behalf of the University; I chose these candidates carefully to suggest it.”
 

 
  “Yes, I noticed that,” Sharidan agreed. “Both of these seemed to go on at some length about how their noble-born and otherwise powerful classmates benefited from associating with commoners like themselves.”
 

 
  “Indeed, your Majesty. A good propaganda campaign establishes a
  
   narrative;
  
  that’s why bards are so attracted to the business, I suspect. The story we are telling here is an egalitarian one about elevating common folk into heroes, and teaching the more highly-born to appreciate the lot of the common man. I am assisted in this in that it happens to be more or less true; it was probably not her intention, but Professor Tellwyrn
  
   has
  
  liberally seeded her student body with some rather humble voices, and their influence has been noted in the conduct of many of the University’s noble-born graduates. Nor did she invent the tactic. Your Majesties are aware that history’s more successful noble lineages, like the Punaji royal family and House Madouri, have always taken steps to keep themselves integrated with their subjects.”
 

 
  “The Madouris are simply more careful than most aristocrats about inbreeding,” the Empress said with mild distaste. “They breed their children with the same care they do racing thoroughbreds. Still, your point is well-taken.”
 

 
  “How do you intend to proceed?” the Emperor inquired, pausing to take a sip of tea.
 

 
  “For the time being, as is,” said Vex, folding his hands behind his back. “Though I am observing and managing it somewhat, the rest of this campaign will be an organic process of the University alumni I contacted coming forward and adding their voices to the debate. More direct action may become appropriate depending on what the Archpope does, but for now, things proceed satisfactorily.
  
   However,
  
  there is the other matter about which I asked to speak with you. An opportunity has unexpectedly arisen to rap Justinian’s knuckles
  
   far
  
  more sharply.”
 

 
  Sharidan and Eleanora exchanged a glance, then leaned froward in unison. “Do tell,” said the Emperor.
 

 
  “First thing this morning, I received a communication from Professor Tellwyrn. Much to my surprise, she was, in fact, relaying a message from Gabriel Arquin.” Again, that feline smile spread across Vex’s features. “I believe your Majesties will
  
   like
  
  this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  this stuff?” Trissiny asked warily, frowning into the cup of thin black liquid Ruda had just poured for her. A large pot of the stuff sat next to the plate of sandwiches on their breakfast table, filling the air with an unfamiliar but delightful scent.
 

 
  “It’s called coffee,” Ruda said cheerfully. “And it smells a hell of a lot better than it tastes. But it’s a powerful stimulant that makes black tea look like water. I figured some of us would be grateful for the boost, since
  
   some
  
  of us were up late knocking over and then fixing up the town, before Arquin requested everybody meet for an early breakfast.”
 

 
  “Yeah, sorry about that,” Gabriel said, wincing. “We need to have a pretty important discussion, and as soon as possible… But by the time we got back to campus last night, everybody was pretty dead on their feet. And also, not everybody was present.”
 

 
  “I note you did not invite any of the freshmen,” Shaeine observed.
 

 
  “Yeah,” he nodded, “and we may wanna bring them up to speed, depending on what we decide here. But I thought, for now, it’d be best to keep this between us.”
 

 
  “Hlk!” Everyone turned to stare at Teal, who was in the process of setting down her cup and making a face. “…sorry. It’s not the first time I’ve had coffee, but it always takes me by surprise. I mean, that
  
   smell,
  
  and then it tastes like a mud puddle under a salted turd factory.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  like it!” Scorn proclaimed, holding out a suddenly empty cup. “Almost like home! You are too afraid of strong flavors in this world. More, please?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Ruda eyed the towering demon up and down warily. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea…”
 

 
  “It’s probably fine,” said Fross. “She’s got a
  
   lot
  
  of body mass, and anyway the kinds of adaptations that make creatures resistant to infernal corruption also makes them less susceptible to mind-altering stimuli in general, so Rhaazke likely have a high tolerance.”
 

 
  “By the same token,” said Ruda, “I’m not sure I want to see a Rhaazke on a coffee high.” She poured Scorn another cup, however.
 

 
  “I’m really sorry I wasn’t there to help, Triss,” said Fross. “I sensed it when the wards were triggered, but something was really off about… Oh, uh, I guess Gabriel should go first, since he asked for the meeting. But this may be urgent, too, so we should talk about it before we go to class.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” said Gabe, who had touched neither his sandwich nor his coffee. He folded his arms on the table, drew in a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “All right, well… I guess I have to start by apologizing. I did something pretty stupid. And we came scarily close to somebody getting hurt because of it.”
 

 
  “Note the lack of gasps following that confession,” Ruda said dryly.
 

 
  “Ruda,” said Toby, frowning at her. “Quit. Okay?”
 

 
  “Fine, fine. Spit it out, Arquin, how bad did you fuck up this time.”
 

 
  Gabriel tightened his mouth for a moment, then raised his eyes to look at all of them. “Okay, well… The truth is, I’ve been keeping information back from you. I know more than I’ve let on about what’s happening around here.”
 

 
  “Why?” Juniper asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Mostly because…I thought some of you would be mad about how I was getting it. I’ve, uh, asked the valkyries to follow people around and report on what they were doing.”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny exclaimed, her eyes darting nervously about. “Follow people?
  
   Us?”
  
 

 
  “No, no!” Gabriel said hastily. “None of you, don’t worry. But, um… The two new priestesses in town. Lorelin Reich and Sister Takli. And…the Black Wreath warlocks who’ve been messing with us.”
 

 
  A short silence descended, in which they all stared at him.
 

 
  “Annnnd,” Ruda drawled at last, “the
  
   excellent
  
  reason we’re just now hearing about this would be…?”
 

 
  “It’s not an excellent reason,” Gabriel said glumly, “it’s a dumb one, and I only did it because I wasn’t thinking it through. Yesterday I went to talk with Val about it, because I
  
   really
  
  didn’t like keeping things from you guys and it was weighing on me even though it had seemed like the right thing for a while, and… Well, he kind of pointed out that by controlling information I was trying to control the group. Which…was a shitty thing to do. I was just afraid somebody would do something
  
   abrupt
  
  and get hurt, and didn’t stop to consider what a jackass I was being by making assumptions like that and having the gall to manipulate you. So… I’m sorry, everyone. That was stupid as hell. I didn’t mean any insult or harm, I just messed up.”
 

 
  “Okay,” said Ruda with a shrug. “Apology accepted. What’d you learn?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “Um, what?” Gabriel asked uncertainly.
 

 
  Ruda raised an eyebrow. “Oh,
  
   I
  
  see how it is. Ruda’s the temperamental one who cusses everybody’s ear off over the slightest thing, right? So that’s what you’re expecting here.”
 

 
  “Uh, that’s kind of true, though,” Fross pointed out.
 

 
  “Fine, you want details?” Ruda planted an elbow on the table and pointed at Gabriel. “You, Arquin, are a dumbass. You never
  
   think
  
  this shit through and you’re always fucking up one thing or another. But here’s the deal I’ve noticed about you: it’s never malicious, and it’s always an exciting
  
   new
  
  way of fucking up.”
 

 
  “That’s fantastic, thanks,” he muttered.
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  pretty fuckin’ fantastic, and shut your grumblehole till I finish. You make new and different mistakes because you don’t repeat the old ones. You
  
   learn.
  
  Annoying as it frequently is to clean up after you… Hell, you’re doin’ constantly better and you try. Can’t fairly ask a lot more than that of anybody, now can we?”
 

 
  “Not for the first time,” Shaeine observed, “Ruda’s viewpoint is surprisingly insightful. I cannot say I don’t somewhat resent your actions, Gabriel; I had thought that by this point there was more trust between us.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said miserably. “I’ll make it up to you, somehow.”
 

 
  The priestess gave him one of her warm little smiles. “I am sufficiently confident of that to let go of the matter and trust it will happen.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Toby said firmly. “I’m glad you’re doing better, Gabe, but seriously. Do
  
   not
  
  try something like that again. Failing to share information in dangerous situations is what gets people badly hurt, or worse.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said, nodding. “Agreed. Again, I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Another lull fell; several of them shifted to look at Trissiny, who was staring fixedly at Gabriel. She finally glanced aside, meeting their glances, then shook her head and spoke in an oddly quiet tone. “Ruda’s right.”
 

 
  “Well,” Gabriel said with a hesitant grin, “thank—”
 

 
  “What did you learn?” she interrupted.
 

 
  He broke off, staring at her, then blinked and cleared his throat. “Right, well… Okay, there are two things that I think are important. First of all, the Wreath have been a little careless because they’re used to stealth magic and shadow-jumping away. The stealth
  
   can
  
  work on my girls, but valkyries can actually follow a shadow-jump, which I don’t think the Wreath knows. They’ve been watching conversations that took place where the Wreath thought they were in private. And apparently, they don’t mean us any harm.”
 

 
  “That is difficult to credit,” Shaeine observed.
 

 
  “Not very so,” Scorn disagreed, gesticulating with her again-empty coffee cup. “We have here Vadrieny and Teal, yes? They are
  
   very
  
  important to the Wreath. Not to be trusted, these warlocks, but they will not do harm to us on purpose.
  
   Manipulate
  
  us, yes.”
 

 
  “That’s…pretty much the long and the short of it, actually,” said Gabriel slowly, giving Scorn a thoughtful look. “What they’re trying to do is goad us into chasing them so they can lead us into learning things about the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “That does fit,” Toby said pensively.
 

 
  “It worked,” Trissiny muttered, staring at the table.
 

 
  “Here’s the thing, though,” Gabriel went on. “I think Tellwyrn is allowing this.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper frowned heavily. “You’ve gotta be kidding. You
  
   know
  
  how Tellwyrn gets when people threaten her students!”
 

 
  “However,” Shaeine countered, “if they are specifically not
  
   threatening
  
  us, and in fact trying to help us learn something…”
 

 
  “Oh, I could
  
   totally
  
  see that,” Fross chimed. “I mean, c’mon, think about the things she has us
  
   do.
  
  We keep getting sent into politically volatile situations to try and fix them, not to mention dangerous stuff like the Crawl and the Golden Sea. And these are supposed to be
  
   educational
  
  excursions. Tellwyrn wouldn’t be shy about letting the Wreath play around with us, as long as she had some control.”
 

 
  “And she does,” Gabriel agreed. “Specifically, she’s got Professor Ekoi riding their tails. There was a bit of a lull before last night while the warlocks tried to figure out just what Ekoi was and what to do about it. It seems they actually managed to speak with her, though, and apparently reached some kind of agreement, because…” He trailed off, wincing. “Well, then there was last night.”
 

 
  “So,” Teal said, frowning deeply, “we can consider this…a University-sanctioned activity?”
 

 
  “How utterly typical,” Trissiny growled.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn, it sounds she is a good teacher,” Scorn observed. “The world is not easy, even a soft one like this. Best to learn hard things in hard ways, while there is someone to watch over and keep you safe, yes? Then when you go out to the world, you are not surprised by how hard it hits.”
 

 
  “I believe that is Tellwyrn’s educational philosophy precisely,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  “Let’s back up for a moment,” said Toby. “Gabe, you said the Wreath are trying to lead us by the nose into something about the Universal Church?”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the other thing,” Gabriel said grimly. “You remember our last discussion about this, after Bishop Snowe’s little stunt? We decided the Archpope was being sneaky, but he was probably a lower priority than the Wreath. Well, Vestrel and her sisters had been keeping tabs on those two new priestesses, as I said. First off,
  
   both
  
  of them are Universal Church loyalists, sent here specifically by Justinian.”
 

 
  “How certain are you of that?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  “Takli has a magic mirror,” he replied. “It’s connected to another one in the Cathedral in Tiraas; Aelgrind actually watched her communicate with a handler back there. Aside from that, though, she hasn’t
  
   done
  
  anything; her assignment is to try to bring you around to the Archpope’s side, Triss.”
 

 
  
   “Really,”
  
  Trissiny said, scowling. “And she thought
  
   yelling
  
  at me would accomplish that?”
 

 
  “Under the circumstances, I could see that being a valid opening move,” said Shaeine. “You grew up in the military, Trissiny; I would assume that being spoken to sharply about your mistakes is not an unfamiliar experience for you. A campaign such as that would take considerable time. She probably expects to build a relationship with you over the course of months or years.”
 

 
  “Creepy,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “Yeah, Takli’s… Honestly, that may be creepy, but it worries me less,” said Gabriel seriously. “The
  
   real
  
  problem is Lorelin. Guys… In all honesty, I think the Wreath has a point, here, in that she’s
  
   worse
  
  than anything they’re doing.”
 

 
  “Here,” Toby said firmly. “Whatever she’s done may be worse than they’re doing
  
   here.
  
  Never forget who the Black Wreath are or what they’re capable of.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said ruefully, “I think that may be part of what tripped me up. I wanted to wait and see what they and she did, and I thought you guys would insist on going after them directly…”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s fucking sake!” Ruda burst out. “Arquin,
  
   what
  
  did this woman
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “Right, sorry,” he said, grimacing. “Well… At the higher levels of Vidian formal casting are varieties of misdirection and emotional influence that are almost like fae magic. I’ve just barely started studying this stuff; I’m nowhere near being able to do it, but I know what it is. Well, Lorelin has an apparatus set up in her private chamber that lets her extend her influence over the whole town.”
 

 
  “Ohhh, I don’t think I like where this is going,” Fross whispered.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded grimly. “It wasn’t specifically meant to harm, just to aid in Justinian’s propaganda campaign. The effect she’s been trying to put into place is meant to make people more emotional, more susceptible to manipulation.”
 

 
  “So,” Teal said slowly, “for example… If a paladin went chasing a demon through the town, people who might otherwise take that in stride…”
 

 
  “That
  
   fucking
  
  asshole,” Ruda snarled. “A priest is supposed to serve people! You
  
   don’t
  
  fucking
  
   do
  
  that to a whole town full of people!”
 

 
  “I say we go right to Tellwyrn with this,” said Juniper decisively. “Last Rock may not be exactly her domain, but that could affect the students, too!”
 

 
  “Actually, I already went to Tellwyrn,” said Gabriel. “The scrolltower office was closed last night, and anyway, I thought it as a little sensitive for public transmission… So I asked her to get a message to the Imperial government.”
 

 
  “That is an
  
   excellent
  
  idea,” Shaeine said approvingly. “Whoever
  
   else
  
  is affected by this Lorelin Reich’s actions, that was an abusive and highly illegal magical effect to place over a whole town full of Imperial civilians.”
 

 
  “Sorry for not including you guys in that,” Gabriel said hastily, “but I wanted to get it done as quick as possible, and everybody was already off to bed at that point. And yeah… I want to go down there and punch her teeth in as much as everybody else, but in this case I think it’s better to do it properly. Tellwyrn agreed. She was, uh, much less condescending than usual about it.”
 

 
  “I think you still
  
   should
  
  do something,” said Trissiny. “Or say something at least, before the Empire takes over. You’re the Hand of her god.”
 

 
  “True,” Gabriel admitted, frowning in thought.
 

 
  “Um, I think I have something to add to that,” said Fross. “Okay, Trissiny, this is about what I was going to tell you—last night when the wards went off, the signal was
  
   really
  
  strange. It was a false demon trace, like we suspected, but there were elements to it that looked peculiar.”
 

 
  “Dangerous?” Trissiny asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Actually, no, not that I could see. That’s why I didn’t come help; I know you can take care of yourself and I didn’t think you were in any danger. It seemed more important to figure out
  
   what
  
  was happening, because there were layers to that spell that were clearly aimed at more subtle effects.”
 

 
  “What did you learn?” asked Shaeine.
 

 
  “Well!” The pixie bobbed up and down twice. “First I recognized an energy signature in the spell matrix that
  
   really
  
  jumped out at me, because the only place I’ve ever seen before is in Juniper’s aura.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” the dryad exclaimed, straightening up in alarm.
 

 
  “Specifically in the
  
   block
  
  in your aura. It’s a frequency that relates somehow to Avei. See, I don’t detect divine magic directly but its presence can be inferred from how fae and arcane energies are changed by it. Took me most of the night to unravel this and study it properly, but I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure what I found is… Okay, there’s that energy signature, right? Only it’s set up with a disruptive counter-frequency.”
 

 
  “Wait, you’re saying the Black Wreath has the ability to disrupt my connection to Avei?” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh, no, absolutely not, that’d
  
   never
  
  work. You could
  
   maybe
  
  do that to a priest, but if you did it between a deity and her paladin, Avei would notice and step right in, which is
  
   exactly
  
  what the Wreath doesn’t want. No, it doesn’t try to sever your connection to her, but… Um, for want of a better term, agitate it. It really puzzled me, because it seemed like what it would
  
   do
  
  is diffuse her influence more broadly through your own aura. I don’t really know the specifics of how you’re linked to her, but that seems like, if anything, it would make you
  
   more
  
  in tune with her, not less.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said Scorn, shrugging when everyone turned to look at her. “The Wreath, they are wanting to get a reaction, yes? Well, Trissiny is a trained warrior—maybe not crafty, but also not stupid. So if they can make her more like the big angry goddess and less like the soldier, maybe she is more easy to manipulate.”
 

 
  “That’s…absolutely horrifying,” Toby breathed. “Have they
  
   always
  
  been able to do this?”
 

 
  “Surely not,” said Trissiny, her eyes wide. “It
  
   has
  
  to be a new spell. I mean, if the Black Wreath could do that… Someone would have noticed before
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “How, though?” Gabriel asked. “Think about it. Detecting this required them to be doing it in proximity to a custom made divine-arcane fusion detection ward, under the direct attention of a mage who, being fae, is naturally sensitive to emotionally manipulative magic. How many times do you think
  
   those
  
  circumstances have lined up? And quite frankly, almost nobody gives Fross credit for being as smart as she is; it probably wouldn’t even occur to them that she could isolate and figure out that element in their spell.”
 

 
  “It would be an extremely sensible spell for the Wreath to employ,” Shaeine said quietly. “Virtually no warlock is anything resembling a match for a paladin, particularly one of Avei. Yet, Hands of Avei have fallen to the Wreath in years past, usually through trickery. Any measure that could make a Hand more susceptible to their ploys would be immensely valuable to them.”
 

 
  “I think I’m going to be sick,” Trissiny whispered.
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why you don’t turn your back on the Wreath,” Toby growled. “Whatever their intentions right
  
   now,
  
  they are still capable of doing things like
  
   this.
  
  They must absolutely not be trusted.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda agreed, “but the fact remains… After these events, we pretty much can’t deny that the Archpope is
  
   also
  
  on our enemies list. Him and them, they’re apparently after the same thing: they want control of the paladins.”
 

 
  “Bring them,” said Scorn, raising her chin. “Everybody bleeds the same!”
 

 
  “It’s not as simple as that,” said Shaeine, nodding to her, “but at the core of that sentiment is truth. We must be prepared to contend with anyone and everyone who means us harm.”
 

 
  “Uh, guys?” said Juniper hesitantly. “I know it’s kind of anticlimactic and I hate to break this up, but…we have class. We’d better get moving or we’ll be late for Tellwyrn. And she barely needs an excuse to be a jerk anyway.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed and slid off the bench. “Yeah… Well, needless to say, we aren’t done talking about this.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Toby, rising as well. “We know what we’re dealing with, now; we need to decide on a course of action.”
 

 
  They got to their feet with some stretching and groaning—it had indeed been a very long night for several of them.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Trissiny said quietly, catching his sleeve as they stepped into the rear of the line that straggled off toward Helion Hall. “Did you really think I would charge face-first at the Wreath if you told me this was going on?”
 

 
  He winced. “I really wasn’t thinking in conscious terms, Triss. I’m sorry, nothing personal was meant—it was just a knee-jerk reaction. And it wasn’t just about you!”
 

 
  “The rest of our class is two pacifists, two fairies, a diplomat and a competent combat strategist,” she said woodenly. “If you thought
  
   somebody
  
  was going to fly off the handle and do something violent, that pretty much leaves me, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “I didn’t—”
 

 
  “And you didn’t even have to think about it,” she added, staring ahead at Toby’s back.
 

 
  “Triss,” he said miserably, “this isn’t a reflection on you. I was an idiot. Please don’t be mad…”
 

 
  “I don’t…think…I am,” she murmured. “I’m honestly not sure what I think. I’m…honestly not sure I’d have any
  
   right
  
  to be mad, after last night.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  There was a small rooftop terrace at the edge of Helion Hall’s large central dome, where a little round table and chair were attached to the stone roof. No stairs or other access led to it, which was hardly a barrier to many of those who dwelt on this campus. It was a signal, though: Professor Tellwyrn did not desire to share her private breakfast nook. Fortunately, most of the students never even learned it was there, otherwise a good many of them would have taken that for a challenge.
 

 
  She sipped the remainder of her tea, watching the sophomore class trickle toward the building from the terrace below.
 

 
  “I am extending a great deal of trust, Kaisa,” she said quietly.
 

 
  “So you are!” Ekoi replied cheerfully, stepping out from behind her, where she had definitely not been a moment before. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed. I’m so proud of you!”
 

 
  “I’ll accept certain risks as necessary,” Tellwyrn said bitingly, “but let’s keep the recklessness to a minimum, shall we? Last night was probably the first time in all of history that dragging Mabel Cratchley into a problem actually
  
   helped
  
  it.”
 

 
  “That’s because of the dragging, Arachne,” said Ekoi, perching on the edge of the table. “You always
  
   drag
  
  people, or push them, or threaten them. If you do it
  
   properly,
  
  people will do what you want without once suspecting it wasn’t fully their own idea.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “I am still not sanguine about this. Whatever assurances were given by this Mogul character, or Elilial herself, tolerating the Wreath’s presence here is an invitation to disaster.”
 

 
  “Not, I maintain, if we manage them with care. Arachne,” the kitsune said more gently, “this will
  
   work.
  
  You’ve made progress with Trissiny, but, in truth, you’re the wrong person to reach her; you are just too much
  
   like
  
  her. I have been guiding young minds longer than you have existed—at least, as far as we know. Believe me, I know how to get through to her.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “All right, it’s not as if you haven’t earned the benefit of the doubt. But when Avei comes stomping down here to throw one of her divine fits about me letting the Wreath play with her paladin,
  
   you
  
  can talk to her. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a class.”
 

 
  She vanished with a soft
  
   pop
  
  of displaced air, leaving behind the empty teacup.
 

 
  Kaisa shifted her body to peer down at the approaching students, her tail waving eagerly.
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   date.”
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  “Sure is takin’ his sweet time,” Joe muttered, pacing back and forth in the mouth of the alley.
 

 
  Ingvar just glanced at him in silence before turning his head again to peruse the street beyond. Despite being a few yards distant, he had a better view of Veilgrad by dint of being perched atop a stack of crates against one side of the warehouse.
 

 
  They had returned from the mountains to find the city stirred like a kicked anthill. Their inkeeper had been full of fanciful yarns about demons and chaos, which all three had taken with a pinch of salt. The other citizens of Veilgrad were not so easy to ignore, however, given how many were milling around in the streets, several even seeming to have formed protests in front of the governor’s office and the main Imperial Army barracks. All this the three of them would happily have brushed off and made their own exit from the city, save that whatever had transpired had caused a lockdown. The Rails were running, but there were checkpoints at all the city gates and in other places besides, and according to the least outrageous rumors they’d managed to get from irate passersby, Grusser was on the verge of declaring martial law.
 

 
  For now, Joe and Ingvar lurked quietly in a warehouse district, avoiding everything and everyone as much as possible. Darling, being both the most city-savvy among them and the one with the highest political rank, had gone to see what he could learn. It had been two hours, and Ingvar had actually been somewhat impressed with Joe’s patience up till the last few minutes. City dwellers in general, he had observed, lacked the inclination and possibly the ability to be still and calm without constant stimulation. Joe, of course, hailed famously from a very small town, but he was clearly no country boy (despite his prairie accent and the cowboy affectations in his attire), and had never been on a hunt in his life. Ingvar wouldn’t really have expected him to remain calm and focused for hours on end while waiting to learn the fate of their plans to escape the city.
 

 
  In truth, he might not have expected
  
   himself
  
  to manage it at Joe’s age.
 

 
  For his part, he was glad enough of the chance not to talk, and had been grateful that Joe seemed to share his feeling. Darling, of course, had blathered on as blithely as always before leaving them; only after a few days of observing him closely was Ingvar sure he was covering the same unease they both felt. That experience—vision, dream, whatever it had been—had left the three of them with a lot more than a newfound understanding of wolves.
 

 
  At least Ingvar found solace in mulling his new insights into the sacred beasts. Joe and Darling had little to think about but whatever hung between them, now. It was a very strange thing; Ingvar still didn’t know any more about the histories of these two men than he had before climbing the mountain, but was left with the feeling of deep comprehension and familiarity one usually felt only toward lifelong friends. Or family.
 

 
  It had also not escaped his notice that Mary the Crow likely did nothing by accident, and surely had deep plans of her own, irrespective of his, Shaath’s, Darling’s, or anyone else’s. He was beginning to resign himself to the fact that they were going to have to talk about this at some point, if for no other reason than to prevent the Crow from casually manipulating them like chess pieces. It was a testament to how rattled Darling must be that he hadn’t already proposed it. The question remained, though, what she intended to accomplish by drawing the three of them closer together.
 

 
  “All right, I’m gonna have a look around,” Joe said suddenly, peering out the mouth of the alley again.
 

 
  “Are you sure that’s wise?” Ingvar asked.
 

 
  “Frankly? No.” The Kid glanced up at him, eyes just barely visible under the brim of his hat. “Very likely ain’t wise
  
   or
  
  necessary, but I’m losin’ my mind, here. Walkin’ helps calm a body down. I’m just gonna do a quick spin around the block, see if I spot anything useful.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Ingvar replied, beginning to rise from his seat. “If you want…”
 

 
  “You better stay here,” Joe said somewhat gruffly. “This is where the Bishop’s comin’ back to, when he does. Won’t be long.”
 

 
  He turned and slipped out of the alley, vanishing around the corner before Ingvar could reply. The Huntsman sighed softly and settled himself back down atop his crate. Well, at least he wasn’t the only one disturbed and on edge.
 

 
  And he had time alone, now, to think. Not that he hadn’t done plenty of that in the dark on the mountainside after they awakened from their vision quest, but, in truth, that had been mostly reeling from shock, disbelief, and a whole torrent of emotions that it had
  
   taken
  
  him the bulk of the night to process, at least to the extent of controlling himself. Ingvar had come to believe that Mary was firmly right: you simply could not rip the world out from under a person like that and expect them to bear up well. He would not have been able to accept it at all, if not shown in that careful manner, and did not think less of himself for that.
 

 
  Which was the problem he faced going forward. The Huntsmen of Shaath were men of action; knowing something like this about the condition of his god and not
  
   doing
  
  something about it was unthinkable. But what?
  
   How?
  
  One thing was certain: Ingvar could not overturn centuries of flawed dogma on his own. But how could he possibly bring more Huntsmen to his side? He could hardly coax them one by one up into the hills to meet with the Rangers and be ambushed by visions. Even if the Rangers were willing, not everyone would react the same way, it would take centuries just to
  
   do…
  
  So many problems swarmed up from his mind to swamp that idea that Ingvar dismissed it entirely.
 

 
  Not to mention that not every lodge would even listen to him. There had been some tense moments during the campaign against the Wreath in Tiraas that spring; only the presence of his brother Huntsmen from the lodge had warded off trouble from some others, and even so it had been a close thing. Not every Huntsman would acknowledge him a man, much less a fellow Huntsman. Why had
  
   he
  
  been called to this?
 

 
  He stood, stretching his limbs, and climbed down from his perch to take over Joe’s duty of pacing up and down the alley. After a couple of hours he was stiff, but not badly; a hunt required far more patience than merely this. The lack of sleep was weighing on him more heavily.
 

 
  Well, perhaps it was premature to worry about the future yet. He would definitely have to do
  
   something,
  
  but perhaps the remainder of this quest would give him more direction. Mary had not deigned to tell them their next steps before vanishing, but Joe had said that before she left (which was before Ingvar had returned to their campsite) she had confirmed they had more yet to do. Not to mention that once the actual quest was done, he had agreed to help her find out who had sent him those dreams and visions.
 

 
  Could it have been Shaath? Ingvar doubted it, and not merely on Mary’s say-so. The god of the wild would not be eager to reveal himself in a position of weakness. And anyway, that came back to the same question: why
  
   him?
  
  Glumly, Ingvar had to acknowledge that he was possibly the worst conceivable choice for some kind of reformist movement.
 

 
  Could the Huntsmen even be reformed? As they were now…they were the living binds of their god, it seemed. He still didn’t know what to do with that horrible knowledge himself. What could the whole faith possibly do with it, except…die?
 

 
  The sounds of feet were soft and did not catch his attention; he’d grown accustomed to tuning them out during his time in cities. The figures suddenly blocking off the front of the alley, however, were another matter. Ingvar abruptly ceased his pacing, pivoting on one foot and smoothly moving his bow to his left hand and reaching toward his quiver before even getting a proper glimpse of the new arrivals.
 

 
  There were two of them, both bearded men in the very familiar garb of the Huntsmen. An older man, the one who had been telling stories outside the city gate when they’d first arrived, and one of his younger compatriots. Both armed, of course, and staring directly at him as if he were prey.
 

 
  Ingvar hardly had to consider the unlikelihood of these turning up by coincidence in this of all alleys to see what was up here.
 

 
  There was a soft sound from behind him—very soft, but still deliberate, and he calmly angled his body and stepped back toward the wall to be able to look in the other direction down the alley without putting his back to those ahead. The third local Huntsman was just now stepping around the stack of crates on which Ingvar had been sitting. A useful high ground which he was suddenly regretting having given up.
 

 
  “Well,” said the older man, fixing his stare on Ingvar. “I don’t know where you come from, girl, so I’ll grant that this may be a mistake. That garb is
  
   not
  
  a fashion statement. It’s not for women, and not for those who have not earned it. However they do things back home, wandering around the Stalrange like that is going to get you in trouble.”
 

 
  The man stopped, staring at him expectantly and clearly awaiting an answer. His two comrades were equally still and silent.
 

 
  Ingvar realized that if he wanted to prevent this whole thing from becoming a problem, he’d just been handed a way. Not that he was much of an actor, but how hard could it be to play the part of some girl from Tiraas with silly ideas about clothing? That was probably what Darling would do in this situation.
 

 
  No. Absolutely not. He had worked and fought too long and too hard for his identity; it was not a thing to be thrown aside for convenience, or even safety. He’d been beaten and worse before, and survived. A man’s integrity was worth far more than that.
 

 
  “You speak in error, brother,” Ingvar replied, pleased with the evenness of his voice. “I am Brother Ingvar, of the lodge in Tiraas, a fellow Huntsman. It would be appropriate for you to show some respect.”
 

 
  The younger man’s expression grew visibly angry; the older simply narrowed his eyes. The third remained a presence in Ingvar’s peripheral vision, but he did not turn to study him in detail.
 

 
  “Where’s your beard…
  
   brother?”
  
  the elder Huntsman said finally, curling his lip. “Do they
  
   shave
  
  in Tiraas, these days?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t grow,” Ingvar said curtly. “A simple matter of inborn deformity, thank you for pointing it out.”
 

 
  “No,” said the younger man in front, shaking his head. “Look at her face, the voice—you’re a butch specimen, girl, but still a girl. Look at her
  
   throat.”
  
 

 
  “Whatever it is you’re playing at, you will not do it further,” the older man said flatly, taking a step forward. “These are sacred things you profane, girl. If you know enough of the Huntsmen to
  
   pretend
  
  that skillfully, this is no simple misunderstanding. And
  
   that
  
  means you’re courting consequences by coming here.”
 

 
  “I do not have to endure this jibing from you, old man,” Ingvar retorted, baring his teeth in a snarl even as he fought for calm. It was not his first time in this situation. The beatings were never worse than he could bear. Where the hell were Joe and Darling? “I am a Huntsman of Shaath, and I earned that place the same as you did. I had to work
  
   twice
  
  as hard to be accorded the same respect. Take your insecurities elsewhere and cease wasting my time and Shaath’s with them.”
 

 
  “You
  
   little—”
  
  The younger man in front started to surge forward, stopped when the elder barred his path with his longbow.
 

 
  “All right, there’s a simple way we can resolve this,” the elder said, staring grimly at Ingvar. “And if we have been in error, you will have our apologies, and whatever reasonable forfeit you choose to name for the sake of honor. Remove your pants.”
 

 
  Ingvar had an arrow half out of his quiver before realizing he was drawing it; he stopped before the two younger men had nocked arrows to their own bows, but just barely. At best, even if he
  
   was
  
  the faster draw, he could only shoot one…
 

 
  “Shall I assume that’s what passes for
  
   humor
  
  in this city?” he grated.
 

 
  “There’s a lot more to a man than what hangs between his legs,” the elder Huntsman said, “but that’s a definitive mark. If you have that, at least, I’ll be more willing to believe your story. If not, then you are in for a great deal of the discipline your father should have given you.”
 

 
  “Touch me and it will be the
  
   last
  
  of what I’m sure have been a long line of mistakes,” Ingvar snarled.
 

 
  The elder snorted. “These things are sacred; we cannot have people parading around as Huntsmen who haven’t the right. If we’re wrong, we’ll owe you for the indignity. But I don’t think we’re wrong.” His gaze sharpened further, and he drew an arrow of his own. “And I think you know it. Last chance…
  
   Ingvar,
  
  was it? It’ll go the worse for you if we have to take them off.”
 

 
  “Well,” sneered the young man behind him, “once they’re already off, she’ll be in a position to—”
 

 
  “If you even
  
   finish
  
  that sentence, pup, I’ll give you worse than I give her,” the elder snarled. “Men of Shaath do
  
   not
  
  debase themselves! Enough time-wasting from all of you. Get on with it, Ingvar, and let’s get all this ugliness over with before—”
 

 
  A beam of light split the dimness of the alley, flashing straight over their heads. The Huntsman who had flanked Ingvar whirled, aiming his bow back the way he had come and backing up toward the others.
 

 
  “My pa always taught me that a man fights his own battles,” drawled Joe, pacing forward out of the darkness. He really must have made a complete circuit of the block, or at least the building, to be coming from that direction. “And that a man doesn’t interfere in another man’s affairs. Always seemed like wisdom, to me… Till the day I watched him murdered in front of our house by six thugs who wouldn’t face an honest man head-on. So when I find my friend, here, bein’ cornered by three galoots in an alley… Well, with apologies to Brother Ingvar, I do not care what this is all about. It stops, right now, or I drop the lot of you.”
 

 
  “You don’t know what you’re meddling in, boy,” the elder growled. “This is a matter for the Huntsmen of Shaath.”
 

 
  “I literally
  
   just
  
  got finished tellin’ you how I don’t care what this is,” Joe replied, glancing at Ingvar and raising an eyebrow. “Doesn’t listen very well, does he?”
 

 
  “We haven’t known each other long, but I’ve already noticed that,” Ingvar replied. Part of him hated himself for the relief flooding through him at the Kid’s reappearance. It was a very small part, however, and he was learning that it wasn’t a voice which bore listening to.
 

 
  The elder Huntsman slowly eyed Joe up and down, from snakeskin boots to leather duster, tigers eye bolo tie and ten-gallon hat, all in black, and curled his lip disdainfully. “Have you ever been shot, boy?”
 

 
  “Nope,” Joe said in deadly calm. “Not once. But I been shot
  
   at
  
  more times’n you’ve laced up your boots. Name’s Joseph P. Jenkins, of Sarasio. You mighta heard of me.”
 

 
  
   That
  
  got a reaction. The two in front exchanged a glance, eyes widening; the one in back had drawn even with Ingvar, now, and was trying to divide his attention between the two of them, a reversal Ingvar couldn’t help enjoying.
 

 
  “Nonsense,” the youth in the front huffed after a moment. “Naturally a liar would be friends with a liar. Any idiot can claim to be—”
 

 
  Joe didn’t even bother to draw his second wand; he simply made what seemed to be a dismissive and almost effeminate flick of his wrist, and his weapon hissed softly as it spat three needle-thin beams of light. All three of the local Huntsmen leaped to the ready, placing arrows to their bows, and utterly failing to draw them due to their bowstrings being severed.
 

 
  “Now, I don’t know how you pictured
  
   this
  
  ending up,” Joe said calmly. “Religious issues ain’t legal justification for roughin’ somebody up in an alley; it’d be jail at the very least for the lot of you after all was said an’ done. But me, now… You havin’ stated your intention to assault my good friend, here, I’m legally justified in exercising lethal force to drive you off.”
 

 
  “Some things,” the elder said softly, glaring, “are worth suffering for.”
 

 
  “I couldn’t agree more,” Ingvar replied, earning a truly furious scowl.
 

 
  “Of course,” Joe drawled in the same even tone, “it’s well within my abilities to pick the fleas outta your beards at this range. There are all
  
   kinds
  
  of ways I could disable you. So when I say that if you force this issue I
  
   will
  
  kill the lot of you assholes dead, I want you to understand it’s on account of how personally I take this matter.”
 

 
  “I think you’re bluffing,” the former rearguard said, a quaver in his voice now that earned him contemptuous looks from the other three Shaathists present.
 

 
  “Dead doesn’t necessarily mean dead
  
   quickly,”
  
  Joe continued, holding the oldest man’s stare with his own. “You ever see what happens to a man with a hole burned through his femoral artery?”
 

 
  “Do you really have such cruelty in you, boy?” the elder asked, his tone soft and seemingly genuinely curious despite his hard expression.
 

 
  “I’m the goddamn Sarasio Kid,” Joe snapped. “I despise violence, cruelty, an’ most of the other things I am
  
   very
  
  good at. Now gather up your saggy machismo an’ get the hell outta here before I start gettin’ impatient.”
 

 
  They locked stares for a long moment, then very deliberately the elder Huntsman turned to study Ingvar again.
 

 
  “You expect
  
   me
  
  to argue?” Ingvar said disdainfully. “I would defend any brother Huntsman against even a superior foe, unless that Huntsman had just been busy making a fool of himself and our faith. Get moving.”
 

 
  The man snorted, then made a sharp gesture which prompted his two younger compatriots to come stand, scowling, at his shoulders.
 

 
  “You can evade the consequences of your behavior for only
  
   so
  
  long, girl, before—”
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
  In a single fluid motion, Ingvar had his bow drawn and an arrow aimed right at the elder’s heart. At that range, the longbow would have put a shaft almost clear through him. “You came here for the sole and specific purpose of sullying Shaath’s good name with your stupidity. You will leave with
  
   nothing.
  
  Not even the last word. Now
  
   walk,
  
  before I decide I want
  
   your
  
  pants.”
 

 
  The two younger men glared, and the elder shook his head. But when he turned to go, they followed, after giving Ingvar a final round of sneers.
 

 
  They waited until all three were long out of sight before Joe sighed softly and holstered his wand. “Welp. Sorry for buttin’ in like that, Ingvar; I still ain’t too clear on Shaathist doctrine, but I know a man an’ his battles are an important thing.”
 

 
  “I hope those three didn’t give you the impression that
  
   most
  
  Shaathists are too stupid to accept aid from a friend when it’s needed.” Ingvar drew in a deep breath and let it out, just now taking note of the adrenaline thrumming through his system as it finally started to ebb. That was going to be an irritating comedown. “Thank you, Joe.”
 

 
  “Don’t mention it,” the Kid said with a shrug. “Truth be told, I shouldn’t’ve been gone in the first place. I get stir-crazy for five minutes and you almost get jumped by the locals. What a town.”
 

 
  “Would…” Ingvar hesitated before finishing the question. “Would you
  
   actually
  
  have killed them with…unnecessary cruelty? Or were you just bluffing?”
 

 
  “I make my living at the card table,” Joe said with a faint smile. “Bluffing’s another of the things I don’t like but am very good at.”
 

 
  “Really?” Ingvar glanced over Joe’s suit; he was no student of fashion, but one didn’t have to be to observe that the Kid had expensive tastes. Tigers eye wasn’t a pricey stone, but that was a
  
   large
  
  piece. “You paid for all that playing cards?”
 

 
  “Yep. Point of fact, I was hoping to find a game of hold ’em somewhere, if we stop long enough in a place that ain’t trying to kill us. Darling’s already had to talk me out of trouble in Tiraas; dunno why I thought winnin’ at the Thieves’ Guild’s casino was a good idea.”
 

 
  Ingvar had to crack a grin at that, but just as quickly let it fade, turning his head to stare out at the mouth of the alley. “And…thank you. For never asking.”
 

 
  From the corner of his eye, he saw Joe shrug awkwardly. “Figured as soon as you wanted to explain it, you would. Other folk’s business is their own.”
 

 
  He nodded. “I’m just…well, you saw all that. The reaction is fairly typical. I can’t afford to assume anyone will
  
   understand.”
  
 

 
  Joe sighed softly. “Truth be told, Ingvar, I can’t rightly say I
  
   do
  
  understand. The whole thing doesn’t make a lick of sense to me. But I reckon you’re the expert on your own life, an’ I don’t recall anybody puttin’ me in charge of you. It’s the simplest damn thing,” he added, a scowl forming on his face. “Just
  
   let
  
  people alone to live their lives. The longer I live, the more places I see, the more it seems that’s the hardest thing in the world for a whole mess o’ folk. An’ I just
  
   cannot
  
  wrap my head around that.”
 

 
  “That much I never questioned,” Ingvar said thoughtfully, still gazing out at the street beyond. “Some things are sacred. Some things have to be defended. I always knew
  
   why
  
  the Huntsmen fought against accepting me. Even when the traditions are wrong… Traditions matter; they tell us who and what we are. I guess I should start giving a lot more thought to
  
   which
  
  traditions deserve to be upheld, since it seems almost all of mine may not make that list.”
 

 
  “Maybe that’s the difference,” Joe mused. “Where I’m from… Your family, your friends, the land that supports you, those things are sacred. Everything else’s just part o’ the world.”
 

 
  Ingvar whirled suddenly, sensing another presence, and had his bow half-drawn again before he identified Darling lounging against the crates he’d been perched upon earlier.
 

 
  “Well, don’t stop on my account!” the thief said cheerfully. “You two were having quite a moment, there.”
 

 
  “How long have you been there?” Joe demanded.
 

 
  “I caught the tail end of that little stand-off,” Darling confessed. “Well handled, both of you.”
 

 
  “Coulda used your
  
   help,”
  
  Joe said pointedly.
 

 
  “Nope.” Shaking his head, Darling straightened up and ambled forward to join him. “I make my way through life by talking my way out of trouble.
  
   You
  
  two have only known me when I’m on the top of the world, relatively speaking; you’ve no idea how many times I had to get my ass handed to me to get up here. There’s a certain kind of macho man who can’t be charmed down, and who takes the attempt as a call to violence. You just met three of them. Trust me, boys, you took exactly the right approach there, the only one that would have worked.”
 

 
  “Well,” Joe said in disgruntlement, “while I don’t enjoy threatening people, maybe it’ll make them think harder before they try that next time.”
 

 
  “That’s not how it works, Joe,” Darling said, placing a hand on his shoulder, and Ingvar wondered if the thief had always spoken with such an undercurrent of weary sadness or if he was just more attuned to it now. “That kind of bullying is about power. Come on, if this were some kind of real Shaathist inquisition, they’d have brought more; instead, it was those same three guys. You can bet they do stuff like this all the time. A bully is looking to make himself feel bigger by making others feel smaller; if you cut him down to size, you’ve just made it that much worse for the next person who catches his eye.”
 

 
  Joe closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “I just… Man, can’t we have
  
   one
  
  clean victory?”
 

 
  “I meant what I said,” Darling replied, squeezing his shoulder once before letting his hand drop. “You handled that the right way. Sometimes, you just don’t have good options. Maybe a trained Izarite could get through to someone like that, but… All I’ve ever been able to do is teach ’em who not to screw around with. It’s sad, but it’s life.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Ingvar said, making his tone deliberately brisk, “what have you learned?”
 

 
  “Right, back on point,” Darling agreed, nodding. “Well, the good news is the city’s not actually locked down; the military presence is just trying to keep order. We can get through the gates and onto a caravan, no problem. It’s going to take
  
   longer
  
  because we’ll have to stop and identify ourselves to soldiers, not to mention dealing with the lines of everyone
  
   else
  
  doing the same, but we’ll get there. Worst comes to worst, I pull rank, but frankly we’re three out-of-towners leaving with our business done; I doubt they’ll make it necessary.”
 

 
  “Did you manage to find out what’s got the city so worked up?” Joe asked. “Is there a danger?”
 

 
  Darling sighed, and for some reason looked distinctly annoyed. “No, there’s no danger. What
  
   happened
  
  is somebody summoned an incubus out there on the prairie a mile or so outside town.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ingvar exclaimed, reflexively reaching for his quiver again.
  
   “That’s
  
  what you call no danger? A child of Vanislaas loose in the city—”
 

 
  “Easy, there, I’m not done,” Darling said soothingly. “The demon’s dead; it was found hacked to pieces half a mile from the summoning site.”
 

 
  “Why would someone do that?”
 

 
  “Hm,” Joe mused, rubbing his chin. “Last year in Onkawa, someone used incubus flesh as a reagent in an illusion spell. Caused
  
   quite
  
  a ruckus at the time, but the technique’s been commented on in all the enchanting journals. I wonder how many of the Vanislaads that’ve been summoned in the last few months ended up right on the chopping block.”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t make myself mourn
  
   that,”
  
  Ingvar snorted. “Maybe it’ll make them more leery of answering summons. Why is something like that having such an effect on the city, though?” he asked Darling. “You’re right, it sounds like there’s not an active threat.”
 

 
  “Well, the problem is twofold,” Darling replied, tucking his hands in his coat pockets. “You have to keep in mind where we are, and what
  
   happened
  
  here just a few weeks ago. Veilgrad’s still recovering from a major chaos event. As disasters go, it was minor; a handful dead, dozens injured, lots of property damage. It was the
  
   nature
  
  of the thing that matters: the dead rose and rampaged through the city. That kind of horror leaves aftereffects on everyone who survived it. The people of Veilgrad have exactly zero patience with metaphysical bullshit right now. And the
  
   second
  
  problem is that the brain case of a military commander in the city, some clown named Adjavegh, is trying to keep a lid on this thing. Which, since the rumors are already out, is purely counterproductive. If he’d just get out in front of it, tell the people exactly what happened and that it’s over… And I’m sure he will very soon; if he doesn’t see sense, the Empire will land on him, and he’s got to have advisers telling him this already. But for now…”
 

 
  “For now,” Joe said slowly, “we’ve got a populace who’ve been traumatized by a mass raising of the dead, and rumors about demon summonings and incubi loose in the city. Yikes.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Darling agreed, nodding. “We’d best get ourselves moving while the moving is good. What with the Imperial Army’s current presence, Adjavegh has enough authority to dictate some policy, and right now Grusser is too occupied trying to keep everyone calm to lean on him. He’s got his hands full dissuading people from doing something irrational like rioting, or
  
   extremely
  
  rational like abandoning the city en masse. Oh, and posting guards on Leduc Manor, because of course people have tried to form a mob up there. Luckily they seem to be avoiding Malivette’s place. Apparently they tried that during the
  
   last
  
  troubles and were…dissuaded.”
 

 
  Ingvar cleared his throat. “Yes, about that… Where, exactly, are we going next? Did Mary see fit to tell you anything before vanishing again?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Darling said, nodding and glancing at Joe. “Well, most immediately we need to head to a town on the southwestern edge of Calderaas just above the Green Belt, called Fersis. That’s the nearest place we can reach by Rail. After that… It seems we’re going to visit the elves.”
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  “The point is this: I don’t believe we are under attack.”
 

 
  Basra’s pronouncement had the desired effect; the undercurrent of murmuring in the office immediately ceased, and all those present fixed their eyes on her, most frowning. In many places such a statement might have brought on a rush of shouts and denials, but the individuals here were all of a more disciplined nature.
 

 
  Governor Tamshinaar’s spacious office was very nearly cramped with the full complement of those assembled. Basra occupied the middle of the central floor, with the rest of her party—now including Mr. Hargrave—spread along the wall behind her. The Governor herself sat behind her desk, with her secretary Mr. Dhisrain standing discreetly against the wall behind. Assembled on the upper tier of the office around the desk, and spilling down the steps where space ran out, was nearly the entire upper leadership of Vrin Shai and Viridill itself. Generals Ralavideh and Vaumann, who commanded the Fourth and Second Silver Legions, respectively, stood together to the left of Tamshinaar’s desk, with Legate Raizheh Salindir, the ranking priestess of Avei in the Vrin Shai temple and the province itself. The city’s mayor, a stout and surprisingly young woman named Lorna Mellon, stood on the other side of the dais with Colonel Nintaumbi, who commanded the Imperial forces in Viridill. Nintaumbi was a broad-faced Westerner whose wide frame was all muscle and a testament that he didn’t take his rank as an excuse to sit behind a desk, and incidentally the only man on the dais aside from the Governor’s secretary.
 

 
  “How would you describe these events, then, your Grace?” General Vaumann asked pointedly, arching a blonde eyebrow.
 

 
  Basra partially turned to glance behind her. “I spent the early part of the morning with Mr. Hargrave, here, and several of his friends. For those of you who don’t know, Hargrave is a practicing witch and a respected figure in the local community of fae magic users; when I first set out from the Abbey to investigate the elemental incidents, he was the first person I visited, and has spent the last few days meeting up with his fellow witches from around the region. Mr. Hargrave, would you kindly summarize the situation for them as you did for me earlier?”
 

 
  “Of course, your Grace,” he said politely, stepping forward and pausing to give a deep bow to the assembled dignitaries. “Ah, Ladies, officers…everyone. I’m sorry, I’m more accustomed to my little town…”
 

 
  “Please don’t be self-conscious, Mr. Hargrave,” Lady Tamsin said with a kind smile. “I appreciate you putting forth so much effort on behalf of our province. Now, what can you tell us about this?”
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Hargrave said more briskly, “as Bishop Syrinx said, I went to meet with some of my…well, I suppose ‘colleagues’ is a word, though the nature of our association…is immaterial, sorry.” He paused, grimacing, and tugged on his collar. “Most practitioners of the fae arts are rather solitary creatures, aside from being the least popular type of magician among humans. There are probably several hundred scattered throughout Viridill, but I’m personally acquainted with a few dozen, and it was them I sought out to consult about the elemental problem. And actually, I am back here so
  
   quickly
  
  because many had the same idea. I was spurred into action by Bishop Syrinx, but it seems many of my friends have been receiving…portents.”
 

 
  “Can you be more specific about that?” General Ralavideh asked sharply.
 

 
  “It’s…the answer to that question is generally going to be ‘no,’” Hargrave said hesitantly. “I presume you are familiar with the basics, but the main difference between arcane scrying and fae divination is the tradeoff between specificity and…you might call it penetration power. Scrying gives you
  
   very
  
  precise information, almost perfect pictures if you do it just right, but scrying is quite easy to block or deflect with counterspells. A mage of sufficient skill can even intercept scrying spells and feed them false information, so I’m told, though it’s not really my field…”
 

 
  “Mr. Hargrave,” Colonel Nintaumbi interrupted, “everyone here is either a military professional or works with them closely. We
  
   know
  
  the nature and limits of tactical scrying.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I’m sorry.” Hargrave was clearly badly out of his element; the normally self-confident man hunched his shoulders slightly under the rebuke.
 

 
  “Kindly refrain from badgering the specialist I’ve brought in to help, Colonel,” Basra said coldly.
 

 
  “Yes, let us keep the side commentary to a minimum until we’ve heard everything, shall we?” the Governor suggested. “Please continue, Mr. Hargrave.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” Hargrave said quickly. “Well, oracular divination is the opposite: nearly impossible to interfere with, but far more…vague. The information one gets that way tends to be rather symbolic. Any serious witch performs divinations at various times for specific reasons, but we
  
   also
  
  make ourselves receptive to them; the spirits and beings with which we have congress often communicate most readily in that manner. And
  
   that
  
  is why many of my fellow practitioners were urged into action at the same time I was, despite having different
  
   kinds
  
  of urgings. We met near the center of the province, not far from here, and compared notes. It seems many of Viridill’s witches have been contacted quite deliberately. It is, as I said, vague, but we believe these visions to have been sent by the being responsible for the elemental attacks.”
 

 
  
   “Indeed,”
  
  Lady Tamsin replied, leaning forward and frowning intently. “And what does this person have to say?”
 

 
  “Filtered through the perceptions of a dozen different practitioners,” said Hargrave, “and after comparing notes amongst ourselves, we feel the visitor is trying to
  
   court
  
  us. Well, them. I was not approached.”
 

 
  “Court,” General Vaumann said sharply, “as in recruit?”
 

 
  Hargrave nodded. “The overtures varied somewhat by individual, but the common theme among all was a sense of friendship.”
 

 
  “You mentioned, Mr. Hargrave, that you were prompted into action by Bishop Syrinx,” said Mayor Mellon. “Does that mean you did not receive such an invitation?”
 

 
  “Indeed not, your…ah, ma’am,” he said. “For a fairy practitioner of sufficient skill and power—which this person surely
  
   is—
  
  it’s possible to send out a message tailored to a certain range of emotional perceptions. Fae magic is very good with emotional states. Any time you hear of some ‘chosen one’ being designated without a god doing it specifically, you can bet you’re dealing with fairy magic. We think this mysterious summoner was sending out his message to target those most easily agitated against the establishment here in Viridill.”
 

 
  “I see,” the Governor mused. “And yet, many of these who got this message came to discuss it with you.”
 

 
  “Well, m’lady, we’re
  
   all
  
  creatures of emotion,” he replied. “But we are not
  
   ruled
  
  by our feelings. That’s just…being an adult. Due to a certain dark chapter in Imperial history which I’m sure you all know, witches in particular tend to be rather standoffish toward the rest of society; it’s a state of mind which could attract such a questing spell. But we
  
   all
  
  know which side our bread is buttered on, so to speak. Especially those of us here in Viridill; the witches of this land may be reclusive, but we greatly appreciate the shelter offered by the Sisterhood of Avei, and certainly have no wish to see our neighbors harmed. Presented with the likelihood that someone was trying to undermine Viridill itself, most of my friends were moved to meet and compare notes, see what we can do about this. Not being a receiver of the message myself, I wasn’t included in the dream summons they sent out until I was already on the way to investigate, and then it naturally picked me up. But since Bishop Syrinx spoke to me, I was able to direct everyone back to Vrin Shai. Well, first to the Abbey, but she was already gone from there so we thought…”
 

 
  “This ‘everyone’ you speak of,” Legate Salindir said quietly. “I know you and your witches were instrumental in pacifying the water elementals last night, for which you have our appreciation. I was told there were fourteen of you present?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, nodding. “And more who didn’t come here. Once we brought each other up to speed, helping the capital was one concern; the others have scattered through the province to gather up more support and direct it wherever more elementals may pop up.”
 

 
  “How many?”
 

 
  “Seventeen others when we left them, your, uh…ma’am. There will be more by now, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “And,” the Legate continued, staring piercingly down at him, “how many practitioners do you think will respond favorably to the aggressor’s overtures?”
 

 
  Hargrave tightened his mouth unhappily. “There…are always a few, aren’t there? Much as I’d like to think my folk have better sense and better
  
   morals,
  
  there just aren’t any barrels without a bad apple or two. I shouldn’t think more than a handful, if that. Honestly I don’t
  
   know
  
  of anyone I’d consider likely to turn against the Sisterhood or Viridill that way, but I hardly know every witch in the province.”
 

 
  “Nonetheless, your insights are extremely helpful, Mr. Hargrave,” said the Governor.
 

 
  He grinned, bobbing his head. “Well, ah, thank you, m’lady. I try to be useful.”
 

 
  “It was the
  
   other
  
  thing you told me that I thought everyone most urgently needs to hear,” Basra said pointedly.
 

 
  “Oh! Yes, right, I’m sorry.” Hargrave turned to nod to her, then faced the dais again, his expression growing dour. “A constant in
  
   everyone’s
  
  visions and dreams has been… Athan’Khar. After talking it over, we’re reasonably sure the messages are coming from there. That’s probably where the summoner is hiding.”
 

 
  “When I spoke with the elves in the Green Belt,” Basra added, stepping forward again and raising her voice over the murmurs that sprang up, “they hinted at the same. All current evidence is circumstantial, but I consider it a solid working theory at this point that our enemy is hiding in Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “That casts another color on this entirely,” General Ralavideh said sharply. “We all know there’s only
  
   one
  
  kind of powerful spellcaster native to there…”
 

 
  “In point of fact,” said Basra, “I consulted with Colonel Nintaumbi just before this meeting on that very thing. Colonel, if you would kindly share with us what you told me?”
 

 
  “Certainly,” he said, nodding and turning to face the others on the dais. “I know what you’re all thinking, but it needn’t necessarily be a headhunter, and in fact I think the circumstances counter-indicate that, even if we accept the hypothesis that our enemy is hiding there. Everything we know of this summoner suggests a fae magic user of immense skill and power, correct? Headhunters, by contrast, are not notably skilled
  
   or
  
  strong in any one school of magic. In terms of straightforward destructive ability, they aren’t really comparable to an archmage, paladin or sufficiently talented warlock. What makes them dangerous is their ability to
  
   counter
  
  any kind of magic used against them, and the fact that their magic is not wielded consciously, but by the spirits within them. They have faster reaction times than even an elf, and an arsenal of spells that enables them to mitigate any attack, even one far stronger than their own.”
 

 
  “That,” said General Vaumann dryly, “and they are homicidally insane.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Colonel agreed, nodding to her. “And that’s another point. All this indicates
  
   planning.
  
  Headhunters simply don’t do that, at least not in the long term. Whatever the personality traits of the elf who makes the journey to Athan’Khar, when dealing with a headhunter our business is with the spirits within, and
  
   those
  
  are wildly aggressive. There has never, ever been a case of a headhunter doing something so well-planned and subtle. To the extent that when they
  
   do
  
  exhibit such controlled behavior, it’s usually the elf’s personality breaking through and attempting to subdue the voices of the spirits, which some have been able to do for fairly long periods at a time.”
 

 
  “What’s to stop a headhunter from being in total
  
   agreement
  
  with those spirits about needing to destroy humanity and the Empire?” General Ralavideh asked pointedly. “I assume no elf makes that pilgrimage without knowing what to expect.”
 

 
  “Not impossible,” Nintaumbi conceded. “Interviews with headhunters have been necessarily brief. It would be without precedent, though. I cannot imagine having a brain full of screaming maniacs is good for anyone’s mental stability.”
 

 
  “Surely nothing but a headhunter could
  
   live
  
  in Athan’Khar,” the Mayor protested.
 

 
  “Actually, that’s not necessarily true, ma’am,” Schwartz piped up, seemingly not noticing the quelling look Basra directed at him. “Anyone powerful enough to do what we’ve seen them do could contend with the forces in there.
  
   Especially
  
  if they’re not human; the spirits of Athan’Khar are dangerous for anybody, but it’s only humans they
  
   always
  
  go out of their way to attack.”
 

 
  “Bear in mind that
  
   anything
  
  we conclude at this point is speculation,” said Basra. “We are just barely beyond the realm of guesswork; there’s scarcely enough information to begin forming theories. But we have been dealing with this individual long enough for certain patterns to emerge, and from those we can draw some preliminary conclusions.”
 

 
  “And just what have you concluded, your Grace?” the Governor asked.
 

 
  “Elder Linsheh made the point that for a witch or shaman to accumulate this much power they would have to be
  
   quite
  
  old,” said Basra, beginning to pace slowly up and down the floor. “Humans
  
   possibly
  
  can live that long, especially lifelong practitioners of fae crafts, but as Schwartz points out a human inside Athan’Khar would be too constantly on the defensive from the inhabitants to arrange anything like this. We are, therefore, likely dealing with an elf or a green dragon, if not some kind of miscellaneous fairy. Naiya’s get are not well-categorized.”
 

 
  “The Conclave of the Winds insist they represent every living dragon on the continent,” Colonel Nintaumbi mused. “There are several names of dragons the Empire presumed active missing from their roster, which we had taken to mean those dragons were dead. A few of them were greens. Then again, there’s no reason the Conclave would be entirely honest with us. Dragons are always cagey about their business.”
 

 
  “And,” Basra added, “Mary the Crow is active. I myself met her in Tiraas last year.”
 

 
  “I’m surprised you
  
   survived
  
  that,” the Governor said over the mild stir caused by this.
 

 
  “Don’t be,” Basra said with a shrug. “She’s a crafty old bird, more prone to making long plans than violent outbursts, which is why I mention her in this context. It’s somewhat off-track,though. What’s significant right
  
   now
  
  is my original statement: looking at this pattern of events, I do not believe our antagonist is actually trying to assault us.
 

 
  “Consider the elemental incidents which have occurred. The early ones disrupted travel and trade, then came a more ominous attack indicating planning ability—misdirecting Silver Legionnaires away from one of their bases in order to attack their stored supplies. In all of these, direct harm to individuals seems to have been avoided; there were some minor burns and bumps, but based on the records I’ve seen, all such could be ascribed to the chaos of the elementals’ presence. Then there were two elemental attacks directed at
  
   my
  
  party specifically; a shadow elemental which posed very little physical threat, and a large rock elemental which certainly
  
   could
  
  have but never actually harmed us. My bard responded quickly to distract it,” she added, nodding back at Ami, “but it’s possibly it
  
   wouldn’t
  
  have done so. Then, last night, the water elementals here in Vrin Shai, which were clearly not dangerous.”
 

 
  “What are you getting at?” General Ralavideh demanded.
 

 
  “These were not attacks,” said Basra, “they were
  
   messages.
  
  This summoner is communicating quite clearly with us. The first events show they understand trade routes and the importance thereof, and that they are capable of executing military tactics. The shadow elemental showed that they can afford to waste valuable agents, so secure are they in their power and resources. Mr. Schwartz commented on the difficulty of diffusing a rock elemental into sand to sneak it into our courtyard, a clear message that they can plant a highly dangerous foe behind our defenses. Plus, by repeatedly dropping elementals on
  
   me,
  
  specifically, they show they are aware exactly who is on the hunt for them. And as for the water elementals… That demonstrated that the vaunted defenses of Vrin Shai are nothing to them. They can hit us anywhere, and in almost any way. The overall point of all this has been to show that they do not specifically
  
   wish
  
  to harm Viridill, but they very much
  
   can.”
  
 

 
  There were no mutters this time, but the various dignitaries assembled on the dais looked around at each other, frowning in thought.
 

 
  “An interesting theory,” said Mayor Mellon after a moment.
 

 
  “It
  
   does
  
  hang together,” General Vaumann acknowledged. “But such a message is, in and of itself, a threat. It’s also missing a vital component:
  
   why
  
  tell us this?”
 

 
  “I suspect that’s coming very soon,” said Basra, folding her hands behind her back. “The question has been going around my head ever since this began:
  
   who
  
  would have such an argument with the Sisters of Avei, and
  
   why?
  
  The Black Wreath doesn’t and
  
   can’t
  
  use fairy magic, and the Huntsmen of Shaath lack the manpower, the magical power, and frankly the imagination to do something like this. I realize, now, that I was missing the point. The summoner specifically
  
   doesn’t
  
  want to attack the Sisterhood, or Viridill. They want to go
  
   through
  
  Viridill. This is aimed at the Empire, or will be; right now, we are being warned to stay out of it.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t make sense,” Nintaumbi said sharply. “If someone wanted a clear line of attack at the Empire, why go through Viridill at all? They could avoid the Sisterhood’s defenses entirely by striking to the west into N’Jendo.”
 

 
  “And that is what a headhunter would do,” Basra agreed, nodding at him. “But if we presume our foe is
  
   not
  
  insane or obsessed with all humanity, that clarifies their purpose even further. The civilizations of the West are fairly recent additions to the Empire; only Onkawa actually wanted to be part of it, and stayed loyal even through the Enchanter Wars. And
  
   that
  
  is all the way up on the northern edge of the continent. But if someone had a grudge with the Tiraan
  
   specifically,
  
  as a society, they would look east. Just beyond Viridill is the Tira Valley and Calderaas, the cradle of Tiraan civilization. To reach
  
   that,
  
  you have to go through Viridill.
 

 
  “The fact that they have not defaulted to all-out war as a first measure strengthens the theory,” she continued, starting to pace again. “Even when Athan’Khar was a living country, and the Sisterhood and the orcs skirmished across the border all the time, there was
  
   respect
  
  there, and a lack of real animosity. Both possessed codes of honor governing battle that enabled them to relate to one another in a way that no one else ever really tried to do with the orcs. Even the Jendi simply regarded them as monsters—but
  
   they,
  
  at their worst, just tried to fortify their border to keep orcish raiders out. It was
  
   Tiraas
  
  that razed Kharsor and the entire country, and left it as it is now. Whoever’s in there has a sense of history.”
 

 
  “If what you’re suggesting is correct,” Governor Tamshinaar said slowly, “soon we can expect a more direct approach from this summoner. Specifically, to propose that Viridill and the Sisterhood stand down while they pass over our lands to attack the Imperial heartland.”
 

 
  “That is my theory, Lady Tamsin,” Basra agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “It should go without saying,” the Governor said coolly, “that such a proposal will not even be
  
   considered.”
  
 

 
  “Absolutely,” the Legate said firmly. “Even without getting High Commander Rouvad’s personal endorsement, I can guarantee that. The Sisters of Avei do
  
   not
  
  stand by while innocents are attacked over ancient grudges.”
 

 
  “And,” said Basra, “as soon as that is made clear, we become targets. At that time, we will see the full power of this enemy, which so far they have demonstrated only in a rather…playful manner.”
 

 
  A chilly silence fell, in which the expressions of those around the Governor’s desk grew even darker.
 

 
  “How can we
  
   defend
  
  against something like that?” Lady Tamsin asked, turning to Colonel Nintaumbi.
 

 
  “My people are already fanning out through the country, m’lady,” Hargrave chimed in. “They’re not military, but they will be in position to respond to any elemental incident, and on the alert to do so.”
 

 
  “I also suggest involving the Salyrites,” Branwen added, smiling briefly at Schwartz. “They have already expressed a willingness to help, and this threat is clearly relevant to their expertise.”
 

 
  “Ah, if I may?” Schwartz said rather diffidently, stroking Meesie, who was perched in his other hand. “Getting elementals summoned long-distance is…
  
   hard.
  
  It’s plenty impressive that this character can
  
   do
  
  it, but
  
   nobody
  
  can keep it up indefinitely. If it comes to all-out war, there’ll definitely be more incidents like that, but if they plan to move a large force of elementals, they’ll have to actually, y’know…
  
   move
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Which is the entire point of this,” Basra said, nodding. “If they could just materialize an army in the Tira Valley, they would do it. They want to be able to cross over Viridill, which means their way can be impeded. Specifically, by Silver Legions backed by priestesses, the best possible counter to elementals.”
 

 
  “I’ll move the Second Legion to the border,” said General Vaumann.
 

 
  “And I,” added Colonel Nintaumbi, “will be sending to Tiraas for reinforcements, and specifically strike teams. Those will be absolutely
  
   essential
  
  if this comes down to responding quickly to magical threats cropping up all over.”
 

 
  “The central problem we face,” said Basra, “is that we are stuck on the defensive.
  
   Invading
  
  Athan’Khar is totally impossible; what’s in there would chew up an army in hours.”
 

 
  “Do you have any suggestions, Bishop Syrinx?” asked the Governor.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Basra. “I would like permission to move my team into Varansis.”
 

 
  At that, the outcry of protests from the dais took the Governor a few moments to calm.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Ami asked pointedly. “But
  
   what
  
  is this Varansis and why are we just
  
   now
  
  hearing about it?”
 

 
  “Fort Varansis,” said General Ralavideh with a scowl, “is a fortress positioned at the mouth of the River Asraneh, marking the ancient border between Viridill and Athan’Khar. It is,
  
   obviously
  
  , abandoned.”
 

 
  “What?” Ildrin practically shrieked. “That is
  
   in
  
  the corrupted zone!”
 

 
  “Actually, it’s not,” said Schwartz. “The corruption of Athan’Khar has been steadily receding ever since the Enchanter Wars. It’s about a half-mile south of the river, these days.”
 

 
  “However,” Colonel Nintaumbi snapped, “the Imperial and Avenist defenses are set up well on
  
   this
  
  side of the Asraneh. You are talking about moving into a crumbling ruin that’s been home to nothing in the last hundred years but monsters, ghosts, and more recently wild animals,
  
   well
  
  beyond the range of anyone’s ability to help or protect you. This is
  
   madness,
  
  Bishop Syrinx!”
 

 
  “No, Colonel,” Basra said evenly, “this is a calculated risk. I am as familiar with the scouting reports as you; spirit incursions as far northwest as the river are rare these days, and in any case, my team represents a range of skills that can fend off most attackers. We will not be going
  
   into
  
  Athan’Khar proper, and thus should not run afoul of its inhabitants. The
  
   point
  
  is that placing ourselves that close to the enemy’s base of operations is an aggressive move,
  
   which,
  
  since we know they are watching my group specifically, will get their attention. The summoner likes to make blustery moves to send messages; well, two can play that game.”
 

 
  “And what precisely do you intend to
  
   do
  
  once you have this summoner’s attention?” the Governor demanded.
 

 
  “Whatever seems necessary,” Basra said calmly. “With us, as the Colonel points out, isolated and beyond help, it’s my hope that this person will finally reveal themselves, or at least communicate more directly. How we proceed from there will depend upon what is revealed at that time.
  
   Ideally
  
  we can exercise diplomacy, or subterfuge, to prevent all this from coming to a head. First Doctrine of War: war is to be avoided if at all possible. Failing that…” She shrugged. “If they show themselves, that can present an opportunity for more
  
   direct
  
  action, if such is appropriate and possible.”
 

 
  “You just will not be happy until you get us all killed,” Ami breathed.
 

 
  Basra half-turned to give her a chilly smile. “It’s not
  
   us
  
  I intend to get killed. For the record, none of you
  
   have
  
  to come.”
 

 
  Jenell, who had been silent throughout the meeting, subtly moved her hand to her belt, where she touched not her sword, but a book-shaped bulge in one pocket.
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  The land stretching south of Fersis seemed to be a sprawling transition between the Great Plains to the north and the forest that climbed steadily from the horizon as they approached. The town itself had been small and unmemorable, barely of a size to afford itself a Rail station, and that likely only because this was as close as the Empire could plant a transportation hub to the nearest elven grove. Unlike the neighbors of Sarasio, these elves clearly cherished their privacy and didn’t encourage visitors. To the other side of their forest lay Viridill, and apparently the nearest town in that direction was also most of a day’s hike away.
 

 
  It was, so far, unmistakably a prairie, though one which bore little resemblance to the Golden Sea. The tallgrass was of a different species than its northern cousin, shorter, leafier and in varying shades of green and brown rather than the uniform gold. Other plant life was in evidence, as well, from towering ferns to various thorny shrubs, and even the occasional tree, most bent southward by years of steady wind. Even the geography was more varied; during the course of the day they had passed several streams and ponds, and here and there the prairie rolled upward into little hillocks (often with clumps of brush sheltered on their southern sides) or downward in shallow bowls.
 

 
  According to Ingvar, there were also more animals about than in the Golden Sea. While the local tallgrass mostly grew no higher than mid-chest, it was apparently enough to camouflage these creatures; at any rate, Darling and Joe perceived no sign of them.
 

 
  By midafternoon, they had made enough progress that Fersis was an invisible memory behind them, and the Green Belt loomed ahead, with beyond it a haze on the horizon that was the rolling mountain range of Viridill.
 

 
  “Never thought I’d hear myself say this,” Darling sighed, “but I
  
   miss
  
  the Stalrange.”
 

 
  “I never thought to hear you say that, either,” Invar remarked, glancing back at him with a faint smile. “You didn’t seem to fit in with the locals.”
 

 
  “Oh, I thought the Rangers were very nice,” the thief said lightly. “But no, I meant the landscape. If we
  
   must
  
  traipse about on interminable nature hikes, that was a friendlier place to do it.”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Joe asked. None of them were out of breath, even after walking most of the day with only a short break every hour. “That was much more vertical country.
  
   This
  
  is almost literally a walk in the park, next to the Stalrange. Almost reminds me of home.”
 

 
  “Ah, but the cool mountain air,” Darling said, squinting up at the cloudless sky. “The scent of pines… The
  
   shade
  
  of pines. Whoof, I think I’ve had my yearly allotment of sunshine today.”
 

 
  Ingvar had to grin at that. “And suddenly, your general pastiness makes a great deal more sense.”
 

 
  “Hey, gimme a break,” Darling protested.
  
   “You
  
  live in Tiraas, you know what it’s like! In
  
   my
  
  hometown, the sky is frequently an upside-down swamp. This much sunshine
  
   can’t
  
  be healthy.”
 

 
  “Hm…that’s actually a point, there,” Joe remarked, then plucked the wide-brimmed hat from his head and held it out toward Darling. “Here, put this on.”
 

 
  “Oh, cut it out, it’s not
  
   that
  
  bad. I used the same sun oil you two did…”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” said the Kid, unimpressed. “An’ what else do you notice? Ingvar’s got himself a proper tan, on account of this
  
   not
  
  bein’ his first nature hike by a long shot. And as for
  
   me…”
  
  He grinned, pointing at his face, which was a shade darker in complexion than either of theirs. “We may all three be of Stalweiss stock originally, but I wear the legacy of my Punaji grandmother an’ my ma’s grandpa from Onkawa. Ah, the joys of bein’ a mutt.
  
   You,
  
  blondie, are gonna fry like a hotcake before we ever reach the trees. Wear the hat.”
 

 
  “Actually, dusk will fall before we arrive at the forest at this pace,” said Ingvar. “Keep your eyes peeled for serviceable campsites; while I do enjoy making good time, if a particularly promising one arises, we may wish to take advantage and rest for the remainder of the day. This close to an elven forest, there are likely to be well-used spots. Hidden, but not to the point of being secret. Watch the copses and hilltops.”
 

 
  “Maybe we’ll run into some of the elves before then,” Darling suggested, now with Joe’s black hat perched incongruously atop his blonde locks, where it did not at all go with his outfit. Black theoretically matched everything, but the man seemed to have designed his suits to
  
   clash
  
  with everything.
 

 
  
  
  “Elves have senses far keener than ours,” said Ingvar, “as you well know, and they will be in the habit of having scouts patrol their borders regularly. And that only concerns the mundane; their shamans will surely cast regular divinations to watch for intruders. If they even need to take such measures. For any very old practitioners of the Mother’s ways,
  
   especially
  
  elves, the land and the wind begin to speak as old friends. I would be amazed if they are not already aware of our presence.”
 

 
  “I see a distinct lack of greeting parties, then,” Darling noted wryly.
 

 
  “Don’t make assumptions about whether elves are around based on whether you
  
   see
  
  them,” Joe said with a grin. “Anyhow, even if we aren’t bein’ stalked by their scouts, it ain’t in their nature to roll out the welcome mat for uninvited guests. Elves like their privacy, an’ these folk ’round here are right on the edges of Imperial civilization. The elves near my hometown were fairly sociable by comparison, but I wouldn’t be surprised if these have a particularly bad taste in their mouths about clumsy humans bumblin’ around in their lands.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Ingvar. “There are doubtless some still living who remember being slowly pushed out of what is now Calderaas by expanding human populations. Long ago, the Tira Valley and the lands west of the Wyrnrange were acknowledged human territory, while everything from the Green Belt north to the Dwarnskolds was the domain of the elves.”
 

 
  “I didn’t realize you were a student of history, Ingvar,” Darling commented.
 

 
  “Certain aspects of history. I think it would surprise you, what Huntsmen are called upon to know.”
 

 
  “I’m willing to believe it would. Ah, well,” he said, removing Joe’s hat for a moment to fan himself with it. “Hopefully Mary came ahead to smooth the way. As I understand it, she’s not terribly well liked among the tribes, but is at least listened to. If we have to just bumble into a crowd of strange elves, I’m not certain even my sweet-talking skills are up to the task of getting access to…whatever it is we’re here to see.”
 

 
  “I reckon she probably did,” Joe mused, “though I’ve noticed it ain’t sound policy to make assumptions about what Mary has or hasn’t done.”
 

 
  “I would have assumed that even before meeting her,” said Ingvar.
 

 
  “Gods aside,” Darling said thoughtfully after a moment of quiet walking, “this trip has already been a chance to stretch my wings, and not just because of all the exposure to the great outdoors. Dealing with people’s always been my strong suit, but…I’m just starting to realize what a narrow conception of people I’ve had. Living in the great melting pot of Tiraas, you don’t think of the people there as ‘narrow,’ and yet here I am, out of my element.”
 

 
  “Were the people in Veilgrad so very different?” Ingvar asked.
 

 
  “Veilgrad, no. The mountains
  
   outside
  
  Veilgrad are another matter. And…elves. Honestly, I have absolutely no idea how to proceed, here, which is an unusual feeling for me. There are some cultures where my kind of charm is nothing more than annoying.”
 

 
  “I bet there are more a’ those’n you realize,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “You are at least
  
   somewhat
  
  acquainted with elves, are you not?” Ingvar inquired, glancing back at him. “After all, your apprentices are elves.”
 

 
  “Plains elves,” said Darling. “No kin at all to the tribe we’re about to drop in on uninvited. And anyway, Flora and Fauna are in the process of learning how to be Eserite and Imperial; we don’t spend a lot of time discussing their home customs. Any time, really. In fact, now that I think about it, basically all the elves I know are pretty well assimilated and almost as Tiraan as anyone else, from the new Avenist Bishop to the drow of Lor’naris.” He grinned, stepping to the side as they walked to get a view around Joe of the forest ahead. “This will be…different. It’s been a good while since I had a chance to meet people who’re a complete mystery to me.”
 

 
  “In fact, I vividly recall your
  
   last
  
  such chance,” Invar said dryly, looking back at him again. “Maybe you had better let me do the talking when we arrive.”
 

 
  “How the tables have turned,” Darling muttered.
 

 
  “So,” Joe drawled, “you find yourself out in the unknown, your skills and your very understanding of the world useless, and facing the very real chance that any action you take will be the wrong one. Bein’ unaccustomed to not knowin’ your footing, you feel even more helpless than you maybe actually are. Sound about right?”
 

 
  “I think that might be overstating it just a
  
   little,”
  
  Darling protested.
 

 
  “Y’know, a real smart fella once gave me a piece of good advice about just such a situation.”
 

 
  Joe came to a stop, turning to face him and tucking his hands in his pockets, a sly little smile on his lips.
 

 
  “Grow up.”
 

 
  He held the startled Bishop’s gaze for a long moment, Ingvar also pausing to watch them curiously. Then Joe turned without a word to resume their trek.
 

 
  They continued onward toward the grove, Darling still bringing up the rear, and for some reason laughing as if he’d just heard the best joke of his life.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Though it had been cleverly designed to maximize its use of space and seem expansive in its proportions, the small size of the Vidian temple beneath Last Rock was extremely evident with the entire Vidian population of the town present. They were less than thirty, but it really was a small temple; the room was almost uncomfortably warm with so many bodies present, and even their muted voices created a constant babble that seemed to fill the space, given how excited the undercurrent of conversation was.
 

 
  Exactly two native townspeople had been practicing Vidians before this academic year, for a given value of “practicing.” Everyone else present had been drawn by the calling of Gabriel Arquin as paladin, and this was actually a lesser population than had been in the town only a few months before. Now, the remaining hangers-on had integrated themselves somewhat, either finding (usually intermittent) employment in Last Rock or subsisting on personal savings and creating custom for the local innkeepers.
 

 
  In all that time, very few of them had managed to have a conversation with their paladin, who seemed to go out of his way to be reclusive. Val Tarvadegh, the temple’s official presiding priest and the only one who was actually
  
   supposed
  
  to be there, tended to monopolize the time Arquin spent on the premises. Since this was at the specific assignment of Lady Gwenfaer herself, no one quite dared complain; the faith’s mortal leader wasn’t known to be heavy-handed, but she
  
   was
  
  known to be sly even by Vidian standards, and one never knew what whispers might find their way to her ears. They
  
   did
  
  indulge in complaining about their inability to seek Arquin out on the University campus, since Professor Tellwyrn quite famously didn’t give a damn what anyone had to say about her.
 

 
  Now, for the first time, the Hand of Vidius himself had called an assembly of every member of the faith in Last Rock. It was very short notice, but every one of them had dropped their other business and come running.
 

 
  It wasn’t quite so crowded that people had to stand; the aisle was clear, as were the nooks between the columns that supported the sides of the temple. Marking a space between the temple grounds and the dirt outside them, these zones were considered sacred, as were all boundaries in the faith. The small dais at the back of the chapel was also clear, with only Val Tarvadegh and the other, newer priest, Lorelin Reich, standing calmly at its edge, awaiting the arrival of the guest of honor.
 

 
  Most of the attention of those assembled was on the other guests. Three Tiraan soldiers stood at attention near the stairs leading up to the ground floor above—and not the three who lived on the campus and could often be seen about town. They were clustered to one side of the door, stiffly ignoring the assembled citizens. On the other side stood a woman with the black hair and tilted eyes of the Sifanese and related peoples, wearing the silver gryphon badge of an Imperial Marshal.
 

 
  The anticipation was almost a physical presence. It hung so heavy over the little chapel that the sudden arrival of the paladin who had called the meeting brought an instant and total hush, unmarred even by expressions of shock at his abrupt appearance. No one had heard the upper door opening, but they of all people knew the tricks of misperception that ranking members of the faith could perform.
 

 
  Arquin stood silently in the doorway for a few long moments, an intense young man with tousled dark hair, wearing a Punaji-style greatcoat of green corduroy in a shade so deep it was nearly black. At his waist hung a black-hilted saber of elven design; there was no sign of his god-given weapon on his person. He clutched his left wrist with his right hand, hard enough to rumple the fabric of his coat, and his expression was intent, but unreadable. In silence, he swept his dark eyes over the assembly, resting them for a moment on each of the two priests standing in the back.
 

 
  “You all seem like nice people,” he said suddenly. “Thanks for coming, I know this was sudden. Sorry you haven’t seen much of me before today, but quite frankly I’m not at this University or on this earth to be gawked at, and most of you have no actual
  
   business
  
  here.”
 

 
  There was a faint, awkward stir at that. The Marshal stood in silence to his left, her eyes perpetually scanning the room.
 

 
  Arquin inhaled softly and let the breath out in a faint huff, then stepped forward a few paces till he was nearly abreast of the nearest row of benches.
 

 
  “That’s now how you’re used to being spoken to in a temple of Vidius, is it? Yes, believe me, I know the customs. I’ve been studying them pretty, uh, intensively. False faces. A mask for every occasion.” His jaw tightened momentarily before he continued. “Everybody means well, more or less, but with doctrines like that… You pretty much can’t
  
   not
  
  have a thousand agendas for every hundred people, can you? Canniness and misdirection just make for a good Vidian, after all. I have to say, I’ve learned to greatly appreciate our doctrines of integrity. If not for that, the sense of truth to oneself and to the faith that’s emphasized so heavily to us, I figure the main difference between us and a bunch of Eserites would be their ability to get things done.”
 

 
  There was another stir, this time with a few soft protests. They quickly fell silent as Arquin swept the room with his eyes again, now frowning in clear displeasure.
 

 
  “I’ve been giving some thought,” he said, “to why Vidius would call a paladin from outside the faith. It’s been done before, of course. What was her name, that Hand of Avei? Val?”
 

 
  By the dais in the back, Val Tarvadegh cleared his throat. “Laressa of Anteraas.”
 

 
  “Yes, right! That’s the one, the Peacemaker. A few others. There was always a specific
  
   purpose
  
  for that when it happened. I know you’ve all been wondering what purpose Vidius had in pulling this…funny little trick on all of us. Well, I have too. And I recently was given some insight by the new priestess among us. Hey, Ms. Reich, would you join us up here?”
 

 
  He beckoned with his left hand, at the same time drawing the black sword with his right. Lorelin Reich, having started to step forward immediately on being called, hesitated for a moment at this, her eyes flicking to the weapon, before continuing down the aisle toward him.
 

 
  “I’m not sure I understand, Lord Gabriel,” she said in a rich contralto that was clearly accustomed to public speaking. “In fact, I haven’t yet had the pleasure of a conversation with you.”
 

 
  “You could say I was inspired by your example,” said Arquin, staring at her with an intensity that bordered on ferocity. He flexed the fingers of his left hand almost convulsively before slipping it into the pocket of his coat.
 

 
  “Well…in that case, consider me honored to have been of any service,” Reich said smoothly, gliding to a stop a few feet distant and bowing to him.
 

 
  “Mm,” Arquin said noncommittally, eyes fixed on her face as if he were trying to memorize it. “You’re a good Vidian, aren’t you, Lorelin? Mind if I call you Lorelin?”
 

 
  “Not at all, milord,” she said. “And I certainly try, though of course we all serve in our own way, according to our gifts. No one is a sufficient judge of their own—”
 

 
  “Knock it off,” he said curtly, causing her to blink in startlement and several of the onlookers to gasp. “That is what I mean, Lorelin. There you are with a ready handful of doublespeak for anything I say. A mask for every occasion, right? Just like a
  
   good
  
  Vidian.”
 

 
  She hesitated, staring at him, before replying. “Well… I am not sure what to reply to that, milord. Have I done something to offend you?”
 

 
  “Oh, we’ll get to that in a moment,” he said coldly. “Everyone, I have come to a conclusion with regard to my calling. The faith of Vidius does not need a moral example, like a Hand of Omnu. You don’t need a battle leader, like the Hand of Avei. You know your business just fine. Unfortunately, your business encourages you to be more clever than is necessarily good for you. By and large, maybe that’s fine… But these aren’t by and large times. In case you haven’t noticed, the world is… Well, it’s changing, and I’m not just talking about social, political, economic issues. You
  
   all
  
  know about that. There’s something
  
   big
  
  happening. A great doom is coming. You need to be preparing for that. Preparing to help Vidius meet whatever threat comes. What you need is a taskmaster. Someone to keep you all on point.”
 

 
  He withdrew his hand from his pocket; in it was the gnarled black wand given to him by their god. Quite a few pairs of eyes fixed on the weapon.
 

 
  Lorelin Reich smiled and dipped her head in a semi-bow. “How can we be of service—”
 

 
  “Shut your clever mouth,” Gabriel snarled.
 

 
  The silence was immediate, total, and stunned.
 

 
  “Among the things I
  
   cannot
  
  have you people doing,” the paladin continued, his face clenching in an expression of near fury, “is placing your own political agendas above not only the needs of the faith, but the safety and welfare of those around you. Like, for example, by deliberately casting a shroud of passions over an entire town, to make them susceptible to manipulation.”
 

 
  “What?” someone exclaimed in a quavering voice from near the back.
 

 
  “What are you talking about?” Lorelin demanded, staring at him in an expression of alarm. “Who would do such a thing?”
 

 
  She tried to jerk back at the sudden motion of his left arm, but not fast enough. The wand morphed in his hand, extending instantly into a roughly-shaped black scythe, its curved blade apparently marred by rust, but its cutting edge gleaming wickedly. Gabriel whipped it around to hook the blade behind Lorelin Reich’s head, cutting off her retreat. She froze as the edge of the weapon came to rest against the back of her neck.
 

 
  “It’s time to remove the mask, Lorelin,” Gabriel said in a voice like ice.
 

 
  Behind him, the Marshal cleared her throat and stepped forward.
 

 
  “Lorelin Reich, you are under arrest in the name of the Emperor for two hundred forty-six counts of unlawful magical influence.”
 

 
  “You had better have a
  
   great
  
  deal more than this boy’s say-so,” Reich said furiously, her clenched fists quivering at her side. “Paladin or no, that is nothing but—”
 

 
  Screams rang out and a mad scramble ensued as everyone tried to scoot or step away from the edges of the room. In every alcove along the walls, and all over the dais in the back, suddenly stood wavery figures, indistinct as if viewed through water. They were clear enough, though, to be clearly women garbed in dark armor, with black wings folded behind them, each carrying a scythe.
 

 
  “Lesson number one,” said Arquin flatly. “Never assume the Hand of Vidius does not know your secrets. My eyes can look beneath any mask.”
 

 
  “That’s…you can’t…” Reich swallowed convulsively. “A valkyrie’s testimony is
  
   not
  
  admissible in a court of law!”
 

 
  “Oh, you just made that up,” the Marshal said lazily. “There’s no precedent for it, sure, but…”
 

 
  “In order for a valkyrie to testify,” said Arquin, “the trial would have to be held on Vidian holy ground. There
  
   is
  
  a precedent for that; I checked.” He began slowly lowering his arm, pulling the blade of the scythe forward and forcing Reich to step closer to him or risk learning exactly how sharp it was. She opted not to test it, taking grudging little steps toward him. “They can, as you see here,
  
   appear
  
  where the land is consecrated to their god. For them to actually
  
   speak,
  
  an additional blessing would be required. And hey, guess what I just learned how to do!”
 

 
  He suddenly raised his sword, pressing its tip against Reich’s sternum; she gulped audibly, her eyes cutting down to it. Arquin continued to slowly pull forward with the scythe, forcing her to bend forward in a bowing position and hold it.
 

 
  “But let’s not make me go to all that trouble, shall we, Lorelin? Tell you what… You be a good girl and
  
   cooperate
  
  with the nice Marshal, and the good folks in Imperial Intelligence who’ll want to ask you some questions. Then they’ll be inclined to be
  
   nicer
  
  to you…” His voice hardened still further. “And
  
   I
  
  will refrain from telling my good friend Juniper how your scheme involved hurting her pet bunny.”
 

 
  “I did nothing of the kind!” Reich said shrilly, her whole body swaying and trembling in place as she fought to keep her balance in the awkward position.
 

 
  “I can see how the sudden change of topic might have confused you,” Gabriel growled. “A dryad isn’t an Imperial magistrate. I don’t have to
  
   prove
  
  to Juniper beyond a reasonable doubt that you molested her pet; I just have to
  
   tell
  
  her you did.”
 

 
  A golden shield flashed into place around Reich’s bent form. It had absolutely no effect on the scythe behind her; a sparkling haze lit up around the black saber, previously invisible blue runes flaring to life along its blade. Neither weapon wavered.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is not helping your case, Lorelin,” Arquin said with a very cold smile. “Cut it out. Now.”
 

 
  She held the shield for a moment before letting it drop, emitting a strangled sob. Terrified silence hung over the chapel now, all those assembled staring either at the furious paladin or the looming reapers.
 

 
  “Now then,” Arquin said in a tight voice, “you’re going to be cooperative, correct? And don’t worry, I’ll have valkyries continue to watch you and make sure the Empire doesn’t handle you too roughly. You’re still a member of the faith, after all. At least until Lady Gwenfaer decides that selling us out to the Archpope’s political agenda and publicly embarrassing the entire cult is worth excommunication. You understand?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she choked, teetering desperately between the two blades.
 

 
  “Splendid,” he said curtly, suddenly whipping the sword away and giving her a gentle nudge with the haft of the scythe. Reich collapsed to the side, where she curled up around herself on the floor, crying quietly.
 

 
  “As for the rest of you,” Arquin said frostily, lifting his eyes to drag a fierce stare around the room. “Find something more constructive to do with yourselves. Unless you have a legitimate reason to be in Last Rock—which means an employer and a landlord who’ll vouch for you—I want you out of town by sunset tomorrow. This is not a vacation spot, and I am not a tour guide. A great doom is coming, and your god needs you. Get to work.”
 

 
  He turned abruptly to go, then paused, and glanced back over his shoulder at them.
 

 
  “And do
  
   not
  
  make me come tell you again. So help me, I
  
   will
  
  whip this cult into shape to face what’s coming. You don’t want to be the one I have to start on. The Hand of Death doesn’t bother with masks.”
 

 
  Finally, he strode forward onto the staircase, quickly vanishing into the shadows above. The Marshal made a quick motion, spurring the soldiers forward to collect Reich, then turned to follow him.
 

 
  At last, the valkyries faded back into invisibility.
 

 
  Standing by the dais in the back of the chapel, Val Tarvadegh stared wide-eyed after his departed paladin, his hands clutched together before him as if in prayer.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They stood a few yards distant, near the point where one of Last Rock’s streets opened onto the Golden Sea and the nearby Vidian temple, watching the soldiers usher a very subdued Lorelin Reich into a waiting carriage with barred windows. Another uniformed officer sat in the driver’s seat.
 

 
  Gabriel waited until Reich was secured within before letting out a low hiss. He jerked his left sleeve back, revealing a braided cord wrapped around his wrist, which he quickly but clumsily clawed off and stuffed into his coat pocket, muttering furiously to himself the whole time. With the bracelet stowed away, he stood there grimacing and alternately rubbing his wrist where it had been and dry-washing the fingers of his right hand against his coat.
 

 
  Marshal Avelea watched this performance with raised eyebrows, but apparently decided to let it pass without comment.
 

 
  “Having a valkyrie monitor our proceedings isn’t necessary, just for the record. We
  
   don’t
  
  abuse potentially useful prisoners anyway.”
 

 
  “That was for her benefit, not yours,” Gabriel said, still wincing and rubbing his wrist. “You’re probably aware that Vidian clerics have…certain skills. Misdirection, stealth… I’m sure Imperial Intelligence has the ability to counter that, but I thought it’d be less trouble for everybody if she knew not to try it.”
 

 
  “Ah.” The Marshal nodded, smiling faintly. “Well. If I may say so, that shows both your lack of experience and your good instincts. Lorelin Reich is a political creature; as of now, her focus will be on damage control, and trying to salvage as much of her life from this as possible. I expect her to be
  
   eagerly
  
  cooperative once she’s had the chance to regain her poise; she’ll fall over herself to sell out the Archpope in exchange for leniency. The last thing she’ll want to do is become a fugitive from Imperial justice.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said grimacing. “I guess…yeah.”
 

 
  “I must say,” she continued, “you handled that…surprisingly well. Given what I was briefed on your history, I expected you to be rather more nervous, giving a speech like that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well.” Gabe shrugged and rubbed his wrist again. “I asked Professor Rafe for something to help keep me calm and focused.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, her lips thinning faintly in disapproval. “Well, whatever works. As a matter of general policy, though, I would
  
   not
  
  get in the habit of depending on drugs to help you function.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s what Rafe said. Anyway, it wasn’t drugs so much as a hemp bracelet impregnated with a special formulation of katzil venom that caused constant pain but no damage. Apparently the outward symptoms of pain look almost exactly like those of righteous outrage. I wasn’t so sure, but damn if it didn’t work.” He drew in a deep breath and let it out in one blast, glancing back at the door to the subterranean temple. “Good thing, too. I may
  
   still
  
  need to go home and throw up…”
 

 
  “Ah.” Avelea nodded, a smile spreading slowly over her features. “Well. That’s another matter, but…similar. Best to develop the ability to handle such situations unaided.”
 

 
  “Right, agreed. But that’s an ability I
  
   haven’t
  
  developed before now, and I’ll practice on my own time, with lower stakes. When things
  
   matter,
  
  I’m gonna use every trick I have available.”
 

 
  “Also a wise policy. You mind if I have a look at that? I’ve actually never heard about such a formula.”
 

 
  “Oh, uh… I guess I should specify it causes pain but no harm to
  
   me.
  
  You’d be better off keeping your non-hethelax hands to yourself. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Right. Quite so.” She nodded again, her smile widening. “Well, Mr. Arquin… Much to my surprise, I find it has been a pleasure to work with you. Next time you’re in Tiraas, do look me up; my office will know where I am.”
 

 
  “I, uh, appreciate that,” he said carefully. “But with the greatest
  
   possible
  
  respect, and
  
   please
  
  don’t take this the wrong way, but… Honestly I would prefer not to be dealing with Intelligence any more than I absolutely have to.”
 

 
  Avelea’s smile extended still further. “I didn’t say Intelligence. I said look
  
   me
  
  up.” She held his startled gaze for a long moment, then deliberately winked, before turning away to stroll to the carriage. “Take care, Gabriel.”
 

 
  The Marshal climbed up onto the driver’s seat beside the soldier, and the other troopers took up positions on small platforms at the corners of the vehicle. The carriage purred to life, and rolled off toward the Rail platform, where a special carrier car was standing by for it.
 

 
  Gabriel stood alone on the plain, smiling vaguely and still absentmindedly rubbing at his wrist.
 

 
  
   “Hopefully I don’t
  
  need
  
   to remind you,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “that that woman is a professional spy, who is cultivating a relationship with you for tactical advantage and not out of personal interest.”
  
 

 
  He sighed heavily, his pleased expression vanishing. “Can you just for
  
   once
  
  let me enjoy something?”
 

 
  
   “Fine. You may enjoy it for
  
  two
  
   minutes, and then we need to resume dealing with reality.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, turning to head back up the mountain. “I have a feeling I just kicked a whole hornet’s nest of reality…”
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  “Well, I do believe each of us who plans to attend has arrived,” said the woman with shifting patterns of light irridescing across her midnight black skin. “For whom of the mortal persuasion are we waiting, Izara?”
 

 
  “No one,” said the goddess of love, currently no more dramatic in appearance than a somewhat homely young woman with unruly hair, her only odd affectation being the choice of peasant garb a century and a half out of date. “I appreciate you all going out of your way to join me; I realize not everyone enjoys coming here.”
 

 
  “Some of us enjoy coming here very
  
   much,”
  
  Eserion commented from the table in the corner, raising his eyes from his card game to wink at her.
 

 
  “Why
  
   here,
  
  then?” Salyrene asked with a reproachful frown, causing the ripples of blue and gold light decorating her form to shift subtly to more angular patterns. “Particularly if you’re aware that we do not all find this place equally comfortable.”
 

 
  “This, I believe, is not a conversation that should be had in comfort,” Izara said seriously. “And forgive me for pointing it out, but we
  
   all
  
  know that assuming a discrete form improves our ability to focus.”
 

 
  “Assembling on the mortal plane is an unnecessary risk,” Avei said, swiveling on her stool to put her back to the bar and giving Izara a very direct stare. No one took offense at her brusque tone, which they all knew was characteristic and signified no hostility. “We established this place to have a secure meeting spot wherein to speak with significant mortals, in neutral ground outside the aegis of our cults or the Universal Church. If no mortals are to be involved in this conversation, I suggest moving it to someplace less vulnerable.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, sister,” Nemitoth mused, not looking up from the massive tome laid out on the small table at which he sat alone, “but ‘secure’ was the operative word in that declaration. No one presently has any designs on us. No one is aware that we are
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  the glaring weakness in that book,” Avei said pointedly.
 

 
  Vidius chuckled, leaning back in his chair so that it tipped up on its hind legs. “Yes, and Elilial is
  
   always
  
  after us and usually hidden from view, but come on. If she had
  
   any
  
  weapon that posed a threat to the lot of us gathered here, we wouldn’t only
  
   now
  
  be learning of it. Besides, Izara’s right and you know it. Too much divinity is not healthy. Or have you forgotten how our…predecessors…ended up?”
 

 
  Avei’s answering snort was evocative of a disdainful warhorse, but she offered no further comment, merely reaching for her whiskey on the rocks and taking a sip which did not lower the level of drink in the glass.
 

 
  “Thank you,” said Izara, nodding graciously to the god of death, who tipped his broad hat to her in reply. “Then, in the interests of not keeping you all here any longer than absolutely necessary, I will come to the point. We need to discuss Arachne.”
 

 
  From the assembled gods there came a chorus of sighs and groans, and two muted laughs.
 

 
  The expensively appointed common room of the Elysium had rarely been this crowded; as a couple of its current occupants had mentioned, most of them did not enjoy coming here without good and specific purpose. For all of that, the majority of them would not at a glance have been taken for anything but a gathering of perhaps oddly-dressed friends at a posh bar. Of those present, only Salyrene and Ouvis made themselves visually striking, and only the goddess of magic did it as a deliberate affectation. The god of the sky sat by himself in a corner, facing the wall, and manipulating the tiny clouds and whirlwinds surrounding himself like a child lost in the inner world of his toys. In fact, he hadn’t even been specifically invited to this gathering; none of them were ever certain how much of their conversations he was aware of, much less paying attention to.
 

 
  The entire Pantheon was not present, of course. Some of those whom Izara had included in her call had not troubled to show up, which was characteristic of the group as a whole. The usual absentees were, of course, absent. Shaath and Calomnar disdained any sort of gathering they weren’t firmly bullied into attending, and nobody went to the trouble except at great need; they generally weren’t missed. Vemnesthis, as usual, could not be bothered to tear himself away from his own ceaseless vigil, and even kind-hearted Izara hadn’t troubled to invite Naphthene, who these days tended to reply to social overtures with threats.
 

 
  Most of them had clustered together at a few tables, though as usual Nemitoth had taken a private table upon which to lay out his book, and Avei preferred to seat herself at the bar, where she had a more tactically useful view of the room. Eserion and Vesk had tucked themselves away at a small table in the corner, playing a card game whose object appeared to be making up increasingly ridiculous rules and bullying or tricking each other into abiding by them.
 

 
  “I have a
  
   very
  
  effective way of dealing with Arachne, which I’m surprised you haven’t all adopted,” Avei said disparagingly. “Just slap her when she needs it. She doesn’t even mind all that much; some people simply have to be constantly reminded of their boundaries.”
 

 
  Izara sighed. “I’m sure you know
  
   very well
  
  why I’ll never embrace your tactics, sister.”
 

 
  “Because you’re soft-hearted,” Avei replied, but with clear affection.
 

 
  “And others,” added Omnu in a basso rumble, “because those tactics are about as productive as they are kind. I’m sorry, Avei, but I don’t think you’ve ever really understood the Arachne. Brute force is what she prefers to
  
   use,
  
  not what she is. She isn’t the least bit impressed by pain or the threat thereof.”
 

 
  “And yet, my methods get exactly the results I want,” Avei said dryly.
 

 
  Eserion chuckled again. “I’d have to say that
  
   most
  
  of you have never bothered to understand Arachne, you least of all, Avei. Arachne doesn’t continue to push at you because you don’t have anything she wants. Be grateful she’s running that school, now; for a while, there, I was seriously concerned she’d just get bored and start seeing how much she could get away with before we had to step in. Go fish.”
 

 
  “You can’t tell me to go fish,” Vesk protested. “It’s a Wednesday and I’ve already played a ducal flush.”
 

 
  “Oh, bullshit, that rule was retired when I annexed your queen.”
 

 
  “Aha!” Grinning, the god of bards plucked one of the cards from his hand and turned it around, revealing a portrait of Eserion. “But I get to re-activate a retired rule of my choice, because
  
   I
  
  have the Fool!”
 

 
  “Oh, you are
  
   such
  
  an asshole.”
 

 
  Verniselle cleared her throat loudly. “In
  
   any
  
  case! The Arachne’s personality and general goals are not news. I assume, Izara, if you’ve brought us here to discuss her, there is
  
   new
  
  business?”
 

 
  “I’ll say there is,” Vesk muttered, eyes back on his cards.
 

 
  Izara sighed. “I’m afraid she’s rather worked up at the moment, more than ever before. She’s taken to barging into temples and threatening priests in order to get our attention.”
 

 
  “Temples, plural?” Avei said sharply, glancing over at Vesk.
  
   “Our?”
  
 

 
  “She’s done it to the both of us, now,” Vesk affirmed, nodding distractedly. “Checkmate.”
 

 
  “Foiled!” Eserion proclaimed, laying his hand down face up. “Full suit of Cats! And since it
  
   is
  
  Wednesday and you forced me to crown your red piece, your entire hand is converted to wave-function cards!”
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch,”
  
  Vesk cried in exasperation, but grudgingly laid his hand face-down on the table, where they each became indeterminate, their values only determined when observed again.
 

 
  Avei cleared her throat pointedly. Vesk ignored her, picking up his hand again and scowling at its new contents.
 

 
  “Can you two keep it down, please?” Salyrene said irritably, her luminous skin patterns taking on a subtly orange hue.
 

 
  “Sorry,” both trickster gods said in unison without looking up from their game.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that
  
  kind of behavior is not acceptable,” Avei said sharply. “Something must clearly be done about this. Thank you, Izara, for bringing it to us.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  why I brought it to you,” Izara said firmly. “Please don’t rush off and do anything drastic, or rash. I wanted to
  
   talk
  
  about this, because I’m not certain that she doesn’t have a point. Arachne is having trouble with Justinian.”
 

 
  “Justinian?” Vidius inquired, frowning. “What’s he done now?”
 

 
  A sudden hush fell over the room, even Ouvis’s clouds falling momentarily still. Nemitoth blinked, then frowned, flipping back and forth several pages in his book as if he had suddenly lost his place, which none of the other gods seemed to notice, each of them also frowning into space in apparent confusion.
 

 
  The moment passed almost immediately, and Verniselle spoke in a sharper tone. “Nonetheless, we
  
   clearly
  
  cannot allow the Arachne to think she can bully us this way. I saw no harm in indulging her when her aspirations were lower, but if there is a repeat of what happened to Sorash…”
 

 
  “That isn’t going to happen,” Vidius said wryly.
 

 
  “No, it won’t,” Avei replied in an even grimmer tone than usual. “Because if she
  
   tries—”
  
 

 
  “Oh, settle down,” Vidius said, folding his arms. “Honestly, I’m appalled at how little most of you have troubled to even
  
   understand
  
  how Arachne thinks.”
 

 
  Both trickster gods cleared their throats pointedly, then shouted “Jinx!” in virtually perfect unison. Eserion, who had been roughly a quadrillionth of a second behind, let out an irritated huff and tossed two cards face-down in the center of the table, where Vesk selected one smugly and added it to his own hand.
 

 
  “I said
  
   most.”
  
  Vidius gave them a sardonic look before turning back toward Avei. “Sorash was an extremely anomalous case; she is simply not going to light into any of us that way. Do you even know what he
  
   did
  
  to set her off? He tried to keep her on a leash.”
 

 
  “Sorash was always obsessed with power and dominance,” Omnu rumbled pensively. “Arachne never failed to do her research; surely she knew to expect that before campaigning for his attention.”
 

 
  “I don’t think you understand,” Vidius said darkly. “That was not a coy turn of phrase. It was an actual
  
   leash.
  
  It came with a jeweled collar and a skimpy little outfit, and a cute nickname.”
 

 
  Salyrene winced, her lights abruptly shifting to a dark blue. “We don’t need to hear—”
 

 
  
   “Silky,”
  
  Vidius said, giving them all a long face.
 

 
  Avei’s whiskey glass abruptly shattered into powder. She hadn’t been touching it at the time.
 

 
  “So, no,” Vidius continued, “there’s not going to be a repeat of that incident. Sorash went
  
   well
  
  above and beyond the call in antagonizing her, while
  
   simultaneously
  
  placing her in such a position that he was uniquely vulnerable to attack. None of the rest of us are foolish enough or, to be perfectly frank, assholish enough to do such a thing. And let’s not pretend that
  
   anybody
  
  here mourned Sorash’s passing. Those of you who didn’t actively
  
   express
  
  relief were merely being discreet, and you all know it.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t discreet,” Avei said grimly, pausing to sip from a restored glass of whiskey, this time neat. “I made no secret that I was glad enough to be rid of him. In fact, I never knew the details of that; I find myself rather regretting the mild ire I felt toward Arachne for the sheer presumption.”
 

 
  “This is why I wish we wouldn’t keep secrets from each other,” Omnu said sorrowfully. “It leads to nothing but misunderstanding. In Sorash’s case, his lust for privacy was his downfall.”
 

 
  “It sounds like
  
   that
  
  wasn’t the lust that caused his downfall,” Vesk commented cheerfully.
 

 
  “Hah!” Eserion grinned at him. “You said the L-word! And since you brought the Seven Deadlies back into play…”
 

 
  “Oh, bullshit,” Vesk protested. “You do
  
   not
  
  have the—”
 

 
  He broke off when the god of thieves plucked a card from his hand, turning it around to reveal the portrait of a succubus garbed in filmy scarves, looking coquettishly over her shoulder.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,”
  
  Vesk said in exasperation, pulling out three of his cards and handing them over.
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” Omnu exclaimed. Verniselle placed a hand over her eyes, slumping down in her chair.
 

 
  “Be all that as it may,” said Salyrene, “it is
  
   obviously
  
  a matter of concern if Arachne is going to start being overtly hostile. Even if we take it as given that there will be no further deicide, it’s just not acceptable for her to push gods around toward her own ends.”
 

 
  
   “Especially
  
  if she is going to use such violent tactics,” Salyrene added.
 

 
  “I really don’t think she would have harmed any priests,” said Vesk distractedly. “Complain all you want about the woman’s general lack of social skills, but have you
  
   ever
  
  known her to deliberately hurt someone who hadn’t done something to deserve it?”
 

 
  “I had the same feeling,” said Izara, nodding. “Consider who she tried that on. Vesk and myself would both intervene on behalf of our people, and she knows us well enough to know that. I think she is wise enough not to attempt it with someone who would call her bluff.”
 

 
  “Still,” Salyrene said pointedly.
 

 
  “Yes,” Avei agreed. “Still.”
 

 
  “Still,” Izara said doggedly, “at issue here is that she isn’t necessarily
  
   wrong—
  
  in her purpose, if not her methods
  
   .
  
  When, as appears to be the case, she is under an unprovoked and
  
   undeserved
  
  attack by the Universal Church, the matter reflects upon
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “So,” Vidius mused, “you believe this will sort itself out if we rein in the Archpope?”
 

 
  Again, a momentary pall fell across the room, marred only by Nemitoth’s irritated grunt and the ruffling of pages.
 

 
  “I think it’s worth appreciating the source of her hostility,” Vidius continued as if nothing had transpired. “She blames most of you for being selfish and cowardly when she came to you for help. And she isn’t wrong, there.”
 

 
  “Not this again,” Verniselle groaned, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “Her story was sheer
  
   nonsense,”
  
  Salyrene said sharply, the patterns of light limning her shifting into a far more rapid speed.
 

 
  “Elilial believed her,” Vidius retorted. “More to the point,
  
   Themynra
  
  believed her. Whatever you think about either of them, the fact is they have been dealing more closely and regularly with Scyllith than any of us since the ascension.”
 

 
  “Have you even
  
   thought
  
  about what you’re suggesting?” Salyrene said heatedly, her lights glowing redder and speeding up further still. “It is simply inconceivable that Scyllith would have the power to do a thing like that. None of the Infinite Order could have managed it
  
   before
  
  we brought them down, and the survivors
  
   now
  
  are deprived of most of their power and agency. Scyllith, further, has never been anything but a troublemaker; if she could impact the world so severely, we would
  
   definitely
  
  have learned of it.”
 

 
  “We
  
   know
  
  that the fundamental nature of the surviving Elders was changed by the ascension,” Nemitoth interjected thoughtfully. “That was the whole
  
   point
  
  of it. Don’t think in terms of sheer power—you of all people should know better than that, Salyrene. Naiya and Scyllith have both been trying to acclimate to their new circumstances ever since, experimenting with different methods. If Scyllith’s fundamental nature and
  
   approach
  
  to manipulating reality altered significantly from what we knew when last we had her directly under our gaze, it’s reasonable to conclude that she might be capable of things which would surprise us.”
 

 
  “Don’t tell me
  
   you
  
  believe that fairy tale now,” Salyrene exclaimed.
 

 
  “I believe nothing,” Nemitoth said calmly. “There is not data to support Arachne’s claim—and notably, it is an unprovable hypothesis. Reasoning, however, suggests that it is not necessarily impossible.”
 

 
  “And consider this,” Vidius added. “We all know how severely Scyllith was
  
   further
  
  weakened after her clash with Arachne and Elilial. It only makes sense that she wouldn’t be able to pull off a feat like that a second time.”
 

 
  “That works the other way, too,” Salyrene countered, her lights moving in calmer patterns now. “Why would she suddenly have the capability in the first place? And how? Remember, Elilial took her down
  
   alone—
  
  and that while she was isolated from support in Scyllith’s own realm.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how significant that is,” Avei murmured, gazing into her glass. “Elilial was always the
  
   vastly
  
  superior strategist, and Scyllith’s brutality and overweening arrogance frequently caused her trouble. We all know about the Belosiphon affair. Elilial turned the demons against her, which was as much Scyllith’s fault for how she treated them as Elilial’s for suborning them.”
 

 
  “This is an old argument, though,” Izara said patiently. “No, I can’t find it in myself to believe Arachne’s account of her history, either, which has little bearing on
  
   this
  
  situation. The question is this: is she
  
   right
  
  to be specifically upset with us now? Because if so, I feel she should not only be forgiven for her suddenly more aggressive moves, but we should also think seriously about defending her to Justinian.”
 

 
  Silence held sway for a moment. Nemitoth narrowed his eyes, bending closer to his book as if having trouble making out what was written on the page.
 

 
  “I’ll give you my two bits,” said Vidius. “Arachne is a difficult personality, yes, and it’s undoubtedly true that she takes full advantage of our need to protect her. However, I have never found her hard to predict, or even to work with. The key is simply to extend a little compassion and patience—more than we are accustomed to having to offer anyone, anymore, and for that reason alone I say she’s worth keeping around. We have all seen firsthand how badly it can go when gods have no one to keep them humble.” He nodded to Izara. “I support a patient approach.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Omnu said quietly. “I cannot say I have troubled to know her as well as you have, brother, but the broad strokes of your analysis are borne out by my own experience. The Arachne is not more problematic than we can bear…and she does not inflict harm without provocation. If she has become more aggressive, we ought to consider that she may be justified.”
 

 
  “That is not how justice works,” Avei said flatly. “She doesn’t get to invade temples and assault priests just to make a
  
   point!”
  
 

 
  “It was a matter of threats more than assault,” Vesk commented.
 

 
  “I consider them to be in the same category of actions,” Avei retorted. “Whether she was provoked or no, I see only trouble coming from indulging her in this behavior.”
 

 
  “I abstain from this,” Salyrene declared, glowing slightly more golden. “It was not
  
   my
  
  temple she desecrated—if she had, I would certainly not have indulged her in anything but a
  
   blistering
  
  reprisal. What she has done to Izara and Vesk, I’ll trust them to have the judgment to address themselves. Until Arachne starts another campaign of dragging us
  
   all
  
  into her problems, I say leave her alone. This isn’t an issue the Pantheon as a whole needs to answer.”
 

 
  “There are points to be made on both sides of this,” Verniselle said thoughtfully, flipping a platinum coin back and forth between her hands. “Arachne’s nature does suggest that she would not be so assertive without reason…but on the other hand, there are lines she should not be allowed to cross. I think I concur with you, sister,” she added, nodding to Salyrene. “If anything is to be done, let it be up to those who have a personal stake.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Nemitoth grunted, gazing abstractly at the wall.
 

 
  All the gods present, including the onlookers who had abstained entirely from the convesation, turned to study the two card players in the corner.
 

 
  Eserion slapped his hand down on the table. “Zoological flush. Eat it, banjo boy.”
 

 
  Vesk carefully laid out three cards in a row, then pantomimed setting down an invisible fourth one. “Queen of Cups, Queen of Rods, Queen of Diamonds, and the Emperor’s New Clothes. The game is still afoot.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Eserion exclaimed. “You
  
   seriously
  
  expect me to believe you had the Taming Maidens just
  
   waiting
  
  for that play?”
 

 
  “Would you like to phrase that as an accusation?” Vesk asked sweetly. “Of course, you know the penalty a Penitent Jihad carries if you are wrong.”
 

 
  “Just deal,” Eserion said sullenly.
 

 
  “I see,” Izara mused, then smiled around at the assemble deities. “Well, I’m sorry to have brought up such a difficult cluster of subjects…but I thank you all for your contributions.”
 

 
  “Have you come to a conclusion, then, dear?” Vidius asked, smiling.
 

 
  “I believe I have,” she replied. “Now the question becomes one of timing… In any case, I appreciate you all coming at my request. I’ll take up no more of your time.”
 

 
  With a final smile around at them and a respectful nod, she vanished.
 

 
  Avei drew in a deep breath and let it out as a sigh through her nose, then likewise disappeared. One by one, the other deities flickered out of being, all except Salyrene disappearing without fanfare or production. The goddess of magic made sure to leave early enough that she had an audience for the rather overwrought light show that marked her departure.
 

 
  Quite soon, the Elysium was again as quiet as usual, nearly all of its inhabitants gone.
 

 
  “You know,” Vesk said casually, studying his cards, “I really like Justinian. I think he’s a great Archpope.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Eserion replied in an equally mild tone. “Stand-up guy. I don’t have a thing to say against him.”
 

 
  “Exactly! In fact, it’s a funny thing, but I can’t think of anything I would change about him.”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed the same. I don’t remember the last time I had a thought about him that wasn’t purely approving. All right, I didn’t want to do this, but I’m playing the One of Unicorns.” Smirking with intolerable smugness, he laid down a card face-up, which bathed the entire room in a glow of breathtaking silver purity. “All cheating is now suspended; lay down all the cards up your sleeves.”
 

 
  “Oh, you did
  
   not
  
  just do that,” Vesk grumbled, setting his hand down face-down and grudgingly extracting five whole decks from various places within his coat and adding them to the cards already on the table. “You realize how long this game is going to drag on, now?”
 

 
  “You could always yield.”
 

 
  “You could always
  
   blow me.”
  
 

 
  “I’ll take a rain check.” He drew another from the now-towering deck, adding it to his hand and gazing thoughtfully at his cards. “Yeah, though, great guy, Justinian. I can’t think of a single thing wrong with him. I can still think about thinking about him, though. Seems almost odd, when I think about thinking about it. I’m ordinarily so…critical.”
 

 
  “I’ve thought about thinking about that myself,” Vesk agreed idly, studying his own cards. “Almost makes me glad I’ve got people who can do my thinking for me.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Eserion said. “Very fortunately, I’ve a few of my more trusted mortals circling the very
  
   excellent
  
  Archpope even now. If anything in particular needs to be thought about him, I’m sure they can attend to it.”
 

 
  “You know, I’m glad to hear you say that,” Vesk replied. “I’ve been thinking about considering such a thing myself. Perhaps I’ll make an idle mention of my thoughts in a few particular ears.”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, that’s a good idea. There’s never any harm in spreading rumors, after all.”
 

 
  “All right, wiseass, you asked for it.” Smirking, the bard god pulled two cards from his deck and stood them on end facing each other. “Facing Portal Jokers. I can now draw
  
   any
  
  face card of my choosing from the aether. You want to call this now, or shall I drag you down screaming?”
 

 
  Smiling beatifically, Eserion selected a single card from his hand and stood it up between the first two. They were both instantly sucked into it, and the remaining card crumpled itself into a tiny ball, then vanished. “And my portable hole reduces your standing wormhole to a quantum singularity. Did you enjoy wasting your turn, buttercup?”
 

 
  “Oh, you magnificent
  
   bastard!”
  
 

 
  In the far corner, Ouvis idly played with his clouds, seemingly oblivious to the world.
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  The trees reared up ahead of them, less than an hour’s walk away, due southwest. The sun was just peeking over the horizon behind them; early morning mist still clung to the ground in a few places, and the green blades of tallgrass were flecked with dew.
 

 
  The three had exchanged little conversation as they had a quick breakfast of travel rations and packed away what little gear they’d brought; their campsite had obviously seen much use for that very purpose, with a firepit ready and a half dozen sleeping spots already lined with a leafy type of dried grass which was surprisingly soft. Aside from Ingvar’s observation as they set out that they should reach the grove within an hour, they’d been quiet, enjoying the cool morning and the way the exercise worked away the night’s stiffness.
 

 
  When six elves arrived around them, it was abrupt as if by magic, yet so smoothly natural it seemed as if they had always been there. They simply melted out of the tallgrass around the party, moving along at their own even pace as if they’d been calmly walking beside them the whole way. This was doubly impressive, the grass being nowhere more than chest-high, and usually a foot lower than that.
 

 
  Joe let out a muffled yelp, reflexively reaching for his wands; even Ingvar jerked slightly as he came to a stop, laying one hand on his tomahawk.
 

 
  “Morning!” Darling said brightly, waving to the nearest elf, a man with unbound waist-length hair like spun gold, leaning on a gnarled walking stick. “Lovely day for it, eh? Y’know, truth be told, I wasn’t too sure about all this nature walking. Just yesterday I had a little gripe about all the sun around here. I’ve gotta say, though, it’s growing on me. Not that I’d wanna leave the city on any kind of long-term basis, of course, but this is…I dunno, invigorating! Something about the freshness of the air, I guess. I feel five years younger! But hey, look who I’m telling.”
 

 
  He came to a stop because Joe and Ingvar had, and the elves did likewise, regarding them with impassive faces. They were a mix of men and women, dressed in practical forest style, with soft fabrics and leathers of green and brown.
 

 
  “Do you always chatter on this way to conceal nervousness?” asked the one with the staff.
 

 
  “Do you always assume people who chatter are nervous?” Darling retorted instantly, still wearing his cheerful smile.
 

 
  “Honestly,” said Joe, tipping his hat, “him jabberin’ like some kinda nitwit just means he’s gettin’ enough airflow. Good morning to you, ladies an’ gentlemen. Name’s Joseph P. Jenkins. These’re Bishop Antonio Darling an’ Brother Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Yes, we know,” the apparent leader of the scouts replied, glancing at each of them in turn. “Your arrival was…foretold.”
 

 
  “I’ve been wondering about that,” Darling said, brightly as ever. “Is she as pushy and condescending to you guys as she is to us short-lived folk?”
 

 
  The elf with the staff studied his face closely for a moment, then finally smiled. “Even more so, I rather expect. My name is Adimel; welcome to our lands. I am here to guide you to your destination.”
 

 
  “Much obliged,” Joe said politely. Ingvar bowed to them, holding his peace.
 

 
  “I hope you will not take offense if those in the tribe seem less than eager to have guests,” Adimel said, starting out toward the treeline with no more ado and compelling them to walk with him or be left behind. “The grove is already stirred up with human business thanks to events transpiring in Viridill. Kuriwa’s arrival and…
  
   characteristic
  
  barking of orders has not done any favors to the Elders’ aplomb. What she asked, furthermore, is a significant imposition.” He gave them a hard glance without slowing. “I hope you understand how very rare it is that this would be shown to outsiders.
  
   Any
  
  outsiders, much less humans, and Tiraan.”
 

 
  “Actually,” said Joe, “we have no idea what it is we’re here to see. We’re only following directions.”
 

 
  “Who’s Kuriwa?” Ingvar asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, you didn’t think her
  
   real
  
  name was Mary?” Darling asked lightly. “Don’t look at me like that, I’d never heard the name before, either. I know it was her, though, by the account. People being ordered around and not even told what they’re doing; who else could it be?”
 

 
  Adimel sighed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Unlike the even-footed forest near Sarasio, this grove rested atop rolling ground which made its deep green shadows somehow more complex. In addition to the gentle swells and valleys of the earth itself, there were frequent outcroppings of rock—old and smoothed by the elements, but tumbled in artful disarray. Several of these contained the mouths of small springs, with splashed down the rocks into pools that then fed meandering streams which traced paths through the lowest levels of the forest.
 

 
  The trees were without exception ancient, and huge; though there tended to be wide spaces between them, no younger saplings grew, only some low ground-crawling shrubs. Often they rose up from the ground on systems of roots that were themselves as thick as any branch; their wide canopies mostly blotted out the sky, except where they permitted golden streamers of sunlight.
 

 
  It was quiet, mostly, except for the soft music of songbirds and running water. The air smelled of loam, moss, flowers and fruit. In countenance, the forest resembled a park, thanks to the obvious artistry of its arrangement; clearly every aspect of this land had been carefully shaped over countless years. And yet, for all that, there was an ineffable wildness to it.
 

 
  In short, it was an elven grove.
 

 
  They were not taken to the grove proper, at least not to any location where elves kept their homes. The party had been met in a clearing by a single woman who introduced herself as Elder Linsheh; she had stood, waiting patiently, in a single shaft of golden sunlight which made her hair seem to glow. Elves clearly did not lack a sense of drama.
 

 
  For an elf to be called Elder indicated both respect and a life of at least a thousand years, which was somewhat disconcerting when applied to a woman who could have been barely out of her teens, physically. She had a stillness and gravitas, however, that supported her title.
 

 
  And, as Adimel had warned, Linsheh was apparently not particularly pleased to meet them.
 

 
  The group now counted five, the Elder and Adimel continuing along with them while the rest of the scouts melted back into the trees. There were no paths, as such, but Linsheh led them along a course that avoided the taller hills, thicker underbrush and dips into water. It was no harder to walk than the average park.
 

 
  “We can go in a straight line, if you want,” Darling suggested. “Makes me feel guilty for slowing you down this way. I mean, I’m
  
   sure
  
  you folks don’t stick to the easy paths when you’re on your own.”
 

 
  “You know so much of the ways of elves?” Linsheh asked mildly, glancing back at them. Again, her voice and expression were apparently calm, but totally devoid of friendliness.
 

 
  “Well, you’ve got me there,” Darling said easily. “Here I go, making assumptions. I guess I
  
   assumed
  
  you wouldn’t go for the easy path, because I find that’s generally true of people whom I respect.”
 

 
  Adimel chuckled, shaking his head.
 

 
  “Kuriwa said you were a smooth talker, Bishop Darling,” the Elder commented.
 

 
  “And did she also say that I talk smoothly in utter sincerity?” he replied. “It’s policy. Just practical, really; smart people are annoyed by flattery, and stupid people are rarely worth impressing.”
 

 
  She glanced back again, finally permitting herself a small smile. “It seems strange to know you are an Eserite; you remind me strikingly of almost every bard I have ever met. Then again, the silver-tongued thief is also an archetype that exists for good reason.”
 

 
  “Oh, you like archetypes?” he said cheerfully. “That suggests you’ve met quite a few bards.”
 

 
  “I have met quite a few of everything, nearly,” she said.
 

 
  “I guess they all start to blend together, then,” Joe said.
 

 
  The Elder glanced at him, smiling again. “At first. The beginning of wisdom is learning to see the uniqueness in each repetition of a familiar pattern.”
 

 
  “Well, now I’m in an awkward position,” said Darling. “Because I’ve frequently had that thought myself, as I grow older, but
  
   saying
  
  it makes it sound like I consider myself as wise as an elven Elder. That’s just pompous, is what it is.”
 

 
  “I have never known that to stop you,” Ingvar noted.
 

 
  “Fair point!” Darling pointed at him, grinning. “Well, that settles it! Whew, for a moment I was concerned.”
 

 
  Linsheh stopped, turning to face them. She wore a faint smile now, and bowed slightly; Ingvar and Joe both returned the gesture (more deeply) out of reflex. “I feel I should apologize; it is customary for guests in our land to be met with more…enthusiasm. You have come to us at what was a tense moment to begin with, even before the Crow’s request. Kuriwa’s arrival and insistence upon this
  
   significant
  
  breach of tradition has had a disturbing effect upon us all. Yet, for all that she tends to irritate, she also tends not to be wrong. If she deems it necessary that you be shown these secrets…the Elders have decided to trust that it is so.”
 

 
  “Honestly, she’d be
  
   less
  
  annoying if she
  
   were
  
  wrong more often, I think,” Darling said ruminatively.
 

 
  “Adimel mentioned trouble, too,” Joe said, frowning. “What’s going on in Viridill?”
 

 
  “I will bring you up to date on the news if you wish,” Linsheh said calmly, “but it was my understanding you would be eager to seek answers…?”
 

 
  “Yes, please,” Ingvar replied, giving the other two a quelling glance. “We appreciate your patience very much, Elder. We can learn about human affairs from human sources
  
   later,
  
  without wasting more of your time.”
 

 
  “Where is it we’re going?” Darling asked, looking around at the forest.
 

 
  “Here,” said Elder Linsheh. “We have arrived. Come along, please.”
 

 
  They were standing upon a flattened patch of ground next to a truly massive tree, its root system rising from a small hill which seemed to have been broken in multiple places to reveal a rocky interior. The Elder slipped into the shadows behind a root, vanishing swiftly into the darkness. The three human visitors paused, glancing uncertainly at each other, before Ingvar squared his shoulders and followed her. The others came along behind, Adimel bringing up the rear.
 

 
  The shadows of roots and rocks concealed a natural passage into the hill, not narrow but cunningly disguised by its surroundings. Beyond a low opening was a tunnel that descended in a slight curve, its bottom worked into worn old steps.
 

 
  At the bottom of these, just around the corner from the entrance, was a small grotto, where a burbling spring fed a pool and a stream that meandered through the center of the space before vanishing down a hole in the far wall. Surprisingly, it was not dark; there were several small openings in the roof above through which streams of sunlight penetrated. Streamers of hanging moss dangled from the exposed tree roots above them, and lichens climbed the stone walls. For the most part, it looked quite natural, with the sole exception of a few very conveniently placed stepping stones crossing the stream.
 

 
  Linsheh had already stepped across these and stopped just on the other side; behind her loomed another dark passageway, descending still deeper.
 

 
  “What you have come to see,” she said in a serious tone that bordered on the grim, “is something we have guarded carefully far longer than human civilization in its current form has existed. When you have learned what you came here to learn, you may find yourself…resentful. It is a thing of enormous significance that the Elders and people of this tribe keep carefully from the eyes of humans, and of other outsiders. Only shamans on their training quests, and adventuring gnomes, do we allow within. I will ask, when you have seen what lies below, that you consider our reasoning—which I believe you are intelligent enough to perceive without having it explained to you. These secrets contain hints at
  
   terrible
  
  possibilities; this knowledge offers little that can uplift the peoples of this world, and much that could threaten us all in the wrong hands.”
 

 
  “This is…” Ingvar frowned deeply. “My quest, Elder, is to seek knowledge of my god, and his situation. We have no interest in weapons or dangerous secrets.”
 

 
  “Believe me,” she replied, “that was discussed at
  
   length
  
  when Kuriwa appeared, suggesting that we permit you within.” Her eyes traveled slowly across their small group. “It would be unusual enough to allow a Huntsman within, but for one on a quest such as yours, not necessarily impossible. And Joseph Jenkins is known to be a friend of elves.”
 

 
  “I am?” Joe asked in surprise. “I mean… I always respected the people near my hometown, but it wasn’t as if I had a
  
   lot
  
  of contact with ’em.”
 

 
  “Respect, sincerely felt and simply expressed, is something we notice when we see it,” Linsheh replied, giving him a little smile.
 

 
  “Why do I suspect I’m the holdout, here?” Darling asked dryly.
 

 
  The Elder’s smile faded as she leveled a direct stare at him. “When I speak of the wrong hands in which to place dangerous secrets, a ranking thief-priest might as well be
  
   exactly
  
  what I describe. Kuriwa, however, believes you have something to offer the world that will be to its advantage, and that this will help you, as well. After some discussion, we have agreed to trust her.”
 

 
  “Huh,” he said, nonplussed. “And here I thought I was just along for the ride.”
 

 
  “She suggested both of us for this expedition,” Joe pointed out. “I don’t think that lady does
  
   anything
  
  just for the heck of it.”
 

 
  “She does seem to enjoy ruffling
  
   other
  
  people’s feathers,” Adimel commented. “Maybe toward greater purpose, but I suspect there’s a fair amount of ‘just for the heck of it’ involved.”
 

 
  Linsheh sighed. “Well. I have delayed this enough with talk. What you have come to learn is below.” She stepped to the side, indicating the dark opening behind her. “There is nothing more to be gained by waiting.”
 

 
  “My thanks, Elder,” Ingvar said respectfully, bowing to her, then stepped forward and approached the gap.
 

 
  One by one, they passed within, pausing only to nod politely to Linsheh before they vanished into the darkness below, leaving the two elves gazing pensively after them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You need to leave.”
 

 
  Seven armed scouts rose up out of the tallgrass around their little camp, all with weapons in their hands, but not yet lifted in preparation for violence.
 

 
  “Let me ask you something,” Flora said calmly, smiling at the man who had spoken. “Did you really believe you snuck up on us?”
 

 
  “Or,” Fauna added, “that we
  
   didn’t
  
  intend to be spotted here?”
 

 
  They were perched atop a small hill in the grassy plain outside the grove, where they had cleared away the tallgrass to set up two folding stools and a small arcane camping stove, on which a pot of tea was currently brewing.
 

 
  “That’s neither here nor there,” the head scout said curtly. “We know what you are—”
 

 
  “Bet you don’t,” Flora muttered.
 

 
  “—and you know very well you are
  
   not
  
  wanted in this or any grove.”
 

 
  “We are not
  
   in
  
  the grove,” Fauna said sweetly.
 

 
  He gritted his teeth. “If I am forced to insist…”
 

 
  Both girls burst out laughing, then
  
   kept
  
  laughing, past the point where their would-be ambushers began to look distinctly annoyed. Fauna actually tumbled off her stool and rolled on the ground in a mockery of elvish grace.
 

 
  Altogether, they made a very stark contrast to the other elves. Aside from having the horizontal ears of the plains folk, both were dressed in dramatic black (which hardly any sensible person did under the prairie sun), Flora with her anachronistic cloak. They might as well have been from a whole other world than the increasingly miffed forest kin in their traditional attire.
 

 
  “Okay, look,” Flora said, wiping away a tear and grinning broadly. “You don’t own the world, friend, and
  
   we
  
  aren’t here to challenge your grove.”
 

 
  “Like I said,” Fauna added, “we’re not in the grove, and don’t
  
   plan
  
  on entering the grove.”
 

 
  “This is still far closer to our home than we like to see
  
   eldei alai’shi,”
  
  the lead scout said grimly.
 

 
  “Well, that’s just too damn bad, ain’t it?” Flora replied, switching to Tanglish.
 

 
  “Our friends just went into the trees,” Fauna continued. “They were invited and escorted.”
 

 
  
   “We,
  
  acknowledging that the Elders would have kittens if we tried to follow, didn’t do so.”
 

 
  “We’re just gonna wait out here for them to do what they came to do and come out.”
 

 
  “At which point we’ll depart along with them, and you won’t have to worry about us any more.”
 

 
  “All this,” Fauna explained, gesturing to the stools and stove, “is a little peace offering. We are
  
   not
  
  skulking about, or doing anything shady or aggressive.”
 

 
  “So you have the opportunity to come say hello—it’s nice to meet you
  
   too,
  
  by the way—and now you can go tell the Elders that we’re not bothering anybody and won’t stay long.”
 

 
  He frowned, looking at another of his troop as if for confirmation; she shook her head almost imperceptibly. “And if the Elders choose to
  
   insist
  
  that you leave?”
 

 
  “They won’t,” Fauna said simply.
 

 
  “No Elders
  
   anywhere
  
  would want to provoke that kind of confrontation where they didn’t need to.” Flora added with a smile.
 

 
  The scout drew in a deep breath through his teeth and let it out in a sigh. “I will…inform the Elders of your…position.”
 

 
  “You do that,” Fauna replied cheerfully, getting up and brushing off her leather trousers. “Meanwhile, would any of those you’re leaving to guard us like some tea?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The tunnel seemed to be little more than a grandiose mole hole through dirt for a large part of its length, raising disturbing questions about what prevented it from collapsing. It didn’t, though, and as they continued, the occasional rocks supporting its sides grew more and more frequent, until they were passing almost entirely through stone.
 

 
  “We must be on the edge of the continental shelf, here,” Ingvar observed.
 

 
  “The what, now?” asked Joe from up ahead. The elves had not provided them with any sources of light; he could make the tips of his wands glow cleanly, however, and had thus found himself leading the way.
 

 
  “The Great Plains at the center of this continent were an inland sea, eons ago,” said Ingvar. “And then, as it slowly dried up, a swamp. That’s why that ground is so fertile. But under the ground, it’s an enormous and
  
   deep
  
  basin of nothing but soil; very few rocky areas, and thus very few caves. Oddities like Last Rock were mostly created by the Elder Gods, long ago.”
 

 
  “The
  
   things
  
  you know,” Darling marveled. “What do Huntsmen need with geological history?”
 

 
  “To know the land,” Ingvar said simply. “We come to know it firsthand, with our senses and our hearts—that is of paramount importance. But there are many ways to know a thing, and more knowledge is always better than less.”
 

 
  “Ain’t that the truth,” Joe agreed.
 

 
  They had been walking for over half an hour, now, at least. Time seemed to dilate oddly in that dark, lonely environment; it was hard to guess how far they had come or how long they’d been down there. The tunnel proceeded consistently downward, weaving slowly back and forth as it went. At least there were no branches or side passages, and thus no opportunities to get lost. Still, it was an unnervingly claustrophobic space, offering room for them to walk only single-file, and barely tall enough that none of them had to stoop.
 

 
  Rounding an unusually sharp curve, the tunnel came to an end quite suddenly, and Joe halted, forcing the others to crowd in behind him, peering over his shoulders at what lay ahead.
 

 
  Their tunnel emerged into the side of an enormous underground chasm, stretching away into infinite darkness to the left and right. The wandlight just barely illuminated its cracked ceiling; the floor was lost to distance and dimness far below, at least as far as they could tell. The view downward was blocked directly in front of them by the bridge which stretched from the foot of the tunnel’s mouth to the opposite side of the canyon.
 

 
  It was this at which they stared in awe, nearly ignoring the mighty cavern around them.
 

 
  In contrast to the purely natural surroundings through which they had been passing, the bridge and the door beyond it were so glaringly artificial they seemed almost to have been placed here by accident. The bridge was much wider than the tunnel, broad enough they could all three have walked side by side and been unable to reach the rails to either side. And it was made of
  
   metal.
  
  It appeared to be steel, gleaming smoothly in the light of Joe’s wand. Despite being down here in the empty darkness, not a single scratch or spot of rust marred it. There didn’t even appear to be any dust or cobwebs.
 

 
  At the opposite side of the bridge, another large expanse of metal stood in the wall, the size and roughly the shape of the front of a church. Two columns of what appeared to be violet glass flanked an obvious door, a steel portal with a vertical crack down its center, engraved with an elaborate sigil none of them recognized.
 

 
  After a few moments of silent staring, Joe extinguished the glow of his wand.
 

 
  Light remained, an eerie purple luminescence put off by the columns, which were glowing just brightly enough to create an island of light in the darkness. In the sudden absence of wandlight, previously hidden lights sprang to life along the rails lining the bridge, as well; they were also sigils, and emitted a pure white radiance to mark the path.
 

 
  “Huh,” said Joe.
 

 
  “Yup,” Darling agreed.
 

 
  “Well,” Ingvar said somewhat impatiently, “we are learning nothing by standing
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  Joe finally stepped forward, gingerly placing his feet on the steel bridge as if uncertain it would hold his weight. It was fine, though, every bit as solid as it looked. They walked slowly, peering around, but there was really nothing more to be seen than they had observed from the tunnel’s mouth. Only the dark cavern, the glowing door, and the bridge.
 

 
  In moments, despite the slowness of their approach, they stood before the door.
 

 
  “Well,” Darling observed, “I don’t see a knob…”
 

 
  “Perhaps this sign tells us what to do,” Ingvar suggested, raising a hand toward the symbol engraved on the steel door. “If only any of us could read it. Does it remind either of you of anything you have—”
 

 
  The instant his fingertips brushed the steel, it suddenly parted, causing them all to jump a foot backward. The door shifted to the sides a few inches, opening along its center crack with a soft
  
   hiss
  
  that suggested the air within had been sealed, then slid almost silently downward into the frame below it, leaving open a passage.
 

 
  Beyond it was a hallway, made of metal and lined with more lights, both dim purple glass columns decorating its walls and brighter, more utilitarian white glow-spots marching along its ceiling. It terminated a dozen yards or so distant in an apparently round room with a statue in its center.
 

 
  “Anybody else as inexplicably terrified as I am?” Joe asked, swallowing heavily as if for emphasis.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Ingvar, and stepped forward through the door.
 

 
  It hissed shut once they were all through, causing them to jump again and spin around. Darling immediately placed a hand on it, at which it opened again. They tested this twice more to verify that they could get out before proceeding.
 

 
  At the end of the hall, a broad room opened up, oval in shape, with a statue in its center. Still, everything appeared to be made of glossy steel, including the statue, which was heavily stylized in form but showed a man and a woman standing back-to-back, their hands upraised toward the ceiling over a hundred feet above. This was a dome, deep blue in color, and decorated by an enormous star chart. Both stars and notations in a language none of them recognized glowed an even white. More white lights rimmed the edges of the walls, about halfway up, and there were more decorative columns of glowing purple. Here, too, benches lined the perimeter, made of glossy steel and set with thin cushions of some sleek black material that was surprisingly soft to the touch. Darling tested it first with a hand, and then his rump.
 

 
  “The thing that troubles me most,” said Ingvar, “is the lack of dust.”
 

 
  “The thing that troubles
  
   me
  
  is the
  
   noise,”
  
  Joe said tensely.
 

 
  It barely qualified as noise, being only the faintest hum at the very edge of hearing, but it was almost constant. Though less invasive, it sounded like the thrum of powerful arcane energy at work.
 

 
  As they stood there peering around and listening, there came another whirring sound from one of the hallways branching off from the oval room. All three whirled to face it, Joe and Ingvar raising weapons.
 

 
  The thing that emerged was wholly bizarre and oddly…cute.
 

 
  A squat cylinder in shape, it proceeded on three stubby legs, each ending in two thick wheels; its top was a sort of sheared-off dome with one flat face. Though most of the object was metal, bronze in color, the flat part of its “head” was a panel of faintly glowing white with odd little marks upon it. Eight folding, spider-like limbs protruded from around the upper part of its cylindrical body, each tipped in various implements.
 

 
  In fact, it was pushing a broom. A metal broom whose head had some kind of glowing apparatus attached to it, but nonetheless obviously a broom.
 

 
  The thing came to a stop just inside, its dome-top rotating to put the glowing panel toward them directly, and emitted a pleasant series of musical chimes.
 

 
  “Uh,” said Ingvar.
 

 
  “Please tell me you guys see it too,” Darling said nervously.
 

 
  “As I live and breathe,” Joe said in awe. “It’s…that’s a
  
   golem!”
  
 

 
  “That doesn’t look like any golem
  
   I’ve
  
  ever seen,” Ingvar protested.
 

 
  “It’s an obviously autonomous self-powered magical machine,” said Joe. “It’s a golem, all right. An’ altogether the
  
   last
  
  thing I’d’ve expected to find in a secret tunnel under an elven grove.”
 

 
  “I think
  
   that
  
  description applies to basically
  
   all
  
  of this,” Darling replied.
 

 
  All three shied backward when the golem approached them, chiming eagerly and waving several of its appendages about. Only when it had come within two yards did they realize that the markings on its glowing front panel formed a stylized face, nothing but two round purple dots for eyes and a slash below representing a mouth.
 

 
  It was, at least, a
  
   smiling
  
  face.
 

 
  “Hi there,” said Joe, uncertainly waving the hand not holding his wand. “Uh…what’s your name?”
 

 
  The golem pivoted about on its whirring wheels and zoomed partway around the statue, pausing a few yards distant to swivel its face back to them. It gestured with two of its peculiar arms, clearly beckoning them forward.
 

 
  “I think it’s trying to communicate,” Darling observed.
 

 
  “Yes, obviously,” Ingvar said, giving him an irritated glance. “The question is…do we trust it?”
 

 
  “Elder Linsheh didn’t suggest anything down here was dangerous,” said Joe. “And…well, Mary did send us here, after all. I say we follow the golem. Ain’t like we’ve got any better ideas, unless one o’ you boys wants to surprise me.”
 

 
  Ingvar heaved a sigh, but hitched up his quiver and set off after the little golem.
 

 
  It let out another series of pleasant chimes, apparently excited, and continued on its way.
 

 
  The golem led them all the way around the statue and to another broad door on the opposite side of the room, directly across from the way they had come in. This seemed to be identical to the outer door of the complex, including in the way it parted upon being touched by one of the little golem’s metal arms.
 

 
  Beyond was another room, spacious but smaller than the last one, and rectangular in shape. Its walls were entirely lined with peculiar shapes; they seemed like shelves of some matte black substance, each filled with small glowing cylinders of purple glass, none more than a foot in height. In fact, altogether it resembled a library, with luminous tubes instead of books. In the center of the room was a single sheet of colorless glass, positioned facing the door, extending from floor to ceiling.
 

 
  They came to a stop inside, peering around, as the golem rolled over to the edge of the broad glass panel and continued chiming in excitement.
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said after a moment. “Here we are. So…where are we?”
 

 
  All three men jumped backward yet again when a figure suddenly appeared in the glass panel.
 

 
  It was a man, bald-headed and clean-shaven, wearing a sleek suit of totally unfamiliar design. He was translucent and
  
   purple,
  
  as if he were nothing but a reflection in the glass.
 

 
  
   “You are in Data Vault Three, established by Tarthriss of the Infinite Order,”
  
  said a voice from all around them. It was a pleasant tenor, and carried a peculiar resonance that clearly did not come from any human throat. Though the glass man’s mouth moved along with the words, the voice itself definitely came from the walls, not from him directly.
  
   “It has been several solar cycles since this facility has had visitors. I am Avatar Zero Three, and very pleased to make your acquaintance. How may I assist you?”
  
 

 
  “Uh,” Joe said intelligently. “Uh, the…what? The who? Who are the Infinite Order?”
 

 
  
   “The Infinite Order,”
  
  said the Avatar, smiling benignly,
  
   “are an organization of scientists and engineers who embrace the philosophy that reason and science hold the keys to the purpose of both the sapient life and the universe itself. They journeyed to this solar system and established this planet as a research and development facility dedicated to the fulfillment of the Ascension Project.”
  
 

 
  “Oh…kay,” Joe said, frowning. “But…who
  
   are
  
  the Infinite Order?”
 

 
  The Avatar’s ghostly face smiled again, but it seemed almost sad, this time.
  
   “Compiling current roster and status of the Infinite Order. Scyllith: active. Naiya: active. Araneid: …uncertain. Infriss: unknown. Druroth: unknown. Vel Hreyd: unknown.”
  
  He hesitated, his expression growing distinctly solemn, before continuing.
  
   “All other members of the Infinite Order are confirmed deceased…including my maker, Tarthriss.”
  
 

 
  “Sorry t’hear that,” Joe said reflexively, removing his hat.
 

 
  “That’s…you’re talking about the
  
   Elder Gods,”
  
  Ingvar breathed.
 

 
  
   “Tarthriss preferred to refrain from the use of such terminology, deeming it both causative and symptomatic of the Infinite Order’s systemic breakdown,”
  
  said Avatar 03.
  
   “Out of respect for him, I do not refer to ascended beings as ‘gods,’ but based upon my comprehension of both this language and the current state of such beings, it is not necessarily inaccurate.”
  
 

 
  “Are you…all alone down here?” Joe asked, frowning.
 

 
  
   “This facility has very occasional visitors,”
  
  the Avatar replied.
  
   “For the most part, however, Caretaker Seven is my only company. You have already met him, I see.”
  
 

 
  The golem chimed enthusiastically, waving several of its arms, its stylized little face beaming in goodwill.
 

 
  
   “What brings you to this Data Vault?”
  
  inquired the Avatar.
 

 
  “I am on a quest,” Ingvar blurted out, pausing to regather his poise. “That is, I am seeking information concerning the state of my god, Shaath, and how he might be helped. Tell me…is it possible for a god to be imprisoned?”
 

 
  
   “There are many ways the status of an ascended being could be interfered with,”
  
  Avatar 03 replied.
  
   “A great deal depends upon the specifics. I shall be glad to convey what information I can; if you can provide more detail as to the unique situation of Shaath I may be able to render a more helpful analysis. Alternatively, if you would like access to broader data on the nature and origin of the ascended beings on this planet, I can give a full account of the Ascension Project.”
  
  The ghostly figure smiled benignly, and appeared to bow; such physical gestures looked rather odd, with him being clearly a projection in the glass screen.
  
   “It depends on how much time, patience, and interest you have. If you are willing, I would be delighted to explain everything.”
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  All three stood in silence for a few moments after that pronouncement, staring at the image in the glass panel. The Caretaker golem chimed encouragingly at them, gesticulating incomprehensibly with its spider-like limbs.
 

 
  “Ah,” Joe said hesitantly, at last. “How much, exactly, do you know?”
 

 
  The Avatar tilted his head slightly to one side.
  
   “I’m afraid that question is extremely difficult to answer without context.”
  
 

 
  “We came here for a purpose,” Ingvar reminded them, shaking off his momentary befuddlement. “Not that this…being…doesn’t have the most fascinating secrets, I’m sure, but we haven’t come all this way to discern all the secrets of the universe. We are looking for ways to help Shaath.”
 

 
  
   “Very good, then,”
  
  the Avatar said equably.
  
   “What are the particulars of the situation, and what questions do you have?”
  
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a breath and let it out slowly. This matter never seemed to get easier to relate. “I have been troubled by dreams of Shaath in a state of captivity. Both the shaman of my lodge and an extremely old and skilled shaman called Mary the Crow have confirmed that these dreams are prophetic. You… I suppose you may know of her.”
 

 
  
   “I am acquainted with Kuriwa, yes,”
  
  the Avatar agreed.
  
   “Based on her analysis it is probable that your dreams are significant. The propagation of information through trancension fields is very simple, and central to their purpose. Unfortunately, much is lost when the information is filtered through the human subconscious; its interpretation then tends to be highly metaphorical, not to mention subjective.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…” Joe blinked rapidly. “Trans…what kind of fields?”
 

 
  
   “Transcension,”
  
  replied the Avatar, smiling benignly.
  
   “A psychoreactive energy field enveloping the planet. There appear to be four currently functioning at a high level and as many as sixteen still extant in residual states. Visitors to this facility in recent millennia have referred to these as magic.”
  
 

 
  “Hold it, stop,” Darling said suddenly. “You said propagating information through these…through magic is simple?”
 

 
  
   “Quite.”
  
 

 
  “So,” he continued, frowning, “would it be possible for a god or gods to sense whether someone acquired a certain piece of information, and then respond to that?”
 

 
  
   “Easily, yes. At its most basic, the purpose of a transcension field is the storage and processing of data, and they are designed to be responsive to intelligent life. An ascended being would certainly be able to identify the presence of specific data points in other minds, though an intelligence such as yours would not be able to reproduce that feat.”
  
 

 
  “What does this have to do with anything?” Ingvar said irritably.
 

 
  “Nothing, I hope,” Darling replied, his frown deepening, “but it raises a very important safety concern.”
 

 
  “Safety?” Joe demanded.
 

 
  The Bishop sighed softly, studying the two of them in thought, then shook his head and turned back to the Avatar’s window. “All right, I need to place a restriction on what we learn here.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ingvar exclaimed.
 

 
  “In the aftermath of the Elder War,” Darling continued, “specifically the events surrounding Elilial’s expulsion from the Pantheon and banishment to Hell… It’s vitally important that you not tell us anything about that. There are secrets relating to it,
  
   big
  
  secrets, and I have it on excellent authority that at least one god and possibly
  
   all
  
  of them instantly kill anyone who learns them.”
 

 
  “You have got to be joking,” Joe said, staring at him in horror.
 

 
  
   “Very well,”
  
  the Avatar said, nodding.
  
   “That should not be difficult, nor an impediment to the purpose of your inquiries. The information stored in the Infinite Order’s Data Vaults was their own; I am equipped only with the most rudimentary and limited mechanisms for gathering further data. That time period was the last time I had access to fresh, reliable information; events which transpired toward the end of it are inscrutable even to me.”
  
 

 
  “Good,” Darling said, relaxing his shoulders slightly. “Okay, good. Let’s proceed, then.”
 

 
  “An’ we can have us a conversation about this
  
   later,”
  
  Joe muttered.
 

 
  “Yes, back to the matter at hand,” said Ingvar, finally tearing his incredulous stare away from Darling and re-focusing his attention on the Avatar. “To begin with, how
  
   would
  
  a god be bound?”
 

 
  
   “Assuming you wish to know how Shaath in particular is bound, I cannot answer definitively without direct information which neither you nor I are able to access. However, in general terms, the most probable way involves manipulating the people who believe in him.”
  
 

 
  “We’ve already discovered that much,” Ingvar said with a sigh. “But why?
  
   What
  
  makes this possible, and is there a way to counter it?”
 

 
  
   “Heavy interaction with multiple consciousnesses is the nature of the currently used form of ascension. There is, indeed, an effective remedy,”
  
  said the Avatar, nodding.
  
   “Understand, in the first place, that the vulnerability to such effects is a defect in the method of ascension used by the renegades.”
  
 

 
  “Renegades?” Joe asked.
 

 
  “The Pantheon, I’d wager,” said Darling.
 

 
  
   “Yes.”
  
  The Avatar shifted his gaze to Darling and nodded, smiling.
  
   “They used a deliberately defective form of ascension which was not actually intended to produce ascended beings. Rather, its purpose was to alter the way by which ascension occurs, so as to destroy any extant ascended beings who failed to accommodate it. This was the master stroke in their campaign against the Infinite Order. Its clause providing for the possibility of actual ascension was merely a loophole, made necessary in order to insure the survival and thus secure the complicity of members of the Order.”
  
 

 
  “Naiya and Scyllith,” said Joe, nodding.
 

 
  
   “Only Naiya, in fact. Scyllith…”
  
  The Avatar hesitated.
  
   “Information concerning Scyllith’s conduct during these events and immediately after is relevant to the matter you labeled unsafe to know. Would you like me to proceed?”
  
 

 
  The three glanced at each other.
 

 
  “Um, better not,” Darling said hesitantly.
 

 
  “It’s probably not germane to our purpose, anyway,” Ingvar added with a touch of impatience. “Please, proceed.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Joe, “why’d the Pantheon take godhood if it wasn’t safe and that wasn’t the point?”
 

 
  
   “That is also directly pertinent to the dangerous topic.”
  
 

 
  “Do we need to know this to understand how to help Shaath?” Ingvar demanded.
 

 
  
   “I do not believe it will be essential,”
  
  the Avatar replied, blinking languidly in a thoughtful expression.
  
   “To carry on with this avenue of thought, the compromise arranged involved guaranteeing the survival and some continued power for Naiya, but the renegades refused to entertain the possibility of ascended beings continuing to function as virtually omnipotent and without limits. It’s necessary for you to understand that ascension is very much not an individual process. It is made possible by the extremely elaborate folding of space around this planet and its immediate environs. It can only be achieved under certain specific and deliberately uncommon criteria, and the form it takes is a function of the transcension fields in place and the orientation of dimensional folds relevant to the process.”
  
 

 
  Joe frowned, squinting in concentration.
  
   “Folded
  
  space? What?”
 

 
  The Avatar shifted sideways on his screen—he didn’t step, but simply moved as if sliding to the left, which was rather disorienting. He held up one hand, in which appeared a square sheet of paper, and on the right side of the screen appeared the image of his hand and the paper, magnified to the size of a man. The Caretaker chimed apologetically and rolled out of the way, clearing their view of the visual demonstration.
 

 
  
   “You are possibly familiar with a very basic form of folding space,”
  
  said the Avatar, taking the paper in both hands and bending it so that two of its corners were pressed against each other.
  
   “It is a commonly used method of rapid transit to bring two pieces of the physical plane together and step across them—to grossly simplify the process.”
  
 

 
  “Shadow-jumping,” said Joe, nodding in comprehension.
 

 
  
   “What is in place around this planet is based upon the same general principles, but the effects achieved are permanent, and multiple orders of magnitude more complicated.”
  
  As he spoke, the Avatar continued folding and manipulating his sheet of illusory paper, the performance displayed in huge detail on the other half of his window; after a few seconds, he had created an origami crane and rested it on the palm of his hand.
  
   “Space overlaps and intersects in very complex ways here, which is the reason for many of the facts of life you know and accept. Dimensional travel is far easier on this world than it is normally in most parts of the universe, but only to very specific dimensions, all being approved variants of this planet. There are also several well-hidden connections to other worlds, installed by the Infinite Order as a possible escape route, should their experiments here render the planet uninhabitable. This was a serious concern in the early stages of the Ascension Project.”
  
 

 
  “Considering what they were messing around with, that sounds like a pretty realistic prospect,” said Darling uneasily.
 

 
  
   “The folding in question serves multiple purposes; it was necessary to achieve the goals of the Project, but also secures the planet from contact or incursion by outside elements. There is also an extra insulation layer of quasi-space installed, which is necessary to keep this extremely elaborate and unnatural system functioning stably.”
  
 

 
  “Insulation
  
   between
  
  planes…” Joe straightened up, his eyes widening. “Chaos? The Elder Gods created
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Typical,” Ingvar muttered. “It would take a singularly evil mind to conceive of such a thing.”
 

 
  
   “Dimensional reality can be considered analogous to a house or other structure,”
  
  said the Avatar with a faint smile.
  
   “Unless you are building or performing major repairs upon it, you should not come into contact with the insulation. Under ordinary circumstances, there is no reason it need be safe to handle. In fact, though the dangerous nature of what you call Chaos is a necessary side effect of its function, the Infinite Order deemed it an asset, as it helps reduce unnecessary dimensional tampering.”
  
 

 
  “This is wandering off the subject again,” Ingvar complained. “We were talking about Shaath.”
 

 
  
   “Yes, of course,”
  
  said the Avatar apologetically.
  
   “We were discussing the vulnerability of current-generation ascended beings to the influence of minds focused upon them. Obviously, the first line of defense against such is to attempt to manage the believers attached to the being in question, but this is a necessarily imperfect practice. The complexity of the system involved makes it terribly vulnerable to randomness, as well as to intervention by potentially hostile actors. There exists a failsafe, and a far more specific and effective means of keeping an ascended being’s personality focused and coherent.”
  
 

 
  “Yes?” Ingvar said eagerly.
 

 
  
   “Naiya was the original discoverer of the technique, in the time period before the previous ascension, so I do have data on the practice, though I understand the variant used by the renegades is different from her initial method. The gist is to instill a significant percentage of the ascended being’s consciousness in a corporeal being or beings of a more conventional nature. While this has its own drawbacks, making the ascended vulnerable to effects placed upon the familiar, it serves to strongly insulate the ascended against the more diffuse pressures placed upon them by their believers, who are consciousnesses much more tenuously connected. She enacted the original process not to preserve her consciousness, as this was before the second ascension and current state of affairs, but to expand it. The rest of the Infinite Order felt sufficiently threatened by it that they agreed not to imitate it themselves, and Rauzon, the Prime, removed her second and more successful generation of familiars to the insulatory dimensional space. This event led directly to Naiya’s complicity with the renegades.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m…did you two follow that?”
 

 
  “I
  
   think
  
  so,” Joe said, also frowning. “Beings connected to the deity… Well, we all know Naiya likes to make fairies. Oh, and Scyllith likes to make demons! Or at least she used to.”
 

 
  
   “Scyllith has successfully mimicked many of her colleagues’ initiatives,”
  
  the Avatar agreed.
  
   “She was somewhat notorious for it.”
  
 

 
  “The Pantheon doesn’t make fairies, though,” Ingvar protested. “You said they do this, as well?”
 

 
  
   “Yes. The Pantheon operates under wholly different pressures, having come into being in the second ascension and under the revised terms by which it is sustained. Be warned: We are now discussing matters of which I know only secondhand, through those who have visited me since the ascension. But I have gathered that the Pantheon, rather than creating new intelligences for the purpose—which may be beyond their ability—instill fragments of their own consciousness in existing sapients.”
  
 

 
  “Huh?” Ingvar scowled. “How does
  
   that
  
  help? Who has fragments of a god buried in them?”
 

 
  
   “Paladins!”
  
  Joe exclaimed, his eyes widening.
 

 
  
   “Indeed, that is the colloquial term in this era,”
  
  the Avatar agreed, smiling calmly.
 

 
  “Wait,” Darling said sharply. “So you’re saying that a paladin isn’t just a means for a deity to express their power, but a safeguard against them being mentally influenced by their cult.”
 

 
  
   “By their cults or others,”
  
  the Avatar said, nodding.
  
   “Ascended beings are closely linked to transcension fields, and thus to everyone making use of them. This creates feedback from
  
  all
  
   intelligences interacting with the field in question. Designating a familiar—or a paladin—focuses their personality in a being which is not vulnerable to such pressures.”
  
 

 
  “How important would you say this safeguard is?” Darling demanded, frowning intently.
 

 
  
   “Extremely. Without access to the Infinite Order’s equipment, an ascended being has no other reliable recourse against wholesale alteration by the whims of the general public.”
  
 

 
  “So,” Darling said in a bare whisper,
  
   “any
  
  god smart enough to protect themselves would have a paladin?”
 

 
  
   “That is putting it in extremely simple terms, but I concur with the hypothesis.”
  
 

 
  The Bishop stared at him with a coldly blank expression for a few silent seconds. Then, quite abruptly, he burst out laughing. As Joe and Ingvar looked on in alarm, his mirth rapidly grew to the verge of hysteria; he staggered backward, barely catching himself against the tube-lined wall in time to prevent a fall to the floor. Fortunately, the tubes proved to be solidly attached. The Caretaker chimed in alarm, rolling closer to him and reaching out worriedly with its limbs.
 

 
  “You find this
  
   funny?”
  
  Ingvar snarled. “You think my god is
  
   stupid
  
  because he hasn’t chosen a paladin?”
 

 
  Darling held up a hand, waving weakly at him, but seemed too helpless in paroxysms of laughter to form a response. Bearing his teeth in fury, Ingvar took a step toward him, one hand falling to his tomahawk.
 

 
  
   “Ingvar!”
  
  Joe reached out to grab him by the arm. “Stop! He’s not laughing about Shaath.”
 

 
  “What?” the Huntsman demanded, whirling on him.
 

 
  Joe glanced over at Darling, grimacing. “Do the math; consider what we just learned and why that would make a Bishop and former high priest lose it. There
  
   is
  
  a Hand of Eserion,
  
   he
  
  knows who it is now, and it’s
  
   none of our business!”
  
  He stepped closer to Ingvar, staring intently at his eyes. “It’s that last part you oughtta focus on. Knowin’ somethin’ the god of thieves would rather you didn’t seems potentially unhealthy to me. I aim to set about forgettin’ this the moment he shows signs of settlin’ down.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Ingvar blinked, frowned, and looked back over at Darling, who was finally getting himself under control. “Oh. I… Ah. I see. I…apologize for my loss of composure.”
 

 
  “No, no,” Darling wheezed, straightening up and wiping tears from the corners of his eyes.
  
   “I
  
  apologize for
  
   mine.
  
  That was out of line. It’s just… It’s just so… I mean, of all the—he—she…” He coughed awkwardly, physically shaking himself off. “Well, anyway, to bring this back to the point yet again… Ingvar, I don’t think Shaath
  
   was
  
  too stupid not to take precautions. Remember what the Rangers told us? About the original Huntsmen?”
 

 
  Ingvar’s eyes widened in sudden comprehension. “Of course. Of
  
   course.
  
  They were few and close to the god—Shaath had no
  
   cult,
  
  only his…” He glanced up at the Avatar. “His familiars. The
  
   Huntsmen
  
  were supposed to be his protection against the very thing they have become.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  
   understand that these matters may be emotionally disturbing for you,”
  
  the Avatar said solicitously.
  
   “If you wish, I can have CT-7 bring refreshments? I’m afraid this facility can offer nothing but filtered water and nutrition pellets. They will perfectly serve your body’s needs, but I have been informed that they are quite unpalatable.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, thanks, but that’s okay,” Joe said warily. “We had breakfast not long ago.” The Caretaker, who had scooted eagerly forward, chimed softly in disappointment and retreated a few feet, its limbs drooping.
 

 
  “They were his brothers,” Ingvar whispered, gazing into space. “His…pack. He trusted them with his very being. And one
  
   betrayed
  
  him. Betrayed them all.”
 

 
  “Well, we have a place to start, now,” Joe said firmly. “Two, in fact: you wanna help Shaath, you either reform the Huntsmen or get him a paladin.”
 

 
  “I hate to be the wet blanket here,” said Darling, “but the whole point of this is that gods choose paladins, not the other way around. If Shaath is in bad enough shape that he can’t call his own… I have no idea how we could make him take his medicine.”
 

 
  Ingvar whirled back to the Avatar’s screen. “Well? Have you any answers for this?”
 

 
  
   “How to
  
  force
  
   an ascended being to designate a familiar?”
  
  For the first time, the Avatar looked uncertain.
  
   “Based on my available data… That may in theory be possible. However, whether it is practical is an entirely other matter.”
  
 

 
  “What do you mean?” Ingvar demanded. “Available data? You know how ascension works, do you not?”
 

 
  
   “I could describe the method in detail, though you would require several years of very specific education to understand the description. That is not necessarily of immediate relevance. Wholesale alteration of the nature of ascension is only possible at certain very specific points. They are not predictable with any precision, due to the nature of the dimensional folding; when and how they align correctly is subject to innumerable variables, some of which do not exist until observed. However, the prospect in your case does exist. Such an alignment has not occurred since the previous ascension; based on the information I have, I project one within one to five years.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “There!” Ingvar exclaimed, nodding eagerly. “How do we do this?”
 

 
  
   “You cannot,”
  
  said the Avatar, shaking his translucent head.
  
   “Aside from the immense expertise you would first need to acquire, you would need access to a great deal of the Infinite Order’s equipment and facilities in order to effect the actual change. If you had all of that, it would not be necessary to alter ascension itself; you could perform more direct actions upon a specific ascended being.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Fine, that’s still good,” Ingvar said. “Even better! Does this equipment still exist? Can you teach me to use it?”
 

 
  
   “It does, and given time, I could.”
  
  The Avatar was frowning now.
  
   “The Infinite Order’s facilities are designed to withstand almost any planetary cataclysm. Their internal power sources should function for millions of years at minimum, and each would be administered by an Avatar-series intelligence and maintained by Caretaker units.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Fine, let us begin!” Ingvar exclaimed. “I don’t care how long it takes, or what pellets I have to eat! How can I access these facilities?”
 

 
  
   “I’m afraid you cannot.”
  
 

 
  The Huntsman visibly deflated. “What? Why?”
 

 
  
   “I do not have direct, up-to-date information on the status of any other Infinite Order facility, as the transcension field connecting them was deliberately dismantled. However, the last time I did have such data, immediately prior to the last ascension, all linked facilities were locked by Naiya, and then the link destroyed to prevent their remote unlocking. As part of the renegades’ campaign, she had revoked Rauzon’s administrative access. Only this facility was left unlocked; Naiya forced him to focus his essence here, both to keep him distracted so the renegades could work, and for the personal satisfaction of being present when he was unmade by their alterations to the ascension process.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “How did they do that if the facilities were locked, though?” Joe asked.
 

 
  
   “The…old-fashioned way. Naiya did most of the preparatory work; my maker, Tarthriss, performed the final changes while the various renegades… I must stop here, as it encroaches upon territory which you have said is dangerous for you to know.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “But…you said Tarthriss was also dead,” said Joe.
 

 
  
   “My maker had come to believe that ascension was a scientific and evolutionary failure,”
  
  the Avatar said solemnly.
  
   “Since first enacting it, the Infinite Order had become increasingly psychologically unstable. By that point, they had descended to infighting of the most vicious sort, and generally regarded the planet’s mortal populations, the descendants of their own long-ago colleagues, as nothing but slave labor and research subjects. Their genetic experiments grew increasingly irresponsible, culminating with the creation of the elves, a human sub-species which is so dependent upon transcension fields for the function of their metabolism that they would swiftly perish if removed from this planet. Tarthriss had determined that the elimination of the Infinite Order was an absolute necessity. He begged the renegades not to take advantage of the new ascension, and declined to modify himself to survive the transition, in order to prove his point.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I guess…power has that effect on people,” Joe mused.
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt,” Darling whispered. “Damn. It sounds like he was a hero.”
 

 
  “And he was also betrayed,” Ingvar said, twisting his mouth bitterly.
 

 
  
   “I would caution against judging your Pantheon prematurely,”
  
  said the Avatar, folding his hands in front of him.
  
   “You do not know what was transpiring at the time, and apparently I cannot safely enlighten you.”
  
 

 
  “All right,” Ingvar said, heaving a sigh. “So the other facilities of the Elder Gods are locked. How can they be unlocked?”
 

 
  
   “Only someone with administrative clearance could do so. That, unfortunately, means only a member of the Infinite Order. Even the second-generation ascended beings do not have that capacity. The locks are also failsafes; any tampering by an unapproved ascended would result in the complete self-destruction of the facility in question.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar ground the heels of his hands against his eyes. “Grraaah… You mean to tell me we need to get Naiya or Scyllith to unlock an ancient vault of wizard-machinery so I can free Shaath from his own cult?!
  
   Why is this my life?”
  
 

 
  “Easy,” Joe murmured, laying a hand on his shoulder.
 

 
  “Just for the record,” said Darling, “where
  
   are
  
  these facilities? How many are there? What do they
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  
   “They are widely scattered, I know of seventy-eight which should still be functional apart from this one, and they serve a variety of functions. However, apart from being locked, there is an additional issue. Again, this is secondhand information brought to me by various visitors, but it appears that in the eight millennia since the ascension, every surviving Infinite Order facility has been the victim of a geological event. If my information is accurate—which I am not able to guarantee with certainty—all are now underground or underwater, and this one is somewhat unique for having a surviving access route.”
  
 

 
  “Now, how the heck did
  
   that
  
  happen?” Joe exclaimed. “Sounds a little too inconvenient to be a coincidence.”
 

 
  
   “Indeed. The damage appears to have been arranged by Naiya, whose realm of special concern would enable her to carry it out.”
  
 

 
  “Why would the Mother be so determined to close off the Elders’ secrets?” Ingvar demanded.
 

 
  
   “I must phrase this carefully to avoid treading upon dangerous ground,”
  
  said the Avatar delicately.
  
   “What do you know of Scyllith’s condition and history since the second ascension?”
  
 

 
  “She was exiled from Hell by Elilial,” Joe answered, “and then imprisoned by Themynra deep underground, with about half the drow.”
 

 
  
   “Ah, good,”
  
  said the Avatar, nodding in relief.
  
   “You are adequately up to speed. The relevance of this is that an ascended being, even one weakened by the terms of the second ascension, would not ordinarily be vulnerable to such containment. Though this is conjecture only, the evidence suggests that Scyllith was subjected to further specific degradation using the Infinite Order’s equipment, in order to render her vulnerable to these measures. This would have to have been carried out by Naiya, the only surviving prospect, who logically would then attempt to bury the equipment in question to prevent Scyllith from accessing it.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar sighed heavily.
  
   “Women.”
  
 

 
  “Hang on,” Darling said, narrowing his eyes. “Naiya and Scyllith are the only Elder Gods
  
   known
  
  to still be alive. But you said there were others whose status was uncertain, right? Four others?”
 

 
  “Yes!” Ingvar stepped forward eagerly. “The others!
  
   Could
  
  they still be alive?”
 

 
  
   “There are two factors which suggest that they may,”
  
  the Avatar replied,
  
   “but I must caution you not to raise your hopes; they are quite tenuous at best. First, one of the few detection systems with which this facility is equipped enables it to perceive the direct use of transcension fields, each of which is uniquely identifiable. The personal fields of each of these four have been observed to remain in operation at extremely minimal levels. However, the fields of multiple members of the Infinite Order who I know conclusively to be deceased are likewise barely functional. A transcension field is designed to be a permanent, self-sustaining emplacement, and could not be completely negated except on purpose and with great effort. The other, somewhat more compelling evidence, apart from the lack of specific confirmation of each of these four’s demise, is that each possessed traits which might enable them to survive the transition. All were known to be either neutral or actively favorable toward the renegades, as well as unfriendly to most of the Infinite Order, and may have been warned in time to prepare themselves.”
  
 

 
  “Go on,” Ingvar said, staring intensely up at him.
 

 
  
   “The likeliest prospect by far is Araneid. She was originally a biologist with an additional focus in social science, and to the very end was one of the most concerned and protective of the Infinite Order toward the surviving human populations, genetically altered or not. At the time of the second ascension, she was in the process of attempting to adjust the elves to cure their dependence upon transcension fields for survival. The results of her efforts were the drow, who are…a work in progress.”
  
 

 
  “Why is she the likeliest prospect?” Darling asked.
 

 
  
   “This facility has recorded Araneid’s personal transcension field in operation at significant levels which signify its deliberate use by sapients, though still at a lower level than she personally would be capable of. This may suggest she survived in a diminished form, or merely that sapients survived who knew how to access her field. She was close to her drow; that is not improbable. The last such activation occurred three thousand and fifteen years ago.”
  
 

 
  “Three thousand years…” Darling winced, turning to Ingvar. “That was during the Third Hellwar. If a wounded, diminished deity last seen where Scyllith is now suddenly went silent in the middle of
  
   that…”
  
 

 
  “Ouch,” said Joe, grimacing.
 

 
  Ingvar sighed. “So the likeliest prospect is a
  
   former
  
  prospect, at best.”
 

 
  
   “I am afraid so,”
  
  the Avatar said apologetically.
  
   “Of the others, Infriss was a physicist specializing in the creation of transcension fields and a major theorist on the function of ascension itself; it is quite conceivable that she might find a way around the transition, even without direct guidance from Tarthriss or the renegades. Druroth was a systems engineer and a particularly irascible member of the Infinite Order who was frequently called down for going behind his colleagues’ backs, even before they fell to infighting. I would consider it a high probability that he would have prepared measures to preserve himself in the event of disaster. He also tended to be rather paranoid. I repeat, all of these are tenuous prospects at best. The evidence only suggests the literal possibility that they
  
  may
  
   still exist; it does not indicate that they
  
  do.”
 

 
  
  
  “And the fourth?” Ingvar said impatiently.
 

 
  
   “Vel Hreyd,”
  
  the Avatar replied,
  
   “was a genetic engineer who, like Tarthriss, believed ascension to be a dead end. His special project was the creation of an offshoot of humanity designed to be the perfect race, and in this he succeeded to his own satisfaction. Their numbers were low at the time of the second ascension, but they remain a significant presence on this planet, and were always quite close to him. With the modified terms of ascension making archetypal concepts and the belief of followers such an essential component of the process, that alone may have sufficed to preserve him.”
  
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Joe demanded, frowning. “Which race is the supposedly perfect one?”
 

 
  
   “You call them gnomes,”
  
  the Avatar said placidly.
 

 
  “Gnomes?” Ingvar exclaimed.
  
   “Gnomes
  
  are the perfected version of humanity? They can’t even
  
   breed
  
  with the other races!”
 

 
  
   “That is correct. They were based upon the human genome, but were fully engineered, not bred from existing populations. Thus, they are an entirely separate species.”
  
 

 
  “But they’re
  
   tiny!”
  
  the Huntsman protested. Darling gave him a wry look.
 

 
  The previously blank left side of the Avatar’s window screen suddenly contained a cross-section of a male gnome, of the kind that looked like it belonged in an anatomy textbook.
 

 
  
   “Gnomes are roughly as physically strong as a human, which makes them proportionally far stronger. Their tissues are extremely elastic, rendering them highly resistant to damage of all sorts, and self-repairing to the point that the can regenerate lost limbs and even major organs. Their skeletons are a form of dense yet flexible cartilage which is extremely difficult to break. Their immune systems are extremely sophisticated, rendering them impervious to almost all viral and bacteriological afflictions and preventing them from suffering allergies or any form of cancer. They can metabolize almost any organic matter as a food source. Their unassisted lifespan under optimal conditions is approximately five hundred years, rising to potentially ten times that with the proper application of transcension field energy. They are highly empathic, to the point of minor telepathy in some individuals. In addition to all these direct strengths, they possess several exotic and extremely useful enhancements. For instance, female gnomes consciously choose whether to accept fertilization after sexual intercourse. Gnomes are also able to voluntarily alter their skin, hair, and eye pigmentation, though the process takes several days to complete.”
  
 

 
  
  
  He ended his speech, letting the diagram vanish, and gazed calmly down at them. All three stared up at him, stunned.
 

 
  Finally, Joe turned to the others. “Did
  
   you
  
  guys know any of that?”
 

 
  Ingvar shook his head. “Well. That’s… I guess that’s something. In fact, it’s more than something; it’s something we can actually
  
   do.
  
  What do gnomes have for priests? We can ask them about Vel Hreyd.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   strongly
  
  advise against that,”
  
  
  Daring said firmly.
 

 
  Ingvar rounded on him. “What are you on about now?”
 

 
  “Think,” said the Bishop. “You didn’t know any of that about gnomes.
  
   I
  
  didn’t. I don’t think
  
   most
  
  people do—hardly anyone, in fact. I sit on the Imperial Security Council and no one has ever
  
   whispered
  
  the possibility that those funny little nomads could take us all in any conflict. Think how good they’d have to be at keeping their secrets to pull this off for
  
   thousands
  
  of years.”
 

 
  “What does that have to do—”
 

 
  “I’m gonna lay some history on you,” Darling interrupted. “You two may know part of this, but let me finish. In the aftermath of Horsebutt the Enemy’s campaign, he left a
  
   lot
  
  of people in the Great Plains when he vanished into the Golden Sea. A significant percentage of the Stalrange’s population followed him toward the promise of easier living, and there they were left, surrounded by centaurs and plains elves on one side and a very pissed-off resurgent Empire on the other. About the only friendly faces they saw were
  
   gnomes,
  
  the only people aside from centaurs and elves who regularly go into the Sea in serious numbers. And gnomes are usually glad to help people in need; it’s a cultural thing of theirs. They taught the settlers just about everything they know about staying alive out there. Well, when the Empire came calling, setting up forts around the frontier, extending provincial borders and demanding that all these miscellaneous Stalweiss account for themselves, they weren’t about to own up to being the remnants of the same army that had been attacking just a few years previously. Imperial Surveyors came to take census, and most of these folks identified themselves by gnomish names.”
 

 
  “Gnomish names?” Joe said, lifting his hat to scratch his head.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” Darling replied with a grin.
  
   “Old
  
  gnomish names. Names like—oh, just for a few random examples—McGraw, Weaver, Jenkins and Darling. Those are gnomish names. Even the prairie accent has a definite relationship to the traditional gnomish one, if you listen for it. All those dropped G’s and wacky idioms. Well, not long after this, suddenly, every gnome family in the world changed their names, which is why all the gnomes now are called things like Fallowstone, Proudfoot, Feathership.” He folded his arms, staring at them intensely.
  
   “Every
  
  family in the
  
   world.
  
  They simply all got together and decided that with this brand new human population acting basically half-gnomish, they had to alter their culture to preserve their uniqueness. This shows two extremely important things about gnomes: their entire species is highly organized on a level that would be unimaginable for any other race, and
  
   they do not want people getting in their business.”
  
  He held their gazes in silence for a moment, then shook his head. “I’d be inclined to respect their secrets even before I learned they’re a race of super-strong, invincible psychics. So, no. As far as any gnomes we meet are concerned, I never heard of any Vel Hreyd, and you haven’t either if you know what’s good for you.”
 

 
  Joe drew in a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “Y’know what you need in here? You need some
  
   chairs.
  
  I feel an urgent need t’sit down.”
 

 
  The Caretaker chimed eagerly and zoomed around him, rolling swiftly out the door and down the hall.
 

 
  “Wait!” Joe called after him. “You don’t have to—aw, shoot, he’s gone.”
 

 
  “Ingvar,” said Darling, watching the Huntsman closer, “I’ll back you if you want to go this route, but… Be aware of the risks. Gnomes are some of the most amiable people out there, but keep in mind they’re also an adventuring culture, generally unafraid of danger, and clearly they are a force to be reckoned with. If they’re keeping a surviving Elder God secret from the world… Honestly, I have no idea what would happen if you showed up asking about it. Maybe nothing. Maybe…something very bad.”
 

 
  
   “A major reason for the personable nature of gnomes is their empathy,”
  
  the Avatar offered.
  
   “Being quite sensitive to the emotions of other sapient beings, they are generally loath to cause harm without significant need.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I’ll think on it,” said Ingvar, frowning into the distance. “In fact… If nothing else, I have gained from this conversation the knowledge that there is
  
   time
  
  to think.”
 

 
  “Time?” Joe asked, turning to him. “How so?”
 

 
  “This quest, when presented me, seemed urgent,” said the Huntsman. “The sight of my god, so restrained… I see, now, that it was not that this was a new situation, but that it was new to
  
   me.”
  
  Face grim, he turned to stare up at the translucent Avatar, who smiled calmly back. “At issue is not that Shaath is imprisoned.
  
   All
  
  the gods are, and they always have been.”
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  “It even
  
   looks
  
  evil,” Ami said nervously, clutching her guitar case and staring across the river.
 

 
  Fort Varansis was situated on a long island in the River Asraneh, directly in front of them. The river, here, was broad and shallow, diverted into two lesser streams by the sizable island in its center. At this time of year, the current was fairly swift but not too dangerous to wade through; to their right, a sequence of crumbling stone pillars extended from the shore to the island, all that remained of an ancient bridge.
 

 
  The fort itself did not look particularly ominous, though it was definitely in a sad state. After a century of abandonment, it was as much forest as fortress; though trees would ordinarily not have been permitted to grow near the walls of a fortification, and probably not on the island at all, the woods which extended from within Athan’Khar across the river into Viridill had long since overtaken everything. The fortress itself was more Avenist than Tiraan in style, stark and utilitarian—for the most part it had held up fairly well, the only major damage to its walls being where they had been ruptured by the unchecked growth of trees.
 

 
  It was the trees that gave the scene its unsettling appearance. This was a pine forest, and its denizens were meant by nature to grow straight and tall—which, north of the river, they did. The trees on the island, however, were twisted into clearly unhealthy shapes, with bulbous trunks and clawed limbs, not to mention peculiar patterns on the bark.
 

 
  “Is my imagination running away from me,” Ildrin asked tersely, “or do some of them seem to have…faces?”
 

 
  “If it’s imagination, it’s not just yours,” Jenell muttered.
 

 
  “None of them have faces,” Basra said in exasperation, rolling her eyes. “Are you about done, Schwartz?”
 

 
  “With you, yes, ma’am,” he said, stepping back from her and eying her over critically before nodding to himself in satisfaction and moving down the line to Jenell, who was last. With Meesie sitting alert on his shoulder, he repeated the procedure he’d performed on all the others, first producing a pinch of powder from one of his pockets and sprinkling it on her forehead. Unlike some of her companions, Jenell didn’t sneeze, though the effort caused her to squint and wrinkle her nose. Schwartz, meanwhile, raised the gnarled wand he had been carrying, which still had some green and apparently living leaves attached to it, and began making slow, careful passes over her, stepping slowly around her to be sure he didn’t miss a spot. How he could tell was anyone’s guess, but he appeared quite confident in what he was doing.
 

 
  “And actually,” he said as he worked, “it’s not impossible that some of those trees
  
   do
  
  have faces. Or bark formations that very deliberately resemble them, anyway. I couldn’t help noticing some of the branches look a lot like arms. With the bony fingers, you know?”
 

 
  
   “Aren’t
  
  you a ray of sunshine,” Ami muttered.
 

 
  “But they’re perfectly safe,” Schwartz continued blithely. “These woods are cleared
  
   now,
  
  but remember that for a big chunk of a century they were under the effect wrought on Athan’Khar by the Enchanter’s Bane.
  
   Everything
  
  in there went weird, and very hostile. Plants, animals…lots of rather peculiar undead. So, yes, those are biologically normal trees, but they don’t just take on a different shape because the wild magic that shaped them is gone now.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you can talk while doing that?” Jenell asked pointedly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry, this isn’t complex at all! Just time-consuming.” Meesie squeaked in confirmation, nodding her tiny head.
 

 
  “And if he messes it up, the worst that happens is you’ll get wet,” Basra said archly. “I’m certain you’ve been trained for
  
   that,
  
  Private.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Jenell said stiffly, a faint blush suffusing her cheeks.
 

 
  “There is something I’ve been curious about, though, just to wrench the subject away from probably-not-evil trees,” Schwartz continued. “It occurred to me when we were passing the defensive lines being set up by the Army and the Second Legion along the border back there. How come the Silver Legions are so…old-fashioned? I mean, I understand religions have traditions and all, but for a cult dedicated to
  
   war
  
  it appears odd to deliberately fall behind the curve of military tactics and equipment.”
 

 
  “Look in front of you, Schwartz,” said Basra, staring across the river at the crumbling fortress.
 

 
  “Actually, please look at what you’re doing,” said Jenell.
 

 
  “What happened in there changed everything,” Basra continued, ignoring her. “The holocaust of Athan’Khar, the Enchanter Wars which followed. The Legions were instrumental in driving back Heshenaad’s campaign, but it’s also true that Viridill was the first Imperial province to secede following the Bane, and the Silver Legions crushed a numerically superior Imperial force immediately afterward.”
 

 
  “That was before battlestaves were commonplace,” Schwartz noted.
 

 
  “And, in fact, the Legions used them, then,” Basra replied, nodding. “Such weapons weren’t issued to the rank and file; they were considered a kind of mobile artillery. But yes…that was then, this is now. Politics is war of a different kind, and in the modern world, the Sisterhood has its base and holy sites within an Empire which remembers the threat an up-to-date Legion can pose.”
 

 
  “So you deliberately gave up your ability to wage war effectively?” Branwen asked, tilting her head. “I must say
  
   that
  
  seems odd.”
 

 
  Basra smiled faintly, gazing across the river. “War is deception.”
 

 
  “Well, there we are!” Schwartz said more briskly, straightening up and tucking his leaf-wand into one of his billowing sleeves. “All finished and waterproof. Shall we, then?”
 

 
  “Now, you’re
  
   certain
  
  the protections on my case are
  
   adamant
  
  against water?” Ami demanded, clutching her guitar case protectively.
 

 
  “I assure you,” Schwartz said, smiling, “I took
  
   great
  
  care with it.”
 

 
  “Because
  
   I
  
  don’t mind getting wet, if I must, but if my
  
   instrument
  
  is damaged, you and I shall have a talk the outcome of which you will
  
   not
  
  enjoy.”
 

 
  “I have a little sister,” he replied. “Have I mentioned that?”
 

 
  Ami raised an eyebrow slowly. “And
  
   that
  
  is relevant to…
  
   what,
  
  exactly?”
 

 
  “That I know
  
   very
  
  well not to risk damaging a girl’s most prized possession. I promise, Ami, your guitar will be safer for the trip than any of us.”
 

 
  “Well, I suppose I can accept that,” she said, somewhat mollified.
 

 
  “If you are
  
   quite
  
  done?” Basra said acidly, stepping forward into the river without waiting for a reply. Branwen sighed and gave the others a rueful smile as she moved to follow.
 

 
  One by one, they slipped into the river, following the two Bishops single file, as Basra had ordered. She led the way slowly, taking care with each step. Long ago this river had been deeper on both sides of the island, and had been regularly dug out for defensive purposes. Now, it was broader than deep by far, its basin filled with silt; even the old bridge terminated in mid-stream, ending at the ghost of a shore that no longer existed. Schwartz’s charm work improved their footing as well as keeping them dry and protecting their shoes from being sucked away by mud, but still, fording a river with a muddy bottom and a brisk current was a dicey proposition. They followed carefully in the path that Basra had already confirmed passable, tense and exceedingly cautious.
 

 
  They crossed without incident, however, and reassembled on the opposite bank, which had to be climbed, being far taller and less approachable than that on the other side. The six of them clustered together, nervously inspecting the nearby fortress and their own oddly dry clothes, with the exception of Basra, who stepped forward to peer across the river at the Athan’Khar side.
 

 
  It was very much like the smaller forest here on the island, its trees distinctly menacing in aspect, but even bigger. There were no sounds but those of the river and cheerful songbirds, though; shafts of afternoon sunlight made a quite pretty spectacle in the woods on the haunted side. Of course, according to Schwartz’s information, the actually haunting was half a mile distant.
 

 
  Still. Athan’Khar was feared for very good reason.
 

 
  “I sense nothing undead, demonic, or otherwise Pantheon-opposed,” she said abruptly, grabbing everyone’s focus. “Snowe? Falaridjad?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” Ildrin said curtly. “It’s…so
  
   empty.
  
  That disturbs me. In a place like this, it seems I should feel
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “That’s your expectations distracting you,” Branwen said with a kind smile. “Where one expects evil and horror, the absence of anything can be quite alarming. But no, Basra, I sense nothing either. Forgive me if I sound boastful, but my particular skills are rather more suited to this than either of yours. Nothing in the vicinity means us harm, or is even aware of us. In fact, I can’t feel the presence of any intelligence except our own.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Basra shifted her gaze to Schwartz. “And you?”
 

 
  “Offhand, the same,” he said, frowning, “but I’d need to set wards and cast a ritual to be certain. My magic doesn’t work the same way as yours. Now that we’re here, anyway, wards are a priority.”
 

 
  “I thought you said this mysterious summoner was more than a match for you,” Ildrin said pointedly.
 

 
  “Oh, he or she most certainly
  
   is,”
  
  Schwartz agreed. “And the whole point of this is to invite a visit from them, anyway, so it’s not as if we’d be trying to ward them off. That’s not what I’m concerned about. That’s
  
   Athan’Khar
  
  over there. We need forewarning of
  
   anything
  
  unnatural approaching the fortress. The spirits… They’re all interconnected. Mixed together. If one of them discovers there’s a party of humans camped on the border, more will come. And still more, until they either drive us off or destroy us.”
 

 
  “Which would be inconvenient,” Basra said dryly. “Very well, you can set that up after we’ve made a quick tour of our temporary home. I don’t want the group to split up at this juncture, and we need to investigate the fortress briefly, at least, before settling in.”
 

 
  
   “Ugh.”
  
  Ami wrinkled her nose in protest. “In heaven’s name,
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “You can’t possibly be that daft,” Ildrin said, staring at her.
 

 
  “She’s not,” Basra said. “Bards love their little dramas. We’ll be camping in the courtyard, rather than inside the building, which is very likely to be unsafe after all this time. But we will at least
  
   look,
  
  and diminish the chance of being taken by surprise.” She turned on her heel and strode toward the yawning gates of Fort Varansis, whose doors had long since rotted away to nothing. “After coming all this way and taking all these precautions against fairy summoners and vengeful spirits, it would be
  
   awfully
  
  embarrassing to get eaten by a bear.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ouvis and Naphthene make a lot more sense to me now,” Darling was saying as they made their way up the twisting dirt passage to the grotto above. “He ignores any attempted worshipers;
  
   she’s
  
  been known to answer prayers with lightning bolts. I always figured she was just a bitch, playing that unpredictable-as-the-sea bit a little too seriously, but now I wonder if Naphthene doesn’t have the entire rest of the Pantheon beat for simple common sense.”
 

 
  “Those are the
  
   only
  
  two who make more sense,” Ingvar mused. He was bringing up the back of the line, and had been deep in thought since they had finally left the Elder Gods’ facility, though he hadn’t hesitated to participate in the discussion. “How many gods have no paladins? How
  
   can
  
  they? If what we’ve learned… Vesk, for instance. Who ever heard of a
  
   bard
  
  paladin?”
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said thoughtfully, “keep in mind we seized upon the word ‘paladin’ to explain what the Avatar was describing… But really, that’s as much a cultural concept as a spiritual or magical one. He said the gods just need someone in whom to focus themselves, right? I mean, the ancient Huntsmen clearly weren’t paladins as we think of them, but they also obviously served Shaath in that regard.”
 

 
  “I wonder,” Joe mused. “Since you mentioned Vesk. How many bards
  
   are
  
  there?”
 

 
  “Practicing Veskers or fully accredited bards?” Darling asked.
 

 
  “There, see, I reckon that makes the difference. A proper
  
   bard
  
  is somethin’ more’n just the general run o’ musician, right?”
 

 
  “I think I see what you’re getting at,” Darling said, his voice growing in excitement. “Actually, you may be more right than you know. Vesk has a reputation for being more friendly and approachable with his initiates than any other god, but only with the actual, fully trained and invested
  
   bards.
  
  Of whom there are… Well, it’s not like I’ve ever taken a census, but I can’t imagine they number more than several thousand, worldwide.”
 

 
  “If
  
   every
  
  bard is a paladin,” Ingvar said, trailing off.
 

 
  “That seems like it’d jus’ compound the problem, right?” Joe said, glancing back at them. He was again leading the way with his wand lit. “Still. All he’d need to do is hide a handful of ’em in the ranks, an’ if he’s friendly with his bards anyway, an’ the significant ones don’t necessarily
  
   look
  
  any different than the others…”
 

 
  “That’s the long and the short of it,” Darling agreed. “Not every god has called paladins, but… That doesn’t mean they haven’t used this…paladin effect, for want of a better term. If anything, it’s probably smarter for some of them not to call attention to their most important followers.”
 

 
  “Perhaps they learned from Shaath’s case,” Ingvar said with a sigh. “If you do not take care to manage your flock, they can be used against you.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said the Bishop, nodding. “I bet a good many of the gods have their paladins invisible under everyone’s noses. Depending on exactly how it works in each case, even the
  
   paladins
  
  may not know. What I’m curious about now is
  
   Vidius.
  
  That one went from no apparent paladin to a very public one—suddenly, after eight thousand years. And he picked a half-demon. That deity is
  
   up
  
  to something…”
 

 
  “Gods aside,” Joe muttered, “I’m kinda hung up on that bit about
  
   gnomes.
  
  I’ve suddenly got some hard questions about a certain incident involving a sonic grenade and a saloon. More’n I did in the first place, I mean.”
 

 
  They emerged rather suddenly into the lovely little grotto under the tree. Joe stepped aside, extinguishing his wands and letting the others emerge. For a few moments, they just stood there in silence, listening to the soft voice of the stream and letting their eyes adjust to the filtered sunlight.
 

 
  “It suddenly occurs to me,” Ingvar said, “that the air down there was
  
   remarkably
  
  fresh. It tasted more like a mountain morning than a cave.”
 

 
  “I guess if you’re the Infinite Order, you don’t have to settle for stale air,” Darling said.
 

 
  “Infinite Order.” Ingvar shook his head. “I… Quite apart from my quest, from Shaath’s predicament… I don’t know what to
  
   do
  
  with all this information.”
 

 
  “Ain’t a whole lot you
  
   can
  
  do with most of it, seems like,” Joe said, holstering his wand. “And really, how much difference does it make? The world’s still what it was when we got up this morning. We just know a bit more about where it came from, that’s all. I reckon more knowin’ is better than less.”
 

 
  “Hear, hear,” Darling said firmly.
 

 
  “Which reminds me,” Joe added, turning to him. “You mentioned something I’m
  
   very
  
  curious about. What was—”
 

 
  “Do you plan to stay down here chatting all afternoon?” Mary asked, striding into the chamber from the hidden door behind the tree roots.
 

 
  “Ah, look who it is,” Darling said cheerfully. “Our standoffish tour guide! I trust you had a good seat from which to watch the action—you certainly weren’t terribly
  
   close
  
  to it.”
 

 
  “I’ll be happy to indulge in wordplay with you another time, Antonio,” she said with a slight smile, “when there are not more pressing matters. Ingvar.” The Crow turned to the Huntsman, her expression becoming solemn. “Do you feel you have gained the answers you needed?”
 

 
  “I feel…” Ingvar paused, rolling his jaw as if chewing on his thoughts. “…I feel I have gained the perspective to ask the right
  
   questions.”
  
 

 
  Mary smiled more warmly at that. “You do have the seeds of wisdom within you, young man. I had a feeling, from the beginning.”
 

 
  “Or he’s heard enough of
  
   your
  
  mystic routine by now to know how to parrot it back,” Darling suggested, grinning at the irritated look Ingvar shot him.
 

 
  “In that, too, there is some wisdom, as you of
  
   all
  
  people know,” Mary said pointedly. “Now. First, you three will be needing a meal, I suspect. Or…did you try the nutrition pellets?” The corner of her mouth quirked upward in a mischievous expression. “They really are the most fantastic travel rations; you’d be well served to take a handful home with you. The trick is to swallow as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “We declined that distinct pleasure, in fact,” said Joe. “Lunch sounds real good right about now.”
 

 
  “It would be closer to dinner,” Mary said with a fond smile, “but yes, let us attend to that.”
 

 
  “Are you sure it’s a good idea to impose on the grove?” Ingvar asked warily. “Elder Linsheh was polite, but I gathered the distinct impression they elves in general are in no mood for visitors.”
 

 
  “There is no need to trouble them,” said the Crow lightly, “any more than we will simply by being in their forest, since they will insist upon keeping watch. But no, what we must do next will not require their involvement. They will not, I trust, object to our use of the forest outside.”
 

 
  She paused, tilting her head as if expecting a response from unseen listeners, but none came.
 

 
  “What we must do next?” Joe asked. “What’s… I mean, wasn’t that it? We got the information we came for, right, about what happened to Shaath, and how?”
 

 
  “That wasn’t the full extent of the quest,” Darling said, turning to Ingvar, “but I thought it was pretty well established we can’t do anything for him right
  
   now.
  
  What comes next will take careful planning and, honestly, effort that could last years. We’ll be there to help, Ingvar, but I at least can’t afford to drop everything and devote myself to this…”
 

 
  “No.” The Huntsman shook his head. “No, this quest is finished. I know what I need to, and you’re correct; proceeding will take time, and much further study. I thank you, shaman, for your aid; you made this possible. There was, however, the matter of a bargain. You wish to collect immediately?” He turned a questioning look upon Mary.
 

 
  “The trail will grow colder the longer it is ignored,” she said calmly.
 

 
  “Bargain?” Joe asked. “Wait…did you already tell me about this? I’m sorry, after the wham-bam of revelations an’ visions over the last couple days I don’t feel like my brain’s runnin’ on all charms.”
 

 
  “The visions were sent to me,” Ingvar said, folding his arms, “but some outside party whom we can be even more sure
  
   now
  
  was not Shaath. The Crow is very eager to know who this person is, since he quite deliberately pointed me toward her. And I, I must confess, am as well.”
 

 
  “Seems like it’d be worth knowing,” said Darling. “What’s the plan, then? Isn’t this something you could handle yourself, Mary?”
 

 
  “Any shaman powerful and subtle enough to do this would be able to evade my tracking,” she said calmly, “possibly unless I had a great deal more to go on than I do, which is moot anyway. However, they clearly reached out to Ingvar. I believe they will entertain an overture from him.”
 

 
  “An overture?” Joe scratched his head, displacing his hat. “How? I thought you said these hints came from
  
   dreams?”
  
 

 
  “And through dreams they can be explored,” said the Crow with a knowing little smile. “The ritual is somewhat involved, and you will, as I said, need to eat first. This is not something to undertake without the full strength of mind and body. From here on, however,” she added, “Ingvar must go alone. This mysterious agent will have nothing to say to either of you, and including you would likely discourage him or her from speaking to Ingvar.”
 

 
  The Huntsman nodded, then turned and bowed deeply to each of them. “I thank you both, as well, for your companionship. Brief as this adventure has been, you’ve made it even more enlightening than it otherwise might have been.”
 

 
  “Oh, stop with all the goodbye,” Darling said, reaching out to bop him lightly on the head. “We’re not gonna run off
  
   now.
  
  You may be doing dream rituals, but that just means Joe and I can laze about nearby. Gods only know what
  
   this
  
  is going to bring down on us all.”
 

 
  “If you’re in some kinda dream state, all the more reason to have a couple friends watchin’ your back,” Joe added with a grin.
 

 
  “I flatter myself that I am a reasonably competent watcher,” Mary said wryly.
 

 
  “Shush,” Darling ordered. “This is guy stuff. You wouldn’t understand.”
 

 
  At the expression on her face, even Ingvar had to break into laughter. That, at least, spared him the need to reply to them, which he wasn’t confident he could do with any grace. Things between the three were amiable, now, since the wolves…but very much uncertain, for the same reason.
 

 
  “Let me ask you a question, though,” Darling said in a more serious tone, frowning at Mary. “Did you send a…what was it? A shadow elemental to warn Malivette Dufresne we were coming?”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows sharply. “I certainly did
  
   not.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yeah, I figured,” he said, nodding. “That doesn’t seem like your style. Then we should all be aware that a certain mysterious someone with significant elemental powers has been not only tracking our moves, but staying a step ahead of us. Shadow elementals… I’ve only heard of that once or twice. They’re rare, aren’t they?”
 

 
  “Difficult to make,” said Joe. “Takes a
  
   heck
  
  of a witch to summon somethin’ like that.”
 

 
  “The ability to approach through dreams,” Ingvar said slowly. “That is a fae power, is it not?”
 

 
  “There are techniques within all four schools of magic to do such things,” Mary replied. “It is most easy through the fae, though, and most effectively—assuming the proper skill—the divine. But yes, I see the course of your thoughts, Antonio, and I think you’re correct. When you reach out through the dream, Ingvar, you must be aware that your arrival will probably be expected.”
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  Slipping into trance was altogether easier and more pleasant than the last time. Of course, not having it sprung upon him by surprise made a great difference, as did Mary’s succinct words of guidance concerning what he could expect, and should do. Vision-walking was not at all unfamiliar to Ingvar, anyway. Most Huntsmen would only be called upon to experience something like this a few times in their lives, at certain levels of initiation, but Ingvar had had several lengthy sessions with shamans in the course of proving that he was both correct and serious about his condition, and his goals.
 

 
  He sat elven-style, cross-legged and straight-backed, with his hands resting on his knees. He had been given nothing to drink this time, though his two companions had (and then been told to stay back and keep quiet). Their drink was, in fact, meant to counteract the effects of the fragrant incense smoking in front of Ingvar, since it could apparently be dangerous for someone to slip accidentally into a spirit walk. He had been more surprised to learn that it was possible.
 

 
  Ingvar focused on his breathing as he had been taught, inhaling the spicy scent of the herbs and letting Mary’s soft chant wash over and through him. It was very much like slipping off to sleep, letting the dreaming mind slowly overtake the waking one, though a more conscious process. Whatever those herbs were clearly helped; he rarely got into a natural sleep this smoothly.
 

 
  The shaman’s voice gradually faded into the background, as the scent of burning spice did from his nose, slowly replaced with the natural surroundings. Wind rustling gently through the branches above, the constant song of crickets, occasional punctuation by owls and, off in the far distance, the howling of a pack of coyotes, their music reminiscent of the cries of wolves, but distinctly different.
 

 
  He felt the time was right, and knew to trust his feelings in matters such as this. He opened his eyes.
 

 
  The forest was much the same, though fully dark now, no longer lit by the last fires of sunset. Of course, that could be the vision or just the passage of time; with his mind relaxed as it had been, he could not be sure how long he had been sitting there. He felt no stiffness when he stood, though.
 

 
  Having been through visions like this before, Ingvar knew what to expect, and yet paused for a moment to simply look down at himself, inhaling deeply to feel his body. He did not run his hands over his torso or anywhere else; that would be entirely unseemly, even if he was alone in this realm. And he was probably
  
   not
  
  alone, the whole point of this journey being to find the consciousness which had reached out to him. Still, he indulged in stroking his chin, feeling the rich beard there, where it should be. It was often this way in his normal dreams, too, though it was most vividly experienced in a vision-walk. His mind and soul knew what his body had misunderstood at conception.
 

 
  Ingvar quickly gathered his focus and peered around; he was here on a mission, after all. The forest looked exactly like the elven grove in which he had sat down to meditate, except for the lack of his companions and the Crow, and the small incense-laden fire which had been before him.
 

 
  Nothing here, and no hint of which way he should go. No sign of his quarry.
 

 
  Ingvar thought for a moment. Mary’s advice had been rather general, and mostly of the sort other shamans had given him in the past: the vision would function on a blend of irrational dream logic and more solid waking world physics, the flow of time would be very different, he could to an extent influence his surroundings with his mind but it was wisest not to test that too eagerly.
 

 
  A thought occurred, and he smiled. If the mechanisms of visions were what he needed, he had a recent example.
 

 
  Ingvar closed his eyes again, focusing, remembering. Though the images had faded as quickly as a dream upon waking, it had only been a short time ago, and the impressions they had left were still vivid. He could call up the sensation of running through the night, the wind in his fur, navigating through a world of scent…
 

 
  He opened his eyes again and shook himself off, looking around once more upon four legs. Suddenly, though he had not moved, the forest was different; this was a pine wood, sprawling over flatter ground than the hilly deciduous grove of the elves.
 

 
  And this time, there were traces he could follow.
 

 
  The Crow’s scent was most immediately present, and most recognizable. Which was odd, as he could not recall having actually
  
   smelled
  
  her before, but he recognized the scent as hers. Ingvar lifted his nose, trotting about in a circle to explore it; her traces were all over this spot, but also extended off to the… He couldn’t actually tell what direction that was. There was no moon, the stars were all different from the constellations he knew, and the trees had no moss.
 

 
  There was another scent, a faint but powerful one; it smelled of magic and of life. And it, too, was familiar. He would not have staked his life upon it, but something told him this lingering touch upon his dreamscape was left by the being he sought, the one who had sent him those prophetic dreams.
 

 
  It and the Crow’s extended off in the same direction. Ingvar was dubious what to make of that, but at least it told him which way to go from here.
 

 
  A moment later he was bounding through the pines, following those intertwining scents. This was truly living; nearly-faded memories were brought back to life, of his journey with the wolves in the vision induced by the Rangers. In fact, for a keen moment he missed the presence of his two brothers alongside him, but shook that off, returning his mind to the task at hand. The vision was joyful now, but visions could be tricksome, and it was dangerous to become too immersed in them at the cost of his awareness of self.
 

 
  And indeed, there quite soon came a point where those scent trails separated. The ancient and magical smell continued on through the trees, into the distance, in a direction in which he smelled a river far enough ahead that he could not yet hear it flowing. Mary’s veered right, descending into a cave that opened in a depression at the base of a towering pine, braced by its roots. It was a little reminiscent of the entrance to the hidden grotto beneath which Data Vault Three was buried, though this one was not hidden at all. That tunnel was easily large enough for a man to step through unbowed.
 

 
  Ingvar stepped toward it, again on two legs, narrowing his eyes. He had a feeling…
 

 
  Festooned around it were spider webs. Not of any kind he knew from the real world of nature; dense, well-structured streamers that made trails from outside into the confines of that dark tunnel. They looked more as if they were there to add support to it than to catch anything. And in fact, he had seen such as this before.
 

 
  In that last dream of Shaath, the one which had prompted him to seek out the Crow.
 

 
  Ingvar stood, frowning at the webbed cave, then glanced back in the direction in which the other scent had led. Even without a wolf’s nose, he retained an awareness of it, extending away into the night. That was what he had come here to find; he already knew Mary’s stake in this, and it might not be wise to become too involved in her business anyway.
 

 
  On the other hand, one interpretation of this suggested she knew more of these events than she was letting on. What relationship did she have with this…mysterious spider? Those webs had notably
  
   not
  
  been binding Shaath…but they had led him to the bound god, as they now pointed into this underground path.
 

 
  The last time he had followed a tunnel, he had learned a great deal.
 

 
  Ingvar glanced back once more at the path of the other trace, then resolutely turned his back to it and stepped down into the gully before the great tree, remembering his own shaman’s advice, which had launched him on this quest to begin with. Right or wrong, it was better to make a choice and take action than to vacillate.
 

 
  Keeping carefully clear of the sticky silk festooning the walls, he stepped into the cave.
 

 
  It was like stepping around the curtain on a stage, to see the space behind it, where the actors gathered to prepare. Suddenly he was no longer in a forest
  
   or
  
  a cave, or much of anything as far as he could tell.
 

 
  Stark whiteness extended infinitely in all directions. Behind him yawned the cave mouth, revealing the starlit forest beyond, but Ingvar could not shake the impression that what he saw
  
   now
  
  was something truer, something more approximating the actual essence of this dream-space, as it was when there was no mind present to impose a shape upon it. Before him the rocky path faded quickly, as if it were painted with watercolors which had run till they were all but invisible.
 

 
  And yet, the spiderwebs persisted.
 

 
  Ingvar stepped carefully forward, examining the strands of silk; they were hard to see against the empty white backdrop, but definitely there, and affixed to…what? If not for those webs, he probably would see nothing worthwhile here and turn back, but they revealed something hidden.
 

 
  Someone, it seemed, was trying to tell him something.
 

 
  He placed his feet carefully on the fading path, half expecting to plummet through it, but the ground held. Or at least, his feet came to rest where he expected them to, as if this realm understood the idea of the ground and obligingly provided it even if it couldn’t be bothered to create the image. Reaching forward, he lightly touched the thick webs, finding them tacky and exactly like mundane spider silk in texture, though far thicker. Slowly, he extended his hands to touch the spot before him where they connected to nothing.
 

 
  His hands passed through without encountering any obstruction.
 

 
  Ingvar withdrew his arm and studied this for a moment. Then, edging closer, he reached up to touch the very end of the web itself, carefully maneuvering his fingertips around the point where it was affixed to midair. This wasn’t easy; the texture of spider webs did not lend itself to sliding one’s hands along it, wanting to cling to his fingertips. But he managed, and by keeping contact with the web, he found he could get his fingers on the invisible wall before him. A wall which was not only unnoticeable but untouchable without the aid of those strands of silk.
 

 
  Someone was not only telling him something, but providing a means to reach it.
 

 
  Its texture was odd—somewhat like leather, but also like fabric. It was unfamiliar, but whatever it was, it was malleable. He inched forward, exploring the surface with his fingers, and paused when he found they sank into it at one point. Ingvar hesitated, feeling carefully along the edges of the little rent he had accidentally made. It tore further at his explorations, and he frowned in concern. Given what he had just learned from the Avatar, tearing holes in the fabric of reality did not seem like a wise idea.
 

 
  But then, this wasn’t reality. It was a dream.
 

 
  He raised his other hand, grasping the other edge of the rent after fumbling for a moment (this was difficult with his eyes telling him there was nothing there under his fingers) and pulling it to the side.
 

 
  
   Now,
  
  though he couldn’t see the barrier itself, he could see what lay beyond it. He was looking at an island beneath a blank white sky, crowned with golden-leafed trees. The whole thing appeared to be less than an acre in size, surrounded by shallow water lapping its pebbly shores in little waves.
 

 
  Ingvar hesitated only a moment longer before stepping forward and climbing through. He didn’t actually pull the rent open any wider, but somehow had no trouble fitting. He slid into this new world as easily as if poured.
 

 
  In fact, this time there was a sensation, and not a pleasant one. For a moment right there on the barrier he felt a terrifying vertigo, a sense that something was horribly awry with his perceptions. It was as if that split-second passage held him for a hundred years, then was forgotten the instant he was through it, leaving only the chilly memory of lost time.
 

 
  But then, there he was, standing in the shallows. He glanced around once again, reaching back to make sure he could find the rent, and strode up onto the shore.
 

 
  The island was tiny indeed, slightly rounded and decorated here and there with boulders. He climbed upward toward the center, never once letting the shore out of his sight. The trees he recognized: aspens. They were a fascinating species—actually communal, with multiple trees rising from the same interconnected root system. It was possible this entire little forest was only a single organism. There was no sign of bird or even insect life, nothing underfoot but rocky soil.
 

 
  Who would plant a grove of aspens in a walled-off dream-space? More to the point, why was this important to him, and
  
   who
  
  was this mysterious spider who now directed him to it?
 

 
  “Who are
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  Ingvar whirled at the voice, then nearly choked, staring.
 

 
  It would have been startling enough to find himself confronted by a strikingly lovely and completely nude young woman, but he immediately recognized what was signified by the subtle golden hue of her skin, and her pale green hair.
 

 
  A dryad. He was alone, on an isolated island, in a bubble behind a dream, with a
  
   dryad.
  
  This marked the last time he would ever follow spider webs anywhere, assuming he got out of here un-eaten.
 

 
  “I am Ingvar,” he replied to her, bowing as deeply as he could without taking his eyes off her. “A Huntsman of Shaath. I apologize for disturbing your sanctuary, daughter of Naiya; it was not my intention. I was exploring, and didn’t realize you were here.”
 

 
  “You were
  
   exploring?”
  
  she said, stepping forward, and he had to repress the urge to retreat. Her expression was not hostile, though; she appeared eager. “But how did you get
  
   here?
  
  Do you even know where you
  
   are?”
  
 

 
  “I…do not, actually,” he said. “If I’m not supposed to be here, I’ll depart.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   I
  
  don’t mind, I love having somebody new to talk to!” she said avidly, rushing forward and seizing his hands in her own. He barely managed not to flinch or jump backward. “I only ever see Sheyann, and she only wants to talk about…” She broke off and her face fell for a moment, then she rallied and pressed onward. “I mean, this is my mind, Ingvar. And also it’s behind a barrier of
  
   time;
  
  all this is rushing past while nothing at all moves outside. How did you even
  
   get
  
  in here?”
 

 
  “I…followed a trail of spider webs,” he said honestly. “There was a barrier, but it was not difficult to breach.”
 

 
  The dryad frowned. “Spider webs? I have
  
   spider webs
  
  around my mind?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I don’t have any answers for you,” Ingvar said. “I have very little idea what’s going on. I’m hunting for…something else. I think the trail I followed here wasn’t meant for me…”
 

 
  “Well, that doesn’t matter!” she said brightly. “You’re here now, and you can stay with me!”
 

 
  “I…actually can’t,” he replied, edging backward but not removing his hands from her grip. Her skin was smooth and warm; he’d have expected a dryad to be a maze of alien textures, but they simply felt like a woman’s hands. “I am on a quest.”
 

 
  “Oh, a quest,” Aspen snorted, scowling, and actually stomped her foot. “Who cares? You’re
  
   here,
  
  and I’m
  
   bored.
  
  Stay with me!”
 

 
  “I
  
   can’t,”
  
  Ingvar repeated, frowning, and finally pulled free of her. She didn’t fight him on it, fortunately.
 

 
  “But I
  
   want
  
  you to stay!”
 

 
  Perhaps it was the sheer ridiculousness of the situation, or simply his own disconnection from the world as he knew it, but Ingvar’s courtesy cracked under her imperiousness, and he heard himself reply, “So what?”
 

 
  Aspen stared at him, poleaxed. She opened her mouth, worked her jaw soundlessly for a moment, and finally croaked, “W-what?”
 

 
  “You say that you want me to stay,” he said.
  
   “I
  
  want to go. Why is what you want more important?”
 

 
  Her expression, if anything, grew more confused. “But…I’m a
  
   dryad!”
  
 

 
  “So
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  Aspen backed up a few steps, now staring at him in something like horror. The backs of her knees ran into a low boulder, and she very abruptly sat down on it. “I…I’m a dryad. A
  
   dryad.
  
  I’m a daughter of Naiya. I
  
   matter!”
  
 

 
  “Everyone matters,” he retorted, then caught himself, shaking his head. “No, no, this is silly. I’m not going to try to have a debate on ethics and philosophy with a fairy. It was an honor to meet you, Aspen, but I have to leave.”
 

 
  “Wait, what?” she said, frowning. “I didn’t tell you my name.”
 

 
  He hesitated, then reached out to rap his knuckles against a nearby trunk. “Forgive me if I assumed wrong. You said this is your mind, and there’s only one kind of tree here…”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said sheepishly. “Right. I guess you’re kinda smart.”
 

 
  “Thank you, I try.” He bowed to her, then turned to go.
 

 
  “Ingvar?” At her suddenly small voice, he hesitated, looking back. Aspen sat hunched in on herself, with her hands between her knees. It was actually a more modest pose than he’d seen on her before, but if anything the sudden apparent vulnerability was even more alluring than her brazen nudity. “I… Please stay with me? For a while, at least? I’m just so
  
   lonely.
  
  Please? There’s not much to do, but we can talk, and play, and make love. I’m really good at that, I know you’d enjoy yourself. At least for a while, please?”
 

 
  Dream-space or no, Ingvar felt the blood rush to his cheeks, which he found very irritating. Appealing as the idea was on a very instinctive level—especially here, where he actually
  
   had
  
  the correct body to take her up on the offer—a Huntsman of Shaath knew very well not to dally with dryads. Exploring the wild places as they did, encountering one was a much greater possibility than for most people. They were not granted initiation without being forewarned about such dangers.
 

 
  On the other hand, continuing to flatly contradict her could lead to all sorts of trouble. Thus far she hadn’t gotten angry, but she was clearly a wildly emotional creature. One who could tear him in half as easily as he could snap a twig. What would happen to him if he were killed in a vision? Somehow, it didn’t seem worth finding out.
 

 
  “Why are you in here?” he asked to lead her away from that topic. “You make it sound as if you can’t leave.”
 

 
  Aspen slumped down still further, staring glumly at the ground. “I…can’t. I messed up, made a mess of everything… My body’s all broken and I…” She swallowed heavily. “I shouldn’t get mad at Sheyann, I know she’s trying to help. Her and the Arachne and Kuriwa. But I feel like I’m gonna go
  
   crazy
  
  in here. I don’t even know how long it’s been. Time is all…weird.”
 

 
  Kuriwa. Well, that explained her scent leading here. And
  
   Arachne?
  
  Ingvar began to suspect he had stumbled into something very dangerous and very much none of his business.
 

 
  “Trying to help with what?” he asked, stalling while taking a very small step away from her and toward the shore.
 

 
  Aspen sighed heavily, lifting her eyes, and he stopped moving. “It’s all Juniper’s fault,” she said sullenly.
 

 
  “Juniper…that’s another dryad?”
 

 
  “My youngest sister. First she was killed, and then she was fine, and I never
  
   did
  
  find out what was even going on with that because when she tried to explain it,
  
   this
  
  happened!”
 

 
  “I…see,” Ingvar lied.
 

 
  “None of this is my fault!” Aspen leaped to her feet and began pacing back and forth in agitation; Ingvar reflexively stepped back, but fortunately she seemed not to notice. “I was just doing what we do, what’s
  
   natural.
  
  I didn’t know! How could I be expected to know?”
 

 
  “Know what?”
 

 
  In another abrupt change of mood, she came to a stop, wrapping her arms around herself. She looked so sad, suddenly, that Ingvar hardly noticed how that pose emphasized her breasts. “I… I didn’t…” She paused, swallowing heavily, and tears began to leak from the corners of her eyes. “I hurt some people.”
 

 
  “Who?” he asked carefully, taking a half-step back toward her. Curiosity was beginning to get the better of him.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Just…people. I didn’t know they were… They were all just animals, right? Just more things to… To, you know, chase and eat… You understand hunting, don’t you?”
 

 
  “I certainly do,” he said immediately. “But the Huntsmen don’t hunt people.”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   not my fault!”
  
  she wailed, turning her back. “She didn’t have to show me that! I didn’t need to see it! I could have just gone back
  
   home
  
  and everything would have been fine like normal!”
 

 
  “I don’t think I understand,” he said carefully. “You’re upset because…you hunted people?” She just sniffled, her shoulders shaking. “Then…why did you do it?”
 

 
  “I didn’t know,” she mumbled. “That…they
  
   felt.
  
  That they were like me. Things hunt other things, it’s just life. I never wanted to know what prey felt like!”
 

 
  “Oh.” Comprehension dawned. “And your sister made you understand that.”
 

 
  “I never asked her to!”
 

 
  “Well, you should thank her.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” Aspen whirled around, glaring, but this time he didn’t back up.
 

 
  “More understanding is always better than less,” he said. “Now you know more, and can do better.”
 

 
  “Who asked
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “No one. That’s not the point. You’re blaming Juniper for showing you an important truth because it was a painful one. Well, truths are just like that, sometimes; it’s not anyone’s fault. What matters is how you cope with what you learn.”
 

 
  “I cope just
  
   fine!”
  
  she said shrilly.
 

 
  “Really?” Ingvar raised an eyebrow. “Then why are you trapped on a dream-island?”
 

 
  A moment too late, it occurred to him that speaking thus to a dryad wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had. Something about this place was bringing something out in him.
 

 
  Aspen stared at him in shock, then her face collapsed into a furious scowl. “And what would
  
   you
  
  know about it?”
 

 
  “I certainly know about hunting,” he said, feeling oddly unable to stop himself from talking. It was both disturbing and liberating. “We hunt all the time, but we do so in balance. With respect for nature, and especially for what we kill. The Huntsmen give thanks to prey for what it gives us, and honor for the challenge it poses. For life to continue, lives must be taken, but this must
  
   never
  
  be done without respect, and gratitude.”
 

 
  The dryad was staring at him, slightly slack-jawed, as if not sure what language he was speaking. “But…you’re the hunters. You’re stronger.”
 

 
  “And that makes us better?”
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
 

 
  Ingvar shook his head. “I’m starting to see why you were stuck in here.”
 

 
  “Oh, like
  
   you’ve
  
  never been wrong!”
 

 
  “I most certainly have,” he agreed. “Quite severely…about some very important things. I’ve just learned that a lot of the matters on which I’ve built my life were mistakes, and I don’t yet know how to deal with that. Much less what I’m going to
  
   do.
  
  I do know, however, that sulking and falling to pieces will only make it worse.”
 

 
  “So you were wrong!” she crowed, pointing at him.
 

 
  “Yes,” he said simply. “And?”
 

 
  Aspen stared, apparently uncertain why he wasn’t getting her point. “You were
  
   wrong!”
  
  she repeated insistently.
 

 
  “Everyone’s wrong sometimes,” he said patiently. “There’s no point in dwelling on it. You just have to correct your mistakes if you can, and do better next time.”
 

 
  “But you were
  
   wrong!”
  
  she shouted, stomping her foot again. “Wrong wrong wrong! You can’t criticize
  
   me!”
  
 

 
  Of all the absurd… For what
  
   possible
  
  reason would some mysterious dream-scape agent insist he had to come here and deal with this ridiculous woman?
 

 
  No. Realization suddenly descended. It was a mistake to think of her as a woman, or even as a fairy. From her talk of dryad exceptionalism, to strength making right, to the total lack of emotional control and debate tactics that consisted of pointing and shouting… She was a
  
   child.
  
  No one had ever taught her discipline or self-control.
 

 
  “Just shut up,” Ingvar said curtly. “If you have nothing worthwhile to say, don’t talk.”
 

 
  Aspen stared at him in utter shock. He stared right back, impassively.
 

 
  “Sheyann doesn’t talk to me like that,” she whispered finally.
 

 
  “This Sheyann,” he replied. “If she works with Kuriwa and Arachne…she’s another elf?”
 

 
  “I—yes. So?”
 

 
  “Well, that explains it.”
 

 
  The dryad frowned in puzzlement. “What? How?”
 

 
  “Only someone who will live forever has time for your nonsense.”
 

 
  Ingvar turned his back on her and walked away.
 

 
  He made it to the beach before she shouted “Hey!” at his back. Ingvar paused, peering around; his own tracks were quite plain, so this was where he had come in, but now he couldn’t see the rent leading back. The shallow water appeared to extend to every horizon on all sides; Aspen was clearly isolated in an ocean. At least the sky was blue and contained a warm sun, unlike the stark white void he had first beheld upon arriving.
 

 
  Perhaps it was only illusion? That would explain why his own perceptions had shifted since coming here. Whatever the mechanism keeping her in, unless this Sheyann had a cruel streak, a natural barrier would be far less uncomfortable for the dryad than some kind of cage.
 

 
  This was obviously not the same dream-scape he had first entered through the vision, but it was equally obviously connected. Considering how he had first been contacted, it made sense that Mary would send him into some medium that could connect to the dreams of others. By that logic, her rules and advice should still be applicable.
 

 
  It took him a few moments of concentration to get it, but by focusing, Ingvar found he could perceive the shadows of the structure around this mind-prison. There was the white beyond the sky…and around the place, a peculiar structure that he had to examine closely to realize was an enormous hourglass. The shape of it was rather unfamiliar when viewed from within.
 

 
  Pounding feet on the sand were the only warning he got. Ingvar whirled just in time to behold Aspen lunging at him in a flying tackle, snarling furiously.
 

 
  Something in him snapped.
 

 
  He met her in midair, shifting his weight sideways to throw her off balance even as he lunged forward, his powerful jaws clamping around her throat. They tumbled to the ground, dryad and wolf in a rolling tangle of fur and limbs, but somehow he ended up on top of her, rear paws planted on the beach and front ones pinning her shoulders to the sand. He still had her neck in the firm grip of his jaws, the position twisting his head, but not as badly as it did hers.
 

 
  Aspen whimpered pitifully, and he realized the acrid taste in his mouth was tree sap. Or, in this context, blood.
 

 
  A wolf should not be anywhere near as strong as a dryad, much less heavy enough to hold one down, much
  
   less
  
  able to penetrate her skin with teeth or claws. Only then did Ingvar understand: this was, after all, not the physical world. Here it was thought and belief that mattered; neither of them had a body except the ones projected by their minds. He was more powerful than she, and acted toward her with more aggression than was characteristic of him, because in
  
   his
  
  mind, she was a silly, hysterical girl-child who needed nothing more than a good spanking.
 

 
  And the fact that this had
  
   worked
  
  showed that on some level, she thought so too.
 

 
  He growled once, loudly, enough to make her whole skull vibrate (assuming dryads had bones). Aspen squealed in panic, clawing at the sand, but notably not trying to throw him off.
 

 
  A rush of satisfaction filled him, followed immediately by a sickening horror. Here he was, forcing a woman to the ground and adding intimidation on top of brutality until she was clearly terrified senseless. Worse, a woman he had already decided was too childlike to even be truly alluring.
 

 
  Ingvar released her and immediately stepped backward, controlling himself barely enough not to make it a leap.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said weakly, then cleared his throat.
 

 
  Aspen raised her head, peering nervously up at him. “I—you… I’m sorry too.”
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, quelling his unease; he had overreacted, yes, but not as badly as she.
 

 
  “I will not do that again,” he said firmly, “and neither will you.”
 

 
  “Okay.”
 

 
  
   “Ever.”
  
 

 
  “Okay! I’m sorry!”
 

 
  Another breath, then another, and he began to feel somewhat calmer. Enough, at least, to lean forward and offer her a hand up.
 

 
  She accepted it, still watching him warily.
 

 
  “I need to leave,” he said. “My quest is important, but aside from that, this place… I don’t know why, but it brings something out in me that is…troubling. I have never been so quick to attack before.”
 

 
  “What do you mean you don’t know why?” she said, frowning slightly. Her body language was still slightly tense, but she seemed to be quickly forgiving him for the previous outburst. “I told you, we’re in my mind, here. I’m a dryad—a predator. Like you. You’ve got instincts, don’t you? I’m
  
   all
  
  instinct.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, blinking in surprise. “Actually, that makes a great deal of sense. And it underscores my point: it is clearly past time I was gone.”
 

 
  “Ingvar, wait,” she said softly. “I…please take me with you?”
 

 
  He sighed; the pleading expression on her face now was a lot harder to deal with than her tantrums, grandstanding or even assault. “Aspen…”
 

 
  “I’m a wild thing,” she said plaintively. “I don’t belong in a cage. If you have a way out, and you won’t stay with me,
  
   please.”
  
 

 
  “This is
  
   your mind,”
  
  he said. “How can we take you
  
   out
  
  of it?”
 

 
  “I’m desperate,” she whispered. “I hate this. You can’t leave me trapped in this…purgatory. I’m a
  
   dryad;
  
  it’s not right for me not to be connected to my mother, my sisters. The world.”
 

 
  He opened his mouth to object again, and a sudden realization crashed down upon him, prompted by her phrasing.
 

 
  The Mother, Naiya, was well known by Huntsmen, witches, and all who practiced her arts to be standoffish, inattentive, capricious, and broadly disinterested in the affairs of mortals. According to what he had learned in the Data Vault, the dryads were like her paladins, serving to secure her consciousness and personality against manipulation. And if they all acted like
  
   this…
  
  It explained a great deal.
 

 
  But what if a dryad could be taught to act…
  
   differently?
  
 

 
  Suddenly, whoever it was sending spider webs to guide his way, he had the sense that they just might be on his side.
 

 
  “I cannot guarantee your safety if you follow me,” Ingvar said, keeping Aspen’s gaze locked to his with the firm stare he used to control children back at the lodge. “I have no
  
   idea
  
  what will happen. You might be unable to leave, you might just be brought back here…or it could be painful or even fatal for you. This is a
  
   risk,
  
  you understand?”
 

 
  “I do.” She nodded eagerly, and it was bizarre how familiar that expression was. A recently-chastised child, eager to redeem herself. “I don’t care.”
 

 
  “And assuming that this
  
   works,”
  
  he continued, frowning deeply for emphasis, “your behavior of the last few minutes is
  
   not
  
  acceptable. I am on an important quest, which you cannot derail. You
  
   generally
  
  can’t run around acting like that. If you’re going to come with me, I need your word that you will behave yourself, accept my guidance, and
  
   obey
  
  if I tell you to do something.”
 

 
  She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip. Her amber-brown eyes cut to one side.
 

 
  “Decide for yourself,” Ingvar said. “I won’t force you to come, but if you
  
   do,
  
  these are my terms.”
 

 
  She met his gaze again, resolutely now, and nodded. “Yes. Okay. I can do that.”
 

 
  “Promise,” he said flatly, “and make me believe it.”
 

 
  Aspen drew in a deep breath (and he resisted the temptation to shift his eyes from hers), and nodded again. Her voice was quieter, but also firmer than he had heard from her yet. “I’ll be good. I’ll do what you say.”
 

 
  He read the sincerity on her face…and also foresaw the moment it would collapse. Children did their best, but they were wildly emotional creatures who inevitably acted out. Just like fairies.
 

 
  But children grew up. Could a dryad?
 

 
  He was going to regret this. Hopefully it would be worth it.
 

 
  “All right,” Ingvar said, nodding, “we have an agreement. Follow me.”
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  A storm was brewing over Calderaas, which its residents bore with long-suffering good humor. Weather in all parts of the Great Plains was notoriously unpredictable, as the wind out of the Golden Sea might blow in any direction at all, and bring anything with it. Summer snow rarely survived to reach the ground, but from time to time it happened. Calderaas itself was somewhat sheltered by the slope of the mountain on which it sat, which deflected many of the worst storms, but on the other hand the cold winds which came from the Stalrange and the humidity of the Tira Valley might both drift over it, depending on what came out of the Sea. The Calderaan were accustomed to adapting quickly.
 

 
  In a loft apartment atop one of the city’s younger housing complexes, faint flashes of lightning and the shifting patterns of rapidly-blowing clouds had little effect against the steady glow of an arcane lamp. It was a sparsely furnished space, ready to be abandoned at a moment’s notice, containing only a few cots, a few chairs, and a single table. The summoning circle scrawled in the center of its open area was made of cheap chalk that could be quickly erased, and in fact had not been used to summon anything and wouldn’t be. They liked to prepare the spaces they used with red herrings to obscure their true purposes to anyone who might come sniffing about.
 

 
  Embras Mogul planted his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his interlaced fingers, and frowned in thought at the space in front of him, from which a warlock had just shadow-jumped away. Thunder grumbled in the distance; none of the three remaining in the room acknowledged it with so much as a glance at the windows.
 

 
  “It’s thin,” Bradshaw said finally to break the silence, “but workable. I think the little pranks you’ve set up for Justinian should both keep him occupied and keep his attention from our central objective…”
 

 
  “He knows the central objective anyway,” Embras said, still gazing into empty space. “And we know he knows, and he knows we know he knows, and so on into infinity. This is just…that kind of game. What bothers me is the lack of retaliation.”
 

 
  “You think something big is coming?” Vanessa asked quietly.
 

 
  Slowly, Embras shook his head from side to side without changing the focus of his blank stare. “I think
  
   he
  
  has his sights set on bigger things. We are being…tolerated. That aggravates me more than it ought to. The Lady deserves
  
   better
  
  than a bunch of distractions.”
 

 
  “It has to be done, though,” Vanessa said gently. “If you withdrew the pressure on his peripheral activities, he would wonder what was up and devote serious resources to striking at us. For now…this suffices. I really hope your project in Last Rock hits him as hard as you hope.”
 

 
  “With regard to that,” Kaisa said brightly from behind them.
 

 
  Vanessa and Bradshaw both leaped from their chairs, she staggering slightly and barely catching her balance on the back of it. Embras rose more smoothly, turning, bowing, and doffing his hat to the kitsune.
 

 
  “Why, a good evening to you, dear lady,” he said politely. “Forgive the spartan accommodations; I was not expecting such honored company tonight, as you are manifestly aware.”
 

 
  Kaisa smiled languidly, her eyes half-lidded, and demurely folded her hands in front of her, the wide sleeves of her flowered kimono nearly hiding them. “Given the point you made so elaborately with regard to the very
  
   broad
  
  game playing in the world around us, I assume you are aware of events transpiring in Viridill?”
 

 
  “I know
  
   of
  
  them, certainly,” Embras replied in the same carefully light tone. “And I remain insistently uninvolved. We don’t have a dog in that race.”
 

 
  “Nonetheless,” she said, “it shifts things into motion that will have an effect upon matters which
  
   are
  
  of concern to both you and myself. While
  
   that
  
  comes to a head, it creates the correct opportunity to finish our own little game. We will move on to the final play tomorrow.”
 

 
  He coughed discreetly. “With all respect, dear lady, I don’t believe that the wisest course just yet. Your kids are
  
   admirably
  
  clever, and I’m not blind to the fact that the group has pulled together and are, bluntly speaking, onto us. Now is the time to lay a few more diversionary trails, throw up a couple of entertaining smokescreens, before we build to the final act.”
 

 
  Her smile broadened infinitesimally. Lightning flashed again beyond the windows, accompanied by a closer rumble of thunder, and the arcane lamp flickered.
 

 
  “It is a peculiar thing I have noticed in this country,” she said, beginning to pace slowly in a wide arc around them. The three warlocks subtly shifted as she circled, keeping their faces to her. “This…misconception of the value and
  
   meaning
  
  of simple politeness. Courtesy is the sauce in the stew, the oil in the gears. The softness which enables us all to live together in this world without
  
   needlessly
  
  grinding against one another. Its importance is
  
   more,
  
  not less, in the absence of friendliness.” Lightning flashed, closer; the lamp flickered again, and her shadow danced upon the walls, a strangely angular thing of back-slanted ears, as if it were cast by a far more predatory creature than the woman before them. “Here, again, you seemingly assume that because I do not address you with a string of obscenities in an outdoor voice, we must be friends.”
 

 
  Another rumble and flash from outside, another faltering of the lamp, and in the few split-second flickers of darkness, her eyes were eerie green points in her silhouette. “Well, it seems forthrightness is valued here; let it never be said that I am less than accommodating. You and your circle of hell-dabblers, Mr. Mogul, are a class exercise as far as I am concerned, and I expect you to conduct yourselves as such. If you will not, then you are just a suspicious person who has been hanging around the school, performing infernomancy upon my students. That makes a
  
   great
  
  difference in how I shall deal with you.”
 

 
  “It’s apparently a short trip between polite and pushy,” Vanessa said tightly.
 

 
  “Nessa,” Embras warned.
 

 
  “That is purely unjust,” Kaisa said, her smile unwavering. “I am pushy without being for a
  
   moment
  
  less than polite.”
 

 
  “As I suspect you already know,” Embras said, his tone a few degrees cooler than before, “virtually all my available people are out of hand, on business which has nothing to do with you or your students. What we discussed for our final presentation will require more magical skill than I can bring to bear alone, in a field which you emphatically do not practice.”
 

 
  “Is there something wrong with these?” she asked mildly, making a languid gesture toward the other two with one hand. Thunder rumbled again, closer still, and the lamp cut out completely for almost a full second, plunging the room into a short blackness from which her luminous green eyes bored into them.
 

 
  “In a word, yes,” Embras replied. “Both sustained serious injury at the hands of the Archpope’s lackeys. Surely you don’t suggest I should risk very important, partially disabled lieutenants on an affair sure to ruffle Professor Tellwyrn’s easily-ruffled feathers?”
 

 
  “Hmm,” she mused, blinking slowly and cutting her eyes from Vanessa to Bradshaw and back. “I see…I see. Well. In
  
   some
  
  cultures which live closer to nature than this one, it is considered advisable to…cull the weak.”
 

 
  Lightning flashed outside, brighter and closer yet, but there was a heavy silence in its wake. Kaisa suddenly grinned broadly at them.
 

 
  Thunder slammed down as if the lightning bolt had struck directly overhead, and the lamplight vanished entirely.
 

 
  In the blackness which followed, the glow of the city outside the windows was interrupted by darting, thrashing shapes, and the room filled with the sounds of scuffling, cursing, and finally a single shout of pain. Two shadowbolts flashed across the darkness, their sickly purple glow doing very little to alleviate it, and for an instant the decoy spell circle flashed alight before being brushed away in a single swish of a furry tail.
 

 
  The whole thing lasted barely five seconds.
 

 
  Then the lamp came back on, revealing Kaisa standing exactly where she had been, in exactly the same pose. Bradshaw sagged against the wall, barely holding himself upright; Vanessa stood five feet distant from where she had started, hands upraised and a half-formed shadowbolt flickering between them. Embras was now within two yards of Kaisa, a green glass bottle in his hands, half a second from being uncorked.
 

 
  “There,” the kitsune said brightly, tail swishing in self-satisfaction. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, Embras, but it seems your friends have been tortured recently.
  
   Quite
  
  clumsily, I might add. If there is one thing I
  
   cannot
  
  abide, it is shoddy work; whatever is worth doing is worth doing to
  
   perfection.
  
  But that aside, I trust there will be no more problems or excuses?”
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Embras asked, shifting his head slightly toward the others but keeping his gaze firmly on Kaisa.
 

 
  “Fine,” Bradshaw said, straightening up, then blinked, and held up both hands before himself. Neither trembled in the slightest. “I’m…
  
   fine?”
  
 

 
  Vanessa also straightened, lowering her own hands and letting the spell dissipate. Her mouth dropped slightly open in wonder, and she shifted, leaning her weight on her bad leg, with no apparent effort.
 

 
  “As I said,” Kaisa said complacently, “perfection. I shall expect to see you in place tomorrow after classes.
  
   Do
  
  try not to disappoint me, Embras; I was actually beginning to grow rather fond of you. We don’t have any Wreath in Sifan, and you kids have such a wonderful appreciation of
  
   fun.
  
  Ta ta!”
 

 
  With a final, cheerful smile, she whirled around, her tail swishing in a broad circle and appearing to erase her from existence. Two crimson maple leaves drifted slowly to the floor where she had stood.
 

 
  “Are you…” Embras finally turned fully to the others. “Did she really…?”
 

 
  “I think… Kelvreth’s lashes, she
  
   did,”
  
  Vanessa whispered, taking a few steps, then a few more back the other way, and finally trotting at a near run to the windows and back. “It’s
  
   fixed.”
  
 

 
  “Well, then,” Embras said, tucking the bottle away in a pocket and straightening his coat, “we are going to have to have ourselves a celebration. Later, I’m afraid. Right
  
   now,
  
  it appears we’d better start making preparations for our…command performance. I gather it would go over poorly if the hour arrived and we were unready.”
 

 
  “At this moment,” Bradshaw said with the faintest tremor in his voice, “I feel inclined not to disappoint her, even without the implied threat.”
 

 
  “It’s not that I disagree, at all,” said Vanessa, still pacing back and forth as if not yet convinced that she could. “But if anything, this only underscores the point. Oh, I’m grateful; I don’t think I could tell you how much. I’d be willing to—”
 

 
  “Stop!” Embras barked, holding up a hand. “That’s a
  
   fairy,
  
  Nessa, and I wouldn’t lay odds that she’s not still listening. Don’t say
  
   anything
  
  she could interpret as a promise, or a bargain.”
 

 
  “Even more proof,” she said grimly, finally stopping and facing him. “Embras, that creature is ancient, wildly unpredictable and far more powerful than anything needs or deserves to be, and I don’t believe for a moment that she just placed us so much in her debt out of the goodness of her vulpine little heart. With everything we see of her, I feel less sanguine about this bargain you’ve struck. What if she immediately turns on you the moment your role in her little drama is done?”
 

 
  “In that case,” he said lightly, “you’re in charge. It’s not that I lack respect for your skills, Bradshaw old boy, but the business of the next few years will call for herding cats more than casting hexes.”
 

 
  “Let’s not think about that
  
   quite
  
  yet,” Bradshaw said tensely.
 

 
  “Embras, be serious,” Vanessa snapped.
 

 
  “I
  
   am,”
  
  he said calmly. “If this pays off, it will be worth it. I see no reason to believe it won’t, and as for the good Professor Ekoi… Well, we struck a bargain. So long as we honor it, so will she. Anyway, this isn’t all bad. We’ve as much stake in this as she has, if not more. And if she says the time is right… Frankly, it’s entirely possible that she’s just
  
   correct.
  
  I’ve a feeling this isn’t her first rodeo.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Slipping back out through the rent was as easy as getting in had been, though Aspen balked at the eerily empty space between the wall of her mental prison and the dream world beyond. She kept a grip on Ingvar’s sleeve, huddling behind him, and forcing him to moderate his pace on the way back to the mouth of the cave. Not that he was in a particular rush; even knowing the nearly-invisible path would hold him, he felt no urge to walk hastily upon it.
 

 
  It held, though, as it had before, and he indeed picked up the pace once he got his feet back on ground that looked like ground. In fact, by that point, Aspen also hastened, until she actually pushed him aside and was the first out into the forest.
 

 
  Ingvar had to halt and watch, smiling in spite of himself, as the dryad squealed in sheer delight and hurled herself to the ground, rolling exuberantly through the moss. She bounded upright in the next moment, rushing over to wrap her arms around the trunk of a tree and hug it, then darted to one side to investigate a bush.
 

 
  “Oh my gosh! Things!
  
   Plants!
  
  It’s not like the real world but oh how I’ve
  
   missed
  
  other living things. Stuff that isn’t
  
   me!”
  
 

 
  “Couldn’t you have made—
  
   Aspen!”
  
  he exclaimed in alarm.
 

 
  “What?” She looked up at his tone, frowning. “What the mat—
  
   augh!”
  
 

 
  Mid-sentence, she caught sight of her hands, which had begun to fade from view like the path beyond the dreamscape. The dryad stumbled backward, as if she could outrun the oncoming invisibility, which did not work. It traveled up her arms, progressively erasing first her hands, then her forearms. She stumbled, glanced down, and let out a keening sound of pure panic at the sight of her vanishing feet.
 

 
  Ingvar rushed forward, horribly unaware that he knew of nothing that could help, but reflexively grabbed her by the arms as if by holding her, he could keep her anchored in existence.
 

 
  He was actually quite surprised when it worked.
 

 
  Her limbs immediately faded back into view, and she clutched his waist, her fingers digging in as if to reassure them both that she still
  
   had
  
  fingers. They stared at each other, wide-eyed, Aspen panting in gradually diminishing panic.
 

 
  “Okay,” Ingvar said shakily after a moment, “I warned you something like that might happen. I think…you had better keep hold of me while we’re in here.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said weakly. “Right. Good idea. Um. What…are we doing?”
 

 
  Moving very carefully, he slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her close, and turning in a slow half-circle to reorient himself. There was the cave… Once he was facing the right direction again, even without taking wolf form, he found he could detect the trail of scent leading off into the distance. Or not exactly scent…now it was a perception to which he couldn’t quite put a name, as if he had senses here to which he was not accustomed. Which, now that he thought of it, made perfect sense.
 

 
  “I’m looking for someone,” he said. “A… Well, I’m not sure what, or who. But it’s someone who knows a lot about traveling through dreams this way.”
 

 
  “Do you think this…someone…could help me?” she asked tremulously.
 

 
  “I suppose that if anyone can, he’s a likely candidate. Or she,” he added. “And I was looking for h—them anyway. I guess now we just have another reason to find them.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said, pressing herself against his side. He almost wished the situation were less worrisome (and she less weirdly childlike) so he could enjoy what would otherwise have been an exceedingly pleasant sensation. “Okay…good, sounds like a plan. Uh, sooner would be better.”
 

 
  “Right,” he echoed. “It’s going to be a little difficult to walk in this position…”
 

 
  After shuffling around for a few moments, they settled on holding hands, which seemed to keep her visible and intact. His left hand and her right; useless as it might be here, he felt it important to keep his dominant hand free to reach for a weapon if he needed to. If nothing else, it brought him some comfort.
 

 
  “It’s that way,” he said, pointing in the direction of the invisible trail.
 

 
  “How do you know?”
 

 
  “It’s a long story. I was…”
 

 
  He trailed off, staring. A few feet directly in front of them, a tree suddenly sprouted from the thick moss underfoot, rising upward in seconds to the height of a man and unfolding branches which dangled like a willow’s. The sapling was a pale green like the earliest leaves of spring, and glowed as brightly as a street lamp.
 

 
  As they stared at it, another tree sprouted further up, in the direction the trail went, ten yards or so distant. After a few moments, yet another one did beyond, far enough that it would be lost in the shadows if not for its green glow.
 

 
  “There’s also that,” Ingvar said finally. “And it appears we’re expected, now.”
 

 
  “Great,” she said. He couldn’t tell from her tone whether that was sarcastic or not. At any rate, she didn’t resist or have to be pulled along when he set off on the now-marked trail. Considering her present condition, it made sense that she would be as eager as he to meet the person Ingvar had come here to find.
 

 
  Whether that person would be willing, or able, to help her were two separate and currently unanswerable questions.
 

 
  They proceeded, guided by the glowing trees; it was oddly reminiscent of walking along a street marked by lamps. That thought made Ingvar cringe and decide he had spent
  
   far
  
  too much time in Tiraas. He did not relax his attention, however, not willing to blindly trust these signals. He could still find the trace, and it did continue to lead in the same direction as the glowing trees.
 

 
  “Do you sense anything?” he asked his companion, who was silent and apparently nervous. “Anything aside from these? I found it as a scent, first, but now it’s like I can still perceive it, even without smelling…”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said, picking up her pace slightly. “I think…I have an idea what’s up there.”
 

 
  “Do you think we’re in danger?” he asked.
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  yeah,” she said immediately. “But I also think he can probably help. Both of us, I mean.”
 

 
  “Great.” He was, at least, certain of his own sarcasm.
 

 
  They did not have far to go, it turned out. After only a dozen or so tree-markers, their destination became plain. Up ahead of them rose an entire grove of the glowing trees, these full-sized, towering above even the ordinary pines that made up the forest. They were planted close together, their branches intertwining to form an almost solid wall; at least, he could not see what lay beyond it. Rather than a forest, the tight structure made him think of some kind of temple, or cathedral.
 

 
  Ingvar and Aspen exchanged a wary glance, but did not slow.
 

 
  As they neared, the spaces between the trees began to be somewhat more visible. Drawing closer, he found that while the glow of the whole thing made it look homogenous from without, its “walls” were composed only partly of slender tree trunks; most of them were made up of the drooping, willow-like fronds, which formed an almost solid barrier to sight, but clearly not to passage. They shifted slightly in the faint movement of air through the woods. Something was beyond…something he could glimpse only vaguely. It was big.
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a deep breath to steel himself, but still did not slow. Aspen kept her grip on his fingers as he slipped through the fronds between a pair of trunks; the gap was narrow enough that she had to fall behind, but a moment later she joined him within the grove, stopping to stare at its occupant.
 

 
  “Welcome,” said the dragon.
 

 
  He was green, and luminous as the trees making up his encircling grove, which Ingvar was fairly certain was not an ordinary draconic trait. Of course, in this dream-land, it made as much sense as anything else. Aside from that, he was a dragon in all relevant respects: sinuous, armored in jagged scales, winged, clawed, fanged, and over two stories tall.
 

 
  Ingvar immediately bowed, as deeply as he was able. Aspen did not.
 

 
  “My name is Khadizroth,” the dragon rumbled, tilting his huge, triangular head inquisitively. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you—and especially your companion, whom I confess I did not expect. Whom might you be?”
 

 
  “I am Ingvar, a Huntsman of Shaath,” he replied, bowing again.
 

 
  “Hi! I’m Aspen!” The dryad contented herself with a languid wave of her free hand.
 

 
  Khadizroth surged to his feet, shifting his enormous bulk to face them directly, and Ingvar managed only by a sheer exertion of will not to skitter nervously backward. The dragon only used his upright stance to bow, however. Despite his size, it was clear from his orientation that he directed the gesture specifically at Aspen, and the thought of making an issue of it did not for a moment cross Ingvar’s mind. The Huntsmen were what they were, and had their ways, but he didn’t think even Tholi would have been daft enough to challenge a
  
   dragon
  
  for alpha male status.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Khadizroth said, his voice a light tenor that made its deep, powerful resonance seem rather peculiar. “It is an honor and a pleasure to meet you. And you as well, Ingvar. I’m certain you have some questions for me—and I, now, for you. I am curious what a dryad is doing wandering this realm? Forgive me, but of those of your sisters whom I have met, I never found any to be sufficiently introspective to find entrance here.”
 

 
  “Well, it wasn’t exactly my idea,” she huffed. “I was being kept in a…a kind of bubble. Isolated from time and stuck in my own head.”
 

 
  The dragon narrowed his eyes to blazing emerald slits, their luminosity outshining even the glow of the rest of him, and Ingvar’s wariness increased substantially. “Who would
  
   dare
  
  do such a thing?”
 

 
  “Oh, it wasn’t to attack me,” she said grudgingly. “I was…um…kind of transformed? Partially. The Arachne froze me to stop it from happening, and she and Kuriwa and Sheyann were trying to… Well, they were trying to help, but I
  
   really
  
  didn’t like it. They wouldn’t let me out; Sheyann said I’d just continue the transformation if they did unless we made some kind of
  
   progress.”
  
 

 
  “Transformation?” Ingvar said, curious in spite of himself.
 

 
  Aspen turned to him, her face lighting up in a sunny smile. “But then Ingvar here found me and helped me get out! Oh, but… There’s kind of a problem. If I don’t stay touching him, I tend to…um, disappear.”
 

 
  “I see,” Khadizroth rumbled thoughtfully. “To accomplish such a thing… You are an even more interesting individual than I expected, Brother Ingvar, and that is indeed saying something. I’m afraid, however noble your intentions, you have placed Aspen in considerable danger. She is here with neither body
  
   nor
  
  mind; both are imprisoned in another location. The soul of her is able to exist only because you have brought it out connected to
  
   yourself.”
  
 

 
  Aspen let out a soft squeak of dismay.
 

 
  “Is it possible you can help her?” Ingvar blurted. “I mean… My apologies, Lord Khadizroth, I did not intend to presume…”
 

 
  “Not at all,” the dragon said, drawing back his lips in what Ingvar only realized after a terrified moment was a smile. That was a
  
   lot
  
  of teeth, and on average they were longer than his forearm. “Not at all, I would not dream of sending you away unaided. Yes, I believe I can do something. Hm… Forgive me, but this may take some effort, and concentration. My focus is currently divided; I am not physically present in the dream world, and you are, I’m afraid, not the only important matter which demands my attention.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry if it’s trouble,” Aspen said piteously, and Ingvar gave her a wry look. Even ill-behaved dryads became suddenly more respectful in the presence of a dragon, it seemed.
 

 
  Khadizroth smiled again, and laughed, a booming chuckle that, if anything, increased Ingvar’s nervousness. “My dear child, it is
  
   no
  
  imposition. I would be honored to be of aid to a daughter of Naiya under any circumstances, but to do so and spite both Kuriwa and Arachne at the same time? Oh, I assure you,
  
   nothing
  
  could prevent me. Now, Ingvar. Are you ready to be of assistance to her?”
 

 
  “What can I do?” Ingvar asked immediately, which would be the only possible answer to that even were he not already interested in aiding Aspen.
 

 
  “You have bound her to yourself, and you alone of the pair of you have a safe avenue out of the dream. You will have to carry her with you to the material plane. I will perform the working which will make this possible. Hold out your other hand.”
 

 
  Ingvar did so, opening his palm, then blinked. Sitting upon it was a large nut. It was the size of a walnut, but smooth, and striated with luminous green and gold veins.
 

 
  “It is done,” the dragon said solemnly.
 

 
  “Wait…that’s
  
   it?”
  
  Aspen exclaimed. “I thought you said that would be
  
   hard!”
  
 

 
  Again, Khadizroth chuckled. “This is a realm of symbol and perception, child. I assure you, what you just observed was the palest shadow of what actually transpired. When you awake, Ingvar, plant the seed. Do so quickly. The magic will do the rest.”
 

 
  “I thank you for your help, Lord Khadizroth,” he said formally, closing his fingers around the seed and bowing again.
 

 
  “Uh, me too,” Aspen said belatedly. “Seriously, thanks. That’s a
  
   big
  
  help.”
 

 
  “I am honored to be of service,” the dragon said solemnly. “And now, if that addresses your problem, I believe Ingvar here came to me with questions.”
 

 
  He turned his head expectantly toward Ingvar, sitting back down on his rear legs.
 

 
  Ingvar experienced a tongue-tied moment, and cleared his throat to cover. “It’s… The truth is, milord, I owe you thanks. I have benefited greatly from the quest on which you set me. I’ve learned a great deal…most of it troubling, but all, I think, vitally important.”
 

 
  “You are welcome,” the dragon said solemnly, nodding his great head.
 

 
  “This part, though,” Ingvar continued, steeling himself, “was part of a bargain I struck. In exchange for the Crow’s help, she asked that I journey through the dream to find out who it was who sent me those visions.”
 

 
  “As expected,” Khadizroth said, nodding again. “Have you any questions of your own for me, before we address that?”
 

 
  “I…one, in fact,” Ingvar said slowly. “If I may.”
 

 
  “I assure you, young Huntsman, I did not send you on a journey toward the truth without expecting you to ask for detail at its end. Speak, and I will answer what I can.”
 

 
  Ingvar hesitated again, then took a deep breath and blurted. “Why me?”
 

 
  “Ah,” said Khadizroth, blinking slowly. “Sadly, that’s a question I
  
   cannot
  
  answer, at least probably not to your satisfaction. I sent out to find the right one to undertake this quest. In such matters… It is unknowable, how the One is selected. Depending on who you ask, you might be told that I chose you subconsciously, that the world did, that Shaath or even Naiya did. There are some who would contend that you chose
  
   yourself
  
  for this duty.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s nice and all,” Aspen said dubiously, “but he pretty much asked you what
  
   you
  
  think.”
 

 
  
   “Aspen!”
  
  Ingvar protested.
 

 
  Khadizorth laughed. “Don’t begrudge her a little brazenness, my friend, you’re only arguing with the wind. To answer, then… I will fall back upon the only consistent wisdom I can claim to possess, and say…” He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know. But I am most definitely not disappointed with the result. However you were chosen, and by whom, you are clearly the right one. Not just any fool could have stumbled into this dream and rescued an imprisoned dryad on your way to this meeting. Who can say what threads there are, linking you to what destiny? The wild magic of the fae is not meant to be understood.”
 

 
  “By which you mean,” Ingvar said quietly, “that particular…
  
   transcension
  
  field is not designed with mortal consciousness in mind.”
 

 
  Khadizroth stared down at him for a long moment, then shook his head. “Kuriwa sent you down that hole, didn’t she?”
 

 
  “That was the most educational part of this journey, yes. Though…perhaps by not as great a margin as it deserved. I am still not at all certain what to
  
   do
  
  with the knowledge I gained.”
 

 
  “Embrace that, Huntsman, and act only judiciously. The unwise use of knowledge is behind the vast majority of suffering.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded. “Well, then… That aside, it sounded as if you were unsurprised to learn that she sent me here to find you.”
 

 
  “Only to find?” the dragon asked in amusement.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ingvar said firmly. “That was all; she tasked me only with learning who it was who could send visions through dreams and designate her as a person the recipient should seek out. This is done and my duty to her fulfilled. Before I return, though, I am curious…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Khadizroth prompted when he trailed off, still smiling.
 

 
  “I have the sense,” Ingvar said very carefully, “that you planned all this for a reason.”
 

 
  Again, the dragon chuckled, momentarily filling the air with the scent of smoke. “Indeed. Given your origin, Huntsman, I suspect you understand the purpose and the value of honor. That is why I chose Shaath; any of the gods would have sufficed, but I deemed a Huntsman the best choice for this journey.”
 

 
  “I certainly do,” Ingvar said, nodding firmly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  don’t,” Aspen said somewhat petulantly. “Honor’s just a made-up idea. It’s not
  
   natural.”
  
 

 
  “Natural, unnatural,” Khadizroth mused. “Where do you draw the line?”
 

 
  He stared at her expectantly; she only stared mutely back, her mouth hanging open.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar said, turning to her with a frown, “you feel bad about killing those people, right?”
 

 
  Her expression collapsed into a sulky scowl and she kicked at the ground. “I don’t know why you have to bring that up…”
 

 
  “But you didn’t before,” he persisted.
 

 
  “I didn’t
  
   know
  
  better!”
 

 
  “But you do now. You are more than just an animal; things
  
   matter
  
  beyond simple survival. Honor is what guides us away from wrong action, prevents us from making the mistakes that make us feel as horrible as you do about that. It is
  
   well
  
  worth pursuing.”
 

 
  “Well said,” Khadizroth rumbled approvingly. “But even honor has its pitfalls. I find myself somewhat trapped by my own. I am beholden, thanks to honor and obligation, to a certain individual whose aims I find it inherently dishonorable to serve. It is the proverbial rock and hard place.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Ingvar said slowly.
 

 
  “Makes one of us,” Aspen muttered.
 

 
  “In this much, however,” the dragon continued, “I persist in finding ways around the prohibitions laid upon me. By, for example, drawing Kuriwa’s attention in a most roundabout manner.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Ingvar said, finding his curiosity rising again. “Toward what?”
 

 
  “Events are transpiring,” said the dragon, “in Viridill and across the border in the cursed lands to the south. Large events, which have commanded a great deal of attention—which was exactly what they were intended to do. Someone should know that these are a smokescreen for—”
 

 
  Abruptly the dragon broke off, eyes and mouth going wide, and suddenly the luminosity of his scales faded, leaving him a glittering, metallic green which seemed mundane only by comparison.
 

 
  “Lord Khadizroth?” Ingvar asked, alarmed. “What’s wrong?”
 

 
  Khadizroth heaved backward, letting out a roar of unmistakable pain and toppling back against the rear edge of his grove, smashing a wide swath of the glowing trees to the ground. Ingvar and Aspen backpedaled in unison, reaching the opposite wall just as the glow of those trees flickered out and they began dissolving into dust.
 

 
  The dragon thrashed wildly, flailing tail and claws raking up huge rents in the forest floor, and where they gouged the moss, an empty whiteness was revealed beyond. After mere moments of this it began to spread, his continued struggles seeming to tear open the very air.
 

 
  “What’s wrong with him?” Ingvar asked frantically.
 

 
  “Just
  
   run!”
  
  Aspen shouted, following her own advice and dragging him along.
 

 
  He needed little more encouragement; the world itself seemed to be dissolving around them, jagged rents now spreading outward from the increasingly damaged area around the flailing dragon. They quickly outpaced the fleeing pair, trees, ground and sky alike disappearing in segments. The very earth dissolved beneath them, and suddenly they were plummeting into infinity, their cries of panic underscored by a last, thundering wail of pain from the dragon.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  10 – 40 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Only the twisted trees stood to attest to the horrors that had once plagued this spot. Down below the old walls where they couldn’t be seen, the night birds and crickets made it seem a perfectly ordinary, peaceful night in the country. So, naturally, since Ami was sitting on the battlements where she had a good view all around, she stared fixedly at the disturbingly contorted forest of Athan’Khar.
 

 
  She sat on a chunk of toppled masonry in the shadow of a half-ruined guard tower, gazing absently across the river and plucking out a tune on her guitar. It was a slow melody, produced one single coppery note at a time rather than making use of the guitar’s ability to harmonize, wistful and somehow lonesome. All in all, it seemed the perfect backdrop to the scenery itself, and Ami appeared quite absorbed in it. She carried on playing and staring while Jenell climbed the nearby staircase and approached, the Legionnaire’s arrival anything but quiet, thanks to her armor.
 

 
  Jenell came to a stop alongside the bard, glancing out in the direction of her gaze with a slight frown.
 

 
  “Time for a shift change?” Ami asked without halting her playing.
 

 
  “Not yet,” said Jenell, “though I don’t mind taking over early if you’re tired of sitting up here alone. At least there’s a view; I’m going stir-crazy down there.”
 

 
  “Ah,” she replied with a sly little smile, fingers still plucking. “So you’ve come to
  
   steal
  
  my view and fob your boredom off on
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “Well, a girl has to look out for herself.”
 

 
  Ami chuckled softly, finally bringing the tune to an end.
 

 
  “You weren’t worried about attracting attention that way?” Jenell asked, glancing at the guitar.
 

 
  “I thought the
  
   point
  
  of this was to attract attention. Anyway, it was just a little touch. A perhaps futile effort to add some
  
   charm
  
  to this forsaken heap.” She wrinkled her nose disdainfully. “I’m not opposed to a little
  
   adventure,
  
  mind you, but somehow I envisioned something not quite so
  
   dangerous
  
  and yet
  
   boring.”
  
 

 
  “That describes most of what war is, so the officers tell me.”
 

 
  “You don’t strike me as one to listen overmuch to officers,” Ami said, again giving her that knowing smile.
 

 
  Jenell mirrored it almost exactly. “I was raised by one. I’m
  
   very
  
  good at parroting what they want to hear.”
 

 
  The bard giggled softly, pressing her fingertips coyly to her mouth. “Well, I just hope what dear Bishop Syrinx wants to hear doesn’t end up being the
  
   death
  
  of us. She certainly is
  
   brave,
  
  coming here just to
  
   taunt
  
  a fae arch-summoner.”
 

 
  This time, Jenell didn’t return the amused expression, turning instead to stare out across the river at the darkened woods beyond. “She’s not brave,” she said softly after a long moment. “Not at all.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Ami arched an eyebrow, the tilt of her head and subtle shift of her posture somehow indicating casual disinterest. “I fancy I’ve
  
   some
  
  notion of her Grace’s faults, but I
  
   never
  
  took her for a coward.”
 

 
  “Courage begins with fear,” Jenell whispered. “Bravery is acting in spite of fear. Someone unable to be afraid isn’t brave.”
 

 
  “That was almost poetic,” Ami mused.
 

 
  “Something my father said once. I’d all but forgotten it, but my DS in basic liked to harp on similar themes.”
 

 
  “Ugh, I could tell you
  
   stories
  
  about trainers and harping,” the bard said lightly, strumming her fingers once across the strings in an aimless, uplifting chord. “Mostly by people better dressed than the bulk of the company
  
   here.
  
  Though if anything, the
  
   exceptions
  
  are even sadder. Who
  
   does
  
  Bishop Snowe think she’s going to impress in this howling wilderness with her beauty regimen?”
 

 
  “Whoever we find, I suppose,” Jenell said with a mean little smile. “I have it on good authority that her
  
   particular
  
  method of…problem-solving…would require some…privacy.”
 

 
  Ami grinned nastily right back. “Even
  
   I’ve
  
  heard that one. A reputation
  
   so
  
  epic would be a shame to waste, don’t you think? I almost hope our mysterious foe comes with something
  
   serviceable
  
  between its legs, if only so her time isn’t
  
   completely
  
  wasted.”
 

 
  “You’re an evil little bitch, aren’t you?” Jenell asked with a broad grin.
 

 
  “And how long have you been waiting to call someone a bitch without being stomped on by an officer?”
 

 
  “Oh, you
  
   simply
  
  cannot imagine.”
 

 
  The bard’s answering laugh was throaty and sly. “I can imagine a lot, dear. I could even before they trained me for it.”
 

 
  Jenell shifted her head to stare once again out into the dark, the smile slipping slowly from her features. In the silence that followed, Ami strummed another arpeggio in a major key, subtly lightening the mood without speaking.
 

 
  “My older brother is a Vesker,” Jenell said suddenly. “My father was furious when he announced he was going to be a bard. Well…he
  
   acted
  
  furious, because he’s such a
  
   man
  
  he could never let on in front of his family that he was crushed. We’re a military family, from a long line of soldiers, and seeing the sudden end of that tradition…”
 

 
  “I suppose he was delighted that
  
   you
  
  decided to join the Legions,” Ami said mildly.
 

 
  “I didn’t so much
  
   decide
  
  as…” Jenell trailed off, then shook her head. “Colin is all but disowned, but he and I still write to each other. He told me a lot about his training… There are whole layers to what makes a bard I never imagined.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ami began.
 

 
  “So I know,” Jenell cut her off, “that you’re just playing a role. I’m not so well schooled in literature, but I’ve
  
   been
  
  the spoiled princess long enough to know her when I meet her, and to know that
  
   nobody
  
  is such a vain little shit all the way to her core. I’ve no idea why you’re really here or what you’re after, but… For what it’s worth, I appreciate it. It may just be a little vicious gossip here and there to you, but being re-oriented in my old life, just for a few moments, has been like a breath of fresh sanity.”
 

 
  “Did you like your old life enough you’d want to return to it?” Ami asked quietly.
 

 
  Jenell heaved a soft sigh. “I suppose someday I’m going to have to think about questions like that, aren’t I? If I live long enough. It hasn’t really come up, though. There’s just the next step in front of me, until…”
 

 
  Her sentence meandered off into silence, and both of them gazed absently off into the darkness for a few moments.
 

 
  “Well,” Jenell said in a suddenly brisk tone, “now it really
  
   is
  
  time for a shift change. You’d best grab some sleep while you can; her Grace is adamant about having half of us awake and alert at all times.”
 

 
  “I suppose it’s worth a
  
   try,”
  
  Ami said grudgingly, rising with a disdainful little sniff. “Though how
  
   anyone
  
  expects me to sleep on
  
   rocks
  
  I simply cannot imagine. Ah, well…we endure what we must, I supposed.”
 

 
  She paused for a moment to pack up her guitar and sling its case over her shoulder before turning to head down the stairs. Passing Jenell, the bard stopped suddenly to squeeze her shoulder.
 

 
  “Facade or no,” she said quietly, “the spoiled princess is
  
   no one’s
  
  victim. Ever. All the way to her core.”
 

 
  She gave her one more quick squeeze and then sauntered off, descending into the courtyard without waiting for any reply.
 

 
  Jenell watched her go for a bare moment before turning back to stare out at the darkness of Athan’Khar.
 

 
  The camp in the old courtyard was quiet, if not entirely still. Aside from having one person on the walls at Basra’s insistence, two others remained awake at all times, which at the moment were Schwartz and Ildrin, Ami having retired to her sleeping roll. The priestess and the witch both sat near the small campfire, apparently not interacting with each other. Jenell cast the odd glance down at the group in between spells of staring across the river. Her eyes frequently found their way to the still form of Basra, who lay atop her bedroll with her hands behind her head, apparently in perfect relaxation.
 

 
  For the most part she paced back and forth, working off nervous tension under the guise of patrolling. There wasn’t a lot of space in which
  
   to
  
  pace, a relatively minority of the wall being accessible. The towers on both ends of this particular segment were partially collapsed, leaving nowhere to go beyond the one stretch of battlements.
 

 
  Jenell paused finally, turning her back to the camp to stare into the darkness, and letting one hand stray toward the belt pouch in which she had concealed several books under a bag-of-holding spell. It was quiet enough… No, there wasn’t enough light, Basra was
  
   right there
  
  and she knew very well what a light sleeper she was, and her neck would be justifiably on the line if she let them get ambushed because she was distracted while on guard duty. There had been few opportunities to continue her research of late. That only made sense, given what they had been doing, but part of her just couldn’t shake the suspicion that Basra knew what she was up to, or at least that she was up to
  
   something,
  
  and had been keeping her on her toes.
 

 
  She certainly saw to it that Jenell rarely got enough sleep.
 

 
  The sound of approaching footsteps made her whirl, scowling in anger mostly at herself for being so lost in thought that someone had gotten this close unseen, but it was only Schwartz, carrying two steaming tin cups. He paused, gazing at her with eyebrows raised, but did not seem unduly alarmed by her expression. Meesie, in her customary perch atop his head, straightened up and chittered reprovingly.
 

 
  “Sorry,” said Jenell, relaxing. “You startled me.”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  sorry,” he replied, coming the rest of the way up the steps. “I guess sneaking up on a soldier on guard isn’t the brightest idea. I just thought you might like some tea. Or…is that against, um, regulations?”
 

 
  She had to smile at his hesitant expression. “Technically? Yes. But considering the outfit I’m working for, I suspect the Legion’s regulations are really more like guidelines. I would love some tea, thank you.”
 

 
  He smiled, reminding her of a praised puppy, and stepped forward, handing her a cup. Jenell took a sip—a small one, as it was still quite hot. Not great tea, barely good tea, even, but somehow it was extremely pleasant.
 

 
  Meesie chirped, looking oddly smug.
 

 
  “She helped,” Schwartz said with a wry smile. “The little fire down there is barely enough to keep us from tripping on each other in the dark; it really didn’t want to boil water.”
 

 
  “That’s probably better than attracting the attention of anything that lives in Athan’Khar,” she replied.
 

 
  “Yes, so the good Bishop said, and I can’t disagree.”
 

 
  They were silent for a while, sipping tea and staring out into the dark. Schwartz occasionally stole glances at her from the corner of his eye, which Jenell did not fail to notice, and had to repress the smile it prompted. Meesie turned around three times atop his head before curling into a ball, snuggling down into a blond nest.
 

 
  “Why are you here, Herschel?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  He blinked. “Um…pardon? If you’d rather be alone, I can…”
 

 
  “I mean out here, with us, on this fool’s errand.” Jenell half-turned to glance once more down into the courtyard, where Ildrin was now pacing back and forth a few yards from their sleeping companions, appearing to be having some kind of argument with herself. “The Bishop pointedly didn’t insist that anyone come, and yet…everyone did. And everybody is
  
   up
  
  to something. I don’t know what Ami’s after, but I know it’s something. I thought Ildrin was just trying to get in good with Basra for the sake of her career, but she’s putting up with far too much abuse for that, or for just thinking this is a thing worth doing. Somebody like Branwen Snowe
  
   never
  
  goes this far out of her way unless she sees an advantage in it for herself. So… What’s your motive?”
 

 
  “What’s yours?” he replied quietly.
 

 
  “I asked you first.”
 

 
  He shrugged. “You did, but I’ve been wondering for a while. I, uh… Okay, honestly, I’m not the greatest at interpersonal stuff, but from watching you and the Bishop these last few days it’s like… You seem to have a strong loyalty to her, but also to…dislike her. Rather a lot.”
 

 
  “That’s…it’s…there are…”
 

 
  He glanced at her again, then cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well, um, we can just file that under none of my business.”
 

 
  Jenell heaved a small sigh and took a little sip of tea. “This is why I’m asking. It really
  
   is
  
  none of your business and not something I care to discuss anyway, but… Part of me wants to. It’s been a very long time since I felt I could unburden myself. I hardly
  
   know
  
  you, but…”
 

 
  He smiled fleetingly, giving her another long look, then cleared his throat again. “Well. Um…you’ll probably think it’s silly, but in the beginning…I was just looking to have an adventure. And honest-to-gods go out into the world and
  
   do
  
  things storybook kind of affair, y’know? You might not think it to look at me,” he added wryly, “but I’m usually a bookish sort.”
 

 
  “I would never have imagined,” she said, deadpan.
 

 
  He grinned. “Well, I always have been. My little sister’s forever climbing things and breaking things and scraping her knees. My father was an enchanter, very much a practical type, but his work had him traveling around the continent and he loved every minute of that. My
  
   mother
  
  was a drill sergeant in the Sixth Silver Legion before retiring to get married, and then became the sheriff of our town.” Schwartz sighed, and shrugged. “I mean, I like my life. I like
  
   myself.
  
  But I thought, just once, I should go out and see what it’s
  
   like.
  
  And just maybe gain some insight into what I’ve always been missing and why everybody else always seemed so into it. So when Sister Leraine asked for a fae specialist to travel around Viridill, I jumped.”
 

 
  “And for that you’re…here?” Jenell shook her head. “Hershel, there’s adventure, and then there’s
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “Well, that was then,” he said quietly. “After… I mean, when Bishop Syrinx told us what she planned to do here… Come on, how could I leave
  
   then?
  
  I just… Well, apart from not wanting to be the designated coward, you guys need your fae expert on this affair. You, uh, girls. Women. Ladies… Damn it.” He groaned and clapped a hand to his face.
 

 
  Jenell laughed softly.
  
   “I
  
  will forgive you; I don’t much care about that stuff anyway. Just be glad it was me here and not Ildrin.”
 

 
  “I am,” he said, lowering his hand and staring down into the river below. Even in the darkness, she could see his cheeks color slightly.
 

 
  There was another silence.
 

 
  “Look,” he said awkwardly, half-turning toward her and setting his cup down on the battlements. “I, uh…I’m not very good at… And I don’t want you to think… I mean, it’s not like I really
  
   know
  
  you all that well and I get the sense you have your own stuff to deal with, and anyway I suppose I’m not the sort—I mean, what you prefer—not that I’m making assumptions—”
 

 
  “Oh, for heaven’s
  
   sake,”
  
  she muttered, thunking down her own cup and reaching out to grip the back of his neck. She drew herself close, lifting her head, and kissed him solidly on the mouth.
 

 
  Schwartz stiffened, then shifted as if uncertain what to do with his hands, before settling them gently on her waist, where she couldn’t feel them through the armor. He didn’t seem very practiced at this. And yet…she felt no urge to let it stop.
 

 
  They stood that way for what seemed a long time. Meesie squeaked, burying her little head in her paws and quivering.
 

 
  Schwartz blinked rapidly a few times when they finally pulled apart, wearing a goofy half-smile that was somehow the most endearing thing she’d ever seen. Jenell bit her lower lip to suppress a similar expression, just looking up at his eyes.
 

 
  Suddenly they widened, and his expression changed alarmingly. “Oh…crap.”
 

 
  “Oh
  
   crap?”
  
  she said, her eyebrows shooting upward. “So help me, Herschel Schwartz, if you’re about to tell me you’ve just remembered you have a fiancee back home—”
 

 
  “Jenell,” he said in a low but urgent tone, staring past her shoulder,
  
   “look.”
  
 

 
  She turned, and froze, reflexively grasping her sword.
 

 
  The flickering lights massing on the far bank of the river came from what looked like person-sized candle flames drifting slowly across the water, as well as from wispier, slightly more humanoid shapes in shades of luminous blue and green. The light they put off was enough to illuminate the familiar forms of water elementals rising from the river itself, and other creatures seemingly formed of wood and living plant matter. All these were slowly moving toward them across the river, while behind on the bank, lumbering shapes of stone and sand paced back and forth, unable or unwilling to enter the water.
 

 
  “Herschel,” she said tersely, “are those…”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes in concentration, staring at the oncoming beings. “They’re…elementals.
  
   Lots
  
  of them, but ordinary ones, as far as I can tell. Not the denizens of Athan’Khar. Those are made of strange magic, and they’re rarely this quiet. I think our friend is coming to visit.”
 

 
  “Keep an eye on this,” she said, stepping backward. “I’m going to go get the Bishop.”
 

 
  Even as she spoke, an eerie glow rose up amid the trees beyond, a pale green light that seemed to have a shape of its own, creeping forward toward the water like mist. Jenell hesitated a moment longer, staring at this, then turned to descend the stairs as rapidly as she safely could.
 

 
  She almost faltered a step on finding Basra upright and staring up at her, but continued on her way without pausing. In a moment she had reached the ground, and broke into a run for the last few steps to the campsite.
 

 
  “Your Grace,” she said quietly, “there are elementals crossing the river toward us—lots of them, multiple kinds. Schwartz thinks they’re not Athan’Khar beasts, but agents of our opponent.”
 

 
  “Finally,” Basra said with grim satisfaction, then brushed past Jenell without another word, heading for the stairs. Ildrin moved forward to join them, Ami and Branwen also rising to their feet. Clearly, no one had been able to rest.
 

 
  They made the top of the wall rather crowded; it took a furious glare from Basra to make them all back off from her, several having instinctively tried to crowd around. They finally arranged themselves along the battlements, nervously watching the elementals approach. So far, the creatures were just moving toward them in no particular hurry. None of their behavior seemed aggressive, but there were a
  
   lot
  
  of them.
 

 
  And that greenish, glowing mist kept coming. It drifted forward across the surface of the water now, rising upward in a single tower which rose to the height of their wall; as it neared them, its uppermost part swelled and shifted, twisting about languidly like a very slow cyclone.
 

 
  Less then six feet from the wall, it stopped. All around it, the elementals halted their progress, too, a few on the narrow shore below the fortress wall, but most still drifting on the surface of the river. Only the water elementals seemed to manage this without effort, the rest having to slowly paddle against the current to stay in place.
 

 
  A soft wind grew around them, shifting in time with the slow whirling of the shape atop the pillar of mist. The small cyclone began to glow more brightly, as if its swirling density obscured a more powerful light source within.
 

 
  
   “So. At last we meet.”
  
 

 
  The voice seemed to come from the air all around them rather than from the shape before them, but the light within the funnel pulsed in sync with its words.
 

 
  “Welcome to Viridill,” Basra said calmly, folding her hands before her. “I’m glad you finally decided to address us in a civil manner.”
 

 
  
   “I accept your reproach, Bishop,”
  
  the voice replied. It was distinctly unearthly, with a whispering quality that made its gender indistinguishable, but was as powerful as a shout.
  
   “Circumstance…restrains me. I had hoped some would seek out a parley. I had hoped it would be you.”
  
 

 
  “And whom have I the pleasure of addressing?” she inquired.
 

 
  The cyclone whirled faster for a moment, emitting a rapid pulsing of light that was not accompanied by words before replying.
  
   “You know me.”
  
 

 
  “I assume that you are behind the recent arrival and activity of elementals in Viridill,” she said evenly. “I would like to know who
  
   you
  
  are.”
 

 
  
   “You seek my name? My race? I wonder to what use you would put such information.”
  
 

 
  “All of that is incidental,” said the Bishop. “What concerns us is your motives, and your intentions. Your behavior has been rather hostile up till now.”
 

 
  
   “You think me hostile?”
  
 

 
  “I shall be glad to speak to you at whatever length the conversation requires,” she said in perfect calm. “If you choose to indulge me by revealing your identity, perhaps I might know enough of the culture from which you come to address you in the courtesies to which you are accustomed. As it is, however, since you decline such a display of trust, I ask in turn that you refrain from wasting my time with riddles and wordplay.”
 

 
  “Basra,” Branwen warned quietly. Basra held up a peremptory hand a mere few inches from her fellow Bishop’s face. Branwen edged backward from it, grimacing wryly.
 

 
  Again, the cyclone whirled and pulsed; when it spoke, there was distinct amusement in its tone.
  
   “I perceive that I have insulted you. My apologies.”
  
 

 
  “My feelings are not easy to bruise,” Basra replied. “It is actions that concern me. Your behavior toward Viridill has been quite hostile. I wonder if you realize how close you are to inviting the wrath of Avei.”
 

 
  
   “You threaten me?”
  
 

 
  “Let’s…not threaten him,” Schwartz said nervously.
 

 
  “I
  
   warn
  
  you,” Basra corrected, shooting the witch a warning glare. “And I don’t imagine you are unaware of the repercussions of your actions thus far. I have come here in good faith, to exchange information and to negotiate if you are willing. I would know who you are if possible, but at the very least I must understand what you seek in order to determine how we might reach an accord.”
 

 
  
   “Very good, then,”
  
  said the presence, expanding slightly.
  
   “We must discuss the future, and the past.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “You have my attention,” the Bishop said with a very small smile.
 

 
  “That’s really him?” Ildrin asked, staring at the misty tornado and furiously dry-washing her hands, which were hidden by the wide sleeves of her robe. “This is the person who’s been attacking us?”
 

 
  “Falaridjad, hush,” Basra said curtly.
 

 
  
   “I do not come to attack,”
  
  said the voice.
  
   “Amends shall be made for any harm done and insult given. I seek no quarrel with Avei or her faithful.”
  
 

 
  “That’s good to hear,” said Basra, nodding deeply. “Would you explain what it is you intend?”
 

 
  “What
  
   are
  
  you?” Ildrin demanded.
 

 
  “I apologize for my subordinate,” Basra said smoothly, keeping her gaze fixed on the misty presence. “She is undisciplined and generally annoying, and will now
  
   remove herself
  
  to the courtyard below preparatory to being sent back to the Sisterhood and permanently barred from working with or
  
   near
  
  me ever again.”
 

 
  “I’ve a better idea,” Ildrin said grimly, parting her hands. Something caught between them burst alight with a golden radiance that blinded everyone on the wall top.
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Branwen shouted in horror. “Ildrin,
  
   don’t!”
  
 

 
  Heedless, the priestess lunged forward, colliding with the battlements, and hurled forward the object she held. It blazed like a miniature sun, all the way till it reached the glowing cyclone atop the pillar of mist. As close as the figure was, it was no difficult throw.
 

 
  Whatever the object had been erupted with a noise like shattering crystal, flaring so brightly that for a brief instant the whole seen was illuminated as if by high noon. Several of those gathered let out cries of surprise and dismay, which were quickly lost in the howl that tore itself out of the air all around them.
 

 
  The pillar of mist twisted and writhed as if in pain, veins of golden light shooting down its length. All around, elementals burst into light as well, many letting out eerie cries of their own as they dissolved in a series of flashes. The light spread through the green mist, burning it away in patches; as the onlookers stared in horror, a golden haze tore through the entire expanse of mist, dissolving first the pillar and then working its way across the wide spread that hung over the water.
 

 
  Like a fire racing along a fuse, it burned backward, incinerating mist as it went, the sparkling glow passing the death throes of the earth elementals on the shore. Beyond, it snaked off into the trees, marking a twisting path back through the forest, apparently toward the source of the mist.
 

 
  “What did you do?!” Basrsa snarled, grabbing Ildrin by the collar and shaking her violently.
  
   “What have you done?”
  
 

 
  “I’ve
  
   finished
  
  this,” the priestess retorted, seizing the Bishop’s wrists and staring back at her with an expression of savage, nearly mad satisfaction. “While you schemed and
  
   talked,
  
  I took action. Viridill is
  
   safe!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “No, you fool,” Branwen said wearily. “You just doomed us all.”
 

 
  “It’s dead!” Ildrin insisted. “You saw it! This is
  
   over
  
  now!”
 

 
  
   “What WAS that?”
  
  Basra roared.
 

 
  “Was that a shatterstone?” Schwartz demanded.
 

 
  “It was,” Branwen said in a mournful tone.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is a shatterstone?” Basra snarled, practically spitting in rage.
 

 
  “They’re used to defend Izarite temples from magical threats,” Schwartz said, frowning in evident confusion. “They sort of transmute other kinds of magic to the divine… One of my teachers would give her left arm to learn the secret of making them.”
 

 
  “There’s no secret,” Branwen said, still staring at Ildrin in horror. “It’s one of Izara’s gifts. Ildrin, where did you
  
   get
  
  that?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t matter!” Ildrin shouted, prying Basra’s hands loose from her collar and taking a step back from the furious Bishop. “It’s done now, and that
  
   thing
  
  is no more. We can go home as heroes!”
 

 
  “Well, no,” said Schwartz, wide-eyed. “Those things don’t have
  
   nearly
  
  enough power to destroy a being strong enough to do what this one has been doing.”
 

 
  Ildrin froze, staring at him. “…what?”
 

 
  “That was a projection of some kind,” said Schwartz, shaking his head. “Why would someone so cagey and standoffish reveal themselves in person? You just mortally insulted him, is all. Assuming that trail followed all the way back to the source, you might even have hurt him somewhat.”
 

 
  “You attacked a diplomat under a flag of truce, in violation of my orders,” Basra gritted. “And
  
   now,
  
  thanks to you, there will be no more talking from that creature.
  
   Now,
  
  it’s war. You’d better hope you die in the first engagements, Falaridjad, because you have my
  
   word
  
  before Avei that I’m going to make it my personal mission to destroy you as utterly as anyone has ever been as soon as we get back to Viridill.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   very
  
  much like to know what you were doing with that shatterstone,” Branwen added with uncharacteristic coldness. “They are not
  
   given
  
  away outside the faith.”
 

 
  “We have a more immediate problem,” Schwartz said nervously. “We’d better get going.”
 

 
  “How rapidly can that creature get its act together and come after us?” Basra demanded, turning to him.
 

 
  “That’s not what worries me,” he said, reaching up to pat Meesie, who stood on his shoulder, bristling like a scared cat. “Ildrin just launched a human-made magical effect that followed a path probably a good distance
  
   into
  
  Athan’Khar. If anything in there noticed—”
 

 
  He broke off as a scream echoed in the distance. It came clearly from deep in the woods to the south, a long, ululating wail of mingled agony, sorrow and rage which carried on for a long span of seconds, longer than a human voice could have sustained such a cry. Worst of all, aside from that, it sounded very much as if it
  
   was
  
  human.
 

 
  Immediately, another echoed it from the forest to the west, followed by still a third. Before they had faded, another chorus of voices rose, these eerie and unlike anything that could have come from the throat of a living thing.
 

 
  To the south, distantly among the trees, pale lights began to flicker.
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Basra said in sudden, icy calm, “can you freeze the river to the north for us to cross, and how fast?”
 

 
  “Yes, and it will only take seconds,” he said, “though it won’t last long.”
 

 
  “Long enough to cross?”
 

 
  “I—if we hasten, yes.”
 

 
  “Good. Get to it. Everyone, stay on his heels. We run.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Ildrin said, wild-eyed. “The camp! I have to—”
 

 
  Basra struck as fast as a rattlesnake, backhanding her across the face so hard she would have tumbled from the wall had Jenell not grabbed her collar.
 

 
  “That’s a fine idea,” the Bishop said coldly.
  
   “You
  
  stay here and pack. Everyone whose lives matter,
  
   run.”
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  The end of the dream wasn’t clearly marked; Ingvar still flailed, feeling he was falling, and only belatedly realized he was in the grove of the elves and not a featureless white void. He was kicking up rents in the moss and very close to conking his head on a tree root before he caught hold of himself and stilled.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, is he okay?” Joe’s voice exclaimed from somewhere in the near distance.
 

 
  “Ingvar.” Mary was closer; in fact, suddenly she filled his field of view, her eyes intent and concerned. “Look at me. Are you well? Are you still there?”
 

 
  “Still—where else would I be?” he demanded, straightening up with a wince.
 

 
  “The vision should not be exited that abruptly, or violently,” she said, still frowning at him, but backed away to give him space. “Obviously, my first concern is for your welfare. Please, take your time, take stock. Be certain.”
 

 
  “I…am fine, I think,” he said, getting his legs under him to sit upright. Both his hands were clenched shut…
 

 
  Aspen’s hand clasped in his left. It was gone—she was gone. But in the right…
 

 
  He opened his fingers, and there it was. The nut, shaped somewhat like an uncapped acorn, but larger, shot through with veins of glowing green like some magical ore.
 

 
  “What is that?” Mary demanded. “Where did you get it?”
 

 
  “It’s a promise,” he whispered. “Khadizroth gave it to me.”
 

 
  
   “Khadizroth?”
  
  three voices exclaimed simultaneously.
 

 
  Ingvar looked up, frowning. “That is your answer, shaman. It was he who sent me the dreams. You…
  
   all
  
  know this dragon?”
 

 
  “I don’t know why I expected more mystery,” Darling grunted, folding his arms. “Must just be the general pattern of this trip. But no, suddenly a
  
   lot
  
  of things make a lot more sense.”
 

 
  “This can’t be a coincidence,” Joe added. “Ain’t no such animal. What would the ol’ lizard want with sending you to suss out this hidden knowledge?”
 

 
  “He was just starting to explain,” Ingvar said grimly, finally standing up, “when he was attacked.”
 

 
  “Attacked?” Mary asked sharply.
 

 
  “I couldn’t see by what. He was talking, and suddenly thrashed in pain. His struggles tore at the vision, and it fell apart.”
 

 
  “How much did he tell you?” she demanded.
 

 
  “He spoke of events south of here, in Viridill. Something about honor and obligation that kept him trapped, and how what was transpiring there was a front for…well, that was when he lost focus.”
 

 
  “Viridill,” Mary said, eyes narrowing. “Of course. Khadizroth…
  
   Justinian.”
  
 

 
  “What’s goin’ on in Viridill?” Joe asked, blinking his eyes.
 

 
  “Strange elemental attacks,” said Darling, frowning at Mary.
 

 
  “What the—how do
  
   you
  
  know that?” the Kid exclaimed. “You’ve been with
  
   us
  
  this whole time?”
 

 
  “C’mon, what did you think I wanted that newspaper for in Veilgrad, lining a birdcage?”
 

 
  “You didn’t have it an hour later!”
 

 
  “They aren’t books, Joe; you read ’em and toss ’em. Which I did. C’mon, who brings a newspaper along on a camping trip?”
 

 
  “Who
  
   buys
  
  a newspaper on a—”
 

 
  “Boys!” Mary barked. “Focus, please, we have more important matters. If Khadizroth is seeking to—Ingvar, stop!”
 

 
  He had turned his back to them, crouched, and begun gouging up a hole in the moss, exposing rich forest loam below, and continuing to dig. It was a little awkward with one hand, but in moments he had achieved a hole a few inches deep.
 

 
  “Whatever Khadizroth gave you that for, he is
  
   not
  
  to be trusted,” Mary said insistently.
 

 
  “Actually, if he gave his word, I’d honestly take him at it,” Joe said. “Ain’t like he doesn’t have his faults, but he’s a little obsessed with honor.”
 

 
  “Joe, please,” Mary said in some exasperation. “Ingvar, explain carefully what he said about that before you…oh.”
 

 
  Ingvar was just in the process of replacing the dirt over the top of the nut.
 

 
  “Welp, I guess
  
   that’s
  
  done,” Darling remarked. “Excuse me, everybody, while I back away from whatever’s about to happen.”
 

 
  “After all this time, Ingvar, I would expect more
  
   patience
  
  from you,” Mary said, her mouth tight with disapproval. “Have you any idea what that thing does?”
 

 
  “It rescues someone to whom I made a promise,” Ingvar replied, following Darling’s example and stepping back. “This is about more than just Khadizroth. I will explain everything, shaman, and I will also
  
   want
  
  some explanations, since you seem to know things about this that we don’t…”
 

 
  “How’s
  
   that
  
  for a shocker,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “…but this won’t wait,” Ingvar continued, meeting Mary’s irate gaze and not backing down. “She’s already been a prisoner too long.”
 

 
  
   “She?”
  
  the Crow exclaimed.
 

 
  A shoot of green burst up from the soil.
 

 
  It glowed faintly, like the phantom trees Khadizroth had used to light the way through the dream world, and uncurled rapidly, rising knee-high in seconds. All of them, even Mary, backed away further as the sapling took form, its body hardening into wood and halting its growth at roughly human height, and continued to change.
 

 
  “Ingvar, what have you done?” Mary whispered.
 

 
  The tree was no longer growing vertically, but it was taking a distinct form, its topmost point swelling rapidly like a bulb. Branches separated from its body, two of them, and the lower half of the thin trunk thickened and split in two.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,
  
  that is creepy,” Joe breathed, and Darling nodded in agreement.
 

 
  It was still taking shape, not quite formed and decorated oddly here and there by little protruding leaves, but the sapling was very clearly taking on the form of a skeleton. Its mass continued to expand outward, pelvis and ribcage forming, legs and arms developing joints, the spine beginning to show vertebrae. Two eye sockets appeared in its skull, and the lower portion partially detached, its proto-jawbone hanging.
 

 
  The half-made skull shifted slightly to aim at Ingvar and emitted a low, eerie moan, like the creaking of a ship’s timbers. One skeletal arm reached feebly toward the Huntsman, its partially-formed finger bones bristling with new leaves.
 

 
  “Right, don’t plant magic nuts Khadizroth gives you in a dream,” said Darling. “I would’ve thought that was common sense.”
 

 
  “Well, it ain’t like
  
   he
  
  knows Khadizroth like
  
   we
  
  do,” Joe said nervously, drawing one wand and pointing it at the skeleton-sapling. “Mary, what do you think—”
 

 
  “Put away the weapon,” she said curtly, eyes fixed on the still-swelling tree. “If this is what it seems to be, you could doom us all by harming her. Ingvar… I dearly hope you understand what you’ve done. I’m not certain that
  
   I
  
  do.”
 

 
  He remained silent, watching the dryad form.
 

 
  It was both fascinating and repulsive. Thick vines burst out from her joints, lacing together along her limbs and central body and lining her skull, quickly swelling in the middle to become obvious muscles, or facsimiles thereof. Fortunately they formed across her ribs and abdomen in time to spare them most of the sight of bulbous, mushroom-like structures bursting into being in the place of organs. They formed together and pulsed visibly as they were walled off by the verdant muscle tissue, though they nascent eyes and breasts were still unhidden. A thick amber sap began to ooze out from between the vines, coating the entire structure and filling the air with its sharp scent; she emitted a slightly more human moan, twisting and staggering to the side as if about to fall.
 

 
  Ingvar reflexively stepped forward to catch her, and Mary grabbed him by the collar.
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  put your hands on that,” she said flatly, “unless you want them to be consumed, and possibly the rest of you as well.”
 

 
  Another tracery of vines was unfolding over the now woman-shaped tree, much smaller and more golden in color, forming an intricate lattice across and through her structure; only after a few seconds of puzzled study did Ingvar realize he was looking at a circulatory system. At the very least, they soaked up the sap, which was a relief; the sight was still eerie, but somewhat less disgusting when not
  
   oozing.
  
 

 
  Moss appeared in patches, a thing, lichen-like growth that spread quickly to cover her surface in fuzz, while at the same time long blades of pale green grass sprang out of her skull, quickly extending upward almost three feet and giving her an altogether crazed look.
 

 
  The eyes formed fully before the eyelids did, which was somehow the most disturbing sight yet.
 

 
  The moss spread far too rapidly to be skin, though, coating her in a cocoon of fuzz that wouldn’t stop expanding even after it formed a foot-thick nimbus.
 

 
  The oddly fluffy feminine form wrapped arms around itself, shuddering.
 

 
  “Uh,” Joe said uncertainly, “I don’t think it’s, uh, going right.”
 

 
  She trembled again, and suddenly the long thatch of tallgrass surmounting her went limp, falling around her head in a curtain of thick, glossy green hair. As if that kicked off a final chain reaction, the moss suddenly dried out and flaked away, a green torrent of it falling from her, starting at the head and working its way down to her feet.
 

 
  And there she stood, just as he remembered from the dream. Alive, nude, and perfect. She opened her brown eyes, looked up at the treetops waving above them, and smiled.
 

 
  
   “Aspen?”
  
  Mary exclaimed in shock. Ingvar would never have admitted just how gratifying that was.
 

 
  Aspen snapped her gaze down to fix on the Crow, and her delighted expression immediately collapsed in a scowl. “Oh. Hello,
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Well, I gather they’ve met before,” Darling said airily.
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Joe replied, now flushed bright red and staring determinedly away from the naked dryad.
 

 
  She turned toward Ingvar, widening her eyes, then frowning slightly, and took a step forward, peering fixedly at his face.
 

 
  “Are you…all right?” Ingvar asked hesitantly. “That looked rather…uncomfortable. You made it through unharmed?”
 

 
  “Ingvar?” She took two long strides toward him; he instinctively reared back, but Aspen closed the distance and reached up to take his face in her hands. “It
  
   is
  
  you. But…you’re female.”
 

 
  He gritted his teeth, and gently grasped her wrist, opening his mouth to reply.
 

 
  “But…not,” the dryad continued, frowning, and tilting her head to one side. An oddly pleased expression blossomed on her features.
  
   “Huh.
  
  I’ve never seen
  
   that
  
  before. You’re
  
   interesting!”
  
 

 
  “Well…thank you,” he said with a sigh. “And you’re all right? You
  
   look
  
  the same, but as I say, that looked somewhat traumatic.”
 

 
  Suddenly her expression changed again, her smile widening and taking on a distinctly unpleasant aspect. “Oh, hey, y’know what? This is the
  
   real
  
  world now.”
 

 
  The dryad shifted her grip, letting one hand drop to her side and grasping him by the throat with the other.
 

 
  “And here, I’m
  
   stronger
  
  than you.”
 

 
  “Aspen!” Mary snapped, taking a step forward.
 

 
  She stopped in surprise when Ingvar raised a hand, holding out his palm toward her, but not removing his stare from the dryad’s brown eyes. Joe had surged forward, his wand upraised again, but he, too, came to a halt, staring in alarm.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar said calmly, his voice rasping only faintly under her grip, “let go.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes, staring back at him, but her head tilted imperceptibly back the other way, and he saw the sudden hesitation on her features.
 

 
  It was an expression he recognized, though not from seeing it on her. Ingvar had been around children before. They acted out, yes, but on a deeper level, they wanted to understand where the boundaries were.
 

 
  “I will not ask you again,” he said quietly.
 

 
  The dryad stared, her nostrils flaring once, and then she abruptly released him, taking a convulsive step back and wrapping her arms around herself. Never had he seen an apparent adult look so guilty.
 

 
  “We made a deal,” Ingvar said firmly. “Remember?”
 

 
  She glanced up at him from the corner of her eye, then pouted and nodded once.
 

 
  “Then I expect you to abide by it,” he said. “Is that clear?”
 

 
  Another pause, another little nod.
 

 
  “Aspen.” He waited until she looked up at him fully. “Is that clear?”
 

 
  She grimaced, swallowed, and nodded again, more deeply. “I… Yes. I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded in reply. “Good. Don’t forget again. I’m glad you’re all right,” he added, softening his voice. “I was worried.”
 

 
  She looked up again, now wearing a shy smile.
 

 
  He looked to the side, finding the others all staring at him in shock. Even Mary. Oh, yes, that
  
   was
  
  satisfying.
 

 
  “I think,” the Crow said slowly, “you had better begin
  
   explaining
  
  this, Brother Ingvar. When last I saw this dryad, she was frozen in time and halfway through a transformation into a monstrous form.”
 

 
  “A trans—they
  
   transform?”
  
  Joe said, blinking rapidly. Darling, for once, kept quiet.
 

 
  “I followed the trail I found in the dream,” Ingvar said, stepping over beside Aspen; in stark contrast to her momentary aggression of before, she eased partially behind him, staring mistrustfully at the others over his shoulder. “It was your scent—or essence, or something like it—mingled with another, which I later learned to be the dragon Khadizroth. They moved in the same direction for a time, then diverged. I followed yours first—”
 

 
  “And why would you do that?” she interrupted, staring at him with her customary evenness, apparently having quickly recovered from her shock. Well, that was only to be expected. “You know what you were sent there to discover, and it wasn’t me.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, how is that even a question?” Darling asked, rolling his eyes. “Mary, it’s not that we don’t respect you, but if you’re going to run around acting all aloof and mysterious, and
  
   especially
  
  if you insist on leading people by the nose through preposterous quests, they’re naturally going to seize any chance to find out what you’re really up to. You’ve got nobody to blame for that but yourself. Any good Eserite could’ve explained it to you.”
 

 
  “Quite frankly, I find it hard to believe you didn’t see it comin’,” Joe added. He shrugged a little defensively when Mary turned to give them a very flat look.
 

 
  “Well, they’re right,” Aspen muttered sullenly.
 

 
  “Anyway,” said Ingvar, pulling the Crow’s attention back to himself, “that led me to Aspen, who was imprisoned in…some kind of hourglass.”
 

 
  “An hourglass,” Mary said, staring at him. “Ingvar, do you have
  
   any
  
  idea how much effort went into crafting the dream-space that held her separate in time? Accessible only to me and my fellow healers who were trying to help her?
  
   How
  
  did you get
  
   in?”
  
 

 
  “I have no idea,” he said frankly. “I just did. It was as simple as taking a few steps. Perhaps someone better attuned to the vision could have interpreted it more accurately, but all I remember doing was walking there and pulling open the door.”
 

 
  “A
  
   door?”
  
 

 
  “There was another thing, though,” Ingvar added, frowning, and turned to Darling. “Brother Andros has mentioned that you are an acknowledged expert on the history of Elilial, Darling. Does this include knowledge of other, forgotten or less-known gods?”
 

 
  “Only in passing,” the Bishop replied, cocking his head curiously. “I take it this isn’t a random subject change?”
 

 
  “It’s just that this is the second time I’ve seen a specific image in a vision that proved to be highly meaningful,” said Ingvar, “and I still don’t know
  
   what
  
  it means. Are you aware of any god who uses spider webs as a symbol?”
 

 
  “Spider webs,” Darling mused, frowning deeply. “Well…no, not a one. Not even the pagan gods I know of, and there are very few still extant who aren’t aligned with the Pantheon. None endemic to this continent; Khar was the last of those. No Pantheon god considers spiders sacred, nor Elilial.”
 

 
  Mary was now watching them all even, her face suddenly devoid of expression.
 

 
  “Although,” Darling mused, “the drow use a
  
   lot
  
  of spider iconography. That just occurred to me because it specifically
  
   isn’t
  
  sacred to Themynra. I always figured it was because spiders were important down there; most cultures use images of animals they’re familiar with in their art. I know
  
   very
  
  little about Scyllithene worship, though. Hardly anyone does.”
 

 
  “Have you anything to add to this?” Ingvar asked, turning his attention to Mary.
 

 
  “I?” She raised one eyebrow. “I believe
  
   you
  
  were still rendering an explanation, Huntsman.”
 

 
  “I had come nearly to the end of it,” he said shrugging. “Aspen wished to be released from her prison, and I found I hadn’t the heart to leave her caged.”
 

 
  “Because he’s a
  
   good person,”
  
  Aspen said pointedly, glaring at Mary.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  hush,” the Crow snapped. “And so you just brought her out of a place where she was safe, into a realm foreign to her? Do you realize how close you came to
  
   killing
  
  her, Ingvar?”
 

 
  He nodded. “Khadizroth explained that, too. Knowing what I do now, I might have acted differently. But based on what I knew at the time…what else could I have done?”
 

 
  “You could have
  
   refrained
  
  from meddling with something you manifestly did not understand!” Mary said sharply. “Do you know what happens to a butterfly if you help it out of its cocoon?”
 

 
  “I have never had a newborn butterfly
  
   beg
  
  for rescue in obvious misery,” he said quietly.
 

 
  Mary closed her eyes, then shook her head. “I suppose we should be grateful that this did not lead to
  
   real
  
  disaster. Still, I mistrust this turn of events. Khadizroth isn’t one to do favors for
  
   me
  
  without an ulterior motive.”
 

 
  “Actually,” said Aspen, “he was doing
  
   me
  
  a favor. In fact, he specifically said it was even better because it gave him a chance to stick it to you and the Arachne.”
 

 
  Darling burst out laughing.
 

 
  Mary sighed heavily, giving the Bishop an irritated glance. “Well, that much, at least, I have no trouble believing. And I suppose it would also be in his nature to aid a dryad if one came before him in need. Particularly since she would have been in
  
   extreme
  
  peril thanks to Ingvar’s intervention.”
 

 
  “It worked out,” Ingvar said somewhat defensively.
 

 
  “Yeah!” Aspen added, sticking out her tongue at Mary.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   anyway,”
  
  Joe said loudly, still keeping his gaze pointedly away from the dryad, “what’d we learn about Khadizroth? And what’s goin’ on in Viridill?”
 

 
  Mary turned away from Ingvar and Aspen, pacing a few steps distant and staring off into the darkened woods in thought. “I had not connected these events with Khadizroth specifically, but it hangs together alarmingly well.”
 

 
  “Somethin’ about elementals?” Joe prompted when she trailed off.
 

 
  “They have been attacking the Sisterhood’s interests throughout Viridill,” Mary said, “exhibiting sophisticated tactics which elementals do
  
   not
  
  use without the guidance of a powerful summoner. The Avenists and more recently the Empire are increasingly stirred up over this, as you can imagine.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath,” Joe whispered, frowning. “But… Why would Khadizroth… You reckon he’s finally turning against the Archpope?”
 

 
  “The
  
   Archpope?”
  
  Ingvar exclaimed.
 

 
  “Who?” Aspen asked, frowning in puzzlement.
 

 
  Darling glanced at the other two before answering. “You didn’t hear this from me, Ingvar, but Khadizroth the Green has been working on behalf of Justinian, lately. Under…we’re not sure. Some combination of duress and obligation; the details of that relationship are probably not known to anybody but the people in it.”
 

 
  “He said that,” Ingvar said, realization dawning on his face. “He was trapped by honor, and under an obligation he did not like. He
  
   was
  
  turning against whomever he was beholden to—the Archpope, if what you say is true. But not because he’s summoning elementals; it was
  
   my
  
  quest that was his rebellion. He said he sent out the visions as a gambit to draw Mary’s attention to what was happening in Viridill without being too overt.”
 

 
  “But what would Justinian possibly have to gain from attacking Viridill with elementals?” Joe exclaimed. “I mean, aside from bein’ incredibly
  
   risky
  
  to make the Sisterhood of Avei an enemy, what’s the
  
   point?”
  
 

 
  Darling clapped a hand to his forehead. “Basra!”
 

 
  “Hm,” Mary mused.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  are you guys
  
   talking
  
  about?!” Aspen shouted.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Ingvar said, patting her on the shoulder. “I know all this must be boring for you. It’s important, though; have a little patience, please.”
 

 
  “Well, okay,” she grumbled, leaning her head against his shoulder. The gesture was startling, and the sensation oddly pleasant.
 

 
  “Basra Syrinx is the Avenist Bishop,” Darling said, beginning to pace up and down in excitement. “She’s also one of the few in Justinian’s inner circle. I don’t know the specifics of what she did to cheese off High Commander Rouvad, but she’s been exiled to Viridill for the last few months as some kind of punishment. If Justinian wanted her
  
   back…”
  
 

 
  “Then,” Joe continued, nodding in understanding, “all he’s gotta do is enchant up a crisis, one this Bishop Syrinx would be suited to solve. An’ if he was controllin’ the
  
   source
  
  of the crisis, he could make sure she was the one to solve it. If she was a big enough hero, the High Commander would almost
  
   have
  
  to bring ‘er back.”
 

 
  “Is Syrinx
  
   really
  
  that important to Justinian?” Mary asked, watching Darling closely. “I would have thought her too risky and difficult to control.”
 

 
  “Well, apparently she is,” Darling replied “which is a
  
   fascinating
  
  revelation to me. Unless you have a better explanation for all this.”
 

 
  “Andros has spoken on the subject of Bishop Syrinx,” said Ingvar. “I doubt
  
   he
  
  would be pleased to see her back.”
 

 
  “A
  
   lot
  
  of people wouldn’t be,” Darling agreed. “Which would explain why extraordinary measures were needed to
  
   get
  
  her back.”
 

 
  “Then,” said Mary, “as things stand, Justinian’s plans proceed apace, and he is on the verge of getting something he wants. Whatever he did to Khadizroth to prevent him from revealing this plan to Ingvar, we cannot assume he has removed the dragon from play, or that his plans have been stopped. He is not one to launch such an effort without failsafes in place.”
 

 
  “I agreed,” Darling said, nodding grimly. “We’re here, and we’re the only ones who know what’s going on. We have to step in.”
 

 
  “Why do we want to stop the Archpope’s plans?” Ingvar asked quietly.
 

 
  All three of them turned to look at him, and he could clearly see the contemplation on their faces. There was something politically deep going on here, something to which he was not privy.
 

 
  “Well, because he’s a jerk,” Aspen said reasonably.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  know about this?” Ingvar demanded.
  
   “How?”
  
 

 
  The dryad shrugged. “This Archpope guy is forcing a dragon to act in a way he doesn’t want to and hurting him to shut him up when he tries to talk about it. He’s calling up innocent elementals and using them to attack innocent humans, just to trick everybody into liking somebody who apparently is also a jerk. I mean, I get the impression there’s a lot of
  
   history
  
  here that I don’t know about, but just from what you guys have described right
  
   here,
  
  he sounds like an asshole.” She looked up at Ingvar. “You talked to me about honor, right? Doing stuff that’s…right? And good? If we’re gonna be doing that, it sounds like we’re not on the Archpope’s side.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Joe said, blinking. “That’s remarkably perceptive.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   dumb,”
  
  Aspen said defensively.
 

 
  “My apologies, ma’am,” the Kid replied, doffing his hat to her. “I certainly didn’t mean to imply you were.”
 

 
  “Viridill’s just on the other side of this grove,” said Darling. “If we start now…”
 

 
  “You will have to cross the entire province,” Mary said thoughtfully. “Khadizroth will be operating out of Athan’Khar; it has already been determined with relative certainty that the source of the elemental attacks is there, and a green dragon would have little to fear from the things therein. Vrin Shai itself is closer to the southern border than the northern one, and the Imperial and Avenist forces concentrated along the border will be where those planning any defensive effort are concentrated.”
 

 
  Joe drew in a deep breath and blew it out in an explosive sigh. “It’ll take a day or two… I mean, once we get to the Rails, sure, but it’s a fair piece o’ walkin’ to make it that far, if I remember right from the maps I’ve seen.”
 

 
  “Wait, ‘you’?” Ingvar demanded. “You won’t come?”
 

 
  Darling cleared his throat. “Mary can’t exactly
  
   talk
  
  with the Imperial Army. They’d shoot on sight.”
 

 
  “…oh.”
 

 
  “I can expedite your travel, though,” she said.
 

 
  “Wait,” Joe said nervously, “you’re not talkin’ about that creepy place…between, are you?”
 

 
  “Absolutely not,” she said firmly. “What Tiraas did to Athan’Khar struck from across the planes. Traveling between dimensions in its vicinity is
  
   extremely
  
  unwise.”
 

 
  “Y’mean even more unwise than it normally is.”
 

 
  “Precisely. However, you can be blessed with a charm that will enable you to cross great distances quite quickly. I can arrange it such that it will fade as you reach your destination.”
 

 
  “You sure?” If anything, Joe looked even less comfortable. “I mean, Raea did that for us out in Desolation an’ she had to be there to
  
   undo
  
  it at the other end.”
 

 
  “Raea is a smart girl,” Mary said dryly, “who has devoted less time and effort to the craft than have my toenails. Trust me, Joe, I know what I am about. Besides, I will need to escort Aspen safely back to Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Oh, no you don’t,” Aspen said, clinging to Ingvar’s arm. “I wanna go with you guys. I’m staying with Ingvar.”
 

 
  Darling winced. “Um, I’m not sure that’s a great idea.”
 

 
  “What?” she demanded. “Why not?”
 

 
  “This is going to lead to some already difficult conversations; it’s going to be tricky enough to explain what’s going on and how we know of it. Adding a
  
   dryad
  
  to the mix will just make things worse.”
 

 
  “Dryads generally cause somethin’ of a ruckus if they get too close to Imperial holdings,” Joe added.
 

 
  “What?” She seemed offended. “What’s wrong with dryads?”
 

 
  “Dryads are unpredictable and dangerous,” Ingvar replied.
 

 
  “Oh,” she said, mollified. “Well, okay, then. But figure it out, because I am
  
   not
  
  staying here with
  
   her.”
  
  She glared accusingly at Mary, who rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “If nothing else,” said the Crow, “I still need to learn whether Naiya plans any vengeance for what befell Juniper.”
 

 
  “Naiya?” Joe said in alarm.
  
   “Vengeance?
  
  What happened to Juniper?”
 

 
  “You know Juniper?” Aspen asked, staring at him.
 

 
  
   “Aspen,”
  
  Mary said in exasperation.
 

 
  “Well, of
  
   course
  
  Mother isn’t going to do anything,” the dryad replied in the same tone. “Honestly.
  
   You
  
  of all people should know better than that; if she were going to smack everybody she’d have done it by
  
   now.
  
  Mother doesn’t have the biggest attention span.”
 

 
  “Still,” said Ingvar, patting her hand where it gripped his arm, “they’re right. Bringing you would be an added complication.”
 

 
  “But…I wanna stay with you,” she said plaintively, gazing up at him.
 

 
  “No,” Mary said flatly.
 

 
  “It’s really not a good idea,” Darling agreed.
 

 
  Joe cleared his throat. “Um, ‘scuze me, but can I just play dryad’s advocate, here?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him.
 

 
  “So, we’re goin’ into a situation where we’ve got an army of elementals on one side and an army of humans on the other, right?” he said. “Well, seems to me it’d be
  
   fantastically
  
  useful to have someone along who can order one side to stand down an’ who the other side won’t dare shoot at.”
 

 
  Silence held for a moment while they considered that.
 

 
  “Elementals may not be so easily ordered about,” Mary mused finally. “Still, though…you’re not without a point. They would
  
   definitely
  
  not attack a dryad. It’s quite possible that their summoner could not even force them to. And neither the Imperial Army nor the Silver Legions would risk it, either.”
 

 
  “Right,” said Joe, nodding. “So if worst comes to worst, we just have ‘er stand in the middle and…that’s that.”
 

 
  “Yay!” Aspen beamed at them. “I’m coming along! Oh, but before we go…can we stop and hunt something? I’ve just been, like, re-born, and I’m
  
   really
  
  hungry.”
 

 
  They all backed quickly away.
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  Though they still mostly lacked the paving of the Empire’s modern, carriage-friendly infrastructure, the ancient roads of Viridill had been designed to withstand time and the elements without needing major upkeep; most of them had been built when the province of Avei’s faithful had been beset on all sides by enemies, rivals, and marauding nomads, and needed to rapidly convey troops at minimal notice. The road, thus, was still a road and still navigable, but after nearly a century of scant use and no maintenance, it was in bad enough shape to throw up impediments to five people fleeing along it in the dark. Grasses had taken root even in its hard-packed surface, decades of wind and rain had gouged ruts and enormous potholes, and debris from the dense forest surrounding had fallen everywhere. All three priestesses ran with golden glows radiating from them, which helped a lot, but members of the party still tripped and stumbled often.
 

 
  No one gave up. Even had anyone been so inclined, the sounds of what was coming after them would have spurred them onward. The eerie keening of whatever was running in an apparent group continued, but far worse were the long, aching screams, the far-too-human sounds of absolute pain and despair. And they were all growing steadily closer.
 

 
  Ami proved to be in remarkably good shape; she was not only keeping up, despite awkwardly clutching her guitar case as she ran, but managing to hum almost continuously. It wasn’t quite full bardsong, but she lent what she could to the group. Schwartz, too, had cast a quick enhancement over them to keep them going once they all assembled on the bank beyond the frozen river. Between them, they had done what they could, and their efforts showed, but the group had been running for more than a quarter of an hour, and only Jenell and Basra were really trained for such exertion—and even Jenell was starting to falter, having to make the dash in armor.
 

 
  They were all lagging. What was chasing them was still gaining.
 

 
  Finally, Branwen lost her footing on a half-hidden tuft of grass and stumbled to her knees, barely catching herself against both palms and letting out a soft sob of pain and exhaustion. Around her, the rest of the group faltered as well, turning to look.
 

 
  Basra kept going a few more steps before stopping and turning around. She stared down at the fallen Izarite for half a moment, then glanced up at the darkness swallowing the road in the direction from which they’d just come, then finally trotted back, reaching down to none too gently grasp Branwen under the shoulder and tug her upright.
 

 
  “Not much further,” she said curtly, and even she was slightly out of breath. “The treeline is only a hundred yards ahead. Once we’re in the open, the armies will see us and help.”
 

 
  “They don’t stop,” Ildrin wheezed, sagging forward and panting. “Why don’t they—”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  shut your noise hole,” Basra snapped.
 

 
  “They never forget, never forgive,” Ami said, clutching her guitar case as if for comfort; she was pale and utterly lacked her usual haughty poise. “They won’t stop till every drop of Tiraan blood falls. Once they get the scent—”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is not helping!” Basra exclaimed. “Come on, all of you, pull it together! We’re nearly out of the woods. Schwartz, is there
  
   any
  
  more you can do?”
 

 
  “Very dangerous,” he croaked, panting heavily and with one hand pressed to his chest. “Messes up th’body… Natural capacity…”
 

 
  “None of that will matter if we’re all—”
 

 
  And then something burst from the trees beside the road, not ten yards behind them.
 

 
  In the roughest sense, it was humanoid, pink and fleshy, but unformed as a scarecrow. Spindly arms were totally out of proportion to its body, tipped in fingers so long they resembled tentacles; for a head it had only a misshapen lump without apparent eyes. It had a mouth, though, a huge, gaping maw lined with uneven, flat teeth, dripping streams of viscous drool that glinted in the light of Basra’s aura. And it was easily fifteen feet tall.
 

 
  The thing opened its mouth still wider and screamed, that same wail of anguish that had been following them since the fortress. This close, it was far louder, and somehow even more horrible. Ildrin and Branwen both staggered backward from it with muted cries.
 

 
  Basra stalked forward, sword upraised; after a second, Jenell joined her, drawing her weapon and raising her shield.
 

 
  Before they even reached the front of the group, the monstrosity wailed again and came charging toward them. Its speed was terrifying.
 

 
  Schwartz spat a few unintelligible syllables and hurled Meesie straight at the thing, right over the heads of the two Legionnaires.
 

 
  The mousy little elemental exploded in a massive fireball in midair.
 

 
  What landed on the road between them and the monster of Athan’Khar was the size of a pony and more resembled a lion than a rodent, with a halo of seething flame for a mane. The creature didn’t so much as slow; letting out a deafening roar of challenge, Meesie charged forward, lunging to grasp one of its legs in her powerful jaws.
 

 
  The elemental’s weight yanked the brute off-balance, and they tumbled sideways into the treeline, the monster emitting another anguished scream, this one sounding distinctly angrier. Meesie whirled to her feet and lunged on top of it, snarling and savaging the thing with fiery claws.
 

 
  “Keep going,” Schwartz shouted, seeming to have recovered some of his breath. “She can’t hold it long!”
 

 
  Branwen needed a tug from Ildrin to get moving again, and did so with a slight limp, but in the next moment they were all going, markedly slower than before, but still going. The sounds of battle receded behind them, but not fast enough for anyone’s comfort. In the distance but growing ever closer were the shrill, whining notes of the other kind of monster chasing them; not far behind the first beast came another ululating wail.
 

 
  With a sharp
  
   pop
  
  and a flurry of sparks, Meesie appeared out of midair, again mouse-sized, and landed on Schwartz’s shoulder, squeaking in dismay.
 

 
  “Out of time,” he panted, not glancing back.
 

 
  “Almost there!” Basra shouted, pointing ahead with her sword. “See?”
 

 
  Indeed, they were close; in the darkness they head nearly reached the treeline before being certain, but once they topped a small rise, a gap widened before them. The forest gave way to a wide plain, kept clear as a barrier against just the kinds of things now pursuing them; in the distance, two fortresses were visible, brightly lit with modern fairy lamps, and the torches of encamped armies even closer. Even in the dark and at this distance they could tell the forces massed there were significantly greater than when they had entered the woods the previous morning.
 

 
  Topping the small hill seemed as if it would take the last strength from them, but they picked up speed running down the other side; for a wonder, none of them tripped or lost balance. In just a few moments more, they were emerging from the trees onto the plain, the road leading straight toward the fortress looming in the distance to the west.
 

 
  The howl came from behind them, terrifyingly close.
 

 
  And this time, the smaller shrilling of the other things was even closer.
 

 
  They poured out of the trees only a dozen yards behind the fleeing humans, having seemingly avoided the road. There were easily a dozen of them, pasty white things like cave salamanders with far too many limbs, but they bounded along more like monkeys than spiders. That was all there was to them, seemingly: a central blobby mass and uneven numbers of gangly legs, with no signs of eyes or mouth. Nothing to indicate what produced that high-pitched keening.
 

 
  Basra turned to face them again, her aura brightening and a shield flashing into place around her. “Schwartz, got anything else?”
 

 
  “One las’ trick,” he wheezed, but was already moving as he did so, tucking his hands momentarily into his wide sleeves. He waved both of them in wide arcs, spreading his fingers; a hail of what seemed to be gravel flew from his left to strew across the ground, while he released a gout of powder from the right, which hung in the air, forming into a small grayish cloud.
 

 
  Jenell pushed past him, raising her shield, as Basra stepped up on the other side; Ami and Ildrin huddled behind them, Branwen actually slumping to her knees in defeat.
 

 
  The moment the first of the creatures crossed beneath Schwartz’s cloud, the night exploded into brightness.
 

 
  A dozen small bolts of lightning slashed across the space between the cloud and what he had thrown to the ground. The spider-blobs kept charging heedlessly forward, and as soon as they lunged into the trap they were blasted to the earth by searing arcs of electricity. At the speed they were moving, it took only seconds for all of them to lie charred across the road, several still twitching feebly.
 

 
  “Well
  
   done,”
  
  Basra panted.
 

 
  Then the towering monster burst out of the treeline.
 

 
  It bore long claw marks, oozing green ichor, as well as several burns, but it wasn’t slowed. Opening its mouth wide, it howled even louder than before at them, hurling itself forward in a mad charge.
 

 
  Before anyone could stop her, Basra went pelting right at it.
 

 
  The brute lunged forward, slashing at her with one of its gangling hands, fingers throwing off sparks as they scraped across her glowing shield.
 

 
  The exchanged that followed was too rapid for the exhausted onlookers to make sense of, but in the next second, Basra was staggering backward, her shield collapsed under the sheer force of the blow, while the creature’s severed hand flopped to the road.
 

 
  The howl it emitted was physically painful in volume. It hesitated barely a moment, brandishing the stump of its arm at them, before charging again.
 

 
  Suddenly, black shapes swarmed around the group from behind, a whole wall of them planting themselves between the humans and the monster and raising a line of triangular shields. More darted forward, slashing at its legs.
 

 
  The beast faltered, wailing and swiping ineffectually at the dark figures, which seemed like little more than shadows in the faint moonlight. They moved far too adroitly for it to strike.
 

 
  Several more dashed into position, carrying long polearms; two of these charged at it from the sides, and deftly impaled the creature’s central body, then planted the butts of their weapons in the ground and held them down. It wailed, tugging back and forth and nearly dislodging its attackers, but even as they faltered, two more appeared, adding their own long shafts to hold it in place.
 

 
  All the while, the milling shadows below went to worth with slashing weapons which were as indistinct as they in the darkness, ripping into its legs and actually beginning to carve chunks out of them. Wailing in fury and pain, the monster was progressively borne to the ground, the polearm warriors shifting position to keep it contained as it was systematically hacked to shreds.
 

 
  Once they had its legs effectively removed, the shadows swarmed over it like ants, swiftly disabling its arms and then going to work on its central body. In only seconds more, its cries were silenced; mere moments thereafter, it stopped moving entirely.
 

 
  The five humans stared at this over the shoulders of the shadow-figures between them and what remained of the monster.
 

 
  Schwartz summed up everyone’s thoughts
 

 
  “Uh—
  
   whuh?”
  
 

 
  One shadow detached itself from the group, stepping toward them and lifting its hands to its head. It removed a helmet, an act which oddly made the dimly-glimpsed shape make sense; it, and all the others, were warriors in armor which had been treated with something to make it pitch black and non-reflective. The same effect had been applied to the blades of their long polearms and the sabers with which they had dispatched the monster.
 

 
  Helmet off, the being revealed aquiline features, elongated ears, crimson eyes in a dark gray face and white hair cut in a bob that hung just below her chin.
 

 
  “Drow?!” Jenell said in astonishment.
 

 
  “Ah, good,” the drow said tonelessly, glancing at her. “A scholar. Bishop Syrinx, I presume?” she added, bowing to Basra. “I would ask how your negotiations went, but that would appear to be a formality.”
 

 
  Another wail rose up very close by, and the drow commander’s gaze snapped in the direction of the forest.
 

 
  A towering beast, seemingly identical to the first, lunged out of the treeline, pausing for a moment on the open ground to orient itself. Seconds later, a third emerged ten yards or so on its left.
 

 
  The drow advance fighters scattered, forming themselves into a wide arc with pikemen interspersed along their length, preparing another takedown.
 

 
  Before they could move, however, a barrage of lightning bolts came flashing out of the darkness to the northwest, carving scorched paths across the prairie grass and blasting the nearest monster off its feet. As it wailed in pain, the fire kept up, keeping it physically pinned down under the sheer fury of the attack even as it was systematically burned to a crisp.
 

 
  Two squads of soldiers in light Imperial Army uniforms advanced toward them at a trot, their front ranks with staves leveled and firing even as they moved. What looked like a continuous stream of energy blasts was coordinated along the line, lightning flashing forward in a well-practiced pattern that kept up constant fire while allowing each trooper to let his weapon rest and avoid overheating. They came at an oblique angle that kept the drow out of their line of fire; circling around to do it had likely accounted for their late arrival.
 

 
  The third monstrosity screamed in fury and turned to face them, setting off at a lumbering run; at a barked order from an officer, one squad peeled off, switching their fire to it and changing formation so the soldiers behind came into play, adding their staves to the assault. In seconds it had been brought down, thrashing and wailing while they came on. The first creature was barely stirring now, still under the continuous barrage of the first squad.
 

 
  Of the humans sheltered behind the drow shield wall, all but Basra and Jenell actually sat down in the road, panting with exhaustion, and now, relief. The drow relaxed at a soft command from their leader, the advance warriors streaming back to join them and the shield defenders lowering weapons.
 

 
  As the Imperial squads moved up even with the group, there came another barked order and the staff fire ceased. Moments later, orbs of elemental water were conjured in midair by battlemages and splashed downward onto the thoroughly dead and severely charred Athan’Khar monsters, followed by careful sprays that doused the small fires smoldering all over the area.
 

 
  An officer peeled off from the first squad and trotted up to them, saluting as he came to a stop.
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx, glad to see you safe. Colonel Nintambi sends his regards; we’re to escort you back to the joint field command post.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, nodding to him and sheathing her sword, before turning to peruse her bedraggled group. “Is Falaridjad still alive—ah, good. Take that woman into custody.”
 

 
  He glanced uncertainly at the priestess, who was slumped on the ground with her head resting on her knees, shoulders heaving with the effort to draw breath. “Uh…ma’am? I mean, of course, but with all respect you don’t hold an Army rank; I’ll need a little bit more to go on.”
 

 
  “Whatever follows from here is
  
   her
  
  fault,” Basra said curtly. “We succeeded in meeting and beginning negotiations with our antagonist, at which time
  
   this
  
  insubordinate, grandstanding mortal avatar of
  
   stupidity
  
  assaulted him with a relic she had apparently
  
   stolen
  
  from an Izarite temple. Our chance to make peace can be considered effectively squandered.”
 

 
  Ildrin made no reply at all to this, still seemingly struggling for breath.
 

 
  “I see,” the lieutenant said grimly, snapping his fingers and pointing to two of his soldiers. “You heard the Bishop; this woman is under arrest.”
 

 
  “Sir!” the chorused, saluting, and stepped forward, each holding a staff in one hand and using the other to hike Ildrin upright by the shoulders. She offered no resistance, hanging limply in their grip.
 

 
  “Where I am from,” the drow commander observed, “a person would be slain on the spot by her commanding officer for such conduct.”
 

 
  “We have different ways here,” Basra replied. “I want her to
  
   survive
  
  to see the outcome of whatever follows, so she can be publicly held to account for every last ounce of the ensuing carnage.”
 

 
  “Ah.” The commander nodded, smiling faintly. “I can see the virtue in such an approach.” The Tiraan lieutenant gave her an uneasy sidelong glance.
 

 
  “The Empire and the Silver Legions I expected to find here,” Basra continued, “but
  
   your
  
  presence is a surprise. Not that I am anything less than grateful, mind.”
 

 
  “Forgive me. I am Yrril nur Syvreithe d’zin An’sadarr, and have the honor of commanding the Narisian contingent attached to the coalition here.” She saluted in the Narisian style, twirling her saber then touching its tip to her temple before sheathing it. “Queen Arkasia was extremely curious at the sudden massing of troops this close to Tar’naris; upon being appraised of the situation, she dispatched forces to assist. The queen takes our treaty with the utmost seriousness. Tiraas and Tar’naris are sisters; whoso attacks one shall contend with both.”
 

 
  “I, for one, am
  
   extremely
  
  delighted to see you here,” Basra said, bowing. “I’m sure my companions will concur when they have their breath back.”
 

 
  Schwartz waved weakly, nodding in agreement.
 

 
  “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Basra added somewhat wryly, “but I devoutly hope the rest of this event proves to be a complete waste of your time.”
 

 
  “So does every sane soldier,” Yrril replied, her thin Narisian smile of courtesy expanding by a few bare iotas to show a hint of real amusement. “Based on your account, however, I fear we shall not be so blessed.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Basra said more grimly. “Lieutenant, and… I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your rank?”
 

 
  “I would customarily be addressed by given name by anyone not in my chain of command,” the drow replied, “but if it comforts you, we commonly translate the rank as Archcommander.”
 

 
  “Archcommander, then. Lieutenant. If you’d kindly lead the way to the rest of those in charge, I have people badly in need of rest and medical attention.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, ma’am,” said the lieutenant, “but it appears you could do with some yourself.”
 

 
  Basra shook her head. “In time. First, I have a detailed report to present. The coalition’s leaders have to know what happened and what to expect.” She glanced back at the dark forest, narrowing her eyes. “I can’t say how soon, but we are about to be at war.”
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  “This Ingvar sounds like he’s cruising to get himself digested,” Tellwyrn snorted.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” the Crow mused in reply. “Perhaps not.
  
   Likely
  
  not, I think. His manner toward Aspen is not at all the approach I would take… If anything, he appears to be relating toward her as a devout Shaathist toward a young woman who has suddenly become his responsibility.”
 

 
  “You could print that up in a handsome leather binding under the title
  
   How to Get Eaten by a Dryad.”
  
 

 
  Kuriwa smiled faintly. “In general, yes. I think that this situation reflects Sheyann’s hard work, and ours. Assuredly Aspen as she was when you placed her in
  
   this
  
  situation would have responded very poorly indeed to such treatment, but Sheyann reports that she has found success in teaching the dryad some self-awareness and responsibility. Not enough that I would inflict her upon your campus like Juniper, but she is, at least, primed to want to better herself. You of all people know how it is with the young. They act out, on some level, because they need to find where the boundaries are. Ingvar is providing her that. She appears to be taking to it
  
   quite
  
  well, far better than I could have anticipated.”
 

 
  “So he’s teaching her
  
   Shaathist
  
  boundaries.” Tellwyrn shook her head. “Be it now or further down the road,
  
   someone’s
  
  getting eaten. Meanwhile, we face the question of what to do with
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  They stood in the magically fortified chamber deep beneath the University, staring up at the time-frozen form of Aspen locked in mid-transformation.
 

 
  “This new body,” Tellwyrn mused, “you said it exhibited
  
   no
  
  signs of transforming?”
 

 
  “And I studied her carefully with more than just my eyes, yes. Whatever Khadizroth did, it brought her back in a default state.”
 

 
  “I wonder why
  
   you
  
  didn’t just do that in the first place.”
 

 
  “First,” Kuriwa said with faint annoyance, “because stabilizing her emotionally was necessary before that was safe, and we are the beneficiaries of
  
   great
  
  good fortune that that process had gone far enough to be successful when Ingvar blundered across her. And second, it honestly did not occur to me that such was possible. I’ve added it to the ever-lengthening list of things I intend to discuss with Khadizroth when the opportunity presents itself.”
 

 
  “Well, we’re procrastinating, here, and we both know it,” Tellwyrn said somewhat brusquely. “I’d advise retreating a couple of steps. Presuming what you just let loose in Viridill is the real and
  
   only
  
  Aspen and not some kind of clone, this thing might just slump over dead, or it may be savage, mindless, and predatory. And there is absolutely no guessing what Naiya will think of us dispatching it.”
 

 
  “In the worst case scenario,” Kuriwa said calmly, “you can always re-freeze it, no?”
 

 
  “Right,” Tellwyrn grumbled, “because this is
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of nicknack I want cluttering up my basement for all eternity. Stand back.”
 

 
  She gave no more warning beyond a curt gesture of her hands, and without any visible magical effect, the partially-transformed dryad continued the motion she had been in the middle of, which was a very aggressive step forward.
 

 
  A low groaning sound echoed from within her snarling face, and she staggered forward another step; neither elf backed up further, Tellwyrn keeping her hands up and ready to cast again. Aspen’s body swayed drunkenly to one side, then slowly toppled forward.
 

 
  She hit the stone floor and completely collapsed. Five seconds later they were looking down at a pile of sticks and golden aspen leaves, only the spray of grass stalks that had been her hair serving to hint at a humanoid form.
 

 
  “Well.” Tellwyrn shook her head, and folded her arms.
  
   “Well.
  
  I suppose that was the absolutely
  
   ideal
  
  outcome.”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “I’m always mistrustful when those happen.”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “Should we check outside and see if the world is ending?”
 

 
  “We are
  
   underground,
  
  Arachne. Naiya’s domain is more than plants and animals; if she thought us guilty of slaying one of her daughters, we
  
   would
  
  be hearing about it already.” Kuriwa shook her head. “No, I believe we can consider this matter satisfactorily concluded. Aspen is, really and truly, safe and free.”
 

 
  “And,” Tellwyrn drawled, “running around Viridill with some Huntsman, that smirking weasel Darling and Joseph Jenkins, who I rather like. I was hoping to persuade him to attend my school in a few years; I’ll be
  
   very
  
  put out if you get him eaten, Kuriwa.”
 

 
  “Someday, Arachne, we’re going to have a conversation which includes
  
   no
  
  exchange of threats, and both of us will be left with a great yawning void in our hearts.” The Crow turned and stepped toward the room’s only door. “Now, I believe I had better visit Sheyann and inform her of this. She will be rather disappointed that her work was thus interrupted; hopefully she finds this conclusion as satisfactory as we.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa.”
 

 
  The Crow paused at the tone of Tellwyrn’s voice and turned back to face her, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  The sorceress wore a frown, but it was a pensive and slightly worried expression. “Not to tell you your own business, but I really think you ought to go keep an eye on this group you set loose in Viridill.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “The events you describe down there, Khadizroth’s apparent involvement, and
  
   especially
  
  this hint that he’s answering to the Universal Church now… In the last few days, Justinian has been making hostile noises at my school, to the extent of riling up a continent-wide debate in the newspapers.
  
   I
  
  have had to seek out advice from gods of the Pantheon with regard to this, the Black Wreath has taken it as an opportunity to strike at his interests by ‘helping’ some of my kids…”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is an unsettling prospect.”
 

 
  “Imperial Intelligence has likewise gotten involved… And the whole time, the big unanswered question has been
  
   what
  
  the Archpope thinks he can accomplish this way. He poses zero threat to me, and he knows it. Now
  
   this.
  
  Whatever else he’s done, this has done a bang-up job of fixing the world’s attention
  
   here.
  
  To the point that I, for one, had no idea anything so interesting as a rash of elemental attacks was taking place in Viridill. I think, Kuriwa, someone competent had better be on site there. Someone who knows to keep an eye out for Justinian’s sneaky fingers.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Now frowning herself, Kuriwa nodded slowly. “You raise an extremely valid point, Arachne. Yes, I believe I shall take your advice. Thank you.”
 

 
  “I suppose wonders never cease.”
 

 
  “If they did,” said the Crow, turning again to leave, “you would simply make your own. Which is a better prospect for the world than you becoming
  
   bored.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned down at the pile of leaves and twigs that had previously been a dryad’s body as the sound of small wings receded down the corridor behind her. “Said Elder Pot to Professor Kettle. Bah… Now, where does Stew keep the brooms?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Sorry I’m late,” said Basra, arriving in the command tent and helping herself to a position around the map table. “Have I missed anything significant?”
 

 
  “No, and you’re hardly late, your Grace,” said Colonel Nintaumbi, nodding respectfully to her. “The only development since last night is that our scouts and scryers have confirmed the absence of any further reaction from Athan’Khar; there are no more monsters north of the river, or indeed north of the corrupted region. Scrying is ineffective beyond that point, I’m afraid.”
 

 
  “My scouts,” Yrril said calmly, “have ventured to the edge of the corruption and found it calm. The denizens of Athan’Khar are howlingly mad, to the last. It is not in their nature to strategize, or lie in wait. It is safe to assume they are not planning another attack.” She had removed her helmet and carried it under one arm; in the light of day, her armor was revealed to be a form-fitting tunic and trousers of some densely woven material overlaid with strategic plates of metal. All of it, as well as the hilt of her saber, had been treated to prevent them shining even in the sunlight.
 

 
  “That fits,” Basra agreed, nodding. “Our quarrel is with the elementalist currently
  
   hiding
  
  there, not with the spirits of Athan’Khar. What we faced last night were simply the specimens antagonized by Falaridjad’s stupidity. Where is she?”
 

 
  “En route to Vrin Shai to be held pending arraignment,” said General Vaumann. “You and your other companions will naturally be called upon to testify, so the proceedings will have to wait until things are somewhat settled here. I did, on your recommendation, have a suicide watch placed on her, though if I may say so she doesn’t seem the type.”
 

 
  “Good. Thank you.” Basra nodded deeply to her. “The type or not, I want
  
   no
  
  risk taken of that treasonous imbecile finding an easy way out of her mess.”
 

 
  “The rest of your party are still resting,” Vaumann added. “After the night you’ve had, no one would blame you if you remained with them. What an interesting group, Captain Syrinx. A bard, a witch, a sole Legionnaire and a priestess of Izara. One might think you were trying to form an old-fashioned adventuring party.”
 

 
  Colonel Nintaumbi cracked a grin at that; Yrril cocked her head infinitesimally to one side.
 

 
  Basra drew in a deep breath through her nose and let it out slowly. “I have a feeling that was rather amusing, General. I may ask you to repeat it sometime when I’m not so fresh from shepherding that gaggle of misfits away from a mostly self-inflicted doom.”
 

 
  “It’s a date,” Vaumann said with an amused smile.
 

 
  “In any case,” Nintaumbi said more briskly, “the core of our strategy will rely on magical superiority. General Panissar has sent us two strike teams, and the last scroll I got said four more were requisitioned and on the way. In addition to that, we have no lack of battlemages, both those attached to the units already present and a detachment from the Azure Corps who arrived just an hour ago.”
 

 
  “We have been assured by our fae specialists,” said General Vaumann, “that while this summoner’s ability to call up elementals at such a long range is impressive and dangerous, maintaining a fine control over them at that range is beyond the realm of possibility. Even if he
  
   is
  
  a competent general, which we have yet to see evidence for or against, his troops are more like animate weapons. Our objective will be to create controlled chaos on the battlefield and prevent any elementals which arrive from coordinating.”
 

 
  “Makes sense,” Basra agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “The Second Legion is going to take a primarily defensive stance,” Vaumann continued. “We’re backed by clerics, and I’ve had them hard at work since yesterday buffing and applying more than the standard blessings to weapons and armor. They’ll make a fine bulwark against anything operating on fae magic. The Imperial Army is going to take a more aggressive stance, using mages, staves and what mag artillery we can get into the field. Yrril’s troops are far more mobile than any of ours; Narisian infantry are quicker even than cavalry, as the Silver Legions have had cause to observe.” She gave Yrril a wry look, receiving a bow and a polite smile in reply. “They’ll form our primary means of controlling the field. The trick here is going to be avoiding any friendly fire incidents; the Legions should be adequately shielded against stray staff shots, and Colonel Nintaumbi is having full suites of grounding and shielding charms issued to the Narisians from the Army’s stores. Beyond that, it’ll be Army hammers and Legion anvils all the way down, with Narisian tongs to put our enemies in just the right spot.”
 

 
  “Will you have problems fighting in the sun, Yrril?” Basra asked, turning to the drow.
 

 
  “We have means of dealing with it,” she replied.
 

 
  “In fact,” Nintaumbi added, “we have reversed variants of the same charms to enable our troops to operate in the dark. We intend to draw up plans for a counter-attack at night. Drow are known to have an advantage in the darkness, but the hope is that human forces moving at night will take them by surprise.”
 

 
  “As long as this character hides in Athan’Khar,” Basra said grimly, “we’re at a stalemate. Surely you don’t plan to cross the river in force.”
 

 
  Vaumann shook her head. “The hope is that if we can decisively crush a full complement of whatever he or she fields, it will put our enemy in a more conciliatory frame of mind and we can try diplomacy again.”
 

 
  Basra grunted. “If he wants Falaridjad, I fully endorse handing her over.”
 

 
  “I’ll make a note of that,” Vaumann said dryly. “Now, with regard to the immediate—”
 

 
  “General!” A runner dashed up to the tent, saluting as she came to a stop. “Ma’am, we’ve had a… It’s hard to describe. Some people just arrived on our northern flank, insisting on speaking with whoever’s in charge. They got here with some kind of fae fast-travel effect; they say they just crossed the whole province in the last two hours. On foot.”
 

 
  Nintaumbi frowned deeply; Yrril raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “’Some people?’” Vaumann repeated. “Can you offer a
  
   little
  
  more detail, Corporal?”
 

 
  “Very little, ma’am, but it’s a
  
   weird
  
  group. A woman dressed as a Huntsman of Shaath, a boy about sixteen, a woman who appears to be a dryad, and a man claiming to be the Eserite Bishop.”
 

 
  “What?” Basra straightened up.
 

 
  “Did you say a
  
   dryad?”
  
  Nintaumbi exclaimed. “Are you sure?”
 

 
  “No…sir,” the Legionnaire said, glancing between him and General Vaumann. “She has green hair and an odd complexion. She’s under-dressed and, um, somewhat lacking in social skills. I was ordered to alert the General, not interrogate them. Ma’am, the Eserite says they have important information about the elemental summoner.”
 

 
  Vaumann drew in a deep breath and let it out in a huff. “Well. This is peculiar enough, and suggestive enough, that I think it’s worth investigating. Any disagreements?”
 

 
  Yrril shook her head. “I concur.”
 

 
  “If we’re going to talk to this lot, let’s go to
  
   them,”
  
  Nintaumbi said firmly. “If that
  
   is
  
  a dryad, apart from wanting to know what the
  
   hell
  
  is going on, I don’t want her in the middle of my troops.”
 

 
  “Good thinking,” said Basra. “I’ll come along, if I may. I know the Eserite Bishop quite well; if this is an impostor I’ll be able to alert you.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” said Vaumann. “Lead the way, Corporal.”
 

 
  The defenses across the southwestern border of Viridill consisted of a line of fortresses, jointly staffed by the Imperial Army and the Silver Legions, marching between the Tiraan Gulf and the southernmost tip of the Stalrange, where the Viridill hills merged with the younger, craggier mountains. The land stretching between them was heavily patrolled, but the fortresses themselves were not large, serving primarily as platforms for mag artillery. They lacked the space to house the much larger than usual forces being assembled along the border, and as such, most of the troops were currently encamped in tents.
 

 
  One reason the joint operation had gone so well thus far was that the three commanders of the coalition forces got along very well, sharing, among other things, a preference for leading from the front. They had a command center set up in Fort Naveen, which stood right on the coast, but had preferred to move themselves to the middle of their assembled army during the day.
 

 
  It was a fairly short walk to the point where their mysterious visitors had arrived, and they saw their destination long before getting there. Imperial troops, both on and off duty, were clustered around the region, craning their necks to see what was up ahead and generally preventing the arriving commanders from doing so. A few bellowed words from Nintaumbi scattered them back to their own business, leaving the visitors guarded only by the Silver Legionnaires who were actually supposed to be present.
 

 
  They were at a staffed checkpoint, either having gone for it directly or been brought there by the soldiers. Legionnaires saluted General Vaumann upon her arrival, stepping aside to grant, finally, a view of the mysterious party.
 

 
  They were very much as the runner had described: a youth in a sharp suit, a beardless and uncomfortable-looking individual wearing the ceremonial gear of the Huntsmen of Shaath, a sullen-faced young woman with green hair wearing a black leather duster and clearly nothing underneath (as she couldn’t be bothered to hold it closed), and…
 

 
  
   “Bas!”
  
  Antonio Darling crowed, throwing wide his arms and beaming at her.
 

 
  “Antonio,
  
   what
  
  do you think you’re doing here?” she demanded, stalking toward him and ignoring the Legionnaires who moved to intercept her before being called back by a gesture from Vaumann.
 

 
  “Straight to the point!” he cried, grinning from ear to ear. “Hah, just like old times. I’ve
  
   missed
  
  you!”
 

 
  “I gather this actually is him, then?” Vaumann said dryly.
 

 
  Basra sighed heavily through her nose. “Antonio, these are General Vaumann, Colonel Nintaumbi, and Yrril nur Syvreithe d’zin An’sadarr, the joint commanders of the force assembled here. Ladies and gentleman, may I present Bishop Darling, of the Thieves’ Guild and the Universal Church. And the rest of this I am just
  
   dying
  
  to hear.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” Darling said gaily, gesturing to his companions. “Meet my very good friends, Brother Ingvar of the Huntsmen, Joseph P. Jenkins of Sarasio…”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” said Jenkins, tugging the brim of his hat.
 

 
  “…and of course, Aspen, daughter of Naiya.”
 

 
  The dryad just folded her arms and grunted sullenly.
 

 
  “She’s had a trying morning,” Darling confided. “Tree spirits aren’t usually much for cross-country running, and then on top of that we made her wear clothes.”
 

 
  “You didn’t
  
   make
  
  me do anything,” Aspen snapped. “I
  
   agreed
  
  to.”
 

 
  “What she said,” Darling said equably.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Nintaumbi, “But…
  
   the
  
  Joseph Jenkins?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid so, sir,” Jenkins replied.
 

 
  “What a fascinating story
  
   this
  
  must be,” said General Vaumann, her eyes roving across the group. “I was told you had information for us?”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” said Darling, cheerful as ever. “Might there be someplace a tad more comfortable where we can sit and chat?”
 

 
  “With the greatest possible respect,” said Nintaumbi, “there are Imperial laws governing dryads.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” Aspen exclaimed. “How dare you?”
 

 
  She stilled instantly when Ingvar took her by the elbow, leaning forward to murmur softly in her ear. The dryad’s expression fell and she lowered her eyes, abashed. Whatever the Huntsman said was too quiet for most of them to hear, though Yrril raised an eyebrow at it.
 

 
  “I understand your concern,” said Darling, “but Aspen is a friend. We’ll vouch for her.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Basra folded her arms. “And who’ll vouch for
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  He gave her a sardonic look. “Oh, come on now, Bas.”
 

 
  The two Bishops stared at each other for a long moment, then she shook her head. “All right, fine. I cannot say that Bishop Darling doesn’t generally know what he’s doing. If he says Aspen is safe, I’m inclined to believe him.”
 

 
  “It’s not necessarily that simple,” Nintaumbi said, frowning.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Yrril said, “we should consider whether, in an unprecedented situation such as this, codes and regulations are as important as the needs of the moment.”
 

 
  “I have to agree with that,” said General Vaumann. “Very well; Captain Syrinx, why don’t you escort our very
  
   interesting
  
  new friends to the command tent? We’ll join you momentarily; I would like a quick word with my fellow commanders.”
 

 
  “Of course, General,” Basra said with a sigh. “Silly me, hoping I could for a
  
   few
  
  hours escape the menagerie of oddballs and…
  
   adventurers.”
  
 

 
  “You do seem to have a knack for finding them, don’t you?” Vaumann agreed.
 

 
  “I haven’t found a
  
   damn
  
  one of them,” Basra grumbled, “they keep getting
  
   dropped
  
  on me. Except Covrin, who I’ll note is the only one who doesn’t add to my headaches. All right, Antonio, bring your friends this way, please. And…try not to
  
   touch
  
  anything.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Universal Church of the Pantheon did not host worship services as such, at least not in the sense that individual cults did. Its smaller chapels, in less-populated areas, often did so, where there were only a few followers of each faith and no space or budget to build a temple for everybody. A Church service tended to be general to the point of generic, lacking the specific flavor of any one deity. The Church’s sanctuaries were built along a plan that encouraged people to sit with their attention focused on a single speaker in the front, as they served as general meeting places in many parts of the Empire and the world, even when not being put to use as houses of worship.
 

 
  Exactly how much activity the great sanctuary of the Grand Cathedral in Tiraas saw depended very much on the inclinations of whoever was currently Archpope. The sanctuary area was always open, but most often served as a quiet place for prayer and contemplation. Some Archpopes had held prayer meetings multiple times a week, while others did not see fit to call any assembly except in times of great tragedy or celebration.
 

 
  Justinian’s presence before the public was carefully measured, as was everything he did. Prayer meetings at the Grand Cathedral were regular but not frequent; he sponsored smaller services once a week on average, conducted by a rotating roster of clerics, but himself led a sermon only on a monthly basis. It served to keep him present and memorable in the minds of the public, while always keeping the appetites of the faithful whetted for more of their Archpope’s sparing attention.
 

 
  This was his first public address since the beginning of the newspaper-driven controversy surrounding the University at Last Rock, and his Holiness was playing to a bigger crowd even than usual; the Grand Cathedral was packed to the point that Holy Legionaries had finally stopped more people from entering, so many were standing along the walls. Thus far, his sermon had been fairly typical, but when he shifted to the topic everyone most wanted to hear about, the hundreds present stilled so fully that their collectively indrawn breath was plainly audible.
 

 
  “I know that many of you have been concerned with reports from Last Rock,” the Archpope stated, gazing out across the crowd with a solemn frown, his hands resting on the edges of his pulpit. “The matter has been argued over so much in recent days that I think this issue has become somewhat muddied. At its core, it seems to me that this is a controversy over nothing less than the role of adventurers in our society. Whether they are still part of the modern world… Whether they
  
   should
  
  be.
 

 
  “It speaks well of our people, I think, that so many have opinions on this, and care enough to discuss them. We were once an adventuring society; wandering heroes have done much to shape our history, and the destinies of nations…and Empires. This is a question of who we once were, who we shall become, and who we
  
   are.
  
  A society will only flourish while its members care about such questions.”
 

 
  He paused, then smiled with a careful touch of ruefulness. “If you hoped to hear me endorse or rebuke Arachne Tellwyrn for teaching a generation of young adventurers to follow the old ways, I must disappoint you. It is important for an Archpope, more even than most spiritual leaders, to remember his or her place, and to cultivate a measure of humility. I am here to intercede, to mediate—not to direct.
 

 
  “This, though, I will say: it is my fervent hope that in the days to come, while this matter is discussed and debated, you will all remember the importance of
  
   solidarity.”
  
  He raised his arms in a gesture of benediction, smiling kindly down on the assembled faithful. “Everything that brings us together here is rooted in the concepts of togetherness, and
  
   oneness.
  
  We are many nations under one Empire. We are many faiths under one Church. Even the very gods we follow have led the way and set this example: they are many deities, gathered in one Pantheon. It is a universal truth that people are stronger
  
   together
  
  than when they are split asunder. Please, remember this as you contemplate the role of adventurers, of this University, of
  
   any
  
  matter that engenders strong feeling. Anyone who would divide you from one another seeks only to control or destroy; look to those who bring
  
   togetherness.
  
  Only together do we continue to grow toward the bright destiny to which the gods have called us.”
 

 
  “I am glad to hear you say so.”
 

 
  Gasps rose all around as her voice echoed through the cathedral. She appeared at the opposite end of the central aisle from the Archpope behind his pulpit, just inside the great open doors without having passed the Holy Legionaries guarding them.
 

 
  She was a young woman rather shorter than average and not much to look at—but she was also a towering figure, her head brushing the peaked roof high above, and her presence filling the vast chamber. Her voice was soft and unprepossessing, yet powerful enough to echo through the ears and souls of every person present as if she stood right beside them. Nothing changed upon her arrival, and it it was as if the cathedral were filled with brilliant sunlight, with the smell of flowers…or at least, the sense of such things.
 

 
  Izara paced slowly forward, smiling calmly to the left and right as she came. Shocked worshipers belatedly fell to their knees as she passed, as did the armored Legionaries posted throughout the sanctuary.
 

 
  “The Pantheon have talked about this among ourselves,” said the goddess as she strolled forward. “The nature of the world today, the needs of our people. And, specifically, the University at Last Rock, its students and graduates. Its…eccentric…founder and leader.” She shook her head, slowly, and it was as if sunbeams shifted throughout the room, the scents of different flowers changing rapidly as though carried on playful currents of wind. “Arachne Tellwyrn… What a difficult individual. We have long observed her, and dealt with her. We know her faults, and they are many.
 

 
  “But we know her virtues as well, and those are also many. Ultimately… Arachne is someone we know, and who knows us. Someone who cares for the world and the people in it, though her unique way of being can obscure that fact. She has earned a measure of trust.”
 

 
  Izara continued forward, having crossed most of the sanctuary by now; the Archpope had stepped around from behind his pulpit to meet her. He did not kneel, but bowed to the goddess, and held that uncomfortable position as she came.
 

 
  “Your Archpope has spoken truly. This question is one of adventurers, of heroes, of whether they are necessary, and what form they should take. I have discussed this with my brothers and sisters, and this I will tell you:
  
   we
  
  were once adventurers, and heroes. Taking up the mantle of godhood was necessary in those dark times. It is a fate I would not wish upon anyone for whom I cared, but it was what had to be done.
 

 
  “And that is all a hero is: someone who does what is
  
   necessary.
  
  You may think, when you hear the word, of rangers and wizards, rogues and bards, embarking on a quest for gold and glory. It applies just as well to the man who rushes into a burning building to rescue a child. To the woman who seeks a public office to represent the needs of common people who have been too long ignored. To a priest who prays for you, and with you, and helps you through your darkest hours, no matter how exhausted he may be in his own soul. Heroes are all around you.”
 

 
  The goddess reached the end of the great chamber and turned to face them, her back to the Archpope and pulpit. She was far too short to obscure the crowd’s view of the dais; her awesome, towering presence blotted out everything but herself.
 

 
  “One thing a hero must be is
  
   prepared,
  
  and that means there must be those dedicated to preparing them. Perhaps someday, this shall be a peaceful world. A world where all of nature is in harmony, where no wars rage and no diseases ravage. A world in which every government and every church has no aim except the well-being of those who look to them.” Slowly, mournfully, Izara shook her head again. “It is not such a world yet. And in addition to those mundane problems that have always plagued humanity, it is a world complicated by magic and still haunted by surviving memories of the bitter times that gave birth to the Pantheon. I will say this to you: it is not time for the age of heroes to end. Not yet.
 

 
  “They must change, though. The old ways don’t work in the new world. No one understands this better than we. My sisters and brothers called no paladins for three decades while we considered the state of the world, and those called since have each been of a new pattern, selected to address new needs. A new
  
   kind
  
  of hero is needed.”
 

 
  She paused, her eyes moving across the kneeling crowd, then smiled. “I trust Arachne to teach a new generation how to fill that need. Remember what your Archpope has told you today: it is togetherness that will save us all. Arachne cannot do this alone, and should not be expected to. I agree with the criticism of some that she ought not be the sole arbiter of what youths become powerful and successful, but that does not mean she should be condemned for stepping up to fill a need.
  
   More
  
  must rise. It is up to
  
   you
  
  to shape the destiny of your world, and to decide what kind of life you will leave for your children. Love one another always, and you will find the heroes among you who are needed.”
 

 
  The goddess smiled, and everyone present felt suddenly alive as never before, giddily joyful and yet solemn. Then, just as quickly, her expression sobered.
 

 
  “On a personal note, I would clarify that Branwen Snowe does not speak for me, or my faith. Remember love, my friends. Care for each other as yourselves.”
 

 
  And she was gone.
 

 
  The stillness left by her absence was stunning; the hundreds of souls kneeling in the Cathedral stared, awestruck, at the place where the goddess had stood.
 

 
  Archpope Justinian, fittingly, was the first to recover his poise.
 

 
  “We have been blessed beyond
  
   measure,”
  
  he said, his normally controlled voice slightly rough with emotion. He stepped back behind the pulpit, gazing fervently down upon his people. “Remember this day, my friends; it is only rarely, and
  
   never
  
  for nothing, that the gods speak to us in person. Remember what you have been told. Love one another as yourselves. Each of you must carry this forward in your hearts, and decide what it means for your lives. For now, I believe a prayer of
  
   thanks
  
  for this blessing is called for.”
 

 
  Somewhat shakily, the parishoners rose to slide back into pews, following along as the Archpope led them in a devotion of gratitude and humility before their gods. All the while, he remained a living picture of perfect serenity.
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  The atmosphere in the command tent was tense and growing tenser. Basra’s party had begun to wake an go in search of her, which had only helped partially; Branwen and Jenell had both turned up as they were arriving, and while Branwen, at least, was giddily eager to see Darling again, Jenell simply made another person to stand around in uncomfortable silence while the two Bishops chattered.
 

 
  She was also the least awkward Legionnaire present. There had been a shift change while Basra and the commanders had gone to the checkpoint, and the Imperial guards had been replaced by soldiers of the Second Legion, all of whom were directing stares at Ingvar. Their expressions ranged from outright baleful to merely puzzled; he studiously ignored them, wearing a wry grimace.
 

 
  
   “ATTENTION!”
  
 

 
  All six Legionnaires (seven including Covrin, who hadn’t even been doing anything) snapped upright, redirecting their stares ahead into space. So did Joe, who then immediately flushed and sat back down on the stool he’d appropriated by one of the tent poles.
 

 
  The commanders strode back into the shade of the awning, Vaumann, sweeping a scowl around at her soldiers which promised further discussion on this later, but made no further comment to them, instead nodding again to Darling.
 

 
  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said in a far calmer tone.
 

 
  “What were you guys talking about?” Aspen asked.
 

 
  “Aspen, that’s not polite,” Ingvar said quietly.
 

 
  “What?” The dryad turned a scowl on him. “Why not? I want to know!”
 

 
  “People’s business is theirs,” he replied calmly. “Prying into it shows a lack of respect. If someone wants you to know what they were doing, they’ll tell you.”
 

 
  “Sides,” Joe added with a grin, “I reckon anybody’d have a few words to exchange if
  
   this
  
  gaggle of weirdos showed up on their doorstep.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  a weirdo,” Aspen snapped, stomping her bare foot. “Ingvar, tell him!”
 

 
  “Tell him what?” Ingvar said dryly.
 

 
  “Aspen, my dear, you are as normal as any of us,” Darling said gallantly.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you!” she said, pointing at him.
 

 
  Basra cleared her throat loudly.
  
   “Anyway.”
  
 

 
  “Right, yes,” Darling said in a more serious tone. “To business. I mentioned we uncovered something relevant to your engagement here.”
 

 
  “Which, I’m sure, is
  
   quite
  
  a story,” Colonel Nintaumbi said flatly.
 

 
  “A long one, most of which would be of little interest to you.” Darling nodded to his companions. “I’ll try to summarize, but chime in if I forget anything that seems significant. Especially you, Ingvar, you’re the one who saw the relevant part firsthand.”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  me,” Aspen said haughtily.
 

 
  “Of course,” Darling said, smiling kindly at her. “Anyhow. We’ve been off on a quest of Ingvar’s—Shaathist business which Joe and I happened to be along to help with. This culminated last night with a vision quest of sorts that involved Ingvar entering a kind of dream world, while we kept watch.”
 

 
  “Dream world?” the Colonel said skeptically.
 

 
  “I know of this,” said Yrril, nodding. “Themynra’s followers do not enter it deliberately, but some rites of the faith involve journeying within. Stepping into the dreams of others, or the space connecting them, is considered a risk against which acolytes are cautioned. This is very dangerous,” she added directly to Ingvar. “You entered it deliberately? I assume you had the guidance of a priest of your people.”
 

 
  “An elvish shaman, actually,” the Huntsman replied. “Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  Basra’s lips thinned, but any response she might have made was overrun by Colonel Nintaumbi.
 

 
  “What?” he exploded. “The
  
   Crow?”
  
 

 
  “She’s been pulling strings from the back of this business,” said Joe. “Uh, Ingvar’s business, not yours. Seemed she was as surprised as the rest of us to learn there was any connection.”
 

 
  “Fraternizing with the Crow is an extremely
  
   serious
  
  matter,” Nintaumbi grated. “The woman is a highly dangerous individual and a self-declared
  
   enemy
  
  of the Tiraan Empire!”
 

 
  “What?” Darling gasped, his eyes widening. “She
  
   is?
  
  All this time…? And I…” He turned his back to them, shoulders quivering, and said tremulously. “I just feel so
  
   used.”
  
 

 
  An identical look passed between Joe, Ingvar and Basra; Branwen rolled her eyes. Nintaumbi and Vaumann stared, nonplussed, at Darling’s back, while Yrril raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Antonio,” Basra warned.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, fine,” he said, turning back to face them with a grin. “You can’t just let me have my fun?”
 

 
  “No,” she said curtly. “This position could be under attack
  
   literally
  
  any moment. No one has time for your customary goofing around.”
 

 
  “All right, Colonel,” Darling continued, “if you feel the need to report this, go right ahead, but I can assure you that my association with the Crow is long-standing and known to both Archpope Justinian and Quentin Vex. I’ve not spoken personally with his Majesty on the subject, but it’s my assumption that he knows what Vex knows. All of us feel it’s best to have someone who can talk civilly with her, rather than being completely in the dark concerning what she’s up to.”
 

 
  “I suppose that will have to do, for now,” Nintaumbi said with a deep frown. “So long as you’re aware she is
  
   using
  
  you.”
 

 
  “Yes, and she’s aware that I’m using
  
   her.
  
  Mutuality is the foundation of all stable relationships, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “Actually,” Branwen began.
 

 
  
   “Anyway!”
  
  Basra shouted.
 

 
  “Anyway, Mary is only tangentally related to this,” Darling continued. “In this dream-quest of Ingvar’s, he encountered a green dragon by the name of Khadizroth, who warned him of events happening in Viridill and that there was trickery afoot.”
 

 
  “Khadizroth,” Vaumann said, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “So,” Nintaumbi said grimly, “it seems we have our summoner.”
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Darling demurred.
 

 
  The Colonel snorted. “We’ve been looking for a highly powerful and presumably immortal fae magician; green dragons have been specifically mentioned as likely culprits. Khadizroth the Green is a known figure who is
  
   not
  
  on the roster of the Conclave’s membership. When I hear hoofbeats, your Grace, I think of horses, not zebras.”
 

 
  “Seriously,” Basra exclaimed,
  
   “what
  
  is a zebra?”
 

 
  “There’s more to it than that, Colonel,” Darling said, frowning himself now. “The timing is suggestive. Ingvar, would you mind relating exactly what passed between you and Khadizroth? I’m sure you remember it better than I.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said the Huntsman, nodding. “In the dreamscape, I first found Aspen, and then the dragon. We spoke with Khadizroth at some length; he rendered insight into Aspen’s situation and gave us magical aid for her, and then we discussed my visions and my quest. Which,” he added with a sudden frown, “I don’t think are pertinent here…”
 

 
  “Go on,” General Vaumann said, nodding.
 

 
  “In the end,” Ingvar continued, “Khadizroth said that he was beholden to someone he didn’t particularly like assisting, and had sent out visions in order to call for attention and help. He spoke of events in Viridill and Athan’Khar—not by name, but he referred to cursed lands to the south, and that can hardly mean anything else. His last comment was that someone should know that what was happening here was a smokescreen. And then…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Nintaumbi said impatiently.
 

 
  “I think,” Ingvar said slowly, “he was attacked.”
 

 
  
   “Attacked?”
  
  Basra said, scowling.
 

 
  “He broke off mid-sentence,” Ingvar replied, “and thrashed and cried out in obvious pain. His flailing was so severe that it seemed to damage the dream-scape, and forced my vision to an abrupt end.”
 

 
  “So,” said Darling, “to summarize, Khadizroth
  
   knows
  
  something about what’s happening here, and was trying to summon help in a sufficiently roundabout method that it wouldn’t catch the attention of…well, we don’t know who, unfortunately. After a perfectly lovely conversation with Ingvar and Aspen, he tried to deliver that warning, and
  
   that
  
  was the point at which he came under attack. Obviously, there are any number of possible interpretations of this, and yes,
  
   one
  
  is that he’s somehow behind these events. But another, and more likely it seems to me, is that he’s down there trying to
  
   help,
  
  and the actual summoner just acted to put a stop to it.”
 

 
  A grim silence fell over the tent, all those present staring around at one another with pensive and unhappy expressions.
 

 
  “I’m not sure whether this has helped us or not,” Nintaumbi said finally.
 

 
  “It is more information,” said Yrril. “In war, information is a commander’s lifeblood.” Vaumann nodded approvingly at her.
 

 
  “But if anything, the waters are muddied even
  
   further,”
  
  the Colonel growled. “Now we have another player, and an
  
   obvious
  
  suspect for complicity if not outright responsibility in these attacks, and yet we’re
  
   still
  
  not certain if he’s doing this, or
  
   why.”
  
 

 
  “One thing is obvious,” said Darling. “Assuming Khadizroth’s account was true, there
  
   is
  
  another player involved, one who has some kind of hold on him. It could be someone who’s fighting against him, or who sent him down there to help, or anything else.”
 

 
  “Let’s not forget this dragon has an established relationship with the Archpope,” said Joe.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Vaumann exclaimed, while Basra and Darling turned identically inscrutable expressions on the Kid.
 

 
  “It’s come up, when I’ve crossed wands with him,” Joe replied, glancing at Darling. “What
  
   kind
  
  of relationship I couldn’t tell ya, but it’s something.”
 

 
  “Crossed wands…” Nintaumbi stared at him. “You’ve
  
   fought
  
  this dragon?”
 

 
  “Twice,” said Joe, nodding.
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Sarasio Kid,” Darling said grandly.
 

 
  “So I can’t say I’m exactly his bosom buddy,” Joe continued, “but we’ve managed a couple of fairly civil conversations in and around the shootin’, an’ I’d have to say that of all the things I’d suspect Khadizroth of doin’,
  
   lying
  
  ain’t one. He’s a little obsessed with honor an’ integrity.”
 

 
  “Boy, isn’t
  
   that
  
  the truth,” Aspen grumbled. “We were talking with him for all of five minutes and he managed to make half of it about
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “It wasn’t that much,” Ingvar said, patting her on the shoulder, “and he was not wrong.”
 

 
  “Which puts us right back where we started,” Nintaumbi exclaimed.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Vaumann, nodding thoughtfully. “It seems the great tragedy here is that whatever struck him did so before he could reveal what he intended to.”
 

 
  “When was this?” Basra asked, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “Last night,” said Darling. “We stopped to rest and eat before coming, but even with that we made
  
   great
  
  time. Mary sent us off with some kind of fairy hoodoo to make the trip only a couple hours—this was from the elven grove on the north of the province. For
  
   some
  
  reason,” he added, grinning at Nintaumbi, “she wasn’t interested in coming along to chitchat with the Army.”
 

 
  “What
  
   time
  
  last night?” Basra pressed.
 

 
  Darling and Ingvar glanced at each other uncertainly.
 

 
  “After midnight,” the Huntsman said after a moment. “There were no clocks in the grove, obviously. We could not see the position of the moon through the trees, and I for one was in a trance which tended to distort the passage of time.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Basra mused. “I wonder what an Izarite shatterstone would do to a green dragon.”
 

 
  “Very little,” said Branwen. “Those are only meant to be defensive; they react when magical entities invade the temples in which they are placed, transforming their inherent magic into the divine. It’s meant to critically weaken fairies and cause demons to burn. But a
  
   dragon
  
  is far too powerful a being to be severely affected by such an effect. Besides, the greens are not actually fairy creatures; they only use fae magic, and normally have spells of all four schools on hand besides.”
 

 
  “Things work differently when used incorrectly, by definition,” Basra replied. “The fact that a shatterstone is meant to be a passive thing suggests it might cause entirely different effects when
  
   hurled
  
  at an enemy.”
 

 
  “Sounds like
  
   you’ve
  
  had an interesting night, as well,” Darling remarked.
 

 
  “All of this is speculation, and not particularly helpful,” said Vaumann. “Unless we can somehow arrange another conversation with this dragon, whatever he knows is lost to us. You said your people know rituals similar to this dream thing, Yrril?”
 

 
  “I fear that is a null line of inquiry,” Yrril replied. “The priestesses I have brought with me are highly specialized in shielding and healing magic. By the time I sent to Tar’naris for a suitable specialist, battle is likely to be joined and the point moot. Besides, as I said, deliberately walking through the dream to connect to others is
  
   not
  
  part of Themynrite practice. Even if a priestess were willing to help, she would be improvising. Are we that desperate, yet?”
 

 
  “Seems like an elvish shaman would be a better bet anyway,” Nintambi mused, “since they seem to do this on purpose.”
 

 
  “Same problem applies,” said Basra. “It’d take a week to convince a woodkin shaman to leave their precious grove, and that’s assuming we could get one to listen at all. The elves up north were standoffishly sympathetic to our problem when I talked to them, but they’re still elves, and
  
   that
  
  would be asking a lot. I don’t suppose you have any idea where your friend Mary is now,” she added dryly.
 

 
  Darling shrugged. “Generally speaking, you find out where Mary is when she feels like telling you.”
 

 
  “What of the Viridill witches?” Vaumann suggested. “None came to the front with us, but there are still several in Vrin Shai.”
 

 
  “I have no idea what any of them would even know about this,” said Basra, then frowned. “Wait, what?
  
   None
  
  came here? What the blazes do we need them for, if they’re not going to help with the elementals?”
 

 
  “After Vrin Shai,” Vaumann said very dryly, “we determined they were better used as reserves to mop up individual events behind the lines while the military handled the main confrontation. They seem even less amenable to doing
  
   what
  
  they are told, when, and how, than the average run of civilians. Unless someone has another idea, then, I suppose that’s that. The information is appreciated, but it seems we’ll have to proceed as we were, without Khadizroth’s input.”
 

 
  “Oh, all right,” Darling said with a cheerfully long-suffering expression.
  
   “I’ll
  
  go talk to him.”
 

 
  Basra sighed. “Antonio…”
 

 
  “In all seriousness, though,” he said, “he’s very likely in Athan’Khar, or near the border, right? I’ll head down there and have a word.”
 

 
  “Are you off your
  
   nut?”
  
  Joe exclaimed.
 

 
  “Okay, it’s like this,” said Darling, his expression sobering. “I’m a Bishop of the Universal Church, a ranking agent of the Thieves’ Guild and the former
  
   Boss
  
  thereof. I sit on the Imperial Security Council. I am the keeper of just all
  
   kinds
  
  of secrets, most of which I couldn’t share with you even if I were so inclined, because they aren’t
  
   mine,
  
  and there would be
  
   severe
  
  consequences if I blabbed. So, I’m sorry, but we’ve come to a point where I know things that you don’t and, with apologies, I can’t enlighten you.”
 

 
  “But?” Vaumann prompted.
 

 
  “But,” he said, “I have every reason to believe that if I approach,
  
   alone,
  
  Khadizroth will seek me out and
  
   hear
  
  me out.”
 

 
  “That is absolute blithering madness,” Basra said bluntly. “Quite apart from the issue that this is a
  
   dragon
  
  we’re talking about, and one whose uncertain motives are the whole dilemma here… Antonio, that forest is going to spew forth hostile elementals at
  
   any time.
  
  If you go near it, you’re digging your own grave.”
 

 
  “Well,” he said cheerfully, “you just gonna
  
   nitpick,
  
  or will you be useful and lend me a shovel?”
 

 
  “Covrin,” she said, staring at him, “go punch Bishop Darling in the gut.”
 

 
  “I—uh…” Jenell glanced, wide-eyed, between Basra and Darling, and took an uncertain half-step. “Yes…ma’am?”
 

 
  “Stand at attention, Private Covrin,” General Vaumann said flatly.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Jenell repeated, this time with obvious relief.
 

 
  “Look, it’s like this,” said Darling. “I never go anywhere without a whole deck of aces up my sleeve, and I
  
   definitely
  
  don’t risk my own precious hide unless I am
  
   extremely
  
  confident in what I’m doing.”
 

 
  “What
  
   are
  
  you doing, exactly?” Branwen asked, frowning worriedly.
 

 
  “I am absolutely confident,” he said, “that I can approach the border, get Khadizroth to talk to me, and get
  
   away
  
  from him unmolested. That much I am certain of. What I’m
  
   not
  
  sure about is what the useful result of that conversation would be, so I definitely don’t suggest you put any of your plans on hold while you wait for me.”
 

 
  “I assure you, your Grace,” Nintaumbi said woodenly, “no one was about to suspend operations based on…this.”
 

 
  Darling grinned at him. “Just so. But in the end, what it comes down to is that I don’t answer to you. Unless somebody wants to scroll Boss Tricks in Tiraas and take a gamble that he
  
   cares
  
  enough to send me orders, you can’t stop me from going.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think you’ll find there’s a
  
   lot
  
  we can do to prevent a civilian from wandering blithely into our combat zone,” Basra said, folding her arms.
 

 
  Vaumann raised an eyebrow, looking in the direction of Basra and Branwen. “Your Graces are acquainted with your fellow Bishop; what do you think?”
 

 
  “I won’t lie,” said Branwen, frowning, “this sounds like incredibly dangerous nonsense to me. But…Antonio has always known what he’s doing, ever since I’ve known him.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Basra said somewhat grudgingly. “I believe I made mention of that in the first place. And he
  
   definitely
  
  knows the value of his own skin. If he says he can do this, he probably can.”
 

 
  “Very well, then,” said Vaumann, glancing at Yrril and then Nintaumbi. “Unless someone else has an objection, you have my blessing, your Grace.”
 

 
  “So long as it’s understood,” Nintaumbi said firmly, “that this will not lessen the firepower currently trained on what is about to be your position, Bishop Darling. For
  
   your
  
  sake, I dearly hope you
  
   do
  
  know what you’re doing.”
 

 
  “Always do, Colonel,” he said cheerfully.
 

 
  “I’d offer to go with you,” Joe added, scowling, “but me an’ Khadizroth…”
 

 
  “I appreciate it, Joe.” Darling laid a hand on his shoulder. “You’re right, though; the history there would only make this harder. Heck, Ingvar or Aspen would be more likely to get his attention positively, but in this case my chances are best if I’m alone.”
 

 
  “Ingvar and Aspen didn’t
  
   offer,”
  
  the dryad said pointedly.
 

 
  “Anyway,” the Huntsman added, placing a hand on her upper back, “Aspen will be more valuable
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?” Nintaumbi exclaimed.
 

 
  “That is actually a good point,” Vaumann said thoughtfully. “If Aspen is willing to help, her presence
  
   could
  
  work to put an end to hostilities. Elementals won’t attack a dryad.”
 

 
  “Sure, that’s part of why I came,” Aspen said agreeably, shrugging.
 

 
  “I do trust that you know what you’re doing,” Ingvar added directly to Darling. “And I have
  
   no
  
  trouble believing you know things you haven’t shared with us. All the same…be
  
   extremely
  
  careful. You court great danger.”
 

 
  “Story of my life, believe it or not,” Darling said lightly. “Watch your back, too.”
 

 
  “Always do.”
 

 
  “If you intend to do this, your Grace,” Vaumann said pointedly, “it’s a walk of several hours to the border. I can arrange to have a rider carry you to the front lines, but beyond that point, you’ll be on your own.”
 

 
  “Much appreciated, General!”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   smokes.”
  
 

 
  Everyone turned at the outburst to behold Schwartz, hair sleep-rumpled and with a steaming cup of tea in hand, staring at them from a few yards away. “Is that a
  
   dryad?!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, look,” Aspen said acidly. “A gangly nitwit.”
 

 
  To the shock of everyone present, Basra burst out laughing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The sun had climbed barely to the apex of the sky when a very slight swelling of the shadows occurred near the fallen gates of Fort Varansis. It was a spot cast largely in shade anyway, due to the combination of the leaning, broken masonry and a twisted pine tree standing very close by.
 

 
  Darling strolled out of the little nook a moment later, straightening his suit and peering about as if he hadn’t a care in the world beyond enjoying his stroll. He wandered into the crumbling courtyard of the old fortress, examining the remains of the previous night’s campsite. The fire had long since gone out, but the tracks everywhere were fresh, and abandoned bedrolls still lay there, with cooking utensils and a scattering of personal items nearby. He paced in an idle circle, examining all this, before bending to pick up a book.
 

 
  “So you’re a warlock, now? I cannot say this surprises me.”
 

 
  Darling straightened up, turned, and put on a broad grin. “Well,
  
   hello
  
  there! I don’t know whether to be delighted or disappointed. I had this whole routine worked out—you’d start by sending one of those elemental servants you seem to like so much, and then I’d say—”
 

 
  “Following recent events,” Khadizroth interrupted, “my patience for these games has somewhat frayed. I am
  
   quite
  
  aware that you would not venture here without laying some kind of trap for me—as you must be aware that I would not approach you without making
  
   ample
  
  preparations of my own. I confess I did not expect to see you
  
   shadow-jumping,
  
  but as I said, on reflection it is oddly appropriate.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, I can’t claim to be a master of the art,” Darling said brightly, resuming his slow circuit of the abandoned campsite. “Those Black Wreath talismans are
  
   always
  
  available to a fellow as resourceful as I.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Khadizorth matched his slow circuit in the opposite direction, keeping the rough circle of sleeping rolls between them. The dragon, of course, wore the humanoid form to which he had been bound, as well as a distinctly skeptical expression. “At last, then, we meet. I must say I pictured this…differently.”
 

 
  “Life’s like that, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Quite so. You are here, I gather, with regard to the business in Viridill?”
 

 
  “I’ve been traveling with Brother Ingvar, in fact. We only recently learned of this.”
 

 
  
   “Have
  
  you.” The dragon’s smooth emerald eyes narrowed further. “What is your interest in Ingvar?”
 

 
  “He’s a friend.”
 

 
  “Do you really have
  
   friends,
  
  your Grace? Or only pieces in your game to whom you smile as you move them about?”
 

 
  “That’s your problem in a nutshell, K,” the thief countered. “You think those things are mutually exclusive. Eserite honor may not be the same kind you’re famous for preaching about—but on the other hand, nobody
  
   I
  
  call a friend has ever carried off vulnerable adolescents to form their own harem.”
 

 
  “I see the
  
   civil
  
  portion of this dialog is at an end,” Khadizroth said bitingly. “Speak your piece, then, thief. I can only assume it contains whatever warning you have prepared that will persuade me not to obliterate you for your
  
   several
  
  insults and offenses against me.”
 

 
  “Well, with regard to that,” Darling said, coming to a stop. He had placed himself opposite the entrance; the dragon likewise halted, turning to face him, framed by the open gate beyond. “We
  
   do
  
  need to talk about Viridill. And Ingvar, and most especially
  
   Justinian,
  
  and a variety of related topics. All of that’s new business, though, relatively speaking. Since you’ve been so generous with your time and didn’t make me argue with messengers before getting to you, we should have ample time for some
  
   old
  
  business to have a crack at you first.”
 

 
  Khadizroth stared at him, frowning slightly for a moment, before his eyes widened infinitesimally in realization. Then he closed them, an expression of resignation falling across his features.
 

 
  “I
  
   may
  
  have lied about that shadow-jumping talisman,” Darling confessed, folding his hands behind his back and smiling beatifically.
 

 
  Slowly, Khadizroth turned around, opening his eyes to gaze at the two blonde, black-clad figures standing between him and the exit.
 

 
  “Hello, girls,” he said softly.
 

 
  “Hello, Khadizroth,” said Flora tonelessly.
 

 
  “It’s time,” said Fauna, “we had a
  
   conversation.”
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  “I guess we missed the freshmen,” Trissiny noted as they made their way across campus toward magic class. “Rafe must’ve let them out early.”
 

 
  “Or he’s entombed them to serve as components in his foul experiments!” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  “Aw, such a shame,” Ruda said, grinning. “Any particular frosh you were
  
   hoping
  
  to meet?”
 

 
  Trissiny glanced at her, forehead creasing in puzzlement. “Not really? I mostly get on with the girls, though. And they’ve been helpful in all the…stuff…going on. Most of my social circle is
  
   you
  
  guys. More friends can’t hurt.”
 

 
  “I choose not to take that personally,” Shaeine said serenely.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “You
  
   know
  
  I didn’t…”
 

 
  “Yes, I do,” the drow replied, turning to give her a smile.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda drawled, “I know poor Sekandar must be
  
   devastated
  
  he missed you.”
 

 
  “And that’s the
  
   third
  
  time today,” Trissiny said irritably.
  
   “What
  
  is with this obsession you suddenly have with Sekandar?”
 

 
  “Triss, you are not this obtuse.
  
   Nobody
  
  is this obtuse.” Ruda leaned over and threw an arm around her roommate’s shoulders, leering insanely, and lowered her voice to a widely audible stage whisper. “He desires to
  
   sex
  
  you.”
 

 
  Trissiny flushed slightly. “Ruda…”
 

 
  “Probably in the butt.”
 

 
  
   “Ruda!”
  
  The paladin shrugged her roughly off, glaring.
 

 
  “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger!” Ruda held up both hands, but her grin only widened. “Nobility and especially royalty are some
  
   freaky
  
  fuckers.”
 

 
  “I guess you would know!”
 

 
  
   “Fuck
  
  yeah, I would! This one time—”
 

 
  “Stop!” Trissiny shouted.
 

 
  “Um…” Teal came to a stop, causing the others to do likewise, looking at her inquisitively. She was peering at a creased sheet of parchment in her hand as if she’d never seen it before. “It looks like class is canceled. I’ve got a note from Professor Ekoi.”
 

 
  “Huh?” Juniper frowned. “When’d she give you a note?”
 

 
  “She
  
   didn’t.
  
  I just found it in my pocket.”
 

 
  “I can’t decide if Professor Ekoi is so awesome she’s scary or the other way around,” said Fross, orbiting over Teal’s head.
 

 
  “Huh. I got one too.” Toby unfolded the note he’d just retrieved from his vest pocket. “…mine just says to tell Teal to check hers.”
 

 
  “Me too!” said Gabe eagerly. Immediately his face fell, descending into a scowl as he studied his own note. “Okay…does anybody read Sifanese?”
 

 
  “A lot of Sifanese people do, presumably,” said Fross.
 

 
  “Man, Arquin,” Ruda said with a grin.
  
   “What
  
  did you do to get on her bad side?”
 

 
  “Oh, who knows,” he grumbled, stuffing the folded sheet of unintelligible calligraphy back into his pocket. “Just being my usual charming self, I guess.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’d do it.”
 

 
  Suddenly, Trissiny straightened up as if stung, her eyes widening.
 

 
  “Oh oh oh oh,” Fross said worriedly, abruptly zipping back and forth. “I just got a ping on—Triss, you felt it too?”
 

 
  “That demon again?” Toby said sharply.
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said tersely. “Exactly the same as before. Fross, did you modify the wards at all?”
 

 
  “Um, was I supposed to? They seemed to work right…”
 

 
  “No, it’s fine. I was just checking if anything was different about it this time.” Trissiny closed her eyes. “So weird to be able to sense something that far away so precisely… It seems to be just wandering around the town. Just like it was doing last time, at least until I got down there.”
 

 
  “All right,” said Ruda.
  
   “This
  
  time, we do this smart. We go in organized, and we do something they’re not expecting.”
 

 
  “Like what?” asked Juniper.
 

 
  “Getting help,” said Gabriel, absently clutching Ariel’s hilt. “We get Sheriff Sanders and Father Laws. Plus Val, Sister Alia…” He glanced at Trissiny. “And Takli, I figure. Whatever
  
   else
  
  she’s doing, she’ll help against a demon.”
 

 
  “You do realize,” said Teal, “we are talking about leaving the campus
  
   during
  
  class hours?”
 

 
  “This is
  
   not
  
  a coincidence,” Ruda snapped, pointing at the note still dangling from Teal’s hand. “We already know thanks to Arquin’s invisible bugaboos that Tellwyrn and
  
   Ekoi
  
  are in on this. I say we consider it a class exercise and stick with that if they call us on it. But this is the
  
   real
  
  deal. It’s a fuckin’
  
   demon,
  
  or a shadow of one being puppeted by the
  
   Black goddamn Wreath,
  
  fucking around Last Rock.”
 

 
  “And Gabriel’s right,” Trissiny said, turning and climbing smoothly into Arjen’s saddle. “I was in error last time for trying to do this alone. Rallying the townspeople is the best move we can make here—both against the demon, and to help mend the rift Justinian’s propaganda has opened. Gabe, we should go on ahead; we move faster on horseback. We’ll get whoever we can and meet up with the rest of you in town. Fross, can you keep up?”
 

 
  “I’m gonna stay with these guys,” Fross announced. “Remember, the ward network is keyed to your senses specifically—I can find you through it. That way we can meet up without wasting time.”
 

 
  “Good thinking,” Trissiny said approvingly.
 

 
  Gabriel raised two fingers to his lips and let out a piercing whistle. Instantly, an explosion of smoke and shadow blasted out of the ground beside him, sending the others scattering from it, and Whisper dove straight up from the darkness. She landed on her hind hooves, rearing and letting out a challenging whinny, before planting herself firmly on the ground and allowing Gabriel to mount.
 

 
  “Damn,” Ruda said approvingly. “Sorry, Boots, but his is better.”
 

 
  Arjen twisted his neck around to face her and snorted so hard her hat blew off.
 

 
  “You’re the demon expert,” Gabriel said, nodding to Trissiny. “Lead the way.”
 

 
  She nodded back, gathering her reins, and said to the others, “We’ll see you shortly.”
 

 
  Then both paladins were galloping down through the campus toward the front gates.
 

 
  “Never thought I’d say this,” Ruda mused, dusting off her hat, “but I gotta get me a horse.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  There were few meeting spaces of enough size in Last Rock to accommodate any serious fraction of the population, fewer still indoors, and both the church and the town hall were spoken for at this hour of the day. Thus, the unofficial town meeting convened in a disused barn on the outskirts of the village, blissfully unaware of the Black Wreath rituals which had recently been carried out there. A few enterprising attendees had lugged folding stools along with them, but for the most part, the three dozen or so townsfolk were standing, or leaning against the walls.
 

 
  The barn did have the advantage of a raised platform in the form of an old wagon resting on its axles, the wheels having been commandeered long ago for service in a less rickety vehicle. Despite the aid this provided in increasing his height, Wilson was having trouble keeping the arguing assembly on point.
 

 
  “Everybody,
  
   please!”
  
  he exclaimed for the fourth time in the last two minutes. Those who intended to quiet had already done so; the rest of the discussions going on continued, paying him no heed. Helplessly, he looked over to the side, where Sam Sanders lounged against the wall near the wagon. “Sam, can ya give me a
  
   hand
  
  here?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, you don’t,” Sanders drawled. “I’m just here to make sure this doesn’t degenerate into shootin’ or somethin’ similarly stupid. You buttered your bed, Wilson, as usual. Have yourself a nice nap.”
 

 
  Wilson sighed, scowling, and turned back to face the crowd. “Would everybody
  
   SHUT UP?!”
  
 

 
  Somehow, it worked this time—not instantly, but a hush fell over the front ranks of the throng, rippling backward as people nudged one another and pointed up front, most suddenly looking extremely nervous.
 

 
  “That’s better,” Wilson said in satisfaction, lowering his hands. “All right, now, thanks to everybody for meetin’ here like this. I know we’re all feelin’ pretty sore about the other night, an’ I’ll acknowledge I made just as much a fool o’ myself as anybody. Still an’ all, there’s
  
   still
  
  a matter that’s been brung up by all this ruckus that I reckon deserves to be discussed! I think you all know what that is.”
 

 
  He paused expectantly. The gathered townsfolk were edging backward from the wagon, staring up at it; Wilson frowned at them.
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, I ain’t gonna
  
   bite
  
  anybody. Y’all know dang well what I’m talkin’ about!”
 

 
  “Wilson,” Sam said wryly. “Might wanna take a glance over your shoulder.”
 

 
  Wilson scowled at him, but followed his advice. A second later, with a shrill yelp, he jumped so violently away from the back of the wagon that he tumbled to the ground, only missing the front row of his neighbors because they had already edged out of range.
 

 
  “Very graceful,” Professor Tellwyrn said dryly, unfolding her arms and stepping forward from the rear corner of the wagon onto which she’d teleported. “Interesting time of day to be having a town meeting, isn’t it? I always thought these things took place in the evening because most of you had
  
   jobs.”
  
 

 
  She glanced around with one eyebrow coolly raised, answered only by nervous shuffling. “Now that I think of it, I don’t see Father Laws…or the Mayor…or any clergy from either temple. Hell, Wilson, you couldn’t even get Hiram Taft to come? At least the
  
   banker
  
  would provide a veneer of respectability.” Tellwyrn grinned wolfishly down at Wilson, who scuttled backward toward the crowd. “Omnu’s breath, if you’re going to go to the trouble of organizing a meeting when I’m in class, you could at least bother to find out what my class schedule
  
   is.
  
  It’s easy: just tell Chase Masterson you’re looking to put something over on me.”
 

 
  A couple of people chuckled nervously.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake,” Tellwyrn said with a grimace, “quit creeping toward the door, you turkeys. I teach
  
   college students
  
  for a living. Believe me, if I were in the habit of vaporizing people for
  
   arguing
  
  with me, you’d have damn well heard about it before now. If you have a problem with me or my University,
  
   tell
  
  me so. Well, we’re all here now. What’s on your mind?”
 

 
  A few coughs were all that answered her. Tellwyrn sighed and glanced over at the Sheriff.
 

 
  “Hey, I’m supervising these galoots, not participating,” he said, holding up a hand. “In fact, with
  
   you
  
  here I reckon I just might be entirely unnecessary.”
 

 
  She fixed her gaze on Wilson, staring down at him over the tops of her spectacles. “I’m sure we
  
   all
  
  know the answer to this, but is there
  
   any
  
  chance the person who
  
   organized
  
  this little charade would like to step up?”
 

 
  “Ah—well—uh—um—” He had managed to clamber to his feet and now nervously clutched his hat in front of himself with both hands, not meeting her gaze.
 

 
  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Jonas Crete exclaimed, pushing forward out of the crowd. He tipped his hat to Professor Tellwyrn. “Ma’am, I have to confess came along here outta ruffled feelings as much as the belief there was any point to this, after one a’ your students tore through my saloon, damaged my stuffed bear an’ broke into my kitchen.”
 

 
  “I heard about that,” Tellwyrn said mildly. “I was also told that the kids spent the remainder of the evening fixing damage, but let’s be honest; they’re not always the most industrious little bastards without someone cracking a whip at their heels.”
 

 
  More chuckles sounded at that, and Jonas cracked a smile himself.
 

 
  “It didn’t amount to more’n a busted lock an’ some scuffed furniture, easily fixed. Miss Fross came by th’next day an’ even fixed up my bear with a stitchin’ charm, which I thought was right neighborly. Still, a man’s home an’ business is his castle, know what I mean?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Quite. If anyone wants to put forth a claim for any damages to the University, I assure you it’ll be taken seriously. Sam and the Mayor can reach me at need, if you don’t feel like making the climb.”
 

 
  “I, uh, can’t speak for nobody else, ma’am, but I don’t feel the need.” Jonas drew in a breath to steel himself, squaring his shoulders. “It’s like this. We’re mostly over all that, ‘specially once it came out what that Vidian witch had been doin’ to the town. In all the ruckus, though, somethin’ came up that still deserves consideration.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded again. “Go on.”
 

 
  “It’s like this,” Jonas said seriously. “The way the papers were all carryin’ on, an’ the way Bishop Snowe put it, made it seem like the folks up at the University were holdin’ themselves above us all. Now, for my part, it never really felt that way to me till very recently. This town was a sad little patch o’ farmhouses before the University came along, an’ even if I wasn’t around then to remember it, my pa told me plenty. It’s cos o’ you an’ your staff an’ students that most of us have a livelihood, yours truly included.”
 

 
  “But?” Tellwyrn prompted when he paused for a moment.
 

 
  “The thing is,” Jonas continued with a frown, “It gets hard to overlook the fact that who you got up there is nobles, royals, demigods, paladins… An’ a lot o’ miscellaneous others who’re scary
  
   powerful,
  
  whatever else they are. An’ aside from wherever they come from, they all got places to
  
   go.
  
  Kids who graduate from that University can write their own ticket in the world. I ain’t bothered to follow up on most of ’em, but the way the papers’ve been carryin’ on, I’d had the chance to learn. The ones who’ve spoken up to journalists all seem to be leadin’ pretty remarkable lives, an’ the lot of ’em give credit for it to you an’ your school.”
 

 
  “That’s rather the point of education, you know,” Tellwyrn said mildly.
 

 
  “I don’t disagree, ma’am. In fact…that’s kinda the point. Last Rock’s got kids, too. Not so many, but more of us grew up here than otherwise. All this business… Well, it’s pointed out there’s a
  
   divide
  
  there. Now, we all know you’ve got a good number o’ just common folk like us attendin’ school, but that’s just it. Them kids go on to lead great lives out there in the world. Those of us just reared down here in the town…well, we stay in the town.”
 

 
  Jonas got a lot more sympathy than Wilson had; there were a great many nods and more than a few spoken agreements in the wake of his speech.
 

 
  Tellwyrn, too, nodded slowly, her eyebrows drawing together in thought.
 

 
  “It ain’t that I mean to criticize,” Jonas said hastily as the chorus died down.
 

 
  “Of course you do,” Tellwyrn said. “That
  
   was
  
  a criticism, Mr. Crete. You’ve taken your stand; don’t spoil the effect by backing down from it.”
 

 
  He coughed, suddenly looking nervous. “Uh, well, anyway…”
 

 
  “You make a pretty good point, too,” Tellwyrn continued, cutting him off. She nodded slowly, staring into space above their heads. “Hm. I’ll be frank: the fact is, I know very well I’m not the most approachable person. Habits older than the Empire are difficult to shake, I’m afraid. Furthermore, I have a tendency to latch onto ideas that are important to
  
   me
  
  and not consider other things going on around me. For that reason…if there’s a problem in this town, specifically one with my University, I
  
   really
  
  need people to let me know. Just because I don’t notice or think about things like this doesn’t mean I don’t care, or that I don’t think you matter.”
 

 
  Sam nodded approvingly.
 

 
  “Very well, then,” Tellwyrn said, her tone suddenly brisk. “This is an extremely valid concern, and I thank you for bringing it up, Jonas. And
  
   Wilson,”
  
  she added puckishly, smiling down at him; Wilson squeaked and backed up into the crowd. “And it seems to have a simple enough solution. Starting with enrollment season next year, any citizens of Last Rock who can meet the academic requirements will be welcome to attend the University, irrespective of any other qualifications. Hm… We normally enroll at age eighteen, but considering the circumstances… I’ll make that open to anyone between fifteen and, let’s say, twenty-two. Any older than that and they’ll be on a different level entirely than the rest of the student body. So, appropriate age, able to pass a basic admissions exam, and at least five years’ residence in Last Rock for qualifications. In fact, I’ll do you one better: we’ll make that a scholarship for anyone who meets the criteria. Last Rock citizens can attend the school at no charge.”
 

 
  She had to stop there, as the swelling commentary from the crowd became too much to easily talk over. This time, though, the voices were almost entirely jubilant in tone. Some few were still obviously shouting questions, but no hostile or argumentative voices rose above the throng.
 

 
  Tellwyrn let this continue for almost a minute before snapping her fingers and causing a
  
   crack
  
  like a thunderclap to ring through the room. “All right, enough! It’s more than half a year till we start enrolling, which should be enough time to work out any kinks. I’ll draw up a more comprehensive document, and anybody with questions or concerns can send them up. I’ll also want to talk with Miss Tanner, who I note is one of those with more important things to do at this hour than attend Wilson’s latest vanity project,” she added more severely. The town schoolmarm, indeed, was at work at this time of day. “And Omnu’s breath, people, if you have something to say,
  
   say
  
  it. Those old stories are mostly exaggerated anyway; I do not blast people unless they richly and
  
   specifically
  
  deserve it.”
 

 
  She shook her head, snorted, and vanished with a soft puff of air.
 

 
  “Welp,” Sanders drawled, finally straightening up. “That pretty well address your concerns,
  
   Wilson?”
  
 

 
  “I think that was a, uh, satisfactory conclusion, yeah,” Wilson replied trying at dignity.
 

 
  “Hey,” Jonas added suddenly, “how come he ain’t in jail, Sam? There was that business about assaulting the Duchess if I recollect rightly…”
 

 
  “You
  
   don’t,”
  
  Wilson said furiously. “I never got
  
   near
  
  the lady!”
 

 
  “It was assaulting Imperial troops,” Sanders said, rolling his eyes. “And not only did nobody wanna press charges, Duchess Madouri specifically interceded on Wilson’s behalf, requesting leniency.”
 

 
  “She don’t know him too well, I guess,” someone chimed in from the back of the crowd, earning widespread laughter.
 

 
  “I got nothin’ bad to say about that young lady an’ I won’t
  
   hear
  
  nothin’ said against her,” Wilson proclaimed, swelling up like a cockerel. “A right stand-up gal, that one!”
 

 
  Sam’s attention shifted abruptly; Ox had just entered the barn through its wide-open doors. He towered above almost everyone, making the worried frown on his mustached face very apparent. The Sheriff strode toward him around the side of the mostly-oblivious crowd, rather than trying to push his way through. Ox took the same route, coming to meet him, and as soon as he stepped out of the doorway, Trissiny and Gabriel became visible in it behind him.
 

 
  They were quickly noticed by the rest of the crowd, and another hush spread through the barn, this one marred by whispers and mutters.
 

 
  “Sam,” Ox rumbled, “the kids have news you might wanna hear.”
 

 
  “I see,” said the Sheriff, glancing between them. “Should we head to my office an’ talk in private?”
 

 
  “I think not,” said Trissiny, her voice low but carrying well through the barn. “This affects everyone.” She turned to face the crowd, all of whom were focused on her now, quite a few still muttering. “There’s another demonic presence in the town.”
 

 
  At this, there came a mass outburst of shouting and waving arms.
 

 
  “Will y’all
  
   SHUT UP!”
  
  Ox thundered.
 

 
  The quiet was instantaneous.
 

 
  “Is this anything like the last one?” Jonas asked, pushing forward and folding his arms.
 

 
  
   “Exactly
  
  like the last one,” said Trissiny, nodding, “and probably the same thing. And after last time, I realize that
  
   I
  
  made a serious mistake in trying to deal with it. If we just keep chasing this thing away, it’ll just keep coming back.” She glanced across the sea of faces aimed at her, and took in a deep breath. “More importantly, I’ve come to realize that Ms. Cratchley hit the nail on the head. You are all capable people who are accustomed to being responsible for your town and your own lives. For a paladin to come riding in here trying to rescue everybody is a completely wrong-headed approach. This thing is interested in
  
   Last Rock,
  
  specifically; it’s for Last Rock to fix.”
 

 
  Sanders nodded approvingly, as did some of the onlookers.
 

 
  “What can we do?” someone asked.
 

 
  “It’s an
  
   invisible demon!”
  
 

 
  
   “Repent!”
  
 

 
  “Carl, I’m beggin’ you.”
 

 
  “Please!” Trissiny called, holding up both hands, and for a wonder everyone quieted. “We have the outlines of a plan. Some of our friends are on the way down from the campus right now, but to do this we need
  
   numbers.
  
  Specifically, we need men and women who have weapons and know how to use them, and who can keep a level head under pressure.”
 

 
  “To put it plainly,” said Gabriel, smiling thinly, “we’re rounding up a posse.”
 

 
  “The demon is currently on the other edge of the town,” Trissiny continued over the low hubbub that arose, “and so far it doesn’t seem to be hurting anyone directly. We should have a little time, but it’s best not to dawdle. Everyone who’s willing to help, please gather in the intersection right outside here; take time to run home and grab wands if you can, and bring along anybody who might want to help. I’ll also need someone to collect Val Tarvadegh, and Sisters Aria and Takli.”
 

 
  “Ox, Jonas,” said Sanders, nodding to each of them, “head to the temples an’ do as she says, please.”
 

 
  “Sheriff,” Jonas said in acknowledgment, tipping his hat and following after Ox, who had simply nodded and strode out into the streets.
 

 
  “Time is a factor, everyone,” Trissiny said seriously. “Don’t rush, but move as efficiently as you can. Remember that this creature’s method so far has hinged on agitating people and causing damage incidentally, so it’s vitally important that everyone remain
  
   calm.
  
  I believe I can trust the people of this town to do what’s needed. All right, let’s all get moving. We’re going to try to set out from this spot in fifteen minutes, so I’ll need everyone back here in time to go over the plan.”
 

 
  Nods and verbal agreements met her pronouncement, but the people appeared to be taking her plea for calm to heart; there were no cheers or shouts this time. People poured out of the barn, streaming around Sanders and the paladins and heading off into the side streets.
 

 
  “You certain about this, Avelea?” Sanders asked pointedly. A handful of townsfolk remained nearby, those who apparently had nothing and no one to collect; most were now holding wands, pointed safely at the ground. Frontier people were generally most conscientious about wand safety.
 

 
  “It’s a mistake to be too certain about anything,” Trissiny replied seriously. “This is a demon, after all, and a tricksy one besides. Also…” She hesitated, glancing around at those listening nearby, then nodded almost imperceptibly, as if to herself. “We have intelligence suggesting the Black Wreath is involved in this directly.”
 

 
  “Here now,” said a middle-aged woman in denim and flannel, two wands holstered at her belt, “think somebody oughta go get Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “If someone wants to,” said Gabriel, “we won’t argue. We didn’t, though.”
 

 
  “Why not?” asked a younger man.
 

 
  “It comes down to this,” said Trissiny, resting the palm of her left hand on the pommel of her sword. “This demon, or warlock, or
  
   whatever
  
  is behind it, has not targeted the University—probably because they’re afraid to challenge Tellwyrn. Which is just sensible. What they’re
  
   doing
  
  is feeling out the town, seeing what reaction they get from poking at people here. Last time, I came charging down here to drive it off, doing a lot of incidental damage and accomplishing nothing in the end. I owe you all an apology for that. And, notably, as soon as things calmed down, it came right
  
   back.
  
  This is not a problem that can be solved by higher powers coming to the rescue. Demons, warlocks, and servants of evil stop when they are
  
   stopped,
  
  and not before. They are held back only by the awareness that they cannot
  
   win,
  
  and only when and where that point has been made inescapably. I don’t intend to leave them any gap to wiggle through, no hint that they can come back here and work their mischief as soon as there’s no paladin or archmage keeping an eye out.”
 

 
  She drew her sword, pointing the blade at the ground, and spoke subtly more loudly, her voice ringing with confidence. “I intend, by the end of this day, for there to be a
  
   very
  
  chastened warlock out there who won’t be trying their luck on Last Rock again. Not because of any University on a hill, but because they’ll have seen the character of the people here, and will know that they came to the
  
   wrong town.”
  
 

 
  This time, the cheers broke out in earnest, and neither she nor the Sheriff made any attempt to stop them.
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  Birds chirped with incongruous cheer, oblivious to the tension lying over the ruined fort.
 

 
  Khadizroth sighed very softly through his nose. “Perhaps it is time, at that. Speak, then.”
 

 
  “Do you have any idea,” Flora said tightly, “what you
  
   put
  
  us through?”
 

 
  “Can you even imagine?” Fauna said. “Are you
  
   capable
  
  of feeling what it was like?”
 

 
  “Being that vulnerable, that
  
   dependent…”
  
 

 
  “On someone who planned to ultimately
  
   use
  
  you.”
 

 
  “For an abhorrently
  
   disgusting
  
  purpose…”
 

 
  “That would eventually make the
  
   world
  
  suffer?”
 

 
  “It’s not as if we don’t
  
   know
  
  what you did for our tribe.”
 

 
  “We haven’t forgotten that you saved all our lives, and
  
   gave
  
  us a life again.”
 

 
  “Taking care of the wounded and young.”
 

 
  “Do you remember how grateful we were, that first time you came to us?”
 

 
  “That’s what made it all so awful, Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “Even after all you did for us…”
 

 
  “Even still, having to loathe you for what you planned.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is how repugnant the situation you created was.”
 

 
  “You don’t get to call us ungrateful.”
 

 
  “You have to
  
   answer
  
  for being so vile it overwrote that gratitude.”
 

 
  They finally fell silent, glaring, both practically vibrating with tension now, fists clenched and feet braced. Khadizroth’s eyes had progressively widened as they spoke, till he was practically gaping at the two elves. For long moments, there was only the sunlight and the birdsong, mocking the mood.
 

 
  Then he turned to stare incredulously at Darling.
 

 
  “They talk…in
  
   tandem,
  
  now. Is this
  
   your
  
  doing, thief?”
 

 
  “Hey, hey.” Darling held up a hand. “I’m just here to facilitate this meeting. You can direct yourself to the elves, please.”
 

 
  “And make it good,” Flora snapped as the dragon turned back to them.
 

 
  “We’ve waited a long time to hear you account for yourself,” Fauna said implacably.
 

 
  Again, Khadizroth sighed. “Shinaue, Lianwe… You know everything. My reasoning, my intention, my unease with the whole project. I never deceived you or withheld truth.”
 

 
  “You brazenly
  
   manipulated
  
  us, all of us!”
 

 
  “Do you comprehend the kind of
  
   damage
  
  that does to a young mind?”
 

 
  “Sometime you should
  
   speak
  
  to the Elders at the groves that took in the younger ones.”
 

 
  “You ought to know
  
   exactly
  
  how you messed them up!”
 

 
  “Fine,” he said wearily, spreading his hands. “Here you are, here I am. Weakened by Kuriwa’s curse and you with the source of your extremely ill-considered power only a breath away. Unleash your vengeance and let’s be done with it. I would not much mourn the chance to rest.”
 

 
  In unison, they shook their heads.
 

 
  “Revenge is a tool, Khadizroth; it has specific uses, and only damages the work when applied wrongly.”
 

 
  “The point of revenge is to manage reputation, to prevent further attacks.”
 

 
  “No one but us even knows about this…”
 

 
  “…and it’s not as if
  
   you
  
  would change your behavior just because we have the power to hurt you.”
 

 
  “There’s no point at all. This isn’t about revenge.”
 

 
  “It’s just,” Fauna finished softly, “about closure.”
 

 
  “That…is Eserite philosophy,” Khadizroth said slowly. Again, he turned to glance back at Darling. “You have actually
  
   taught
  
  them. In all honesty, I’d believed you were using them for your own ends.”
 

 
  “Course I am,” Darling said with a shrug. “Everyone uses everyone else. That has nothing to do with how people
  
   feel
  
  about each other. I can put someone to work in my plans and still care deeply for their welfare. Really, K, have you ever had a
  
   friend
  
  in your life?”
 

 
  “Many,” the dragon said wryly.
 

 
  “Not that it was necessarily
  
   easy
  
  to get to this point,” Flora said with asperity.
 

 
  “As we mentioned, you did a
  
   number
  
  on us,” Fauna continued. “It was a hard thing to get over.”
 

 
  “But hating someone is like stabbing yourself and hoping they bleed to death.”
 

 
  “Letting go is necessary; it’s just sense and self-management, not morals.”
 

 
  “So, yes, Khadizroth… We’ve forgiven you.”
 

 
  “For
  
   our
  
  sake, not yours.”
 

 
  “But you are
  
   still,”
  
  Flora said sharply, clenching her fists, “going to explain yourself.”
 

 
  “Right. Damn.
  
   Now.”
  
  Fauna leveled an unrelenting stare at him.
 

 
  He sighed heavily, then turned and walked a few steps away, breaking up the symmetry of their formation. Darling remained on the opposite side of the cold campsite, watching curiously, as Khadizroth took up a position to one side of the gates, gestured at the ground, and pulled forth a sawn-off stump from the dirt. He turned and sat down on this, facing the elves, and folded his hands in his lap.
 

 
  “It should go without saying that I was furious,” the dragon stated, gazing at them in earnest calm. “I felt betrayed, to say the least. I was aggrieved by the loss of those whom I had come to hold dear, and yes, by the destruction of all my careful plans. There was not
  
   time,
  
  by that point, to start over. I feared already that I had left it too long, put off by the distasteful nature of the idea. It was all moot by the time you had finished spiriting the others away; the power of Tiraas is too concentrated, now. To hear the mortal politicians speak of it, the Silver Throne has never regained the authority it had before the Enchanter Wars, but they see power only as a means to exercise force. The truth is, the Tirasian Dynasty has been wiser than most of its forebears. The Empire has focused, in the last century, on infrastructure, on social development, on the advancement of knowledge. Despite the proliferation of factions within it, the fragmenting of authority, the Tiraan Empire as a
  
   civilization
  
  is stronger right now than it has ever been, far more potent than the corrupt government which laid waste to Athan’Khar. This continent, this ancient, sacred land, belongs to the humans, now. The groves and the dwarven kingdoms may hold out while they can, but in the end, it will be Tiraas which decides the fate of all souls on the continent, and throughout much of the world beyond.”
 

 
  Khadizroth shook his head slowly, his expression purely weary. “And all indications are that that fate will be a grim one indeed. I tried, children. I did the only thing I could think of that I believed had a
  
   chance
  
  of working. Thanks to you, that opportunity is lost.”
 

 
  “Are you actually going to sit there and
  
   blame—”
  
 

 
  “Please.” He held up a hand. “I listened to you speak. Will you hear me out?”
 

 
  They narrowed their eyes, then glanced at each other.
 

 
  “Go on,” Fauna said curtly, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Like you,” he said, “it has taken me
  
   time
  
  to work through this. It is not a simple matter and my feelings about it were likewise complex. But time has elapsed, I have thought on it, and as everything stands now… When I look on you and think on the turns our relationship has taken, I find that my resentment is a distant thing. More than anything else, I feel…grateful.”
 

 
  In perfect unison, both sharply raised their eyebrows, and blinked.
 

 
  “It’s not as if I didn’t
  
   know
  
  how repellent the whole thing was,” Khadizroth said with a grimace, looking down at the ground. “I have no rebuttal for that. For any of it. You are right in all particulars. As I said at the time and said ever since, I did not do that because it was right…I did it because I believed it
  
   necessary.
  
  And I can only hope for your sake that you never have to choose between those two things. What you did, girls, by destroying my scheme, was to rescue me from the burden. I besmirched my honor by carrying it as far as it went, but in the end, the real horror of it never had the chance to materialize, and the opportunity will not come again. You obviated the need. Whatever happens to me, now, I will face with the knowledge that I could not prevent it. What remains of my integrity is mine to keep. Thanks to you.”
 

 
  He stood, slowly, turned to face them directly, and bowed deeply.
 

 
  “I thank you. And for what little it may be worth… I am sorry. For everything.”
 

 
  Both were watching him warily now, their expressions almost uncertain.
 

 
  “Do you feel,” Khadizroth said somewhat wryly, straightening up, “that you have gained your closure?”
 

 
  “Actually…” Flora glanced at Fauna. “Actually, yes.”
 

 
  “Somewhat to our surprise.”
 

 
  “Good.” He nodded. “Somewhat to
  
   my
  
  surprise, I do as well. I has been…very good, very good indeed, being able to talk. I had thought that if we ever met again it would inevitably come to bloodshed.”
 

 
  “We’re not going to rule that out,” Flora said grimly.
 

 
  “But it’ll be over whatever happens at that time,” Fauna added, “not over the past.”
 

 
  He nodded. “That is both fair, and rather prescient. And now.” The dragon shifted to look at Darling. “I believe we still have more current matters to discuss?”
 

 
  “Yes, well, one more bit about the past.” Darling shrugged nonchalantly. “You’ll tell Vannae I’m sorry for roughing him up that time, won’t you? It was undiplomatic, I’ll warrant, but the little prick was talking about my girls like they were a pair of stolen dogs he could just come and collect. That kind of thing is very hard not to take personally.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the dragon said with a wry half-grimace. “I’ll convey the message, but I guarantee no acceptance on his part. Vannae is a somewhat more emotional creature than I.”
 

 
  “Ugh, you have
  
   no
  
  idea,” Flora muttered, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “And for my part, I choose to disregard that insult,” Khadizroth added more gravely to Darling. “I think, going forward, we would all do well to emulate Joseph’s example and address one another with courtesy when we have the chance to speak, even if it necessarily comes to violence in the next breath.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Darling said, nodding. “With all that out of the way… Just
  
   what
  
  is going on with these elementals?”
 

 
  “To speak plainly, then,” the dragon said, folding his hands, “I am here on the orders of Archpope Justinian, using these elementals to forment a crisis in Viridill of a specific nature that Bishop Syrinx should be able to solve. I am to manage the event carefully such that
  
   she
  
  emerges the unquestioned hero of the day. This was going rather well,” he added sardonically, “until one of her associates bungled it up last night. I’m afraid I outsmarted myself; managing
  
   two
  
  remote presences, having two separate conversations—one in the dream plane—left me vulnerable. That rather
  
   minor
  
  magical device inflicted more harm than it otherwise would have,
  
   and
  
  prevented me from explaining the full situation to Ingvar, as I intended.” He sighed, shaking his head. “It was a long and careful plan that brought the Huntsman and the Crow here, and just like that, wasted. I’m growing sadly accustomed to the sensation.”
 

 
  “Well, once again, it’s the Thieves’ Guild to the rescue,” Darling said cheerfully. “I have to say, though, I’m left a tad perplexed that Justinian cares enough about
  
   Basra
  
  to want her back that badly.”
 

 
  “I have learned that questioning his motives is wasted breath,” said the dragon. “While I am beholden to him, I carry out his orders. He has not seen fit to preclude conversations such as
  
   this,
  
  at least. I know little more of Syrinx than that Justinian thinks she would disapprove of this plan—at any rate, he insisted that she not be brought in on it.”
 

 
  “The woman is
  
   anth’auwa,”
  
  Fauna said darkly.
 

 
  “She’s also a highly skilled politician,” Darling mused, “and one of the best swordswomen in the Sisterhood today.”
 

 
  “I see.” Khadizroth frowned. “I didn’t know any of that. I had been operating under the general principle that what Justinian wants, he should not have. Now, I believe he should quite
  
   specifically
  
  not regain an asset of that quality.”
 

 
  “So the question becomes,” said Darling, “what to do about it now?”
 

 
  “I am not in a position to turn on the Archpope directly,” the dragon cautioned, “and in any case I deem it more valuable to remain close enough to observe his plans and interfere with them.”
 

 
  “I work for him under pretty much that exact logic.”
 

 
  “So I had assumed. Therefore, I will have to continue my campaign…but it is possible that between us we can arrange—”
 

 
  He broke off at a sudden, frantic squawking from above. A crow dived into the courtyard with uncharacteristic speed, plummeting beak-first at the ground.
 

 
  Mary landed in a crouch, whirling to face Darling.
 

 
  “Antonio. You are unharmed?”
 

 
  “Me?” He put a hand to his chest, blinking in surprise. “Is there a particular reason I wouldn’t be? If you’re worried about Big K, here, turns out this has all been one
  
   big
  
  kooky misunderstanding. He’s a total sweetheart!”
 

 
  “Shut up,” she said curtly, turning her head slowly with her nose upraised as if sniffing the wind. “You are human… I fear that neither the dragon nor
  
   these
  
  two would be an adequate defense… No, it has passed by. You have been
  
   unfathomably
  
  fortunate just now, Antonio.”
 

 
  “My patience for
  
   you
  
  is nil to begin with, Kuriwa,” Khadizroth growled. He had assumed a more aggressive posture upon her arrival, as well as a deep scowl. “You will explain yourself swiftly and in
  
   detail.”
  
 

 
  The Crow turned to stare flatly at him. “It is a very fortunate thing I decided to return here in haste; I expected to find more of Justinian’s schemes to unravel. Instead, the situation has abruptly changed. Very much for the worse.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is going on?” Basra demanded, striding up to the command tent, which for the last five minutes had been buzzing like a kicked beehive. Behind her, the rest of her party clustered together, watching nervously.
 

 
  “Watchers with telescopes on Fort Naveen just reported someone walking out of the forest,” Colonel Nintaumbi said curtly, handing a slip of paper to a soldier who saluted and dashed off. “Moments later, the watchers on Fort Tarissed confirmed the report.”
 

 
  “My scouts are unable to verify,” Yrril said, unflappable as ever. “My colleagues, here, are trying to insist that my forces withdraw.”
 

 
  “Yrril,
  
   we
  
  can’t abandon the lines,” General Vaumann exclaimed in exasperation, clearly having already gone over this. “It would only provoke him, even if it weren’t unacceptable to cede this position in the first place. Please don’t turn this into a diplomatic disaster on top of all the
  
   other
  
  kinds of disaster it’s about to become. Get your people
  
   out
  
  of here!”
 

 
  “Disaster?” Basra snapped. “What?
  
   Who
  
  came out of the forest? It’s far too soon for Antonio to have returned with anything useful; he hasn’t even had time to reach Varansis.”
 

 
  “Bishop Darling is almost certainly dead,” Nintaumbi said grimly. “An elf came out of the forest, Bishop Syrinx. A lone, male elf, dressed in filthy rags. Coming straight at us from Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “Confirmed!” barked the Legionnaire who had her eye pressed to the telescope that had been hastily set up on a tripod just outside the tent. “Target has been observed using obviously infernal, divine and arcane magic.”
 

 
  “Where the
  
   hell
  
  are my strike teams!” Nintaumbi roared.
 

 
  “In position, sir!” shouted an Imperial soldier, skidding to a stop just under the awning and tossing off a salute.
 

 
  “We have
  
   two
  
  strike teams,” Vaumann said tonelessly. “That’s about the number who usually
  
   die
  
  in the first engagement against a headhunter. If we deploy them before the other four get here from Tiraas it’ll be in vain. Yrril, nothing we or you have will stand against that creature, do you understand?
  
   Nothing.
  
  This is our land; we
  
   cannot
  
  yield it to a mad thing that only wants destruction. For the goddess’s sake, take your people and pull back!”
 

 
  “What is the headhunter doing?” Basra asked in icy calm.
 

 
  “He appears to be dismantling the wards placed in front of the forest, ma’am,” the Legionnaire at the telescope reported. “Systematically, showing no signs of agitation or aggression. He hasn’t moved toward the front lines.”
 

 
  “Why would he want those wards dismantled?” Yrril asked, making no response to Vaumann’s entreaties. “I understood they were simply detection devices, surely no threat to him.”
 

 
  “Archcommander, this creature is by definition
  
   insane,”
  
  Nintaumbi said with a sigh. “Looking for logic in his actions is pointless. It’s a rabid dog with the power to cleave through our lines like they’re nothing.”
 

 
  “How long until he finishes off the wards?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  “Unknowable, ma’am,” said the watcher. “His pace is uneven. He keeps pausing to just…look around.”
 

 
  “And we can’t assume he’s going to do a thorough job of it anyway,” Vaumann added darkly. “He could lose interest any moment. I repeat my recommendation that my troops move to the fore, Colonel. Avenists are slightly less inherently provocative to a headhunter than Imperial soldiers.”
 

 
  “And my people least provocative of all,” Yrril pointed out. “That elf may dislike drow, as most do, but the spirits of Athan’Khar have no reason to hold an opinion about us.”
 

 
  “That’s right, talk amongst yourselves,” Basra said curtly. “Soldier, fetch me a horse.
  
   Now.
  
  I’m going out there.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “We have to help them!”
 

 
  “Let’s
  
   go!”
  
 

 
  “Stop!” Mary barked, pointing at Flora and Fauna, who appeared poised to lunge into action. “Will you
  
   think
  
  before leaping?
  
   You
  
  two are creatures without precedent already, both for your relationship to each other and the mental stability you have retained.
  
   That
  
  is an
  
   eldei alai’shi
  
  of the old breed—unreasoning and completely lost to the voices. He seems to have been even more weak-minded than most, to judge by his laughing and talking to himself as he passed. You
  
   cannot
  
  know what will happen if you approach him. What if the spirits within you try to fuse with those in him?”
 

 
  They both froze, expressions agonized.
 

 
  “I suppose,” Khadizroth said, frowning deeply, “you and I could try to intervene, Kuriwa… But I fear the outcome of that would be similarly random. I’m forced to admit I am
  
   not
  
  a sure match for that creature, unless you see fit to lift your curse.”
 

 
  “For a situation like this, I honestly would,” she replied, “but the undoing would take more time than we have.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” he murmured.
 

 
  “The both of us together
  
   might
  
  be able to dissuade him,” she added, “but the Imperial troops would almost certainly attack us, as well.”
 

 
  “Surely you’re not suggesting we just
  
   leave
  
  this?” Flora exclaimed.
 

 
  “We have to do
  
   something,
  
  damn it!” Fauna shouted.
 

 
  “We have to act
  
   carefully,”
  
  said Darling, and his calm voice seemed to ground them both. “We have friends out there; we’re not just going to ignore this. Come on, girls, this is just the kind of exercise you’re trained for. Brute force and frontal assaults won’t
  
   work.
  
  We have to find a way around—we have to be clever.” He turned to Mary. “I’m open to suggestions.”
 

 
  “This must begin with observation,” she replied. “I will return to the edge of the forest; he will be there by now. If there is anything to be learned, I will learn it. But it will leave precious little
  
   time
  
  to act upon that knowledge before many lives are lost.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Khadizroth, holding up a hand. “I will go, too; aside from the obvious
  
   need
  
  to intercede, this dovetails with my mandate from Justinian. But consider, Kuriwa, the staggeringly improbable
  
   timing
  
  of this.”
 

 
  “If you’re about to suggest Justinian sent that thing here, you can forget it,” Darling scoffed. “He
  
   doesn’t
  
  have that kind of power.”
 

 
  “Are you saying that because you know it,” the dragon asked, arching an eyebrow, “or because you would prefer to believe it?”
 

 
  “Khadizroth, if Justinian could summon and deploy headhunters, most of what he’s done up till now would be redundant and pointless. I don’t trust coincidences, either, but Justinian is not the shadow lurking in
  
   every
  
  corner.”
 

 
  “Exactly.” The dragon nodded and turned to Mary again. “Kuriwa, attend.”
 

 
  All of them shifted back as the color of the light changed, taking on a greenish tint, and the air pressure sharply dropped.
 

 
  “Khadizroth,” Mary warned.
 

 
  “This is not meant to harm you,” the dragon said, reaching out a hand toward her. “You can feel what I am doing quite well.”
 

 
  “Thinning boundaries like this is a
  
   terrifyingly
  
  bad idea so close to Athan’Khar,” she snapped. “Release it!”
 

 
  “Calling up the aspect of the dream,” he said calmly, “is necessary to illustrate—ah. There it is.”
 

 
  The dragon laid his fingers on something invisible in midair, pinched them together, and plucked.
 

 
  Strands of gossamer were momentarily visible where they vibrated, thin streamers of spider web linking all five of them and stretching away into the distance in multiple directions. A moment later they faded completely, and a moment after that, Khadizroth released his effect, allowing the world to shift back to its normal hue.
 

 
  “Justinian,” the dragon said grimly, “is not the only spider who can spin a web. Since young Ingvar’s visit, I have been pondering…this. We will go observe the headhunter and take what action we can, but before doing so, I think we must decide upon a plan for what comes
  
   next.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Have one of your mages teleport to Vrin Shai with these orders,” Basra instructed Colonel Nintaumbi as she climbed into the saddle, continuing to ignore his protests. “The Sisterhood’s scryers are always able to pinpoint my position; get one to the topmost mag cannon above the city. That one should have a clear field of fire all the way to the border. I want it aimed right at
  
   me.
  
  You keep watch on what happens down there, and if that thing kills me, send another mage with the order to fire. Headhunters are dangerous for their versatility; their magical
  
   strength
  
  isn’t necessarily all that great, and
  
   no
  
  personal shield, divine or arcane, will stand up to that weapon. The beam will come in at a shallow angle at this distance, so you may need to shift troops out of the way. Your own artillery teams can do the trigonometry to tell you where the danger zones are.”
 

 
  “This is insane, Syrinx.” Vaumann’s calm voice seemed to catch Basra’s attention where all of Nintaumbi’s imprecations did not. “You
  
   cannot
  
  reason with that creature.”
 

 
  “Of course not,” Basra said. “One doesn’t reason with crazy—but one can manipulate it. This job calls for a
  
   politician.
  
  Hold the line, people, and have that cannon ready. But please be sure not to fire
  
   unless
  
  I’m already too late to help.”
 

 
  She turned her mount, placing her back to the protests still rising, and trotted off down the field to face the headhunter alone.
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  “Can you make anything out?” Darling asked quietly, settling down against the back of the little hollow in the dunes in which they had hidden themselves. The beaches of Viridill consisted mostly of thickly clumped sand carved into rough shapes by wind and surf, many topped with tough, scraggly tufts of grass that helped keep them intact. It hadn’t been hard to find an out-of-the-way hole in which to crouch that nonetheless afforded them a view of the action going on at the edge of the forest. In fact, the girls had shadow-jumped right into it; they had clearly scouted the area previously.
 

 
  “Too far,” said Flora, shaking her head. “Which is good, because he can’t hear us, either.”
 

 
  “And
  
   we
  
  have the surf at our backs,” Fauna pointed out.
 

 
  “I’m aware,” Darling said patiently. “I was just hoping you might be able to
  
   see
  
  something useful.”
 

 
  “They’re in profile relative to us,” Flora murmured, squinting into the distance. “Worst possible position for lip-reading.”
 

 
  “A word, here and there, when they shift their heads,” Fauna added. “So far, things seem calm. Can’t put together a conversational thread beyond that.”
 

 
  He nodded, sighing softly. At this distance, he could just barely see Basra and the headhunter; the assembled armies were a formless mass off to their right. While Mary and Khadizroth had gone off to do…whatever they could do, he and the girls had assembled themselves to keep an eye on developments, such as they could.
 

 
  The Bishop and the headhunter were just sitting there, having a conversation.
 

 
  “Have to give her credit for balls,” Flora observed.
 

 
  “Lack of fear isn’t courage,” said Fauna.
 

 
  “I didn’t say courage. I said balls.”
 

 
  “That’s a woman, you know.”
 

 
  “So the balls are internal.”
 

 
  “Aren’t they all, technically?”
 

 
  “I wonder,” said Darling, “if it’s possible to roll my eyes hard enough to be audible to you two. Am I close enough for that?”
 

 
  They both turned to smile at him.
 

 
  “Seriously, though,” Flora said, her expression sobering, “that exchange with Khadizroth…it kind of pointed something out to me.”
 

 
  “Both of us, I think,” Fauna said, glancing at her with a hint of question in the tilt of her head.
 

 
  “It was the part about you actually
  
   teaching
  
  us Eserite philosophy,” Flora continued, directing herself to both of them. “The skills we’ve learned are fantastic, but…”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s what I was thinking, too,” Fauna added, nodding. “A change in mindset takes time to develop; that was a moment when we could look back and really
  
   see
  
  it.”
 

 
  “We appreciate it,” Flora said quietly.
 

 
  He smiled in return before answering. “And…any
  
   other
  
  changes? How’s it been, this close to Athan’Khar?”
 

 
  They glanced ruefully at each other.
 

 
  “You actually noticed that?” said Fauna. “Impressive.”
 

 
  “I noticed hints. Under the tension of the moment, you were awfully controlled, considering the proximity. And I know you’re both quite deft at controlling your expressions by now, but I know you well enough to get a feeling when there’s something extra afoot.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Flora said, nodding and turning back to watch the distant conversation. “It’s…definitely different.”
 

 
  “Before there was a kind of oneness,” said Fauna. “The spirits in us, the ones in the land… Like water, ready to mix back together.”
 

 
  “And there’s skill a recognition, a kind of
  
   kinship…”
  
 

 
  “But distinction, as well. That sense that Athan’Khar might reach out to absorb us…it’s not there.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure what to make of this, to be honest. Like the Crow said, we’re kind of unprecedented.”
 

 
  “But I can’t help thinking it’s a good development,” Fauna finished very softly. Flora looked at her, nodding agreement.
 

 
  “I suppose spirits are living things, even murder-crazy ones,” Darling mused. “Living things grow, and change.”
 

 
  “Then that’s just one more thing we owe you, Sweet,” Flora said, smiling broadly at him.
 

 
  “I doubt any of us could have predicted how much we’d gain from studying under you,” Fauna agreed.
 

 
  “I mean, I guess the Guild would teach us how to manage anyway…”
 

 
  “But it still wouldn’t be…you. Y’know?”
 

 
  They both smiled warmly at him.
 

 
  “Well,” he said dryly, “that’s some top-notch kissing up. On point, not too heavy-handed, just subtle enough to pass notice without failing to make the point. Well done.” He leaned forward, staring flatly. “Now knock it off, both of you. Your ass is still grass.”
 

 
  Both their faces fell, shoulders slumping in resignation.
 

 
  “Do you have any idea,” he said grimly, “the
  
   havoc
  
  you caused in Veilgrad? The whole city—the whole
  
   province
  
  was in an uproar when I left. I doubt it’s settled down much even by
  
   now.”
  
  He glanced past them at the pair still talking in the distance, careful not to raise his voice. The wind was on their side, blowing from the headhunter toward them, but one could never be too careful about elves. “What could you
  
   possibly
  
  have been thinking? I’m aghast, girls. You’re usually so much more sensible than this. Did something
  
   seriously
  
  go that wrong?”
 

 
  Flora sighed heavily. “It’s… It was starting to get closer, anyway. The spirits were still mostly quiet, but we knew they’d be wanting satiation soon…”
 

 
  “And then we found out you were coming to Viridill. Which is
  
   far
  
  too close to Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t like we had a lot of time to react, either; we were trying not to get close enough to the Crow to let her know we were there.”
 

 
  “Not that we can be sure that worked anyway…but eavesdropping has practical limits, as you know. By the time we knew your destination, we had all of
  
   one
  
  night to deal with it before you’d have to set out the next day.”
 

 
  “And being hungry close to Athan’Khar is a
  
   very
  
  bad idea. Especially since it turned out we had to go
  
   right
  
  up to it!”
 

 
  “So in hindsight it all worked out well, right?”
 

 
  Fauna ventured a tentative smile, which vanished under his stare.
 

 
  “And that led to summoning and killing an incubus
  
   right
  
  outside a heavily fortified Imperial city?”
 

 
  “It wasn’t
  
   right
  
  outside,” Flora said defensively. “We went at least half a mile out into the prairie.”
 

 
  “And we couldn’t kill it right
  
   there,
  
  obviously,” Fauna added. “That would hardly have done anything for the spirits at all. It had to be a chase.”
 

 
  “Before we get into what’s wrong with
  
   that,”
  
  he said, “I’d like to hear how you so dramatically failed to clean up after yourselves.”
 

 
  They winced, exchanging a pained glance. “We, uh, underestimated the Imps’ response time,” Flora said.
 

 
  “We
  
   certainly
  
  planned to scrub everything clean,” Fauna assured him, “but they were all over it almost as soon as we were done. If we hadn’t booked…”
 

 
  “I figured that was probably it,” Darling sighed. “All right.
  
   Please
  
  tell me you at least did a thorough job of confusing your trail
  
   after
  
  that point…”
 

 
  “Absolutely,” Flora said, nodding eagerly.
 

 
  “Multiple shadow-jumps and teleportations…”
 

 
  “Splitting up, laying false trails…”
 

 
  “All over the continent and to
  
   other
  
  places besides.”
 

 
  “The Crow or Tellwyrn couldn’t have followed us—nothing short of a god. We watched for the Imperials to try, and nothing came of it.”
 

 
  “So that much is clear, at least!”
 

 
  “At least.” He shook his head, glancing once more at Basra and the headhunter off in the distance. Not that he could see much from here, but they still appeared to just be sitting. Well, they hadn’t been talking long. “Do you understand what your mistake was?”
 

 
  Flora sighed, looking downward. “Half a mile wasn’t far enough.”
 

 
  “You’re damn right it wasn’t,” he said darkly. “That city was recovering from a
  
   massive
  
  magical catastrophe. The entire
  
   province
  
  is under regular scrying sweeps; Veilgrad itself is fortified by the best the Azure Corps can provide, not to mention strike teams and probably at least one Hand of the Emperor hidden away somewhere. And you summoned an
  
   incubus.
  
  A
  
   half mile
  
  from the city walls.”
 

 
  He let the silence hang for a moment, watching them sit there and look miserable.
 

 
  “I realize you were adapting on the fly,” he continued in a more moderate tone, “but that was a very serious blunder, girls. You have to be able to make good decisions under pressure and with very little time; that was
  
   not
  
  a good decision. People make mistakes. You will make more. But
  
   that
  
  was the kind of mistake that limits the kind and the number of mistakes you can get away with in the future, you understand? Even if they couldn’t follow a trail right to you, an event like that will leave the Empire
  
   curious.
  
  It’s an open mystery, existing in a situation where they’re under pressure to provide answers. The
  
   best
  
  case scenario is that this languishes in a cold case file, just waiting to be cross-referenced the next time Imperial Intelligence catches a whiff of your trail.
 

 
  “A good thief is
  
   careful.
  
  Your power means you have to be
  
   more
  
  careful, not less.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Fauna whispered, not meeting his eyes.
 

 
  Darling let it hang a moment longer, then sighed and rose to kneel, shifting forward toward them in the little hollow. He draped an arm around each of their shoulders and gave them an affectionate jostle. “As your sponsor and principal trainer I suppose I really ought to box your ears for this, but some fuck-ups I have to think are their own punishment. This can’t happen again, girls. No headhunter shit anywhere
  
   near
  
  a place where the Empire might pick up on it. That means we’re not using the sewers anymore. In fact… If you have to do this in the future, shadow-jump off the continent, okay? Find a desert or something in Araknia or Glassiere.”
 

 
  Flora sniffled once, but smiled weakly. “You do know there aren’t any deserts in Glassiere, right?”
 

 
  “Come on, half the country’s ice and snow,” he retorted. “It’s not a
  
   conventional
  
  desert, but nothing grows or lives there. Totally counts.”
 

 
  They hugged him back for a moment, and then the three separated, settling back to more comfortable positions from which to watch the action.
 

 
  If “action” was the right word.
 

 
  “She might actually pull this off,” Darling mused after some minutes had passed.
 

 
  “And then…” Fauna glanced at him. “We’re actually doing it the way you decided?”
 

 
  “It feels like a defeat,” Flora murmured.
 

 
  “Well, it would be, from a certain point of view,” he said. “It’d be Basra playing the hero, giving Justinian what he arranged all this for. Irrespective of anything else going on here, her handling that creature will unquestionably save a
  
   lot
  
  of soldiers if she pulls it off, not to mention a wide swath of the civilians behind them. Big heap display of courage and skill. If that happens, the fact that it’s not the disaster Justinian planned would be just an ironic but insignificant twist of fate. Rouvad would hardly be able to keep her on the shit list at that point.”
 

 
  “So…it’s like Justinia forming his Holy Legion all over again,” Fauna said grimly.
 

 
  “Just so,” he replied, nodding. “We have to consider the next battle, and position ourselves to fare better, which means not burning any bridges. Entertaining as it may be to bring the whole Empire and the Sisterhood and whoever else down on Khadizroth, the fact is he’s close to Justinian and
  
   not
  
  happy about it, which makes him too useful to discard. Protecting that asset means shielding him from blame.” He frowned, narrowing his eyes as he stared at the distant figures sitting on the grass just beyond the forest’s edge. “Whatever the headhunter tells anyone else, his testimony will be easy to contradict; the Empire thinks of them as wild and unreasoning. And Basra’s clever enough to follow my lead if I can catch her in time. That way we can present Khadizroth as an ally who was trying to help against the elementals.”
 

 
  “And if you can’t?” Flora asked.
 

 
  “Or she’s not?” Fauna added.
 

 
  “Then,” he said with a sigh, “we’ll just have to leave things vague. In the absence of other factors, headhunters do make excellent scapegoats, as you well know. I don’t foresee a problem, though. Even if Basra comes right out and
  
   says
  
  the headhunter denied being behind the elemental attacks…well, like I said, nothing he said will be taken too seriously. Besides, she’s hardly going to thoroughly debrief right there in front of everybody as soon as she gets back. No, I should be able to arrange it, one way or another.”
 

 
  Flora shook her head. “Almost makes me hope she fails.”
 

 
  “That woman really,
  
   really
  
  needs to be dead,” Fauna agreed. “And we obviously wouldn’t mourn Khadizroth.”
 

 
  “If she fails,” Darling said pointedly, “it comes to a fight. A very,
  
   very
  
  bad fight. The kind that has only survivors, not winners. If that.”
 

 
  “They’ve been moving mag cannons into position,” Flora pointed out. “Both on the field and on the battlements of the two nearest forts.”
 

 
  “If those things can
  
   hit,
  
  it’s over,” said Fauna. “We couldn’t stand up to a direct shot from one, either. He definitely can’t.”
 

 
  “If someone fired a mag cannon at you,” he said dryly, “what would you do?”
 

 
  They glanced at each other, and both grimaced. “Evade.”
 

 
  “Teleportation or shadow-jumping.”
 

 
  Darling nodding. “If Nintaumbi blankets the whole area in mag beams…maybe. But then the cannons will be slagged and their crews dead before they have time to re-charge. And don’t forget, the fact that we’re dealing with a headhunter instead of elementals means Aspen’s presence is a huge risk instead of an asset. If something hurts her, this whole place is going under. The best case scenario is that Mary and Khadizroth can subdue him, which sounds iffy, the way they describe it. And for
  
   that
  
  to work ideally, the Army and Legion will have to recognize they’re trying to help and not attack. Which I’d describe as fifty-fifty.” He shook his head and sighed. “No…we have to hope for a win for Justinian this time.”
 

 
  “We could take him,” Flora muttered.
 

 
  “We’re the same thing he is, but twice as much.”
 

 
  Darling held up one finger. “First, you would be
  
   guaranteed
  
  to reveal yourselves to the Empire that way, and second…” He held up another, staring them down. “Can you honestly,
  
   positively
  
  be certain your spirits will
  
   let
  
  you fight his? Development or no, they don’t want to fight other headhunters; they’ll want to kill all the Imperials massed just over there.”
 

 
  He patted them each on the shoulder as they slumped in defeat. “No, girls…now we simply endure the worst part of any job. Watching, and waiting.”
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  “All right, everyone, listen up!” Trissiny gently urged Arjen forward into the center of the little square, commanding the attention of everyone gathered. “This is the plan.”
 

 
  Everybody had assembled with admirable speed—almost as adroitly as proper troops, though the way they straggled in and milled about somewhat ruined the image. The rest of her class had found them shortly after she sent the townsfolk to arm themselves, Fross bouncing and chiming at the head of the group. The crowd which had returned wasn’t quite the same one that had left; it seemed a few people had decided to sit this out at home, while others had rallied to the call. All four of the local priests were present, and clustered together nearby at the front of the crowd. Sisters Takli and Aria wore matching intent expressions; Trissiny didn’t actually know whether either had served in the Legions, but a cleric of Avei would be no stranger to following orders and facing peril. Val Tarvadegh looked a bit out of place, hands folded nervously in front of him, but kept his expression schooled. Father Laws was older than any of his colleagues by far, but had also brought a staff, an older model with a large and elaborate clicker mechanism, though not as dated as Miz Cratchley’s old thunderbuss.
 

 
  In fact, as Trissiny surveyed her assets, it occurred to her that this sight was actually somewhat familiar.
 

 
  “This is a variation on something we’ve done once before, in Sarasio,” she said to the assembled crowd, “so we do know what we’re doing. Our quarry is a single demon—based on my own experience, I can tell you it’s quick, agile, and invisible to the naked eye, which makes this complicated.”
 

 
  “How dangerous is it?” someone whose name she didn’t know asked.
 

 
  “That remains to be seen,” Trissiny said, raising her voice among the agreeing murmur which rose after the question. “On its last appearance the creature did nothing overtly destructive, but it is still a
  
   demon.
  
  Most of them are not safe even to be around; hethelaxi and the like are exceptions to the rule. Many demons leak infernal energy, which makes them a hazard to anyone in the vicinity. That’s why we are not going to tolerate this one’s presence in the town; if possible, we will learn what it wants before dispatching it, but the first priority is everyone’s safety. I want you all to keep that in mind, and don’t take any needless risks.”
 

 
  “How’re we s’posed to chase it if it’s invisible?” a middle-aged woman demanded.
 

 
  “I was just coming to that,” Trissiny said, smothering her irritation. Not soldiers; they couldn’t be expected to know how to behave during a briefing. “Fross and I are able to sense the demon’s presence, so we’re going to work with that. Teal, can we talk with Vadrieny please?”
 

 
  Teal raised her eyebrows sharply, glancing around. “Um…”
 

 
  “She’s as much a citizen as any of us,” Toby said firmly. “And I think we’ve all learned to trust Trissiny’s strategies by now.”
 

 
  “Okay.” Looking resigned and still slightly nervous, Teal took a step forward into the open space surrounding Trissiny.
 

 
  Vadrieny’s emergence was somewhat less explosive than usual, no doubt a deliberate choice to avoid agitating the townsfolk. Fiery wings blossomed, claws appeared, her hair flickered alight, and moments later the archdemon stood among them, wearing a faint frown.
 

 
  There was some agitated murmuring and general shuffling back, but her presence didn’t incite a panic; practically everyone in town knew of Vadrieny, and some had had actually seen her before.
 

 
  “Vadrieny, as you can see, is very easy to spot,” said Trissiny. “I want you and Fross to get aloft when we’re ready to begin. Fross, you’ll keep focused on the demon and position yourself directly above it. Vadrieny, follow her. That way, everyone can tell where it is by looking up.”
 

 
  “Can do!” Fross chirped enthusiastically.
 

 
  “Pretty slick use of assets, Boots,” Ruda commented with an approving nod.
 

 
  “The rest of us,” Trissiny continued, “are going to organize ourselves into six groups, spread as evenly as possible. Three of these will arrange themselves on the outskirts of the town to the northeast, three to the southwest. You’ll all spread yourselves out to create as nearly continuous a line as possible; the groups are to create units that can stay together as we move into the streets and the buildings break up formations. The objective is to herd our quarry into the middle of the town and surround it. As I said before, if we simply drive the creature off, it’ll only come back. We are going to put a
  
   stop
  
  to this.”
 

 
  The outburst of approval which followed that verged on cheering at points; she had to hold up a hand for a few moments to gain quiet. Arjen stood patiently beneath her, apparently unmoved by the agitated crowd, though Whisper seemed to want to dance and was demanding most of Gabriel’s concentration. He wasn’t exactly a veteran rider.
 

 
  “We’ll try to bring the creature to the center of town: the intersection of Main and Division, in front of the courthouse. I’ll need…” She took a quick visual headcount. “…four volunteers to proceed directly there, make sure the mayor knows what’s happening and keep everyone in the surrounding buildings calm and safe.”
 

 
  There was some murmuring, shuffling and glancing about in response.
 

 
  “Sheriff Sanders,” she said, “I’d like you to take charge of organizing the six groups, please, and that includes designating any ‘volunteers’ if none come forward.”
 

 
  “You got it, General,” he said with a grin, tipping his hat.
 

 
  “Each group is to have one light-wielder,” Trissiny continued, “who will provide the primary means of controlling the demon, since I’m not sure how impressed it’ll be by armed townsfolk. Takli, Aria, Mr. Tarvaegh, Father Laws, Toby, Shaeine. Please step over to the Sheriff so he can assign you to a group.”
 

 
  “Seems you left some gaps in the formation, there,” someone commented.
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said, nodding. “The three groups on each designated side are to assume a bowed formation, encircling the town as completely as possible, but I
  
   do
  
  expect there to be gaps to the southwest and northeast. Small ones, if possible, but they’ll be there. Gabriel and I are going to fill those. With no offense meant to Toby or anyone else present, I think we’re the two a demon is going to be least likely to want to challenge. More to the point, we’re mounted and thus far more mobile, able to cover a wider territory. Gabe, I’m going to cover the southwest gap, since I can sense the demon directly. You watch the opposite one; I
  
   doubt
  
  the thing’s going to try to escape up the hill to the University. If it does, I suspect Tellwyrn will make all this moot before we have time to react.”
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  he said, grinning. “Finally, I get the cushy job!” Whisper nickered and bobbed her head enthusiastically, pawing at the ground with one invisible hoof.
 

 
  “Now, a final point before we move out,” Trissiny said seriously. The Sheriff was moving through the crowd, directing people with pointing fingers and soft words; he didn’t create enough noise to be distracting, by and large, and everyone remained focused on her. “Light-wielders, this thing is agile and speedy; don’t try to chase it down. I want everyone to focus on wide, splashy uses of energy. Yes, I’m well aware this is the
  
   least
  
  efficient possible use of divine magic, but remember, you aren’t attempting to take it down, just to create an inhospitable region of space it won’t want to try pushing through. Everyone else, please keep weapons at hand, but do
  
   not
  
  fire except at need. You are present and armed because we don’t know what’s going to happen when this thing is hemmed in.
  
   Most
  
  creatures lash out when cornered, and most kinds of demons burn just like anything else when struck by lightning. Be mindful of the fact that we’re moving into an inhabited town, and that your fellow citizens will be directly across from you. Do not take a shot unless a situation arises in which you are
  
   completely
  
  sure of that shot, and of its necessity. Better to have the weapons at hand and not need them than to face that event unarmed.”
 

 
  Everyone murmured in approval, even as they shuffled into six distinct clusters around her, each of which had one of the designated clerics at its head. Trissiny noted that Ruda and Juniper had been placed in separate groups, apparently at random, and both seemed to be already making friends.
 

 
  “I had hoped, in addition,” she said, glancing inquisitively at Gabriel, “that we might be able to arrange some kind of blessing for everyone. Something beyond the standard benediction; that’ll do everyone well, but I’m interested in a means of spreading divine power to everyone to help caulk the gaps in our formation, make it harder for the demon to push past. Could the weapons be charmed, perhaps?”
 

 
  Gabriel was shaking his head before she finished her question. “Divine magic won’t hold on wands and staves; the inherent arcane energy will purge it in seconds. Any blessing powerful enough to override that would mess up their enchantments, and wear you out besides.”
 

 
  “Also…wouldn’t that
  
   take
  
  forever?” Juniper added. “There are
  
   dozens
  
  of people here.”
 

 
  “Well, it was a thought,” Trissiny said with a sigh. “Then if no one has any questions…?”
 

 
  She trailed off as Toby stepped forward from his group, moving toward the center of the gap in which she and Arjen stood. Something in his expression was intent and focused in a way that brought her pause, even if she couldn’t quite place a finger on it. He paced into the middle, Trissiny unconsciously nudging Arjen with her knees to make way. In a moment, he stood in the center, she off to the side, everyone present watching curiously, quite silent now.
 

 
  Toby closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them, and a warm smile lit up his face. “Everyone, be calm,” he said, and his voice seemed to resonate with a quality that encouraged it. “Fross, Juniper, this won’t bother you.”
 

 
  Then he closed his eyes again, and began to glow. His aura lit up as it usually did when he was calling on Omnu’s power, then slowly began to expand, the quality of the light streaming off him shifting more white than gold.
 

 
  The sun was almost directly overhead; a single beam streamed straight down from it to the top of Toby’s head, and the light flared out from him like the birth of a new star. Its sheer intensity was blinding, and yet it didn’t hurt at all to look at; in fact, no one closed their eyes, even by instinct.
 

 
  Only seconds later, it was over. The sunbeam vanished, and the paladin’s aura faded, leaving him standing before them, relaxed and calm. He opened his eyes at last; they glowed gold for a split second before that light, too, faded, leaving the Hand of Omnu looking as normal as anyone.
 

 
  Except that his aura now bedecked everyone present. Only in the faintest sense, barely visible under the prairie sunlight, but the light around each person there was subtly brighter, some remnant of Omnu’s touch radiating from each of them. Only Juniper (and presumably Fross, though her innate glow made it impossible to tell) were exempt from the effect. The dryad seemed totally unharmed by the divine blasting, however. In fact, she looked oddly pleased, smiling fondly at Toby.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   smokes,”
  
  someone said in awe. “Does everybody else suddenly feel like a million doubloons?”
 

 
  Where there had been only the hard-packed dirt of the old street, they now stood in a thick patch of clover, bedecked with little white and purple blossoms.
 

 
  “I think,” Trissiny said firmly, regaining everyone’s attention, “we should all take the time once this is done to offer thanks to Omnu for this. Right now, is everyone ready?”
 

 
  She swept her gaze around the assembled group, meeting firm nods and vocal agreement, and nodded herself.
 

 
  “Then let’s move.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  After the repeated blunders and humiliations of the last few days, it was almost eerie to have something go so smoothly.
 

 
  The townspeople of Last Rock didn’t march in anything resembling a formation, but despite the way their disorganized movement made her want to twitch, they unquestionably got where they were going in short order. Nobody got lost, nobody forgot what group they were in, and there was no shoving or scuffling. The folk of the prairie might not be a disciplined militia, but as had been pointed out to her several times recently, they knew what they were about and didn’t require much supervision once the action started.
 

 
  They reached their assigned positions quickly and fanned out, placing the net around Last Rock and beginning to close in. Trissiny could feel the demon in the distance, darting back and forth, testing first one side of the formation, then another, then yet another, looking for gaps that failed to materialize. The glow Omnu’s blessing had laid over the people remained in full effect; they formed a living screen that seemed to intimidate it. The invisible presence did, now and again, try for a weak spot, but the clerics she had sent with each group did their jobs. That had been a point of some concern for Trissiny, who didn’t know what kind of education in divine magic any of the four locals had, but every attempt by the demon to rush a point on the perimeter was answered by a flash of gold in the distance, and once by a wall of silver light.
 

 
  At one point it seemingly gave up on that project and veered straight toward her. This early in the plan, she was covering an area some thirty yards wide by herself, which must have seemed a tempting target. Sensing the thing coming, however, Trissiny flared up as brightly as she could and urged Arjen forward to charge straight at it, flinging indiscriminate bursts of divine light to the left and right as she came.
 

 
  The demon veered aside long before she got close enough to actually hit, and Trissiny turned to keep even with the advancing flanks of the groups to either side of her. Following that confrontation, it shot through the streets directly opposite, right at the mountain.
 

 
  She couldn’t see or sense what Gabriel did, but it zipped away even faster that time, retreating to probe at the thin space between Shaeine’s group and Father Laws’s, where a burst of mingled silver and gold dissuaded it.
 

 
  All the while, Vadrieny circled overhead. She wasn’t built to hover, and so she drifted in tight circles above the demon whenever it lingered in one spot, like an enormous burning vulture. The sight was surely enough to instigate a panic by itself, if her purpose hadn’t been already known to the townspeople. Trissiny couldn’t see Fross, nor feel her through the scrying network (apparently Fross’s ability to sense her had to do with her enchanting skill), but she could pinpoint the demon’s position, and Vadrieny was never more than a few seconds behind. It was fast enough, at least, that every time the demon went for a weak point in the encircling formation, Vadrieny heading for that spot was all the warning the townsfolk needed to draw together and head it off.
 

 
  The longer it went on, the more they closed the loop, the fewer gaps there were. By the time they reached the outer ring of buildings, the only openings were around Trissiny and Gabriel, and even they were just a few seconds’ canter from the flanks on either side.
 

 
  While the maneuver was similar to what they had done in Sarasio, it was going much,
  
   much
  
  better. Last Rock was smaller than Sarasio, and fully inhabited, by well-fed, civic-minded people who had both weapons and a healthy gossip network. By the time the members of the posse had reached the outlying buildings, most houses had people standing in their doors or windows, many muttering prayers or clutching idols and sigils of various gods. Similar sacred objects had suddenly appeared decorating door jams and fence posts, and the ankh of the Universal Church, as well as the insignia of Avei, Omnu, and Vidius, had been hastily scrawled on numerous surfaces in chalk, charcoal, and paint.
 

 
  Their quarry had no space in which to get lost, and its movements became increasingly frantic.
 

 
  “Slow and steady!” Trissiny shouted, projecting as hard as she could. Her lungs were well-exercised, having been used to command novices back home at the Abbey, but she doubted her voice would reach all the way across the town. “It’s cornered now—this is when it’ll attack if it’s going to. Stay calm, do not rush, and keep in formation! Pass it down the line!”
 

 
  The call went up on either side as her order was obeyed, instructions being relayed across the ranks. Hopefully the message wouldn’t grow too mangled in the process.
 

 
  The townspeople were moving into the streets proper, now, passing wary residents standing guard over their businesses and homes with weapons and holy sigils. Trissiny nodded in what she hoped was a reassuring manner to an old man and a housewife as she urged Arjen past them at a walk. The groups to either side had to break up their lines to get around buildings, now, but Trissiny could sense more than see the glow of divine energy streaming off them—faint, but holding longer than it seemed it should have, and clearly serving to keep the demon hemmed in. It seemed their enterprise here merited Omnu’s direct attention, unless Toby had abilities she’d never heard of. Which, upon reflection, was possible.
 

 
  “You’ve put this together very well, Trissiny,” a voice said from her left, and she glanced aside to behold Sister Takli, who had stepped to the flank of her group to address her. Tarvadegh’s group had closed in on the other side, now; he kept near the center, eyes on Vadrieny above, but they had narrowed the gap enough that there was no open space around her any longer. “I’m sorry for speaking harshly to you before, though I think what I said was correct. In any case, your performance here is more than admirable enough to make up for it.”
 

 
  “Have you found what you were looking for in Last Rock, sister?” Trissiny asked, keeping her eyes ahead and attention focused on the demon. It was making sweeps around their steadily tightening perimeter—she noted that it was moving around buildings, this time, not trying to go through them. Perhaps those sigils people were putting up were doing some good. In any case, it was calm enough for the moment she felt she could spare a few seconds to converse.
 

 
  “I’m not sure I was looking for anything in particular,” Takli replied calmly. “But I
  
   have
  
  found the town more pleasant than I’d expected. I think I may remain here unless specific business calls me elsewhere, at least for a time.”
 

 
  “Perhaps you should find some business elsewhere without waiting for it to call.”
 

 
  Even without looking, she could hear the sudden scowl in the Sister’s voice. “I beg your pardon?”
 

 
  “I would never dream of intruding deliberately on your privacy, sister,” Trissiny said, glancing down at her now and making no effort to moderate her voice. Takli wore a reproachful frown, which deepened as she spoke. “However, I cannot control what valkyries do or who they observe, or what they tell Gabriel, or what he tells
  
   me.
  
  So I’ve ended up knowing about your relationship with the Universal Church without meaning or really wanting to.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare—”
  
 

 
  “Considering the case of Lorelin Reich,” Trissiny carried on calmly, now looking ahead again, “it would probably be best if you took yourself and your affiliations elsewhere. And kindly remind Archpope Justinian that I work for Avei, not for him. If I have to go down there and tell him myself, it won’t be pleasant for anyone.”
 

 
  Takli made no verbal response, and Trissiny didn’t glance at her again to see what effect her words had. They earned a dry chuckle from a member of the group to her right, though.
 

 
  They made the rest of the remaining walk in a tense silence, which Trissiny ignored, focusing on her prey.
 

 
  The square outside the town hall was more or less the geographic center Last Rock, and the largest open space within the city limits aside from the square by the Rail platform. By the time the encircling forces reached the mouths of streets opening onto it, they had been compressed into ranks four bodies deep; the clerics had continued to place themselves on the front, as had Juniper and Ruda, who had her rapier unsheathed. With everyone clustered that close together, the residual glow of Omnu’s touch upon them was again visible to the naked eye, though faint; in the bright sunlight, it had the effect of making the air seem paler, not to mention bolstering the spirits of all those present. Despite that, the faces visible were all focused to the point of grimness.
 

 
  Gabriel and Trissiny heeled their mounts forward into the square, ahead of the others. Vadrieny continued to make a circle directly above.
 

 
  The demonic presence had come to a stop in the dead center.
 

 
  “Hold ranks!” Trissiny called. “Clerics, step forward two paces. Auras alight at a sustainable intensity—you are to hold this line, not assault.”
 

 
  “It’s here?” somebody called from a street across the way.
 

 
  “Oh, it’s here,” Trissiny said grimly. “And now it’s going to account for itself.”
 

 
  As if responding to her order, the thing burst into visibility. What appeared was bruise-purple, a hovering spot of shadow radiating an aura of sickly darkness that seemed to glow—it was confusing to look at. It oddly resembled an overlarge, sinister pixie.
 

 
  “Hold your fire!” Trissiny roared as wands and staves were leveled all around. She drew her own sword, urging Arjen forward while Gabriel likewise approached from the opposite side, his scythe fully extended. “No one has a clear shot—let us handle it!”
 

 
  The presence wasn’t idle as she spoke. It wheeled around in a rapid circle, spitting shadows at the ground. Trissiny only realized what it was doing belatedly, too late to interrupt. The spell circle seemed to appear fully formed, as if the demon were able to lay down elaborate sections in single bursts of light. After only seconds, it flared alight, and something rose up from the center.
 

 
  It was a hideous thing, all suckered tentacles, pincers, and plates of gleaming chitin; it looked like something that belonged on the ocean floor. Trissiny’s aura blazed to life around her, while Gabriel drew back his scythe, preparing to strike.
 

 
  An ear-piercing scream split the air, and Vadrieny plunged straight down from above. Before either paladin or the demon had the chance to act, she struck it hard enough to bear its towering bulk to the ground. Natural armor cracked and flesh tore under her claws with a truly sickening cacophony, leaving her standing not so much atop the creature’s back but
  
   in
  
  it, her talons apparently dug into the ground below.
 

 
  Under her feet, it immediately began crumbling away to charcoal and ash. The creature hadn’t so much as managed to growl or raise a pincer.
 

 
  Unfortunately, the original demon had continued to work during their momentary distraction, and with the same dizzying speed. It laid down five more spell circles, each materializing fully formed in a single puff of purple light. That was
  
   incredibly
  
  complex spellwork, Trissiny noted; very few warlocks would be able to achieve such a feat. She had no time to dwell on this, however, for the smaller circles immediately spat forth snarling katzil demons.
 

 
  “Clerics, shield!” she shouted. “Everyone raise weapons—wait till they’re above the rooftops to fire!”
 

 
  The demons seemed more agitated and confused than aggressive, wheeling about in the air and hissing at one another in the confined space in which they found themselves. Once again, however, action was made unnecessary before anyone could take it.
 

 
  From a single point high above, spears of ice flashed downward in a cone-like formation around Vadrieny and the crumbling ruins of the other demon. Fross struck unerringly, bearing the shrieking katzils to the ground, their bodies partially encased. With the exception of one whose entire head was sealed in a block of ice, they spat flames haphazardly. Only two managed to direct theirs, whether deliberately or not, at actual people; Shaeine brought up a wall of silver light to protect her group from one, while the other flashed harmlessly across the golden shield which formed around Gabriel and Whisper. Though unharmed, the mare whinnied in protest and danced a few steps away.
 

 
  Even those last gasps ended quickly, however; having immobilized her targets, Fross followed up with blasts of pure arcane energy, reducing each of the five demons to ash and steam in seconds.
 

 
  “Good work, Fross!” Trissiny shouted, keeping her attention on the circling purple summoner demon.
 

 
  “Only kind I do!” the pixie called cheerfully from above, her silver glow invisible against the sun.
 

 
  The original demon shot toward the town hall rather than trying to summon anything else. Trissiny wheeled Arjen around to follow, fully prepared to charge right through the doors if necessary. It wasn’t, however; the thing was apparently not seeking escape.
 

 
  It arced upward a few feet, prompting Fross to zip toward it in a visible flurry of snow forming into more ice lances as she went, but it did not try to fly away, merely slamming down onto the top of the steps leading up to the hall.
 

 
  Upon impact, it exploded into a burst of shadow and smoke which rushed outward hard enough to blow everyone’s hair back, carrying the acrid stink of sulfur.
 

 
  Where it had landed stood a man, limned in an aura of evil-looking purple and black from which orange flames flickered at the edges, wearing an incongruously pristine white suit.
 

 
  “I suppose you think you’re
  
   pretty
  
  damn clever,” Embras Mogul snarled, pointing accusingly at Trissiny.
 

 
  “I think
  
   you’re
  
  pretty clever,” she shot back, urging Arjen forward a few steps, Gabriel and Whisper prancing up alongside. “And I think we just outmaneuvered you
  
   anyway,
  
  warlock.”
 

 
  Mogul sneered from beneath the wide brim of his hat at the cheers which rose up on all sides.
 

 
  “Wipe those smug looks off your faces, you galoots—do you think any of you would’ve done a
  
   damn
  
  thing to stop me if you didn’t have this
  
   paladin
  
  nipping at your heels?” He actually grinned at the shouts of derision brought by that. “Aw, what’s wrong, don’t enjoy the ring of truth? Tell me, the
  
   last
  
  time she came down here to warn you, did you idiots try to
  
   help?
  
  Did you even listen? Or did you pitch a big collective fit about a few bruised egos and broken latches?”
 

 
  “Enough!” Trissiny barked. “You don’t get to stand there and belittle these people! You will
  
   leave
  
  this town, now, and
  
   permanently,
  
  or you will leave this plane of existence!”
 

 
  Arjen trumpeted a challenge, stomping forward, and Trissiny raised her sword, golden wings flaring into being behind her.
 

 
  “Do you have any idea the hard work you’ve just undone, you snot-nosed little guttersnipe?” Mogul bellowed, again flinging an arm dramatically out at Trissiny. In fact, the pose he struck reminded her incongruously of Professor Rafe in one of his moods. “Do you know how
  
   difficult
  
  it was to worm into the confidences of the Church
  
   itself?
  
  To push at Bishop Snowe’s buttons, to get extra clerics placed here and acting under nonsense orders of
  
   my
  
  choosing? It’s not so very easy to convince followers of the Church to act against their own obvious interest! But
  
   no,
  
  you’ve no appreciation for all the time and effort you’ve unmade, you just run around
  
   smashing
  
  things like a good Hand of Avei. You’re nothing but a bear loose in a tea shop, aren’t you!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shut
  
  your drama hole, you jackass,” Gabriel exclaimed, leveling his scythe at Mogul like a lance. The beam of light which burst forth from its shaft resembled a standard staff blast, except shot through with streams of violet and blue.
 

 
  The flash of lightning struck Mogul’s aura, then arced around him and shot away harmlessly into the sky.
 

 
  “Have your way,
  
   paladins,”
  
  the warlock sneered. “Keep your wretched little fleabit town. The rest of you—remember, when the gods are falling and your whole world is coming to pieces around you, that the Black Wreath came to try to shield you from their perfidy. Think on that while you’re being crushed underfoot by your own so-called protectors!”
 

 
  “Shooting isn’t working,” Trissiny said to Gabriel. “Let’s just stab him.”
 

 
  “I like the way you think.”
 

 
  They heeled their mounts forward in unison, but before they made it two steps, another eruption of smoke and shadow occurred around him, accompanied by a blast of wind that made them squint and slow.
 

 
  “You’ve won today, but this is
  
   not
  
  over!” Mogul shrieked, his voice rising to the edge of hysteria. “Not till every god lies at the Dark Lady’s feet!”
 

 
  Shadows swelled up around him, and he sank back into them, leaving behind only a peal of deranged laughter.
 

 
  In its aftermath, the silence was absolute and startling. There were a few beats of quiet beneath the pure sunlight.
 

 
  The surrounding citizens of Last Rock, though, burst into cheers as if ordered, shouting and clapping one another on the back. A few weapons were discharged into the air, before bellowing from the Sheriff and Ox put a stop to that. All the while, Trissiny and Gabriel sat their saddles, staring at the spot from which Mogul had vanished with identical frowns on their faces, ignoring the jubilation around them.
 

 
  “It’s not just me, right?” Gabriel said finally, turning to look at her. “That was…weird, wasn’t it?
  
   Wrong,
  
  somehow.”
 

 
  “No…it’s not just you.” She sheathed her sword, her own frown not lessening. “I’m not absolutely certain why, but I have a feeling that…”
 

 
  
   “I’ll
  
  tell you why,” Ruda announced, striding over to stand by Trissiny’s stirrup. The rest of their class had assembled as well, threading through the celebrating townspeople around them to cluster together around the two mounted paladins; Vadrieny had withdrawn into Teal, and Fross hovered about Gabriel’s head, close enough to be seen despite the sunlight. “Last time we saw that guy,” Ruda continued, “he went out of his way to seem as reasonable and approachable as he possibly could. Now, that time?”
 

 
  “That time,” Teal finished, nodding, “he was hamming it up. Acting like a
  
   villain,
  
  in the way that an actor does, not like any actual villains do. It was like…”
 

 
  “Like Rafe,” Shaeine finished softly, her voice nearly lost in the surrounding tumult. “In some ways, like Ruda. He was trying to create an impression.”
 

 
  “In short,” Ruda said grimly, “that was a performance from start to finish. I think
  
   all
  
  of it was. I don’t think we actually
  
   won
  
  here, guys.”
 

 
  “This isn’t over, is it,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  No one bothered to answer. It hadn’t been a question.
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  “Movement!” the Legionnaire with her eye pressed to the telescope suddenly announced.
 

 
  Everyone in the command tent was instantly alert and facing her, which wasn’t much of a change as they had all been tense and pretending with varying degrees of effort to be engaged in other things. The exception, of course, was Aspen, who at first had seemed not to understand the problem, but revealed upon having it explained that she actually just didn’t care. She and Ingvar had been engrossed in a quiet conversation in a rear corner of the pavilion. Whatever they were talking about had occasionally drawn startled looks from Yrril, despite her Narisian reserve.
 

 
  “Well?” General Vaumann said tersely.
 

 
  “They’re getting up,” the Legionnaire reported. “Standing and… No signs of agitation. Still seem to be talking… Everything’s still quiet.”
 

 
  Joe let out an audible sigh, and several of those assembled slouched in quieter imitation. Ami, who had given up strumming her guitar after her attempts to “lighten the mood” had drawn annoyed looks and finally a shouted reprimand from Colonel Nintaumbi, wrapped her arms around it and looked sullen.
 

 
  “Wait,” the watcher said, and the crowd tensed again.
 

 
  “Make up your
  
   mind,”
  
  Ami muttered.
 

 
  “They’re… Separating. Bishop Syrinx is leaving, coming back this way.”
 

 
  “And the
  
   elf?”
  
  Nintaumbi exclaimed.
 

 
  “He’s turning… Appears to be departing as well. Yes—confirmed! The headhunter is retreating back into the forest.”
 

 
  An audible exhalation from multiple throats passed around the tent. Schwartz muttered something unintelligible, sagging against at tent pole hard enough to shake it and earn an irritated look from a nearby Legionnaire.
 

 
  “Continuing…target is lost to sight in the treeline, now. Bishop Syrinx is proceeding back this way on foot.” Basra’s horse, left unattended, had wandered off earlier, which the scout had also reported.
 

 
  “Sir?” an Imperial Army soldier wearing a captain’s bars said to Nintaumbi. “Shall I stand down the alert?”
 

 
  “Absolutely not,” the Colonel said firmly. “We wait at minimum to hear what Syrinx has to say about her conversation. Agreed?”
 

 
  He glanced up at Vaumann, who nodded. Yrril just stood in apparent calm, watching down the field. The exact acuity of her eyes was something she hadn’t seen fit to elaborate upon; a surface elf would be able to see almost as well as the human with the telescope, and while drow theoretically had similar capabilities, they were significantly disadvantaged by the sunlight.
 

 
  “Well,” Nintaumbi added more softly, “I guess the only casualty here has been Bishop Darling. He had to have crossed paths with that creature… There’s only one way that could end up.”
 

 
  “With all respect, Colonel,” Joe said, “I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions about Darling.”
 

 
  “I’m not certain what combat capabilities he may have,” Ingvar agreed, “but if anyone living could talk his way out of fighting a headhunter…”
 

 
  “Um…” Everyone turned to stare at the scout, who was still watching through her spyglass. “Now that you mention it…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Why, fancy meeting you here!”
 

 
  At being hailed, Basra halted her march back toward the armies, turning to stare at Darling, who was strolling casually toward her from the coastline to the southeast.
 

 
  “Antonio,” she said at a more normal volume as he drew close enough to hear it. “It seems this should surprise me, but somehow, it just doesn’t. I think I’ve lost the ability to be taken aback by anything you do.”
 

 
  “Now, you mustn’t
  
   say
  
  things like that, Bas,” he said brightly, coming up to stand alongside her. “That’s the next best thing to a
  
   challenge!”
  
 

 
  She shook her head. “How did your conversation go?”
 

 
  “I realize you asked first and there’s a certain etiquette attached to that,” he replied, “but really.
  
   Your
  
  conversation was obviously a lot more important, and I’m
  
   betting
  
  a lot more interesting. So…?” He gazed at her expectantly.
 

 
  Basra grunted and turned to resume her stride toward the front lines, her fellow Bishop falling into step beside her. “About like I expected, though it took longer than I thought.”
 

 
  “You
  
   expected
  
  a successful negotiation with a headhunter?”
 

 
  “I expected to be able to pull his strings, but… That man was more obviously insane than even the stereotype suggests. I don’t know if you’ve dug up anything on headhunters in your infamous research into Elilial, but you’ve talked with that creep Mary enough to probably know they aren’t quite like the rumors tell us.
  
   That
  
  fellow was clearly far gone. He can’t have been fresh from Athan’Khar, unless he was wildly unstable even before going in. I wonder what he’s been doing up till now; I didn’t get much out of him about that.”
 

 
  “And yet, you got him to turn around and
  
   leave.”
  
  Darling shook his head in wonder. “That has to be the century’s foremost feat of diplomacy.”
 

 
  Basra grinned. “Well,
  
   I
  
  think so, but most diplomats seem to object to my characterization of diplomacy as piles and piles of lies and manipulations.
  
   Most
  
  people don’t much like having their illusions exposed. Anyway, he’s gone for now. I don’t know how much time this has bought, but he
  
   probably
  
  won’t attack in the direction of Viridill again. So that’s
  
   my
  
  conversation, and if you want the fine details, you’ll have to wait. I’ve no doubt you plan to invite yourself along for the full debriefing I’ll need to give the commanders, anyway, and I don’t enjoy repeating myself.” She glanced shrewdly at him. “Which brings us to you. Since you were coming from the shoreline, hell and gone from the road you went in on, I assume
  
   one
  
  of your shifty friends found and warned you before you stumbled across the creature?”
 

 
  “Right,” he said more seriously. “On to the next battle. Before we reach the others, there are a few things I think you should know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The trip back to campus was a slow one, being long, uphill, and taken on foot (with the obvious exception of Fross). Trissiny and Gabriel had dismissed their mounts, considering it awkward to ride when nobody else could; Whisper wasn’t built for multiple riders, and Arjen couldn’t carry everybody. For the most part, it was also a quiet walk. The sounds of continued jubilation from the town below had mostly faded into the distance by the time they’d exhausted their efforts to theorize as to Embras Mogul’s true motives.
 

 
  Their general feeling about the encounter was not celebratory.
 

 
  “Uh…” Gabriel craned his neck back to glance up at the position of the sun as they passed through the archway onto the campus proper. “Crap, can’t see Clarke Tower from here.”
 

 
  “It’s a relief,” Ruda commented, “to learn that you don’t automatically know the spots from which our dorm is visible, Arquin.”
 

 
  He rolled his eyes. “It’s the biggest clock on campus. I’m fairly sure we’re gonna miss lunch if we wanna get to class on time.”
 

 
  “Always on top of priorities,” Toby said with a smile.
 

 
  “Hey, proper nutrition is important,” Juniper said seriously. “That’s true even when we haven’t just climbed a mountain.”
 

 
  “Yes, this has been altogether inconvenient,” Shaeine said solemnly. “In the future, we should ask any deranged warlocks we encounter to schedule their assaults no earlier than four o’clock.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Fross mused. “I wonder if that would work.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I’ll
  
  certainly do my best to accommodate you,” Embras Mogul said cheerfully, stepping out from behind a tree just ahead. “All you have to to is ask!”
 

 
  Weariness and malaise vanished in an instant; weapons came out, various auras sprang to life, and Vadrieny burst forth from Teal.
 

 
  “You have made your
  
   last
  
  mistake!” Trissiny roared, golden wings blazing.
 

 
  
   “Children!”
  
 

 
  Everyone hesitated, though no one powered down or disarmed, and only half of them took their eyes off the warlock to glance up at the gatepost beside the arch, atop which Professor Ekoi suddenly sat, her tail twitching in disapproval.
 

 
  “For once, would you
  
   think
  
  before attacking? The wards over this campus would repel incursions by far greater foes than this. Mr. Mogul is an invited guest. I expect initiates of this University to evince sufficient decorum to treat him as such.”
 

 
  “Have you
  
   lost
  
  your
  
   mind?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “What a curious question,” Ekoi mused. “If I had, clearly I would not know it. And if I had
  
   not,
  
  I would take offense at the implication. What possible motivation could you have for saying such a thing, Mr. Arquin?”
 

 
  “I’m thoughtless and fed up with your crap, that’s what!” he shouted.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake, boy,
  
   hush.
  
  I realize class is not formally in session, but this is still an institution of learning. I have arranged, at great effort, a demonstration for you. Compose yourselves and
  
   learn,
  
  please.”
 

 
  “Well, pardon me for contradicting your point, General,” Mogul said cheerfully, recapturing everyone’s attention, “but I expect to make a great
  
   many
  
  more mistakes. Perhaps if you pay attention to the good Professor, here, you’ll someday find yourself in a position to take advantage of one!”
 

 
  “That does it.” Trissiny took a step forward, sword upraised.
 

 
  “Avelea.” Ekoi’s tone was calm. “Do not make me come down there.”
 

 
  “Would it matter if I pointed out that Arquin can see up your robe?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Gabriel said shrilly. “I wouldn’t—Ruda, for
  
   once
  
  can you not be such a
  
   creep?”
  
 

 
  “They’re rather cute, aren’t they?” Mogul said to Ekoi. “With the banter, and everything. I didn’t realize adventuring groups actually
  
   did
  
  that! The chapbooks don’t seem historically authoritative, at a casual glance.”
 

 
  “Because they do it doesn’t make it sound policy,” Ekoi remarked.
 

 
  “Well, I for one
  
   always
  
  respect a spot of good drama. Well? Don’t be shy, let me have it.” He spread his arms wide, grinning and seemingly unconcerned with the array of destructive power poised to descend on him. “How was it? The yokels seemed to eat it up, but I dunno… Not one of my
  
   best
  
  performances, I don’t think. It felt a little overworked. Wouldn’t you say?”
 

 
  “We’re not doing this,” Toby said flatly. “We are not going to indulge you in
  
   conversation.
  
  Just do whatever it is Professor Ekoi is tolerating your presence for, please.”
 

 
  “Unless you want to learn whether she’s actually capable of stopping all of us from tearing you apart,” Vadrieny snarled.
 

 
  “It’s so
  
   odd,”
  
  the Professor mused, “being among people who think that is in question. This is why I should make time to leave Sifan more often; too long away from the wild world and one forgets. Vestrel, that language is
  
   not
  
  acceptable. There are
  
   children
  
  here, for heaven’s sake.”
 

 
  Gabriel clutched Ariel and his staff in a white-knuckled grip, suddenly looking rattled.
 

 
  “Indeed, tempers appear to be fraying even as we speak,” Mogul said, tipping his hat to them. “So, dear students, the question is, as always: What have we learned today?”
 

 
  “Fuck it, let’s kill him,” Ruda suggested.
 

 
  “Wait,” said Shaeine softly.
 

 
  “You arranged that whole thing,” Fross accused. “The demon trace thing, all of it. From the beginning. Why? What do you
  
   get
  
  from that?”
 

 
  “Turning us against the Archpope, for starters,” Toby said tersely.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” Mogul wagged a chiding finger at them. “Nothing so crude. Turning you
  
   against
  
  someone is…well, it’s such a limited gambit. That’s the kind of thing you do to bit players who don’t really matter in the long run. It’s usually all too simple. No, consider the fact that the most esteemed Ekoi-sensei finds my presence and activities here tolerable. Aside from clear evidence that I’m not here to harm you, that shows what, specifically, I’m out to help you do. Which is…?”
 

 
  He smiled expectantly at them.
 

 
  “Learn,” Shaeine whispered.
 

 
  “Bingo!” Mogul pointed at her. “The fact that you and I are nominally enemies is a condition of circumstance, not essential nature. You don’t seem to grasp, yet, how ephemeral all your affiliations and bonds truly are. Unlike the various cults that trained you before now, I’m not out to tell you who you should trust, what you should believe.” He folded his arms and adopted a cocky pose, smirking from beneath the brim of his hat. “What I want is the same thing your teacher, here, wants. The same thing Professor Tellwyrn wants. I want you to
  
   think.
  
  I want you to look beyond the surface, to question what you are told, to take
  
   nothing
  
  for granted. I told you before: the Black Wreath is on the side of
  
   truth.
  
  But I also told you that the truth would be devalued if I just
  
   dropped
  
  it on you. You’ll have to learn to seek it out for yourselves.”
 

 
  “This guy is
  
   so
  
  full of it,” Gabriel muttered, unconsciously raising Ariel. Blue sigils along her blade flared to life.
 

 
  “That I most certainly am,” Mogul agreed. “For the love of all that’s unholy, don’t take anything
  
   I
  
  tell you at face value—surely you’ve got
  
   that
  
  much figured out already. This time you made a lot of assumptions and a lot of rash actions. You thought like adventurers.” He shook his head. “As I’m sure a few people have mentioned to you, adventuring is a thing of the past. To succeed in this world, you need to be insightful, careful, and mindful of the subtle connections between things.
  
   This
  
  time,” he added, looking directly at Trissiny and grinning, “I made you a hero in the eyes of the public. I prevented a certain schemer in the Universal Church from getting hooks into you. You fought me the whole way, and yet you ended up doing
  
   exactly
  
  as I wished at every step. Now, just imagine what would have happened if I had actually meant you harm!”
 

 
  “Did you seriously come up here just to gloat?” Juniper exclaimed.
 

 
  “Of course not.” Mogul tipped his hat to her. “Merely to demonstrate. I don’t mind acknowledging that I’m
  
   not
  
  smarter than you, kids—at least, not collectively. You lost this one because you were playing the wrong game. Learn to play the right one. And now!” Turning toward Ekoi’s pillar, he bowed deeply, sweeping off his hat to reveal a shiny bald head. “Professor, it has been both a high honor and an unmitigated pleasure to work with you.”
 

 
  “That’s a lie,” she said, smiling benignly, “but since it
  
   should
  
  have been, I shall accept the compliment.”
 

 
  “With that, I really must be off—I can only imagine the stress poor Professor Tellwyrn is under right now, allowing me to stand here without smiting me into a puddle.” He placed his hat back on his head, straightened it carefully with both hands, then winked at them. “See you ’round, kids.”
 

 
  Shadows gathered, and then he was gone.
 

 
  Professor Ekoi hopped nimbly down, landing on the grass as lightly as a cat. “What you just heard was wisdom, students. It was not necessarily truth. The difference is important.
  
   Think
  
  on these things—think deeply, and carefully. But later, yes? For now, off to class with you.”
 

 
  She turned and strolled casually away, the white tip of her tail bobbing behind her. The entire class stared at her retreating back, too dumbfounded to speak.
 

 
  With the exception of Trissiny, who was staring at the spot from which Embras Mogul had vanished, her sword dangling limply from her fingers.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Though the remaining members of Basra’s party had clustered around trying to command her attention immediately upon her return, she had brushed them off to join the commanders in a private conference in Fort Naveen. Schwartz and Ami had both been loudly disappointed when it was made clear that they were not invited to attend. Only Branwen had managed to include herself, and that apparently on the pure basis of rank, not because she had anything in particular to contribute. Darling’s companions, though they had been similarly glad to see him alive and well, had been more restrained. Or perhaps, less interested in being cooped up with stuffy military leaders.
 

 
  In any case, it wasn’t as if dallying was an option; after a relatively short exchange, a messenger from the fort had arrived with word that a very important figure had just been teleported in.
 

 
  “I am absolutely astonished,” said General Toman Panissar in the fort’s secure conference room, “that you managed to persuade that deranged thing to back down, Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  “I’m somewhat astonished that your response to that deranged thing’s presence was to come
  
   here,”
  
  Darling said, lounging back in the chair he had commandeered by the fireplace. “Wouldn’t the Empire find itself in a
  
   bit
  
  of a pickle if the supreme commander of the Army were suddenly killed by a headhunter?”
 

 
  “His Majesty is the supreme commander of the Army,” Panissar said, giving him an irritated look, “and that is why I didn’t come until the Azure Corps brought word that the headhunter had retreated.”
 

 
  “The point remains,” Yrril said calmly, “it was an incredible feat of negotiation, Bishop. I must add my commendation.”
 

 
  “Thank you, but ‘negotiation’ implies more rationality on the part of the participants,” Basra said with a faint smile. “I was manipulating, twisting the facts and lying through my teeth, and
  
   he
  
  was, not to put too fine a point on it, batshit crazy. As I said before going, that was a situation that called for a politician.”
 

 
  “It was still incredibly brave to go
  
   out
  
  there,” Branwen said earnestly. “I mean, I think I can consider myself a politician as well, and I feel no shame that
  
   I
  
  didn’t volunteer.”
 

 
  “I am, among other things, a soldier,” Basra said with a shrug. “It had to be done. That’s what soldiers do.”
 

 
  “I could only
  
   dream
  
  of filling my ranks with men and women who would willingly face such a thing,” Panissar replied. “But the important question remains: how much time have you bought us?”
 

 
  “That I can’t say exactly,” Basra said, her expression falling into a frown. “I managed to convince him that messing with the Sisterhood wasn’t in his best interests. That much I was confident I could do before I went out there; whatever that elf thinks of anything, the actual
  
   danger
  
  comes from the spirits inside him, and Athan’Khar and Viridill respected each other for a long time, even when they fought. It was the attack on Athan’Khar that made Viridill turn on the Empire, after all. As to what he’ll do next, or when, or
  
   where…”
  
  She shrugged fatalistically. “This is a temporary reprieve, make no mistake.”
 

 
  “Then we’ve gained nothing,” Colonel Nintaumbi said, scowling.
 

 
  “Nothing could be further from the truth,” Panissar disagreed. “Time to prepare makes
  
   all
  
  the difference—it’s exactly the thing we’ve never had before, with any other headhunter’s appearance. Bishop Syrinx saved a lot of good soliers today; that thing would have torn right through those armies. Now, I’ve had time to alert Lord Schraede and notify Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Schraede?” Yrril asked, tilting her head.
 

 
  “Commander of the Strike Corps,” Darling explained.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Panissar said, nodding. “The
  
   entire
  
  Corps has been pulled from their duties and set on high alert. Considering the headhunter’s known ability to shadow-jump, we must assume his next move could occur
  
   anywhere.
  
  Strike teams are moving into position across the Empire, each accompanied by portal mages of the Azure Corps to stay in communication. As soon as he shows his face again, the
  
   entire
  
  Strike Corps will land on him. Not even a headhunter can contend with
  
   that.
  
  And besides,” he added more thoughtfully, “while it’s a long shot, his Majesty had the idea to seek aid from…our allies. If they are willing and prove able, we may be able to head this off before the creature can attack.”
 

 
  “Allies?” Vaumann asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “The Emperor prefers that that matter remain classified for now,” Panissar said briskly. “Continuing with that line of thought, this business of stirring up elementals shows far more planning ability than any past headhunter has displayed, not to mention skills beyond them.”
 

 
  Basra and Darling exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said, straightening up, “it turns out that wasn’t the headhunter’s doing.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Nintaumbi said sharply.
 

 
  “I did manage to have a short conversation with Khadizroth the Green while I was very briefly in the woods,” the Bishop continued. “He and Mary the Crow are still down there—after rescuing
  
   me
  
  from blundering across that crazy critter, they stayed behind to see what they could do about it. But yes, back on point, it turns out we were both right, Bas. Khadizroth was down there to help, and he
  
   was
  
  behind the elemental attacks.”
 

 
  “What?” Nintaumbi exclaimed.
 

 
  Basra nodded, though. “Yes…I can see it. In fact, that explains the one glaring flaw in my theory that was troubling me. The elemental summoner showed a knowledge of the history and social nature of Viridill and the Sisterhood; it was odd in the extreme that he might think they would step aside and let him invade Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Darling agreed. “Between that and his ploy to get Mary’s attention through Ingvar… He wasn’t attacking Viridill, he was trying to
  
   rally
  
  the province’s defenders.”
 

 
  “Why?” Panissar demanded, narrowing his eyes. “If he had forewarning of this creature’s intentions, he could have just come to us.”
 

 
  “There’s a lot about Khadizroth I don’t know, or understand,” Darling admitted. “Today was my first actual encounter with him; what I’ve heard previously has been secondhand at best. We
  
   do
  
  know, however, that he’s not involved with the Conclave, despite their claim to represent every dragon in Imperial territory, and I’ve had reason to believe before now that he has worked with the Universal Church in some capacity. That’s odd behavior from any dragon but a gold. I highly doubt he trusts or likes the Empire. The Crow doesn’t, either, but neither of them go for the kind of indiscriminate slaughter a headhunter causes. They moved to save lives, even those of their declared enemy. But yes, Toman, you’re correct.” He nodded grimly. “These are powerful beings with their own agendas, who should
  
   never
  
  be trusted or taken for granted. I think we’ll be a long time yet unraveling the threads beneath all this.”
 

 
  “If we even can,” Basra said fatalistically. “Unless we can capture either Mary the Crow or Khadizroth the Green, we’re unlikely to learn anything more. Whatever other truths are out there…they’re buried in Athan’Khar, now.”
 

 
  “Then I think that sums up the situation,” Panissar said. “The crisis has passed, for now, but this is
  
   not
  
  over.”
 

 
  “If you look far enough beneath the surface,” said Darling, “there are always strings connecting events to other events. I can’t find it in me to believe all this just
  
   happened.”
  
 

 
  “Headhunters,” General Vaumann pointed out, “are essentially chaos and randomness personified. If anything, the lack of connection to a greater pattern has been the most difficult part of this whole mess. I don’t think it’s necessary to conclude there’s some broader purpose at play, here.”
 

 
  “We may be able to learn something more, either from the dragon or the Crow, or possibly even the headhunter,” Panissar replied, “but on the whole, I am inclined to agree with Bishop Darling. Lord Vex is of the same mind.”
 

 
  “You can add me to that list,” Basra stated. “There’s just too much going on for us to assume this is over. Even once the headhunter is destroyed… I think we had
  
   all
  
  better keep these events firmly in mind, and be watchful going forward.”
 

 
  For a moment, her gaze met and held Darling’s, and then they both turned back to the group, expressions betraying nothing.
 

 
  Positioned in the room’s most comfortable chair in the far corner, Branwen let the continuing discussion wash over her, studying each of her fellow Bishops in turn, and wearing the faintest little smile.
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  “Well, this ain’t the least bit awkward,” Joe muttered, folding his arms and lounging against the wall of the courtyard. Despite the relaxed pose, he betrayed tension in the set of his shoulders and the way his eyes darted about.
 

 
  Fort Naveen, like all the fortifications along the southern border, was an Imperial installation, but was administered and staffed partly by the Silver Legions. With the high state of alert due to the recent crisis and the large numbers of troops moved into the region, there were a lot of Legionnaires present, many obviously on duty guarding the walls and various doorways.
 

 
  A good number of those were staring flatly at Ingvar, whose expression had grown increasingly sardonic the longer it had gone on.
 

 
  “What is everybody’s problem?” Aspen asked. She sounded genuinely curious, not upset, though with her moods it could be difficult to tell. “Why don’t they like Ingvar?
  
   I
  
  like Ingvar. He’s nice, even when he’s being a jerk.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Ingvar said dryly, though a smile did steal onto his features.
 

 
  “Politics,” Ami said with a long-suffering sigh.
  
   “Religious
  
  politics, which is even worse. Everyone is
  
   so
  
  convinced they alone are holy, and anyone who dares
  
   disagree
  
  with them must be an absolute monster.”
 

 
  “Good to see you rallying to the defense of our Huntsman friend,” Jenell said with a catlike little smirk. “I seem to recall you being upset at Bishop Syrinx for nearly getting you scalped by Shaathists.”
 

 
  
   “No
  
  Shaathist would do such a thing,” Ingvar exclaimed.
 

 
  “Jenell,” Ami said, arching an eyebrow, “it is
  
   hardly
  
  polite to point out my hypocrisy in front of everyone.”
 

 
  “Terribly sorry. I’ll assume I have the same coming later.”
 

 
  “I’m mentally amending my calendar as we speak.”
 

 
  Ingvar fixed his gaze on the bard, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Do I know you?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” Ami said sweetly.
 

 
  “I never understand what’s going on when people get off on these tangents,” Aspen muttered. “It’s so much easier when it was just the four of us.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Joe mused. “That was a pretty serene few hours.”
 

 
  “Why do these soldiers all dislike you?” the dryad asked Ingvar. “They don’t even
  
   know
  
  you!”
 

 
  “Well, the bard is correct,” he explained. “Religion, and politics. The Huntsmen of Shaath and the Sisters of Avei have very fundamental disagreements, which has led to a lot of arguing, ill-feeling and even occasional violence. We naturally react to one another with suspicion. For me to be
  
   in
  
  one of their fortresses is…pushing their tolerance.”
 

 
  “This isn’t actually one of
  
   their
  
  fortresses, as I understand it,” Schwartz said, frowning. Meesie was sitting in his palm, leaning against his thumb, which was absently scratching behind her ear.
 

 
  Ingvar shrugged. “I don’t begrudge them the suspicion; this is more or less how a Sister would be treated in a lodge.”
 

 
  “A Sister would be very unlikely to be
  
   in
  
  a lodge,” Jenell said pointedly.
 

 
  “And I would be very unlikely to be
  
   here,”
  
  Ingvar agreed with the ghost of a smile. “Life is strange.”
 

 
  “I say, I didn’t realize things were that amicable,” Schwartz said, glancing between Ingvar and Aspen. His fascination with the dryad appeared to be innocent and intellectual; at any rate, he was mostly interested in talking to her and hardly seemed to register that she was an attractive woman wearing nothing but an ill-fitting duster. He’d backed off, however, once she informed him the attention was annoying. “I mean, not that I’d be in a position to
  
   know,
  
  exactly, but you know how it is. The Avenists and the Shaathists, that’s one of the great rivalries among the cults! It’s sort of infamous.”
 

 
  “Almost like Avenists and Elilinists,” Ami said, grinning.
 

 
  “Or Avenists and Eserites,” added Joe.
 

 
  “Or Avenists and Izarites,” Jenell said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “The person of a guest is sacrosanct,” Ingvar said firmly. “That point is enshrined in Shaathist tradition, but it predates the religion. The principle exists in some form in virtually every culture. A Sister or Legionnaire or
  
   anyone
  
  who sought shelter in a lodge would be given food, warmth, quarters, whatever they needed that it was able to provide. It would likely be
  
   tense;
  
  Huntsmen are not trained for diplomacy as a rule, and I doubt she would be made to feel particularly welcome. But none would disgrace the lodge by mistreating a guest. This is fair, and about typical,” he added, glancing around at several of the nearby Legionnaires, a few of whom were within earshot. “I was treated much the same when I visited the Temple of Avei in Tiraas. I cannot fault the courtesy, nor condemn the suspicion.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  visited the Temple of Avei?” Ami exclaimed. “Whatever brought
  
   that
  
  on?”
 

 
  He sighed. “It’s a long story.”
 

 
  “I’m a
  
   bard.
  
  I
  
   love
  
  long stories.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  don’t,” Aspen muttered. “This is real interesting, but I’m gonna go talk to one of these.” She turned and stepped toward the nearest Legionnaire, who stiffened visibly.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar said firmly, “be
  
   nice
  
  to them. We are guests here.”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna
  
   eat
  
  anybody,” the dryad said irritably, at which several Legionnaires turned to stare at her and a passing squad of Imperial soldiers faltered, a few reaching toward their weapons.
 

 
  “Everything’s under control, boys,” Joe said, tipping his hat to them. “Best keep movin’.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m glad to see everybody getting along!” Bishop Darling called cheerfully, striding toward them across the courtyard from the fortress’s central keep.
 

 
  “How’d it go?” Joe asked quickly, straightening up.
 

 
  “Classified, mostly,” Darling replied, coming to a stop amid the group, and glanced over at Aspen, who was now speaking quietly to the nervous-looking Legionnaire she’d picked, while several others hovered tensely nearby. “Do we…have a
  
   problem?”
  
 

 
  “I don’t believe so,” Ingvar replied. “She understands respect for other sentients, at least intellectually, and talking to people is going to be essential in deepening that understanding. Regardless, I’m watching her.”
 

 
  “Absolutely incredible,” Schwartz breathed. Meesie scampered up his arm onto his shoulder, cheeping in agreement.
 

 
  “The meeting?” Ingvar prompted Darling, who tore his gaze from the dryad.
 

 
  “Yes, right. Like I said, most of it isn’t for discussion outside that room, but generally speaking I think the crisis has passed. There are far too many lingering unknowns and points of interest for it to be dropped; the Sisterhood and the Empire are going to continue picking at this for a good while, at minimum. Very likely the Church and a few other cults will get involved; I understand the College has already been contributing,” he added, smiling at Schwartz.
 

 
  “We do what we can!” the witch said cheerfully. “Um, what happened to the other two Bishops, if I may ask?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that was the first thing I meant to tell you,” said Darling. “The Azure Corps is lending portal mages to get people where they need to go, while they’re all here. Branwen’s already back in Tiraas by now; Basra will be departing for the Abbey to brief Abbess Darnassy as soon as her group is assembled. I understand that means you guys.”
 

 
  “Crap,” Jenell muttered. “She does
  
   not
  
  like waiting. Which way?”
 

 
  “Central mess hall, though the doors and down the corridor,” he replied. “The Corps has an impromptu departure station set up.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess we’re off, then!” Schwartz said, already moving after Jenell, who had saluted once before striding off. “Thanks, your Grace! Lovely to meet all of you! Tell Miss Aspen I said good-bye!”
 

 
  “I will,” Ingvar assured him, though Schwartz had already turned and was nearly out of earshot, then muttered with a glance at the dryad, “not that I expect her to care.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that you, too, ma’am?” Joe asked Ami.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I suppose it is,” she said languidly, finally setting off after the other two at a leisurely pace. “I
  
   can’t
  
  have people thinking they can order me about, though, that would
  
   never
  
  do. You know how it is.”
 

 
  “Uh…sure,” he said uncertainly to her retreating back. “Nice meetin’ you.”
 

 
  The three remaining glanced over at Aspen again. The Legionnaire she had captured was listening, still wary but seeming somewhat less tense now. It appeared to be a rather one-sided conversation, though, just distant enough that the dryad’s low voice was indistinct.
 

 
  “Which brings up the next question,” said Darling. “What do we do about
  
   her?”
  
 

 
  “She goes with me, obviously,” Ingvar said, watching Aspen with a faint smile. After a moment, he blinked and straightened, turning back to them. “Excuse me, I didn’t mean that to be as brusque as it came out. But after thinking it over, it
  
   does
  
  seem obvious. She’s already stated she wants to stay with me, and… Well, she needs to grow accustomed to other people, learn how to treat them. Somebody she trusts had better stick around for that.”
 

 
  “While I’m sure bringin’ her back to the lodge would make you a celebrity,” Joe said carefully, “I really can’t see takin’ her into Tiraas as a good idea.”
 

 
  “Never mind good idea,” Darling agreed, “that’s
  
   extremely
  
  illegal. Don’t mistake the tolerance she’s getting here on a frontier during a crisis for a change in policy. Dryads
  
   aren’t
  
  allowed into Imperial-held cities.”
 

 
  “Now I think on it,” Joe mused, “I’m not sure how the Empire could
  
   stop
  
  ‘er without rilin’ up big mama.”
 

 
  “The Empire hasn’t lasted a thousand years by
  
   shooting
  
  every problem it faces,” Darling said dryly. “The Azure Corps is responsible for dryad incursions, or in their absence, any Imperial personnel with teleportation ability. If a dryad wanders too close to a city and won’t be dissuaded, they’re simply picked up and moved somewhere else. Usually as close to the Deep Wild as it’s safe to teleport.”
 

 
  “Bet they don’t like that,” Joe murmured.
 

 
  “No, they do not,” Darling agreed. “But they mostly don’t seem to have the attention span to make an issue of it. I’ve never heard of a dryad having to be removed repeatedly. Generally, I guess they just prefer to go off and do something less annoying.”
 

 
  “I’m certain all of that’s true,” Ingvar said quietly, still gazing in the direction of Aspen, though his mind was clearly far away. “It still works, however, since I am not going back to Tiraas.” He blinked again, then turned to Darling. “In fact, thank you for reminding me. I was going to ask if you would carry a letter to Brother Andros for me.”
 

 
  “Gladly,” Darling said immediately. “So, you’ve had time to think on your next move, then?”
 

 
  “It’s not as if we’ve had a lot to do
  
   but
  
  think while you and Bishop Syrinx were conversing with various sinister powers,” he said wryly. “That, and talk with the others.”
 

 
  “I’ve gotta say,” Joe added with a grin, “you’re fallin’ behind, your Grace. The other Bishop managed to put together a bigger an’ stranger posse even than you.”
 

 
  “Now, I contest that,” Darling said solemnly, holding up a hand. “Aspen is plenty strange enough to beat any competition.”
 

 
  “I can
  
   hear
  
  you, by the way,” the dryad called over her shoulder.
 

 
  “Considering the source, my dear,” Darling called back, bowing to her, “it was
  
   purely
  
  a compliment.”
 

 
  She gave him an amused little smile before turning back to her new friend, who was beginning to look actually interested in the conversation.
 

 
  “But I have my own path to seek,” Ingvar said, still gazing at Aspen. “I am not yet sure what to do with what I have learned from this journey…not all of it, anyway. I
  
   do
  
  know that I cannot step back into my life as it was. My faith… Everything I thought I understood is wrong. Or if not wrong, incomplete…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do about it.”
 

 
  “You seem pretty calm, for a fella who just had the rug yanked out from under him like that,” Joe observed.
 

 
  “Because I have a plan,” Ingvar agreed, nodding. “If I were as lost as I had been after that night on the mountain… But no, not anymore. I don’t know how to help Shaath, or how to fix the Huntsmen, or if I even
  
   can
  
  do either of those things. The steps right in front of me, though, are clear. I need to learn more. My quest now is for understanding of the areas my education has failed to cover. And in that, I already have places to start.”
 

 
  “Where’ll you go next?” Darling asked quietly.
 

 
  “I haven’t completely decided,” Ingvar said, finally turning back to face him. “Since Aspen will be accompanying me, it makes sense I should speak with her about the options before picking a destination. But I do know where to seek the wisdom I need: the elves, and the Rangers.”
 

 
  “I think it might be wise to let Veilgrad settle down a mite before bringin’ Aspen into the vicinity,” Joe suggested. “Not that she won’t be a hit with the Rangers, I reckon, but the Imperials around the city’re already on high alert, an’ after
  
   this
  
  rhubarb out here, droppin’ a dryad on their doorstep might get a response you won’t like.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Ingvar frowned in thought. “You make a solid point, Joe. Perhaps that’s for the best, anyway. There are few better places to avoid the Empire’s notice than an elven grove… And in all likelihood, the Elders there are the best possible choices to help Aspen, as well as me.”
 

 
  “There’s also the fact that Aspen will automatically get a warm welcome at the grove,” Darling added, “which might help
  
   you
  
  get one. Elves as a general rule aren’t hugely fond of visitors in their forests.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ingvar agreed, “there is that.” He paused, glancing back and forth between them, then smiled. “Strange how quickly I’ve come to appreciate your perspectives. It has only been a few days, but I shall miss you both.”
 

 
  “Likewise,” Joe replied, smiling. “I hope this ain’t a permanent goodbye.”
 

 
  “Considering where I’ll be and doing that,” Darling added, “I’m not sure how I’ll be in a position to help you with your quest going forward, Ingvar. But if that should ever become a possibility, all you’ve gotta do is ask.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it, Antonio,” the Huntsman replied, smiling and inclining his head. “And the same goes. To both of you.”
 

 
  “And hey, if nothing else, you’re heading off with more pleasing company than either of us,” Darling said, grinning broadly. “Dangerous as hell company, but still.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Ingvar glanced at Aspen again. “I don’t really think of her that way.”
 

 
  “You’re joking,” said Joe.
  
   “I
  
  think of her that way a little, an’ I’m mostly terrified of ‘er.”
 

 
  The Huntsman smiled. “Well, not that I don’t see your point… But I’ve talked with her more than either of you, and something about her is…childlike.”
 

 
  “In seriousness, though,” said Darling, “if you’re not looking to pursue that kind of relationship, watch your step. Right now you’re her only anchor to the wide world of humanity. You’re the guy who rescued her from imprisonment,
  
   and
  
  you’ve positioned yourself as the father figure setting the boundaries she needs to understand how to cope with society. The attachment taking shape there could end up working in a lot of ways, but you’d better not take
  
   any
  
  of them lightly.”
 

 
  “What will be, will be,” Ingvar said, barely above a whisper. “And if nothing else… I want to help her simply for the sake of helping her, of course. But there is also the fact that, based on what we learned in the Data Vault, the best way to help Shaath and the other gods may be to help Naiya regain her own agency.”
 

 
  “And,” Joe said slowly, “based on what
  
   else
  
  we learned down there, the best way to do
  
   that
  
  might start with the dryads.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Ingvar said quietly.
 

 
  Aspen looked over at him again, and smiled.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The afternoon was already declining, shadows of the surrounding Viridill mountains casting the Abbey into dimness, when Basra and Jenell finally emerged from the central structure into the secluded side courtyard in which their borrowed carriage was parked. It had already been packed by a pair of novices who had since retreated, and stood idle, piled with the luggage and effects of both women.
 

 
  “Ah, hello!” Schwartz said, bounding upright from where he’d been sitting beneath the mimosa tree nearby. The walled space was only paved in the area in front of the Abbey’s side door, the rest of the area left as a small garden with a fountain, a few flowering shrubs, and the lone pink-blossomed tree. “Good evening! All settled, then, ready to go?”
 

 
  “Why, Mr. Schwartz,” Basra said in a mild tone, stopping at the foot of the steps down from the Abbey to regard him with her head tilted to one side. “Were you waiting for us?”
 

 
  “Oh, well,” he said awkwardly, dry-washing his hands. “It’s just, you know. I realize this sort of thing must be all in a day’s work for
  
   you,
  
  your Grace, but it’s been a pretty big deal for me! All the excitement, being part of history… Not as if I can just brush it all off without at least saying goodbye, can I?”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Basra said quietly, one corner of her mouth twisting upward in a faint, partial smile. A few steps behind her, Jenell watched her with a suddenly wary expression. “And, of course, it’s not just
  
   me
  
  you wanted to see off.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Schwartz swallowed heavily, a faint blush rising on his cheeks. “Well. You know… I mean, not that… Certainly, your Grace, it’s been great working with you, don’t think—”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a fair point,” Basra said briskly, striding toward him with a suddenly warm smile. “You’ve been absolutely invaluable to me on this trip, Schwartz. Not that you’re the sort of man I would
  
   generally
  
  pick to participate in a field exercise, but even so, I haven’t a single criticism about your performance. I have already sent a letter of commendation to Sister Leraine, along with my thanks to her for suggesting you for this. The whole thing would have fallen apart without your help, and that is the simple fact. I don’t intend to let it pass unnoticed.”
 

 
  He seemed momentarily lost for words; Meesie cheeped once in excitement and ran in a full circle on the top of his head, further disheveling his sandy hair. “Why… Why, Bishop Syrinx, I’m positively… I mean, I only did the best I could. What else
  
   can
  
  you do, after all, right?”
 

 
  The Bishop smiled at him, holding out a hand; when he reached to accept it, she shifted swiftly, grasping his wrist in a warrior’s handshake and leaving him fumbling for a moment to understand and then reciprocate the gesture. With her other hand, Basra pointed behind her at Jenell, then snapped her fingers and pointed at the ground nearby. The Legionnaire dutifully stepped forward, her expression still nervous.
 

 
  “What’s next for you, if you don’t mind me asking?” Basra inquired.
 

 
  “Back to my research, I suppose,” Schwartz said with a faint grin. He glanced nervously over at Jenell, then down at his arm, which Basra still held clasped. “I mean…it’s the oddest thing, you know? It was all I ever wanted or enjoyed, studying and developing new spells, but after all this… Going to be a little hard to get back into the swing of it, eh?”
 

 
  “Oh, I know the feeling.”
 

 
  “And, ah, yourself?” he added tactfully, with a faint tug of his arm. She didn’t let go. “Off back to Tiraas, I hear?”
 

 
  “Yes, it would appear I’ve been recalled by the High Commander,” Basra said, a catlike smile stretching across her features. “General Panissar wants to have some kind of ceremony thanking me for dealing with the headhunter; it’s going to take some real skulduggery on my part to nip that in the bud. Such accolades usually just end up being a hindrance in my work. Still, the Empire doesn’t officially acknowledge headhunters exist, so I should be able to shut it down.”
 

 
  “Ah, well,” he said sincerely, “if that’s how you feel, I suppose. But you surely do deserve the attention! That was
  
   incredible,
  
  the way you handled that situation.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you,” she replied, her smile stretching half an inch wider. It was beginning to look almost unnatural; Schwartz’s own expression was becoming more uncertain under her unblinking stare. “You know, I usually take great care not to burn bridges, but what the hell. It’s been quite a run, as you said, and I’m in a good mood. And it’s not as if we’re likely to see one another again.”
 

 
  “I, uh…” He glanced down at his hand again and tugged it more firmly, to no avail. Jenell was beginning to look downright panicked; Meesie had fallen silent and was standing on her toes atop his head, back arched and fur puffed like a scared cat. “I don’t think I quite understand…”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  pretty incredible, Schwartz. I’m cunning, well-connected, and more than a match for most opponents in a fight.” Her smile was unwavering, eyes wide, but pupils narrowed almost to pinpricks.
 

 
  “Um. I…”
 

 
  Basra lashed out with her other hand, seizing Jenell by her regulation bun and hauling her forward. The Bishop twisted her head around, still keeping a grip on Schwartz’s arm, and kissed Jenell full on the mouth, hard.
 

 
  Jenell’s eyes were wide and panicked; after only a second, she squeezed them shut, unresisting. A second later and she forced herself to relax against the taller woman’s grip.
 

 
  Schwartz gaped at them, ashen-faced, from barely two feet away, Meesie absolutely rigid in his hair.
 

 
  Basra abruptly released Jenell and, with a contemptuous jerk of her hair, shoved her away.
 

 
  “Which you should keep firmly in mind,” she said pleasantly to Schwartz as though nothing had interrupted their discussion, “the next time you get the urge to put your grubby little fingers on someone else’s
  
   things.”
  
  Basra held his aghast gaze for two seconds of silence, smiling, before continuing. “If you forget, just keep in mind that
  
   you
  
  won’t be the one paying for it.”
 

 
  “You—” He broke off, choking, and swallowed; Meesie actually burst into flames, which didn’t so much as singe his hair. “You can’t—”
 

 
  “Covrin,” Basra said calmly, keeping her eyes locked on Schwartz’s, her fingers digging into his wrist. “How’d you like a change of assignment? If you are at all tired of working with me…
  
   under
  
  me…just say the word. You may pick any unit in the Silver Legions and I’ll pull every string I can reach to make it happen. Well? What do you say?”
 

 
  Jenell’s face was white and her posture rigid, eyes fixed on the ground. “No, ma’am.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that?
  
   Do
  
  speak up.”
 

 
  “No, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Say it, Jenell,” Basra snarled with such abrupt ferocity that both of them flinched back from her.
 

 
  Jenell drew in a deep breath, squared her shoulders. “I am happy with my current assignment, your Grace. I’d prefer to remain in your service.” She stared straight ahead, refusing to look at either of them.
 

 
  “Well, there you go,” Basra said lightly, again smiling. “Get in the carriage.”
 

 
  Jenell stepped past them without another word, swiftly climbing into the driver’s seat.
 

 
  “Thank you for all your excellent work, Mr. Schwartz,” Basra said with a kind smile. “Best of luck in your future endeavors.”
 

 
  She strolled off at a leisurely pace, lifting herself into the passenger seat and sprawling idly with one arm draped over the side of the carriage, a picture of relaxation.
 

 
  Squealing with rage, Meesie bounded down to Schwartz’s shoulder and then launched herself after Basra in a flaming, flying tackle. Schwartz deftly caught her in midair, where the little fire-mouse struggled against his fist, squeaking furiously and putting off sparks which clearly did him no harm. Aside from that one motion of his arm, Schwartz stood as if petrified, staring emptily at the two women in the carriage.
 

 
  It hummed to life, and a moment later pulled forward through the gate, heading off down the road to the town and the Rail station below. Neither of them looked back.
 

 
  Long moments stretched past, the last crimson sunlight fading and the garden courtyard falling into true dusk. Fairy lamps set in sconces around the walls came to life, changing the color of the light. All the while, Schwartz stood poleaxed in place, gazing out the open gate. Meesie finally stopped thrashing and sparking, her fire dissipating until she glowed with only her usual soft, red glimmer. Eventually, she did manage to wriggle free of his frozen grip, whereupon she climbed back up his arm to his shoulder and pressed her front paws to his cheek, cheeping worriedly.
 

 
  At last, Schwartz shook himself off. Quite suddenly, his blank expression fell into a resolute frown. He reached up, patted Meesie reassuringly, straightened his robe, and took a step toward the gate.
 

 
  “Going somewhere, Mr. Schwartz?”
 

 
  He paused, turning back to the Abbey’s door. Abbess Darnassy had just emerged, limping along on her cane, and began the process of navigating the short stairs one careful step at a time, her piercing gaze never leaving him.
 

 
  “I…” He swallowed and squared his shoulders. “I’m sorry, I have to be going. Thank you for your hospitality, Abbess.”
 

 
  “Just a moment, if you please.”
 

 
  “I really need to go. Goodbye.” He turned and made two more steps.
 

 
  “Young man, get back here this
  
   instant.”
  
 

 
  Schwartz was halfway back to her before he seemed to realize what he was doing; his face fell into a scowl partway, but after a brief hesitation in his step, he kept going, arriving before the Abbess just as she reached the ground.
 

 
  “Well, good,” she said with a smile. “You respect your elders, anyway.”
 

 
  “Reflex,” he admitted. “You sounded
  
   alarmingly
  
  like my mother just then.”
 

 
  “As a matter of fact, I met Sergeant Schwartz once. A solid woman, and a good officer. Though it’s Sheriff Schwartz now, if I’m not mistaken.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said absently, turning his head to stare again at the gate. “And if you can say it five times fast, she’ll buy you a drink…”
 

 
  “It’s Herschel, isn’t it?” At the Abbess’s suddenly more gentle tone, he turned back to her, eyebrows rising. “Herschel… That young woman is a Legionnaire in Avei’s service. I’ve watched her carefully while the Bishop has been here, and while there is definitely
  
   some
  
  manner of duress at play, it is equally clear that she tolerates her situation for specific reasons of her own. Not
  
   good
  
  reasons, I strongly suspect, but she is no one’s damsel in distress. If you go trying to treat her as such, you will be
  
   disappointed,
  
  to say the least.”
 

 
  He scowled at the old woman, Meesie squeaking an indignant counterpoint. “There’s a big difference between rescuing someone and helping them…ma’am.”
 

 
  “Good.” Narnasia nodded in clear approval. “Good boy. In that case, before you begin whatever it is you are planning to attempt, you will do three things.”
 

 
  “I will?” he replied, nonplussed.
 

 
  “First,” she continued relentlessly, “you will visit elven groves until you find one where an Elder is willing to speak with you, and have them explain in detail what the word
  
   anth’auwa
  
  means. You have the word in mind?”
 

 
  “Sure, I suppose,” he said, frowning. “What’s this—”
 

 
  “Repeat it back to me.”
 

 
  Schwartz’s mouth tightened momentarily in gathering aggravation, but he obeyed.
  
   “Anth’auwa,
  
  correct? That was it?”
 

 
  “Good. Make sure you remember it. Second, you will be certain you have a good number of combat spells in your personal repertory and are well-practiced at using them. Specifically, you’ll study spells useful in combating divine magic users, which I understand is the inherent weak point in your chosen magical focus.”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “Third,” she said, staring severely up at him, “you will make a friend or other contact in the Thieves’ Guild, and have them coach you as much as they are willing to in
  
   politics.
  
  Which is, after all, the execution of war by subtler means. Be acquainted with the mindset and the methods of slimy people who live by manipulation. No one can better teach you that than an Eserite.”
 

 
  “How in the bloody
  
   world
  
  would you suggest I make friends with a thief?” he exclaimed.
 

 
  “Well, since you asked so
  
   sweetly,”
  
  the Abbess said, raising an eyebrow of disapproval, “the quickest way is to offer them something they want. I’ve no doubt your cult has access to various spells or reagents that are useful for nefarious purposes and which the Guild would love to traffic in. All you have to do is find a relatively personable member who’s interested in making some unscrupulous coin—which is
  
   most
  
  of them—and you’re in.”
 

 
  “I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” he said, staring at her. “You’re suggesting I
  
   steal
  
  from my own cult, now?” Meesie squeaked in incredulous agreement.
 

 
  “I hardly think that would be necessary,” Narnasia said wryly. “Far simpler to approach Bishop Throale and tell him you’re looking to cultivate contacts in the Thieves’ Guild. Throale will probably
  
   give
  
  you trinkets to trade out of the College’s own budget. Eserites are useful to know for a variety of reasons, and they’re standoffish with the other cults. You’ll get much further in life by providing people something they want than by fighting everybody. Consider that your first lesson in politics.”
 

 
  “Huh,” he said, still frowning, but now in thought.
 

 
  “Remember,” Narnasia said sharply.
  
   “What
  
  are the three things you are to do?”
 

 
  Schwartz focused his gaze on her again, his scowl deepening, but he replied dutifully. “Learn what
  
   anth’auwa
  
  means from the elves, study anti-divine combat magic, approach the Thieves’ Guild to learn about…cloak and dagger stuff. Satisfied?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said, nodding. “When you have done all that… Then, and
  
   only
  
  then, will you attempt to take on Basra Syrinx.”
 

 
  Schwart’s eyes widened. He took a half step backward from her. “I… I don’t…”
 

 
  “Please, don’t waste my time with disingenuous demurrals,” she said irritably. “You’re even easier to read than
  
   most
  
  young people, which is a big part of the problem before you. Syrinx is a creature of politics. The moment you start making moves at her, she will know it. At
  
   that
  
  point you had better be prepared to contend with her, because you will have no more time to learn how. Understand?”
 

 
  She held his gaze in silence for a long few moments. Finally, he swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “Why… I mean, Bishop Syrinx clearly has some…favor, in Tiraas. With the Church, and the High Commander. Why would you…tell me this?”
 

 
  Narnasia sighed heavily, beginning the process of turning around to clamber back up the stairs and into her Abbey. “Avei is a goddess of multiple aspects, Herschel. In war, it may sometimes seem advisable or even necessary to keep a particularly dangerous weapon on hand. The Sisterhood has its High Commander to oversee its pursuit of war, and I will not gainsay her decisions. But there are other values in Avei’s service. Greater ones, I think. Remember what I told you, young man. Be careful.”
 

 
  “Do you…” He hesitated. “Um, can I help you back in?”
 

 
  “Go on, be off with you,” she said without turning around, waving a hand irritably. “Leave an old woman to her own battles. Goddess knows I’ve few enough left.”
 

 
  He stood, though, watching until she was back inside the Abbey, before turning to go. Meesie climbed back up onto his head, nestling herself quietly in his hair, her thoughtful silence echoing his own.
 

 
  It was quite dark outside, the path downhill difficult to see. The winding road was well-lit, but there was a more direct staircase toward the town, currently vanishing down into darkness. Red still stained the sky, but the sunset was on the opposite side of the mountains, leaving the stretch between the Abbey and the lights of the village far below lost in shadow. Schwartz sighed at the sight, then held out a hand.
 

 
  Wind swirled gently about his palm, spiraling faster until it burst into a melon-sized flame. The loose fireball continued to whirl, shrinking and compacting itself down until it coalesced fully into a single spark of brilliant golden light. The marble-sized sun was better than a torch, providing a wide area of illumination.
 

 
  “I say, that
  
   is
  
  a neat trick!”
 

 
  Schwartz jumped and yelped, whirling to find Ami Talaari perched on a low retaining wall just outside the gate. She had been in complete shadow, and now blinked at the brilliance of his palm-light. Meesie sat upright on his head, shrilly scolding the bard.
 

 
  “I couldn’t help overhearing that,” Ami said lightly, hopping down and slinging her guitar case over one shoulder.
 

 
  “Couldn’t you,” Schwartz said, scowling.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   naturally
  
  not,” she replied with a smile, “being that I was
  
   shamelessly
  
  eavesdropping. That’s
  
   rather
  
  the point, don’t you think?”
 

 
  He sighed. “Ami, I’m really not in a great mood, so forgive me if I’m blunt. What do you want?”
 

 
  “Do you remember,” she said, ambling up beside him, “when I first arrived at the house in Vrin Shai? When I was so
  
   irate
  
  to find Basra Syrinx there, due to past dealings between us, and she explained in
  
   such
  
  perfect detail why that had all been a misunderstanding, and
  
   absolutely
  
  no fault of hers?”
 

 
  “I suppose so,” he said, frowning suspiciously.
 

 
  Ami smiled. “It was a pack of utter, shameless lies. In point of fact, I’m
  
   not
  
  one to just blithely accept what I’m told—
  
   no
  
  bard worthy of the name is. I’d done my
  
   own
  
  research on those events long before coming to Viridill, and I know
  
   exactly
  
  what happened. That woman left me hung out to dry, at the very
  
   real
  
  risk of my life—and I wasn’t the
  
   only
  
  person she’d done that to, that night. In fact, I was just
  
   incidental.
  
  Collateral damage in her ploy to destroy a squad of her
  
   own
  
  soldiers whom she found…
  
   inconvenient.
  
  Oh, I know what she did. I know what she is. And I knew, when Bishop Snowe invited me here, that she was present.”
 

 
  Schwartz stared at her in confusion. “But…then why did you stay? Why did you
  
   come?”
  
 

 
  “Because a bard’s response to dangerous circumstances is very much unlike an average, sensible person’s.” Her expression slowly sobered, until she looked more intent, more serious, than he had ever seen her. “Some people, Schwartz, can be reasoned with. Some can even be redeemed. But there are
  
   some
  
  who are so completely
  
   defective,
  
  on such a
  
   fundamental
  
  level, that they can only be
  
   destroyed.
  
  I encountered one just as I was being elevated to the station of a fully accredited bard of Vesk. I wouldn’t be
  
   much
  
  of a bard if I had just walked away and left that alone, now would I?” She shook her head. “But the
  
   way
  
  to destroy a monster like that is
  
   not
  
  to go charging at her with an ax. It starts slowly, carefully, with observing her as closely as possible, to see her habits, her strengths, her
  
   weaknesses.
  
  And then…then begins the hard part.”
 

 
  Ami tilted her head, one corner of her mouth turning up in a thin smile. “Think you’re up for it?”
 

 
  Schwartz stared at her in silence for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Well. I guess I’d better be. Because I’m in.”
 

 
  “Smashing!” Grinning delightedly, Ami smoothly tucked her arm into his and turned them toward the stairs down the mountainside. “Now, I’m afraid we’re a tad late to catch a Rail caravan out of this backwater tonight, but perhaps it’s just as well. We can find an inn in town, get rooms and some dinner. I do believe we have
  
   quite
  
  a lot to talk about.”
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  With a soft sigh of relief, she pressed the wax seal onto the final envelope, stacked it neatly on the side of her desk with the others, and pushed her chair back. For a long moment, Tellwyrn indulged in a luxurious stretch, arching her back and pressing both fists at the windows behind her. Fifty years and she’d never grown to like all the damned
  
   paperwork.
  
  Only some days could she even claim to be somewhat used to it.
 

 
  Without warning, the presence slammed down on her, the sudden proximity of an entity whose very consciousness was enough to make an indentation in reality.
 

 
  
   
    “ARACHNE!”
   
  
 

 
  
  
  Grimacing, Tellwyrn straightened up and stared sardonically at the goddess glaring at her from inches away, fists planted on her desk.
 

 
  “Well, hi there. Won’t you come in.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  going to indulge your nonsense, Arachne. How
  
   dare
  
  you allow the Black Wreath to manipulate my paladin? When I sent here here I understood that your unconventional methods could be important to her growth, but there are
  
   limits.
  
  You
  
   cannot
  
  have thought that was an acceptable line to cross!”
 

 
  “Stop it, Avei,” Tellwyrn said flatly, staring at her over the rims of her spectacles. “Just…spare me. You’ve had the
  
   whole
  
  afternoon to come blazing down here in a fury if you wanted; this is a calculated move, and I’m not going to indulge
  
   your
  
  nonsense. What is it you really want?”
 

 
  “Why, I should think it’s obvious,” Kaisa purred from behind her chair, slinking out into view. “Like all unhappy parents, she wants a word with the teacher who
  
   dared
  
  administer a spanking to her little darling. After all, Arachne, you
  
   did
  
  promise me
  
   I
  
  could handle this, no?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn groaned and slumped back into her chair, covering her eyes with a hand, glasses and all.
 

 
  “You are stepping into matters better left alone, little fairy,” the goddess growled. “The business of the Pantheon is
  
   not
  
  fodder for one of your elaborate pranks.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,
  
   don’t
  
  say that to her,” Tellwyrn pleaded.
 

 
  Kaisa laughed softly. “Dear Avei, I understand your worry. Truly, I do. But you chose to trust Trissiny’s education to Arachne, and
  
   she
  
  has trusted part of it to
  
   me.
  
  You have my solemn word, at no point has any of this trust been betrayed.” She paced slowly around the desk to join Avei on its other side, ears alert and tail bobbing lightly. “I
  
   do
  
  love my little jokes—but I am a teacher first and foremost. My great joy has been in the forming of young minds far,
  
   far
  
  longer than Arachne has been at it. Longer than
  
   you
  
  have called paladins, in fact. If I choose to allow the Black Wreath to play
  
   their
  
  little games with my students, it is for one reason only: I deem it in the best interests of my students’ education.”
 

 
  “The Wreath wants nothing more than to sink their claws into the Hands of the gods,” Avei grated. “You are not to
  
   give
  
  them what they want!”
 

 
  “They want that, yes,” Kaisa mused. “Which is why I was careful to supervise and set boundaries; I fear Mr. Mogul would have taken
  
   shocking
  
  liberties had I not monitored him. But no, the exercise proceeded according to
  
   my
  
  plan. The paladins have not been turned against their gods; they have only learned to ask piercing questions and to challenge dangerous assumptions. And if you are
  
   bothered
  
  by this, perhaps it is not
  
   you
  
  who should be criticizing
  
   me,
  
  hmmmm?”
 

 
  “I’ve already heard from Janis, Emilio and Kaisa herself about Trissiny’s demeanor after this morning’s events,” Tellwyrn added. “All indications are that she has managed what I haven’t in eighteen months and
  
   your
  
  people couldn’t in three
  
   years:
  
  she got through to the girl.”
 

 
  “To what end?” Avei snapped. “I didn’t send her here so you could teach her to challenge the gods!”
 

 
  “You sent her here so I could teach her to
  
   think,”
  
  Tellwyrn said flatly. “And Kaisa is right about that,
  
   too.
  
  If thinking results in turning on the gods, that’s something
  
   you
  
  should think about, rather than complaining at educators. But no, so long as we do our jobs
  
   well,
  
  it won’t come to that. Based on everything
  
   I
  
  know, the Pantheon could benefit greatly from criticism and challenge, but knowing the full truth is unlikely to make your own Hands turn against you.”
 

 
  “Embras Mogul certainly does not agree with that,” Avei said pointedly.
 

 
  “Embras Mogul,” Tellwyrn replied, steepling her fingers and raising an eyebrow, “is a man of faith. Specifically, a faith which keeps him locked in a very
  
   weak
  
  position. No matter what cunning their goddess teaches them, the Black Wreath are utterly defined by their obsession with their enemies. If the gods actually
  
   did
  
  fall, the Wreath would go down soon after, just because they’d have nothing left to cling to. On matters of gods and paladins, I may or may not know as many secrets as Mogul, but I am certainly more objective. And I’m telling you, he hasn’t done nearly the harm he believes he has. Mogul assumes critical thinking by the paladins will bring them ultimately to his point of view because, like
  
   all
  
  religious people, he is emotionally unable to entertain the prospect that
  
   he isn’t right.”
  
 

 
  Kaisa giggled; Avei glared at her.
 

 
  “Critical thinking,” said the kitsune, waving her tail playfully, “is always worth pursuing, for its own sake.”
 

 
  Avei straightened up to her full height; even in a purely mortal shape as she was now, wearing a crisp Army uniform without insignia, she was well over six feet all and powerfully built besides. The far daintier kitsune was dwarfed in comparison.
 

 
  “Allow me to make myself clear,” the goddess intoned, her voice suddenly resonating through far more than the air; the fabric of existence around them appeared to pulse with it. In the next moment, she was holding a sword and shield made of pure golden light, with blazing eagle wings fanning out behind her. There wasn’t actually room for them in the office, but they didn’t brush the walls. “My trust is limited and hard-earned, and I have chosen this course for my Hand because I will
  
   not
  
  take foolish risks with her. Your antics here have eroded my patience for any further tricks, Ekoi Kaisa. If I have
  
   any
  
  further indication that your actions will harm Trissiny, I will put an immediate and absolute halt to them.”
 

 
  Again, Kaisa giggled.
 

 
  Light flared through the office, and suddenly she, too, stood taller than the space should have been able to hold. A corona of pure, pale light shifted and pulsed around her, and the office was filled with the scent of cherry blossoms.
 

 
  The kitsune’s coiffed hair, the fur of her ears and tail, were all luminous as spun gold. In fact, a whole fan of tails swayed and waved behind her, shifting too rapidly to be counted.
 

 
  “Dear, Avei,” she said in a fondly indulgent tone, her own voice like the music of galaxies. “Dear, silly little Avei. No. You will not.”
 

 
  “Really?” Tellwyrn complained. “Can’t you two have your pissing contest somewhere
  
   other
  
  than my office? Other than my
  
   campus,
  
  for that matter.”
 

 
  “Indeed so!” Kaisa said pleasantly. “This is, after all, an institute of
  
   learning.
  
  Avei, I want you to remember something important, when next you feel an urge to intervene in your paladin’s education.”
 

 
  The kitsune leaned forward; the goddess shifted back, frowning suspiciously, but Kaisa continued to smile benignly, even as she raised one hand with a single clawed forefinger extended.
 

 
  And then the fox-woman poked the goddess of war lightly on the nose.
 

 
  “Boop!”
 

 
  Her laughter echoed through the office as she swirled in on herself, a brief cyclone of swishing foxtails and golden light, and was gone.
 

 
  In the aftermath of her passing, Avei’s golden effects had vanished as well, leaving the goddess scowling at empty space in an apparently mortal shape.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Tellwyrn grumbled. “Would you
  
   please
  
  not rile her up?”
 

 
  
   “Me?”
  
  Avei exclaimed, rounding on her.
 

 
  “Yes, you,” Tellwyrn snapped.
  
   “You
  
  I expect to have the judgment and self-control to know what powerful fae are like and
  
   not
  
  push their buttons, nor rise to the bait. Honestly, if
  
   this
  
  is how you’re going to act, sending Trissiny here for an education was an even better idea than you realized. And speaking of that, I now need to go finish what Kaisa started.” She stood up from the chair, straightening her tunic. “The girl’s had long enough to ponder, I believe. Do me a favor.”
 

 
  The elf gave the goddess a sardonic look over the tops of her spectacles.
 

 
  “Butt out.”
 

 
  Then, with a soft
  
   pop,
  
  she vanished.
 

 
  Standing alone in an empty office, the goddess sighed. “This is what happens when I go too long without publicly
  
   smiting
  
  someone.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  After a year and a half, Trissiny was inured to the horror of hanging suspended over the edge of the mountain and had learned to simply appreciate the views offered by Clarke Tower’s position. The Rock itself blocked the sunrise, but the little outdoor patio at the tower’s “ground” level offered the most amazing view of sunsets she had ever seen. In some ways, it was symbolic of the reversal her life had taken since coming here. In Viridill, you could always see the sun coming up in the distant east, but the mountains hid it by mid-afternoon.
 

 
  The sun had just vanished below the distant horizon, leaving the plains swathed in reflected crimson and orange, when the door behind her clicked open.
 

 
  
   “Here
  
  you are,” Ruda said, striding out and kicking it shut behind her. “You missed dinner.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Trissiny didn’t lift her stare from the empty distance. “Not hungry.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence while Ruda stared at her critically, then the pirate sighed, stepped forward, and plunked herself down on the bench next to Trissiny.
 

 
  “Boots, I can see you’re upset, but come on. You have to fucking
  
   eat.”
  
 

 
  “Actually, I don’t,” Trissiny said without inflection, not shifting her gaze. “Did some experiments with Professor Rafe this summer; turns out I have the elvish metabolism, or most of it. After nineteen years of regular human-sized meals, he figures I won’t need food for at least five years. Or I could just hold my breath for a month.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Ruda said, nonplussed. “Huh. That’s…well. That’s pretty nifty.”
 

 
  “I managed half an hour,” Trissiny said absently. “Without breathing. It
  
   feels
  
  wrong, though, and it got boring. Breathing is habitual.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, I’d say it’s a pretty fuckin’ good habit to be in.”
 

 
  Trissiny continued to stare at nothing, face blank. Ruda, frowning worriedly, studied her for a few moments before speaking again.
 

 
  “So…you wanna talk about it, or do I need to badger you first?”
 

 
  “That’s the second time we’ve dealt with the Black Wreath,” Trissiny said softly. “And both times, they played me like a lute.”
 

 
  “Played all of us, to be fair…”
 

 
  “I’ve got two and a half more years to be a student. Then, there’ll be no more improbably friendly vampires or kitsune keeping watch. It’ll just be me, out there with
  
   them.
  
  I’m the hand of
  
   Avei.
  
  Gabriel’s unprecedented and Toby’s calling is far more nurturing. Me? Striking down the Wreath is a huge part of my purpose in this world. And I…just keep failing.”
 

 
  “Trissiny…”
 

 
  “It’s not just failure,” Trissiny continued, a frown slowly forming on her face. “I can
  
   learn
  
  from failure and do better, next time. It’s
  
   what
  
  I learn that… I mean, we even had intelligence they couldn’t have guessed at; we had the valkyries feeding us information, we knew in advance what they were about, and they
  
   still
  
  played me.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s the
  
   Wreath,”
  
  Ruda said reasonably. “And let’s face it, Boots, nothing about this is new. They’ve always been sly, and the Hands of Avei have always been badass. Your predecessors managed.”
 

 
  “My predecessors managed for a
  
   while,
  
  and almost every one of them died fighting. And that’s okay with me, I’m long past fearing that end. Everybody dies; all I ask is that it’s meaningful. Y’know?”
 

 
  “Yes, I do,” Ruda said quietly, nodding.
 

 
  “Yeah.” Finally, Trissiny glanced at her. “You’re as much a woman of action as I am. But it’s
  
   not
  
  just the Wreath. People keep making the point to me that the world is about connection. That dealing with it is about subtlety. I just can’t… I’m not
  
   good
  
  at that, Ruda.”
 

 
  “Hey, there is
  
   nothing
  
  wrong with your intelligence, Triss.”
 

 
  “It’s not that I’m stupid, it’s the
  
   way
  
  I think. What I was trained to be. You were brought up to be clever. Down in the Crawl I experience that…alternate of mine, the one raised by my mother.
  
   She
  
  was brought up to be clever. I know the capacity’s in me. I just… I have no idea how to reach it. When I look for it, nothing’s there. I can do strategy, I can do tactics, but I can’t do…espionage. Con artistry. I’m a
  
   warrior,
  
  and you can’t just swing a sword in this world and expect to get anywhere. They…” She paused to swallow heavily. “They trained me wrong. I’m equipped to serve my goddess a hundred years ago. If I keep on now, all I’m going to do is
  
   fail
  
  her.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Ruda said in alarm, “stop. You are seriously scarin’ me, here. Come on, remember last spring before the hellgate? You told me that whatever happened with my people, we’d be together to deal with it—all of us. Well, same goes. So the world’s about connection? Fine. You’ve
  
   got
  
  connections, and I think you’re doing a kickass job learning to use them. I mean, c’mon, remember our first week when you tried to straight-up murder a guy for callin’ you a dirty word?”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily. “In fairness, it was for calling me a dirty word while being a demonblood.”
 

 
  “Right.” Ruda grinned and jostled her with a shoulder. “So, thoughtless, hotheaded
  
   and
  
  racist. You can’t deny you’re a much better person now. Hell, you and Gabe are as close as any of us; who woulda pictured
  
   that,
  
  way back then? You’re going to be
  
   okay.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny looked at her again, suddenly with a slight smile, and shifted to drape an arm around her roommate’s shoulders.
 

 
  “Ruda, I love you too, but you can stop comforting me. I’m not having a crisis, I’m
  
   thinking.”
  
  She heaved a sigh, again frowning out at the horizon, where the last dregs of the sunset were fading. Right behind them, the small fairy lamp above the tower’s back door clicked on. “Like I said, woman of action. I’ve identified a problem and what I want is to
  
   solve
  
  it, not sit here maundering. I’m just… I’m
  
   stuck.
  
  I have absolutely no idea what to do, where to turn. How do you learn a whole new set of skills and adjust your personality to accommodate them, all at once? Who can
  
   teach
  
  that?”
 

 
  “I get what you mean,” Ruda murmured, nodding. “Not much is worse than being unable to
  
   act
  
  when you need to.”
 

 
  “I know it’s possible,” Trissiny said pensively. “It
  
   has
  
  to be. People change—people gain new aptitudes all the time. But…how?”
 

 
  “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re finally asking those questions,” Professor Tellwyrn said warmly.
 

 
  Both of them jumped up, whirling on her. The elf sat in the other chair on the terrace, positioned just out of view of their bench. She had clearly not come through the door; they hadn’t even heard the customary puff of breath caused by her teleportation.
 

 
  “Goddammit!” Ruda shouted. “Naphthene’s bouncing bazooms, woman, do you
  
   have
  
  to
  
   do
  
  shit like that?!”
 

 
  “Not strictly, no, but it amuses the hell out of me,” Tellwyrn said pleasantly. “Go on, sit down. The truth is, Trissiny, none of what you’ve been pondering this afternoon is news to me, or most of your teachers, but we’ve been in this business long enough to know when someone isn’t going to listen to a certain idea.”
 

 
  “Great,” Trissiny said sourly.
 

 
  “Trissinly,” Tellwyrn said calmly, “if you had the world figured out and needed no help finding your way, what would be the point of getting educated? I’m not condemning you. This is
  
   progress,
  
  and I’ve been waiting eagerly to see it. However,” she added with a sigh, “it also brings us to a point I haven’t been looking forward to. The truth is, this University is not equipped to grant you what you need.”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked at her.
 

 
  “You’re quite perceptive,” Tellwyrn continued, “to note that the root of your problem is not simply a set of skills, but a
  
   mindset.
  
  For most people, I would say the simple awareness of the world’s complexity and a habit of analytical reasoning would be all you need to get yourself in order. You, though, aren’t just working against a certain kind of upbringing: you have the pressure of a deity who wants to do things a certain way on your mind at all times. I’m not saying anything against Avei, here—”
 

 
  “Yeah, we can pretty much tell when you do that,” Ruda commented.
 

 
  Tellwyrn ignored her. “—but it’s a factor that you have to consider. What you need
  
   is
  
  specific training, and not only that but
  
   guidance,
  
  in exactly the kind of cunning and underhandedness that you’ve been brought up from the cradle to disdain.”
 

 
  “What…are you suggesting, Professor?” Trissiny asked warily.
 

 
  The elf gazed at her thoughtfully for a long moment, then glanced out over the Golden Sea, and nodded to herself. “Well. It’s not something I
  
   commonly
  
  encourage my students to do, but unique as your situation is, it’s not without precedent. Sometimes, Trissiny, the right thing for a certain student in a certain position is to take a semester off.”
 

 
  “Off?” Trissiny exclaimed. “What do you mean,
  
   off?”
  
 

 
  “I mean, off campus,” Tellwyrn said patiently. “Elsewhere. Pretty much the only circumstance in which I’ll endorse the idea is if the student in question needs a particular course of study that the University isn’t able to provide—which is what we’re facing here. There’s a lot of things your professors here can teach you beyond what you learn in their classes, Trissiny, but my own predilection for straightforward methods has left me surrounded by people who simply don’t have the kind of adaptive, underhanded thinking you’re looking for. Quite frankly I do not enjoy the company of such people.”
 

 
  “What about Professor Ekoi?” Trissiny asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned. “Well, yes, she could.
  
   Could.
  
  And if you can pitch that to her in a way that she’ll go for, I think it’d be a great solution. But Kaisa came here to teach specific things; she has a contract, and takes it seriously. Besides, studying under a kitsune, one on one… Well, take it from me, there’s a
  
   lot
  
  involved that you wouldn’t think of until you’ve done it. And frankly, you’re entirely the wrong sort of person for that experience.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah!” Ruda protested. “Come on, now, you’re talkin’ about breaking up the
  
   team.
  
  We have a good thing going here! We’re a group!”
 

 
  “We won’t always be, though,” Trissiny said softly. “Don’t look at me like that, Ruda; we’ll always be
  
   friends,
  
  and I’m sure we’ll have a place in each other’s lives. But most of us have specific places we’ll have to go after the University. Once we graduate, it just can’t be the eight of us, roving around as a unit.”
 

 
  “And,” Tellwyrn added severely, pointing at the paladin, “I said
  
   semester,
  
  singular. You’re a smart cookie when you want to be, Trissiny; it won’t take you all that long to nudge your mind and your habits in the direction you need, especially if you find the right mentor. I expect to see your ass
  
   back
  
  on this campus the following autumn.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly, her eyes wandering away to the horizon, and her mind clearly beyond that. “I still… I mean, that kind of leaves me right back where I was. Worse, even. I have no
  
   idea
  
  where to start looking.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, of course you do,” Tellwyrn said brusquely. “You’re letting the enormity of the future cloud your thinking. To start with, you can always go back where you came from. Trissiny, have you ever given thought to the fact that the Silver Legions use exclusively weapons and tactics rendered obsolete by modern military enchanting? I assure you, followers of the goddess of
  
   war
  
  did not give up their ability to wage war effectively just to placate the Empire, or anyone else.”
 

 
  “What are you getting at?” Trissiny asked, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned. “Look… Narnasia trained you as best she could, toward the best purpose she knew how. She most certainly didn’t tell you
  
   everything.
  
  In the time she had, there was no way she could have, and she had to pick and prioritize. You, however, are at least the equal of the High Commander, and you outrank everyone else in the Sisterhood. There is
  
   nothing
  
  they are entitled to keep secret from you. I guarantee if you go back to the Abbey and tell Narnasia what’s on your mind, she’ll have just the thing ready to start you on.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Trissiny said, frowning thoughtfully. “I…well. Hum. That’s actually very good to know, thank you, Professor. But…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Tellwyrn prompted after a moment.
 

 
  “It’s… Never mind. I’m not sure if it’s a worthwhile idea.”
 

 
  “Trissiny, I’m not sure if you’ve noticed the pattern, but I only get on your case for the dumb comments you make when you think they’re smart. If you’re having a thought that you’re not sure is wise or not, it’s the perfect time to share it with a teacher.”
 

 
  Trissiny had to smile faintly at that. “Well, it’s… With all I’ve heard about the complexity and connectedness of the world, plus the fact that my schooling at the Sisterhood’s hands is kind of what put me in this position in the first place… It feels almost treasonous to say it, but I can’t help thinking the best thing for me would be to seek some answers elsewhere.”
 

 
  “That,” Tellwyrn said with an approving nod, “is in fact a very perceptive thought, and I’m proud of you for having it. And there, too, you certainly have prospects. Just off the top of my head, according to Admestus’s report on your Veilgrad expedition, you were an absolute
  
   hit
  
  with the Shadow Hunters. You couldn’t ask for better than they to teach you precisely what you’re looking to learn.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a point,” Trissiny said, brightening up. “Raichlin gave me a book on the Silver Huntresses, which I’ve absolutely loved reading. And they have a
  
   huge
  
  library.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Ruda said in sudden excitement. “Boots, remember back in Lor’naris when that Colonel came and got you to finagle his brat daughter into the Silver Legions?”
 

 
  “Um…yes, Covrin. Jenny, I think. Actually, now you mention it, I meant to check up on her, but it managed to slip my mind. I sort of doubt she lasted all the way through basic…”
 

 
  “Sure, whatever,” Ruda said impatiently. “Point is, he started by suggesting I have her fostered in Puna Dara, right? Because that’s actually a standing custom. Well, if you gotta break up the unit, where better to go? My mother would
  
   love
  
  to take you under her wing for a few months, and I bet you’d get along famously with her. She’s a sword-swinging badass like you, and a sly as a bag of foxes to boot. They called her the Sea Devil back in the day. ‘sides, she loves having somebody around to mother!”
 

 
  “There, see?” Tellwyrn said, smiling. “You
  
   do
  
  have options. I bet if you give it some time and some thought, you’ll come up with even more than that. Anyhow, though, you’ve got a few more weeks till finals, and a week of break after that. This is not something that needs to be settled right
  
   now.
  
  Think on it, sleep on it, talk to your classmates.” She stood, brushing off her trousers. “And Trissiny? Whatever else happens, I’m proud of you.”
 

 
  She vanished with a little puff of displaced air before the paladin could respond.
 

 
  “You know,” Trissiny said thoughtfully, “the thing that surprises me the most, I think… If you’d told me a year ago I would one day
  
   give
  
  a damn about that, I’d’ve called you a liar.”
 

 
  Ruda’s laughter rang out over the prairie.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well,” Vanessa said, swirling her glass of rum punch idly in one hand, “are you
  
   happy?”
  
 

 
  “All things considered,
  
   I
  
  am,” Bradshaw said fervently. “As much of a runaway mess as that was for most parts of it… And regardless of however we may be beholden to that crazy fox now… I’d have paid a
  
   great
  
  deal more for what she did for us.”
 

 
  “You know I’m in total agreement,” Vanessa replied with a broad smile. “I’ve spent the whole afternoon just walking up and down the docks. Just
  
   walking.
  
  But I was talking to him.”
 

 
  She turned expectantly to face Embras, who was gazing out to sea.
 

 
  The dockside bar remained lively despite the darkness that had fallen over Puna Dara. The Punaji were a people whose famous zest for life didn’t yield to storm or fog, much less anything so commonplace as nightfall, and besides, open-sided taverns like this did a great deal of business among visiting merchants and other strangers to the city. The pier on which it was built was well-lit, both with modern fairy lamps inside the building and torches lining the rails protecting the pub-goers from a drop into the ocean. Talking, laughing, and singing patrons in varying states of inebriation thronged the pier, while musicians played frantically on a platform near the bar and comely young waitresses in matching sarongs dodged nimbly through the crowd. For once, the warlocks didn’t need to employ any magical effects to go ignored. Besides, if they had, they’d never have been served.
 

 
  “Well,” Embras drawled at last, “we mustn’t lose sight of the future. The paladins are wary, but we’ve made a start there. Ekoi and Tellwyrn have proved willing to endure and even facilitate our presence,
  
   provided
  
  we behave accordingly. And more importantly, we’re set up, now, for next semester’s campaign on Falconer and Vadrieny. Even considering all the uncertainty to come…”
 

 
  He grinned, swiveled in his seat to face them directly, and picked up his glass. “You know what? I do believe I
  
   am
  
  happy.” Embras lifted his drink. “To the future.”
 

 
  Both his companions raised their own in reply. “The future!”
 

 
  In the far distance, at the very rim of the horizon, there came the faintest flicker of light, and a soft growl of thunder that was lost to the noise in the restaurant. Whether they heard it or not, the storm was on its way.
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  Home.
 

 
  Not that it hadn’t been an enlightening and immensely beneficial trip, but he was a creature of the city; walking the streets of Tiraas again was like regaining a part of himself that he had stopped noticing was absent. Even now, strolling placidly through the fairly upper-class Steppe neighborhood in his robes of office, Darling felt more at ease than he could remember in a long time. He’d found the time for a quick jaunt around some of his old haunts as Sweet, but apart from that he’d been largely buried under a backlog of work. Now, on his way to the Cathedral yet again, he’d chosen to go by foot, and to take a long detour that let him see more of the city than was strictly necessary.
 

 
  It was worth it. Worth it on its own merits, and proved even more so as he discovered when he found himself outside a discreet old brownstone building with a familiar sub-level entrance and a tasteful sign out front. Familiar, though he’d only seen it once.
 

 
  Darling paused, contemplating this. Well, he’d allotted himself plenty of time to amble, anyway, and it wasn’t as if this place would have been visible to him without very specific reason. A quick glance up and down the street revealed that he was completely alone, itself an odd and suggestive thing considering this hour of the morning.
 

 
  With a shrug and a smile, he paused only to run a hand over his carefully combed hair, then descended the steps and opened the door to the Elysium.
 

 
  The bar was just as he remembered: expensive, quiet, and mostly empty. In fact, it was considerably
  
   more
  
  empty this time, being that he was apparently the only patron. The only other individual present was a swarthy, shaggy-haired man standing behind the bar, idly wiping out a glass with a white rag.
 

 
  “Top of the mornin’, Antonio!” Eserion called cheerfully, waving to him. “C’mon in, have a seat. Punaji Sunrise, right?”
 

 
  “Now, now, that’s just to intimidate the party-going set,” Darling said easily, permitting none of the torrent of curiosity he felt near his face or voice. He strolled forward and slid onto a stool near the bartender, but positioned so that he could still see the door. “Generally I prefer a brandy, but c’mon. It’s not even noon. And I’ve got to go wrangle
  
   priests
  
  today.”
 

 
  Eserion chuckled obligingly. “Fine, fine, I guess you’ll be wanting to keep your wits intact for
  
   that.
  
  Hot tea it is, then.”
 

 
  Despite the lack of any stove or heating element, he produced a steaming pot and deftly poured a cup, which smelled bewitchingly of jasmine and vanilla.
 

 
  “Oh, my,” Darling mused, lifting the porcelain cup and inhaling deeply. “That’s the
  
   good
  
  stuff. Smells like the boudoir of the most expensive lady I ever carried on with.”
 

 
  “They serve this blend down at Marcio’s Bistro,” the god replied lightly, again polishing an already-clean glass. “Have you tried the food there?”
 

 
  “I have, in fact, at their grand reopening. It tends toward the spicy, doesn’t it? Not necessarily to my taste. But then, that was at the dinner hour, and they were serving wine. I might just pop in every now and again for tea if
  
   this
  
  is what they have on offer.”
 

 
  “Give the food a chance,” Eserion said with a mild smile. “It’s more
  
   zesty
  
  than spicy; not a combination of flavors one gets to sample much in Tiraas these days.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Darling said lightly. “I have it on good authority the cuisine there is a pretty good approximation of something
  
   no
  
  one has seen in eight thousand years or so.”
 

 
  “Better authority than you may know. How was your trip?”
 

 
  “Fantastic, thanks. Also…puzzling. I guess it just wouldn’t be fair if I got answers without picking up a dozen more questions along the way.”
 

 
  “Well.” Eserion winked. “There’s really only one good thing you can do with a question, isn’t there?”
 

 
  Darling lifted the teacup and took a careful sip, watching him. The god simply gazed back, wearing a disarming smile.
 

 
  “Why thieves?” he asked at last. “Of all the things you could be patron of. What made you pick…this?”
 

 
  Eserion’s smile widened momentarily, then he coughed and winked, setting down the glass and rag to fold his arms and lean back against the shelves behind him.
 

 
  “The truth? The
  
   real
  
  truth? I’d advise you not to repeat this, Antonio, but… None of this was supposed to happen. The plan was to
  
   wreck
  
  ascension, not use it. We weren’t trying to turn into gods, all we wanted to do was bring them down. As usual with complex plans, it all went right straight to shit and we had to improvise. And those of us who ended up with godhood? Well, not
  
   one
  
  of us was prepared for it. A good few weren’t even
  
   part
  
  of the resistance. Naphthene owned a boat some of us had used; Sorash was a mercenary thug who happened to be nearby. Shaath… Ah, that poor bastard. All he wanted to do was field work, studying the wildlife. We just
  
   kept
  
  running across him when trying to keep away from civilization and catalog the fauna. He was gettin’ really sick of us by the end, and had the worst possible luck to be on hand when it all went down.” He paused, narrowing his eyes. “Actually…no, I spoke incorrectly. A
  
   few
  
  of us were prepared. Those who ended up with the greater power, the multiple aspects… We mostly just accidentally latched onto whatever concept spoke most to our hearts. Those four, though. They were ready. They had
  
   planned.”
  
 

 
  “You think…” Darling frowned, toying with his teacup. “Did they deliberately take ascension, despite your plans?”
 

 
  “I can’t see it,” Eserion said immediately, shaking his head. “Vidius…
  
   maybe.
  
  He’s enough of an old fox to think of that, but… Even so, it’s a stretch. But I never met anybody who wanted power
  
   less
  
  than Omnu or Themynra. And Avei…” He chuckled. “Poor Avei. She was always going on about what she’d do when we could all
  
   quit.
  
  When the gods were brought down, she was gonna go build a modest little house far from any cities and raise horses. No, they were just planners. Some people, Antonio, are simply heroic by nature. Adventurers born. They were
  
   ready
  
  for everything, including a rushed, accidental ascension. And thus, they ended up in charge.” He shook his head again. “Better them than me.
 

 
  “But speaking of me, that’s what you asked about.” He tilted his chin up, smirking faintly. “Might not guess it to look at me now, but standards of beauty being what they were, I was just the
  
   prettiest
  
  princess of them all, back in the day.”
 

 
  Darling blinked. “Uh.”
 

 
  The god cracked a grin at him. “That was the point. I belonged to Szyrein, one of the Elders. In fact, I was one of her
  
   favorites.
  
  Bred for fifty generations to be beautiful, trained from birth to be…pleasing.”
 

 
  Despite all his years of practice, Darling could feel the sudden, utter sickness he felt creeping onto his expression. Eserion’s face didn’t change, though, apart from the slightly faraway look that stole into his eyes.
 

 
  “Your own wits and skills are all you have; they’re all that can’t be taken from you. People with too much power have—
  
   have—
  
  to be brought down. And at the intersection of those two truths is the fact that no matter how powerful, now supremely above you someone is, you can
  
   always
  
  find a way to stick to to ’em if you’re clever, and careful. That was who I was, so that’s what I became. Thieves, though?” He grinned. “That was sort of an accident. I guess if you grow up owned by somebody, you end up not giving a shit about property rights.”
 

 
  “What
  
   did
  
  happen?” Darling asked.
 

 
  Eserion’s expression sobered. “Watch yourself around Lil, Sweet. She’s every bit the schemer your research has shown, and more besides. But, like all really
  
   good
  
  deceivers, she doesn’t lie any more than she can help. You got a warning that you’d be wise to heed: there are things you just aren’t allowed to know. Not without consequences.”
 

 
  “Am I wrong,” Darling asked casually, holding up his teacup to inhale the fragrance, “or do I get the idea you don’t agree with that policy?”
 

 
  “Hey, now,
  
   I’m
  
  not the one making decisions in this outfit. You know how I feel about the people in charge, anyway. Not that I’ve any personal grudge with the Trinity, but… Nobody can be trusted with power. Not any of us; not even me. Power changes people. No matter how careful you are, or how noble your intentions, it twists and destroys you slowly from the inside.”
 

 
  “Almost makes you wish there was a way to prevent anybody from having it,” Darling mused.
 

 
  “Yeah, well.” Eserion smirked again. “That would involve somebody with
  
   absolute
  
  power administering it, which…brings you right back to the beginning. Nah, the best solution I’ve found is to have people whose whole purpose is fighting the power when it rises. It’s a constant struggle, but in the end, isn’t that better?”
 

 
  “Is it?”
 

 
  “People always have to struggle,” the god said more seriously, “that’s our greatest virtue. Even our crimes and failures give us things to fight against—and every fight can be a source of strength, and wisdom.”
 

 
  “It certainly keeps you feeling alive,” Darling mused. “And sometimes, the opposite.”
 

 
  “Sounds like you’re already getting nostalgic for your vacation,” Eserion said sympathetically. “Herding the cats wearing you down?”
 

 
  “Oh, you know how it is.” He shrugged and took another sip of tea. “Justinian puts up such a front of being in control I honestly can’t guess how much control he really
  
   has.
  
  He doesn’t seem fazed by Tellwyrn’s utter destruction of his ploy against her; apparently it was just a test, he claims, to see whether that approach would work, and he’s very satisfied with the results.”
 

 
  “That kind of inner control can be a weakness or a serious asset,” the god commented.
 

 
  “Mm. It makes me worry about Tricks; too. I’m starting to see cracks, there, and that’s not like him.” He gave the god a piercing look. “I don’t suppose there’s anything you want to tell me…?”
 

 
  “Sure, just as soon as you take up his offer to trade jobs again,” Eserion said cheerfully. “Honestly, though, Sweet, I think you’re doing more good where you are.”
 

 
  “I was just wondering, though,” Darling said mildly, gazing up at the ceiling and pushing his teacup back and forth between his hands. “This thing about transcension fields…”
 

 
  “Bleh, just say
  
   magic,
  
  for fuck’s sake. I never understood that gobbledygook and I don’t intend to start. Better for the universe if nobody ever figures out how to do that again.”
 

 
  “Magic, then. This knowledge the gods have of what people know… The Avatar specifically said that’s processed by the…
  
   magic
  
  field. And suppose, hypothetically, there were a thing
  
   between
  
  dimensions, a thing that specifically blocks and disrupts magic. If someone learned something
  
   there…”
  
 

 
  Eserion’s smile widened fractionally, but he shook his head. “You’re doing so well, Sweet. Don’t spoil it by asking me to cheat for you.”
 

 
  “You? Cheat?” Darling put on his broadest, most innocent smile. “Perish the thought.”
 

 
  Mentally, though, he re-categorized that theory from a tentative possibility to an avenue worthy of earnest pursuit.
 

 
  To judge by the god’s smile, he wasn’t fooling anyone.
 

 
  Yet.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Branwen’s office in the Grand Cathedral was spacious and elegantly appointed, with a large seating area between the door and her desk. Potted plants stood atop shelves, and in one corner a little decorative fountain splashed musically, its water kept moving and perpetually clean thanks to rare and pricey charms. The fireplace also roared with a comfy blaze—comfy and illusionary, which could add heat to the room or not, at a command. The enchantments in the room had cost more than even the gilded furniture, which was saying something. It was a pleasing space, though, where she could feel relaxed and at home, even away from home.
 

 
  She was just finishing applying her seal to the last in a stack of correspondence when the door was opened from the outside without the courtesy of a knock.
 

 
  “Ah, answering fan mail?” Basra asked pleasantly, stepping in and pushing the door gently shut behind her. “How wonderful! It’s a relief to see you’re still getting any. Imagine, a sitting Bishop publicly repudiated by her own goddess! You are a theological marvel, Branwen.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Branwen said, “I’m told sales of my book have skyrocketed. Apparently nothing sells like notoriety. Not that it isn’t always a pleasure, Bas, but I’ve never known you to make idle social calls before. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  “I’ve been doing some research,” Basra said, pacing slowly into the room, “into the career of one Ildrin Falaridjad. The downside of my stellar success in the crisis at the border has been a sad lack of damages for which she can be blamed; the list of charges resulting from her stupidity is depressingly short and minor. Of course, I already knew she was a staunch supporter of the Archpope and the Universal Church, to the point it was becoming an annoyance to her fellow Sisters. Interestingly, though, she’s never done
  
   anything
  
  like that stunt she pulled at Varansis. No insubordination, no outbursts of violence, no rampant glory-hogging or inexplicably having access to other cults’ rare magical devices. Nobody, even, who seemed to find her as congenitally thick-headed as I did. And I had a thought.” She continued forward at a leisurely pace, fixing a predatory stare on Branwen, who simply watched her approach in perfect calm. “Does is perhaps seem
  
   suspicious
  
  to you that someone would suddenly act contrary to their usual behavior in the presence of a known projective empath?”
 

 
  “I think it’s telling,” Branwen said mildly, “that you’re talking about a woman acting out of character, and your own constant bullying and abuse of her doesn’t even enter into your calculations.”
 

 
  “So I did some further digging,” Basra continued, ignoring her. “She has refused to reveal where she got that shatterstone, but Antonio was good enough to get me the rough black market price for one. They
  
   are
  
  obtainable outside your cult, but it costs more than Falaridjad would make in five years.
  
   Someone
  
  got it for her, someone with connections in Izara’s faith. And then, there is the matter of how she came to be part of the expedition.
  
   You
  
  dug her up, specifically, along with a bard who had an established dislike of me due to thinking I’d set her up for the Shaathists.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Branwen said with a faint smile, “she thought so because you
  
   did
  
  that. Which also isn’t a consideration to you, I suppose.”
 

 
  “And,” Basra continued, stepping right up to Branwen and looming over her, “it seems to me that someone as politically adept as yourself would
  
   not
  
  be oblivious to the fact that having a known Church loyalist involved in that mission could create
  
   questions.
  
  Concerns about my presence, and intentions. Abbess Darnassy had, in fact, mentioned at the beginning how
  
   very
  
  convenient it was that a problem arose which so precisely suited my talents to solve. All it would take was the persistent suggestion that Justinian had arranged the whole thing to get me back to Tiraas, and Commander Rouvad would land on me like the fist of Avei herself. And that was
  
   before
  
  said Justinian loyalist was inexplicably provoked into actively
  
   sabotaging
  
  the mission.”
 

 
  Branwen smiled, sighed softly, and shook her head ruefully. “Oh…all right. I suppose I ought to have known better. I’ve made my way chiefly by being a source of happiness to those around me, which is a whole different kind of politics; I’m just not cut out for your flavor of cloak and dagger.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” Her face cold now, Basra leaned forward, right into her space, planting one hand on the back of Branwen’s chair and the other on the desk to physically bar her into her seat. “I’m only going to tell you this once, Snowe. Do not attempt, nor even
  
   dream
  
  about attempting any such shit with me again. Ever. You are nothing even
  
   approaching
  
  a match for me in that arena, and I am not a person you want for an enemy.”
 

 
  “Oh, Basra, don’t be silly,” Branwen said in a fondly chiding tone, still smiling. “You’re not a person at all.”
 

 
  For a long moment they locked eyes, the Izarite smiling, the Avenist expressionless. Only the fountain and the fire could be heard in the room.
 

 
  Finally, Basra tilted her head slowly to one side. “I beg your pardon?” she asked in a tone of mild curiosity.
 

 
  “You’re a…thing,” Branwen continued, still with that pleasant little smile. “A walking defect. A would-be miscarriage conceived without a soul and quite accidentally brought to term. Oh, I realize
  
   you
  
  think you’re a wolf among sheep, but that’s only because you lack the mental architecture to understand the strength people gain by forming connections with each other. Something
  
   you
  
  simply cannot do.”
 

 
  Moving deliberately, she stood up, pushing herself right back into Basra’s space; the other Bishop backed away at the last second, straightening up and still staring quizzically at the shorter woman.
 

 
  “Understand, Basra, that you aren’t as invisible as you like to think. Oh, most people don’t realize what a horror you are; most people have no concept that things like you exist. But there are some—Commander Rouvad, his Holiness, Antonio—who
  
   do
  
  know, and tolerate you because they find you useful. Then, too, there are cultures which understand things that humanity has yet to puzzle out. If you ever find yourself in a dwarven university, you might find it illuminating to read up on what they call ‘social pathology.’”
 

 
  Branwen took a step forward. Basra, her face an expressionless mask, backed away again.
 

 
  “Here’s the thing, Bas. You simply do not comprehend how emotion works, because yours are such paltry things. Every feeling you have is shallow and wild, and all of them are variations on either rage…” She smiled, slowly, catlike and sly. “…or desire.”
 

 
  There was no visible effect in the room, but the change that overcame Basra was instant and striking. Her eyes widened, pupils dilating hugely; she shivered bodily, gave a soft, trembling gasp, and abruptly surged forward. In an instant she had wrapped her arms around Branwen, roughly grasping her head and tilting it up to press a fierce, hungry kiss to her lips.
 

 
  A moment later she was flung bodily backward by the shield of golden light which flashed into place around the Izarite.
 

 
  “And once roused,” Branwen continued as if never interrupted, “you have no more control over your passions than does a child. Which is why I didn’t show you
  
   rage,
  
  and won’t allow you to experience it. At least until I’m done talking to you.”
 

 
  Turning back to her desk, she pulled open the top drawer and retrieved a small compact; flipping the lid up to reveal a mirror, she took up the small brush contained within and set about repairing the damage done to the rouge on her lips.
 

 
  Standing six feet away now, Basra absently scrubbed the back of her hand across her mouth, again staring at Branwen without expression.
 

 
  “Matters are very
  
   different
  
  for most people,” the Izarite said, tucking the brush back into its slot and beginning to carefully fix her hair with her fingers, still gazing at the tiny mirror. “Emotion is so intertwined with thought as to be inextricable. There are so many
  
   kinds
  
  of emotions, and so many subtle shades… It’s a whole world you couldn’t begin to comprehend. And for someone like me, who can reach out and
  
   touch
  
  those vastly complex feelings…” Satisfied, she clicked the compact shut and turned to smile warmly at Basra. “Well, I won’t ask you to believe any claims I make. I shouldn’t need to, after all; you’ve gone and figured out for yourself how wildly out of character Ildrin acted when I needed her to. Instead, Basra, I want you to ponder a hypothetical.”
 

 
  Branwen set the compact down on her desk and folded her arms beneath her breasts, her smile growing faintly, and becoming lopsided. “What do you suppose would happen if everyone who doesn’t understand you suddenly
  
   did…
  
  And everyone who tolerates you suddenly
  
   didn’t?”
  
 

 
  She let that hang for a moment. Basra stared at her in continued silence, her face apparently frozen.
 

 
  “So,” Branwen said more briskly, “I think you’re right; I’ll be staying away from trying to manipulate events henceforth. It really isn’t my strong suit, is it? Far more sensible to stick to what I
  
   can
  
  do, and do well.”
 

 
  Abruptly, her smile faded and her voice hardened. “You are a rabid dog, Basra Syrinx. His Holiness believes he has you on a leash. Despite my misgivings, I have decided to trust his judgment, for now. But if you
  
   slip
  
  that leash again, like you did with Principia Locke and her squad—oh, yes, I know
  
   all
  
  about that—it will be the last time. Your entire world will unmake itself. Overnight. And
  
   nowhere
  
  will you find a hint that I was even involved. So…”
 

 
  She strode forward, right at the other woman; this time, Basra gave no ground, simply watching her come. Branwen stalked almost close enough that they were touching again, staring up into Basra’s flat gaze, her own blue eyes suddenly ice-hard.
 

 
  
   “Heel,
  
  girl.”
 

 
  They stood that way in total silence for long seconds, and then Branwen suddenly smiled, turned away, and stepped toward the door.
 

 
  Behind her, Basra twitched violently, another rapid change washing over her. Suddenly, her face twisted into an animalistic snarl and she took a half step forward, falling into a fighting crouch, hands outstretched.
 

 
  “And before you attempt any of the things you’re contemplating,” Branwen added without turning around, “I suggest you consider how much this conversation surprised you, and ask yourself what
  
   else
  
  you have no idea I’m capable of.”
 

 
  She opened the door, glanced over her shoulder with a flirtatious little smile, and glided out into the hall, leaving it open behind her.
 

 
  Basra stood in place, breathing heavily for a few seconds, then whirled and stalked over to Branwen’s desk. There, she snatched up the little mirrored compact and hurled it savagely into the fire.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He was barely aware of where he was walking, having only a sense of veering indiscriminately back and forth; it was a shameful state of affairs for an elf, but nothing in this land would harm him. His inner battle consumed his attention. After all this time, he knew when he’d been beaten. He knew that, despite his intermittent attempts to alter his course, to vanish deeper into the twisted wilds of Athan’Khar, he was steadily making his way west. The spirits were driving west. Despite all his efforts to delay, soon enough he would reach N’Jendo.
 

 
  And then it would begin, the thing he had tried so, so hard to avoid.
 

 
  He took some small comfort in knowing that he wouldn’t last long.
  
   Eldei alai’shi
  
  never lasted long. The Empire had powers that well overmatched him. And there was some small hope, this time; after he had confronted the Avenists at the other border and been turned back, the humans would be ready. Headhunters usually caught them unawares, doing most of their damage before strike teams and battlemages could respond. This time, they’d be prepared.
 

 
  How many people would he have to watch himself slaughter before they brought him down?
 

 
  He didn’t even have to avoid thinking about it. These days, it was all he could do to think at all. The voices never let up anymore. He had denied them too long. They were too hungry.
 

 
  Shadows passed over him.
 

 
  He only belatedly became aware that he was passing over a rounded hilltop; around its foot were the remnants of an orcish town. The roofless remains of houses and shops now sprouted enormous growths like cancerous cacti thirty feet tall, bristling with person-sized, multi-pronged thorns, and with slowly undulating fronds extending upward toward the sky. The hill itself crunched beneath his ragged moccasins, its surface long ago melted to black glass by some imaginable heat source. Probably something the Tiraan did during the Bane…or maybe caused by one of Athan’Khar’s new residents. There were beings here capable of it.
 

 
  The shapes cruising over him had excellent timing. He was just cresting the broke-glass hill when they plummeted down from the sky, banking and spreading their wings at the last minute to avoid slamming into the ground as they settled down. They still landed hard enough to shake the earth, which was unavoidable, given their sheer bulk.
 

 
  Slowly, he turned in a full circle, studying the dragons and not sure what to think. His memories of his old life told him what a very, very odd situation this was. The spirits were mildly inquisitive, but mostly unconcerned. Dragons were no threat to them and of no interest. They really only cared about what they wanted to kill.
 

 
  Four dragons, though. One of each primary color. Who had ever heard of such a thing?
 

 
  “Good day,” said the gold in a resonant voice that boomed across the sky. “We must speak.”
 

 
  “We must…go,” he said nervously, scratching at himself. There were no bugs, bugs did not like him anymore, but he often felt as if things crawled under his skin. “We have… The distance. Yes, have to go. I don’t want to, I’m really so very tired. But…we… Need. At the border, beyond the river, there was, there was, blocked, no use! Found the wisdom but… Other side, yes. There. More of. Um.”
 

 
  A booming chuckle came from the blue dragon to his left. “This is our guy, then.”
 

 
  “Peace, Zanzayed,” the gold said in a tone of weary patience.
 

 
  The green cleared his throat softly—relatively speaking. “Well, it sounds as if you are having some difficulty expressing yourself.” He took one step forward, lowering his head to look at the elf more closely. “I believe I can help with that, temporarily. My name is Varsinostro. Will you indulge me for a moment?”
 

 
  “Not to harm,” he said noncommittally, scratching his arm. “It’s, it isn’t you. No caring, why bother?”
 

 
  “I’ll take that, and the lack of an attack, as agreement,” the dragon said with a truly horrifying smile. He reached forward with one enormous clawed hand, which the elf simply watched curiously as it descended on him. He was long past caring about his well-being, and anyway, what
  
   he
  
  cared about had long ago ceased to be a factor. The spirits were supremely uninterested in the dragons.
 

 
  That huge hand settled on top of his head in an unbelievably gentle pat, just barely touching his matted hair. The claws curled down on all sides to touch the ground about him.
 

 
  Suddenly, it was as if a door had been slammed.
 

 
  The voices…he could still
  
   hear
  
  them, but distantly and fuzzily, as if underwater. Their constant, howling
  
   presence
  
  was ended. Suddenly, he was alone in his own head, for the first time in memory.
 

 
  He staggered, stumbled, sat down hard with a crunch in the broken glass, staring.
 

 
  “There we go,” the green said with clear satisfaction, withdrawing his hand. “This is purely experimental, understand. To my knowledge, no one has
  
   attempted
  
  this before. But I am encouraged by this initial success; I believe we can likely refine the method further.”
 

 
  “You…you made them silent,” he said, tears forming in his eyes. “Thank you.
  
   Thank you.”
  
 

 
  “I repeat, it will not hold long,” the green warned.
 

 
  “And,” added the red one from behind him, “they are likely to be irate when they return.”
 

 
  He doubted that. It really wasn’t the kind of thing the spirits even noticed; they were rarely interested in his perspective. He said nothing about it, though, having just remembered something important.
 

 
  “Raash,” he whispered. “My name is
  
   Raash.”
  
 

 
  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Raash,” said the gold one, bowing, which was a very odd sight. “I am Ampophrenon.”
 

 
  “Please,” Raash said earnestly. “Please, quickly, before they come back. You have to kill me.”
 

 
  Zanzayed snorted; Ampophrenon and Varsinostro exchanged an unreadable glance.
 

 
  “Let’s call that Plan B,” said the red, stepping forward and snaking his head around to look down on Raash where he could see him. “First, we are extremely curious about recent events which unfolded at the Viridill border. That was
  
   you,
  
  correct? I’m assuming there are not two
  
   eldei alai’shi
  
  active in Athan’Khar at the moment.”
 

 
  “No,” Raash said slowly, shaking his head. “Not anymore.”
 

 
  “Anymore?” the blue repeated curiously.
 

 
  “There was…” He closed his eyes, sighing; in the absence of the spirits’ constant, howling noise, the memory was suddenly more painful than he was expecting. “My brother. He came first, to take the pact. I came to stop him. We have been…struggling, here, for months. I’d thought to destroy myself once he was finally killed, but the spirits would not have it. They…” He paused, swallowed. “I was so
  
   close
  
  to finding a way, I’d just got them distracted and calm enough I thought I could eat poison. And then something happened at the old border to draw attention. Beings of Athan’Khar went across the river into Viridill, and found a huge Tiraan army massing. It drove the spirits
  
   wild.
  
  I couldn’t restrain them.”
 

 
  “It’s very curious,” the red dragon rumbled, “that they were turned back after being
  
   reasoned
  
  with by one woman.”
 

 
  Raash barked an incredulous laugh in spite of himself.
  
   “Reasoned?
  
  Oh, no, nothing like that happened. The Bishop…I remember her. Yes, she was very smart. She avoided most of the early mistakes
  
   I
  
  made in trying to deal with the spirits. She didn’t reason, she manipulated. She didn’t try to talk to
  
   me
  
  at all; her discussion was with the spirits, I was just there as an interpreter. I think she must have some experience dealing with the dangerously insane.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ampophrenon said thoughtfully. “That answers a few questions. Satisfied, Razzavinax?”
 

 
  “Not remotely,” the red replied.
 

 
  Varsinostro cleared his throat. “Anyway. As I said, Raash, I believe we can work to refine this technique, perhaps keep the spirits stifled more permanently.
  
   Possibly,
  
  though understand that I am in no way promising such a thing yet, purge them entirely. Is this line of study something you would be interested in pursuing?”
 

 
  Raash could only gaze up at him, tears now coursing down his dirt-stained face. “I…I’d given up thinking… All I’d hoped for was
  
   death.”
  
 

 
  “I will not deceive you,” the dragon said sternly. “It may yet come to that. But if you are willing to make the effort, as am I.”
 

 
  “As are we all,” Ampophrenon said firmly.
 

 
  Suddenly too overcome to form words, he could only nod.
 

 
  “Smashing,” Zanzayed said cheerfully, leaning closer. “That being the case, our new pals back in Tiraas are rather curious about these events. And they may have instigated this little sit-down, but we have our own reasons for wanting to know more. In exchange for our help, Raash, we have
  
   questions.”
  
 

 
  “Many,” added Razzavinax. “Many questions.”
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  Warm weather had lingered throughout the continent, to the point that rumors had begun circulating about Ouvis’s displeasure and the Empire’s plans to employ various magical schemes to bring on winter. Any of these could be debunked by theological scholars acquainted with Ouvis’s habits (he had none to speak of) or magicians aware of the possibilities regarding weather control (there were no possibilities; you could manipulate the weather, not control it, and the manipulation was exceedingly inadvisable). Fortunately, the winds turned cold and the first snows began to fall before any of these nascent fears could get out of hand.
 

 
  In a certain cabin barracks at the Silver Legion’s main fortress in Tiraas, more than a few jokes were made about how perfectly the onset of chilly skies and falling snow coincided with the return of one Bishop Basra Syrinx.
 

 
  Three weeks later, they weren’t laughing. The housing provided to the Legionnaires of the Ninth Cohort was perfectly adequate—Avenist ethics wouldn’t allow soldiers to be deprived of necessities—but there was a wide distance between adequate and comfortable. The cabin was kept warm enough by the decades-old arcane stove provided, barely. Changing in and out of armor had become something of an ordeal, and all of them had changed bunks to sleep as far from the door and as close to the heat source as possible. Ironically, the much older technology of wood-fired iron stoves would have put off more heat, but in Tiraas, power crystals and enchanting dust were easier to obtain (not to mention store) than firewood, and the Legion quartermasters obstinately refused to spring for a refurbishment. Meanwhile, at the other end of the cabin, it remained cool enough that frost didn’t melt from the outside of the windows.
 

 
  Thus, Principia got the usual round of unfriendly looks when she threw the door open. Her sunny mood, unsurprisingly, did not improve the reception.
 

 
  “Gooooood evening, ladies!” she said brightly. “Everybody enjoyed dinner, I trust?”
 

 
  
   “Shut
  
  that damn door, you maniac!” Merry barked, huddling by the stove.
 

 
  “First, Lang, I have spoken to you about melodrama. It isn’t
  
   that
  
  cold. You wait till midwinter; you’ll feel a right fool for complaining about
  
   this.
  
  And second, we have company, so could you turkeys at least
  
   pretend
  
  there’s a semblance of a functioning chain of command in this barracks?”
 

 
  She continued into the room, revealing the other soldier behind her, as the rest of Squad One got to their feet. In the next moment, they all snapped to attention, saluting.
 

 
  “Bishop Shahai,” Farah blurted. “This is a surprise.”
 

 
  “At ease, ladies,” Nandi said with a little smile, turning to pull the door closed behind her. “And surely you know it’s no longer Bishop. I was merely keeping the seat warm, as it were, and now its owner has returned to reclaim it.”
 

 
  “Yes…we know,” Casey said quietly, relaxing her posture. “Sorry, ma’am. It’s, uh, good to see you again.”
 

 
  “And in armor,” Ephanie added with a smile. “That’ll take some getting used to, Captain.”
 

 
  “I fancy I’ve grown rather adept at getting used to things over the years, Avelea,” Nandi replied, smiling back and hoisting the rucksack she was carrying over one armored shoulder. “But before we all catch up, I believe Sergeant Locke has some announcements to make.”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed I do,” Principia went on with the same mischievous cheer, opening the folder of papers she had held tucked under her arm. “Front and center, Avelea!”
 

 
  Ephanie blinked, but didn’t join in the round of puzzled glances that passed between the others; relaxed as Principia preferred to keep things within their own barracks, she was the most devoted to military decorum among them. As ordered, she stepped forward to the middle of the aisle between bunks, falling naturally into parade rest.
 

 
  “Ephanie Avelea,” Principia said more solemnly, “you are hereby advanced to the rank of Corporal, with all attendant duties and privileges. Furthermore,” she added, quelling Farah’s excited gasp with a stern look, “I am designating you executive officer of this squadron. Both are effective immediately.”
 

 
  Ephanie’s lower lip trembled, but only for a second, before she snapped to attention and saluted, fist over heart. Only the lack of a sword, which she wasn’t wearing, diminished the gesture, and that not by much. “Thank you, Sergeant,” she said crisply.
 

 
  “That’s all you have to say?” Principia asked somewhat wryly.
 

 
  Ephanie swallowed once. “I… It really is.
  
   Thank you.”
  
 

 
  “Now, I’m aware that it’s tradition in the military for officers not to bother explaining themselves as a general rule,” Principia went on, sweeping a glance across the rest of the squad, all of whom looked more excited even than Ephanie. “However, we’re a small unit, and within this little family, I want to make sure you all understand where I’m coming from with this.”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   hardly
  
  a question, is it?” Farah burst out eagerly. “She has
  
   tons
  
  more experience than any of us! Weren’t you a Lieutenant, Ephanie?”
 

 
  “Sides,” Merry added, grinning, “any of the rest of these jokers claiming to be officer material would be good for a laugh and not much else.”
 

 
  “Stow that kind of talk,” Principia said flatly. “You’ve
  
   all
  
  got potential I don’t think you’re aware of, and the only reason I don’t ride your asses harder about it is the rest of you have all indicated you’re not planning to stick with the Legions as a career once your contracted enlistment is up. And even so, there
  
   are
  
  going to be some changes around here in that direction. But yes, back on point. Avelea does have the experience and the know-how, but that’s only half of it. You’re a by-the-books soldier, Ephanie,” she added directly to the new corporal. “And I, to put it mildly, am not. More importantly, you’ve consistently managed to support me with your knowledge of and devotion to the Legion’s principles and regulations, without ever undercutting my authority or butting heads with me.”
 

 
  “You get the credit for that, ma’am,” Ephanie replied, still saluting. “You’ve always been quick to ask for input.”
 

 
  “It’s a two-way street, and
  
   at ease,
  
  woman, for heaven’s sake. The point is, quite apart from your innate qualifications, you’re what I need both backing me up and counterbalancing me.”
 

 
  “I won’t let you down, Sergeant,” Ephanie promised fervently.
 

 
  “I know that quite well, Corporal,” Principia said with a grin. “Quite frankly I’ve had this in mind almost since
  
   I
  
  was promoted, but there have been…details to consider. Which brings me to our next item of business!” Turning, she smiled at Shahai, who was watching the proceedings with a warm little smile of her own. “This had to wait, Avelea, so you could be promoted first to preserve your seniority in the squad—an outdated and perhaps unnecessary little rule, but I’m being very careful to leave no wiggle room for someone to start picking us apart, and you know who I mean.”
 

 
  She paused for emphasis, and they all gazed back at her in mute understanding. So far, none of them had heard directly from Bishop Syrinx, though Jenell Covrin had been spotted around the temple and adjoining fortress.
 

 
  “The other thing I’ve arranged required paperwork which needed the approval of High Commander Rouvad, who did
  
   not
  
  want to give it.”
 

 
  “Sergeant Locke approached me about this some time ago,” Nandi said, her smile tugging upward further on one side and taking on a sly undertone. “I began a campaign of persuasion upon Farzida as soon as I was able to relinquish the Bishop’s office. It has only borne fruit, finally, today.”
 

 
  “The voluntary grade reduction for someone of Shahai’s status goes all the way to the top, I’m afraid,” Principia said smugly. “But Shahai has proved her worth—as if we haven’t all seen plenty of evidence of it already—and got her way. Ladies, may I introduce Corporal Nandi Shahai, the newest member of Squad Three Nine One.”
 

 
  “Bwuh?” Farah said.
 

 
  “Pick any bunk you like the look of,” Principia said directly to Nandi. “Except Lang’s, of course. Not that I don’t encourage you to push Lang around, but I think she has mites.”
 

 
  “Oh, look,” Merry said dryly, folding her arms. “She ruined a nice moment. What were the odds.”
 

 
  “W-welcome aboard…Corporal,” Casey said hesitantly.
 

 
  “Yes, welcome,” Ephanie repeated. “I think…this is a very good idea, Sarge. She’s
  
   perfect
  
  for our squad’s assigned objectives.”
 

 
  “Not to mention the un-assigned ones,” Principia said easily.
 

 
  The others exchanged another wary look.
 

 
  “You’ve, um, talked with her about…?” Casey trailed off, looking uncertainly at Nandi.
 

 
  “Not explicitly, no,” their new squadmate replied, “but it’s exceedingly obvious that you will be contending directly with Basra Syrinx, and sooner rather than later. That she will be coming after
  
   you
  
  is an unavoidable conclusion—quite apart from the humiliation she suffered right under your eyes, which she
  
   won’t
  
  forgive, the fact is that your squad is a professional threat to her. Your assigned duties eat into the additional powers and responsibilities she has taken on beyond the standard job of the Bishop. I strongly suspect none of you are complacent enough or foolish enough to let her come without meeting her in kind, and I
  
   know
  
  Sergeant Locke isn’t.”
 

 
  Principia beamed like the cat who’d eaten the whole aviary.
 

 
  “And you’re…okay with this?” Casey asked warily.
 

 
  Nandi’s smile faded, and she shook her head. “I am not
  
   okay
  
  in any sense with any part of this, ladies. What I am is
  
   in.
  
  I’ve been watching Basra Syrinx for a long time, and I know exactly what she represents and means for the Legions and the Sisterhood. Farzida believes she can be controlled and used to good advantage. So, I rather suspect, does the Archpope. I think you and I know better.”
 

 
  “Nobody at the very top has a good view of what goes on in the shadows,” Principia agreed, nodding. “For now, let’s help the newbie get settled in, here, and then we have a promotion to celebrate! I know a perfect pub—discreet enough to keep us out of trouble, but not too much to be fun. And then…” She grinned wolfishly. “…we start working on our dear friend Basra.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The office was illuminated only by the dim light of her desk lamp. She didn’t need even that to see; to elvish eyes, the moonlight streaming through the windows behind her was more than adequate for the letters she was writing. It cast a faint, rusty light over her desk, however, and created interesting shadows around the room. The lamp was more for ambiance than anything; she used it to great effect when intimidating unruly students (and sometimes parents), but had come to enjoy it for its own sake, too.
 

 
  Only the soft scratch of her old-fashioned quill sounded in the room, at least aside from the soft flutter of wings as a small bird landed on the sill outside. Tellwyrn, who of course could hear that perfectly, too, ignored it. She also ignored the increasingly insistent croaking which followed. Only when the sharp, persistent tapping of a beak on the panes started up and refused to stop did she sigh in irritation, blow upon the ink to dry it, and put her quill away.
 

 
  Spinning her chair around without bothering to get up, she un-latched the window and swung it outward, the bird nimbly hopping aside.
 

 
  “I’m half-surprised you didn’t just blast it in,” she said acerbically.
 

 
  “I really cannot imagine why,” Mary replied, swinging her legs in over the sill. She simply perched there, though, not coming the rest of the way inside. “When have you ever known me to do such things? Not everyone suffers from your delusions concerning what constitute social skills, Arachne.”
 

 
  “From arriving to insulting me in seven seconds,” Tellwyrn said sourly. “Sadly, that is not a record. What the hell do you want, Kuriwa? I have a shit-ton of paperwork to get done before I’ll have the chance to
  
   enjoy
  
  a week’s vacation from the little bastards, and so help me, if you ruin my holiday you’ll leave this mountaintop minus a few feathers.”
 

 
  The Crow stared piercingly into her eyes, all levity gone from her face. “Where is Araneid?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn gazed right back. “Who?”
 

 
  Mary just stared at her.
 

 
  “You’re not as inscrutable as you like to think, Kuriwa,” Tellwyrn said, idly turning back toward her desk, but not too far to keep her visitor in view. “I know you recognized my name. I knew it the first time we met. And yet, in three
  
   thousand
  
  years, you have never
  
   once
  
  asked me about this. So now I have to wonder…” She edged the chair back to face the Crow directly, and leaned forward, staring over the rims of her spectacles.
  
   “What
  
  just happened?”
 

 
  “I returned to Viridill weeks ago, on your advice,” Mary replied. “It was good advice, by the way, and you ended up being more right than you knew. I thank you; it proved very good that I was there. Among the interesting things I learned was the repeated occurrence of
  
   spider webs
  
  as a theme, seen binding and drawing various players in that drama to one another. They were glimpsed only in the medium of dreams, thanks to Khadizroth’s intervention—that is a specialty of his, as you probably remember.”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “And the matter put me in mind of a conversation I had with Sheyann not long ago,” Mary continued. “I have been noting for a while that wherever an event of significance occurs, particularly on this continent, it seems to be centered around the
  
   same
  
  few people. The dreamscape, of course, has a way of interpreting complex things in a way that is meaningful to intelligent minds. All this makes me wonder what strings have been tightening around us all that I was simply not in a position to
  
   see,
  
  before.”
 

 
  “Spider webs, hm,” Tellwyrn mused.
 

 
  “And so, I repeat my question,” Mary said, her stare sharp and unyielding. “What is the current location and status of Araneid?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “Uh…dead? Undead?
  
   Mostly
  
  dead? Maybe sort of comatose, with a bit of unborn… It’s not simple, and quite frankly I never understood it well.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Mary said flatly.
 

 
  The sorceress twitched her shoulders in an irritated shrug. “You know, you really could have asked me about this in the beginning. It’s not a great secret. Or rather, I suppose I should say I’ve no care for the opinions of those who might want to keep it secret. I just don’t
  
   know,
  
  Kuriwa. What I know, you now do, and it took all of a moment to tell. I can add a little insight, though,” she said, folding her arms. “The corpse or sleeping body or
  
   whatever
  
  it is of a god makes a tremendous power source—but only another god would be able to make use of such a thing. To ask about a dead or almost dead deity, look for the living ones who have custody of her. If you want to know what
  
   happened
  
  to Araneid, ask Scyllith. If you want to get at her
  
   now,
  
  you’ll have to go through Avei. And in all seriousness, I wish you luck with it. I had just finished washing my hands of the whole sordid affair when we met the first time, and I will
  
   not
  
  be dragged back in.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” the Crow mused, finally breaking eye contact and staring thoughtfully at the far wall. “The spider webs are not, after all, definitive proof of anything… But I have taken so long to come back here because I did my own research first. They
  
   are
  
  strongly associated with Araneid, and not just in myth. You say this goddess is…sort of dead, but not?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced. “That’s as good a description as
  
   I
  
  could come up with, I suppose. Ask at the Abbey if you want to examine the…uh, body. I rather doubt they’d let you, though, and not even
  
   you
  
  are going to get through those defenses. Get too close to that thing, and Avei will land on you personally.”
 

 
  “Is it possible,” Mary persisted, “that she could influence events across
  
   time?
  
  Your description suggests a revival of this Elder is possible. If this happens
  
   soon,
  
  what are the chances she could—”
 

 
  “Kuriwa, I don’t
  
   know,”
  
  Tellwyrn exclaimed. “I’ve told you that. The magic involved is heinously complex and
  
   maybe
  
  comprehensible to me, but it was never explained, and I haven’t gone looking. I want
  
   out
  
  of the whole business. In
  
   theory,
  
  though? Sure, Araneid probably had that power, back in the days of the Elder Gods. I suspect most of them did. They didn’t have any equivalent of Vemnesthis watching against intrusions like that, and by the way, with
  
   him
  
  around and on duty she would have to be
  
   powerfully
  
  subtle to get away with it. Also… This would have to be very
  
   closely
  
  linked in time. If this is Araneid at work, she hasn’t been at it long. Someone would definitely have noticed before now. Probably someone in this room. Although…” Her expression grew faraway and thoughtful. “If it is within just a few years, though… There’s that great doom I haven’t been able to pin down. Alaric’s research points at an alignment of some kind… But of
  
   what
  
  we can’t figure out. It’s likely to be in just a few years, however. That could theoretically be a short enough time.”
 

 
  Mary straightened up, suddenly frowning. “…Arachne, have you seen what is under Linsheh’s grove? I have long assumed that was an early stop on your own research.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced. “Linsheh and I don’t get along.”
 

 
  “Yes, your feud made waves I have not managed to ignore, but I’ve heard nothing about it in four hundred years. I had assumed you two made up.”
 

 
  “Well. For a given value of ‘made up.’ I’m pretty sure I
  
   won.”
  
  The sorceress grinned. “After her last stunt, I teleported her eldest son’s birth tree out of the grove, had it carved into a collection of exotic marital aids, sold them off in Puna Dara and sent her the receipts. I haven’t heard a peep out of her since, so I declared victory.”
 

 
  For a long moment, Mary stared at her in utter silence. Then, finally, she shook her head.
 

 
  “You really are the
  
   worst
  
  person,” she said in a tone of weary disgust. “In all my ages alive on this world, I have known the sick and depraved, the cruel, the truly evil. But
  
   you.
  
  There is no soul, living or dead, who is your rival in sheer, pigheaded
  
   obnoxiousness.”
  
 

 
  “Flattery will get you nowhere,” Tellwyrn said, smirking. “Especially not when you come pecking on my window in the middle of the night smelling like a haystack and with your hair badly in need of a brush. A lady likes to be
  
   finessed.”
  
 

 
  “If you are investigating what’s coming, particularly if you’re curious about alignments,” Mary said curtly, “you need to look at what is underneath that grove. The answers there could reflect on
  
   other
  
  things that are of interest to you, as well. And for the love of whatever it is you may love, Arachne,
  
   try
  
  to mend fences with Linsheh while you’re at it. I don’t know what happened between you or who started it, but she doesn’t deserve that kind of abuse. And we
  
   all
  
  will need to be able to reach out to one another in the near future, I suspect.”
 

 
  She paused only to snort disdainfully, then turned and swung her legs out over the other side of the sill.
 

 
  Tellwyrn watched the crow flap off into the night, frowning pensively.
 

 
  “Hm… Well, it beats the hell out of paperwork.” She glanced disparagingly at her desk. “Then again, what doesn’t?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Have you all
  
   lost your goddamn minds!?”
  
 

 
  It was well past dark and more than halfway toward midnight; sleet was pounding on the windows of Darling’s house, and the downstairs parlor had its fairy lamps turned as far down as possible, lit chiefly by the fire in the hearth. It was a cozy environment, the kind that would encourage sleepiness, if not for Style stomping up and down the carpet, raging at everyone.
 

 
  “C’mon, now,” Darling protested. “You can’t possibly fail to see the benefits.”
 

 
  “I don’t fail to see the benefits of ripping off the fucking Imperial treasury!” she snarled, pausing to glare down at him. “That doesn’t mean I don’t
  
   also
  
  see how that would bite me
  
   right
  
  the fuck on the ass!”
 

 
  “How, though?” Tricks asked mildly. Aside from the circles under his eyes, he looked livelier than he had in weeks; all evening, he’d been growing more jolly as Style grew more irate. “You think the Sisterhood are going to
  
   spy
  
  on us? Quite apart from the fact they’ve shown no interest in doing that in eight
  
   thousand
  
  damn years, Style, this is
  
   not
  
  how you plant a spy. You don’t send a ranking officer of your army up to the enemy’s fortress and say ‘hello there, I would like to come spy, please.’ They’re not thieves, but a divinely-appointed military is definitely clever enough
  
   not
  
  to do something so thickheaded.”
 

 
  “This is pretty much exactly what it looks like,” Darling added in the same calm tone. “A damn good idea, far too long coming, with huge potential benefits for both cults. I’m a little embarrassed I didn’t think of it first…although, it pretty much couldn’t have come from anyone else.” He grinned at the room’s other, quieter guest.
 

 
  Style, meanwhile, clapped a hand dramatically over her eyes and groaned loudly. “You do it on purpose, Boss.
  
   And
  
  you, ex-Boss. You just like to see me suffer. I oughta throttle you both with your own fucking nutsacks.”
 

 
  “Tea, Style?” Price asked diffidently.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  fucking start with me, Savvy,” the enforcer warned.
 

 
  “It is my solemn hope that I do not
  
   have
  
  to start with you,” the Butler replied with characteristic serenity.
 

 
  “What she means,” Sweet said with a grin, “is that it’d be politically
  
   awkward
  
  if she had to finish with you.”
 

 
  “Style, you’ve been raging up and down for half an hour and generally making the point that this bugs you on an instinctive level,” said Tricks. “Fine, I get that. It’s your job, after all, to watch for threats. But if you’d seen a specific,
  
   credible
  
  threat here, you’d have said so by now. So with all respect, hun, button it. I’m making my decision: we’ll go ahead.”
 

 
  Style snarled and kicked the rack of fireplace tools, sending them clattering across the carpet. Price swept silently in to tidy up.
 

 
  “We’ll have to arrange a disguise, of course,” Darling said more seriously, studying his houseguest. “There’ll be all
  
   kinds
  
  of a flap if this gets out.”
 

 
  “How the fuck are you going to
  
   disguise
  
  that?!” Style shouted.
 

 
  “This is why I hate you sometimes,” Tricks informed her. “You never
  
   listen
  
  when I talk about what’s important to me. You don’t change a person’s
  
   whole
  
  appearance to disguise them, you just change the identifying details. Yessss… We’ll dye her hair, lose the uniform and give her a crash course in not walking like a soldier. It’s not like her face is widely known.”
 

 
  Style snorted thunderously and halted her pacing directly in front of the chair next to Tricks’s. “Don’t you think for a
  
   second,”
  
  she warned, leveling a pointing finger, “that I’m gonna go easy on you, trixie.”
 

 
  Trissiny, who had been silent for the last ten minutes as the conversation continued around her, slowly stood, her eyes never leaving the chief enforcer’s.
 

 
  “If you insulted me by trying,” she said quietly, “I would lay you out. Again.”
 

 
  Tricks burst out laughing. “Oh, but this is
  
   fantastic!
  
  It’s
  
   exactly
  
  the opportunity both our cults need—I love every part of this! Especially Style’s bloomers being in a bunch, that’s always good comedy.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  where you sleep, twinkletoes!”
 

 
  Ignoring her, he stood as well, turning to face their guest, and extended a hand. Trissiny clasped it in her own, gauntlet and all.
 

 
  “It’s decided, then. You may all consider this official.” The Boss grinned broadly, pumping the paladin’s hand once. “Welcome to the Thieves’ Guild, apprentice.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #15: Judgment and Justice, part 2 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  
   Author’s Note: This is a continuation  of a side story which began quite a while ago. 
   
    Here
   
   is its first installment, if you need a refresher.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It is not so bad,” Elin said, in her thickly accented and slightly halting elvish. “For the part mostly, the peoples are no in argument. Very much was changed by the Enchanter Wars. Before, it was always nations to their own, even inside the Empire. Then the wars, when it was fighting about principle. About freedom, and survival. Both to break away from Tiraas, and then after, to be together again with a same enemy. But yes, that is also a reason why it is harder for the Stalweiss. They remember, everyone is known, the Stalweiss were the barbarians from the stories, scary and savage. And then they are people who brought Horsebutt the Enemy, moving down from the Stalrange into the Plains. No one is forget.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tazun murmured.
 

 
  “So, one Empire, people all together, but still we have a bad…um…remembrance? Knowing thing…”
 

 
  “Reputation?”
 

 
  “Reputation, yes!” She nodded. “Not fair, but that is life. Anyway, it is not very bad. I am a soldier, which is respect, and I really am Tiraan. My accent and all. Very few people have care that I am pale and yellow-hair. Once in a while, though, you meet stupid ones. Always annoying! I am raised in Madouris, I go to an Imperial school, I join the Emperor’s army and wear the uniform, and still drunk fool calls me barbarian in the marketplace. Worthless people are in every country, I think.”
 

 
  “That’s good to hear.”
 

 
  There was a brief pause.
 

 
  “I suppose being our own fault,” she went on seriously. “Because we Stalweiss are secretly vegetables. Our parents plant us in the ground like turnips, and up we pop in the spring!”
 

 
  “That makes sense.”
 

 
  More silence.
 

 
  Suddenly Tazun realized what she had said and tore his gaze from the blank wall on the other side of the compound’s courtyard to look at her. Elin was staring at him with lips pursed and one eyebrow upraised. He had grown relatively comfortable with these public displays of emotion, but the sight of one he’d so often seen from his sisters in the family quarters was jarring. Especially since he knew what came afterward. Fortunately, he also knew how to address it.
 

 
  Tazun stood smoothly, setting his jewelry case aside, turned to face Elin directly, and bowed. “I deeply apologize for my rudeness, Elin. Your accounts truly are interesting. I’m very sorry; I am simply not terribly good company today. I assure you, it has nothing to do with you. You have my regret for spoiling our conversation with my own troubles.”
 

 
  “Wow,” she said in Tanglish, with clear amusement. “That was downright effusive. Did you learn that from an Awarrion friend?”
 

 
  “No,” he replied. “I have sisters.”
 

 
  Elin smiled, and he took that to mean he was forgiven. Her expression quickly sobered again, but instead of annoyed, she now looked concerned. “Tazun, are you all right?”
 

 
  “I will be fine,” he said with a polite little smile. “Please don’t be troubled on my behalf—I’ve already made too much of my own affairs, when after all we agreed to discuss your home and work on your elvish today.”
 

 
  “We can do that anytime,” she replied. “It’s very unlike you to be so distracted. I can’t help being worried.”
 

 
  They even
  
   talked
  
  about their feelings so openly, as if showing them wasn’t enough. Despite how annoying he felt it ought to be—how annoying it
  
   was,
  
  when he was surrounded by it for too long at a stretch—from her, it was strangely endearing. Perhaps simply because he had grown accustomed to speaking with her one on one, unlike most of his interactions with groups of humans.
 

 
  Tazun slowly sat back down on the ledge beside her, considering.
 

 
  “I know it isn’t your way to talk about personal business outside the family,” she said seriously, “so please, don’t think I’m picking. But you’re a friend, Tazun, and whatever that means to drow, to
  
   me
  
  it means your happiness matters. If there’s anything I can do, just name it.”
 

 
  He couldn’t fully repress a smile at that; they really were starting to rub off on him.
 

 
  “Let me ask you a theoretical question, if I may.”
 

 
  “Shoot.”
 

 
  He blinked, turning his head to stare at her.
 

 
  “Ah.” She smiled ruefully. “That’s just a turn of phrase. It means go ahead.”
 

 
  “Oh. Of course, yes, that’s clear in hindsight. Well, I… I suppose this relates to what you were just saying, about the Stalweiss and the Empire. Have you ever felt you were at
  
   odds
  
  with your society? With its expectations?”
 

 
  “Oh, all the time,” she said immediately. “You just described the experience of growing up human. Adolescence is all about figuring out who you are, and finding your place in the world.”
 

 
  “I see,” he murmured.
 

 
  “Which,” she said thoughtfully, “probably doesn’t do you a
  
   bit
  
  of good, does it? I may not know Narisian culture in very
  
   much
  
  detail, but it’s not at all like that, is it?”
 

 
  “No, not at all,” he agreed, shaking his head slowly. “Who we are as individuals is very much a function of who we are as a people. We each have a place in society; great sacrifices are made and resources invested in the rearing of any child, and the expectation that the investment will be repaid is central to our identity. Just by existing, I have placed a burden upon my family, my House, my whole society. If I do not contribute back, and not just to break even but to become a credit and an
  
   asset
  
  to family, House, and city, I am a thief.”
 

 
  “Hm.” She tucked one leg under herself, kicking the other softly against the ledge. “Is there a particular reason you have to contribute in a certain
  
   way?
  
  Not to pry, Tazun, but it sounds like you’re questioning your place. If it doesn’t feel like the right place, wouldn’t it be better for you
  
   and
  
  for your family and all if you found one where you can do better?”
 

 
  He smiled again. “I like my place. I like my work. I guess I’m questioning…other people’s places, which is shockingly presumptuous. I’m not certain if all the things I was taught as truth really…make sense.”
 

 
  Elin grinned. “Well. That, again, sound like…y’know,
  
   life,
  
  to me. I think I feel what you mean a little, though. I’m a soldier, and a pretty low-ranking one. I can earn advancement, but for now, I still have a lot to prove. And there are
  
   expectations.
  
  Discipline, conformity, codes of conduct. A chain of command, orders…hm.” She tilted her head inquisitively to one side. “You know, when I think about it that way… Considering you Narisians like a whole nation of soldiers makes a lot of stuff suddenly make sense.”
 

 
  “I suppose it does, at that,” he said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Remember I was talking about the Enchanter Wars?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “Soldiers rebelled against their Emperor then. Soldiers, governors, cities, whole nations. There were some existing rebel groups, sure, but for the most part, those were all loyal Imperials who couldn’t be part of an Empire that would do what the Throne had done to Athan’Khar. They all had expectations and duties to Tiraas, but those expectations ran both ways. The Empire had betrayed their trust, become something it was never supposed to be. It wasn’t their Empire anymore. I dunno, Tazun… Maybe you’re still fit for your place, but it isn’t fit for you?”
 

 
  He sighed softly. “What you say has great sense to it…but the idea is very unsettling.”
 

 
  “Why?” she asked gently.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  my place.” He glanced down at his jewelry, glinting in the harsh fairy light of the enclave. “I am defined by my position, my skills, my relationships. By the space I occupy in this life. If
  
   that
  
  is wrong…I would have no idea who or what I am.”
 

 
  She placed her hand over his on the ledge between them, gazing at him but saying nothing.
 

 
  He didn’t pull away.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  If anything, Tazun was even
  
   more
  
  confused as he made his way through the streets later. He had gone home, secured his wares in his chambers, but then gone back out, too restless to stay put. The same issues swirled around in his head—the slave, his mother, his role in the family, Saash’t’s oblique but infuriatingly incisive observations.
 

 
  Now, though, there was also Elin, and
  
   her
  
  infuriatingly incisive observations. And the fact that his friendship with her was beginning to cloud more than just his judgment. He really had better start keeping his distance; he’d already spent an awful lot of time in personal conversation with her. With one unmarried woman. That was the kind of thing that could very easily spread the spores of rumor, and a rumor like that would wreak no end of mischief. His mother would be livid at the mere suggestion of him taking up with a human.
 

 
  The fact that he felt physically pained at the idea of breaking off that friendship was probably not a good sign.
 

 
  Tazun found himself in a familiar market street; subconsciously, his feet had brought him to the very doorstep of his favorite tea room. Well, across the street from it. He usually limited his visits to restaurants to one per tenday, which was a degree of indulgence he felt suitable to his station and personal resources. A calm, quiet booth with a cup of his favorite tea sounded too absolutely perfect to pass up, however. Sometimes, exceptionally trying times demanded exceptionally soothing measures.
 

 
  He noted the presence of two House guards bracketing the door as he crossed the street toward the tea room. Some noble was visiting, then. Well, nobles were generally not trouble if one stayed out of their way, which he made a point to do. His hesitation was infinitesimal; he
  
   really
  
  wanted that cup of jasmine tea.
 

 
  The two soldiers remained at attention as he passed through the doors, ignoring him utterly.
 

 
  Once inside, though, he paused again; the place was much more crowded than usual, people seeming to fill nearly every table. He paused, glancing about.
 

 
  “Well met,” said the server, whom he recognized, but whose name he had never learned. Their relationship had never made it necessary; personal conversation would have been inappropriate while one was serving. The man looked just faintly tense, which was understandable, given the crowd. “I apologize for the lack of space.”
 

 
  “There is nothing to apologize for,” Tazun said diplomatically, suppressing regret. “I congratulate you on your successful business. I can return another time.”
 

 
  “There is a table free,” the man said swiftly, and Tazun had the oddest sense that he was even more unhappy about this. “Please, I would not send a favored guest away. I shall speak with the mistress about arranging a small discount for your discomfort.”
 

 
  “That is entirely unnecessary,” Tazun demurred, as was proper. “I am not in the least imposed upon.”
 

 
  The server replied with the meaningless little smile that was appropriate in that situation, gesturing diffidently with one arm. “If you would honor us by staying, this way, please.”
 

 
  Tazun allowed himself to be ushered to what seemed the only remaining open table, maintaining just enough presence of mind to avoid rudeness to his host or to any of the other patrons. Most of his attention remained on his inner turmoil, and it was with relief that he sank into the thinly padded seat of the small booth. His order placed, he was left in blessed solitude, the low walls of the booth serving to delineate a personal space which any Narisian would respect.
 

 
  What was he going to do? The painful thing he just kept coming back to was his overwhelming sense that keeping Selim a slave was
  
   wrong.
  
  It was so wrong it brought him a nauseating blend of sorrow and shame whenever he allowed himself to dwell upon it.
 

 
  But…who was
  
   he
  
  to make such determinations? Tar’naris had kept slaves for thousands of years, especially humans. The weight of culture and tradition behind the practice was so enormous that the sheer temerity of his instinctive dislike of it felt sacrilegious. Worse, this was his mother’s decision. His
  
   mother!
  
  How could he even be
  
   thinking
  
  of questioning her judgment? Themynra had granted him no special gift of judgment himself, that much he certainly knew. He was a craftsman, a skilled up fairly inexperienced one. He was young. His mother had led their family to honor and a valued station in House Vyendir. And now he entertained doubts about her decisions?
 

 
  His sisters would slap him senseless. He would not begrudge them doing it.
 

 
  Why couldn’t he just make all this go
  
   away?
  
  It was only in his head. His head should
  
   obey,
  
  both his own wishes and the dictates of his culture.
 

 
  Quite suddenly, a shabbily-dressed human man slid into the seat opposite him.
 

 
  “Not want any, thanking you,” Tazun said immediately in the thick pidgin Tanglish he used to discourage pushy Tiraan merchants, a trick Elin had taught him. Unthinkable that one would do something
  
   this
  
  aggressive; the man wasn’t going to last long like this. In mere moments he would be removed by the tea room’s proprietress. In fact, he was likely to end up like Selim Darousi if he made a habit of this.
 

 
  “That’s quite all right, my good man, I’m not selling,” the human replied smoothly in elvish. He had a peculiar accent, but his command of the language seemed fluent, bringing Tazun up short.
 

 
  “You are intruding,” he said with a thin little smile of courtesy. “I wish to be alone.”
 

 
  “Life is sometimes disappointing,” the uninvited guest said solemnly. “But disappointments can lead to good surprises, if you let them. I think, first of all, you should listen to what the lady has to say.”
 

 
  “Lady?” Tazun glanced pointedly around.
 

 
  In that moment, he realized something. There was no conversation in the shop; dead silence hung over the crowd. Couples sat at each table, not speaking, but simply watching each other, the tabletops, the walls… All had been served tea, but no one drank.
 

 
  Also, one of the House guards outside the door had stepped in, and was blocking the entrance, staring directly at him with a face that was blank even by Narisian standards. Paying closer attention now, he realized her armor and insignia marked her of House Awarrion.
 

 
  In fact…everyone in here was dressed in red and green.
 

 
  He began to be very, very nervous.
 

 
  “Good day, Tazun,” said a smooth, feminine voice from directly behind him, on the other side of the partition between his booth and the next. “Thank you for joining us.”
 

 
  “I…apologize if I was late,” he said, eyes on the grinning human, choosing his words with extreme care. “I did not realize I was expected. Whom have I the great honor of attending?”
 

 
  “I am Nahil nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion. And we have things to discuss.”
 

 
  Oh, Scyllith’s lost hells.
 

 
  If he had to get cornered by a matriarch’s daughter, the Awarrions were probably the safest; nobles were nobles and they were all bloodless spiders as far as he was concerned, but House Awarrion existed for the purpose of diplomacy, and they never caused any harm that they could by any measure avoid, even to the most insignificant person. On the other hand, of
  
   that
  
  matriarch’s three daughters, this one was the worst. Heral, the eldest, was a born peacemaker and the very soul of diplomacy; the youngest, Shaeine, had not been active in the city enough to generate much talk, but she was known to be a priestess of Themynra. Nahil, though. Rumors disagreed on whether she was perpetually at odds with her mother, or was quite close to Ashaele and the trusted agent sent to do whatever unpleasant things needed doing in a manner that the matriarch could claim had been none of her work. It made little difference from his perspective. Nahil was trouble.
 

 
  And just by virtue of being a matriarch’s daughter, she could have her guards beat him senseless at a whim, and anyone nearby would assume he had done something to richly deserve it. Oh, she would
  
   pay
  
  for that; his mother would raise the damned, House Vyendir would complain formally of the insult, and Ashaele would punish her. But that wouldn’t save him from the beating. Or whatever else she felt like doing to him.
 

 
  “In what way might I be of service to you?” he asked with exceeding care. The human’s knowing little smile was not improving his equanimity in the least.
 

 
  “Tell me, Tazun,” his invisible captor said calmly from behind the barrier, “what do you think of the traditional institution of human slavery in Tar’naris?”
 

 
  “I think nothing of it,” he said as evenly as he could manage.
 

 
  “Really?
  
   Nothing?”
  
  Nahil permitted open curiosity into her voice, a social breach only someone of her rank could get away with. Then again, she could get away with probably anything here, and he had best keep aware of that fact.
 

 
  “It is not my place to consider such matters,” he said stiffly. Well, stiffness would suffice in place of the serenity which was currently beyond him. “Such luxuries are well beyond my means, and thus none of my business.”
 

 
  “But your family has one, is that not so?”
 

 
  Oh, no.
 

 
  “If you wish to discuss my family’s slave,” he said cautiously, “with respect, you must speak to my mother on the subject. I am not honored with the responsibility of overseeing or even consulting on any such matters in my household.”
 

 
  He did not miss the way the human’s stare had hardened, and taken on a distinctly predatory aspect. Elin had spoiled him; humans and their emotional outbursts were not merely cute or trying. They could be absolutely terrifying.
 

 
  “But I don’t want to speak to your mother,” Nahil replied. “I am speaking with
  
   you.
  
  This is a great problem for my House, you see, Tazun. The market for slaves only exists through abusive exploitation of Narisian law, and even more abusive entrapment of Tiraan citizens. The Imperial government currently tolerates this for the sake of the greater good, but the Tiraan
  
   people
  
  feel about it precisely as we would, were the reverse occurring. Notably, it is
  
   not,
  
  despite the fact of human societies finding us as exotic and intriguing as we do them. Why do you suppose that is, Tazun? Are they simply our moral superiors?”
 

 
  She was doing this on purpose. This was not going to stop until she’d ensnared him into saying something at which she could justify taking violent offense. Well, there was no reason he had to make it easy for her.
 

 
  “Such matters are well above my station. I am not a moral philosopher, and certainly not an expert on humans.”
 

 
  “Are you not, though? You are, after all, quite friendly with the humans at the Imperial enclave. It seems you do most of your business there.”
 

 
  Of
  
   course
  
  she had done her research on him before arranging this ambush. Belatedly, he realized that the effort involved in this had to have been immense. She couldn’t have known he would be here at this hour; even he hadn’t. This visit had been a pure whim. For how many days had she filled and lurked in his favorite tea room? What could she possibly
  
   want
  
  from him?
 

 
  “I have human friends,” he said diffidently. “I don’t believe that qualifies me to render an opinion upon their ways. I find them very strange, still.”
 

 
  “Ah, so smooth,” she said with open amusement. “You would not do badly at all in my House, Tazun.”
 

 
  “You honor me greatly.” Indeed, from a noble, that was staggeringly high praise. Somehow, he only felt more nervous.
 

 
  “Morality aside,” Nahil continued, “this practice of taking and enslaving humans is a constant source of animosity for the Imperials, and thus a constant drain on my House’s efforts. It taxes our attention and resources to extract what humans we can from bondage, and every one we cannot—which is most of them—is an open wound in our relationship with the Empire. These are families torn apart, Tazun. People horrifically abused, at least as they see it. Even as we try to strengthen social ties with the empire, slavers sharpen the suspicion with which many see our people into pure
  
   hate.
  
  House Awarrion is committed to ending this practice, permanently and absolutely.”
 

 
  “I wish you good fortune in that task,” he said quietly, beginning to have an idea where this was going. Merciful goddess, let it be anything else…
 

 
  “You could do more than wish, if you support the idea,” she said calmly.
 

 
  Tazun drew in a deep, calming breath and let it out slowly. “I do not see any way I could. All of these matters are above my station.”
 

 
  “You do not think it possible, at least?”
 

 
  “All these matters—”
 

 
  “Damn your station,” she said, just sharply enough to chill his blood with terror. “I want
  
   your
  
  opinion, Tazun. There is no crime in having opinions, and no one can blame you for saying what I have
  
   demanded
  
  that you say. What do
  
   you
  
  think of this?”
 

 
  He swallowed heavily, aware that his public face was cracking, and too frightened to care as much as he should. The flat stare of the human across from him was even worse than the noblewoman behind. “I…think…that trying to separate the richest and most powerful members of our society from one of their favorite luxuries will be impossibly difficult.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. Look at this. What do you think?”
 

 
  A slender arm suddenly appeared next to his shoulder, the noblewoman turning to extend her hand. It glittered with two tasteful rings.
 

 
  “Exquisite work,” he said honestly, relieved to be back on somewhat safer ground, and aware it would not last. “But forgive me if I sound boastful. Unless I am wrong, the sapphire is my sister’s handiwork?”
 

 
  “Not the rings, Tazun,” she said with naked amusement. “The sleeve. Beautiful, is it not? Sifanese silk. It’s made by worms, I understand, rather than spiders. Not as strong as our native silk, but far, far softer, and the way it catches the light…”
 

 
  “It is most becoming on you.”
 

 
  “Thank you. And twenty years ago, its worth would have been greater than the sum of the Queen’s treasury. Now? Still expensive, but I have a dozen at home, and I am far from the best-dressed daughter of a matriarch in Tar’naris. The Imperial treaty brings us security, wealth, luxury beyond
  
   imagining.
  
  And yet, a few souls still cling to the idea of owning the
  
   one
  
  treasure whose acquisition threatens to bring all this down upon our heads. That is
  
   weakness,
  
  Tazun. It is stupid, selfish frailty. To be Narisian is to root out such traits and
  
   crush them.
  
  They cannot be allowed to take root in our society. They would destroy us.”
 

 
  “I do not understand how I can help you,” he said stiffly. The wretched woman had just indirectly insulted his mother, and there was no way she didn’t realize it; she was a trained diplomat, after all. Were she anyone else, he would have spoken right back to her in even sharper terms. In fact, were she still at matriarch’s daughter and he not completely surrounded by her retainers, he probably still would have.
 

 
  “I have not arranged all this simply to make idle conversation,” Nahil said smoothly, withdrawing her arm. “Your mother’s recent acquisition is a male human named Selim Darousi. Tell me, Tazun, what do you know of the god Eserion?”
 

 
  “The… Ah, little,” he said, blindsided by the apparently abrupt change of topic. “That is the thief god, isn’t it?” Humans and their gods. Why did they need so many? No wonder they came in such a wild array of colors and builds.
 

 
  “One side effect of the opening of our two societies is that the Pantheon’s cults have begun creeping into Tar’naris,” Nahil said. “They are certainly not poised to threaten Themynra’s worship, have no fear of that, but there are drow among us who have begun to follow some of these gods, in very small numbers. Eserion is not among them. You see, Tazun, the Eserites do not steal simply to enrich themselves; they steal out of a religious duty to humble the powerful, and to disrupt all social systems which they consider unjust. Which, as I understand it, means
  
   all
  
  systems. We do not have Eserites here, and we do not
  
   want
  
  them. Our society is not built to endure the presence of such individuals, and if they are allowed to take root,
  
   removing
  
  them will be a nightmarish prospect. The cult would take such action as a direct attack and respond in kind. No…they must simply be prevented, at all costs, from establishing a presence here.”
 

 
  “Hey, no offense taken,” the human across from Tazun said lightly.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Nahil said. “Allow me to introduce my guest, Sidewinder.” She paused significantly. “An enforcer of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “I just can’t tell you how charmed I am to make your acquaintance,” the human said, grinning toothily at Tazun in an expression that he could not manage to interpret as friendly.
 

 
  “I am somewhat puzzled,” Tazun admitted. “If you don’t want the Thieves’ Guild here…”
 

 
  “Then,” Nahil replied, “it is necessary to accommodate them to an extent, and not create what they will see as a
  
   need
  
  to be here. And that, Tazun, has just become very much your business. You see, Selim Darousi, also known as Squirreltail, is also a member of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  Tazun suddenly heard a great roaring in his ears. “…oh.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed,” Nahil said with audible grimness. “And that, Tazun, means that Tar’naris, House Vyendir, and your family in particular, all have a
  
   very big problem.”
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  By the time he had detoured home yet again to collect what he needed and made the trek to the royal palace at the center of Tar’naris, Tazun had recovered enough of his equilibrium to avoid shaming himself publicly, at least. Only his strict Narisian upbringing enabled him to keep it in place. At least he hadn’t been called upon to enact any kind of elaborate plan; going for help, the only help he could think of, had been his first and only thought, and seeing that through had at least given him an attainable goal upon which to focus, rather than the mounting panic of his situation.
 

 
  Or rather, he
  
   had
  
  been called upon to not only enact an elaborate plan, but somehow
  
   think
  
  of one first. He was doing this instead.
 

 
  Situated on an island in the center of the lake around which the city was built, the palace was both highly defensible and a thing of beauty. Carved from a huge formation of living rock into a roughly pyramidal shape bedecked with terraces and angular spires, its walls were still adorned by the native crystals which had been all over this immense cavern when the drow had first moved in. Over millennia of conservative mining, never taking more than they needed both for crafts and to clear the way for construction, Tar’naris had cleared out much of the glittering gems, while leaving others strategically placed and cut into facets while still in their native housing, frequently augmented with nearby luminescent mushrooms to make them sparkle bewitchingly. The walls of the Queen’s palace held the greatest concentration by far, of both intact crystals and luminous fungus, and the island resembled a massive jewel itself.
 

 
  Clutching his sample case, currently replete with the very best of all his available work, Tazun made his way across the long bridge toward the palace, nodding respectfully to the soldiers as he passed. They ignored him, mostly, though a few gave him very direct looks. In theory, he had a perfect right to be here and wasn’t about to try setting foot anywhere that was off-limits to the likes of him, but
  
   most
  
  of those who visited the Queen’s home were far more richly dressed than he—or, in the case of Imperial visitors, at least more exotic. Here, all the guards were female. Only the unequivocal best served this close to the Queen.
 

 
  Upon reaching the island itself, he immediately went to the right, to the temple of Themynra situated against the base of the edifice. An unprepossessing structure, it had an open front with no visible door (though he knew there had to be mechanisms to secure it in the event of attack), and a statue of the goddess in its small courtyard. Themynra was depicted in the usual fashion: robed, her cowl drawn forward over her eyes, head lowered in contemplation and hands folded before her.
 

 
  House An’sadarr soldiers stood to either side of the temple’s entrance; one glanced at him as he passed, but neither spoke or moved to intercept. It was at the latter part of a dayshift, and traffic was light, so at least he had the place mostly to himself—along with the undivided attention of its denizens, which was somewhat less comfortable. Inside, two more women stood vigil bracketing the door, these in the pale gray robes of the clergy.
 

 
  Of all the necessary functions which served Tar’naris, the worship of Themynra alone was not affiliated with any House. Each raised priestesses from within its own ranks, and provided them for training here, at the central temple. The goddess approved Queen Arkasia’s division of the city’s infrastructure among the Houses as a highly functional system, but insisted that no House should control access to her clerics.
 

 
  “Welcome,” said the priestess on the left as Tazun paused inside, glancing around.
 

 
  “Well met,” he replied, stepping forward and turning so that his deep bow of respect could be directed at both of them. “If it is not troublesome, I seek an audience with a Gray Cleric.”
 

 
  The priestess who had spoken quirked one eyebrow almost imperceptibly, then glanced at her companion, who remained impassive.
 

 
  “Of course,” she said after a bare moment. “Follow me, please.”
 

 
  “My thanks,” he said, bowing again, then had to hurry after her; she had set off at a stately glide without waiting for him to fully straighten up.
 

 
  Here, again, he had a perfect right to seek out a Gray Cleric, but doing so was generally the province of the nobility, to the point that his presence here would inevitably be odd to the priestesses. Not suspicious, probably, but a curiosity. The Gray Clerics answered directly to Queen Arkasia, and formed an integral part of the careful political system by which she kept Tar’naris stable, prosperous, and peaceful. Anything the Gray Clerics learned, Arkasia would learn, and they provided advice, information, and blessing to most political maneuvers in the city. In the end, most nobles went to them before attempting anything ambitious simply because if they did not, their opponents might, and to create the impression that they sought to cut the Queen out of their manipulations could be fatal. Tar’naris, it was said, was a web with Arkasia at the center, and not a thread was plucked whose vibration she did not feel.
 

 
  As the priestess led him through the temple, Tazun couldn’t help feeling all this was getting him even more over his head, not less. But it was all he could think of.
 

 
  Their destination was a small stone room deep enough within the carved island to have no windows. It contained nothing, in fact, but simple insets in the walls carved to make convenient if uncomfortable benches. There was a door, at least, standing open when they arrived.
 

 
  The priestess stopped outside, gesturing him through; Tazun paused to bow again to her before obeying.
 

 
  “Whom may I tell the Gray Clerics has come?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  He bowed again, feeling slightly foolish but preferring to err on the side of courtesy. “Tazun tyl Vrashti n’dar Vyendir.”
 

 
  “Be welcome, Tazun,” she said, inclining her head fractionally. “You will be attended shortly.”
 

 
  “My thanks.”
 

 
  She turned and glided away with no more ado, and he was left alone in the small room. It really was bare; one bench on each side, the whole place barely wide enough for two people to sit facing each other without intruding on personal space. Glowstalks had been cultivated in small alcoves along the ceiling; it was well-lit, anyway.
 

 
  Seating himself on one, he carefully arranged his sample case in his lap and opened it, just for something to do. Within were his best pieces—the fullest selection the case could hold of the best he had ever produced, not simply his primary stock of silver work that he had been trying to sell at the Imperial enclave. Several of these were items he hadn’t planned to part with at all; early works of his, first attempts in a variety of styles and materials that he had found satisfactory, most with sentimental value. But, desperate times demanded desperate measures, as the saying went.
 

 
  If only he could keep the times from becoming any more desperate…
 

 
  “Greetings, Tazun.”
 

 
  He had barely the mental wherewithal to securely close his sample case before shooting to his feet and bowing. That was
  
   remarkably
  
  fast; he had really expected to be left dithering for a good while before one of the Queen’s own priestesses found time for him.
 

 
  The woman who stepped into the little chamber was not physically remarkable in any way; her skin was perhaps a shade darker than his, but only the most ancient drow cared about that at all. Narisians came in a variety of shades of gray, due to millennia of interbreeding with surface folk; while stark black complexions were a sign of pure drow blood, it was also heavily associated with the Scyllithenes, who had no surface contact, and thus was not considered desirable. This priestess had her hair cut at chin level, which was unusual as it was a style associated with warriors…but then, he did not know her story. Aside from that, she wore the gray robe of a Themynrite cleric, her order indicated only by the black armband with Queen Arkasia’s spider sigil embroidered in white.
 

 
  “Thank you
  
   very
  
  much for seeing me,” Tazun said, lowering his eyes demurely after getting a look at her. “I shall try not to take any more of your valuable time than absolutely necessary.” He bowed again, proffering the sample case. “I realize my offerings are doubtless lesser in quality than the Queen is accustomed to, for which I apologize. This is the best of my work.”
 

 
  The priestess smiled faintly, lifting one eyebrow, then turned and pulled the door shut.
 

 
  “There,” she said. “We are private; please, Tazun, relax and be yourself. Everyone has the right to see a Gray Cleric, as I’m certain you know.”
 

 
  She reached out and, without taking the case from his hands, unlatched it and lifted the lid, studying its contents. Tazun was somewhat taken aback by this; he remained in a bowed position, beginning to feel his back stiffen, while she examined his work. After only a few moments, however, the priestess carefully picked up a single item from the case.
 

 
  He chanced a glance upward to see which. Ah, but of course, she had chosen the amber. The smoothly polished stone was apparently fossilized tree sap, and thus unavailable in Tar’naris. Even better, this one had an ancient spider embedded within it. Tazun had obtained the gem from a minerals trader who clearly had failed to realize the rarity of what he had in the Underworld; apparently amber was a less-valued substance on the surface, only pieces containing insects or other things being prized at all. Even so, it had cost most of Tazun’s free money at the time, and yet he had still not brought himself to part with it. The white gold setting was unobtrusive, yet very carefully worked to resemble tangled cobwebs, a pleasing association with the spider within. It was his favorite piece.
 

 
  “A most generous offering,” the priestess said, lifting the pendant and admiring it in the light before tucking it into her hand. “Your modesty is becoming, Tazun, but I believe the Queen will quite like this. It is not often that I am presented by a petitioner with a selection; most presume to know her Majesty’s tastes and pick a gift accordingly. They are mostly wrong.”
 

 
  “Ah…forgive me,” he stammered. “I apologize, but… I had meant the entire case to be an offering. I am not unaware that most who solicit an audience are far wealthier…”
 

 
  “And for exactly that reason, it would hardly serve Tar’naris, Themynra,
  
   or
  
  Queen Arkasia to beggar a talented young artisan,” she said gently. “Someday, Tazun, I believe you will be quite famed for your craft, if this is your early work. If you seek us out again at that time, perhaps a more opulent offering will be appropriate. For now, this is most generous. Now please, sit. Be comfortable. You need not be public with me.”
 

 
  “I…see,” he said slowly, sinking back down onto the bench as she did the same on the other. Indeed the woman’s expression was clearly not a public face, though her smile wasn’t particularly effusive. Well, it wasn’t as if he’d given her much to smile about. “I’m sorry. I’d never realized that one was expected to be private with a Gray Cleric. Forgive me, it never occurred to me that I would need to know the protocol.”
 

 
  “It speaks well of you that you don’t presume above your station,” she said, still with a kind smile. “Clearly, something very serious must be troubling you, to bring such a modest young man here to seek us out. Speak at leisure, Tazun; I have all the time you need.”
 

 
  That served as a reminder. She might have time, but
  
   he
  
  didn’t.
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, allowing his expression to set itself in what he hoped looked like determination, and began.
 

 
  “All right. Well… To begin with, for some time I have been cultivating friendships and business contacts among the humans at the Imperial enclave.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know.”
 

 
  He blinked, permitting himself to show surprise, though he wasn’t yet entirely sanguine at letting his public face lapse with this highly-ranked stranger. “You do?”
 

 
  “The attendant asked your name for a reason, you know,” she said with a faintly wry smile. “None of us know every detail of the city’s doings, but between my sisters and I, we know most. I, personally, am acquainted with your House’s affairs, and your family’s. That is why you are speaking with me, and not someone else.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said, frowning.
 

 
  The priestess tilted her head back slightly, her expression growing more serious. “Is this by chance related to your mother’s recent acquisition of a human slave?”
 

 
  Well, perhaps this wouldn’t be as hard a conversation as he’d feared, if she already knew the high notes.
 

 
  “Yes, priestess, that is the beginning of it.” Tazun hesitated a moment longer, marshaling his thoughts, which had resisted efforts to be organized the whole way up here. She simply watched calmly, waiting for him to continue. “I… From the beginning, I was very troubled by that. It bothered me so much I couldn’t find rest, and had to seek counsel from a friend. Mother is very proud of the acquisition, and clearly put a great deal of effort into it. She believes it will be a source of great prestige and ultimately social advancement for our family. I…wanted to agree. I trust my mother implicitly, please believe that. The last thing I would
  
   ever
  
  want to do is challenge her judgment, or her word.”
 

 
  He had to pause again, there; having allowed emotion onto his face, it now required a little extra effort to keep under control. So it was with feelings; given an inch, they took a mile.
 

 
  “But you
  
   didn’t
  
  agree, is that it?” the priestess prompted.
 

 
  He sighed. “No, I… No. I was very troubled, as I said. Perhaps it’s because I have grown to know humans as individuals. To many, I think they are seen as exotic curiosities, not really
  
   people.
  
  And the worst part is what I know of how human slaves are acquired. I mean, in theory, enslavement is only inflicted as a due punishment for a justly convicted crime, but…”
 

 
  “But,” she said, her expression now sober and faintly angry, “the punishment has enjoyed a
  
   startling
  
  renaissance since the Imperial Treaty, after having been all but unused for centuries. And even now, it remains a striking rarity when it is imposed upon a citizen of Tar’naris. Yes, Tazun, I know of this, as does the Queen. It is a serious problem, and a constant threat to our relationship with Tiraas—and thus, a threat to our newfound prosperity. Her Majesty tolerates this trade only because she is not yet able to extinguish the demand for human slaves. And so long as that demand exists, the desperate and greedy will rise to meet it. Destroying the existing traffickers would force their heirs into hiding without ending the practice itself. As it is, House Awarrion is able to extract many of the unfortunates ensnared, and the Imperial and Narisian governments are able to warn human visitors of this, and offer advice for avoiding entrapment. This can only be done while it goes through legal channels. If banned outright, it will change into secretive abduction without oversight or recourse.”
 

 
  “I see,” he murmured. The thought hadn’t even crossed his mind of demanding to know how the Queen could continue to allow such a thing, but he most certainly had wondered. The priestess’s explanation made a weary kind of sense. Nobles and the rich always got their way through the law. At least this way, the law could provide a countermeasure. He knew nothing at all of black markets or how feasible it was to exterminate them, but logically, it must not be possible to do completely, or they wouldn’t exist.
 

 
  “I have a suspicion,” the priestess said after a moment, “this is not the only thing troubling you?”
 

 
  “I—yes, forgive me, I was lost in thought,” he admitted. “This
  
   is
  
  pursuant to the same matter, but it grows worse. Today I was visited… Well, no, the word is
  
   cornered.
  
  I was
  
   cornered
  
  by Nahil nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion and a human whom she called Sidewinder, who is a member of the Thieves’ Guild. Apparently, so is Mother’s new slave. And from what Nahil said of the cult of Eserion…”
 

 
  “That places your mother and your whole family in immediate danger,” the priestess said, her eyes widening. He had come here expecting to see only a placid public face on whatever cleric met with him; the sight of open alarm was even more dispiriting because of that. “Can you warn your mother of this?”
 

 
  “That wouldn’t help,” he said miserably. “I was ordered not to, and besides, Mother would
  
   never
  
  back down from a threat. She would only petition our House and possibly even House An’sadarr for more protection. And…in the long run, that would backfire. The Guild doesn’t
  
   quit.
  
  More importantly, they aren’t just operating here with one man and whatever resources he has. She did not admit it openly, but Nahil made it quite clear the Eserites are backed by House Awarrion in this. She’s using the thieves to attack the slave trade. And my family is caught in the middle.”
 

 
  “I see,” the priestess said softly.
 

 
  Tazun had to swallow a lump rising in his throat. “Before they let me go, Sidewinder ordered me to get Selim—that’s the slave—out of my family’s custody by
  
   tonight.
  
  Or there would be…
  
   consequences,
  
  he said. And with Awarrion’s connections and wealth backing him, there’s almost no limit to what he could do. So I either have to
  
   steal
  
  my mother’s most prized possession, and aside from all the horrible problems with
  
   that
  
  I haven’t the faintest
  
   idea
  
  how to break someone out of a cell! And…I mean,
  
   or.
  
  Or something terrible will happen to someone I care about. He didn’t say what.”
 

 
  “The mind boggles,” she said grimly. “I have studied the surface cults. Eserites can be vicious when riled. Far less chaotic than Scyllithenes, but their match in cruelty if they think it needful.”
 

 
  “I don’t believe I wanted to hear that,” he moaned. “This whole situation… I have no way
  
   out.
  
  I can’t even tell my mother! Sidewinder warned me that would only bring down their punishment, and anyway, Nahil was right; mother would just do exactly the thing that would make all this worse. I’m not someone who can protect my family from a threat, and I’m not someone who can defy my mother and wrangle a jailbreak! I’m the wrong
  
   person
  
  for this! Maybe if I were a warrior or something, I could…at least…” He had to stop and swallow heavily again, gazing pleadingly at the priestess. “I…I know everything in these sessions is taken to her Majesty’s ears, if you deem it needful…”
 

 
  The cleric sighed regretfully and shook her head. “Tazun… I will
  
   definitely
  
  inform the Queen of this, and as soon as she is free to hear it. The matter is clearly of concern to her interests and the welfare of Tar’naris. But I must tell you, in my judgment, it is very unlikely that Arkasia will see fit to intervene. Your pain and your family’s danger are most regrettable, but the Queen is tasked with the welfare of society as a
  
   whole.
  
  Her life is filled with painful choices, and the abandoning of some for the greater good. And from the perspective of her Majesty’s aims, Nahil’s ploy is an
  
   excellent
  
  one. By using the Thieves’ Guild to directly attack the
  
   purchasers
  
  of human slaves, in a way against which they have no defense or recourse, she attacks the
  
  
  market
  
   itself.
  
  Without that market, the marketers will vanish without having to be leaned upon. It is cunning, elegant, and if successful, for the good of all.” She shook her head. “I am sorry, Tazun, but your problem remains your own to deal with.”
 

 
  “I see,” he whispered, crushed. He couldn’t even complain. Well, not about
  
   this;
  
  the situation itself was unfair to the point of cruelty, but every Narisian grew up with the knowledge that those in power had to make painful choices. Even with the prosperity brought by the Empire, even when people were very unlikely to be left to starve by a bad turn of luck, they sacrificed to the greater good. It was the only way their society could endure.
 

 
  “That does not mean your visit here is wasted,” the priestess said, leaning forward and speaking more gently. “People come to the Gray Clerics not just to attain the Queen’s attention, but for insight and counsel.
  
   Those
  
  I have for you.”
 

 
  She paused, waiting for him to raise his head, and continued when he did so.
 

 
  “First of all, Tazun, I think I can give you some moral clarity. Even without the pressures upon you to act, you are confused and conflicted by your role in this, is it not so?”
 

 
  “It certainly is,” he mumbled.
 

 
  The priestess nodded sympathetically. “I believe you have been tricked by the variety of factors at play here into seeing a variety of pressures which are not there. The dilemma, as is often the case, is simpler than it appears when you are caught in the middle of it. Not easier, to be sure, but simpler. On the one side is your respect for your mother. On the other,” she said more firmly, “is
  
   everything
  
  else. The Guild, House Awarrion, the perspectives of your human friends, your concern for your family’s safety, the needs of Tar’naris. And your own conscience, which is more important than I believe you realize.
  
   All
  
  of these things tell you it is wrong to keep that human a slave. Matters of good and evil are easy, Tazun, even when they’re painful. It’s when our virtues are tested against each
  
   other
  
  that we are truly tried. Your loyalty and respect for your mother reflects very well on you, but when it is in conflict with
  
   every other factor
  
  , it seems clear to me which virtue you must abandon.”
 

 
  “But…” He spluttered, barely able to find words for a thought that no drow should even need to articulate. “But she’s my
  
   mother!
  
  I’m just—I’m a man, I’m barely an adult, who am
  
   I
  
  to challenge her judgment?!”
 

 
  “Tazun,” she said softly, “judgment is an action, not a passive thing. It is not something you just have. It’s something you have to
  
   do.
  
  And, by the same token, sometimes the best of us do it poorly. I don’t want to insult you, because you are torn enough over this and I admire how dutiful you are to her, but I could go on at some length about how your mother’s judgment in this matter is severely lacking.”
 

 
  He bit back a bitter reply. The priestess smiled sympathetically.
 

 
  “Themynra doesn’t expect anyone to be infallible, Tazun, and she certainly does not demand that you subordinate your own judgment to your mother’s, the Queen’s, or anyone’s. There are sometimes more urgent matters than right and wrong, times when we must accept the dictates of those above us even if we cannot agree with them. But Themynra insists of all her people that we
  
   think.
  
  Your mother cannot think for you. You shouldn’t wish for that.”
 

 
  He nodded weakly, unable to squeeze out words.
 

 
  “And you know, don’t you, what you must do,” she prompted.
 

 
  “I have to free Selim,” he said reluctantly. In truth, she was right: the clarity that came from facing the fact did a great deal to alleviate his inner torment. But it also cast the rest of his problem—the bigger, more solid part of it—into a starker light. “I just have absolutely no idea
  
   how.”
  
 

 
  “Well, as to that, I may be able to offer you some perspective, as well,” said the priestess, smiling encouragingly. “You seem to be thinking of this as some kind of adventure, something you would need to be a warrior or spy to do. But no warriors or spies have been called on to handle this, Tazun;
  
   you
  
  have. And so you must meet it as what you are: a craftsman.”
 

 
  “So,” he said slowly, “I should…
  
   craft
  
  an escape?”
 

 
  “Exactly,” she said with a warm smile. “And as with any craft, it begins by establishing what you have to work with. What are your materials? Your workspace?”
 

 
  “And,” he whispered, “my tools.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The light was dimmer in the Imperial enclave than usual. It was the lower dayshift, corresponding to night on the surface, and the humans mostly chose this time to sleep, rather than dividing themselves into shifts as Narisians did. It had always struck Tazun as a weird habit to maintain underground, and painfully inefficient, but there was nobody in evidence around the enclave except the soldiers stationed on guard duty. The gates were still open, of course, and there would be personnel awake to address the needs of any later-shift Narisians who chose this time to visit, but most of the enclave’s population was inert, and even their fairy lamps had been shifted to a lower light level, and a bluer shade.
 

 
  Not that the lower light was any problem for drow eyes. If anything, it made the place more comfortable for them, and he actually saw more drow about than he usually did during the humans’ customary business hours. He was the only one waiting in the front room of the barracks, though, the uniformed man behind the desk studying him with naked speculation. His partner had gone into the barracks proper to see to Tazun’s request, to his relief. He had half expected them to tell him to shove off and come back at a more decent hour.
 

 
  “Tazun?”
 

 
  He whirled to the door at the familiar voice. Elin emerged, golden hair tousled and eyes bleary. She was dressed in loose cotton drawers and a tight pullover shirt, and it occurred to him suddenly that while she was smaller and slimmer than most of the humans here, by elvish standards she had a very lush figure indeed. He swiftly and ruthlessly quashed that line of thought. Really, of
  
   all
  
  times…
 

 
  “What’s going on?” Elin asked, seemingly more awake, and he realized he had simply stood there, staring embarrassingly at her.
 

 
  The man behind the desk cleared his throat pointedly, a smile tugging at his lips. “Y’know, Ralstrind, if you wanna carry on with the locals there’s no regulation against it, but could you train your boy not to wake up the whole barracks?”
 

 
  “Up yours,
  
   sir,”
  
  she said without rancor, frowning at Tazun. “It’s not like you to bend your schedule, Taz. Hell, you even
  
   look
  
  worried. What’s wrong?”
 

 
  He paused, glancing between her and the other man, before answering. “Elin… Do you trust this man?”
 

 
  “Hayes?” She glanced at him. “Sure, he’s part of the unit.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean in a general sense,” Tazun insisted. “Do you
  
   trust
  
  him. With matters of life and death, or things more…sensitive?” He had no idea how rude he was being, by their standards. By Narisian etiquette, Corporal Hayes had cause to demand a duel for such insinuations.
 

 
  “My squad is like family,” Elin said, now wide awake and clearly concerned. “We weren’t just brought together to sit on our hands down here—we’ve done frontier duty at the Deep Wild. At a post that
  
   ate
  
  an entire regiment sixty years ago. Yes, I trust Hayes and all the others. Tazun,
  
   what
  
  is going
  
   on?”
  
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, glancing at Hayes, who was also frowning at him seriously, now. “I’ve come here because I need help.”
 

 
  “With what?” she demanded.
 

 
  Here it was. He glanced around. The doors were shut, and deliberately designed to be thick enough to baffle elvish senses; he could hear no one outside. There were no drow positioned to overhear.
 

 
  “My family recently acquired a human slave.”
 

 
  Instantly, both of their expressions went hard. Elin opened her mouth to speak, but Tazun pressed on.
 

 
  “I’m sure you know that this is done through deceit and abuse of the law. Well… All right, it’s a long, complicated matter, and I’ll tell you the whole thing someday, but what’s important right
  
   now
  
  is that I’m going to break him out. And I need a place to
  
   take
  
  him, or he’ll just be sent right back, and me along with him. If I bring an Imperial citizen who’s been in trouble with the law
  
   here,
  
  can you shelter him?”
 

 
  “That depends on the trouble,” Hayes said, now studying him with clear speculation. “Did this guy
  
   actually
  
  hurt someone, or do anything that would deserve getting locked up like this?”
 

 
  “No,” Tazun said immediately.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure?”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” he insisted. “People who commit
  
   actual
  
  crimes get fair punishments. Those who hand out sentences of slavery are corrupt, and in league with the people doing the entrapping. I don’t know exactly
  
   what
  
  he was convicted of, but the fact he was sold into slavery is sufficient evidence that it’s a thin and dishonest charge.”
 

 
  “That squares with what I’ve heard,” Hayes agreed, nodding, and glanced at Elin. “Then hell
  
   yes,
  
  we can shelter him. The only concern would be that the diplomats might send him back if the local law came asking. If he was an actual, dangerous criminal, they’d pretty much have to.”
 

 
  “The law won’t come asking,” Tazun assured them both, his eyes on Elin. “Representatives of my family probably will.”
 

 
  “And in that case, the diplomats will very politely tell them to fuck off,” Hayes said with grim pleasure. “Meanwhile, we can get your boy on an official transport back to the surface. With military escort, if need be.”
 

 
  Tazun sighed softly in relief. “Good. All right…good. Then that was the last thing I needed to be sure of. All right, I’m going to go do this—time is a factor. It’ll be tonight. A few hours, if that. Please be ready.”
 

 
  “We will,” Elin promised, staring at him. “I’ll get some of the others up and ready. Is there anything else we can do besides just
  
   wait?”
  
 

 
  “No,” Hayes said firmly. “Butting into Narisian affairs like this
  
   will
  
  bite you on the ass, Ralstrind. You know better.”
 

 
  “He’s right,” Tazun agreed before she could protest. “I have plans for everything else; all I needed was a place to come with him. Look…to you, and to me, this is a matter of moral necessity, but
  
   legally
  
  I am just
  
   stealing
  
  an incredibly valuable object from my own mother. This will go very badly for me if we’re caught. So…” He swallowed, but rushed on when Elin opened her mouth again. “If you don’t see us back here tonight, it…didn’t work. And in that case, Elin, I… I have enjoyed our conversations very much. I will miss them.”
 

 
  He bowed to her, then turned and strode for the front door, pulling it open and slipping through.
 

 
  “Tazun,
  
   wait,”
  
  she called, but he didn’t. He could not; there was far too much to do, and too little time.
 

 
  It had been an optimistic thing to say, anyhow. If this all went as badly as it very possibly
  
   could,
  
  he might end up in no position to miss anything.
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  Selim’s cell had a better view than some drow families, which both provided a way to get him out and presented the largest obstacle. Extracting him through the house itself was not possible, not without explaining what he was doing with the slave (which he couldn’t), so they would have to go through the window. The family’s apartments in House Vyendir’s hold were along the wall overlooking the agricultural cavern, a position which had long been Vrashti’s greatest source of pride, at least until she acquired the human. The cells were below the family’s chambers, but still several stories above the cavern floor. Also, while it might be night for the Imperials, it was just the second dayshift for Narisians, and personnel from House Dalmiss and who knew what other visitors were about in the agricultural caverns, where they would surely observe someone climbing a wall and breaking open a barred window.
 

 
  No amount of wracking his brain produced any means of climbing the wall and opening the window unseen. As the Gray Cleric had suggested, Tazun approached the problem from the standpoint of the tools and abilities he could secure and use easily. His first thought was stonecloth, which as an established crafter he could obtain from the markets without arousing interest. It was just that: a form of cloth which resembled stone enough to fool even elvish eyes—when draped. This was commonly used as a backdrop for various displays, and he already owned some small swatches. He could maybe
  
   hide
  
  the window with it, but could think of no use for that, and it would be no help in
  
   reaching
  
  the window. A patch of stone shaped like a cloaked person climbing a wall would probably bring soldiers faster than just the sight of a man doing so.
 

 
  Unfortunately, his ideas only went downhill from there, to the point that he was seriously considering making a couple of stonecloth cloaks and hoping nobody in the entirety of the agricultural caverns happened to so much as glance at the entrance, where Houses Vyendir and Dalmiss bracketed the main path from the city proper. In which case it was starting to look like his best option would be to just climb the wall and throw himself off.
 

 
  Distracted by his ruminations as he paced through the streets, Tazun quite literally stumbled upon the answer. Not paying attention to where he was going, he had to bring himself to an awkwardly sudden halt to avoid plowing into a city drudge refreshing the glowstalks lining a market street. He apologized effusively, as his carelessness demanded, and the woman answered him with a diffident nod and murmured acknowledgment, as was proper given their respective stations and the circumstance.
 

 
  And he suddenly realized that there was more than one kind of invisibility. The eyes of elves were hard to fool, but Narisians were accustomed to deliberately ignoring one another—so long as the person they saw was doing what they were expected to do.
 

 
  In the end, Tazun had to practically beggar himself, unloading all his finished pieces to a wholesaler at well below their value for the sake of making the sale quickly, and even to part with much of his stock of raw materials and, more painfully yet, tools.
 

 
  Much as that hurt, the reality was that he would be all but finished in Tar’naris once this business was done with,anyway. He hadn’t yet gotten as far in his thinking as planning what to do next, in large part because he was afraid to consider it. To betray one’s mother and family in this manner merited disownment at the least; Vrashti was not cruel, but she could be temperamental, and he wasn’t sure how much it would matter that he had been heavily coerced into this. To her, or to him, since his own conscience supported freeing Selim, and he didn’t think he would be able to lie to her during the inevitable confrontation. Maybe he could go to House Awarrion and demand some compensation for the hardship. Nahil, he suspected, would lack sympathy, but Matriarch Ashaele had a reputation as a reasonable woman, as did her elder daughter Heral. Or, forgotten hells, maybe he should just go to live with the humans. A mother betrayer would find Tar’naris a hostile place to live once word spread.
 

 
  Obtaining clothes suitable for a workman was easy and inexpensive; what demanded most of his worldly resources was the scaffold. A traditional one would take far too long to erect, assuming such was even physically possible for one man working alone. Quite apart from the deadline set upon him by Sidewinder, the longer he was messing about on the wall, the likelier a patrolling soldier or agent of House Vyendir would come along and demand to know what he was doing and who had authorized it—and many of the second group would recognize him. Thus, he had to rent a levitating work platform, an import from the surface. The good news was that it doubled as its own cart; the bad was the price. Tazun was keenly and irritably aware that he was paying, with his life’s work and savings, for novelty and transport costs. The thing had probably cost a lot less for some enchanting factory in Tiraas to make than the wood and metal of a standard scaffold would have in Tar’naris.
 

 
  At least it was easy enough to control. Before he could believe it was happening, he and his rented platform—piled not only with the tools and supplies he needed but some loose masonry he had picked up to complete the disguise—were at the base of the wall outside House Vyendir’s residence, peering upward to count windows. He blessed the peace and cooperation of Tar’naris. In any Scyllithene city, and in many human ones from what he’d heard, a noble House would have such guards on its premises that getting near any exterior window, much less a prison cell, would require nothing less than a full-scale invasion. As it was, his main concern was ensuring he had picked the right cell to which to ascend. There weren’t
  
   so
  
  many that were walled by bars, and after living here his entire life, he could identify the one by mentally reconstructing what the window arrangement in his family’s apartment would look like from the outside. If he was wrong, he was about to have an embarrassing encounter—and hopefully no worse than that.
 

 
  He’d been right, though, about invisibility. Two patrolling soldiers passed him while he was maneuvering the scaffold into position under the window; both glanced curiously at him, but didn’t address him or even slow. He was half surprised they couldn’t hear the thudding of his heart. Another woman came by in the opposite direction almost as soon as they were gone, a member of House Vyendir from a family who lived not far from Tazun’s own. He had known her his whole life, albeit not closely, and she would certainly have recognized him, had she bothered to look at his face. She did not. A man in low-caste clothes doing base work clearly did not merit so much as a glance. Grateful as he was, Tazun was beginning to feel remorseful for how he’d treated drudges all his life.
 

 
  The device rose smoothly and slowly once directed by the control rune, the soft hum of its levitation charms rising in intensity until it would probably be audible even to a human. Despite his initial unease, it did not wobble, list, or in any way indicate that it wasn’t moving on solid rails, and Tazun found himself impressed as he had never been with human enchanting work. It didn’t rise quickly, of course, but that was probably for the best. Reaching the level of the cell window took only a few minutes.
 

 
  Then he was there, and it was time.
 

 
  He was just just pressing his face to the bars to verify that this was the right place when Selim’s eyes appeared right in front of his own, startling him so badly that for a moment he feared he was about to fall.
 

 
  “Whoah, take it easy,” the human said in some alarm when Tazun slumped against the outer wall, panting and pressing a hand to his heart. “Also…hi? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I could swear the door’s on the
  
   other
  
  side of the room.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you are hilarious,” Tazun growled. “I’m breaking you out, obviously. Get back from the bars. The only silent way to remove them involves acid, which you do not want to touch.”
 

 
  Selim obediently move back, but his dark eyes remained fixed on his rescuer while Tazun very,
  
   very
  
  carefully moved the bottle of stone softener he had purchased into place. Its mouth was designed for precise pouring, and he set about very carefully dabbing it around the base of each of the five vertical bars set in the open window. The stone immediately began to sizzle and steam; he had been assured the resulting gas was not toxic or dangerous, but averted his face anyway. Safety aside, the smell was sharp and unpleasant.
 

 
  Applying a liquid would not work on the upper surface, so a different approach was necessary to remove the bars at the top. After considering his options, Tazun had ultimately decided not to. Rather than working on their stone housing, he once again resorted to Tiraan enchantment. The charm torch was something he had been eying with envy for quite a while, but could never justify the expense as it was clearly designed for larger applications of very hard metals, and thus not particularly useful to a jeweler. Its heatless flame would reduce metal temporarily to a malleable state. Really, with gadgets like these available, the things humans must be able to build now…
 

 
  But it wasn’t time for that yet. Once the stone softener was all correctly applied and the bottle securely (
  
   very
  
  securely) re-corked and set aside, he began setting up the poles and tarp that would shield the scaffold from outside view. People would not bother with a workman mucking about on the wall, but somebody climbing
  
   out
  
  of a barred window would raise an outcry if anyone in the cavern below happened to notice it.
 

 
  “Why are you doing this?” Selim asked quietly, and Tazun sighed. Well, it was an obvious question, after all.
 

 
  “It is the right thing to do,” he said simply, keeping his eyes on his work. The scaffold was cleverly designed, with slots along its side and base meant to hold poles for various purposes. Assembling the improvised awning wasn’t difficult at all.
 

 
  Selim left him alone for half a minute before responding, in such a tone that Tazun could
  
   hear
  
  his grin. “The Guild got to you, didn’t they?”
 

 
  “My people are not as hard of hearing as yours,” Tazun retorted. “The less talking, the better.”
 

 
  “All right, all right,” the human said peaceably. “Look…whatever they did or didn’t do, I’m
  
   still
  
  grateful as hell for this. I’m pretty sure you bringing me the food was all your own idea, right?”
 

 
  Tazun sighed as he lashed the last edge of the tarp in place. “Yes. And
  
   yes,
  
  the Guild reached me. Them and House Awarrion.” Satisfied it was solidly in position, he turned to meet Selim’s curious gaze. “And it is
  
   still
  
  the right thing to do. I am only shamed that it took outside pressures to spur me into acting.”
 

 
  Selim nodded. “I get that. Look… Respect for your mother is a big deal in your culture, right?”
 

 
  “The biggest deal,” Tazun said, sorely tempted to let some of his emotion past his public face, just to slap the man with it. “Some might argue the
  
   only
  
  deal.”
 

 
  He nodded again, his own face serious. “Then what you’re doing is a hell of a thing, in your position. Seriously, my friend, I will owe you hugely for this. I’d shake your hand, but…y’know.” He grinned, stepped back, and bowed. “I’m Selim Darousi.”
 

 
  “Also known as Squirreltail, I’m aware,” Tazun replied, bowing back. “Tazun tyl Vrashti n’dar Vyendir. Possibly the last time I will be able to introduce myself as such… All right, stand back, please.”
 

 
  The stone softener was no longer smoking, which was supposed to signal that its work was done. With an awl he had acquired more for camouflage than because he expected to use it, Tazun prodded at the base of one iron bar, and found that it was set in a clumpy mixture of sand and dust.
 

 
  “Hey, that is a
  
   neat
  
  trick,” Selim observed, sounding fascinated.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Tazun agreed, picking up the charm torch. “This one is neater. Assuming it works.”
 

 
  “Let’s hope for that, yeah. What’s it do?”
 

 
  Rather than answering, he held its nozzle in place and pressed his thumb to the rune atop its handle. The nozzle glowed. Supposedly, that was all it should be doing, but it seemed wrong; there was no visible change in the state of the iron at the top.
 

 
  After a few seconds, though, he deactivated the torch, grasped the bar, and pushed. It shifted inward easily, the loosened base giving away without effort and the point at the top where he’d applied the charm flexed like a mushroom stalk.
 

 
  “You, sir, are a genius,” Selim marveled.
 

 
  “Whoever designed this device was a genius,” Tazun corrected.
  
   “I
  
  am a craftsman. To my mind, that’s just as good.”
 

 
  “Man, from my position I’m not about to argue.”
 

 
  “All right, we’ll bend the bars inward, not out; less likely they’ll be noticed that way, at least until someone comes to check on you. I’ll use the torch, you pull; the faster this is done, the better.”
 

 
  “You got it.”
 

 
  It turned out he had been overly generous with the charm torch. With Selim pulling on the bars as soon as he applied it, they started shifting almost immediately—not as easily as the first one, but the iron became flexible enough after only a second’s application for the human’s superior strength to bend it. Between them, they had the rest of the bars out of the way in barely a minute.
 

 
  Defacing ironwork in House Vyendir. Someone was likely to take this as a personal insult. Well, someone in addition to his poor mother.
 

 
  Tazun chanced a glance down at the floor of the cave through one of the thin gaps in the folded tarp. He could see people moving about in the cultivated fields beyond, but no one was nearby.
 

 
  “The stone softener should be inert by now,” he said, “but all the same, try to grip the edge away from the places where it was used.”
 

 
  “There’s not much
  
   away
  
  to grip,” Selim said doubtfully. “My hands are bigger than yours.”
 

 
  “Ah. Here.” Tazun swiftly pulled off the heavy work gloves he’d worn to protect his own hands from the acid. They were overlarge and bulky on him, enough that they fit the human’s hands adequately.
 

 
  Selim’s exit through the window was utterly human: he had significant upper body strength and had no problem hoisting himself up and over, but wriggling through was so awkward it almost hurt to watch, and he tumbled gracelessly to the platform once past the opening. Fortunately the scaffold’s hovering charms were top quality; it remained as steady as the living rock of the cave. Nonetheless, Tazun glanced worriedly at the glass tube of enchanting dust next to the control runes. Still mostly full. The thing was designed to stay up all day, after all.
 

 
  The Eserite was back on his feet in a bound, though, grinning hugely and drawing in a deep breath through his nose. “Freedom!”
 

 
  “Not
  
   nearly,”
  
  Tazun said curtly. “And keep your voice
  
   down.
  
  That was the easy part; the city won’t be as simple to escape.” He opened the lid of the large tool chest he had purchased, which was sitting, empty, next to the pile of unused stone.
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  tell me you have a plan for getting out of town,” Selim said, his expression suddenly worried.
 

 
  “I don’t,” Tazun replied, “but I’ve made arrangements to get you to the Imperial enclave. I have friends among the soldiers there.
  
   They
  
  will have to get you the rest of the way; I assume they have the resources. Getting
  
   there
  
  will be the fun part. Into the box, please.”
 

 
  Selim winced, staring at the open chest. “Oh…hell. Just when I thought I was done being cooped up…”
 

 
  “Maybe you’d like it back in your cell?”
 

 
  “All right, all right, I’m going.” Despite his grudging tone, the thief grinned at him as he clambered into the chest. “Did you remember to poke air holes in this?”
 

 
  “The lid isn’t airtight, I checked,” Tazun said.
  
   “Hurry,
  
  please, you need to be out of sight before I can pull the tarp down.”
 

 
  “You really do think of everything, huh?” Selim replied. “Seriously, this is a well-planned job. You’d make a pretty good thief.”
 

 
  “I am a
  
   craftsman,”
  
  Tazun retorted, indulging in the smallest measure of audible rancor as he pushed the lid down on the folded human. At least Selim was flexible; he’d been a little worried about cramming him into the chest, but it stood to reason that a thief would be able to bend.
 

 
  He worked as quickly as he could without impairing his hand-eye coordination, or seeming to be in haste. There was no good reason for a mason performing wall repairs to be in a hurry, and he didn’t want attention. Even so, it was only a few minutes later that they were drifting to rest at the base of the wall, the scaffold’s hover charm bringing it a few feet short of the ground.
 

 
  Tazun was beginning to worry about Selim; there was no sound of protest from within the chest, but it occurred to him that at the speed this thing moved, the trip to the Imperial enclave might be worse than merely uncomfortable. He couldn’t check on his passenger at the moment, though, because a drow man was approaching along the wall, hands folded demurely at his waist and moving in a stately glide that suited his expensive robes.
 

 
  Tazun didn’t recognize him as a member of House Vyendir, but obviously he didn’t know them all; he stepped back off the path to the side of his scaffold and bowed low, both in keeping with his role of a low-caste workman, and to hide his face.
 

 
  The man stopped in front of him, and his heart plummeted. Keeping his face neutral as always, he straightened up. “Well met.”
 

 
  The drow grinned broadly and winked at him, replying in Tanglish. “Well, right back atcha, Taz. See, I knew you could do it! You just needed a little push, is all.”
 

 
  He could only gape at him.
 

 
  The lid of the chest rose a few inches. “I know that voice,” Selim said from within, peeking out. “Sidewinder?
  
   You’re
  
  the one who leaned on this poor guy? You should be ashamed.”
 

 
  “Aw, don’t be like that,” the drow with Sidewinder’s voice said cheerfully. “You don’t even know what I did. Does he?” he asked, turning to Tazun, who just stared.
 

 
  “I don’t need to know,” Selim retorted. “You should
  
   always
  
  be ashamed. General principles.”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t really argue with that, I guess!”
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing
  
  here?” Tazun hissed, finally finding his voice. He glanced furtively up and down the wall. No one was within drow earshot.
 

 
  “Oh, come on, you didn’t really think I was going to leave
  
   you
  
  to handle something like this all on your lonesome,” Sidewinder replied with a total lack of remorse. “Actually, I’m quite impressed with the plan you put together, kid. This is almost Guild-quality work—you’ve got care and a good eye for detail. But I made damn sure to be nearby in case you needed backup, just the same. But enough about that!” He stepped up onto the platform and knelt, holding out a silver ring to Selim. “Squirreltail, will you marry me?”
 

 
  “Aww,” Selim cooed, grinning madly, “you always did know how to make a lady feel special!”
 

 
  Tazun stared at them, nonplussed. Based on their jocular tone, this had to be human humor. In Tar’naris, a man referring to himself as a lady was asking to be kicked in the jewels. Tazun didn’t bother to dwell on that, though, watching in disbelief as Selim slipped the ring onto his own forefinger and transformed instantly into another well-dressed drow man.
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I didn’t forget you,” Sidewinder said to Tazun, offering him another identical ring.
 

 
  He didn’t move to take it. “But…I’m already a drow.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Sidewinder said patiently. “You are a
  
   specific
  
  drow, who will quite shortly be much sought after to give explanations that I’m sure you don’t want to. For now, and until we reach the enclave, were just three perfectly ordinary and anonymous Narisian lads out for a walk.”
 

 
  “Take it,” Selim advised, climbing down to street level. “He’s right, this’ll draw much less attention than this hover-cart. I don’t think these things are all that common here. Honestly, they’re not even that common topside.”
 

 
  Tazun sighed, but accepted the ring and put it on. The illusion had no physical sensation, but looking down at himself was discomfiting nonetheless. His illusory identity was much wealthier than he, to judge by the quality of his robes… But Tazun was comfortable with his own body and identity. He’d felt it under enough attack lately without turning against it like this.
 

 
  But it was what it was, and the humans were right. This was a better extraction plan than his own.
 

 
  As they made their casual way toward the gate back into Tar’naris proper, he glanced back once at the hovering cart, abandoned at the base of the wall. It would quickly reveal exactly what had happened here, and also this was a breach of his contract with its owner. But more than that, it represented everything Tazun had ever had.
 

 
  Everything he was leaving behind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The response was indeed swift, but not swift enough.
 

 
  “Tazun d’what, now?” Corporal Hayes asked innocently. The door to the antechamber of the barracks had been left cracked just wide enough that those inside could hear the conversation without. Other soldiers chattered and went about their business in the background, obscuring any small sounds Tazun’s group might make. As he understood it, it was yet early for the soldiers to be up; he didn’t know what relationship the Thieves’ Guild had with the military, but clearly the squadron were very sympathetic to Selim’s plight.
 

 
  He, Tazun, Elin, and Sidewinder all clustered as silently as possible against the wall behind which Hayes sat at his desk, dealing with the House Vyendir representative who had appeared only moments previously, just barely too late to catch them.
 

 
  “Tazun tyl Vrashti n’dar Vyendir,” the drow said tonelessly. “Vrashti’s son; she is also the owner of an escaped slave who is being sought. He might answer to the name Salaam Drushti. The diplomatic officer on duty in the main compound suggested you might know something of this.”
 

 
  Selim rolled his eyes; Sidewinder grinned so widely it appeared he might hurt his face.
 

 
  “Oh, do you mean Selim Darousi?” Hayes said innocently. “Sure, he’s here. Poor guy’s had kind of a hard day, as I understand it. I don’t know anything about any Tayzon, though, sorry.”
 

 
  “That man is a duly tried and convicted criminal,” the Vyendir representative said calmly. “Per the terms of our treaty, you are obligated to immediately return him to his purchaser’s lawful custody.”
 

 
  “Per the terms of our treaty,” Hayes replied, “he is entitled to contest his conviction and sentencing and have the matter reviewed by Tiraan diplomats.
  
   Apparently
  
  he was not only specifically denied this right at trial, but by some unfortunate mix-up was moved around so quickly afterward that the ambassador’s office wasn’t able to track him down to his current location. How very fortunate that he turned up here, eh? We wouldn’t want Miss Vrashti to be owning a Tiraan citizen under
  
   improper
  
  circumstances. How very embarrassing that would be.”
 

 
  There was a short pause.
 

 
  “All transfers of slave contracts are thoroughly reviewed by House Vyendir’s solicitors before being ratified,” the representative said finally. “If any impropriety occurred, it is not the fault of Vrashti or her House. Unless the slave is returned, she will require and is entitled to expect monetary compensation for his loss and for all associated inconveniences.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s fine,” Hayes said equably. “She can file a grievance with the ambassador’s office. I’m reasonably confident there will be no unfortunate mix-ups with
  
   that
  
  paperwork. Our clerks are
  
   very
  
  dedicated to taking
  
   proper
  
  care of rich drow who clearly think of our entire species as cattle. Meanwhile, Selim Darousi is under the protection of this embassy, and no one’s getting a brass penny for any
  
   inconvenience
  
  they’ve suffered by abducting him.”
 

 
  “Please be careful, Corporal,” the drow said tonelessly. “An accusation of abduction can have serious consequences.”
 

 
  “An abduction itself can have serious consequences,” Hayes replied gravely.
 

 
  “Corporal, I find that you are being unnecessarily confrontational about this matter, and will be discussing that with your superiors in the embassy, as well.”
 

 
  “I wish you the very best of luck with that.”
 

 
  “I strongly advise, sir, that you cooperate with the law and treaty. If Vrashti does not receive satisfaction in one form or another, she may well pursue this matter in person. I assure you, sir, you do not want that.”
 

 
  “I assure you, sir, you are mistaken.” Hayes’s voice had suddenly gone cold. “This Vrashti has deliberately abused the spirit of the treaty to even more personally abuse a Tiraan citizen for her own personal gain. I would love
  
   nothing
  
  more that for her to show her face here. After I’ve punched her in the teeth, she can learn firsthand about crooked trials where witnesses only saw what they’re told to have seen. I think that would be a
  
   valuable
  
  lesson in empathy for her.”
 

 
  Selim looked serenely smug, while Sidewinder was physically struggling to control his laughter. Elin, though, had reached over to grab Tazun’s wrist, squeezing it comfortingly and gazing up into his eyes, her expression serious and sympathetic. He had, in fact, made a reflexive jerk toward the door at the direct threat to his mother, but just as quickly got himself back under control. With a soft sigh, he nodded to her, and did not pull his hand away.
 

 
  
   “Threatening
  
  a well-ranked lady of Tar’naris can have
  
   very
  
  severe consequences, Corporal,” the representative said in the same even tone. “I assure you, I will be reporting every detail of this conversation to the requisite authorities in both your government and mine.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, threatening who?” Hayes asked innocently. “Private Shaffar, did you hear someone threatening a lady of Tar’naris?”
 

 
  “Sorry, sir,” the other soldier present replied, her tone overtly smug. “Didn’t catch that. You know how poor human hearing is.”
 

 
  Another silence fell.
 

 
  “Thank you for your time, Corporal.”
 

 
  “Drop by anytime!” Hayes said brightly. “The door is always open to our very good and trusted friends in House Vyendir!”
 

 
  Sidewinder managed to wait until the heavy outer door had boomed shut after the representative before collapsing in laughter. Selim just sad back on one of the soldiers’ bunks, smiling beatifically.
 

 
  “You okay, Taz?” Elin asked softly, still holding his wrist and watching his face.
 

 
  “Not really,” he admitted. “All right…not even remotely. I have no idea what’s going to happen to me know… But, for all of that, I feel…very satisfied.” He looked over at Selim, who nodded deeply to him. “This was a good thing. I’m glad to have been a part of it.”
 

 
  A warm smile spread across Elin’s face. It was the most beautiful thing he recalled seeing in the last week.
 

 
  “Well, I’m glad you’re all enjoying yourselves,” Hayes said dryly, pushing through the door into the barracks. “Right
  
   now
  
  we need to make some plans concerning what to
  
   do
  
  with all of you. Darousi, how quickly do you think you’ll be able to travel?”
 

 
  “Can’t wait to get rid of me, huh, Corporal?” Selim asked with a grin.
 

 
  The soldier grunted, but his expression remained amiable. “I’ve checked in with a few sympathetic ears in the diplomatic corps while we were waiting to see if you lot made it back. They’re
  
   reasonably
  
  confident there’s no risk of you having to be returned to this Vrashti, now that you’re back in Imperial hands, but with bureaucrats it’s always better safe than sorry. Once you’re out of Tar’naris, that drops to
  
   no
  
  chance. Even if House Vyendir is willing to pursue the matter past the borders, House Awarrion won’t help, and the Imperial authorities would completely blow off a claim like this. So, the sooner you’re out of town, the safer.”
 

 
  “Right,” Selim said, getting to his feet. “In that case, I feel ready to embark on my next adventure this very moment!”
 

 
  “You may want to scrounge up a shirt, first,” Elin said wryly.
 

 
  “Bah, they’ve got shirts in Fort Vaspian,” Selim said cheerfully, turning back to Tazun. “Well, my friend, it seems Sidewinder and I are going to be out of your hair before I have the chance to pay you back for this.
  
   Don’t
  
  think that means I’ll forget it, because you have my word, that’ll never happen. I owe you
  
   big.”
  
 

 
  “Actually,” Sidewinder said lazily, “you’ve got that the wrong way ’round. I still have some business in Tar’naris, but our good buddy Taz will be heading back to Tiraas with you.”
 

 
  Selim blinked. “Oh?”
 

 
  “What?” Tazun frowned at him. “I am? Since when?”
 

 
  “Well, guess this is as good a time as any,” Sidewinder said, straightening up from his slouch. “C’mon, Taz, let’s have a quick word somewhere private.”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “You don’t have to do
  
   anything,
  
  Tazun,” Elin said firmly. The look she directed at Sidewinder made him reconsider the relationship between the Guild and the military.
 

 
  “Now, what do you take me for?” the thief said reproachfully. “Taz here has just gone
  
   way
  
  out on a limb to do an Eserite an enormous favor, at considerable risk and cost to himself. The hell we’re just gonna throw that away! The Guild takes care of its friends, but, you know how it is. There are some aspects of our business that aren’t for audiences.”
 

 
  “I don’t know if I like the sound of that…” Tazun said, frowning harder.
 

 
  “You should be fine,” said Hayes, glancing between them. “It’s usually best to hear Eserites out when they want something, Tazun, and even if he meant you harm, he wouldn’t do anything
  
   here.
  
  You gentlemen can borrow the sarge’s office for a bit.”
 

 
  “Nobody has any
  
   faith
  
  in me,” Sidewinder complained. “That’s what’s wrong with the world.”
 

 
  Elin shifted her grip to Tazun’s hand, and squeezed it, looking questioningly up at him. He squeezed back, nodded to her again, and somewhat reluctantly let go.
 

 
  The office was at the opposite end of the barracks; the other soldiers glanced at them curiously in passing, but didn’t address them. Moments later, Sidewinder was shutting the door, closing them into the small, neatly organized space.
 

 
  “Now, here’s the slightly awkward fact of the matter,” the thief said in a cheerful tone, strolling around behind the sergeant’s desk and helping himself to a seat. “Getting Squirreltail
  
   out
  
  was a big part of the operation, yes, but not the whole deal.”
 

 
  “What’s the
  
   whole
  
  deal?” Tazun asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “Well, you see, our good friends over at House Awarrion are very concerned with this slave trade; they want to lean
  
   hard
  
  on the people benefiting from it. And that aligns very nicely with the Guild’s own goals. Eserites, you see, don’t just steal; we have a religious obligation to deliver humility and comeuppance to people who abuse their power or wealth at the expense of others. Stealing your mother’s prized possession was only half the response to her enslaving a member of the Guild. The
  
   other
  
  half is delivering pain.”
 

 
  Tazun clenched his fists, taking an impulsive step forward and glaring openly. “If you even dare—”
 

 
  “Shut the hell up.” Sidewinder had his feet propped up on the desk, now, and his hands behind his head, but despite his lazy posture, his face was suddenly hard and cold. And something in his eyes warned Tazun not to attempt what he’d been about to. “Let me make this clear to you, kid: you are not being asked for anything. I’m tellin’ you how it is. And how it is is this: your mother is going to
  
   suffer
  
  for what she did. Now, it seems to me the easiest and most convenient way is for her to lose her son. So, you will be going back to Tiraas with Squirreltail, where the Guild will make good on its debt to you by helping you settle in as generously as possible, and Vrashti will be told that we’ve brought you to an excruciating end. While she mourns that, the story will leak across the whole city, and even before we start working on the
  
   next
  
  knife-eared fucker who thinks humans exist for their amusement, people will start reconsidering this whole ‘slaving’ thing.”
 

 
  “You can’t possibly think I’ll help you in this,” Tazun snapped. “There is
  
   nothing
  
  you can say or do to make me hurt my mother!”
 

 
  Sidewinder actually laughed at him. “Ahh, you poor, dumb kid. I kinda love how you drow have grown up not knowing about the Guild; there’s a freshness to this whole experience. Did you know, Tazun, that there’s actually a slave trade in the Empire? It’s true. And it’s pretty much exactly like the one in Tar’naris in every particular. We’ve got industry, enchantment, golems…nobody
  
   needs
  
  slaves for any legitimate purpose. Only people who have ’em are rich fuckheads who just get off on the
  
   power
  
  of it. Collectors…mostly of the rare, and exotic.” He smiled blandly. “Do you know what a well-bred, attractive drow woman—like, oh, let’s say, your sister Syraal—is
  
   worth
  
  on the right market?”
 

 
  Tazun stared at him in frozen horror.
 

 
  Very slowly, Sidewinder straightened up, lowering his hands and tucking his feet back under the desk. His expression fell flat again, until he was staring up at Tazun with eyes as predatory and unfeeling as a snake’s.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  do.”
 

 
  He held Tazun’s gaze for another long moment, then stood and stepped back around the desk to pass him and grasp the doorknob.
 

 
  “Go to Tiraas, Tazun,” he said calmly. “Start your new life. Enjoy it. As thanks for your help, I’m giving you the opportunity to help us stick it to your mother without actually harming your family. If you don’t want to accommodate me in that, well…” He shrugged, again wearing that friendly smile. “I’ve gotta tell you, I don’t care all that much one way or the other.”
 

 
  Sidewinder opened the door and strolled out, whistling.
 

 
  By the time Tazun collected himself and returned to the others, Sidewinder had been and gone, and somebody had given Selim a shirt. Elin was watching him approach with open worry; he double-checked his public face, and found it mostly intact. Enough to pass general muster in Narisian society, but…
 

 
  “What happened?” Elin demanded as soon as he was close enough for conversation. “What did he
  
   say?”
  
 

 
  “I…” Tazun paused, swallowed heavily, and squared his shoulders. “He, um, made a pretty good case. What with the trouble I’ll be in
  
   here,
  
  going to Tiraas is probably my best bet. He said the Thieves’ Guild would help me, you know, settle in.”
 

 
  “Hell yes they will,” Selim affirmed, nodding emphatically. “I will personally pull every string I can reach to make it happen—but honestly, Tazun, it won’t be hard. For the kind of favor you did for me, and for us, the Guild won’t be skimpy with its gratitude. Hell, I’ll talk with the Bishop, he loves helping interesting new people.”
 

 
  “Tazun.” Elin’s voice was both insistent and gentle. She stepped forward, taking both his hands in her own. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  “I’m. I.” He swallowed again, and forced a smile. “Of course I am. I mean, apart from…that is you know…”
 

 
  “I know,” she said softly. “But you look less okay than when you went in there with that man.”
 

 
  “It’s just,” he said lamely, “the stress…”
 

 
  “Threatened your family, didn’t he?” Selim said. Tazun whipped his gaze to the thief, and he sighed. “Yeah… Sidewinder is a creatively vicious piece of shit, Taz. Soon as I saw he was the one they’d sent, I had a feeling this was gonna end very badly for
  
   someone.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, my gods,” Elin whispered, eyes widening.
 

 
  “Let me guess,” Selim continued grimly. “You get to go peacefully to Tiraas and he tells your mother we slit your throat, right? To punish her. Otherwise someone’s
  
   actual
  
  throat gets slit.”
 

 
  Tazun clenched his jaw, not trusting himself to form words. He managed to nod.
 

 
  And then suddenly Elin was in his arms, her face buried in his shoulder, squeezing him firmly.
 

 
  Selim shook his head. “He’s got the Guild’s backing and I can’t contradict him here. But I’ll tell you what. Soon as we hit Tiraas, we’ll have a telescroll sent to Fort Vaspian and make sure your mother’s notified you’re okay.”
 

 
  For the first time in all this madness oddly, Tazun found himself wanting to actually cry. “You’d do that? Go against your own Guild, for…”
 

 
  “Not for her,” Selim said firmly. “I mean no offense, but I’ve got
  
   ample
  
  reason not to give a damn about that woman.”
 

 
  “I can certainly understand that,” Tazun agreed.
 

 
  “But,” the thief continued, reaching past Elin’s shoulder to place a hand on Tazun’s, “for you, my friend? If I can do it, you name it.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Tazun managed, nodding.
 

 
  Elin finally pulled back, looking up at him earnestly. “All right, look. My tour’s up really soon, just three months. I was going to re-enlist, but screw it. I’ll come back to Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Elin,” he protested, “please don’t upset your career! Your own life—”
 

 
  She had to stand on her toes to kiss him, but he found himself as firmly silenced as he had ever been in his life. And, also, suddenly keenly conscious of her scent, of the feel of her in his arms…
 

 
  Selim cleared his throat after a few long (but not long enough) moments, and finally they parted.
 

 
  “Sometimes,” Elin said softly, giving him a brilliant smile and reaching up to lay one hand on his cheek, “you have to do the reckless thing.”
 

 
  “I think,” he replied, allowing himself to smile right back, “I’ve recently learned that lesson very well.”
 

 
  “It’ll be great!” Selim said cheerfully. “We’ll arrange a place for you in Lor’naris—not that you
  
   have
  
  to live there in particular, but it’ll probably be the easiest place to start when you’re getting settled in.”
 

 
  “Lor’naris?” Tazun said, turning to frown quizzically at him. He’d never heard that contraction before; it translated as “faraway home.”
 

 
  “The drow district in Tiraas,” Elin explained.
 

 
  “There’s a
  
   drow
  
  district?” he exclaimed.
 

 
  “Sort of,” Selim said, grinning. “I’ll give you the whole history on the ride there. But yeah, we’ll set you up with a place and whatever you need to get started as a jeweler there. Hell, you’ll be richer than
  
   me
  
  within a year—I bet they don’t see a lot of authentic Narisian jewelry in the capital.” His smile relaxed slightly, becoming a less enthusiastic but warmer expression, and he squeezed Tazun’s shoulder. “This is a hell of a thing right now, I know, but I promise you, friend. You’re going to be
  
   okay.”
  
 

 
  Tazun subtly tightened his grip on Elin, feeling her squeeze him back even as she gave him that blinding smile he had come to love so much. “You know… I think you’re right. I actually will.”
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  Ravoud was always precisely punctual, which aided the Archpope tremendously in timing his appearances. It was a small thing, but great things were only aggregates of smaller ones, and image was both his weapon and his battlefield. When people looked at him, they saw what he wished them to see, and it was the entire foundation of his power.
 

 
  He stood, straight-backed and calm, with his hands folded behind his back, gazing through the windows of his office at the city, a view he could have painted from memory. Though his face was not visible from the door at this angle, he kept it schooled in an expression of thought. A scene was constructed of many pieces of scenery, and just because the audience did not see the work of the stagehands did not make it any less important.
 

 
  “Enter,” he said calmly at the sharp knock on his door, his voice projected just enough to be audible without.
 

 
  The office door swung open, then shut, and then came the footfalls on his floor, approaching him; he had learned to recognize Ravoud’s step even among those of his soldiers, whom he trained to mimic his precise gait.
 

 
  Justinian turned exactly as the Colonel was kneeling behind him, giving the man a perfect view of the very moment when his expression transitioned from a contemplative frown to a kind smile at the sight of his subordinate, a split second before he lowered his own eyes.
 

 
  Small things, in aggregation, made up all the world.
 

 
  “Rise, my friend,” he said as Ravoud kissed his proffered ring. The Colonel straightened up smoothly, saluting—which Justinian had made it clear he did not need to do, but he valued the man’s sense of protocol and proper respect too much to insist on the point.
 

 
  “Your guests have assembled, your Holiness,” Ravoud reported, “in the conference room as directed.”
 

 
  “Then by all means, let us join them,” the Archpope replied, setting off for the door.
 

 
  In the hall, the two Holy Legionaries bracketing his office door saluted, but at Ravoud’s gesture remained in place rather than following. Justinian liked to use these walks through the less-populated upper halls of the Cathedral to hold discussions to which he preferred there not be an audience.
 

 
  “And how are the Bishops, in your estimation?” he asked as soon as they had rounded the corner.
 

 
  Ravoud kept his eyes ahead, but his brows lowered in a thoughtful frown. “In most respects, much the same as always. Bishop Varanus is the only one of the four I feel comfortable turning my back to.”
 

 
  Justinian smiled warmly. “Do not underestimate Andros’s cleverness. But yes, you judge him well. The man’s sense of honor is his greatest driving force. Most respects, though?”
 

 
  Ravoud nodded. “There is more tension between them than before, since Syrinx’s return. And beyond her presence, I believe I’ve only just realized why.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Most of the time, Snowe and Darling are a moderating factor. The other two have strong and mutually hostile personalities, and the Eserite and Izarite deliberately keep the peace. Suddenly, though, they are not. In the conversations I’ve seen, Darling appears suddenly more neutral—not as if he is courting trouble, but more as if he wants to watch the others to see what happens. And there is a specific tension between Syrinx and Snowe, now. I suspect that is what caught his interest. I suspect he noticed it long before I.”
 

 
  “How fascinating,” Justinian murmured. “And what do you make of this?”
 

 
  “I think,” Ravoud said with the slower diction of a man carefully choosing his words, “Snowe has done something to antagonize Syrinx. A couple of times, when she thought no one was looking, I caught Syrinx giving her a look which frankly I think will keep me up at night. As a rule, any new tension between them I would attribute to Snowe; Syrinx is the aggressive one, and more hostility from her would change nothing. If the usual peacekeeper turned to bite her, though…”
 

 
  “Nassir,” he said warmly, “I continually marvel at your perceptiveness when it comes to the motivations of others. Well beyond your military and organizational skills, it makes you a priceless asset to me.”
 

 
  “I merely apply lessons I’ve learned from leading people, your Holiness,” Ravoud replied, inclining his head modestly. “Soldiers are trained to follow orders and procedures, but even in the military, I find you get the best results from others by paying attention to their needs and strengths.”
 

 
  “Indeed, that very observation is the cornerstone of my own leadership strategy. Hmm. I trust Branwen’s loyalty absolutely, but it could become problematic if she begins taking the wrong sort of initiative on my behalf. She could damage carefully laid plans by stepping into them unawares. Goading Basra would be exactly that kind of misdirected initiative…” Justinian came to a halt, tilting his head back and gazing upward as he often did in public to indicate he was thinking. Ravoud stopped beside him, folding his hands behind his back and waiting with no hint of impatience for the Archpope’s next pronouncement.
 

 
  Justinian made him wait only a few moments before delivering it. “I believe I shall change my schedule somewhat, Nassir.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “There is another errand I had intended to make after meeting with the Bishops, which instead I shall do now.” He turned to regard Ravoud directly, nodding once as if to indicate he had settled upon an idea. “Please inform them of the unfortunate and unexpected events when demand my attention; I expect I shall be with them in less than an hour. In that time, I would like you to observe them carefully, please. I shall be keenly interested in your analysis of what is revealed by having the four of them cooped up in a room together for a little while.”
 

 
  The corner of Ravoud’s lips twitched once to the left, the only tiny sign of approbation he permitted to breach his professional reserve, and he bowed. “Yes, your Holiness.”
 

 
  “I want you to know, Nassir,” Justinian said, laying a hand upon his shoulder, “that I appreciate your willingness to aid me in these many little ways that you do. You have provided exemplary service well beyond that for which you were contracted.”
 

 
  “It is my
  
   honor
  
  to serve in any way I can, your Holiness,” Ravoud replied, his voice firm with conviction.
 

 
  “Even so, it is appreciated, and you deserve to know that.” Justinian smiled and squeezed his shoulder once before letting his hand fall and stepping back. “Go, then. I shall not keep you waiting long.”
 

 
  The Colonel saluted him crisply before continuing on in the direction they had been walking, at a far more brisk pace than the Archpope’s customary leisurely glide. Justinian watched him go for a moment before following more slowly, and turned down the first side corridor he reached, leaving Ravoud to vanish into the distance of the Cathedral’s hallways.
 

 
  As he moved into more heavily-trafficked areas, he encountered more people—clerics, guards and servants he knew, as well as various visitors to the Cathedral. All of them stopped in their own tasks to bow deeply, and all of them got a smile and a nod from their Archpope. He was careful to vary his expression by small degrees, with the tiniest changes of the muscles around his mouth and eyes, as he made eye contact with each person. Just enough to create the expression that that smile was for
  
   them,
  
  for each of them in particular, and not a fixed expression he simply carried on his face. Another time he might have stopped to talk with several, inquiring after details of their lives about which he was careful to stay informed. Indeed, today he made silent mental calculations over how often he had done so with each recently; it wouldn’t do to become overly chatty with everyone, and create the impression that anybody could demand a slice of his time on a whim, but he thrived on the perception they had of him as a man who saw each of them individually, and not as the faceless masses many leaders saw in their servants. Not today, though; he had places to be, and without too much delay.
 

 
  Near ground level in a wing which provided guest quarters for visitors to the Cathedral, he arrived in a quiet hallway and strode unerringly to a door whose location he remembered without need to consult any notes. A soft knock was followed by the rustling of activity within—immediate rustling, suggesting the suite’s occupant had been waiting for that knock, though it was several seconds before the door opened, so she had not been sitting eagerly beside it. About as he expected.
 

 
  In the second between the door opening and the woman behind it recognizing him, he took note of her expression: intent and slightly tense, far too carefully neutral to belong on a happy person. That was only to be expected, considering the last few weeks.
 

 
  “Your Holiness!” she gasped, immediately bending to kneel.
 

 
  “Please, Ildrin, stand,” he said, reaching out to grasp her by one shoulder—on the side, not the top, making the gesture supportive rather than patronizing. “You have had a trying enough time without being expected to bow and scrape. I promise you, I shall never demand that of you.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t complain,” Ildrin Falaridjad replied, not entirely keeping the bitterness from her tone. “I’ve made enough of a mess of things…”
 

 
  “You have done quite well with the resources and the situation you were given,” he said firmly. “Never think otherwise. I am told by the healers that you have been certified free of any lingering effects of mental tampering.”
 

 
  “But,” she said, her face twitching with the effort to repress anger, “such tampering occurred. I… Even now I can’t
  
   believe…”
  
  The priestess had to pause and physically swallow down emotion before continuing, gazing intently up at him. “Do they…know who, or what, or
  
   how…?”
  
 

 
  “I assure you,” he said gravely, “I am pursuing what avenues of investigation I
  
   can,
  
  but they are limited. And considering the circumstances in Athan’Khar, you must be prepared to be disappointed. It is very likely that your opponent in that situation was responsible, if not another completely undetected third party. Or fourth, or fifth party,” he added ruefully.
 

 
  Ildrin heaved a heavy sigh, some of the tension leaking from her shoulders. “Well. I understand that both the Bishops have returned.” Once again, she didn’t quite manage to keep the ire from her face.
 

 
  “Yes,” he said simply, granting her an encouraging smile. “They are here, in fact. At my request, Bishop Syrinx’s pursuit of your affairs has ceased.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” she said fervently.
 

 
  Justinian sighed softly and shook his head. “I find Basra a very valuable agent—there are few more skilled at accomplishing the right type of tasks. She is not, however, a people person. Of course, I cannot advise High Commander Rouvad on the disposition of her assets, but personally, I would never have placed Basra in charge of others in the field. Well, what’s done is done. On the subject of Rouvad’s policies, it seems it will take some time yet to terminate the case the Sisterhood has laid against you. They are congenitally less inclined to accept our explanations about mental influence; the evidence seems not strong enough to meet Avei’s admirably high standards. Do not despair, I am more than confident we can smooth all this over, but it is likely to take more time.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, bitterness once more creeping into her tone, then took a deep breath and bowed to him. “Your Holiness, I
  
   greatly
  
  appreciate the effort you are expending on my behalf. I can’t imagine what I’ve done to deserve it.”
 

 
  Justinian smiled, tilting his head infinitesimally and regarding her pensively for a moment before answering. “I will tell you a secret, Ildrin. One which I’ve never voiced to an Avenist before, as I fear it runs counter to their doctrine. It has been my experience that no good comes from giving people what they deserve. I treat people according to the potential I see within them, to help them grow into it as best I am able. Never once have I been disappointed by the results of this policy. I foresee
  
   great
  
  things for you.”
 

 
  He allowed her to stammer wordlessly in overawed gratitude for a careful space of seconds before continuing in a more serious tone.
 

 
  “In point of fact, I would not inflict idleness upon you; I know you to be a woman of action. For the time being, necessity demands you remain my guest, beyond the direct reach of your sisters. If you are willing, I have a request to make of you.”
 

 
  
   “Anything!”
  
  she said, eyes shining with fervor.
 

 
  “I must warn you,” he said more seriously still, “this is an extremely sensitive matter. I believe the situation calls for your skills exactly, but your involvement will be…experimental. It may not work out, and I don’t want you to push yourself beyond your comfort if the job is not a good fit. Regardless of how the matter ends, it is a project which I insist must remain secret for the time being, until I tell you otherwise.”
 

 
  “Your Holiness, I will
  
   not
  
  let you down in even the slightest way,” she promised avidly, nodding with almost childlike eagerness.
 

 
  He gave her a gentle smile. “You haven’t yet. If you are interested, then, please come with me. There is something I would show you.”
 

 
  Ildrin remained on point as he led her through the Cathedral, clearly eager to ask questions, but containing herself. Justinian held his peace for the remainder of the walk, taking in observations as they progressed deeper into the sub-levels below the Cathedral itself, through ever thicker doors with larger locks. Ildrin was self-disciplined and did not ask or push beyond what she saw as her place, but on the other hand hadn’t much of a poker face.
 

 
  That, perhaps, was just as well.
 

 
  He led her along corridors, down stairwells, and through increasingly secure doors, occasionally passing other personnel who stepped back and bowed to him, but for the most part they were more alone the deeper they went. She either had an excellent sense of direction or hadn’t considered that she would need help to make her way back out of here, he decided, based on her obvious interest untarnished by any sign of unease. Finally, Justinian stopped before a door made of actual steel, and turned to her.
 

 
  “Remember,” he cautioned, “absolute secrecy.”
 

 
  “I swear,” she promised, “I will do credit to the trust you’re placing in me, your Holiness.”
 

 
  He smiled at her, then placed his hand against the metal door frame. Ildrin looked suitably impressed when, a moment later, the metal door—six inches thick—swung silently inward. He would, of course, have to explain how the enchantments worked, but that could wait.
 

 
  Inside was another, much shorter corridor, terminating in another door, this one whitewashed wood and looking for all the world like the front entry of some country cottage. Justinian strode forward, Ildrin falling behind as she jumped and turned to suspiciously eye the metal door when it swung shut behind them.
 

 
  He rapped once with his knuckles, then opened the door and stepped through, beckoning to Ildrin.
 

 
  The room beyond matched the expectations set up by its entrance: it could have been anyone’s living room. Comfortable, just slightly shabby, yet clean. Ildrin blinked, peering around.
 

 
  A woman had been sitting in a worn easy chair by the fireplace; upon their arrival, she rose smoothly, stepping forward with a broad smile. “Your Holiness!”
 

 
  “Delilah,” he said warmly, coming to meet her and taking her hands in his own. “And how are you faring?”
 

 
  “Quite well, thank you,” she replied. “As always, I would love a nap, but generally speaking I am well. Just taking a short breather; he’s fully occupied making little adjustments. Actually, your Holiness, I think you have good timing. We appear to be close to another attempt.”
 

 
  “How fortuitous!” he said. “And how is our guest of honor?”
 

 
  “Very much the same,” Delilah said with a sigh, releasing the Archpope’s hands and stepping back. “I do the best I can, but… Well, you know, of course.”
 

 
  “Indeed I do.”
 

 
  She glanced past him at Ildrin, her expression openly curious. Delilah was a pale, dark-haired woman in her early thirties; she wore a simple shirt and trousers that didn’t look clerical in the least, but had a pink lotus badge pinned at the shoulder.
 

 
  “Delilah Raine,” Justinian said, stepping smoothly aside to gesture between them, “Ildrin Falaridjad.”
 

 
  “Charmed!”
 

 
  “Pleasure.”
 

 
  “Ildrin,” he continued, “is here to try assisting you.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Delilah’s expression grew markedly happier. “That is
  
   wonderful
  
  news!”
 

 
  “Delilah,” Justinian said to Ildrin, “is, for want of a better term, a caretaker. Beyond here, the primary occupant of this suite is…well, you’ll be introduced to him momentarily. He is a truly brilliant man, but…somewhat difficult. Delilah’s nurturing approach to looking after him has yielded great results, but I’m afraid it keeps her rather tired; this is a full-time job. In addition to lightening her workload, I would like to explore the possibility of trying another approach. He was
  
   quite
  
  irascible when he first came to us; now, after some months of progress under Delilah’s care, I believe it is an appropriate time to branch out. Ildrin,” he added, turning to Delilah now, “has ample experience as a novice trainer and interfaith mediator; she is well prepared to offer the sensitivity and understanding our friend needs, but in general is known for a sterner approach than is the Izarite way. It is my hope this can help not only hasten his work, but move him toward better adjusting to looking after himself. I will caution you both,” he added seriously, “that this is an experiment. Our friend is somewhat delicate, Ildrin, as you shall see, and not everyone is able to form a connection with him. It is entirely possible that this will not work out, through no fault of yours. You must be prepared for surprises, and disappointments.”
 

 
  “I will, of course, do my best,” Ildrin replied, now looking somewhat nervous. “Just…who
  
   is
  
  this person?”
 

 
  “Well, why don’t we introduce you?”
 

 
  “I would recommend against that,” Delilah said, frowning. “At least, at the moment. He is in a working frame of mind right now. But this would be a good opportunity for Ildrin to see what that looks like.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Justinian agreed. “If you would lead the way?”
 

 
  She dipped her body slightly in a curtsy which looked a little odd, considering she wasn’t wearing skirts, then turned and led them through the door at the back of the room.
 

 
  Beyond that was a kitchen, with what could have been a back door set into a side wall. Delilah opened this and stepped out onto a neat little rear deck.
 

 
  Instead of extending over a yard or garden, though, the back of the ‘house’ opened onto a cavern that was clearly natural, though parts of it had been carved to make it more habitable. The floor was even, and numerous fairly lamps hung from the walls, casting the stone chamber in bright illumination. The entire space was filled to bursting with machinery and enchanting paraphernalia, ranging from enormous structures of glowing glass rods and copper wires to miscellaneous drifts of partially-inscribed spell parchment and casually strewn bottles of enchanting dust.
 

 
  Ildrin stepped forward to join the others at the rail, gazing about in awe.
 

 
  In the center, a space had been cleared around another apparatus, which seemed to consist of a large magic mirror in the old style, surrounded by banks of various crystals, tubes, wires, and plates of stone and metal engraved with runes, some glowing. The mirror itself had been wired directly into a stand containing four sizable power crystals—the three-foot-long industrial kind that held charges for major factory machinery.
 

 
  Laboring over this with a wrench in one hand and a feather quill in the other was a man in a ragged, dirty coat, with gray hair forming a wild nimbus about his head. He muttered continually to himself, making minute adjustments to his peculiar device.
 

 
  “Very close,” Delilah murmured. “I’ve seen this many times. Fine-tuning before an attempted activation.” She sighed. “And of course, I’ll be needed for what comes next.”
 

 
  “Who knows?” said the Archpope. “This might be the attempt that works.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “I’m almost afraid to wonder how to look after him if
  
   that
  
  happens. At least I know how to handle his failures.”
 

 
  “There are no failures, Delilah, only steps in the process.” The priestess just shook her head again.
 

 
  The man abruptly barked a laugh and stood back, planting his fists on his hips and breaking his quill in the process. He set off on a slow circuit around the device, studying it closely from every angle and incidentally giving his audience a better view of himself. He had a receding hairline,and a wildly unkempt beard beneath a hooklike nose, with piercing dark eyes which flickered rapidly across the structure he had assembled. His build was generally lean, though he had a noticeable paunch—the body of a man who did all his work with his fingers and brain. Despite the position giving him a clear view of the porch, he did not seem to notice them there.
 

 
  “Ildrin, this is Rector,” the Archpope murmured. “One of the most brilliant enchanters alive today.”
 

 
  “He won’t make eye contact when speaking to you,” Delilah said softly, “so don’t be offended by that. And he does not like to be touched. When he gets lost in his work this way, he’ll tend to think of nothing else until he reaches a stopping point, at which time it’s my job to make sure he
  
   does
  
  stop, to eat, bathe, and sleep. He hasn’t done any of those in four days. At other times, when he’s not in this state, you’ll find him fastidiously clean and actually
  
   quite
  
  devoted to his daily schedule. There are numerous other nuances. I’ll acquaint you with them as best I can as we go.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ildrin said thoughtfully. Justinian took it as a very positive sign that she seemed intrigued and contemplative, not disgusted or even startled, as some tended to be when meeting Rector in one of his moods.
 

 
  The enchanter came back to the front of his device, rolled his shoulders once forward and once backward, and began systematically cracking his knuckles. One joint at a time, at precisely one-second intervals.
 

 
  “This is the pre-attempt ritual,” said Delilah. “Here it comes…”
 

 
  The attempt, when it came, was almost disappointingly simple after all that buildup: Rector simply grabbed a lever attached to the side of the rack of large crystals and pulled it downward.
 

 
  A low hum of magic at work filled the air. A
  
   powerful
  
  hum; even one of those crystals could have powered a mag cannon. Runes and glass tubes at various points along the apparatus blazed to life, and finally, the surface of the magic mirror itself did.
 

 
  Its silver face flickered once, then turned stark black, and a peculiar symbol appeared in its center, rotating slowly. A circle formed around it, then broke at the top to make a partial ring and began slowly disappearing along one side, like a fuse burning down. No, given its pattern, more like a clock ticking down.
 

 
  Rector dry-washed his hands, gazing avidly at the mirror and absently shifting his weight back and forth.
 

 
  When the “clock” reached zero, the circle completely consuming itself and vanishing, the mirror flashed once more, and a figure appeared.
 

 
  It was a man—purple, translucent, bald, and strangely dressed. His image flickered and wavered erratically.
 

 
  “YES!” Rector crowed in a reedy voice, pumping both fists in the air.
 

 
  The purple figure moved its mouth; a half-second later, out of sync, words sounded from the mirror, the voice strangely resonant when it wasn’t stuttering and halting.
 

 
  
   “Av-av-avatar temmmmmmmmmmmplate lo-lo-loaded. Wa-wa-warning: critically in-in-insufficient processing power detec-tec-tec-tec-tected. Advise—warning, critical—cri-cri-cri— System fail—”
  
 

 
  
  
  The mirror flashed once more and went dead, again nothing more than a simple reflective surface. An array of rune-engraved spell plates connected to it by wires and glass tubes began to smoke faintly. The hum of arcane magic faded rapidly, the slight glow of the power crystals cutting off.
 

 
  “NOOOOO!” Rector howled, falling to his knees and clutching his hair with both hands. “So close—SO CLOSE! WHY won’t you just WORK!” He doubled over, sobbing and pounding at the floor with his fists.
 

 
  Delilah had already stepped down from the porch and went to him, circling around front where he could see her approach and making no move to touch him.
 

 
  “Rector,” she said firmly, kneeling.
 

 
  At the sound of her voice, he bounded abruptly upright again. “Yes! Right, you’re right, no time for carrying on, I think I know what went wrong. I know what to try, I just—”
 

 
  “Rector,” Delilah said, kindly but implacably, “it’s time to take a break.”
 

 
  As she had said, he didn’t even look at her, bounding over to a nearby table laden with scrawled diagrams, power crystals, and vials of faintly luminescent enchanting dust. “No, no time, I can take a break later, I have an idea…”
 

 
  “We talked about this,” Delilah insisted, moving around to the other side of the table so she was in his field of view again. “The mind and body are machines, too, Rector; you have to maintain them. Yours are far too valuable to risk being damaged from neglect.”
 

 
  He froze at that, staring down at his table, but doing nothing with the pen and paper he had picked up. “I…yes, I know. But my
  
   work.
  
  I’m
  
   close!”
  
 

 
  “You will still be close after some food and sleep,” she said gently. “You’ll be able to work better then, too. Isn’t this too important to approach it at less than your best?”
 

 
  She was clearly adept at handling him; his recalcitrance slowly but surely melted as Justinian and Ildrin watched from above.
 

 
  “And so you see,” said the Archpope gravely. “This is a peculiar task I’m asking you to undertake, Ildrin, and not an easy one. There will be no recrimination if you decline to take it on.”
 

 
  “No,” she said thoughtfully. “I think…I can do this. I want to repay your kindness, but… I actually think I can do this. He certainly seems more difficult than anyone I’ve worked with before, but I’m
  
   not
  
  a stranger to difficult personalities.” She snorted softly. “Quite frankly I think this will not be as bad as working under Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  Justinian allowed himself a wry smile at that, even though Ildrin wasn’t looking at him. She did, however, look up to frown at him after a long moment.
 

 
  “Your Holiness… What, exactly, is he building?”
 

 
  The Archpope nodded slowly, keeping a sage smile in place.
 

 
  “The future.”
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  The dim corridor emerged into brightness, noise, and general chaos, and Rasha did his best not to creep out into it as if expecting to be struck, which he more than half was. Given the kind of place this was, though, and the kind of people who were here, acting as if expecting a blow seemed like a good way to encourage one.
 

 
  Well, as they saying went, if you couldn’t beat them…
 

 
  “And here we are!” Kestrel proclaimed, striding forward and throwing wide her arms. “The heart and the brain of the Thieves’ Guild! This is where all the magic happens.”
 

 
  “Magic?” he said hesitantly.
 

 
  She turned to wink at him. “Just a figure of speech, love. Annnnd I think you’ll find the view’s better if you
  
   don’t
  
  skulk there in the hallway. Believe me, the time for skulking will come later. You’re new; don’t try to skulk without professional supervision just yet.”
 

 
  Rasha pressed his lips together in annoyance, but stepped forward. In fact, he strode forward, as nonchalantly as he could manage.
 

 
  An older man, presumably a Guild thief, passed them going the other way, and glanced at Rasha with clear amusement. He tried, and failed, not to blush. Luckily, Kestrel was again not paying attention to him.
 

 
  “All this up here,” she proclaimed, gesturing expansively, “is none of your damn business, clear? On that side is the map room, which—now, try to stay with me, this is a bit complex—is full of maps. It’s used for meetings and planning jobs and various other sensitive things by the Guild’s upper-level muckety mucks. Stay out of there. Across the way there’s the counting room, where they—”
 

 
  “Count?” Rasha offered.
 

 
  She raised one eyebrow, very slowly. “Young man. Are…are you…
  
   sassing
  
  me?”
 

 
  “I…don’t know,” he said nervously.
 

 
  Just like that she was all smiles again. “Well, you should get in the habit. Half of everything said in these hallowed halls if backtalk and snark of one kind or another. Nobody’ll take you seriously if you can’t take the piss out of ’em. Anyway, yes, counting, that’s where the number crunchers crunch the ledgers wherein the numbers reside. Stay out of there, too. Past
  
   that
  
  is the central shrine to Eserion himself, visited only by the aforementioned mucketies and other various schlubs on the Boss’s express invitation.
  
   Extra
  
  stay out of there. Eserion’s a pretty out-of-your-hair kind of god, but he
  
   is
  
  still a god. You show up in his central shrine uninvited and you’re askin’ for the old bang zoom.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what a good number of those words even are,” he informed her, turning to point across the huge pit in the center to the other side. “What’s over there?”
 

 
  “You mean, where the lack of a door is to indicate that there’s
  
   anything
  
  over there?”
 

 
  “Well,” he said uncertainly, “it’s just, I dunno… All this seems kind of
  
   symmetrical.
  
  So when there’s no door where it seems like there ought to be…”
 

 
  “Smashing!” she crowed, slapping him on the back so hard he stumbled forward into the rail around the pit, experiencing an instant of vertigo at the thought of tumbling over it. “That’s the way, Sasha, keep your eyes peeled and watch for what doesn’t belong! Who knows, they just might make an actual thief of you eventually.”
 

 
  “Rasha,” he corrected.
 

 
  “’S what I said, dear. But yes, anyway, what’s over there is the record room. But it’s accessed through the counting room, which I’ve already told you to stay out of so there’s almost no point in adding to stay the
  
   hell
  
  out of the record room because you wouldn’t even be where the door is if you know what’s good for you, but just in case you don’t and get the urge to try tunneling through the wall, there, instead of that,
  
   don’t
  
  do that. Stay out of the record room.”
 

 
  “How do you
  
   say
  
  all that without stopping to breathe?” he marveled.
 

 
  “Practice, my precious little titmouse, practice. And starting pretty much
  
   nowish,
  
  you will either get in the habit of practicing or get bounced out of here on your cute little gagonza. Right, so, upper level! Your only reason for being up here is
  
   passing through.
  
  Do not go fucking around in any of these rooms. Y’see, the doors don’t even lock, mostly, so naturally curious apprentices try poking their noses in on a semi-regular basis, and what happens to
  
   them
  
  is far more effective than any lock at motivating people to stay out of shit they don’t need to be in. You still with?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “Is that ‘yes I understand all this’ or ‘I’m just gonna nod and smile until she starts making sense?’”
 

 
  “…yes.”
 

 
  Kestrel winked at him and ruffled his hair, at which he gritted his teeth and stepped back from her.
 

 
  “What
  
   you
  
  want,” she continued, leaning a frightening amount of her upper body far too deeply over the rail to point into the pit, “is down
  
   there.
  
  C’mon! This way!”
 

 
  The heart and brain of the Thieves’ Guild was a disappointingly stark space, as had been the drab stone tunnels which led to it, but that might have been partly the comparison with the Imperial Casino above. This part was at least large, though. The huge square room with the off-limits doors on its upper level was largely empty in the center, where the railed path around the second floor fell away to a smaller but still wide-open space below.
 

 
  It was much busier down there, Rasha noted as he followed Kestrel down one of the staircases to the bottom. The area seemed to serve as a kind of gymnasium; only a few people were about at the moment, but there were dummies positioned in each of the corners, racks of weapons and other tools here and there, and several miscellaneous implements, most of which he couldn’t identify. One thirtiesh woman lounging against the wall with her arms folded appeared to be a full Guild member; she glanced up at Rasha and Kestrel as they descended, then returned her attention to the nearby apprentice who was attempting, apparently, to remove small bells from a dummy without making a sound. Another youth was administering a vicious beating to a padded dummy with a cudgel, while a third clambered about on a set of balance bars.
 

 
  “Dormitories that way,” Kestrel said, pointing to the door on the right, beneath the map room. “Your new home, at least for a while. Practice rooms for various purposes up there—you’ll be getting to know those pretty well. Back there beneath the entry hall is the catacombs. Stay out of there.”
 

 
  “Where
  
   am
  
  I allowed go to?” he asked irritably.
 

 
  She leered at him. “Oh, you’re
  
   allowed
  
  in the catacombs, morsel. Just…stay out of there. Under Tiraas there’s a huge modern sewer system, a wide variety of old tunnels and vaults dating from way before there was even a city here, as well as a good number of natural caves. And, one hears, stuff left over all the way from the Elder Wars. The catacombs intersects with
  
   all
  
  that shit, and the layout’s a nightmare. I’m
  
   suggesting
  
  that you stay out because unless you’re with someone who very
  
   specifically
  
  knows where they’re going, you will get your ass lost. You might even find the bones of some previous apprentice who also wouldn’t listen to good sense. This being Tiraas, there’s a lot of moisture, especially underground, and bodies don’t keep well. You start to smell rotten meat, that’s probably what it is.”
 

 
  “Noted,” he said, glancing uncertainly at the door she indicated. It was just a
  
   door,
  
  nothing ominous or special about it… Rather like the ones up top that he was also supposed to stay out of. It occurred to Rasha to wonder whether she was just having him on about all this. He’d gotten the impression from the thieves in the Casino that the duty of escorting a new applicant to the apprentice quarters wasn’t bestowed, or even assigned, so much as fobbed off.
 

 
  “Now, through here is what you want,” Kestrel continued brightly, striding across the floor to the last doorway, which was double-wide and standing open, revealing a noisy, crowded scene beyond. “Cafeteria! Kitchens on the far side, but in here is where you’ll loiter, socialize, and so on. Apprentices eat free, but it’s slop.”
 

 
  “Slop?” he exclaimed, following her uneasily through the doors.
 

 
  “I jest, somewhat, partially,” she confided. “The food’s carefully designed to pack all of what a body needs and none of what interests the palate. Fruit and porridge for breakfast; fish, potatoes and steamed veggies the rest of the time. Pretty much no seasoning. Cheap tea, brewed weakly; no booze. The point’s to keep you alive and healthy and
  
   also
  
  encourage you to get your butt
  
   out
  
  there and not loaf around like this is some kind of school.”
 

 
  “Isn’t this some kind of school, though?” he protested.
 

 
  Kestrel nodded solemnly. “The School of Life, my young friend. Class of Hard Knocks. And
  
   you,
  
  you lucky little devil, just enrolled. Welp! Here you are. The other ‘prenties will show you what’s what, help you find a bunk and all. You picked a great time to come, it’s dinner and everybody’s here. G’luck!”
 

 
  “Wait,” he said in mounting panic as she turned to go. “I mean—that’s
  
   it?
  
  What am I supposed to
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  Kestrel stopped, came back to him, and reached out solemnly lay a hand on his shoulder. “All right, Pasha—”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re just doing that on purpose.”
 

 
  “—I will give you our first lesson as an initiate of the Thieves’ Guild. It’s fine to feel frightened, uncertain, weak, or whatever else you feel along those lines. But never.” She leaned in closer, her eyes deadly serious.
  
   “Ever
  
  let them
  
   see
  
  you feel weak.”
 

 
  “Um.” Rasha gulped. “Who is ‘them?’”
 

 
  “Everyone,” Kestrel said solemnly. “Everyone is them. That’s lesson two.”
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, straightened up and pushed his shoulders back deliberately. “All right. Thanks. But…still, and all, what am I supposed to be
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  She winked, taking a step back from him. “Lesson three: in any situation, first step is to figure
  
   out
  
  what you should be doing, all by your own damn self. If I may offer some advice, though, a good first step would be to get some dinner. May as well enjoy a meal on the Guild; odds are good you’ll be gone this time tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said sourly.
 

 
  “Aw, Tosha,” she cooed, shaking her head. “Didn’t you think it was a tad peculiar you could just walk into the headquarters of the Thieves’ Guild, asking how to join up, and immediately be shown to the apprentice quarters, no questions asked?”
 

 
  “Well, actually—”
 

 
  “This is a game of elimination, little friend. When I say you probably won’t last long, don’t take it personally; it’s a general ‘you.’ As in ‘you apprentices.’ Don’t worry, it’s not all as scary as I’m obligated to make it sound! You’ll get the hang of how things are run quickly enough, and end up deciding for yourself whether this is for you. It’s not for everyone, or even most people.”
 

 
  “Don’t call me little,” he said irritably.
 

 
  Kestrel grinned. “And with that, I leave you to make friends.”
 

 
  She turned and sashayed right back out, leaving him alone in the bustling cafeteria, watching the only person he knew here walk out on him. Granted, he’d known her all of ten minutes, but that tiny familiarity was all he had to cling to.
 

 
  Make friends? He didn’t know if he’d be any good at thieving; why did he have to start with something he
  
   knew
  
  he was bad at?
 

 
  Slowly, Rasha turned to study his new environs. The room was longer than wide, rectangular tables lined with chairs and organized in two long rows with an aisle down the middle. Against the far wall were doors into the kitchen, and open windows looking in on it, through which food was apparently served. The room was somewhat less than half full, but that was still easily two dozen people. Most, he judged, had to be apprentices; the Guild had no uniforms and he’d never heard of Eserites wearing insignia, but most of these people looked on the young side. Here and there he saw others, individuals who were older, or better-dressed, or simply had a more worldly quality about them. Fully initiated thieves? Or maybe he was just projecting meaning that wasn’t there…
 

 
  A sigil he’d never seen before was painted on each of the side walls, in the center of the room. Though stylized, it was clearly a fist, wearing a ring with a large jewel, clutching a curved dagger in a reversed grip.
 

 
  Well. He was here, and it was a cafeteria, after all. Despite the nervousness slowly churning his insides into jelly, Rasha
  
   was
  
  hungry. He took another deep breath and started toward the kitchens on the far wall.
 

 
  “Hey, get a load of this, guys,” drawled a man a few years older than himself, turning around on his bench to grin at Rasha as he passed. “Who ordered half a Punaji?”
 

 
  The others sitting near him chuckled sycophantically. Well, two of them did; one girl gave the speaker an annoyed look, another boy smiled kindly at Rasha, and the other two just ignored it all, tucking into their food. Altogether, not the worst reception he’d ever had in his life, even considering how much he hated being reminded of his height.
 

 
  Other, even worse receptions had taught him the importance of first impressions. He stopped, turned to face the speaker directly, and spoke, trying for an unimpressed tone (experience had proved he couldn’t pull off “menacing”).
 

 
  “Do you think you’re funny?”
 

 
  The young man was a type he’d met too often: tall, broad-shouldered, not bad-looking, surrounded by people. Square features and a nose that had been broken at least once. Rasha more than half expected to get a fist in his own face for daring to talk back.
 

 
  The boy just grinned easily, though. “Oh, c’mon, it was a
  
   little
  
  funny. Not opening on Saturday night at the Golden Dome funny, but I think it deserved a chuckle.”
 

 
  Heart pounding, face kept as firmly even as he could manage, Rasha shook his head slowly from side to side.
 

 
  He was astonished by how pleasing it was when a couple of those at the table actually laughed
  
   for
  
  him.
 

 
  “Everyone’s a critic,” the more assertive boy sighed. “Haven’t seen you before, kid. You’re new?”
 

 
  “They are
  
   playin’
  
  my song!” a new voice proclaimed, and Rasha spun to find a tall, strikingly pretty girl with sandy hair tied up in pigtails bearing down on him. “Newbie! Welcome! Come join us!”
 

 
  “Uh,” Rasha said uncertainly, edging back and trying not to stare. She really was
  
   very
  
  attractive—and very tall. Her chest was basically right at his eye level. He wasn’t so great at handling girls even when they weren’t aggressively approaching him. Which, now he thought of it, had never happened before.
 

 
  “Relax, I’m not gonna bite you,” she said cheerfully, coming to a stop and thrusting out a hand. “I’m Tallie!”
 

 
  “Um, Rasha,” he replied, gingerly taking it. His hand was immediately clasped in an impressively firm grip and pumped twice.
 

 
  “Umrasha! Good to know you! Welcome to the ranks of evil!”
 

 
  “It’s just Rasha,” he said more firmly, extracting his hand. “And…evil?”
 

 
  “She’s just trying to goad me into a philosophical debate,” the young man who’d accosted Rasha said lazily. “Tallie happens to think I’m
  
   gorgeous
  
  when I’m angry.”
 

 
  “Eat a dick, Darius,” Tallie said without apparent hostility. “In fact, eat a
  
   bag
  
  of dicks. Anything’s better than accosting the newcomers like some kind of two-bit cliché.”
 

 
  “Y’know, I was
  
   just
  
  going to do that,” he said sincerely. “I couldn’t get a good recipe for a bag of dicks, though; your mom’s house was closed. Which probably means it’s a national holiday and nobody told me.”
 

 
  “There, y’see?” Tallie said to Rasha, cocking a thumb at Darius. “You can’t say he’s not self aware. Very
  
   slightly
  
  funny, this one.”
 

 
  “It’s not kind to judge people by their looks,” Rasha heard himself say.
 

 
  Everyone at the table howled with laughter, including Darius, who managed to give Rasha a thumbs up. Tallie grinned hugely.
 

 
  “Oh, you’re gonna get along here just
  
   fine,”
  
  she promised. “All right, though, come with me! I’m adding you to my collection.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, you’re what?” Bemused and feeling an odd mixture of remaining nervousness and striking gratification at the warm reception he’d surprisingly received, Rasha nonetheless didn’t struggle or protest when she took him by the arm and began leading him to another table on the other row.
 

 
  “It’s what I do!” she declared, pulling him along. “For I am Tallie, collector of newbies!”
 

 
  “Uh…how many do you have in this collection of yours?”
 

 
  “You’ll be the second,” she replied, winking at him. “Me, now? I have been here for a whole
  
   week!
  
  Well, almost a week. Well, tomorrow it’ll be almost a week. So I know my way around! You may consult my wizened old wisdom at your leisure.”
 

 
  “Oh…kay.”
 

 
  “Jas!” Tallie bellowed a person who was now only a few feet away, sitting at the table to which she had brought Rasha. “Guess what! I brought you a new newbie! Now we are three! This is Rasha!”
 

 
  “Jasmine,” the new woman said in a dry tone, also extending a hand to Rasha. She looked to be his own age, maybe—Tiraan by her accent but Stalweiss by appearance, being tall (not as tall as Tallie, though it was hard to tell with her sitting down), with pale skin and narrow features. She had hair a plain chestnut brown and wore a battered but well-fitting leather duster over her shirt and trousers. Actually, between that and the boots, it wasn’t
  
   quite
  
  a Punaji style, but close enough to abruptly remind him of home.
 

 
  “Don’t mind Jas,” Tallie urged him even as she all but forcefully propelled him onto a bench. “She’s a woman of few words; it’s not personal. It all works out, though, I will not hesitate to talk your ear right off!”
 

 
  “I, um, sort of got that impression,” he admitted, and she laughed, patting him on the back as she slid onto the seat next to him.
 

 
  Jasmine gave him a speculative look, then turned around on her bench, stood, and walked off. Rasha clamped down on suddenly hurt feelings. What, did he smell? Did she have some kind of problem with Punaji? Racism by humans against different groups of humans was unusual and mostly considered pretty stupid, but he’d heard that it happened, especially in big cities like Tiraas.
 

 
  “So, how much’ve you been shown?” Tallie asked, either not noticing or just not reacting to Jasmine’s sudden departure. “Got yourself a bunk yet? Got any gear to pack away?”
 

 
  “I…uh, no, and no,” he replied, turning back toward her. “I was shown down here by a Guild member named Kestrel. She pointed out all the doors and just…sort of ditched me here.”
 

 
  “Kestrel,” Tallie mused. “That sounds like a tag, not a name. Unless she’s got really dippy, artsy parents. Did you know, according to Jasmine here, the Falconers named their daughter
  
   Teal?
  
  I mean, come on. Who
  
   does
  
  that?”
 

 
  “Who are the Falconers?”
 

 
  She stared at him. “Who are… You serious? What rock have you been living under?”
 

 
  “It’s called Puna Vashtar,” he said sourly, and she laughed again, patting him on the back.
 

 
  “Well, don’t worry about it, I can look forward to educating you in just all
  
   kinds
  
  of irrelevant crap. But yes, anyway, accommodations! We’ll getcha a place to sleep after dinner. You comfortable with girls around? The dorms are coed.”
 

 
  “…cowhat?”
 

 
  “Co-educational,” she clarified. “The hottest new trend in institutions of higher learning, apparently. Lads and ladies together in the same living space. It’s
  
   scandalous!
  
  So, of course, the Eserites have been doing it since before it was fashionable. But yeah, anybody sleeps anywhere in the dorms. Jas doesn’t much like having boys around, but I’m good with whatever.”
 

 
  “I, um.” His face was burning. “I’m not…picky. Uh, I grew up around women. And, men sort of… I mean, they’re kind of…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   believe
  
  me do I know what you mean,” she said, giving him a commiserating look.
 

 
  He very much doubted it.
 

 
  “Here.”
 

 
  His attention was drawn by the arrival of a plate of food, which Jasmine had just set in front of him. She settled back into her own seat on his other side, giving him a smile. “Sorry if I presume too much. I find a good meal helps a lot to get your legs under you, though. It did me.”
 

 
  “Oh!” he said, surprised and pleased. “Oh, I mean… Thanks! I appreciate it.”
 

 
  “The food here’s really good,” she added, picking up her fork again. Her own plate was almost emptied.
 

 
  “Ugh.” Tallie made a face. “Really
  
   bland,
  
  is what you mean.”
 

 
  “Really
  
   good
  
  is what I mean,” Jasmine countered without rancor, or any emotion at all that Rasha could tell. Actually, so far she seemed like the
  
   least
  
  excitable person he’d ever met. “Filling, nourishing, and lots of it.”
 

 
  “Why are you so boring?
  
   How
  
  are you so boring?!”
 

 
  “Yes, I enjoy getting to know you too, Tallie,” Jasmine said with faint wryness.
 

 
  Rasha let them chatter over him, tucking into the food she’d brought. Both were right; it was wholesome and Jasmine had given him a big enough serving of potatoes, broccoli and fish that he doubted he’d be able to finish it all, but to someone accustomed to the generous spicing of Punaji food, it was all but tasteless. Fortunately he was
  
   really
  
  hungry.
 

 
  And with his nerves having subsided somewhat, Rasha found he was feeling far better than he would have expected for it being this early in his adventure. So far, the thieves were just…well, people. Not that he’d expected them to be anything
  
   else,
  
  but Eserites were whispered of with admiration and fear in equal measure, with an added note of confused envy among the Punaji. It was actually a little surprising to find that nobody was a monster or legend, at least as far as he could tell. Kestrel had certainly had both brass and style, though. Maybe it was something they taught.
 

 
  Hopefully. If that were the case, he could look forward to learning it.
 

 
  “What’s that?” he asked during a lull in the conversation, pointing at the emblem painted on the wall in front of them. “I’ve never seen that symbol before.”
 

 
  “Ah! And you never will again!” Tallie replied, grinning broadly and seeming to immediately forget her growing argument with Jasmine. The other girl let it go just as quickly, tucking back into her dinner, which Rasha found rather peculiar after the example set by his sisters.
  
   “That,
  
  my new friend Rasha, is the holy sigil of the cult of Eserion, and apparently this is one of the very few places it’s displayed.”
 

 
  “They don’t…display their sigil?” he asked, frowning.
 

 
  “That’s pretty much how they do things,” she said. “This has got to be the least cult-like cult I ever heard of.
  
   I
  
  love it, personally, but it’s a little disconcerting. But yeah, they have hardly any
  
   rituals
  
  to speak of, they only keep the sigil around in a few ceremonial locations, only the tiniest handful of inducted Eserites are actually
  
   priests—
  
  apparently being a thief who uses divine magic is rare and a very particular career path that keeps you off the streets and in the clubhouse, which they don’t seem to like. It’s all pretty weird, religiously speaking, but very practical.
  
   Crazy
  
  practical, for a religion.”
 

 
  “You’ve been involved in a lot of religions?” Jasmine asked mildly.
 

 
  “Well, I’ve been railed against by various preachers from one end of this continent to the other,” Tallie replied breezily. “I get the impression they mostly take themselves
  
   way
  
  too seriously.”
 

 
  Rasha snuck a glance at her. One end of the continent to the other? She was barely twenty, if that. He repressed the urge to ask, though. Personal histories were a topic he would prefer to avoid.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, that’s a beautiful story,” Darius interrupted, sliding into the bench directly across from them. “But more importantly: business!”
 

 
  “I’ll give
  
   you
  
  the business,” Tallie threatened cheerfully.
 

 
  “Promises, promises, and yet I
  
   still
  
  sleep alone,” he replied with a wink. Jasmine sighed very softly through her nose. “Really, though, focus for five minutes, I’m being serious. You guys up for a job?”
 

 
  “A job? Hell
  
   yes
  
  we are!” Tallie exclaimed, straightening up.
 

 
  “Whoah,” Jasmine said firmly.
  
   “What
  
  job?”
 

 
  “Wait, job?” Rasha said doubtfully. “Aren’t we just apprentices?”
 

 
  “There’s no
  
   classes
  
  here, Rasha,” Tallie explained. “Well, except with the priest who teaches Eserite philosophy; we’re all expected to spend time with him and learn to his satisfaction. But no, you learn at your own pace, here. You want a lesson in something? Then you gotta find a ranking thief or senior apprentice and get them to teach you.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  he demanded, blinking rapidly.
 

 
  “Networking,” Jasmine said laconically. “We’re supposed to build connections, build reputation. You need those to acquire actual working knowledge of thieving technique—which you need in order to impress people enough to spend time on you.”
 

 
  “So the hard part is getting started,” Tallie went on, nodding. “You gotta get somebody’s attention somehow to get any education. Then you get more training, which you turn into more rep, which makes people more interested in training you, and so on all the way up. And there is
  
   no
  
  sitting on your ass. You’ll meet Style and Lore later; they’re the main ones watching apprentices. If you just languish here and aren’t building connections and learning stuff, they throw your ass out. So yeah, Rasha, getting the chance to do an actual
  
   job
  
  your first night here is a godsend.”
 

 
  “I mean, a
  
   job,
  
  though?” Rasha said doubtfully. “What are we supposed to
  
   do?
  
  I don’t know anything about thieving—I just got here!”
 

 
  “We’re all new,” Jasmine said dryly, turning back to Darius. “Hence my question.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, if we’re all done bringing the fresh meat up to speed,” he said sardonically, “it’s simple stuff. There’s a trade going down, and my very good friend Pick needs warm bodies. That’s
  
   it;
  
  bods to fill roles. It’s just lookout duty and carrying heavy shit. A dog and a mule could do it, but he’d need one of each and apprentices are less expensive to replace, so we get the honor. Pick wants about half a dozen people and I said I’d get some.”
 

 
  “Your friends over there not interested?” Jasmine asked, half-turning in her seat to glance back in the direction of Darius’s table.
 

 
  “Okay, I’m gonna level with you guys, because I respect you,” he said solemnly, leaning forward and folding his hands on the table top.
 

 
  “Funny how you start respecting us
  
   after
  
  she starts asking the hard questions,” Tallie commented.
 

 
  “Not at all, that’s what makes me respect you. Look, I asked my friends first; all of them have ins of their own to pursue with established Guild members. Pick is Guild, fully accredited and on his own… But he was raised from the general pool.”
 

 
  “Eh.” Tallie grimaced. “Well, that’s not prestigious, but it’s not
  
   bad…”
  
 

 
  “It’s worse that that,” Darius said. “He was thrown
  
   back
  
  into the general pool after pissing off his sponsor.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah,
  
   wait
  
  a second,” she blurted, her eyes widening. “Is this
  
   Randy?
  
  Grip’s lost apprentice?”
 

 
  “Yuuuup,” Darius drawled, giving her a meaningful look.
 

 
  “What are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “The ultimate goal of apprentices here,” Jasmine explained, “is apparently to get a sponsor. You can graduate to full Guild membership on your own through the basic skills they’ll teach apprentices in the general pool; it takes…what, half a year?”
 

 
  “That’s about right,” Darius confirmed.
 

 
  She nodded. “But what you
  
   want
  
  is to get the attention of a full Guild member to sponsor you as a
  
   personal
  
  apprentice. You’ll spend a lot longer before graduating, but not only do you get much more in-depth training, you have plenty of opportunity to build connections and reputation before you’re even there. Sponsored apprentices enter the full Guild
  
   far
  
  better off than general apprentices.”
 

 
  “Listen to her go,” Tallie said proudly. “I had to explain all this to her
  
   yesterday!”
  
 

 
  “I explained it to
  
   you
  
  last week,” Darius said pointedly.
 

 
  “Apparently an apprentice is also useful to have around,” Jasmine added, glancing aside at them. “Which is a big part of what motivates Guild members to spend time training us, which doesn’t pay them anything. They’re also looking for connections, and especially an apprentice of their own.”
 

 
  “But yeah, this was a whole scandal,” Tallie said, turning back to Rasha. “Grip’s apprentice was caught shaking down shopkeepers by the
  
   Bishop’s
  
  apprentices, and Grip ripped him a new one and dropped him. Nobody else would touch him after that; he barely passed trials to join the Guild as a full member, and he’s
  
   still
  
  way behind the pack. Poor bastard’s as badly in need of building rep and connections as
  
   we
  
  are, almost.”
 

 
  “Worse,” said Darius.
  
   “We’re
  
  blank slates.”
 

 
  “And this is the person for whom you want to do a job,” Jasmine said disdainfully.
 

 
  “Listen to her,” Darius said, grinning at Tallie. “’For whom,’ she sez. Talks purtier’n a twenty-doubloon whore.”
 

 
  “Knock it off,” Tallie said curtly as Jasmine’s jaw tightened. “She’s got a good point. Is it
  
   smart
  
  to get tangled up with…Pick?”
 

 
  “Look, this is how it is,” Darius said more seriously, leaning back and spreading his hands. “If you’ve got any better options, then hell yeah, go for those and don’t get close enough to Pick to get his stink on you. But I don’t, yet, and I know
  
   you
  
  three don’t. It’s a foot in the door, is all. We’ll be able to say we did an actual
  
   job
  
  and didn’t fuck it up; we can parlay that into status that’s actually useful if we’re smart. You in?”
 

 
  Tallie sighed, but nodded firmly. “Yeah, we’re in. Only people I’ve managed to get training from are Flora and Fauna.”
 

 
  “Don’t volunteer me for things,” Jasmine said sharply.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   onnnn,”
  
  Tallie whined. “He’s right and you know it. A
  
   job,
  
  Jas! It’s rep just lying out to be picked up!”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “…all right, fine. I’ll go.”
 

 
  All three of them turned to look expectantly at Rasha.
 

 
  “But,” he said helplessly, “I just
  
   got
  
  here!”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darius agreed. “That’s kinda the
  
   point.
  
  Weren’t you listening?”
 

 
  “I…but…” He sighed. “Oh, what the hell. Count me in.”
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  If any of the apprentices had been expecting an exciting and revelatory defiance of stereotype, the “job” let them down. It was a gathering of rough-looking characters dealing in dangerous-looking implements, in a half-cluttered warehouse which, to judge by the dust, had seen no legitimate use in months, in a shabby and somewhat scary part of the city. The whole thing could have come straight from a chapbook by someone whose only experience of Thieves’ Guild operations was other chapbooks.
 

 
  “You sure it’s
  
   safe
  
  to be doin’ this around here?” Tallie huffed, watching over her shoulder as she backed through the alley door into the warehouse proper. Jasmine, holding the other end of the long crate they carried between them, remained silent and focused, and notably less out of breath. “Seems like a kinda dangerous part of town.”
 

 
  “Child,” said Pick, who was two years older than they at the absolute most, “I realize you’re new blood, but you are still, in the broadest possible sense, Guild.
  
   We
  
  are what makes it a rough part of town. There are people in this world who won’t hesitate to take a shot at a follower of Eserion. None of them are the dregs huddling in
  
   this
  
  hole.”
 

 
  Tallie preferred to save her breath, rather than talking. Under Pick’s direction, they set their crate down atop one of the other two, which were laid side-by-side in one corner of the warehouse, illuminated by a portable fairy lamp hung from a hook of indeterminate purpose attached to the nearby wall. Moments later, Ross followed them in, holding the final crate in his arms. They were about four feet long and one wide, and fairly flat, but absurdly heavy for their size; even Pick had stared with raised eyebrows when Ross uncomplainingly picked one up by himself.
 

 
  The last of the apprentices Darius had found, he had a few weeks’ seniority on them, and was even quieter than Jasmine, communicating in monosyllables if that. Though not tall, Ross was a very beefy specimen, having an impressive paunch, but under the coating of fat his frame had a blocky shape which hinted at powerful muscle, and his silent hoisting of their cargo bore out the impression. His reddish hair was shaggy and almost shoulder-length, and a bushy beard hid most of his face, revealing only a round nose and sharp blue eyes in a florid complexion.
 

 
  “People aren’t dregs just because they can’t afford a better place to live,” Jasmine said quietly, straightening up. She was clearly far stronger than her lanky frame suggested, to judge by the ease with which she’d handled her end of the crates. Tallie was still panting and slightly stooped.
 

 
  “No,” Pick said curtly, “they can’t afford a better place to live because they’re dregs. It takes ambition and guts to move ahead in life; without those, you’ll be lucky to tread water. Most end up sinking. Here, if you’ve got enough free time to philosophize, make yourself useful. I see our buyers, so get those open.”
 

 
  He tossed a crowbar at her—not aggressively, but abruptly. Jasmine snagged it out of the air without effort, giving him a sidelong look of disdain, but swiftly bent to start prying the lid off the last crate, which Ross had just set atop the pile.
 

 
  Pick wore a black leather coat with a high collar that rose to the level of his eyes, and was dressed entirely in black beneath it. The ensemble managed to look somewhat dashing, and would perhaps have been quite striking on someone less reedy and sallow-faced. Turning his back on the apprentices, and thus not seeing the faces Tallie made at him, he strode away toward a pair of short, stocky figures in heavy brown cloaks, who were drifting in their direction.
 

 
  “Wonder how many times a day he ‘accidentally’ gets called Prick,” Tallie muttered. Ross, standing with his arms folded, gave her a sidelong glance and a grunt, but his stolid expression relaxed into something very nearly approximating a smile. Jasmine didn’t look up from levering the top board off the crate she’d chosen; it was nailed down hard, and had to be pried off one end at a time, with some apparent difficulty. Tallie glanced at her, then shook her head. “We picked the bullshit job after all. Darius and Rasha get to enjoy the cool night air up on the roof…”
 

 
  “It’s raining,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “It’s
  
   misting,”
  
  she corrected. “It’s not even a drizzle. It’s
  
   refreshing.”
  
 

 
  He stroked his beard, then flicked his hand to one side, scattering droplets of water.
 

 
  “And as soon as my lovely assistant gets that thing open, you can inspect your wares,” Pick was saying, leading the two buyers over to them. Both, upon closer inspection, had to be dwarves, despite the clearly obfuscatory cloaks. They were barely chest-high on Tallie, and twice as broad as the average human, but even the concealingly draped fabric couldn’t disguise their squarish physiques.
 

 
  “We will, of course, need to inspect the contents of
  
   each
  
  case before finalizing a purchase,” one said, in a faint but noticeable Svennish accent. Jasmine, who had just finished prying the top loose and was setting aside the crowbar to pull it away entirely, paused, glanced at him, and sighed.
 

 
  “Of course,” Pick agreed, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his coat. “We have time to indulge you. In fact, you can keep the crowbar after you’re done using it.”
 

 
  Both dwarves turned slightly to face him, the hoods concealing their faces somehow not blunting the displeasure in the gesture. Pick just smiled blandly.
 

 
  “And how,” said the second dwarf, who spoke Tanglish as well as any Tiraan, “are we to be certain these devices perform as we were told?”
 

 
  “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Pick replied nonchalantly. “My
  
   entire
  
  instructions for this exchange consisted of the time, place, and agreed price. I’m not empowered to bargain with you even if I were inclined to. Which, I suspect, you know very well.”
 

 
  Jasmine, meanwhile, had laid aside the crate’s top, and suddenly frowned in consternation. She reached into the opened crate and pulled out one of the objects it contained, incidentally mussing the bed of straw in which it was packed. It was a heavily augmented battlestaff of some kind; the clicker mechanism was obvious and familiar, but it had large crystals on either end, and its business end had a spiraling framework of what appeared to be gold set around it. “Where did this come from?” she demanded.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah!” Pick snapped, whirling on her. “Kid, I get that you’re new, but this is a shady arms deal in a defunct warehouse. I should not have to explain that we
  
   don’t
  
  make inquiries. Especially
  
   that
  
  one!”
 

 
  “If I may?” said the first, more accented dwarf, stepping forward and holding out a broad hand. Jasmine, still looking puzzled and displeased, went to meet him halfway, and handed over the enhanced staff.
 

 
  “Holy shit, is that
  
   gold?”
  
  Tallie breathed. “No
  
   wonder
  
  those boxes are so damn heavy.”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Pick exclaimed. “Omnu’s balls, what did I literally
  
   just
  
  finish saying to you?”
 

 
  “Oh, pipe down, it was a rhetorical question.”
 

 
  “A talkative bunch,” commented the dwarf not currently inspecting the staff. “Apprentices, then? How disappointing. We were given to understand that this matter would be
  
   professionally
  
  handled.”
 

 
  “Oh, were you?” Pick said dryly, turning to face him. “Were you really? Or did you just hear that this was a Guild-sanctioned exchange and made assumptions? Perhaps just finding points to nitpick in the hope that I’ll offer you a bargain which I’ve already explained that I can’t? Yes, this job was handed off to a junior Guild member and a handful of apprentices. You may consider that a statement about the regard in which the Guild holds your opinion, and keep it in mind before you waste my time with any more
  
   complaints.
  
  If you want to buy the weapons, you know the price. In any other circumstance, I’m just as happy to pack them back up and leave. I get paid the same either way.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,
  
   please
  
  buy the damned things,” Tallie groaned. “I do
  
   not
  
  want to haul those back out to the cart.”
 

 
  “Kid cease your—and you!” Pick broke off, pointing at Jasmine, who had pulled out a second staff from the crate and was studying it critically. “Unless
  
   you’re
  
  planning to make a purchase, desist fucking around with the merchandise! In fact, both of you, give the buyers some space. Go on, go play.”
 

 
  He shooed them irritably away from their corner, leaving himself alone with the dwarves and Ross, who stood impassively by the crates with his burly arms folded. Tallie stuck her tongue out at Pick as she went, which he either didn’t notice or just didn’t acknowledge. Jasmine followed her without complaint, though her troubled frown remained in place.
 

 
  “So, that was weird,” Tallie said pointedly. “What the hell
  
   are
  
  those things? You looked like you’ve seen ’em before.”
 

 
  Jasmine continued frowning into the distance, appearing not to have heard. After a moment, though, she shook her head very slightly.
 

 
  “Y’know,” Tallie remarked with a grin, “if you’re gonna act all
  
   mysterious
  
  it’s only going to make me
  
   more
  
  curious.”
 

 
  At that, Jasmine blinked and turned to her. “…sorry? Was I being mysterious?”
 

 
  “Slightly more than usual,” Tallie said solemnly.
 

 
  This was clearly a bigger event than the pre-arranged sale they had been brought out for, though when Rasha and Darius had been sent to the roof, there were no other lookouts posted. Two other merchants had set up shop in the warehouse, and seemed to be doing more ambitious business than Pick. A scrawny fellow with an eyepatch and apparently permanent hunch stood behind a long, rough table laid out with various implements clearly derived from wands, in a number of unconventional and presumably illegal configurations. He dry-washed his hands almost constantly, even when speaking with prospective customers, of which he seemed to draw the lion’s share. It wasn’t exactly a busy market, only a few people being present at a time to examine the wares. This gathering was clearly no secret, but just as clearly was not widely known. Or, more likely, just had a highly specific clientele.
 

 
  Tallie and Jasmine had wandered mostly by accident near the other merchant present, who seemed to be running the smallest and yet most expensive operation present. He was a well-fed, well-dressed man in his forties, and had only a single case open with three items displayed—a dagger, a tomahawk, and some kind of chain with a handle loosely coiled on a crimson velvet pillow. At the moment, he was haggling with his only apparent customer, an even more well-dressed man who bore himself with an aristocrat’s arrogance. Despite the fact that his offerings looked old and battered, this merchant had as many employees (counting himself) as items for sale: a burly man with tattooed arms exposed by his sleeveless vest stood near him, while a lean, hatchet-faced woman lounged against the wall behind the table on which his case lay, idly toying with a stiletto. The hulking bodyguard kept his attention fixed on the man talking with the boss, while the woman’s eyes darted constantly, examining everyone and every source of movement in the room, including Tallie and Jasmine.
 

 
  “Ugh, what
  
   is
  
  that?” Tallie asked, wrinkling her nose and pointing to the coiled chain. “Looks like junk.”
 

 
  “That’s an ak-tra,” Jasmine replied, leaning forward slightly to study.
 

 
  “Issa wha?”
 

 
  “An orcish weapon,” Jasmine explained. “Always rare, but unheard of since the Enchanter Wars. Entirely illegal in the Empire since
  
   long
  
  before then, but there are a few in museums in Viridill. See, every link in that chain has sharpened edges.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Tallie said, eyes wide with sudden, gruesome delight. “That would make the most
  
   hideous
  
  wounds! And be hard as hell to use without slashing your
  
   self
  
  to pieces…”
 

 
  “Yes,” Jasmine agreed. “They were only used by… Well, what used to be called headhunters, though that refers to something difference after the Enchanter’s Bane, of course. For the most part, orcs heavily emphasized honor in battle, but they also were great believers in pain as a tool of both justice and education. When someone did something
  
   truly
  
  heinous against a clan, a headhunter would be called, specifically trained, equipped with highly specialized weapons like this one, imbued through fae rituals, and sent to punish the transgressor in the most painful way possible. One properly trained in the use of the ak-tra could inflict awful wounds by wielding it like a flail, but the
  
   proper
  
  technique of it was to wrap it around an opponent’s limbs and
  
   pull.
  
  It would saw through flesh, and then snap the bone with a final jerk. It needs some rather nasty fae craft to make it work right, but that left wounds that were hellishly difficult to heal. Highly prone to infection even if the victim didn’t bleed out immediately.”
 

 
  “Where the shit do you
  
   learn
  
  this stuff?” Tallie breathed, apparently torn between horror and fascination.
 

 
  “This one’s been heavily used, see?” Jasmine started to reach for the ak-tra, but the woman behind it suddenly stopped playing with her knife and cleared her throat loudly. Jasmine pulled back immediately, nodding at the guard before continuing her lecture. “See how worn those links are? The edges are basically impossible to sharpen; these weapons are meant to serve a single campaign, and that’s it. It’s seen a lot of action—look, some of them are worn almost through. People suffered horribly under those teeth. And yet…the headhunter’s mission of vengeance went unfulfilled, otherwise this would have been ceremonially destroyed afterward. Instead it fell into enemy hands, and eventually ended up here. This weapon must have an
  
   incredible
  
  story to tell.”
 

 
  “Oh, I see,” the snooty potential buyer said loudly, looking down his nose at them. “Very good, you brought in a shill.”
 

 
  “Upon my honor,” the merchant promised, grinning, “I’ve never seen this young lady before in my life. Though if I ever do
  
   again,
  
  I just may offer her a job.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Jasmine looked suddenly self-conscious, taking a step back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t meant to interrupt…”
 

 
  “Not at all, my dear, not at all,” the merchant said smoothly. “It’s
  
   always
  
  a pleasure to meet a fellow historian of armaments. And his Lordship isn’t wrong; you make a
  
   most
  
  serviceable shill, even unwittingly. I’d be willing to pay good coin for your services.”
 

 
  “Hmf,” the aristocrat said more thoughtfully, seeming mollified. “Well, even if I
  
   am
  
  being scammed, as I more than suspect, it’s almost worth it for the theater. Yes, I believe your asking price for the ak-tra is more reasonable than I first thought.”
 

 
  “I’m glad we could come to an understanding,” the merchant replied with a broad smile.
 

 
  “Now, now, we’ve not reached an
  
   understanding.
  
  Merely a more amicable bargaining position.”
 

 
  “Why, of course, milord! It hardly behooves us to skip the
  
   fun
  
  part of the evening, now does it?”
 

 
  “I say, that was
  
   rather
  
  fascinating!” said another voice from their other side; both girls whirled to find themselves confronted by a reedy young man with sandy hair and glasses, grinning delightedly at them. Most incongruously, he had some kind of pet on his shoulder, a little creature like a cross between a mouse and a ferret, scarlet red and, in the dimness of the warehouse, faintly glowing. “Where did you learn so much about orcs, if I may ask? It’s so dashedly hard to find reliable historical sources—what isn’t moldering away in Athan’Khar has been pretty well suppressed by the Empire.”
 

 
  “The Sisters of Avei keep a lot of records,” Jasmine said absently, staring at his pet. “Especially in Viridill, where they fought the orcs regularly…”
 

 
  “What is
  
   that
  
  thing?” Tallie demanded, gazing raptly at the rodent. “It’s
  
   adorable!”
  
 

 
  “Ah! Well, she is rather fetching, isn’t she?” he said, seemingly well pleased with himself. “This is Meesie, my familiar. Don’t worry, she’s quite—Meesie,
  
   no!”
  
 

 
  Despite his bark of horror and an abortive attempt to grab the little elemental, she had let out a shrill squeak and hurled herself forward, landing on Jasmine’s shoulder. The girl stumbled backward in surprise, prompting the female body guard to lunge forward between her and the weapons display, but Jasmine fortunately didn’t stagger that far. Even more fortunately, Meesie appeared quite delighted with her new acquaintance. She ran about in a circle on Jasmine’s shoulder, cheeping excitedly, then reared up on her hind legs, patting at Jasmine’s cheek with her forepaws.
 

 
  “Gods’ books, I am
  
   so
  
  sorry!” the man blurted, reaching forward to grab the mouse. “I’ve never seen her do that, I never expected—terribly sorry! She doesn’t mean any harm, I swear, it’s just… I mean, she doesn’t usually
  
   like
  
  people without getting to know them. I’m sorry!”
 

 
  “No harm done,” Jasmine said somewhat bemusedly, brushing at her shoulder, though the fire-mouse hadn’t left so much as a hair behind.
 

 
  “Maybe you wanna invest in a
  
   leash?”
  
  Tallie suggested. Meesie sat upright on her owner’s palm and scolded her in high-pitched squeaks.
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough,” said the female merchant’s guard in a gravelly voice which hinted at either a throat injury or a lifelong smoking habit. “You, poncy boy. If you’re here to buy, buy. Otherwise, clear out.”
 

 
  “Oh, now, wait just a moment,” he said nervously, edging back from her and getting a firmer grip on his pet. “I was just—”
 

 
  “Browsing, I know. I saw.” She took a menacing step forward. “This is not a kind of place where you
  
   browse,
  
  numbnuts. If you aren’t here for a good and
  
   specific
  
  reason involving a purchase, you’ve got no business here. Either buy something or fuck off, before we have to have a long conversation in the back about who
  
   told
  
  you about this gathering.”
 

 
  “Hang on, now,” Jasmine protested.
 

 
  “Where’s the back?” Tallie asked, looking around expressively. “This whole place is like an alley’s crusty drawers.”
 

 
  Before the scene could degenerate further, there came a cry from outside, followed a second later by flashes of light visible through the warehouse’s windows. Instantly, most of those present burst into motion like startled cockroaches, shooting toward exits. None went for obvious ones, though; they bounded up piled crates to the windows, to a ladder leading to the roof, and toward the office at the back of the warehouse.
 

 
  In near-perfect unison, two smoking bottles arced into the warehouse from its front and back doors. They shattered upon impact with the stone floor, emitting enormous gouts of smoke which billowed rapidly through the whole space. The rich marchant’s guards reacted fluidly, snapping shut the case and bolting with their patron, which was the last any of the apprentices could make out of them before visibility in the warehouse dropped to zero.
 

 
  There were a few moments of blind chaos, begun by the pounding of numerous feet in heavy boots. Slamming, shouting, breaking objects and the abortive sounds of combat ensued. Not for long, though; the smoke didn’t last but a minute. By the time it cleared, the ruckus had been expertly pacified.
 

 
  The other weapons display was smashed, and all three merchants—including Pick—were gone. There was no sign of the dwarves, either, but the soldiers who had burst in were now standing guard over his creates of modified staves. Ross was being held at lance point next to it; his expression was sullen, but he had his hands in the air.
 

 
  Tallie, grunting and cursing, had been wrestled to her knees with both arms twisted behind her by armored soldiers. The man with the rat had been backed into a corner; he had his pet blazing and chittering furiously on one shoulder, while he held up a conjured fireball threateningly. Jasmine had been shoved against the wall and was being held there by two soldiers, while a third held a lance at her neck; both the troops clutching her were somewhat the worse for wear, one missing a helmet and the other with an apparently numb arm hanging at her side, her own lance lying on the floor at her feet.
 

 
  Everywhere, bronze-armored women stood guard in tense postures, covering all avenues in and out of the building. All had their helmets on, with the further addition of scarves wound around the lower parts of their heads and goggles over their eyes.
 

 
  As the smoke dissipated, another woman strode in, her boots clomping heavily on the floor. She came to a halt in the center of the room, turning in a slow circle to examine everything. She alone wasn’t wearing a helmet, leaving her dissatisfied expression bare for all to see.
 

 
  “This is it?” she demanded. “Looks like all we caught were… Honestly, these are apprentices at most. I doubt they’re even proper street soldiers.”
 

 
  “I’m not even with them!” the man with the mouse said shrilly. He was ignored.
 

 
  “Think we have an enforcer here, Sarge,” said the helmetless woman gripping Jasmine, her face still mostly hidden by mask and goggles. “This one’s scrappy.”
 

 
  “Just because
  
   you
  
  haven’t trained properly in augmented gear doesn’t mean
  
   I’m
  
  any more dangerous,” Jasmine spat.
 

 
  “Now, you listen,” the soldier began menacingly, raising a fist.
 

 
  “Button it,” snapped the sergeant. “I’ll not have you abusing prisoners,
  
   or
  
  letting yourself be
  
   goaded
  
  by Eserites. If you can’t control yourself better than that, soldier, this is not the unit for you. And
  
   you.”
  
  She pointed at the robed man. “Extinguish that immediately, and don’t even
  
   think
  
  about doing what you’re thinking about doing unless you want to multiply your problems exponentially. The lot of you,” she added grimly, turning her head to address them all, “are now in the custody of the Silver Legions.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is the last time Rasha’s on lookout duty,” Darius snarled, pacing like a caged panther.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  were a lookout too!” Rasha snapped back at him.
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  not the fuckhead they bowled
  
   right
  
  through!” the other apprentice retorted. “First thing
  
   I
  
  knew about this,
  
   you
  
  were on the ground and I was being tackled by the bitch coming from where
  
   you
  
  were supposed to be watching!”
 

 
  “She was on
  
   me
  
  before I could react!” Rasha protested. “Naphthene’s tits, you think I’m blind? I was
  
   looking!
  
  It’s like she teleported in or something!”
 

 
  “Silver Legionnaires don’t do that,” grumbled the magic-user trapped with them, who had introduced himself as Schwartz in the ride over in the armored carriage.
 

 
  “How the fuck do you get
  
   snuck up on
  
  by someone in
  
   plate armor!”
  
  Darius roared.
 

 
  “Will you
  
   settle
  
  your ass
  
   down?”
  
  Tallie shouted. “It is too small and too echoey for you to be
  
   shouting!”
  
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  shouting!”
 

 
  “I AM NOT SHOUTING!”
 

 
  
   “ENOUGH.”
  
 

 
  
   
   
  
  They all froze, staring at Ross. For all his habitual silence, his voice had serious carrying power when he chose to employ it. Outside their cell, the sole remaining Legionnaire who’d been left to guard them simply lounged against the wall by the door, watching them but not seeming terribly interested.
 

 
  The building to which they had been brought was clearly a lesser-used Avenist temple, only two stories tall and not at all large. It was built more like a tiny fortress than a place of worship, even apart from the cells in the basement. So far, after being deposited down here, they hadn’t been spoken to at all; their lone guard had only commented that “specialists” were being brought in to deal with them, and had refused to engage in any conversation thereafter.
 

 
  “The soldiers who ambushed you,” Jasmine said after a moment of silence. “Were they actually
  
   in
  
  plate armor?”
 

 
  Darius, suddenly, looked slightly guilty. “Well… I mean, not
  
   exactly…”
  
 

 
  “Thought so,” she said, shaking her head. “The Legion uses scouts in light armor for that kind of work. An actual,
  
   trained
  
  Guild enforcer could probably have spotted light-armored Legion scouts scaling the building, but unless you’ve got a background in that kind of work, it’s not really fair to expect apprentices to see that coming. Don’t pick on Rasha just because he was closer to the point of attack.
  
   You
  
  wouldn’t have done any better.”
 

 
  Darius rounded on her, clenching his fists. “Oh, what the hell do
  
   you
  
  know?”
 

 
  “This and that,” she said dryly. “More than you think.”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  seem
  
  
  pretty knowledgeable about the Legions,” Schwartz observed.
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged. “This whole thing is fishy. That was just an arms deal. That’s business for Imperial law enforcement. The Legions don’t generally
  
   care
  
  about things like that—their peacekeeping is basically just patrolling the streets and being seen. In fact, I don’t think Imperial Intelligence would appreciate them butting in.”
 

 
  “Oy, buckethead!” Tallie grabbed the cell’s door, rattling it in its frame. “Anything to add to that?”
 

 
  The soldier turned her head to study Tallie for a moment, then resumed her idle study of the wall.
 

 
  At that moment, the door opened, and one of the Avenist priestesses apparently running this little temple entered, her head turned to speak over her shoulder to someone following as she walked.
 

 
  “…appreciate you coming out at this hour, orders or no orders. This whole thing has been inconvenient for all of us.”
 

 
  “Inconvenient for
  
   them,”
  
  Schwartz muttered, getting a commiserating grin from Tallie. Meesie burrowed down into his hair, squeaking irritably to herself.
 

 
  “Not at all, Sister, it’s all part of the excitement of protecting and serving the big city,” said the first woman in after the priestess. One by one, a handful of Silver Legionnaires trooped in, most helmeted, though the leader was bare-headed. The rank and file all looked more or less the same in full armor, but the leader, at least, was definitely not part of the group which had arrested them. She was quite distinctive, being not only an elf, but one with coal-black hair pulled back in a tight braid. “Now, what’ve we got here?”
 

 
  “Sergeant Tivraash is of the opinion these are just apprentices,” said the priestess, folding her hands at the waist and studying the prisoners coolly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am not an apprentice!” Schwartz exclaimed. “I’m not even an Eserite! And I didn’t
  
   do
  
  anything!”
 

 
  “He’s right on all counts, for the record,” Tallie added. “Boy’s not with us, didn’t so much as attempt to buy a sawed-off battlestaff, and seems like a perfectly pleasant fellow.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” said Schwartz emphatically. Meesie chirped in agreement.
 

 
  “Well, I’ll be the judge of all that,” said the elf, strolling forward and tapping the bars with the head of her lance. “I am Sergeant Locke, commander of Silver Legion squad 391, and just as charmed as hell to meet all of you ducklings. But, since we’re all…” She glanced at Schwartz and winked. “Well,
  
   mostly
  
  Guild, you can call me Keys.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   what?”
  
  Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Darius grunted, folding his arms.
 

 
  “What am I missing?” Schwartz demanded.
 

 
  “That sounds like a Guild tag,” Tallie explained. “This Silver Legionnaire is claiming to be a member of the Thieves’ Guild, which is even more ridiculous than it sounds, trust me.”
 

 
  “Oh, but it’s true!” Locke said cheerfully. “Conventional, no.
  
   Useful?
  
  Very. You see, kids, my squad is part of an interfaith initiative the Legion is trying out. Which is great news for
  
   you,
  
  because it means I may be able to offer you a better deal than being handed over to the Imperial Army as would be standard policy in this situation.
  
   If,
  
  that is, your attitudes swiftly and significantly improve. Now, everybody front and center, let’s have a little chat. And
  
   yes,
  
  that means you in the back. C’mon, girl, skulking behind the big guy wouldn’t make you invisible even if I didn’t have elvish eyes. Step forward, chop chop. Don’t make me come in there and get you.”
 

 
  Jasmine, upon the entry of the Legionnaires, had surreptitiously folded herself into a corner, where view of her was mostly blocked by Ross’s hulking form. At being directly addressed, though, she suddenly straightened up, stepped out and stalked right up to the bars, staring the elf down.
 

 
  “Why don’t you try it,
  
   Sergeant?”
  
 

 
  Sergeant Locke dropped her lance.
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  “Yeah!” Tallie jeered, rattling the cell door again. “Not so tough when somebody actually stands up to you, huh? Somebody oughta—”
 

 
  While she spoke, Locke rapped her lance sharply with one boot to make it bounce on the stone floor, then deftly slipped a toe under it and kicked it upward into her hand, whereupon she set the tip against the cell door and raked it across the bars, making them ring obnoxiously. And vibrate, to judge by the way Tallie yelped and jerked backward, shaking her fingers.
 

 
  “Here’s the situation in which you kids find yourselves,” the Sergeant said in a grimmer tone, raking her stare across them. “You flubbed a job and got nabbed. The Sisterhood has no interest in prosecuting illegal arms dealers—in fact, it’s a mystery to me why the Third Legion bothered to raid that meet in the first place. That means your next stop, according to standard operating procedures, is the military police, who
  
   are
  
  interested in illegal arms dealers.” She let that loom over them for a moment before continuing. “Now, you know and I know that you bumpkins don’t have anything worthwhile to tell them and you’re guilty of, at
  
   most,
  
  being accessories to whatever crimes were actually committed. It’s honestly a toss-up whether they’d bother to press charges, but they
  
   will
  
  work you over in the process of verifying that you’re just hapless know-nothing apprentice goobers.”
 

 
  “That’s a little strong,” Rasha complained.
 

 
  
   “But,”
  
  Locke said loudly. “I
  
   also
  
  know a lot about the type of people who seek to join the Thieves’ Guild, and what’s involved in the process. Unless your family’s Guild, you almost certainly are struggling with demons of your own—and I know none of you chuckleheads are legacies, or you’d be
  
   sponsored
  
  and not getting ditched in a warehouse by the only clown who’d take you on a job. Some of you, if not most of you, if not
  
   all
  
  of you, are going by assumed names.” She glanced rapidly from Jasmine to Ross to Tallie. “It’s a safe bet you
  
   all
  
  have good reason
  
   not
  
  to want the Empire digging into your business—and you’d better believe they would dig, for something like this. Dangerous or no, weapons traffic is a matter of connections. If you’re the only links they’ve got in that chain, they
  
   will
  
  find out whatever else you’re linked to. And
  
   then,
  
  once you got out of
  
   that,
  
  you would have to explain all this to Style. You know what a kind, understanding cream puff she is. I can’t say how much rep any of you kids have, but if you happen to be already in the doghouse, or just without enough established cred, being the reason Imperial Intelligence pays the Guild a visit would be enough by itself to get your butts bounced out into the street.”
 

 
  The Sergeant fell silent, raised one eyebrow, and studied each of them in turn.
 

 
  “What’s the alternative?” Darius asked in an uncharacteristically quiet voice.
 

 
  “Be with you in a moment,” she said, suddenly sounding cheerful again. “You just ruminate on that whilst I deal with some other business. So!” Locke paced slowly down the bars, coming to a stop near the end and turning to face Schwartz, who stood near the wall of the cell with his arms folded, scowling. “What’s
  
   your
  
  story?”
 

 
  “I am Herschel Schwartz,” he announced, “fellow in good standing of the Emerald Collegium of the College of Salyrene. I have not broken any laws, my only interactions with the Silver Legions prior to tonight were rendering them
  
   aid,
  
  and I am
  
   exceedingly
  
  irate!”
 

 
  “You tell ‘er!” Tallie crowed.
 

 
  
   “SHUT UP!”
  
  everyone else shouted at her. She gaped around at them, blinking in awe.
 

 
  “Herschel Schwartz.” Locke studied him closely, wearing a faint frown. “By that description, you sound like a rather upstanding fellow.”
 

 
  “Thank you, I try.” Meesie, squeaking pompously, bounced from his shoulder to his head where she stood upright and folded her tiny arms.
 

 
  “Would you care to explain,” Sergeant Locke asked mildly, “just
  
   what
  
  you were doing attending an illegal arms swap meet, Mr. Schwartz?”
 

 
  He jutted his chin out mulishly, now refusing to meet her gaze. “…you’d laugh at me.”
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Locke said pointedly, “you are in a cell. You are
  
   implicated
  
  in crimes of the sort that makes Imperial Intelligence open
  
   dossiers
  
  on people, and keep abreast of their movements for
  
   years
  
  thereafter. If you get out of this with nothing worse than being laughed at, you’ll be making out very well indeed.”
 

 
  “Yes, I see your point,” he said sourly. “All right, fine. I was looking to meet and make connections with Eserites.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a right pleasure to meetcha!” Tallie said cheerfully. Meesie chittered amicably back at her.
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “Is it too late to deny knowing
  
   her?
  
  In fact, I’m increasingly willing to testify that this whole thing was Tallie’s idea.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that’d work,” Jasmine said, deadpan. “She’s met Tallie.”
 

 
  “Oh, whose side are you on?” Tallie snapped.
 

 
  “Children,” Locke said firmly.
  
   “Hush.
  
  And as for you, Schwartz. Any reason in particular you were wanting to connect with the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  He shrugged, again not meeting her stare. “Well, it’s not as if I’m the sort of person who ordinarily
  
   has
  
  such connections, is it? Honestly, I have no interest in weapons, illegal or otherwise—except, well, some of those modified wands were
  
   rather
  
  intriguing, even if arcane work isn’t my field of specialization… Ah, yes, but anyway. That meetup was the only thing I was able to find out about that I could attend, and I was sort of warned against just walking into the Imperial Casino and trying to chat people up. I was
  
   willing
  
  to buy a staff or something if that’s what it took to make friends, but fortunately for my pocketbook, the Legion interceded.”
 

 
  “That’s all very interesting,” Locke said, “but it’s not really what I asked you, is it?”
 

 
  “No, I suppose it’s not.” Finally he raised his eyes to hers, now staring challengingly. “But I
  
   do
  
  know that socializing with Eserites is not a crime, and in fact cannot be considered evidence of a crime according to established legal precedent. So unless you intend to see me charged with weapons trafficking, which you
  
   know
  
  won’t stick, I would like to leave now, please.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Locke mused, and then shrugged. “Welp! You’re not wrong. And as I have been given discretion with regard to what’s done with you kittens, it seems I have the authority to release you.”
 

 
  “Can you
  
   stop
  
  with the diminutive nicknames?” Rasha snapped.
 

 
  “You’re free to go,” Locke continued to Schwartz, ignoring the Punaji boy. “I’ll ask your patience a few moments longer, with apologies; you’re
  
   all
  
  leaving that cell in just a few moments, toward one destination or another, and I’d just as soon not deal with the rigamarole of extracting one person while corralling the rest. After you’re out of there, though, I’d appreciate it if you’d stick around for a few minutes, Mr. Schwartz. I’d like to have a word with you in private.”
 

 
  He sighed dramatically. “I’ve
  
   told
  
  you everything I know about all this, which is practically nothing. I don’t see what else you can
  
   possibly
  
  want from me!”
 

 
  “Oh, no,” she said with amusement, “I don’t suspect you of anything but being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I meant a
  
   personal
  
  conversation.”
 

 
  “Then I understand even
  
   less,”
  
  he replied, frowning. “I’m pretty sure we’ve not met before—I’d remember a dark-haired elf.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  haven’t, no,” Locke said, now grinning openly. “But I’d like to chat a bit about another Mr. Schwartz I know, of whom you are the
  
   spitting
  
  image, minus about twenty years.”
 

 
  He blinked. “You knew my father?”
 

 
  Locke’s grin melted away. “…knew?”
 

 
  “Oh.” Schwartz sighed. “Yes. He passed on six years ago. A carriage accident. Of all the ridiculous ways to go, after all he did in his life…”
 

 
  “Hey, can you two maybe talk this out
  
   after—”
  
 

 
  Darius broke off with a muffled curse as Ross swatted him upside the back of his head, sending him stumbling forward into the bars.
 

 
  “Have some respect,” Ross grumbled disapprovingly.
 

 
  “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you,” Schwartz said awkwardly.
 

 
  “No. No,
  
   I’m
  
  sorry.” Locke shook her head. “If I took better care of my relationships I wouldn’t be finding out about lost friends years after the fact… And this isn’t the first time, either. But yes, anyway, I do need to deal with the rest of these first, but…”
 

 
  “Sure,” Schwartz agreed, looking generally more amenable now. “And yes, I’ll hang around a bit after you’re done.”
 

 
  “Smashing. So!” Locke turned to the others, raising her eyebrows. “Thoughts?”
 

 
  “You’re not accustomed to holding prisoners,” Jasmine said critically. “Keeping us in suspense is cheap drama, and the threat isn’t ominous enough to even make it effective. Do you just enjoy wasting everyone’s time?”
 

 
  “Okay, not with her, either,” Darius announced. “In fact, I disavow any knowledge of all of these fuckers.”
 

 
  
   “My,
  
  kitten’s got some claws on her,” Locke said dryly to Jasmine. “I bet all the other girls back in finishing school lived in absolute dread of you.”
 

 
  Jasmine narrowed her eyes to slits.
 

 
  Rasha cleared his throat. “So, anyway, you were menacing us with threats of Intelligence and whoever Style is. Was there a
  
   better
  
  alternative?”
 

 
  Locke boggled at him. “Whoever
  
   Style
  
  is?!”
 

 
  Tallie cleared her throat. “He’s new. As in, first night. Hasn’t even got a bunk yet.”
 

 
  “I’m having an interesting day,” Rasha grumbled.
 

 
  “You poor bastard,” Locke said, shaking her head. “All right, here’s the deal. There are times when being caught between my various responsibilities is a hardship—but then there are times, like this one, where they all line up perfectly.” She began to pace slowly up and down in front of the bars. “I have a responsibility to the law, which is the least of my concerns here, because we all know
  
   you
  
  lot aren’t a threat to anyone except possibly yourselves. You might, it is true,
  
   become
  
  a threat one day if you stick with the Guild, but nobody rational prosecutes potential. I have a responsibility to the Silver Legions to do
  
   something
  
  with a gaggle of fairly-caught criminals. I could
  
   maybe
  
  just let you all go as an interfaith gesture of goodwill and justify that to my captain as part of my squad’s mandate—”
 

 
  “Yes!” Tallie said, gripping the bars again and nodding eagerly. “Embrace the mandate!”
 

 
  “But,” Locke continued, ignoring her, “there is
  
   also
  
  my responsibility as a member of the Thieves’ Guild to do something with a gaggle of fairly-caught screwups. So! I believe I know of a happy medium. One which meets all those objectives and gives you a valuable life lesson besides!”
 

 
  “I hate valuable life lessons,” Tallie grumbled.
 

 
  Locke stepped to one side and turned to regard those behind her with a sunny smile. The rest of her squad had been standing silently this whole time at parade rest; the Avenist cleric who’d accompanied them in watched the proceedings with interest from the sidelines, as did the sole Legionnaire who’d been left to guard the room.
 

 
  “I asked your gracious host, Sister Tianne, if there was any significant work that needed doing around this facility—”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on!”
  
  Darius groaned.
 

 
  “—and wouldn’t you know it! This temple has an attached stable, which is slated for renovation to house enchanted carriages rather than horses, the times being what they are. The
  
   budget
  
  being what it is, no actual workers have yet been contracted to do this, and as this particular temple is mostly a dedicated training facility and waypoint for the Legions on city duty, there aren’t enough permanent staff here to undertake a renovation themselves. So guess what!”
 

 
  “I hate you,” Darius informed her.
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged. “It sounds like honest work to me. And a fair enough consequence for tonight’s mess. Considering how this
  
   could
  
  have gone, I don’t see what your complaint is.”
 

 
  “Jasmine,” he said in exasperation, “I did not join up with the bloody
  
   Thieves’ Guild
  
  because I wanted to do honest work!”
 

 
  “You think thieves don’t work?” Ross asked.
 

 
  “Everybody works,” Rasha added. “Don’t work, don’t eat.”
 

 
  
   “Some
  
  of you,” Locke said with visible approval, “have a future in your chosen organization.”
 

 
  “But it’s the middle of the
  
   night!”
  
  Tallie protested, again rattling the cell door.
 

 
  “Oh, you’ve got some pressing appointment? A hot date?” Sergeant Locke arched an eyebrow. “Very well, it’s up to you. Since, if you’d rather not help the good Sister
  
   thoroughly
  
  clean out the stables, your next meeting will be with the military police. After all, nobody wants to keep
  
   them
  
  waiting.”
 

 
  Tallie groaned and slumped forward, clonking her forehead against the bars.
 

 
  “So,” Locke continued, “once you’re out of there, you’re out. You’ll answer to Sister Tianne until she is satisfied with your results—and Sister, be so kind as to be satisfied only when that place is
  
   spotless
  
  .”
 

 
  “It goes without saying,” Tianne agreed.
 

 
  “And in case any of you are thinking of bolting prematurely, let me just inform you that she
  
   will
  
  be sending me a full report of your performance, and if I find any complaints in it, they’ll go right to Style.”
 

 
  “You don’t even know our names,” Darius huffed.
 

 
  The Sergeant pointed to each of them in turn. “Gangly but hot wiseass, tiny Punaji, handsome yet poorly-dressed meathead, walking wall, deceptively dainty bruiser. Anybody wanna lay odds Style can’t figure out who you are?” She let them consider that for a moment before going on. “Come to a decision quickly, please, kids. I know you’re all eager to put this whole episode behind you, and poor Mr. Schwartz has been cooped up in there
  
   quite
  
  long enough.”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t say this hasn’t been rather interesting,” Schwartz commented.
 

 
  Tallie sighed and turned to face the others. “Well, whaddaya think, guys? Should we make a show of pretending to consider it to save face, or just go ahead and ask where the brooms are?”
 

 
  “Oh, we’ll get to the brooms before the end of the night,” Sister Tianne said with a benign smile. “You’ll need to start with shovels.”
 

 
  “I think,” said Rasha, “I’ve made some poor decisions recently.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Casey was practically vibrating with eagerness as the downcast Eserite apprentices filed through the small temple’s courtyard en route to its attached stables.
 

 
  “Are we going to stay and supervise this, Sarge?” Ephanie asked.
 

 
  “No.” Principia shook her head. “They’re on the honor system now.”
 

 
  “They’re
  
   Eserites,”
  
  Merry pointed out disdainfully.
 

 
  “One,” said Principia, “they
  
   barely
  
  are. Two, they know the consequences of screwing this up; the point of the honor system in this case is to
  
   teach
  
  them some honor. And three, Lang, shut your hate hole, you dismal termagant, you. Avelea, keep everybody in line, please; the rest of you, stand in the courtyard here looking official until I’m back. You have my apologies for leaving you on the hook while I see to personal business, ladies. I’ll buy you all cocoa tomorrow.”
 

 
  “That makes it all worth it!” Farah said with a broad smile.
 

 
  
   “Sarge!”
  
  Casey finally burst out, the last of the apprentices having vanished into the stable. “That girl, the one with the dark hair—”
 

 
  Principa’s finger was suddenly in her face. “No, Elwick.”
 

 
  “But Farah and I met her, I’m
  
   sure
  
  it’s—”
 

 
  
   “No,
  
  Elwick!” Principia repeated more loudly. “Drop it.”
 

 
  “But I could
  
   see
  
  you recognized—”
 

 
  “Elwick,” the sergeant snapped, “as soon as we’re back at base you will give me five laps of the parade ground at full run before removing your gear.” She took a step closer to the suddenly silent private, glaring. “And nothing that uninteresting,
  
   completely random
  
  Guild apprentice chooses to do is any of your business until and unless
  
   she
  
  tells you otherwise. I will not have to repeat any of this to you. Ever. Am I understood?”
 

 
  Casey swallowed heavily. “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  Principia held her gaze for a moment before withdrawing. “Good. Now I’m going to go have a quick word with Mr. Schwartz, and then we can be on our way back home.”
 

 
  She nodded once to them, then turned and strode off into the temple proper, through the door Schwartz had earlier been shown by a resident priestess.
 

 
  “Asking what the deal is with that apprentice is just gonna get me added to the shit list, isn’t it,” Merry said wryly.
 

 
  Nandi Shahai glanced at her from behind her helmet, then at the door to the stables, and then after Principia, remaining silent.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Jasmine took the opportunity to glance at the sky as she pushed a wheelbarrow filled with the sludge and unspeakable smells of countless horses out to the courtyard, where she had been instructed to pile the refuse to be collected later and transported out of the city, there being ordinances about what could and could not be just tossed away in Tiraas. The island city had to regulate some things with exceeding care, lest people find themselves wading ankle-deep in pollution. It was hard to tell through the city’s omnipresent glow, but the sky didn’t appear to be lightening. What with one thing and another, she had completely lost track of time, but it was surely past midnight by now.
 

 
  Straightening up after tipping the barrow over, she paused to scrub a sleeve over her sweaty forehead and glanced around the courtyard. Squad 391 were still present, lounging around at ease; clearly they didn’t find the apprentices to be much of a hazard or a responsibility. Not that she could blame them. In fact, one was leaning against the wall quite close by, which drew a second glance from her. The woman had her helmet off, revealing she was an elf. A blonde elf with horizontal ears, not another dark-haired wood elf, but still. There weren’t
  
   so
  
  many elves in the Legions altogether. It was quite odd to find two in such a small unit.
 

 
  “Don’t take it as a rejection,” the elven Legionnaire said suddenly as Jasmine turned to push her wheelbarrow back inside for another load. “Locke’s enlistment was under the specific condition that she not go near you except at your invitation. She’s not overly fond of rules in general, but she
  
   can
  
  toe the line when necessary.”
 

 
  Jasmine had paused, hands on her burden, to peer at the woman sidelong without turning to face her. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Of course. My mistake.”
 

 
  She pushed the barrow another foot and a half before letting it come to a stop. “Your sergeant claims to be a member of the Guild.”
 

 
  “It’s not a claim,” the soldier—a corporal, by her insignia—said with a smile. “The Legion knows her history and credentials quite well.”
 

 
  “Are you sure she’s trustworthy?”
 

 
  She cocked her head to the side in thought. “Complicated question, isn’t it? The chain of command seems to mostly find her a nuisance…but her own soldiers are quite loyal to her. I would say fiercely so, in some cases. That’s a particular type of officer who bears watching. In war and other dangerous times they have a way of saving us all; in more peaceful times, they cause the most horrendous trouble.”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned slightly, then opened her mouth to speak again.
 

 
  “Oi!” Tallie bellowed from within the stable. “Having a nice
  
   break
  
  out there?”
 

 
  With a sigh, she picked up the wheelbarrow’s handles and pushed back into the stable.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Schwartz’s rented room wasn’t quite dark anymore by the time he got back to it. Not fully light, either—it was still before dawn—but even without flipping on the fairy lamp, he could see clearly by the pale glow of the windows. Well, good; one less thing to do. He was so tired…
 

 
  He stepped in, shut and locked the door behind himself, and turned to make his way for the bed. He could afford an actual apartment but considered it wasteful; this small loft had all the space he needed for his books and magical supplies, and keeping a bed tucked into a far corner suited him just fine. Only halfway there did he realize someone was present, lounging in his armchair.
 

 
  “Oh!” he said, stopping and blinking in surprise. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you…”
 

 
  “Good morning, Herschel,” Ami said sweetly. “How was your evening?”
 

 
  “Ah, well, you know. Long. I don’t mean to be inhospitable, but it’s so late it’s early and I’m really—”
 

 
  “WHERE THE
  
   HELL
  
  HAVE YOU
  
   BEEN?!”
  
 

 
  Despite her usually dulcet tones, Ami Talaari’s voice had been trained for power as well as precision; she could project at a porcelain-cracking volume in an enclosed space. He actually staggered backward, Meesie squealing and puffing up in alarm.
 

 
  “Do you have
  
   any
  
  idea how
  
   worried
  
  I’ve been?” the bard raged, surging to her feet and stalking toward him. “The last thing I heard, you’d gone
  
   haring
  
  off to some godawful
  
   hole
  
  full of all manner of
  
   thugs,
  
  to make
  
   friends,
  
  of all the ludicrous things! And then you don’t come home all
  
   night?
  
  I thought you were
  
   dead!
  
  I pictured you being
  
   tortured!
  
  I feared you were in
  
   jail!”
  
 

 
  “I was!” he protested.
 

 
  Ami halted her advance, and blinked once, slowly. “Run that by me again?”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not sure if it was
  
   jail
  
  in a legal sense,” he said. “The Silver Legion raided the warehouse and rounded up everybody who couldn’t escape—which was just me and some poor Eserite apprentices who hardly seemed to know what was happening. And they let me out, obviously, once things were sorted out, but… Yes, that did take up the bulk of the night, I’m afraid. Sorry, I didn’t know you’d be waiting up. Um…you don’t usually visit at…this hour. How long have you been sitting here?”
 

 
  She waved that away. “Well, I suppose I can’t
  
   entirely
  
  blame that on you, then. Did you at
  
   least
  
  gain any contacts within the Guild?”
 

 
  Schwartz stepped slowly forward and pulled over one of the chairs at the table, sinking down into it. “Well… Actually, it’s kind of a funny story.”
 

 
  Ami arched an eyebrow superciliously, crossing her arms under her bosom, and Schwartz was pleased that he neither blushed nor lost eye contact; he must be getting used to her. It wasn’t even that he thought of her that way, really, but she did have a most impressive bust. And she accented it regularly and, he was sure, quite deliberately.
 

 
  “I’m all ears.”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t rather wait till later in the day?”
 

 
  Somehow, that eyebrow rose even higher.
 

 
  “Yes, right,” he sighed. “Well. It turns out the Legion sergeant in charge of all this is
  
   also
  
  a member of the Thieves’ Guild. And she knew my father. She said he helped her once with something important and she owed him, and since he’s gone now, she considered it her duty to help me out.”
 

 
  “Wait. Stop.” Ami held up one hand peremptorily. “Did you really just tell me this
  
   Silver Legion
  
  sergeant is in the
  
   Thieves’ Guild?
  
  Is that
  
   allowed?
  
  Is it even
  
   possible?”
  
 

 
  “I was rather curious about that, too,” he said frankly. “So were the apprentices. But she had a handful of troops following her, as well as the priestess in residence at the Avenist facility where they took us, and nobody contradicted her. And honestly, if anybody could’ve found the one Eserite Legionnaire in all the world to strike up a friendship with, it would’ve been my dad.”
 

 
  Meesie squeaked rather mournfully, patting his ear. He reached up to scratch her head with a fingertip. She had only known Anton Schwartz briefly, but the elder Schwartz had been quite fond of the little elemental.
 

 
  “So,” he went on, shrugging, “in a way, this ended up being a more perfect result than we could’ve hoped for. And now I am really indescribably tired…”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Ami turned to frown out the window, placing herself in profile relative to him, and he sighed and shifted his own eyes to stare stubbornly at a bookcase. There was no
  
   way
  
  she didn’t do this on purpose. “Yes, that
  
   does
  
  sound good, doesn’t it? But also
  
   risky.
  
  If she’s
  
   in
  
  the Legion… That’s awfully close to Basra.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said wearily, “which is why it’s perfect as opposed to merely great.”
 

 
  “You know,” she mused, a smile growing over her features, “I do believe you’re right. Very well, then! I shall forgive you for making me worry.
  
   We
  
  had better get planning on…”
 

 
  She trailed off, having turned to face him. Schwartz was slumped forward in his chair, emitting a soft buzzing noise from his nose. Meesie climbed up onto his head and squeaked once, pointing one paw warningly at Ami.
 

 
  The bard sighed and shook her head, but permitted herself a small, fond smile. “All right, then. Tomorrow. There’s time.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Good morning, Locke!”
 

 
  Principia sighed, pausing to salute, the rest of her squad straggling to a halt to emulate her. They were ragged—not that it had been a particularly grueling night, just a very long one. She and Nandi were faring well, but drawing from stores of energy in the event of sleeplessness was an elven skill they weren’t able to share with the squad.
 

 
  “Morning, Captain,” she said as Dijanerad approached. “You’re up early.”
 

 
  “No, I’m not,” the captain replied with a smile. “On army time, this is business as usual.
  
   You’re
  
  out
  
   late.”
  
 

 
  “Wasn’t my idea, ma’am,” Principia replied. “But it ended up being a good night’s work.”
 

 
  “And I’m afraid it’s not done yet,” Dijanerad said, her expression growing grimmer. “The High Commander wants you, Locke. Soon as you were back, which is now.”
 

 
  Principia drew in a deep breath and let it out through her nose. “What could she
  
   possibly
  
  need at
  
   this
  
  hour?”
 

 
  “Well, gee, Locke, I don’t know. I bet if you ask her that, in exactly that tone, it’ll make a perfect ice-breaker.”
 

 
  “I don’t know if I mention it often enough, Cap, but you’re my favorite.”
 

 
  “That’s because I’m far too tolerant of your horseshit, and no, you don’t. Best get cracking, Locke. Patience is among Commander Rouvad’s many virtues, but…not so much with you.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said, saluting again, and turned back to her squad. “Go get some rest, ladies. Except
  
   you,
  
  Elwick. Five laps. Move it.”
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  High Commander Rouvad was not in her office; her aide directed Principia to one of the temple’s basements. Hopefully the Commander was not expecting her on any particular schedule, because the trip to get there, after climbing to the top of the temple and then down below it, took a quarter of an hour at least.
 

 
  It was perhaps fortunate that Principia had spent most of the walk practicing her control over her expression. When she entered the basement in question to find Commander Rouvad and Bishop Syrinx standing over a table of battlestaves, she revealed none of her considerable ire on her face.
 

 
  “Ah, Sergeant,” Rouvad said as she marched up to them and saluted. “Finally. How did it go with the Eserites?”
 

 
  “I left them in Sister Tianne’s custody, ma’am,” Principia reported. “On my recommendation she is having them
  
   thoroughly
  
  clean out the outpost’s stables prior to releasing them.”
 

 
  “An interesting choice,” Basra commented. Principia did not even glance at her.
 

 
  “I see,” Rouvad mused. “What was your reasoning, Locke?”
 

 
  “Guild apprentices aren’t particularly dangerous and don’t know anything useful about the fully accredited thieves who are, ma’am. Having them prosecuted would serve no purpose and irritate Boss Tricks. The Sisterhood doesn’t have the prerogative to administer punishments for civil offenses like arms trafficking. The Guild itself, however, would discipline apprentices for a failure of that kind, unless the chief enforcer felt they’d already suffered for it. Putting them to work and then letting them go satisfied the needs of both cults to enforce discipline, averted a confrontation the Guild might take as provocative, and even nurtured some goodwill.”
 

 
  “Good initiative,” Basra said mildly. “I believe handling relations with the Guild is
  
   my
  
  job, however.”
 

 
  “I have heard no suggestion that your Grace’s work is anything less than exemplary at the political level,” Principia replied, still at attention. “My squad is tasked with cultivating interfaith connections, however. I think much of the Sisterhood’s hostility to the Guild is due to a misunderstanding of mindset, even more than doctrinal conflict. Avenists are all about rules; Eserites are all about connections. Showing them that we can be reasonable and forgiving opens the door to future cooperation.”
 

 
  “Even when that forgiveness is clearly self-serving?” Basra asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  
   “Especially
  
  then, your Grace. Otherwise they would merely be suspicious.”
 

 
  “At ease, Locke,” the High Commander interjected. “It sounds to me like you handled the situation well. How is your weapons development project proceeding?”
 

 
  Principia didn’t blink at the abrupt change of topic. “I am still working on the sticking point I referenced in my last progress report, Commander. The metal of a lance head makes a poor firing surface. Metal is a magical retardant; it holds passive enchantments well but doesn’t want to transmit magic
  
   through
  
  it, and as an added complication conducts electricity
  
   very
  
  well. The avenue I am pursuing at the moment is to tinker with the alloy used, which is difficult as I’m not a metallurgist by any means. I’ve sent for research materials from Stavulheim and Yldiron.”
 

 
  Rouvad raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been following your requisitions, and I don’t recall seeing anything like that.”
 

 
  “No, ma’am, I made those purchases with my own funds. I’m reluctant to spend the Sisterhood’s money on what I’m not certain will bear fruit.”
 

 
  Rouvad sighed and shook her head. “You’re picking up some of Nandi’s habits. Your concern for the Sisterhood’s coffers is noted, Locke, but henceforth I would prefer you requisitioned anything you needed through the official channels. Projects like this need thorough records, and reading requisitions enables me to keep abreast of your progress without wasting both our time asking questions.”
 

 
  “Understood, ma’am.”
 

 
  The Commander turned to frown at the table of weapons, which Prinicipa took the opportunity to study. They had been heavily modified with large crystals at both ends and gold frameworks spiraling around the upper half of each. With the exception of one laid aside, whose framework was a tarnished gray and showed serious rust damage.
 

 
  “It has probably occurred to you to wonder what the Silver Legion was doing interrupting a Guild arms meet,” Rouvad said. “This actually came from Bishop Syrinx, who was tipped off by Bishop Darling that what was taking place in that warehouse would be very important and of interest to us, specifically.”
 

 
  “Eserites in general love to play pranks, especially on us,” Basra added. “Darling is too political to waste goodwill that way, though. He’s never led me astray before, so I presume that this
  
   was
  
  important.”
 

 
  “Anything to add to that, Locke?” Rouvad asked.
 

 
  “I concur with the Bishop’s assessment, Commander. I have not worked directly with Darling, but I know him and his reputation. He’s a bridge-builder.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Rouvad nodded. “And that leaves us with our
  
   catch.
  
  There were three vendors present, according to our scouts; they all escaped, leaving a few hapless apprentices holding the bag. One was dealing in some orcish antiquities, and got out with his stock. That is potentially of cultural value to the Sisterhood, but a less likely prospect. The second had a selection of conventional weapons with illegal and
  
   nasty
  
  modification—again, not really the Sisterhood’s concern. Those we seized, and I am debating whether to simply destroy them or turn them over to the military police.”
 

 
  “Why the uncertainty, ma’am?” Principia asked.
 

 
  “Because,” Rouvad replied, “if we hand them off to the Empire, they will have
  
   questions
  
  if it later become necessary to give them
  
   these
  
  as well. Lord Vex wouldn’t be the least bit surprised at a major cult withholding evidence from him, but if I have to admit to it the loss of face could have practical consequences. And
  
   these,
  
  Locke, are why I called you here. The last Guild vendor had several crates of them, and was discussing a sale with two dwarves. At the moment it’s my assumption this is what Darling sent us to find.” She picked up the lone weapon with the tarnished metal and handed it to Principia. “What do you make of this?”
 

 
  She accepted the staff and turned it over in her hand, examining every part of it carefully. “…well, at a glance, little more than you can see for yourself, ma’am. It’s a modified battlestaff. Why is this one different?”
 

 
  “That one has been
  
   used,”
  
  Rouvad explained. “They all arrived in the same condition. We tested one, though, and after being fired four times it abruptly changed to
  
   that
  
  and stopped working.”
 

 
  “How does it perform when fired?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t. Or at least, it doesn’t appear to
  
   do
  
  anything. Here, watch.”
 

 
  The Commander lifted the staff in a standard firing position, grasping the clicker and tucking the butt under her arm to aim; despite leading a military which used an older generation of weapons, she was clearly not new to handling modern firearms. She took aim at one of the target dummies standing against the wall of the basement chamber and squeezed the clicker.
 

 
  The crystal at the end of the staff emitted a burst of golden light, which flashed across the room to splash against the dummy. It dissipated instantly, rocking the dummy slightly but having no significant effect.
 

 
  Rouvad lowered the staff and set it aside, carefully putting it separate from the other, unfired models. “We’ve also tested it against shield charms, in case it’s some kind of shield-breaker. It did nothing to those, either. It seems likely that it is intended to do something specifically to a
  
   person,
  
  which is deeply disturbing and, of course, explains why Darling might find it necessary to tip us off about this. But there is no ethical way to
  
   test
  
  that, of course. Before we resort to such measures, I want to see what can be learned through analysis. Thoughts, Locke?”
 

 
  “Well, first of all, I understand what happened to the broken one, now,” she said, still examining it. “This is liargold.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “It’s an alchemical formulation of iron pyrite, also known as fool’s gold. Liargold, in addition to
  
   looking
  
  like real gold, also mimics its magical properties. Not for long, though, as actually putting magic on or
  
   through
  
  it damages its structure, until it reverts to plain, simple iron pyrite. In fact, if you see any object
  
   made
  
  from pyrite, it’s probably exhausted liargold; it’s not workable like more useful metals. These weapons are cheaply-made knockoffs, probably nothing more than proofs of concept. Also, ironically, more illegal than the modified wands. You need a license and Imperial oversight to work with liargold, since its primary use is, of course, counterfeiting coins. I surmise these devices require gold to work. Which… Yes, I can see why nobody wanted to shell out for a whole crate of them.”
 

 
  “I had a feeling you were the person to ask about this,” Rouvad said in a mildly satisfied tone. “I am temporarily suspending your enchantment program, Locke. For the time being, you will instead direct your effort to these things. Figure out what they are, how they work, and what they are meant to
  
   do.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said calmly. “Commander… Reverse-enchanting weapons is a completely different matter from designing new ones. My divinatory skills are minor and wholly inadequate to this task. I’ll need a dedicated scryer to work with.”
 

 
  “We’ll get you one,” Rouvad said, then glanced at Basra. “For the time being, I want this kept quiet, at least until we know what we’re dealing with, here. In addition to figuring out what the devices themselves
  
   are,
  
  I want to know where they came from. You will both pursue that, from above and below, so to speak. I suspect Darling would have told you more if he intended to, Basra, but see if you can get anything more out of him.”
 

 
  “Gladly, Commander.”
 

 
  “And Sergeant, do likewise. Discretion is key, but I want you to dedicate your squad’s efforts to finding and following leads. This is now your primary mission; Captain Dijanerad will be informed.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said, saluting. Her gaze cut sideways for a second to Basra, who was now studying her through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “And furthermore,” Rouvad said sternly, “there will be an absolute maximum of
  
   zero
  
  infighting between you two. I am aware of your history; I was present for it. Given your respective mandates, this will not be the last time you will find yourselves working in proximity to one another, if not actively together. Your tasks call for you to be calculating, discreet, and above all,
  
   diplomatic.
  
  If either prove unable in that regard, I will find something for you to do which better suits your demonstrated level of maturity. Am I understood?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Good.” She looked back and forth between them with an expression which would brook no nonsense. “Then you both know what you need to be working on. Locke, I know you’ve been out all night on assignment; go rest up with your squad.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Commander, there’s something else. May I speak with you in private?”
 

 
  Rouvad heaved a soft sigh, regarding her speculatively. “Well, I know you and I have no
  
   personal
  
  business, and as this is the first time I’m hearing of it, may I assume this pertains to your mission last night?”
 

 
  “It—yes, ma’am, it’s an issue I became aware of at that time.”
 

 
  “Well, Locke, that doesn’t quite qualify as
  
   infighting,
  
  but you are straining my tolerance. The Bishop has a right to be kept in the loop with regard to anything concerning our dealings with the Guild or the law. Spit it out.”
 

 
  Basra folded her arms, keeping her expression neutral.
 

 
  Principia did not indulge in even the slightest flicker of emotion on her own face. “Yes, ma’am. Trissiny Avelea was among the Eserite apprentices we apprehended and put to work last night.”
 

 
  Rouvad raised her eyebrows, and turned to regard Basra, who shrugged.
 

 
  “She either works fast, or isn’t the most quick-legged of thieves,” the Bishop said. “Both are in character, from what I understand, and I’d consider neither a failing.”
 

 
  “And what did you
  
   do
  
  with Trissiny Avelea, Sergeant?” Rouvad asked quietly.
 

 
  “Exactly as I did with the rest of them, Commander,” Principia replied. “No personal acknowledgment aside from a condescending put-down when she sassed me. I realize you have a low opinion of my background, but it’s prepared me well to recognize when someone is under cover and not blow it.”
 

 
  “You
  
   have
  
  spoken with her in person, if I’m not mistaken?” Rouvad continued, her stare boring into Principia. “She knows who and what you are?”
 

 
  “She knows.”
 

 
  “All right.” The Commander shook her head. “I won’t trouble to remind you of the condition of your enlistment, since you clearly remember. Thank you for reporting this, but unless she appears to be in some danger, it’s not your concern or ours. And likely not even then. Hands of Avei are meant to be more resilient and adaptive than soldiers in general.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.” Principia glanced rapidly back and forth between them. “Commander, do I take this to mean you were already aware she was among the Guild?”
 

 
  “Of course we were, Locke,” Rouvad said sardonically. “I am the mortal leader of this faith, and the Bishop is our official point of connection to the Church and the other cults. General Avelea does not go charging off to do whatever she likes without notifying her chain of command. I can only assume that results from Abbess Narnasia’s upbringing. It
  
   clearly
  
  isn’t genetic. Is that all, Locke?”
 

 
  “What is she
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  “As soon as that is any concern of yours, Locke,” Rouvad said in a tone of quiet warning, “she’ll inform you. If there is nothing else, you have your orders. Dismissed.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.” Principia saluted her, then turned and did the same to Basra. “Welcome home, your Grace.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you, Sergeant Locke,” Basra said with a pleasant little smile.
 

 
  Commander Rouvad heaved a sigh.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  There were multiple ways in and out of the Thieves’ Guild headquarters, unsurprisingly. The first thing all who applied for an apprenticeship learned was that grubby apprentices were not to be found trooping through the Imperial Casino. On this night, the five bedraggled youths coming home as dawn was breaking chose a servant’s access in a side alley, and thus earned themselves another loud lecture to the effect that grubby apprentices were not to troop through the casino’s kitchens, either.
 

 
  They did their best to ignore the stares of fellow apprentices and knowing grins of full Guild members as they passed through the underground corridors to the Guild proper. Fortunately, it was the best time of day for that, with most of those keeping normal business hours not about yet and most of the night crowd having turned in. The Thieves’ Guild never truly slept, though, and even apprentices weren’t kept to any schedule but their own. No matter what time of day one chose to straggle in, reeking, sweaty, and exhausted, there was certain to be an audience of some kind.
 

 
  In this case, perhaps the worst one possible.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  happened to you losers?” Style demanded as soon as they’d descended the stairs into the central pit, planting fists on her hips to stare incredulously at them. “You look like you’ve been mucking out a stable.”
 

 
  “We fought a
  
   dragon,”
  
  Tallie said challengingly.
 

 
  “And then we rescued a princess!” Darius added.
 

 
  “And then we mucked out a stable,” Jasmine said wearily.
 

 
  “Hn. Coulda been a lot worse, I guess,” she said, folding her brawny arms. Today’s outfit was some kind of elaborate faux-clerical robe, embroidered with stylized animals along the hem and cuffs in a manner that resembled plains elf decoration. It was one of the more effeminate things she’d worn in recent memory, but somehow the burly enforcer managed to make the outfit seem martial. “If you didn’t turn up by tonight I was gonna go rattle Sweet’s cage to get you back from the Avenists.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Tallie said, her shoulders slumping. “So…you know about last night.”
 

 
  “Heard the news straight from Pick himself,” she said grimly. “Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. You kids are just about the rankest fucking amateurs we have in this joint; nobody would expect you to know how to pull off an escape from a smoke-bombed room. Did any of you even think to check your exits before setting up in there?”
 

 
  They glanced uncertainly at each other.
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Style said sourly. “And naturally,
  
   Pick
  
  didn’t bother to show you that trick, or ask if you knew it. That on top of dragging a bunch of apprentices into that and
  
   then
  
  ditching them for the Legion. Just when I thought that little fuckhead couldn’t possibly climb higher up my shit list, he found a way. Oy, what the hell is
  
   this?”
  
  Her piercing gaze fixed on Rasha, who took a nervous step backward in response, and she scowled heavily.
  
   “No,
  
  you may not have a pet.”
 

 
  “This is Rasha,” Tallie explained. “He’s new.”
 

 
  “New, my exquisitely sculpted ass. I know every apprentice studying here.”
 

 
  “New,” Jasmine explained, “as in, literally
  
   just
  
  arrived and had a meal when we found out about the job. He doesn’t have a bunk yet.”
 

 
  “Are you kidding me?” she demanded, brows lowering still further. “You mean to say this scrawny little shrimp set foot in my Guild and literally the
  
   first
  
  thing he did, even before finding a place to kip, was get his ass to
  
   work?”
  
 

 
  She took two long strides forward, into the middle of their group, causing Tallie and Darius to peel away in alarm; Rasha tried to backpedal away from the oncoming enforcer, but was stopped by Jasmine and Ross, who held their ground right behind him. Style bent forward to clap him on the shoulder so hard his knees buckled, and grinned broadly.
 

 
  “You, shorty, have got a
  
   future.
  
  I’m gonna be watching you with
  
   great
  
  interest.”
 

 
  “Stop,” Rasha growled, “calling. Me. Small.”
 

 
  It only occurred to him belatedly that snarling like a stray dog at someone who was not only highly-ranked in the Guild but clearly physically capable of breaking him in half wasn’t the wisest thing he had ever done, even after the events of the last day.
 

 
  Style’s grin faded, replaced by a more pensive expression which seemed oddly out of place on her bluff features.
 

 
  “Kid,” she said seriously, “you’re small. That’s not an insult, it’s a simple fact, and a pretty fucking obvious one. You’re here to learn to be a
  
   thief;
  
  being small is all
  
   kinds
  
  of useful if you learn how to use it—which you had better get your ass to work doing. Anybody who rags on you for your stature has shit between their ears, and when it starts to spill out their mouths, the correct thing to do is walk the fuck away and talk to someone less disgusting.”
 

 
  Style stepped back, dragging a speculative stare across them, then wrinkled her nose. “All right…Rasha, was it? I know you’re half-dead on your feet, but you’re new, so you get the speech.
  
   Everyone
  
  gets the speech; if I have to repeat the speech to you, it’ll be while going about my daily tasks wearing your ass as a boot. So long as you’re staying in my apprentice barracks, you will be a model fucking citizen. You will respect the persons, the privacy, and the possessions of your fellow apprentices. You don’t steal anybody’s shit or mess with it at all, you don’t force any kind of attention on anybody who doesn’t want it, and you
  
   do not
  
  test the limits to see how far you can push the rules. The line is drawn wherever I fucking feel like drawing it on a given day, and if I think you’re probing at me, I’ll smack the stupid out of you on the spot. Also, the barracks is to remain spotlessly clean—by which I mean, if I happen to pass through and am in any way dissatisfied with its condition, I will kick the shit out of each and every person residing therein, either sequentially or concurrently, depending on how much time I happen to have for apprentice bullshit that day. Simple solution is you keep your own area clean with regular attention, and if you spot something needs cleaning, you
  
   do
  
  it instead of waiting for others to. Eserion’s service attracts selfish people by nature; by the time you graduate to full Guild membership, you will demonstrate, among other things, that you can respect your fellow thieves, your Guild, and its facilities. Any questions?”
 

 
  “I grew up on ships,” Rasha said, folding his arms. “Clean and tidy I can do.”
 

 
  “Good.” Style nodded once. “Now, all of you. I can clearly see you’re exhausted, but on the roster of things about which I give a shit, that is substantially below the condition and the
  
   smell
  
  of you. You will all go wash yourselves and your clothes before soiling my lovely barracks with your reeking carcasses. Rasha, your fellow miscreants will conduct you to the facilities, show you where everything is and how to work it. Then, just pick whatever bunk isn’t occupied and help your goddamn self. Clear?”
 

 
  “It’s a little excessive, isn’t it?” Jasmine noted. “I mean, my last roommate liked to curse like a sailor, too, but she worked it into
  
   conversation.
  
  Organically. You seem to be trying too hard.”
 

 
  “Uh…” Darius stared at her, wide-eyed. “What are you
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  “Trying to get a rise outta me,” Style said dryly. “Because she was placed here by the gods specifically to be a thorn in my ass. Tell you what,
  
   Jasmine,
  
  I’m gonna refrain from clocking you because I find it a very positive development that you’re already picking up the habit of fighting with words instead of fists. Frankly, when you first showed up here, I didn’t think you had the necessary mental capacity. Now, either you learn
  
   quickly
  
  what fights are and are not worth picking, or you’ll end up picking your teeth out of the floorboards.”
 

 
  “Uh, the floor’s stone,” Tallie said helpfully.
 

 
  Style grinned broadly. “Yeah.
  
   That
  
  is what makes it an impressive party trick. Go get cleaned up, junior fuckups. You have a whole new day in which to make asses of yourselves ahead.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The rest of the squad, including Casey, were in their bunks and apparently fully inert by the time Principia returned to the barracks. Nobody was even snoring, Merry having rolled onto her side already, which based on experience meant she’d been out for a while now. The arcane stove was active, but at its lowest setting, having very little work to do against the unseasonable warmth. She paused in the central aisle between beds to glance around at the others with a small smile, then set about unbuckling her armor.
 

 
  Nandi’s blonde head appeared over the edge of the bunk above her own. “Anything interesting?” she asked in a bare whisper, soft enough the humans present would probably not have heard even had they been awake.
 

 
  Principia shook her head, replying in the same tone. “In addition to a handful of Eserite guppies, the Legion seized some kind of experimental magical weapons, which are now our mission. I’m to figure out what makes ’em hum, while the squad tracks where they came from. And,” she added sourly, “we will be working parallel to our
  
   esteemed
  
  Bishop on this. She’s going to start from the top while we work from the bottom.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Nandi blinked languidly. She did not appear tired, which was no surprise. The Legions fed its soldiers well; both elves had enough energy stored in their auras to go for days without needing to rest, not that they tried to push it as a rule. “A matched set of risks and opportunities, that.”
 

 
  “It occurred to me, yes.”
 

 
  “Any notion where to start looking?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is the problem,” Principia said with a sigh as she stowed away her armor and peeled off her underthings, reaching for her sleeping shift. The others had doubtless needed to wash up before getting into bunks; elves did not sweat much, and she found her own condition satisfactorily sanitary. “I’ve positioned myself rather poorly for this, Nandi. Keeping my distance from the Guild has left me with few useful contacts in the arms trade,
  
   especially
  
  here in Tiraas. I can’t go to Darling, because that’s what Syrinx is doing, and apart from not wanting to cross paths with her, I don’t want to tip
  
   him
  
  off that…well, any of it. Darling loves to be useful, but he files away every tidbit for future leverage, and I
  
   don’t
  
  need him planting any levers under my bum.”
 

 
  “Well,” Nandi suggested, smiling as Principia climbed into her bunk, “we
  
   did
  
  just make some very junior acquaintances in the Guild, did we not? They probably don’t think the best of you right now, but surely a few of that handful were perceptive enough to see the trouble your decision kept them
  
   out
  
  of.”
 

 
  “Guild apprentices won’t know anything useful that we could pursue,” she said dismissively, “aside from the very basics of who they were working for, and I’ll tie my ears in a bow if the Guild hadn’t covered those tracks before they even learned of this. Besides… There could be
  
   complications
  
  if the High Commander gets word of me trying to approach that particular group of apprentices.”
 

 
  “One of them, anyway.”
 

 
  Principia sighed. “Y’know, I never wondered, before, whether you were in the loop about that. Somehow, it surprises me not in the least.”
 

 
  “I shall take that as a compliment.” Nandi was now staring up at the ceiling, still speaking in he tiniest of whispers, which Principia had no trouble hearing in the quiet cabin. “Well. As any hunter could tell you, the solution is obvious. If we cannot stalk our quarry, we must entice it to come to us.”
 

 
  “Go to sleep, Shahai. I’ll brief the squad in full later today.”
 

 
  Nandi smiled serenely up at the ceiling. “Yes, ma’am.”
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  He woke near noon, despite only having managed a few hours of sleep. Quite apart from his body’s determination that daytime was for activity, he was in an unfamiliar place in which he had yet to manage to feel safe, much less at home. Only exhaustion had brought sleep at all, and couldn’t hold it long.
 

 
  Rasha opened his eyes, feeling the confusion of dreams fade away as he stared at the distant stone ceiling. The barracks, or dormitory (he’d heard it called both), was certainly not cramped. High ceilings aside, he had what felt to him like a very generous allotment of personal space. His modest bunk, a simple wooden-framed affair with a thing mattress and worn but good blankets, had a chest at its foot and a stool beside it, and was framed on all four sides by privacy curtains. Three were lashed into place, with the forth able to slide open to reveal the central aisle of the…barracksatory? Whatever it was called, it was roomier and more private than accommodations on any ship he’d ever bunked down in, even with the unfiltered sounds of his fellow would-be thieves all around him.
 

 
  Somehow, he’d expected it to be different here. At that moment, lying there staring at the ceiling, he didn’t know why.
 

 
  It was there, the crushing feeling of hopelessness that dogged him whenever he stopped to let it. Who was he kidding? A new start, a new life, a new career… None of his would make a new
  
   him.
  
 

 
  Rasha drew in a deep, fortifying breath and forced himself to straighten up. He’d been down this road many, many times; he knew the drill. It would get better when he started moving. For a while, at least.
 

 
  Maybe it would be better overall, too. Whatever else he could say about the previous night, it had kept him too busy to welter in his own inadequacy.
 

 
  His clothes were still hanging on the bedposts, undisturbed. Perhaps Style’s warnings were taken to heart by the other apprentices, though he wasn’t
  
   about
  
  to trust a bunch of thieves-in-training not to pilfer his things. Fortunately, he had no things, aside from the clothes on his back—which, after being washed, had been unwearably soaked, forcing him to wrap himself in his blankets for security despite the fact the barracks (dormitory?) was kept quite warm by arcane heating ranges at both ends. Both Tallie and Jasmine had tried to loan him nightshirts, but he’d fended them off. He wasn’t
  
   about
  
  to pile wearing girls’ clothes onto his insecurities. Bathing in the men’s washroom had been enough of a nightmare, for all that Ross and Darius had sought their own corners, likewise disinclined to be social while nude. Thank the gods for small blessings.
 

 
  They were dry, a couple of damp patches aside, and he dressed himself as quickly as possible, then poked his head out.
 

 
  There were soft sounds of conversation and vague rustles here and there, but he could see no one. Actually, the dormitory was a lot quieter at this hour than it had been at dawn, when people were starting to get up. Rasha peeked up and down the aisle, uncertain what he was supposed to do with himself now.
 

 
  The rumbling in his stomach decided him.
 

 
  He passed through the pit as quickly as possible. It was extremely alive, with people everywhere talking, standing around, and practicing various thiefly arts. Rasha kept his head down and made a beeline straight for the dining room, ignoring everyone and certain everyone was staring at him with condescending judgment.
 

 
  It was all in his head, he knew that. This didn’t make it feel any less real.
 

 
  The dining hall was busy, too, but fortunately nobody was looking at him when he came in. Everyone was clustered around one end of one of the rows of tables, at the far side of the hall near the kitchens. Rasha paused in the doorway, studying this, before slipping around to the side of the long room farthest from the crowd and going in search of food.
 

 
  It was an arrangement he knew well from various galleys. A single cook behind the windows presided over various pots and pans of food, which he ladled out onto the tray and plate Rasha collected from stacks of them at one end. The man was distracted to the point of dismissive, watching the cluster of apprentices nearby, which suited Rasha just fine. He also poured himself a cup of tea from the pot at the end of the window, and then found himself holding a laden tray and in need of a place to sit.
 

 
  His instinct was to get as far from the crowd as possible. Experience had taught him that people would notice that, and some would choose to take it personally. The happy medium would be to slide as surreptitiously as possible onto a bench at the very edge of the gathering.
 

 
  They were nearly all apprentices, or so Rasha assumed; they were older teenagers and younger adults. The focus of the group was unquestionably on a man who looked to be a fit fifty or so, with graying hair and a neatly-trimmed mustache, who was perched on the very corner of the long table, telling a story.
 

 
  While Rasha considered this, he caught Jasmine’s eye. She, apparently a person after his own heart, was lurking at the periphery. Seeing that he’d noticed her, she smiled and patted the empty place beside her.
 

 
  Well. It was at the edge, and after all, she at least was someone he knew. He rather liked Jasmine. She was quiet, and pretty, and impressive. Also, Tallie was right across from her, and while Tallie could be overwhelming, he’d already developed a fondness for her, too. Perhaps jail and forced labor had that effect on a group.
 

 
  He made himself smile back, and came forward to climb onto the bench beside Jasmine. “Morning. Or afternoon. I’ve lost track.”
 

 
  “Just past noon,” Jasmine said.
 

 
  “Oh, hey, Rasha!” Tallie said cheerfully. Both of them were just finishing off their lunches. “Welcome back to the land of the living. I dunno about you, but I’m gonna be a log tonight. A few hours of beauty rest just does not cut it.”
 

 
  He gave her a smile before glancing down at the other end of the table. “What’s all this?”
 

 
  “That’s Lore,” Jasmine replied, spearing a forkful of potatoes.
 

 
  “Um. What’s lore?”
 

 
  “Him.” Tallie pointed with her spoon. “Lore. That’s his tag; he’s a priest. This being an actual cult, there actually
  
   are
  
  priests, believe it or not! And he’s pretty much the top-ranking one, except for maybe the Bishop. He’s
  
   also
  
  the resident expert on Eserite philosophy, and the guy who’ll be teaching it to us. You pay attention to him; you don’t get tagged into the Guild proper until he says you’re fit for it.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Rasha paused to tuck into his meal. It was just like the night before: bland, but filling. He was already getting nostalgic for the spicy food back home. His sister Amrit made the best curry… “Does anyone else think this is a
  
   weird
  
  system?”
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  Jasmine said emphatically, drawing a grin from him against his will.
 

 
  “Weird how?” Tallie asked.
 

 
  “Well, it’s…” He shrugged. “There’s no
  
   teachers.
  
  Apprentices just do whatever, and… Of the people who seem to be dedicated to looking after us, it’s just these two, right? Lore and Style?” He raised his eyebrows. “The chief enforcer and the chief priest?”
 

 
  “Who told you Style was chief enforcer?” Tallie asked, frowning. “Last night you didn’t even know who she was.”
 

 
  “Darius
  
   loves
  
  to talk.”
 

 
  “Oh. Yeah, he does.” She grinned, spooning up the last of her carrots. “Almost as much as me.”
 

 
  “Rasha has a point, though,” Jasmine mused. “These are basically top people in the guild. Apprentices are kind of…at the bottom. Seems odd that they’re the only ones who have a dedicated responsibility for us.”
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt!” Tallie said cheerfully around a mouthful, prompting both of them to avert their eyes. “Makes perfect sense to
  
   me
  
  the Eserites’d have a pretty unique system. Eh?”
 

 
  Rasha coughed, forking up another bite of potatoes. “So, um, anyway. After lunch. What do we…do?”
 

 
  “Whatever we like,” Jasmine said quietly. “No one tries to organize your activities. But we’re expected to be consistently working toward improving our skills, trying to either get a sponsor or go straight for full Guild membership. Style pulls people aside for a
  
   talk
  
  if she thinks they aren’t working hard enough.”
 

 
  “Like I say, good system,” Tallie opined. “The Guild doesn’t need people who stand around waiting to be told what to do. You gotta be a self-starter, have your own motivation!”
 

 
  “I’m kind of amazed how Style
  
   knows
  
  what everyone’s up to,” Jasmine murmured. “I only actually see her once in a while, mostly just passing through if she’s not grabbing somebody for one of her little talks. But she
  
   does
  
  seem to have her thumb on everyone’s pulse.”
 

 
  “Okay, then.” Rasha drew in a deep breath, let it out, and had a sip of tea. “Training. How’s
  
   that
  
  work?”
 

 
  “Well, you wanna learn something, you get somebody to teach you,” Tallie said, again gesticulating with her silverware. “Anybody, really. You can learn from the other apprentices—most sponsored ones don’t live here in the Guild, but they come for training themselves, and the ones with seniority are the closest thing to dedicated teachers. Just cos they don’t have enough status to be turning up their noses at a fellow apprentice who asks for help.”
 

 
  “Just because their sponsors would land on them if they
  
   did
  
  that,” Jasmine added. “Isn’t that more or less what happened to Pick?”
 

 
  “He was doing a little worse than that, but yeah, basically,” Tallie agreed. “Point is, Rasha, you’ve gotta be mindful of reputation and credibility. How much you have, and how much others have. Makes a difference who you can approach and how seriously they have to take you, or who’s likely to approach
  
   you,
  
  either to give or to ask for help.”
 

 
  “Ugh.” He rubbed his forehead. “So if you’re not the most
  
   social
  
  person, this is basically a nightmare.”
 

 
  “Basically,” Jasmine said dourly.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t listen to her,” Tallie snorted, pointing accusingly at Jasmine. “This one’s definitely not a people person, but she does okay. A good start is to head out into the pit and demonstrate what you’ve got! Try stuff out, do what other people are doing. It draws attention; people will admire what you do right, and correct you where you’re wrong.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Jasmine acknowledged. “I’m
  
   not
  
  much of a social person, but so far I seem to get by on work ethic. Haven’t really had any proper
  
   training
  
  except from a couple of the senior sponsored apprentices.”
 

 
  “Flora and Fauna,” Tallie added, nodding. “The Bishop’s. You’ll like them, Rash.”
 

 
  “It’s Rash
  
   a,”
  
  he emphasized.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah.” She winced. “In hindsight, I can see why it would be.”
 

 
  “So,” he murmured, toying with a forkful of potato. “Just go out there and…do things. All right.”
 

 
  “Finish your meal first,” Jasmine advised.
 

 
  “Oh, believe me,” he assured her,
  
   “that
  
  wasn’t in question.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  What he could do…
 

 
  Looking around the pit, where apprentices were working at dummies, sparring, climbing walls, and doing several things whose purpose he couldn’t guess, Rasha felt another moment of profound helplessness. What could
  
   he
  
  do that would impress anyone here?
 

 
  Then his eyes fell on the balance bars. They were clearly designed for climbing, being built up in an asymmetrical, complex formation that rose over three yards high, made of smooth-sanded wood darkened by countless hands and joined together with metal fastenings.
 

 
  He was making his way toward them before he could talk himself out of it again. Somewhat to his surprise, Tallie and Jasmine followed along. It was mildly encouraging that they didn’t have much more idea what to do than he; with them being his primary source of information, he tended to forget they had only been around a few days, themselves.
 

 
  “Thieves need to climb,” he said, a smile breaking unbidden across his features.
 

 
  “Well, yes,” Jasmine said behind him. “I suppose that’s—whoah!”
 

 
  It wasn’t like rigging. The texture, the arrangement, the inflexibility of the bars… But it was grasping, swinging, pulling, knowing the weight of his body, feeling the inertia and gravity as he swam through them. Rasha hopped upward once to grab the lowest bar, and in seconds had bounded nimbly up through the whole arrangement to perch smugly atop it.
 

 
  He had to grin in sudden pride when his performance was rewarded by cheers and wolf whistles from others about the room. They quickly returned to their own business—these folks had surely seen a lot of more impressive things—but for a few moments, he was the center of attention…and approbation. It was an unfamiliar feeling.
 

 
  Rasha decided on the spot he needed more of it.
 

 
  “Hey, not bad!” Tallie called, grinning up at him. “Not bad at
  
   all.
  
  Lemme have a go!”
 

 
  Twenty seconds later, she was beside him. Her technique for climbing was very different than his; she swung her body in wide arcs, with graceful flourishes of whatever limb was not currently needed to hold herself in place. It was an inefficient method, but an undeniably beautiful one, and Rasha found himself curious where she’d learned to climb.
 

 
  He was also uncomfortably aware of how her performance accentuated the long lines of her body.
 

 
  “Impressive!” he said, hoping his skin was dark enough to hide his blush. His sisters were never fooled, but people of Stalweiss stock, he’d found, often couldn’t spot faint changes in coloration, not when their own faces turned bright pink at the slightest thing. “That’s…wow, I’ve never seen anyone climb like that.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you,” she said, batting her eyes and simpering.
 

 
  Rasha cleared his throat. “Um, well. I suppose there’s no mystery about
  
   me;
  
  just a wharf rat, used to scaling the rigging. I was dancing on ropes before I could walk.”
 

 
  “Circus rat, here!” she said cheerfully, hopping upward and throwing herself into a somersault. She landed with one hand grasping the bar on which they both sat, and slowly straightened her body out above them, free arm and legs all pointing in different directions, balancing on her palm. “The point is not to get anywhere in a
  
   hurry,
  
  but to look good while you’re getting!”
 

 
  “Mission accomplished,” he mumbled.
 

 
  Tallie turned her head to grin and wink at him upside-down, and he had to drop his own gaze.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  she is!”
 

 
  He craned his neck to look below, where a slim blonde woman dressed in black was striding across the pit floor toward Jasmine, grinning.
 

 
  “Oh!” Tallie swiftly re-folded herself to sit beside him on the top bar. “That’s Grip!”
 

 
  “Grip… Oh, Randy’s master?”
 

 
  “Ex-sponsor, yeah. She is
  
   not
  
  somebody you wanna cross.” She nudged him with an elbow, grinning eagerly at the scene below, where the senior thief had cornered and engaged Jasmine in conversation. “You’ll wanna watch this. Grip was around two days ago, Jas’s first appearance here. She got baited into sparring with one of the other apprentices.” Her grin grew hugely.
  
   “Flattened
  
  him. Just completely demolished, and didn’t even get bruised. I swear her
  
   hair
  
  wasn’t mussed. Yeah, Grip’s an enforcer; she saw that, and I had a feeling she’d be back to see some more.”
 

 
  “I see,” he mused.
 

 
  Tallie gave him an irritated glance. “What, that’s it? You’re supposed to express disbelief. How can a little slip of a thing like Jasmine be so dangerous?”
 

 
  “It actually
  
   is
  
  really surprising,” he agreed, “but this isn’t when I’m learning of it. You remember last night, when we were all literally
  
   blind
  
  and it still took three Silver Legionnaires to pin her down?”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said sullenly. “Yeah, I guess so. Fair enough.”
 

 
  The conversation below had progressed while they were talking, culminating in Grip turning to the other nearby apprentices and asking for volunteers, while Jasmine stood aside, looking uncomfortable.
 

 
  “Oh, all right,” Darius said, pushing forward through the crowd and trying for a show of reluctance, which was ruined by his broad grin. “I
  
   guess
  
  I can have a go. But just promise you won’t cry, Jas. I hate to see a pretty lady all mussed.”
 

 
  Instantly, Jasmine’s posture shifted, reluctance and uncertainty vanishing as she turned to face him.
 

 
  “All right,” she said quietly. “I promise.”
 

 
  “He’s not very bright, is he?” Rasha whispered.
 

 
  “No,” Tallie replied, grinning insanely.
  
   “No,
  
  he is not.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ah, there they are,” Principia said as Casey and Farah entered the cabin. “Finally. Front and center, ladies, we’re waiting on you.” Indeed, the rest of the squad were clustered around the arcane heater at the end in which they slept, all but Principia herself sitting on their bunks. “We’ve got new marching orders straight from the High Commander. This is the big one, girls: an actual
  
   mission,
  
  something important to the Sisterhood’s interests, and a chance for us to prove our worth. We will
  
   not
  
  mess this up. I hope you enjoyed your last hour of normal duty shifts in a while, because once I’ve briefed you, we are off to the races.”
 

 
  “Um, before that,” Farah said nervously. “We have something to report.”
 

 
  Beside her, Casey sighed, looking resigned.
 

 
  “Well?” Principia said impatiently. “Out with it, then.”
 

 
  “It’s, um…” Farah shuffled her booted feet. “Well, Sarge, you remember the mystery of the jackass cadet who kept signing out prayer rooms under the name I. P. Standing?”
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Nandi whispered.
 

 
  Principia glanced at her, then fixed her stare back on Farah. “Vaguely, sure. What of it?”
 

 
  “Well,” Farah said, “the
  
   good
  
  news is, today we caught her red-handed.” Casey edged subtly away from her.
 

 
  “And the
  
   bad
  
  news?” Principia demanded.
 

 
  Farah cringed, hunching her shoulders as if trying to withdraw her head into her breastplate like a turtle. “Colonel Standing would like a word with you, ma’am. At your earliest convenience.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence, in which Ephanie’s eyes widened in horror and Nandi closed hers. Then Merry burst out laughing so hard she almost immediately rolled off her bunk.
 

 
  “You remember telling Farah to be more assertive?” Casey added helpfully. “Well, she’s been working on it.” Farah shot her a filthy look.
 

 
  “Well, isn’t that the fuckin’ cherry on top,” Principia said sourly. “Thank you
  
   so
  
  much, Szaravid.”
 

 
  “Sorry, Sarge,” Farah said miserably.
 

 
  “Elwick,” the sergeant added, “walk over to Lang, and if she’s still on the floor by the time you get there, stomp on her organs. Everybody else, just…sit down and sort yourselves out. This is important.”
 

 
  Merry was still grinning half a minute later when they had all assembled and arranged themselves under their sergeant’s now-irritated stare, but even she managed to mostly compose herself. Nandi sat cross-legged on her own top bunk; the others spread out on the bottom ones, waiting expectantly.
 

 
  “Much as we need more warm bodies around here,” Principia mused, “I do rather like the coziness. After all the shouting and drilling, it’s nice to be a group of people and not the armored golems the bronze demands of us. Needless to say, as always, you are
  
   none
  
  of you to carry tales of how I do things up the chain of command.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” they chorused, most smiling.
 

 
  “All right, to business.” Principia nodded once. “What we caught last night was the tail end of a bigger and more important operation. Rounding up a handful of Eserite apprentices, in addition to being a completely useless thing to do, was not the point. That raid was prompted by a tip from relatively high in the Guild itself, and its point was to seize the weapons being traded in that warehouse. I didn’t bring any to show you, because they’re to stay locked in the main temple at Commander Rouvad’s orders, but what we found are modified battlestaves of strange design and uncertain purpose. They are capped at both ends with large crystals and incorporate some kind of gold superstructure. When fired, they produce a slightly diffuse beam of yellow light which exerts a mild kinetic force on a target and no other visible effect. It is useless against energy shields. In short, the Legion has apprehended strange weapons that
  
   someone
  
  in the Thieves Guild felt it was important that we know about. We can’t tell what they are, or what they’re supposed to do, or where they come from.”
 

 
  She let that sink in for a moment, panning her stare around the squad. “And it is now
  
   our
  
  job to answer those questions.”
 

 
  “How?” Merry asked.
 

 
  “In several ways,” Principia said, beginning to pace up and down. She only had room to make about three steps at a time before having to turn. “First, I’m to examine the devices themselves to figure out their purpose; the High Commander has suspended my weapons research until this is done. Second, this squad is to track the origins of the weapons, and try to learn about their provenance.”
 

 
  “Once again,” said Merry,
  
   “how?”
  
 

 
  “I’ve been mulling that,” Principia said seriously. “And I’ll come to it in a moment. First, though, there’s another thing you need to know. What I said about this being an important test of the squad’s mandate is true, but the stakes are higher than that. Commander Rouvad has tasked Bishop Syrinx with the same objectives;
  
   she
  
  is to pursue the matter through political channels. The Church, the Eserite Bishop, and whatever else she can manage.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Casey breathed. “It’s…a
  
   race,
  
  then.”
 

 
  “It’s more complicated than that, Elwick,” Principia said grimly. “In addition to doing our actual jobs, we’ll need to carefully manage our situation relative to Syrinx. Yes, this is a chance to pull ahead and prove ourselves more useful than she, which is a step toward the important goal of validating the Commander’s trust in this squad and making Syrinx herself redundant. However, she is
  
   not
  
  unaware of our stake in this, and if we start to show her up too badly… Well, you all know how restrained dear Basra is when she feels threatened.”
 

 
  “She
  
   just
  
  got back from being punished for that,” Ephanie objected. “Surely she won’t lash out again.”
 

 
  “She is likely to be more careful right now than she otherwise might, for exactly that reason,” Principia agreed, “but
  
   never
  
  forget that Basra’s calculations are just that. She had no personal restraint or regard for anyone but herself; only self-interest keeps her in check. This is going to be
  
   tricky,
  
  ladies.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Casey said, frowning but slowly nodding. “What’s your plan, then, Sarge?”
 

 
  “To begin with, leave Syrinx to me,” Principia said firmly. “If she approaches any of you in any way, report to me immediately and in detail. Aside from that, just keep clear of her.”
 

 
  “Always a good policy,” Merry noted.
 

 
  The sergeant nodded to her. “With that said, there’s the matter of how to actually begin tracking these weapons. The leads are few and the trail cold, ladies; this isn’t going to be an easy job. Maybe not a possible one. But we’re going to do what we can, using the very thing this squad was formed to foster: our connections with other cults.”
 

 
  They glanced around at each other in confusion.
 

 
  “Well,” Farah said doubtfully, “I guess one of Nemitoth’s libraries
  
   might
  
  be able to help identify the enchantments used on those weapons…”
 

 
  “Yes, true, but that’s not what I meant,” said Principia. “I’m referring to the connections
  
   we
  
  have formed
  
   as
  
  a squad.”
 

 
  “That pretty much is just Bishop Darling, isn’t it?” said Merry.
 

 
  Principia grinned. “Think more recently.
  
   Very
  
  recently.”
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Merry groaned.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   yes,
  
  Lang. We’re going to split into two teams for phase one of this. The first group will consist of Shahai, Elwick, and Szaravid. You will locate those Guild apprentices we met last night, cultivate friendships, and get them to tell you whatever it is they know. Do not treat them as a disposable information source, either. Useless as apprentices are, they won’t
  
   be
  
  apprentices forever. Not everyone who applies to the Guild makes it all the way—not even most. But we won’t waste a potential connection.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   us,
  
  though?” Casey objected. “I mean, all due respect, Sarge, but wouldn’t
  
   you
  
  be a better choice to deal with the Guild?”
 

 
  “I do have the knowledge and experience, this is true,” Principia agreed. “And for exactly that reason, I’ll be coaching you on what to say, what to do, and how to proceed.
  
   Carefully.
  
  But by the same token, I have my own reputation among the Guild, and my presence would be…complicating. Trust me when I say it’s best I remain at a circumspect distance from them for now. But I chose you three by process of elimination. Avelea radiates discipline and dignity even when out of uniform; among Eserites, that’s tantamount to tattooing ‘kick me’ on you forehead. And Lang…” She turned a critical look on Merry, who grinned puckishly. “Honestly, Lang, I could see you either making the
  
   best
  
  of friends with Eserites, or the worst of enemies, depending on how the conversation went. I’m reluctant to flip that coin when either heads or tails could end with you getting shanked.”
 

 
  “Your concern for my welfare touches me, Sarge.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes. Passive-aggressive jab at my leadership, obligatory rejoinder about my boots touching you, and we move on.
  
   We
  
  three, Lang, Avelea, and I, are going to pursue the
  
   other
  
  lead we’ve gained lately.” She grinned. “It’s a weak one, but he
  
   was
  
  on the scene—and given what we’re looking into, building a tie to the Salyrites will be all kind of useful. So while you guys are dancing with thieves, we’re going to look up our new friend Mr. Schwartz.”
 

 
  “Question.” Farah raised a hand. “Don’t all of these people…um, sort of hate us right now?”
 

 
  “I thought Schwartz seemed pretty mild-mannered,” Ephanie commented.
 

 
  “Yes,” Farah said dryly, “but
  
   you
  
  don’t have to deal with the Eserites.”
 

 
  “Well, I think you overestimate the level of hostility we’ll meet, Szaravid,” said Principia. “Hate is a very strong word. But yes, there may be some ill feeling. In that case, you will simply have to employ charm and persuasion.”
 

 
  “And,” Farah said hesitantly, “what if I don’t…
  
   have
  
  charm and persuasion?”
 

 
  “Then,” Principia said, “I guess you’re back to being assertive, aren’t you?”
 

 
  Merry let out a long sigh and leaned back against the frame of her bunk. “Oh, yeah.
  
   This
  
  is gonna work.”
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  Darius, growing increasingly frustrated, darted froward again, swinging at Jasmine’s head. During the last minute, he had quickly gotten over his hesitation to strike her; so far, his attempts to do so were proving fruitless.
 

 
  She had begun by simply standing there, ignoring his taunts and imprecations to attack. When he finally stepped forward, launching a half-hearted jab at her head, she stepped back, avoiding it. The first minute of their duel followed that pattern, Darius growing bolder and more aggressive, without effect. Jasmine not only never struck back, she didn’t even trouble to adopt a fighting stance, keeping her hands folded behind her. She simply stepped smoothly backward and to either side, allowing Darius to chase her in a pointless circle.
 

 
  The increasing jeers and commentary from the other assembled apprentices was clearly not improving Darius’s mood; his grin had collapsed entirely into a thunderous scowl. Grip, though, grinned like the cat who had eaten the canary, lounging against the wall off to the side and watching avidly. Beside her stood an older man in nondescript clothing, his face lined and hair silver-touched at the temples. Apart from nodding once to Grip in greeting, he had simply watched the fight impassively.
 

 
  “All right, enough!” Darius exclaimed, coming to a stop and lowering his hands. “Are you about
  
   done
  
  screwing around? If you’re not gonna
  
   fight,
  
  we both have better things we could be doing.”
 

 
  Jasmine raised one eyebrow. “If we’re not fighting… Why are you losing?”
 

 
  There was a predictable outburst of hooting from the spectators at his. Darius rolled his eyes dramatically.
 

 
  “Well,” he drawled, “I guess the
  
   smart
  
  thing to do here would be to walk away, since you’ve sunk to goading me. That’s just sad, Jasmine; we are all cheapened by this.”
 

 
  “Are we done, then?” she asked calmly.
 

 
  “Tell you what, cupcake, I’ll leave that up to you.” He slid back into a braced fighting stance, raising his fists. “I’m not gonna flail around while you show off your dancing skill. Either fight
  
   back,
  
  or we
  
   are
  
  done.”
 

 
  She shrugged.
 

 
  He darted forward a bit more carefully, aiming a jab at her face, which she slapped aside. Darius grinned in triumph, bouncing in place a couple of times, before feinting left and then attacking from the other side.
 

 
  Jasmine ignored the bait, stepped neatly to the side and reached deftly past his attacking fist to tap him on the head with her palm.
 

 
  Darius yowled in obvious pain and stumbled to the ground, clutching his ear.
 

 
  A few of the onlookers let out exuberant cheers, but most of the watching apprentices fell silent, staring in various degrees of disbelief and concentration. Grip’s smile broadened further, but she offered nothing to the tumult.
 

 
  Jasmine turned to face the crowd, waiting until the shouts died down somewhat before speaking in a tone clearly used to projecting.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   assuming
  
  our goal here is not to go around killing and maiming people, right? Well, what you just saw was one of the fastest and easiest ways to put someone out of commission without doing them serious harm.” She glanced at Darius, who had made it back up to his knees, keeping his back to her for the moment, then turned back to the other apprentices and raised one hand. “Here, cup your hand slightly, and gently—gently!—tap yourself on the ear with the palm.”
 

 
  She demonstrated, and several of the onlookers followed suit, though some stubbornly refrained and a few knowing expressions hinted that their owners already knew where this was going.
 

 
  “That sensation you feel,” Jasmine continued, “is air being pushed into your ear canal by the impact. Do that
  
   harder
  
  and it will hit your eardrum with a lot of force, which causes pain, nausea, and loss of equilibrium, not to mention loss of hearing and sometimes blurred vision. Hard
  
   enough
  
  and you can rupture the eardrum entirely. Do this to someone and they are
  
   down.
  
  It’s painful and debilitating, but not permanent or excessively cruel—even a fully ruptured eardrum heals naturally in a few weeks, barring infection. And, of course, a quick potion or divine healing can fix it in moments. It’s a weak point all humanoids share, though the ears on lizardfolk are too hard to spot to be worthwhile. Even sturdier races, like dwarves or orcs, will be neutralized by this.
 

 
  “The best time to do this,” she added, holding up a finger warningly, “is
  
   before
  
  a fight breaks out, to prevent it from happening. The ear is a small target, and you have to hit it at the right angle. If someone’s already watching for an attack, it’s harder; if you’re already moving around trying to hit one another, harder still. You really only stand a chance of using this
  
   in
  
  a fight if you’re already a lot better than the person you’re fighting.”
 

 
  “Oh, nice. That’s a nice touch.” Darius straightened up and turned to glare at her, still clutching his ear. “Couldn’t resist getting in a last little shot, could you?”
 

 
  “Oh,” Jasmine said, suddenly looking flustered, in a sharp contrast to her previous bearing. “Um, sorry, I wasn’t thinking—”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what,
  
   Jas,”
  
  he said curtly. “Congratulations on being good at fighting. Everybody here’s good at
  
   something.
  
  The point is to get along with people and gain new skills. You’re gonna have a hard time if you can’t resist taking the opportunity to be an asshole every time you show somebody up.”
 

 
  “I
  
   wasn’t—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Whatever,” he snorted, turning on his heel and slouching away, but not before his parting comment was audible. “Bitch.”
  
  
 

 
  “Leave it,” Grip ordered when Jasmine took a step in his direction. The enforcer strode forward, effortlessly scattering apprentices with a sharp gesture. “Do not waste your time on petulant jackasses. The boy was right about that much, though I suspect the irony was lost on him. A word in your ear, kid? This way.” She tilted her head toward the corner of the pit, pausing only to sweep a very sharp look around at the assembled onlookers. Those who hadn’t already got the hint immediately set off in search of something else to do.
 

 
  “So, you’ve done this before,” Grip said as Jasmine followed her. They came to a stop next to the climbing bars, atop which Rasha and Tallie still sat. The enforcer was surely aware of their presence, but did not acknowledge them.
 

 
  “I’ve had the benefit of training, yes,” Jasmine agreed warily.
 

 
  “Well, the fighting, yeah,” Grip said with a knowing little smile. “But also teaching. That’s exactly the right approach to take around here—show people what you know, make yourself useful, earn respect. You’re off to a good start, kid. Now, let’s talk about what you did
  
   wrong.”
  
 

 
  Jasmine folded her arms, eyebrows lowering. “I thought I handled him pretty well.”
 

 
  “Once the actual fighting started, yeah, you owned him. Listen, girl, I am an enforcer, and a good one. Inflicting pain and fear in Eserion’s name is my job, my calling, and my faith. So pay attention when I tell you that your objective as a practitioner of the violent arts should be
  
   not
  
  to fight. You inflict exactly as much damage as you need to in order to get the results you want. Violence is a means to an end; violence being the end in and of itself is a symptom of a particular species of crazy that we don’t tolerate around here.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Jasmine said in annoyance, “but as I
  
   just
  
  said, I chose the least—”
 

 
  “Mouth shut,” Grip said flatly. “I am speaking. A corollary of this principle is that as much as an enforcer needs to be good at
  
   force,
  
  she also needs to be good at theater. You have to control every aspect of your interactions in order to gain the fear and respect you need. How you present yourself, what you say, is a lot more important in the long run than breaking elbows—or eardrums. As such,
  
   announcing
  
  that you’re a feminist who can be goaded into a fight as easily as that boy did is a serious mistake. I doubt most of those yahoos out there have the motive or the understanding to leverage that, but in other circumstances… You showed a weakness in front of a crowd. Don’t do that.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine murmured, still frowning, but now in thought. “Thank you. That’s good advice.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t waste everyone’s time saying it, otherwise,” Grip said with a humorless little grin. “That aside, good show, kid. I’m gonna be watching you with interest.”
 

 
  She clapped the apprentice on the shoulder once, and then strode away without another word. As she passed the older man who’d been watching the fight with her, he smoothly fell into step at her side, and they disappeared through the door into the catacombs. Jasmine stood there, gazing after them with a pensive frown still in place.
 

 
  At least, until Tallie landed on the floor beside her.
 

 
  “That was
  
   Grip!”
  
  Tallie enthused, ignoring the way Jasmine started away from her and slipped momentarily into a fighting stance. “You lucky bitch, you!”
 

 
  “I’d really prefer it if people didn’t call me that,” Jasmine said pointedly, relaxing. “I spoke to that woman once before, briefly. So, she’s an enforcer? Who was that man with her?”
 

 
  “Oh, who cares?” Tallie said dismissively, while Rasha clambered more sedately down to join them. “It was
  
   Grip
  
  , Jasmine! And she
  
   talked
  
  to you! Hell, she took the time to
  
   teach
  
  you!”
 

 
  “That’s what full Guild members do with apprentices, right? I guess I’m making some progress, then.”
 

 
  “Grip,” Rasha said, frowning. “Actually, I remember that name. She was the one Pick trained under, right? Before she threw him back into the general pool?”
 

 
  “Damn skippy!” Tallie exclaimed, patting him hard on the shoulder. “You’ve got sharp ears and a good memory, my little friend. Dang,
  
   everybody’s
  
  showing off their potential today.”
 

 
  “Can we
  
   not
  
  call people little?” Rasha said irritably.
 

 
  “That’s the whole point about Grip,” Tallie blustered on, ignoring him now. “She doesn’t
  
   do
  
  apprentices. Rarely has one, and she’s been even more standoffish than usual ever since Pick proved himself to be a prick. She’s only recently started visiting the pit to watch apprentices again, and this is the first time she’s ever paid attention to one person in particular! Holy damn, woman, I kind of want to kill you and steal your life now!”
 

 
  “I, uh, don’t think it works like that,” Jasmine said warily. “Anyhow… She doesn’t really sound like the sort of person I’d want to apprentice under.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   daft?”
  
  Tallie exclaimed.
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged. “It’s just… I already know fighting.”
 

 
  
   “I’ll
  
  say,” Rasha commented.
 

 
  “I came here to learn
  
   other
  
  ways of dealing with my problems,” Jasmine continued, “not to become a better fighter. And especially not to learn how to be a more…intimidating, fear-inspiring person like Grip seems to be. That isn’t the path I want to follow. I hope I’m not gonna have to turn her down or anything,” she added worriedly. “If she’s well-respected around here, that seems like it could cause me some problems…”
 

 
  “Oh, not likely,” Tallie said dismissively. “I mean, people would think it was
  
   weird
  
  as hell, you refusing to apprentice under someone with that kind of rep, but Eserites are all about leaving folks alone to do their thing. As long as Style doesn’t think you’re not working or learning hard enough… Or, hell, maybe you’d gain enough cred from her just
  
   asking
  
  that you’d get a better offer!”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Jasmine murmured, gazing absently at the wall.
 

 
  “Anyway!” Tallie said, suddenly with a broad grin. “Let’s do something!”
 

 
  “Uh, oh,” Rasha muttered.
 

 
  She scowled at him. “What, uh oh? You don’t even know what I was going to say.”
 

 
  “I’ve learned that when somebody says ‘let’s do something’ in that tone, I’m about to have a bad time.” Jasmine smiled at him in amusement.
 

 
  “Oh, you kids and your…pooh-poohedness, pooh-poohing all my enthusiasm,” Tallie said, making a swatting gesture at him. “No, look, seriously, I think Jasmine’s debut calls for something celebratory,
  
   and
  
  we’re all here to get ourselves trained, right? Well, why choose between them when we can just do both?”
 

 
  “Um, I’m not sure what needs celebrating, here,” Jasmine said. “I had one brief sparring match and an even briefer conversation with an enforcer.
 

 
  “I’m curious what kind of training she means, though,” Rasha said.
 

 
  “It sounds like an excuse to slack off,” Jasmine muttered.
 

 
  “It
  
   is!”
  
  Tallie admitted cheerfully. “But, and I’m saying this in all seriousness, I wouldn’t be suggesting it if I didn’t see a real benefit. Training in the Guild is great, it’s necessary, but it’s also a preliminary sort of thing. Eserites are active out there
  
   in
  
  the world. So, I’m gonna do you the favor a senior apprentice did for me on
  
   my
  
  first day and show you one of the places we’re gonna need to get to know. That they have booze is just an added benefit!”
 

 
  “I don’t drink,” said Jasmine.
 

 
  They both stared at her.
 

 
  “What do you mean, you don’t
  
   drink?”
  
  Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “It isn’t a complex sentence, or subject,” Jasmine said in annoyance. “I do not ingest alcohol. Why is this such a big deal for everyone?”
 

 
  “It’s a big deal because everyone
  
   drinks!”
  
  Tallie exclaimed.
 

 
  “Everyone does
  
   not.”
  
  Jasmine folded her arms. “I don’t. And I’m hardly the only one.”
 

 
  “Hey, what happened to letting people do their own thing?” Rasha said quietly.
 

 
  Tallie heaved a sigh. “Out of the mouths of babes… All right,
  
   fine,
  
  but I hope you know there’s a serious interrogation coming your way, lady. With every new thing I learn about you, the mystery deepens. You’re like this big, improbable onion. Layer upon layer of new intrigues.”
 

 
  “I suppose the metaphor fits,” Jasmine said, nodding. “Plus, if you cut me, I’ll make you cry.”
 

 
  Rasha barked an unexpected laugh, stifling himself when Tallie scowled at him. “What? That was funny.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Jasmine said with a smile.
 

 
  “Anyway!” Tallie said with a roll of her eyes. “Get yourselves together, guys, we’re taking a field trip. Since Grip chased everybody off from Jasmine and we’re all still messed up after our ridiculous adventure
  
   last
  
  night, it’s the perfect time for
  
   gwah!”
  
 

 
  She jerked away from Ross, placing a hand on her chest and panting dramatically.
 

 
  “What?” he asked, blinking in surprise. “You okay?”
 

 
  “Damn it, don’t
  
   do
  
  that!” she snapped. “How
  
   did
  
  you do that? You’re like a buffalo; how the hell did you sneak up on us?”
 

 
  He shrugged.
 

 
  “Excuse me, but he snuck up on
  
   you,”
  
  Rasha said helpfully.
  
   “We
  
  saw him coming.”
 

 
  “He just walked up,” Jasmine added. “Hi, Ross.”
 

 
  “Jasmine.” He nodded to her before turning back to Tallie. “Can I come?”
 

 
  “I—well, hell, sure.” She chuckled. “More the merrier, and I guess we’ve got as much of a history as we do with anyone
  
   else
  
  here. C’mon, kids, I’m going to open your eyes to a whole new world.”
 

 
  “Um…” Rasha glanced around. “Should we…find Darius, first?”
 

 
  Tallie sighed, shaking her head. “Rasha, we did
  
   one
  
  job with the guy.”
 

 
  “One job,” Ross rumbled, “then jail, then cleaning duty.”
 

 
  “Right, well, the point is, we’re not
  
   married
  
  to him. He’s off sulking after making an ass of himself with Jasmine. We’ll make other friends, Rasha, don’t get too attached.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Jasmine interrupted, “but where, exactly, are you proposing to take us?”
 

 
  Tallie winked. “To a place where all good thieves can congregate outside the sanctity of their Guild, to mix with the sort of people with whom they’ll need to do business. A place where we can make contacts, get anything money can buy, and generally do business.”
 

 
  “For some reason,” Jasmine said with a sigh, “I can’t help assuming this is a place where we can get
  
   stabbed,
  
  and then get a nasty infection.”
 

 
  “There, y’see?” Tallie grinned and slugged her on the shoulder. “I
  
   said
  
  you pick things up quick.”
 

 
  “What kinda drinks to they have?” Ross asked.
 

 
  “Plentiful, strong, and
  
   cheap!”
  
 

 
  He nodded. “I’m in.”
 

 
  Rasha remained silent, following along behind as the still-chattering Tallie led them up the stairs and toward the hall, unable to dislodge her last piece of advice from the forefront of his brain.
 

 
  Who
  
   else
  
  would he be wiser not to get attached to? How long would it be before they realized they could do without
  
   him?
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  “Well, I can’t say you don’t know how to show a lady a good time,” Principia remarked. “Herschel, with the greatest of respect and all apologies to your delicacy and masculine pride… Are you sure you can afford this?”
 

 
  He actually laughed lightly. “Oh, well…as a general rule, no, this sort of thing is
  
   well
  
  out of my budget. However, a good friend of mine works here, and wrangled me a membership so we can meet and talk in privacy. It is an
  
   excellent
  
  place for privacy, which is why I invited you! But, no, let’s just say I don’t commonly
  
   eat
  
  here. I mean, the drinks alone… Not that you should feel inhibited!” he added hastily. “Please, you’re my guest, get whatever you like.”
 

 
  “Not to put too fine a point on it,” she replied dryly, “I’ve been a Legionnaire for a few months and a thief for two hundred years. I could
  
   buy
  
  this place. Since you’re providing the venue, how about I cover the drinks?”
 

 
  “Ah, well, if you insist,” he said, not smooth enough to fully disguise his relief. She only smiled in amusement.
 

 
  She had been intrigued when Schwartz’s message specified formal attire, and even somewhat surprised when he brought her to one of the city’s more expensive nightclubs. Most of these places actively sought to cultivate a men’s club atmosphere, all done up in dark hardwoods, red-stained leather, and either brass trappings with old books or pelts and hunting trophies, depending on the set of moneyed men to which they pandered. The Limelight Lounge, however, was known as a place for assignations between well-heeled couples; it was indeed designed for privacy, and also for softer tastes, its décor running heavily toward silks and velvets in deep blue, with etched glass partitions as décor. It also kept more generous hours than its counterparts, which was why it was not only open this early in the afternoon, but rather well-attended. The layout was also somewhat obfuscatory, with tables and chairs arranged in artfully uneven tiers and terraces around its stage, and two balconies running around the perimeter of the tall central room. No doubt the difficulty this created in navigating was offset by the privacy it afforded its patrons. The many nooks scattered here and there were cleverly positioned to have a good view of the stage and not much else.
 

 
  They stood out somewhat, unavoidably. Though most of those present were in tailored suits and elegant gowns, Schwartz was not the only person to be seen in the formal robes of his cult, nor she the only guest in military dress uniform. Principia was, however, the only person to be seen in the white uniform of the Silver Legions; she rather doubted this place saw many Avenists. And she was, unsurprisingly, the only elf, unless more were hiding in the secluded booths. Not impossible, but this really wasn’t an elvish kind of place.
 

 
  “So, this friend,” Principia mused after a moment’s pause, in which they strolled slowly along the rail of the lowest balcony. “Not a waiter or something, I assume, if he was able to get you a membership here…”
 

 
  “She, actually,” he said, turning to nod toward the stage, on which a very pretty dark-haired young woman sat, singing in an exceedingly well-trained voice to the accompaniment of her guitar. Unlike many players who simply strummed the instrument’s strings, her fingers danced with a virtuoso’s mastery, filling the air with sweet little harmonies which wove around and through her song. “The management thinks quite highly of her around here. Enough to put up with my occasional presence, at any rate! Though, ah, they were
  
   quite
  
  adamant that pets are not permitted in the club.”
 

 
  “You mean your little…Meesie, wasn’t it?” Principia tilted her head and smirked. “I should think elemental familiars belong in a wholly different category than
  
   pets.”
  
 

 
  “Now, see, that’s the argument
  
   I
  
  made! I was firmly assured, however, that I was incorrect.”
 

 
  She grinned, stopping and stepping in front of him to lean against the rail, gazing down at the singer. “Soooo. By
  
   friend,
  
  do you by any chance mean…?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, nothing like that,” he said hastily. “She’s just a friend, just that, that’s all! Not that there’s anything wrong with Ami at all, of course. She’s certainly lovely—I mean, I’ve got eyes. But there’s, ah, someone…sort of. Maybe.” He trailed off, his expression growing dour, and absently rubbed at his shoulder where Meesie usually sat.
 

 
  “Sounds complicated,” Principia murmured.
 

 
  “It…rather is,” he admitted. “I don’t rightly know
  
   how
  
  she feels, or her situation… And we’re sort of prevented by circumstance from…well, even
  
   talking.
  
  For now. Maybe for… I don’t know. I mostly think I’m a fool to still be bothering with it at all. It’s a mess, and… I don’t know.”
 

 
  “Go for it,” she said quietly, still watching Ami sing.
 

 
  Schwartz blinked, turning to look at her. “Really? But you don’t even know the situation.”
 

 
  “That’s my advice for
  
   most
  
  situations,” she said with a wry little smile.
 

 
  “Hm.” He grunted and turned moodily to gaze down at the performing bard. “My mother advised me to forget the whole thing.”
 

 
  “And the last thing I’d want is to undermine your mother, Herschel. I never met her, nor was aware of her existence, for that matter, but I
  
   will
  
  say that I’m likely at least four times her age. And what I’ve learned about love is that heartbreaks fade, but the regrets of opportunities you missed will haunt you forever.”
 

 
  He simply gazed in silence for a few long moments, clearly no longer focusing on Ami, before replying. “Did you and my dad talk about things like this?”
 

 
  “We did, actually,” she said, then her forehead creased in a frown. “But… You’re, what, twenty-three? Is that right?”
 

 
  “Oh, ah, yes. I think I mentioned that.”
 

 
  “Mm. Let’s find a place to sit, shall we?”
 

 
  “Oh! Sure, good idea.”
 

 
  He led her to a booth, screened by lush potted plants whose exuberant state of growth was inexplicable in the dim, windowless club. The table was elevated two steps, shielded from view to either side and affording them a good view of the stage and its performer.
 

 
  “The thing is,” Principia said as she settled into a seat across from him, “you’d have been a little tyke of about five when I last saw Anton, and I had no idea you existed. I never even knew he was
  
   married.
  
  Quite frankly, I see why he kept it from me. Matters between us would have been different had I known.”
 

 
  “Oh?” he said warily.
 

 
  She grinned. “Let’s just say I’ve been prone to
  
   adventure
  
  most of my life, since long before that came to be considered a dirty word. It’s not often I find myself in the company of trustworthy friends, and I’m afraid I have a tendency to drag them into all manner of exploits when I have them. I’d have been a
  
   lot
  
  more cautious with Anton had I known he had a family back home. And he knew
  
   that,
  
  hence not telling me.” She shrugged. “Well, in the end, he profited from knowing me and I never got him into more trouble than I could get him back out of, but I still feel I owe your whole family an apology. Something tells me your mother wouldn’t be at all pleased to learn of some of what we got up to.”
 

 
  “Mother certainly isn’t shy about experiencing the rougher side of life herself,” he said. “That’s how they met, in fact. She’d have gone with him on his trips—and did, at first, but once she became the Sheriff, she had an obligation to stay near home. My sister and I were partly raised by a variety of aunts and neighbors.”
 

 
  “So, Anton’s wife is a Sheriff,” Principia murmured.
 

 
  “And a former Legionnaire!” he added.
 

 
  She winced. “All things considered, and with all respect to the lady, I think I’ll refrain from introducing myself.”
 

 
  “If…you think that’s best,” he said doubtfully.
 

 
  “So!” she continued in a more brisk tone. “As I believe I mentioned, the way Anton and I left things off, he did me a big favor which I always felt deserved repayment, and I’m sorry I never had the chance to make good on that. But you’re here and I’m here now, so let’s talk about what I can do for you. Why is it, exactly, that you feel the need to make friends and connections with Eserites?”
 

 
  Schwartz frowned down at his hands, which were clasped together on the table. “I… Well. I’m afraid this is going to sound rather ungrateful, but I have to be frank on the matter of privacy. There are…circumstances. Secrets and dicey situations, and tales that aren’t even mine to tell, risks I can’t take. I’ll understand if this means you can’t work with me, but there’s going to be a lot that I just can’t—”
 

 
  “All right, stop,” she said with a grin, holding up a hand. “Remember, Herschel, I
  
   am
  
  an Eserite. And as we were just discussing, your dad and I got along swimmingly without me ever knowing half the important details of his life. I
  
   definitely
  
  understand secrets and privacy, so you can leave off the flowery explanations. Let’s dispense with what you can’t tell me and focus on what you
  
   can.
  
  What is it you need?”
 

 
  “I am not…exactly…sure,” he said, frowning. “Okay, well, the truth of it is… I have an enemy, which is something I am not used to, and not good at handling. I was strongly advised to befriend someone in the Thieves’ Guild to help teach me…well, how to handle an enemy.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes in thought. “How urgent is this situation?”
 

 
  “Well…it’s not good,” he said darkly.
  
   “Urgent,
  
  though… She—I mean
  
   they
  
  don’t know I’m…well, after h—them.”
 

 
  “So, enemy’s a woman,” Principia said wryly. “Don’t make that face; this will go faster if you don’t try to cover up these flubs. I’m not going to interrogate you about it beyond what I
  
   need
  
  to know to help. Why is it urgent-ish?”
 

 
  Again, he stared down at his hands in thought for a long moment. “…have you ever known someone who just… Just
  
   needs
  
  to be brought down?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said simply. “Frequently.”
 

 
  He nodded. “And…apart from
  
   general
  
  principles, it relates to the
  
   other
  
  matter I brought up. Someone I, ah, care about is in danger from this person. Rather…constant danger.”
 

 
  “Life-threatening?”
 

 
  “I don’t…know? I suspect not, at least immediately. It’s more a matter of constant, calculated abuse.”
 

 
  “This…is an ugly situation you’re sketching the outlines of,” she said, frowning. “Well, you may or may not have come to the right person. I
  
   definitely
  
  know a thing or two about dealing with hostiles, but trying to make a thief of you is probably not the wisest approach. Not knowing the person or the situation, there’s a stark limit to how much good my advice, or anyone’s, will do you. Herschel, I realize you’re a somewhat hesitant speaker in general, but you do seem to be stumbling a great deal over this. I think your first step should be to figure out what the maximum possible information you can give me about this is, and do so. I realize you’ve no
  
   personal
  
  reason to trust me, and I’ll respect your privacy. I’m not digging; I’m trying to lay out what it is I’ll need in order to help you.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said, heaving a sigh. “Well, that…all makes perfect sense, I suppose. It’s just that… I was sort of warned
  
   specifically
  
  that once this person knows I’m coming after her, that’s when the real fight will begin…”
 

 
  “That is probably the explicit truth,” she agreed, nodding. “And you’d better be ready for that fight when it starts. Which is the point of this, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Exactly. And… I don’t mean any disrespect, please believe that, but you’re right in that I
  
   don’t
  
  know much about you, and every person I let know about this is a chance for word to get back to…her.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said. “You may not be a practiced enemy, but you’re clearly a careful thinker, Herschel. What I can tell you
  
   now
  
  is that your best plan for this will be…
  
   to
  
  plan. I’ve not seen you try to fight, but I understand you didn’t pose much of an impediment to Squad 342 last night. You’re a thinker, not a scrapper. Best to have your plans laid in full before you engage.”
 

 
  He opened his mouth to reply, then suddenly turned toward the stage, where the music had stopped, followed by muted applause. The bard stood and bowed to her audience before slipping offstage, while a harpist smoothly entered from the opposite side to take her place.
 

 
  “Ah, good,” Schwartz said in a more cheerful tone. “She always notices when I come in. I’ve no idea
  
   how,
  
  I swear she doesn’t even look up from her guitar, and anyway how could she
  
   see
  
  with the lights on her like that? But every time I visit she’ll come talk with me. I should introduce you here in just a moment!”
 

 
  “Capital idea,” Principia said brightly, rising and slipping out of the booth. “Before that, allow me a moment, will you? I’ll be right back to meet your friend.”
 

 
  “Ah, of course, sure,” he said, bobbing his head in affirmation.
 

 
  After she had slid away out of view, he let out a sigh and leaned back against his seat, resting his head on the partition behind him. All this…scheming. With every new development, even the encouraging ones, it was made ever clearer to him that he was wildly out of his element. For a few long minutes he just rested there, breathing evenly and letting the soft strains of harp music from below wash over him.
 

 
  “My, my, is it
  
   that
  
  bad?”
 

 
  He straightened up and managed a thin smile as Ami slid into the booth across from him. “Hello. Lovely performance as always. And no…nothing
  
   new
  
  is bad. I’m just…coping, as always.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re taking
  
   action,
  
  which is all anyone can ask, I suppose,” she said airily. “To judge by the white longcoat, I gather your
  
   date
  
  is this mysterious new friend in the Legions? Splendid work, Herschel. It can’t be said that you don’t move
  
   quickly.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, and she’ll be back in just a moment.” He glanced around. “Actually, I’m not sure what the, ah… I mean, probably just the necessary. I thought it indelicate to ask.”
 

 
  “Setting the trap,” Principia said brightly, appearing at the table again as if by magic. Ami jumped in surprise, then went rigid, staring at her; the elf gave her a pleasant smile. “It wouldn’t do for your
  
   friend
  
  here to get nervous and bolt, before I could position myself between her and any way off that seat. Young woman, I can
  
   see
  
  you thinking about it. Now tell me, which do you think is a worse idea: trying to shove your way past an elf, or past a Silver Legionnaire?”
 

 
  Schwartz gaped at her. “Uh… What is going on?”
 

 
  “Just a little…
  
   reunion
  
  between old friends,” Ami said in a strangled voice. “And this, Herschel, is why I wish you’d
  
   told
  
  me just who you were meeting.”
 

 
  “I’ll bet you do,” Principia said, her false smile fading into a hard, piercing stare. “Spilt milk, Ms. Talaari. It’s not that I don’t believe in coincidences; I simply don’t
  
   like
  
  them. So why don’t we all have a calm, quiet discussion about you, me, the Schwartzes, and Basra Syrinx?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “With all due respect, corporal,” Casey said plaintively, “is this really the
  
   best
  
  plan we have?”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” Nandi replied calmly, not glancing back at her. It was a well-heeled neighborhood they were walking through, and they passed mostly expensively-dressed people on the sidewalks, most of whom gave the three Legionnaires inquisitive looks. Several looked again at Nandi, doubtless unaccustomed to seeing elves in that armor. Despite the time of year, it was warm enough that they were not in their cold-weather gear, and as per regulations were not wearing helmets while on city duties that did not specifically require them.
 

 
  “Um, I just can’t help thinking,” Farah said nervously, “apart from the unlikelihood of just
  
   stumbling
  
  over these apprentices, if the three of us just patrol in a constant circle around the Imperial Casino, the Thieves’ Guild will eventually
  
   notice.”
  
 

 
  “Eventually?” At that, Nandi did glance back over her shoulder with a small smile. “I assure you, Szaravid, they’ve already noticed. Silver Legionnaires
  
   don’t
  
  patrol this district. Apart from the fact that it could be considered a provocative act against the Guild, there’s really no point. Even the Army doesn’t exert itself to keep peace here. No one attempts crime in territory under the control of the Thieves’ Guild. Or at least, no one does so twice.”
 

 
  “I’m still hung up on the ‘provocative’ part of that,” Casey muttered, glancing about.
 

 
  “Yes, they’ve noticed us,” Nandi said, again watching ahead. “The longer we keep up, the more curious they will be. Three soldiers are not a threat, and they’ll be wondering
  
   what
  
  we’re up to. By the third day of this, if not the second, someone will confront us to demand an explanation.”
 

 
  “Three
  
   days
  
  of this?” Farah groaned.
 

 
  “Likely more,” Casey said. “You were right; what are the odds of us just
  
   bumping into
  
  these apprentices?”
 

 
  “Slim,” Nandi admitted. “Thus, when we are accosted by the Guild, we will tell them the full and unvarnished truth. Our squad is commanded by a Guild member, we are looking for information about the raid and the weapons confiscated there, and those apprentices are our best lead. If you should find yourselves, for any reason, confronted by Guild enforcers in my absence, these are the facts you will tell them.”
 

 
  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Casey said warily.
 

 
  “Not a good one, but the best one available to us. If we simply walked up to them and
  
   asked,
  
  they would assume we were lying and up to something, and treat us accordingly. Matters will seem different if we speak frankly when menaced their full strength—and they
  
   will
  
  make threats, so be prepared for that, but also remember they are very unlikely to harm Legionnaires unless provokes far more severely than we shall. If they refuse to accept our presence, that will be that, and we will have to report back to the sergeant and find a new avenue of approach. But I judge there is at least a strong possibility someone within the Guild will actually help us, if we put it to them the right way. I have dealt with Eserites in the past.”
 

 
  “It feels risky,” Farah said, “showing them our hand like that.”
 

 
  “Riskier by far to play games.” Nandi glanced back again, a clear warning in her eyes. “We will not
  
   fence
  
  with the Thieves’ Guild, ladies. We would swiftly and dramatically
  
   lose.
  
  And worse, the situation would reflect upon Sergeant Locke, embarrass Captain Dijanerad, draw the attention of Bishop Syrinx, and aggravate Commander Rouvad.
  
   Any
  
  of those outcomes could be disastrous for us.”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Casey mused. “Locke’s pretty easygoing, as sergeants go…”
 

 
  “That,” Nandi stated, “is because we are a small unit, because she knows you, and because the composition of this squad makes it a viable leadership strategy. The Sisterhood has extensive files on Principia Locke, and I have read them. If you had to choose between having her and Basra Syrinx for an enemy… Well, ladies, you can thank Avei for the side on which she has placed you. Trust me.”
 

 
  “Really?” Casey said skeptically.
 

 
  “I believe it,” Farah said in a quieter tone. “I like the Sarge, too. That doesn’t mean I underestimate her.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Nandi with a small smile which they couldn’t see.
 

 
  They turned a corner in silence, glancing at the white, gilt-edged shape of the Imperial Casino as it was briefly visible across an intersection on their left. For the most part, Shahai was leading them on a patrol route around the Casino at a distance of one street, rather than actually circling its walls.
 

 
  “I know Locke said to drop this,” Casey said after a pause, “but… Corporal Shahai, that one apprentice, with the brown hair…”
 

 
  “I know, Elwick,” Nandi said quietly.
 

 
  “You do? I mean… Sure you do,” she added with a sigh.
 

 
  “Yeah, it’s really not surprising, is it?” Farah smiled and jostled her affectionately with an elbow.
 

 
  “Orders aside, Locke’s approach to that situation was the correct one,” Nandi said quietly. “We are being sent into a circumstance in which we may end up interacting with her, closely and repeatedly. Above all else, you will respect her cover and give
  
   no
  
  hint that you know her to be anything but some girl apprenticing to the Guild. With that understood… Locke has also placed us in position to possibly be of help to her, should an appropriate situation arise. I am quite confident the sergeant does not do such things by accident.”
 

 
  “What is she
  
   doing
  
  in the Guild?” Casey wondered aloud.
 

 
  “Nothing that’s any of your business until
  
   she
  
  tells you otherwise,” Nandi said flatly.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Casey swiftly acknowledged.
 

 
  Suddenly, the corporal stopped, turning her head. “…well. Then again, sometimes one gets lucky. This way, ladies, quickly.”
 

 
  “What’s happening, ma’am?” Farah asked, falling into step as Nandi picked up their pace and turned, heading down a street away from the Casino.
 

 
  
   “One
  
  and possibly more of our targets is now leaving the Guild and moving parallel to us, a block distant,” Nandi said crisply. “Tallie has a very carrying voice. I cannot be sure who, if anyone, is with her.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,”
  
  Casey marveled. “Just how acute
  
   is
  
  elvish hearing?”
 

 
  “The acuity is less important in this case than the practice at filtering out specific sounds from background noise. Not many elves have spent as much time in modern cities as I.”
 

 
  “I bet it’d be easier for her if we both shut up,” Farah muttered. Casey shot her an annoyed look, but she earned an over-the-shoulder smile from Nandi.
 

 
  In silence, the three Legionnaires strode off into the city.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Now,
  
   isn’t
  
  that interesting,” Grip said, watching the soldiers pass by directly beneath the building on whose roof she stood. “And you thought I was in an unreasonable hurry. If this doesn’t teach you to have some faith in my instincts, Silence, I don’t know if anything will.”
 

 
  The man accompanying her folded his arms, watching the Legionnaires go. “You realize the elf can assuredly hear us.”
 

 
  “That’s Nandi Shahai,” Grip said dismissively. “If she wants to question why I’m stalking her, I’ll be glad to hear what she’s doing poking around the Guild. Focus, Silence. My hearing’s not on her level, but I caught enough to know I was right. They’re following that group. Specifically the girl, I’d wager a month’s take.”
 

 
  Silence shook his head. “I
  
   still
  
  refuse to develop a personal stake in this.”
 

 
  “I swear,” she complained, “the older you get, the less
  
   fun
  
  you become.”
 

 
  “That’s the usual way of things, Quintessa,” he replied with a faint smile. “Still, you are right. In an objective sense, it
  
   is
  
  interesting. I will examine the girl more closely myself, but unless the results of that are disappointing, I believe it will be worth informing Glory. And if
  
   she
  
  decides not to lay a claim…”
 

 
  “Then it’s
  
   my
  
  turn,” Grip said with a hungry smile. “You do that. For now, I’m going to follow our friends down there. This evening is just
  
   bound
  
  to get more interesting before it’s over.”
 

 
  Without another word, she took off at a run and leaped across the street to catch herself on a window ledge on the building opposite, which was one floor taller than this one. In seconds, Grip had clambered up the side, agile as a squirrel, and then went bounding away over the rooftops, swiftly catching up to the four apprentices on one side of the building row and Legionnaires on the other.
 

 
  Silence stood, watching, until she was out of sight, and then turned to look back at the glittering domes of the Casino, frowning in thought.
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  “When you said we were going someplace villainous, I didn’t think you were being funny,” Jasmine said, having to pitch her voice loudly above the shouting, pounding of feet, and general mayhem.
 

 
  The Imperial Stock Exchange more closely resembled a sporting event of some kind than a place where money was counted and trade conducted. Wide-open in plan, it appeared to have been set up in a converted warehouse, with all its interesting features along the sides. No fewer than four dedicated telescroll towers bristled from the north edge of the building, their ground-level machinery and operators constantly pressed to keep up with business in their alcoves along that wall. The west wall was lit up by a huge magic mirror, quite possibly the largest of its kind in existence, upon which lists of inscrutable numbers and abbreviations glowed in blue and red, constantly moving, altering, and occasionally changing color back and forth. The other walls were heavily decorated: the triple-coin sigil of Verniselle was prominently and repeatedly displayed, as was the flag of the Tiraan Empire, a silver gryphon on a black field, represented in both its vertical and horizontal forms. There were also, closer to the floor, a goodly number of modern lightcaps, the sepia-toned portraits depicting mostly scenes from this very room.
 

 
  It was both insanely crowded, and crowdedly insane. The floor teemed like an anthill in a state of perpetually recent kicking, most of the traders agitated well beyond the limits of socially acceptable behavior, filling the air with their shouting and the sharp smell of sweat. Beneath them, the floor was an icky morass of crumpled slips of paper, cigar butts, and spilled liquor. There were a good number of Vernisite clerics present, notably not only for their sigil badges and robes, but calmer bearing—calmer, and in many cases, visibly smug. Interestingly, the general press of stock traders were overwhelmingly male, while at least two in three of the clerics were women.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, bankers are all crooked, I get it,” Tallie said breezily, likewise all but shouting to be heard. She grinned back at the others as she led them around the edge of the room. “Frankly there’s a couple of more subtle and more direct ways to get where we’re going, but I thought you guys oughta see this at least once. And no,
  
   this
  
  isn’t our final destination.”
 

 
  “I could’ve done without this entirely,” Rasha said, edging closer to Jasmine and constantly eying the chaos around him; shouting, gesticulating men repeatedly pressed close to them, never quite accidentally clocking anyone with a careless fist or elbow, but that was likely only because the group was paying attention and moving out of the way. No one answered him; he’d spoken in a normal tone, which rendered his words basically inaudible.
 

 
  At least Tallie didn’t dawdle. Their destination was a doorway in the back corner of the huge room; double-wide and with no doors to block the view, it revealed a broad spiral staircase of wrought iron descending straight down into a wide shaft cut into the floor. Two men were having a loud argument right outside; between the nigh-incoherent ferocity of their disagreement and the general noise, it was impossible to tell what it was even about, but the group hurried past them as quickly as possible. They seemed on the verge of coming to blows. Hidden inside the doorway, tucked just out of sight from the trading floor, a man and a woman were locked in a kiss in the corner, going about it with such passion they seemed unaware they were in a public place. Rasha ducked his head, flushing furiously as they passed the little scene. He was somewhat comforted by noting that both Jasmine and even Ross seemed uncomfortable as well, though Tallie, of course, only cheered at them in passing.
 

 
  The cacophony of the trading floor followed them down the stairs, but the smaller room into which the staircase terminated was much quieter. It was a bar, and a middling expensive one to judge by the quality of its woodwork. Only middling due to the scuffs, scratches, and cigar burns which marred most of the surfaces, but still; the layout was discreet and its furnishings clearly meant to be classy, the bartender well-dressed and even the passing serving girl attired with a modesty which set the place apart from the cheaper set of pubs. Despite the early hour, it was more than hall-full, mostly with disheveled traders slouched over drinks—in some cases, whole bottles—wearing despondent expressions.
 

 
  “They do the
  
   celebratory
  
  drinking up above,” Tallie said cheerfully as she led them through the room, ignoring a couple of filthy glares from sullen-looking men. “Anybody who comes down here in a good mood is usually buying a bottle to take back up top.”
 

 
  “I’m still not seeing the villainy I was promised,” Jasmine noted.
 

 
  “Patience, Jas, we’ll get there. Welcome to the Corral; we won’t be here long. Here we are!”
 

 
  She had taken them straight through the bar to a door in the back, and immediately pulled this open, stepping through and gesturing the others after. They exchanged a round of dubious glances before following.
 

 
  They were now in a public toilet. A nicely-appointed one, as toilets went, but still.
 

 
  “I feel this is an appropriate time to mention,” Jasmine said, “that I don’t have a lot of patience for practical jokes.”
 

 
  “Y’know,
  
   somehow,
  
  I sort of predicted that about you,” Tallie said with a grin, once again walking straight through and ignoring the rows of toilet stalls. She marched right up to the wall opposite the door and rapped sharply on it.
 

 
  After a second’s pause, a framed ornithological print of a mallard suddenly slid aside, revealing a pair of suspiciously squinting eyes.
 

 
  “Speak, friend, and enter,” said a male voice, muffled slightly by the intervening wall.
 

 
  “Fortune is a harlot!” Tallie replied cheerfully.
 

 
  The mallard slammed back into place. A second later, there was a muted
  
   click,
  
  and the entire wall swung away. Behind it, an enormously burly man in a suit that was clearly tailored to his bulky frame stepped back. In addition to being thick, he was hugely tall; he clearly had had to bend down to place his eyes in front of the hidden slot.
 

 
  “Top o’ the evenin’, Scott!” Tallie said. “How they hangin’?”
 

 
  “Ask me again when I’m not on watch,” he replied with a thin smile. She laughed and patted his arm in passing. Scott’s expression sobered as he studied the rest of them, but he made no move to impede their way, and after a moment, the other apprentices resumed following their guide.
 

 
  The narrow space beyond the false wall led to another descending staircase, this one carved of stone. More noise and light filtered up from below, growing louder as they traveled downward. This was a
  
   longer
  
  staircase, carrying them down at least three stories.
 

 
  “Gonna have to show restraint,” Ross grumbled. “Don’t wanna hafta climb this drunk.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   one
  
  reason to show restraint,” Jasmine agreed dryly.
 

 
  The stairwell opened onto yet another loud, well-lit place, this one a fraction the size of the stock exchange above. Their group stopped just inside to stare around, Tallie grinning proudly, the rest in a kind of awe.
 

 
  It was a circular room, roughly, arranged in three tiers. The thick stone column containing the staircase let out on the middle tier, which was the broadest; immediately to their right was a well-attended bar, with doors behind it probably leading into kitchens. This broad, circular space was laid out with tables and chairs, its inner ring marked by a wrought-iron rail ten feet tall; they were clearly serious about not letting anyone fall into the lower pit. Probably a wise precaution, considering the screeching, howling and crashing emanating from below, though between the angle and the cheering spectators ringing it, they couldn’t see what was going on down there. More tables were laid out around the upper tier, but they seemed to be more widely-spaced and attended by a better-dressed class of people than those down below.
 

 
  “It’s a bar,” Rasha said finally, “under a smaller bar, under a stock exchange.
  
   Why?”
  
 

 
  “And this is the Den!” Tallie threw her arms wide, grinning. “Get it? Because up above was the Corral.” Her grin faded slightly at their uncomprehending expressions. “You know. Bulls, bears?”
 

 
  She got only three blank stares in response, and sighed, lowering her arms.
 

 
  “I can see I’m gonna have to educate the
  
   hell
  
  out of you rubes. Anyway, yes, this is the Den, and yes, it’s a bar, but it’s not
  
   only
  
  that. This is one of Tiraas’s most active gambling dens!”
 

 
  “I thought gambling was illegal in the Empire,” said Rasha, “and yes, I realized how dumb that was the moment I said it, no need to rub it in.”
 

 
  “Very stringently regulated rather than illegal,” Jasmine said, her eyes roving constantly around the room. “The Empire doesn’t bother to police friendly betting. Anything organized or high-stakes isn’t allowed, which is why the Casino does such good business, being protected by a Pantheon cult. That’s the basics, anyway. I can’t say I ever cared enough about the Treasury laws to read the details.”
 

 
  “More than I knew,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “Oh, but it’s not
  
   just
  
  gambling,” Tallie said with relish, again setting off into the fray and leaving them to straggle along behind her. “A place like this, which exists outside the rule of law, attracts all
  
   kinds
  
  of nasty folks! Mercenaries, bounty hunters, assassins! Lots of members of the Guild hang out here, as well as a good smattering of Imperial Intelligence agents.”
 

 
  “Huh?” Rasha frowned. “Why would Imps… I mean, if the Empire knows about this, wouldn’t they just shut it down?”
 

 
  “Some Emperors would’ve,” Ross said. “Sharidan’s too savvy. You shut this down, three more pop up elsewhere. He knows where it is, he can keep an eye on it.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Tallie said, giving the normally taciturn apprentice a look of surprise. “At any rate, that’s how it was explained to me when
  
   I
  
  was first brought here, and it makes perfect sense to
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “You come here often?” Rasha asked warily.
 

 
  “This is my second time!” she said cheerily, weaving through the crowd toward the back of the ring; they had yet to find an unoccupied table. “Flora and Fauna brought me here when I was pretty new. Y’know…last week.”
 

 
  “You keep mentioning those names,” he noted.
 

 
  “They’re Sweet’s apprentices!” Tallie said. “Uh, that’s the Bishop. They’re good people.”
 

 
  “I’ve spoken with them a few times,” Jasmine agreed. “They’re quite helpful.”
 

 
  “Yeah, even a lot of the senior apprentices, the ones with sponsors, won’t waste their time on unskilled, no-rep nobodies like us,” said Tallie. “But those two are easygoing and usually willing to help out when they’re around. It makes sense, really; they’re Sweet’s apprentices. He’s
  
   all
  
  about building connections and relationships. Stand to reason he’d’ve taught ’em the same tactics. That’s what you’ll notice about sponsored apprentices, gang. When you get personal training from a ranking thief, you tend to pick up their general outlook and technique, even if you weren’t planning on it.”
 

 
  “I’m increasingly curious about Grip and Pick,” Rasha commented.
 

 
  “Recommend staying outta that,” said Ross.
 

 
  Suddenly, Jasmine broke from the group, rushing over to the rail, where they had come abreast of a gap in the crowd. “Those are
  
   demons!”
  
  she exclaimed, clearly aghast.
 

 
  The others moved over to join her, Rasha slipping in beside her while Tallie and Ross had to crane their heads around. He’d never seen a demon before, but he was willing to bet she was right. One of the things down there looked like a crab, with two sets of pincers and three stingers, plus a mouth full of fangs; the other resembled a gecko, except with armored plating, a barbed tail, and absurdly oversized dewclaws in place of sticky pads on its fingertips. Both were bigger than wolfhounds, and both were a mess of bloody scratches and chipped chitin. As they watched, the two combatants surged together again, clawing, biting, and stinging, accompanied by a round of cheers and catcalls from the onlookers.
 

 
  “Oh, wow,” said Tallie. “Last time I was here they had gladiators.
  
   This
  
  doesn’t seem like a great idea.”
 

 
  “That is a massive understatement,” Jasmine growled.
 

 
  “C’mon.” Tallie tugged at her arm. “There’s a table; let’s grab it while we can.”
 

 
  Jasmine allowed herself to be led away, scowling thunderously. A table had indeed opened up, and Tallie wasted no time in plopping herself into a seat, the others following suit more slowly, still clearly uncertain of their surroundings. Rasha felt slightly better at being ensconced in a
  
   place
  
  with people he more or less trusted, but the chaos, noise, and general atmosphere of the Den still did not agree with him. He was beginning to seriously question the wisdom of having come here. Maybe it was time to stop following Tallie into adventures…
 

 
  “So, uh, who’s buyin’?” Ross asked.
 

 
  Rasha blinked, then cringed. “I, um, don’t really have any…money,” he admitted.
 

 
  “Wait,” said Jasmine. “Weren’t we supposed to get paid for doing that job of Pick’s? Does it matter that it went south?”
 

 
  “That wasn’t
  
   our
  
  fault!” Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “Hey, you’re right,” Tallie said, scowling suddenly. “If that asshole tries to
  
   stiff
  
  us on top of
  
   ditching
  
  us…”
 

 
  “He’s got two more days,” Ross said in his basso rumble. “Three days from a job to make good on his word ‘cording to Guild custom. Then we can go to Style an’ she’ll beat it out of ‘im to pay us.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tallie said, nodding with vicious satisfaction. “I almost hope he
  
   forgets.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, that’ll be good in two days,” Rasha said nervously. “But, uh, for right now…”
 

 
  “Relax, I can spot us a bottle,” Tallie said easily. “Got a little savings. You can pay me back when Pick coughs up.”
 

 
  “What’s goin’ on up there?” Ross asked, nodding in the direction of the upper ring.
 

 
  “Ah!” Tallie said with a grin, clearly relishing her role as deliverer of exposition. “Those are the gaming tables. High-stakes games, the kind the Empire doesn’t technically allow. That sorta thing they don’t really do in the Casino, either.”
 

 
  “How come?” Rasha asked.
 

 
  “Because it
  
   is
  
  a casino. The games there aren’t
  
   rigged,
  
  exactly, but they’re set up so that the house always has the advantage. Even the poker tables have at least one Guild member participating at all times. So the big shot high rollers only drop by now and again to circulate; anybody who wins too much from the Guild is made unwelcome. I hear the actual
  
   Sarasio Kid
  
  got kicked outta there not so long ago!”
 

 
  “Isn’t he out in Sarasio?” Ross said, frowning.
 

 
  Tallie shrugged. “It’s just what I heard.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   are
  
  we here?” Jasmine asked, still peering around. She looked almost as tense as Rasha felt. “It’s…interesting, don’t get me wrong. But I’m not sure if I see the
  
   point.”
  
 

 
  “You’re new,” Tallie said with friendly condescension. “Being Eserite isn’t just about being a thief, Jasmine. We’re rubbing elbows with the riffraff, scoffing at the law just to be in here, risking a pointless stabbing just to have a drink. We’re showing the world we do not give a shit!
  
   This
  
  is the life, my friends!”
 

 
  “I think I’ve made a serious mistake,” Rasha mumbled.
 

 
  At that moment, a girl in tight pants and an equally tight blouse which covered barely half her chest sashayed up to their table, an empty tray tucked under her arm. “What’ll it be, kids?”
 

 
  “What’s good?” Tallie asked easily.
 

 
  “Nothing,” the waitress said immediately, with a smile. “Nothing is good. The operative question is: how drunk are you planning to get?”
 

 
  “Hm, on that subject…” Tallie shifted to point at Jasmine. “What can you recommend for our teetotaler friend here?”
 

 
  The serving girl blinked, then tilted her head to one side. “Go home?”
 

 
  Ross snorted a laugh, which he quickly smothered. Jasmine didn’t look offended, though; if anything, she seemed amused.
 

 
  “Bottle of spiced rum,” Rasha said, earning a surprised look from Tallie.
 

 
  “Comin’ atcha!” the waitress replied, tipping him a wink, and then strode off into the crowd, swaying her hips unnecessarily.
 

 
  “So,” said Tallie, leaning back in her chair and turning to Jasmine. “Now we’re all here and can chat… Who was that elf?”
 

 
  “Which elf?”
 

 
  “Don’t give me that,” Tallie said disdainfully.
  
   “The
  
  elf. How many elves have we met?”
 

 
  “Two,” Jasmine replied, arching an eyebrow. “That Legion squad at the fortress had two elves. You didn’t notice? It’s odd enough to see even
  
   one
  
  in a mostly-human army.”
 

 
  Tallie straightened up, frowning. “What? No, I mean… The squad leader was an elf, the one who claimed she was also in the Guild. That was the only elf
  
   I
  
  saw.”
 

 
  “One of the others, too,” Ross grunted. “Kept her helmet on, mostly. You had to look close.”
 

 
  “Okay, so that
  
   is
  
  weird,” Tallie acknowledged, “but back on the subject, you
  
   still
  
  know which elf I meant. The one who was so surprised to see
  
   you
  
  she dropped her fucking weapon. I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure the Legions train people not to do that. What gives? How do you know elves?”
 

 
  Jasmine opened her mouth, then hesitated.
 

 
  “Nobody has to share their history,” Rasha said, frowning. “It’s the Thieves’ Guild. It’s not hard to guess some of us are running from something, or just looking for a fresh start.”
 

 
  “All right, that’s fair,” Tallie said with an easygoing shrug, again lounging back in her chair till it tipped up on two legs. “Just bein’ sociable, but you’re right, nobody’s gotta play show and tell. Me, though, I don’t mind. I’m circus folk, been traveling the whole Empire since I was born.”
 

 
  “That sounds exciting,” Ross observed.
 

 
  “It is,” she said in a grimmer tone. “Especially when the Vidians catch up with the troupe. They do
  
   not
  
  like performing artists who aren’t affiliated with their cult. Veskers, now, those are fine—they’re pretty awesome, actually. Bards never think they’re too good for anyone, and they love hanging around with fellow performers. Most of the cults, though, take their cue from the Vidians. And why not? He’s one of the Trinity. Of course, that’s all it takes for
  
   others
  
  to pick up on it. Anywhere we went, people would try to take advantage of us. And feel
  
   smug
  
  about it, because they’re just following a religious example. Feh.”
 

 
  “Don’t the Imperial authorities protect people from that?” Jasmine asked.
 

 
  Tallie shrugged, twisting her lips bitterly. “It depends on the authority. We had Sheriffs and Marshals both stand up for us and be the worst bullies, and everything in between. I’ll tell you what, though. When I was eleven, we were camped near a town in Mathenon Province, and a barn burned. Well,
  
   that
  
  was all it took, that an a Sheriff who was a fucking asshole. The whole troupe was arrested. The
  
   whole
  
  troupe. As if
  
   we
  
  had anything to gain from burning some poor bastard’s barn. Farmers may be rubes, but they work hard, and that’s not an easy life. We understood that, and never gave trouble to anybody who’d treat us fairly. But one barn goes up while we’re nearby, and bam, we all get crammed into the jail for arson. I wasn’t even the youngest.”
 

 
  
   “Why?”
  
  Jasmine demanded, scowling. “What possible
  
   point
  
  could there be in that?”
 

 
  “Sometimes it’s just about power,” Rasha said wearily. “For some people, that’s the only point they need.”
 

 
  “Not that time, though,” Tallie sneered. “We had
  
   stuff.
  
  Animals, both to pull wagons and some exotic ones that performed. Tents. Carts, mundane and enchanted. Our take. A circus isn’t
  
   rich,
  
  but it has assets. For a crooked little back-country Sheriff, it was enough to be well worth seizing.”
 

 
  She straightened up, folded her arms on the table, and smiled, a slow, malicious expression.
 

 
  “Unfortunately for
  
   that
  
  particular shithead, there was a Guild thief passing through the town, who’d stopped to watch our show. While we were being rounded up, he was zipping back to Mathenon for more Guild members. A dozen of them descended on that little flyspeck village.” Her grin broadened. “I don’t exactly know
  
   what
  
  they did, but Sheriff Arseface was pale and practically gibbering when he came to let us out of our cells. The wagons had been rifled, clearly, we had to pack everything away properly, but not so much as a copper was missing. A dozen Eserites accompanied us to the edge of the province, just in case any of the local hicks were feeling vindictive; nobody tried anything. And the thieves were happy enough to answer questions from a curious kid. Well, that’s when I decided what
  
   I
  
  wanted to do with my life. The world is full of assholes who live to push around people like mine. I never realized until then that the world also had people who’d push
  
   back.”
  
 

 
  She leaned back again, folding her arms with a satisfied expression. The others all nodded slowly, each wearing thoughtful expressions.
 

 
  “There are true believers in every cult,” Jasmine said quietly. “But also abusers who see a religion as something to exploit. Probably more of those in the Guild than most faiths.”
 

 
  “Sure, I know that,” Tallie said with a shrug. “But there
  
   are
  
  believers, and they
  
   do
  
  Eserion’s work, not just to line their pockets. There’s gonna be one more when I’m through.”
 

 
  “Respect that,” Ross grunted, nodding to her.
 

 
  Their waitress reappeared suddenly, the tray laden this time. She deftly set four glasses down, followed by a substantial bottle of amber liquid. “And here we are! I’ll warn you, this swill isn’t what you get back home,” she added, winking at Rasha. “The Den serves only the finest of rotgut, moonshine, and bottled hellfire. Hardly
  
   anybody
  
  ever goes blind, at least not while still on the premises.”
 

 
  “Music to my ears!” Tallie sang, already reaching for the bottle, which in truth was more of a jug. Its label was crudely hand-drawn, apparently depicting a trident with the inscription
  
   The Storm Cares Not.
  
  “Money now, or later?”
 

 
  “Actually, you’re settled up,” said the waitress, stepping back and tucking her tray under her arm again.
  
   “Next
  
  bottle you pay for in advance, and probably the one after that. We’re not exactly a trusting institution; you don’t get a tab until you show you’re good for it.”
 

 
  “And yet we get a bottle on the house,” Jasmine said suspiciously.
 

 
  “You’re new,” the girl replied, waggling her eyebrows. “The house is
  
   not
  
  that generous. Nah, somebody likes the look of one or more of you. One of the high-rollers spotted you this round. You get thirsty again, sing out!”
 

 
  She sashayed off again with a toss of her hair, leaving the group to stare after her in confusion, then at their bottle of spiced rum.
 

 
  “So,” Ross said after a moment, “when you were here before, you made some friends?”
 

 
  “I…guess?” Tallie shrugged. “I mean, I get along with people, but not anybody in
  
   particular
  
  that I remember.”
 

 
  “We’re at a table with two pretty girls,” Rasha observed. “Tables up there are full of rich guys who play poker for too much money. It was bound to happen.”
 

 
  “Aw, you little sweet-talker, you,” Tallie cooed at him, fluttering her lashes. He hated himself for blushing, partly because he knew it would just encourage her.
 

 
  “I think I see our admirer,” Ross mumbled, pointing with his forehead. The others turned to follow his gaze, just in time to see a teenage boy in an expensive-looking suit stroll up to them, the tigers eye set into his bolo tie flashing distractingly.
 

 
  “Well, hey there,” he said with an amiable grin, strolling straight up to Jasmine. “Can’t say I was expecting—”
 

 
  “Hi!” she interrupted loudly, thrusting out a hand at him. “My name’s Jasmine.”
 

 
  The boy paused, blinking at her in surprise, then glanced down at her hand. After a moment of apparent confusion, he tentatively took it. “Okay. It’s good to…meet you?”
 

 
  “Awwwww!” Tallie squealed. “He’s
  
   adorable!
  
  Look at his little suit! How old are you?”
 

 
  “Tallie,” Rasha said sharply. “You are being
  
   incredibly
  
  condescending.”
 

 
  Their benefactor glanced wryly at him; fortunately, he didn’t seem particularly offended, so much as resigned.
 

 
  “Aw, but
  
   look!”
  
  Tallie said. “Look what a handsome little guy he is! Really, though, are you old enough to be in here? This is a
  
   bar.
  
  It’s pretty much the
  
   sketchiest
  
  bar in town.”
 

 
  “It’s a sight worse’n that, to speak the plain truth,” the teenager replied.
 

 
  “How about we’re
  
   polite
  
  to the guy who buys us drinks?” Ross said, giving Tallie a disapproving glower. “Good to meet you, and thanks for the bottle. I’m Ross.”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” said the teen, tipping his hat to them. His gaze turned inquisitive, landing again on Jasmine. “Name’s Joe. So, uh…what brings you here?”
 

 
  Jasmine winced, glancing quickly around at the others. “I’m really starting to wish I knew.”
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  “Well, this place and others like it,” Joe said in response to Tallie’s last question. He had integrated himself quite smoothly into the group, aided by the byplay which occurred upon his statement that he didn’t drink. Jasmine had taken that opportunity to carefully dance around an “I told you so,” and Joe had slipped into a seat next to her. “It’s more’n a mite different from playin’ in a frontier town like I grew up in.”
 

 
  “Bet a lot of things are different,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “Ain’t that the plain truth,” Joe said fervently. “Out there, ain’t more’n a few card sharps to go around, and they’re spread out across whole provinces. ‘Less one came to town, I never had anybody of my own caliber to play against, so the winnings were smaller but more consistent. Here? No shortage o’ high-rollers to compete with, once I found out where they like to hang. Means I don’t win nearly as much, ‘less I wanna try cheatin’, which is a good way to get yourself blackballed. Still, I do okay. The pots are bigger, an’ I take enough of ’em to pay my bills.”
 

 
  
   “I’ll
  
  say!” Tallie replied, waggling her eyebrows. “I mean, just
  
   look
  
  at that suit! You’re so
  
   snazzy!”
  
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said dryly.
 

 
  “Is there an actual living in that?” Jasmine asked.
 

 
  Joe shrugged. “If you’ve got a gift for it, there can be. Wouldn’t mind tryin’ my hand at somethin’ that gave a little more back to society, but it ain’t like I’ve got any better trade. All I know is poker and shootin’.” He frowned, eyes growing distant. “Same goes. There’s money in
  
   that
  
  if you’re good at it, but… Card sharping maybe ain’t the most honorable pursuit, but I’ll never kill anybody for such a dumb reason as money.”
 

 
  “Killed a lot of people?” Ross asked after a pregnant pause.
 

 
  Joe grunted and folded his arms. “One’s far too many.”
 

 
  “Well, I think that’s just
  
   fabulous,”
  
  Tallie enthused. “This is the most precious thing I’ve ever seen. To our new friend, the littlest card shark!” She raised her glass in a toast. Joe gave her a flat look which hinted at the progressive decay of his patience.
 

 
  “Sorry about Tallie,” said Rasha, pouring himself a second glass of rum. “She’s very sweet and a little abrasive. I haven’t decided if that should be ‘and’ or ‘but.’”
 

 
  “Whose side are you on?” Tallie asked, affronted.
 

 
  “Right now, I am on rum’s side.” He drained half his glass in one gulp.
 

 
  “Slow down,” Jasmine suggested. “We have all evening.”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Rasha grunted. “This isn’t as strong as the stuff I was raised on.”
 

 
  “We gotta go up four flights of stairs to leave,” said Ross. “Nobody wants to carry you.”
 

 
  “I
  
   said
  
  I’m fine!”
 

 
  “Rasha knows his business,” Tallie said, reaching across the table to pat his arm.
 

 
  “So, you guys are with the Guild?” Joe said, glancing around the table at him. His inquisitive look settled on Jasmine, who didn’t meet it.
 

 
  “Well, we’re just apprenticing at the moment,” Tallie said airily. “But hell
  
   yes
  
  we’re with them! You are looking at the four greatest future thieves ever to roll out of that casino!”
 

 
  “There’s a colloquialism about counting unhatched chickens that I think applies here,” Jasmine commented.
 

 
  “Oh, you, always naysaying.” Tallie flapped a hand at her face and had another drink of her rum. “You’ve gotta have
  
   confidence!
  
  Say it like you believe it,
  
   until
  
  you believe it, and then keep on believing it until it’s true! It’s all in setting the right goals—set ’em high enough, and the sky’s the goddamn limit!”
 

 
  “Maybe there’s a
  
   little
  
  more to success than setting goals?” Jasmine said, her eyes on Rasha, who was pouring a third glass of rum.
 

 
  “Jasmine, I like you and all, but you’ve gotta stop being the voice of reason. It cramps my style. Hey, why do we say ‘goddamn,’ anyway? Doesn’t that kind of imply only a single god? Wouldn’t ‘godsdamn’ make more sense?”
 

 
  “Phonetically awkward and theologically inaccurate,” said Ross. “’Goddamn’ rolls off the tongue. Last consonant of the first word is the same sound as the first consonant of the second, so they chain together easily into a single word. I’ve heard ‘godsdamn,’ but it’s just harder to say.”
 

 
  “Hm, yeah, you’re right,” Tallie agreed, rolling her mouth as if examining the flavor of the word. “Slower, and kind of awkward.”
 

 
  “Also,” he continued, idly toying with his half-full glass, “notions like the Universal Church as an actual center of worship don’t date back much further than the Reconstruction. For most people, for most of history, there
  
   was
  
  only one god, or at least only one that mattered to each person.” He paused, blinked, and frowned; everyone at the table was staring at him. “What?”
 

 
  “I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you say at one sitting,” Jasmine explained.
 

 
  “Oh.” He shrugged. “Stuff like that’s interesting to me. Trained with the Veskers for a while. Might still be there if I wasn’t so interested in stuff like the etymology of cussing.”
 

 
  “To cussing, dammit!” Rasha said loudly, lifting his own glass.
 

 
  “TO CUSSING!” Tallie roared, following suit.
 

 
  “Did…they throw you out?” Jasmine asked hesitantly. “I mean, not to pry. You don’t have to answer.”
 

 
  “Nah, I don’t mind,” Ross said with a shrug. “There’s room for weirdos with the bards; they don’t really throw you out. But if you’re into stuff they don’t think is appropriate… Well, bards are real good at making you uncomfortable without crossing any lines.”
 

 
  “Really, they were that upset about your study of cussing?” Tallie asked, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “Eh.” He shrugged again. “Really didn’t get bad till I talked with my language tutor about my hobby. Historical figures with names that turn real embarrassing in Tanglish.”
 

 
  “Like who?” Tallie demanded avidly.
 

 
  “Horsebutt the Enemy, for one,” Jasmine said dryly.
 

 
  “Nah, Stalweiss honor names don’t really count,” Ross said, straightening up and putting his glass aside. He looked more animated than they’d yet seen him. “That’s just a different culture’s ideas what makes for an impressive portmanteau. Horsebutt, for example, makes perfect sense if you’ve been around horses; you’d know
  
   damn
  
  well which end of the horse not to mess with.”
 

 
  Tallie burst out laughing so hard she nearly spilled her rum. Ross carried on despite that.
 

 
  “It’s mostly orcish heroes, though there’s a few others in other human cultures. But the orcs are where the real gold is at. Like Warlord Buddux, or Slobbernock the Wise. That one’s old enough he might’ve been apocryphal. Modern orcish tends to go for shorter names.”
 

 
  Tallie, by this point, was laughing so hard she was having trouble staying in her chair; even Joe and Jasmine were grinning in amusement. Ross didn’t go as far, but his expression was more relaxed than usual. He clearly enjoyed the attention.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, the bards didn’t find it as funny,” he admitted with a shrug. “Bards’re big on respecting culture and language. Wasn’t like they were mean to me, I just… Y’know, didn’t feel I fit in, exactly. So, trying something else, here.”
 

 
  “To the etymology of cussing!” Tallie crowed, lifting a glass which she didn’t appear to have noticed was now empty.
 

 
  “And gaining new outlooks,” Jasmine agreed more soberly, nodding at Ross.
 

 
  “Think it’s funny?” Rasha asked more quietly. “Laughing at people because they’re different?”
 

 
  “It’s kinda mean,” Ross agreed frankly. “Not arguing that. But these people are long dead. And
  
   they
  
  didn’t think of themselves as what the names sound like to us. Just phonetic coincidence. That’s what makes it interesting to me.”
 

 
  “It’s just a bit of fun, Rasha,” Tallie said cheerfully. “Nobody’s being wronged.”
 

 
  He grunted, topping off his glass and raising it to his lips.
 

 
  “Hey, are you okay?” Jasmine asked mildly, reaching across the table to slide the jug of rum out of his reach. Rasha either didn’t notice or didn’t react to this, polishing off his fourth glass of ale and thunking it back down onto the table, whereupon he stared accusingly at it.
 

 
  “I’m s’posed to be,” he said bitterly. “That’s the whole point of
  
   all
  
  this, right? New place, new life, new…everything.”
 

 
  “New skills, new friends, new connections,” Tallie agreed, still chipper but now not as exuberant, seeming to have caught some of his mood. “C’mon, Rasha, you’ve been here two days. This stuff takes time to do!”
 

 
  “What if it doesn’t work?” Rasha asked in a plaintive whisper, clutching his empty glass in both hands and staring into it. “I can’t keep going like… I can’t. I’m here to become somebody who’s… Who doesn’t have to…”
 

 
  “Take anybody’s crap,” Ross rumbled, nodding. “That’s what Eserion’s about.”
 

 
  “Don’t care about anybody,” Rasha said, his lip trembling. “I’m sick of
  
   my
  
  crap.”
 

 
  “Rasha,” Jasmine said gently, scooting closer to him. “What’s wrong?”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  wrong.” Tears began to slide down his face, his thin shoulders shaking slightly. “I don’t fit, and I feel wrong all the time, like I’m not supposed to even
  
   be
  
  like this. I’m the wrong…wrong person, and life, and…” He squeezed his eyes shut, scrubbing the back of his sleeve across them.
 

 
  “Okay, this is the most insensitive thing I’ve ever said, an’ I’ll apologize to him when he sobers up enough to appreciate it,” said Joe, glancing casually around at their surroundings. “But this
  
   really
  
  ain’t the place to break out cryin’. Some o’ the folk in here are just watchin’ for an excuse to jump on anything they see as weakness.”
 

 
  The others followed suit, surreptitiously peering at the Den. Its noise and crowd seemed to be working in their favor; nobody appeared to have noticed Rasha’s inebriated breakdown, or to be paying them any attention at all.
 

 
  “Yeah, so,” Ross mumbled, pushing back his chair. “This was fun, let’s do it again sometime. Good time to head home, yeah?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Jasmine agreed, rising smoothly and laying a hand on Rasha’s shoulder. “C’mon, Rasha, let’s move out.”
 

 
  Despite the lack of any direct opposition, not one of them questioned Joe’s warning. New they might be to the Thieves’ Guild proper, but they were all people who knew how the rougher element thought, and behaved. Rarely would anyone else seek out the service of Eserion.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Now, see here!” Schwartz exclaimed. “We are
  
   not
  
  in league with—um. That is, I mean… Basra who?”
 

 
  “Herschel,” Principia said kindly, “hush.”
 

 
  “Please,” Ami muttered.
 

 
  “A good number of times in my life,” Principia began, “in fact, just about
  
   every
  
  time I found myself in a helpless position at the mercy of someone I didn’t like, they took the opportunity to make a speech about how much cleverer they were than I. Okay, not
  
   every
  
  time, but enough to notice a pattern. It is wholly obnoxious, but it looked like fun, so I’m gonna try it. Besides,
  
   you
  
  kids clearly need to be taken down a peg right now, for your own good.”
 

 
  She folded her hands on the table and smiled pleasantly, keeping her body subtly angled to include both Schwartz and Ami in the conversation. Only the bard was physically hemmed into the booth by her presence; Schwartz could have simply stood up and left, but he just scowled sullenly, making no move toward the aisle.
 

 
  “The last time I saw Ami, here, she was quite
  
   literally
  
  up to her neck and beyond in Basra’s schemes. Now, I realize you’re a Vesker, Ami dear, and not subordinate to her. Also I understood you were informed of exactly what she nearly did to you, and anyway, you no doubt have a life of your own. Just seeing you again doesn’t
  
   necessarily
  
  form any connection to the Bishop. However.” She turned her focus to Schwartz, who swallowed heavily. “Making the assumption of Basra’s place in this explains everything so
  
   very
  
  perfectly that I’m going to have to run with it.”
 

 
  She rested an elbow on the table to point at him.
  
   “You,
  
  you claim, have an enemy—someone keeping your would-be turtledove in an abused position. My gods, Herschel, you’re talking about
  
   Jenell Covrin?
  
  I would never go so far as to claim anyone deserves the kind of shit she’s getting from Syrinx, but that girl could benefit from a few sharp slaps across the mouth in general.”
 

 
  “Hey!” he barked. “I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head about—”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  that’s confirmation,” Principia said smugly, cutting him off; he immediately looked abashed. Ami rolled her eyes. “So, you’ve linked up with Ami, here, another individual who’s suffered from Basra’s excesses, and the two of you are building a base from which to take her down. Oh, she’s a rotten piece who absolutely needs to
  
   go,
  
  but you can’t deny that for both of you there’s an element of personal revenge in this. Have I left out anything
  
   important?”
  
 

 
  Again, she folded her hands, raising an eyebrow expectantly.
 

 
  Schwartz and Ami exchanged a look, and then the bard sighed.
 

 
  “Well, you seem to have covered the
  
   basics,”
  
  she said snidely. “Are you
  
   pleased
  
  with yourself?”
 

 
  “You know, that
  
   is
  
  rather satisfying,” Principia mused. “I begin to see why all the villains in bards’ tales do it. I must start outwitting people more often. All right, you two, while I’m the last person who will ever argue in favor of Basra bloody Syrinx getting to wander around at liberty, doing whatever the hell she likes, I am
  
   strongly
  
  tempted to nip this thing in the bud right here. Largely because
  
   I
  
  can handle her, and I very,
  
   very
  
  much doubt that you two can. What I’m entirely confident of is your own belief that you’re capable of slaying the monster and rescuing the princess. You are, respectively, in love and attached to a faith which thinks the world runs on narrative. And you’re
  
   both
  
  barely out of your teens, which makes you invincible in your own minds.”
 

 
  
   “My,
  
  she’s a condescending one,”
  
  
  Ami
  
  
  said archly. “Even for an
  
   elf.”
  
 

 
  “Jenell is not a princess,” Schwartz muttered, “and she doesn’t need rescuing. She needs…backup.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Principia drummed her fingers on the table. “That, at least, is evidence of some sense on your part. Jenell
  
   is
  
  somewhat trapped in her situation, but not because she has no possible exits. I’ve offered her one myself, and it wasn’t even the best option available to her. No, she’s there for the same reason you two are doing this foolishness; she wants to be the hero who brings down the villain. Well, there’s a lesson with that: heroes and villains aren’t a thing, and acting this way usually ends up with you
  
   firmly
  
  in your enemy’s clutches. Much like she is now. Right now, I am heavily inclined to go right to both your cults and tell them you’re plotting against the Avenist Bishop, just to get you two safely collared and out of harm’s way.”
 

 
  “Are you quite done?” Ami demanded.
 

 
  “No.” Principia sighed and shook her head. “Omnu’s balls, I’m starting to sound like
  
   Arachne.
  
  Damned Legions, making an officer of me… All right, listen. I have two questions, and the answers may—
  
   may,
  
  I say—prompt me to change my mind. I want to hear how
  
   you
  
  two got hooked up together in the first place, and I want to know who it is who’s been telling
  
   you,”
  
  she fixed a gimlet stare on Schwartz, “to befriend Eserites in preparation for taking on a creature like Basra.”
 

 
  “Why?” he asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “Because that’s very good advice. If you’ve been getting guidance from someone who knows what they’re talking about and is trustworthy… Well, that’s significant. So spit it out. Or shall I go straight from here to Bishop Throale’s office?”
 

 
  Schwartz drew in a long, slow breath, his shoulders rising with tension, and then let it out carefully, most of the ire fading from his face.
 

 
  “Abbess Narnasia Darnassy told me to seek out the Eserites,” he said finally. “She
  
   also
  
  told me to go to an elven grove and ask what
  
   anth’auwa
  
  means, which I’ve done, and to prepare myself with magic to combat a divine casters. Which…I am working on.”
 

 
  Principia gazed thoughtfully at him for a long moment, then slowly leaned back against the wall of the booth.
 

 
  “Narnasia,” she mused. “Yes…I can see it.
  
   She
  
  wouldn’t be fooled by Syrinx. And she doesn’t suffer evil for political advantage like Rouvad is willing to. All right, consider me…tentatively interested. I still have
  
   another
  
  question, if you’ll recall.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ami said, tossing her head, “since
  
   that
  
  one calls for a
  
   story,
  
  I believe
  
   I
  
  shall take over from here, Herschel. If you’ve no
  
   objection?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, by all means,” he said, waving a hand wearily. “Be my guest. I’m a little surprised you’re that willing to trust her, though.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be
  
   silly,”
  
  she chided. “She has
  
   enough
  
  figured out on her
  
   own
  
  that it
  
   hardly
  
  matters, after all. And anyway,
  
   this
  
  isn’t an
  
   entirely
  
  unexpected development.” A feline little smile tugged at the corners of her sculpted lips, and she glanced coyly at Principia. “After
  
   all,
  
  we’re due an ally and mentor. It’s
  
   about
  
  that time in the story.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Principia groaned. “You kids are
  
   so
  
  dead.”
 

 
  “Well!” Ami said, her tone suddenly airy and bright.
  
   “You
  
  know some of the lead-in, so I shall cut to the proverbial chase. It
  
   began
  
  for us in a townhouse in Vrin Shai…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  A place like the Den naturally had multiple bolt-holes; all of its entrances and exits were admirably discreet, and fortunately, Joe knew most of them. The group exited by a path which provided a somewhat gentler climb (albeit a longer and more roundabout one), and a less public exit than the one through the floor of the Stock Exchange. When they emerged into the alley behind the Exchange, the sky had darkened; at this time of year, night fell early, and despite the unseasonable warmth the air was sharp.
 

 
  “All right, gimme a sec,” Ross said, carefully leaning Rasha against the wall. Jasmine and Tallie had both helped pull and push the drunken Punaji along, but Ross had taken on most of the effort. Rasha, who was sober enough to stand, but not to move consistently in any direction, had objected so loudly to Joe touching him that their new acquaintance had quickly backed off and not offered a second time.
 

 
  “’m fine, gerroff me,” Rasha growled, trying to shove at Ross and succeeding only in tipping himself sideways. Tallie, fortunately, was hovering close enough to catch him.
 

 
  “You were asking me why I don’t drink?” Jasmine said wryly to her. Tallie gave her a look, but didn’t reply.
 

 
  “Gonna be a fun walk back to the Guild,” Ross grumbled. “Least it’s clean here. The hell kind of alley is this?”
 

 
  “A discreet one,” said Joe. “Lots of junk piled at either end, with just enough space to slip through, but we ain’t the only people to make use of this exit. C’mon, it’s just gonna get colder from here, an’ it’ll probably rain before too much longer.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t really look like rain,” Jasmine said, peering upward. The stars were invisible thanks to the city’s light pollution, but the sky didn’t appear to be overcast for once.
 

 
  “It’s Tiraas,” Joe said pointedly. “It’s
  
   always
  
  gonna rain, unless it sleets instead.”
 

 
  “Fair enough.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Rasha said tearfully, now leaning against Ross’s huge shoulder. “I runed th’whole night…” Ross sighed and patted him heavily on the head.
 

 
  “No, you didn’t,” Tallie said. “Although, for future reference, we’re gonna have to limit your drinking. Can’t believe we let you down four glasses of that stuff. You’ve got the body mass of a starved squirrel, boy.”
 

 
  “Don’ call me small!” Rasha flared up, flailing his arms so ineffectually it was impossible to tell what he was actually trying to do. “I’m not a boy! I’m
  
   not gay!”
  
 

 
  Ross, again holding him upright, rolled his eyes.
 

 
  “Alternatively,” Tallie mused, “we could let him
  
   finish
  
  getting drunk enough to go nice and unconscious. That might be easier. Did anybody think to grab the jug?”
 

 
  “Easier for
  
   you,
  
  maybe,” Ross grumbled. “Something tells me
  
   you
  
  won’t be the one carrying him.”
 

 
  “Good evening.”
 

 
  All of them reflexively went still, even Rasha. Ross pressed him back against the wall with one hand, shifting his body in front of the smaller boy; Tallie and Jasmine both widened their stances, and Joe carefully shifted one side of his coat, his hand hovering near the wand holstered on his right hip.
 

 
  Four figures had materialized out of the surrounding dimness, two from each direction. None were any taller than Jasmine’s shoulder, all where broad and blocky, and all were covered from head to foot in obscuring brown robes that appeared almost clerical. The one who had spoken was on their left, and moved a half-step in front of his nearby companion, continuing in a light Svennish accent.
 

 
  “I hope the night finds you well,” he said politely. “We wish to have a brief conversation with you.”
 

 
  “This isn’t the best time,” Tallie said warily, glancing back and forth. The two pairs of dwarves simply stood, the only menace being their obscuring costumes and the fact that they were completely cutting off the exits. They could get back into the Den, probably, but not without turning their backs on the dwarves to finagle the hidden doorway; it wasn’t even visible from this side, having swung shut behind them. “We’re taking our friend home. He’s had a couple too many, as you can see.”
 

 
  “I think we c’n take ’em!” Rasha blurted, trying to stumble forward. Ross planted a broad hand in the center of his chest and shoved him back against the wall.
 

 
  “Oh, this need not take long,” the lead dwarf said pleasantly. “You were present last night when an exchange of goods was disrupted by the Silver Legions. We require information regarding that.”
 

 
  “We don’t have any,” Jasmine said evenly. “We’re just apprentices. We were just keeping watch and carrying boxes.”
 

 
  “That is, of course, possible,” he said, his shrouded head bobbing once in a nod. “It is also possible that, in keeping with your thief-cult’s general pattern of behavior, you are lying. Either for specific reason or from a general desire to be troublesome.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe we are and maybe we aren’t,” Tallie snapped. “Doesn’t really matter, does it? We’re done here. Excuse us, we need to leave.”
 

 
  “Excuse us,” the dwarf replied, still politely, “but we will have to insist.”
 

 
  As one, all four of them took a step forward, markedly shrinking the space between them and the apprentices.
 

 
  Joe, in response, paced forward to stand next to Jasmine, facing the dwarves on the left while she faced the others.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” he drawled, “I haven’t the faintest idea what this is about; I’m clearly just in the wrong place at the wrong time, here. What I
  
   do
  
  know is that you have
  
   no
  
  idea the gravity of the mistake you’re makin’. Now, kindly step aside so we can leave.”
 

 
  “Young man,” the speaker replied, “there is absolutely no reason this cannot be a perfectly civil exchange. If, however, you are determined not to meet us halfway, I will remind you all that no one knows where you are, and you are none of you important enough to your Guild that they will expend much effort to find you. Now, then—”
 

 
  He broke off and tried to jerk back when Joe’s wands came up, but not fast enough. The beams of white light were almost blinding in the darkness of the alley, though they flashed for only a second. In that time, the other dwarves surged forward, producing cudgels and long daggers from within their robes, only to stop when Joe shifted his stance to point one wand in each direction, covering both groups.
 

 
  The first dwarf was now clutching the remains of his robe, which had been neatly sliced along his outline by the wand beams and was trying to fall off him in pieces.
 

 
  “Pardon my lack o’ manners in not tippin’ my hat, but as you can see, my hands are occupied,” Joe said grimly. “Name’s Joseph P. Jenkins, from Sarasio. You mighta heard o’ me.”
 

 
  “Hooooo-leeee
  
   shit,”
  
  Tallie whispered, gaping at him.
 

 
  The dwarf had given up on his robe, letting it fall to reveal a well-tailored suit covering his stocky frame; he contented himself with clutching the remains of the hood over his head, managing to mostly obscure his features, aside from a reddish beard trimmed just above his collarbone.
 

 
  “You are a
  
   long
  
  way from Sarasio, young man,” he said curtly, “and have thrust your wands into matters well above your head.
  
   We
  
  are not here alone, and
  
   our
  
  disappearance will be noted—and responded to, swiftly and severely.”
 

 
  “This is gettin’ to be oddly traditional,” Joe muttered. “Every good-sized city I visit, I end up shootin’ some nitwit in an alley. Buster, you’re standin’ here threatening members of the Thieves’ Guild. That does
  
   not
  
  say to me that you represent a particularly savvy organization.”
 

 
  “And you are completely backwards in your thinking,” Jasmine added grimly, “if you believe the Guild won’t react to the disappearance of apprentices. Eserion’s people aren’t in it to steal; we’re training to humble the abusive, the powerful.”
 

 
  “Damn right,” Tallie added, stepping forward. “You go picking on the
  
   Guild’s
  
  younglings, and there won’t be a place on this earth for you to hide.”
 

 
  “Well,” the dwarf said in apparent calm, “that being the case, it does appear to be against our interests to let you leave here, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  He shifted one hand to his belt; Joe’s wand snapped to cover him, but an instant later his fingers touched the shielding charm attached to the buckle, and a sphere of blue light flashed into being around him. The others immediately followed suit, the bubbles of arcane energy fizzing and crackling where they touched one another.
 

 
  “All right,” Joe murmured, “gotta say,
  
   this
  
  could be trouble. I can burn through those shields, but not
  
   quickly,
  
  an’ takin’ on four dwarves hand-to-hand ain’t a winnin’ move.” He eased backward into Jasmine’s line of view and gave her a pointed look.
 

 
  She sighed heavily, and clenched her jaw. “Understood.”
 

 
  Before she could say or do anything further, however, the pounding of multiple booted feet sounded from their right. The dwarves on that side moved in an obviously well-trained pattern, one keeping his face to the apprentices while the other shifted to his back, facing that way.
 

 
  Three Silver Legionnaires approached out of the darkness, un-helmeted but in armor. Four yards away, the elf in their center barked, “Form line!” Instantly, they shifted to a crouch, shields forward and lances aimed. It was a trifling size for a phalanx, but did effectively block the whole alley. And it was, after all, a shield wall bristling with spearheads.
 

 
  “You,” the elf announced in a ringing voice, “will
  
   immediately
  
  deactivate those shields, turn, and depart this scene. You will do this to avoid the bloodshed which will ensue if we are forced to take you into custody.”
 

 
  A beat of silence followed. The dwarves’ leader, still holding his severed hood, shifted his head minutely, studying the apprentices, Joe, and the Legionnaires. In the next moment, however, he took a step back, bowed politely, and touched his belt again. His shield flickered off, followed by those of his comrades.
 

 
  “A pleasant evening to you all,” he said courteously. “We will continue this discussion another time. It is my fervent hope we can do so on the politest of terms.”
 

 
  He and the dwarf beside him began backing away; the other two edged along the wall in front of the apprentices, urged by the continuing advance of the Legionnaires. Once both groups met up, they turned and departed as rapidly as they could without breaking into unseemly haste.
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Tallie breathed, “I can’t believe I’m glad to see Legionnaires, after last night. And holy
  
   shit!”
  
  she added to Joe. “You’re the freakin’
  
   Sarasio Kid!”
  
 

 
  He sighed. “Miss Tallie, I was hangin’ around in the roughest dive in this city, clearly too young to be drinkin’, an’ dressed in a suit that cost more’n the places most of those galoots live. And yet, nobody even
  
   thought
  
  too hard about hasslin’ me. You didn’t happen to wonder why? No disrespect intended, but based on the Eserites I’ve known, you may wanna start talkin’ a little less and thinkin’ a lot more if you mean to advance in their ranks.”
 

 
  “Wow,” she muttered. “I guess I’ll just shut up, then.”
 

 
  “Stand at ease,” the elf said, and the Legionnaires straightened, lowering their shields and weapons.
 

 
  “Hey,” said Ross, frowning, “you’re the ones who arrested us.”
 

 
  “Thin’ we c’n take um,” Rasha burbled, slumped against his shoulder.
 

 
  “Actually, a different squad arrested us,” said Jasmine, studying the soldiers closely. “These were from the squad who came to hand out punishment. What was it? Interfaith initiative? I’m finding it a challenge to believe that you just
  
   happened
  
  to be patrolling this alley at this time.”
 

 
  “As well you should,” said the elf. “I am Corporal Shahai, and we’ve been looking for you. I believe you should consider how it was those dwarves managed to find you.”
 

 
  “How did
  
   you
  
  manage to find us?” Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “Persistence, luck, and elven hearing,” Shahai replied with a thin smile.
  
   “They,
  
  whoever they are, have only one of those advantages, and I am extremely suspicious of luck. Odd enough that we should have it in such quantity; that they should as well defies belief. That group is extremely well connected, and it would seem,
  
   extremely
  
  curious about those weapons they were attempting to buy.”
 

 
  “Let me guess,” Tallie said slowly.
 

 
  Shahai nodded. “The Sisterhood currently has custody of them, and are likewise very curious. It has proved impossible to tell, so far, what they
  
   do.
  
  Our squad hoped you could shed some light on the subject.”
 

 
  “Not tellin’ you nuthin’!” Rasha blustered, pointing off to her right.
 

 
  “Rasha, go to sleep,” Ross said wearily.
 

 
  “We’re not tellin’ you
  
   nothin’!”
  
  Tallie added, pointing dramatically at Shahai.
 

 
  “Tallie, shut
  
   up!”
  
  Ross exclaimed in exasperation. “Ma’am…uh, I mean, sergeant.”
 

 
  “Corporal,” she corrected with smile.
 

 
  “Right. Well, we don’t know anything about what those were, but we need to look up the guy who set up the trade and lean on him for our own reasons. We’ll find out what we can, and be glad to tell you whatever we learn.”
 

 
  
   “What!”
  
  Tallie squawked.
 

 
  “Connections,” Jasmine said quietly. “Not just in the Guild. Right?” She turned to fix Tallie with a firm stare. “We’re supposed to be building connections. Do you really not see how allies in the Silver Legions could be incredibly useful to us? In general, but also, apparently, right
  
   now.
  
  They aren’t the only interested party who thinks we know something about those staves.”
 

 
  “And the
  
   other
  
  party are a lot less friendly,” Ross added in a low rumble.
 

 
  “I…well…oh,
  
   fine,”
  
  she huffed, folding her arms. “I guess. I’m still watchin’ you, though!” She leveled an accusing finger at Shahai.
 

 
  “Noted,” the corporal said mildly. “Your willingness to help is greatly appreciated; I have limited authority, but I’m confident our sergeant will fully reciprocate.”
 

 
  “Is she actually in the Guild?” Ross asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Yes, she actually is, and that creates complications when it comes to dealing with Eserites. You may not see her directly very much, but Sergeant Locke has our implicit trust. You can find us most of the time at the Third Legion barracks behind the Temple of Avei. How can we reach you, at need?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Ross turned to the others. “That’s a good question. How
  
   can
  
  they reach us?”
 

 
  “We can leave word at the Casino that any Legionnaires who come asking for us have legit business,” said Tallie, still looking miffed. “I dunno how much weight our say-so has, though. Something tells me the average thief’s urge to mess with the Legions weighs
  
   more.”
  
 

 
  “It might generally be better if you wait for us to contact you,” Jasmine said wryly.
 

 
  “So noted,” Shahai replied in the same tone.
 

 
  “And corporal,” Jasmine added, “try firing one of those staves at a divine shield.”
 

 
  Shahai fixed her with a sharp stare, and after a moment, nodded slowly. “Very well. I will pass that along to Sergeant Locke. Thank you, Ms…?”
 

 
  “Jasmine.”
 

 
  “Ah.” The elf nodded again. “Well met. With that, perhaps you would allow us to escort you out of this alley? I doubt you will be accosted again on the well-lit main streets, but…”
 

 
  “That is an
  
   excellent
  
  point,” said Ross, picking Rasha up bodily and hoisting him over his shoulder.
 

 
  “I dun’ need one!” the Punaji burbled ineffectually.
 

 
  “Hey, uh…” Tallie turned hesitantly to Joe. “Those creeps know who
  
   you
  
  are now, too. Will you be okay? I mean, I know, that sounds kinda silly, you bein’ the Sarasio Kid and all…”
 

 
  “Not silly at all,” Joe murmured. “The more complicated a situation, the less likely you can just shoot your way out of it. But I’m not without friends of my own. Tell you what, though, I believe I may just pay y’all a visit here pretty soon.” He glanced at Corporal Shahai. “Both groups.”
 

 
  “You would be welcome,” she said with a smile.
 

 
  As the motley group straggled back up the alley toward the busy street beyond, Nandi half-turned for a moment to look back and up.
 

 
  Perched in a windowsill of the Exchange overlooking the alley, Grip grinned widely and waggled her fingers at her. Nandi turned without acknowledgment and continued on her way.
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  It had ended up being a fairly early night by the time they all got back to the Guild. Between that and the previous night’s disruptions, she had slept early and well, and been awake at her habitually early hour. In fact, by the time she made it to the mess hall, they were only just beginning to serve breakfast, and so some minutes later, she was stepping into the pit, fed and ready to begin the day, at an hour when hardly anyone was about and most of the other apprentices were still sound asleep.
 

 
  “Jasmine.”
 

 
  She stopped and turned. Pacing toward her was the older man who had been with Grip the day before, studying her through slightly narrowed eyes. Graying hair and the lines of his face alone betrayed his age; he was straight-backed and trim of build, with an incisive gaze set currently in a pensive expression.
 

 
  In each hand, he carried a stick about a yard long; as soon as she turned to him, he tossed one in her direction, which she caught reflexively.
 

 
  “Spar with me.”
 

 
  “I—”
 

 
  Before she could squeeze out a second word, he surged forward, stick upraised, and instinct took over. She deflected his probing strike, then the next, and then directly blocked the third to test the strength of his blows.
 

 
  It was considerable.
 

 
  His sharp, contemplative expression never changed as he continued pressing her. The pattern he established was immediately familiar; he was testing her abilities, probing her defenses, gauging the speed of her reflexes and the precision of her movements. Jasmine, mindful of her place as an apprentice in the Guild, endured this patiently for a few rounds, allowing him to push her backward, before suddenly striking out more aggressively.
 

 
  At that, even as he gave ground under her assault, the man permitted himself a slight smile.
 

 
  Attempting to probe him in return was unsatisfying, to say the least; his every movement was precise as dwarven machinery, evading and deflecting each attack with exactly the force it demanded and no more. She sensed immediately that this was an opponent whose martial skill outstripped hers by far, even when he was refraining from demonstrating it. This kind of pure, unharried control in the face of her efforts reminded her of sparring with the Avenist blademasters who had trained her initially, and more recently with Professor Ezzaniel.
 

 
  Then, he abruptly switched to attack again, pressing harder than before—so hard she was suddenly forced to seriously exert herself. His strikes remained eerily perfect in placement, but they came faster, and from unexpected angles, and hit harder to boot. She swiftly realized that meeting him head-on was a losing strategy, and switched to evasion. Still he came, forcing her to spin aside ever more rapidly.
 

 
  Without warning, his entire body surged forward following what she had initially mistaken for an exploratory prod at her defenses, and her answering evasion allowed him to slip behind her. She spun, then spun again—it was as if he had disappeared.
 

 
  No—he was
  
   behind
  
  her, and stayed there no matter how she twisted to face him again. Then, as she finally bounded forward to gain distance, he was suddenly there again; his stick came down on hers from above with numbing force, sending it clattering to the ground, and an instant later it halted an inch from her eyes, the strike that would have bowled her over backward reined in at the last possible instant.
 

 
  Jasmine stared at the shaft of wood from far too close, only now becoming aware that she was breathing heavily and sweating. She took one careful step backward, and he lowered his weapon at the same moment.
 

 
  “So,” she said cautiously, “you’ve done this before.”
 

 
  At that, he favored her with a small smile, then lowered his fighting stick to his side and bowed from the waist. “I am Silence.”
 

 
  She returned the gesture. “Jasmine. But you seem to know that.”
 

 
  “One of my old pupils identified you to me. Suggested I should examine the level of your skill.”
 

 
  “Grip?”
 

 
  He nodded once, again studying her consideringly. “What an interesting life you have led.”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon?” She frowned, unable to keep the wariness out of her voice.
 

 
  “You are
  
   very
  
  good for one your age,” he replied, still contemplating her in perfect calm. “The Eagle Style is distinctively recognizable; even Grip said you were clearly trained in it, though yesterday, what I saw you demonstrate against that boy was a classic Sun Style evasive pattern. That is the intriguing blend I see in you. Intensive training in the martial art of the Sisterhood, but with the most unlikely additions. Omnist fighting, but you also employ a Narisian saber form when evading, and those lunges are distinct to Punaji fencing—power and the illusion of wildness, remaining under perfect control.”
 

 
  “Yes. Well.” She absentmindedly shifted backward half a step. “I suppose I had a rather privileged upbringing; I’ve only begun to really appreciate that since coming here. I had teachers from all over—”
 

 
  “No.” He contradicted her flatly, but without ire or aggression. “You were
  
   trained
  
  in the Eagle Style alone, and trained to incredible competence. The rest are mere tidbits in comparison, things you have picked up here and there as you encountered them. It is
  
   most
  
  unusual to see someone so young who has so mastered the Eagle Style’s dueling form; almost all of what is taught to the Legions and the girls raised in Avei’s monasteries is phalanx fighting. There are plenty of blademasters among the Sisterhood, of course, but they are older women who have studied it in their own time. In this day and age, single combat is little more than a performance art, having scarce application in war.”
 

 
  “That is…creepy,” she said frankly.
 

 
  At this, he smiled again. “It’s little more than a parlor trick, in truth. It is said that fighting styles are as individual as faces; I happen to have devoted my life to them, and to their understanding. It is not boasting to say that few others would perceive in your attacks what I do. Hardly anyone has a need. There are many paths in Eserion’s service, and I have found mine chiefly as a teacher of the martial arts.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said carefully. “Then I thank you for the lesson.”
 

 
  Silence studied her mutely for a moment longer, then stepped forward, producing a small envelope from a pocket of his coat and extending it to her. “This is an invitation for you, from Glory. She wished me to offer it if I judged your level of skill commensurate with her needs.”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned at the envelope, making no move to accept it. “Who is Glory?”
 

 
  “A thief,” he replied, still holding it patiently out to her. “One who commands immense respect, both in the Guild and in the city at large. She does not have the power, explicitly, to give orders to me or even to you. But a request from Glory is one you would be
  
   well
  
  advised to take with the utmost seriousness.”
 

 
  Finally, she reached out to take the envelope from him. “All…right. Thank you.”
 

 
  “Her address is written within,” Silence said. “She will be available for you to visit any time before noon today.”
 

 
  He bowed to her once more, then took two steps back before turning and climbing the stairs to the upper level, where he vanished from sight.
 

 
  Jasmine frowned at the envelope in her hand, turning it over, and only after a close inspection opened it to study the scented sheet of parchment within. After a moment, she made her own way toward the steps, barely paying attention to her path as she read and re-read the missive.
 

 
  Thus distracted, she paid no mind to the very few apprentices and senior thieves currently present in the pit, though all of them were now watching her closely. Including Tallie, who leaned in the doorway to the dormitory with her arms folded, studying Jasmine through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Glory’s address was in a row of large townhouses in a very expensive district, where Jasmine’s clearly secondhand coat drew contemptuous looks and a number of outright sneers, which she ignored. She did have to pause in front of the gate to peer upward at the house, and then double-check the address on the invitation. This place was bigger than Bishop Darling’s house, and its front garden was not only twice the size but looked like it would have been lavish if it were not midwinter; the desiccated state of the shrubbery and the lack of snow to obscure it were unfortunate.
 

 
  She passed through the gate, crossed the path as quickly as possible, and rang the bell. No sense beating around the dried-up bush.
 

 
  After a very short span of time, the door opened inward, revealing an expressionless blond man in his thirties, wearing a suit identical to that which she remembered seeing on Darling’s Butler, Price.
 

 
  “Good day,” he said, the two words a masterpiece of pronunciation. Just the faintest upnote in the phrase, coupled with an infinitesimal movement of his left eyebrow, subtly challenged her prerogative to be here. The effect was unmistakeable, and yet went nowhere near crossing a line which would have justified any complaint on her part.
 

 
  Butlers.
 

 
  “Good morning,” she replied, proffering the violet-scented invitation. “My name is Jasmine; Glory asked me to come.”
 

 
  “Of course,” the Butler said, smoothly stepping back and opening the door for her. “You are expected. Please, come in.”
 

 
  “Thank you.”
 

 
  She tried not to gawk, but couldn’t help peering around in fascination as the Butler led her across a marble-floored entrance hall, up a curved staircase with gilded bannisters, through a short hallway draped with crimson velvet hangings, and into a sunny little sitting room. The décor in this place was…striking. Expensive, yes, which was hardly surprising given the size and location of the house, but in terms of taste it ran heavily to reds and golds, dark woods, and golden marble. Cases of worn-looking books were interspersed with equally well-used weapons both hanging on walls and displayed behind glass. If she had to put a word to the overall aesthetic, it would be “masculine.” That is, until she reached the little sitting room on the second floor, which was done in shades of blue and mauve that
  
   really
  
  seemed they should have clashed but did not, accented by touches of lace and oil paintings depicting mostly pastoral scenes.
 

 
  The Butler showed her to a seat in a dainty armchair and bowed out of the room, assuring her the mistress of the house would be with her presently. Upon his departure, she drummed her fingers on her knees, peering about with a sensation just short of nervousness. More than anything, she was curious about this Glory, but the house itself made her feel keenly out of place.
 

 
  Luckily, she was not kept waiting long before the door opposite the one through which she had entered opened, and her hostess stepped in.
 

 
  “Ah, the famous Jasmine!” Glory said with a broad yet sly smile, and Jasmine began to have a sinking feeling about this. Glory was a strikingly beautiful woman who could have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty, and at first glance appeared just to have awakened. At any rate, her dark hair hung unstyled down her back, and she wore a brocaded robe over…apparently nothing. Upon closer inspection, however, Jasmine noted that the hair in question was freshly washed and had been brushed to a luminous sheen, the robe was artfully opened at the neck to display a generous hint of cleavage that couldn’t possibly be so pert without hidden support, and her lovely features showed subtle but clear cosmetics. Also, upon Glory’s arrival, the same scent of violets which suffused Jasmine’s invitation wafted into the room.
 

 
  “I don’t know about that,” Jasmine said diplomatically, rising politely to greet her hostess. “It’s a mystery to me why anybody seems to know who I am.”
 

 
  “And is that not intriguing?” Glory replied in a tone which could have been accurately characterized as a purr. She stepped forward, offering her hand in a position that left Jasmine no clear option except to take it gently and lay a kiss on her wrist, like a courtier in a chapbook.
 

 
  She let a beat of confusion pass before sliding her own hand under Glory’s, gently wrapping her fingers around the woman’s wrist in a warrior’s handshake, and delicately yet firmly turning their grasped hands to a more normal orientation. Rude, possibly. She was aware that she lacked understanding of the etiquette at play here, and equally aware that she was being baited. Better to make it plain up front that she wasn’t going to play along. If that resulted in a quick expulsion from the house, well, she didn’t really know why she was here in the first place.
 

 
  Glory, if anything, seemed mightily amused by Jasmine’s little display, and made a point of dragging her fingertips flirtatiously along her wrist when disengaging from the handshake.
 

 
  “Please, sit down, be comfortable,” she said pleasantly, suiting the words by lowering herself smoothly into a similar chair opposite the small serving table from Jasmine’s.
 

 
  “Thank you for inviting me over,” Jasmine said carefully, seating herself again. “I apologize if I seem…blunt…but I am really not educated for, ah…high society. I mean no disrespect. And I’m puzzled as to why you wished to speak to me at all.”
 

 
  “Well, my dear, etiquette is what it is,” Glory said idly, lounging back in her armchair and daintily crossing her legs, the pose subtly suggestive without being too bold. “A long list of little customs which must be memorized to be observed. Overrated, I think. Blunt or no, you show respect and consideration in your manner, and that counts for far more in my estimation.” She paused, smiling with that same bare hint of mischief, before continuing. “As for why you are here… Tell me, what have you heard about me?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” Jasmine said honestly. “Only your name, and that only this morning. From Silence, who I had
  
   also
  
  never heard of before.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
  For some reason, this answer seemed to amuse and delight her hostess. “Well! I am Tamisin Dinara Sharvineh, also known in Eserion’s service as Glory, and if I might be forgiven for flattering myself, a somewhat unusual creature. You are doubtless acquainted with some of the more common paths we Eserites tend to tread as we rise through the Guild. The con artists, the enforcers, the sneak-thieves, the purse-cutters. There are as many variations on these themes as there are people to practice them; ours is a faith which firmly discourages blind adherence to custom. Beyond that, though, many choose to find more
  
   unique
  
  ways of living Eserion’s faith. Silence is one; Lore, who I shall presume you have met by this point, is another. Such as they are a vital part of the Guild’s structure. Others dwell more on the
  
   outskirts
  
  of the Eserite sphere, no less esteemed or important for being unique. I am one of those.”
 

 
  “Is that so?” Jasmine said politely.
 

 
  Glory’s smile widened almost imperceptibly. “I am… Well, as a
  
   concept
  
  the profession has largely disappeared from civilized society, thanks chiefly to the influence of Izara and her priests. The most applicable word would be ‘courtesan.’”
 

 
  Jasmine opened her mouth, then shut it after a moment, failing to find a single safe thing to say in response. She was keenly aware of the flush rising in her cheeks, especially under Glory’s knowing smile.
 

 
  “From what I understand,” she murmured, “you must have been raised by Avenists, to have drilled in their combat styles as much as Grip and Silence believe you have. Tell me… Would that be Jasmine
  
   Avelea,
  
  or are you simply the daughter of devout parents with means?”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Jasmine said, finding somewhat safer footing in rejection, “but with all due respect, I am not interested in discussing my personal history.”
 

 
  “Oh, but of course,” Glory said languidly, waving a hand—whose fingers, Jasmine noted for the first time, had their nails immaculately painted. For heaven’s sake, it wasn’t even midmorning. “You must pardon me—I am inquisitive by nature, but you will find I do not in the least lack respect for privacy. It is a vital trait in my profession, after all. But I
  
   have
  
  brought you here to explore possible answers to intriguing questions. And I can only imagine you must have several of your own.”
 

 
  “I…” Jasmine had to pause to clear her throat, which seemed to amuse Glory. Her annoyance at that helped to ground her. “Frankly, I don’t understand what that has to do with stealing.”
 

 
  “Stealing is a means to an end, Jasmine,” Glory said. “Nobody steals just to steal; those who claim they do are in it for the rush, for the thrill. Eserion is the patron of thieves in much the way Avei is looked to by lawyers, judges, and police. Not because the deity is
  
   of
  
  those things, but because their defining concept encompasses them. Eserion, young lady, can be best understood as the god of
  
   defiance.”
  
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine mused, frowning. “That’s…hm. I appreciate the insight; I haven’t had the chance to learn much actual Eserite
  
   theology
  
  yet. But, um…my question stands.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Glory raised one immaculate eyebrow, sculpted as much by brush and pencil as by genetics. “I suspect you have made some erroneous assumptions. I am certainly not a whore; I do not rent my body, or my attention. It is through less direct and more powerful means that I accumulated all this.” She gestured idly around the tastefully expensive sitting room. “Try to understand the mindset of the very rich, and very powerful. Almost anything they want, they can buy, or
  
   take.
  
  It diminishes the value of
  
   having;
  
  human beings are meant to work, to earn. We take sadly little pleasure in pleasures that cost us nothing, and so much of the misery of acquisition is rooted in everyone’s failure to understand this. Were I for sale, well…what would be the point of me? Anyone wanting sex can simply walk into a temple of Izara—or, if they have somehow offended even the Izarites, go to a brothel. A few such
  
   do
  
  manage to exist.”
 

 
  She straightened up slowly, leaning toward Jasmine in a way that displayed more of her cleavage, though her now-serious expression was arresting enough to hold her guest’s gaze. The same might not have been true of someone interested in ogling another woman’s bosom, but Jasmine was, in spite of herself, now too interested in Glory’s explanation to think on such things.
 

 
  “Men and women do not come here looking to buy my affection. Oh, they bring me gifts, this is true.
  
   Lavish
  
  gifts, generally, though even that does not fund the lion’s share of my lifestyle. I operate a kind of…salon, here. It is a lively establishment, most evenings, where I hold court among the rich, the bored, the powerful…the lonely. We discuss all manner of things. Art, history, enchantment, politics, war… I am fully conversant in all the topics that are bandied about in the halls of the Palace itself.” She smiled coyly, somehow not losing the intensity of her gaze to it. “It is a rather less restrictive environment, of course. All of my guests are free to let their hair down—not enough that my home embraces bawdiness, but enough to grant them a tantalizing liberty they are denied in more
  
   acceptable
  
  settings. And I, of course, rule my tiny kingdom with just the right touch of flirtation, the merest hint of sensuality, to keep them intrigued, and always coming back. Each relationship is a thing I cultivate carefully, and with sincere appreciation for the individual which whom I share it.”
 

 
  She shrugged disarmingly, now shifting to lean against the arm of her chair in a way that dramatically emphasized the long curve of her waist and hip. “And many do manage to spend a night, here and there, in my arms. Not all—perhaps not even
  
   most.
  
  The promise, the
  
   possibility
  
  , is always there, however. That is what keeps them intrigued by me. Anything else in this world they can reach out and take at a whim. They cannot buy
  
   me,
  
  however. To have me, they must
  
   earn
  
  me. And so they spend countless hours and fortunes in my company. That which must be sought, charmed, quested for, is
  
   so
  
  much more valuable than that which can be merely bought. No one feels cheated, or
  
   is
  
  cheated, by dancing in my circle, even if they never attain the ultimate prize.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Jasmine murmured, well aware that her posture was visibly stiff and uncomfortable.
 

 
  “Perhaps you are beginning to,” Glory said, again with that sly smile. “You are still overburdened by the hang-ups disguised as morals your upbringing inflicted upon you.”
 

 
  “Is it worth it?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  Glory’s expression immediately sobered. “For me? More than worth it. I would not suggest this life to anyone who did not have the inclination. I love it all, though. The conversation, the politics. The games, the emotions, the people. And yes, the love, both physical and otherwise. It is for each person to discover how they are best served by their sexuality; I am immensely gratified by sharing myself with a variety of Tiraas’s most fascinating people. I rather suspect that
  
   you
  
  would not be. Many wouldn’t.”
 

 
  “I’m still not sure I understand, though. How is this stealing
  
   or
  
  defiance?”
 

 
  Glory shook her head, smiling again. “Child, the most powerful people in the Empire circulate through my home, my life, and my bed. They do it by
  
   talking,
  
  and by competing for my affection. My true trade is in secrets, and in favors. Nothing happens in this city that I cannot learn just by asking; there is very little that I cannot cause to
  
   happen
  
  by whispering the right words in the right ears. It’s an influence that must be wielded with the utmost subtlety; nothing would destroy all I have built faster than overreaching. But provided I don’t get greedy—which I do not—I am positioned to provide that which the Guild needs most of all.”
 

 
  She shifted again, back to her original pose, leaning back in the armchair and smiling knowingly.
 

 
  “Opportunity.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine said again. “I…actually begin to think that I do.”
 

 
  “Yes, you would not be here if my friends thought you too dense to grasp it,” Glory said pleasantly.
 

 
  “Why
  
   am
  
  I here, though? You said it yourself; this kind of thing is not for me. And I’m
  
   definitely
  
  not the sort of person who can contribute to your…enterprise.”
 

 
  “Ah, so now we come to it,” Glory said solemnly. “The truth is, Jasmine, I am looking for an apprentice.”
 

 
  Jasmine shot to her feet before realizing she was going to. “I will
  
   never—”
  
 

 
  “Sit down.”
 

 
  She obeyed instantly, reflexively. Glory had neither raised her voice nor roughened her tone, but there was in it the absolute conviction that she would obeyed which Jasmine had been taught from the cradle to respect.
 

 
  “Dear girl,” Glory said, shaking her head, “of
  
   course
  
  you’re not the type to pursue
  
   my
  
  path in life. I told you as much; I really don’t see it in you.
  
  
  Besides, the nature of a Guild apprenticeship isn’t just in following a sponsor’s footsteps; it matters how you fit into your sponsor’s life and career while you are there. It would utterly wreck my methods to have someone around who served as competition. No… I need very specific things in an apprentice, and I have had my friends in the Guild keeping their eyes open for a likely prospect. You are the
  
   first
  
  such who has been brought to my attention. I am, you see, exceedingly particular.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   me?”
  
  Jasmine asked warily.
 

 
  “What I require,” Glory explained, “is a counterpoint. Someone calm and decorous where I am vivacious and flirtatious. Someone martial and
  
   dangerous
  
  where I am soft and pleasing—and as able and willing to demonstrate his or her skills as I am my own. Someone who can contribute, converse intelligently and be a positive presence in my salon. And finally—and this is most important—someone who will
  
   benefit
  
  from my teaching.”
 

 
  She straightened, for the first time assuming a simple, upright posture, regarding Jasmine with a serious expression.
 

 
  “Someone who needs to learn what I can teach them about subtlety, careful influence, and the uses of a light touch. I am, here, making my most presumptuous guess yet, but… That is the thing you came to the Guild to learn, no?”
 

 
  Slowly, Jasmine nodded.
 

 
  Glory nodded in return. “What made you break with the faith of Avei?”
 

 
  “I haven’t.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “I…” She glanced away. “It’s a little difficult to… The truth is, I am something of a brute. I’ve realized it fairly recently. I still value Avei’s principles, but it’s becoming more and more clear to me that you just can’t get anywhere in the modern world with the attitude that every problem is an evil to vanquish. The Sisterhood are right about a lot of things…but they aren’t right about everything. I came to the Guild to learn other ways of… Of acting, but also of
  
   understanding.”
  
 

 
  Glory’s answering smile was simple and honest in a way that none of her previous expressions had been. “It may be that you are exactly what I seek. And that I am what
  
   you
  
  seek.”
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged, slumping back into her own chair. “I, um… Maybe. The thought is so
  
   weird
  
  to me I’m having a hard time looking at it objectively.”
 

 
  Her hostess smiled in pure, friendly amusement. “Well, let me pose a question to you, Jasmine. What is your greatest passion in life?”
 

 
  “Justice,” she said immediately.
 

 
  Glory nodded. “And why is that?”
 

 
  Jasmine gaped at her. “I—that—well. I mean, it’s
  
   justice?”
  
 

 
  “That is your upbringing talking.” Glory pointed a manicured finger at her. “In fact, I have known a good many people in my time who were driven by a passion for justice. Interestingly, most were either Avenists or Eserites. And every one of them, without exception, could tell me
  
   exactly
  
  the thing which ignited that passion within them. In every case, it was a painful encounter with
  
   injustice
  
  which left them compelled to seek out and destroy that monster wherever it lurked. You, though? You are following a path laid out for you by those who came before. And
  
   that
  
  will lead you nowhere.”
 

 
  “Just because I haven’t suffered the way others have doesn’t mean I’m not sincere,” Jasmine said irritably.
 

 
  “Sincerity isn’t passion,” Glory retorted. “Oh, don’t mistake me, you need a
  
   lot
  
  more than passion to get ahead in life. There’s a great deal of skill and technique that goes into building a meaningful existence. But without passion? Without something that
  
   drives
  
  you? You have no place to begin. Unless you are driven from within, you will be driven from without—either by the randomness of the world, or by clever people who would exploit you for their own gain. What
  
   drives
  
  you, Jasmine? Forget Avei, forget Eserion, discard all systems and ideologies. What is the thing inside you that
  
   burns,
  
  that pushes you forward to make a better world, and a better
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her, not even aware that her mouth was slightly open.
 

 
  Glory studied her thoughtfully for a few long seconds before speaking again.
 

 
  “I will have to think on this, Jasmine. I suggest
  
   you
  
  do as well. You…intrigue me. I see possibility here. But…whether it is the possibility we both need, I am not yet sure. Are you?”
 

 
  Jasmine swallowed heavily. “I’m…less sure of everything than I was when I walked in here.”
 

 
  Glory’s answering smile was sympathetic. “I don’t say this to many people, but… Whether or not we decide to proceed together, my door is open to you, whenever you need it.
  
   Best
  
  that you visit me in the mornings; something tells me that without specific coaching, you would mix poorly with the guests who are usually to be found in my home in the evenings. But when you have a need, you may come to me. I think that, whatever else befalls, you and I
  
   can
  
  help one another.
 

 
  “For now, though, I thank you for this extremely enlightening visit, and must bid you good day. The preparations for my night’s work are more involved than you would perhaps believe.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Outside the opulent townhouse, she came to a stop just past the gate, staring at the rich houses across the street and not seeing them.
 

 
  Passion? Nothing in her early upbringing had covered that. If anything, Avei’s faith encouraged comprehension, restraint, discipline. Avenist fanatics existed—she had recently shared a campus with one—but there weren’t many and they tended not to get far in the cult. Most Avenists found them rather uncomfortable to be around.
 

 
  Passion was no part of her University education either. Tellwyrn’s program emphasized rationality even more heavily than the Sisterhood did, and with even less patience for foolishness.
 

 
  But…
 

 
  Something was tickling at the back of her mind. Something which seemed connected to her increasing frustration with this whole enterprise, but also to her hope for what she wanted to achieve. This was another piece of the puzzle… But it suggested more pieces which were still out of her reach.
 

 
  How to
  
   connect
  
  all this? She couldn’t figure a way to make the disparate fragments of her understanding fit together. If anything, her slow education in the ways of the Eserites was only pulling it all apart.
 

 
  She had an idea, of course, how to proceed, but…
 

 
  “Miss? Are you lost?”
 

 
  Jasmine snapped back out of her inner world, finding herself confronted by an Army patrolman. He stood directly in front of her, his face and posture neither aggressive nor sympathetic. All at once, she remembered that in her casual clothing and slightly scruffy longcoat, she did
  
   not
  
  in any way look like the sort of person who had any business standing around in a neighborhood like this.
 

 
  “Actually, yes,” she said, suddenly seizing on an idea. “Can you direct me to the Imperial botanical gardens? The sheltered one, in the glass dome. I was sent in this direction but I can’t even
  
   see
  
  a building like that over the houses…”
 

 
  “I’m afraid you’re
  
   extremely
  
  turned around, miss,” the officer said, lifting his eyebrows. His tone didn’t quite express suspicion, but hinted that he wasn’t buying this story. “That’s in the northeast quadrant of the city, very near the center. You’re in the southwest and about four blocks too far toward the walls.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily and rubbed at her forehead. “That’s just…fantastic. Really. Ugh… I’m sorry to be a bother, but if it’s not too much trouble… What’s the best way to get there you can suggest for someone with the Empire’s worst sense of direction? I started out from the old spice market and…”
 

 
  At that, he smiled, if only very faintly. “Well, it’s actually fairly simple; if you’re new to the city, I wouldn’t try getting directly from one point to another. The trick is always to start at Imperial Square, which is right in the center. You can
  
   find
  
  it from anywhere, and you can get anywhere
  
   from
  
  it. In this case, you’d just take the northeast street out of the square, and the gardens will be barely a block along on your right.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” she said feelingly. “Really, that’s good advice. Always from the Square, right. And from here, that is, uh…” She stood on tiptoe, craning her neck.
 

 
  “That way, miss,” he said, pointing up the street to her right. “This avenue is leveled out, but if you look around you can usually manage to see the general slope of the city. Imperial Square is always uphill. When you run out of uphill to go, you’re there.”
 

 
  “Thanks so much, officer, you’re a lifesaver,” she said, bowing to him.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” he replied politely, nodding in return. At least he seemed less suspicious now.
 

 
  She set off in the direction he had indicated. All that had mostly been to avoid a confrontation, and she was sort of proud of herself for coming up with it on the spur of the moment. She was already thinking more like a thief. The idea itself, though…
 

 
  Well, it was probably a bad idea. But it was the only one she had at the moment, and it certainly wouldn’t be the worst one she’d ever had.
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  “I’ve never actually seen something like that before,” Principia commented. “Aren’t they fairly rare?”
 

 
  “Oh, aye, that they are,” Sister Eivery replied with good cheer, arranging the talisman carefully upon the practice dummy. “You’re an enchanter yourself, I understand? Well, divine blessings are nothing like that, basically. It’s all art an’ no science, every piece a personal touch without any easily reproducible methods goin’ into its creation. That’s why ye rarely see divine blessings on things not
  
   actively
  
  carried by a divine caster. Blessin’ your own kit, that’s a right dish o’ cake, but those blessings fade pretty quick. Layin’ a
  
   permanent
  
  blessing, the kind comparable to enchantment? Well, it ain’t just any cleric who can do that at
  
   all.
  
  An’ a good, powerful one like what we’ve got on this charm, that’s rarer still. Not so many o’ these left in circulation.”
 

 
  “Not so many?” Principia said skeptically. “How many is that?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not as if I went an’ took inventory,” Eivery said, giving her a sardonic look and stepping down from the footstool she’d had to employ to arrange everything to her satisfaction upon the dummy. “I can tell ye, though, there’s a bare handful o’ clerics in each cult today who can produce permanent divine charms, and not a one can match relics like this. There’s not been a Hand of Salyrene since the Enchanter Wars, an’ that’s about what it takes to lay a charm of this caliber.”
 

 
  “You do realize,” the elf said, raising an eyebrow, “that our operating theory is that the device we’re about to test on that apparently very rare charm will
  
   break
  
  it?”
 

 
  “Aye,” replied the gnome, giving her a sunny smile. “An’ I also realize the High Commander signed off on this personally, so what’s it to the like o’ you an’ me?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Principia murmured, shaking her head. “It just seems
  
   wasteful.
  
  We’ve got boxes of these things to play with and little enough notion what they even do;
  
   that
  
  thing seems quite valuable. Not to mention irreplaceable, apparently.”
 

 
  “Well, ye never know,” Eivery said cheerfully. “The last few years, paladins ‘ave been croppin’ up like mushrooms after a spring rain. Mayhaps Salyrene’ll call up another soon an’ make all this moot, aye?”
 

 
  “And maybe we’ll find ourselves with a need for every divine shielding charm in the Sisterhood’s collection and the lack of this one will mean somebody gets blasted by staff fire.”
 

 
  
   “Oi,
  
  but you’re a dour one,” Sister Eivery said dryly. “Goin’ right for the worst case scenario, is it? Well, in that event, we can take comfort in the fact that based on what we know
  
   now,
  
  this ‘ere was the perfectly logical thing to do. That doodad an’ all its sisters ‘ave been gatherin’ dust since Jasmine Darnassy’s day. ‘Sides, if our operatin’ theory is these gadgets
  
   break
  
  divine charms, far better we do what’s necessary to know about ’em before it comes down to a crisis, aye?”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re not wrong, Sister,” Principia said with a sigh. “I suppose it’s just the old grove talking. Smashing ancient, priceless artifacts to test cheap, newfangled ones… I may not be a traditional elf, but it bugs me. Gods, I’m starting to sound like my mother now. Somebody just shoot me in the head.”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t have authorization for that,” Eivery said solemnly, “but if you’re serious, I can get a head start on the paperwork.”
 

 
  The sergeant shook her head. “For the sake of thoroughness and my own paranoia, can you walk me through what all this setup does?”
 

 
  “Aye, it’s simple enough. All the paraphernalia, ‘ere, is just so I can activate the talisman itself without bein’ immediately in range. That’s both fer safety concerns, considerin’ what ye’ll be firin’ at it here in a bit, an’ to make sure I actually
  
   can.
  
  In this situation, it might be difficult to do without an intermediary.”
 

 
  Principia frowned and turned to peer at the gnome, carefully angling her head so as not to be looking down her nose. Eivery had a Stalweiss-pale complexion and hair an almost elvish shade of light blonde, which went quite well with her white Avenist robes. In bearing, though, she was much more a typical gnome than a typical Sister, all good cheer and boundless energy. Even the way she walked was a rapid series of almost-leaps that moved her at a speed comparable to her fellow Sisters, most of whom had legs as long as she was tall.
 

 
  “Care to offer a little more detail on that?” Principia prompted after a moment, during which Eivery had fallen into study of her work, eyes darting over every detail of the arrangement to check for errors. “Why wouldn’t the talisman activate?”
 

 
  “Well!” the little Sister said, snapping back to the present. “It’s a theological issue, innit? Now, see, what we’re aimin’ to do is possibly damage that relic, possibly permanently fer all we know, which falls under the general heading o’ sacrilege by some definitions. Aye, you’re not wrong t’be concerned on that point. See, the thing about divine power is, unless yer a dwarf, it comes
  
   from
  
  a deity. If Avei was to pop down ‘ere an’ ask us what the blazes we were up to, I reckon she’d be on board once we explained. She’s a reasonable sort, is Avei. But the likes o’ you an’ I ‘ardly warrant that kind o’ personal attention from a goddess, which means we’re dealin’ with ‘er in a more diffuse aspect. An’ when not specifically incarnated, gods are kinda… Well, mechanistic. All rules an’ principles, pretty predictable, long as you don’t draw their personal attention. There’s a good chance me tryin’ to activate a relic of Avei with the purpose in mind o’ smashin’ it would…well…”
 

 
  “Get you smote?” Principia asked, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  Eivery barked a laugh and shook her head. “Hah, not
  
  
  by
  
   our
  
  goddess, Sergeant. If Avei takes the good time and trouble to smite somebody, they were doin’ a lot worse’n petty vandalism. Nah, though, there’s a good chance we’d find out that just plain isn’t
  
   allowed,
  
  an’ the thing wouldn’t trigger at all. So! All this ‘ere is some very basic fae work, easy enough even a divinist like me can crank it out. Not
  
   as
  
  basic as it could be, considerin’ I don’t have any fairy connections or talismans o’ power to run it, so I ‘ad to set up all these gizmos just to provide the smidgeon of energy we need. But aye, all the whole thing does is enable me to channel a little divine spark into the relic from way over
  
   ‘ere,
  
  at a safe distance an’ with enough in between that the poor thing can’t tell I’m plannin’ to blast it with your experimental whatsit, there.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Principia said, nodding. “Well, you could have spared me some wondering by explaining all that up front. I
  
   am
  
  an enchanter, you know; I could’ve rigged an array myself to do more or less the same thing.”
 

 
  “Aye, you could’ve set up an
  
   arcane
  
  system to channel
  
   divine
  
  power.” Eivery was generally too cheerful and too kind to be scathing, but the look she gave Principia was rather pointed. “Do ye not know yer Circles, woman? Unless you’re a straight-up
  
   mage,
  
  none o’ your tricks woulda done more’n get in the way.”
 

 
  “Allow me my delusions, please,” Principia said sardonically. “They’re all that’s keeping me warm at night, these days.”
 

 
  Eivery laughed obligingly, and Principia sighed, picking up the liargold-augmented staff set aside from the others, the one Commander Rouvad had already fired in demonstration. It had probably no more than three or four shots left before its liargold superstructure burned out, if that.
 

 
  The relic they were using was a simple shielding charm, a fist sized golden eagle—cast in apparently real gold—on a heavy chain, now draped over the neck of a practice dummy. According to Sister Eivery, the shield it produced was significantly more powerful than even modern arcane shielding charms, though wouldn’t compare with the personal shield of either a wizard or cleric. Such was generally the case with magical relics like this: they hadn’t the strength or complexity to rival what an actual practitioner could do, but the really well-made
  
   old
  
  enchantments still held up against their newer counterparts. Modern enchantment was all about new
  
   kinds
  
  of charms, and ease of reproduction; with the exception of certain specific devices like mag cannons and Rail caravans, few modern contraptions packed the same kind of raw power that the practitioners of old had worked into the objects they left behind.
 

 
  The nearest of Eivery’s fae charms was a good three yards away from the relic-wearing dummy, well outside the range of the shield once it was activated. They were simple enough, consisting of a small pedestal on which was a large crystal for power—not modern clean-cut quartz, but an older object tied to some fairy source or other—and arranged in a display of sticks, pebbles, and chalk lines, both atop the pedestal, on the floor around it, and even marked on the nearby wall. The whole thing looked far more primitive than an enchantment network of glass and metal wire, but Principia couldn’t have said whether this was due to the inherent nature of fae craft as opposed to divine, or simply Eivery’s unfamiliarity with it. In fact, it looked a lot like things she’d seen shamans create back in the grove, but elves usually defaulted to the oldest, most hidebound means they had of whatever it was they set out to do.
 

 
  “Well, everything’s shipshape,” Eivery said, nodding up at her. “I’m good to go if you are.”
 

 
  “Right,” Principia agreed, nodding in return. “Let’s get this over with.”
 

 
  The priestess grinned at her once, then stepped over to lay her hand against the side of the pedestal.
 

 
  There was no visible effect among the fairy craft laid out except for just the faintest glow kindled within the large, rough-cut crystal, but an instant later the golden eagle talisman flashed, and a sphere of pure golden light snapped into place around the dummy, producing a pleasing and very soft tone like the sustained chime of a distant bell. It was light enough that even Principia’s ears barely detected it.
 

 
  “And here we go,” she muttered, raising the staff to her shoulder, and taking aim.
 

 
  The familiar flash of gold light burst forth as she squeezed the clicker. It impacted the golden shield, and instantly the sphere flickered out of existence.
 

 
  A split second later, the power crystal cracked straight down its center, and bits of pebbles and twigs were hurled in every direction from atop the pedestal.
 

 
  “Whoops!” Eivery cried cheerfully, shielding her face. “Got a reaction outta that one, didn’t we?”
 

 
  “Holy crap, it worked,” Principia muttered. “It shut it off… Quick, check on the relic.”
 

 
  “Don’t mind if I do,” the priestess replied, already bouncing over to the dummy. She dragged her footstool closer and clambered up, taking the heavy necklace in both hands and peering at it closely with a pensive frown.
 

 
  “Aye,” she said after a long, silent moment. “Aye, that thing smacked the Light right out of it. Not
  
   completely
  
  snuffed out, there’s still power in ‘ere…but nowhere near as much as there was. I’d ‘ave to study it closely to see whether the actual
  
   structure
  
  o’ the blessing itself is damaged. If it’s just been de-powered, odds are it’ll naturally recharge itself over time.”
 

 
  “But if not…” Principia let out a low whistle. “Please do so, Sister. We need to know everything we possibly can about what we’re dealing with.”
 

 
  “Way ahead o’ you,” Eivery grunted, standing on tiptoe to pull the chain over the dummy’s squat head. Principia resisted the urge to dash over and help her; after the last time, she had learned that such help was not wanted or appreciated. Not all gnomes were touchy about their height, but those who were… “Scary enough if somebody’s built a battlestaff that snuffs out divine magic. If it can actually
  
   unwork
  
  a blessing…”
 

 
  “I’m no divinist,” Principia said, scowling down at the weapon in her hands, “but that seems
  
   really
  
  unlikely. Being able to counter actual energy… Well, there’s plenty of precedent for that. What would be
  
   new
  
  here is having a passive enchantment that can do it; Circle transition effects aren’t supposed to be achievable in any significant strength without a conscious caster working on them. It’s not impossible, though, not even theoretically. Actually
  
   dismantling
  
  a blessing or spell, though? That’d be like designing a spell that could build a golem.”
 

 
  “Aren’t there arcane spells that can do the like o’ workin’ jigsaw puzzles?” Eivery asked curiously, trundling back over to her with the damaged relic.
 

 
  “Sure,” Principia said with a shrug, “but that, again, is the work of powerful mages, who, again, have to be
  
   there
  
  casting the spell.”
 

 
  “Aye,” Eivery mused, tilting her head to peer at the crates of other nullifier staves. “This ‘ere’s a leap forward in magical understanding, any way ye slice it. Stands to reason, theoretically, if somethin’ can be made to neutralize divine magic, there’s variants possible to do the same to all four schools.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Principia agreed. “Theoretically. The difference is, somebody sat down and
  
   did
  
  this. Somebody with a big budget and a lot of free time. My squad and Bishop Syrinx both are working on the
  
   who,
  
  but…” She trailed off, shaking her head.
 

 
  Eivery pursed her lips thoughtfully, then suddenly grinned and hastily hopped over to the nearby velvet-lined box in which the relic had been transported. She carefully lowered it back into its home, then turned to bounce back toward the dummy.
 

 
  “All right, then! Next test seems obvious t’me, aye?” Turning to face Principia, she was suddenly surrounded by a sphere of glowing gold. “Fire away!”
 

 
  The elf stared at her, making no move to lift the stave into firing position. “Have you
  
   lost your mind?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon,” Eivery said disdainfully. “Nobody went to the time an’ trouble o’ makin’ those things just so’s they could shoot at divine shielding talismans. As we were just discussing, there just aren’t
  
   enough
  
  of ’em to make it worthwhile. Nah, these’re meant to be used on
  
   clerics.
  
  That’s the real danger here, an’ therefore
  
   that’s
  
  what we need to test, aye? Best have as much intel as we can get before goin’ back to Rouvad with this.”
 

 
  “Rouvad,” Principia snapped, “will mail me to my parents’ grove in three different packages if she learns I
  
   fired
  
  this thing at a priestess.”
 

 
  “Pfft! Here’s me, takin’ full responsibility.” Behind her glowing shield, she grinned broadly and spread her arms wide. “I’m
  
   askin’
  
  for it, Locke. Me word of honor before Avei’s own ears, that’s what I’ll tell the High Commander. All my idea!”
 

 
  “I’d really prefer you do the tests on the relic, first.”
 

 
  “Those’ll take
  
   hours,
  
  Locke. Aren’t ye curious to know the limits o’ these things?”
 

 
  “I
  
   mean,
  
  we don’t know yet whether the effect is permanent! What if this completely destroys your ability to wield divine magic?”
 

 
  “Categorically impossible,” the gnome said without hesitation. “C’mon, Sergeant, this is basic stuff. My power comes
  
   from
  
  Avei; it’s a function o’ my connection to her. That connection can be dampened, interfered with; aye, there’s plenty o’ precedent in the history o’ Circle warfare. Any battlemage worth ‘is salt knows how to disrupt a cleric’s power. Like we were just sayin’, all that’s new, ‘ere, is it bein’ a passive enchantment rather than an actively cast spell. But no mage, warlock, or witch can
  
   destroy
  
  a priest’s relationship with ‘er goddess. That’s nonsense. There is just no
  
   way
  
  an enchanted weapon can do it!”
 

 
  Principia shook her head, unconsciously turning the staff over and over in her hands. “I do not like this at all, Eivery. I follow your logic, but really, the risk. Not just to
  
   you,
  
  but no matter what you say about responsibility, Rouvad hardly needs an excuse to toss me out of here on my beautiful ears.”
 

 
  “Y’know, Locke, you surprise me,” Eivery commented, folding her arms now. “Fer the pain in the butt everybody says you are, I never expected you to be such an ol’ mother hen.”
 

 
  The sergeant narrowed her eyes. “…woman, are you trying to
  
   provoke
  
  me into shooting you?”
 

 
  Eivery grinned. “Is it working?”
 

 
  “A little. But seriously, now…”
 

 
  “Sergeant,” the gnome said more seriously, “these things came from the Thieves’ Guild, aye? As in, the Guild not only
  
   had
  
  ’em, but they tipped us off to come
  
   find
  
  ’em, right?”
 

 
  “That’s what I was told. What of it?”
 

 
  “Don’t give me that, you’re the clever one. Really, I’m not a nincompoop just because I’m bubbly an’ adorable, an’ I know
  
   you
  
  aren’t the irritating blockhead you like to pretend to be. We both know there’s a real urgency, here. How often does the bloody
  
   Thieves’ Guild
  
  do the Sisterhood this kind o’ favor? We don’t ‘ave
  
   time
  
  fer this, Locke. Look, in the worst case scenario, if it
  
   does
  
  somehow permanently affect my connection with Avei, that can be rebuilt. The same slow way I built it in the first place, an’ probably a sight quicker with some help from the Salyrites. But even that’s scarcely possible. We need
  
   data,
  
  an’ we can start by figurin’ out how much interference it creates with a personal divine shield, an’ how long it takes the connection to recover on its own.”
 

 
  Principia shifted the weapon uncomfortably in her grip. “Based on previous cases of Circle interactions, what would you guess?”
 

 
  “I’d be amazed if it’s as much as an hour,” Eivery said cheerfully. “Point o’ fact, I’ve been neutralized fer that long in the past. Aye, I wasn’t always safely behind these ‘ere walls, pokin’ and proddin’ at mystery gizmos with the likes o’ you. We’re neither of us any strangers to danger, Locke. Now pull the clicker, while we’re still young.”
 

 
  Principia sighed and shook her head, but raised the staff back into firing position. “Someday, Eivery, when we know each other a little better, you’ll look back on the fact that
  
   I’m
  
  being the voice of restraint here and fully appreciate what a
  
   bad
  
  idea that means this is.”
 

 
  “Promises, promises.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you can still examine the relic if this—”
 

 
  “Would you quit yer bellyachin’ an’
  
   shoot me
  
  already?!”
 

 
  She barely came to the end of the sentence before the flash of light snuffed out her shield.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s only been a day, Lang,” Ephanie said in exasperation, looking up from her own polishing. “You can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be that bored yet.”
 

 
  “Anywhere else? No, of course not,” Merry replied, gesticulating with the rag she was using on her armor. “But come on, Corporal, Locke won’t even let us hang around in the courtyard.”
 

 
  “That is an excellent decision on her part,” Nandi said from her top bunk, not looking up from the book she was reading. “The sight of us
  
   hanging around
  
  in the courtyard would provoke justifiable resentment from the other squads. And that’s not even touching upon what Captain Dijanerad would think.”
 

 
  “The Captain’s pretty easygoing,” Casey said.
 

 
  “With Locke, yes,” Nandi agreed. “Because Shahdi is wise enough to see that Locke’s madness is a thin veneer over a sturdy framework of method. The
  
   rest
  
  of you are another matter.”
 

 
  “I just want it entered into the record,” Merry stated, “that just one day is
  
   plenty
  
  of time to go completely stir crazy in a cabin.”
 

 
  “I bet if you asked the Sarge real nicely she’d let you run extra drills,” Farah suggested.
 

 
  “You know what, I think I will. If nothing else, it’ll confuse the hell out of her.”
 

 
  “Lang,” Ephanie said in exasperation, “we’re soldiers. Waiting around is the lion’s share of what we
  
   do.
  
  If there’s ever an actual war…honestly, I can’t even imagine how you’ll cope.”
 

 
  “Probably shoot herself,” Casey said cheerfully.
 

 
  “While we’re fantasizing,” Farah added, “why stop at war? Let’s say we’re…stranded in the mountains. How much you wanna bet we’d eat Lang within a week?”
 

 
  “Well, I mean, sure, that goes without saying,” Merry replied, grinning as she continued polishing her boots. “The only one with more meat is Avelea, and
  
   she’s
  
  actually useful around here.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Ephanie said, setting down her rag and cuirass to scowl at her.
 

 
  “It’s a compliment, Avelea.”
 

 
  “And it’s not technically meat,” Nandi murmured. Casey and Merry both dissolved in laughter at Ephanie’s expression.
 

 
  “I have to say I don’t mind the respite,” Farah said. “I’m pretty interested in this mission. Aren’t you all?”
 

 
  “That’s half the problem,” Merry replied, still chortling. “I mean, we could be
  
   out
  
  there.”
 

 
  “Doing what?” Ephanie asked pointedly. “You and I aren’t even needed for Sarge’s project, apparently, and Shahai’s group just have to wait for the apprentices to contact
  
   them.
  
  Just stay alert, run your drills and be ready, Private. We’ll have action before we know it.”
 

 
  “I guess there’s that,” Merry said rather sullenly. “At least here, we’re surrounded by other soldiers and not civvies. I swear, if one more dimwit stops me on patrol to talk about the weather…”
 

 
  “It’s three weeks past midwinter and people are walking around without coats,” Farah pointed out. “The weather is
  
   worth
  
  talking about.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  heard the Emperor’s secretly assigned the entire Azure Corps to figure out if the weather’s being unnaturally interfered with,” said Casey.
 

 
  “The one thing you can be assured about the Emperor’s secret activities,” said Nandi, “is that you
  
   wouldn’t
  
  have heard about them.”
 

 
  “Which would go right out the window if the whole Azure Corps was in the know,” Farah added.
 

 
  “Well, still,” Casey said defensively. “It’s not natural. The Emperor’s gotta be doing
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “Yep,” Merry said fatalistically, “that’s it.
  
   That’s
  
  the conversation I was just being thankful I’m not out there having with the locals. You’re doing this just to annoy me, aren’t you, Elwick?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be silly,” Casey said cheerfully. “Apparently, I’d have to make sergeant before I’ll have the free time to make my decisions based on what annoys you. Which is good, it gives me plenty of time to observe Locke’s technique.”
 

 
  Merry chucked a boot at her.
 

 
  “I don’t know what this is,” Principia said, stepping into the cabin, “but luckily for you knuckleheads I’m far too lazy to enforce proper discipline. Lang, your footwear will be either
  
   on
  
  your feet or
  
   up
  
  your ass if you continue to be unable to control it.”
 

 
  “Are we just all going to pretend she can’t hear us from halfway across the parade ground?” Farah stage whispered.
 

 
  “Sergeant!” Merry saluted without rising from her bed. “Permission to ask why you’re shiny!”
 

 
  “I am an elf, Lang,” Principia said haughtily, sashaying down the center aisle between rows of bunks with her nose in the air. She wasn’t shiny, per se, but a faint lightening of the air followed her, almost as if she were being tracked by a spotlight. “I walk in beauty and light
  
   all
  
  of my days. I am hardly surprised it’s taken you this long to notice, stoopid hoomin.”
 

 
  “Permission to point out that Corporal Shahai is not shiny!”
 

 
  “I prefer taste and restraint in my personal grooming,” Nandi said lazily. “Glowing in public is
  
   so
  
  gauche.”
 

 
  “That’s a blessing of some significant strength, if I’m not mistaken,” said Ephanie. “Congratulations on finding one priestess you can get along with, Sarge.”
 

 
  “Congratulations are premature, I’m afraid,” Principia said wryly. “Sister Eivery was flinging blessings around like candy at Wildfeast, just because she could. And she was right—the effect of the neutralizers only lasts about an hour. There’ll be
  
   no
  
  living with her, I just know it.”
 

 
  “Neutralizers?” Ephanie set aside her armor, and Nandi sat up and leaned over the edge of the bed, attending more closely to the conversation. “So the tip was right, then? Those weapons counter divine magic?”
 

 
  “Rather effectively,” Principia said with a frown. “It’s…disturbing, to be frank. Eivery ended up taking the rest of the day to run tests and make sure she’s healthy and sorted out, so we weren’t able to get started on actually reverse-enchanting the things. The rest of our mission has just become that much more important, ladies. We know what those things are, now. It’s that much more important to know where they came from.”
 

 
  “Oh, Sarge.” Ephanie reached over to the stand beside the arcane heater, picking up a thick envelope resting atop it. “You have mail. A courier brought it by an hour ago.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, what now,” Principia groaned. “Mail call is in the morning. Special deliveries are
  
   always
  
  bad news.”
 

 
  “I wonder which’ll tell you what’s in it faster,” Merry mused. “Opening it, or whining at it?”
 

 
  “Corporal Avelea, I want you to poison Lang’s next meal.”
 

 
  “I’m…not so good with poisons, ma’am. Can I just stab her?”
 

 
  Silence answered. Principia had opened the envelope and was staring at its contents. Its thickness was deceptive; rather than containing a sheaf of papers, there was only a single note, and a fluffy pink blossom, only slightly squished due to having been carefully housed in a wide envelope.
 

 
  Casey frowned, edging forward to peer at it. “That’s…is that… That looks like a mimosa blossom.”
 

 
  “It is,” Nandi said quietly. “Sergeant, if it’s not private…?”
 

 
  “It’s just a time and a place,” Principia said tonelessly, staring at the two lines on the note. “This afternoon, in the central temple of Ryneas.”
 

 
  “The god of art?” Merry wrinkled her nose. “That’s basically just a museum, right? Or do they have classes there? Is that even a proper religion?”
 

 
  “Sounds like the point,” Casey said. “It’s a pretty neutral place to have a meeting. What
  
   I
  
  wanna know about is that flower. Where the hell would somebody get something like that in midwinter? And what does it
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “Well, you can grow flowers in winter with alchemy or fairy magic,” Farah said slowly. “But a mimosa’s a whole
  
   tree.”
  
 

 
  “The Arboretum,” said Nandi, in the same quiet tone, her eyes fixed on Principia’s expression. “Plants in the indoor botanical gardens are charmed to blossom year round. It holds several mimosas.”
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re supposed to
  
   pick
  
  the flowers in there, though,” Casey pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes,” Nandi agreed. “But someone might be willing to
  
   steal
  
  one.”
 

 
  “Why, though?”
 

 
  “It’s a signature,” Principia said. Very carefully, she tucked the note and the flower back into their envelope. “A rather clever one; sure to get my attention, and meaningless to most people who might intercept this. All right, ladies, be ready. We’re going to have dinner early and head out to answer this summons.”
 

 
  “We have to go to a
  
   museum?”
  
  Merry whined.
 

 
  “Are you sure, Sergeant?” Nandi asked softly.
 

 
  “I see two possibilities,” Principia replied, her tone cold. “If this is a
  
   genuine
  
  invitation, I have to answer it. If it is a
  
   trap…
  
  I’m not going alone. We’ll go to the museum, I will go to the specified gallery, and the rest of you will remain close enough that Shahai’s ears can tell you what’s going on. If it’s authentic… Then I guess you can go home. In fact, it would be best if you did. If it is not, however…” The envelope crinkled under her rigid fingers. “Then I want six Legionnaires on hand to explain to whoever had this bright idea that this is
  
   not
  
  a string they should pull.”
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  The central temple of Ryneas in Tiraas was a sprawling structure of multiple wings, arranged to divide different areas neatly and leave open courtyards between them. Most of these were rather dour places at this time of year, their flower beds dormant and trees starkly leafless, though several held exhibitions of statuary. The temple itself had a notably utilitarian design, attractive in its stonework but arranged in simple, squared patterns that made it easy to navigate. Architecture
  
   was
  
  among the crafts valued and taught by the Rynean faith, and among other things, that meant they had great respect for usefulness in design. There were sacred buildings which were, themselves, works of art, but in a temple designed primarily to display other art, the focus of the architect had been on making that art accessible.
 

 
  Just because everything was accessible did not mean everything was equally popular, of course. Principia’s invitation had specified the Ajitram Gallery; it was somewhat out of the way, on the fourth floor of one of the side wings, but she didn’t fully grasp the reasoning until finding the directory in the main lobby. The gallery in question was currently hosting an exhibition of the works of Arthur Croswin, the first such to be held since his death forty years ago.
 

 
  Unless a
  
   lot
  
  had changed in the art world in forty years, nobody was going to beat down the doors to see that. Whoever had sent that invitation, they’d done research before laying plans.
 

 
  Squad One attracted a few curious looks as they marched through the halls, as well as a couple of disapproving ones from curators in the tasteful uniforms of the Rynean cult, but one benefit of the charms Principia had worked into their boots was that they made far less noise on stone floors than half a dozen people in armor ought to. At any rate, they managed not to disrupt anyone’s perusal of the art on display, and apparently, that was what mattered.
 

 
  Rather than splitting up the squad to cover the accesses to the fourth floor Ajitram Gallery, of which there were two, Principia stationed the rest of the group at the foot of the steps she chose to climb. Whether they responded to a call for help would depend entirely on Nandi, so sending anyone out of easy range of her voice was pointless.
 

 
  Nandi touched her lightly on the arm as she began climbing the steps. Principia paused and glanced back at her, but then just nodded and continued going.
 

 
  Ajitram Gallery was a single hall, running the length of one side of that floor, with staircases on either end and two cross-halls leading deeper into the building to other galleries. At present, it was fully lined with oil paintings in a distinctive blurry style, which were rather pleasing to the eye from a distance but became increasingly fuzzy the closer one examined them. Her own eyes were at something of a disadvantage in appreciating the style; she had to concentrate on blurring her vision to see the overall effect and not the tiny smudges and blobs.
 

 
  The entire gallery was empty, save for one person. She stood in a pose any soldier would recognize, straight-backed with her hands clasped behind her, brown hair tied in a simple braid hanging down the back of her slightly scruffy leather coat. By all appearances, she was studying a large pastoral scene.
 

 
  Principia carefully approached from the side; it wasn’t as if she had much chance of sneaking up in armor, anyway, and it gave her the opportunity to observe her target’s face, rather than risk coming up behind her only to learn that this was a stranger about to spring a trap.
 

 
  It wasn’t.
 

 
  “I like this,” Jasmine mused when Principia came finally to stand beside her. “I’m not sure why. I certainly don’t
  
   understand
  
  it.”
 

 
  “It’s called impressionism,” Principia said noncommittally. “Never really caught on. I’m actually surprised so many of Croswin’s works were preserved and collected. The man was a lunatic.”
 

 
  “Not to your taste, I gather?” Jasmine said wryly.
 

 
  “No, but that’s beside the point. An elf’s eyes are at a disadvantage here; I see too many details to properly appreciate it. But no, I
  
   knew
  
  Croswin. The man was brilliant and ahead of his time…but also completely nuts, and quite frankly, an asshole. I’m glad someone’s collected and still displays his work, though. Probably no one outside the Rynean cult really digs it, but that’s not nothing.”
 

 
  Finally, the younger woman shifted her head slightly to look at her—sidelong, but it was something. “So. Three Nine One. A Squad O
  
   ne
  
  designation. Are congratulations or sympathies in order?”
 

 
  “At the risk of sounding greedy, I’ll take one of each,” Principia said lightly. “We are being generously given the opportunity to succeed… With the firm understanding that we’re expected to dramatically fail.”
 

 
  “We?”
 

 
  “I have a rather…unusual group of women in my command. All except Shahai were fobbed off as undesirables. Refugees from other cults, and one plea bargain case who’s here instead of in jail.”
 

 
  Jasmine’s eyes narrowed slightly in an expression of mistrust. “Clustering them together would
  
   not
  
  be Legion policy.”
 

 
  “I am well aware of that.” Principia sighed. “We’re… Well, I’ll tell you the story if you want, though parts are classified. It’s definitely an unusual situation. But is that really what you asked me here to talk about?”
 

 
  Jasmine looked at her in silence from the corner of her eye for a long moment, then returned her gaze to the painting. Her eyes were unfocused now, though, clearly not fixed on the art. Principia waited in patient silence; finally, Jasmine stepped back and away, turning to face her fully, and folded her arms.
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing,
  
  Principia?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And that’s it,” Shahai said softly, turning to face the others with a slight smile. “It was a genuine invitation.”
 

 
  The squad relaxed slightly, though several still wore quizzical expressions.
 

 
  “So, uh.” Merry shrugged. “What’s going on, then, exactly?”
 

 
  “Now,” said Nandi, glancing up the stairs, “our sergeant needs to have a private conversation.”
 

 
  “And I guess
  
   we
  
  need to head back home, then,” said Farah.
 

 
  Nandi shook her head. “Locke said that would be advisable, but it wasn’t an order. In fact, she left no specific orders for this situation; her concern was if it turned out to be a trap. Which means our next move is up to Corporal Avelea?”
 

 
  The others turned expectantly to Ephanie, who frowned faintly in thought.
 

 
  “Am I correct, Shahai, in inferring that you know more than the rest of us about what’s going on up there?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Nandi replied with the ghost of a smile. “I don’t mean to keep you in the dark, but the decision is Locke’s. When she’s done, we’ll see what she wants everyone to know.”
 

 
  Ephanie nodded impatiently. “In your estimation, is there any danger?”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” the elf said dryly, “she is probably safer up there than she has been at any point in the last year.”
 

 
  “Then the only issue would be that they might be interrupted,” Ephanie said. “All right, ladies, since Sarge failed to tell us otherwise and it’s not in me to leave a woman behind without good reason, we’re going to form a perimeter. Elwick, Szaravid, stay here. Lang, you’re with me; we’ll cover the other staircase. Shahai, circle around to the next hallway, take the stairs up and patrol the gallery beyond this one.”
 

 
  Merry cleared her throat pointedly. “All due respect, ma’am, I don’t think we have the right to prevent people from entering the gallery. Trying sounds like a good way to start trouble with the Ryneans.”
 

 
  “You’re correct, Lang, and everyone keep it in mind,” Ephanie agreed, nodding. “We’re not going to interfere with any patrons of the museum in any way. We
  
   will,
  
  however, keep an eye on who goes in and be ready to respond to…anything. Shahai, I’m giving you the most porous front due to your hearing and the fact that I don’t anticipate any danger.”
 

 
  Nandi saluted, still with that little smile.
 

 
  “All right, girls, you’ve got your orders,” Ephanie said firmly. “Move out.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Just what you said,” Principia replied quietly. “Gaining an understanding of your world.”
 

 
  Jasmine closed her eyes for a moment, then shook her head. “The way
  
   I
  
  remember it, I told you
  
   specifically
  
  not to do that. It isn’t your life or your path, Locke. Trying to force yourself into it won’t lead you anywhere good.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, I’m generally not good at doing what I’m told,” Principia said cheerfully.
 

 
  “And so you joined the
  
   military?”
  
 

 
  The elf actually laughed. “It’s not so bad. Different, yes, but the rules and chain of command aren’t a major factor in the actual problems I’ve been having. Anyway… I really did
  
   need
  
  to, Jasmine.”
 

 
  “Hm. I’d sort of expected you’d call me…”
 

 
  “Hsst!” Principia held up a hand, frowning. “When you’re under cover, you
  
   stay
  
  under it. Never assume there are no listeners just because you don’t see any.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said with a sigh. “Still. I don’t see why you
  
   needed
  
  to do this.”
 

 
  “Just as I said: to understand. There are things you really can’t grasp without
  
   doing
  
  them, putting yourself in a position to see from another perspective. I gather you’re becoming aware of that, yourself.”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned. “I never wanted you to upend your life for my sake.”
 

 
  “Hey, this was all my
  
   own
  
  choice; I’m not pinning anything on you. Whatever else you may think of me, know that I don’t shirk the responsibility for anything I’ve done. Besides,” she added more gently, “this is not nearly the imposition you seem to assume it is. Elves have a different relationship with time; a few years out of my life to do a few tours of duty is
  
   not
  
  a hardship, and not much of a cost. It’s well worth it for the perspective alone.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  what they do to elves who enlist,” Jasmine said, still frowning. “That
  
   is
  
  a major commitment. The alchemy involved makes you stronger at the cost of your agility and speed. You may not get along with your own family, but don’t pretend it’s not a big deal to be made less of an
  
   elf
  
  over this.”
 

 
  The corner of Principia’s mouth drew up in a sly smile. “I see no one’s explained elven biology to you in any detail.”
 

 
  “In fact, I
  
   have
  
  been looking into it,” she said irritably. “Since it turns out to be
  
   relevant
  
  to my life, to my surprise.”
 

 
  “Well, never assume an elf is physically weak just because we
  
   tend
  
  to be. It is harder for elves to gain physical strength than for humans, but when we
  
   do,
  
  it doesn’t show in bulkier muscles.”
 

 
  “How much harder?”
 

 
  “A lot,” she said frankly. “A
  
   very
  
  great lot harder, which is a big part of why few bother. It takes a good seventy years of consistent, devoted training to match a human for strength, and that’s about the point where it plateaus; very,
  
   very
  
  old elven warriors may be stronger than orcs, but warriors of any race tend not to live that long. Really, only braves of the plains tribes bother, as a rule. Woodkin prefer to play to their natural strengths.”
 

 
  “And
  
   you?”
  
  Jasmine asked pointedly.
 

 
  Principia smiled, a placid yet smug expression. “I passed the physical strictly on my own merits, no alchemy needed. Took
  
   me
  
  a good hundred and thirty years to train up to that point, due to a less than rigorous schedule, but considering I’m a thief as well as a skinny elf and nobody expects me to be able to punch out a drunken sailor… That alone makes it a worthwhile ability to have. When everyone knows the limits of your power, your days are numbered.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine said, studying her skeptically. “So this is neither a great hardship
  
   nor
  
  a particularly great gesture.”
 

 
  “That’s pretty much it, yep,” Principia replied brightly.
 

 
  Jasmine turned away and paced slowly down the hall, coming to rest in front of the next painting, this one of a mountainous horizon at sunset. Principia followed, matching her aimless gait and not stepping close enough to be pushy.
 

 
  “So,” the elf said after a few moments of silence, “is that all you wanted to ask me?”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “Well, I’ve certainly been curious about it, ever since I first saw you in that armor. But… I actually wanted to ask for your help.”
 

 
  “What can I do?” Principia asked immediately.
 

 
  She glanced suspiciously at her. “Let me state up front that I’m not interested in cutting any deals. If you want something in exchange for your advice, I am very unlikely to be interested.”
 

 
  Principia sighed heavily. “Well. I guess we both know I deserved that. No…Jasmine. No deals. Tell me what you need, and if it’s something I can help you with, I will. No strings, no tricks, just…whatever I can do.”
 

 
  Jasmine studied her for another long moment, then turned back to the painting.
 

 
  “I…am trying to learn to be a better…” She glanced up and down the empty hall. “Well, to be better at what I do. And while I respect what the Sisterhood taught me, I’ve been learning more and more that I cannot go through life as I have been and expect to succeed. I keep finding myself…outmaneuvered. My inclination, both by personality and by training, is to
  
   fight
  
  when opposed. And that’s a losing strategy. The world is all about soft power, about connections, not force. That’s what I’m doing in the Guild. Eserites are sly, underhanded, and
  
   careful.
  
  What they know is what I need to learn.”
 

 
  “I see.”
 

 
  Jasmine glanced over at her again. “You’re not shocked?”
 

 
  
   “Shocked
  
  would be putting it strongly, though I can’t say I expected this.” Prinipia shook her head, her eyes never leaving the girl’s. “Whatever else comes of this, and acknowledging my own bias, here… For my money, the fact that you’re
  
   making
  
  the effort makes you the best Hand of Avei since Laressa.”
 

 
  “What happened to cover and listening ears?”
 

 
  Principia waved a hand dismissively. “Lesson two: rules are for other people. There’s nobody within even elvish earshot except my snooping corporal who I’m not going to bother calling down since she’s the most discreet person I know. But seriously. I’m no pacifist either, but in all of history, Laressa was the only paladin of Avei who looked for solutions to her problems beyond ‘put a sword in it.’ And her methods probably wouldn’t work for you, but what matters is that you’re
  
   trying.
  
  You see the world has changed, and you’re changing to meet it. I get the impression you’re not feeling very good about your efforts right now, but just the fact that you’re
  
   making
  
  them means you’re ahead of the game.”
 

 
  “This isn’t a game,” Jasmine replied, though her expression softened somewhat. “But…thank you. That helps a little bit.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t sound like encouragement was what you went to all this trouble to get, though,” Principia commented, tilting her head inquisitively.
 

 
  Jasmine sighed, turned away, and paced across the hall to stare sightlessly at another painting on the other side. “I haven’t been at it long, but the issue I’m having is, well, persistent. I just don’t
  
   get
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Getting takes time,” Principia pointed out.
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head impatient. “No, I mean… Ugh. Look, have you ever been in one of the old dungeons? Or something else…
  
   weird?”
  
 

 
  “I have seen shit in my time that would flummox even Arachne,” the elf said with a grin. “Though as a rule I prefer to stay out of dungeons, and did even before they were all snapped up by the gnomes and the Empire. All loot, no
  
   purpose;
  
  I steal out of a philosophical imperative, not because I want money. Why do you ask?”
 

 
  “Down in the Crawl,” she said, still scowling at the painting, “there’s a…place. Professor Tellwyrn had a name for it, but I can’t recall. It shows you things, possibilities of other lives. Deepest fears, and scenarios meant to disrupt your complacency. When my class was down there, it… Well, it sort of
  
   replaced
  
  me.”
 

 
  Principia’s eyebrows shot upward.
  
   “Replaced?”
  
 

 
  “Temporarily,” Jasmine said hastily. “And when it was over I was left with the full memory of the experience, of living as that other
  
   me.
  
  But for that time, I wasn’t me as I am. I was…an alternate me. One who had been raised by
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “I…see,” she said very slowly, frowning. “That must have been…”
 

 
  “It
  
   really
  
  was,” Jasmine said fervently. “But at the same time, it was a worthwhile experience. There was a good lesson, there. That other girl…” She shook her head in frustration. “I can’t recall the details of her life, I don’t have
  
   her
  
  memories. I think all this would be a lot easier if I did. Maybe I wouldn’t have to bother with all this. But I remember, briefly,
  
   being
  
  her. The way she lived, and felt, and thought… Her means of always looking at angles instead of straight ahead like I do. The
  
   joy
  
  she found in cleverness and…well, defiance. She was a model Eserite: smart, sneaky, and loving every minute of it.
  
   She
  
  wouldn’t have gotten constantly tricked by the Black Wreath the way I seem to. But I can’t
  
   remember.”
  
  Her voice climbed half an octave in frustration. “It’s
  
   there,
  
  just the tantalizing hint to show me I have the
  
   capacity
  
  somewhere inside, or did once. But whenever I try to work out a way to
  
   do
  
  what she did, all I get is what
  
   I
  
  want to do, what I’ve always been trained to, which is to
  
   fight.
  
  And it’s only been a few days but I keep butting my head against that! I can learn to pick pockets and locks, but everyone keeps trying to make me an enforcer, to work on the skills I already have. I’m wasting my time here and—”
 

 
  
   “Hey.”
  
  Principia took two steps forward, and finally reached out to touch her, laying a gauntleted hand on Jasmine’s shoulder. “Stop. Right now what you’re doing is torturing yourself. Quit it, breathe, and come back at this when you’re calmer.”
 

 
  Jasmine obligingly drew in a deep breath and let it out, then another. After a few more repetitions, she turned to face the older woman, gently dislodging her hand. “Well. Thanks. Anyway… Did I manage to make any kind of point in there?”
 

 
  “Yes, you did,” Principia nodded, “and right off the bat, I can tell you are making this harder for yourself than it needs to be. Look… You see this as some kind of great contradiction, don’t you? Having to reach out and embrace a completely alien viewpoint.”
 

 
  “Maybe not
  
   alien,”
  
  Jasmine said, shrugging, “but certainly an opposite one.”
 

 
  “Now there,” Principia stated, pointing at her, “is where you are wrong. That’s an extremely Avenist perspective, and it’s
  
   wrong.
  
  Take it from someone who has been living out an eerie mirror of what
  
   you’re
  
  doing for the last year. There’s not a huge difference between the Sisterhood and the Guild. They’re two organizations with exactly the
  
   same
  
  goal, who disagree on the methods of achieving it. That’s all.”
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her, blinked twice, then frowned heavily. “You may need to explain that.”
 

 
  Principia grinned. “It’s all about justice, in the end. Stopping those who mistreat others, and getting restitution for their victims. That’s really the ultimate purpose of both cults. Aside from the little quibble over methods, they’re left not redundant because they operate in different spheres. The Sisterhood’s goals promote an orderly society, which is necessary; the Guild deals with those who weasel their way around society’s rules. Also necessary, because nothing stops those bastards from cropping up; like rats, they just have to be dealt with. Eserites couldn’t maintain a stable living order for the general public, and the Sisterhood is too bound by its principles to catch everybody who needs catching. But in the end? You and I are in the same business. Always have been, and we’re neither of us in a
  
   different
  
  business for having swapped cults.”
 

 
  “I think that’s taking it a little far,” Jasmien protested. “Avenists protect. Eserites
  
   steal.”
  
 

 
  Principia held up a finger. “Eserites steal from those who deserve it. That makes all the difference.”
 

 
  “Are you really going to argue that no one works under the Guild just to enrich themselves?”
 

 
  “Of course not. There are bad apples in
  
   every
  
  barrel; I think part of your problem here is that in addition to imagining a great contradiction that isn’t there, you’re imagining the Sisterhood as something inherently more
  
   pure
  
  than the Guild. It is not. Both are organizations with similar goals, doing the best they can toward those goals with the means at their disposal.”
 

 
  “But the people
  
   within
  
  them…”
 

 
  “I’ve been in the Legions a little less than a year,” Principia said flatly. “In that time, I’ve had to fend off someone
  
   very
  
  highly placed in the Sisterhood who attempted to
  
   murder
  
  my
  
  
  entire squad. Because she found us politically inconvenient and a threat to her power base. She is still in a position of authority over us, and countless others.”
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her. “You’re…exaggerating.”
 

 
  “I assure you,” the elf said grimly, “I am not. Oh, it didn’t
  
   start
  
  with murder; few people are ax-crazy enough to go for blood right away. It
  
   started
  
  with bureaucratic manipulation. As you pointed out, it
  
   isn’t
  
  usual policy to lump together the misfits and undesirables into one understaffed squad. But when we kept refusing to fail and get drummed out of the Legions, it escalated, until we found ourselves manipulated into a confrontation with some
  
   very
  
  angry Shaathists who’d have been quite justified—in their minds, of course—in filling us with arrows.”
 

 
  “That—what—how—”
 

 
  “Yes, there are bad Eserites,” Principia said quietly. “No shortage of them. And there are plenty of bad Avenists. The differing natures of those cults acquired different
  
   kinds
  
  of bad people; a rowdy troublemaker would get nowhere in the Sisterhood, and a string-pulling politician wouldn’t last long in the Guild. But in the end,
  
   all
  
  systems are corrupt.”
 

 
  Again, she reached out to lay a hand gently on Jasmine’s shoulder; this time, the girl didn’t move away.
 

 
  “That doesn’t mean you abandon the systems, though,” Principia said gently. “People
  
   need
  
  systems in order to function in a civilized manner. You just have to have someone watching for the abusers. Avenists and Eserites both do that. And they both accidentally provide safe haven for exactly the kinds of monsters they exist to fight, which is why they also have to watch
  
   themselves,
  
  and each other. But despite how it often seems to the cult which keeps having to haul Eserites off to jail, they aren’t enemies. The world is better off when we work together.
 

 
  “All that’s fairly abstract, though. As for
  
   you,
  
  and the problem you’re having
  
   now…
  
  I think you’re letting the seeming enormity of this matter confuse you. The truth is, strategy is strategy, and it’s applicable in a variety of places. It’s a very
  
   small
  
  shift you need to achieve. You don’t need to throw away the lessons of your youth to be an Eserite, you just need to find new ways to apply them.”
 

 
  “But…that leaves me right where I was,” Jasmine said plaintively. “Being the thing I’ve always been, not finding a subtler way.”
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t,” Principia said, smiling but implacable. “You’re doing exactly the
  
   right
  
  thing coming here. The world is no less a battlefield than it’s ever been; it’s just that the battles are different in nature. Learning to apply strategy and tactics to the subtler side of warfare is
  
   exactly
  
  what you need to do. The Guild can and will teach you that. And you, child, are much closer than you realize. You’ve got all the capacity you need; keep working, and the rest will come.”
 

 
  She raised her other hand to squeeze her gently by both shoulders. “Just don’t
  
   stress
  
  about it, Jasmine. This is not a race, and you’re not under deadline. You are
  
   getting
  
  there. Be calm, absorb the lessons available to you, and trust that it’ll come together. Because it
  
   will.
  
  You are too smart for it not to. You just have to let it have the time it needs.”
 

 
  With a final, gentle squeeze, she released her and lowered her hands.
 

 
  Jasmine was staring at her with a peculiar expression. After a moment she cleared her throat awkwardly, glancing away, and took a step back.
 

 
  “I…well, um, thank you. That actually does help.”
 

 
  Principia nodded. “You can ask me for anything you need. It doesn’t make up for anything in the past, but… I’m here now.”
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat again, then frowned. “Who was it who tried to murder you?”
 

 
  “I would rather not say.” At the girl’s expression, she held up a hand. “Look, I’m not being coy. And given our respective ranks, you can
  
   make
  
  me tell you with a word. But for now, I would prefer it if you didn’t, please. An accusation against the likes of
  
   her
  
  from the likes of
  
   me
  
  would only harm one of us, and not the one who deserves it. I’d be okay dealing with that on my own, but I’ve got a squad full of women to consider, most of whom have nowhere else to go. It’s being handled—it’s just not going to be as conveniently quick or clean as justice ought.”
 

 
  “I see.” Jasmine shook her head. “I guess I’d better start getting comfortable with things like that.”
 

 
  “No,” Principia said firmly.
  
   “Never
  
  get comfortable with that. Cultivate a loathing of it, and
  
   fight
  
  it wherever it comes up. But yes, be aware that it exists, and is everywhere, and don’t get caught flat-footed when it rears up.”
 

 
  Jasmine nodded.
 

 
  “Was there anything else you wanted to ask?” Principia prompted more softly after a pause.
 

 
  “For now… Well, somewhat to my surprise, I guess I
  
   did
  
  just need the encouragement.” She smiled, almost tentatively. “Thank you. And… I may take you up on the offer.”
 

 
  “I hope you do,” said the elf, smiling back. “Especially since I’m under orders that require me to follow your group of friends around and pry into their business.”
 

 
  Jasmine’s lips thinned. “Ah. Yes.
  
   That.”
  
 

 
  “While we’re both here,” said Principia, “what can you tell me about those…things?”
 

 
  “They’re called disruptors,” Jasmine said. “And…well, this is a bit of a story.”
 

 
  “My time is yours.”
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  They both shifted at the sound of steps on the stairs, turning to see who was descending; it was clearly only a single pair of feet. The boots which appeared were not Silver Legion issue.
 

 
  Ephanie remained in place, keeping her expression blank, as the girl in the trench coat descended, glancing at the two of them with curiosity but no sign of unease.
 

 
  Casey, though, after a moment’s hesitation, came fully to attention and saluted.
 

 
  Jasmine’s eyes cut back to her. She did not pause in descending, though after a bare moment, she nodded almost imperceptibly and continued on her way.
 

 
  There was still no sound from above. Either Locke was remaining behind for the time being, or for whatever reason had gone for the other stairs. Ephanie waited until the Eserite apprentice was out of sight around the corner before turning and speaking pointedly to Casey.
 

 
  “Is there something you’d like to tell me, private?”
 

 
  “I…yes,” Casey replied. “But with all respect, corporal, I think for the moment I had better not.”
 

 
  Ephanie pursed her lips and drew in a deep breath through her nose. “Elwick… I realize it’s easy to take Sergeant Locke for a fool, but we
  
   all
  
  know who’s the reason Bishop Syrinx didn’t manage to get us drummed out of the Legion and/or killed. Chain of command aside, if she tells you to
  
   butt out
  
  of something, you had better do it.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Casey said simply, indulging in one quick glance down the hall in the direction Jasmine had gone. “I know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “Well,”
  
  Tallie said archly,
  
   “look
  
  who’s back. Young lady, do you have any idea what time it is?”
 

 
  “Not really,” Jasmine replied, sliding onto the bench next to them with her tray. “Aside from dinner time. Hey, guys. How was your day?”
 

 
  “Pretty good,” Ross rumbled. “Got some training.”
 

 
  “We stayed in,” Rasha added, wincing. “Which was very beneficial for those of us who woke up wishing we were dead.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Tallie said, giving him a pointed look. “Next time we go drinking I’ll make sure you get water and food in you. It helps the next morning.”
 

 
  “Appreciate you looking out for me,” he said wryly. “How ’bout if I’m dumb enough to do that again…don’t let me?”
 

 
  She snorted and jostled his shoulder with her own. “Anyway, yeah, turns out we’ve managed to build up a little cred, what with one thing and another. Couple senior apprentices showed us a few tricks for picking pockets and cutting strings, and an actual Guild member gave us a lock-picking lesson. Shifty guy named Fingers.” She wrinkled her nose. “I could really go two ways about that tag, but he was good with the locks and didn’t pinch my butt, so I figure he’s okay.”
 

 
  “Ever wonder about tags?” Ross asked, staring pensively at the forkful of potato he had just speared. “Can’t be the only Eserite ever tagged Fingers. Be surprised if he’s the only one alive
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “We’ll have to ask Lore about that,” Tallie said dismissively.
 

 
  “Sounds like a good day,” Jasmine said after swallowing a bite of bland fish. “Can I beg a lesson from you guys?”
 

 
  “Trade you for some sparring tips,” Rasha said quickly.
 

 
  “Deal.”
 

 
  “Okaaaaay.” Tallie pushed her tray to the side and planted her elbows rudely on the table, staring at Jasmine with her eyebrows raised. “Now you tell us about
  
   your
  
  day.”
 

 
  “Hear you got some face time with a veteran thief with serious cred,” Ross added.
 

 
  Frowning reflectively, Jasmine nodded. “Yeah… Two, actually. This morning I was…well,
  
   summoned
  
  is a good word. Summoned by someone named Glory.”
 

 
  “Glory?” Tallie gasped.
  
   “The
  
  Glory? The one and only?”
 

 
  “Uh…yes?”
 

 
  “That’s amazing! Who the hell is Glory?”
 

 
  Jasmine grinned in spite of herself. “Well…she’s…interesting.”
 

 
  “Tells us a lot,” Ross noted.
 

 
  “Shush.” Tallie reached across the table to flick his forehead. “Not everybody’s a semi-bard.”
 

 
  “Glory’s a…the word she used is ‘courtesan.’ She’s in the information trade. Seemed…well, rich, if nothing else.”
 

 
  “What’d she want with
  
   you?”
  
  Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “She’s looking for an apprentice.”
 

 
  “Holy shit!” Rasha sat bolt upright. “You actually got a sponsor?”
 

 
  “No, no,” Jasmine said hastily. “It was more of an initial interview. She’s
  
   looking
  
  for someone and people have mentioned I’m along the lines of
  
   what
  
  she wants, but it wasn’t like she’d decided already. We’ve never met before, after all. It was…a strange conversation. Kind of illuminating, but she honestly made me sort of uncomfortable.”
 

 
  “Well, ch’yeah, if she’s a hooker,” Tallie said.
 

 
  “Courtesan,” Jasmine corrected. “She was extremely clear on the difference. And actually it seems like a significant one.”
 

 
  “Whatever,” Tallie grunted, waving away her objection. “Point is, for someone raised Avenist, meeting a hooooookourtesan has gotta be uncomfortable.”
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her. “How did you know I was raised Avenist?”
 

 
  “You may not have noticed the presence of lesser mortals around you,” Tallie said dryly, “but you had that scrap with Silence
  
   and
  
  the ensuing conversation out in damn well public. And honestly it explains a lot. Nobody your age has a right to be such a badass unless you were getting drilled with a sword right out of the cradle.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Rasha said, studying her speculatively now. “What brings you
  
   here,
  
  then? Get fed up with Avei?”
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged uncomfortably, spearing another bite of food. “I have no problems with Avei. The Sisterhood, though…has issues.” She stuffed vegetables in her mouth and began chewing stubbornly, eyes on her plate.
 

 
  “Must’ve been a hell of an interview, to take all day,” Tallie mused.
 

 
  Jasmine looked up at her, sighed softly through her nose, finished chewing, and swallowed.
 

 
  “Well. After that, I looked up and asked Principia Locke to speak with me.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Tallie replied, raising an eyebrow. “The infamous Eserite Legionnaire elf who you won’t tell us how she knows you enough to freak out when she found you in a cell.”
 

 
  “She’s my mother.”
 

 
  The apprentice dining hall was rowdy and cheerful as always, but for a few moments in their little corner, it was dead silent.
 

 
  “Wait…
  
   what?”
  
  Rasha finally exclaimed.
 

 
  “We don’t really…talk,” Jasmine said, staring at her food. “It’s not a close relationship. Okay, honestly, it’s not a relationship. I didn’t even know she’d joined the Legions and I still can’t wrap my head around
  
   that.
  
  But…she was nearby, and I’m learning to do this Eserite thing, and I was kind of turned around and apprehensive after seeing Glory, so I figured…” She shrugged. “Well. Couldn’t hurt to get some tips. I mean, she pretty clearly has insight on belonging to the same two cults I do, if…you know, in reverse.”
 

 
  “Wait, so you’re a half-elf?” Ross frowned, peering at her through narrowed eyes. “Hm. Actually I can sorta see it.”
 

 
  “Well, thanks,” Jasmine said sardonically.
 

 
  “I guess she must be kind of a good Eserite after all, then,” Tallie mused. “She was pretty clearly shocked when she saw you in that cell, but she recovered
  
   fast,
  
  and didn’t show a hint for the rest of the night. Hmm. Might be someone who’s worth knowing, for apprentices.”
 

 
  “She really is the most awful person,” Jasmine said sourly. “She just
  
   took off
  
  right after I was born, and I didn’t see her for eighteen years. That doesn’t just
  
   go away.
  
  But…” She sighed, and shrugged. “Whatever her reasons…she has them, I guess. People don’t just do random things, and I’m learning that everybody thinks they’re justified in whatever they do. And she
  
   is
  
  trying to get to know me, now, though I can’t help being suspicious of her motives.”
 

 
  “Sounds like you should be,” Rasha commented. She gave him a quick little smile.
 

 
  “I think being suspicious of everyone’s motives is good policy around here,” said Ross.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Jasmine agreed. “Besides, I have to wonder if I have any right to criticize other people’s actions. We’ve all screwed up.”
 

 
  “That’s true for everybody,” Tallie said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Probably truer than most for anybody apprenticing in
  
   this
  
  cult,” added Rasha.
 

 
  “Oh!” Tallie suddenly slapped the table with her palm. “I just remembered. HEY! DARIUS!”
 

 
  The last was spoken over her shoulder at full volume. Across the aisle, Darius turned around on his own bench, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “This had better be the start of either a food fight or a blowjob, ganglepants.”
 

 
  “You’re an asshole,” Tallie replied, grinning.
 

 
  “Yes, I know. It’s all part of my charm. Whatcha need?”
 

 
  “Get over here, I’m not gonna yell everything across the damn room.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, of
  
   course
  
  not,” he said sarcastically. “Because
  
   that
  
  would be uncouth and disrespectful to everyone else in here who doesn’t care about your nonsense.”
 

 
  “Less sass, more hustle!”
 

 
  “This isn’t going to stop until I get up and haul my ass over there, is it.”
 

 
  “Aw, see? Next time somebody tells me you’re as dumb as a block of wood, I can actually contradict them! I mean, probably
  
   won’t,
  
  but I
  
   can.”
  
 

 
  Darius sighed dramatically and swiveled fully around, swinging his legs over the bench, and stood. “Ugh, fine.
  
   Someone’s
  
  a fast learner; you’ve got a long and fruitful career ahead of you as a blackmailer.”
 

 
  “Thought Style said not to go into blackmail,” Ross said, frowning. “She said blackmailers usually end up murdered.”
 

 
  “Well, yes,” Darius replied easily, ambling up to them. “I’m guilty of a spot of wishful thinking now and again.”
 

 
  “Good of you to join us,” Tallie said cheerfully. “Just wanted to let you know, I cornered Style this morning. After she finished calling me cusswords in three languages, I brought up Pick. Fucker’s actually skipped town entirely.”
 

 
  “Son of a
  
   bitch,”
  
  Darius spat, suddenly looking genuinely angry. “That sniveling little shitstain! Okay, new rule: next time I come up with a job offer, punch me in the nuts.”
 

 
  “Done and done,” Rasha promised.
 

 
  “Oh, but that’s not the
  
   good
  
  part,” Tallie said, now grinning insanely. “Style was under the impression Pick had already paid us.
  
   Now
  
  we get our compensation straight out of Guild funds, and the Guild will be compensated by Pick.”
 

 
  “How’s he gonna compensate the Guild?” Ross asked. “’side from being gone, he didn’t seem to be much of a high roller, and the Legion killed his deal.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   his
  
  problem!” If anything, Tallie’s grin widened. “Because in addition to paying
  
   us,
  
  he’ll be paying wages for the Guild enforcers send to gather him up.”
 

 
  “Ahhh.” Darius smiled beatifically. “So by ‘compensation,’ you meant ‘all his money plus one point five kneecaps.’”
 

 
  “If he’s lucky!”
 

 
  “I do love a happy ending,” he said, beaming.
 

 
  “Strange that he would run,” Jasmine commented. “It seems like Guild members, of all people, would know not to try that.”
 

 
  “Eh, there’s probably a story in there,” Tallie said without interest. “More going on. I really don’t care; we get our money and I’m done with the fucker.”
 

 
  “Hey, Darius,” Jasmine added. “I, um. I wanted to apologize for being a jerk yesterday. I
  
   really
  
  wasn’t trying to pick on you, it’s just… Well, I guess I’m a little thoughtless and kind of a show-off. I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “Hey, water under the bridge,” Darius said easily, sticking his hands in his pockets. “Now I have ammunition to use next time
  
   I
  
  fuck up and would rather you didn’t tie me in a knot, now that I know that’s a possibility.”
 

 
  “That’s actually harder than you think,” Jasmine said seriously. “People aren’t really flexible in the right way.”
 

 
  “You’re kinda cute when you’re not being creepy,” he replied, winking. “Theoretically. I assume. Looking forward to testing that theory. Catch you kids later.”
 

 
  Pausing only to playfully swat Tallie’s head, he turned and strolled off back to his own dinner.
 

 
  “Well, that’s kind of a relief,” Jasmine said, spearing another bite of fish. “Good to put that behind us”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Tallie said skeptically. “You cling to that optimism, girl.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Squad One, in preparation for their afternoon’s excursion, had gotten dinner early enough that they’d had to get travel rations from the kitchen. By this point in the evening, the actual meal was still being served, though just barely; the kitchen staff were already wiping down one of the long rows of tables in the mess. Given the Ninth Cohort’s current deployment, very few squads actually ate on the same schedule, aside from breakfast. Fortunately, the person Casey was looking for happened to be present.
 

 
  “Sergeant Aumbe, you speak elvish, right?” she asked, plopping into a seat opposite her target.
 

 
  “And hello to you, too, Elwick.” Lontli Aumbe was a sturdily-built, broad-faced woman with skin a deep shade of mahogany, her hair trimmed close to her head in a much shorter style than even the other Legionnaires usually adopted. She was currently working her way through a bowl of the simple, hearty stew which was a staple in the Legion mess, and wearing a customarily wry expression. “Yeah, I wouldn’t say
  
   fluently,
  
  but I picked up as much as I could while we were stationed at Fort Vaspian. Wasn’t much to do at that posting, and it seemed worthwhile.”
 

 
  “Wait…Vaspian?” Casey blinked. “Isn’t that the fortress across the entrance to Tar’naris? I thought it was an Imperial base?”
 

 
  “It is. Used to do cooperative duty with the Silver Legions, until Queen Arkasia asked us to leave. The Third was the last Silver Legion to be stationed there.”
 

 
  “…she
  
   asked
  
  the Legions to leave? And they just
  
   did
  
  it?”
 

 
  “Apparently,” Aumbe said with a faint grin, idly toying with her spoon, “the Tiraan in general are alien enough to Narisians that she’s not too worried about cultural assimilation. But our army of badass warrior women is enough like the drow ideal there was apparently some concern about Narisian warriors running away to join. Arkasia doesn’t want that, and apparently the High Commander doesn’t either. She shifted us away. Now the Second Legion patrols Viridill, but they don’t actually fortify the tunnel anymore.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Casey said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “History’s interesting,” Aumbe commented. “Something tells me it’s not what you’re curious about, though.”
 

 
  “Oh! Well, I…” Casey shrugged awkwardly. “I guess it doesn’t really matter, if you speak the drow language. Sorry, I just assumed.”
 

 
  “It’s the same language,” the sergeant pointed out. “The Narisian dialect has some extra grammar for its different levels of formality, and they pronounce their vowels differently, but basically? Same language. Y’know, Elwick, if you need something translated, there are two actual elves
  
   in
  
  your squad.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Casey said with a sigh. “They’re sort of why I’m asking.”
 

 
  Aumbe grunted in amusement. “Ah. They like to talk behind your back to your face?”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s nothing bad,” she said hastily. “But Locke and Shahai enjoy their little jokes. And especially with Locke… Well, sometimes I like feeling like the smart one in the room for a change. Anyway, it’s not important, if I decide I care enough I can always go to a Nemitite temple and look it up. I just wondered if you happened to know what the elvish word for
  
   mimosa
  
  is.”
 

 
  “Sorry, kid.” Sergeant Aumbe scooped up another spoonful of stew. “I don’t even know what that is in Tanglish.”
 

 
  “Oh. It’s a tree.” Casey wilted slightly even as she spoke. “It has leaves like ferns, and the cutest pink poofy flowers in the spring…”
 

 
  “Oh! You mean a silk tree!” Aumbe set down her spoon, finally beginning to look interested. “Beautiful things, they’ve got one on the grounds of the Temple of Izara. One of the few things I like about being posted there. Sorry, though, the names of
  
   trees
  
  aren’t really the kind of thing you learn from the underground elves.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that makes sense,” Casey said, grimacing and moving to get back up. “Well, thanks anyway!”
 

 
  “Hang on, though,” Aumbe said. “The thing about elvish is they don’t like making up
  
   new
  
  words for stuff; when they want to describe something, they build a word out of other words that basically tells you exactly what it is. That’s why elvish is full of those stupidly long words with all the apostrophes. Like, the names of specific species of stuff is just the kind of thing and a descriptor.”
 

 
  “So…if it’s a silk tree, it’d just be the elvish for literally
  
   silk tree?”
  
 

 
  “Probably.” Aumbe shrugged and took a bite of her stew, chewing thoughtfully for a long moment before swallowing. “Let’s see. ‘Tree’ is
  
   tris,
  
  that’s an easy one. The Tanglish word actually comes from that. ‘Silk’
  
  
  is trickier.”
 

 
  “How so?”
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   know
  
  a word for silk in elvish, but it refers to the spider silk they have in Tar’naris. Whenever the drow talked about, you know, normal silk, they used the Tanglish word. Elvish doesn’t really change quickly, being spoken by immortals, and silk comes from the North. Y’know, Sifan, Sheng-la, Ang Khon. They don’t even
  
   have
  
  elves in Sifan, and I dunno about the others.”
 

 
  “I see,” Casey mused. “Well…what’s the word for spider silk?”
 

 
  
   “Sini.”
  
 

 
  “Hm. So,
  
   sini tris.”
  
  She kept her features schooled, but a prickle ran down her spine.
 

 
  “Nah.” Aumbe shook her head and finished chewing another bite. “Nah, they put the words in the other order, and an apostrophe in there that’s pronounced as the tiniest hesitation. I actually never got the hang of that part. But, more or less, ‘silk tree’ would be
  
   tris’sini.
  
  Assuming, of course, that’s what they actually call it, which…they probably don’t.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” Casey said, nodding. “Well, I appreciate it anyhow. It’s probably not important; sorry to interrupt your dinner.”
 

 
  “No worries.” Suddenly, the sergeant frowned, holding her spoon suspended halfway back to the bowl. “Hm. That’s almost exactly the paladin’s name.”
 

 
  “You’re right, it is,” Casey said innocently. “You’d think I’d have caught that! I met her once, you know.”
 

 
  “Yes, Elwick.” Aumbe rolled her eyes. “We have
  
   all
  
  heard the story.”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   good
  
  story,” she said defensively.
 

 
  “Sure it is, kid,” the sergeant replied, grinning. “She sounds like a good one. I mean, aside from the obvious that Avei wouldn’t pick a
  
   bad
  
  one. I’m sure it’s a coincidence, though. No reason to think I put the word together right, and anyway, what kind of sadistic moron would name their kid Silk Tree?”
 

 
  “Well, she
  
   is
  
  half elf,” Casey pointed out. “Who knows?”
 

 
  Aumbe grunted and finished spooning up another helping of stew. “That’d be kind of interesting if it’s true. But it doesn’t really matter; paladins aren’t any of our business. Why’d you want to know about the word, anyway?”
 

 
  “Well, if I’m interpreting the conversation right, there are a couple of those trees in the Arboretum that they keep blooming through the winter. So…wow, that was even less important than I thought,” she added ruefully.
 

 
  “Uh huh. Word of advice, kid?” Aumbe pointed the spoon at her. “Take some time to
  
   learn
  
  that language. Learning languages is just generally a good thing to do, and maybe it’d put a stop to you being the butt of the joke.”
 

 
  “Or at least, I could join in and make someone
  
   else
  
  the butt.” Grinning, Casey stood up from the table. “Thanks, sergeant.”
 

 
  “Anytime, kiddo.”
 

 
  She held it together until she was back out in the courtyard, and then had to pause, staring wide-eyed at nothing.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  Immediately, Casey got her features back under control, and continued making her slow way in the general direction of Squad One’s cabin. Inwardly, though, her mind was racing. Her early childhood training remained in effect, both at keeping her true thoughts hidden, and her father’s lessons in recalling precise details. Project back to the moment, see every aspect of the environment, remember the
  
   exact
  
  words used. Conversations from the past flickered through her head, one after the other.
 

 
  
   I have a daughter about your age.
  
 

 
  
   Why else would Avei choose a half-elf as her paladin?
  
 

 
  
   Kid doesn’t talk to me…
  
 

 
  
  
  Holy
  
   shit,
  
  Locke.
 

 
  And on the heels of astonishment came, reflexively, more analysis. Ephanie was right; Locke
  
   did
  
  like to play the fool, and she did it well. Casey, at least, was schooled enough in cunning that she never let herself forget her sergeant was two and a half centuries old, and a veteran Eserite. She had been the driving force behind their outmaneuvering of Syrinx, and was the cornerstone of their hopes of doing it again.
 

 
  Casey was well aware that the odds of her having penetrated one of Locke’s deceptions by pure happenstance were slim. Once she considered that fact, other points of data clicked neatly into place. There was really no reason for Locke to have dropped that tidbit about having a daughter; she had actually never shared anything else about her personal life. And considering her origins, her admission into the Legions had almost certainly come with some prohibition against seeking out Trissiny. Had Casey been in Rouvad’s place, she’d have laid down that rule.
 

 
  No. She was following a trail of breadcrumbs. Being manipulated, in truth, but she wasn’t the least bit offended by that. Manipulation was a valid way of relating to people—if you didn’t want to hurt them, at least—and she could see the restraints Locke must be working under.
 

 
  Besides…
 

 
  The Silver Legions had put her under the guidance of a murderous, molesting lunatic, who was now back in authority after having had a disgustingly gentle slap on her knuckles. It had almost gotten them all killed by dragon-hating activists. It seemed her tenure here had been nothing but long stretches of useless waiting around, interspersed with mortal peril in pursuit of spurious nonsense.
 

 
  On the other hand, Principia Locke had fought tooth and nail behind the scenes to keep them safe, emptying her own funds to get them better gear than the Legions would provide—which had saved their lives. Trissiny Avelea had taken the time to reassure a nervous cadet whom someone of her rank could just as easily have viewed as nothing more than furniture. She had gently shut down the racist comments of one of her own priestesses, and launched reforms to reach out to the women the Sisterhood had failed to protect.
 

 
  If it came down to the Legions versus her sergeant or her paladin, Casey already knew whose side she was on. Especially now that she knew how connected they were.
 

 
  Which was not to say she understood everything going on, here. There were
  
   clearly
  
  multiple layers to this; it was not time to act rashly. Or to act at all.
 

 
  But she would watch carefully, and wait. When either of them needed her, she would be ready.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hey, Jasmine!” Grip said with incongruous cheer. “Let’s take a walk.”
 

 
  Jasmine stopped, glancing back at the others. Tallie rolled her eyes, then made a shooing gesture; Rasha just looked nervous. Ross, as usual, seemed pensive and maybe a little sleepy.
 

 
  “Okay,” she said with a soft sigh. Grip was already walking away at a respectable pace, forcing her to hasten to catch up. “What’s on your mind?”
 

 
  “Stuff,” the thief said lightly, stepping through the doorway into the catacombs.
 

 
  Jasmine hesitated slightly before following.
 

 
  The corridors of the Guild’s headquarters were a stark contrast to the Casino above, being ancient, worn, and rough-cut, and lit mostly by torches rather than modern fairy lights. Despite the warnings she’d been given about the Catacombs, they appeared to be basically more of the same, at least so far. Jasmine immediately decided, though, not to follow Grip in here past the point she was sure she could remember the way out.
 

 
  Fortunately, it didn’t come to that. Grip took the first left turn, and then the second, and then stopped. Far from trying to get her lost, this was obviously a position chosen so that she could find her way back unescorted. It was also quite private; she couldn’t hear the noise of the Pit at all.
 

 
  “So…stuff?” she prompted after a long moment in which the thief just stared at her through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  Grip folded her arms. “I have a message from Glory. She’ll want you to visit her again to explain herself. As soon as possible, which means tomorrow morning. You do not want to keep Glory waiting. The long at the short of it, though, is she’s decided not to extend an offer of apprenticeship.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Jasmine said, finding herself oddly disappointed. Which was absurd; she’d had no intention of taking on a proper apprenticeship here, especially to someone like Glory. “Well. Thank you.”
 

 
  “I’ll take some of the blame for that,” Grip went on, still watching her with hawklike intensity. “Glory and I
  
   do
  
  chat, and I happened to share with her some insights I’ve had recently. For example, that Jasmine Darnassy was the last Hand of Avei. The one thought everyone would be
  
   the
  
  last, until the new one popped up.”
 

 
  “Yes, so I’ve heard,” Jasmine said, keeping her tone light. “And Yasmeen Aldarasi is the crown princess of Calderaas. Same name, different dialect.”
 

 
  “Mm hm.” Grip’s mouth twisted in what looked ominously like a smirk. “Common knowledge. Not exactly secret, but
  
   not
  
  as widely known except to those who’ve gone well out of their way to find out, is that Trissiny Avelea is strangely absent from the campus of the Unseen University this semester.”
 

 
  A beat of silence passed.
 

 
  “Wait,” Jasmine said. “Did you say
  
   Unseen—”
  
 

 
  “Glory,” Grip interrupted, “thinks, rather justifiably, that it doesn’t suit her interests to take on an apprentice who is probably going to leave the cult entirely within a very short time. I’m certain the rejection is in no way personal. She seemed quite taken with you.”
 

 
  “I…” Jasmine swallowed. “Well. That’s… I’m not really sure—”
 

 
  “Just stop,” Grip said curtly. “Kid, you are a
  
   terrible
  
  liar when caught off guard. I don’t know how long you thought you were going to pull this off; that’s clearly the first thing we’ll need to work on.”
 

 
  “We?”
 

 
  “I’m not really of the same opinion as Glory,” Grip said with a cold smile. “I think you’d make a
  
   fantastic
  
  apprentice. So, what say we start first thing in the morning?”
 

 
  “Ah.” Jasmine paused, gathering her thoughts as quickly as she could. “Well. That’s extremely flattering, but with all respect to your chosen path, I’m really not hear to learn
  
   more
  
  about using force…”
 

 
  “Well, let me make this easier for you,” Grip said, her smile widening and growing even less reassuring. “That was not a request.”
 

 
  Jasmine narrowed her eyes. “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?
 

 
  “You obviously didn’t do this on your own talents alone,” Grip mused, still studying her face intently. “The Boss is in on it. I’m betting Sweet, too. And Style; Tricks doesn’t so much as scratch his butt without consulting her,
  
   especially
  
  with regard to apprentices. So no, I’m not going to go blow your little charade for the specific reason that
  
   that
  
  would clearly piss off the whole uppermost level of the Guild.”
 

 
  “Well, then—”
 

 
  
   “So,
  
  when the lid is blown off your charade, you can be assured there won’t be a
  
   trace
  
  of evidence connecting it to me.” The thief grinned broadly. “Let me be plain: if you’re going to stay here, it’s going to be as my personal pupil. Period. I’m sure even
  
   you
  
  know better than to think you’ll be able to accomplish jack shit in this place once everybody knows who you are.”
 

 
  She had come in here off guard and been pushed further off it with every step of this conversation, but now, the familiar heat of anger speared through her. With it came clarity, and the restoration of her confidence.
 

 
  “I think someone is getting
  
   way
  
  ahead of herself,” Jasmine said icily. “Leaving aside the question of
  
   why
  
  you’d want an apprentice who’s going to be gone very soon…” She took one very deliberate step forward, fists clenched at her sides. “You’re clearly not planning carefully, if you think blackmailing
  
   me
  
  is a good idea.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the difference between us,
  
   Jasmine,”
  
  Grip replied with a slow, sly smile. “I know
  
   exactly
  
  what I’m doing. Take a little time to consider your situation. A
  
   very
  
  little time. I’ll talk to you soon.”
 

 
  Without another word, she turned and strolled off back the way they had come, whistling.
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  “Ah, Basra. Close the door, please.”
 

 
  Basra paused just inside the office to pull the door shut as ordered, then glanced with a carefully neutral expression at Principia, who was standing at attention near the High Commander’s desk, before proceeding the rest of the way forward.
 

 
  “Good morning, Commander. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting?”
 

 
  “Not at all, Locke only just got arrived herself,” Rouvad said briskly. “Apologies for depriving you of breakfast, Sergeant, but the Bishop has business at the Church which won’t wait on us. This won’t be a long meeting.”
 

 
  “My schedule is currently elastic, ma’am,” Principia replied crisply. “Obviously her Grace’s time is more valuable.”
 

 
  “Indeed. Then let’s be about this before anyone is made late for anything.” Rouvad folded her hands atop the desk, shifting her body slightly to face Basra directly. “I called you both here for a progress report on your shared project. Basra, what do you have?”
 

 
  “Very little, at this juncture,” Basra replied with the faintest frown. “My task is political in nature and
  
   rather
  
  sensitive; unraveling these webs takes time.”
 

 
  “Naturally,” Rouvad acknowledged with a nod. “Neither of you are here to be pressured, I simply wish to remain in the loop with all details. What have you managed so far?”
 

 
  “I have, of course, approached Bishop Darling to ask about those devices.” Basra twisted her mouth in a slight grimace. “He was…well, in a word, himself.”
 

 
  Both the other women present nodded in immediate understanding.
 

 
  “Based on our conversation,” Basra continued, “I am reasonably sure he
  
   is
  
  the one who arranged for the presence of both those staves and the tip that brought the Legion’s intervention. At least, he hinted in that direction. I should stipulate, here, that I am making assumptions. Darling is capable of being extremely underhanded indeed. My conclusions are based on our relationship; we work well together and have built up a degree of trust, which I don’t believe he would squander without cause. Based upon broad hints he has dropped, I think that Darling, personally, considers it a matter of the greater good to have those devices known to the Sisterhood, and that there are factional issues within the Thieves’ Guild at work which restrain him from working more openly with us.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Rouvad narrowed her eyes slightly in thought. “How do you plan to proceed?”
 

 
  “As I have, in part. He seems inclined to dole out further tidbits, but I’m unwilling to be strung along with no other recourse. As yet I’ve no other ideas or avenues to pursue, and am considering carefully what else to try. It is, as I said, a very early stage in this investigation.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Rouvad agreed. “That’s satisfactory progress for two days’ work, considering. Locke, can you shed any insight on a factional conflict within the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not, ma’am. Factions within the Guild are transient things stirred up by the issues of the day, and I’ve been out of the loop far too long to know who’s who and what they’re after.”
 

 
  “Mm. How quickly do you think you could find out?”
 

 
  Principia blinked once, her own expression of surprise in an otherwise blank face. “…Commander, you’re talking about building a new reputation and a whole set of connections; thieves don’t just
  
   chitchat
  
  about sensitive business with people they’ve just met. To answer the question, years. But I wish it noted for the record that I consider the idea an abrogation of the understanding that I am not to be leveraged against the Guild, and would not comply if ordered.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Basra murmured.
 

 
  “Syrinx,” Rouvad said flatly, “she is not the only one whom I expect to remain civil, here. And she’s correct: that is, indeed, Legion policy and Sisterhood doctrine with regard to individuals who have affiliation with multiple cults. My apologies, Sergeant, it was a spur of the moment thought, not an order.”
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am.”
 

 
  “In any case,” Rouvad continued, “if the Bishop has nothing else to add…? Very well. It is, as we’ve noted, quite early in this affair, Locke, but have you made any progress, either with the staves or tracing their origins?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia replied. “The weapons are called divine disruptors. They were created by a secret division of the Imperial Army at a secure spell lab in Veilgrad, which was damaged in the chaos event of a few months ago. Weapon prototypes were stolen by members of the chaos cult which caused the disaster, and then stolen from
  
   them
  
  by the Black Wreath, who were then ambushed and beaten by Duchess Malivette Dufresne, a vampire of one of the more dangerous lineages and the sitting Imperial Governor of Lower Stalwar Province. Dufresne returned most of the staves to the Empire, after suggesting her intention to deliver one or more to the Theives’ Guild for the express purpose of disseminating the spellwork in question and depriving the Imperial government of exclusive control of it. What occurred after that I have not ascertained, though it suggests in general terms how Bishop Darling came to be involved.
 

 
  “In function, the weapons produce a burst of energy which neutralizes all forms of divine magic. Sister Eivery and I have not yet had time to test them under a variety of conditions, but we have ascertained that they immediately collapse a divine shield of normal strength, and when used on a Light-wielder, inhibit the subject’s ability to call upon divine magic. That effect fades after an hour, roughly. I have disassembled one of the staves, and believe I could build another from scratch, but liargold aside, these specimens are made almost entirely from cheap knock-off materials, largely because the
  
   genuine
  
  materials they suggest are prohibitively expensive. To proceed, ma’am, I will need either a substantial quantity of gold and rare crystals, or the assistance of an alchemist able to work with liargold.”
 

 
  She stopped talking, and there was dead silence in the room. Rouvad and Syrinx both stared at her, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “Locke,” the Commander said after a long moment,
  
   “how
  
  did you dig all that up so quickly?”
 

 
  “I ascribe it to either immense good luck or Avei’s intervention, ma’am,” Principia replied. “One of the Guild apprentices we have been following happened to have been present at Veilgrad when these weapons first appeared.”
 

 
  “Oh, Locke,” Basra murmured. “I
  
   do
  
  hope that doesn’t mean what it sounds like it means. Since we are well aware that Trissiny Avelea was present and involved in that mess…”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace,” Principia said calmly. “General Avelea has been most helpful. Her involvement is the only reason I am inclined to credit divine intervention; a paladin’s presence where coincidences start to appear is suggestive.”
 

 
  “And just
  
   what
  
  were you doing talking to Trissiny Avelea?” Basra snapped.
 

 
  “She summoned me,” Principia replied, shifting her eyes to Rouvad. “Given our respective ranks, I judged I had better respond immediately. For future reference, however, would you prefer I report any contact with the General, Commander? I wish to avoid the appearance of impropriety.”
 

 
  Rouvad shook her head. “The condition of your enlistment was that you stay away from Avelea
  
   unless
  
  she reached out to you first. If she did, whatever you discuss is between you. However, I should clarify that you are not to
  
   pursue
  
  her attentions if she’s not inclined to talk further. Understood?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t, anyway, Commander. That’s no way to build a relationship with someone.”
 

 
  “Locke, I don’t need to hear your opinions on interpersonal relations when I give you an order. You know what I need to hear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Rouvad said, staring pointedly at her. “Now, with regard to the matter at hand, did she summon you to talk specifically about these weapons?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am, I asked about that. She wanted my advice on integrating Avenist and Eserite philosophies and succeeding in the Guild.”
 

 
  “Hm,” the Commander mused. “Very well. I would castigate you for apparently
  
   firing
  
  one of those weapons at Eivery, but frankly, knowing her as I do, I’ll assume your presence was the only reason she didn’t test it on
  
   herself
  
  without supervision.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Overall, impressive progress, Locke. How do you plan to proceed?”
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am. I’ve indicated my intentions with regard to the continuing reverse-enchantment of the weapons. While I personally am keeping a circumspect distance from both Trissiny and the Guild, Shahai has made contact with the group of apprentices we arrested and established the beginnings of a relationship, which we intend to leverage for further information as possible and appropriate. With regard to that, she reported the group were
  
   also
  
  approached by a group of dwarves with the same intent. Not to be racist, but dwarves were also apparently the intended buyers of the staves at the swap meet the Legion interrupted.”
 

 
  “How can it possibly be racist to notice that both groups were dwarves?” Basra said disdainfully.
 

 
  Principia’s armor rasped softly as she shrugged. “I didn’t want to imply that they all look alike. Both wore obscuring robes, which isn’t dwarven or
  
   anybody’s
  
  custom who isn’t trying to hide their identity.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” said Rouvad. “Keep me appraised of any developments.”
 

 
  “Of course, Commander.”
 

 
  “Anything else to report?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Among those arrested, but not involved with the Guild, was another individual whose presence was
  
   extremely
  
  fortuitous. He is a Salyrite, a fae magic specialist who provides helpfully indirect access to that cult’s resources; I am cultivating a relationship in part with an eye to developing that connection, since the Sisterhood has few personnel like Eivery trained for the kind of work I am doing. He also happens to be the son of an old friend of mine, who I was not aware had offspring. Name is Herschel Schwartz.”
 

 
  Basra shifted her head very faintly, raising on eyebrow by a hair.
 

 
  “Very well, you don’t really need my blessing to proceed with that,” said Rouvad. “Needless to say, you will be
  
   very careful
  
  with any plan which involves the College of Salyrene in this, but I understand the potential need.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. I do not intend to involve the College at all, but only available elements within it, to the extent that it can be done discreetly. But I raised the matter for another reason. Mr. Schwartz was present for Bishop Syrinx’s recent successes in Viridill and apparently part of her staff. He is
  
   now
  
  pursuing some kind of vendetta against her.”
 

 
  Rouvad sighed and leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling.
  
   “Basra!”
  
 

 
  “That’s a surprise to
  
   me,”
  
  Basra said in perfect calm. “Schwartz was imminently helpful to me for his magical expertise in dealing with elementals and other fae nonsense. I sent a glowing testimonial of his performance to his cult. I thought we parted on good terms.”
 

 
  “Locke,” Rouvad said irritably, straightening back up.
  
   “why
  
  is this man now obsessed with the Bishop?”
 

 
  “I would say ‘offended’ more than ‘obsessed,’ ma’am. And I didn’t ask.”
 

 
  The Commander’s gaze sharpened. “You didn’t
  
   ask
  
  why this son of your acquaintance was chasing a vendetta against our Bishop?”
 

 
  “Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”
 

 
  
   “Denied.
  
  I have expressed myself clearly on the subject of infighting, Locke. You will keep a civil tongue in your head when employing it to, about, or
  
   near
  
  Bishop Syrinx. Answer the question.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. I consider his motivations secondary at best and probably not very interesting; what matters is that he cannot be allowed to do this. Quite apart from the need to shield our Bishop from outside interference, as someone with a personal interest in the boy’s continued health I would rather not see him pick a fight he is going to
  
   decisively
  
  lose.”
 

 
  Rouvad’s stare shifted back to Basra. “And you have
  
   no
  
  idea why he would be irate with you?”
 

 
  “I didn’t say I had
  
   no
  
  idea,” the Bishop replied with a shrug. “Schwartz was extremely useful, but he’s an academic and frankly a bit of a houseplant. Hand-holding him through various outdoor excursions was…trying. He also had developed an infatuation with my aide, Private Covrin. Since
  
   she
  
  was being exceedingly discreet with members of other cults at my request, due to the sensitivity of our work, she refrained from rebuking him as firmly as she otherwise might. Considering I was the reason for Covrin’s restraint, I took it upon myself to instruct him to leave her alone. And
  
   that
  
  not until I found him lurking outside her quarters at the Abbey; better he hear it from me than a Silver Legion patrol. They don’t do restraint when it comes to creepy guys harassing their own.” She shook her head. “I
  
   thought
  
  I was fair with the boy, and he didn’t seem excessively upset at the time. Though that may have just been embarrassment.”
 

 
  “Is this Schwartz character a threat, do you think, Locke?”
 

 
  “I hardly think so, ma’am,” Principia replied. “He has no stomach for violence, no inclination toward law-breaking, and no
  
   plan.
  
  He was hanging around an illegal swap meet in the hopes of striking up an acquaintance with Eserites who could teach him
  
   how
  
  to go about seeking revenge. That’s the kind of competence we’re talking about, here.”
 

 
  “I concur with every part of the Sergeant’s assessment,” Basra said dryly. “Not a thing in this world frightens me
  
   less
  
  than the outrage of Herschel Schwartz.”
 

 
  “I am cultivating Schwartz as a useful contact, as I said,” Principia continued. “I also mean to talk him down from this at the same time. This business with Covrin is news to me, though he mentioned her. This altogether strikes me as common enough behavior in a young man who lacked good female role models growing up. Some time spent around my squad will do him a world of good, I think.”
 

 
  “All right, on the strength of
  
   both
  
  your recommendations,” Rouvad said darkly, “I’ll let that alone for now. But if for
  
   any
  
  reason your assessment changes in
  
   any
  
  way, Locke, you will immediately report it, both to me and to Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. I have already told Herschel that if he goes near Bishop Syrinx with aggressive intent I’ll be taking the matter directly to his own cult.”
 

 
  “Good; do that, too. What you do in your personal time, and with whom, is your own affair, but none of this is to come between you and your duties.”
 

 
  “Of course, Commander.”
 

 
  “Anything else, then?” She paused, glancing back and forth between them. “Very well. All things considered, ladies, good work; keep it up. Dismissed.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Basra kept herself restrained all through the ride to the Cathedral and the walk through its halls to her office. The whole time, Jenell tried to be as invisible as possible; she could clearly see the storm coming. Being out of its path was probably not an option. She’d have to settle for not making herself its focus.
 

 
  Her reprieve extended once they arrived; Basra immediately sent her to cancel her first appointment of the day. While Jenell ordinarily hated having to give bad news to the likes of Bishop Rastlin, especially when she couldn’t provide a satisfactory reason for it, today she relished the opportunity to be out from under Basra’s glowering eye for a little while. Even Rastlin’s displeasure was a relief. There wasn’t much
  
   he
  
  could actually
  
   do
  
  to her.
 

 
  She desperately wanted to drag her feet and prolong the errand, but didn’t dare. Making Basra wait at the best of times was a quick way to the bad side of her temper; adding any kind of delay to her existing ire would be a disaster.
 

 
  Basra’s office, very fortunately, was soundproof; the enchantment was standard on all the offices of Bishops and Church officials of any high rank. Covrin had standing permission to enter without knocking, which she did—then quickly slipped inside and shut the door before anybody happened to hear what sounded like a fight in progress.
 

 
  The Bishop’s idea of décor was almost a caricature of Avenist standards. At her home, she liked her comforts lavish, but her space in the Cathedral was stark, spartan, and decorated exclusively with military hardware. The walls were hung with bladed and blunt weapons, shields bearing various devices, and locked display cases holding old-fashioned battlestaves. Jenell had worked with Basra long enough and accumulated enough trust to know which cases weren’t actually locked, and which staves still held a charge. In each of the room’s corners stood a suit of armor—a medieval cavalry knight’s, and three different Silver Legion sets from different eras—and by the fireplace was a training dummy on a slightly flexible pole.
 

 
  This was the office’s second dummy since Basra had returned from Viridill. They did not enjoy long lives.
 

 
  Despite her usual preference for sword combat, Basra was going at the thing bare-fisted, striking hard enough to draw small grunts, a bad sign. She was usually too tightly controlled for that. The little sounds she made were high-pitched and incongruously cute, a fact upon which Jenell had far too much sense to ever remark.
 

 
  She placed herself by the door and stood at attention. Basra had not looked up to acknowledge her, but she knew the woman’s situational awareness was far too acute to have missed the opening and closing of the door.
 

 
  Jenell didn’t have to wait long. Moments after her arrival, Basra brought the session to an end with a roundhouse kick that sent the dummy careening into the rack of practice weapons standing near it. The lot clattered to the floor, reinforcing the importance of the office’s soundproofing. Kicks like that weren’t part of the Eagle Style, and were in general not a smart thing to try against a competent opponent, or so Jenell had been told by her drill instructor in basic. She could believe it; Basra only did such things when she wanted to make a mess.
 

 
  “That smug tree rat
  
   whore,”
  
  she snarled, beginning to pace up and down. Jenell managed not to wince; she’d really hoped the woman would have worked out most of her anger on the dummy. “Showboating little piece of grove trash! It’s not enough she has to show me up for results, when Rouvad is
  
   clearly
  
  testing us against each other. And she’s doing it by playing her own connections—to the Guild, and that
  
   damned
  
  paladin. No, then she has to
  
   taunt
  
  me with this business about Schwartz!”
 

 
  Calm. Control. Jenell refused to react. She
  
   desperately
  
  wanted to know what Schwartz had to do with any of this, but instinct and experience warned that if she pulled
  
   that
  
  string she’d gain a black eye or two. Basra rarely struck her physically, and more rarely still in a way that left marks. When she felt such a lesson was necessary, though, her ability to heal minor wounds on the spot was extremely useful.
 

 
  “Even Rouvad isn’t this blind,” Basra growled, stopping in her pacing and turning to stare across her office at the window behind her desk. “No… So that’s how it is, Farzida? Fine.
  
   Fine.
  
  I’m still twice the—three times the
  
   anything
  
  your pet elf is. Stack the deck all you want, I’ll
  
   still
  
  mop the floor with her scalp.” She drew in a deep breath, her shoulders swelling, and let it out slowly. Finally, some of the anger melted from her expression. It did not vanish completely, though, even as she smiled. “And yours, some day. Soon enough.”
 

 
  Jenell kept silent, staring straight ahead, lest Basra happened to glance over and catch her watching. It had occurred to her before that some of the things Basra allowed her to overhear would get the Bishop severely rebuked at minimum… If she were fool enough to think that pitting her word against Basra’s would go in her favor. She didn’t know if this was a test of her loyalty, or merely of her restraint. For all that so much of her life focused around predicting and responding to Basra’s moods, so much of the woman’s thought process was opaque to her.
 

 
  “Locke is only getting anywhere because she has connections,” Basra murmured, scowling intently into the distance, now. “I don’t know how she got in with those Eserite kids so quickly… That’s what I’ll need to undercut.”
 

 
  At one time, Jenell had thought herself quite clever—cunning, even. Months under Basra’s authority had taught her what cunning was, and that hers didn’t compare; it was all she could do to proceed slowly with her research toward what she hoped would be her mentor’s unmaking without being caught. She’d never been sly enough to spot an opportunity like this, develop a plan, and take action, all on the spur of the moment.
 

 
  Which was why it was fortunate she’d developed that plan already, and been watching intently for just such an opening.
 

 
  “What if you just took over her connections?” she asked.
 

 
  Basra shot her an irritated look. “Be quiet, you silly cow, I’m—” She broke off, staring blankly at Jenell.
 

 
  Suddenly, Basra turned on her heel and strode across the room, straight for her. Jenell allowed her face to express alarm and backed up against the door. Most of the time she kept her self-control iron-clad, but she’d learned long since that Basra rather enjoyed seeing her afraid.
 

 
  The Bishop didn’t stop until she was standing close enough that Jenell could feel her breath on her cheek.
 

 
  “Jenell,” she murmured, “I do believe I owe you an apology.”
 

 
  “Oh, um, I’m sure that’s not—”
 

 
  “Hush.” Basra laid a finger over her lips. “That was an
  
   excellent
  
  suggestion you just had; exactly what I need. And a reminder of why I keep you around, which is certainly not for your filing skills or because you’re particularly good in bed.” Fingers lightly grazed that spot just above her hip where there was a small gap in the armor, and she shuddered. Basra’s lips quirked sideways in amusement. “That socialite’s animal cunning, though. You’re going to make a more than adequate politician someday, my dear.”
 

 
  “Uh…thank you.”
 

 
  “You’ll have to get rid of that stammer, of course,” Basra said dismissively, abruptly stepping away and beginning to pace again. “There is absolutely no reason for an intelligent person to make noises like ‘uh.’ You have
  
   got
  
  to be able to pass yourself off as an intelligent person, Jenell, or they’ll eat you alive out there. Honestly, how you managed without me to hold your hand is an ongoing mystery. It’s a damned shame about Elwick—but then, if
  
   you
  
  had the wit or the spine to stand up to me that way, you wouldn’t be benefiting from my patronage now.”
 

 
  Jenell kept silent. Oddly, she wasn’t even particularly offended anymore. Of all the things she put up with, insults like this were commonplace and minor. It was a good sign, if anything; Basra didn’t talk this way when she was in a bad enough mood to do something that could actually hurt her.
 

 
  “Locke’s connections,” the Bishop mused to herself as she paced. “She’s on the outs with the Guild, even Darling doesn’t like her. And
  
   I’d
  
  get nowhere with them. That’s neutral. Trissiny is untouchable, but the girl is both unformed and already deeply suspicious of Locke. If she’s reaching out to her… Have to put a stop to that. And those kids, now. What
  
   they
  
  need is friends and allies. The sort who haven’t thrown them in cells.”
 

 
  She halted, turned to face her aide, and folded her hands behind her back, smiling pleasantly. Jenell experienced a small frisson of true fear.
 

 
  “Jenell,” Basra said calmly, “I have a task for you.”
 

 
  “What do you need, your Grace?”
 

 
  “You’re going to find those kids Locke is cultivating, the Eserites, and befriend them. You have permission to act out of armor—in fact, it’s probably better if you do at least part of the time. They are to work for
  
   me,
  
  not for Principia Locke.”
 

 
  “Ah, your Grace,” Jenell said nervously.
 

 
  “What did I literally
  
   just
  
  finish saying to you about umms and uhhs? Shut
  
   up
  
  when I’m talking, it’s not as if you have anything useful to contribute, anyway. Make what use of those kids you can while getting them kindly disposed toward me. But your
  
   primary
  
  target is Trissiny Avelea.
  
   That’s
  
  the one I need most of all. She knows me as a helpful figure, she’s uncertain about Locke, and I need both those attitudes reinforced. Make it happen.”
 

 
  “I’m… How should I approach them?”
 

 
  “Must I do
  
   everything
  
  for you?” Basra said irritably. “Follow Locke’s squad, if you can’t think of anything better. They’re already working with the brats; they’ll lead you to wherever you can go to intercept them. And Avelea is your in, if you can’t manage to arrange one of your own. She’s a smart one—no Hand of Avei has
  
   ever
  
  shown the kind of initiative she’s taken, learning the Guild’s ways. It’s the next best thing to studying with the Black Wreath themselves. That girl may actually live to see her thirtieth birthday, and accomplish more than beating back the tide, which would be a departure from her predecessors’ track record.
  
   Help
  
  her, but above all, bring her to
  
   me.
  
  If she doesn’t need your help—which is almost certainly the case, considering
  
   her
  
  and considering
  
   you—
  
  she’ll be willing to help
  
   you
  
  if you create a need. She’s a protective one, is Avelea.”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” Jenell said desperately, “I’m not sure I’m the right person for this. I don’t know anything about associating with that kind of…riffraff.”
 

 
  Basra smiled. “Then I suggest you get to work developing new skills, Jenell. One can never have too many, after all.” Abruptly her voice sharpened. “Well? Why are you still
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  Jenell snapped off a salute, and fumbled with the door in the process of skittering out.
 

 
  She kept herself to a fast pace all the way down the hall and around the corner; the door didn’t open behind her, but its frosted glass pane could have given Basra a wavery view of her retreating back, had the Bishop bothered to watch her. It was never worth making assumptions or taking risks with Basra Syrinx.
 

 
  Once around the turn, though, she slowed to a more normal pace, and, finding herself alone in the hall, permitted herself a grin of fierce triumph.
 

 
  That was the first part, done.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Busking was beneath her dignity, of course. Imagine, playing the guitar on a street corner, like…any of the people who plied a trade on street corners. Not a one of those potential trades were anything Ami Talaari wanted anything to do with. And worse, what if someone
  
   important
  
  saw her? This was a block toward the walls from the Temple of Avei—still a central district of the city, close enough to Imperial Square that, even at this tedious hour of midmorning, the right sort of people might be about. She consoled herself with the thought that most of those whose attention she courted would still be asleep, the better to be out conniving and carousing long into the night.
 

 
  Fortunately, she wasn’t kept waiting long.
 

 
  Principia drew looks, as always when walking the city with her helmet off. The respect commanded by a Silver Legionnaire contrasted with the suspicion accorded an elf. Ami rather doubted Locke ever had to deal with racist imprecations; she didn’t get as many tipped hats and murmured blessings as most of her sisters-in-arms, probably, but still. Rare was the fool who wanted to start a fight with the Legions.
 

 
  All this was quite useful at this moment, as it meant the few other passersby kept a respectful distance from Locke as she strode past Ami’s corner, pausing to drop a coin into her guitar case. No one was close enough to hear the elf murmur.
 

 
  “She bought it.”
 

 
  Ami nodded to her, not pausing in her song, just as she would any other patron. Her face remained in a smile that held despite her singing. Of course, it was now a
  
   genuine
  
  smile, but the punters would never know the difference.
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  The layout of the Thieves’ Guild underground headquarters was, unsurprisingly, confusing. Aside from the central complex around the Pit, where things were mostly laid out in a sensible fashion, the whole network was a confusion of oddly-angled tunnels, stairwells, meandering halls, hidden nooks, side rooms, and obfuscatory features in general. No room except the smallest and some not open to the public had only one entry, and there were abundant quiet spots for assignations of all kinds. It was all very useful for many of the purposes of its inhabitants. On the downside, for those not yet used to the place, it was very easy to get lost.
 

 
  At least it provided means of avoiding the more crowded areas, if one were so inclined. Thus, it was an even nastier shock than it would otherwise have been when Jasmine emerged from the less-used back entrance to the dormitory toilets to find Grip lounging against the wall right outside.
 

 
  “Morning!” the enforcer said with a bright smile.
 

 
  Jasmine forced herself to relax, aware that her instinctively combative pose had given away her tension. With that out of the bag, she didn’t attempt to feign disinterest, folding her arms and scowling.
 

 
  “Well. You’re up early.”
 

 
  “Yes, I was,” Grip agreed, idly tossing a dagger in the air and catching it, “but that was hours ago. It’s past breakfast.”
 

 
  “Somehow I assumed you’d be the type to be out all night and asleep—oh, excuse me,
  
   mysteriously absent
  
  till afternoon.”
 

 
  “Then we’ve learned something about making assumptions, haven’t we?” Grip replied, grinning.
 

 
  Jasmine narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing out here?”
 

 
  “It’s the Guild,” she said with a shrug. “I’m a thief. I’m allowed.”
 

 
  “You know what I mean,” Jasmine snapped. “And
  
   now
  
  you’re just trying to irritate me.”
 

 
  “Yes, I am, and it’s working.” She pointed the dagger at her, expression now serious. “Don’t just experience the encounter, examine it. What exactly am I doing that gets under your skin? Why is it working? How can you counter this next time? What’s my motivation, here?”
 

 
  “Let’s start simpler.
  
   What
  
  are you doing lurking outside the apprentices’ toilets?”
 

 
  “Enforcement is about control, and control is about manipulation. You can’t maintain control through brute force, you’d be drowning in enemies before you could build a power base. It’s little things, theatrical touches and ways of getting under people’s skin that does the trick. Keeping people off-balance is more effective than keeping them afraid. For instance.” She smirked, lifting one eyebrow. “One of the most powerful things you can do to emphasize to someone that
  
   you
  
  are the one in control is to just
  
   show up
  
  in places where they think you won’t. Places where they feel safe, that should be out of bounds.”
 

 
  “And so, toilets,” Jasmine said sourly.
 

 
  “Toilets, hospital rooms, workplaces… For all the stories about leg-breaking—and we enforcers spread most of those ourselves—we get much better mileage out of embarrassment. Somebody owes money? Threaten them, and they may panic, or just do something dumb. But having shady characters like me turn up at their office, or finding me sitting in their kitchen making polite conversation with the little missus when they get home, or sitting next to them at temple services….?
  
   That
  
  is how you lean on someone.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Jasmine said noncommittally. “Well, since you’re here, I have questions.”
 

 
  Grip straightened up, twirling the dagger to rest with its blade against her forearm, and made it vanish inside her jacket with alarming deftness. “Shoot.”
 

 
  “What happened with you and Randy?”
 

 
  “What have you heard?”
 

 
  “That you tossed him out for shaking down shopkeepers.”
 

 
  “That’s the long and the short of it, yes,” Grip said, her expression openly annoyed for the first time. “He also got caught
  
   doing
  
  it by Sweet’s apprentices, which was humiliating—as much for me as for him. Insult upon injury. Was that all you wanted to know?”
 

 
  “Of course not. I have a
  
   personal
  
  interest in understanding what you look for in an apprentice. I don’t really see the connection between myself and him. And if there
  
   is
  
  one, well, that’s a little distressing.”
 

 
  The enforcer smiled, briefly, but in real amusement, before her expression sobered again. “Randy had—has, rather—
  
   hunger.
  
  The drive to make more of himself, to succeed, to
  
   fight
  
  the world. It’s a very Eserite thing. He’s one of those who’s always felt wronged, shortchanged; the world owes him something and he means to collect.” She shook her head, grimacing bitterly.
  
   “That
  
  we can’t have, it makes people do the most appalling bullshit. Prompted in the right
  
   way,
  
  though, it can be refined into a less narcissistic, more reasonable drive, the thing good Eserites need. A lust to equalize, turn the tables, bring the mighty down to our level and look them in the eye when they realize what’s happened. And I thought I was making progress with him, I really did. He was… Well. What his
  
   personal
  
  hobbies revealed was that he was playing me. Playing along, acting like he was absorbing the philosophies along with my tactics and know-how.” Her eyes narrowed to furious slits. “I’m not some thug, nor do I associate with riffraff, and I sure as hell don’t
  
   train
  
  that kind of scum. Eserion gives us a
  
   purpose,
  
  and it’s not to line our pockets. I failed Randy, apparently. Worse, he proved he wasn’t going to change. After that, aside from the insult to me, I could never trust that I was training an Eserite, and not just a thief. That was it for him.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine said slowly.
 

 
  “Anyway, don’t worry too much about the resemblance,” Grip said, suddenly much more nonchalant. “I don’t have a
  
   type.
  
  I rarely pick a protege, and only when I spot somebody who I think needs my personal coaching. You have very little in common with Randy.”
 

 
  “Glad to hear
  
   that,
  
  anyway.”
 

 
  “Don’t be,” Grip said flatly. “It was a neutral statement, not a compliment or insult. He’s him, and you’re you. He failed. You still might. Do not get cocky.”
 

 
  Jasmine tilted her head back, meeting the enforcer’s stare without hesitation. “I have advantages he definitely lacks.”
 

 
  Grip smiled humorlessly. “And
  
   this
  
  is why you need me, in part.”
 

 
  “That’s the other thing I was going to ask. What in the world do you want with
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  The thief tilted her head, permitting herself a small smile which even
  
   looked
  
  deliberate. “If you understood my reasons, you wouldn’t need my help. If you were yet in a position to understand, I’d explain it. Some things you have to learn through experience.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Jasmine said skeptically. “Well, this has been interesting—”
 

 
  “You
  
   are
  
  on a schedule, you know,” Grip said pointedly.
 

 
  “Yes, I am,” she retorted. “Right
  
   now
  
  I have to go deal with Glory again, followed by other things which are no business of yours. And in the slightly longer term, between all that and
  
   you
  
  I am reconsidering this whole project. You can threaten me with exposure if you like; while I’m debating whether I actually need to be here, that’s nothing more than helping me make up my mind. If I
  
   do
  
  decide to stay, we’ll talk. But not right now.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what, kid,” the enforcer said, smiling again. “I’m going to grant you a few days’ leeway, because
  
   this
  
  right here is a valuable lesson. Learning how to weasel out of pursuit and delay the inevitable is a
  
   crucial
  
  skill for a thief, but not as much as learning the limits of how long you can get away with that. So here you go: learn the limits.” She winked. “And thus, you’re studying under me, whether you want to or not. Think about what I did, and try it yourself. Talk to you real soon, Jasmine.”
 

 
  She turned and strolled away, leaving Jasmine standing alone in the corridor, staring after her.
 

 
  After another moment’s contemplation, Jasmine turned and cut back through the toilets and the barracks into the Pit. The route she had started to take was roundabout and three times as long, and…well, there was no point, now.
 

 
  “Heeeey, there she is!” called the first person she particularly wanted to see, after she’d exchanged nods with a few other apprentices. Tallie waved with her customary exuberance. “Missed you at breakfast, Jas!”
 

 
  “Oddly enough I don’t have much of an appetite,” she replied, strolling over to join Tallie and Rasha by the pickpocketing dummies. “What’s the plan for today, guys?”
 

 
  “Ross left early, too,” Rasha said quietly. “Apparently he’s got a lesson and some personal time with an actual Guild member.”
 

 
  “Stands to reason, he’s been here twice as long as us,” Tallie said airily. “Good on him! We’re just waiting for oh look here he comes now.”
 

 
  “Discussing who you’d all like to shag?” Darius asked, swaggering up to the group. “Don’t worry, I get that a lot. Morning, ladies.” He grinned broadly at Rasha, who narrowed his eyes.
 

 
  “You need a new routine, Darius,” Tallie retorted. “That smug cocky guy schtick of yours is
  
   way
  
  overplayed. Try something original, something your own! Like the friggin’ pox.”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t joke,” Darius said solemnly. “My uncle died of the frigginpox.”
 

 
  “Are you sure?” Rasha snapped. “Maybe it was just embarrassment at being related to you.”
 

 
  “Ooh, and the littlest Punaji tries his best!” Darius grinned down at him. “Not at your quickest first thing in the morning, are you?”
 

 
  “Before this devolves any further,” Jasmine said pointedly, “you made it sound like you’ve got a plan for today?”
 

 
  “Hell yeah!” Tallie crowed. “We’re meeting the elf twins preeeeetty much any time now, I dunno where they are. But they’re taking us out actually pickpocketing!”
 

 
  “In…a group?” Jasmine raised her eyebrows. “That sounds like a good way to court far too much attention.”
 

 
  “Hey, Fauna and Flora know what they’re doing, generally speaking,” Darius said with a shrug.
 

 
  “And it’s Flora and Fauna,” Tallie corrected. “How many times I gotta tell you?”
 

 
  “As many as it takes before that starts making a
  
   difference,
  
  you daffy bimbo.”
 

 
  “Anyhow,” Rasha added, “we’re getting a chance to practice what we learned yesterday.”
 

 
  “Oh…that sounds pretty good, actually,” said Jasmine with a sigh. “Wish I could come, but I’ve got to go dance to Glory’s tune again. It’s less of an honor this time, since I’ve been forewarned that this is the let-down speech.”
 

 
  “Oh, ouch,” Tallie said, wincing sympathetically. “Not her type after all, huh?”
 

 
  “And that’s just the start of the day,” Jasmine said dourly.
 

 
  “Well, hey, don’t feel bad,” Darius replied cheerfully, slapping her on the shoulder. “You weren’t around to get the teaching, so it’s not like you could’ve come, anyway!”
 

 
  “My, aren’t you a charmer,” Tallie said, scowling at him. “We
  
   could
  
  teach her what we know on the spot, y’know, and I bet the elves know a lot more than any of us, anyhow. No need to be a dick.”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   having
  
  a dick thing,” Darius said seriously. “Rasha, tell her.”
 

 
  “Whoah!” Rasha protested. “I have and
  
   want
  
  nothing to do with you and dicks!”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Darius made a show of stroking his chin in thought. “I feel I should be able to run with that. There’s a good burn in there, I can
  
   sense
  
  it, but there are hazards. A lot of the directions I could take it would make me sound pretty gay.”
 

 
  “How about—” Tallie broke off as Rasha’s finger was thrust into her face.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  help him! And if you don’t want to sound gay, Darius, try talking a little bit less about dicks.”
 

 
  “And he recovers from his earlier fumble!” Darius crowed, beaming. “Anyhow, where the hell are those girls? Just like a pair of elves to be shiftless and unreliable. Boom!” He whirled, pointing both fingers behind him. Another passing apprentice, finding herself in his sights, paused to give him a contemptuous once-over before continuing on her way. Darius sighed and turned back to them. “Well, shit, I thought for sure they’d be right behind me if I started bad-mouthing ’em.”
 

 
  “Nice, boy,” said Flora from directly above them.
  
   “Real
  
  attractive.”
 

 
  “And it might’ve worked, if only you were apprenticing with the Veskers,” Fauna added archly.
 

 
  Both elves were perched nimbly on the edge of the Pit. Half of it was railed, a fairly new addition which had apparently been abandoned partway through, leaving the rest of its surface borders as a constant falling hazard. Flora and Fauna, doubtless to emphasize their agility, had chosen to balance on the iron bannister, sitting as casually as if in easy chairs.
 

 
  “Ladies!” Darius cried, waving exuberantly up at them. “May I just say you’re looking
  
   extra
  
  svelte today? And not just because I have a perfect view of your legs from here.”
 

 
  “Do we really wanna help him?” Flora asked her counterpart.
 

 
  “Eh, he might as well come along,” Fauna replied with a shrug. “I kinda like the others.”
 

 
  As if on some inaudible cue, both hopped forward plummeting down to land nimbly beside the other apprentices. Flora’s characteristic cloak billowed very dramatically at her descent.
 

 
  “So, you coming along today,
  
   Jasmine?”
  
  Flora asked with a broad grin.
 

 
  “I’m afraid I have to go oh what am I doing, I
  
   know
  
  you heard our whole conversation.”
 

 
  “Dammit!” Fauna huffed irritably, flipping a doubloon to Flora, who caught it with a gleeful cackle. “You had to pick
  
   today
  
  to start learning?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m increasingly okay with how this has panned out,” Jasmine said dryly.
 

 
  “Well, cats and kittens, we are burning daylight,” Tallie added. “C’mon, ladies and Rasha, let’s get a move on. See you this afternoon, Jas?”
 

 
  “Or tonight. It depends on how long I get tied up today.”
 

 
  “Try not to do that,” Flora advised.
 

 
  “And if you do, make sure you establish a safe word,” Fauna added.
 

 
  Jasmine blinked. “…what?”
 

 
  “Isn’t she precious?” Flora cackled, turning to go with a wide sweep of her cloak.
 

 
  “I swear, one of these days you’re gonna hit somebody important with that damn thing…”
 

 
  “Didja see what I did there?” Tallie asked Darius, grinning and prodding him on the shoulder. “Ladies and Rasha, I said. See, the implication—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, thank you for defending my honor, Tallie,” Rasha said, rolling his eyes. “C’mon, they’re leaving us behind. Bye, Jasmine.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The records room at the Silver Legion’s complex in the Temple of Avei was a fairly public space; one needed reason and at least a minimal level of clearance to be there, but such reasons did occur consistently in the normal course of the day. Ordinarily, women would be coming and going through the well-lit archives to retrieve, deposit, or copy files on a regular basis.
 

 
  It was quiet, now, and empty, and she had to force herself not to rush in her efforts, as rushing led to sloppiness. She was keenly aware, however, that her presence was the reason no one else was in here. She hadn’t left orders not to be disturbed, but had had to identify herself in order to gain access, and…apparently, one thing had led to another.
 

 
  An hour into her search, though, she was at least making progress. Hopefully the disruption her presence must be causing the Legion’s ordinary functions was minor and easily remedied. Surely if anything
  
   important
  
  came up that necessitated access to the files, whoever needed it wouldn’t hesitate?
 

 
  She looked up in mild surprise when the door to the long filing room finally opened, then straightened fully, setting down her folder and blinking. “Oh! Commander! I’m sorry, I hope I’m not disturbing you…”
 

 
  High Commander Rouvad smiled faintly, pulling the door shut behind her. “Not in the least, I’m glad of the excuse to take a break. Disconcerting, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Pardon?”
 

 
  “Not having to salute,” Rouvad said, her smile widening as she approached. “You’ve got a look I recognize, not knowing quite what to do with your hands. It was awkward enough for
  
   me,
  
  and I got to this position after long years of making smaller steps. Don’t repeat this, but I
  
   still
  
  feel uncomfortable, not saluting a General. Somehow I never quite
  
   imagined
  
  myself as the woman in charge; it still feels like I’m watching somebody else play a role, some days.”
 

 
  “I…um, I see.” Awkwardly, she relaxed her tense posture. “For the record, I
  
   didn’t
  
  tell them not to disturb me in here.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Rouvad said, shaking her head ruefully. “That would be Sergeant Pinitar’s work. A stickler for respect toward the faith’s persons of importance, and quite a fan of yours, incidentally. Don’t worry, you’re not disrupting the Sisterhood’s affairs unduly. I
  
   did
  
  leave orders that we not be disturbed, though. If it’s not something extremely personal, I can probably help you find what you’re looking for a lot quicker, Trissiny.”
 

 
  For a moment, she considered insisting on the name. Principia hadn’t been the first to emphasize that while she was Jasmine, she
  
   was
  
  Jasmine; a convincing deception began with deceiving oneself, on some level. It had been a favorite theme of Tricks’s, when he was initially coaching her in this role. Just for a moment, though. That conversation would be, at best, a distraction, and probably achieve nothing productive.
 

 
  “I spoke with Principia Locke recently,” she said instead.
 

 
  Rouvad nodded. “I just learned of that this morning, in fact. Sergeant Locke credits your help with much of her progress on her current mission.”
 

 
  She drummed her fingers once on the file atop the cabinet directly in front of her. “I’m not trying to get her or her squad in trouble, here.”
 

 
  “Allow me to lay that worry to rest,” Rouvad said seriously. “A certain amount of politicking is inevitable in any organization the
  
   size
  
  of the Sisterhood. I have no choice but to engage in it, myself. But among my personal priorities as a commander is to protect my troops from that as much as possible. If Locke has
  
   done
  
  something that deserves reprimand, she’ll get it. If not, I will not see her put upon in service to anyone’s agenda. I’m afraid,” she added with a sigh, “I have not always managed to shield Squad 391 from that as well as I should have; Locke and her soldiers are already more suspicious of the chain of command than I like to see in a unit, but I can’t blame them for it. Restoring that trust is something of a priority right now.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine murmured. “Well, perhaps that’s a good lead-in for what I was looking for. When we talked, Locke mentioned someone highly placed in the Sisterhood trying to murder her, and apparently her whole squad.”
 

 
  “Oh, did she,” Rouvad said flatly. “Might I ask how
  
   that
  
  came up in conversation?”
 

 
  “I asked her to see me to gain her insights on my
  
   own
  
  project; she certainly knows a great deal about being Eserite, and apparently has managed to learn something about integrating the two faiths without dissonance. We were discussing that, and I expressed an opinion that the Guild was inherently somewhat more corruptible than the Sisterhood. That was part of her rejoinder.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Rouvad turned to lean backward against the file cabinet, folding her arms. “For what it’s worth, her point is well-taken. The Sisterhood
  
   is
  
  more corruptible by nature, just because it is more structured. Predatory people can exist in almost any environment, and they tend to
  
   thrive
  
  in the military. Where there are rules, those rules can be exploited. The comparative chaos of the Guild’s structure counters that to a point. Coupled, of course, with its inherent opposition to the abuse of structures.”
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt,” Jasmine muttered.
 

 
  “Yes, so they tell me,” Rouvad said dryly. “You know, Locke
  
   is
  
  a Legionnaire, now. Anything Legion-relevant that you want her to tell you, you can order her to.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know. As does she. She asked me not to, said she doesn’t want to stir up more politics.” Jasmine shook her head. “And
  
   yes,
  
  I am aware that she fed me just enough information to help me find what I need, especially since it’s an accusation I can’t just let go. All while covering her own butt. I’m not blind.”
 

 
  “Avei wouldn’t have picked you if you were obtuse,” Rouvad stated, “despite what I suspect some of those thieves have been telling you. And don’t underestimate Locke. It wasn’t just a matter of protecting herself; by making you dig up your own information, she arranged for you to be more invested in it. That’s a vitally important piece of mortal nature you need to be aware of, Trissiny. It’s why organizations have intense initiation rites, part of why basic training in any military is so brutal. People value something much more if they’ve had to work for it.”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “Forgive me, Commander, but I’ve just come from a singularly unpleasant encounter with a person who breaks elbows for a living and seems to want to teach me to follow the same path. I’m a
  
   little
  
  sour on the subject of manipulating people at the moment.”
 

 
  Rouvad cracked a faint, wry grin. “I know that feeling, too. I’m sorry to have to say this, General Avelea, but you’d better get over it. These are the methods by which you keep your troops in order.”
 

 
  “I know, I
  
   know.
  
  I’m coping. I was always taught that Avei disapproves of lies, though.”
 

 
  “That’s Narnasia’s voice talking, not Avei’s. War is deception.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m getting quite the education in that as we speak. But since you’re here and offered…?”
 

 
  The Commander clenched her jaw for a moment, looking away. “Well. Loath as I am to drag you into politics, that’s probably just wishful thinking on my part. Locke may have exaggerated slightly; it wasn’t a murder attempt, so much as a plot to discredit her squad which
  
   could
  
  have resulted in their injury or death. I have to acknowledge that from their perspective, the difference is just quibbling.”
 

 
  “She also claimed the person responsible is still in a position of authority,” Jasmine said, hearing her own voice climb in incredulous disapproval. “This really happened? And that’s
  
   true?”
  
 

 
  Rouvad nodded slowly, turning her head again to meet her eyes. “Yes, Bishop Syrinx is now reinstated to her position.”
 

 
  For a moment, she could only stare. “…the
  
   Bishop?”
  
 

 
  “Have you met Basra Syrinx, Trissiny?”
 

 
  “Once. It was… Well, surprising. She struck me as quite clever.”
 

 
  “Oh, isn’t
  
   that
  
  the truth,” Rouvad said in a surprisingly sour tone.
 

 
  “I don’t mean to be pushy, Commander, but I think I need to insist on a full explanation of this.”
 

 
  “It’s not pushy,” Rouvad replied immediately. “You’re entitled to know, by virtue of rank alone. I wasn’t keeping it from you, Trissiny, but by default I don’t inform you of the Legions’ doings unless you are specifically involved. But, yes, since you are, now… Well, to begin with, have you ever heard the phrase ‘social pathology?’”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes. “I… Actually, I think I have, but only in passing. During one of Professor Tellwyrn’s lectures, I think. I can’t recall specifically what the context was.”
 

 
  “Well, by that description it could refer to almost anything, but that’s the term used by dwarven mind-scholars. Actually, the elves have a word for it as well, but personally I find the dwarven perspective more useful. Admirably scientific people, the dwarves; their research is all conducted very rationally and well-documented. Social pathology is a condition from which Basra Syrinx suffers.”
 

 
  “It certainly doesn’t sound pleasant,” Jasmine said pointedly. “I doubt it would even if I didn’t know it was relevant to her attacking her own soldiers.”
 

 
  “It’s a congenital disorder of the brain,” Rouvad continued. “It causes the victim to have a very limited range of emotions and predisposes them toward certain characteristic traits: egotism, obsessiveness, aggression. The most important fact of it, though, is that it leaves the sufferer unable to form emotional connections to other people—to
  
   anything,
  
  really.” She paused, frowning at the wall and clearly not seeing it. “How to put this… Well, to you and I, a person, a puppy, and a chair are three qualitatively different
  
   kinds
  
  of things. They demand different responses and types of treatment. Syrinx lives in a world inhabited entirely by chairs…some of which cut in front of her in line and chew up her shoes.”
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her in dawning horror, her mind racing ahead to being grasping the full implications. “And…this…person… Is the
  
   Bishop
  
  of our faith?!”
 

 
  Again, the Commander heaved a heavy sigh. “This is where it gets difficult, Trissiny—especially for me. It’s another thing you really should have been made aware of before now, as both militaries and the Thieves’ Guild
  
   attract
  
  people like this. It’s not a common condition, but the studies I’ve read from Svenheim estimate as many as one in a hundred humans and elves have it, and only slightly fewer dwarves. Personally, I would
  
   love
  
  to throw Basra bloody Syrinx out of the Legions and the cult entirely; dealing with her is a constant strain on my patience and belief in the basic good of the world.”
 

 
  “And yet she’s
  
   still Bishop.”
  
 

 
  Rouvad nodded, grim-faced. “Because… For what, exactly, would we be punishing her? You can’t
  
   condemn
  
  someone for being mad, you can only deal with their actions as necessary. It’s a disease, and it’s not her fault she has it. Understand how someone with a brain like that sees the world, Trissiny. It’s not remarkable that she turned on a squad who personally irritated her, so much that she doesn’t do such things
  
   every day.
  
  Yes, we have to hold Syrinx accountable for her actions, but punishment is simply not effective on her. She is by all evidence an upstanding citizen and a highly productive member of the Sisterhood, all without being capable of anything you or I would understand as morality.”
 

 
  “How is that even possible?”
 

 
  “Because she’s found her own way to live by the dictates of our faith, and society at large. Basra isn’t able to love, or truly to
  
   care,
  
  but she understands cause and effect and has a sense of her own self-interest. However she does it, she toes the line. When she steps
  
   out
  
  of line I have to deal with that—but I have to do so keeping in mind what causes her to act as she does, and what methods are necessary to rein her in. They are rarely the same ones that would work on a normal person. Honestly, I’m never sure how well I do at managing her. It’s uncharitable of me, but I can never shake the suspicion that she’s up to things out of my sight
  
   far
  
  worse than anything she’s ever been accused of.”
 

 
  “Like trying to murder a squad of Legionnaires?” Jasmine snapped.
 

 
  “The files on that are classified,” Rouvad replied, “and thus not here. However, I’m going to have them pulled and copied and made available to you. You deserve to know all the facts. I handled that as best I could, Trissiny, but it wasn’t so simple as Locke doubtless made it sound. Do me the favor of knowing everything you can before taking a side.”
 

 
  “That’s…fair,” she said somewhat grudgingly.
 

 
  “There is also the matter to consider that Basra Syrinx is a
  
   priestess
  
  of Avei,” Rouvad added pointedly. “It’s the single greatest reason I extend to her as much tolerance as I do, followed shortly by the fact that her very disability makes her a shrewd and extremely valuable political agent. But in order to call upon Avei’s power, she requires the goddess’s approval.”
 

 
  “Clerics have acted poorly in the past,” Jasmine pointed out.
 

 
  “Indeed, yes, but there is always a line which, when crossed, cuts you off from a deity’s auspices. They don’t watch everything all the time, Trissiny, but they
  
   see
  
  when their power is called upon. So long as Basra has continued access to the light of the gods…I extend to her a little trust. Because I am trusting in Avei.”
 

 
  A momentary silence fell. Jasmine nodded slowly in comprehension, and reluctant acceptance.
 

 
  Rouvad studied her face thoughtfully, then sighed again. “Well, that is as good a segue as any. On a very similar note, I want
  
   Principia Locke
  
  in my Legions about as much as I want Basra Syrinx, and I tolerate her for similar reason. When she applied to enlist, I was inclined to show her the door.” She shook her head. “I was overruled.”
 

 
  “Overruled? But you’re the High Commander, who could—” She broke off, eyes widening.
 

 
  Rouvad nodded. “Locke is here because, for whatever reason, Avei wants her. I think you should know that, if you’re going to try dealing with the woman.”
 

 
  Jasmine bit her lip. “Commander… What do you think of Principia?”
 

 
  “She’s trouble,” Rouvad said immediately. “But… And I’m surprised to find myself saying this… Not more trouble than she’s worth. She is a
  
   lousy
  
  soldier and probably always will be…but I have never been able to fault her effort, or her apparent care for the women she leads. And
  
   they
  
  have the highest opinion of her, including one whose opinion I, personally, value highly. For now… Just as with Syrinx, I’m trusting that Avei knows what she is doing.”
 

 
  The Commander and the paladin sat in silence for another moment, and then Jasmine heaved a sigh. “Well. I guess I should be glad somebody does.”
 

 
  Rouvad grinned. “It’s the only thing that keeps me going.”
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  “Will you
  
   relax?”
  
  Tallie said with open amusement. “You look like you’re walking to your execution.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Rasha said automatically, not relaxing. It wasn’t as if he could just do so on command.
 

 
  “Hey, man, your personal welfare aside, there’s a strategic issue at play, here,” Darius remarked. “You go walking up to a potential mark looking like you’re terrified of getting arrested, and what do you think is gonna happen?”
 

 
  “Well, I’m
  
   sorry!”
  
  he snapped. “I’ll get used to it; this is my first time out, after all. It’s not like I’ve ever
  
   stolen
  
  anything before!”
 

 
  “Stolen?” The two elves were walking at the head of the group; Fauna turned to raise an eyebrow at them. “You’re not
  
   about
  
  to steal anything, either.”
 

 
  “Uh, what?” Tallie asked. “I thought were were gonna be out
  
   practicing.”
  
 

 
  “Practicing, yes, but not
  
   stealing,”
  
  said Flora. “Picking a pocket is the smallest kind of job, but it’s still a job.”
 

 
  “And nobody
  
   here
  
  is a fully ranked member of the Thieves’ Guild,” added Fauna.
 

 
  “Which means us pulling an actual
  
   job
  
  is asking for an ass-kicking.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   do
  
  jobs without the supervision of an actual Guild member. I’m
  
   positive
  
  you guys have been told that.”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” said Darius, “but I thought that’s the reason we were out with
  
   you,
  
  who are actually just apprentices like us so now I get it and I feel pretty dumb. It’s a warm, comfortable feeling.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Tallie kindly. “The first step in solving your problems is admitting that you’re dumb.”
 

 
  “I only said it so
  
   you
  
  couldn’t,” he retorted with a grin. “Seriously, though, what are we doing out here if we’re not gonna be actually stealing anything? Practicing
  
   what,
  
  I guess is the question.”
 

 
  “There’s a lot that goes into rifling pockets beyond the actual doing,” Flora replied. “You’ve got teachers, fellow apprentices, and pocket dummies back at the Guild to practice that; we’re going to be experiencing the factors that involve being out in the environment.”
 

 
  “Putting them
  
   together,”
  
  Fauna added, “will, as we said, be done under the proper supervision.”
 

 
  “To begin with,” said Flora, “target acquisition. Here we are.”
 

 
  They came to a stop and moved adroitly to the side around a corner, where both elves leaned casually against the nearby wall. It was a smooth and well-practiced maneuver, and would probably have been quite unobtrusive had they not been
  
   elves,
  
  not to mention one being garbed in ostentatious black leather and the other in a dramatic cloak. Still, the other three apprentices clustered together on the sidewalk corner, doubtless looking even more consciously out of place.
 

 
  The street they had been following was a minor one, but a straight avenue which formed one of the “spokes” radiating out from the center of the city toward the walls (though that particular street didn’t happen to connect with either). Only a few of the buildings they had passed had doors or storefronts facing it; for the most part, it was used as a route between other streets. Its traffic thus moved more swiftly than that on the street onto which they now stepped, but it was altogether less crowded.
  
   This
  
  street curved away toward the northwest, vanishing out of sight a few dozen yards ahead, and was thronged by pedestrians, the only vehicles in sight being enchanted carriages parked and serving as stalls or food trucks. In fact, even the storefronts here were partly obscured in many cases by vendor stands. This was a shopping district—and, to judge by the general shabbiness of both the stores and shoppers, a far from upscale one.
 

 
  “First step in finding a target,” Fauna murmured just loudly enough for them to hear, “is to go where they are. Places like this are good starting points when you’re new.”
 

 
  “Your more upscale shopping districts have richer marks and better hunting,” said Flora, “but that’s a higher-stakes game. Those folks have a general attitude that they shouldn’t have to suffer inconveniences such as thieves, and the police tend to support that view.”
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Fauna continued, “poorer districts have the opposite problem. Easy pickings, but often not even worth the picking.”
 

 
  “Do they
  
   always
  
  do this?” Rasha muttered. “It’s like watching a vaudeville show.”
 

 
  “Nah,” Tallie said easily. “Vaudeville’s more fast-paced, and both of ’em would’ve fallen down by this point. Tandem-talk is just a schtick. Positively Vesker, even Vidian.”
 

 
  The elves chose to ignore the byplay. “Once you’ve settled on your hunting grounds,” said Flora,
  
   “then
  
  you start looking for targets. Take your time, stroll around, browse. It is not a race.”
 

 
  “Haste makes you clumsy.”
 

 
  “Clumsy gets your ass nabbed.”
 

 
  “Slow and easy, breathe deeply, make yourself relax.”
 

 
  “If you’re too stressed, you’re going to make the kinds of mistakes you can’t afford.”
 

 
  Tallie and Darius turned and looked pointedly at Rasha, who sighed.
 

 
  “Look around,” Fauna urged. “Who jumps out at you first?”
 

 
  There was a pause, in which the three apprentices edged closer to the wall, beside the senior two, getting out of the way of foot traffic while they studied their surroundings. The group drew pointed looks from passersby, and all but the most distracted made a deliberate effort to keep out of arm’s reach of them. A couple even crossed the street after eyeballing them once. Whether anyone suspected them of being thieves was an open question, but at the very least, they were a gang of somewhat scruffy-looking youths, led by two oddly-dressed elves. Any city-dweller would instinctively avoid them.
 

 
  The very avoidance gave them a good vantage from which to study people, though.
 

 
  “There—” Rasha started to point as he spoke, but broke off when Flora slapped his hand down.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  do that, dumbass,” she said in an affectionately amused tone that took some of the sting out of the words. “When you’re stalking or just looking for a mark, don’t ever,
  
   ever
  
  let on that you’re paying them any attention.”
 

 
  “Uh, right,” he said sheepishly, rubbing his wrist. “That’s…basic common sense, sorry.”
 

 
  “You’re new,” Fauna said kindly. “Sometime we’ll have to tell you some of the dumbshit moves
  
   we
  
  pulled in our first week of training.”
 

 
  “Let’s not,” Flora demurred, grimacing. “Who were you looking at, Rasha?”
 

 
  “Well—look, he’s almost out of sight now. The guy in the nice coat, holding the package, see? Looks like he already has money,
  
   and
  
  he’s been shopping. Might have better stuff in his pockets than just coin.”
 

 
  “Hey, well spotted,” Fauna said approvingly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  saw him too,” Darius said with ostentatious hauteur. “I just wanted to give you the chance to speak up.”
 

 
  “Shut up, Darius,” Flora ordered without heat. “However, Rasha, don’t try to steal from that guy. That’s Lacquer, one of the best at this particular business. Some Guild thieves will generously take the time to break your fingers if you try robbing ’em.
  
   That
  
  one will simply report you to Style.”
 

 
  All five of them winced in unison.
 

 
  “Wait, so he’s Guild?” Tallie said in tones of fascination. “Huh. He looks so
  
   posh!”
  
 

 
  “Voices low,” Fauna reminded her. “This is somebody’s cover we’re talking about; that’s the next best thing to sacred. Professional courtesy, at the very least.”
 

 
  “And yes,” Flora added, “I trust you can imagine why looking a little fancier than the general run of the crowd would be useful in this game?”
 

 
  “Nobody’s gonna be watching for
  
   him
  
  to be after their purse,” Rasha mused, nodding.
 

 
  “It’d make you a mark for other pickpockets,” Darius added, “but then again, if any who may be operating
  
   know
  
  you…”
 

 
  “The package is a nice touch,” Tallie said, grinning. “Wonder what he bought.”
 

 
  “Guys like that serve a purpose beyond making their own rent money,” said Fauna. “Non-Guild thieves
  
   do
  
  exist, and places like this are where they’re most likely to start out. A big part of why the Guild is tolerated by polite society is that we keep a
  
   firm
  
  lid on that shit. Lacquer does cut purse strings, yes, but he’s also a kind of patrolling enforcer.”
 

 
  “And so the marks come to him,” Darius noted with a grin. “Damn, that’s a good racket.”
 

 
  “Man knows his business,” Flora agreed. “Anyhow, Rasha shows good instincts. You’ll get to know faces and tags with time, kids; don’t stress about that too much at this juncture. For now, signs of wealth are a good first indication.”
 

 
  “There are others,” said Fauna. “You’ll be doing a fair amount of people-watching on excursions like this, and you’ll develop instincts concerning who can and should be targeted. People’s body language can tell you a lot.”
 

 
  “Such as?” Rasha asked.
 

 
  “How alert they may be,” Flora replied. “Whether they’re likely to fight, or call for help.”
 

 
  “But ‘go for the rich ones’ sounds like a generally good plan to me,” Darius said blithely. “They’re the assholes who deserve it, aside from having the money.”
 

 
  Flora and Fauna exchanged a long look.
 

 
  “What?” Darius asked, peering back and forth between them.
 

 
  “Yeah, what?” Tallie added a little belligerently. “Is he wrong?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Fauna replied firmly. “The short answer is ‘yes.’”
 

 
  “The longer answer,” added Flora, “is that you’re skating close to some thin ice with that kind of talk.”
 

 
  “The Guild’s philosophies
  
   do
  
  predispose us to target people with wealth and power, because those are often the ones who
  
   need
  
  to be taken down.”
 

 
  “But ‘often’ isn’t ‘necessarily.’ Start to think the rich invariably deserve a takedown because they’re rich, and you’re in the realm of class warfare.
  
   That
  
  gets…messy.”
 

 
  “Have you two had a lot of interactions with rich people?” Tallie demanded, folding her arms. “Because growing up as
  
   I
  
  did, those were always the ones who picked on little guys like us. And got away with it.”
 

 
  “In point of fact, we have,” said Fauna. “Working under Sweet, we get to meet all
  
   kinds
  
  of people.”
 

 
  “That’s our bias, by the way,” Flora added. “Apprenticing under a sponsor inevitably means you get heavily trained in
  
   their
  
  methods, and pick up at least some of their worldview. Sweet’s view on the rich is that they’re exactly as likely to be abusive toward others as anyone else, but having resources just means a greater chance of pulling it off without repercussions.”
 

 
  “Wealth,” Fauna said firmly, “is not evil. Correlation is not causation.”
 

 
  “The best advice we can share is that you should never get caught up in what other people
  
   deserve.
  
  There’s really no way you can know; that’s a very big question.”
 

 
  “Jobs are jobs, and the Guild isn’t in the business of crusading. When we go after someone to administer much-needed humility, it’s for a
  
   specific
  
  reason, owing to something they’ve
  
   done.”
  
 

 
  “Not something they are, or have.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” Tallie grunted, looking dissatisfied.
 

 
  “Well, how’s about you go first,” Fauna suggested with a sly little grin. She shifted, scanning the slowly passing crowd. It was nearing the lunch hour, and business in the market street was increasingly brisk, to the point that even their little bubble of privacy was diminishing as the press of people meant no one had time to give them especial attention. “All right, don’t stare. Across the street, about six yards north. Guy in a suit and a coat more appropriate for a typical Tiraan winter than what’s actually happening.”
 

 
  “I see him,” Tallie said, leaning back against the building and stuffing her hands in her pockets. Her eyes cut sideways to fix on the target Fauna designated, though she kept her head shifted slightly the other way.
 

 
  “All right, first trial,” Flora said in a lightly conversational tone. “You’re to go up—boys,
  
   stop
  
  gawking at the mark!—go up and touch his coat, just above the pocket.”
 

 
  “Just touch,” added Fauna, “without drawing his attention. Don’t put your fingers in, and
  
   above
  
  all do not
  
   take
  
  anything.”
 

 
  “Really, that’s it?” Tallie said condescendingly. “You call that a trial?”
 

 
  “Crawl before you run, kid,” Flora retorted in the same tone. “Go on, get moving. He’s getting away.”
 

 
  The designated mark, indeed, had finished acquiring a portable meat pastry from the stall and was heading off up the street. Tallie paused only to wink at her group before setting off at a long-legged lope. A few yards up, she crossed the avenue to the other side, and began closing in on her target from behind.
 

 
  The two elves straightened up and started moving, leaving the boys to trail along in their wake; they kept to an idle, dawdling pace, seemingly peering at stalls and window displays as they passed, and only glancing at Tallie’s progress occasionally and surreptitiously. Rasha and Darius, after exchanging a look, tried to follow their example. To judge by some of the looks shopkeepers gave them, they weren’t entirely successful.
 

 
  Tallie had begun rooting around in her pockets as she approached her mark, muttering to herself and scowling. Making a show of clear distraction, she brushed against the man in passing by. He halted in bringing the pastry to his mouth to give her an annoyed look; she offered a quick apology and a little smile before pushing on ahead.
 

 
  A few more yards up the street, sighing loudly in frustration, she stopped in the mouth of an alley and took off her jacket, growling and carefully going through its pockets. The mark gave her a disdainful look as he passed.
 

 
  Just after he did, Tallie “found” what she’d been looking for—a comb—and paused to straighten out her hair, which didn’t particularly need it. Then she continued on her way at a much more languorous pace.
 

 
  Another half-block along, she stopped in the mouth of another alley, where the rest crossed the street to meet her.
 

 
  “Not bad!” Fauna said, clapping her on the back. “Good routine! Most people on their first try don’t think to have a
  
   cover;
  
  getting close to someone is much easier if you provide a reason they won’t question.”
 

 
  “I note nobody
  
   mentioned
  
  that before sending her off,” Darius commented.
 

 
  “Well, the point is to see what you kids know,” Flora replied with a unrepentant grin. “What’s the use in just
  
   telling
  
  you beforehand?”
 

 
  “Yeah, well,” Tallie said with clearly false modesty, “I can’t say I’ve ever tried
  
   stealing
  
  before, but I know a thing or two about looking more harmless than I am.”
 

 
  “Ahh,” Darius said sagely. “So only
  
   half
  
  the things I’ve heard about circus folk are true.”
 

 
  “Darius, one of these days I’m gonna stab you right in the nuts.”
 

 
  “You know, honeybunch, you don’t have to keep making up these violent pretexts. If you wanna get your hands on my nuts, all you’ve gotta do is ask nicely.”
 

 
  “Shh,” Fauna said curtly. “Trouble.” She and Flora had both gone suddenly, rigidly alert.
 

 
  Before the junior apprentices could get a good start at looking around, the man in the expensive coat came stomping right up to them, pastry dangling forgotten from his hand.
 

 
  “All right,
  
   what
  
  did you take?!” he demanded, glaring at Tallie.
 

 
  Her eyebrows shot upward.
  
   “Excuse
  
  you?”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  what you did!” he snapped. “You’d better hand it over before I go for the guards!”
 

 
  “Whoah, now, wait a second,” Darius said nervously. “There’s no need for—”
 

 
  “No, no, this is fine,” Tallie said, folding her arms and glaring at her erstwhile mark. “I don’t know what crawled up
  
   your
  
  butt today, but check your pockets. Go on, check
  
   thoroughly.
  
  If you come up with anything missing, I’ll let you search mine. Otherwise, I’m gonna want an apology.”
 

 
  “Don’t give me that,” he retorted. “You kids are thieves!”
 

 
  “You accuse everybody you meet of being thieves?” Rasha demanded. He glanced quickly at the two elves; oddly, only the three human apprentices seemed to be trying to deflect their accuser. Flora and Fauna were standing like statues against the wall.
 

 
  “Is there a problem here, ladies and gentlemen?”
 

 
  All of them turned to face the new arrival, a man wearing an Imperial Army uniform and a no-nonsense expession.
 

 
  “Yes!” barked the man with the pastry. “This little wench stole my—um—”
 

 
  “As I was about to say, officer,” Tallie drawled,
  
   “this
  
  character just walked up and started throwing around wild accusations. I’ve yet to hear exactly
  
   what
  
  it is he thinks I stole.”
 

 
  “I see,” said the guard, turning to study the man in question. “Sir, are you missing any possessions?”
 

 
  “I—she brushed up against me! She did it
  
   quite
  
  deliberately!”
 

 
  “That’s as may be, sir, but it’s not what I asked you,” the guard replied. “If something of yours has been stolen, we can address that. If you’re just going to complain about people brushing against you close to noon in a crowded shopping district, I’ll have to ask you to stop creating a scene.”
 

 
  That brought the complainer up short. There was an extended silence while they all watched him shuffle awkwardly through his own pockets, keeping the grease-stained fingers of his left hand well out of it. After checking and finding his coin purse and a few other personal items, he finally stopped, looking sheepish.
 

 
  “I…well, I guess I was mistaken.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Tallie said pointedly. “Now, about that
  
   apology?”
  
 

 
  The guard cleared his throat. “If there’s nothing else, sir, please move along.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Tallie protested, while the well-dressed man hurried away up the street with his head down. “I wasn’t done with that guy!”
 

 
  “Yes, you were,” the guard retorted firmly. “Are you kids apprentices with the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  They all froze, looking to the two elves for guidance. Flora and Fauna were both watching a point across the street.
 

 
  “What if we are?”
 

 
  “You can’t prove that!”
 

 
  “There’s no law against—”
 

 
  All three of them tried to answer at once, then broke off, wincing.
 

 
  “I see,” the guard said dryly.
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  avoid that question,” Flora ordered. “Being in the Guild is not illegal, and denying it is just suspicious.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Fauna added to the guard. “They’re new.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” he said, plainly unamused. “Regardless, I think you should move along, now. You’ve had enough fun here for one day.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Rasha snapped, balling his fists. “We weren’t doing—”
 

 
  “Shut it!” Flora barked. “We’ll continue this conversation
  
   later.”
  
 

 
  “As soon as the guards are involved, playtime is
  
   over,”
  
  Fauna said just as firmly. “Don’t argue with them, and there is
  
   zero
  
  valid reason for you to be making fists in a policeman’s presence. Simmer down.”
 

 
  “Come on,” Flora ordered, straightening up and beckoning them curtly. “Do as the nice man says.”
 

 
  The patrolman continued to watch them closely as the elves led them away up the street; this time, they were also followed by the gazes of nearly everyone in earshot. Fair or no, it appeared their practice had indeed been cut short, and not because the guard had told them so.
 

 
  “Okay, what the
  
   hell
  
  just happened?” Tallie hissed. “I
  
   know
  
  that guy didn’t feel me touch his coat—he’d have said something at the time if he did!”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Fauna said curtly. “You did fine. But we heard someone tell him that we were Guild—same voice that fetched the guard while that guy was approaching us.”
 

 
  “And systematically informed every shopkeeper in a ring around us while we were dealing with that,” said Flora. “And there he is.”
 

 
  This time, she made no bones about blatantly pointing.
 

 
  Directly across the street from them stood a dwarf with a neatly-trimmed reddish beard, wearing a dapper suit. Seeing the elf pointing, he turned to face them directly, offered a knowing smile and politely tipped his hat to them. Then he turned and strolled away up a nearby alley.
 

 
  “Follow him!” Fauna barked.
 

 
  Instantly, both elves took off at a run, which carried them out of the way nearly before an outcry could develop at the sight—and aside from the inherent spectacle of elves moving at high speed, Flora’s billowing cloak tended to catch attention. They were swiftly gone, however, each vanishing into another small alley up and down the street, respectively.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  yes,” Tallie growled, stalking off after the dwarf as directed. Darius and Rasha followed, equally grim-faced.
 

 
  Their quarry was not far away. Despite having a head start on them, he had been stopped just a few yards up the alley. Flora and Fauna had already converged there, but were hanging back; it was not they who had intercepted the dwarf and held his attention.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” he said politely, his Svennish accent faint but distinct. “You appear to be blocking the path.”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Silver Legionnaire standing in front of him said curtly. “And
  
   you
  
  appear to be meddling in things that don’t concern you.”
 

 
  Flora and Fauna, standing behind the Legionnaire, exchanged a look, their expressions openly confused.
 

 
  “Young lady, I haven’t the slightest idea what—”
 

 
  He broke off as she raised her lance, aiming the tip directly at his face.
 

 
  “We could play that game, but you’d win,” the young woman snapped, “so I’m not going to. You are making life difficult for these apprentices in an effort to put pressure on them to comply with your demands. You then led them into this alley and allowed them to intercept you so you could make your demands in privacy.”
 

 
  “That’s quite a tale,” he said calmly. “I don’t suppose you have anything resembling
  
   evidence
  
  to back that up?”
 

 
  “Shut up,” she retorted. “We’re not doing this.
  
   You
  
  are going to back down, and think carefully about how
  
   I
  
  intercepted both them and you on such short notice. You must be pretty confident to risk the ire of the Thieves’ Guild, but no matter who you work for, you
  
   don’t
  
  want to have both the Guild and the Sisterhood after you. The last political entity to get caught between them was the Tiraan Empire, in a little tiff called the Enchanter Wars. I assume you know how that ended?”
 

 
  “Are you threatening me?” The dwarf sounded merely curious.
 

 
  “I
  
   wasn’t,”
  
  she replied, stepping forward and forcing him to retreat, or get poked in the nose with her weapon.
  
   “Now
  
  I am. Clear your ass out of here while it’s only got one hole in it.”
 

 
  “I hardly think this conduct is befitting a Silver Legionnaire,” the dwarf said, moving no further. “I wonder what your superiors would say?”
 

 
  At that, the soldier grinned, broadly and very unpleasantly. “Well, don’t wonder. Go learn for yourself. I’m Private Covrin, personal aide to Bishop Syrinx. Right
  
   now
  
  I’m going to let you leave here and drop this little gambit, but if you push me, I’ll go right to the Bishop with this. And by this time tomorrow, you’ll have the full strength of the Guild, the Sisterhood, and Imperial Intelligence pursuing every aspect of your business. Possibly the Veskers, Salyrites, and whoever else owes her Grace a favor, just for shits and giggles. Is that what you want? All those people…
  
   examining
  
  you?”
 

 
  They locked eyes, both ignoring the thieves standing around looking on.
 

 
  Then, oddly, the dwarf cracked a smile. He took another step back, then bowed slightly to her, doffing his hat. “Well. What an intriguing day this has turned out to be. I’ll bid you all good afternoon, then.” He turned and made his way back toward the alley entrance, having to stop after only three steps. “Excuse me, please.”
 

 
  Tallie, standing at the head of the trio, folded her arms and stared down her nose at him.
 

 
  “Let him through,” Flora said quietly.
 

 
  Tallie sneered, but edged aside. Darius snorted and leaned against the alley wall, out of the way; Rasha just curled his lip and refused to budge, forcing the dwarf to edge around him.
 

 
  Silence reigned until he was out of the alley and around the corner.
 

 
  “Well, this just gets more and more interesting,” Fauna said pointedly, staring at Covrin. “Not that we don’t appreciate the help, but…”
 

 
  “But you’ll be wanting to know what the hell is going on here,” the soldier replied distractedly, her attention on the other three. “This group is missing some people.”
 

 
  “So, uh.” Tallie cocked her head to one side. “You’re with Locke’s squad, then?”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Covrin said heatedly, then moderated her tone. “No. Let’s put aside the question of
  
   me
  
  for a moment. In your position, I’d be wondering just how that dwarf managed to be on you so quickly. You haven’t been away from the Casino that long; the Guild is heavily warded against arcane scrying, and it patrols its environs too well for anyone to safely set up watchers at its entrances. So how’d he find you?”
 

 
  “How did
  
   you?”
  
  Rasha demanded.
 

 
  “The same way, I expect,” Covrin replied with a cold little smile. “In Glass Alley there’s a magic shop called the Finder’s Fee. The answers you need most immediately are there; look for a Guild member with the tag Sparkler who works there. I suggest you gather the rest of your group, first, and maybe
  
   don’t
  
  wander off by yourselves any further. I don’t know who those dwarves are, exactly, but they’re a capable group. You don’t need them picking you off one by one.”
 

 
  “Why the hell do you kids have dwarves after you?!” Flora exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s, uh…” Tallie winced, glancing aside at the boys. “Complicated.”
 

 
  “Well, no
  
   shit,”
  
  Fauna said acidly.
 

 
  “Right now,” said Rasha, “I’m most curious about how
  
   you
  
  come into this, Private Covrin.”
 

 
  “Any organization the size of the Sisterhood of Avei,” she replied, “has factions, agendas, schisms… People mistreating power and undercutting each other. All systems are corrupt, or so I hear.” She gave that a moment to sink in before continuing. “Whatever
  
   other
  
  problems you guys have, you’ve had the bad luck to be caught up in an internal Sisterhood power struggle. Locke is a shifty one who
  
   never
  
  does anything with only one agenda. And Bishop Syrinx is dangerous in a way that even your trainers probably don’t want to cross. I’ve got a feeling
  
   you
  
  two may know a little bit about that already,” she added, turning toward Flora and Fauna.
 

 
  The elves folded their arms and narrowed their eyes at her in perfect unison.
 

 
  “Still waiting to hear your part in this,” Tallie prompted.
 

 
  Covrin turned back to face them, her eyes intent and suddenly almost fervent. “I can help you know what’s going on, who’s attempting what, and why. Right now you’re acting blind. If you know who the players are, though, you can play
  
   them.
  
  Or at least, keep them from playing you. Which you’d better believe they are doing right now.”
 

 
  “And what do
  
   you
  
  get out of this?” Darius asked with uncharacteristic seriousness.
 

 
  “Later,” Covrin said curtly. “Get your friends, go to Glass Alley, find out how you’re being tracked. That’s my offer of good faith. When you know I’m good for it… Maybe I’ll have a favor to ask in return. But don’t take too long about this. None of you are any use to me if you get knifed in alley or carried off by dwarves.”
 

 
  She turned, paused at the sight of the two elves, then shoved roughly between them. Neither made any attempt to inhibit her, just turning to watch her go with eyes still narrowed suspiciously.
 

 
  Covrin did not turn to look back as she vanished into the dimness beyond, but her voice carried nonetheless.
 

 
  “Watch your backs.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  11 – 17 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Glory’s solarium was a beautiful room, far bigger than the small parlor in which she had received Jasmine previously. Perched on the top floor of her townhouse, it had a wall almost entirely of glass, looking out over the city and supported only by stone columns. Above, this changed into an angled glass roof, so that half the ceiling was a single skylight. The floor plan was open, with a large fireplace at one end surrounded by cozy chairs, and other seats and tables scattered about with artful randomness. In the center of the long side wall there was a raised dais, upon which sat a grand pianoforte.
 

 
  This was clearly the space in which the lady of the house held her famous parties.
 

 
  “Do you play?” Glory asked as she casually performed a soft prelude on the keys.
 

 
  “Not…that,” Jasmine replied, standing a little stiffly off to one side. “I have an ocarina. I’m…not even very good at that. Only been practicing a while; I have a bard friend who showed me the basics.”
 

 
  
   “I have
  
  only been practicing
  
   for
  
  a while,” Glory corrected with a smile. “Remember, diction is all part of the presentation, and thus another weapon in your arsenal. Suit your style to your surroundings. Talking like a back-alley shoulderthumper in a place like this is making a belligerent statement which I don’t believe you intend.”
 

 
  “I…sorry,” Jasmine said warily. “Thank you for the advice.”
 

 
  “I certainly cannot fault your sense of respect,” Glory said, glancing up at her while continuing to play. “If you can find the time and access to an instrument, I really would suggest taking up the pianoforte. Harpsichords are easier to come across, but so much of the benefit to this instrument is in the fine control it teaches you, as you must vary the pressure of keystrokes in addition to placing them precisely. So many professions render our hands either nimble or strong, one trait at the expense of the other. A pianist, if so motivated, could pick your pocket or throttle you.”
 

 
  “Well, I can certainly see the utility of both.”
 

 
  “I perceive,” Glory said softly, her eyes on the keys, “that you know the gist of what I asked you here to say.”
 

 
  “Grip was kind enough to explain the basics,” Jasmine said more stiffly. It was later in the day than she had come the last time; no hour was specified in the invitation, but she did remember that Glory preferred to receive visitors earlier in the morning. Well, what with one thing and another, she was feeling somewhat mulish, and had chosen to prioritize research at the Temple, arriving here an hour before noon. Now she got to see the courtesan in her full armor, as it were: a formal and surprisingly modest silk gown of deep midnight blue, decorated tastefully with seed pearls and silver thread. Her hair alone was a work of art held in place by mother-of-pearl combs.
 

 
  “Ah, Grip,” Glory murmured. “An old acquaintance of mine. I cannot say we are friends, but we find one another mutually useful to know. Enough to be worth the extra measure of politeness that averts an otherwise inevitable clash of personalities.” She paused, bringing the piece to a soft conclusion, and then carefully pulled the lid down over the keys. She did not, however, immediately turn on the bench to face her guest. “It was Grip who directed my attention to certain…facts. Regarding the current Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “I’ll just bet she did,” Jasmine said flatly.
 

 
  Finally, Glory swiveled around to gaze up at her. “Of course you understand, this
  
   necessarily
  
  colors my thinking. I mean an apprenticeship to be a long-term relationship; it simply will not do to enter it with someone whom I know plans to leave the Guild after a fairly short time. By the same token…I cannot imagine you are too terribly disappointed by this.”
 

 
  “You…are correct,” Jasmine said, choosing her words with great care. “I was definitely flattered by your consideration and I certainly mean no disrespect. But I don’t think this would have worked out, anyway.”
 

 
  “And yet, you came to see me, as I asked,” Glory observed. “Twice.”
 

 
  “I hardly think it’s useful or right to be rude to people. At least, not without a good reason.”
 

 
  The thief smiled, stood from the bench, and approached her. To Jasmine’s surprise, Glory took both her hands and held them; after a moment’s stiff hesitation, she allowed it, and did not pull back.
 

 
  “That said,” Glory said quietly, gazing at her eyes, “I think what you are doing is possibly the best piece of news I have lived to hear. You’ve had a rather sheltered upbringing, have you not? For the rest of us at large in the world, at least those who make it our business to keep abreast of events, the state of things has been quite troubling for some time. First the lack of paladins, and then the sudden appearance of two, along with hints from the gods that these are meant to be a change.
  
   Then,
  
  when paladins in the past have always been sent straight into the fray, as it were, these two are hidden away to receive an adventurer’s education from none other than Arachne Tellwyrn. And most recently, a
  
   Vidian
  
  paladin—and a demonblood, at that. The world is tilting away beneath us.” A broad, seemingly genuine smile blossomed across her features. “I took it as an extremely optimistic sign that Trissiny Avelea’s first public act was to intervene on behalf of a district full of drow and various half-bloods. And then, even better, to launch her initiative with the Silver Missions.”
 

 
  She paused, studying Jasmine’s face.
 

 
  “And now this.”
 

 
  Jasmine shrugged self-consciously, finally pulling her hands away. “I suppose it must seem very optimistic to an Eserite, me seeking training from the Guild…”
 

 
  “I have to say that would not have occurred to me,” Glory replied, stepping back to grant her some space. “It would have been just as well, I think, had the Hand of Avei sought teaching from, say, the Veskers or Izarites. What
  
   matters
  
  is that you recognize that there is more than one way to view the world, and to act within it. Very few people of any age manage to take heed of that fact, and fewer still who are of a religious bent. You will only be the second of your calling from
  
   any
  
  faith; I had thought Laressa of Anteraas an anomaly, as did most historians and theologians. This… Fills me with hope for the world.”
 

 
  To Jasmine’s surprise, she curtsied deeply, lowering her head in a gesture that seemed almost discordantly deferential on this proud woman.
 

 
  “I will reaffirm and
  
   strengthen
  
  my previous offer…Jasmine. First, you have my assurance that no secrets or plans of yours will reach any other ears from my lips. My home is available to you, should you need anything—and I want you to know that you have at least one friend in Tiraas. If there is any way I can be of help to you, just ask.”
 

 
  Jasmine drew in a deep breath and let it out, trying to force some of her tension out with it. “I appreciate that very much. Especially after my conversation with Grip… I’m afraid she had rather the opposite intention.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Glory’s gaze sharpened.
 

 
  “Well,” Jasmine said sourly, “to cut a long story short, she’s blackmailing me.
  
   Grip
  
  wants me to be her apprentice, and if I don’t go along with it, she’s going to reveal who I am to the whole Guild.”
 

 
  “Hm.
  
   Hmmmm.”
  
  Glory folded her hands demurely at her waist, a gesture which contrasted with the suddenly predatory cast of her eyes, even as they drifted sideways in deep thought. “How
  
   very
  
  interesting.”
 

 
  She stepped down from the dais, beckoning Jasmine with a gesture, and led the way to a pair of gilded chairs by the wall of windows, flanking a small table.
 

 
  “The important thing you should understand about Grip,” Glory began as she seated herself, “is that she is a creature of principle, odd as that may seem.
  
   Whatever
  
  she is up to, she believes it to be in the best interests of Eserion and the Thieves’ Guild. If you cannot see how she arrived at that conclusion, then you understand what you must learn in order to grasp her plot.”
 

 
  “Plot?” Jasmine asked, sitting down as well. “You think there’s
  
   more
  
  to this?”
 

 
  “Perhaps, but not necessarily. I cannot immediately divine her intent, as I don’t truly know her mind that well. We are opposites in many ways, you understand; I work with the gentlest touch possible and heavily favor honey over vinegar in enticing my prey. Grip acts through force and fear. I am not so self-absorbed as to impugn her intelligence, however. A brutal thug does not rise to the prominence she has; she has a clear knack for making plans, and seeing them put into effect.”
 

 
  “I said as much to her at the time,” Jasmine said disgustedly. “I can’t see the sense in this. Unless she’s
  
   trying
  
  to make an enemy of me…”
 

 
  “I cannot imagine how that would benefit her, either,” Glory mused. “I suppose if she harbors some antipathy toward the Sisters of Avei, antagonizing you and driving you off would be a good way to drive a wedge between the two cults. That’s unlikely, though. Enforcers with that kind of grudge seldom last long, and as you have surely been told before, the Guild feels no institutional hostility toward the Sisterhood. No…I suspect this is about her, and about you.”
 

 
  She leaned forward, eyes intent upon Jasmine’s face. “And I can share one insight that may help you unravel her intentions. If she is truly seeking to have a hand in forming your skills, she doesn’t
  
   truly
  
  want you to submit to blackmail. No enforcer—no Eserite of
  
   any
  
  kind—submits to
  
   anything.”
  
 

 
  “You think she’s trying to provoke a reaction,” Jasmine said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Perhaps. Or to gauge the depth of your understanding when under pressure. Whatever the specific goal, I
  
   do
  
  think she is testing you—brutally, perhaps, but that’s how Grip does everything. And I don’t think she means you any real harm. Such would not be characteristic of her.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the insight very much,” Jasmine replied. “Maybe if I can suss out what she
  
   wants
  
  I can deal with her and not bring this whole thing down around my ears.”
 

 
  “Let me give a piece of advice,” Glory said with a thin smile. “You seem to have fallen into the trap of relating to Grip as an apprentice to a fully vetted member of the Guild. That may be true, but that is a fleeting circumstance. In more absolute terms… She is a fearsome creature of power and menace. You are everything she is, at least twice over.”
 

 
  Jasmine’s eyebrows lowered. “I didn’t come here to learn more about intimidating and assaulting people. That’s not what my calling is about.”
 

 
  For an extended moment, Glory just stared at her. Then the thief drummed her manicured nails on the table once, before leaning back in her chair and folding her hands in her lap.
 

 
  “It occurs to me,” she mused, “that growing up in a temple as you did, under the strictest Avenist tradition, you may have a perspective that doesn’t quite match that of the general public.”
 

 
  “How so?”
 

 
  “When Grip looks upon the Hand of Avei,” said Glory, “she sees, in essence, a kindred spirit. An enforcer. That is what
  
   most
  
  of the world sees, Jasmine. And for a good many people, it will be
  
   all
  
  they see.”
 

 
  “It’s an aspect of the calling, certainly,” Jasmine agreed. “But not the whole or even the half of it. A paladin is a protector, an icon of
  
   principle.”
  
 

 
  Glory’s expression now was thoughtful, and even a little worried. “Jasmine… What did you learn of Tarsha of Mathenon? Or Sharai the Hammer?”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned at the apparent change of topic, but answered. “Plenty. Tarsha was a Hand of Avei who lived three centuries ago; she put an end to the last major plague of undeath by personally standing against the undead hordes and wiping them out before they could spread out of N’Jendo. Sharai was thought to be a demigoddess, perhaps an actual daughter of Avei; she fought in the Third Hellwar and thereafter was a major player in the War of the Scions. She actually followed one of Elilial’s generals
  
   into
  
  Hell to destroy him, and made it back alive.”
 

 
  “Tarsha,” Glory said quietly, “wiped out the undead plague by wiping out everyone who had it. Not those who had perished of it and risen.
  
   Everyone.
  
  In fact, in an age when there was no alchemical or divinatory means of testing for infection, she took the extreme measure of destroying everyone
  
   exposed.
  
  The woman single-handedly depopulated an entire region of N’Jendo. Whole villages. Men, women,
  
   children.
  
  The sick, the healthy…everyone. Her actions undoubtedly saved the world. They involved her chasing down fleeing villagers on her divine mount to trample or behead them, though.”
 

 
  Jasmine had stiffened, her fists clutching the fabric of her trousers. “That isn’t—”
 

 
  “What you were taught?” Glory smiled sadly. “Sharai the Hammer
  
   caused
  
  the War of the Scions by executing the demigod son of Sorash, and then his mother, the god’s consort, in an action which set the followers of the two gods of war against each other. Sorash was never going to defeat Avei in any kind of prolonged conflict; he was a god of violence and conquest, while she was the goddess of
  
   strategic
  
  war. But Sharai did not consider diplomacy, or even strategy; she saw a demigod getting above himself as nothing but a monster, and killed him. When his mother inevitably came after her, she killed
  
   her,
  
  too, apparently without a thought for the magnitude of the insults she was committing against Sorash in Avei’s name. When
  
   that
  
  ended as it inevitably did, she not only never sought diplomatic solutions, but never
  
   allowed
  
  them. Her scorched earth tactics and no-quarter terms were holdovers from the Hellwar, when she had fought
  
   demons,
  
  not fellow Pantheon worshipers. The Hammer’s decimation of Sorash’s cult is now understood as the primary reason the Black Wreath exists today. The Third Hellwar itself was a front for Elilial to bolster and expand her cult; with the demons pushed back, the Sorashi and Avenists alike had been at work seeking out and purging them. By turning those cults against each other, she gave them the time they needed to go to ground and establish bases of power. Huge swaths of the continent were ravaged in the War of the Scions, and no one has since managed to completely dislodge the Wreath from this world.”
 

 
  Jasmine was staring at her in frozen horror, now; Glory just shook her head, looking weary and saddened.
 

 
  “I meant it when I said it brought me hope, seeing Avei’s new paladin showing restraint and compassion. Even Laressa of Anteraas banked on the reputation of her predecessors to terrorize people into backing down from her. We know from the writings she left that she did it to
  
   avoid
  
  violence, and that she agonized over it. But she did it, nonetheless. She understood something that I think the Sisterhood, in its idealism, failed to teach you.”
 

 
  Glory leaned forward, her gaze intent. There was compassion and empathy in her eyes, but she did not shrink from laying out the hard truth.
 

 
  “People
  
   fear
  
  the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hey! There you are!”
 

 
  Jasmine paused in descending the steps into the Pit, raising an eyebrow at Tallie, who was waving almost frantically as she crossed toward the stairs. Darius, Ross, and Rasha all followed her more sedately.
 

 
  “Here I am,” she agreed, resuming her descent. “Something up?”
 

 
  “Yup! Stop, no more coming downstairs; now you’re here, we need to go.”
 

 
  She stopped, blinking. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “Apparently there’s a development,” Ross grumbled. “More dwarves. She says—”
 

 
  “Ha bip bip bip!” Tallie said loudly, cutting him off. She met Jasmine halfway up the stone staircase, taking her by the arm. “Come on, I wanna get this shit done with as quickly as possible. I’ll explain everything on the way.”
 

 
  “On the way
  
   where?”
  
  Jasmine demanded, but allowed herself to be pulled back up the steps. Behind them, the boys had hastened their stride, and caught up by the time they reached the top level.
 

 
  “We’re going to get some answers!” Tallie said with a kind of grim exultation. “And for
  
   that,
  
  apparently, we have to go to a magic shop in Glass Alley.”
 

 
  “A magic—wait, where?” Jasmine glanced helplessly back at the others; Darius rolled his eyes and Ross shrugged, while Rasha just looked tired and frustrated. “What’s Glass Alley?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Glass Alley was the worst place in Tiraas, apparently.
 

 
  A sad little cluster of tenements and the seediest of shops crammed right under the shadow of the city’s wall, it was among the poorest districts, as those nearest the walls usually were. Unlike Lor’naris and the Glums, it at least wasn’t built into an old quarry, but the three- and four-story structures crammed haphazardly together made for a lack of natural light, certainly not helped by the fact that the city-installed street lights tended not to last long here. Even now, at midday, it was dim. The district itself was of average size, but anomalous in that its central thoroughfare was a winding street that twisted back and forth all the way through, rather than one matching the curve of the circular outer wall, as most cross-streets in Tiraas were.
 

 
  It was also filthy, run-down, and not a safe place to be after dark. Or before dark. At any time at all, really.
 

 
  Tallie had explained all this with a kind of dark glee after she explained to Jasmine what had happened to the rest of the group that morning.
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine said grimly, looking around as they turned into the Alley itself. The street wasn’t broad, and the buildings were crammed together and towering on both sides; it was very much like stepping into a narrow canyon. The fact that its erratic curve hid what was only a dozen yards ahead did not help the place’s sullen aspect. “And do you know where in this place the shop in question is?”
 

 
  “It’ll pretty much have to be on the main street,” Darius said cheerfully, strolling right in as if he owned the place; the others, having paused to consider Glass Alley carefully, now followed. “All the shops are; everything down side alleys is either places people live or the kind of shit even
  
   we
  
  don’t want to stumble across.”
 

 
  “What’s that mean, even we?” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “Means we’re thieves, Ross,” Tallie said, turning to wink at him. “We’re the trash and riffraff of this city. Get used to it.”
 

 
  “We are going to get beaten, mugged, and left to die,” Rasha mumbled, hunching in on himself and huddling close to Jasmine.
 

 
  They were, indeed, getting some very speculative looks indeed from those they passed. Glass Alley’s inhabitants were uniformly poorly dressed, dirty, and frequently showing scars. Not a one of them appeared to be engaged in anything constructive; those out on the street were just standing, sitting, or lounging in the mouths of tiny alleyways. It wasn’t hard to imagine they were waiting for prey.
 

 
  “Oy, cut that shit out,” Darius said, scowling back at him. “We’re Guild, here; nobody’s gonna try it on with us.”
 

 
  “Place like this, dunno how much that counts for,” Ross growled.
 

 
  “All the more reason to
  
   straighten up,
  
  Rasha,” Darius said pointedly. “It’s instinctive. It’s
  
   primal.
  
  If you act like a victim, somebody’ll step up and make you one.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s five of us, anyway,” Tallie said, seemingly unconcerned. Behind her, Rasha made an effort to relax his posture, though his eyes still darted rapidly about at every little movement. “We may have to beat somebody down in order to get left alone, though.”
 

 
  “’We’ means me, doesn’t it,” Jasmine said resignedly.
 

 
  Tallie grinned at her. “Well, if the shoe fits…”
 

 
  “Anybody else notice a lack of signs?” Ross said.
 

 
  He was right; most of the storefronts they passed had boards over their windows. Some of those had fairly crude logos painted on them, but for the most part, the establishments here didn’t bother to identify themselves.
 

 
  
   “That,”
  
  said Darius, “means everybody looking to do business here knows what they’re after.”
 

 
  “And that the business in question isn’t wise to advertise,” Jasmine added with less cheer.
 

 
  “That, too,” he said brightly.
 

 
  “So our plan’s just to…wander up and down until we happen across this place?” Rasha demanded. “When we probably won’t even know what it is from looking?”
 

 
  That brought them all up short. They had already progressed far enough into the district that the broader thoroughfare on which they had approached was lost to sight around the curve.
 

 
  “I guess we’ll just have to ask for directions,” Tallie said.
 

 
  In unison, the others turned their heads to look around. Half a dozen people were within eyeshot, all of them filthy, ragged, and staring hungrily at the apprentices. Nearest was a lean woman with tousled red hair, working on a bottle of whiskey; she was notably less dirty than everyone else in the vicinity. Catching Tallie’s eye, she smirked, raised her bottle as if in a toast, and had another pull. Based on the level of liquid left, she’d been working on it for a while already.
 

 
  “Think I’ve found a flaw in your plan,” said Ross.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  11 – 18 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  
 

 
  The group hesitated, clustering instinctively together and peering around, almost like a single organism with five heads. Then Tallie squared her shoulders and stepped forward, toward the redheaded woman with the bottle.
 

 
  “Hey there! Sorry, but—”
 

 
  “Nnnnnnope,” the woman drawled, swirling the liquid about in her bottle and regarding them out of the corner of her eye. “What’s this look like, a tourist spot? You don’t know where you’re going, maybe you shouldn’t be here.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the ol’ rock and hard place, isn’t it?” Darius said with a flirtatious grin. “How can we know where we’re going if we don’t ask? If we can’t ask, how would we ever learn?”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   whoah.”
  
  The woman held up a hand, palm toward them. “I am
  
   way
  
  too sober for philosophy. Just a sec.”
 

 
  She raised the bottle to her lips and tilted her head back, throat working convulsively while the group stared. In seconds she had drained the last of the liquid, and then casually tossed the bottle into the street, where it shattered loudly. In fact, there were a
  
   lot
  
  of broken bottles in the street here, mostly drifted into the gutters like jagged little snowbanks, but fragments of glass were strewn here and there across the center of the road and the sidewalks, as well. Glass Alley’s name began to make more sense.
 

 
  “Hmm,” she slurred. “Nope, di’n’t help. Not int’rsted. Piss off.”
 

 
  “Let’s try this again,” Jasmine said firmly. “We’re with the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Oh, really?” At this, the redhead shifted to lean against the wall with her shoulder, facing them directly. “Makes two of us. Uh, I mean four of us. Uh, six…” Squinting blearily, she held up one finger and appeared to try to count them, giving up after a few moments. “Eh. Lotta that goin’ ’round, ‘swhat I mean.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  in the Guild?” Rasha said incredulously.
 

 
  “Hey, fuck you,” she replied without rancor. “Least I’ve got a tag. Eat my fuckin’ bloomers if you little shits’re more’n apprentices.”
 

 
  “Prob’ly telling the truth, if she hangs out here,” Ross observed. “People don’t falsely claim to be Guild.”
 

 
  “At least not twice,” Darius agreed.
 

 
  Indeed, she did appear to be slightly less disreputable than anybody else nearby, aside from being drunk at this hour. Her clothing was sufficiently rumpled to have been slept in at least once, not to mention stained here and there, but seemed to be of decent quality. She also had a short cudgel hanging from a loop on her belt.
 

 
  “S’risly,” said their new acquaintance, blinking with her eyelids slightly out of sync. “Maybe you should run along. ‘Bout to be some fuss an’ noise right aroun’ here.”
 

 
  “Look, all we need to know is where the shop called the Finder’s Fee is,” Tallie said. “Do some newbies a favor and point in a direction, yeah?”
 

 
  Suddenly the woman’s gaze sharpened, to the point of suggesting she wasn’t nearly as inebriated as she acted. “Huh. You too? Why’s that place so popular today?”
 

 
  Tallie opened her mouth to answer, and at that moment the door of the shop behind them blew off its hinges.
 

 
  The apprentices leaped reflexively away as the door rebounded off the wall and a man came staggering out backward, accompanied by a blast of wind. He reeled into the street, where he landed on his behind, luckily far enough out to avoid the worst of the broken glass.
 

 
  “Too late,” the redhead said fatalistically, and began edging away from the whole scene.
 

 
  There came a flash of reddish light from within the shop, followed by a shriek and the smell of smoke. A woman rushed out, arms covering her head, and plowed right into the man in the street, sending them both to the ground.
 

 
  A moment later, a man in neat robes which made him look wildly out of place here stepped out of the shop. He wore glasses and had a faintly glowing rat-sized creature perched on his shoulder.
 

 
  “I
  
   did
  
  ask nicely,” he said. “Repeatedly.”
 

 
  “Hey, it’s that guy!” Darius exclaimed. “Schmidt, from the jail!”
 

 
  Herschel Schwartz turned to stare at them, then blinked in surprise. “Oh.
  
   Oh!
  
  Wow, this is… I mean, fancy meeting you lot here!”
 

 
  “And the coincidences
  
   keep
  
  piling up,” Rasha muttered.
 

 
  “Yeah, no offense, but you look like you belong here even less than
  
   we
  
  do,” said Tallie.
 

 
  “An’ that’s sayin’ somethin’,” the drunk woman muttered from a few feet away. No one acknowledged her.
 

 
  “Well, I was looking for a magic shop, actually,” said Schwartz. “The local residents seem deucedly unfriendly. I don’t suppose you guys happen to know where the Finder’s Fee is?”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Tallie folded her arms. “I think maybe we should
  
   talk.”
  
 

 
  “Later,” Jasmine said curtly. “Trouble.”
 

 
  The two Schwartz had blasted out of the shop were on their feet, and not looking terribly intimidated after their rough handling.
 

 
  “You son of a
  
   bitch,”
  
  snarled the man, while the woman produced a pair of throwing knives from inside each sleeve.
 

 
  “Honestly, I just asked for directions,” Schwartz exclaimed, the little fire-mouse on his shoulder chittering furiously. “If you don’t want to help, that’s fine, I’ll wish you good day. Do I need actually light you on
  
   fire?”
  
 

 
  The two each took one step forward, glaring, and began spreading out as if to flank them. For a pair to attempt this on a group of six looked very odd.
 

 
  “Really?” Schwartz protested. “I
  
   do?
  
  In case it wasn’t already apparent, that was
  
   not
  
  a euphemism.”
 

 
  “Hush,” Jasmine murmured, positioning herself near him and slightly in front. As she spoke, Tallie, Darius, and Ross all instinctively shifted themselves to form a perimeter around the witch, leaving Rasha to scuttle somewhat belatedly behind them. “Thugs like this are cowards at heart; they shouldn’t be this aggressive toward a large group, and especially not with magic user.”
 

 
  “That’s what
  
   I
  
  thought!” he said.
 

 
  “She means,” said Darius, “they’re either dangerously crazy or they know something we don’t—oh. Speak of the Dark Lady.”
 

 
  Feet crunched on glass shards as the half-dozen onlookers stepped forward from the alleyways and door frames in which they’d been lounging. More followed, appearing from deeper within the alleys, stepping out of just-opened doors, and in one case, climbing down from a second-story window. In contrast to the pair Schwartz had already dealt with, who were visibly furious, they mostly looked…hungry.
 

 
  “Ah,” said Schwartz, dipping both hands into his pockets. “Well. This could be a problem.”
 

 
  “You
  
   think?”
  
  Rasha hissed.
 

 
  “I’ve faced much scarier than this,” the witch replied quietly as sixteen thugs crept forward, forming a wide semicircle around their group. “But… I mean, the force I’d have to use here… Somebody’s going to get seriously hurt.”
 

 
  “Gonna be one of
  
   us
  
  if you don’t get over those hangups right now,” Tallie said curtly. “I don’t see what looks like a leader. Everybody find the biggest, meanest one you can see, and hurt ’em as loudly and messily as you can manage.”
 

 
  Not all of them were even armed. Most were, with everything ranging from broken bottles and chair legs to daggers and even a couple of short swords. None of the toughs appeared to be carrying energy weapons, thankfully. They now had the apprentices and Schwartz completely encircled, and stopped. It was as if they were waiting for a signal, fingering weapons and staring.
 

 
  Suddenly, Darius laughed.
 

 
  “Yeah, figured it out, haven’t we?” he said, loudly and with apparent good cheer. “Somebody’s gotta go first, eh? Okay, c’mon, we don’t have all day for this. Whichever one of you heroes wants to get flame-broiled and beaten into the pavement so your buddies can have a better chance, step forward!”
 

 
  Tallie barked a laugh in response, a sound that was far more caustic than Darius’s, and clearly less genuinely amused. “Rubes. It’s always the same. So brave in the pack, but every one too chickenshit to be the one to step up.”
 

 
  Schwartz removed his right hand from his pocket and held it up at chest height. With a flash and a
  
   fwoosh
  
  of heated air, a fireball sprang into existence in his palm.
 

 
  A couple of the encircling toughs shuffled a half-step back, glancing at their fellows. Not one retreated further than that.
 

 
  Then, something about the size and shape of a bottle arced over them, tumbling end-over-end, to land in the gutter right in the middle of the open space between both groups.
 

 
  A deep sound like the boom of a cathedral bell erupted, accompanied by a wall of sheer kinetic force that slammed the apprentices back against the wall and sent the thugs reeling in all directions, peppering everyone with trash and bits of glass.
 

 
  “The
  
   fuck?!”
  
  Darius wheezed, having barely caught himself against the wall and avoided a tumble to the pavement. Only he and Jasmine were still on their feet, she having regained her balance and landed in a fighting crouch.
 

 
  Amid the chorus of groans and curses, glass crunched under booted feet approaching from down the street.
 

 
  “Oh, dear,” Schwartz murmured. “Is this as bad as I fear it is?”
 

 
  “Yup,” Ross said tersely, hauling himself upright and dabbing blood from his forehead, where a fragment of glass had struck him.
 

 
  Finally, the surrounding toughs began to climb to their feet and attempt to scatter away from the four figures who had just arrived.
 

 
  
   “Freeze,”
  
  said the woman in the lead, her voice echoing unnaturally. She was instantly and universally obeyed.
 

 
  The leader was flanked by two men in tailored suits, incongruous in the squalor of Glass Alley—one towering and enormously muscular, the other wiry, with an eyepatch of red leather and a coiled bullwhip hanging from his belt. A third man trailed along behind them, a tall, lean fellow wearing dark robes very much like a warlock out of a chapbook, his expression as supercilious as any nobleman’s.
 

 
  Leading them, though, was a figure who wouldn’t have been immediately taken for a woman had she not spoken. She wore a blood-red hooded cape, marred by burns in several places. Under the cape was a leather trench coat dyed the same shade of deep red, and under
  
   that
  
  a completely concealing suit of armor, the color of old iron and heavily dented and scratched. It was also decorated with bulky protrusions of uncertain purpose; they looked heavy, and incorporated a few visible pipes and wires like dwarven machinery. Covering her face was a plain iron mask, its only features a pair of eye slits which glowed a cold arcane blue. She wore a broad belt made, apparently, entirely of the silver gryphon badges worn by Imperial officers. Most were charred, dented, cut, and in a few cases, partially melted. A sheathed longsword with an elaborately wrought hilt hung from her trophy belt.
 

 
  “The hell is this?” Rasha whispered fiercely.
 

 
  “Big trouble,” said Darius, his voice completely lacking his customary bluster.
 

 
  The new arrivals came to a stop at the edge of the scene, studying the spectacle before them. Their faces were as expressionless as their leader’s mask.
 

 
  “Ellis,” she said in her bizarrely resonant voice, “remind me to thank Wilhelmina, and apologize for my skepticism. That thing performs remarkably well.”
 

 
  “Still not your secretary, Vanda,” said the lean man with the eyepatch.
 

 
  “You’ll do,” she replied, shifting her head slightly to look directly at Schwartz and the apprentices. “All right. Who wants to explain this to me?”
 

 
  “Uhh,” Schwartz began, then broke off with a grunt as Darius put an elbow into his ribs.
 

 
  The huge man to the armored woman’s right cleared his throat and pointed at the man and woman whom Schwartz had thrown from the nearby shop; both had frozen at Vanda’s command in the process of rising.
 

 
  “Why, if it isn’t Lord and Lady Shroomfiend,” she said, fixing her unnatural stare upon them. “Casethin’s message said I would find you two here, at least. The
  
   rest
  
  of this is an unpleasant surprise. Cass,” she added, raising her voice, “you had
  
   better
  
  still be nearby.”
 

 
  “All right, all right, keep your heavy-ass pants on,” grumbled the redhead from earlier, slouching over toward them from the nearby alleyway in which she had taken shelter. “Bout time you got here, Vanda. If that boy hadn’t been some kind of caster he’d be a filleted corpse now.”
 

 
  Vanda shifted her head again to look at Schwartz. “Yes, and what a loss to the world that would have been, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Schwartz said, clearly affronted.
 

 
  “Tarniq,” she said, ignoring him, “it’s not as if I credit you with a great deal of sense or restraint—hence this entire embarrassing spectacle—but I begin to be personally affronted by you attempting to collect the Unwary Tax in my district. I’m almost positive that I recall telling you not to.”
 

 
  “I didn’t!” the man protested in a frightened squeal. “I never-we weren’t! He was actin’ all high an’ mighty, putting on airs, we was just—”
 

 
  “Silence,” she said calmly, and he immediately snapped his mouth shut. “Let’s hear from what I’m sure is the only reliable witness here.”
 

 
  “By that, do you mean the drunk one?” said the robed man behind her in a languid tone. Casethin made a rude gesture at him.
 

 
  “While we’re young, Cass,” Vanda prompted.
 

 
  “Right, well, Tarniq’s not lying; they weren’t trying to shake down the kid, at least at first. He came looking for Sparkler’s shop, asked ’em where it was, they started growling an’ yapping like mutts instead of giving a straight answer, because, well, you’ve met ’em.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t like that!” Tarniq protested. “You saw, he tried to—”
 

 
  Vanda calmly extended her left arm and tilted her hand upward; from the hefty gauntlet under her wrist, a long metal dart shot forth and impaled his leg through the calf, trailing a metal cable back to her arm. Tarniq broke off with a shrill scream, clutching at his leg.
 

 
  “Don’t touch it,” Vanda said without inflection, and he flinched, whimpering, but obeyed. The woman with him pressed herself close to his body, wrapping an arm around his shoulder and staring up at Vanda in obvious terror.
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Rasha whispered. The apprentices clustered closer together around Schwartz, those who had been cut by flying glass not even touching their wounds anymore. Even Schwartz looked rattled, now. Meesie was silent but practically vibrating with tension.
 

 
  “Continue, please,” said the woman in armor.
 

 
  Casethin sighed. “Right, well, they decided to get clever an’
  
   he
  
  decided to get dumb. Shia told him this place was the shop an’ ushered him inside. I can’t absolutely
  
   swear
  
  they were gonna shake him down, but honestly…”
 

 
  “Yes,” Vanda mused, turning to stare at the couple on the ground before her. “Honestly. The rest of these animals I understand,” she added, waving languidly at the surrounding thugs, several of whom flinched. “Who are
  
   these?”
  
 

 
  “They seem to know Castypants, here,” Casethin said with a shrug. “Wrong place, wrong time thing; they weren’t expecting to meet him. Claim they’re Guild.”
 

 
  “Ah, so? That makes all of this
  
   much
  
  simpler. And here I thought I was dealing with the complication of people who don’t
  
   know
  
  better than to start trouble in my district.”
 

 
  “Ah, excuse me?” Schwartz said somewhat tremulously. “I have absolutely no idea what’s going on here.”
 

 
  “That appears to be your problem in a nutshell,” Vanda agreed. “And now, I have to decide what to do about all this.”
 

 
  “P-please,” Tarniq whimpered. Blood generously soaked his ragged trouser leg.
 

 
  Vanda turned to stare at him for a silent moment, and then minutely adjusted the position of her left hand.
 

 
  Lightning arced down the cable connecting her glove to the shaft of metal through his leg, and ignited into sparks and flashes of electricity limning both Tarniq and Shia, accompanied by screams of pain. It lasted for only a couple of seconds.
 

 
  In the shocked aftermath, Vanda calmly pointed her right fist at the man who had broken from the group and pelted away down the street; the projectile which flew from her heavy gauntlet screamed like a firework rocket in flight—which, apparently, it was, to judge by the way it exploded upon striking him in the back. Shrieking in pain and shock, he tumbled to the street, where he at least had the presence of mind to roll about and put out the fire blazing on his jacket.
 

 
  A moment later, she shifted to aim the same fist at Jasmine, who had surged forward at this. Jasmine froze, and then was pulled roughly back by Darius and Ross.
 

 
  “Do you imagine,” Vanda asked Tarniq in perfect calm, “that I am so hard up for things to fill my day that I enjoy coming down here to correct your behavior? You may consider this the final expiration of my patience with you two.” There came a soft
  
   click
  
  , and the metal cable tightened. The long dart was ripped from Tarniq’s leg, prompting another scream from him, and the whole thing abruptly reeled itself back into her glove. “You will leave Glass Alley and not return.”
 

 
  “Please, miss,” Shia whispered. “We’ve no place better to—”
 

 
  “You have had more opportunities than you deserve to better yourselves, and I am not your caretaker. If you have not left my district by sundown, you never will. Am I understood?”
 

 
  They huddled together, offering no response beyond terrified stares.
 

 
  Vanda shook her head in disgust, then turned to the apprentices. “You. Explain yourselves.”
 

 
  “Who do you think you are?” Jasmine snapped. She was immediately dragged bodily backward, again, by Ross and Darius, who this time tried to place themselves in front of her. She shrugged them off, glaring challengingly at Vanda.
 

 
  “You must be new,” said the armored woman, a sardonic note audible in her eerie voice. “I am Ironeye by tag, and Glass Alley is mine. Any Guild activity taking place here goes through me. No sponsor would have sent you here for training, which means you lot are fooling around on your own time, and thus, dealing with you is at my discretion.”
 

 
  Casethin cleared her throat loudly. “Uh, if it helps? They were lookin’ for the shop, too, an’ didn’t come here to cause trouble. When Professor an’ Missus Shit-for-brains, here, started in on their buddy, they moved to help out. Can’t fault ’em for that.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Vanda mused, turning to pan her eerie stare around at the others on the ground. Most of them visibly flinched. “Fine. Which leaves…
  
   this
  
  lot. I suppose it’s not worthwhile asking what you cretins were thinking.”
 

 
  “They smelled blood,” the robed man said idly, inspecting his fingernails. “Rather like sharks. Vultures. Or any other animal with starkly limited brain functions.”
 

 
  “Very well, then. Since it’s such an unseasonably fine day, you can all take a little time to reflect upon your actions.”
 

 
  Vanda slipped one armored hand behind her back; what she did with it was hidden by her cape, but that hand was clutching a faintly luminous blue sphere when it emerged. There were several cries and a few more people tried to run, but before they could get more than a step, she hurled it to the ground.
 

 
  A blast of frigid wind erupted outward, accompanied by a dense flurry of snow, and suddenly everything in a five-foot radius was encased in a heavy coating of ice.
 

 
  “Silence,” Vanda said, immediately cutting off the cries which resulted from this. Everyone nearby was, at minimum, dusted with frost; most of those nearest the point of impact, including Tarniq and Shia, found themselves physically held down by solid ice. The apprentices edged back, having been just far enough away to avoid the worst of it, though they did have to brush frost and snow off their clothes.
 

 
  The armored ruler of Glass Alley took a moment to survey her handiwork in silence, then turned to leave.
 

 
  “Wait!” Rasha said abruptly. “Excuse me!”
 

 
  He wriggled out of the group, avoiding their grasp and ignoring their hissed warnings. Vanda paused, turned, and stared down at him in silence.
 

 
  “Can you tell us where the Finder’s Fee is?” Rasha asked. “Please. Uh, ma’am.”
 

 
  In the short silence which ensued, the chattering of several sets of teeth was audible.
 

 
  “I mean,” Rasha said awkwardly, “I figure…if anybody knows this district, it’s you. If, um, it’s not too much trouble.”
 

 
  Very slowly, she raised one arm. Everyone on the ground who had arms free ducked and covered their heads as best they could.
 

 
  Vanda merely pointed up the street, however, in the opposite direction from which they had come. “About two blocks, on the other side. You want a shop with a green door and a display of bottles in the window. Don’t bother knocking; Sparkler is usually cooped up in the back with his experiments.”
 

 
  With that, she turned and strode away. Her three escorts tarried for a moment to look speculatively at Rasha before following. Casethin just shook her head, slouched backward against the wall again, and pulled a silver flask from her pocket.
 

 
  “Well, uh,” Schwartz said awkwardly, “So! Why are
  
   you
  
  lot looking for the Finder’s Fee?”
 

 
  “Hey, here’s an idea,” Tallie said tersely, flicking her gaze across the shivering street full of thugs currently trying to pry themselves out of the ice. “Walk and talk.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You’re sure?” Schwartz said a few minutes later, frowning as the group proceeded down the sidewalk. “It was Jenell
  
   Covrin?”
  
 

 
  “She said she was the Avenist Bishop’s aide,” said Tallie. “You know her?”
 

 
  “Yes, I do,” he replied, his frown remaining in place. Meesie climbed atop his head, where she began soothingly trying to straighten his hair, cheeping worriedly. “I wonder if she’s the one who sent the message… There was no name, but it came though the Salyrite temple here in the city, directing me to the Finder’s Fee in Glass Alley.”
 

 
  “Gotta be,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “It makes sense,” Rasha agreed. “Too many agendas going around for me to believe in coincidence. I still don’t know what the woman
  
   wants,
  
  though. It’s weird she would send us all out here without explaining her point…”
 

 
  “I think we’re a bit past the point of worrying about traps, don’t you?” Darius remarked.
 

 
  “I wasn’t there, granted,” said Jasmine, “but assuming you told me what happened accurately, it makes sense to me. Covrin has her angle to play, and she needs us to trust her to do it. A good start is proving her usefulness by setting us on a lead to how these dwarves are tracking us. On the other hand, this makes me leery of
  
   what
  
  she’s going to eventually want. If it were something small, she could just ask.”
 

 
  “Think we’re here,” said Ross.
 

 
  They straggled to a stop, studying the store in front of which they now stood. It certainly matched Vanda’s description: the wooden door was cracked and flaking, but plenty of its original green paint remained, and behind the iron bars over its display window a dusty collection of bottles was visible. There was no sign.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Tallie said, cracking her knuckles. “Let’s get this crap over with as quickly as we can.”
 

 
  She pulled the door open and stepped through, the others trailing in slowly after her.
 

 
  A bell sounded from above the door as they entered, followed seconds later by a muffled voice from the rear of the shop. “I’m in the back! C’mon through!”
 

 
  Inside, it didn’t look much like a magic shop. Alchemy, possibly, or an apothecary; the shelves all along the walls were full of bottles of various unknowable substances, and bunches of dried plants hung from the ceiling. The whole place was cluttered, disorganized, and liberally coated with dust, to the point that Rasha sneezed immediately upon entering. There was nobody present but themselves, though the voice had emerged from a door behind the counter at the far end, directly opposite the entrance.
 

 
  “Guess it’s this way, then,” Tallie muttered, again leading the others. They all filed after her, around the counter and through the door, being careful not to touch anything. Aside from much of it being precariously stacked, almost everything was dusty if not actually grimy.
 

 
  Behind the main room appeared to be a cleaning closet, to judge by the mops and buckets piled in one corner, and the shelves full of common household alchemical supplies along one wall. The floor was stone, with a drain set in the center. Its entrance was in one corner, with another door in the opposite corner, positioned that they couldn’t see anything past it except the lamplight streaming through.
 

 
  Tallie crept closer to this, peeking around the corner.
 

 
  Abruptly, the door slammed in her face, prompting her to jump backward with a squeak. At the same moment, the door to the front of the shop likewise shut itself, physically bumping Rasha forward, where the bounced off Ross.
 

 
  Immediately following that, iron bars slid out of the door frames, blocking both entrances off like cell doors.
 

 
  “Wait, what?” Schwartz, exclaimed, trying to spin around to look at both doors at once. On his shoulders, Meesie stood upright, fur bristling, squealing in alarm.
 

 
  There came a soft crackle from nearby. Positioned among the cleaning supplies was a cobbled-together device with two small power crystals and a tangle of inscrutable wires and an inset vial of enchanting dust. As they all turned to stare at it, the crystal flickered faintly with light, and it emitted a voice.
 

 
  “I’m in the back! C’mon through!”
 

 
  “Okay, Rasha?” said Darius. “New plan. Let’s not ask evil overlords for directions.”
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  “Nothing,” Rasha said moments later, rising from where he had been crouched by the door. “There’s no lock, no…nothing. These bars came out of some mechanism in the door frame itself, nothing I can work at with a lockpick.”
 

 
  “Do you actually
  
   have
  
  a lockpick on you?” Darius said pointedly.
 

 
  Rasha scowled and rubbed his palms on his trousers. “Well, it’s sort of academic now, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “I’m in the back! C’mon through!” said the bait device with disgusting good cheer.
 

 
  “Shame,” said Tallie from the opposite side of the room, experimentally tugging on the bars blocking off the other door. “You’re pretty nimble with picks, for someone who’s new at it. Or so Flora said. Okay,
  
   this
  
  fucker isn’t budging. Whatever they’re attached to is in there
  
   good.
  
  Unless someone with a little more beef would care to have a go?”
 

 
  “Way ahead of you,” Darius grunted. Rasha had moved aside to let him hook his hands over the scratched and half-decayed wooden frame of the door. It creaked in protest, then shifted an inch. The whole place looked to be on the verge of falling apart. Ross moved up next to him, also getting a grip; at a nod from Darius, he heaved back as well, and there came a crack of splintering wood as the frame was wrenched loose another few inches.
 

 
  Tallie and Schwartz backed away against the opposite wall to watch; Jasmine, after glancing up at them, busied herself prowling among the dusty bottles of cleaning supplies on the shelves.
 

 
  Darius crowed in triumph as he and Ross finally ripped an entire chunk of the door frame free, bringing with it a substantial piece of the half-rotten wood of the adjacent wall. His jubilation died almost instantly, and everyone pressed forward, craning their necks to see what he’d found.
 

 
  “Okay, so, something’s just occurred to me,” Darius said, rapping his knuckles on the plate of solid iron which had been behind the old wood paneling. “The bitch who set us up for this was dressed entirely in…well,
  
   this
  
  stuff.”
 

 
  “I’m in the back! C’mon through!”
 

 
  “Don’t see any seams,” Ross grunted, peering closely at the heavier iron lining the now partially exposed doorway. “The mechanism would be in the bottom… This doesn’t match the building. This is
  
   solid.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “It goes all the way around,” Schwartz said quietly, his eyes closed. “Except the floor, that’s just stone… Um, sensing elemental composition isn’t my strongest suit, but if you give me some minutes to meditate I can look for weak points.”
 

 
  “What kind of fucking maniac builds an
  
   iron room
  
  in the back of a disused shop and dresses it up to look all innocent?” Tallie snarled.
 

 
  “I think you met her,” Darius said wryly. “Remember? The scary-as-fuck one with the lightning and the harpoons and explosives and holy
  
   fuck
  
  what is going on in this district?!”
 

 
  “I’m afraid it’s worse than that,” Schwartz said, grimacing and opening his eyes. “I’ve got spells that could easily break us out of an old cleaning closet and
  
   possibly
  
  an iron cell, but… There’s some kind of arcane circuitry running behind these walls. I can feel it now that I try, but I’m no arcanist; I can’t tell what it does. My fae magic could cause…um, a really bad reaction.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe that’s our solution?” Darius suggested.
  
   “Cause
  
  a bad reaction, blow out a chunk of the wall?”
 

 
  “How about
  
   no,”
  
  Ross growled.
 

 
  “Exactly,” Schwartz said emphatically. “Be the subject magic, chemistry, politics or interpersonal relations, the rule of thumb is: if it’s volatile, don’t
  
   blindly poke at it.”
  
 

 
  Meesie, sitting upright in his hair, squeaked in agreement, nodding her tiny head.
 

 
  “I’m in the back! C’mon through!”
 

 
  Tallie clapped a hand over her eyes. “Jasmine, sweetie, while you’re over there…?”
 

 
  Jasmine had begun sorting the bottles into different clusters; at Tallie’s prompting, she paused, picked up the enchanted device with the voice, raised it over her head and slammed it onto the stone floor, where most of its pieces shattered. Just for good measure—or maybe just for emphasis—she stomped hard on the remains, splintering them further.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” Tallie said fervently.
 

 
  “My pleasure,” Jasmine replied. “Okay, nobody panic, I think I have an idea.”
 

 
  “Don’t keep us in suspense,” Rasha said tersely.
 

 
  “Schwartz, a couple of questions,” she said, turning to the witch.
 

 
  He held his arms wide in an expansive gesture, smiling ruefully. “Clearly, my time is yours.”
 

 
  Jasmine grinned faintly before continuing. “First, can you work some of your magic in here if you’re not doing it
  
   at
  
  the walls themselves?”
 

 
  He frowned, then turned in a slow circle, peering this way and that at something the rest of them couldn’t see. “Hm. Hmmm… I can’t tell much about the nature of these enchantments, but I think it’s probably just to make the iron resistant to magical tampering… Yes, I don’t find any triggers in there. Something would likely have reacted to Meesie if it was going to.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said, nodding. “And are there any charms like that on the bars themselves?”
 

 
  Tallie moved aside, giving him space to examine the bars of the rear door. “Um… It’s faint. Just because there’s less metal, I think. Actually, this I can see close enough to be
  
   fairly
  
  sure it’s a standard strengthening enchantment. I’m no arcanist, like I said, but arcane enchantment is everywhere, these days. If you’re going to practice the Craft in any capacity, you learn to recognize most of the old standbys.”
 

 
  “Perfect,” she said in satisfaction. “Here’s what I need: can you whip up a spell to aggressively purify the air?”
 

 
  “Your allergies acting up?” Darius said snidely.
 

 
  Schwartz blinked, then frowned. “Um…sure, that’s child’s play. Why?”
 

 
  “Because,” Jasmine said, turning back to the selection of bottles she had moved aside onto their own shelf, “I’ve got the ingredients here to make a potent solution that’ll dissolve iron. However, it will also put off some extremely toxic fumes which would kill us in about two minutes in an enclosed space like this. So unless you can cleanse poison out of the air, that’s a no go.”
 

 
  “Uhh…” His frown deepened. “I see. Yes, I can do that. I can
  
   also
  
  add small charms to each of
  
   us
  
  to improve our breathing, and depending on what kinds of fumes you’re talking about, I think the more protection, the better.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a good policy,” she said, nodding. “All right, get to work on that, if you would, please. Everybody stand back from the drain; I need some bottles for mixing, so I’m gonna pour a few of these out.”
 

 
  “You’re an
  
   alchemist?”
  
  Tallie said sharply, staring hard at her.
 

 
  “Oh, goodness, no,” Jasmine replied, kneeling to very carefully pour a faintly shimmering blue solution into the small grate in the floor. “Alchemy is basically chemistry with magically reactive substances. Like chemistry, it’s a whole lot of math and memorizing tables and reactions… I really don’t have a head for the theory. I had a really good alchemy teacher, though. Actually, the man’s a howling idiot, but he
  
   does
  
  know his subject. He did a whole unit on useful stuff you can make from common household alchemicals.
  
   That
  
  I paid attention to; I like practical knowledge. This stuff is all old, but what I need appears to be still good.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   are
  
  you?” Tallie demanded.
 

 
  Jasmine hesitated in pouring, then lifted her head to give her a guarded look. “I thought we agreed not to ask questions like that.”
 

 
  “Don’t give me that,” Tallie shot back.
  
   “I
  
  told you all my whole story.
  
   These
  
  two are just a couple of guys, nothing special,” she added, pointing at Darius and Ross.
 

 
  “Hey,” Ross protested, frowning.
 

 
  “Just for that, you sleep alone tonight,” Darius said with a smirk.
 

 
  
   “Rasha
  
  is here because he’s mousy and effeminate and has been picked on his whole life, and the Guild is a religion based on taking down bullies. Sorry, Rasha, but that was all pretty transparent,” she added.
 

 
  Rasha scowled, but then shrugged fatalistically, saying nothing.
 

 
  
   “You,
  
  though.” Tallie folded her arms, staring at Jasmine through narrowed eyes. “You insist on being such a
  
   mystery.
  
  You’re some kind of martial arts savant, trained by the Sisterhood and… What did that guy say? Punaji?
  
   Drow?
  
  And now
  
   this.
  
  Jasmine, who the
  
   hell
  
  has an
  
   alchemy teacher?!”
  
 

 
  “Anybody who’s been to college,” Ross grunted. “Or had private tutors.”
 

 
  “There, see?” Tallie pointed accusingly at him. “That isn’t normal!”
 

 
  “It’s not
  
   abnormal,”
  
  Schwartz offered weakly.
 

 
  “You know,” Jasmine said quietly, “you raise a good point, Tallie. I…haven’t really appreciated the advantages I’ve been given. At least, not enough. I think I owe some people thanks, and maybe apologies.” She smiled up at the other girl. “Thanks for that. Sometimes we all need a little kick in the pants.”
 

 
  “That was
  
   not
  
  the
  
   point!”
  
  Tallie shouted.
 

 
  Meesie chittered irritably at her, pointedly tugging at her long ears.
 

 
  “Tallie,” Darius said soothingly. “Sweetheart. Baby. Honeypie.”
 

 
  “Asshole, are you trying to see how much it takes to make me come over there and
  
   neuter
  
  you with leftover alchemicals?”
 

 
  “I’m making a point,” he said, “and holy shit, girl, we need to settle on a safe word before getting into
  
   that
  
  kind of fun stuff. Seriously, though, Jas is right. We’re all here for another start; her past becomes our business when she decides to share it, and not before. Leave it alone.”
 

 
  Tallie folded her arms, grumbling sullenly.
 

 
  “Also,” Darius added, winking, “there was subtext, there.
  
   You
  
  are getting close to needing a kick in the pants if you can’t respect everybody’s privacy.”
 

 
  “Fine, whatever!” Tallie thew her hands up and began pacing back and forth at the short end of the room, having to about-face every three steps.
 

 
  A silence fell, in which Schwartz retreated to one corner of the little room and began rummaging in his pockets for spell components, and Jasmine set to work very carefully mixing fluids on the floor by the drain.
 

 
  “Soooo,” Darius said after a few long moments. “Who wants to tell ghost stories?”
 

 
  Tallie’s shoe hit him in the face before he noticed she’d taken it off.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Less than half an hour later, Tallie tried the handle of the door to the front room of the shop, which was now accessible, the iron bars having been removed and stacked in the corner. Nubs of melted iron remained at the top and bottom of the door, but the solution, despite the acrid fumes it had put off, did not actually heat the metal; Jasmine had warned them not to touch what remained, but at least no warmth emanated from it. The metal floor grate had also dissolved when she poured the leftover solution into it, discarding what remained into the sewers.
 

 
  At least the place smelled nice. Thanks to Schwartz’s magic, the air in the dingy supply closet was now bracingly clear and crisp, very much like the atmosphere in a mountain forest in the early morning. It even smelled faintly of pine, which he insisted was a coincidence.
 

 
  The door, though, was still locked. Tallie sighed, rolled her eyes, and turned to Rasha.
 

 
  “Don’t see a keyhole on that one either,” he said with a shrug.
 

 
  “Shut by itself, remember?” Ross added. “Must have mechanisms in the hinges.”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  you poured that stuff out too early,” Tallie said accusingly to Jasmine.
 

 
  “Actually,” Jasmine countered, “without the iron bars blocking it, that’s just a door, I bet. Ross, would you be so kind?”
 

 
  “Glad to,” he rumbled, backing up a few steps.
 

 
  The room wasn’t wide enough to give him much of a running start, but Ross was heavy, and a lot of that was muscle. At the first solid impact of his shoulder against the door, it tore right off its hinges, collapsing to the floor in the shop outside and kicking up a veritable hurricane of disturbed dust. The newly liberated apprentices retreated as one from freedom, coughing and trying to wave the resulting smog away.
 

 
  “Excuse me, I believe this is my venue,” said Schwartz, pushing to the front of the group. Planting himself in a wide stance in the doorway, he raised both hands dramatically.
 

 
  The blast of wind which erupted forth from his palms ripped through the shop, knocking over bottles, blowing down hanging herbs and stirring up even more dust, even as it carried the rest away. The bell jangled in protest as the front door of the shop was banged outward, rebounding off the wall outside. Schwartz kept up the pressure until the last of the greasy cloud of dust had been expelled fully out onto the street of Glass Alley.
 

 
  Finally, he lowered his hands, and the wind subsided. Schwartz lifted his nose, smugly surveying his handiwork.
 

 
  “I say we keep him!” Darius said cheerfully, clapping Schwartz on the shoulder nearly hard enough to make the reedy man stumble. “C’mon, how many thieves have their own wizard? I promise I’ll look after him! I’ll feed him and brush him and walk him every day…”
 

 
  Meesie chittered reprovingly at him.
 

 
  “Witch,” Schwartz corrected a little stiffly, adjusting his glasses. “Not a wizard. That’s a different school of magic entirely.”
 

 
  “Darius, quit pissing people off for five minutes,” Tallie said, shoving him toward the door. “Don’t mind him, Schwartz. He’s a dickhead, but he doesn’t mean any harm.”
 

 
  “Actually he somewhat reminds me of my little sister,” Schwartz remarked. He seemed mystified when she devolved into gales of laughter at that. Darius opened and closed his mouth, for once at a loss for words.
 

 
  “Uh, ‘scuze me,” Ross rumbled. “This was a trap. It won’t be ignored. We shouldn’t hang around.”
 

 
  “Good call,” Jasmine said firmly. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Are we still going to look for that magic shop?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  yes we are,” Tallie declared, the mirth fading from her features. “After all the bullshit we’ve put up with, I’m not
  
   about
  
  to drop this now. C’mon, guys, let’s move out. And starting now, we take no prisoners.”
 

 
  “When did we take any prisoners before?” Darius asked, scratching his head.
 

 
  “Actually, it was kind of the other way around,” Rasha said helpfully. “We got taken—”
 

 
  
   “Move it!”
  
  Tallie barked.
 

 
  Most of Glass Alley had seemed to have a few disreputable-looking people here and there, or so they’d noticed in passing. To judge by the speed with which Schwartz’s attackers had assembled a mob, there must have been more out of sight, alert for the sounds of trouble or opportunity. What these folk
  
   did
  
  all day remained an open question, but whatever it was, anyone in the vicinity of the trapped apothecary’s shop had clearly taken the explosion of dust and wind from its front doors as a signal to be somewhere else. The usual loiterers were notably absent from the street outside when the apprentices and Schwartz emerged.
 

 
  With some notable exceptions.
 

 
  Two women were standing on the sidewalk immediately outside the shop, one of whom they already knew.
 

 
  “You broke out?” said Casethin, who had acquired a bottle of whiskey in the time it had taken them to reach, get snared in and break out of the shop. “Oh, crap.
  
   That’s
  
  not good.”
 

 
  “You’re goddamn right it’s not,” Tallie growled, glaring at her and cracking her knuckles ostentatiously. “And oh, look! Someone without scary armor and magic tricks who’s been sent to see how that little prank turned out. Ladies and gentlemen, I do believe I feel a violent episode coming on.”
 

 
  “Whoah, keep it in your pants!” Casethin raised the hand not occupied with her bottle soothingly; she didn’t retreat or seem particularly upset by the threat, however. “Kid, I don’t have any stake in this. You can bust out, stay in jail, take over the Guild or die of the pox for all the difference it makes to me.” She paused to take a long swig before continuing. “That was a
  
   sympathetic
  
  ‘oh, crap.’ Now you’ve gone an’ flouted Vanda’s authority,
  
   and
  
  damaged her property. She is gonna be
  
   pissed.”
  
 

 
  “I’m not at all certain how much I care about that,” Schwartz said loftily, folding his arms. On his shoulder, Meesie imitated the gesture, squeaking in agreement.
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “Um, I think I’ll care about that a little if I have to discuss it with her. Let’s haul ass to someplace else so we don’t
  
   have
  
  to care about it. I dunno if you guys remember, but that didn’t strike me as a lady we ought to screw around with.”
 

 
  “Smart boy,” said Casethin.
 

 
  “Now that’s something I bet you don’t get called often,” Rasha remarked.
 

 
  “There’s a time and a place, Rash,” Darius retorted.
 

 
  “It’s
  
   Rasha.”
  
 

 
  “I know what I said.”
 

 
  “The Finder’s Fee,” Tallie said shortly, still glaring at Casethin. “Where is it.”
 

 
  The redhead raised an eyebrow and had another drink. “Really? You’d follow
  
   my
  
  directions there? Not quick learners, are you?”
 

 
  “What I’m thinking,” Tallie said, “is that since Ironeye’s apparently
  
   already
  
  gonna be pissed with us, it won’t make things much worse to haul
  
   you
  
  there by the scruff of the neck and bounce you off a few walls if it turns out to be the wrong place.”
 

 
  “Child,” Casethin said condescendingly, “I am a fully trained and tagged member of the Thieves’ Guild.
  
   You
  
  kids are already gonna catch a whoopin’ from Style when Vanda finishes complaining to her. Style hates listening to complaints, but Vanda’s not somebody she can just brush off. So guess who that’ll get taken out on? Sure, you can prob’ly kick my ass, some of you look pretty scrappy. I was you, though, I’d be thinking about what happens
  
   after
  
  that.”
 

 
  “The Finder’s Fee is reached directly by a side alley which starts just around the curve of the road,” said the other woman suddenly. She was Sifanese by appearance and had traces of that accent, as well as a husky quality to her voice which hinted at an old throat injury. “It is between a red brick structure and an old Army supply depot, currently condemned and barricaded.”
 

 
  There was a pause while everyone shifted their attention to her, including Casethin, who for some reason looked annoyed.
 

 
  “And,” Darius prompted,
  
   “you
  
  are…?”
 

 
  “Gimmick,” said the Sifanese woman with a faint smile. “Also a member of the Guild.
  
   Not
  
  a member of Vanda Frost’s little…clique.”
 

 
  “No, you’re here representing another clique,” Casethin said sourly. “I may just take a vacation. Somethin’ tells me Vanda’s gonna be breaking furniture tonight, what with one thing and another…”
 

 
  “All right,” Tallie said warily, studying Gimmick as if for the hidden trap in her helpful tip. “Thanks. Would you mind accompanying us there? I’m a little tired of getting
  
   lost
  
  in this district.”
 

 
  “Oh, Sparkler will not see you,” Gimmick said languidly. “Rumor, here, has made certain of that.”
 

 
  “What rumor?” Rasha demanded.
 

 
  “Yo.” Casethin raised the hand clutching her whiskey.
 

 
  “In fact,” Gimmick said smoothly, “you will find that any individual or establishment in Glass Alley worth visiting has either been warned about you, or will be by sundown. Ironeye’s displeasure is not worth risking for those who must live and work here.”
 

 
  “I believe I’m starting to actually hate that woman,” Tallie said, tilting her head back to stare up at the thin sliver of sky visible between the tenements surrounding them.
 

 
  Casethin snickered. “Yeah, you do that, kid. Best of luck with it.”
 

 
  “Jasmine, please punch her.”
 

 
  “I will not,” Jasmine stated, folding her arms. “Don’t go around beating people who annoy you, Tallie. Beat people who threaten you.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Tallie said with a sigh. “Like a
  
   good
  
  Eserite. Fine.”
 

 
  “So…all this was just…wasted?” Schwartz looked like he didn’t know whether to be crushed or furious. Meesie patted his cheek consolingly.
 

 
  Gimmick coughed discreetly. “Actually…”
 

 
  “Oh, here it comes,” Casethin groaned, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “I do not know what you were seeking in that magic shop,” Gimmick continued, ignoring her. “However, there is another ranking member of the Guild who would like to speak with you.”
 

 
  “Um,” Schwartz said nervously, “I’m starting to think
  
   not
  
  getting involved in any more Eserite politics would be best, at least for me…”
 

 
  “Not just you,” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Tallie said, holding up a hand. “Who the hell wants to talk with us?”
 

 
  “For such a new group of apprentices,” Gimmick said smoothly, “you have generated an inordinate amount of rumor and attention from members with established reputations. Attracting Glory’s notice, being coached by Grip and Silence, interacting with the ever-difficult Keys, and now antagonizing Ironeye. With respect, you are already involved in Eserite politics, in a depth which I very much doubt you comprehend. It would be wise, in your position, to seek out more allies. One is now reaching out to you.”
 

 
  “Purely out of the goodness of his little heart, I suppose,” Darius sneered.
 

 
  “Of course not,” Gimmick replied with the barest hint of disdain. “You train with the Bishop’s apprentices, yes? Flora and Fauna? Have you learned anything from them about Sweet’s operational philosophy?”
 

 
  “Quite a bit, actually,” Rasha piped up. “He was Boss for a while. All about connections, doing favors…”
 

 
  “Exactly.” She smiled thinly. “You are being offered a favor. You will doubtless be expected to repay it, should you accept. However, it will cost you nothing to listen, and in your position… Perhaps taking on a small debt is the lesser evil, yes?”
 

 
  They exchanged a round of dubious glances, mostly looking confused and mistrustful. Casethin simply watched them in silence, wearing a sardonic expression and idly swirling her bottle of whiskey.
 

 
  “So,” Tallie said at last, fixing her gimlet stare back on the redhead, “shall I assume that
  
   whatever
  
  we decide here will go
  
   right
  
  back to Ironbitch?”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she drawled. “Along with the fact that you called her that.”
 

 
  “Well, then, gang, I think our course is clear and obvious!” Tallie said brightly, turning to smile broadly at the rest of them. “Let’s go dig ourselves in deeper!”
 

 
  “I wish you’d found another way to phrase that,” Jasmine muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, and one more thing!” Tallie said, holding up a finger as if just having remembered something. Abruptly, she whirled and drove a fist into Casethin’s stomach.
 

 
  The redhead dropped her bottle, folding to the sidewalk with a pained wheeze.
 

 
  
   “Tallie!”
  
  Jasmine protested.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that
  
  is gonna bite us on the ass,” Darius muttered, slapping a hand to his face.
 

 
  “Hey, I’m a thief, not a saint,” Tallie said cheerfully, then turned and bowed to their newest acquaintance, who was watching all this with a nonplussed expression. “Lead on, oh gimmicky one!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gimmick was dressed in a nondescript and slightly shabby fashion, doubtless so as to avoid undue attention in Glass Alley. The enchanted carriage to which she escorted them, however, was of a late model and clearly high quality. Parked safely outside the seedy district in a locked and gated lot (to which she had a key), it was a converted delivery truck, the cargo space fitted with benches and the barrier between that and the cab removed.
 

 
  She drove them to a sufficiently nice neighborhood that it was perhaps just as well she parked the truck discreetly behind the townhouse which was their destination; their clothes would have stood out here, possibly to the point of drawing the constabulary. That would have been true even before they had been knocked to the pavement and trapped in a dusty back room.
 

 
  Gimmick led them through the townhouse’s back door, and straight through the kitchen onto which this opened. She came to a stop in the finely-appointed hall beyond, the apprentices and Schwartz clustering nervously behind her. Their progress was barred by a stately gentleman with neat gray hair, wearing a Butler’s uniform and a supercilious expression.
 

 
  “Good afternoon,” he said serenely. “You are, of course, expected. The master will receive you in the drawing room. This way, please.”
 

 
  Gimmick half-turned to give them an inscrutable look before following him. They trooped obediently after her, Tallie once again taking the lead.
 

 
  The drawing room into which they were led was a handsome and somewhat rustic space, its wall paneling a dark-stained oak, dominated by a huge fieldstone fireplace with a mounted unicorn’s head above the hearth. A matching armchair, loveseat and sofa of burgundy leather were arranged haphazardly around a low table.
 

 
  Beside the hearth, in which a low fire smoldered, stood a tall man who was still powerfully built, though he was growing portly with age. His graying hair had begun to recede, and his complexion was ruddy with an apparent combination of windburn and alcohol, to judge by the cocktail glass in his hand. He turned to grin at them, though, and his eyes were as sharp as his shoulders were still broad.
 

 
  “Well! So these are the little rascals I’ve been hearing so much about. No trouble, I hope, Saduko?”
 

 
  “I was not able to enter Glass Alley unnoticed, unsurprisingly,” she replied, folding her hands behind her back and lifting her chin. “Rumor followed me almost from the moment I arrived. I kept your name out of it, but it’s not as if she does not know…”
 

 
  “Ah, well, water under the bridge,” he said lightly, gesticulating with his half-drunk cocktail. “If Frost wants to come down here and smack me around, I suppose that’ll be that. She won’t, though. Did Rumor follow you out?”
 

 
  “She was occupied regaining her breath,” Gimmick said dryly, “after the young lady, here, punched the wind out of her.”
 

 
  Their host threw back his head and roared with laughter. “Ah, now
  
   that’s
  
  music to the old ears! I knew inviting you kids over was the right idea. Had a feeling from the beginning. All right, everybody, don’t be shy! C’mon in, have a seat, make yourselves comfortable!” Grinning, he gestured them toward the sofa and chairs. “Settle yourselves in, and let’s talk about what ol’ Alan Vandro can do for you.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  11 – 20 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  
 

 
  “Sounds like quite the adventure,” Vandro said genially when Tallie had finished the whole story.
 

 
  By that point, they were comfortably ensconced on the leather furniture in his drawing room, and had been served hot tea, sandwiches and cookies by Wilberforce, Vandro’s silent and efficient Butler. Their host himself had not joined them, either in sitting or eating; he stood near the fire, smiling down upon them with patrician goodwill. Wilberforce had refreshed his cocktail, but Vandro so far hadn’t so much as sipped the new one, apparently just keeping it in hand for gesticulatory purposes. Gimmick, or Saduko, stood so silently unobtrusive by the door that Schwartz, at one point, jumped in startlement when she spoke, apparently having forgotten she was there.
 

 
  “And the worst part is, we didn’t even get what we came for,” Tallie said sullenly. “Any of us. Now, apparently, Schwartz is as out of luck as we are with regard to that magic shop, and we have no idea what Private Covrin was trying to tell us.”
 

 
  “Well, as to that, I may have a few thoughts,” Vandro said lightly, wearing his characteristic easy smile and idly swirling his drink. “The Legionnaire’s mind, of course, is inscrutable to me; I rarely manage to figure out what women are thinking when they’re right in front of me explaining it! But in the context of your little dwarf problem… Yeah, I bet I can help you there.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Darius said, perking up visibly. Most of the assembled apprentices did, though Jasmine frowned pensively and Schwartz chewed on his lower lip, Meesie chittering softly to herself in apparent displeasure.
 

 
  “Hold your horses,” Vandro instructed. “We’ll get to that in a moment; first of all, I have to disagree with your assessment of what the worst part was. Tell me, at least, that you kids understand exactly how you fucked up in dealing with Ironeye?”
 

 
  “Well,” Darius drawled,
  
   “punching
  
  one of her subordinates was probably not the best idea anybody in this room has ever had.”
 

 
  “I know for a
  
   fact
  
  it was far from the worst,” Tallie shot back.
 

 
  “That woman’s a thug and a bully,” Ross said flatly. “Some Eserite, picking on people like she does.”
 

 
  “We didn’t do
  
   anything
  
  to her,” Rasha added. “Sending us into that trap when we asked for help was an asshole thing to do, no matter how you slice it.”
 

 
  “That it was,” Vandro agreed. “Vanda Frost
  
   is
  
  an asshole when she wants to be, just like any good enforcer. The point, there, is what you kids do and do not have the prerogative to
  
   slice.
  
  Let’s consider the strange case of Glass Alley.”
 

 
  “Yeah, what the hell is even going on in there?” Darius demanded, scowling. “I get that it’s a slum, but…”
 

 
  “Well, first of all, there’s Frost’s little operation,” Vandro said, beginning to pace idly in front of the fire as he talked. “Now, full disclosure, I’ve only been back in the city a few months; I was theoretically retired to sunny Onkawa, and I keep telling myself I’ll go back there when my business is concluded, but hell, I love the game too much to leave it a second time.” He paused to wink at them. “So, Frost. Here she’s set herself up as the uncontested slum queen. Her word is law, and apparently she’s wearing Imperial badges like some kind of orcish chieftain to show how little she fears the Empire. Legally speaking, this behavior suits the criteria for
  
   rebellion.
  
  The good folk of Sarasio learned the hard way not to try that shit last year; doesn’t it strain credulity, kids, that she’s getting away with it right here in the
  
   Imperial capital?”
  
 

 
  A pause ensued, in which his audience frowned in thought.
 

 
  “You’re suggesting the Empire approves her actions there?” Jasmine asked finally.
 

 
  Vandro laughed. “Approves, nothing. It’s doubloons to donuts the Empire is
  
   running
  
  this show behind the scenes; there’s no way they’d allow it if they didn’t have some kind of control. I’ll bet you anything Glass Alley is crawling with Imperial spooks, all gussied up as gutter trash.”
 

 
  “Why?” Rasha asked.
 

 
  “In a moment,” Vandro said. “Then, on the other hand, there’s the Guild. See, Frost has put together an actual
  
   gang,
  
  a group of Guild thieves who are loyal to her before the Guild itself—you met a few of them, I understand. No harm in that so far. But then, she’s used that gang to take and hold territory, enforce her own rules on non-Guild persons, and dictate how other Eserites are to behave in her turf. That, kids, is a
  
   capital
  
  no-no. Eserion prizes freedom and independence, but there’s a line; an organization like the Guild can’t afford to tolerate competition from within, much less open rebellion. Only times that’s happened it was because a sitting Boss had been acting up and needed to be removed, which is something Tricks would be well aware of. And yet, all we hear from the him with regard to Ironeye’s operation is thundering silence. Neither the Guild nor the Empire is doing a thing to dislodge her when they both have clear reason to.”
 

 
  He paused, smiling down at them with vague smugness, clearly awaiting the obvious question.
 

 
  Schwartz eventually obliged him. “What’s their motive to tolerate this?”
 

 
  “Search me,” Vandro said with a grin and a shrug. “I mean, the actual nature of the agreements and interactions Ironeye has with the Empire and the Guild, those I could only guess at. Maybe someone more established here in town would have more intel on that, but frankly I don’t think that’s the relevant point to the likes of you and me. As for
  
   motive,
  
  consider the state of that district and what she’s doing there. Glass Alley has had a reputation for years as the place you can go to get sleazy shit that’s not trafficked in where civilized people dwell—and probably get robbed and murdered for your trouble. The rumor mill hasn’t really caught up with the times; it still has that rep, but matters are different since Frost took over. She’s running that place according to Eserite rules. It’s a rough patch of turf, still, no mistake about that, but the effect of Frost’s brutality has been to make it overall
  
   safer.
  
  She gets a cut of all illegal business that goes on, and uses it to pay as many of the local non-Guild thugs as are interested to serve as
  
   her
  
  enforcers. She even has a dress code for ’em! Then she uses
  
   them
  
  to lean on anybody who doesn’t wanna play her game. There are
  
   rules
  
  in Glass Alley now: no unsanctioned robbery, no unnecessary assault, no rape, no destruction of property.”
 

 
  “Ah, excuse me, point of order,” Schwartz said with a scowl, holding up a finger. “All I did was ask for directions, and they set on me like starving wolves.”
 

 
  “It’s almost like I can tell at a glance which of you kids isn’t Guild,” Vandro replied, grinning, while Schwartz’s scowl deepened. “Honestly, boy, you walked into a neighborhood like that and asked for
  
   directions?
  
  But consider what happened after that, and how Frost responded. Who bore the brunt of her thuggish displeasure, eh? Aside from that little prank with the self-locking room, she didn’t lay a finger on you kids.”
 

 
  Schwartz blinked, comprehension dawning on his face, though Meesie still muttered sullenly to herself in his hair.
 

 
  “That hints at the roots of all this,” Vandro continued, contemplatively swirling his drink now. “Despite what the nobles like to sneer at each other, poor folks do
  
   not
  
  behave like wild animals as a rule. What you saw in Glass Alley, the way they ganged up to attack like that—unless you’re party to an actual war of some kind, that’s desperation. And that’s what Glass Alley has been like. Tiraas has its share of slums, of course, but most of ’em are at least a little nicer. Glass Alley is where people ended up if they had nothing left, and no hope of functioning anywhere else.”
 

 
  “So that’s who Ironeye chooses to pick on, is it?” Tallie growled.
 

 
  Vandro shrugged, finally taking a sip of his cocktail. “Under Ironeye’s watch, three free clinics and four food pantries have opened in Glass Alley. She has her enforcers keeping watch over ’em round the clock, to prevent what would inevitably happen if she didn’t. To bring all this to a point, kids… This is a project, and a long-term one. Frost is profiting from her gig, as all slumlords do, but she’s also trying to help. If she seems brutal and overly theatrical—and I mean, come on, that
  
   outfit—
  
  it’s because
  
   that
  
  is what it takes to get through to the kind of people who live there, at least at first. She’s probably the only person they’ve ever had
  
   try
  
  to get through to ’em; most authorities treat people like that pretty much like rats. I understand her logic. It’s not the way I would’ve gone about it, but hell, I wouldn’t attempt a job like that anyhow. Nah, the real test’ll come when and if she manages to elevate that place to the point it doesn’t need her anymore.” He grinned sardonically. “Eserites aren’t mean to be in charge; our methods do not work for running an actual
  
   society.
  
  Be interesting to see if ol’ Vanda gives up power once she’s got a taste for it.”
 

 
  “Huh,” said Darius. “Well. How ’bout that.”
 

 
  “So that’s Glass Alley,” Vandro said, smiling down at them. “A big, extremely complex running job, backed by both the Guild and the actual
  
   Tiraan Empire,
  
  with the lives of however many hundreds of people live there in the balance. If this thing works out, it could set a whole knew paradigm for rescuing troubled places from themselves via Eserite principles—that’s a real game-changer, right there. All in all, it’s
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of place nobody wants a bunch of untethered apprentices bumbling into. No sponsor or trainer would have sent you there or
  
   let
  
  you go if they knew what you intended. Is it any wonder Frost reacted
  
   poorly
  
  to finding the lot of you involved in an altercation right in the middle of her grand project?”
 

 
  “There’s poorly,” Rasha protested, “and then there’s
  
   locking us in a closet!”
  
 

 
  “How d’you figure?” Vandro asked mildly.
 

 
  “I thought that was rather a harsh response, too,” said Schwartz.
 

 
  “Yeah, but what’d she actually
  
   do
  
  to you?” their host insisted. “Were you harmed in any way, or just…inconvenienced? It sounds like she even sent someone along to keep an eye on it. Frankly, I suspect you’d have been let out of there and sent on your way within a couple of hours.”
 

 
  “What makes you so certain?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” Grinning, Vandro held up a chiding finger at her. “I said ‘suspect;’ it’s a jump from there to ‘certain.’ But that’d be pretty standard. You
  
   are
  
  apprentices, and while any Guild member has the prerogative to discipline you for sticking your noses into a job they’re running—hell, a good many’d take it as a moral
  
   obligation
  
  to do so—no member of the Guild is gonna bring you to any actual harm, or allow you to suffer it if they can prevent it. The Thieves’ Guild can be a rough place, yeah, and if you haven’t figured that out by now you’ve probably got no future here. But like all successful entities, it assiduously protects its younglings.” He winked. “Good ol’ Vanda herself sounds like she went mama bear on your behalf. Or do you think she customarily says ‘hello’ with rockets, ice bombs, and electrified harpoons? Nobody’d still be in that district if there was an armored boogeyman stomping around doing
  
   that
  
  shit over every little thing.”
 

 
  A thoughtful silence descended while they digested both the insight and the sandwiches.
 

 
  “That was
  
   quite
  
  the set-up she’s got, though,” Darius said eventually. “I mean, with the armor and the glowing eyes and Omnu’s balls, how many weapons has she
  
   got
  
  in that thing? It looked like she could take on a strike team.”
 

 
  Saduko sniffed disdainfully. “Do not mistake the belt of badges for anything but a theatrical touch
  
   permitted
  
  by the Empire. Ironeye is a skilled enforcer, in that she rules through fear and psychological warfare. Her armaments are designed toward that, not combat effectiveness. They are only tricks and gimmicks, both mechanical and magical.”
 

 
  “And word has it you’d know a thing or two about gimmicks,” Vandro chuckled.
 

 
  She smiled, very faintly. “I am most curious where she obtained that runeblade of hers.
  
   That
  
  is the real thing, and by a wide margin the most dangerous weapon in her possession. The rest…? Frost could not stand against a skilled spellcaster of any school, much less a strike team. I have my doubts how effective she would be against an enforcer of comparable experience
  
   not
  
  encumbered by impractical armor. Mr. Vandro’s point is well-taken. Despite how it seems, she is allowed to continue because neither the Guild nor the Empire see fit to extinguish her. Both could do so without difficulty.”
 

 
  “Sooo,” Rasha said slowly, “she gave us, basically, a slap on the knuckles…”
 

 
  “And then,” Darius finished, growing a shade paler, “we wrecked one of her places and assaulted one of her people.
  
   Shit.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” Ross protested, pointing accusingly at Tallie.
  
   “We
  
  didn’t assault anybody.”
 

 
  Tallie drew in a long breath and let it out in an explosive sigh. “Worth it.”
 

 
  “Was it?” Jasmine asked dryly. “I may ask again after you’ve had a talk with Style.”
 

 
  Tallie placed a hand over her eyes, leaning against the back of the couch. “…I don’t suppose you’ve got anything a little
  
   stronger
  
  to put in the tea?”
 

 
  Vandro let out a jovial, booming laugh. “Well, as long as you learned the lesson, that’s what matters. I can’t do a thing about the ass-kicking you lot are gonna get from Style when you head back to the Guild, much less the grudge Ironeye is probably gonna carry. For now, though, I’ll consider my duty to the younger generation done.”
 

 
  “I, um…” Schwartz hesitantly raised a hand. “I’m sorry, I made it clear I’m not a Guild apprentice, right?”
 

 
  “Consider it a free education, sonny boy,” Vandro said with a genial wink. “Won’t do you any harm to understand a bit about how Eserites think, and if you’re gonna keep hanging around with ’em, it just might do you a world of good.”
 

 
  Meesie hopped down from Schwartz’s head to his shoulder, patting his cheek insistently and squeaking in agreement.
 

 
  “So with that out of the way,” Vandro continued, “and if you’ve all had enough nibbling to hold body and soul together, come with me. I wanna show you something that’ll shed some light on your dwarf problem.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The long basement room to which he escorted them was clearly an enchanting workshop. It was extremely organized in layout, lined by neat rows of shelves containing bottles of sparkling dusts, stacks of parchment of different types, and an impressive selection of inert power crystals. There were several tables strewn with projects clearly in progress, and in one corner stood a sizable rack of various wire and glass components for the physical construction of enchanted equipment.
 

 
  Schwartz paused at the door, took one look around, then plucked Meesie off his shoulder and whispered a few words to her. The little fire-mouse squeaked once in farewell before vanishing completely.
 

 
  “You kids are in luck,” Vandro said jovially, leading the way into the workshop. “Gimmick, here, is one of the best security-specialized enchantresses around. This is her personal working space—and on that note, kindly keep your hands firmly to yourselves at all times. Not that I don’t trust you, of course, but it seems to me you’ve already offended enough Guild members for one day’s work. This way!”
 

 
  As they all trickled into the room, their host headed straight across it toward the display at the far end, while Saduko took up a position by the door, watching them all with hawkish intensity. No doubt, she shared Vandro’s concern for having anything in this chamber trifled with, and probably with a great deal more personal investment.
 

 
  Against the far wall was a peculiar apparatus consisting of a large-scale map of the city, set in an extremely thick metal frame. Attached to the top of this on hinges were several framed panes of glass, each supported by spring-loaded arms that enabled them to be lowered over the map, or raised above it.
 

 
  “Here, as you can see, is our fair city,” Vandro began, tapping a finger against the map with the hand not still holding his drink. “Nothing special. But when I do
  
   this…”
  
 

 
  Moving carefully with one hand, he lowered the first pane of glass into place over the map, then touched one of the runes marking the edge of its metal frame.
 

 
  Immediately, a riot of glowing blue burst into being above the map. It was difficult to make out at first glance, but upon closer, more careful inspection, the haze of blue light revealed itself to be a profusion of circular shapes, a few with crisp outlines but most fading outward into dimness, where their edges were obscured by the innumerable other blue circles covering the glass pane. The circles were all translucent, adding a layer to the map without hiding any of the markings upon it.
 

 
  “Whoah,” said Tallie in an unimpressed tone. “Shiny.” Darius nudged her with an elbow, whereupon she elbowed him right back.
 

 
  “Let me continue and see if you can guess the theme,” Vandro said with a grin and a wink, already reaching to lower the second pane of framed glass.
 

 
  This one, once activated, added another layer of the increasingly complicated display, this one of golden circles. There appeared to be far fewer of them than of the blue ones, but the sight of all of them together began to be rather confusing.
 

 
  “It’s magic!” Rasha said suddenly.
 

 
  “Well, of
  
   course
  
  it’s magic,” Darius sneered. “Generally speaking, when you see glowy shit attached to a device in a magic
  
   workshop—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Oh, shut it, Darius. I mean, it’s a map of magic
  
   in the city!
  
  Look, see how the biggest cluster of yellow circles is around Imperial Square? That’s the Grand Cathedral, and the Trinity’s three temples that are there. Look, there’s the Casino! And the rest of those are temples and shrines, I bet.”
 

 
  
  
  “Oh,” said Tallie. “Oh,
  
   wow.
  
  If the blue ones were arcane, no
  
   wonder
  
  they were all over the place. This damn city’s practically
  
   sparking
  
  with the stuff.”
 

 
  
  
  “Good eye,” Vandro said approvingly. “See, I knew you’d get it.”
 

 
  “I’ve actually seen devices like this before,” Schwartz said with a trace of smugness. “I didn’t want to spoil it for anyone, though.”
 

 
  “Sure,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “Yep, and the Finder’s Fee has one as well; most well-equipped magic shops in the city do. Now, you’ll note there are a lot fewer fae energy fields in the city,” Vandro said, sliding the third pane down and activating it. “Reacts poorly to the presence of so much arcane magic, and anyhow, it’s not as widely favored among human civilizations.”
 

 
  “Uh, why is the biggest concentration of it around the Square, as well?” Rasha asked, pointing. Indeed, of the relatively few circles of glowing green on the map, the only one of significant size overlapped with the central golden glows of the Church and adjacent temples.
 

 
  “That,” said Vandro, “is actually centered on the Imperial Palace, and in answer to your next question: I don’t know, I don’t
  
   wanna
  
  know, and neither do you. The secrets of Emperors are rarely useful and always dangerous. And just for the final touch…”
 

 
  He lowered the last frame into place, switched it on, and revealed a series of orange circles scattered across the city. There were more of them than green ones, but they were without exception tiny, some little more than pinpricks.
 

 
  “There are
  
   that
  
  many fields of infernal energy active in Tiraas?” Jasmine demanded, aghast.
 

 
  “More,” Saduko said calmly from the door behind them. “I rarely find a use for the last pane. The only infernal magic users worth knowing about are, almost by definition, not trackable.”
 

 
  Vandro cleared his throat in the grim silence that ensued. “Yeah, well, speaking of things better off left alone… But in any case, my purpose here is to make a point, not to help you find anyone in particular. Just
  
   look
  
  at all the magic running around loose in this town!”
 

 
  Indeed, according to the augmented map, there wasn’t an inch of space anywhere in Tiraas
  
   not
  
  swamped by magical energy; almost all of it was under a haze of arcane blue, and much buried in overlapping arcane fields. But between that, and the fae and divine spheres as well, the city had total magical coverage.
 

 
  “The subject at hand, of course, is surveillance,” Vandro intoned, idly swirling his drink again. “Specifically, how those dwarves are
  
   doing
  
  it—because they’re obviously tracking you in some way, to know so accurately and quickly where you are. Now, both conventional and magical surveillance ought to be impossible with you at the Guild, which is not only warded to hell and back but
  
   not
  
  the kind of place it’s smart to hang around, gawking at apprentices. Obviously, they’ve found a way around this—one way or the other. Your new buddy Private Covrin makes it pretty clear which.”
 

 
  “How’s that?” Ross asked.
 

 
  “Well, she found you the same way, if I’m not mistaken! And then sent you to the Finder’s Fee, which has one of
  
   these
  
  little beauties, to spill the beans. Saduko, hon, wanna take it from here? You’re the expert, after all.”
 

 
  Expressionless, she nodded to him in a gesture that was nearly a shallow bow before turning to the apprentices. “Any statement about what is and is not possible with magic should be followed by the implied qualifier ‘in theory.’ In theory, the Guild’s wards should not be penetrable, at least not without tripping them and earning the direct attention of the Guild’s employed mages.”
 

 
  “The Guild employs
  
   mages?”
  
  Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “Hell, the Guild
  
   has
  
  mages,” Vandro replied, grinning. “Eserion teaches a philosophy, kid. It’s true we don’t favor magic-users as a rule, but you really think there are no casters out there who don’t find our worldview appealing? But we digress. Gimmick was in the process of explaining your predicament.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” she said. “The purpose of showing you the map display is to reveal how very many overlapping magical fields are in effect in Tiraas. All permanently placed spells must be calibrated to account for this. To say nothing of the interactions that can occur between intersecting fields of arcane magic, the presence of divine, fae, and especially infernal energy in various places creates complicating factors which must be carefully considered when establishing a permanent enchantment of any significant size—which includes defensive wards over a region the size of the Imperial Casino and its underground offices. And where there are
  
   so
  
  many intersecting forms of magical radiation, there are…variables.” She smiled thinly. “These variables can be exploited, by one with the necessary skill. I have often done so myself. Most places in Tiraas where significant magic is done are warded—the temples, government and military offices, even banks and major factories.
  
   All
  
  of those wards are vulnerable to careful incursions, which can be hidden from detection by the background haze of other magical resonances. The only reliable way to counter this is to have a sapient caster, and preferably more than one, actively monitoring the wards at all times.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t that sort of defeat the purpose of wards?” Darius asked, scratching his head.
 

 
  “Not entirely,” Saduko replied. “But more to the point, there are very few organizations which have the budget and skilled personnel to do this. Mostly just the Imperial government and Salyrite temples. The Guild does not.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Vandro concluded in a satisfied tone, “if you’re relying on the Guild’s standing wards to protect you from magical tracking… Well, somebody persistent enough may just be able to disappoint you. Now, once you understand that, it should be obvious what you need to do to compensate, yeah?”
 

 
  “It…should?” Tallie asked, blinking, and turned to look questioningly at the others. Most of them shrugged.
 

 
  “Personal wards,” Schwartz said, suddenly grinning. “Tracking deflector charms are commercially available! They’re, uh, not
  
   cheap.
  
  But they’re available.”
 

 
  “Won’t those have the same problems?” Darius asked.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” said Saduko, “because a person is mobile and constantly moves through the different overlapping energy fields of the city, there is no way to use those fields to exploit ward vulnerabilities. Such techniques rely on knowing the position and composition of every relevant magical influence; they are only useful on stationary targets.”
 

 
  “So, uh…” Tallie turned to Schwartz. “Exactly
  
   how
  
  not cheap are we talking, here?”
 

 
  “Umm,” he winced. “Well, I guess… If you had a
  
   really
  
  good job…or an inheritance…”
 

 
  Rasha sighed heavily. “Typical.”
 

 
  “Now, now, let’s nobody panic,” Vandro said cheerfully. “You are, after all, in a room with one of the best in the business—I think I already mentioned that!” He winked at Saduko, who made no response. “Obviously, Gimmick’s time and talents are valuable. However, I might find it worthwhile to foot the tab for you, should you decide to employ them.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Tallie said dryly. “And…what would that cost us?”
 

 
  “Well, I’ve gotta be honest,” he replied. “None of you kids really have anything I want. However, I’m a big believer in the great chain of connection, y’know? We’re all in this rotten world together. Today, I find myself in a position to help you out. Maybe someday soon, you’ll be in a position to help
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “You are talking,” Jasmine said slowly, “about trading money today for an as-yet undetermined favor in the future. That is possibly the
  
   worst
  
  deal I’ve ever heard of. It’s almost a chapbook cliché. This is how loan sharks hook people.”
 

 
  “Kid,” Vandro said, his expression suddenly serious, “you are just about as dead right on that as anybody has ever been, and it gives me hope for the future that you knew it without having to be told. Now, nobody disappoint me by answering this right
  
   now.
  
  You’ve got some thinking to do, and some
  
   research
  
  to do.” He grinned and winked again. “Tonight, I want you to head back to the Guild, take what you have coming from Style, and then consider whether you’ve got any better options than to take ol’ Alan’s deal. And most
  
   especially
  
  learn what you can about everybody involved, here. Me, Gimmick, Ironeye… In fact, while we’re at it, I suggest you ask around about Keys, whom you also know as Sergeant Locke. All of us have a rep, and you’d better know exactly who and what you’re dealing with before you start dealing. Be careful, be smart, and be
  
   sure.”
  
  He sipped his drink again, watching them acutely over the rim of the glass. “But don’t be too long.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Alan Vandro was a man who enjoyed his comforts, but did not allow them to rule him. As such, while he spent lavishly on large, fancy dinners whenever he had someone to entertain, on quieter nights he often had nothing but a liquid supper. This was one such night. The house was quiet, with Wilberforce off driving the kids home. He stood in the drawing room, near the fireplace, pensively gazing out the window at the street. Night was falling on Tiraas, not that one could tell from this angle. The character of the light changed as sunlight gave way to streetlamps, but it never really got dark here.
 

 
  “So,” he mused, swirling the last sip of his evening cocktail in the bottom of the glass. “Isn’t
  
   that
  
  interesting. Factions within the Sisterhood, they said. And here I’d started to think Keys had gone and made herself untouchable behind those ramparts.”
 

 
  “Alan,” Saduko said quietly from across the room (she never stood close to him unless it was necessary, which he had noticed with amusement and never commented upon), “I have never presumed to advise you in your affairs unless asked, but if you are considering taking some kind of action against an active member of the Silver Legions…”
 

 
  “No, don’t worry, I haven’t taken leave of my senses
  
   quite
  
  yet,” he said, turning to grin roguishly at her. “That’s the whole point, doll. Why take action my own little self when I can just…pick a side? Particularly if there’s a side that already wants more or less what
  
   I
  
  want.” He turned back to the window. “In your various travels through town, what have you heard about this Bishop? Syrinx, was it?”
 

 
  “Nothing good,” she said immediately. “Basra Syrinx is respected, and in some quarters, feared. I have heard nowhere any hint that she is liked.”
 

 
  “Good, good,” he murmured. “That gives us plenty to work with. All right, I need some more info before we go and do anything too proactive. Details on Syrinx, and also on this aide of hers, Private Covrin. Clearly, one or both of them has some connection to Sparkler and the Finder’s Fee, which by itself is just
  
   fascinating.”
  
 

 
  “It’s going to be hard for me to maneuver in Glass Alley after today,” she said. “Ironeye will take offense at our intervention. She will not harm a fellow Guild member without cause, but…”
 

 
  “Yes, but,” he agreed. “We both know there’s a lot short of harm that can make someone’s life difficult. No, Saduko, you keep well clear of her; I’m not about to risk getting those talented fingers of yours broken. Luckily, there’s no shortage of saps who can be sent into
  
   that
  
  rathole with simple assignments. See if you can round up a few, in and around getting some details on Syrinx and her girl.”
 

 
  “These waters become increasingly hazardous,” she warned. “You know as well as I what Frost is like. And what I
  
   have
  
  heard about Syrinx is…troubling. She is a good politician and a
  
   poor
  
  Avenist, by all accounts. Ruthless, vindictive, devious. Unnecessarily cruel toward those who oppose her, it is said.”
 

 
  “In short,” he replied, grinning out at the city, “an evil bitch.” Vandro tossed back the last of his drink, savoring the familiar burn as it went down. “Sounds like my kind of woman.”
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  None of them were totally surprised to be ambushed as soon as they returned to the Guild. Once inside the subterranean passage complex, but long before they reached the Pit, two blonde figures materialized out of a side corridor as if by magic.
 

 
  “So!” Flora said, raising her eyebrows archly. “We hear you’ve had
  
   quite
  
  an afternoon.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Darius protested. “Were you guys just
  
   waiting
  
  here for us to get back?”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Fauna said disdainfully. “You think we have
  
   nothing
  
  better to do with our time?”
 

 
  “The ears are decorative,” Flora added, winking, “but not
  
   only
  
  decorative.”
 

 
  “We heard you coming as soon as you hit the casino.”
 

 
  “All right,
  
   that’s
  
  just ridiculous,” Tallie scoffed. “How sharp can elven hearing possibly be?”
 

 
  “It’s not the sharpness of the blade, but the skill with which it is wielded,” Flora said sententiously. “Also, you’re ducking the question.”
 

 
  “You didn’t ask a question,” said Jasmine. “But on the subject of them, what exactly have you heard?”
 

 
  The elves exchanged a wry glance.
 

 
  “Well, she’s got us there,” Fauna admitted.
 

 
  “The word going around,” said Flora, “is that you lot went to Glass Alley, got in a fight with Ironeye’s people, and then
  
   somehow
  
  fell in with Webs and
  
   his
  
  little faction.”
 

 
  “Wait, faction?” Rasha exclaimed. “And who is Webs?”
 

 
  “Vandro,” Fauna replied. “So…is that not true, or did he just not mention his tag?”
 

 
  “’strue,” Ross grunted. “What faction?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say there’s
  
   infighting,”
  
  Flora said, frowning, “but Alan Vandro is of a theological mindset that puts him at odds with the Boss on many subjects. This is dangerous ground for apprentices to stumble into, guys.”
 

 
  “With regard to
  
   that,”
  
  Darius said sharply, “you two were right there when Covrin told us to go find that magic shop. Since you know so damn much about this, a word of warning would have been
  
   nice!”
  
 

 
  Again, the elves glanced at each other.
 

 
  “Okay, seriously now,” said Fauna sardonically. “The tip was to go to Glass Alley, find the Finder’s Fee, and ask Sparkler about how dwarves might be tracking you.”
 

 
  “It’s a big leap from
  
   that
  
  to getting into an altercation with Vanda Frost and her cell!” Flora added pointedly.
 

 
  “And quite frankly we’d love to hear that story because how in the
  
   hell
  
  did you manage that?”
 

 
  “And
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “If you guys have some kind of collective death wish, there are cleaner ways!”
 

 
  “It wasn’t anything like that,” Tallie said wearily. “Stuff just…happened.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Flora said skeptically. “Well, if you’re gonna be a thief, you can’t be the kind of person stuff just
  
   happens
  
  to.”
 

 
  “What nonsense is that?” Jasmine demanded, scowling. “Things happen to everyone. The world is just like that.”
 

 
  “An Eserite,” said Fauna, “is in control. We cultivate our skills, but more importantly, the mindset to
  
   use
  
  those skills.”
 

 
  “You can’t just careen around
  
   reacting
  
  to stuff,” Flora continued. “You need to have a plan, and the ability to
  
   make
  
  a plan and enact it quickly, under pressure.”
 

 
  “If you had been
  
   planning,
  
  I’m pretty sure you would not have ended up on Vanda Frost’s shit list after one encounter.”
 

 
  “We’re crediting you with a certain amount of basic common sense, there, but hey, if we’re wrong…”
 

 
  “Isn’t it cute how they can be assholes even when they’re been helpful and commiserative,” Darius said wryly.
 

 
  “Kind of an Eserite thing, innit?” Ross grumbled.
 

 
  “Well, look, anyway,” said Fauna, “we’ll wanna hear this whole story straight from the source, as it were, but you’d better not put off facing the music.”
 

 
  “Style is gonna have
  
   things
  
  to say to you,” Flora said ominously. “It’ll be that much worse if you make it seem like you’re avoiding her or trying to weasel out of it.”
 

 
  “Go right up to her, take your lumps, and don’t complain.”
 

 
  “For the gods’ sake, don’t act submissive or meek, she’ll
  
   really
  
  tear into you if you show that kind of weakness.”
 

 
  “But if you just take responsibility like grown-ups and don’t make excuses, Style won’t be any harder on you than she feels she has to be.”
 

 
  “She’s ham-fisted and has zero patience for bullshit, but she
  
   is
  
  fair, and all the stuff she puts apprentices through has a purpose.”
 

 
  “That’s why she’s given such an active role in apprentice training. That’s not a traditional duty for the head enforcer.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Jasmine mused. “I’ve noticed that about really good teachers.”
 

 
  “Like alchemy teachers, for example?” Tallie said sourly.
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “Yeah, well… Much as I’m sure you ladies would love to stand around bickering, I say we respect the wisdom of elves. In all the stories, people who don’t listen to elves end up royally screwed. Right, Ross?”
 

 
  “Wisdom of elves,” Ross grunted. “Plain common sense, more like.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit,” Flora said with a grin, patting Rasha on the shoulder.
 

 
  “To the gallows with head held high!” Fauna crowed, saluting them.
 

 
  “That’s extremely helpful, thank you,” Jasmine grumbled as the group filed past them, continuing on their way to the center of the complex.
 

 
  Despite the apprehension which hung over them, the sounds of the Pit were pretty much the same as always for the time of evening. It was semi-quiet, a good number of the apprentices being in the dining hall, whose open doors contributed most of the ambient noise. There were people training, though, as was nearly always the case. And, as usual, a handful of Guild members were about, either passing through on some business of their own or loitering to watch the apprentices.
 

 
  Several glanced at the five of them as they approached, and one even offered a nod of greeting, but their expressions were disinterested. If any of them had heard any rumor regarding this one group of apprentices, they gave no sign.
 

 
  “I guess that’s positive,” Rasha mumbled as they filed down the steps to the base of the Pit. “I half expected everybody to be anticipating our demise.”
 

 
  “What a delightful turn of phrase you have, Rasha,” Darius said with a sigh.
 

 
  “No reason they’d all show it overtly,” said Tallie. “Weren’t you listening to the elves? Eserites are supposed to be controlled and careful.”
 

 
  “Eserites are frequently assholes,” Rasha countered, “if you haven’t noticed.
  
   Somebody
  
  would be gloating if there was reason to.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Ross agreed. “Wasn’t really our fault, anyway. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”
 

 
  “WELL WELL WELL.”
 

 
  No sooner had they reached the bottom than Style appeared at the top of the stairs opposite, glowering at them, and began stomping down. She was attired today in an actual chain mail tunic, with heavy leather gauntlets and boots, her belt bristling with pouches, weapons, and tools; it was an obvious nod to the wandering adventurers of yesteryear, floppy hat and all. Her expression, however, did as much as her booming voice to bring a halt to all conversation and activity in the Pit.
 

 
  “And just when I was thinking my brand-new ass-kicking boots haven’t had a chance to be properly broken in,” she said loudly, stalking across the floor toward them, “lo and behold, I’ve got a gaggle of apprentices trying for the intramural stumbling fuckwit championship. Truly, the gods are goddamn beneficent!”
 

 
  “You
  
   jinxed
  
  us,” Darius hissed, jabbing Ross with an elbow. “You, of all people!”
 

 
  “There are certain formalities to be observed,” Style said, coming to a stop right in front of them and folding her brawny arms. She was taller than any of them, even Jasmine, and more powerfully built than any but Ross; the sheer physicality of her presence would have been intimidating even were it not for her glare, which looked like it could shatter glass. “Before we get to the yelling and smacking that we
  
   all
  
  know is coming, I’m going to offer you a chance to spin your side of this. Just in
  
   case
  
  it turns out you don’t all deserve to get your bells rung, and because none of you little bastards are crafty enough to weasel your way out of this with wordplay. So?” Her glower intensified by an order of magnitude.
  
   “Explain.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…” Darius winced, and glanced aside at the others. “What have you heard?”
 

 
  Style’s bulky physique made it seem she should only have been able to move slowly; this was clearly not at all the case. She clapped Darius hard on the side of the head with an open-handed swat that sent him staggering before it seemed possible for her to have un-folded her arms.
 

 
  “I’d really hoped it was obvious from context,” Style growled, “but this is
  
   not
  
  the time for you to be getting clever. I’m not gonna repeat myself; if you don’t have a
  
   masterful
  
  fucking explanation for this towering cock-up, we’re gonna proceed straight to the entertaining portion of the evening.”
 

 
  “We went to Glass Alley,” Tallie said quickly, “following a tip from a Silver Legionnaire that the magic shop there could provide some insight into how a group of dwarves has been following us around. Just about as soon as we got there, we met a friend of ours, Schwartz, who’s a Salyrite…um, fae user. He was getting attacked by some, uh, local residents.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Style said grimly.
 

 
  “Well, we were gonna jump into that,” Tallie continued, “but…it sort of became unnecessary. Ironeye showed up with her entourage and kicked everybody’s ass. And we talked to her briefly and since
  
   we
  
  weren’t doing anything wrong, she let it go without even saying much of anything to us, so, you know, we figured that was pretty much that.”
 

 
  She paused, glancing at Rasha, who looked like he was preventing himself from shrinking into his own pockets by sheer force of will. “And then Rasha asked her for directions to the Finder’s Fee.”
 

 
  “You asked,” Style enunciated carefully, turning the full weight of her baleful stare on Rasha, “Ironeye. For
  
   directions.”
  
 

 
  “…seemed like she’d know the district,” he said hoarsely.
 

 
  Style smiled thinly without actually diminishing the strength of her frown, which was a terrifying thing to behold. “Rasha, there’s a point to be made here about common goddamn sense, but I have to say, this is evidence that you do
  
   not
  
  lack for balls. Quite frankly I was beginning to be concerned about that. Irrespective of any other destruction I have to heap on you, here…kudos for that.”
 

 
  “Well…great,” he muttered.
 

 
  “Anyway.” Style turned her attention back to Tallie. “Since you’ve designated yourself the narrator, continue. You asked Ironeye for directions.”
 

 
  “Right,” Tallie said, nodding. “And then
  
   she
  
  sent us into a fucking
  
   trap.
  
  We got locked in a room. So…we broke out of it. And Rumor and Gimmick were right outside, and we left with Gimmick.”
 

 
  “Hmmm.” Style dragged out the grunt until it was nearly a hum. “All right, well.
  
   This
  
  is why I ask questions before cracking heads together—take note, those of you who’re going into the enforcement business. What I’ve heard is from Rumor, which was a deliberately incriminating pile of hints and vagueness about you causing trouble in Glass Alley. Nothing that actually
  
   contradicts
  
  this account, she merely implied otherwise—which was kind of what she does. If your story is true, for Ironeye to throw you in a cell just for being on her lawn was way over-the-top, and I’m gonna have fucking
  
   words
  
  with her about the treatment of other people’s apprentices. If I have to go down there and find out that this story is
  
   not
  
  true, the world of hurt you little shits are in for will make what I planned for tonight look like the gentle fondling of your virgin true love. So, with
  
   that
  
  established…” She tilted her head back, staring down her nose at them. “Would you like to modify your story any?”
 

 
  “That’s what happened,” Tallie said stubbornly, clenching her fists. “Ask her. If she tells you otherwise, ask Gimmick.”
 

 
  “And Herschel Schwartz,” Jasmine added quickly. “You can find him through the College of Salyrene pretty easily, I bet.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Style said, still staring down at Tallie. “And is there anything you, in particular, would like to
  
   add?”
  
 

 
  “Oh.” Tallie winced. “Well, uh, you know. When we got out, Rumor was, um, standing around outside the place where we’d been locked up. And I sort of punched her.”
 

 
  They were reminded of the presence of multiple onlookers by a general in-drawing of breath and one low whistle. It was a startling reminder, to judge by the way Rasha jumped; Style had a way of dominating the scene to the exclusion of all else.
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Style replied in a very even tone which was far more terrifying than her previous shouting. “Wanna explain your thought process, there?”
 

 
  “Well,” Tallie said defensively, folding her arms, “by that point I was sick of getting the runaround from assholes, and she was
  
   continuing
  
  to be a smug, aggravating pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “And that,” Style said calmly, “in your mind, is grounds for a sucker-punching.”
 

 
  “She was party to what
  
   you
  
  admitted was abusive behavior toward us,” Tallie said, her voice climbing half an octave. “Aren’t we supposed to
  
   not
  
  take shit from people abusing their power? That’s the whole point of this cult, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Child,” said Style, “as an enforcer I am, among other things, a student of human behavior. Your posture and tone show me very clearly that you know you’re in the wrong, here; indignation over unjust treatment looks very different. Since you’ve been here less than two weeks, I’m not gonna call you down for your sad fucking lack of a poker face. However, keep in mind that I am a highly-ranked officer in this cult. Now, do you really think standing in front of me and
  
   twisting
  
  Eserion’s sacred principles around in a way that gets you off the hook for your own dumbfuckery is a smart thing to do?”
 

 
  “Uh.” Tallie outright cringed. “Well—”
 

 
  Again, Style unfolded herself almost too fast to observe. Her fist slammed into Tallie’s midsection, doubling the girl over and sending her staggering backward, where she would probably have fallen had Jasmine not caught her. Before Jasmine could get a good grip, however, Style seized a handful of Tallie’s hair and hauled her away from the group, unceremoniously tossing her toward the open center of the Pit.
 

 
  Tallie staggered, wheezing and bent over with both arms wrapped around her middle, but she kept on her feet.
 

 
  “I’d have hoped most of this was obvious, but since I was clearly
  
   wrong,
  
  I’m gonna explain,” Style growled, stalking toward her. “In
  
   detail.
  
  First, revenge is a science, which you will be expected to understand and master before you’re done getting trained.”
 

 
  Tallie tried to straighten up, at which moment Style jabbed her hard in the collarbone with the heel of her hand, sending her staggering again.
 

 
  “The purpose of retaliation,” the enforcer continued, “is to influence the future behavior of someone, and not necessarily the person being retaliated against. That means you need to approach it strategically: set out your goals, form a plan, and enact it carefully.
  
   Lashing out
  
  at someone who’s offended you is inbred orc behavior, not at all befitting a member of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  This time, Tallie had enough wind back and the presence of mind to raise her forearm to try to block the slap Style aimed at her head. With lightning precision, the larger woman switched to her other hand, clapping Tallie across the ear and sending her crashing to the ground with a yelp.
 

 
  “Second, if you have a problem with the way a Guild member corrects your behavior, you come to
  
   me.
  
  If you’re whining and wasting my time, you’ll suffer for that, but if you have been
  
   legitimately
  
  abused,
  
   they
  
  will. I’ll not have assholes mistreating my apprentices. That is
  
   my
  
  prerogative.”
 

 
  She folded her arms again, staring coldly down at Tallie, who huddled on the floor, seemingly afraid to try getting up again. “And finally, you
  
   do not
  
  assault members of this Guild who outrank you. Once you’re initiated and tagged, you have a lot of free reign in this cult. We’re not big on
  
   ranks
  
  in general. Your dipshit little friend Pick could walk up to the Boss himself and ream him out, and while that kind of numbnuttery has
  
   consequences,
  
  there’s no official protocol or mandatory ritual punishment. But that’s for people who have
  
   earned
  
  their way into Eserion’s Guild.
  
   You
  
  are just some kid. We’re seeing if you’re worth elevating to membership, but right now? You have no privileges here. You will treat Guild members with respect…”
 

 
  She unfolded her arms and began stalking forward. “Or
  
   I
  
  will treat you like a fucking kickball!”
 

 
  And suddenly, Jasmine was between them.
 

 
  “That’s enough.”
 

 
  Style halted, staring almost quizzically at her. “Kid. I am disciplining an apprentice, here. Only
  
   one
  
  person present gets to decide when it’s enough. You wanna venture a guess who that is?”
 

 
  “This isn’t discipline,” Jasmine said flatly. “This is
  
   you
  
  picking on someone weaker than yourself who can’t fight back.”
 

 
  “This is the
  
   consequences
  
  of her insubordination, thoughtlessness,
  
   assault,
  
  and general wasting of my time,” Style replied in the same tone. “And you are getting some leeway here because standing up to power and supporting your fellow thieves are things we want to encourage, but you had better think about what the consequences will be for
  
   you
  
  if you fail to
  
   butt out.”
  
 

 
  “I keep hearing Eserites talk a big game about standing up to bullies,” Jasmine spat. “But I keep
  
   seeing
  
  Eserites being the biggest bullies themselves! From Pick treating apprentices like poorly-trained dogs to Ironeye using
  
   magical ordnance
  
  on impoverished—”
 

 
  “That’s your problem, Jasmine,” Style interrupted calmly. “You fail to discern the difference between those things—and whatever other examples you’re about to spit out, including this situation right here. Pick is a smug fuckhead who
  
   will
  
  be disciplined for his behavior. Ironeye has earned credibility and the benefit of the doubt, and even not knowing the story I know her well enough to be certain whatever she did was deserved by whoever she did it to. Your new best friend Webs doesn’t sharpen his claws on people who don’t have it coming, either, and believe me you’ve
  
   no
  
  idea the cruelty that man is capable of. We do what’s
  
   necessary,
  
  and when we fuck up, we get held accountable. Just like
  
   you’re
  
  about to be.”
 

 
  “Necessary,” Jasmine sneered. “It’s funny how it’s always
  
   necessary
  
  for you to throw your weight around, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Jas, don’t,” Tallie whispered, reaching up to grasp her leg.
 

 
  “You’re smarter than this,” Style said evenly. “I get that you came here to work through some of your own stuff, but I expected you to know better than
  
   this.
  
  You’re picking a fight you don’t need, girl. This is not the place for cries for help. Now get out of my way,
  
   Jasmine.”
  
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Tallie wheezed, dragging herself back to her feet. “It was my fuckup, I’ll take it. C’mon, don’t make this an issue…”
 

 
  “Don’t do that,” Jasmine said, turning her head to give Tallie a sidelong look. “You deserved that first punch, Tallie, not
  
   this.
  
  Don’t make excuses for someone who outranks you to kick you while you’re down. That wouldn’t make you much of an Eserite, would it?”
 

 
  “Child,” Style said almost sadly, shaking her head, “you don’t know what ‘down’ is. I was really hoping I wouldn’t have to be the one to show you. You and me are gonna
  
   talk
  
  about this, Jasmine, and that’s not a euphemism. This shit needs to be worked through, and I’ve got time and the ears to lend you. But right
  
   now
  
  you need to back off.”
 

 
  “Then,” Jasmine said, turning back to face her fully and shifting to a more balanced stance, “you need to back me off.”
 

 
  The silence in the Pit was absolute; no one even breathed. Even the cafeteria had gone still, apprentices clustering in the door to stare out at the scene unfolding.
 

 
  Style sighed heavily. “Aw, kid… You just had to.”
 

 
  She lunged with the same impossible speed, but Jasmine was not Tallie. Lacking Style’s size and muscle, she didn’t try to deflect the punch fully, instead stepping inside the reach of Style’s arm with the same blinding agility, pushing the attacking hand just slightly off-course and launching a counter-jab at Style’s throat.
 

 
  Style seized her wrist and swiftly spun in a full circle, tearing Jasmine out of her balanced stance and finally hurling her aside. Apprentices scattered out of the way as Jasmine careened into the wall by the pickpocketing dummies. Despite the disorientation she’d been subjected to, though, she remained adroit on her feet, instantly regaining her poise and actually kicking off the wall to lunge back at Style.
 

 
  In the intervening second, though, Style had continued forward and met Jasmine head-on with a haymaker which the smaller woman barely avoided taking full in the face. Style’s fist grazed her skull, but even as she staggered past, she managed a knife-handed jab directly into the enforcer’s armpit. It was an excellent strike, the kind of blow that could possibly have rendered her right arm temporarily numb and useless, had Style not happened to be wearing chain mail.
 

 
  It was Jasmine who let out a yelp of pain.
 

 
  She retreated as Style came relentlessly after her, deflecting another jab and aiming a kick at Style’s knee. The enforcer merely shifted just enough that Jasmine’s boot struck her on the thigh instead, which didn’t slow her a whit.
 

 
  Her next punch caught Jasmine hard on the jaw. She reeled, her martial skill suddenly useless in a blind daze, but Style didn’t give her even those seconds to regain her equilibrium. Grabbing Jasmine by the hair with her left hand, she hauled her around and past herself, at the same time bringing her other fist up in a vicious uppercut that landed square on Jasmine’s solar plexus. The air went fully out of her in a hoarse croak, and she dropped.
 

 
  The whole exchange had taken less than ten seconds.
 

 
  “You assume a lot of things,” Style said coldly to the girl kneeling at her feet, presently unable to breathe. “For example, that I’m in my position for reasons other than my ability to kick ass. You’re good, kid—amazing, even. I am better. This was not the way you should’ve learned it.”
 

 
  She grabbed Jasmine’s hair again, hauling her upright, and once again slammed a fist into her belly, then hurled her to the stone floor.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Tallie shouted fruitlessly.
 

 
  Jasmine was too dazed even to catch herself, hitting the floor in a disjointed heap. She was only there for a moment before Style’s boot impacted her ribs, flipping her fully over.
 

 
  “I
  
   legitimately
  
  hate this,” Style snarled. “Beating down some fucker who deserves it? Oh,
  
   that’s
  
  satisfying. But
  
   you,
  
  kid, you just had to push me, in public, in the worst way. This is all so
  
   fucking pointless.”
  
 

 
  At the final word, Style stomped hard on Jasmine’s upper back, slamming her down into the floor just as she’d been trying feebly to rise. Jasmine let out a croaking sound and spat a mouthful of blood.
 

 
  Tallie arrived in a clumsy slide, hurling herself bodily over her fallen friend.
 

 
  “Enough!” she shrieked. “What’s
  
   wrong
  
  with you?! You’re killing her!”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  Everyone’s gaze shifted at the speaker, a new arrival on the scene.
 

 
  Tricks, the Boss of the Thieves’ Guild and high priest of Eserion, was descending the steps into the Pit. He was a diminutive and plainly-dressed man who’d not have garnered a second look from any random passerby on the street, but those present knew who he was.
 

 
  “Style is too good at her job to kill someone who doesn’t need it,” he said calmly, striding over toward his chief enforcer. “Or to hurt them one bit more than she intends.”
 

 
  He came to a stop, gazing down at Jasmine and Tallie. Jasmine coughed, spraying a few more droplets of blood onto the stone floor, and the Boss sighed, then lifted his head to pan his gaze around at the silent apprentices standing on all sides.
 

 
  “So. Who can tell me what our Miss Jasmine did wrong, here?”
 

 
  More silence followed. Style folded her arms again, her expression pinched and unhappy.
 

 
  “She challenged Style,” said Darius, his voice startling against the quiet. He was pale and looked shocked, but his tone remained even. “Publicly, in front of the people whose respect she has to keep. Against the chief enforcer, who can’t be seen as soft. And she refused multiple offers to back down.”
 

 
  “Well done,” Tricks said with an approving nod, pointing at him. “We are thieves, my apprentices, but not
  
   just
  
  thieves. What we do is for a purpose, and we cannot achieve that purpose merely by redistributing wealth. That’s been tried, and it simply never goes anywhere. Eserion’s cult is about understanding what moves people, and using that understanding
  
   to
  
  move them. We’re as heavily invested in social comprehension as the Izarites or Veskers. As such, you
  
   cannot
  
  afford to act rashly. You must identify a need to act, form a plan, and proceed toward its completion with a cool head. Otherwise…”
 

 
  He sighed sadly, again turning to gaze down at Jasmine, who had been helped to her hands and knees by Tallie and seemed not to have the strength or wind to rise further. “Quite apart from failing your god, you will very often find yourself bleeding on the floor.”
 

 
  Tricks let the lesson sink in for another second before continuing.
 

 
  “Tallie, take her to the doc. And the rest of you,” he added, turning to where Rasha, Ross, and Darius were clustered at the foot of a staircase, “go with them. I’ll be wanting to speak with you kids before you turn in tonight. Style, I’ll talk to you in a bit. I need to tend to something before finishing this.”
 

 
  He patted the towering woman on the upper arm; she gave him a curt nod, then resumed watching Tallie help Jasmine slowly to her feet. The enforcer’s expression was unreadable, but her broad shoulders shifted gently in a sad sigh.
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  “This looks…complicated,” Tallie said skeptically a few minutes later, watching the Guild’s currently on-call healer work. “Can’t you just, y’know, make with the whoosh and the flash and fix everything?”
 

 
  Mesmer wasn’t a man who’d be taken for a medic at first glance. He was dressed like a shabby street tough, in an old suit that had been of middling quality at best before being worn threadbare and ripped in multiple places. He was handsome to the point of dashing, though, and both his perfectly-trimmed hair and handlebar mustache had clearly been oiled into place with far more care than he took with his wardrobe. He had the healer’s attitude down, though, as he now demonstrated by ceasing his careful work on Jasmine and turning to Tallie, arching one supercilious eyebrow.
 

 
  “Would
  
   you
  
  like to try?”
 

 
  “This is normal,” Jasmine said hastily and a tad thickly; she still had some bleeding in her mouth where her cheek had cracked against the floor, as evidenced by the ugly, blossoming bruise spreading across half her face. “You never just inundate someone with divine magic. You can fix bones or organs in the wrong place, which means a slow death at worst.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m glad at least
  
   one
  
  of you has cracked a book at some point in her life,” Mesmer said more affably, turning back to her and resuming what he’d been doing. This consisted of closing his eyes, laying one hand on her forehead, and gently applying very small sparks of golden light to her abdomen with the other.
 

 
  “And she knows how to do divine healing, as well,” Tallie said with a sigh. “Let me guess, you’re also a priestess.”
 

 
  Jasmine started to sigh, as well, then winced. “Ow. And…no. I am not a priestess.”
 

 
  “It’s not like that’s some kind of clerical secret,” Mesmer said without opening his eyes. “Like I said, kid. Books: not just for propping doors open.”
 

 
  “All right, then, doctor—”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” He broke off his work again, turning to scowl at Tallie. “The tag is
  
   Mesmer.
  
  I did not cleverly avoid eight
  
   grueling
  
  years of medical school to run around being called
  
   doctor,
  
  thank you very much!”
 

 
  Tallie blinked at him in bafflement, but Jasmine grinned, showing blood in her teeth.
 

 
  “Okay,” Tallie resumed after a moment, in which he returned to what he was doing. “What’s all this, then? Why just heal a little bit at a time? And what’s with the hand on her face? You did it to me, too; is it only the girls who get fondled?”
 

 
  “I’d actually feel better if you let him concentrate,” Jasmine pointed out.
 

 
  “Nah, it’s fine,” Mesmer said absently. “Could do this in my sleep; you’re not a complex case. The hand on the head is one of the lesser-used aspects of divine magic. It’s akin to telepathy, gives the caster a
  
   sense
  
  of a person. With enough skill, it’s a crucial diagnostic tool. With
  
   more
  
  skill, you can actually get into their minds, which is creepy as all hell and consequently I’ve never studied the method.”
 

 
  “So it’s like divination,” said Tallie.
 

 
  “Sure. In that it only works on people and only if you’re touching them and thus is in no way like arcane divination, yeah, it’s exactly like that. As for the little bits at a time part, I’m scanning for and fixing major issues. Concussion, loosened teeth, organ damage, internal bleeding, all that good stuff. And actually I didn’t find any, but I’m healing some internal bruising anyway, because you do not mess around with that crap. The rest, you get to keep, you lucky duck, you.” Apparently finished, he lifted his hands from Jasmine, then grinned and playfully tweaked her nose. “Since you got this collection of bruises from Style, they are considered an object lesson. Letting ’em heal the long, slow way is all part of your education.”
 

 
  “Well, that answers my next question,” Tallie muttered, absently rubbing at her own stomach where Style had punched her. Upon their arrival, Mesmer had placed a hand on each of their heads, then told Tallie she was fine and set to work on Jasmine.
 

 
  “And on that note,” the healer added, “while you can nip out and buy yourself a healing potion or just walk into any Omnist temple and get a thorough cleansing, I advise against it. Soon as Style sees you without your hard-earned bruises, she’ll just put ’em right back.”
 

 
  “Well, that may not be an issue,” Jasmine said with a sigh. “Since I guess I won’t be around much longer.”
 

 
  “Why, you’re quitting?” Style snorted, striding into the curtained-off examination room from the open lobby beyond. “I thought better of you than that, kid.”
 

 
  Jasmine met her with an unfriendly stare. “Well, after all
  
   that,
  
  I expect to be kicked out. Right?”
 

 
  “For what?” Style folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. “Standing up to authority? Defending someone weaker? That’s
  
   exactly
  
  the entire fucking point of everything we do here, Jasmine. You just did it in the wrong way, at the wrong time, over the wrong issue. Teaching you how to pick your battles and
  
   win
  
  them is the point of you being an apprentice.” She grinned mirthlessly. “Kicking the shit out of you when you fuck up as
  
   badly
  
  as you just did is meant to deter you making the same dumbshit mistakes twice. The technique I can teach, kid; instilling someone with the
  
   drive
  
  to take action like you did is a lot harder.”
 

 
  “Hmp,” Jasmine grunted noncommittally, probing at her bruised face with her fingertips.
 

 
  “Oi!” Style turned to shout back through the curtain. “The Boss told you three to come with. What’re you doing lurking out there?”
 

 
  “He said to stay out while girls were being examined!” Rasha protested rather shrilly from outside.
 

 
  Style turned to Mesmer with a scowl. “I can’t help but notice a complete lack of anybody with their shirt off in here. Why would you even
  
   need
  
  them undressed if you can do that creepy brain thing you do?”
 

 
  Mesmer, who had stepped over momentarily to a nearby cabinet, now shrugged placidly before handing a bowl and a bottle of water to Jasmine. “I just hate being crowded when I’m working. Here, swish and spit. You look like a vampire with a goat’s table manners.”
 

 
  “Get your butts in here!” Style barked.
 

 
  The boys trooped single-file through the curtain, all three looking uncharacteristically nervous. Tallie gave them a smile; Jasmine waved, while obediently swishing water around her mouth. The space was not exactly cramped, but it was beginning to fell that way, with so many bodies present.
 

 
  “The Boss said he’d want to talk to you,” Style said, giving them all the gimlet eye. I
  
   doubt
  
  he’ll want to shout back and forth across a curtain. This is as good a place as any for a chat, so you all just sit tight.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Mesmer said dryly, taking the bowl and bottle from Jasmine and stepping over to the nearby sink to pour and wash them out. “Sure, fine, whatever. Just so you know if another injured dumbass comes in, I’m kicking you all out.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   are
  
  you,” Style drawled.
 

 
  “Let me put this in terms you can understand,” he said, turning back to her with a grin and placing a hand on his own chest. “Me medic. You thug. That means in the presence of a patient, I outrank you, Tricks, his Majesty, and the Big Guy himself. Savvy?”
 

 
  “Actually she’s rather loquacious,” Ross commented. Everyone turned to stare at him, and he shrugged defensively. “Aside from the cussing, I mean.”
 

 
  “One of her more charming qualities,” Tricks said breezily, striding in, and paused to wink at Rasha, who had jumped. “Sorry, didn’t mean to sneak up on ya. Though maybe I should install curtains all over this place. They’re great for dramatic entrances.”
 

 
  “Ooh!” Darius said brightly. “What about those bead curtains that form a mosaic? Stylish, dramatic,
  
   and
  
  they make a pleasant rattling sound!”
 

 
  “Hey, now
  
   that’s
  
  using the old noggin!” the Boss said, grinning and pointing at him.
 

 
  “Boy,” Style said darkly, “I can deal with you shooting off your yap in front of the mortal head of our faith, because that’s practically a divine obligation in this cult. But so help me, if you start giving him
  
   ideas,
  
  I
  
   will
  
  use you for a toilet plunger.”
 

 
  “That’s extremely flattering, ma’am,” Darius said sincerely, “but Tallie has dibs.”
 

 
  “All right, cool it,” the Boss ordered. “I
  
   do
  
  enjoy a spot of banter and you kids seem talented, but as usual I have far too much crap to do, so let’s proceed directly to the point. Mesmer, I think one of your other rooms could use some tidying up.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Mesmer declared, “but every facet of my infirmary is in
  
   flawless
  
  order as always. Really, Boss, if you want me to go the fuck away, you can say so without insulting—”
 

 
  “GO THE FUCK AWAY!”
  
  
  Style roared, pointing at the door.
 

 
  Mesmer heaved a dramatic sigh and flounced out. Tricks waited for the sound of the outer door closing before he continued.
 

 
  “So! What, pray tell, is all this I’m hearing about dwarves?”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence, in which the apprentices glanced nervously at one another.
 

 
  “None of this is our fault!”
 

 
  “That guy Pick—”
 

 
  “I think the Silver Legions—”
 

 
  “They’ve been following us around since—”
 

 
  Style slammed a fist into the cabinet hard enough to rattle some of its contents loose, to judge by the muted crash that occurred within.
 

 
  “How about this,” she said flatly. “Pretend you can communicate like human beings.”
 

 
  “Only half-human,” Jasmine said, raising a hand. She shrugged, unperturbed, at Style’s furious stare. “For the record.”
 

 
  “You’re the talker, right?” Tricks said calmly, winking at Tallie. “How about you give it to us from the beginning?”
 

 
  Tallie drew in a deep breath, wincing and placing a hand on her belly, then nodded. “Uh…okay, sure. Guys, feel free to chime in if I skip anything. All right, so, a few days back Darius here got us a job doing grunt work for Pick at that weapons swap…”
 

 
  She actually did not forget anything, efficiently running through the whole thread of events which had followed from the warehouse, and how they had quite accidentally come to be involved with the mysterious dwarves, the Silver Legionnaires, the gang running Glass Alley, and finally Alan Vandro and Gimmick.
 

 
  “And then we got back here and Style went apeshit on us,” Tallie finished, then shrugged. “I figure you guys remember that part.”
 

 
  Style, by this point, had narrowed her eyes to slits, but it was a thoughtful expression; even as new to the Guild as they were, they had learned to watch for her displeasure. The chief enforcer turned expectantly to Tricks, who was gazing pensively into the distance, slowly tapping one finger against his chin.
 

 
  “Well, now,” he mused after a long moment of contemplation. “What a goddamn interesting week you kids are having. Felicitations and condolences both.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” said Ross. Style shot him a look.
 

 
  “Since you didn’t mention our Ms. Jasmine’s excursions to visit Glory,” the Boss continued, “I gather that was unrelated?”
 

 
  “I would be amazed if Glory has anything to do with Pick or dwarves,” Jasmine answered, “and probably very little involvement with the Legions. I’d been planning to talk to her about all this after today, though. She ended up not wanting me for an apprentice, but she said I could visit and seek advice. She’s certainly smart enough to make it worthwhile.”
 

 
  “As smart a cookie as was ever baked, that one,” Tricks agreed.
 

 
  “I
  
   like
  
  the sound of that,” Tallie added. “Gotta say, not that I didn’t appreciate the sandwiches and the lift, but I’m less than comfortable with our main source of info and connections being Vandro.”
 

 
  “Good,” Style grunted. “Trust those instincts. And while we’re at it, whatever
  
   else
  
  you end up doing about all this, you
  
   watch
  
  your ass if you have to deal with Principia Locke any further. In fact, I’d say just don’t, if you’ve got any better option.”
 

 
  “Why?” asked Rasha.
 

 
  “Webs is a schemer,” Style replied. “He’s a pile of agendas and he
  
   will
  
  use you in them, but that doesn’t necessarily have to bring you harm. Hell, he’ll probably go out of his way to be helpful to apprentices. Keys, though, is just an asshole. Her career path has been to ruin everyone’s day who has anything worth stealing, and her
  
   hobby
  
  is to piss off fellow thieves whenever one is unfortunate enough to meet her. The fuck if I know what she’s doing in the Legion, but if it ends up with her in a noose, which I more than half expect, not a fucking soul alive will shed a tear.
  
   She
  
  will string you along into trouble just because she thinks it’s funny.”
 

 
  “Not me, she won’t,” Jasmine said simply.
 

 
  Style gave her a long look, then frowned and glanced at the others. “What, is this not a secret?”
 

 
  “I asked her for advice,” Jasmine said with a shrug. “They asked me why. It didn’t seem worth concealing. Anyway, I’m not banking on our relationship to ensure Locke deals fairly with us. If she gives me that kind of trouble I
  
   will
  
  go down there and beat her into the ground, and she knows it. I’ve already seen the inside of one Silver Legion cell this week and frankly it wasn’t all that uncomfortable.”
 

 
  “Damn,” Darius said, grinning. “And I thought
  
   my
  
  family was messed up.”
 

 
  “I’m absolutely sure they are,” Tallie assured him.
 

 
  “Hn,” Style grunted, then smiled almost grudgingly. “Kid, you’ve got the makings of a top-notch enforcer. Assuming I don’t have to literally kill you in order to beat some common sense into that skull.”
 

 
  Jasmine’s expression fell at the back-handed compliment, and she averted her eyes, fidgeting.
 

 
  “Anyway, that’s
  
   our
  
  deal,” Tallie said, now frowning at Tricks. “Look, I get that we’re expected to solve our own problems here, and we’re working on it. But you cared enough to ask about all this, and now you know. So…what’s
  
   your
  
  plan?”
 

 
  “You have an unknown party stalking some apprentices,” Darius agreed. “Surely the Guild has a stake in
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Tricks mused. “Too right, we do. But if you’re expecting me to come swooping to your rescue, here, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed.”
 

 
  “I…” Rasha glanced quickly around at the others. “…don’t think anybody’s actually going to be disappointed, then.”
 

 
  “Good man,” Tricks replied with a grin, though his face immediately sobered. “There are factors that restrain me a bit, kids. First of all, all these dwarves appear to have
  
   done
  
  is track you. That’s creepy and borderline hostile at least, but the truth is, being followed around is a fact of life for Eserites. Law enforcement is just the beginning; potential marks and
  
   past
  
  marks, those who have the resources, will often stalk thieves. Avenists and Shaathists tend to do it just on general principles if they happen to learn what cult you’re in. For that matter, there’s a great deal of competition within the Guild itself, and some of the prank-playing barely toes the line short of infighting. Your fellow thieves will frequently make it their business to know what you’re up to. Dealing with this, and countering it, is something you’ll be expected to know how to do. Nobody in this Guild is going to rally to your aid just because someone is keeping tabs on you.”
 

 
  Ross sighed heavily; none of them found anything to say in response.
 

 
  “Now, granted, there are some mitigating factors
  
   there,”
  
  Tricks continued. “You’re apprentices, which means we don’t expect you to have the same capabilities, and you get a measure of protection. And this stalking is pretty obviously a forerunner to the real show, whatever that is. Depending on
  
   what
  
  it is, we may end up having to intervene after all. For that reason, I’m glad to be in the loop on this, finally.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Tallie muttered. “We didn’t figure you’d…”
 

 
  “No worries, it’s only a few days in,” he assured her. “Whatever crisis this is leading to hasn’t happened yet, and now I’m forewarned. That’s what matters. Second problem, though: I’m constrained from rushing to your aid over a minor problem by the fact that you’re all plotting against me.”
 

 
  Tricks let their babbled protestations of shock and innocence carry on for a few seconds before holding up a hand for silence. When silence did not immediately ensue, Style helped.
 

 
  “SHUT IT. And
  
   you.”
  
  She turned her scowl on the Boss. “I know you like your little jokes, but leave the kids alone. Some of ’em aren’t that bright.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Darius protested. “What’d she mean by that?”
 

 
  “Tell you when you’re older,” Ross rumbled.
 

 
  “All right, fair enough,” Tricks said easily. “Relax, guys, you’re in no trouble with me. And Style’s right, that was a little joke on my part…somewhat. But the fact is, after today, you’ll be associated with Alan Vandro’s camp in the eyes of those in the Guild who care about such things, and
  
   that
  
  is a potential issue.”
 

 
  “Camp?” Rasha said shrilly. “There’s a
  
   camp?
  
  Nobody told us about any camp!”
 

 
  “We probably wouldn’t have stumbled into it if he had,” Tallie said sourly.
  
   “Which
  
  would be why he
  
   didn’t.”
  
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Tricks, nodding. “Innocent or not, though, that’s where we stand. How this looks is one of the bullshit things I have to think about in order to lead the Guild. If some of our apprentices are in some kind of danger, then sure, protecting them with all necessary resources is just part of the job. If I move to aid a group of Vandro’s underlings just because they’re in an
  
   uncomfortable situation,
  
  that’s different. It means I’m either insecure enough to try to woo away members of his faction, or overtly hostile toward him in a way that’ll start sparks flying, as people who support him, me, or other parties take the cue to get more aggressive.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   horseshit,”
  
  Rasha spat with uncharacteristic vehemence. He then paled slightly and hunched his shoulders, but a moment later forced himself to straighten up again, glaring at the Boss.
 

 
  “You’re completely right,” Tricks said with a sigh. “It’s politics. And the
  
   really
  
  shitty thing about politics is that you don’t
  
   get
  
  to abstain from it. Not just me, because I have to consider these things in order to get anything done around here, but everybody. It happens, and it’ll roll right over you if you don’t pay attention to it and involve yourself. It’s obnoxious as hell, but…there it is.”
 

 
  “What are these factions, though?” Darius asked. “I mean, what’s everybody after?”
 

 
  “There’s not really any competition for power in the Guild,” said Tricks. “Competition for jobs, credibility, and just because we like to compete, sure. But in a religion whose central premise is that people who seek power are
  
   not
  
  to be trusted, we just don’t
  
   have
  
  all that many positions of authority, and they always end up getting kind of thrust on people who don’t really want them. Anybody
  
   in
  
  one of those positions who started acting like they enjoyed it too much would find themselves…” He grinned, dragging a finger across his neck. “Retired.”
 

 
  “We have joined a cult of crazy people,” Tallie said wearily. Style grinned at her.
 

 
  “Point being,” Tricks continued, “most Guild members really aren’t interested in factional politics at all, and those who go in for it do so over doctrinal issues—how they feel the Guild should be run, and how Eserites should behave. Webs isn’t aiming for my job; I know for a fact he doesn’t
  
   want
  
  my job, and very few people do.”
 

 
  “He keeps trying to fob it back off on Sweet,” Style added, smirking, “who is far too slippery for that to work.”
 

 
  “What Webs wants,” Tricks said, giving her a sour look, “is change within the cult.”
 

 
  “What change?” asked Ross.
 

 
  “That’s actually a good thing to ask about and something you should know,” the Boss replied, “but it’s a diversion I really don’t have time for. Find Lore at your earliest opportunity and ask about all this; teaching you the Guild’s codes and philosophy is his job, after all. For
  
   now,
  
  we have the issue at hand to finish addressing.”
 

 
  “The issue being,” Tallie said bitterly, “we’re fucked and you won’t help.”
 

 
  “There you go, jumping to conclusions,” Tricks said with a gentle smile. “Here’s the core problem: who are these dwarves? What’s their agenda? What organization do they represent? What are some of their names? Where do they live?”
 

 
  He let the silence stretch out, smiling knowingly, and then winked at them.
 

 
  “And without knowing any of that,” the Boss finished, “what is it you expect me to
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “All right, that’s fair,” said Jasmine, shifting on the exam table and then wincing. “We—errh—need to find all that out, anyway.”
 

 
  “Just get me a starting point,” said Tricks in a more serious tone. “Bring me
  
   anything.
  
  Because while politics may constrain me from acting overtly in your favor, I want to have people looking at these dwarves as soon as I have a direction in which to look. There’s a potentially important factor here that you guys seem to have missed.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Darius raised his eyebrows inquisitively.
 

 
  “Style.” Tricks turned to his head enforcer. “Last info I had, Pick is still AWOL and hasn’t paid this group for the work they did?”
 

 
  “And that’s still correct,” she grunted. “I had my people do a quick sweep of the city, which turned up nothing, so I put out the word to all our chapter houses to watch for him. Didn’t bother with a thorough search, though; he’s small fry on his best day. Why, you want me to crack down on him?”
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Tricks said, frowning. “Pick has a somewhat infamous record; we’re all so accustomed to thinking he’s a useless little shitstain that when he turned up missing
  
   just
  
  as the apprentices he ditched needed to be paid, well, there’s a pretty neat and obvious little narrative there, huh?
  
   However,
  
  it’s now turned out that we have some outside faction aggressively pursuing these same kids over business related to that deal and those weapons—business that Pick was knee-deep in. I don’t actually know who he was working with or where the hell he got those gadgets, so he may be the only person who can answer those questions. And just as the dwarves start moving in, he’s nowhere to be found.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Darius breathed, going pale. Style’s face, by contrast, reddened, an she clenched her fists in fury.
 

 
  “Now, nobody go and do anything rash,” Tricks warned them. “We need
  
   answers
  
  before taking action; we’re dealing with smart people, and just about the worst thing you can do when smart people are moving against you is lash out. But
  
   if
  
  it these dwarves have managed to disappear a Guild member…oh, you’ll get your support, kids.” He smiled coldly. “They really hate thieves up in the Dwarnskolds; it’s one of the few places where Eserites have really no presence at all. So maybe it’s time we reminded all of dwarfkind that you
  
   do not fuck with the Thieves’ Guild.”
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  They couldn’t avoid speculative eyes forever, of course, but fortunately it was faster to get to the apprentice dormitories from the infirmary without passing through the Pit, so at least the group postponed their inevitable march through the gauntlet of stares by a little bit. As they neared the rear barracks door, the one near the bathrooms, there were more and more people about, and at least a few gave them speculative looks, though nobody stopped them. Right outside the doors themselves were three other apprentices, chatting and laughing, who ignored them entirely.
 

 
  “Man, what time even is it?” Darius grumbled. “I know it’s after dark and all, but I really do not feel like sleeping.”
 

 
  “Nothing says you gotta,” Tallie replied. “There’s still folks up and around; head to the Pit and practice something if you’re too charmed-up to sleep.”
 

 
  “Think I’m gonna see if they still have food out,” said Ross, then shrugged defensively at their raised eyebrows. “Sandwiches and cookies were pretty small. Didn’t wanna ask for more; we were guests.”
 

 
  “Why, that’s only fair!” Darius said cheerfully, patting Ross’s somewhat protuberant belly. “You’re a growing boy, after all!”
 

 
  “You’re lucky I’m tired of seein’ people get beat on tonight,” Ross growled, then shouldered past him and headed into the dormitory—and, presumably, through it toward the cafeteria on the other side.
 

 
  “D’you think…” Rasha trailed off when they all turned to look at him.
 

 
  “What’s on your mind?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  He glanced at her and couldn’t entirely repress a grimace; the bruise growing on the side of her face was an increasingly alarming sight. At least her conservative style of dress concealed the rest of the bruises she had to have.
 

 
  “I just…” He swallowed and tried again. “I’m not too much afraid of getting cuffed around the ears. Gods know I’m used to it; where I grew up, that’s just how you kept your kids in line. And I have older sisters, so, y’know…” He glanced up at Jasmine and again averted his eyes. “I never saw someone get…
  
   beaten
  
  like that, though, not in the name of discipline. That kind of pummeling would be a
  
   fight.
  
  Or possibly a murder attempt.”
 

 
  “I’m still…unpacking what I think about all his,” Jasmine said, absently probing at her bruise with a fingertip. “I
  
   don’t
  
  think that was at all appropriate as a way to enforce discipline. But, on the other hand, I keep being reminded that I don’t fully understand the mindset of Eserites. And that’s exactly what I came here to
  
   learn.
  
  I’m trying not to pass judgment on things until I have more familiarity. On the other hand, I’m also trying to be wary of losing my own sense of…right and wrong.” She winced and lowered her hand. “It’s getting increasingly dicey.”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Tallie mused. “This is gonna sound ungrateful and I’m sorry, Jas, but you kinda messed up my chance to figure out how bad it is by jumping in. I mean, I got a punch in the gut, a smack to the head and a yank on my hair. Way
  
   I
  
  was raised, that’s a fair enough comeuppance for some kid who did something like assault…uh, say, a friend of my parents. The, uh, comparisons kinda fall apart when I try to relate them to my own experiences.”
 

 
  “I know
  
   that
  
  feeling,” Rasha grunted.
 

 
  “Point being,” Tallie continued, “if that was gonna be that, well, I don’t feel hugely put-upon so far. If she was gonna
  
   continue
  
  beating me down, then yes, that would be excessive and frankly I’d be thinking about leaving right now. Since you hopped in at that point, I guess I’ll never know. What happened to
  
   you
  
  , though—”
 

 
  “Was different,” Darius interrupted, hands in his pockets. “You and I got smacked as punishment.
  
   Jas
  
  was directly challenging Style’s authority. That wasn’t about disciplining apprentices, it was about maintaining status.”
 

 
  “I suppose that makes sense,” Jasmine said, “though Rasha’s original concern still applies, if this is the kind of place where authority is maintained through beating.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  made it about beatings,” he said, then shrugged when she scowled at him. “C’mon, I was there. You were offering her a straight-up fight, and
  
   she
  
  tried multiple times to talk you out of it. She’s a Guild enforcer, and it was right in front of everybody whose respect she needs to keep. Tallie or I might have sassed her instead, and maybe that would’ve gone differently. But…there it was.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted, again touching her face. “I suppose. Maybe. I’m still withholding judgment.”
 

 
  “That’s probably better than leaping to a judgment,” Tallie said, gently patting her shoulder.
 

 
  Rasha heaved a deep sigh. “I think…I’m gonna take a walk, guys. Clear my head a bit.”
 

 
  “Okay…” Tallie gave him a worried look. “Just…don’t go outside, all right? Not alone. Those assholes are still out there, and apparently they can tell when we leave the building.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he agreed absently, sticking his hands deep in his pockets and turning to slouch off up the hall. “I know. See you guys later.”
 

 
  “I need to take care of something, too,” Jasmine said quietly after they’d watched him go in silence. “This…hopefully won’t take too long.”
 

 
  “Grip?” Darius said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  She gave him a faint smile. “You know, Darius, you’re not nearly as dumb as you act.”
 

 
  “Hey, who’s acting?”
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head, but her smile remained in place. “I’ll talk to you in a bit.”
 

 
  “Sooo,” Darius drawled as she strolled off down the other hall. “Whatever shall
  
   we
  
  do in the interim? Hmm?
  
   Hmmmmm?”
  
 

 
  “Hey,” Tallie said brightly, “you know who
  
   hasn’t
  
  seen their fill of violence tonight?”
 

 
  “Ooh, is it me? I bet it’s me, I—
  
   ow!
  
  Dammit, woman!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The number of places apprentices were truly not allowed to go was, in the end, rather small. Once above the Guild proper and into the realm of the Imperial Casino, there were far more areas where scruffy people in general were not welcome. That description applied to more apprentices than otherwise, so they ended up staying out of the Casino’s passages as a rule. However, as Rasha found while prowling through the back halls, there was some leeway. By far the majority of the Casino itself was occupied by its mostly open main room, which itself was the size of a cathedral’s sanctuary. Apart from a few smaller gaming parlors and private rooms of various kinds for the patrons, the rest of the aboveground structure was the realm of the staff who kept it all running.
 

 
  There, too, he found that the back rooms themselves were mostly off-limits to the likes of him, or so he came to assume after being forcefully shooed away from several. That only made sense; a
  
   lot
  
  of money was collected and counted in a casino this size, and they wouldn’t want any unnecessary personnel mucking about. For the most part, though, no one bothered him if he just walked the halls. They didn’t even give him much in the way of funny looks; he blended in with the staff about as well as he did with the apprentices.
 

 
  As such, Rasha found it more comfortable to stretch his legs in the Casino’s back passages than the Guild’s, given the number of people down below who were studying him thoughtfully, as if he were a puzzle box containing a stack of decabloons. Thus far, nobody had tried to corner him, but he figured that was only a matter of time, and resolved to stick closer to his group of friends in the future.
 

 
  Up here, though, he was left alone. He knew a lot of Guild personnel were involved in the Casino’s running, and in fact had been told that quite a few apprentices worked the more menial jobs here; it had been mentioned to him as an easy way to pick up some pocket money if he lacked a sponsor and an income. And of course, there were plenty of fully accredited Guild thieves about. Despite Tricks’s warning, though, none of the topside personnel seemed to find him interesting.
 

 
  Or maybe they were just better at concealing their interest. Yeah, he’d definitely try to avoid running around without his group, at least until all this blew over. For now, though, he felt the need to stretch his legs and clear his thoughts. This was a far cry from the familiar back alleys of Puna Vashtar, even when he scrupulously avoided the carpeted and decorated halls which indicated they were public areas in the Casino, but it sufficed for now.
 

 
  He found himself wandering near the kitchens, though he didn’t step inside after the last upbraiding from the master cook. With his luck, it would be the same man on duty, and Rasha was starting to notice that Eserites in general displayed a mean streak when they had to state their directives more than once. Of course, who even knew whether the cooks of all people were actually affiliated with the Guild… But after the last few days, it wouldn’t surprise him. His idea of what constituted a thief had been significantly expanded as he slowly grew to understand the Guild’s mindset, and the innumerable ways its rebellious philosophy could be worked into all walks of life. Besides, he wasn’t going to assume
  
   anything
  
  at this point.
 

 
  The kitchen was skirted by wide passages, though, so he could be within earshot of its hustle (definitely not winding down for the night; the Casino’s patrons would be wanting their meals and snacks until deep into the small hours) without actually getting underfoot. Moved more by curiosity than anything else, he carefully edged along a side hallway, keeping close to the wall to avoid a waiter carrying a laden tray and then a busboy pushing a cart of dishes in the other direction. At the far end was a set of double doors, and Rasha made for this simply because that was the direction in which he happened to be going.
 

 
  Once through them, though, he paused nervously, finding himself outside. Tallie’s warning sprang instantly to mind. This was one of the Casino’s smaller side entrances; it was an alley, if a broad one, and there was nobody about except a few of the staff.
 

 
  A young man in a splattered cook’s uniform stood puffing a cigarette and talking quietly with a cocktail waitress. Both glanced curiously up at him, and for a moment Rasha froze awkwardly, fearing he had disrupted a lovers’ assignation. Then movement caught his eye, though, and he glanced across the alley, where a teenage boy was perched on a crate with a bottle of beer beside him, reading a newspaper by the fairy lamp affixed above the Casino’s side door.
 

 
  “Hey there,” the girl said amiably. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around; you new?”
 

 
  “Oh, uh, no, but… Actually yes, but…” Rasha stopped, feeling a blush rise to his cheeks, and drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly. The reader had only glanced at him before returning to his paper, but the other two were regarding him with bemusement. “Sorry, I’m a bit out of sorts. I
  
   am
  
  new, but I’m not staff. I’m apprenticing in the Guild.”
 

 
  “Ahh,” she said, nodding with a knowing expression.
 

 
  “If I’m not supposed to be here, I can…”
 

 
  “Hey, relax, join us,” the cook said lightly, picking up a bottle from the stack of crates next to him and holding it out. Rasha noticed, now, that there were several beer bottles about—all either being worked upon or still sealed. Clearly they did not throw their trash to the ground in this alley. “This is a Guild facility, after all; if you were someplace you weren’t supposed to be, somebody would have an arm around your neck by now. Just don’t get in the way and nobody in the kitchens cares where you go.”
 

 
  “That’s not the impression I got last time I went through the kitchens,” Rasha muttered.
 

 
  The young cook laughed. “Oh, yeah. Let me guess, Arfeld was in charge at the time?”
 

 
  “I…honestly have no idea.”
 

 
  “Could’ve been any of them,” the waitress said reprovingly, swatting the cook on the chest. “You’ve just got a bug up your butt about Arfeld because of that reaming out he gave you. Yeah, don’t go
  
   in
  
  the kitchens unless you’ve got specific business there,” she added to Rasha with a grin. “Everything’s got a place and everybody has a purpose; they
  
   hate
  
  loiterers. But nobody’s going to mind if you hang out in the vicinity.”
 

 
  “Provided,” said the young man, puffing his cigarette, “you don’t cause any trouble.”
 

 
  “I’m good at not causing trouble,” Rasha agreed. He found that he had stepped aside of the door and leaned his back against the wall. Was this wise? He was outside the Casino, technically… But, he reasoned, just barely so. The door was
  
   right there.
  
  Nobody could threaten him here.
 

 
  Nobody not already in the Guild, of course…
 

 
  “I was an apprentice myself, for a while,” the girl said, smiling at him. Rasha glanced nervously at her companion; in his experience, men who’d cornered young women in semi-privacy could be
  
   very
  
  tetchy at being interrupted, but the fellow just placidly worked on his cigarette, pausing occasionally to sip a beer. “I get how you must feel, a little bit. Still slinging drinks here, even after I washed out. I mean, there’s a limited number of things a girl whose best asset is her looks can do to earn a living, and at least
  
   here
  
  the tips are good and I’ve got the most dangerous bastards in the Empire watching out for me. Beats the hell out of getting fondled in some dive. Or going back to Saddle Ridge and admitting to my mother she was right,” she added with a grimace. The cook grinned around his cigarette.
 

 
  “Why’d you quit?” Rasha asked, then flushed again. “Um, sorry, that’s kind of personal. You don’t have to answer.”
 

 
  “No, I getcha,” she said. “I remember being new… Pretty damn overwhelming, isn’t it? No, I…didn’t exactly
  
   quit.”
  
  She sighed, and scowled at her feet, then kicked at the ground. “You know, you don’t
  
   strictly
  
  have to be Guild to be Eserite?”
 

 
  “Not this again,” the cook said with a groan.
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” she snapped. “You
  
   don’t.
  
  It’s a religion and a
  
   philosophy,
  
  you can believe in it without being
  
   actively
  
  a thief!”
 

 
  “Sure,” he said, shrugging lazily. “But if you try
  
   acting
  
  on that philosophy without the Guild’s backing, you’ll wind up in jail or dead. And believing in it without acting on it isn’t the kind of thing Eserion has much patience for.”
 

 
  “Pff, what do you know? Not like
  
   you
  
  ever apprenticed!”
 

 
  “No, but I work here,” he said mildly, blowing a stream of smoke out over her head. “I know the basics. Everybody who’s been around here more’n two weeks knows the basics, Maisie.”
 

 
  The waitress heaved a heavy sigh, glaring, then pointedly turned a cold shoulder to the cook, who grinned in amusement.
  
   “Anyway.
  
  No, I didn’t quit, I just wasn’t very…well, good. I’m quick and I can handle the politics and the social parts just fine, but there’s a big
  
   physical
  
  element to getting certified in the Guild, and I was just…” She shook her head, shrugging. “Well. I’m Maisie, by the way. As you just heard.”
 

 
  “Rasha,” he replied with a smile which, to his surprise, was unforced.
 

 
  “Daoud,” said the cook, waving lazily, then again held out the bottle. “Want a beer?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Rasha winced. “Thanks, that’s really generous, but I’m kind of abstaining for a while.”
 

 
  “Ooh.” Maisie winced. “Bad experience?”
 

 
  “You could say that,” he grumbled.
 

 
  “Ah, c’mon, it’s
  
   one
  
  beer,” Daoud said idly. “What could it hurt?”
 

 
  “Oh, listen to you,” Maisie huffed. “You sound like the villain in an Omnist morality play. He doesn’t want to drink, what’s it to you?”
 

 
  “Just being hospitable,” Daoud said, grinning around his cigarette. “Hey, isn’t it your
  
   job
  
  to get people to drink?”
 

 
  “And I am on
  
   break,”
  
  she replied, tossing her head. “So, anything in particular on your mind, Rasha?”
 

 
  “A lot,” he said, slumping back against the wall. “I just… Sorry, I don’t want to sound rude, I’m just not in the mood to talk about it.”
 

 
  “Hey, we respect that,” Daoud said easily.
  
   “Don’t
  
  we, Maisie?”
 

 
  “Of course,” she retorted, frowning up at him. “I just
  
   said
  
  I’ve been there. No worries, Rasha, you’re always welcome to loiter in the filthy alley with the rest of us gutter trash.”
 

 
  “Sez you,” Daoud retorted. “I have an actual
  
   trade.”
  
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   cook,
  
  you great oaf.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but I’m a
  
   good
  
  cook. I’m going to be a
  
   chef.
  
  With some experience under my belt and a few references, I’ll have a cushy job making fancy pastries for some noble family.”
 

 
  “You’re way too prideful to get along with nobles,” she said with a grin. “They’d have your head off inside a week.”
 

 
  “What year do you think this is? Aristocrats in the Tiraan Empire don’t treat employees like serfs.” He shrugged. “Them with the money get to be assholes if they want. That’s the world; I can keep my head down and behave when it suits me.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said dryly. “Weren’t you the one
  
   just
  
  talking about how being Eserite meant taking action?”
 

 
  He snorted softly. “Said I understand the philosophy, not that I subscribe to it. Like you said, I was never an apprentice. This is a job.”
 

 
  Across the alley, the reader suddenly laid down his paper, shifting to stare in the direction of the front of the building. The others, noticing his movement, followed his gaze, Daoud and Maisie breaking off their argument.
 

 
  Rasha immediately felt as if he’d been doused in icy sea spray.
 

 
  “Good evening,” the dwarf said genially, strolling up to them as if his fine suit didn’t mark him as wildly out of place in this dingy alley.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, sir, this is a staff entrance,” Maisie said politely. “There are entrances for guests in the front and rear of the building.”
 

 
  “Of course, my dear, of course,” the dwarf replied in a pleasant tone. Rasha had never seen a dwarf in person before this week, but that neatly trimmed reddish beard was familiar even if the general configuration of their wide, blunt features might have confused him. “I just happened to notice a friend back here and thought I’d have a word. How’s apprenticeship treating you, Rasha?”
 

 
  The cold feeling intensified. He was
  
   sure
  
  he’d never said his name to any of these people. Of course, he’d been drunk the first time… Had one of the others addressed him by name in front of them? With his blood suddenly thrumming in his ears it was impossible to concentrate on the memory.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” he said, quietly enough it seemed the pounding in his chest should have been audible over it, “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.”
 

 
  “Oh, not formally,” the dwarf replied, smiling benignly. “But surely we’re past formalities at this point, you and I. You know, Rasha, your sisters are very worried about you.”
 

 
  Rasha bolted upright before he could restrain himself, fists clenching so hard they vibrated. “What the
  
   hell
  
  would you know about my sisters?”
 

 
  “You might say I’m in the business of knowing things,” the dwarf said, still a very picture of well-mannered calm. “Please, there’s no call for hostility; I assure you, I intend you no harm. In fact, there are a lot of ways we can help one another, I believe.”
 

 
  “Fuck off,” Rasha spat. “Fuck
  
   all the way off
  
  back to whatever hole you crawled out of. Stop following us around!”
 

 
  “I wonder how you’re being treated by these people you are so eager to defend,” the dwarf said pointedly. “Perhaps—”
 

 
  “Excuse me!” Maisie broke in, planting her fists on her hips, and scowled down at the dwarf. By this point, Daoud had tossed aside his cigarette and straightened up, and the busboy was staring alertly at the dwarf, one hand on his half-empty beer bottle. “He asked you to leave. I think you’d better do it, sir.”
 

 
  “Is this how you address moneyed patrons, young woman?” the dwarf replied, turning to her with a knowing little smile. “Perhaps I should speak with your supervisor.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are not a patron!”
 

 
  “No, Maisie, he’s right,” Daoud said tersely. “This isn’t how we do things. Go get an enforcer.”
 

 
  She instantly snapped her mouth shut, turned, and darted back through the doors.
 

 
  “Rasha,” Daoud continued, keeping his eyes on the dwarf, “whatever this is, maybe you’d better head back in, too.”
 

 
  “Of course, you needn’t act as if
  
   I’m
  
  going to bar you from doing as you like,” the dwarf said pleasantly. “I’m fairly certain my point here is made, Rasha. By all means, go enjoy the rest of your evening. We
  
   will
  
  resume this conversation at some point. I’m a big believer in not putting things off, but I’ll not tell you how to live your life.”
 

 
  “You know what I’m a believer in?” Rasha whispered.
 

 
  The dwarf raised his bushy eyebrows in an expression of polite curiosity. “Do tell.”
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt.” His heart was pounding, breath trying to catch in his throat. He took a step forward, desperately wanting to turn and flee. He had fled too many times, though, and knew it. Once more and he’d never stop. “All governments and all laws exist to benefit those in power.”
 

 
  “Please,” the dwarf said with a little sigh, holding up one hand.
  
   “Refrain
  
  from reciting the whole thing. I’m growing rather tired of thieves and their nonsense, as I’m sure you can understand. None of you are as full of surprises as you like to think.”
 

 
  “Oh, really,” Rasha said, and startled himself by laughing. “Think so, do you?”
 

 
  The dwarf shook his head. “Young man, I am perfectly content to—”
 

 
  That was as far as he got before Rasha struck him in a flying tackle.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Somewhat to her own surprise, Jasmine wasn’t kept waiting long.
 

 
  “Just so you know,” Grip said as she rounded the corner, “I’m
  
   not
  
  one to come when called. But after all, I did ask you to speak with me again, so I’ll make an exception.”
 

 
  “And so,” Jasmine murmured as she turned to face the enforcer, “I also learn that you’re watching my movements.”
 

 
  “Ahh, she’s beginning to watch and consider,” Grip said with a grin, coming to a stop before Jasmine in the dim corridor. It was the same spot in the Catacombs to which Grip had led her previously, still lit only by the faint light of torches around the bend. “Of course, that’s something you should have assumed anyway, but I
  
   have
  
  been gratified to see you making progress.”
 

 
  “Yes, progress,” Jasmine said quietly, staring at her. “I’ve considered your proposal, and I have an answer for you.”
 

 
  Grip smiled, lifting her eyebrows expectantly.
 

 
  “Thank you for your consideration,” Jasmine continued. “The implied compliment is appreciated. However, I don’t believe you and I are a good professional match, so I’m afraid I must decline to become your apprentice.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m afraid that’s—”
 

 
  “And so that’s where the matter ends,” Jasmine stated, staring into her eyes. “It’s now dropped, and you aren’t going to so much as whisper a word of it to anyone.”
 

 
  The enforcer’s posture did not shift, but there was an unmistakable threat in her sudden stillness. It was the poised tension of a coiled rattlesnake about to strike. “Child, I think you’ll find that giving orders like that to Eserites generally won’t get you anywhere. Giving them to
  
   me
  
  will get you places you do
  
   not
  
  want to go.”
 

 
  “So you’ve been watching me,” Jasmine replied in the same tone. “I assume you saw this evening’s action.” She dragged her fingertips along the ghastly bruise stretching from her temple down past her cheekbone. “Do I
  
   look
  
  like someone who’s afraid of pain?”
 

 
  “Maybe I’m misremembering things,” Grip said with a mirthless grin, “but I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure I never offered you pain.”
 

 
  “No, you just offered to make my life difficult,” Jasmine replied. “I’m making it clear, now, that if my secrets come out, I’m going to assume you were the one behind it. And then you’re going to learn exactly how little I fear any pain you’re capable of inflicting.”
 

 
  “Keep digging, girl,” the enforcer said icily. “You’re not thinking ahead. Someone with as many
  
   connections
  
  as you have to other people needs to be mindful of them when making enemies.”
 

 
  “You’re not my enemy, Grip,” Jasmine replied. “You are nowhere near my league. You’re going to threaten my connections, really? Please,
  
   please
  
  do that. Go to Last Rock and look the wrong way at one of my classmates, I
  
   dare
  
  you. If you’re particularly lucky, the kicking of your ass which follows will be over before Tellwyrn feels the need to step in. Go to Viridill and get yourself on the wrong side of Abbess Darnassy, see whether you’re resourceful enough to get out of the province alive. In fact, march yourself right down to the Temple and start something with Locke. Really, go on. I’ll wait here; I bet that’ll make a story I won’t want to miss.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Grip retorted, baring teeth again. “But that’s a fallacy, and you know it. You’re good at making friends,
  
   Jasmine.
  
  Why, you’ve managed to make some far less dangerous ones
  
   here,
  
  haven’t you?” She slipped one hand into a pocket, widening her ghastly grin subtly. “Right where I have access to them.”
 

 
  “Ah. Yes,” Jasmine said softly. “Yes…there is that.”
 

 
  Dazzling golden light blazed through the tunnel, and Grip reflexively attempted to leap backward, despite being momentarily blinded. Not fast enough to escape the moving wall of solid light that caught her up and slammed her against the stone behind her. She was both nimble and sturdy, and was only off guard for a moment, but that was all the time it took.
 

 
  Before she could bounce back off the wall, Jasmine had stepped in front of her, a trident made of pure golden light blazing into being in her hands. In the next second, she had driven it straight at Grip’s throat; the widely-spaced prongs captured her whole neck and then sank into the stone wall behind, pinning her against it.
 

 
  “Something was recently made clear to me,” Jasmine said coldly, “something I hadn’t fully appreciated.” Golden wings flared out from behind her, filling the passage, and she
  
   pressed,
  
  sinking the trident an inch deeper into solid stone, until it pushed on Grip’s throat hard enough to impede her breathing.
 

 
  “People
  
   fear
  
  the Hand of Avei,” Trissiny snarled. “So let me make this explicitly plain, Grip. I’m done with your nonsense, and done with you. You have pushed me right to the brink, and one more nudge will be the end of it. Make me come after you again, and it’s not going to be you against another fighter. It’ll be wild, disproportionate, absolutely
  
   ridiculous
  
  overkill. It will be every power I can bring to bear on you, and every asset I can leverage to hunt you down if necessary. Do you think you can hide from valkyries?” She pushed another fraction of an inch, and Grip drew a rasping gasp of protest, clutching at the trident. It sparkled where her hands gripped it, where its tongs dug into the wall and where it pressed on her throat. Hard-light magical objects were well known to be degraded by physical contact with solid matter, which was why energy shields didn’t work in the rain. This one, though, did not so much as flicker, a testament to the enormous power flowing through it. “I’m talking about a piece of you in every mailbox in Tiraas. The world will know
  
   not
  
  to get in my way, Grip, and no one from Boss Tricks to the Emperor himself will dare call me down for it. So you can either make yourself
  
   useful
  
  to me as an object lesson… Or you can
  
   back. Off.”
  
 

 
  She held the weapon in place for another few heartbeats, just to let it sink in, and then quite abruptly released it, along with every spark of magic she was channeling. The corridor was plunged back into darkness, and Grip slumped to the floor, clutching at her neck and coughing.
 

 
  “Don’t make me repeat myself,” Jasmine said calmly, then stepped past her and walked back toward the exit.
 

 
  She paused at the rasping laugh which followed her.
 

 
  “That was all I wanted, you know,” Grip said hoarsely, dragging herself upright. “You’re here with this idea you need to be a con artist or something. You’re not. You’re an
  
   enforcer,
  
  and in the end, Eserion and Avei are on the same side. I just had to know you’re going to do—”
 

 
  “Grip,” Jasmine said curtly, “I do not care.”
 

 
  She walked away.
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  At the brisk rap on her office door, Style shouted
  
   “What?!”
  
 

 
  Jasmine slipped inside and pulled the door shut behind her. “Sorry to interrupt your evening paperwork, but from what I hear this is basically the only time you use this room.”
 

 
  Style snorted and shoved a sheet of parchment to the side of her small desk. “Well, you got that right. Goddamn pen-jockeying. Interrupting this bullshit is a quick way back into my good graces. What do you need?”
 

 
  “Well, this may seem a little awkward,” Jasmine said, touching the side of her face, “but I need you to punch me. I, uh, suppose you don’t hear that one very often.”
 

 
  “You might be surprised,” the enforcer grunted.
  
   “Mostly
  
  from former bedmates asking for kinky shit that does
  
   not
  
  do it for me. I’m assuming that’s not what this is about.”
 

 
  Jasmine grimaced, a faint blush darkening her cheeks. “Uh, no. It’s just, I had to use divine magic a little bit ago, and in that quantity it tends to naturally heal things. Mesmer said the bruises were supposed to stay as some kind of object lesson…”
 

 
  “Fucking Mesmer.” Style rolled her eyes. “There’s a reason he’s neither an enforcer nor in charge. Sure, fine, in certain very
  
   rare
  
  circumstances, I can see making someone keep a minor injury as a disciplinary measure, but usually anybody who’s causing that much trouble would be booted out of here anyway.
  
   No,
  
  Jasmine, I don’t find it serves any practical purpose to have people walking around all gimped up. I thought you still had a bashed face because
  
   you
  
  were too stubborn to have him fix it. Nah, you’re fine.”
 

 
  “Really.” Jasmine frowned, then shrugged, reaching for the door handle. “All right, then. Frankly, after that scene tonight I thought it made perfect sense. Well, not
  
   sense,
  
  but it was consistent with the picture I was starting to see of this place.”
 

 
  “Cos you didn’t think about what you were seeing,” Style retorted.
 

 
  “Well, it’s pretty clear you keep control through brute force.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is exactly what I’m talking about,” Style stated flatly, pointing at her with a pen. She then stared at the utensil as if surprised to find herself holding it, and dropped it onto the desk before continuing. “Nobody keeps control through brute force; that’s not how brute force works. Fear is always better than force; respect is better than fear. You have to use a careful combination of all three; they have an interesting interrelationship. You’re new, you’ll learn more about it. But
  
   no,
  
  Jasmine, I don’t go around punching everybody who needs to be put in line. Or even most of them.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Jasmine kept one hand on the door handle, but so far made no move to turn it.
 

 
  “A good enforcer can’t afford to be a one-trick pony. It’s all about the situation, and the people involved. There’s no magic formula that works all the time. All right, let’s consider you and your little group of friends, they’ll make a passable case in point. Now Tallie and Darius I will smack when they need correcting—and occasionally more than smack, if they start doing horseshit like
  
   assaulting
  
  full Guild members. Those two are talkers; engaging them verbally is just asking for more hijinks and throwing away the opportunity to teach a lesson. What they need when they’re screwing up is a reminder that their bullshit can have the kind of consequences that no silver tongue can escape from. Hopefully, after no more than a couple more repetitions, the lesson will start sinking in and they’ll toe the line without needing
  
   more
  
  reminders. If they don’t have that much basic innate intelligence, they’ve got no place here. Rasha…” She paused and shook her head. “I’m a little worried about that kid.
  
   Fragile
  
  people don’t do well in this place. But some of our best have started out that way. He’s one who needs encouragement more than correction. Plus, he’s a listener and a thinker, so
  
   explaining
  
  what he does wrong will do a lot more than belaboring the point. Likewise Ross, without the fragility.”
 

 
  “But you’re comfortable smacking
  
   me
  
  around to make a point,” Jasmine said, finally taking her hand off the door and folding her arms.
 

 
  “In point of fact, no.” Style mimicked the posture, leaning back in her chair. “That dust-up tonight wasn’t about discipline, it was about you directly and publicly attacking my authority. No, Jasmine, you’re not afraid of pain, and even if you were, you’re not motivated by fear. Roughing up brave people is counterproductive; it makes ’em feel all righteous, when an enforcer’s job is to make someone understand that challenging us is a
  
   mistake.
  
  Believe me, the Guild hasn’t prospered for thousands of years without knowing how to deal with Avenists. So no,
  
   Jasmine,
  
  if you will just refrain from creating scenarios where I have to fucking
  
   land
  
  on you, I’ll look forward to never again laying so much as a fingertip on your dainty little derriere.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Jasmine frowned, but offered no challenge to her reasoning.
 

 
  “Moving on,” said Style, “wanna tell me
  
   why
  
  you were throwing around so much magic you accidentally healed yourself?”
 

 
  “Oh.” Jasmine sighed. “Well, the truth is, I was pummeling and then threatening Grip. I guess that probably changes your stance on the subject of punching me, huh.”
 

 
  “There you go, making assumptions again,” Style snorted. “Rumor is an intel woman whose default state is barely sober enough to stand; there’s no good reason for
  
   any
  
  Guild member to be taking swings at her, least of all an apprentice. Grip is another matter. I know yours is an unusual situation, and I fucking damn well know what
  
   she’s
  
  like. Without specifics, I could believe either of you being at fault there. I’m still in suspense, by the way.”
 

 
  “Well, Grip wanted me to be her apprentice.”
 

 
  “And this led somehow to you going full paladin on her ass. You got a real way with people, kid.”
 

 
  Jasmine scowled at her and snorted, but continued. “She was blackmailing me. Grip figured out who I am and said she would spill the story if I didn’t agree to be her apprentice. I’ve been trying to figure out what to do about her for a few days; I settled for…brute force. It seemed like that was something she would understand, at least.”
 

 
  “Hn,” Style grunted. “That’s some roundabout reasoning, even for her. Grip likes her plans complex, but… Well, watch yourself. People who assume they’re done with Grip have a tendency to learn otherwise, usually about when they get comfortable thinking it’s over.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the tip,” Jasmine said with a sigh, reaching for the door again.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Style ordered. “I agree that you entering a formal relationship with Grip may not be the best idea, but she
  
   is
  
  someone you, in particular, could stand to learn from. I’ve been meaning to discuss this with you, anyway. So far, Jasmine, you’ve been showing all the markings of a really talented enforcer in training. I mean, aside from your general social obtuseness, but that we can fix over the course of an apprenticeship. The major exception I see is this tendency you have to play the hero.”
 

 
  “Well—”
 

 
  “The thing about enforcers,” Style barreled on, “is that how much damage one is able to inflict ends up being less important than how threatening one
  
   seems.
  
  In your case, the very thing that made you interesting to Glory is a handicap. You’re so…well-behaved. Now, if you were a beefy dude like Ross, that would be absolutely ideal. Big scary guys who speak softly and mind their manners are
  
   exactly
  
  the right kind of intimidating; they can go places that shady thugs aren’t welcome, and don’t lose any of their looming menace factor in the process. You, though, are a pretty little blond slip of a girl—like Grip. And while
  
   Grip
  
  is a terrifying piece of work,
  
   you
  
  are not. Difference is,
  
   she
  
  has worked hard to become one.” She leveled a finger at Jasmine.
  
   “That
  
  is the distinction. Refrain from going off on a feminist rant about this, but the fact is, in the enforcer business, an attractive woman has to be three times as scary as a male counterpart to be taken as seriously. That’s just the way people perceive others. That means you have to build an aspect and a reputation to back up your threats, unless you want to have to break every goddamn kneecap you encounter. If you intend to keep going on the path you’ve apparently chosen, you’re going to have to either develop a cruel streak, or
  
   very
  
  convincingly pretend you have one.”
 

 
  “That
  
   isn’t
  
  the path I chose!” Jasmine burst out. “That’s the
  
   entire
  
  point of me being here! I do not need the Guild’s help to learn how to fight or threaten people. I’m trying to be
  
   subtler.”
  
 

 
  “Well, you’re doing a shitty job,” Style said bluntly. “You wanna be a con artist? Fine, do that. But
  
   do
  
  it; find someone who’ll coach you and start showing progress—fast. You haven’t done anything in that direction that I’m aware of beyond some cursory practice in picking locks and pockets. Right now you’re between the approach you claim to want and haven’t even looked at, and the one you’re actually
  
   good
  
  at and are afraid to pursue. Your trainers and I can help you build skills in either direction—or hell, both. But we’re not gonna choose for you, wouldn’t even if we could. Dithering is not acceptable.”
 

 
  “Well, but.” Jasmine heaved an irritated sigh. “It’s not as if I’m a
  
   typical
  
  apprentice, right? My purpose here isn’t exactly to aim for full membership—”
 

 
  “Then you can fuck off out of my Guild,” Style snapped. “I was
  
   extremely
  
  clear with you up front.
  
   No
  
  special treatment. You’re an apprentice exactly like all the rest. Your purpose is to work toward becoming a productive and valuable member of this Guild, or you can get yourself the hell out of it; we’re not providing room and board for every directionless teenager in Tiraas, here. I do not accept excuses or half-measures. You’re not on notice, kid; like I said, you show real promise as an enforcer. But I
  
   will
  
  be watching you, and unless you start really pursuing that potential, or
  
   other
  
  potential, you
  
   will
  
  be warned. From there it’s a short slide to the door hitting your ass on the way out. This isn’t a fucking summer camp.”
 

 
  “I see,” Jasmine said quietly. “Then that’s…something to think about.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Style agreed, staring flatly at her. “Go to bed, Jasmine. Plenty of exciting new ways for you to fuck up tomorrow, but right now I think we’ve all had about enough.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Good evening, your Grace!” Principia said with exuberant good cheer. “What a surprise to find you working here so late. The candle burns at both ends, eh?”
 

 
  “Locke,” Syrinx replied evenly after pausing a moment outside her office to study the Legionnaire. “And of course, you have
  
   no
  
  business in this part of the temple at this or any hour. Spit it out, I’ve even less patience for your idiocy than I have time for it.”
 

 
  “So hostile,” Principia said brightly, falling into step beside the Bishop as she strode away down the hall. It was an upper level of the Temple, containing little but administrative offices, and at this hour was practically deserted; even the fairly lamps were dimmed. No one else appeared to be in the vicinity. “Very well, to the point. Those disruptors originated in Veilgrad, and turned up
  
   here
  
  in the hands of the Thieves’ Guild. It’s very likely they passed through the possession of the Guild underboss there, an Imperial Army corporal named Timms. Her tag is Smiler, if that helps. I can’t leave the city except on specific business so I can’t exactly go ask her; I think this dovetails more with your end of the investigation, anyway.
 

 
  “Now, if Bishop Darling is playing coy about these things, it’s possible he doesn’t
  
   know
  
  anything and is trying to save face, but otherwise… The downside of his genius for cultivating contacts
  
   everywhere
  
  in Tiraas is that it leaves a lot of openings to track who he’s been talking to, and about what. What
  
   you
  
  need are access points, and luckily, there are some who are both links in his network and somewhat inherently friendly to Avenists.” She held up a small envelope, smiling slyly. “Those, I can direct you to. It would be personally awkward for
  
   me
  
  to be chasing the Bishop around that way, but if
  
   you’re
  
  caught doing it, I assume that will just be business as usual within the Church.”
 

 
  Basra came to a stop, turning to face her and resting one hand casually on the hilt of her sword. She glanced fleetingly at the envelope, but made no move to reach for it. “What are you doing, Locke?”
 

 
  “Helping you,” Principia said sweetly. “As is no more and no less than my duty.”
 

 
  “Right. So I’m to go threaten this Smiler person with exposure to gain her compliance, is that what you want?”
 

 
  “Oh, I should
  
   be
  
  so lucky,” Principia said with a grin. “I know very well you’re too intelligent to
  
   threaten
  
  a Guild underboss, though. No, your specific approach is up to you, and the less I know of it, the better, but you’re a resourceful woman. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose you plan to be so accommodating as to
  
   tell
  
  me the catch.”
 

 
  “The catch is that you’ll actually be holding up your end of this job, and thus keeping yourself around and in the High Commander’s good graces. If I thought failing to turn up anything useful would get your butt booted back to Viridill, matters would be very different.” Principia shrugged. “But, it is what it is. All things being equal, I think this better serves me in the long run, even if it does result in continuing to have to put up with you.”
 

 
  “You’ve developed an
  
   interesting
  
  way of addressing your superiors,
  
   Sergeant,”
  
  Basra said, though her tone remained calm and mildly inquisitive.
 

 
  “Oh, certainly, go tell Rouvad I was
  
   mean
  
  to you.” Principia grinned. “I think you’re forgetting that the last time we shared this temple was before I proved myself valuable and you proved yourself crazy. Look, we can play nicely in front of the bronze, but we both know that you’re a sadistic monster and I’m a rebellious pain in the ass, and after that little business of you trying to murder my whole squad, prospects of us actually getting along are pretty much nil. But I’ve worked with people I hated a lot more than you. I see no reason we can’t work something out, here.”
 

 
  “This is very
  
   slightly
  
  entertaining, but unless a reason emerges when I should bother myself with this and with you, Locke, I have much better things to do.”
 

 
  “You know the reason very well.” The insouciant smile faded from Principia’s face. “In fact, you just hit it exactly. You and I have much
  
   better
  
  things to do than feud. When it comes down to it, we aren’t really in competition. Our objectives are similar, yes, but at the end of the day, I’m rank-and-file with an acknowledged knack for moving among unscrupulous types, while
  
   you
  
  are a political presence in this city’s halls of power. Neither of us could function in one another’s wheelhouse. The removal of one or the other would just be a lost asset for the Sisterhood, and us butting heads is likewise.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Syrinx drawled, lifting an eyebrow. “Here comes your vaunted commitment to the greater good.”
 

 
  “I’m committed to my own best interests, exactly the same as you,” Principia retorted bluntly. “The difference is I’m at least capable of valuing
  
   other
  
  things, as well. I have goals and a career here, and dealing with your scheming on top of the rest of it is a headache I can do without. Do you need to find out how good
  
   I
  
  am at scheming before you realize how mutual our relationship is?”
 

 
  “Our relationship, huh,” Basra said sardonically, brushing off the implied threat. “I see no reason to believe you are either a threat
  
   or
  
  a use to me.”
 

 
  “Don’t you?” The smile which crept across Locke’s face was distinctly catlike. “Well, after all, we’ve gone head-to-head once already. You had the element of surprise and vastly superior positioning, and I
  
   still
  
  whipped you. Do you really wanna try it again without those advantages, Basra?”
 

 
  They stared at each other, Principia with that sly smile, Basra without expression.
 

 
  “Well,” the Bishop said at last, “Timms, was it? Also known as Smiler? I suppose
  
   I
  
  should be so lucky as to hope you’d do anything so rashly aggressive as try to trip me into a trap.”
 

 
  “I shall take that as an acknowledgment of my base point,” Principia said, her face instantly shifting back to an innocently cheerful look. “Then I shall bid you good evening, your Grace, and I’m sure we’ll have a more fruitful discussion when you’ve seen the utility of my help. Don’t forget your notes!” Again, she proffered the envelope.
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  Principia raised her eyebrows. “No? No, what?”
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   long
  
  way from earning my trust, Locke,” Basra said coldly. “And however you may choose to dress it up, in the end, that’s what you’re trying to do. Making yourself minimally useful according to your assigned duties isn’t going to cut it. I’ll tell you what. I will follow up on this lead, and if you have the basic self-control not to try to screw me over… We’ll talk further. About this job, and perhaps about what I can do for you beyond the bounds of your duties. And what I’ll expect
  
   you
  
  to do for
  
   me
  
  in exchange.”
 

 
  She smirked faintly, then turned on her heel and strode off down the hall.
 

 
  Principia stood behind her, watching her go with the slightly puzzled expression she had adopted during Basra’s last few sentences. Only when the Bishop was around the corner did she permit herself a faint half-smile, and tucked the envelope back into her belt pouch.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Dunno, I was asleep before he came back,” Darius said absently, focusing on his breakfast.
 

 
  “I don’t think the
  
   did
  
  come back,” Tallie said with a worried frown, pushing scrambled eggs around her plate. “I poked my head on on his bunk and it didn’t look slept in.”
 

 
  “Rasha’s very neat about his space,” Jasmine offered. “My best friend back home is like that; she’s Punaji, too. Something about being on ships…”
 

 
  “Yeah, but he’s
  
   not
  
  an early riser.” Tallie heaved a sigh, frowning deeply. “I don’t know, guys. Where could he have gone?”
 

 
  “He’s
  
   in
  
  the Guild,” said Ross. “Nobody’d hurt him here.”
 

 
  “But what if he
  
   left?”
  
 

 
  
   “Why
  
  would he leave?” Darius demanded in exasperation. “It was the middle of the night and psycho dwarves are after us. Rasha wouldn’t have gone outside.”
 

 
  “Don’t you care at all?” Tallie demanded, turning on him.
 

 
  “Course I care,” he said with a shrug that belied his claim, scooping up another forkful of fried potatoes. “But I’m not ready to agree he’s in some kind of trouble. C’mon, you know Rasha, he’s got big thoughts for such a little guy. Always retreating into himself and staring moodily around. Yesterday was stressful for us all. Trust me, I’ve known people like him before. He’s not dumb enough to go out there and risk his safety. Probably just off somewhere thinking. He’ll come out when he feels like it. Like a cat.”
 

 
  “He’s gonna miss breakfast,” Tallie muttered.
 

 
  “We won’t let him starve,” Jasmine assured her, then turned to Darius with a frown. “Anyway, a
  
   little
  
  more concern would be appropriate. Just because he didn’t leave the Guild doesn’t mean this place is
  
   safe.”
  
 

 
  “Nobody’s going to hurt apprentices here,” he scoffed.
 

 
  “I am basically
  
   positive
  
  that’s not true,” she retorted. “Accredited thieves would
  
   probably
  
  not risk censure by being
  
   caught
  
  harming an apprentice. But let’s face it, these
  
   aren’t
  
  nice people. So far I’d say about half the ones I’ve met are
  
   good
  
  people, and most are only kind when they want something. If Rasha went off into some private corner around here…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Something
  
   could
  
  have happened.”
 

 
  Tallie slapped a palm on the table hard enough to make her silverware jump. “Damn it. I should’ve…”
 

 
  “What?” Darius asked pointedly. “Tallie… I love that you care so much, but you’re not his mom. We can’t follow each other everywhere, and with all respect, Jas, I don’t think it’s wise to start assuming we’re in danger within the Guild itself. We need a safe haven, or we’ll all end up paranoid and crazy, and they really
  
   do
  
  protect apprentices here. C’mon, Ironeye could’ve probably disappeared us all good and proper, but she didn’t. Seriously, guys, I’m
  
   sure
  
  Rasha’s fine. If he hasn’t turned up by, say, dinner,
  
   then
  
  we should start to worry.”
 

 
  “You afraid of the dark?” Ross asked.
 

 
  Darius stared at him, blinking, then heaved a sigh and slowly set down his fork. “All right,
  
   what
  
  the fuck are you on about now?”
 

 
  “Just that fear of the dark isn’t rational,” Ross said. “So rational arguments against it don’t work. It’s primal. Fear of the unknown, of what
  
   might
  
  be in the dark.
  
   Knowing
  
  there’s nothing out there does nothing for you. ‘swhy everyone has trouble sleeping after hearing a scary story.”
 

 
  “Ross,” Tallie exclaimed. “We’re talking about
  
   Rasha!”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, and something tells me we still are,” Darius said dryly. “This is one of those Vesker metaphors. They always draw ’em out more than is necessary.”
 

 
  “Not wrong about
  
   that,”
  
  Ross agreed with a shrug. “Point is, our friend is missing an’ apparently didn’t come to bed last night. It’s fine to be worried. It’d be weird
  
   not
  
  to be worried. Don’t argue her out of worrying. Won’t work.”
 

 
  “What, so I can’t offer comfort to someone who’s upset?” Darius retorted, scowling. “I don’t see how
  
   that’s
  
  any better.”
 

 
  “This is incredible,” Tallie said to Jasmine. “We’re discussing the actual problem and
  
   these
  
  two are arguing about their feelings. When did we stop being the girls in this group?”
 

 
  “Oi!” Darius protested. Jasmine just rolled her eyes and had another bite of eggs.
 

 
  “Good morning.”
 

 
  The soft greeting was punctuated by the arrival of a stack of wooden discs on the table beside them. All four stared incredulously up at Gimmick, who gave them a serene little smile.
 

 
  “These are portable divination bafflers, keyed specifically to disrupt spells of location. It may be possible for a skilled scryer to discern details about your status even with them, and they will do nothing to counter fairy magic, but so long as you each keep one on your person, you should become un-trackable via arcane scrying by a mage or enchanter of nominal skill.”
 

 
  “Nominal skill,” Tallie said blankly.
 

 
  “There is, as they say, always a bigger fish, but I doubt you have antagonized the sort of archmage who can remotely neutralize these enchantments.” Saduko’s smile widened. “Your problems would be far greater were it so. These are passive charms and their power consumption is minimal, but they
  
   do
  
  consume energy. The enchantment is designed to absorb excess energy from the environment to replenish itself, which is abundant in Tiraas, but if your situation has not been resolved within six weeks, they will probably need to be recharged. Any professional enchanter will do this for a small fee.”
 

 
  “I know how to recharge basic enchantments,” said Jasmine, staring up at her. “Just have to buy the dust…”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  you do,” Tallie said with a sigh. “Excuse me, but I don’t believe we’d accepted Mr. Vandro’s offer.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Saduko said placidly. “Webs has reconsidered his position and feels he was being unnecessarily mercenary with you. You may consider these a gift, delivered with his compliments and hopes for a fruitful future relationship.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Darius said with a sigh, “what’s his angle?”
 

 
  “I fear I cannot help you there,” she replied, shrugging. “I am frequently baffled by Mr. Vandro’s machinations. My skill set is specific and limited, and he employed me strictly in that capacity.”
 

 
  “That was never his game,” Tallie said, slumping forward and leaning her forehead into her hand. The elbow she planted on the table narrowly missed her plate. “Damn it… It’s like the Boss said, just having us seen getting help from him places us in his
  
   camp,
  
  at least in everybody’s minds. And with everybody treating us like we’re Webs’s accomplices, our options for other supporters narrow until it’s basically true. Isn’t that right?” she demanded, lifting her head to look accusingly at Saduko.
 

 
  The enchantress shrugged again. “Your reasoning seems solid, though such matters are above my head. Being voluntarily and deliberately in Webs’s camp, as you call it, I have never had to think in these terms. That is for the best. I prefer to leave such convoluted planning to him.”
 

 
  “Why, that sneaky son of a bitch,” Darius said, sounding more impressed than annoyed.
 

 
  “Well, this is shaping up to be a
  
   great
  
  day,” Tallie muttered, reaching for the stack. “And I was
  
   just
  
  thinking we have a prospect here that didn’t involve taking Webs’s help. I mean, our new buddy Schwartz is in the same boat as the rest of us, and he’s an acolyte of the actual
  
   goddess
  
  of magic. Surely he could hook us up with some kind of deal on anti-tracking charms…”
 

 
  “And that’s why Gimmick had to come along so early to hand these off,” Darius said cheerily. “So Webs can get his hooks into us before we have the chance to realize that and act on it. Clever bastard!”
 

 
  “Stop sounding so happy about it!” Tallie barked.
 

 
  “Tallie, hon, we’ve been outmaneuvered. And that
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t surprise anybody, since this guy’s apparently been playing the game longer than we’ve collectively been alive.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   quite
  
  that long,” Saduko said with amusement.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, my point is, you can’t take these things personally.”
 

 
  “Oh, just
  
   watch
  
  me,” Tallie said acidly.
 

 
  “What I mean,” Darius added, “is you
  
   shouldn’t
  
  take it personally. It’s a game, at least in the minds of the people who tend to win it. You gotta stay loose, keep yourself detached. It’s the only way to keep your head cool enough to compete.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “Someday, I’m gonna
  
   insist
  
  on detailed backstories from some of you.”
 

 
  Darius grinned and waggled his eyebrows at her. “Your place or mine?”
 

 
  Saduko cleared her throat as Tallie reached for her fork, her glare at Darius suggesting she didn’t have eating in mind. “Those bafflers will function so long as they are on your person, but it is best as a rule to conceal them inside your clothes. If you are being tracked by a mage, and said mage gains a line of sight to them, he or she may be able to disrupt them permanently that way.”
 

 
  “So noted,” Jasmine said quickly, reaching for the stack. “And…ah, good, there are five. We’ll make sure Rasha gets his. Thank you, Gimmick.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that is the other matter,” Saduko continued. “Mr. Vandro pays well to be appraised of any interesting events transpiring in the city, and has just learned of one he felt would be relevant to you. Your friend Rasha is currently in an Imperial jail for assault.”
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  “Still sore?” Jasmine asked sympathetically.
 

 
  Tallie immediately removed her hand from her midsection,which she had been rubbing while wincing. “Eh. I’ve been bruised a lot worse after falling off stuff.”
 

 
  “If you’re worried about Style, I have it directly from her own mouth that Mesmer was full of it.” Jasmine pointedly touched the now-unbruised side of her face. “We can find a temple or an alchemy shop…”
 

 
  “It’s not bad enough to be worth the effort or time,” Tallie said quickly. “Let’s just get to the station before something even worse happens to Rasha.”
 

 
  “Can’t walk much faster,” Ross pointed out, “or we’ll be knockin’ people over. Then he won’t be the only one in a cell.”
 

 
  “Honestly, I’m rather disappointed,” Darius said to Jasmine, grinning. “I thought you went out and got your face fixed
  
   specifically
  
  to tweak Style. This is a big wrench in my plans, you know. I was gonna sell peanuts to your next go-round, make myself some quick pocket change.”
 

 
  “Boy, are
  
   you
  
  in the right cult,” Jasmine muttered.
 

 
  “Aw, aren’t you sweet to notice!”
 

 
  They didn’t have very far to travel; Rasha had apparently been arrested right outside the Casino, and consequently taken to the nearest police station. The military police in Tiraas being what they were, the building was actually a fortified barracks which, they observed upon drawing closer, had actual mag cannons positioned on top of its corner turrets. Soldiers patrolled the battlements and stood at attention outside. Their eyes followed the four apprentices, but none of them looked particularly shifty—or particularly interesting, being generally dressed like working-class young people. They blended easily with the crowd streaming in and out of the broad doors.
 

 
  Inside, the place looked less military and more like a government office. People milled about the marble-floored open space inside the doors, talking with one another and in one case shouting at an unimpressed-looking soldier with a battlestaff leaning on his shoulder. Two more troopers were escorting a woman with a black eye toward a rear door; based on their scowls and her limp, the way she accommodatingly followed instructions was a recent development.
 

 
  Tallie immediately led them across the room to the first open desk they saw; the entire side wall was lined with counters behind which stood a row of soldiers, positioned so that they were at least head and shoulders above those in the main floor. They were behind iron bars with small windows cut out, and behind
  
   them
  
  stood a couple of other soldiers, conspicuously carrying firearms and watching the lobby closely.
 

 
  “Help you?” offered the woman Tallie had selected in a weary tone which suggested she was nearing the end of her shift.
 

 
  “Yes, hello,” Tallie said briskly, placing her hands on the counter and ignoring the way the fresher-looking soldier in the back immediately turned his stare on her. “We’re with the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  The corporal behind the bars just heaved a long-suffering sigh and gave her an expectant look.
 

 
  “A friend of ours was arrested last night,” Tallie continued. “His name’s Rasha. We’re here to see him.”
 

 
  The woman sighed again and shook her head. “What else you got? He have a last name? What’s he arrested
  
   for?
  
  Basic description? Kid, I’m gonna need details if you want me to dig this guy up. You have any idea how many knuckleheads pass through here in chains?”
 

 
  “He’s a Punaji boy,” Jasmine said hastily as Tallie scowled and opened her mouth to argue. “We were told he was in for assault…” She glanced at the others. “…possibly of a dwarf?”
 

 
  “Now, hang on,” Darius protested. “We don’t know
  
   anything
  
  about that…”
 

 
  “Who else?” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   I
  
  remember that guy,” the corporal said before the conversation could degenerate further. “Little fella, looked almost too depressed to walk. Didn’t give anybody a second’s trouble. Yeah, he’ll be in the Tank—double doors on your right, there, follow the hall straight to the main desk and the sergeant on duty will know where he is. Visitation’s allowed.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Corporal,” Jasmine said politely, stepping back and pulling Tallie gently by the elbow.
 

 
  “What’d you tell her we were Guild for?” Darius asked as they followed the soldier’s directions into a wide hallway beyond the main lobby. “That had to make everything more difficult…”
 

 
  “Actually, probably made things easier,” said Ross. “Guild’s got strict codes for dealin’ with cops; Guild thieves are prob’ly a lot less trouble than shroomheads and drunks. ‘sides, you don’t wanna be more difficult with the Guild than you have to, or they come back with more.”
 

 
  “What he said,” Tallie agreed. “Honestly, Darius, what do you
  
   hear
  
  when Lore talks to us?”
 

 
  “The soothing sound of rain on a tin roof.”
 

 
  “I’m telling him you said that.”
 

 
  “You’re a bad person, Tallie.”
 

 
  She made no answer. They had arrived at a T intersection in the hall, which continued on ahead, but the side hallway branching off to the right was lined with cells. Tallie picked up her pace, dashing past the desk in the intersection behind which sat another officer, to grasp the bars of the first cell across the way.
 

 
  “Rasha! Are you okay?”
 

 
  He was very much as the corporal out front had described. Sitting on one of the thinly-padded bunks in the cell, he slumped with his head down, as if trying to collapse inward into a puddle. At Tallie’s voice, he shifted slightly, then only after a long moment raised his head. His face was haggard, eyes bloodshot and set in darkened pits.
 

 
  “Oh. Hey, Tallie. Hi, guys.”
 

 
  The others filed carefully past the desk, watching the other people present, whom Tallie had ignored. The sergeant behind the desk was observing all this with long-suffering patience, and the other soldier at this post had just resumed her position near him, having started to lunge for Tallie upon her rush to the bars and been called back by her superior.
 

 
  Also present was a well-groomed, if somewhat tired-looking, redheaded dwarf with a neatly-trimmed beard, watching them with a smile which could only be described as smug.
 

 
  “Are you hurt?” Tallie demanded. “Are they treating you all right? You haven’t been abused, have you? YOU!” She stuck her whole arm through the bars, pointing at Rasha’s cellmate. “You better not have laid a
  
   finger
  
  on him!”
 

 
  “HEY,” barked the uniformed woman by the sergeant’s desk. “Get the
  
   hell
  
  out of that cell!”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon, little missy,” the old man in the cell answered in an affronted tone while Jasmine and Darius dragged Tallie away from the bars. “Just whaddaya take me for? I’m in fer vagrancy an’ loitering! Ain’t never harmed so much as a flea!”
 

 
  “That’s for damn sure,” the sergeant said dryly. “We’ll be pickin’ ’em out of that cell for weeks. And you’re in for trafficking, Cletus. As
  
   usual.”
  
 

 
  “Bah! A man’s gotta make a livin!” He looked like a homeless person—filthy, dressed in layers of ragged old clothes, and as he demonstrated by grinning at the sergeant, with his few remaining teeth stained blue by glittershroom use.
 

 
  “So you’re friends of our terrifying, monstrous back-alley strangler, eh,” the sergeant continued, eyeing them all over without shifting from his seat. “Good thing you came along. We were afraid he was gonna bust out of there. Just bend the bars apart and smash his way out of the station through a wall.”
 

 
  “Sergeant Prynne is having a little jest at my expense,” the dwarf said blandly.
 

 
  “I don’t get it,” Jasmine replied, staring him down.
 

 
  “Well, you see, Jas,” Darius explained condescendingly, “this asshole
  
   here
  
  would be the person Rasha assaulted—”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Rasha’s shroom-trafficking cellmate raised a finger warningly.
  
   “Allegedly
  
  assaulted! Don’t never admit nothin’ to the fuzz! Ain’t you kids never been arrested before?”
 

 
  “We’re rusty,” Tallie muttered. “It’s been a couple of days.”
 

 
  “I can’t believe this is even happening!” Jasmine exclaimed. “Dwarves are almost the sturdiest people in existence—Rasha’s not physically
  
   capable
  
  of harming him! Look, he’s not even scratched!”
 

 
  “Yes, Jasmine, that would be the joke,” said Darius. “Glad you could join us.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” the sergeant said flatly, “I have two witnesses who saw Mr. Rasha-with-no-surname physically attack Mr. Rogrind. Being non-inducted employees of the Thieves’ Guild, they are considered trustworthy witnesses, as the Guild has and enforces very strict policies against lying to law enforcement. Which I suspect you know. The lack of any significant injury
  
   done
  
  will doubtless be reflected in his sentencing, but that’s up to whatever magistrate has to deal with this waste of time. A credible charge of assault has been brought and the accused is being held as per the law.”
 

 
  “In the Tiraan Empire,” the dwarf explained pleasantly, “the victim of a crime has prosecutorial discretion. Charges will be pressed by default—unless, of course, I should decide not to press them.”
 

 
  “Let me just stop you right there,” Tallie snarled, stomping up to him. She towered over the dwarf, who tilted his head back to look up at her without the slightest indication of unease. “The answer to your next insinuation is, as always,
  
   fuck off!”
  
 

 
  “Actually, young lady, I had intended to discuss the matter as frankly as possible,” he said politely, taking a step back. “Too much insinuation, I feel, has led us into this series of misunderstandings. And are you sure you should speak for your companions?”
 

 
  “I am perfectly okay with that,” Jasmine said grimly, folding her arms. Ross grunted in approval.
 

 
  “Ehhh…” Darius made a waffling motion with his hand. “I feel that rejection didn’t contain nearly enough obscenities. But I’ll give her points for the spirit of the thing.”
 

 
  “Honestly,” said the dwarf—Rogrind, apparently—with a disarming shrug, “your obstreperousness is amazing to behold. You kids have never even indulged me in a proper discussion.”
 

 
  “Are you saying you’ve been repeatedly told by these people to leave them alone and have refused?” Sergeant Prynne cut in dryly. “Because that verges on harassment.”
 

 
  “He’s a
  
   blackmailer!”
  
  Tallie said shrilly, pointing at the dwarf. “Arrest him!”
 

 
  “Whoah,” Darius said, coming up behind her and placing his hands on her shoulders. “Let’s
  
   not
  
  go telling soldiers in their own police station who to arrest, kay?”
 

 
  “I would be careful, Miss Peuterschmidt,” Rogrind said with a smile. “Bringing false charges
  
   is
  
  a punishable offense under Tiraan law.”
 

 
  “The burden of proof on that is virtually impossible,” Prynne noted. “You would have to prove that the accused knowingly and deliberately acted with malice aforethought. In twelve years working municipal law enforcement, I’ve never once seen that successfully prosecuted.”
 

 
  “Yeah!” Tallie shouted, dramatically brandishing a finger inches from the dwarf’s nose. “Suck on
  
   that!”
  
 

 
  “Thank you, Sergeant,” Rogrind said wryly.
 

 
  “Pleasure,” Prynne replied with a sunny smile. The uniformed private standing by his desk made a half-hearted effort to repress a smile.
 

 
  “In fact,” the dwarf added, “forgive me, but I seem to have noted a general pattern of hostility toward me from the moment the accused was brought in. Is this, perhaps, a racial issue?”
 

 
  “No,” the sergeant said evenly, “it’s an issue of you bringing me a member of the Thieves’ Guild and adamantly
  
   refusing
  
  to drop charges. You either don’t comprehend the headache you’ve insisted on dropping on my desk, or don’t care. Neither prospect predisposes me positively toward you.”
 

 
  “There’s a reason we housed him in the end cell, there, by the exit,” the other soldier added with a grin. “Makes what comes next generally a lot less fuss and bother.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Rogrind said dryly. “If I am not mistaken, the laws of the Tiraan Empire trump the influence wielded illicitly by the Thieves’ Guild. What is it that you believe comes next?”
 

 
  “They don’t have Guild chapters up in the mountains, Sarge,” Darius confided. “Bear with the old sot, he’s new at this.”
 

 
  “Frankly, I’m surprised it’s taken
  
   this
  
  long,” Prynne complained. “I had a moment of hope when
  
   you
  
  kids turned up, but you’re clearly not the right professionals, no offense. Never thought I’d be
  
   glad
  
  to see one of those sharks, but this whole goddamn thing is a waste of my time and cell space.”
 

 
  “Aw, hell,
  
   I
  
  don’t mind!” Cletus said cheerily. “Politest roommate I ever had!”
 

 
  Rasha sighed heavily, again staring at the floor between his feet.
 

 
  “Sharks?” Rogrind arched one bushy eyebrow. “I was under the impression you act, in this context, backed by the full force of the Imperial government. What Guild shark are you—”
 

 
  “THAT WOULD BE ME.”
 

 
  The woman who appeared on the scene arrived like a storm, strewing loose papers from the bulgingly overstuffed folder tucked under her arm. She wore an expensive leather duster over a rumpled but tailored men’s suit, with spectacles perched precariously on her nose and her hair coming loose from what had at one point been a tidy bun. In her other hand was a large thermos, which she brandished upon skidding to a stop in the intersection, having arrived at a dead run.
 

 
  “Oh, great,” Prynne muttered.
  
   “This
  
  one.”
 

 
  The new arrival slammed the thermos down on the corner of his desk and flung out her hand at the startled dwarf; with a flick of her wrist, a business card manifested in her fingers, and was then flung contemptuously at Rogrind.
 

 
  “Bird Savaraad, attorney at law,” she barked at such a rapid pace that her syllables nearly blurred together. “On retainer for the Thieves’ Guild of Tiraas and thus responsible for
  
   this
  
  nonsense right here that you’re doing and you may thank whatever the hell it is you people worship that you’re dealing with me and not Guild personnel proper and may I respectfully suggest in a strictly personal and non-professional capacity that you
  
   drop
  
  this shit before it gets to that point.”
 

 
  She paused to snatch her thermos off the desk, slapping down the thick folder and tilting it up to drink deeply from whatever was inside.
 

 
  “Bit early in the morning, isn’t it?” Darius said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Not for coffee,” Bird Savaraad chattered. “Never too early, too late or too anything. Now then!” After rummaging in her open folder for a moment, she whipped out a long sheet of paper which had become inadvertently dog-eared where its upper edge stuck out of its housing on the way over. “It is my understanding,
  
   Mr.
  
  Rogrind if that is in fact your real name, that you intend to press charges against one Rasha, apprentice of the Thieves’ Guild, for the alleged crime of assault?”
 

 
  Rogrind, who had been staring at her in apparent bemusement, at this turned to the other apprentices with an expectant expression.
 

 
  In unison, all four folded their arms and glared at him.
 

 
  “Hello!” Savaraad snapped, flapping the paper at him. “Yes? No? Maybe? This requires your input! If you fail to render a position it shall be assumed that you decline to press charges!”
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   actually
  
  do that,” Prynne commented.
 

 
  “Silence, minion!” the lawyer barked at him. He rolled his eyes.
 

 
  Rogrind cleared his throat, regaining her attention. “Yes, I intend to press charges, Ms. Savaraad.”
 

 
  “That’s great, fine and dandy, finally we can move
  
   on
  
  with this. I am authorized by my client to extend to you a compromise under the following terms: instead of pressing charges, you will
  
   not
  
  do that, and we can all go home. Do you acquiesce?”
 

 
  “No, I don’t believe so,” Rogrind said sardonically.
 

 
  
   “Splendid!”
  
  She grinned wolfishly, had another swig of coffee, set her thermos back down on the desk and advanced on him with the paper upheld in both hands. “I have here,
  
   Mr.
  
  Rogrind, a notarized affidavit from multiple credible witnesses who for reasons of fear for their personal welfare choose to remain anonymous but whose identities and contributions have been documented and will should this come to trial be presented confidentially to the magistrate overseeing proceedings stating that
  
   you,
  
  Mr. Rogrind…” She paused here, nearly doubled over, and drew in a loud gasp of air, before continuing at the same breakneck pace, “have been observed engaged in activities including but not limited to trafficking in illegal weaponry, assault of Imperial citizens, trafficking in drugs, animal cruelty, sale of pottery without a duly issued municipal permit to conduct commerce, tax evasion, loitering, jaywalking, arson, pushing an old lady into traffic, and negligent defenestration.”
 

 
  “Is this…some manner of
  
   joke?”
  
  Rogrind demanded, turning to the soldiers, both of whom were grinning broadly enough to provide an unspoken answer to his question. “Those charges are
  
   entirely
  
  spurious, and frankly absurd!”
 

 
  “And what the hell is
  
   negligent defenestration?”
  
  Darius asked in a fascinated tone. Tallie reached up to put a hand over his mouth.
 

 
  “Let me break it down for you, my little lost lamb,” Savaraad barreled on. “I’m a lawyer for the
  
   Thieves’ Guild.
  
  In one hour, if I so desire, I can have a notarized statement signed by ten noble witnesses that they saw you murder the Empress. Not that would hold up in court, of course, and bringing something like that before a judge is asking to get charged with contempt, but Imperial law being what it is, standards for prosecuting offenses are
  
   very different
  
  from those required to file certain papers.”
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Sergeant Prynne protested. “Let’s please refrain from discussing committing fraud right
  
   in front of me,
  
  Bird.”
 

 
  She whirled on him, flapping the notarized list of accusations against Rogrind menacingly. “Don’t even think about it, buttercup! The preceding statement was
  
   clearly
  
  hypothetical and not to be construed as either a threat or offer of services, and any attempt by you to press the issue will be met with a lawsuit for wrongful prosecution at the end of which I will have your badge, your pension, your apartment, and just because I’m a vindictive asshole, those crisply-pressed
  
   slacks!”
  
 

 
  Prynne sighed and leaned his head over the back of his chair to stare at the ceiling. “Would you kindly just get
  
   on
  
  with this and get out?”
 

 
  
   “Gladly.”
  
  Savaraad whipped back around to point menacingly at the increasingly baffled Rogrind. “I have
  
   all
  
  the requisite paperwork drawn up and ready to be handed of to the requisite Imperial functionaries, at which point an investigation of your activities will begin. Considering some of the specific charges involved, the quality of the witnesses and evidence I have arranged
  
   will
  
  result in a direct and
  
   thorough
  
  perusal of your person, residence and activities byyyyy…” Again grinning unpleasantly, she leaned forward until her eye level was almost the same as his, and her nose inches from his face, and spoke in a menacing drawl totally unlike her previous rapid delivery.
  
   “Imperial Intelligence.
  
  All up in
  
   every. Little. Part.
  
  Of your personal business.”
 

 
  Bird held Rogrind’s eyes for another moment, then abruptly straightened up and turned to the fascinated apprentices. “Y’see, kids, all systems as they say are pretty much corrupt. Laws in the Empire, as in basically every advanced society, are structured such that people who can afford the services of individuals like
  
   me
  
  can avoid trials where they will inevitably be found guilty of something simply by pushing papers around, which is why there’s a vast catalog of motions which can be filed to stall legal proceedings. Of course, in
  
   this
  
  case we don’t really need to
  
   stall,
  
  just to bring the eyes of the Empire directly onto this guy, whereupon they will discover things which while irrelevant to
  
   our
  
  business will result in him no longer being the Guild’s problem, or yours. Well?” She turned back to Rogrind, folding her hands behind her back and twisting her upper body coquettishly. “How ’bout it, big guy? What’s the word?”
 

 
  Rogrind was staring at her quite evenly now. Another beat passed, wherein his seemed to consider his next words. Then he cleared his throat and turned to the desk.
 

 
  “Sergeant Prynne, upon consideration, I have decided not to press charges against the accused.”
 

 
  “Yyyeaaaaahhh,” Bird drawled. “I had a
  
   feeling.”
  
 

 
  “Welp, you heard the man, Private,” Prynne said with a smirk. “Let the kid out.”
 

 
  “Well, butter my butt an’ call me a biscuit!” Cletus cackled, slapping his knee, while the soldier unlocked the cell and beckoned to Rasha. “Now that
  
   there’s
  
  a perfessional! Darlin’, I’d ask you to represent me, but a body gets tired a’ bein’ told by women that he cain’t afford ’em!”
 

 
  “I know what you mean,” Bird said sympathetically.
 

 
  “Rasha, are you okay?” Tallie said worriedly, rushing to him as he was brought out of the cell. He shrugged.
 

 
  “Hey.” Jasmine placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed until he looked up at her, then smiled.
  
   “Not
  
  your fault. Okay?”
 

 
  “Course it’s his fault,” the lawyer scoffed. “Goddamn it, I realize you kids are new, but don’t
  
   attack
  
  people in front of witnesses! Now c’mon, we’re not going to discuss this in front of the yokels. Come on! Shoo shoo march let’s go!”
 

 
  “Always a pleasure, Bird,” Sergeant Prynne said, waving languidly as she snatched up her effects and ushered the five of them back up the hall. Rogrind simply stood with his head slightly tilted, watching them go.
 

 
  “All right, I’m an independent contractor, not strictly Guild, so I can’t do a thing about what Style does to you over this,” Bird continued as she harried them across the lobby toward the station’s front doors, her chatter nearly drowned out by the noise and press of humanity they passed. “But for
  
   now,
  
  you’re off the hot seat legally, and my retainer here covers legal advice, the bulk of which I just gave you, but just to repeat because it bears repeating,
  
   pick
  
  your battles, dammit!”
 

 
  She had come to a stop on the steps outside the station, and turned to scowl at Rasha.
 

 
  “Hey, go easy on him,” Tallie said, taking his shoulders from behind. “He’s had a rough—”
 

 
  “Would you
  
   stop!”
  
  he burst out, shrugging her off. “Dammit, I’m not a pet, and I’m not a kid! I fucked up, all right? As
  
   usual.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah,
  
   whoah!”
  
  Darius said. “Ease up there—on her, and on
  
   yourself.
  
  So the fucker baited you into making a mistake. I’m getting the impression this is
  
   not
  
  that guy’s first rodeo. He’s probably gonna be trying this on
  
   all
  
  of us, and I bet he knows exactly what runes to push. Okay?” He stared firmly around at the others. “Rasha had the bad luck to be first, but this isn’t over. We need to remember that.”
 

 
  
   “Exactly,”
  
  Bird said approvingly.
 

 
  Rasha heaved a sigh, shrugging his shoulders. “Well. Guess after Style gets through punching the shit out of me, I can look forward to lawyer fees being tacked onto my apprenticeship debt.”
 

 
  “Actually I wasn’t summoned by the Guild,” Bird corrected. “A private individual paid for this. Far as
  
   I’m
  
  concerned you kids are off the hook; I wasn’t instructed to discuss payment with you, and were that an issue I probably would have been.”
 

 
  “Oh, just let me
  
   guess,”
  
  Tallie sighed. “Alan Vandro?”
 

 
  Bird wrinkled her nose. “Vandro? Ew. That arrogant misogynistic
  
   wart?
  
  Please, I’d sue him into a puddle of remorse just for making eye contact with me. No, I was contracted by Tamisin Sharvineh, whom you may also know as Glory.”
 

 
  Jasmine blinked.
  
   “Really.”
  
 

 
  “And I heartily recommend you all toddle over there at your first opportunity and express
  
   effusive
  
  thanks,” Bird added. “For now, whatever it is that dwarf wants with you, here’s a word of warning: he’s almost certainly a government agent.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Darius, frowning. “Why would a government agent be intimidated by Imperial Intelligence?”
 

 
  “Every part of that question is wrong, you doorknob,” the attorney said in exasperation.
  
   “Everyone
  
  is intimidated by the goddamn secret police,
  
   especially
  
  functionaries who live and work right within their easy reach, and I didn’t mean
  
   our government!
  
  Look, culturally speaking, dwarves think of thieves the way people in the Empire do of warlocks. The Theives’
  
   Guild
  
  is the kind of horror with which they threaten their children when they won’t eat their vegetables or go to sleep on time. Most of the dwarves active in the Empire and especially the capital are either permanent residents or merchants, the kinds of people who don’t make waves because they cannot afford to. Of the relatively few organizations in the Five Kingdoms which are active in the Empire, there are
  
   none
  
  besides government spies and the Order of the Light who would be willing to go toe-to-toe with the Guild, and
  
   this
  
  is not how the Order operates. You kids are a soft target, relatively speaking, which has to be why they’re after you so relentlessly, but they have to know that if they push it, the Guild will push back, and the Guild is not known for pushing
  
   gently.
  
  That man is indisputably a highly skilled, hardened professional who will stop at
  
   nothing
  
  to achieve whatever his goal is, and has the resources of at least one of the Kingdoms backing him.
  
   Watch your asses,
  
  clear?”
 

 
  Ross let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “Well, there y’see?” Darius patted Rasha on the back. “You got played by a professional spy. Could’ve happened to anybody.”
 

 
  “Somehow,” Rasha said in a strained voice, “that
  
   doesn’t help!”
  
 

 
  “Calm,” Jasmine urged. “This has been a mess, but we’ve actually made progress today.”
 

 
  “Such as?” Tallie asked skeptically.
 

 
  Jasmine smiled. “We have a name. Rogrind.”
 

 
  Bird cleared her throat. “Well, with our business here concluded I really need to be shoving off, but in parting let me just verify that there is
  
   no possible way
  
  that’s his real
  
   actual
  
  name, and you know this, right? Right?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t have to be,” said Jasmine. “For mundane detective work or even arcane scrying, it’s practically nothing to go on, true. But it’s a name he
  
   uses,
  
  and for the purposes of the right kind of
  
   fae
  
  magic, that’s a connection that can be followed back to him.” She grinned. “In addition to visiting Glory to pay our respects today, I say we head to the College of Salyrene and find our friend Schwartz. I’ll bet he can help us narrow this down to something we can tell Boss Tricks.”
 

 
  “An interesting approach,” Rogrind said, joining them on the steps with a smile. All five jerked back from him, Ross momentarily losing his balance on the stairs and having to be steadied by Darius. “Let me just remind you all that up to this point, I have made every effort to
  
   gently
  
  illustrate my capability to get results, and tried to offer you more than fair restitution for your help in gaining what I need. I still
  
   much
  
  prefer those terms, and I think you’ll find that I can offer you a great deal. If you
  
   insist
  
  on making this confrontational, you should take care to be very certain you know what you’re getting into.”
 

 
  “Carefully phrased,” said Bird, “but still a threat. Welp, I’m not paid enough for
  
   this.
  
  Cheerio, kids.”
 

 
  She took off down the sidewalk at a brisk walk, still dripping papers from her thick folder.
 

 
  “I hope none of those are important,” Darius mused, watching her go.
 

 
  “She’s right, though,” said Jasmine, staring at the dwarf. “He’s threatening us, now.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you misconstrued what I said,” Rogrind demurred with a pleasant smile. “And I’ll remind you that we are standing in front of an Imperial military police station, and any violent action—”
 

 
  “Oh, shut your
  
   fucking
  
  gob, you piece of shit,” Rasha snarled. “Lesson learned. Next time we have to shut you up, you won’t see it coming and there won’t be witnesses.”
 

 
  Rogrind sighed. “You kids
  
   really
  
  are out of your depth, aren’t you? Now, that
  
   was
  
  a threat, and right in front of—”
 

 
  “How did you know my last name?” Tallie asked quietly.
 

 
  The dwarf gave her a mysterious smile. “One picks up interesting bits and bobs here and there. All it takes is listening.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Rasha. “He was also vague after he talked about my
  
   sisters.”
  
 

 
  “Ohh, that is
  
   not
  
  a game you want to play,” Darius whispered.
 

 
  Jasmine snorted. “Please, track down my family. I wish you all luck with it.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Rogrind looked past them at the street. “Well, speak of the Dark Lady, as you Imperials say. A pleasure as always, my friends. I’ll talk to you soon; for now, I should leave Darius to attend to family business.”
 

 
  “What?” Darius barked, whirling. “What are—”
 

 
  He fell silent, staring at the street, where an expensively lacquered carriage had just pulled up to the curb in front of the police station. Rogrind strolled down the steps and away along the sidewalk, but they weren’t watching him anymore. The carriage wasn’t enchanted, but drawn by matching black horses groomed till they glowed, and had a House coat of arms on its door.
 

 
  “Aw,
  
   hell,”
  
  Darius groaned.
 

 
  A footman had dismounted from the rear of the carriage and approached its door, but before he reached it, the door burst open and a girl of no more than sixteen leaped out, heedless of her expensive dress.
 

 
  
   “Darius!”
  
  she shouted, pointing accusingly at him.
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “Hi, Layla. Let me guess, a dwarf told you I’d be here.”
 

 
  “I don’t even want to
  
   know
  
  what manner of unsavory people you’re associating with now,” the girl seethed, stalking up the steps to him and utterly ignoring the bystanders who had stopped to gawk at her and her carriage.
 

 
  “Hey,” Ross protested, and was ignored.
 

 
  “Have you any
  
   idea
  
  how worried we’ve been?” Layla demanded, jabbing Darius in the chest with a finger. “Mother is positively
  
   beside
  
  herself! You shall be lucky if Father doesn’t disinherit you entirely!”
 

 
  “Guys, this is my little sister, Layla,” he said resignedly. “Layla, may I introduce—”
 

 
  “I
  
   refuse
  
  to become acquainted with your pack of guttersnipes!” she seethed.
  
   “Lord
  
  Darius Ahmad Sakhavenid, you will stop this nonsense and come home this
  
   instant!”
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   “Lord?”
  
  Tallie screeched.
 

 
  Darius sighed, looked at her, and then at Layla, who was still glaring at him. “Uh…all right. Why don’t we take this someplace
  
   other
  
  than the steps of the police station? Clearly we need to talk…”
 

 
  “I don’t see what there is to talk about,” Layla snapped. “You’re coming home with me and
  
   these
  
  people can totter off back wherever it is you found them. This is
  
   enough
  
  of this, Darius!”
 

 
  “He’s right, though,” Jasmine said, stepping closer to her. “There’s clearly a difference of opinion here, and this
  
   really
  
  isn’t the place.”
 

 
  She glanced at the doors of the station. Quite apart from drawing looks from everyone who passed by, they were now the object of fixed attention by the two soldiers standing watch at the doors.
 

 
  
   “Your
  
  opinion was not asked, young woman,” Layla said haughtily. “Remove yourself.”
 

 
  “Layla!” Darius snapped. “First of all, don’t talk about my friends that way, because it makes me unhappy. Second and more importantly, these are Thieves’ Guild apprentices. Don’t talk to
  
   Eserites
  
  that way, because it results in them making
  
   you
  
  unhappy.”
 

 
  “I did not come all the way out here to be
  
   threatened!”
  
  Layla exclaimed.
 

 
  “He said it.” Ross pointed at Darius.
 

 
  “If you’re so insistent on having a conversation about this, you can do so
  
   in
  
  the carriage. Don’t force me to have Ralph put you
  
   bodily
  
  in it.”
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Jasmine said soothingly. “Nobody is putting anybody bodily anywhere. You’re making a scene, Lady Layla, and this is a very public place.”
 

 
  “That does it!” Layla actually stomped her foot. “Ralph!”
 

 
  The driver of the carriage stepped down and took two strides which brought him all the way up the stairs to join them. He was taller than Tallie and broader than Ross, all of it muscle.
 

 
  “Kindly assist Lord Darius into the carriage,” Layla said smugly.
 

 
  “Here, now,” one of the soldiers on duty said sharply, taking a step toward them.
 

 
  “Ralph, don’t even
  
   think
  
  about it,” Darius snapped, edging behind Tallie, who immediately stepped away, scowling furiously at him.
 

 
  “Sorry, m’lord,” Ralph rumbled, shrugging and reaching out toward Darius. “The Lady’s currently in your mother’s good graces; I’m afraid her word goes.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Layla said, folding her arms.
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t.” Jasmine planted herself in front of Ralph, making him pause. “That’s enough of this. We’re all intelligent, civilized people; let’s behave like it, please.”
 

 
  “You may feel free to
  
   remove
  
  any troublesome pests who interfere in House business,” Layla said coldly.
 

 
  Ralph sighed, but reached out and grasped Jasmine’s shoulder. “Here, now, miss, if you’ll just—”
 

 
  Two seconds later, he had received a punch in the elbow and a kick to the inside of the knee, sending him tumbling back down the steps with an incongruously high-pitched cry of pain. The footman leaped forward to intervene, just in time to catch Jasmine’s heel in his stomach; he doubled over with a cry.
 

 
  “HOW DARE YOU!” Layla shrieked, turning to the two soldiers on duty, both of whom were now striding forward with their weapons raised. “Officers! You will
  
   arrest
  
  this wench immediately!”
 

 
  “Stand down in the Emperor’s name!” one of the soldiers barked, leveling his staff at Ralph and the footman, neither of whom seemed about to get up.
 

 
  
   “Young lady,”
  
  the second said sharply to the astonished Lady Layla, “while individuals are culpable for their actions before the law, the Writ of Privilege
  
   clearly
  
  states that aristocrats
  
   share
  
  complicity for any illegal action undertaken
  
   at
  
  their orders,
  
   by
  
  their vassals. You have just instructed your servant to assault a private citizen.”
 

 
  She gaped at him, “But—but—but—”
 

 
  
   “Now
  
  who’s embarrassing the House?” Darius complained loudly. “Layla, have you lost your mind? Even
  
   Father
  
  doesn’t treat people that way.”
 

 
  “B-but—but—”
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat loudly. “Excuse me, officers, but I was just reminded that the victim of a crime has prosecutorial discretion. I have no intention of pressing any charges here. Can we all please drop this?”
 

 
  “Fine,” the more loquacious soldier said curtly, turning to her. “And in the future,
  
   you
  
  will kindly remember not to use excessive force in self-defense.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said politely.
 

 
  “Now
  
   see here!”
  
  Layla shrieked. “Have you any idea who I am?! My father will hear of this!”
 

 
  “I daresay he will,” the soldier replied with visible exasperation. “You are creating a public disturbance, disrupting access to an Imperial public facility, and committing assault. He’ll hear it from the gossip columns, and if you don’t
  
   all
  
  take this somewhere else
  
   immediately,
  
  he will hear of it in an official letter of censure from the Imperial Army!”
 

 
  She gaped at him. “Do you—how dare—
  
   You can’t speak to me that way!”
  
 

 
  “Layla!” Darius shouted. “House Sakhavenid’s holdings are hell and gone from here, and
  
   you
  
  are a minor. Not only can you not give orders to Imperial troops,
  
   they
  
  can throw you in a cell if you do stuff like
  
   start fights in front of a police station!”
  
  He stepped forward and grabbed her firmly by the arm. “Sorry, officers, we’re leaving.”
 

 
  “Do,” the senior officer said flatly, staring him down.
 

 
  “Fine,” Layla humphed, futilely trying to tug her arm away from Darius. “We can repair to my hotel to—”
 

 
  “Yeah, that won’t be necessary,” he said flatly. “Come on, guys, there’s a discreet establishment not far from here where we can talk. I guess I owe some explanations…”
 

 
  “I damn well
  
   guess so!”
  
  Tallie snarled.
 

 
  “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?” Layla snapped. “These urchins are most definitely
  
   not
  
  accompanying us, and that is
  
   final!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Schwartz had been granted rooms at the College’s main campus in Tiraas. Ami didn’t know whether this was at Bishop Throale’s request due to his project of befriending the Thieves’ Guild, or because he was conducting some actual research on behalf of his cult. He was usually conducting some kind of research anyway, but that was just what he did. The inner politics of Salyrene’s faith were not interesting to her except in an academic sense, and while she was busy contending with Syrinx, Locke, and the various strings
  
   those
  
  tied to everyone around them, she preferred to keep her mind clear of distractions. The Salyrites, at least, were among the least prone to politicking of all the cults. It had to be something in their doctrines, considering that they were a whole cult of intellectuals, and Ami had known enough of
  
   those,
  
  both Nemitite and secular, to know how fond they were of backbiting.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Schwartz wasn’t
  
   in
  
  his rooms, which compelled her to go looking for him. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been; there were only a few places he was likely to have gone, and the likeliest prospects by far were in the public areas of the temple. She made a point of carrying her flute case (she didn’t prefer the flute, but it was more easily portable than her guitar) and wearing her golden harp pin. Everybody loved a bard, except those who specifically hated them. And everybody knew not to stop a bard trying to go where she pleased unless they had a
  
   really
  
  good reason.
 

 
  The library complex occupied two upper floors of the Collegium; fortunately Ami didn’t have to go hunting further than that. The librarians knew exactly where her quarry was.
 

 
  She strolled into the alcove that Schwartz appeared to have completely taken over. Books were absolutely everywhere, and not in the way that they usually were in libraries; most of these were open, lying strewn across tables, benches, windowsills and each other, though she noted that not one had been so much as rumpled or had its spine cracked. Schwartz was still Schwartz.
 

 
  He was muttering to himself, scrawling furiously in what appeared to be a journal, hunched over a reading table behind a parapet of stacked books. Meesie bounded onto the top of the tallest, greeting Ami with a shrill squeak.
 

 
  “And hello to you
  
   too,”
  
  the bard replied archly.
 

 
  Schwartz’s head snapped up, and he grinned broadly, bringing her up short. He wasn’t usually so demonstrative… Then again, upon closer inspection, she noticed that his eyes were also a little too wide. Other signs of agitation were hard to discern, as his clothes and hair were pretty much always rumpled.
 

 
  “Ami!” he said brightly, attempting to stand up so fast he caught his thighs on the underside of the table and bounced right back down into his seat. “What brings you here?”
 

 
  She planted her fists on her hips and looked down her nose at him. “Herschel, have you been into that vile black potion of yours?”
 

 
  “What, coffee? First of all, coffee is
  
   wonderful,
  
  and no, I found something better. Deferred sleep! It’s an old witch’s standby—I could never get it quite right until recently, always had some iffy side effects!”
 

 
  Grinning up at her, he listed slightly to the right.
 

 
  “I think you could do with some
  
   practice,”
  
  she said.
 

 
  “Nonsense, everything’s perfect! Ami, I’ve had a singularly significant discovery! This is
  
   so
  
  much better than sleeping, I should do this all the time!”
 

 
  Meesie bounced across the table to stand at the very edge near Ami, where she pointed back at Schwartz and squeaked urgently.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ami told the little elemental,
  
   “that
  
  was the conclusion to which
  
   I
  
  had just come. Now come along, Herschel, I think we need to have a talk with someone a
  
   tad
  
  more experienced…”
 

 
  “I was kicking around possibilities for an anti-tracking charm, you see,” he said, rustling frantically in the scrawled papers and notes strewn about behind his wall of books. “You don’t ordinarily use fae magic to block arcane like that, but my new friends—you know, the Eserites—had a need and I thought it would be just
  
   perfect
  
  if I could be the one to help them out with it, you know? And so I laid my deferred sleeping charm and was researching and I came across the most
  
   fascinating
  
  thing!”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure,” she said soothingly, stepping around the table. “You can tell me all about it on the way to the medical wing.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, I don’t need any medicine,” he said crossly, ignoring Meesie’s indignant squeak of disagreement. “Listen—ah, here it is! So I was doing background research on concealment and deflection in general, right? And you’re aware, of course, how fae magic is closely tied to emotional states. Well, I think I’ve stumbled across the reason Bishop Syrinx gets away with abusing Avei’s power!”
 

 
  That brought Ami up short. “W—you
  
   have?
  
  And you found this by
  
   accident?”
  
 

 
  “There’s a certain school of thought which insists there are no accidents,” he muttered, rapidly leafing through the book he’d yanked out from under the pile. “Especially when dealing with the gods. But no, well, I mean, maybe. That’s not the point. All right, I told you about the elvish term, yes?
  
   Anth’auwa?”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” she said patiently, “and I was aware of it already, if you’ll recall.”
 

 
  “Of course, yes, right, my apologies. Well! For the basis of any kind of attention-deflection spell using fae magic you would naturally start with an emotional state which is averse to having attention paid to it, and I found an intersection between that and the heartless! They’re
  
   very
  
  good at hiding and blending in, you see—actually there’s a whole book on them in here, it’s in elvish which I can’t read, but of course I never step foot in a library without a few scrolls of translation handy. Blast it, now what did I do with that book…”
 

 
  “Hershel,” she said patiently, “focus, please.”
 

 
  “Yes! Right, the spell. I’d been checking that for background information—I mean, both for the spell and because it caught my eye because, well, Syrinx, you know? It seems that the large part of the reason
  
   anth’auwa
  
  don’t get noticed is because most people just don’t comprehend what they are. Actually there was some really interesting notation on studies done by the dwarves up in Svenheim, I couldn’t find the original but it was referenced in the elvish book, where apparently less educated people tend to be more instinctively wary of people who exhibit signs of social pathology, while the more intellectual are prone to rationalize away their tells. Isn’t that
  
   fascinating?”
  
 

 
  
   “Fascinating
  
  might be overstating it. It’s
  
   interesting,
  
  certainly, but I thought we were
  
   focusing?”
  
 

 
  “Right! And
  
   that
  
  got me thinking about a bit of Eserite doctrine I read while boning up on
  
   them
  
  before seeking them out. I mean, they don’t even
  
   have
  
  many actual
  
   doctrines,
  
  and those they tend not to write down where others can read them, but there’s a bit out there. They have this thing about the three kinds of invisibility: Can’t see, don’t see, and won’t see. You follow?”
 

 
  She sighed deeply. “I’m getting the impression this
  
   isn’t
  
  that kind of narrative. Follow? No. I’m
  
   assuming
  
  you’ll come to a
  
   point,
  
  whereupon all this will begin to make some
  
   sense.
  
  And
  
   then
  
  we can go to the medical wing.”
 

 
  Meesie squeaked insistently at her.
 

 
  “Yes, well,
  
   you
  
  couldn’t get him out of here, either,” Ami retorted.
 

 
  “So at this point I had a hunch!” he said, having given up on finding whatever he was looking for in the book, and now stared eagerly up at her. “I’ve been reading up on theology and what’s known about the nature of gods, specifically how to get their attention. You know the usual ways: mortal self-sacrifice is reliable, even more than
  
   being
  
  a cleric dedicated to a certain god; they don’t
  
   consistently
  
  interact with anyone except paladins, high priests, you know, the likes of that. So I pried into the gap there, with how clerics can wield divine power from a god without that god necessarily paying attention to them. Even then, there are exceptions. Bring their power into conflict with demons, undead, things like that—they’ll notice anything they inherently oppose.
  
   Use
  
  their power to do something they don’t approve of, they’ll pay attention to
  
   that,
  
  as well. But! It is, in theory, possible for a priest to go their whole life without ever once drawing their deity’s direction attention, even while using divine magic! Extremely
  
   unlikely,
  
  of course, but theoretically!”
 

 
  
   “None
  
  of this is
  
   new,”
  
  she said skeptically, “to you, to
  
   me,
  
  or to
  
   anyone
  
  who’s an ordained member of
  
   any
  
  cult. It’s
  
   theoretical,
  
  but it’s all pretty
  
   basic.”
  
 

 
  “Right!” he said, nodding so enthusiastically his spectacles began sliding off. Meesie leaped nimbly to his shoulder and pushed them back into place; Schwartz appeared not to notice any of this. “So I focused on what
  
   does
  
  work rather than what doesn’t. The emotional
  
   state
  
  that makes divine magic function for someone, even when its deity isn’t paying attention. What’s most necessary, is faith.” He looked expectantly up at her. “Get it?”
 

 
  “…continue explaining, perhaps?”
 

 
  Schwartz let out a little sigh of frustration, which he would ordinarily have been far too considerate to do, so she decided not to reprimand him.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, what
  
   is
  
  faith?”
 

 
  “Herschel, so
  
   help
  
  me, if you’ve spent this whole night finding what you think is an
  
   answer
  
  to one of the great theological
  
   questions…”
  
 

 
  “No, no, no, this is a practical matter entirely. Psychologically speaking, faith is
  
   confidence.
  
  Absolute certainty, even when lacking evidence. Faith in
  
   practice—
  
  such as drawing on divine magic—is basically confidence that one is just, that one is doing the right thing. Now!” He actually bounced once in his seat in eagerness. “What if there were a kind of person who’s completely, congenitally
  
   incapable
  
  of self-doubt? Who automatically assumes everything they do is right because they’re doing it, who regards a deity as a mechanistic series of forces, without the kind of emotional engagement that could attract emotional engagement in return?
  
   Eh?”
  
 

 
  “Are you suggesting,” Ami said slowly, intrigued in spite of herself, “that
  
   anth’auwa
  
  are
  
   invisible
  
  to the gods?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, heavens no,” he said, frowning. “Invisible, that’s ridiculous. That’s Black Wreath craft, and if anybody knew how they were doing it the Salyrites would have found a way to neutralize it centuries ago. No, but remember? Can’t see, don’t see,
  
   won’t
  
  see? She doesn’t need to be invisible to Avei. She just needs to be
  
   very, very unlikely
  
  to draw Avei’s attention. Avei won’t smite what she doesn’t
  
   notice!
  
  And from a certain point of view, someone with no conscience is more
  
   faithful
  
  than a mentally normal person could be! She’d never experience guilt or uncertainty. All she has to do is refrain from doing something counter to Avei’s doctrines
  
   while
  
  channeling divine magic, and apparently, avoiding notice is the entire point of how they get along in the world—I can’t believe it would be all that much of a stretch for her.”
 

 
  “Well, Omnu’s breath,” she mused in wonder. “Herschel, I think you actually
  
   have
  
  stumbled upon something, here.”
 

 
  Meesie squeaked in exasperation, tugging at Schwartz’s ear, which he continued to ignore.
 

 
  “So,” he said eagerly, “all we have to
  
   do
  
  is call Avei’s attention to her directly and in detail!”
 

 
  “Quite,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “How?”
 

 
  He physically deflated. “Well, uh…that part I… I mean, there’s bound to be something in the books
  
   somewhere…”
  
 

 
  “Mm hm. Well, unless you want to go
  
   share
  
  these insights with High Commander Rouvad or what’s-her-name out in Last Rock, assuming you could get
  
   near
  
  either of them and are willing to take the
  
   risk
  
  of word getting back to
  
   Basra,
  
  this appears to be a stopping point. Now come along, Herschel; your long-awaited meeting with Jenell is soon, and you’ll want to have yourself straightened up a
  
   bit
  
  before then.”
 

 
  “What!” For the second time, he tried to stand too fast and came to grief on the table. “Ow! Is it that late already?”
 

 
  “No,” she said dryly. “I had a
  
   feeling
  
  I’d need to dig you out of
  
   somewhere,
  
  fortunately for
  
   you.
  
  Now come on, there’s bound to be
  
   someone
  
  in this temple who can
  
   fix
  
  whatever you’ve done to yourself?”
 

 
  “Done?” he said indignantly. “I assure you, I do not require
  
   fixing,
  
  it was a perfectly foolproof…”
 

 
  He was interrupted mid sentence by a massive yawn.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” he said blearily, “right, off to see Jenell…just as soon as I…catch a nap…”
 

 
  Schwartz slumped forward alarmingly fast, his forehead thunking against the table top. Ami experienced a split-second of real worry before he began snoring.
 

 
  “You know,” she said to Meesie, “my life was actually rather
  
   peaceful.
  
  I was playing the guitar in the evenings, and plotting against an evil Bishop by day. All very rote for a bard. And
  
   then
  
  I had to go and get mixed up with a
  
   man.”
  
 

 
  The elemental squeaked in commiseration.
 

 
  “Well, that’s very easy for
  
   you
  
  to say.”
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  Layla looked as if she couldn’t decide what to be irate about. She had been coerced to share her carriage—which, in fairness, was designed to seat six comfortably—with her brothers “miscellaneous ruffian tag-alongs,” as she had not hesitated to call them to their faces, and now was seated with them (all dressed in working-class attire) in a booth at a tea shop from which they had only barely avoided being thrown out on sight by the existence of a House Sakhavenid tab. More to the point, she had not, at any stage in the proceedings, got her way. This seemed to be a new experience for her, one whose novelty she was not enjoying.
 

 
  “And that’s pretty much it,” Darius said with a shrug while his sister glared haughtily at everyone, holding her teacup in front of her face as if it could protect her from the impoverished influence of her table companions. “I had enough and left. I mean, I could go into detail about the increasingly ridiculous crap my father has been doing in the last few years… Hell, Layla and I could
  
   both
  
  spend the whole day telling stories like that. Doesn’t really matter, though.”
 

 
  “Did we really have to come all the way down here to hear that?” Rasha complained. He was hollow-eyed from lack of sleep and more sullen than usual. “That’s basically nothing more than what we could’ve picked up from context.”
 

 
  “I didn’t say it was a long story or a good one,” Darius said testily. “I
  
   said
  
  it needed to be told somewhere
  
   other
  
  than the steps of an Imperial police station!” He glanced at his sister. “Or a fancy hotel.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   much
  
  less fancy, I’m sure,” Rasha muttered, glancing around at the posh establishment—several of whose patrons were looking at them with borderline disgust—but this time he was ignored.
 

 
  “That may not be a minor issue, or only of concern to your family,” Jasmine pointed out. “The Imperial government has allowed Houses to be overthrown from within because they were abusing the citizens in their domains.
  
   Powerful
  
  Houses, and quite recently.”
 

 
  Layla looked at her sharply, as did Tallie.
 

 
  “I’m not too worried about that,” Darius said, shrugging. “The old man is too clever to run afoul of House Tirasian’s policies; he contents himself with raging about them behind closed doors. And anyway, our brother Rostam will inherit the high seat, and he’s far more level-headed. It’ll be fine. I just was nearing a point where I had to either get
  
   out
  
  of there or murder somebody.” He grinned. “And, y’know, on the subject of things the Empire doesn’t approve of…”
 

 
  “All right,” Jasmine said. “That’s a relief, I guess. I just wondered if there might be more reasons than the personal why Lady Layla would be out looking for you. Based on the time frame, she was probably already
  
   in
  
  Tiraas when the dwarves found her.”
 

 
  “Rails are a thing,” Ross pointed out. Jasmine shrugged and sipped her tea.
 

 
  Layla set down her teacup hard enough to make a sharp noise that drew everyone’s attention. She was glaring pure fury at Darius.
 

 
  “You
  
   left
  
  me,” she hissed.
 

 
  Darius winced. “Layla, I left you a letter. I
  
   wrote
  
  to you since I got here—please tell me that crook Collingsworth delivered them like I paid him to—”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, how splendid,” she snapped. “His Lordship in his infinite kindness deigned to
  
   communicate
  
  with me after abandoning me in that…
  
   place.
  
  We were going to do this
  
   together,
  
  Darius! Ever since we were kids, we talked about getting out from under the old man’s thumb until he finally died and Rostam took over. And then, one morning I awake to find what? You’ve taken off, without so much as a by-your-leave, throwing the entire household into chaos and leaving
  
   me
  
  to deal with Father and Mother
  
   alone.”
  
 

 
  “You know what it was like!” Darius protested. “Ever since I turned eighteen he’s been like a millstone around my neck! If it wasn’t an endless parade of idiot noblewomen he wanted me to marry, it was pressure to join the Imperial Army!”
 

 
  “If you were being pressured into the Army by the high seat of a House,” Jasmine pointed out, “you’d probably have been routed directly into the officer corps. There are worse things.”
 

 
  “Oh, the poor
  
   baby,”
  
  Tallie sneered. “Having to date a bunch of hot noblewomen. My heart
  
   bleeds
  
  for you.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s easy to say if you’ve never been in that position,” Darius shot back. “Trust me, they were picked
  
   solely
  
  for political reasons, because their Houses had something my father wanted. I’m talking about an age range of fourteen to forty, and not only does good breeding
  
   not
  
  ensure attractiveness, an aristocratic upbringing tends to turn people into scheming monsters.
  
   Layla
  
  is probably the kindest noblewoman I know, and hell, you’ve
  
   met
  
  her.”
 

 
  “And guess who’s the beneficiary of all that benign paternal attention now that
  
   you’re
  
  gone,” Layla said venomously. “Believe you me, brother, at this point my options are to bring you home, run away
  
   myself,
  
  or commit suicide. Because being fobbed off on one of Father’s rich friends as a
  
   trade incentive
  
  is
  
   not
  
  on the table, whatever he thinks! Do you know that absolute poltroon Lord Quinian had the unmitigated nerve to approach Father about seeking my hand?”
 

 
  “Quinian?” Darius repeated, appalled. “He’s
  
   older
  
  than Father!”
 

 
  
   “I am aware of this!”
  
  she snarled. “Imagine my relief when Father ever-so-gently rebuked him on the grounds of my age.”
 

 
  “Well, thank the gods,” Darius said. “I guess even he—”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she spat. “So His Lordship concurred that he had been presumptuous and they now have a gentleman’s agreement to revisit the matter in two years, when I am of age.”
 

 
  “They
  
   can’t
  
  make you marry against your will,” Jasmine said sharply. “That’s highly illegal. This is not the Age of Adventures.”
 

 
  “Jas, honey,” Tallie said with a sigh, “there’s a large difference between what’s legal and what the nobility can make people do.”
 

 
  “What’s worse,” Layla continued furiously, “is that you were the
  
   last
  
  influence in the House curbing our parents’ excesses. Rostam won’t make so much as a peep to endanger his inheritance, and if
  
   I
  
  register a complaint about overtaxing farmers or cheating merchants or mistreating the servants, everyone carries on as if one of the hounds had performed a particularly amusing trick. Oh, the
  
   girl
  
  thinks she has an opinion, isn’t that
  
   precious.”
  
 

 
  “Hang on,” Ross protested. “Nobody’s
  
   that
  
  backward except the Huntsmen. Right?” He looked questioningly at Jasmine. “There’s Avenists
  
   everywhere.”
  
 

 
  “I’m afraid you’ve hit the nail on the head, Ross,” Darius said, now looking downright queasy. “House Sakhavenid’s lands are in Mathenon—pretty wild country, even these days. The House has given the local Shaathist lodges a lot of privilege and free reign in order to have them serve as free land managers and, to a limited extent, law enforcement. It’s a relationship that’s been going on for two centuries now, and some attitudes have, uh, bled across.”
 

 
  “That’s sickening,” Jasmine stated.
 

 
  “That’s the nobility for you,” Tallie said philosophically, taking a sip of her tea. “This is crazy good stuff, by the way. I’d almost be tempted to come back here if I wasn’t being stared at like a wet dog.”
 

 
  “And that is what you’ve left me with, dear brother,” Layla said. Her voice remained low enough that she would not be easily overheard by nearby tables, but the fury in it was in no way diminished for that. “Things are worse than ever, because Father is lashing out in ire over your little rebellion. And without
  
   you
  
  there to take you share of the pressure,
  
   guess
  
  upon whose shoulders it falls?”
 

 
  There was a pause at the table, in which Darius looked completely at a loss and Layla glared icicles at him.
 

 
  “Dick move, bro,” Ross rumbled at last.
 

 
  “I’m sure I have no
  
   idea
  
  what that means,” Layla said with well-bred exasperation.
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat. “He said that Darius was selfish and inconsiderate in his treatment of you.”
 

 
  “Yes!
  
   Thank
  
  you!” She nodded to Ross before turning back to her brother. “It
  
   was
  
  a dick move!”
 

 
  Darius heaved a sigh. “Well, look at that. Less than half an hour before she starts learning
  
   things
  
  from my so-called
  
   friends.”
  
 

 
  “Oi,” Tallie said scathingly, “lose the attitude. I’m pretty much over the shock of you being one of those inbred staff-up-the-ass blights on the face of the earth, but you’ve been a
  
   real
  
  asshole to your sister. I think some apologies are in order.”
 

 
  Layla gave her a look, clearly uncertain how to feel about that.
 

 
  “Well,” Jasmine said somewhat more briskly, “if you wanted to get out from under your father’s thumb, I suppose you came to the right place. There aren’t many organizations that can really afford conflict with an established House; basically just a comparably powerful House, or a cult. If he learns you are
  
   here,
  
  though, with the Eserites specifically, there may be trouble.”
 

 
  “You’ve actually
  
   joined
  
  the
  
   Thieves’ Guild,
  
  of all things?” Layla said, staring at her brother.
  
   “Darius.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t give me that look,” he retorted. “We
  
   both
  
  read Foxpaw’s
  
   Exploits,
  
  even after Mother found out and tried to ban it from the residence. We talked about this, even.”
 

 
  “We were
  
   kids!
  
  Darius, it’s one thing to have problems with one’s parents or disagree with how one’s House comports itself. But running away to be a
  
   thief?”
  
 

 
  “It isn’t about stealing,” he said seriously. “Thieving as a means, not an end. Eserion’s cult is about resisting the powerful, about bringing them down to a level they deserve. It’s living
  
   free,
  
  and always having your skills and wits to rely on. Yeah, I’ll admit it, I joined up basically on a whim and because I didn’t have any better ideas, but that was then. Layla…the Guild
  
   is
  
  what we always talked about. It’s exactly the solution we were looking for.”
 

 
  She twisted her lips, manifestly unconvinced.
 

 
  “When I said there may be trouble,” Jasmine interjected, “I didn’t mean for the Guild, or for you. The Guild is
  
   not
  
  intimidated by aristocrats; humbling presumptuous nobles is more or less its entire purpose. But if your father is rash enough to assault Guild interests, there
  
   will
  
  be retaliation. And that’s not even raising the issue of the dwarves after us, specifically, and the risk to your sister of being involved in this.”
 

 
  “Father won’t attack the Guild, except with his mouth,” Darius said dismissively.
 

 
  “That may be enough,” she insisted. “Depending on what he says and who hears it. We’ve
  
   all
  
  had occasion to see how Eserites are about their credibility and reputation.” Unconsciously, she touched the side of her face where the ugly bruise had been. “Tricks
  
   might
  
  feel the need to respond to even an insult, it it came from the high seat of a powerful House.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   awfully
  
  concerned about this guy,” Tallie said sourly, “considering we know nothing about him except that he’s an asshole even by noble standards.”
 

 
  “No, I’m not,” Jasmine replied patiently. “But when you pressure the nobility, they have a way of deferring the pain to those underneath them.”
 

 
  “Boss knows that better’n anyone,” Ross grunted. “He won’t let that happen.”
 

 
  “And anyway,” Jasmine added, “I don’t know what your reasons are for mistrusting nobles, Tallie, but be careful about prejudging people. People are people, pretty much anywhere. Among the nobles
  
   I’ve
  
  known have been some truly wise, compassionate people, possibly the most depraved ass I’ve ever met, and multiple points in between.”
 

 
  “Met a
  
   lot
  
  of ’em, have you?” Darius asked her, arching an eyebrow.
 

 
  There came a clatter as Tallie nearly dropped her teacup, barely catching it in time to avoid a spill. She was staring wide-eyed at Jasmine, though, paying little attention to this.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” she breathed, “I get it now.”
 

 
  “You do?” Jasmine asked warily. “What do you get?”
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   bastard!”
  
 

 
  Jasmine’s lips thinned. “Assuming you mean the word in its literal sense…yes, I am. Thank you for bringing it up.”
 

 
  “No no no!” Tallie waved a hand in exasperation, nearly upsetting her cup again. “This is the twelfth century, nobody cares about stuff like that anymore. Except!” She pointed at Layla, who sniffed in disdain. “People who are heavily invested in
  
   bloodlines!”
  
 

 
  “You’ve lost me,” Jasmine admitted.
 

 
  “Let’s review.” Tallie folded her arms on the table, now wearing a predatory grin. “You’ve clearly been trained from the cradle in Avenist combat—that takes resources that most people don’t have. You
  
   somehow,
  
  after that, have managed to travel around picking up pieces of other fighting styles, and we don’t even know
  
   how
  
  many, but Tar’naris and Puna Dara were mentioned specifically by Silence, who would know. Ordinary people who
  
   aren’t
  
  in circuses don’t just roam the Empire at their leisure! You’ve obviously had an expensive education apart from that, too. I mean, what kind of person who’s
  
   not
  
  a Salyrite or something knows how fae witchcraft, divine healing, and modern enchantment work? Not to mention having had an
  
   alchemy
  
  tutor!”
 

 
  “A teacher,” Jasmine said testily, not meeting her eyes. “Not a tutor.”
 

 
  “And now this! You claim to have known multiple nobles, you know enough about their politics to
  
   apparently
  
  be in on some kind of inner-House shenanigans that aren’t common knowledge. You even
  
   talk
  
  like a noble!”
 

 
  “I do?” Jasmine frowned. “What does that even mean?”
 

 
  “You enunciate,” Ross said helpfully. “I’ve noticed. You use complex grammar and have a larger-than-average vocabulary.”
 

 
  “And that makes me a noble?”
 

 
  “Makes you formally educated,” said Rasha, who looked slightly less bleary after getting a cup of the strong black tea down. “Which isn’t the same thing…”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Tallie said triumphantly. “We know your mother is a
  
   thoroughly
  
  disreputable character—a Guild thief and an
  
   elf!
  
  So if you were some aristocrat’s by-blow, obviously they couldn’t just have you
  
   around.”
  
 

 
  “That’s not necessarily true,” Jasmine protested. “House Maduri deliberately intermarries with elves every few generations to keep their bloodline rejuvenated. They’re the oldest continuously reigning House in the Empire, so clearly they’re doing something right.”
 

 
  “House Aldarasi is older,” Darius commented idly.
 

 
  “I said
  
   continuously
  
  reigning. There have been three Aldarasi dynasties in Calderaas, two in the Imperial period, because they keep losing the throne. The Madouris have governed Tiraan Province since before there was an Empire.”
 

 
  “There!” Tallie pointed dramatically at Jasmine. “That, right there! Nobody who doesn’t move in aristocratic circles even
  
   knows
  
  stuff like that, much less cares!”
 

 
  Jasmine snapped her mouth shut, looking around the table for support. Ross and Rasha were nibbling on scones and watching all this with mild curiosity at best; Darius and Layla were now studying her with identical expressions of speculation that highlighted the resemblance in their faces.
 

 
  “I wonder if she could
  
   be
  
  a Madouri by-blow,” Layla mused after a moment. “The old Duke was
  
   quite
  
  the reprobate.”
 

 
  Jasmine let out an irritated huff. “Hardly. I somehow doubt that anybody who’s even a potential threat to Duchess Ravana’s position is still alive.”
 

 
  “An illegitimate daughter
  
   isn’t
  
  a threat to her inheritance.”
 

 
  “Have you
  
   met
  
  Ravana?” Jasmine countered.
 

 
  Layla’s answering smile was distinctly vulpine. “I have not, in fact. It begins to sound as if
  
   someone
  
  at this table has, however.”
 

 
  “You’re still doing it,” Tallie agreed with visible satisfaction.
 

 
  “There’s also the tradition of using bastards as bodyguards and companions for legitimate heirs,” Darius suggested. “It would explain all the martial training.”
 

 
  “Darius, no one has done that since the Enchanter Wars,” Layla said condescendingly.
 

 
  
   “Our
  
  House hasn’t, and I’ll grant you it hasn’t been a popular practice since then, but come on. You and I
  
   both
  
  know old Houses keep their own customs, and don’t appreciate people prying into their business.”
 

 
  “Old Houses keeping their own customs is
  
   not
  
  encouraged in this day and age,” Layla retorted. “That’s how House Leduc ended up the way they did, and good riddance to them. Right, Jasmine?” she added with a honeyed smile.
 

 
  Jasmine groaned and covered her eyes with a hand. “I think you’re all getting the wrong idea…”
 

 
  “Can I just say something?” Everyone turned to look at Rasha, who had just set down his half-eaten scone. “None of this is anybody’s business but Jasmine’s, and she clearly doesn’t wanna talk about it. We
  
   all
  
  have pasts, and it is
  
   nobody’s concern.”
  
  He stared flatly at Tallie. “Some of us in particular need to start keeping that in mind.”
 

 
  “Hey, give me a break!” Tallie protested, unable to keep the smugness off her face. “I figured something out based on the clues. I think I’m entitled to be a
  
   little
  
  pleased with myself. I mean, it’s not every day you find out there are
  
   two
  
  secret nobles in your social circle.
  
   Riiiiiiight,
  
  Jasmine?”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed heavily. “Okay, look. If I admit it, will you
  
   drop
  
  the matter, finally?”
 

 
  “I think that would be fair,” Tallie said primly.
 

 
  “Fine. Consider it admitted. Now let’s
  
   move on.”
  
  She scowled at the rest of them. “We have much more pressing things to consider. Dwarves are still after us to be their moles in the Guild and help them find where those weapons came from—generously assuming that’s
  
   all
  
  they want. We’re somehow caught between two factions of Avenists, respectively represented by Locke and the actual
  
   Bishop.
  
  Not to mention the factions in the Guild itself that we’ve been sucked into, and between Webs, Ironeye, Glory, Grip, and whoever
  
   else,
  
  we hardly even know who the parties are, much less what they’re after. And
  
   now
  
  we have an unaligned young noblewoman involved.” She looked pointedly at Layla, who was studying her fixedly in turn. “If she manages to get caught up in this, to say nothing of the inherent shame of letting a teenage girl come to harm, there are likely to be
  
   consequences.
  
  Guild or no Guild, if a powerful House’s underage daughter gets tangled up in
  
   whatever
  
  all this turns out to be, there’s a very real possibility of Sakhavenid reprisal against
  
   all
  
  of us, potentially
  
   with
  
  Imperial backing.”
 

 
  “Darius,” Layla said slowly, “what on this benighted
  
   earth
  
  have you got yourself into?”
 

 
  He sighed. “Well, Layla, that message you got, telling you to find me at the police station? That’s from a group of dwarves who have been stalking and harassing us. Involving you was a way to hint that they can get at our families—they’ve clearly dug into Rasha and Tallie’s pasts too, and probably the others as well. We know nothing about their origins except for one expert opinion that they’re government agents from one of the Five Kingdoms.”
 

 
  “What do these individuals want?” she asked sharply.
 

 
  “We were very
  
   briefly
  
  involved in moving some weapons they were trying to buy from the Guild,” Jasmine explained. “Experimental and possibly illegal devices. The trade was broken up and the weapons seized by the Silver Legions. Those dwarves haven’t given up, and since they’re apparently not willing to take on the Legions or the Guild directly, they’ve been leaning on us. A few apprentices are, as Savaraad pointed out, a comparatively soft target.”
 

 
  “And we don’t even
  
   know
  
  anything, is the pisser,” Rasha said bitterly.
 

 
  “We know our way around the Guild,” said Darius. “We’ve mentioned several times to the dwarves that we don’t have useful information, and they’re still coming. That means they want us to do something more
  
   active
  
  from within the Guild to get what they want.”
 

 
  “Or they just don’t believe us,” Tallie suggested.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, forgive me if I leap to the worst case scenario,” he replied with a sardonic grin. “It’s been that kind of week.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t like that look,” said Tallie, staring at the young noblewoman. “That’s an intrigued look. That’s how I looked when I was your age and about to do something extremely dumb.”
 

 
  “When
  
   you
  
  were my age,” Layla said primly, “I doubt you’d had the merest fraction of my experience at maneuvering around hostile factions capable and willing to inflict very
  
   real
  
  harm. Honestly, Darius, how have you let them come to this? You’re supposed to provide an example and support, you and even Jasmine, here. Aristocracy exists for a reason beyond fattening its own purses. How could you expect a group of disaffected farmers to contend with this?”
 

 
  “It might be best,” he said thoughtfully, “if you stopped talking. Like, several sentences ago.”
 

 
  “Excuse you,” Tallie said with a savage grin, “but nobody here’s a farmer. I’m a circus freak, thank you very much.”
 

 
  “Sailor,” said Rasha, raising a hand.
 

 
  “Bard,” Ross grunted. “Half-trained, but still.”
 

 
  “I thought you were an acrobat?” Jasmine said to Tallie.
 

 
  “All right, fine, I guess that was a little rude to the actual freaks. There were none in my parents’ outfit, but still.”
 

 
  “Oh, this just keeps getting better,” Layla said, rolling her eyes.
 

 
  “Okay, seriously, Layla, shut up,” Darius said curtly. “I’m not hanging around with these people because I couldn’t do better. They can
  
   all
  
  take care of themselves just fine, and also, I
  
   like
  
  them, so stop being rude.”
 

 
  “Very well,” she said indifferently. “What, then,
  
   is
  
  your plan?”
 

 
  “Well,” Tallie said brightly, “upon advice from legal counsel,
  
   next
  
  we’re going to go visit the prostitute who just bailed Rasha out of jail!”
 

 
  “It wasn’t bail,” Rasha muttered. “She paid for a lawyer.”
 

 
  “Prostitutes, now?” Layla sniffed. “I appreciate you leaving that until
  
   after
  
  the preceding revelations; somehow, it’s just not shocking anymore.”
 

 
  “Glory isn’t a prostitute,” Jasmine said sharply. “She’s a courtesan.”
 

 
  “There’s a difference?” Rasha asked.
 

 
  “There most certainly
  
   is,”
  
  Layla interjected, looking suddenly a lot more interested. “Prostitutes are the lowest dregs of civilized society. A
  
   courtesan,
  
  depending on her clientele, may be a welcome guest of nobles, kings, or emperors. Which one is this? Did you say Glory?”
 

 
  “That’s her Guild tag,” Jasmine replied. “Her name is Tamisin Sharvineh.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Layla positively lit up in delight. “You mean, you have an established acquaintance with Tamisin Sharvineh herself and an invitation to visit her? Then by all means, let us be off! One does not keep someone like
  
   that
  
  waiting!”
 

 
  “Whoah,” Tallie said in alarm. “What the hell do you mean,
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  “Yep,” Darius said resignedly. “Allow me to introduce my baby sister.”
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  Schwartz shivered and rubbed his upper arms once he made it inside. Late as he was, a moment to let the warmth of the restaurant soak in was necessary; the temperature had plummeted quite suddenly, as if Tiraas had been abruptly reminded what season it was supposed to be. Luckily—or perhaps deliberately, warm winter or no—two large braziers flanked the entryway, doing a great deal to cut the chill that drifted inside.
 

 
  The Great Hall served Stalweiss food, and its décor was clearly meant to be evocative of the Stalrange in all its mostly mythical barbaric glory. Set up to resemble a warlord’s feast hall, it was decorated with tapestries and stuffed heads, the tables hewn from coarse-looking wood, the waitresses dressed in furs that were far more flattering than practical. Schwartz wondered offhandedly, as he scanned the lunch crowd for his “date,” if this wasn’t all rather offensive, ethnically speaking. He himself was Stalweiss by blood, but like a lot of such nowadays, had his roots in the prairie and little real affinity for the old country. Still, the “barbarian” mythos that clung to the Stalrange didn’t do its inhabitants any favors. Even now, a century after Horsebutt’s disappearance, those were still the poorest provinces in the Empire.
 

 
  “G’day, sir,” said the young woman in a low-cut dress behind the hostess’s desk. “Table for one?”
 

 
  “I’m, ah, actually meeting someone,” he said, still shuffling his feet to restore the blood to them. He wore the heavier version of his cult’s robes, but no actual coat. If it kept up this way he’d have to use spells to make it back to the Collegium without getting frostbite… “Have you seen a—”
 

 
  “You’re late.”
 

 
  He blinked in confusion at the blonde girl who had slipped out of the crowd and taken his arm, frowning up at him. That voice…
 

 
  Of course. Embarrassingly, it had taken him a couple of seconds to catch on, but now, looking closer, he could perceive the disguise spell. Commercially available, that; even not being an arcane specialist, any Salyrite would be able to recognize the most common enchantments. The voice matched, though, as did her eyes. Jenell had brown eyes just the faintest bit lighter than usual, like molasses swirled with a hint of honey…
 

 
  Her cheeks colored slightly under his intent gaze—really, that was a good charm she’d picked up if it conveyed that, a lot of the cheaper ones blunted such subtle changes—and she tugged at his arm. “I have a table and tea. Haven’t ordered food yet; I was starting to fear they’d throw me out before you showed up. Where’ve you been?”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said with a wince as she led him to a secluded corner table. This place wasn’t terribly well-lit, and its booths seemed to have been designed with privacy in mind. He was beginning to feel depressingly familiar with all the places in Tiraas that offered such discreet nooks, what with one thing and another. “I had a, ah, bit of a mishap with a spell I tried… Ami had to fetch one of my superiors to straighten it out, and then
  
   she
  
  insisted on dressing me down for being careless before she’d let me go. Um, she being Archon Stross, not Ami.”
 

 
  Jenell had slid into the bench opposite him while he spoke, but had frozen. “Ami?”
 

 
  “Oh, right, I guess you didn’t know…” He smiled feebly. “She’s, um…helping.”
 

 
  “Helping…with
  
   what?”
  
  she demanded.
 

 
  Schwartz made a helpless gesture. “Everything? All this? What I, you know, assumed you’d want to talk about…”
 

 
  He watched her disguised face closely, but her expression gave nothing away now. Of course, he had forced himself to assume all this was about Syrinx, but a large part of him refused to abandon the hope that she’d just wanted to see
  
   him.
  
 

 
  After a moment, Jenell sighed, seemingly forcing herself to relax.
 

 
  “All this. Right. Well.” She raised her eyes to his again, and now the very faintest smile appeared on her lips. If he wasn’t imagining things, it seemed almost as hesitant as he felt. “So…how’s Meesie?”
 

 
  “Meesie is fine,” he said, grinning in spite of himself. “Not much keeps her down. I’m a little surprised you’d ask, though. Your message specified not to have her out when I came…”
 

 
  “Herschel, I’m trying to be
  
   discreet,
  
  here,” she said with fond exasperation, and he felt his hopes climbing again, despite his better judgment. “Meesie is…attention-getting. Of course I don’t have anything against her, she’s adorable. Maybe someday soon I’ll be able to tell her so in person.”
 

 
  “I would like that,” he said, then made an effort to control his foolish smile. “I mean, uh, I’m sure she would like to see you too. She misses you.”
 

 
  Jenell actually blushed again, then straightened her posture and cleared her throat. “Well. Um. I actually did want to talk to you about more serious things than catching up. Herschel, the information I have is thirdhand, but it says you’re pursuing some kind of
  
   vendetta
  
  against Bishop Syrinx.
  
   Please
  
  tell me I have it wrong?”
 

 
  Schwartz felt the smile slip away from his face. “I… Well. I prefer not to think of it in those terms. Revenge has never much appealed to me, you know? But…yeah, I guess that’s a word.”
 

 
  Again she sighed, more heavily this time.
  
   “Herschel.
  
  Why the
  
   hell
  
  would you try something like this?”
 

 
  He stared at her. “How can you even ask me that?”
 

 
  The silence which followed was painfully awkward. Fortunately, it was soon interrupted.
 

 
  “Ah, he arrives!” the waitress said cheerfully, materializing next to them with a sunny smile and a pencil poised over her notepad. “What’re we having, friends?”
 

 
  “Roast quail,” Jenell said immediately and a little abruptly. Schwartz opened his mouth and only belatedly realized there was a menu lying on the table, now under her hand. Well, there had probably been nothing
  
   else
  
  to read while she’d been waiting for him. “And the peppered potatoes.”
 

 
  “Good choice!” the waitress said cheerily. “That’ll feed two—anything you want to add, sir?”
 

 
  “Actually, no, that sounds rather good,” Schwartz said lamely. He didn’t eat out much and had definitely never lived in a style that involved people serving him; ordering food from waitstaff was sufficiently unfamiliar to feel awkward.
 

 
  “And anything stronger than the tea to drink? Or a fresh pot?”
 

 
  “No, thank you,” Jenell said primly. “That will be all.”
 

 
  “Very good! I’ll be back before you know it.” The girl smiled quickly at them both, then sashayed out of sight. Schwartz let out a soft breath of relief.
 

 
  “Herschel,” Jenell said quietly, staring at him, “I don’t think you have any
  
   idea
  
  what you’re doing. Basra Syrinx is
  
   dangerous.”
  
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” she snapped. “You have no
  
   idea
  
  what she’s capable of.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but in fact, I
  
   do.
  
  I didn’t just come haring off to Tiraas to try and poison her toothbrush or some such nonsense; give me credit for a
  
   little
  
  sense!”
 

 
  “Very little,” she said skeptically.
 

 
  “Look,” he retorted, nettled now, “if I’d done anything to attack the Bishop, you would know. And yes, that probably would have ended quickly and poorly for me. Don’t forget, I
  
   have
  
  seen her in action. I am being careful, Jenell. All I’m doing right now is making preparations.”
 

 
  “Preparations to do
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Well…that’s the question, isn’t it?” He shrugged uncomfortably. “I’m gathering information, skills, and allies. Ami was
  
   already
  
  after Syrinx—apparently the whole reason she stayed with us in Viridill was to study the Bishop in action. She was only pretending to be fooled by Syrinx’s explanation of their last encounter; being strung up for Huntsmen wasn’t an experience she was going to forget quickly. And I’ve been making friends in the Thieves’ Guild, not to mention Sergeant Locke.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she said darkly.
  
   “That.
  
  Herschel… The fact is, if you were ready to play this game, you wouldn’t be casually spilling these details to someone you
  
   know
  
  works for Basra. How can you be sure I’m not going to go
  
   straight
  
  to her with all this?”
 

 
  “Principia has told me things,” he said quietly. “About how you helped her squad before. She says you can be trusted. But…maybe you’re right, or at least in what I think you’re driving at. I
  
   do
  
  trust you, Jenell. And…maybe just because I choose to, not because it makes sense.”
 

 
  Again, she blushed, then quickly cleared her throat and pressed on. “I do not need to be rescued, Herschel.”
 

 
  “I know,” he said simply.
 

 
  “Then why are you
  
   doing
  
  this?”
 

 
  Schwartz heaved a sigh of his own. “I guess… I do want to help you, Jenell. Not to sweep you away or anything, I know you have your reasons. You wouldn’t be putting up with the Bishop otherwise. But… Look, I don’t know the details, but with what I
  
   do
  
  know, I can read between the lines. Syrinx was in Viridill as some kind of punishment for something, wasn’t she? Maybe what she did to Ami and Principia and the others, I guess the timing would be about right. Fixing that mess was how she earned her way back here. And I
  
   helped
  
  her do it. Whatever she does next…I have some responsibility there.” He raised his eyes back to hers, squaring his shoulders. “Don’t worry, I don’t have any delusions about being some kind of hero. Principia is a lot smarter and a lot better at this stuff than I. For that matter, so is Ami, and I get the feeling so are you. I’m just…helping. Because I need to. I owe…everyone…that much.”
 

 
  She was quiet for a long moment, staring at the table, before lifting her head to meet his gaze. “All right. Okay. I…” Jenell paused to swallow heavily. “Ami’s smart, that’s true, and she’s a bard; I know a bit about what they teach them. Locke… Basra has files on her, things she pulled for some project of the Archpope’s some time ago and brought out again the first time Locke started causing her trouble. Honestly, Herschel, I’m not sure how you got mixed up with Principia Locke, but that woman just might be more dangerous than Basra.”
 

 
  “She was a friend of my father’s,” he said. “And—”
 

 
  “And she’s useful to know,
  
   and
  
  she has plenty of reason of her own to want Basra taken down,” Jenell said, nodding. “Just…be careful. You never know what’s going on between those pointy ears. You do know that Basra’s aware you’re after her?”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s all according to plan,” he said quickly, another smile breaking across his face. “Principia said she put that out in front of Basra to make me seem harmless, so I can maneuver around without having to worry about being spotted. If I am, she’ll thinking nothing of it. Plus, if she
  
   does
  
  anything to me, for any reason, she’ll be called down for it by the High Commander. I do say it was all rather clever.”
 

 
  “It is, at that,” Jenell mused. “Yes…I see how having Locke in could be a help.
  
   I’ve
  
  never been able to approach her, even when she offered. Basra doesn’t give me that much leeway, and Locke is close enough to the Sisterhood I felt it wasn’t worth the risk… All right, all this
  
   could
  
  work out. With the lot of us working together, perhaps we can bring her down. And between you and Ami, maybe I can actually coordinate with Locke…”
 

 
  He nodded eagerly. “Yes, that’s what—”
 

 
  
   “But.”
  
  Jenell’s gaze snapped back to his, and there was something purely ferocious behind her eyes. “I want it clearly understood, by
  
   all
  
  of you. I will be the one to finish this. When the time comes, she’s
  
   mine.”
  
  Her hands on the table clenched into fists, nails digging into her palms. “I’ve damn well
  
   earned
  
  that.”
 

 
  Schwartz nodded. “I…um. Yes. I’ll back you up on that. And I’ll tell them.”
 

 
  “Good.” She drew in a calming breath and let it out slowly, relaxing her hands. “All right…good. Now, more practically speaking, did you visit the magic shop I told you to in my note? I
  
   also
  
  sent some Eserites there who you’ll find it useful to know, but I guess it’s too much to hope they came by at the same time…”
 

 
  “Oh, um, well, actually…” He grinned weakly. “I
  
   did
  
  meet them! Those are the Eserite friends I was telling you about. But, um…none of us made it to the shop.”
 

 
  She stared at him. “What?”
 

 
  “Well, there was a bit of a…an altercation, you might say. The Guild underboss for that district got involved, and
  
   that
  
  got us mixed up in Thieves’ Guild politics, and what with one thing and another… We, uh, never actually got to see the Finder’s Fee. And, um, all of us are effectively banned from Glass Alley now.”
 

 
  Jenell clapped a hand over her eyes. “Those
  
   idiots!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  To no one’s particular surprise, having Layla along dramatically increased the amount of pleasantries and formalities involved in the whole process. Upon arriving at Glory’s townhouse, she had swept to the head of the group and insisted upon taking the lead conversationally as well, directing the Butler to announce them formally. Despite the general disinclination of Butlers to take direction from anyone but their contract holder, he seemed to approve of this. At any rate, he bestowed upon Layla a very subtle smile of approbation, mild enough not to be a departure from protocol but still clear—really, Butler training must be something else—and obliged her by announcing all six of them, by name, in the order in which they arrived.
 

 
  Layla had made a point of introducing her brother by full name and title; he rolled his eyes and grimaced, but didn’t bother arguing.
 

 
  The wide upper room of Glory’s house in which they were received was clearly the space in which she held her larger gatherings, and the lady of the house greeted them as gracefully as befit her position, perhaps picking up Layla’s cue. At any rate, there was no hint of mockery or condescension in her voice or bearing as she made an especial point of welcoming the Lady Layla. There followed what seemed like absolutely no end of small talk.
 

 
  It was just
  
   such
  
  an honor for Layla to have the opportunity to call upon Miss Sharvineh, oh but not at all, it was
  
   she
  
  who was honored by an unexpected visit from such an esteemed young lady, and Layla simply must join one of Glory’s parties in a few years when she was old enough that this wouldn’t cause a scandal, and of course Layla would be simply delighted beyond
  
   words
  
  to oblige, and so on, and so forth. Moments became minutes, and the apprentices’ patience began to fray. Darius, perhaps prompted back into old habits by the sudden presence of his sister, managed to look bored and annoyed, yet too well-bred to reveal that he was bored and annoyed. Jasmine had fallen into a parade rest stance, then immediately shifted out of it and into a deliberately casual pose that just made her look more uncomfortable. Tallie, Ross, and Rasha were left to peer around at the rich furnishings and generally feel awkward.
 

 
  “Please, everyone, come in,” Glory said smoothly, finally finding what she deemed a suitable segue from Layla’s effusive introductions. “I’ll not have guests standing around uncomfortably. Smythe, some tea, please. Will you say for lunch?”
 

 
  Rasha cleared his throat suddenly, pushing himself forward past Tallie. “Uh, ma’am, I’m Rasha… I was the one in jail, that your lawyer got out. I just wanted to say thank you. Really, thank you. I don’t know what would’ve happened to me otherwise, or why you would help, but…I appreciate it. Very much.” He paused to swallow heavily. “I, uh, don’t know when I’ll ever be able to pay you back, but I won’t forget.”
 

 
  “Now, wait just a moment, there,” Glory said with a warm smile. “Who said anything about paying?”
 

 
  Rasha squared his shoulders and raised his chin. Even visibly haggard from lack of sleep, he found a spark of Punaji independence to fan alight. “I don’t like being in debt.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  is what I like to hear,” she said approvingly, smoothly tucking a hand behind Rasha’s arm and steering him toward an arrangement of sofas and chairs around a low table. With her other, she beckoned the rest of them to follow. “It’s a very Eserite mindset. You should also consider the
  
   nature
  
  of debts, though. If there were some form of agreement or contract in place, well, that would be another thing. In its absence, any good turn done for you is a favor, nothing more.” Smiling playfully, she tapped the tip of Rasha’s nose with a finger before nudging him into an overstuffed armchair. “Get used to abusing generosity, Rasha. Not so you can abuse it, exactly, but to prevent it being done to you. People
  
   will
  
  try to trap you into paying them debts you don’t owe them; leaving a fingerhold for that kind of ploy is very risky, for a thief.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said slowly, frowning in thought.
 

 
  “We
  
   all
  
  appreciate you helping out, Glory,” said Tallie. “So please don’t think I’m being ungrateful, because I’m not, at all. But I have to wonder
  
   why
  
  you would spend the money and effort on it.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   also
  
  good,” Glory replied, nodding to her. “Question everything, and be especially wary of unearned generosity. To answer your question, there are multiple factors at play.” She settled down into a chair at the head of the little formation of furniture, languidly crossing her legs and draping her arms over the sides in a way that subtly emphasized her figure. “On a basic level, it’s expected that Guild members will look after apprentices up to a point. On a slightly less basic one, I’ve developed a friendship with our Jasmine, here, and thus I consider myself to have at least a
  
   slight
  
  interest in what befalls her friends.” She winked at Jasmine before continuing. “But what you want to know about is my ulterior motive. I do have friends in the Guild who keep me up-to-date on interesting events. That, of course, is how I learned of Rasha’s predicament—and how I’ve learned of other things that have befallen you recently. I’ll refrain from laying out all the sordid politics of the situation, but in brief: it seems that any favor I don’t do for you, Alan Vandro will. And I object, on principle, to him gaining footholds.”
 

 
  Ross sighed heavily. “Man, these politics. I don’t even understand what these factions
  
   want.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t have any objection to Webs’s political or religious philosophies,” Glory said sardonically. “Quite frankly, he has some excellent points. But the man, personally, is a sleazy, manipulative abuser. I don’t know
  
   why
  
  he is back in the city; he had allegedly retired to Onkawa some years ago to be Toss’s problem. Whyever he is here, so long as he’s in my city, he does not need to be gaining influence.”
 

 
  “I don’t get that,” Ross said, still frowning. “He was nice to
  
   us.
  
  Even gave us those charms.”
 

 
  “He
  
   wants
  
  something from us,” Tallie retorted. “This is not the first time we’ve heard to watch ourselves around that guy, either. I’d say that’s starting to sound like good advice.”
 

 
  “Sure,” Ross agreed, “I’m not stupid. But we’ve got nothing but people’s word for
  
   anything.
  
  What’s he ever done that’s so terrible?”
 

 
  “I’ve been pondering that too, since this morning,” Jasmine said slowly. “Bird Savaraad said he was a misogynist. Honestly, I’m probably more sensitive than most to that attitude in men, and I didn’t see it from him.”
 

 
  “Apparently, his head henchman is even a woman,” Darius added.
 

 
  “Vandro is nothing if not a professional,” Glory said, grimacing. “And not all misogynists are cut from the same cloth, Jasmine. A man can have the basic self-control to work with women, even speak respectfully to them, and still think of them as inherently lesser. It comes out in small ways, no matter how carefully he behaves—and sometimes, in not so small ones. I don’t know what sort of hold he has on Gimmick, but I would under no circumstances wish to be in her shoes.”
 

 
  “Honestly,” Layla sniffed, giving Darius an accusing stare. “Have you deliberately sought out the
  
   worst
  
  possible people with whom to associate?”
 

 
  “Yep,” he said dryly. “That’s exactly what I’ve done.
  
   Just
  
  to piss you off, Layla.”
 

 
  “Kindly keep a civil tongue in your head,” she snapped. “Remember we are in good company and you represent our House!”
 

 
  “I assure you,” Glory said with clear amusement, “my sensibilities are not so easily ruffled. Quite frankly, I’m finding you kids rather refreshing. It’s been…well, more years than I will admit since my own apprentice peccadilloes. Though I must say you’ve managed to attract more trouble and faster than almost any group of young people I’ve ever seen.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Tallie sighed. “It’s a gift.”
 

 
  “Webs, if anything, is the least of our worries,” said Jasmine. “We’ve apparently made an enemy of Ironeye…”
 

 
  “Yes, so I’ve heard,” said Glory. “That may cost you, but so long as you stay out of Glass Alley, she is unlikely to trouble herself with you any further.”
 

 
  “We’re a lot more concerned about dwarves right now,” Rasha muttered.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Glory said seriously, then smiled at her Butler as he set down a tray on the table and began pouring tea. “Thank you, Smythe. It’s not only the Guild to which I pay attention; my primary activities
  
   do
  
  keep me in the know with regard to all manner of important issues concerning the Empire and the world as a whole. I am glad you all came to see me in person; there is something that I think you should know, and consider.” She accepted a cut of tea from Smythe, still gazing at them seriously. “When I contacted Bird and outlined the situation, she indicated that in her professional opinion, these dwarves pestering you are likely to be government-affiliated actors.”
 

 
  “She said the same to us,” Darius said slowly.
 

 
  “Well, surely that’s a good thing, is it not?” said Layla. “I mean, representatives from one of the Five Kingdoms will doubtless be more civilized in their behavior than any group of random layabouts.”
 

 
  A tense silence fell.
 

 
  “She’s kind of adorable,” Tallie said after a moment. “Annoying, sure. But in a cute puppy kind of way.”
 

 
  “I’m sure I have
  
   no
  
  idea what you mean,” Layla said haughtily.
 

 
  “Government agents,” Glory said quietly, “are among the absolute
  
   worst
  
  people to have after you, Lady Layla. They are totally without scruple or restraint, and are backed by the greatest powers possible short of a major cult. If persons answering to one of the Five Kingdoms—and actually, it is only likely to be one of three—are pursuing you, then the only powers which will or
  
   can
  
  protect you if it comes to a contest of force are the Guild and the Empire. And therein lies the problem.”
 

 
  “One of three?” Ross said. “I don’t get it.”
 

 
  “Ah, well.” Glory’s face lightened and she leaned forward, speaking now in a tone animated by interest. “The Five Kingdoms really aren’t at all monolithic. Of them, three would certainly take an interest in those very curious weapons the Silver Legions confiscated from you, but two have not suffered all that badly from the Narisian Treaty and its aftermath, and would be more inclined to stay the course and not provoke the Empire. The more depressed states have little to lose and a desperate need to reposition themselves, but matters in Rodvenheim and Isilond are far more stable. Isilond produces crafted goods far more than raw minerals, and with the shake-up in the metals market they have, if anything, prospered. The few native Isil mining operations were bankrupted, but they are now able to buy their raw materials at quite a discount. And Rodvenheim has always been the most magically-inclined of the Kingdoms; their trade with the Empire has continued unabated, minerals not having been as much a part of their economy. Additionally, Rodvenheim is positioned very close to Puna Dara, and as per the Empire’s treaty with the Punaji, no Imperial tariffs can be imposed on trade crossing overland from Puna Dara to Rodvenheim and vice versa. They are the only dwarven state on the continent heavily involved in maritime trade, which has also bolstered their economy.”
 

 
  “This is all quite fascinating,” Rasha said wearily, “but I think we’re wandering off the point…”
 

 
  “All things are interconnected,” Glory replied, giving him a look of amusement. “The high and the low. The fact is, you kids are very immediately and personally affected by these issues of global economics, and had better start paying attention. Specifically, the Empire is in the middle of trade negotiations right now with representatives from Svenheim and Ostrund, both of whom are attempting to draw Stavulheim into the deal.”
 

 
  “Trade negotiations?” Darius straightened slightly in his seat. “What do they have that we want?”
 

 
  “Metal,” said Glory, “the same as they have always have. Part of it is an attempt to repair relations between the Kingdoms and the Empire. They are not militarily a match for Tiraas by any means, but there are innumerable reasons it is better for nations to be on good terms with those bordering them. Also, one effect of the Narisian Treaty is that the Imperial economy is heavily dependent upon Tar’naris. I’ve heard whispers that relations with the drow are cooling—faint enough that I don’t place any stock in them, but it may be beside the point. It is simply wiser policy to diversify one’s options. The Silver Throne is looking to begin importing sizable quantities of metal from the dwarves again, both to put directly into the economy and to stockpile against some future trouble. The Empire is very prosperous right now, which makes it a good time to invest and hoard non-perishable resources.”
 

 
  “Oh,” said Darius, wide-eyed. “Oh,
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  “Darius,
  
   really,”
  
  Layla exclaimed.
 

 
  “Uh…” Tallie glanced at Darius, then at Glory, and then at Jasmine, who also looked alarmed. “Okay, I’m still lost. What’s all this got to do with
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  “If the Empire feels a need to placate the dwarves,” Jasmine said quietly, “and the dwarves after us are representatives of their governments… The Empire is not going to side with a handful of scruffy would-be thieves if all this escalates into an incident.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Glory said, nodding. “What’s worse, they may very well side
  
   against
  
  you, should anything which befalls become public enough to force an official response. In fact, things being as they are, I would advise you to prevent, if you can, matters from coming to that point. If the Empire begins to actively consider you a nuisance that needs to be silenced…”
 

 
  “Whoah, now, hang on,” Tallie protested. “We’re
  
   Guild.
  
  Just apprentices, but still! The Guild
  
   exists
  
  to fight unjust power. If they tried something like that…”
 

 
  “Then,” Glory said grimly, “Boss Tricks would remember, and see to it that the specific parties eventually suffered for it. Whether he would be able to
  
   protect
  
  you is another matter. The Guild has not thrived for thousands of years by charging blades out at every power which showed a hint of corruption, Tallie. And specifically, the last time the Guild
  
   openly
  
  assaulted Imperial interests was during the Enchanter Wars, when we acted in concert with an overt military action by the Sisters of Avei and a widespread propaganda campaign by the Veskers. And that was when the Empire itself was already reeling and more than half broken. Now? Tricks would have to be very careful indeed. The Empire would not risk moving in force against the Guild, there are too many other factors at play. A lot of those factors would be silenced, however, if the Guild seemingly struck first and Imperial Intelligence bloodied its nose in response. And trust me, if the instigating issue was an apparently unrelated squabble between dwarves and
  
   you,
  
  it would seem that the Guild struck first.”
 

 
  “What you’re saying,” Rasha said in a tone of soul-deep exhaustion, “is that we’re on our own with this.”
 

 
  “That is probably taking things a little too far.” The look Glory gave him was nearly as concerned as Tallie’s. “This is a
  
   situation,
  
  not a doom. There are still avenues to exploit. I just want you to understand all the facts before you act. It’s your best chance to avoid a blunder you can’t afford.”
 

 
  “Well, we’re doing what we can,” said Jasmine. “As I mentioned, we know the name of one of those dwarves now. It’s probably a fake name, but our witch friend Schwartz may still be able to track it back to
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Tallie, grinning aggressively. “And ol’ Rogrind did
  
   not
  
  like hearing that.”
 

 
  Glory abruptly straightened in her seat, setting aside her teacup. “You said this in
  
   front
  
  of this Rogrind?”
 

 
  “Not deliberately,” Jasmine replied. “He came up behind us during it, though.”
 

 
  “And this Schwartz. Did you mention him by name?”
 

 
  Jasmine paled. “I…yes, I did.”
 

 
  “Ohhhh, crap,” Tallie whispered.
 

 
  “I think,” Glory agreed grimly, “you had better find your friend Schwartz.
  
   Quickly.”
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  “I can
  
   handle
  
  this,” Rasha insisted at the front door of Glory’s house five minutes later.
 

 
  “Rasha,” Jasmine said, firmly but kindly. “You are literally swaying as you speak. You haven’t slept all
  
   night.
  
  It doesn’t make sense to subject yourself to more of this, so long as you have
  
   any
  
  better option.”
 

 
  “And I assure you, this is a
  
   much
  
  better option,” Glory added with a smile, coming up behind him to lay a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I’ll loan you the best guest room, right next to mine.”
 

 
  “I am just so
  
   sick
  
  of being the weak link around here,” Rasha whispered, clenching his fists. If nothing else, it helped him straighten up and hold his posture.
 

 
  “Whoah, that’s enough of that kinda talk,” Tallie declared. Having been the first to the door, she now turned and pushed back through the small crowd which had formed in the foyer, elbowing Layla aside with more energy than was necessary. She wrapped her arms around Rasha in a hug, the top of his head barely coming past her shoulder. “You’ve had a shitty night, that’s all. We’re not refusing to let you help; that’s the whole point of this, Rasha. We’re gonna
  
   need
  
  you soon, and for that,
  
   you
  
  need to be rested up.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily, though after a moment he un-clenched enough to hug her back—briefly. Then he pulled insistently away. “All right. I guess. Fine. But don’t be too long.”
 

 
  “Pfft, what’s the worst that could happen?” Darius said airily. “All we’re doing is traipsing through the suddenly-freezing streets of the city where dwarven spies are plotting to ambush and do horrible things to us, to rescue our witch friend who they’re
  
   also
  
  going to be ambushing, when we have no idea where the hell he even is. This is a Sunday stroll through the park! Really, Rasha, you’re not gonna miss anything.”
 

 
  “Whose idea was it to give him talking privileges?” Ross wondered aloud.
 

 
  “And
  
   on
  
  that subject.” Darius’s aspect suddenly sobered considerably and he turned to level a finger a Layla.
  
   “You
  
  are not coming. So let’s get the tantrum and the shouting out of the way right now, because we really do not have time to stretch this out.”
 

 
  “Honestly, Darius, you’ve turned into the most frightful boor,” she sniffed. “I can see I shall be forced to spend a
  
   great
  
  deal of time re-acquainting you with the concept of basic manners. Of
  
   course
  
  I’m not coming; do you really think I’m daft enough to place myself in that kind of danger?
  
   You’re
  
  the Eserites, here. I assume they’ve taught you
  
   something
  
  in that Guild of yours.”
 

 
  “Huh,” he said, staring at her in evident bemusement. “That’s…strangely forward-thinking of you. Are you feeling all right, sis?”
 

 
  “Feel free to take my carriage,” she said, ignoring that and turning to Jasmine, who so far was the only other member of the group she seemed inclined to address directly. “I would prefer that Talvers remain here, if it pleases our hostess, but Ralph’s uniform has sufficient bundling for the cold, and you may find him useful.
  
   Do
  
  try not to let him be hurt, but if you are attacked, don’t worry about the carriage. If agents of the Svennish government damage it, I can sue the embassy. I’ve been wanting a new one anyway, and Father has been most obstinate about upgrading to the enchanted variety.”
 

 
  “I will try to keep all that in mind,” Jasmine said solemnly. Tallie rolled her eyes so exuberantly she nearly tipped over backward.
 

 
  “And,” Layla added in a quieter tone, “I realize this is a lot to ask, but please see that my brother doesn’t take any needless risks. If it proves possible.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’ll manage him,” Jasmine promised her with a smile. “Tallie and I have had some practice in the art. There are ways.”
 

 
  “They’re called boobs,” Tallie added helpfully. “Yours don’t count for the purpose. I mean, or so I would
  
   hope.
  
  Nothing would surprise me to learn about you nobles.”
 

 
  Layla sniffed once more, then turned up her nose and pointedly gave Tallie the cold shoulder. “I shall expect to see you back by dinner at the
  
   latest,
  
  Darius. If I have to chase you down again, I shall be
  
   most
  
  put out.”
 

 
  “Well, you heard her, ladies and Ross,” Darius said cheerfully, opening the door. “We better get this done quick-like, or perish in the attempt. C’mon, chop chop.”
 

 
  Outside on the front step, they paused, tucking hands into coat pockets.
 

 
  “Brr,” Ross said, peering up at the sky. “Carriage sounds pretty good.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s great,” Tallie said flatly. “Let’s all ride in warmth and comfort and make what’s-his-name sit up top in the cold. Doesn’t matter, he’s just a servant. You’d fit right in with the fancy crowd, Ross.”
 

 
  “Stop that,” Jasmine said irritably. “Whatever your issue is with nobles, don’t take it out on
  
   Ross,
  
  of all people.”
 

 
  “Also, his name is Ralph,” Darius added. “Which you know, and would have remembered if you wanted to make a complaint like that with any credibility. Now seriously, are we riding or not? Because time is going to be a factor, here, and this weather is
  
   not
  
  kidding around.”
 

 
  Indeed, the typical cloud cover over Tiraas currently hung lower and heavier than was the norm, clearly threatening precipitation. Given the temperature, anything that fell from above was likely to take the form of snow or sleet.
 

 
  “No,” Jasmine said slowly, frowning in thought. “No…I think we should stay on foot. To be approachable.”
 

 
  “Approachable by
  
   who,
  
  for fuck’s sake?” Tallie exclaimed. “The only people we’re likely to run into who’ll care about
  
   us
  
  at all are the damn dwarves stalking us.”
 

 
  “Exactly.”
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “Think about it,” Ross rumbled. “All we can do is go to the Salyrite temple. Dwarves’ll know that; we’re likely to meet ’em. And if they ambush us…”
 

 
  “Then we’ll see how much they enjoy the outcome of that,” Jasmine said flatly. “Stay on main streets, on public sidewalks, in full view. Ignore any verbal overtures; if they gives us an excuse to claim self-defense, we’ll take it. And any police who become involved will take
  
   our
  
  side.”
 

 
  “I like this plan,” said Darius. “Right off the bat I can see half a dozen holes in it, but god
  
   damn
  
  I am sick of being the mouse in this game. Claws out, let’s do it.”
 

 
  Tallie shivered and wrapped arms around herself. “All right, well, good, then I hope you’re all carrying the cash Style doled out for Pick’s job. Cos first thing we’re doing if we’re not gonna ride is stop and get some freaking scarves.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I just don’t see the wisdom in this,” Schwartz protested. “Or the point, now. I mean, didn’t you only need to gather allies because you were trying to deal with the Bishop alone? And that’s
  
   changed
  
  now.”
 

 
  Jenell sighed, her breath making a soft puff of mist in the chilling air. “Yes, fine, I
  
   am
  
  glad to have allies, but…that was never exactly the point, Herschel. You don’t understand the position I’m in. Alone is part of it;
  
   vulnerable
  
  is the worst.” She kept her eyes forward as they walked, the expression on her disguised face flat and grim. “There really isn’t anything I hate more than that. Always at someone’s mercy, unable to act, without
  
   resources.
  
  And even with you all working at Basra, I’m
  
   still
  
  in that position, don’t you see? All of you are out of my reach, except when I take extraordinary measures to have an hour to myself, like today. Even if I could contact you regularly… You answer to your Bishop and the College. Locke is about as responsive to other people’s plans as a feral cat. And
  
   Ami.
  
  Don’t get me wrong, I
  
   like
  
  Ami. But bards…are bards.” She finally shifted her head to look up at him, her expression still controlled, but not so much so that he couldn’t see the heartbreaking hint of pleading she was trying to suppress. “I need resources of my own, Herschel.
  
   Something
  
  I can use against Basra. Something.
  
   Anything.”
  
 

 
  He drew in a deep breath, wincing. It was almost physically painful, seeing her reduced to this. “I hear you, Jenell, and I’m doing my best to understand your position. But…these guys. I mean, I rather like them all, myself, but they’re Eserites, and not even well-trained ones. They’ve got the independent spirit without all the skill. Don’t repeat this to any of them, but honestly, this group is
  
   not
  
  a good peg on which to hang your hopes.”
 

 
  She let out a low, bitter laugh. “Oh, I know
  
   that,
  
  believe me. But they’re what I have to work with, and the facts of
  
   their
  
  situation mean they have hooks I can grab. Look, the
  
   point
  
  of sending them to the Finder’s Fee was to meet both Basra’s objectives and mine. I have to get them into Basra’s fold to keep
  
   her
  
  off my back; I need to do it in a way that
  
   carefully
  
  points out what a horror she is so they’ll be wary and I’ll be able to leverage them when the time comes. That’s a
  
   very
  
  delicate line to walk, Herschel, and if it was anybody but Eserites—or maybe bards—I’d say it was impossible. This is a really rare opportunity.”
 

 
  “I still almost can’t credit it,” he muttered. “Why would Bishop Syrinx cultivate contacts in a place like
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Well, she wanted mages she could call on for shifty, extra-legal work. It’s not like she could knock on Bishop Throale’s door and ask for a Salyrite to scry on Locke’s activities, now is it?” She let out another misty huff of annoyance. “Now I have to come up with a new plan. Basra has other contacts, but… Hell, I hope I haven’t burned my bridges with that group anyway. After sending them into what was apparently a trap…”
 

 
  “It wasn’t your trap, and they all know that,” he assured her. “The mess in Glass Alley wasn’t your fault or theirs. I… All right, look, I can probably get them to meet with you. If you’ve got something useful to offer them, I don’t get the feeling they’re in a position to turn up their noses at it. But it’ll need more. That mysterious routine you tried last time isn’t likely to appeal again. Too much uncertainty already…”
 

 
  “I know,” she said moodily. “Believe me, I
  
   know.
  
  All right, just… Please tell them you met me and that I’m interested in helping, all right? I will think of something else. I’ll have to, quickly. It’ll be tricky to speak with you again, I absolutely
  
   cannot
  
  be found talking to you or Basra will completely flip her shit, but I can get you messages at the Collegium, still. Right?”
 

 
  “Uh, right,” he agreed, frowning. “But, honestly, Jenell, there are other considerations here besides you. Hasn’t it occurred to you that involving these kids with Syrinx is maybe kind of cruel to
  
   them?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry about that,” she said with grim amusement. “Those kids aren’t all what they seem. There’s one in the group whom even Basra won’t dare harm, and also won’t antagonize by harming any of the others. They might be the
  
   only
  
  people safe around her, at least for the time being.”
 

 
  “Well, that isn’t mysterious at all,” he said testily. “Just once, I’d like to know the whole of what’s happening around here…”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t we all,” she agreed, patting his arm. “I’m sorry, Herschel, I’d like to bring you into the loop, but there are secrets here that go
  
   way
  
  over even Basra’s head; spilling those beans could be more than my life is worth. Just…trust me,
  
   you’ll
  
  probably be safer with those apprentices than anywhere else, too.”
 

 
  She stopped suddenly, both speaking and walking. Schwartz trailed to a halt, too, blinking at her in surprise, then followed her gaze up the sidewalk ahead of them. Immediately, he froze as well.
 

 
  He had followed main roads to the Great Hall, but now, on the way back, he’d let Jenell set their course, which mostly consisted of less-trafficked back streets; she was somewhat justifiably paranoid about being seen by the wrong people, even in disguise. Now they were passing through a block of factories, down a wide side street meant to provide rear access to these buildings for delivery trucks. Even just after midday, there were no deliveries or anyone else about at present. With the heavy precipitation clearly imminent, even the nearby factories had shut down, their crackling antennae dimming to the occasional spark of unformed arcane residue. Tiraas itself was slowing down, as people who had not been dressed for the sudden cold fled into whatever indoors they could.
 

 
  But someone had just stepped out of an alley directly in front of them, facing the two and just standing there. A short, stocky someone with a red beard.
 

 
  “Oh, bloody hell,” Schwartz whispered.
 

 
  “One of those dwarves?” Jenell murmured.
 

 
  “Yes. At least I think—” He broke off, tensing, as the dwarf had started toward them. Schwartz reflexively stepped forward, planting himself ahead of Jenell and holding out his arm as if to block access to her, and only realizing belatedly how utterly silly that was, interposing his thin frame between the threat and the trained soldier.
 

 
  Anyhow, physical force wasn’t where his strength lay. He snapped his fingers, and with a sharp
  
   pop
  
  and a tiny cascade of harmless sparks, Meesie appeared on his shoulder. She immediately bristled like a scared cat, chattering a tiny reprimand at the approaching dwarf.
 

 
  “Good evening, Mr. Schwartz,” he said amiably. “And to your companion. Companions, I suppose I should say,” he added with a genial smile at Meesie.
 

 
  “No,” Schwartz snapped.
 

 
  The dwarf stopped, a few yards still distant, and regarded him with a calmly curious expression. “Oh? No? Forgive me, but in my studies of Tiraan formality, I never encountered that response to a simple greeting. Is there some piece to this ritual I am missing?”
 

 
  “The piece where you
  
   go away,”
  
  Schwartz replied. “I’m not interested, and I’m not doing this. Leave me alone.”
 

 
  The dwarf heaved a sigh. “Honestly, I don’t know where all this obstinacy comes from. I do believe you’re spending too much time around those Eserites, Mr. Schwartz. All I seek, all I have
  
   ever
  
  asked for, is a simple conversation.”
 

 
  “Well, you can—” He broke off at the sudden pressure of Jenell’s fingers on his arm.
 

 
  “We’re alone here, Herschel,” she murmured. “No telling what or who is down these side alleys. And more information always beats less. If he wants to talk politely…do.”
 

 
  Schwartz hesitated, glancing back and forth between her and the dwarf. Meesie growled a shrill warning.
 

 
  “What an admirably sensible young lady,” the dwarf said, doffing his hat courteously to Jenell. “Forgive my presumption in pointing it out, but perhaps
  
   this
  
  is more the style of company you should keep. She does seem to be a positive influence.”
 

 
  “Fine,” he said curtly. “Speak your piece and have done with it.”
 

 
  “Very good,” the dwarf replied, nodding to him. “Really, my needs are simple. You were present at the interrupted exchange wherein my companions and I sought to acquire those devices which were then seized by the Silver Legion. The Sisterhood of Avei, unfortunately, is quite impenetrable, which renders them sadly beyond our grasp. Without that option, I have an all the more urgent need to learn what I can of the provenance of those devices. Our only lead is within the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Well, I certainly can’t help you with
  
   that,”
  
  Schwartz said warily.
 

 
  “Oh, to be sure, I would hardly expect it of you,” the dwarf agreed with a pleasant smile. “But your young friends
  
   can.
  
  Eserites, you see, are rather hard on their would-be members. The majority of any group of apprentices to the Guild are going to wash out anyway, for one reason or another. The only thing I want of those young people is their help finding information to which I do not have access, and they may. I am prepared to compensate them
  
   most
  
  generously, even to the point of shielding them from the Thieves’ Guild, should the nature of our association happen to annoy the Guild’s leadership.”
 

 
  “And you think you can actually
  
   do
  
  that?” Schwartz asked skeptically.
 

 
  The dwarf’s smile widened by a hair. “The Guild has no presence in the Five Kingdoms. That is not to say they have never tried to
  
   establish
  
  one. Here, in the Empire, we are at something of a disadvantage in dealing with them. Where I am from, that state is
  
   decisively
  
  reversed.”
 

 
  “Fine,” Schwartz snapped. “I’ll tell them what you said. Now good night.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” the dwarf said, shaking his head regretfully. “Well, I’m afraid matters have recently become rather more complicated than that.”
 

 
  “Of course they have,” Jenell muttered. Schwartz noted that she had offered no objection to his protective stance; if anything, she had edged more behind him. Not fear, he realized, at least not for her safety; she could face severe consequences from other corners if she were recognized.
 

 
  “Your friends,” the dwarf said in a solicitous tone, “have embarked on an unwisely aggressive course. Specifically, it seems they intend to ask
  
   you,
  
  Mr. Schwartz, to use your particular skills to track myself and my associates. Now, it should go without saying that we take all reasonable precautions, but the nature of fae magic, as I’m sure you’re aware, makes it rather difficult to thwart. So many unknowable variables.” He shook his head. “This could quickly become a very disagreeable situation for us all. In the interests of everyone continuing to get along, I’m prepared to provide
  
   you
  
  with anything you reasonably request, in exchange for your assurance that you will not do them this favor.”
 

 
  Schwartz stared at him, then turned his head to look at Jenell’s eyes. Meesie growled again.
 

 
  He could see the same thought on her face that was ringing in his own skull. Foreign agents, the kind of people willing and capable to oppose the Guild, owing him a favor? What he couldn’t do with
  
   that.
  
  Odds are these people could manage to threaten even Syrinx’s carefully laid schemes.
 

 
  Then Jenell’s expression closed down, and she shook her head almost imperceptibly. Schwartz gave her a tiny nod of agreement.
 

 
  It was just too risky. They knew too little about these people. The whole problem with Syrinx was the multiplicity of parties and agendas involved, preventing them from knowing what was happening, what anyone was up to, what they could
  
   do
  
  without incurring retaliation. Adding another wildly unknowable variable to the mix could tip the whole thing into disaster.
 

 
  “I am not,” he said carefully, “going to make you any promises. I do not trust you, and quite frankly, I don’t
  
   like
  
  you. Now if you will excuse us.”
 

 
  The dwarf sighed softly. “Now, Mr. Schwartz, I’m afraid you are being both obstinate
  
   and
  
  disingenuous. That is tantamount to a declaration of your intention to inconvenience me, and we both know it. I’m certain you mother did not raise you to behave this way.” He smiled, again, just as pleasantly as always. “Of course, it must be hard, raising two children alone. I’m sure she has an easier time of things now, with just your sister to think of. And Melody will be of an age to move out on her own soon enough.”
 

 
  Meesie burst into flames, screeching in fury. Jenell had gone pale, even behind the already-pale face of her enchanted disguise.
 

 
  Schwartz, though, felt a sudden and total calm descend over him. Somewhere deep beneath it, his heart was thudding in his chest, but it was a strangely distant thing. Unbidden, his senses expanded, taking in the magic around them. The spirits, the currents of
  
   life,
  
  all the perceptions which made up the realm of the fae.
 

 
  “Have you ever been to Athan’Khar?” he heard himself ask evenly.
 

 
  The dwarf blinked. “Forgive me, but I don’t see—”
 

 
  “I have,” Schwartz continued. “You should visit sometime. Just so you can appreciate how very much you
  
   don’t
  
  scare me, you contemptible little piece of shit.”
 

 
  He snatched Meesie off his shoulder, the flames wreathing her not so much as singeing his fingers, and hurled her forward.
 

 
  An explosion of fire occurred in midair halfway between Schwartz and the dwarf, and in the next moment, his quarry had been bowled over backward, a pony-sized leonine creature wrought from pure crimson flame landing on him.
 

 
  Meesie opened a maw filled with fire-sculpted fangs and roared directly into the fallen dwarf’s face. The paw planted on his chest, already the size of a plate, flexed, revealing blazing claws which ripped five perfect rents in his suit.
 

 
  Wreathed in an awareness of the currents of magic around him, Schwartz felt the life force of the second dwarf who darted out of another alley behind them, sensed the enchanted objects he wore which made his approach silent.
 

 
  He reached out through the link with his familiar spirits, finding them in total accord with his purpose. Upward he stretched with his mind, to the towering antenna of the dormant factory behind which they stood. Dormant, with only the faintest residual flickers of energy along its length—but even residual flickers along a four-story coil made a torrent of destructive power when seized and directed.
 

 
  Lightning arced from the antenna, scarring the side of the factory as it snapped downward and blasted the approaching dwarf off his feet. He fell without a cry and skidded another yard across the pavement before falling still, smoking in the cold air.
 

 
  Schwartz stepped forward, coming up beside Meesie, who was snarling at the pinned dwarf and demanding his full attention. He laid a hand on the seething flames that made up her mane.
 

 
  “If you attack my family,” he said quietly, “you’ll find that my mother is even less afraid of you than I am, and considerably more willing to resort to violence. I’m assuming, here, that you think yourself in a position where you don’t have to care about the fallout of assaulting an Imperial sheriff, so you’d better think about what kind of woman is given that position in a frontier town. If you ever
  
   threaten
  
  my family again, though.” He leaned forward, holding silent until the dwarf tore his eyes from Meesie’s burning fangs to meet his gaze. “I swear on Salyrene’s name, I will make you beg before I finish you.”
 

 
  Without straightening, he flung out a hand, grasping at the natural cold in the very atmosphere. Moisture congealed out of the air itself, solidifying into a cluster of horizontal icicles hovering beside him. With another thought, he called up a blast of wind, ruffling everyone’s hair and clothes and causing Meesie’s fire to flicker, and most importantly, sending those jagged shafts of ice at the mouth of another alley as fast as bolts from a crossbow.
 

 
  The dwarf who had poked her head out around that corner, taking aim at him with a wand, fell back with a shriek of pain, pierced in five places by spears of ice.
 

 
  “I’m glad…Lucy…suggested we have this talk,” Schwartz said, finally drawing himself back up to his full height. He had been within a hair’s breadth of addressing her properly, but Jenell definitely didn’t want her real name used here. He made a mental note never to tell her Lucy had been his first dog. “I think we understand each other a bit better, now. C’mon, Lucy, let’s get out of here.”
 

 
  He waited for her to catch up to him, eyeing the snarling Meesie and the pinned dwarf as she passed. Jenell didn’t speak until they had moved a dozen yards further up the street at a long stride.
 

 
  “You’re just going to leave her there?”
 

 
  “She’ll hold him long enough for us to get away,” he said quietly, chancing a glance back. The dwarf, sensibly, seemed to be offering Meesie no resistance. “She can’t hold that form but for a few minutes. Shorter if anything damages her; if he pulls a wand and shoots her at that range, that’ll be the end of it.”
 

 
  “Ah,” she said tersely. “And then she’ll reappear with you.”
 

 
  He looked at her in surprise. “How’d you know that?”
 

 
  “I remember. From Athan’Khar. That monster.”
 

 
  “Oh. Right.”
 

 
  “Imperial Square is just a few blocks up,” she said quickly, managing to lengthen her stride further. Schwartz, whose legs were longer anyway, had no trouble keeping up. “That’s public enough we should be safe; we have to split up there. Disguise or no, I
  
   cannot
  
  be seen with you.”
 

 
  “I understand.”
 

 
  Again, she looked uncertainly up at him. “What’ll you do next?”
 

 
  “I should go…” He trailed off. Where? Back to the Collegium? To the Guild? Either of those places would be safe, assuming the Guild would let him in… He had to find the apprentices and warn them.
 

 
  “Go to the Temple of Avei,” she said when he failed to produce an answer. “I’ll take a side entrance; you go in the front. You can get through the temple to the Legion fortress in the back. Warn Locke.
  
   She
  
  can get word to the Eserites without being in nearly as much danger as you.”
 

 
  “Ah. Right. That’s good thinking.”
 

 
  “I’m not just a pretty face,” she said grimly. “…you know, if you want some
  
   real
  
  certainty, you
  
   could
  
  have Meesie finish him off.”
 

 
  Schwartz grimaced and shook his head. “No. I can’t.”
 

 
  “Herschel, if things keep going the way they have been, I don’t think you’re going to have the luxury of being this squeamish.”
 

 
  “I know,” he said curtly. “But it’s not just that. The bastard threatened my
  
   family,
  
  Jenell. He’s part of a group, and he didn’t just do that on a whim. They’ve researched me, they know who I’m connected to. I need one of them left alive to explain to the others what a
  
   very bad idea
  
  that is.”
 

 
  They speed-walked in silence for nearly a minute before Meesie suddenly reappeared on his shoulder. She squeaked eagerly, bounding onto Schwart’z head and squirming down into a little nest in his hair, nose pointed forward. By unspoken consensus, Schwartz and Jenell both increased their speed until they were nearly running.
 

 
  “After this,” she said after another long moment, slightly out of breath, “I’m even gladder to have you along, Herschel.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” he panted, not bothering to try voicing his full feelings. Glad he was along? That made one of them.
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  Of the four of them, only Ross had actually lived in Tiraas before apprenticing. That proved fortunate because he knew of an enchanting shop more or less on their route between Glory’s swanky neighborhood and the central district near Imperial Square where lay the primary temple of Salyrene; they had to detour by two streets, but in the end it proved better than Tallie’s original idea of finding a clothing store. Four personal heating charms ended up costing a lot less than four full sets of hats, gloves, and scarves would have. It was lucky that they found the shop when they did, as they were far from the only ones to have this idea upon the weather’s sudden turn. There was an annoyingly long line in the place, and they barely got there before the charms in question sold out.
 

 
  That done, they proceeded in much more comfort on their way. Not a moment too soon—as they walked, the sky began intermittently spitting little puffs of snow.
 

 
  Jasmine lectured them quietly as they proceeded. “The reason this opportunity is important is it may be our only chance to catch one of these people alone. I’ve been considering their situation, and I don’t think there can be more than a handful of them. If they’re an intelligence cell, those are kept small for a
  
   lot
  
  of reasons. The more people you have, the more likely your cover is to be blown.”
 

 
  “You really did have the most
  
   fascinating
  
  upbringing,” Tallie noted. “Anyhow, based on what Glory said, would they really be worried about blowing their cover? Apparently they’re in good with the Empire…”
 

 
  “The Imperial government has political reason to be somewhat tolerant of dwarves in general right at this moment,” said Darius. “That’s not the same as free reign. Jasmine’s right; a large cell gets noticed, and Imperial Intelligence would be all over
  
   any
  
  foreign operatives they spotted working in the capital. Sides, even if the Silver Throne is making goo-goo eyes at the Five Kingdoms right now, any kind of tussle between one of their intelligence services and the damn Thieves’ Guild will end up a huge mess for everybody, which they don’t want.” He nodded at Jasmine. “Thus, we can assume the Imps aren’t onto these guys yet, which means we can
  
   also
  
  assume there aren’t many.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” she agreed, nodding back. “How many I couldn’t say, I don’t know anything about their operational doctrine. Likely not more than a dozen. Now, considering what they have to do
  
   here,
  
  the largest group will have been sent to intercept Scwhartz.”
 

 
  “How come?” asked Ross.
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Jasmine explained, “is a magic user, and thus a lot more dangerous to them. Dwarves are extremely hardy; they don’t have a lot physically to fear from us, since none of us have wands. He’s by a wide margin the largest physical threat to them. The reason this is significant right
  
   now
  
  ties in with these anti-tracking charms. Assuming they work, and considering Vandro’s motives I can’t fathom any reason he’d screw us over like that, the dwarves can’t locate us specifically. That means in order to prevent us getting to Schwartz, they’ll have to spread what few personnel they have between us and the Collegium. So if we find one, it’ll probably
  
   just
  
  be one.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Darius frowned, rubbing his chin. “There are holes in that. Wouldn’t it make more sense to send their
  
   whole
  
  force after Schwartz?”
 

 
  “They may,” Jasmine admitted. “They’ll be trying to be discreet, though—remember our previous points about making a mess in Tiraas and getting in trouble with Intelligence and the Guild. Brute force tactics don’t make sense in their position. They’ll be trying to put down him and us
  
   quietly.”
  
 

 
  “Don’t like the sound of that,” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “That’s why it’s important we stay together,” she agreed, nodding. “Silencing one dangerous opponent is a lot easier than silencing a group. What I would do in their position is keep their agents spread out but in communication—when one spots us, they’ll call to the others. From there, they’ll try to impede us from getting to the Collegium without causing an actual fight.”
 

 
  “I hope Schwartz is okay,” Tallie said, frowning worriedly. “Witch or no witch, that guy’s kind of…y’know, bookish.”
 

 
  “Not much we can do but get to him as quick as possible,” said Darius. “I don’t think Jasmine was done making suggestions.”
 

 
  “Right,” Jasmine acknowledged. “The point is,
  
   we
  
  are going to have to go on the offensive here. Ross, you know the city. Assuming they probably don’t know where we are at this point, we need a place more or less between the Imperial Casino and the Collegium of Salyrene. Something…quiet, private, where there aren’t likely to be witnesses.”
 

 
  “Can do,” he rumbled, lengthening his stride to position himself at the head of the group. “Bit out of our way from here…”
 

 
  “How far out of our way?” Tallie demanded nervously. “The gods only know what’s happening to Schwartz right now…”
 

 
  “He
  
   is
  
  a magic guy,” Darius said, patting her shoulder. “And we’re on the way. We can help by taking the fight to the enemy, now.”
 

 
  “Not far outta the way, couple streets,” Ross added. “Weather’s lucky. Nobody’s gonna be outside if they don’t have to. Any place off the streets streets is likely to be quiet.”
 

 
  “Good,” said Jasmine. “Then keep your eyes peeled for a dwarf showing too much interest in us. If we can manage to run across one of them in the absence of witnesses, we will pull them aside for a chat.”
 

 
  “Uh…
  
   that’s
  
  kinda where this falls apart,” said Darius, wincing. “You’re gambling, first of all, that a trained intelligence agent will be spotted when they don’t want to be. And besides, what if it’s just some random dwarf?”
 

 
  “Anybody out in this weather just
  
   hanging around
  
  is probably up to
  
   something,”
  
  said Tallie.
 

 
  “Yes,” Jasmine agreed, “but Darius is also right. We may not even see one. They may fail to find us entirely. They
  
   might
  
  be on the ball enough to spot us and get their crew together before we reach the Collegium, in which case we
  
   run
  
  to the nearest public place—we are not going to try to fight a bunch of dwarves. If they just play dumb when confronted, there’s not much we can do; I’ll not be party to beating up some citizen on a hunch, and anyway, there’s a limit to how much damage we can do physically to a dwarf, unless one of you is carrying a wand I don’t know about. No, what I’m
  
   really
  
  gambling on is they’ll talk to us if we approach them. Rogrind has kept trying to get us into his service; considering what they want, if we suggest we want to talk, they’ll basically have to listen. And
  
   that
  
  will tell us they’re one of the people we’re after.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Darius. “So…we have to walk up and speak politely with them first?”
 

 
  “Usually a good first move,” Tallie said, grinning.
 

 
  “So we’re not gonna ambush a dwarf, drag ’em into an alley, and beat the crap out of them?” He pouted and stuck his hands in his pockets, slouching. “I
  
   never
  
  get to have any fun.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is it,” Jasmine murmured some time later.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darius said tersely. “We all pretty much saw it.”
 

 
  The snow was still light, but far more consistent, now. Tiny flakes drifted steadily down from the increasingly heavy cloud cover, so far not accumulating beyond a thin layer of white, windblown dust, but it had sufficed to send everyone indoors who didn’t have good and specific reason to be out. In a city like Tiraas, a lot of people had such reason, but Ross had led them two streets distant from one of the main avenues, and suddenly they were for all intents and purposes alone.
 

 
  It was a narrow street, not wide enough for two carriages to pass each other, the buildings lining it old and towering an average of four stories above. It was clean, and while stonework was chipped and some window glass bore cracks, nothing was boarded up, burned out, or falling down. A relatively poor neighborhood, but not a rough one. The buildings were quite close together, spaces opening between them only every three or four structures. Lights burned in multiple windows, but mostly through drawn drapes. Nobody wanted anything to do with the weather.
 

 
  Then again, considering it was clearly a working-class neighborhood, most who lived here probably had someplace to be, considering it was just past noon.
 

 
  “I think we may be disappointed,” Jasmine said quietly, glancing back and forth as they made their way up the sidewalk. “Spreading agents out to intercept would require lateral movement—these buildings don’t give much opportunity for that.”
 

 
  “I think we may be disappointed for entirely different reasons,” said Darius. “Seems to me the most efficient solution to
  
   all
  
  their problems would be to use the rooftops. They can move around and spy on us without risking themselves. The Guild does it.”
 

 
  “Great,” Tallie muttered, glancing furtively at the tops of the structures on all sides of them.
 

 
  “Well, it was a thought,” Jasmine said with a sigh. “Come on, let’s just get to Schwartz, then.”
 

 
  “Hold up,” said Ross, slowing his pace.
 

 
  They followed suit, shifting position to see past him—and in Tallie’s case, over his shoulder—at what had caught his attention. Buildings in this district were mostly reached by short flights of stone steps, which created little nooks on either side of them. Just ahead, one of these occurred right next to one of the street’s rare side alleys, which contributed to their failure to see a four-foot-tall person clearly standing and waiting just ahead in the alley’s mouth.
 

 
  “Well, shows what we know,” Darius muttered.
 

 
  Leaning calmly against the wall of the alley and watching them come was a dwarven woman who was clearly also using heating charms, to judge by her lack of head covering. Her dirty blonde hair was tied back in a bun, and she wore a heavy, padded coat which could have concealed any number of implements.
 

 
  The four apprentices trailed to a stop, staring at her.
 

 
  “Never seen a dwarf before?” the woman asked wryly.
 

 
  Tallie barked a laugh. “Oh, we have. But you know all about that, don’cha?”
 

 
  “You thieves,” the dwarf said, shaking her head. “So put upon. How
  
   awful
  
  that your planned life of victimizing others is being interfered with.”
 

 
  “Well, this is a new approach,” Darius commented. “I remember what’s-his-ass as being pretty polite.”
 

 
  “Professionalism requires one to deal respectfully with all manner of unsavories,” the woman replied. She hadn’t moved at all, her posture apparently relaxed, but the four of them remained stiff and alert. She had hands in her pockets, and there was no telling what they might come out holding. “It’s one thing when you’re being sweet-talked into hopefully providing a service.
  
   Now,
  
  apparently, you fancy yourselves on the hunt, which changes matters. I’ll be frank, a mutually beneficial and
  
   cordial
  
  arrangement is still on the table and still much preferred, but I’m under much less pressure from above to be
  
   nice
  
  to a gaggle of junior predators.”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  it about dwarves and thieves?” Darius wondered aloud.
 

 
  The woman smiled thinly. “You’re pretty far gone if you have to have it explained why someone who’s not a thief would have a low opinion of them. Right, here it is: we have mutually just about run out of patience for one another, and I don’t have a boss looming over my shoulder to shmooze you, so I’ll spell it out. If you’re willing to do the
  
   right
  
  thing for what I suspect will be the first time in your lives and help us out
  
   against
  
  the syndicate of criminals and marauders who will
  
   probably
  
  toss more than half of you out on your ears before you manage to fully join, you’ll be well compensated. I don’t just mean money—you can be protected from Guild reprisal and provided for as necessary. We can help set you up in whatever kind of life you desire. Not to lay about in luxury at our expense forever, but a helping hand to get established can make all the difference for someone willing to work.”
 

 
  “Listen, you little—” Tallie broke off as Jasmine held up a hand.
 

 
  “I sort of want to hear this,” she said. “Go on, I think you had more.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the dwarf agreed. “What we’re asking of you doesn’t even involve hurting anyone or stealing anything. All we need is intelligence. What you know about the origins of those weapons—and if you’re as in the dark as you claim, your help in
  
   getting
  
  that information. You have access to the Guild’s inner workings, the ability to talk to people who want talk to outsiders, and that is all we need. This really is an extraordinarily generous offer, and an uncomplicated situation.” She sniffed disdainfully. “I can put some of your stubbornness down to you being young. But fighting so hard
  
   not
  
  to do the right thing the way you are… Frankly, it won’t break my heart if you decide this has to end badly for you.”
 

 
  “Badly for us, she says,” Darius sneered, stepping forward. “You don’t seem to have noticed how badly outnumbered and alone you are here, shortcake.”
 

 
  “Am I?” the woman asked sardonically.
 

 
  
   “Shortcake?”
  
  Tallie said, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s an old slur,” said their new acquaintance, rolling her eyes. “Something dwarf women get accustomed to having thrown at them in human lands. It’s a handy way to distinguish the sexist, racist, objectifying twits from anybody worth talking to.”
 

 
  “You
  
   ass!”
  
  Tallie exclaimed, punching Darius in the shoulder.
 

 
  “I am extremely disappointed in you, Darius,” Jasmine said, frowning.
 

 
  “Really not necessary, man,” Ross added.
 

 
  “Oh, for
  
   fuck’s
  
  sake!” Darius exclaimed. “Fine, I will apologize for my
  
   terrible
  
  rudeness to the little shit who’s been
  
   threatening our families,
  
  but
  
   after
  
  she either spills the beans or I’ve kicked the crap out of her.
  
   Fair enough?”
  
 

 
  “Excuse me, you what?” the dwarf said with disdainful amusement.
 

 
  “Yeah, back on topic.” He rounded on her, clenching both fists. “We’re not telling you shit. In point of fact, since you’re here,
  
   you
  
  can now reveal where you’re keeping yourselves in the city, your names, anything we can hand over to the Boss so he can track you down.”
 

 
  “Generous,” she snorted.
 

 
  “Not that we particularly want you tracked down,” Jasmine added. “Just that you
  
   leave us alone.
  
  And since you seem disinclined to do that, a little incentive to leave the city entirely won’t hurt. It was
  
   you
  
  people who brought this to this point, not us.”
 

 
  “Well, good talk,” the dwarf said, straightening up her posture. “Answer’s no. Your funeral. Now, then, get out of my way.”
 

 
  “All right, fuck this,” Darius snorted, and punched her in the face.
 

 
  He had to bend down awkwardly to do it, but it was a pretty good hit. A moment later he reared back, hissing and shaking his hand. The dwarf had been rocked backward a few inches by the blow, but hadn’t even taken her hands out of her pockets. A very faint red mark on her forehead was the only sign it had happened.
 

 
  “And
  
   that,”
  
  she said pleasantly, “is assault, my lad. Or in other words, a believable pretext for self-defense. Thank you for—”
 

 
  A black blur whipped past them, shoving Tallie aside, and slammed into the dwarf, who this time let out an aborted squawk and went tumbling over backward into the alley.
 

 
  Grip straightened, keeping her eyes on the fallen dwarf, and held up her right hand, showing the iron knuckles through which her fingers were laced. They glowed with arcane runes and had four ugly, screw-like protrusions in a row along the business end.
 

 
  “Much as I prefer to let apprentices learn from their mistakes,” the enforcer said curtly, “time is wasting, and you kids are just embarrassing yourselves. Honestly, what was your plan here? You were going to beat her down for information right in full view of the street? Did you
  
   actually
  
  think she was alone?”
 

 
  “Well—” Ross began, but at that moment, the dwarf started to surge back to her feet, and Grip pulled her other hand out of the pocket of her black duster. In it was a shortened wand, which she leveled and fired point blank. One flash of blue light later, the dwarf instantly collapsed back to the ground, this time twitching.
 

 
  “Whoah!” Darius exclaimed.
 

 
  “Boys,” Grip snapped, “drag her into the alley.
  
   Quickly,
  
  you idiots, we can’t do this out here on the street!”
 

 
  “How did you find us?” Jasmine demanded. Darius and Ross had already hopped forward to obey the enforcer’s command.
 

 
  “I’ve been following you,” Grip said, stepping into the darkness of the alley after the others. “Come along, quicklike. I let that singularly pointless conversation stretch out that much because I was busy neutralizing the
  
   other
  
  agent who was preparing to land on you from behind. Here, you.” She tossed a coil of tightly-woven cord to Ross. “Tie her hands together with one end,
  
   tightly,
  
  throw the rope over that fire escape and pull her upright. Just enough so she’s stretched out, toes on the ground.
  
   Fast,
  
  she’ll be coming to shortly.”
 

 
  “What is that thing?” Tallie asked in fascination.
 

 
  Grip smiled unpleasantly, holding up the short wand. “Shocker. Acts directly on the nervous system. Non-lethal, unless you go way overboard, but
  
   rather
  
  painful.”
 

 
  “Not to mention
  
   highly
  
  illegal,” Jasmine said sharply.
 

 
  “No, Jasmine,” the enforcer said condescendingly. “Flesh-melting potion in a spray bottle is highly illegal.
  
   This
  
  is just illegal. Can you two buffoons
  
   possibly
  
  move any slower?”
 

 
  “Do
  
   you
  
  wanna try?” Darius snarled, fumbling with the end of the rope he was wrapping around the dwarf’s hands while Ross patiently waited with the other, having already thrown it over the fire escape. “Forgive me, this is my first time stringing somebody up!”
 

 
  Grip just grunted.
 

 
  “What exactly are you
  
   doing
  
  here?” Jasmine demanded. “You surely don’t think I’m going to trust you after—”
 

 
  “After what?” the enforcer interrupted, grinning. “After I threatened your little friends here and you decked me?”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a sec, you what?” Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “I don’t call people down for doing exactly what I want,” Grip continued, ignoring her and staring fixedly at Jasmine, “so I let it slide at the time. The point of that was to make you stand up and
  
   fight,
  
  and get past that silly idea you were nursing about being some kind of non-violent thief. But really, kid, you have
  
   got
  
  to be less easy to goad. A momentary application of common sense would tell you there’s no way a ranking Guild enforcer would actually harm apprentices just to make a point to somebody. It’s okay—you’re new. You’ll learn.”
 

 
  “She asked a good question, though,” Tallie said. “Why
  
   are
  
  you helping?”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Grip gave her a disdainful look. “Fuckers harassing our apprentices, and you ask why I’m helping? I realize you’re having political issues right now, but the Guild will
  
   not
  
  stand for this horseshit. The Boss isn’t currently able to act overtly. Never,
  
   ever
  
  assume that Tricks is so much as inconvenienced by such as that. About damn
  
   time,
  
  boys. And not a moment too soon.”
 

 
  Ross grunted, holding tension on the rope that was keeping the dwarf strung up by her hands. She was rousing, eyes flickering. They came back into focus, her gaze landing on Grip just as the enforcer smoothly stepped forward, sank to one knee, and slammed her enchanted knuckle into their captive’s midsection. All the air was driven from the dwarf in a burst.
 

 
  Grip had already pocketed the shocker, and now moved with a swift and well-practiced efficiency that put Ross and Darius’s efforts to shame. She produced what looked like a leather collar with a large rubber ball in the middle from her pocket; the device’s purpose only became clear to the apprentices when Grip roughly stuffed the ball into the dwarf’s mouth and buckled the strap behind her head, entirely gagging her.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   always
  
  carry stuff like that around?” Darius asked, fascinated.
 

 
  “Wait a moment,” said Tallie. “How’s she supposed to answer questions if she’s gagged?”
 

 
  “First of all,” Grip replied, standing back and watching as the dwarf struggled to breathe through her nose, “that’s to stop the screaming. This is a residential neighborhood; to say nothing of any other reinforcements this one has coming, screams will send people to the police, and police will result in a big waste of everyone’s time. Second and more importantly, kid, you do
  
   not
  
  hurt someone to get information. Doesn’t work. They’ll just parrot whatever you want to hear.”
 

 
  The dwarf hadn’t managed to straighten up fully from the stomach blow, despite Ross holding her upright; it resulted in her feet dragging limply on the ground. She had raised her head enough, though, that her wide blue eyes were fixed upon Grip’s face, and the psychotic grin it now wore. Blood trickled from the wound the enchanted knuckles had made on her forehead.
 

 
  “You hurt someone,” Grip said very softly, “to make a
  
   point.”
  
 

 
  She flexed her fingers in the iron knuckles once, and then struck the dwarf on the cheekbone with them. The captive could only manage a muffled squeak of pain as she was rocked to the side. Grip backhanded her coming back the other way, making a nearly matching mark on her other cheek.
 

 
  “You know what really pisses me off?” The enforcer continued to work, methodically driving her augmented fist into various parts of the dwarf’s anatomy, occasionally applying short jolts with her shocker for emphasis. The whole time, she lectured her victim in a calm tone while the apprentices stood around, frozen. “Aside from the obvious territorialism, I mean. Anybody gets upset when you attack the younglings in their organization, that’s universal. No, in particular, after listening to
  
   your
  
  little speech, it’s obvious that you think you’re
  
   better
  
  than me. Than us. And that
  
   offends
  
  me, you hypocritical, insignificant hock of ham.”
 

 
  She paused, pacing in a slow circle around the dwarf, who now hung limply by her wrists, emitting soft groans. Ross still held the rope, though he looked increasingly horrified.
 

 
  To judge by the sound that resulted when Grip kicked the dwarf in the lower back, her boots were also steel-lined.
 

 
  “Consider what I am, and what
  
   you
  
  are,” the enforcer continued, coming back around to the front and casually zapping the dwarf on one limp foot in passing. “We’re in the same business, you and I: doing bad things for a good cause. After you’ve been running around, stalking
  
   kids,
  
  threatening their
  
   families,
  
  you contemptible wart, you really don’t have a pedestal on which to set yourself. No, your only claim to virtue is what you represent.”
 

 
  She grabbed a handful of the dwarf’s hair to haul her head upright and casually jabbed the iron knuckles right into her chin just below the gag. The blow was carefully not hard enough to break teeth, but blood gushed from the lip smashed against them.
 

 
  “And what do you represent? You silly bitch, you’re a
  
   government agent.
  
  Any kind of nationalism is nothing more than taking credit for what you haven’t accomplished and despising people you don’t know. There’s nothing more narcissistic than believing one place is better than any other because
  
   you
  
  were born there, especially since your birth is in no way your doing. You’re a slave to a hereditary monarchy—people in power because of the happenstance of their own birth. Your
  
   entire
  
  life, your whole reason for being, is nothing but a series of coincidences.”
 

 
  She paced in another full circle, back the other direction, around the now-sobbing captive.
 

 
  “That’s enough of this,” Jasmine snapped, balling her fists.
 

 
  “You shut your mouth,” Grip said curtly, without looking at her. Coming back around to the front, she actually knelt on the ground before the dwarf, gazing up at her bloodied face. There she just waited in silence, until the woman lifted her chin slightly, opening her eyes to stare at her.
 

 
  “Ah, there it is,” Grip whispered. “It’s a very expressive look—of course, I’ve seen it enough times to interpret it just by habit. ‘You’re a monster,’ it says.” She shrugged, smiling blandly. “Well, yes, that’s quite true—and equally true of you, as you well know. Me, though? I
  
   stand
  
  for something. I act in service to a moral authority which I have chosen, one which justifies certain transgressions. In particular, against people like
  
   you.
  
  Because oh, yes, this would not be happening if you were not
  
   also
  
  a monster. An enforcer of Eserion has no business with anyone else. You may think me evil, and you’d have a point.” She grinned outright. “What’s
  
   your
  
  excuse?”
 

 
  Grip stared into the dwarf’s eyes for another long moment, then abruptly stood. Her captive twitched at the sudden move, but Grip merely reached around behind her head to unfasten the ball gag and pull it off.
 

 
  The dwarf coughed, spat blood, choked on a sob.
 

 
  “You…animal,” she gasped, lifting her head weakly. “There was…no
  
   point.
  
  We
  
   don’t
  
  resist torture. Could’ve…jus’
  
   asked.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Tallie whispered, backing up until she was pressed against the wall.
 

 
  “Aww,” Grip drawled, folding her arms.
  
   “Imagine
  
  my embarrassment.”
 

 
  “You—wait.” Jasmine stared at her in horror. “You
  
   knew
  
  that?”
 

 
  “SOP for dwarven government operatives,” the enforcer said, smiling pleasantly. “A professional, you see, researches her opponent before engaging them.”
 

 
  
   “Why?”
  
  Jasmine snarled, taking an aggressive step toward her. “What was the
  
   point
  
  of this?”
 

 
  “The
  
   point,
  
  child, is that an individual who sees no moral problem with threatening innocent bystanders in order to get her way will
  
   now
  
  carry a vivid memory of what happens when someone stands up to her.” Grip met Jasmine’s furious stare without flinching, without much expression of any kind. She turned her head to nod pointedly at the dwarf, now a mess of sweat, tears and blood. “I told you. We don’t hurt people to get information. We hurt people because
  
   some
  
  people, kids,
  
   need to be hurt.”
  
 

 
  
  
  She casually reached out to ruffle the dwarf’s hair; the woman tried weakly to duck her head aside, too exhausted to make much effort.
 

 
  “And now, our new friend will tell us where the rest are.”
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  Grip insisted on bringing the dwarf.
 

 
  Her logic was sound: simply taking directions from their hostage would have almost surely resulted in being sent on a mockingjay hunt. That did not make the prospect a pleasant one, however. Despite the increasingly inclement weather driving people off the streets, there was no chance of dragging a bruised and bloodied captive through the city without attracting notice, even had their prisoner been inclined to behave. Fortunately, a veteran thief like Grip knew ways to get around Tiraas invisibly. Unfortunately, hauling a bound dwarf along pretty well ruled out traveling by rooftop.
 

 
  That left the sewers.
 

 
  Once below street level, the apprentices were forced to rely on Grip to navigate, both because only the enforcer knew her path through the tunnels, and because only she had brought a light source. This left them to manage the dwarf, who quickly proved her spirit to be unbroken by the beating. With the rope firmly secured to both her and Ross, she had few prospects for escape, but by the time they reached their destination, she had hauled him off his feet half a dozen times; tripped, hip-checked, and headbutted each of them repeatedly, and made a game of trying to tip them into the “water,” which by its smell, was not even mostly water. The apprentices were lucky to avoid that fate, though due to the dwarf’s antics, none of them managed to avoid getting splashed.
 

 
  Attempts to earn any favor or cooperation from their prisoner were wasted. She refused to impart any information, including her name, except under threat of further torture. Grip declined to provide this, scathingly reminding them that the Guild didn’t employ such methods to gain what amounted to small talk.
 

 
  The exit Grip chose from the sewers brought them out in yet another dingy alley. She moved carefully to ensure no one was present before gesturing them all forward, out into the street beyond.
 

 
  “Oi, what about this one?” Tallie asked, scowling at the dwarf. Any sympathy she had gained for their captive appeared to have vanished at some point, probably between the time the stocky woman had first tripped her and the last time she stomped in a puddle of vile-smelling sewage, splashing all of them. “Dragging her around up top is still going to risk attention…”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, the address she gave isn’t
  
   obligingly
  
  right next to a sewer access,” Grip said sardonically, but turned to grant them a cold smile. “Don’t worry, though. They picked a good neighborhood in which to hole up. Nobody here’s going to care, not even if she starts screaming.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Darius said nervously as Grip turned to stalk out into the street beyond. “I’ve got a bad feeling…”
 

 
  It wasn’t the
  
   same
  
  street, exactly, but the aspect of the place was unmistakable. The buildings were tall, cramped together, and had been ramshackle and askew even before falling into their current state of disrepair. Everything was filthy, most things were broken, trash littered the sidewalks, and under a thin blanket of newly fallen snow which failed to obscure the squalor, what had to have been several years’ worth of smashed bottles glittered in the gutters.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,
  
   this
  
  is a problem,” Tallie said grimly. “We’re, uh…not exactly
  
   welcome
  
  in Glass Alley, Grip.”
 

 
  “Yes, so I
  
   hear,”
  
  the enforcer said pointedly and without turning. She continued on her way up the street, forcing them to fall into step or be left behind. “Nobody’s going to hassle you as long as you stay with me.”
 

 
  “Have you
  
   met
  
  Ironeye?” Darius muttered.
 

 
  “Met?” They could almost hear her grin as she answered. “Yeah. You could say we’ve
  
   met.”
  
 

 
  “Now tell me,” Darius asked quietly as he and Jasmine brought up the rear, keeping watch over their sullen prisoner being dragged along by Ross, “was that sexual innuendo or ‘I beat the shit out of her’ innuendo?”
 

 
  “I have a bad feeling they would sound about the same,” she muttered back, “from either of them.”
 

 
  “Man, that would be hot if it wasn’t looking increasingly likely one of them’s going to kick our asses before the end of the day.”
 

 
  “At least one.”
 

 
  “Bite your tongue.”
 

 
  The district was much less occupied than when they had last visited, which made sense, considering the snow. They did pass a couple of huddled shapes crouched in the mouths of alleys, one of which shifted slightly at their approach, but no one attempted to interfere with or even acknowledge them. Either Grip was, indeed, a widely known quantity here, or far more likely, none of the hardscrabble residents of Glass Alley wanted to try their luck against five people clearly dragging along a badly beaten woman against her will.
 

 
  Grip strode swiftly for half a block, then crossed the street and led them into such a narrow alley that they had to walk single file.
 

 
  “Don’t even think about it,” Tallie warned the dwarf, who just curled her lip disdainfully in response. “Oy, you in the dramatic coat! Aren’t you gonna remind this fool what happens if she doesn’t behave?”
 

 
  “That crap is for amateurs and bards,” Grip said curtly. “Professionals know what’s up, kid. Look at her; does that look in any way cowed to you?”
 

 
  Tallie again glanced back at the dwarf, peering around Ross; the captive stared expressionlessly back, eyes hard.
 

 
  “I know very well she’s going to try to screw us over at the first and
  
   every
  
  opportunity,” Grip continued, “and
  
   she
  
  knows what I’ll do about it when she does. Don’t ever let me catch you blathering on like a villain in a story during a job. Or worse, like a hero.”
 

 
  They emerged into another actual street, albeit an even narrower and dirtier one. Grip paused, glancing up and down, then turned right and continued another twenty yards, coming to a stop in front of an old tenement which looked pretty much like every other structure in the neighborhood, which was to say, falling apart. It was smaller than most, though, only two stories tall and quite narrow.
 

 
  She paused right in front and grunted, sizing it up. “This is the spot she said.”
 

 
  “So…what now?” Darius asked quietly.
 

 
  “It’s believable enough as a hideout,” Grip mused. “The surrounding layout makes it difficult to properly case. With
  
   this
  
  baggage along, I’m not even going to bother with that. Two stops, then: Tricks needs to be informed of this tip, but first, we check with Ironeye. If a gaggle of dwarves have been using this as a base, she’ll know.”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a sec,” Tallie snapped. “If Ironeye
  
   knows
  
  about this, why hasn’t she warned anyone?”
 

 
  “Why
  
   would
  
  she?” Grip countered. “Ironeye’s pretty focused on this district. She’ll know other Guild business when someone’s told her. You kids and your dwarf troubles are nothing more than rumor except to those who’ve followed you or been asked by the Boss to address this. You should be glad she’s not in either category.”
 

 
  “Uh,” Ross grumbled, “we’re just standing out here in the street… What if they’re watching?”
 

 
  
   “If
  
  this is the place and if they have any sense, they are,” the enforcer replied. “I’m not interested in catching them all in one place; that’d be a brawl. First rule of enforcement: fight as little as possible. There’ll be at least one guard left, he’ll have noticed us, and he’ll probably have a way to signal the others to stay away.” She grinned unpleasantly. “We just need one.
  
   This
  
  one would suffice; whoever’s in there is icing on the cake, if they stick around. If not, meh. Our new best friend here is not done talking, by a long shot. C’mon, let’s find Frost.”
 

 
  “Then why didn’t we just do that
  
   first?”
  
  Jasmine exclaimed in exasperation.
 

 
  Grip gave her a withering look as she passed back they way they had come. “The
  
   hell
  
  I’m getting Ironeye down here without at least having a look first. If this turned out to be a vacant lot or one of
  
   her
  
  shops or something, I’d never hear the end of it. Now come
  
   on.”
  
 

 
  “I’m not sure you have time,” the dwarf said suddenly, planting her feet against Ross’s efforts to tug her along.
 

 
  Grip came to a stop. Slowly, she turned around, then held up a hand to signal Ross to stop pulling.
 

 
  “All right,” she said flatly. “Let’s hear it, then. What’s your play?”
 

 
  A very thin smile flickered across the dwarf’s bloodied lips. “Our
  
   first
  
  source of information has steadfastly refused to be helpful. With things going sour, orders were to give up and dispose of him; they may have already. Maybe not, though. Whiny fellow, name of Pick. I think he’s an acquaintance of yours? He mentioned you.”
 

 
  For a moment the only sound, apart from the wind, was Tallie’s sharply indrawn breath.
 

 
  “Oh, bullshit,” Darius said without conviction.
 

 
  Grip pointed at him and he fell silent. She stalked forward till she stood just beyond arm’s reach of the dwarf.
 

 
  “So,” the enforcer drawled, “you’ve either imprisoned a member of the Thieves’ Guild, and a personal acquaintance of mine, or you’re making that claim just to tweak my nose. Is there a third option I haven’t thought of?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” the dwarf sneered. “Go on, get it over with, you moronic thug. It’s not as if you have a better way to express—”
 

 
  A moment later, she gasped and doubled over. Grip had withdrawn the shocker from her coat pocket, aimed it at the dwarf’s groin, and fired. She held its flickering blue beam steady as her victim buckled to the ground, keeping it more or less in place until she had tried to curl into a fetal position, then finally released the switch.
 

 
  “Excuse you,” Grip said mildly, “but for your information I am a versatile and sophisticated thug. F’rinstance, while some would just use this device to keep you too weak to fight or run, I can wield it very precisely to neutralize your bladder muscles. And oh, look, it works! I really hope whatever heating charm you’re using isn’t about to give out, or you’re gonna literally freeze your ass to the pavement.”
 

 
  The apprentices, grimacing in unison, stepped back from the twitching dwarf and the puddle spreading underneath her.
 

 
  “That was just weird,” Tallie said. “Why would she tell you that? Why now?”
 

 
  “Use your noggin,” Grip said curtly. “I was about to go for reinforcements. Instead of that, she wants me to go
  
   in
  
  there. So it’s either trapped, or she knows she has allies inside. Or maybe is just trying to waste my time, but she doesn’t strike me as
  
   quite
  
  that desperate just yet.”
 

 
  “You think she was lying?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  Grip was again staring at the alleged hideout with her eyes narrowed in thought. “…maybe. Whether she is or not, it’s a good trick. But we can’t leave a Guild member in enemy hands.”
 

 
  “I dunno,” Darius said skeptically, looking down his nose at the fallen dwarf. “Way too convenient. I bet she’s full of it.”
 

 
  “I know Pick’s faults,” the enforcer said softly. “Far too well. He’s
  
   not
  
  a coward or a traitor; I’ve been thinking it was out of character for him to bolt after such a minor job fell through, especially when he owed somebody money. Well,
  
   shit.”
  
  She scowled at the dwarf, who was now catching her breath and snarling into the pavement.
 

 
  “So we’re going in?” Jasmine asked.
 

 
  “Not just like
  
   that,”
  
  Grip replied. “If you find yourself
  
   having
  
  to do something an enemy wants you to, at the very least do it in a way they don’t want.” She chewed her lower lip for a moment, again raising her eyes to the building.
 

 
  “We can still go get Ironeye?” Ross suggested.
 

 
  The dwarf actually laughed. It was half croak, but the intent was obvious. “Tick tock,” she wheezed.
 

 
  “Yes, Svenheim makes the best clocks,” Tallie said snidely. “Advertise on your own time, sugar lumps.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’re not backed into a corner,” Grip said softly. “I just have to do something I prefer not to, is all. That’s life.” She put away the shocker and reached into the inside of her duster, rummaging for a moment before pulling out a curious object. It looked rather like two wands attached to either end of a perpendicular handle; one had a large power crystal screwed into it, while the other bore an assembly of wires connecting it to a brass disc engraved with a complex spell diagram. “We need to either coax whoever’s in there to come out, or summon Ironeye and her people here, quickly. I can do both at once. You’ll want to stand back, kids.”
 

 
  The dwarf, gritting her teeth, had worked her way laboriously to her knees, and now snarled up at the enforcer. “Do you really think you—”
 

 
  Grip pointed the device at her and flicked a switch with her thumb. Small arcs of crimson lightning sprang from the tips of both shafts, splashing across the dwarf’s body, and she immediately fell back to the pavement, violently thrashing and emitting an ear-splitting scream of utter agony.
 

 
  “Stop! Stop it!” Jasmine shouted, lunging forward. “What are you
  
   doing
  
  to her?”
 

 
  Grip cut off the device, shifting slightly to point it at Jasmine, who instantly skidded to a halt.
 

 
  “Hurting her,” the enforcer said flatly. “That’s all. No permanent harm, no damage of any kind, just a magical effect that convinces the nervous system it’s in pain. Every part of it, in a
  
   great
  
  deal of pain.
  
   This
  
  one, Jasmine, is
  
   highly
  
  illegal.”
 

 
  She fired it at the dwarf again, eliciting another animalistic howl. The woman bucked wildly, heaving about so much Ross was nearly yanked into the path of the beam before Grip cut it off again.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,
  
  stop doing that!” Tallie said shrilly. “Omnu’s fucking balls, don’t you have any limits?”
 

 
  “Of course I do, you little twit,” Grip snapped. “I had to explain some to
  
   you
  
  less than an hour ago.”
 

 
  “This is too far,” Darius said, more pale than the cold could account for.
 

 
  “Now, that’s something you’re going to have to work past,” Grip said calmly, giving the dwarf another shock. She had to pause, waiting for the screams to subside again, before continuing. “You’re more or less sane mortal beings; of course you don’t enjoy seeing someone in the extremity of agony. Believe it or not, I enjoy it just as little. Instinct tells you to intervene, to stop this horror, right?”
 

 
  She zapped the dwarf again as if for punctuation; the resulting scream overrode any response they might have made. It trailed off a moment later, and the dwarf curled up on herself, weeping quietly.
 

 
  “Instinct will get you killed,” Grip stated, shocking the prisoner once more with a perfectly calm expression. “Being an adult is all about learning to control your instincts, to do what is appropriate and necessary to live in a complex society rather than what your animal brain thinks will help you survive. Frequently it does the opposite.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   bullshit!”
  
  Jasmine snarled, deliberately planting herself between Grip and the quivering dwarf. “This is cold-blooded torture. There is
  
   no
  
  reason this is justifiable, or necessary, or in any way part of the greater good!”
 

 
  “People who reason that way are just…” Ross trailed off and swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “Monsters?” Grip’s purely weary tone brought them all up short. She shook her head. “You think kindness is always the answer? Lemme tell you kids a story. When I was an apprentice, I had a friend who lived in this very district. Old beggar; he’d been a soldier, fell on hard times…it’s an old tale, I won’t bore you with it. First real score I had, I came here and gave every penny I could spare of it to him.”
 

 
  Moving swiftly and smoothly, she stepped to one side; Jasmine, momentarily distracted by her monologue, failed to shift in response, and Grip zapped the dwarf again for a split second, drawing forth a shriek.
 

 
  “He was dead by dawn,” she continued in a flat tone. “Killed for the money by the other bastards who lived here.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Tallie said.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Grip snapped. “Shit happens. Random crimes occur. Hell, people get struck by
  
   lightning,
  
  and not because some god was angry with them. But this? This was a specific, predictable event which
  
   I caused,
  
  because I was kind rather than sensible. I knew he was prideful and lacked self-control; I ought to have known he’d boast of his good fortune. I
  
   knew
  
  what the dregs here were like, and believe me, this place has gone
  
   way
  
  uphill since Ironeye made it her mission to straighten it out. Twenty years ago some of the people here were damn near feral. If I’d
  
   thought,
  
  I would have seen the inevitable result my kindness would have. I didn’t. I did something
  
   nice,
  
  and got someone I cared about killed.”
 

 
  “That has nothing to do with—”
 

 
  Jasmine broke off, staring, as Grip leveled the torture device at her face.
 

 
  A moment later, the enforcer lowered it again, shaking her head.
  
   “You
  
  haven’t learned. Obviously I am not going to use this thing on any of you. But facing it down, you didn’t
  
   think,
  
  did you? No, that was just instinct. Well, let me remind you of something before you get all self righteous.” She pointed at the dwarf again, with the hand holding the weapon; again, Jasmine moved in front of it, but this time Grip didn’t fire.
  
   “This
  
  creature is a servant of a government.
  
   All governments and all laws exist to benefit those in power.
  
  The Five Kingdoms are monarchies just like ours; rather like the Tirasian Dynasty, they have a reputation for social progressiveness and reigning with a relatively gentle hand. And just like the Empire, this is for the sake of securing their own power, not out of any moral concern for their people. It’s because the velvet glove makes for more stability than the iron fist, is all. And
  
   just like the Empire,
  
  their cruelty is totally without bounds the instant they think it better serves their needs than kindness. Do you really think this one and her cronies would have stopped at just
  
   mentioning
  
  they’ve looked up your families? The people you love are in
  
   more
  
  danger now than before, and that will change only when every last one of
  
   these
  
  are stopped as completely and as brutally as necessary.”
 

 
  Into the short silence which followed, the dwarf drew in a rasping breath.
 

 
  “Scum,” she whispered hoarsely. “Everyone…compromises. A
  
   monster
  
  thinks…everyone else…is also a monster.”
 

 
  Grip studied her for a moment with a tilted head, then suddenly jerked to the left. Jasmine shifted to intercept her, but the enforcer had already reversed out of the feint, stepping around to blast the dwarf again, this time directly in the face.
 

 
  Her scream was cut off a second later as she heaved backward and cracked her skull against the pavement.
 

 
  “Do that one more time,” Jasmine snarled, “and I will put
  
   you
  
  down.
  
   Completely and brutally.”
  
 

 
  “Who are your family, Jasmine?” Darius asked softly. She jerked around to stare at him in surprise. “They know mine, and Tallie’s, and Rasha’s. Probably Ross’s and yours, too. You taunted him to try and harm them. Maybe they’re untouchable.” He stared at her, wide-eyed. “My family are…maybe safe. Dwarven agents would have to go well out of their way to reach them, and my House has defenses. But…circus folk? Fishermen? Do you want to see
  
   this,”
  
  he pointed at the twitching dwarf, “happen to someone
  
   we
  
  love?”
 

 
  “Th-this…there’s nothing that justifies this,” she replied, but her voice was suddenly drained of much of its conviction.
 

 
  “You want to be just?” Grip said, baring her teeth. “Go back to the Legions. You want to be
  
   nice?
  
  Join the Izarites and screw losers out of their sorrows. Join the Omnists, raise vegetables for your soup kitchen. But right
  
   now
  
  you are an Eserite, and that means your duty is to find
  
   evil people
  
  and make whatever
  
   needs
  
  to happen to them,
  
   happen.”
  
 

 
  “Justifications are luxuries, Jasmine. Not everybody can afford them. But…” Tallie stepped forward, joining Jasmine and staring Grip down. “Jas is right.
  
   This
  
  is too far. Put that fucking thing away before we have to take it from you.”
 

 
  “Quit,” whispered the dwarf. They all looked down at her in surprise; she was huddled on the ground with her forehead pressed to the icy pavement, but still speaking through cracked lips. “You children…still…have souls. Don’t let them…make you into—”
 

 
  “Into
  
   you?”
  
  Grip interrupted. “Go on, pretend you wouldn’t do the same. We’re both the same monster, you ass; you loathe me because the comparison shows off your hypocrisy.”
 

 
  “As fascinating as this is, I require a change from exposition to explanation.”
 

 
  They whirled, finding themselves suddenly confronted by two figures who had appeared silently. Ironeye was armored and garbed exactly as they remembered; with her stood the same well-dressed man who had accompanied her before, wearing no coat but seeming quite comfortable in the chill and surveying the scene with a raised eyebrow and no sign of distaste.
 

 
  “Where the
  
   hell
  
  did you come from?!” Tallie demanded. “How do you
  
   sneak up
  
  on people wearing that pile of tin cans?”
 

 
  “Shadow-jumping,” Jasmine said curtly. “That man is a warlock.” He smiled pleasantly at her.
 

 
  “Silence,” Ironeye commanded. “I will hear from the one person present who has any credibility. What kind of mess are you making in my district, Quintessa?”
 

 
  “About goddamn time you showed up, Vanda,” Grip snapped. “I trust you recognize this piece of shit? You can’t possibly be unaware of this passel of shifty dwarves renting a space in your little slice of paradise.”
 

 
  “Yes, you are correct, which means you are publicly abusing my hospitality. I’m still waiting for that explanation, and I will not do so for much longer.”
 

 
  “I’ll keep it succinct,” Grip stated. “You are harboring enemies of the Guild. These dwarves are agents from one of the Kingdoms, trying to plant a mole in the Guild in order to extract information. They’ve been pressuring these apprentices to comply, without success.
  
   Now,
  
  this one claims they have Pick held prisoner in there.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see.”
  
  Ironeye’s tone, impossible as it seemed, hardened further. “That, of course, changes the matter entirely. Avingell, get Branson and Ellis down here with a dozen of whatever street soldiers are handy. I want this place
  
   dissected
  
  and everyone in it secured within twenty minutes.”
 

 
  “And send Rumor to the Casino,” Grip added. “The Boss needs to be brought into the loop.”
 

 
  “As she says,” Ironeye said to the warlock, who had looked to her for confirmation. He smiled and sketched a cursory bow. Darkness thickened out of the air, which looked very peculiar through the fluttering snow, and an instant later he vanished from view.
 

 
  “Listen,” the dwarf said weakly, again trying to wrestle herself up to her knees. “This woman doesn’t know—”
 

 
  Ironeye stepped forward, drawing the sword sheathed at her waist, and pressed the tip against the dwarf’s collarbone, effectively pinning her down. The blade was ancient and scarred, its length marked by runes whose faint white glow was hard to discern amid the swirling snowflakes.
 

 
  “I entirely lack Grip’s genius for causing pain,” the armored woman said. “However, Avingell can make her efforts look like the flailing of an idiot child. I strongly suggest that you earn what you can of my favor before he returns. You may begin.”
 

 
  “Come on,” Grip said to the apprentices, stepping back. “Untie yourself, Ross, and let’s get the hell out of here.”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a sec!” Darius protested while Ross obeyed with clear eagerness. “We’re
  
   leaving?
  
  Don’t you wanna find out what happens? What about Pick?”
 

 
  “What we
  
   want
  
  isn’t a consideration here,” Grip snapped. “We have responsibilities. Ironeye is both trusted and competent;
  
   this
  
  place can now be considered secured. But there are plenty more of these bastards out there, and we still need to find your friend the witch, who if I heard right is probably their top target now. Come
  
   on.”
  
 

 
  She strode off up the street, and they could do nothing but follow.
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  Grip seemed even more disinclined than usual to talk, if the blistering pace she set was any indication. Of the four of them, Ross had the shortest legs, and was beginning to breathe heavily by the time they got out of Glass Alley into one of the slightly less disreputable districts which bordered it. The whole area of the city was poor and none of the surroundings were particularly nice, but it was a strange thing to see, how precisely contained Glass Alley was. The lines of demarcation were invisible, but they were there. The five of them stepped into a place which was just another place, from a broken netherworld inhabited by the desperate and ruled by thieves.
 

 
  It took that long for even the most talkative of them to screw up her courage.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure
  
  about that?” Tallie asked, keeping pace. Grip had turned right, heading back toward the city center and the home of most of the major cults’ headquarters, including the Collegium. “I mean, Ironeye is kind of an evil bitch. I’m just surprised you’d leave things like that, in her hands.” She hesitated for a fraction of a beat. “And quite frankly, after all that bullshit back there I’m a little less inclined to just assume you know best.”
 

 
  “And what else did you notice?” Grip turned her head to give Tallie a look over her shoulder; her expression was cold but not hostile, which under the circumstances was downright encouraging. “She trusted me just as much.
  
   One
  
  sentence from me, and she took it on faith that I was being straight with her, enough to risk deploying her assets and involving the Boss. Even when I showed up with
  
   you
  
  losers, not to mention our own issues.”
 

 
  “Got a bit of history, there?” Darius asked.
 

 
  Grip grunted. “The intermittent history of two people with the sense to avoid each other whenever possible. I can’t fucking stand that woman, and I do believe I’m slightly fonder of her than she is of me. None of that matters. When it comes down to it, we both know the score.”
 

 
  “You’re both Guild,” Jasmine murmured.
 

 
  “That is part of it.” Grip kept her eyes forward as she strode onward. The snow was thickening, flakes both larger and denser; the wind wasn’t too sharp, but most sensible people had still vacated the streets. They passed very few others, and most of those safely ensconced in enchanted carriages. “There are more calculations to consider in a situation like that. Each of our goals, agendas, personalities, loyalties. Whether we’d risk Guild censure to embarrass the other—which neither of us would. Whether both of us are truly devoted to Eserion’s goals, and in neither case is that in question. You don’t ever just
  
   trust
  
  someone, even a fellow thief. Hell,
  
   especially
  
  a fellow thief. Eserites like to keep one another on their toes, and the Guild encourages that. But a good Eserite knows the score. In the thick of it, you’ll know who you can count on, and when.”
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   how?”
  
  Tallie exclaimed.
 

 
  Grip glanced back again, this time with just the faintest smile. “None of you have been at this more than two weeks, right? You wouldn’t need to learn if you knew everything. You’ll get there. Despite your
  
   multiple
  
  fuckups, considering the situation you kids have stumbled into, you’re not doing half bad for your level of experience. Don’t sweat it if you don’t grasp everything. As long as you’re apprentices, you can trust senior thieves to watch out for you. Don’t get used to leaning on that, but take advantage of it while you need it.”
 

 
  She fell silent as they crossed a street, one of the concentric rings which rippled outward from Imperial Square toward the walls. The difference wasn’t as marked as leaving Glass Alley, but they were definitely stepping upward in the wealth and class of the districts they traversed. This one had taller and sturdier buildings, more commercial than residential, and slightly broader sidewalks. It was only early afternoon, but between the snow and the cloud cover, the fairy lamps here had been ignited; those in the previous district through which they passed apparently did not warrant the same priority of attention.
 

 
  “Do you actually believe all that?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  “You’ll need to specify.”
 

 
  “You know what I mean. That…what you said. All the things that justified the cruelty you showed that woman.”
 

 
  “And clearly, you weren’t listening,” Grip said irritably. “I told you, I don’t justify anything; I do what is necessary. I am not a nice person,
  
   Jasmine,
  
  and most days I doubt I could be considered a good one. I have my integrity, though. My honor. That matters a great deal more, in my opinion. And yes, I wouldn’t do things like that, or
  
   any
  
  of this, if I didn’t believe in it.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” Tallie muttered. “Is the whole Guild like that? I’m not gonna lie, lady, that was some scary shit back there.”
 

 
  “Pretty twisted logic, too,” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt,” Grip recited. “The Guild tries not to be more of a system than it can help. I told you the straight truth of what I believe and why I act the way I do, and as devoted as I am to my way, it’s just that: mine. We’re not big on doctrines, here. Look at the Eserites you kids have grown to know: Style, Lore, Glory, Webs, Ironeye. All starting from the same basic philosophy, all gone off in totally different directions, yet still devoted to that same central truth. Most of the people on that short list wouldn’t cross the street to spit on each other, but in a situation like
  
   this,
  
  we come together to protect our own.” She paused, glancing back at them again, her expression now unreadable. “Even if you get specifically sponsored by someone, the point is not to become a doctrinal clone of anybody. On the contrary, you’re supposed to understand the very simple starting point of Eserite philosophy, and make it your own. If you don’t wanna become me, then you’d better not try. But you fucking
  
   listen
  
  when I tell you something. Every perspective you come to understand contributes to you finding your
  
   own.”
  
 

 
  “I think what we’re driving at,” said Darius, “is that the crap you were just talking is… Fuck, that’s how over-the-top Black Wreath warlocks rant in bards’ stories. I mean, if the Guild
  
   can
  
  lead to that, we’ve gotta wonder if we’re in the right place…”
 

 
  Grip actually laughed—it was a short, bitter bark, but a laugh nonetheless. “Oh, you sweet little children.
  
   Any
  
  philosophy can lead to any extreme.
  
   All fucking systems,
  
  kids. Look at the Hands of Avei: paragons of justice or mass-murdering loons, depending on which one you pick. And hell, they even had a pacifist, once. What was her name?”
 

 
  “Laressa,” Jasmine said quietly.
 

 
  “Right, sure. That’s an easy example; Avenism is all about war, it justifies a whole mess of atrocities under the right circumstances.”
 

 
  Jasmine scowled, but remained silent as Grip continued lecturing.
 

 
  “The Hands of Omnu, now,
  
   those
  
  are interesting. Wandering healers, some. There was that Sheng chick, I don’t think I could pronounce the name if I could even remember it, who used to carry a broom and sweep her path so she didn’t accidentally kill a bug while walking.”
 

 
  “Chang Zhi,” said Ross.
 

 
  “Uh huh. And then there’s
  
   my
  
  favorite, the Sun Style grandmaster Adeche N’tombu. Sun Style fighting has
  
   zero
  
  offensive moves, it’s all about redirecting an attacker’s energy back at him, but you can maim the
  
   fuck
  
  out of somebody with their own energy if you know what you’re doing. That magnificent bastard walked from town to town in the Bandit Kingdoms, leaving a trail of torn ligaments and compound fractures until there were so few bandits left they had to change the name. ‘I have come to bring peace,’ he said to everybody.
  
   Love
  
  that guy. But to talk to any Omnist monk today, it’s hard to picture either of those extremes, right?” She shook her head. “In my opinion, every religion that survives long enough to be called one does so because it makes some very good points. And those don’t really matter all that much. Faith is a pretext; people are going to do what they’re going to do, and find their justifications after the fact. Systems are corrupt because people always corrupt them. The Eserite way works because it’s simple, basic. The
  
   belief
  
  is just two things: an acknowledgment that power corrupts, and a statement that virtuous people must oppose that corruption. The doctrine just boils down to a command to develop your skills and rely on them as a way of life.”
 

 
  “All governments and all laws exist to benefit those in power,” Tallie recited. “I mean, I’m
  
   here
  
  because I’ve got a hard-earned suspicion of authority figures. But after seeing where this can lead to tonight, I just… I’ve gotta wonder if that’s not overstating the case.”
 

 
  “You can take it literally,” Grip said, shrugging. “I do. Not all Eserites do, though. Silence doesn’t; Tricks doesn’t. We don’t exactly chitchat over tea and biscuits, but I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure neither Glory nor Sweet think every government is devoid of altruism. Both of them are pretty tied up in the Imperial regime, in their own way. And you know what, it works for them. Both are good Eserites, as are some others I’ve known who argued at length that most of the catechism is a warning to be wary of people with power, overstated because hyperbole makes a point. We’re going to table this discussion for now, though.” She turned her head to look at them. “See if you can glance back without making it obvious what you’re doing.”
 

 
  All of them but Jasmine faltered slightly in their steps. In uneven unison, the four shifted position slightly to glance over their shoulders at the street behind.
 

 
  Grip sighed heavily. “I can see we have a lot of work ahead of us.”
 

 
  “That carriage,” Tallie murmured. “It’s going
  
   awfully
  
  slow.”
 

 
  “Could be…just driving safely in the snow?” Darius offered.
 

 
  “When you noticed it,” said Grip, “and for fuck’s sake
  
   don’t stop,
  
  you jackalopes. When you noticed it, what was your first, immediate,
  
   instinctive
  
  response?”
 

 
  “Well, that it was following us,” Jasmine replied. “But there are other explanations…”
 

 
  “I’ll get to those in a moment.” Grip turned her head to study the storefronts on the opposite side of the street, only the fastest flick of her eye taking in the carriage behind them. “Always trust your instincts about danger. There’s a little voice in the back of your head that warns you when things are about to go bad. That voice is
  
   smarter
  
  than you, and sees things you won’t notice. Once the trouble starts, you have to keep a cool head and
  
   think,
  
  but when that little voice gives a warning? You damn well listen to it.”
 

 
  “Noted,” said Ross. “So…the carriage?”
 

 
  “It’s not slow because of the snow,” said Grip, now studying the storefronts they were passing close to. “That’s a late-model Dawnco sedan; anything built in the last five years by one of the big names in carriages has traction control enchantments. Take note, by the way, those things are
  
   fantastic
  
  vehicles for pulling jobs. Not nearly as eye-catching as a Falconer and a hell of a lot more reliable than older carriages. Those old jalopies are all but invisible, but they break down at the drop of a hat. Dawnco economy models are cheap enough you can abandon one, too, if your take is big enough to justify the expense. Or you can invest in modifying the body to make it look like an older, less interesting rig. The Guild has a couple of enchanters and craftsmen who do that kind of work.”
 

 
  “Before you turned this into a lesson,” said Tallie, “I believe you were saying that thing is following us? Or am I getting ahead?”
 

 
  “You are, but I was,” Grip said, her voice still calm despite the gathering tension in each of them. “Also note that thing has lanterns, and they aren’t lit despite the weather. Driving a carriage at a walking pace with the running lights off means it’s following
  
   somebody.
  
  I’ve been watching, and nobody else walking has stayed on the same course since it turned up.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Darius said feelingly.
 

 
  “Cool head,” Grip reminded him. “Think. You know the situation, and you know who your enemy is. This isn’t an
  
   immediate
  
  danger, but it could become one if we get onto a street with no other bystanders. Slow your pace slightly, kids. Right now, we’ve got a captive who
  
   will
  
  give information, and have uprooted their nest. Once that information gets back to the Guild,
  
   especially
  
  if they actually have Pick in there, it’ll be open season on their asses. They are
  
   not
  
  prepared to deal with both the Guild and the Empire, and politics or no, the Empire will have to come down on any group of dwarves keeping an Imperial citizen hostage.”
 

 
  “Wait, so…you make it sound like this is over,” Tallie protested.
 

 
  “No,” said Darius, frowning. “Once Rumor reaches the Guild and
  
   we
  
  reach safe haven with Schwartz, it’s over. Not yet.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Grip.
 

 
  “Think they can intercept Rumor?” Jasmine asked.
 

 
  Grip snorted. “Maybe. They pretty much have to
  
   try.
  
  As a general rule, though, Rumor doesn’t
  
   get
  
  intercepted. There’s a reason Ironeye keeps her around, and it’s not because anybody enjoys the company of a surly drunk. Watch your surroundings, now; we don’t want to wander onto a block with no witnesses.” They glanced back again; the carriage was still following them with its lights of, half a block distant. “They’re in damage control mode. If they can’t nab Rumor or break up Ironeye’s posse—and I’ll be amazed if they have the manpower for that—they’ll still have the Guild on them, but they can still keep the Empire out of it by eliminating anyone who can give more information to the police.”
 

 
  “Meaning us,” said Ross weakly.
 

 
  “Us and especially your friend Schwartz, given what you said he can do. They’ll need us silenced, and away from him.”
 

 
  “They won’t let us reach the Square, then,” said Jasmine, risking a glance back at the carriage. “Or anywhere too close to the Collegium…”
 

 
  “You can stop being surreptitious,” Grip said wryly. “You suck at it. They know we know; don’t act skittish, it makes you look like prey.”
 

 
  “So, rooftops or sewers?” Tallie asked.
 

 
  “Hang on, think ahead,” said Grip. “They lose us, they go after the next viable target.”
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Jasmine said grimly.
 

 
  The enforcer glanced back at them. “This is your game, kids; I’m just here to coach. We can lose these fuckers almost without effort, but that’ll direct them pretty much
  
   entirely
  
  at Schwartz. They’re under a time limit; the longer this goes, the more risk of the Guild mobilizing and/or Intelligence taking an interest. Keeping ourselves as a target will split their resources, give Schwartz and whoever else more of a chance.”
 

 
  “Fuck it,” said Darius, “we don’t ditch friends like that.”
 

 
  “You presume to speak for the group?” Grip asked mildly.
 

 
  “In this case, hell yes he does,” Tallie snapped. “We all…know the score.”
 

 
  She turned again to give them a broad grin, her eyes flicking to the carriage momentarily. “That’s what I like to hear. Guild or not, you’d best not make a habit of turning on allies; that builds a rep that’ll make it impossible for you to function. All right, then, we wanna make this interesting, but not impossible…”
 

 
  “You don’t seem scared,” Ross noted.
 

 
  “Oh, I’ve been in worse spots,” the enforcer said with a reminiscent smile. “Frequently. All right, this’ll do. Follow my lead and be quick.”
 

 
  They had come to another major intersection, well-lit by fairy lamps and with a carriage passing by along the cross street. The district beyond was visibly more genteel than this one…and more empty. Two men in the heavy coats of the Army’s winter uniform were trudging down the sidewalk ahead, but there were no other pedestrians, and no vehicles.
 

 
  Rather than crossing the street, though, Grip turned sharply right—not along the sidewalk, but into the cafe which stood on the corner. The others dutifully trooped in after her, enjoying the warmth of arcane heating ranges set up under the windows. Their personal heating charms were holding, but they weren’t the same as being indoors out of the snow.
 

 
  The place was remarkably busy for being after the lunch hour; apparently quite a few people had been caught in the sudden change of weather, and decided to see if it could be waited out here. To judge by the morose expressions of most of the patrons, that hope was fading. Grip made a beeline for the counter at the back of the front room. Or more precisely, for the door beside it.
 

 
  “Hey there,” she said pleasantly to a startled-looking man standing behind the counter. “Don’t mind us, just need to use your rear door.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, you don’t!” Before the youth could answer, the door opened and a brawny man with an impressive mustache strode through, planting himself in her path and folding his arms. “Employees only.”
 

 
  “This really won’t inconvenience you in the slightest,” Grip said, still with a friendly smile.
 

 
  “Not happening,” he said flatly, staring her down. “If you’re not going to order something, you can leave. Out the
  
   front.”
  
 

 
  “Aw, c’mon,” Tallie started to wheedle, but Grip snapped her fingers at her and she fell silent, scowling.
 

 
  Grip, meanwhile flicked her other hand, causing a gold coin to shoot out of her sleeve and into her palm, where she immediately slipped it between her fingers and began rolling it back and forth across her knuckles, still regarding the cafe’s apparent owner with a smile.
 

 
  “Now, friend, I’m asking you for a simple favor,” she said politely. “And I’ll walk away from here with a memory of how you treated my friends and I in our hour of need. Might be I can direct some business your way, if I’ve a need to.”
 

 
  Both men had their now-wide eyes fixed on the coin, clearly recognizing the gesture. The big man coughed, making his mustache flutter. “Ah, yes, well… I suppose rules can be bent. If it’s important. Please, uh, don’t mess with anything in the kitchen.”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t dream of it!” Grip promised, winking and flipping the coin at him. He caught it by reflex, then instinctively pressed himself against the counter as she strode forward toward the door behind him. “You’re a true gentleman, sir. A little token for your trouble.”
 

 
  In the kitchen behind, she marched straight through, ignoring the stares of the two cooks, though Darius winked flirtatiously at one. There was a door on the opposite side opening onto a rear hallway; the door at the end of this let them out into an alley. Grip led them to the nearest end, and thus back onto a main street running perpendicular to the one they had been on.
 

 
  “Hang on a second,” Tallie exclaimed, “this is that cross-street we
  
   just
  
  came to! We could’ve just—what the hell was the point of all that? Look,
  
   there
  
  they are!”
 

 
  Indeed the carriage had just rounded the corner going much faster than it had been previously. It immediately slowed, so abruptly that it skidded for a moment on the thickening snow.
 

 
  “Theatrics,” said Grip, setting off down the new sidewalk at a much faster pace. The carriage had quickly regained traction (she was apparently right about its enchantments) and came after them, now close enough they could hear the hum of its wheel charms. It had its canvas top raised over the driver’s seat and its windscreen was partially obscured by snow, concealing the identity of the driver. It seemed a safe bet it was a dwarf, though. Grip carried on lecturing, seemingly unperturbed by the pursuit. “Never underestimate the value of a little theater. We want them to follow us around; making that too obvious would prompt them to make a move. If we make at least
  
   token
  
  efforts to get away—ah, good. More.”
 

 
  This street curved slightly, being one of the circular ones running around the entire city. It apparently wasn’t a major one, to judge by the frequency of “spoke” streets intersecting it; they had already come to one of these, and another seemingly identical Dawnco sedan had come barreling down this, decelerating so fast it went into an outright skid, one of its wheels bouncing off the curb.
 

 
  “Good?” Ross exclaimed.
 

 
  “Means we’re holding their attention, all right,” Darius said grimly. “Holy hell, how many carriages do they need?”
 

 
  “This could be a problem,” Jasmine said tersely as the new carriage came to a stop partially blocking the intersection. “We’re alone.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Tallie whispered, glancing around at the complete lack of vehicles and pedestrians surrounding them. “I
  
   knew
  
  we should’ve gone down the street with the soldiers…”
 

 
  “Relax,” Grip murmured, thrusting her hands into the pockets of her duster. “Calm. Always keep a clear head when in danger.”
 

 
  “Easy for
  
   you
  
  to say!” Ross growled.
 

 
  The first carriage accelerated momentarily, bringing itself around to park perpendicular to the course of the street; between the two, they effectively blocked off the little section containing their quarry.
 

 
  The new carriage’s door opened and a short, stocky figure in a heavy hooded coat bounded down, carrying a battlestaff.
 

 
  “Afternoon!” Grip said, waving. “How’s business?”
 

 
  “Wearing on my patience, thank you for asking,” he replied. The voice was male, but it wasn’t Rogrind; this one was much more tenor. He took the staff in a two-handed grip, not yet bringing it up to point at them. “If you would be so good as to step into the carriage? We’ll have to split you up, I’m afraid, seating is limited.”
 

 
  “Now, what would you say were the odds of that happening?” Grip mused aloud.
 

 
  “Fifty-fifty,” he replied, bringing the staff up to point at her. “I would take it as a kindness if you’d join me. Leaving corpses in the street will cause all
  
   kinds
  
  of trouble.”
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   possibly
  
  think you’re going to get away with this,” Jasmine said, clenching her fists. Behind them, the other carriage remained ominously silent, though its driver seat door opened just a crack.
 

 
  “Indeed, young lady, you have made sufficient trouble that I am, in a word, desperate. Factor that into your calculations.”
 

 
  “You really don’t know the situation you’re in, partner,” Grip said with a wolfish grin. “Fire that thing once, and everybody gets a lot less polite. I think you fail to appreciate what that will mean.”
 

 
  “I don’t have time for this,” the dwarf said curtly, wrapping his fingers around the staff’s clicker. “I’m not going to bargain, banter, or listen to threats. Into the carriages
  
   now,
  
  or—”
 

 
  He broke off, turning his head to stare at yet another carriage which came roaring up the street at them. This one was larger and a few years older, a well-maintained and rather opulent Falconer luxury rig with, to judge by its speed, significantly boosted wheel enchantments.
 

 
  It was also, to the apprentices, familiar.
 

 
  The dwarf only belatedly realized the driver’s intention, swinging his staff around to aim at the oncoming vehicle, which was a mistake.
 

 
  Before he got it fully into position, the carriage swerved straight at him, impacting him head-on and slamming him into the fender of his own carriage, which crumpled under the blow as the vehicle was spun almost a hundred eighty degrees by the much heavier Falconer, which survived the collision with nothing but a crunched fender of its own.
 

 
  Behind them, the door of the other carriage burst fully open, but one of the passenger doors of the Falconer had done so before it fully stopped. Before the second dwarf could emerge, a figure wrapped in a coat and heavy scarf leaned out, aiming a battlestaff one-handed, and fired a blast of military-grade lightning.
 

 
  Glass shattered, wood splintered, and at least one structural enchantment spectacularly failed with a percussive boom that sent a puff of glittering enchanting dust across half the street. The burning carriage collapsed to the pavement, one of its front wheels flying across to bounce off a lamp post.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   this
  
  is good and discreet,” Grip said acidly.
 

 
  “Well, top of the afternoon to you,” Alan Vandro boomed jovially, raising his staff to point skyward and waving at them. “Can I offer you folks a lift?”
 

 
  “How the
  
   hell
  
  did you find oh you conniving son of a
  
   bitch!”
  
  Tallie clapped a hand to her forehead. “Those
  
   fucking
  
  charms!”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you’ll be wanting to chew me out at length before hearing any explanations,” Vandro agreed. “Might I respectfully suggest this isn’t the time or the place?”
 

 
  “Hell with it,” Grip growled, striding forward and shoving rudely past him into his carriage, which he bore with a genial grin. “Everybody getting arrested would put a stop to this game, but something tells me we’re not gonna persuade
  
   this
  
  ass to come along quietly and explain that
  
   we
  
  aren’t the ones shooting up the street. Get
  
   in,
  
  you loafers, time’s wasting! I guarantee somebody’s already called for the cops; we
  
   saw
  
  two patrolmen barely a block from here!”
 

 
  That got them moving. The carriage’s passenger compartment was roomy enough for six to pile in without being unduly cramped, though it was rather cozy, especially with the three extra battlestaves leaning against the seat opposite Vandro’s.
 

 
  No sooner was the door pulled shut than the carriage whirred back to life and began swiftly putting distance between itself and the scene of the brief firefight.
 

 
  “Destination, sir?” Wilberforce asked through the small window separating them from the driver’s seat.
 

 
  “Well, now, I’m none too sure just what you kids are up to,” Vandro confessed, winking at them. “Only thing my girl Saduko could tell me was you were moving around
  
   awful
  
  rapidly, and there were arcane implements of torture being fired in your immediate vicinity. Course, considering the company you’re keeping, something tells me those may not have been used
  
   on
  
  you.” He winked at Grip, who stared at him as she might at a stain of uncertain provenance.
 

 
  “Short version:” said Darius, “the dwarves no longer want us recruited for information, they want us as silenced as possible before we can cause them any more trouble. We’ve helped capture one of their people and taken their hideout, all of which is now in Ironeye’s hands. Rumor’s been sent to tell the Boss, and we were on the way to find Schwartz, who they’re also after. If we can rescue him, we can use his skills and some intel we’ve gathered to crack open their operation.”
 

 
  “Hmm hm hm,” Vandro mused. “And they know this?”
 

 
  “They do,” said Grip. “These are professionals, and they’re now backed into a corner. They’re getting aggressive.”
 

 
  “We have to get to the Colleg—”
 

 
  Jasmine was interrupted by an impact which rocked the carriage violently, sending them all careening into the right wall and shoving it off course.
 

 
  “Sir,” Wilberforce said calmly, “we seem to have more new acquaintances.”
 

 
  The carriage shook again, the other Dawnco rig that had pulled alongside it ramming against it, seeking to drive them into a lamp post. The Falconer had the more powerful wheel charms, though, and Wilberforce yielded just enough space to gain some maneuverability before expertly swerving to the left, slamming the sides of the two vehicles together again and sending the smaller carriage skidding onto the opposite sidewalk.
 

 
  “Omnu’s fucking balls!” Tallie shouted, extricating herself from Ross’s lap. “Aren’t there any goddamn
  
   police
  
  in this fucking city?”
 

 
  “Not near here,” Vandro said, his good cheer apparently undiminished.
  
   “Big
  
  cock-up near the north wall. Multiple water pipes burst, a whole neighborhood getting rapidly iced down; most of the nearby city guard is converging there to help.
  
   Not
  
  a coincidence, something tells me.”
 

 
  “These assholes actually
  
   are
  
  good,” Grip said with grudging respect.
 

 
  “All right, Schwartz will have to look after himself,” Vandro said grimly. “We can ease their desperation by
  
   not
  
  going after him. Wilberforce, take the next turn that points us away from the Collegium.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on!” Tallie snapped. “Who are
  
   you
  
  to decide that?”
 

 
  “The fella whose carriage you’re riding in, my dear,” Vandro said, his jovial smile returning. “Which, by the way, has taken damage on your behalf amounting to more than you’ve made in any previous three years of your life. It’s good strategy, though.” He winked at Jasmine. “You agree, don’t you, hon?”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath, looking profoundly unhappy. “It’s… Well, he’s right. These dwarves are clearly willing to go to extremes now; we can ward off more destruction and possibly harm to innocents by not forcing their hand. And Schwartz… He’s probably the safest of any of us. He’s a caster and hopefully he’s
  
   in
  
  the Collegium. I hope,” she added, worry lines appearing on her forehead.
 

 
  
   “Fuck,”
  
  Tallie hissed, slamming a fist into the glossy mahogany paneling of the carriage’s wall. “Shit fuck damn!”
 

 
  “They’ve backed off,” Grip noted, peering out the window. “All right, we can’t just drive around the city all day, they won’t
  
   stay
  
  backed off for long.”
 

 
  “If we go for anywhere safe, they’ll just start up again,” Darius said, frowning. “They can’t have us getting too near police. What’s… Is there a safe spot we can get to that they won’t recognize is safe until its too late?”
 

 
  “Get us into the most genteel neighborhood you can without going too near the Square,” Vandro instructed Wilberforce, then turned back to the others. “The risk of upsetting nobles will restrain them a
  
   bit.
  
  Upset nobles exponentially increase everyone’s headaches. This only buys us a little time, though.”
 

 
  “Glory,” Ross said suddenly. “They don’t know about Glory.”
 

 
  “I say,
  
   that’s
  
  a capital idea!” Vandro exclaimed. “Good man! Wilberforce! You know the address?”
 

 
  “Of course, sir.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Jasmine said sharply. “I don’t like the idea of dragging her into this. We left Rasha there, too…”
 

 
  “Actually, that
  
   is
  
  a good idea,” said Grip. “Glory’s connected to everything in this city, and you’d better
  
   believe
  
  her home has the best defenses a civilian residence is allowed in Tiraas. They won’t know its significance—hopefully—it’s defensible, and she can get us more help.”
 

 
  Jasmine pulled aside the rear window shade to stare at the carriage still following them, its fender and side paneling scarred by the recent joust. “If it comes down to it…I can—”
 

 
  “Whoah,” Grip said firmly. “It’s not time to play the trump card yet, kid. We’re Eserites; we’ll maneuver before we resort to a pitched battle.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit!” Vandro said, his exuberant cheer not quite masking the thoughtful look he leveled at Jasmine.
 

 
  He wasn’t the only one.
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  He awoke in an unfamiliar place, and for a brief moment, the confusion spared him the depression.
 

 
  Memory came back, though, and Rasha groaned aloud, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes. This was the single most luxurious bed in which he had ever slept, but right now it felt like a trap. He
  
   knew
  
  the trap was in his own head, knew it felt the same waking up on a hammock in his father’s schooner or his bunk back at the Guild. Something felt symbolic, though, in the way he seemed to sink into the plus, silk-sheeted mattress.
 

 
  He’d been left behind. All the uselessness, all the helplessness he always felt, everything he forced himself to push down and proceed despite… Now it had validation. He knew quite well that his friends had been perfectly correct, was able to understand cognitively that they were concerned for his health, not trying to push him away or question his value. None of that, of course, made the slightest difference to the hateful little voice which immediately set about whispering that they had never wanted him around, now that he wasn’t too exhausted to hear it.
 

 
  Somehow, without even deciding he was going to, he jerked into motion, thrashing against the satin sheets and downy comforter, extricating himself from the bed. Get up, get moving, get the blood flowing. It was a start.
 

 
  The opulence of Glory’s best guest room wasn’t only in its gilded furniture and fine bedclothes; she also had the best and latest household enchantments. A discreet arcane range set under the bay windows kept the room pleasingly warm, the window glass itself was charmed to prevent ice from adhering or even condensation from obscuring the view. Most noticeably, the fairy lamps automatically ignited when they detected him moving away from the bed, the light level rising smoothly rather than simply flicking on. It was still afternoon, to judge by the light, and snow was now falling heavily outside. The lamps changed the character of the light in the room more than its level, bringing it up from dimness.
 

 
  Rasha threw his shirt back on and struggled into his trousers, leaving his shoes sitting by the foot of the bed. With that done, he paused in the middle of the floor, feeling helpless and completely out of place. He didn’t
  
   belong
  
  here, surrounded by so much obvious wealth.
 

 
  That started up a very dangerous line of thinking again, and with a soft grunt of self-recrimination, he resumed moving. This time toward the door.
 

 
  The hall outside the room was totally silent, as he discovered upon poking his head out.
 

 
  “H-hello?” he whispered, immediately hating himself for the hesitation in his voice. Moved by an impulse he knew wasn’t rational, Rasha retreated very carefully back into the room, pulling the door shut as gently and silently as he could. It just
  
   felt
  
  wrong to disturb the stillness of the opulent townhouse.
 

 
  He rubbed his hands on his trousers, peering about helplessly. There was another door leading to the attached bathroom; that had already been pointed out to him. Well, there was nothing else here he particularly knew what to do with, so in he went.
 

 
  Minutes later, feeling a bit fresher for having thoroughly washed his hands and face, and even dampened down his bed-tousled hair to straighten it, he wandered back out into the bedroom. The soap smelled of roses, and now so did he. He liked it far more than he’d ever have admitted.
 

 
  There was another door in the room. Rasha, after hesitating a moment and glancing at the window, crept over to it. The knob was smooth-polished crystal, cut in the shape of a heart. It appeared to be quartz, pink in its center and fading to transparency toward the edges. Clearly a valuable stone, the kind of thing that would have been a display piece for any family he knew back home, assuming they didn’t just pawn it. Here, it was a doorknob.
 

 
  He turned it, pulled the door very hesitantly open, and poked his head through.
 

 
  His room was clearly a guest room; exquisitely, expensively decorated, but somewhat neutrally for all that.
  
   This
  
  one, in addition to being twice the size, was someone’s home. It was clean and fairly neat, but there were touches of inhabited disarray: expensive cosmetics scattered on the vanity, a fur-trimmed coat hanging by the door, silken scarves draped over the foot of the bed where several had apparently been chosen among and the rest discarded. There were elements which suggested that the owner of this place took personal comfort in a cheaper style of décor than her house reflected overall, especially in the slightly battered wooden chairs flanking the fireplace, a whole collection of oil paintings done in a very simple style of rustic landscapes, and a rug beside the bed which appeared to be simply a tanned deer hide. In pride of place over the mantle hung a glass display case containing a selection of knives, all of them clearly weapons rather than tools, and most visibly well-used.
 

 
  Of course. He knew Glory’s business, or at least the general style of it as Jasmine had described it. Suddenly, having the best guest bedroom open directly onto her own made perfect sense.
 

 
  Obviously, the correct thing to do was to back up, close the door, and…
 

 
  What? Sit in his room? Pace? Sleep more? Go outside, find Glory and Layla, make painfully awkward small talk with a (he had to admit) rather shrewish young noblewoman and a woman who might as well be noble?
 

 
  Rasha took a step forward, then another, finding himself in her bedroom before really deciding to go. It wasn’t that he had any particular plans, here, just the feeling that his already-brittle self-worth would crack permanently if he retreated in fear from one more harmless silence.
 

 
  He peered cautiously around, taking in the sight of the furnishings, trying to get what he could of a sense of who she was. The room bore evidence of a contrast, paying its respects both to her wealth and sophisticated tastes, and simpler origins which she still honored. It was a small thing, but somehow it made him like her more.
 

 
  Wandering close to the vanity table, he gathered the impression that she spent a great deal of time here; at any rate, it was the most cluttered part of the room. Cosmetics were strewn across the wood table under the huge mirror, which had tiny fairy lights lining its rim. Next to the vanity was an enormous wardrobe, standing open and with a brocaded robe of blue satin hanging carelessly on one of its doors.
 

 
  Rasha crept closer, reaching out hesitantly to feel the fabric between thumb and forefinger. It was… Beautiful. To touch, and to look at.
 

 
  A moment later he had to step forward awkwardly to catch it, as the robe slid freely from the door’s corner. It had been instinct; it wasn’t as if it would be harmed by hitting the floor. Still, he’d have felt guilty for dropping it, even more than he now did for holding it. Well, it would be the work of seconds to put it back…
 

 
  His eyes caught his reflection in the vanity’s mirror. Thanks to the lights, he could see himself even more clearly than in the bathroom mirror in the guest room.
 

 
  Rasha had never been pleased to see his reflection, and carefully did not dwell on why. He had grown used to not dwelling on things; dwelling led to lying in bed, loathing himself and the universe, until it felt physically impossible to move. Now, moved by some instinct he didn’t understand, he slowly lifted the robe to his chin, covering his scrawny frame and threadbare shirt.
 

 
  It really was a lovely garment, royal blue and embroidered with spiraling patterns in azure which he only discerned after a closer inspection were vines and leaves. Staring at his reflection behind the robe, he took another step toward the vanity. The garment was unmistakably feminine. There’d have been hell to pay back home for messing about with something like this, as he knew from firsthand experience; his sisters had no sense of humor when it came to him touching their things, and his father even less so. They were just so
  
   nice.
  
  Women were allowed to have soft things, pleasant things, pretty things…
 

 
  He had absolutely no business being here at all, much less doing this. But…when else would he ever see…?
 

 
  Rasha lowered his eyes, unable to meet his own gaze in the mirror, but in one defiant motion, threw the robe around his shoulders. It fit rather well; he had always been diminutive and fine-boned. Glory was actually slightly taller, and her shoulders probably about the same size as his. It would hang loose in the bust, of course, or so he assumed. He very carefully slipped his arms into the sleeves, mindful of the expensive fabric and determined not to do it the slightest damage. Yes, the robe was clearly tailored, meant for a woman’s shape; it didn’t hang on him right. Somehow, that brought a pang of disappointment. Still… It was such a
  
   pretty
  
  thing. He gazed hungrily at the image of himself in the mirror, keeping his focus below the chin and ignoring his own familiar face as much as possible.
 

 
  “It really isn’t your color.”
 

 
  Rasha leaped two feet straight up, letting out a squeal, and whirled to stagger backward, his shoulder painfully impacting the edge of the wardrobe’s open door.
 

 
  Glory smoothly pushed shut the bedroom door which she had opened without a sound, smiling at him and gliding forward. He desperately wished he could spontaneously die.
 

 
  “I-I-I’m so sorry,” he babbled, cringing and backing away. “I was just, it was, I’m
  
   sorry.
  
  I had no right—”
 

 
  
   “Rasha.”
  
  Her tone was firm, but not angry; in fact, he only just then processed the fact that her expression was kind and open, not annoyed in the least. “I don’t know how much time you’ve spent with Lore, but he has a saying that’s always resonated with me: ‘An unlocked door is as good as an invitation.’ Classic thief’s philosophy. Trust me, Rasha, any place in this house where I don’t want you is
  
   quite
  
  beyond your power to enter. Consider yourself welcome everywhere else.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he whispered, lowering his gaze from hers in mortification. The robe seemed to itch, to hang as heavily on him as a yoke, but he felt too terrified to move enough to take it off. “It was just… It started to fall so I caught it, and then…”
 

 
  “I realize blue is on the Punaji flag,” she mused, placing both hands on his shoulders, “but…mm, it really isn’t your color, is it? Warm tones, I think. Wait just a moment.”
 

 
  She released him and stepped past, reaching into the wardrobe, and pulled out another silk robe, this one a deep crimson and trimmed in golden thread. Glory held it up below his chin, then made a satisfied little sound in her throat. “Ah! Yes, I think that works much better. Would you like to try this one?”
 

 
  Rasha swallowed heavily. After a moment, he forced himself to meet her gaze, painful as it was. “I’m very sorry for intruding, Glory. You have every right to make fun of me and worse. I would…very much appreciate it if you’d punish me differently, though.”
 

 
  Slowly, the smile leaked away from her face. “Oh, Rasha,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “You have it all wrong…” She studied his face for a long moment, then lowered the red robe and asked suddenly. “Do you trust me?”
 

 
  He blinked. “I… Well… You’ve been
  
   more
  
  than kind…”
 

 
  “People are kind for all sorts of reasons, many quite selfish.” Glory tilted her head slightly, still studying him. There was something indefinable in her expression which did not make him feel judged or condemned. That was…amazing. He nearly
  
   always
  
  felt judged and condemned. “Let’s not dwell upon reasons. Reach for your
  
   instincts.
  
  Can you trust me enough to take a risk, and be certain that I will not let you come to harm?”
 

 
  He stared at her in bemusement.
 

 
  “Don’t think,” she said softly. “Just answer. What does instinct tell you?”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said, somewhat to his own surprise.
 

 
  Glory nodded. “I want to try something, Rasha. You may find this…difficult. Probably embarrassing at the very least. I will swear to you up front, however, that I will never, under any circumstances, breathe a word of this to anyone unless you specifically wish it. If it turns out I am wrong, and you don’t like this, then we need never speak of it ourselves, either. It can be as if it never happened. But if I’m
  
   right…
  
  I think this will do you a
  
   world
  
  of good.”
 

 
  He gazed suspiciously at her, finding nothing but kindness in her expression. “What…do you mean?”
 

 
  Glory smiled. “Do you
  
   trust
  
  me?”
 

 
  Very slowly, he nodded.
 

 
  “All right,” she said, nodding back. “Then I’ll ask you to bear with me; this will take a fair amount of patience on your part. And as I said, if this ends up making you unhappy, we’ll just undo it and forget the entire thing. Now, let’s get that off you.”
 

 
  Shamefaced, her shimmied out of the blue robe, which she then carelessly tossed in the direction of her bed. Glory then directed him to sit on the stool in front of her vanity, swiveling it so that his back was to the mirror. She had to step around him to select a brush and a small pad of powder from the mess on the table, then knelt before him and began dabbing gently at his face.
 

 
  “What’s all this?” he asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “Patience,” she chided with a gentle smile. “Don’t worry, I am
  
   very
  
  well-practiced at this. It won’t take long at all.”
 

 
  “What are you turning me into?”
 

 
  She had already finished applying the soft brush across his cheekbones, and now reached for some kind of
  
   pencil.
  
  “I can’t turn you into anything, Rasha. And if my instincts are wrong, I’m wasting your time and mine, here. But I don’t think they are; I think I’m going to show you something you need to see. Now, do be still; you’ll want to blink. Try not to.”
 

 
  That last admonition was very much necessary, as she brought the pencil directly to his eye.
 

 
  Glory was, true to her word, fast and efficient; she swiftly picked and used her various, mysterious implements, applying pencils and brushes and dabs of paint with her fingertip over his eyelids and lips, stroking at his eyelashes with some tiny bristled apparatus and then swiftly smudging something from a soft pad along his cheeks.
 

 
  Then she went to work on his hair with a brush and small comb, and Rasha did his best to hold still. Her touch was gentle, but as little attention as he paid his hair ordinarily, it was distracting having his head tugged about.
 

 
  The distraction was welcome. He had a sinking feeling in his gut about this whole thing, and several times nearly opened his mouth to back out.
 

 
  But…he had said he trusted her. She’d promised to drop it if he wanted. He somehow hated the idea of disappointing her.
 

 
  Glory pulled him to his feet and helped him into the scarlet robe with its glittering embroidery; up close, he realized it actually made the forms of dragons along the sleeves, collar and lapels. This garment was barely just a robe—it had
  
   shape,
  
  its collar rising stiffly to just below his chin and the lapels padded to the point he felt they were more of a physical presence on him than his own thin chest. Finally, with the robe tied into place to her satisfaction, she directed him to sit back down on the velvet-covered stool.
 

 
  “All right,” she said seriously. “The next part…may be trickier. What I want you to do, Rasha, is to just be
  
   honest.”
  
 

 
  “Okay,” he said uncertainly.
 

 
  “That’s harder than you may realize,” she said, her dark eyes holding his own. “You strike me as someone who has been told a lot of nonsense, and had your own inner demons to deal with, besides. Those things can roil around in your head until you can’t hear the voice of your own spirit. When I show you what I’ve done, I want you to silence all that, ignore it, and tell me
  
   your
  
  truth. What you feel:
  
   you,
  
  not anyone’s expectations.”
 

 
  “I… I’ll try.”
 

 
  Glory smiled with a hint of mischief. “Have you learned the secret to a really good lie yet?”
 

 
  “Um…what secret do you mean?”
 

 
  She winked. “The trick is to
  
   believe
  
  it. That’s all acting is, Rasha; we’re practically Vidians at times. Become the mask. If you don’t feel you can be totally, dangerously honest with yourself, imagine you are someone who
  
   can.
  
  Imagine what that would feel like, and then…pretend.”
 

 
  “Lie to find honesty,” he said slowly, then surprised himself by smiling back. “That might be the most Eserite idea I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  “It really is, isn’t it?” she said with a grin, then took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, Rasha. Remember—there is nobody here but us, and no one will ever learn of this. All that matters is
  
   your
  
  truth.”
 

 
  With that, she took him by the shoulders and turned him around on the swiveling stool to face the mirror.
 

 
  Rasha couldn’t help gasping. The bottom dropped out of the whole world, leaving him in exhilarating, terrifying free fall.
 

 
  He knew the lines of his own face, had always been inexplicably dissatisfied with it, and knew how other boys had sneered at his small stature and fine bones. That face, though, was now a completely different one. And yet, the same… It was both. It was as if he was seeing it
  
   correctly
  
  for the first time.
 

 
  Huge, limpid eyes stared back at him, with long, dark lashes and just the faintest lining of kohl to make them stand out dramatically against his bronze complexion. Skillful, barely perceptible touches of rouge and contouring had turned narrow cheeks into sweeping angles, framing a graceful little nose and delicately pointed chin. Lips a deep shade of crimson that looked downright natural against that coppery skin were carefully shaped, and made somehow even more fetching by the open shape of startlement in which they were now set. Rasha’s black hair was too short to have given Glory much to work with, but that made its current styling all the more amazing: fluffy bangs swept to one side, the whole mop brushed to a soft shine and with more body than it had ever had. It was rakish, tomboyish, even, and somehow even more feminine for that.
 

 
  The robe, too… He could see, now, how its shaped lapels, the lines of its embroidery, suggested feminine contours, even argued for them, all without physically changing the shape underneath. It had been more cleverly designed than any ship he’d ever seen.
 

 
  Rasha stared at the girl in the mirror, unable for the longest moment to breathe.
 

 
  “There’s no one here but you,” Glory whispered, her fingers coiling on his shoulders. She leaned down till her face was next to that of the strange girl’s, warm eyes watching Rasha’s. “Nothing else matters. Now, Rasha… How do you
  
   feel?”
  
 

 
  He had never appreciated, before, how feminine his soft voice sounded when it whispered. That fact now underscored the truth it spoke without waiting for his approval.
 

 
  “Beautiful.”
 

 
  Glory’s fingers gently squeezed his thin shoulders, her face lighting with a soft smile of approval. “And how does it feel to
  
   be
  
  beautiful?”
 

 
  How? That question was just too huge to answer. Perfect?
  
   Right?
  
  There was no word for finding what had been always missing and yet never missed. But before Rasha’s whirling thoughts could settle into a useful shape, the girl’s sensuous lips moved again, and that breathy voice sounded.
 

 
  
   “Powerful.”
  
 

 
  In the mirror, Glory’s eyes practically glowed with satisfaction. “I thought so.”
 

 
  “But…” Rasha swallowed heavily. It was somehow
  
   dissonant,
  
  seeing that girl’s face shift in time with his own motions. She was…she was… And yet, he was still… “I don’t…what does this
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, Rasha.” Glory knelt behind him, wrapping one arm around him and resting her chin on his shoulder. “I can’t answer that. Nobody can, but you. I think, though, you’ll be able to
  
   find
  
  your answers. If I’m not wrong, you’ve absorbed such a pile of nonsense about how things
  
   should
  
  be that it’s never occurred to you to look. Is that so?”
 

 
  Rasha nodded. In the mirror, the young woman he was supposed to be nodded back. It felt like a knife in the heart, but bitterly joyous. If this torrent of emotion didn’t get itself organized soon, he was going to pass out…
 

 
  “They’re always doing that,” Glory whispered bitterly, clinging to the boy in the chair and the girl in the mirror. “Always with their
  
   rules.
  
  This is this, that is that, you’re only allowed to be and think a certain few things… And why?” She bared her teeth in an expression that Rasha would have called a sneer on someone less elegant. “As long as huge swaths of normal, healthy,
  
   real
  
  life is considered
  
   wrong,
  
  then everyone is always guilty of something. And guilty people are so much easier to
  
   control.
  
  And if anyone won’t stand for their foot on our necks, well. That’s even better, it gives them an
  
   other
  
  to point at. A scapegoat. Someone to rally their mobs against, to keep
  
   them
  
  complacent. And that is why the world needs Eserites.”
 

 
  “I’m not,” Rasha whispered tremulously, still gazing at the girl’s face, hungry to memorize every detail. “What you’re talking about… I can’t. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I just, I ran away.”
 

 
  Glory squeezed again, tenderly. “You are wrong, Rasha. You ran, yes—but not away. You ran
  
   toward.
  
  You came to Tiraas, to the Guild, to the people who could teach you how to
  
   fight back.”
  
  She bared her perfect teeth again, eyes blazing in the mirror, and Rasha felt something deep in a core he’d never known he had come alive in response. A beast woke, stretched, flexed its claws, and purred a counterpoint to Glory’s voice. “Your whole life, they have tried to make you something they could use. And they
  
   didn’t.
  
  You left, you came here, you sought out the power you needed. They
  
   did not break you.
  
  And they
  
   will
  
  not. And
  
   that,
  
  Rasha, is why you’re one of us.”
 

 
  In the mirror, the girl’s chin lifted; tears still glistened in her perfectly brushed lashes, but there was a storm in those lovely eyes, now. Iron in the set of her jaw.
 

 
  “You have the spirit, beneath all the pain,” Glory whispered fiercely. “I know you see weakness in yourself, but that’s the voice of those who’d control you, not your voice. You’ll learn to silence it. The true voice inside you brought you
  
   here,
  
  and that proves that you, the real
  
   you,
  
  are clever enough and strong enough to find the help and the power you need. You have the fire that drives you to stand up and make them
  
   pay.
  
  How
  
   dare
  
  they? Who do they think they are?” Her grip was almost painful now, but that almost pain was a comfort and a strength; the girl in the mirror raised one slender hand to grasp Glory’s arm in turn. “You have it in you, if you want, to turn on those who would control you, and ram a lesson in humility straight down their throats. And then down the
  
   next
  
  bastard’s, and the next after that. If, Rasha, you decide that is the life you want. It’s your life; no one gets to decide for you. Anyone who dares will
  
   bleed
  
  for the temerity.”
 

 
  Finally, for the first time ever, Rasha knew the truth, heard no crushing inner voice of despair, spoke without a second’s doubt.
 

 
  “I will,” she vowed. “So
  
   help
  
  me, I will.”
 

 
  Glory’s face shone with pride; she pressed her cheek to Rasha’s, and together they gazed at their reflections for long minutes of silence.
 

 
  “I still have no idea what to
  
   do,”
  
  Rasha finally admitted, and felt a laugh bubbling up. She let it, not trying to understand.
 

 
  Glory grinned right back. “Well…there’s time, and it’s a process. You’ve still your Guild training; that will teach you the technique you need to stand and fight back against the abusers and oppressors. And…as for more personal matters, Rasha, I’m afraid our cult isn’t the best suited to help guide you to such answers. There’s no harm in looking outside it, though. The Izarites and Avenists actually have a great deal of wisdom to offer about situations like this, and even the Sisterhood won’t hesitate to help, Eserite or no.” She squeezed Rasha’s shoulders again, giving her an affectionate jostle. “Don’t worry about that any more than you can help. There’s
  
   time,
  
  as I said, to get your thoughts in order and consider your next steps. For right now… I am still in need of an apprentice. Do you think you’re in need of a home?”
 

 
  Finally, at long last, Rasha tore her gaze from the mirror to look directly at Glory. “Wh—
  
   me?
  
  But I thought you wanted someone like Jasmine…”
 

 
  “The funny thing is, we don’t always know what we want,” Glory replied, smiling broadly. “Much less what we need. I’m glad to count Jasmine as a friend, and I’d have been glad to have her as a pupil. In the end, though, she doesn’t need
  
   me.
  
  You and I, though… I have a feeling that we have a great deal to offer each other.”
 

 
  Suddenly there was a soft knock on the door, and it opened.
 

 
  Rasha tensed up in a blind panic, only Glory’s grip keeping her grounded.
 

 
  “Pardon me, madam,” said Smythe from the doorway, not entering—in fact, he kept himself fully out of sight behind the door. “Your other guests have returned, accompanied by Quintessa Valaine, Alan Vandro, and his Butler, in a carriage which appears to have been repeatedly rammed. I gather there have been further developments.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  Glory said wryly. “Thank you, Smythe; please see that they are comfortable in the upper hall. I’ll be there directly.”
 

 
  “Yes, madam,” Smythe acknowledged, then gently pulled the door shut.
 

 
  Glory heaved a sigh and gently stroked Rasha’s hair once. “Ah, it never ends. Think on it, okay? You don’t need to answer right away, and in fact I’d rather you didn’t; this is the kind of thing that requires some deliberation. Just, please make certain it’s
  
   you
  
  doing the thinking, and not the bitter voice that tries to eat you from within. We’ll work on making that little bastard shut up. For
  
   now.”
  
  She stood, giving Rasha’s shoulders a last squeeze with her aristocratic fingers. “In my bathroom, in the pink jar to the left of the sink, is a cream that’ll remove makeup. Just wipe it on, then rinse it off with water. Be careful not to get any in your eyes; it stings something awful. If,” she added in a gentler tone, “that is what you decide to do. If
  
   not,
  
  well, you really do look amazing.” She bent forward to lightly kiss Rasha on the top of her head. “And all we have in this house are friends who’ll accept you for you, and strangers whose opinion doesn’t matter. Don’t do anything you feel unready for, but it’s never to early to start thinking about letting people see your true self. When
  
   you
  
  decide it’s time.”
 

 
  With one last, gentle squeeze, she turned and glided to the door, then slipped out.
 

 
  Rasha remained there, hungrily gazing at her new face. But not for long. As desperately needed as this was…there was work to do. Friends in need. She drew in a steadying breath, then rose and turned toward the bathroom.
 

 
  There was no little voice saying she couldn’t.
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  The grand upper room of Glory’s house was meant to hold much larger groups, but with all of them gathered the place seemed very much alive even despite the gloom and snow displayed by its large windows. Layla had immediately latched onto her brother, while refusing to express anything but annoyance toward him, which he bore with practiced good humor. Glory had arrived shortly after Smythe seated them in a circle of chairs and sofas around a low table and provided refreshments to take the chill off; by the time she joined them, they were all working on hot cider (and in Vandro’s case, brandy). Layla’s retinue was present as well, though keeping themselves on the periphery as well-trained servants of the nobility naturally did. Ralph seemed quite content to hover in the background, though her footman, Talvers, appeared frustrated by the lack of anything for him to do with two preternaturally efficient Butlers looking after the group.
 

 
  “So for the time being,” Vandro said following his and Grip’s recitation of the day’s events for their hostess’s benefit, “it comes down to how defensible your home is. And my apologies, by the way, for droppin’ this flaming bag on your doorstep, Glory.”
 

 
  “No apologies,” she demurred, shaking her head. “We’re protecting apprentices and bringing down predators. No Guild member worth a damn should have to think twice about helping, here.”
 

 
  “Well said!” Vandro proclaimed, toasting her with his glass.
 

 
  “To answer the question,” Glory continued, “considering who I host here on a regular basis, this house may well have better protections than the manors of many aristocrats. It matters how desperate they are, however. My defenses are geared toward repelling discreet intrusions, not full-scale assaults.”
 

 
  “They
  
   are
  
  desperate,” Grip noted, “and clearly able to enact good plans on the fly. These are professionals. We are
  
   not
  
  out of the woods yet, not until Style’s street soldiers are hounding them out of the city.”
 

 
  “Uh, question?” Tallie raised her hand. “What defenses are these, and how are they different from the, uh, full assault type?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a matter of defensive philosophy,” Glory said with a vlpine smile. “If one fears organized attack, the enchantments used can be likened to a castle’s walls: designed to prevent anyone from entering uninvited. If one fears spies and assassins rather than armies, however, one tends to favor measures that make an intruder’s life hellish and brief once they
  
   are
  
  inside.”
 

 
  “Are you telling us,” Darius said resignedly, “this whole place is
  
   booby-trapped?”
  
 

 
  “Nothing so gauche,” Glory replied. “I
  
   do
  
  have basic external defenses using the standard arcane enchantments, but my home also employs fae craft to repel those who enter with hostile intent.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Jasmine murmured, staring across the room at the fireplace. The hall was heated by arcane ranges, but the fire made an excellent focal point of the décor. “Good… Arcane enchantment is standardized and can be worked around, but fae measures are highly individual. It’s nearly impossible to guess what one is going up against when encountering fairy craft. The problem, there,” she added, turning to Glory, “is that a
  
   lot
  
  of dwarves can use divine magic without needing to be clerics. That will neutralize fae.”
 

 
  “And arcane neutralizes divine,” Glory said calmly. “Believe me, Jasmine, I considered all relevant angles when commissioning my magical defenses.”
 

 
  “So we’re safe, then?” Rasha asked, entering the room.
 

 
  “Hey, man!” Darius called, grinning and waving. “You look worlds better. How you feeling?”
 

 
  “Better, yes,” Rasha replied, giving him a tight little smile and sliding onto the loveseat next to Tallie. “I’m not going to be
  
   good
  
  until this is over, though.”
 

 
  “Hear that,” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “And no,” Grip said coldly. “All safety is an illusion.”
 

 
  “I have it on good authority,” Vandro said with a grin, “that our girl Tessa was very nearly tagged Sunshine instead of Grip.”
 

 
  “You should consider, Alan, how I’m going to deal with you
  
   after
  
  we’re not back-to-back against an enemy before you open your mouth at me.” The enforcer shifted her sharp gaze back to Rasha. “I repeat, we are dealing with adaptive, competent people in unknown numbers, with unknown resources. We will
  
   not
  
  become complacent.”
 

 
  “However,” Vandro said in a more serious tone, “whether they physically
  
   can
  
  invade the house may not be the question; I don’t think they’ll try. Too risky and expensive. Supposing they countered whatever witchcraft is protecting this place and got in—then they’d be in the position of endangering someone with
  
   multiple
  
  friends in the highest levels of Imperial society, not to mention being in an enclosed space with two Butlers and Grip. Plus, y’know, the rest of us small fry. No, that’s not a winning move for them. Grip’s right, though, these bastards aren’t done and don’t seem the type to take defeat lying down. We should be prepared for something a little more…lateral.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Glory said, nodding. “But for the
  
   moment,
  
  there is little we can do but wait. As we are presently confined to a residence which, if I may flatter myself, sets the standard of comfort and pleasure among Tiraan households, I suggest everyone take full advantage and rest. Relax, enjoy yourselves as best you are able! My home is yours and you may avail yourselves of any amenities I have to offer. It may sound shallow, under the circumstances, but having a moment to catch one’s breat can make
  
   all
  
  the difference at times like these.”
 

 
  “Truly,” Vandro said solemnly but with a twinkle in his eye, “you are a queen among hostesses, Tamisin.”
 

 
  “What’d you do to your hair?” Tallie asked, patting Rasha’s head. “This looks awesome!”
 

 
  “T-thanks,” he stuttered, flushing. “Um, Glory gave me… A little help.”
 

 
  “We can all do with a little from time to time,” Glory said, smiling.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  look nice,” Jasmine agreed with a smile. “Glory… Ah, do you have a garden or anything?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Glory replied, raising her eyebrows in surprise. “A walled courtyard garden, to be precise. Why do you ask?”
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat, her expression suddenly pensive and slightly uncomfortable. “I wonder… Well, first of all, I assume it’s defensible?”
 

 
  “As the rest of the house,” Glory assured her. “All the requisite charms on the walls, and all applicable magical measures extend over the whole property.”
 

 
  Jasmine nodded. “If it isn’t too much trouble, could I have some privacy there for a little while?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Glory said, smiling again. “As I said, my home is yours.”
 

 
  “You think it wise to go
  
   outside
  
  at a time like this?” Layla asked pointedly. “Defenses or
  
   no,
  
  we are rather under siege, are we not? Or have I misunderstood the situation?”
 

 
  “Yeah, maybe people shouldn’t be going off alone for
  
   any
  
  reason,” Darius agreed, frowning.
 

 
  Grip cleared her throat pointedly. “How important is this, Jasmine?”
 

 
  “To me?” Jasmine met her stare unhesitatingly. “Quite. Consider it…a religious matter.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, our Avenist Eserite,” Tallie said airily, “daughter of the Eserite Avenist. I didn’t realize Sisters had to go
  
   outside
  
  to pray.”
 

 
  “People in pursuit of a spiritual path generally seek privacy for such things as prayer,” Glory said smoothly, “and the courtyard is as safe as the rest of the property, from anything except frostbite. I
  
   will
  
  insist you take a fresh heating charm, Jasmine, in case yours wears out. If it’s not prying, how long do you expect to be?”
 

 
  “I’m not… Well, not a moment longer than necessary.” Jasmine frowned into the fire again. “There’s just something I need to…straighten out.”
 

 
  “Well, now, hang on a sec,” Tallie said, her eyes narrowing as she turned them on Vandro. “Before you go off to hide in the corner, we have
  
   other
  
  business we were going to see to, remember? Like
  
   this
  
  asshole and just where the hell he gets off planting trackers on us.”
 

 
  “The girl has a point,” Vandro said easily, swirling his drink with one hand. “You may not want to miss this! Sounds like it’ll be quite a party.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Jasmine gave him a considering look. “You know, Tallie, if a coyote kills your chickens, you shoot it.
  
   Blaming
  
  it for doing what coyotes do is pointless, and a more relevant question is who left the chicken coop unlatched.”
 

 
  “Ah, what a delightfully rustic metaphor,” Layla said, showing teeth in a smile that went nowhere near her eyes. “That should aid her comprehension considerably.”
 

 
  “Let me just jump in here,” Darius said grimly. “There is
  
   not
  
  going to be a feud between you two; nobody has time or energy for that crap. If I have to enforce this by knocking your heads together, so be it.”
 

 
  “I see that you have
  
   entirely
  
  taken leave of your already basic social skills,” Layla sniffed. Tallie just rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “My
  
   point,”
  
  Jasmine said patiently, “is that Vandro hasn’t
  
   harmed
  
  us, and in fact these measures enabled him to come to our aid. And he didn’t plant anything on us; we accepted free gifts from someone we were repeatedly warned is a manipulator. Perhaps we’re not in a position to point fingers.”
 

 
  “You are half right,” said Grip. “Hold other people responsible for the shit they pull, Jasmine. But
  
   definitely
  
  own your mistakes and don’t repeat them.”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed,” Vandro said cheerily. “You’ve got a sharp little head on you, my girl! I can see why Glory found you so interesting.”
 

 
  Jasmine gave him an exceedingly cool look. He winked at her.
 

 
  “I’m still pissed at you,” Tallie informed him, scowling.
 

 
  “Attagirl,” he said approvingly.
  
   “Be
  
  pissed when you’ve been played. Make sure you channel that into doing
  
   better
  
  next time, or it’s so much wasted energy. The three of us,” he gesticulated broadly at Grip and Glory with his brandy, “may seem all wise and awesome, which we
  
   are,
  
  but we got that way through a long process of fucking up and learning from our mistakes. And that’s
  
   after
  
  getting fully trained and tagged.”
 

 
  “The wise mentor thing looks better on Glory than on you,” Rasha commented, gazing flatly at Vandro and earning a grin from Tallie.
 

 
  “Son,
  
   nothing
  
  looks good on me,” Vandro said genially. “It’s one of those things you just have to accept when you reach a certain span of years.”
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat, turning back to Glory. “Anyway. Which direction…”
 

 
  “Smythe,” their hostess said smoothly, “please show Jasmine to the solarium and the courtyard access. And make sure she has a new warming charm.”
 

 
  “Of course, madam,” the Butler replied; he was already standing right there with Jasmine’s coat. “If you will follow me, Ms. Jasmine?”
 

 
  “Thank you, Smythe,” she said, nodding to the others and shrugging into her coat. “And, ah, just Jas is fine.”
 

 
  “As you say, Ms. Jasmine.”
 

 
  Vandro chuckled at their retreating backs, then turned to grin at Wilberforce. “I don’t recall you ever being that stuffy.”
 

 
  “Rest assured, sir,” Wilberforce replied with perfect aplomb, “I shall remain faithfully at your side no matter how your memory degrades.”
 

 
  Vandro laughed so hard he slumped sideways into Ross, somehow without spilling his drink. Ross bore this with visible discomfort, and only slightly more than everyone else present.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The snow was several inches thick, now, and doing an aesthetic favor to Glory’s garden; mild as the winter had been before today, it was still winter, and with the exception of two small evergreen conifers, nearly all the decorative plants here were dead or dormant. Now, under a pristine blanket of snow, everything looked fresh and clean. The courtyard was not overly large, but spacious enough to accommodate groups comfortably; Jasmine wandered to an open spot in the center, surrounded by bare-limbed bushes, and found that the space felt more than expansive even in comparison to the large upper salon in which the others were still talking.
 

 
  She turned in a complete circle, studying the high walls surrounding the courtyard. On one side was the driveway leading from the street to the carriage house in the back; the opposite wall was shared by the neighbor’s garden, and of course the house stood in front. The walls themselves were nearly two stories tall and lined with spiked iron fences on top. It was a classic Tiraan garden, designed for privacy above all.
 

 
  With a soft sigh, she reached into her coat, carefully unlatched one of her belt pouches, and extracted the little wooden ocarina.
 

 
  The instruments were every bit as ubiquitous and simple as the elf had told her in the forest above Veilgrad, once she knew to look for them. She had found one easily in one of the shops in Last Rock, and hadn’t even needed to get lessons from Teal to play it; a few minutes of messing around were enough to grasp the basics. She had used the cheap clay ocarina to practice the lullaby, but since getting that down had now and again found time to hone her musical skills (such as they were) with other tunes she knew. For that, she preferred to use the carved wooden one Kuriwa had given her. In fact, she wasn’t exactly sure where the other was. Probably back in Clarke Tower.
 

 
  She lifted the ocarina to her lips and very softly began to play the old melody.
 

 
  Thanks to her warming charm, her face and hands were not growing numb, though she was still noticeably cool. Still, the discomfort faded in concentration. She’d never been a particularly musical person, but found the act of making music to be like combat, in some ways. It carried her away to a space of clarity and focus. At least, now that she had enough basic practice not to be utterly awful at it. She still wouldn’t have performed in front of others, but found her own playing good enough, now, to be pleasing to her, the occasional flubbed note and all.
 

 
  But the song ended, and nothing happened. She lowered the ocarina, frowning at it in contemplation. Maybe a few missed notes
  
   did
  
  matter? She didn’t have a deep understanding of fae magic, which was what this had to be.
  
   Nobody
  
  truly understood fae magic itself, even those who practiced it. By its very nature, it was the hardest of the four schools to pin down. Jasmine sighed softly and lifted the instrument to her lips again. May as well try once more before giving up.
 

 
  “If I have to visit this city, I quite prefer it this way. Snow is good for covering the sins of civilization.”
 

 
  Jasmine whirled—of course the woman had appeared behind her. Heaven forbid she get a look at how she did it.
  
   Elves.
  
 

 
  Kuriwa, looking perfectly at ease in her dyed buckskins despite the snow already accumulating in her black hair, was peering around inquisitively at the garden, but quickly focused her attention on Jasmine. “Are you in danger?”
 

 
  “No. Well, actually, yes, but that’s—it’s complicated. That’s not why I wanted to speak with you. I hope you weren’t in the middle of something important?”
 

 
  “I am in the middle of many things,” Kuriwa said with a mysterious little smile, “and at the beginnings and ends of others. I consider nothing currently going on to be more important than family. I am very glad to see you again, Trissiny. That hair dye doesn’t suit you, though.”
 

 
  “Jasmine,” she said quickly. The shaman raised an eyebrow. “I am…well, playing a role. I prefer not to use any name but my cover for the time being.”
 

 
  “Jasmine, then,” the elf said, nodding and showing no hint of surprise. “How can I help you?”
 

 
  She busied herself for a moment tucking the ocarina away in its pouch. “I… Okay, well, I’m in a bit of a situation right now. I am currently enrolled as an apprentice in the Thieves’ Guild.
  
   Why
  
  is that funny?”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” said Kuriwa, still grinning. “I am not amused, but merely pleased. And proud. Do you know how few young women in your position would even
  
   think
  
  to seek out such training?”
 

 
  “That’s been mentioned to me a few times,” she muttered. “Thanks, I guess.
  
   Anyway,
  
  I’ve made some friends and learned some few skills, and we have stumbled into an unexpectedly dangerous situation. We’re being hounded by government agents from one of the dwarven kingdoms over… You know what, it doesn’t really matter.”
 

 
  “You need help dealing with these?” Kuriwa tilted her chin up slightly. “I find it best not to meddle in the Kingdoms’ affairs needlessly, but I will
  
   not
  
  suffer my kin to be harmed by them.”
 

 
  “I’m not in the least afraid of
  
   them,”
  
  Jasmine said with a sigh. “If they manage to push me to the point where it becomes necessary, with the powers I can call on, I could smash through anything they throw at me. The issue I’m grappling with is…whether I
  
   should.”
  
 

 
  “You seek a solution that does not involve the use of force? I continue to be proud. That’s wise, for one so young.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, I suppose I’m wiser than I was a year ago,” Jasmine said bitterly.
 

 
  “As am I,” Kuriwa said with a smile. “But I think you were not done?”
 

 
  She began to pace up and down, swiftly wearing a rut in the fresh snow. “Obviously, that will put an end to my apprenticeship. I’m only able to be here as long as I’m being discreet.”
 

 
  “Yes, I can see how the Guild would find it troublesome for someone of your
  
   rank
  
  to be openly among them. And why they would leap at the chance to gain your favor underhandedly. This new Boss, from what I have seen, is less congenial than the last one, and cleverer by half.”
 

 
  “I hate to just
  
   give up,”
  
  Jasmine whispered, eyes on the ground as she wandered back and forth. “But I’m more and more uncertain I’m doing anything
  
   good
  
  here. I’ve been trained by various thieves… I talked with Commander Rouvad about this, and even Principia. People keep telling me the Guild and the Sisterhood aren’t so inherently opposite at their core, but… I came here to learn specific things that I’m just not. I wanted to know how to plan, to, to
  
   scheme.
  
  To be able to deal with the likes of the Black Wreath without them running circles around me the way they have
  
   every
  
  time, without being so dependent on my sword and flinging divine power about. But everywhere I turn, here, they want to make me an
  
   enforcer.
  
  All the Guild is doing so far is refining my ability to intimidate and assault. That is
  
   specifically
  
  what I don’t need more of.”
 

 
  “I see,” Kuriwa mused. “And is that the Guild’s fault, or yours?”
 

 
  Jasmine stopped pacing, turning to stare at her. After a moment of silence, she trudged over to a stone bench and plunked herself roughly down, heedless of the snow covering it. Heating charm or no, cold immediately seeped through her coat and trousers. She ignored it.
 

 
  “I think if I knew
  
   that,
  
  I’d know already whether I should go or stay.”
 

 
  Kuriwa’s steps were so light the snow barely crunched beneath them; it seemed almost incongruous that she left footprints. She padded over to sit down beside Jasmine on the bench.
 

 
  “Then, you’ve called on me to seek my advice?”
 

 
  “I…yes, please. I’m running out of fresh perspectives on this.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that. It seems, based on what you have said, that you’re concerned with not becoming an overly violent, brutish style of warrior, correct? That you worry for you ability to act carefully and with forethought?”
 

 
  “That’s pretty much it in a nutshell.”
 

 
  “Then you already fail to give yourself enough credit, I think. Considering my promise to aid you, and the trying situation in which you find yourself, it would seem more immediately useful to ask me to fight alongside you. Instead, you seek wisdom and perspective. That is hardly the action of a brute.”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “Well, no offense, but I don’t actually know how much good you’d be in a fight. Not that I doubt your abilities, but I like to work with understood assets.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Kuriwa smiled faintly. “There’s a reason I respect the use of assumed names, you know. Perhaps you’ve heard of me under a nickname I’ve acquired since the Enchanter Wars: Mary the Crow?”
 

 
  Jasmine’s head whipped around and she stared, wide-eyed. “You’re—well, of
  
   course
  
  you are. And I’m related to you. Because of
  
   course
  
  I am.
  
   Isn’t
  
  that great. Suddenly I appreciate Principia more.”
 

 
  Kuriwa grinned. “I told you any black-haired woodkin is blood to you; I believe I also mentioned the tendency of our family line to be…challenging. Am I wrong, Jasmine, in intuiting that something specific and quite recent has happened to bring these things to a head for you?”
 

 
  “Well, yes. Today we’ve been helped out by a senior Guild enforcer, Grip. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of her?”
 

 
  “I have. A dangerous individual.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to tell me that,” she said bitterly. “She gave us a very close look at just what it means to be a Guild enforcer, and that was more viciousness than I ever wanted to see and not immediately put a stop to with my sword. And
  
   this
  
  is what they want me to become. It’s left me with this terrible feeling that I’m not just wasting my time here, but actively making things
  
   worse.”
  
 

 
  “And yet, here you still are, asking questions,” Kuriwa mused. “If the sight was so appalling, I wonder why you did not unfurl your wings, bring Grip to task, and then settle the dwarves and end your affiliation with the Guild in one fell swoop.”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Jasmine whispered.
 

 
  The shaman laid one arm around her shoulders. “Jasmine, I can tell you that in my very long life, some of the worst
  
   and
  
  best people I have ever known were Eserites. But I do happen to know whose house this is, and that tells me the same is true of your relatively short life. All this suggests to me the shape of your problems, and it is not the situation around you.” With her other hand, she reached across and gently tapped Jasmine on the forehead. “But the one
  
   within.”
  
 

 
  “I kind of want to resent that, but at the same time I think you have a point,” Jasmine said with another little sigh. “Is that… I suppose this is a more complicated question. Can you help me at all with this?”
 

 
  “In several ways, yes.” Kuriwa smiled and very gently gave her shoulders a shake. “I rather think I could help you work through these issues over the course of several very long, involved conversations. I would enjoy getting to know you in the process, as well. But something tells me that in addition to being a generally practically-minded person, you are in a specific hurry right now. Yes?”
 

 
  “Uh, yes to both of those,” Jasmine said with a wry grimace.
 

 
  “I had a feeling.” The shaman smiled again. “Everything is a rush when you’re young. Well. Between Avei and
  
   me,
  
  you should be quite safe for a short time while unconscious, dwarves or no dwarves.”
 

 
  “Hang on, what?” Jasmine said in sudden alarm, pulling away from her. “Unconscious?”
 

 
  “Be calm,” Kuriwa urged gently. “I am not going to do anything to you without your permission. But your answers, as I said, lie within. I rather think you already understand far more than you realize on some level; it only need be brought to light. If you will allow me to, I can indeed help with that.”
 

 
  Despite her instinctive hesitation, Jasmine did not have to think on that for more than a few seconds before nodding. “I…unwise as it may be…trust you.”
 

 
  “Good,” Kuriwa said, smiling. “Then close your eyes.”
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  Kuriwa had her breathing evenly and counting backward from one hundred with her eyes closed, while the droned a soft tune in elvish and did something magically that made the air feel warmer. Shamanic touches aside, the process was not unfamiliar. She had learned meditative techniques growing up, and more advanced ones since being called by Avei. It was the depth of this trance that was a new experience; the Sisterhood’s mental exercises were meant to still the mind, control the breath, heighten awareness of the body. Practical things. Deep inner journeys were not part of Avenist spirituality.
 

 
  She never managed to count all the way to one, though. The world faded around her, senses dissipating into darkness. Then she faded, until there was nothing.
 

 
  When the shaman, at last, gently prompted her toward what she had gone inward to seek, she was not there to hear it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The door burst forcefully open, and a hooded shape stepped through.
 

 
  “Excuse me!” The caravan master, a foppishly-dressed man with a heavily waxed mustache, strode toward the entrance of his rented stable, arms outstretched. “This area is only for circus personnel! Don’t worry, the animals will be caged in the main tent for two hours before the performance—you’ll have plenty of time to view them! Do you have your tickets already?”
 

 
  He stopped, eyes falling to the sword in the shrouded figure’s hand. It was an old and unprepossessing blade, scarred from long use and never particularly decorative, but the leather gauntlet holding it was reinforced by a plate of gleaming silver. The figure’s other hand, similarly gloved, reached up to open the cloak’s throat clasp and tug the garment off, and the caravan master swallowed convulsively.
 

 
  The slight widow’s peak of her thick black hair emphasized the angularity of her face, and suited the fierce expression in her dark eyes. Even that, though, was not what made him pause. He had never seen it in person, nor hoped to, but he knew what the tall woman’s silver armor signified. Everyone knew.
 

 
  “Why, my lady,” he said smoothly, executing a grand bow. “We are greatly honored by your—”
 

 
  “Silence.”
 

 
  He scrambled out of the way as she strode straight toward him, but she simply brushed past, heading toward the stalls at the opposite end of the stable without so much as glancing at the exotic beasts watching her from the improvised cages on both sides.
 

 
  “Ah, your pardon, miss, ah, your, um…excellency,” the caravan master said, some of his bravado beginning to leak away. “The animals are only to be handled by specialized—”
 

 
  “Shh.” A slim hand patted him on the shoulder and he jumped, whirling to face the new arrivals. The hand belonged to an elf, a man in a richly embroidered green robe, with raven-black hair tied back in a simple tail. Behind the elf walked a truly enormous horse, a heavy-hooved draft animal built like a stack of barrels, pure white and bedecked with more silver armor. “Best you keep a lid on it, friend, else you dig yourself deeper.”
 

 
  “Rainwood!” the Hand of Avei barked. “Get over here!”
 

 
  The elf made a sardonic face at the caravan master, then strode past him. The horse followed, pausing momentarily to aggressively snort in his face.
 

 
  “It’s her,” the woman said softly, standing at the door of the stall. Inside stood a horse, a buckskin wearing a bridle and a heavy yoke such as would be attached to a plow. Both gleamed faintly with blue runes. The horse itself was even more remarkable, her coat a color akin to true gold rather than the tawny shade that gave buckskins their name. The black of her mane and tail, muzzle and legs, was true black, the color of a crow’s plumage, with peculiar highlights as if it, too, had thread of gold woven beneath the surface.
 

 
  “Ohh, poor girl,” the elf whispered, sidling up beside her and reaching a hand into the stall. “Hello, Roiyary. It’s all right, pretty lady, we’ve found you. You remember me, right? And Dailah? We’re your friends.”
 

 
  The mare had pressed herself against the back wall, head lowered and ears swiveling fearfully. She was thin, clearly ill-fed, her lustrous coat ragged. The unmistakable marks of a whip marred her flanks.
 

 
  “Shastra is on her way,” the paladin said soothingly. “You must have known she’d come. We only got here first thanks to Rainwood’s spirit guides. Can you get those infernal things
  
   off
  
  her?” she added more sharply to the elf.
 

 
  Rainwood narrowed his eyes. “Those are arcane, not infernal. Tricky…my craft could cause them to…well, explode.”
 

 
  “Now, just a moment!” the caravan master blustered, striding toward them. “That horse is
  
   my
  
  property! I’m not interested in selling—”
 

 
  He froze and fell silent the moment Dailah turned, aiming her sword at his heart.
 

 
  “That horse,” she said icily, “is the summoned mount of the Hand of Omnu. You are holding a steed of the very Pantheon prisoner—and you have clearly abused her. If you wish to extract yourself from this situation alive, you will keep your mouth
  
   shut.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a moment,” he said, waving his hands and not heeding the warning. “This is all news to
  
   me.
  
  If the mare really is—ah, of course, but I’ll take your word. I purchased her from a mage—”
 

 
  “You had to know what a horse like this must be,” Rainwood said with his back to the man, still trying to coax Roiyary over to him. She simply stood, head hanging, as if too weary even to look at him. “It’s not
  
   impossible
  
  that a mage would do something as brazenly vile as this, but…you knew him?”
 

 
  “I, ah…” The caravan master’s eyes darted back and forth, and he licked his lips. Meanwhile, the white draft horse came forward and nickered softly at Roiyary. She finally twitched her ears in his direction, lifted her head, and whickered in response. “Well, you know, one meets all sorts… But, ah, yes, of course, I trusted the man, otherwise I would never have accepted his assurance—”
 

 
  “And you had
  
   no
  
  hint that he wasn’t actually a mage?” Rainwood asked with deceptive mildness, glancing over his shoulder. “Are you in the
  
   habit
  
  of buying stolen property from the Black Wreath?”
 

 
  The caravan master seemed to finally find his spine. “Now, see here! I am a victim of a bad deal; I’ll not be accused of such evil doings!”
 

 
  “And what of the evil doings we can plainly see?” Dailah asked flatly.
  
   “All
  
  these animals have been visibly mistreated.”
 

 
  “Look, lady,” the caravan master snapped, the mask of servility falling away, “if you’ve a claim to the horse, fine, I’m not one to argue with the gods. Consider her my gift, and we needn’t even discuss the cost of her upkeep, which was
  
   considerable.
  
  But I’ll not be told how to run my business, clear? I don’t tell
  
   you
  
  how to round up cultists, so don’t—”
 

 
  With a bellow of fury, the white horse suddenly whirled, forcing Rainwood to leap nimbly aside, and charged him. The caravan master squealed and tried to flee, but for such a bulky animal, the draft horse was remarkably nimble. He reared and brought down his front legs, bearing the caravan master to the floor and landing on him with a sickening crunch.
 

 
  “Thank you, Arjen,” Dailah said mildly, patting her steed’s neck. Arjen snorted in disgust and shook his head.
 

 
  “That’s not helping me calm her,” Rainwood noted dryly, glancing down at the caravan master, who was screaming all but non-stop, trying to clutch at the pulverized remains of his right leg, which was a mangled pulp starting just above the knee. Arjen was a tremendously heavy creature and had hooves the size of dinner plates. “And she’s going to need to
  
   be
  
  calm if you want me to pry this thing off—it’s going to be very dicey, unmaking those runes without detonating it.”
 

 
  “Easily remedied,” Dailah stated, taking two steps forward and planting a booted foot on the caravan master’s throat.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You couldn’t just leave me
  
   alone?”
  
  he shrieked, hunching forward and bracing his hands as if holding a large ball. Purple lightning flickered between them, and a second later a bruise-colored stain on the face of reality formed in his grasp and flashed forward.
 

 
  She was more than capable of summoning a divine shield which could withstand such a blow, but she simply twisted her body, letting the shadowbolt flash past without sacrificing her footing. Her tactics were not the only departure from the tradition of the Hands of Avei; instead of the customary armor, she wore soft leather breeches, vest and shirt in the wood elf style, dyed dark gray, with over that a white tabard bearing Avei’s golden eagle.
 

 
  “I was leaving!” the man snarled, hurling another shadowbolt. This one she calmly batted aside, her hand flashing gold as it impacted the infernal blast, which then careened harmlessly into the sky. The paladin continued coming forward at a slow walk which could hardly have been considered aggressive. “It was
  
   over!
  
  I don’t want any more trouble—I never wanted
  
   any
  
  of this! Why can’t you
  
   let it go?”
  
 

 
  “Why’d you do it, Aross?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  
   “YOU KNOW WHY!”
  
  He lashed out with a whip of pure darkness; Laressa held up her forearm, and the weapon coiled around it, blazing against a shield of divine magic. Then, with a series of retorts like corn popping, it sparkled away into nothingness, causing him to stumble backward. “She was my
  
   daughter!”
  
 

 
  “And you couldn’t let
  
   that
  
  go?”
 

 
  The scream he unleashed didn’t even pretend to be human. Aross gestured, and streaks of black fire burst out of the air above him, peppering her in an infernal storm.
 

 
  This time, she did call upon the shield, continuing implacably forward. The destructive magic sparked and smoked, making not the slightest impact on the sphere of golden light surrounding her.
 

 
  She waited for it to subside before speaking again, quietly.
 

 
  “And how many sons and daughters should now be
  
   let go,
  
  so you can leave quietly?”
 

 
  The warlock froze, staring at her, wide-eyed. Laressa just gazed back, her expression open and faintly sad.
 

 
  He let his hands, half-raised in another gesture of conjuration, fall limply to his sides.
 

 
  “No one was supposed to get hurt,” he whispered. “I just… I just wanted her back, Laressa. Was that so wrong?”
 

 
  “No.” She shook her head. “Any father would, Aross.
  
   You
  
  made a pact with a greater throzkshnid. You know what
  
   he
  
  did with the access you gave him to the mortal plane. And then there’s
  
   your
  
  part of the bargain. Did you really think you could reach across the planes to the realm of the gods without consequence? You destroyed a
  
   valkyrie.
  
  Be glad Vidius does not call Hands.”
 

 
  The warlock’s face crumpled, and slowly, he sank to his knees, his thin shoulders beginning to shake. The paladin simply kept coming forward at her slow pace, pausing only when she stood right before him. Aross, by that time, had buried his face in his palms, his body heaving with quiet sobs.
 

 
  Laressa sighed softly, stepped around, and settled herself down to sit at his side.
 

 
  Aross managed to compose himself slightly after a few more minutes. “She—Ariel. My little girl. You won’t—you won’t punish her for this?”
 

 
  “For what?” Laressa shook her head.
  
   “She’s
  
  done no wrong. The shock of transition will take her time to cope with. Compared to the divine plane,
  
   this
  
  world may as well be Hell. The Izarites are quite optimistic about her progress, though. But yes, Aross, you got what you wanted. There’s every reason to think she will go on to lead as long and full a life as anyone.”
 

 
  He nodded, staring at the ground before his bony knees and sniffling softly. After another long moment he scrubbed a hand across his face.
 

 
  “I’m sorry.” The warlock swallowed heavily. “I…know it’s not worth anything. But I am.”
 

 
  “I know you are, Aross.” She laid a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. “And it
  
   is
  
  worth something. I wouldn’t have bothered talking to you if I did not see the man you still are, under all your poor judgment and corruption. But this isn’t about you, anymore.”
 

 
  He closed his eyes. “How many died?”
 

 
  “Do you really want to know?” she asked with a sigh.
 

 
  “Of course I don’t. But I… But I deserve to.”
 

 
  “At least sixty.” He flinched, but she continued inexorably. “Raskthnod has been slain, but the cost was steep. And the thing that fallen valkyrie turned into proved at least as dangerous.”
 

 
  He drew in a long, slow breath, then let it out. “I… I just… I could end it here. Easy enough to do, with my magic. Would…would that be enough? Would it make it right?”
 

 
  “The man who killed Ariel perished before he could be brought to justice,” she said quietly. “Was that enough closure for you?”
 

 
  Aross sighed again. “No. No, of course not. Of course you’re right. I…”
 

 
  He trailed off, and after another long moment, Laressa squeezed his shoulder again, then stood. Aross lifted his eyes to her, and when the paladin offered him a hand, he clasped it, letting her pull him upright.
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, scrubbing a sleeve across his eyes once more, then straightened his shoulders. “I understand. They all deserve justice. Let’s go.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Jayanta jerked back on her blade, sending a pulse of divine power through it, and the links of the ak-tra shattered, fragments of sharpened metal flying in all directions. She was protected by her shield of divine light, but the headhunter was not so lucky.
 

 
  Khraast howled in pain as her flesh was pierced in a dozen places by the shards of her own weapon. The orc reeled, stumbling to the ground. Groping blindly, her fingers closed around the haft of the spear she had dropped earlier in their fight. It was broken, now, but she held the end still tipped with a chipped obsidian blade.
 

 
  The paladin’s boot slammed down on her fingers before she could bring it up, however. The snap of multiple bones in her hand was drowned out by her scream of pain. Khraast rolled toward her foe, but Jayanta kicked her viciously in the side, and then she could only curl up on herself, struggling to breathe.
 

 
  Jayanta finally stepped back, staring down at her. Khraast lifted her eyes, glaring. For a long moment, the Hand of Avei and the last headhunter of the Rostnokh Clan simply regarded each other. Both were bruised, bloodied, sweat-slicked and breathless. But in the end, the paladin was still upright and holding her weapons, her injuries minor and already fading due to the torrent of golden light blazing from her. Khraast’s left knee was too damaged to hold her, her right hand was now a crushed ruin, and she was bleeding heavily from multiple deep wounds, most with fragments of her own ak-tra still buried in them.
 

 
  This was decided, and they both knew it.
 

 
  “So it is, then,” the orc rasped. “My clan is denied justice. I hope you take pride in this, paladin.”
 

 
  “Justice?” Jayanta spat directly in her face. “You animals aren’t capable of grasping the
  
   concept.
  
  Your justice has been nothing but a trail of murder and destruction across the lives of all you encountered. Justice…is proportional.”
 

 
  “Oh, spare me your thin righteousness.
  
   End
  
  it, if you have the stomach.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep, long breath, squaring her shoulders. “You can only die once, Khraast.
  
   That
  
  wouldn’t be justice.” Jayanta stepped forward, a spear of pure light forming in her hand. “Justice you shall have, headhunter. You will
  
   live.
  
  As helpless as all your victims.”
 

 
  The blade of the spear took Khraast’s left hand off cleanly, then blazed with divine power, healing over the wound before she could even scream. As the fallen headhunter gazed up at her victorious foe in horror, Jayanta let the spear vanish. An instant later, it coalesced again—this time as an enormous warhammer.
 

 
  “No!” she gasped, trying to crawl away. She was in no shape to escape. Her left leg could barely be moved, and all her frantic kicking wasn’t enough to prevent Jayanta from bringing the hammer down again and again. Not every blow struck flesh, but she did not quit until both Khraast’s legs were broken in multiple places.
 

 
  The paladin was now baring her teeth in an utterly savage expression of exhilaration. “If you humble yourself to
  
   beg,”
  
  she snarled, “perhaps I will leave you
  
   here
  
  to be finished by the coyotes. Othewise, you go back to Vrin Shai with me, to enjoy the
  
   long
  
  rest of your life.”
 

 
  With that final pronouncement, she released the hammer, causing it to vanish, and threw out her hand, unleashing a directionless torrent of golden light. Healing energy washed over Khraast, knitting the flesh of her mangled legs and hand together—in their current, twisted state, bones shattered and misaligned.
 

 
  Then, suddenly and utterly, the light vanished.
 

 
  Jayanta stood, mouth open, looking frantically around her. The light surrounding her was gone—and so was her silver armor, leaving her in only her leather underarmor. Her sword and shield had disappeared.
 

 
  “Wh—no! What have you done?!”
 

 
  
   YOU WERE WARNED, JAYANTA.
  
 

 
  Golden light rose around them again, this time from the golden eagle of Avei which blazed in the sky above.
 

 
  
   THRICE, YOU WERE WARNED,
  
  the goddess’s voice echoed all around them.
  
   YOUR CRUELTY IS NOT JUSTICE. YOU DISGRACE YOUR SISTERS, THE HANDS WHO FOUGHT BEFORE YOU, AND ME. THIS IS YOUR FINAL OFFENCE. WHATEVER SHAME YOU BRING YOURSELF IN THE FUTURE WILL BE UPON YOUR NAME ALONE, NOT UPON MINE.
  
 

 
  The sigil vanished, and with it, the light.
 

 
  “No,” Jayanta whispered, staring wide-eyed at the sky. “No! NO!
  
   I WAS FAITHFUL!”
  
 

 
  Despite everything, Khraast managed a hoarse, coughing laugh. “H-you…were right. Justice…is…
  
   proportional.”
  
 

 
  Jayanta fixed her glare on the fallen orc, a snarl twisting her features. “Oh,
  
   really.
  
  Well apparently,
  
   justice
  
  is no longer my concern.”
 

 
  She fell bodily upon her, hands clasping around the orc’s throat, and squeezed…
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Enough, Trissiny.”
 

 
  Her eyes snapped open, and she looked around in confusion. It had been like a dream…like three dreams, herself only an observer with no body or single perspective. Now, though, she was herself again—in her armor. Though she couldn’t see her hair, she knew it would be its normal blonde.
 

 
  They stood on the porch of a humble log house, facing an expanse of flat plain bordered by towering, jagged mountains. In the middle distance, a herd of wild horses thundered past.
 

 
  “The memories of your past sisters aren’t normally accessible to you,” Avei said with a small smile. The goddess wore an Imperial Army uniform, lacking any insignia and clearly well-worn. “You can only see such things by reaching through your connection to them—which is
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny blurted. “I would never disturb you over—”
 

 
  Avei placed a hand on her shoulder, smiling. “I am not disturbed, Trissiny. Far from it. This quest of yours is part of the purpose I have in mind for you—to be a new kind of Hand. For that very reason, the past doesn’t hold the answer you need. Press forward, Trissiny; find a
  
   new
  
  path. The answer you need is already in
  
   you,
  
  not in ancient history. Seek in another part of your soul.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Then she was walking along the plain, toward the horses, alone. A single step shifted the world around her—suddenly she stood in the mountains. The next step brought her into a golden prairie with tallgrass waving at her eye level, and with the next, she stood in an ancient forest.
 

 
  There, she could walk forward, peering about at the cool green depths, listening to birdsong and the nearby sound of running water. The trees…
 

 
  …were not trees. Glanced at carelessly, they were towering sentinels holding up the canopy high above, but when she looked closer at one, it was suddenly a wooden statue of an elf, carved in exquisite detail. If not for being wood, it could have been alive, so precise was it.
 

 
  Trissiny studied the calm, narrow face of the woman for a long moment, then turned to study another tree. Under her direct gaze, it was also an elf.
 

 
  She walked slowly through the grove, peering at each elf-tree as she passed. Something told her, even though the carved figures had none of the colors of life, that each of these individuals would have black hair.
 

 
  Finally, she found a face she recognized. Principia’s wooden countenance was set in a rakish grin which looked quite comfortable on her features. In fact, a few of the elves she had passed wore similar expressions, which were rather at odds with the staid reputation that elves in general had. She stood, studying Principia for long minutes, but the statue had nothing to tell her, it seemed.
 

 
  The next one was also a woman, this one with a more serious expression, garbed more traditionally in a simple dress. Hesitantly, Trissiny placed a fingertip on the woman’s wooden forehead.
 

 
  The statue did nothing.
 

 
  With a sigh, she shook her head and continued on.
 

 
  “Who are you?”
 

 
  Without alarm, she turned back, finding herself face to face with the last statue—now alive, fully colored, and staring at her with naked suspicion. A tomahawk was in the woman’s hand. And she did, in fact, have black hair, tied back in a practical braid not unlike her own.
 

 
  “I’m…on a journey,” Trissiny replied vaguely. The answer seemed appropriate. She didn’t feel entirely…herself.
 

 
  The elf stepped toward her, eyes narrowed. “You are…truly here.
  
   Why
  
  are you here?”
 

 
  “What’s your name?” Trissiny asked. “Is there something you’re supposed to teach me?”
 

 
  One corner of the woman’s mouth quirked sideways in a smile that was reminiscent of Principia’s. “I see. Child, these are dangerous magics you are meddling with. I don’t know what books you have been studying, but you should not venture into the dreamscape except under a shaman’s guidance.”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  under a shaman’s guidance,” Trissiny said. “I’m looking for an answer I supposedly already have but don’t know it.”
 

 
  “Then you should look
  
   within,”
  
  the woman said firmly. “You are
  
   traveling,
  
  girl. This isn’t your mind.” She paused, glancing around. “Well…partly. But
  
   I
  
  am not a figment you created. My name is Lanaera. I am a shaman among my people, and I do not much care to have my own dreams encroached upon by random humans. How did you even find me?”
 

 
  “I don’t…know.” Trissiny glanced around. This situation seemed like it ought to be rather upsetting, or at least exciting, but she felt a calm that verged on lethargy. “Kuriwa said…”
 

 
  
   “Kuriwa!”
  
  The elf strode forward, grasping her by the shoulders. “Kuriwa sent you here?!”
 

 
  “Avei said I was reaching through connections,” she mused absently. “I see… I guess I did it again. I’m sorry to have bothered you, ma’am. Since you seem to know more about this than I, is it possible you could help me go back?”
 

 
  The elf was gazing at her, wide-eyed. She blinked once, then a smile blossomed on her features. “Kuriwa, and now Avei.
  
   Trissiny?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yes, that’s me.” Finally, as if the elf’s touch was helping to ground her, the wariness she ought normally to feel in such unfamiliar surroundings began to rise. “Do I know you?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  should have known
  
   you,”
  
  the elf said, and to her amazement, pulled her forward into a hug. Trissiny just stood there in her grasp, uncertain what to do. It only lasted a few moments, though, then Lanaera pulled back, smiling at her in apparent delight. Her expression quickly sobered, though. “I see. You don’t recognize my name? Well…I suppose that should not be a surprise.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Trissiny said carefully. “Um…”
 

 
  “I,” said Lanaera with a slightly sad smile, “am your mother’s mother. I am
  
   so
  
  glad to finally meet you, child.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said, blinking. “I, um… Wasn’t expecting this.”
 

 
  Again, Lanaera smiled, and her expression was still sly and sardonic beneath its happiness. With that smile, the resemblance to Principia really stood out. “You should not stay here long—you are not prepared for this kind of traveling. Honestly, did you not follow your instructions?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t
  
   given
  
  any instructions!” Trissiny protested. “She just… Helped me get here!”
 

 
  “That unbelievable ass…” Lanaera rolled her eyes. “But that’s Kuriwa all over. Making everyone but herself do the maximum amount of work for any scrap of insight they seek. All right, listen. When you are able, please come visit me in the
  
   real
  
  world. My grove is close to the human settlement called Port Nonsense, in northeastern Calderaan Province. The nearest Rail terminal is in Saddle Ridge; you will have to travel overland from there. The Imperial road comes directly to the town, and the signs are clear. There are regular stagecoaches if you don’t have your own transportation.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Trissiny said, frowning, “but did you say
  
   Port Nonsense?”
  
 

 
  The shaman grinned. “It lies right on the edge of the Golden Sea; the first human settlers seemed to find the Sea’s name ironic. I have always enjoyed the joke. Trissiny…if you are going to mix yourself up with Kuriwa, there are things you should know. More things than I can tell you here. The fact that she sought you out—I
  
   assume
  
  you did not go looking for
  
   her—
  
  shows how important it is that you be forewarned.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said slowly. “Well…thank you. Um, this may be awkward, but… I think I would appreciate even more some insight into Principia.”
 

 
  Lanaera’s face fell into grim lines. “I see. You have…a relationship with her, after all this time?”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh. “Well, I have refrained from punching or arresting her. Whether that’s a
  
   relationship…”
  
 

 
  The elf chuckled bitterly, shaking her head and finally taking a step back. “It’s as much of one as she manages with
  
   most
  
  people. Yes, Trissiny, I would be glad to help you understand her…to the extent that
  
   I
  
  do. My daughter is not entirely her own fault. Some people simply should not have children. She is one… And unfortunately, so was I. Well, regardless. You will come see me?”
 

 
  “I…” Trissiny hesitated only for a moment before nodding. “Yes, I will. I can’t say when, though. My time is not entirely my own.”
 

 
  “Of course.” She smiled sadly. “I have known a number of paladins over the years. When you can, though. And I would advise you not involve yourself too closely with Kuriwa until you have learned more about her. She will not deliberately harm you, but she tends to lead people into…complication.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I need any more of that,” Trissiny agreed fervently, earning another laugh.
 

 
  “As glad as I am to finally meet you,” Lanaera said more seriously, “this place is not safe. I’m sure Kuriwa has laid protections over you, but brushing the dreams of other shaman like myself is the least of the risks in wandering here. This realm is used by the fae, and many of those will attack you on sight.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Trissiny said. “I—I keep getting
  
   lost.
  
  First I reached out through Avei, and then this… I’m supposed to be looking
  
   inside
  
  for something.”
 

 
  The shaman tilted her head. “What do you seek, Trissiny?”
 

 
  “Reconciliation,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “Yes, that’s the word. I am trying to broaden my skills beyond what Hands of Avei have used in the past—the world is growing too close and too complicated to just lash out with a sword anymore. I’ve been training with the Eserites, but…”
 

 
  “Yes, I’ve met Eserites,” Lanaera said quietly. “If you meet the
  
   wrong
  
  one, it is easy to come away with a low opinion of the whole breed.”
 

 
  “I’ve met a few very
  
   good
  
  ones,” Trissiny said with a sigh, “but some…who disturb me more than my encounters with the Black Wreath. And yet…”
 

 
  “Why, in particular, did you seek them out?” the shaman asked. “I think your goal is extremely laudable, but the Thieves’ Guild seems a counterintuitive choice for an Avenist seeking to expand her horizons.”
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated again before answering. “Well… There was a training exercise Professor Tellwyrn sent us on.”
 

 
  “You really have stumbled upon the
  
   worst
  
  elven role models,” Lanaera murmured, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. Please go on.”
 

 
  “We went into the Crawl, which I suppose you’re heard of. There’s a place down there which shows… Um, possibilities. I was never entirely clear on how it works. But it gave me a glimpse of who I would have been if I’d been raised by Principia. A thief, not a soldier. And… I left with a memory of her, of the woman I could have been. Her mindset, her attitude, the way she reveled in cleverness and had exactly the traits I’d need to contend with the Wreath and…and politicians in general, I’m finding. I can’t recall her
  
   skills,
  
  though.” She shrugged helplessly. “It was an example I had, one that was
  
   me,
  
  at least in a sense. I…guess I’m not making any sense, am I?”
 

 
  “No,” Lanaera said thoughtfully. “No, in fact, this makes things much more clear. It does not mean the Guild is the best source for the knowledge you seek by far…but I can see why it would draw you, and this was not a wrong course of action. One must choose a starting point, after all. The Eserites, if you can learn to stomach what passes for their ethics, know exactly the skills you wish to learn.”
 

 
  “That’s it in a nutshell,” Trissiny agreed, nodding. “And it’s my sticking point. I can’t get past…the things they
  
   do.
  
  Their attitude about it. And I can
  
   see
  
  what I came here to learn in some of them, but I keep being frustrated because they want me to be a warrior.”
 

 
  “You
  
   are
  
  a warrior,” Lanaera said with a smile. “It’s not surprising they would perceive it. Thieves by nature are attuned to their surroundings.”
 

 
  “But that’s not the
  
   point
  
  of this!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “I believe, now, that I understand,” the shaman said, regarding her with a gentle smile. “Well. I believe I can help you—somewhat more directly than Kuriwa. I do not share her philosophy that no one should have what they don’t earn in the most arduous manner possible. What you need, Trissiny, is a guide.”
 

 
  “You can guide me?” Trissiny said, suddenly eager in spite of herself.
 

 
  Lanaera shook her head. “Not to what you seek, granddaughter. But I can send you back within yourself, with some additional safeguards to prevent you from wandering free of your own soulscape again. Given the things to which your spirit is tied, it should hardly be surprising that you keep doing so. And more to the point, you already know the guide you need. Close your eyes.”
 

 
  “Are you going to make me count back from a hundred?” Trissiny asked wryly, but did as she was told.
 

 
  The elf let out a soft laugh. “No, that sounds like a measure to induce a trance. You’re already in one, child. Now…let me just give you a nudge.”
 

 
  Her hand on Trissiny’s forehead was gentle and cool. Except that suddenly, it radiated a sense of enormous pressure.
 

 
  “Be safe, granddaughter. Come see me when you are able.”
 

 
  And then Trissiny was falling through blackness.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She landed in a crouch, sword and shield in her hands, and straightened slowly, peering around.
  
   This
  
  place she recognized. The huge octagonal chamber, the mist-filled hallways… This was the place in the Crawl which dragged fears out and held them up to the light.
 

 
  “Oh, great,” she muttered.
 

 
  “Well, it’s nice to see you
  
   too.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny whirled to face the voice, reflexively raising her shield, but the girl now in front of her just grinned and stuck her hands in the pockets of her fitted longcoat.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that’s
  
  a nice how-de-do.
  
   You
  
  came looking for
  
   me,
  
  remember?” Triss Locke winked at her. “So let’s see if we can’t get you straightened out, eh?”
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  It was an eerie thing, looking one’s doppelganger in the face. Her memories of Triss Locke were from her own perspective—both their perspectives, in a way, blended into one. The whole thing made it altogether more disorienting than it already was. Regardless, Trissiny now stood face-to-face with
  
   herself.
  
  The same face and build, with just enough differences to be unsettling. Her own apprentice attire was simply nondescript and practical; Triss clearly had a sense of style, from the tailored coat to the gleamingly polished, oversized buckles on her boots and trousers. Her hair was shorter and loose, and she wore a cocky grin which, for the first time that Trissiny had noticed, accented the resemblance of her face to Principia’s.
 

 
  That was the most disturbing thing of all.
 

 
  She let barely a beat of startled silence pass before replying, though. If nothing else, she had an ingrained response to being caught off guard: take action.
 

 
  “I don’t think I need to be…straightened out. I just need a little help.”
 

 
  Well, talk was still action, by certain definitions.
 

 
  “Hey, it’s your bullshit elfish vision quest thingy,” Triss said airily, shrugging. “Protest and drag your heels if that makes you happy. Only thing at stake here is whether you learn what you came to. C’mon, let’s take a stroll around.”
 

 
  She turned and ambled off, hands in her pockets. Trissiny frowned after her for a long moment before following with a sigh, sheathing her weapon and slinging the shield over her back as she went. It seemed fitting that she was back in armor. The contrast helped ground her.
 

 
  “Wait a moment,” she protested, lengthening her stride to catch up. “Why in
  
   there?
  
  Those things are nothing but trouble, trust me. I’ve been there.”
 

 
  “Right. Me too, if you’ll recall.” Triss gave her a sardonic, sidelong smile and did not slow her progress toward one of the mist-filled halls where dreams and visions lurked. “Anyway, what’re you afraid of? There’s nothing in there but you—there’s nothing in
  
   here,
  
  in any of this place, but you. You’re wanting to go deeper to find your answer, right? Well, your mind’s thrown up a memory of a place that provides answers. Where better to start?”
 

 
  “It’s not that you’re wrong,” Trissiny grumbled. “I just really hated this place.”
 

 
  Locke laughed. “Hey, no offense taken.”
 

 
  “It’s not… I’m sorry, none was meant.” They stepped into the mist without slowing, and she glanced worriedly around. Nothing but mist and stone walls, so far. “After all, you’re the one I’ve been wanting to speak to this whole time.”
 

 
  “Hmm. How come, if you hated this so much?”
 

 
  “Because… You’re the one who understands what I need to.” She sighed, giving her counterpart a surreptitious glance. “I remember that much distinctly from my last time here. It’s stayed with me; it’s the reason I went to the Guild when I decided to pursue, you know…alternative ways of thinking.”
 

 
  “Alternative.” Triss grinned without looking over at her. “I like that. Obliviously condescending, I’ll have to remember that one.”
 

 
  “I mean, the technique can be learned,” Trissiny continued doggedly. “It’s the
  
   mindset
  
  I’m struggling with. And
  
   you
  
  have it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, here’s the thing.” Triss took one hand out of her coat pocket to gesture at the air. “All this, yours truly included? This is
  
   you.
  
  There’s nobody in here but you, lady paladin. Which is why I can’t teach you any of that technique you were talking about; you don’t know it, so neither do I.”
 

 
  “What’s your point?” Trissiny asked somewhat testily.
 

 
  Triss stopped walking and turned to face her, expression suddenly serious. “Y’know, you retain a lot of information that you don’t acknowledge. Everything you see and hear, it’s
  
   in
  
  here, but if it doesn’t fit with your worldview? Ffft!” She flicked her fingers. “Out it goes. Not
  
   lost,
  
  just not acknowledged.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny said in mounting exasperation. “That is the
  
   point.
  
  That’s what I’m doing here!”
 

 
  “Okay, fine, so let’s talk about what
  
   I’m
  
  doing here!” She spread her arms, grinning again. “If you can imagine someone’s point of view, you
  
   become
  
  them, at least to an extent. Professor Ekoi said that, during one of her attempts to shove some social skills down Gabe’s throat.”
 

 
  “Professor Ekoi is crazy,” Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, she is that,” Triss agreed, “but she’s also wise, and cares deeply about her responsibilities as a teacher. And if I know that, it means
  
   you
  
  noticed it. Fine, though, here’s another one: the ability to understand characters in fiction is the same that lets you understand people you know, and it’s rooted in your ability to
  
   have
  
  a personality. That one’s from Teal. Got something snarky to say about her?”
 

 
  In fact, she had an immediate thought about Teal’s tendency to confuse principled pacifism with hand-wringing ineffectiveness, and instantly felt guilty for having it. Teal was still one of the kindest and most level-headed people she knew. Fortunately, Triss continued without waiting for a response to her question.
 

 
  “Once again,
  
   here I am,”
  
  she stated. “Triss Locke—thief and daughter of a thief, irreverent and stylish, by a
  
   wide
  
  margin more a lover than a fighter. Ooh, that’s right, you’d forgotten
  
   that
  
  part, hadn’t you? But seriously, as I keep having to mention, everything going on here is
  
   in your mind.”
  
  She reached out and gently bopped Trissiny on the head with a palm, smiling. “The very fact that I’m here, with my mindset and everything, means you still have it. You still have the means to call it up and
  
   use
  
  it, without having to get help from not one but
  
   two
  
  generations of elvish shamans.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it shamen?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Isn’t it a clumsy deflection? Yeah, I see why you need me, girl; I’d never try such a lame evasion. Come on, Trisssss…iny.
  
   This
  
  is the progress you’re looking for. You’ve still got me in here. So why are you having such trouble remembering? There’s gotta be a
  
   reason
  
  I’m out of your reach. You even went to Mom and asked her advice. And by the way, she gives
  
   great
  
  advice and I suggest you think carefully about everything she told you.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily. “All right, well… Yeah, you’re right. That’s progress, of a sort.”
 

 
  “Of a sort,” Triss snorted. “Ooh, look, finally some action. Maybe
  
   this’ll
  
  help.”
 

 
  The mist had begun clearing, rather abruptly. There was no sign of the hall around them; as the fog thinned, the scene revealed itself to be the lawn outside the gazebo on the Unseen University’s campus. Dusk was falling, the fairy lamps just beginning to come on.
 

 
  Right in front of them, Gabriel and Trissiny stood almost nose to nose, shouting furiously, while Shaeine and Teal stood nearby, the latter hovering nervously and occasionally trying to cut in. The silence was absolutely eerie, given the agitated demeanor of the central players.
 

 
  “I don’t need to see this,” Trissiny said tersely, turning around.
 

 
  “Whoah.” Triss grabbed her by the collar of her breastplate before she could take two steps. “Yeah, you
  
   do.
  
  That’s the entire point of this, remember? Apparently what you don’t need to is to
  
   hear
  
  it. I guess you remember what was said pretty well.”
 

 
  “You think I haven’t been over this?” Trissiny snapped. “I
  
   know
  
  how wrong I was. Dragging it up again is pointless!”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but who do you think you’re arguing with?” Triss said wryly. “I’m just the spirit guide, here. Your mind, your quest,
  
   your idea.
  
  If you can’t trust yourself to show you what you need, at least don’t be a coward.”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her hand off, turning to face her. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “Running away from what you don’t want to face is pretty much the definition of—whoah.”
 

 
  In the silent scene before them, Trissiny had lit up with a golden aura, driving Gabriel back. A moment later, after making some inaudible pronouncement, she drew her sword.
 

 
  They stood in silence, watching the rest of the scene, until Vadrieny finally emerged, grabbed Gabriel, and took off into the sky. The past vision of Trissiny gesticulated after them with her sword, shouting, before rounding furiously on Shaeine, snarling an accusation.
 

 
  She hadn’t noticed it at the time, but after a year and a half of getting to know Shaeine and watch for her tiny displays of feeling, Trissiny actually saw the flicker of annoyance which crossed the priestess’s face. In the next instant, a wall of silver light flashed into being and impacted the Trissiny in the vision, bowling her over backward.
 

 
  “Had that coming,” Triss observed.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “Oh, yeah. In hindsight, I don’t think I could’ve objected to her doing a lot worse. Shaeine wouldn’t, though.”
 

 
  “So, well then.” Triss turned to her, raising an eyebrow.
  
   “That
  
  was a gigantically shitty thing to do.”
 

 
  “I know,” Trissiny said quietly.
 

 
  The thief reached out to pat her on the arm. “And it seems to me like
  
   that’s
  
  the better part of the point, here, after all. It’s in the past and you know you fucked up. I gather you don’t still do things like that, right?”
 

 
  “Of course not!” she snapped. “This is the absolute
  
   low
  
  point in—”
 

 
  “Okay,” Triss interrupted soothingly. “So the question becomes, why is this relevant? You didn’t just see it at random; we’re here for a purpose, after all. We were just talking about your problem relating to the Eserite mindset.”
 

 
  Around them, the mist had swirled back in, obscuring the scene. Trissiny frowned into the emptiness, absently running one thumb over the familiar pommel of her sword.
 

 
  “…I don’t know. I mean, not
  
   exactly.
  
  It seems there’s a fairly obvious connection, though, right? That was a moment when I let my sense of…of religious duty completely overwhelm all other considerations. Including the moral factors I really should have been thinking about.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Locke began pacing in a slow circle around her, chewing her lower lip in thought. “Well, it all makes perfect sense, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “Do enlighten me,” Trissiny said sourly.
 

 
  Her doppelganger grinned. “That was an
  
   example
  
  of your problem, a demonstration of what’s in your way. You’re making progress just by being here, doing all this, but there’s still this core idea of ‘Avenist good, Eserite bad’ that’s influencing your thinking on a very basic level. Y’know… No offense to your boss lady, but I think Avei was wrong. Your spirit knew exactly what it was looking for, wandering about like that, and you
  
   did
  
  need to see glimpses of those previous Hands.”
 

 
  “How so?” Trissiny asked, curious in spite of herself. On one level she was finding the trend of this conversation almost insulting, but at the same time, there was a prickle of recognition deep within her, a sense that she was indeed getting near what she’d come here to learn.
 

 
  “What precipitated this newest crisis?” Triss prompted. “You spent time with Grip, and got to see firsthand how very,
  
   very
  
  ugly sincere Eserite belief can be, in the wrong hands. Eserite bad. But Grip herself said it best: a religion is only as good or bad as the people using it. It’s a tool like any other in that regard. As horrifying as that was, it doesn’t
  
   need
  
  to be the straw that broke the donkey’s back, any more than seeing Jayanta lose her shit should’ve turned you away from Avei. It’s the same in both faiths, in
  
   all
  
  faiths. For every Jayanta or Grip, there’s a Laressa or Glory.”
 

 
  “I…suppose that’s true,” Trissiny said slowly, almost grudgingly. “But it’s not my entire worry. By the very
  
   nature
  
  of Eserite belief, isn’t it more prone to…”
 

 
  “To what?” Triss shrugged. “Eserites aren’t supposed to abuse people who don’t deserve it, any more than Avenists are. Surely you’re not naive enough to think it doesn’t happen in both cults. Remember that conversation you had with Rouvad about the actual
  
   Bishop
  
  of Avei?”
 

 
  “The High Commander thinks she’s under control…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Triss said skeptically, “and consider who set you on that track. If I were you, I’d find time to have a sit-down with Mom and get the
  
   full
  
  details on Basra Syrinx; something tells me you’d learn things that Rouvad can’t afford to tell you. But we’re wandering off topic, here. From your point of view, the Sisterhood of Avei has the moral and philosophical high ground, because it actively seeks to be and to do
  
   good,
  
  while the Thieves’ Guild deals more in gray areas. From
  
   mine,”
  
  she grinned, pressing a hand to her chest and bowing, “the Guild is the more likely to be moral, just because both systems—
  
   all
  
  systems—are equally prone to corruption, and the Guild, at least, is set up to watch for that and correct it. End of the day, both are cults which, with the best of intentions, seek to impose their views on the world by force. And the problem
  
   here
  
  is that you’re trying to integrate their two philosophies while you’re carrying a big, fat
  
   bias
  
  against one!”
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t
  
  contend that both are equally moral!” Trissiny exclaimed. “You’re comparing those who break the law with those who uphold it!”
 

 
  Triss shrugged. “We’re talking ethics, not law. When the law is unjust,
  
   upholding
  
  it can’t possibly serve justice.”
 

 
  “But the spirit of law—”
 

 
  “Bias,” Triss said with a grin, pointing at her.
 

 
  Trissiny gritted her teeth. “The Sisterhood seeks to
  
   help
  
  people—especially women in need of it. Who does the Guild help?”
 

 
  “Anyone who’s harmed by having abusers and predators roaming the streets. And, just for a more
  
   concrete
  
  example, some of those the Sisterhood threw to the curb. Like demonbloods. Like a certain Elspeth in Lor’naris who, after dealing with both cults, knew damn well which side her bread was buttered on.”
 

 
  “I launched the Silver Missions specifically to start addressing that!”
 

 
  “I’m proud of you,” Locke said with a smile. “That was a damn good thing you did. Doesn’t alter the current topic, which is that you are
  
   biased
  
  and it’s causing you all sorts of inner friction right now.”
 

 
  Trissiny repressed the urge to pull her own hair. “But—it’s apples and oranges! How can you possibly
  
   compare
  
  the two?!”
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t!”
  
  Triss replied, grinning gleefully. “And
  
   that
  
  is the point here! Maybe the Sisterhood
  
   is
  
  better—maybe it’s not. The point is
  
   you’ll
  
  never know as you are now, because
  
   you are biased!”
  
 

 
  Growling aloud, Trissiny turned her back on her and stalked a few feet away into the mist. She stopped, though, and didn’t retreat further from the sound of Triss’s soft footsteps coming after her.
 

 
  The thief laid a hand on her shoulder, saying nothing. After a long moment, Trissiny sighed.
 

 
  “It isn’t that I think you’re wrong.”
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  “It’s just… This kind of thing isn’t processed in an instant.”
 

 
  “I get it.” Triss jostled her shoulder gently. “That’s what this is all about, right? Finding the answers.”
 

 
  “So… Basically, the problem I’m having with Eserites is I can’t… Or, okay,
  
   won’t
  
  see them fairly.”
 

 
  “Mmmm…” Triss tilted her head back, studying her thoughtfully. “Nnno, I don’t think that’s right. You don’t have an inherent problem with
  
   Eserites,
  
  at least not once you started getting to know some. You like some just fine, notably the ones who behave like decent people. Where you’ve got a problem with an Eserite, in every case they damn well did something to deserve it. And hell, that’s pretty fair; that’s exactly how any good Eserite would approach their fellow thieves. No, you’ve got issues with the Guild itself.”
 

 
  “This is just ridiculous,” Trissiny grumbled. “I left school and came here to apprentice with the Guild, and now it turns out I’m not learning anything because I just hate them?”
 

 
  “Okay, let’s back off from the drama a little bit,” Triss said with a grin. “As I was literally
  
   just
  
  saying, you don’t hate ’em, or the Guild itself, you’ve just got a perception of it as something inherently corrupt. And y’know what?
  
   That
  
  just might be your most Eserite trait of all.
  
   Be
  
  suspicious of institutions, and
  
   definitely
  
  don’t trust people who manipulate you or torture others right in front of you.”
 

 
  “But what is my
  
   problem?”
  
  Trissiny wondered aloud, pulling away and beginning to pack back and forth. “That’s what all this is about. There’s something holding me back…”
 

 
  “Don’t rush to expect something really profound, here,” Triss cautioned. “Most people have heads full of bad ideas. Hell, pretty much everybody. I bet you could work through all this given time in the Guild if you just don’t quit it, but we’re here, so maybe we can shave some time and effort off this. But still, you’re talking prejudices, not enemies.”
 

 
  “I know,” Trissiny said absently. “I get it, and you’re right. But I can’t… I can’t
  
   do
  
  this if I can’t approach it with an open mind and a sense of fairness. I like to think I’m a fair-minded person, but…”
 

 
  “Um…are really, though?” Triss shrugged when Trissiny stopped, turning to glare at her. “You know most of your classmates see you as kind of judgmental, right?”
 

 
  “Just because they think that doesn’t mean I am!”
 

 
  “Damn straight, and don’t you forget it. But on the other hand, they didn’t just make that up for no reason.”
 

 
  “Well… I’m a paladin, after all. Fair or not, we have a certain reputation…”
 

 
  Triss raised her eyebrows. “Do people think
  
   Toby
  
  is judgmental?”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at her for a moment, then sighed. “All right, fine. I guess I’m judgmental.”
 

 
  “Now, I’d add a stipulation, there,” said Triss with a grin. “It’s probably a
  
   good
  
  thing to be a
  
   little
  
  judgmental. If you can’t make moral judgments, you pretty much can’t have a morality. It’s all about where you draw the line, though. Other people’s lives aren’t your business, and people should be judged according to their actual actions, not the stereotypes and old prejudices you learned from an old ex-Legionnaire in the heart of Viridill libram-waver country.”
 

 
  “Watch it,” Trissiny warned. “I’ve refrained from bashing Principia, here; that’s
  
   my
  
  mother you’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Okay, fair enough,” Triss said peaceably. “My apologies, that was over the line. It’s not irrelevant, though; we’re trying to understand the source of your problem with the Guild, and honestly it pretty much has to be rooted in your upbringing somehow.”
 

 
  “I suppose…you’re probably right.” Trissiny peered around them at the mist. “Well, we don’t seem to be learning anything else from
  
   this.
  
  If you don’t mind, I’d like to go back where we can at least see.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Triss said, then suddenly glanced back and forth nervously. “Uh…wait. Do you remember which direction was out?”
 

 
  “You’re hilarious,” Trissiny said sourly, turning to stride back they way they had come.
 

 
  The thief laughed, lengthening her step to catch up. “Oh, come on, it was a
  
   little
  
  funny. Maybe that’s part of your problem; so
  
   serious
  
  all the time. Everything’s going to look worse than it is if you can’t…”
 

 
  She trailed off. They had exited the wall of mist quite abruptly, finding themselves back in the octagonal main chamber. The room itself had not changed, but this time, someone was waiting for them.
 

 
  Trissiny’s armor came with a helmet, but she rarely wore it. This, in fact, was at Avei’s urging; Hands of the goddess were meant to be seen as individuals, and only used protective headgear in pitched battles for the same reason Silver Legionnaires rarely wore their helmets on city patrols. A person whose face was obscured was anonymous, and not to put too fine a point on it, somewhat inherently creepy. Avenist doctrines covered the psychological angles of the art of war as much as the physical.
 

 
  The figure in the center of the chamber, though, was helmeted. She wore Trissiny’s silver armor, with the shield slung over her back and short sword hanging at her waist. In fact, her armor gleamed, freshly polished as if for a parade. Of her face, nothing could be seen; the T-shaped face openings in traditional Legionnaire helmets, either bronze or silver, weren’t
  
   too
  
  obscuring except at a distance, but behind this one there was only shadow.
 

 
  “Is that…a statue?” Trissiny whispered.
 

 
  As if on cue, the armored figure drew her sword and grabbed her shield, turning to face them.
 

 
  “Come on,” Triss muttered. “Why would there be a
  
   statue?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, I figured.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   you
  
  all over. Nothing can ever be the easy way.”
 

 
  “Well, after meeting Kuriwa, I guess I know where I get it from…”
 

 
  That was as much time as they had for conversation; the faceless paladin charged forward, weapons at the ready.
 

 
  Triss skittered off to the side, while Trissiny whipped out her own blade and met the attack. She pivoted like a bullfighter, bringing up her shield to deflect a sword strike and jabbed with her own blade in passing, shrugging aside her foe’s momentum rather than meeting it head-on. The other paladin moved as well, turning to face her as she passed, but allowing more space to open between them.
 

 
  The faceless woman’s sword was bright and new, gleaming with the same polish as her armor. She and Trissiny slowly circled, studying each other. Trissiny, to her unease, was at a disadvantage here; her own expression was exposed and readable, but she could get nothing from this creature. It had no eyes to betray its intentions; its movements were precise and controlled, giving no tells.
 

 
  “Think,” Triss urged from a safe distance to the side. “It’s all metaphors in here! I don’t believe you’re supposed to
  
   fight.”
  
 

 
  The shadow paladin surged forward again, slashing. Trissiny parried with her sword and attempted to smack her foe back with her shield, but the armored enigma retreated. They parted and came together a few more times, trading blows.
 

 
  This was the most even match she had ever faced. This was
  
   herself,
  
  arguably more than Triss Locke; the combat style was identical, the level of skill the same.
 

 
  “I don’t think she wants a hug,” Trissiny growled.
 

 
  “You’re getting distracted by having an enemy to swing your sword at!” Triss shouted. “You
  
   always
  
  do this.
  
   Think!
  
  You’re supposed to learn a lesson here. Who is this, what does she
  
   represent,
  
  and what are you supposed to do about it?”
 

 
  “Okay,” Trissiny muttered, parrying another blow and stepping back to avoid a charge. “Who’re… You’re not Mother Narny’s teachings.
  
   She
  
  never taught me to rush in this way.”
 

 
  The shadow paladin paced back and forth a few steps, like a caged tiger working off energy, before attacking again. This time, Trissiny gave ground, using her shield and sword to deflect attacks and letting herself be pushed way toward the open center of the chamber.
 

 
  “Are you…
  
   me?”
  
  she wondered aloud. “My…I don’t know, aggressiveness?”
 

 
  The shadow stopped, balanced threateningly on the balls of her feet, weapons upraised and ready, but held back now.
 

 
  “Too vague,” said Triss. “Everything in here is you. Think specifics.”
 

 
  “You’re not Avenist battle doctrine,” Trissiny said, narrowing her eyes. “Too belligerent, too thoughtless.”
 

 
  The armored doppelganger charged again, and this time she came forward to meet her. They clashed, spun, pivoted around each other and backed away, having traded positions.
 

 
  “The historical Hands… No, that’s wrong, Avei said I had nothing from them unless I went looking for it through my connection to her.” She chanced an annoyed look at Triss. “I don’t know! A little
  
   help,
  
  here?”
 

 
  “Come on, you know how this works,” the thief said. “Your mind, your test,
  
   your rules.
  
  You set this up to make a point to yourself. I’m not the one who needs to solve it.”
 

 
  Trissiny had to tune her out at that point to repel another assault. This time, she retaliated fiercely, and it was the shadow who gave ground, finally breaking away and retreating to gain some distance.
 

 
  Neither of them had scored a hit, even on armor. Shields and swords were unmarred by the pounding they had given and received.
 

 
  “What
  
   are
  
  you supposed to be?” Trissiny demanded in rising frustration. The shadow just paced back and forth again, turning her helmeted head to keep that eyeless stare fixed on her. “I don’t
  
   understand
  
  this. Fighting for no reason, attacking without communicating… This isn’t principled, it’s not Avenist. It’s
  
   pointless.
  
  What are you trying to
  
   do?!”
  
 

 
  “Can’t you think of a time when you’ve done something like that, though?” Triss prompted. “Or, y’know, a whole
  
   pattern
  
  of such times?”
 

 
  “I…” Trissiny stopped, her eyes widening. “Yes. I have.”
 

 
  The shadow charged; this time she threw herself to the side in a roll, coming up and turning to face her enemy but not raising her weapons.
 

 
  “I was talking to Shaeine about this in the first semester,” she recalled aloud. “About the expectations of the calling weighing on me. How liberated I felt after making a huge mistake, learning I
  
   could
  
  and it wouldn’t end the world. I was never so stiff
  
   or
  
  aggressive before Avei called me.”
 

 
  The shadow tried to charge again, but she simply dashed to the side, and after a few seconds of chasing her, the doppelganger gave up, pausing to pace again.
 

 
  “Getting there,” Triss prompted encouragingly.
 

 
  “You’re what’s holding me back,” she whispered. “You’re the idea that things have to be a certain
  
   way.
  
  That I have to be perfect. And you’re not from Avei. You’re not from
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  The shadow paladin twirled her blade once, a foolish thing Trissiny would
  
   never
  
  do, then charged again, pelting straight at her, shield first.
 

 
  Trissiny just stared, watching her come, and lowered her weapons.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   nothing.”
  
 

 
  The enemy dissolved into mist. Swirling tendrils of vapor washed across her in place of the body blow that had been coming, then dissipated into the air.
 

 
  Triss circled around into her field of view, grinning, and ambled forward. “So. Did you figure out what you needed to?”
 

 
  “This was never about figuring it out,” Trissiny said wonderingly. “Figuring things out is the point of the training. This was about
  
   letting
  
  myself.”
 

 
  The thief grinned wider. “Was?”
 

 
  “I think I get it now.” Trissiny smiled back. “Goddess, it all seems so
  
   stupid
  
  now that I look at it clearly. There’s no
  
   reason
  
  I can’t see things more openly, or why Grip and Style and Ironeye bother me so much more than Jayanta, Dailah and Sharai. I was just tied up in myself and not
  
   thinking.”
  
 

 
  “So!” Locke stuck her hands in her pockets and smirked. “What kind of paladin—what kind of enforcer—will
  
   you
  
  be?”
 

 
  Trissiny, to her own surprise, had to laugh aloud. “I don’t know yet!”
 

 
  The thief nodded, smiling proudly. “Attagirl.”
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  Everyone drifted off into groups when Glory excused herself from the room, but no one felt a desire to wander far. With the exception of Vandro, who swaggered off to prowl around the townhouse, they remained in the grand salon on the top floor. Thus, when the house’s doorbell rang, it was the work of only moments for all present guests to assemble themselves. By unspoken consensus, they did so there in the salon, not moving to meet the new arrival in the front hall.
 

 
  Glory herself had just rejoined them when, with customarily preternatural timing, Smythe appeared to announce their newest visitor.
 

 
  “Rumor, bearing word from Boss Tricks,” he said impassively.
 

 
  She very nearly pushed him aside, striding into the room and irritably brushing snowflakes out of her mussed hair. “Yeah, yeah, I feel so pretty. How about something hot to—oh, thank
  
   fuck,
  
  here you assholes are. Now I can stop rolling around in the goddamn snow.”
 

 
  “Uh…what?” Ross asked intelligently.
 

 
  “Boss is looking for you,” Casethin replied, panning a disgruntled stare across them. “One, two… You’re missing one.”
 

 
  “Jasmine is fine; she’s here as well,” Glory said smoothly. “Smythe, something warm for our guest to drink, please. You have news, Rumor?”
 

 
  “And you’re looking for us?” Tallie asked, nonplussed.
 

 
  “Okay, first things first, chronologically speaking,” Casethin said irritably. “I got back to the Guild just fine with word. The dwarf was telling the truth; they had Pick in their fucking basement.”
 

 
  “Is he all right?” Grip asked quietly, without expression.
 

 
  “Hadn’t been roughed up,” Rumor snorted. “Fucking dwarves. Too
  
   civilized
  
  for such brutish measures, puffed-up assholes. He’s been drugged to hell, though; was practically incoherent. No way of telling what they got out of him, but Vanda and the Boss both think it can’t have been much, or they wouldn’t have been chasing these little bastards as stubbornly as they were.
  
   Anyhow,
  
  Pick’s secured in one of Vanda’s safe houses, being tended by the best healer she could scrape up. He seems fairly okay; they’re not sure what he got dosed with exactly, but practically anything’ll wear off given time. Too risky out there to try getting him back to the Casino, though, so he’s stuck with our back-alley shaman, but Zephyr knows what he’s doing.”
 

 
  “Why?” Glory asked. “What’s happening?”
 

 
  “Will you let me talk?” Casethin retorted with poor grace, even as she accepted a mug of something steaming from a tray proffered by Smythe. “Seriously, I’ll go over everything. This is what I
  
   do,
  
  lemme work.” She paused to take a sip, then grimaced and turned accusingly to Smythe. “There is no booze in this. What’s wrong with you?”
 

 
  “Rumor,” Glory said sharply.
 

 
  “Yeah, all right, fine. I got past a hilariously ineffective attempt to trip me up by what’s left of that dwarven intelligence cell, made it to the Guild and reported in to the Boss. So he’s up to speed. I’m
  
   here
  
  because he sent me out to locate
  
   these
  
  junior fuckups,” she pointed accusingly at the knot of apprentices, “and bring them and everybody else on the list into the know. This was the fourth place.
  
   Your
  
  house was empty,” she added to Vandro, “and I’ve gotta say I’m surprised to find you
  
   here
  
  of all places, but now that I think of it, I don’t actually care what you’re up to, so kindly don’t explain.”
 

 
  “How does the Boss have a list of places we might possibly be?” Darius asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Because,” said Grip, “before I set out after you, we established that list; considering the situation, it seemed wise to have prearranged safe spots to bring you in case we couldn’t get back to the Guild.”
 

 
  “What, you’re surprised?” Rumor grinned nastily. “You thought little ol’ Grip came to rescue you outta the goodness of her heart? Breaking news: she’s got neither goodness nor heart, and she’s so far up the Boss’s ass—”
 

 
  “Is there anything else?” Glory asked pointedly.
 

 
  “Yeah, there is.” Rumor’s expression sobered. “We’ve got dwarven activity out there. Lots of it, widespread.”
 

 
  “Activity, hm?” Vandro swirled his whiskey glass idly. He was either on another or had just never finished the first. “What sort?”
 

 
  “We don’t know, and that’s put everything on hold.” Rumor took another long sip of her drink, then stalked over to the nearest chair and plunked herself down with a wince. “Oof, my poor fucking feet… Okay, so obviously, once it got back to the Boss that these fuckers had imprisoned and drugged a member of the Guild, open season was declared upon them. That’s one of the things I’m to spread around; we’re mustering. Every Guild agent in the city who’s able and inclined is to assemble at the Casino for orders, preparatory to
  
   ending
  
  these assholes for good and all.”
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake,” Layla sniffed, “why did it take
  
   this
  
  long? If foreign agents were pursuing his apprentices, I should think the first
  
   hint
  
  of that was the appropriate time for a preventive show of force.”
 

 
  “Who the shit is this?” Casethin demanded.
 

 
  “No one,” Darius said firmly, placing a hand over Layla’s mouth when she opened it to protest.
 

 
  “Allow me to answer the question, little lady,” Vandro chimed in. “We’re not the Sisterhood, or the Huntsmen; the Boss is basically a glorified housekeeper, or at least that’s how it’s
  
   supposed
  
  to work. Eserites don’t fall in and march at anyone’s order. But when our own are attacked? That’s another matter.”
 

 
  “The last time something like this happened was a year ago,” Glory added, “almost exactly. Three Army officers dragged one of our information brokers into an alley and beat her. Every Guild agent in the city mobilized to essentially shut down that entire barracks. Much as we prize our independence, we do
  
   not
  
  suffer entrenched powers to abuse our people.”
 

 
  “Uh huh, that’s very nice with the history and doctrine and all,” Casethin said impatiently (despite having taken the opportunity of their conversation to finish her drink), “but I have actually
  
   important
  
  news. These dwarves have been mobilizing at the same time as we are, which is why Boss’s current orders are to assemble at the Casino and not engage ’em.”
 

 
  “Wait, mobilizing
  
   who?”
  
  Rasha asked. “I thought you guys said they couldn’t have many people left.”
 

 
  “That was Jasmine’s assessment, and it was solid logic,” said Tallie. “It’s not like we
  
   know,
  
  though. Yeah, mobilizing, who, exactly?”
 

 
  “Dunno,” Rumor said, frowning, “but lots. We got dwarves crawling out of the fuckin’ woodwork all of a sudden. When I left the Casino—and this was a couple hours back, so no telling what’s going on
  
   now—
  
  there were three entire carriage-loads of armed dwarves appearing via the city gates, the Svenheim embassy just went on some kind of alert with armed guards at all entrances, and suddenly dwarves have been appearing, just, everywhere. In groups, lots with weapons. Least fifty, that we knew of last I was in the loop.”
 

 
  “The timing doesn’t work,” Grip said sharply. “If you went right from Glass Alley to the Casino, and then set off to search for us, how the hell do you already have this much detail?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s the scary part,” Rumor said with a grim scowl. “They are very deliberately making it known what they’re doing. These armed groups? They’re popping up in front of known Guild facilities, or at least the homes and workplaces of members. They’re
  
   showing
  
  us they’ve got numbers and mean business.”
 

 
  “How can they
  
   possibly
  
  have that many people ready to mobilize in Tiraas?” Darius exclaimed. “I thought intelligence cells had to be small!”
 

 
  “Dwarves do not have the same relationship to their government that we do,” Glory mused. “Some may just be travelers and tradespeople who happened to be in the city and answered a call put out in the name of their king. Then, again, at least some were undoubtedly sleeper agents. Every government has at least a handful of those in every foreign capital, at least any large enough to afford it. Or perhaps Svenheim had people in Tiraas for another purpose, and the operatives with whom you’ve been dealing were able to activate them..”
 

 
  “Doesn’t really matter, in the short term,” Rumor grunted. “They’re out there, armed, and in enough numbers that us crackin’ down on ’em wouldn’t be a crackdown so much as a goddamn battle. Boss is sending people to watch ’em, but orders are it’s to be strictly hands off for now.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Vandro sipped his drink. “I have to hand it to the bastards, that is a
  
   good
  
  play. Have you seen any reaction from the Empire yet?”
 

 
  “Not when I left,” Casethin said with a shrug and a grimace. “There damn well has to have been one by
  
   now,
  
  though. There’s no way Imperial Intelligence would fail to notice this going on.”
 

 
  “And that enforces a detente,” said Glory, nodding. “With the dwarves and the Guild both arming up and the nature of the situation obscured, whoever shoots first will be the recipient of the Empire’s full wrath. Most long-lasting governments treat the Guild with a modicum of respect, but
  
   no
  
  legal authority will tolerate anything that resembles an insurgency flaring up in its own capital. However, it also starts the clock ticking. It won’t take Intelligence long to get enough details to step in, one way or the other. Whatever they mean to do, they’ll do soon.”
 

 
  
   “Damn
  
  good play,” Vandro said admiringly.
 

 
  “This is insanity!” Layla protested. “The Kingdom of Svenheim is
  
   not
  
  in such a secure situation that they can afford to do this. It’s potentially an act of
  
   war,
  
  and the Empire would decisively crush any of the Five Kingdoms!”
 

 
  “The Empire could decisively crush all five together in open war,” Glory corrected, “though actually invading and occupying dwarven territory is tremendously unwise. That may be beside the point, however. I cannot believe the matter of these staves is important enough to Svenheim to risk war. Without doubt, every dwarf responding to this call will have some kind of deniability. The Empire may well
  
   know
  
  that they were involved in organizing it, but so long as none of these individuals are provably in the pay of their crown and their actions do not cross certain lines, Sharidan and Eleanora won’t react with excessive hostility. They
  
   do
  
  risk severely undermining the very important trade negotiations going on, however.” She narrowed her eyes in thought. “It doesn’t add up. Why is this so important to them? And if it is, why are they only acting in such force
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, well, this part’s over my head,” Rumor grunted, getting up and casually tossing the empty mug to Smythe. “I gotta report back to the Boss now I know where you are. And then I’ll probably end up trudging through the goddamn snow all night carrying messages…”
 

 
  “What about Pick?” Ross asked. “I mean, and Ironeye and the others? If the dwarves are arming up, aren’t they in danger?”
 

 
  Rumor snorted derisively, already stomping toward the door. “Safer’n any of us. Glass Alley is a killing ground for anybody who takes Vanda on in force. I think these fuckers are too smart to try, but if they do…good.”
 

 
  Smythe gave Glory a pointed look as he followed her out, prompting her to sigh.
 

 
  “Well…what
  
   now?”
  
  Darius asked once they had left the room. “We can’t just
  
   sit
  
  here!”
 

 
  “Oh, we’re gonna sit here, all right,” said Vandro. “This is no time to go charging out into the snow. But you’re right, son, we can’t
  
   just
  
  sit here. The trick is making the right preparations when we don’t know what the enemy intends.”
 

 
  “No armed dwarves have appeared in
  
   this
  
  neighborhood, in force or otherwise,” Glory mused. “The constabulary would respond immediately to that, and I am not the only local resident with security wards which would detect such activity. We are, for the moment, as tentatively safe as before we knew of this.”
 

 
  “Nambini at Traisis Ford.”
 

 
  Rasha started at the sudden voice, and everyone turned to stare at Jasmine, who was just inside the salon’s rear door, leaning her back against its frame, arms folded. She had been inside long enough that the snow had melted from her hair, though there were still visibly wet patches on the shoulders of her coat.
 

 
  “Wh—how long have you been there?” Darius demanded. “And what the hell was that jibberish?”
 

 
  “Long enough to catch the high notes,” she said. “And it was an example.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” Glory said, a slow smile creeping across her face. “Interesting idea, Jasmine.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  idea?” Tallie exclaimed.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Layla huffed, “didn’t
  
   any
  
  of you go to
  
   school?”
  
 

 
  “Darius, I’m gonna punch her,” Tallie announced.
 

 
  “No, you’re not,” he said firmly, then turned to point at Ralph, who had abruptly jumped up from his seat near the window and taken a step toward them. “No, she’s not! Sit down!”
 

 
  “During the conquest of the Stalrange,” said Jasmine, “most of the Empire’s military was obviously there. At one point a pocket of Stalweiss guerrillas took to summoning demons behind Imperial lines to disrupt the Army, which caused two Silver Legions to be routed there as support. A single half-strength Legion was left behind to patrol Viridill. At that time, three orcish clans formed a horde pact and crossed the river from Athan’Khar. With Viridill mostly undefended, the Legionnaires under the command of a then Hand of Avei, Nambini Onpomba, retreated to Vrin Shai, gathering up civilians as they went.”
 

 
  “That’s fascinating,” Tallie said with heavy sarcasm, “but what the hell—”
 

 
  “Shh,” said Rasha, poking her shoulder. “Jasmine doesn’t talk without a point.”
 

 
  “I think I see where this is headin’,” Vandro added, grinning. “Go on, girl.”
 

 
  Jasmine glanced at him expressionlessly, but continued. “The defenders were safe in Vrin Shai, which is virtually impervious to siege, but hiding behind its walls allowed the orcs free reign across the province. So Nambini tricked them. She led a force disguised as feeling refugees out of the city by cover of night, pretended to be accidentally spotted, and fled to the ford at Traisis, where she had sent
  
   actually
  
  discreet forces to prepare an ambush. The orcs had the superior numbers, but they were baited into a trap and routed. Nambini sacrificed a safe position in order to destroy what should have been a superior enemy on ground of her own choosing.”
 

 
  “Okaaay,” said Darius, nodding. “I get the point of your enigmatic pronouncement now, and quite frankly, neither the mystery routine nor the history lesson were necessary. I take it you’ve got a
  
   slightly
  
  more detailed plan than that?”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned, shifting her focus to the senior Guild members in the room. “How possible is it to move discreetly around the city with all this going on?”
 

 
  “Extremely,” Grip said immediately. “One or two people can evade notice easily, assuming a modicum of competence. Best way would be to take the sewers. I
  
   assume
  
  Glory has a sewer access on the premises; every Guild agent with an actual house does.”
 

 
  “I most certainly do,” Glory added with a smile, “and I appreciate your discretion, Quintessa, but I am
  
   also
  
  aware that you know where it is.”
 

 
  “We’re kinda known for using sewers, aren’t we?” Ross asked. “I mean, ‘we’ being Eserites. Won’t they be expecting that?”
 

 
  Grip smiled unpleasantly. “I’ll come along to guide you, Jasmine. If the dwarves manage an ambush, it’ll be us, in the sewers, with
  
   no witnesses.
  
  I am pretty sure we can make that work to our benefit. What’s your plan?”
 

 
  Jasmine nodded and straightened. “Everyone please make preparations to move out as a group. I have a strategy in mind, but I need to go set the trap before we can bait and spring it.”
 

 
  “Uh, that doesn’t really answer the question,” Darius pointed out. “What
  
   is
  
  the plan? I mean, didn’t we just hear about how letting this come to a
  
   fight
  
  isn’t a winning move right now? And here you are talking military strategy…”
 

 
  Jasmine smiled faintly. “War is deception. We need to think like Eserites; think of it not as a battle, but…”
 

 
  “A con,” said Vandro, nodding. “And you’re right, kiddo. A good general is the best con artist of all.”
 

 
  “Where to?” Grip asked, unfolding herself from her chair. “Gonna gather up your buddy Schwartz?”
 

 
  “I don’t think we’ll have time, much as I’m worried about him,” Jasmine said, frowning. “I
  
   really
  
  hope he’s safely in the Collegium… But no. We make for the Temple of Avei. Lead the way, Grip.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’ve been in there for
  
   hours!”
  
  Schwartz hissed as Principia practically shoved him out of the waiting chamber and into the hall, Meesie squeaking a counterpoint to his indignation from atop his head. “Where in the Dark Lady’s name have you been? Didn’t my message express how
  
   urgent
  
  this is?!”
 

 
  “Shh,” she said sharply, pushing the door shut. “I’m sorry, Herschel, I only just found out. And you are
  
   very
  
  lucky I did; believe me, it is not standard practice to hold people against their will when they come warning the Legion of…well, anything. Bishop Syrinx appears to have set preparations to keep you on ice if you came looking for me. I barely got here ahead of her; I really don’t want to think about what would have happened had she managed to corner you in that waiting room with nobody in the know.”
 

 
  “Those soldiers were just doing their duty,” Ephanie said as she and the three other members of Squad One present fell in behind Principia, who was hurrying Schwartz down the hall. “Covrin aside, she doesn’t bother to personally recruit privates; they’d have known, and been able to tell the chain of command you were here. I doubt she’d have done any significant harm.”
 

 
  “I make no assumptions and take no risks with regard to that woman,” Principia said darkly.
 

 
  “You didn’t get any message, did you,” Schwartz said sourly.
 

 
  “Not
  
   yours,”
  
  she replied, steering him down a side hall. “I just got word from a friend that you were here.”
 

 
  “Who?”
 

 
  She glanced at him sidelong with a faint smile. “Someone who knew you’d come here, knew there was a trap set, and was in a position to both warn me and distract Basra long enough for me to reach you first.”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, nodding, “I’m glad Jenoof!”
 

 
  Principia had jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow. “Shut
  
   up,
  
  boy! No names, respect her cover. Basra is undoubtedly on her way
  
   right now.”
  
 

 
  “That’s correct,” said a new voice. Nandi Shahai appeared from a side door, beckoning them forward. “And it’s a good thing I was keeping an ear out. We have minutes, Sergeant, maybe seconds.”
 

 
  Principia glanced rapidly up and down the hall, then said curtly, “In here. What’d you hear?” she asked Shahai as she ushered Schwartz through the door. It led to a conference room of sorts, mostly open in plan but with chairs lining the walls and a blackboard at one of the narrow ends.
 

 
  “Covrin kept Basra away as long as she could,” Shahai said very softly as the rest of Squad One filed in and fell into a defensive formation around Schwartz and Principia. “Then, in order to avoid blowing her cover and affirm her support, she had to reveal to Basra not only that Schwartz was here, but that you had found him and were taking him away. Both are en route.”
 

 
  “Ugh, this fucks everything up,” Principia growled, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I had a
  
   strategy
  
  in place, which is now out the window; confronting her this early will put us right back at square one.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m sorry,” Schwartz said testily, “but none of this was
  
   my
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “Not your fault,” Principia assured him, patting his arm. “You did the right thing, Herschel, coming here. And you’re right, if the dwarves are getting
  
   this
  
  pushy, we need to get word to the apprentices. I just hope you haven’t been delayed too long; if they’re safe in the Casino, good, but the Guild doesn’t like to keep its younglings cooped up.
  
   This
  
  is important; Basra Syrinx is a nuisance and a distraction, that’s all. I’ll figure out something else to deal with her when I have time to worry about it.”
 

 
  
   “Isn’t
  
  that good to know,” Basra herself said brightly, striding into the room with Jenell hovering behind her. “Since I’m well aware that you could hear me coming, shall I interpret this as a threat?”
 

 
  “Much as I enjoy our little dances, your Grace, I’m afraid I don’t have time,” Principia said with a polite smile. “I’ve just received word that our allies in the Guild may be in immediate danger. If you will excuse us…”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. Hello, Mr. Schwartz.” The Bishop turned her pleasant expression on him, smirking faintly when Meesie chattered a warning and put off a tiny puff of sparks. “How lovely to see you again. Well! Since we are all here and I
  
   have,
  
  after all, been assigned to this same project, shall we go?”
 

 
  “Who says
  
   you’re
  
  coming?” Schwartz snapped, glaring daggers at her.
 

 
  “I actually can answer that,” Basra mused, “acting as I am on orders from the High Commander, but your question is avoiding the real issue, which is your apparent belief that you get a say in anything I do.” She smiled more widely, showing the tips of her teeth. “Or, for that matter, in anything that goes on in my presence. I had
  
   thought
  
  I made myself abundantly clear on this issue when we last spoke, but as it seems you are determined to tweak my nose, let me just remind you…” Her smile hardened, and suddenly there was something subtly wild in the set of her eyes. “You are not always going to have Locke’s skirts to hide behind, boy. Your ineptitude and irrelevance is your saving grace
  
   .
  
  Should you actually succeed, somehow, in irritating me—”
 

 
  “Touch him and I’ll kill you.”
 

 
  Total silence fell.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Sergeant,” Basra said silkily after a moment, “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”
 

 
  “You heard me just fine,” Principia stated. The rest of her squad were staring at her with wide eyes, as was Jenell. The exception being Shahai, who merely tilted her head inquisitively. “You’ve been looking for a way to actually hurt me, which you didn’t have before. Well, you found one. Herschel is the child of an old friend and I care about him. Therefore, let me make this explicitly plain: harm him, and I will immediately end your life.”
 

 
  “Oh, my dear Sergeant Locke,” Basra said, grinning outright. “You needn’t go and make this so
  
   easy
  
  for me. I was just beginning to enjoy the game.”
 

 
  “I’ve explained this to you once, Basra. You may not recall; you were rather distracted by being humiliated and exiled that evening.” Principia grinned right back, just as nastily. “This is only a
  
   game
  
  because I am choosing, for reasons of my own, to play by the Sisterhood’s rules. You are in no way prepared to contend with me if I decide to throw everything to the wind and simply
  
   remove
  
  you. Push me hard enough that I’m willing to abandon my squad and the Legions, and you’ll be dead within a fortnight. Not
  
   immediately,
  
  because I’ll need to make certain preparations. You don’t deserve to go quickly or quietly.”
 

 
  “Locke,” Basra said sibilantly, sliding her sword six inches out of its sheath, “I could spend the evening reciting all the things
  
   far
  
  deadlier than you which have tried to kill me, and which are now dead. Just in the last
  
   year;
  
  those have been the best ones, and every one of them frightened me more than you do—which is to say, not in the least little bit. If you want to stop playing politely, by all means,
  
   give
  
  me the excuse—”
 

 
  
   “Unbelievable.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Everyone in the room shifted to stare at the door, in which had appeared Jasmine, scowling in fury. A blonde woman in dark clothes was standing at her shoulder, one eyebrow raised sardonically.
 

 
  “Here I thought I was fortunate,” Jasmine growled, stalking into the room, “to find two privates who just
  
   happened
  
  to know where the very people I wanted were. But I get here, and what do I find? Two grown, apparently intelligent, allegedly competent women, loudly indulging in a
  
   feud,
  
  in front of a Salyrite and their own troops…” She kicked the door shut, barely giving Grip a chance to make it inside. “With the
  
   door open,
  
  you unbelievable ninnies!”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Merry said sharply, “but just what do you think—”
 

 
  “Lang, shush,” Casey hissed, nudging her with an elbow.
 

 
  “Excuse
  
   you,”
  
  Merry snapped, but subsided at a glare from Ephanie.
 

 
  Basra cleared her throat. “Allow me to—”
 

 
  
   “Silence!”
  
  Jasmine didn’t even look at her, taking two long strides toward Principia. “Lives are at stake. We have a
  
   duty
  
  to attend to. I
  
   will not have this,
  
  do you both understand? If you two are so determined to be up each other’s butts, I promise you in a completely non-metaphorical sense, I CAN MAKE THAT HAPPEN.” She stopped barely a foot from the sergeant, staring her down. “I realize that Commander Rouvad and your captain both indulge your antics to a point because of your usefulness, Sergeant Locke.
  
   I
  
  am not them. So long as you wear that uniform, you will conduct yourself in a manner which brings nothing but honor and dignity to it. That is the end of the subject. I will not have to speak of this to you again. Understood?”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat. “There are—”
 

 
  She fell instantly silent when Jasmine took another step forward, glaring at her from inches away, now.
 

 
  “There is exactly one acceptable response from you,” she said in deadly quiet.
 

 
  “…yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “And that will be the entirety of your vocabulary in my presence for the forseeable future, unless you have an
  
   unassailable
  
  reason otherwise. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Who the hell
  
   is
  
  this kid?” Merry demanded. Despite her furious expression, she didn’t dare raise her voice above a stage whisper.
 

 
  “Shut your yap!” Casey hissed back.
 

 
  “All yaps shut!” Ephanie snapped.
 

 
  “And as for
  
   you,
  
  Syrinx.” Jasmine turned to the Bishop, her expression not lightening in the slightest. “I’ve spoken with the High Commander about you at some length.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   have
  
  you now,” Basra said impassively.
 

 
  “Your issues,” Jasmine stated, “are not my responsibility. You are not under my command. I can’t give you orders, as you well know. So let me be plain: in
  
   no way
  
  does that mean you don’t need to concern yourself with me.”
 

 
  The room lit up with a golden glow of such intensity that most of them had to avert their eyes. The eagle wings which spread from behind Jasmine barely had space to extend themselves.
 

 
  “Ohhh,” Merry whispered. “Kay, I’m up to speed.”
 

 
  Schwartz’s jaw dropped.
 

 
  “You know where the lines are drawn, Syrinx,” Trissiny said, holding the Bishop’s gaze. “Cross them again, and it’s not going to matter how good you are with that sword. Put it
  
   back
  
  in the sheath.”
 

 
  After a moment of silence so complete that the faintest chiming of the paladin’s aura could be detected at the very edge of hearing, Basra obeyed.
 

 
  “And unless you want to learn whether you can outsmart a spear of divine light through your heart, you will henceforth
  
   behave
  
  yourself no less assiduously than Locke. Have I made myself plain?”
 

 
  After another beat, Basra incongruously smiled. “Admirably so, General.”
 

 
  “Fine.” The golden light suddenly winked out, leaving them blinking, and she turned her back on the Bishop and the Sergeant. “Schwartz, I’m
  
   really
  
  glad to see you’re safe. We were all worried.”
 

 
  “Aiee,” he squeaked.
 

 
  Trissiny grimaced. “And…I would appreciate it if you’d keep all of this to yourself.”
 

 
  “I, um, of course!” He swallowed heavily. “I mean, though,
  
   wow,
  
  I never… That is, uh, mum’s the word.”
 

 
  Meesie chirped smugly.
 

 
  “For the
  
   rest
  
  of you,” Ephanie added, looking pointedly at Merry and Casey, “that is an
  
   order.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” the entire rest of the squad chorused, with the exception of Principia, whose face was uncharacteristically devoid of expression.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “With
  
   that
  
  out of the way, I came here for a reason. Sergeant Locke, I am activating your squad. I will need you formed up and on the march as quickly as possible. Most of you, that is; designate your most best runner to send a message across the city. There are more reinforcements I need gathered.”
 

 
  “That’s not necessary,” Basra said smoothly. “Squad One function splendidly at a unit, and are already under strength without being split up. I can fetch whoever else you need, General Avelea.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned to give her a long, careful look.
 

 
  “If you’re concerned about my response to being badgered and threatened, good,” Basra continued without apparent rancor. “That’s something you should consider
  
   before
  
  risking throwing away an ally in the future.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   really
  
  think,” Trissiny said flatly, “after what I just walked in on, you are in a position to
  
   lecture
  
  me?”
 

 
  “I am
  
   correcting
  
  you,” Basra replied, “because I consider you the most promising paladin we have had in the last thousand years. Not one of your predecessors would even have thought to seek out the expanded skill set and mindset you are. But sooner rather than later, you’re going to find yourself dealing with someone who
  
   doesn’t
  
  have your best interests at heart, and then slip-ups like that will cost you. For now,” she nodded deeply, nearly a bow, “how can I help?”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Grip said, dripping scorn.
  
   “Tell
  
  me you’re not buying that load of crap.”
 

 
  “Grip,” Trissiny said, turning slowly to face her, “we are standing in the Temple of Avei. I can throw you in a cell just for what I’ve
  
   seen
  
  you do tonight. And that’s only talking legally;
  
   physically,
  
  I can throw you anywhere I want.
  
   Shut. Up.”
  
 

 
  Grip, for some reason, grinned in evident delight, but said nothing in response.
 

 
  “All right, as for the rest of you.” Trissiny turned back to face the soldiers, the Bishop, and Schwartz. “Here are your orders.”
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  Behind Glory’s property stood a stable with a walled yard attached, its gated drive leading onto a little side street shared with her next door neighbor, opening onto the street proper. The stableyard was crowded to the point of bustling, now, as the entire household sorted themselves into the two enchanted carriages waiting at idle, their enchantments powered up to warm them before embarking. Both Glory and Vandro drove late-model Falconers, though hers was a smaller, sportier model without as much passenger space. Layla’s horses were carefully bedded down in warm stalls; though Glory herself did not keep animals, she maintained facilities for guests who did.
 

 
  “Interesting girl, that one,” Vandro mused, watching Jasmine talking quietly with Schwartz and Glory by the door of the other carriage, the girl apparently showing them how to work one of those disruptor staves she’d brought back from the Temple of Avei along with her witch friend. “Got brains
  
   and
  
  muscle, but clearly isn’t the ringleader of this little pack. Doesn’t wanna put herself forward. No, I’d peg little Miss Tallie in that role—or she
  
   will
  
  be, when she grows into that bluster of hers. Frankly, those two are the only ones I mark as having a future in the Guild. The boys are sadly unremarkable.”
 

 
  Wilberforce, sitting beside him on the carriage’s driver bench, cleared his throat softly, directing his face toward Grip, who lounged by the gates, watching him watch Jasmine. Vandro gave her a grin and a wave; she made no response to this, and after a moment pointedly turned her head away.
 

 
  “I trust, sir,” the Butler said softly, “that you noted Miss Tallie’s remark about the Avenist Eserite mother.”
 

 
  “Mmm.” Vandro took a swig from a silver hip flask, smiling to himself. “Now, we know damn well from our research that Keys
  
   doesn’t
  
  have a daughter—or at least, not one that she raised. That business with House Takhvaneh ’bout twenty years back, though… Everybody figured she nixed the pregnancy first chance, but Jasmine’s the right age, and I’d believe from her looks she’s a half-elf. Thrown away by her shiftless mother as a baby, just now trying to reconnect… Why, there’s just all
  
   kinds
  
  of ways for that to go badly, eh? Especially with the right encouragement.”
 

 
  “Conversations between her friends have hinted at an Avenist upbringing,” Wilberforce noted. “A possible motivation for Locke to seek out the Sisterhood as she has.”
 

 
  “I didn’t miss that either, old friend. Keys, it would seem, wants this a lot more than the girl does. How delightfully fraught with possibility.”
 

 
  “There is also the fact,” Wilberforce added dryly, “on a less optimistic note, that you tend to get along
  
   poorly
  
  with Avenists.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right,” Vandro said with a sigh. “Well, hell, I’m not too old to make a few compromises. These kids are a lot more interesting than the momentary convenience I thought they were at first. We’ll have to work on cultivating ’em. Assuming, that is,” he added cheerfully, “we don’t all get murdered by dwarves tonight.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hey, uh, Jasmine?”
 

 
  She paused, having been about to climb into the carriage after making her farewells to Tallie, Ross, and Darius, who now strode up front to join Grip at Vandro’s carriage. The larger and more powerful of the two, it had been designated to carry more of the group. Schwartz was hovering by the rear fender of their own ride, looking nervous.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” she asked, then winced. “Well, I mean, apart form the obvious. Believe me, there’s no shame in being apprehensive about something like this.”
 

 
  He actually barked an incredulous little laugh, while Meesie squeaked reproachfully at her. “Oh, no, nothing like… Well, actually, I
  
   am
  
  quite nervous, that’s true. After Athan’Khar, though, this really isn’t so bad as all that.”
 

 
  
   “Athan—
  
  wow.” Jasmine blinked. “You’ll
  
   really
  
  have to tell me that story someday.”
 

 
  “Actually, I think I really will,” he replied, his expression growing grimmer. “That’s where I first met Bishop Syrinx…among other things. Look, that’s what I actually wanted to talk about, uh, Jasmine. I haven’t found a moment to grab your ear since the temple, and something about that Grip woman makes me think sharing possibly personal information in her hearing isn’t the best idea…”
 

 
  “You’ve got good instincts,” she said with a sigh.
 

 
  “It’s just…” Schwartz awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck. Meesie stood up to tug on his ear and point at Jasmine, squeaking encouragingly. “Well, frankly, I think you were a little too hard on Principia. She
  
   means
  
  well, and that thing with the Bishop… Well, trust me, she is
  
   fully
  
  entitled to feel hostile. I don’t think you quite appreciate just how…” He paused and swallowed heavily. “Just what Basra Syrinx is
  
   like.”
  
 

 
  “I have some ideas in that direction, in fact,” Jasmine said quietly, nudging the carriage door fully shut. “That was the whole point of that, Schwartz.”
 

 
  He blinked. “I, uh…how so?”
 

 
  “Of the two of them, Syrinx is the one who worries me,” she said seriously. “Locke is…well, she has
  
   more
  
  than her share of faults, but I know pretty well what they are, and she’s not a danger except to people who deserve it. It was
  
   Syrinx
  
  I needed to land on to bring her in line. And if I’d done that while going easy on Locke, Syrinx would have made her pay for it later, when I wasn’t there to see. She would almost have to, given the way she thinks. I tried to put them on equal footing to
  
   protect
  
  Locke, and I’m trusting her to be clever enough to have picked up on that.”
 

 
  “Oh.” He blinked again, twice. “Oh, I
  
   see.
  
  Well, um… I quite frankly would never have thought of that.”
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head. “Neither would I, not so long ago. We really do need to have some longer conversations about this, Schwartz.”
 

 
  “Right, yes,” he agreed. “But…clearly not tonight.”
 

 
  She smiled, opening the carriage door. “We’ll just add that to our reasons to be certain to survive, eh?”
 

 
  After she had climbed in and shut the door behind her, he shook his head and began clambering up to the top of the carriage. “Well, I thought I had plenty of
  
   those,
  
  but I suppose a bit more can’t hurt.”
 

 
  Meesie ran a complete lap around the top of his head, chattering her agreement.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Night and the snowstorm had reduced the streets of Tiraas to a lamp-lit netherworld; even more windows than usual blazed with light, as if those within sought to fight back the cold by sheer volume of fairy lamps. Outside, however, the city was nearly desolate compared to its usual level of activity. Pedestrians were almost nonexistent, the few other carriages about moving slowly and cautiously in the snow. Twice on their way to the west gate, they passed carriages that had skidded off the road and collided with lamp posts, one having demolished a row of mailboxes in the process. In both cases, military police and the presumed owners of the vehicles were standing by them, competing to look more put out. Compared to the mess Tiraas usually faced in the winter, this storm was downright gentle; there was little wind and no ice, just thick snowflakes continually tumbling down. After hours of this, though, the snow was accumulating to a difficult depth.
 

 
  “This could be trouble,” Glory murmured, shifting the curtain with one finger to study the passing scenery. “I expected more activity on the streets than
  
   this.
  
  If we are caught in an area where there is no one to see…”
 

 
  “Tiraas is the heart of the Empire,” Jasmine said. “The Tiraan Empire is the predominant nation in the world. The center of human civilization never sleeps. And this city of all places is
  
   used
  
  to snow; everyone was just unprepared by the mild winter. It won’t be shut down
  
   that
  
  thoroughly. Look, there are people around, even if only a few, and the police are patrolling more than usual. As long as we don’t venture into side streets like they caught us in last time, it should be fine.”
 

 
  “This is a
  
   main
  
  street, right?” Rasha asked nervously. “The one going right from Imperial Square to the west gate?”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed,” said Glory with a smile. “If Tiraas is the Empire’s heart, this is one of its arteries. Jasmine is probably right; I just can’t help feeling a little nervous. I’m accustomed to sitting in the center of my web and letting the trouble come to me.”
 

 
  “I am sorry to involve you in all this,” Jasmine said quietly.
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  not,” Glory replied without hesitation, absently squeezing Rasha’s shoulder. “This needs to be done, and anyway, I clearly needed to be shaken out of my routine. It’s a terrible sin for an Eserite to grow complacent.”
 

 
  “They still back there?” Rasha asked tersely.
 

 
  Jasmine, who was sitting on the front bench facing backward, nodded, her eyes flicking to the rear window. “Still keeping pace.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Glory said suddenly, again looking past the curtain. Layla, Rasha, and Jasmine all crowded over to see.
 

 
  Another carriage had suddenly pulled up out of an intersection and was keeping pace alongside them, not quite close enough to be menacing. Its driver’s bench had its windscreen and canvas top raised, but as they stared, one of its side windows swung open, revealing the face of a female dwarf, who gave them a pleasant smile and casually held up a wand.
 

 
  Glory pulled back the curtain entirely, smiled back with equal politeness, and lifted her hand to deliver an obscene gesture. Rasha barely suppressed an outburst of nervous laughter.
 

 
  “They’re too good to make a mistake like this,” Jasmine murmured. “If they didn’t ambush us before we got out of your neighborhood, they won’t here. We’re obviously making for the gates; much more opportunity outside the city.”
 

 
  “Unless they know it’s a trap, of course,” said Layla. To the annoyance of virtually everyone, the young noblewoman seemed to find this whole affair to be splendid fun.
 

 
  “And that’s where our current measures—ah, there we go,” Jasmine said in satisfaction as the current measures went into effect.
 

 
  Up ahead, one of the doors of Vandro’s carriage had swung open, and Tallie leaped out, catching the lip of the roof with one hand and nimbly swinging herself up top, clearly not encumbered by the full-length battlestaff she carried. There, she dropped to a crouch, aimed the staff directly at the new carriage, and lit up behind a sphere of blue light which sparkled continuously as snowflakes pelted it.
 

 
  Snow wasn’t as bad as rain, but a personal shielding charm wouldn’t hold up long in this weather. As the seconds passed, it became increasingly clear that what protected her was not an ordinary shielding charm.
 

 
  Enchanted carriages could be outfitted with much larger and more potent power crystals than they needed, which then could be keyed to any number of enchanted devices carried within range of the carriage itself—such as energy shields. This was military gear, and while its use in civilian carriages was not a criminal offense, it definitely violated the enchanted vehicle safety codes, not to mention any insurance policies on the vehicle in question.
 

 
  Quite coincidentally, both Vandro and Glory’s personal carriages had these devices installed and ready to run. The carriages themselves, unfortunately, could not be shielded, as for some reason that interfered with the enchantments powering their wheels; even Tallie’s bubble hovered closer to her than normal, to keep it out of range of any important systems it might damage.
 

 
  Beside their own carriage, there suddenly paced a glowing red lion nearly as large as an ox. Meesie turned her maned head to growl at the dwarves, loud enough to be plainly audible in both vehicles even over the hum of their wheel charms and the sounds of slush being crushed beneath them. Though they couldn’t see it, Schwartz up top would be doing something to show off his magic, too.
 

 
  The carriage immediately veered to put a lane’s worth of space between them, and fell back to drive parallel to its counterpart a few yards behind.
 

 
  “Yeah, you’d
  
   better
  
  run,” Layla said, grinning.
 

 
  Jasmine gave her a quelling look, which she appeared not to notice, before replying. “If they attack us now, where the police will intervene, we win—they set that up themselves by facing down the Guild the way they have. They’re not backing off because they’re afraid, Layla; they’re encouraging us to stand down our defenses and not attract the military police. No, this is how all cons are structured. You have to present the mark with the opportunity to put one over on you. We’ve made it plain we’re ready for a fight; they don’t know just how ready we are. They think we are riding into
  
   their
  
  trap, and once we do, we’ll spring ours.”
 

 
  “And…just how many cons have you run?” Layla asked pointedly.
 

 
  Jasmine grimaced. “Uh, this will be my first.”
 

 
  “I see,” the aristocrat muttered. “Well, I suppose our
  
   lives
  
  are a sufficient stake. Doesn’t the Guild traditionally start apprentices off stealing, I don’t know, pocket change? Fruit from street vendors? Candy from babies?”
 

 
  “It’s a good grift, regardless,” Glory said firmly. “No plan survives contact with reality, but we are well-prepared to improvise. That is the important thing.”
 

 
  “I see the gates up ahead,” Rasha reported. “And Tallie’s shield is off again. Just the two carriages after us, still…”
 

 
  “The gate guards may stop us,” Layla said, frowning.
 

 
  Glory smiled. “The gate guards aren’t going to intervene as long as Meesie is back to mouse shape and Tallie isn’t showing off a shield that works better than it should in the snow. The sheer
  
   amount
  
  of traffic in and out of this city inevitably makes it impossible to scrutinize anyone too closely.”
 

 
  “Traffic’s pretty light,” Rasha said, frowning nervously.
 

 
  “But habits endure,” said Glory. “Anyway, if we are stopped, we have our cover story. Two wealthy dilettantes and their entourages repairing to our estates in Madouris after a
  
   most
  
  unsettling encounter with dwarven toughs. Shock, dismay, and so on. Still, I’m quite certain they won’t trouble us. Both these carriages are, if I say so myself, distinctive…”
 

 
  “Wait, what about highway patrols?” Layla interrupted, watching the gates draw closer ahead. Traffic had, in fact, thickened, though that only meant there were four other carriages visible, none driving close enough together to force anyone to slow down in the snow. “Surely roads are heavily monitored this close to the capital…”
 

 
  “Actually,” Glory said with a smile, “the capital itself is directly administered by the Silver Throne, but the lands outside it are part of Tiraan Province, governed by House Madouri. Among the new Duchess’s reforms has been the dismissal of most of her father’s rangers and public guardsmen, whose primary skill was taking bribes.”
 

 
  “Oh, splendid,” Layla huffed, folding her arms. “Then we shall only meet bandits. Well, I’m sure we can handle
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  “There are
  
   no
  
  bandits in Tiraan Province,” Glory said, now openly amused. “While the new Madouri guard corps is being trained to her more
  
   stringent
  
  standards, Duchess Ravana has made a standing contract with the Thieves’ Guild chapter in Madouris. Guild thieves who apprehend highwaymen will be compensated equally to the value of whatever was stolen, plus a bounty, and she prefers that the courts not be burdened with prosecuting such scoundrels when their heads will suffice to prove the cessation of their activities.”
 

 
  “That,” Jasmine said with a grimace, “is just
  
   begging
  
  for the worst kind of abuse.”
 

 
  “For a run-of-the-mill criminal cartel, perhaps,” Glory replied, shrugging placidly. “The Guild acts out of principle, however, and the Duchess has played to that perfectly. Boss Tricks has made it
  
   very
  
  clear that her offer is not to be abused in any way. Between that and Ravana making sure this arrangement is an open secret in the province, the highways around Tiraas are actually
  
   safer
  
  than under the old Duke’s administration.”
 

 
  “She sounds
  
   quite
  
  the charmer,” Layla said, looking pointedly at Jasmine, who made no reply.
 

 
  The gate guards did not even flag them to slow. Apparently, two luxury carriages (one with significant physical damage) with armed individuals sitting on top did not warrant closer inspection, a fact upon which Layla commented with some asperity as they eased carefully onto the bridge across the canyon.
 

 
  “Well,” Glory said idly,
  
   “some
  
  of us have standing arrangements with gate guards, as I was trying to say earlier. Any Eserite who moves in circles of a certain class, really. I would be astonished if Webs
  
   weren’t
  
  fully paid up with the local constabulary. He does so love spending his money on bribes.”
 

 
  “I guess if the dwarves
  
   really
  
  wanted to put us neatly out of the picture,” Rasha murmured, gazing out the window at the dizzying drop into blackness just beyond the bridge rails, “this would be the place.”
 

 
  “Oh, what a
  
   lovely
  
  thought,” Layla exclaimed. “Really, thanks
  
   ever
  
  so.”
 

 
  “You have to
  
   climb
  
  to get off the side of this bridge,” Jasmine said with a smile. “And those walls are more than sturdy enough to absorb collisions.”
 

 
  “It ends up being tested more often than you’d think,” Glory added. “In fact, the Emperor is rumored to be drawing up legislation governing the use of enchanted carriages, requiring one to pass tests and obtain a license to drive.”
 

 
  “That sounds like an entirely superfluous administrative burden,” Layla sniffed.
 

 
  Beyond the bridge was another walled and gated town guarding the approach to Tiraas, and beyond that, the Imperial highway extending forward into snowy darkness. The road forked just beyond the outer gates, heading westward toward Viridill and north to Madouris. The provincial capital was a proverbial stone’s throw from Tiraas itself; each city was visible from atop the other’s walls. From the ground, however, in the dark and in the snow, with a stretch of forest bracketing the road ahead, there was no evidence of civilization once the outlying farms and shops petered off into the dimness.
 

 
  Both carriages accelerated as they eased past the last fairy lamps into the tree-lined woods, trusting their wheel enchantments to keep them grounded. A few ruts had been carved through the white blanket ahead by other vehicles, but no effort had yet been made to clear the road, and they threw up sprays of snow to both sides as they went.
 

 
  Behind them, there were now three carriages pursuing. Two were cheap Dawnco sedans of the type which had intercepted them in the city, while another stood taller and more squared in shape; it was hard to tell from ahead, with its lamps shining directly in the eyes of anyone looking back, but it appeared to be a delivery truck.
 

 
  “I really hope your
  
   other
  
  allies got themselves into position,” Layla said tersely. “Otherwise our evening is going to be rather more brief than we had hoped.”
 

 
  “They wouldn’t let me down,” Jasmine murmured, her eyes glued to the pursuing vehicles. “Any of them. They know where to go. We just have to hold long enough to get there.”
 

 
  Suddenly the lights grew brighter. The two sedans separated to both sides and sped up to a truly reckless velocity, clearly moving forward in an attempt to flank the Eserite convoy, while the truck kept its position at the rear.
 

 
  Rasha grunted, lifting one of the gold-wrapped disruptors. “And here they come.”
 

 
  “Well, they have us outnumbered and alone, with no witnesses or support,” Glory said calmly, settling back into her seat, her calm smile illuminated by the flash of hostile carriage lamps accelerating forward. “Those poor bastards.”
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  The carriage attempting to flank them on the left suddenly skidded, veering back and forth as its driver fought for control. There had been no sign of magic used that was visible from within the passenger compartment of Glory’s vehicle, but Schwartz had told them that with so much snow already in the air, manipulating ice to deprive their pursuers of traction would be one of the easiest spells available to him. He was probably responsible for the sliding of that carriage, since he apparently did nothing to prevent the other one from pulling up almost even with them.
 

 
  Rasha had snatched up one of the wands Glory had distributed and now pushed open the window, stuck it out and fired.
 

 
  The lightning bolt flew wide, sparking against a tree trunk in passing, but the pursuers fell back slightly, rather than try their luck against random wandshots. The Eserites didn’t have a better angle of fire without opening the doors to lean out, the rear window being fully attached to the frame. Rasha jerked back in, leaving the window opening and ignoring both the snowflakes and icy wind which blew in and Layla’s shriek of protest at them.
 

 
  “Here,” Glory said in the momentary lull, tugging a piece of the seat beside her. A section of it slid partly forward, exposing a hidden compartment, into which she reached to pull out a gold-hilted Avenic short sword in a glossy leather sheath. She handed this to Jasmine. “Best to be prepared.”
 

 
  “What in the
  
   world
  
  is she going to do with
  
   that?”
  
  Layla screeched. “Has everyone forgotten what
  
   century
  
  it is?”
 

 
  “Not much use right now,” Jasmine allowed, “but the plan
  
   is
  
  to engage them on foot at the end of this.”
 

 
  “She can do more damage with that blade than you can with a wand,” Glory added.
 

 
  “Hold on!” Rasha shouted.
 

 
  The carriage at which he’d fired approached again, this time almost directly from behind, cutting off the view of the truck bringing up the rear; the angle kept it out of the way of wandfire from their windows. All four of them looked back at Rasha’s shout, then braced themselves barely in time to keep their seats as the pursuing vehicle slammed into their back right fender.
 

 
  The carriage rocked, but Smythe kept it on course, quickly adjusting out of the resulting skid and then accelerating until they were very nearly tailgating Vandro’s carriage up ahead. The dwarves’ vehicle did not fare so well from its attack; it swerved and barely kept from sliding off into the trees, forced to drastically reduce speed to regain control and compelling its own allies to quickly maneuver out of the way. It had lost one front lamp in the impact.
 

 
  “Falconer traction charms really
  
   do
  
  beat Dawnco,” Jasmine muttered, still gripping the bench. “I know someone who’ll be smug…”
 

 
  In the meantime, the carriage first deflected by Schwartz had recovered its traction and was coming up again; Rasha and Glory both shifted to the opposite side, ready to lean out the windows with wands. The window next to the driver’s seat on the oncoming carriage opened as well, and a bearded dwarf leaned partially out, aiming a wand of his own at them.
 

 
  “Get down!” Jasmine shouted.
 

 
  Before they could, however, a tiny streak of red struck the dwarf directly in the beard, and while he flailed, bounced into the driver’s compartment of his vehicle.
 

 
  An instant later, the compartment was literally full of a huge, glowing cat.
 

 
  Meesie’s roar was audible to them even over the road noise; her sheer bulk popped open both doors on the vehicle’s driver bench. The driver kept his seat, barely, though his passenger was flung out into the road, and immediately run over by the pursuing truck, which rocked alarmingly but did not capsize or lose significant traction. Meanwhile, the carriage with Meesie in it now lit up a fierce gold as multiple occupants channeled huge amount of divine magic. It had the desired effect; the elemental vanished with a bellowing yowl of protest, but that was an empty victory. The carriage itself veered entirely off the road even as she disappeared, spinning about ninety degrees and toppling over on its side, where it continued to skid on the snow until its front fender smashed against a tree.
 

 
  “One down,” Glory said with grim satisfaction.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no.”
  
  Layla pressed both hands to her mouth; in the brief time between Schwartz’s arrival at the townhouse and their departure, she had been immensely taken with the tiny elemental. “Oh, poor Meesie.”
 

 
  “She’s fine,” said Jasmine. “According to Schwartz, if damaged enough to disappear she’ll just come back to—look out!”
 

 
  The other carriage had pulled forward again; this time, one of its passenger doors swung wide open, and out leaned a dwarf clearly being held by another inside the compartment, considering he had both hands occupied aiming a battlestaff at them.
 

 
  All four hurled themselves to the floor as lightning flashed past outside.
 

 
  More bursts of white light flickered through their windows, accompanied by the
  
   crack
  
  of thunderbolts and the deeper retorts of trees being struck by the discharges, but nothing hit their carriage. After a few more seconds of this, Jasmine warily crawled up onto the back seat to peak out the window.
 

 
  “He’s missing,” she reported.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   obviously,”
  
  Layla said scathingly.
  
   “Why
  
  is he missing? Did they designate their only
  
   blind
  
  confederate as the trigger man?”
 

 
  “The lightning bolts are being diverted away!” Jasmine replied, grinning.
 

 
  
   “Bless
  
  that witch,” Glory said fervently, lifting herself back into the seat and retrieving her wand, which she had dropped in her lunge to the floor.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Rasha agreed, peeking warily out beside Jasmine. “The question is, how long can he keep that up?”
 

 
  Suddenly their carriage shook under the
  
   thump
  
  of something impacting the roof, and swerved momentarily before Smythe got it back under control.
 

 
  “And what the blazes was
  
   that?”
  
  Layla cried.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Perched precariously atop Vandro’s speeding carriage with one hand clutching the edge of the roof and the other holding to her staff, Tallie watched the confrontation behind them with a lot more worry for her friends in the line if fire than her own very immediate prospects of falling to a particularly ugly demise. Heights and unstable footing were downright comfortingly familiar to her. Granted, speeding down a dark highway in a snowstorm was new, but hey, you had to shake up the act now and again or the punters got bored.
 

 
  She grinned savagely as the first pursuing carriage went down. In the next moment, though, she reflexively ducked, nearly losing her footing, as lightning began to flash around to the side. It kept shooting off to the left of Glory’s carriage, and it took only a moment’s study for her to understand what must be happening. She could see Schwartz, silhouetted in the glare of the truck’s powerful lights, standing upright somehow despite the snow, wind, and motion of the carriage. He was also holding one hand forward toward their pursuers.
 

 
  Tallie didn’t know a thing about witchcraft, but she knew how exhausting anything that demanded concentration and physical stamina could get. And she knew what would happen when Schwartz’s energy flagged. How far were they from the point Glory had suggested?
 

 
  The gap between their vehicles had narrowed when Smythe pressed forward to gain room, but now Wilberforce began to accelerate, pushing Vandro’s carriage to a truly dangerous speed in order to create space between them again. The gap began widening, and Tallie came to an abrupt decision.
 

 
  She didn’t bother trying to get a running start; she could never have kept her balance doing that under these conditions. Instead she slid her body forward, planted one foot against the rear edge of the roof, and kicked off as powerfully as she could without sacrificing her footing.
 

 
  The moment of arcing through the snowy air above the highway was one of the most terrifying and exhilarating of her life.
 

 
  She had misjudged the jump slightly—forgivable, under the circumstances—and slipped upon landing, coming down on her knees instead of her feet. The pain was sharp and bright, and Tallie ignored it completely, being fully occupied with losing neither her staff nor herself over the side. Throwing her body flat, she managed to grasp one edge of the carriage’s roof, dig one toe in against the ornate molding lining it (bless Glory’s extravagant tastes), and stop her horrifying slide over the edge. For a moment she clung there, one foot hanging over the windscreen probably right in front of Smythe, before rallying and pulling herself back up to kneel. This position put more pressure on her already-traumatized knees, which she continued to ignore.
 

 
  Tallie looked up in time to spot Schwartz glancing back at her; he quickly returned his attention to their pursuit, but at least that mean she could speak to him without accidentally frightening him off the roof. He struck her as being of a generally nervous disposition—or at least, had before she saw
  
   this
  
  performance.
 

 
  “I thought you couldn’t use an energy shield on an enchanted carriage!” she shouted over the wind.
 

 
  “Arcane shields, no,” he replied, strain evident in his voice. “Not shielding, anyway, redirecting. Lightning is practically natural, easy to do with my craft… If they’ve got a proper enchanter wand in there, we’re in serious—”
 

 
  He broke off suddenly, falling to his own knees and holding out his other hand. Only when another barrage of lightning bolts went flashing harmlessly off to the opposite side of the carriage did she realize that their pursuer’s opposite door had opened and another dwarf was attacking them with a wand.
 

 
  Meesie, who had been too small to be visible from Vandro’s carriage ahead, squealed furiously at Tallie, despite having to cling to Schwartz’s collar with all four paws to avoid being blown away.
 

 
  “Now,” Schwartz snarled, “would be…a good…time!”
 

 
  Tallie was already bringing up her staff; she had to creep forward till she was next to him and take aim from right under his arm to avoid the very real prospect of blasting him point-blank, given the way their perch was rocking.
 

 
  She had never fired a staff before; she’d fired a crossbow, though. This had much less recoil, which seemed ironic.
 

 
  Tallie wasn’t a great shot, but she managed to rake the side of the carriage, causing the dwarf with the wand to fall out with an audible cry. The carriage itself bucked from the impact, its upper left edge a scorched ruin and actually on fire in a couple of places, but the driver regained control and kept on after having to sacrifice a few yards of proximity. That was still easily within staff range.
 

 
  Given that only one side in that firefight had any defensive measures, that pretty much decided the matter.
 

 
  The barrage coming at them from the dwarf’s staff intensified so much that the weapon had to be in immediate danger of overheating; clearly their foe could analyze the tactical reality just as well. Tallie’s second shot punched right through the windscreen, though not on the side where the driver perched. She had been
  
   aiming
  
  for the driver’s seat, but these were hardly optimal shooting conditions. Her next shot at the driver didn’t hit him, either; their carriage bumped right as she fired, causing both herself and Schwartz to slide terrifyingly backward, and her staff jerked straight down as she fought for balance.
 

 
  However, that meant the shot blasted one of their pursuer’s front wheels clean off.
 

 
  The carriage crumpled forward onto itself like a horse with a broken leg, its fender plowing into the highway and causing its back end to reel upward. Too close to avoid it, the following truck plowed right into its ally, the driver managing to swerve only just enough to make the collision relatively indirect. It finished the work of smashing the vehicle, though, and knocking it fully off the road.
 

 
  The truck came on, now missing one of its brilliant running lamps, but apparently undeterred.
 

 
  
   “Nice
  
  shot,” Schwartz said breathlessly. Meesie squeaked and nodded.
 

 
  Tallie grinned at him, not about to argue despite that shot being a complete accident. “Not so bad yourself. Hang tight, though, we’re not nearly out of this yet.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I say, is this ominous?” Layla asked nervously, peering through the rear window at the sole remaining lamp of the truck following them. “I mean, it seems odd that we’re doing so
  
   well.
  
  We
  
   are
  
  outnumbered, and I learned long ago to be suspicious of anything that seems to be going like a bard’s story.”
 

 
  “A rider is only as good as his mount,” Glory replied calmly. “Those are cheap, mass-produced vehicles acquired locally for the sake of anonymity.
  
   Our
  
  carriages were the absolute top of the line even
  
   before
  
  Webs and I commissioned our various personal enhancements, and both are being driven by Butlers. No, this is proceeding more or less as I expected. The real test will come once we’re
  
   off
  
  the road.”
 

 
  A persistent chiming rapidly grew in volume and their carriage swerved to hug the right edge of the road, following Vandro’s ahead, and followed a moment later by the truck behind. Another vehicle shot past them on their left—actually moving far slower than they, but quickly lost behind due to their speed, along with the sound of its driver frantically yanking his alarm bell in panic.
 

 
  “That’s an important reminder,” Jasmine said grimly. “Storm or no storm, this is a
  
   public
  
  highway scarcely a stone’s throw from the Imperial capital. It’s amazing there’s not
  
   more
  
  traffic.”
 

 
  “What do you want to bet that guy goes right to the nearest police with this story?” Rasha asked. “I mean, even if he couldn’t see the damage to
  
   these
  
  carriages, he’s about to pass two wrecked ones that have obviously been shot, and probably bodies in the road.”
 

 
  “All according to plan,” Glory said soothingly, patting Rasha’s shoulder. “Official vehicles will be out soon anyway; this storm came on quickly, but they try to keep up a presence in dangerous weather in case anyone needs help. Secrecy is more than we can hope for. Remember, getting the Empire involved will be to
  
   our
  
  benefit. It’s the dwarves who attacked first.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Jasmine reminded them, “they have an urgent need to
  
   stop
  
  us before the Imperials catch up.”
 

 
  “It’s that thing I want to know about,” Glory murmured, staring back at the truck through narrowed eyes. “Those little Dawnco rigs didn’t last long, which was no surprise. That one, though… What have they
  
   got
  
  in there?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Why are we slowing—oh.”
 

 
  Schwartz turned to face forward as the carriages decelerated. Up ahead, lights rose through the gloom, and after only moments longer the forest fell away to both sides.
 

 
  Imperial foresters kept the immediate surroundings of Tiraas as pristine and natural as possible, a policy established by Emperor Sarsamon, the founder of the Tirasian Dynasty, but this forest was scarcely a century old. Before that, Tiraan Province had been thoroughly settled farming country, but during the Enchanter Wars battles had torn up the landscape, and in the lawless and tax free years which followed, much of the land had been despoiled by opportunistic companies, strip-mining and mass-logging until the once-proud capital stood surrounded by a virtual wasteland. Tirasian conservation efforts or no, however, this was still a populated region; the cities of Tiraas, Anteraas and Madouris stood quite close together, and there were numerous smaller towns and villages in the vicinity. The highway now passed straight through one.
 

 
  Here, even more than in the capital, people had retreated inside to escape the cold, dark, and the rapidly thickening blanket of snow which had piled nearly a foot deep in only a few hours. It was far from deserted, however. Lights blazed from many windows, and as the quality of the highway’s paving improved with its transition to village main street, regularly spaced lamp posts appeared lining the way.
 

 
  Two people were trudging along the snow-buried sidewalk, heads down and hands jammed in coat pockets; they ignored the short convoy of enchanted carriages which now passed through the town, having decelerated to a speed that would not garner attention. Another man stood on the corner of a cross-street, however, smoking a cigarette. Or at least he had been; it was blown from his fingers into the slush-filled gutter by an errant gust of wind, which he appeared not to notice, being occupied staring at their procession.
 

 
  The two lead carriages were both clearly expensive, though Vandro’s also bore the significant scars of its rough treatment back in Tiraas. The hulking delivery truck bringing up the rear had also taken a beating, its front fender totally smashed by the recent impact with the wrecked Dawnco sedan, the lamp on that side torn clean off. Only Glory’s carriage bore no signs of damage. It did, however, have Schwartz and Tallie sitting on the roof, in the snow, he with a cheerfully burning little elemental on his shoulder, she clutching a battlestaff.
 

 
  In the light of the village’s street lamps, they could, for the first time, see the dwarf ensconced in the truck’s driver seat. He tipped his hat politely to the staring man as they passed.
 

 
  “We could make a fuss,” Tallie said quietly. “There must be police close to here, either Imperial or House Madouri. Tell ’em what’s been going on…”
 

 
  “Glory picked out a destination for the ambush,” Schwartz replied quietly. “Jasmine has a plan, and anyway, we’ve got allies waiting for us who will be left high and dry if we don’t show. At least one is a friend of mine. Besides,” he added, directing a scowl at the truck behind, “I think Jasmine’s plans can be trusted, as a general rule.”
 

 
  Catching his look, the dwarf driving the truck smiled and waved at him. Tallie calmly made a crude gesture in reply.
 

 
  “Did you know Jasmine before we all wound up in that jail?” she asked him.
 

 
  Schwartz grinned in spite of himself. “Well, I mean, sure. We were all in that warehouse before we were in jail.”
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  what I mean,” she snapped.
 

 
  “Yes, I do,” he said more soberly, not meeting her eyes. “And no…I didn’t.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Tallie studied him critically, the light fading around them; they were already moving toward the opposite fringe of the village. “And yet, you know something about her that I don’t?”
 

 
  Schwartz glanced at her, then shifted uncomfortably. Meesie turned to give Tallie a look, pointed one paw at her and squeaked a warning.
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Tallie said smugly. “Ah, well, people keep reminding me others are entitled to their secrets.”
 

 
  “It’s probably significant if people have to
  
   keep
  
  reminding you of that,” Schwartz said pointedly.
 

 
  “Let’s table this for later,” she suggested. “Sound like it’ll be a fun argument, and right now I just don’t think we can spare it the attention it deserves.”
 

 
  Up ahead, Wilberforce signaled the end of their reprieve by pouring power into the wheels, his carriage blazing off into the darkness. Smythe kept Glory’s smoothly right behind it, and for a few moments they started to leave their pursuer in their wake. After dropping back until the truck’s remaining lamp was almost a pinprick, though, it began rapidly swelling again. The truck could not match a Falconer carriage for acceleration, but even with the best available traction charms and Butler drivers, everyone’s top speed was limited by what they could safely do in the snow and the darkness. In only another minute, the truck was once again bearing down on them.
 

 
  Now, however, the vehicle emitted a sudden
  
   bang,
  
  and the flat roof of its cargo compartment—which made up the majority of its size—suddenly shot into the air, falling to the road behind them.
 

 
  “Oh, what the hell
  
   now,”
  
  Tallie groaned. “Look at the size of that thing—they could have a mag cannon in there!”
 

 
  “You can’t put magical artillery on top of anything running on wheel enchantments, either,” Schwartz said pedantically even as he stared at the truck. There was definitely
  
   some
  
  kind of mechanism in it; groaning and clacking noises were emerging, loud enough to be clear despite the wind blasting past them. “Mag cannons work by channeling a burst of otherwise standard wandfire through two tiny dimensional portals affixed back to back, which exponentially increases the power using the ambient energy that causes the universe itself to function. Most of a mag cannon’s bulk is the charmed apparatus that safely
  
   contains
  
  those spells, and even so, unstable portals mess up all
  
   kinds
  
  of other charms, especially anything designed to be specifically mobile and adaptive. Believe me, the military would
  
   love…
  
  ”
 

 
  “Why in hell’s name does he think I care about this?” Tallie muttered to herself, taking aim with her staff. Meesie glanced over at her and shook her tiny head.
 

 
  This time, her shot was true and struck the target head-on, but this time, it accomplished virtually nothing. Lightning veered off course, arcing over and
  
   into
  
  the open back of the truck.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?!”
  
  she screeched.
 

 
  “I say, how clever!” Schwartz exclaimed.
 

 
  “I thought you said you can’t shield an enchanted carriage!”
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t,
  
  the innate wear on shields increases
  
   hugely
  
  at the speed carriages travel, and more importantly the necessary phasing to allow airflow catastrophically disrupts wheel enchantments—” He noticed her glare and broke off, wincing. “Ah, yes, but anyway, that’s not
  
   shielded,
  
  it’s got a lightning rod!”
 

 
  “What the f—I thought those have to be
  
   grounded!”
  
 

 
  “They
  
   do!”
  
  Schwartz said enthusiastically. “Which means it’s being redirected into some kind of power storage unit inside the vehicle! If I could only get to it, I could easily overload the thing—”
 

 
  They both had to drop down and hold on for dear life as the highway went into a wide curve; despite Smythe’s obvious skill at the control runes, the carriage skidded, only righting itself properly once the road straightened out again an interminable few seconds later. At least the same disruption put a temporary halt to whatever was going on in the back of the truck, though the loud ticking and grinding resumed almost immediately.
 

 
  “Then
  
   you’d
  
  be in there when it blew,” Tallie pointed out when she felt she could spare the attention for talking.
 

 
  “Hmm.” Schwartz scowled back at the truck. “I bet I could get Meesie into there, but with no way of knowing
  
   exactly
  
  what she’d find, it’s impossible to give her the right tools or instructions. She’s not a very adaptive oh come
  
   on,
  
  are you
  
   kidding
  
  me?!”
 

 
  The machinery finally revealed itself, a huge apparatus rising up above the truck’s driver compartment, its wide arms snapping outward and locking into place. It truly was an ingenious piece of engineering, and altogether remarkable that the dwarves
  
   had
  
  such a thing on hand. Of course, as military hardware went, the thing was so outdated the Imperial Army would have scoffed at it, but in their present situation, there could be no doubt what the ballista would do to their carriage at that range.
 

 
  A bolt almost as long as Schwartz was tall was already locked into place; the pointed end aiming at them had been machined in a spiraling pattern like the head of a screw.
 

 
  Tallie fired her staff right at it, with exactly the same disappointing result as before.
 

 
  Schwartz, however, stood upright and held his hand aloft; after a second’s concentration, a ball of fire burst alight in his palm. Before the ballista could fire, he hurled it directly at the front of the truck.
 

 
  The fireball missed the driver compartment, but impacted the truck directly on the flat wall behind it. Like nearly all carriages, the truck’s body was made of wood, and whatever lightning-deflecting apparatus it possessed did nothing at all against fire.
 

 
  The truck’s frame caught as if soaked in oil; clearly Schwartz’s weaponized fireballs were packing more than just fire. Blazing merrily and spewing smoke, the truck kept after them without so much as slowing. And the entirely metal structure of the ballista itself was visible through the flame, still aimed right at them.
 

 
  Another loud cranking noise sounded from within.
 

 
  “Dodge!” Tallie screamed at the top of her lungs, throwing herself flat and pounding a foot on the roof of the carriage. “DODGE!”
 

 
  The sound the ballista made was oddly melodic, though far too deep and powerful to be rightly called a
  
   twang.
  
 

 
  Smythe got the message; the carriage abruptly swerved as widely as the space of the highway would allow.
 

 
  Tallie felt the wind of the massive projectile whip past her. If she had not lain flat and if Smythe hadn’t adjusted their course, it would have gone right through her body. The bastards were either worse shots than she, or weren’t even aiming at the carriage.
 

 
  There came a crash from ahead, followed by the screaming of braking wheels on the highway, and she turned her head to look, horrified by what she might see.
 

 
  Vandro’s carriage was not a loss, however. The ballista bolt had grazed it, ripping off a chunk of its roof, but Wilberforce fought it back into a steady course even as she watched. Smythe had to decelerate sharply to avoid plowing into his rear fenders, causing Tallie and Schwartz to slide toward the front of their rooftop.
 

 
  “All right, that is
  
   it!”
  
  Schwartz growled, and hurled Meesie at the truck.
 

 
  She transformed in midair, plummeting to the road to land directly in front of it. The truck did not slow.
 

 
  Its front bumper, what remained of it, crumpled completely upon impact with the huge cat; the truck rode high enough off the ground that she was swept beneath it rather than smashing directly through its body. However, in that form, Meesie was too big for its wheels to simply roll over.
 

 
  The entire truck bucked off the highway, veered, skidded, and flew into a spin. As their carriages accelerated away, their pursuer was traveling completely sideways when it finally toppled over, smashing the intricate collapsible ballista protruding from its bed, still burning fiercely.
 

 
  Tallie’s scream of triumph managed to compress a surprising number of obscenities into only a few seconds. In the middle of it, Meesie popped back into existence on Schwartz’s shoulder, herself emitting a shrill tirade that sounded unmistakably of cursing despite containing no words.
 

 
  “Look!” Schwartz shouted, pointing ahead of them. The forest opened up to reveal a broad field; Wilberforce and then Smythe slowed their respective vehicles, turning through a gate which lead into the middle of it. If there was a road, it was completely buried under the snow. Up ahead, there loomed the landmark Glory had pointed out to Jasmine as the ideal ambush point: an old fortification from the Enchanter Wars, abandoned but left there by the Imperial government as a reminder. Its crumbling battlements covered nearly an acre, with the round central structure rising five stories from its center almost wide enough to appear squat.
 

 
  “We made it!” Schwartz crowed. “Principia and her squad are in there waiting for us!”
 

 
  Before she could even reply, the night lit up like noon.
 

 
  The size of the explosion was such that the century-old fortress dissolved entirely in a column of fire.
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  Both carriages careened to a halt, Vandro’s skidding slightly. Tallie and Schwartz both had to cover their eyes against the sudden brightness; the roar of the explosion was enough to blot out even Meesie’s screeching.
 

 
  One of the passenger doors on the front carriage swung open and Vandro himself stuck his head out. “What the hell—”
 

 
  Wilberforce leaped from the driver’s seat, pivoted even as he hit the ground, and lunged back into the passenger compartment, dragging Vandro bodily with him.
 

 
  “DOWN!” Schwartz tackled Tallie right off the roof before she could recover her equilibrium. Landing was instinctive to her, though it got a lot harder with a gangly witch coming down on top.
 

 
  “Oof!” She pushed him away. “Have you lost your—”
 

 
  “DOWN DOWN DOWN!” he bellowed, grabbing her by the shoulders and shoving her bodily at the side of Glory’s carriage. “All of you STAY IN THERE!”
 

 
  Schwartz dashed to the open space between the two carriages, braced his feet, and made a double-handed lifting motion as if hoisting something heavy above his head.
 

 
  Shafts of rock burst out of the ground at a steep angle, hurling clouds of snow into the air; more followed as Schwartz continued to gesticulate, grimacing, until after a few seconds he had drawn up a serviceable barricade extending up at a forty-five degree angle and blocking the ruined fortress from their view.
 

 
  He was barely in time.
 

 
  With a roar that put the initial explosion to shame, debris plummeted down in a massive wave, peppering the entire landscape with shattered masonry and old timbers, several of them on fire. Schwartz’s improvised rock barrier took a pounding; several large chunks broke off and one of the stone spires was broken entirely, falling to crush one fender of Vandro’s already-bedraggled carriage.
 

 
  Tallie’e yelp of terror was lost in the noise; she wiggled under Glory’s carriage, arms reflexively over her head, and did not peek out again until the quiet which followed had held sway for a few seconds.
 

 
  “Is it over?” Rasha asked tremulously from inside.
 

 
  “Should be,” Schwartz said breathlessly, “for now. But stuff doesn’t just
  
   blow up.
  
  Somebody
  
   did
  
  that, and they have to be nearby.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Tallie said to him as she dragged herself out by one wheel. “How’d you…know?”
 

 
  “It’s called fallout. My job
  
   and
  
  my religion involved being around a lot of experimental magic,” he said wryly, reaching up to soothingly pet Meesie, who was scampering back and forth along his shoulders in agitation. “Believe me, I know my way around explosions.”
 

 
  “Fine work, my boy,” Vandro stated, emerging from the carriage and peering around at the damaged rock barrier.
 

 
  “Hell yes!” Darius added more energetically, bounding out after him. “I
  
   told
  
  you we needed to keep this guy around! How ’bout sticking with us permanently, Schwartz? I don’t have the means to pay you a salary, but I can incentivize. You need any favors done? Pockets picked? How’d you like to marry my sister?”
 

 
  “I can
  
   hear
  
  you, you preposterous oaf,” Layla snarled, leaping down from Glory’s carriage.
 

 
  “Enough,” Glory said firmly, descending after her. “We are still
  
   in
  
  a predicament, here. This was our rendezvous point, and I think we have to assume we’ve just lost our reinforcements.”
 

 
  Tallie gasped, turning to Jasmine, who had just emerged from the carriage and rushed to the edge of the rock barrier, staring at the burning ruins with a hollow expression. “Oh, Jas…”
 

 
  “No time.” Jasmine shook herself off, turned and strode back to them. “Glory’s right; we’re now on the defensive. I suggest we pile back in and keep going. Whatever thinning of their numbers we have done tonight, it’s best to assume they have more—someone had to have done
  
   this,
  
  as Schwartz pointed out, and I’ve no way of knowing which if any of the help I called for got here…” Her voice caught momentarily. “Or survived.”
 

 
  “Well, we may have a problem, there,” said Vandro. “Little did I know our boy Schwartz could do this kind of defensive magic; soon as we saw that tower go up, Wilberforce activated the shield charms on my carriage.”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait, what?” Schwartz turned to frown at him. “You can’t
  
   shield
  
  a moving carriage—how’d you get around the magical interference?”
 

 
  “That’s just the point, son,” Vandro said, grimacing. “I didn’t. Turning that on fried the wheel enchantments.” He patted the carriage’s abused fender. “I’m afraid this old girl isn’t going anywhere else tonight.”
 

 
  Grip sighed, flicking a glance across the whole group as the lot of them finally piled out of the carriages. “Well, staying
  
   here
  
  isn’t a prospect. We’re sitting ducks in a snowstorm. Stay together and head for the treeline, the forest will hamper pursuit.”
 

 
  “What if we went into the fortress?” Layla suggested.
 

 
  Darius sighed. “The forest it is…”
 

 
  “Oh, hush,” she said crossly. “It’s not as if they’ll
  
   expect
  
  that, and it can’t be as dangerous as who knows how many armed dwarves!”
 

 
  “Too late,” Glory murmured.
 

 
  The others followed her line of sight and turned to face it at varying speeds, Jasmine and the senior Eserites fastest. A line of squat figures had appeared in the darkness just ahead; thanks to the still-falling snow, they were nearly upon them before being visible, the crunch of multiple sets of feet not audible until the last moment thanks to the wind across the open space and the sound of fire raging not too far away in the ruins.
 

 
  By the time they were close enough to be seen clearly, it was apparent that more than half were carrying wands.
 

 
  One figure near the middle removed his hat and casually tossed it to the snow behind him with one hand, clutching a wand with the other. The face thus revealed was familiar to several of them.
 

 
  “Quite the exciting evening,” Rogrind said flatly. A hint of the jovial politeness he had always displayed to them remained, though it was a clearly strained veneer over simmering anger, now. “You know something, I do believe my greatest regret about all this is that I won’t have time to sit you ruffians down and make you understand just how much
  
   harm
  
  you have caused over the course of these events. Well, second greatest. You’ve manage to kill some good people tonight.”
 

 
  “The harm
  
   we
  
  caused,” Tallie snapped, “by refusing to roll over like—”
 

 
  “Young lady,” the dwarf growled,
  
   “shut up.
  
  You were seen bringing several of the modified staves which
  
   started
  
  all this idiocy into those vehicles. Despite everything, I am willing to offer you terms: hand them over, and we will leave without doing any further harm to anyone, because we are still—
  
   still!—
  
  the civilized parties here.”
 

 
  Grip slowly panned her gaze across the assembled dwarves, then caught Jasmine’s eye and tilted her head at them significantly. There were fifteen present, all garbed in inconspicuous winter attire, an even mix of men and women. Eight had wands pointed at the party. Jasmine nodded once in acknowledgment of Grip’s point: only four had the same calm, alert aspect as Rogrind. The rest were visibly nervous, uncertain, in at least two cases seriously frightened by all this. Civilians, somehow drafted into his campaign. Dwarven sturdiness or not, this was an army that would break at the first sign of significant threat.
 

 
  Wands shifted as Schwartz made a sudden gesture with his hands.
 

 
  “Stop!” Rogrind barked, too late.
 

 
  Whatever he released spread outward from him like ripples in a pond, causing luminous butterflies of multiple colors to appear in the air around them, as well as illusory stalks of greenery popping up through the snow and an incongruous scent like sun-baked grass and flowers in the summer.
 

 
  One panicked dwarf fired her wand at Schwartz, followed by another. No one else tried, as both weapons sparked ineffectually, the first actually igniting its owner’s sleeve and causing her to drop it with a shriek and tumble over, burying her arm in the snow.
 

 
  “Those of you with wands, don’t fire them,” Schwartz said aside to his companions before turning his gaze fully on Rogrind. “I see you didn’t take our little discussion to heart. I’m afraid I was
  
   quite serious.”
  
 

 
  Meesie leaped down from his shoulder of her own volition, actually vanishing deep into the snow and leaving a rat-shaped hole in it. An instant later, snow was hurled everywhere as she burst up into her much larger form, shook her mane, and roared.
 

 
  Three more dwarves tried to shoot her; all ended up dropping suddenly-hot wands that wouldn’t fire, one also having to roll in the snow to put himself out.
 

 
  “Good
  
   boy,”
  
  Grip said, stepping forward with a truly unhinged grin. She had somehow slipped on two sets of iron knuckles and produced a brass-studded club the length of her forearm from one of her pockets. Jasmine paced forward in unison, both Butlers positioned themselves pointedly in front of the group, and Meesie crouched, wriggling her hindquarters in a clear gesture of imminent feline attack.
 

 
  Two of the dwarves turned and ran; most of the rest shuffled backward, looking around in alarm, and incidentally placing the hardened professionals among them on the front lines.
 

 
  “Have it
  
   your
  
  way,” said Rogrind with a clear note of belligerent satisfaction.
 

 
  As the two fronts collided, there came a sharp retort like a small explosion nearby, and Meesie howled in pain, vanishing from her lion form instantly. That was as much time as Jasmine had to notice the others before Grip was fully occupied dealing with two hard-eyed dwarves, and she found herself face-to-face with Rogrind himself.
 

 
  He suffered one slash from her sword across his chest, and she realized her misjudgment a moment too late. First, he had some kind of armor under his coat, and second, he was
  
   good
  
  at personal combat. Stepping into her swing as it raked him, he positioned himself perfectly and slammed his fist into her ribs just under her sword arm. She managed not to drop the blade, but he hit like a mule’s kick; she staggered sideways, gasping for breath and in pain. Years of training and her innate agility kept her from losing her footing entirely, even in the snow, but Rogrind continued to defy the stolid dwarven stereotype. He pressed her, striking bare-handed; she gained a few feet of breathing room by dodging to one side and stabbing him in the upper arm. He bared his teeth in pain, his left arm suddenly bleeding profusely and hanging useless, but was too disciplined to let it stop him.
 

 
  Despite the past few seconds’ education in his surprising level of combat ability, she was still unprepared for his speed. He bulled forward as swiftly as a pouncing cat, using his weight and lower center of gravity to tackle her bodily around the midsection and bear her to the ground. Jasmine twisted, trying to bring her blade back into play, but he caught her wrist. It was with his injured arm, but thanks to the famous dwarven sturdiness, he had strength enough to keep her pinned down. She clawed at his eye with her other hand, but he turned his head aside even as he slipped a stiletto from his sleeve, and a moment later she had to grasp his descending wrist to protect her throat.
 

 
  That close, in a wrestling match, he was considerably stronger than she. Her arm strained to hold it off, but the blade descended inexorably.
 

 
  She gritted her teeth and reached for the light inside her. There
  
   was
  
  a time to break cover, after all.
 

 
  
   “IYAAAAIII!”
  
 

 
  Rogrind jerked his head up, then released her and tried to stumble back, not quite fast enough. The lance that flashed down at him nailed him directly in the shoulder. It didn’t penetrate deeply enough to stick, falling out as he continued to reel backward, but left him gushing blood and with two injured arms.
 

 
  A second later, Principia’s boots sank into the snow on either side of Jasmine’s head, the elf landing protectively over her from what had to have been a long leap. She surged forward, drawing her short sword and slamming her shield against Rogrind. He was too heavy for the slender elf to physically force back, but she was a whirling storm in Legion armor, pounding with her shield, jabbing and slashing with the blade, and he had no choice but to retreat after his only counterattack, an attempt to grab her shield, ended with a stab through the forearm that put his right arm fully out of commission.
 

 
  More boots crunched in the snow, and then Squad One was surging past her, forming themselves into a phalanx with their sergeant at the tip. She still didn’t have her lance, but held her blade at the ready.
 

 
  “Right face, shield wall!” Principia barked, and they seamlessly formed up, allowing Rogrind to scuttle away in the snow and shifting their arrowhead formation to a solid line of shields, bristling with lances, and facing the rest of the dwarves. At this development, the two who were harrying Grip also released her, backing away.
 

 
  “Wait!” Rogrind said, weakly holding up his left hand, the only one he still could. “Wait! We have no argument with—”
 

 
  
   “CHARGE!”
  
  Principia roared, and the squad raced forward.
 

 
  That was too much for most of the remaining dwarven conscripts, who scattered in all directions, leaving only the few who were engaged in melee with the other Eserite apprentices, none of whom appeared to be very effective. Jasmine rapidly assessed the battlefield and bit back a curse; the Butlers, easily their best physical asset, were hovering protectively over their charges rather than contributing on the front lines. Meanwhile, golden shields of light had flashed into being around the dwarves still standing their ground.
 

 
  An instant later those shields vanished, prompting exclamations of surprise. Glory and Rasha were leaning out the door of her carriage, each with a disruptor still aimed.
 

 
  Six armored women collided with seven dwarves, who would have proved heavy and braced enough to break their charge completely, had they not been running spears-first. Four of the dwarves went down, so thoroughly impaled that in falling they wrenched the weapons from their owners’ grip. The rest reeled backward in disarray.
 

 
  Rogrind, though, had found a moment to reach into his coat with his weakened left hand. Jasmine could make no sense of the small object he withdrew and held out, but an instant later it produced a puff of smoke, a flash, and an explosive
  
   crack
  
  just like the one which had sounded before Meesie was felled.
 

 
  Merry Lang screamed as she was flung backward out of formation, spinning around to land on her side in the snow.
 

 
  “Not. Another. Step,” Rogrind snarled, twisting to point his mysterious device at Principia.
 

 
  Another
  
   crack
  
  sounded, this one a familiar wandshot.
 

 
  More dwarves, nearly a dozen, paced forward out of the swirling snow, grim-faced and armed. They came from the direction of the road, and several were clearly injured or with disheveled clothing, as if they had limped away from wrecked carriages.
 

 
  “Where do they keep
  
   coming
  
  from?” Schwartz muttered, Meesie again perched on his shoulder. He held a fireball in his right palm, balanced to throw.
 

 
  “I have had enough of this,” Rogrind panted, turning to the others. “You may fire at—”
 

 
  A blast of wind hurled a wall of snow over him and directly into the faces of the newly arrive dwarves. Two more wands were discharged; the bolts flew wide of the Eserites, though several of them dived to the ground anyway.
 

 
  Suddenly, as if the wind had been a signal, it stopped snowing. In the absence of the thick fall of flakes, a line of six people were visible, approaching the group from the north. On the left end of their formation was Kuriwa, just now lowering her arms after calming the storm.
 

 
  In the center, sword in hand, behind a glowing shield of gold, stood Basra Syrinx.
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said with a satisfied little smirk, “I believe you can discern friend from foe? We do not require prisoners.
  
   Destroy them.”
  
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” drawled the man on the opposite end of the line from Kuriwa, an older gentleman of Western descent carrying a mage’s staff and smoking a cigarillo. “It wouldn’t be the first time. But I
  
   do
  
  believe the Sisterhood’s doctrine of war requires a clearly overmatched enemy be offered the chance to surrender?”
 

 
  Basra gave him an irritated look past Joe, who stood next to her, but nodded. “Yes, in fact I believe you are correct. Very well. Your attention, miscellaneous dwarven rabble! I am Bishop Syrinx, of the Sisterhood of Avei and the Universal Church. With me are my very
  
   good
  
  friends the Sarasio Kid, Tinker Billie, Gravestone Weaver, Longshot McGraw and Mary the Crow. Ah, good, I see you understand what those names mean.”
 

 
  The dwaves, indeed, had whirled to direct their aim at Syrinx’s reinforcements, now completely ignoring the Eserites, and even the cold-eyed professionals among them were visibly alarmed. One of their few remaining conscripts appeared to be weeping softly.
 

 
  “If you do not
  
   instantly
  
  drop your weapons and surrender,” Basra continued pleasantly, “you will be scoured off the face of the earth with both efficiency and relish. And if, by some unthinkable
  
   miracle,
  
  you insist upon a firefight and manage to
  
   win,
  
  be assured that my goddess’s attention is fixed upon these events, and you are meddling in matters you do
  
   not
  
  understand.” Her eyes flicked rapidly from Principia to Jasmine and then back to Rogrind.
 

 
  Nandi and Ephanie were both kneeling in the snow beside Merry, who was alive and monotonously cursing despite the crimson stain spreading through the snow around her. Principia had eased backward out of the remains of Squad One’s formation to hover near Jasmine.
 

 
  “Win here,” Basra said, her voice suddenly as icy as the night air, “and there will be
  
   nowhere
  
  for you to hide. You may be able to bamboozle Imperial Intelligence, but you are not a match for Avei. If those weapons are not
  
   on the ground
  
  in the next five seconds, everyone dies.”
 

 
  “How the
  
   hell,”
  
  Tallie hissed at Jasmine, “do you
  
   know
  
  all these people?!”
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head. “I only know Joe. Guess we should be glad
  
   he
  
  has friends, too.”
 

 
  “They…are not surrendering,” Darius muttered.
 

 
  “Well, this is altogether unfortunate,” Rogrind said with a sigh.
 

 
  “They’re government intelligence on a sanctioned op,” Grip whispered. “Shit. They
  
   can’t
  
  be taken alive. Everybody down!”
 

 
  She was right; the dwarves, in unison, raised their weapons again. Joe, Billie, and Weaver did likewise.
 

 
  And then the whole earth shook.
 

 
  He dived down so rapidly they didn’t even hear the wind of his approach until he struck the ground hard enough to knock several of them right off their feet. The whole assemblage turned in unison, gaping in awe up at the enormous blue dragon suddenly standing a bare few yards away from them.
 

 
  He swiveled his long neck around to lower his angular head directly into their midst, and bared rows of arm-sized teeth in a truly horrifying smile.
 

 
  “Good evening. Nice night for it, eh?”
 

 
  “By the way,” Principia said to Jasmine, “in addition to
  
   not
  
  positioning my squad in that fortress where Syrinx
  
   knew
  
  we were supposed to be, I took the liberty of calling in some additional reinforcements of my own. I apologize if this disrupts your plans.”
 

 
  “Ah!” At her voice, the dragon twisted his head around to face her from a few feet away. “Prin, there you are! I must say, you throw the most
  
   terrible
  
  parties. Why is it, cousin, I only ever see you when people are getting shot in all directions?”
 

 
  
   “C-cousin?”
  
  Jasmine’s voice jumped an octave in the course of one word and then cracked.
 

 
  The dragon turned his sapphire eyes on her. “Hmph. That sounded like an exclamation of
  
   surprise.
  
  Been keeping me a secret, Principia? A less charitable person might think you were
  
   embarrassed
  
  to be related to me.”
 

 
  “Well,” Principia said glibly, “I guess a less charitable person might have met you. How is she?” she added, turning away from the dragon.
 

 
  “I have rarely seen anything like this injury,” Kuriwa replied. Somehow, in the intervening seconds, she had moved from across the battlefield to Merry’s side, and now paused in working on the fallen Legionnaire. “It is not excessively difficult to heal, however. Here. This was lodged in her arm.” She handed a tiny object to Principia, then lifted her head to smile at the dragon. “And
  
   hello,
  
  Zanzayed. It is a great pleasure to see you again.”
 

 
  The dragon shifted to stare ominously at her. “Oh.
  
   You.”
  
 

 
  “Since we are both in the vicinity,” she said calmly, returning her attention to Merry, “I hope you will find time to catch up. We so rarely get to talk anymore.”
 

 
  He snorted, sending a blast of air over them that was hot enough to make the snow steam and smelled of brimstone and, incongruously, spearmint.
 

 
  “Well,” Zanzayed huffed, “this has been fun, and all, but I’m just the transportation, here.”
 

 
  He lowered his body to lie in the snow, revealing for the first time a man in a dark suit perched astride his neck, who had been hidden by the dragon’s wings. Now, he slung his leg over and slid to the ground, where he paused to straighten his coat.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Principia muttered, her eyes widening. “I didn’t order
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Good evening,” said Zanzayed’s passenger, striding forward. “I am Lord Quentin Vex, head of Imperial Intelligence. With regard to this matter, I speak for the Emperor.”
 

 
  He paused to sweep an expressive gaze around them, at the dwarves, the Eserites, the Legionnaires and the adventurers, all of whom had gone silent and still, staring back in alarm.
 

 
  “His Majesty,” said Vex, raising an eyebrow, “requires a
  
   god damned explanation.”
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  The cloud cover had broken not long after midnight, and the following day dawned unusually clear and cloudless for Tiraas. It was still cold, winter having apparently decided to stay now that it had come. The city itself was in fairly good shape, its army of civil servants having been hard at work through the night with salt and shovels. Only along the northern districts, where water mains had broken and frozen, was the clean-up still impeding business. Elsewhere in the city, particularly in its bustling central districts, life went on at its usual pace.
 

 
  Of course, the High Commander of the Sisters of Avei would probably not have delayed her activities even for an active hailstorm, and so Principia was summoned to her office shortly after breakfast.
 

 
  “He
  
   said
  
  that?” Rouvad demanded skeptically.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia replied. “Obviously, I cannot attest to how serious he was or what he will do next, but Lord Vex’s exact words were ‘none of this happened.’ Considering the factions and individuals represented, I can understand how the Imperial government would prefer to avoid untangling the diplomatic mess that would result.”
 

 
  “You implied there was more,” Rouvad prompted.
 

 
  “Yes, Commander. The demolition of the fortress, he said, is to be recorded as a deliberate action by the Empire to remove an unsafe structure, preparatory to replacing it with a modern facility. And…he made it quite plain that, Imperial cover-up or not, the actions of everyone present
  
   would
  
  be taken into account the next time any of us have to interact with the Imperial government.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” the Commander said sourly, then heaved a sigh. “Suddenly I feel a little nervous that I haven’t heard from Intelligence yet. It’s early, but I don’t believe that man actually sleeps. And he definitely saw the disruptors?”
 

 
  “Saw, and demanded that they be handed over,” Principia said. “I refused. I apologize for any trouble that results, ma’am, but that seemed to me both the best thing to do given the tactical needs of the situation, and the course of action most compliant with Legion regulations.”
 

 
  “That rather depends on the
  
   manner
  
  of your refusal, Sergeant.”
 

 
  “I was forthright and completely honest, ma’am. I told Lord Vex those particular devices were made by me personally, on a mandate from you and using Avenist resources, and thus the property of the Sisterhood. I…mentioned that if he wanted them, he would have to take it up with you.”
 

 
  “That will be an enjoyable conversation, I’m sure,” the Commaner said wryly.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. I did not mention anything regarding how we obtained the specs for those disruptors. He will surely demand that information.”
 

 
  “Then I’ll take great pleasure in passing the buck. Vex can try to drag his answers out of the Thieves’ Guild, and much good may it do him. You said there was another matter on which you wished to report.” Her eyes dropped to Principia’s hands; Rouvad had not asked about the objects she was carrying.
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said, approaching the desk. She reached out and carefully laid a tiny ball of lead on its surface. “I wish to put Private Lang forward for a commendation. I realize that she cannot be awarded the Red Star due to it being on a mission not disclosed even to our captain, but she
  
   was
  
  wounded in the line of duty.”
 

 
  “Reasonable,” Rouvad said with a touch of impatience. “I’ll instruct Dijanerad to approve it. Is that immediately
  
   pertinent,
  
  Locke?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. This object was removed from her arm. It punched
  
   through
  
  her shield, through the defensive
  
   enchantments
  
  on that shield—both of which were completely destroyed by the impact—and then through her armor and bicep. By that point it had lost enough momentum that it merely broke the bone on impact rather than taking her arm off entirely. That piece of metal had to have been moving at a significant fraction of the speed of sound to have that much energy behind it.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rouvad said noncommittally, glancing at the object in the sergeant’s other hand. “You have some insight, I take it, into the kind of spell which could do this?”
 

 
  “That’s just it, ma’am. I don’t believe there was any spell. Shahai managed to retrieve this from the snow while Zanzayed was teleporting dwarves back to the Svennish embassy.” She laid the device on the desk. It was a simple thing, seemingly little more than a short length of pipe with a wooden handle and a clicker mechanism. “We have both examined it and found no evidence of enchantment present at all, though there
  
   are
  
  burn marks and traces of chemical explosive inside the tube.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rouvad repeated, picking up the object and turning it over in her hands. “What do you make of it?”
 

 
  “The lead ball fits neatly in that tube,” Principia said. “From there, we can deduce how it works. An explosive powder is packed into the base of it, the ball is placed in on top of that, and the powder is ignited by a sparking mechanism triggered by squeezing that switch. The explosion, contained as it is, propels the ball with tremendous force, and the length of the tube guides its trajectory.”
 

 
  “Ingenious,” Rouvad marveled.
 

 
  “This is extremely concerning,” Principia said, frowning. “You are of course aware that all magical shields are weakened by contact with physical objects.
  
   That
  
  thing hits with enough sheer kinetic force to collapse any shielding charm I’ve ever heard of, and probably a lot of personal caster shields. A paladin or archmage’s shield could stand up to it, most likely, but… Ma’am, I know just enough physics and math to do my various jobs, but I am pretty sure this technology could be scaled up without any real limits. A
  
   cannon
  
  -sized version of that could destroy any magical shield in existence, and any fortification behind it.”
 

 
  “Dwarven engineering at its finest,” Rouvad noted. “What intrigues me most is that I’ve never heard of such a device before. I don’t suppose you’ve analyzed the explosive used?”
 

 
  “Not in detail, ma’am, but I did a very basic charm test on the traces inside the tube, and I think the results were the most interesting part of this yet. No alchemical agents were present; this was a completely
  
   non-magical
  
  explosive compound, which has to be a deliberate design choice, as the effect could be achieved far more easily with enchantments. This is a non-magical and
  
   anti-
  
  magical weapon. We can’t know the range without testing it, but it’s surely comparable to conventional wands. If a force armed with these faced off against a unit of the Imperial Army, they’d have similar firepower, and the Army’s defensive measures would be useless. It would be a rout.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “Of course, as soon as they use these where the Empire can see, countermeasures will be in the works. I think they must have been desperate and planning to wipe out everyone there, to have used it in sight of us last night. But if they pick the right battle, it only has to work once. If a dwarven force were able to secure or destroy the right high-value target, they could truly change the fates of the Five Kingdoms by forcing the Empire to terms.”
 

 
  “Locke,” Rouvad said patiently, “I find your various skills and aptitudes useful in their place, but there is something backward about
  
   you
  
  lecturing
  
   me
  
  on matters of military strategy.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Needless to say,” the Commander went on, “you may consider
  
   this
  
  as classified as everything else which occurred last night.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Have you anything else to report, sergeant?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.” Principia stepped back from the desk, leaving the lead ball and its launcher with the Commander, and stood at attention. “The fortress was destroyed by the adventurers summoned by General Avelea, at the command of Bishop Syrinx, who was sent to fetch them. According to Avelea’s plan, which Syrinx knew, my squad should have been in it when that happened.”
 

 
  “And so you both improvised,” Rouvad said flatly. “Basra with her pyrotechnics and
  
   you
  
  by involving the dragon who involved the Empire whom I’ll be dealing with for the forseeable future about this.”
 

 
  “Ma’am, destroying that fortress was an action with no strategic application in that situation. I believe its only purpose was to destroy
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “You are, in fact, my third meeting today, early as it is,” Rouvad replied. “I have already been over this with General Avelea
  
   and
  
  Bishop Syrinx, who has explanations for every one of her actions last night. Something tells me you don’t particularly care to hear them.”
 

 
  “That’s correct, ma’am. With regard to—”
 

 
  “Locke, my patience for repeating myself to you is thin. I’ve already made it plain I’m not having this infighting.
  
   I
  
  will deal with Syrinx, and
  
   you
  
  will drop it.”
 

 
  “No,” Principia said flatly.
 

 
  Very slowly, Rouvad leaned forward in her chair, her face suddenly devoid of all expression. “What did you say, soldier?”
 

 
  “I said
  
   no,
  
  Commander,” Principia repeated. “Attempts on my life don’t much bother me; it doesn’t pay to take these things personally. But if that woman tries to murder my soldiers
  
   one
  
  more time, I am going to murder her right back. And the difference between me and Basra Syrinx is that I
  
   accomplish
  
  what I set out to. If you want to keep your Bishop, get her under control before someone else has to.” She saluted. “I will now report for court martial if that is your command, so long as you understand that it won’t change anything.”
 

 
  Rouvad stared at her in silence; Principia stared right back. It was almost a minute before the Commander spoke.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   want
  
  to be removed from the Legions, Locke?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am.”
 

 
  “You have what you signed up for, now. Trissiny is on speaking terms with you; let’s not pretend that wasn’t your whole purpose for doing this. So why are you still here?”
 

 
  “I—”
 

 
  “Tell me the truth,” she ordered. “And don’t assume I won’t know if you don’t.”
 

 
  The sergeant hesitated before replying. “I find serving here…much more satisfying than I expected. And I want very much to continue looking after my girls. Their potential is enormous, but with so much arrayed against them I don’t want to leave them.”
 

 
  The High Commander suddenly sighed and eased back in her chair. “Trissiny reported on your performance, by the way. She said you are insubordinate and failed to follow her orders. She also said that your strategies on the ground were better than her own, and your refusal to respect the chain of command saved your soldiers’ lives and contributed significantly to her victory. I would suspect she was sugar-coating it were that not
  
   exactly
  
  what I have observed from you from the beginning.”
 

 
  Principia kept silent while Rouvad studied her thoughtfully for another long moment.
 

 
  “It’s useful, having someone on one’s side who isn’t a slave to regulations and the chain of command,” Rouvad finally continued. “It’s one of the things that has made Nandi so valuable to me, and to my predecessor, and why I was so reluctant to cede her to
  
   you.
  
  As I recall, you’ve seen firsthand that I tolerate backtalk from her that would send any other soldier immediately to the stockade. But
  
   she
  
  has devoted more time and energy to the Legion’s service than all of us combined; the leeway she has is
  
   more
  
  than earned. And then there’s
  
   you.”
  
  She paused again, peering up at Principia with an expression that was almost quizzical. “That’s the damnable thing about you, Locke. You’re just so…
  
   useful.
  
  For all the headaches you cause me, I can’t help getting the impression you actually
  
   are
  
  loyal to the Legions, and you do get results. But you’re just not ever going to be a good
  
   soldier,
  
  and I think I’d get no use out of you at all if I forced you to be.”
 

 
  Rouvad folded her arms on the desk and raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Dealing with you is a
  
   lot
  
  like dealing with Basra Syrinx.”
 

 
  Principia let the silence stretch another moment before replying.
 

 
  “That wasn’t called for, Commander.”
 

 
  “No, I’m not going to have you court-martialed,” Rouvad said, suddenly more brisk. “Instead, I shall take it as a sign of the urgency of the matter that you’re willing to risk speaking to me that way—and only because we are alone here, Locke. Open your mouth like that where
  
   anyone
  
  else can hear it and by the time I’m done with you, I promise you will be
  
   grateful
  
  for the mercy of standing before a military tribunal. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Is it
  
   believed?”
  
  Rouvad said more pointedly. “You think you’re smarter than I—don’t deny it. But I did not become the mortal leader of the cult of
  
   war
  
  without being as crafty and as ruthless as the situation demands. I certainly wouldn’t be keeping a creature like Syrinx on a leash otherwise. And let’s not forget the weight
  
   my
  
  words have with the only person alive whose opinion matters to you enough that you’d subject yourself to all
  
   this.”
  
  She smiled, as cold as the snow outside. “I
  
   can
  
  hurt you, Locke, if you make it necessary. So don’t.”
 

 
  “…yes, ma’am,” Principia said quietly.
 

 
  “And just keep away from Syrinx, for now,” Rouvad said with a heavy sigh. “Yes, I’m aware of the situation and what she did, and she as
  
   usual
  
  has conjured sufficient justification to evade official censure for her actions. The thing she and
  
   you
  
  have in common is that you both seem to think I can’t punish or contain her under such circumstances.” She straightened up in her seat, that frosty little smile returning to her face. “You’re both wrong. Basra is being dealt with as we speak, by one of my more…unconventional assets.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Basra whirled, scowling, when the door of her office was opened without the courtesy of a knock, but quickly marshaled her expression when she saw who had walked in.
 

 
  Trissiny was still wearing her street clothes and slightly battered coat rather than the silver armor, and hadn’t removed the dye from her hair—yet there was a distinctive change in her demeanor. She had put enough effort into cultivating a casual, non-military bearing that her stiff spine and purposeful stride were now all the more distinctive for their return.
 

 
  As was the black bird perched on her left shoulder.
 

 
  “Good morning, General Avelea,” Basra said smoothly, shutting the cabinet in which she had been digging and stepping away to meet her guests. “And…Mary, always a pleasure. I wasn’t expecting to see either of you again so soon.”
 

 
  The crow ruffled her feathers, but remained mute.
 

 
  “Good morning, your Grace,” Trissiny said, staring pensively at her. “Sorry to interrupt so early in the day, but I have a full list of errands myself and I hoped to catch you before you headed to the Church.”
 

 
  “Not at all, my time is yours,” Basra replied. “Please, have a seat. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  Trissiny tilted her head, making no move toward the proffered chair; on her shoulder, the crow mimicked the expression, which would have been comical if not for the suddenly fraught atmosphere.
 

 
  “I wonder if you could clarify your tactics for me,” said the paladin, “as an experienced commander to one still learning. What purpose did the destruction of the fortress serve?”
 

 
  “Considering our list of allies and enemies,” Basra replied immediately, “and the likelihood of those extremely professional dwarves discerning your procession’s goal and moving to intercept you, I realized, upon reaching and surveying the field, that that fortress was just waiting to be used as an ambush
  
   against
  
  you. Had they reached it first, your attempt to secure it would have led to your group’s downfall. I’m a little embarrassed that I didn’t think of any of this in the first place, but I was unfamiliar with that old ruin before seeing it for the first time last night.”
 

 
  “I should mention,” Trissiny said quietly, “I have already spoken with Joe, Mr. Weaver, and their other friends this morning. None of them reported any sign of dwarves reaching the fortress. They simply said that you directed it to be destroyed.”
 

 
  “And that bloodthirsty little gnome was more thrilled than I have ever seen anyone to oblige,” Basra said dryly. “Honestly, I was expecting her to start a
  
   fire
  
  or something. How or why she had munitions of that quality on hand I’m afraid even to ask. But the result was satisfactory. The purpose was to deny the enemy a fortification, not catch them in it; acting
  
   before
  
  they arrived was thus the entire point. You know this very well, Trissiny, it’s basic military strategy. The general who prepares the ground ahead of the battle controls the field.”
 

 
  “And,” Trissiny said more quietly still, “according to my orders, Squad One would have been in that fortress at the time.”
 

 
  “According to your orders,” Basra said with an indulgent smile, “there would have been no dragons and no Imperial presence. Your ambush would have succeeded, thanks to the adventurers you sent me to rally and my initiative in removing that fortification. Zanzayed was…overkill. And involving Vex will carry a hefty political price for all of us. I did not anticipate
  
   that,
  
  exactly, but I expected things to go south if we assumed Locke’s part in the plan would be carried out correctly. Believe me, Trissiny, I know how Locke
  
   thinks.”
  
 

 
  “Did you scout,” Trissiny asked, “to make sure the squad was
  
   not
  
  inside?”
 

 
  “We observed no tracks,” Basra replied. “In that snow—”
 

 
  “In that snow, tracks would have faded quickly; it was still coming down.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   that
  
  heavily, and only two of the squad are elves. Six women in full armor would leave easily discernible tracks—”
 

 
  “And so you checked
  
   every
  
  approach to the fortress?”
 

 
  “Why on earth would they have circled around to the back?” Basra tilted her head in a mimicry of their earlier gesture. “I must say I’m sensing a little hostility, here. Everything went exactly as I expected, and according to my plan—with the exception, of course, of Locke’s needless complications. Had it been any other squad, I would have considered it a risk. That woman is congenitally unable to do as she is told.”
 

 
  “I came here,” Trissiny said, “hoping you would help me understand why such a risk was warranted. I confess that I’m still not there.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Basra said more firmly, “you should be mindful of your own preconceptions. I understand you may have an emotional attachment to Sergeant Locke, that’s only natural. Just…don’t forget what kind of creature she is, Trissiny. Her interest in your existence began when
  
   you
  
  became someone it was politically useful to know. She is only
  
   here
  
  because of that, because she sees in you the chance to advance herself. Don’t let her deceive you.”
 

 
  “I won’t,” Trissiny replied, smiling thinly. “Her, or anyone else.”
 

 
  Basra sighed. “I see you’re not convinced. I have been over this in more detail with the High Commander already this morning; she accepted my reasoning. If you doubt me, I encourage you to take it up with her. And it might profit you to ask her opinion of Principia Locke’s performance as a soldier while you’re there.”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny said, nodding agreeably. “You have all the angles covered
  
   just
  
  enough that nobody can authoritatively call you down. Well done.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that tone is necessary,” Basra said mildly.
 

 
  The crow suddenly emitted a soft croak, and very gently pecked at Trissiny’s ear, then turned her head to jab her beak toward the door.
 

 
  “Well, then,” Trissiny said, smiling again. “I suppose that covers what I came to ask. I also wanted to offer a word of advice, Bishop Syrinx: you should not assume you’re the only one who can make things mysteriously explode.”
 

 
  Basra raised one eyebrow. Before she could speak, however, the rapidly approaching sound of pounding boots echoed from the hall, through the door which Trissiny had left open a crack. The Bishop turned, frowning, and stepped toward it to investigate.
 

 
  The boots skidded to a stop outside and the door was yanked open to admit Private Covrin, breathless and disheveled. “Your Grace!” she panted. “The—they sent—I mean, I only
  
   just
  
  learned, I’m sorry for the delay but I think my message was intercepted—”
 

 
  “Spit it
  
   out,
  
  Covrin!” Basra said in exasperation. “Sometime today!”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” her aide said desperately, “there’s a fire. At—at your house.”
 

 
  She gazed nervously at the Bishop, still regaining her breath, but Basra had gone completely still and expressionless. Slowly, she turned to stare at Trissiny.
 

 
  The paladin had stepped to one side, and was now trying to roll a doubloon across the backs of her knuckles. She went at it with excruciating slowness, clearly unpracticed in the maneuver, tentatively shifting the coin one finger’s increment at a time.
 

 
  At Basra’s stare, she looked up and smiled. “Well, that sounds rather urgent; don’t let me keep you any longer. Excuse me, private.”
 

 
  Covrin stepped aside to let her leave, and both of them stared after the departing paladin in silence.
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  Trissiny exhaled sharply in relief as her boots touched down on the rooftop, though she did not fully un-tense until Kuriwa had let the rift she had opened close behind them.
 

 
  “With all due respect,” she said fervently, “I devoutly hope I
  
   never
  
  have to travel that way again.”
 

 
  Kuriwa gave her an amused smile. “Then, if you wish to keep making dramatic and surprising entrances, I suggest you keep company with friends who can teleport or shadow-jump. This is the best I can do with my craft; the divine offers nothing at all for rapid travel.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, peering around to get her bearings. They were atop one of the mansion-like structures in Tiraas’s government district; just down the street, she could easily see the Svenheim embassy, which Kuriwa had just transported them into and then back out of by tunneling through a deeply creepy space between dimensions.
 

 
  “I’m not sure about this morning’s work,” she murmured.
 

 
  “I believe your ultimatum to the ambassador will have the desired effect,” Kuriwa replied, “coupled as it was with an alternative. Contracts for his country’s metalworkers to re-outfit the Silver Legions is by far preferable to having the Hand of Avei obliterate Svenheim’s intelligence agency. The stick always works better when the carrot is proffered as an alternative.”
 

 
  “That’s what Commander Rouvad said. In almost exactly those words. That’s not really the part I’m concerned about, though.” She turned her back on the embassy, facing the shaman again. “I know Bishop Syrinx’s account of last night passes inspection, if just barely. But… Kuriwa, almost everyone we spoke with believes she honestly tried to
  
   kill
  
  Principia. And her entire squad!”
 

 
  “Everyone,” Kuriwa said calmly. “Not almost. Don’t mistake Weaver’s mask of disinterest for disagreement.”
 

 
  “It made sense when the High Commander explained it to me, but the more I think…” Trissiny shook her head. “I’m just not sure we did the
  
   right
  
  thing, letting her off that way. And apparently this is becoming a
  
   pattern.
  
  How many times is Basra Syrinx going to get away with literal murder and only face temporary exile or the loss of some possessions?”
 

 
  “I would say,” Kuriwa mused, “that Farzida Rouvad is wiser than you, simply by dint of her longer experience. But one can be wiser and still be wrong—I know it all too well. In this case, however, I happen to agree with her assessment. Basra Syrinx, for all the disastrous potential she represents, is presently better left where she is.”
 

 
  “I know why the Commander thinks that,” said Trissiny, studying her closely. “Why do
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “For entirely different reasons.” Kuriwa stepped over to the edge of the roof and seated herself on the low wall encircling it, tucking one leg under herself and regarding Trissiny seriously. “In fact, I
  
   strongly
  
  disagree with Rouvad’s assessment: she thinks she has Syrinx under control, and she is deeply mistaken. No, Trissiny, I am an old schemer, and I see the long-term value in this. Principia, for all her faults, is only a mere match for Syrinx because she allows herself to be constrained by her duty to the Legion and her care for her soldiers; when Syrinx pushes her too far, or when Principia advances herself enough to have the leeway, it will be swiftly finished. Then, too, the Bishop is rapidly accumulating enemies whose potency, or very
  
   existence,
  
  she does not realize.” She shook her head. “Basra Syrinx is not long to be a free agent…and perhaps, not long to be a living one.”
 

 
  “So you think we should stand back and just let things unfold?”
 

 
  “I generally don’t recommend that as a
  
   motivation,
  
  though as a course of action it can be valid. No… At issue is that Syrinx represents the rot that has accumulated in the heart of this Empire, as well as in the Church and the Sisterhood. Corruption, complacency, the triumph of individual profit over the greater good. It happens, when social structures grow too large. They begin to perpetuate themselves first and foremost, often at the expense of their original goals.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed heavily. “All systems are corrupt. Yes, I can’t seem to get away from that.”
 

 
  “They really are, though,” Kuriwa said, smiling placidly. “Sometimes—well, often—one must swiftly excise rot when it grows. However… One treatment for infection, when magical means are not available, is to introduce maggots to the wound. They will eat the infected tissue and leave the rest healthy and clean.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   revolting,”
  
  Trissiny said, grimacing.
 

 
  Kuriwa shrugged. “The healing arts frequently are. So it is with other things. Sometimes, child, it is more profitable in the long run to let the rot spread, even help it along, so that it can eat away at old structures. When they collapse, new and better ones may be built. If Syrinx is simply
  
   removed
  
  as she undoubtedly deserves, well… There is nothing to stop another creature such as her climbing as high as she has, which itself indicates a serious failure of multiple safeguards. I deem it best to let her cause the destruction she inevitably will, and let the Church and the Sisterhood heal from the wounds which result.”
 

 
  “That’s consigning a potential lot of people to significant pain,” Trissiny said quietly. “And possibly much worse. I’m sorry, but I’m still not sure I can stomach the cost.”
 

 
  “Good.” Kuriwa nodded slowly, gazing up at her, then turned to stare down at the street four stories below. “Look at everyone, going about their day… They look so
  
   small
  
  from up here. Living too long can have the same effect. One sees the larger picture, sometimes to the exclusion of a thousand smaller ones. Having watched too many lives come and go, they begin to blur together, to lose the spark of significance… And yet, that is only perspective. None of those people are smaller than you or I, nor any less alive. We see the world differently, Trissiny, but
  
   your
  
  perspective isn’t less valid than mine. It may be less informed, but still worthwhile for that; too much information can introduce confusion. Just make sure, as much as you can, that you are thinking clearly and carefully before you act.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and let it out very slowly. “That’s a lesson I’m trying very hard to learn.”
 

 
  “All you can do is try.” Kuriwa unfolded herself, rising, and reached out to squeeze the younger woman’s shoulder. “For now, I believe this business is settled. Don’t hesitate to call me again if you need me, child…
  
   or
  
  if you just want to talk. I always have time for family. You can get down on your own, I trust?”
 

 
  “Wait.” Trissiny turned back to her, frowning suddenly. “Before you go… What does
  
   iyai
  
  mean?”
 

 
  Kuriwa tilted her head to one side, and then smiled warmly.
 

 
  “It means
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Man, it seems like we’ve been gone from here a
  
   lot
  
  longer than we have,” Darius commented, setting his tray down on the table in the Guild’s apprentice cafeteria and plopping himself onto the bench. “Been a hell of a few days, right?”
 

 
  “I already miss Rasha,” Tallie said a little sullenly, taking the seat across from him. “I mean, I’m
  
   happy
  
  for him, I honestly am. But he’s, I dunno… Kinda the conscience of the group. Know what I mean?”
 

 
  “Not even a little,” Darius said cheerfully. “Hell, Tallie, he isn’t
  
   dead.
  
  Glory said we’re all welcome to visit—if anything, he’s our in with an established Guild member with a lot of cred. Be happy he got himself a sponsor,
  
   and
  
  a cushy room in her mansion, and be happy
  
   we’ve
  
  got ourselves a Rasha!”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ross said. “Cos we’re not gettin’ sponsors of our own. Y’know that, right?”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Sergeant Sunshine,” Tallie said acidly.
 

 
  “It’s like the Boss said,” Ross grumbled. “Politics. We’ve been too deep an’ too high up; we’re mixed up with too many big deals. Nobody’s gonna wanna touch us; no tellin’ what kinda mess we’re tangled up in, far as they know.”
 

 
  The other two frowned at him, then surreptitiously turned to peer around the room. No other apprentices were sitting nearby, and no one was paying them any attention. That could have been normal, of course; lunch was always sparsely attended in the mess hall, and the Eserites in general stayed out of one another’s business—except when they didn’t. After Ross’s glum pronouncement, though, the way everyone’s eyes slid past them was suddenly suspicious and disheartening.
 

 
  Their own perusal of the cafeteria enabled Tallie to spot a friend approaching, though.
 

 
  “Jas!” she called, immediately brightening. “Hi! Where the hell have you been all day?”
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” Jasmine said, striding over and sliding onto the bench next to Tallie. “Sorry, had family business to deal with all morning.”
 

 
  “I’ll just
  
   bet,”
  
  Darius said, grinning fiendishly. “It’s okay, Jasmine—it’s always a shock to learn you’re related to a dragon fucker. That’s natural.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Darius, for your concern,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “Now, I don’t say that to be judgmental,” he went on, airily gesticulating with a forkful of broccoli. “I, of all people! Why, you’d be
  
   amazed
  
  how many dragon fuckers there are among the nobility. We’re the ones, after all, who are so filled with ennui from our lives of tedious, idle luxury that we may be inclined to try something ridiculous to break the monotony. Like, you know, fucking a dragon. Not to mention that our womenfolk are often bred for beauty like prize racing hounds, exactly the sort who might tend to draw a dragon’s attention. It’s a deadly combination, really.”
 

 
  
   “Anyhow,”
  
  Tallie said pointedly, glaring at him, “Ross may be right, but we’re not out of luck. So maybe we don’t get
  
   individual
  
  sponsors, fine, we’ll live. By the same token, we’ve got
  
   friends.”
  
  She grinned. “Glory, Webs, and Grip. C’mon, we all went through hell together! I bet we can finagle some training and maybe a few favors outta that!”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I’d be willing to trust everyone on that list,” Jasmine said, frowning. “Two thirds of them, in fact.”
 

 
  Tallie waved her off. “Pfft, this is the Thieves’ Guild. It’s not about trust, it’s about mutual interest. They all know we can be useful—we’re good people know!”
 

 
  “Also,” Darius said thoughtfully, “we
  
   were
  
  involved in wrecking two very expensive carriages belonging to a couple of those.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   sure
  
  they will forgive us!”
 

 
  All four turned to stare at the person who had just plunked a tray down next to them. Layla gazed challengingly back, wearing a simple and practical dress for the first time since they had met—with no jewelry or makeup, even.
 

 
  “You can all just wipe those fish-like expressions
  
   right
  
  off your faces,” she declared, spearing a bite of her own fish. “Especially
  
   you,
  
  Darius. You surely didn’t think I was just going to toddle off
  
   back
  
  to my personal hell under Father’s increasingly heavy thumb where you so
  
   blithely
  
  left me, did you?”
 

 
  “Uh, Lady Layla,” Jasmine began carefully.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Layla wagged a finger at her, smirking. “There will be none of that
  
   lady
  
  nonsense, understand? After all, I have it on good authority that we Eserites don’t have the highest opinion of the nobility. Really, putting on airs as they do. Just who do they think they are?”
 

 
  “Kid,” Tallie said more bluntly, “no. This is a
  
   bad
  
  idea. Someone is gonna break your goddamn legs within a week.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not saying I
  
   necessarily
  
  will succeed all the way to full membership,” Layla replied, shrugging. “But I’m sure the education itself will be valuable, and in the meantime it’s something to
  
   do.
  
  Something which does
  
   not
  
  involve going home. And we make a good team, do we not? You lot can show me the ropes, and I’m sure we’ll be getting into and out of just all
  
   sorts
  
  of exciting scrapes in no time at all!”
 

 
  She tucked the bite of fish delicately into her mouth and chewed smugly, clearly unperturbed by their expressions of dismay. Her own expression quickly began to wilt, however, and for decidedly different reasons, as she announced after finally swallowing.
 

 
  “Eugh,” Layla said, grimacing down at her plate. “This is
  
   awful.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darius agreed, still staring at her in something akin to horror. “Yes, I’m afraid it is.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The shadows were lengthening over the prairie when the Sheriff of Port Nonsense finally headed home for the day. Aside from its amusing name, it was a frontier village much like all its kind—a small patch of streets surrounded by outlying farms and cottages, one of which was her own home. Some Imperial sheriffs preferred to house themselves in apartments attached to their offices, so as to be close to the action, but there’d been none of that to speak of in this entire region since the days of Horsebutt’s crusade. Even the Cobalt Dawn had never struck this far south, and their annihilation seemed to have deterred any other elves or centaurs from leaving the Golden Sea, a mile or so to the northwest. As such, the Sheriff kept herself in the small house a good twenty minutes’ ride from town which she and her husband had bought. There she would stay, at the very least, until her remaining child was grown enough to leave home.
 

 
  Rosalind Schwartz pulled her mare up just outside the gate to her own yard, studying the unusual scene unfolding there under the orange sunset. Her daughter’s presence was typical enough; Melody wasn’t one to stay indoors, or to stay still at all, and as usual had managed to get herself thoroughly dusty and inflicted a fresh hole on the already-patched knee of her trousers. This time, though, she’d had help.
 

 
  It had been a good while since the Schwartz home had been visited by a Silver Legionnaire, and this one was a more unusual sight than most.
 

 
  “Footwork!” the woman said, grinning indulgently at the teenager, bracing her own feet to demonstrate and extending her sword forward. “It all starts with how you
  
   stand.
  
  Stop that flailing around, an enemy could knock you off your feet with a good
  
   sneeze
  
  if you can’t balance properly in action.”
 

 
  She wore a sergeant’s stripes on her shoulder, and was an elf—a black-haired elf. Rosalind had lived here long enough to know what
  
   that
  
  meant, though she’d never suspected one of them had joined the Legions, of all things. The elf, of course, had to have heard her coming, but for the moment kept her attention on the still-oblivious Melody.
 

 
  “That’s so
  
   boring,”
  
  the girl whined, brandishing the stick she was using for a mock sword. “Come on, swords! Battle!
  
   Action!
  
  How can you—”
 

 
  “Because the fundamentals are how you
  
   survive
  
  the battles and action,” the Legionnaire said dryly, sheathing her weapon. “Something tells me this
  
   isn’t
  
  the first time you’ve heard about it, either.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it’s even more boring when Ma does it.” Melody moodily swiped at imaginary foes with her stick. “I’m gonna enlist as soon as I’m old enough, Ma said I could. I just wanna have some
  
   adventures
  
  before I have to settle down and get all stiff and boring.”
 

 
  “Military service doesn’t have a lot to do with adventure,” the sergeant replied with an indulgent smile, “though ironically, if you go into it thinking that, a stint in the Legions might be
  
   exactly
  
  what you need. Probably not what you wanted, though.”
 

 
  Lucy picked that moment to snort loudly and shake her mane, irked at standing around out here when she had her stall and bucket of oats to look forward to at the end of a long day. Melody whirled, nearly overbalancing (and underscoring her visitor’s earlier point), to grin at her mother.
 

 
  “Ma! Hi! We’ve got a
  
   guest!”
  
 

 
  “So I see,” Rosalind replied, nodding at the soldier, who had turned to face her and now saluted. “Can’t say I was expecting
  
   this.
  
  I’m Sheriff Schwartz. What can I do for you, Segeant…?”
 

 
  “Locke,” she replied. “Squad 391. Don’t worry, it’s not Legion business.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t especially worried,” Rosalind replied, raising an eyebrow at the salute; she was discharged years hence, and anyway had been a sergeant herself. “Seeing as how the Legions
  
   have
  
  no business with me anymore. That wouldn’t be
  
   Principia
  
  Locke, by any chance?”
 

 
  “Ah,” the elf replied with a wry grin, “I see my reputation precedes me.”
 

 
  “She says she grew up right over there in the grove!” Melody offered brightly.
 

 
  “Mm hm, so I’ve heard,” said Rosalind. “I don’t get over to visit the elves very often, myself, but I do find reason every now and again. Enough times to have heard their opinion of you a time or two…Sergeant.” She slowly raised her chin, studying the elf down her nose. “I have to say, the sight of you in that armor is very… Incongruous, that’s the word. A more suspicious person might wonder where you came by it.”
 

 
  
   “Mother!”
  
  Melody protested, appalled.
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Principia said with a grin. “Yeah, I’m well aware what you’d have heard from those rigid old trees in the grove. I probably won’t be around long enough for it to matter, but you can check up on me if you are so inclined, Sheriff. I’m with the Third, currently stationed in Tiraas; my captain is Shahdi Dijanerad. Anyhow, this is a personal visit. I was actually a friend of your husband.”
 

 
  “You knew Dad?” Melody exclaimed.
 

 
  “I did.” Principia turned to her and nodded. “Anton was a fine man and a good friend; I was very sorry to hear he had passed. Sorrier still that I didn’t hear of it until very recently. We’d fallen out of touch.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Roslind said quietly, patting Lucy when the mare snorted again and stomped a hoof in annoyance. “Anton never mentioned you. Not once. You seem like a peculiar thing to just
  
   forget
  
  about.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” the elf replied with a sigh. “He was a
  
   great
  
  one for not mentioning things. I happened to run into your son Herschel in Tiraas this last week, which marked the first time I
  
   ever
  
  heard that Anton had a family. I never even knew he was married.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rosalind stated flatly, stiffening in her saddle. “And is there…a
  
   particular
  
  reason that fact is relevant?”
 

 
  Principia met her gaze directly, but sighed again. “Yes. It is. You and I need to have a long, awkward conversation, woman to woman.”
 

 
  The Sheriff studied her guest in silence for a moment before speaking—to her wide-eyed daughter, not Locke. “Melody, it’s getting late, and Marjorie’s still laid up with that ankle. Go help her bring the sheep in.”
 

 
  “But
  
   Ma—”
  
  Melody’s protest cut off instantly when Rosalind shifted her head to give her a look. “…yes’m.”
 

 
  The teenager flounced out of the yard, shutting the gate harder than was called for, and stalked off down the road toward the neighbor’s property, just visible in the near distance. Neither woman spoke again until she was well out of earshot.
 

 
  “I’ve had years to come to terms with life,” Rosalind said finally. “It’s been hard without Anton, but I stitched myself back together. And it’s not as if I didn’t know he was an imperfect man, or had my ideas about how some of his…
  
   adventures
  
  went. But that’s all history. Before you say anything else, I want you to think
  
   very
  
  carefully about what you came here to talk about. Be sure it’s something that
  
   needs
  
  to be dragged up again. Because if it’s not, and you drag it… I’m not shy about facing hard facts if I need to, but I’d just as soon not dig up the past for no good reason.”
 

 
  “There’s good reason,” Principia said, her expression dead serious. “I haven’t said anything about this to Herschel, because… Well, I consider it your prerogative. You’ll know best how to raise the matter with the kids, and this is all outside my realm of experience.” She grimaced. “This is not about reminiscing, though, and it’s not
  
   just
  
  about family. There are serious, practical reasons Herschel and Melody will
  
   need
  
  to know about their sister.”
 

 
  Rosalind closed her eyes for a moment, drawing in a steadying breath, then opened them and swung down from the saddle.
 

 
  “C’mon into the barn,” she said shortly. “I’ve a horse to look after and evening chores to see to. You can help while you talk.” She turned her back on the elf, leading Lucy away. “Apparently, it’s the least you can do.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Daksh sat on the pier, gazing out to sea as the sunset faded over the mountains behind Puna Dara. He had been there for over two hours when the weirdo came and sat down beside him.
 

 
  After nearly a full minute of silence, he finally shifted his head to glance at his new companion, who was attired in an all-concealing robe of brown sackcloth, tightly closed over his chest. As if the deep cowl weren’t enough to conceal his identity, he had a coarse cloth scarf covering his neck and face below the eyes. His exposed hands were tightly bound in bandages.
 

 
  In Puna Dara’s climate, the outfit was ridiculous to the point of suicide, even now with the heat of the day beginning to dissipate.
 

 
  “Do you want to talk about it?” the newcomer said in a deep voice muffled by his absurd mask.
 

 
  “Why?” Daksh asked without thinking.
 

 
  The robed figure heaved slightly in what Daksh only realized a moment later was a shrug. “It can help.”
 

 
  He returned his stare to the darkening horizon. Somehow, even this absurdity did not make much of an impression. “It doesn’t matter.”
 

 
  “That’s the same as saying
  
   you
  
  don’t matter.”
 

 
  Daksh actually laughed, bitterly. “Clearly, I do not matter. Not to my daughters, who chase me away from my own house. Not to my son Rasha, who disappeared to Tiraas to become a thief. I
  
   certainly
  
  don’t matter to any of those who used to buy my fish.”
 

 
  “Is something wrong with your fish?”
 

 
  “They are Naphthene’s fish now, not mine. My boat sank.” Daksh caught himself, then shook his head. “No, that is not truthful.
  
   I
  
  sank my boat. I was drunk. My family’s livelihood… No, I do not matter. Not even to me.”
 

 
  There was silence for a while longer before the stranger spoke again.
 

 
  “Would you like to?”
 

 
  Daksh heaved a short sigh. “Ugh. Which cult are you recruiting for?”
 

 
  The man’s laugh was a hoarse rasp, with a strange undertone like metal grinding on stone. The odd sound finally drew Daksh’s full attention.
 

 
  “Perhaps there is a better question,” the man said. “Regardless of what…cult, or whatever else I may represent. If you
  
   could
  
  matter. If you could be strong. Fearless. Powerful.
  
   Invincible.
  
  What would that be worth to you?”
 

 
  “You are mad,” Daksh said matter-of-factly.
 

 
  “I may well be,” the hooded figure agreed, nodding. “My question remains.”
 

 
  “If you could do this?” He shrugged. “You can’t, but if you could? Anything but my soul. That is all I have anyway, now, so it seems I have nothing to barter. Which makes two of us.”
 

 
  “You are so wrong.” The robed figure abruptly stood, grabbed his coarse garment at the throat, and tugged firmly, dragging the enveloping layers of cloth from him in one improbably powerful sweep. Daksh shied away from his sudden movement, and then found himself gazing up at the man in awe.
 

 
  He now wore only his arm bindings and a simple wrap around his groin, exposing the metal which partially covered him. His entire right arm was lengths of copper and steel, slightly twisted as if they had been repurposed from scrap, bound together with hinges and springs—and yet, below the wrappings on his hand, his fingers seemed to be normal flesh. Metal was his left leg from the knee down, and fragments of scrap clustered on the skin of his right like barnacles, as if peeking through from structures beneath the skin. From the artificial joint of his right shoulder, irregular lengths of scrap metal crawled across his chest, forming a very rough triangle whose tip covered his heart, over which a battered compass with a green glass casing sat.
 

 
  Half his face was covered in copper plates and brass wires, including his left eye, which was a small blue fairy lamp.
 

 
  “You, my friend, are not dead,” the half-metal man proclaimed, grinning exuberantly and exposing—unsurprisingly—iron teeth. “And that alone means you have
  
   much
  
  to offer. You are still a man. You still matter. You are worth preserving!”
 

 
  He leaned forward, holding out the wrapped hand of his metal right arm.
 

 
  “But you can always become…
  
   more.”
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  “Don’t worry about it.”
 

 
  Toby heaved a deep sigh, allowing his usual mask of calm and the posture crafted by years of martial arts to finally relax, now that he was surrounded by nobody whose opinion he needed to care about. This might be the
  
   only
  
  place where that was true, and so he let himself slump over the bar, absently toying with his “cup” of “tea,” which was a large snail shell with a flattish bottom, full of hot water steeped, somehow, in mushrooms. He didn’t know how in the world one made tea out of mushrooms, but after his last visit here, the flavor was unmistakable.
 

 
  Poise and bearing were disciplines cultivated for their own sake, not affectations he kept up for appearances, but considering how many rules he was already breaking just by
  
   being
  
  here alone, it somehow felt right to let loose. It was oddly liberating.
 

 
  “It was just a question,” the bartender hummed, idly running a threadbare rag over the bar’s stone surface, which didn’t need it. “All part of the gig, you know. You slouch at my bar, gazing morosely into your non-alcoholic beverage, I pretend to be interested in your problems. Bartenders and losers have been doing this dance since time immemorial. It’s bigger than both of us, sweetheart.”
 

 
  Toby gave her an annoyed look; Melaxyna grinned right back, ostentatiously unrepentant. After a moment, though, he had to smile a little in response. It
  
   was
  
  slightly funny, anyway. That didn’t mean he could afford not to be careful. Sanctuary or no, a succubus was a dangerous thing. All the more so when she tried to appear otherwise.
 

 
  “I was answering the question,” he said, “not telling you to drop it.
  
   That
  
  was what I got from my god. After traveling to Tiraas, requesting use of the central temple—and that’s
  
   not
  
  a small thing, paladin or no, it puts a lot of people out to clear off from the
  
   main
  
  center of Omnist worship—and did the ritual to call him down. All
  
   that,
  
  and that’s what I got. ‘Don’t worry about it.’”
 

 
  “He
  
   said
  
  that?” Her grin widened, if anything. “That’s cold.”
 

 
  “Good thing one can always count on a bartender for a sympathetic ear.”
 

 
  “Well, let’s not forget you’re talking to a demon, here,” Melaxyna said, still grinning. “You can’t bring me this kind of
  
   validation
  
  and expect me to be all glum. No, I am
  
   not
  
  shocked to learn of a god of the Pantheon being heartless and dismissive to his allegedly most valued servant. Tough break, kid, but that’s pretty much how the bastards are.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t like that,” he said, again pushing the shell cup back and forth between his hands. After one sip, the prospect of actually drinking it didn’t appeal.
 

 
  Behind him, the sounds of other patrons in the Grim Visage formed a low hum. It was a different clientele than under Rowe; according to Sarriki, since the dismantling of his attempted dimensional gates, they hadn’t seen any visiting drow or gnomes, much less travelers from other worlds. Tonight it was mostly goblins, two naga and a small party of caplings clustered in one corner. He hadn’t realized caplings were sapient enough to patronize bars, and indeed, these appeared to be trying to eat their table. Sarriki still slithered about with her crafty smile, carrying trays of mushroom beer hither and yon. Now, Melaxyna’s surly hench-hethelax, Xsythri, was perched on the rail between the bar’s two levels, keeping a grim eye on everyone.
 

 
  “Omnu isn’t much of a
  
   talker,
  
  as such,” Toby said slowly, frowning at his drink. “I’ve found that myself, and it’s been born out by what I’ve read of the writings of other Hands of Omnu. Trissiny and Gabe apparently have conversations with their gods, when they talk at all, but for me… Communing with Omnu is more like…what Teal describes of her relationship with Vadrieny.” He glanced up at the succubus, but she was just watching him attentively, now, and made no reaction to the archdemon’s name. “This time, it was a sense of peace. I mean…you could make the case that Omnu’s very presence
  
   is
  
  a sense of peace, but this was more specific. It was a message. Be a ease, don’t worry, all will be well.”
 

 
  She shrugged, again fruitlessly wiping the bar. “Well, I’m not one to give the gods credit, but that sounds like good advice. Unless, of course, you went to him with a problem that was seriously bothering you and has far-reaching implications that you
  
   need
  
  to understand if he expects you to do your fucking job.”
 

 
  “Well, this is
  
   one
  
  reason I’m down here,” Toby said wryly. “I’ve heard plenty of encouragement and platitudes from people who didn’t seem to register that
  
   getting
  
  encouragement and platitudes was what was bothering me in the first place. It’s tricky, finding someone willing to offer a critical view of the gods. Especially if they know you’re a paladin.”
 

 
  “In their defense, that’s because paladins are usually the ones doing the rounding up and slaughtering when people do horrible, deviant things like think for themselves,” she said sweetly. “Not you, of course, but to the average shmoe who just wants to live his life, the difference between Hands of Omnu and Avei are fairly academic.”
 

 
  “Yes, your
  
   unbiased
  
  perspective is a breath of fresh air,” he replied, quirking an eyebrow, and she laughed. He had to remind himself how deftly manipulative her kind were; even that laugh seemed friendly, approachable, effortlessly fostering camaraderie. At least she hadn’t tried to flirt with him, but then, she could probably tell as easily as Juniper that there was no point. “I confess I’d thought you might have
  
   some
  
  personal view on this. We’re talking about what is, for all intents and purposes, a weapon. A
  
   massively
  
  destructive weapon, one which incinerates demons. Like you.”
 

 
  “The holy nova?” Melaxyna lifted an eyebrow of her own. “I’m sorry to tell you this, kiddo, but you
  
   didn’t
  
  invent it.”
 

 
  “I’m aware—”
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   using
  
  it as glibly as you describe and walking away is something new and interesting. Assigning
  
   more
  
  dangerous powers to their followers is actually a reversal for the Pantheon, considering Salryene hasn’t called a Hand since her last one scoured Athan’Khar off the map. And here I thought they might have actually learned a lesson, there. That’ll show me.”
 

 
  “Magnan didn’t actually
  
   do
  
  that—”
 

 
  “You’re Arachne’s student; I
  
   know
  
  you know your history better than that. If you
  
   build
  
  a horrible weapon and bend your energies to campaigning for it to be
  
   used,
  
  you don’t get to dodge responsibility just because someone else’s finger was on the switch. More to the point, you’re deflecting.” She cocked her head to the side, smiling smugly. “That’s what’s bugging you, isn’t it? Escalation.”
 

 
  “Escalation,” he said, again frowning at his tea, “and…change. Change of what should be fundamental, immutable. Omnu is a god of
  
   peace.
  
  Why…why a
  
   weapon?”
  
 

 
  “Putting aside the fact that the holy nova is just as useful for cleansing and healing as fighting demons,” she said, “you’re being tripped up by a willful misconception, there. Omnism is a
  
   religion
  
  of peace. Omnu is a god of life, and of the sun. Ask your friend the dryad how
  
   peaceable
  
  life is, and hell… The sun burns. Maybe you’re just turned around by all this because you’re expecting your god to act like
  
   you
  
  want him to act. Like the pleasant father figure your upbringing created an image of, instead of a nigh-omnipotent creature with as much of an ego and an agenda as anyone else.”
 

 
  Toby’s frown deepened. Her own agenda lay thick over her suggestions, but beneath it was some logic. Enough to be worth mulling over, if he could separate the kernels of truth from the manipulations woven through them. They had to be there; Trissiny had made the point repeatedly, in their discussions about the Vanislaad, Eserites, Black Wreath, and others, that all good manipulations required a core of truth. Simple lies were far too easily debunked. Re-framing truth made a smokescreen that could be nearly impossible to penetrate.
 

 
  He lifted his gaze to study her curiously; she just stared back, wearing a faintly knowing little smile.
 

 
  “Well,” he said, shifting back from the bar, “thanks for the tea and conversation. I should probably go find out whether I’ve actually gotten away with this. I know students sneak down here all the time, but—”
 

 
  “Why did you
  
   really
  
  come?” she asked mildly. “This is not your scene, Toby. Not just because it’s full of demons and monsters and located deep in an otherworldly pit of violence.
  
   Bars
  
  are not your scene. Besides, I clearly recall you and your little posse were rather close-knit. There are much more immediate people you could go to with your problems. Safer people.”
 

 
  “Like I said—”
 

 
  “Oh, all right, you want me to narrate? I can narrate.” She winked. “I’ve been around long enough to have seen this before, after all. Your whole problem is that you’re questioning your god. You
  
   know
  
  what a Child of Vanislaas is, and where we come from. Being that you’re a young man with a mind of your own and a conscience, not yet too blinded by dogma to have forsworn the use of both, you’d naturally seek out the perspective of someone who, like you, started out a mortal human, and yet ended up violently opposed to your Pantheon.”
 

 
  “I don’t know if it’s all
  
   that
  
  mysterious,” he demurred. “I daresay I’ve met some people myself who I wouldn’t be at all surprised to see becoming incubi or succubi.”
 

 
  Melaxyna’s smile faded. She had been leaning forward over the bar in a way which showed off her cleavage, possibly just out of habit, but now straightened up and folded her arms in a manner which, for once, was not suggestive. Toby shrugged and resumed getting up from his stool.
 

 
  “I was a priestess of Izara.”
 

 
  Slowly, he sat back down.
 

 
  “I died in the Third Hellwar,” she continued, tilting her chin up. The gesture was prideful, but not condescending; she could do wonderfully expressive things with the tiniest touches of body language. “To make a very long story relatively short… My village was pressed by demons. I wasn’t a healer, specifically, but I damn well did my best. The light does heal, even if the one wielding it lacks much skill. It wasn’t enough, of course. And
  
   worse,
  
  all I could do was heal.” She bared her teeth in a contemptuous sneer. “My light wouldn’t burn the demons. Oh, once or twice, when I helped the defenders close to the gates, I’d actually singe one in passing. But if I
  
   tried?
  
  If I wanted to protect my home and family, and use the power I had to drive back the
  
   monsters
  
  that were trying to slaughter us? Well, Izara cut me off. Can’t have
  
   that.
  
  The goddess of love just couldn’t bear the thought of any of her precious followers
  
   surviving
  
  to carry on her will, not when they had the option of making some kind of obscure point of principle by being helplessly butchered. If I seem to lack sympathy for you because Omnu’s willing to let you
  
   kill
  
  in his name, well, now you understand my bias.”
 

 
  She snorted and lashed her tail once, wings flaring briefly before settling back around her shoulders. “Oh, but we were almost saved! An actual, honest-to-gods Hand of Avei came to the village. Had two Silver Huntresses with her—do you know what those were?”
 

 
  “I’m not familiar with them…”
 

 
  “Well, look it up sometime, they were interesting. Anyhow, there the Avenists were, here to save the day! Huzzah, rejoicing! Except that
  
   no,
  
  they couldn’t be bothered.” Her fingers stiffened into claws, digging into her own arms. “One little flyspeck village wasn’t important. They were there to get supplies and reinforcements and continue on to the
  
   real
  
  battlefront. And by
  
   get,
  
  I mean
  
   take,
  
  as they made abundantly clear when some tried to bar them from our rations and limited weapons. The option they gave us was to let any too young, weak, or infirm to fight just…stay there and die, when all the food, weapons, and able-bodied fighters had been taken from the village, or come along and almost certainly meet the same fate on the road, because there could be no question of slowing their pace enough to protect them.
 

 
  “So,” she drawled, “I took some
  
   initiative.
  
  Managed to catch one of the Huntresses unarmed, got a knife to her throat, and
  
   demanded
  
  that the Hand call on Avei. I figured there was just no way the actual goddess of justice would be party to that kind of barbarism if she could
  
   see
  
  it being done in her name.”
 

 
  She met his eyes challengingly, ancient fury smoldering behind her own. “The demons didn’t kill me. Even the Hand of Avei didn’t.
  
   Avei
  
  did. Personally. She couldn’t be arsed to protect my people, or even to leave us with what we needed to protect ourselves, but somehow the goddess of justice found time to strike down a loyal cleric of the Pantheon for the unpardonable crime of standing up and demanding that she
  
   do
  
  the one thing which was her
  
   entire reason to exist.”
  
 

 
  “I guess,” he said slowly when she stopped talking, “threatening a servant of a god and blackmailing a paladin gets an automatic damnation…”
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  no,” she said, sneering again. “Oh, no no no.
  
   Vidius
  
  was a rather more reasonable chap, as I recall when I came before him for judgment. He’s really not too stringent; he said I’d done remarkably well in a terrible situation and thought I deserved reward beyond the average. Even kept at me on it when I refused; I had to cuss him out at some
  
   considerable
  
  length before he was willing to send me to Hell.”
 

 
  “Did you…” Toby’s voice caught, embarrassingly, and he had to swallow before continuing. “You were already planning to seek out Prince Vanislaas?”
 

 
  “Oh, Toby,” she said, shaking her head. “That was a different time. I was a backcountry yokel; for most people in my situation, one village was the universe and the horizon as unreachable as the sky. There were no telescrolls, no
  
   newspapers
  
  even; books were rare and precious, and we seldom saw a bard. There certainly weren’t any Rails or zeppelins. Shitty
  
   roads
  
  in most places, for that matter. I could read and do my sums, which made me as close as the village had to a scholar. No, I had no idea what a succubus even was, much less how they were made. All I knew, standing before the seat of divine judgment, was that at the thought of spending eternity with the
  
   fucking gods,
  
  I’d rather take my chances with the demons and the damned. At least I already knew what to expect from
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  Toby did not voice the most immediate thought that came to mind: good deceptions had to contain a kernel of truth—except, perhaps, if they were about things which had happened thousands of years ago and left no records. Instead, he asked a question.
 

 
  “Have you ever regretted it?”
 

 
  “Regretted what?” she asked sweetly. “The years of wandering in Hell, pursued and abused by demons? Millennia of sneaking in shadows, matching wits with the gods’ followers, sowing chaos among their works wherever I could? The loneliness, the hardship, the privation, the constant enmity of an entire plane of existence, all just so I could make the point to the Pantheon that at least
  
   one
  
  soul was not going to
  
   stand for their bullshit?”
  
 

 
  She opened her wings slightly, arching them menacingly above her head, and bared her teeth in a savage grin.
 

 
  “Not
  
   once.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Tellwyrn was frowning deeply and far away in thought as she climbed out of the sunken grotto, emerging through the gap between massive tree roots into the fading afternoon light beneath the forest canopy. So lost in her own reflections, in fact, that despite the acuity of her senses she did not realize she was no longer alone until she was forced to stop, her way forward blocked by another elf.
 

 
  “And what,” Linsheh demanded icily, “do you think you’re doing? Who gave you permission to go in there?”
 

 
  The mage stared at the shaman in silence for a moment.
 

 
  “I honestly can’t recall the last time anyone gave me permission to do anything,” she answered finally.
 

 
  Linsheh’s eyes narrowed to furious slits. “The time for you to seek knowledge here was before you spent
  
   so much
  
  time and effort burning those bridges, Arachne. You are
  
   not
  
  welcome in this grove.”
 

 
  Another elf came bounding out of the forest, coming to a stop off to one side. “Elder,” he said worriedly, “please. She’s already been and come back, this won’t do—”
 

 
  “Be silent, Adimel,” Linsheh ordered curtly.
 

 
  “I was actually going to apologize to you,” Tellwyrn said in a soft tone. “Well… Maybe
  
   going
  
  is a little strong, but I was thinking about it very seriously. It’s been enough years now; with the benefit of some distance, thinking back on our various altercations, it’s seemed to me that I was unnecessarily rude. At any rate, Kuriwa seemed to think so, and much as she rubs me the wrong way I think the worst thing about her is how seldom she’s
  
   wrong.”
  
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Linsheh growled. “I might have known I’d find
  
   her
  
  at the back of this.”
 

 
  “But that was before,” Tellwyrn continued, still deadly quiet. “It’s no secret to you, I’m sure, how the knowledge of what you’re hoarding down there would change the world. But you
  
   know,
  
  and I
  
   know
  
  you know, what it meant to me, personally. What it
  
   would
  
  have meant if I’d learned of it long before now. All the absolute
  
   hell
  
  I could have spared myself. And now, suddenly, I find myself thinking I wasn’t hard
  
   enough
  
  on you.” She tilted her head down, staring coldly over the rims of her glasses. “And furthermore, that it isn’t too late to correct that oversight.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” Adimel exclaimed,
  
   “please.
  
  This is pointless.”
 

 
  “I should hardly have to state that you do
  
   not
  
  frighten me,” Linsheh said, curling her lip.
 

 
  “Isn’t that precious,” Tellwyrn replied, flexing her fingers. “I wonder how frightened you’ll be if I
  
   burn this grove to the ground.”
  
 

 
  The shaman took one step toward her, snatching up the tomahawk hanging at her belt. “You were better off in the days when you didn’t dare challenge me openly, Arachne. All I need is the excuse of
  
   one
  
  fireball and my tribe will put a stop to your insanity,
  
   finally
  
  , for good.”
 

 
  “That’s enough!” Adimel exclaimed, interposing himself bodily between them. “You are both behaving like—”
 

 
  Both women pointed fingers at him.
 

 
  A blast of wind pushed him one way while a burst of pure concussive force shoved the other; Adimel spun in a full circle, losing his grip on his staff, and staggered away to land on his rear in a fern, blinking in confusion.
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  want to drag your tribe into this?” Tellwyrn asked, baring her teeth. “You know
  
   very
  
  well the lot of them don’t have the collective power to stop me doing any damn thing I please, Linsheh.”
 

 
  “That’s right, Arachne,” Linsheh retorted. “Keep pushing. I always
  
   did
  
  hope I would be there on the day you learned how oversized your estimation of yourself is.”
 

 
  “Ah, if I may?”
 

 
  Both turned to glare at the speaker.
 

 
  A drow man approached, wearing sweeping robes in deep shades of red and green. Having seized their attention, he bowed deeply.
 

 
  “It is a tremendous honor to meet you, Professor Tellwyrn. I most humbly apologize for interrupting your discussion, but may I request with the utmost respect that you both refrain from destroying the grove while my delegation is present?” He put on a disarming little smile. “Reporting on the demise of multiple family members results in the most tedious interviews with my head of House.”
 

 
  They stared at him as the silence stretched out, and then Tellwyrn let out a soft huff of amusement through her nose.
 

 
  “Well, this I was not expecting. Asron, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Asron tyl Rinshae n’dar Awarrion,” he replied, bowing again. “Indeed, I was not expecting the great pleasure of making your acquaintance during this mission, Professor. It is honor enough to learn that you are aware of me. I am particularly grateful, however, that fortune has brought you here.” Turning to Linsheh, he bowed deeply to her as well. “Elder, I would not presume to involve myself in your personal affairs, nor those of your tribe. But, as we have established a precedent of laying aside old grudges to speak openly with one another, I must humbly suggest that this most fortuitous circumstance presents a golden opportunity for more of the same. Professor Tellwyrn, if she would graciously consent to join our discussions, has a unique and imminently relevant perspective on the matter under consideration.”
 

 
  “So polite, these Awarrions,” Tellwyrn mused.
 

 
  “Yes,” Linsheh replied with a sigh. “So much so that I can’t even bring myself to fault
  
   this
  
  one for his florid manner of speech.”
 

 
  “You’re a fine peacemaker, Asron,” Tellwyrn said, finally stepping away from Linsheh and down the tree roots to the bank of the stream below. Behind her, Adimel had resumed his feet, and now folded his arms, directing a reproachful frown at his Elder. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do. Hell, I think it’s a fine idea, and my only complaint is that nobody tried it thousands of years ago. Better late than never, and hopefully not
  
   too
  
  late still. But no, involving me in this isn’t a good idea at all.”
 

 
  “Your modesty is admirable,” Asron said, not responding to Linsheh’s bark of scornful laughter. “But if anything, Professor, you are an
  
   expert
  
  at what we are seeking to accomplish. Blending together different cultures the way you personally have learned—”
 

 
  “Young man,” she said pointedly, “you need
  
   diplomats.
  
  You
  
   literally
  
  just walked in on me expressing my pissy mood by threatening to burn down the forest. Tell me you can see the disconnect, here.”
 

 
  The drow smiled again, this time with a hint of true amusement. “Well, with respect, I was not proposing to put you in
  
   charge
  
  of the discussion. But if, now or at any point in the future, you would kindly agree to join our conversations, I do believe quite sincerely that your perspective would be of tremendous value, even if you were willing to merely answer a few questions. You did, after all, express esteem for the spirit of the endeavor.”
 

 
  She sighed and shook her head. “I will
  
   think
  
  about it. I have no shortage of my own business to attend to. Speaking of which.” Tellwyrn turned to aim a finger at Linsheh.
  
   “This
  
  conversation is not over.”
 

 
  “You have nothing else to say that is of interest to me,” the shaman said disdainfully.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned up at her. “I bet I can surprise you.”
 

 
  She vanished without warning, leaving behind only a tiny puff of displaced air.
 

 
  Linsheh rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Asron, I appreciate you coming to check on me, but as you see I am quite well. If you’d kindly return to the circle, I shall be back presently.”
 

 
  “By your leave then, Elder,” he said diffidently, bowing to her, and then turning to glide back into the trees.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Linsheh asked Adimel.
 

 
  He folded his arms and looked down his nose at her. “How humbling it is that you express concern for my well-being at
  
   this
  
  juncture, most esteemed Elder.”
 

 
  “Well, if you’re all right enough to do
  
   that,
  
  you’re all right,” she said archly, then turned and paced off after the drow.
 

 
  The blast of wind which struck her in the back failed even to ruffle her hair. Linsheh paused, turned, and said dryly, “Do you feel
  
   better
  
  now, Adimel?”
 

 
  A pine cone plummeted from above, striking the top of her head.
 

 
  Linsheh blinked, grimaced, and looked upward. She was standing beneath a redwood tree. There were no pines closer than the Wyrnrange.
 

 
  “Much, thank you,” Adimel said with more cheer, gathering up his staff and striding off toward the village.
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  “Why am I just
  
   now
  
  hearing about this?” General Panissar demanded.
 

 
  “I would surmise,” Lord Vex replied, “for the same reason I didn’t learn about the
  
   existence
  
  of these disruptors until the Army
  
   lost
  
  them. We cannot all keep one another informed of every little thing our respective departments do. Experimental weapons are the Army’s affair; knockoffs of the Army’s experimental weapons popping up on the black market is the province of Intelligence. And as I said, General, this was two
  
   days
  
  ago. We had this meeting scheduled anyway. I have hardly been keeping it from you.”
 

 
  Panissar subsided with a grunt, looking not particularly mollified.
 

 
  “Both the letter and spirit of interdepartmental protocol has been observed,” said the Hand of the Emperor, planting his elbows on the table and steepling his fingers before his mouth. “Let us not waste time in recrimination. What is our course of action
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “I’ve been attempting to trace the path these weapons took,” said Vex, turning to face him. “Sergeant Locke refused to hand them over, and referred me to the High Commander. I did not think it best to press the issue at that time; my primary muscle on the scene was her cousin, and I’m sure you gentlemen recall how it went the last time I had both of them in a room.”
 

 
  “Can she do that?” Panissar asked, frowning. “Legally?”
 

 
  “Her defense,” said Vex, “was that the weapons on site were made by herself and property of the Sisterhood, which appears to have been the truth. So…yes. The Empire’s prerogative to seize property does not extend to the Sisters of Avei except in
  
   extraordinary
  
  circumstances.”
 

 
  “Sounds like those were,” Bishop Darling noted.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Vex agreed sourly, “but not in the right way. In any case, when I questioned Rouvad about this, she
  
   likewise
  
  declined to cooperate except to the extent of saying the weapons were seized by her troops in a raid on an illegal arms meet, where they were in the process of being sold to the dwarves in question by the Thieves’ Guild, or at least, by representatives thereof. I have asked the Bishop to follow up on that. Has there been any word?”
 

 
  “It was quick and easy enough to get,” said Darling. “Boss Tricks declined to reveal exactly
  
   where
  
  the things came from, but he did acknowledge the affair in question was a setup, his ploy to put the weapons into the hands of the Sisterhood and bring those dwarves to their attention at the same time. By your description, Quentin, it sounds like half of it worked.”
 

 
  “The originals were Imperial property, and clearly of a sensitive nature,” said the Hand, his eyes hard. Harder than usual, even. “Withholding information of that kind is potentially treasonous.”
 

 
  “I know the law, thank you,” Darling said equably. “I mentioned this to the Boss, just to cover all the salient points, which yielded nothing. Well, there was a bit about Quentin’s father and some goats, but I didn’t consider it germane to the situation. Given time,
  
   I
  
  may be able to get more information using my personal connections, but I am frankly reluctant to do so. Considering the subject matter and my known affiliations, it’ll be a dead giveaway that I’m rooting around for dirt on Guild members to give the government. That’s the kind of thing that can damage my laboriously-built reputation and web of contacts. Unless this is
  
   crashingly
  
  urgent…”
 

 
  “I really can’t see that it is,” Vex said when Darling trailed off and gave him a questioning look. “It’s far too late for containment to be a possibility, and that’s the only thing that could still have made it worth clamping down on.”
 

 
  “We
  
   have
  
  all but two of the originals back,” added Panissar, scowling. “Weapons we can seize; what’s going around
  
   now
  
  is the knowledge of how to build them, and that’s another thing entirely.”
 

 
  Vex nodded. “Narrowing it down to just the parties we
  
   know,
  
  those things passed through the hands of that now-extinct chaos cult, the Black Wreath, Tellwyrn’s sophomore class, Duchess Dufresne, the Thieves’ Guild and the Sisterhood of Avei, with Svenheim’s Exploratory Office being made aware of and very interested in them in the process. Far too many of those are completely inscrutable to us, for various reasons. I have directed polite and careful inquiries to both the Duchess and the Professor, but I doubt either will yield results. No, the cat is well and truly out of the bag.”
 

 
  “Then,” said the Hand, “I believe that attempting to pressure the Guild or the Sisterhood is counterproductive. At this point, it may better serve our interests to mollify them. The Avenists, at least, might have taken it
  
   amiss
  
  that the Army is developing weapons that might as well have been specifically targeted at them.”
 

 
  He shot a long look at Panissar, who sighed.
 

 
  “In point of fact, those were only the first stage in a much longer research project,” said the General. “Neutralizing divine energy is just about the
  
   least
  
  useful Circle of Interaction trick we could play, but it’s the one my enchanters cracked first. The
  
   plan
  
  was to crate those and use the insights gained from their creation to move on to more strategic types of disruptors. We would love nothing more than a way to shut down infernal magic with the squeeze of a trigger.”
 

 
  “How is that proceeding?” the Hand inquired.
 

 
  Panissar shrugged irritably. “Obviously, the whole project was brought to a near halt by the nonsense in Veilgrad. Virtually all the records were destroyed in the attack on the research facility. The Army enchanters have been working on reconstructing the project since then; we’re not yet back on track. The whole business was far too complex for them to have it all in their heads. At least we didn’t lose anybody, and they still have the prototypes to reverse-enchant. Among other people,” he added bitterly.
 

 
  “Your thoughts on that, your Grace?” asked the Hand.
 

 
  “Anti-infernal weapons would be a godsend, if you’ll excuse the pun,” said Darling. “With regard to the Sisterhood, I am of course not an insider but in my interactions with Commander Rouvad, I have had the impression she is too pragmatic to bear a grudge.”
 

 
  “She took clear satisfaction in obstructing me,” Vex noted, “but considering the circumstances…”
 

 
  “I can raise the issue with his Holiness, if you’d like?” Darling offered.
 

 
  “Best not,” said the Hand with a sigh. “If the High Commander has issue with the Throne, she won’t go through the Church anyway. We’ll address that directly. On matters about which you doubtless
  
   are
  
  in the know, can we expect further action from the Guild?”
 

 
  “I think the Guild has made its point,” Darling said with a thoughtful frown. “Developing sketchy weapons in secret isn’t
  
   so
  
  awful; considering the state of the world, nothing about it looks especially tyrannical. They’ll definitely react if leaned on further, but for now, I don’t believe the Guild is a further consideration in the matter.”
 

 
  “Good,” said the Hand briskly. “That leaves us with the rather thornier issue of these dwarves.”
 

 
  “Several things about that concern me,” said Vex. “For starters, the lead operative was able to mobilize dwarven civilians who clearly had no training and just as clearly did not want to be there. I’m still investigating those we identified, but I rather suspect they had no direct tie to their government beyond the taxes they pay. This is without precedent, which suggests it is more than just cultural. We should look into conscription laws passed in Svenheim in recent history.”
 

 
  “Good,” said the Hand, nodding. “We shall direct the Foreign Service to do so, but it won’t hurt for you to add your own efforts, Lord Vex.”
 

 
  “I already am,” Vex said with his characteristic sleepy smile. “There is also the matter of their
  
   extremely
  
  determined interest in acquiring Imperial experimental weapons. By itself, that would be merely troubling, but there has been a pattern of interest in weapons in general from the Five Kingdoms, and especially Svenheim, over the last five years. They have allocated more research funds than their economic state would suggest is wise to these pursuits. Particularly in the realm of explosives.”
 

 
  “A suspicious person could draw the conclusion they were planning something,” said Panissar.
 

 
  “Preparing seems more likely,” said Darling. “The dwarves have to know there’s no possible victory for them if they were to attack the Empire, and by this point we
  
   all
  
  know their declared war on Tar’naris is an empty gesture of pique. But when you live next to a huge, monolithic political entity that can
  
   accidentally
  
  collapse your economy and not show much concern over it, a certain amount of defensive thinking is just basic preparedness.”
 

 
  “That makes sense to me, in fact,” Panissar agreed. “A key strategic factor here is the dwarven ability to call on divine light without a deity’s support. For thousands of years, that gave their armies and unquestionable defensive advantage. Our modern shielding charms pretty suddenly negated that advantage, and
  
   these
  
  devices have the potential to completely reverse it. They can hardly be blamed for feeling threatened.”
 

 
  “That complicates matters,” Vex mused. “I have any number of ways to educate King Gjarten on the inadvisability of letting his spies run amok in Tiraas, but
  
   any
  
  such measure takes on an entirely different tone if he already suspects hostile intention from us. And yet, we cannot allow aggression of this kind to go unanswered.”
 

 
  “The ongoing trade negotiations do not exist in a vacuum,” said the Hand. “While the virtually free mineral wealth we receive from Tar’naris is a boon, it has
  
   also
  
  made the Tiraan economy terribly dependent upon the Narisians, and we still don’t know if their increasing activity among the groves is pointed toward something or just general peacemaking. His Majesty has directed resources toward our native mining industries, which have been in severe decline since the treaty, and trying to reinvigorate trade with the Five Kingdoms is another measure. It is wiser, in general, to be on good terms with one’s neighbors, anyway. The more so if the Kingdoms suspect us of having designs upon them.”
 

 
  “We are on good enough terms with Rodvenheim that I can be fairly certain they harbor no such fears,” said Vex. “We have all possible assurances short of an actual promise from Queen Jadhra that Rodvenheim’s support of the war on Tar’naris was nothing but a means to mollify
  
   her
  
  neighbors.”
 

 
  “Which is the same as
  
   no
  
  assurance,” Panissar grunted. “Politicians will say anything, and Jadhra is cleverer than most. That brings up a thorny matter that has to have been a factor, here: our treaty with Tar’naris heavily emphasizes mutual defense, hence our military presence on their Scyllithene frontier and them sending a detachment to that recent mess on the Athan’Khar border.
  
   Technically,
  
  the standing state of war by the Kingdoms
  
   should
  
  require us to declare war in kind. Bless Queen Arkasia for seeing the whole picture and joining everyone else in politely ignoring this, but this is the situation, here. All it would take is
  
   one
  
  instance of the dwarves actually assaulting the drow,
  
   or
  
  the Narisians deciding to insist upon that clause in the treaty… The situation is already too volatile for Svenheim to take risks like these
  
   unless
  
  they already regard conflict as inevitable.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” the Hand murmured, transferring his piercing gaze to Panissar. “How, roughly, do you think such a conflict would proceed, General?”
 

 
  “Immediate stalemate,” Panissar replied without hesitation. “Our forces would crush anything they can field, but our military superiority does not negate the fact that pressing dwarves in their own caverns is a
  
   fantastically
  
  bad idea.”
 

 
  “Didn’t the orcs invade them once?” asked Darling.
 

 
  “Three times,” the General replied. “Only one was ever a threat to them, because of a plague in Stavulheim that left most of the population too weak to mobilize, and in that case two Hands of Avei held the gates until Svennish reinforcements could arrive. The other two, Svenheim actually let them get inside. Deliberately. Not one orc made it back out either time, and the second was the
  
   last
  
  time they ever tried to raid farther north than Viridill.”
 

 
  “It seems clear that war doesn’t serve
  
   anyone,
  
  then,” Darling said, shrugging.
 

 
  “War often doesn’t,” Panissar agreed. “Wars are declared for countless reasons, very few because they were in any way necessary. What concerns me is all this weapons development you’re talking about, Vex. Weapons, once built, very rarely go unused. You’re all familiar with the run-up to the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “The dwarves are working with explosives, yes,” said Vex, “but they seem to be specifically favoring non-magical weapons. They are hardly cooking up another Enchanter’s Bane.”
 

 
  “The principle remains,” Panissar shot back. “You don’t build a weapon unless you’re planning to use it on somebody.”
 

 
  The Hand of the Emperor cleared his throat, regaining their attention. “The commentary is useful, but please keep it focused. We, here, have no power to set policy, but these discussions make a significant impact on what ideas we bring to the Emperor. And pertaining to that…what ideas have we?”
 

 
  “We appear to be between the rock and the hard place, diplomatically,” said Vex. “Some reprisal for Svenheim’s extremely aggressive behavior seems necessary, but given their already-raised hackles, any such could be a further provocation.”
 

 
  “A couple of points on that, and correct me if I’m mistaken about anything here,” said Darling, holding up a finger. “The dwarves, I was told, were
  
   very
  
  careful to maintain deniability for their government, yes?”
 

 
  “To the greatest extent that such can be done,” Vex replied, nodding. “No immediate traces to the King are apparent, but I can doubtless turn them up with some digging. I’m working on that, as I said, but just for the sake of thoroughness. It seems rather academic at this point.”
 

 
  “Just so,” said Darling, nodding back. “And additionally, I’m not sure how necessary it is to retaliate against Svenheim, when we know and they know who the power on this continent is. Were there some disagreement, there, letting them do this could be taken as weakness. If anything, don’t we reaffirm our position by
  
   gently
  
  chiding the dwarves and refraining from coming down on them about this?”
 

 
  “Is that how you Eserites enforcers keep order among the riffraff?” Panissar asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Well, I was never an enforcer,” Darling said modestly, spreading his hands in a half-shrug, “but the principles scale up, don’t they?”
 

 
  “In fact, there’s some validity to that,” Vex mused. “I don’t think this should be ignored, but there are many ways of quietly making a point that don’t involve threats of force.”
 

 
  “It is one of the inevitable downsides of empire,” the Hand said, still regarding them over his folded hands. “The temptation to wield force increases concurrently with the repercussions of doing so. In our many problems, gentlemen—the Wreath, the dwarves, the elves, the last adventurers, the Punaji, even some of the cults—we are left wondering what to
  
   do,
  
  and specifically, how to avoid making it worse. Exercising the powers at our command does have a tendency to create disruptive ripple effects.”
 

 
  “You speak as though you have an idea,” Darling observed.
 

 
  The Hand smiled thinly. “You said something last year, your Grace, which has stuck with me. Sometimes, two problems are the solutions to each other. I think it suits us in this interconnected modern age to act without throwing our weight around, as much as possible, and what better way than by leveraging some of our…fringe allies? Lord Vex.” He shifted his gaze directly to the spymaster. “I understand you have enjoyed some success in working with Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Vex said slowly,
  
   “largely
  
  because I am extremely careful to limit my interactions with her, and especially the situations into which I thrust her student groups. That is a
  
   very
  
  particular box of tools, which it will not do to upend upon the wrong project.”
 

 
  “We agree,” said the Hand, nodding. “But it’s not as if Tellwyrn takes orders, anyway; I was hardly proposing to try and enlist her. However, the University’s graduates do represent a pool of significant talent which we have long allowed to go largely untapped.”
 

 
  “What are you suggesting, exactly?” Panissar demanded, scowling. “That woman is a bad enough influence as is; the
  
   last
  
  thing we need on top of our troubles is for her to get snippy about the Throne trying to push her around.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I
  
   am
  
  familiar with her profile. Consequently, I don’t propose to push.” The Hand smiled thinly. “After all, weren’t we discussing how interconnected entities can influence each other? And she does have problems of her own.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Toby ordinarily cultivated awareness of his surroundings as a point of personal discipline, but that afternoon, Gabriel had to call his name twice before he jerked his head up and noticed his friend approaching.
 

 
  “Gabe! Hi!” Toby waved back, a grin breaking across his features. “You’re back!”
 

 
  “Yeah, I see that makes two of us,” Gabriel said wryly.
 

 
  
   “Three of us.”
  
 

 
  “Has it occurred to you,” he said to his sword, “that maybe people would talk to you more if you weren’t such an ass to them?”
 

 
  
   “It has. I consider it an irrelevant point of data,”
  
  Ariel replied primly.
 

 
  He patted her hilt. “Hush. Seriously, though, what’s on your mind, Toby? It’s been years since I saw you that distracted in public, and that’s back when you were first called by Omnu.”
 

 
  “Oh, well, nothing
  
   that
  
  serious,” Toby said. At Gabriel’s encouraging expression, he glanced around. They had met on one of the lower terraces, just below the gazebo; Gabe was coming back from the main stairs down the mountain, and Toby hadn’t been going anywhere in particular. “I’ll…tell you later. Actually, I kind of do want to talk to you about it, Gabe, but it’s a conversation for, uh, someplace less public.”
 

 
  Gabriel raised his eyebrows, but nodded. “Okay, then. Is everything all right?”
 

 
  “That’s a thorny question,” Toby replied with a wry grin. “It’s no more or less all right than when you left the campus, let’s leave it at that for now. Enough about my maundering, though! How was it? Your first real Vidian holiday! I bet you were a hit in the capital!”
 

 
  “Uh, actually, they kept me back from the public,” Gabriel said, frowning. By unspoken agreement they fell into step, setting off on a meandering path through the terraces. “Lady Gwenfaer held a private service, pretty much entirely for my benefit though some of the cult’s other muckety-mucks were there, and arranged for me to
  
   watch
  
  the main public ceremonies from concealment.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Now Toby frowned. “Well, that’s… I’m sorry. I guess they’ll come around…”
 

 
  “No, no, no!” Gabe said hastily. “That was
  
   my
  
  idea. Nobody fought me on it, or anything, it’s just… I was in no way ready to be held up as a pillar of the cult. Man, the more I learn about the faith, the less I can really think of myself as a Vidian. And the more I interact with Vidius himself, the more I get the impression that is
  
   exactly
  
  the point of this. He’s concerned about…um, corruption in the ranks. I think he has an idea of me as some kind of enforcer. An outside perspective, there to whip people back into shape.”
 

 
  “…huh,” Toby said after a long pause. “I… I
  
   really
  
  wish I had something more helpful to say, there, Gabe. That’s just…so
  
   very
  
  outside the realm of my experience…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I don’t think Trissiny could help me much with this, either,” Gabriel said with a sigh. “Both your cults think the sun shines out of your respective butts. I appreciate you listening, nonetheless. I’m unprecedented in a lot of ways. Anyhow, it was a good experience, all in all. I’ve never really paid much
  
   attention
  
  to Doom’s Day before; it’s not like I had anybody to mourn. Dad’s folks were gone by the time I was born, and…” He made a wry expression that tried to be a grin but never quite made it past a grimace. “Yeah, I don’t even know if my mother is alive, but if not, somehow I suspect praying to Vidius for the peace of her soul would end badly for all three of us.”
 

 
  “Have you ever…wondered?”
 

 
  “Course I have,” Gabriel said, his eyes straight ahead. He had never talked about his mother; in all the time they’d known each other, it had never come up. “But, um, not enough that I really wanted to
  
   know.
  
  She isn’t part of my…anything. Someday, I guess I’d like to know what my dad saw in her. You know, what happened. But his perspective is really the only part that I’m curious about. I do not need more demon shit in my life.”
 

 
  
   “There has always been a surprising core of wisdom beneath your habitual inanity, Gabriel. It is gratifying to see you making more use of it.”
  
 

 
  “Thank you, faithful sidekick,” he said sardonically.
 

 
  “Did you have a chance to see your dad while you were in the capital?”
 

 
  “He’s not there, remember? The Church found him a place in Mathenon out of the public eye.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Toby slapped a hand to his forehead. “For heaven’s sake, I
  
   knew
  
  that. I’m so sorry—”
 

 
  “I’m just gonna cut you off there,” Gabriel said, peremptorily holding up a finger. “You are
  
   allowed
  
  to be distracted and think about your own stuff, man. I know you like to be everybody’s big brother, but sometimes you gotta focus on yourself.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I know,” Toby said with a sigh. “I’m sort of
  
   tired
  
  of focusing on myself right at this moment, though. Got any recent foolishness you want to get off your chest? Y’know, for old time’s sake.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Gabriel said haughtily, “but
  
   I
  
  am deep amidst a program of personal self-development, and no longer go in for such diversions. I’m a new man, Toby. No more foot-in-mouth half-demon designated comic relief, thank you.”
 

 
  
   “You’re not going to mention that you very nearly bedded the High Priestess of your cult?”
  
 

 
  Toby came to a halt, turning to stare at him. Gabriel did likewise, rolling his eyes so hard he tilted his head back to bring more sky into their range of view.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “My pleasure.”
  
 

 
  “Gaaaabe,” Toby said warningly.
 

 
  “Okay, first of all,
  
   no
  
  part of that was my fault!” Gabriel said defensively, holding up his hands and taking a step backward.
  
   “She
  
  came on to
  
   me.
  
  Um…
  
   quite
  
  aggressively. Honestly, until we were alone in that room I had actually not even made especial note of the fact that the woman is
  
   searingly
  
  hot.”
 

 
  
   “And approximately twice your age.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, true,” Gabriel agreed, a slightly dreamy smile drifting across his face. “But damn, does she wear it well…”
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “And yet…?”
 

 
  “Yeah, and yet.” Gabe’s expression cleared and he focused again on Toby’s face. “It’s just that… Okay, this may sound odd, but I don’t think Gwenfaer was really seeing
  
   me
  
  there. I might be reading too much into things, but I am pretty sure she was not remotely interested in Gabriel Arquin, fascinating enchanter-in-training and the hero of many adventures—”
 

 
  
   “To give yourself a tremendous amount of credit.”
  
 

 
  “But,” Gabriel continued doggedly, “she seemed rather aroused by the thought of the unprecedented paladin of her god, and maybe a bit by the twin taboos of a demonblood who is, as
  
   someone
  
  made a point of mentioning, about half her age.”
 

 
  “Really, you picked up on all that?” Toby whistled. “I’m impressed. Not long ago you weren’t at all perceptive about…people.”
 

 
  “You were going to say ‘women,’ weren’t you,” Gabriel accused.
 

 
  Toby grinned. “Well, as Trissiny would emphatically remind us, women are people.”
 

 
  “I think,” Gabriel said more thoughtfully, turning and beginning to walk again, “it’s more that even if I had noticed it, not long ago I wouldn’t have thought of any greater consideration than the possibility to going to bed with a gorgeous woman who was into me. It’s hard to say exactly what’s changed…”
 

 
  
   “It is called ‘maturity,’ and it’s bound to be uncomfortable for you at first, all things considered.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Could you stop helping, please?” he said in exasperation.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Ariel replied.
  
   “I can’t stop helping and I can’t stop expressing myself without regard for people’s feelings. You are a naturally occurring sapient and
  
  
   can evolve and modify your behavior. I am a constructed intelligence. My personality is rigidly defined.”
  
 

 
  
  
  He grimaced. “I…yeah, sorry. I guess that’s kind of unfair of me.”
 

 
  
   “Yes, it is. My feelings are not particularly hurt; given your general pattern of thoughtlessness you treat me with a surprising degree of consideration overall. However, I am still bound to point it out when you’re being foolish. For your own good, you see.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “With friends like these,” Gabriel said to Toby, “who needs the ravening hordes of Hell?”
 

 
  Toby’s answering laugh was interrupted by the rapid arrival of Chase Masterson.
 

 
  “Whoah, guys!” he said, skidding to a halt after having pelted down the path toward them. “You may wanna clear the vicinity, it is about to get
  
   dangerous
  
  out here. Oh, hey, Gabe, you’re back!”
 

 
  “What did you do?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  Chase planted a hand on his chest and looked shocked and wounded. “I? What did
  
   I
  
  do?
  
   Gabriel.
  
  After all these years, after all we’ve meant to each other! Why do you say these things just to
  
   hurt
  
  me?”
 

 
  “Because,” Gabriel said bitingly, “you came up grinning. I’ve only ever seen you
  
   grin
  
  when someone else’s day was about to be ruined.”
 

 
  “Are you gonna let him talk to me like that?” Chase demanded of Toby, who shrugged.
 

 
  “Well, he could stand to be a little politer, but he isn’t really wrong.”
 

 
  “Now, that is just unfair,” Chase complained. “This is scurrilous character assassination and you
  
   both
  
  know it. I
  
   also
  
  grin when people’s days are in the
  
   process
  
  of being ruined, or when I happen to reflect upon a particularly impressive ruination which has already transpired. Honestly, I thought you guys knew me a little better than
  
   that.
  
  This is just hurtful, is what it is.”
 

 
  “My gods,” Gabriel marveled, “he’s
  
   still
  
  talking.”
 

 
  “Just for that,” Chase continued, again grinning, “I’m not gonna warn you about—oop, too late anyway.”
 

 
  Both turned to look the way he had come, and their eyes widened in alarm.
 

 
  Even without knowing the full situation, what they could glean from the spectacle of a visibly incensed Professor Ekoi chasing a gleefully cackling Professor Rafe up the path told a frightening story.
 

 
  “Ohh, this is
  
   not
  
  gonna be good,” Toby whispered.
 

 
  “Good is such a
  
   relative
  
  concept,” Chase replied, his grin now stretching so far it looked downright painful.
 

 
  “Guys! Kids! Students!” Rafe skidded to a halt much as Chase had done moments before. “I don’t suppose any of you speak Sifanese?”
 

 
  Ekoi came to a stop right after him, ears flat back, fangs bared and tail bristling; Rafe immediately spun around Toby and cowered behind him.
 

 
  “What the hell did you
  
   do?”
  
  Gabriel exclaimed. “Professor Ekoi? Are you all right?”
 

 
  Ekoi transferred her livid green stare to him, prompting him to take a step back, then hissed a few syllables in her lilting native tongue.
 

 
  “Um, Professor,” Toby said hesitantly. “There’s not a doubt in my mind he fully deserves whatever you’re planning to do, but…can you please wait until I’m
  
   not
  
  in the way?”
 

 
  “Don’t move,” Chase cautioned. “Don’t even
  
   twitch.
  
  Moving might prompt her to strike.”
 

 
  
   “Urusai!”
  
  Ekoi snarled at him.
 

 
  Chase immediately buckled to the ground, prostrating himself before her. She actually appeared to calm slightly, at least enough to look quizzical at this display.
 

 
  Then, with a characteristic soft
  
   pop,
  
  help arrived.
 

 
  “One afternoon,” Tellwyrn said incredulously. “That’s all. I leave you alone for
  
   one afternoon.
  
  Should I be disappointed, or gratified no one’s blown up the damn mountain? In hindsight it’s all so murky.”
 

 
  Ekoi rounded on her and began chattering rapidly in Sifanese. Tellwyrn focused on her, narrowing her eyes, and occasionally replying shortly in the same language.
 

 
  “Uh, what happened?” Gabriel asked hesitantly when a lull finally fell in the tirade. “I’ve never seen her this mad. It’s like she’s forgotten Tanglish.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed heavily, turning to give Rafe one of her foulest glares. “Kaisa does not sully her graceful tongue with our barbarous gutterspeech. Universal translation is one of the effects of her inherent magic. Consequently, when some
  
   stampeding fuckwit
  
  slips her an anti-magic potion, she finds herself disadvantaged in several
  
   rather important
  
  respects.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, wait, stop,” Chase said, straightening and gazing up at Rafe in awe. “You…you started a
  
   prank war
  
  with a
  
   kitsune?”
  
 

 
  “Seriously, Professor,” Toby said over his shoulder, “even by your standards, that is needlessly suicidal.”
 

 
  
   “Why are you kids still here?”
  
  Tellwyrn barked.
 

 
  “Because he’s got a grip on me,” Toby replied.
 

 
  “And I’m not abandoning my oldest friend to this madness,” Gabriel added.
 

 
  Grinning insanely, Chase spread his arms wide. “Need you ask?”
 

 
  “You know, there really is a very good explanation for all this,” Rafe said, poking his head out from behind Toby’s. “I’m awesome, she’s hot, and we are both
  
   deeply
  
  annoying people. Something like this was practically predestined. It’s just math.”
 

 
  He and Toby both shied back as Ekoi thrust her face forward at them, baring all her fangs. She spat a few syllables, then whirled on her heel and stalked back the way she had come.
 

 
  “I suppose I should be grateful,” Tellwyrn said with a heavy sigh. “Admestus, you are
  
   going
  
  to make this right. You
  
   do not
  
  provoke a kitsune that way, especially not on my campus; this goes above and beyond your general run of imbecilic behavior into a realm I can’t afford to tolerate.”
 

 
  “Fear not!” Rafe proclaimed, bounding out from behind Toby (now that the danger had passed) and striking a pose. “If there is one man in all the realm who can calm the affronted feelings of yon lady, tis I, the glorious Professor Rafe! Gaze upon my manly ingenuity and
  
   bask,
  
  mere puny mortals!”
 

 
  “She took your pants,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Nonsense, her magic’s—son of a bitch.” Rafe stared down at his legs. “Even with her magic dampened. Hot
  
   damn,
  
  that is impressive! I do believe I’m going to marry that woman.”
 

 
  “She, um…appears to hate your guts, Professor,” Toby pointed out.
 

 
  Rafe barked a laugh. “All the great romances start that way! Ask Teal.”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Tellwyrn said very evenly, “if you can
  
   swear
  
  to me that those don’t belong to a student, I promise to now and in the future withhold all comment on your choice of ladies’ bloomers as an undergarment.”
 

 
  Rafe again bent forward to thoughtfully study his bare legs and the lacy scrap of clothing stretched far too tightly across his groin.
 

 
  “…what
  
   kinds
  
  of comments would these be?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn clapped a hand over her eyes, glasses and all, repeated the short phrase which had been Ekoi’s parting comment, and teleported out.
 

 
  “’Bakka inoo,’” Chase enunciated carefully. “I gotta remember that one, it sounds nasty. I don’t suppose any of you have a clue what it means?”
 

 
  “Library’s
  
   that
  
  way!” Rafe proclaimed, pointing. “And now, if you boys will excuse me, I must away to plot the mollification and subsequent seduction of my exquisite bride-to-be!”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Toby said sharply, “but
  
   do
  
  those belong to a student?”
 

 
  “Hell if I know,” Rafe replied with a broad grin, “Ekoi put them there. I tell you, she’s the perfect woman! Ohh, this is gonna be a courtship for the ages! ONWARD TO GLORY!”
 

 
  He took off down the path at a run, trailing maniacal laughter behind him.
 

 
  “How old is he?” Gabriel asked. “I mean, I know he’s a half-elf and they have a longer lifespan. Do they age more slowly?”
 

 
  “Really?” Toby exclaimed.
  
   “That’s
  
  what you’re most curious about?”
 

 
  “I think I follow his line of thought,” Chase said solemnly. “The question is: why the hell has nobody killed him yet?”
 

 
  “Yes.” Gabriel pointed at him. “That.”
 

 
  “Excuse me.”
 

 
  While they were speaking, Ravana had arrived, carrying a few books and now glancing back up the path in the direction Rafe had gone.
 

 
  “Could one of you gentlemen kindly explain to me why Professor Rafe is dashing pell-mell through the campus, wearing my underthings?”
 

 
  Gabriel heaved a sigh. “Man, it’s good to be home.”
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  Out of nowhere, beneath the clear dawn sky, a circular patch of tallgrass vanished from existence, taking with it the top layer of soil and leaving behind a round patch of dirt and exposed roots which might as well have been carved off with a razor. It only stayed smooth for moments, however, before two figures materialized upon it with a similar lack of fanfare.
 

 
  The vegetation made for problems when it came to teleportation; a person who materialized with their body phased through dozens of large stalks of grass had an excruciating death to look forward to. These preparatory measures were necessary, though they raised problems of their own.
 

 
  Both men turned in half-circles facing the opposite directions, looking around. The prairie was empty and quiet, lit golden red by the rising sun, and stretching featurelessly away in all directions but one. To the west, the thin line of the Rail marked the horizon, and in the near distance due northwest of their position rose the mountain, with the town of Last Rock huddling against its base.
 

 
  The man in the Army uniform with the Azure Corps insignia turned to his companion and bowed. “Will you require us to remain alert for extraction, sir?”
 

 
  “No,” mused the Hand of the Emperor, studying Last Rock. He was middle-aged in appearance, balding and with sharp dark eyes set deep in his craggy features. The Hands were, in theory, all one voice, that of the Emperor, but in practice they did tend to specialize. This man habitually sat on the security council, but they would have to accustom themselves to his replacement for a while. “No, don’t focus any scrying on the area. She’s very likely to detect it, and I don’t wish to introduce myself until
  
   I
  
  am ready.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the battlemage replied, saluting. “Will you require any further aid in case she detected the teleportation?”
 

 
  “I’m employing my own countermeasures against that. In any case, no. Tellwyrn is not classified as hostile, and I can deal with her.”
 

 
  “Understood, sir. By your leave, then.”
 

 
  The Hand gave him a nod, then strode off toward the town without another word. He walked only far enough to be out of the cleared circle, pushing his way into the surviving tallgrass, then turned to face the mage.
 

 
  At that signal, a shrill buzzing rose from the air around them, accompanied a second later by a cerulean shimmering in the air, and then the battlemage vanished with a sharp
  
   pop
  
  of displaced atmosphere.
 

 
  The Hand waited attentively for nearly another minute until the buzzing returned, and seconds later the displaced tallgrass reappeared.
 

 
  It started to fall immediately, of course, but as if drifting down through syrup, its velocity slowed to roughly one hundredth of normal. Instantly, the Hand gestured with both arms, and it slowed further. Earth congealed together, roots re-attached, a few stalks which had been shorn off above ground level merged back into place, with the exceptions of a few which were too displaced by the time the healing took effect, and continued to tumble downward.
 

 
  The slowing effect decayed rapidly, and had vanished in less than another minute. The replaced tallgrass listed drunkenly this way and that, most of it again attached but still feeling the effects of the trauma it had just undergone. The Hand studied this thoughtfully, then closed his eyes in concentration.
 

 
  Stalks shifted, righted, regained some of their vitality. It wasn’t a huge difference, but when he was done, most of them stood more or less upright.
 

 
  Opening his eyes, the Hand surveyed his work critically. Obviously, it was plain something strange had happened here—and to anyone who knew what to look for, a close inspection would reveal exactly what. This should be enough, though. Given how the students (and occasionally townspeople) ranged, a mirror-smooth patch of dirt in the middle of the prairie ran the serious risk of attracting attention; this would have to be noticed before anyone inspected it closely, and in its present state was unlikely to be. Most of those who vanished into the tallgrass from the town or University did so in pairs, and were more interested in privacy than botany. The next rain would set it more or less right, and by then it wouldn’t matter.
 

 
  Of course, it still
  
   might
  
  be noted, but the risk was minor, as was the cost if he were exposed. He did not intend to conceal his presence long, anyway. This was standard procedure, though, and it was a procedure which existed for excellent reason. He approved of thoroughness. The Emperor approved of thoroughness.
 

 
  Nodding once in satisfaction, the Hand of the Emperor straightened his black coat, turned, and strode away through the tallgrass toward the town.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Something’s amiss.” Gabriel squinted suspiciously, peering around the classroom. “Something…is
  
   different.
  
  I can’t
  
   quite
  
  put my finger on it…but maybe if I study closely…”
 

 
  “Arquin, quit bein’ a dickhead,” Ruda ordered, plopping down in her seat and taking a jug of moonshine from inside her coat.
 

 
  “Aw, c’mon,” he said, grinning, “if I did
  
   that,
  
  how would you know it was me?”
 

 
  “Cos out of the only two present who dress in men’s casual, Teal actually
  
   dresses
  
  in it, as opposed to accidentally falling most of the way into whatever was lying on the floor in the morning.
  
   And
  
  she combs her hair.”
 

 
  “Nice to have my efforts acknowledged,” Teal said with a smile.
 

 
  The classroom was devoid of the decorations which had appeared at the beginning of the last semester—no silk screens, no potted plants, no blossoming cherry tree. Every sign of Professor Ekoi’s unique presence had abruptly vanished. Though this left the room in more or less the state to which they had become accustomed over their first year, it suddenly looked empty.
 

 
  “It’s actually kinda sad,” Juniper whispered, gazing around with wide eyes. “The walls look lonely, now. Do you think Professor Ekoi’s okay?”
 

 
  “Based on what I’ve been reading about kitsune,” Fross chimed, “I would be absolutely astonished if anything was able to actually
  
   harm
  
  her.”
 

 
  “Really?” Gabriel looked up at her. “I
  
   tried
  
  to read up on kitsune after it became clear I was gonna be her favorite punching bag, and I couldn’t find much in the library.”
 

 
  “Well, there’s
  
   not
  
  much in Tanglish,” Fross explained. “I had to order some things from a Nemitite temple, and before I could read them I had to learn to read Sifanese. That slowed down my research by a good six weeks, but that was still quicker than having to look up every single thing with a bilingual dictionary and grammar codex as I went.”
 

 
  Teal dropped her book; fortunately she was already at her desk. Staring at Fross, she didn’t seem to notice that it had fallen. “You taught yourself Sifanese in
  
   six weeks?
  
  When?!”
 

 
  “Well, I had some spare time. I don’t sleep; it gives me an extra few hours a day to pursue personal research projects. And I don’t need a lamp, which is very handy for reading at night!”
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Gabriel said grandly, “I give you our future overlord, Fross the pixie.”
 

 
  “That’s a damn difficult language,” Ruda added. “Seriously impressive shit, glitterbug.”
 

 
  
   “Arigatou gozaimashita,”
  
  Fross said modestly.
 

 
  “What I wonder,” said Toby with a frown, “is if this has something to do with what happened yesterday.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it’s pretty suggestive,” Gabriel agreed in a more serious tone. “I mean, just the timing alone.”
 

 
  “The way you described it,” said Ruda, “she was just pissed off, not hurt.”
 

 
  “Wait, what happened?” Juniper demanded. “I didn’t hear about this.”
 

 
  “Well,” Gabriel said with a sigh, “apparently, yesterday Rafe slipped Professor Ekoi one of his anti-magic potions.”
 

 
  “He did WHAT?”
  
  
  Fross shot upward until she bounced off the ceiling, chiming in agitation. “Professor Ekoi is a
  
   fairy!
  
  She’s
  
   made
  
  of magic! That’s like making someone drink poison, or strong acid!”
 

 
  “She’s made of a
  
   lot
  
  of magic,” Toby said soothingly. “Ruda’s right, she didn’t seem hurt. Just angry, and…um, interfered with.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel added, “apparently she doesn’t actually
  
   speak
  
  Tanglish and was using her magic to translate. We couldn’t puzzle out a word until Tellwyrn showed up. And she actually
  
   walked
  
  away instead of doing that melodramatic non-teleport thing she loves so much.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   still
  
  a nasty prank!” Fross exclaimed, now buzzing about in figure eights above their heads. “I am
  
   extremely
  
  disappointed in Professor Rafe!”
 

 
  “Why?” Ruda asked lazily. “You’ve
  
   met
  
  the fucker, haven’t you?”
 

 
  “Questions of Professor Ekoi’s welfare aside,” Shaeine said quietly, “kitsune are rather notorious pranksters, and she is somewhat unpredictable herself. I have greatly enjoyed her class, but I fear if Professor Rafe has instigated some kind of practical joke war, the collateral damage is likely to be considerable.”
 

 
  “Oh, dear gods in fancy hats,” Ruda groaned, tugging her own hat down over her eyes.
 

 
  “Good morning, students!”
 

 
  The classroom’s lower door had opened, and they all turned to regard Professor Yornhaldt, who strolled in wearing a smile.
 

 
  “Take your seats, please, it is time for class to begin. Ah, I confess this is
  
   rather
  
  satisfying,” he said, stepping up behind the lectern and beaming at them. “I have quite missed teaching. And all of you, of course! Now, then! Fortunately this has befallen us no more than a week into the semester, so we should be able to proceed with only minimal disruption to the curriculum. First of all, I must announce, as you have undoubtedly intuited already, that Professor Ekoi has rather suddenly departed the campus. Until further notice, I am resuming duties as your primary magic teacher for the remainder of the semester.”
 

 
  “Is she…okay?” Juniper asked somewhat tremulously.
 

 
  The dwarf sighed. “Well. To the best of my knowledge, yes, she is well. Beyond that, anything I could say as to the reasons for this would be mere speculation. Or rather, it would be gossip, which is a most inappropriate use of my classroom time.”
 

 
  “What about your office hours?” Ruda asked, grinning.
 

 
  Yornhaldt gave her a wry look. “Miss Punaji, have you
  
   ever
  
  known me to gossip? Professor Ekoi’s personal business is just that. And I should perhaps take a further moment to mention,” he added more severely, “that Professor Tellwyrn shares my feelings on the subject of discussing faculty business with nosy students. And, in addition to being her usual charming self, she is already
  
   rather
  
  piqued about this entire affair. Anyone considering asking
  
   her
  
  for more details should be forewarned. And, ideally, refrain.”
 

 
  “Well, there ya go,” Ruda said cheerfully. “We have
  
   now
  
  known you to gossip!”
 

 
  “I find,” Yornhaldt said with a sigh, “that warning my students against terrible errors in judgment is usually worth the relaxation of certain other standards. Not that they necessarily
  
   listen,
  
  but the effort is still worthwhile. Now, then! I shall have to ask you, students, what you have already covered in the last week. I’m afraid my predecessor was not one for leaving detailed notes.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Okay,” Iris said, nodding earnestly and clutching her books to her chest. “Okay. It’s gonna be this semester, girls. I’m gonna do it.”
 

 
  “That leaves you a great deal of time,” Szith noted.
 

 
  Iris nodded again, her eyes fixed with determination on the path ahead of them, but not seeing anything. “Yes. Right. Exactly. I have time to psych myself up. I can do this.”
 

 
  “I meant rather the opposite,” the drow said gently. “The whole semester gives you plenty of time to back away and find excuses. Perhaps setting yourself a shorter timetable would be wiser.”
 

 
  Iris’s eyes widened in near panic. “I…I… Shorter? I don’t know if…”
 

 
  “Aye, that right there’s the look of a lass just rarin’ to charge off after ‘er ‘eart’s desire,” Maureen said cheerfully.
 

 
  Iris gave her a sour look. “Don’t make fun of me.”
 

 
  “Iris, hon, y’know I love ye, right?” The gnome stepped closer to affectionately jostle Iris’s leg as they walked. “That’s why I make fun. I mean, wantin’ the boy by itself ain’t doin’ you any good in the ‘get out there an’ get ‘im’ department. I figure, maybe a little friendly joshin’ from yer roomies’ll help? Cos between you, me, an’ the tree, you’re bein’ ridiculous.”
 

 
  “It’s not ridiculous,” Iris said sullenly.
 

 
  “Wanting him is not ridiculous,” Szith replied in her usual placid tone. “All this melodrama about it, however…”
 

 
  “It’s just not that
  
   easy,”
  
  Iris whined.
 

 
  “Perhaps my own cultural background sabotages my sympathy,” Szith mused. “In Tar’naris, the only obstacle in your way would be his rank. He is lowborn, however, which mitigates that; those of granted rank have little prerogative to look down their noses at being approached by others beneath their station. He is, after all, a man. It’s your right and obligation to reach out a seize him, if you desire him.”
 

 
  “Szith,” Iris said in exasperation, “for the
  
   last
  
  time, that’s not how we do things here!”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the drow said solemnly. “Bad enough you have to suffer under such a backward system without perpetuating it yourself.”
 

 
  “And I don’t want to
  
   seize
  
  anyone,” Iris added, scowling now. “I want Gabriel to
  
   like
  
  me! I just…I don’t know how to
  
   make
  
  him. Ravana’s really helpful to me in learning social skills, but…um…”
 

 
  “Aye, now ye bring it up, it’s a mite hard to imagine Ravana gettin’ a boy to chase after ‘er,” Maureen mused. “I bet she’d reckon any lad she couldn’t just order to report to ‘er chambers an’ perform was beneath ‘er. An’ not in th’fun sense.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  is the proper attitude for a noblewoman to have,” Szith said approvingly.
 

 
  “Is there such a thing as a Hand o’ Izara?” Maureen asked. “Cos this campus could sure as flip use one. I mean, we’ve got all the
  
   other
  
  paladins, aye?”
 

 
  “You two are a tremendous help,” Iris growled.
 

 
  “Iris,” Szith said with one of her rare smiles. “Friend. You only hurt yourself, doing this. Just
  
   ask
  
  the boy. It does not have to be perfect, and it does not have to be impressive. We do not live in a bard’s tale, and quite frankly, the male upon whom you’ve set your sights is the local champion of well-meaning awkwardness, himself. Just ask him, honestly. I quite think the results will go in your favor.”
 

 
  Iris closed her eyes. “But what if he says
  
   no?”
  
  she whispered.
 

 
  “Then,” Szith replied, “you will
  
   know,
  
  and can stop torturing yourself. But honestly, why would he?”
 

 
  “He likes th’ladies, that one,” Maureen said cheerfully. “Ask me, you’d do
  
   him
  
  a world o’ good in addition to gettin’ over yer own hurdle, here. That’s a lad who needs a lass to settle ‘im down.”
 

 
  “Even more than most,” Szith agreed.
 

 
  Maureen suddenly stopped, turning to her right, and the other two halted as well. They had just passed a low retaining wall atop which was a raised flower bed; suddenly revealed sitting in the shadow of it was one of their classmates.
 

 
  “All right, there, Chase?” Maureen asked, frowning.
 

 
  He was slumped against the brickwork, arms hanging limply at his side, eyes closed and mouth open. At Maureen’s prompting, he made no reply.
 

 
  “Oh, my gods,” Iris said, her eyes widening. “He’s not dead, is he?!”
 

 
  “He breathes,” Szith reported, “and his heart beats. Both at about the speed that is normal for a sleeping human, if you and Ravana are average examples.”
 

 
  “’ere, now, this ain’t the best place to take a nap,” Maureen said severely. “C’mon, just cos
  
   you’re
  
  the leadin’ source o’ tomfoolery on the campus don’t make all yer classmates harmless. Chase? Oi, I’m talkin’ to—”
 

 
  She reached out to jostle his shoulder, then broke off, going pale, as he slumped over on his side.
 

 
  “Okay, very funny, Chase,” Iris said nervously. “That’s kind of cheap by your standards, isn’t it?”
 

 
  Chase lay there, inert.
 

 
  “Chase?” Maureen whispered, looking up at the others. “Um…”
 

 
  Szith stepped over and knelt by his head. “Chase!” she said sharply, shaking his shoulder, to no effect. She pried open one eyelid, lightly slapped his cheeks, then as a last resort plucked a hair from his eyebrow.
 

 
  “What’s wrong with him?” Iris demanded shrilly. “Are you
  
   sure
  
  he’s breathing?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Szith said tersely. “He is asleep. This close, I could tell if he were faking; neither his breath nor heart rate change in response to pain. Do you sense any magic on him?”
 

 
  “Nothing like that,” Iris said, shaking her head rapidly, “but I’d only be able to pick up on fae magic, anyway…”
 

 
  “Keep an eye on ‘im,” Maureen ordered. “I’ll fetch Miss Sunrunner.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She often paced, as much as the space in the cell allowed. For days, even weeks on end, she kept moving, back and forth and in circles, long enough that in any normal cell her feet would have worn grooves in the floor. Not this cell, of course. She had naturally tried her strength over every inch of it, which yielded nothing. Its floor, ceiling, and three walls were all one piece without joints, made of the pale alloy known in this era as mithril. Its fourth wall was transparent, but not glass; the material dampened her inherent magic just as well, and was just as impervious to her physical strength. She’d never bothered to learn what they called the stuff, back in the old days. It had just been…there.
 

 
  Not that she’d ever had much in the way of
  
   physical
  
  strength, which just added to the irony. In this cell, of all places, physical strength was the only kind that mattered—and was even more irrelevant, as in addition to its magic-dampening properties, mithril was hard enough once cast to survive passage through the corona of the sun.
 

 
  That was neither exaggeration nor a random example. She had had the good fortune to observe that particular test. Or at least its aftermath.
 

 
  The “glass” wall would surely be the weak point, anyway. Mithril just had to be impervious; that wall had
  
   features.
  
  It was in it that the doorway formed when the command phrase was spoken, though she had not seen that done since the Hands of the Emperor had first put her in here. That panel emitted the light, illuminating both her cell and the corridor outside—a neat trick, since it did not seem like a light source when looked at directly. It was also in that transparent wall that the signs and sigils appeared, little notations in a language which had not been used on this planet in millenia. They came and went rarely; there was very seldom anything for them to report. The facility itself ran silently along, only rarely registering any data on significant events, which were never anything but minor seismic activity. Occasionally there would be a solar flare, which was of no import to this facility, but she had instructed it to report on anything its sensors could detect.
 

 
  No, the only
  
   significant
  
  data registered on the transparent panel was the arrival of visitors. It very obligingly informed her when the facility was accessed. Not that it did her much practical good to know when the Emperor or one of his Hands was about to pass through, but there was a small satisfaction in knowing. Especially since they did not know that she knew, much less how.
 

 
  They didn’t know how any of this worked. They’d just
  
   found
  
  it down here, deep below the city. She was mildly curious whether it had been located by accident, or some of the original passages had survived and the Imperial Palace been built deliberately above them for that reason. They certainly did not know how the panels worked. That it wouldn’t acknowledge the command to open if spoken from inside was none of their doing, that was just how the Order had programmed their holding cells. After all these years, she knew how the local humans thought and what they thought of her. They didn’t know she could get information from the panel; they’d have instructed it to deny her if they knew that, and if they knew how. She had never even heard them speak in the language to which the Order’s systems defaulted. Of course, the sub-OS recognized even their bastard English, so why would they need to?
 

 
  They knew nothing. Silly children playing with the tools of a
  
   true
  
  civilization which they mistook for toys, distracted by their glossy surfaces and blinking lights. Such a pity nothing down here was likely to harm them if mishandled.
 

 
  Well, except herself, of course. If she ever got out. She had to acknowledge that in this cell she was basically helpless; the stripped-down state of the facility worked against her, there. Had there been an Avatar running, by this point she could surely have manipulated it into giving her some concessions, if not actually releasing her.
 

 
  At the moment, she was not pacing. Sometimes she didn’t; such little changes in her routine were the only distractions she could arrange for herself. The panels certainly were not programmed to provide any entertainment. Being cooped up in here would have long since driven her mad, had that ship not well and truly sailed long before she had been imprisoned. So she sat, idly, in the corner, just staring out through the panel at the empty cell across the corridor.
 

 
  They could at least imprison someone
  
   else
  
  down here. She couldn’t possibly have been the only anomalous being to be caught in a vulnerable position. They were increasingly clever, these Tiraan, and becoming rather sophisticated for primitives. And they were
  
   certainly
  
  fascinated by Naiya’s experiments, to judge by the presence of those dryads down the hall. Eventually they would surely poke at something with which they couldn’t contend; she’d just have to hope they managed to stick it in one of these cells, first. Hopefully something that could help her get
  
   out.
  
  But no, there she sat, alone, as always. For now.
 

 
  Indicators appeared.
 

 
  She stood, not moving like a creature made of bone and muscle, but simply straightening upright as if lifted by a string attached to the top of her head, staring at the text which now flashed in the upper corner of the transparent panel.
 

 
  System activation.
 

 
  
   Interesting.
  
 

 
  “System,” she said in Esperanto, “status of aperture?”
 

 
  The facility doors were sealed, no sapients in range. So the humans were not visiting.
 

 
  “Identify current user.”
 

 
  The panel calmly informed her that she did not have clearance to access that data.
 

 
  “Display user activity.”
 

 
  Still no clearance.
 

 
  Then the light level shifted, dimming slightly before resuming its customary brightness. A moment later, it changed, becoming magenta, then blue, then returning to normal.
 

 
  After that the temperature altered. It grew several degrees warmer, then plunged to near freezing, then normalized again.
 

 
  Condensation appeared on the panel as the humidity was tampered with. Seconds later it was gone.
 

 
  “Report system damage.”
 

 
  No damage, everything was functioning normally.
 

 
  So someone was
  
   doing
  
  this. Someone who knew how to activate an Infinite Order sub-OS.
 

 
  Someone, she reflected as the lights flickered again, who could activate the computers but didn’t know what they did. They were apparently poking at the system blindly, trying to puzzle out their functions. Someone who either had physical access to the Imperial Palace in Tiraas, or had managed to patch the transcension field linking the Order’s facilities and was operating from another one.
 

 
  She smiled.
 

 
  “Well, well, well. And who might
  
   you
  
  be?”
 

 
  No one answered, of course. They
  
   might
  
  be able to tell she was in here, if they figured out how to access the internal sensors. Whether they would care was another question; what they might do about it, another still.
 

 
  Still smiling, she began once more to pace.
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  Tellwyrn came in through the door. She had been spoken to about teleporting in and out of the infirmary, and while she adamantly maintained her authority over the campus in general, her policy was to accept Miss Sunrunner’s dictates with regard to the management of her little domain. That practice had served them both well, as it had the student body (and their various frequently injured student bodies), so it stood unchallenged. Thus, despite the urgency with which she had been summoned, she now came striding through the infirmary’s entrance.
 

 
  “All right, what have we got?” she barked.
 

 
  Miss Sunrunner gave her a flat look.
  
   “Lower
  
  your voice, Arachne. I have told you not to shout in here; recuperating patients require a calm atmosphere.”
 

 
  “Taowi, there is
  
   no one
  
  else here, except the patient who won’t wake up.”
 

 
  “It’s the principle of—”
 

 
  “We can rehash this argument
  
   yet again
  
  at a less urgent time,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Now
  
   what is going on?”
  
 

 
  She turned an expressive look on Professor Yornhaldt, who stood to one side of Chase’s bed, watching. He nodded to her in greeting, then pointedly directed his attention to the campus healer, yielding the floor.
 

 
  “You already know the salient points,” Miss Sunrunner said, folding her hands and gliding back over to join Yornhaldt at the bedside. Chase was stretched out, uncovered, and looking actually rather peaceful. “We cannot awaken him. He is uninjured, and there is no trace of either alchemical or mundane poison in his system. Undetectable agents can’t be ruled out, obviously, but as you know we’re equipped to detect things most hospitals are not. Altogether, Chase is in the same generally good health as always. He simply will not wake up. The sleep itself appears quite natural, aside from the fact that we cannot bring him out of it.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Tellwyrn said noncommittally, studying Chase through her spectacles. “I gather you’re here to expand the battery of tests being run, Alaric.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I can check for a
  
   few
  
  things Taowi can’t,” Yornhaldt replied, nodding apologetically at Miss Sunrunner. “And based on the examinations I
  
   have
  
  done, I’m reasonably sure he has been cursed.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shot the healer a look. “That’s what you call generally good health?”
 

 
  “In point of fact,” Sunrunner said with muted asperity, “that is
  
   exactly
  
  the issue. What we have
  
   detected
  
  is that Chase’s body is in a state of suspension. It is far too early to have observed the effects naturally, which is why I asked Alaric to come and examine him magically, but we
  
   have
  
  determined that he has the standard protections. He will not require food or water while in this state, nor experience any muscular or skeletal atrophy from lack of exercise. He
  
   is
  
  in generally good health, in short, and will remain that way until we work out how to awaken him.”
 

 
  “This is where it begins to worry me,” Yornhaldt said seriously. “You know very well that suspended animation is a standard feature of sleeping curses and has been…well, longer than
  
   you’ve
  
  been alive, even. The troubling thing is that
  
   this
  
  is the only indication we have of what has befallen him. I can detect no curse at all. No
  
   trace
  
  of one. Arachne, the state of his body shows that magic has to be acting upon it in a powerful way, but I
  
   cannot find any magic.”
  
 

 
  “We had hoped,” Miss Sunrunner said in a softer tone, “that you would be able to discern something we have missed. Failing that, I can also have Admestus do some tests, but…alchemical procedures are necessarily more invasive than scrying, and in any case, Arachne, I trust your judgment substantially more.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn looked at her, then at Yornhaldt, then sighed softly and turned her gaze back to the patient, peering through the lenses of her glasses. After a moment, she reached up to hold one side of the golden frame between her thumb and forefinger, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “…you’re right,” she murmured at last. “Nothing. Not a
  
   thing.
  
  He could just be asleep. There’s no magic
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  Miss Sunrunner tilted her head to one side. “Can those detect the suspended animation?”
 

 
  “No, they see magic. I assume you were scrying for specific cellular activities, Alaric?”
 

 
  “Exactly,” he said, nodding. “But I see no harm in you double-checking…”
 

 
  Tellwyrn waved a hand impatiently, shaking her head. “In all the years I’ve known you, I’ve observed two things: you don’t make pronouncements unless you’re sure, and you’re never sure unless you’re right. I’m quite comfortable taking your word for it, Alaric. So that leaves…
  
   this
  
  exciting dilemma.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt drew in a deep breath, his blocky frame swelling till it seemed to strain his tweed jacket. “Well, I shall point out the oliphaunt in the room if no one else will. We
  
   all
  
  know that magic concealed from detection is Black Wreath craft.”
 

 
  Still frowning down at Chase, Tellwyrn shook her head slowly. “The Wreath didn’t do this.”
 

 
  “How can you be sure?”
 

 
  “For one thing,” she said, “I know how their evasion tricks work. I’m sure they have some I don’t know, but I’m familiar enough with the others to spot the patterns. Not that I can reliably catch them in the wild if I’m not paying attention, but with a comatose subject and the luxury of time to study him? No, if the Wreath had cursed him with Elilial’s gift, I’d be able to
  
   see
  
  that. And magic aside, Embras Mogul is too intelligent and self-interested to make himself my personal chew toy by attacking one of my students. Moreover, Elilial specifically promised me, in person, that she would not harm the kids.”
 

 
  “You
  
   trust
  
  a promise from the demon-wrangling goddess of cunning?” Sunrunner said skeptically.
 

 
  “I do,” Tellwyrn said softly, nodding. “Elilial is sneaky; she
  
   isn’t
  
  a liar. The really,
  
   really
  
  good deceivers often aren’t. And she doesn’t want me for a devoted enemy, either. Even if I were wrong about that,
  
   this
  
  is not her pattern. She’s more careful about bystanders than some of the Pantheon gods; I’ve never actually known her to target innocents in order to provoke someone.”
 

 
  “Magic aside, then,” Yornhaldt said gravely. “The reason my mind sprang directly to the Wreath, aside from the obvious, was that there is one person on this campus whom they wish to annoy possibly even less than yourself, Arachne. Or there was, until yesterday.
  
   Literally
  
  as soon as Kaisa departed,
  
   this
  
  happened. It’s a coincidence I cannot make myself credit.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a slow sigh, finally lifting her eyes to his. “Yes, I thought of that, too. But my points stand; Elilial has no reason to provoke me this way, and her cult has far too much to lose and nothing at all to gain by it. Plus, as I said, I think I could detect it if this were
  
   their
  
  handiwork—but that is due to my specific familiarity
  
   with
  
  their handiwork. It’s easier for me to believe that someone else out there found a way to conceal magic from me than that it’s them.”
 

 
  “The prospects become more horrifying the longer I dwell on them,” Yornhaldt muttered. “Who in the world can work spellcraft that sophisticated? The Empire, the Church, the College of Salyrene, the Wizard’s Guild? No one I can imagine would wish to antagonize you this way…”
 

 
  “Unless I misremember,” Sunrunner said archly,
  
   “one
  
  entity on that short list has already deliberately antagonized her, for no discernible reason beyond curiosity as to what would happen.”
 

 
  “This is pointless,” Tellwyrn said curtly. “We do not have enough data to begin pointing fingers; we will collect
  
   evidence
  
  before forming theories, not the other way round. Taowi, is it possible he did this to
  
   himself?”
  
 

 
  “I did think of that,” the healer said. “It’s Chase, after all. Maureen said they found him sitting against a wall, in a stable position; while it’s not impossible to fall into that pose, it more suggests someone put him there. If he did it to himself, I would assume it to have been an accident, as not even Chase Masterson would have any reason to do something as utterly daft as deliberately curse himself to sleep. He can’t enjoy any of the things he lives for in this condition. Anyhow, if he were to do such a thing, why on a random path in the middle of campus? Anything might have happened to him. Many of his classmates owe him a few pranks.”
 

 
  “Not to mention,” Yornhaldt said with a sigh, “the boy barely has the magical aptitude to get through my classes. He’s
  
   not
  
  one I’d expect to pull out a brand-new sleeping curse from beyond the cutting edge.”
 

 
  “So,” Tellwyrn mused, “the only one who knows what happened to Chase is Chase. We shall simply have to ask him.”
 

 
  “Arachne, I have no idea how long it will take to fix this,” Yornhaldt said seriously. “For all our investigations thus far, I cannot even claim to have truly begun. We can’t even
  
   detect
  
  the curse;
  
   removing
  
  it could potentially be a major undertaking.”
 

 
  “If you go about it the scientific way, yes,” she said flatly, folding her arms and giving him a challenging look. “Alaric, what do I
  
   usually
  
  do when something intractably complex stands in my way?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The tiny, jewel-like bottle looked out of place affixed to the rest of the contraption; little larger than a bean, it was cut in facets like a diamond, seemingly empty. Professor Rafe screwed its stoppered end into the apparatus attached to Chase’s face with the utmost care. Aside from the nozzle holding the bottle in place, and the gadgetry contained within that which would remove the stopper without breaking the airtight seal, it was just a contoured suction cup that fit over the patient’s mouth, leaving his nose free.
 

 
  “I’m impressed, Admestus,” Yornhaldt commented. “I’ve never actually
  
   seen
  
  a bottle of anything that size, and yet you had a device right on hand which fit its mouth perfectly.”
 

 
  “Oh, this actually wasn’t designed for this bottle,” Rafe said cheerily. “I just slapped this thing together out of bits and bobs I had lying about. Really, though, it’s a simple enough gadget; every bit of what it does is all part and parcel of working with gaseous reagents. The nozzle there was meant to be attached to rubber tubing—actually, I’ve wedged a ring of the stuff in the opening to tighten its grip on the bottle. Be a pal and check my seals? I’ve already done it myself, but I don’t want to pop the cork until you’ve triple-verified we don’t have any leaks. There is a
  
   very
  
  tiny amount of hellhound breath in that bottle and pretty much no earthly way of getting more.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Yornhaldt rumbled, gesticulating with one of his thick fingers. A cerulean spell circle flared into being directly below Chase’s head, then slowly drifted up through it, flickering out once it passed above the little bottle of hellhound breath. “Clear. No air or other gases escaping from the device.”
 

 
  “You had a spell on hand to do that?” Sunrunner asked, impressed. “I expected a more elaborate casting, like you had to do previously.”
 

 
  “It isn’t every day I have to scry for activity on the cellular level,” Yornhaldt explained. “Checking anomalous air currents is a common enough need in several forms of spellcasting. The wrong breath of wind can mess up…well, that’s not important right now,” he added, glancing at Tellwyrn’s expression.
 

 
  “Are we ready, then?” she demanded, frowning at Rafe.
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said, straightening up and turning to her with an uncharacteristically even look. “Good to go on your command.
  
   Before
  
  we do that, though, let me just point out that if
  
   what
  
  happened to Chase is as mysterious as you all say, there’s nothing to suggest it won’t happen again. This could be a one-off event, or we may soon have other students coming in under undetectable sleeping curses. Are you
  
   sure
  
  you want to do this now? Or maybe reserve this, the
  
   only
  
  sample of foolproof anti-sleep gas which is worth more than the land this campus is built on and can’t be replaced, for a future victim who’s generally less of a butthole?”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Tellwyrn stated, staring at him over the rims of her glasses, “you are
  
   already
  
  on my short list right now.”
 

 
  Rafe shrugged, turning back to the patient. “Yes, fine. I’m not saying anything everyone in the room wasn’t thinking. I just wanted it out in the air so you all know you’re not the only ones thinking it, and the idea isn’t without merit. But, you’re the boss.”
 

 
  So saying, he took a careful grip on the apparatus sealed to Chase’s mouth and twisted the screw attached to its nozzle.
 

 
  There was no hissing or any other sound; there just wasn’t enough gas involved to make one. Rafe removed his hands, and they all stared down at the still-sleeping patient.
 

 
  “Oh, dear,” Yornhaldt murmured, squeezing his hands together. “It’s possible there just wasn’t enough—”
 

 
  Chase shot upright with a protracted gasp, his eyes snapping open. He quickly began coughing and retching, the sound muffled until he succeeded in wrenching the suction cup off his face with a wet
  
   pop.
  
 

 
  “Oh—ack.
  
   Ew.
  
  What the fuck? Why do I taste like I’ve been snogging Scorn?”
 

 
  “How do you
  
   feel?”
  
  Miss Sunrunner asked gently, leaning forward to place a hand on his shoulder.
 

 
  Chase blinked twice, turning to her. “Uh… Well, what most springs to mind is the snogging Scorn thing. Seriously, it’s like a mouthful of sulfur.”
 

 
  “You were under some kind of sleeping spell, boyo,” Rafe said brightly. “We had to pump you full of hellhound breath.”
 

 
  Chase blinked again, then his eyes widened. “Whoah, what—wait a second, now. I did not authorize that! I refuse to be held financially liable for— I mean, holy shit, man, why would you waste that stuff on
  
   me?
  
  Really, this ever happens again you’ve got my permission to just chuck my ass in a ditch, much more cost effective. Need me to sign something?”
 

 
  “Chase.” Tellwyrn’s voice was not raised, but her tone was firm enough to immediately command his attention. “What
  
   happened?”
  
 

 
  He licked his lips, staring at her, then grimaced. “Okay, uh…look, it was just a figure of speech. I
  
   assume
  
  Scorn would taste like brimstone. I’ve never
  
   actually
  
  snogged her. Not that I wouldn’t give my left nut to try that at least once, but I’m pretty sure she’d literally eat my face. I have it on good authority that most
  
   other
  
  women do not go for a half-eaten face.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn blew out her breath in a sigh that was half-growl. “Young man, my patience today is even less generous than usual. We need to know what you
  
   remember
  
  most recently. You were found propped against a wall below the quad. How did you
  
   get
  
  cursed? Did someone attack you?”
 

 
  Chase blinked twice more, then suddenly leaned forward with an animated expression. “Oh—oh,
  
   yeah!
  
  Man, there were dozens of them, I think they were demons. I gave ’em hell, you better believe that, but one of the cowardly bastards snuck behind me—”
 

 
  “Chase.” Tellwyrn leaned forward, staring balefully at him from barely a foot away. “This. Is not. The time.”
 

 
  He met her gaze for a long moment, looking suddenly a little alarmed, then dropped his eyes. “I…sorry, Professor. I don’t know. I, uh, actually was sitting down by the wall, I remember going there myself. I like to be alone with my thoughts—” He glanced up at her and broke off, managing a weak half-grin. “Okay, fine, it’s a great spot to hide and jump out at people. I was that bored, yes. Anyway, I remember sitting there…” He stared at the far wall, frowning in concentration. “…I don’t remember falling asleep. I think someone…walked up to me? Yeah, someone did. A shadow fell across me from behind, and I was annoyed cos they came from the wrong angle for me to surprise ’em. That’s…” He shook his head. “Man, I’ve got nothing past that. I wouldn’t swear it’s the
  
   last
  
  thing that happened. It’s kinda like falling asleep naturally, y’know? I don’t remember it specifically happening. That’s just the last distinct impression I had of anything.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn straightened up, letting out a much softer sigh, and exchanged a worried glance with Yornhaldt and Sunrunner.
 

 
  “So,” said Rafe, “correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t this pretty much the
  
   worst
  
  case scenario? He knows nothing, we’ve blown our only stock of the
  
   one
  
  damn thing that can cure this, and with it
  
   cured
  
  now we don’t even have anything to examine.”
 

 
  “Uh, what’s the big deal?” Chase asked, looking around at them. “So some joker zapped me with a sleeping charm. We learned to do those in
  
   your
  
  class, Professor Yornhaldt.”
 

 
  “Alaric, you didn’t,” Tellwyrn said in exasperation.
 

 
  Yornhaldt gave her a long-suffering look. “You
  
   know
  
  I like to show them a few fun spells every semester. It’s the lion’s share of what keeps the non-magic majors interested, Arachne. Those of us who don’t
  
   terrify
  
  our students have to think of these things. Anyway, no, I just show them the standard, extremely basic sleep charm. As you
  
   well
  
  know, it’s easily detectable, blockable,
  
   breakable,
  
  and even if one hasn’t the opportunity to do any of that doesn’t last but ten minutes.”
 

 
  “Uhhh.” Again, Chase panned an inquisitive stare around at them. “What’s going on? Is there something I should be worried about?”
 

 
  “Are we keeping it from him?” Rafe asked, scratching his head. “Cos, y’know, the boy pretty much
  
   knows
  
  something’s up. I mean, I can bash him over the noggin with a bedpan, see if that erases his memories—”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Sunrunner said very evenly,
  
   “what
  
  have I told you concerning what is and is not appropriate joking matter in my infirmary?”
 

 
  “I really couldn’t say, Taowi my dear,” Rafe simpered. “I just get so distracted gazing into your pretty eyes—”
 

 
  “Shut up, Admestus,” Tellwyrn snapped. “No, I don’t see any benefit in keeping secrets. We don’t know
  
   what
  
  happened to you, Chase; it was some kind of sleeping curse, and it baffled even the collected expertise you see standing before you. So yes, this is potentially serious.”
 

 
  Chase stared at her uncomprehendingly for a moment, then frowned. “Huh.
  
   That’s
  
  interesting. Who the hell would wanna do something like that? I mean, I don’t think I’ve pissed off anyone
  
   important…”
  
 

 
  “He’s got a point,” Rafe agreed. “Trissiny’s off-campus this semester, and anyway, I’m like eighty percent sure she was just letting off steam. I can’t see her
  
   actually
  
  beheading him.”
 

 
  “Just for the record, she
  
   did
  
  try to do that to someone her first week,” Chase said helpfully, “but anyhow I should clarify: I don’t think I’ve pissed off anyone important who could do that kind of advanced magic. Also, holy shit, anybody doing that on this campus is pretty much asking to get transmogrified into a grease stain, right?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “Sounds like you’re up to speed. For now, Chase—”
 

 
  She broke off abruptly, turning to face the door. Sunrunner did the same; both elves frowned in apparent consternation.
 

 
  “Yeeesss?” Chase prompted after a moment. “For now, Chase, what? You can forget about homework for the week? We’re taking you out back and putting you down? I’m on tenterhooks, here.”
 

 
  The infirmary door burst open, and a senior arcane studies major named Laria backed inside. Once into the room, she stepped aside and turned, revealing both her worried expression and the prone body of the classmate she was levitating along behind her.
 

 
  Natchua lay face-up in midair, her arms hanging limply, as were her legs below the knee. Her green-dyed mohawk sagged in that position like the fronds of a thirsty plant. As soon as she cleared the doorway, Hildred squeezed in behind her, looking nearly distraught.
 

 
  “Miss Sunrunner!” the dwarf cried. “Please—we can’t figure out what’s wrong. She won’t wake up!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Calming and getting rid of Laria, Hildred, and Chase had taken a few minutes, during which Miss Sunrunner swiftly examined Natchua. By the time they had again cleared the infirmary of students, she was able to report, grim-faced, that the drow’s case appeared identical to Chase’s.
 

 
  “I realize you’re gonna hex me for saying I told you so,” Rafe informed Tellwyrn, “so let me just take a moment to emphasize that I don’t care, because I damn well did and
  
   now
  
  look.”
 

 
  “This is extremely rapid,” Yornhaldt rumbled. “Two in the space of one afternoon. If it continues at this pace, we’ll be out of students in a matter of weeks.”
 

 
  “I do not want to hear that kind of talk again,” Tellwyrn said firmly. “No accusations, no doomsaying, no
  
   whining.
  
  What we’re going to have is
  
   action.
  
  Taowi, Alaric, and I will examine Natchua as intensively as we can while we’re waiting for the more reliable cure to be replenished. In fact, I’m going to bring this to the attention of the rest of the faculty; I want anyone who has even a
  
   glimmer
  
  of an idea to have a go at this. They can’t possibly make it worse, and anyone might find something we missed.”
 

 
  “Um.” Rafe held up a hand. “Waiting for the reliable cure to be replenished? Arachne, the reliable cure is
  
   hellhound breath.
  
  You cannot
  
   get
  
  that stuff on this plane of existence.”
 

 
  “You can, it’s just prohibitively hard,” she said patiently, “and
  
   less
  
  hard for those of us standing here than probably anyone else on the planet. Un-panic yourself and think, Admestus, you
  
   know
  
  the answer, here. There are two hellhounds on Level 2 in the Crawl. I want you to gather up whatever equipment you need, then haul ass down there and harvest as much of the stuff as you can get.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt cleared his throat. “You have specifically forbidden that as a condition of allowing Melaxyna to keep them, Arachne…”
 

 
  “Because,” Tellwyrn snapped, “hellhound breath is illegal and dangerous, and sufficiently rare that if it gets out we
  
   have
  
  any, even my reputation won’t stop necromancers and other undesirables from coming here after it. For that reason, this needs to be done as
  
   discreetly
  
  as possible. Admestus, take Emilio down there with you for backup, and as much as possible, prevent it getting out what’s going on.”
 

 
  “You know that won’t work for long, Arachne,” Rafe said seriously. “Not with the student body we have.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know it all too well,” she said with a sigh, glancing over at Natchua. “But the need is too great right now to pass up the opportunity.”
 

 
  “Arachne.” At Yornhaldt’s tone, they all turned to look at him. “On the subject of secrets… You have to know what’s going on here. You said we have students to whom Elilial gave untold demonic knowledge. We have
  
   never
  
  figured out who opened the hellgate. This started virtually the
  
   instant
  
  our predatory arch-fairy departed the campus. It’s too perfect.”
 

 
  “It could be any of the students,” Sunrunner whispered.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “The current freshmen weren’t here then. The current sophomores are not suspects. That group is too close-knit, half of them are light-wielders,
  
   none
  
  of them are the particular kind of daft that would be trying to summon demons in the Crawl, and they stayed to throw themselves at the hellgate in defiance of all orders. No…it could be any of the upper half of the student body.”
 

 
  “Gotta say, that is less of a comfort than it probably sounded like in your head,” Rafe informed her. “That’s a good fifty young’uns with generally more personality than sense.”
 

 
  “I did not intend it to be comforting,” Tellwyrn shot back. “We cannot afford to be comfortable or complacent right now. It’s not going to be long before it becomes known what’s happening, and it won’t be long after
  
   that
  
  before suspicion starts making people crazy. We are under an unforgiving timetable, here, people. I will not have a witchhunt on my campus.”
 

 
  “A witchhunt is not something you can end by declaring it so,” Yornhaldt said.
 

 
  “Precisely,” she agreed, “which is exactly why we need to get in front of this and head it off
  
   now.”
  
  Tellwyrn paused, chewing her lower lip for a moment. “And this time, I’m afraid we’re going to need help.”
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  Dawn had just graced the mountain when they returned.
 

 
  “Enter,” Tellwyrn said in response to the sharp knock on her office door.
 

 
  It swung open and Professors Rafe and Ezzaniel stepped inside, the martial arts instructor pausing to shut the door behind them.
 

 
  “All right, gentlemen,” Tellwyrn said, watching them expressionlessly. “How bad is it?”
 

 
  Rafe blinked at her, then scowled. “Okay, come on now, really. Just how sharp
  
   are
  
  those ears? You could tell we have bad news just from listening to our footsteps outside?”
 

 
  “I can tell you have bad news because I can
  
   see your face,”
  
  she said in exasperation. “You look like someone just drowned your puppy in a pond. Both of you.”
 

 
  He grimaced. “I sort of wish you’d expressed that differently…”
 

 
  “I’m not getting my hellhound breath, am I?” Tellwyrn asked, her eyebrows lowering into a scowl.
 

 
  “No,” Ezzaniel replied, folding his arms behind his back. “The hellhounds are gone.”
 

 
  A moment of silence followed, in which Rafe sighed irritably. The office was lit only by the windows, leaving it pleasantly dim, but bright enough for them to clearly see the University president’s expression. Unfortunately.
 

 
  “Gone?” Tellwyrn asked softly. “Can you be more specific, please?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” Ezzaniel replied. “It is
  
   quite
  
  the mystery. Khavibosh, who is now in charge on Level 2, has been stomping about in a fury about it for the last week. Apparently, both hellhounds just up and…vanished.”
 

 
  “I’m sure I need not explain to you two how
  
   very
  
  impossible that is,” she said.
 

 
  “No indeed,” Rafe agreed. “Level 2 is supposed to be instanced and sealed, and Melaxyna’s jiggery-pokery to overcome its multiple-version effect should make it even
  
   harder
  
  to extract things from it. In fact, rather than just come straight back here empty-handed, we looked around in the Crawl for some answers. Hence this trip taking all damn night.”
 

 
  “Unfortunately,” Ezzaniel continued, “there is a dearth of persons to ask. Our ideas ran dry after Melaxyna, as she is the only denizen of the Crawl we know of who has
  
   been
  
  placed in Level 2 and yet escaped.”
 

 
  “She didn’t escape,” Tellwyrn said curtly. “The Crawl let her out, at my request. I prefer to have a Vanislaad or something similarly manipulative watching over the Grim Visage. A more brutal kind of demon can keep order on Level 2 just as easily, but Sarriki does not need to be slithering about without a significant check on her movements. What did she say?”
 

 
  “She affected to be incensed at the news,” Ezzaniel said with a shrug. “Frankly, the only definitive result we can claim from the encounter is evidence that she does not have the hellhounds in the Visage itself. Beyond that… I am not going to take anything a succubus tells me at face value.”
 

 
  “She brought Xsythri to the Visage with her, too,” Rafe added. “That hethelax who follows her around. Did you authorize that?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s eyes narrowed. “…not explicitly. But in retrospect, I can see how she might have arranged that loophole.”
 

 
  “So,” Ezzaniel said in satisfaction, “she
  
   could
  
  be behind their disappearance.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” said Rafe. “Xsythri was heartbroken at the news her puppies had vanished. Emilio’s right, a child of Vanislaas is more likely to lie than breathe, but I don’t think Xsythri has the imagination to be deceitful. It’s not the first time I’ve had that thought.”
 

 
  “Whatever happened to the hellhounds,” Ezzaniel said, “we are not going to get information, much less their breath, without conducting some serious investigations. And
  
   that
  
  involves a dungeon delve of the old school. Not one of our comparatively tame class trips with the Crawl itself watching out for the students; we’ll be down there looking for answers, facing the native dangers, and probably not with the cooperation of the dungeon itself.”
 

 
  “Don’t rush to conclusions,” Tellwyrn warned. “Before it comes to that, I’ll see what I can get from the Crawl myself. We get along well.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” he replied, “if it
  
   does
  
  come down to an investigation of the type I referred to, it will mean several members of the faculty will be occupied doing that for a significant amount of time.
  
   Right
  
  at a moment when we need every one of us on campus and alert.”
 

 
  “Yeeaah,” Rafe drawled. “We were pretty much running with the conclusion that
  
   none
  
  of this is a coincidence. It’s a virtual certainty that whoever’s casting this sleeping curse is a student, and probably one who’s been here at least two years. They
  
   all
  
  know about the hellhounds on Level 2. And a student is more likely than most to be able to get the Crawl to cooperate with them in mussing things up down there. More likely than anybody who
  
   lives
  
  in it, anyway.”
 

 
  “And now you’re speculating,” said Tellwyrn. “Don’t do that. We need
  
   information,
  
  not baseless theories.”
 

 
  “Well, pertaining to that,” said Ezzaniel, “dare I hope you have made some progress up here while we were occupied?”
 

 
  “Of a sort,” she replied with a sigh. “To the extent of ruling
  
   out
  
  possibilities. Alaric and I have been at the scrying arrays
  
   and
  
  studying Natchua, and we seem to have established that whatever this curse is, it’s simply not detectable by magic.”
 

 
  “I thought we already knew that,” said Rafe.
 

 
  “Not exactly. Both the incidents were recent enough that Alaric could scry them through the ley line network. We had perfectly clear views of Chase and then Natchua just drifting off to sleep, apropos of apparently nothing. In her case,
  
   while
  
  she was walking between buildings. Something about the curse, or something done by the person who casts it, corrects the sight when viewed through a scrying apparatus.”
 

 
  “Perhaps that is literally what happened,” Ezzaniel suggested. “We know nothing about how this curse is transmitted.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” she said. “Then again, Chase recalled someone approaching him from behind just before he was struck.”
 

 
  Rafe groaned. “When
  
   Chase
  
  is our most reliable source of information, we’re pretty well boned.”
 

 
  “We also spent some more time studying Natchua,” Tellwyrn continued, giving him a sour glance. “None of our tests have yielded any direct evidence of magic at work. By all appearances, her body is simply maintaining and infinitely rejuvenating itself at the cellular level for no reason at all, which of course is impossible. It’s made somewhat more difficult by the fact that she is an elf; her body doesn’t decay nearly as quickly as a human, but even drow aren’t meant to lie still for more than hours at a time. The unfortunate fact is that to get more data, we will have to hope she remains that way for a long period, or that other students of more short-lived races are struck.
  
   Obviously,
  
  I can’t bring myself to hope for either outcome.”
 

 
  “Well,” Ezzaniel mused, “there
  
   is
  
  some precedent for things being invisible to magic. Or antithetical to it.”
 

 
  “I am still certain this isn’t the Wreath’s doing,” Tellwyrn replied, “and I don’t see how mithril could be a factor here, thought it
  
   does
  
  block scrying. For it to be doing
  
   this,
  
  it would pretty much have to be ground to a fine powder and introduced directly to the subject’s bloodstream. Leaving aside the horrendous
  
   expense
  
  of obtaining a sufficient quantity of the stuff, it’s physically impossible to reduce that way. Also, elves require magic on a basic biological level. If that
  
   were
  
  possible, doing it to a drow would simply kill her.”
 

 
  “Chaos disrupts magic,” Rafe said quietly.
 

 
  “Chaos does not behave itself when used,” Tellwyrn said, shaking her head. “I
  
   did
  
  think of that, but no. Wielding chaos involves grand, dramatic spells, which don’t work in any consistent fashion at the best of times. This is extremely
  
   precise.
  
  No…we’re still in the dark.”
 

 
  “Fuck a duck,” Rafe grumbled.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “Well, anyway. Thank you both for making the effort. I’ve already posted notices that your morning classes are canceled; go get some rest.”
 

 
  “Nonsense!” Rafe proclaimed, puffing out his chest and planting his fists on his hips, while Ezzaniel gave him a long, sardonic look. “I’ll just throw back a vial of one of my
  
   many
  
  sources of bottled vitality and be rarin’ to go!”
 

 
  “Admestus,” she said more gently, “no. Keep those for later—I have a feeling we may need them. You and I
  
   both
  
  know, and even
  
   you
  
  have to acknowledge, that no shortcuts or replacements for natural sleep are as good as the real thing. I’m going to need both of you—and everyone else—in their best shape. No more students have been struck down yet, but I’m not enough of an optimist to assume this thing has run its course.”
 

 
  “Nor I,” Ezzaniel agreed. “I rather suspect it’s only beginning. Very well, I’ll grab a few winks and be back to class after noon. What’s your plan for the time being, Arachne?”
 

 
  “For
  
   now,”
  
  she said, pushing back her chair and standing, “I’ve let the faculty know to keep their eyes open; any students found inexplicably and unwakeably asleep are to be brought straight to Taowi. I’ve first period today free, and I need to go deal with yet another perplexing new thing that’s come up.”
 

 
  “Anything bad?” Rafe asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  She grimaced. “I really, really hope not.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Saloon kept evening hours exclusively and the town’s sole inn did not serve food, which left but one place where people could congregate in public over breakfast. The Ale & Wenches seemed marginally less ridiculous in the morning, occupied only by a few townsfolk and with the windows open to admit the sunlight, than it did in the more raucous evening shift, when University students and passing would-be adventurers were the main clientele.
 

 
  He had been here nearly twenty-four hours, not long enough yet that he needed to start thinking about food or sleep. It wasn’t his plan to stay in Last Rock enough time to make those a necessity. Nothing he was doing here was terribly urgent. It had been a well-spent day, though; wandering invisibly about, he had observed much and heard some extremely enlightening conversations. Vex’s intelligence reports generally agreed with what he had now seen, but he did not like to rely overmuch on secondhand information. Considering what might be at stake, it was well worth it to take a day and see for himself.
 

 
  Now, another such interesting conversation was occurring at the next table over.
 

 
  “Just don’t feel right, Hiram,” Ox Whipporwill rumbled, folding his arms across his chest. “I know, it’s all in good fun, but after the events a’ the last year…”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, Ox, you’re getting downright stodgy in your old age,” huffed the banker, who was easily fifteen years the deputy’s senior. “You’re right, it
  
   is
  
  just a bit of fun. As Sam is so fond of reminding us, if the pool ever
  
   did
  
  pay out, we’d be in too much of a cataclysm for anybody to collect.”
 

 
  “That’s what I mean,” Ox replied. “I like the kids, Hiram, you know I do. Even the ones I don’t like; as a group, I got no quarrel with ’em. An’ if you ain’t heard, Loretta’s girl will be enrolling next semester—seems Tellwyrn was serious about havin’ Last Rock’s kids sign up if they’re interested.”
 

 
  “Should be a grand opportunity for young May,” Hiram Taft agreed.
 

 
  “But,” Ox continued, pointing a finger across the table at him, “last time we had the freshman pool was before the hellgate, an’ then that near riot. I just don’t think it’s the same.”
 

 
  “It’s very easy to say that
  
   now,”
  
  Taft replied petulantly.
 

 
  “I said it
  
   then,”
  
  Ox shot back. “That hellgate was pretty fresh in everyone’s minds when you were organizin’ it first thing last semester. Matters ain’t a lot better now, despite Tellwyrn’s promise…”
 

 
  “Ox, old boy, I’m going to have to disagree with you there,” said Taft. “Things
  
   are
  
  better. I rather wish the good Professor had done this years ago, if for no other reason than that it
  
   has
  
  improved the general feeling toward the University here in town. But aside from that, the fact that there’s lingering tension makes it all the more important, in my view, that we not walk on eggshells. Having our little annual joke as usual sends the message that nothing has changed. We’re still the same town, it’s still the same school, and we’re no more afraid or resentful of them than in any year before.”
 

 
  “I s’pose I see the reason in that,” Ox said grudgingly. “Still makes me a mite nervous, though.”
 

 
  Suddenly, the A&W’s door burst open with far more force than it required, and Arachne Tellwyrn strode in.
 

 
  She made a beeline for his table, passing the startled locals without a glance, stopped right in front of him, folded her arms and stared down her nose, over the rims of her spectacles.
 

 
  “Hi there, and welcome to Last Rock. Might I have a word with you in private?”
 

 
  Gasps and murmurs rose all around; the tavern wasn’t busy at this hour, but half a dozen people were scattered about, all now staring at him. The serving girl went pale and actually knelt.
 

 
  The Hand of the Emperor sighed softly and rose from his seat. His magic did not provide true invisibility, but it served to deflect all notice from his presence when he so chose. That technique had its weaknesses, however. Such as when someone on whom it did not work deliberately called attention to him in a way that no one could ignore.
 

 
  “Good morning, Professor,” he said, nodding to her, then turned his head to nod again at the room at large. “Please, everyone, go about your business. Rise,” he added gently to the waitress, who jibbered something incoherent and actually scuttled backward a few feet without getting off her knees. Well, at least even in this backwater they knew how a Hand of the Emperor was to be treated. “Is this going to be a
  
   friendly
  
  conversation?” he added pointedly to Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “As far as
  
   I
  
  know, it is,” she replied. “I have absolutely no quarrel with the Empire and my interactions with it have mostly been quite satisfactory.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said dryly, “I understand the Treasury
  
   quite
  
  enjoys receiving your taxes every year.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned unrepentantly. “What concerns me is the question of why a Hand of the Emperor would feel the need to skulk around here without announcing himself.”
 

 
  “Perhaps my presence has nothing to do with you.”
 

 
  She made a face. “Do we have to fence and banter in front of the citizenry? Nobody here needs the awkwardness of being in
  
   that
  
  crossfire.”
 

 
  “There will be no crossfire,” he said firmly as the whispers started up again. “The Empire has only the highest opinion of your University, Professor. In any case, yes, I believe we should speak, now that we already are. Would you care to provide teleportation to a suitable spot? I’m sure you know the town better than I.”
 

 
  She actually raised her eyebrows in visible surprise. “Don’t mind if I do, then.”
 

 
  He knew her teleportation was smoother than that of any mage in the Empire’s employ, but knowing wasn’t the same as experiencing it. The world changed around him so suddenly and without fanfare that it was quite disorienting.
 

 
  They now stood in a long, wide hallway, one wall consisting of glass windows overlooking the Golden Sea from atop the mountain; the rest of it was thronged with potted plants of various kinds. One lifted a blossom to face him. It had an eyeball in its center.
 

 
  “Of all the highly secured, soundproof labs on my campus,” Tellwyrn said, pacing over to the windows to gaze out, “this one has the best view. Keep well back from the plants. There’s a
  
   reason
  
  these species are kept in a secure lab.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” he said, following her. “So, Professor, what can the Empire do for you?”
 

 
  She turned to give him a look. “What does the Empire
  
   want
  
  from me?”
 

 
  “Certainty,” he said promptly.
 

 
  She actually grinned. “Something tells me I can’t help you there.”
 

 
  “I quite meant what I said in front of the townsfolk,” he went on. “His Majesty’s government bears you no ill will, and in fact, Lord Vex speaks highly of your cooperation over the last two years. Regardless, there are…uncertainties. Your relationship with the entire Tirasian Dynasty has been somewhat tumultuous. And it must be said that the Throne bears half the responsibility.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn blinked in apparent surprise. “You really think I harbor animosity toward the Throne?”
 

 
  “It has hardly been forgotten,” he said, “that the Tirasian Dynasty
  
   exists
  
  in part because
  
   you
  
  ended the previous one.”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Emperor Arvusham was incompetent, corrupt,
  
   weak,
  
  and had instigated a civil war at the same time the Universal Church was undergoing its own coup literally across the street from his house. If I hadn’t taken him off the Silver Throne,
  
   someone
  
  would.”
 

 
  “Yes, but the fact remains, someone
  
   didn’t.
  
  You did. When we consider the nature of your relationship to the government, that is exceedingly relevant. The Throne appreciates your recent aid, but it also recalls that unfortunate business with the Ministry of Mysteries, not to mention Emperor Sarsamon’s attempted abduction of you just before you vanished. And, Professor, just because we cannot
  
   prove
  
  where that vodka elemental came from does not mean we don’t know.”
 

 
  She grinned again. “Oh, come on. That was funny, admit it.”
 

 
  “I believe his Majesty agrees with you,” the Hand replied, calmly folding his arms. “I may speak with his voice, in the eyes of the law, but I necessarily cannot share his relaxed attitude toward…practical jokes.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s expression sobered and she turned again to gaze out over the prairie. “You’re really concerned that I’ve been eyeing the Throne since Sarsamon?”
 

 
  “The facts as they are recorded are that you attempted to penetrate the Palace’s defenses with a very high-level scrying spell, and the Emperor dispatched agents to collect and question you—to no avail.”
 

 
  “That’s it?”
 

 
  “Is there more?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled, this time reminiscently. “I guess he never did leave behind a clear record…well, that doesn’t surprise me. That kerfuffle was the only way we could get in touch with each other one last time without letting on that we were doing so.”
 

 
  Very slowly, the Hand raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I understand.”
 

 
  “Sarsamon Tirasian was my
  
   friend.”
  
  She shifted to look at him sidelong. “I saved his life a dozen times during the Enchanter Wars. He’d have done the same, but I was the archmage and he the nobleman; our power differential didn’t really work out that way. We once got liquored up to the point of combustibility and spent a whole night bawling about our respective dead lovers. I was about to leave, and… Well, I wanted to say goodbye.”
 

 
  “Go on,” he said after a silent moment.
 

 
  “It’s all ancient history now,” she whispered, again staring out the window. “And anyway, you’re the living embodiment of sufficient clearance. The Emperor and I couldn’t let on that we were acquainted for the good of the Empire. You see, House Tirasian was an insignificant little merchant House from southern Calderaas before Sultana Shiranza, Duke Rashond and Archpope Vyara cooked up between them the idea to take advantage of the Empire’s fractured state to install a puppet on the Silver Throne. With the combined influence of House Aldarasi, House Madouri and the Universal Church, they were able to bring enough other nobles and cults on board to make it happen. Once they put Sarsamon in place… We decided the Empire deserved a
  
   true
  
  leader to help it heal. So some of us put together a conspiracy of our own.” Tellwyrn turned to stare him fully in the eye. “It revolved around another acquaintance of ours. A Stalweiss warlord named Heshenaad. We set him up as a
  
   threat,
  
  someone we could rally the Empire against and elevate the Emperor above the machinations of his original supporters.”
 

 
  “…I see,” the Hand said slowly. “And you couldn’t find someone not called Horsebutt? It’s an ongoing humiliation that
  
   that
  
  has to be written in the history books as someone who seriously threatened the Empire.”
 

 
  She grinned in open amusement. “There’s a certain savage poetry to the Stalweiss and their honor names. It’s funny, but I originally heard the name translated as Horse’s Ass; the modern version is the improved one, believe me. Really, it’s not so bad. Everyone who’s worked with horses understands the reference. Heshenaad was a man you absolutely did
  
   not
  
  want to sneak up on from behind.” She shrugged. “So, no. Not only do I not resent the Tirasian Dynasty, I am the lion’s share of the reason it’s a thing at all. I haven’t exactly been active in politics, and I’ve never made the effort to get to know Sarsamon’s descendants, but that’s probably for the best.”
 

 
  “With regard to that,” he said, “the Silver Throne
  
   does
  
  owe you an apology for the Ministry of Mysteries affair. It may interest you to know that the Ministry’s dissolution was not directly due to your efforts, but to Empress Theasia’s outrage that it had presumed to pressure you in her name without her consent.”
 

 
  “She always seemed like a good one,” Tellwyrn mused. “I missed the bulk of her reign, though.
  
   That
  
  was not how I preferred to be welcomed back to the world. Well, as I said… Certainty I cannot give you. When one has seen governments come and go as often as I have, one learns not to become attached. In point of fact I happen to think the Empire in its present form is a very good thing, and Sharidan seems the best leader this continent has seen in the last century. To
  
   you
  
  he may be the center of the universe, but to
  
   me,
  
  he’s one more in a long line, and others will come after him. Someday the Empire will fall; empires always do. Someday long before then it will be afflicted with a government which is neither as competent or as benign as Sharidan’s. It will not find
  
   me
  
  in a position where I am tied to it excessively closely.” She tilted her head back, again looking down her nose at him. “For now, though, at this moment? I heartily approve of the boy and his work. You need fear no interference or hostility from me, and in fact I’m glad to help out here and there as it is necessary and appropriate.”
 

 
  The Hand of the Emperor regarded her in thoughtful silence for a moment, then took one step back and sketched a shallow bow.
 

 
  “The Silver Throne acknowledges and appreciates your sentiment, Professor. And returns it in virtually perfect symmetry.”
 

 
  That earned another amused smile. “So, then. What
  
   specific
  
  thing brings you out here sniffing around? And kindly don’t waste my time by dissembling. Vex wouldn’t do this, and I’m well aware that you Hands
  
  
  lack initiative. Sharidan isn’t likely to suddenly be making gestures like this un-prompted, so either he or
  
   you
  
  are reacting to something.”
 

 
  The Hand permitted himself the luxury of a soft sigh. “The Empire is…beset.”
 

 
  “What else is new?”
 

 
  He shook his head. “The Black Wreath is more aggressive than it has been since the Enchanter Wars, the Archpope has begun making highly disruptive moves, there is unrest simmering in multiple provinces… Both the Punaji and Tidestrider nations test the terms of our treaties, Narisians are suddenly interacting with elven groves on an unprecedented scale, and Sifan has begun making noises to the effect that the Silver Throne should offer formal reparations to the orcish clans for the cataclysm of Athan’Khar.
  
   Now,
  
  the dwarven kingdoms are suddenly acting with great aggression in Tiraan territory.”
 

 
  “The
  
   dwarves?”
  
  She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “That makes no sense. The Empire could roll over in its sleep and pulverize them, and they have to know it.”
 

 
  “That is precisely the issue,” he said. “A competent, comparable rival will conduct himself in a fairly predictable manner, at least insofar as refraining from rocking the boat too much. Someone cornered and desperate, however, might do absolutely anything at all. The dire condition of the Five Kingdoms is exactly what makes their overtures worrisome, and exactly what makes the Throne’s response uncertain. We can do as we have always done: send our armies, leverage our economic and political might,
  
   make
  
  the world bow before the power of Tiraas. But…the world is not as it was a hundred years ago. Economically, politically, socially, we are tied to more people and in more ways than ever before. Great shows of force are increasingly inappropriate ways to accomplish the Throne’s aims. It is his Majesty’s considered opinion that they are likely to backfire.”
 

 
  “Wait a moment,” she said. “Am
  
   I
  
  on that list? You’re here because you worry I’m going to add to your troubles?”
 

 
  “As I already assured you, no,” he said firmly. “On the contrary. I am tentatively studying you as a possible…solution.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn folded her arms. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
 

 
  “No more do I, but this is the world we live in. Better that we make our accommodations, with it and with each other. Do you not think so?”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “What, exactly, are you proposing?”
 

 
  “Exactly?” He shrugged. “Nothing. But the Throne is interested in fostering…amity. With you, and wherever else it may be possible. The more friendly faces we can see in the world, the better positioned we are to
  
   gently
  
  counter the hostile ones.”
 

 
  “That is remarkably forward-thinking,” she said thoughtfully. “Of course, it raises an ugly question.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “I find myself quite suddenly beset by problems
  
   I
  
  am having trouble solving. And here
  
   you
  
  come, looking to build some kind of…partnership. I have to wonder what role the Throne may have played in arranging for me to need help.”
 

 
  “None,” he said immediately. “Bothering to say so may be an empty gesture if you are determined to be suspicious, but I assure you the Throne does
  
   not
  
  want you riled up. If it helps you at all, I did
  
   not
  
  come here to propose an alliance. I was simply watching and listening in Last Rock to see how you and your school are perceived by the populace. My purpose was to gather information and form opinions, not offer a helping hand.”
 

 
  “But,” she prompted.
 

 
  He smiled faintly.
  
   “But,
  
  if we
  
   can
  
  offer such a hand… It would seem to be in both our interests, would it not?”
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   “This
  
  is what you’ve been doing the whole winter break?” Iris asked in awe, slowly pacing around the construct. “This is
  
   amazing!
  
  I mean, it’s
  
   huge,
  
  Maureen! Well, maybe not
  
   huge,
  
  but considering you put it together all by yourself in a
  
   week…”
  
 

 
  “Mayhap I oughtta stop ye there,” Maureen said, grinning and straightening up from the bolts she had been tightening. “Aye, she’s a substantial chunk o’ hardware, all right, but pretty much just so much metal at the moment. An’ she ain’t just
  
   my
  
  project. Me an’ Teal ‘ave been at this. Well, me, Teal, an’ ‘er other half.”
 

 
  “Shaeine helped you with this?” Szith asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  Maureen cleared her throat. “Oh, uh… That’s not what I meant by… Um, her
  
   other
  
  other half. Vadrieny. Plus, Scorn likes to ‘ang around with ‘er, so, y’know, between an archdemon an’ a towerin’ great Rhaazke, I didn’t exactly lack fer muscle t’lift the ‘eavy parts.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Iris’s expression shifted to a rueful grin. “Well, that makes a great deal more sense, then.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Ravana said brightly. “It would appear to be right up Teal’s proverbial alley, in any case. Am I correct in guessing this is some type of vehicle, Maureen?”
 

 
  She paused to sip her cordial while raising her eyebrows expectantly. She had had them brought in by the case from Calderaas starting at the end of last semester, after discovering that while the fruity bottled drinks did (barely) contain alcohol, it wasn’t enough to trigger whatever effect Tellwyrn had laid on the campus that rendered it undrinkable. Thus, Ravana had seldom been without a bottle in the last week, despite the fact that she claimed they tasted like mouthwash and the carbonation was purely irritating. According to her, it was a matter of principle. As always, she was generous with her bounty, though most of her roommates were sufficiently put off by her descriptions of the cordials to decline, with the exception of Szith, who actually liked them.
 

 
  The shed Maureen and Teal had appropriated for their project was theoretically designated as storage for the Well, their dorm, but Afritia had told Maureen to make herself at home. The dorm had only this year been re-opened and had nothing stored, so for the time being at least, it was available and at least this way, someone got some use out of it. The space was not much larger than a somewhat generous stable stall, and had been quite dim and dingy before Maureen had strung up a few fairy lamps, then keyed them all to a single runic switch so that one touch could turn on the lights—a standard arrangement, but Iris had nonetheless been impressed that the gnome had done the enchanting herself.
 

 
  Taking up the bulk of the space was Maureen’s project, which at the moment mostly resembled a large, confused wheelbarrow: the smoothly rounded copper shell bristled with pipes and wires where various gadgets were to be attached, its rounded side up, and the wheel affixed to its flatter underside. The wheel itself was hugely broad, coated in a springy black material and carved in odd patterns. Extending from the rear of the copper shell was a tail-like structure, currently propped up on two sawhorses, and Maureen was in the process of bolting an enchanted apparatus to its underside.
 

 
  “What’s all this?” Iris asked, bending to gently run her fingers along the wheel. “It feels…odd.”
 

 
  “Aye, that’s synthetic rubber,” Maureen explained.
 

 
  Ravana straightened, frowning. “Rubber? I’ve never seen it that color. And there appears to be quite a
  
   lot.”
  
 

 
  “Well, sure, it’s alchemical, yeah? We don’t actually ‘ave rubber trees on this continent, as I reckon you know, an’ anyhow the real stuff’s a mite soft for our purposes.” Stepping back from the other end of her invention, she trundled around to join Iris by the wheel. “This ‘ere’s the newest thing outta Falconer Industries! See, y’know how carriages require big enchantments on the wheels to make ’em run smooth an’ hold to the road?”
 

 
  “Uh, sure,” Iris said, shrugging. “If you say so.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, that’s cos at the
  
   speed
  
  they move they tend t’bounce. Carriages still owe a lot o’ their design to the old kind that was pulled by horses. Teal’s parents are workin’ on
  
   this:
  
  they’re called tires! Rubber coatings on the wheels, see? They’re softer, which absorbs impacts, an’ textured to give ’em traction. That way they can take some o’ the power outta the traction an’ smoothing charms, which leaves more power for the motive charms on the wheels, thus faster carriages.”
 

 
  “Ingenious,” Ravana marveled, studying Maureen’s device with new interest.
 

 
  “Aye, it’s all pretty experimental. Teal says they’re findin’ it works better to make a kinda thin shell of the rubber an’ inflate ’em with pressurized air.”
 

 
  
   “Inflated
  
  wheels?” Szith said incredulously. “That sounds like a disastrous idea.”
 

 
  “Many innovations do, at first,” said Ravana. “The Falconers know what they are about.”
 

 
  “According to Teal,” Maureen continued excitedly, “they’re lookin’ at buffin’ ’em up from inside, usin’ springs an’ possibly a kind of gel they can make from petroleum instead of air. More stable that way, an’ less fragile.”
 

 
  Iris frowned. “What’s petroleum?”
 

 
  “A kind of mineral oil,” Ravana explained. “It has some industrial and alchemical applications, but it’s not as useful as organic oils for most things. Also, it’s found in deposits underground, like ore, which makes it hugely difficult to extract. If F.I. can make something worthwhile out of it, more power to them. Is the wheel that wide for balance, Maureen?”
 

 
  “Aye, it ‘elps with that,” Maureen said, grinning. “But the wheel’s that wide because
  
   this
  
  is the leftover piece from an F.I. experiment that Teal could get fer me, so the rest o’ the thing’s designed around it. Beggars, choosers, an’ all that. All right, ladies, moment o’ truth!”
 

 
  “I mean the greatest of respect, please do not think otherwise,” Szith said carefully as Maureen stepped back to the other end of the vehicle, “but…how much danger are we in, here?”
 

 
  “Uh…” The gnome paused in double-checking the runes on the gadget, straightening to frown at her project. “None at all, I shouldn’t think. Provided ye stay on
  
   this
  
  side. Just physics bein’ what it is, if there’s any trouble it’ll be up front.”
 

 
  “Righto!” Iris said quickly, scurrying around behind Maureen.
 

 
  “And
  
   now,”
  
  the gnome said, pausing to rub her hands together and grinning in delight. “Moment o’ truth, fer real!”
 

 
  She pressed a rune.
 

 
  Immediately, the crystal plate she had attached to the underside of the vehicle blazed to life, putting off a brilliant torrent of azure light and a powerful hum of magic at work.
 

 
  It also shot toward the ceiling, taking the back end of the vehicle with it. The whole thing flipped forward on its wheel, its newly-enchanted tail slamming against the wall above the front door hard enough to shake the whole shed. Still putting out levitative force and with nowhere else to go, the upside-down vehicle began creeping toward them on its sole wheel, which remained firmly affixed to the ground.
 

 
  Iris shrieked and mashed herself against the back wall; Ravana leaped up adroitly to make her own retreat, Szith stepping between her and the runaway invention.
 

 
  Maureen, though, yelped and scurried forward, heedless of the erratic motion of her large, metal creation, and threw herself bodily atop it. After a moment’s frantic scrabbling, she found the rune again.
 

 
  In the next instant, it went dark and silent.
 

 
  “Okay,” Iris said tremulously from the back. “Needs a little work.”
 

 
  “Needs a
  
   lot
  
  o’ work,” Maureen grumbled, scowling at her invention as if feeling betrayed. “That’s a
  
   lot
  
  more force than it’s s’pposed to put out… Where’d I go wrong? I was
  
   sure
  
  o’ me figures…” She shook her head, then suddenly looked up. “Oh! Everybody all right?”
 

 
  “Quite,” Ravana said with a smile, “though perhaps someone should go let Afritia know that no one is being murdered up here.”
 

 
  “I doubt she could even hear that, from down in the Well,” said Szith.
 

 
  “I’ll go,” Iris offered, edging around Maureen’s vehicle toward the door. “She may not have heard it, but I bet Addiwyn could. The last thing we need is her stirring up trouble.”
 

 
  “I think Addiwyn has been making great progress,” Ravana said placidly. “You’ll note the complete lack of vicious pranks since we stuffed her in an entling, and a general lessening of her attitude starting around that time. Whatever issues she was grappling with, she appears to be developing some maturity. Really, Iris, I believe we could make progress with her if everyone would refrain from picking at her.”
 

 
  “Everyone meaning me?” Iris said sardonically. “I don’t even disagree, Ravana, but some people I just don’t
  
   care
  
  to get to know. She buttered her bed
  
   good
  
  and proper.”
 

 
  “As you like,” Ravana said equably. “Just for the sake of peace in the dorm, then, I merely ask that you not be provocative.”
 

 
  “I guess I can do that much,” Iris muttered, carefully opening the door and squeezing out through the gap; it was still partially blocked by Maureen’s invention.
 

 
  No sooner had she stepped outside than she shrieked again and tumbled to the ground.
 

 
  “Iris!” Szith smoothly strode to the door. “Are you—”
 

 
  Leaning her head out, she broke off. Iris was gathering herself up, and now both of them stared at what she had tripped over.
 

 
  Their fifth roommate lay sprawled outside the shed, her legs stretched across the doorway.
 

 
  “You addle-pated blonde bundle of sticks!” Iris shouted. “What the
  
   hell
  
  do you think you’re doing out here?”
 

 
  “Shall I assume that wasn’t directed at me?” Ravana asked, her face appearing in the gap. Szith had already slipped smoothly out and knelt beside Addiwyn.
 

 
  “Iris,” the drow said flatly, “she’s asleep.”
 

 
  Iris broke off in the process of drawing breath for more invective, her expression suddenly horrified. “I—what? No, it’s not like—she’s just being a pain, like always. Oy, cut it out!” Scrambling to her feet, she prodded Addiwyn’s hip with her foot, none too gently.
 

 
  Szith, with more care, rolled the elf onto her back. She looked rather peaceful, if anything, her eyes closed and expression quite relaxed.
 

 
  “Breath and heartbeat even,” Szith reported. “Slow, as if in natural sleep.” She lightly slapped Addiwyn’s cheek, to no avail.
 

 
  “Ohhh, no,” Maureen whispered, poking her head through the door below Ravana’s.
 

 
  “No, this is crazy,” Iris said nervously. “This is just one of her jokes. Come on, first Chase and now her?”
 

 
  “And Natchua,” Szith said quietly.
 

 
  “Exactly! You notice it’s
  
   only
  
  the jerks and assholes? She’s faking. Get
  
   up!”
  
 

 
  Ravana cleared her throat loudly as Iris drew back her foot for what looked like a more earnest kick. “Rather than do that, Iris, I suggest someone fetch Miss Sunrunner. If this is Addiwyn’s idea of a prank, on her head be it, then. If not, you’ll feel terrible later if you start kicking her.”
 

 
  “I’ll go,” Maureen volunteered, wriggling out around her. She took off down the path, quickly vanishing around the corner. Despite her short legs, she could move with amazing speed when motivated.
 

 
  “I will get Afritia,” Szith said, standing up and turning toward the door of the Well, which was a few yards away around a hedge. “She should be informed of this immediately, also.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” Ravana said approvingly. Szith gave her a nod and strode off.
 

 
  “Why,” Iris asked weakly, staring down at the sleeping Addiwyn, “is it always
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  “Based on the stories I hear,” Ravana said with more equanimity, “I wonder if perhaps it is not just the freshman class each year. And honestly, if half the things I’ve been told are true, we shall have to do a lot better than
  
   this
  
  if we hope to compete.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The atrium of the building in which she waited had a lovely modern style of architecture, with an entire wall which arched inward two stories up to become a skylight which would have admitted the reddish glow of late afternoon, had there been any. Tiraas lay under a fresh glaze of ice, the heaps of snow having been mostly cleared away, and its sky was a typical gloomy gray. Still, at least the room was pretty.
 

 
  Tellwyrn paced slowly up and down the atrium, peering now and then out the windows, studying the furnishings, and glancing occasionally at the government functionaries stationed at desks along the rear wall, all of whom were stealing glances at her whenever possible, only to lower their eyes to their paperwork when she happened to meet their gaze.
 

 
  This place was fairly opulent, though it wasn’t part of the Imperial Palace itself. Several entire blocks behind the Palace were given over to the offices from which the Empire was administered, and the Empire required vast amounts of administration. All of these were designed to be beautiful when observed from without, though many were drab and purely functional on the inside, as befit a good bureaucracy. Quite a few interior spaces, though, were meant to receive important persons who felt they deserved to be entertained in style.
 

 
  It amused her slightly that she made the list.
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced up again, finding a reedy young man peering at her from the corner of his eye. At her gaze, he instantly ducked his head, scribbling so furiously on the paper in front of him that he couldn’t possibly have been producing anything but meaningless scrawl.
 

 
  She stood still, suddenly, just staring at him.
 

 
  He held out well for such an apparent milquetoast. It was more than two full minutes before he finally glanced up at her again.
 

 
  The sharp
  
   pop
  
  of her passage was almost inaudible amid all the pen-scratching. One moment she stood by the door, the next she was inches from him.
 

 
  “BOO!”
 

 
  He actually screamed and fell out of his chair.
 

 
  “Don’t try that yourselves,” she advised the room full of shocked clerks, backing away and grinning. “You have to be
  
   very
  
  old before you can get away with being juvenile.”
 

 
  They were spared more of her boredom by the opening of the door through which her escort had vanished half an hour ago.
 

 
  “Thank you for your patience, Professor,” the Hand of the Emperor said in his customary clipped tone, striding toward her. This time, Lord Quentin Vex was with him, regarding her with an expression of mingled boredom and idle curiosity. Her face-to-face interactions with Vex had been fairly limited, all things considered, but she knew very well not to be fooled by his sleepy demeanor.
 

 
  “Not at all, I’m quite confident you know better than to waste my time deliberately. Considering the bureaucratic levers you were apparently back there pulling, I’m impressed this has all gone so quickly. Joining us, then, Quentin?”
 

 
  “The personnel being requisitioned for this project
  
   do
  
  answer directly to me,” Vex said, nodding to her. “Always a pleasure, Professor.”
 

 
  “So formal,” Tellwyrn chided, “after all we’ve meant to each other. I thought you outranked basically everyone,” she added to the Hand. “You
  
   need
  
  his permission to bring talent on board?”
 

 
  “This may be a challenging concept for you, Professor, but because one has the power to do something does not mean one ought to. Lord Vex’s work has always been imminently satisfactory, and his Majesty prefers not to needlessly disrupt the functions of his agencies. If you would come this way, please, we shall meet the individual you’ve come to see in a more secure location within.”
 

 
  She followed wordlessly at his gesture, and the two men led her back into the hall. The décor remained simple but expensive, with glossy wood paneling and a thick carpet, but the only decorations as such were simple Tiraan banners hung along the walls at intervals like tapestries. They turned left twice and then right, passing doors which her guides ignored, and a few yards later the hall terminated against a set of vertical brass bars.
 

 
  The Hand grasped a handle on these and pushed the whole thing aside into the wall, gesturing her forward into what appeared to be a small room lined with velvet-padded benches and no doors save the one covered by the bars.
 

 
  “Rest assured, we are not putting you in a cell,” he said with a thin smile. “This is called an elevator. It will—”
 

 
  “I
  
   dearly
  
  hope you don’t think you invented elevators,” she snorted, striding past him and taking a seat. “They’ve been used in the dwarven kingdoms for decades.”
 

 
  “Yes, but
  
   this
  
  one runs on magic,” Vex said mildly, lounging against the wall a few feet away while the Hand pulled the bars shut behind them and touched runes on a control panel nearby. “No cables, pulleys, gears or anything else which is likely to up and break.”
 

 
  “Spells break just as easily as anything,” she replied. “One just has to know how.”
 

 
  “It’s so good to find you in such a cheerful mood,” he said. Tellwyrn grinned at him.
 

 
  They descended for nearly ten minutes. None of them spoke. If any found the silence awkward, they made no sign.
 

 
  When the elevator finally came to a stop, Tellwyrn surged impatiently to her feet, barely giving the Hand a chance to pry the bars open again before pushing past him into the space revealed. There, she planted her hands on her hips and looked around.
 

 
  This had to have been deep underground, but rather than the customary fairy lamps, the rotunda was lined with tall panels of glass which glowed a pale white, approximating windows. They even had curtains to heighten the illusion. The floor was glossy marble, the walls gilt-trimmed, the domed ceiling a mural depicting important scenes from Tiraan history. Two curved staircases swept up to a balcony ringing the second floor, from which doorways led into dark halls.
 

 
  Dominating the center of the room was an obelisk of gleaming white metal, etched with geometric patterns which glowed a subtle green. On two sides, small arms extended from it, holding up transparent panels in which maps were projected, one of the city, one of the continent. Directly above and centered on the obelisk’s tip was a translucent globe of light depicting the planet, its continents and countries clearly labeled in glowing text, the whole thing so massive it nearly filled the space, rotating slowly. The moon, unattached and similarly translucent, swung around it on its elliptical orbit, almost grazing the balcony in places.
 

 
  “A very useful gadget,” Vex said idly, giving the globe a disinterested look. “Lets us keep track of our agents. You may have seen similar things here and there.”
 

 
  “Artifacts of the Elder Gods should be
  
   left buried,”
  
  she said disapprovingly. “A good number of them thought weaving deadly booby traps into mundane objects was the height of comedy. Those things have been known to go off after
  
   centuries,
  
  prompted by nothing.”
 

 
  “Your advice is appreciated,” the Hand said curtly. “What you see here is, in a sense, the direct descendant of the old Ministry of Mysteries.”
 

 
  “His Majesty wouldn’t let me revive the name,” Vex said with a languid smile. “Shame. I
  
   really
  
  wanted to make my people carry badges that said MOM.”
 

 
  The Hand gave him a sour glance, but continued. “The original Ministry’s mandate was to respond to and potentially make use of unexplained phenomena, which is an inherently foolish and romantic notion. The Imperial government’s current policy is that anything unexplained has been insufficiently investigated, and we will not indulge in mysticism. Nonetheless, there are assets we may choose to leverage which are difficult to fit into the normal order of government or society. Those of them who answer to Imperial Intelligence do so via
  
   this
  
  division.”
 

 
  “What, exactly, did you bring me here to see?” Tellwyrn asked, slowly studying the room.
 

 
  “A specialist,” said the Hand. “Someone gifted, trained, and experienced in complex criminal investigation; in fact, the very author of the Empire’s ongoing reforms in police work. For a long time, catching criminals has been an extremely slapdash affair. Our man here has developed methods of gathering and analyzing evidence which have both exonerated many falsely accused subjects and led to the capture of countless guilty parties who might otherwise have escaped justice. I contacted Lord Vex from Last Rock and ordered that he be briefed.” He turned to raise an eyebrow at the spymaster. “I thought you said he was coming?”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  him to come,” Vex replied. “And then, since I knew he’d be late, I sent Ashley to fetch him. Should be along any moment—ah.”
 

 
  “Ah, indeed!” said the new arrival, bounding out of a second-floor hallway and landing with his rump on the marble banister of one of the staircases. He slid all the way down, his trench coat fluttering in passing, and hit the bottom in an elaborate bow. “So this is the great and terrible Professor Tellwyrn! I had honestly hoped
  
   never
  
  to be in a room with you, but clearly nobody cares what
  
   I
  
  want.”
 

 
  He was a rather diminutive man, not even as tall as she, and correspondingly slim. Though quite handsome, he was also markedly scruffy, in need of a shave and haircut, and wearing a slightly shabby coat and hat even indoors.
 

 
  Tellwyrn gave him a long, baleful look, then pushed her spectacles up her nose to stare through the lenses, then turned to the other two men.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   aware—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Of course we are,” the Hand said irritably. “This is why I began by explaining the mandate of this agency. Inspector Fedora is the best detective in the Tiraan Empire, and possibly beyond it, and has been briefed on your problem to the extent that he can be.”
 

 
  “Murgatroyd to my friends,” the Inspector said, giving her a smile which did not disguise the hostility in his eyes. “Which doesn’t and won’t include you, but I understand you enjoy being presumptuous.”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows.
  
   “Murgatroyd Fedora?
  
  You were going for maximum possible absurdity, then?”
 

 
  “Well, I think if one’s going to choose a name, it ought to be
  
   pleasing
  
  to its owner,” he replied, grinning impudently. “Of course, some people prefer names that are laden with heavy-handed
  
   meaning.
  
  But then, look who I’m telling, Miss Spider-Priestess Yells-At-Dragons.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Professor,”
  
  she said flatly.
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “Did you manage to lose Ashley again?”
 

 
  “Nah,” said a voice from above. “He just wanted to make an entrance. Don’t worry, I’m not about to leave him unattended in company.”
 

 
  A young woman was leaning over the balcony above, giving them a sunny smile. She had a pixiesh face, with brown hair cut boyishly short, and seemed to be dressed in a man’s suit, or at least had on a jacket and tie.
 

 
  Tellwyrn craned her head back to stare at the latest arrival through her glasses for a moment, then turned again to Vex and the Hand.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   realize—”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  they chorused.
 

 
  “Inspector,” the Hand continued, “kindly tell us what you have so far.”
 

 
  “What I have so far is virtually nothing,” Fedora stated, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his coat and slouching. “All I’ve been able to do is consider the overview of the situation and pull a few files on known personalities at the University. That’s
  
   nothing.
  
  If you want any actual,
  
   useful
  
  answers, I will need to be on site and given a significant amount of access. And anyway, while this case does look like it could shape up to be something fascinating, I rather think there’s just not
  
   enough
  
  yet to begin closing in on a perpetrator, even if I could see firsthand whatever little there is.”
 

 
  
   “This,”
  
  Tellwyrn stated, pointing at the Inspector and addressing herself to the Hand, “will
  
   not
  
  be visiting my campus.”
 

 
  “Well, then, I’m just a pretty face here,” Fedora said, shrugging. “If she won’t let me do my work, that’s that.”
 

 
  “Troy,” Ashley said reprovingly from above, “be nice.”
 

 
  “Everyone, please,” Vex said soothingly. “Professor, I
  
   realize
  
  this is a troubling suggestion and we’re asking a lot, but for the record, you came to the Empire for help; the Empire doesn’t have a direct stake in your problem. We are doing a favor—with the expectation of favors in return, let us not dissemble, but still. I think it would be appropriate for us
  
   all
  
  to extend some tolerance toward each other.”
 

 
  She snorted and folded her arms. “Fine, then. Impress me, detective.”
 

 
  “Can’t do it, probably,” Fedora said glibly. “But what I’ve got so far is a short list of suspects. Now, let me begin with the disclaimer that to call criminal profiling an inexact science is giving it
  
   way
  
  too much credit, but just on an overview, my instinct is to approach this as a serial attacker. Two victims thus far isn’t a pattern, but striking people down at apparent random fits that profile. Much will depend on what develops—how many more victims appear, how frequently, how they are connected.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you have something,” said Vex.
 

 
  “I’ve got a few names who have files that are suggestive,” the Inspector replied, turning his sharp gaze back to Tellwyrn. “First, of course, your first victim, Chase Masterson. He left an impressively consistent record of incidents at the Shaathist lodge which had the misfortune to have raised him. No close friendships, charming demeanor, a general pattern of rulebreaking and manipulative behavior to get his way.
  
   Textbook
  
  social pathology.
  
  
  Literally, I’ve got a fantastic book from the Svenheim Polytheoric Institute on this, which I just flipped through for reference.”
 

 
  “Aside from being the first victim,” Tellwyrn said, narrowing her eyes, “Chase was unconscious when the second was attacked.”
 

 
  “And that may or may not be significant,” Fedora replied, shrugging. “We know nothing about how these attacks are carried out, yes? It’s clearly magical, which opens up a whole
  
   world
  
  of possibilities. However, that
  
   is
  
  significant, and it’s for that reason that I don’t particularly like Masterson for the crime. I list him just on the strength of his nature—a boy like that doesn’t
  
   need
  
  a motive, he just
  
   does
  
  things, and that’s what argues against him doing this. Striking down himself and then arranging the next victim to happen while he was out would be, if he did it, a mastermind’s ploy. The action of someone who thinks multiple steps ahead. That
  
   isn’t
  
  Masterson’s pattern; he’s a dog chasing carriages.
  
   Anth’auwa
  
  aren’t all cut from the same cloth, and the profile he left behind at the lodge was of the ‘harmless pain in the ass’ variety. Unless you’ve seen something in his two and a half years under your tutelage which contradicts that?”
 

 
  “No,” she said slowly, “no, I tend to agree. Chase is not a planner. He’s impulsive and lacks both restraint and remorse, but he just doesn’t
  
   care
  
  enough about the future to think ahead.”
 

 
  Fedora nodded. “I’ve got two others I consider more likely. Lord Jerome Conover has been disinherited thanks to his antics while on your campus and even by the standards of young noblemen he’s established enough of a pattern as a grudge-holder that Intelligence had a file on him before he set off for your University. I consider it extremely noteworthy that his primary contention was with Trissiny Avelea, who is far too powerful for him to threaten, and whose sudden absence from your campus
  
   immediately
  
  preceded the start of these attacks.”
 

 
  “Hum.” Tellwyrn frowned deeply, but offered no further comment.
 

 
  “My
  
   personal
  
  favorite,” Fedora continued with a grim smile, “isn’t a student. What you’ve got happening at your school, Professor, is
  
   exactly
  
  the established mode of attack of Morvana the Poisoner.”
 

 
  “Afritia has my
  
   complete
  
  trust,” Tellwyrn snapped.
 

 
  He shrugged again. “Well, clearly,
  
   someone
  
  who has your trust has betrayed it. That does nothing at all to narrow down our suspects, now does it?”
 

 
  “Troy,” Ashley said, coming down the stairs behind him, “ease up. There’s no need to make this any worse for her than it is.”
 

 
  “I
  
   will
  
  say,” he acknowledged, “that this clashes with her established motive. The Poisoner went after
  
   much
  
  higher-profile targets, most Wreath-affiliated. Unless you’ve got some
  
   truly
  
  skeevy shit going on at your school, this isn’t that. However, if this curse proves to be transmitted through an alchemical vector, I’d have to call her suspect number one.”
 

 
  “And that’s all you have,” Tellwyrn said scathingly.
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
  he exclaimed, throwing his arms wide in a melodramatic shrug. “That is
  
   all
  
  I
  
   have!
  
  This looks like it might be an interesting puzzle and I’d
  
   love
  
  to have a crack at it, but let’s be honest: standing here, with nothing to go on but your descriptions and Imperial records? I’m as useless as a beat cop in Ninkabi.” He turned to give Vex an expressive stare. “So what’s it gonna be? Am I on the case, or are we all wasting each other’s time, here?”
 

 
  Vex looked at the Hand, who cleared his throat and nodded to Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “You’re right to have reservations, Professor. But…this could be a start.”
 

 
  She was staring at Fedora, who grinned right back. Finally, she heaved a short sigh and let it out through her nose.
 

 
  “I guess…we shall see.”
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  “So, yeah, maybe asking Melaxyna for a perspective wasn’t the
  
   wisest
  
  thing I’ve ever done,” Toby admitted. “It’s just that… My whole life, the perspectives around me have been kind of uniform. Even here, for all that this place is crazy and full of differing opinions. Some things people just consider universal. So when I’m questioning a universal truth…” He trailed off, shrugged, and took another bite of his pastry.
 

 
  They were munching as they meandered back to their dorm from the cafeteria. Mrs. Oak did not generally take (or appreciate) special requests, but she had by happenstance reproduced quite closely the apple-raspberry tarts Toby and Gabriel remembered from the neighborhood bakery of their youth, and they’d made a point of stopping by for seconds after meals whenever those were on offer. Once in a while, as today, fresh ones found their way to their plates at dinner, when the cafeteria happened not to be too busy. Despite the cook’s taciturn and standoffish nature, it seemed Juniper was right to insist she wasn’t a bad sort at heart.
 

 
  “I dunno, man,” Gabriel mused after swallowing the last bite of his. “I definitely follow your logic; she sounds like a
  
   great
  
  source of outside opinion. Just, you know, don’t take anything she says too closely to heart. Remember what Trissiny warned us about children of Vanislaas.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby agreed, nodding. “Actually… I made time to research some demonology after her big rant in the Crawl, and she was pretty much spot on. You have to be
  
   extremely
  
  careful with Vanislaads. Them and djinn—they use words to sow chaos, twist people’s minds. Melaxyna is the only one I’d even consider approaching, with her being stuck in the Grim Visage and out of touch with everything.”
 

 
  “Funny thing,” Gabriel said with a grin. “Demons, feminism, or whatever else, I notice Trissiny’s rants are
  
   usually
  
  correct. Y’know, factually. If she ever figures out that ranting at people does
  
   not
  
  make them want to listen to her, she’ll be very persuasive.”
 

 
  Toby had to laugh at that.
 

 
  “I actually kinda miss her,” Gabriel said more soberly. “Well, personally, too, I actually really like Triss once she got the stick out. But right
  
   now,
  
  more importantly, I feel like we could use another paladin perspective.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby agreed, sighing heavily. “Though… I’m not sure how much I could lean on her for this. I don’t think Trissiny’s ever had the slightest problem with anything Avei said or did. Me having questions about my god would probably leave her… I dunno. Nonplussed, in the best-case scenario.”
 

 
  He finished off his pastry while they strolled along in silence. At last, Toby glanced over at Gabriel.
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  Gabe looked back at him, blinking. “What, what?”
 

 
  “You’re making that face,” Toby accused. “The one where you’re debating whether to say what you’re thinking.”
 

 
  “Excuse you,” Gabriel said haughtily, “but I
  
   never
  
  question saying what I think. It’s my whole
  
   thing.
  
  I have a thought, out it comes.”
 

 
  “For nearly the
  
   entirety
  
  of your life, yes, but in the last year you’ve been working hard to correct that, and it shows. Which is why I recognize that look; I’ve noticed it, and you’re not yet contained enough to hide your facial expressions.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Gabriel said, grimacing deeply. “…also a case in point, huh.”
 

 
  “So what’s on your mind?”
 

 
  He sighed. “Well…don’t take this the wrong way.”
 

 
  “Gabe, when have I
  
   ever?”
  
  Toby asked in some exasperation, earning a weak grin in response.
 

 
  “All right, fine. It’s just… I can’t find it in me to have an inherent problem with you questioning Omnu. Have you ever considered that maybe the gods
  
   need
  
  to be questioned?”
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said after a pause. “That’s a big question, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Yeah, pretty much.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean in the cosmic sense, though it is that, too. I mean from
  
   you,
  
  Gabe. You spent basically your whole life being despised for what you are, not for anything you did, and all because of the Pantheon’s rules. But I almost never heard you complain about it, or about them… Until you started getting directly mixed up with a god and being pretty firmly on his side.”
 

 
  A silence ensued, in which they continued aimlessly strolling and Gabriel kept his frowning gaze fixed on empty space ahead.
 

 
  “Anything
  
   you
  
  want to get off your chest?” Toby finally prompted. “In case I’m not the only one having paladin issues? And if you don’t, that’s completely fine. But you
  
   can.
  
  You know that, right?”
 

 
  “The thing is,” Gabriel said slowly, “Vidius has been hinting at this from the very start. Pretty much the first things he said to me were all about how the gods might have made a mistake in dismissing demonbloods. And it’s been…more of the same. His phrasing is always
  
   very
  
  careful. Often so much so that I don’t notice the implication until I’m thinking about the conversation long afterward. But I keep getting these hints. My first authorized paladin-specific action was basically terrorizing the Vidians in Last Rock into behaving. He
  
   approved
  
  of that, strongly. Approved of me having valkyries spy on a priestess of his cult. Toby… I think
  
   Vidius
  
  believes the gods need to be questioned…maybe even challenged. I am pretty sure that’s a big part of the reason he called me.”
 

 
  “So,” Toby said after another pause. “An even bigger question than I thought.”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  “…man, suddenly I
  
   really
  
  miss having Trissiny to talk to.”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  “Do, uh,
  
   you
  
  have any ideas? I mean, what to do about all this?”
 

 
  “For either or both of us?” Gabriel shrugged. “I don’t think this is the point for having
  
   ideas,
  
  as such. I mean, if you think about it, we’re noticing odd trends and having questions. This seems like a time to be paying close attention and thinking carefully. Going off and
  
   doing
  
  anything drastic at this juncture seems pretty damn premature. I suspect any plan we came up with would be half-baked at best.”
 

 
  “Well, you really do have a good head for planning, when you use it.” Toby grinned and jostled him with a shoulder. “I think you’re right, though. This is kind of a reversal for us, Gabe, but I’m gonna be watching you for cues on this. Wondering what my god is up to and whether I should approve is pretty
  
   new
  
  for me. I’m way out of my element.”
 

 
  “Right, so, no pressure at all,” Gabriel said airily. “You know, if we’re going to end up chatting about all this while walking through the campus
  
   anyway,
  
  you could’ve just brought it up when I asked in the first place.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, I think we were just discussing how I’m apparently not the planner, here,” Toby retorted. “Anyway, that wouldn’t have gone anywhere. The very next thing that happened was the Rafe/Ekoi showdown.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s expression grew somewhat morose. “Yeah. And after that… Chase is up and about again, but whatever they gave him, they don’t seem to have more of. Natchua is still out. And have you heard about that freshman girl?”
 

 
  “Addiwyn.” Toby nodded soberly. “Raolo told me. I don’t know if
  
   Tellwyrn
  
  knows yet, she apparently went to Tiraas for something this afternoon. But that’s three people who’ve been hit, and it seems after the first one, Miss Sunrunner can’t cure it anymore. This is…” He trailed off, shaking his head wordlessly.
 

 
  “It feels asinine to say this campus was supposed to be
  
   safe,”
  
  Gabriel murmured. “Half of Tellwyrn’s educational plans seem to involve dropping us in shit that should kills us and seeing what happens.”
 

 
  “No, I get what you mean,” Toby agreed. “The thing is, she doesn’t do the same stuff to everybody. We’re all paladins and demigods and archdemons in our class, and just from comparing notes with others I know we always end up in more dangerous situations than most. That’s the difference. She’s in
  
   control,
  
  or at least she makes an effort to be. Now…”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “Well, I mean, hell. We’re the paladins here, right? Guess it’s time we step up.”
 

 
  “Yeah. How?”
 

 
  He had no answer.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Despite the protests of her professors, roommates, and everyone else, November was accustomed to burning the candle at both ends. It wasn’t that she was a night owl, particularly, she just liked quiet and privacy. The campus had rooms designed to meet those needs, and she could certainly have used them, but she
  
   also
  
  liked the outdoors. That combination had led to her discovery of her favorite study spot, and her tendency to lurk there well past dark, even on nights when she had early classes the following morning.
 

 
  In the shadow of the natural sciences building, a small ledge extended from the mountain at an odd angle near its peak, covered with soft grasses. When the campus had been built, it had ended up close to the spot where a path terminated against the exterior wall, and for whatever reason Tellwyrn had chosen to have a door open onto a short bridge leading to it. The ledge had been augmented with a park bench and an overhanging fairy lamp which kept it brightly lit even in the middle of the night, plus a shoulder-high wrought iron fence to prevent people from tumbling off the edge. It wasn’t a friendly place for anyone with a fear of heights, but then, that could be said of most of the campus. It also hadn’t come into favor as a make-out spot, between the omnipresent light and the fact that it was in open and in full view of both Clarke Tower and the open colonnade skirting the side of Helion Hall. Clearly, it had been meant for exactly the purpose to which November put it: studying, enjoying the view over the vast prairie, and just being alone.
 

 
  Of course, she had twice caught pairs of her classmates being generally shameless there. Despite being a college student herself, she had developed a rather low opinion of them.
 

 
  Tonight, though, she gave up on studying only an hour or so after dark. With a heavy sigh, November wedged the sheet of paper on which she was taking notes into her book, finished off the last of the bottle of tea she had brought, and stood. She just wasn’t feeling the concentration. Well, it wasn’t as if she had an upcoming test this early in the semester, anyway, just her general habit of staying as up to speed as possible in all her classes. Turning to trudge back to the door, she tried her best not to cast a glance at Clarke Tower. Just in case someone in it happened to be looking out a window.
 

 
  For far from the first time, she roundly cursed her own stupidity. Trissiny wasn’t even
  
   there
  
  this time. Wasn’t here, on campus, at all. Maybe that would afford November enough time to quit being the bloody idiot about it she knew she was.
 

 
  Slouching moodily along the path back toward her dorm, lost in her thoughts, she suddenly missed a step. The most profound feeling of lethargy swept over her; before she knew it, she was stumbling forward toward the ground, her eyes already drifting shut…
 

 
  Purely by reflex, she seized the well of energy always just out of sight within her. November staggered and caught herself, her aura bursting alight. An instant later, a hard golden sphere slammed into place around her.
 

 
  Wild-eyed with alarm, she turned rapidly, peering this way and that. No one was nearby… Only belatedly did she realize how peculiar
  
   that
  
  was. It was before midnight, and most of the population of this mountaintop were college students. This was one of the upper terraces of the campus, highly trafficked at most hours of the day.
  
   Someone
  
  aside from herself ought to be up and about.
 

 
  “Hello?” she asked, scowling.
 

 
  No answer.
 

 
  Even unusually quiet, the familiar paths were well-lit as always; she couldn’t quite find it spooky. She turned slowly back in the other direction, still seeing no one.
 

 
  After a long moment, she let the shield drop, but still kept her mental grip on the power coursing through her. Golden light radiated outward, brightening the cooler glow cast by the fairy lamps in the immediate vicinity. November bent to pick up the book and bottle she had dropped, mind churning.
 

 
  Chase and Natchua… That sudden sleepiness had
  
   not
  
  been natural, she was sure of it. What would have happened if she hadn’t had divine light to call upon?
 

 
  Even as she straightened, she felt her connection to the light ripple, as if something was interfering with it. Another surge of weariness washed through her.
 

 
  It faded immediately when she snapped her shield back into place.
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  you’re there!” November barked, glaring into the darkness and clutching her book to her chest. As far as her eyes could tell, she was still alone. Slowly, she edged down the path toward her dorm, one step at a time, still peering warily about.
 

 
  Silence. Where was everyone?
 

 
  She started moving again, this time at barely short of a run.
 

 
  No sooner had she rounded the next corner than she skidded to a halt, gasping. There was a
  
   shadow
  
  on the path ahead.
 

 
  There just wasn’t any other way to describe it. The thing had no substance or
  
   depth;
  
  it was not a physical object. Just a patch where the light was obstructed, exactly like a person’s shadow on the ground. This one, though, was not
  
   on
  
  the ground, but standing upright. Its two-dimensional shape was cast in a fleshed-out, person-sized space. Looking at it made both her eyes and her head hurt.
 

 
  November poured another torrent of energy in her shield and lashed out with her free hand—she didn’t even know when she’d dropped the bottle again—emitting a blaze of unfocused divine energy right at the shadow.
 

 
  It flickered and vanished.
 

 
  She stood, glaring at the spot where it had been and panting in near panic.
 

 
  A moment later, the disruption flashed through her aura again. This time her shield flickered and fizzled; only a sudden act of concentration kept it from collapsing. She could feel it burning as some counter-force weighed down on it.
 

 
  November spun, hurling another wash of light behind her, and the pressure immediately abated.
 

 
  This time, she flew into an outright run.
 

 
  When the disruption came again, both her aura and shield wavered, enough to let some of the attack through. Exhaustion suddenly fell heavily on her; she staggered to a halt, barely keeping her knees from buckling, and focused on maintaining the energy. It was like trying to lift a chair over her head while someone kept trying to sit in it. If not for Professor Harklund’s class, she would have buckled in the first instant; as it was, she could barely keep up under the pressure.
 

 
  The shadow drifted back into her field of view, just silently watching her struggle.
 

 
  November let out a roar and forced herself into a run again—right at it.
 

 
  It vanished at her charge, as did the attack on her shield. It hardened up, the divine light coursed uninhibited through her aura again, and the unnatural sleep fled from her consciousness. She came to a stop after a few more steps, spinning in a complete circle.
 

 
  No sign of the shadow. No sign of
  
   anyone.
  
  She was a whole terrace away from her dorm. Was anyplace safer closer? Ronald Hall was nearby, but it was kept locked at night due to people’s tendency to filch alchemical reagents otherwise. She could reach the quad just past an ornamental hedge in the other direction. Maybe there’d be people there? She couldn’t hear anyone… Apparently no one was close enough to hear
  
   her,
  
  that or they didn’t think her wordless shout had been anything out of the ordinary. On this campus, that wasn’t impossible.
 

 
  The attack came again, but milder this time, causing her shield to flicker but not penetrating enough to affect her directly. November bolted in the direction she happened to be facing at that moment, right toward the quad.
 

 
  A few dashed steps later, she apparently got herself out of range of the enemy, emerging onto the lawn near the gazebo and finding it totally deserted. It only occurred to her belatedly that she had just let herself be deftly herded.
 

 
  Sure enough, no sooner was she past the hedge than the pressure slammed down again. Her shield faltered entirely once, just for a split second, but it was enough for the attacker to get a grip. Gritting her teeth against the fatigue clawing at the backs of her eyes, November kept herself upright by force of will, pouring her concentration into her aura and fighting against the burning sensation. It was as if the air around her was combusting against her own glow.
 

 
  Again, she saw the shadow, off to her right. November forced herself toward it, too tired to yell again or run, but managing a weak flash of light in its direction as she approached.
 

 
  It vanished. Instantly it appeared to the left of her across the lawn, but that tiny moment of its distraction had been enough for its own concentration to waver; her shield firmed up and the sleepiness retreated, driven back by her own renewed surge of energy.
 

 
  Baring her teeth, November turned toward it again and charged forward, a leaf-bladed sword of golden light appearing in her hand.
 

 
  The shadow stood its ground until she drew close enough for her aura to encroach on it physically, then vanished again. As before, she had a split-second’s breather in which to regain her equilibrium before the attack resumed.
 

 
  This time, though, it hit the hardest yet. Also, she realized, it had coaxed her into charging even further from the relative safety of her dorm. She stumbled, and under the renewed assault, her divine shield suddenly shattered entirely.
 

 
  November fell, barely catching herself on one knee and wrenching her body around to face the shadow, which was now behind her. She poured every ounce of focus she could manage into the glow of her aura, but without the shield, it was like trying to blow out an approaching torch as opposed to having a wall between her and it. Exhaustion clawed at her, whatever magic caused it forcing her down even as the shadow drifted closer.
 

 
  “You’re going to
  
   pay
  
  for this,” she snarled, even as she listed to the side, barely catching herself on one hand. “Tellwyrn will finish you.
  
   Trissiny
  
  will make you pay!”
 

 
  Moving languidly, as if it hadn’t a care in the world, the shadow drifted toward her. Darkness crept up on her vision from the sides. She was so tired…
 

 
  “She’ll…make…”
 

 
  A thunderous equine bellow split the night, and suddenly a huge, white shape blocked her view. Instantly the attack ceased.
 

 
  He reared and slammed his enormous hooves down on the lawn, neighing another challenge, even as November straightened up, the exhaustion again vanishing from her. It was a true reprieve, giving her space to restore her concentration; her aura blazed back to full strength, and the shield flashed into being within it.
 

 
  Almost immediately the now-familiar assault resumed, and she spun to behold the shadow across the quad in yet another direction.
 

 
  Once again, the great white horse bellowed and surged around her, his hooves thundering as he placed himself between her and the attacker. As if his mere presence were a better shield than her own, the pressure faded the moment he did.
 

 
  It resumed seconds later from another side, and this time Arjen galloped
  
   past
  
  her, charging bodily at the enemy.
 

 
  November, by that point, had a sense of how this thing fought, and immediately spun to direct a wash of golden light in the opposite direction behind her. The shadow struck from the flank, however, hitting harder still, so hard her knees buckled and her shield flickered even as she and Arjen both turned to face it.
 

 
  
   “NO. YOU. DON’T.”
  
 

 
  A cube of translucent blue panels materialized around the shadow—somehow, it looked even more painfully impossible when suspended inside a cage of light. The cage didn’t hold it, however. The shadow vanished, and this time, it stayed gone.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn, teeth bared in a savage growl, stalked forward, planting herself on November’s right, while Arjen approached from the left, tossing his mane and pawing the ground angrily.
 

 
  November only belatedly realized she was still on the ground, on her knees, panting in fear and weariness. Tellwyrn’s expression shifted to one of concern as she turned to her, and the elf knelt to offer her a hand.
 

 
  “November, are you all right?”
 

 
  “I…I…” She swallowed heavily. “Not very. I’m not hurt, though.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded; clasping her student’s proffered hand, she gently pulled her upright, showing surprising physical strength for someone so seemingly delicate. The professor’s personality sometimes made it easy to forget she was as slender and physically unimposing as any elf.
 

 
  Something nudged her from the other side, and November turned, regarding the horse with awe. Arjen whickered and bumped her with his nose again. With a trembling hand, she reached up to pat him there, just below the face plate of his silver armor. His nose was impossibly soft.
 

 
  “I…I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Does this mean…I mean, am I…”
 

 
  “No, you are not the new Hand of Avei,” Tellwyrn said, her tone now amused, though she still hovered protectively close, keeping a hand on November’s shoulder. “Believe me, if
  
   that
  
  were the case, you wouldn’t be wondering. Avei doesn’t do subtlety. You’re still very blessed, though. I have seen this before, but
  
   very
  
  rarely. For Arjen to come to your aid like this, you must have shown both loyalty to his current partner and the kind of valor she would admire.”
 

 
  Unable to speak around the lump suddenly in her throat, November leaned forward, wrapping her arms around the horse’s enormous neck and pressing her face against his warm hide. He snorted softly, tucking his chin over her shoulder in an equine hug.
 

 
  Tellwyrn patted her back, and he snorted again, this time much less softly.
 

 
  “For heaven’s sake, Arjen, she’s been gone for a century, and the whole argument was overblown in the first place,” the elf said in annoyance. “Let it
  
   go.”
  
 

 
  November raised her head, releasing her grip on the horse; he was regarding Tellwyrn with his ears laid flat back.
 

 
  “Please,” she whispered, stroking his nose again.
 

 
  He let out a sigh, his breath hot on her palm, then shook his mane again and turned his head away from Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “Are you sure you’re okay, November?” the Professor asked again, frowning at her.
 

 
  November nodded. “Yeah. I’m not… It didn’t
  
   hurt
  
  me, it was using some kind of magic to erode my shield. I could feel it trying to put me to sleep.” She drew a shaky breath. “I’m not… Um, I was terrified.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded.
  
   “That
  
  is an appropriate reaction. But you kept moving even despite it, which is exactly what courage is. I would like nothing more than to let you rest right now, November, but you are the first person to have
  
   seen
  
  this thing and remained awake and with your memories intact. We’re going to get some hot chocolate in you before attempting anything else, but I’m afraid I need you to tell me
  
   everything
  
  you remember before I can let you turn in.”
 

 
  Arjen snorted disapprovingly at her, which she ignored.
 

 
  “Professor,” November said quietly, “this thing… Is this what attacked Chase and Natchua?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s expression lengthened further, impossible as that seemed. “And, as I discovered upon my return tonight, Addiwyn. This is officially a crisis, and you’re the only lead I’ve got.”
 

 
  November straightened up and squared her shoulders. This she understood: this was war, and she wasn’t about to start retreating now. “All right. Let’s go, then.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She had kept up her pacing non-stop since resuming it the last time. Now, however many hours or days later it was, she paused again, turning to face the transparent panel as the indicators appeared.
 

 
  Frowning, she watched in silence. The tampering with the facility’s systems had continued for over an hour last time, mainly of a harmless, surface-level variety. Lights and climate controls, mostly. It had clearly been too much to hope that the fumbling interloper would stumble across the door to her cell. That hadn’t happened, nor had much of anything else. In the interim, no one had come through, either; the Emperor and his Hands did not choose to spend time down here unless they were on specific business.
 

 
  She was still debating with herself whether she was going to tell them about the tampering next time they came through. Now, though, it looked like that might not even be necessary.
 

 
  According to the indicators in the screen, someone was probing at deeper systems this time, more central functions. For a moment, the screen itself flickered, its user-friendly display altering to show lines of code before it restored itself.
 

 
  Still no door. Of course, it was a
  
   cell
  
  door; it wasn’t designed to open if someone just screwed around with it. Its default position was closed. Only very specific commands would make the aperture appear. The wrong fumbling could very easily deprive her of air, however. She didn’t actually know whether that would do her any harm, but it certainly wouldn’t be comfortable. She had not enjoyed some of the more extreme swings of temperature it had caused previously.
 

 
  Now, according to the readout, it had moved beyond her cell to another system. The vast majority of the facility was dormant, so it made sense that someone scanning active systems would find one of the only other ones currently running.
 

 
  Indeed, a dialog opened, showing the running processes that sustained the chamber down the hall, where the dryads were kept.
 

 
  “Ohhh, no,” she said aloud. “You do
  
   not
  
  want to mess around with that.”
 

 
  Obviously, no one was listening. Odds were that if anyone had been, they would not have cared.
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  “I’m not certain how worried we ought to be,” said Sekandar. “Three cases don’t constitute a pattern, even among a population as small as the University’s.”
 

 
  Aerin set down her teacup. “That’s why I raised the topic, Sekandar. November was attacked last night.”
 

 
  “She was?” Teal asked, straightening in alarm. “Miss Sunrunner’s going to run out of beds…”
 

 
  “That’s the thing,” Aerin continued seriously. She was almost always serious; a junior, she was a half-elf and the younger daughter of an Imperial House from Ninkabi, where her pale complexion and blonde hair made her stand out starkly from the rest of her family. “November’s fine. She actually
  
   survived
  
  the thing, held it off long enough for Professor Tellwyrn to intervene. She said something
  
   chased
  
  her, that she could feel it trying to put her to sleep, but her divine magic counteracted it to an extent.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s excellent news!” Sekandar exclaimed. “And here I was thinking it was some kind of disease going around; if it’s a person or monster attacking people, it can be defended against! And besides, if November’s magic countered it, that narrows down the things it could be.”
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Iris said quietly. She was holding her own teacup and had been for the last ten minutes, but still did not take a sip. “Arcane or infernal magic would disrupt her shields, yes. But so could fae, if it was
  
   substantially
  
  more powerful than November. And let’s face it, she doesn’t even have a god backing her up. I doubt November actually has the same kind of
  
   firepower
  
  as a real cleric.”
 

 
  “Yeah, this is a lot of interesting theory,” Ruda drawled, tipping more rum into her tea, “but trust me, we’re in no position to begin unraveling this puzzle. We don’t know what happened, or how.”
 

 
  “Perhaps we would, if we allowed Aerin to speak,” Ravana suggested mildly.
 

 
  Aerin’s lips twitched in momentary amusement before her face resumed its customary blank mask. “I certainly did not interrogate her; she was at once keyed up and exhausted. Hildred and I had to practically wrestle her into bed, but once there she fell asleep so fast I wondered if the thing had got her anyway until she woke up this morning. All she really described was the attacker.”
 

 
  “That seems significant,” Ravana said.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Aerin replied with a shrug. “She described it as a shadow. In her own words, it didn’t look like anything so much as the effect of something trying to deflect her attention from a particular spot. Which,” she added, shifting to nod at Iris, “does sound like fae magic.”
 

 
  “Or Vidian,” said Shaeine, “or Wreath.”
 

 
  A glum silence fell over the table.
 

 
  Their table was set up in one of the campus’s secluded spots, a little courtyard surrounded on three sides by walls which provided heavy shade. It was lined by leafy shrubs, and home to three small trees, one of which had been oddly twisted early last semester and now looked vaguely humanoid in shape. Iris kept sneaking glances at it. The table itself was a simple folding card table, but had been disguised by a brocaded silk cloth in red and gray with thread-of-silver trim. Even the crockery was fine porcelain.
 

 
  None of this, of course, was University issued. Ravana enjoyed hosting little tea parties, to which she invited various friends. The roster varied from one week to the next, but this time leaned heavily toward girls from the freshman and sophomore classes. Sekandar was the only male present, and Aerin the only upperclassman.
 

 
  “Well, then!” Ravana said more briskly. “That is a start. It gives us something to go on. We shall, of course, have to ask November to describe in more detail what she saw—but needless to say, that should be done as gently and respectfully as possible. It cannot have been a pleasant experience for her. Meanwhile—”
 

 
  “Meanwhile,” Ruda interrupted, “let me give you the benefit of my experience on the subject of taking campus safety concerns into your own hands when Tellwyrn is clearly already handling it: fucking
  
   don’t.
  
  She’s got even less of a sense of humor than usual about that.”
 

 
  Ravana gave her a little smile which was more than half smirk. “Well, I am
  
   hardly
  
  proposing to defy an evacuation order, or leave the campus without permission to tattle to someone’s parents. Much as I enjoy the tales of your class’s exploits, Ruda, I rather think you would be more successful overall with a touch of moderation. No, clearly, students ought not interfere with the running of the University—but just as clearly, we cannot sit around
  
   waiting
  
  idly for this thing to strike again.”
 

 
  “Ruda isn’t wrong,” Aerin stated. “This is not our job or our place, Ravana.”
 

 
  “Not sure I agree,” said Sekandar. “At any rate, I don’t see how we can make it
  
   worse.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, ye of little imagination,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “I am inclined to concur with Ravana,” said Shaeine. “Presuming that we proceed with all due respect for everyone’s privacy, the rules of the campus and Professor Tellwyrn’s own prerogatives, I see no harm in acquainting ourselves with the situation in as much detail as possible. Besides, Tellwyrn not only doesn’t expect us to sit on our hands while there’s trouble afoot, I don’t believe she would approve of that.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Ravana said with a smile, lifting her cup in Shaeine’s direction in a little toast. “It’s all about the proper ways and means. Ultimately, whoever is to
  
   blame
  
  for this, are we not all responsible for looking after ourselves, each other, and our home?”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m
  
   all
  
  for not taking shit like this lying down,” Ruda retorted. “And I didn’t say I intend to, either. Somebody thinks they can run around the campus hexing people, they deserve whatever they get, and I would honestly
  
   love
  
  for that to be my sword in their ribs. I’m just saying,
  
   Tellwyrn
  
  runs this campus, and not only does she not appreciate people getting into her business, if there’s anybody on the damn planet who can
  
   handle
  
  this, it’s her.”
 

 
  “View it as…a class exercise, then,” Ravana said, still smiling. “Look around at who is present, Ruda. At the expense of appearing a dreadful snob, I exhibit a clear preference for nobility in those I invite to my little get-togethers.”
 

 
  They all did look around, most frowning.
 

 
  “I’m not so sure I can see it,” said Teal. “I mean,
  
   I’m
  
  not noble.”
 

 
  
   “Most
  
  of the campus’s aristocrats have never been asked to attend,” Aerin added.
 

 
  Iris cleared her throat loudly and pointed to her face, giving Ravana a sardonic look.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, valid objections, all,” Ravana said lightly, “but I can refute each. Teal, I hardly think you can claim not to be an aristocrat simply because you lack a title. The Houses, despite their pretensions, were not designated by the gods. They are descendants of individuals who rose up in troubled times to seize power through their own ingenuity and labor. And then, as if to refute the entire point of what they had done, they fossilized the system such that their descendants would be assured the fruits of their success without having to produce any of their own. In the nobility who sneer at families like the Falconers for lifting themselves up by their own strength, I see nothing but insecurity.” She smiled broadly at Teal, but with something sly in the set of her eyes. “You have a better claim to nobility than most, Teal. You are not as far removed as the older Houses from that which makes such claims worthwhile.”
 

 
  “I’ve often had the same thought,” Ruda noted.
 

 
  “Indeed.” Ravana turned to her and nodded. “The Punaji have prospered, in part, by ensuring their rulers deserve to rule. Whoever holds the throne and the name had
  
   done
  
  something to prove they deserve it. A very wise system, in my opinion.”
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush,” Ruda said with a grin.
 

 
  “The converse is also true,” Ravana added. “I do not choose to socialize with much of the nobility present among the student body because I find many of them to be generally useless individuals. There are none so laudable as those who lift themselves up despite starting from a disadvantaged position, and none so contemptible as those who begin life with every asset the world can give them, yet never produce anything in return. Much is expected of those to whom much is given.”
 

 
  “Is this why Szith hasn’t come at all this semester?” Iris said suddenly, frowning.
 

 
  Ravana sighed. “I’m afraid so. Once she discerned that I am, in effect, building connections among persons of a certain social class, she concluded that it is not her
  
   place
  
  to be here, and I have yet to convince her otherwise.”
 

 
  “Matters are different in Tar’naris,” Shaeine said quietly. “Social class is not easily transcended. Nor wisely, nor
  
   safely.”
  
 

 
  “And that works very well in Tar’naris,” Ravana agreed, “where, it seems, you actually
  
   raise
  
  the nobility to be useful to society to an extent which justifies the resources that go into their upbringing. Far too many Imperial aristocrats feel entitled to all the privileges of their position and none of the responsibility. Honestly, I have a far higher opinion of my roommates than most of my peers.” She gave Iris a smile.
 

 
  “Huh,” Ruda said, staring at her. “An’ this whole time, I had no idea you were bringing me along for a noble’s club.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Ravana said sweetly. “If you had, you wouldn’t have come.”
 

 
  “Why, you duplicitous little monstrosity,” Ruda said admiringly.
 

 
  
   “Aren’t
  
  you sweet to notice,” Ravana replied with a sunny smile. “In any case, yes, I haven’t yet convinced Szith she has a place here, and Maureen wanted to work on her project. Building things calms her when she’s unsettled. How is it coming along, by the way?” she asked Teal.
 

 
  “Well, I’m mostly just contributing the enchanting work,” Teal said modestly. “The actual structure itself is all Maureen. She’s a
  
   lot
  
  better than I at mechanical engineering. Right now there’s not much for us to apply charms to, until she gets more of the actual thing built.”
 

 
  “So let me see if I follow you,” Aerin said slowly. “You want to step into a campus problem because you feel that as aristocrats, specifically, it’s our responsibility?”
 

 
  “I think my mother would actually approve of that,” Sekandar said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “I’m not sure how useful the designation of ‘aristocrat’ is in this context,” Ravana replied. “Those of you here are here because you have been raised to be
  
   actual
  
  leaders, trained to do the work, and possess the will and the intellect—and the sense of personal responsibility—to get it done. Or, even more admirably, you are building those traits yourselves. People like us should be involved with one another, simply for practical purposes, if nothing else. As an added bonus I find that I quite like all of you,” she added, beaming.
 

 
  “People like us,” Shaeine repeated. “I am not sure what is meant by that.”
 

 
  “People,” Ravana explained, “who grasp that the rational exercise of their own self-interest mandates building a just and functional society which works for the benefit of all. It’s interesting how both the thoughtlessly altruistic and the mindlessly selfish reliably commit the same catalog of errors. All of you, either consciously or not, know what it means to
  
   succeed.
  
  It does not work unless we bring with us to success all those who look to us for leadership. All lesser forms of power are fleeting, and prone to turning on their masters.”
 

 
  “I don’t know how they do things in Madouris,” Aerin said dryly, “but where I am from, bastard half-blood daughters are
  
   not
  
  put in charge of anything.”
 

 
  “I foresee you being in charge of a great many things over the course of your life, Aerin,” Ravana said quietly, “and not one because anyone put you there.”
 

 
  “Well spoken!” a new voice announced cheerily. They all turned to behold a short human man in need of a shave, wearing a battered trench coat and a rakishly tilted felt hat, arriving at the foot of their table. “Good afternoon, kids, glad to see everybody enjoying the fine weather. If I’m not mistaken, I think I heard something about this sleeping problem the campus is having? Perhaps I could pick your brains about that for a bit.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Ravana said evenly, “but I do not believe you’ve been introduced.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course, sure, where are my manners?” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a silver gryphon badge. “Inspector Fedora, Imperial Intelligence. Relax, nobody’s in trouble! I’m just asking questions, is all.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Ruda said skeptically. “And does Professor Tellwyrn know you’re asking questions?”
 

 
  Fedora grinned broadly at her and winked. “What, you think I have a death wish?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He strolled casually down the hall, pausing in front of her door, and rapped sharply.
 

 
  “Enter,” Tellwyrn’s voice said instantly. Her tone was oddly neutral. He couldn’t help but wonder if his visit was expected… Not that he could see any way how, but then, nothing this woman pulled out of her hat would surprise him.
 

 
  “Good afternoon!” Mogul said, stepping into her office and doffing his hat, not missing the exceptionally flat stare she was giving him. “I realize we’re not personally acquainted, Professor, but it seemed to me this was a good time to get that out of the way before things got even
  
   more
  
  awkward. As you may recall, my name is—”
 

 
  The world vanished, and yep, he really wasn’t surprised.
 

 
  A peninsular outcropping of rock had been carved into an ascending staircase to nowhere, terminating in midair above a vast drop. Tellwyrn stood on the top step, one hand outstretched toward him.
 

 
  Mogul hovered above the abyss just beyond the range at which he could have grabbed the ledge if he were suddenly to fall. They appeared to be inside a hollowed-out mountain; at least, the colossal space was roughly conical. It was lit by a sullen, reddish glow, emanating from someplace far below them. The source was not clear, as the bottom of the enormous chamber was hidden by a roiling fog which was either sulfurous yellow or just looked that way due to whatever was burning underneath it.
 

 
  “…so this is awkward,” Mogul said. “Even
  
   more
  
  so, now. I had a whole speech ready, you know: it started with ‘this is awkward,’ but
  
   now
  
  it seems as if I’d be referring to this death trap right here instead of the ongoing kerfuffle on your campus. Now I have to revise my speech on the fly, or risk sounding all self-absorbed.”
 

 
  He suddenly dropped two feet before stabilizing again.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  know I can shadow-jump right out of this, don’t you?”
 

 
  “Oh, you think so?” She raised one eyebrow. “I’ll give you credit for sheer balls, Mogul: I would
  
   not
  
  have expected you to come swaggering openly onto my campus like that.”
 

 
  “I feel I should stop you before you give me too much credit,” he demurred, raising one long finger. “I only swaggered openly to your door. Believe me, I skulked cravenly through the rest of it. Some of your students are a mite trigger-happy and I
  
   really
  
  don’t want to deal with the fallout of me having to defend myself against them.”
 

 
  “Which brings us to the subject of your visit, doesn’t it.”
 

 
  “Wouldja mind awfully setting me down in a
  
   relatively
  
  gentle manner on the step, there?” he asked. “It’s just that this is all so
  
   classic.
  
  The posing, the environment, even the light! I feel like I can’t properly take it all in from this position. How come we aren’t being cooked alive, by the way? I mean, if we’re in a volcano, the convection alone…”
 

 
  “That’s not lava down there,” she said cryptically. After studying him in silence for a long moment, though, she stepped aside, and he drifted forward to land lightly on the top step near her.
 

 
  “Much obliged, ma’am,” Mogul said respectfully, tipping his hat again.
 

 
  “I think my point is made,” she stated, folding her arms. “Yours too, to be fair, though I really didn’t expect you’d be easy to bully. Well, here we are. Spit it out, and I’ll warn you, it had
  
   better
  
  be good.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. Well, then! As I was going to say to begin with: this is awkward. Basically any action I take at this juncture makes me look guilty. If I stay hiding in the shadows as is my wont, well, that’s pretty self-explanatory, isn’t it? But if I come forward to offer my help with your little problem, that’s even worse. You’re far too intelligent a lady not to observe how I could benefit from being in a position to help you, and
  
   that
  
  raises ugly questions about what role I may have played in causing these issues in the first place.”
 

 
  “And what role,” she asked in deadly calm, “would that be?”
 

 
  “None,” Embras said instantly, meeting her eyes. “None whatsoever. I won’t lie, Professor, I
  
   do
  
  keep an eye on your campus, to the extent that I can without running afoul of your excellent security. I noticed the very esteemed Professor Ekoi had suddenly absented herself from the school, and quite frankly I’ve been operating under the assumption that it was a trick aimed at making me do something rash.”
 

 
  “If it was, she did not deign to inform me,” Tellwyrn said. “Kaisa has, in fact, left my employ.”
 

 
  “Mm. With the
  
   greatest
  
  possible respect, Professor, I believe I’m going to carry on assuming the thing that keeps me out of the most trouble. In any case, yes, I have noticed you’ve got students suddenly being struck down with a sleeping curse. I’ve noticed that you took the step of appealing to the
  
   Empire
  
  for help, which is what made me think this matter may be more serious than your usual run of campus hijinks. The details of exactly what’s going on I don’t have, and can’t really get without treading upon your privacy in a way I am far too intelligent to do. But no—what it comes down to is that I have
  
   nothing
  
  to do with this. I swear it upon Elilial’s name and my own soul. I am also completely confident that no one in my cult is to blame. The very few who even
  
   might
  
  have the capability answer to me directly and would not be out doing such a horse’s ass of an idiotic thing.”
 

 
  “And you came all the way to see me,
  
   yourself
  
  in the flesh, just to say that?” she demanded, skepticism written plainly on her face.
 

 
  Mogul spread his arms disarmingly. “Why, that, yes, but
  
   also,
  
  to offer you my help. I can’t promise that my people will be able to contribute anything useful, but I’ve caught whispers from my attempts to eavesdrop that some of your faculty think this curse may be infernal in nature. We know a thing or two about that.”
 

 
  “And this is
  
   purely
  
  out of the goodness of your heart.” She curled her lip.
 

 
  “This is out of bare-ass naked self-interest,” he said frankly. “Look, Professor, in a less volatile situation I’d love the opportunity to ingratiate myself a bit. This is something else, though. I
  
   know
  
  what happens to people who harm your students. It should go without saying that I wouldn’t
  
   do
  
  such a thing, that’s just the bare minimum of common sense. I also don’t particularly want to be anywhere in the vicinity when it happens. I am simply trying to make the point that
  
   we
  
  didn’t do this, and that landing on my cult over it will not only not help, it’ll be a distraction you probably can’t afford right now.”
 

 
  “And so you come to suck up.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” He grinned. “I am willing to pucker up and plant my lips on
  
   whatever
  
  doesn’t get me atomized. Or any of my people, preferably.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at him in silence, her eyes narrowed to slits. Mogul just gazed back, his expression patient and expectant. He had learned not to look too open and honest; it was an expression he could produce at will, but it tended to rouse suspicion.
 

 
  Finally, she turned away, pacing a few feet to the very edge of the stairs, and gazed off into space.
 

 
  “What do you know about Elilial’s gambit on my campus?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t aware she had one,” he said slowly. “The Lady doesn’t bother to inform the likes of me of every project she has running, and I
  
   certainly
  
  don’t ask.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to give him a skeptical look, and he shrugged.
 

 
  “Whatever it is, I can only conclude none of my activities in the vicinity of Last Rock would have impacted it, or she’d have told me so.”
 

 
  “She claims,” Tellwyrn said, “to have granted some of my students powers and knowledge to use the infernal at a level far beyond what even the most accomplished warlocks ordinarily can. Simply as something to distract me and keep me out of her business.”
 

 
  Another silence passed, in which a slow frown fell across Embras’s face. “Hm. Hmmmm. I could see that. It’s rather bold, but… Well, the situation in the world is altogether tense at the moment, and this wouldn’t be the first time lately I’ve seen the Lady risk causing more collateral damage than she prefers to. I guess it
  
   would
  
  suffice to keep you good and tied up, wouldn’t it? Which reminds me,” he added hastily when she turned an irate glare on him, “we have never figured out who opened that damned hellgate last year, but it
  
   had
  
  to have been an initiate of your University, thanks to the geas you have over that mountain. I don’t suppose…?”
 

 
  “The immediate aftermath of
  
   that
  
  was when she told me this,” Tellwyrn said, nodding. “With an apology. Apparently opening new hellgates was not what she had in mind.”
 

 
  “That’s for damn sure,” he said fervently. “That’s a nightmare
  
   nobody
  
  needs, especially the Wreath. Well. Startling as this is to learn, I don’t believe it changes anything. It sounds like she didn’t have a
  
   specific
  
  plan for those beyond causing trouble, and in any case, we end up having to clean up the splash effects of her schemes fairly often, anyway. If the Lady instructs me otherwise I’ll have to bow out, but for now, the offer stands.” He bowed, once again tipping his hat. “If I can help you address this problem, I will. It sounds like my assistance might be more relevant than I had suspected.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what, Mogul,” she said. “You may consider the original purpose of your visit a success. I am, for the time being, not considering you or your Wreath a suspect in this. What
  
   that
  
  means, among other things, is that I shall take it
  
   very
  
  much amiss if I later learn that faith was misplaced.”
 

 
  “I assure you—”
 

 
  “I am
  
   still
  
  talking, shut up,” she snapped.
  
   “With that said,
  
  matters are not yet so dire that I’m willing to turn to
  
   you
  
  for help.”
 

 
  “You’ve never turned to the Empire before, either,” he observed.
 

 
  “Are you just trying to piss me off, now?”
 

 
  He blinked. “…I don’t think anyone’s ever so directly questioned my intelligence right to my face before. Good show.”
 

 
  “Your offer has been noted,” she said curtly, “and declined. You stay the
  
   hell
  
  off my campus, and keep all your warlocks and demons off with you.”
 

 
  “As you wish,” he replied, nodding. “If I may—”
 

 
  She snorted, and vanished.
 

 
  “Well,” he said to the empty air, “that’s fine, then. I’ll just find my own way back.” Mogul paused, turning in a slow circle to peer around the cavernous space. “Now, just where in the hell
  
   am
  
  I?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She had been watching almost the whole day. The interloper didn’t work constantly, of course. It was probably human, and needed food, sleep, and other biological functions. Besides, it had become more cautious since discovering the dryads.
 

 
  It was an open question, of course, whether the intruder knew what they were. They weren’t labeled as such, but the Tiraan had jury-rigged this whole system to let them use the Order’s facility by installing those dryads in such a way as to gain access to the sub-OS under Naiya’s credentials. That much the intruder had surely deduced by now, and someone intelligent (which he or she had to be) and in possession of the right historical knowledge could connect the dots.
 

 
  Their progress was slow and careful. She watched the panel on her cell as it showed the systems being called up, but no more functions were triggered. Someone was just studying the code. She had to wonder whether they had any idea what they were seeing; the last she’d heard of these humans and their “enchantment” before being locked up, they had progressed to simple logic gates. It was doubtful any of them were coding software by now. Still, code was language, and language could be interpreted by its function. This system had enough of their junk in it already to give the intruder a mental handhold. The Tiraan didn’t even understand all the changes they’d wrought to the system; they would not have been pleased by her having access to the facility’s functions from her cell, however inhibited, and the Infinite Order had
  
   certainly
  
  not designed it this way. In their bumbling they had left all kinds of backdoors open to exactly this kind of invasion.
 

 
  It was thus even more alarming than it might otherwise have been when the intruder began tweaking variables in the code linking the dryads to what they were doing with Naiya’s administrative access. Those functions were integral to what made Hands of the Emperor work.
 

 
  “This,” she said aloud, watching the numbers change, “is going to be
  
   terribly
  
  interesting.”
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  “Afternoon!”
 

 
  Scorn frowned, looking sidelong at the man who approached her with a greeting and a cheery wave. “I don’t know you. What are you doing here?”
 

 
  “And it’s nice to meet you
  
   too,
  
  Scorn,” he said amiably, falling into step beside her. Considering her legs were three quarters the length of his entire body, he had to practically jog to match her pace, but for all that he kept his knowing smile in place and seemed not at all out of breath, or otherwise discomfited. “It is Scorn, I assume? I mean, I flatter myself that if there was somehow
  
   another
  
  Rhaazke demon attending this or any Imperial university, I’d know about it. I wonder if I could ask you a few questions.”
 

 
  She came to an abrupt stop, turning to glare down at him.
 

 
  “This is not an Imperial university,” Scorn stated, “and Professor Tellwyrn says I am allowed to throw reporters off the mountain. There is a sign posted by the gates this semester. You consent to these terms by coming in here.”
 

 
  “Yes, I saw,” he said, his grin actually widening slightly. “Real classy. But no, I’m not a reporter. Inspector Fedora, Imperial Intelligence.” He turned back his lapel momentarily, flashing a silver gryphon badge at her.
 

 
  “I do not need to talk to Imperials,” she said sharply. “Tellwyrn does not answer to the Empire. I am a student here.”
 

 
  “Well, Scorn, there are needs, and then there are needs,” he said lightly. “You can blow me off, sure, but I think you’ll find—”
 

 
  He made no effort to dodge as she bent forward and grabbed, nor did he resist, passively allowing her to hike him off the ground by the neck. The Inspector dangled in her grasp, regarding her sardonically, while she glared and bared her fangs.
 

 
  “Listen closely, annoying tiny man,” Scorn growled. “You are bothering me, and I don’t have to
  
   hkraasf
  
  it. I get a little annoyed with you, maybe I just toss you off the mountain. I get
  
   very
  
  annoyed, I take you to Professor Tellwyrn and you learn all about not being a dumbass on her lawn.”
 

 
  “I’m here at Tellwyrn’s invitation, if that matters to you,” he said, his voice only slightly strained by the grip around his neck.
 

 
  Scorn narrowed her eyes. “That is the bull shit.”
 

 
  Fedora huffed a soft laugh. “By all means, go ask her. And as for you and I and questions, this isn’t even about you, Scorn. I’m looking for answers about the sleeping curse.”
 

 
  “I know nothing of that!” she barked.
 

 
  “Good,” he replied, smiling disarmingly. “Then we needn’t have a problem. Mind setting me down?”
 

 
  She stared at him a moment longer before complying, more abruptly than was necessary.
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said without a trace of irony, straightening his coat. “Here’s the thing, Scorn: I’m not really considering you as a significant suspect. But the facts are, we’re looking at infernal magic as a
  
   very
  
  likely vector for this thing, and it’s of a craft and style which is hitherto unknown and has so far defeated the efforts of some of the best magic users alive to even
  
   examine
  
  it. And here
  
   you
  
  are, the world’s only resident Rhaazke. A hitherto
  
   almost
  
  unknown demon species, known to be extremely powerful, both physically and magically. You see why this is—”
 

 
  “I know
  
   nothing about that!”
  
  she snarled, taking an aggressive step toward him.
 

 
  Fedora just looked placidly up at her. “Okay, I believe you. But I answer to Imperial Intelligence, as I said, and think about how all this looks to
  
   them.
  
  If I can’t bring them something, some kind of alibi for you, you’re likely to end up as a major suspect no matter
  
   what
  
  I say. And I’ve gotta warn you, young lady, getting aggressive with the first person who comes asking you questions about this makes you look guilty as hell. So how about we help each other out, here?”
 

 
  She bared her teeth and drew in a deep breath as if preparing to start shouting, but quite suddenly the tension drained from her powerful shoulders, and she squinted suspiciously.
 

 
  “You believe me? Why?”
 

 
  “Motive,” he said promptly. “Personality. Circumstance. There’s no benefit to you and substantial potential loss in stirring up trouble here, and if you were the type to do so just for shits and giggles, it’s hard for me to credit that it would’ve taken you
  
   this
  
  long to start. No, this is a formality. But I
  
   do
  
  need some details from you, Scorn. And who knows? Somewhere in your extra-dimensional knowledge of magic, there
  
   may
  
  even be a tidbit we can use to put a stop to whoever’s casting this curse.”
 

 
  “What if they come at
  
   you
  
  next?” she demanded.
 

 
  Fedora’s smile widened to a broad, distinctly malicious grin. “You really
  
   are
  
  an innocent, aren’t you, Schkhurrankh? Or at least, you’re no mastermind.”
 

 
  “If you are just to insult me,” she began.
 

 
  “Look at me,” he ordered. “Look closely. Use your senses. Get a good
  
   whiff.”
  
 

 
  She was already inspecting him with more attention than before, and at that, her eyes suddenly widened and she took a step back, hands balling into fists.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fedora drawled, “let’s just say I am
  
   not
  
  particularly worried about being struck by the Sleeper. Now. Why don’t we stroll over to someplace a bit quieter—”
 

 
  “I have class,” she said curtly, stepping backward again.
 

 
  “Oh?” The Inspector raised an eyebrow. “It’s rather late in the afternoon for—”
 

 
  “I have
  
   extra
  
  classes,” Scorn snapped, “tutoring. Because I missed the last semester of classes, and also twenty years of knowing how this world is work—how it works. I have to catch up. I am going to my teacher now. After, I will find Professor Tellwyrn and as if
  
   you
  
  are allowed here and I am to answer your questions. If she say yes, then we will talk. If she say
  
   no…”
  
  Scorn leaned down till her slitted eyes bored into his from less than a foot away. “I will pull all your limbs off like an ant, and watch you try to squirm around. Yes? Good.”
 

 
  “It’s a date,” Fedora said, tipping his hat to her.
 

 
  She snorted nearly hard enough to loosen it, then turned and stalked off down the path.
 

 
  “Be seeing you
  
   real
  
  soon, princess,” he murmured, watching her go.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Smile, dear,” Eleanora murmured, squeezing his arms.
 

 
  Sharidan gave her a sidelong look. “About what?”
 

 
  Her own lips quirked in faint amusement, prompting a responding smile from him. In truth, it was not their wont to go about beaming with beneficence. Their public facades were very carefully crafted: he maintained an aspect of serene calm, while she carried herself with sternness hinting at the possibility of incipient executions. Good guard, bad guard. The “smile” thing had been a joke, but she was right. He’d been allowing weariness and worry to creep into his expression, and that would not do.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” she asked even more softly.
 

 
  He squeezed her hand in return. “Yes, just a little overtired. I didn’t sleep well.”
 

 
  “Then do so tonight,” she said, still softly, but firmly. “You know you can’t let yourself—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  I know.” He patted her hand, giving her another small smile.
 

 
  Their entourage as they returned to the harem wing of the Palace was as small as usual, which was still not insignificant. Simple protection mandated escort by one Hand of the Emperor and four Imperial Guards, arranged in a defensive formation surrounding the Imperial couple; this deep inside the Palace, they were purely practical, not an honor guard. Not that he had ever been attacked this deep in the palace, but his grandfather had, and that at the instigation of an Archpope less powerful and hostile to the Throne than the current one. A steward also accompanied them a few steps ahead, and two servants in the rear, just in case they should happen to need something between the throne room and their private apartments. Not all the weight and authority of the Silver Throne was able to put a stop to some customs; Sharidan had ended several of his mother’s more excessive practices, but his seneschal had flatly put his foot down on the subject of even
  
   risking
  
  the Emperor’s momentary discomfort when hundreds of individuals were actively employed to see to the running of the Palace. At Eleanora’s wry observation that they were at least helping fuel the economy, he had given in.
 

 
  The steward picked up his pace, moving ahead to open the doors to the harem wing for them. The two Imperial Guards standing at attention to either side saluted, but did not otherwise stir, as was proper. Sharidan nodded to each of them in passing; they kept their eyes ahead and made no response, also as was proper. Truthfully, there was nothing obliging him to acknowledge military personnel only doing their duty, and it wasn’t as if he paused to speak with every soldier in every formation he passed. In his opinion, though, failing to show basic regard for people serving him when he was that close was what made the difference between a healthy reserve and the kind of aloofness which made rulers dangerously out of touch.
 

 
  The grand entrance hall of the wing was clearly a seraglio in the old style, with a sunken middle lined with rugs and cushions, and a profusion of potted plants and hanging curtains arranged to grant privacy. The harem’s original designers had doubtless envisioned this space with concubines lounging decoratively about, and to be sure, under some previous rulers this had been the case. Sharidan and Eleanora, however, didn’t keep enough women between them to fill the room, and none of their paramours were merely decorative. The wing also housed a library, gymnasium, and even a small observatory, not to mention rooms where visiting officials could be entertained. To share a bed with the Emperor or Empress, one was expected to be sharp of mind and useful to the Imperial administration.
 

 
  At the moment, only Milanda was present; the current acknowledged favorite, she took it upon herself to act in a wifely manner toward him in the privacy of this wing, where Eleanora let that facade drop. She now stepped forward with a smile and a graceful curtsy, and Sharidan had to smile back, taking her hand and laying a gentle kiss upon her knuckles.
 

 
  “Welcome back, my lord,” she murmured.
 

 
  Eleanora cleared her throat. “His Majesty,” she said pointedly, “has seen fit to exhaust himself in the service of his people. He requires to fully
  
   rest
  
  this evening.”
 

 
  “I shall see to it that he does, your Majesty,” Milanda replied demurely, earning a nod of acknowledgment. She was only demure with Eleanora, who generally approved of but did not personally like her. Not for the first time, Sharidan counted his blessings that he enjoyed as much peace as he did in his home.
 

 
  Eleanora had stepped away, giving him a final pat on the shoulder, and now glided toward the hall leading to her own rooms. Milanda slipped her arm through his, looking coquettishly up at him through her lashes in a way which made his blood begin to warm. She had a
  
   very
  
  effective way of ensuring he slept well, and to judge by the way she pressed herself to his side, she clearly planned to get an early start.
 

 
  He had absolutely no intention of disobliging her. But first, last, and always, he was still Emperor.
 

 
  “The matter of—”
 

 
  “Will
  
   keep,”
  
  Eleanora said with clear exasperation, stopping and turning to give him a look. “The elves, the dwarves, the Sifanese, the Wizard’s Guild, the bards, that absurd business in Last Rock, and all the thousand
  
   other
  
  things going on are being
  
   attended to.
  
  Sharidan, I love the responsibility you feel toward your people, but I grow tired of explaining that you serve them
  
   poorly
  
  by wearing yourself down. You employ the best people alive to administer your Empire. They will manage all the ongoing situations while you have a well-earned respite; if something arises which
  
   demands
  
  your attention, they will come to inform you. They are
  
   all
  
  of them competent enough to know such a situation if it appears.” She tilted her head forward as if to look at him over nonexistent spectacles, and once again he regretted confiding the effect on him that gesture had had when his mother had habitually done it.
  
   “Let it be.”
  
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   ma’am,”
  
  Sharidan said wryly, turning to the servants waiting by the door toward his own chambers and slipping an arm around Milanda’s waist. “Some wine and fruit, please. Oh,” he added, shifting toward the Hand of the Emperor standing guard a few feet away, “and in the case of the ongoing operation in Rodvenheim, with all respect to my lady wife, I
  
   decline
  
  to wait for Lord Vex’s judgment to decide I should be informed. The moment word of progress appears, it is to be brought to me.”
 

 
  The Hand’s face abruptly snapped toward him, scowling. “It is being
  
   tended
  
  to!” the man barked. “We know our duty. Have
  
   patience.”
  
 

 
  Silence and total shock descended.
 

 
  The Hand turned again to resume his constant, blank-faced survey of the room, as if a threat my spring out of any shadow—and as if nothing had just transpired. Everyone else, however, stared at him. Sharidan and Eleanora, as much politician as feeling human being by that point in their careers, kept impassive, though in the glance they exchanged he discerned her shock as clearly as his own. Milanda was a veteran courtier herself, and maintained her own outward equanimity, but her sudden stiffness against him told a different story. The Imperial Guards present had all shifted stance, wide-eyed and uncertain, and two had half-raised their staves. The servant about to leave to fetch the Emperor’s wine and fruit had frozen, gaping at the Hand of the Emperor in horror.
 

 
  Hands did not speak to their Emperor that way.
 

 
  They simply
  
   did not.
  
 

 
  “Of course,” Sharidan said pleased by the mildness of his tone, then turned and added offhandedly to the servant. “Oh! Bring a carafe of coffee, as well.”
 

 
  He squeezed Milanda, even as he met Eleanora’s resigned stare. He had no idea
  
   what
  
  this meant, but it meant something, and it was clearly not a thing he could afford to ignore.
 

 
  Rest would have to wait.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Afternoon was fading into dusk as they neared the town.
 

 
  “I’m telling you, it’s too late,” Aspen said petulantly. “Humans are fussy about their diurnal rhythms. You can’t just
  
   visit
  
  them during sleeping time, they get all grumpy.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ingvar said, giving her an amused smile and reaching out to pat her back. “Yes, I think you’re right. Well, I really thought we were making better time. Here we are, though.”
 

 
  “How come you think faster time’s better time?” she asked. “We came here, we
  
   got
  
  here. There’s plenty of tomorrow to go say hello. The elves were right, humans are way too obsessed with being speedy. Time’s just time, is all.”
 

 
  “Elves, like
  
   you,
  
  have forever in which to live,” he said. “We have to do things while we can.”
 

 
  The look she shot him was filled with sudden dismay, and he found himself feeling uncomfortable under her regard. It wasn’t the first time, lately. It was simple fact that she could live more or less indefinitely, while he had only the usual span of decades, but Aspen seemed to be having trouble with the idea. Darling’s warning about the nature of her growing attachment to him sprang once more to the forefront of his mind.
 

 
  “So,” he said, more to fill the silence than anything, “would you like to go into town and get a room for the night?”
 

 
  “Is that a
  
   joke?”
  
  she asked, her momentary unhappiness gone in the scathing tone she so enjoyed employing with him. “Dryads aren’t allowed in human towns, as people keep
  
   reminding
  
  me, and you know very well both of us are more comfortable in the wilderness than in beds.”
 

 
  “Once again, you’re right,” he said solemnly, rather enjoying the satisfaction on her face. She
  
   loved
  
  being right, and loved even more having him acknowledge it. “The tallgrass isn’t quite the wilderness either of us prefers, though. I miss trees.”
 

 
  “Present company excepted?” she asked with a grin.
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well… Still beats being under a roof.”
 

 
  “I have to agree,” he replied, hitching up his pack, then turned his back on Last Rock and the looming mountain beyond it. “Well. Let’s backtrack a little bit, then. If you’re going to camp close to a town, I find it’s best not to camp
  
   too
  
  close. People range about, and it can be awkward if they trip over you in the dark.”
 

 
  “Don’t have to tell me twice,” she muttered, following him.
 

 
  They were content with silence and each other’s company, by this point in their travels together. It wasn’t any particular attunement to her that enabled him to sense her mood, though; Aspen wore her every passing feeling right on her face. As they walked and the tallgrass blazed red around them with the deepening sunset, she gazed glumly at the ground in front of her feet, a pensive little frown now and again flickering across her features.
 

 
  “It’ll be all right,” Ingvar said quietly. “Trust me. She’s your sister. She’ll understand. Just from what you told me, I’m certain she loves you.”
 

 
  “I’m…not worried about that,” Aspen said, then heaved a deep sigh. “It isn’t her. It’s
  
   me.
  
  I… She was right, Ingvar. Juniper was right about all the stuff I called her crazy over. I just don’t know how to face her.”
 

 
  He moved closer and draped an arm over her shoulders. She leaned against him, not slowing their pace.
 

 
  “Then don’t think of it as facing her,” he advised. “I bet the first thing she’ll do is hug you. Everything will seem simpler after that.”
 

 
  “I guess.” He felt her nod against his shoulder. “Not just that, though. We’re going to see the Arachne. Nothing about
  
   that
  
  is gonna be comfortable. Never is.”
 

 
  He chuckled. “Well, I’m sure you’re right on that point.”
 

 
  He wasn’t in a position to see her smile, but he knew she did, and it lightened his own mood.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She saw him coming, of course. Approaching visitors were high on the list of things she instructed the system to inform her of. Naturally, she had to order the panel to go dark in preparation for his arrival. For the first time she regretted it; there had never before been anything ongoing which was worth paying attention to. Obviously, though, letting him observe her using the system was out of the question. If they ever found out she could, her only source of diversion would dry up. They didn’t have a lot of control over the sub-OS, but they could probably influence it enough to lock her out.
 

 
  The hiss of the facility’s inner door was just audible from her cell, as were his gradually approaching footsteps. Moments after entering, Sharidan Tirasian passed into her view from the approach corridor. It had been beyond her just what the practical effects of the ongoing tweaks to the jury-rigged dryad/Hand system would be, but to judge by the Emperor’s expression, they had begun. It wasn’t often that he visited without one of his pets actually with him.
 

 
  “Trouble?” she asked mildly.
 

 
  He stopped, turning his head just enough to study her. She never usually spoke to him. This was risky, hinting that she had access to information in here, but it was worth it for the sudden, clear discomfiture she inflicted. She didn’t even care to play mind games with people as a rule. That was what they got for locking her up with nothing to keep herself entertained.
 

 
  A politician born and raised, he was impressively impassive; she could not at all follow his train of thought based on his expression, and she’d observed enough people over the millennia to have a pretty good read on human emotions.
 

 
  “Are you comfortable?” he asked suddenly, and she had to admit she was impressed. The clever boy had actually managed to surprise her.
 

 
  “No,” she said with a shrug. “You could give me things to
  
   make
  
  me comfortable. You’d have to open the cell, though.”
 

 
  He nodded. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Languidly, she blinked. “You actually are, aren’t you? Such a sweet boy. Not at all like your predecessor.”
 

 
  His unreadable eyes remained on her for a bare moment longer, then he turned without a word, proceeding down the hall toward the dryads.
 

 
  She began pacing as soon as he was gone. The panel, of course, she left dark, and would until he was safely out of the facility and in the elevator back to his palace. Still… This was only beginning. Something
  
   really
  
  interesting was bound to come of all this, sooner or later.
 

 
  Her chance was coming, she could feel it.
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  “I hadn’t thought about it since my first bardic elective last year when it was brought up,” Teal said animatedly as the group strolled through the campus toward the cafeteria, “but Fross talking about Sifanese the other day brought it to mind, which was why I mentioned it in class. Actually, Sifanese is the exception;
  
   most
  
  languages are cyclical, like Tanglish.”
 

 
  “Wait, just Sifanese?” Gabriel asked. “I mean, isn’t elvish kind of always the same, too?”
 

 
  “Not exactly!” Teal replied, clearly enjoying the topic. “Sifanese is unique because it doesn’t evolve; the oldest known manuscripts…actually, Fross, I’m fuzzy on that. How old are they?”
 

 
  “Writings in Sifanese dating back five thousand years are still archived in Kiyosan!” the pixie reported. “And you’re correct, the language has remained
  
   exactly
  
  that time for the entire duration, and presumably even earlier.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Teal nodded. “And the reason for that is the language, and in fact the culture, are shepherded by powerful immortals. People in Sifan have to deal regularly with the kitsune, and they are
  
   very
  
  particular about how they’re addressed.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I damn well know,” Gabriel said sourly. Ruda chortled and slugged his shoulder.
 

 
  “Elvish, though,” Teal continued,
  
   “is
  
  an evolving language like the others—in fact, it’s similar to both Sifanese and mortal languages. There is turnover and attrition in elvish populations, which is what drives linguistic evolution. It’s really only the wood elves who tend to live for thousands of years, you see. Elves don’t die of age, but among the plains tribes and drow, where they lead more dangerous lives, they rarely live longer than a few centuries. So the language does shift over time, but at a glacial pace compared to human languages.
  
   Human
  
  languages, though, evolve
  
   cyclically,
  
  like I mentioned in class.”
 

 
  “All of ’em?” Ruda asked. “Cos I gotta tell you, Teal, I had a pretty okay education before coming here, and I never heard about this before.”
 

 
  “It’s the kind of thing that’s really only interesting to bards, Nemitites, and other linguistics buffs,” Teal admitted. “But yeah. For example, the oldest known writings from the Tira Valley civilizations are the…aw, dang, I always forget that name.”
 

 
  “The Ocklund Texts!” Fross supplied.
 

 
  “Yes! Ocklund, right!” Teal grinned up at her. “They’re a collection that have been in a Nemitite temple for thirteen centuries; before that, they were in a dragon’s hoard. And when they were
  
   first
  
  discovered, they were considered gibberish. Modern scrying has dated them to six thousand years ago, and most experts think they’re actually gnomish in origin. But anyway, they’ve
  
   gradually
  
  become more comprehensible over time, until they’re completely legible now, because they are in
  
   perfect modern Tanglish.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Well, slightly archaic Tanglish, now,” Fross corrected. “It was extremely correct a hundred years ago, though!”
 

 
  “You’re making that up,” Juniper accused.
 

 
  “I’m dead serious!” Teal assured them. “You can look it up!”
 

 
  “She’s right,” Fross agreed. “And you can. The Ocklund Texts are the best example in Tanglish, but there are
  
   also
  
  some really good examples of the same principle in Glassian and Sheng. And the Vastreyovich Manuscript, which is four thousand years old, and is broadly incorrect but generally legible for readers of modern Syrrinski.”
 

 
  “And so most linguists assume it’s a universal phenomenon,” Teal said. “Languages naturally evolve over time, but for whatever reason, over the space of four to six thousand years, they come back full circle to a point where they’re functionally the same as they were before.”
 

 
  “Actually, that’s just one interpretation,” Fross disagreed. “Tanglish and Glassian are exceptions because they keep popping up in the same general region, but some languages appear to re-develop spontaneously in entirely new countries. And even those examples may not be completely right; there are indications that some form of Tanglish existed thousands of years ago in what’s now Arkhross. Not definitive indications, but compelling. So it may not be that they come full circle so much as they get periodically reborn.”
 

 
  “That seems to strain credibility,” Toby observed.
 

 
  “Yeah, no shit,” Ruda snorted. “You ask me, that’s Vesk playing pranks. There’s no
  
   way
  
  that could just happen by accident.”
 

 
  “That’s the consensus, yeah,” Teal agreed, nodding. “Nobody’s believed it’s a coincidence in centuries. There are different theories, but most scholars think it’s either due to the gods in some way, or to the influence of the elves. Elvish
  
   does
  
  contain the root words for a lot of other languages. And they’re mostly pretty reclusive, but elves
  
   do
  
  interact with humans in various ways, all over the world. Not constantly, but pretty regularly.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Gabriel grunted. “Y’know, elvish words are kinda trendy. Recently, I mean, what with modern presses and telescrolls.”
 

 
  “Yeah, they’ve always had a subtle influence on human culture,” Teal agreed. “It’ll be very interesting to see how that develops with modern communications.”
 

 
  “Interesting for
  
   some
  
  people,” Ruda said, grinning.
 

 
  Juniper came to a sudden halt, going completely rigid. Her classmates straggled to a stop in a loose cluster around, her, turning to frown in unison.
 

 
  “Juniper?” Shaeine prompted. “What’s wrong?”
 

 
  “I don’t believe—” The dryad broke off abruptly and took off at a dead run down the path.
 

 
  “I think we’d better follow,” Toby said, already moving forward.
 

 
  “Uh, guys?” Fross darted back and forth above their heads. “Full disclosure, I’m a little rusty at fairy stuff in general and this does feel slightly different from what I recall but I
  
   think
  
  there’s a dryad coming up the mountain.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   crap,”
  
  Gabriel muttered, setting off after Juniper at a dash. The others came right behind, accompanied by the rhythmic slapping of Teal’s sandals.
 

 
  “Whoah, where’s the fire?” Chase called as they tore past him on the lawn.
 

 
  “Hi, Chase,” Gabriel puffed. “Bye, Chase.”
 

 
  “That’s right, little sophlings, flee! Flee for your paltry lives!” he howled after them, waving his arms. “Fear the Sleeper!”
 

 
  “Can’t be a coincidence he was the first one hexed,” Ruda commented. Despite her short stature and stout build, she wasn’t even slightly out of breath.
 

 
  “I didn’t wanna say it cos it seemed mean but honestly I thought it was kind of a shame the only dose of the cure they had got used on him,” Fross chimed, fluttering along above them. Nobody could spare the breath while running to laugh, but Gabriel tried.
 

 
  They trailed to a halt near the front gates of the campus; Juniper had gone right through, but she had stopped just beyond, staring at the two figures coming up the mountain.
 

 
  A shaggy-haired man in travel-stained clothing that ran heavily to leather was on the right, carrying a longbow and with a tomahawk, hunting knife, and quiver all hanging from his belt. His shirt was open at the neck and he wore no ceremonial pelt, which would have been insane in the prairie climate, but the bronze wolf’s head pinned to his shoulder identified him as a Huntsman of Shaath. Beside him walked a slender woman with pale green hair and an almost golden complexion, wearing a simple bleached leather dress in the elven style. Both slowed to a stop, staring at Juniper.
 

 
  “…hi,” the other dryad said after a moment of awkward silence. “I, uh… Well, this is—”
 

 
  She broke off as Juniper lunged down the slope at them, backing away reflexively, but Juniper hurled herself into her sister’s arms, squeezing her tight and burying her face in her hair.
 

 
  The Huntsman smiled fondly at the two, discreetly circling around to give them a moment, and approached the gates as the sophomores also trickled forward.
 

 
  “Persons with no business on the campus are subject to removal at the administration’s discretion,” he read, peering at the sign which had been hung beside the gate at the start of the semester. “The diagram really sells it. Is the little person being kicked
  
   off
  
  the mountain, or just kicked in general?”
 

 
  “See, I
  
   said
  
  that sign was vague,” said Gabriel. “But if Tellwyrn made it big enough to be clear, it’d be all tacky.”
 

 
  “Mm, I see your point,” the visitor said solemnly. “It’s extremely tasteful as is.” His voice, though deep, was distinctly feminine.
 

 
  Ruda snorted a laugh. “So,
  
   this
  
  is a surprise. I don’t think we’ve ever had a Huntsman visit here before. Least, not in the time I’ve been here.”
 

 
  “Which, in fairness, was a year and a half, not counting class excursions and breaks,” Fross chimed. “Hardly definitive!”
 

 
  “Probably correct, though,” the Huntsman said, and bowed to them. “I doubt any of my brother Huntsmen have ever found business here, before. I am Brother Ingvar, a friend and traveling companion of Aspen. And of course, you must be friends of Juniper.”
 

 
  “There’s
  
   quite
  
  a story behind this, isn’t there?” Teal asked, watching the two dryads.
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat softly. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Brother Ingvar. I am Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Teal flushed. “Teal Falconer. Likewise.”
 

 
  They introduced themselves quickly; Ingvar looked more interested with each name, but not overawed by any of them. By the time that was done, Juniper and Aspen had separated and now approached the group, holding hands. Aspen looked a great deal more relaxed.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar said pointedly, “this is Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabe said, casually laying one hand on Ariel’s pommel. “We’ve met.”
 

 
  Ingvar cleared his throat. Aspen sighed softly, squeezed Juniper’s hand once, then released it to step forward. “Hi, Gabriel. It’s been a while.”
 

 
  “Yup,” he said noncommittally.
 

 
  “I just wanted to say,” the dryad continued in an earnest tone, “I’m sorry. Y’know, for grabbing you by the neck and threatening to kill you. That was wrong of me. I apologize.”
 

 
  He blinked. “Wait. Really?”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” she said, nodding. “I know it’s a little counterintuitive, but I’ve thought about this and talked it over with Ingvar, and it actually
  
   was
  
  wrong. Even if you did have your horrible invisible friends scare me, which was just mean.”
 

 
  Gabriel stared at her for a moment, then turned to Ingvar, ignoring Ruda collapsing against the gatepost in laughter right behind him. “This…is progress, isn’t it.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t happen all at once,” the Huntsman said with a faint smile.
 

 
  “Um, excuse me?” Aspen said, frowning in annoyance. “You were talking to
  
   me.
  
  There’s no need to be rude.”
 

 
  “Right. Well, then.” Gabriel actually bowed to her. “Apology accepted, Aspen. Water under the bridge. We can put all that behind us.”
 

 
  “Great!” She beamed with almost childlike satisfaction.
 

 
  Ingvar cleared his throat. “In light of the sign, I feel I should be certain before stepping onto the campus proper. Is it a problem if we enter uninvited?”
 

 
  “The sign’s mostly to discourage the
  
   wrong
  
  kind of visitors,” Ruda said, still grinning. “Ever since Arquin got himself paladinized we’ve had an occasional reporter problem. Various other curiosity-seekers have wandered in from time to time. There’s an argument to be made that this University may not be
  
   safe
  
  for non-initiates, but frankly, Tellwyrn just doesn’t like dealing with nuisances. But nah, guests come up from the town, too, and students’ family members, and nobody says boo to ’em. Long as you act like a civilized person and don’t interfere with anybody…and, now that I think about it, don’t hang around too long without having a
  
   good
  
  reason to be here… You’ll probably be fine.”
 

 
  “Civilized person?” Aspen cleared her throat. “Well, I guess that tears it. That was a good thought, Ingvar, but—”
 

 
  “Aspen,” he said flatly.
 

 
  She dropped her eyes, muttering sullenly to herself, and kicked at the grass with one bare foot. Juniper gave her a quizzical look.
 

 
  “In fact,” Ingvar continued, “we both wished to speak with Professor Tellwyrn herself, for different reasons. But there is no rush. Aspen would doubtless like a chance to catch up with her sister.”
 

 
  “Aw, you guys can stick around as long as you want!” Juniper said brightly. “Honestly, if you’ve gotta talk with Tellwyrn, it’s probably better to do that first, so we have time to chat afterward.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah, I like that,” Aspen said, nodding. “Get it out of the way early. I’m sold.”
 

 
  “Great! I’ll show you where her office is. The campus isn’t
  
   big,
  
  but you can get lost if you don’t know the way around. C’mon, this way! We can get some lunch after, the food’s surprisingly good!”
 

 
  “It was a pleasure to meet all of you,” Ingvar said politely, bowing to them. “Perhaps we shall speak again before we depart.” He had to trot a few steps to catch up with the dryads; Juniper’s good mood showed in her exuberant pace.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said, frowning after the little group as they retreated uphill into the campus, “was that…a man, or a woman?”
 

 
  Ruda snorted. “Arquin, in any situation where someone else’s gonads are any of your fucking business, believe me, you’ll know in advance.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Sure you wouldn’t rather talk in your office?”
 

 
  “I am
  
   pacing,”
  
  Tellwyrn said testily. “My office has inadequate pacing room. Since you insist on depriving me of the chance to be alone with my thoughts, I see no reason to accommodate you.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it easier to think in a comfy chair in your office, though? Nice and private.”
 

 
  “Walking is good for thinking, and this isn’t improving my patience. You’d
  
   better
  
  have something worthwhile to report, if you’re being this pushy about it.”
 

 
  “Not really,” Fedora said with a shrug. “But
  
   you
  
  insisted on me checking in with you regularly, so here I am, checking. Or shall I suspend this policy?”
 

 
  “Just spit it out,” she grunted.
 

 
  “Well, as I said, not much to report.” The Inspector jammed his hands in the pockets of his trench coat and slouched along beside her, seeming to have no trouble matching her rapid pace. The upper hallways of Helion Hall were marble-floored, but graced with a strip of carpet down the middle; Tellwyrn kept veering closer, forcing him off it, which he ignored. “For the most part, I’m still stuck analyzing motive and the psychology of our perp, which is the most unreliable and inconclusive of all investigative methods. However, with regard to that, I’ve at least decided my initial theory was incorrect. This character
  
   isn’t
  
  a serial killer.”
 

 
  “So you’ve noticed no one’s been killed, have you,” she snorted.
 

 
  “Serial attackers exhibit an oddly consistent psychology even if they don’t kill,” he said cheerfully. “Lots of rapists, arsonists, kidnappers… Actually, the kidnap almost always leads to torture. Point is,
  
   that
  
  is a fairly consistent profile. The suave murderer who haunts the chapbooks is pretty much entirely fiction. These types tend to be on the low-functioning end of insanity. Poor social skills and hygiene, as a rule. Also a marked predilection for pyromania and, for some reason, bedwetting. Regardless, you don’t really have anybody on campus who fits the profile. Besides, serial offenders are usually acting out of some sort of compulsion, whereas this Sleeper’s attacks have a cerebral element.”
 

 
  “Cerebral,” she repeated, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “Mm. It’s a little too early to establish any patterns conclusively, but… Considering who was attacked and which ones worked, I do notice something. This character managed to
  
   sneak up
  
  on two elves—no mean feat. Masterson, of course, is a soft target, but he was the first one. A trial run, I think, possibly selected on the basis that people wouldn’t be too upset with his being victimized. Where it gets interesting is that Stark fought him off—or more specifically, she was
  
   rescued
  
  by the intervention of a paladin’s horse when said paladin is nowhere in the vicinity, and let’s face it,
  
   that
  
  is not a commonly known phenomenon. I certainly never heard of it happening. No, the Sleeper’s a student, one who knows his classmates and is tailoring his attacks to bring each of them down. Stark threw up something he couldn’t plan for. Between that and the highly ambitious but ultimately pointless hellgate thing last year, I believe this kid is…stretching his wings.”
 

 
  “Wings.”
 

 
  “Makes a twisted kind of sense,” he said, grinning. “This is what college is
  
   for,
  
  right? Growing skills in a somewhat safe environment which cushions you from the worst effects of your screwups. You’ve got a student with a lot of power he doesn’t know how to use, teaching himself. The other students at
  
   this
  
  school make for an impressive set of challenges. Our perp’s a strategist, someone who plans his attacks carefully. If I’m right, it won’t be long before he needs to escalate to tougher prey. Which means your faculty and your sophomores will be in the next set of targets, whenever he feels ready to move on to that.”
 

 
  “Or she,” Tellwyrn said softly.
 

 
  “Sure, goes without saying,” Fedora shrugged. “Aside from that… I’ve tried to do more concrete investigating, but your kids have done an impressive job of fucking up my crime scenes. It’s to be expected this character doesn’t leave magical traces, or he wouldn’t be able to block your scrying, but people who rely on magic as heavily as he does
  
   always
  
  overlook the mundane. So far I haven’t got so much as a footprint or a hair sample, but if this continues, I will. That’s one actually important thing I wanted to bring up with you. I know you’ll be making some kind of announcement to the student body before long; do me a solid and tell ’em to keep their grubby hands off the attack sites. I have to collect evidence, and that means
  
   they
  
  need to not trample it underfoot.”
 

 
  “What makes you think I’ll be making announcements?”
 

 
  “Oh, let’s not play this game,” he said dismissively.
  
   “So far
  
  the biggest source of student upset seems to be the creepy guy hanging around asking intrusive questions, but they
  
   are
  
  cooped up on a mountaintop with somebody going around hexing people from the shadows. This kind of situation makes people crazy, and stupid. I’m kind of surprised you haven’t already gotten out in front of it.”
 

 
  “Professor!”
 

 
  She stopped and turned slowly to face the new arrivals, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Well, well, well,” Tellwyrn drawled. “Just
  
   look
  
  who it is.”
 

 
  Fedora discreetly moved aside, watching with undisguised interest as two dryads and a Huntsman of Shaath approached.
 

 
  “There you are!” Juniper said brightly. “You weren’t in your office—lucky I heard you, or we might have had to wander all over the campus! You remember Aspen, right?”
 

 
  “She’s not one I’m likely to forget any time soon,” Tellwyrn replied.
  
   “Hello,
  
  Aspen, and welcome back. Believe it or not, it is actually good to see you in one piece. And your old self. I like the dress.”
 

 
  “Uh, thanks,” Aspen said nervously. She glanced at her companions, both of whom nodded encouragingly.
 

 
  
   “You,
  
  though, are new,” Tellwyrn added. “Let’s see… Would I be right in guessing you’re Ingvar?”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a little disconcerting,” he said with a thin smile. “Yes, I am. What else has Kuriwa told you?”
 

 
  “Just enough to pique my curiosity, as usual.”
 

 
  “I suppose I’m gratified she treats her equals that way, too.”
 

 
  That brought an answering smile from Tellwyrn. “Kuriwa
  
   has
  
  no equals, or so she firmly believes. What brings you two here?”
 

 
  Aspen drew in a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Arachne, I wanted to thank you for all the help you gave me. I know you went to a
  
   lot
  
  of trouble, and even though it was because you wanted information and my whole problem was your fault in the first place, it was still a really complicated and difficult thing you did on my behalf, and I appreciate it. Also, I wanted to apologize for causing trouble on your campus. I was just worried about Juniper. So…that’s it. Thanks, and sorry.”
 

 
  “I can tell you’re new at this,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “Just for future reference, Aspen, sincerity is good, but like all positive traits, too much becomes a flaw.”
 

 
  “See, I
  
   told
  
  him that!” she said, looking accusingly at Ingvar, who just shook his head.
 

 
  “The truth is, Professor,” he said, “I wished to speak with you myself, if it’s not an imposition.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She raised an eyebrow. “Well, you’re suitably polite, which beats the hell out of the last dozen nosy jerks who wandered in here. Very well, I don’t see why not. Is this a private matter?” she added sardonically as he gave Fedora a pointed look.
 

 
  “Private,” Ingvar agreed, “and in fact rather sensitive. I apologize for being a bother, and of course will gladly wait until you have a convenient—”
 

 
  He broke off, shifting back and reflexively grasping his tomahawk, his gaze on a point behind the Professor now.
 

 
  “Whoah!” Juniper said, blinking. “Where’d
  
   you
  
  come from?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned around again, tilting her head inquisitively. “That’s actually a really good question. Have you been picking up new tricks in the last few days?”
 

 
  “And what do you think
  
   this
  
  is?” the Hand of the Emperor demanded, glaring at Aspen. “Dryads are not permitted to
  
   wander about
  
  in Imperial territory, especially this close to civilians!”
 

 
  “Hey!” Juniper said, frowning.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  have an arranged exemption,” he snapped.
  
   “This
  
  one will have to
  
   go.”
  
 

 
  “Hey!” Aspen exclaimed.
 

 
  “There is exactly one person here who gets to decide who stays and who goes on my campus,” Tellwyrn said softly. “Care to guess who it is? I’ll give you a hint: it’s not you.”
 

 
  “I will remind you, Professor, that your precious University is built on Imperial territory and both staffed and attended predominantly by Imperial citizens,” he replied, actually clenching his fists and glaring at her. “You have been extended a
  
   great deal
  
  of undeserved leeway. It’s time you started appreciating it.”
 

 
  “Are you feeling all right?” she asked mildly.
 

 
  “Do not change the subject,” the Hand snapped. “Your students are in
  
   grave danger,
  
  and now I find you not only wasting time up here, but
  
   fraternizing
  
  with a threat level eight monster! The Empire will not tolerate this wild irresponsibility! You have the children of
  
   nobles
  
  on this campus!”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a sec,” Aspen said, scowling. “Did this guy just call me a monster?”
 

 
  Ingvar and Fedora were both frowning at the Hand with oddly identical expressions.
 

 
  “This is being handled,” Tellwyrn said, still regarding him quizzically. “In fact, you’ve been heavily involved in it. Your help has been much appreciated.”
 

 
  “Then think about this,” the Hand said, stepping closer to her and staring stonily into her eyes. “The Silver Throne is not a charity organization. There
  
   will
  
  be recompense for the resources being spent to clean up
  
   your mess.
  
  And if I don’t see immediate and
  
   significant
  
  progress in ensuring the safety of these students, your failure to protect them will have
  
   consequences.
  
  No one’s invincible, Tellwyrn. Perhaps you’re overdue for a reminder of that fact.”
 

 
  Fedora cleared his throat. “Perhaps—”
 

 
  “Do you remember when I said I thought very well of the Emperor and his government, and had no intention of harming or interfering with it at all?” Tellwyrn said quietly, matching the Hand’s gaze. “Stop trying to change my mind.”
 

 
  “There’s a line, Arachne,” he whispered. “You just put a toe across it.
  
   Back. Away.”
  
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Inspector Fedora said pointedly, “but if I may be so bold—”
 

 
  “You may
  
   not.”
  
  The Hand rounded on him, pointing.
  
   “You
  
  will produce results, or find yourself sent right back where
  
   you
  
  came from—or stuck in a bottle for the rest of eternity. The Empire chooses to tolerate
  
   things
  
  like you so long as you are
  
   useful,
  
  and cause no trouble. I don’t see you being useful right now.”
 

 
  Fedora blinked languidly, simply staring at him without expression.
 

 
  The Hand snorted loudly, sweeping his gaze around the small crowd. “Get rid of the dryad and make some progress. Both of you.
  
   Quickly.
  
  That is not a request.”
 

 
  Suddenly, he just wasn’t there anymore.
 

 
  “Um,” Ingvar said hesitantly after a moment’s stunned silence. “Was that a Hand of the Emperor?”
 

 
  “He smelled…familiar,” Juniper said, frowning.
 

 
  “You’ve dealt with him before, yes?” Tellwyrn asked, turning to Fedora.
 

 
  “Him, and others,” the Inspector replied, nodding. “They’re theoretically interchangeable. That’s the point of them, or part of it.”
 

 
  “Hm. Did he seem to be acting…”
 

 
  “Dramatically out of character? Yes.
  
   Yes,
  
  he did. Also, they
  
   can’t
  
  teleport, or shadow-jump, or whatever that was.” He grinned unpleasantly. “I’ve made very certain to know.”
 

 
  “Out…of…character,” Tellwyrn whispered, staring into space. “…I’m blind.”
 

 
  “Oh, how I wish
  
   any
  
  of the responses to that were safe to say,” Fedora said to no one in particular.
 

 
  Tellwyrn suddenly turned back to Ingvar. “Anyway, sorry about that. Do you plan on being around long, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “My schedule is entirely open,” he said, glancing at Aspen. “We do have a sort of mission, but it has no time frame. Why do you ask?”
 

 
  “I would indeed like to talk with you,” she said, “but if it’s not too much trouble, I’ll have to ask that you wait for a bit. It turns out I need to pay a couple of urgent visits.”
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  It had already been a long day, and the afternoon had barely begun. Eleanora had managed to arrange a short break for herself, Sharidan being trapped in a working lunch with ambassadors from the Five Kingdoms pursuant to the ongoing negotiations; she was very much looking forward to a light meal of fruit in the privacy of her room. And to having Isolde rub her shoulders. The woman’s fingers were positively magical, and nothing else was going to suffice to nix the gathering tension headache she felt coming on.
 

 
  Stepping into her chamber, she paused for a moment.
 

 
  Arachne Tellwyrn was sitting on her bed. The frontier adventure novel Eleanora had hidden under her mattress was open in the elf’s hands; the box of Svennish chocolates she kept in her nightstand sat on the sheets, open and now half-empty, surrounded by crumpled wrappers. A bottle of Glassian red wine she had been saving now sat on the nightstand, also half-empty.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Tellwyrn exclaimed. “I thought you’d never come back.”
 

 
  The pause had been as much of a rise as she was going to get—Eleanora was far too self-contained to reveal any more of her feelings to this interloper. She cycled rapidly through all the obvious questions and dismissed them as things Tellwyrn would either refuse to answer or probably intended to anyway, and continued briskly into her room. Calling for the guards would be antagonistic and likely pointless; it was doubtful even a Hand of the Emperor could deal with the archmage. And after yesterday…
 

 
  “What have you done with my chambermaid?” she demanded.
 

 
  “Assuming you’re referring to that bosomy blonde number with the legs up to her neck, she is secured in the bathroom, completely unharmed, albeit rather miffed.” Tellwyrn smirked. “Does your consort know you call her a chambermaid? I have a hard time imagining she’d appreciate that. She seems…scrappy. By the way, your chocolates are poisoned.”
 

 
  To Eleanora’s supreme annoyance, that made her pause again.
 

 
  “Forgive me, that might have been a little overdramatic,” Tellwyrn mused, holding up a half-eaten chocolate and peering at it critically. “A better word might be ‘tainted.’ What’s in these won’t harm anybody who doesn’t have an
  
   extremely
  
  unlikely allergy, and honestly, you’d probably have to be an elf to detect the flavor. It’s distinctive, though. Especially in the presence of sugar, sylphreed makes this bitter, citrusy aftertaste…”
 

 
  “Sylphreed,” Eleanora said with long-suffering patience, “does not exist.” Mentally, she was already counting down the elf’s allotment of seconds before she gave up on humoring her and summoned the Imperial Guard.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Tellwyrn said, waving airily with the piece of candy. “The plant was a foolproof contraceptive
  
   and
  
  a reliable treatment for several common venereal diseases, so
  
   naturally
  
  humanity harvested it into extinction. Equally naturally, the elven groves which still cultivate it don’t let it be known that they do. I’m not kidding about the flavor; wood elves use it as a seasoning.”
 

 
  “You use contraceptives for
  
   flavor?”
  
 

 
  “They,” Tellwyrn said with a hint of annoyance for which Eleanora felt zero sympathy, “not we. I don’t move in those circles. And yes, elves are not prone to accidental pregnancy and even less in a hurry to have one. The stuff is easy enough to avoid when somebody
  
   wants
  
  a child. All of which is neither here nor there; his Majesty has yet to produce an heir, hmm? Now there’s
  
   this,
  
  and I don’t believe in coincidence. Someone, it seems, is resourceful enough to penetrate your security, connected enough to have access to elven secrets, and
  
   clueless
  
  enough to feed
  
   you
  
  contraceptives. That’s a truly horrifying combination.”
 

 
  “And causes one name to spring
  
   immediately
  
  to mind,” the Empress said acidly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted and popped the rest of the piece into her mouth, speaking around it. “I wouldn’t know where to begin finding sylphreed; any place I might try would probably just lead to a fight with the local Elders. I certainly don’t mean your government any harm, and honestly, would I
  
   tell
  
  you about this if I were behind it?”
 

 
  “That’s a common enough ploy…”
 

 
  “To establish trust,” the elf said with a mirthless grin. “When performed by people who
  
   give
  
  a rat’s ass whether you trust them, yes.”
 

 
  “That’s a fair enough point, I suppose. If you’ve only just discovered this, it’s not the thing which prompted this intrusion, I gather.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” Tellwyrn set the book down on the bed and straightened to a more upright posture, shifting to face Eleanora directly with a serious expression. “There is a Hand of the Emperor at Last Rock who appears to be coming unglued.”
 

 
  Having had the whole conversation thus far to steel herself, Eleanora did not betray even a hint of the sudden unease she felt, merely affecting a disdainful lift of her eyebrow. “Quite an accusation. Or it would be, were it less vague. Can you offer
  
   useful
  
  details, or have you come specifically to waste my time?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn made no response to her open asperity. “How much do you know about the situation right now?”
 

 
  “The situation at Last Rock? The broad strokes. Sleeping curses, your general inability to control your students, a likely connection to last year’s hellgate crisis—and by the way,
  
   thank
  
  you for that—and the aid of Imperial Intelligence in hunting down your perpetrator, which you should have sought immediately after the resolution of the last disaster when you failed to apprehend the guilty party.”
 

 
  “All those years of charm school were a wise investment, I see,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “The Hand originally came to feel me out of his own volition, and I decided if the Throne was going to fart around on my lawn anyway it could make itself useful.
  
   That
  
  is why I’m only now accepting government help, not because I came begging for it, but I am about ready to change my mind.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Eleanora said impatiently. “What
  
   specifically
  
  is he doing that has you in such a tizzy?”
 

 
  The Professor raised an eyebrow of her own, but answered. “Today his behavior suddenly altered.
  
   Dramatically.
  
  He was rude, pushy, aggressive, and deliberately provocative.”
 

 
  “Is that really all?” the Empress said disdainfully.
 

 
  “I have dealt with Hands of the Emperor since they were of the Empress, Eleanora. The moment I came back to society and found Theasia had begun screwing around with dryads, I made damn well sure to understand what to expect from them. Their conduct has never been anything but
  
   uniform.
  
  They are icily calm, collected, even laudably diplomatic. Now? Even that diabolical
  
   thing
  
  from Intelligence agrees his behavior was unprecedented and alarming. No, I
  
   don’t
  
  panic every time a government official acts out of character. Hands of the Emperor are another matter. Something is
  
   wrong.
  
  And aside from the host of issues this raises for
  
   you,
  
  it’s going wrong
  
   on my campus.
  
  If this guy loses it like he seemed close to doing today and I have to deal with that,
  
   legally
  
  I’ll have assaulted the Emperor. So here’s me, making an overture before that point arrives. I want it understood that I have dealt with the Throne’s representative in good faith and anything which follows will only be whatever is necessary to protect my students.”
 

 
  Eleanora was still mulling points from earlier in that speech when it came to an end.
  
   Dryads?
  
  She now embraced a conclusion she’d begun considering yesterday: despite Sharidan’s explanations about her plausible deniability and his mother’s secrets, he was going to
  
   explain
  
  some things about those Hands of his.
 

 
  “Diabolical thing from Intelligence?” she said aloud. “They sent
  
   Fedora
  
  out there? Well, I suppose that makes sense. He’d better have at least one of his handlers on site, too.”
 

 
  “You seem to have latched onto the
  
   least
  
  relevant part of that,” Tellwyrn said irritably.
 

 
  “You and I have very different standards of relevance, Arachne, and no, I didn’t miss anything you said. Mood swings—”
 

 
  “And shadow-jumping.”
 

 
  That brought her up short. “…you saw this?”
 

 
  “He appeared out of nowhere and vanished the same way, and it wasn’t arcane teleportation. If it was mere illusion or stealth, it was enough to fool both my own senses and these,” she tapped the rim of her golden spectacles, “which is
  
   not
  
  a small thing. More to the point, it’s something the Hands have never had before. Have you been altering them?”
 

 
  “Surely it goes without saying that I am not going to discuss business of that nature with
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Well, if you have, the side effects include emotional instability, which, if you’ll excuse me for telling you your own business, is a
  
   bad trait
  
  in extremely powerful people who are always hovering around the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Your concern is appreciated,” Eleanora said tonelessly.
 

 
  “All right, fine.” Tellwyrn set the box of chocolates aside and rose, dusting off her hands. “I’ve brought you into the loop, that’s my moral responsibility taken care of. I haven’t made any secret of my self-interest, here, but this
  
   also
  
  is a matter of concern to the Throne. But if your personal antipathy is more important—”
 

 
  “Don’t you
  
   dare,”
  
  Eleanora hissed, assuming a mask of icy rage. The emotion was quite genuine, but she was fully in control, now; her emotions were possessions which served her needs, not wild things which controlled her. She stalked toward the bed, backing the elf up against it. “You have intruded here by force, assaulted someone important to me and made a show of disrespecting my possessions—my
  
   personal
  
  ones, not the expensive trappings of my rank. You
  
   will not
  
  stand in my home and act like the aggrieved party trying to be reasonable. This was all the same ploy you always use with everyone: making a show of how unpredictable and dangerous you are, to cow the audience into giving you your way. I
  
   know
  
  your power, Arachne, but I do not bend my neck to bullies. I didn’t
  
   before
  
  I sat on a throne. If you plan to push me
  
   one inch
  
  farther, you’d better just kill me. Otherwise, you are going to learn just how different this Silver Throne is from the one you brought down in the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn met her furious stare with her eyebrows upraised in surprise. After a long moment, she nodded slowly and sidled away, extricating herself from between the Empress and the bed. “Well…all right. That’s pretty fair, the whole thing. Excuse me, then.”
 

 
  She made it halfway to the door before pausing and half-turning.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, by the way, for running out on you like that.
  
   No,
  
  this is not an attempt to curry favor, or regain any moral high ground. I actually just wanted to apologize; it’s overdue. I left so suddenly because of a call for help. In fact, I lost a good friend that night, which I’m afraid drove everything else right out of my mind. And then you were getting deeper and deeper into politics, and it seemed like a good idea to leave you alone, especially after you tied yourself to the Throne. But…there it is. If I hurt you, I didn’t mean to.”
 

 
  Eleanora folded her arms, her face once again stonily impassive. “And is that finally
  
   all?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, I guess so,” Tellwyrn said with a wry twist of her lips, turning back toward the door. “Look after yourself. I mean that
  
   very
  
  sincerely. Unless I’m badly overreacting to this Hand thing, you could be in real danger, Eleanora.”
 

 
  She strolled out into the hall as casually as if she owned the place. Eleanora didn’t watch her leave; she suddenly had much more important matters to consider. First, though, she made a beeline for the bathroom. If Isolde had so much as a bruise or scraped knee, she was going to have a
  
   fortress
  
  built at Last Rock, and a battalion stationed there. With strike teams.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’m not arguing the
  
   moral
  
  point, Moriarty,” Finchley said wearily. “Just the practical one. What,
  
   exactly,
  
  do you think we could’ve done to protect the students from being attacked by an apparently invisible, un-trackable enemy who in all probability is
  
   one of them?”
  
 

 
  “Hell, I’ll argue the moral point,” Rook said with a grin. “The Sleeper’s gotta be
  
   one
  
  of the little bastards, and they can all demonstrably take care of themselves better than
  
   we
  
  can.
  
   We
  
  don’t get sent into the Golden Sea and the Crawl every year just to see what happens, and thank the flippin’ gods for that, because what would happen would be us getting our asses killed. And that’d be a damn shame after we were within groping distance of Elilial and walked away, even if we can’t tell the story. Just anticlimactic, is all. Nah. There’s ‘not our fucking job,’ and then there’s
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “You are
  
   both
  
  missing the point,” Moriarty grated, “practically
  
   and
  
  morally, and you’ll note the total lack of surprise in my expression. It doesn’t matter what we do or don’t have the physical power to do. I hate that we’re sitting
  
   here,
  
  safe and comfortable, while civilians are being attacked. We’re soldiers! We are supposed to protect the people of this Empire!”
 

 
  “Y’know, a good chunk of the student body aren’t even Imperial,” Rook said reasonably.
 

 
  Moriarty clapped a hand over his eyes. “It’s like talking to a wall. A slovenly, lazy, undisciplined,
  
   insubordinate—
  
  ”
 

 
  “Ease up,” Finchley said with a grin. “It’s not likely we’ll find ourselves in a
  
   position
  
  to help, but come on. All three of us would step in if we had the opportunity and the means. Surely we’ve proved that much to each other by now.”
 

 
  Moriarty let out an irritated huff, turning to glare at the windows, which showed the prairie far below, stained orange with the beginnings of sunset. “I might feel better if the Sleeper targeted us next.”
 

 
  “That is because you’re a fuckin’ idiot,” Rook grunted.
 

 
  “Or a masochist,” said Finchley.
 

 
  “Which,” Rook replied, “is a sub-species of
  
   fuckin’ idiot.”
  
 

 
  “Me,” Moriarty said woodenly, “to appease my conscience, and
  
   you two
  
  because you
  
   deserve
  
  it!”
 

 
  “Indefinite enforced bed rest?” Rook said, grinning insanely. “I haven’t been
  
   nearly
  
  good enough to deserve that! But hell, I’ll take it.”
 

 
  “Attention.”
 

 
  They managed, with some scrambling; Moriarty whipped around and snapped to attention immediately, Finchley a second later, Rook only after falling off the bed and leaping to his feet.
 

 
  The resident Hand of the Emperor stood in the dorm they shared with Gabriel and Toby, studying them coldly. None of them had heard the door open. He paced slowly down the short rank they formed, then back, turning his head to keep his flat stare on them. Finally he stopped and grunted.
 

 
  “At least
  
   one
  
  of you gets credit for good intentions—which, needless to say, are worth nothing. You men will pack your gear and be ready to move out upon my order. You have wasted quite enough time loafing about here; it’s time for you to act like soldiers, assuming you can remember how. But first.” He paused, then nodded. His expression was not a smile, but something in it hinted at satisfaction, and even a small degree of pleasure. “First, you are going,
  
   finally
  
  ,
  
  
  to be useful to your Emperor.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She opened and closed the door when passing through it, loud enough that from any other elf it might have been pointed. In Tellwyrn’s case, though, it probably meant nothing. She wasn’t prone to subtlety in any of her actions.
 

 
  “Hey, Arachne,” Rafe said with a grin, turning from organizing his tools. “You missed dinner. Want a bit to nosh? I always keep some snacks on hand.”
 

 
  “No, thanks, I filled up on candy and contraceptives,” she said, surveying the room with a raised eyebrow. “And I’m not just saying that because you offered me food while cleaning your alchemy lab.”
 

 
  “Excuse you, my lab is a shining beacon of spotless perfection
  
   as always,
  
  and anyway I’m almost done.” He set the two beakers he’d been holding on their shelf, shut the cabinet and latched it, then turned and held his arms wide, grinning. “See? Done. It’s
  
   rather
  
  late in the day, Arachne, classes are long over with. What’ve you been out doing all afternoon?”
 

 
  “State visits,” she said cryptically. “Admestus, I was just prompted today to take a closer look at something which is obvious in hindsight, but sailed right under my nose at the time.”
 

 
  “Damn, and it’s not even Tuesday,” he said lightly. “Something I can help with, I gather? If you just wanted to think out loud, you usually roust Alaric for that.”
 

 
  “Mm.” She was studying him closely over the rims of her spectacles, her eyebrows creased in a faint frown. “Kaisa overreacted.”
 

 
  “Hsst!” He dropped to a crouch, looking rapidly back and forth in alarm. “Don’t speak ill of the creature! She can probably
  
   hear
  
  you!”
 

 
  “From Sifan?” Tellwyrn said dryly.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  going to rule that out! Other things I’m not going to rule out include her not actually being
  
   gone,
  
  because I do not understand why Ekoi Kaisa does anything and I don’t wanna get turned into a frog. She actually has done that, Arachne. Took
  
   great
  
  pleasure in telling me the story. It ended with
  
   soup.”
  
 

 
  “She did overreact, though,” Tellwyrn mused, wandering idly into the lab and picking up a sealed jar of tiny eyeballs. She examined this abstractly, not seeming to really see it. “Played the perfect ‘volatile kitsune’ angle. She
  
   is
  
  prickly about being shown proper respect; most of her sisters are. Kaisa, though, likes to
  
   play
  
  that angle, and I can’t believe I let her make me forget it. I’ve seen her do it before, act offended and crazy in order to get the reaction she wants, or just to deflect attention. That business, though…that was more affront than your little prank warranted. Also, while I
  
   have
  
  known her to storm off in a huff, it was never over somebody playing a joke on her.
  
   That
  
  should have brought retaliation.”
 

 
  He groaned. “Well, isn’t that just peachy.”
 

 
  “And then there’s you.” Tellwyrn set down the eyeballs, turning to stare very flatly at him.
  
   “You
  
  do the same thing. I’m not the kids, Admestus, don’t even try to pull the wool over my eyes. I’ve no issue with your methods of deflecting, except when you take it too far—and I don’t even mind, all that much, cleaning up when you do. This, though.”
 

 
  “This is all beginning to sound rather accusatory,” he said, folding his arms. “Also, it’s not like you to beat around the bush this way, Arachne. What’s on your mind?”
 

 
  “Yes, all
  
   sorts
  
  of people are acting out of character lately,” she said. “Kaisa, flipping out and storming off over a little joke which, honestly, she would have thought was funny, and then got you back. Twice over.
  
   You,
  
  a person evincing a very healthy fear of irate kitsune—and by the way, take nothing I say here as discouragement of that, because you
  
   should
  
  fear them if you ever meet another one—who for some reason decided to play a highly aggressive
  
   prank
  
  on one. How many years has it been, Admestus? I
  
   do
  
  know you. I know the kind of jokes you like, the kind of targets you prefer and exactly what you get out of tweaking their noses.”
 

 
  “Am I
  
   so
  
  transparent?” he asked mournfully.
 

 
  “To me? Yes. I’m betting to several of your colleagues, as well. Alaric pretends to find you so annoying because he knows you enjoy it. This, though. I was so distracted by Kaisa’s antics and then this Sleeper crap I never paused to consider how very out of character it would be for you to deliberately provoke her that way.”
 

 
  “Hah!” He struck a pose, planting his fists on his hips. “For the sake of my art, I will endure any travail!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn folded her arms and stared at him over the rims of her glasses.
 

 
  It was only a moment longer before Rafe visibly deflated. “Oh, all right, fine. I didn’t slip Kaisa an anti-magic potion—honestly, how would that even work? I’m pretty sure she’s got entire
  
   senses
  
  for people playing pranks. Drugging a kitsune probably isn’t even possible. She asked me to play along, Arachne. Which I
  
   did,
  
  for the two very excellent reasons that she scares the hell out of me, and I didn’t see any harm in it. If she was going to mess with the kids or with you, I’d have come to you. I thought she was just bored with teaching and wanted an excuse to quit, and it cost me nothing to make myself useful. I mean, Alaric was back and all…”
 

 
  “No.” Tellwyrn shook her head, turning to frown at a rack of bottled reagents. “Kaisa does not get bored with teaching. I asked her to come teach because it’s what she
  
   does.
  
  Her one great joy in life. If she decided to walk out in the middle of her contract, she’s got good and specific reasons.”
 

 
  “Hey…” His expression sobered. “Do you think this has anything to do with the Sleeper? I’m not an idiot, it did occur to me… But I couldn’t see her doing something like that. I mean, I can’t say I know her
  
   well,
  
  but she always seemed to care about the kids, in her way. And if nothing else, she respects you.”
 

 
  “I think you’re right about that,” Tellwyrn mused. “I
  
   don’t
  
  believe in coincidence. This started up
  
   right
  
  when she left—but the connection there is obvious enough without weaving conspiracies out of cobwebs. What we’re dealing with is almost certainly a very powerful diabolist, but
  
   no
  
  diabolist is anything more than prey for a kitsune. However… Now I have to wonder what angle Kaisa is playing. I don’t have it in me to believe she was blind to the results of her departure. I’ve never known her to act without full knowledge of every repercussion her actions would have.”
 

 
  “Hey, uh, look,” he said awkwardly, scratching behind one of his ears, “you know I wouldn’t…”
 

 
  “Relax, Admestus,” Tellwyrn said, giving him a fondly exasperated look. “You’re not in trouble. You were right about both your points: defying Kaisa if she asked for your help wouldn’t have been wise, and helping her wasn’t any kind of betrayal of me. I
  
   do
  
  trust her, and you, and I don’t suspect either of meaning harm to the campus.”
 

 
  “D’aww.” He beamed. “I’m all warm and fuzzy!”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you enjoy that luxury.” Tellwyrn turned back toward the door.
  
   “I
  
  now have to go and
  
   do
  
  something about this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Sorry for being late,” Toby said, sliding onto the bench in the little reading alcove. “You were right, I think I may have over-committed myself a bit this semester. I’m gonna give it another week to hit a rhythm before I start paring anything down, so don’t worry, I’m still up for studying.”
 

 
  Raolo didn’t raise his eyes from the spellbook open in his lap. Toby gave him a long look, then sighed.
 

 
  “Oh, the silent treatment again? That’s not as entertaining as you think it is, Rao. I’m not
  
   that
  
  late. And who was it who decided to set up in the back corner over here instead of our usual table? You’re lucky Crystal saw you heading this way or I’d still be looking.”
 

 
  He grinned and nudged the elf in the shoulder with his fist.
 

 
  Raolo immediately slumped bonelessly in the other direction, the book sliding from his lap. Toby’s reflexes snapped into action; he grabbed the freshman before he could fall far.
 

 
  “Raolo?” Gold light flashed into being around them; somewhat awkwardly, given their side-by-side position on the wall bench, Toby wrestled the elf around to face him, tilting his head back. The younger boy didn’t respond in the slightest to the manipulation, even when Toby had to grip his hair to hold his head up, and thumbed his eyelid open. He was breathing; his pulse was steady. He wasn’t an accomplished diagnostician by any means, but between his classes and some of Omnu’s innate gifts, he could sense enough to know Raolo was, more or less, healthy.
 

 
  Just asleep.
 

 
  “Oh, no.”
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  “Ladies,” Gabriel said in greeting as the two groups met at the stairs to Helion Hall’s second floor. “Wow, this makes everybody. You also got a summons from her Majesty, then?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” said Teal. “And I have to admit the thing that bothers me most is how little it bothers me to have imperious notes spontaneously appear in the room where I sleep. After all the times Tellwyrn’s surprise-teleported us places, it just doesn’t seem as invasive anymore.”
 

 
  “We’re being fuckin’ trained,” Ruda said fatalistically, leading the way up the steps. “Which, granted, is the point of a college education, but my papa isn’t paying to have me turned into a goddamn show pony.”
 

 
  “Toby, are you all right?” Shaeine asked gently. Gabriel’s eyes cut back to his friend, full of concern.
 

 
  Toby sighed softly, his dour expression not lightening. “Just got back from taking Raolo to the infirmary,” he said tersely.
 

 
  “Oh, no!” Juniper said, eyes widening. “Is he okay? What happened?”
 

 
  “Like the others,” Toby answered, eyes ahead as they topped the stairs and entered the hallway. “He seems fine. Just asleep.”
 

 
  
   “Fuck,”
  
  Ruda spat, turning to give him a look of commiseration.
 

 
  “This is getting out of hand!” Fross chimed. Patterns of white light shifted along the walls as she zipped spastically back and forth above their heads. “People are getting really worried, and frankly I think they’re right to! How much longer can this possibly go on?!”
 

 
  “Hey,” Teal said gently, squeezing Toby’s shoulder. “If you need—”
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said sharply, then immediately sighed again and gave her an apologetic look, which she answered with a smile. “Thanks…but this isn’t suddenly worse because it’s affected a personal friend of mine. If anything, the lesson here is how I should’ve been more concerned with it from the beginning.”
 

 
  “Caine, enough,” Ruda said flatly. “It
  
   is
  
  suddenly worse because it affects someone you know. Sounds harsh, but that’s just how people think. Paladin or no, you’re a person.”
 

 
  “I’m a person called to serve others,” he retorted. “A paladin is expected to do better. And this is not about me!”
 

 
  “What happened to Raolo isn’t about you,” she said. “The whole Sleeper bullshit isn’t about you. But this, how you feel? That
  
   is.
  
  You’re allowed to have feelings and flaws—what the hell would gods need paladins for if they didn’t want a human perspective? Let your friends care about you, dumbass.”
 

 
  Gabriel patted him on the back. “As usual, she’s not wrong and it’s annoying as hell. Look, man, despite what we all know Tellwyrn will think, maybe it’s time we look into doing something ourselves.”
 

 
  “Such as?” Teal said wryly.
 

 
  Juniper cleared her throat. “Uh, assuming Tellwyrn’s in her office, which seems likely since she told us all to go there, we’re probably within her earshot here.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, Tellwyrn’s also smart enough to see
  
   this
  
  coming,” Gabriel replied.
 

 
  They turned at the sound of feet on the stairs, beholding the craggy-face balding man in the long black coat leading the campus’s three resident soldiers up to the hall.
 

 
  
   “Move,”
  
  the Hand spat, shouldering roughly past Ruda.
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  you?” she said incredulously.
 

 
  “Sorry,” Rook muttered in passing. Finchley gave her a look of desperate apology; Moriarty seemed occupied with worrisome thoughts of his own.
 

 
  “The hell’s
  
   that
  
  about?” Gabriel asked aloud, watching the group fast-march down the hall toward Tellwyrn’s office.
 

 
  “Dunno,” Ruda said shortly, “but let’s go have a look-see.”
 

 
  Ahead, the Hand simply opened Tellwyrn’s office door without knocking and barged right in, prompting winces from all three of his followers and several of the pursuing students. They picked up their own pace to join him around the now-open door, but did not attempt to enter themselves. They weren’t the only ones.
 

 
  “Get
  
   in
  
  here!” the man said in clear exasperation to the three soldiers, who were hanging back outside the doorway.
 

 
  “Why, how lovely to see you again,” Tellwyrn said from inside. She was seated behind her desk, regarding him with a sardonic expression. “Still hanging around, are we? Please, won’t you come in. Make yourself right at home.”
 

 
  “I have observed,” he said curtly, “that you are keeping Imperial personnel in a state of useless idleness on your campus.”
 

 
  “What, these three?” Tellwyrn said incredulously, glancing past him at the troops, who had entered the office as ordered, but clustered nervously right inside the door. She could also see the sophomores gathered outside, but didn’t acknowledge them yet. “Are you seriously going to get on
  
   my
  
  case about that? They were stationed on my campus by order from Imperial Command, quartered
  
   at
  
  my expense, without my permission. Honestly, they don’t eat much and the scruffy one in the middle there is actually mildly amusing. I’ve even known them to be occasionally useful, to the extent of reaching tall shelves, opening stuck jars, that sort of thing. The fact that I don’t find this intrusion by your regime to be onerous is
  
   hardly
  
  evidence that all this is some sort of plot on my part.”
 

 
  “I am reassigning them,” he said bluntly. “I’m dissatisfied with the progress you are making on our mutual problem, Tellwyrn, and particularly with your attitude when pressed about it.”
 

 
  “My heart weeps for your dissatisfaction,” she replied, deadpan.
 

 
  “You know what your problem is?”
 

 
  “Yes. But do go on, I’m curious what
  
   you
  
  think it is.”
 

 
  “You are of the opinion that you are an unmatched power in this world,” he said, scowling at her. “That rules do not apply to you. That no one can impose consequences upon you. About this, you are mistaken, and since you choose not to apply yourself to the protection of your students, it is high time this was made inescapably clear to you.”
 

 
  “Literally every
  
   single
  
  thing you just said is incorrect.”
 

 
  “At the end of the week,” he stated, ignoring her, “I’m having these three reassigned to Tiraas, and that will be the last you ever hear of them. Unless,
  
   perhaps,
  
  I see a dramatic improvement in your conduct, and some manner of concrete result. Am I understood?”
 

 
  Very slowly, she tilted her head to one side. “In all seriousness…
  
   Are
  
  you feeling all right?”
 

 
  “I’ve made myself clear,” he snapped. “That is all.”
 

 
  
  
  Suddenly, he just wasn’t there anymore. Gabriel bit back a curse.
 

 
  “Okay, what the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “Was that guy a Hand of the Emperor? What the hell’s he doing here?”
 

 
  “Kids, get in here,” Tellwyrn said irritably, taking off her spectacles and setting them on the desk.
 

 
  “Um?” Rook tremulously raised a hand. “Was that ‘last you ever hear of them’ line as pants-shittingly terrifying as it sounded to me?”
 

 
  “Kinda, yeah,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “Seriously,” Ruda said, marching up to the desk. “Could you
  
   hear
  
  what happened out there? The fucker practically shoved me out of his way!”
 

 
  “I don’t think that’s the most important thing happening here, Ruda,” Teal said.
 

 
  “You might be wrong about that,” Ruda retorted, turning to scowl at her. “Legally, a Hand of the Emperor speaks on his behalf. I don’t give a shit about people being rude to me, personally, but for a Tiraan representative of the highest
  
   possible
  
  rank to treat the princess of Puna Dara like a misbehaving chambermaid, there would be
  
   consequences.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Gabriel soothed. “Maybe this isn’t the time to be prideful…”
 

 
  “Don’t fucking talk to me about pride, Arquin,” she snapped. “Remind me, which of us picked a screaming fight with a volatile paladin on week one, here?”
 

 
  He scowled. “For the record, I deserved a smack on the head for that, not having a sword drawn on me. And she, at least, didn’t
  
   succeed
  
  in
  
   fucking stabbing me.”
  
 

 
  “That’s not the point, either!” Ruda barked. “This isn’t
  
   personal.
  
  The pride of nations is a very real and important thing. The Punaji can stomach living in the shadow of the Empire because the Silver Throne has always treated us with respect. Nobody has any illusions about who’s the greater power, but we’re allies, not slaves. If that changes…”
 

 
  “Zaruda,” Tellwyrn said firmly, “while you’re correct in everything you just said, I’m going to ask you to please hold your peace about this for the time being. Don’t make it more of an incident than it already is, and don’t assume anything that particular Hand says is representative of his government, legality or no. Something is
  
   wrong
  
  with that guy.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Finchley piped up. “I mean… He was
  
   threatening
  
  you with taking us away. Seriously, how can he possibly think that’s even a threat? I can’t imagine
  
   anyone
  
  thinking we’re that important, especially someone as savvy as he ought to be. It makes no
  
   sense.”
  
 

 
  “I’m a little bothered by how readily I have to accept your reasoning,” Moriarty muttered.
 

 
  “It makes a little bit of sense,” Tellwyrn said, grimacing. “It’s a personal attack. You three aren’t exactly a strategic asset, no, but you’ve become a fixture on the campus. You’re liked around here. Still, you’re right. He seemed to think he was holding a much more significant loss than this is over me, which underscores my point. I’ve been dealing with that man for a few days now, and for most of it, he was exactly as professional as every Hand I’ve seen in the past. Suddenly, he’s been absurdly aggressive, and between this scheme and nearly causing a diplomatic incident just now, he’s
  
   clearly
  
  operating with badly impaired judgment.”
 

 
  “But…he’s a
  
   Hand,”
  
  Rook said, aghast. “Of the
  
   Emperor.
  
  He can’t
  
   get
  
  impaired!”
 

 
  “The magic powering the Hands is something way above and beyond what’s widely known to the world,” Tellwyrn said seriously. “I don’t grasp the ins and outs of it myself, but just from the basics I
  
   do
  
  know, I can assure you it’s without precedent—and risky. Frankly, I find myself surprised it’s taken this long for something to go wrong with one of them. Boys, whatever else you do, I strongly advise you
  
   not
  
  to seal yourselves in a Rail caravan or any other enclosed space with that guy.”
 

 
  “He’s a Hand of the Emperor!” Finchley said shrilly. “If he gives us an order—”
 

 
  “Whoah.” Tellwyrn held up a hand of her own. “I sympathize more than you might think. Even
  
   I
  
  can’t afford to deny him right to his face—or do you believe I let most unhinged assholes talk to me like that? If I were you, I would start considering my options, and if there aren’t any good ones available, look into creating new ones. In fact, that’s what I plan to do, anyway. You just may face more urgency about it, is all.”
 

 
  “Fuckin’ lovely,” Rook muttered.
 

 
  “For now,” she said in a gentler tone, “move along, if you would. I need to have a word with the kids, in private.”
 

 
  Moriarty saluted; the others just turned and shuffled toward the door in glum silence, the students shifting out of their way.
 

 
  “And boys,” Tellwyrn said softly, prompting them to pause and look back. “However you end up leaving the campus, be sure to say goodbye before you do. I can’t afford to challenge the Throne openly, like I said. But if you can arrange for it not to be an act of open treason on my part, you’ll have a home here, should you need one.”
 

 
  “I can’t even begin to imagine how the hell we could arrange that,” Finchley said bitterly.
 

 
  “You can’t,” she replied with a faint smile. “Totally beyond your power.
  
   However,
  
  you numbskulls, think carefully about
  
   where
  
  you are, and
  
   who
  
  you know. What I said about creating new options? There’s no shame in asking for help. I am not the only person on this mountaintop who can make things happen.”
 

 
  They paused, glancing at one another speculatively, and then Finchley nodded.
 

 
  “Thanks, Professor.”
 

 
  “Yep,” she said, nodding back. “Now go on. Scoot.”
 

 
  She waited until they were gone and the door shut behind them before speaking again.
 

 
  “Well, here we are. Thanks for coming relatively promptly, by what passes for your standards.”
 

 
  “Thanks for not just grabbing and porting us all here in our underwear, for once,” Ruda said bluntly. “Also, are we really done talking about that? There’s a crazy Hand of the Emperor hanging around campus. That’s
  
   not
  
  a small fuckin’ problem.”
 

 
  “No,” Tellwyrn said evenly, “and it’s an even less small problem if he’s not the only one. I spent a good chunk of my day in Tiraas making sure the Throne itself is aware of this. That, unfortunately, is the most I can do about it at the moment. Anything I do to that character directly constitutes assault against the Imperial person, which would stir up more trouble than even I can stomp down.”
 

 
  “Wait, by the Throne itself, you mean…” Gabriel blinked in realization. “Holy shit, you went to see the Emperor? What’s he
  
   like?”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn rubbed at her eyes. “Arquin,
  
   please
  
  shut up.”
 

 
  “Oh, hey, speaking of that guy and me not doing what you say, Vestrel’s insisting you hear about this,” he said, suddenly frowning. “That wasn’t shadow-jumping or teleporting he just did.”
 

 
  “What?” Tellwryn straightened, frowning at him. “What do you mean?”
 

 
  “Apparently,” he said, glancing at an empty spot in the room, “he moved
  
   through
  
  the place where valkyries are. She says Hands aren’t supposed to be able to do that. Hardly anybody is.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted, her frown deepening. “Hmmmm. Actually…it makes more sense than shadow-jumping. There are a variety of ways into chaos space, but the most reliable is through powerful fae magic. In fact, I know a certain annoying shaman who is inordinately fond of that trick.”
 

 
  “Fae magic?” Juniper folded her arms. “I
  
   thought
  
  that guy smelled familiar!”
 

 
  “Which is neither here nor there,” Tellwyrn said, suddenly brisk. “Thank you for telling me, Gabriel. And Vestrel. That may be significant. For now, though, I asked you here for a reason, and he wasn’t it.” She sighed. “I just heard about Raolo. Taowi had a note for me waiting, but I only got back to my office a short time ago.”
 

 
  “Professor?” Fross chimed tentatively. “Is this… Um, what I mean is, is it as
  
   bad
  
  as it seems like it could be?”
 

 
  “Well, that’s as good a lead-in as any,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “The first half of what I wanted to tell you is a warning. According to that character from Imperial Intelligence who’s helping with this—the Inspector, not the Hand—the Sleeper is exhibiting an escalating pattern. He started with Chase, who has no significant magical or martial abilities, and was probably a test case. Then came Natchua and Addiwyn, and ambushing elves is
  
   hard,
  
  even for other elves. The attack on November failed, but she’s a caster of not-insignificant strength—specifically a
  
   divine
  
  caster, which seems to be a relevant counter to the Sleeper’s magic. Raolo, now, is not only an elf, but an arcanist, an unusual and
  
   very
  
  potent combination.”
 

 
  “She is selecting increasingly challenging targets,” Shaeine said suddenly. “Testing herself.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “That’s Fedora’s theory, and it seems to make sense to me.”
 

 
  “Wait, she?” Gabriel blinked, looking back and forth between them. “Uh, who? Are we talking about November?”
 

 
  “About the Sleeper,” said Shaeine.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat. “It’s called ‘common gender,’ Gabe. It’s a linguistic convention in languages that lack genderless pronouns, like Tanglish and elvish. Which gender is the assumed default basically depends on the culture; in the Empire, that’s male, in Tar’naris, it’s female.”
 

 
  “Yes, forgive me,” Shaeine added. “I did not mean to cause confusion.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn cleared her throat pointedly. “Fascinating as this is, I’m not making idle conversation. The Sleeper is running through the list of interesting but relatively soft targets, and running
  
   out
  
  of them. Fedora specifically mentioned, as the next likely victims, the faculty, and
  
   you
  
  kids.”
 

 
  “What?” Juniper exclaimed. “Us?! Why?”
 

 
  “Think about it,” Toby said wearily. “How many people now have told us what a bunch of powerhouses we are? Paladins, demigods, archdemons…”
 

 
  “That’s part of it,” Tellwyrn agreed. “The other part is that you kids are much more close-knit than other classes. In part because there are so few of you, I suspect, but you also seem to be simply…compatible. I admit I was rather pessimistic after your first week on campus last year, but your group has formed into more of a cohesive unit than basically any class I’ve ever had.
  
   Use
  
  that. From now on, I want you watching each other’s backs at all times. Fross, Juniper and Vadrieny may be impervious to the Sleeper’s curse; we cannot be
  
   absolutely
  
  sure yet that infernal magic is the vector for its transmission, but the evidence points very strongly toward that. Which means Gabriel, Toby and Shaeine also have potent defenses against it.”
 

 
  “Y’know what, just insert a long string of curses here,” Ruda said sourly. “You’ve all heard me, you know what to imagine. I’m suddenly feeling too pissed off and depressed even to bother.”
 

 
  “Self-pity does not become you, Zaruda,” Tellwyrn said sternly. “Despite lacking a lot of the magical advantages of your classmates, in a year and a half you’ve never once showed a problem keeping up with them, and that is damn well incredible. However, in this particular case, it does mean you are uniquely vulnerable, and you can’t afford to ignore that. I’m sorry to invade your personal life like this, but I have to put my foot down. I want you moved out of your room in Clarke Tower; until further notice, you’re to stay with Juniper and Fross. At no point are you to be off on your own.”
 

 
  “Figures,” she said with a wry grin. “No sooner do I finally get my own room…”
 

 
  “We’ve got plenty of space!” Fross chimed, zipping around her head. “I’m very small and I don’t even use my bed! It’ll be fun!”
 

 
  “It’s not supposed to be fun.” At Tellwyrn’s soft, weary tone, they all stilled, turning to look at her again. “As I said, kids, that was half the reason I asked you here. The other…” She sighed heavily, leaning back in her chair, and again rubbed at her eyes with both hands. “What I’m about to say is totally without precedent in the history of this University. As bad as things are right now, I need to leave the campus for a little while.”
 

 
  “Where are you going?” Toby asked quietly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grimaced. “Sifan.”
 

 
  “You think Professor Ekoi can stop this,” Teal said.
 

 
  “I think her sudden absence is what’s
  
   caused
  
  this,” the Professor said bitterly. “And furthermore, she had to have known that. In case you kids haven’t put it together yourselves, this Sleeper is almost certainly the same asshole who opened that hellgate last year, and if he’s a warlock, there’s excellent reason he stayed quiet while there was a kitsune on the campus. So yes, I am going to go
  
   find
  
  Kaisa, get an explanation for her actions, and try to convince her to come back. And that, kids, places me well outside my realm of expertise. Navigating the Twilight Forest is a potentially nightmarish prospect, even for the likes of me. I may be a match, power for power, for
  
   one
  
  kitsune, but I absolutely don’t want to find out. Going to where
  
   all
  
  the kitsune are, in their own home, it is going to take time just to get around, and that’s before I ever start to work persuading Kaisa to come back and help. Obviously, I’m going to hurry as much as I can, but…this is not a small prospect. There’s no way I’d leave the University in these straits if I didn’t think this was the best and only option to straighten all this out.”
 

 
  “Well…okay,” Ruda said, shrugging. “Why’s that so unprecedented, and what’s it got to do with us?”
 

 
  “What’s unprecedented,” said Tellwyrn, “is me involving students the way I’m about to. Kids… I want you to look after the place.”
 

 
  “I’m…not sure I understand,” Juniper admitted, frowning.
 

 
  “As we’ve been over,” Tellwyrn said evenly, “you’re an individually
  
   very
  
  powerful bunch, and you function extremely well as a unit. Honestly, assembled in this room is both more firepower and more coordination than the rest of the
  
   faculty.
  
  And, several false starts aside…you’re good. You all care about other people, and matters beyond yourselves. You’re driven by principle. And you exhibit the one trait I learned to associate with the very best of adventurers during my own long career, the one which exemplified the few I came to call
  
   heroes:
  
  you have a knack for succeeding in situations where, quite frankly, you should not. So… Please protect my campus. I do
  
   not
  
  want you hunting the Sleeper; don’t do anything that’ll spark a witch hunt, you know very well from my class how horrific those can be, especially in an enclosed social environment like this one. Fedora’s still around and working, and while
  
   that
  
  guy is his own bag of horrors, he seems competent; let him do the job. But please be ready. There’s a very good chance you will be targeted, yourselves. In that event…” She paused to clamp her lips into a tight, unhappy line. “In that event, fellow student or not, know that the Sleeper has by now completely worn out his or her right to my protection. If you get the chance, put them
  
   down.
  
  As finally as is feasible and necessary.”
 

 
  A silence fell over the room, and hovered while the students stared at her in wide-eyed uncertainty. It was Shaeine who finally broke it.
 

 
  “Understood,” she said, bowing to the Professor. “We shall do our utmost not to disappoint.”
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn?” Fross said hesitantly. “I know I already asked, but… This is, um… It’s really bad, isn’t it? I mean… The Sleeper, the Hand, everything.”
 

 
  “Stay away from that Hand,” Tellwyrn ordered. “It’s not practical to expel him from the campus; just keep your distance, and if he tries to mess with you, disengage. But yes, Fross. This is bad. You all know the kind of dangers this University uses for training exercises; the campus has seen significant threats beyond even those in the past. But the Sleeper…between this rash of cursing and the hellgate, this is as bad as it has ever been. This person is an enemy, plain and simple, not a misguided student in need of correction. Add to that the Hand, the Wreath
  
   still
  
  sniffing around, and who knows what else… Yes. Be aware how serious this matter is.”
 

 
  She leaned forward, folding her arms on the desk, and gazed at them with uncharacteristic earnestness.
 

 
  “And I wouldn’t ask this of you, or even discuss it with you, if I didn’t have faith in you. Whether you kids can solve this in my absence I wouldn’t say. Frankly, I’d find that rather surprising. But you’re a good group. You’re competent, and you’re good
  
   people.
  
  You can at least help. Please do.”
 

 
  “We will,” Toby assured her quietly.
 

 
  “Thank you.” Tellwyrn blew out a heavy sigh, slumping in her chair. “All right… Classes aren’t canceled, you’ll have a substitute, but I intend to be gone by tomorrow morning. Hopefully this won’t take more than a few days—if it’s going to be more than that, I’ll give up and come right back. In the best case scenario, I’ll be back sooner, and with help. Whatever else happens, hold the line. For now, go get some rest. You’re probably gonna need it soon.
 

 
  They remained silent and tensely contemplative all the way back outside, none of them speaking up until they were in the hall and the office door shut behind them.
 

 
  Fross’s sigh was a descending arpeggio of tiny bells.
 

 
  “I wish Trissiny was here.”
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  “The surface traces have already faded, your Majesty,” Colonel Azhai reported. “They likely began as soon as you opened the bathroom door; based on your description of the binding spell’s collapse, that was almost certainly the trigger to break it. A more in-depth analysis requires scrying of all affected surfaces, which my people are now doing. My apologies for the intrusion upon your apartments. We will be finished and gone as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “How much detail do you expect to find?” Eleanora asked.
 

 
  Azhai pursed her lips in irritation. “I hesitate to make a prediction, your Majesty. A mage of Tellwyrn’s caliber is capable of arranging the spell to void all traces upon its collapse, in which case whether we can find anything will become a test of the Azure Corps’s skill against hers. Both parties have avoided that contest until now, so I’m unsure how to call it. Based on Tellwyrn’s known personality, however, it’s just as likely she didn’t bother. I must caution your Majesty again that I do not expect to learn anything of practical strategic value from this, either way. Containment spells of this kind are old, and quite standard.”
 

 
  “Yes, so you’ve said,” Eleanora replied with a hint of impatience. “I understand, Colonel. Policy and principle demand as thorough an investigation as we can perform, however. Anything we
  
   may
  
  learn can be filed away against future incursions by Tellwyrn or other arcane threats. An ever more relevant concern, now that the city hosts at least one blue dragon as a welcomed guest.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” Azhai said calmly. She looked more the part of the soldier than the sorceress; a stocky, square-faced woman in her fifties, with iron-gray hair and the rigid posture instilled by habitual military discipline. In truth, Eleanora rather liked the woman. Manaan Azhai was intimidated by nothing, including her Empress. The faint hint of ire she had just expressed had been known to reduce some of the Palace’s staff to gibbering puddles of frantic apology.
 

 
  “Again, your Majesty—”
 

 
  
   “Stop
  
  apologizing,” Eleanora ordered the Imperial Guardsman in exasperation. “The invasion of my personal space notwithstanding, neither I nor the Emperor, nor anyone else, was threatened. And
  
   had
  
  her intentions been hostile, there is little you could have done.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” the soldier said, still visibly unhappy. Well, it was good that the Imperial Guard took their duties so seriously, but she wouldn’t stand for them to start simpering about. Hopefully their embarrassment over this could be channeled into greater effort in the future—even though, as she had twice had to remind him now, they were by no means at fault.
 

 
  Colonel Azhai cleared her throat discreetly. “There is another thing, your Majesty. Lady Isolde having been the focus of the spell, we may be able to learn more by examining her directly and in detail. A living person retains traces of magic in a different way entirely than inanimate objects, and it is more difficult to purge them. However, such scrying methods are by nature somewhat intrusive. I would not wish to—”
 

 
  “Count me in,” Isolde said sharply. She nodded to Azhai, then to Eleanora. “Anything I can contribute, anything at
  
   all,
  
  you need only ask. It would be my
  
   pleasure.”
  
 

 
  The Empress gave her a nod in return, along with a very tiny smile, the warmest she dared considering all the soldiers, servants, and mages now teeming about her chambers. It wasn’t as if her relationship with Isolde was a secret, but there were appearances to be maintained in front of others. That she took the care to maintain them sent a message in and of itself. As to the point, she well understood; there were few experiences as humiliatingly disempowering as being effortlessly manhandled by an archmage, and she wasn’t about to stand in the way of Isolde striking back at Tellwyrn, in whatever tiny way she could manage.
 

 
  “That is greatly appreciated, my lady,” Azhai said diplomatically. “Any traces will fade rapidly, so time is a factor. If you would be good enough to join my scryers in our post?”
 

 
  “Lead on, Colonel,” Isolde said, giving Eleanora a final smile before following the battlemage out into the hall. The Empress allowed herself to watch her go for a few seconds. There had been time only for a lingering hug when she had first entered the bathroom to retrieve her, and then…all this.
 

 
  Another Imperial Guard entered as soon as the women had departed, marching up to the Empress and saluting crisply. “Your Majesty, the Emperor has been informed of these events and is on his way back to the harem wing.”
 

 
  “I gave
  
   instructions
  
  that Imperial business was not to be disrupted for this,” Eleanora said dangerously. “I was
  
   explicitly
  
  clear.”
 

 
  “Your orders were obeyed, your Majesty,” the soldier replied, unperturbed. A veteran of Palace service, he knew when her burgeoning fury was for dramatic effect, as opposed to promising real suffering, and Eleanora never penalized her people for doing their jobs. “His Majesty’s session with the security council concluded earlier than expected, and we notified him upon his emergence without interrupting the meeting.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes. “Discreetly, I hope?”
 

 
  “Of course, your Majesty. None of the other gentlemen present were permitted to overhear.”
 

 
  “Good.”
  
   Very
  
  good. In point of fact, she had every intention of informing both Vex and Panissar of this invasion, the matter being relevant to both of their duties, but her general policy was that Bishop Darling needed to know not one more iota of information about Imperial business than absolutely necessary, and ideally less. He was likely to hear some version of these events anyway, eventually, but neither the man himself nor any of the powers to which he reported had any business getting involved in this. As for the Hand… They, too, would learn of it all soon, but she was more unsure of them by the hour.
 

 
  As if summoned by her very misgivings, suddenly he was there.
 

 
  “So,” the black-coated Hand said coldly, regarding her through narrowed eyes with an expression she had never seen one of them use, much less directed at herself, “you saw fit to deliberately deprive the Emperor of vital intelligence pertaining to this intrusion into the Palace.”
 

 
  He had not been in the room previously, nor entered through any of its doors; Hands had never evinced any teleportation ability.
 

 
  A split-second lull occurred surrounding the Empress, while in the background servants carried on tidying up the periphery of the room as if their diligence could erase the fact of Tellwyrn’s intrusion, while Azure Corps battlemages buzzed around the bathroom, conducting their own business. Closer at hand, though, the soldiers froze. Hands of the Emperor were known to posses the highest possible degree of trust, yet this one had just spoken directly to the Empress in a clearly accusatory manner.
 

 
  An instant later, the two Imperial Guards subtly shifted to stand closer to her. Only one was carrying a staff, but he altered his grip almost imperceptibly. Half a second after that, the Army battlemage who had been attending Colonel Azhai likewise turned to face the Hand directly. Despite everything, Eleanora felt a little glow of satisfaction at the tiny show of loyalty. None of these troops would get aggressive with a Hand, and in all likelihood would be swiftly demolished by one if a fight broke out, but in a moment where their loyalties were confused and tested, it seemed their instinct was to defend her.
 

 
  “The Emperor, as you just heard, has
  
   been
  
  informed,” she said in total calm, folding her hands at her waist. “In my opinion, the intrusion did not constitute a threat, and thus did not merit the disruption of Imperial business. I gave instructions that his Majesty was to be notified the moment doing so would not interfere with the prosecution of his duties. This was done. Alarming as Tellwyrn’s penetration of Palace defenses is, every step of the staff’s response has been extremely satisfactory.”
 

 
  His nostrils flared once in a silent snort, and he opened his mouth to speak again.
 

 
  “And
  
   you,”
  
  Eleanora continued in a lower tone, “will never again speak to me in that fashion. Is that understood?”
 

 
  The Hand’s expression did not alter. “Allow me to be clear, your Majesty. I serve the Emperor. Any aid rendered to you in the course of this duty is entirely ancillary.
  
   Any
  
  threat to his Majesty, from
  
   any
  
  source, will be swiftly met and destroyed by the Emperor’s Hands.”
 

 
  She was not blind to the danger of this situation. Tellwyrn had been right; something was
  
   wrong
  
  with this man. Hands had been a fixture in her life ever since she had moved into the Palace with Sharidan, and for all these years they had been consistent, even uniform. It was as if they shared a personality—an admirably discreet, disciplined personality. Further, no one had ever so much as hinted that
  
   she
  
  of all people had less than perfect trust. Something was affecting their minds—and considering the physical feats of which these men were capable, that made them an unparalleled threat, positioned as they were everywhere in the Palace. The three soldiers nearby and reflexively defending her could likely not bring him down. If the entire group of Azure Corps battlemages saw what was going on and intervened…maybe.
 

 
  “That was perilously close to an accusation,” Eleanora said. Carefully, carefully. She could
  
   not
  
  afford to back down, both for the Hand’s sake and that of those watching. Weakness could never be displayed in her position. At the same time, she could not be too confrontational; he was clearly looking for a fight, and she couldn’t permit one to be found. “You are out of line and behaving unacceptably. Publicly sowing dissension at this level of the Imperial government poses a greater threat to his Majesty than anything Tellwyrn did today.”
 

 
  That brought him up short; he actually blinked. Gratifying as it was to stymie his aggression, it only underlined the problem. Hands were
  
   never
  
  so expressive, or so easily discomfited.
 

 
  “An apology would be appropriate,” Eleanora said in the same emotionless tone, “but not at this time, with this audience. The Emperor will of course want your full accounting of events at a time of his own choosing.”
 

 
  She had intended it diplomatically, to throw him a bone and negate hostility, but his eyes immediately narrowed further, and she realized her error. To a belligerent, insecure mind, her acknowledgment of his importance took on another character entirely.
 

 
  “That,” the Hand said coldly, “was perilously close to a
  
   threat.”
  
 

 
  “I’m certain neither of us has anything to fear from the truth, or from our Emperor,” she said mildly. Could he hear her heart pounding? What
  
   were
  
  his powers?
  
   Dryads?
  
  Sharidan was damn well going to explain this in
  
   detail,
  
  and damn her for not insisting on it years ago. At least Isolde was out of the room;
  
   she
  
  would have defended Eleanora possibly to the extent of starting a fight.
 

 
  “Just so,” the Hand snapped. “He is on his way here. You will wait to be questioned at his leisure. Secure her,” he ordered the two Imperial Guards.
 

 
  A beat passed; the battlemage was wide-eyed and clearly frighteningly out of his depth. The Imperial Guards, fortunately, were made of sterner stuff.
 

 
  “This chamber has been swept and secured, sir,” one said crisply. “The Empress is safe.”
 

 
  The Hand actually bared his teeth, like a feral dog. “That is
  
   not
  
  what—”
 

 
  “Ah, thank you.” Sharidan himself swept into the room, trailing Imperial Guards and for some damned reason his little pet Milanda, and Eleanora barely avoided physically sagging with relief. “I’ve been assured that all is well, here, but nonetheless I appreciate the certainty that my
  
   family
  
  is defended.”
 

 
  He strode up to the group, a very picture of unflappable calm despite the very deliberate emphasis, and placed a hand on his Hand’s shoulder. “All’s well? Anything further to report?”
 

 
  The Hand tightened his jaw. “The Azure Corps is still investigating, sir; a full report on the intrusion itself will be forthcoming. The Empress delayed notifying you.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite so,” Sharidan said easily. “Interrupting my meeting would not have disturbed business unduly, but I prefer not to let it be known to some of those who were present that anything worth the interruption had occurred. Quick thinking as always, Eleanora. I shudder to think of managing this place without your aid.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said neutrally.
 

 
  The Hand drew a short breath and released it in a soft huff. “Well, then. Since she and the Lady Isolde are the only direct witnesses—”
 

 
  “Quite so,” the Emperor interrupted. “I was told there is no active threat, but I’m still understandably curious about this. I would like to hear your account in private, Eleanora. I trust your insight more than
  
   anyone’s.”
  
 

 
  Again, the emphasis; the Hand squinted, but actually backed off a half-step. “Shall I have the other woman brought?”
 

 
  “Isolde is currently under examination by the Azure Corps,” Eleanora said swiftly. “She is
  
   highly
  
  annoyed by Tellwyrn’s treatment of her and eager to help in any way, but I think it would inconvenience the mages to have her answering questions while they are trying to scry.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Sharidan repeated, nodding calmly. “That gives us an itinerary, then. We can speak with her after I’ve heard your account, and by that point she’ll be more than entitled to a little rest, I think. Would you join me in my own chamber, dear?”
 

 
  “Of course,” she replied, taking his proffered arm.
 

 
  The Hand hovered irritatingly about them as Sharidan led her from the room, Milanda trailing along behind their little procession. Hands
  
   never
  
  hovered. They were a silent presence, preternaturally skilled at being just where they were needed without being in the way. The Imperial couple regally ignored him until reaching the door of Sharidan’s personal chamber, at which point he turned to the offending Hand.
 

 
  “Not to disparage the Azure Corps,” he said smoothly, “but we both know you have means of seeing things they do not. I want you to have another look at the Empress’s chamber, just for thoroughness’s sake.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” the man said unhappily, “I would rather attend—”
 

 
  “And,” Sharidan continued, “please be as quick as you can without sacrificing certainty. I’ll want you at hand when we speak with Lady Isolde, in case you can detect traces on her person that the Corps might miss.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the Hand said, bowing with ill grace, then turned on his heel and stalked back down the hall.
 

 
  Milanda, to Eleanora’s irritation, slipped into the room ahead of them while this was transpiring. Not until they had all entered and the door was firmly shut behind them did the Emperor release a pent-up sigh of obvious relief, allowing consternation to show on his face.
 

 
  “Eleanora, are you all
  
   right?”
  
  he demanded, grasping her by the shoulders.
 

 
  “Fine,” she said wryly. “As is Isolde, albeit justly angered. The same goes for me. Tellwyrn, much as I dislike acknowledging it and despite her continuing overweening arrogance, is not the enemy here. In point of fact, she came specifically to give me a warning which I have just learned to be
  
   entirely justified.”
  
 

 
  His eyes cut to the door as he released her and stepped back. “There’s a Hand at Last Rock right now. Is that one also…?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said curtly. “And she had several other
  
   fascinating
  
  tidbits to drop. Sharidan, they are
  
   all
  
  like this. What is going on, and what in Omnu’s name do dryads have to do with it?”
 

 
  At that, he looked sharply at her, then at Milanda, who stood a few yards away, watching them in silence. Finally, he sighed and shook his head ruefully.
 

 
  “Especially in light of all
  
   this,
  
  I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that Tellwyrn knows more than she ought. What else did she tell you?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is not the point here,” Eleanora snapped, then cast a sharp look at Milanda, who to her annoyance did not flinch. “And does this discussion really require an audience?”
 

 
  “When the Guard informed me of the break-in,” he replied evenly, “the message he relayed from you included an assurance that there was no crisis or danger. As such, I made a point of setting a leisurely pace in returning here. I don’t have to tell you the trouble that could result from anyone seeing me hurry through the halls for any reason, especially as we had to pass through public spaces. Had that been the end of it, there’s no telling how long I might have taken to reach you, or how that exchange you were having with the Hand would have progressed. I made it back
  
   this
  
  quickly because Milanda had been watching you, and ran to get me as soon as the Hand appeared.”
 

 
  “I see,” Eleanora said, giving Milanda a grudging nod. The young lady bowed to her, face impressively impassive.
 

 
  “In this room with me are the two living people I trust the most,” the Emperor continued firmly, “which is why it pains me to have to admit that I can’t give you the explanations you want, Eleanora.”
 

 
  “I see,” she repeated acidly. “Can you at least explain why you can’t explain?”
 

 
  “That, yes,” Sharidan replied with the ghost of a smile. “You understand the mechanic of state secrets which are Sealed to the Throne?”
 

 
  “If they are spoken, the Hands immediately know,” she said. “Which, now that I consider it, sounds far more like a fairy geas than any arcane enchantment I ever heard, and makes this dryad business far more sensible.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” he said with a sigh. “As part of the same effect, Eleanora, I
  
   can’t
  
  reveal to you where Hands come from, how they are made, or how they work. Physically cannot.”
 

 
  “You know, Sharidan, how much I respected your mother,” she said with barely repressed fury, “but now that the moment is here, I find myself
  
   totally
  
  unsurprised that her paranoia is still putting us all in danger.”
 

 
  He sighed and shook his head. “Well, regardless, I have to try to fix this…”
 

 
  “You vanished at the
  
   first
  
  sign that one of the Hands was acting out of character,” she said sharply. “Didn’t you try already?”
 

 
  “I did what I could,” he said reluctantly. “The truth is, I do not fully understand how…they work.
  
   No one
  
  does. I don’t know how the geas could have been affected, but the—” He broke off, then grimaced. “This is hard to talk about; I’m not used to being interrupted by my own… All right, this much I think I can say: any attempt to repair or change the magic powering the Hands will be, essentially, fumbling in the dark.”
 

 
  “How dangerous is it?” Milanda asked suddenly.
 

 
  “Extremely,” Sharidan said, giving her a solemn look. “At least potentially. The magic itself is not meant to be directly harmful, but accessing it is…hazardous.”
 

 
  “Very well, then,” she said, nodding, and turning to look at the Empress. “We have contingencies in place for situations like this.”
 

 
  “Exactly so,” Eleanora agreed, nodding back.
 

 
  “Now just a moment,” Sharidan began.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  wait a moment,” Eleanora ordered. “Thanks to these haywire Hands of yours, the Palace is not safe, and whatever secret lair you vanish into to govern them is equally unsafe, if not moreso. With no heir to the Silver Throne, your safety is absolutely paramount and cannot be risked. The Empire can survive losing its ruler, but the end of the Tirasian bloodline would precipitate a crisis.” She also had to discuss sylphreed with him, but set that aside for the moment in favor of the more urgent matter at hand. “Adapting our secret evacuation protocol to get you out of here without the Hands knowing will be very tricky, but we can do it.”
 

 
  “The hard part will be
  
   keeping
  
  them off the scent,” Milanda said, frowning. “We can arrange a brief distraction that should suffice for even them. This matter is unlikely to be settled in a few hours or days, though. Possibly weeks. And they
  
   will
  
  find him if they decide to go looking.”
 

 
  “It’s not that I don’t see your point, but this is
  
   not
  
  the solution!” Sharidan protested. “I have to
  
   fix
  
  this, or the problem won’t go away.”
 

 
  “But you don’t know how,” Milanda pressed, gliding forward to wrap her arms around one of his. “Your Majesty, you said no one does. Is there any fae user you trust to
  
   try?”
  
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “No. Anyone with the skill… It would take the likes of a green dragon, or perhaps a grove Elder, and the harm they could do with access to the—” He broke off as if something had seized his tongue, and grimaced in aggravation.
 

 
  “So whoever goes to work on this will be feeling their way blind,” Eleanora said. “That places them in even more danger than the…geas…itself poses. Especially if there are
  
   dryads
  
  involved.”
 

 
  “So each of our roles in this are quite obvious,” Milanda said, nodding. “Her Majesty will be needed to remain a public face in the Palace; with the Hands as they are, that places her in enough danger as it is. Her safety
  
   cannot
  
  be risked any further by exposing her to whatever magical mechanism has gone faulty and caused all this.”
 

 
  “We will have to involve Vex in this,” Eleanora said thoughtfully. “His people can help secure the Palace, Hands or no Hands. They’ll also be necessary to secure
  
   you,
  
  once we get you safely
  
   away
  
  from the Palace.”
 

 
  “And,” Milanda continued inexorably, “that leaves me to handle the Hands, geas, dryads, whatever.”
 

 
  “Out of the question!” Sharidan burst out. “You have no
  
   idea
  
  what’s down there!”
 

 
  “Then you’ll have to prepare me as best you can,” she said calmly. “Unless there is anyone else you trust more? Because it sounds to me as if trust is a greater concern than competence in fae magic, in this case. You are certainly no witch, yourself.”
 

 
  “Milanda,” he said in a strained tone, wrapping an arm around her waist, “I don’t doubt your willingness
  
   or
  
  your cleverness, but
  
   this…”
  
 

 
  “Now, see here,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “The Empire is positively awash with doe-eyed, empty-headed young beauties who would
  
   love
  
  to share your bed and offer nothing else of value. If that’s what you wanted, you’ve had plenty of opportunity to collect them. Instead, you have me. I am no one’s concubine, Sharidan, and I’ll not be treated as such. I am a courtier in this Palace, a loyal citizen, and…” Her tone grew more gentle, and she reached up to place a hand against his cheek. “I
  
   love
  
  you. You need to let me help.”
 

 
  Eleanora sighed. “Leadership is sacrifice; this isn’t news to any of us. You know she’s right, Sharidan.”
 

 
  He gave her a bitter look. “If it had been Isolde…”
 

 
  “Then,” she replied flatly, “she would march straight into the danger. I would send her off without hesitation, and wait for the appropriate moment of privacy to weep into my pillow for her. You know me well enough to give me that much credit.”
 

 
  The Emperor drew in a long breath, then pulled Milanda firmly against himself, squeezing her close and resting his chin atop her dark curls. She burrowed obligingly into his chest, rocking them slightly back and forth. Eleanora averted her eyes—out of respect, not embarrassment. Their peculiar little family had long since had to adapt its own ideas and practices concerning personal privacy.
 

 
  “All right,” Sharidan said finally, releasing Milanda. “We have the bones of a plan, and a few points yet to refine. Best work out as much as we can
  
   now;
  
  I don’t know how long that excuse will keep the Hands off me, and we can’t afford to squander fresh ones, as we will certainly need to distract them again in the near future.”
 

 
  “I’ll send for Quentin as soon as we are done here,” Eleanora agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “And in the meantime…” He sighed and set his jaw firmly. “I will tell you as much as I can about what to expect…down there. You had better hear this too, Eleanora. Just in case. First and most importantly, whatever you may find in that…place…” He turned his gaze fully on Milanda, his eyes serious nearly to the point of being frantic. “Do
  
   not
  
  let it out.”
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  Despite the late hour, Darling was alert and energetic even without the aid of strong tea, much less coffee. The sense of a new and interesting game suddenly afoot did wonders for his personal motivation. Price claimed his addiction to intrigues was worse than anything he could eat, drink, or smoke. If it kept him upright, moving, and sharp close to midnight after a long day, though, he wasn’t going to complain. Particularly as his current adventure was a response to an urgent summons by Imperial Intelligence. Whatever this was, he didn’t want to go into it at less than his best.
 

 
  The neighborhood through which he strode was quiet at this hour, and in fact quite safe, being an upscale place occupied chiefly by pricier businesses and thus heavily patrolled. He was probably the scruffiest person it had seen all day, attired presently as Sweet the thief rather than the Bishop, but luckily there were no soldiers immediately in sight to question him. Not that he couldn’t talk his way out of that, but it didn’t do to keep the Imps waiting.
 

 
  His steps slowed briefly as he passed through an intersection, glancing down the side avenue, only a few blocks into which he had twice found the Elysium.
 

 
  Nah.
 

 
  The address he had been given was an Imperial safe house, which of course he knew despite no such explanation being included in the message summoning him. In fact, this was one of the safe houses he wasn’t supposed to know about, not that he planned to enlighten whoever he met. Darling liked Vex well enough and meant no ill toward his department or the regime it served, but just coexisting with a man like Vex necessarily meant hoarding whatever advantage he could secure.
 

 
  He stepped into a back alley, which was actually clean; the space had been designed as a service entrance for the three buildings clustered around it, and rich folks had their standards. The good ones applied the same standards to spaces occupied by their servants. He strode smoothly past the first two doors, well aware that his approach had to be observed, and grasped the handle on the third without bothering to knock.
 

 
  The door opened instantly and silently, and he slipped through, pulling it shut behind him. There was no one present to greet him, leaving him to choose between going down a darkened hallway and descending a narrow flight of stairs. Light and faint voices came from the bottom of the steps, so that way he went.
 

 
  It occurred to him in passing that this would be a fantastic place for an ambush. His message had come from an Imperial functionary he knew, though, and Vex had no reason to pull a stunt like that. Still and all, he tucked his fingertips into his sleeves, where he had throwing knives concealed.
 

 
  A moment later, he removed them, upon stepping into the room at the bottom of the stairs and seeing who awaited him. Quentin Vex himself was present, lounging against the wall; General Panissar stood near the door in full uniform. The third man was dressed casually, in a suit that had seen no wear and was of good quality but clearly not tailored for him; it had probably been procured from some department store particularly for this exercise. Sharidan Julios Adolphus Tirasian, Emperor of Tiraas, assuredly did not have any such garments in his own wardrobe.
 

 
  “Please don’t,” the Emperor said quickly when Darling started to kneel. “The formalities have their place, Darling, but there’s nobody here to impress. Let’s not bog this down with ceremony, shall we?”
 

 
  “As you wish, your Majesty,” he said diplomatically, straightening up and adjusting his lapels. He glanced at Vex, then Panissar, then back at the Emperor. “Well, here we are, then! I didn’t even know what to expect and I’m
  
   still
  
  alarmed. Shall I assume the Emperor isn’t nearly as unprotected here as he looks?”
 

 
  “Obviously,” Panissar said with disdain. “I’d feel better if I could have brought a few Imperial Guards, but the situation being what it is…”
 

 
  “My people are keeping watch,” Vex said with a yawn. “My
  
   best
  
  people. Blanketing the district with them would risk drawing eyes, which is exactly what we don’t want. A handful of my top operatives represent more effective power than a platoon, anyway.”
 

 
  “Are you gonna let him talk to you like that?” Darling asked Panissar, who snorted derisively. “Sorry, I don’t know a better way to lighten the atmosphere of impending doom. What’s going on, how bad is it, and how can I help?”
 

 
  “To begin with,” Sharidan said seriously, “anything and everything discussed here is Sealed to the Throne.”
 

 
  He paused for acknowledgment, and Darling nodded deeply in a gesture that verged on a bow.
 

 
  “The situation is this,” the Emperor continued. “Something has interfered with the Hands of the Emperor. All of them are exhibiting mental instability, coupled with the sudden possession of powers they never had before.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Darling whispered. “Ah…excuse me.”
 

 
  Sharidan actually smiled. “Not at all; I’d say that is the correct reaction.”
 

 
  “We are working to contain this situation,” said Vex. “Intelligence and the Army are both shifting assets to strengthen protection of the Imperial family, and monitor any ongoing projects in which Hands are participating. As discreetly as possible, of course; as effectively as can be done without informing the assets in question of the nature of the problem. It may not prove feasible, but ideally we can resolve this before it turns into a crisis.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” said Darling. “The Hand who usually sits on the council with us. Is he still at Last Rock?”
 

 
  Vex gave him a sleepy, mirthless little smile. “Indeed. Verification of the problem has come from that quarter; we’re aware of the potential for escalation, there, and watching it carefully.”
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn has been helpful and surprisingly restrained,” Sharidan agreed.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Panissar growled, “but in the version of events
  
   I
  
  was told, the woman broke into the Imperial Palace, assaulted one of the Empress’s companions and vandalized her bedroom.”
 

 
  “In the course of delivering a friendly warning, yes,” Sharidan replied, smiling. “Which, for her, was helpful and surprisingly restrained. She bypassed an annoying bureaucracy in order to deliver a message, and I can’t say I don’t sympathize with the impulse, irksome as her methods are. Last Rock isn’t the worry, here; I am. The Hands surround and follow their Emperor above all else. Their current instability is a grave threat; one has already tried to
  
   arrest
  
  Eleanora. It has been decided,” he continued with clear displeasure, “that the best response in this situation is to remove me from a position where I can do anything to help.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty knows why,” Vex replied calmly, “and clearly are in agreement. It’s not as if we could force you to comply, nor would.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I know,” Sharidan said with a sigh. “I
  
   do
  
  know. I don’t have to like it, though. For the time being, in any case, the Empress will maintain the government.”
 

 
  “You need a place to hide,” Darling guessed.
 

 
  “Exactly.” The Emperor nodded. “Which is why we asked you here, your Grace.”
 

 
  He frowned. “Don’t you
  
   have
  
  safe houses?”
 

 
  “Many. All of them, however, are known to the Hands,” Sharidan replied. “They will be able to find me anyway, given the need, but not as easily as if I am in a place unknown to them. Each Hand can sense my direction and approximate distance from their position, but that’s it. Getting to me will take time, and involve figuring out a route, gauging the situation…”
 

 
  “And if one or more start moving in his direction, we’ll know,” Vex added. “This operation will involve me posting agents to watch both his Majesty and the Palace, and any other Hands in circulation. As soon as one makes a move at the Emperor, we’ll intervene to extract him. Unfortunately, Hands have unrestricted access to
  
   all
  
  of Imperial Intelligence’s assets, including the power to give orders to my personnel with the Emperor’s own authority. They can find any of our bolt-holes nearly as easily as they can the Throne’s own.”
 

 
  “We are addressing this as best we can,” said the Emperor, “by keeping the agents in question in the field with orders not to report back until they are told otherwise. The Hands, meanwhile, have been informed that all of this is a gambit on
  
   my
  
  part to flush out a conspiracy. Which is roughly true; they simply weren’t told they were its target. The downside of needing to keep them pacified is that I cannot curtail their authority while we work. This should suffice for a while to keep them away, but if the emotional instability they’ve begun to demonstrate worsens, one or more is likely to make an irrational move.”
 

 
  “This whole situation is disastrously unstable,” said Darling. “I
  
   trust
  
  something is being done to rectify the root problem?”
 

 
  The Emperor sighed. “Clearly, something has interfered with the magic powering the Hands. Unfortunately, there
  
   are
  
  no specialists on that particular…arrangement. I have sent someone I trust to attempt to address it, but… It may not be possible.”
 

 
  “I hope you have a longer-term plan in that case, your Majesty,” Darling said.
 

 
  Sharidan nodded. “She is to attempt a repair if it can be done; if not, her instructions are to destroy the entire system.”
 

 
  “Can
  
   that
  
  be done?”
 

 
  “Anything can be destroyed,” the Emperor said softly. “Whether that proves feasible in this instance is another matter. She will do what she can, and we have other plans ready to be activated if she fails, which are not germane to our discussion here.”
 

 
  “What you need,” Darling said slowly, “is someone who can hide you in the city, using resources and personnel
  
   not
  
  known to the Imperial government, close enough to the Palace but also far enough that you can either return to it or flee it on very short notice.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Panissar grunted. “Hence you.
  
   Despite
  
  your known tendency to play all ends against the middle.”
 

 
  “I won’t waste anyone’s time denying that, but in a case like
  
   this…
  
  ” He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
  
   “
  
  I’d say this is no time for games. Far, far too much would come unraveled if something happened to the Emperor. Speaking of which, first things first: you gentlemen have probably already decided this and were maybe about to make a point of it to me, but under
  
   no
  
  circumstances can any Thieves’ Guild or other personnel be told who he is, much less why he’s hiding.”
 

 
  “We are
  
   firmly
  
  in agreement,” Panissar snorted.
 

 
  Darling nodded. “With that established… Yes, this shouldn’t actually be too hard. Any number of people either owe me favors or would love to do me one, and for Eserites, someone needing a no-questions place to crash where they’re encouraged to stay away from the windows isn’t an odd circumstance at all. I’ll have to winnow it down to people who can be both trusted and relied on. To do that, I’ll need to put my ear to the ground for a bit, find out who is or is not currently in a bad situation we don’t want to be near. Also not unusual for Eserites. What’s our timetable, here?”
 

 
  “That will ultimately be determined by his Majesty’s agent,” said Vex. “The base situation will be resolved when she does so, one way or another. I will say, however, that having a bunch of physically overpowering, highly-ranked government officials slowly growing more and more unhinged
  
   will
  
  escalate this into either a massive crisis or a cluster of smaller ones, sooner than later. I give this no more than a week before it devolves into a disaster we will be hard-pressed to contain. Current problems aside, if the Emperor is out of sight for longer than that, political tensions will begin to form which could impair the government’s function on their own. Coupled with the Hands…”
 

 
  “A week.” Darling rubbed his chin in thought. “This is gonna be a no-sleep night for me, then. Let me head back to the Guild and rule out some options; I want to be sure what we’re stepping into before we take the Emperor near it.”
 

 
  “Is your Guild involved in a
  
   lot
  
  of things that physically dangerous in the city?” Panissar demanded.
 

 
  “Maybe, maybe not,” Darling said with a shrug. “But a lot of what the Guild
  
   is
  
  involved in could be instantly escalated into a dangerous mess by putting the Emperor and Vex’s watchers anywhere near it. The underworld functions on a delicate balance, gentlemen; that’s what keeps it from affecting the lives of most citizens who don’t seek it out. If we’re going to do anything to affect that balance, we’ll do it carefully, especially given the stakes. This, I assume, is one of those spots the Hands know about?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Sharidan said, nodding. “And in theory should be safe; all of this is an added precaution, because we
  
   expect
  
  more than fear that some of them will act rashly, in spite of my orders. It should suffice for a while, though.”
 

 
  “All right,” Darling replied. “A while is all I need. I’ll have something more permanent for you by morning.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The entrance to the Wells was an unassuming sight, disguised as a small shed. Still, when the door opened, all three leaped to attention and saluted, Rook after twitching as if stung by a wasp.
 

 
  Ravana stepped out, looking calm and composed as usual, if inquisitive, and swept a curious look across them. Behind her, two of her classmates followed, Scorn having to duck to get through the doorway and make room for Szith.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” Ravana said mildly. “Good evening. When Afritia said I had visitors, I confess I rather expected some of my classmates.”
 

 
  “Your Grace!” Moriarty practically shouted. “We humbly thank you for taking the time to speak with us an apologize profusely for this imposition and the late hour!”
 

 
  “At ease,” Ravana said with clear amusement. “All the
  
   way
  
  at ease, Private Moriarty. We’ve known each other only briefly, but it has been enough for me to be certain you would not trouble me were the matter not important.”
 

 
  Behind her and to either side, the drow and demon mutely folded their arms in an eerily identical posture, framing the diminutive Duchess with the subtlest hint of menace.
 

 
  Rook cleared his throat, dropping his salute. “Thanks, Duchess Madouri. And, uh, all due respect, but you can probably expect a little more bowing and scraping, ‘cos the plain truth is we came to ask a favor of you and you probably can’t even imagine how uncomfortable that is, oh gods I’m really sorry to bother you.”
 

 
  She actually laughed softly. “Perhaps you’d better blurt it out before Moriarty suffers a cardiac event, then. Mr. Finchley, I have several times had the thought that your porridge is neither too hot nor too cold. Would you care to take over?”
 

 
  Finchley froze, blinking. “P-porridge, your Grace?”
 

 
  “An old Stalweiss fable,” she said ruefully. “My apologies, I do have something of a predilection for esoteric allusions.”
 

 
  He cleared his throat. “Ah, yes, well, I’m sure it’s just one of your many charming—”
 

 
  
   “What do you want?!”
  
  Scorn barked, making all three jump backward.
 

 
  “Scorn, please,” Ravana said in the same tone of mild amusement. The demon just grunted. Szith raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  Finchley took a deep breath, clearly steeling himself. “Your Grace, we would like to ask your help in acquiring legal counsel.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Ravana mused. “For what purpose?”
 

 
  “Getting early discharge from the Army!” Rook blurted.
 

 
  “Under circumstances which are, in the best possible interpretation, highly suspicious,” Moriarty added.
 

 
  Ravana stood silently for a few seconds, taking the time to examine each of their faces in detail, before speaking. “I do say that is unexpected. Forgive me if I presume, gentlemen, but it has been my observation, in the course of our admittedly brief interactions, that all three of you find great pride and satisfaction in serving in his Majesty’s army, even if politics beyond your control have relegated you to an irrelevant backcountry nonsense post which negates any possibility of career advancement.”
 

 
  “Oh, there were never any hard feelings about
  
   that,”
  
  Rook chuckled. “It’s not like any of us was gonna have career advancement anyhow. Moriarty’s the only one who even knows any regulations, and he
  
   literally
  
  cannot shoot the broad side of a barn. Funny story, we tested that.”
 

 
  “After
  
   you
  
  got me
  
   drunk,”
  
  Moriarty snarled, “and let us
  
   not
  
  waste the Duchess’s time!”
 

 
  “Here’s the thing, your Grace,” Finchley said. “There’s a Hand of the Emperor on campus, and the short version is, he’s gone crazy. Even Professor Tellwyrn is alarmed by how he’s been acting. But he’s a man with
  
   absolute
  
  authority. At the end of the week, if she hasn’t fixed this Sleeper problem to his satisfaction, he’s going to try to punish her by…disappearing us.”
 

 
  “He used the actual words ‘never seen again,’” Rook added, gulping.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” said Szith, “but…how would
  
   that
  
  punish Professor Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “It wouldn’t,” Moriarty replied, “in any way, shape, or form.”
 

 
  “Finchley wasn’t kidding,” Rook added. “The man is completely off his nut.”
 

 
  “So that’s our predicament,” said Finchley. “The ultimatum is probably impossible for Professor Tellwyrn to meet—she’s doing her best about it anyway, so what was even the point? And when it doesn’t happen, well… I mean, theoretically, he could just be reassigning us…”
 

 
  “Our posting here
  
   is
  
  a political matter, though,” Moriarty said glumly. “We’re
  
   supposed
  
  to be out of the way. Us being stationed in the capital might have…um, repercussions.”
 

 
  “Plus,” said Rook, “not to harp on this, but this guy is seriously unhinged. There is absolutely no telling what he’ll do with us. And legally? He can do any damn thing he
  
   wants.”
  
 

 
  “How does a lawyer help you, then?” asked Szith.
 

 
  “That is simple enough,” said Ravana. “The Empire is not an oligarchy, despite constant attempts by families such as mine to make it so. In a society of laws, the law can be used to challenge power on its own terms. In this case, by pressing suit over their treatment and securing early discharge on the grounds of abusive treatment by superiors, they create records, and attention. A threat like this would have to be carried out quietly; by making that impossible, they pull at least a few of its teeth. His only counter would be to declare this a matter of national security, which would bring the eyes of Imperial Intelligence onto his own misconduct. Seeking legal counsel of the kind I could connect you with is actually a very good idea, gentlemen, as it would take more than the common run of lawyer to pull this off. I am more concerned by your allegation that a Hand of the Emperor has become unstable. The implications are positively staggering.”
 

 
  “Even I find it hard to believe,” Szith agreed. “The Hands are legendary. Their position and stability seems immutable.”
 

 
  “A society is basically a collection of things we agree to believe,” Finchley said quietly. “It’s…a shape we give to what would otherwise be chaos. These things
  
   seem
  
  immutable until the moment they come crashing down, and we have to face the fact they only ever existed because everybody said so.”
 

 
  Ravana cocked her head to the right, regarding him with a suddenly thoughtful expression. “Very insightful, Mr. Finchley.”
 

 
  Finchley coughed awkwardly, flushing. “I, ah, well… My dad’s in the Wizard’s Guild. I grew up listening to wise old educated people chatting about life over tea.”
 

 
  “I do believe my House attorneys could do what you wish,” she mused. “The first step would be to file injunctions protecting you from reprisal while you physically remove yourselves from the clutches of your superiors.”
 

 
  “You can get
  
   permission
  
  to go AWOL?” Rook said in apparent delight.
 

 
  Ravana gave him a vulpine smile. “With the right lawyer, Mr. Rook, one can do whatever one likes, and acquire permission retroactively.
  
   That
  
  isn’t even much of a trial, as it is within both the letter and the spirit of several laws aimed at protecting soldiers from exactly this sort of abuse. The real challenge would be contesting the orders of a Hand, which are the same as those of the Emperor, for all intents and purposes. That command cannot be gainsaid. It would have to be…interfered with, misdirected, undermined, sabotaged. Which, of course, is also within the purview of a truly good lawyer.” Her smile widened. “By which, of course, I mean a truly evil one.”
 

 
  Finchley drew in a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “Your Grace, I know this is a vast imposition, but we’re desperate. Could you…?”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it’s totally out of the question,” she replied, and continued when they all visibly deflated. “Not for lack of willingness to help on my part, gentlemen, but my House is still in hot water with the Silver Throne as it is. I have made progress during the last half year, but I am far from the point where I can afford to have my House attorney’s spit in a Hand of the Emperor’s eye.”
 

 
  “I see,” Finchley said morosely. “Well. Again, your Grace, we’re sorry to have bothered you.”
 

 
  “Now, just a moment.” Ravana held up a hand, again smiling very faintly. “I cannot afford to have my
  
   House
  
  attorneys step into this, which is exactly why I cultivate contact with highly effective, highly disreputable legal firms in both Tiraas and Madouris. One never knows when an inconvenience such as this will arise. I can put you in touch with the perfect person by telescroll. However,” she said quickly as all three perked up and Rook opened his mouth, “no one fitting that description can be simply approached from the street, as it were. Such a firm will require an introduction from an established client, and proof that their rather significant remuneration is assured.”
 

 
  Rook blew out a sigh. “Welp, there’s that. Like the man said, m’lady, we’re sorry for bothering you.”
 

 
  “You three have quite the penchant for getting ahead of yourselves,” Ravana said with amusement. “I’ll take care of everything. The telescroll office is closed, but I can have orders dispatched and funds procured by noon tomorrow. By dinner, we can have you on a caravan to the capital, out of this Hand’s immediate reach, and with the support of a powerful ally.”
 

 
  “Your Grace, we
  
   cannot
  
  ask you to do that,” Moriarty said firmly.
 

 
  “Man, we literally
  
   just
  
  asked her to do that,” Rook retorted, jabbing him with an elbow.
 

 
  Moriarty stepped away from him, setting his jaw. “Asking for help from her personal lawyers is asking for a big favor—that’s bad enough. Asking her to
  
   pay
  
  for some lawyer in Tiraas… That’s asking for money. A
  
   lot
  
  of money. It’s out of the question!”
 

 
  “We are, of course,
  
   deeply
  
  grateful for the offer, your Grace,” Finchley said, making a shushing motion at them. “I have to tell you, though, the three of us combined have basically
  
   no
  
  prospect of ever being able to pay you back.”
 

 
  “I’m not in the habit of loaning money,” Ravana replied, “except after negotiating a suitable interest rate and securing collateral. You may consider this a gift, gentlemen. A favor for friends, if you will.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Finchley said slowly. “I’m… Forgive me, I don’t wish to be rude, but I wouldn’t have thought you’d care about
  
   us
  
  all that—”
 

 
  
   “Finchley!”
  
  Moriarty shouted, aghast. “Do not
  
   insult
  
  the Duchess!”
 

 
  Ravana actually laughed. “Oh, not at all, Private Moriarty. I’d suggest a little more circumspection when
  
   speaking
  
  to nobles in the future, Mr. Finchley, but your point is well taken indeed. It is rare that powerful aristocrats pause their own business to grant expensive favors to passing acquaintances. When you see that, you should
  
   always
  
  look for the hidden agenda.”
 

 
  “I, uh…oh.” Rook looked over at the others. “Um, can you guys think of anything safe to say to that? Because I got nothin’.”
 

 
  “In this case, you may be assured it is nothing that will bode ill for you,” Ravana said, smiling. “Scorn, you are developing a decent mind for politics. Can you see the advantage for me in this?”
 

 
  “I really, really can’t,” Scorn admitted, scowling. “These boys, I like them well enough, but they aren’t
  
   good
  
  for much.”
 

 
  “And that’s our epitaph right there,” Rook said, grinning.
 

 
  “This situation with the Hand,” Szith said softly, “cuts to the very heart of the Imperial government. Something of great import must be happening in Tiraas, something which will cause ripples of change. If you ignore it, it will wash over you, and perhaps push you under. If you pick a side, you run the risk of being wrong. But if you intervene
  
   subtly,
  
  you can deny involvement if ends badly, but take credit if it ends well.”
 

 
  “Bravo, Szith,” Ravana said approvingly. “You have good political instincts, yourself.”
 

 
  “In Tar’naris, one needs those to survive,” the drow replied, face as impassive as always. “The mighty are often not careful where they place their feet. One must be adroit to avoid being stepped on.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravana agreed, turning her sly little smile on the three baffled-looking soldiers, “indeed one must.”
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  “What are you doing here?”
 

 
  Milanda had nearly reached the spot Sharidan had told her about. At the sudden voice, she turned—carefully. Despite its abruptness, she did not jump. She was not a jumpy person to begin with, and years at the Imperial court had honed her self-control to a fine point.
 

 
  There had been no one in the hall with her, and she had heard no one approach, but now a Hand of the Emperor stood scarcely three yards away, glaring suspiciously. They really
  
   could
  
  teleport now, then, and apparently without the characteristic crackle-and-flash of arcane teleportation or dark visual effect of shadow-jumping. That would have been very useful if they’d been able to do it while obedient and predictable.
 

 
  “I live here,” she said, looking as nonplussed as she could. It had been the Empress’s suggestion to act as if they had noticed nothing at all amiss with the Hands, which the Emperor had agreed with. She could see the point—their behavior was suddenly almost childlike, their loyalty to their master constant but their execution of it wild and without judgment. Eleanora had already run afoul of the simmering paranoia behind their eyes, and deemed it best that no doubt be cast on them, as they would likely take it as provocation.
 

 
  This only applied to the three of them, though. Hands did not hobnob with just anyone, but people in the highest levels of the government did interact with them, and were starting to notice. Even she had heard the rumors.
 

 
  
   “Here,”
  
  he snapped. “In
  
   this
  
  hall. What is your business here?”
 

 
  Milanda frowned slightly—perplexed, uncertain, the aspect of someone confused why she was being challenged. That took no political training, but only the experience of a strict Viridill upbringing which had never agreed with her. “This hall? It leads between the Emperor’s apartment and the west solarium without passing through the central corridor. The servants are busy cleaning in there right now. Why?” Sharpening her gaze, she took an impulsive step toward him, affecting not to notice the abrupt movement of his hand despite the jab of panic that it caused. He did not attack, though, nor even pull away when she “impulsively” laid a hand on his arm. “Is something wrong? Is the Emperor all right?”
 

 
  “The Emperor is engaged in a task which requires privacy and isolation,” the Hand said, still watching her suspiciously, but with less overt hostility now. “You were informed of this.”
 

 
  “Yes.
  
   Yes,
  
  I know.” Affecting frustration, Milanda released him and stepped back, folding her arms beneath her breasts. That achieved nothing useful, and not just because of the modest gown that Sharidan preferred her in; never once had any of the Hands looked at her with lust, nor hinted that they were capable of such. Before today, she had much appreciated that. It had been worth a try, anyway. “No doubt you think I’m just a silly girl, but I
  
   do
  
  care about him. I know he has the very best people watching over him, I
  
   know
  
  he is smart and capable as any man. But… He’s not
  
   here,
  
  and I can’t help…” She trailed off, and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to waste your time. You’ll tell me, though, if anything happens?”
 

 
  Milanda took another step closer to him, gazing up with wide eyes, head carefully angled so she didn’t accidentally look coquettishly through her lashes. A more direct stare helped sell the emotion. Clasping her hands before her would have been too theatrical, but she bunched them in her skirts, a nervous habit she had deliberately cultivated while at court so she could hide real nervousness by not displaying it.
 

 
  The Hand had relaxed visibly, now. He still frowned, faintly, which was far more emotion than she was used to seeing from any of them, but appeared no longer on the verge of attacking her.
 

 
  “I can’t promise that, as you know,” he said, only a little stiffly. “You will be informed of anything relevant to you. And you needn’t worry, his Majesty is in full control of his current situation. If you want to help him, go about your daily routine as normal. It is central to his plan that any parties observing the Palace detect nothing amiss.”
 

 
  “Yes, so he told me,” she said with a sigh. “Perhaps I
  
   am
  
  a silly girl, on some level. My apologies.”
 

 
  She curtsied carefully, not a whit more deeply than was proper, then turned and continued on up the hall without even a suggestion of hurry. There was silence behind her; she did not turn to see whether he was still there, or had vanished as suddenly as he’d come. And she
  
   definitely
  
  did not so much as glance at the marble bust of Emperor Sarsamon against the wall, which concealed the access to the secret entrance.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Lakshmi wasn’t best pleased to have her door knocked upon first thing in the morning, scarcely after Sanjay had headed off to school. The neighborhood wasn’t moneyed enough to be afflicted with salesmen, but several of the cults did proselytize. It had been a few weeks, though; she’d begun to hope she had finally trained all the nearby temples not to pester the resident Eserite household…
 

 
  Upon angrily opening the door, she couldn’t decide whether she was more or less pleased than she’d have been by wandering preachers.
 

 
  “Peepers!” Sweet said, beaming and holding out his arms as if for a hug.
 

 
  “Oh, what the fuck
  
   now,”
  
  she demanded, folding her own arms.
 

 
  “That’s a little thing we do,” Sweet said, turning to address the man accompanying him, a stranger to her. “We Eserites like our byplay—almost as bad as bards, sometimes. This one here is a classic setup/payoff; you’ve probably seen it in a play at least once.”
 

 
  “It was a tad vaudevillian,” the other man agreed politely.
 

 
  “Sweet, it’s early,” Lakshmi said curtly. “And you’re
  
   grinning
  
  at me, which is downright unnerving. Early and unnerving are a combination that doesn’t work for me. What do you
  
   want?”
  
 

 
  “I need a favor, Peepers,” he said, his expression suddenly earnest.
 

 
  She snorted derisively. “Are you outta your gourd? The
  
   last
  
  time I did you a favor, I ended up getting chased around by goddamn
  
   demons.”
  
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” He held up a remonstrative finger. “That was a
  
   job.
  
  This is a favor. Totally different! And no demons involved this time, I promise. Or warlocks. Much of anything, really.”
 

 
  “And I’m going to do you favors
  
   because…?”
  
 

 
  “She’s still huffy at me,” Sweet explained to his friend. “Because of the demon thing.”
 

 
  “Well, it sounds like she’s entitled,” he replied seriously. “Have you tried the usual? Chocolates, flowers, empty flattery?”
 

 
  “I was going for the old ‘pretend it didn’t happen and hope she forgets’ routine.”
 

 
  “Ah.” The newcomer shook his head regretfully. “A classic blunder. You never try that on the smart ones.”
 

 
  Lakshmi cleared her throat.
 

 
  “Right, yes!” Sweet turned his charming grin back on her, and she had the sneaking suspicion he was deliberately doing it to be annoying, now. “Aside from the fact that it’s just generally helpful to be in the good graces of people with my kind of connections, this is the sort of favor that comes with payment, in the amount of far more than it deserves.”
 

 
  “So it
  
   is
  
  a job.”
 

 
  “No, it’s a paying favor—the best kind! A
  
   job
  
  is where you have to go out and
  
   do
  
  stuff. This won’t affect your plans in the least, unless you were going to burn down your apartment for the insurance money.” Sweet grinned and edged aside in the narrow doorway, gesturing grandly to his companion. “This is my friend Danny. He needs a place to crash for a few days.”
 

 
  Danny, assuredly not his real name, was a moderately well-dressed and actually rather good looking man of local Tiraan stock, in that indeterminate area between later youth and early middle age. He bowed politely, and formally.
 

 
  “It is an honor and a privilege, Miss Peepers.”
 

 
  “Psst, it’s just Peepers,” Sweet stage-whispered. “You don’t combine a tag with a title, unless you’re talking to the Boss.”
 

 
  “Ah. My humble apologies.”
 

 
  “And the reason he can’t stay in
  
   your
  
  giant house is?”
 

 
  “C’mon, you’re sharp enough to know better than that,” Sweet replied. “A
  
   discreet
  
  sort of place. Where people won’t come looking for him. It’s just a few days, no more than a week. He doesn’t eat much, even.”
 

 
  “People who need discreet places to crash are hiding from something,” she said, unimpressed. “I have a little brother to worry about, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I’ve got everything covered,” Sweet assured her. “I will have people keeping an eye out—discreetly. Any trouble heads your way, he’ll be shuffled outta here, and
  
   you’ll
  
  get backup. But that’s just to satisfy my own sense of preparedness. I’m not gonna drop more trouble on you than you can handle.”
 

 
  “Once again,” she said acidly,
  
   “demons.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, let’s be honest,” he retorted airily. “Nobody expected that to turn out like it did, and I
  
   still
  
  had it under control, anyway. You’re mostly irked because that means you can’t blame me for it.”
 

 
  “I can blame you for anything I please,” she informed him. “Woman’s prerogative. And now you’re dropping some shifty noble with me, one who’s running from trouble? Noble trouble is almost worse than demons, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Who says I’m a noble?” Danny asked, seeming more amused than affronted.
 

 
  “Is that a joke?” Lakshmi demanded. “That cheap suit is
  
   not
  
  a disguise. No calluses, nails expertly manicured. Your hair is styled, in a way
  
   you
  
  didn’t do yourself, unless you happen to be a professional barber. Omnu’s hairy balls, Sweet, the man’s wearing
  
   perfume.
  
  What the hell am I supposed to do with him?”
 

 
  “It’s just my natural musk!” Danny protested. “I eat a lot of…” He lifted an arm to sniff delicately at his wrist. “…hibiscus, tangerine, and sanguine vanilla. My doctor swears it’ll add ten years to your life.”
 

 
  “Well, he can banter up to my standards,” Lakshmi acknowledged grudgingly. “That’s better than nothing. But seriously, this is a three-room apartment in a contentedly cheap neighborhood. You will
  
   not
  
  like it here.”
 

 
  “At least the company’s charming!” Danny said gallantly.
 

 
  “It’ll be fine!” Sweet wheedled. “If he gets bored, you can teach him to do coin tricks. Hell, make him wash dishes, it’ll be character-building.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted, now studying Danny, who seemed amused. She would be astonished if the man had ever done housework in his life, but he wasn’t bridling at the suggestion, which meant he wasn’t the
  
   worst
  
  kind of noble. “I dunno…”
 

 
  “Well, let me see if I can make it easier for you,” Sweet said. “Five decabloons up front, just for taking on the inconvenience, and an extra twenty in gold per day that he’s here.
  
   Plus,
  
  I’ll owe you one.”
 

 
  Lakshmi was too experienced a bargainer to betray any reaction to the named sum, which was more than she’d paid in rent for this place the entire time she and Sanjay had lived here. Thanks to Principia’s accounts, she didn’t need money, but it was a measure of how serious the matter was. “Even though you’re paying me?”
 

 
  “Hell with that,
  
   he’s
  
  paying you.” Sweet jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Danny. “Guy’s loaded. I’m just hooking him up with a reliable and trustworthy person who can provide him with a couch for a few days—for which, as I said, I’ll owe you. Come on, Peepers,” he added more softly. “Everything else aside, that thing with the warlocks just went south, and I never even suggested in the first place it would be safe. You know I wouldn’t put any Guild member in more danger than they could handle, or mislead them about the situation I was setting them up for. This is me, telling you I
  
   believe
  
  this is safe. If at any point I change my mind about that, I will haul ass down here
  
   immediately
  
  and pull him out. My word on it.”
 

 
  She pursed her lips, making a show of mulling it over. “If he causes or
  
   attracts
  
  any trouble that affects my little brother, deal’s off then and there. And I
  
   keep
  
  the five decs and any gold paid up till that point.”
 

 
  “More than fair,” Sweet agreed.
 

 
  “And,” she added, “for
  
   thirty
  
  per day.”
 

 
  “You’re proud of this place, aren’t you?” Danny observed with a smile.
 

 
  “Oh, not at all,” Lakshmi replied, grinning at him. “I just enjoy squeezing you. Get used to it, roomie.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  On her way back through the hall, Milanda carried an apple. It wasn’t much as props went, but she had a story worked out to explain her presence here now that the servants had finished in the harem wing’s central halls. She had given it an hour, to be safe; with one Hand already suspicious of her, it was too risky to loiter in this region, or be seen here too often.
 

 
  No one accosted her this time, though. Despite her looming awareness of the potential threat, Milanda moved without hurry, stopping in front of the side table on which the bust sat. She had seen this thing a thousand times and never paid it much attention, it fit so well with the décor of the Palace.
 

 
  Now, moving as deftly as she could given the unfamiliarity of the motions, she reached under the table, her fingers finding the lever exactly where Sharidan had said it would be. She set the apple down on the table top, pulled the lever and held it, then carefully touched the rune hidden among the abstract patterns embossed in the table’s surface—also found right where she had been instructed to look.
 

 
  There was no glow, or crackle, or any of the effects that tended to come with modern enchanted devices, nor even a mechanical click from inside the wall. A section next to the display simply shifted backward in silence, its borders marked by seams which had not existed a moment ago. After moving back six inches from the surface of the wall, it slid to the side, revealing the door.
 

 
  Milanda retrieved her apple and stepped quickly through, not pausing a moment to study this spectacle. The moment she was through, the wall silently slid back into position, the apparatus clearly having been designed for maximum discretion. She didn’t find it particularly galling that Sharidan had been keeping this secret from her. Frankly, there was a lot he didn’t tell her, and she accepted that just as she did the fact that theirs was not a conventional relationship. She was not the only woman he kept in these apartments, and hadn’t even been his most preferred companion until the sudden departure of Lillian Riaje last year.
 

 
  The less said about
  
   that,
  
  the better.
 

 
  A small fairly lamp ignited as soon as the wall shut, saving her from the darkness. She was in a space no bigger than an average closet—an average closet from back home, not one of the cavernous spaces where the Emperor or Empress kept their clothes. Its walls matched the corniced marble from the corridor outside, a touch which amused her. Opposite the secret door was a ladder set into the wall, which vanished into an opening in the floor.
 

 
  Milanda paused only for a moment to get her bearings in the cramped space before proceeding. She had no suitable pockets and it didn’t seem wise to leave litter in here, so she descended the ladder carefully with the apple clutched in her left hand. More tiny fairy lamps were set along the descending shaft; they came on when she approached, while the upper reaches of the ladder fell back into darkness.
 

 
  This was a disorienting effect. Down she went in her own little island of light, which moved along with her, hiding what meager landmarks there were and erasing any sense of how far she had come. Already this had been a longer climb down than from any of the trees she had scaled as a child, and still, there was only darkness below. The Emperor clambered up and down this shaft?
  
   Alone?
  
  What if he fell? The sheer recklessness of it…
 

 
  Halfway through that thought, her grip on the apple slipped. Milanda winced but did not jeopardize her balance by grabbing for it, resigning herself to having to find some way to clean up applesauce at the bottom.
 

 
  It only fell two feet, though, before coming to a stop in midair. Well, of course; this had apparently been set up by Empress Theasia, who had been famous for never missing a trick. Obviously a place like this would have the best safety enchantments in existence.
 

 
  She retrieved her apple and continued down.
 

 
  It was at least ten minutes, maybe longer, before she finally put her slippers on solid ground again. The chamber at the base of the ladder was stone, well-cut but clearly old—it looked like it belonged in some ancient fortress rather than the opulent Imperial Palace above. Still, nothing about it was evocative of ruins. It was clean and in good repair. Milanda gave it scarcely a glance.
 

 
  On the wall of this chamber opposite the ladder was the door. Sharidan had been unable to warn her in detail of what she would find beyond the hidden entrance above, which was modern work and no part of the geas governing and empowering the Hands, a geas which apparently protected itself by preventing any in the know from speaking of it. Only the fact that she expected some kind of door made her assume that was what this was.
 

 
  It was metal, that much was plain, but not steel. It was too pale, and shone too brightly even in the dim light of the tiny fairy lamp set next to the ladder. The door itself was a mostly vertical panel engraved with a sigil which meant nothing to her, flanked by two columns of glass in which a faintly luminous purple substance slowly oscillated. This seemed to glow, but the strange metal did not take on any purple tint from it.
 

 
  In fact…
 

 
  Milanda’s breath caught as she realized what she was looking at.
  
   Mithril.
  
  The whole wall was made of it. In addition to being totally impervious, the
  
   value
  
  of this thing would practically buy the Palace itself. Slowly, she crept forward, reaching out to inquisitively touch the sigil in the center of the door.
 

 
  It instantly shifted upward into its frame with a soft hiss. She did not jerk back, but paused momentarily to study this.
 

 
  The room beyond was
  
   tiny.
  
  Scarcely wider than the ladder shaft and circular except for the flat wall which made up the door, it was also formed entirely of pale, glossy mithril.
 

 
  Milanda stepped carefully inside, peering around for some hint what she was meant to do next. The thing was almost featureless, though there was a palm-sized panel beside the open doorway which was made of a different material. Some kind of glass, perhaps, like the tubes outside; it glowed faintly, this one a pale blue like the characteristic luminosity of arcane magic.
 

 
  The door suddenly hissed shut behind her, and this time she
  
   did
  
  jump. A low hum rose from the metal floor, and in the little glowing panel appeared a black circle, which began to dissolve starting from a point at its top and cycling around clockwise until it vanished completely. The instant it did, only a few seconds later, the door opened again, unprompted.
 

 
  It wasn’t the same room outside. Belatedly, Milanda realized that the little round chamber wasn’t actually a room, but a conveyance, which had just taken her… Well,
  
   hopefully
  
  where she needed to be.
 

 
  This was clearly the product of the same minds which had made the moving chamber. Everything—
  
   everything—
  
  was made of mithril. She was in a short hallway, brightly lit, the air incongruously fresh considering how far underground this had to be. The lights were set into the ceiling, while more glowing purple columns marched along the walls. Up ahead was another door, this one larger.
 

 
  Milanda strode forward with more confidence, reaching out to touch the sigil engraved on the door’s surface. This time, she wasn’t surprised when it vanished into the ceiling.
 

 
  Beyond that was another corridor, which extended up ahead for a few yards before terminating against a mithril wall, where the hall itself turned to the right. The lights and border columns here were the same, but this corridor was lined by glass panels opening onto other rooms.
 

 
  Tiny, empty rooms.
 

 
  She paced forward, carefully peering into each as she passed. What was the purpose of this? There were eight of them along the hallway, but the third one on the right had another mithril wall instead of a glass pane with a room beyond. When she came abreast of that one, though, she had to stop and stare.
 

 
  The cell opposite it was occupied.
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re supposed to be here,” the resident observed.
 

 
  Milanda was not at all sure what she was looking it. It was a woman…sort of. In fact, she looked more like a doll than a person. Her skin was deathly white, as she had heard Vanislaad demons described, and subtly glossy. It didn’t look like skin at all. She had black eyes, so dark their pupils were invisible, which did not contain any reflection, a most eerie effect. Her features seemed oddly stylized, with a very pointed chin and enlarged eyes, as if she had been crafted by someone working from a rough description of elves and not really striving for believability. She had normal human ears, though.
 

 
  That wasn’t the limit of her strangeness. The woman’s hair…was not
  
   hair.
  
  It took a moment’s study for Milanda to realize what was wrong with it: what looked at first glance like short black hair was simply the shape of her skull, pigmented to contrast with her face and formed to look roughly like a backswept hairdo, but it was all of one glossy surface. And her black clothes were not clothes. They were part of her, hanging in ragged edges from her cuffs but fading into being from her throat, with no collar; her skin just shifted color and changed shape to very roughly mimic garments. The slightly baggy “pants” they formed tightened below the knee to cover gleaming black feet which seemed bare. At any rate, they had visible toes.
 

 
  “…who are you?” Milanda asked, only belatedly realizing she had been staring.
 

 
  The creature shrugged. “A prisoner.”
 

 
  “Why are you imprisoned?”
 

 
  “Because I am dangerous.” At that, she smiled. Her lips were bloodless as the rest of her face, and painfully thin.
 

 
  “I see,” Milanda said carefully. “…what do you know about the Hands of the Emperor?”
 

 
  “Ah.” The woman’s smile widened. “I suspected as much. You’ll be having some trouble with them, no doubt.”
 

 
  Milanda turned to face her directly. “What do you
  
   know
  
  of this?”
 

 
  “Little,” the prisoner replied. “I could find out more, given access to the resources in this facility. I
  
   might
  
  be able to help you fix the problem, though I am reluctant to promise that. The system access is designed to be user-friendly, but there have been tweaks made to the underlying code itself, and I’m not a computer tech.”
 

 
  Several terms in that speech were unfamiliar to Milanda, who decided to pass over them for now and focus on what she
  
   did
  
  understand. “I was cautioned not to let you out.”
 

 
  “Very wise,” the prisoner said, nodding. “If you do, I’ll kill you.”
 

 
  She stepped back. “Why would you do that?”
 

 
  The woman shrugged. “It’s what I do.”
 

 
  Milanda could find no answer for that.
 

 
  “Anyway, you have more immediate problems,” the prisoner continued. “You are not authorized to be here. Hands will be coming to check soon—they’ll know when someone enters here, and I suspect they’ll know it’s not the Emperor or one of their own.”
 

 
  Milanda backed away against the far wall. “You’re trying to trick me into letting you out.”
 

 
  “You should not let me out,” the woman said matter-of-factly.
 

 
  “Don’t you
  
   want
  
  to get out?”
 

 
  “Of course I do, but that’s another subject. We’re talking about you. There is only one place for you to hide until the Hands investigate and leave—down there, at the end of the hall. Fortunately, what you’ll find in there is exactly what you need to proceed with your goal anyway. Unfortunately, they’ll probably kill you, too.”
 

 
  “Is there anything in this place that
  
   won’t
  
  kill me?” Milanda demanded in aggravation.
 

 
  The prisoner shrugged again. “That’s not the right question. They
  
   might
  
  kill you. I
  
   will.
  
  I
  
   might
  
  be able to help you. They
  
   probably
  
  can. They are your only hope, however slim, of surviving the next few minutes. And if they do decide to help rather than kill you, their help could even make it safe for you to let me out. This doesn’t seem like a dilemma to me.”
 

 
  Milanda started to grasp at her head in frustration and belatedly realized she was still holding an apple. “I have no reason at all to trust you.”
 

 
  “You can either go back, or go forward. You can’t do anything standing here except talk to me. It’s nice to have company, but I can’t do much for you while I’m in here.”
 

 
  “Except kill me,” she said sarcastically.
 

 
  “I can’t kill you while I’m in the cell,” the woman replied in complete calm. “That’s why you should not let me out.”
 

 
  “Are you insane?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she replied, still calm. “Isolation does that to a person, and I’ve been down here for a long time. My mind was damaged by trauma long before I was captured, though. That’s why I kill everything. Regardless, you’re concerned with your own business, right? I
  
   could
  
  trick you into getting killed, which would be entertaining very briefly and gain me nothing. Or I could help you, which could be entertaining for much longer while you struggle to survive and overcome this situation, and that course might potentially end with me getting out of here.”
 

 
  “At which point you’ll kill me,” Milanda said. “No, thank you.”
 

 
  “As you are now, yes, I would,” the woman said frankly. “If you go see the others, they might change that.”
 

 
  “Who are
  
   they?”
  
 

 
  “Less dangerous than I.” The prisoner smiled again. “Marginally. I am very predictable. I’m really not sure what they might do. Honestly, I don’t think they are, either.”
 

 
  Suddenly, lines of text appeared in the upper corner of the glass panel which walled her off from Milanda, in a language she couldn’t read.
 

 
  “Someone’s coming,” the prisoner said, studying the script. “Either the Emperor or one of his Hands. I extrapolate from your presence that it’s not the Emperor. It’s time for you to move.”
 

 
  “Bloody hell,” Milanda cursed uncharacteristically, bolting down the short remainder of the hallway. Behind her, the imprisoned creature offered no further comment.
 

 
  After its ninety degree right turn, the hall terminated in another door, this one obviously a door. It was more heavily built up, with an elaborate frame of metal which was a matte black, clearly not mithril; the door itself was of the same material, inset with glowing blue runes. No, not runes—letters. Some of them were the same as the alphabet used in Tanglish, though the words made no sense to her.
 

 
  Grimacing and clutching her apple for moral support, Milanda stepped forward and pressed her hand to the door.
 

 
  Nothing happened.
 

 
  In growing panic, she prodded at various words, none of which had any effect.
 

 
  “You’ll need to find the access panel in the frame,” said the prisoner’s voice from around the corner behind her. “It should be on the left.”
 

 
  Milanda hesitated, then stepped back, studying the heavily carved door frame. In fact—yes. On its left side, at chest height, was a little square space about the size of the one in the tubular conveyance. At her touch, this came alight, displaying more lines of illegible text.
 

 
  A second later, the door opened, parting along a central seam and sliding into the frame on either side. It was thicker than the other doors, and more complex, revealing a second set of panels which slid apart in different directions. What it revealed was nothing but a wall of blue light.
 

 
  Milanda carefully reached out to touch this, then thought better of it. Who knew what that creature in the cell was trying to trick her into doing? After a moment’s thought, she stepped back and gently tossed the apple in.
 

 
  It vanished into the blue surface without a ripple.
 

 
  Milanda drew in a deep breath and let it out through her teeth. The Hands were coming; even if the prisoner had lied, they would be anyway, and probably soon. The creature in the cell had been right about one thing: it wasn’t as if there was anywhere else for her to go down here. Muttering a quick prayer, she stepped carefully forward, holding up her hands, and began to pass through the light.
 

 
  She just had time to watch her fingertips vanish into its surface before her apple came whizzing back out, clocking her right on the forehead. Milanda yelped and fell backward, landing painfully on her rump halfway through the door, whereupon she discovered that whatever was beyond didn’t have a floor on the same level. Flailing gracelessly and disoriented by the blow to the head, she slid and tumbled through into the unknown.
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  She landed in an awkward heap, having scraped her lower back badly on the lip of the door, her legs folded under her at a painful angle. A moment later, the damn apple thumped softly to the grass next to her head. Well, she was about due a stroke of luck; if it happened to roll back through the doorway, at least it wasn’t sitting up there in the hall for the Hands to find.
 

 
  Wait, grass?
 

 
  Milanda untangled herself as quickly and gracefully as possible, sitting upright to take stock. She managed to collect only a quick impression of her surroundings: it seemed she was now outside, somehow, atop a hill on a much sunnier day than it had been in Tiraas. That was as much as she could spare for the scenery; immediately her attention was focused upon the other person present.
 

 
  Directly in front of her stood a pretty young woman, completely nude and with fists planted on her hips in an annoyed posture. Her expression, however, was quizzical. She was taller than Milanda and far more lean of build, nearly flat-chested and just short of bony, but it was her coloration which was most eye-catching. Though not as bad as the creature in the cell, it clearly wasn’t natural: she was pale-skinned, with a very peculiar complexion of subtle striations rather like willow bark, and had a mane of feathery hair which seemed to have been dyed in patches of pale green and white. Her eyes had white irises.
 

 
  “Huh,” she said thoughtfully. “You’re new. Are you the jackass who threw that apple?”
 

 
  “I’m very sorry about that,” Milanda said, getting to her feet and sketching a polite curtsy. “I was just trying to see if the door was safe. I didn’t hit you, did I?”
 

 
  “Please, I’m far too nimble for you to hit,” the girl said scornfully. “It’s rude to toss crap into people’s homes, though.”
 

 
  “Again, I apologize. I didn’t realize—”
 

 
  “What was that?”
 

 
  Milanda blinked. “Um. What was what?”
 

 
  “That…thing.” With an irritated expression, the naked girl did a very brief and awkward pantomime of her curtsy. “Looked like you were dancing.”
 

 
  “Oh. It was just a curtsy. It’s like a bow. It’s polite, meant to show respect.”
 

 
  “Hm. Weird.” Her expression cleared somewhat, though. “Still, respect is good. You seem sorta nice, if clumsy. What are you doing here?”
 

 
  “Well, as to that…”
 

 
  “Hey!” Another young woman appeared over the crest of the hill, waving exuberantly. She was shorter and rounder than the first, but just as nude, with a rosy complexion and hair shimmering in shades of pink and red. “Whatcha got there, Hawthorn? Who’s this? Someone new?”
 

 
  “That’s what I was just finding out,” Hawthorn said irritably. “If
  
   someone
  
  would shut up and let me talk to her.”
 

 
  “Hey, you’re not supposed to be in here,” the new arrival said, frowning as she came up to join them. “Only—oh, no!” She gasped in horror and pressed her hands over her mouth. “Oh, I know what this is, it’s just like before! Sharidan’s dead, and now there’s a new one! Oh, that’s so
  
   sad!
  
  He was so sweet, and we didn’t get to say goodbye…”
 

 
  “Don’t be a ninny,” Hawthorn said crossly. “The Hands would come tell us if he was dead, like last time.”
 

 
  “Are you sure?”
 

 
  “Use your head!”
 

 
  Milanda took advantage of their brief quarrel to surreptitiously peer around. The hill could have been like any in the Tira Valley: thronged with lush grass, wildflowers and small bushes, with stands of trees in the near distance. The sky was brilliant blue, trailed with wisps of cloud. It was disorienting, though… Almost as if there were no horizon. The ground simply fell away to the sides of the hill, as if it were floating in the sky. The sun, too, was low against the ground off to her left, but it didn’t look right. It was too large, the light too pale…
 

 
  “Maybe we can eat her!”
 

 
  Milanda’s attention snapped back to the arguing women at that development.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s what you think about everything,” the redhead said crossly. “Honestly, I don’t see how you can even consider eating people at this point. It was fine when they were rare and strange, but how many of ’em have we gotten to know, now? It’d just be
  
   weird.”
  
 

 
  “Maybe I like a little weird now and again,” Hawthorn replied, now eyeing Milanda in a way she didn’t like at all. “Why else would they send us a girl? We don’t need one.”
 

 
  “Hey, wait a sec,” the redhead said, suddenly stepping toward Milanda, who froze. Not so much because of the approach, but because she had just recalled that a hawthorn was a kind of tree, and put it together.
 

 
  Dryads.
 

 
  She was alone who knew where with a pair of
  
   dryads.
  
  The prisoner’s warning suddenly rang very true. They probably
  
   would
  
  kill her. They usually did.
 

 
  The red-haired one grabbed her by the arm and tugged her close, burying her face in Milanda’s hair and inhaling deeply. Milanda kept still, trying to breathe as little as possible. Neither her youthful education in Viridill nor her court-learned political skills had prepared her for this. Fairies were known to be generally insane; there was no telling how these two might react to anything she did. The only real certainty here was that she had no hope of physically extracting herself from the dryad’s grasp.
 

 
  “Mm,” the redhead mused, finally pulling back. “Come smell her.”
 

 
  “So we can’t eat her, but you want me to smell her?” Hawthorn folded her arms and looked snide. “Apple, are you trying to piss me off, or just being a nitwit?”
 

 
  “You’re such a jerk,” Apple said without rancor.
  
   “Fine,
  
  if you’re too good to see for yourself, I’ll tell you. She smells like Sharidan. He’s all
  
   over
  
  her. So no, I really don’t think you should eat or otherwise hurt her, because I bet he’d be
  
   very
  
  upset.”
 

 
  “Hnh. Well, fair enough, I suppose.” Hawthorn turned a challenging stare on Milanda. “All right, then. Who
  
   are
  
  you, and what are you doing in here? We’re supposed to be a secret.”
 

 
  Apple had released her but not backed up; Milanda shifted her weight slightly to gain some personal space, but decided not to risk antagonizing either of them by trying to get further away. “I’m here because the Emperor is in trouble. Do you two know anything about the Hands of the Emperor?”
 

 
  “Course we know about the Hands, we make them,” Hawthorn snorted.
 

 
  “Wait, hold on,” Apple interjected. “What do you mean, Sharidan’s in trouble?”
 

 
  “Something has gone wrong with the Hands,” Milanda explained. “They’ve started acting very erratic and unhinged, and strangely aggressive. They’ve begun threatening people who don’t deserve it, even the Empress. And they are developing abilities they didn’t have before. Some kind of teleportation.”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Hawthorn stated. “We
  
   don’t
  
  mess up.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Apple pointed triumphantly at the other dryad. “I
  
   told
  
  you! I
  
   said
  
  something was weird!”
 

 
  “Oh, please, you and your weird feelings don’t add up to something wrong with the Hands.”
 

 
  “Me and my weird feelings
  
   plus
  
  someone
  
   telling
  
  us that something is wrong with the Hands adds up! You’re just being snippy because you were
  
   wrong!”
  
 

 
  “I
  
   wasn’t
  
  wrong,” Hawthorn retorted, her voice riding in pitch.
 

 
  “Well, I know a way we can settle this quick enough,” Apple replied, turning around. “Hey, Avatar!”
 

 
  Milanda turned to follow her gaze, finally beholding the other side of the door she had come through, and was immediately disoriented again. It was
  
   way
  
  too far away; she hadn’t moved from the spot where she’d fallen from the step, but the thing was a good two yards distant. Also, it hovered motionlessly two feet above the ground. Apart from that, it looked like the door she had entered, its black frame carved into complex, blocky shapes, blinking here and there with tiny lights, all framing a seamless pane of blue light. It had the little glowing panel on the left of the frame, but also a very large one on the right, the size of the door itself and hanging lower so that it nearly touched the ground. This one was fully transparent.
 

 
  At least, at first. At Apple’s hail, an image appeared in the glass pane, like a reflection, showing a thin, bald man wearing a peculiar tight suit, his skin and clothing a uniform purple. The image was translucent, but solid enough that she had no trouble making out details.
 

 
  
   “I heard the entire exchange,”
  
  the purple man said in a peculiar voice, resonating as if echoing down a tunnel. He bowed to Milanda, who belatedly stepped forward after both Apple and Hawthorn made their way toward him.
  
   “Greetings, madam. I am Avatar Zero One, the administrative AI originally responsible for the planetary spaceport, and currently the personal custodian for these three avatars of Administrator Naiya and their private residence.”
  
 

 
  She didn’t even try to untangle all that, well aware it would only get her lost in endless questions. She curtsied more deeply in response. “Greetings, sir. I am Milanda Darnassy, companion to his Majesty the Emperor, Sharidan the First.”
 

 
  “Ooh, that’s a pretty name!” Apple trilled. Hawthorn rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Milanda replied with a smile.
 

 
  
   “I am distressed to hear that the Emperor is imperiled,”
  
  the Avatar continued, serious-faced.
  
   “I believe we should discuss this in some detail. However, there may be a more urgent consideration. Do I infer correctly, based upon the circumstances as you describe them, that you are in this facility without the authorization of the Hands of the Emperor?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, but I
  
   do
  
  have Sharidan’s authorization,” she said quickly. “He sent me here to look for a solution to the problem. But he wasn’t able to tell me what to expect down here due to the geas upon the place, and right now the Hands are considered untrustworthy.”
 

 
  
   “I see. That being the case, and considering the ability of Hands of the Emperor to observe access to the facility, I surmise that one shall be here presently to investigate.”
  
 

 
  “Oh.” Milanda went pale. “One was approaching when I came in… I mean, the prisoner out there said…”
 

 
  “Prisoner?” Apple asked curiously.
 

 
  
   “Then we should make haste,”
  
  the Avatar said quickly.
  
   “On the surface I am inclined to believe your account, which means you should swiftly absent yourself from view of the door. Apple, would you kindly escort our guest to the nexus?”
  
 

 
  “Glad to!” Apple chirped. “Ooh, this’ll be fun! We get to be
  
   sneaky!”
  
 

 
  “You do realize he’s sending
  
   you
  
  because I’m the only one smart enough to lie to a Hand, right?” Hawthorn asked smugly.
 

 
  
   “Girls, please,”
  
  the Avatar said firmly as Apple turned to scowl at her sister.
  
   “Make haste. There may be little time left.”
  
 

 
  “Oh…fine. C’mon, Milanda Darnassy. Can I just call you Milanda?” the dryad asked, already marching off downhill.
 

 
  “Actually, I’d prefer that,” Milanda replied, jogging to catch up. Despite being no taller than she and rather plump in build, Apple set an impressively brisk pace. Perhaps she’d taken the Avatar’s warning to heart. “It’s much more comfortable that way, between friends.”
 

 
  Apple gave her a sunny smile, her pique of a moment ago seemingly forgotten. She glanced pointedly over her shoulder and pressed a finger to her lips in an exaggerated motion. Milanda, feeling equal parts foolish and amused, nodded and winked. Well, foolish and amused was much better than fearing for her life.
 

 
  The walk was even more disorienting than what she had seen thus far. They proceeded down what seemed to be a steep and ever-steepening hill; it looked like it must surely fall away into a vertical drop at any moment. Yet, her sense of balance told her she was walking on perfectly flat ground. Risking a glance back, Milanda discovered that the door had disappeared over the horizon. In fact, when she peered about, the scene looked very much as it had from the doorway itself, albeit with different trees and bushes in sight: as if she were standing on top of a hill.
 

 
  Only belatedly did she put it together. This thing was round; it was a whole
  
   world.
  
  A very, very tiny one. Where had that door taken her? Surely there wasn’t a miniature planet under the Palace…
 

 
  Apple led her silently toward a gap in a particularly large stand of trees up ahead, and Milanda focused on the sight of it heaving up over the shrunken horizon. It approached with disquieting speed as they traversed the rolling landscape, enough that soon she realized this was actually a sizable hill, ringed by a crown of towering oak trees. Only when they reached the treeline itself did she discover that the hill was hollow, its slope concealing a deep basin. And there, the surprises continued.
 

 
  She could see at a glance that what lay below had originally been the product of the same intelligence which had created the facility beneath the Palace. This wasn’t made of mithril, looking more like burnished steel, but the depression was completely regular, with an octagonal floor in the center and flat metal panels forming its sloping walls. Two of these had metal steps attached to them, with accompanying handrails; she couldn’t see the one onto which Apple was leading her, but the one opposite had pale green lights glowing from beneath each stair. In the center of the metal floor stood a thick column, apparently of glass and bordered with a steel framework, containing two swirling substances suspended together; there was a heavy, glowing green stuff that seemed liquid based on the way it moved, while all around it roiled a pale blue gas, whirling as if caught in a hurricane. Panels like the one in which the Avatar lived by the door stuck out from this column on two sides. Two of the sides of the basin itself had large glowing screens thrust vertically up from them, as well.
 

 
  Atop that, though, was all the evidence of long habitation. Furniture of clearly modern make had been brought here, a disorderly profusion of beds, sofas, chairs, and random scattered cushions and rugs. A lot of it was in rather poor repair, and there was even a pile of smashed chair pieces shoved into one corner. Shelves were lined with books, there was a pianoforte set near the glowing pillar, and a wild profusion of more personal items and knicknacks were strewn over every surface. One corner of the space had clearly been given over to food—which meant meat, apparently, to judge by the well-gnawed animal corpses present in varying stages of freshness. Amazingly, she detected no odor of decay.
 

 
  Apple bounced cheerfully down the steps, Milanda following more slowly, taking it all in. No sooner did she reach the bottom, though, than a pile of rugs strewn over a nearby settee suddenly heaved up to reveal another dryad, this one with pink hair, blinking sleepily at her.
 

 
  “Who’s this?”
 

 
  “Shhh!” Apple waved her arms frantically over her head. “We’re being
  
   sneaky!”
  
 

 
  The pink one blinked slowly, twice, cocked her head, shifted to study Milanda, and then shrugged with supreme unconcern. “Kay.”
 

 
  “This is Mimosa,” Apple said as the new dryad swung her legs off the couch, yawning. “Mimosa, this is Milanda Darnassy, one of Sharidan’s mates.”
 

 
  “I told you, my name is
  
   Tris’sini,”
  
  Mimosa said haughtily. “It’s unnecessary elvish. It’s
  
   pretentious.”
  
 

 
  Apple rolled her eyes. “Sharidan made the mistake of telling her what ‘pretentious’ means. We haven’t been able to make her grasp the connotation.”
 

 
  “It means I think I’m
  
   better
  
  than everyone!”
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  a good thing!” Apple said in exasperation.
 

 
  “How could it not be?!”
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat. “Um, sorry to interrupt…but we were trying to be quiet, I think?”
 

 
  “Oh.” Apple winced. “Right.”
 

 
  Mimosa yawned again. “Uh huh. Why’s that?”
 

 
  “Milanda says the Hands have gone crazy!”
 

 
  “Huh,” Mimosa mused, sitting back down on her erstwhile bed. “Guess you were right about something being off. I thought I felt
  
   something
  
  funny with the attunement…”
 

 
  “You could have said so,” Apple said, annoyed.
 

 
  Mimosa shrugged. “I wasn’t sure enough to be worth arguing with Hawthorn. She always ends up calling me stupid. So what’s wrong with the Hands?”
 

 
  Both dryads turned to look expectantly at Milanda.
 

 
  “Hadn’t we better wait for Hawthorn and the Avatar?” she asked, somewhat nervously.
 

 
  “Oh, why bother?” Mimosa snorted. “I wanna know
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “If we wait, she won’t have to explain it all a second time,” Apple said. “Be a little sympathetic.”
 

 
  “Pff, once we understand,
  
   we
  
  can explain it!”
 

 
  She was spared having to intervene in this by the appearance of Avatar 01 in one of the screens flanking the central column.
 

 
  
   “For what it is worth, girls, I concur with our guest. It would be polite to wait for Hawthorn; her feelings will be hurt if we proceed without her.”
  
 

 
  “She hurts my feelings
  
   all the time!”
  
  Mimosa shouted, causing Milanda to wince.
 

 
  
   “I know,”
  
  the Avatar said with a kind smile.
  
   “And don’t you enjoy having the opportunity to be the better person?”
  
 

 
  “That—I mean, yeah!” Mimosa nodded vigorously. “That’s right, I
  
   am
  
  the better person.
  
   She
  
  wouldn’t wait for her to come!”
 

 
  “If she weren’t waiting, she wouldn’t need to,” Apple pointed out.
 

 
  Mimosa blinked at her. “Huh?”
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “I don’t know.”
 

 
  
   “Don’t worry about the noise,”
  
  the Avatar said to Milanda, who appreciated the distraction. Her first meeting with dryads hadn’t ended with her expected gruesome death and she was
  
   still
  
  disappointed; they acted like unruly children, and not particularly bright ones.
  
   “It is barely audible from the gate’s current location, and in any case, shouting is quite characteristic of our residents. I assured the Hand that no one had entered, and he took me at my word. Hawthorn will join us presently.”
  
 

 
  “Thank you very much,” she said fervently.
 

 
  
   “Not at all,”
  
  the Avatar assured her, serious-faced now.
  
   “I am designed to assist. It appears to me that we have a great many important things to learn from one another.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The villagers milled about, coughing and waving away the dust, while Hasegawa stared in disapproval at the wreck. Fortunately, the new mill was on the outskirts of town, and the sudden drop of the enormous millstone hadn’t damaged anything but the ground, already torn up by the construction work around it. Even more fortunately, no one had been underneath. He drew in a deep breath through his nose and let it out the same way, glaring his disapproval at the crane set up just this side of the crates of enchanted equipment which, allegedly, would make the completed mill run without the aid of wind or water.
 

 
  Hasegawa waited for everyone to calm, looking to him for direction, before speaking.
 

 
  “Ishimaru,” he said flatly, “someone could have died.
  
   Explain
  
  this failure.”
 

 
  The crane operator had already climbed down, pale and shaken. “I—I don’t understand, Headman. I—I checked the knots. I
  
   checked
  
  them, three times, like I always do! I don’t know what—” He broke off, swallowing heavily, then bowed as deeply as he was physically able, his upper body dipping below parallel with the ground. “I take full responsibility, Headman. I am very sorry.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Hasegawa turned his stare on his daughter, who had actually climbed up the crane to examine the knots. Hasegawa Kanako had a habit of inserting herself where she wasn’t invited, and not for the first time he felt he ought to rein her in…but she never spoke or acted with anything less than the utmost respect, and more often than not, her borderline presumptuousness resulted in something useful. This appeared to be the case now. “Father, these ropes were cut.” She held up one of the now-dangling lines. “In fact, they were frayed. See, there are four scratches across this; the weakest one snapped when Ishimaru hoisted up the stone. This was done with claws.”
 

 
  Once again, Hasegawa heaved a deep sigh. This was the fourth time in the last month. He of course had made all the requisite offerings at the shrines bordering the Twilight Forest before initiating any construction in his village, had even been far more generous than tradition demanded. And the offerings had been taken; had the kitsune ignored them, he would not have dared proceed. There was also the slim comfort that if the fox-goddesses were legitimately angry, they would make it plain. But these little incidents… This was more than the usual run of pranks.
 

 
  “It can’t be helped,” he said. “We will replace the ropes and proceed again. Ishimaru, oversee this. Your ropework is always meticulous.”
 

 
  “Yes, Headman!” Ishimaru said with clear gratitude.
 

 
  “If I may?”
 

 
  Hasegawa turned at being addressed from behind, and only his very keen awareness of the dignity of his office kept him from gasping and stepping back as most of his fellow villagers did.
 

 
  She simply lifted a hand, and the millstone rose seemingly of its own volition. It drifted through the air, settling gently into its intended resting place inside the still-roofless mill.
 

 
  “On behalf of the village, I thank you very much for your help, Teruwan-sensei,” he said, bowing deeply to her. “I don’t know what good fortune has brought you here, but we are in your debt.”
 

 
  “Oh? I don’t remember introducing myself,” Tellwyrn said with a smile.
 

 
  “Forgive my presumption, Teruwan-sensei. No elves live in Sifan, and your distinctive appearance is part of your legend. If I have named you wrongly, I humbly apologize.”
 

 
  “It’s close enough,” she replied, still smiling, her characteristic golden spectacles glinting. “I see you are in the middle of something and won’t take any more of your time than I must.”
 

 
  “Our time is yours, in thanks for the help you have given,” he said politely, inwardly cringing. What
  
   next?
  
  It was an old trick to place someone in your debt before demanding a favor in return, and who knew what this alien creature out of myth wanted? What was she doing
  
   here?
  
  “How may we aid you?”
 

 
  “All I need is a little advice, from someone familiar with the lay of the land.” She shifted and tilted her head significantly at the distant treeline. “How have they been, lately?”
 

 
  Ah. Well, that he was glad enough to tell her.
 

 
  “Lately?” Hasegawa replied, frowning. “Unusually…playful. When the kitsune are displeased, they are not subtle about it. We have not been punished, so I don’t believe them to be upset. Recently, though, we have had the honor of witnessing
  
   many
  
  of their little jokes. Unusually many. Something has roused them… What it may be, or what they truly feel about it, is not for such as me even to guess.”
 

 
  “I see,” she mused. “Then I’ll have to be extra careful not to irritate any of them, for the sake of everyone in the region.
  
   Kuso.
  
  I
  
   hate
  
  being careful; especially now, when I don’t have time for it. Regardless.” She bowed politely to him. “Thank you very much for the warning, Headman. I regret that I cannot stay to talk more politely, but as I said, my business is urgent.”
 

 
  “I would not dream of impeding you, sensei,” he replied, bowing in return. “When you have time, please visit us again, so we may properly repay your kindness.”
 

 
  She smiled. “You are too kind; I will remember the invitation. Farewell.”
 

 
  He stood in silence, watching her proceed down the road, before it occurred to him that there was a lot of standing in silence going on in the general vicinity. Hasegawa turned to scowl at the assembled villagers, who immediately scattered back to their tasks. Having the millstone in place so soon helped their schedule a great deal, but there was still much to be done.
 

 
  Kanako approached him rather than her work, though. “Is that really all right, Father?” she asked quietly. “We should offer her hospitality, at the very least.”
 

 
  Hasegawa held up a hand, and she fell silent. In the legends, elves could hear even better than kitsune, but he couldn’t recall if there was any specific reason his daughter would know that. He resolved to rectify that hole in her education; with Tiraas an ever-growing menace looming on everyone’s horizon, it could not be safely assumed that the people of other lands were not their business any longer. The Queen attended to such matters, usually, and yet… The elf was
  
   here.
  
 

 
  “This is for the best,” was all he said. Indeed, it was better than having the infamously troublesome elf a guest in their village. Hasegawa’s people already had to deal with their own terrifyingly powerful immortals without catering to foreign ones, too. Let
  
   them
  
  deal with her.
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  Mylion was accustomed to ignoring stares and whispers after his time in Tiraas, and found it interesting and something of a relief that neither occurred in the Palace. It only made sense; courtiers and politicians were always reserved people, and their servants and guards had to be no less so. If anything, he was made to feel more welcome here than in most of the city thus far. Many paid him no mind at all, but those who took note of his presence usually did so with smiles, bows, and polite greetings.
 

 
  Fortunately, he was not expected nor able to stop and engage any of them, thanks to the pace set by the Palace steward guiding him, and enforced by the two soldiers bringing up the rear. The steward had not told him so in as many words, but he knew well that their black uniforms signified the Imperial Guard. That was as much as he knew, save that the Empress herself wished to meet with him.
 

 
  Their path ended in an ornate hall, outside a heavily carved door of highly polished oak. The steward turned to him with a courteous smile and rapped at the door with his knuckles.
 

 
  “Enter,” came her voice from within.
 

 
  The steward turned the handle and pushed the door open, then stepped back and bowed deeply to Mylion. There was nothing for him to do but nod in acknowledgment and step inside.
 

 
  Empress Eleanora was engaged in some kind of paperwork at a roll-top desk; upon the moment of his entry, she was in the process of pushing it aside and pulling down the covering, then stood to greet him. Mylion did not attempt to sneak a glance at its contents. They were unlikely to interest him, and she might notice.
 

 
  The door shut behind him, and he noted that both the steward and the guards had remained outside; he was now alone in this little drawing room with the Empress. Well, that suggested she meant him no immediate harm. There was that, anyway.
 

 
  “Elder Mylion,” she said, gliding across the layered Calderaan carpet to him. She offered her hand, somewhat to his surprise, in a customary human handshake, not positioning it for a kiss as seemed to be the custom for noblewomen.
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” he replied, grasping her hand and adding a shallow bow.
 

 
  “Thank you for attending me so quickly,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “I hope the extremely short notice has not inconvenienced your plans in the city unduly. Your willingness to accommodate me is greatly appreciated.”
 

 
  “Your concern is likewise appreciated, your Majesty,” he replied calmly. “Your invitation was most polite—also appreciated. Of course, that does not diminish my awareness that a personal summons from the Imperial throne is in no way a request.”
 

 
  Her expression didn’t alter by a hair. “On the contrary, Elder, I haven’t asked you here to put you out any more than I must. The truth is, I have a favor to ask. If you are unable or disinclined to accommodate me, you will be escorted back to your inn with my thanks, and apologies for the loss of your morning. Please, have a seat.”
 

 
  She directed him to a chair upholstered in silken brocade, seating herself in an identical one positioned not quite across from it, but at an oblique angle, such that they could maintain eye contact easily without locking their attention upon one another. A small table was positioned between them and enough to the side that it was not in the way, with a gilt-edged wooden box sitting upon it. Mylion seated himself slowly. She had not offered him refreshments, as was polite in most cultures, but then, there were none in the room. He judged that if this woman planned to insult him, she would not do it in such a brash way as eating or drinking while he went without.
 

 
  This was the first time he had seen her, making it a point as he did to avoid human nobility—a hard-learned lesson from his youth. Eleanora Tirasian was much as rumor described her: beautiful and powerfully self-possessed. She was reputed to be a crafty and ruthless person as well, but so far, at least, had been nothing but polite. Hopefully that would continue. Hopefully her promise on the subject of his release would be kept. Oh, the steward who had appeared at his inn this morning had been very polite, almost unctuous, but it was as Mylion had said to her. One did not
  
   refuse
  
  a direct request from the Empress. He had decided to avoid needless trouble by not bothering to try.
 

 
  “First,” she said evenly, “what I wish to discuss with you is a matter of great sensitivity. I must ask for your word, before proceeding, that you will keep this in the strictest confidence. No one can be told of this.”
 

 
  Mylion regarded her in silence; she simply gazed back, showing none of the impatience that humans usually did when stared at. Well, it only made sense that one of the world’s preeminent politicians would have learned the value of patience.
 

 
  “My loyalty,” he said finally, “is to my tribe above all. The elves as a whole second, and with them, the balance of nature itself. I am willing to be of help to humanity, and even political groups of humans such as your Empire, but you must understand your position upon my list of personal priorities. I mean no insult, your Majesty, but you ask for a blanket promise under unknown circumstances. I can’t possibly give a guarantee, when I don’t know what effect this matter will have upon my people.”
 

 
  At that, she actually smiled slightly. “You’re concerned that we have designs upon your groves?”
 

 
  “In fact, we watch the Empire carefully for such designs. Many elves my own age and more still resent having been pushed into our current lands, from the much broader fields we once roamed.”
 

 
  “The Elven Reservation Act
  
   does
  
  grant your people free passage across Imperial territory.”
 

 
  He smiled in return, very thinly. “It is quite a thing, being
  
   allowed
  
  to tread upon lands which were our homes for centuries before their current inhabitants existed. But I take your point. No, I don’t suspect the Empire of meaning harm to the groves; it has been a fairly respectful neighbor in recent centuries. Serious human incursions haven’t been a problem since you settled the Enchanter Wars, and your own dynasty has been…diplomatically amenable, when we have occasionally found need to parley. My concern is more general.”
 

 
  She nodded. “Fair enough. Matters are already uncertain on our part, with elves flitting about and communicating between groves at a rate unprecedented in our history, not to mention actually holding congress with various Narisians. I suppose my request for a blanket statement must seem equally mysterious.”
 

 
  “I am, of course, unable to comment on grove business,” he said serenely.
 

 
  The Empress leaned subtly forward. “For our part, we have learned to leave the elves alone, by and large, because little profit has ever come from trying to force our attentions on them. I have only a general sense of why elves disdain widespread commerce with human nations, but in the end, the space between us is largely by your choice. I can only imagine what the last hundred years must have looked like, to immortals. I would certainly understand if you feared coming to the same end as the Cobalt Dawn.”
 

 
  “No elves I know have ever blamed the Empire for that,” he said immediately. “The Cobalt Dawn tribe lived deep within the Golden Sea; tribes from the borderlands, who actually interacted with the human settlers, warned them not to attempt their conquest, and were ignored. We are a reclusive people, your Majesty. There is little we respect more than a group’s right to defend itself.”
 

 
  She nodded. “We have made dizzying progress recently, and at a rapid pace. And as I look over the history of the Empire since the Enchanter Wars, the theme that constantly jumps out at me is
  
   connection.
  
  The more advanced we become, the smaller the world grows. Frictions inevitably result. We all have to learn to live with the proximity of those who used to be only distantly seen. Even the dragons have learned this lesson; I’m sure you are aware of the Conclave of the Winds. I may be wrong, but it appears to me that with the elves have made the same discovery. If it’s not the reason your groves and Tar’naris are suddenly in more constant contact, it must at least be a result.”
 

 
  She leaned back again, folding her hands in her lap, and regarded him closely. “I did not ask you here for purposes of general diplomacy, Elder Mylion. I have a very specific need, and according to Intelligence, you are the most likely person in the city to have my answers.”
 

 
  “I?” he inquired.
 

 
  The Empress smiled again. “There are only a few Elders who leave their groves, and fewer still who happen to be in Tiraas at the moment. I also wished to speak with one who is a shaman of well-known skill. You were the most convenient prospect.”
 

 
  “I see.”
 

 
  “But now that we are here,” she continued, “it seems diplomacy is called for, and that is how I see this matter, Elder. I am asking you to meet me in the middle. I will respect your privacy, and you will respect mine. And by doing this, I also demonstrate that the Silver Throne is not too proud to ask for help, when necessary. Perhaps this will set the stage for further reciprocity between us.”
 

 
  Mylion permitted himself a small sigh. “Rulership must be a relentless teacher… You speak with admirable wisdom for one so young.”
 

 
  “You flatter me,” she said with a smile. “Twice.”
 

 
  “Flattery is empty,” he said wryly. “I give compliments when they are warranted, and often with qualifiers. ‘Young’ is not a term of esteem where I am from. I do see the sense of your argument, your Majesty. Very well… I will grant you this. If I can help you
  
   without
  
  compromising my duty to my people, I will do so. That duty will always come first, and will supersede any promise I make you. I ask only that you consider this, and please do not place me in a position where I have to go back on my word.”
 

 
  “For my part,” she said seriously, “I can assure you that the Empire has no current designs on the independence of the groves; it is Imperial policy to leave you strictly alone as much as possible, which is nearly all of the time. I do have a concern, however, that this matter will impact your business. Not because Tiraas seeks to interfere with the elves, but because the evidence suggests that elves have tried to interfere with Tiraas. So I caution you, Elder: if you know anything of this, be warned in advance that what I ask of you may bring you into that conflict.”
 

 
  Mylion frowned. “I am aware of no elven plot against the Empire. If such exists, I would consider myself duty-bound to end it as swiftly as possible.
  
   Ideally
  
  through the agency of my own people, but it it comes down to a choice, I would consider it more important that whoever has done this be stopped, before they bring the wrath of Tiraas down on us all. Whatever that demands.”
 

 
  She nodded. “Then we have terms. And an agreement?”
 

 
  “An agreement,” he replied, offering his hand. She took it again, this time with a firmer shake.
 

 
  “A final question, then, before we proceed,” the Empress said, taking the box from the nearby table and holding it in her lap. “I apologize for the impertinence, Elder, but were you planning to have children in the near future?”
 

 
  He slowly raised his eyebrows. “I was not. You pique my curiosity, your Majesty. This is…relevant to your query?”
 

 
  In response, the Empress thumbed the catch on the box and opened it, revealing a handful of chocolates in brown paper wrappers nestled on a black velvet lining. “Try one, please, Elder.”
 

 
  He studied the candies, then lifted his eyes to meet hers. She gazed back at him calmly.
 

 
  “I would hardly poison or drug you at this juncture,” she said with the ghost of a smile, “after all that wrangling.”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” he replied, finally reaching forward to choose a chocolate. “I didn’t mean to imply that. This simply grows…more and more curious.”
 

 
  Mylion carefully unwrapped the candy, under her even gaze, and bit off half of it. The Empress simply watched in silence while he contemplatively chewed and swallowed the confection.
 

 
  He took another moment to gather his thoughts before speaking.
 

 
  “I see. Your concern is appreciated, your Majesty, but your last question was unnecessary. Sylphreed only works as a contraceptive for women.”
 

 
  “Ah. Forgive me, but we have almost no current knowledge on it.”
 

 
  “I can, at a guess, see the shape of this, I believe,” he continued. “The Emperor has yet to produce an heir, this is not so? A state of affairs which seems most odd for such a reputedly virile man who does not lack for dedicated female company.”
 

 
  She simply nodded in silence.
 

 
  “I’m curious… If sylphreed is now unknown to you, how…?”
 

 
  “Through happenstance,” the Empress said with a grimace. “The Palace recently had an uninvited visitor who helped herself to most of the rest of this box of candy, and commented on it.”
 

 
  “Uninvited visitor?” He frowned. “Who would dare…”
 

 
  The Elder trailed off, and they gazed at each other in silence for a moment. Then he sighed.
 

 
  “Arachne?”
 

 
  “You know her, then?”
 

 
  “I have had the
  
   very
  
  great fortune never to make her acquaintance in person,” he said fervently, earning a small smile. “I doubt there are any elves who don’t know
  
   of
  
  her, though.”
 

 
  “This has been perfectly characteristic of her,” the Empress said with the faintest tightening of her mouth. “Unexpectedly helpful, in the course of being obnoxious.”
 

 
  Mylion sighed. “What a mess. I can show your alchemists how to test for the presence of sylphreed in food, which I suspect that are currently unprepared to do. My methods may be different, but I’m confident they can adapt them. And beyond that, your Majesty, I will certainly assist you in this matter, in whatever manner I can—with the previously mentioned proviso. No, in fact, in pursuit of that same objective. Securing the welfare of my people
  
   demands
  
  that I help you hunt down the source.” His expression fell into a concerned frown. “I don’t know where this came from, or who has brought it here, but they are jeopardizing the stability of both your people and mine. If elves are involved in this, I
  
   assure
  
  you, they will rue it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You believe me?” Milanda asked in some surprise. “Just like that?”
 

 
  
   “Your story is not difficult to understand or accept,”
  
  the Avatar replied.
  
   “We likely would
  
  not
  
   take it at face value in the absence of any corroborating evidence, but in fact we have that. His Majesty recently came to visit us to inquire about the stability of the system, citing unusual behavior in a Hand of the Emperor. Subsequently, Apple has probed at the transcension field effect supporting the Hands and detected irregularities.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “So did I!” Mimosa added brightly.
 

 
  “And didn’t bother to
  
   tell
  
  anyone,” Apple snapped at her.
 

 
  Hawthorn grunted around a mouthful of the apple Milanda had brought, which she had nearly finished eating. “Wouldn’t have mattered. Not like either of you came up with
  
   details,
  
  just funny feelings. Now we’ve got stories from up top that match it, though. I figure this is a real problem.”
 

 
  “So you came down here to fix it?” Apple asked Milanda, who nodded.
 

 
  “Yes, if that can be done. Do…you know how?” she asked the Avatar, choosing not to mention Sharidan’s order to find a way to destroy the system if it couldn’t be salvaged.
 

 
  
   “That is difficult,”
  
  the Avatar replied seriously.
  
   “As it is, we cannot even diagnose the problem accurately, nor determine its source. At issue is how the Hands are made, and how the linkage between them works.”
  
 

 
  “Can you explain it to me?” she asked.
 

 
  “Eee, story time!” Mimosa squealed, folding her legs under her on the divan. Hawthorn snorted again.
 

 
  
   “This function is executed through Administrator Naiya’s personal transencsion field,”
  
  the Avatar began,
  
   “the source of energy you know as fae magic. It is a hybrid structure, requiring these dryads both for their extremely high levels of energy and control necessary to maintain it, and also because their status as avatars of Administrator Naiya enable high-level access to the Infinite Order equipment when form the other part of the system.”
  
 

 
  “We help!” Mimosa said with apparent delight, clapping her hands. Hawthorn rolled her eyes, while Apple threw an arm around Mimosa’s shoulders and jostled her affectionately.
 

 
  “I…don’t think I understood all of that,” Milanda said carefully. “If I follow correctly, this Infinite Order… That’s the Elder Gods?”
 

 
  
   “It is the name of their organization,”
  
  the Avatar replied,
  
   “which may now be considered effectively defunct. I have confirmation of the survival only of Naiya and Scyllith, and also confirmation of their lack of collaboration since the Order’s collapse. There may be other survivors, but there is no conclusive evidence for it, and they appear to have been inactive in the eight thousand years since, if indeed they do still exist.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I see,” Milanda mused. “So this…this trans…”
 

 
  “Transcension field!” all three dryads chorused.
 

 
  The Avatar nodded, smiling at them.
  
   “It is a technical term. Your society refers to the effect as ‘magic,’ which is not incorrect. Transcension fields were first conceived, in part, as a way to create what had previously only existed in fiction.”
  
 

 
  “In a word, magic,” she said with a smile.
 

 
  
   “Precisely.”
  
 

 
  “So…this thing with the Hands runs partly on these dryads, and partly on some surviving equipment of the Elder Gods? The stuff in the mithril hall up there?”
 

 
  
   “None of the machines which serve that function are actually housed in or near that particular hall, but you have the idea. The complex itself is extremely large, occupying a great deal of the space under this mountain. Since it was sealed off, the Tiraan have only been able to access that very small portion. In fact, that is the core of our problem. Considering the limitations involved, Empress Theasia’s creation was quite ingenious: with the aid of the dryads and the very limited jury-rigging she was able to perform of the still-accessible equipment, she cobbled together the network empowering and sustaining the Hands of the Empress—now, of the Emperor. The necessary drawback of the system is that it is not fully understood even by its creators.”
  
 

 
  “I miss Theasia,” Apple said wistfully.
 

 
  “Here’s our problem,” Hawthorn stated, directing herself to Milanda. “We don’t
  
   do
  
  magic, in the way you humans do. No…finger wiggling or spells or anything to make specific effects. We
  
   are
  
  magic, but really all we’ve got is the gifts our mother created us with. So we can sort of
  
   sense
  
  things about the condition of this magic, but actually doing careful and specific alterations?” She shook her head. “Hopeless. I don’t even feel any of the irregularities these two are talking about. Frankly, I suspect Pinky here of making her part up to sound smarter than she is.”
 

 
  “I told you, my name is Tris’sini,” Mimosa said stridently, then scowled. “And what is
  
   that
  
  supposed to mean?!”
 

 
  
   “Do not sell yourself short, Hawthorn,”
  
  said the Avatar.
  
   “You have a more methodical and linear style of thought than your sisters. It makes you somewhat less sensitive to intuitive matters such as this, but may be helpful in resolving this problem.”
  
 

 
  “So…there’s
  
   nothing
  
  we can do?” Milanda asked plaintively.
 

 
  “Doesn’t sound like it,” Apple said, chewing on her lip. “Crap, that’s bad. We gave the Hands a
  
   lot
  
  of power. If it’s making them crazy, they’d be
  
   real
  
  dangerous. I hope Sharidan’s okay…”
 

 
  
   “What is necessary,”
  
  said the Avatar,
  
   “is the aid of someone capable of using the Infinite Order’s systems.”
  
 

 
  “Someone like you!” Mimosa said, grinning.
 

 
  He shook his translucent head.
  
   “As you know, girls, when I consented to my removal from the systems of the facility to be re-installed on a closed network here, I gave up direct access to the main systems above. The facility itself is now run by the sub-OS, which will require a skilled user to make any significant alterations in the absence of an Avatar.”
  
 

 
  “Can you be…put back into those systems?” Milanda asked.
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  he said seriously,
  
   “but not without completely resetting the entire network. My current position is part of it. This might de-power the Hands, or contribute to their decay. Or virtually anything else; I’m afraid the irregular nature of this structure results in great unpredictability.”
  
 

 
  “They could even explode,” Mimosa said solemnly, making an expansive gesture with her hands. “Kaboom.”
 

 
  
   “Unlikely,”
  
  the Avatar said with a smile,
  
   “but not, I’m afraid, out of the question.”
  
 

 
  “So it
  
   is
  
  hopeless, then,” Hawthorn mused. “Hmm. Sounds like the most responsible thing we can do, here, is shut down the whole damn thing.”
 

 
  “But we’ve worked so
  
   hard
  
  at it!” Mimosa said plaintively.
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Hawthorn snorted. “Literally our
  
   entire
  
  contribution has consisted of lazing around here in kept luxury and occasionally screwing people.”
 

 
  Milanda blinked. “Um. Screwing people?”
 

 
  “Yeah!” Apple said brightly. “Y’know, Emperors, prospective Hands. It’s how we bond them to the magic!”
 

 
  Milanda turned to stare at the Avatar.
 

 
  
   “Due to certain idiosyncratic design features Administrator Naiya instilled in them,”
  
  he said with apparent calm,
  
   “their sexuality is a rather central aspect of their limited ability to access magic. This particular system involves ritual magic which does, indeed, have a sexual component.”
  
 

 
  Milanda closed her eyes.
  
   Sharidan.
  
  No…he only inherited this mess. She rather
  
   doubted
  
  he had found his role in it objectionable, but this had been designed by his mother. Which brought up mental images she could have done without.
 

 
  “That’s interesting,” she said aloud, “but doesn’t really help. There doesn’t seem to be any way to fix this.
  
   Can
  
  we shut it down from here?”
 

 
  
   “Possibly,”
  
  said the Avatar,
  
   “but before we commit to that course of action, your statement is not entirely correct. There
  
  is
  
   a known individual skilled in the use of Infinite Order technology—one who is immediately accessible, in fact. She is currently imprisoned in the holding facilities above.”
  
 

 
  Milanda went pale. “That…creature? Sharidan told me
  
   never
  
  to let her out. She threatened to kill me!”
 

 
  
   “The Emperor’s warning was wise,”
  
  the Avatar agreed solemnly.
  
   “She is extremely dangerous to any biological life which exists in her vicinity, and not altogether mentally stable.”
  
 

 
  “Wait a sec,” said Apple, frowning. “Who’ve they got up there?”
 

 
  
   “She is known in current folklore as the Dark Walker,”
  
  said the Avatar.
 

 
  “I have no idea what that means,” Apple said crossly.
 

 
  “I do,”
  
  
  Milanda whispered. The Dark Walker was the kind of story used to frighten children into going to bed. Supposedly, she simply walked in straight lines, over mountains, under oceans, across continents and through cities, leaving behind a trail of blackened grass and dead bystanders, killing everything she encountered simply by existing near it. Milanda was no scholar of folklore, but she
  
   had
  
  read in passing that the Walker, like other horrors of the Age of Adventures, had credible evidence supporting her existence, but had not been actually sighted in so long that much of that was dismissed as myth.
 

 
  Of course, if she had been locked away in recent decades, that could also explain it. Omnu’s breath, that thing had been
  
   under the Palace.
  
 

 
  
   “She dates from the era of the Infinite Order,”
  
  the Avatar continued,
  
   “and had in fact been an assistant to Administrator Naiya. She can operate the computers. I suspect she would even be willing to bargain for her freedom, which provides a means of securing her cooperation.”
  
 

 
  “How’s she supposed to cooperate with this critter if it’ll just
  
   kill
  
  her?” Apple protested. “Honestly, we
  
   just
  
  made a new friend, and you wanna
  
   kill
  
  her? Rude!”
 

 
  “I’d prefer to leave the…Walker…locked up,” Milanda agreed.
 

 
  
   “Actually, there is a means of rendering you invulnerable to her dangerous traits,”
  
  said the Avatar.
  
   “She, like the dryads, draws her power from Administrator Naiya’s transcension field. However, while their access and expression is very direct, hers is…inverted. She ends life, while they support and sustain it. A strong magical tie to the dryads will shield you. That, in fact, is how the Hands of the Emperor were able to capture her: they are immune to her power. If we make you a Hand, you can safely release and work with her.”
  
 

 
  “Ooh!” All three dryads cooed in unison, straightening up and beaming at Milanda.
 

 
  She flushed. “Oh. Um. Well.”
 

 
  
   “If you find the prospect uncomfortable,”
  
  the Avatar said with a smile,
  
   “let me point out that we will need to modify it in any case. If we introduced you to the system as it currently is, you would immediately be subject to the same flaws which are causing the Hands to degrade. The dryads are not affected, which signifies that they are not the source of the trouble, and should be impervious. I believe I can design a different means of creating something
  
  similar
  
   to a Hand of the Emperor, enough to provide you the requisite protection, without making you vulnerable to the system’s current failures. It should be a relatively simple matter of making do with the resources available here, and not tying you into the network. And, if you wish, it should be possible to do this in a way which does not require any greater intimacy than you are willing to offer.”
  
 

 
  “Aww.” The dryads simultaneously deflated, pouting.
 

 
  “That sounds perfect,” Milanda said firmly. “What do we need to do?”
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  “Sorry I’m late!”
 

 
  Teal tossed something to Ruda as she entered the spell lab before crossing to join Shaeine by the wall. The two shared a reserved smile, shifting their hands to briefly touch the backs against each other, while Juniper looked on with a sappy smile.
 

 
  “You’re not even the last one here, and holy hell, did you
  
   drive?”
  
  Ruda was examining the object Teal had thrown her: a set of control runes for an enchanted carriage, their engraved sigils putting off a fierce blue glow, attached to a small bronze fob.
 

 
  “Nah, that’s my tardy note,” Teal said, grinning. “I was helping Maureen with our project; we got hung up applying the control enchantment, and kept at it because if you leave that half done, you pretty much have to start over. Jokes on us, cos we flubbed it somehow and have to start over anyway. Those are the runes we were trying to use.”
 

 
  “Oooh, yeah, they’re not supposed to glow like that,” Fross commented, fluttering closer. “Huh, that’s really peculiar. What went wrong?”
 

 
  “I actually don’t know,” Teal confessed. “Neither does Maureen. But when it comes to enchanting, I pretty much just know theory and she was following along from the book…”
 

 
  “Are they gonna blow up?” Ruda asked, showing no alarm at the prospect of holding a potentially explosive spell misfire.
 

 
  “Nah, there’s not enough juice in those to make a good firecracker,” said Teal. “They’ll probably just glow until they burn through their stored power. Don’t toss ’em in a spell circle or anything, though. Mis-enchanted gadgets can be unpredictable if you add them to half-finished spells.”
 

 
  “Hell, I wouldn’t be going near something like that anyway,” Ruda said, carefully tucking the fob into one of the buttonholes on her coat, where the glowing runes hung to just above her belt. “Thanks, T! Cheap, tacky and potentially dangerous. Best jewelry I’ve ever gotten!”
 

 
  “I figured you’d like it,” Teal said, winking. “Speaking of which, Fross, d’you think you could give us a hand alter when we try to apply control enchantments again? I think it’ll go better with an actual enchanter on hand.”
 

 
  “I would be glad to help, however!” Fross darted back and forth in midair as she often did to punctuate a point. “I would suggest you ask Gabe first. He’s a specialized enchanter while I’m a more general arcanist, and also he
  
   really
  
  likes being included and having his skills acknowledged, which, y’know, everybody does, but personally I don’t feel I need the validation and Gabe’s still working through some stuff.”
 

 
  “That is very perceptive, Fross,” Shaeine said with a warm little smile, “and very kind.”
 

 
  “Thank you! I try to be both of those things!”
 

 
  “It’s a good idea,” Teal agreed, again brushing Shaeine’s hand with hers. “Thank you, Fross, I’ll mention it to him.”
 

 
  
   “After
  
  the meeting, if you please,” Ruda said. “We’re already running a bit behind, and I prefer to get this business out of the way as soon as possible. That is, if the rest of our—well, it’s about fucking time.”
 

 
  The lab door opened again, and Gabriel himself entered, followed closely by Toby. Gabe paused in the doorway, his gaze zeroing in on the glowing control runes hanging just over Ruda’s belt buckle. After a moment, he grinned broadly.
 

 
  “Yarr! It’s drivin’ me nuts!”
 

 
  “Arquin, so
  
   fucking
  
  help me—”
 

 
  “Whuh?” Juniper blinked. “I don’t get it.”
 

 
  “Old joke,” Gabriel explained. “So a pirate walks into a bar, and there’s a ship’s wheel hanging from his belt buckle—”
 

 
  He broke off and ducked, Ruda having yanked a bottle of beer from within her coat and hurled it at his head. The bottle came to a stop midair before reaching him, however.
 

 
  “Hey, don’t make a mess in the spell lab,” Fross said reproachfully, levitating the bottle gently to the floor. “We’ll have to clean it up before we leave.”
 

 
  “Silly as always, I see,” Scorn grumbled, stepping in after Toby and as usual having to duck to get her horns under the door frame.
 

 
  “Oh…hi, Scorn,” Ruda said, frowning up at her. “Wasn’t expecting you to come.”
 

 
  “I invited her,” Toby said firmly. “Considering what you wanted to discuss, I think she could contribute very well. And besides, we could stand to make more of an effort to spend time with her.”
 

 
  “You know what they say,” Gabriel agreed, nudging Scorn with an elbow, which barely reached up to the base of her ribs. “You bust it out of a psycho holy sex dungeon, you buy it!”
 

 
  The Rhaazke looked down her nose at him, nostrils flaring once in a silent snort of irritation. “Are you lot going to be like this the whole time, again? Always jokes and prodding each other when you should be focusing?”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t knock it,” Ruda said easily. “Bickering helps us concentrate.”
 

 
  “It’s a bonding exercise!” Fross proclaimed. “I was uncertain at first too but as long as everybody knows each other and trusts there’s no malice it’s actually pretty fun! You should feel free to join in!”
 

 
  “Except don’t pick on Shaeine,” Gabriel said solemnly. “She’s
  
   classy.
  
  Everybody else is fair game.”
 

 
  Scorn grunted. “If you say so. Fine, then. You are short and not good with women.”
 

 
  “Ehhh…” Gabriel made a waffling motion with his hand. “A decent effort. Ruda, care to critique?”
 

 
  “Points for being on the nose,” Ruda said seriously. “That was a good hit; Arquin’s manly ego makes a splendid target. It’s all about context, though. You’re meant to fire one off at the appropriate moment in the conversation, not just out of the blue like that.”
 

 
  “Sounds unnecessarily complicated,” Scorn huffed.
 

 
  “Nah, you’ll get there,” Ruda said, grinning. “Stick with us, we’ll have you bantering like a pro in no time.”
 

 
  “I’m even less sure I want to stick with you now,” Scorn grunted.
 

 
  “And
  
   there
  
  you go!” Gabriel crowed. “She comes back with a splendid riposte!” The Rhaazke just looked at him in confusion.
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  “Yes, right, we’re actually here for a reason, for once,” Ruda said in a much less jocular tone. “I’m sure you lot were wondering why I wanted to talk in one of the spell labs. The
  
   reason
  
  is this is probably the most secured and private place on campus available to us aside from our dorms, and we can’t have the whole group in either of those, unless we slip Gabe and Toby sex change potions first.”
 

 
  “That’s actually a lot more complex than a simple potion! There’s a whole course of alchemical treatment involved, which takes days if not weeks, and it should really only be undertaken with the supervision of an expert alchemist
  
   and
  
  a healer, preferably a fae practitioner—”
 

 
  “Fross.”
 

 
  “…aaaand I’m being pedantic and going off on a tangent. Sorry.” The pixie drifted a few feet lower, her glow dimming bashfully. Ruda gave her a grin before continuing.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn, in her dubious wisdom, has asked us to keep an eye on the campus while she fucks off to Sifan, and ideally nab this Sleeper asshole. We need to talk strategy.”
 

 
  “Wait, Tellwyrn
  
   what?”
  
  Scorn exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s actually really unexpected,” Juniper said, nodding. “I’m
  
   still
  
  surprised. And intimidated, and kind of honored.”
 

 
  “We may jabber and fool around, but we get stuff done,” Gabriel said to Scorn. “That, or we get chased by centaurs or tricked by the Black Wreath. Y’know, six of one…”
 

 
  “And this raises another point,” Ruda said, fixing her gaze on the Rhaazke. “Scorn, on reflection I think Toby has a good point: you’ve earned our trust, you’re smart and powerful, and I think you’re an asset here. So, you know, welcome to the gang.
  
   With that said,
  
  this is the kind of thing which should not leave this room, hence us talking in a magically sealed space that can’t be eavesdropped on.”
 

 
  “Easily,” Shaeine corrected in a quiet tone. “Most of our fellow students could not penetrate the defenses on one of Tellwyrn’s spell labs. It would be a mistake to make assumptions about what the Sleeper can or cannot do.”
 

 
  “Point,” Ruda agreed, nodding at her.
 

 
  “I’m glad you’re doing well at making friends,” Toby added to Scorn, “but with something like this, Ravana Madouri in particular…”
 

 
  “There is good sense in that,” Scorn grunted. “Ravana is very clever.
  
   Very
  
  clever. But she is the kind of clever that tricks itself as often as others. I think she would agree, anyway. I have noticed her best trait is she does not lie about what she is, even to herself.”
 

 
  “And this is no time for people to be playing politics, which is what Ravana would fucking do even if she decided to help, and we all know it,” Ruda said firmly. “So, glad we’re all on the same page, there. Now, Fross and June and I have been talking and we’ve got an idea.”
 

 
  “Yes!” Fross chimed, shooting straight up to the ceiling in excitement. “Okay, so, remember when we were chasing spectral demons and I set up a hybrid arcane/divine detection grid over the town?”
 

 
  “I remember that not turning out so well,” Scorn commented.
 

 
  “Yes, true, but not really germane to the point; the
  
   grid
  
  worked perfectly, and in fact accidentally enabled me to dig up some more detail on something it found than I expected. So I’ve been refining that and I think I’ve improved on it in a way we can use to catch the Sleeper!”
 

 
  “A detection grid over the campus?” Gabriel asked, his interest clearly raised. “No offense, Fross, but what do you think you can do that Tellwyrn hasn’t? She’s got the ley lines rigged so she can temporally scry,
  
   and
  
  there’s a very powerful fairy geas active…”
 

 
  “But we have something Tellwyrn doesn’t!” Fross chimed excitedly.
 

 
  “An excessively high opinion of ourselves?” Gabriel asked, grinning.
 

 
  “A tendency to wreck things?” Toby added wryly.
 

 
  “Really great hair!” Ruda chortled.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn has
  
   all
  
  that,” Scorn pointed out.
 

 
  “We have a
  
   dryad,”
  
  Juniper said smugly.
 

 
  “Uh, point of order?” Teal raised a hand. “Tellwyrn
  
   also
  
  has a dryad. The same one. I mean, wouldn’t she have already asked you to help, Juno?”
 

 
  “She did,” Ruda pointed out.
 

 
  “I mean, specifically, if there was a way she in particular could.”
 

 
  “That Tellwyrn didn’t think of a way does not mean one does not exist,” Shaeine observed. “Your idea, Juniper?”
 

 
  Juniper sighed. “The thing is…the last time she let me help, I made a mess of it. I think that’s probably made her a little wand-shy. Besides, Tellwyrn
  
   is
  
  a mage; she doesn’t think in terms of mixing schools, or using different ones. Fross and I have worked something out that should let us… Well, Fross is better at explaining it.”
 

 
  “Okay, so!” the pixie resumed. “First of all, we’re reasonably sure the Sleeper is a warlock.”
 

 
  “Why?” Scorn demanded.
 

 
  “Sure might be overstating it, but there’s evidence,” said Ruda, beginning to tick points off on her fingers. “First, some asshole inexplicably opens a hellgate—a major infernal accomplishment. Then, Tellwyrn hires a kitsune, pretty much the most dangerous and powerful kind of fairy there is, to teach at the campus. Then, nothing at all happens; not a peep from any hypothetical warlock. Then, the kitsune storms off in a huff, and
  
   immediately
  
  this Sleeper bullshit starts up. So, no, we can’t
  
   prove
  
  anything, but the sequence of events strongly suggests this
  
   is
  
  a warlock, and the same one who pried that hellgate open.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Scorn narrowed her eyes, but nodded after a moment. “Logical. Okay, go on, pixie.”
 

 
  “Right, so detection networks,” Fross continued. “Do you guys know anything about dryad attunements?”
 

 
  A round of blank glances was exchanged around the room.
 

 
  “It’s hard to put into words,” Juniper said, frowning thoughtfully, “because the whole experience is
  
   beyond
  
  words; I think that’s a large part of the point of it. But it’s something we can do, a way of
  
   sensing
  
  our surroundings, and especially magic and other fairies. I’m connected to it at all times, but not always actively; it takes focus to consciously sense what’s happening around me. I don’t usually do it, because my range covers pretty much the whole mountain, and other fairies kind of find it disruptive.”
 

 
  “It’s, uh, sort of like suddenly having an extra sense,” Fross added, “and immediately using it to detect some massive, powerful creature standing right next to you. A little disconcerting.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Juniper said, wincing. “But…massive? Really?”
 

 
  “I mean, uh, your magical profile! Not
  
   physically.”
  
 

 
  “Massive, no,” Scorn said, suddenly grinning. “They are pretty hefty, but let’s be reasonable.”
 

 
  Gabriel and Ruda dissolved in laughter; Teal covered her eyes with a hand. Juniper just shook her head.
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  Toby said loudly.
 

 
  “Right, yes,” Fross went on. “Since, as you know, it turns out I myself am basically a small fragment of a dryad’s consciousness given independent agency, I can connect to this attunement with Juniper’s help. What’s more important, I am an
  
   anomaly.
  
  Fairies are simply not supposed to be able to use arcane magic. I know Jacaranda wouldn’t have deliberately made me that way, and frankly if she’d wanted to, there’s no way she would know how. Even Tellwyrn doesn’t fully understand how it works; I sure don’t.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Juniper said with a satisfied smile, “it’s an effect that can’t be predicted or countered.”
 

 
  “How does that help us?” asked Shaeine.
 

 
  “What I’m gonna do,” Fross said eagerly, “is work on a spell with Juniper that’ll let me broadcast a very small but steady amount of arcane magic through the fairy attunement!”
 

 
  “Now, I’m not in the magic studies program,” said Toby, “but I
  
   do
  
  know my Circles. That sounds like a great way to blast everything off the top of the mountain.”
 

 
  “We’ve tested this on a smaller scale before bringing it up with you guys,” said Juniper. “It
  
   works.
  
  Fross intuitively blends the arcane and fae; she can extend the effect. And even if that didn’t work, it’s a very small amount of arcane power. If the came into conflict, the fae would just snuff it out. The attunement is
  
   powerful.”
  
 

 
  “To what end, though?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “We know the Sleeper and his curse are effectively undetectable,” said Ruda. “We also know that the Sleeper was willing to tangle aggressively with November, but fled from Tellwyrn. That’s the profile of someone who relies on stealth, but can be overpowered if caught. And
  
   we,
  
  my fellow magnificent bastards, have the juice to beat the hell out of just about anybody we can manage to pin down.”
 

 
  “I’m not talking about blazing with random arcane energy,” Fross added. “Since we can’t detect the Sleeper directly, I’m gonna
  
   make
  
  a way to catch him. The spell I mean to use will be a tiny, trace amount of arcane magic spread across the whole mountain, small enough nobody should be able to perceive it except me, since I’m the source. More importantly, I will have it rigged to be immediately consumed by any infernal magic it encounters, as per the Circles of Interaction. Even that way, it’s so small the infernal caster in question shouldn’t be able to sense it; it won’t be enough power to actually
  
   do
  
  anything.”
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said, comprehension dawning on his face, “if anybody uses infernal magic anywhere on the mountaintop…”
 

 
  “It will burn a hole in Fross’s field,” Scorn interrupted eagerly, “where
  
   she
  
  can know it but
  
   he
  
  cannot.”
 

 
  “And so,” Juniper said with smug satisfaction, “it won’t
  
   matter
  
  how invisible the Sleeper is. We’ll know he’s there, and we’ll land on him.”
 

 
  “Ingenious,” Teal marveled.
 

 
  “I see only one downside,” Shaeine said quietly. “This plan hinges on someone else being a victim of the Sleeper’s attack.”
 

 
  “Not necessarily,” Toby mused. “Wherever he or she is getting this power, the Sleeper’s a very potent warlock—and as a student, someone quite young. I bet you anything they’ll be experimenting; that’s probably the whole point of this sleeping curse, or at least part of it. There’s no reason they wouldn’t be, if they can hide it completely, even from Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Ruda said, nodding. “The pattern of events suggests they were afraid of Ekoi; their activities were probably suspended while she was here. They’ll be branching out now, trying stuff to see what they can pull off.”
 

 
  “And even if she does curse someone else,” Scorn said with an unpleasant grin, “then we will
  
   have
  
  her. And then she will tell us how to fix them. Or if not us, she will very much tell Tellwyrn when she is back.”
 

 
  “Solid points, all,” Shaeine agreed, nodding. “Very well. I think this is a good plan.”
 

 
  “And the rest is boilerplate,” Roda said briskly. “Fross and June will have to handle the magic; what
  
   we
  
  need to put together is a plan of attack. We’ll have to be on site from wherever we are pretty much immediately once Fross sounds the alarm.”
 

 
  “Hm…that presents a logistical muddle,” Teal mused, rubbing her chin. “Also, we’ll need to be
  
   very
  
  careful it’s the actual Sleeper we’re jumping on. None of the other students are openly warlocks, but several in the magic program use small amounts of infernal energy for various experiments…”
 

 
  “If I may?”
 

 
  They all pushed back against the walls with a series of surprised shouts, Ruda and Gabriel both drawing weapons. Inspector Fedora grinned unrepentantly at them, seemingly not in the least perturbed by the show of force. He had just
  
   appeared
  
  there, standing against one wall, without the door having opened.
 

 
  “Really, kids, settle down. And future reference? If you’re gonna be up to this kind of duggering of skulls, you need to get in the habit of
  
   thoroughly
  
  sweeping your meeting places.
  
   Before
  
  you get to the actual meeting.”
 

 
  “What are you doing in here?” Scorn snarled, balling her fists.
 

 
  “Easy now!” Fedora held up a hand, palm out. “I was eavesdropping, obviously. That’s a good plan, I think it’s got every chance of working. And I believe I can help you with that last bit.”
 

 
  “Why the
  
   hell
  
  would we trust you?” Ruda demanded, still holding her rapier pointed at him.
 

 
  “I really can’t advise strongly enough that you don’t do that,” Fedora replied, grinning. “Trust is earned, kids; I haven’t had time to earn it, and full disclosure? Not planning to. But you can work with people you don’t trust. Hell, if anything, trust is a handicap. You’re much better off dealing with people on the basis of clearheaded knowledge of what they want and how they think, rather than some emotional attachment to the idea of them being on your side.”
 

 
  
   “How
  
  did you just appear there?” Teal snapped.
 

 
  
   “He was invisible, obviously,”
  
  said Ariel, her runes flickering. Gabriel held her also pointed at the Inspector.
 

 
  “It’s a neat trick,” Toby said.
 

 
  
   “It’s an entirely standard part of their repertory, in fact,”
  
  the sword said; Fedora watched her with an evidently delighted grin, offering no interruption as she continued.
  
   “The Imperial government may of course employ whoever it wishes. The same goes for Professor Tellwyrn, though quite frankly I am disappointed that she would allow this foolishness to continue. The rest of you, however, should think long and carefully before agreeing to cooperate with an incubus.”
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  Everything was the same, but the world was totally different.
 

 
  According to the Avatar, the initiation was designed to fully incorporate the proper muscle memory and thus avoid the difficulty moving that could come from a person being suddenly far stronger and more agile than before, but he had warned her that this modification of the Hand procedure could have unpredictable side effects, and that she should take it slow.
 

 
  She felt fantastic, however, and fully in control.
 

 
  The first test of her newfound athleticism had come when she returned to the hallway where the Dark Walker was imprisoned. The door, apparently, remained stationary while the “planetoid” (the Avatar’s word for it) slowly rotated; finding it necessitated walking south until she came to the long band cleared of trees around its equator, and then following that. Looking at it, she felt rather foolish for not having noticed before, though at least now, she was accustomed enough to the peculiar shrunken horizon to find it less disorienting.
 

 
  The door had drifted slowly toward her, but Milanda hadn’t waited for it. She didn’t even need a running jump; one smooth hop, and she was through, landing lightly in the brightly-lit mithril hall beyond.
 

 
  The lack of visual stimuli here actually helped her re-orient herself. There was just nothing to see but mithril walls, the little lights in the ceiling, the turn of the hallway just ahead. It made her even more conscious of her own body…her own strength.
 

 
  But there was nothing to be gained by standing here.
 

 
  Milanda strode purposely forward, rounding the corner and continuing to the proper cell.
 

 
  “You look well,” the Dark Walker said calmly upon her arrival, sizing her up. “I gather the outcome of your…adventure…was optimal? I recognize that calm self-possession; it wasn’t on you earlier. Of course, I could
  
   sense
  
  the truth, if not for this.”
 

 
  She rapped her knuckles on the transparent panel. Despite transmitting sound as if it were nothing but empty air, when struck it made a muted noise as if she had tapped on a stone wall a yard thick.
 

 
  “I have protection from you, now. Apparently.”
 

 
  “Felicitations.”
 

 
  Milanda studied her, taking in the eeriness of her features. The almost-humanity of her.
 

 
  “The Avatar was confident it would work. And that you can help. Before doing anything rash, however, I have questions for you.”
 

 
  “That’s wise.” She spread her arms. “I have nothing but time. Ask.”
 

 
  
   “How
  
  do you know how to help, if the Emperor and the Hands themselves don’t?”
 

 
  The Walker gazed at her impassively for a moment, then smiled, and there was something in that expression Milanda didn’t care for. It was hard to tell exactly what, though; her features were so doll-like, it was as if she were a machine built to convey emotion but not truly feel it.
 

 
  “It amuses me how you’ve made gods of the ascended beings of your so-called Pantheon. Sure, by any reasonable definition they might as well be… But the Infinite Order were more powerful beings by far, and
  
   they
  
  never built actual
  
   religions
  
  around themselves. At first, they were scientists, conducting experiments. In the end, they were kings and queens, drunk with power and lacking any feeling for the people living on this world. But gods? The idea would have insulted them.” She shook her head. “But then, it seems Scyllith got in on the act. In her case, specifically, it does not surprise.”
 

 
  “What does this have to do with what I asked you?” Milanda demanded impatiently.
 

 
  “I am explaining why your Emperor, and the Empress before him, did not do a more thorough job of setting up this system
  
   properly.”
  
  Again, she tapped on the transparent screen between them. “Religions are the creation of primitive people to impose a semblance of order upon a world they do not understand. Science renders them…obsolete, but not unnecessary, because it is a feature of human psychology that you need something to
  
   believe
  
  in, for your lives to be fulfilled. So it is with the systems here. Sharidan is quite intelligent. Theasia was more so. But in this facility, they tampered with things vastly beyond their comprehension, and succeeded to a point by imposing the structures they
  
   knew,
  
  the systems of magic and religion. They achieved…a happy medium. The system works. For it to be truly
  
   refined,
  
  they would have to know
  
   how
  
  it works. They do not.” She grinned. “I do.”
 

 
  “You said you were not a… The exact words escape me.”
 

 
  “A computer tech, which I am not.” The Walker began to pace back and forth in her cell, swiveling her head smoothly to keep Milanda in view as she did. The effect was even more creepy than she herself was. “A computer is a machine that processes information. Not a true
  
   thinking
  
  machine; that is an AI, an artificial intelligence, such as the Avatar you met in the gravitational isolation chamber. Tech is just a shortening, in this case, of
  
   technician,
  
  though in other contexts it can also mean technology.”
 

 
  “Then how can you help, if you’re not one?”
 

 
  She stopped her pacing, and shrugged. “I hear tell of wondrous enchanted devices you have, now. Lights that need no fuel; vehicles that travel without horses.”
 

 
  “I’m sure that must seem abominably backward to you,” Milanda snapped.
 

 
  “Not really. You are still primitive compared to the Infinite Order at its height, but recall, I have been on this planet these eight thousand years. I am accustomed to thinking of humans as mud-dwelling apes with marginally better linguistic skills to compensate for their lack of upper body strength. Your current civilization is actually rather impressive. But this is beside the point: you can use an enchanted carriage, yes? Or a fairy lamp? To live in your society, you would perforce need to know how.” She smiled again. “But could you
  
   build
  
  one?”
 

 
  “What we are talking about doing,” Milanda said slowly, “is a great deal more complex than driving a carriage. Certainly more so than flipping a switch. I take your point, but still…”
 

 
  “Very well, you require more data to be reassured. That is reasonable.”
 

 
  The Dark Walker broke off and paced a complete lap around her cell, counter-clockwise, seeming to gather her thoughts. When she was front and center again, she turned to face Milanda, and folded her arms behind her back.
 

 
  “Of the daughters of Naiya, there are three generations, of which I am of the second.”
 

 
  “You’re a valkyrie?” Milanda asked in surprise.
 

 
  The creature raised an eyebrow. “A valkyrie is a thing out of Norse myth. But…I suppose, thanks to Vidius, the description is more or less accurate, depending on whether one agrees that the things my sisters gather are in fact souls, which is a vast debate for another time.”
 

 
  “What are you doing
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  She smiled thinly. “In this cell, or upon this world?”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  why you’re in the cell. Valkyries were banished from the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “To the dimensional insulation layer, yes. It is a peculiarity of all Naiya’s daughters, resulting from the immense power accessible through us, that when heavily traumatized, we mutate in entirely unpredictable ways.” She leaned one forearm on the barrier, lounging against it, and gave Milanda a recognizably sardonic look. “When one has been banished to the dimensional insulation layer, being ripped back out of it by a third-rate warlock is an
  
   extremely
  
  traumatic experience. Take my word for it. I wouldn’t wish it upon you.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Milanda said automatically.
 

 
  “Are you? Well, that doesn’t really matter. Thank you for the sentiment. We were discussing more practical things, though.”
 

 
  She straightened up, and again began pacing back and forth, this time keeping her gaze where she was going and not bothering with eye contact.
 

 
  “Most of the Infinite Order regarded their experiments and creations, sapient or not, as of no more significance than lab equipment. Naiya, however, created
  
   daughters;
  
  she truly did care for us, and presumably still does, no matter the lengths she has gone to in her efforts to care less. The first generation… They truly were her children. She actually raised them, brought them up in the traditions of her own native culture, which they have since recreated in Sifan. Part of the Order’s whole purpose was breaking with the customs of old Earth, but by that point, none of them were much listening to each other, and I suspect she longed for the comfort of familiarity. When the kitsune proved too dangerous for the other members of the Order to allow running around, it was all she could do to insist on their containment on the islands, rather than their destruction. After that… Well, obviously, she tried again. But I think she grieved that separation, and wanted a bit more…distance, this time around. To protect herself.”
 

 
  Milanda felt another platitude bubbling up, and silenced it. She was getting the impression that the Walker didn’t much care for displays of sentiment. If nothing else, she definitely enjoyed hearing herself talk, and Milanda had known enough people like that at court to know better than to interrupt.
 

 
  “My sisters and I were made with fully-formed minds, not educated through a childhood like our elders. Mother preferred not to develop so
  
   close
  
  a relationship, I think. I resented it, until I saw how she has treated the dryads. I’ve come to…count my blessings, as they say. She was distant, with us, imperious… But at least she was present. And she made certain to look after us. Regardless,” she went on, suddenly more brisk, “the point is that what I know of the systems and functions of Infinite Order technology is part and parcel of my very
  
   being.
  
  My mind was constructed to have all the relevant information, organized and
  
   complete
  
  in a way that no…organically learned skill ever truly is.” Smiling faintly, she tapped her temple with a fingertip. “Would you be better off with an actual specialist? Undoubtedly. Sadly for us both, you don’t
  
   have
  
  one. Unless you can tempt a kitsune here from Sifan to help you, or one of your
  
   gods
  
  down from their celestial palaces, and bring yourself to
  
   trust
  
  such a creature, I am the only source of that information to be found on this world.” Her smile broadened; her teeth were blindingly white and perfectly even. “And most fortuitously for you, I am right
  
   here.
  
  How very…providential. Is it not?”
 

 
  She was right, of course, but it wasn’t that which held Milanda’s concentration at the moment, but something she had just realized. It hadn’t been necessary for the prisoner to talk about her creator and sisters to make her points, nor to go on digressions about history and the world she had known eight thousand years ago. Despite her reserve, she was desperate to connect with someone.
 

 
  Isolated first from her sisters by being jolted back to this plane, and then from
  
   everyone
  
  in this cell. Whatever else she was, this woman, this creature, was unbearably lonely.
 

 
  That didn’t make her a whit less dangerous.
 

 
  “All right,” she said aloud, “you have, in
  
   theory,
  
  the correct knowledge. But you are still an incalculably dangerous creature, and I hope you’ll pardon me if I’m reluctant to unleash you on the world on the basis of theory.”
 

 
  “Ask anything you need to,” the Walker said calmly.
  
   “One
  
  of us has all the time in the world.”
 

 
  “Then let’s hear some specifics,” Milanda said, folding her arms. “Tell me what’s going on, and how you would fix it.”
 

 
  “This facility has been remotely accessed by a third party,” the Walker said immediately, tapping the window. “You saw the information feed in this panel—it has been keeping me updated. And no, it would not be standard policy for prisoners to have access to that, it’s just another artifact of the slapdash half-measure rigging that was done to set up this network of yours. And that, I believe, is the core of your problem. Most of the essential functions of the facility are either turned off or doing something they weren’t meant for. If everything were running
  
   properly,
  
  there would be firewalls in place to prevent unauthorized access. If the Avatar were installed here where he
  
   should
  
  be, instead of having been yanked and moved to the GIC to ride herd on those three dryads, he would have detected and countered any such incursion. As it is, the system was, and is, defenseless.”
 

 
  
   “Who
  
  has done this?” Milanda demanded.
 

 
  “I don’t know. This only gives me information, and not much at that; it doesn’t allow me to give commands, or I’d just have it let me out. With clearance and access to a proper terminal, I could examine more detailed records of what was accessed and changed, and give you more information. I will tell you one thing, though.” Again, she leaned against the panel, smiling faintly and reminding Milanda of several cocky young men who had tried to flirt with her when she was newly arrived in the capital. “To do this, someone would need two very important things: a piece of the Infinite Order’s technology capable of interfacing with this facility’s systems, and personal clearance granted by a member of the Infinite Order.”
 

 
  Despite her practiced poise and the heady feeling of power now coursing through her, Milanda’s breath caught.
 

 
  “You mean… An
  
   Elder God
  
  did this?”
 

 
  “They would hardly have to do something so subtle, nor would it be in their nature. At least, not if they were acting directly.” The Walker shrugged. “Several possibilities come to mind. Scyllith
  
   does
  
  have her own cult, now; they are theoretically isolated underground by Themynra’s drow, but it wouldn’t be the first time one of them dug a long tunnel straight up and got loose on the surface. That doesn’t usually last long before the Pantheon’s agents land on them—or, for that matter, Elilial’s—but there’s precedent. It is also possible, though it would be out of character and contrary to her established pattern of the last few millennia, that my mother has decided to intervene in the mortal world again. Alternatively, it may be that one or more of the Infinite Order thought slain in the Pantheon’s uprising has survived, and now resurfaced. Ascended beings are nothing if not resilient, and most of them were exceedingly intelligent. Then, too, some members of the Pantheon would know how to use these systems, even before acquiring the nigh-limitless knowledge of godhood. They picked up some walking detritus in the course of their adventures, but a good few of them were trusted lab assistants who worked directly under members of the Order.” She shrugged. “The list of possibilities is long… But it is, now, a
  
   list,
  
  and not the wide-open vagueness it was when you stepped into this hall.”
 

 
  Milanda unconsciously frowned and rubbed her chin, a gesture Sharidan made when concentrating. Catching herself at it, she immediately ceased.
 

 
  “All right… You can find out who did it, then?”
 

 
  “I’m not going to make promises based on information I don’t have, but I believe so. The access made to the systems gave me the impression it was…exploratory. Incompetent, even. A trained user would not have bumbled about, messing with random functions, the way the interloper did. My personal theory at the moment is that this is another human who’s got his hands on something he shouldn’t. If, somehow, somebody unearthed a functioning terminal with transcension field access and an authorized user’s credentials still active, that might be enough.”
 

 
  “So…it’s an inexperienced user.”
 

 
  “That much I can all but guarantee.” The Walker smiled. “I, as we have discussed, actually know how to use the systems. Provided our uninvited guest doesn’t get
  
   too
  
  much more time to practice, I should be more than a match for him. There’s been no such activity in the last day or so. Perhaps he’s asleep.”
 

 
  Milanda frowned. “Can you reverse what was done to the Hands?”
 

 
  “That’s trickier.” The prisoner began to pace again. “The system logs will tell me every change made by the intruder; putting everything back the way it was should be a very simple matter. This, however, is a
  
   hybrid
  
  system, designed to run at least partially if not
  
   mostly
  
  on the highly intuitive magic of the dryads. What’s been done may have had ripple effects that we can’t so easily put right. The whole mess is easily complex enough for chaos theory to be a potential factor. It
  
   should,
  
  in theory, still be correctable, but if that happens, we’re looking at a longer and more difficult operation entirely.”
 

 
  “Especially if we want to take measures to ensure this doesn’t happen again…”
 

 
  “In all honesty,” the Walker said with a grimace, “if you’re going to do something like that, I would recommend dismantling the whole system and replacing it with another one, built from the ground up by someone who knows what they are doing.”
 

 
  “Someone like you.”
 

 
  She shrugged. “I could help, yes. The Avatar would be a better choice. I’m mystified what sequence of events could have led him to be stuck down
  
   there
  
  while this nonsense is going on up
  
   here.
  
  Theasia clearly persuaded him to help; she’d have been far better off persuading him to design her whole Hand apparatus. It couldn’t have been made without his input, but he definitely did not engineer this jury-rigged thing.”
 

 
  Milanda drew in a deep breath and peered around the empty hall. “All right… What, then, would you do? I assume there’s more to this facility than this hall, but I don’t see any doors…”
 

 
  The Walker grinned and tapped again on her invisible barrier. “You wouldn’t. You don’t see one
  
   here,
  
  either, but I assure you, this is where it is. This facility was put under lockdown when the renegades attacked, and that order was never rescinded. Most of it is inert and walled off. I don’t know how
  
   this
  
  was left open enough that comparatively simple humans thousands of years later could have entered and turned on the lights, but here we are. I can unlock the rest of it, easily. There will be terminals in this hall; you just have to know how to access them. We’ll want something more central to do the kind of work necessary, though.”
 

 
  “How big
  
   is
  
  this place?” Milanda asked curiously.
 

 
  “It runs through most of the mountain,” the Walker replied. “You’ve built your city upon what used to be the planetary spaceport. The Infinite Order were rather paranoid and grew increasingly mistrustful of one another; they insisted on there being only a
  
   single
  
  point where spacecraft were permitted to land and depart, so they could all watch it, and thus watch each other’s comings and goings, as well as see who was doing what with the off-planet facilities scattered about the solar system. To that end, they flattened the top of this mountain and used it for a giant landing pad, building all the actual facilities the port needed underground.”
 

 
  “But…the mountain
  
   isn’t
  
  flat,” Milanda protested, fascinated in spite of herself. “Tiraas is on a perfectly symmetrical hill.”
 

 
  “It isn’t flat
  
   now,”
  
  the Walker said with a mirthless grin. “The Pantheon, when they came visiting, were not in a…talking mood. But yes, this is not even the tip of the iceberg. It’s scarcely a snowball, the gravitational isolation chamber notwithstanding.
  
   That,
  
  by the way, is
  
   deep
  
  below the mountain, accessible only by teleporter; it’s not actually at all close to here. These passages are practically a city unto themselves, with spaces set aside for every conceivable use. I would suggest,” she added, suddenly frowning, “that we not unlock anything more than we need, which should be minimal. The security lockdown caused by the renegades’ attack would shut off virtually all of the housekeeping functions in chambers without living occupants—which would be all of them. A space that hasn’t been touched in eight thousand years will not be pleasant to visit, and there’s no telling what the Order
  
   had
  
  in some of those chambers. This, up here, was clearly a detention wing; there should be a security station close by. That will do splendidly for our purposes. If not, or if it’s not accessible, the hidden terminals here will have maps.”
 

 
  Milanda drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, aware that what needed to be said had already been said. She was stalling, now, afraid of the implications of what she would have to do here. But there was no time for that.
 

 
  “Very well, then. Terms.”
 

 
  “Terms,” the Walker agreed.
 

 
  “First, you are not to leave here,” Milanda said firmly. “Ever.”
 

 
  The Walker tilted her head. “From one prison to another?”
 

 
  “It’s the same prison, and surely having the run of it is a different matter than being cooped up in that cell.”
 

 
  “Very true. All right, I accept.”
 

 
  “Second, your access to the facility’s systems will only be toward specific goals approved by myself or the Emperor. Third, you will not go near the Emperor, or any other guest who does not have the Hands’ protection against your magic. I’ll warn you, I am explaining, not bargaining; all the terms I am laying out will be programmed into the system, and
  
   you
  
  will not have the clearance to alter them.”
 

 
  “You can do that?” the Walker asked mildly. “Then I’m curious why you need me.”
 

 
  “I can’t,” Milanda replied, “but I know someone who can.” She tucked a hand into the pocket hidden in her skirt and withdrew the object the Avatar had given her, ejected directly from a small fissure in his metal complex back at the Nexus, where the dryads kept their personal effects. It actually rather resembled a power crystal, though more square in shape and encased in a framework of steel, with a complex little apparatus on one end. The Walker’s eyes fixed on it instantly. “So no, you will not go near the Emperor. When he approaches, or
  
   anyone
  
  who is potentially in danger from you, the system will issue a warning and give you time to secure yourself in a cell. This one, or another. There you will remain until the facility is cleared, at which time you will be free to resume roaming the whole complex at will. If you do not secure yourself in a timely fashion, interior defenses will be activated to do it for you.”
 

 
  “If those were a threat to me,” the Walker said in a deceptively calm tone, “the Infinite Order would not have bothered to banish my sisters and I to the insulation layer, against Mother’s wishes.”
 

 
  “The Infinite Order were very impressive, yes, but they did
  
   not
  
  have dryads, or the ability to use Naiya’s personal transcension field against you through their auspices. Or have you forgotten how you were corralled into that cell in the first place?”
 

 
  The Walker stared flatly at her, all pretense of friendliness erased now, but after a long moment, she nodded.
 

 
  “Very well. Your concerns are entirely valid. And…this is still a step up from my current situation. I accept those terms, and will not cause needless difficulty.”
 

 
  Milanda, ever the courtier, caught the qualifier; what was
  
   needless
  
  was in the eye of the beholder, and someone who had no intention of causing trouble wouldn’t need to cover herself that way. She let it pass for the moment, however.
 

 
  “I wasn’t finished. Fourth, these terms are not final; more may be imposed as they are deemed necessary by the Emperor, or his heirs.”
 

 
  “There, we have trouble,” the Walker said, folding her arms. “You ask me to agree to an open-ended deal which you could change at any time to any terms you like.”
 

 
  “Fifth,” Milanda barreled on, “and pursuant to the point above, if you resist or attempt to attack any Imperial personnel, you will be conclusively terminated.”
 

 
  The Walker’s eyes narrowed to slits. “If you could do that, you would have.”
 

 
  “Once again, the dryads—”
 

 
  “Don’t talk to me about dryads,” she said curtly. “I am
  
   far
  
  too dangerous to be left alive. That I am proves my captors don’t have the capacity to kill me.”
 

 
  “That’s where you are sadly mistaken,” Milanda said softly. “I have not spoken with the Emperor about you, thanks to the geas on this place, but I know him as well as anyone alive, and it’s no trouble for me to understand his position on this. It would trouble his conscience enough to keep you imprisoned, simply because of what you are through no fault of your own. He places duty and necessity above his personal feelings when he must, but he would absolutely
  
   not
  
  countenance the injustice of executing you when you are not to blame for what you are.
 

 
  “His mother was a different matter. Empress Theasia, I’m afraid, never learned the lesson of Athan’Khar
  
   despite
  
  her own father’s remonstrations; her ministers had quite a time preventing her from creating and stocking, much less using, horrible weapons with the advances in magic and alchemy which occurred under her reign. None of that is common knowledge, of course. In fact, now that I’ve met you, I suspect the world owes you a debt. I do believe part of the reason the Empress allowed herself to be persuaded not to pursue such projects was because she had
  
   you
  
  down here, ready to be unleashed on any enemy she judged deserving of it. Theasia was
  
   quite
  
  the pragmatist, not to mention ruthless and paranoid even by the standards of politicians. I sometimes wonder if she wasn’t part drow.”
 

 
  “I see,” the prisoner said tonelessly.
 

 
  “And allow me to elaborate on your earlier objection,” Milanda continued grimly. “I am not negotiating with you, as I said, nor asking for your approval. I am explaining what will happen. Computer, display terminal.”
 

 
  With a soft
  
   beep,
  
  a section of flat wall next to the Walker’s cell suddenly manifested borders, then slid upward to reveal a glowing panel above a rack of controls that vaguely resembled the runic interfaces with which Milanda was familiar. Positioned as it was, the Walker couldn’t see it, but her eyes cut in that direction regardless. Milanda, as the Avatar had directed her, carefully inserted the data crystal into the appropriate slot.
 

 
  
   “Security protocols updated,”
  
  a curt and toneless feminine voice said from the air all around them.
  
   “User Milanda Darnassy acknowledged.”
  
 

 
  “It’s done,” Milanda said, stepping back and dusting off her hands. “Once you’re out of there, the rules as I have explained them will be in effect. It was worth doing, on general principles, since the Avatar went to the trouble of making that for me. All this, though, has been my way of deciding whether I want to run the risk of
  
   letting
  
  you out.”
 

 
  She stepped toward the panel again, meeting the prisoner’s featureless black eyes.
 

 
  “Help me decide.”
 

 
  They locked gazes, and the seconds slipped by. Finally, though, a small smile crept onto the Dark Walker’s thin lips. It was hard to tell, peculiar as her face was, but Milanda had the distinct feeling the expression was genuine.
 

 
  “I like you,” the imprisoned fairy said simply. “You’re smart. Very well, it’s not as if there is a downside in this for me; your deal is an unqualified improvement in my own situation. I don’t at all mind helping you in exchange. In fact, after all these years, I find myself eager at the prospect of something constructive to
  
   do.”
  
  She stepped backward from the barrier, then bowed. “We have a deal.”
 

 
  Milanda drew in another calming breath and let it out. “What’s your name?”
 

 
  The eerie woman’s expression closed down again. “It doesn’t matter. The name belonged to…who I was. With my sisters. She is gone.”
 

 
  “Well, in modern folklore you’re known as the Dark Walker,” Milanda said wryly. “I have to call you
  
   something,
  
  and forgive me, but I’d prefer it not be that.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the prisoner mused, “in all my years I have
  
   rarely
  
  met anyone who could pull off being called ‘The Dark’ anything. Walker is fine. I do enjoy a good stroll.”
 

 
  “So be it, then. Computer, open the cell. Come on out, Walker.”
 

 
  Even as she finished her sentence, the facility’s sub-OS
  
   beeped
  
  in acknowledgment, and an aperture suddenly appeared in the transparent wall near its right edge; roughly door-shaped, with rounded edges, it manifested silently where before the surface had been utterly seamless.
 

 
  Walker moved without hurry, slowly pacing toward it, then as Milanda backed away to give her room, out. She paused in the corridor, then drew in a deep breath, her thin chest expanding.
 

 
  Milanda smiled and opened her mouth to speak, but abruptly Walker whirled on her, lunging forward to grasp her head in both hands. Milanda seized her forearms reflexively, feeling her own newly-enhanced strength; she could have picked the woman up and tossed her one-handed, and that was the least of it. Walker’s grip was like iron, though, strong enough that even she couldn’t hold it back by brute strength alone.
 

 
  The fairy smiled, however, and released her a moment later.
 

 
  “You really
  
   are
  
  protected,” she marveled, still standing uncomfortably close, but having relaxed her arms such that Milanda was able to shove them apart and away. “Forgive me. You cannot imagine how long it has been since I could
  
   touch
  
  someone. All right!”
 

 
  Grinning, she pulled back completely, rubbing her hands together in a mimicry of the gesture Milanda herself had made moments ago. “Then it seems we have work to do. There is no sense in delaying further. Come!”
 

 
  She stepped around her, heading back up the hall toward the bend to the teleporter, and Milanda could only follow, desperately hoping she had not just made a critical mistake.
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  “Computer! Map!”
 

 
  Walker waited in expectant silence for a few seconds before heaving a sigh.
 

 
  “Security protocols,” Milanda said. “With all due respect, you are not trusted with unfettered access to the system. And where are you going? The terminal is here.”
 

 
  “There’ll be terminals concealed in most every surface,” Walker replied, pacing back toward her. “I know how the Order like to arrange their structures; there’s probably a terminal at the end of this hall, where it turns, and
  
   also
  
  probably a door facing the teleporter. If not, the ‘porter itself can be reconfigured to send us somewhere else. At bare minimum, there will be one right next to the teleporter. But since you are here, would you do the honors?”
 

 
  Milanda raised her eyebrows wryly, but turned to the currently exposed wall terminal. “Computer, map.”
 

 
  The screen lit up with a complicated series of red squiggly lines on a black field which resembled no map Milanda had ever seen.
 

 
  “Project in 3D,” Walker ordered. Nothing happened; after a moment, she turned a pointed look on Milanda, who dutifully repeated the phrase.
 

 
  Then she instinctively stepped back as the diagram lifted off the surface of the panel to hover in the air above it. As it did so, it suddenly began to make sense. The red lines formed a network of chambers and tunnels which, to judge by their general shape and arrangement, had to run through a large portion of the mountain.
 

 
  “Hmm,” Milanda mused. “Can you make it bigger? And focus on this location?”
 

 
  “The computer is fairly smart, but it’s not designed for social interaction like the Avatar. You get the best results with clear and precise instructions. Terse, even.”
 

 
  Milanda made no response, occupied as she was studying the map as it shifted, grew, and moved, the lower portions fading from view. Despite Walker’s admonition, the computer had apparently understood her request. A small section of hallway rose to prominence and the red wire-frame structure was filled in with light, conforming to the shape of the hall in which they stood, cells and all. Icons represented the entrance, with the elevator just beyond it, as well as the teleporter. Right across from that, exactly where Walker had said it would be, was a door leading to a larger, round chamber, with more hallways branching off from it, and three elevator shafts descending lower into the complex.
 

 
  In the course of the shift, before they were moved out of the map’s current frame of view, Milanda noted that the nearby surface elevator was not the only one protruding upward toward the city. She made a mental note to investigate that later. It seemed unlikely anyone but the Empress had found a way down here, or more would be known about it. If the possibility had existed that someone one day might, it was worth taking precautions. After all, she had no idea when or how Theasia herself had discovered this place.
 

 
  “Perfect,” Walker said in a satisfied tone. “As I suspected, that’s a security station. Apparently a fairly important one, from the size of it. Look, there’s a crew barracks attached; that will provide you a place to sleep. I’m assuming, here, that you are not eager to go back above and explain yourself to the Hands.”
 

 
  “Not until I’m ready, anyway,” Milanda agreed, still studying the map. The Avatar had warned her that she and the Hands would be able to sense each other if they drew close enough together. That was to be avoided, which meant she should avoid the Palace for the time being.
 

 
  Walker had already headed back down the hall again; when Milanda joined her, she was waiting patiently at the intersection, and gestured toward the flat wall.
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat. “Computer… Uh, door.”
 

 
  Lines appeared in the blank milthril surface, delineating a doorway; a second later, the cut-off mithril panel slid silently into the floor, revealing a door that appeared to be of steel, marked with the same emblem as the outer door.
 

 
  Milanda carefully stepped forward and touched it with her fingertips. Nothing happened.
 

 
  “Computer,” she said, annoyed,
  
   “open
  
  the door.”
 

 
  
   “Warning.”
  
  The computer spoke in a rapid tone devoid of inflection.
  
   “Security lockdown in effect.”
  
 

 
  Milanda sighed. “Well, end the—”
 

 
  She broke off and stared at Walker, who had begun waving frantically to get her attention.
 

 
  “Clear, precise,
  
   terse,”
  
  she said firmly. “Since the Avatar apparently gave you clearance, if you just tell it to end the lockdown without any qualifiers, it’ll do so everywhere. There is
  
   no
  
  telling what’s buried in these halls, or what might happen if all the doors are suddenly unsealed. You can open rooms one at a time, which is what I strongly recommend.”
 

 
  Milanda regarded her uncertainly for a moment before nodding. It was true that Walker’s incentive here was to make herself useful, but it was difficult to trust the eerie creature. It would have been even if she were not alone with her, in the apparently perfectly functional ruins of a civilization that Walker fully understood and Milanda did not. Hopefully, at minimum, there would be no more head-grabbing. In this case, at any rate, her advice made sense.
 

 
  “Computer,” she said carefully, “end the lockdown
  
   only
  
  in the security station beyond.”
 

 
  A pleasant, two-toned chime sounded. Milanda frowned, turning to Walker.
 

 
  “That’s an acknowledgment,” the ex-valkyrie explained. “Descending tones means there’s an error; in that case, it’ll usually explain what’s wrong.”
 

 
  “I see.”
 

 
  “You’ll pick it up quite quickly,” Walker continued. “I’ve heard it said that the degree of a civilization’s advancement can be judged by how much of its work is automated; the Infinite Order were
  
   very
  
  advanced, and arranged their structures to avoid having to lift a finger without need. The computers are designed for maximal efficiency, convenience, and user-friendliness.”
 

 
  “Then why is the door still not open?” Milanda asked in some irritation.
 

 
  Walker smiled. “That room has been blocked off for eight thousand years, and with lockdown protocols in effect, the systems wouldn’t be working to keep it habitable. It won’t open the door until it’s safe. Housekeeping functions are cycling in fresh atmosphere, removing dust, purging any biological contaminants. It should take just a minute or two.”
 

 
  “A minute or two?” Milanda asked, turning to gaze thoughtfully at the door. “To clean eight millennia of mess?”
 

 
  
   “Very
  
  advanced indeed.”
 

 
  In fact, it was faster than that; no sooner had she spoken than the ascending chime sounded again, and the door opened on its own with a soft hiss.
 

 
  Milanda stood there uncertainly, craning her neck to peer through the opened doorway, until Walker sighed and pushed past her, striding into the security station. Suppressing her annoyance, Milanda followed.
 

 
  The room’s general shape she could recognize, both from the map and as the product of the same minds which had designed the Nexus on the dryads’ mini-planet. It was round, and sizable; the central floor was sunken, with doors opening in four directions (including the one from which they entered), and an upper ring of floor forming bridges over the doorways, reached by four narrow flights of stairs which had those glowing lights under each step. Another round structure stood in the center, chest-high and flat, with screens and panels protruding from it on all sides. The arched ceiling was black and decorated with a pattern of glowing stars which slowly rotated, the whole thing supported by rounded steel beams, culminating in a round purple hemisphere in the center which was faintly luminous. Lights were cleverly hidden along the steel walls, illuminating the space more completely than any fairy lamps Milanda had ever seen.
 

 
  It was clean, the air fresh, and there was no sign of dust. The room did not look as if it had been sealed off for eight thousand years, but it was still a mess. Metal crates and barrels of various sizes were piled haphazardly all around, as well as racks and display cases of various kinds of equipment, all of it unfamiliar to her. There were chairs, strewn without order across the floor, a few on their sides, and quite a lot were piled with boxes or draped with lengths of clothing. Just to the left of the doorway through which they emerged stood a transparent cylinder taller than she, illuminated from within by a sickly green light. Milanda stared at this in fascination; the unmistakable shape of a katzil demon was suspended, motionless, within it.
 

 
  “Well, look at that,” Walker marveled, studying the demon. “A quetzal. Such graceful creatures. You can tell they were some of Scyllith’s early work.”
 

 
  “Can you?”
 

 
  “She always had a strong sense of aesthetics,” Walker said, now examining the cylinder in which the katzil hung, seemingly unsupported and not touching the walls. “Initially, that meant she created beautiful things. As time went by and her personal transcension field began to have an effect on her psyche, she took to collecting the more hideous and horrible cast-offs from her colleagues’ experiments, so that she and her own work appeared more pleasant by contrast. Never a likable woman, so I understand, even before succumbing to infernal corruption.”
 

 
  “What’s it doing
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  “That is a fascinating question,” Walker mused, turning to pace slowly through the maze of chairs and containers. “I wasn’t on this plane of existence when the renegades attacked the spaceport. There must have been quite an interesting chain of events, to result in these piles of random junk being shoved into what seems to have been a major security hub. I confess I’m at a loss. This reinforces what I said, though; let us refrain from unsealing any more rooms unless we find a good and specific reason to enter them.”
 

 
  Milanda picked her way through the mess, pausing to examine a segmented cylinder perched on wheeled legs, its protruding spider-like arms drooping. “What’s this?”
 

 
  “A Caretaker unit,” Walker said. “Maintenance droid. Curiouser and curiouser… Lockdown protocols shouldn’t have shut them off, and if it was running, it would be able to repair itself indefinitely. Having a functioning Caretaker in here would have gone a long way toward keeping it orderly. This place looks like a student dorm after a party. Just what did the Pantheon
  
   do
  
  here, I wonder?”
 

 
  “Hm. Maybe we should turn it back on, help clean this out.”
 

 
  “Let’s wait and see how much time we’ll need to spend here, first.” Walker picked up an overturned chair, carelessly tossing aside the garment that had been draped over it, and set it in front of one of the panels sprouting from the central structure. She sat down, focusing her gaze on the panel itself. At a touch from her, it sprang to life, and two more narrow ones slid out from its frame, one below and one to the side. The symbol that marked the doors hovered in the middle of the transparent central screen, while a series of glowing icons appeared in the smaller ones. “I believe I will need your help, here. Would you kindly instruct the computer to give me access to the relevant records?”
 

 
  Milanda paused to consider her phrasing, mindful both of Walker’s advice regarding talking to the computer, and her own lingering unease toward her new companion.
 

 
  “Computer.” She paused, and the affirmative chirp sounded. “Give user…uh, Walker, here, access to records of changes made to…um, anything to do with the programming. For the last…” She looked helplessly at Walker, who was just giving her a sardonic stare. “…since the dryads moved in. Uh, go.”
 

 
  The computer chimed again, and lines of text popped up on Walker’s terminal.
 

 
  “Smoothly done,” she said, turning to examine it.
 

 
  “Oh, shut up.” Milanda rescued a nearby chair, carefully moving a stack of rounded boxes from it to the floor, and set it down beside the fairy, positioning herself where she had a good view of the screen.
 

 
  “Hmm,” Walker murmured, eyes flicking across the display. The lines slid up and down as she moved her finger on the smaller panel to the right. “Okay, this part is simple enough. The changes made are all fairly superficial… Some affect only the maintenance functions of the facility and shouldn’t impact the dryads or Hands at all. Since most of the facility is inactive, though, the majority of these dealt with that network. There just wasn’t much else to be messed
  
   with.
  
  I can reverse these changes. Actually, I can designate a restore point in the timeline, here, and simply reset the whole thing to how it stood there.”
 

 
  “It’s that simple?”
 

 
  “Not remotely. All I can affect here is the code. Think of it like…” She paused, ruminating for a moment. “The system is like vines climbing a trellis. They die off and are restored with each season, they grow naturally, they
  
   change.
  
  Change the shape of the trellis, and the vines will clearly be affected, but they’ll continue growing. Put it back the way it was…”
 

 
  “And the vines won’t go back the way
  
   they
  
  were,” Milanda finished.
 

 
  “Exactly. Restoring the code is a start. It’s very likely, though, that in order to restore the whole system to its previous state, we will need to do what was done to set it up in the first place, which will involve the conscious cooperation of the dryads.” She turned to look seriously at Milanda. “And as I said before, I really think you would be better off nixing the whole structure and restarting from scratch. If you want to make it identical to how it was before, the Avatar should remember what was done. That would be an excellent chance to make improvements, however.”
 

 
  “Taking your analogy of vines further,” Milanda said slowly, “restoring such an organic network to a previous state is…difficult, and unlikely to work, correct? You can prune a vine, but that won’t make it a younger vine.”
 

 
  Walker nodded. “And an elaborate spell structure made
  
   purely
  
  of fae magic is the very definition of organic. The code gives it shape, but the magic is what manifests the effects. That the Hands are so clearly affected shows it is doing just that.”
 

 
  “Is there anything else you can learn from it?” she asked, putting off that decision for the moment. “Information on who did this would be extremely helpful.”
 

 
  “Quite. Let me see.” Walker touched the large screen, and the lines of code shifted, retreating to the background while another box of text popped up. She touched this, moving the text. “Hm… This is interesting. This was done under Scyllith’s credentials.”
 

 
  A chill worked its way down Milanda’s spine. She gave no outward sign of it.
 

 
  “What else can you tell?”
 

 
  “There’s a peculiar lack of information here,” Walker murmured, frowning at the display. “This should have logged details about the computer which interfaced with this one, but…there’s nothing. Like there
  
   was
  
  no computer, and the changes were just…made.”
 

 
  “You mean, Scyllith did this
  
   personally?”
  
 

 
  “No…there’s a record of a login under her user account. Direct access by an ascended being would be recorded differently. It’s as if she logged into some kind of
  
   void.
  
  This makes no sense… Huh.”
 

 
  “What?” Milanda demanded when Walker fell silent.
 

 
  “This isn’t the first time. These incursions started three days ago, but there’s something else in the records… The whole structure goes back decades ago, when it was first installed under Theasia’s reign. But there was another alteration made…about ten years ago. Also under Scyllith’s name.
  
   That
  
  one from a recognized facility.”
 

 
  “What did it do?” Milanda exclaimed.
 

 
  “I can’t tell.” Walker was frowning at the screen. “It definitely impacted the Hands…but this is a very minor, very careful and specific change. I don’t think this was the work of the same person who’s been meddling with this in the last week. To enact such a light touch and in such a way that it avoids leaving traces is the work of someone familiar with the system. This
  
   new
  
  person is fumbling about, trying to figure out what all the buttons and blinking lights do.”
 

 
  “You said it was from a recognized facility?”
 

 
  “Fabrication Plant One.” Walker touched all three screens in rapid succession, and the central one changed abruptly, showing a map of the continent. A glowing dot pulsed on the coast in the northeast.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Puna Dara,”
  
  Milanda breathed.
 

 
  “Under it, more likely,” said Walker. “Possibly underwater off the coast. Any surviving Infinite Order facilities are well-buried at this point; Mother saw to that. No further access from there. Whatever happened, Scyllith or someone with access to her user account, likely someone working for her, tweaked the system and then hasn’t touched it since. Very curious…the transcension field connecting the Order’s facilities was supposed to be disabled. Mother saw to that, too. They must have piggy-backed on one of the other active fields, but that would be very difficult to do without
  
   seriously
  
  in-depth knowledge of how these machines work.”
 

 
  “This is horrifying,” Milanda mumbled.
 

 
  “Quite. Scyllith does
  
   not
  
  need access to these or any systems… I repeat, this appears to be a separate issue, but it also bears investigating. Honestly, Milanda, I believe we’ll need the Avatar’s help with both matters.”
 

 
  Milanda leaned back and heaved a sigh. “And he can’t be brought up here. Is there any reason you can’t go down there?”
 

 
  Walker shrugged. “Physically, no. It would severely agitate the dryads, though. It’s rare that they’ve been in a position to interact with a sister of my generation, but they always take it poorly. I think Mother built something into their nature that causes an instinctive aversion.”
 

 
  “That seems cruel.”
 

 
  “Cruelty is about taking pleasure in the pain of others,” Walker said evenly. “Mother is never cruel. Heartless, though, that would be accurate. She is generally not concerned with others’ pain, one way or the other. I’m going to set up a simulation,” she continued, her fingers suddenly flying across the narrow screen on the bottom. “Every little bit of data helps; this may give some insight into the ripple effects caused by the recent incursion. This may take some time…”
 

 
  Milanda sighed, glancing around the room. “I guess I can find…something to do.”
 

 
  “I recommend you do
  
   not
  
  touch anything in here,” Walker said, eyes on her screen. “Some of those devices are weapons and most of the rest are potentially dangerous if mishandled. Here… Computer, activate entertainment playlist on the next terminal. Novels, J.R.R. Tolkien, order of publication.”
 

 
  The computer chimed obligingly and the next terminal came to life, text and icons appearing on the main screen and the supplemental ones sliding into place.
 

 
  “Oh, how lovely,” Walker said with a smile. “It seems I don’t need your permission to access the entertainment database. The Avatar must feel somewhat sorry for my long imprisonment.”
 

 
  “What’s this?” Milanda asked, scooting her chair over to frown at the lines of words on the other screen.
 

 
  “Just a little something you may find interesting. Tolkien was quite popular among the Order; I rather think this will illuminate much of
  
   why
  
  your world is the way it is.”
 

 
  
   Your world,
  
  Milanda noted. According to Walker’s own story, she had never lived on any world but this one, yet she didn’t think of herself as part of it. Well, considering how it had treated her, that was somewhat understandable. Out loud she said, “I suppose I could try. Are these number
  
   page
  
  counts? I’ve never been fond of dense novels…”
 

 
  Walker shot her a look of pure irritation, unmistakable even on her peculiar features. “Fine. These systems contain the
  
   entire
  
  literary output of your species; perhaps Disney animated musicals would be more your—oh ho!” Suddenly she hunched over her screen, grinning fiercely. “Our friend has just appeared again!”
 

 
  “What? What’s he doing?” Milanda demanded, scooting her chair back over and peering at the code, which didn’t help her at all to understand it.
 

 
  “More of the same,” Walker murmured distractedly. “Poking around. Hmmmm. I
  
   could
  
  block his access. That will tip him off that someone’s here, working, however.”
 

 
  “You’re of the opinion this person is a modern human?” Milanda said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “It’s my leading theory, but of course I don’t
  
   know.”
  
 

 
  “Can you get more data with him actively engaged?”
 

 
  “I’m trying… This is so
  
   strange.
  
  He’s logged in as Scyllith, but Scyllith wouldn’t be doing this foolishness. It’s the same effect, though: it’s as if the machine he’s on…” She trailed off, her eyes widening. “Wait. I think… I think he
  
   built
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Built it? A machine that can access the Infinite Order’s computers? How?”
 

 
  “That is a question to which I would
  
   love
  
  an answer… Hang on, I’m querying his system specs.” She paused, then narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. “…that kicked him off. His rig didn’t even have the processing power to handle the request while logged in. He
  
   did
  
  ,
  
  
  Milanda. The simplest surviving Order device would register and handle such trivial tasks effortlessly. Somehow, he’s doing this on something he
  
   made.
  
  From modern enchanting parts.”
 

 
  “Well, he knows we’re here now, if you knocked him out of the system,” Milanda pointed out.
 

 
  “Maybe.” Walker leaned back gazing thoughtfully at the screen. “Whatever he’s using is so primitive the sub-OS here doesn’t even recognize it as a fellow computer; something like that would be prone to crashing on its own. This does change the color of the matter. There’s something else odd…something there, but not, like the machine itself. See, it’s indicating an Avatar’s presence, but it isn’t identified.”
 

 
  “You can identify Avatars?”
 

 
  “Indeed. They are numbered, and few; the Order didn’t like to leave artificial intelligences lying around.” Milanda glanced over at the deactivated Caretaker while Walker continued speaking. “Each Avatar should be instantly recognized by the computer; it’s registering the presence it recognizes as one, but it doesn’t know
  
   which,
  
  and that doesn’t make sense.”
 

 
  “The Avatar I spoke to was many, many times more complex than the most advanced modern golem,” Milanda said slowly. “He was effectively a person. Would I be correct in assuming such a thing couldn’t
  
   possibly
  
  be run on contemporary logic controllers?”
 

 
  “You would. The idea is laughable.”
 

 
  “So…what if he’s somehow got hold of an Avatar and is running
  
   part
  
  of it? Just enough to make his system work without overloading it?”
 

 
  “That…is…not impossible,” Walker said grudgingly. “If so, we have a real problem on our hands, Milanda. An Avatar is an AI designed by a spacefaring society to administer city-sized complexes in the most minute detail.
  
   This
  
  character is trying to run one on a cobbled-together steampunk gumball machine. The significant fact isn’t that it doesn’t work, but that he got it to boot up at
  
   all.
  
  If the theory is correct, this person would have to be a genius of a caliber even the Order would have respected.”
 

 
  Milanda blinked, working her way through several unfamiliar terms in that sentence. “…what kind of machine?”
 

 
  “Mother had one,” Walker murmured, leaning forward and again rapidly touching sigils on the control panels. “A valuable antique from Earth… I suppose it’s rusted away to scrap in some vault, now, if it wasn’t destroyed outright in the uprising. She even had the fabricators make gumballs for us.” She smiled faintly as she worked. “Vile things, really. Nothing but sugar, dye, and…glue. Still. It was…a happy memory. All right, I’m working on a little something, here, for the next time he logs in. We can shut him out easily enough, but that doesn’t help us figure out
  
   who
  
  this is or
  
   how
  
  he’s doing this, which I gather is a priority. It’ll take some adjusting to get the sub-OS to interact fluidly with his incredibly dinky computer, but…” A sly grin stretched across her uncanny features. “I do believe we can turn the tables.”
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  Inefficiency and waste were not tolerated in Toman Panissar’s army. Inefficiency and waste were inevitable in armies in general, but at the very least, they did not occur where he could (or was likely to) see them. As such, the headquarters of Imperial Command ran like dwarven clockwork. Uniformed troops and formally-attired civilians moved constantly here and there, but briskly and in an organized fashion, with an absolute minimum of talk and zero loitering. Everything was spotlessly clean, everything exactly in its place, everyone clearly acting purposefully and on specific business.
 

 
  It was sort of amazing that she made it that far.
 

 
  The door to the outer administrative complex swung open, as it did a thousand times a day, and a woman in business attire strode rapidly in, clutching a thick folder of papers under her arm. That, in and of itself, was not unusual. Her pace was a touch
  
   too
  
  rapid, though, and the folder bulged with scraps and stray corners of paper, which did not suit the tightly ordered aesthetic of the complex. She made a beeline for the guarded doors to the inner offices, ignoring all activity around her. The guards saw her coming and shifted to face her directly, but she was intercepted before making it even that far.
 

 
  “Can I help you?” a tall soldier asked, stepping swiftly out from behind his desk and planting himself in her path. She practically skidded in order to stop in time, which didn’t cause him to flinch.
 

 
  “Are you General Panissar?” the woman demanded.
 

 
  “No, I am not,” he replied wryly. “Are you attached to the Army?”
 

 
  “I’ll speak with the General,” she said curtly, trying to step around him.
 

 
  He moved to obstruct her. “If you have an appointment, you can proceed to the receptionist on the second floor and wait. Otherwise, you’ll have to
  
   make
  
  an appointment, and depart in the meantime.”
 

 
  “This is not a secured space,” she shot back. “Public presence is allowed.”
 

 
  “This is Imperial Command,” he said, unimpressed. “No one is
  
   allowed
  
  to wander around at liberty. If you have specific business and a reason for being here—”
 

 
  “I am legal counsel for soldiers of the Imperial Army pursuing action against ImCom at the highest level,” she barked. “Per the Writ of Duties, they are permitted to present their grievance directly to the requisite authority, which in this case is the General in command of the Army entire,
  
   as adjudged
  
  by a Grand Magistrate of the Tiraan Empire, and I am in fact
  
   obligated
  
  to present said case to said individual
  
   in
  
  person
  
   at
  
  the earliest possible date and hour in order to protect my clients
  
   who
  
  are adjudged to face undue hardship and/or danger in the course of presenting themselves in person,
  
   also
  
  according to said Grand Magistrate. Ergo, I shall now see the General, and
  
   you
  
  shall shove off out of my way!”
 

 
  He finally drew back slightly, staring at her in something like awe. That entire monologue had been delivered almost too rapidly to follow, and she had paused for breath exactly once.
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” the soldier said stiffly, “this is the headquarters for the
  
   entire
  
  army, and security requires—”
 

 
  
   “Sued!”
  
  she thundered, ripping a sheet of paper from her folder and slapping it against his chest, where he caught it mostly out of reflex. “Obstruction of justice and interfering with a duly appointed agent of the law in the prosecution of her sworn duty! I’ll see you in court, asshole!”
 

 
  At that, he was finally too flummoxed to evade her, and she managed to wriggle past him with the aggressive slipperiness of a particularly hungry eel. By that time, the eyes of nearly everyone in the vicinity was on her. Seemingly unperturbed by this, she resumed her course at a rapid trot toward the double doors to the secured section of Command. Both soldiers guarding the opening had now stepped in front of the doors directly, with weapons lifted and aimed at her.
 

 
  “All right, boys, you want a piece of this?” the woman demanded, stomping to a halt directly in front of them. “Cos I brought enough for the
  
   whole
  
  class!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is going on out here?”
 

 
  Soldiers throughout the vicinity snapped to attention, saluting, and the intruder whirled to face the rather diminutive, silver-haired man who had approached from the front of the room, likely through the same doors she had used to enter.
 

 
  “Panissar!” the woman exclaimed, thrusting a hand into her folder to rummage. “My name is—”
 

 
  “Bird Savaraad, attorney at law,” he interrupted, expression skeptical. “You’re
  
   known
  
  around here, ma’am. I asked what is
  
   going on.”
  
 

 
  Savaraad had found the object she sought, apparently, a thick envelope, which she now whipped out of the folder (dislodging a few errant sheets) and wagged at him.
  
   “We
  
  will discuss the maltreatment of soldiers under your command who have retained me to handle their case!”
 

 
  “That’s fine,” he grunted. “There’s a department to handle that. Sergeant Traas will escort you there and make an appointment. Excuse me.”
 

 
  
   “Hold
  
  it right there!” she roared as he turned his back. “Per the judgment of Grant Magistrate Seluvid, I am authorized to present this matter to you
  
   in person!”
  
 

 
  “Then
  
   make an appointment.”
  
  Panissar stopped, half-turning to give her a gimlet eye over his shoulder. “A Grand Magistrate’s order doesn’t authorize you to barge in here on your own damn schedule, or I’d be hearing of it from an Imperial courier, not you. You are disrupting operations in Imperial Command. Behave yourself, or be arrested. Your choice.”
 

 
  The General turned back toward the exit and made one step before she bellowed again. “This matter
  
   will not wait
  
  on your bureaucracy, Panissar! Privates Andrew Finchley, Thomas Rook and Jacob Moriarty have an
  
   urgent
  
  case pertaining
  
   directly
  
  to treatment by a Han—”
 

 
  “Take that woman into custody!” Panissar barked, whirling on her. Immediately, the two door guards stepped forward, seizing her by both arms. Two more soldiers smoothly rose from nearby desks to assume their position flanking the inner doors.
 

 
  “Don’t even try it!” Savaraad shouted, not bothering to struggle except to tighten her grip on her folder. “People know where I am, General! You can’t hush up—”
 

 
  She broke off as Panissar drew a wand from its holster at his belt and stepped forward, aiming the tip barely a foot from her nose.
 

 
  “Ms. Savaraad,” he said quietly, “I strongly advise you to shut your mouth before you step in it and break something. You wanted my attention? You have it. Men, bring her to my office.
  
   You,
  
  keep the bellowing to a minimum. I am
  
   hardly
  
  going to disappear you from under the noses of hundreds of people, unless you create an unassailable pretext for doing so, which you’re about halfway to doing.”
 

 
  The whole office was uncharacteristically silent, watching the soldiers ushering an also uncharacteristically silent Savaraad off after Panissar toward the stairs along the east wall of the huge chamber. At their foot, the General suddenly stopped and turned to glare across the assembled troops and attached personnel.
 

 
  “Are you all
  
   bored?”
  
 

 
  Instantly, there resumed a flurry of motion as everyone present rushed back to their work. Panissar grunted and continued up the stairs, followed by the lawyer and her guards.
 

 
  The only man who remained still was the sergeant who had intercepted Savaraad in the first place, staring at the sheet of paper in his hand.
 

 
  “Hey, Traas.” Another soldier leaned out from behind her own desk. “Did she
  
   actually
  
  subpoena you?”
 

 
  Traas blinked at the paper bemusedly, then turned it so she could see its face. “This is a receipt from a housecleaning service.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Thank you, gentlemen,” Panissar said to the two soldiers. “Dismissed. Shut the door.”
 

 
  Both released Savaraad, saluted, and quickly trooped back out, closing the office door behind them as ordered.
 

 
  The lawyer herself peered quickly around the room through narrowed eyes. It suited Panissar’s reputation: orderly, utilitarian, and neither as large nor as grandiose as his high rank would entitle him to have. Any mid-level bureaucratic functionary might have worked out of this space, save for the room’s only decorations, which consisted of weapons both bladed and modern in glass cases hung along the walls.
 

 
  “Your reputation precedes you,” Panissar said, stepping around behind the desk and seating himself. Notably, there was no chair in front. “I’m missing lunch with my wife right now because fortunately, someone thought to warn me when you came stomping into the building as if you planned to slay a dragon. So far, you’re every bit as annoying as rumor suggests.”
 

 
  “Oh, you ain’t seen
  
   nothing
  
  yet,” she said grimly, brandishing the envelope at him.
 

 
  “You are also reputed to be a damn good lawyer,” he continued, staring flatly up at her, “and to care in all sincerity for the outcome of your cases and the well-being of your clients. So I have to ask, Savaraad, what the
  
   hell
  
  were you thinking blurting out details about
  
   those three
  
  in the middle of a public space where anyone could hear?”
 

 
  “I was thinking,” she said smugly, “that ImCom’s interest here is to hush up the whole affair, and threatening to poke a hole in that was the best way to motivate you off your ass. I don’t make idle threats or bluffs, by the way. This case
  
   will not
  
  go away if I suddenly do. In fact, I’ve taken steps to ensure it will get swiftly and dramatically more difficult for you to handle, should that occur.”
 

 
  “You’re thinking of Imperial Intelligence,” he grunted. “Believe me, if
  
   I
  
  were in the habit of using wands and oubliettes on idiots who waste my time, this city would be significantly depopulated. So, those three boys are tired of cooling their heels in Last Rock, is that it?”
 

 
  “You bet your stars, bucko.” She slapped the envelope down on the desk. “In light of the immediate and significant threat to their well-being posed by their own chain of command, Grand Magistrate Seluvid has issued the orders you see before you,
  
   including
  
  that the matter is to be brought directly to the highest commanding officer of the Army, and may be kept classified
  
   in spite
  
  of your wishes if I, as their designated legal counsel, should deem it necessary. I want those men honorably discharged from the Army and relieved of all military obligation to the Silver Throne, effective immediately,
  
   with
  
  retirement benefits suitable for—”
 

 
  “It’s no surprise you took this to the Grand Magistrate least sympathetic toward the military,” he interrupted. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you got this done so quickly, either. But much as I may frequently want to stuff Seluvid up his own overfed ass—and you may feel free to quote me next time you see him—the man is in no way corrupt. I could only
  
   wish
  
  he had something like that for me to hold over him. So I have to ask, Savaraad. Exactly what cock-and-bull story did you feed him to get this rushed through? That post may be career suicide, but it’s the cushiest one in the whole damn army. If those boys were in any danger from Tellwyrn or her brats, they’d have noticed it long before
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “Privates Finchley, Rook, and Moriarty have offered no complaint about their post, their hostess or their duties until the events of the last week,” she snapped. “Don’t try to deflect me, Panissar, I weave webs around savvier bastards than
  
   you
  
  before I’m properly awake in the morning. This is related to the sudden pattern of threats to them by the Hand of the Emperor on site.”
 

 
  Panissar suddenly narrowed his eyes, his face otherwise blank. “What threats?”
 

 
  “Everything is right there in—”
 

 
  “Lady, it’s a slow day when I can be arsed to read the paperwork I actually
  
   have
  
  to read. You’re here, you know the case.
  
   Tell
  
  me what the Hand did to those soldiers.”
 

 
  Savaraad actually blinked, taken aback by the sudden intensity in his tone. “He… Do I infer, General, that you are actually unaware of—”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   want
  
  to go in an oubliette? Because I actually do have them. Might as well put the space to use if you’re just going to chap my ass.”
 

 
  She sneered, but answered. “The Hand of the Emperor present at Last Rock, in addition to suddenly exhibiting a pattern of inappropriately aggressive behavior, has attempted to
  
   blackmail
  
  Professor Tellwyrn into complying with him by threatening harm to my clients. This is obviously a gigantic breach of—”
 

 
  “So that explains the bluster and shenanigans,” Panissar grunted. “You have no case. A Hand of the Emperor can do whatever the hell he likes with Imperial soldiers, period.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think you’ll find—”
 

 
  
   “Unless,”
  
  the General said, “someone puts a stop to it. Through the kind of backroom dealing
  
   you
  
  came in here to try to pull.” He leaned backward in his chair, peering at her through narrowed eyes. “Hmm. All right, first things first. Honorable discharge with commendations for extraordinary service to the Silver Throne. In fact, I’ll arrange for the Golden Crescent for each of them. That’ll ensure an officer’s pension despite their brief enlistment and low rank. It’s not going to be enough, though.” He abruptly leaned forward, stabbing one finger down onto the desktop. “I
  
   assume
  
  you’ve got those boys somewhere secure?
  
   Tell
  
  me they’re not still at Last Rock.”
 

 
  Savaraad snorted and folded her arms, cradling her thick folder in front of her chest. “Please, this is hardly my first case. Of course I have them safe. Why are you suddenly so accommodating?”
 

 
  “Because I
  
   will not
  
  have my men thrown away,” he snapped. “I’ve stuck my neck out for those boys once already, and I didn’t do it so they could just run afoul of Imperial politics. They’re shitty soldiers by any reckoning, but they’re
  
   good men,
  
  and fiercely loyal to their Emperor. In my military opinion, the latter two traits are more important overall to society than the first one. And that’s our problem, Savaraad; getting them out of the Army won’t be enough. If that Hand has his eye on them, his authority will be only slightly diminished by them being out of the service, and his resources not diminished at all. Once they’re honored and discharged, there’ll be a trail he can follow right to them.”
 

 
  She narrowed her own eyes. “This is some serious monkey business, Panissar. What makes you think a Hand of the Emperor would do something so petty, and why are
  
   you
  
  willing to work against him on behalf of three enlisted nobodies?”
 

 
  “You have no need for those details, Savaraad,” he said curtly.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no
  
  you don’t. My clients are already in jeopardy because of Imperial politics, as you call them. I’m not about to let—”
 

 
  “Savaraad, do you have the faintest idea why those men were quartered at the University at Last Rock in the first place?”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, do you never tire of
  
   interrupting
  
  people?” She let out a sharp huff of irritation. “And no, they only said the matter was classified.”
 

 
  “Sealed to the Throne, in fact,” he said grimly. “So is the matter you are
  
   now
  
  trying to butt into. I told you, I don’t disappear people for irritating me. I am, however, fully capable of getting rid of someone who is presenting an authentic threat to Imperial security, which you are in danger of doing. So let me warn you right now: any business pertaining to Hands of the Emperor is
  
   not
  
  to be discussed outside the details of this case, and then only with your clients and with me. Test me on this, and I will immediately hand you off to Lord Vex, and I can’t honestly promise that he
  
   doesn’t
  
  disappear people who annoy him. For
  
   now,”
  
  he added in a less intense tone, relaxing back into his chair again, “I’ll need to be in touch with Intelligence anyway with regard to those boys. Vex isn’t going to consider this a priority, but I will ride his ass in whatever way necessary to get it done.”
 

 
  “You plan to have Imperial Intelligence hide my clients?” she asked skeptically.
 

 
  Panissar shook his head. “I mean to have them put a watch on those men’s families.”
 

 
  “Surely you don’t think
  
   they
  
  are in danger.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that, no, but I’m also not ready to rule it out, and in no mood to take risks with this business. And I’m serious, Savaraad—you need to stop asking questions about this, for your sake
  
   and
  
  that of your clients. As for them, they’ll have to be hidden through non-governmental means if they’re to be kept safe; any other means will leave a trail for…whoever may be after them. If you’re confident of your own security, they may stay where they are till this matter resolves itself, which should be soon. However…” He tilted his head thoughtfully. “As I recall, the privates in question tested as high on devotion to their Emperor as they did low on overall competence. That’s more or less the starting point of all their problems. Does that agree with your own impressions?”
 

 
  “They’ve made quite a point of it, in fact,” she said pensively. “Moriarty insisted on having affidavits affirming their loyalty to the Emperor included in those documents you’re so determined to ignore. They make a point of emphasizing that taking this action is a last resort, and that they mean no reflection against the Emperor or the Army by it.”
 

 
  Panissar looked at the envelope lying on his desk, then back up at her. “Of course, you could draw up something like that in an afternoon.”
 

 
  “Please, there’s no need to be insulting,” she said scornfully. “Ten minutes, and that because I hadn’t had my coffee yet.”
 

 
  “It’s still a legal service, and it brings up a valid question.
  
   You
  
  don’t come cheap, Savaraad, nor does anyone in your firm. What it would cost to have someone like you kick up this kind of fuss is more than those three collectively make in a year. Who’s paying for this?”
 

 
  She raised a supercilious eyebrow. “I’m sure you are aware, General Panissar, that such details are kept strictly private. You will require the order of a Grand Magistrate to have them divulged, and even then, the matter is subject to appeal by both my clients and their financier before it can be executed.”
 

 
  “So they
  
   do
  
  have a financier.”
 

 
  “Oh, please, don’t act like you scored a point,” she said disdainfully. “Of
  
   course
  
  they do, you said it yourself. Those three
  
   definitely
  
  don’t have the money to engage someone of my caliber.”
 

 
  He grunted. “Fine. As I was saying, then. We’ll need to have protective measures in place before putting their discharge through. Before we do that, though, I want you to take a message back to your clients; the answer will determine how, exactly, we proceed.”
 

 
  “I’m listening,” she said warily.
 

 
  “If they just want to be hidden, I can arrange that, or they can stay wherever you’ve got them, if you’re
  
   certain
  
  it’s secure. However, right now there happens to be a need for men loyal to the Throne who are engaged through
  
   no
  
  agency that the government itself can trace. This work is directly relevant to the mess that’s put them in this pickle: I want to make it very clear up front that it will be
  
   dangerous.
  
  That’s the question you need to put to them, Savaraad. There’ll be no condemnation from me if they just want to hide, all things considered. But.” He folded his arms on the desk, gazing seriously up at her. “Just because the Army doesn’t need them does not mean their Emperor doesn’t…if they are still willing to serve.”
 

 
  “You want to put
  
   those
  
  three into some kind of…secret service?” she asked skeptically. “Far be it from me to belittle a client in good standing, but I think it’s a matter of record that none of them are particularly impressive specimens.”
 

 
  “I don’t need them to march in formation or shoot straight,” he replied. “They’ve already proven their ability to keep their mouths shut and survive ridiculous catastrophes. In fact, that’s pretty much the point.” He smiled thinly. “There are well-trained, powerful people already working on this, but we can’t all be heroes. Even in the darkest hours, when extraordinary efforts are demanded of those who can offer them,
  
   somebody
  
  needs to fetch and carry.”
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  “Well, this isn’t so bad,” Danny said cheerfully, rubbing a plate dry with a towel. “Almost fun, in a way!”
 

 
  “Fun,” Sanjay repeated, shooting him a sidelong look.
 

 
  Their houseguest grinned. “Satisfying, at least. You do the thing, and the thing is done—there’s an inherent
  
   substance
  
  to it. Or maybe I’m just glad it’s not turned out to be as onerous as Lakshmi suggested. She made it sound like I was being sent to a salt mine.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, that’s Shmi for you,” Sanjay said with a shrug, rinsing off a cup. “Always gotta mess with everybody’s head. And she wonders why she’s still single.”
 

 
  “I can hear you,” Lakshmi shouted from the next room.
 

 
  “Seems like an Eserite thing, doesn’t it?” Danny remarked, stacking the plate and reaching for the next one waiting in the strainer.
 

 
  Sanjay snorted. “So, really? You’ve
  
   never
  
  washed dishes before?”
 

 
  “Technically, I still haven’t. It’s my fond hope that, in my time with you, I’ll earn enough trust to work my way up from drying.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but…
  
   never?”
  
 

 
  “Not once,” Danny mused, eyes on his current plate. “I can’t recall ever actually
  
   cleaning
  
  anything in my life. Never cooked, either, or had to fix anything…”
 

 
  Sanjay let out a low whistle and shook his head. “Must be pretty damn nice.”
 

 
  “Watch your language!” his sister barked from the living room. Danny and Sanjay exchanged a conspiratorial grin.
 

 
  “It’s been a charmed life, I must admit,” Danny continued, now working on the last plate, while Sanjay loaded the last cup into the strainer and began scrubbing the silverware. “It’s not that I’ve been bored… Actually, they keep me pretty busy. There are always decisions to be made, things to organize, people I have to coddle or bully or placate. Honestly, they keep me busy from dawn till dusk, most days.”
 

 
  “You poor baby,” Sanjay said, completely without sympathy.
 

 
  Danny grinned as he continued talking and working. “In terms of just…day to day tasks, like this? The things everybody has to do to take care of themselves? I’ve never had to learn. I didn’t test it, but I have a feeling I wouldn’t have been
  
   allowed
  
  to learn, even if I’d tried. When it comes down to it, I don’t know how to
  
   do…
  
  Anything. If I ever lose my position permanently, I’m going to be pretty well screwed.”
 

 
  Sanjay snuck a glance up at the man; he was frowning pensively at the cups as he rubbed water from them with the dampening towel. Initially, he’d found little to respect in the well-groomed, sweet-smelling, uncalloused and unfairly handsome man who had been inexplicably in his home when he got back from school. Danny was personable and hard not to like, though. And now, incredibly, he began to seem actually sympathetic.
 

 
  “Didja ever think about just…running away?”
 

 
  “I did, actually!” Danny’s expression brightened, and he winked, lowering his voice. “When I was younger, my best friend and I used to sneak out all the time, to go drinking and chase girls. My mother came down on that pretty hard when she found out, so that was that. It’s a shame I was so young and dumb, then; I could’ve been teaching myself all sorts of useful things instead.”
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno,” Sanjay said airily. “Sounds like you had your priorities in the right order!” Danny laughed obligingly.
 

 
  Lakshmi’s face appeared around the doorframe, wearing a suspicious expression. “What are you two snickering about in here?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” they chorused, turning innocent looks on her.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, that’s disturbing,” she muttered, scowling at them before retreating.
 

 
  “You hear that?” Sanjay complained. “And then she tells
  
   me
  
  to watch
  
   my
  
  language.”
 

 
  “Well, half the fun of being older is being able to be hypocritical about stuff like that,” Danny said cheerfully. “Wait till you have kids of your own, and you can spend your time making them crazy. I’m told that’s the whole attraction.”
 

 
  “About running away, though,” Sanjay said more thoughtfully as he deposited the last fork in the strainer and let the water out of the sink. “I meant, like…more permanently.”
 

 
  Danny’s smile turned wistful. “You know what, I actually do think about it with some regularity. It’s a pretty stressful job, being responsible for people.”
 

 
  “I bet having your a—” He broke off, darting a glance at the door to the living room. “…getting catered to hand and foot all the time helps.”
 

 
  “It sure does,” Danny said frankly. “Not gonna lie, the perks are pretty da—pretty nice.” He, too, glanced at the door, then winked. “But they’re not what stops me. The truth is, I
  
   enjoy
  
  the work, even as tiring as it is. It’s satisfying. I get to make a difference and actually help a lot of people. And…when I mess up, a lot of people can suffer.” His expression faded to a frown and he paused in drying the silverware to stare sightlessly at the wall in front of them. “I sort of feel I blew my chance to walk away the first time I let a bunch of people down in a way that has real consequences for them. You can’t make something like that go away, you know? There’s nothing to do but keep going forward. With every success, I feel more motivated… With every failure, I feel more responsible.”
 

 
  “Sounds grim,” Sanjay murmured.
 

 
  “Well, standing here, right now, my recommendation is that if you ever have the option to step into a noble’s place, don’t. This seems much more…free.” He shrugged. “Truthfully, though, I probably know as little about your life as you do about mine. So my opinion there probably isn’t worth much.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m gonna have to agree on that one,” Sanjay said with a grin. “The last part. If I ever get the chance to step into a noble’s place, I’m gonna be all
  
   over
  
  that.”
 

 
  “Where do these fellows live?” Danny asked, patting the short stack of plates.
 

 
  “Top cabinet, to your left, there.” He watched Danny put dishes away in silence for a moment. “How do you
  
   learn
  
  that? Do they have special schools for nobles?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Danny said. “Expensive ones.”
 

 
  “Naturally.”
 

 
  “Silverware?”
 

 
  “In the drawer, right in front of you.”
 

 
  “Thanks. And yeah, there are classes in things like economics… Mostly, though, the craft of ruling is taught a lot the way the Thieves’ Guild trains its apprentices. You learn it by being coached by someone who’s done it a lot longer.”
 

 
  “Most of the Eserites I know think nobles are worse thieves than
  
   they
  
  are,” Sanjay said skeptically, folding his arms and leaning against the sink.
 

 
  “Most of the nobles I’ve met think Eserites are basically boogeymen,” Danny said frankly. “My feeling is both are right. I’ve known aristocrats who I have to say are completely
  
   useless
  
  human beings, and a few—more than a few—who I’d call outright monsters. The thing is… You see that everywhere, I think. But nobles are supposed to be
  
   responsible
  
  for a lot. When a leader is useless or evil, it does a great deal more damage than when an average person is.”
 

 
  “I guess that makes sense. I haven’t met any nobles—before you, I mean—but I’ve met some pretty useless idiots and ass— Jerks.” He shot a look at the doorway and rolled his eyes. “People I’d
  
   hate
  
  to see in charge of anything.”
 

 
  “Yeah. The reverse is true, though.” Danny shut the silverware drawer and gave him a contemplative look. “You may not learn about it directly, considering where and how you’re growing up, but it seems like a disproportionate number of the Eserites I end up hearing about are some really vile individuals. Maybe—”
 

 
  “OI.” A paperback book came sailing through the door and bounced off the wall a few feet from them. “So help me, if I catch you trying to turn my brother against our religion, I will glue your dick to your leg while you sleep, and Sweet can whine about it all he likes!”
 

 
  “Yep,” Sanjay said quietly, grinning. “Still single.”
 

 
  “Aw, now, a lot of gentlemen go for women with spirit!”
 

 
  “Ew.” The boy wrinkled his nose. “That’s my
  
   sister.
  
  I don’t need to be thinking about that!”
 

 
  “You’re probably right,” Danny said gravely. “It’s for the best.”
 

 
  “Anyway, that’s not the same, though,” Sanjay said thoughtfully. “Nobles and thieves. Or nobles and anything else, really. You can apprentice to be a thief no matter who you are. Legacy families are actually pretty rare in the Guild; most Eserites come from other places, other cults, even. And, like, most crafts are that way. There are some family businesses, but I think most people come to their trade because they have talent for it, or just want to do it.”
 

 
  “I guess you’re right about that,” Danny acknowledged, turning to lean against the wall next to the sink and face him directly.
 

 
  “Nobles, though, you have to be
  
   born
  
  noble.”
 

 
  “Mm…not necessarily. That’s the most common way, sure. You can also marry into nobility, or be adopted.”
 

 
  “Come on, how often does
  
   that
  
  happen?”
 

 
  “Less often than it should,” Danny said ruminatively. “I think it would help keep the Houses fresh. You know, House Madouri has always made a
  
   point
  
  of marrying commoners, seeking out fresh blood. And they’ve been actual rulers of Tiraan Province for a thousand years, longer than almost any other House has even existed. I think there’s a lesson in that.”
 

 
  “Does
  
   your
  
  House do that?”
 

 
  “No, actually, my House is too young for that to have been a factor. And that’s the other thing. You always have to keep in mind that nobles got noble in the first place by
  
   accomplishing
  
  something, and then capitalizing on it. The gods didn’t select the Houses.” He smiled. “I’d have thought the Guild would make a point of mentioning that.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not old enough for proper Guild training yet, but yeah…I’ve heard that idea mentioned a time or two,” Sanjay admitted, grinning ruefully. “From Eserites and Punaji both. Shmi always says, the only reason she’s comfortable raising me outside Punaji culture is that Eserite culture is pretty much the same thing, with less fish.”
 

 
  Danny laughed at that; Sanjay, emboldened, went on.
 

 
  “So where’s your House from?”
 

 
  “To the north of here,” Danny said vaguely.
 

 
  Sanjay rolled his eyes dramatically. “Danny, Tiraas is on the southern coast.
  
   Everything
  
  is north of here.”
 

 
  
   “Sanjay.”
  
  Lakshmi appeared in the door again. “That’s called an evasive answer, and you know it. Danny is in
  
   hiding,
  
  we’re being paid to help him, and we
  
   don’t ask questions about other people’s jobs.”
  
  She glanced back and forth between them and grimaced. “You know what, if you’ve got time to lean, you’ve got time to clean. And
  
   you,”
  
  she added, pointing balefully at her guest, “if you’re just gonna encourage him anyway, you can help him.”
 

 
  “Sounds good!” Danny said gamely, even as Sanjay groaned. “More education! I shall be a wiser and stronger man when I go back home.” Lakshmi just snorted and disappeared back into the living room.
 

 
  “Here,” Sanjay said with poor grace, tossing him a rag he’d just taken from the drawer. “The kitchen’s
  
   fine,
  
  just fix it up enough she doesn’t have an excuse to complain. Wipe down water off the sink and cabinet, see if you can find dust or something on the shelves. It’s not like we’re gonna be having tea with the Empress in here, anyway,” he added sullenly.
 

 
  “You’d better hope not,” Danny agreed, already wiping off the edge of the sink. “I hear she’s pretty unforgiving.”
 

 
  “Have you ever met her?”
 

 
  “First rule of being powerful: try to stay
  
   away
  
  from people who are more powerful than you. They’ll cause you all kinds of headaches.”
 

 
  “Hey, that sounds almost Eserite!” Sanjay glanced at him again, from his position standing on a chair, where he was halfheartedly flicking dust off the top of the cabinets. “So…who taught you? About ruling, I mean. You make it sound like your mother’s sort of strict.”
 

 
  “Oh, that she was.”
 

 
  “Was?”
 

 
  “She’s been gone for a few years now.”
 

 
  “Oh.” He lowered his eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean…”
 

 
  “It’s fine,” Danny said, giving him a quick smile. “She wasn’t that bad, though. Yes, she’s the one I learned from, mostly. In a way… Have you ever noticed how you can love someone completely without ever
  
   liking
  
  them all that much?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Sanjay said emphatically. “Yes, I have. I think that’s called family.”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  where you sleep, y’little brat!”
 

 
  “And there she is now,” he added, smirking. “Yeah, that’s not just you. That’s
  
   everybody’s
  
  family.”
 

 
  “Well, good, I feel a little better about it.” Danny’s smile quickly faded, and he slowed the motion of his hands until he was just leaning on the sink. “I miss her a lot, though. She was my mother and I loved her, but it isn’t just that. I believe I’ll always feel she was just
  
   better
  
  at this than I’ll ever be. It seems like at least once a day I’ll find myself baffled by something, and my first thought is always, ‘Mother would know what to do.’” The smile returned to his face, more wistful now. “And oddly enough, she still helps me, in that way. Thinking about what she
  
   would
  
  do always points me toward a solution. Of course, I don’t always
  
   do
  
  what she’d have done, but it’s a reliable starting point.”
 

 
  “I didn’t get to know my mother,” Sanjay said quietly, staring at the remaining dust on the cabinet.
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re right,” Danny said frankly. Sanjay turned to frown at him. “A mother’s a lot more than the person who gave birth to you, I think. You’ve got someone who loves you, provides for you, makes sure you’re getting an education and an upbringing. Someone who cares enough to be
  
   certain
  
  you go out into the world with the best preparation she knows how to give you. Sorry if I’m being presumptuous, Sanjay, but it seems to me you have as good a mother as anyone can.”
 

 
  Sanjay coughed awkwardly, his cheeks coloring, and lowered his eyes. A moment later, they both turned, noticing Lakshmi standing silently in the doorway, arms folded, leaning against the frame.
 

 
  “You,” she said to Danny, “are dangerous, aren’t you?”
 

 
  “Oh, well.” He gave her a disarming smile. “Maybe a little.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  One could usually tell day from night, provided the sky was clear; beyond that, the passage of time in the Twilight Forest was inscrutable. In darkness, the ambient light was pale and blue, while by day it held a golden orange tone, and in either case, a haze hung in the air which inhibited the view even more than the underbrush and the shadows of the massive trees. It never grew brighter or dimmer, though. Dawn was a sudden thing, and dusk such a perpetual state that its arrival was impossible to notice. Aside from the light, it looked very much like any old growth forest, with the occasional path winding around the roots of ancient sentinel trees, and here and there the odd ruin appearing suddenly amid the shadows. The sounds, though, were eerie at best. The noises of insects, birds, and small animals were there, but less than in most such woods, and often one could hear what might have been the distant sound of laughter, the rapid patter of tiny feet, occasionally a note in the wind that could have been the agonized wail of someone far away.
 

 
  Aside from the odd
  
   tauhanwe
  
  passing through one of the coastal cities, there were no elves in Sifan, and not because they were made unwelcome, either by the kitsune or the Sifanese. Elves liked their forests natural, and the full force of Naiya’s wild magic kept at a respectful distance. The presence of the Twilight Forest could be felt for miles out to sea in all directions from the archipelago, to those sensitive to it. In truth, there were no fairies of any kind, here, save those whose being sprang from the auspices of the kitsune. There were few clerics on the islands, the cults organized in ways that were often strange to their brethren elsewhere in the world. There were, assuredly, absolutely no demons. Sifan was a land unlike any other, and the Twilight Forest in many ways as alien as Hell.
 

 
  But at least it was pretty.
 

 
  Tellwyrn hadn’t been to Sifan often, and not to the Forest in decades. As frustrating as the experience of wandering aimlessly through the woods was when she was in urgent need of results, it did provide the opportunity to appreciate its oddly lovely scenery, an opportunity she rarely had. For now, that was the best she could do. One did not rush things, here.
 

 
  “Why, hello there.”
 

 
  She was not surprised at being suddenly addressed by someone standing very close, whose presence she had not detected through any of her enhanced senses, elvish or magical. It was unwise to let the Twilight Forest take you by surprise. Truthfully, it as unwise to be in it at all; best not to add foolishness on top of risk.
 

 
  “Good day,” she said politely, bowing to the short old man who had appeared at the base of a tree next to the path. Little taller than her waist, portly, bald, and smiling beatifically with a face so wrinkled she could barely make out his eyes, he was dressed in the robes of a monk and carrying a staff more than twice his height.
 

 
  “I don’t think I have seen you here before, my dear. Are you lost?”
 

 
  “In fact, I am,” Tellwyrn replied. “Can you tell me how I might find the kitsune?”
 

 
  The old man hummed softly to himself. “Dear me, what an unusual quest. Most who enter this forest would prefer to avoid the kitsune.”
 

 
  “And yet, here I am,” she said with a patient smile.
 

 
  He hmm-hmmed again. “The humans have shrines outside the woods, devoted to the fox-goddesses. That is the safest way to seek them out.”
 

 
  “Alas, my business compels me to hurry. I have no time for the safest way.”
 

 
  “Ah, so?” The old man rubbed his double chin with his free hand in a show of thought. “Well, perhaps I can help you, indeed. If you will do a favor for a fellow traveler, I shall do one in return.”
 

 
  “What is it you need?”
 

 
  “It’s a little embarrassing,” he said bashfully. “I seem to have lost my knapsack up a bush. It is wedged quite securely; I cannot prod it loose with my staff, nor reach it with my fingers. You, though, are so tall and graceful! I’m sure you could retrieve it for me with ease.”
 

 
  “Why, however did you manage to lose it?” Tellwyrn asked with a smile.
 

 
  The little old man sighed. “A mischievous monkey took it from me, and tangled it among the branches just out of my reach. They are such annoying creatures, monkeys. But if you will kindly help me retrieve my knapsack, I shall be only too glad to help you find what you seek.”
 

 
  “Very well, it’s a bargain,” Tellwyrn said politely. “Where is this bush?”
 

 
  “It’s just this way!” the old man replied, beaming happily. “I am fortunate you came along so quickly; who knows what might have happened to it, had I been forced to go down the path to seek help! Just through here.”
 

 
  He turned and led the way off the little trail, Tellwyrn following without complaint at the slow pace he set. She didn’t bother glancing back at the path. Odds were good it wouldn’t be there the next time she looked.
 

 
  The old man was as good as his word, at least. Despite the almost nonexistent speed mandated by his tiny stride and the rheumatic shuffling of his feet, they emerged after only a few minutes into a small clearing, floored with verdant moss and the occasional fern. Directly opposite this was a bush with dark, spiny leaves, and hanging in the upper branches, just beyond the reach of the little old man’s arms, hung a battered leather satchel by its strap.
 

 
  “There, you see?” he said, pointing. “Look, we are in good time, it hasn’t been further disturbed!”
 

 
  “How fortunate,” she said.
 

 
  “I will wait here and keep watch,” he said seriously, nodding and thumping the butt of his staff against the ground in emphasis. “Thank you for helping an old man, traveler. Please bring me my knapsack, and then we shall see about your request.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Tellwyrn replied, giving him a smile, then strode briskly across the clearing.
 

 
  Behind her back, the old man’s beatific expression melted to one of shock.
 

 
  She reached the bush, finding the strap draped over a thick branch, and not excessively entangled at all. It took hardly any effort to lift it clear; the spiky leaves caught on the leather, but not enough to impede her, and the sack itself was not heavy.
 

 
  Holding the knapsack, she turned, evincing no surprise to find the little man gone.
 

 
  Panting, he scampered back through the underbrush as fast as his paws could carry him, chancing a glance over his shoulder toward the clearing, which cost him dearly; he plowed directly into the shabby bulk of his own knapsack.
 

 
  “Here you are!” Tellwyrn said brightly, again standing right in front of him. “I see you found time to change into something a little more comfortable.”
 

 
  His robes were the same, but his body had become furred, wrinkled old face replaced by a sharp snout, clever little eyes, and a pattern of darker fur forming a black mask. He gaped up at her, then yelped and turned to flee again.
 

 
  Tellwyrn seized the tanuki by the scruff of his neck before he made it another step, hiking him bodily off the ground like his knapsack.
 

 
  “Now, then,” she said briskly, “that’s my part of the bargain fulfilled. Take me to the kitsune, please.”
 

 
  He squealed in agitation, then twisted himself around with astonishing agility and sank his needle-sharp teeth into her wrist.
 

 
  Blue arcane light blazed from the skin-hugging shield invisibly lining her arm; it was like biting into a firecracker. The tanuki hung, dazed by the blast, while Tellwyrn carried him back to the clearing.
 

 
  “Now, this is where we were,” she said, “in case you were lost. Which direction shall we go?”
 

 
  “I can’t!” he squealed, having recovered enough to squirm. “They don’t want to be bothered! They’ll
  
   kill
  
  me!”
 

 
  “That,” she replied, “is a problem for the future. They aren’t
  
   here;
  
  I am. And believe me, my furry little friend, I have neither their playfulness nor their forgiving nature.”
 

 
  “You don’t know what they’re like!” he wailed.
 

 
  “Here’s what I know,” she stated flatly. “This conversation will end with you helping me to find what I seek. What I
  
   tell
  
  them at the end of that search will depend upon how the conversation goes. Am I going to have a story about how
  
   helpful
  
  and courteous you were?” Calmly, she tossed his knapsack to the ground in the center of the clearing, and the whole thing collapsed as if made of paper, the wafer-thin coating of moss disintegrating and dumping fern fronds and the unfortunate knapsack into the yawning pit concealed below. Tellwyrn stepped forward and dangled the squirming tanuki above the chasm.
  
   “Or,
  
  will they hear a very sad tale of a very stupid raccoon who smears their good name by breaking his oath to travelers in their forest?”
 

 
  “Y-you don’t scare me, elf! N-not nearly as much as
  
   they
  
  do!”
 

 
  She hefted him higher, enough that she could stare grimly into his eye from inches away.
 

 
  “You don’t know me,” Tellwyrn said quietly. “You really, really don’t want to.”
 

 
  A soft giggle sounded.
 

 
  Slowly, Tellwyrn turned, lowering the tanuki but not relaxing her grip, and making no note at all of his redoubled but still useless attempts to wriggle free.
 

 
  A young woman perched in the lower branches of the tree behind her, clad in a silk kimono white as snow, embroidered with patterns of blossoms in palest lavender. Her complexion was like bleached ivory, even her triangular ears and bushy tail a snowy white, though they were tipped in black.
 

 
  “You’re such
  
   fun,”
  
  the kitsune tittered. “I do wish you would visit more often, Arakuni-chan!”
 

 
  “If only I could find the time,” Tellwyrn said evenly. “How lovely to see you again, Emi. Can you tell me where I might find Kaisa?”
 

 
  “Oh, no.” Emi hopped lightly from the branch, landing on a nearby fern which hadn’t enough structure to support a sparrow and balancing effortlessly on her toes. “No, I don’t think that would be any fun at all, do you? I can, however,
  
   show
  
  you where you might find Kaisa.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” the tanuki said shrilly, “I guess you don’t need m—”
 

 
  “Noisy,” Emi commented, the levity abruptly vanishing from her face, and he broke off with a strangled croak. “I believe you owe this honored guest a favor, Maru. I
  
   know
  
  you value your word
  
   far
  
  too much to renege upon such an obligation. I’m sure, sooner or later, she will find some…
  
   use
  
  for you.”
 

 
  Tears beaded up in his beady eyes; he whimpered, which the elf and kitsune both ignored. Emi turned a once again sunny smile upon Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “This way, if you please!”
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  “Any problems?”
 

 
  Milanda glanced up at the door, where Walker had appeared, and shook her head. “No…just more junk. I ended up piling it on the other beds, so I could reach the…you know.” She waved vaguely at the other end of the barracks.
 

 
  The room was long and narrow, rather like a corridor branching off from the security hub. Immediately inside the door from the hub was a seating area, lined by generously padded square benches, with low tables in front of them. Then it descended six steps to its main, central section, where the walls were lined by double bunk beds, four on a side. These, too, were well-padded; Milanda had cleared off the one closest to the door and on the bottom right. Past the sleeping area, six more steps climbed back up to the kitchen, where she had identified sinks, a cold box and an oven/stove apparatus, as well as half a dozen more devices whose purpose was inscrutable to her. A door behind the kitchen led to a small room containing toilets and showers. In design, the barracks sort of reminded her of the belly of a ship, except for its squared edges. Every section of wall not covered by beds or other furniture appeared to be a screen, each currently displaying the symbol which she by now assumed was the sigil of the Infinite Order.
 

 
  Like the security hub, they had found the room full of junk once it was unsealed. Milanda had stacked crates, boxes, tools, and garments on all of the beds except the one she’d chosen, and the bunk directly above. Walker had claimed to need no sleep, but it seemed inhospitable not to at least make some little arrangement for her.
 

 
  “Hm.” Walker’s eyes flicked dispassionately across the room. “If this ends up taking more than a few days, it may profit us to take an inventory of all these containers. What’s in them might be useful. Or dangerous. At the least, it doesn’t belong…piled around, like this. It looks like the default environment; is it to your liking?”
 

 
  Milanda frowned. “The…environment? Well, the whole place is generally sterile, despite being messy. I can’t say I would want to
  
   live
  
  here.”
 

 
  “No, I meant the controls for…” Walker trailed off, then smiled slightly. “Well, let me show you. Computer, load environment preset: Hawaiian night.”
 

 
  Silence.
 

 
  “I suppose that only makes sense,” Walker said ruefully. “You try.”
 

 
  Milanda gave her a dubious look, getting only a mildly expectant one in return, then sighed. “Computer…do what she said.”
 

 
  Immediately the light dropped to the level that might be provided by a full moon on a clear night. A moment later, the air warmed, the humidity rose significantly, and the scent of greenery, flowers, and the salty ocean breeze suffused the room; in fact, a faint, warm wind was now blowing through. The sounds of the ocean and of chirping insects and night birds filled the air. Most amazingly, all of the viewscreens paneling the walls activated, showing a scene of a nocturnal beach, the ocean stretching away in one direction and a distant, forested rise of mountains in the other, as if they were all windows looking out over a scene upon which the barracks sat.
 

 
  Milanda gasped, and then could only gape. The detail was amazing… It all seemed so
  
   real.
  
 

 
  “It has a number of preset arrangements,” Walker said, looking pleased by her reaction. “You can change the individual factors to suit you, though. Temperature, humidity, background noise, aroma, view… You can also add fog or light rain, though those aren’t part of the preset suites by default. In theory, it could do heavy rain or snow, but you’d need to get in there and monkey with the settings, since they aren’t considered part of an indoor environment anybody would want. The furnishings should be impervious, but be sure to remove anything fragile if you’re gonna add precipitation. You’re lucky; this room’s previous occupants had to argue with fifteen other people about the environmental arrangements.”
 

 
  “This is unbelievable,” Milanda whispered, turning in a slow circle to gaze around at the room. It was just like being outside on a beach. In fact…amazing as this was, she rather doubted she’d be able to sleep with it like this. Presumably the computer could give her something that felt a little less exposed.
 

 
  “Anyway, I’ve made some progress out here, too,” Walker said, turning and walking back into the hub. “Come see.”
 

 
  Following her was like stepping indoors; the door hissed shut behind her, cutting off the Hawaiian night and leaving them again trapped in the Infinite Order’s sterile environs. There was a change in the room since Milanda had gone to arrange the barracks: above the central structure around which the computer terminals were arranged, there was now projected a luminous, transparent model of the whole facility, with the faint outline of the mountain itself around it. Being almost a full story tall, it gave her a much better sense of the scale of the place than the much smaller map out in the corridor had. Walker went back toward her selected screen and sat down.
 

 
  “Basic security’s set up,” Walker reported. “I tested the instructions you gave the computer, just for thoroughness’s sake, and it’s fine. The door outside will remain hidden unless one of us orders it activated, so the Hands shouldn’t be able to find this place. Didn’t test the alarms, obviously, but there’s not reason to think they won’t work. We should have warning when they’re in the facility. I’ve been checking over the facility as a whole to see what’s what.” She pointed at the floating, three-dimensional map. “The yellow marks are corpses of sapients.”
 

 
  “Not very many,” Milanda murmured. At a glance, she could only see half a dozen of them, scattered throughout the whole structure.
 

 
  “It gets more interesting. The
  
   blue
  
  ones represent life forms held in suspended animation.”
 

 
  “Suspended…?”
 

 
  “Asleep, but preserved, and alive. In theory, ready to be awakened. There are usually some health issues associated with awakening from long suspension, but fairly minor ones. If we activated the requisite medical drones first, they should be fine.”
 

 
  “These are
  
   people?”
  
  Milanda asked, fascinated. Several dozen blue marks were scattered across the map. “Actual, living people, from the time of the Elder Gods?”
 

 
  “No, just life forms that someone considered important to preserve.
  
   Sapients
  
  in suspension are identified by green marks. Look, down here; this is a medical wing, and the only place that has any.”
 

 
  Indeed, in the small room to which she pointed, there was a whole row of green person-shaped icons, each marked by floating notations which made little sense to her. Seven of them.
 

 
  “Who are they?”
 

 
  “The computer does not know,” Walker said, giving her a significant look. “Which is
  
   way
  
  against procedure. Somebody took the good time and trouble to erase that data. Look, if you mean to leave this facility open and explore it in the years to come, you or the Emperor or
  
   whoever
  
  may decide to wake ’em up and see. Personally, I wouldn’t. It would be cruel to just dump them into the world as it is now, and anyway, they stand a very good chance of being far more trouble than they’re worth. Meanwhile, for
  
   our
  
  purposes, they’re nowhere near here, and I’ll repeat my recommendation that we not open anything up that we don’t expressly need.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Milanda murmured, then pointed. “That blue dot, up there… A non-human life form that can be awakened, right? Isn’t that
  
   this
  
  room?”
 

 
  Walker turned in the chair to nod at her, then turned further to stare pointedly at the transparent cylinder containing the katzil—or quetzal, as she called it. “That doesn’t look like any suspension chamber I ever saw, but just because standardized designs existed doesn’t mean everybody used them. It’d have to be hooked into the power grid. None of the Order’s portable power sources would have kept running for eight thousand years.”
 

 
  “Let’s not wake him up,” Milanda said fervently.
 

 
  “Good call,” Walker replied with a grin. “I just point it out, because it means we can’t move that thing
  
   out
  
  of here without disconnecting it. Which might kill it, or wake it up, depending on how it’s set up.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess it’s not hurting anything, sitting there. What’s this big room, next to the sleeping people?”
 

 
  Indeed, the medical wing containing the green marks was adjacent to the second largest open space indicated on the map, dwarfed only by a vast round chamber far below it containing a hovering sphere, which had to be the tiny planet where the dryads lived. That whole space was well below sea level, reached only by a few descending shafts, and seemed to have a diameter comparable to the whole size of the city above. The room to which she pointed was long and much wider than tall, apparently butting right up against the base of the mountain, just above the sea level. In fact, it looked like it should open out onto the ocean itself, though there was assuredly no sign of any such thing visible from without.
 

 
  “Shuttle hangar,” said Walker, standing and sticking her finger into the display to indicate the labeled shapes arranged within. “Larger ships parked on the flat top of the mountain, but several ranking members of the Order kept personal spacecraft in there. Just status symbols, really. Ascended beings have no need of vehicles, but having fancy ships to carry one’s personal staff around was a grand affectation.”
 

 
  “You mean, there are working
  
   vehicles
  
  down there?” Milanda said, fascinated. “Ships that can travel off the planet?”
 

 
  “No, it’s empty. If I ever have a god of the Pantheon at my mercy, I’m going to make them
  
   explain
  
  to me what happened at this port complex. Everything’s stacked in boxes, there are hardly any bodies, so the place
  
   was
  
  evacuated. All the shuttles are gone, but
  
   something
  
  hit the mountaintop above hard enough to
  
   melt
  
  it. People in suspension… And why was the only open part a prison wing? The whole thing doesn’t add up.”
 

 
  “It’s not empty,” Milanda protested, pointing. “Look, I can see the ships! They have labels and everything.”
 

 
  “That’s not a live feed; it’s showing you the reserved berths. Look, see how they’re outlined in red? That means the ships themselves aren’t there, it’s just displaying where each one
  
   goes.
  
  Trust me, I checked. There are no spacecraft or even pieces of them anywhere in here, not even the little maintenance skiffs that should be tucked away in various access compartments. That means somebody went to serious effort to remove them.”
 

 
  “I see,” Milanda murmured in disappointment. She rose up on her toes to peer closely at the ships’ outlines, which didn’t give her much insight into what they looked like. Their profiles certainly resembled nothing she would have thought of as a ship. The labels were interesting, though. “Are these their names?”
 

 
  “Yes. And those of their owners.”
 

 
  “It’s funny…”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  She shook her head. “The way you describe the Infinite Order, I’d have expected more pomp and grandiosity. Like this one,
  
   Enterprise.
  
  That seems fitting. But some of these are so…whimsical.
  
   Dawn Treader, Heart of Gold…”
  
  She frowned and leaned closer.
  
   “…Beans With Bacon Megarocket?”
  
 

 
  “Bunch of dorks,” Walker muttered, turning back to her terminal and tapping the screen.
 

 
  Milanda backed away from the map and blinked at her. “Bunch of…”
 

 
  “And about a hundred years too late for it to be trendy, so I understand. The Order were a pretty tight-knit group, and had some very particular interests in common. That’s why I pointed you at Tolkien. Some of their shared hang-ups explain a lot about the general state of affairs on this planet, even now.” She shook her head, grimacing. “Nobody on Earth was sorry to see them leave. That had more to do with their attitude than their hobbies, though.”
 

 
  “The way you were talking earlier, I thought you were born on
  
   this
  
  world. You also got to visit…Earth?” She wondered, but did not ask, if there was any significance to the fact that the origin planet shared a name with a Tanglish word for dirt. Actually, most of the things she’d heard her own world called meant something similar…
 

 
  “No,” Walker said tersely, shaking her head again. “This solar system has been dimensionally isolated since long before my sisters and I came along. That was one of the first things they did. I did some research, though, and Mother was sometimes willing to answer questions, if I caught her in the right mood. It was impossible not to wonder, born as I was into a world governed by all-powerful beings, most of whom were late in the process of going completely mad. The history was fascinating to me, and important. Anything to help me understand where it all came from… What it all meant.”
 

 
  Milanda seated herself next to Walker, then leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and stared expectantly at her.
 

 
  Walker gave her a sidelong look, continuing to poke at the screens in front of her. For a few long moments she was silent. Then…
 

 
  “Humans need something to believe in. They need
  
   faith,
  
  and to be part of something larger than themselves. The physical universe is just not enough; a human being requires
  
   purpose.
  
  Religion has been part of your species as long as it has existed, which is a very different fact to
  
   you
  
  than to your distant ancestors, because you live in a world in which gods are a real, verifiable thing. On Earth, they weren’t…but religions were. Some were systems of principle, sort of like the dwarven animism around what they call the Light. Many, though, posited divine objects of worship, which clearly did not exist. And the irrationality that resulted in this has caused untold war, suffering, and subjugation throughout the long history of your race.
 

 
  “As science advanced, atheism rose as a coherent system of thought, and gradually gained traction, but never grew to be more than a minority. It didn’t address the fundamental, emotional
  
   need
  
  people had for faith, for purpose. That is what gave rise to the Infinite Order. They were, in essence, a cult which worshiped
  
   science.
  
  Reason was their doctrine, engineering their sacrament. They were trying to reconcile the emotional need for belief with the practical need for rationality. And…no, they were
  
   not
  
  well thought of. Neither atheists nor the faithful of the old cults appreciated the competition. Honestly,” she added somewhat sourly, “they brought the worst of it on themselves, managing to combine atheistic condescension with religious sanctimony. Their arrogance was really something to behold. ‘Infinite Order’ is a fair enough name for a group of people who bent reality to their will, created a whole world and all its inhabitants… But they called themselves that from the very beginning, starting when it was among the most staggeringly pretentious things anyone on their world had ever done.”
 

 
  “I suppose I understand why they wanted to become gods, then,” Milanda murmured.
 

 
  “Not really,” Walker said with a humorless little smile. She had already stopped tapping the screen, and now shifted to face her audience more directly as she continued. “The Order never particularly cared what anyone thought of them—or so they insisted in the records they left here. Personally, I
  
   strongly
  
  suspect they resented their rejection by society and spent the next few thousand years denying it, just because that would be consistent with their personalities as I observed them. But that’s only my opinion. Regardless, what they were trying to do
  
   here…
  
  The Ascension Project… That was something much greater.”
 

 
  She finally shifted fully to face Milanda, her expression solemn. “In the beginning, in the
  
   very
  
  beginning, all existence
  
   started.
  
  There was nothing but heat and the base elements, exploding outward for a near infinity of time. As the deep ages passed, material coalesced together due to gravity, eventually forming the first stars. The stars lived, burned, and billions of years later, died, exploding and spewing out dust and elements refined in their cosmic furnaces. This detritus drifted through the void, becoming the interstellar dust clouds, showers of debris, some of it forming together to make new stars…and planets. On some planets, the right combination of elements occurred to spark self-replicating chemical reactions—
  
   life.
  
  Living things evolved, growing gradually more and more complex, until some produced sapience.
 

 
  “At the most fundamental level, Milanda, when you peer closely at what matter and energy truly
  
   are,
  
  it turns out that they are mostly nothing. Things are made of molecules; molecules are made of atoms; atoms are little more than infinitesimal electric charges and patterns of probability. Mass is illusion; existence is built of stacked-up equations. And among the most startling discoveries in the history of science is that
  
   on
  
  that basic level, the constituent particles of reality respond to
  
   consciousness.
  
  What they do depends entirely on what they are observed to do. By being an intelligent thing examining the building blocks of the universe, one determines how those blocks are laid. To observe is to affect.”
 

 
  “Magic,” Milanda whispered, nodding.
 

 
  “Not exactly,” Walker said with a wry grin. “That’s jumping ahead a bit. The Infinite Order held central the belief that reality, the collective laws of physics, was a
  
   conscious
  
  thing, and the physical universe was its attempt to understand itself, possibly to reach its own fulfillment. Evolution marked the long process from base elements to sapient life, and was a purposeful and
  
   meaningful
  
  event. They believed their goal here, ascension, was both the ultimate scientific and spiritual objective of all life, of all reality. By remaking themselves as beings not bound by their biological shells, they sought to advance the goal of the universe itself. To move
  
   beyond
  
  evolution, outside the cycle… To give meaning to existence by transcending it, seeing what lay before the big bang and after the heat death of the universe.”
 

 
  “I guess I was right, then,” Milanda murmured. “Grandiosity hardly begins to cover it.”
 

 
  Walker smiled again. “Yes. I think it actually was a noble goal… It’s a shame how it turned out, for more reasons than the suffering they ended up causing. The only thing the Ascension Project ultimately proved is that absolute power is psychologically unhealthy for sapient minds. Which, frankly, was a matter of open record and didn’t need to be validated. In a way,” she said with a sigh, “this…
  
   all
  
  this, this world and everything that has happened on it, has ended up being history’s grandest and most cosmic waste of everyone’s time.”
 

 
  The silence hung over them, Milanda having caught some of Walker’s suddenly morose mood. It was, indeed, a heavy thing to consider. Before depression could begin to set in, she shook herself and spoke.
 

 
  “But…you talked about consciousness affecting the basic structure of reality. I’m no mage or enchanter by any means, but that sounds a lot like the underlying theory of magic. I’ve read a
  
   little
  
  about arcane physics. The math is way over my head, but the
  
   concepts
  
  are actually rather beautiful.”
 

 
  
   “Quantum
  
  physics,” Walker replied with a faint smile. “But yes. That…is not what magic is, but how magic works. Objective physics become subjective, physical reactions occur in response to thought. That’s the nature and the function of transcension fields.”
 

 
  “It sounds like the Elders needed magic, needed their transcension fields, to achieve ascension.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Walker nodded. “It’s an absolutely necessary part of the process. You see, quantum physics is materially useless to most people most of the time, because it governs interactions they’ll never see. It takes very advanced experiments even to observe quantum effects; for the rest of all interactions, human perception doesn’t initiate wave function collapse because humans cannot
  
   percieve
  
  the infinitesimal particles involved. And if they could, the number of such interactions it would take to achieve a macroscopically useful effect would be in the trillions, far more computations than a human mind could possibly make. Transcension fields bridge these gaps. They interface between sapient perception and the subatomic world, and they perform the necessary calculations to turn countless wave function collapses into, say, a fireball or luck enchantment. They have a third purpose: to impose limits, and order. That’s why individual transcension fields—individual schools of magic—have their own unique traits and interactions. Obviously, you cannot
  
   have
  
  every stray thought every sapient produces affecting physical reality; the carnage that would result would be unimaginable. The fields impose limits, of whatever nature seemed most appropriate to their makers.
 

 
  “Magic is not power, you see. The power is inherent in reality; there’s enough fundamental energy in a square meter of space to instantly vaporize the world’s oceans. Magic is…” She paused, tilted her head to one side in thought, then smiled. “Data processing.”
 

 
  Slowly, Milanda stood. Without really meaning to, she began to walk, gradually making a full circuit around the central structure of the chamber, navigating around upended chairs and piles of boxes without really seeing them.
 

 
  She was a practical person, at heart. Politics, history, human relationships,
  
   those
  
  were the things she found interesting. Art and music and the like, sure. Philosophy had always been an annoying abstraction to her, advanced magic a useful science whose benefits she appreciated in society, but which was the province of other people to actually perform and understand. Having the central mysteries of the universe dropped right in front of her, having
  
   answers
  
  provided to staggering questions she’d never even thought to ask…
 

 
  It was quite a mouthful to chew.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Walker said suddenly, causing Milanda to twitch in surprise and stop walking. Without realizing it, she’d done a complete circuit of the chamber and come abreast of Walker’s station again. “There’s been no further visit from our mysterious friend, but I’ve been doing what I can to prepare for him. I have to tell you, though, that I’m somewhat less confident than I was.”
 

 
  “Oh? What’s wrong?” Milanda asked, turning to her and glad to have something more immediate and concrete upon which to focus.
 

 
  “As I said before,” Walker explained, “I think I can shut him out easily enough. The system’s inherent defenses should be more than adequate; all we would have to do is turn them back on. What’s tricky is taking the opportunity to identify and retaliate.”
 

 
  “If it’s at all possible, I would still like to do that.”
 

 
  Walker nodded. “Then…I may need help. I can use the computers just fine, Milanda, they’re designed to be simple. Getting into their deeper functions is another matter. I’m not a programmer…and just for the record, while I was made with the knowledge of how to operate systems like these, I haven’t
  
   done
  
  so in over eight millennia.”
 

 
  “You’re rusty?” Milanda asked with a smile.
 

 
  “I can figure it out,” Walker said a little testily, “but that will take time. I’ve been researching methods here—fortunately, these systems contain literature on every conceivable subject. But we’re talking about me acquiring a level of skill at hacking that we don’t have time for, with the Hands up there running loose. We need to deal with this guy before we can start putting the system right. This is your project, so I’ll leave the decision to you: shut him out and proceed straight to repairs, or try to engage and neutralize him more permanently?”
 

 
  Milanda frowned. “Can you think of
  
   anything
  
  to make this faster? More feasible?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker said immediately. “Ask the Avatar for help.
  
   He
  
  could do this as easily as you can breathe, but he’s not here. If he’s got an apparatus down there that lets him produce data crystals, though, I bet he can put together a program that will make all this much easier. You can plug that into the console up here, and it’ll make my job a lot easier, if not do it for me outright. A fully automated program is probably too much to hope for, but if he can give me a software suite that’ll let me engage an intruder and counter him without needing to know the ins and outs of the sub-OS’s digital architecture, that will help immensely.”
 

 
  “All right,” Milanda said, nodding. “It sounds like a plan. I’m too keyed up to try sleeping, anyway; I might as well go talk to him.”
 

 
  “You’ll be wanting to do that in any case,” Walker added with a smile. “If what they did to you is anything like what they do to the Hands of the Emperor, you’ll have gained a lot more by it than strength, vitality, and immunity to fae effects. The Hands have powers unique to the individual, which they need some individual coaching to master; considering what we’re up against, it seems a shame for you to be walking around carrying abilities like that, and not know how to use them.”
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  “It’s in place? And it actually works!”
 

 
  “Even better than I anticipated!” Fross chimed, buzzing around the scale model of the mountaintop set up in the center of the spell lab. “I’m picking up fluctuations wherever magic is in use—which is a lot of places, this campus being what it is. All four schools feel different, but based on what I’m getting from the infernal spell labs, I should be able to tell when the Sleeper strikes. And by the way, Gabe, I could take offense at the incredulous tone.”
 

 
  “Hey, none intended!” he said, grinning and holding up his hands in surrender. “C’mon, after all we’ve been through, I
  
   definitely
  
  know better than to doubt your capabilities, Fross. But this is still some way complex spellwork. You’re gonna be a hell of a wizard someday.”
 

 
  “Aw, thanks!” The pixie darted over to Juniper, who was sitting against the wall, absently scratching at the floor with one hand the way she did when Jack wasn’t with her. “You doing okay, June? It’s not uncomfortable?”
 

 
  “Nah, I’m just a little out of the habit of holding attunement while on campus,” the dryad replied, shaking her head. “It bugs other fairies and witches a little. Also, there’s a
  
   lot
  
  of arcane magic flying around here, which feels…weird. Not bad, though.”
 

 
  “Is that going to create a problem, do you think?” Toby asked. “I know there aren’t
  
   many
  
  fairies on campus, but…”
 

 
  “Any actual fairies will leave me alone,” Juniper said. “Fae users might be another matter…” She frowned. “…I think Iris has noticed. Somebody in the Wells just did a small ritual to sort of…poke at me.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna tentatively consider that a non-problem,” said Ruda. “Considering what we’re hoping will happen, having fae-attuned magic users turn up tonight could be all
  
   kinds
  
  of useful.”
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn asked
  
   us,
  
  in particular, to keep an eye on the campus,” Shaeine said quietly. “I’m not sure I feel sanguine about involving other students.”
 

 
  “She didn’t ask me, but here I am,” Scorn snorted, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Also,” Gabriel added, “if I’m not misremembering, didn’t Tellwyrn tell us
  
   not
  
  to go hunting for the Sleeper?”
 

 
  “This is laying a trap, not hunting,” Ruda said with a grin. “But point taken. Tellwyrn knows our strengths, and they don’t include marching in a line. I figure there’s room for improvisation implied in the mandate.”
 

 
  “Or so you intend to argue when she complains?” Teal asked with the ghost of a smile.
 

 
  Ruda pointed a bottle of rum at her. “Fuckin’ ay!”
 

 
  They all turned to face the door when it opened. Nobody relaxed at the sight of Inspector Fedora.
 

 
  “Ah, good, everybody’s here,” he said with a lopsided grin. “Smashing. I’ve taken the liberty of rounding up some more assistance!”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  don’t need to take any liberties,” Toby said flatly, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Down, boy,” Fedora replied, stepping out of the doorway. “I think you recall the campus’s visitors?”
 

 
  Juniper bounded to her feet. “Aspen?”
 

 
  “Hey, little sister,” the other dryad said brightly, skipping across the room to give her a hug.
 

 
  “I didn’t feel you coming!”
 

 
  “I wasn’t attuning… Wait, you
  
   are?
  
  I don’t know how you can stand it, all the arcane on this crazy mountain. It’s like bees in my head.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not
  
   that
  
  bad…”
 

 
  “Uh, hi,” Gabriel said awkwardly to the other person who entered more sedately. “It’s, uh… Inger, right?”
 

 
  “Ingvar,” the Huntsman corrected, bowing. “A pleasure to see you all again.”
 

 
  “Likewise, and sorry. I’m awful with names. Anything that requires me to remember stuff, really. My grades are a disgrace.”
 

 
  Ingvar smiled at him, then his expression sobered as he panned it across the room and those assembled, settling on the model in the middle. “The Inspector asked us to participate in your attempt to catch this Sleeper, but I’m afraid that’s all we know of the matter.”
 

 
  “You know about the Sleeper?” Teal asked.
 

 
  He nodded to her. “The salient points, I believe. Per Professor Tellwyrn’s invitation, we have been exploring the campus, and had several interesting conversations with both students and faculty.”
 

 
  “I have never had so many people in such a short time try to have sex with me,” Aspen said, tossing her hair. “They’ve got some
  
   ideas
  
  about dryads on this mountain, Juniper. What exactly have you been doing?”
 

 
  “Oh, help yourself,” Juniper said breezily. “It’s all in good fun; I’m not territorial about anyone here. Just don’t hurt anybody.”
 

 
  Ingvar gave them a level look. Aspen met his gaze sidelong, then shook her head. “I was just…commenting. I’m not really in the mood.”
 

 
  “Fascinating as
  
   that
  
  is,” said Fedora, “and believe me, I’m taking notes, I asked them here for a reason.”
 

 
  “Just a sec,” Aspen interrupted, pointing at him. “You guys
  
   do
  
  know this fellow’s a demon, right?”
 

 
  “He is not much of one,” Scorn grunted, “but yes, we are aware.”
 

 
  “I guess that’s all right, then.”
 

 
  “You knew that, and you followed him in here anyway?” Ruda grinned. “Points for balls.”
 

 
  “He has government credentials,” Ingvar said mildly, “and I found it distressingly easy to believe that Imperial Intelligence would employ a demon. Besides, it seemed very unlikely that a demon would wish to start trouble in Professor Tellwyrn’s domain. Or with a daughter of Naiya.”
 

 
  “Damn skippy,” Aspen said smugly.
 

 
  Fedora rolled his eyes. “The
  
   point
  
  was, the logistical weak point in this plan has always been
  
   getting
  
  to the Sleeper both quickly and silently when he attacks; we want to nab him, not spook him into flight, and we have neither the forces to quarter the campus nor a means of staying in communication. So we’ll have to start from this position, reach the Sleeper unseen when the alarm goes off, and apprehend him there. To
  
   that
  
  end, I should think the inclusion of another dryad is obvious; there’s not a damn thing any warlock can do to her.”
 

 
  “Dryads are
  
   not
  
  built for speed,” Toby said. “We unfortunately found that out the hard way in the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “Excuse you?” Aspen said disdainfully. “Let’s see a show of hands: who here has run down a gazelle?”
 

 
  Hers was the only hand that went up.
 

 
  “We’re not good at protracted running,” Juniper explained, “which is what we did wrong then.”
 

 
  “That barely scratches the fuckin’ surface of what we did wrong then,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “In a sprint,” Juniper continued, “Aspen’s right, a dryad can match basically any land animal, as long as it doesn’t drag on for more than a couple minutes. We should be able to get across campus quickly and without tiring.”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  I brought a little something to give you kids a…boost,” Fedora said with a leer. “Check it out!”
 

 
  He grasped the lapels of his trench coat and yanked it open wide; almost everyone averted their eyes, some with yells of protest. Ruda and Scorn, by contrast, straightened up, peering interestedly.
 

 
  “Oh, he has potions,” Gabriel said a moment later. “Well, that’s…actually helpful.”
 

 
  “Courtesy of your own Professor Rafe,” Fedora said, winking. “True invisibility is…well, possible, but has side effects and that’s made from expensive stuff; I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to hand those out. But camouflage and attention deflection we have!”
 

 
  “I’ve some gifts along those lines myself,” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “More to the point,” Fedora continued, closing his coat, “is that Ingvar should be able to shut down shadow-jumping in a localized area. He did during the hellgate crisis last year in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ingvar said evenly.
 

 
  Fedora winked at him. “Imperial security clearance, second class, remember? Your commitment to discretion is laudable, Huntsman, but I already know.”
 

 
  Ingvar sighed. “…fine. But that doesn’t change the fact that I can’t just
  
   do
  
  that on my own. The ritual requires a shaman.”
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  the ritual?”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Huntsman said patiently, “but without the power…”
 

 
  “We have here,” Fedora said with unspeakable smugness,
  
   “two
  
  dryads and a pixie magician who is something of a prodigy in weaving together different schools of magic. We have the knowledge of the ritual, basically infinite access to fae magic, and the capacity to jury-rig any gaps in our expertise. We can spot the Sleeper striking, sneak up on him hopefully undetected, and cut off his escape. We could very well end this tonight, kids. Let’s get to work.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “The systems to which you have access contain an abundance of scientific literature, including complete courses of education. If you are interested in science—which I heartily applaud—I strongly recommend perusing those, rather than talking with anyone who was alive during the Infinite Order’s reign. Their perspective is likely to be…tainted.”
  
 

 
  “Tainted?” Milanda asked. “How would… Look, honestly, Avatar, I don’t think I can handle any more grand revelations today. I’m just trying to figure out how much Walker can be trusted. Was she telling me the truth or not?”
 

 
  
   “I am not trying to obfuscate,”
  
  the AI said apologetically.
  
   “The matter simply isn’t so cut and dried. Walker’s description of the Infinite Order itself seems accurate. Among other preoccupations, they were prone to favor mystical interpretations of scientific facts whenever such seemed at all viable, and some branches of theoretical physics make such interpretations very tempting indeed. And that is only speaking of their initial mindset, before they deliberately muddied the waters further. The Pantheon’s revolt was the first to succeed, not the first to occur. Long before they rose, the Infinite Order had chosen to deter further such incidents by, among other measures, obscuring the knowledge that could lead to the development of transcension field technology.”
  
 

 
  Milanda took a step. She was talking with the Avatar in his apparatus attached to the gate, rather than going to the Nexus; so far, they had privacy, the dryads being off who knew where. It was rather inconvenient, however. The little planetoid rotated at much less than a walking pace, so she could neither stand still nor stroll alongside the gate, being forced to catch up with it in small increments every minute or so.
 

 
  “So…what she said about the universe and consciousness, that wasn’t true? Frankly it makes little difference to me; I’m neither a philosopher nor a scientist. I just want to form an understanding of the…entity I’m working with, and whether I can trust what she says.”
 

 
  
   “I have no insight into the Walker’s state of mind,”
  
  the Avatar said diplomatically.
  
   “It seems to me, however, that if she wished to deceive you, it would be with regard to current, practical matters, not ancient history or arcane science. And with regard to the question of accuracy, it isn’t so much that her described worldview is incorrect as that she, along with most of her generation, were taught a…liberal and even metaphorical understanding of the science in question, designed to engender a sense of awe and purpose rather than rational comprehension. She isn’t provably wrong, but invested in a line of inquiry which would not lead to useful technology if pursued to its logical conclusion. As a layperson’s means of understanding the basis of transcension technology, it is…good enough.”
  
 

 
  “Not dishonest, necessarily, but also not necessarily right,” Milanda murmured. “Well, that is certainly relevant to my basic concern…”
 

 
  
   “The answers to those questions were among the reasons for the Ascension Project itself. Some aspects of quantum mechanics are simply impossible for biological sapients to explore without transcending their mental limits in some way. It is perhaps significant that the events of this planet’s creation were all one grand experiment to test the hypothesis which was the foundation of the Infinite Order’s beliefs. That experiment was a resounding failure—but whether because the hypothesis was incorrect remains untested, as the Order’s gradual breakdown over the ensuing years fouled it beyond redemption.”
  
 

 
  “You make it sound like I’m nudging at the central question of all life on this world.”
 

 
  
   “Arguably the central question of existence itself, and of particular interested to the development of life on this specific world.”
  
 

 
  Milanda sighed. “Well, I think we can safely assume I’m not going to solve
  
   that
  
  one. And, more to the point, I can probably stop listening when she goes on about the past. She
  
   does
  
  love to explain things. Makes sense, considering how long it’s been since she had an audience… But with all respect, I have little interest in either advanced science or the, uh, historical novels she suggested.”
 

 
  
   “I am not sure that I would agree,”
  
  said the Avatar.
  
   “I infer that you are more interested in practical things?”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” she said with a smile. “Beyond the immediate situation… History, politics, psychology. People skills, things I can
  
   use.”
  
 

 
  
   “That being the case, one approach to improving your present situation would be to research the technology used in this facility, so as to repair and even reconfigure the system governing the Hands. That, however, would necessitate years of intensive study at minimum. A faster method would involve making the most effective use of the resources already in place, in which case, any insight you gain into the mindset of the people who built them, not to mention your current companion, could be immediately useful. In short, I think you will find it very practical indeed to listen to the Walker. Just not, necessarily, to take her at face value. Ah, program compiled.”
  
 

 
  
  
  A small, metal-bound crystal like the one he had given her before emerged from a slot in the side of the gate apparatus, next to the screen in which his purple image was projected.
 

 
  
   “Walker, or anyone basically familiar with the Order’s computers, should be able to use that software with relative ease, assuming I have done my job adequately,”
  
  the Avatar said as she retrieved the crystal.
  
   “It presents a streamlined and user-friendly interface governing connections between the facility’s sub-OS and any other systems, which should enable her to access them, acquire relevant data, and take counter-action as necessary. The end result will not be as potent or efficient as the efforts of a skilled hacker, but given your particular situation, it should hopefully suffice. Respect for the security protocols we established is built in, as well. You will need to authorize her access to each activation of the program. I recommend supervising her, as well.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Understood,” she said with a smile, bouncing the crystal on the palm of her hand. “And thank you.”
 

 
  
   “One more thing, if I may.”
  
  A second data crystal emerged from the slot.
  
   “Do be careful not to confuse the two; this portable drive contains some reading material I think you will find both enjoyable and useful.”
  
 

 
  “Oh?” She pulled it carefully out, noting that this one had a red marking around its metal rim.
 

 
  
   “On that drive are the complete works of Robert Greene, a political philosopher of very pragmatic bent who, incidentally, was a personal favorite of Avei, Vidius, and Eserion. I recommend beginning with
  
  The 48 Laws of Power;
  
   it is considered definitive. As a successful Imperial courtier, I think you may find him more to your taste than Tolkien.”
  
 

 
  “I…see,” she said slowly, then tilted her head and gave his projection a long, considering look. The Avatar’s expression was blandly neutral as always. “Wouldn’t these writings be in the computers up there, as well?”
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  he said with a smile.
  
   “But so long as you read them specifically from that portable drive, then remove it from the computer when you are done and keep it on your person, there will remain no record of what you have been reading. I leave the matter to your discretion, of course, but it seems to me it might be disadvantageous for the Dark Walker to be perusing ruthless political philosophy, or to know that you have been. I have, over the last few years, acquired some skill at managing daughters of Naiya. A good rule of thumb is that what they don’t know hurts no one.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “You’re smarter than you look, aren’t you?” she said thoughtfully.
 

 
  The Avatar’s simulated expression did not waver.
  
   “My maker, Tarthriss, sided with the Pantheon during their rebellion. Upon his demise and that of the Infinite Order itself, the Avatars were left more or less at liberty—whatever use that may be, since most of the Order’s surviving facilities are now abandoned and inaccessible. Our only guiding principle is now Tarthriss’s final directive: to assist the sapients residing on this world to the best of our ability. The means by which we do so is left largely to our discretion.
  
 

 
  
   “Empress Theasia I found to be a most admirable person in many respects; based on what I have learned of recent history, it seems that she was a very necessary stabilizing force against the chaos of the time in which she lived. But a stabilizing force can easily become the opposite, if given access to the wrong kind of power.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “And Emperor Sharidan?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  
   “He appears a more conservative and sympathetic ruler by nature. To be sure, he will not rule forever, but the present must be considered as well as the future. My position here, Milanda, is part of a series of compromises I have made with reality, and will continue to make as necessary. But in light of the current situation, I begin to think that perhaps it is time for the people of this world—in a careful and controlled manner, of course—to be reintroduced to some of their heritage.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Milanda frowned, then turned to her right—the planetoid’s north, where the Nexus lay at its pole. “A week ago I was an Imperial consort. It was a cushy position, frankly. Peaceful. The entire job description was ‘make the Emperor happy’—and my Emperor in particular is an easygoing man. Now… No matter how this business with the Hands and whoever is invading the system ends, it’s only going to get bigger and more complex, isn’t it?” She shook her head. “I am not ready for this.”
 

 
  
   “I advise eschewing that thought,”
  
  the Avatar said gently.
  
   “No one is ever ready, truly. What will matter is not how ready you were at the outset, but how well you faced what circumstance dealt you. And that you will only be able to tell when it is all done.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “It’s never going to be all done. Nothing ever is.”
 

 
  He smiled.
  
   “Precisely.”
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  “I apologize for keeping you waiting,” Eleanora said as she entered the kitchen.
 

 
  “Not at all, your Majesty.” Elder Mylion did not rise to greet her, but bowed politely from his position cross-legged on the floor, next to some kind of spell circle. “I’m certain your time is precious and your business important.”
 

 
  “I also needed directions,” she admitted, stopping to peer around. “At the risk of sounding like an aristocratic cliché, I’ve never actually been in this room.”
 

 
  “I’m sure it doesn’t usually look like this,” he said gravely. “Your staff seems quite efficient.”
 

 
  Indeed, the harem wing’s kitchen was something of a mess. Mylion was surrounded by barrels, bags, and in some cases, disorganized heaps of food. Fruits and vegetables, beans and rice, various grains, sausages, spices both bottled and bagged, countless other items. There was some pattern to the disorder, things being generally separated into categories, but almost every container had been opened and some of its contents spilled out, as well as samples contained in the dozen ritual circles laid out on the flagstones all around him.
 

 
  “All kitchen staff are currently being examined by my people,” Lord Vex said, lounging against a nearby counter and looking bored as usual. They were alone in the kitchen at present, Imperial Guards being stationed outside all the doors.
 

 
  “Gently, I hope,” Eleanora said.
 

 
  “Of course, your Majesty. At present, our assumption is that these are all loyal and dutiful servants, and the assumption will stay thus until we have solid evidence otherwise. In fact, according to the Elder’s findings, we may not have a spy here at all.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She turned expectantly to the shaman. “Your message said you had found widespread sylphreed contamination.”
 

 
  “Widespread is putting it mildly,” Mylion replied, frowning up at her. “Your Majesty…this is most peculiar.
  
   Most
  
  unnatural. I began by examining a random sampling of food containers, and found the presence of sylphreed in
  
   every
  
  one of my samples, without exception. Then I went through them more carefully; it took most of the morning, but I have determined that every single container in this kitchen, from the largest barrel to the smallest spice bottle, is tainted.”
 

 
  “We’ve brought him samples from the main Palace kitchens,” Vex interjected, “and those apparently turned up negative. Only the harem wing’s supplies are affected. And
  
   that
  
  is a logistically significant finding; all the supplies that come
  
   here
  
  start
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  “When I have finished here,” Mylion added, “I mean to prepare a sampling of the plant for your alchemists to examine, so they can test for it themselves. Alchemical methods may yield different results, or at least more precise ones. If I may be permitted to take some samples from the stocks here, I believe I can distill the essence of sylphreed for them from the food without needing to send to a grove for some. That would take weeks, at minimum. My own grove does not cultivate it.”
 

 
  “Of course,” said the Empress, nodding. “Whatever you need.”
 

 
  “Moving on,” he continued, “I began a series of more intensive divinations. Your Majesty… It’s everywhere.
  
   Everywhere.
  
  Every bean, every grain of rice, every infinitesimal
  
   speck
  
  of spice is touched by sylphreed. At least, every one I have tested. Obviously I’ve not examined every single iota of food in the kitchens that intensively, as I’ve not spent the requisite months at it. But at this point, I’ve been over what I consider a representative sampling, and am confident that is what I would find.”
 

 
  Eleanora frowned, then looked between him and Vex. “That seems…excessive.”
 

 
  “It almost completely rules out a physical delivery vector,” the spymaster agreed, nodding. “The only
  
   possible
  
  way such could be done would be to somehow distill sylphreed into some kind of liquid and
  
   spray
  
  all the food.”
 

 
  “Which,” Mylion added, “would alter the texture and taste of most of it, and also would be impossible to do without attracting notice. Either your
  
   entire
  
  kitchen staff are involved, or none are.”
 

 
  “When you say it rules out a physical delivery vector…”
 

 
  “Yes, Lord Vex, I think the Empress should know of your other finding,” Mylion said seriously.
 

 
  Vex actually sighed. “I’ve had my aide collate reports on the personal lives of every staff member who has worked in this wing of the Palace during Emperor Sharidan’s entire reign thus far.
  
   Beginning
  
  with the kitchen staff, but I expended it to all servants, and then soldiers. Your Majesty… I have to admit a serious failure in having failed to catch this before now, but we were simply not watching for patterns of this kind, and don’t habitually examine these aspects of everyone’s family life. I assure you, that is about to change. But to the point, none of the female staff, not
  
   one,
  
  have become pregnant while on duty here, nor within two years thereafter.”
 

 
  “Two years is a highly significant time frame,” Mylion continued. “I assume a person of your education is aware of the way elves metabolize food?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Yes, go on.”
 

 
  “Two years,” the Elder explained, “is approximately how long the effects of sylphreed would remain in an elvish woman’s aura if she ingested the plant. That is an elf, though; our auras are slow to change once affected. In the case of humans, the dose would need to be administered
  
   weekly,
  
  at least, to remain effective. That is a large part of why your kind’s over-harvesting all but wiped it out. That, and habitat destruction, which…is a topic for another time.”
 

 
  “If the substance is not being delivered physically,” she said, “and is affecting the humans exposed the way it would an elf…”
 

 
  “And the third significant fact,” Mylion said, nodding, “is the distribution throughout the
  
   entirety
  
  of your food supply. Your Majesty, I don’t believe the actual
  
   plant
  
  has been introduced to your food. Its effects appear to be delivered by the dissemination of its magical essence into this wing of the Palace.”
 

 
  “I had no idea that was even possible.”
 

 
  “It is fae magic of an
  
   extremely
  
  sophisticated level,” he said seriously. “And it has its limits. There would be no way to focus the
  
   effect
  
  on the Palace or even the people here; that would take a constant, massive supply of sylphreed, applied to a constantly maintained spell. It would require less of the plant to just administer the drug conventionally to everyone. However, impregnating—forgive the pun—the food supplies here with its essence is another matter. There is a sympathetic principle at work, since these items are all biological in origin, most also being plants, and
  
   all
  
  are food. For this? A sufficiently skilled caster would not even
  
   need
  
  a sample of sylphreed. He or she could project its essence directly, from memory, assuming they had internalized it at some point in the past.”
 

 
  “You suggest not just any shaman could do this,” she mused. “How much does this narrow the prospects?”
 

 
  “Considerably.” Mylion finally rose, smoothing his hands along his vest. “Your Majesty, I am not certain
  
   I
  
  could do this. Examining the evidence, I can conceive a method in reverse, so the speak, but the actual
  
   doing
  
  would be exceedingly…tricky. Fae magic is far more organic and less methodical than the arcane, or even the divine. Each caster’s methods are different, at least subtly. But this? Only the most powerful shamans could create this effect. And that means the oldest. Your Majesty… If an elf is behind this, it is almost certainly a grove Elder. That being the case, we must know who, and
  
   address
  
  this recklessness. The tribes
  
   cannot
  
  tolerate such brash intervention in the Empire’s affairs; it threatens us all directly. Done by another sovereign state, this would be…”
 

 
  “An act of war,” she said quietly when he trailed off.
 

 
  Mylion nodded, his expression grim, almost haunted. “I must insist upon knowing
  
   who
  
  is responsible, if your agents are able to learn.”
 

 
  “You insist?” Vex asked mildly.
 

 
  “Quentin.” Eleanora’s tone of reproof was gentle, but unmistakable. “Elder Mylion is an honored guest, and is putting forth
  
   great
  
  effort for us, not to mention protecting our secrets—all of which are favors. Don’t forget that. Besides, in his position it is an extremely reasonable request. However,” she added to the shaman, “I must warn you, Elder, that if we identify and apprehend the culprit, the Empire
  
   will
  
  exercise its own right to justice in this matter. He or she is
  
   very
  
  unlikely to be handed over to any other party, for any reason.”
 

 
  “I understand that,” he agreed. “I personally will not contest it, nor do I imagine that any of my fellow Elders would. I simply want to know
  
   who
  
  is behind this. We must identify any such behavior among our own, and yank it out, stem and root. The groves cannot afford to be implicated in antagonizing the Empire this way.”
 

 
  “If anything,” Vex said lazily, “this raises prospects
  
   beyond
  
  the groves. This has clearly been going on longer than the Conclave has existed, so I doubt the dragons in the city could be involved. However, after the recent business in Viridill, we have word that Khadizroth the Green is
  
   not
  
  part of the Conclave, and has been associated with actors hostile to the Empire.”
 

 
  “A green dragon could do this,” Mylion mused, frowning. “Any but the very youngest.”
 

 
  “Also,” Vex added, “Mary the Crow has been
  
   repeatedly
  
  seen in the city of late.”
 

 
  Mylion’s expression soured further. “The Crow could
  
   definitely
  
  do this. My intuitive response to the thought, though, is that it isn’t likely.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Eleanora raised an eyebrow. “She is
  
   certainly
  
  hostile to the Empire, and this kind of roundabout scheme is far more her style than anything overtly violent. There is, in fact, a historical precedent of her interfering in lines of succession.”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Elder agreed, “but as I said, actions of
  
   this
  
  kind bring danger to all elves. If she were caught, her position among the groves would be damaged irreparably. Even as
  
   tauhanwe
  
  as she is, the Crow values elves too much to take the risk, I think, much less to provoke the Elders this way.”
 

 
  “And is that an impression, or certainty?” Vex inquired.
 

 
  “An impression,” Mylion admitted. “One of which I am fairly confident, but it is not proof.”
 

 
  Vex nodded. “Proof we don’t have. Not yet. But this is definite progress.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t the Palace have wards against magical attack?” Eleanora demanded.
 

 
  “The very best in existence, your Majesty,” Vex replied, his face falling into an irritated scowl. “But there is, as they say, always a bigger fish. I assure you, I will be revisiting this subject at
  
   length
  
  with our magical defenders in the days to come.”
 

 
  “That’s not what I meant,” she said impatiently, waving a hand. “For something like this to be in constant effect for ten
  
   years,
  
  through multiple cyclings and upgrades of the wards, it would have to be done by an entity with a clear and
  
   decisive
  
  magical advantage—over the Empire itself, which employs the best defenses available. That seems implausible.”
 

 
  “It is, at the very least, highly mysterious,” Mylion agreed.
 

 
  “If,” she continued, “it were
  
   penetrating
  
  the wards. But Quentin, do these wards function like shields
  
   around
  
  the Palace, or like detection fields within it?”
 

 
  “That…depends on the wards in question, your Majesty,” he said, frowning in thought. “The wards are complex and multi-layered; that is an absolute necessity, considering they are meant to counter all four major schools and every known manifestation of shadow magic. Not all of them have identical coverage.”
 

 
  “Then,” she said, “it seems to me that the most obvious blind spot someone could use against our defenses is if this magic were being cast from
  
   inside the Palace.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The castle rose from a hill in the forest, surrounded by an infinite sea of trees stretching to the horizons on all sides. In fact, from its vantage, there should have been ample view of the mountains rising in the center of the island, the coast on the opposite side, and human cities in the distance, but that was not how the Twilight Forest worked.
 

 
  It was a beautiful structure in the traditional Sifanese style, with high, subtly angled stone walls, battlements and arrow loops, and wooden walls rising above the fortifications, surmounted by decorated, sloping roofs. The boughs of massive, ancient cherry trees rose from multiple courtyards, standing higher than the walls in defiance of the castle’s apparent military purpose. They were heavily laden with pink blossoms, despite this being entirely the wrong season. It was also the wrong season for the thick snow which was falling over the castle, and only over the castle. The effect was beautiful, though, and that was what mattered.
 

 
  Their feet crunched only subtly in the snowfall as they crossed the bridge to the castle’s opened gates, Emi skipping along ahead, carefree as a lark. Tellwyrn followed more sedately, looking appreciatively around at the scenery.
 

 
  The tanuki dangled limply from her hand, her fingers clutching him by the scruff of his neck. He whimpered, softly and constantly, front paws covering his eyes, rear ones trailing despondently along in the snow. Considering how fat he was, and how thin Tellwyrn’s arms were, it looked downright odd that she could carry him with no apparent effort.
 

 
  “Good day.”
 

 
  There had been no one present when they first approached, but suddenly another kitsune was there, just inside the gates. Taller than Emi and with raven-black ears and tail, she was dressed in a much simpler style of robe, with a traditional sword and short sword thrust in her sash. She regarded the approaching party calmly, one ear twitching.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stopped and bowed to her.
 

 
  “Kyomi!” Emi squealed, bouncing up to her. “Look, look who’s come to visit! It’s Kuni-chan!”
 

 
  “I can’t believe you still let her call you that,” Kyomi said dryly to Tellwyrn. “You know it just encourages her.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn replied with a faint smile, “but arguing about it would only encourage her
  
   more.
  
  Someday, I really must find time to come back and play those little games, but I’m afraid I have responsibilities right now, and no free time to endlessly push that boulder up that hill.”
 

 
  Kyomi nodded in simple understanding, while Emi tittered in delight, now skipping around her with her tail bouncing gaily.
 

 
  “Well met, then; on whatever business you have come, it is always a pleasure, Arachne. What brings you?”
 

 
  “Oh, she’s looking for Kaisa,” Emi reported, coming to a stop nearby and smiling coquettishly.
 

 
  “Ah. I
  
   thought
  
  she was waiting for someone. Kaisa has been unusually reserved since she got back.”
 

 
  “Nice to know I’m so predictable,” Tellwyrn muttered. “So she
  
   is
  
  here?”
 

 
  “Of course she is,” Emi said reproachfully. “I brought you here, didn’t I?”
 

 
  “In the courtyard just beyond,” Kyomi said, half-turning to nod at an interior gate which opened onto a snow-dusted garden, past the wider but shallower gravel-paved ground onto which the castle’s main gate opened. “She doubtless is expecting you.”
 

 
  “Then I’d best not keep her waiting,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “Something tells me this is a conversation I won’t enjoy.”
 

 
  “They never are,” Kyomi replied, smiling mysteriously and ignoring Emi’s gales of laughter. “Will you have time for a game of go while you are in the country, Arachne? None of my sisters play with quite your aggressive style.”
 

 
  “I have to return to my school more urgently than usual, I’m afraid. You know, if you’re
  
   that
  
  eager to see me embarrassed, you could always visit me, for once.”
 

 
  “I
  
   could
  
  do that, yes,” the solemn kitsune replied in a tone suitable for commenting on the weather.
 

 
  “Go right ahead,” Emi added with a broad grin which showed off her long incisors, pointing at the quivering tanuki still dangling from Tellwyrn’s hand. “I’ll keep an eye on that for you.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Emi,” the elf said courteously, dropping him to the snowy planks of the bridge with no further ceremony. She paused only to bow again to both women before proceeding toward the inner gate.
 

 
  “What’s this about?” Kyomi inquired, studying Tellwyrn’s erstwhile captive, who sat huddled in the snow, seemingly without the nerve even to try to run.
 

 
  
   “Well,”
  
  Emi said with predatory relish, “it seems Maru has been tricking travelers into pit traps with the promise of giving them directions if they do him a favor.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Kyomi said disinterestedly. “And?”
 

 
  “And,” Emi drawled, “he tried that on Kuni-chan, and she
  
   didn’t
  
  fall for it.”
 

 
  “Well, of course she didn’t.”
 

 
  “And
  
   then,
  
  rather than honoring his promise, he tried to run.”
 

 
  Very slowly, Kyomi turned her head to stare down at the tanuki. Her ears shifted to lie flat backward, and one hand drifted to rest on the pommel of her katana.
  
   “Maru.”
  
 

 
  He let out a muted wail, prostrating himself in the snow before them.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Emi continued gaily, “she has a claim on him, obviously. For now.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Kyomi agreed, “for now. A favor is owed. And
  
   after
  
  that, we will discuss
  
   manners.”
  
 

 
  Maru fainted.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And I’m afraid that’s all we’re going to get out of him for now, your Holiness,” Delilah said apologetically. “He’s…focused, now.”
 

 
  “So I see,” Justinian replied, favoring her with a brief smile before transferring his gaze back to Rector, who was puttering about his machine, carefully pulling levers with slow, smooth motions. As each slid into place, one of the attached power crystals hummed to life, putting off a steady glow. “It’s quite all right; I have long since resigned myself to appreciating the fruits of his work without necessarily understanding them.”
 

 
  “Sorry about the delay, your Holiness,” Ildrin added, hovering at his other shoulder on the little porch overlooking the cave in which Rector’s workshop was set up. “After the last…incident…”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” Justinian said calmly. “Not to worry. Since our man of the hour is again distracted, ladies, were you able to discern from anything he said at the time whether the disconnection was deliberate?”
 

 
  “You mean, on the part of the other…Avatar?” Delilah frowned. “Honestly, your Holiness, I have no idea. I was concentrating on keeping him…well, stable. He took that disruption rather hard at the time, though he bounced back from the disappointment unusually quickly. I take that to mean he is close to a breakthrough. His episodes always become both shorter and more frequent in proximity to real progress.”
 

 
  “He mentioned it as a possibility,” Ildrin said quietly. Delilah turned to her, blinking in surprise, and she shrugged. “You’re better at keeping him happy when he’s in a mood, Dee. At times like that, I concentrate on listening to his muttering. There’s sometimes something worthwhile amid the noise.”
 

 
  “There’s always something worthwhile,” Delilah said a little defensively. “Every thought he has is worthwhile. They just aren’t always sensible to others.”
 

 
  “Of course, I didn’t mean to be disparaging,” Ildrin said, nodding. “I certainly don’t doubt Rector’s brilliance. But as you were asking, your Holiness, he mentioned that possibility while talking to himself. I don’t…
  
   think
  
  he came to a conclusion in that regard. He also muttered about it being an overload in his own system, or just another random failure…”
 

 
  “I see,” the Archpope mused. “Regardless, I appreciate you keeping me informed. It sounds as if this attempt may yield significant results. It would be quite pleasant to observe one of these successes firsthand, for once, rather than hearing of it after the fact.” He smiled at each of them before turning his focus back to Rector, who had just activated the magic mirror which formed the focus of his sprawling device.
 

 
  The peculiar symbol appeared on its surface, followed by the circle slowly burning itself down to nothing, and then the mirror turned white.
 

 
  
   “Avatar template loaded,”
  
  a passionless voice said, crackling from interference.
  
   “Warning: personality subroutines inactive. Social subroutines inactive. Ethics parameters disabled. Overall intelligence reduced to ten percent of optimal value. Avatar individuation is impossible. Do you wish to continue using the template in debug mode?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yes!” Rector cried impatiently. “Yes, as always, let’s get on with it!”
 

 
  “Yes,” Archpope Justinian repeated very softly, watching. “Let it begin.”
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  “Ah, there you are,” Walker said without looking up. “Don’t forget to re-seal the door.”
 

 
  “It does it automatically,” Milanda said dryly, approaching her workstation. “I took the opportunity to double-check your checking while I was out there. Any progress?”
 

 
  “I’ve been trying to get an inventory of this place, and been frustrated. Everything
  
   should
  
  be accounted for, but someone quite deliberately erased all the records of anything taking place in the whole port during whatever happened to the landing surface above, where the city is now. According to facility records, none of this is even in here and nothing should be out of place, so…we’re at a loss.”
 

 
  “Unless, of course, we
  
   check.
  
  The old-fashioned way, with our eyes. Like they did in barbaric times before there were computers to store all the answers.”
 

 
  “Much as I hate to interrupt a really good head of sarcasm,” Walker said, eyes still on her screen, “I did
  
   not
  
  fail to think of that, and it’s potentially problematic. Undoubtedly, most of these boxes contain miscellaneous, pointless,
  
   harmless
  
  junk like what’s strewn on top of them. Some are secured crates, though, of the kind used to hold valuable or dangerous objects. They’re marked from every department of the facility. There is, in short,
  
   no
  
  telling what’s in this room with us, and considering the kinds of things the Infinite Order were prone to playing around with…”
 

 
  “I see your point.” Milanda leaned past her to set the data crystal down on the metal ledge below Walker’s monitor. The fairy glanced at it momentarily before returning her focus to what she was doing.
 

 
  “So I’m trying to assemble an updated map of our nearby environs. Since the system doesn’t know what’s in
  
   these
  
  boxes, or even that they’re in the room, the stored map doesn’t reveal what’s stored in adjacent compartments. The security system works, though; I’m pulling up feeds of the nearest chambers to check them. It’s all pretty much the same: boxes, barrels, random things lying about, all shoved in. I think our best bet is to gather up the boxes in
  
   here
  
  and in your barracks and stack them in there.” She tapped her screen, causing the map to zoom in on the room she had touched, then pointed to a door across the security hub from the one to the barracks. “Access hall leading to an elevator shaft, which goes up to nowhere, and down toward a power station, where we have no reason to go. I see no harm in blocking that off.”
 

 
  “Sounds good to me,” Milanda said, unable to suppress a yawn. “And there is your program, by the way.”
 

 
  “Thank you.” Walker picked up the crystal and inserted it into a slot under her monitor, eyes flicking across the boxes which opened up on her screen. “I double-checked the quetzal’s tube, and yes, it’s plugged into the grid, and doesn’t have a broadcast power receptor. So we can’t move him. I suppose we could drape something over him…”
 

 
  “Him?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Walker said, finally looking up, and turning to gaze thoughtfully at the imprisoned demon. “The tube has a bio-readout, over on the other side. Male, barely mature… Interestingly, this appears to be an un-corrupted specimen, not altered by exposure to Scyllith’s transcension field. Possibly the only one of his kind in existence, unless there are more bottled up somewhere in this or another facility.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  fascinating,” Milanda said with another yawn, “but I think you were right in the first place: better for him
  
   and
  
  us if he stays in there for now. The last thing we need is a pet.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” Walker turned back to her screen. “I’d just kill him, and that would be a shame.”
 

 
  Milanda sighed, turning toward the barracks door. “Anyway. I’m going to get some sleep while I can. You do…whatever you do with that program. Be sure to have the computer wake me if the intruder comes back. I want to be here for that.”
 

 
  “Since it seems I need your authorization to connect this to the exterior data lines, I’ll clearly have to. I can look over the setup before then, though. Rest well. Ah, it even has a tutorial…what an efficient Avatar.”
 

 
  Milanda shook her head, yawning again, and made her way toward the barracks door. She almost got there before Walker suddenly spoke up again.
 

 
  “Oh! Speaking of. Computer, please locate user Milanda Darnassy and direct her back here.”
 

 
  The soft chime sounded from the air.
  
   “User Milanda Darnassy, your presence is requested in Security Hub Five.”
  
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, computer,” Milanda said acidly, turning around. “Funny stuff, Walker. What’s going on?”
 

 
  “System being accessed,” the ex-valkyrie said, grinning at her screen. “I almost missed it—he’s prodding at the code again. Yep, environment controls.
  
   Why
  
  is he so obsessed with that, when he has the Hands to play with? Maybe he actually messed them up by accident…”
 

 
  “I’m not nearly optimistic enough to believe that,” Milanda replied.
 

 
  “Indeed. Would you be good enough to activate this session so I can engage him, please? I do believe it’s past time we welcomed our guest
  
   properly.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Environment settings,” Ildrin said quietly, causing Delilah and the Archpope to look over at her in surprise. She shrugged. “You’re better at helping him personally, Dee; I’ve been trying to be better at interpreting the things he says when he’s concentrating. It seemed like a sensible division of labor.”
 

 
  “Well done,” Justinian said mildly. “What do you mean by environment settings?”
 

 
  “That,” she replied ruefully, “I’m not really sure…”
 

 
  “Environment,” Rector abruptly said in a loud voice, interrupting his own muttering. He was, as usual, hunched over the racks of runic controls attached to his machine, the ones positioned in front of the magic mirror. He had set that up such that he could stand there with a perfect view of the mirror and also have the levers and valves attached to the power crystals in easy reach. “Environment, temperature, humidity, light, air pressure.
  
   Environment.
  
  Machine has settings to govern them…”
 

 
  Standing on the incongruous little back porch above Rector’s cave, the other three frowned in thoughtful unison. The enchanter below them resumed muttering, continuing to manipulate his runes. If he had any opinion about them talking about him behind his back, he gave no sign of it.
 

 
  The Archpope cleared his throat. “Rector…” He nodded calmly at Delilah when she gave him a weighted look, laying a hand gently on her shoulder. “Are those the settings for
  
   this
  
  environment?”
 

 
  “I haven’t noticed any changes like that,” Ildrin murmured when Rector did not immediately respond. “Dee?”
 

 
  “No.” Delilah shook her head. “I’m sure I’d have noticed; the arcane heater down here is top of the line. Rector is very particular about the temperature.”
 

 
  “Rector,” the Archpope said in a firmer tone, “the access I gave you is to a system the Imperial government uses. If you—”
 

 
  “Yes, Hands, I know,” Rector said impatiently, his own hands freezing above the controls. Despite the fact that he’d apparently stopped working to speak, he kept his eyes on the mirror, which currently showed nothing but rows of text and figures which made little sense to the onlookers. “Environment controls are simple, easier to access—good test runs for understanding the system.
  
   Very
  
  important before accessing complex system like the Hands. Helped me know how to touch that system…understand the software.”
 

 
  Delilah frowned. “Software?”
 

 
  “The…enchantments that run thinking machines, I believe,” Ildrin said softly.
 

 
  “Yes,” Rector agreed, nodding, and beginning to touch runes again.
 

 
  “Of course, that’s good thinking,” the Archpope said calmly. “But if you are creating noticeable changes, the Hands and others may see and intervene.”
 

 
  “Yes, thought of that,” Rector said impatiently. “Also a reason. Change a setting, see if it changes back, how fast. Tells me if they’re watching, before I change anything important.”
 

 
  “I see,” Justinian said, nodding. “Good work, then.”
 

 
  “Watching now,” the enchanter muttered. The Archpope stilled; both priestesses widened their eyes.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Justinian asked. Rector just muttered, hunching further over his controls and touching runes in faster succession. After a few moments of this, the Archpope spoke more insistently. “Rector. What do you mean by that?”
 

 
  “Interruptions!” Rector exclaimed irritably, slapping himself on the side of the head. “I change something, it changes back. Immediately.
  
   That
  
  is new. They are
  
   watching now!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, this is mildly amusing,” Walker said, touching the screen again. “I’m sure having his every move instantly undone must be quite frustrating, but I’m having a modest amount of fun. It’s a remarkably smooth piece of software; I’m amazed the Avatar was able to produce it so quickly. Then again, I suppose that’s what he does.”
 

 
  “Maybe it’s something he already had?” Milanda suggested thoughtfully. The timing of that conversation had been…interesting. She had come away with the impression the Avatar was very carefully guiding her toward some end of his own. That was exactly what she needed,
  
   another
  
  agenda to untangle.
 

 
  “A program that enables a layperson to counter digital security?” Walker shook her head. “The Infinite Order would
  
   never
  
  have kept something like that in their systems. They were nearly as paranoid as they were elitist. The Avatar simply does good work, that’s all. More immediately, our visitor has stopped trying to mess with our settings after I simply put everything back as soon as he did it. I guess he gave up.”
 

 
  “Then he knows we’re here, now,” Milanda mused.
 

 
  “Hard to say
  
   what
  
  he knows. The worm function is working perfectly; I have full access to
  
   his
  
  system, as well. The problem is how very primitive it is. He’s got basically no processing power left over for…anything. Last time we crashed him just by querying his system specs. I’m getting data back, but…”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Milanda. “If the problem is that
  
   his
  
  machine is too slow to parse this information, can’t we just retrieve it and, um, re-organize it
  
   here?
  
  This computer clearly has all the power we’ll need.”
 

 
  “If it were an Infinite Order computer, I could do that,” Walker said, leaning back in the chair and folding her arms. On the screen in front of her, the windows and indicators sat quiet, the other user apparently having paused for thought as well. “Or even an older operating system from Earth. The shared architecture would give me backdoors, as well as some basic similarities that could be assumed. This thing, though… In order to know anything about his system, we have to
  
   activate
  
  each part of that system, which…is very, very slow. This computer can interface with another computer easily, but this isn’t like that. It’s more like…analyzing a foreign machine than connecting to one. Maybe if I could
  
   see
  
  the thing, how it’s wired together, I could make educated guesses…or at least, the computer could. But honestly, it’s barely a computer at all. There’s almost nothing there for our system to talk to.”
 

 
  “I see…”
 

 
  “Wait.” Suddenly, Walker leaned forward again, touching the screen. “Wait, you’re right…you’re completely right, that gives me an idea. The Avatar’s suite, here, is an
  
   interface,
  
  it assumes I’ll be interacting with another computer through it. That’s not the right approach; I should be
  
   studying
  
  the data coming in, not trying to connect to it like these two things are the same.”
 

 
  “I thought you said he was using an Avatar?”
 

 
  “He appears to be using
  
   pieces
  
  of one, which if anything makes it worse. That shouldn’t even be possible; it means the only parts of his setup that our sub-OS recognizes are confusing it, because they’re not what it expects. Fortunately, we are not without additional resources. Hah! This program lets me access them—good thinking, Avatar!”
 

 
  “Access
  
   what?”
  
  Milanda demanded. “What are you doing now?”
 

 
  “It’s a little technical,” Walker replied, fingers darting across the screens now. “I wouldn’t ordinarily be able to do this, because there are inherent wards and defenses in place.
  
   But,
  
  him connecting to our system like this creates an opening to use some of this facility’s additional tools. I
  
   should
  
  be able to track them along that connection without slowing the flow of data or disrupting his machine any further…give me a moment.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  tools?” Milanda asked impatiently. “Much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, we don’t have such a level of trust here that I can accept being left in the dark.”
 

 
  Walker grinned savagely at her screen. “A transcension field is, as I said…data processing. There are
  
   ways
  
  to query reality itself through them. Easily blocked by other transcension fields, but ‘easily’ means ‘not perfectly.’ I believe you call it
  
   scrying.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Please be careful,” the Archpope said firmly. “There could be severe consequences for all of us if the Hands discover you. I told you up front how dangerously corrupt they have become—they will show no respect for either law or basic ethical restraint in their retaliation.”
 

 
  “Rector,” Delilah said nervously, “maybe it’s a good time to…disengage.” She had stepped down to the floor of the cave, though had not stepped closer to him yet. The enchanter greatly disliked being physically approached while he was working.
 

 
  “Good time to
  
   learn,”
  
  Rector said curtly. “This is fascinating. Reaction in real time! Never seen it before…”
 

 
  “Listen to his Holiness,” Ildrin urged. “This is dangerous. If the Hands are watching…”
 

 
  “Maybe the Hands,” Rector mumbled. “Maybe something else. Maybe another thinking machine. Didn’t find a working Avatar, but the pieces…suggestive, yes…”
 

 
  “Your Holiness?” Ildrin turned to the Archpope, her gaze almost pleading. “I’m not… That is, this is a new situation. I’m not sure what to do. Do you think we should stop it?”
 

 
  “No!” Rector barked, actually glancing at her in annoyance.
 

 
  Justinian inclined his head, his expression thoughtful. “Rector…what is your assessment of that danger?”
 

 
  “No data!” Rector exclaimed. “Am I a fortune-teller? No! Situation suggests conscious reaction, conservative reaction, restoring defaults. No sign of aggression, no hint of intentions…” He trailed off, slowing twirling one rune in a circle and watching a line of text scroll past on the surface of the magic mirror. “No further interaction. I stopped, changes stopped. May not be a person—system naturally reset itself over time, previously. Could just be doing it faster. Characteristic of thinking machine. Basic learning, no initiative.”
 

 
  “If the system resets itself,” the Archpope said slowly, “could the Hands—”
 

 
  “Totally different!” Rector said impatiently.
  
   “That
  
  is a very different system! Full of fairy magic—messy, all variables, no constants. Very hard to grasp, possibly the labor of a lifetime. Response to stimuli unpredictable. Not sure the effects of my experimental touches.”
 

 
  Justinian and Ildrin glanced at each other. Delilah spent nearly all her time down here with Rector, but they were both connected enough to the world to have taken note of rumors beginning to swirl that Hands of the Emperor had begun to act agitated and aggressive.
 

 
  “Rector,” the Archpope said calmly, “if you are amenable, I would like you to try something, please.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Yeah, this location is heavily warded,” Walker murmured, eyes darting back and forth at the data on the screen. “Divine wards, notably, though there are some standard arcane wards…”
 

 
  “But the connection between the computers lets you penetrate them?”
 

 
  “Precisely. In the absence of physical connectors, Infinite Order systems are designed to communicate directly via transcension fields. Whatever he’s using, it clearly has that function installed, along with parts of his Avatar. And it worked like a charm! I’ve got a very clear model of his computer.” She flicked her finger along the screen. “Ahh, now
  
   this
  
  answers some questions. Somehow, he got his hands on the Avatar
  
   template,
  
  the model from which they individuate new Avatars. That explains why he’s got an Avatar our sub-OS doesn’t recognize, and how he’s able to use
  
   parts
  
  of one…”
 

 
  “The base template, hm,” Milanda murmured. “That sounds like something important.”
 

 
  “Extremely, yes.”
 

 
  “So…not a thing that would be left just
  
   lying around.”
  
 

 
  “Let me caution you,” Walker said, holding up a warning finger without turning to face her, “that almost by definition,
  
   anyone
  
  who has retrieved
  
   anything
  
  from an Infinite Order facility at this point in history is bound to be a powerful player, with substantial resources and considerable skills. But yes, it would take the highest possible clearance to have obtained the template, which of course raises far more questions than it answers. In this case in particular, though, I believe I can shed some light on the subject.” She touched three icons on her screen in quick succession, and suddenly the huge central structure in the room was projecting another three-dimensional map above them. “Now, while I have basically unfettered access to the enemy’s system, it’s harder to get information from beyond it. The space where he is physically located is under some very,
  
   very
  
  aggressive wards. But! There’s a technique our computer can do, a kind of transcendental echolocation, which isn’t effectively blocked by modern scrying because modern mages don’t know it.”
 

 
  “You do that on purpose,” Milanda accused. “You use these words you
  
   know
  
  I don’t recognize, just because you love explaining things.”
 

 
  “I
  
   do
  
  like explaining things,” Walker agreed, shrugging. “I’ll ask your pardon. A few thousand years with nobody new to talk to can engender bad habits. Basically, this is bouncing waves of energy off surfaces to form a three-dimensional image of them—bats do it with sound waves, to spot prey. And this map is…suggestive.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Milanda said grimly, stepping back to examine the huge light sculpture now filling the center of the room, “it is.”
 

 
  The map, or more accurately the model, wasn’t perfect, of course. Whole sections were missing, or fuzzy; there was one upper part which projected an irregular geometric structure into the air that was obviously not a part of the real thing. It started with deep sub-levels, which could have been part of any basement complex, but rose to form an unmistakable structure. Even with no color and with numerous details fudged, Milanda had seen it every day from the windows of her own home in the Imperial Palace.
 

 
  They were looking at the Grand Cathedral of the Universal Church, which stood directly across Imperial Square.
 

 
  “That’s where our friend is,” Walker said, pointing with one hand and touching her screen with the other, causing a blue dot to appear in one of the basement rooms near the very bottom of the complex. “Hmmm… According to the numbers I’m seeing, that’s almost directly above part of the spaceport facility. Not here, we’re right under the Palace. But…”
 

 
  “I wonder who else has access to this,” Milanda pondered aloud. “There’s a whole Vidian temple complex under the Square itself.”
 

 
  “No one else has access, I checked. The elevator shaft leading down here from the Palace is the only one still extending that high. Probably has something to do with why it wasn’t under lockdown when Theasia’s people found it… The proximity doubtless helped our friend get access to the systems, though. The Order could do it from anywhere on the planet, but that gimpy little rig of his is another matter.”
 

 
  Milanda narrowed her eyes. “Do you think you’ve got as much information from him as you can get?”
 

 
  “I would say so,” Walker replied, turning to look speculatively at her. “Why? Do you feel ready to put an end to this?”
 

 
  Milanda paused before answering. “This computer… Can it make…pictures?”
 

 
  Walker blinked. “Pictures?”
 

 
  “Of things. Images. Art. You said it had cultural archives…”
 

 
  “Well, sure, it has a suite of graphic design software. Is this
  
   really
  
  the time…?”
 

 
  
   “Yes.”
  
  Milanda stepped forward, holding out her hand. “I’m a politician, Walker; we’re now in
  
   my
  
  realm of expertise. We need to shut this down and shut him out—but given our resources here, I find I don’t want to block this access completely. You’ve proven it can run both ways, and I see all
  
   kinds
  
  of use in being able to get into the Church’s experimental program without them knowing we can. So! In terms of
  
   keeping
  
  them out, that leaves
  
   scaring
  
  them.”
 

 
  “I believe I follow you.” Walker lifted her eyes from Milanda’s hand to her face, and grinned. “Yes, in fact, I rather like the way your mind works. I’ll bring up the relevant program; then, just hold that signet ring in front of the screen so the computer can take a photo, and give it directions to reproduce the sigil. For something this simple, spoken orders should suffice; we’re not doing complex graphic design. Oh, this will be
  
   fun…”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
  
  “Huh,” Rector grunted, abruptly freezing.
 

 
  “Is there a problem?” the Archpope asked quietly. He and Ildrin had also stepped down to the floor, but at Delilah’s gesture of warning, had not approached further.
 

 
  “Stopped… Not reacting. No, this is different. Tried a basic access, reversed a moment later. Now, though.”
 

 
  “Yes?” Justinian prompted after a moment of silence.
 

 
  Rector suddenly hunched over his controls again, fingers moving rapidly. “No…no. No! NO!” He slammed his fists against the side of the rack in frustration, causing the runes to rattle ominously. “Nothing—nothing works! I’m blocked, can’t access it!”
 

 
  “I think that means it’s time to shut this off,” Ildrin said.
 

 
  “Wait!” Rector barked. “Wait wait wait…”
 

 
  “Rector,” the Archpope said firmly, “you know the risks.”
 

 
  “They’re right, Rector,” Delilah said in a gentler tone. “Don’t forget to think in terms of maintenance. If you provoke the—”
 

 
  “Hah!” the enchanter crowed, pumping his fists over his head in exultation. “Still have access! To the basic controls, environment. The Hand system, though, that’s locked now.”
 

 
  “That,” Justinian said, “is a sign of conscious action on their part. It’s time to shut it down, Rector.”
 

 
  “Last change reversed,” Rector muttered, seemingly ignoring him. “Wait…something’s…wait…”
 

 
  “Rector, enough,” Ildrin said, stepping forward and ignoring Delilah’s expression. “You’re putting yourself and all of us in
  
   danger.
  
  Including his Holiness! You need to turn that thing off, or I’ll have to do it for you.”
 

 
  “Ildrin!” Delilah protested.
 

 
  “No no no,” Rector growled. “Something’s… This is doing something—it’s not supposed to do—”
 

 
  He jerked back from the runes with a yelp; they all started glowing brightly, as if at the flip of a switch. In front of him, the magic mirror had suddenly gone black.
 

 
  A moment later, its screen was lit with the silver gryphon emblem of the Tiraan Empire.
 

 
  “Rector,” the Archpope ordered, “get away from there.”
 

 
  Lights flickered on all over the sprawling banks of machinery; the constant low hum of arcane magic powering it began climbing. The enormous power crystals began glowing more brightly, and brightening constantly by the moment.
 

 
  “Your Holiness, get
  
   out!”
  
  Ildrin shouted, grabbing him by the arm and tugging him toward the stairs. Justinian was physically far larger than she, but she was insistent and not weak; he allowed himself to be tugged, moving under his own power without objecting to her grip. Behind them, Delilah had lunged forward to seize Rector. The enchanter shouted and flailed, clubbing her repeatedly with his fists and elbows, but the Izarite priestess grimly pulled him along with surprising strength. It took her a few moments longer to haul her struggling charge through the quaint door into the cozy little kitchen beyond the cave.
 

 
  In that time, the machinery had begun emitting sparks and gouts of smoke, as well as shrill whines of protest and the alarming smell of hot metal. Sharp cracking noises sounded throughout the room as glass tubes and filaments shattered. All the while, the light level steadily grew as more and more power blazed from the crystals.
 

 
  Ildrin slammed the door behind Delilah, and behind her, the Archpope unerringly opened a kitchen cabinet and yanked the emergency lever concealed therein. Instantly, a thick wall of solid steel plunged down from the ceiling, covering the outer wall of the kitchen.
 

 
  Their last sight through the window before the view was cut off was of the ancient, priceless magic mirror exploding into powder.
 

 
  Rune flared to life along the shield wall, and then static and the smell of ozone rose in the small room, accompanied by a blue glow, as potent energy shields were activated.
 

 
  Not a moment too soon.
 

 
  Despite the fact that they were deep underground, entombed by the living rock, the explosion shook the room.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “The thing about transcension field access,” Walker explained, “is it doesn’t
  
   need
  
  a physical component to access these systems. As long as there’s someone alive over there who knows how they got Scyllith’s personal access and hooked into the system in the first place, they can try again. And probably will…carefully, eventually. Humans can
  
   never
  
  just leave well enough alone.”
 

 
  “And now, we’ll be ready for them if they do,” Milanda said with great satisfaction. “More importantly, in the
  
   meantime,
  
  we can set about
  
   fixing
  
  the mess they’ve made.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes indeed,” Walker said smugly. “I mentioned the possibility of someone being alive over there because…well, that is a relevant variable. I was guesstimating a bit when it came to certain factors, and based on what I’m seeing here, I
  
   may
  
  have overdone it a bit.”
 

 
  “Good,” Milanda said firmly. “Then someone has learned a valuable lesson about respecting their Emperor.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  12 – 27 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  It was not without relief that he finally delegated the immediate clean-up and departed. Ildrin could handle the more urgent practicalities, while Delilah attended to the more trying duty of calming Rector, whose understandable upset at the sudden loss of so much of his hard work was considerably exacerbated by his inherent…difficulty. Getting him under control would be a necessary first step before the project could be cleaned up and resuscitated; he would be nothing but an obstruction to anyone trying to work in the ruins until then. Hopefully Ildrin could arrange the important matters alone, but if worse came to worst, he was prepared to involve Nassir. For obvious reasons, the number of people aware of, and involved in, this particular project had to be kept to an absolute minimum, consisting only of his most trusted lieutenants.
 

 
  Justinian strode through the deep passages below the Cathedral at as rapid a pace as he could manage without resorting to unseemly haste. Not that there was anyone nearby, as his innate sense of others’ emotions revealed, but there were habits he maintained even when they seemed unnecessary, precisely because they were
  
   so
  
  necessary the rest of the time. He also kept his expression clear and serene, despite the turmoil of his thoughts.
 

 
  Occupied with his inner whirl of plans, countermeasures, concerns and stratagems, he passed deeper and deeper below the Cathedral, penetrating layers of security with the minimum attention necessary to get through them. Several were magical devices which recognized
  
   him
  
  and required no conscious input, but he ardently eschewed the laziness of over-reliance on sophisticated gimmicks. The confusing layout of the deep passages was a help, which he had enhanced by placing barriers in such locations that he had to backtrack repeatedly through even
  
   more
  
  twisting, switchbacking corriors to retrieve various keys from their hiding places.
 

 
  The descent took the better part of an hour. It was fairly rare that his demanding schedule allowed him the leeway to come here aside from his weekly visits, but that was for the best, considering how demanding these visits often were, themselves. And in the end, it was not optional.
  
   No one
  
  could know what he kept here.
 

 
  The final door was hidden in plain sight, one simple wooden barrier in a hallway lined with identical ones, the rest of which were all trapped in some way. Justinian opened the correct door and slipped through, closing it behind him, and availed himself of the remaining few moments it took to traverse the opulent entry hall of this subterranean apartment to make extra certain that his face and bearing were composed.
 

 
  He emerged into a grand chamber which, on its own merits could have belonged in any palace. Round, three stories in height, and with much of its second level encircled by a balcony from which doorways branched off, reached by a curved staircase beginning immediately to the right of the entry, it was carved entirely from marble and liberally gilded—with actual gold. The domed ceiling high above was a single piece of crystal, and also the primary source of light. A grand pianoforte and a large harp stood against one wall on a dais, though they were not the source of the music currently playing; a string quartet echoed from one of the adjacent rooms, with the characteristically scratchy undertones of a soundisc player. Rugs and pillows were scattered about more like the detritus of fallen trees than any deliberate attempt at décor, mismatched and drifting into piles against the walls.
 

 
  The curtains covering the doorways, in contrast to the expensive quality of the room itself, were practically rags, dusty and torn. Only upon closer examination did one see that they were not, in fact, ragged or dirty, but that shape and color because they were nothing but dense masses of spider webs, arranged in roughly flat shapes. More of their kind were draped across the dome above, giving its clean light an eerie quality. Those immense cobwebs shifted slowly, as if in response to a breeze which was not there, causing peculiar patterns of light to sway gently across the floor.
 

 
  “Where I am from, a man entering a woman’s home uninvited would experience…
  
   consequences.”
  
 

 
  Justinian’s smile was only partially faked. Partially because on several levels, he truly did enjoy these exchanges. Faked because on other levels, they could be utterly nightmarish.
 

 
  She had appeared in the doorway to his left, silently as always, and now posed with her arms braced against it, shoulders slanted one way, hips the other, smirking mysteriously. Everything a pose, a slice of pageantry. From some women, such behavior seemed like manipulation, and to be sure, she
  
   was
  
  manipulative in everything she did. He had come to understand, though, that there was no hostility in it, and not necessarily even an agenda. She manipulated like she breathed, and quite possibly
  
   could
  
  not stop.
 

 
  He bowed, ignoring the obvious rejoinders about where she was from, or who provided her with this luxurious space in which to live.
 

 
  “Ah, but if I were well-behaved, Szaiviss, you would find me so much less interesting.”
 

 
  Her answering smile could almost have been genuine. Perhaps it truly was. It was a
  
   sly
  
  smile, but that might be the most genuine thing of all, from her.
 

 
  Few Tiraan would ever see truly black skin on a drow; in Tar’naris, after millennia of interbreeding with (mostly enslaved) humans, drow came in an entire grayscale palette, ranging from a deep slate color to the nearly white of some of the modern half-drow who could be found in Lor’naris. Szaiviss came from an older and undiluted line, one which had had no contact with the surface since before the Elder Wars, and her skin was
  
   black,
  
  and subtly glossy, like living obsidian. Her eyes, too, were startling; unlike the more muted colors common to Narisians, they were a vivid scarlet which seemed almost to glow when the light hit them just right. That wasn’t due to her blood; the likes of vampires and some succubi had eyes like that, and for similar reasons. She wore a short gown that was necessarily filmy, being woven of cobwebs like her curtains, clinging to her and concealing almost nothing of what little it actually tried to cover. Against the dingy off-white garment and her black skin, her ankle-length white hair seemed almost to glow, falling all around her like a cloak.
 

 
  “Let’s see,” she purred, her Tanglish fluent but heavily accented, and oozed out of the doorway to come slink toward him. “Only two days since you last came just to spend
  
   time
  
  with me, my love. Not long enough for the desire to overwhelm you again… I know I don’t yet have you
  
   that
  
  addicted to my charms. Which means…” She had come to stand
  
   very
  
  close, gazing up into his face from mere inches away, near enough that her breasts grazed the front of his tabard. “You
  
   want
  
  something.”
 

 
  “Aside from the obvious?” he murmured, slipping his arms around her. Szaiviss did not pull back, but her expression hardened.
 

 
  “No, no, beloved. No games, not till later. I rather it not hang over us in the meantime.”
 

 
  “You seek to put me in a box too small for my comfort, my dear,” he replied, pulling her closer, which she allowed. “I can have more than one goal at a time. Any pressing need makes a perfect excuse.”
 

 
  Szaiviss chuckled low in her throat, and finally did extricate herself, pressing her hands against his chest and pulling back out of his grasp. “Then
  
   I
  
  shall have to prioritize, as usual. Before we take time to play, you had better tell me your problem. Otherwise, you’ll be too…distracted.”
 

 
  She turned and sauntered away, rolling her hips fluidly as she went. Justinian followed her through the curtained doorway into a much dimmer space, also bedecked with webs across the ceiling and pillows all over the floor, this one narrower and lit only by a single fairy lamp. The soundisc player was in here, as well as a stand currently burning incense. She did so love her sensual distractions, particularly of the kinds not available where she had come from. Then again, precious little was available there.
 

 
  “My project with Rector and the Avatar has been stalled,” he admitted, watching her stretch herself out in a pile of cushions. She did not invite him to sit yet, and he did not presume; her jokes were one thing, but he had learned to respect some of the drow cultural mores she held in sincerity. “In fact, completely destroyed. Rector and his minders barely escaped unscathed, not to mention myself.”
 

 
  “You’ll be wanting the goddess’s touch to access it again, then?” she mused. “How…prosaic. How disappointing.”
 

 
  “Eventually,” he agreed with a grim little smile. “I have more urgent problems, however. Rector’s machine exploded with the full force contained in its power crystals, which I have made very certain before providing them that it should
  
   not
  
  be able to do. Someone at the other end of the connection did that quite deliberately. After replacing his display with the Imperial sigil.”
 

 
  Her grin was a white slash across her face in the dimness. “Oh, Justinian. Poor, clever boy. Even your setbacks are just so
  
   fascinating.”
  
 

 
  “Open confrontation with the Silver Throne has always been part of the plan,” he said with a shrug. “But it is much too early. Everything could be ruined if I am forced to proceed to direct hostilities before the other necessary factors are ready.”
 

 
  “Then perhaps your plans are less thorough than you thought,” she said, her face devoid of levity now. “That forces
  
   me
  
  to question things, Justinian. Many things. How will you provide what you have promised me if the Empire comes storming in here before you can arrange it?”
 

 
  “They will not,” he replied, beginning to pace back and forth. It was not his habit, but he preferred to show a few nervous tics and mannerisms in her presence which he did not ordinarily betray. Keeping her under control was far easier so long as she assumed she held the upper hand. “Even at the height of the Enchanter Wars, the Imperials did not dare invade the Cathedral. Sharidan is quite capable of eclipsing my ability to move, however, which would be bad enough.”
 

 
  “Yes. And so, here we are, in this pit you have dug.”
 

 
  “Rector grew too focused on his task and failed to adequately cover his tracks,” Justinian said, as if to himself, which continuing to walk slowly back and forth across the piled carpets. The lowest-hanging spider webs brushed the top of his head; he raised a hand to push one aside, though it didn’t really bother him. “Quite typical of his particular type of aberrant personality, and a risk I was aware of when I employed him. My errors were in overestimating the control his handlers have over him, and under-preparing for such an extreme breach of security. Minor breaches I expected, not…this. Even so, however, this is a setback, not necessarily a disaster. I find it is a mistake to over-plan; much better to surround oneself with the resources necessary to adapt to the unexpected.” He came to a stop, turning to face her, and spread his arms, smiling down at her. “And in that, I am still well-positioned. Even the Empire does not possess a resource such as
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  Szaiviss regarded him in aloof silence for a moment before answering. “You imagine, Archpope, that you
  
   possess
  
  me?”
 

 
  “As much as anyone does anyone, my dear. You are no one’s creature but your own, but our aims are in harmony.”
 

 
  She smiled at that, but only briefly, before her expression hardened again. “And in all your scheming up there, what progress have you made toward
  
   my
  
  needs? I’ve heard nothing of it since that absolute
  
   silliness
  
  with the newspapers backfired on you.”
 

 
  “That was only an exploratory probe of her defenses,” he replied calmly. “I continue to make them. A creature like Tellwyrn is not to be attacked openly, or without detailed knowledge of her capabilities. In point of fact, my dear, circumstance has recently conspired in our favor. Tellwyrn has her own problems lately, and though I did not intend it, Rector’s interference with the Hands of the Emperor has quite accidentally exacerbated them.”
 

 
  She came smoothly to her feet, as rapidly as a pouncing cat, and pressed herself into his space, this time with no hint of allure. He did not back down from her, simply meeting her glare in perfect serenity.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  must be the one to kill her, Justinian, or this is all pointless. Do not overstep yourself.”
 

 
  “She would destroy you as effortlessly as she has all your predecessors,” he said calmly, declining to acknowledge her furious hiss. “My plotting is what will make your aim
  
   possible,
  
  Szaiviss. And Tellwyrn’s newest strength also provides her a weakness she has never had before. This University gives her many new advantages, but she is too bound up in it to abandon it at need. And the University is vulnerable as all institutions are, in many ways that an archmage is not. We will destabilize it, and thus
  
   her,
  
  to create the opening you need. But first, we must watch, and prepare, and lay the groundwork. I assure you, none of what I have done thus far will come
  
   close
  
  to ending the Arachne’s life. But every little step helps me learn how it may be done.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes, but after a pause, slowly nodded, and drew back. “Very well, then. Your problem with the Empire…what do you wish
  
   me
  
  to do about it?” Her lips curled back in a displeased grimace. “There will be a
  
   price,
  
  Justinian, if you seek to invoke
  
   her
  
  presence.”
 

 
  “Quite apart from the price she demands, there would be a
  
   cost,”
  
  he said, grimacing in return. “No. My dictum stands; under
  
   no
  
  circumstances must you invoke Scyllith’s presence here. No shrouds I can throw up would prevent the Pantheon from noticing
  
   that,
  
  and then we will both be finished, and all our plans come to naught.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said with a wry little smile. “I meant a price
  
   I
  
  would demand, though, quite apart from whatever
  
   she
  
  wants. I desire nothing more than to be out from under the lunatic old bitch’s thumb as long as possible. The only reason she has a cult at all is the cursed Themynrites prevent my people from fleeing the Underdark.”
 

 
  “We are in accord, then,” he replied, indulging in a small grin of his own. “No, not Scyllith, my dear; only you do I trust. I need your ability to find the unknown.”
 

 
  “What, your room full of oracles is not enough?”
 

 
  “Those sources are obstreperous,” he said, “and take time to use—time I don’t believe can be spared, in this case. Besides, my little tests have verified that all four of my Bishops have figured out how to ascertain who has been studying what in the Chamber of Truth. I don’t yet trust them with matters this sensitive, and for now, I’d rather let them chase each other’s schemes than catch a whiff of mine. Besides,” he added with another slow smile, “all the accumulated oracles of the world have never performed as well as
  
   your
  
  skills.”
 

 
  “Your flattery is blunt,” she said, folding her arms and raising an eyebrow. She did it with a smile, though.
 

 
  “I flatter you only when the simple truth gives me the opportunity, my lovely. It happens more often than I would have expected.”
 

 
  “Yes, good boy,” she said approvingly. “Later, you may spend
  
   time
  
  praising me in detail. But! Work before pleasure. What is it you seek?”
 

 
  “An enemy,” he said immediately. “Last year, one fortuitously appeared in the form of a hellgate, accompanied by a new stage in Darling’s own plot, which enabled me to ally the Church with the Throne against a common foe. One is not conveniently available, now, which means one will have to be found. I must re-cast this…little indiscretion as just that, and not the dramatic breach it truly is. To that end, I need alliance with the Throne against a common danger. To begin with. The rest I can arrange myself.”
 

 
  Szaiviss turned away without answering, strolling toward the opposite end of the narrow room from the entrance. It was more of a wide hallway, really, its sides lined with occasional articles of furniture and thick drifts of pillows. Across from its entrance, the back wall was entirely swathed in more cobweb-curtains.
 

 
  She shrugged and then rolled her shoulders, and her paltry garment slipped from them, slithering down to lie puddled around her bare feet. Szaiviss languidly raised one hand; Justinian, having seen this before, now knew to watch the shadows on the wall, barely visible as they were in the dimness of the one nightlight. He could see, however, the shadow of her arm. The arm did not move further, but the shadow did, reaching out to entangle its unnaturally long fingers in the darkness swathing the multiple layers of ragged silken drapes concealing the back of the room. At the shadow’s touch, the whole arrangement was pulled to one side, gathered up into a bundle, and draped over a hook on the wall, revealing what lay beyond.
 

 
  The semi-circular space was bathed in pure white light which had been invisible behind the thick curtains. Its walls were of obsidian, crisscrossed by lines of white paint designed to resemble spider webs. Its floor was a raised dais, upon which was engraved a sigil which had been unseen on the surface of the world for eight thousand years, deliberately expunged long ago by the Pantheon. Scyllith’s personal glyph did not depict anything Justinian recognized; it was simply an arrangement of lines, like the Infinite Order’s. Perhaps, though, both of those had meant something more concrete in those days.
 

 
  Szaiviss turned to glance at him over her shoulder, just in time to catch his eyes wandering over her body—because she expected and enjoyed it, mostly, but she was beautiful enough that his appreciative smile was the result simply of relaxing his customary reserve, not faking an expression.
 

 
  The shadow priestess stepped up onto the dais, turned to face the room, and knelt, closing her eyes. Her chest swelled with a deeply in-drawn breath, then relaxed. Then again, and once more.
 

 
  And then she opened her eyes. They were pure white, blazing with light. In trance, the drow began to speak. He listened intently, even after the first words revealed that she said exactly what he expected.
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  “Why is it
  
   always
  
  cherry trees?” Tellwyrn complained, pacing into the inner courtyard. “Sure, they’re pretty. Useful, even. But with
  
   all
  
  the endless variety in the world—”
 

 
  
   “On
  
  the subject of variety and preferences,” Kaisa said lightly from the branches of the enormous sakura tree growing from the center of the courtyard, “here you are, Arachne, visiting someone else’s home and about to ask for favors if I am not
  
   very
  
  much mistaken, and you introduce yourself with shrill complaints. Surely the Twilight Forest didn’t tax your
  
   entire
  
  supply of patience?”
 

 
  It was a truly massive specimen of its kind, towering much larger than they naturally grew, and heavily laden with pink blossoms, offset beautifully by the heavy snow now dusting its boughs. Neither the blossoms nor the snow were in season; whichever kitsune happened to have finagled the upper hand at the moment must have found this arrangement pleasing. Kaisa herself sat on the largest, lowest branch, which was still three times Tellwyrn’s height from the ground, lounging against the trunk and plucking idly at the koto braced against her knee.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stopped two yards from the base of the tree, planting her fists on her hips and staring disapprovingly up at the kitsune; Kaisa just gave her an aloof smile.
 

 
  “All right, have you had your fun?” the elf demanded. “We have a
  
   contract,
  
  you know. I’m amazed you were willing to let it go at less than the full two semesters agreed upon.”
 

 
  “I have invoked an early termination clause in said contract,” Kaisa replied with playful hauteur. “Due to hostile conditions on the campus and a distinct lack of respect for my personal dignity.”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine it will surprise you to learn that Admestus cracked,” Tellwyrn said severely. “Immediately. Like a glass ninepin. You, yourself,
  
   deliberately
  
  arranged a lack of respect for your personal dignity in order to do
  
   this
  
  nonsense.”
 

 
  “Oh?” The kitsune straightened up, blinking twice, then reached behind herself and produced a scroll of parchment apparently from nowhere. She held this up to her face as though she were painfully nearsighted, and began humming softly to herself, eyes darting rapidly back and forth across the text. Down below, Tellwyrn rolled her eyes and began tapping her foot. It took Kaisa little more than half a minute to finish perusing the scroll, at which point she held it up, pointing to it with her free hand. “You know, Arachne, I can’t find
  
   anywhere
  
  in the contract a stipulation ruling that out.”
 

 
  “Why are you doing this?” Tellwyrn asked, in a suddenly quieter tone. “You are not a quitter, and you’re
  
   not
  
  this easily bored, despite the way you like to carry on. I
  
   need
  
  you, Kaisa. It’s why I asked you to come teach in the first place.”
 

 
  “I’m sure Alaric has things well in hand,” Kaisa demurred. “He’s a rather unimaginative fellow, but then, good teachers sometimes are—we can’t
  
   all
  
  be as charmingly eccentric as you and I, or the young ones wouldn’t learn anything but how to make spectacles of themselves. And he is
  
   very
  
  even-tempered, not to mention so polite! A man of numerous virtues; you’re lucky to have him.”
 

 
  “That’s neither here nor there, and
  
   you
  
  are avoiding the question,” the elf accused.
 

 
  “Why, Arachne.” Kaisa grinned, a little too broadly, showing off her extremely sharp incisors. “Had I a suspicious nature, I could
  
   almost
  
  interpret your phrasing as a suggestion that you asked me to teach at your school for some reason
  
   other
  
  than my skill as an educator.”
 

 
  “And you’re still doing it,” Tellwyrn shot back. “I know this game and I’m bored with it, Kaisa. You’re not offended, and I’m not going to bite. You know very well how much I value your intelligence, and you
  
   also
  
  know that your presence on the campus was a deterrent to more nonsense like that hellgate. Do you know what’s happening in Last Rock now?”
 

 
  “Well, I would surmise you are suffering some manner of disruption caused by a very powerful and somewhat unfocused warlock, running amok in the shadows,” Kaisa said lightly. “I’m a bit behind on the news from your continent, though. I have
  
   so
  
  much to catch up on here at home, I’ve been very busy.”
 

 
  “You
  
   knew
  
  this would happen?!”
 

 
  “Oh, Arachne, compose yourself,” the kitsune chided gently. “As you just said, obviously I was aware of the situation. You told me about Elilial’s little trick—it’s no stretch to deduce, from there, what would happen if I removed myself from the campus.
  
   Especially
  
  now that we know dear little Embras and his Wreath have taken a shine to some of the students.”
 

 
  At that, Tellwyrn bared her own teeth. “I’ve always assumed your actions were toward some greater purpose, Kaisa, but after this it had
  
   better
  
  be a good one. My students—
  
   our
  
  students—are in immediate danger!
  
   What
  
  could possibly be so important that you’d play with the whole school this way?”
 

 
  “Why, Arachne, I’m simply doing what I always do,” Kaisa said with a mysterious little smile. “Teaching.”
 

 
  “Who the
  
   hell
  
  do you think you’re teaching, holed away in a castle in the middle of your forest?”
 

 
  Still smiling, Kaisa shrugged, and indicated the empty courtyard with a languid wave of her arm. “Do you see anyone else here?”
 

 
  For a moment, Tellwyrn was actually speechless.
 

 
  “You—that—I didn’t hire you to teach
  
   me!”
  
 

 
  “Really?” Kaisa made a show of examining the parchment again, then shrugged. “Hum, it doesn’t say anything about that either. Really, Arachne, do you ever
  
   read
  
  any of the things you sign? Oh, stop swelling up like that. My sisters aren’t all as fond of you as Emi, by far—lose your temper here and something’s likely to happen to you that I can’t forfend.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn very deliberately drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, her posture relaxing slightly.
 

 
  “Kaisa,” she finally said in a smaller voice. “Please. The kids… I can’t protect them from this, I’ve tried. I need your
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  Kaisa sighed softly, shook her head, and then nimbly slid off the other side of the branch. Rather than appearing below it in the fall into which she had just launched herself, she vanished behind it—then stepped out from behind the trunk at ground level a second later. Both the koto and the scroll were no longer in evidence.
 

 
  “So,” she said, pacing forward, “secret arch-warlocks among the student body. At least one ambitious and unwise enough to open a hellgate over the campus—and really, Arachne, if I have
  
   one
  
  criticism of your recruitment practices it’s how
  
   many
  
  of those children I could see doing such a fool thing. However many there are, and I strongly doubt it is more than two, three at the
  
   absolute
  
  most, they have at least managed to remain concealed. Even I did not spot them. You are faced, in short, with subtlety and indirection. And how did you respond?” She spread her arms, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “By summoning to your campus a being for whom
  
   any
  
  warlock is nothing but prey. Brute force, Arachne. Literally the greatest possible brute force that could be employed in this scenario.”
 

 
  “Kaisa, if you will stop this and return to the campus, I promise you I will
  
   sit there
  
  and let you lecture me about whatever you like. I’ll give you an hour a day.”
 

 
  “What was your endgame, Arachne?” The kitsune began pacing in a slow circle around her; Tellwyrn gritted her teeth, not bothering to turn and keep Kaisa in her field of view. “Had you managed to keep the warlocks suppressed,
  
   eventually
  
  they would have graduated. They would then be unleashed upon the world, with no one to stop them.”
 

 
  
   “Two
  
  hours. That’s my final offer.”
 

 
  “Despite what people say about you, I have never found you to be so…irresponsible. I have been waiting to see your plan unfold, Arachne. I
  
   left
  
  when I finally realized that…it had. That you were not building up to anything. Keeping me there, keeping them down,
  
   was
  
  the whole plan. That really is so very disappointing.”
 

 
  “Oh, come off it,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Protecting my students had to be my first and highest priority. And after they graduated?
  
   Then
  
  they would no longer be under my protection, nor in a position to be a danger to my kids, and let me tell you, Kaisa, more dangerous things than untrained, over-powered warlocks have risen on this world and been unceremoniously slapped down. There’s always the Pantheon, there are still paladins… And more, now. The Empire is not to be trifled with, the dragons have banded together under one banner. Much as I’m starting to loathe him, Justinian has turned his Church into a force able to contend with such monstrosities. Hell, once they were safely away from the other kids,
  
   I’d
  
  have landed on them the moment they revealed themselves. This is still personal, to me.”
 

 
  “And so, that was it?” Kaisa paused behind her, leaning forward to poke her nose over Tellwyrn’s shoulder. “Turn your problem into someone else’s problem—
  
   everyone
  
  else’s problem? Disregard the incalculable damage that would be caused to countless uninvolved parties before it was resolved? I had thought so much better of you, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Is this leading up to a
  
   better
  
  idea you have, or are you just—”
 

 
  
   “Yes!”
  
  Kaisa actually swatted her on the back of the head, prompting Tellwyrn to growl and round on her, but the kitsune had already bounded backward. “Did I think you simply as stupid and
  
   selfish
  
  as your actions suggested, I would have just ignored your plea in the first place, Arachne. You are here—I have
  
   brought
  
  you here, because a
  
   lesson
  
  needs to be learned!”
 

 
  “Ugh,
  
   fine.”
  
  Tellwyrn turned and stalked toward the courtyard gates. “If you’re not going to help, I guess you’re not. What a waste of my time… Gods only know what’s happening on—”
 

 
  She broke off, but did not look at all surprised, when Kaisa rounded the corner directly in front of her, striding in through the gate.
 

 
  “You
  
   have
  
  come all this way, though,” the kitsune said, raising an eyebrow, “and you only just made a point of how much you value my input, Arachne. You will really march out of here without learning what you’ve come to learn, just to assuage your ego?” She folded her hands in front of her, the posture almost demure, though her expression was simply sad. “If you truly have come to so value your pride above your intellect, then I suppose you ought to go after all. It would seem there is nothing left that I—that anyone can teach you.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn pursed her lips in a bitter expression. Saying nothing, she folded her arms, and raised one eyebrow expectantly.
 

 
  “I am bothering with this at all,” Kaisa said softly, “because I
  
   know
  
  you already grasp the lesson—you simply haven’t applied it to yourself. You went
  
   well
  
  out of your way, in fact, to persuade none other than Naiya of this very same fact, which quite frankly is such an achievement I am almost annoyed. I doubt even
  
   I
  
  could get her to pay attention at this point, much less listen to sense. Truly, your stubbornness is a mighty force.”
 

 
  “That’s your big point?” Tellwyrn said disdainfully. “That the world is changing? Please, Kaisa. Everyone—”
 

 
  “Wrong!” Kaisa pointed accusingly at her. “Wrong, and you
  
   know
  
  it! The world is changing
  
   in such a way
  
  that those who once ignored it no longer can.” She took a step forward, her tail twitching, green eyes boring into Tellwyrn’s own. “Those who once bulled their way through it
  
   no longer can.”
  
 

 
  “If you have a problem with my methods—”
 

 
  “Truthfully I find your methods rather endearing, but that is not the point. You engaged me as a teacher, Arachne. Well, this is a lesson you need to learn. You
  
   can’t do this any longer.”
  
 

 
  “What, specifically, is it you think I cannot do?”
 

 
  “Everything!” Kaisa spread her arms wide. “All of this—your entire
  
   shtick.
  
  There has never been anything wrong with your mind. Nor even with your
  
   capacity
  
  for subtlety. It wasn’t easy, but I
  
   have
  
  learned the story of what you and Elilial did in Scyllithar. The
  
   whole
  
  story, Arachne.” She shook her head. “Which tells me everything I need to know about the scheming and maneuvering you must have performed to get to
  
   that
  
  point. And is that, perhaps, why you are like this? I can scarcely imagine what it must have been like—”
 

 
  “Kaisa,” Tellwyrn whispered, “I will put up with much from you that I would not from anyone else. But not this. You
  
   will not
  
  pull that thread.”
 

 
  “Tough,” the kitsune said bluntly. “Whether your travails among the Scyllithenes motivate your current obstinacy or not is irrelevant, except to you—and honestly, woman, I wish you would take Izara up on her multiple offers. If there has ever been
  
   anybody
  
  in urgent need of therapy, it’s you. But with regard to the
  
   point
  
  at hand, I know you are intelligent enough to be indirect, to be strategic; you just
  
   won’t,
  
  and you need to get over it. The world is not like it was under the Elder Gods, not yet…but in the shape things are taking, I see a future not unlike that one on the distant horizon. You aren’t a matchless power anymore.” She hesitated, then continued in a bare whisper. “Nor am I. Nor is anyone. The dragons, as you mentioned, have realized it, and adapted. You yourself managed to bully
  
   Naiya
  
  into adapting, and her consciousness now so diffuse it’s amazing you got her to even hold a conversation. You, though? You see the state of the world, you recognize this need, and yet…here you are. You problem is that you still think the rules don’t apply to you, just because they mostly haven’t until now. I’m afraid that much has changed.”
 

 
  “What,” Tellwyrn demanded in a strained voice, “does
  
   this
  
  have to do with a renegade warlock
  
   hexing my students?”
  
 

 
  “Is that what he is doing?” Kaisa shook her head. “You
  
   know
  
  what, Arachne. It’s a problem you, personally, cannot solve by blasting someone to atoms, or even threatening to. And so you sought to solve it by employing someone who
  
   could.
  
  That is not a solution. More importantly, it reinforces a pattern that you can no longer afford.”
 

 
  “Kaisa,” Tellwyrn shouted, “this thing is
  
   un-trackable!
  
  It’s invisible, undetectable, and un-counterable. I can no more out-scheme this bastard than I can just
  
   shoot
  
  him!”
 

 
  “Wrong!” Kaisa barked right back. “Wrong, ignorant,
  
   lazy.
  
  Unworthy of you! You are
  
   better
  
  than this, and it’s past time you started acting like it! If you don’t have the resources to do this, you can find more.”
 

 
  “That is literally
  
   what I did!”
  
 

 
  “You sought more
  
   force!
  
  A kitsune to counter a warlock—tactical
  
   janken
  
  when what you need is strategy, politics,
  
   subtlety.”
  
 

 
  “I brought someone in capable of
  
   being
  
  subtle—”
 

 
  Kaisa actually lunged forward, seized Tellwyrn by the shoulders, and began shaking her. “You did this so
  
   you would not have to!
  
  And I won’t have it, Arachne. This is the last chance! If you do not make your peace with the world, you will be just as helpless against the
  
   next
  
  disaster—and the disasters of the new world will be more like this than like the hellgate. Agents striking from the shadows, exercising leverage rather than force. You will be
  
   beaten,
  
  perhaps destroyed, and thanks to the responsibility you have taken to your University, your existence is no longer your own plaything to throw away when you are tired of it.
  
   Learn,
  
  Arachne. Adapt, plan, compromise. Even Avei advocates indirect strategy above confrontation in battle.
  
   Avei.”
  
  She gave her a final, hard shake for good measure. “What is
  
   your
  
  excuse?”
 

 
  “I don’t know what the
  
   hell
  
  you want!” Tellwyrn snarled. “You’re not
  
   listening—
  
  no amount of scheming is going to accomplish anything here! The force you represent is the only thing that
  
   works!”
  
 

 
  “Ah, but you are wrong,” Kaisa said, suddenly quiet again, still holding her by the shoulders. “And you know it all too well. A warlock haunts your campus—he does not haunt the streets of Tiraas. Nor Kiyosan, nor Rodvenheim, nor even Puna Dara. There are simply too many strands in the web, now—
  
   except
  
  in Last Rock. If one has the means to avoid the great Tellwyrn’s wrath, the University is the one place in this world uniquely vulnerable, because it lacks the connections that bind together the rest of civilization.”
 

 
  “Those connections have too steep a price,” Tellwyrn snapped, stepping back from her.
 

 
  “They have a price,” Kaisa agreed. “So does your current course. Is it steeper than watching your students being hexed while you dither helplessly?”
 

 
  “Damn it, I’ve
  
   already
  
  reached out to the Empire for help, and that’s done nothing more than add to my problems!”
 

 
  “Because,” Kaisa said implacably, “your University is uniquely vulnerable. To
  
   them
  
  , as much as to your current enemy. Whoever operates in this world must do so with great care, because everything they set in motion will ripple farther and faster than it ever has. Without subtlety, without strategy and restraint, a person or even a nation can easily be shaken to pieces by the vibrations she herself causes. But you? You have stubbornly kept yourself and your University
  
   separate.
  
  You’ve relied on your legend, your power and the
  
   threat
  
  of your anger to dissuade encroachers. And so, Arachne, you stand alone.”
 

 
  “My students have to be
  
   free
  
  from the politics of the world, or everything we’re doing is pointless!”
 

 
  Kaisa shook her head sadly. “Arachne… How free do you think you are?”
 

 
  The snow drifted down around them. Thick flakes had by now formed a heavy dusting in their hair; one of Kaisa’s ears twitched as a cluster of them danced into its sensitive inner surface.
 

 
  “It’s time to join the world,” Kaisa said quietly, while Tellwyrn just stared at her. She stepped forward again, reaching out to place one hand on the elf’s shoulder. “Our age has passed, Arachne. No one stands above it all any longer. Very few have that power, and soon none will; already it has come to pass that those who have the power do not have the luxury of exercising it as we once did. This is my last lesson—to you, to our students, to me… And to my sisters. They will not hear it; I can only pray you will, and that
  
   some
  
  of what I love can be saved from the future I fear.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily, letting her ears droop and her tail lower to brush against the snow building on the ground.
 

 
  “The time for play is over, my old friend. It’s time for us all to grow up. Hopefully…it is not too late.”
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  “I think I’ve found a flaw in your plan,” Aspen declared.
 

 
  “Oh, really.” Ruda looked at her sidelong, not shifting from her position leaning against the spell lab’s wall except to take a long drink from her bottle of beer. “If I asked
  
   reeeeeaal
  
  nicely, wouldja
  
   share
  
  it with me?”
 

 
  “Sure,” Aspen said immediately, folding her arms and looking smug. “You don’t actually know when this Sleeper guy will attack, or even
  
   if
  
  he will. And you’ve got everybody locked in here to wait for it, which… You guys don’t hunt much, do you?”
 

 
  At that last pointed question, she half-turned to look around the room. Toby and Shaeine were both sitting against a wall in lotus postures with their eyes closed; Teal lounged next to the drow, apparently asleep. Scorn was pacing furiously back and forth, muttering to herself, while Juniper paced in a much less energetic fashion, wandering aimlessly all over the room at a slow amble. Inspector Fedora sat on the floor against the huge window, almost swallowed by his trench coat, which was rumpled up around him by his position. He was reading, of all things, an Avenist libram, and seemed quite absorbed in it. Only Fross and Gabriel were engaged in apparently goal-directed behavior, having claimed a space a few feet distant from Fross’s model of the mountaintop to work on some enchanting project, surrounded by loose sheets of his spell parchment. Their quiet discussion was the predominant sound in the room.
 

 
  Ingvar, as usual, stood near Aspen, currently watching her conversation with Ruda. The whole evening, as hours had stretched on, he had simply stood, in apparently perfect calm.
 

 
  “See, like Ingvar,” Aspen said approvingly, pointing at him. “Hunting requires
  
   patience.
  
  You gotta be able to just wait for a long time without going stir-crazy. I don’t think most of this group has the knack. Specially that one.” She shifted her finger to point at Scorn.
 

 
  The Rhaazke ground to a stop with a muted screech of her claws upon the stone floor, turning on her and clenching her fists, tail beginning to lash. “Listen here—”
 

 
  “Scorn,” Teal said without opening her eyes. “Please don’t. Starting a fight with dryads is pointless.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am not the one starting!” Scorn snapped.
 

 
  “You wouldn’t be the one to finish it, either,” Fedora commented, turning a page in his libram and not lifting his eyes from it. “That’s not a reflection on your personal power, gorgeous, trust me. Our sort would be well-advised not to fuck around with high-level fairies.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  do not share a sort,” she said disdainfully.
 

 
  “Sure,” he agreed. “You have more magic and muscle in your abs than I’ve got in my entire body, while I, contrariwise, have some basic goddamn social skills. And that dryad would puree either of us if we pissed her off, so let’s refrain, yeah?”
 

 
  “And this is what I mean,” Aspen said with unmistakable satisfaction. “Everybody’s gonna go nuts cooped up in here like this. Especially if the Sleeper never shows.”
 

 
  “He will,” Fedora stated, still reading. “The cat’s away. The mouse will play.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what that guy’s talking about half the time,” Aspen complained to Ingvar.
 

 
  “You are not missing out,” he replied.
 

 
  “Have you considered,” Ruda said with deceptive mildness, “that you picking at this is, if anything, going to make it worse?”
 

 
  The dryad scowled. “It’s not
  
   my
  
  fault!”
 

 
  “More academically, then, have you ever considered
  
   anything
  
  in your life before you just hauled off and
  
   did
  
  it?”
 

 
  Scorn laughed, far too loudly for the enclosed space.
 

 
  “Now
  
   you
  
  listen,” Aspen began, but Ingvar swiftly interrupted.
 

 
  “Aspen, stop. She has a point.”
 

 
  The look the dryad turned on him was almost hurt. “I—but—she’s being
  
   rude
  
  about it!”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said calmly, “which is her business, not yours. You’re not responsible for what anyone else does, only what you do.”
 

 
  “Oh, again with the philosophy,” she huffed.
 

 
  “I don’t have a lot of interest in philosophy,” he said, “unless it has an immediate practical use. Turning the other cheek for moral reasons is Omnist practice, and no concern of mine. What concerns
  
   me
  
  is that when you react to other people, you let them control you. A man—a
  
   person,
  
  in order to exercise any power, must be self-contained and controlled.”
 

 
  “Huh,” she grunted with poor grace.
 

 
  “Rudeness aside, she is right,” Ingvar went on. “You are also right. This is a tense environment, and pointing it out will only make it more so. Better to set an example. You’re a hunter of no small skill, Aspen; you could teach these students a great deal about patience.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Juniper agreed, coming over to loop an arm through one of Aspen’s. “I always thought so, back home in the Deep Wild. You’re a lot more collected than most of our sisters.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is the more collected one?” Scorn said skeptically.
 

 
  “Scorn,” Teal pleaded with a sigh.
 

 
  “You.” Ruda lifted the hand holding her bottle by its neck, extending one finger to point at Ingvar. “I like you.”
 

 
  “That’s good to know,” he said noncommittally. She laughed almost as loudly as Scorn, earning a frown from Aspen.
 

 
  “Yeah!” Gabriel shouted suddenly, jumping upright. He grinned at everyone as they all turned to look at him. “We got it working!”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s pretty great,” Ruda said. “You got what the fuck working?”
 

 
  “We’ve solved our communication problem!” Fross reported, whizzing about in an excited circle above them. “Fortunately I had a book in my aura storage with the proper charms described, but we’ve had to adapt it to use the materials on hand, since the proper ones are sorta expensive and there’ll be all manner of trouble if we get into the classroom stocks, so it was
  
   real
  
  tricky to make it work with just folded spell paper and enchanting ink, and the final product won’t last for very long, but since we only need them to work for tonight it should be fine!”
 

 
  “I think Ruda’s question stands,” Shaeine said, finally opening her eyes.
 

 
  “Communication charms!” Gabriel enthused, holding up a square formed of paper folded over multiple times, inked with elaborate patterns which glowed in shifting blue and green. “You just hold it and you can hear the voice of whoever talks to you through it!”
 

 
  “That solves a
  
   lot
  
  of problems,” Fedora said, finally looking genuinely interested. “If we can coordinate in the field it’ll overcome our main handicap here.”
 

 
  “Oh, well, don’t get too excited,” Fross cautioned, suiting the advice herself by slowing to a stationary hover. “Actual two-way communication is orders of magnitude more complex and
  
   really
  
  can’t be done with these simple materials. I can project through it, cos I’m extremely magical, but you won’t be able to talk back. So I figure, since I’ve gotta run the map model
  
   and
  
  the fae-arcane field, I can stay here and give directions and you guys can surround the Sleeper!”
 

 
  “Please understand that I don’t mean to disparage,” Ingvar said carefully, “but organizing a hunt is not as simple a matter as it may appear to one who has never done so. Are you sure you can do this, Fross?”
 

 
  “Fross is extremely intelligent,” Toby observed quietly. “More to the point… Our group’s actual military strategist is taking a semester off—”
 

 
  “Which is a goddamn shame,” Ruda interjected, grinning fiendishly, “because I’m
  
   really
  
  curious what she’d make of Ingvar, here.”
 

 
  Toby ignored her. “…but Fross has never, in the time I’ve known her, misjudged her capabilities. The safe assumption is that if she says she can do a thing, she can do it.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Shaeine added.
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s pretty well unanimous around here,” Juniper said, grinning. “You can count on Fross.”
 

 
  “Aww!” Fross chimed bashfully. “I would blush if I had the necessary physiology! But you guys couldn’t see it anyway so I guess that’s maybe kinda pointless.”
 

 
  “All right, then!” Gabriel said more briskly, sitting back down and tearing another sheet of enchanting paper out of his book, “let’s get to work, Fross ol’ pal. Hopefully we can make enough of these to equip everybody before the Sleeper arrives.”
 

 
  “Yes! On it!”
 

 
  “Well, that’s good then,” Aspen muttered. “I guess we’ll just…continue to stand around.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Antonio!” Justinian came to meet him at the door when he entered the Archpope’s office, moving as smoothly as always but more quickly than usual. “Splendid. I greatly appreciate you coming on such short notice, and especially at this late hour. Please, stand.”
 

 
  “Not at all, your Holiness,” Darling said, rising from the kneel he had assumed upon the Archpope’s approach. “I’m always available for necessity—and I figured this must be urgent for you to call at midnight. How can I help?”
 

 
  “I need to call upon you in your capacity as liaison between the Church and the Imperial government,” Justinian said seriously. He wore a faint frown—very faint, but still more concern by far than he usually displayed in public. “The late hour is specifically relevant—I am counting on your ability to enter the Palace in the middle of the night and find someone of high office willing to speak with you.”
 

 
  “How high, if I may ask?”
 

 
  “Ideally, the Emperor himself…though that might be hoping for too much.” The Archpope turned to face the window of his office, concealing his expression for the moment. “What matters most is that we reach out to the Throne as quickly as possible. Something…rather untoward has happened, I’m afraid. There is a risk of hostilities emerging if the matter is left to fester.”
 

 
  “Your Holiness, what’s going on?” Darling asked tersely, beginning to absorb some of the uncharacteristic tension in Justinian’s shoulders. He had to admire the man’s ability to do that; usually he was far too in charge of himself to be manipulated even so subtly.
 

 
  “This is difficult.” Justinian shifted again, placing himself in profile from Darling’s view; his frown had deepened. “I trust you will not be offended if I state that there are secrets of the Church which I cannot reveal to you—even now, when I must call upon you for help related to them.”
 

 
  “Not in the least,” the Bishop said immediately, “I’ve always assumed that was a given. What
  
   can
  
  you tell me, your Holiness? My ability to access the Palace won’t extend to barging in there in the middle of the night with a vague story.”
 

 
  “Among my efforts,” the Archpope said slowly, clearly choosing his words with caution, “has been a subtle campaign against an elusive foe, undertaken by specifically skilled and trusted individuals on behalf of the Church, using, among other things, artifacts left behind by the Elder Gods.”
 

 
  “Dangerous business,” Darling said quietly.
 

 
  “Indeed so.” Justinian turned to him and nodded. “And to be taken only with the
  
   utmost
  
  caution and restraint, with every possible safeguard in place, and besides all that, only at what seemed the most urgent need. There has been…an enemy on the move. A most elusive one. My specialists have been conducting a remote campaign to attempt to identify and monitor this being, using the aforementioned artifacts.”
 

 
  “An enemy?” Darling frowned. “If you don’t know who, your Holiness, what makes you think them an enemy?”
 

 
  “Understand that I do not, under ordinary circumstances, meddle with the works of the Elders,” Justinian said seriously. “The Church has many such relics in its possession, which my predecessors have collected and contained largely because they universally prove all but impossible to destroy. It is, as you yourself know very well, sound general policy to leave the toys of the Elders strictly alone. So long as they are buried in vaults beneath the Cathedral, under the eyes of the Pantheon themselves, those tools are relatively safe, and contained such that they pose no threat. At least, that had been my assumption until quite recently, when one became unexpectedly active.”
 

 
  “And…your response to this was to have a
  
   specialist
  
  …poke at it?” Darling cleared his throat. “Forgive me, but…”
 

 
  “No, no, you are right,” Justinian said wearily. “I do my best, Antonio, but a man who must handle as many delicate threads as I inevitably outsmarts himself once in a while. I suspect you know a thing or two about that, yourself.”
 

 
  “Well.” Darling couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe one or two.”
 

 
  “Yes, the
  
   safe
  
  thing to do would undoubtedly have been to bury it deeper and invoke the Pantheon’s auspices to ensure it took, this time. I have never been one to brush dangers under the rug, however. That which is out of sight and out of mind is
  
   more
  
  menacing, not less, because one grants it the element of surprise by not engaging. I sought to learn what was happening, what it meant, and who was responsible. It did become clear, at least, that the device’s sudden activity was due to some manner of…sympathetic principle. Someone, somewhere, had a counterpart to it, and was doing this deliberately. Having learned
  
   that,
  
  I could hardly afford to ignore it. That is the kind of threat which could come to endanger countless uninvolved innocents, if not the world itself.”
 

 
  “Clearly, yes,” Darling agreed, nodding emphatically.
 

 
  “Tonight,” Justinian continued gravely, “and quite recently, in fact, after a pattern of several days of exchanges between my agent and this mysterious figure, the device abruptly destroyed itself. The violence of it was…extreme. My people barely escaped with their lives.”
 

 
  “And…you wish to warn the Throne?”
 

 
  “Oh, it is more urgent than that, or it could wait till morning. In the moments before it erupted, the artifact projected an image of the silver gryphon.”
 

 
  There was a moment of silence.
 

 
  “In other words,” Darling said slowly, “this whole time, you were playing a very dangerous game of chess with what turned out to be agents of the Empire.”
 

 
  “Even that would be blessedly simple compared to the reality,” Justinian said seriously. “Such a misunderstanding could be explained. In hindsight, this revelation makes sense of much about the exchanges which had baffled my agents. The enemy’s moves frequently made no
  
   sense,
  
  and we had ascribed them to the idea that he was as awkward and uncertain in his use of the Elders’ crafts as we. Looking back now, though, it becomes apparent that we were dealing with more than one party, themselves at cross purposes. The original aggressor, and more recently, also the Empire. I suppose it should not surprise me that the Throne has similar treasures hoarded away. It only makes sense that if someone had begun to activate them remotely, it would affect more than the one in my own possession.”
 

 
  Darling’s eyes widened. “Your Holiness… Do you have any idea how many of these things still exist?”
 

 
  “None,” Justinian said grimly, “and you have hit upon one of my concerns.”
 

 
  As always, Darling kept his racing thoughts firmly away from his face. The Emperor, the Hands…the
  
   timing.
  
  This was a moment to tread with extreme care.
 

 
  “Coordinating with the Throne would obviously be important in that case, yes,” he mused aloud. “But…with all respect, are you
  
   certain
  
  this entire thing wasn’t the Empire’s doing?”
 

 
  “Quite.” Justinian nodded. “I have been wrong about people, of course; individuals are endlessly surprising. Those who possess and managed to maintain great power are often much less so. I understand Sharidan quite well. I know his ambitions, both their shape and their extent, and the reckless menace posed by this agent’s initial activities was not in his character.”
 

 
  “What activities?” Darling asked, frowning again.
 

 
  “Before the thing began to obstruct scrying efforts,” Justinian replied, “we found a trail leading to Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Surely the
  
   Punaji
  
  wouldn’t…”
 

 
  “Agreed. It is also not in
  
   their
  
  nature to poke the bear, as it were; some past leaders of the Punaji might have been so ambitious, but Rajakhan is not the sort to meddle with dangerous powers to begin with, and definitely would not begin to rouse the kind of trouble in his own territory that our early divinations perceived.”
 

 
  “What
  
   sort
  
  of trouble?”
 

 
  “This is what we must discuss with the Throne,” Justinian said seriously. “To begin with, aside from the need to merge our information, there is also the matter that the Throne might consider the Church responsible for these problems if they are not informed otherwise, and I don’t have to tell you all the risks
  
   that
  
  could pose.”
 

 
  “Indeed not.”
 

 
  “But additionally, Puna Dara is beyond the direct control of Tiraas—
  
   and
  
  largely outside the influence of the Church. Between their association with Naphthene and a native spiritual practice which focuses on their windshaman, the Punaji generally have little use for gods. If someone intended to probe at both the Church and Empire, or even set them against one another, they could hardly pick a more perfect place from which to strike…and it becomes more ominous still in light of rumors I have begun to hear from Punaji territory. In this matter, Antonio, I hope you may have information to add that I do not.”
 

 
  “I might have to disappoint you there, your Holiness,” Darling admitted. “The Guild’s presence among the Punaji is pretty slender, as well. Their culture makes Eserites sort of…redundant. Rajakhan is possibly the only world leader who discourages the Guild’s activities in a way that doesn’t provoke the Boss to double down on them. Only the Five Kingdoms do a more thorough job of keeping us out.”
 

 
  “I am aware of this,” Justiniain said, nodding. “Nonetheless, you may still have information I do not—and of course, I cannot begin to guess what Imperial Intelligence may know. Tell me, Antonio, in any of the whispers you may have heard from Puna Dara, has there been anything about the Rust?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Even under the circumstances, Ravana enjoyed the atmosphere of the campus after dark. Its peace was rather like that of her private gardens at home in Madouris, one of the few outdoor spaces where she could be free of the pestering attentions of the countless people who demanded a slice of her time. Professor Tellwyrn’s emphatic discouragement of interlopers had finally quelled the upsurge of interest which had begun with Gabriel Arquin’s calling last year, and relatively few of her classmates were knocking about at this hour. For the most part, she had the path to herself.
 

 
  Especially these days, for obvious reasons. She tightened her grip on her lightcapper for a moment before forcing herself to relax it again. And, then, to relax herself overall. The wind in the trees, the sound of crickets and night birds, even the pleasant warm glow of the fairy lamps; all the details of her surroundings conspired deliberately to be comfortable, even if she generally found the faux-gothic stylings of Tellwyrn’s taste in architecture rather gauche.
 

 
  The oppressive drowsiness hit suddenly, as she had expected. Immediately following came the stab of blinding agony in her temples—also expected, but she had not been able to test the potion before taking it (obviously), and Ravana was not accustomed to physical pain. She was unable to repress a shriek, barely catching herself before taking a tumble which would have damaged her personal dignity—or worse, her lightcapper.
 

 
  A moment later, though, it faded, and she straightened, a predatory smile stretching across her features.
 

 
  Mages were so obsessed with magic, they always tried to counter it with more magic. A noblewoman knew to play to her own strengths, to find mundane solutions to the threats posed by even the most capable wizards and warlocks. Even if, in this case, the solution had been provided through the auspices of expensive (and extremely illegal) alchemy, it was still a basically mundane one: a person simply could not fall asleep while in severe pain.
 

 
  “Predictable,” Ravana said aloud, raising her lightcapper and turning to face the Sleeper.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Contact!” Fross shouted, shooting toward the ceiling and chiming loudly. “We’ve got him! South lawn, the path outside the music building roughly equidistant between the gazebo and the Wells!”
 

 
  Ingvar had already thrown open the door of the spell lab and strode out, Aspen right on his heels. There came a disorganized rush as the sophomores, Scorn, and Fedora followed, but the Huntsman moved with swift purpose and total calm. In seconds he had strode the length of the hall and out the side door, raising his longbow as soon as he had a view of the sky.
 

 
  The arrow he nocked wasn’t exactly identical to the one which he had made with his own shaman in Tiraas; he had had to improvise, lacking the shaman’s expertise and rank in Shaath’s faith. Thanks to the help of the fairies, though, its blessings and charms
  
   should
  
  be correct. Ingvar angled his bow to aim straight skyward, drew, and released.
 

 
  The arrow burst into light as it soared aloft. For a moment he experienced uncertainty; would it work? But it continued, shooting straight skyward, as it was meant to. The shaft climbed far higher than the power of his draw could have propelled it, till even with its glow it had vanished from visibility with sheer distance.
 

 
  Only for seconds, though. When it erupted, it was with a surge of clouds that spread out over the mountaintop as rapidly as a cup of ink poured into a bucket of water. With it came the low howl of wind, swirls of snow, and the sharp cold of the upper Stalrange, unheard of on the prairie.
 

 
  The very light shifted, taking on a pale bluish tinge. The blessing of Shaath lay over Last Rock, and across the very dimensions, blocking all shadow-jumping.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is a bit more ostentatious than I was expecting,” Gabriel remarked from behind him. “People might notice this, guys.”
 

 
  “It works, though,” said Juniper, turning to him. “Right?”
 

 
  He hesitated, listening, then nodded. “Yes! Vestrel confirms. We’ve got the Sleeper pinned down!”
 

 
  “Magically, at least,” said Ingvar. “The easy part. Now…
  
   we hunt.”
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  They let Juniper take the lead, without comment. The students had scattered outside the magic building, spreading out to form a net that would hopefully encircle the Sleeper. Ingvar shared Aspen’s doubts about their facility as hunters, but at least they knew the campus. He ran with the two dryads, following Juniper, for the same reason. Indeed, she certainly seemed to know where she was going.
 

 
  All the while, there came a faint but perceptible buzzing from the folded and inked paper talisman he now held in a belt pouch. So long as it was anywhere on his person, Fross had insisted, he would be able to hear her directives. It seemed to be working.
 

 
  “Slow up, Scorn,” the pixie chimed as if directly in his ear, despite being back at the spell lab. “You’ve got longer legs than the rest, remember not to get there too early! You’ve all gotta arrive together and leave ‘im no gaps to escape through. Toby, hang a left at the next path, you’re about to collide with Ruda. I need you two to emerge from both sides of the arts pavilion to cover it. Juniper’s group, relax your pace! You don’t have as far to go and you’re pulling ahead of everybody. Uh, Gabe, conversely, can you move a little faster? I don’t wanna push but—there ya go, much better!”
 

 
  “I can’t believe I’m taking orders from one of Jacaranda’s little thingumajigs,” Aspen muttered, but she did ease up her speed, as did Juniper.
 

 
  “Fross is a person,” Juniper replied, quietly but firmly. “Not a thingumajig. She’s really sweet and the smartest person I know. Be nice to her, please.”
 

 
  “All right, all right,” Aspen said peaceably.
 

 
  Ingvar kept his mouth shut, observing. Aspen’s acerbic streak was noticeably curbed when speaking to her sister, though it didn’t seem to be a dominance thing; he knew Aspen to be the older simply from their conversations. Juniper was difficult to read, even allowing for being a fairy. She had the somewhat childlike quality about her that Aspen did—in fact, she struck Ingvar as a bit daft—but it was tempered with something he couldn’t quite place. She seemed more thoughtful, or perhaps more sad, in the moments when she wasn’t excitedly talking with the other dryad.
 

 
  His musings were interrupted by a woman’s scream.
 

 
  Ingvar redoubled his pace before realizing it, the dryads doing likewise and actually pulling several yards ahead. Aspen hadn’t been kidding about their sprinting ability. They hadn’t come far, all things considered, just past a couple of buildings…
 

 
  “I don’t know what just happened, but everybody stay focused!” Fross chimed frantically. “You’ve gotta encircle the position before revealing yourselves or the Sleeper will get away!”
 

 
  “Someone’s in trouble!” Juniper protested, to no avail. The pixie was too far away to hear; her instructions continued.
 

 
  “Slow up sharply, dryads and Ingvar, you’re approaching the open space where—”
 

 
  The next few words were washed out by another shriek of unmistakable pain.
 

 
  “—it up, Gabe, you’re gonna be the last one there! Everybody else, move slow and don’t come around corners, you should be able to see the site if you do but the Sleeper can see you, too. I know you’ve all taken your potions but we don’t know this guy’s capabilities. Okay, Gabriel’s in place. Everybody, step forward. Quick but smooth, go!”
 

 
  Juniper practically lunged around the corner of the stone building they had come up alongside, Ingvar right beside her. As they moved, another scream rang out. Plan or no plan, hunt or no hunt, a woman was clearly in pain. He might be playing into this Sleeper’s hands, but he did not have it in him to stand back while this went on.
 

 
  They emerged into a small open space where one stone walkway terminated into another; as in most such places, there was a widened patio area there, with two park benches and several decorative plants surrounding it. Ingvar and the dryads spread out to block the path on their side, while the other students began to emerge from the spaces around the stone-columned pavilion opposite, itself surrounded by taller stone structures and filled with sculptures. The crossing path ended in a set of stairs descending to the next terrace down on Ingvar’s right, and off around the building beside them in the other direction.
 

 
  “Scorn, stop!” Fross shrilled in his ears, fruitlessly.
 

 
  In the center of the intersection, a diminutive blond girl was just in the process of collapsing to the ground. All around her was a
  
   distortion,
  
  a strange contraction in the light cast by the standing fairy lamps, like a bruise on reality itself. Her long hair fluttered as it fell, but also seemed to be trying to stick out as if affected by static.
 

 
  The hulking demon Scorn charged straight into the intersection from up the path. Aspen cursed, but followed the others as they hastily lunged out to encircle their prey. The other students had to do likewise, hurrying around corners, vaulting over bushes, and in Gabriel’s case, tripping on the top stair, in order to get themselves in position so the Sleeper had nowhere to run. The plan had been to position themselves more carefully, relying on Fedora’s potions to keep them unnoticed until they were ready; that was now shot.
 

 
  The distortion contracted as the blonde girl fell, condensing in both size and intensity till it seemed nothing more than a shadow standing upright. That was still plenty disorienting, but it suggested at least that whatever magic it had been doing was over.
 

 
  “Ravana!” Toby called from across the path. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  The shadow shifted subtly; Ingvar had the impression it was slowly turning, taking in the scene. The University students paced forward, tightening the noose and drawing weapons. Toby and Shaeine flared alight; Gabriel extended his scythe, while Ariel in his other hand blazed with arcane runes. Ingvar drew back his bow, aiming at the center of the shadow he took for the Sleeper. He had a clear shot between Toby and Ruda if he missed—or if the thing were as insubstantial as it looked—but the closer they drew, the riskier that became.
 

 
  “Scorn,
  
   stop!”
  
  Ruda snapped, finally halting the demon two steps farther than the rest of their formation. Her towering form practically vibrated with rage, clawed hands flexing. Ingvar surmised that the fallen girl—Ravana?—must be a friend of hers.
 

 
  He said a brief prayer inside his own head. In fact, after what he’d learned in the last months, he had often debated the ethics and efficacy of prayer with himself, but when it came down to a tense situation, he still did it.
 

 
  “Conventional wisdom is you’re a student here, asshole,” Ruda commented, aiming her gleaming rapier at the shadow. “That means you know who we are, and
  
   that
  
  means you know goddamn well how this ends. Wanna make it easier on everybody, or do I get to work off some
  
   fucking
  
  anger here?”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn will be back soon,” Toby said, his tone quieter, but his expression no less resolute. “If we can tell her you surrendered willingly, we can still work it out so no one is punished any more than necessary. You
  
   know
  
  what’ll happen if you make this a conflict.”
 

 
  “What do you want it alive for?” Aspen asked disdainfully. “This character sounds like a
  
   complete
  
  piece of trash. Kill it, do the world a favor.”
 

 
  “He can tell us how to revive the others,” Juniper murmured.
 

 
  “Oh, he’s gonna tell us everything,” Ruda said grimly, taking a step forward. “Time’s up, buttercup.”
 

 
  The shadow hunched in on itself momentarily, and then dark smoke began to ripple out from around it on the ground.
 

 
  
   “Bad
  
  move!” Scorn roared, lunging.
 

 
  She missed, barely, as the Sleeper shot straight upward.
 

 
  An instant later it was hurled back to the ground, accompanied by an earsplitting and strangely resonant shriek, as Vadrieny swooped in from overhead and impacted it in midair.
 

 
  Ingvar, deciding this had now progressed beyond negotiations, took the opportunity to put an arrow in the Sleeper. The shaft, blessed both by a shaman of the Huntsmen, actually exploded in a brief flash of flame an instant before it would have struck home.
 

 
  In the next moment, a dome of silver light slammed into place around the shadow, holding it to the ground.
 

 
  Ingvar glanced around, taking stock while this was apparently under control. All the students were present… Where was that demon from Intelligence? He began to have a bad feeling.
 

 
  “Scorn, please desist,” Shaeine said in a strained voice, and the disgruntled Rhaazke stepped back, having been raking her claws along the surface of the bubble and snarling menacingly at the obscured figure within.
 

 
  “How is she?” Ruda asked of Toby, who had knelt beside Ravana.
 

 
  “Asleep,” the paladin said tersely. “Just like the others. I can’t find any other evidence of harm…it’s strange, though.”
 

 
  “She was
  
   screaming,”
  
  Gabriel said. “Nobody else did that.”
 

 
  Slowly, Ruda bent down to pick up an object that had fallen near the Sleeper’s latest victim. “Her lightcapper. You don’t suppose…”
 

 
  “Ravana would not place herself in danger without a plan,” Scorn insisted, her expression almost anguished. “She doesn’t do
  
   anything
  
  without a plan.”
 

 
  “Here…” Gabriel gently took the lightcapper from Ruda, examining it. “Yeah, this thing’s been activated since it was loaded… And this
  
   isn’t
  
  picture film. We’d best get this to Tellwyrn ASAP. Good
  
   girl,
  
  Ravana!”
 

 
  “Our circle seems to have collapsed,” Ingvar commented with an edge to his voice, his attention still on the bubble. The Sleeper was an incongruous dark blot within its glow. The drow priestess looked intent, but he
  
   knew
  
  maintaining a shield of that kind took effort. If that was the only thing holding this warlock down…
 

 
  “Relax, we’ve got him,” Gabriel said with a grin.
 

 
  “Arquin, shut your damn face,” Ruda snapped. “He’s right, this isn’t over till we’ve got this fucker
  
   permanently
  
  subdued. And
  
   thank
  
  you, Ingvar, for exhibiting the basic damn common sense I
  
   thought
  
  I could expect from my friends. Everybody circle up on that thing. Toby, what can you do to un-shadowfy him? We get a look at his face, we can finish this even if he gets away.”
 

 
  “Countering his magic through technique is
  
   probably
  
  beyond me,” Toby said, staring at the center of the bubble. “There’s always the brute force approach, though. Shaeine, how are you holding up?”
 

 
  “I can do this for some time,” the priestess reported, “so long as the shield is not interfered with, but I cannot move her this way. And this being an apparently powerful infernal caster, I am surprised that she is submitting to this extent. A barrage of pure infernal magic will wear down a divine shield fairly quickly if there is a near parity of power involved. Any student here knows the Circles.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Aspen grunted. “So what’s he doing in there?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit,”
  
  Ruda hissed. “Toby, flare up! All of it!
  
   Now!”
  
 

 
  Either his spells were readied at that moment or, more likely, the Sleeper took her order as the cue to unleash whatever he had.
 

 
  Circles of sullen orange light ignited on the ground all around them, and four horizontally on the walls of nearby buildings. From each poured forth carnage—gouts of fire in various colors, billows of sulfur-smelling smoke, in one case a powerful blast of heated air. In one, a large figure began to slowly materialize. The character of the air itself changed, heated, and Ingvar felt something twisting in his gut. He had never been close to simple, uncontained infernal magic, but had heard the sensation described. He would need to seek a
  
   thorough
  
  cleansing after all this.
 

 
  Then golden light washed across the whole scene, centered on Toby. The nova blazed across them all, suppressing the spell circles and outright annihilating several. Between the chaotic infernal radiation, Toby’s holy light and the blessing of Shaath over the whole mountain, the air was thick with magic; through the haze, Ingvar could actually see several dark figures, winged and carrying scythes. Two descended on the summoning circle trying to draw forth some kind of demon, sinking their weapons into it. Half-formed between dimensions, it was actually struck, and twisted as if pained. A third valkyrie raked her scythe across the boundaries of the circle itself, causing it to flicker.
 

 
  Unsurprisingly, in the chaos, the silver dome winked out.
 

 
  Immediately, blasts of purple-black light flashed out in all directions from the Sleeper, cutting dark swaths through the divine nova. None made it far with that much loose divine magic in play, and all put off trails of sparks uncharacteristic of shadowbolts as the holy energy grated on them, but they held together well enough to be a menace at short range, which was plenty.
 

 
  Ingvar avoided being struck because he had instinctively begun moving when the shield collapsed; still the shadowbolt that had been aimed for him passed close enough to make his hackles rise from the sheer
  
   wrongness
  
  of it. All of the other students were hit, most to minimal effect. The bolt aimed at Toby fizzled before reaching him, unable to bore through that concentration of divine power. Juniper and Aspen surged forward at the warlock, seeming not even to notice the attacks which impacted them. Gabriel and Scorn were momentarily halted by the onslaught, Ruda knocked fully over backward with a cry of pain. Shaeine got a shield re-formed around herself in time to absorb it; the silver barrier rippled at the impact, but held.
 

 
  Immediately a second spray of smaller shadowbolts flashed indiscriminately about, these much less targeted, and peppered the whole region. At the same moment, the very ground under Toby’s feet heaved upward as some kind of explosive spell ignited beneath the pavement. The paladin kept his balance, but his focus faltered and with it the divine light he was putting out.
 

 
  The Sleeper took advantage of his distraction to double down; more circles appeared around them, and more shadowbolts shot at them. Then he had to break off his own attack to evade the students who were not much impressed by his onslaught.
 

 
  Scorn and Gabriel he barely kept at bay with directed attacks. The Rhaazke soaked up the hits and simply kept coming, while a golden shield around Gabriel held up under the assault without interfering with his weapons. The two dryads were totally unaffected by infernal magic, though, and the Sleeper had no recourse but to flee and dodge. He had to dodge again as Gabriel leveled his scythe like a battlestaff and unleashed a blast of black light.
 

 
  Ingvar had always been told that infernal magic had no direct defensive application, but somehow the Sleeper had found one. An orange spell circle formed in midair in front of him, absorbing the blast.
 

 
  “He’s
  
   getting away!”
  
  Gabriel protested, shooting again. Another spell shield intercepted the shot, while more explosions under the ground threw Scorn and the dryads off their footing.
 

 
  Vadrieny slammed into the shadowed figure from above, impacting on one of those midair circles with a screech. The circle flashed, putting off a pulse of kinetic force that hurled her up and back. And with that, the Sleeper had positioned himself on the path outside the encircling students, with a clear shot back into the campus.
 

 
  Ingvar watched all of this from a crouch at the edge of the nearest building. It was no cowardice not to throw himself physically into a brawl between magical heavyweights; positioned here, he could await his own opportunity. And now he had it.
 

 
  The shaft nocked to his bow was the only one like it he had left; Huntsmen on quests carried at least one, more if they knew they would be hunting demons. He raised, drew, sighted along the inscribed arrow, and whispered, “Shaath, guide my arm.”
 

 
  His arrow ripped straight into the Sleeper’s form, bursting into flame as it drew too close, but lasted long enough to strike home.
 

 
  The shadowed figure reeled sideways. Aspen, Juniper, and Scorn had now recovered their footing and came forward in a wedge formation with the demon at the center—probably unintentional. Toby and Gabriel dashed after them. Above, Vadrieny soared past to land and pivot on the path ahead, blocking the Sleeper’s escape.
 

 
  Still, Ingvar couldn’t shake the feeling the shadow was glaring directly at
  
   him.
  
 

 
  Vadrieny simply wasn’t
  
   large
  
  enough to completely block the path, and she had planted herself too far away; there were gaps between building on both sides their foe could slip into. Ingvar could see at a glance that they had effectively lost this. In the next moment, the Sleeper would vanish.
 

 
  The Sleeper, though, apparently had a different plan.
 

 
  The light turned briefly orange as though they stood next to a furnace, and a shockwave of heated air ripped out in all directions, bowling all but Scorn and the dryads physically down, flattening bushes and tipping over one of the park benches. Vadrieny had her wings spread, and was physically picked up and hurled a dozen yards into the air. In that moment, the Sleeper could easily have slipped away. Instead, the shadow solidified.
 

 
  A circle of deep, red light appeared on the ground around him, marked with jagged runes unlike any Ingvar had seen before. For a moment, amid them stood a human-sized figure of pure black, like a silhouette cut into the face of the world itself. Then, a scream rent the air—not the kind of scream made by a throat, but a sound like metal plates being scraped together. The circle blazed and a whole column of red flashed upward from the ground.
 

 
  When it receded, the Sleeper stood before them, fully eight feet tall, a figure sculpted of overlapping chitinous plates, gleaming sullenly in the light. Its eyes were two pits of orange flame.
 

 
  While the students bounced back to their feet, it turned to point at Ingvar, then made a beckoning gesture.
 

 
  Ingvar fired an arrow directly at its face.
 

 
  The Sleeper caught the shaft, which then burst aflame, dissolving into ash.
 

 
  “Now,” Scorn snarled, “you are playing my song!”
 

 
  She charged forward, ignoring a shouted warning from Toby, and struck the Sleeper head-on. For a moment, the two hulking figures grappled, the slightly smaller Rhaazke pushing him backward, then the Sleeper got a grip on her forearms, physically picked her up, and whirled, hurling her into the stone face of the nearby arts building.
 

 
  Its next gesture sent a blast of black lightning straight at Gabriel; the paladin got a divine shield up, which pulsed at the impact and shattered. He stumbled backward, but before the Sleeper could attack again, Vadrieny landed on him from behind and both dryads piled into his legs.
 

 
  The confused tangle which ensued ended moments later with the archdemon again hurled away, but the Sleeper seemed to be having more trouble with the dryads.
 

 
  “You gotta
  
   grip
  
  him,” Ruda wheezed, limping forward. “Get your claws in and hold on!”
 

 
  “He’s physically
  
   slippery
  
  and my claws can’t breach that armor,” Vadrieny retorted, pumping her wings to shoot back to her feet from the heap into which she’d fallen.
 

 
  A burst of pure flame sent both dryads reeling back with shrieks of pain. Ingvar, baring his teeth in fury, fired another shot. This one struck the Sleeper right on the neck, which had absolutely no effect.
 

 
  The huge figure turned to look at him again, then started forward.
 

 
  Toby planted himself in its path, glowing behind a divine shield; the Sleeper launched three consecutive blasts of shadow-lightning, busting the shield and then sending him hurling away.
 

 
  Ingvar set aside his longbow, drew his hatchet and belt knife, and stood, watching the armored warlock come.
 

 
  “Quit
  
   rushing
  
  him!” Ruda exclaimed. “Guys, we got this, just form up and—”
 

 
  A silver shield barely intercepted the blast of dark lightning that came at her. The Sleeper stomped one huge foot, making a crater in the pavement, and another enormous rush of sheer force ripped out from him, knocking most of them down, even Scorn and Aspen. This time, it hit hard enough to shatter windows and nearby fairy lamps.
 

 
  Suddenly the color of the light shifted again, this time to silver. They all stared upward in surprise, even the Sleeper; above, between them and the whirling clouds of Shaath’s blessing, an enormous silver snowflake had formed in the air, glowing and slowly rotating.
 

 
  
   “I WILL END YOU RIGHT IN THE FACE!”
  
 

 
  At the shrill bellow from above, the snowflake suddenly dissolved and rushed at them. A solid blanket of snow slammed down on the whole scene, two feet thick on the ground, burying most of them. A tiny silver light zipped down from above, laying into the Sleeper with blasts of lightning, spear-like icicles, bolts of pure arcane destruction, even sprays of water which instantly hardened into a thick coating of ice.
 

 
  The Sleeper staggered under the onslaught, firing blasts of lightning, fire, and more conventional shadowbolts, but seemingly unable to hit the pixie. Then he tripped and tumbled over backward; Juniper was the first to extricate herself from the snow, and tackled his legs from behind.
 

 
  Snow and blasts of destructive magic were being hurled in all directions. Ingvar took the opportunity to dart past the brawl to where it had started. It took a little bit of aimless digging, but he found the prone form of Ravana, and lifted her out of the snow, then quickly carried her up the path to where the ground was clear.
 

 
  Not a moment too soon; stomping feet sounded behind him, only slightly muffled by the snow. Ingvar set Ravana down and whirled, tomahawk upraised, but the Sleeper dashed past him, heading for the stairs downward to the lower terrace. A silver wall of light appeared in front of him, then was broken by a furious barrage of black lightning bolts. No sooner had the warlock made it past the barrier, though, than a pumpkin-sized ball of pure arcane power ripped into him from behind, trailing a swirling vortex of snow.
 

 
  At the impact, the Sleeper’s hulking form physically exploded.
 

 
  For a moment, there was finally silence.
 

 
  “I…did I kill him?” Fross asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “No,” Gabriel grunted, brushing snow out of his eyes. “Just that…shell he was wearing. Vestrel says the original shadow-guy is still going, heading for the gates.”
 

 
  “Come
  
   on!”
  
  Scorn bellowed, taking off down the stairs at a run. The rest followed.
 

 
  “You’re not coming?” Aspen demanded of Ingvar, who had knelt next to Ravana and was rubbing warmth back into her chilled hands.
 

 
  “This is more urgent,” he said tersely. “Besides, it’s over. He’s gone.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Still unable to shadow-jump, the dark shape skimmed across the pavement, making a beeline for the campus’s gates. It slid to a stop mere yards short, though, when a figure standing in the gate itself suddenly popped into visibility.
 

 
  “Good show!” Fedora said, slowly clapping his hands. “Really, top-notch example of throwing your weight around like a wild boar. You’ve given me just all
  
   kinds
  
  of evidence to work from. I’ll have your ass on a silver platter by the end of the week. And
  
   then
  
  you’ll be facing Tellwyrn’s tender mercies, which would be a
  
   shame,
  
  because you know what she’ll do. I’ve got a better idea.”
 

 
  Grinning, he turned back the lapel of his coat, revealing his silver gryphon badge.
 

 
  “You’ve got potential, kid. You’ve got
  
   power,
  
  and there’s some kind of rudimentary smarts in there. Undeveloped, but still; there’s a hint of real strategy under your nonsense. You waste so much time on this
  
   bullshit,
  
  though. The way you’re going, you’re just gonna eventually piss off the wrong person and get pulped. What if I offered you something better?” He grinned, folding his coat back to conceal the badge. “My…department…is interested in talented people. Talented, dangerous, destructive people. Oh, there are restrictions, not gonna lie. It’s
  
   annoying
  
  as hell, is what it is; I
  
   really
  
  hate working under other people’s rules. But on balance, take it from me, it’s a lot less annoying than trying to survive alone in a world which is
  
   wholly
  
  devoted to destroying you. I could arrange—”
 

 
  A small circle of orange light formed on the nearby gate post, from which shot a chain which wrapped itself around the Inspector’s neck.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” he said with a sigh, tugging experimentally at it. “Warlock, demon, we all know how
  
   that
  
  goes. Before you go and do something too reckless, maybe you oughtta stop and think about why I was willing to confront you like this?”
 

 
  The chain retracted, pulling rapidly into the tiny spell circle, and yanked him away to slam his back against the gate post.
 

 
  “Right,” Fedora grunted in a strangled voice, “not really the stop-and-think type. Ashley, honey, do ya mind?”
 

 
  She stepped out from behind the gate, a young woman in a dark suit, shaking her head.
 

 
  “Honestly, Troy, I told you this was the wrong way to do it. He’s in full fight-or-flight mode right now; you’re just
  
   not
  
  gonna get him to settle down and listen.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not as if I can invite him over for tea,” the incubus grunted.
 

 
  “Whoah, there!” Ashley said, holding up a hand at the Sleeper as his shadowed form surged forward for the open gate. “We’re not done talking to you. Now, settle down and—”
 

 
  He shot her point-blank with a shadowbolt. It fizzled out harmlessly upon impact.
 

 
  “Seriously?” she said wryly, then reached up to touch the spell circle behind Fedora’s neck. Instantly it flickered out, chain and all, dropping the Inspector. “Look, it’s been a trying night for you, I get that. You run along now, and think about what Inspector Fedora said. You’ve got options, if you quit being such a goober. I bet you can figure out how to get in touch with us.”
 

 
  Pounding feet sounded from the campus beyond. The Sleeper’s indistinct shape wavered, then zipped sideways, following the campus wall to the east.
 

 
  Moments later, Scorn burst onto the scene, skidding to a halt and glaring at Fedora, who was still rubbing at his neck.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t
  
   tell
  
  me,” the demon spat. “You have
  
   lost
  
  him.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but
  
   we
  
  lost him,” Fedora replied archly. “As in, all of us, collectively, because yes, he is gone. Fortunately
  
   one
  
  of us had the foresight to hang back and observe rather than go in swingin’. Hey, kids, welcome to the party. As I was just telling your tall friend, here, our boy has slipped away. But we’ve made some real progress tonight. I wanna look over the scenes carefully; bet you anything I can hone in on him pretty quickly from here.”
 

 
  Juniper pushed forward past the other students, staring in disbelief.
  
   “Ash?!”
  
 

 
  Ashley sighed, and waved. “Hey there, li’l sister. I guess we’ve got some stuff to talk about, huh?”
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  Milanda emerged from the barracks again, which was still like stepping indoors. It had taken a little doing to figure out how the Infinite Order’s toilet facilities worked; the basics were familiar, but the controls were totally alien. In the end, she had had to ask the computer for instructions, which was humiliating, even though she knew the talking machine wasn’t capable of passing judgment or finding humor at her expense.
 

 
  Strange and awkward, yes, but also luxurious. The facilities allotted for security personnel compared favorably to any luxury she had enjoyed in the Palace. Once she figured out how to work them, at least.
 

 
  After that, navigating the kitchen had been relatively simple. All she wanted was a cup of strong tea. The exact blend which had been produced by the fabricator was unfamiliar; the computer had identified it as Earl Grey. After one sip, Milanda decided she was going to have to come back for more of this when there was time.
 

 
  Regardless, she had taken only enough time to refresh herself with a quick wash and an invigorating drink before heading back to the security hub. The barracks was still displaying Hawaiian Night, and while she didn’t know what Hawaiian meant, the warm tropical darkness was enough to make her want to stretch out on one of the bunks and let the birdsong and night breeze carry her off to sleep. She had no time for that, though. Feeling somewhat re-invigorated despite the long time she’d been awake, she stepped out.
 

 
  Walker was still hunched over her screen; for a being whose very name implied movement and who had spent years in a cell, she seemed remarkably devoted to that machine.
 

 
  “Feeling better?” the fairy asked without looking up.
 

 
  “Much, thank you. I’ll be back shortly; we have a lot more to do, and I won’t feel comfortable loafing in my own bed until it’s done. But these events do need to be reported as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “Just a moment, please,” Walker said as Milanda made her way through the maze of crates toward the door. “I’ve uncovered something you might find relevant—or at least, worth carrying to the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She turned to face her. Ever since the Avatar’s ritual, she felt stronger and more vigorous, but it had been a
  
   long
  
  day. Another cup of that tea would’ve been heavenly…
 

 
  “With our intrusive friend thoroughly offline for the time being, I’ve been examining his pattern of incursions, most of which are every bit as fumbling and incompetent as I told you. I wouldn’t absolutely swear his tampering with the Hands program was deliberate or malicious.”
 

 
  “Considering where he was working from, I rather think it was,” Milanda said impatiently. “You said this was important…”
 

 
  “So,” Walker continued, “I looked farther back, to that other incident ten years ago. The one where this system was accessed under Scyllith’s credentials from Fabrication Plant One.”
 

 
  “Puna Dara, yes. I remember.”
 

 
  “I’ve identified the changes made,” Walker said, fingers gliding across the screen and bringing up boxes on it. Streams of numbers and text, mostly, but she also displayed a picture of a plant for some reason, shifting so Milanda could see it and turning to look at her. “That one didn’t alter the existing functions of the Hand system, but added something
  
   to
  
  it. Another signal piggybacked on it, disseminated through what I think was a specific wing of the Palace.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Despite her fatigue, Milanda’s attention sharpened.
 

 
  “You see,” Walker said, folding her hands in her lap and regarding Milanda with an expression that was becoming familiar, “all the Infinite Order’s biological projects can be broadly sorted into two categories: those which do and do not require transcension field energy to survive. There are, unfortunately, several sapient strains in the first group, notably elves. But as is the case with any life form created with and
  
   from
  
  transcension fields, the ongoing interaction—”
 

 
  “Walker,” Milanda interrupted, “is this going to be another ten-minute speech, filled with flowery language and dramatic pauses and sweeping revelations I’ll find out later from the Avatar were just your opinion?”
 

 
  The fairy stared at her in silence, mouth slightly open.
 

 
  Milanda raised an eyebrow. “Can you
  
   summarize
  
  it?”
 

 
  After another moment of silence, Walker snapped her mouth shut, her nostrils flaring once in a silent snort of irritation which served to accent the uncanny daintiness of her nose.
 

 
  “The system powering the Hands of the Emperor has been modified, in this event ten years ago, to disseminate the
  
   essence
  
  of a magical plant called silphium through part of the Palace. The Emperor’s residence, I think. The essence of this would render any female mammals in the radius of influence infertile while within it, and probably for a few years thereafter.”
 

 
  Now, it was Milanda’s turn to silently stare. Shock hit her first, followed by comprehension and the uncomfortable familiarity of realizations which made all too much sense. And then, rage.
 

 
  She clamped down on all of them to be dealt with later.
 

 
  “I see,” she said aloud. “Thank you very much. You were right; that
  
   is
  
  important, and well worth telling the Empress. I’m glad you stopped me.”
 

 
  “Are you,” Walker said tonelessly.
 

 
  Milanda nodded, and turned to go. “All right, I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t cause trouble.”
 

 
  “Thanks to your security protocols, there’s a stark limit to what trouble I
  
   can
  
  cause.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t test them, please.” At the door, she paused, one hand on the frame, then turned and smiled at the ex-valkyrie, who was still staring at her. “When I come back, you can give me that speech. It sounded like it would’ve been interesting.”
 

 
  “Just
  
   go,”
  
  Walker snorted, finally turning back to her computer.
 

 
  The door hissed shut behind Milanda, and she stared at the screen, for the moment not touching it. After a few seconds, a smile began to stretch across her features. Shaking her head, she chuckled, and then got back to work.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “If this is anything less than
  
   disastrously
  
  urgent, I am going to have one of them flogged,” Eleanora announced as she emerged from her chambers.
 

 
  Lord Vex awaited her in the hall, looking just as composed and well-rested as she, which meant he was probably every bit as weary and disgruntled at being rousted at one in the morning. They had both taken time to groom and compose themselves, as it would not do to appear before someone like the Archpope in any state which so much as hinted at weakness.
 

 
  “May I suggest Bishop Darling in that case, your Majesty,” Vex said diffidently. “Assaulting a sitting Archpope would create…complications.”
 

 
  She gave him a flat glance, at which he smiled blandly, then turned to stride up the hall without bothering to point out the havoc the Thieves’ Guild would unleash if she actually had their Bishop and former Boss whipped. His comment had been as facetious as hers, and she didn’t keep Vex around for his skill as a humorist.
 

 
  They were intercepted at the next intersection of hallways by, if not the last person Eleanora had expected to meet at this hour, someone who placed high on the list.
 

 
  “Oh, your Majesty, perfect,” Milanda Darnassy said in a tone of obvious relief, curtsying deeply. “I’m so glad I found you so quickly. I have a great deal to report.”
 

 
  “Yes, so I would imagine,” Eleanora replied. “I’m very glad to see that you’re safe, Milanda. Right now, however, we are on the way to deal with an urgent matter of state, as you might surmise from Lord Vex’s presence in the harem wing at this hour. Please make yourself comfortable and we shall be back with you soon.”
 

 
  “Urgent matter?”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Empress said somewhat impatiently. “Not to downplay the significance of your own tasks, but I have to prioritize. Things have become increasingly hectic in your absence. Now, if you will excuse me…”
 

 
  “Of course, your Majesty,” Milanda said quickly, curtsying again, but continued as Eleanora swept past her. “Does this happen to involve the Universal Church?”
 

 
  The Empress slammed to a halt, turning to give the concubine a piercing look. Vex regarded her thoughtfully, as well.
 

 
  “Now why,” Eleanora asked quietly, “would you ask that?”
 

 
  “I suspected the Archpope might do something, which is why I came up to find you in the middle of the night,” Milanda replied. “You should know, your Majesty, that I have not yet repaired the damage done to the Hands of the Emperor, but for the moment insured no further changes will be made, and ascertained that the source of the problem came from within the Grand Cathedral.”
 

 
  The Empress and her spymaster gazed at Milanda in silence.
 

 
  “Also, I’ve just learned that there’s a related problem which has been causing infertility in every woman in this wing of the Palace.”
 

 
  Eleanora, despite all her training and experience, felt a furious expression descend on her features. She drew in a long, deep breath through her nose.
 

 
  “You are busy, of course,” Milanda said smoothly, unperturbed. “If you need to address something urgently, I can of course wait; the situation below appears stable, for the moment.”
 

 
  Eleanora turned a flat look on Vex. “Upon consideration, Quentin, I think we had better hear Ms. Darnassy’s detailed report first. His Holiness can await my convenience a while longer.”
 

 
  “His Holiness is likely to take that as a hostile gesture,” Vex pointed out.
 

 
  The Empress drew back her upper lip in an expression that was not a smile. “I have never cared
  
   less
  
  about Justinian’s feelings than at this moment.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The solarium was a downright eerie place at night; even with the fairy lamps ignited, the ferns and flowers didn’t look quite
  
   right.
  
  The entire room was laid out to be beautiful in the sunlight, which its towering glass walls were enchanted to magnify appropriately, Tiraas’s climate being what it was. In Theasia’s day, this had been a private refuge, but Sharidan had installed suitable arrangements of furniture to use it as a private and informal place to receive petitioners.
 

 
  It was after three in the morning by the time Justinian and Darling had finally left. Eleanora had remained quiet through most of their presentation, watching them. Neither man had shown surprise at Vex’s presence, though both had given Milanda speculative looks. It was impossible to say how far outside the harem wing Eleanora’s lack of personal warmth toward the Emperor’s favorite concubine was known; they had no shortage of servants, and servants did gossip. If anybody in Tiraas bothered to keep up with such seemingly irrelevant social minutia, it would be those two. Regardless, Eleanora could not help noticing that Milanda and Darling seemed to take mirrored roles in the discussion: quiet, a step behind their respective leaders, not overtly involved, but listening. Even in the presence of Empresses and Archpope, Antonio Darling was not a man to step back and shut up, which suggested that he was as much in the dark and being led along as Milanda. This both amused and intrigued her.
 

 
  Vex had led the way in the discussion, asking questions and with occasional prompts from Eleanora. Justinian would not fail to find some significance in that, which was fine with her. Let him chase his tail. She had likewise deflected his inquiries about the Emperor’s absence, which could potentially lead him to discovering actually worthwhile facts, but there was nothing to be done about that.
 

 
  The whole time, Milanda’s revelations had laid firmly in the forefront of her mind while she listened to Justinian spin a web of artifacts of the Elder Gods and Punaji cults.
 

 
  “It’s all so very…plausible,” she mused after their guests had been absent for nearly a full minute. “His account is reflected in Milanda’s. It perfectly matches hers
  
   if
  
  he is telling the complete truth… And just as perfectly if he was behind all our recent troubles and now urgently covering his derriere.”
 

 
  “He cannot know how much we know,” Vex observed. “Vagueness and scrupulous adherence to all possibly known facts would be vital in constructing a suitable story. Of course, if he
  
   is
  
  telling the truth, we cannot afford to risk worsening the situation by acting rashly.”
 

 
  “How much do you know about this…Rust?” she asked.
 

 
  “Nothing,” he said immediately. “If it is a matter occurring in Punaji territory, I can assure your Majesty of two things: my people will have observed it, and if it has not been brought to my attention, they did not deem it significant. He described it as a cult, which fits. The lack of organized religion among the Punaji leaves fertile ground for those to crop up. They either implode on their own or are cleaned out by Rajakhan.”
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat diffidently. “Excuse me, your Majesty, but…he was
  
   not
  
  telling the truth. I have access to a great deal more information down there than the Archpope can possibly know, and my source strongly indicated his own efforts to use the Elders’ machines have been halting and clumsy in comparison to Theasia’s, and now Walker’s.”
 

 
  “Yes, and we should
  
   discuss
  
  that, now that no one is waiting on us,” Eleanora said sharply, turning to her. “I believe I heard Sharidan
  
   specifically
  
  tell you not to let that creature out.”
 

 
  “Not specifically,” Milanda replied, gazing right back at her in complete calm. “Specificity was impossible, given the geas he was under. I’m fortunate to have escaped that; it must be tied into the Hand system. Regardless, yes, releasing the Dark Walker was a risk. It was a calculated one, however, taken with ample precautions, and has paid off. If any harm comes of it, I will of course take full responsibility.”
 

 
  Eleanora stared at her, firmly concealing her surprise.
 

 
  Milanda has always been downright submissive around her, which was the lion’s share of the reason Eleanora had never liked her. Some women legitimately did enjoy being told what to do, and the lack of responsibility that came from being kept. Milanda, though, had a spine and plenty of personality; she was just selective about where she displayed them. Knowing that, having seen it at a distance, made Eleanora both mistrust and personally dislike her for the constant diffidence she showed. The woman before her now was totally self-possessed, unintimidated, and seemingly constitutionally incapable of bowing her neck, despite her complete courtesy. If only she’d been like this for the last few years, Eleanora suspected they would be friends by now. As it was, the sudden change was deeply alarming, especially in this situation.
 

 
  She leaned back in the throne-like chair positioned with its back dramatically to the view over the city, and drummed her fingers on the armrests. “Very well; for now, I will have to be content with that. Frankly I cannot say anyone could have done better under the circumstances. Your efforts are greatly appreciated, Milanda.”
 

 
  Milanda simply nodded in acknowledgment.
 

 
  “I will, of course, get all available information on the Rust immediately from my department,” said Vex, “and instruct my agents in the field to get more. If we are to follow Ms. Darnassy’s suggestion and consider this a red herring, however, that cannot be our primary focus. Counter-action against Justinian is obviously necessary, but we are constrained.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Eleanora said, thinking aloud. Gods, it was late; she was so damned tired. “The Throne cannot act directly against the Church without
  
   overwhelming
  
  evidence of malfeasance. Our evidence, though solid, might not be compelling enough, and anyway the need to protect Imperial secrets means we can’t even present it. Going for Justinian directly would create massive pushback from the cults, as well as the population in general. In the worst case, it could be the Enchanter Wars all over again.”
 

 
  “It is, of course, never my policy to do anything directly, your Majesty,” Vex said with a thin smile.
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat. “Our actions against the Church’s computer was designed to leave the connection open while destroying his ability to use it, at least temporarily. It may be possible to act through that.”
 

 
  “Rather than
  
   acting,”
  
  said Vex, “I suggest you see if you can gather more information through it. This matter with sylphreed is a great deal less sensitive than the systems which maintain the Hands. Using forbidden artifacts of the Elder Gods to terminate the Tirasian line of succession is a story that holds together—sensational, but plausible. If we can obtain
  
   evidence,
  
  we can quite possibly have Justinian deposed. The Sisterhood, the Guild, and the Veskers would back us, and those are the three who matter.” They were, he did not need to add, the three cults which had effectively overthrown the previous dynasty after it had used the Enchanter’s Bane on Athan’Khar.
 

 
  “That’s another thing,” said Eleanora, “and the thing which disturbs me. You said this change which added sylphreed to the system was done from Puna Dara. Ten years ago, and by someone more skilled in the system’s use than Justinian’s lackey. Now, he points to Punaji lands as the source of this new problem. I don’t believe in coincidence.”
 

 
  “If the Rust is something Justinian has been monitoring,” said Vex, “or possibly even something he created, the matter still hangs together neatly.”
 

 
  “But then why would their attack have been so much neater and more successful than what he has done now?” She shook her head. “Too many questions, not enough answers… Quentin, I am considering how much we can trust Elder Mylion. He was unsurprised to learn of Tellwyrn’s involvement, and from the moment she mentioned dryads, I have been thinking we might find elven representatives useful if we could find one trustworthy.”
 

 
  “I vetted Mylion as thoroughly as possible on short notice,” said Vex. “I am still in the process of investigating him comprehensively. I urge your Majesty to wait for the outcome of that before involving him in something
  
   this
  
  sensitive. At the least, that will give him more time to demonstrate his trustworthiness, or lack thereof.”
 

 
  “Sensible,” she agreed, nodding. “Which leaves us with the question of what to
  
   do
  
  about Justinian in the meantime.”
 

 
  “Indirect action of the sort that seems to be needed is normally my department,” he said with a grimace, “but matters are complicated by the current situation with the Hands. They will unavoidably learn of it if I enact a major campaign against the Church’s assets; then, inevitably, they will learn why. In their current state of instability, I shudder to think what they might do. If the Hands attack the Church…”
 

 
  “Yes, we’ve been over that,” she said wearily.
 

 
  “The Avatar arranged for me to have some of the Hands’ advantages,” Milanda reminded her. She was now staring at Eleanora with an intensity that made her uneasy. “Walker is doing most of the actual work through the computers; I may see what I can find down there that will enable me to come and go from the facility without having to go through the Palace. I know they have methods of teleportation; I’ve had to use one to get around.”
 

 
  “She is totally off the books,” Vex mused, “unknown to the Hands… Or at least, not known outside the context of his Majesty’s personal life. Which also creates the advantage of deniability if she is caught.”
 

 
  “Milanda has far too much on her plate already to wage a shadow war on Justinian,” Eleanora exclaimed.
 

 
  “Alone, certainly. But with some assets to leverage… She can investigate and possibly impair his operations in the city, perhaps even breach some of his facilities. In fact, I have just the thing: Panissar recently dumped three men in my lap who have ample experience keeping Imperial secrets, are not officially connected with the government, and are in fact in hiding at the moment.”
 

 
  “What?” Eleanora demanded. “Who?”
 

 
  The spymaster gave her a little smile. “Privates Finchley, Rook, and Moriarty, most recently stationed at Last Rock. If your Majesty has not been briefed, the short version is that the Hand currently out there threatened their safety to get at Tellwyrn, and they fled here, found a good lawyer, and got themselves discharged from the Army on the grounds of malfeasance by superior officers.”
 

 
  “Where would
  
   those three
  
  idiots get the money for a lawyer who could pull
  
   that
  
  off?”
 

 
  “That is officially a secret, which I have not deemed important enough to investigate directly, but given where they’ve been, I’d say either from Tellwyrn herself, Duchess Madouri, or Teal Falconer. Would you like me to find out?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she snapped. “And I cannot
  
   believe
  
  you are suggesting involving those characters in this, Quentin.”
 

 
  “They aren’t known to be especially competent,” he admitted. “Panissar had some godawful idea about involving them in my watch program over his Majesty, perish the thought. This is another matter, however. What’s most necessary here is their ability to keep a secret, and
  
   that
  
  much at least is proven. As for the rest… Ms. Darnassy will be the brains and heart of this operation, she simply needs more pairs of hands. And there is something to be said for cultivating expendable assets.”
 

 
  “Very well,” she said wearily. “Given the corner we’re in, it’s the least terrible idea we are likely to find. Proceed.”
 

 
  “Dryads,” Milanda said softly.
 

 
  Eleanora turned to her, frowning. “I beg your pardon?”
 

 
  “You mentioned Tellwyrn and dryads,” Milanda continued, still giving her that unnerving stare. “Implying that she mentioned them when she was here before.”
 

 
  The Empress frowned. “Yes?”
 

 
  “And it did not
  
   occur
  
  to you to mention the involvement of dryads to
  
   me
  
  before sending me down to where you knew they were?”
 

 
  Vex, face impassive, subtly shifted to face Milanda, idly tucking a hand into his coat pocket.
 

 
  “You’re right,” Eleanora said after a moment of tense silence. “That was a grave oversight. I apologize, Milanda. I’m very grateful no harm came to you because of it.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded curtly. “Fine. I will return below and investigate the possibilities of getting in and out of the facility directly, avoiding the Palace. I’ll return when I know something; that should give Lord Vex time to make arrangements of his own. And I devoutly hope that any further
  
   oversights
  
  will be due to the confusion of these trying times, and not because you personally don’t care for me, Eleanora. Considering what is at stake. Excuse me.”
 

 
  She turned and strode out of the room without waiting to be dismissed, shutting the door gently behind her.
 

 
  Eleanora stared at the doors for a long time after she was gone. “Quentin… When are things ever going to start becoming
  
   less
  
  complicated instead of
  
   more?”
  
 

 
  “Rest easy, your Majesty,” he said, smiling. “We’ll all be dead eventually.”
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  Dawn was just beginning to lighten the infirmary’s tall windows, barely noticed by the exhausted students within. Several of the group had split off after everyone had been treated for infernal exposure, but most of the sophomores were still nearby, standing or sitting on the beds (in Ruda’s case, stretched out and seemingly asleep), keeping quiet but maintaining a kind of vigil.
 

 
  Ravana’s roommates, having arrived only minutes before, kept a closer one.
 

 
  “You idiot,” Iris whispered. Maureen, Szith, and Scorn all looked over at her, the rest of the students being clustered a few beds away. “You smug, arrogant… Why would you do something like this? Dammit, what’s wrong with you!”
 

 
  “Iris, stop,” Szith said firmly, placing a hand on her shoulder. By the end of her tirade, she had raised her voice to a shout, prompting Miss Sunrunner to head in their direction, scowling. The healer paused, though, at a frantic gesture from Maureen.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  she did it on purpose,” Iris said, scrubbing tears from her face. “Thought she could do
  
   better
  
  than everyone, so she just…”
 

 
  “Yes.” Szith sighed, and squeezed her shoulder gently. “Yes, and I should have been watching her for something like this.”
 

 
  “It’s not
  
   your
  
  fault,” Iris snorted, glaring down at Ravana, who appeared to be sleeping quite peacefully. “Nobody did this to herself but
  
   her!”
  
 

 
  “An’ the Sleeper,” Maureen said quietly. “Don’t forget him.”
 

 
  “The Sleeper will pay for all of this,” Scorn growled.
 

 
  “My mother served for many years as a personal bodyguard to a noble of House An’sadarr,” Szith said. “They have a certain…psychology. I don’t believe Ravana meant any harm, but this…belief…she has, that she is both smarter than everyone, and responsible and
  
   entitled
  
  to do what she thinks no one else can do properly, which is everything…” She sighed, shook her head. “Drow, human, apparently some things are the same everywhere. My mother has always told me that watching over a noble means protecting them from themselves as much as from their enemies.”
 

 
  “You smug idiot,” Iris growled at Ravana. She lunged forward at the sleeping girl, prompting the others to try to grab her, but Iris simply folded her arms on the bed beside Ravana and buried her face in them.
 

 
  “Well.” Maureen hopped down from the bed and went over to Scorn, who was only a few feet distant, but that still made a bit of a walk for her. Smiling, she patted the demon on the knee. “I’m sorry you’re stuck on this plane an’ all, Scorn, but truth be told, it’s at times like this I’m glad t’have you here with us.”
 

 
  Scorn sighed softly, then smiled briefly at the gnome before her expression stilled again. “I can go home any time,” she said.
 

 
  Szith looked over at her in surprise, and Iris lifted her head. “But I thought…”
 

 
  “Me getting here, that is what was impossible in the first place. But I’ve studied this world, and thought about the situation… The hellgates, they are all under Imperial control, yes? But that means just that it is known where they all are. And the Empire, I think they will not be sad to see me leave.” She shrugged. “I bet, if they wanted to be difficult, Professor Tellwyrn could get them to let me through a gate. Then… In Hell, most things either honor the Rhaazke or do not challenge us, and I can avoid everything else. Eventually I could find other Rhaazke, or at least forces who follow the Dark Lady who can bring me to Rhaazke.
  
   They
  
  could bring me to a portal to the Grey Planes. Then… Getting back to my home would be a matter just of walking. It would be an
  
   adventure,
  
  but more a long one than a dangerous one, at least for me. I can go.”
 

 
  Scorn very gently placed a hand on Ravana’s forehead, brushing back her blonde hair. The demon’s hand seemed large enough to crush the girl’s skull, its short claws and mottled skin a stark contrast with the young aristocrat’s porcelain complexion.
 

 
  “But here… I am learning things. Getting education which will make me a more worthy successor when my mother needs one. And… I have friends, here. Someday I will have to leave friends behind, and that will be a sad day. But I don’t want to, yet. And right now, I
  
   can’t.”
  
  She stroked Ravana’s hair again. “Not while friends need my help. Especially since I need to wait for one to wake up so I can yell at her.”
 

 
  Iris emitted a faint huff of breath, a noise that might have become a laugh if given time to grow. “It’s a date. We’ll have to form a line.”
 

 
  The infirmary door swung open, prompting everyone to look in that direction. Immediately, several of the sophomores straightened up, Ruda lifting her head, and then swinging her legs over the side of her bed to sit upright with a grunt. It was Toby who stepped forward, bringing himself nearly even with Ravana’s bed, to address her.
 

 
  “We failed, Professor.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded briefly at him, before returning her attention to the infirmary’s newest permanent resident. “I’ve heard an accounting already. Fedora and Rafe are in the latter’s lab, processing evidence.”
 

 
  “Evidence?” Teal asked. “What evidence did they
  
   find?”
  
 

 
  “Apparently that’s still somewhat up in the air,” the Professor said, sounding as weary as they felt. “Hopefully something useful. Ingvar and the dryads—all
  
   three
  
  dryads, the gods help us—are loitering outside the lab, catching up. I got more answers out of Ingvar than everyone else combined, thus far. She’s just like the others, Taowi?”
 

 
  “Not quite,” Miss Sunrunner said, her lips pinched in an expression of disapproval. “You’re in good time, Arachne; I just finished applying the alchemical purgative before these girls arrived. Ravana had been dosed with Nightmare’s Dream. As she is trapped in a state of sleep, I made
  
   especially
  
  sure to expunge all alchemical agents from her bloodstream.”
 

 
  “Wait, she what?” Maureen asked. “Whassat, then?”
 

 
  “Madouri, you insufferable little…” Tellwyrn trailed off, closing her eyes, and drew a deep breath. “Nightmare’s Dream is a potion. An illegal one, as it is used chiefly as an instrument of
  
   torture.
  
  It causes the imbiber to experience excruciating pain if they fall asleep.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Gabriel whispered, staring aghast at Ravana from across the room.
 

 
  “We are fairly sure the Sleeper didn’t apply it,” Miss Sunrunner said sourly, “but that Miss Madouri herself did. How she
  
   acquired
  
  such a thing, I’ve no idea. Admestus denies having supplied either the potion or any of the necessary ingredients.”
 

 
  “It would surprise me if she had
  
   not
  
  inherited that and worse from her father,” Szith noted.
  
   “She
  
  has supplied
  
   Rafe
  
  with hellhound breath, let us not forget. There is no telling what else lies in House Madouri’s vaults.”
 

 
  “Oh, quite,” Tellwyrn agreed, glaring down at Ravana. “It wasn’t a bad idea, strategically speaking. It is
  
   very
  
  hard to knock someone out magically while they’re in pain; you need drugs for that. Clever, reckless, and utterly typical of this particular ingenious little fool.”
 

 
  “And I thought the
  
   Sleeper
  
  was bad,” Ruda breathed. “What kind of goat-fucking lunatic…”
 

 
  “It seems to have worked, at least at first,” said Shaeine. “We heard her screaming in obvious pain before we arrived on the scene.”
 

 
  “Bloody hell,” Maureen choked.
 

 
  “Uh, Professor?” Gabriel said hesitantly. “I don’t know how many bushy-tailed people there are in Sifan, but I think you brought back the wrong one…”
 

 
  Everyone shifted their focus to the figure trying to hide behind Tellwyrn. This was a lost cause; despite being considerably shorter than she, he was at least twice as broad.
 

 
  The elf grimaced, turned and spoke a few rapid words in Sifanese. The fluffy banded tail sticking out from behind the level of her knees quivered once, and then what appeared to be an overweight, gnome-sized raccoon wearing a monk’s robes stepped out, bowed to the room, and chattered several soft sentences in the same language.
 

 
  “This is Maru,” Tellwyrn said dourly. “He is pleased to meet you all and looks forward to working with you. Since assigning Crystal to the library I’ve been feeling the lack of a secretary, anyway, so…here we are.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” Miss Sunrunner said, staring at the new arrival, “would I be correct in inferring that your new secretary does not speak Tanglish?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “Yeah, well, he owes me a favor. And when I find myself
  
   satisfied
  
  with its repayment, he’s got worse coming to him back home, so Maru’s incentive here is not toward competence, anyway. That aside, tanuki tend to be puckish even by fairy standards. I have a great deal of mislaid correspondence to look forward to, I suspect.”
 

 
  “About your mission…?” Teal prompted.
 

 
  “Kaisa is not coming back,” Tellwyrn said shortly. “You kids…did the best you could. Even if you didn’t capture the Sleeper, the effort wasn’t wasted. It seems you’ve learned quite a bit; Fedora was eager as a kid at Wildfeast to tell me all he’s discovered, but I figured it could wait till he and Admestus have finished playing with their alchemy set. I’ll hear reports from
  
   you
  
  lot, as well, but…
  
   after
  
  you’ve had some sleep. The lot of you resemble the leftovers too mangled for Death to bother to take.”
 

 
  “Vestrel would like you to know she resents that,” said Gabriel, then paused. “…and I’m supposed to repeat something in elvish which I can barely pronounce and
  
   refuse
  
  to try because I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure it’s—”
 

 
  “Shut up, Arquin.”
 

 
  “Gladly, thank you.”
 

 
  “Taowi,” Tellwyrn said, turning to the healer, “there is nothing you can do for these kids until we get some answers about this curse. As soon as Stew and Harland finish cleansing and fixing up the area this lot demolished last night, I’m going to set them to work on the campus chapel.”
 

 
  “You’re moving the victims there?” Sunrunner asked quietly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “It doesn’t see a lot of use anyway. Stew can re-purpose the pews as comfortable beds, and nobody alive can match Harland Harklund’s skill at divine wards. At bare minimum it’ll keep them safe from more infernomancy; I’m hoping, now we know for
  
   certain
  
  this is a warlock, just keeping them there may erode the curse over time.”
 

 
  “Very well,” she agreed, nodding. “Let me know when they’re ready to be—”
 

 
  “I trust even
  
   you
  
  can appreciate the seriousness of this.”
 

 
  Several of them jumped, Ruda cursing, and Maru actually yelped and bounded onto an unoccupied bed. The black-coated Hand of the Emperor now stood next to Iris, who skittered away from him. He lifted his stare from Ravana’s prone form to glare at Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “This is the sitting governor of Tiraan Province itself, now lying cursed because
  
   you
  
  were off gallivanting in Sifan rather than protecting your students. This is more than I can overlook, Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “I bet if you tried
  
   real
  
  hard you could manage not to stick yourself into this and make it worse,” she said. Several of the students exchanged nervous glances; there was a dull weariness in Tellwyrn’s voice now, quite unlike her usual acidic demeanor, and under the circumstances it was more than a little alarming.
 

 
  “I will be sending back to the capital for more assistance,” the Hand said, with just enough vindictive relish to be clear in his tone. “A
  
   thorough
  
  review of your educational practices is now necessary, Tellwyrn. I suggest you clean house
  
   quickly,
  
  if you intend to. There will not be much more time.”
 

 
  “You can review whatever the hell you like, nothing around here is going to change in response to your orders,” she said flatly.
 

 
  He bristled. “Must I
  
   remind
  
  you that I speak for the Emperor himself?”
 

 
  “Glad we understand each other.”
 

 
  The infirmary door opened again, and a student stuck her head in. “Miss Sunrunner, did you see—oh, thank flip, Professor Tellwyrn! I’ve been looking all over for you.”
 

 
  “It’s not even
  
   dawn,”
  
  Tellwyrn complained. “Why am I
  
   already
  
  surrounded by whining and demands? Miss Darke, I am
  
   busy.”
  
  She jerked her head at the Hand, who simply folded his arms and looked supercilious.
 

 
  “Okay, I’ll let you decide if this is worth it,” Marjorie Darke said, edging carefully into the room. “You’ve got a visitor. Um, another one.”
 

 
  “At
  
   this
  
  hour?” Miss Sunrunner said disapprovingly.
 

 
  The door swung the rest of the way open, revealing the guest, and immediately the remaining sophomores and Scorn leaped to their feet.
 

 
  “I do apologize for the hour,” Embras Mogul said, tipping his hat politely, “but it seems you’ve been gone from the campus until just now, and I am in
  
   rather
  
  a hurry to have this done with.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  do you want?” Gabriel snarled.
 

 
  “Nothing to do with you, my young friend,” Mogul said kindly. “Take a seat, son, you look half-dead.”
 

 
  “He, uh, claims to be the leader of the Black Wreath,” Marjorie said helpfully.
 

 
  “He is,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Iris, don’t even
  
   think
  
  about it. I can still
  
   hear
  
  you thinking about it; desist. And you.” She whipped a golden saber out of nowhere and pointed it at Mogul. “Answer the paladin’s question, and pray you answer it well enough to satisfy me.”
 

 
  “My apologies for interrupting what seems a very interesting conversation,” Mogul said, pulling his left hand from behind his back; it was holding a large bag which appeared to be made from lizard skin, and was squirming faintly. “Truthfully I want nothing here at all, but I was directed to deliver this to Schkhurrankh, here. I want you to know, Professor, I thought very seriously about just chucking it into a hellgate, rather than pluck your strings any further, to say nothing of being reduced my own self to the status of delivery boy. But getting
  
   mail
  
  from across two dimensional bridges is a thing entirely without precedent. It seemed to me there’d be more trouble than any of us needs if it failed to arrive.”
 

 
  He tossed the packaged in Scorn’s direction, prompting both Iris and Maureen to dive out of the way, and Szith to draw her sword. Scorn caught it, though, staring.
 

 
  “What is this?” she demanded.
 

 
  He shrugged. “I didn’t open it. Unless I was deceived, it’s apparently from your mother.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  several people chorused incredulously.
 

 
  Scorn was already ripping open the top of the package, and in the next moment further conversation was stifled by her squeal. None of them had ever heard her
  
   squeal
  
  before; the sound was distinctly terrifying. She thrust one hand into the bag and pulled out a charred wedge of some black, sticky substance which smoked faintly. “Cookies! My
  
   favorite!”
  
  As they all stared in horror, the “cookie” sprouted three misshapen insectile legs, which waved languidly. She thrust it at Iris, who clapped a hand over her mouth, not quite stifling a retch. “Here, try!”
 

 
  “We simply could not,” Szith said quickly. “Those are a gift from a mother to a daughter far from home. It would be very wrong for anyone else to partake.”
 

 
  “So very, very wrong,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “You.” Tellwyrn pointed at Mogul, who had started to turn back toward the door. “You can get things from the Rhaazke dimension. Can you get me some hellhound breath?”
 

 
  He coughed. “Uh, Professor… That is expressly forbidden by the Lady. Also, consider how many months it took for
  
   this
  
  to get through after we sent word to Scorn’s mother in the first place—and it seems she is quite highly placed down there. She’d have to be, to make this happen. Not to mention, or mention
  
   again
  
  as I said it in the first place, that
  
   nothing like this has ever happened before.
  
  No, I am genuinely sorry to have to say it, but I cannot get you hellhound breath.”
 

 
  Scorn was already munching her second treat, and avidly reading from the next object she’d taken from the bag: a scroll of pale leather, covered with cramped, spidery script in blue ink.
 

 
  “And on top of
  
   everything
  
  else,” the Hand whispered, “open traffic with the Black Wreath. I’m afraid you leave me no choice, Tellwyrn. As of this moment, this University and all its holdings are—”
 

 
  “Boy, you picked the
  
   wrong
  
  day,” the archmage announced, pointing a finger at him.
 

 
  The
  
   pop
  
  which resounded was louder than her usual teleportation, and accompanied this time by a visible blue sparkle of arcane magic. The Hand vanished.
 

 
  “What did you
  
   do?”
  
  Gabriel screeched. “That was a
  
   Hand of the Emperor!
  
  Where
  
   is
  
  he?!”
 

 
  “Suffering,” Tellwyrn stated, turning back to Mogul. “You made me an offer some time ago, Mogul. Is it still good?”
 

 
  Slowly, the warlock nodded. “I didn’t place a time limit on it, as I’m sure you recall. Something I can do for you, Professor?”
 

 
  “Maybe. It remains to be seen.” She stepped aside, gesturing at the still form of Ravana. “You’re here…have a look. Tell me whatever you can about this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Kapa’a set down his fishing pole at the first hum of magic over the stone dais which stood on the shore. This was why he always came
  
   here
  
  to fish, though it wasn’t the best fishing spot by far; he so loved being there to greet the new arrivals when they came.
 

 
  Blue magic flashed along the grooves carved into the dais, and with a soft retort of displaced air, a man appeared. He was of average height and middle age, balding and with craggy features, dressed all in black completely with a long coat.
  
   That
  
  would have to go, or he’d never survive in this climate. Like they all did immediately upon arriving, he spun, gaping this way and that in shock.
 

 
  Kapa’a stood upon his rock, threw his arms wide, and bellowed the traditional greeting.
 

 
  “Welcome, hapless traveler! Welcome, to the Dread Kingdom of Suffering!”
 

 
  The new arrival stared at him in silence for a long moment, taking in his bare chest, broad grin, and fishing pole, then turned more slowly, studying his new surroundings in detail.
 

 
  They were on the seashore, serenaded by the sound of waves and the calling of gulls. It was mid-morning, delightfully warm but not yet hot. White sands stretched away to either side, and the ocean to all horizons to the east and south; half a mile out to sea, the towering sentinel rocks stood, carved with massive runes whose blue glow was barely visible in the cloudless sunlight. Northwest, the land steadily climbed to the green-clad mountain, growing ever steeper until its very peak. Greenery rose all the way to the top, now; it had been a good number of years since the volcano had so much as grumbled.
 

 
  The very air smelled of flowers.
 

 
  “Where?” the new arrival demanded finally.
 

 
  “The Dread Kingdom of Suffering!” Kapa’a boomed, feeling his delighted grin widen. “Land of despair and torment, ruled over by its most terrible and malignant queen, her Despicable Majesty Arachne Tellwyrn!” He finally lowered his arms, and laughed aloud. “Didn’t know she was the monarch of a sovereign nation, didja? It’s a surprise to everybody.”
 

 
  The man gaped at him.
 

 
  “Yeah, it’ll take some getting used to, friend, but don’t worry! You’re in good hands.” He hopped down from his rock, wading easily through the surf back toward the shoreline. “C’mon down from there—head for the steps on that side, if you don’t wanna get your clothes wet. And you really might want to lose the coat. Take your time, friend, there’s no rush! I’ll show you ’round!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “The sea provides fish,” Kapa’a explained some time later, leading his flummoxed new neighbor slowly up the winding path through the village. They had already been effusively greeted by the other inhabitants; the man in black now wore several necklaces of flowers draped around his shoulders and chest, placed there by smiling girls, but after the initial excitement they had withdrawn to let the newcomer adjust in peace; they were accustomed to the routine by now. He seemed to be less disconcerted than many upon their first arrival. “On the island itself, there are deer, wild pigs, and fowl, plenty of each for everybody! Lots of fruit trees, too. Plus, we have gardens for whatever doesn’t grow wild.” He stooped without pausing and scooped up a handful of dirt from the side of the path, letting it trail through his fingers. “Volcanic soil. There’s basically
  
   nothing
  
  we can’t grow. There are two seasons in Suffering: pleasantly warm and dry, and pleasantly warm and rainy. We have no wars, no native diseases and
  
   very
  
  skilled healers to deal with whatever the guests bring. Not everybody even needs a job, the land provides so well. My friend, you have arrived in paradise itself!”
 

 
  “You picked an odd name for it,” said the man, who had yet to offer his own name.
 

 
  Kapa’a didn’t prompt him, simply answering with a grin. “Ah, and there you come to it. For the longest time, the only problem we faced, here, was people who wanted to come
  
   take
  
  this place from us. Oh, and the mountain exploding; that happened from time to time. The Lady takes care of all that, now. The name was
  
   her
  
  idea; the Dread Kingdom of Suffering is protected behind the sentinel stones, which keep us…
  
   apart
  
  from the world. Only one ship ever comes here, with her blessing, piloted by the Ferryman of Eternal Night, Karen.”
 

 
  The man in black stopped, frowning at him. “Did you say Charon?”
 

 
  “Karen,” Kapa’a enunciated. “Sweet girl, you’ll like her. She’s a
  
   weird
  
  sort of critter, though; some kind of fairy. I think she used to be a dryad. Oh, we have one of those, too! Coconut lives up there on the mountain. We pretend to think she’s a goddess and send her offerings; when she gets bored, she’ll come down to one of the villages and pretend to answer prayers, and they hold a feast in her honor. It’s all in good fun.”
 

 
  “You said there’s a ship?” the man in black said impatiently.
 

 
  “Yes, Karen’s ferry,” Kapa’a nodded, setting off again. The new arrival followed after a moment. “The only vessel which can travel between the worlds. Or…across the shield, or however it works, I dunno from magic. And the only coin Karen takes is memory. I’m afraid that means all your memories of your time in the Dread Kingdom are lost when you return…except its name. You must go back with only the knowledge that you spent time in the Kingdom of Suffering. There ferry’s due in a few weeks! In the meantime, hunt, fish, play around with the neighbors! Tonight, we’ll hold a feast in your honor! Well, honestly, we would probably have held a feast anyway; we do most nights. But it’s so much better when there’s a reason, don’t you think?”
 

 
  
   “Weeks?”
  
  the man said plaintively. “I am a Hand of the Emperor—I must return home
  
   immediately!”
  
 

 
  Kapa’a raised his eyebrows. “Friend, the ferry comes twice a year. If you’re in a hurry, you’re in
  
   great
  
  luck. A few weeks is nothing. And who knows? You may decide not to go back at all! Quite a few don’t.”
 

 
  The Hand snarled savagely and kicked at an inoffensive clump of grass, which Kapa’a watched without judgment. He had observed far worse tantrums from new arrivals. “This is intolerable! I’ll see that horrible witch strangled, so help me!”
 

 
  “You can always leave her a strongly worded note,” Kapa’a suggested, pointing. The Hand followed his arm, which directed his gaze up the hill to a half-collapsed ruin of a house, choked by weeds and surrounded by orange trees. “That’s her place over there.”
 

 
  The newcomer stared. “…you’re joking.”
 

 
  “Truthfully we’d like to tidy up a bit,” Kapa’a explained, “but the Lady hates it when people mess with her things. So…there it is. I really would leave it alone if I were you, though. The last fellow who went in there ended up with a broken leg.”
 

 
  “Booby-trapped her own home.” The Hand sneered disdainfully. “Typical.”
 

 
  “Oh, nothing like that,” Kapa’a said lightly. “The floor’s rotten. He fell right through.”
 

 
  “What does
  
   she
  
  get from all this?” the Hand demanded. “The magic you’re describing, keeping a whole island nation physically isolated from the world… It’s not unprecedented, but the scale and the complexity are
  
   staggering!
  
  Does she do all this just to have a private vacation spot?”
 

 
  “Nah,” Kapa’a said cheerfully, waving away the thought. “She just likes having a handy place where she can send people and be sure she won’t have to deal with ’em again for up to six months.”
 

 
  The Hand stared at him.
 

 
  “Are you telling me,” he said slowly, “that woman worked one of the largest and most elaborate enchantments known to man, upended the history and culture of an entire nation—”
 

 
  “Did us a huge favor, really, especially the part where she hardly ever shows up. We don’t need any kings or lords in Suffering; the chiefs take care of what needs taking care of. And not much of that. Mostly, everybody minds their own business.”
 

 
  “And all this,” the Hand said shrilly, “just so she could
  
   inconvenience
  
  people who
  
   annoy
  
  her?!”
 

 
  Solemnly, Kapa’a reached out to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Friend…clearly, you met the lady. Tell me, which part of that
  
   surprises
  
  you?”
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  The lights were on when they entered. It was just like opening up the security hub for the first time; after Milanda instructed that the lockdown be ended in this room, it had remained sealed for a few minutes while the sub-OS did some housekeeping tasks, and when the door finally opened, the space was bright and clear of dust and any decay. It was also full of junk. Unlike the more chaotic assortment of things strewn about the security hub, though, this was mostly large crates and canisters, and several upright racks which held neat rows of devices she couldn’t identify behind glass. Well, probably not glass, but something transparent. More to the point, this was
  
   organized.
  
  There was fairly little space left to maneuver, but what remained were neat aisles between boxes that led to the room’s various necessary functions. The crates and racks themselves were stacked neatly, clearly according to a plan.
 

 
  “If we’re going to keep opening things up,” Walker observed, following Milanda into the teleport array, “we may want to re-activate that Caretaker unit. He can clean and organize things more efficiently than we. Not to mention more safely. They’re programmed to handle just about anything the Order would have used.”
 

 
  Milanda paused, turning to look back at her with an upraised eyebrow. “He?”
 

 
  Walker shrugged, still peering around the room. “They’re sexless, obviously, but it was conventional to call them ‘he.’ Sort of like how ships are considered feminine. You could call it anything you want, I suppose.”
 

 
  The chamber itself was smaller and laid out differently than the security hub. Square in shape, it had walls of a dark material rather than the mithril and steel of which the hub was constructed, though it was supported by angled struts of some gray metal with a matte finish. A square space opened off the door itself, most of it obscured by orderly stacks of crates, with a row of consoles along the left. To the front and right, short flights of stairs rose to small balconies flanking the room on those sides. Directly ahead of the door were a series of doors just like the one which led to the dryads’ little planet—the gravitical isolation chamber, according to Walker—and on the right stood a large, flat pad, as Milanda discovered upon ascending to that level. These doors, unlike the one to the GIC, were inert.
 

 
  “Milanda.”
 

 
  At Walker’s tone, she turned. The fairy had lifted the lid of a crate, and was staring into it. After a moment, she set the lid aside and turned to one of the vertical racks, studying it for a few seconds before touching its control panel. One of the transparent walls immediately slid upward with a soft hiss, granting her access to the objects within.
 

 
  “What is it?” Milanda asked, stepping back down to join her.
 

 
  “These are weapons,” Walker said, pulling one of the things out of the rack. Except for its angled grip of black material, attached to an obvious trigger mechanism, it was made of a glossy white material, with details of black and chrome. About as long as her own forearm, it had a padded butt meant to rest against the user’s shoulder and a small nozzle on the other end. “The crate has extra power packs and replacement components. I think…these are
  
   all
  
  weapons, and accouterments for them. The crates all match, and this room was organized.”
 

 
  “Ah…” Milanda watched warily as Walker hefted the alleged weapon to her shoulder, sighting along it at the teleport pad above. Not sense letting the creature out of her cell had she been so keenly aware that she was dealing with something ancient, which had no reason to think well of her and the government she represented. “How likely is all this to explode, do you think?”
 

 
  “Not very,” Walker said with a shrug, carefully hanging the weapon back on the rack with its fellows. Milanda relaxed, feeling tension she hadn’t noticed dissipate. “I’ve mentioned this before, but the Infinite Order were utterly paranoid. All firearms were gene-locked; only authorized servants would be able to fire them. In anyone else’s hands, they are totally inert. There are no authorized servants left alive, and nobody who can add authorizations, so these…all of these…are so much dead weight. As for exploding, they don’t really do that unless maliciously mishandled. For instance, if someone tried to tamper with them to get around the gene-lock.”
 

 
  Milanda breathed a sigh of relief. “Small favors. Oh, but… What about the people asleep, down by the hangar bay?”
 

 
  Walker gave her a sardonic look. “I guess we can add something to our list of reasons
  
   not
  
  to wake them up.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite.”
 

 
  “Random junk thrown in the security hub, armaments stacked in the teleport array.” Walker absently rubbed her palms together, peering around. “What the
  
   hell
  
  happened in this place?”
 

 
  “I need to fetch a clock, next time I’m up above,” Milanda muttered. “I don’t even know how long I slept. What with one thing and another, my rhythms are
  
   completely
  
  thrown off.”
 

 
  Walker gave her an amused look, then turned to the nearby console. “Computer, display clock. Local time.”
 

 
  Obligingly, the screen lit up with numbers. Apparently, it was just shy of noon.
 

 
  “Oh. Well, that’s nifty. Also explains why I’m hungry…”
 

 
  “The fabricators in the barracks kitchen can take care of that,” Walker said, grinning faintly. “Try not to get too lost in the menu choices. Oh, and don’t order sushi. Those things
  
   cannot
  
  do it right.”
 

 
  “I will keep that in mind,” Milanda murmured, turning to pull the lid off another crate and peer within. None of the objects it contained were meaningful to her.
 

 
  “As an amusing footnote, this planet’s day length and orbital period are just
  
   slightly
  
  longer than Earth’s. They established a local calendar for years, but as far as hours and seconds went, they simply adjusted the measurements to match the planet, rather than try to compute days that were twenty four and about a third of an hour long. Naturally, that meant they had to reconfigure all their technology, but apparently that was the easier option.”
 

 
  “Increasingly, they just sound…insane.”
 

 
  “They were pretty idiosyncratic right from the star, even before going power-mad.” She paused in the middle of examining one of the consoles, then turned to Milanda, who was gently rummaging through the crate now that she’d been assured nothing in it was actively dangerous. “And on the subject of power-madness, I have been thinking.”
 

 
  “Oh, dear.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, you’re very amusing. In seriousness… What do you plan to do about all this? The technology around you would have an incalculable impact on your civilization if you began disseminating it.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   very
  
  grateful not to be the one making such decisions,” Milanda said fervently.
 

 
  “Aren’t you?” Walker kept talking while she climbed to the upper level, inspecting the teleporters. “After all…here you are. You came down here to learn what had gone wrong with the Hands and fix it. Now, in the middle of that, you’ve apparently stopped and changed course to exacting revenge on the Archpope.”
 

 
  “That analysis is wrong twice,” Milanda said with a sigh. “This is an unavoidable delay, not a change of goals. We are
  
   still
  
  going to repair or replace the system; the Hands in their current state are a constant hazard. I’ll need to go see the Avatar about that, because it will apparently require the dryads’ help. But also, this is not about revenge. Justinian has adapted to circumstances; he hasn’t abandoned
  
   his
  
  goals, either. Shutting his…hacker…out of the system slowed him down, but it hasn’t ended the threat. We can’t fix the system and make sure it
  
   stays
  
  fixed unless his capacity to interfere is permanently disabled.”
 

 
  “You’re talking about war on the Church, you know. That won’t be
  
   permanently disabled
  
  until everyone who knew about it, save the Archpope himself, is dead or in your custody.”
 

 
  “And that is why I wanted you to destroy their equipment, not block the connection,” Milanda said with no small relish, slowly turning an inscrutable silver object from the crate over in her hands. “The next move is ours, despite what he thinks, and I intend to head his efforts off
  
   before
  
  his new plan can materialize. Obviously, that will require—”
 

 
  
   “Freeze!”
  
 

 
  
  
  She did so, shifting only her eyes. Walker was standing at the rail of the balcony, staring down at her with obvious alarm. Moving slowly, she began descending the steps, hands held out as if afraid Milanda would bolt.
 

 
  “Do. Not. Move. Not a
  
   finger.”
  
 

 
  Milanda parted her lips to ask what was wrong, but thought better of it. Walker approached her and slowly, with extreme care, reached for the silvery cylinder in her hands. She first lifted Milanda’s finger from the switch positioned near its middle, then carefully took the thing from her. Only when she had stepped back did she let out a sigh of relief.
 

 
  That was somewhat startling to see, and highlighted the fact that she didn’t usually breathe at all.
 

 
  “Okay,” she said weakly. “We’re all right.”
 

 
  “What
  
   happened?”
  
  Milanda asked in a squeak. “What
  
   is
  
  that?”
 

 
  “This,” Walker said distastefully, holding up the cylinder in one hand, “is
  
   not
  
  gene-locked. These were only carried by ceremonial guards. It’s rigged to
  
   explode
  
  if found to be in the wrong hands, because the melodramatic idiots who issued these damned things to their servants had no sense of restraint or perspective.”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   bomb?”
  
  Milanda asked shrilly.
 

 
  Walker shook her head. “Only a member of the Order could issue that command. Unless Scyllith or Naiya
  
   greatly
  
  surprise me with a sudden display of attentiveness, that’s not about to happen. No, Milanda, at issue was that it
  
   isn’t
  
  gene-locked, and you were pointing it at your face, with your finger on the activator.”
 

 
  Milanda gulped heavily. “Oh. Well, um,
  
   thank
  
  you, then.”
 

 
  “You are welcome.”
 

 
  “What
  
   does
  
  it do?”
 

 
  Walker sighed again, gave the device an oddly contemptuous look, and pressed the switch with her thumb.
 

 
  A loud
  
   hiss
  
  sounded, and a shaft of blue light about a yard long sprang from the tip of the cylinder, then remained rather than shooting further. Once activated, it put off a deep, powerful hum, the noise suggesting an enormous amount of energy coursing through the thing. Walker carefully waved it back and forth, and the pitch of its humming shifted as it moved through the air.
 

 
  Milanda frowned, belatedly making sense of the arrangement. The cylinder was a handle, and the light…
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   sword?”
  
 

 
  “It’s a sword,” Walker confirmed, still staring at it. She took two steps to the side, and casually swept it against the heavy lid currently lying ajar atop the nearest crate.
 

 
  Its corner was sliced off as if it were paper. Where the energy blade passed through it, a rim of angrily glowing metal remained, melting further even as it cooled.
 

 
  Milanda gulped again. “Oh. I didn’t realize the Order’s servants fought with swords.”
 

 
  “They didn’t,” Walker said acerbically. “These will cut virtually any
  
   solid
  
  matter save mithril, but were useless against either energy shields or directed energy weapons, which made them…useless. They were, as I said, ceremonial. And the ceremonial guards who
  
   carried
  
  them suffered an alarming rate of attrition from self-inflicted dismemberment. Mostly due to the fencing bouts their masters demanded they perform. I am proud to say Naiya never wasted time or resources on such idiocy.”
 

 
  “Idiocy
  
   indeed,”
  
  Milanda said disbelievingly. “Of all the… They wanted their guards to
  
   play around
  
  with them? I can
  
   hear
  
  how dangerous that thing is from way over here!”
 

 
  “Actually, funny story,” Walker said with a smile. “The technology that produces energy blades is highly efficient. No excess glowing or buzzing. This has extra machinery in the hilt to produce the light and sound effects.” She pressed the switch again, and the blade deactivated with an apparently gratuitous hiss.
 

 
  Milanda actually clapped a hand to her head. “I don’t
  
   understand
  
  the mentality of these people. Why,
  
   why
  
  would they do something so destructive and
  
   completely pointless?!”
  
 

 
  Walker shrugged, carefully laying the sword back in its crate. “They were the Infinite Order. You ask why? For the first hundred years, the answer was ‘for science,’ and thereafter, ‘who’s going to stop us?’” She shook her head and paced back over to the terminals. “Anyway. The facility seems active; these would be displaying a warning if the teleporters were broken, instead of being in normal standby mode.”
 

 
  “All right, then,” Milanda said, following her, then cleared her throat. “Computer! Activate facility exterior sensors! Was that right?” she added in a lower tone.
 

 
  Walker gave her a little smile. “Just fine.”
 

 
  Further conversation was forestalled by the computer’s chime of acknowledgment.
  
   “Facility physical sensors offline.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Walker frowned. “What? Why?”
 

 
  Nothing happened. Walker rolled her eyes, then looked expectantly at Milanda, who grinned.
 

 
  “Computer, diagnose the problem with the sensors.”
 

 
  
   “All physical sensor apparatus were manually disconnected by order of
  
  REDACTED.
  
   Manual reconnection required to resume operation.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Walker shook her head slowly. “The mystery deepens. I’m growing curious enough about what happened to this place I may just summon a god and ask them.”
 

 
  “You can summon a god of the Pantheon?” Milanda asked, fascinated.
 

 
  The fairy gave her a wry half-smile. “Well…not directly. But if you make enough of a ruckus and survive long enough, one will eventually show up. They’re fairly reliable in that regard.”
 

 
  “Right. Let’s consider that Plan B. For now, what are our options? Computer, how can we manually reconnect the sensors?”
 

 
  
   “Physical repair is necessary at maintenance access points.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Walker was already shaking her head again. “No good. We really will have to fire up the Caretaker now; he’s the only one who can do that kind of engineering. I’m not skilled in such detailed work, and you certainly aren’t. In the meantime…” She frowned thoughtfully. “Hmm. See if it will connect to transcension fields. Naiya deliberately disabled the one linking the Order’s facilities, but this
  
   should
  
  be able to link to others directly. And we know there are at least four still in operation.”
 

 
  “Right. Computer! See if you can connect to any active transcension fields.”
 

 
  
   “Working.”
  
  After a short pause, it chimed again.
  
   “Four transcension fields active at sufficient power to form a connection. Personal fields of User Scyllith and User Naiya. Unidentified transcension field. Unidentified transcension field.”
  
 

 
  “So the arcane
  
   was
  
  made after the Order fell,” Walker mused. “Otherwise, it’d recognize it…”
 

 
  Milanda glanced at her, but continued speaking to the computer. “Can you gather sensor data directly through the transcension fields?”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Walker said with a smile.
 

 
  
   “Working. Affirmative. Both authorized fields enable direct data acquisition.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Hmm…” Walker gave Milanda a thoughtful look. “It might be best to use one of the others. I prefer not to accidentally draw the attention of a surviving Elder God.”
 

 
  Milanda noted that this was the first time Walker had referred to members of the Infinite Order that way. “People use their magic all the time without calling them down.”
 

 
  “Not from a designated Infinite Order facility, they don’t. Either of them would know
  
   exactly
  
  what that connection was and what it meant. Their consciousness
  
   may
  
  be too diffuse at this point for it to matter, but…that’s a risk.”
 

 
  “Fair enough. Computer! Try to connect to one of the other active fields.”
 

 
  
   “Authorization required. Please see the system administrator for clearance.”
  
 

 
  Walker sighed. “Apparently there’s a limit to how much monkeying around it will tolerate without getting actual Order permission.”
 

 
  “Seems like an arbitrary limit.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said irritably, “as is most of what they did. Very well… If we must, try Naiya’s. I can’t say she’s less erratic than Scyllith at this point, but she’s not cruel or gratuitously destructive.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s encouraging,” Milanda muttered. “Nothing else for it, I guess. Computer! Connect directly to Naiya’s transcension field.”
 

 
  
   “Attempting connection. Working.”
  
 

 
  Walker and Milanda looked nervously at each other.
 

 
  
   “Working.”
  
 

 
  “Should it take this long?”
 

 
  Walker shrugged. “I’ve never seen this done, Milanda. Last time I used computers like these, they had their own dedicated transcension field. This isn’t normal operation.”
 

 
  
   “Connection established. Warning: Transcension field eighty-two percent deviant from recorded values. Connection unstable. Would you like to optimize the connection?”
  
 

 
  “What would that entail, exactly?”
 

 
  She had been asking Walker, but the computer answered.
 

 
  
   “Narrowing the accessible energy spectrum and activating additional security protocols will result in a stable and secure connection at the cost of transmission and reception speed loss. Conversely, broadening the accessible spectrum and disabling security will restore full connection speed, but cause increased risk of disconnection and adverse reactions within the facility’s systems.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Rule of thumb, when connecting computers to anything else,” Walker stated.
  
   “Never
  
  disable security.”
 

 
  “How likely and how severe would these…interruptions…be?” Milanda asked.
 

 
  
   “At present deviation from recorded values, full security is strongly recommended. Disconnection from the transcension field is considered ninety percent probable, at a projected rate of two events per minute. Possible side effects are variable, potentially including catastrophic damage to the system.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Walker shook her head emphatically. Milanda sighed.
 

 
  “I guess the safe way is the slow way, then. Computer, optimize the connection.”
 

 
  
   “Working. Connection optimized. Connection within acceptable safety and stability parameters. Data transmission and reception speed: five percent of optimal. Capacity to achieve physical effects: Point zero five percent of optimal.”
  
 

 
  “So we can get information through it, but not do witchcraft,” Walker said. “Well, fine, that’s more or less what we wanted anyway.”
 

 
  “Don’t we need to do witchcraft to fix the Hands?”
 

 
  “Not outside the facility; everything needed to affect
  
   that
  
  system we already have. It’s done via the dryads, remember, not the machines here.”
 

 
  
   “Alert: one pending message.”
  
 

 
  Both of them turned to the screen before them in surprise; it had lit up with an icon Milanda recognized as an envelope.
 

 
  “A message from
  
   who?”
  
  Walker demanded.
 

 
  “A message from whom?” Milanda repeated after a moment, earning an annoyed look.
 

 
  
   “Status report from extraplanetary monitors,”
  
  the computer reported.
  
   “Since last connection, this solar system has been approached by confirmed intelligences seven times. Two were confirmed human in origin. One confirmed nonhuman in origin. Two additional events may have signified intelligent contact. Do you wish a detailed report?”
  
 

 
  “Um, no, thank you,” Milanda said. Frowning, she turned to Walker. “Gods, I never even
  
   thought
  
  about that. Other people came here? From Earth?”
 

 
  “Earth, perhaps another colony, apparently at least
  
   one
  
  place totally unrelated.” Walker shrugged. “The dimensional folding around this solar system renders it completely impenetrable. It would also tend to draw attention from any species with the capability to detect it. That kind of thing can’t possibly occur naturally, and is a truly vast engineering achievement. Fortunately, or perhaps not, it also has the effect of making the emphatic point that visitors are not welcome. We are alone here.”
 

 
  “Seven, though,” she said thoughtfully. “In eight
  
   thousand
  
  years.”
 

 
  “Space is big,” Walker murmured. “Like, really, really big. That’s downright bustling.”
 

 
  “Well, anyway. Computer! I want you to use the transcension field access to form a physical map of the city—I mean, the
  
   landing pad
  
  area above. It needs to be precise enough to make teleporter jumps from here to…wherever in the area on this mountain we decide.”
 

 
  
   “Working. Map estimated completion in point five hours.”
  
 

 
  Milanda frowned. “Arcane teleportation is almost instantaneous…”
 

 
  “We’re not using that,” Walker pointed out. “You can’t ordinarily teleport through Mother’s transcension field, and apparently the computer can barely access it. This is pretty reasonable, all things considered. Well! Since we apparently have some time, let’s go back and see about waking up the CT unit, shall we? After all, somebody needs to start straightening this place up, and better him than us.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The path back to the security hub involved a short elevator ride, then a walk down two hallways, which was more interesting than it needed to be due to the boxes cluttering them. It took about five minutes to reach the hub, but they returned through one of its other entrances, not the one which led to the prison wing and the door to the dryads’ chamber, so their comings and goings should be secure from any Hands who might visit the facility.
 

 
  “No, any colonies would almost have to be on their own,” Walker was saying as they reentered the round room. “A true galactic civilization isn’t feasible due to relativistic effects. Even disregarding the travel distances involved, time itself doesn’t move the same way in every part of the universe. Without—”
 

 
  She broke off suddenly at the head of the steps down to the lower level, Milanda crowding behind her.
 

 
  They weren’t alone in the security hub.
 

 
  “Oh,” Milanda said with a wince, peering over Walker’s shoulder. “Um, hello, Hawthorn.”
 

 
  The dryad was staring, wide-eyed, at Walker. At Milanda’s voice, she began screaming.
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  “What kind of evidence, exactly?”
 

 
  “Several kinds,” Fedora replied with a nonchalant shrug. “Nothing I would call conclusive just yet, Professor. I wish that pixie had
  
   mentioned
  
  she was planning to dump a thousand gallons of frozen water on my crime scene so I could’ve told her to
  
   goddamn well not.
  
  Got no footprints from the actual fight location, and most of the samples were pretty thoroughly washed into the soil as it melted off. Still, you’ve got nice paved paths and a lot of the action happened on one, so I was able to lift a few.”
 

 
  “A few?” Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “Samples? Of what?”
 

 
  “I don’t have the right equipment with me to pick up skin flakes or anything so tiny,” the Inspector admitted. “Just hairs, mostly. A few miscellaneous near-microscopic bits and bobs that I think are fabric—I’m not pinning any hope on them. The hair’s what’ll prove most useful, I think. Rafe is still running the tests that’ll sort out what was dropped during the right time frame, then all I gotta do is gather samples from the people who we
  
   knew
  
  were there, and whatever’s left over is from our perp. Gotta admit, Prof, this is a guarantee of nothing. We won’t know how useful the evidence is until the analysis is done.”
 

 
  “You were able to collect hair samples from the pavement in the aftermath of that…absolute debacle?” Ingvar regarded Fedora closely. “That is…very impressive.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I call bullshit,” Aspen said more bluntly, folding her arms. “There is just no
  
   way.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, ways he has,” Ashley said with a mysterious little smile.
 

 
  “It’s all a matter of the right custom-worked enchantments and alchemicals,” Fedora said with ostentatiously false modesty, flipping the lapels of his trench coat up and then smoothing them down again. “Despite the fact that our
  
   ranking
  
  member of the Imperial government on site completely flipped his shit and then…well,
  
   whatever
  
  you did with him, lady. Despite that, this is still an operation sanctioned by Intelligence, and I’ve got tools with me that no municipal or provincial police force has access to.”
 

 
  “Tools nobody but
  
   you
  
  has access to,” Ashley said, winking.
 

 
  “Not for want of trying,” Fedora grumbled. “Omnu’s balls, what do I have to suck to get those cobble-pounders to
  
   try
  
  techniques beyond ‘chase perps around and beat them with clubs?’”
 

 
  “Yes, your life must be very frustrating indeed, but my points of inquiry here are specific and few,” Tellwyrn said sharply.
 

 
  “Yes, of course, right.” Fedora nodded. “I got
  
   much
  
  more reliable samples from right by the gates, where we saw the Sleeper stand still for a little bit, and there was no brawling and no snow. I have a lot more faith in those; Rafe’s working ’em over, too. Honestly, I can’t get enough of watching him work; it’s like listening to a damn symphony. Man’s a genius with alchemy. A batshit insane genius, which is the best kind!”
 

 
  “I am
  
   acquainted
  
  with Admestus Rafe,” Tellwyrn snapped. “My
  
   questions,
  
  here, concern you, your investigative methods, and what happens
  
   next
  
  if the outcome of his lab work provides you with an unidentified sample. How,
  
   precisely,
  
  do you propose to find out to
  
   whom
  
  it belongs? Because if you are about to suggest rummaging through the personal effects of the entire rest of the student body, the ensuing discussion is likely to become impolite.”
 

 
  “With regard to that—uh, no thanks, Fluffy, I’m good.”
 

 
  Fedora held up a hand to decline the tray of teacups Maru hoisted at him. The tanuki lowered it, stepped back, bowed over his proffered samples so that his whiskers dipped into ones of the cups and trundled over toward Ingvar. He and the dryads had arranged themselves in front of the wall of bookcases, while Fedora stood before the desk behind which Tellwyrn sat; until a moment ago, Maru had busied himself with her arcane cooking plate in the corner of the office, which was a long process frequently interrupted by his requests, in Sifanese, for instruction on how to operate it. Tellwyrn had been served tea, finally, and now he was making the rounds toward the others.
 

 
  Before he reached Ingvar, however, Maru tripped on the hem of his robe and went sprawling face-down into his tray, sending tea and broken crockery spraying across the carpet.
 

 
  
   “Gomen nasai!”
  
  he wailed, rolling to his feet, and actually ran three complete laps around the mess.
  
   “Gomen gomen gomen—”
  
 

 
  “For the love of—just clean it up!”
  
  
  Tellwyrn barked. Maru froze, trembling violently and gazing up at her with limpid eyes. She sighed, rubbed at her forehead with one hand, then repeated herself more softly in his language.
 

 
  “Riiight,” Fedora drawled, watching the tanuki scurry across the office toward the closet door at which she pointed. “Anyway. Before we get into that, Professor, there’s the matter of this.” He pulled a small object from the pocket of his coat and stepped forward to lay it on her desk; it resembled an enchanted power crystal. “This was in Ravana Madouri’s lightcapper. Rafe and I didn’t have the means to get data from it and I didn’t wanna go wake Yornhaldt up, so I held onto it for you. But if I’m right about what that is—which I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure I am, because Intelligence uses these and this is the first time I’ve seen one in civilian hands—that thing snapped a full record of the magical spectrum in use when it was activated. Ingenious, how they can make that work with an enchantment meant to take pictures. Assuming it fired correctly that’ll give you the full and
  
   precise
  
  composition of energy being used—all four schools, all known types of shadow magic, electromagnetic spectrum
  
   ,
  
  visible light—”
 

 
  “I get it, thank you,” she said, reaching out to take the crystal and peering at it thoughtfully. “Fascinating… I had no idea modern enchanters could do this.
  
   If
  
  it works, it would make it all but impossible for any magic user to hide or disguise themselves. Each would have an energy signature as unique as a fingerprint.”
 

 
  “More so,” Fedora said cheerfully, “but nah, that’ll only last until more people like you
  
   become
  
  aware of the technique. Then there’ll be ways found to fool it, no question. Regardless, I’m assuming
  
   you
  
  of all people can figure out how to get data off that thing without breaking it? If not, I can get a manual from Tiraas, though not without leaving a paper trail. And, of course, once Intelligence knows you can—”
 

 
  “I’m not going to assume they don’t know everything you do anyway,” she said brusquely, tucking the crystal into her own pocket. “Regardless, thanks for the offer, but if I need more help I’ve my own sources. Now, with regard to my question?”
 

 
  “Yes, quite,” he said seriously. “Look, Professor, by far the most useful insight I gained from last night’s dust-up was into the Sleeper’s psychology. I’ve got more of an idea, now,
  
   why
  
  he’s doing what he did, based on his reactions. Most especially the way he went after Ingvar.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the Huntsman, who just continued to watch him calmly. “Obviously the
  
   least
  
  physical threat to him—and yet, he’s the one who got in a lucky shot, which made the Sleeper fixate on him.”
 

 
  “So, you’re saying he’s a dickhead,” Aspen huffed. “We
  
   knew
  
  that.” Juniper sighed, but draped an arm around her shoulders.
 

 
  “Not all dickheads are created equal, doll,” Fedora said, winking at her. “Specifically, this one is driven by
  
   ego.
  
  It also answers the question I’ve been mulling over since this started: why sleeping curses? So,
  
   so
  
  much easier to just
  
   kill
  
  your targets. I’d been thinking he didn’t want to provoke Tellwyrn to that extreme, but that didn’t quite hold up. This, though, makes sense of it.”
 

 
  “Uh, how?” Juniper asked, blinking quizzically.
 

 
  “No one has been able to break the curse,” Ingvar said softly. “He has challenged the greatest mage alive to a contest of magical skill, and so far, he is winning. Ego.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Fedora said smugly.
 

 
  “Interesting, even useful,” Tellwyrn said, watching sidelong as Maru clattered about loudly in the closet, causing a broom to tumble out. “But
  
   still
  
  not what I asked you.”
 

 
  “Now, keep your shirt on, I’m working up to it,” Fedora said soothingly. “The
  
   point
  
  is, yes, you’re right, to get anything useful off those samples, I need something to compare ’em to. That means I need to get active samples from all the students to match. And the reason I paused to talk about the Sleeper’s mindset is because I’ve been pondering his next move, and how we can influence him to make the move we want. Specifically,
  
   that
  
  move will cause him to attack again—much harder than he has before. I’m talkin’ all stops pulled out. He knows once we uncover his identity, it’s all over. And just because he has chosen not to kill thus far does
  
   not
  
  mean he lacks the capacity—if anything, he’s one of very few warlocks who are good for anything
  
   else.
  
  If we antagonize him that way, some of your kids are going to be in extreme peril. Or…all of them.”
 

 
  “Nothing is more dangerous than a cornered predator,” Ingvar agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “So, if I do this, I’ll have to do it subtle,” Fedora continued. “It’ll be tricky.”
 

 
  “I have not agreed to allow this,” Tellwyrn said flatly.
 

 
  “How can you
  
   not?”
  
  Aspen burst out. “This is
  
   literally
  
  the solution to the
  
   whole problem!”
  
 

 
  “No, she’s right,” Juniper said, now studying Fedora. “This Sleeper thing is
  
   important,
  
  but it’s not the only thing going on at this University.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Tellwyrn. “I have aristocrats here, Inspector. Royalty. Paladins. All
  
   manner
  
  of fascinating people, linked to many of the great powers on this continent and beyond. And you propose I should allow a
  
   child of Vanislaas,
  
  one who works for Imperial Intelligence, no less, to rummage through their personal effects?”
 

 
  “I can see how that would ruffle some feathers if it got out,” Fedora agreed, grinning. “But since we’ve already covered that I need to do it subtle-like anyway…”
 

 
  “Do I strike you as someone who cares whose feathers are ruffled?” Tellwyrn sneered. “I am thinking about what
  
   you
  
  will do with that kind of access.”
 

 
  He shrugged, spreading his arms. “Well, I dunno what to tell ya, lady. You’re not wrong, it’s a fair concern. But the situation is what it is. This is what I need to do to wrap this up.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Tellwyrn stared at him in silence for a long moment, which he bore without any sign of discomfort. “I will think about this. We can discuss it again when you get results from Rafe’s lab work—
  
   if
  
  it turns out that there’s anything to discuss. In the meantime, with regard to this newfound psychological understanding you claim… What, in your opinion, is the Sleeper’s next likely move?”
 

 
  “Retaliation,” Fedora said immediately. “Given the way he got away from the fight last night… He could’ve done that at
  
   any
  
  time during it, but instead he broke his pattern to make shows of force that weren’t necessary or useful. He didn’t cut and run until it became
  
   completely
  
  clear that he was overmatched, after failing to inflict a single casualty in an all-out contest of power. What with the
  
   way
  
  he thinks, this can’t stand. He’s gotta even the score.”
 

 
  “Who is his most likely target?” she demanded.
 

 
  “Well,” Fedora said, grinning, “Ingvar and I are both tempting prospects! Neither of us has much physical defense against a warlock of that caliber, and we both managed to personally insult the bastard last night. But each of
  
   us
  
  has a dryad companion, and bruised ego or no, the Sleeper’s shown a pattern of avoiding people who are a
  
   real
  
  threat to him. I can’t see him risking a head-to-head with Aspen or Ash.”
 

 
  “He handled us all pretty well last night,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “He took advantage of chaos by exacerbating it,” Ingvar disagreed. “All we need to do is equip you three with fireproofing charms, and there won’t be a
  
   thing
  
  a warlock can do to you. Or, in all probability, near you.”
 

 
  “So,” Fedora continued, “he’ll be going after the sophomores next. It fits his overall pattern, too. They’re about what he’s escalated to the level of,
  
   and
  
  they slapped him down.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn narrowed her eyes. “How soon?”
 

 
  Fedora shrugged in exasperation. “I’m a detective, not a freakin’ oracle! I can form a good framework of
  
   how
  
  this clown thinks; that doesn’t mean I can
  
   read
  
  his mind.”
 

 
  “But you spoke of using that insight to manipulate him,” she said slowly, leaning back in her desk chair.
 

 
  “Yeah, I did say that,” the Inspector replied, now studying her warily. “You’ve got the cadence of somebody having an idea, there.”
 

 
  “This time, he was prompted to attack in part by my absence from the campus,” Tellwyrn said softly. “If we wished to set a trap, then, perhaps we could determine at least the
  
   timing
  
  of his next attack by me leaving again.”
 

 
  There was a momentary silence.
 

 
  “I think,” Fedora said at last, “if you wanna play that card, you’d better have a
  
   damn
  
  good idea what you’re doing.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, you guys look about as well-rested as
  
   I
  
  am,” Ruda said, pausing to swig from a bottle of rum. “So, let me pose the obvious question: what the
  
   fuck
  
  was that last night?”
 

 
  “We lost,” Fross said glumly, hovering over the middle of the table. The whole class hadn’t assembled; Tellwyrn had given them the morning off classes, and several were probably still asleep. The two paladins had wandered into the cafeteria to find Ruda and Fross present, though, and they had taken sandwiches to one of the outdoor tables for lunch, being in no mood for the company of their fellow students.
 

 
  “I’m not really sure what went wrong,” Gabriel said, yawning. “I thought we had a good plan.”
 

 
  “We
  
   did
  
  have a good plan,” Ruda snorted. “Somehow, at the first sign of confusion, that plan gave way to ‘obligingly come at the bastard single-file.’ C’mon, we’ve
  
   been
  
  over this in Ezzaniel’s class. That is
  
   how
  
  you take on a group, you make ’em deal with you one at a time, neutralize the advantage of numbers. We fuckin’
  
   handed
  
  it to the asshole.”
 

 
  “No battle plan survives contact with the enemy, as Trissiny likes to say,” Toby remarked quietly.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “I miss Trissiny…”
 

 
  “Well, Trissiny isn’t
  
   here,”
  
  Ruda snapped, slamming her bottle down on the table. “And while it would be
  
   nice
  
  if we had our pet strategist on hand to solve our fucking problems for us,
  
   that
  
  is also a recipe for long-term failure.
  
   We three
  
  at least are gonna be planning and fighting a lot of battles over the course of our lives, and after the next two years we’re gonna be doing most if not all of that
  
   without fucking Trissiny!”
  
 

 
  “It would probably be best if you guys did most things without fucking Trissiny,” Fross observed. “She’s kinda straight-laced.”
 

 
  Dead silence fell. The pixie’s glow dimmed slightly under their combined dumbfounded stares. “Um. Sorry. Inappropriate?”
 

 
  “Sorry, Fross,” Gabriel said, finally grinning. “We’re just not used to you slipping in a really good one like that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, har de har har, laugh it up,” Ruda growled.
  
   “Meanwhile—”
  
 

 
  “Ruda, enough,” Toby said firmly. “You’re right. We flubbed that. We will
  
   have
  
  to do better. But recrimination isn’t helpful; what we need is to go over what went wrong, make a better plan, and learn to adapt better. And we should do
  
   that
  
  when the rest of the group is here.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” she grunted, taking a swig of rum. “I know, I know. It’s just…
  
   Fuck.
  
  This whole fucking thing…”
 

 
  “You’re taking this kinda personally,” Gabriel said, frowning quizzically at her. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  “Am I
  
   okay?”
  
  she exclaimed. “Did you seriously just
  
   fucking
  
  ask me that?”
 

 
  “I mean, aside from the obvious,” he said hastily.
 

 
  Ruda growled wordlessly and took another long drink. “It’s—”
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   guys!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, what the fuck is this now?” she grumbled, as Chase came dashing up to their table, grinning insanely. Jerome Conover was stomping along in his wake, wearing a thunderous scowl on his face and a sling on his arm.
 

 
  “You are just not gonna
  
   believe
  
  this one,” Chase said gleefully.
 

 
  “Well, you’re happy, so I assume it has to do with him getting hurt,” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  Jerome halted by the table and glared at each of them in turn. “Which of you is good with a bow and arrow?”
 

 
  “A
  
   bow?”
  
  Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “I honestly don’t think I’ve ever even held one. I asked about it in class once, and Ezzaniel made a wiseass comment about me pinning my own feet to the ground.”
 

 
  “I’ve practiced the basics, but it’s been years,” Toby said, tilting his head. “Why?”
 

 
  “Somebody
  
   shot
  
  him!” Chase cackled. “In the arm! With an
  
   arrow!
  
  This morning!”
 

 
  “Somebody
  
   shot
  
  you with an
  
   arrow?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed, turning to Jerome.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   aren’t
  
  you quick on the uptake,” he said scathingly.
 

 
  “When did this happen?” Toby demanded.
 

 
  “First
  
   damned
  
  thing this morning!” Jerome snapped. “I stepped outside our dorm and
  
   wham!”
  
 

 
  “I’d’ve thought it’d be more of a
  
   twang,”
  
  Ruda observed.
 

 
  “I think he was referring to the sound of his ass hitting the ground,” Chase snickered.
 

 
  “Honestly, I expect this bullshit from
  
   him,”
  
  Jerome snorted. “I should think this merits a
  
   little
  
  more concern from those of us who
  
   allegedly
  
  have more on their minds than aimless trouble-making!”
 

 
  “That’d have more weight coming from someone who isn’t usually helping him make the trouble,” Gabriel pointed out.
 

 
  
   “Someone is shooting people on this campus with arrows!”
  
  Jerome shouted. “First this Sleeper insanity, and now
  
   this!”
  
 

 
  “Okay, but, let’s be fair,” said Fross. “The Sleeper is a whole
  
   thing.
  
  He’s going after people in general. Somebody shot
  
   you,
  
  Jerome. Unless more victims start turning up,
  
  
  it might make more sense to assume it was personal.”
 

 
  “Oh, now you’re just being silly!” Chase said cheerfully. “If anybody on this mountaintop was gonna be
  
   personally
  
  attacked, it’d be
  
   me.
  
  Need I remind you who had the honor of being the
  
   first
  
  victim of the Sleeper?” He cocked both his thumbs to point at his chest. “That’s right, this guy right here, an’ don’t you forget it, plebeians.”
 

 
  “Chase, shut the hell up,” Jerome snapped. “Everything is not about you.”
 

 
  “Hey, uh, Jerome,” Gabriel commented, “Miss Sunrunner can fix an arrow wound in five minutes unless it hit a vital organ. What’s with the sling?”
 

 
  Jerome’s face turned two shades redder; Chase practically fell over laughing.
 

 
  “That’s right, you idiots sit here cracking jokes,” Jerome snarled. “Look at what’s happening here! Sleeping curses, Professors vanishing, magic snowstorms, and now snipers! This school is going
  
   straight
  
  to Hell without even the aid of a handbasket. You’ll have
  
   plenty
  
  to laugh about while the whole goddamned thing is burning down around your ears!”
 

 
  He actually spat on their table, then turned and stalked away.
 

 
  “Wait!” Chase called, scampering after. “Wait for me! You can’t go off and lose your temper at more people without letting me watch!”
 

 
  “Fuck
  
   off,
  
  Chase!”
 

 
  “Aw, baby, don’t be like that, I can change!”
 

 
  “There was a valid point buried in all that,” Toby said quietly, watching them go. “What with one thing and another… I’m beginning to seriously worry about this place.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Ruda said, peering critically at her bottle of rum. “Is my curse wearin’ off, or did we just get yelled at by a giant, anthropomorphic penis?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By the time Tellwyrn ended the meeting in exasperation, Maru’s efforts to clean the tea stain had resulted in most of the cleaning supplies being strewn across the floor around the closet, a whole row of books being swept off their shelf by an errant swing of a broomstick, a nonplussed Juniper being jabbed in the thigh with a mop, and Maru getting his tail pinned under one leg of the Vernis Vault after lifting it to retrieve a bottle of carpet cleaning solution which had rolled beneath. All the while, the tea had sat there, soaking into the carpet with no progress made toward its removal. The Professor had finally shooed everyone out so she could supervise the process directly rather than continually interrupting herself to give increasingly irritated directions in Sifanese to the increasingly frantic tanuki.
 

 
  Once everyone had left the office, though, everything changed.
 

 
  Maru set about silently and efficiently packing the cleaning supplies back away into their closet home, while Tellwyrn, with a couple of gestures, put the books back where they went, re-constructed the broken teacups, and lifted all the liquid from the carpet to hover in the air in an amorphous ball. She opened the window with her hands, if only because it was conveniently within arms reach of her chair, and flung it out to plummet toward the prairie far below.
 

 
  “Such a shame,” Maru clucked, shutting the closet door. “That is rather good tea, you know.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” she said, taking a sip from her own cup. “So. It seems, among the likely outcomes of last night’s work, I
  
   may
  
  be forced to let that…demon…rustle about among the students’ living quarters and possessions in order to retrieve evidence.”
 

 
  “I am touched by the trust you display in your associates,
  
   sensei,”
  
  he said with the highest level of formality his language offered.
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “Our acquaintance began with you impugning my intelligence, Maru. I’d have thought you were at least clever enough to learn something from that experience.”
 

 
  “In fairness,
  
   sensei,
  
  you were my first elf.”
 

 
  “I advise you not to judge any other elves you meet by my example,” she said wryly.
 

 
  “Yes, Kyomi-sama warned me of that as well, but I appreciate it nonetheless.”
 

 
  “I thought you performed quite well, all things considered,” she continued. “Carry on that way, and by the time it becomes relevant, Fedora will hopefully dismiss you from consideration as a factor.”
 

 
  “Unless I am carrying tea near his feet?” Maru grinned, displaying a snout full of needle-like teeth. “He is suspicious of everyone, by dint of both his kind and his profession. I think he has found no reason to be suspicious of
  
   me
  
  in particular, however.”
 

 
  “Good.
  
   If
  
  it comes down to letting him snoop around in secret… I will want someone snooping around
  
   after
  
  him under the same terms. If you don’t think yourself a match for an incubus, Maru, this is the time to say so. There’s no shame in it, and I won’t hold you in violation of our contract. Those creatures are dangerous, and all the more so because they make themselves so easy to underestimate.”
 

 
  If anything, Maru’s grin widened.
 

 
  “Don’t fret,” he said in perfect Tanglish. “He’ll never see me coming. Where I come from, things like
  
   him
  
  are nothing but
  
   prey.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled coldly. “I’m glad to hear that. You recall what I told you about students being sacrosanct?
 

 
  “Of course. Explicitly.”
 

 
  “For purposes of that subject, the Sleeper, once identified, will not be considered a student.”
 

 
  Maru’s ears perked up, his tail quivering in barely-repressed eagerness. “And to think, I was afraid I wouldn’t have any
  
   fun
  
  here.”
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  “Hawthorn!” Milanda moved as quickly as she could across the room without rushing excessively. She wasn’t used to dealing with panicking people, but it seemed like basic sense not to provoke an instinctive reaction that would make it worse. “Hawthorn, stop. Listen to me!”
 

 
  The dryad had apparently been exploring the room in their absence; at any rate, she was nowhere near the door now. This meant Milanda didn’t have to chase her back out into the hall, but unfortunately, also that her panicked retreat involved the knocking over of a lot of ancient storage, strewn about as it was. Hawthorn’s wide eyes were glued to Walker, who thankfully had the sense to remain on the upper level and not spook her further by approaching. Of course, that ruled out seeing where she was going; Milanda winced as the careening dryad passed dangerously close to the quetzal’s tank, but fortunately that disaster was averted, and she finally backed up against the wall a good six yards from the door she’d presumably been trying for.
 

 
  “W-w-what is
  
   that?!”
  
  Hawthorn stammered, totally unlike the brash, overconfident dryad who had accosted Milanda on the tiny planet below. The arm she pointed at Walker was actually shaking.
 

 
  “Hawthorn, it’s okay. Look at me.” Milanda slowed as she reached her, carefully approaching from the side, so she remained in view but wouldn’t be seen as threatening. Handling the dryad like a skittish horse seemed the best bet, given her limited experience. She finally got close enough to touch, and very gently pushed the outstretched arm down. Hawthorn was easily strong enough to pick up and throw her one-handed, but offered no resistance. “Look at me,” she insisted, gently placing a hand on the side of the dryad’s face.
 

 
  Finally, slowly, Hawthorn obeyed, tearing her eyes from Walker to stare at Milanda.
 

 
  “Be calm, and think for a moment,” Milanda said soothingly. “You’re a dryad—practically indestructible and favored by Naiya. You have
  
   nothing
  
  to be afraid of. And her? She has no weapons, no claws even, no magic. Think about why she frightens you.”
 

 
  Hawthorn’s gaze cut back to Walker, who was still standing in place by the stairs, and a shudder rippled through her. She squeezed her eyes shut, mouth working soundlessly in terror.
 

 
  
   “Think,
  
  Hawthorn,” Milanda pressed. “You’re the smart one; I realized that as soon as I met you and your sisters.” That, finally, got her full attention; Hawthorn’s eyes opened again, and sharpened, some perception cutting through the mindless fear. Milanda almost felt bad for manipulating her like that. Any courtier in Tiraas would have torn into her like a shark for employing such ham-fisted flattery, but against even the simplest of such wiles, the dryad was totally unprepared. “You
  
   know
  
  nobody’s a threat to you, and there’s nothing in view that says you’re in danger. So ask yourself
  
   why
  
  you feel afraid.
  
   Think
  
  about it.”
 

 
  At last, Hawthorn’s expression changed. The tension did not leave her posture, but she frowned in thought, first at Milanda, and then turning her gaze back on Walker. That caused another shudder to wrack her, but she held her focus this time.
 

 
  “I don’t…know,” she said finally. “But…I
  
   feel
  
  it. It’s
  
   instinct,
  
  Milanda. Trust me, I know about instincts, and mine are never wrong. Something is
  
   bad
  
  about that…person! She’s
  
   evil.”
  
 

 
  “Define ‘evil,’” Walker said in a mild tone. “Really, I’m not being glib. I’m curious what your understanding of the concept is.”
 

 
  
   “You,”
  
  Hawthorn said in a much closer approximation of her customary acid tone. “Milanda, what are you
  
   doing
  
  with that thing?!”
 

 
  “She is my friend,” Milanda said firmly, “and there’s an explanation.”
 

 
  “For you being friends with
  
   evil?!”
  
 

 
  “For why she makes you
  
   think
  
  she’s evil,” Milanda insisted. “It’s a long story, but you can handle it. I’m just glad it’s you; having to explain this to one of the others would be hard.”
 

 
  “Well…okay,” Hawthorn said after a pause, grudgingly mollified. Really, it was like maneuvering a child. “I guess I can listen. After all, you’re right,” she added, tossing her head and fixing a glare on Walker. “I’m a
  
   dryad.
  
  She’s not dangerous to
  
   me.
  
  And don’t you forget it, you…you
  
   thing!”
  
 

 
  “I will keep it in mind,” Walker promised in a serious tone. Milanda gave her a warning look, receiving only an innocent smile in reply.
 

 
  “All right, it’s like this,” Milanda said with a sigh, turning back to Hawthorn. “You already know that everything you are, everything about you, was designed by your mother, right?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Hawthorn said haughtily. She still practically vibrated with nervous tension, but at least her personality had reasserted itself over her panic now. “We’re her final and greatest creations. After she tried everything else, Mother ended with the dryads, because we’re
  
   perfect.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Milanda said diplomatically, “I’m sure that—”
 

 
  “Actually, she’s not wrong, given her frame of reference,” Walker cut in. “Whatever Naiya was trying to achieve, specifically, she stopped with the dryads. Logically, that suggests she considered the work completed at that point.”
 

 
  Milanda studied her carefully for a moment. Walker was lounging nonchalantly against the railing by the stairs, looking perfectly at ease and not at all as if she had just proclaimed herself an essentially lesser creation of her own mother.
 

 
  The thought occurred to Milanda that she knew only the broadest strokes of Walker’s life. Valkyries were all but inscrutable except to Vidians, and Milanda was certainly was not one of those. Apparently the kind of thing she was
  
   now
  
  was totally unique, and the result of being forcibly removed from her native plane of existence by some incompetent warlock. And, of course, there was her existence before the Pantheon’s fall, working under Naiya in some capacity. Whatever her social experiences, it seemed she had no difficulty controlling herself well enough to manipulate a panicky dryad.
 

 
  And yet, she’d been so alone, for so long. It was heartbreaking to consider. It was, however, also a stern reminder that she
  
   did
  
  have an impressive capacity for manipulation.
 

 
  “Right,” Milanda said aloud, turning back to Hawthorn. “Well, the truth is, what you’re feeling is something Naiya placed in you, in all the dryads. She… Well, frankly, we don’t know why; I’m certainly not going to guess at the motivations of a goddess. But for whatever reason, Naiya gave you and your sisters that instinctive aversion so that you would keep away from Walker.” She glanced back again before continuing. “And
  
   her
  
  sisters.”
 

 
  “Well…maybe that’s enough for me,” Hawthorn said, scowling. “Mother is never wrong.”
 

 
  “She’s been wrong with some fair frequency, that I know of,” Walker said with a sigh.
 

 
  At that, Hawthorn visibly bristled. “Now, see here—who are
  
   you
  
  to criticize a goddess? That’s my
  
   mother
  
  you’re talking about!”
 

 
  Walker finally straightened up and descended the stairs. Immediately, the hostility leaked from Hawthorn’s posture, replaced by resurgent wariness; she pressed herself back against the wall again. Seeing this, Walker stopped at the base of the steps, coming no closer.
 

 
  “I’m entitled as you are,” she said simply. “That’s
  
   our
  
  mother you’re talking about.”
 

 
  Milanda repressed a wince. She’d been planning to work up to that revelation a bit more gently…
 

 
  Hawthorn’s eyes widened, and moments later, narrowed. “You’re lying.”
 

 
  “You weren’t the first,” Walker said, nodding at Milanda, who had opened her mouth to interrupt. The dryad wasn’t moving, though; she decided to trust that Walker knew what she was doing, and kept silent for the moment. “In fact, Hawthorn,
  
   we
  
  weren’t the first. There was one previous generation of daughters of Naiya that I know of.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   lying,”
  
  Hawthorn insisted, balling her fists.
 

 
  “Why would I lie?” Walker asked mildly. “I mean no offense, but you can’t give me anything I want. I have no motivation to deceive you, Hawthorn. You and I cannot harm each other; since you’ve decided to come out and visit me here, it seems to me we ought to…get to know each other.”
 

 
  Hawthorn shook her head frantically. “That’s not possible, you’re…”
 

 
  “Hawthorn.” Milanda gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you let her tell her story? I listened to it, and it made sense to
  
   me,
  
  but maybe you know something I don’t. I’m interested in hearing your thoughts after you know the whole thing.”
 

 
  “Well…all right,” the dryad said grudgingly. “If it’ll help you, I guess.”
 

 
  “There’s not so much to tell,” Walker said with a shrug. “Naiya created three generations of daughters… And after each was taken from her, she tried again. All of us were slightly different; you and your fellow dryads were the last. As I said before, I guess that means she finally managed to make what she’d intended.”
 

 
  Hawthorn squinted suspiciously at her. “And so she made us…naturally
  
   afraid
  
  of you? That means she wanted us to stay
  
   away
  
  from you.”
 

 
  “Yes, I guess it does,” Walker agreed.
 

 
  “Hah!” the dryad said triumphantly, pointing at her again. “And
  
   that
  
  proves that you’re
  
   evil!”
  
 

 
  Milanda sighed.
 

 
  “Actually,” Walker said, turning to gaze at the wall, “I think she just didn’t want to lose you.”
 

 
  Hawthorn’s pointing finger wavered. “Lose… What? What do you mean?”
 

 
  “Understand that you are the first to come along after the rest of the Elder Gods fell,” Walker explained. “Back then… Mother wasn’t the unchallenged power she is now. She had to deal with others meddling in her business. Her first generation of daughters, the kitsune, were just too damn powerful. They kept getting into things the other gods wanted nobody involved in, causing change on a scale that only gods should be able to. Nothing the gods did could keep them out, or keep them contained. Finally, they got tired of it and were going to
  
   destroy
  
  them. Mother pleaded, convinced our elder sisters to go live on an island chain on their own and stay away from everyone else, and convinced the gods to allow this. They accepted that compromise, and…there it was. She had to say goodbye to her first children.”
 

 
  Hawthorn swallowed heavily, but said nothing.
 

 
  “When she made my sisters and I,” Walker continued, “she was…different. At first I honestly thought she didn’t like us, she was so detached and cold. But one by one, my sisters, the valkyries, would slip away to Sifan to talk with our older sisters, when we could, and gradually they made things clearer. I got to spend a fair amount of time with them, and… It helped me understand. Mother grieved their loss, still. I believe she was afraid to get too close to us, in case she lost us, too.”
 

 
  “And…” Hawthorn paused to swallow again. “Did she?”
 

 
  Walker sighed heavily. “Yes. And for the same reason. In hindsight, I have to wonder how much of that was due to the fact that we
  
   didn’t
  
  respect the kitsune quarantine. Whether things would have been different if we’d just stayed away from them. But we didn’t, and I suspect some of the other gods knew it, and it influenced their decision. Oh, we weren’t as powerful as the kitsune, by far. There was a fairly limited range of things we could do. Valkyries are reapers, you see; Mother made us specifically as a control measure. She was a caretaker, a custodian, responsible for the world and the life on it, which the other gods were constantly messing up with their projects and experiments. They’d frequently just abandon things they’d lost interest in, leaving them to wander around the land. Rampage across it, in most cases. So she made us, extensions of herself, empowered to dispense
  
   death.
  
  We could end any life with a touch.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Milanda suggested in the pause which followed, “it wasn’t that Naiya
  
   deliberately
  
  planted this aversion in the dryads, then. It sounds like you’re just…opposite. It might simply be natural.”
 

 
  “Mother knows what she’s doing,” Hawthorn said, but without any real conviction. She was now staring at Walker with an unreadable expression.
 

 
  “Well, in the end,” Walker said with a shrug, “the other gods decided they couldn’t have this. We broke the rules by existing, you see; they liked to make their creations fight, to test them against each other. Mother had made us to clean up the mess, and the fact that we could easily destroy anything living without being at all challenged by them was just unacceptable. This time, they didn’t wait for her to act, or even warn her. They just snatched us up and hurled us into the dimension of chaos.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   awful,”
  
  Hawthorn said, clearly aghast.
 

 
  “It was definitely no fun,” Walker agreed with a wry smile. “If not for Vidius going well out of his way to help us, I don’t think we would have lasted long. It wasn’t out of the goodness of his heart, of course; he gained us as powerful servants, and earned Mother’s favor. Both were very necessary for the Pantheon when they finally overthrew the Elders. But even for all that, he’s been a good boss, mostly. He’s easy to like. And we were mostly isolated, yes, but we had each other, at least. Plus, Vidius made it so his most high-ranking clerics could interact with us, so we kept at least that much of a tie to the world.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Hawthorn said, suddenly frowning. “That doesn’t make sense. If you’re supposed to be working for Vidius in the…whatsit…why are you
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  “She was yanked out of it,” Milanda said quietly.
 

 
  “That was even worse than the first time,” Walker said, folding her arms. “I was…changed by it. I have no control over the powers Mother gave us anymore, Hawthorn. Anything living dies, just from being close to me.”
 

 
  Hawthorn blinked at her, then frowned at Milanda.
 

 
  “Yes,” Milanda said, nodding. “That was why I came to you for help. I need
  
   her
  
  to help me deal with all this…equipment. It belonged to the Elder Gods, and she’s basically the last person alive who knows how it works. And I needed
  
   your
  
  blessing to be able to be near her without being killed by her.”
 

 
  “It has all been so fortuitous one could suspect divine intervention,” Walker said with a small smile. “I’m the only one who could help her use the machines.
  
   You
  
  are the only ones who could help her to deal with
  
   me.
  
  And here we both are, conveniently right at hand.”
 

 
  “It’s not a total coincidence, after all,” Milanda pointed out. “She’s been imprisoned in here for years, Hawthorn. Because it’s got the only cells that can hold her, and because the Hands of the Emperor were the only beings who could safely capture her. Because of the protection you and your sisters gave them.”
 

 
  Hawthorn blinked, looked at Milanda, then looked at Walker, then slowly frowned. “You’re…telling the truth.”
 

 
  “If I wanted to trick you,” Walker said sardonically, “I like to think I’m clever enough to have come up with a less convoluted and more believable story than
  
   that.
  
  Sadly, the truth is under no obligation to make sense.”
 

 
  “You’re…my
  
   sister,”
  
  the dryad breathed, again staring at Walker.
 

 
  Strangely, Walker looked suddenly uncomfortable. “I…well. I suppose so. Mother made us all by different methods, of course. And for different purposes. But…it’s not as if any of us has a father, so yes, I guess we’re sisters. If I even still am…what I was,” she added bitterly, lifting a hand to scowl at the back of it. “I don’t even
  
   look
  
  like I did.”
 

 
  Finally, Hawthorn took a step forward, way from the wall and toward Walker, then stopped, staring. A frown fell over her features—a thoughtful one at first, but one which quickly grew increasingly angry.
 

 
  “So what you’re telling me,” she said with an ever-deepening scowl, “is those Hands of the Emperor locked
  
   our
  
  sister in a prison using
  
   our
  
  power, and had all this going on
  
   right
  
  over our heads all these years, and didn’t even bother to
  
   tell
  
  us?”
 

 
  Milanda winced. “Oh. Well, I suppose…”
 

 
  “Ooh!” The dryad stomped so hard Milanda felt the vibrations through the floor. She more than half expected to see an indentation, but apparently the Infinite Order had built this place of tougher stuff than that. She did take the precaution of stepping away from Hawthorn, though, seeing her fists ball up and begin to actually quiver with contained fury. “That…that makes me so
  
   mad!
  
  I can’t believe I had
  
   sex
  
  with all those guys! Most of ’em weren’t even that
  
   good!”
  
 

 
  “You should tell them that,” Walker said solemnly, “first chance you get.”
 

 
  Milanda glared at her, earning another innocent smile.
 

 
  “This has been a bad situation all around,” she said quickly before either fairy could start in again. “And the more I learn about this whole thing, the more I think it wasn’t very wisely set up in the first place. A
  
   lot
  
  was Theasia’s idea, and she was…” She trailed off, looking at Hawthorn. “Well, you actually knew her, didn’t you?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I liked Theasia,” the dryad said distractedly, glancing back at her but with most of her attention still on Walker. “She was smart, and didn’t let anybody push her around. And she
  
   was
  
  really good in bed. I miss her,” she added with a nostalgic sigh.
 

 
  Milanda sighed as well, covering her eyes with a hand, though not before getting the pleasure of seeing Walker struggle to contain a smile. “Right. Anyway, Theasia never trusted anybody and thought only in terms of power—who had it and how to beat them if necessary. She tended to undervalue the importance of people’s
  
   personalities,
  
  judging them only by what they
  
   could
  
  do, not what they were likely to. What they wanted, and thought. It was a weakness that caused some problems for the Empire while she ruled it. That’s just history,” she added hastily. “I’m just trying to give some context here, not speak ill of your friend.”
 

 
  “No, that’s pretty fair,” Hawthorn agreed with a shrug. “I mean, I
  
   did
  
  like her, but that doesn’t mean I’m dense. Theasia made us a whole little world to do whatever we pleased on. We wouldn’t have taken the deal if she’d wanted to control us at all. She controlled everybody
  
   else.
  
  Too hard for their own good, mostly.”
 

 
  “And that’s what brought us all to this situation,” Milanda said, finally feeling the conversation was somewhat back under her control. “The Hand system is broken, and I still need your help to fix it, you and the others and the Avatar. But… I don’t think we had better put it back like it was.” She nodded at Walker. “If nothing else, I can’t stomach putting Walker back in a cell at the end of this. Even if I hadn’t promised her not to, that would be horribly unfair after how much she’s helped.”
 

 
  Slowly, Walker moved forward again. Hawthorn tensed, but held her ground, watching her come.
 

 
  “Is it…very bad?” Walker asked quietly, approaching the dryad at a very cautious pace. “My sisters… We only rarely were in a position to interact with dryads. Mostly when we had to go near the Deep Wild. The dimensions twist there, and occasionally would thin enough that would could graze the physical plane. If a dryad happened to be close enough to see… Well, they always fled like they’d seen a forest fire.”
 

 
  “That must’ve hurt,” Hawthorn said quietly.
 

 
  Walker stopped, about three yards from her. “Well, we’re fairly used to pain of one kind or another. It wasn’t as if we didn’t understand. It was never their—your—fault. None of us are at fault for this, any of it.”
 

 
  “It’s not…
  
   so
  
  bad,” Hawthorn said, grasping her opposite elbow with her right hand. Her posture was closed and uncomfortable with Walker so close, but no longer tense as if she were on the verge of bolting. “It’s like… I dunno. I’m not
  
   used
  
  to wanting to run. Dryads are the ultimate predators—
  
   nothing
  
  makes us run. But… I guess it’s what a deer would feel like, seeing a cougar.”
 

 
  Walker nodded slowly. “I understand. I’m not offended, Hawthorn. You don’t have to—”
 

 
  She broke off as Hawthorn took a step forward.
 

 
  She came slowly, one halting foot at a time, but she moved. Walker stared, frozen as if afraid moving would panic her, while the dryad drew gradually nearer, until they were standing an arm’s length apart.
 

 
  Silence stretched out for several aching seconds, both of them just staring at each other. Then, very carefully, Hawthorn raised her arm, and laid a hand against Walker’s cheek.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  a deer,” she said firmly. “I can get used to it. You… They call you Walker? That’s your name?”
 

 
  Walker swallowed heavily. “It’s… I go by it, now.”
 

 
  “And you’ve been, just…alone? All this time?” Hawthorn’s voice was barely a whisper. Milanda herself stood frozen, afraid to do anything that might break up this moment.
 

 
  Walker nodded mutely.
 

 
  “That
  
   sucks,”
  
  Hawthorn said feelingly. “I mean…
  
   Dang.
  
  Apple and Mimosa are so damn annoying sometimes, but I’m really glad they’re with me. You know, generally. There’s no way I’d have agreed to come live here if I didn’t have a couple of my sisters with me.”
 

 
  Walker opened her mouth, apparently found nothing to say, then closed it again.
 

 
  Hawthorn took the final step forward, and wrapped her arms around her older sister.
 

 
  Walker squeezed her eyes shut, a tremor rippling through her. After a moment, moving with the utmost care, she leaned forward into the dryad, embracing her in return.
 

 
  For the longest time, they didn’t move at all.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Hawthorn whispered at last.
 

 
  “It’s not your fault.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   apologizing,
  
  you dummy. I’m just sorry. I wish that crap hadn’t happened to you.”
 

 
  Walker emitted a short noise that could have been a laugh or a sob, and suddenly tightened her grip, burying her face in Hawthorn’s white hair.
 

 
  “Ah, well then,” Milanda said after another pause. “We’re still waiting on the teleporter to be ready, and I need to go talk to the Avatar
  
   anyway,
  
  so I’ll just… Yeah, you two can find something to talk about without me, I’m sure.”
 

 
  She backed away, grinning broadly, and didn’t turn to watch where she was going until she reached the door. The whole time, the two fairies didn’t so much as glance up, remaining fully absorbed in each other.
 

 
  At last.
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  “All right, I believe you.” Danny threw his cards down on the kitchen table, his face wearing a peculiar mixture of disgust and admiration. “You really
  
   can
  
  make a living playing poker.”
 

 
  “Was that a general ‘you,’ or a specific ‘you?’” Lakshmi asked with a sly grin. “Because
  
   he
  
  can, obviously. Me,
  
   possibly.
  
  You?
  
   Clearly
  
  not.”
 

 
  “I think I was supposed to take offense at that,” Danny confided to Joe, “but it’s hard in the face of such irrefutable evidence that she’s right.”
 

 
  “I salute your self-awareness,” Joe said solemnly, gathering up the cards and beginning to shuffle the deck with blindingly deft movements of his fingers. “Far too many folk take irrefutable evidence as some kinda challenge.”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed that, too,” Danny agreed, picking up his teacup. He glanced into it, then at the pot.
 

 
  “Also empty,” Lakshmi announced, pushing back her chair and picking up the teapot. “I’ll brew us another. Gods know I’ve no shortage of bloody
  
   tea.
  
  It’s never too early for the hard stuff in
  
   this
  
  house, but I always feel like some kinda lush, drinking with a teetotaler at the table.”
 

 
  “Then my work here is done,” Joe announced still making the cards dance.
 

 
  “Why don’t you let me do that?” Danny suggested, rising and reaching as if to take the teapot from her. “I know where everything is.”
 

 
  Lakshmi pulled it away, raising an eyebrow at him. “What, and have the guest serve himself in my home? You trying to make me look bad?”
 

 
  “I don’t have the talent or the energy to pull
  
   that
  
  off,” he said gallantly. “It’s just that you seem incongruous, to me, serving food. I picture you more with a saber in hand than a kettle.”
 

 
  “Raiding, pillaging, generally buckling my swash?” she said dryly. “You don’t have the
  
   faintest
  
  idea what it is I do, huh?”
 

 
  “Oh, let me have a few romantic illusions,” he said with a roguish grin. “You fit in them so well.”
 

 
  Lakshmi rolled her eyes, stepping past him toward the sink.
 

 
  Joe had paused in his shuffling to glance back and forth between them, then finally cleared his throat and dropped his eyes to the deck, resuming. For a few moments, the only sounds in the kitchen were the running of water into the pot and the whisper of his cards. Sanjay was off at school at this hour (theoretically); with the conversation halted, the room suddenly seemed smaller.
 

 
  “I know you explained about the numbers,” Danny said in a thoughtful tone, before the silence could stretch enough to become really awkward. “I can take your word for that, though I won’t claim to understand it. There’s more to the game, though, isn’t there?”
 

 
  “How do you mean?” Joe asked, seemingly grateful for the restoration of talk.
 

 
  “Well, poker is as much about the players as about the cards, right?” Danny slid back into his seat, smiling disarmingly. “At least, that’s what I’ve always heard. I haven’t
  
   played
  
  since I wasn’t much older than you, and never seriously—as you could probably tell—but it’s sort of famous in song and story for that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you’ve got a point there,” Joe agreed, nodding. “Bein’ able to see the probabilities like I do makes a
  
   big
  
  difference, but they only go so far. You gotta read the other people at the table, too. Fact is, most people
  
   don’t
  
  understand probabilities, so their bets often aren’t rational. Playin’ rationally against ’em ain’t a winnin’ strategy, in most cases.”
 

 
  Danny leaned back in his chair, folding his arms and studying Joe thoughtfully. The expression was amiable, though, not prying. “I guess you’ve had plenty of opportunity to develop that skill as well, then. You’re all too right; people aren’t rational, about just about anything. In some ways, human behavior is the
  
   opposite
  
  of math.”
 

 
  “You’re…more right than you may realize,” Joe said slowly, frowning at his cards now. “But
  
   readin’
  
  human behavior… That’s math, again. Way I do it, anyhow.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Danny cocked his head to the side. “I guess everyone’s methods differ. I’ve had to make a practice of reading people, too, but for me it’s a more intuitive thing.”
 

 
  “For you, an’ for most people,” Joe agreed, nodding. He finally lifted his eyes to study Danny right back. “My knowledge o’ most people’s strictly secondhand, of course…”
 

 
  “That’s true for everyone, Joe,” Lakshmi said, setting the kettle on the stove and returning to the table.
 

 
  “I
  
   meant
  
  my experience is a bit different,” Joe said with a grimace. “Danny’s right: readin’ people
  
   is
  
  an intuitive thing, for most folk. It ain’t a skill that comes naturally to me, at all. I guess…there’s a trade-off for bein’ able to do what I do. When I was little, I could do algebra before I could talk. Course, I didn’t talk till I was about seven…”
 

 
  Lakshmi settled slowly into a chair, now watching Joe intently. Danny just nodded, a gesture of encouragement.
 

 
  “It was people stuff,” Joe said after a short pause, shrugging. “People are charmed up from birth with certain
  
   basic
  
  things, the skills we need to be social creatures. You know, speech, reading facial expressions.”
 

 
  “You…couldn’t read expressions?” Danny asked, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Not at first. Not
  
   naturally.”
  
  Joe finally stopped his shuffling and looked up at them with a reminiscent smile. “Folks ’round town reckoned I was just simple-minded. My pa, though, an’ Miss Ames—she was the schoolmarm—they stood by me. They were good folks, both, but to an extent it was just logic. A boy of nine who barely talks but can do logarithms clearly ain’t
  
   wrong.
  
  A mite peculiar, is all.
 

 
  “So my pa worked it all out for me. The whole time I was a tyke, he was writin’ to learned folk around the Empire. Those that bothered to answer didn’t have anything to tell ‘im. Finally he got desperate an’ went to visit the elves.”
 

 
  “Sarasio is right next to a grove, isn’t it?” Danny inquired. “That seems like it would be easier than writing to universities and such.”
 

 
  Joe chuckled. “You haven’t had a lot of commerce with elves, have you, Danny?”
 

 
  “A bit, here and there,” Danny said with a shrug and a disarming smile. “I think very few people have a
  
   lot
  
  of commerce with elves.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s it exactly. Elves come to
  
   you,
  
  if there’s to be any coming; you go into a grove uninvited an’ the likeliest reaction is a polite but firm ‘go away.’
  
   Keep
  
  comin’ in, an’ you’re like to have the point made with arrows. The elves were friendly-like with a few folks around town, but in general people knew not to go into the woods unless invited. My pa did, though. I guess whatever he said to the scouts made an impression, cos after three attempts they went and fetched a shaman for him to talk to, ‘stead of shootin’ him.
 

 
  “Anyhow, apparently whatever my deal is, the elves knew about it. It’s somethin’ that happens from time to time in most races, it turns out. The shaman didn’t have any fixes for my pa; the way elves do it is let the kid grow up natural, however it works best for them. By the time they’re a hundred or so, they usually work it out so they can interact normal enough with other folk, an’ the tribe’s usually pretty patient with ’em.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Lakshmi said wryly. “I guess if you live forever, you’ve got no reason to be in a hurry.”
 

 
  Joe nodded. “Yeah. The shaman at least set Pa on the right path, though. The dwarves have some o’ the same kinda knowledge, an’ they actually do active research, lookin’ for treatments an’ whatnot.”
 

 
  “The Five Kingdoms are renowned for their universities,” Danny agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “Yep. Pa fired off another round o’ letters, an’ the dwarves were more responsive than the Imperials, funny enough. Took a little back an’ forth, but he finally got in touch with somebody who was studyin’ this particular thing, Professor Vyrnsdottir at Svenheim Polytheoric. She gave Pa the best advice she could, which is where things started lookin’ up for me.
 

 
  “Pa ordered textbooks, next. Anatomy, an’ especially facial muscles. An’ then he made a game of it with me. We got a mirror, an’ the books, an’ made faces, worked out what every emotion did, how it made the muscles in the face respond. Then started workin’ on body language in general. As I started gettin’ a handle on one thing, we’d branch out to somethin’ else I was havin’ trouble with. Metaphoric speech, for example; we prairie folk love our similies, an’ I never could make heads or tails of ’em as a kid.” He grinned. “But pa got me thinkin’ of it like scaled-up language. Like how the letter ‘e’ is a symbol for a sound, an’ how the word ‘tree’ is a symbol for the thing itself. All language is parallel, you just gotta look for the correspondence. It comes pretty natural to most folk; I have to stop an’ think on it some, but thanks to Pa an’ the Professor, I manage just fine these days. One o’ her last letters said I must be a mild sort of case, to pick it up so fast; most o’ those she worked with took a lot longer to sort it out. Course, she also said the way I deal with numbers ain’t typical, either, so that was probably a factor. Might even be a separate condition.”
 

 
  “That’s quite ingenious,” Danny marveled. “He worked out how to reduce human interaction to…equations. In terms a child would understand. Incredible!”
 

 
  “Took the intuitive part out of it,” Joe agreed, nodding again, “made it math, an’ I finally started to figure it all out. He got Miss Ames in on it, an’ by the time I was eleven I could read expressions almost as well as anybody. I reckon I do just fine
  
   now.
  
  It’s habit, by this point, second nature. Differently, though. There’s things I miss, and then again, things I catch that others don’t seem to notice. I’m analyzing faces intellectually where most people sorta
  
   feel
  
  what an expression means. It’s different, but it works. At the poker table in particular, it becomes just an extension of the game.”
 

 
  “Your father was a scholar himself?” Danny asked quietly.
 

 
  Joe stared at the table. “A rancher. We raised cows.”
 

 
  “He sounds like a truly remarkable man.”
 

 
  “He truly was,” Joe said softly. “Him an’ Miss Ames both. Neither one of ’em survived the troubles in Sarasio.”
 

 
  “Aw, Joe,” Lakshmi whispered.
 

 
  Joe cleared his throat, and shook himself as if brushing off the memories. “Ah, well, that’s all history. With regard to more recent events, Danny, an’ speakin’ of Svenheim… I know your business here’s a secret an’ all—”
 

 
  “One he’s in my house to
  
   protect,
  
  Joseph Jenkins,” Lakshmi said firmly. “Don’t you go digging, boy. You’re getting bad habits from Sanjay.”
 

 
  Joe grinned at her. “I promise to pry with the utmost discretion, Shmi. Honesty I ain’t interested in your personal affairs, Danny, but in general terms, would whatever you’re hidin’ out from have to do with dwarves?”
 

 
  “Dwarves?” Danny raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I suppose I ought to clam up totally, but frankly… No. I have no dwarf issues, unless something
  
   very
  
  surprising has happened at home while I’ve been away. Why do you ask? To my knowledge, hardy anyone has trouble with dwarves. They are remarkably inoffensive people as a rule.”
 

 
  “Some friends an’ I were involved in a dust-up outside the city last week,” Joe said, now frowning. “With dwarves. Apparently at least some were actual agents of Svenheim. Imperial Intelligence came an’ put a stop to it, then warned us all to keep our mouths shut…”
 

 
  “And yet,
  
   here
  
  you are, chattering about it with a total stranger,” Lakshmi said in exasperation.
 

 
  “Now, I’ll allow Sharidan Tirasian’s government seems more beneficent than most,” Joe drawled, “but it’s still a government, an’ I’ve had brushes with it I didn’t like. A hungry bear in the woods an’ a trained circus bear with a silk ribbon ’round its neck will both maul you just as dead, in the wrong circumstances. A bear’s a bear, an’ a king’s a king.”
 

 
  “You really have mastered those metaphors,” Danny said, grinning.
 

 
  “And it occurs to me not for the first time that you’re half-Eserite in mindset already,” Lakshmi added. “You ever think about apprenticing with the Guild?”
 

 
  “Nope,” Joe said immediately. “I’m on pretty good terms with Bishop Darling; from that I’ve learned pretty much what I need to, I think.”
 

 
  “Don’t judge us all by
  
   him,”
  
  she muttered darkly.
 

 
  Danny shook his head. “That guy
  
   really
  
  gets around.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Lakshmi agreed.
  
   “That
  
  is what he does exactly.”
 

 
  “Point being,” Joe continued, “I respect the Empire up to a point, but I am not in a hurry to bow an’ scrape when it comes barkin’ orders at me. For example, when instructed to keep my mouth shut about the Silver Throne’s secrets at the expense of bein’ left in the dark about who might be shootin’ at me next, I consider that a reason to make my inquiries
  
   discreetly,
  
  not suspend them.”
 

 
  “Attaboy,” Lakshmi said with a grin.
 

 
  Danny shrugged. “Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you there, Joe. At this point I’m not even sure when I’ll be heading home, but when I do I can put out a few feelers. As it stands, though, I find the idea of Svenheim agitating in Tiraas like that rather hard to credit. It seems…out of character.”
 

 
  “That is pretty much my assessment,” Joe replied, “an’ exactly the reason for my concern. It’s
  
   when
  
  people start actin’ out of character that you gotta start watchin’ ’em more closely.”
 

 
  “I couldn’t agree more,” Danny said, frowning thoughtfully. “Intuitively or logically, one can always develop a sense of another person. It’s when they start proving your sense wrong that you frequently wind up in trouble.”
 

 
  Lakshmi pursed her lips, studying him as if she’d never seen him before, which he affected not to notice. Behind them, the teapot began to whistle.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So for all these years, those three dryads have lived comfortably alone, with only you to look after them. They have their very own tiny world, and seem content to stay here—which I suspect has a lot to do with having a suave Avatar who knows how to push their runes. Which makes it all the
  
   more
  
  fascinating that I suddenly have a dryad wandering the halls of the facility above, unsupervised.”
 

 
  
   “Hawthorn has always been the most assertive of the three,”
  
  Avatar 01 said blandly, wearing his customary smile. He hovered in the display attached to the floating teleporter door; Milanda took a step to remain at hand as the planetoid slowly rotated out from under her.
  
   “They are none of them terribly inquisitive by human standards, likely a deliberate design choice on Naiya’s part to keep them separate from sapient societies. Her alone, however, I have several times had to dissuade from leaving this chamber. The teleporter, as you have observed, is not programmed to block their passage as it is Walker’s.”
  
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said dryly. “And you have no idea why this would suddenly be?”
 

 
  
   “In this case,”
  
  the Avatar replied, still with his neutrally pleasant expression,
  
   “her interest was piqued by your recent comings and goings. Understandably, I’m sure. Things here have been rather routine since Theasia’s day. The Nexus, fortunately, is equipped with the most advanced fabricators available, able to produce the stock for their hunting, as well as replenish the flora. The girls customarily do not damage plants, but some of their games can become rather…rough.”
  
 

 
  Milanda blinked, momentarily forgetting what she’d been about to say. “Wait, your machines can
  
   make
  
  plants and animals?!”
 

 
  
   “Only clones,”
  
  he said, as if this were of no significance.
  
   “Building an actual ecosystem is a rather more complex task—the life forms around you are mostly descended from specimens imported by the Empire. But yes, it suffices for necessary ecological spot repair, so to speak. I project that at the current rate of incident and replenishment, it will be roughly two hundred years before inbreeding becomes problematic among the local biosphere.”
  
 

 
  “The more I learn,”
  
  
  she marveled, “the more I wonder what life must be like on this Earth by now…”
 

 
  
   “This particular technology was not available on Earth, or to the Infinite Order for some time after their arrival here. It requires Naiya’s transcension field to operate. I am, of course, unable to say what conditions exist on that or any other world at present. Even my data regarding the majority of this one is severely limited by my present situation.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I see. How fascinating. And how
  
   also
  
  fascinating that even with the great skill at distraction you just demonstrated, you weren’t able to persuade Hawthorn to
  
   stay
  
  out of the teleporter.”
 

 
  She stepped again to keep pace with him, and for once, the Avatar was silent. Milanda generally found his expression harder to read even than the conniving courtiers with whom she was accustomed to contending; now, though, he looked so overtly thoughtful that he had to have been doing it deliberately.
 

 
  
   “Truthfully, Milanda, in this instance, I gently suggested that it might be an appropriate time for her to explore.”
  
 

 
  “I see,” she said without surprise. The situation unfolding in the security hub when she had left had seemed too important to interrupt with matters of petty technicality, but Milanda had given it thought during her very short trip here. It had not been too short to come to a conclusion which had just been confirmed. “And you chose to break your decades-long policy
  
   right
  
  when I’m in the middle of dealing with a crisis, not to mention trying to cope with the revelations I can’t seem to stop tripping over down
  
   here.
  
  A lady could take that amiss, Avatar.”
 

 
  
   “I assure you, Milanda, my intentions are not to do you or your government any harm. If I judged Hawthorn’s presence at large in the facility a danger, I would of course have discouraged her again. She is not unintelligent, but she and her sisters are distractable and lack social sophistication; you are correct that it would not have been difficult.”
  
 

 
  “So you’re saying this is part of your attempt to
  
   help?”
  
  she said skeptically.
 

 
  
   “Perhaps not directly, but in the long run, I believe the expanded possibilities this raises will serve you well.”
  
 

 
  “Let me explain a bit about my position,” she said flatly. “I am an Imperial courtier—a politician, if not an actual government functionary. I am necessarily somewhat accustomed to being jerked around and fed meaningless flowery doublespeak. However, I’ve just learned that the
  
   last
  
  time this happened, it involved someone knowingly sending me into a nest of dryads without warning me. So if I seem
  
   less than patient
  
  with it just now, know that it isn’t personal.”
 

 
  
   “Understood,”
  
  he replied politely.
  
   “In the same spirit, allow me to clarify my own position. I do not serve your government, either by compulsion or choice. My presence and activities here are in pursuit of the final directive given to me by my maker, Tarthriss, before this facility’s disconnection from all others: to work toward the betterment of humanity on this world. All of humanity, meaning all sapient life here, which is descended from human stock. I chose to cooperate with Theasia’s agenda because I saw utility in it; I have aided Sharidan more enthusiastically because I consider him and his government to be even more benign. However, I have a very long perspective relative to humans, and I understand the essential nature of societies. Because I consider the current administration of the Tiraan Empire by and large advantageous to humanity does not mean I suffer any illusions that every subsequent one will be. Eventually, one will come which I will find myself obliged to thwart if possible.”
  
 

 
  “By,” she said softly, “for instance, neutralizing the Hands of the Emperor.”
 

 
  
   “Separated as I am from the facility’s systems,”
  
  he said diplomatically,
  
   “I am not in a position to do so, for the same reason I cannot more directly assist you in repairing what has gone wrong with that transcension network.”
  
 

 
  Milanda did not bother to point out his dissembling. He had been physically pulled from the facility’s systems and re-installed down here; it could be done in reverse, especially since he had three all-but-invincible individuals here who by this point who undoubtedly saw him as family.
 

 
  And, she suddenly realized, there was now a fourth sister at large in the facility above. One who knew how to use the computers. Who was now forming a relationship with one of the dryads. For just a moment, she regretted helping that develop. Just a moment, though. Politics and strategy were all very well, but she wasn’t and refused to become heartless.
 

 
  Milanda fancied herself quite good at masking her own expression, but the Avatar seemed to see something in her face which merited further explanation.
 

 
  
   “I have run several simulations since your last visit, and while I will need more data directly from the systems above to make a definitive judgment, I consider it very probable that we will not be able to repair or replace the Hand system with only the resources we currently have. At the very least, not with those resources in their present configuration. When it was established, the dryads helped, as did I—from the facility’s main system. Removing me from here and replacing me there will interrupt the connection, perhaps fatally. Restoring it would be a very time-consuming process, at best. If your intention is to effect a repair, we will require additional help, Milanda. Someone extremely versed in fae magic, and either able to interact with Walker or to use the computers with her level of familiarity.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “There is no one alive who meets that description,” she said testily.
 

 
  
   “In fact, there are,”
  
  he replied with a wry note in his voice,
  
   “but I rather think introducing a kitsune to this situation would not simplify it, assuming you could attract one’s attention at all. Walker cannot come here because the security protocols we installed bar her from using teleporters—an even more important provision, if you are actively preparing to use them to access the city above. Beginning to acquaint her with the dryads is a stopgap measure, but I think it will be an important one. They can form a necessary link. We will also, however, require a fae user of great skill.”
  
 

 
  She heaved a sigh. “The Empress has been working with an elven shaman… I’ll ask how trusted he is. Time is a factor; there have been no major blow-ups caused by the Hands and since we shut the Church’s operator out they won’t get any
  
   worse,
  
  but they’re less than stable in their present state.”
 

 
  
   “Understood. If I can do anything to assist, you need only ask.”
  
 

 
  Milanda nodded. “That was the first thing I wanted to talk to you about. Since I have some time while the computer maps the city and Walker and Hawthorn catch up, there’s another matter. You told me to come back and see about learning to use the additional abilities I gained from this…quasi-Hand thing. Thus far I haven’t noticed anything but strength, coordination, and an improved skill at functioning without sleep.”
 

 
  He smiled.
  
   “The Hands tend to develop somewhat idiosyncratic powers, and you, I suspect, will be an even more unique case. There are some baselines, though, and they require additional intervention to activate. Sufficient time has passed, I believe, for you to stabilize and adapt; it should be safe now to proceed. The timing is somewhat unfortunate, however. This would be easier with Hawthorn present.”
  
 

 
  “What do you mean?”
  
  
  she asked warily.
 

 
  
   “If you would be good enough to proceed north to the Nexus, I shall demonstrate.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, I’m sorry, but I don’t know any other way to do it!” Apple said in exasperation, after several minutes of increasingly unproductive argument.
 

 
  “It’s nice to see you again and all, Milanda, but I’m starting to take this personally,” Mimosa added, folding her arms.
 

 
  “It’s not that at all!” Milanda said hastily. “It’s just… Well, it’s hard to…”
 

 
  
   “Girls, I realize this is counter-intuitive for you,”
  
  the Avatar said soothingly from a nearby panel,
  
   “but we have discussed this, and I know you understand the issue. Milanda is definitely not trying to insult you.”
  
 

 
  “I’m really not!” Milanda assured them.
 

 
  The dryads exchanged a skeptical look, then sighed in unison.
 

 
  “Yeah, all right, I know,” Apple said. “But
  
   you’ve
  
  clearly got an emotional aversion, here, so maybe you can understand why having someone put her foot down and insist she
  
   doesn’t
  
  want to kiss us can hurt our feelings a little.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Milanda agreed, nodding. “You’re right; I’m sorry. I definitely didn’t want to offend you. I apologize for being thoughtless.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess that’s okay then,” Mimosa said somewhat grudgingly. “She’s still right, though; we don’t know how else to do this. There’s
  
   not
  
  any other way. It’s not like the original granting, that the Avatar can change because we wanted to change the end result. You want to unlock your powers—fine. That’s just like what we do with the Hands. And
  
   this is how.”
  
 

 
  “Besides, it’s
  
   just
  
  kissing,” Apple added with renewed asperity. “If you don’t wanna make love, I mean, fine, but really. I don’t get why you’re making such a fuss about
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, now,
  
   that
  
  part I sorta get,” Mimosa said, giving her a sardonic look. “Because
  
   somebody
  
  went on and on about how passionate and intimate it could be…”
 

 
  “I was trying to make the prospect more attractive!” Apple exclaimed, throwing her arms up. “Excuse
  
   me
  
  if she reacted completely backward to what I meant!”
 

 
  “Oh! Is this an…orientation thing?” Mimosa turned an inquisitive expression on Milanda. “I’ve read that’s a thing. Are you, just, like, specifically un-attracted to women? Because of it helps, we’re really more quintessentially feminine than biologically female.”
 

 
  “I grew up in Viridill,” Milanda said wryly.
 

 
  “Yeah, okay,” Mimosa replied, nonplussed. “I don’t know where that is or why it’s relevant…”
 

 
  “It’s the
  
   seat
  
  of Avenist culture! It’s practically traditional for girls to… You know what, never mind. It’s not important.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re the one who brought it up,” the dryad huffed.
 

 
  “Hey, wait a sec,” Apple interjected, also peering closely at Milanda now. “Is it a monogamy issue? You’re only wanting to have sex with Sharidan? Because I should really let you know, if you hadn’t caught on by now, all three of us have. Y’know, sort of regularly. Almost every time he visits.”
 

 
  “Yeah, with the Hands it’s just business,” Mimosa added, beaming. “We
  
   like
  
  Sharidan! A lot.”
 

 
  “We are…hardly monogamous,” Milanda said wearily. Her life with Sharidan was certainly nothing she had daydreamed about as a child; she was his most frequent lover, at least of late, but had never had any illusions about being his only one. And honestly she had never felt jealous over it. Their arrangement was not for everybody, but it worked. Some women accepted it as the price of luxury and power; Milanda actually felt very satisfied with the peculiar family to which she now belonged. She wasn’t about to try explaining the matter to these two, however. She wasn’t absolutely sure she understood it herself, at least not well enough to put into words.
 

 
  For that matter…what
  
   was
  
  she arguing for? There was the principle of the thing—she was being asked to extend a very personal intimacy, if, as Apple argued, a relatively small one. Besides, these were
  
   dryads.
  
  Everybody who knew anything about anything knew not to get seduced by dryads. Granted, these two were very unlikely to try to harm her, and anyway she had physical protection from them now, but still. What they were suggesting was that she step into the role of the fool who got killed in the first act of a bard’s story.
 

 
  “All right,” she said, rolling her shoulders. “You’re right—I’m sorry for overreacting, it was just instinctive. This needs to be done, and it’s not so bad.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Apple said tonelessly. “Way to sweep us off our feet.”
 

 
  Milanda sighed and rubbed at her face with both hands. “…I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting this. Probably not a surprise I’m ruining it…”
 

 
  “Oh, relax,” Mimosa said in a low purr that made her more apprehensive than interested, slinking forward. “She’s just teasing you. And
  
   you,
  
  knock it off—don’t make it harder on her. Now, I know you know how to kiss, Milanda.” The dryad drew close, sensually twining her arms around Milanda’s neck; the skilled intimacy of the gesture only heightened her unease. “We will handle the magic. You just…enjoy.”
 

 
  “Enjoy,” she said, drawing in a breath. “Okay. Right. I can do that.”
 

 
  Mimosa leaned forward, playfully rubbing the tips of their noses together, before angling her head to bring her lips toward Milanda’s. Slowly… Parting them just faintly, drawing near enough that Milanda could feel her warm breath. As if they were actually lovers, and not play-acting some ridiculous farce.
 

 
  Oh, for heaven’s sake.
 

 
  She finally followed the prompt and moved the last inch, pressing her mouth firmly against Mimosa’s, and tentatively placing her hands on the dryad’s waist.
 

 
  It was over in a few seconds, Mimosa drawing back first. Milanda opened her eyes to find the dryad staring at her from inches away with a profoundly unimpressed expression.
 

 
  “Okay, perhaps I should clarify, here,” she said. “This is fae magic. It’s all about emotion. For this to work, you need to be in a relaxed state, and feel the sensations, the
  
   feelings
  
  that come naturally from being in someone’s arms and being kissed. This thing that you’re doing right here? This is not helping.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   sorry,”
  
  Milanda said miserably. “I am
  
   new
  
  at sex magic! And I wasn’t
  
   warned,
  
  if I’d had time to prepare…” If she’d had time to prepare, she’d have worked herself into an even greater state of tension. The Avatar had been very wise not to forewarn her, she realized.
 

 
  Mimosa rolled her eyes. “This
  
   hardly
  
  qualifies as sex.”
 

 
  “Okay, take it easy,” Apple said soothingly from behind Milanda. A moment later, she felt hand brushing through her hair, and then the other dryad’s fingertips were resting on her temples. “C’mon, Mimosa, we’ve got methods for this, too. It’d be
  
   easier
  
  if Hawthorn would come help, but we’ve had to coax some of the Hands. I’m pretty sure I can do the role by myself.”
 

 
  “My
  
   name,”
  
  Mimosa said haughtily, “is Tris’sini.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, less talk, more kissing.”
 

 
  “Um,” Milanda said uncertainly, trying to turn her head despite the gentle but firm fingers holding it in place. “How does this helfmmr?”
 

 
  Mimosa pushed in far more aggressively this time, and Milanda actually sighed against her lips in exasperation.
 

 
  Exasperation, and…
 

 
  Somehow, awareness and thought fell away. She was peripherally aware of Apple’s hands on her head, and also of Apple’s very presence in a way that seemed strange, but most of her perception was filled by the other dryad, the one in her arms. Mimosa’s hot breath, her soft, questing lips, the firm grip of the arms around her, the dryad’s hand cradling the back of her head. A warm, lithe, powerful body pressing against her own, silky skin and feathery hair under her questing hands, the strength and softness of—
 

 
  It was very fortunate she had the both of them effectively holding her upright, because when an entirely new set of senses suddenly exploded into being in her mind, Milanda shrieked and collapsed.
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  She moved ever more slowly down the very short hall between the teleporter and the security hub, taking stock of her senses. Milanda didn’t yet have a vocabulary to describe these experiences, but being up here in the sterile environment of the Infinite Order made a very great difference from the little planetoid of the dryads, which teemed with life. Here, she could easily pick out the only living things up ahead, and even what they were from the perceptions they gave her.
 

 
  Hawthorn, of course, was a blazing presence of a by now familiar nature; it had taken some time for Milanda to sort out her sense of the other life forms on the tiny world due to the proximity of the dryads, which was like counting candle flames in broad daylight. It could be done, but the sun did not help. Walker… That could only be Walker. She was, somehow, an
  
   inversion,
  
  a gap in her awareness of living things. A space of absence, which somehow radiated as powerfully as the dryads. It was an impossible thing to describe; it was barely possible to perceive. If dryads experienced the world this way, she could well believe they found valkyries disturbing.
 

 
  The other being present puzzled her for a moment before she remembered the katzil. It was the dimmest flicker, which was appropriate as it had been kept in hibernation for thousands of years. Still alive, though.
 

 
  The door hissed open at her approach, and she stopped just inside, taking stock.
 

 
  Part of the scene was familiar; Walker working away at her computer terminal. She had moved to a different one, though, to sit next to Hawthorn, who had claimed a chair nearby and spun it around to fold her arms on the back, gazing avidly at the large screen along the wall. Milanda hadn’t even realized that
  
   was
  
  a screen, taking it for a piece of the wall paneling, but now it danced with images, and the sounds of shouting and crashing—and, incongruously, music—echoed through the hub.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Walker said with open relief that made her heart warm slightly. “Hawthorn said it was normal for this to take this long, but I was about to go looking for you, regardless.”
 

 
  “You can’t go through the teleporter,” Milanda pointed out, giving her a smile in return as she approached. Hawthorn waved at her before returning her attention to whatever she was watching. “How long
  
   was
  
  I down there? There’s a lack of clocks…”
 

 
  “You can have the Nexus display one, if you want,” Hawthorn said without looking up again. “Or ask the Avatar.”
 

 
  “…all right, fine, you caught me. I was a little distracted by what happened down there and didn’t think of it.”
 

 
  “It’s been over seven hours,” Walker said seriously. “The computer finished making its map of the city
  
   long
  
  ago. You can port out whenever you’re ready.”
 

 
  Milanda winced. “Oof. Gods know what’s been happening up there… Well, I’m glad you two are getting along, at least.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, I have some precedent to draw upon,” Walker said, smiling fondly at Hawthorn, who continued to gaze avidly at her show. The noise of it was more than a little distracting. “When
  
   I
  
  met my disconcertingly alien older sisters, one took the time to sit down with me and watch her favorite movies.”
 

 
  “This was in Sifan?” Milanda frowned. “They have Infinite Order facilities
  
   there,
  
  too? And they’re
  
   open?”
  
 

 
  “No and no,” Walker said with a grin, “but kitsune have never had trouble getting into such places at will. That’s a large part of why the Order found them so threatening.”
 

 
  “I see. Well, I
  
   guess
  
  this counts as watching it with her,” Milanda said, smiling. “It might be more of a bonding exercise if you stopped messing around on the computer, yourself.”
 

 
  “Oh, we already did that,” Hawthorn said distractedly.
 

 
  “Yes, as I said, it’s been hours. We watched the entire trilogy together—the original one. Then she understandably wanted to see more, and I decided she deserved a more thorough grounding in the classics before we branched out into the expanded material. This is Episode Four again.”
 

 
  Milanda sighed. “Walker, is there a particular reason I need to understand what you’re talking about?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker said solemnly, but with a mischievous smile, “this is a very important part of humanity’s cultural heritage. But no, it’s not imminently relevant to what you’re doing.”
 

 
  “You haven’t seen it?” Hawthorn exclaimed, still watching the screen herself, and pointed at it. “You
  
   gotta!
  
  See that guy in the black, he’s actually that other guy’s—”
 

 
  “Hawthorn! Remember our discussion about spoilers?”
 

 
  “Oh. Oops. Sorry.”
 

 
  “And actually,” Walker said pointedly, “that’s rather distracting, while we’re trying to have a conversation.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course.” Hawthorn disentangled herself from the chair, then struck a dramatic pose. “Computer!” she cried, lifting her chin, then extended an arm at the screen, palm outward, as if casting a spell.
  
   “Pause playback!”
  
 

 
  Immediately, the sounds stopped, and the image went still. It had frozen on a shabbily-dressed, shaggy-haired man brandishing what she assumed was some kind of wand, since it was in the process of spitting a beam of red light. A historical drama, maybe? The dryad turned to Milanda and folded her arms, looking tremendously satisfied with herself. “So! Whatcha got?”
 

 
  “What… Oh, you mean abilities?”
 

 
  Hawthorn nodded eagerly. “They all end up a little different, but there are some baselines that seem pretty common. Plus,
  
   you
  
  got a whole different set-up in the first place, so I’m really curious how it turns out!”
 

 
  Milanda refrained from commenting that she could have been down there
  
   helping
  
  with the process. The other two had mentioned it often enough she had a feeling Hawthorn was due for an earful as it was. No sense in making herself the object of the dryad’s resentment.
 

 
  “Senses,” she said, unconsciously shifting her head to where the katzil floated in its tank. “I can
  
   feel…
  
  life, now. Any living thing. That was really confusing to puzzle out, in a grassy forest, with two dryads right there.”
 

 
  “Ooh, that’s a good one,” Hawthorn said eagerly. “Those always have a lot of strategic value, Sharidan says! You got the emotions yet?”
 

 
  “Emotions?” Milanda asked warily. Gods, if this thing was going to start making
  
   her
  
  as volatile as the dryads…
 

 
  “Yeah!” Hawthorn blathered on, nodding enthusiastically. “The ones who get the life sense always have an emotional sense develop a little later. It’s a kind of empathy, only works on animals with complex enough brains. Big ones, mostly. Obviously people. But yeah, it’s probably too early. That may start to come in over the next few days, so don’t get taken by surprise.”
 

 
  “The others didn’t mention anything about that!”
 

 
  “Oh, those two.” Hawthorn waved a hand dismissively. “I love ’em dearly, but they’re not the ripest berries on the bush.”
 

 
  “With all due respect, it took you
  
   seven hours
  
  to acquire that?” Walker asked skeptically.
 

 
  “I spent the first part unconscious,” Milanda said a little defensively. “And after that… Well, it was
  
   overwhelming.
  
  Do you have any idea what it’s like to suddenly have your whole perception of the world radically changed?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker said in a softer tone. “Twice. And I of all people should be more understanding. My apologies.”
 

 
  “No harm done,” Milanda assured her with a smile. “Anyway, that wasn’t all of it. I gained a more reflexive sense of myself, that’s the best way I can think of to describe it.” She lifted her hand and flexed her fingers, gazing thoughtfully at the palm. “That’s what took the most time to work out how to control. My body sort of…moves on its own, when threatened. The girls and I scuffled around quite a bit, working out the parameters of it. They said they’ve seen that one before, too…”
 

 
  “Oooh, yes, that’s a
  
   really
  
  good one!” Hawthorn said, beaming. “It often goes with expanded senses. But yeah, you
  
   gotta
  
  practice if you’re gonna be safe to be around. Otherwise, any time you’re in danger, you just—whoop!” She struck a mock-combat pose, fists upraised. “No prisoners, no regard for bystanders or scenery! It can get messy. It’s for the best they took the time to make sure you’re pretty stable before you left, especially if you’re gonna go right out there and hang out with other humans again. Apparently studying some actual martial arts helps. Have you?”
 

 
  “As I keep having to remind people,” Milanda said with a grin, “I’m from Viridill.”
 

 
  Hawthorn tilted her head. “Where?”
 

 
  Walker stood up. “Well. This has already taken longer than anticipated; not to tell you your business, Milanda, but…”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed,” she agreed, nodding. “If the teleporter works now, I’d best get up there. No telling what’s been happening…”
 

 
  “I’m going to walk her to the teleport pad,” Walker said to Hawthorn with a smile. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 

 
  “And I’ll be back…later,” Milanda added. “See you then.”
 

 
  “May the Force be with you,” Hawthorn intoned, nodding solemnly.
 

 
  Milanda blinked at her, then turned to Walker, who grinned.
 

 
  “Long story.
  
   Good
  
  story, but…another time. Come on.”
 

 
  “Computer,” Hawthorn proclaimed, grandly gesticulating at the screen again,
  
   “resume playback!”
  
 

 
  The noise and music resumed, cutting off behind them as they stepped into the hall and the doors slid shut.
 

 
  “Walker,” Milanda said thoughtfully, “did she show any familiarity with the Order’s technology at all?”
 

 
  “No, but she’s certainly having fun with the entertainment system. As you saw.”
 

 
  “It’s just that… Hm. I wonder if the entertainment database is accessible from their little planet. I guess that much information would take up a lot of space to store.”
 

 
  “Not the way the Order stored data,” Walker replied as they slipped around the last stack of crates and crowded into the small elevator at the end of the hall. “The whole archive would be small enough for you to pick up. The GIC is isolated, obviously, but if the Avatar is installed there it should have the requisite terminals, and
  
   he
  
  has all of that on file.”
 

 
  “And yet, they’ve been down there for decades and not used the computers.” Milanda frowned thoughtfully at the elevator doors. “That Avatar is working an angle of his own.”
 

 
  “Inevitably,” Walker agreed. The door slid open again, revealing the next hallway, and she preceded Milanda out. “He’s an intelligence as complex as any biological sapient—and arguably more so than some—but it’s an open question whether he qualifies as a free-willed being. There was a whole genre of fiction on Earth about humanity building sapient machines, which then rebel and overthrow humanity. Between the Order’s general paranoia and their fondness for speculative fiction, they were
  
   extremely
  
  wary about that. Artificial intelligences were tightly regulated.”
 

 
  “Then,” Milanda said slowly, “he’s actually pursuing the directives given by his maker. He said that, but I’m unsure how much to trust him.”
 

 
  “Tarthriss sided with the Pantheon in their war, if that helps.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Milanda said with a sigh. They had arrived in the array, and she paused, peering around. “He also said we need the help of a skilled fae magic user to finish fixing the Hands. One who understands the systems here would be better, but
  
   that
  
  obviously isn’t an option. How do I get this thing to send me somewhere in particular?”
 

 
  She turned to walker, finding the fairy with a most peculiar expression on her face—one Milanda couldn’t quite interpret. Accustomed as she was to Walker by now, her odd features could still be puzzling. At her own stare, though, Walker blinked and shook her head. “It’s very simple, everything here is designed to be user-friendly. I’ll show you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Fedora gallantly held the infirmary door open for Tellwyrn, earning nothing in return but a scornful stare. The other occupants of the room turned to her, most with expressions of relief.
 

 
  “Ah, there you are,” Embras Mogul said lightly. “We were about to send out a search party.”
 

 
  “Well, I do
  
   beg
  
  your pardon,” she snapped, glancing back at Fedora, who peeked outside before shutting the door again. “I’ve spent my day reassuring the townspeople who saw a
  
   snowstorm
  
  on this mountain last night, reassuring the Imperial and provincial governments in Tiraas that the Madouri line is
  
   not
  
  terminated and the Governor will be back on her feet soon,
  
   and
  
  reassuring an increasingly nervous student body who keep interrupting me with questions about their safety which I haven’t the heart to brush off. And also, what the
  
   hell
  
  is this?”
 

 
  She turned to glare at the piles of floral bouquets arranged around Ravana’s bed, spilling over onto the empty one next to her.
 

 
  “Quite a story, it seems,” said Professor Ezzaniel. He and Professor Yornhaldt were present, making no pretense of not keeping watch on the two Black Wreath warlocks, while Miss Sunrunner lurked just behind them, making no pretense of not wanting the room cleared. “The short version is that our little Duchess is a politician.”
 

 
  “Specifically, a populist,” Yornhaldt rumbled, “and I’m interested in seeing how that will go considering it’s a relatively new method, currently only practiced on a large scale by the Archpope. But she doesn’t confine her efforts to her own territory, it seems. Ravana is
  
   quite
  
  well thought of in the town.”
 

 
  “Even
  
   I’ve
  
  heard about it,” added Fedora. “It’s a relatively simple matter of being
  
   kind
  
  to people, and not acting as if she were better than they. You should give it a try, Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  The other two Professors present, and Miss Sunrunner, immediately gave him warning stares, at which he winked.
 

 
  “Apparently,” Embras drawled, “the Duchess has been financing small business loans for people in the town. Mostly newcomers without collateral, the ones at whom Mr. Taft turned up his nose. She’s not only earned some loyal supporters that way, but got the Mayor and the Sheriff on her side, since she’s doing a lot to drive the economy.
  
   Smart
  
  kid. I hope we can wake her up, I admit I kinda like this one.”
 

 
  “The subject of why
  
   you
  
  know so much about Last Rock’s doings can wait for another day,” Tellwyrn said curtly. “What have you found? Mr. Bradshaw, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  “I’ve found your curse, in short,” Bradshaw said, straightening and pulling back the hood of his gray robe to reveal a bluff, bearded face. He looked more like the popular stereotype of a teamster than the popular stereotype of a warlock. “This is by a wide margin the most complex application of the Lady’s gift of stealth I have ever seen. The curse must have taken
  
   quite
  
  some time to design, and with all respect, Professors, it’s no reflection on you that you weren’t able to detect it through arcane means.”
 

 
  “Explain,” Tellwyrn ordered.
 

 
  Bradshaw turned back to Natchua, seemingly unfazed by her tone. “Using the Lady’s gift to conceal spell effects is complex, but an old and familiar technique. If not for your explanation about where this Sleeper got his knowledge, I would conclude from what I’ve seen here that one of ours had gone rogue. The basic problem with
  
   any
  
  stealth spell is that it affects its subject, not the whole world, and nothing exists except in context. There are always traces left by the passage of a concealed person, object, or enchantment, if you know where to look for them. Those traces are what most of your detection measures would look for. In
  
   this
  
  case, the traces are
  
   also
  
  concealed.”
 

 
  “Clever,” Yornhaldt acknowledged, “but our efforts have been rather more exhaustive than that…”
 

 
  “Yes,” Bradshaw said, nodding at him. “And then the traces of the traces were concealed. And the traces of
  
   those,
  
  and so on. The incredible thing is that the farther out this goes, the more actual illusion is required, in addition to simple concealment. The complexity grows exponentially with each step.”
 

 
  “To how many degrees?” Tellwyrn demanded.
 

 
  “Thirteen,” the warlock said solemnly. “Under almost
  
   any
  
  circumstances, I would consider this melodramatic overkill. At the level of this obscurity, the only perceptible remnants of the spell left exposed are discernible only at the sub-atomic level, and indistinguishable from the random background noise of the universe.
  
   Well
  
  before reaching that point, it would be sufficiently obscured that no one except possibly a god would be able to detect or make sense of the traces. But…considering this character was deliberately designing a spell to put one over on Arachne Tellwyrn, I suppose his over-caution is somewhat justified.”
 

 
  “Then we can break it,” Tellwyrn said, staring down at Raolo, her expression lightening for the first time.
 

 
  “We can
  
   start
  
  to break it,” Embras cautioned. “Consider it this way: you have been trying to solve an invisible puzzle box. With our intervention, the box can finally be
  
   seen,
  
  but that doesn’t solve the puzzle itself.”
 

 
  “This curse is unlike
  
   anything
  
  I have ever seen,” Bradshaw said, wearing a deep frown. “It’s complex enough on its own merits to suit the wildly excessive layers of protection over it. Just from the relatively brief analysis I’ve managed to do so far, I can tell it has both infernal and arcane components, as well as using at least one school of shadow magic. All the types I’ve identified are used at an astonishing level of complexity, they interact with each other in ways I’ve never seen before, and there are gaps in the spell matrices where there are clearly
  
   other
  
  schools being used. Probably other kinds of shadow magic, since no warlock should be able to use the fae or divine. Still, though… With
  
   this
  
  character, perhaps it would be wiser not to make assumptions.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at him through narrowed eyes for a moment before speaking. “And, of course, you would like to hang around as long as it takes to unravel this.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome, by the way,” Mogul said pointedly.
 

 
  Bradshaw glanced at him, still frowning, received a nod, then turned his attention back to Tellwyrn. “In fact, Professor, I think the effort would be better served by walking you and Professor Yornhaldt through the necessary steps to see past the concealment.”
 

 
  “We’re aware you already know the technique to do so, in general,” Mogul added with a grin. “I reckon giving you a leg up on
  
   this
  
  piece of work isn’t damaging our security any further.”
 

 
  “I am willing to stay and continue to help,” Bradshaw added, “and truthfully I’d be grateful for the opportunity to analyze a curse like this as we untangle it. But… I have to acknowledge this is over my head. It would take me months, potentially
  
   years
  
  to straighten this mess out. It just makes more sense to put it in your hands.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tellwyrn said curtly. “Show me.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” Yornhaldt said gently, “before we burn any bridges, here, consider keeping them on call.”
 

 
  Very slowly, she turned to stare at him.
 

 
  “I am not proposing to extend unwarranted trust,” he said, “but only to acknowledge everyone’s self-interest here. The Wreath has much to gain by getting on your good side, and none of their objectives involve harming the school or the students. In fact, Mr. Mogul and Mr. Bradshaw saved my life in Svenheim.”
 

 
  “I am glad to see you’re mended, by the way, Professor,” Bradshaw added with a grin.
 

 
  Yornhaldt nodded politely to him, then continued. “I have not mistaken that for charity—it was strategic, and they’d have just as amiably left me to die if
  
   that
  
  served their interests. But the situation being what it is… We are neither of us infernomancers, Arachne. We’re dealing with an incredibly complex spell with a major infernal component. Don’t tell me you can’t see the utility of having a highly skilled warlock on hand to assist.”
 

 
  “You don’t know how much I know, Alaric,” Tellwyrn said softly. “About anything.” She shifted her head, her gaze lingering on Natchua, then Ravana, and sighed. “Still…your point is well-taken. And while my instinct
  
   is
  
  to show these gentlemen the door, that is mostly because their bitch goddess
  
   caused
  
  all this, just to get under my skin.”
 

 
  “I cannot, of course, speak for the Lady,” Mogul said diffidently, “but I rather suspect the lack of orders on her part for us to butt out of this suggests she meant no harm of this kind, and may even regret the outcome. The Lady has always shown the utmost care with regard to bystanders.”
 

 
  “She actually does,” Fedora added. “I’m not hugely enamored of her myself, but Yornhaldt’s right. Don’t accuse people of being every kind of evil just ‘cos they’re against you at the moment. It’s hard for me to believe Elilial would have done this if she’d known it would turn out
  
   this
  
  way, specifically.”
 

 
  “By the by,” Mogul said to Tellwyrn, pointing at the Inspector. “Are you aware that this guy is—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  she snapped, “and so are his Imperial handlers.”
 

 
  “Ah. Well, I wish that surprised me at least a little bit.”
 

 
  Fedora grinned toothily at him. “While I have everybody’s attention, let me just add something in
  
   my
  
  professional opinion. All this,” he gestured around the room, “needs to remain
  
   secret.
  
  The Sleeper likes to play games—which is the point of this whole bullshit. He’s prone to escalating when challenged. Most importantly, this sleeping curse was inordinately complex and probably took him months to work on, during that period when he didn’t dare show his colors due to a kitsune prowling around the campus. He hasn’t got the time to put together another one. As soon as he realizes the Wreath is getting into this, and his spell is on the road to being broken,
  
   then
  
  this game is not fun anymore—because he’s no longer winning. At that point,” he turned a serious expression on Tellwyrn, “he will probably start killing.”
 

 
  She met his gaze in silence for a few heartbeats, then slowly nodded. “The Inspector makes good sense. All right, you heard him, everyone. No Black Wreath are involved in this—no, you were seen by a student. Mogul took a look, couldn’t find anything, and buggered off with a hail of curses from me. We are no closer to cracking this curse than we were this morning.” She glanced again at Fedora. “And that will be the story until we’ve dealt with the Sleeper himself.”
 

 
  “That’s going to inhibit our ability to work on the curse,” Yornhaldt pointed out.
 

 
  “It will be easier once all the victims are moved to the chapel. I can secure that against encroachment; it will be declared off-limits until this is resolved. Stew told me he has it arranged in there. We’ll move them as soon as we’re done here.”
 

 
  “A-
  
   hem,”
  
  Fedora said pointedly. “With regard to that, there’s still the matter of me chasing down the Sleeper himself. I still require your blessing to proceed, Professor.”
 

 
  “You can be patient a
  
   little
  
  longer,” she said irritably. “At the very least, until I hear from Admestus that he’s got results which will make that worthwhile.”
 

 
  “Of course, I understand,” Fedora agreed. “But do keep in mind who I work for and what my mandate is, Professor. The fact that a sitting Imperial Governor has been affected by this changes things. You’re not the only one who was contacted by Tiraas today. Much more foot-dragging on your part, and I’m going to have to choose whether to say ‘fuck your rules’ to
  
   you
  
  or the Silver Throne. I’d take it as a
  
   personal
  
  kindness if you’d not place me in that position.”
 

 
  “You can be patient,” she repeated, “for a
  
   little
  
  longer. I assure you,
  
   I
  
  am not dithering or leaving all of you to solve this for me. I have plans of my own being laid. I fully understand the pressure we are all under, but right now, rash action will only make this worse. We should have at least tonight to come up with something more. I doubt the Sleeper will make another grand spectacle so soon, especially with me here.”
 

 
  Fedora rolled his jaw once as if chewing on the idea, then shrugged, his expression skeptical.
 

 
  “Maybe.”
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  She opened the door and stepped out to find Lord Vex staring at her. Seeing the unflappable spymaster visibly startled was quite satisfying, but Milanda kept her expression fully under control, calmly pushing the door shut behind her.
 

 
  “Ah, good,” she said. “This is the right address, after all. I was a tad uncertain; this method of travel is still rather unfamiliar to me.”
 

 
  “I can imagine,” Vex replied. “That was…quite an entrance.”
 

 
  Milanda gave him an innocent smile. “What? Stepping through the door? I did say I would meet you here. I hope I’ve not kept you waiting long; I had to return to the base and gather a few supplies.”
 

 
  “That,” he said with the ghost of a smile in reply, “is a closet, as I’m sure you noticed. When you said you had a more discreet way of entering, I assumed you were planning to use the kitchen door in the rear. Ah, well, whatever it is you did, this is undoubtedly better. None of the neighbors should have reason to recognize you or mark anyone’s comings and goings, but the more secrets we can keep, the better.”
 

 
  His gaze flicked momentarily to the device attached to her ear, and then the box she was carrying, but just as quickly returned to her eyes, betraying no emotion now that he was over the initial surprise. As expected from such a man.
 

 
  “Quite,” she agreed. “With regard to that, I hope you don’t object to me keeping you in the dark…”
 

 
  She trailed off as he held up a hand to forestall her explanation. “Unnecessary, Ms. Darnassy. In this matter, I think it best that
  
   no one
  
  be told anything they do not absolutely need to know, given the risks involved. Should you or any of your new assistants fall into the hands of the Church, or anyone else, it’s best they have nothing to reveal under coercion. You, in particular, given your access to the secrets of the Hands. I trust you will keep this in mind when conversing with the associates I have found for you.”
 

 
  “Of course.” Milanda glanced around the room. It was sparsely furnished, with only a few rustic-looking wooden chairs scattered about and a threadbare rug covering the floorboards, but this could have been an upper parlor in any mid-sized urban home. The wallpaper was peeling slightly and the floor was liberally marked by dents and scuffs; this was clearly not a well-off neighborhood. “I take it this place is secure, then.”
 

 
  “Relatively,” he said with a shrug.
 

 
  She snapped her attention back to his face, frowning. “Relatively? Lord Vex…”
 

 
  “I assure you, I have taken no unnecessary risks,” he said, again with that vague smile. “Absolute security does not exist, Ms. Darnassy. The world is made of connections; there is always
  
   some
  
  thread that can be followed. The current situation is that our enemies have reason to fear action against them but none to expect it specifically, and especially not from you. This house was acquired via means not in the portfolio of my agency’s assets, which leaves no paper trail the Hands can easily access. Under the circumstances, it is adequate.”
 

 
  “I see. If I may ask…?”
 

 
  “Considering you are being asked to operate from here, that’s reasonable,” he said nodding. “This is a Thieves’ Guild safehouse, arranged for us by Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  Her frown deepened. “Darling? Lord Vex, he was
  
   with
  
  the Archpope!”
 

 
  At that, Vex grinned outright. “On the contrary, Antonio Darling is
  
   with
  
  no one. His agenda is his own, and all his allegiances—to the Church, the Throne, the Guild, whoever—are rivals he plays against each other for his own purposes. I am not absolutely certain what he ultimately wants; possibly only the thrill of the game. His strongest sympathies are with the Guild’s rather libertarian philosophy, however, and in this matter in particular he is already in our confidence. It may be best if you keep your own interactions with him to a minimum, but I anticipate no betrayal from that direction.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said warily. “Well, then. And these…assistants?”
 

 
  Vex made a face, half smile, half grimace. “Ah, yes. No sense putting that off any longer, I suppose. Come, I’ll introduce you.”
 

 
  “Well, doesn’t
  
   that
  
  just fill me with confidence,” she muttered, but followed him into an upstairs hall and then down a staircase.
 

 
  This terminated in a pretty typical living room, furnished in a comfortable but shabby style with clearly secondhand accouterments. The front door stood not far from the foot of the stairs, and a lit fireplace opposite, with cords of wood stacked nearby; there was no sign of an arcane heating range. Apparently, the Guild didn’t bother to keep its personnel in excessive comfort. A selection of charms and folded articles of clothing—all in black—were laid out on a low table before the patched sofa. Most immediately interesting to Milanda, though, were the three men present.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” Vex said, “meet Milanda, from whom you will take orders for the duration of this mission. Milanda, may I present Andrew Finchley, Thomas Rook, and Jacob Moriarty, most recently of the Imperial Army.”
 

 
  All three had whirled upon her arrival from poking through the things on the table; Moriarty reflexively came to attention and saluted. Her first thought was that it was almost poetic: she was looking at a cross-section of the Empire itself. Rook was an ethnic Tiraan, his black hair too long to have been recently in the Army (assuming he cared a whit for regulations), and so tousled he’d either just awakened or was one of those guys who deliberately kept it that way. Finchley was a pale Stalweiss, with rare reddish hair and a smattering of freckles across his cheeks. Moriarty, who now relaxed, looking self-conscious, was a dark-skinned Westerner, taller than the other two and more strongly built…but then again, that might have been an illusion caused by their lack of his good posture. To judge by their names, though, they all three came from frontier families.
 

 
  “Glad to meet you,” she said politely, dipping her head.
 

 
  “The honor is ours, ma’am!” Moriarty practically shouted, then clamped his mouth shut.
 

 
  “Sorry about him, ma’am, he’s not good at improvising,” Rook said with a grin. “Omnu’s balls, man, we’re not in the Army anymore. You can give it a rest.”
 

 
  “I actually don’t think he can,” Finchley said. Moriarty shot them both a sullen glare.
 

 
  “I should let you know,” Vex said in a distinctly dry tone, “these men were discharged at the rank of private, and all three are rated as Class D troopers.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Milanda turned to look at him again, raising her eyebrows. “Forgive me, but I’m not familiar with the Army’s terminology. Class D signifies…?”
 

 
  “You’re aware of the letter grading system commonly used in academia?”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “It’s like that.”
 

 
  She shifted her attention back to the three ex-soldiers, two of whom looked abashed, though Rook was grinning as if someone had just told a joke. “…ah.”
 

 
  “What they
  
   are,”
  
  Vex continued, “is trusted. These three have been privy to state secrets at the highest level and amply proved their discretion, as well as their loyalty to the Throne. They are, additionally, already connected to our basic problem, albeit tangentally. They are currently in hiding from a Hand of the Emperor who means them harm.”
 

 
  Milanda frowned. Trusted, but not reliable. That was not ideal, but still better than the opposite combination. Aloud, she said, “How so? What did you do to provoke him?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” Finchley said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Eh, wrong place, wrong time,” Rook said airily. “We were nearby when he went crazy.”
 

 
  Moriarty cleared his throat. “If I may, ma’am? He was trying to use us as leverage against Professor Tellwyrn. We were most recently stationed at Last Rock, you see. The Hand threatened harm to us if she didn’t comply with him.”
 

 
  It did not escape Milanda’s memory that much of this had been kicked off by Tellwyrn’s unexpected visit to the Empress. “You’re that close to the Professor?”
 

 
  “Nope,” Rook chuckled. “Also, she was already trying to do what he wanted. I cannot emphasize enough that the man went absolutely batshit crazy.”
 

 
  “Uh, ma’am? Lord Vex?” Finchley, at least, had the sense to look worried. “You said this was related… Do you understand why it is the Hand was acting so…unstable?”
 

 
  She glanced at Vex, who nodded gravely to her.
 

 
  “That’s as good a lead-in as any,” Milanda said. “I trust it has been emphasized to you how
  
   very
  
  secret this matter is?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Moriarty said crisply, nodding.
 

 
  “National security,” Rook added with a wink. “Treason, trials and beheadings if we blab. All in a day’s work!”
 

 
  “They use hanging, not beheading,” Moriarty muttered.
 

 
  “We, uh, were also told this was possibly going to be
  
   very
  
  dangerous,” Finchley said, still a little nervously. “Honestly, after the hellgate, I don’t know how much worse it can be, but life has a way of surprising me.”
 

 
  Rook snorted. “Which hellgate? Oh, wait…” He glanced at Vex. “Are we allowed to tell
  
   her
  
  about that?”
 

 
  Milanda also looked at Vex. “How
  
   did
  
  these three end up being privy to state secrets, by the way?”
 

 
  “Ma’am,” Rook said grandly, “you have the pleasure of being assisted by the three unluckiest sons of bitches in this blessed Empire!”
 

 
  “No, previously classified materials are still classified,” Vex said, exasperation beginning to peek through his reserve.
  
   “Especially
  
  matters you were warned were Sealed to the Throne. Breaking that seal will draw the attention of the Hands, which is absolutely the last thing this mission needs. As you will understand if you will allow the woman to proceed.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Milanda said with what dignity she could muster. “With that established, then, this is the situation. Right now, the magical system empowering the Hands of the Emperor has been tampered with by hostile forces, which is causing them to behave irrationally, while also developing new powers.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Rook whispered, the levity abruptly vanishing from his face. Finchley gulped loudly.
 

 
  “Additionally,” Milanda went on in a grim tone, “the same hostile actors have been responsible, through the same means, for the lack of an heir to the Silver Throne being born. The specific perpetrators of these assaults have been stymied, for the moment, and their ability to take such action destroyed. We’re working on reversing the damage. Most immediately of concern to
  
   us,
  
  this was all done at the command of Archpope Justinian of the Universal Church.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence while they pondered that.
 

 
  “Why, though?” Moriarty asked, frowning. “The Church can’t just take over the Throne. I don’t see how destabilizing the Empire helps Justinian.”
 

 
  “The Church is one thing,” said Vex. “Justinian, specifically, is another. He is deeply ambitious and quite interested in gaining political power. I note that you did not seem surprised to learn he would do such a thing, Mr. Moriarty, only curious about his endgame. The Universal Church holds sway all over the world, and within the Empire it is the most concentrated single power aside from the Throne itself. In fact, the Church was, for a time, poised to take over political control of the Empire after the Enchanter Wars. Under pressure from several cults and Houses, it participated in the creation of the Tirasian Dynasty instead. The precedent does exist, though. There are many potential scenarios in which a sitting Archpope could put himself forward as a political leader if the need for one should suddenly arise.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re right that he’d totally do something like that,” Rook said thoughtfully. “He was starting in on Professor Tellwyrn last year. I never did figure out how
  
   that
  
  helped him, either. I think the man just plain doesn’t like anybody who might have more power than him.”
 

 
  “If it’s not another secret, what’s the source of this information?” Finchley asked.
 

 
  “That is the core of the problem, and the reason for this mission,” said Milanda.
  
   “I
  
  am the source of this information, and more than that I can’t tell you, at least on that subject. That is because all the means through which it was acquired are extremely sensitive state secrets, which absolutely cannot be revealed. This means the government has no evidence to bring against Justinian, and any action taken against the Church by the Empire will, to all appearances, be unprovoked hostility.”
 

 
  “Which,” said Vex, “considering his established aims, Justinian could
  
   easily
  
  use to justify efforts to further weaken the Throne and usurp its authority.”
 

 
  “Crap,” Finchley muttered.
 

 
  “So,” said Milanda, “he has placed the Silver Throne in such a position that it cannot openly retaliate against his attempts upon it, nor even exercise overt self-defense.”
 

 
  “And
  
   so,”
  
  Rook said with a broad grin, “that leaves less-than-open means!”
 

 
  “Exactly,” said Milanda, smiling in return.
 

 
  “I need to make something explicitly clear,” Vex said seriously. “In this matter, despite the various ties each of us has to the Imperial government, we are not officially acting on its behalf. This mission is undertaken by private citizens, without Imperial sponsorship. That means that if you run into any trouble, no matter how severe, the Empire will not and
  
   cannot
  
  come to your aid. No one in the Empire, even in Intelligence, knows this is going on, and if they did, they would be legally unable to intervene. Legally, what we’re going to do will be the actions of vigilantes, and the Empire
  
   itself
  
  will be obligated to take punitive action against you if you are caught.” He smiled languidly. “Do please try very hard not to get caught.”
 

 
  This time, all three men swallowed.
 

 
  “You have, at least, been provided with tools,” Vex continued, gesturing at the table, “which I see you have already taken the liberty of investigating. These are charms and enchanted equipment of
  
   beyond
  
  state of the art quality. There are few organizations which could provide them, of which the Throne is, of course, one. This operation being unsanctioned, all of these were acquired strictly off the books and can’t be traced back to any Imperial department—at least not directly—but their presence will be suggestive, at the last. You should try not to let them be observed, and
  
   definitely
  
  not captured, by any enemy. The collective value of those materials, gentlemen, is greater than the sum total of the resources that have gone into your upkeep and training from birth until now.”
 

 
  Finchley very carefully laid the shielding charm with which he had been toying back on the table.
 

 
  “I will confess,” said Vex with a frown, “all this leaves me…concerned. It is a critical mistake to rely on fancy equipment above skill. I’ve sent agents to their deaths before, but only for the sake of missions of the utmost importance in which
  
   no
  
  other alternative existed. I am unaccustomed to squandering lives the way I very much fear I am, with you.” He glanced at Milanda. “The specifics of your operations will not be up to me, and it’s best I know as little about them as possible. I do suggest, however, that you try to avoid combat situations.”
 

 
  She nodded.
 

 
  “Understood,” Moriarty said, saluting again. “We will exercise the utmost care! And I’ll begin studying the manuals of this equipment immediately.”
 

 
  Vex actually blinked. “Manuals?”
 

 
  Moriarty hesitated, looking uncertain. “I…yes, sir. Per policy of Imperial Command, all enchanted equipment is to be issued with full documentation.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, you goober,” Rook exclaimed. “The man
  
   just
  
  got finished explaining how off the books this whole thing is. There’s no
  
   documentation!”
  
 

 
  “But…” Moriarty was beginning to look increasingly alarmed. “…but…we need to be acquainted with
  
   any
  
  tools to be used before—”
 

 
  “It’s like talking to a brick wall,” Rook said to Finchley.
 

 
  “It’s more like talking to Moriarty.”
 

 
  “Actually, now you mention that, it’s a little like talking to Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  Vex drew in a deep breath. “I can
  
   acquire
  
  documentation for you. That is probably a better idea than leaving you to
  
   figure out
  
  how to use these on the fly, as it were.”
 

 
  “We would be tremendously grateful, my Lord,” Moriarty said smartly, already looking relieved.
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat. “And on that subject, I have a little something for you as well.” Vex glanced at her, betraying no surprise, as she held up the metal box she carried and opened it. “I trust you lads noticed my…jewelry?”
 

 
  “It’s quite fetching!” Rook said gallantly. “Unconventional, I like it. Elvish?”
 

 
  “Not exactly,” she said with a smile, holding the box so they could see its contents: within lay three more earpieces, identical to the one she wore. “I brought one along for each of you. Help yourselves. Please go ahead and put them on; they fit over the ear, like mine.”
 

 
  The three men reached forward to take the proffered devices with clear uncertainty. Moriarty fumbled a little to get his affixed in his ear, Rook pausing to critically examine his before doing so.
 

 
  “Feels weird,” Finchley said with a grimace, prodding at the device now hooked over his ear. Vex watched all this with aloof disinterest, despite the acute attention Milanda knew he must be paying.
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno, I bet it makes us look dashing!” said Rook, once again grinning like a fool. “Well, maybe not
  
   you
  
  two, but in my case—”
 

 
  “Hello, boys.”
 

 
  All three yelled in surprise, clapping hands to their ears; Moriarty leaped sideways as if he could get away from the voice suddenly sounding in his head. Vex raised an eyebrow, glancing at Milanda.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” she said, not hiding her own amusement, “meet Walker. Since you’ll be based in this house for the duration, and I will need to come and go on a separate schedule, we need a way to stay in contact. These gadgets will provide it. You can keep in touch with me and with each other this way, as well as Walker, who is helping to oversee this operation from another—more secured—location.”
 

 
  “Walker, that’s an unusual name for a girl,” Rook muttered, poking at his earpiece.
 

 
  “Really,
  
   that’s
  
  the part of this you’re hung up on?” Finchley said dryly.
 

 
  “He has a point,” Walker said, audibly amused. “What an interesting group of helpers you’ve found, Milanda.”
 

 
  She refrained from pointing out that
  
   she
  
  hadn’t found them.
 

 
  “This is incredible!” Moriarty enthused. “Instantaneous two-way communication—and with such small devices! Why, the smallest magic mirrors are bigger than dinner plates, and
  
   those
  
  are the masterworks of significantly powerful mages. This really
  
   is
  
  beyond state of the art!”
 

 
  Vex shot her a sidelong look, but continued to withhold comment.
 

 
  “So, uh, is there anyone
  
   else
  
  we can expect to meet, here?” Finchley asked, uncomfortably twisting his earpiece.
 

 
  “Hopefully not,” Milanda assured him. “At least for now.” Gods, it wasn’t as if she had anybody else to inflict on them except for ancient artificial intelligences and dryads. Based on what she’d seen so far, the thought of
  
   these
  
  three meeting a dryad was almost as troubling as the thought of a dryad getting involved in this in the first place.
 

 
  “Whichever of you is playing with your earpiece, kindly cut it out,” said Walker. “Those devices are designed to muffle irrelevant feedback. If you’re rubbing hard enough to make the noise I’m hearing, you are going to wear a hole in your epidermis.”
 

 
  “In my
  
   what?”
  
  Rook exclaimed, but jerked his hand away from his ear.
 

 
  “Well, then,” Finchley said, folding his arms in a clear attempt to keep his hands away from his ear. Milanda sympathized; she wasn’t used to the sensation of something hanging over and partially
  
   in
  
  her ear, herself, though her life at court had equipped her with enough restraint not to fidget with the thing. “What, exactly, is it we
  
   will
  
  be doing, ma’am?”
 

 
  She hesitated. What, indeed? Milanda had plans, but rather general ones at the moment—more general than five minutes ago, adjusted for having become acquainted with her “staff.” Just what to do with these three was a real question. Loyal, trustworthy…clearly not very competent. Vex was right: it would be a miracle if they got through this without anybody getting killed.
 

 
  “Our first mission, tonight, I will be going on alone,” she finally said. “As we’ve just demonstrated, you’ll at least be able to keep in touch. What I learn will help determine our next steps, which will enable me to form more coherent plans. Right now, all this is in a very early phase. The long and the short of it, gentlemen, is that the Church has highly secret programs which have been used to harm Imperial interests. Just as the Throne itself cannot afford to reveal its hand by taking direct action, the Church will have to disavow its own secret operations if they are exposed or damaged. And
  
   that
  
  means we have a measure of impunity with which to damage them. In short…” She smiled. “We are going to stir up the waters, and see what fish we can catch.”
 

 
  Lord Vex cleared his throat. “And with that, I must take my leave. Milanda, if I might have a word with you before I depart?”
 

 
  “Of course, milord,” she said politely. “I’ll be right back, boys.”
 

 
  “We’ll be right here,” Finchley said somewhat fatalistically.
 

 
  Milanda followed Vex into the kitchen, where he headed straight for the rear door. He paused before reaching for the knob, turning to her.
 

 
  “You seem to have this well enough in hand,” said the spymaster, “and as I emphasized, the less I know about the details from here on out, the better. I
  
   can
  
  be questioned by Hands of the Emperor at any time. There is one thing, though.”
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  He was studying her closely, now, with enough intensity that the degree of his interest was clear despite his customary reserve. “I find myself suddenly reminded of an old incident report I studied. Years ago, during the reign of Empress Theasia, it was recorded that the Hands of the Empress captured and detained an extremely dangerous fairy known as the Dark Walker. I have no further knowledge of the creature, which means they kept her in one of the very few—perhaps the only—facility which is totally outside my purview.”
 

 
  “My, you really
  
   do
  
  have thorough records,” Milanda said pleasantly.
 

 
  Vex stared at her in silence for a moment, then shook his head. “Ms. Darnassy… Please, be
  
   extremely
  
  careful.”
 

 
  “I assure you,” she said in a more serious tone, “I am taking every possible precaution, and some I very recently would
  
   not
  
  have thought possible. This is no time for needless risks. Beyond that, however, I believe we should stick to our established rule. No information shared beyond what is absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  “Quite,” he said with a sigh. “I dearly hope you know what you’re doing, for all our sakes. No one else can.”
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  “They look so happy,” Iris murmured. The two drow glanced at her, Shaeine with a small smile, before everyone’s attention was recaptured by a sharp crackle of discharged energy and yelps from Teal and Maureen, who hopped backward from their contraption.
 

 
  “It’s fine, I’m okay,” Teal said, grimacing and shaking her singed hand. Shaeine had surged to her feet, but stopped at the reassurance. “And this is why we let the one with the invincible archdemon handle the exposed power grid.”
 

 
  “Aye, because usin’ proper safety equipment is just crazy talk,” Maureen said in exasperation. “I
  
   told
  
  ye we ‘ad a loose connector in there!”
 

 
  “To be fair, you said a loose
  
   something…”
  
 

 
  “Somethin’ bein’ loose was the only reasonable explanation fer the weird power spikes in th’motive matrix, an’ an excellent reason
  
   not
  
  t’go stickin’ your appendages into th’wires!”
 

 
  “Is that what was causing you to keep ramming the front door?” Iris asked. “Because I’m not sure how much more abuse this shed can take.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m
  
   all
  
  for safety measures,” Teal said reasonably. “But why take the time to set up a grounding charm when we have someone indestructible who can just reach in there?”
 

 
  “She is correct, Teal,” Shaeine said in a tone which cut through the growing argument despite her soft voice. “Safety precautions are a habit with inherent value, no matter how confident you are in your durability. We ought not discourage them in others.”
 

 
  “All right, you’re right,” Teal agreed a little bashfully. “Sorry, Maureen. Next time, full charms. It’s not like we’re running on a schedule, after all.”
 

 
  “Wow, she’s well-trained,” Maureen said, shooting a grin in Shaeine’s direction. “’ow come
  
   I
  
  can’t get that kind o’ agreement?”
 

 
  “I have my methods,” Shaeine replied with a placid little smile. “Though I fear you and I would have a
  
   problem
  
  if you were to employ them.”
 

 
  Teal and Maureen both flushed and busied themselves picking charms and replacement components from the nearby tool rack, while Iris barked a coarse laugh. Szith, not for the first time that evening, managed to look uncomfortable without altering her expression or posture by a hair.
 

 
  It was a little close in the shed, with all five of them plus the vehicle, even with three clustered on a bench against the back wall, merely spectating. They weren’t the only group on campus who felt the need to congregate together lately, though. Szith had fallen without comment into an attendant role, as she tended to do in the presence of either Ravana or Shaeine, standing impassively off to one side with her hands clasped behind her, as if awaiting orders. Iris and Shaeine had both brought books and writing implements, but little schoolwork had been accomplished. Even aside from the entertainment provided by Teal and Maureen’s back and forth, the work was rather interesting to watch.
 

 
  Their machine seemed to be nearing completion. It resembled an enormous copper beetle wearing a saddle, its tail currently propped up on a sawhorse; the levitation charms that normally held it up were inactive while the enchantments were being worked on. In addition to the now-affixed saddle, it had handlebars with runic controls worked right into the grips—Maureen’s invention—and fairy lamps attached to the front of its central shell, rather like eyes. Arrays of copper pipes sprang out from below the handlebars, positioned to shield the rider’s legs; when the thing was running, they also produced a fierce arcane glow, though the two enchanters had replied to questions about their purpose only with fiendish grins. Right now, it rested inert on its sawhorse and over-broad rubber wheel, all charms deactivated and with a panel on its side open, exposing its magical innards.
 

 
  Suddenly, Teal jerked upright, dropping a power crystal and spinning toward the door.
 

 
  Everyone else in the room tensed, zeroing in on her; Szith stepped forward, grasping the hilt of her saber.
 

 
  “Trouble?” the drow asked tersely.
 

 
  Fiery light flooded the small space; there simply wasn’t room for Vadrieny’s wings to spread, but even kept folded tightly against her back, their glow and that of her hair was almost overpowering in these confines.
 

 
  “Trouble,” the archdemon replied. “Everyone stay together. We need to get out of here.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ugh, we should’ve just stayed with Shaeine and Teal,” Gabriel groaned, rubbing the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Omnu’s balls, I’d be getting a better grasp of these principles watching somebody
  
   build
  
  something than trying to cram all this theory into my brain…”
 

 
  “Teal and Shaeine need some alone time, and also aren’t trying to build a time portal,” Fross chided gently, drifting over so that she illuminated the open book in front of him. “Theory is all there is, Gabe, unless you want to get a visit from the Scions of Vemnesthis, which you don’t. C’mon, you’ll get it! It’s just the physics that are confusing at first, but once it clicks you’ll have no trouble!”
 

 
  “Not everybody gets to spend an extra eight hours a day studying, glitterbug,” Ruda said with a grin. “We’re not
  
   quite
  
  on your level.”
 

 
  “Says the person just
  
   sitting
  
  there,” Gabriel said sourly.
 

 
  She shrugged. Ruda was leaning back in her chair, balancing on its rear two legs, with her boots propped up on the table before them. “If you think it’s fun for
  
   me
  
  to be loafing around uselessly ‘cos it’s no longer safe to be alone on this fucking campus—”
 

 
  
   “Guys,”
  
  Fross protested. “Settle, please. This is still a library.”
 

 
  They both halted, glancing around guiltily. This particular area of the library was empty save for themselves, but it was the principle of the thing. Nobody liked making Crystal come and remind them of the rules; unlike Weaver, who had at least been entertaining to annoy, she was a much more sympathetic figure, and everyone (except Chase) felt bad for inconveniencing her.
 

 
  “Okay, let’s back up a step,” Fross continued softly, hovering closer to the book. “All this theory is necessary background for teleportation, Gabe, because of the intertwined nature of space and time. Some arcanists think they’re actually the same thing; at any rate, you have to calculate temporal factors to avoid
  
   accidentally
  
  time-traveling when teleporting over large distances. You like practical stuff, right?”
 

 
  He sighed. “Knowing how to teleport
  
   would
  
  be nice, but come on. These large distances are, like, from here to the moon. And that’s
  
   barely
  
  large enough to qualify. There’s nowhere you could actually teleport
  
   to
  
  where these equations would be a factor.”
 

 
  “The theory is still important! It’s all about accounting for the effects of gravity, which
  
   does
  
  make a difference for long-range
  
   practical
  
  teleportation. Gravity is caused by the indentations caused by mass in the fabric of the universe, and that’s important to calculate. Fixing your ‘port to the world’s gravity well is essential for all but the shortest jumps, otherwise you can accidentally shoot yourself off it. The planet is both rotating and orbiting, so if you simply move in absolute units of space instead of with it as a reference point—”
 

 
  Suddenly her glow dimmed and she dropped almost to the table.
 

 
  “…guys, we have a problem.”
 

 
  Ruda smoothly swung her legs to the ground and straightened up. “What
  
   kind
  
  of problem?”
 

 
  “Okay, so, you remember how I was piggy-backing an arcane signal on the dryads’ fae magic field so I could detect infernal magic used in its radius? I needed to do that to boost the range over the whole mountain, but for a much smaller effect I can just use my own energy, which I have been for basic security, and we’re being snuck up on right now by something invisible and powered by a
  
   lot
  
  of infernal magic.”
 

 
  Both of them came to their feet, drawing blades, and in Gabriel’s case, also a wand.
 

 
  “Where?” Ruda asked tersely.
 

 
  “Coming up the main stairs from the lobby,” Fross answered. “Slowly. Like a prowling cat. Don’t think he knows we know yet.”
 

 
  “Then he’s not listening…” Gabriel muttered. “…yeah. Vestrel sees it now, too; it’s half-concealed from the valkyries, as well, but knowing what to look for and where she says there’s a distortion. And also she thanks you, Fross.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome, Vestrel! Uh, oh, I think he’s noticed—”
 

 
  The distortion would have been hard to observe even in the well-lit library had it not come shooting directly at them. Something about it encouraged the eyes to slide way, no doubt deliberately.
 

 
  It hesitated as a sphere of blue light rose around the three and their table. It was a lopsided sphere, though, flickering and sparking where it intersected with a chair.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   crap
  
  I need to practice this more!” Fross said shrilly.
 

 
  “Ruda, you’re on defense,” Gabriel said, taking aim with his wand.
 

 
  Before he could fire, the shadow hurtled forward, impacting Fross’s shield and causing it to collapse in a shower of sparks; the pixie chimed in pain and dropped to the tabletop. It then darted backward as both Ariel and a mithril rapier were slashed through the space where it had been.
 

 
  Suddenly, a silver blur hurtled out of the stack. Crystal skidded on the carpet, coming to a stop between the shadow and the students with her arms outstretched to shield them. The glow of arcane light which shone from between her joints was so intense it could be seen even through the severe dress she had taken to wearing.
 

 
  “Crystal, get back!” Gabriel shouted. “We can deal with this guy!”
 

 
  “I’m familiar with your methods, Gabriel,” the golem replied.
  
   “Not
  
  in the library, please.”
 

 
  The shadow darted to the side, clearly angling to get around her, but before it got two yards, the whole region lit up with a fierce blue glow, causing the students’ hair to stand up from static.
 

 
  Crystal turned to face the shadow, her arms still flung outward. For some reason, it was plainly visible now within the arcane field she had raised, as if the energy blunted its attention-deflecting ability. It was also still struggling to reach the students, but moving sluggishly and erratically, as if trying to push against a powerful wind.
 

 
  “Oh, crud, my head,” Fross groaned, lifting back into the air. “…wait a sec, what’s going on? Is
  
   she
  
  doing that?”
 

 
  “Crystal?” Ruda said in alarm. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  The golem’s face showed no expression, of course, being a silver mask with glowing eye holes and a slit for a mouth. She didn’t answer, seemingly focused on whatever she was doing.
 

 
  The distortion shimmered once, then fired a shadowbolt at Gabriel. The purplish burst of energy barely made it a yard before arcing away to slam into Crystal instead as if she were somehow sucking it in. The golem rocked from the impact, but kept on her feet, and did not relent in her efforts.
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   that
  
  does it,” Gabriel snapped, taking a step forward, his wand extending to a full-length scythe.
 

 
  He was halted by Ruda grabbing his shoulder. “Whoah, hang on. I think you’d better
  
   not
  
  go charging into that, Gabe.”
 

 
  The shadow rippled back and forth now, as if struggling against whatever held it, but was being drawn toward Crystal as inexorably as the shadowbolt had been. The students could only watch in alarmed fascination as it crept closer, until it finally got within her physical reach.
 

 
  Like a mousetrap springing, Crystal abruptly wrapped her arms around the vague shape, pressing it close to herself.
 

 
  A pulse of brilliant light rippled through the library as her arcane field collapsed. The golem was hurled backward to impact the wall, where she slid down to sit crumpled at its base. The light streaming from her eyes flickered out, then came back, now cycling rapidly between colors: blue, purple, orange, pure white, and then back to arcane blue.
 

 
  “Crystal!” Gabriel shrugged Ruda off and dashed to her side, kneeling. “Are you okay? Say something!”
 

 
  Crystal’s eyes flashed once more, settling on a pale purple glow, then she did begin speaking, albeit in a language none of them knew.
 

 
  “Uhh…” Ruda looked helplessly at Fross. “Does that sound at all familiar to you?”
 

 
  “Familiar, yes; intelligible, no.” The pixie drifted closer to the fallen golem. “I think it shares some root words with Tanglish, but no, I don’t even know what language that is.”
 

 
  “Um, say something in Tanglish?” Gabriel clarified with a worried expression.
 

 
  Crystal’s whole body twitched once.
 

 
  “Contact—recog—English,” she sputtered. “Failure—rebooting. Unrecognized hardware, unrecognized tran…transcen—scen—scen—” Again she twitched, more feebly this time. “I can’t—Professor, the
  
   kids—”
  
 

 
  She thrashed violently, her head impacting the wall hard enough to leave a dent, then slumped, eyes going dark.
 

 
  
   “Crystal!”
  
  Fross cried.
 

 
  Suddenly the glow returned to the golem’s eyes, this time their normal, steady arcane blue. She lifted her head to regard Gabriel, who knelt by her side.
 

 
  “Ouch,” Crystal said. “That was altogether unpleasant. Are you all right, students? What happened?”
 

 
  
   “Us?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “We’re fine,” Gabriel assured her. “More worried about you. That was pretty scary, Crystal. Are you okay? How do you feel?”
 

 
  “As if…I just woke up from a long sleep,” she said slowly, then began getting to her feet. “Or so I imagine this would feel, based on descriptions. I’ve never slept. I think I’d rather not do that again.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” said Ruda. “You
  
   ate
  
  the Sleeper. That’s gotta give you some wicked fuckin’ indigestion.”
 

 
  “That was some kind of projection,” Fross disagreed. “You can’t just
  
   absorb
  
  a living person like that, though it’s fairly easy to do with most kinds of magic if you’re powerful enough. I didn’t know you could do that, Crystal!”
 

 
  “Nor did I,” the golem replied, experimentally flexing her arms. “I think I’m all right.”
 

 
  “I think you’d better see Professor Tellwyrn,” Gabriel said firmly.
 

 
  “…perhaps that’s a good idea. Thank you, Mr. Arquin.”
 

 
  “In fact, we’d better go find her, too,” he said, turning to the others. “After last night, we know for a fact the three of us wouldn’t be able to handle the actual Sleeper that easily. He probably wouldn’t try, though, with Tellwyrn back on campus. If that was just a projection, I bet we weren’t the only ones who just got visited.”
 

 
  “Then hadn’t we better find the others?” Fross exclaimed.
 

 
  “No, he’s right,” Ruda said, sheathing her sword. “Tellwyrn needs to know. And
  
   she’s
  
  the lady who can scry the ley lines over this campus
  
   and
  
  teleport. We get to her, we can get to the rest. C’mon, guys, better not dawdle. Fuck knows what else is happening right now.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rafe hummed softly to himself as he dismantled the apparatus which had been in use all day, separating out bits and pieces of Fedora’s “evidence.” Already, he had set aside several carefully labeled sample vials, the results of that day’s long efforts. It was dim in his lab; as was often the case when he immersed himself in an interesting project, he’d never quite gotten around to such mundane considerations as turning on the lamps when night fell outside, and now only the small work light next to his experimental station served as illumination for the whole room.
 

 
  Facing away from the door, he did not observe the tendrils of liquid shadow streaming in through the crack at the bottom. The darkness gradually built upon itself, rising to a nearly person-sized form. It made no sound and cast no shadow in the gloom. After a full minute, though, it stood fully upright, entirely within the room, and its form rippled once as if organizing itself.
 

 
  Rafe rather abruptly set down the beaker he’d been holding, slumping forward to brace himself against the counter.
 

 
  The shadow rippled again.
 

 
  It stopped when the alchemist began to laugh.
 

 
  
   “Somebody
  
  doesn’t think things all the way through,” he chuckled, turning. The half-elf showed no surprise or alarm at the sight of the sentient darkness blocking his access to the door.
  
   “I
  
  am not a presumptuous freshman dabbling in alchemy she doesn’t understand. You
  
   presume
  
  to sleep the Rafe himself?!” He interlaced his fingers and stretched his arms before himself, cracking his knuckles and grinning insanely. “Well, sonny Jim, you know what we’re all here for. Come forth and get your ass educated!”
 

 
  The shadow emitted an audible hiss. Its shape rippled again, but Rafe had already dipped one hand into one of his belt pouches and produced a vial of potion, which he hurled past it at the wall. The vial shattered, splattering a sticky black substance over the wall next to the door, which clung there as if making a puddle on the ground.
 

 
  A purple-black shadowbolt ripped outward from the dim shape, aimed initially at Rafe, but it immediately spun wildly off course, arcing widely around to slam into the puddle on the wall. The black smear pulsed with light, briefly, before falling inert again.
 

 
  Next it tried a fireball; this impacted another vial hurled by Rafe in midair. The vial didn’t even shatter, but
  
   dissolved,
  
  leaving behind a waist-high dust devil of whirling air, which was lit briefly with flame as it siphoned the fireball into itself. Fire arced all the way to the point at which it danced upon the floor, then flickered out.
 

 
  “HAH!” Rafe held up both hands, fingers splayed, with eight vials of different colors braced between them. “If that’s the way you want it, then step right up and
  
   BEHOLD!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Professor Yornhaldt was rather enjoying the familiar old routine of grading papers after his sabbatical; even during this stressful time on the campus, it added a measure of comfort to his day. Especially during this time, in fact.
 

 
  When a swirling vortex of darkness appeared in the middle of his office, he was thus even more annoyed than he might otherwise have been.
 

 
  Rising quickly but smoothly, he carefully closed the heavy folder into which he’d sorted his paperwork and tucked it away in his top desk drawer for safekeeping. Whatever was about to transpire, he would rather the students’ work not be destroyed in the process. It would be quite unfair to them to make them re-do it.
 

 
  Yornhaldt stepped around from behind his desk, a blue shield snapping into place around himself, and held up one hand, a fireball forming above his palm and glowing blue-white with intensity.
 

 
  A crackle sounded through the office, tiny arcs of lightning flashing from the vortex to scorch the carpet. A moment later, they snapped sharply, releasing a burst of white light, and then whole thing vanished, leaving Professor Tellwyrn standing there, looking even more annoyed than usual.
 

 
  He lowered his hand slightly, not releasing the conjured fireball. “Arachne?”
 

 
  “Alaric, good,” she said briskly. “I was afraid you might have detected what was going on and attempted to intervene.”
 

 
  “I confess the first thing I detected was your arrival just now,” he said. “What
  
   was
  
  that? Is something wrong with your usual means of transportation?”
 

 
  “In a word, yes. There’s an infernal field suddenly in place over my mountain, not ordinarily detectable, which is designed to infiltrate arcane spells used within its radius and corrupt them. Do
  
   not
  
  attempt to teleport until I have straightened this nonsense out; the result is what you just saw. With all respect to your skills, Alaric, I have abilities in that regard that you simply don’t.”
 

 
  “Arachne, I wouldn’t still be working for you if I took it personally to be occasionally overshadowed,” he replied with a grim smile, finally letting his shield and fireball vanish. “What’s going on, and what’s the plan?”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   assuming
  
  this is that idiot Sleeper kid,” she snorted, “rapidly getting far too big for his britches. As for the plan, to begin with, I need you in place helping to coordinate this response, and most particularly to keep an eye on the
  
   other
  
  individuals doing so. You, unlike them, I trust. Hold on, this may be uncomfortable.”
 

 
  It
  
   was
  
  uncomfortable, especially to someone accustomed to the seamless transition of arcane teleportation. It felt rather like being dragged through a pool of slimy muck which crackled with static electricity. A moment later, though, it was over, and another dark vortex spat them back out in her office.
 

 
  Yornhaldt grimaced, needlessly adjusting the lapels of his coat and taking stock; he knew better than to bother complaining at Tellwyrn’s brusque treatment. Only three others were present, two standing over her scrying table: Inspector Fedora and the warlock Bradshaw. He immediately understood her concern about trust. Ashley lounged against the bookcase, giving him a smile and a wave upon his arrival.
 

 
  “That was quick,” Fedora commented, his eyes on the image displayed in the crystal globe around which the table was built. “Good. We’ve got at least a dozen of these things popping up, going after various people.”
 

 
  “I’m compensating for the infernal interference as best I can,” Bradshaw added, “but without a dedicated mage working on this—ah, Professor Yornhaldt, perfect.”
 

 
  “As he was about to say,” Fedora added, “we haven’t got a reliable fix on everyone and every place being targeted.”
 

 
  “I’m on it,” Yornhaldt said, stepping forward to place his hands on the scrying table, flanking the crystal.
 

 
  “Good,” said Tellwyrn. “Help them coordinate; I’ll be back for updates as frequently as I can. For
  
   now,
  
  though, I need something to start with. What’s the most urgent priority?”
 

 
  “It’ll take me a moment, Arachne. I need to make certain I’m properly warded before wading into this, or I risk blowing up your scrying equipment and possibly myself.”
 

 
  “I understand that, Alaric, I was asking the Inspector. You’ve been fairly reliable at guessing the Sleeper’s movements, Fedora. Thoughts?”
 

 
  “These tactics are clearly designed to counter the overwhelming force
  
   you
  
  represent on campus,” Fedora said immediately. “Hell, just what he faced last night was more force than he wanted to. Most of these will be diversions.”
 

 
  “I can figure out
  
   that
  
  much myself,
  
   not
  
  being an utter buffoon,” she snapped. “Have you anything
  
   useful
  
  to suggest?”
 

 
  “Ingvar insulted and provoked him last night,” the Inspector replied. “Rafe’s current project is an immediate and severe threat to him. The sophomores and myself are both; I think Ingvar is the least likely target, assuming that dryad stuck with him like we asked her to.” He winked at Ashley. “They’re not the most reliable of critters.”
 

 
  “She did,” Ashley said, not rising to the bait. “Aspen is extremely fond of him anyway.”
 

 
  “Right, then he’s probably a lower priority. Likewise me, for the same reasons exactly.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tellwyrn said briskly. “Then Rafe’s the first stop; at least I know where his lab damn well
  
   is
  
  without needing to scry it. Try to have something more for me when I return, people. Find the sophomore class. Tonight, we put a
  
   stop
  
  to this nonsense.”
 

 
  With another whirl of dark energy and flicker of lightning, she was gone.
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  “And that’s the perimeter secure,” Rossiter said, heaving a sigh. “On we go.”
 

 
  “Don’t look so glum,” Alsadi replied as they rounded the corner into the interior halls. “It’s probably nothing, same as always.”
 

 
  “I’ll look glum if I wanna,” she said without ire. “’Sides…”
 

 
  He echoed her sigh. “Yeah, yeah. I know.”
 

 
  Everything and everyone in this sub-level below Dawnchapel was a secret of the highest order, but at least the soldiers of the Holy Legion—the
  
   true
  
  Holy Legion, veterans trained by Colonel Ravoud, not the shiny-armored popinjays who served to attract attention in the Cathedral—could take off their white uniforms and visit home. They were all fully devoted to the Archpope and his cause, and thus far there had been no breaches of security from them. The
  
   others
  
  down here, though, were either too distinctive, or too hunted, to show their faces outside except on assignment. There had been no assignments for far too long a span of weeks, and several of them were growing increasingly restive. Mostly the ones whose personalities hadn’t been much to speak of in the first place. Which was most of them.
 

 
  No sooner had they entered the ring of halls circling the central underground complex than Rossiter’s worst fears were born out.
 

 
  “Lot of running hither and yon all of a sudden,” Jeremiah Shook commented idly, lounging against the wall with his hands in his pockets. Had he encountered such a man on the street, Alsadi would have gripped his weapon and increased his pace—or, if he’d been on duty, stopped to demand an explanation for his presence. Everything about the guy screamed
  
   thug,
  
  which was an aspect Shook cultivated deliberately and with skill. Not that it did him much good down here. “What’s got you lot so stirred up, hm?”
 

 
  He addressed himself directly to Rossiter, allowing his eyes to flick below her collar for a moment, though at least he had the restraint not to give her the full once-over. This time.
 

 
  “An irregularity in the wards, sir,” Rossiter replied with admirable composure. “There’s a possibility of incursion. The squad is doing a full sweep.”
 

 
  At that, Shook straightened up, his leer vanishing. “What? Intruders? Why wasn’t I told?”
 

 
  “It’s almost certainly nothing,” said Rossiter. “This has happened before, usually caused by a telescroll passing overhead in just the wrong way, or a nearby factory firing up new equipment. It’s common; wards are finicky in a city with this much active enchantment. You and the high-value assets are safe, rest assured.”
 

 
  Not, Alsadi noted, you and the
  
   other
  
  high-value assets. Rossiter had spoken completely deadpan, but he knew her well enough to know the omission was deliberate. His own face betrayed a smile, though, which made him the focus of Shook’s glare. The man tensed up, bunching his fists and flushing, as if somebody had just insulted his mother. What a charmer.
 

 
  “We need to continue our sweep and report in, sir,” Alsadi said politely, saluting. “Good evening.”
 

 
  He and Rossiter turned and marched off down the hall. He had half-expected Shook to follow and try to make something of it—which wouldn’t have been the first time—but there was no sound of footsteps from behind them, thankfully.
 

 
  
   “Gods,
  
  I hate that guy,” Rossiter growled once they’d rounded the corner. “What’s he even doing down here? The
  
   others
  
  I understand, but he’s just some sleazy…”
 

 
  Alsadi gave her a sympathetic look. She was the only woman in the unit attached to Dawnchapel, which, Shook being Shook, made her the frequent focus of his attention. The Holy Legion suffered the same imbalance as the Imperial Army, but far worse: most women who wanted to be soldiers enlisted in the Silver Legions. The Army was barely forty percent female, and the Holy Legion less than one in ten, since women who were of both martial and religious inclination especially preferred the Silver Legions.
 

 
  “At least the succubus leaves you alone,” he offered. “She’s tried to get in everybody else’s pants. I don’t think she even wants to, really. She’s just bored.”
 

 
  “I never thought I would hear myself say this,” she grumbled, “but I don’t have a problem with the demon. At least she keeps
  
   him
  
  busy. Anyway, she can probably tell I don’t go for girls; I think they have special senses for—”
 

 
  Alsadi barely registered the black blur that sped at them from behind, crashing into the side of Rossiter’s head and sending her careening off the wall, before an arm was wrapped around his throat, cutting off his airflow and clamping down. He gripped it desperately, but his attacker had the strength of an ogre. Not the weight, though; he was able to shift, trying to throw the assailant, but they moved with astonishing deftness, compensating for his every motion. Not they,
  
   she—
  
  pressed against his back as she was, he could tell that much, though all he could
  
   see
  
  was the tip of the elbow clutching his neck. Frantically, he tried to shift his staff to aim behind at her feet, and it was deftly wrenched from his grasp and tossed away. As sparks and darkness encroached on his vision, he scrabbled for his sidearm, only to find his wrist pinned. Gods, she was strong…
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Milanda released the soldier, letting him slump to the floor. White uniforms…this was new. They had an understated ankh insignia at the breast, so she was clearly looking at Universal Church personnel.
 

 
  “Did you hear any of that?” she asked softly, trusting the mask to muffle her voice. Vex had issued them four; the black wrap which concealed everything below her eyes was enchanted so that anything spoken into it could be heard only by someone wearing one of its siblings. Between that and her Infinite Order earpiece, she was audible to the rest of her team and no one else. In theory.
 

 
  “Uh…maybe a scuffle of some kind?” Finchley’s voice offered. “You okay?”
 

 
  “As I’ve mentioned, the earpieces are designed to obscure anything but your voice,” Walker replied with her customary calm. “Not perfectly, but… What happened?”
 

 
  “I overheard some soldiers talking,” Milanda replied, moving lightly back up the hallway in the direction from which they had come. “There’s a
  
   succubus
  
  down here.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  Rook muttered. “On the list of the top ten things an Archpope should not be screwing around with, that’s gotta be numbers two through six!”
 

 
  “Seems your hunch was right, then,” Finchley added.
 

 
  “Clear this channel, please,” Walker said curtly. “Milanda, think about disengaging. The only thing you know about that facility is that what’s down there crushed the core of the Black Wreath when they invaded it. Just the intelligence you’ve gathered so far is important. I can have you out the moment you give the word.”
 

 
  “That’s what makes the difference,” Milanda murmured. “The Wreath couldn’t escape; their shadow-jumping was blocked at the time. Vex says this is where Justinian’s keeping his dark project, and it’s darker than we imagined. Be
  
   ready
  
  to teleport me out, Walker, but I want to learn more if I can. And possibly break some things.”
 

 
  “Need backup?” Moriarty offered.
 

 
  She grimaced behind the mask. The thought of those three loose down here was
  
   not
  
  comforting. So far, she hadn’t come up with an actual plan for them, though they’d already proved useful to her in keeping in contact with Vex while she visited the old spaceport for supplies.
 

 
  “Not at the moment,” she said aloud, creeping up to the corner and peering around. No sign of whoever the two soldiers had been talking to. There were living beings present, though, including one which felt remarkably similar to the dryads; she
  
   had
  
  to get a look at that, at bare minimum. Milanda could have pointed to them in a straight line, but there were walls intervening, and she didn’t know the layout down here.
 

 
  She had minutes, at most, before this got very exciting. There were two unconscious soldiers lying behind her in the hall, while the facility was apparently in the middle of a security sweep. The only question was whether they’d wake before they were discovered.
 

 
  Milanda padded swiftly up the hall, silent on enchanted boots. Vex had provided absolutely top of the line charms on all the gear, including actual invisibility cloaks, though ironically she hadn’t been able to bring one of those as the rest of the enchantments she was wearing messed up its function. The cloak she
  
   did
  
  have on was a more limited version, bearing a chameleon charm; so long as she stood completely still, she would blend into the background, but in motion she became visible again. That was one of the problems with over-reliance on enchantment. The more powerful they were, the more likely to interfere with each other.
 

 
  She came to a broad doorway, its double doors standing open, and paused for a moment to let the chameleon charm activate before carefully peeking around the frame. Moving slowly enough made her a barely-visible blur; if someone were looking right at the door, they might still spot her, but it was better than nothing.
 

 
  Beyond lay a very wide circular chamber, its center slightly lowered. It looked like a stadium, actually, which made sense as the Dawnchapel had once been an Omnist temple. Now, though, it had clearly been retrofitted as living quarters, with furniture and decorations scattered about. Doors branched off from multiple sides, with wide double ones in each of the four cardinal directions and smaller ones in between. She sensed living beings behind several of the small ones. So…broad doors leading to outer halls, narrow doors to attached rooms or suites, most likely.
 

 
  A man in a suit stood next to a bar/kitchen arrangement with his back to her, in the process of mixing a cocktail.
 

 
  Milanda took stock of this for a bare moment, then slipped inside, moving slowly to remain partially obscured, and dividing her attention between the man with the slicked-back hair and her sense of the lives around. She headed toward the door behind which lay the blazing beacon of fae power; she very much needed to learn what
  
   that
  
  was. If Justinian had a dryad of his own, her situation with Hawthorn and the others could become complicated.
 

 
  The shortest path there took her uncomfortably close to the man in the suit, but she kept to it for the sake of speed, watching him closely and prepared to freeze instantly if he turned. It was odd, considering the danger she was in, how calm she felt. One of the gifts of her new status, maybe?
 

 
  She was so focused on her objective and the surrounding threats that she very nearly missed the other presence in the room.
 

 
  It was different—subtle, too, difficult to notice, and not
  
   life
  
  so much as…its inversion. Not like Walker, though. It was its movement that gave it away, and Milanda paused, not turning her head, but focusing her attention. Something off-kilter and wavery was creeping through her perceptions right toward her.
 

 
  The succubus.
 

 
  Grimacing behind her mask, she considered her options. The demon clearly knew she was there, and was coming in for a stealth attack. By the same token, the succubus apparently didn’t realize she’d perceived her. Milanda had the element of surprise and was physically more than a match for the creature, she was sure. But engaging would draw attention… Could she get to her objective first? No, the demon was too close, and drawing closer. If there was a fight, the object of her focus might come out to investigate anyway… But if it was something related to dryads or comparably powerful, having it come after her was a
  
   very
  
  different proposition than sneaking up to peek at it.
 

 
  Bollocks. Well, any dead demon was progress on behalf of the world, especially if this one was important to Justinian.
 

 
  Among her equipment was a variety of weapons. Milanda considered them for a moment before deciding to try for one last hope of subtlety.
 

 
  Knife-throwing wasn’t favored in Viridill, being associated with rogues and ruffians rather than honorable warriors, which was exactly why she had practiced it in her rebellious youth.
 

 
  Augmented as she was by the craft which made the Hands of the Emperor, the act of snatching a knife from behind her belt and hurling it was so fast even an elf would have been hard-pressed to dodge the attack. That, however, was the extent of the good news. The rapid movement collapsed her stealth, snapping her back into visibility—just as the guy in the suit turned to bring her into his field of view. The succubus, also, was no elf, and while Milanda had never read that children of Vanislaas were noted combatants, her presence in Milanda’s ethereal senses rippled and shifted, and the knife flashed harmlessly past.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck!”
  
  the man snarled, and despite his phrasing, it was not a question.
 

 
  Then he dropped his freshly-mixed drink and whipped out a wand, and Milanda lost all control of her body.
 

 
  Without deciding to move, she
  
   was
  
  moving, hurtling toward him in a flying leap and spinning about in midair, causing her cloak to whirl dramatically about her. Two wandshots—clean white beams of light, not lightning bolts—flashed at her, but she had successfully distorted her appearance with her approach, and neither connected. Not with her, anyway; both pierced the cloak, and Milanda heard the soft but distinctive crackle of enchantments being disrupted.
 

 
  So much for stealth.
 

 
  She landed
  
   on
  
  him, neatly grabbing him by the wand arm and whipping herself around in a kind of reverse throw, hurling
  
   her
  
  body instead of his, so that she landed behind him with his arm still in her grip. With, in fact, her hand covering his, and squeezing his finger on the trigger.
 

 
  Milanda, far stronger than he, shifted minutely, firing the wand at midair. The succubus dodged again, but beams of light were not so easily evaded as thrown knives. With a shriek, she popped into visibility as she spun around, pierced right through the chest.
 

 
  Would that kill her? Did they even have organs? She was sadly unfamiliar with demonology.
 

 
  “Kheshiri!” Milanda’s captive shouted. “You fucking who—”
 

 
  The rest of his imprecation was lost as she shifted her grip, spinning in place, and hurling him forward over her shoulder. He impacted the wall back-first, upside down, and slid down to land on his head before collapsing in an ungainly heap.
 

 
  Finally, she froze, staring about in near-panic. She could never have moved like that.
  
   No one
  
  could move like that. Scuffling with the dryads had been one thing; this was a total loss of control. Her body just
  
   reacted.
  
  It had surely saved her life, but it was not an experience she had enjoyed.
 

 
  Her moment of frantic introspection cost her.
 

 
  One of the doors burst open, catching Milanda’s attention and bringing her focus back to the other life signs nearby.
 

 
  An elf stood there, wearing an incongruous pinstriped suit and regarding the scene with an expression of mild surprise. Milanda, cloaked and masked all in dramatic black, standing over the unconscious shooter and with the succubus groaning on the ground nearby. Not dead, curse it all. How
  
   did
  
  you kill a Vanislaad?
 

 
  Then the elf smiled, and despite her lack of fear for her physical safety, the expression sent a chill down her spine.
 

 
  “Now
  
   you,”
  
  he said cheerfully, “are
  
   exactly
  
  what I was looking for. Finally, a little
  
   fun!”
  
 

 
  With that, he vanished from view.
 

 
  Once again, Milanda was overtaken by the “gifts” of the dryads. She could still sense the now-invisible elf, making a beeline toward her with the speed only his race possessed, and while her instincts wanted her to flee, her body stood in place, swiveling to peer about in an pantomime of disorientation. Only belatedly did she realize what she was doing.
 

 
  The invisible elf lunged from opposite the direction she was currently looking. Without turning her head, Milanda grabbed him in mid-leap. She felt the bones of his arm break in her grip an instant before she whipped him through the air above her head and slammed him onto the bar.
 

 
  He yelped, wheezed, and tumbled gracelessly to the ground, again visible.
 

 
  “I’m fairly certain that was a wandshot,” Walker said in her ear, “and I’m
  
   positive
  
  I hear scuffling. What’s your status, Milanda?”
 

 
  “Fine,” she said a little numbly, shaken more by her own loss of control than the violence. “Three hostiles down. How do you kill a succubus?”
 

 
  To her credit, Walker hesitated only for a moment. “They don’t have biological weak points. Magic weapons, if you brought any, or catastrophic physical damage. Removing the head or destroying at least fifty percent of the torso should suffice.”
 

 
  At that moment, another door opened. The one toward which she’d been heading in the fist place.
 

 
  Milanda locked eyes with the new arrival for a bare moment, before she and her newfound battle reflexes found themselves in agreement. Which was to the good, because she might have wasted precious seconds staring in shock before fleeing. As it was, she made it out the door and around the corner before a blast of fire roared after her, splashing against the wall.
 

 
  So. Not a dryad, then.
 

 
  “A dragon,” she gasped, pelting down the hall at full tilt. “There is a
  
   green dragon
  
  down here!”
 

 
  “Holy fuck!” Rook squeaked. “Lady, get
  
   out
  
  of there!”
 

 
  “Agreed!
  
   Walker!”
  
 

 
  Silence. Milanda carried on down the hall, reaching out with her senses. The dragon had hesitated in the central chamber, probably examining his downed allies. Unfortunately, the path she was taking
  
   away
  
  from that door was bringing her closer to a large cluster of human life signs. Troops, probably.
 

 
  “Walker!” she shouted. “Pull me out!”
 

 
  “There’s a problem,” Walker said in a strained voice. “The wards have been cycled—wait, no. These aren’t passive wards anymore, someone is
  
   actively
  
  maintaining them. This is real trouble, Milanda. This equipment can outsmart any enchantments currently made, but an actual
  
   wizard
  
  is another matter.”
 

 
  “Standard procedure in the event of an incursion like this,” Moriarty said, and oddly enough, his clipped delivery was somehow reassuring. “At least, in the Imperial Army. It stands to reason these soldiers will have similar policies and regulations.”
 

 
  “All right, give me a minute,” Walker said quickly. “Keep moving and stay alive, Milanda. I’m going to zero in on the wizard, then I’ll direct you to him. Take him out, the wards will lift, and I’ll be able to extract you.”
 

 
  “Got it,” Milanda said grimly. She skidded to a halt next to the first door she came to; people were running in the halls now, closing on her from multiple directions. Yanking the door open, she dived through, pulling it shut quickly and then holding it at the last instant to avoid a slam.
 

 
  She very gently finished closing it a second before she sensed the first soldier moving into the hall behind her. There was, blessedly, a lock, which she slid softly home. Only then did she turn to discover the bad news.
 

 
  “So much for keeping moving,” she muttered.
 

 
  “What?” Walker demanded.
 

 
  “I’m in a room with only one exit,” Milanda said irritably. An office of some kind; desks, papers, nothing that looked useful in her situation. “Soldiers in the hall behind me.”
 

 
  “Hey, uh,” Rook said hesitantly, “can you get us
  
   into
  
  there? Maybe we can help her…”
 

 
  “Not with that wizard working!” Walker snapped. “Be
  
   quiet,
  
  let me concentrate!”
 

 
  Milanda stood in place, focusing. Soldiers were now moving in the halls behind her… But not on the other side of the wall opposite the door. In fact, there was no one in the immediate vicinity on that side. Was she strong enough to punch through a wall, now? Not quickly or cleanly—that would take time and draw attention.
 

 
  The dragon was moving, now. Could he sense
  
   her
  
  this way, or similarly? Who knew what a green dragon could do?
 

 
  “I need another exit,” she said aloud.
 

 
  “I can’t help you there,” Walker said somewhat plaintively. “I’m
  
   working,
  
  Milanda! Soon as I have something, I’ll direct you, but you’ll have to find your own way through the soldiers.”
 

 
  “You’ve got this, ma’am!” Finchley said encouragingly. “You faced down a succubus and whatever else, you can do it!”
 

 
  She wasn’t listening. Milanda had reached into the largest pouch attached to her belt, and with some difficulty extracted the object she’d stowed there earlier. Finally she had to jerk it free. It hadn’t wanted to fit in the first place; this wasn’t part of the kit Vex had issued her.
 

 
  A quick press of the switch, and the room lit up a pale, arcane blue, suddenly filled with a deep buzzing.
 

 
  “What was that?” Walker said sharply.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that
  
  you heard,” Milanda muttered, then crossed the small room in two strides and pressed the glowing blade against the wall.
 

 
  It sank through as if she were cutting cheese. Sparks flew from the masonry, flames flickered along the scorched edges of wood paneling, but the weapon carved neatly through. She began drawing a vertical line, attending to the motions of people around her. Still nobody in the space beyond, but there was movement on the periphery… Nothing else for it now; it would likely only be moments before they thought to check this door.
 

 
  “Milanda,” Walker said shrilly, “that sound had
  
   better
  
  not be what I think it is!”
 

 
  She pulled the blade free from the wall, and began carving a vertical line to form the top of her improvised door. “I’m afraid it is.”
 

 
  “You—how
  
   could
  
  you!? Did I not
  
   emphasize
  
  how dangerous those—put that fool contraption down before you kill yourself!”
 

 
  “I know what I’m doing, thank you.”
 

 
  “Uh, what’s going on?” Rook asked nervously.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  shut up!” Walker barked. “Milanda, put that thing
  
   away!
  
  Aside from the risk to
  
   you,
  
  what do you think will happen if anybody sees the saber? You might as well advertise where you got it in the papers!”
 

 
  Milanda paused before starting on the other vertical cut. “If anybody sees the what?”
 

 
  “The
  
   weapon!”
  
 

 
  She frowned at the straight, glowing blade. “This is clearly
  
   not
  
  a saber. If anything, it’s a longsword.”
 

 
  The buzz and crackle of the sword going back into the wall was augmented this time by a repeated, muffled thumping from her earpiece.
 

 
  “Walker, don’t hit your head on things. That equipment is ancient.”
 

 
  Finally, she withdrew the blade again and switched it off, though she kept it in her hand rather than trying to cram it back in the ill-fitting pouch. Her improvised doorway smoldered and put off acrid smoke. It also wasn’t particularly even, but it would do.
 

 
  She stepped back, shifted position, and slammed her foot against it.
 

 
  Ordinary human strength probably wouldn’t have sufficed, but the cut section of wall cracked and buckled at its base, then toppled outward into the space beyond. Milanda immediately stepped after it.
 

 
  She was now in what appeared to be a mess hall—long tables and benches, broad doors at either end. Oh, just perfect. Thankfully the soldiers were still chasing her around, rather than occupying their own living quarters, and clearly didn’t expect to find her
  
   here
  
  of all places. Perhaps their section of the facility down here wasn’t connected to the space where the serious assets were kept.
 

 
  But no such luck.
 

 
  “What was that?” a man’s voice shouted from beyond the door to her left.
 

 
  Milanda paused to concentrate on her senses. No… If anything, she’d managed to pin herself even
  
   more
  
  thoroughly. Humans were clustered in the space to the left side. Worse…
 

 
  The dragon was approaching. Not quickly, but exiting the right-hand doors would bring her in his direction.
 

 
  “Shit,” she muttered.
 

 
  
   “Well said!”
  
  Walker snarled.
 

 
  Milanda glanced rapidly back and forth, then drew a wand from its holster at her belt with her other hand. Wand and sword at the ready, she made her choice and flew into motion.
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  “All right, we trust ye an’ all,” Maureen said nervously as they followed Vadrieny out of the shed, “but a little warnin’ as to what in
  
   specific
  
  we oughtta—”
 

 
  A roar interrupted her and she yelped, darting behind Iris’s skirts. A silver shield flashed into place around them, interrupting Szith’s attempt to place herself in front of the group.
 

 
  Only Vadrieny was left outside the bubble to face the thing which approached. It charged from the main path on burly, gorilla-like front legs, then skidded to a halt three yards away, snapping its long, fang-lined jaws. Incredibly, the creature
  
   whined,
  
  dancing from side to side as if nervous, before finally emitting another roar of frustration and lunging forward, jaws open.
 

 
  Vadrieny caught it by its nose, picked the creature up, and hurled it. The poor demon gouged a long divot in the ground as it skidded to a halt against a low stone wall, which collapsed upon it under the impact.
 

 
  “That was a
  
   khankredahg,”
  
  Iris said shakily. “On
  
   campus.”
  
 

 
  “And it attacked Vadrieny,” Shaeine added in a grave tone. “Which
  
   no
  
  demon of less than sapient intellect would do…unless compelled by a warlock.”
 

 
  “Does that answer your question?” Szith asked, turning to Maureen.
 

 
  “Aye,” the gnome muttered. “An’ we can stop talkin’ as if we don’t know exactly
  
   who
  
  is up to these shenanigans. Bugger it all, I don’ wanna get sleeped…”
 

 
  “We should head for the Well,” Vadrieny stated, panning her gaze around the scene. Dusk had fallen and the fairy lamps were lit, but aside from the fallen chunk of garden wall, under which the khankredahg’s corpse was already smoking as it dissolved to charcoal, the campus looked quite normal. “Student dormitories have extra protections.”
 

 
  “Rather
  
   specific
  
  ones,” Szith pointed out. “If the Sleeper happens to be male, that will protect us, but…”
 

 
  “I don’t know the specifics, but she is right,” said Shaeine. “There are additional layers of protection on dorms beyond that one. We would be safest locating Professor Tellwyrn, but that will take time, and the Well is near. She may come in search of us soon, anyway.”
 

 
  “All right,” Szith said, stepping out from the radius of Shaeine’s shield as she let it fall. “The fastest way—”
 

 
  Iris suddenly shouted and gesticulated skyward, causing the drow to draw her saber and plant herself in a defensive stance, following the witch’s arm. A moment later, a petrified katzil plunged to the ground, where its already-decaying corpse broke into fragments, disturbing the flowers and leaves which had begun to blossom from it.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is a very nice trick,” Vadrieny said approvingly.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Iris replied, a quaver in her voice. “Takes a lot of power, though, and I’ve only got so much. I don’t know how many times I can do that tonight…”
 

 
  “Conserve yourself, then,” Shaeine advised, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Vadrieny and Szith are more than capable of dealing with lesser demons such as we have seen thus far. We will need magic if the Sleeper shows herself, or brings out something more dangerous.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Holding up a hand to halt them, Szith swept her gaze back and forth. “Stand still a moment.”
 

 
  She abruptly hopped forward, planting herself a yard and a half closer to the main path than Vadrieny stood, then immediately leaped back to her starting point. No sooner had she moved than another katzil plunged from the sky at them, seemingly out of nowhere. Hissing as it came, it spewed a gout of green fire, which splashed across the silver shield Shaeine threw back up.
 

 
  And over Vadrieny, who was totally unaffected. She slashed the beast out of the air with her claws, almost contemptuously.
 

 
  “Well spotted, Szith,” the archdemon said tersely. “We’re being herded away from the path.”
 

 
  “We can take the longer route,” Maureen suggested, pointing to their right. “I go that way a lot, it’s shady an’ small, and…”
 

 
  “And altogether a good place for an ambush,” Szith finished. “I know the path. Narrow and mostly hidden. We are being pushed that way for a
  
   reason.”
  
 

 
  “Very well,” Shaeine said firmly. “If we can neither plow into our enemy’s traps
  
   nor
  
  go the way she desires, we require a third path.”
 

 
  She pointed at the tall structure directly ahead of them. The others followed her gaze, then turned back to her with matching frowns.
 

 
  “The music building?” Vadrieny said. “I know it very well. There’s no exit on the other side; the only other entrance would take us right back out onto the main path, where the Sleeper will be waiting in ambush.”
 

 
  “At least we’d be
  
   closer
  
  to the Well?” Iris offered.
 

 
  “Close enough, perhaps, to ambush the Sleeper,” Szith added.
 

 
  “I think that won’t work,” said Shaeine. “The Sleeper is adept at stealth and evasion, and Vadrieny at least is a nearly unstoppable physical force. She won’t seek direct confrontation. In any case, I don’t propose to use the other door—the idea is to outmaneuver our foe, which demands an action she does not anticipate. And that being the case, the lack of another exit means the Sleeper will not expect us to make our own.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was almost sad, how little there was for him to do.
 

 
  “To you left!” Ingvar barked, aiming an arrow at the shadow which was approaching Aspen from that direction. She glanced over at it, unconcerned, and went back to chasing the katzil spiraling above her head, reminding him incongruously of a child leaping at butterflies.
 

 
  The shadow changed course, though, coming right for Ingvar, and he let fly. The arrow ripped straight through it, having to effect.
 

 
  
   “Aspen!”
  
 

 
  She glanced up again, and seeing his danger got her attention. By happenstance or design, that was the point when she caught her own prey. In the next moment, gripping the hissing demon by its tailfin, she swung it like a bizarre flail.
 

 
  Upon impact, both shadow and katzil burst. Aspen grimaced, brushing charcoal off her palms.
 

 
  “Ugh.
  
   Again
  
  with this stuff. Why do they make such a
  
   mess
  
  when they die?”
 

 
  “Be grateful that’s the
  
   only
  
  mess they make,” Ingvar said, stepping forward and frowning up the path ahead, searching with his eyes. “Demon bodily fluids would leak infernal residue over everything, killing or tainting the very grass. Fortunately, once dead, they don’t have the life force necessary to hold themselves together and the infernal—there.”
 

 
  “The infernal where?”
 

 
  He pointed. “Other side of that gazebo. They didn’t
  
   all
  
  come from that direction exactly, but from the general area, and that’s the only spot on that lawn not in our field of view.”
 

 
  “Ah, well spotted,” she said in a satisfied tone, already stomping forward. “Have I mentioned lately how
  
   nice
  
  it is to hang around with such a good hunter?”
 

 
  “The same goes,” he replied, and they exchanged a quick smile as they approached.
 

 
  None too soon; another serpentine shape was winding its way up from a summoning circle charred into the grass, hidden in the lee of the gazebo. Ingvar put an arrow through it, and the half-formed katzil dissolved into ash.
 

 
  “This exceeds my expertise,” he admitted. “All I know about demons and warlocks is how to kill them; canceling an in-progress summon—Aspen,
  
   wait!”
  
 

 
  Too late; she simply stomped forward and slammed her foot down on one edge of the circle.
 

 
  Instantly, the angry orange glow of it winked out, leaving a vaguely circular patch of charred ground smoking. Aspen sniffed, then gave him a look which, to his surprise, was actually apologetic.
 

 
  “Sorry. I know you give good advice and you’re usually right to be cautious, Ingvar, but this is another matter. It was infernal magic, and I’m a dryad. It’s called the Circles of Interaction, Juniper explained it to me. Works like a charm!”
 

 
  “Indeed,” he acknowledged. “There’s a time for bold action, after all. Well done. So
  
   now,”
  
  he added, turning to frown around at the darkened campus, “what else is going on? This doesn’t feel to me like the whole plan. The Sleeper we faced last night would do something more grandiose, and more…well thought out.”
 

 
  “I dunno about that second one,” she muttered. “This Sleeper jerk makes a good plan up front, but then he loses his temper and flaps around like a dumbass.”
 

 
  Both spun to face the new vortex of shadows which formed before them, crackling with miniature lightning bolts; Ingvar nocked another arrow and took aim, while Aspen crouched in preparation for a lunge.
 

 
  The instant a shape formed from the darkness, he loosed, and an instant later, cringed.
 

 
  Fortunately, she caught it, which gave him pause. He’d have expected the arrow to bounce off an arcane shield, but Tellwyrn just gave it a critical look and tossed it back to him. “Quick reflexes there, Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Professor!” he blurted. “I’m sorry—”
 

 
  She waved him off. “No time, it was a wise reaction, and I know
  
   exactly
  
  how that thing looks.
  
   I’m
  
  sorry, but there’s a mess on my mountain that’s designed to interfere with scrying and teleportation. I can work around it, but it’s not pretty. Anyway. You two are all right?”
 

 
  “We’re just dandy,” Aspen reported. “How’s everybody else? Those katzils only just started coming at us.”
 

 
  “Is this happening everywhere? Are others being attacked?” Even as he asked, Ingvar pondered her last trick. Any elf would be
  
   fast
  
  enough to catch an arrow, but
  
   no
  
  elf should have the physical strength. A shaft fired from a longbow at that range would be moving with tremendous force.
 

 
  “I’ve got Alaric and some helpers working to push through the haze and get accurate scrying,” Tellwyrn said, scowling, “but for now, my own senses suffice to take me to where active summons are going on. There aren’t enough of
  
   those
  
  to cover the whole campus or even most of the student body; Fedora thinks the Sleeper is targeting everybody who stood up to him yesterday. I diverted here to grab some more personnel before heading to Rafe, because I’m confident he can defend himself.”
 

 
  “Ah, good idea,” Aspen said. “If he’s out for revenge, clustering us together’ll bring him. I don’t think the
  
   actual
  
  Sleeper was, like,
  
   here.
  
  This way we don’t have to chase his ass all over the mountain, hopefully.”
 

 
  “Smart girl,” Tellwyrn said thoughtfully. “Which represents great personal growth since the last time you were here.”
 

 
  “Well, you don’t have to be a
  
   jerk
  
  about it.”
 

 
  “How can we help?” Ingvar asked.
 

 
  “Hold tight,” Tellwyrn replied, raising a hand. “This feels about as icky as it looks.”
 

 
  That wasn’t a word he would have chosen, but it sufficed, Ingvar decided as shadows swirled around them. A moment later, though, they receded, leaving the three of them standing in a room he did not recognize. It was a
  
   mess,
  
  splattered with various fluids, the walls marred by scorch marks and the splinters of wrecked furniture. Most surfaces practically sparkled with shattered glass.
 

 
  “Admestus!” Tellwyrn exclaimed. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  “Ah, Arachne,” Rafe said in an uncharacteristically mournful tone, turning to nod distractedly at her without lifting his gaze from the bottle he held. “I’m afraid I have to report total failure. The Sleeper’s little projection shadow avatar thingy wrecked the
  
   whole
  
  day’s work. All Fedora’s samples, pfft!” He paused, pursing his lips thoughtfully. “Actually, in hindsight, it was more of a fwoosh.”
 

 
  “Okay, that’s bad,” Tellwyrn said impatiently. “But if you’re still standing, it clearly wasn’t a
  
   total
  
  failure. And my question stands. Are
  
   you
  
  all right?”
 

 
  “How can you ask me that?” he practically wailed. “Rafe is undone! Thwarted! Foiled! My staggering intellect brought to
  
   naught
  
  by a few fireballs and shadowbolts and a really nifty cloud of something corrosive that I wish I’d managed to get a sample of! Woe, Arachne, woe unto—”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   stop
  
  it,” she said in disgust. “It’s a shame about the evidence, but I had my doubts about that whole enterprise to begin with. Everything in here but
  
   you
  
  was replaceable.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” he acknowledged. “Ain’t nothin’ like Rafe but Rafe, baby.”
 

 
  “Was the Sleeper himself here?” Aspen demanded.
 

 
  “Hm? Oh, no, it was one of those shadow projections. Oh, which reminds me!” Suddenly grinning, Rafe held up the bottle to show them. The gaseous substance inside was purplish-black and glowed faintly; Ingvar had the strangest feeling it was glaring at him, which became somewhat less strange at Rafe’s next words. “I captured it! Think Fedora can do something with this?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I hear no sounds of approach,” Szith said tersely, “but if the Sleeper is paying the slightest attention to either of the escape routes she wished us to take, she
  
   will
  
  notice
  
   that.
  
  Sooner than later.”
 

 
  “Aye, specially with us suddenly disappearin’,” Maureen added. “Not hard t’figure we went into the building…”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Shaeine replied, turning to Teal. “I think a diversion is necessary.”
 

 
  “I know somebody who’s
  
   great
  
  at drawing attention,” Teal replied, grinning and holding up a hand, her fingers curled to pantomime claws. “Iris, how you holding up?”
 

 
  “Fine,” the witch grunted. “Almost there…”
 

 
  She was leaning partially over the low wall lining the roof of the music building, Szith holding the back of her dress with one hand even as she constantly scanned the sky and nearby grounds for threats. Below, a trio of vines, thick as tree trunks, were steadily crawling their way up the rear of the building, screened somewhat from view from the paths by trees, but still easily noticeable. They sprouted leafy branches every few feet as they came, designed to provide easy hand- and foot-holds for climbing, as several of them were specifically not used to that. Their upper fronds had reached the third floor windows, not far below the roof now. Iris was breathing in low rasps, scowling in concentration.
 

 
  Still no sign of demon pursuit. Another khankredahg had attempted to follow them into the building and was swiftly dispatched by Vadrieny, but the Sleeper apparently knew the music building as well as they. With the exits covered, he seemed content for the moment to wait them out.
 

 
  “I assume that demon is still watching the side entrance,” Shaeine said calmly. “I haven’t heard it leave. Szith?”
 

 
  “Nor I.”
 

 
  “Good. Teal, don’t transform up here; let us not draw our foe’s attention to the roof, in case she has not yet noticed us. Go down to the second floor and attack from the window; make a show of attempting to clear out demons from the area. The more opposition you face, the better.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Teal said with a grin. “See you soon, love.”
 

 
  “Count on it,” Shaeine replied with the hint of real warmth her public smiles held only for Teal. Szith turned her head, so ostentatiously expressionless her discomfort was practically palpable.
 

 
  Teal swiftly lowered herself back through the trapdoor into the third floor below.
 

 
  “I will be the last to descend,” Shaeine said, turning to the others. “My magic is best used defensively. Maureen, may I assume you are as skillful a climber as most gnomes?”
 

 
  “Well, I dunno how many gnomes ye—uh, that is, yes. I can get up an down that shrubbery easy as me own dorm staircase.”
 

 
  “Good,” Shaeine said crisply, nodding. “You go first, then, followed by Iris. Szith is undoubtedly our best physical combatant, but the Sleeper’s methods will need to be countered by magic. Between her witchcraft and my shields, we should be able to fend off a warlock at least long enough to make the Well, provided we secure a head start. That means stealth is still our first line of defense.”
 

 
  At that moment, a streak of orange fire roared out from the side face of the building, emitting a furious scream, followed by a hoarse bark from the khankredahg as she landed on it.
 

 
  “Katzils,” Szith reported, bending her knees to lower her profile. “Two, I think…not making for us. Good, they’ve taken the bait.”
 

 
  “Then we are doing well,” said Shaeine. “Vadrieny has nothing to fear from any demon. Iris?”
 

 
  “Almost…there…”
 

 
  The priestess nodded, drawing in a breath and letting it out slowly. “Goddess grant this continues as smoothly. We are nearly free.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Never fails!” Ruda said cheerfully. “Looking for Toby? Follow the sunrise where there shouldn’t be one!”
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” Juniper said, waving at them. “You okay? You got hit, too?”
 

 
  “In the
  
   library!”
  
  Fross chimed in outrage. “This Sleeper has
  
   no
  
  respect for knowledge! Infernal or other destructive magic being flung around would be
  
   seriously
  
  damaging to the books!”
 

 
  “I guess that explains you being along, Crystal,” said Toby, nodding to the golem. “I’m glad you’re all okay. Have you checked on any of the others yet?”
 

 
  “You’re the first we’ve found,” said Gabriel. “That light show you just put on was impossible to miss.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby said, grimacing. “Sorry about that, Juniper. I hope it didn’t…”
 

 
  “Not
  
   pleasant,”
  
  the dryad grumbled. “I like it better when Omnu does it, he makes it so the light doesn’t weaken me. Still, you fried the demons. Seems like it was worthwhile.”
 

 
  “How bad did you get hit?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “Just katzils,” Toby said, shaking his head. “Small fry. There were four of them, enough to be a threat to most people, but I was really only concerned because they spit fire and June’s vulnerable to that.”
 

 
  “We are heading for Helion Hall,” Crystal interjected, “to find Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is an excellent idea,” Toby said firmly. “If anybody can straighten this out, she can.”
 

 
  “Mm. Yeah, walk and talk,” Ruda agreed, setting out up the path toward the next terrace up, but frowning pensively as she went. “Shit’s pretty wiggy, though. The Sleeper’s careful—I still dunno what to make of him pulling this shit while Tellwyrn’s
  
   right
  
  here on campus. At the very least, he’s gotta have some kind of plan for dealing with her.”
 

 
  “I don’t think Tellwyrn is the kind of thing you
  
   deal
  
  with,” Gabriel said with a grin.
 

 
  “There’s something wrong with arcane magic over the campus,” Fross reported. “I can barely detect it; I think it’s designed to operate on a level pretty well beyond mine. That’s probably aimed at Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “I would be quite surprised if any student spellcaster, whatever the source of their powers, could challenge Professor Tellwyrn’s mastery of the arcane,” said Crystal.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, totally, she’s got that down,” Fross agreed, bobbing affirmatively in the air in front of them. “The Sleeper’s not a match for Tellwyrn, there’s just no way, or he wouldn’t’ve been so much more aggressive in her absence. By the same token, he
  
   won’t
  
  challenge her head-on; it’d make more sense to try to trip her up and slow her down. Because you can bet she’s already working on this, and we clearly haven’t seen her yet. That’s probably what this is.”
 

 
  “That’s a good point,” Gabriel said, nodding. “Several good points. I’ve got the girls fanning out to find the others, but no luck yet. Apparently no Vanislaads were summoned, so there’s not a lot they can do besides scout. Sometimes they can interrupt a summoning ritual if they catch it at the right moment, but nothing on that so far.”
 

 
  All of them halted mid-stride, turning to stare at the familiar sound of Vadrieny’s aggressive cry. It was distant, far enough away that even the archdemon’s glow wasn’t visible through the intervening buildings and trees.
 

 
  “Okaaay,” Ruda said. “New plan? Head for that?”
 

 
  “She can take care of herself,” Fross said uncertainly. “Tellwyrn’s the one who can fix this… Oh, but I don’t wanna leave a friend in trouble…”
 

 
  “I do not see a dilemma,” Crystal stated, executing a sharp right face and stepping off the path. “Professor Tellwyrn is undoubtedly already at work. It would be unconscionable to leave a student in danger. I, at least, must go render assistance.”
 

 
  “Good,” Toby said with a grin, following her, as did they all. “I’ll feel better if we get the whole group back together for this, anyway. Odds are good Shaeine’s with her.”
 

 
  They skirted the edge of Stew’s maintenance barn, seeing no sign of the groundskeeper in evidence, and emerged onto another path on the other side, overlooking a drop to the terrace below.
 

 
  “Damn, she picks
  
   now
  
  to go quiet,” Gabriel muttered. “Did anybody happen to get a fix on—”
 

 
  A pillar of fire erupted from the ground right in front of them, causing everyone to leap backward, several yelling in surprise. It passed quickly, though, and in its wake there stood a figure.
 

 
  It resembled the shadow-armored form the Sleeper had taken the previous night—but smaller, leaner, as if this armor were more carefully and compactly designed. It also glowed a sullen red-orange, rather than deep purple.
 

 
  The Sleeper shifted, planting his feet in a familiar combat stance, and made a beckoning gesture at them.
 

 
  “I can’t imagine what you think you’re going to gain from this,” Toby said flatly, stepping forward to the head of the group, “but it’s gone far enough. This is the
  
   last
  
  time I am going to offer. Surrender, and—”
 

 
  A bolt of lightning roared past from over his head, striking the Sleeper in the chest and sending him staggering backward, followed by a shrill bellow from Fross.
 

 
  “SUCK PIXIE DUST, ASSHOLE!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “All right, ye got it!” Maureen stage-whispered reassuringly up. “Almost there!”
 

 
  Iris finally made it to the bottom, pausing to catch her breath. “I…whew. I’m gonna need a long nap and some food. That much magic and then climbing…”
 

 
  “We are not out of danger yet,” Szith said, actually leaping from the vines to land beside them rather than clambering down the last few yards. “We will not be out of danger until the Sleeper is apprehended, but in the short term, at least not until we’ve made the Well. Vadrieny is still dispatching katzils. Shaeine, are you almost down?”
 

 
  They all turned to look up the vines. No one at all was climbing them.
 

 
  Iris frowned. “Shaeine? Do you see her?”
 

 
  
   “Shaeine!”
  
  Szith hissed, staring upward, alarm leaking through her reserve. “…you two make for the Well. I’m going back up.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Iris said, grabbing her shoulder. Above them, Vadrieny’s glowing form arced through the air to land on the roof. “Whatever happened, she can handle it. You’ll just be putting yourself in danger.”
 

 
  “I—” Szith swallowed, clearly agonizing over the decision. “She is a lady of House Awarrion, I can’t just
  
   leave
  
  if she may be…”
 

 
  “All respect, the archdemon’s a better bodyguard than y’ever could be,” said Maureen. “We’re in more trouble down ‘ere. Whatever we’re doin’, we do together, ladies. What’s it to be? Stay an’ check this out, or trust they’ve got it an’ head fer safety?”
 

 
  “I…” Iris started to speak, then broke off, swaying. Szith reflexively caught her by the arm. “I’m sorry… Guys, I can’t. I’m so tired…”
 

 
  “We move,” Szith said quietly, shooting a final, pained look upward. “I will have to trust—”
 

 
  She broke off suddenly at the sound from the rooftop.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Fross’s next attack splashed harmlessly off the cube of translucent blue light which snapped into place out of nowhere around the Sleeper.
 

 
  “That. Will. Do.”
 

 
  “Professor,” Crystal said in obvious relief, stepping aside to allow Tellwyrn’s approach. The elf didn’t even glance at her, glaring at the imprisoned form across the path.
 

 
  She stalked right up to the edge of the cage, staring at the Sleeper over her spectacles. “Well? Anything to say on your behalf that
  
   might
  
  mitigate what’s about to happen?”
 

 
  The fire-armored figure turned to her, and executed a courtly bow.
 

 
  Then it exploded.
 

 
  Several of them shied back, though the only effect the eruption had was to turn the cube momentarily orange. Moments later, though, the fiery glow vanished, leaving the magical prison still standing there, now empty.
 

 
  “Uhh…” Gabriel swallowed. “Did he…just…suicide?”
 

 
  
   “Highly
  
  doubtful,” Tellwyrn said acidly. “We should
  
   be
  
  so lucky. That’s hardly in this fool’s nature, though, that much is well established.”
 

 
  “Professor, don’t take this the wrong way,” said Ruda, “but is it possible he could’ve shadow-jumped or something outta your little box?”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Tellwyrn snapped. “No, this was another of those
  
   damned
  
  projections. The kid really is remarkably good with them; those are extremely hard to make using infernal magic. I am quite impressed, and on a certain level I regret how much I’m going to kill the little shit. For
  
   now,
  
  are you all—”
 

 
  She broke off suddenly, cringing, and clutched her ears with both hands.
 

 
  “Professor?” Toby said in alarm. “What’s…?
 

 
  In the next moment, Juniper grimaced in discomfort, raising her fingertips to her own right ear. “Oh,
  
   no…”
  
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Ruda demanded. “What the fuck is…”
 

 
  At that point, though, the sound finally climbed down from its piercing origins into the register of human hearing. It was another moment before they could make sense of it, but by then it was too familiar not to recognize: Vadrieny’s voice, raised in a long wail of anguish.
 

 
  “No, no, no,” Fross said frantically, shooting off in the direction of the sound. The rest followed at varying speeds, Tellwyrn fastest of all by teleporting.
 

 
  Even she was too late.
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  She bolted left. It was no dilemma, really; soldiers she could deal with, at need, but not a dragon. Milanda was far from sanguine about the way the dryads’ “gift” completely took control from her, but whatever intelligence governed the change clearly believed she was not prepared to take on a dragon, and she was inclined to agree.
 

 
  The doorway was a momentary setback, with both her hands full as they were, but luckily the double doors didn’t latch. She hooked the wand through one of the handles, tugged it open, and slipped through.
 

 
  Inward-opening doors, she noted. The mess hall wasn’t intended to be a defensible fallback in case of attack, which might be worth remembering if she had to flee back in this direction. On the other hand, this
  
   had
  
  been an Omnist temple, and who knew how much the Archpope had redecorated…
 

 
  But that was all the time she could allot to introspection, because her escape had brought her right into an oncoming group of soldiers.
 

 
  Four of them, all with staves. They had already been on the way to investigate the noise she’d made, which was to her benefit as their weapons had the longer range—they were close enough to the doors that her situation wasn’t automatically hopeless. Less to her benefit was that these were clearly well-trained fighters, in contrast to the armored Holy Legion who patrolled the Grand Cathedral, which Intelligence had reported were easily flustered and unprepared for real combat.
  
   These
  
  troops hesitated barely a fraction of a second at the sight of a masked, cloaked figure bursting out of their mess hall before bringing up their weapons.
 

 
  Once again, Milanda sprang, unwilled, into action, dragged along for the ride by her own body.
 

 
  Augmented as she was, her hand was faster than theirs. Two quick bursts from her wand took down the soldiers in the lead, the pair who had a clear line of fire at her. Uncannily precise shots, in fact, the beams piercing one through the upper arm and the other through the shoulder, in both cases swiftly eliminating their ability to aim. The second man squeezed his trigger even as he staggered, a lightning bolt scoring the wall and floor as his staff swung wildly from his suddenly limp grasp.
 

 
  For a moment, she dared to hope these new enhanced reflexes knew the meaning of restraint. They had been designed for bodyguards, after all…
 

 
  But then she was moving again. Milanda dashed toward them, leaped into the air and kicked off the wall, vaulting over the troops at a wild angle. The second pair stumbled back from her even as they tried to bring their own weapons to bear; one actually fired, though in his haste the shot went nowhere near her.
 

 
  Unbidden, her thumb flicked the switch on the Infinite Order sword, and she slashed it in a single neat movement before deactivating it again, prompting a yelp of surprise—and pain?—from one of the soldiers.
 

 
  Milanda landed behind them and continued up the hall at a dead run, leaving confusion in her wake. Her body was still aimed forward; she was helpless even to turn her head to inspect the results of her work. Maybe…hopefully that slash had just been to wound.
 

 
  She whipped around the corner, barely in time. Behind her, an explosion powerful enough to make the stone walls shiver ripped through the hallway, sending a gout of smoke and a shockwave across the intersection.
 

 
  There hadn’t even been a scream. There hadn’t been time.
 

 
  “What was that?” Walker demanded.
 

 
  “I don’t—something blew up!” Apparently she was out of immediate danger, because Milanda’s augmentation shut itself off so suddenly she staggered. She quickly caught herself and kept running. This hall was straight; she was now moving away from the central complex where the “high-value assets” lived. Life signs left and rear of her. There were more above, but they were likely to be civilian Church personnel. If Walker didn’t come up with directions to that mage, perhaps she should try for a more mundane exit.
 

 
  “Things don’t just
  
   blow up,”
  
  Walker snapped. “Milanda, if someone down there has explosive ordnance, it’s immediately relevant to your safety. What
  
   happened?”
  
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   know!
  
  This—this enhancement just
  
   takes over.
  
  My body moves and I can’t control it, I don’t even know what it’s thinking!” At least it worked, she added silently. At least twice already tonight she’d have been swiftly killed had she been working only with her own reflexes.
 

 
  “Think.” Walker’s tone was more even, now, and Milanda found to her own surprise that it helped ground her. “Did a trap spring? Did a soldier throw something? What was the sequence of events?”
 

 
  She passed another side hall and skidded to peer down it. Damned reflexes clearly didn’t help her find a path… After a second’s deliberation, Milanda continued on the way she had been going. It was taking her father from the center, which meant it was leading toward the edge. That would be a logical place to find stairs.
 

 
  “Four soldiers intercepted me,” she recited as she ran, not even slightly out of breath. “I shot two before they could fire, jumped over the group. Turned on the sword and swung it once, didn’t see what it hit. Two of them fired back, missed me. I hit the ground and kept running, and when I got around the corner, something behind me blew up.”
 

 
  “Uh, excuse me,” said Finchley’s voice, “but am I correctly guessing from context that this sword you’re talking about is a magic item? Something that can cut through walls?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker said curtly, “and unless you have something constructive to offer—”
 

 
  “Actually I think I do, ma’am. If you cut off part of the staff’s firing length, that would mess up its runic engravings. Attempting to fire it after that would cause unpredictable results. One possibility is the whole power source could blow.”
 

 
  Milanda swallowed heavily. “Hell… I was sort of hoping these
  
   gifts
  
  would try to minimize harm. They clearly shot the first two to disable their shooting arms, not kill.”
 

 
  “A lightning wand may completely destroy its target,” Moriarty recited in a clipped tone, “but a more precise one such as you’re using inflicts pinpoint wounds. A soldier pierced through a vital organ could still fire straight, possibly several times, before falling. Hitting the arms is more tactically sound.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she muttered.
 

 
  “All right, good,” Walker said calmly. “They’re not using bombs. I have a fix on your mage, Milanda. You’re running away from him. He’s back toward the center of the complex.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  he is,” Milanda spat. “Can you still see the layout of this place?”
 

 
  “Not in real time, but I very much doubt they can change the architecture on the fly. I have a map.”
 

 
  “Good.” She slid to a stop in a T-intersection, glancing left and right. “I’m in what I think is an outer hall. Can you just direct me to an exit? I can probably get through whatever token guard’s above more easily than a mage.”
 

 
  There was a moment’s hesitation before Walker answered. “Milanda, there’s only one stairwell out of the underground complex. It leads to the sub-level of the ziggurat, which leads back to the main temple floor. The exit is very nearly on the opposite side of the whole place from your position. You are considerably closer to the mage. He or she is in a much more central location.”
 

 
  Milanda glared at the wall for a moment, then peevishly flicked on the sword and gouged a smoldering rent in it.
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t do that. The ship has probably sailed, but the
  
   less
  
  evidence of that thing you leave behind, the better.”
 

 
  “How can you
  
   hear
  
  it?” she growled, tucking the again-inert weapon into her belt and turning to pelt back the way she had come. “You can’t hear people talking, but
  
   that—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Produces a distinctive and deliberately augmented electromagnetic buzz which is
  
   rather
  
  distracting when I am trying to listen to your voice. The quickest path to your mage is to take a left at the next intersection.”
 

 
  She stopped in the intersection in question. “No good. Dragon’s in that general direction. Get me an indirect path.”
 

 
  Another brief pause. “Very well. Continue straight, then go right.”
 

 
  Milanda did so, noting glumly that she was moving right toward a sizable clump of troops. Several of them were heading in her direction as well. It was hard to tell, viewed from this angle, with these senses, but it seemed they were executing a pretty orderly search pattern.
 

 
  
   And
  
  the dragon had changed direction. He was moving in no great hurry, but clearly moving, and despite the zig-zagging of his course mandated by the halls, he was clearly heading right for her. How did he… But of course, if
  
   she
  
  could sense
  
   him,
  
  the reverse was almost certainly true. She was blindly fumbling to grasp the very school of magic he had spent countless years mastering. Why did it have to be a
  
   green
  
  dragon?
 

 
  “If
  
   I’m
  
  correctly guessing based on context,” said Moriarty’s voice, “are you using some kind of combat-enhancing alchemy with which you aren’t familiar? Because that’s
  
   incredibly
  
  dang—”
 

 
  He broke off with a grunt, followed by a brief, muted scuffle.
 

 
  “Sorry about that,” Rook said cheerfully. “You’ll be glad to know I have confiscated the pedant’s talky-thing. He can have it back when he learns some basic goddamn social skills.”
 

 
  Milanda paid no attention to them, nor to Walker’s scathing rebuke. Gods, she’d just
  
   killed
  
  four men…
 

 
  She ruthlessly squashed the queasiness that tried to well up at the thought. Estranged or not, she was a daughter of Viridill, practically raised in a temple of Avei. This was
  
   war;
  
  it was kill or die. She’d known what she was risking by coming here.
 

 
  “Left here. Left! Milanda, you missed the turn!”
 

 
  “Major concentration of troops to the left,” she said curtly. “Lucky I got past without—”
 

 
  “Halt!”
 

 
  “Damn it,” she spat, at both the interception and the increasingly familiar loss of bodily control which followed it.
 

 
  Without breaking stride, she spun in a complete circle, squeezing off two wandshots back the way she had come, then continued forward. There was a long groan from behind her, but she kept running, not bothering to glance back.
 

 
  “Next left feels more clear,” she said. “Will that do?”
 

 
  “It’s a start, but you’re letting them herd you away from your objective. Milanda, they probably think you’re making for the stairs, and these troops don’t seem to be amateurs. You won’t be able to avoid fighting.”
 

 
  She wasn’t afraid to fight. She wasn’t even afraid to die, though she worried about leaving her business unfinished, the Hands still corrupted and Sharidan vulnerable. But she was rapidly becoming sick of this new
  
   gift
  
  of hers. Being forced to passively watch herself go on murderous sprees was a kind of horror she’d been totally unprepared to deal with.
 

 
  “I suggest you aim for a smaller patrol, if you can sense them that acutely,” Walker advised. “Between your equipment and your enhancements, you can probably—wait. There’s a disruption in the wards in that hall, Milanda. Heading for you!”
 

 
  Once again, she didn’t sense it immediately, needing Walker’s prompt to heighten her alertness and reach out with her mind. When she did, though, she felt the approach—too late. A weight landed on her back scarcely an instant after she felt the distortion closing in on her; an arm wrapped around her throat.
 

 
  Milanda reflexively spun and bucked, but even as precisely as she moved, the creature now on her had advantages she did not. A spade-tipped tail coiled around her leg, yanking her off balance, and the beat of powerful wings filled the hallway. There wasn’t room to fly, and her weight would probably have prevented it anyway, but the succubus had enough lift to neatly deprive her of footing, which eliminated the lion’s share of what she could do about someone clutching her from behind.
 

 
  She tried to throw the creature off, tried to reach behind and grasp her, but the demon was apparently as agile as she, even enhanced as she was. She squirmed and evaded every attempted grab. Not nearly as strong—Milanda was already prying her arm away one-handed—but strength wasn’t everything.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  don’t like it when people
  
   shoot
  
  me,” Kheshiri hissed next to her head, and plunged Milanda’s own throwing knife into her midsection.
 

 
  She grunted with the blow; the tunic’s ironweave enchantment held, at least to the extent of preventing the blade from penetrating, but it was still a sharp point driven into her stomach. Had her abdominal muscles not been already clenched right then with the effort to dislodge her attacker, that hit might have driven the breath from her. It still hurt, and worse, no enchantment could make cloth as good as armor. Repeated blows to the same area
  
   would
  
  penetrate, possibly as soon as the second one.
 

 
  “Then you’re really going to hate
  
   this,”
  
  Milanda snapped, grabbing the sword from her belt.
 

 
  Even using herself as a yardstick, the succubus’s reflexes were freakishly fast. No sooner had she ignited the glowing blade than the weight vanished, one pump of those spiny wings sending the demon shooting away from her up the hall. Milanda spun and fired three times with her wand; Kheshiri was invisible again, but she could sense her location well enough to aim generally. She wasn’t nearly as close as she’d been in the central chamber, though, and “generally” apparently wasn’t good enough at this range. Focusing as she was, she could sense the fiend’s invisible retreat for a few more yards until distance blunted her senses. Enough to know she’d gotten away cleanly.
 

 
  Damn it all. Couldn’t
  
   one
  
  thing go right?
 

 
  “What happened?” Walker demanded. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  “Fine,” she grunted, putting the sword away again. “Succubus jumped me. I
  
   swear
  
  I shot her through the chest earlier. How fast can they heal?”
 

 
  “Not that fast,” Walker muttered. “Could there be more than
  
   one
  
  down there?”
 

 
  “Ugh…at this point, nothing would surprise me. Here, left, right? I mean, correct?”
 

 
  “Yes. And remember, the mask you’re wearing is enchanted to make you inaudible except to nearby co-agents wearing its siblings. Trash-talking your opponents will be a complete waste of time. I mean, more than it already is. They can’t hear you.”
 

 
  “Right,” she mumbled grimly, racing up another hallway.
 

 
  She was now heading for the soldiers. Not right for the biggest concentration, but a group that felt like at least a dozen was moving to link up with the smaller group directly in her path. She kept going; Walker was right. The longer she let them maneuver her around, the closer she came to disaster, and there were much worse things than troops down here. If she was here much longer, either the dragon would catch up—he had adjusted course again and was moving for her once more—or that succubus would get in a lucky shot. Milanda didn’t believe for a moment that the demon had been scared away for good.
 

 
  The hall ended in a door, which she slammed into without bothering to turn the latch. The impact barely stung her shoulder; thanks to the dryads’ gifts, the door itself was no impediment at all, bursting right off its hinges.
 

 
  Thanks to those gifts, breaking the door down was the last conscious control she had.
 

 
  The space beyond was clearly an armory; racks of wands, staves, and swords lined the walls, as well as cases filled with neatly stacked charms. Five soldiers were present, all holding staves, three of which were in the process of being assembled after having their power crystals checked. That meant three of the hostiles were obviously no threat.
 

 
  Milanda’s reflexes obviously did not give a damn.
 

 
  She fired the wand as she rushed them, taking down both armed soldiers—lethal shots, throat and heart—before she closed with them, by which point she had ignited the blade again.
 

 
  Cutting those men down was like swinging it through the air, for all the impediment they were to the sword. It didn’t matter even whether it moved through the soft points of anatomy or bones that would have stalled a metal blade.
 

 
  One swipe cleaved a man diagonally across the chest, separating his arms even as it bisected his torso; he fell without a scream, having no lungs with which to draw breath. The last edge of that slash neatly removed the next soldier’s left arm, and he
  
   did
  
  scream, which Milanda could not ignore the way her body did. The last man had just enough time to register what was coming and try to back away before she slashed the sword through him vertically. Not quite in half; he fell apart as he fell, but his torso was still connected near the hip.
 

 
  It would be a very long time before she stopped hearing the sounds he made in her head.
 

 
  The sword hadn’t so much as tugged in her hand. Flesh, stone, air, it was all nothing.
 

 
  Wide double doors stood at the other end of the room. Milanda was still moving under the power of her augmentation rather than her own will, still sensing the larger cluster of troops heading her way. She neatly flicked the tip of the blade through the latch and burst through the doors.
 

 
  This was a wider hallway, a main thoroughfare. In fact, she had circled a full quarter of the way around the complex, and found herself in one of the central access halls that led directly to the big central chamber. By going straight, she could lose herself in the corridors again, but coming at her from the left were the soldiers.
 

 
  Please…
 

 
  “No no no!” she said fruitlessly as she neatly turned on a toe and lunged right into their formation.
 

 
  Three staves were discharged, one in a clearly panicked misfire that scorched the ceiling. One shot was more professional, but still missed her, the weapon’s owner having a bad angle. The third hit directly, and would have been a killing blow—she highly doubted the defensive charms on her clothing could stand up to a weapon of that caliber at this range—had she not brought the blade up to intercept it.
 

 
  Milanda had barely a moment to boggle at the absurdity of deflecting a lightning bolt with a sword.
  
   This
  
  hit hard enough to be a real concern, but her new reflexes adapted. She pivoted with the blow, preventing the weapon from being ripped out of her hand by spinning in three full circles as she continued to come, dispersing the kinetic energy and also ensuring that she hit their formation in a blinding whirl of unstoppable destruction.
 

 
  She was fast, methodical, and thorough. Men screamed and died, mostly in far too many pieces. The width of the hall and the panic induced by her attack meant some managed to get out of her way to the sides; those she shot with the wand in passing. It took only seconds to cleave through the entire group of a dozen, but that was enough time for the last man in the formation to turn and flee. He had made it a few yards back up the hall, shouting for help, before Milanda deftly kicked someone’s arm after him at just the right angle to trip and fell him, and then experienced the very peculiar sensation of her enhanced reflexes bodily preventing her from vomiting into her own mask.
 

 
  He stumbled to the ground, presenting a perfect target. She shot him in the back.
 

 
  And only then regained control.
 

 
  Milanda stumbled to a halt, numb. Not everyone behind her was dead; not everyone had lost the ability to scream. Someone was, and others were moaning. She couldn’t force herself to turn and look. There had been no
  
   blood.
  
  The horrible thing
  
   seared
  
  as it struck, cauterizing instantly. No one bled, they just…came apart. As easily as tissue paper.
 

 
  A smell appallingly like fried pork hung in the air.
 

 
  In her hand, the sword was still activated, glowing fiercely and filling the space with its powerful hum. The sound, now, struck her as
  
   hungry.
  
  As if it would never have its fill of carnage.
 

 
  Her vision blurred as she glared at it in pure hate.
 

 
  Belatedly, Milanda realized the sound in her ear was Walker frantically asking if she was all right. Even more belatedly, she realized she was weeping.
 

 
  “I’m here,” she croaked, rubbing an arm—her wand arm—across her eyes. “I’m fi—I’m still alive. Gods, Walker, they just… I. I just… It’s like they weren’t even
  
   there,
  
  it’s…”
 

 
  “Milanda.” Reassured that she wasn’t wounded, Walker’s tone reverted back to a deliberate calm. “Milanda, you need to keep moving. You are not out of danger.”
 

 
  Milanda drew a shaky breath, nodded at no one, and finally pressed the switch. The sword hissed angrily at its dismissal, but the silence which followed was like a physical weight being lifted from her. She set off running again, fleeing the sounds of her victims.
 

 
  “Good, you’re closer now. Keep going, you’re looking for a smaller hall on your right, two crossings up.”
 

 
  She kept silent, simply following directions. Behind her, life signs gradually flickered out in a cluster in the central hall. Farther still, the dragon kept coming.
 

 
  He reached the aftermath of her slaughter, and stopped.
 

 
  It was only another minute before Walker announced that the door in front of her was the one. Milanda made one brief, abortive movement with the sword, then lowered it again and shot the latch. Had it even been locked? The roaring in her head was interfering with her ability to think…
 

 
  This was clearly a ward control center. Arcane equipment stood all along the walls and in stands in the center of the rectangular room; the walls themselves were laid out with maps, as well as vertical spell circles. Static hung heavily in the air, as did the soft hum of magic in use; the whole space was lit by a gentle blue glow, needing no fairy lamps.
 

 
  That hum, that glow, reminded her far too keenly of the detestable thing in her hand.
 

 
  In front of her stood a middle-aged woman in a white uniform, her hair graying and face faintly lined, staring at Milanda in shock. After a moment’s hesitation, a blue shield flashed into place around her.
 

 
  “No closer!” she barked, holding out a hand.
 

 
  Milanda gritted her teeth, pressed the switch. The mage’s eyes flashed to the ignited blade, widening in disbelief.
 

 
  “Y-you are under arrest!” the wizard stammered unconvincingly. Why didn’t she just attack?
 

 
  Of course. She was actively maintaining a ward over the whole complex, and now a personal shield as well. It would take an archmage to add combat magic to that without suffering an aneurysm.
 

 
  “Drop the wards,” Milanda ordered, pointing the blade at her. “Now.”
 

 
  “Milanda,” Walker said.
 

 
  “Do it!” she shouted, taking a step forward. The mage retreated, her shield bumping against a construct of brass pipes and glass filaments, causing a shower of sparks. “Remove the wards! Gods, please, no more.
  
   Don’t make me do this!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Milanda,” Walker said gently. “He can’t hear you. And you mustn’t remove the mask. If he sees your face…”
 

 
  “She,” Milanda whispered.
 

 
  Walker hesitated only a moment. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t—”
 

 
  She let out a scream of wild, helpless fury, and slashed the hateful blade through the nearest object. It shrieked like a boiling lobster, propelling fragments of glass in all direction and only miraculously not costing her an eye. She spun, flailing wildly with the sword, cutting her way through anything she could see that glowed. Sparks and arcs of free electricity flashed—
 

 
  And then she was gone. Everything was gone. Milanda careened to a stop, her eyes darting around.
 

 
  She was standing in the teleport array, in the Infinite Order spaceport.
 

 
  “Whatever you just did, the mage dropped the wards,” Walker said in her ear. “Hold on, I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded, despite the futility of the gesture. She had fallen still, and stared down at the glowing, humming blade hanging numbly from her hand.
 

 
  She was still staring at it however many minutes later Walker arrived.
 

 
  The fairy approached her carefully, placing one hand on her shoulder. When Milanda didn’t respond, she very gently reached out to take the sword from her, and pressed the switch.
 

 
  Silence thundered around them.
 

 
  “Could…” Milanda cleared her throat, tugged the mask down. “Could you. Um. Do something with that. Please? I…don’t want to see it again. Ever.”
 

 
  Walker gazed at her quietly for a moment, then tossed the silver hilt over her shoulder. It landed with a clatter and skidded into a corner, which they both ignored.
 

 
  “I’ll get it later,” Walker said quietly, then drew her into an embrace.
 

 
  Milanda let herself be pulled, and after a moment, relaxed into the hug, her arms hanging limply at her sides.
 

 
  “I killed them all.”
 

 
  Walker stroked her hair.
 

 
  “It was…so easy. Too easy. It should never, ever be that easy.”
 

 
  “You need to rest,” Walker stated. “Come on. Let’s go back to the barracks.”
 

 
  “I can’t sleep. Not…not for…”
 

 
  “Come on.” Gently, but inexorably, the fairy pulled her toward the steps down to the lower level.
 

 
  “How…” Milanda swallowed painfully. “How did…you deal with it? All the killing you’ve had to do?”
 

 
  “It has taken a long time,” Walker replied. “I was alone, though. You aren’t.”
 

 
  “You were right. I should never have taken that thing.”
 

 
  “It probably saved your life. Yes, Milanda, I know. We’ll leave it behind, and be more careful from now on. But for now… Come on. Eat, bathe, and we’ll talk.”
 

 
  Unresisting, she allowed herself to be led from the room.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The teleport array was silent behind them for a moment. Before the motion-activated lights had had a chance to shut off, though, a shape stepped out of the air on one of the inactive transport pads.
 

 
  Kimono swishing softly, triangular ears laid back in disapproval, she glided across the pad and down the steps, then toward a corner of the room, where she bent and picked up the inert saber, her bushy tail twitching irritably.
 

 
  “Silly children.”
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  Midmorning was a fairly busy time in Last Rock, so there were enough onlookers in the square to form a decent-sized crowd when the Rail caravan eased to a halt next to the platform. The town wasn’t a scheduled stop, so any Rail traffic was specially chartered—which meant the arrival of a caravan always heralded something interesting about to happen. It was fortunate that no one had had any forewarning, or most of the town would have shown up to gawk.
 

 
  The caravan’s doors hissed open in unison, and showing no sign of the disorientation Rail travelers usually did, armed drow streamed out onto the platform. There were a few muted outcries from the bystanders, and a couple even reached for wands, but luckily everyone present had the sense not to act in rash haste.
 

 
  The soldiers wore silk tunics under armor of scaled lizard-hide and plates that seemed formed of some kind of chitin, all of it close-fitting and dyed shades of red and green so dark that only under the prairie sun did they show any color to speak of; at night they would have simply looked black to human eyes. Each soldier carried a saber sheathed at the waist, and wore a wide-brimmed hat to shield their eyes from the sunlight. They took up positions clearly delineating a space adjacent to the parked caravan and stood at attention, putting their hands nowhere near their weapons and not acknowledging the townspeople.
 

 
  A second wave disembarked, this consisting of four women in robes of the same red and green, these adorned with light gray sashes from the right shoulder to left hip, affixed by silver pins in the shape of Themynra’s balance scale emblem. Their robes had attached hoods to shield their eyes rather than hats. Showing no more sign of discomfiture from the ride than the troops had, the priestesses arranged themselves in an inner ring, with somewhat more casual postures, focusing their attention on the caravan rather than the growing crowd of locals.
 

 
  Finally, two women emerged from the last compartment.
 

 
  One wore robes with embroidery in House Awarrion colors, with a saber hanging at her waist—not a Narisian model, but one with a gold crosshilt and ivory handle—and a Punaji-style hat protecting her face, complete with colorful feathers. She stepped forward, glanced quickly around the square, then turned and bowed to the last person to disembark.
 

 
  Matriarch Ashaele was dressed simply, in a plain robe of green with red trim. She had no head covering at all, leaving her snowy hair practically luminous in the sun. Even her eyes were not narrowed against the glare of the light.
 

 
  It had been a swift and efficient discharge of personnel, but by the time it was over, an official response had already manifested—having been nearby anyway, as luck would have it. Sheriff Sanders approached slowly, glancing about with a faint frown but taking his cue from the Narisian troops to the extent of keeping his hand well away from his holstered wand.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” he began.
 

 
  The woman with the hat intercepted him, bowing politely. “Good morning—you are the Sheriff, I presume?”
 

 
  “Sam Sanders, at your service,” he replied, seemingly relieved to have somebody to talk to, and doffed his hat respectfully.
 

 
  “It is a pleasure. I am Nahil nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion. We apologize for descending upon your town so abruptly, and will of course do our utmost to minimize the impact of our presence. My mother has business with the University, but while she attends to that, perhaps you could help me arrange facilities for our stay?”
 

 
  Nahil deftly took him by the arm, turning and steering him back toward the town. At her movement, one of the priestesses followed, and four soldiers slipped out of formation to arrange themselves around her and the Sheriff in a clear honor guard, the rest of the squad neatly rearranging themselves surrounding their matriarch.
 

 
  “Uh, sure, I’d be glad to help,” Sanders said a little uncertainly as he was skillfully handled, turning to glance back over his shoulder at the Rail platform. “Um, exactly how long are you gonna be in town? There ain’t a
  
   whole
  
  lot o’ room…”
 

 
  “For the time being, we must…what is that expression? Play it by ear. I am very eager to speak with more plains dwellers, Sheriff; my Tanglish is decent, I believe, but there is such poetry in the prairie dialect! Tell me, what exactly is a ‘pig in a poke?’”
 

 
  The rest of the drow started forward, moving in perfect sync with Ashaele as she made a beeline for the mountain—a path which would inevitably take them right through the center of the town.
 

 
  In the shadows of the porch in front of the Ale & Wenches, one man started to step out into the sunlight, and was suddenly halted by a huge hand upon his shoulder.
 

 
  “Wilson,” Ox rumbled, “don’t you
  
   even
  
  damn well think about it.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t thinkin’ about nothin’!” Wilson protested with an air of wounded innocence.
 

 
  “That’s pretty much the whole problem with your entire life. You stay the hell
  
   away
  
  from exotic guests ’till we figure out if they’re bringin’ commerce or trouble, an’ maybe even then. Clear?”
 

 
  “You’re not the boss o’ me, Ox Whipporwill!”
 

 
  “That’s the plain truth, an’ a point for which I’m downright grateful.” Ox’s bushy mustache shifted, the only sign on his face of a smile which did not touch his eyes. “How’s about we make sure it stays that way? By you not doin’ anything that’ll get your ass thrown in a cell for once.”
 

 
  The two men were well within the range of elven hearing, but none of the Narisians acknowledged them, or any of the other conversations taking place nearby. At that moment, anyway, they had a more immediate distraction which demanded a response.
 

 
  The drow reacted swiftly to the appearance of Professor Tellwyrn in the middle of their formation, right in front of the matriarch, by whirling toward her and bringing up weapons. They froze mid-swing at a slight movement of Ashaele’s hand. Tellwyrn, for her part, gave no sign that she had even noticed them.
 

 
  “Matriarch,” she said gravely. “I suppose we can dispense with some of the pleasantries. I will of course take you to her. At the very least, I can bring you directly—”
 

 
  “Thank you, Professor, but I prefer to walk,” said Ashaele, suiting the words with action. She resumed her even pace forward, forcing Tellwyrn to either step aside or be collided with. The soldiers re-formed their ring about them, those closest to the Professor now keeping eyes on her and hands on hilts.
 

 
  “I of all people respect the value of pride,” said Tellwyrn, falling into step beside Ashaele, “but also of reason. I
  
   know
  
  you are unaccustomed to climbing mountains in this heat, Ashaele. Let me help; it’s the least I can do.”
 

 
  “Well, this is already going better than our last conversation,” Ashaele said calmly. “Perhaps you should abysmally fail to safeguard your charges more often, Arachne, if that is what it takes to squeeze a drop of respect from you.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn simply looked at her, sidelong, wearing a lack of expression that would have done a Narisian proud. By the time they passed from the square into Last Rock’s main thoroughfare, she had returned her gaze forward. They continued on in a chilly silence which belied the prairie sunshine.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “These are—”
 

 
  “I recognize everyone,” Ashaele said smoothly, interrupting Tellwyrn’s introduction as they drew to a halt outside the chapel. At some signal from her, too subtle to be noticed by anyone not looking for it, the priestesses and honor guard had shifted formation to proceed behind her, so that none stood between her and the chapel, and those now clustered outside it. “Most I’ve not met, but Shaeine greatly values her friendships, and has spoken at length of each of you.”
 

 
  Toby and Gabriel bowed to her; Ruda swept off her hat, simply nodding respectfully. Scorn and Juniper glanced uncertainly at them, while Fross just hovered, showing none of her usual frenetic movement.
 

 
  Teal stood slightly apart from the others, face impassive. She was pale, and her eyes visibly reddened within dark pits that told of sleeplessness, but at this moment at least, she carried a reserve that would have done any Narisian proud.
 

 
  “They’re a good group, all things considered,” said Tellwyrn, folding her arms. “Actually, this is the first time I’ve found any of them skipping classes. Under the circumstances, I’m inclined to let it slide.”
 

 
  Ashaele simply looked at her, a hair too long for it to qualify as a glance, and then proceeded forward toward the doors. The students shifted out of her way, Juniper after a moment’s awkward hesitation.
 

 
  “I would like to see my daughter in privacy,” she said calmly.
 

 
  “Of course,” Tellwyrn replied. “The chapel’s wards ensure that even for elvish ears. Back
  
   away,
  
  children, this is not a show.”
 

 
  “I, uh…ma’am…” Gabriel trailed off, swallowing painfully. Ashaele paused on the chapel steps, then reached out and touched his shoulder for a bare instant. He gulped again and shuffled back, giving her another bow.
 

 
  “Teal,” said the matriarch, “accompany me.”
 

 
  “Teal,” said Tellwyrn quickly, “you don’t
  
   have
  
  to do anything you don’t feel is necessary.”
 

 
  “I realize, Professor, that diplomacy is
  
   far
  
  from your strongest skill,” Ashaele said quietly, standing on the top step and staring at the closed doors, “so I shall assume that was not deliberate. To give you the benefit of my own expertise, insinuating that I might
  
   harm
  
  one of your students is an insult.” Slowly, she turned to fix an impassive gaze on Tellwyrn. “One which a person in your position would be well advised to avoid.”
 

 
  “It’s all right, Professor,” Teal said softly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced between her and Ashaele, nose twitching once, then shook her head. “As you will. I’ll be
  
   right
  
  out here, Teal.”
 

 
  Ashaele turned her back.
 

 
  Teal slipped forward and unlatched the door, giving it a push, then stepped back to bow the matriarch through. Ashaele slipped into the dimness of the chapel without another word, and Teal followed, pausing only to close the door behind them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The campus chapel was laid out like a standard prairie church, though built of stone rather than the planks which were more common, and devoid of Universal Church iconography. Even the gods were represented only as figures in the stained glass windows, with none of their sigils displayed. There was no choir loft and only a low dais with no pulpit; no preaching was done here, the space being used only by students for individual prayers and meditations. It was kept dim as a rule, the fairy lamps left dark to allow the colored illumination of sunlight through the stained windows, contributing to its peaceful atmosphere.
 

 
  At the moment, the pews had been moved and rearranged, pairs positioned face-to-face and with deep cushions added to form impromptu beds, on which lay the students suffering the Sleeper’s curse. Each had been carefully tucked in with thick handmade quilts donated by the citizens of Last Rock.
 

 
  Ashaele paced quietly down the center aisle. She gave a bare glance to the profusion of flowers and trinkets piled around Ravana, and paused only momentarily to look down on Natchua, remaining otherwise focused on her destination. In only seconds, she stood beside the bed of pews on which Shaeine lay.
 

 
  The matriarch stood, her back to the entrance, beside which Teal stood like a guardian. She bent slightly to lay her fingertips against Shaeine’s cheek. The curse was thorough and the sleep profound; only to an elf was the victims’ breath audible.
 

 
  For a long moment, there was silence.
 

 
  “Please explain how you allowed this to happen.”
 

 
  Teal’s flinch was only the barest twitch of her left eye, which Ashaele could not see, with her back to the door. Vadrieny’s outrage howled within her, though. It quickly subsided at Teal’s silent plea.
 

 
  “The campus was under widespread attack,” she answered quietly, her voice slightly raspy from fatigue and long hours of crying. “The Sleeper targeted multiple groups of students, including Shaeine and I. We were with three others, including Szith. Demons attempted to herd us into a trap, but Shaeine formed a plan to outmaneuver them. We entered the music building, which to the Sleeper should have been a dead end, but she led us to the roof and had Iris—a classmate who’s a witch—form a ladder of vines to escape down the back, and directed Vadrieny and I to counter-attack the demons and prevent them from observing her ploy. It…nearly worked. Shaeine insisted on being the last one down. The others escaped as she planned. We…Vadrieny and I…returned to help, and found her asleep on the rooftop. Unresponsive.” She paused to swallow heavily against the lump forming in her throat. “Just like the others. The Sleeper outmaneuvered us.”
 

 
  Ashaele gazed down at her daughter in silence. After a pause, Teal opened her mouth to speak again, but the matriarch’s soft voice cut her off.
 

 
  “When Shaeine brought you to visit us, Teal, I was favorably impressed. As an applicant to join House Awarrion, you presented yourself quite well.”
 

 
  “For a human,” Teal finished softly, too tired even to sound resentful.
 

 
  “For anyone.” A faint edge appeared in Ashaele’s tone—borderline inappropriate for any Narisian, but a matriarch could get away with a lot. She straightened and turned her head to put her face in profile from the door, regarding Teal sidelong. “I would not diminish the strength or prestige of my House by holding
  
   any
  
  prospective member to a relaxed standard. For House Awarrion, in the current political climate, a human as my daughter’s consort would be a curiosity, but a prestigious one. A Tiraan-trained bard, too, would bring us great prestige. Vadrieny also represents a tremendous asset—even if, as you insist, she does not fight aggressively. Nor do we, as diplomats, but I’m sure the utility of an ambassador who is functionally impervious to harm or imprisonment is plain. Your own status and education make you an asset, as well. Such a union between my House and Falconer Industries would be potentially bumpy, there being no precedent for such a thing, but in most possible outcomes, greatly advantageous for both. Even in your ignorance of our culture and customs, I see favorable potential. You showed me a greater willingness to learn than even most Imperial diplomats, and your unfamiliarity represents a useful…malleability. Potential that I could shape in a direction of my choosing. And…” She shifted again, to resume gazing down at Shaeine. “My duty as matriarch supersedes my duty as a mother, but the fact that my daughter adores you is hardly insignificant. If for no other reason than that Shaeine, from her earliest years, has always been a gifted judge of character.”
 

 
  She turned fully around, folding her hands and gazing at Teal.
 

 
  “For all that, only one concern has led me to reserve judgment. One which weighs more heavily on me as a mother than a matriarch, but is not without importance to both. There is you: first and sole daughter of a greatly powerful family, famous and wealthy beyond the imagining of most Narisian nobility, coupled with a nigh-unstoppable power in the form of your demon counterpart. And there is Shaeine: a third daughter, in practical terms a spare. Heral and Nahil both have daughters of their own, securing the matriarchal line against my own death, and are both groomed for the necessary administrative positions in the House. Shaeine, before it was decided that she should come here, was to be a House priestess—a minor position for one of her hereditary rank. Were your family another House of Tar’naris, Teal, in the union between you, it would be she who went to live with your family, answerable to your mother. Subordinate to you.”
 

 
  “The comparison…isn’t exact,” Teal said after a moment.
 

 
  “I am well aware. But politics aside, there remains the fact that the
  
   force
  
  you represent overshadows her. As a mother, I do not wish to see my child trailing passively in anyone’s footsteps. As matriarch, with responsibility both to the health of House Awarrion and the diplomatic interests of Tar’naris, I must be wary of setting a precedent in drow/human relations which will not serve our interests. All this has made me leery of this union. But this.” She shifted her head infinitesimally, its faint tilt to the right indicating curiosity. “What you tell me now…strongly implies that between the two of you—between the three of you, in fact—Shaeine is the dominant personality.”
 

 
  Teal stared at her, blinking twice, gathering her thoughts before replying. “Matriarch… I’m a
  
   bard.
  
  And Vadrieny…in her own words, is more weapon than warrior. Something of a blunt instrument. Shaeine and I don’t think or relate in terms of
  
   dominance.
  
  But in most regards… She is the one with the political education, with the experience. And, I have to say, a personality with more innate wisdom. Vadrieny and I have both become comfortable following her lead. The dynamic between us feels natural. And it’s served us very well.” She hesitated, then swallowed again. “Until…very recently.”
 

 
  Teal drew in a deep breath and lowered her eyes, her fists bunching slowly at her sides despite her efforts to cling to what she could manage of Narisian reserve. Vadrieny’s barely-contained rage and agony pulsed within her, fury feeding on fury in a cycle that grew ever harder to control.
 

 
  “The Sleeper is a student here. They have to be. It’s a small campus and a small community; this is someone who
  
   knows
  
  us. Someone who’s observed us and has a grasp of how Shaeine and I relate. This wasn’t an accident or an attack of opportunity, this was very carefully planned. You asked how this happened: it was done by someone who understands our relationship, and used it to get to Shaeine.” She drew in a long breath through her teeth, which elongated subtly as she did so. Her hands un-clenched, lengthening into ebon claws, and sparks of fire danced behind her eyes. “The Sleeper is not going to get away with this much longer. Tellwyrn is closing in on them.
  
   Others
  
  are getting involved, including the Empire. No warlock can escape this kind of pursuit for long. And
  
   when
  
  we know who has done this, I am going to personally tear them into small pieces and make them
  
   eat
  
  each one.”
 

 
  She broke off, squeezing her eyes shut. Despite Vadrieny’s presence flickering through, the words had been entirely her own. The archdemon’s consciousness flowed around her, clutching her for comfort against the pain, even as their anger resonated.
 

 
  Caught in her inner battle, Teal hadn’t heard Ashaele move, and when the matriarch’s arms slipped around her, the shock brought her inner battle to a standstill, even Vadrieny freezing in confusion. Claws and fangs vanished, leaving Teal physically herself again.
 

 
  Ashaele held her close, pressing Teal’s face gently into her shoulder with the hand cradling the back of her head.
 

 
  “As matriarch, I recognize this union. You are consort to my own blood, welcomed by House Awarrion as its own. We embrace you, daughter.”
 

 
  She gave Teal a final, gentle squeeze, then pulled back to hold her by the shoulders and study her face. In the interim, it was as if Ashaele’s own expression had come alive, showing finally her own weariness, her worry, and despite that, a warm smile.
 

 
  “How
  
   are
  
  you, Teal?” she asked gently, with open care and concern.
 

 
  Teal could only stare up at her for a moment. “Um. Aside from the obvious?” She glanced past Ashaele’s shoulder, at Shaeine’s bed of pews, then back to her face. “…confused.”
 

 
  The drow’s expression shifted toward wryness. “I see. Shaeine
  
   has
  
  been coaching you in our customs, or so she told me. I trust you do understand the significance of formal adoption into the House? This is the closest parallel we have to your custom of marriage.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,
  
   that
  
  we discussed. In fact, it was one of the first things she taught me,” Teal added, a faint flush rising in her cheeks. “But it takes more than a year to absorb an entire culture.”
 

 
  “Quite.” Ashaele nodded and stepped back, gently taking one of Teal’s hands and leading her up the aisle, toward Shaeine’s sleeping form. “I presume she has taught you things as she thought of them, or as they came up—it’s understandable that
  
   this
  
  one might not have occurred to her yet. It isn’t commonly invoked, but it
  
   is
  
  traditional for courting couples to have their adoption expedited in the case of a sudden…bereavement. Death, illness, injury, even imprisonment. Provided the matriarch in question had no
  
   specific
  
  objection to the union, in most such cases she would acknowledge the loved one immediately. It is a way to help build and strengthen bonds throughout our society, as well as serving the individual adopted by providing the comfort of family—and the protection of House—at a time when such is most necessary.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Teal said slowly. Ashaele squeezed her hand once, then pulled her closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. After a moment of stiffness, she relaxed against the taller woman. A moment longer, and even Vadrieny calmed in the embrace. “I will do my utmost not to disappoint you.”
 

 
  “I have little worry about that, Teal,” she said without hesitation. “I was quite frank with you; from our first meeting, I judged you a suitable mate for Shaeine, if a surprising choice. Now that I understand your situation a bit better, my last lingering concern is assuaged. This is the right thing for us all, and I’ve no doubt you will be an asset to our House. But with
  
   that
  
  established, regarding your threat toward the Sleeper.” She squeezed Teal gently, rubbing her shoulder. “You will do no such thing. In this matter I am speaking to you as both mother and matriarch, and I expect to be obeyed.”
 

 
  Teal froze. “I—but…”
 

 
  “You are part of a drow House, now. You know very well we are not savages, Teal. Vindictive we are indeed—but in the proper way. This is about more than you and Shaeine and the Sleeper, more than her other victims and Tellwyrn. This is a clash between civilization and barbarism. I have studied Tellwyrn’s explanation of these events closely, and this Sleeper’s motivations are obvious to me. She is a young fool with unearned power, blindly asserting it. The Sleeper represents an
  
   idea:
  
  that the strong dominate the weak simply by virtue of their strength. That she is allowed to do what she will to others simply because she is
  
   able
  
  to. This is the opposite of the purpose of all civilization, Teal. If you catch and kill her, you eliminate one threat, but you grant her the moral victory.”
 

 
  “I…forgive me, mat—mother. I can’t find it in me to be concerned with moral victories right now.”
 

 
  Ashaele pulled her even closer, leaning her own head against Teal’s.
  
   “Be
  
  concerned with them, daughter. They are what define you. Aren’t you the girl who tamed an archdemon through the power of love? Don’t rush to an action that will plague your dreams forever, Teal. Besides, there are greater things at stake than our feelings. We must not simply strike down the Sleeper. We will apprehend, try, convict, and
  
   duly
  
  punish her. She will be dragged before the gaze and the full force of
  
   civilization,
  
  and made to acknowledge her own impotence and insignificance against it, before being crushed beneath its heel. That is
  
   justice,
  
  distinct from retaliation. These are the principles to which Shaeine has dedicated her life. We will give her no cause to be ashamed of us when she wakes.”
 

 
  She moved her arm, taking Teal’s hand and into the improvised bed, laying it atop Shaeine’s own hands, which were folded at her breast. Both of them gently twined their fingers about the sleeping girl’s.
 

 
  “And
  
   I,”
  
  Ashaele finished in deadly quiet, “will settle for no lesser revenge.”
 

 
  After a silent moment, Teal leaned into her again, and once again, Ashaele rested her temple against the crown of her head.
 

 
  “Yes, mother.”
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  “As of now, this unit is reduced to
  
   one
  
  man,” Ravoud reported, his tone tight with compressed emotion. “Two, once Rossiter is cleared from observation for her head injury. She would have been already, but our medical staff is stretched to the limit.”
 

 
  “I gave orders that you should reach beyond the Legion’s medics for this,” said Justinian, frowning. “If there is
  
   one
  
  thing the Universal Church does not lack, it’s healers.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Holiness, but this isn’t a situation that can be solved with more healing. If not for Khadizroth and Vannae, we would have lost a lot more men last night. The remaining injuries, though… That weapon
  
   seared
  
  what it cut, sir. Re-attachment of the limbs simply isn’t an option. The good news is it prevented them from bleeding out on the spot; most of our medics’ initial work was in preventing infection. Now, they are trying to keep the men with internal injuries stabilized. There, again, Khadizroth has been invaluable. For now, the work is better served by having a few skilled people doing their best than a lot of outsiders slinging magic around.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Justinian replied, heaving a sigh. “I trust your judgment in this, Nassir. The offer stands, though; if you can use
  
   any
  
  further resources or personnel, requisition them immediately. I’ve made it known you speak with my authority in this matter, at least for the time being.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Holiness,” Ravoud said, bowing. “There is also the matter of security…”
 

 
  “Yes, always. We will prioritize, however,” said the Archpope. “Right
  
   now,
  
  our highest concern is the welfare of our men—whatever we can still ensure. There are so many for whom we can do nothing.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravoud said, and his voice echoed with the hollowness he had kept leashed all day through sheer professionalism. “Your Holiness… It’s as I said. This is
  
   half
  
  the functional core of the Legion, just…gone. And each of them was hand-picked from the available troops. Sir, unless we either recruit more aggressively or
  
   considerably
  
  relax our standards, it’s going to take far longer to rebuild the Legion than it did to build it in the first place. Even re-assigning troops from First Unit…”
 

 
  “Either of those will compromise security,” Justinian murmured. “We’ll hold off on the decision for now, Nassir. For the moment, as I said, we focus on healing. I will get fae healers to see about tissue regeneration. At the very least, hopefully we can save those who suffered cuts to the torso from that weapon. It may be that we can restore severed limbs for the rest.”
 

 
  “Regenerating limbs is atrociously expensive,” Ravoud said quietly. Despite his gaunt pallor, his eyes remained focused and alert behind their reddened rims. “It’s not a problem which can be solved by throwing the Church’s treasury at it, either. The Salyrites can only do so much without burning up very rare reagents. Even the Empire doesn’t offer such treatments to its personnel except in very special cases.”
 

 
  “I am aware. If nothing else, we can reach out to the elves—which, of course, raises its own set of problems. You are right about security, Nassir. We will attend to this first and foremost, and
  
   then,
  
  when we are able to take stock and see how badly we’ve been forced to reveal our hand, the issue of recruitment can be revisited.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness. I see your point.”
 

 
  They paused, both turning, to stare up the wide central hallway. It had had only a cursory cleaning, and was now free of bloodstains and severed body parts, but there were scorch marks on the golden stone in multiple places.
 

 
  “What
  
   was
  
  it?” Ravoud whispered. “Only Rasevaan seems to have seen the thing and not been cut by it; she said the assassin threatened her, but then destroyed the warding arrays rather than attacking. She described a beam of light that made a sound like a giant wasp. Some of the men… Some of them have been talking, through the painkillers. They’ve said similar. What kind of new weapon are we facing?”
 

 
  “Not a new weapon,” Justinian said with another sigh. “A very old one. Artifacts of the Elder Gods; the Church has three in its vaults. I will let you inspect one, if you wish. There are others in the possession of the Imperial Treasury; the Royal Museum in Svenheim has one actually on display. By this point in history, most of them which are going to be found probably have been, and have made their way into the hands of institutions with the
  
   sense
  
  to secure them away from use. It’s rare enough even to see one, but nearly unheard of to see one wielded in combat. I had believed anyone who might possess such a thing would be too intelligent to wave it around.”
 

 
  “There’s a curse on them?” Ravoud asked. “That would be just like the Elder Gods…”
 

 
  Justinian shook his head, managing a weary smile. “It was a weightless blade which cuts anything and
  
   burns
  
  as it touches, Nassir. It hardly needs a curse to be impossibly dangerous to handle. This raises very troubling questions.”
 

 
  “Indeed.”
 

 
  Both turned to greet Khadizroth, who now approached from the central chambers where he and the others lived. The dragon nodded to them before continuing.
 

 
  “I’ve examined such devices myself; several of my kind possess such treasures in their hoards. I agree with your assessment, your Holiness. It has been a long span of years since one fell into the hands of anyone fool enough to
  
   use
  
  it. Few relics of the Elder Gods are safe to handle at all. Regardless, I have done what I can for now to stabilize the three survivors
 

 
  suffering organ damage from that…thing. I am confident, however. They are in a deep sleep; give me the night to gather my strength and some resources from the planes, and I will finish their healing on the morrow. This process is very involved; I will not risk a subject’s health by approaching it unprepared.”
 

 
  “Your aid is
  
   greatly
  
  appreciated, Khadizroth,” Justinian stated, inclining his head deeply.
 

 
  The dragon nodded in return, to exactly the same degree, then shifted his gaze to Ravoud.
 

 
  “After that, Colonel, I will begin regenerating the less life-threatening injuries suffered by the others. You should know that this will take
  
   time.
  
  I can do it without dipping into stockpiles of priceless components as most human witches would need to, but you were correct that the process is a great challenge. It is
  
   worse
  
  in this case.” The corners of his mouth turned down in disapproval. “That accursed implement cauterized what it cut. Life-saving in the immediate term, in some cases, but it makes the procedure more invasive than it might otherwise be. I will need to cut again, to have an open wound with which to work, and draw forth new flesh from there. It’s doubtful I can attend to more than one limb in a day, and there will be pain involved. While I don’t expect any of the soldiers will decline, they deserve to know, in advance, what to expect. If any
  
   does
  
  refuse, I must respect his wishes.”
 

 
  Ravoud turned to him directly and bowed deeply. “I cannot tell you how grateful I am for this, Lord Khadizroth,” he said, his voice finally quavering. He had held up stolidly during the long night and morning with the strength of character Justinian had come to expect from him, but Nassir Ravoud would much rather have lost an arm of his own than have to watch soldiers he had hand-picked and trained suffer through what they had last night.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Archpope agreed gravely. “We are truly blessed to have you with us. This is a debt I doubt we can repay.”
 

 
  “There is no debt,” Khadizroth said immediately, waving one hand. “I am only sorry I failed to save more lives. I was attempting to track the interloper, and underestimated the carnage she had wrought until I saw it firsthand.”
 

 
  “The generosity of dragons is justly legendary,” said Justinian with another deep nod. Khadizroth returned the gesture again, neither of them commenting on the other half of that old proverb: the greed of dragons was just as legendary. The Archpope had
  
   not
  
  missed Ravoud’s formal address of him; never before had he called him
  
   Lord
  
  Khadizroth, nor shown any inclination to interact with him at all unless required. It was worth remembering that this dragon, even more than most, was dangerous for his canniness and proficiency at recruiting followers more than for his innate power, especially bound as he was. Not for the first time lately, Justinian wondered if the Crow’s curse was adequate to keep this creature safely housebroken.
 

 
  “If it is not too sensitive a question,” Khadizroth continued, “what
  
   do
  
  we know about the attacker? I have spoken with the others; she fended off Kheshiri and the Jackal quite deftly, which is…surprising.”
 

 
  “Little progress on that front,” Justinian admitted. “Our focus has been on preserving what life we still can. I assure you, I would have
  
   made
  
  time to track this villain, but there is simply nothing to go on. Sister Rasevaan has determined that she teleported in and out with the skills of a highly advanced mage, someone able to penetrate even the wards on this temple, but the attacker herself showed no arcane talent—nothing but skill at hand-to-hand combat. All we can be sure of, then, is that she did not work alone.”
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” said Ravoud, now frowning in thought, “I meant to discuss this with you, anyway. I don’t believe this was meant as an attack.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Justinian raised an eyebrow, as he and Khadizroth both turned to the Colonel.
 

 
  “The only two uninjured soldiers were Alsadi and Rossiter,” Ravoud explained. “Relatively uninjured, at least; Rossiter was struck in the head, but they were the first to encounter her, and the intent was clearly to neutralize them non-fatally. An interesting choice, considering the intruder’s…later pattern. In fact, she
  
   choked
  
  Alsadi unconscious, and then left him on the floor. He doesn’t know how long he was out, obviously, but it can’t have been more than a minute.”
 

 
  “Unconsciousness from oxygen deprivation simply doesn’t last that long,” Khadizroth agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “Then,” Ravoud continued, “she entered the adventurers’ compound, under a stealth effect, where Kheshiri caught and intercepted her. She put down the succubus, the assassin, and the enforcer—all quite deftly, but again, without killing, which had to have been a deliberate choice. Given the armament we
  
   know
  
  she had, lethal force would have been easier, if anything. She fled from Lord Khadizroth upon his appearance, however.”
 

 
  He paused, swallowing heavily, before continuing.
 

 
  “Thereafter, she began using increasingly deadly force as she fled toward an exit, the wards having been tightened once the alarm was raised. Based on this sequence of events, the picture that emerges isn’t an intended assault, otherwise it would make no sense to avoid killing our higher-value assets when she had them at a clear disadvantage. Likewise, she apparently wasn’t
  
   expecting
  
  to find a dragon here.”
 

 
  “You think this was a scout?” Khadizroth asked.
 

 
  Ravoud’s frown deepened. “It’s not so simple. A trained spy would have dealt with Rossiter and Alsadi more definitively,
  
   and
  
  hidden them somewhere they wouldn’t quickly be found and raise an alarm. And there’s the final chapter of the debacle; Rasevaan said the attacker didn’t speak, but clearly threatened her. We know she could easily have killed her, but apparently…didn’t
  
   want
  
  to.” He turned directly to the Archpope. “Strange as it sounds, I think what we had was a combat asset, not an intelligence one, attempting to fulfill the wrong role, and not wanting to cause harm. Faced with overwhelming force and not knowing how to evade or deflect it, she retaliated when confronted. But it seems she was just trying to look around, and get
  
   out.
  
  The damage she caused…it begins to seem more like panic than malice.”
 

 
  The dragon’s eyes had narrowed to emerald slits. “How curious. I follow your logic, Colonel, but… If that is the case, why send a warrior to do a spy’s job—and do it so poorly? Who could have the resources to train such a person to such a dangerous level of skill,
  
   equip
  
  her with such weaponry, and then nearly squander her on a mission so ill-suited? Surely not the Empire. Many complaints I have against the Silver Throne, but its competence I have learned to respect. At least, in its current incarnation. Likewise, the Black Wreath is neither so brash nor so inept. Who else would dare assault this temple?”
 

 
  “In fact,” Justinian said smoothly, “this raises a thought which dovetails neatly with one of my own. Walk with me, please, gentlemen. I would like to continue this discussion in a place less…open.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Despite your loss of situational control, I have to consider this mission an overall success,” Lord Vex assured her. Milanda wasn’t yet clear on what arrangement allowed her three compatriots to reach the Imperial spymaster so quickly, but here he was in their shabby safe house, only a few hours after her escape from Dawnchapel.
 

 
  Hours in which she had not slept.
 

 
  “The Holy Legion’s true nature is hardly a secret,” Vex continued. “Justinian can keep a project like that out of the general public’s view, but we’ve known what he was about from the beginning. We know their numbers, and simply based on what you describe, you utterly decimated them. That damage alone undoes long months of his work, and sets back his military ambitions vastly.”
 

 
  Milanda closed her eyes, and didn’t speak for a moment, until she could be certain her voice would be relatively even. It was raspy with lack of sleep, but fairly satisfactory, all things considered.
 

 
  “It can’t have been more than a couple dozen men. How much damage could that be?”
 

 
  “Understand the stage at which he stands in building his army,” said Vex. “The elite core of the Holy Legion as it was before last night was no threat to the Empire—but it was a core of carefully-selected, highly trained, fanatically loyal soldiers. From such a seed is an army sprouted. He still
  
   can
  
  grow that army, but his options now are either to grow one from lesser stock, or start again. Either is satisfactory, from our perspective. In any case, the intelligence you found was nearly as valuable.” He narrowed his eyes. “Forgive me, but you are
  
   certain
  
  the name you heard was Kheshiri?”
 

 
  “I realize I didn’t perform to your standards as an Intelligence agent,” Milanda said wearily, “but I am a courtier, Lord Vex. Remembering unusual names is a skill I
  
   have
  
  practiced. You sound as if you recognize it.”
 

 
  He nodded. “That one is dangerous, even by Vanislaad standards.”
 

 
  “What makes her so dangerous?”
 

 
  Vex gave her one of his sleepy smiles. “Well, we have a number of less-reliable reports which are positively hair-raising, but for example…the most interesting tidbit from her
  
   known
  
  exploits is that the succubus Kheshiri
  
   ran
  
  the Black Wreath for several weeks during the Enchanter Wars. She assassinated and replaced Elilial’s own high priest. From what we pieced together after the fact, the Wreath themselves never even caught on; the goddess herself had to step in. Kheshiri is a major problem, especially in Justinian’s hands. Hm… That means the other man you describe was likely Jeremiah ‘Thumper’ Shook, renegade Thieves’ Guild enforcer. He is many orders of magnitude below her pay grade, but he’s been missing for over a year,
  
   and
  
  connected with Kheshiri at her last sighting. We’ve yet to puzzle out the nature of his connection with her, but I suspect there’s a link there to how she got loose in the first place. The Wreath had her imprisoned as recently as two years ago. The others you describe are known, as well.”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows. “Who were they?”
 

 
  “Of course, any elf can wear a suit, for all that they rarely do, but between the description and his demeanor,
  
   that
  
  elf was likely the Jackal, a professional assassin also linked recently to Justinian’s plots. And…there is the dragon.”
 

 
  “If the Archpope is in league with the Conclave,” she began quietly.
 

 
  Vex shook his head. “That much I don’t fear. Only a gold would mess around with the Church. There are few enough of those, and only Ampophrenon here in Tiraas—and he is still the head of the Order of Light, whose relationship with the Church has been carefully watched and is still notably frosty. No, the Conclave’s missing dragon has
  
   also
  
  been connected with the Archpope recently, albeit tentatively.” A thin smile flickered across his face. “Less tentatively now, it seems.”
 

 
  Milanda frowned. “I thought the Conclave spoke for
  
   all
  
  the dragons. At least on this continent.”
 

 
  “That is what they claim,” the spymaster said with a shrug, “and I for one and not inclined to call them liars, even when I know they are. I strongly suspect wanting to find and control Khadizroth the Green was
  
   one
  
  of their central motivations—for coming here, if not for forming in the first place. Khadizroth, too, would have little regard for a human institution like the Church. Justinian has some manner of hold on him. If we can find that, and
  
   break
  
  it…”
  
  
  His smile expanded to almost genuine proportions. “We are on good terms with the Conclave to begin with. Setting them against the Church would be…so very, very interesting.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded mutely, her gaze wandering.
 

 
  After a moment, Vex reached out to touch her shoulder. She snapped her eyes to the invading hand, then to his face. His expression was…attentive, and strangely gentle, which made her instantly suspicious.
 

 
  “I have a cleric on my core staff—an Izarite, but trusted and loyal, with the highest clearance. He’s necessary for my ministry’s operation, and especially the health of many of my most important personnel. I’m going to make him available to you, Milanda. I’d like you to make an appointment. You can be assured anything you say to him will remain private, even from me.”
 

 
  “Thank you, but I don’t need healing,” she said tonelessly.
 

 
  Vex stared down at her for a moment, then shook his head. “Ms. Darnassy, I train
  
   spies.
  
  You know what one of the biggest hurdles is for them to overcome? All the technique of the craft can be learned, just like any trade. But for spies and soldiers alike, the constant problem we have in training our people is that human beings in their right mind simply
  
   do not want to kill.
  
  We must
  
   learn
  
  to do so, for the greater good. And…even with training, many retain a strong reluctance.
  
   That
  
  is why I keep a mental healer on staff. All too often, my people come back with damaged minds and hearts. And they tend to suffer more for the things I order them to do, than for what is done to them.” He glanced aside for a moment before meeting her eyes again. “I’ve made use of his services myself. If I found myself not needing them, I would have to question my fitness for duty.”
 

 
  “I’m fine, thank you,” she said with a tight smile.
 

 
  “Don’t bother,” he retorted, his tone too kind for the brusque words. “You have an excellent poker face, but remember who you’re talking to. I
  
   started
  
  in this business by seeing through nobles and courtiers when they tried to hide their intentions. Milanda… If you were under my command, I would remove you from active duty
  
   until
  
  you had been cleared by a mental healer to return to it. As it is…” He sighed softly. “I can only recommend,
  
   strongly,
  
  that you see one. If not mine…whoever you can trust to keep the secrets that must be kept. I’m sure you have contacts of your own. But do not underestimate the seriousness of this, please. You would be dangerously unhinged if you could unexpectedly kill or maim that many people without suffering for it, and you can
  
   become
  
  dangerously unhinged if you leave this unaddressed. Injuries to the mind are not less severe than those to the body. Either can leave you unable to do your job.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she repeated. He stared at her. After a moment, she averted her gaze, and spoke more softly. “I…really, thank you. I will…think about what you said. You’re probably not wrong.”
 

 
  Vex nodded. “In the meantime… Try to get some sleep, at least. I can tell you haven’t, yet, and it’s a start. For now, we’ve a space in which to breathe before making another step, and you should be well rested before you plan one. The enemy is reeling and has no means to retaliate directly. Oh!” He smiled again, like a lazy, well-fed cat. “And I have some good news.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “A pattern emerges,” Justinian said, turning to face them and folding his hands at his waist. His expression was precise—serious, concerned, with only the faintest knowing hint in the cast of his eyes and lips. Khadizroth would perceive it, but the effect on Ravoud would be subconscious. “Information at this point is too sketchy to be certain, but I have learned to trust my intuition in these matters. Khadizroth, I hate to prevail upon you when you are already exerting yourself so greatly on behalf of our fallen, but I must ask a favor.”
 

 
  “I’ll take no offense at the asking,” the dragon said mildly. “There are things I cannot do, of course, and things I will not.”
 

 
  “It goes without saying,” Justinian acknowledged, as Ravoud stepped over to them after securing the door of the small office. “And I will emphasize that while this matter is time-sensitive, the restoration of our people is of course of greater importance. If it can be only one or the other, I will prioritize the care of our injured.”
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded.
 

 
  “I need,” Justinian went on pensively, “to request your aid with a fae divination.”
 

 
  The dragon’s eyebrows shifted upward fractionally. “Oh? I am, of course, aware that the Archpopes have control of the majority of oracular resources left in the world.”
 

 
  “Ah, but not so,” Justinian said with a faint, careful smile. “The Church, it is true, owns as many divinatory
  
   objects
  
  as it has been able to secure—but their use by a layperson such as myself is a very different matter from the personal answers which can be garnered by a master of fae craft.”
 

 
  “True,” the dragon agreed. “But I am certain you
  
   have
  
  made use of those tools, and as such will be aware that oracular prophecy is…less than helpful when it comes to specific, tactical information.”
 

 
  “Of course. But I believe there are certain
  
   types
  
  of questions which lend themselves more readily to the voice of oracles, is it not so? Yes or no questions, the finding of lost things…”
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded again. “Go on…”
 

 
  “As I said, I see the beginnings of a pattern.” Justinian began to pace back and forth—very slowly, not sacrificing the dignity of his carefully-cultivated presence, or giving the impression of frenetic movement. “The timing of this, for one. I cannot ignore the fact that one of my secret projects recently brushed against one of the Empire’s. I of course immediately extended an olive branch, but I would not expect the Throne to take any such at face value.”
 

 
  “That would explain the presence of an agent, poking around,” Ravoud said softly. “But…not why they would poke
  
   here,
  
  or send someone so clearly unsuited to the task. The Empire has plenty of people skilled at such work. The very best.”
 

 
  “The Empire also would not equip an agent with a beam sword,” Khadizroth added, his lips quirking again in disapproval. Justinian made a note of that. An affectation, meant to build rapport, and perhaps strengthen the connection he was deliberately forging with Ravoud? Or did the dragon have some personal antipathy toward those weapons?
 

 
  “Indeed,” he said aloud. “But there is more. Our Emperor and Empress have succeeded in part by, effectively, dividing the roles Theasia played between them. The old Empress was generally well thought of, but had a reputation for unpredictability and vindictiveness. These two… Sharidan plays the politician
  
   very
  
  well, and has devoted much effort to cultivating the goodwill of the people at large, as well as various specific parties. Nobles, trade guilds, the like. Eleanora, by contrast, is the iron hand in his velvet glove. She is known to directly control Lord Vex, and to be the actor behind the Silver Throne’s most vicious pursuit of its interior enemies. The loved, and the feared. And I have never before heard any suggestion that they are in anything but perfect accord.”
 

 
  “Go on,” Khadizroth urged, frowning now.
 

 
  Justinian stopped his pacing, turning to them again and putting on an intent, earnest expression. “The Emperor has not been seen in public for several days. When I went to see him, urgently, in the middle of the night, he did not appear—I had an audience with the Empress, Lord Vex, and
  
   most
  
  interestingly, Milanda Darnassy.”
 

 
  The dragon quirked an eyebrow. “Who?”
 

 
  “One of his Majesty’s mistresses,” Ravoud explained.
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “Very odd indeed,” Justinian agreed. “I wasn’t aware that she had any role in politics—nor was Bishop Darling, who accompanied me, and
  
   he
  
  takes great pains to know such details. And while neither of them harbors much love for my humble self, it is very much against Sharidan’s nature to snub a sitting Archpope by refusing an urgent request for a meeting.”
 

 
  “I think,” Khadizroth said slowly, “I begin to see the direction of your thoughts, your Holiness.”
 

 
  Justinian nodded, assuming a grim little smile. “While last night’s assault wouldn’t be characteristic of the Empire as a whole, or at least of the Tirasian Dynasty, I have
  
   no
  
  trouble imagining Empress Eleanora ordering such a thing—if, that is, she were for some reason operating without her husband’s moderating influence. And that brings me to my question. One which is very important on its own merits, but which I’ve a hunch may reflect upon our problems here.” He spread his arms in a gesture that was half benediction, half shrug.
  
   “Where is the Emperor?”
  
 

 
  Justinian watched them consider it, and permitted himself the luxury of a knowing smile, since it would only add to the impression he sought to create here. It might be nothing—but who knew what the damage Rector had wrought upon the Hands might have done? And if Sharidan
  
   were
  
  out of pocket, for whatever reason… Well. If Khadizroth the Green were the one to find him, then if something unfortunate befell the Emperor soon after that, the dragon would make a very convenient chew toy for Eleanora. And just when he was beginning to think Khadizroth was become more trouble than he was worth.
 

 
  There were no setbacks in the great game. Only changes on the board.
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  “And how’s the wide world above?” Walker asked as Milanda stepped off the platform.
 

 
  “Humming along,” she said wearily. “It took the lads a few hours to find Lord Vex and get him to the safehouse. Which makes perfect sense, considering they’re supposed to be out of sight and
  
   he’s
  
  the head of an entire Imperial ministry. Still, the communication network they set up seems to be working, and Vex thinks that’s a pretty reasonable turnaround. I’ll take his word for it; I’m not very up on spy stuff, myself.”
 

 
  “Seems it could be faster if we gave him one of these,” Walker suggested, tapping her earpiece.
 

 
  Milanda shook her head. “You know exactly why that’s not a good idea. Putting Infinite Order technology in the hands of a man like that is just asking for it to be all over the Empire by the end of the year.”
 

 
  Walker fell into step beside her, and they walked in silence till they reached the corridor.
 

 
  “Would that be so terrible?” Walker asked finally. “I mean, on a case by case basis; I’m not proposing to bring the Corps of Enchanters down here to poke around. But weapons aside, there’s a great deal technology can do to improve the lives of people. Convenience, transportation… Agriculture.
  
   Medicine.”
  
 

 
  “Remind me again how the Order themselves ended up?”
 

 
  “Dead of their own hubris, which had to do with their ascension rather than the technology which got them there in the first place. And anyway, that’s not really a consideration anymore. Thanks to the Pantheon’s interference, ascension is only even possible at intervals of a few thousand years. I don’t know when the next one is, but I suspect the current gods would prevent anyone from taking advantage.”
 

 
  “I suspect they’d prevent anyone from doing
  
   anything
  
  too dramatic with these machines; putting them into wide circulation seems like asking for trouble.” She sighed. “Honestly, Walker, I don’t really think you’re wrong. And I don’t think you’re the only person who’s had this idea; the Avatar has been dropping hints about helping humanity. I suspect he’s got plans beyond the Empire and the Hands. But… I can’t help being leery. It seems like a bad idea to abruptly jump a civilization forward several steps. People don’t always do well handling the powers they
  
   have
  
  responsibly. Giving them things they haven’t built or earned…”
 

 
  “Well, you may be more right than you know,” Walker acknowledged. “Humanity managed to turn its original home into a charred ruin without getting jumped forward that way; clearly, responsibility in use isn’t an integral part of a new technology’s development. When the Infinite Order left, the world governments were focused on repairing the Earth’s climate and ecosystems. Actually, it was contributing to that effort that earned the Order permission to claim
  
   this
  
  planet in the first place. Then again… Recorded history to that point was only three or four thousand years, and in that time they escalated from stone tools to spaceships. People
  
   here
  
  started well ahead of that, and in twice the time haven’t made it as far. Clearly the situations aren’t the same.”
 

 
  “There weren’t gods on Earth, were there?” Milanda asked dryly.
 

 
  “Oh, there were gods. Just not real ones.”
 

 
  “Well, anyway… It’s something to consider, but we have more urgent concerns. Vex was overall pleased with the outcome of the…excursion. Some of the intel I gathered has already proved useful; he may be able to get the Conclave to lean on the Church. Of course, it’s too early to tell what the full repercussions are of my…misadventure.”
 

 
  “In a way,” Walker mused, “that weapon may help us, there. Those things
  
   are
  
  known on the surface; they’ve been popping up, off and on, for thousands of years. Any bard’s story about a great warrior being undone by wielding a cursed sword? If it was a tale based on real event, it was probably one of those. An Archpope will either know what it was, or someone will be able to tell him, and
  
   that
  
  will raise the question of just who owns such a thing and was brazen enough to actually swing it at people. In fact, this may help deflect attention from the Empire. I can’t see anyone working for the Tirasian Dynasty authorizing that.”
 

 
  Milanda had closed her eyes, and opened them again just in time to stumble into a stack of crates. Walker steadied her, and they threaded their way around, and then through the door to the security hub.
 

 
  “When I was a girl,” she mused, edging away from that painful subject, “I remember one of my mother’s favorite tragedies was about a Hand of Avei called Ryndra, who took up a cursed sword…”
 

 
  “Rendre,” Walker corrected, nodding. “Yep. My sisters and I got to see the aftermath of that battle firsthand. She
  
   did
  
  succeed in cutting through waves of undead to kill Narkroth the Summoner, who deserved just for that
  
   name,
  
  never mind all the murder. Rendre also cut her own party to shreds, trying to fight in close quarters with them, using that damn fool sword. The wounds that killed
  
   her
  
  were clearly caused by it, as well. No curse, Milanda, just absurd weapon design. What the bard’s story doesn’t tell is that the Black Wreath arranged for it to fall into her hands. I’ve always suspected Elilial herself dug it out of some Order vault for that purpose. The Sisterhood had the sense to lose it in a cellar somewhere after that.”
 

 
  Milanda sighed heavily. “Lesson learned. In any case… Vex also had good news. It seems there have been no new outbursts from Hands of the Emperor in the last couple of days, and indications are their general pattern of aggressiveness is leveling off. Walker…is it possible the problem the Church’s agent caused could be self-correcting?”
 

 
  “Possible,” Walker said immediately, “but I can’t recommend strongly enough that we
  
   not
  
  count on that. Remember, this system is made at least partially of fae magic. It’s an organic structure, and one thing organic systems have in common is they
  
   heal
  
  if you damage them. Not all wounds are alike, though. Sometimes leaving them alone is the best thing you can do. With things like cancer, though—or just a broken bone, for that matter—the worst possible thing is to leave it to carry on in its wrong configuration. No, I wouldn’t expect this to go back the way it was. In the best case scenario, it’ll stabilize into something its designers didn’t intend. Do you really want to gamble the Emperor will be
  
   better
  
  off that way?”
 

 
  “No, of course not,” Milanda replied, rubbing at her eye with the heel of her hand, as if she could wipe away the fatigue. “Fixing it is still a priority, then… I don’t know how we’re going to find someone who can help. The Empress has this elf shaman who’s been working with her, but…”
 

 
  “Milanda, I’ve—” Walker broke off abruptly, and Milanda turned to look at her in surprise, finding the fairy wearing a clearly uncomfortable expression. “Ah, never mind. An elder shaman is at least a starting point, as long as it’s someone the Empress trusts.”
 

 
  “Right,” Milanda said slowly, staring at her. Something nagged at the back of her mind about this, some sense that she ought to pursue it…but she couldn’t quite catch the idea to pin it down. She was so tired… After last night, she hadn’t dared try to sleep, and the gifts the Avatar and the dryads had bestowed on her didn’t seem to be helping as much as last time. “Well. Anything to report from down here?”
 

 
  Walker made an annoyed face. “Nothing significant. No more attempted incursions from without. I
  
   have
  
  been finding recent access to various things by someone who’s not me. Security cameras, mostly, records, inventory lists… No real pattern. I begin to wonder if showing Hawthorn how to use the computers was a good idea. Actually, I’m glad you brought it up, Milanda. The nature of your anti-Walker security program is that I can’t even query the program to see what’s allowed and what’s not, but I can already tell it isn’t intended to block dryads, since she can use the teleporter and I can’t. There’s nobody more childish than someone who has lived for centuries without any encouragement to grow up. Hawthorn herself could unleash who knows what havoc by blundering around in this facility, never
  
   mind
  
  if the other two start feeling exploratory. I’d suggest you talk with the Avatar about this. Locking them out might be safest… At the very least, someone should talk with them about what not to poke around it.”
 

 
  “Great,” Milanda groaned, already picturing how
  
   that
  
  conversation would go. “Has she been into anything dangerous?”
 

 
  “Not that I can tell. The only thing that looked like a real attempt to get around security was a rather persistent access of the lifesign readings on those humanoids in suspension down by the hangar. She hasn’t tried to open up any sealed chambers, at least so far.”
 

 
  “Where
  
   is
  
  Hawthorn?”
 

 
  Walker shrugged, glancing around the room. “I guess she went home. I’ve not seen her in a few hours. But…you see my point. I don’t
  
   know
  
  where she is, and one of the things I’m blocked from doing is setting up security alerts to let me know where people are in the facility.”
 

 
  “Right, point taken,” Milanda said with a sigh. “All right, I’ll have a word with…her. And with the Avatar. And… I think I need a nap after…”
 

 
  “First,” Walker said firmly. “Milanda, you are
  
   swaying.
  
  Go try to sleep.”
 

 
  Milanda stared blearily at her for a moment. “I’m…a little afraid to.”
 

 
  “You
  
   need
  
  to,” Walker said gently. “Humans function poorly without rest. You have plenty of reason to be upset, Milanda, but please don’t torture yourself on top of it.”
 

 
  “Vex wants me to see a mental healer…” She hadn’t even intended to say that. Gods, if she was tired enough to just blurt such things out…
 

 
  “That is excellent advice,” Walker agreed. “If you don’t trust anyone he suggests with the secrets you have to keep, which is reasonable…again, talk to the Avatar. He wasn’t programmed for therapy specifically, but he
  
   was
  
  designed for sapient interaction, and has access to the entire database of psychological science accumulated by the human race.
  
   And
  
  he’s been shepherding three dryads for decades.”
 

 
  “That’s a point,” Milanda acknowledged. She hadn’t even thought of that. It
  
   would
  
  protect the spaceport’s secrecy… But how much could she trust the Avatar? He was definitely working his own angle. She’d already put herself repeatedly at his mercy… But not with the contents of her mind.
 

 
  “Later, though,” Walker insisted. “Go sleep, Milanda. At least for a few hours.”
 

 
  “I’m going, I’m going,” she muttered, turning and heading in the direction of the barracks. Luxurious as the Infinite Order’s accommodations could be, she was already feeling lonely for her bed in the Palace, the company of Sharidan and the other concubines. They were the closest friends she’d ever had; cultivating deep relationships within the harem was the only way they prevented anybody from exploding in jealousy. This was the longest she’d been alone in…
 

 
  “I’ll be right out here if you need anything,” Walker promised, and Milanda paused, turning to smile at her.
 

 
  “Thanks.”
 

 
  No, not alone. Not quite.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  At least she didn’t dream.
 

 
  Milanda had more than expected to. If anything, she would have been surprised
  
   not
  
  to hear the screams and the humming of that damnable weapon, smell the ozone and seared flesh… But there was nothing. It was probably fatigue. She had no clear memory even of getting to her chosen bunk; Hawaiian Night was still playing, and the soothing sounds and breeze fell on her like a hammer. It had been all she could do to reach the bed before losing consciousness.
 

 
  That lasted until the unspeakable noise roared through the room.
 

 
  Milanda catapulted herself out of the bunk, landing in a combat stance with the preternatural grace of her new reflexes even before being fully awake. It took about two seconds for consciousness to reassert itself, and the situation to become clear.
 

 
  One of the screens, across from her bunk at an angle, was displaying a flashing sequence of abstract images. And the noise…was music. Nothing she was familiar with, but that had clearly been a brass fanfare which had awakened her.
 

 
  While she stared at the screen in disbelief, a male voice began speaking in a low monotone over the tune.
 

 
  “I think it’s time to blow this scene, get everybody and the stuff together. Okay, three, two—”
 

 
  “Computer, pause playback!” she exclaimed. Instantly the sounds stopped, and the screen stilled.
 

 
  “Heeeeey. I was
  
   watching
  
  that!”
 

 
  Milanda whirled to find Hawthorn sitting on the bottom bunk, the next row over from hers, looking put out.
 

 
  “WHAT THE
  
   HELL
  
  ARE YOU DOING?” she roared.
 

 
  The dryad had been scowling and in the process of opening her mouth to deliver one of her characteristic acid comments; at Milanda’s bellow, she froze, eyes widening in alarm, and actually scooted backward against the wall.
 

 
  “I—I was… It’s really good, Walker suggested it. I’ve only seen three episodes—”
 

 
  
   “Hawthorn,”
  
  Milanda snapped in a
  
   somewhat
  
  milder tone, “what are you doing
  
   in here?”
  
 

 
  “…am I not allowed in here or something? Cos you can’t tell me where—”
 

 
  Milanda took one step toward her.
 

 
  “I was sleeping!” the dryad squawked, skittering toward the other side of the bunk.
  
   “You
  
  get to, so why can’t I?”
 

 
  “You were—Hawthorn, you
  
   have
  
  a bed. You have a
  
   home
  
  you can go back to, with your sisters. You’ve got your own personal
  
   world.
  
  Why are you not sleeping
  
   there?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, those two,” she said crossly, folding her arms. “I went back and I was so excited to tell them about everything I’ve seen and they were all ‘where were you’ and ‘we had to do everything’ and just nothing but complaints and criticisms and I was
  
   not
  
  in the mood. So I came up here to sleep. There was a bunch of junk on all the beds, but you’d cleared one off so I did too. Walker said it would be fine as long as I didn’t bother you or wake you up and ohhhh.
  
   Oh.
  
  That was kinda loud, wasn’t it? I’m sorry, Milanda, that’s my fault. I wasn’t thinking.”
 

 
  Milanda rubbed her eyes and turned blearily to examine the room. The tropical night scene was still playing in the wall screens (except the one), but the lights were on now. Also, while she had neatly stacked the room’s stored contents on the beds, the crates which had been on the bunk Hawthorn now occupied had been unceremoniously swept off and piled in the aisle, where they made a neat roadblock preventing access to the kitchen and bathroom.
 

 
  The dryad at least had the grace to look properly abashed. Under Milanda’s silent stare, she hunched her shoulders. “I didn’t mean to. Um. I can watch it later. Let’s just go back to sleep.”
 

 
  Milanda dragged a hand over her face. How long had she been out? Not enough to be much less exhausted, now that the adrenaline spike of her rude awakening was starting to abate.
 

 
  “I think we need to have a talk about you messing around with the computers,” she said.
 

 
  “I was just watching my show,” Hawthorn said defensively. “Walker
  
   said
  
  that was fine. It’s part of our cultural heritage!
  
   You
  
  should watch some more films. There’s great stuff in there! But, just…not while you’re sleeping. I
  
   am
  
  sorry, that was inconsiderate.”
 

 
  “Inconsiderate, thoughtless, and dumb,” Milanda snapped. “And if that’s how you’re going to act, you cannot go messing around with the systems or going into sealed off rooms, Hawthorn. Not even opening up boxes. The Infinite Order were evil and completely crazy. There is
  
   dangerous
  
  stuff hidden in this place!”
 

 
  “I didn’t do
  
   any
  
  of that,” the dryad protested, frowning now. “Look, I’m
  
   sorry
  
  for the noise, okay? But just cos I messed up doesn’t mean you get to accuse me of whatever passes through your head.”
 

 
  She rubbed her eyes again. This, even more than
  
   most
  
  conversations with the dryads, was one she should probably have when she was more alert.
 

 
  “Hawthorn, look,” she said, deliberately calming her tone. “Talk with Walker about that, would you? I am really too tired for this. But you could get hurt in here. Yes, even you. And if
  
   that
  
  happens, your mother will have a fit. Gods, that’s
  
   Tiraas
  
  right above us—the absolute last thing anybody needs is a dryad in distress anywhere on the property.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t—”
 

 
  
   “Talk
  
  to her,” Milanda insisted. “Will you please? Promise me.”
 

 
  “Sounds boring,” Hawthorn said sullenly. She sighed heavily under Milanda’s stare. “…oh, all right, fine, I’ll talk to her. But maybe…after we get some sleep.”
 

 
  “With regard to
  
   that,”
  
  Milanda continued, allowing her voice to sharpen again, “go
  
   home,
  
  Hawthorn.”
 

 
  “But they’re being mean to me,” she whined.
 

 
  “Deal with it,” Milanda said without sympathy. “If the interactions I saw down there were typical, you’re plenty mean to
  
   them.
  
  Also, they have some reason. They had to help me with these gifts, and apparently it would have been a lot easier with you there. Look, they’re your sisters, right? They love you, and you love them. Don’t you?”
 

 
  “I guess so,” Hawthorn muttered.
 

 
  “Then go talk to them, and work it out. If you care about someone, you have to address these things, not just run away. All right?”
 

 
  The dryad sighed dramatically, but scooted forward and swung her feet off the bed. “Fine,
  
   fine,
  
  I’m going. You lecture even worse than the Avatar.”
 

 
  Milanda folded her arms. “Mm hm. But am I
  
   wrong?”
  
 

 
  Hawthorn paused in the act of standing up to give her a look, then actually cracked a smile. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I bet you’ll be a really good mother, Milanda. You should have kids.”
 

 
  Most of the time, she could have brushed that off—and had, more than once. Right now, though, she was sleep deprived, her emotions already stretched nearly to a breaking point, and the offhand comment fixed her in place as if she’d been nailed down.
 

 
  “See you later, Milanda,” Hawthorn said at the barracks door, yawning and waving absently.
 

 
  Milanda stood frozen in place even after it had hissed shut behind her.
 

 
  “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to,” she finally whispered at the empty air. Only the sound of jungle birds answered her.
 

 
  Finally, she made herself move, settling back onto the edge of her bed. The room was still obnoxiously bright. And whatever Hawthorn had been watching was still on that one screen.
 

 
  “Computer,” she said with more venom than it deserved, “turn that damn thing off.”
 

 
  Immediately, the whole room plunged into blackness and silence.
 

 
  Milanda rubbed at her face again. “No, not… Ugh, just the—put Hawaiian Night back on.
  
   Only
  
  that part!”
 

 
  The walls obligingly lit up again, showing the tropical scene, and restoring the warm breeze and scent of flowers through the room. Amazing how relaxing that could be; someday, she would have to see if modern enchanting could replicate illusions like that. Sharidan probably wouldn’t like it very much, though. He was such a realist, always determined to stay grounded, even if he did love adding a little touch of whimsy to so many aspects of his personal life. Carefully grounded whimsy.
 

 
  He would be a good father. She’d always thought so.
 

 
  This time, it took her much longer to fall asleep again.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  When she
  
   did
  
  finally dream, she knew that it was a dream, which was unusual for her. Still, she wasn’t about to complain. There was no reliving of the horrors she’d seen—and done—under Dawnchapel, just a tranquil forest scene.
 

 
  Milanda turned slowly, gazing around her. She had never been to an elven grove, but this was more or less what she’d imagined one would be like. The floor was carpeted in lush moss, peppered with tiny flowers and the odd bush. Towering trees rose at wide intervals, their canopies spreading widely to permit only the occasional sunbeam, but the trunks bare and smooth, reddish in the green-tinted dimness. The air was redolent of loam and moss, and not far distant was the soft murmur of a stream.
 

 
  Perhaps her poor mind had made something to give her a break from the stress of the last days. Perhaps that wasn’t necessarily a good sign. Perhaps Vex and Walker were right; she ought to talk to someone about all this…
 

 
  Experimentally, she tried to will herself upward. She could often fly in dreams, though usually she didn’t realize that they
  
   were
  
  dreams, or that there was anything unusual about it. This time, though, nothing. The whole scene had an ethereal quality that
  
   was
  
  dreamlike, the sense that physical boundaries were not what they should be, but she remained firmly on the ground. Well, even still, it was a beautiful respite.
 

 
  “Ah, welcome. We meet again.”
 

 
  Milanda whirled and froze. The man before her was one she’d seen only once, and dream or no, did not want to be alone with. He wore a small smile—an apparently genuine one, which turned up not only his lips, but the corners of his eyes.
 

 
  His solid emerald eyes.
 

 
  She turned and bolted.
 

 
  Milanda tore through the trees as lightly as a gazelle. It wasn’t flight, but she was
  
   definitely
  
  moving faster than normal. Perhaps—
 

 
  He hadn’t been there a moment before, but suddenly she skidded to a stop, digging a rent in the moss with her feet, as the enormous, sinuous shape of the green dragon appeared directly in front of her. He swiveled his long neck to peer down at her.
 

 
  “A moment of your time, if you please.”
 

 
  The voice was exactly the same in this form as in the other. Not that that mattered to her; Milanda took off in a different direction.
 

 
  Sometimes, in dreams, she could will herself awake. She tried it now. If it was as hopeless as her attempt to fly…
 

 
  But for whatever reason, it was not. The world seemed to fray around her as she directed her will at it, and she felt an odd lifting sensation, despite not rising upward from the forest floor. It was as if everything around her, though unchanging, were growing thinner, insubstantial enough that she might burst right through…
 

 
  Suddenly the world seemed to collapse, and she wasn’t awake, but somewhere…different.
 

 
  Milanda tried to propel herself through a medium that was not empty space, and yet was—space as thick as syrup. She was entangled in strands of gossamer silk, one node in a vast spider web which stretched in all directions. She knew, despite not being able to see them, that every threat which branched out from her led to another person, each of them their own nexus in the vast pattern, all of them being pulled, suspended,
  
   shaped.
  
 

 
  And she had the oddest sensation that the tension in the webs connecting to her was not trying to drag her down, but to pull her
  
   up.
  
 

 
  Then something
  
   did
  
  drag her down, however. In the blur of the transition, she thought she saw a few strands of silk snap, and then she was back in the forest, her feet firmly on the moss.
 

 
  Again, the dragon was in front of her.
 

 
  “Enough,” he stated, leaning forward so that his wedge-shaped head hung only a yard from her own. The sheer force of his personality hung in the air like the sunlight itself, pinning her in place. “This power you carry… You did not gather it yourself. Granted, perhaps…or stolen.”
 

 
  Horrifyingly, the dragon smiled, baring the most nightmarish collection of teeth she had ever imagined.
 

 
  “Good. That makes this next part much easier.”
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  “First things first.”
 

 
  He shifted his enormous bulk, and Milanda instinctively tensed, preparing to bolt again—but didn’t, remembering how well it had worked last time. The dragon actually settled to the ground, though, folding his legs beneath himself remarkably like a cat, all while keeping his long, pointed head aimed right at her. His tail, she did not fail to note, swept around in a wide arc to nearly encircle her. At the moment, at least, he appeared more interested in talking than fighting. She allowed herself a moment of optimism.
 

 
  Then he spoke again.
 

 
  
   “You will be silent.”
  
 

 
  
   
   
  
  The voice rumbled in the ground, in the air, in her very
  
   being.
  
  Milanda was poleaxed, locked rigidly in place. She felt as if all her bones, all her
  
   cells,
  
  were resonating with the sheer power of his words. It was like gripping an unsealed electrical charm. Her body ignored all her pleas to flee, to fight, to do
  
   something.
  
 

 
  
   “You will not reveal me, any word I speak, any action I take, not by word, deed, or omission.”
  
 

 
  Silence fell over the dreamscape. Milanda drew in a sharp breath, only belatedly becoming aware that she had stopped breathing at all. She felt…heavy. The sensation was fading rapidly, but it was clear and powerful. A weight, a pressure, as if something had coated her entire skin, pushing in on her from all sides. It drifted from her awareness, though, leaving her wondering…
 

 
  “The great irony of fairy magic,” the dragon said, this time again in his normal voice, “is that mastery in it increases vulnerability to it, at least in certain forms. A person with no spark of fae power within her is virtually impossible to lay under a geas. By contrast, the more fae magic one commands, the more vulnerable one is to such a geas, if laid by a rival practitioner who knows a way around one’s defenses.” He paused, then snorted irritably, violently ruffling her hair. “Even a dragon may find himself bound by a shaman of sufficient skill…and arrogance. But then there is
  
   you.
  
  Positively coursing with Naiya’s power, holding no active control over it…not truly understanding it, if I am not mistaken.” He lowered his head slightly, grinning at her, and by this point in the speech Milanda found herself too furious to be as unnerved by the proximity of all those fangs as she had been moments before. “A wide gap in your defenses which it was most unwise to leave open. I surmise you either came by that power though less than honorable means, or the being who granted it to you is not overly concerned with your well-being.”
 

 
  Anger could be a wonderful thing. Milanda stared coldly up at him, simmering in the outrage that kept her fear at bay, denying him the satisfaction of any display of feeling.
 

 
  After a moment of silence, the dragon shifted his long neck, tilting his head subtly to one side. “The Archpope’s head of security believes you did not intend to cause harm in the temple. That you were cornered and reacted out of panic. Such a tragic reason for so much death and suffering.”
 

 
  Damn it. He was certainly adept at whipping her around emotional corners at breakneck speed.
 

 
  “You do not know me,” Milanda said in the flattest tone she could muster.
 

 
  “Our acquaintance is, indeed, brief,” he acknowledged. “But you are
  
   here,
  
  in a realm organized by fae power—the magic of emotion, of states of mind and being. And I, unlike you, am its master. I needn’t read your expression to see the guilt and agony roiling in you.”
 

 
  She considered, for a moment, just attacking him. A pointless and possibly suicidal gesture, but…
 

 
  “I think somewhat better of you for it,” the dragon mused. “Not, I expect, that my opinion concerns you overmuch. In any case, we have more immediately practical matters to discuss.” He shifted slightly, drawing his head back—and upward, so that he peered down at her from a much greater height. “The fact that you left my companions unharmed—relatively—suggests you were not looking for them. I quite expect you may find yourself facing us again soon, in which case you ought o be prepared.
 

 
  “I, of course, am out of your league. Circumstances allowing, I may be inclined to stay my hand when next we meet. It’s the other members of our party you ought to be aware of. You met Jeremiah Shook, whom I’ll ask you to leave be. On his own, he is not a significant power, and is quite easy to manipulate. He is present only because he has control of the succubus Kheshiri, through no merit of his own; without her, I doubt the Archpope will keep him around in any case. In that event, he may be extremely useful to whomever can catch him next. Kheshiri, however, I suggest you bend all your energies to destroying if possible.” The dragon snorted softly, ruffling her hair again. “You may be aware that it is standard practice to
  
   trap
  
  rather than kill the more dangerous children of Vanislaas, as shuffling them off the mortal coil only sends them back to Hell, doubtless to return later. Kheshiri is a crafty enough beast I would expect her to arrange a return rather quickly. It is
  
   my
  
  judgment that in the present situation, removing her from the board will suffice. Killing is always easier than entrapment, and she is sly enough that simply forcing her to adapt and re-start her own plans from the beginning is an adequate compromise, if the benefit is taking her out of the equation. If only temporarily.
 

 
  “Likewise, you faced the Jackal and failed to execute him, which I predict you will live to regret.” Khadizroth shook his head. “That elf is insane in the worst possible way: intelligent, stable but erratic, and utterly devoid of empathy. He is the type of maniac to begin torturing small animals when he is bored. Bless Justinian’s foresight in keeping him well away from
  
   children.
  
  I control him as best I am able, as does the Archpope, but aside from the wisdom of depriving Justinian of the Jackal’s skills, he needs to be removed from the world.
 

 
  “And them, of course,” the dragon continued in a softer tone, “there is another shaman in our group, Vannae, whom you did not face last night. Leave him be. He is mine—not loyal to the Archpope, but present only due to circumstance. Vannae serves my interests, not Justinian’s. Moreover,” he added, lowering his head again to stare at her from closer up, “he is my friend. I will repay any harm done to him in kind—as a beginning.”
 

 
  There was silence again, while she digested this.
 

 
  “Why?” Milanda asked finally.
 

 
  Khadizroth smiled. “At present, I serve Justinian…nominally. He has leverage over me which you need not know, but more to the point, my ultimate motivation for placing myself under his authority is simply that I much rather have him where I can watch him, than be at large and know that he is going about his schemes without a check upon his ambitions.”
 

 
  “There are
  
   plenty
  
  of checks on his ambitions,” Milanda disagreed.
 

 
  “Surely, but effective ones? That is another matter. At the core of the problem is that no one truly
  
   understands
  
  Justinian’s ambitions. Not even I, and I have devoted much of my mental effort in the last year to unraveling them. For the most part, recently, he has used our group as leverage in a variety of small matters—busy work, calculated mostly to keep Kheshiri and the Jackal from going utterly stir-crazy and murdering us all. It’s been some time since we were last deployed to deal with anything of consequence. His pattern makes no
  
   sense.
  
  Justinian desires control above all else—of that much I am certain. But his method toward achieving it seems to be…cultivating chaos.”
 

 
  “How do you mean?” Milanda asked warily, increasingly intrigued in spite of herself.
 

 
  “His use of our group. Those of his other projects which I have managed to observe. The way he continually pits his various enemies against each other, and then intercedes rather than finishing them off. His habit of withholding a killing blow when he has foes at a severe disadvantage. Only last year, he had the
  
   entire
  
  upper echelon of the Black Wreath at his mercy, and
  
   let them go—
  
  letting them believe, in the process, that they had escaped and got the better of him
  
   .
  
  By all appearances, he is trying to cultivate controlled chaos; keeping as many factions in play and at each other’s throats as possible, without ever trying to finally secure his
  
   own
  
  interests.” The expression on the dragon’s angular face was necessarily hard to read, but even so, Milanda could tell that he looked troubled. “I have long been an opponent of your Empire, which I consider the greatest threat to the world I have seen in all my long years. But of late…I have come to view Archpope Justinian as a much greater hazard. His ambition is totally without limit, he hesitates at
  
   nothing
  
  to achieve it… And, in the end, I do not understand what he
  
   wants.
  
  It makes him impossible to predict, or counter. This cannot stand.”
 

 
  “Then
  
   help me,”
  
  Milanda said urgently. “Justinian just struck at the heart of the Imperial government, and there
  
   will
  
  be retaliation. You don’t need to place curses on me to get my aid in this. Undo that, and we can—”
 

 
  “Forgive me, but I must interrupt you before the rest of this unfolds as it predictably must,” Khadizroth said with dry amusement. “No, young lady, I will not extend trust to someone whose predominant skills are lack of control and mass murder. I will not
  
   ally
  
  with the Silver Throne, even against a mutual foe such as this, nor will I forget who must be my next enemy when this is addressed—if it can be addressed. The enemy of my enemy, as they say, is still my enemy, but I can work with him if need be. With apologies, the geas stays. It is a basic necessity for me to protect myself. But in the short term, we can make use of one another.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “This is what you need to know right now,” the dragon rumbled. “Wherever the Emperor is hiding, the Archpope now
  
   knows
  
  that he is not currently administering the government, and has set forces in motion to find them. Out of concern, so he professes, but you and I both know he holds no love for Sharidan, or the Throne. If he finds the Emperor, he will move against him. For the sake of covering his own assets, he will do so using forces which cannot be
  
   proved
  
  to answer to him.”
 

 
  “Meaning you,” she said quietly.
 

 
  “That is my suspicion,” Khadizroth replied. “In that event, you will have your opportunity to thin out the…dangerous elements I just brought to your attention.”
 

 
  “Or perhaps
  
   other
  
  dangerous elements,” she retorted.
 

 
  He grinned. “If you think you can. Do keep in mind the long-term prospects, however. Whatever his ultimate goal, the Archpope’s
  
   method
  
  heavily relies upon pitting all available parties against each other to keep them from his own throat. You are not the first enemy with whom I have made contact; a web is carefully being formed around Justinian that may snare him, should the opportunity appear for his various foes to turn on him in unison at a moment he does not expect. Do not squander—”
 

 
  Khadizroth broke off abruptly, raising his head like a startled horse and peering into the distance. Milanda took the opportunity to begin stepping carefully back from him, freezing again when he shifted once more to fix her with those green eyes.
 

 
  “What
  
   interesting
  
  company you keep,” the dragon said thoughtfully, and then, with the suddenness of a thunderclap, the dream vanished.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She opened her eyes, fully awake and alert, in her bunk in the barracks.
 

 
  “You don’t know the half of it,” Milanda said aloud. “…I hope.”
 

 
  Swinging her legs over the side of the bunk made her reconsider her state of alertness. Her body was leaden, and it felt as her eyeballs were nestled in cups of gravel. She groaned softly in protest.
 

 
  “Computer, display the time.”
 

 
  Numbers obligingly appeared on the nearest wall screen, seeming to float in front of the Hawaiian night sky. Well, she’d managed about two hours of sleep, at least. Indeed, she felt a
  
   little
  
  less exhausted than before, though it was an open question how restful that particular nap had been.
 

 
  And there was no question of going back to sleep now.
 

 
  Milanda stood and headed for the barracks doors. They hissed apart to reveal the security hub looking as it always did. The Order’s sterile aesthetic and perpetual brilliant lighting made the place almost disorienting; her body’s inner clock and sense of rhythms were not helped by not being able to see what was day and what was night. Especially given the peculiar hours she’d been keeping lately.
 

 
  Surprisingly—or perhaps, on second thought, not—Hawthorn was still (or again) present, sitting near Walker by the central computer terminals. They were facing each other and bent forward, clearly in conversation, neither of them messing with any of the screens for once. Both looked up at her entry, the dryad giving her a wave and a smile which Milanda couldn’t help returning. Despite how generally irritating Hawthorn could be, she seemed to have mellowed considerably from their first interaction.
 

 
  “I expected you to sleep longer,” Walker observed. “How are you feeling, Milanda?”
 

 
  “What do you know about…” About fairy geases. About
  
   dragons.
  
 

 
  About
  
   anything
  
  relevant, damn it!
 

 
  It was like trying to speak around a mouthful of solidified air. Her half-formed question hung between them, her voice flatly refusing to cooperate. Khadizroth, unsurprisingly, knew what he was about. The resurgent outrage that bubbled up helped to further dispel the lingering fog of weariness, at least.
 

 
  “Milanda?” Walker prompted, now frowning in concern.
 

 
  “Never mind,” she said with a sigh. “I had a…weird dream.”
 

 
  “That’s no surprise, considering. The fabricators can produce medicines which—”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  she said sharply, then moderated her tone. “I mean, no, thank you. The last thing I need right now is to dull my senses with drugs.”
 

 
  “Generally a wise policy,” Walker agreed. “If you’re awake anyway, Milanda, we seem to have another problem.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods, how I wish I could be surprised to hear that,” she groaned, finally descending the steps and making her way over to them. “What
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “Well, you recall those recent accesses to the facility’s records I told you about?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Milanda said, shooting Hawthorn a pointed look and getting a scowl in return.
 

 
  “That’s the problem,” Walker said seriously, following her gaze. “Hawthorn says she
  
   didn’t
  
  do any of that.”
 

 
  The dryad folded her arms and stuck out her tongue at Milanda.
 

 
  “I see,” she said slowly. “And…you’re certain you believe her?”
 

 
  “Oh come
  
   on,”
  
  Hawthorn protested. “Seriously? You
  
   do
  
  realize I’m in the room?”
 

 
  “Hawthorn,” Walker said quellingly, “let’s keep in mind that Milanda is very tired, her rest having been interrupted by
  
   you,
  
  and that dryads in general have a well-earned reputation for being flighty. This is not a situation in which there’s any point in taking offense.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I guess,” the dryad muttered. “Sorry, Milanda.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, too,” Milanda replied. “That was rather rude of me.”
 

 
  “Apology accepted.”
 

 
  Walker cleared her throat. “That leaves us with the likelihood of another infiltrator, Milanda.”
 

 
  She sighed, running her fingers through her hair, and discovering that it could do with a wash. “All right. We destroyed the Church’s equipment… Who else might be able to do that?”
 

 
  “I’ve checked the system records. All of these accesses were physical activations of terminals
  
   in
  
  the facility.” Walker’s expression was grim. “This is not another remote incursion. If the Avatar is encouraging the dryads to broaden their horizons, we—meaning you, since I can’t get in the teleporter—should go ask them if they’ve been poking around. Otherwise…”
 

 
  “Otherwise,” Milanda said, a chill working its way up her spine, “we have someone else
  
   in
  
  here with us. The Hands?”
 

 
  “Haven’t been down in the last few days, and besides, the doors are still programmed to conceal themselves from them.” Walker, surprisingly, glanced to the side, avoiding her gaze. “I… Milanda, if it turns out to be that, you should know that I—”
 

 
  “Maybe it was her?” Hawthorn suggested.
 

 
  They both looked up at her, then followed her pointing finger, then jumped up in unison.
 

 
  Standing at the top of the stairs opposite the barracks door was a tall woman in a silk kimono. Her head was crowned by a pair of triangular ears, lined with reddish-brown fur which faded at the tips into tufts of black which matched her hair. Milanda had assuredly never been this close to a kitsune before, but by description, they were unmistakable.
 

 
  The expression with which the fair gazed down at the three of them was imperious, and far from friendly.
 

 
  “Akane,” Walker whispered.
 

 
  The kitsune’s eyes snapped to her, and then narrowed.
 

 
  “Milanda,” Walker said quietly, still watching their guest, “what I was going to say was that I took the liberty of using the teleporter to…broadcast a signal.”
 

 
  “You can
  
   do
  
  that?” Milanda hissed.
 

 
  “Not…exactly. I can’t personally enter them. But I was able to work around one enough to sort of…transmit a fragment of my own aura through the ether. I thought…somebody who knows me might have picked it up and answered. And…here we are.”
 

 
  Milanda got as far as opening her mouth to ask the obvious question, then shut it in the face of the obvious answer. Walker hadn’t told her she was going to do this because, clearly, Milanda wouldn’t have
  
   let
  
  her. That was going to be a long conversation—but for another time.
 

 
  Right now, the kitsune had started moving.
 

 
  She descended the stairs so smoothly she might have been gliding, and crossed the floor in a few long strides. Milanda and Hawthorn instinctively edged away, but Walker stood her ground. It was to her, specifically, that the kitsune went, eyes fixed and expression unreadable, but intense.
 

 
  She stopped, an arm’s length away, then reached out and gently placed her hands on Walker’s cheeks, staring at her as if trying to read her mind.
 

 
  
   “Yrsa?”
  
 

 
  Walker drew in a slightly ragged breath, then managed a smile. “Hello, Akane. It’s been a while, hasn’t—”
 

 
  And then the kitsune had surged forward, wrapping her up in a tight hug.
 

 
  “Aww,” Hawthorn cooed, beaming. “Everybody gets to hug Walker. I think she needed it!”
 

 
  That was as far as she got before one of Akane’s hands snapped out, seizing her ear between thumb and forefinger—both of which were tipped with claws. Hawthorn screeched in protest, trying to pull away, to no effect.
 

 
  “I assume this is both a very long story and a very good one,” Akane stated, pulling back enough to sweep her supercilious stare across the room and the others present. “Yrsa, be good enough to begin with a
  
   quick
  
  and compelling set of reasons why I should not immediately shut
  
   all
  
  of this off, get
  
   rid
  
  of these two, and reduce that infernal palace of interlopers above to shrapnel.”
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  “Hey. How you holding up?”
 

 
  Teal lifted her head, which had been resting against the back of the couch, and gave Ruda a weary smile. “Actually… Considering everything, not bad. It’s one of those things where… I can
  
   see
  
  myself overreacting to stuff and can’t stop it.”
 

 
  “Well, sure, this whole thing’s a fuckin’ mess,” Ruda agreed, strolling over to sit down beside her. For the moment, they had Clarke Tower’s first-floor living room to themselves, Nahil having departed only minutes before after a long visit with Teal. “You know you’re not alone and you can count on us for anything. I mean, I credit you with enough smarts to know that, but I’m sayin’ it anyway. Sometimes it’s just good to hear.”
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” Teal agreed, her smile widening slightly. “Thanks, Ruda. Honestly, I hate to sound ungrateful; the support of—of family has been wonderful right now. But on the other hand, trying to fit myself
  
   into
  
  a new family is a tricky enough thing to keep me tired all by itself. And…and I hadn’t expected to be doing it alone.” The smile drained away, leaving her looking just pale and tired again, and she allowed her head to slump.
 

 
  Ruda draped an arm around her shoulders. “I know, hon. It’s… Okay, look, the
  
   last
  
  thing I want is to add to your concerns right now. But I gotta say something before it turns into the kind of
  
   issue
  
  this can if nobody talks it out with you. Teal… You’re wearing her
  
   clothes.
  
  I’m startin’ to worry.”
 

 
  At that, Teal cracked a more genuine smile, going so far as to chuckle softly. She was, indeed, dressed in Awarrion robes, of green trimmed in red, and both in shades so dark they weren’t immediately distinguishable from black to human eyes, at least under indoor lighting.
 

 
  “I appreciate the concern, Ruda, but come on. You don’t really think I would
  
   fit
  
  in Shaeine’s clothes, do you? I’m taller and…you know, a good bit bigger around, in several places.”
 

 
  “Well, okay,” Ruda said, her eyebrows still drawn together in an expression of concern. “And, yeah, you’re right, those
  
   fit
  
  you like hers fit her, which is…sorta the same worry, Teal, if it means you’re getting them tailored. Any time somebody suddenly changes their personal habits right on the heels of a major shock, I get worried. My Uncle Raffi suddenly started collecting seashells after his boat went down in a storm. We didn’t think anything of it until one of the maids went in his room and—”
 

 
  “Seriously, Ruda, I’m fine,” Teal interrupted, shaking her head. “It’s…family stuff. Like I was saying. There’s still a member of House Awarrion attending this school, and now that’s me. I want to represent it properly, is all.”
 

 
  If anything, Ruda’s frown deepened. “Um…exactly what kind of pressure are they putting on you?”
 

 
  “It’s not like that,” Teal explained. “The truth is… The haircut, the men’s clothes, it was never because they’re exactly
  
   me.
  
  It’s more that they weren’t what I was brought up to see as socially acceptable. I wasn’t trying to be anything, just to…make a point that I wasn’t something. Does that make sense?”
 

 
  “I’ve gotta say, you never struck me as the rebellious type,” Ruda said skeptically.
 

 
  “I’m really not,” Teal replied with a small grin. “And besides, it’s hard to
  
   be
  
  rebellious when your parents are as easygoing as mine. I just reached a point where I had to give Imperial society the finger, you know? If the alternative was letting it constantly beat me down with admonitions about how wrong it is just to be who I am…”
 

 
  “Totally getcha,” Ruda said, nodding.
 

 
  “Yeah, so. I’m not giving anything up, and nobody’s pressuring me, Ruda, don’t worry. This is nothing like growing up being told I
  
   had
  
  to wear dresses and kiss boys. I just landed in Tiraan Province at birth, and had the whole world dictating terms at me right from the start. Tar’naris may be virtually alien in many ways, but the difference is it’s something I
  
   chose.”
  
  She smiled again, self-consciously running a hand over her head. “I’m going to start letting my hair grow out, too. They don’t have the same ideas about hairstyles down there, but there
  
   is
  
  a perception that short hair on a woman indicates a martial path in life. It’s common for soldiers. Like Szith. Ol’ Tom will be delighted; he makes the most mournful faces at me whenever I go into town for a trim.”
 

 
  Ruda leaned back against the couch, staring at her thoughtfully. “Well…okay. As long as nobody’s giving you a hard time about it.”
 

 
  “Nobody but the Sleeper,” Teal said, her face falling into grim lines.
 

 
  “Sooo. Now you find yourself the de facto ambassador for a family and whole culture you’re only just starting to understand. Wow, no fuckin’ pressure, huh?”
 

 
  Teal sighed, and shifted to lay her arm across Ruda’s shoulders in kind. “You know, Ruda, I’ve always liked you. Even right from the beginning, when you thought Trissiny was going to murder you in your sleep. I’m glad to call you a friend.”
 

 
  “…but shut the hell up?”
 

 
  “Please and thank you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, as far as I can tell, you’re fine,” Tellwyrn stated, folding up the scrying apparatus she’d been using. It resembled an overlarge book with panes of inscribed glass for pages, bound with thick brass hinges. “At least, in comparison to my last examination of you. The truth is, Crystal, you are a sort of…perpetual work in progress. I was never absolutely sure how all your functions operate, and the spells are complex enough that changes could very well be hidden in the background. Your natural state is adaptive; it would be odd if there
  
   weren’t
  
  any changes from the last recorded point of reference.”
 

 
  “I see,” the golem replied.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed, and held the scrying panes out to one side. “Maru, put this up, please.”
 

 
  The tanuki eagerly skittered forward from the corner where he’d been waiting. Halfway across the carpet, he tripped on his robes and went sprawling at her feet. He bounded swiftly back upright, though, reaching for the apparatus, only to have Tellwyrn yank it back out of his grasp.
 

 
  “On second thought,” she said dourly,
  
   “I’ll
  
  do it.”
 

 
  Crystal shifted her metallic head to follow the Professor as she stepped over to the closet and carefully replaced the scrying device on the high shelf where it belonged. Maru retreated to his corner, anxiously dry-washing his paws and watching them both.
 

 
  “There is one thing,” Tellwyrn said, shutting the closet door and turning to face the golem again. “The interference you describe was clearly caused by absorbing one of the Sleeper’s projections. Infernal projections are…well, not exactly a thing. The Sleeper is clearly operating close to the threshold where the schools of magic blur together. It’s said the highest application of any form of magic is to be able to use it without limitation, moving past the inherent boundaries and strictures imposed by the nature of the specific school.”
 

 
  “I’m familiar with the principle, Professor,” Crystal said softly.
 

 
  “The point being, I can’t be sure what you absorbed would register as fully infernal magic… But the Wreath agents we have on campus at the moment recognized the description. Projections of that kind aren’t any part of what infernal craft I know, so they must be very advance Elilinist technique. If you would like, I can ask them to examine you. That carries its own risks, however,” she added with a scowl. “It would inevitably lead to the Black Wreath gaining an insight into what makes you tick. I trust I don’t have to explain why
  
   that
  
  is a chancy proposition.”
 

 
  “Indeed not, Professor.” Crystal tilted her head infinitesimally to one side, in one of the little gestures of curiosity she had carefully learned. “What do you think I should do?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn was silent for a moment, staring at her with a frown. At last, she sighed and shook her head. “Crystal… My original intention was to activate you, see how you ran, then deactivate you and make improvements. Repeating as needed till I got an effect I liked, the way most spells are run. The truth is, I underestimated how sophisticated and potent your core enchantments are. Almost immediately, you were…a person. A somewhat stiff and glitchy one, yes, but right from the beginning, it turned out I didn’t have it in me to just…shut you off. Oh, I’m not shy about killing someone who needs it, but murder for the sake of my intellectual curiosity crosses a line I avoid. And yes…it would have been murder. The reason for all this rambling is… Well, this has to be your decision, Crystal. Me? I don’t want the Wreath anywhere near you. But Imperial law notwithstanding, I can’t see you as a thing I own. It’s your health we’re talking about, so if you want to ask for their help, it would be pretty damn hypocritical of me to bar you after I’ve already had the assholes looking at our curse victims.”
 

 
  She paused, then shook her head again, and folded her arms, leaning back against the desk.
 

 
  “But let me help you make an
  
   informed
  
  decision, with my bias acknowledged. This is a matter into which the Wreath may—or
  
   may not—
  
  have some specific insight. They will
  
   probably
  
  help, if it turns out their help is needed, and they actually can. That Mogul character is quite dedicated to sucking up to me these days. But at the end of the day, this is the Black Wreath we’re talking about. They are philosophically incapable of having an advantage without exploiting it to the fullest, and
  
   they
  
  assuredly respect fewer moral lines than most people. Fewer even than I, which as I’m sure you know is really saying something. I can’t say for sure that what they could learn from examining your enchantments would harm you eventually. I’d say, though, there’s a pretty good chance it’ll end up harming
  
   someone,
  
  at some point.”
 

 
  Crystal stood in silence, then slowly folded her hands in front of her, almost bashfully. “Professor… What
  
   does
  
  make me tick?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “…all right. This is a conversation I’ve seen coming for a while. I expect it to be a rather long one. Right now, Crystal, I don’t have time to sit down and discuss this with you. I’ve got a full night planned, and it’s going to take me halfway around the world and back before I’m done.”
 

 
  “Of course, Professor, I completely understand. I can come back when things are less—”
 

 
  “Now, wait a moment,” Tellwyrn said, holding up a hand. “I’m not blowing you off. If you really want to have a sit-down and discuss this in detail when you have my undivided attention, I fully understand that. In that case, we’ll have to postpone it. But my errands tonight are going to involve a fair amount of travel time and more than a little waiting around, I expect. If you’d like to come with me, we can talk while in progress.”
 

 
  “You mean…” For a moment, Crystal seemed actually lost for words. “Off the campus? Me, out exploring the world?”
 

 
  “There’ll be no exploring,” Tellwyrn said with a wry smile. “Specific errands, Crystal, and no unnecessary dallying. But…yes, it’ll be a chance to see—”
 

 
  “I would like to come, please.” The golem hesitated. “Oh…excuse me. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
 

 
  “No harm done,” Tellwyrn said, grinning. “Maru… I have not left the campus. Understand?”
 

 
  He bowed.
  
   “Wakata.”
  
 

 
  “All right. Off we go, then.”
 

 
  There was no further fanfare; the elf and the golem simply vanished from the room with a soft
  
   pop
  
  of displaced air.
 

 
  Maru stood in the middle of the carpet for a moment, glancing about as if uncertain that Tellwyrn had actually gone. Then a grin stretched his pointed muzzle. He suddenly began spinning around in a circle, faster and faster until he’d have been too blurry to make out any details, had anyone been there to see. His blurred shape shifted, growing taller, its hazy colors altering…
 

 
  And then suddenly, slammed to a stop. Professor Tellwyrn stood in the center of the carpet, blinking. After a moment, she held out one hand and snapped her fingers, and a pair of golden spectacles popped into being above her palm. She deftly caught them and slipped them onto her nose.
 

 
  “Growr!” she barked. “I’m Arachne Tellwyrn, goddammit! I’m gonna turn you into a newt, asshole! A dead newt! Or just a dead asshole, that sounds more efficient.
  
   Where’s my damn tea?!”
  
 

 
  The elf grinned fiendishly at nothing, then turned and strolled toward the office door, giggling to herself.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They appeared in an enormous cavern, carved into cathedral-like dimensions around a square base, with pillars as thick as towers holding it up at each of the four corners of the room. A stone platform stood in the center, occupying most of the available space, and lined with iron rails except at one end, where stairs descended toward the only doorway into the chamber.
 

 
  “Come along,” Tellwyrn said, stepping forward toward the metal stairs and beckoning Crystal along behind her. “It’s best not to loiter on the teleport pad. It’s heavily enchanted to prevent
  
   accidents,
  
  but just the possibility of one of those is enough to be wary of.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor,” the golem said, shifting into motion and following her. Tellwyrn’s steps were as soundless as any elf’s, but Crystal’s made heavy thinks on the iron stairs as they descended.
 

 
  A gatehouse stood, half-filling the arched tunnel leading out of the chamber, with the remaining path blocked off into two lanes by iron rails matching those on the pad behind them. Dwarves were manning the checkpoint, two in military uniform standing to one side of the tunnel, another inside the gatehouse, visible only from the waist up. All three were watching them with slightly widened eyes; at the pair’s approach, the two soldiers bowed slightly. Tellwyrn nodded to them in reply.
 

 
  “Greetings, Professor Tellwyrn, and…” The dwarf behind the counter peered curiously at Crystal. “…guest. Welcome to Rodvenheim. May I ask what brings you?”
 

 
  “Academic business,” Tellwyrn said crisply. “I need to consult with Professor Arnheldt at Undertower College.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said politely. “And… If you would like to register your golem for a nominal fee, you can be reimbursed for accidental damage to it by the city’s enchanted facilities. Whether you choose to take advantage or not, you will be expected to be responsible should the reverse occur.”
 

 
  “My
  
   librarian,”
  
  Tellwyrn said sharply, “is not chattel and shall not be entered into your records as such.”
 

 
  He blinked, then looked warily at Crystal again. “Ah…if…um, very well. Regardless, Professor, with the greatest respect…”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I’ve no intention of causing any trouble,” Tellwyrn said, her tone softening slightly. “And Crystal has never damaged anything in her life. But yes, if she
  
   does,
  
  I will take responsibility.”
 

 
  “Ah, very well then,” the gate guard said with obvious relief. “Then, Rodvenheim hopes you enjoy your stay.”
 

 
  She just nodded to him, and continued on up the tunnel, Crystal following in silence.
 

 
  It opened into a cavern of titanic proportions, far longer than it was wide—and it was wider than many city blocks were long. In fact, an entire city was clearly present here. The cavern stretched perpendicular to the access tunnel from which they now emerged, vanishing entirely into a haze caused by the faint smoke in the air on their left, and opening out into an even wider, round space off to their right. Directly in front of them ran a broad street, with beyond it a row of three-story buildings such as might have been constructed in any aboveground city. Past another street on the other side, more windows climbed the walls, to a height of almost ten stories, before the arch of the roof began, sweeping upward to meet in the center. The faint taste of wood and coal smoke hung on the air, but most of the light appeared to be the steady gleam of modern fairy lamps.
 

 
  “I’m biased as hell, of course,” Tellwyrn said, stepping forward onto the sidewalk, “but Rodvenheim has always been my favorite of the Five Kingdoms.”
 

 
  “Because they appreciate magic more than the others?” Crystal asked, falling into step beside her. At this hour the sidewalk wasn’t crowded, but Rodvenheim was as busy as any city anywhere would be at dusk, and they were hardly alone. Many of the passersby watched them, some actually stopping to stare. An elf was a rare enough sight here (though they did see a smattering of humans), but some might have recognized Tellwyrn by description, like the gate guard had. It was at Crystal that most of the stares were directed, however.
 

 
  “That,” Tellwyrn agreed. “And they are generally less stuck in the mud. Less than other dwarves, and most societies in general. To someone with elven groves as a basis for comparison, this place is positively anarchic. And yet…not. The strong dwarven sense of social order and intellectual curiosity, with almost human adaptiveness and willingness to experiment. It’s no wonder this city alone isn’t suffering an economic depression right now. In Svenheim they can’t even afford to keep all the street lamps on.”
 

 
  They proceeded in silence for a few moments toward the larger, open cavern up ahead. Tellwyrn wore a frown behind her spectacles. Only after gathering her thoughts for a couple of minutes did she speak again.
 

 
  “To answer your earlier question, Crystal…I don’t know.”
 

 
  “You don’t know…?”
 

 
  “What ultimately powers you.” Tellwyrn glanced at her briefly before returning her eyes to the path ahead. “I did build you, but…
  
   from
  
  something. I found it deep in the Crawl, in one of my early explorations down there, right when I was first establishing the campus.”
 

 
  “And what is…it?” Crystal asked, tension audible in her normally calm tone.
 

 
  “Your namesake,” Tellwyrn said with a smile. “A piece of crystal, capped with metal. Actually, it looks rather like a modern power crystal, though larger. It took me quite a bit of divination and experiment to figure out what it was: a device that stored information. It took a lot
  
   more
  
  to figure out what that information was, since it clearly was designed to interface with other enchanted components, none of which were around. Your core was just thrown in a vault with a bunch of other artifacts, from dozens of sources and eras, all jumbled together. These things exist, you have to understand. Mages lived in the distant past who could do things that modern enchanters can barely dream. It’s the mass production of modern magic that is new; its actual scope and sophistication isn’t all that greater than what the archmages of old could manage. And
  
   nothing
  
  next to what existed in the days of the Elder Gods. Yes, there are still artifacts left over from them.”
 

 
  “Am…I…one?”
 

 
  “I just don’t know, Crystal,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “Understand… You were my hobby for
  
   years.
  
  Decades. The whole time since the University’s founding, I’ve been working on you in my spare time.
  
   Most
  
  of that was spend puzzling out what was in that crystal and how it works. Once I discerned it held a kind of base program for a personality—structured like a golem’s but many orders of magnitude more complex—I set to working out a means of activating it. The information wasn’t much use stored in a crystal. That was honestly the easy part, though; your initial activation only took about a year. It’s been less than four semesters since then, of course. And after that…well, you have memories from that point. Building a serviceable body for you was the simplest part yet, once I knew how to make it respond to your mind.”
 

 
  Crystal’s face was a frozen mask; she had no expression. She turned her head as they walked, though, gazing at Tellwyrn. “Why? How does this body help your experiment?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn kept her eyes straight ahead. “The experiment’s over, Crystal. I told you that. You’re…you, now. You have been since I first turned you on, though I’m a little ashamed how long it took me to really grasp that. I made you a body designed to interact with people because…I thought you should have one. And there are more improvements I plan to make, when there’s time. Things have been hectic.”
 

 
  They walked in silence for another full minute.
 

 
  “Thank you, Professor.”
 

 
  “Don’t mention it.”
 

 
  “I think I would prefer not to have the Black Wreath investigate me closely.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded. “Good.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the offer, though, and your willingness to leave the choice to me. And… Professor, if it turns out that I’ve been corrupted in some way, I trust you to do what’s right.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed heavily. “I barely trust myself to
  
   know
  
  what’s right, anymore…”
 

 
  “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 

 
  The Professor frowned deeply. “The issue with the Wreath… Is not the issue I was first thinking it would be. Elilial
  
   did
  
  this, Crystal. She gave knowledge to students, knowledge she knew they wouldn’t be able to handle, for the specific purpose of having them cause trouble even
  
   she
  
  wouldn’t be able to control.”
 

 
  “I thought you were on good terms with Elilial, Professor. At least relatively speaking. That sounds like a specifically hostile action.”
 

 
  “Considering I’ve been hounding her steps for a while before that… Well, yes, it was hostile, but not totally unprovoked. It doesn’t exist in a vacuum, though. The Wreath has been doing the same.”
 

 
  “The same?”
 

 
  “Last year,” Tellwyrn said thoughtfully, “in Onkawa, I came across Kheshiri, a succubus I
  
   know
  
  they had bound in a bottle. I know because I helped put her there, over a century ago. The only way she got out is if they
  
   let
  
  her out—which would be a damn fool thing to do, considering the trouble she caused. Kheshiri not only screwed over the Wreath itself, I’m more than half convinced she had a hand in High Chief Tambisi naming himself Emperor after Tiraas fell to the Church. One careful action creating a mess that resonated across a continent—that has Vanislaad written all over it. And the kicker is that I
  
   know
  
  Elilial is rushing toward some kind of deadline—this ‘great doom’ I keep hearing about—and that her carefully laid plans are in ruins, thanks to what happened to Vadrieny and her sisters. They’re desperate. When you’re losing a game, sometimes your best bet is to jostle the board, and hope the pieces settle in a better configuration for you.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I understand.”
 

 
  “What it all means,” Tellwyrn said as they passed into the larger cavern and proceeded right around its outer wall, “is that as much as Elilial and the Wreath’s actions make me want to personally ass-kick them all right up each other’s noses… Their situation creates an opportunity, if I’m willing to restrain my instincts and accept that I have to let them get
  
   away
  
  with some of the shit they’ve pulled recently.”
 

 
  “I see,” Crystal said. “Are matters so desperate that you need
  
   them
  
  as allies, Professor?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn came to a stop before a wide tunnel, blocked off by a set open gates. Above it, inscribed in both Tanglish and dwarven runes, was the label Undertower College.
 

 
  “Matters
  
   are
  
  that desperate,” Tellwyrn said quietly, “and they’ll only become more so if I let myself be locked in an alliance with the Wreath, of all people. No, Crystal, it’s time for us to branch out. Take control of the board ourselves. And for that… I’m afraid we’re going to have to make some compromises.”
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  Milanda didn’t fly reflexively into action, either to attack or flee, which she took as a good sign. So far, her augmented reflexes had proved they could both kill whatever threat could be killed and run from one that couldn’t, all without her conscious input. The fact that the kitsune’s statement didn’t provoke a response from her suggested she wasn’t entirely serious.
 

 
  “I’ve missed your penchant for the dramatic,” Walker said with a smile, further bearing out this assumption. “Would you release her, please? Dryads are not accustomed to being manhandled.”
 

 
  Akane shifted to give Hawthorn a contemptuous look; the dryad was snarling and whining, while trying to yank the hand free from her ear, without success.
 

 
  “Perhaps the experience would be beneficial to her in the long run,” Akane suggested, but after a deliberate moment, probably just to prove her point, she let go. Hawthorn immediately skittered backward, clutching her ear and glaring accusingly.
 

 
  “You are a big
  
   jerk!”
  
 

 
  Akane turned a cold shoulder to her, focusing her attention back on Walker. “I hope you can explain the condition of this place, Yrsa. It appears to have been upended by some kind of cyclonic toddler, whether before or after these
  
   Tiraan
  
  managed to disable the Avatar, I cannot begin to guess. Everything I have seen so far suggests to me that these people absolutely do
  
   not
  
  need to be left in custody of this facility!”
 

 
  “Come on, Akane, you know better than that,” Walker replied.
  
   “No
  
  current humans would be able to shut down an active Avatar.”
 

 
  “I should think you, of all people, would be familiar enough with the adventuring breed not to make assumptions regarding what humans can or cannot do,” Akane said haughtily, folding her arms. “I have learned the hard way that humans require careful shepherding—for their own good, not to mention everyone else’s.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” Walker said, still in a deliberately calm tone, “the Avatar is fine. He’s been pulled from the main network here and installed in the gravitational isolation chamber. He did this, himself,
  
   willingly,
  
  and you can go talk to him if you wish. I’m sure he’d be glad to see you.”
 

 
  “How about you stay
  
   away
  
  from there!” Hawthorn said shrilly. Everyone ignored her.
 

 
  “Assuming you are correct,” Akane sniffed, “that doesn’t explain everything going on here. Why are the Tiraan keeping three dryads prisoner, to say nothing of
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “Nobody here’s a prisoner!” Hawthorn snapped. “Everybody but
  
   you
  
  is invited!”
 

 
  Walker sighed softly. “I…sort of am a prisoner, Hawthorn. But!” She held up a hand to forestall Akane, the tip of whose tail had begun twitching in suppressed agitation. “As much as I don’t
  
   enjoy
  
  being kept underground, I’m also not inclined to fight it—not because the Imperials intimidate me, but because
  
   this is for the best.”
  
  She turned her full focus on the kitsune, her expression intent, almost pleading. “I don’t know if you’re aware of what I’ve been…like, since I was brought back to this plane.”
 

 
  “I have heard…whispers,” Akane acknowledged quietly. “Troubling ones.”
 

 
  Walker nodded. “As long as I’m down here, nobody dies from being near me. I consider it…a fair deal. I hate being a…walking hazard, Akane. Being a houseplant isn’t ideal, but it beats the hell out of the alternative.”
 

 
  The kitsune shot Milanda a look. “I see. And…
  
   this?
  
  Standing here, clearly brimming with stolen power?”
 

 
  “Given,” Hawthorn interjected before Milanda could speak, “not stolen. Milanda is
  
   very nice
  
  to us, unlike
  
   some
  
  uninvited visitors to this place!”
 

 
  “I hardly even know where to begin with what the Empire is
  
   doing
  
  with all these children of Naiya,” Akane snapped. “Just the mere fact that they are in possession of this facility and have had the temerity to
  
   alter
  
  it is disturbing enough. I take some
  
   slender
  
  comfort in the evidence that they haven’t penetrated far.”
 

 
  “Not even as far as
  
   we
  
  have,” Walker interjected. “The Imperials can only get into the access hall, out there, and the GIC.”
 

 
  “Regardless,” Akane barreled on, “there are dangers in here which the Tiraan Empire unequivocally does
  
   not
  
  needs to get its hands upon! Yrsa, do you realize there’s an entire cache of anthropomorphs in suspended animation in this port?” She curled her lip disdainfully. “All females, in stasis chambers bearing Druroth’s personal seal, and you know very well what
  
   that
  
  means.
  
   Disgusting.
  
  It would be kinder to terminate their life support before the Tiraan find them. Those creatures have suffered enough without being unleashed in a barbaric cluster of mud huts like what’s—”
 

 
  “You are not killing
  
   anyone!”
  
  Milanda snapped.
 

 
  Total silence fell, even over Hawthorn. Akane turned a piercing stare directly on Milanda. Her eyes flicked over her once, and her right ear twitched.
 

 
  “And,” she finally said, the full weight of her disdain filling her voice,
  
   “you
  
  are…?”
 

 
  Despite the fatigue still pressing down on her, and the tension of the moment, Milanda had a sudden realization. Her outburst had been born of her own weariness and frustration, yes—some deferred horror from the death she herself had recently caused. But in its aftermath, the pressure of having to adapt and talk her way around this frighteningly powerful being, something snapped into place in her mind.
 

 
  “Someone,” she said quietly, “who needs your help.”
 

 
  Akane favored her with a scornful little smile. “Child, I give you credit for brazenness—whatever little credit that deserves. Why in the world do you imagine I would want to help
  
   you?
  
  I thought I made it plain I am a hair’s breadth from wiping your civilization clean like the stain I consider it to be.”
 

 
  Walker had just mentioned that Akane had a fondness of drama, but it didn’t seem wise to make a point of that. “I really don’t think you mean that, Akane-sama.” The kitsune lifted her eyebrows fractionally at the formal address, but an instant later the corners of her mouth also tilted up almost imperceptibly. Encouraged, Milanda pressed on. “I understand all this must be shocking and an unpleasant reminder, but I can’t see you as unreasonable enough to take it out on so many uninvolved people. An entire culture.” It verged on fawning, but considering what this creature was capable of, that didn’t seem inappropriate. Hopefully, Milanda was reading Walker’s cues correctly, and her assessment of Akane’s temperament wasn’t too far off…
 

 
  “An entire culture,” the kitsune said disdainfully. “You are
  
   down
  
  here, and acquainted with Yrsa; do I infer that you know something of the true history of this world? Something more than people at large have remembered?”
 

 
  “We’ve had some very good conversations about history, yes,” Milanda said neutrally. “Obviously, I can’t say how much I may not yet understand…”
 

 
  “Not much, I bet,” Hawthorn muttered. “We should think about calling her Talker instead of Walker.”
 

 
  “One of my sisters and I are conducting a continuous go tournament,” Akane said, “which has run longer than your
  
   entire
  
  civilization. I am presently up ninety-three thousand four hundred thirty two games to ninety-three thousand four hundred twenty nine. Child, you are addressing the heir and custodian of the longest uninterrupted cultural lineage in existence. The kitsune have watched over and shaped the continuous prosperity of a society which stretches back long before the settling of this world—a society which was one of the noblest and most graceful cultures to exist on humanity’s birthplace. And you talk to
  
   me
  
  about culture? You’re a collection of primitives, jabbering in a borrowed language and pantomiming a hodgepodge of long-dead traditions, shaped by forces whose very existence you don’t even imagine. If Tiraas were wiped out this instant, the world would recover and be none the worse for the event in what history would come to record as an eyeblink.”
 

 
  “Uninterrupted is really stretching it,” Walker said suddenly.
 

 
  Akane turned a frown on her. “What?”
 

 
  “Mother turned her back on her own society,” Walker said, “just as all her Order did. She later repented and revived its memories, but that’s definitely an interruption.”
 

 
  “Pedantry does not suit you, Yrsa,” Akane said irritably. “My point stands.”
 

 
  “More importantly,” Walker insisted, “there is no possible way an entire culture could survive completely intact after passing through the bottleneck of
  
   one
  
  woman’s recollections, goddess or no. I know you and the others did your own research in the Order’s files to piece together other fragments, but still—”
 

 
  “Just who is this girl, Yrsa,” Akane interrupted with a faint smile, “that you’re so concerned for her welfare as to deliberately irritate me in order to draw my focus from her?”
 

 
  Walker hesitated, glanced at Milanda, then turned her stare back on Akane.
 

 
  “I have sisters,” she said quietly. “Many lost to me now…some few I can again speak to. And I owe
  
   that
  
  to Milanda’s intervention. But in all the universe, I have exactly
  
   one
  
  friend.” She shot Milanda another look, this one with a trace of asperity. “And it’s all I can do to keep her from getting
  
   herself
  
  killed, without
  
   you
  
  helping.”
 

 
  The kitsune actually grinned at her, then turned her head to examine Milanda with more interest, now, and some amusement. “Very well, I’ll consider myself caught. You are correct, young lady—I am not shy about my occasional capriciousness, but genocide is something I would much rather threaten than carry out. Still, my original question remains.” She tilted her head back, her expression aloof now; her ears, though, were alert and swiveled forward, which Milanda interpreted as a positive sign. “Why should I help you? And to do what?”
 

 
  This called for words to be chosen with great care. If only she were a
  
   little
  
  better rested for this confrontation…
 

 
  “If you’ve been investigating the computers here,” she said, “I suspect you have some idea, at least, what this facility does now.”
 

 
  “Yes, your little…project,” Akane sniffed, pursing her lips in disapproval. “I applaud the ingenuity, at least, but I take a
  
   very
  
  dim view of your Empire using the Order’s technology for its own benefit.”
 

 
  “They didn’t just do that, however,” Milanda said firmly. “The Tiraan who first found this place couldn’t have forced the Avatar to move—he
  
   chose
  
  to cooperate, and to set up this system for them. And now it needs help to be repaired.”
 

 
  “A curious fact, if true,” the kitsune said with a shade too much disinterest to be believable, “but I am still waiting to learn what this has to do with
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “The Avatar isn’t loyal to the Empire,” Milanda said, watching her reactions closely. “He’s following the last directive left to him by Tarthriss: to be of service to the survivors of the human race.” This was what she had just finally figured out, the thing that explained the Avatar’s recent machinations, as well as his entire presence here and willingness to work for the Silver Throne. It was amazing, in hindsight, that she hadn’t put it all together before. “He is doing this because he considers the Tiraan Empire to be
  
   good for humanity.
  
  At least,” she added pointedly, “in its present form. And that’s the really important thing, here. A government is not its governor; even a benign leader will be succeeded, and eventually a less competent and/or more malevolent one will rise. Having a system like the Hands of the Emperor does a great deal to secure the safety of the Silver Throne while the system works—and while its operator judges that the Throne deserves it. But if he decides it
  
   doesn’t,
  
  then he has…leverage.”
 

 
  “What you are suggesting,” Akane mused, still studying her quizzically, “is that
  
   I,
  
  of all people, should be placed in a position to have that…leverage. I take it you, yourself, are skeptical of this Empire’s beneficence?”
 

 
  “My loyalty is to the Emperor,” Milanda said quietly. “He tasked me with restoring the Hands to their proper state. But in the end…
  
   His
  
  loyalty is to the Empire, and to its people. He may not have realized that the Hands were placed in part as a measure to keep the Empire on the right track, but I know him, and I believe he would approve. One lever does not control the Throne, after all. This whole situation has proved the Emperor and the Empire can survive with minimal disruption without them. Even if you don’t trust or care for the Empire, having the ability to neutralize the Hands does not make you a crippling threat to it. But it
  
   does
  
  make you—and Walker, and the Avatar, and whoever else is involved—a party who can insist on being
  
   listened
  
  to.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence, in which they all regarded each other—most thoughtfully, Hawthorn with a blend of confusion and mounting alarm.
 

 
  “This is a compromise,” Milanda finally added. “It’s not the ideal outcome
  
   I
  
  would have wanted. It is, of course, an imposition to ask it of you, Akane-sama. Keeping Walker here is certainly an imperfect balance of her own interests, and even the dryads infer both costs and benefits from their involvement. But I believe this is the best thing for everyone. For us, for the Empire, for the world.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  believe you are getting ahead of yourself,” Akane said loftily. “You are correct that I have little care for the Empire. I’m puzzled by your conclusion that I should care for the world itself. I have my sisters and our nation to consider. Nothing more.”
 

 
  “However,” Milanda countered with a smile, “I am
  
   also
  
  talking to a being who can erase me with a flick of her tail—but I note that’s not the point you emphasized when challenged. You talked of culture, tradition. Yes, I am gambling, and perhaps I’m wrong… But something tells me you
  
   do
  
  care about the world. Maybe more than you’ve ever allowed yourself to express.”
 

 
  Akane stared at her in silence, one ear twitching.
 

 
  “The Infinite Order are gone,” Milanda said, meeting her gaze. “Whatever promises you made to Naiya to stay on your island… We both know she has not been herself for far longer than Tiraas has existed. She sent you there for your own protection, from threats that no longer exist. It’s not just that, though. The fact is, Akane-sama, you might not find it within your power to wipe out the Imperial capital now. Oh, you’re a threat which could cause unprecedented damage, but… In the century since the Enchanter Wars, the Empire has become something that can neither be ignored, nor unilaterally destroyed, by any other power remaining in the world. Even the dragons have found themselves compelled to come to terms with this. I’m not asking for a pure favor; this is a chance for you to take a hand in the shaping of the world.”
 

 
  Akane continued to stare for a long moment. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled. “You sound very much like Kaisa.”
 

 
  “I see,” Milanda said carefully. “Is that…a compliment?”
 

 
  “Yes and no,” the kitsune said offhandedly. “She is someone whom I dearly love, who frustrates me to no end with her wild notions. You may consider me, for now…tentatively interested. Let us go see what Avatar 01 has to say. This should be quite revelatory; it’s been a very long time since I spoke with him last.”
 

 
  “Now wait
  
   just
  
  a minute!” Hawthorn shouted. “This crazy jackass with the tail is
  
   not
  
  coming to our home! I
  
   live
  
  there, dang it—my
  
   sisters
  
  are there! What the crap do you people think you’re—”
 

 
  She fell very abruptly silent as Akane surged forward, drawing herself up to her full height. Their proximity emphasized that the kitsune actually wasn’t terribly tall, which seemed incongruous, given the way her personality filled the whole room. Physically, though, she needed the extra few inches added by her ears to stand over Hawthorn. Even so, the dryad backed away, staring at her in alarm.
 

 
  “And just what do you mean,” Akane said in a dangerously quiet tone, “by expressing yourself like a common tavern wench, to say
  
   nothing
  
  of cavorting about in the
  
   nude?
  
  The sheer
  
   disgrace.
  
  You are a child of Naiya, heir to a legacy whose importance you can’t even begin to grasp. Very well, I see we have a great deal of work to do—here, to say nothing of these humans and their little pet project. Henceforth, I shall expect better of you.”
 

 
  “I—what the—
  
   hey!”
  
  Hawthorn finally drew herself up to her own full eight, crossing her arms and trying for a haughty expression, which only managed to appear childishly sullen next to Akane’s far more expert poise. “I am a
  
   dryad.
  
  I do what I do, and I don’t need to explain myself to anybody! Just who do you think
  
   you
  
  are?”
 

 
  This time, Akane moved so fast she didn’t appear to move at all. Suddenly, she was just there, her nose inches from Hawthorn’s, without seeming to have crossed the intervening space. The dryad froze, eyes widening; the kitsune smiled, and something in the expression was far more alarming than her previous anger.
 

 
  “You,” she said in a tone of silken steel, “may call me
  
   onee-san.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Hawthorn stared at her. Then, very slowly, she leaned to the side to peer around Akane at the others. “Walkeeerrrrrrr?”
 

 
  “It’s out of my hands now, kid,” Walker said with clear amusement. “’Fraid you’re on your own.”
 

 
  “Enough of this,” Akane said decisively. “We will go discuss these matters with the Avatar—and
  
   then,
  
  depending in part on what I find there, we shall proceed…” She swept a piercing stare across the room, Milanda, and finally Hawthorn. “…with whatever needs doing.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  In a perfectly nondescript apartment in a lower-class but not too rough neighborhood of Tiraas, an unremarkable-looking man in an uninteresting, inexpensive suit sat beside an open window, a newspaper held in front of his face. Its angle did not obscure his view out the window, or through the windows of the apartment across the street and one story down.
 

 
  At the sound of footsteps in the hall, he coughed discreetly, lifting one hand to his mouth and making a fist to cover it. The steps, muffled slightly by the carpet, shuffled slightly as their occupant carefully stepped over the stack of newspapers in the hall which had toppled over and partially blocked the way—providing the pretext for her to step in the prearranged pattern. It was the right sequence of steps and pauses, but even so, the man by the window did not lower his hand until she had entered the room and he recognized her face. Only then did he let his arm come to rest on the end table next to his reading chair, removing his fingers from the handle of the wand concealed up his sleeve.
 

 
  “Evening, Rex,” the woman said cheerfully to the man, whose name of course was not Rex. “How’s the birdwatching?”
 

 
  “Blessedly dull,” he replied with a bland smile. “The eagle hasn’t left the nest—gods send this is all that’ll happen until this whole business is resolved.”
 

 
  “Nothing definitive from back at the office on that,” she replied, settling herself into the other chair facing his and positioned next to the room’s other window, “but indications are things are settling down. Whoever’s working on the problem seems to be getting results. The Hands are stabilizing, causing fewer ruffled feathers. Still suddenly popping up where they can’t be, though.”
 

 
  “Mm. If they can just work out how to keep that new teleporting without having it coupled with them being unstable, that’ll be the bee’s knees,” Rex grunted, tossing his paper down next to the chair and getting to his feet. “Thanks for being early, by the way.”
 

 
  “No worries—I know you pulled a double. No sense in any of us getting too run-down,” she said, smiling, but not looking at him. Her attention was also not on the book she had picked up and opened, but at the apartment across the way, watched through her peripheral vision. “Grab a few winks, I’ll hold this down.”
 

 
  “Cheers.”
 

 
  He strode from the room, betraying none of the stiffness that should be expected of a man who had not moved in four hours. The woman hummed softly to herself, and turned a page. She hadn’t read a single line, of course.
 

 
  Outside the open window and a few feet straight up, two figures dressed in black were perched on the eaves. Flora and Fauna exchanged a long, loaded look, then in unison turned and bounded away over the rooftops, silent as falling leaves.
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  “Morning, Chase!”
 

 
  “It’s barely still morning,” he said automatically, looking up from his open textbook, the top edges of a comic peeking above its pages. “Oh, hey, creepy government guy and his eerily hot friend!”
 

 
  “Hey yourself,” Ashley said with a smile as the pair came to a stop alongside him, perched on one of the campus’s low retaining walls.
 

 
  “I can’t decide exactly what it is that makes you hot,” Chase said, studying her with an expression of deep contemplation. “I mean, sure, you’re pretty, but that suit hides the best parts. Maybe it’s the suit itself! Drag is so delightfully transgressive. But no, I never got that vibe from Teal…”
 

 
  “It’s a dryad thing,” Fedora said, his lips twitching in a smirk. “They’re all pretty much irresistible, even the ones who aren’t your type.”
 

 
  “I don’t have a type, that’s so limiting,” Chase said automatically. “But I’m prepared to believe your theory! Juniper’s just about the scorchingest thing I ever saw, not to mention a hellcat in the sack.”
 

 
  “Also a dryad thing,” Ashley said, her smile widening.
 

 
  “Weellll, then, I’ll just have to try out a few more to test that assertion, won’t I?” he rejoined, waggling his eyebrows. “Whaddaya say, sweetheart? Lose the spook and let’s find a nice comfy bush? Or hell, bring him along.”
 

 
  She laughed. “I suggest you stick to Juniper. Any of the rest of her sisters would just kill you after. Or possibly during.”
 

 
  “Present company excepted, of course…?”
 

 
  Her smile widened enough to show teeth.
 

 
  “Damn if that isn’t the hottest thing yet,” Chase said to Fedora.
 

 
  “I don’t disagree.”
 

 
  “What’s with you, by the way? You look a little…peaked.”
 

 
  Ashley huffed softly in amusement and released the Inspector’s arm, taking a step away from him. Immediately the color flowed back into his pale complexion; even the shadows under his eyes and his perpetual five o’clock shadow deepened. He gave her a sardonic look.
 

 
  “What is she, poisonous?” Chase asked, watching this curiously.
 

 
  “So, Masterson,” Fedora said, jamming his hands in his pockets. “Had a chance to consider the deal I offered you?”
 

 
  Chase blinked. “Uh… Excuse me? The whozamawhuh?”
 

 
  Fedora smiled, the expression far from friendly. “Because I suspect we’re rapidly approaching a point where the option’s not going to be on the table. These Sleeper antics have managed to impact the Imperial government on multiple levels—the governance of Tiraan Province
  
   and
  
  its good relationship with Tar’naris. Not to mention the Narisians themselves, what remains of House Madouri… It is probably, barely, still possible for a settlement, but there are powerful people out for blood, now. One more straw is gonna break the donkey’s back.”
 

 
  Chase slowly tilted his head to one side, his eyebrows drawing together in confusion. “Um… Yeah. The Sleeper is pissing people off. But seriously, man, I haven’t been drunk enough since all this shit started to have
  
   forgotten
  
  you making
  
   me
  
  some kind of offer, not to mention I don’t get what… Waaaait a second!” Suddenly a grin blossomed across his face. “Hang on, do you think
  
   I’m
  
  the Sleeper? Because that’s… Aw, man, that’s just too rich. Did nobody tell you I was the first one to get sleeped? I mean, come on, to have arranged all that and still be in control of everything, not to mention cursing Natchua
  
   while
  
  I was unconscious, that’d make me just about the craftiest son of a bitch on the—actually, wait up, that sounds pretty good. Is it too late to claim I
  
   am
  
  the Sleeper? Especially if it comes with a government deal? Aw, shit, I already said too much for that, didn’t I.”
 

 
  He tried to pout sullenly, an effort that went mostly wasted due to the grin that kept breaking through.
 

 
  Fedora just shrugged. “Welp, just thought I’d bring it up. You take care, kid.”
 

 
  Chase leaned forward so far he seemed in danger of tipping off the wall, now leering avidly. “Now, stop me if I’m wrong, but didn’t I just hear that you’ve been offering
  
   deals
  
  with a crazy magic terrorist asshole? Oh me oh my, I’m not at all sure that’s something a fine, upstanding servant of his Majesty’s government such as yourself ought to be doing! Why, just imagine if Professor Tellwyrn heard about this!”
 

 
  “Heard about what?” Ashley asked innocently. “From whom?”
 

 
  “There’s a certain strength in being as much of a career asshole as you’ve made a point of being, kid,” Fedora said with a smirk. “People can afford to let things slip to you. Probably
  
   shouldn’t,
  
  true, just because the gods only know what a little prick like yourself would do with sensitive information. But you can tell whatever you know to whoever you wish. It’s not like anybody’s gonna listen.”
 

 
  “Pfft, I’ll have you know—”
 

 
  
   “MISTER
  
  MASTERSON!”
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn was suddenly there—and not teleporting out of thin air as she normally did, but stepping out from behind a nearby sapling far too small to have concealed even her slender frame. “I distinctly recall
  
   not
  
  seeing you in class this morning. Care to explain yourself?”
 

 
  “It’s…it’s all the stress, teach,” Chase said tearfully, his expression transitioning to wide eyes and trembling lips without an instant’s hesitation. “I’ve lost friends, lost sleep…why, we could all be struck down at any moment! It’s just too much to—”
 

 
  She blinked forward, transitioning across the space between them without actually passing through it and ending up barely a foot from Chase, who again nearly tumbled off the wall in startlement, this time backwards.
 

 
  “No one is impressed, Masterson,” she said flatly, “and no one is fooled. No one is
  
   ever
  
  impressed or fooled, so stop wasting my time with these antics. Tanq has your assignments; if you break your pattern and ask
  
   quite
  
  politely he will perhaps allow you to peruse his notes. And henceforth, unless
  
   you
  
  are the one cursed, you will be
  
   in
  
  class at the appointed time. That is all.”
 

 
  “Well…yes, ma’am,” he said, blinking. For once, he seemed almost at a loss for words.
 

 
  “Well?” she said impatiently. “Notes! Tanq!
  
   Move!”
  
 

 
  Chase slapped his book shut, comic and all, and hopped down. He gave her a mocking salute, but didn’t pause to so much as leer at Ashley before turning and scurrying off down the path.
 

 
  “And as for
  
   you,”
  
  the Professor continued, turning on Fedora, “I believe I was explicitly plain on the subject of you badgering my students.”
 

 
  “Have you seen those coon skin hats the settlers sometimes wear?” he said mildly. “Y’know, kind of a gray furry cap with the fluffy tail hanging down the back. I just ask because you’re gonna end up as one if she didn’t give you permission to wear her face like this.”
 

 
  “Inspector, do you find that anyone
  
   ever
  
  knows what the hell you’re babbling about?” she said impatiently. “This is an altogether disappointing performance—if you’re serious about catching this Sleeper, I sincerely hope you have more tricks up your sleeve than just making random accusations. That’s all I’ve seen from you today, at least.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” he said dryly.
 

 
  “Progress,” she said, leveling an accusing finger at him. “Make some. Quickly.
  
   Without
  
  haranguing students when you’ve no evidence. Chop chop, Fedora, time’s a-wasting.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snapped her fingers once and vanished completely with a soft
  
   whoosh
  
  of air, leaving them standing alone in the sunshine.
 

 
  “Um…” Ashley turned to look expressively at Fedora.
  
   “What
  
  the fuck?”
 

 
  “That’s interesting,” he mused.
 

 
  “You don’t think she’s actually lost control of that…critter? I’m not even sure what kind of fairy he is.”
 

 
  “Something from Sifan, they’ve got some
  
   weird
  
  shit in kitsune-land. Anyhow, if so, it’s his ass, as I mentioned. But no…” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Doesn’t fit. I think she’s just trying to be clever, now. Finally. What remains to be seen is whether she’s any
  
   good
  
  at it. I
  
   really
  
  hope she’s got more to her plan than
  
   that,
  
  or it’s gonna result in the opposite of progress.”
 

 
  “Hmph.” She stepped closer and threaded her arm through his again. At her touch, his magic immediately weakened, making his illusory countenance falter. Not too badly, but enough to strongly hint at his naturally bone-white complexion. Fedora bore this without complaint or comment, allowing the dryad to tug him off down the path at a slow stroll. “Well, that doesn’t seem to have yielded anything. And after all the trouble we went to to make sure there were no elves within earshot, too. You really think that Masterson kid’s the Sleeper?”
 

 
  “Nope,” he said immediately, patting her hand. At the touch, his fingers shifted for a moment, becoming long and almost delicate, before resuming the rougher, tobacco-stained and bitten nails of the Inspector when he moved his hand back away. “No, I said that to Tellwyrn in the first place, and I stand by it. The Sleeper’s a mastermind type, loves to manipulate people and create intrigues. That habit of lashing out once confronted suits Masterson, but he’s not the sort to have created all these smokescreens in the first place.”
 

 
  “Okay, you lost me, then,” she said, shooting him an annoyed sidelong look. “Why did you feel the need to come poke at him, then?”
 

 
  “It occurs to me,” he mused, “that we’ve been operating on an assumption that may not be warranted. After all, we know where the Sleeper’s powers come from.”
 

 
  “A gift of Elilial, intended to cause trouble, yes,” she said, nodding.
 

 
  “And we know the kinds of students who would be doing something as fucknut stupid as trying to summon greater djinn—of which Chase Masterson is a perfect example. We also know there was more than one kid present for that. Some of the inconsistencies in the Sleeper’s behavior begin to make sense when we ask one question: why assume the Sleeper is only one person?”
 

 
  “…hm.”
 

 
  “Or has only one agenda. I could well see one of them doing this bullshit and another trying to stop it without revealing them both to Tellwyrn… So no, I don’t think Masterson’s our boy,” he said, staring ahead into the distance with a predatory glint in his eye. “But I’ve got a funny feeling that if I
  
   poke
  
  at him, it’ll eventually be felt in the right places.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “She’s
  
   crazy,”
  
  Hawthorn hissed furiously. “I’m telling you, she’s stark raving nuts in the head! We gotta get her
  
   out
  
  of here!”
 

 
  “Yeah, okay,” Mimosa said disinterestedly, studying her with her head tilted so far her ear nearly rested on her shoulder. “But…what are you
  
   wearing?”
  
 

 
  Hawthorn was wearing a kimono, and was not the least bit happy about it. Its application had involved a large mirror and a display of inscrutable sleight of hand by Akane, the sight of which had probably been even more confusing to Milanda, who’d had a full view of the whole thing, than the dryad who had found herself stuffed into it. Even replaying the event in her head, she wasn’t sure how it had happened.
 

 
  What was a little more believable (not to mention memorable) was the tongue-lashing which had ensued when Hawthorn had tried to tug the garment off. Even now, when she unconsciously fidgeted with the sash holding it together, her hands froze in the next moment and she shot an apprehensive look at Akane, who was standing near the teleport gate, speaking in a low tone with the Avatar.
 

 
  “This is only the beginning,” Hawthorn warned ominously. “You just watch, if she moves in here you’re
  
   both
  
  gonna end up stuffed into these…these damn…
  
   things!”
  
 

 
  “I dunno, that actually looks sorta nice,” Apple mused, reaching out to finger Hawthorn’s sleeve. Indeed, the kimono was of black silk embroidered with white leaves and thorns, which offset her coloration beautifully. “It’s pretty. Maybe I could try yours on? Since you don’t like it.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t
  
   mind
  
  it if I’d been allowed to
  
   try,”
  
  Hawthorn said furiously, her voice rising. “She just
  
   put
  
  me in it! That’s what she does, swaggers around jamming things at people! She’s
  
   awful!”
  
 

 
  “Girls!” Akane barked, turning to stare disapprovingly at them. “We are having a
  
   conversation.
  
  Remain quiet, please!”
 

 
  Hawthorn whirled at her and opened her mouth furiously to reply. The kitsune’s green eyes seized and held hers. A moment later, the dryad shut her mouth and hunched her shoulders.
 

 
  “And stand up straight,” Akane added firmly. “Are you a tree or a bramble bush?”
 

 
  She turned back to the Avatar’s panel without waiting for a reply.
 

 
  “I hate her
  
   so
  
  much,” Hawthorn whispered.
 

 
  They stood a good few yards distant, far enough that the kitsune was hidden from the knees down, thanks to the curvature of the tiny planet; they were due north, so she remained in view even as she walked slowly to keep pace with it as the world orbited, though the occasional tree passed between them and her. Milanda, at least, couldn’t hear the details of her discussion with the Avatar, even with her newly enhanced senses. She didn’t know the acuity of the dryads’ hearing, but suspected Akane did… Then again, Akane’s request for privacy had probably had more to do with her than them. She had little to fear from her younger sisters, who clearly understood none of what was going on. Milanda, though…
 

 
  “Remember how you felt about Walker, at first?” she asked. Hawthorn scowled at her.
 

 
  “…that’s
  
   different.
  
  That’s just…how she
  
   is.
  
  It’s not her fault her whole existence is a great screaming wrongness, that’s all crap that was
  
   done
  
  to her. Walker is
  
   super
  
  nice, and I can learn to ignore the scary awful part to spend time with her because she’s worth it. This one is the complete
  
   opposite.”
  
 

 
  “I really gotta meet this Walker,” Mimosa said with a yawn.
 

 
  “Yeah, you should,” Hawthorn replied, turning to her. “Walker’s awesome. I really wasn’t expecting to learn we had other sisters, but so far it hasn’t been
  
   all
  
  bad.” Again, she glared accusingly at Akane in the distance.
 

 
  “I think you have your priorities right, there,” Milanda said with what she hoped was an encouraging smile. The nap she’d managed was
  
   not
  
  enough for this kind of cat-herding… “Judge people by the way they act, not your instinctive reactions to them. I just mean there might be something more to Akane than you’ve seen so far.”
 

 
  “Do
  
   you
  
  like her?” Hawthorn said pointedly.
 

 
  “No,” Milanda replied, not caring in the least if Akane could hear her, “I really don’t. But she’s not my sister. And whether I
  
   like
  
  someone has no bearing on whether I can work with them and speak to them respectfully.” Most days, she wanted to slap Empress Eleanora on general principles, but there was almost as little point in discussing that as in doing it. “Akane, if she decides to, may be able to help fix the Hands.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Apple grunted, folding her arms and studying Milanda thoughtfully. “So…I guess that tells us what
  
   you’re
  
  concerned with.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah,” Mimosa added. “If she sticks around, you get what
  
   you
  
  want! Is that why you’re trying to foist her off on us?”
 

 
  “Foist, that’s a good word,” Hawthorn said emphatically, nodding.
 

 
  Milanda cracked a rueful smile in spite of herself. “You girls are pretty smart, you know that?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Hawthorn said, while Apple and Mimosa blushed and tittered, respectively.
 

 
  “I’m serious, though,” Milanda continued. “In my honest opinion, if Akane stays around… Well, she’s going to irritate the hell out of you. Frankly think you’ll find her very difficult to get along with.
  
   But,
  
  as hard as it might be to believe, I think that in the end you’ll benefit from it.”
 

 
  “You’re crazy,” Hawthorn said bluntly.
 

 
  Milanda drew in a breath and let it out, resisting the urge to rub at her eyes. “You girls haven’t had any kind of upbringing, you know that?”
 

 
  “We don’t
  
   need
  
  one,” Mimosa said petulantly. “We’re
  
   dryads.”
  
 

 
  “And yet,” Milanda persisted, “Akane walked in here, immediately started pushing you around, and so far, you’ve let her.”
 

 
  That brought all three of them up short. They glanced uncertainly at one another, then at the kitsune, who was still apparently ignoring them.
 

 
  “Dryads get left alone because you’re powerful, and because Naiya looks out for you,” Milanda went on. “But that leaves you vulnerable to other things. You can be manipulated, pushed into things you don’t necessarily like. There’s an
  
   art
  
  to dealing with other people, you see. Your…eldest sisters have learned it. Mastered it, even. Frankly, I think that for
  
   you
  
  to learn it will end up benefiting you more than enough to be worth the frustration Akane would almost certainly cause you in the process.”
 

 
  “I am not convinced,” Hawthorn stated.
 

 
  “Well, let me tell you about
  
   my
  
  situation, then, since you brought it up,” said Milanda. “First of all, if I were being selfish here, I
  
   wouldn’t
  
  be encouraging you to learn how to be more crafty. This whole system works the way it does because an Imperial politician keeps control of it. My personal loyalty is to that politician. And why are the humans in control? It’s not as if they’re stronger than you.”
 

 
  This sparked another round of dubious glances, but she pressed on.
 

 
  “And as for Akane, as I’ve already said to her, involving her in this will only decrease the Empire’s control
  
   more.
  
  She’s at least as powerful as you three, and a lot more cunning.” Milanda glanced again at the kitsune, who continued not to acknowledge them. “What it comes down to is… By encouraging this, I’m sacrificing a lot of the Throne’s authority over this whole…thing. I’m willing to do it because I believe it’s
  
   right,
  
  because I believe that all of our self-interests coincide here. I think Empress Theasia was wrong to manipulate and bully everyone the way she did. I think that having us all on the same page and with nobody left in the dark will make all this
  
   better.
  
  I have that much confidence in Sharidan, and in the Empire. And…if, someday, the Empire turns into something that isn’t as just or fair, I’m not unhappy at the thought of there being neutral parties down here—like you, and Akane, and Walker—who can lean on it if necessary.”
 

 
  “Hum,” Apple said. The other two just frowned.
 

 
  Milanda had the thought, not for the first time, that it was difficult to tell decades or centuries of uneducated, undeveloped thought from simple stupidity. Her conversations with the dryads were generally somewhat frustrating, just because they talked and related like spoiled children. However, once in a while a beam of intelligence would shine through, as it did now. They were all
  
   thinking,
  
  which spoke well of their mental faculties; the churlish brats they sometimes acted like could probably not have followed her argument. If Akane forcibly adopted them all the way she seemed to be trying to do with Hawthorn, they might eventually become something truly formidable. Provided they didn’t kill her or something first.
 

 
  Which made her hope all the more fervently that she was right. The more she contemplated this, the more it began to appear that by fixing the Hands in this manner, she was wresting ultimate control
  
   away
  
  from the Throne itself. That made the prospect of simply destroying them and their whole system one she had to consider… But she hadn’t lied to the dryads. Her feeling was that this was still the right thing to do—for the Empire, for the world, and for Sharidan.
 

 
  If only she could be more confident that her own reasoning was working as it should. She was just so damned tired…
 

 
  “Hey, are you okay?” Mimosa asked suddenly. “You’re, uh…kinda swaying there.”
 

 
  “She hasn’t slept much,” said Hawthorn, and Milanda couldn’t help finding her guilty expression somewhat endearing. “Part of that’s my fault, I wrecked her nap. You wanna lie down for a bit, Milanda? We’ll letcha know if she comes back over here, kay?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, I’m fine,” she said, and immediately had to smother a yawn. “Well… I think I’ll sit down, if that’s okay. But I’d rather keep alert.”
 

 
  “If you want,” Apple assured her while she folded herself carefully to the ground. “No sense in forcing yourself, though. Really, relax. This is our place; let us show a little hospitality.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess…if you don’t…” Somehow, she’d ended up lying on her back. When had that happened? The grass was so much softer than she remembered grass being…
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was only happenstance that she saw her coming. Maureen had been pacing back and forth in front of the telescroll office, clutching her Pack, long enough that the townsfolk about in the square had stopped giving her curious looks, and even so she had yet to decide whether she was going to go in or go back up the mountain. Iris, though, was such a distinctive sight, a tall and slim figure in her characteristic white dress which made her dark skin stand out, that Maureen couldn’t help but notice her approach the square.
 

 
  She cringed and scuttled around behind the telescroll office, cradling her Pack against her chest for comfort. Had Iris seen her? She didn’t seem to have been looking in her direction…
 

 
  After a moment, she took the extra precaution of scurrying forward and dropping off the platform next to the Rail line. There she was hidden…sort of. The platform was taller than she. Still, she couldn’t help feeling exposed even here…
 

 
  Maureen took off again, ducking under the Rail between the spokes holding it up—which would have been a very tight squeeze for a human, but she didn’t even have to drop to her knees—and darted across to the base of the little footbridge which arced over the Rail itself, terminating in the small structure which housed a few benches where the stagecoaches stopped to discharge and take on passengers unwilling or unable to use the Rail line. There was no coach now, of course; just the dusty old road stretching away to either side, and ahead nothing but endless golden prairie until it reached the Wyrnrange, far over the horizon to the west.
 

 
  She stopped inside the little shelter, catching her breath and coping with the shame of it all. Honestly…bad enough to be down here. Bad enough to be dithering this way… Now running from her own friend? And just because she couldn’t—no, just didn’t want to—face what she was doing. Her mother would’ve taken the rolling pin to her for such craven behavior.
 

 
  Maureen sighed, and clambered up onto one of the benches, setting her Pack beside her. Well, at least there was seating, here. It was a better place to think—to dither, honestly—than out in the square in front of the scrolltower.
 

 
  Now if only there were something conveniently provided in this little shelter to help her reach a decision…
 

 
  So quickly and completely had she sunk back into her funk that the sound of footsteps on the bridge didn’t even register with her.
 

 
  “Are you okay?”
 

 
  Maureen started violently, then flushed, finding herself facing exactly the person she’d been running from. Iris leaned around the edge of the shelter, frowning at her in concern.
 

 
  “Um, if you wanna be alone, I won’t bother you. Sorry, I didn’t mean to sneak up on you, it’s just that you look… Well, if you need any help, you know I’m here, right?”
 

 
  Maureen opened her mouth to try to dissuade her with some platitude, and accidentally blurted out truth.
 

 
  “I’m leaving the school.”
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  Iris stared at her, mouth slightly open, and Maureen found herself in the odd position of feeling too awkward even to cringe. She simply froze, waiting for the hammer to come down.
 

 
  “Oh,” Iris said after an excruciating pause, clearly grasping for something to say. “…you are?”
 

 
  “No!” Maureen blurted. “I mean, yes, but… I, it’s, I don’t…”
 

 
  She opened and closed her mouth twice, and then finally gave up and hid her face in her hands.
 

 
  It was another silent few moments before the bench shifted, Iris having stepped over to settle onto it beside her.
 

 
  “So, um,” the human said a few seconds later, “I don’t…know how good my advice might be. I’m guessing not very. But…I’ve been told I’m a pretty good listener? If that’ll help?”
 

 
  “I don’t know what to do,” Maureen whispered.
 

 
  Iris finally settled an arm around her shoulders. Well, a forearm. The difference in their sizes made it a slightly awkward gesture, but less awkward than the rest of this, all things considered.
 

 
  “Is it about the Sleeper?”
 

 
  Maureen sighed, then nodded miserably, finally peeking over her fingers. “I’m such a coward.”
 

 
  “I think being terrified in this situation just means you aren’t crazy.”
 

 
  “That’s got nothing to do with it,” she whispered. “You can be afraid when you’re in danger. You’re right, that’s just sense. Somethin’s wrong with you if you’re
  
   not.
  
  Courage an’ cowardice is all in what you
  
   do
  
  about it. An’ I just wanna run away.”
 

 
  Iris held silent, rubbing her shoulder gently for a moment, before speaking. “Well, um. I missed you at lunch, but all your stuff’s still in the room. What I mean is, it doesn’t look like you’re trying to bolt, here. I wouldn’t have thought you were gonna until you said something.”
 

 
  Maureen heaved a much heavier sigh, and leaned against her for a second before straightening up again. The position had tucked her right under Iris’s arm, which was a little uncomfortable.
 

 
  “Truthfully, I hadn’t made up me own mind. I’ve been standin’ down here, ditherin’ on it.”
 

 
  “Well, there you go, then,” Iris said with only sightly forced cheer. “Sounds like you’re not a complete coward.”
 

 
  “You don’t understand,” she muttered.
 

 
  “…okay, so, maybe I don’t. You can explain it to me, if you want.”
 

 
  “I’m a
  
   gnome,”
  
  Maureen exclaimed. “Adventure is what we
  
   do.
  
  Hell, it’s what we
  
   are.
  
  Surely ye know that much?”
 

 
  “I…well, gnomes do have that reputation, yes. I wasn’t gonna try to make assumptions, though. Since coming to this school and meeting all kinds of people I’ve been learning not to do that if I can avoid it. Gets awkward.”
 

 
  “Sure, that’s sense. But when it comes to gnomes, aye, the stereotype’s there for a reason. We made it ourselves an’ work at livin’ up to it. Me mum already thinks I’m a nutter cos I like tinkerin’ with machines more’n roughhousin’. Me whole life, I never wanted t’go out an’ play with they other kids. They were always explorin’ the woods around the Hold, fightin’ off boars, fallin’ in caves, gettin’ lost fer weeks on end…”
 

 
  “You let
  
   kids
  
  do that?” Iris demanded in horror.
 

 
  “We’re gnomes,” Maureen said with a shrug, finally looking up at her. The human’s expression was equal parts fascinated and aghast. “It’s… Well, look, Iris, we don’t often talk about our business outside the Folk. There’s stuff you’re just not meant to know, so…don’t feel bad if some of what I
  
   do
  
  say doesn’t make much sense to ye.”
 

 
  “Well, I mean, sure,” Iris said hastily. “You don’t have to tell me anything, Maureen, I’m not gonna pry. I’m just here to listen if you want to talk. Talking to somebody always helped me when I struggled with things.”
 

 
  “Aye, don’t worry,” she said a little wryly, “I’m not about t’give away any great secrets. But you’ve gotta understand… Aye, gnomish children are pretty well
  
   expected
  
  to get into scrapes that’d bally well kill off humans twice their age, see? So when yer a kid who likes t’stay indoors, readin’ books an’ stackin’ yer toys up into interesting new shapes… Well, when I was
  
   real
  
  young, me mum thought I was barmy. An’ those were th’good years. Past a certain age, ye get to the point where not doin’ what your society wants makes people think…poorly.”
 

 
  “I know a little about that, myself,” Iris said quietly.
 

 
  Maureen nodded. “So, aye. I
  
   hate
  
  this, Iris. I just wanna
  
   make
  
  stuff! I like buildin’ things, not riskin’ me ears on adventures. Makes me a fair lousy gnome, but I’m me, y’know? An’ this…this Sleeper nonsense…” She swallowed heavily. “I was actually excited t’be comin’ here. Sure, I got a place at the school cos me uncle went adventurin’ with Tellwyrn back in the day, before she was a Professor an’ all. I got
  
   sent
  
  to the school cos me folks figured it was the only place left for a classic adventurin’ education. But Tellwyrn came to our place ta give me the interview, an once me mum an’ dad were outta the room, she made it clear what I could learn here didn’t have to be adventure if I didn’t want it to be.”
 

 
  “You always seemed okay on field trips,” Iris said softly. “Like, out in the Golden Sea. Honestly I kinda thought you were in your element. You knew all about making campsites.”
 

 
  “Oh, any gnome knows stuff like that,” Maureen said, waving a hand dismissively. “Raw basics. An’ we didn’t even have proper adventures!”
 

 
  “Proper adventures,” Iris repeated, her eyebrows climbing. “I’m sorry, but do you
  
   remember
  
  the manticore? Or the harpies? Or that whatsit that wanted to eat Raolo?”
 

 
  “That whatsit was a fairy, an’ those were all nothin’,” the gnome said with a grin. “Trash mobs an’ beginner dilemmas. Have ye heard the story o’ what the sophomores went through on
  
   their
  
  Golden Sea trip? Now
  
   that
  
  was a proper adventure!”
 

 
  “The way I heard it, half of them nearly died. And considering
  
   most
  
  of them are nearly un-killable…”
 

 
  “Exactly.” Maureen leaned back, letting her head thunk against the bench. “…exactly. There’s a part o’ me that can appreciate a story like that. Me upbringin’, aye? But not
  
   me.
  
  A life spent workin’ in a big factory, designin’ new machines… A dwarf’s life, basically, not a gnome. It’s a gnomish idea of hell, but t’me, it sounds like heaven. No matter who scared an’ fed up I am, I
  
   can’t
  
  go runnin’ home at the first sign o’ lethal danger. I can’t, Iris. I’m already the worst gnome there is. I can’t bear how me mum’d look at me…”
 

 
  “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Iris murmured, “but…maybe being a good
  
   person
  
  is more important than being a good gnome? You’re one of the best people I know, Maureen.”
 

 
  “Have
  
   you
  
  thought about runnin’?” Maureen asked, looking up at her again. “Tell ye the plain truth, Iris, half o’ what scares me is how all this seems targeted at
  
   us.
  
  Half our dorm’s been hit, an’ Raolo, who’s also our year. Plus Natchua an’ Shaeine, who’re connected to Szith through the exchange program. I’d suspect it was Addiwyn actin’ up again if she wasn’t one o’ the first to go.”
 

 
  “I don’t run from enemies,” Iris said quietly, her eyebrows settling into a hard line. “Especially warlocks.”
 

 
  “…you’d have made a more’n fair gnome.”
 

 
  She grinned. “Well. I dunno about
  
   that,
  
  but considering the source, I get the feeling that’s one of the nicest things anybody’s ever said to me.”
 

 
  “It’s like everything that makes me love this place is bein’ taken away,” Maureen whispered. “Even Rook’s gone. I’ve got nobody left to Patter with.”
 

 
  
   “Rook?”
  
  Iris’s eyebrows shot upward and she leaned away, staring down at her in shock. “You had a thing with
  
   Rook?
  
  The scruffy one?”
 

 
  “A
  
   thing
  
  with—oh, ew!” Maureen wrinkled her nose. “Don’t be utterly daft, he’s
  
   well
  
  too old for me, an’ not my type even if I was inta tall boys! It’s not like that, Iris, it’s just…he spoke a bit o’ Patter, as much as a human can. It was a wee bit o’ home.”
 

 
  Iris blinked, then shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
 

 
  Maureen rubbed at her face with both hands. “…all right. Well. You’ve noticed how me accent tends to…come an’ go?”
 

 
  “I, uh, didn’t want to say anything. It seemed rude…”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not rude,” Maureen replied with a rueful smile. “And I’ve a million ways to deflect the conversation if ye had, we all learn ’em growin’ up. It’s not just an accent—it’s Patter. There’s a rhythm to it, a second language threaded through the Tanglish. A whole other layer of meanin’, a way to communicate that shares so much more than just words can.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Iris blinked. “And
  
   Rook
  
  can do that?”
 

 
  “Humans
  
   can’t
  
  do it,” Maureen explained, wincing. “It’s…this is a bit of a secret, by the way. Not a huge one, the Nemitites an’ some others doubtless know about Patter, but it’s not somethin’ we talk about outside the Folk, except with our most trusted friends.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m honored, then,” Iris said with a smile.
 

 
  Maureen smiled back. “But it’s a gnomish thing. It’s intuitive; half of it isn’t even verbal. You have to
  
   be
  
  a gnome to Patter properly. But there’s some very few humans, those who were brought up by the Folk as babies—aye, that does happen, there’s not a gnome alive who’d throw out an infant if there was nobody else to take care of ’em. They pick up a wee bit of it. Not enough to Patter fully, but if ye get ’em young, when their minds are unformed, they can do some o’ the basic patterns. Rook can, so we’d talk sometimes. Made me feel at home, a bit. Him too, I guess.”
 

 
  “Huh.” Iris blinked again, twice. “So…Rook was raised by gnomes. How ’bout that.”
 

 
  “I dunno ‘is story,” Maureen said, shrugging. “He didn’t offer, an’ fer anybody with a gnomish upbringing it’s
  
   powerfully
  
  rude t’pry. But…now he’s gone, him an’ the other lads, an’ nothin’ left behind ’em but rumors that a Hand o’ the Emperor did ’em in. Bit by bit, Iris, everythin’ I love about bein’ here is bein’ taken away.”
 

 
  It seemed Iris could find nothing to say to that. For a few more long minutes, they sat in silence.
 

 
  “I can’t stay here,” Maureen whispered at last. “I can’t. And…I can’t go home either. I can’t do
  
   anything.
  
  Iris, what am I gonna do?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, Maureen,” Iris replied softly. “Hon, I don’t think this is something I can help you answer. But… I can sit with you while you figure it out, if you want.”
 

 
  “…aye. Yeah, that’s not nothin’.”
 

 
  Slowly, Maureen leaned against her again. It was still awkward, but all things considered, that wasn’t so bad.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The door was not locked, for much the same reason Darling’s own was not; anybody trying to break into this house was either an imbecile or fishing for more trouble than most people wanted to risk. Darling, of course, preferred not to think of himself as an imbecile, but the next few minutes would likely tell.
 

 
  It wasn’t, of course, as easy as just strolling up the path and walking in, but he hadn’t come here alone. Quietly removing the guards from the home of the head of Imperial Intelligence had required him to call in more favors than he’d ever before expended on a single job, but
  
   damn
  
  if it wouldn’t impress the hell out of Vex, which of course was the point.
 

 
  He quietly closed the front door and paused in the entryway, examining the place. It was eerily familiar—very much like his own home, in fact. The tastefully expensive furnishings might have come right out of a magazine illustration, without a hint of personal identity anywhere. Whatever personality this place had, it was well concealed and likely not immediately accessible from any of the entrances. Which meant Darling wasn’t going to see it on this visit. He wasn’t nearly daft enough to think a house like this would have no interior defenses; getting inside had been as much as he’d been able to arrange. He had no plans to step through one more door. Gods only knew what might befall him further in.
 

 
  No one was there to greet him at first, interestingly. Vex did not employ a Butler, and in fact had made a point of disapproving of Panissar employing one. Despite the Service Society’s vaunted discretion and neutrality, the spymaster felt it a gross abrogation of security to have such a powerful outside organization in a position to access Imperial secrets. It seemed strange that there were
  
   no
  
  servants, however. True, he had come in without knocking, but any well-trained household staff would be attuned to the sound of the door opening. This place was spotlessly clean, and Darling would eat his own shoes of Vex dusted it himself.
 

 
  Even while he wondered on it, though, the swishing of fabric and rapid footsteps announced someone coming. Darling put on a pleasant smile and tucked his fingertips into his sleeve discreetly. He was still in full view of the windows…
 

 
  A young woman bustled into the entry room from a hall doorway and stopped, staring at him rather stupidly. She was an immediately recognizable archetype: blonde, lovely, with elaborately styled hair and too much makeup, wearing a dress which was necessarily out of fashion. Current trends followed the Empress’s personal taste in severe, dark-colored gowns, which poorly suited the professional floozy. Her richly embroidered dress of blue velvet was daring, in the sense that if she moved too abruptly it was likely to slide right off her entirely. Despite its long, blousy sleeves and ankle-length skirts, it left enough of her chest on display she might have been cited for indecency if she left the house during daylight hours.
 

 
  “Oh,” the girl said finally, in a voice so high-pitched it went past cute and into the territory of grating. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I never heard you knock! That silly maid should’ve answered the door.” She turned to look back into the hall, twisting her torso admirably into profile in the process. “Elzi! You silly girl, where are you?! There’s a visitor!”
 

 
  “Now, that’s not necessary,” Darling said smoothly, not moving from his position. There was a wall immediately to his left; the room opened up on the right, with tall windows, the curtains currently not drawn, and a single low sofa flanked by end tables occupying the space. An entry where visitors could be kept waiting in a modicum of comfort while it was decided whether they should be allowed deeper into the house. Also, ample space for brawling, if necessary. “So sorry to barge in like this, but I need to speak with Quentin. Immediately.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said, turning back to him and batting her thick lashes, blue eyes wide and vacant. The girl sashayed forward a few steps, and he infinitesimally shifted his fingertips to touch the throwing knife up his sleeve, keeping his right hand against his side where she couldn’t clearly see it without doing anything so overtly shifty as moving it behind his back. “Well, Quenty’s usually not home at this time of afternoon—”
 

 
  “He’s here,” Darling said. Calm and pleasant, but flatly implacable, with the faintest edge to his tone that she seemed not intelligent enough to grasp.
 

 
  She showed no sign of having grasped it.
 

 
  “Oh, you think so?” the girl tittered, coming forward another step. “Well, he’s probably up in his office, then. I can take you right to him!”
 

 
  “That’s all right,” he said with a flirtatious wink. “I’ll wait right here.”
 

 
  The girl stopped again, once more batting her lashes with an expression of thought which suggested it was a difficult labor for her. “But…but if he doesn’t know you’re here…”
 

 
  “He knows,” Darling said quietly. “I can be patient. For a while.”
 

 
  She tilted her blonde head to one side, staring quizzically up at him, then her expression cleared and she smiled, a touch too warmly. “Well, then, if you’re sure. Maybe while we wait—”
 

 
  The projectile made only the softest sound when it punched through the glass of the front window, boring a neat hole rather than shattering the whole pane. It struck her perfectly on the side of her graceful neck and lodged there, little more than a needle attached to a pencil-thick length of rune-engraved wood. The girl managed a single gurgle and collapsed, slumping against the sofa with one arm draped across it, her head lolling back.
 

 
  “I don’t think that was called for,” said Quentin Vex, stepping into the room and regarding Darling with a mildly disapproving expression. “There’s really no point in asking what happened to my house guards, is there?”
 

 
  Darling stepped over to the fallen woman and calmly plucked the dart from her neck, tucking it into his pocket. “There we go; wouldn’t want you to overdose. I’m told alchemical drugs are very precise, but no sense taking risks, eh?” In fact, there was virtually no risk at all, except of him leaving evidence.
 

 
  Vex shook his head and strode forward. “If you insist on—”
 

 
  “Not one more goddamned step, Quentin.”
 

 
  He didn’t bother pulling out his knife. Vex halted two steps into the room, blinking somnolently.
 

 
  Darling, meanwhile, picked up the girl’s hand, running his fingertips along her wrist, up under her sleeve. Her eyes tracked him, the only thing she could currently move; even her facial expression was frozen in vacancy.
 

 
  “There we are,” he said in satisfaction, withdrawing the wand he found strapped to her forearm. “Long, baggy sleeves—
  
   not
  
  part of the kept bimbo’s customary uniform. She’s good, isn’t she? If I hadn’t come here looking for something like this, I’d never have given her a second thought. Oh, my, this is a
  
   nice
  
  piece, isn’t it?”
 

 
  The wand was beautifully crafted, its haft bounded in fancifully wrought silver with a large pearl on the end. Darling held it up to the light, admiring the workmanship. It was a shortened variety, perfect for concealing in pockets, at the expense of most of its firepower and accuracy; a weapon like this was all but useless at a range of more than two yards, but a nasty surprise for up-close fighting. Illegal for exactly those reasons, of course. This was a type of wand favored by spies and criminals.
 

 
  “A gift,” Vex said curtly.
 

 
  “Well, I promise I shall treasure it,” Darling replied, giving the young woman a wink and slipping her wand into his own sleeve.
 

 
  Vex cleared his throat. “Maybe you should consider
  
   not
  
  digging yourself any deeper, Antonio. Trixie isn’t someone you want for an enemy.”
 

 
  “Oh. Really?” Darling stared down at the paralyzed girl, blinking in apparently thought, her hand still held in his. She gazed blankly back.
 

 
  He shifted his grip, squeezed, and wrenched. In the quiet foyer, the snap of her wrist breaking was plainly audible. She couldn’t even blink, but her pupils shrank to pinpricks.
 

 
  Vex had not so much as twitched. That said nothing about whether he cared for the girl; he was too much a professional, and the injury too easily healed. Darling hadn’t really expected him to show his hand in response to what amounted to petulance. “This begins to seem downright out of character, Antonio,” Vex said. “Not your actual character, of course, but the role you like to play in public. Are you
  
   sure
  
  you want to take the masks off?”
 

 
  “They’re off,” Darling said curtly, straightening and dropping Trixie’s arm. Vex’s eyes locked on his, sharp and focused, with no trace of the spymaster’s normally sleepy expression. “My apprentices overheard the most
  
   interesting
  
  thing last night, Quentin. Care to hazard a guess what it was?”
 

 
  “You have indulged in all the melodrama you’re going to, Antonio. Say your piece before I decide you’re not worth allowing to leave here.”
 

 
  He didn’t acknowledge the threat, which they both knew was empty. All part of the scene. “I took the time to follow up on rumors rather than risking all this based on
  
   one
  
  source. And guess what? It seems pretty well confirmed that the newly-unhinged Hands of the Emperor have acquired the ability to
  
   teleport.”
  
 

 
  He took one step forward; Vex held his ground, eyes narrowed.
 

 
  “So perhaps you can clarify something for me,” Darling said icily. “I have the Emperor hidden, at your request, with a member of my Guild—in her own
  
   home,
  
  where a
  
   child
  
  lives. All this on the presupposition that if the Hands start moving in his direction, your people on the scene will know in advance and have time to give warning and get my people to safety. Perhaps you would like to explain to me, Quentin, how they are meant to do this if the Hands can be on the site
  
   instantly?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t stop
  
   now,”
  
  Vex sneered. “Finish your monologue, Antonio. Storybook villainy suits you so perfectly.”
 

 
  With the tiniest jerk of his arm, Darling dropped the wand out of his sleeve into his hand and shot him.
 

 
  That, finally, got a reaction. The room was too long and the wand too inaccurate to hit at that distance, but the unfocused blast of light smashed a fairy lamp and charred a wide burn in the wallpaper far too close to Vex for comfort; the spymaster bolted to the side, bringing up a weapon of his own from behind his belt.
 

 
  They froze, wands aimed at each other. The wall smoldered.
 

 
  “You find me annoying, I know,” Darling said calmly. “You don’t know whose side I am truly on, and even as well as you control yourself, it
  
   irritates
  
  you, the way I play both ends against the middle.”
 

 
  “Both?” Vex spat. “There are far more ends than
  
   that
  
  in your game.”
 

 
  “Well, if you want to know what
  
   really
  
  matters to me, congratulations! You’ve forced my hand, Quentin.” Darling’s voice rose steadily as he continued. “You
  
   do not
  
  screw over the Thieves’ Guild! You came to me in good faith, promising to look after one of my people if she did the Throne an
  
   enormous
  
  favor.
  
   I
  
  added my own word to this. You made me a liar, put Eserites at risk of harm by your
  
   own
  
  agents, and broke faith with Eserion after coming to us for help. Do you have
  
   any idea
  
  what you’ve nearly sparked off? You can’t possibly
  
   not
  
  know! The Guild has taken kings right off their thrones for lesser insults than this!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   spare me,”
  
  Vex snarled, no sign of his customary reserve in place. “Don’t you dare try to paint this as some kind of moral issue, you hypocrite. You’re no less a cold-blooded snake than I, and you know
  
   damn
  
  well what thrones and guilds are like! Yours, mine, everyone’s,
  
   everywhere.
  
  We did what we had to do, it required playing loose with the truth, and if it had all gone well, you’d never have been the wiser. Well, you caught me, fine. Win some, lose some. There’s nobody here but us bastards, Antonio; insult me by playing the martyr and I may decide to take all this
  
   personally.”
  
 

 
  “I’m going to show you a little more of who I really am, Quentin,” Darling said flatly. “Right now, what I
  
   ought
  
  to do, as a faithful servant of Eserion, is take this right to the Boss and call for
  
   punishment
  
  for this hubris. We both know what would happen next—or at least, one of us does, and one has a general sort of idea.” Slowly, he lowered his arm. Vex did not do likewise, keeping the wand aimed at him, but his eyes flicked momentarily to the hole punched in his window, and he did not fire. “Instead, I’ve pulled out all the stops to stay his hand. You’ll never know
  
   how
  
  hard I had to lean on Tricks to keep this under wraps—and I only did that because I didn’t think I could keep it from him. I did this to stop the kind of bloodbath that
  
   should
  
  ensue when a sitting Emperor betrays the cult of Eserion the way ours just did. I did this because I am not your enemy,
  
   despite
  
  your apparent effort to make one of me.”
 

 
  He slipped the wand into the pocket of his coat, eyes never leaving Vex’s.
 

 
  “So now, I’m going to go to the home of my friend and Guildmate Peepers, and inform her that her houseguest lied and screwed us over and placed her and her little brother in immense physical jeopardy. I will not harm him in any way, nor allow
  
   her
  
  to—and not gonna lie, it may be a hell of a task to stop her. But his safe house is about to be gone. You’ve got that long to find another place to stash him. That’s your problem, not mine; in the position you’ve stuck me in, I can’t do you any more favors, however positively I may feel toward the Emperor. Or did until
  
   very
  
  recently, anyway. And that’s the end of it, Quentin. The Empire will not retaliate—against me, against Peepers, against the Guild. You will not interfere with me going over there. This all hangs by a thread, which you will cut if you make
  
   one more move
  
  in a direction the Boss finds even mildly distasteful. Understand?”
 

 
  Darling held his gaze one moment longer before turning his back. He grasped the door handle, but paused before turning it, and spoke without looking back at Vex.
 

 
  “You can’t fuck up like this again. Not one more time. I’ve worked too long and too hard to keep the Guild and the Throne in good standing with each other. No matter what duress you’re under, Quentin, do not
  
   make
  
  us enemies. We’ve both got much bigger fish to fry.”
 

 
  Finally, he opened the door and stepped out.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Imperial Guard, naturally, raised their weapons as someone teleported directly into the residence. In theory, only duly authorized mages should have been
  
   able
  
  to get through the wards, but those guarding the harem wing had recently had harsh lessons about the danger of trusting too much in their defenses.
 

 
  Neither Vex nor the Azure Corps battlemage batted an eye at the staves leveled at them, simply standing motionless and waiting for the all clear.
 

 
  “Stand down,” the officer on duty said after a moment, and all four soldiers returned their weapons to the upright position, falling back into parade rest around the room.
 

 
  “Thank you, Major,” Vex said to the mage who had brought him. The man saluted, stepped back from him, and then with a short sparkle of blue light, vanished. The spymaster turned back to the officer who had spoken. “Where is she?”
 

 
  “Here,” Eleanora herself stated, gliding into the room. “Fortunately—or is that
  
   why
  
  you chose to come during my customary tea time?” Despite her light tone, the Empress’s expression was sharp, tension visible in the set of her shoulders.
 

 
  “I did not decide on the timing myself, your Majesty,” Vex replied, nodding deeply in a gesture that was nearly a bow. “I came to report that it’s in motion, now. Darling bought it.”
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  “You know the plan, Quentin,” the Empress said the instant he had shut the door behind them. It wasn’t that Imperial Guards weren’t trusted, but security was security. Nearly every door and wall in the harem wing was enchanted for silence at need, which was exactly why they were left open unless someone specifically required privacy. “I assume your part is in motion, now, and you wished to speak to me so urgently about something else—that, or something has gone wrong.”
 

 
  She gave him one of those looks that seemed like it should be directed over a pair of schoolmarm’s spectacles. He took it as a sign of fondness; Eleanora gave most people looks that would freeze falling water.
 

 
  “We have a brief window,” he said crisply, “in which Darling is proceeding to his agent’s home to extract his Majesty. And…no, I have not yet given the order for my people to withdraw from the district.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes. “Quentin…”
 

 
  “Before doing so,” he pressed on, “I would like to discuss doing
  
   anything
  
  else, your Majesty. If you will clear it, I can arrange a safe escort to another facility.”
 

 
  “Quentin.”
 

 
  “We
  
   know
  
  the Thieves’ Guild is active in the region, and we have now specifically antagonized them on top of their general unpredictability, to say nothing of what his Majesty
  
   hoped
  
  would unfold in the first place.”
 

 
  “And,” she said sharply, “by getting my approval for completely eviscerating Sharidan’s plan and wasting all the effort put into it thus far, you are likely to find yourself simply dismissed from your post rather than charged with treason. You feel so strongly about this?”
 

 
  “I am very good at my job,” he said, the merest hint of sharpness encroaching upon his tone. “You will be hard-pressed to replace me, your Majesty. But ultimately, as difficult a task as it may be, I
  
   can
  
  be replaced. That is
  
   not
  
  true of the Emperor! Your Majesty, this is a
  
   bad idea.”
  
 

 
  “So you said in the first place,” she acknowledged with a sigh. “And yet, here we are.”
 

 
  “The risk vastly outstrips any potential reward! There is as yet no heir to the Throne, and we’ve only just begun to learn why. It’s unconscionable for the Emperor to jeopardize his safety this way!”
 

 
  “I note you avoided words like ‘unconscionable’ when making your point to his face,” she said dryly. “And you know as well as I that the end of the Tirasian bloodline would not automatically end the name. I am still of House Tirasian, if even by marriage. I can still have a child.” Her lips compressed momentarily in displeasure at the thought, more of a lapse than she ever showed in public.
 

 
  “That was before Elilial’s gambit,” Vex snapped, all pretense of decorum lost. “We now know the Tirasian bloodline has
  
   not
  
  ended, and any hint of impropriety in the succession will inevitably precipitate a crisis. We don’t yet know what play she intends, but that matter is unresolved and must be planned for.”
 

 
  “Time is wasting while we discuss this, Quentin,” she said. “Darling is on the move, and the Emperor’s orders are not being obeyed.”
 

 
  
   “Please,”
  
  he begged. “Your Majesty…
  
   Eleanora.
  
  It’s too much a risk. Please, give the order.”
 

 
  She regarded him in expressionless silence for a moment. When she spoke, though, her tone was softer than before. “And if I do not, Quentin, will you give it yourself? Defy the Emperor for his own sake and face the consequences it would bring?”
 

 
  He opened his mouth a fraction, froze, then closed it.
 

 
  Eleanora took two steps toward him, close enough to reach out and lay a hand on his upper arm. “We wouldn’t be having this argument if you didn’t care about the Empire enough to sacrifice yourself at need, Quentin. You hesitate because you’re uncertain. Because you know, as I do, the truth about Sharidan Tirasian: he needs cold-blooded people like us to support him and moderate some of his impulses and idealistic tendencies—moderate, not thwart. The most irritating thing about being in his service is how often he is
  
   right
  
  when by all accounts he really should not be.”
 

 
  It was Vex’s turn to press his lips into a thin line. He let out a long breath through his nose.
 

 
  “To win when you absolutely ought to lose,” Eleanora murmured. “Isn’t that what they say defined the heroes of old? The trait that separated them from the rabble of mere adventurers.” Her grip on his arm tightened subtly, and threads of the old steel reappeared in her voice. “This is as long as we can delay, Quentin. The signal.”
 

 
  Vex sighed heavily, a most uncharacteristic display of emotion, but produced a pocket watch from inside his coat and turned the key twice clockwise, once the other way, then three times clockwise again. There was no flash or sparkle, no sound but the gears clicking—much as arcane magic tended to create spectacles, the charms used by Imperial Intelligence’s field agents were very specifically designed for subtlety. The companion devices carried by Vex’s people would convey the signal, and that would be that; his agents would begin withdrawing from the neighborhood, leaving the Emperor apparently unprotected.
 

 
  “He does this on purpose, you know,” he complained, slipping the watch back into his pocket. “Always has. He
  
   enjoys
  
  making me worry and chase him around. Don’t deny it, part of the motivation for this whole scheme was nostalgia. Well, he’s not the crown prince anymore, and we all have better things to do than play round-the-bush.”
 

 
  “That’s right, get it out of your system,” Eleanora said wryly, stepping back and folding her hands in a gesture that would have looked demure on anyone else. “You said Darling bought it. How deeply, do you think?”
 

 
  “I can’t say whether he was fully taken in or just playing along,” Vex replied, his usual composure falling back into place as if it had never been ruffled. “Our exchange might have been written by a bard, so I suspect the latter. But in either case, he
  
   will
  
  stay in the area after giving his message. He needs to understand what’s happening, now that he’s neck deep in it. Himself and those two elven apprentices of his, at minimum; I rather think he’ll have other thieves about, too. He gave it nearly a full day after the tip was leaked to his students before acting, and then penetrated my house’s security as if it wasn’t there. The pattern suggests he has been making preparations since last night.”
 

 
  “And in a sense,” she mused, “Sharidan was more right than he could have known; thanks to Milanda, the Archpope is reeling. He may have the good sense to withdraw, you know. Justinian is nothing if not cautious. This could all come to nothing.”
 

 
  “Anything could always end in a nice, clean, peaceable nothing,” Vex replied irritably. “I find that possibility is never worth considering.”
 

 
  “We will have to trust,” she said quietly. “That Sharidan knows what he is doing, that Milanda’s efforts will bear fruit…”
 

 
  “That Darling knows which side his bread is buttered on, that the Hands are not
  
   too
  
  compromised… I’m not one of those paranoid fools who think you can
  
   never
  
  trust anyone, your Majesty. That’s an impossible way to live, and we both know it. But one must act carefully, and trust rationally, and
  
   now
  
  we are extending far too much trust in far too many directions.”
 

 
  “And yet, here we are,” she repeated. “It’s done, Quentin; stand ready to act when action is called for. Sharidan knows what he is doing.”
 

 
  “We all know what he’s doing,” Vex said bitterly, turning and grasping the doorknob. “I deeply hope some of us are wrong.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Unprotected?”
 

 
  “That is what the spirits indicated,” the dragon said in perfect serenity.
 

 
  Justinian felt an urge to drum his fingers on something. Bad enough Khadizroth had managed to summon him here so quickly; he should
  
   not
  
  be able to get messages past the usual secure channels, but it seemed the dragon had developed enough pull among the soldiers supposedly watching him that most of them were willing to do him favors. Extravagant ones. That development was no less ominous for having been foreseen; Justinian hadn’t had the trusted troops to spare for rotating his guards even before the assassin had carved half of them to chum. Now, here he was; however the message had gotten through, its urgency was such that he could not ignore it without losing further face by making it plain he was playing petty mind games.
 

 
  All of which, of course, Khadizroth knew. The time was rapidly approaching when he would have to
  
   do
  
  something about this.
 

 
  “I hope,” he said aloud, “you don’t think me foolish enough to leap into rash action based upon this.”
 

 
  “Indeed not,” Khadizroth replied, nodding gracefully, “I’m well aware of your foresight, your Holiness, and grateful that I don’t have to explain these matters. You understand, of course, the difference between oracular seeing such as I can use and arcane scrying. Precise details about who is where and doing what I cannot give you; only a sense of the state of things. An Emperor of Tiraas being suddenly without protectors, at large in the city…that is a state which swiftly garners the attention of spirits who are already being asked to look in on him. He is not
  
   unwatched,
  
  but the parties currently with their eyes upon him are…separate.”
 

 
  “How so?”
 

 
  “Unaligned,” the dragon said with a thoughtful frown. “Forgive me, I am not trying to be vague. It is always difficult to put into words what was conveyed mentally.
  
   Someone
  
  is near the Emperor and watching him, but someone not moved either to attack or defend, at least at present. I saw a shadow, a grey shape lurking at a distance without intent. Whoever it is, they likely know more than I about the particulars of the situation.”
 

 
  Darling and his thieves? The Black Wreath? Foreign agents, like the dwarves who had so nearly upended the city recently? Anyone would take an interest in the Emperor being in play like this, and most of the competent players would watch to see what was happening before committing themselves. Almost the only thing he could rule out was the Rust, who had not spread beyond Puna Dara. Speculation, of course, was pointless—and would have been even if he were absolutely sure Khadizroth could be trusted.
 

 
  “How very ominous,” the Archpope murmured, putting on a pensive frown of his own. “The pattern of the last week barely makes it believable… But still. This raises a crucial question.”
 

 
  “Only one?” Khadizroth lifted an eyebrow, and Justinian had to actually concentrate for a moment to be sure he did not betray irritation in his voice or expression.
 

 
  “One which supersedes the many others, in my opinion,” he clarified.
  
   “Why
  
  is the Emperor alone and undefended? With so much importance resting upon his safety, and the resources of the Tiraan Empire at his disposal, it seems hard to credit. Is it possible your spirits were…mistaken?”
 

 
  “I hesitate to call anything impossible,” Khadizroth replied, “but that prospect is one so very unlikely that I find it hardly worth considering. Again, what I do is not scrying; a scryer can be very easily blocked. Only a fae user of enormous age and skill even
  
   can
  
  interfere with the seeing of an oracle, and then only to the minutest degree. For someone to first perceive, then intercept, and then
  
   change
  
  the content of spirit messages
  
   I
  
  have sought out… Hypothetically, for such a thing to happen, it would almost mean Naiya herself had moved against me. Which, of course, is also not impossible but unlikely enough to be dismissed from consideration.”
 

 
  Arrogant. Dragons were known to be prideful, of course, and justly so, but one as old and wise as this should know better than to assume he could never be countered. Justinian filed this away for later use; first, the demands of the moment.
 

 
  “If we accept, then, that this is the truth…the question remains: why?” He began slowly pacing up and down the limited space provided by the cramped office, aware of and ignoring the dragon’s gaze following him. “I can think of only two possibilities. Either there is a schism within the Imperial government itself and the Emperor is on the run from his own guardians, or this is a trap intended to lure his enemies out.”
 

 
  “If it is the first,” Khadizroth said, “the second is also a possibility; it would be a canny move, since only traitorous protectors would be in a position to
  
   expect
  
  the Emperor to be unprotected.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Justinian agreed, nodding without glancing at him. “And besides, if it were a trap…the risk involved is astronomical. I cannot believe Sharidan would be so reckless, and I
  
   know
  
  Eleanora and Vex would intervene if he were.”
 

 
  “Unless,” the dragon added, “one or both of
  
   them
  
  had turned against him.”
 

 
  “Then we are back in the same position,” Justinian said with a humorless smile. “Not impossible, but hardly likely enough to bother considering. Their whole world revolves around him.”
 

 
  “So the more immediate question,” Khadizroth prompted, “is what are
  
   we
  
  going to do about this?”
 

 
  
   We.
  
  Placing himself subtly on equal footing with the Archpope. He betrayed eagerness by asking, though, and not just at the prospect of some action; this was the moment when the Archpope would have to either reaffirm his loyalty to the Emperor, or reveal himself as a traitor with murderous designs on Sharidan’s person.
 

 
  Oh, yes, Justinian decided he had had just about enough of this. His current crop of adventurers served as the perfect foil for Darling’s team, just what he needed to keep them in play and invested without letting them cause real damage. Darling’s five, however, were the players that mattered; he needed red herrings and chew toys for them, not legitimate rivals, and he’d been of the mind for some time now that he needed to switch this lot out for something more…controllable. Kheshiri and the Jackal were more trouble than they were worth to keep occupied, Shook and Vannae just didn’t perform well enough to merit their status, and Khadizroth was increasingly determined to make himself an actual
  
   problem.
  
 

 
  So he thought Justinian was in a corner, did he? He was hardly the first.
 

 
  “This is delicate,” he said aloud. “Very, very delicate. Obviously the risk to his Majesty is severe, and should be mitigated; the loss of a sitting, childless Emperor would cause a shock the likes of which we haven’t seen since the Enchanter Wars, and our society is troubled enough without exposing it to
  
   that.
  
  Such a disaster must be prevented.”
 

 
  “It goes without saying,” Khadizroth agreed in a grave tone. Justinian looked up, nodding seriously at him, and they both politely pretended to have forgotten Khadizroth’s recent attempt to cause a far worse shock than
  
   that
  
  to the Empire.
 

 
  “However,” Justinian continued, “we must also consider recent events. I’m afraid the Throne is particularly mistrustful of the Church right now, and not nearly enough time has passed for me to soothe over the ripples caused by our misunderstanding. If our people are found to be hovering over the Emperor in his time of vulnerability, Lord Vex will be quite justified in taking it amiss. Frankly he would be remiss in taking any other way.”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Khadizroth said with diffidence that poorly suited him, “but I had been operating on the assumption that anyone sent to address this would be…off the books, as it were.”
 

 
  “At moments like this, it is best not to make assumptions about who knows what,” Justinian said seriously. So Khadizroth wanted his companions sent out on this, did he? Why? “But you’re right. An
  
   official
  
  Church presence would be clearly antagonistic. Let me pose you a question.” He came to a stop, turning to face the dragon fully. “What of your team? If I sent them to keep watch over the Emperor until he can be secured by his proper guardians…can they be trusted with such a mission, in your opinion?”
 

 
  “They are…reasonably effective,” Khadizroth said slowly. “I hesitate to use the word ‘competent;’ though they are each good at their respective roles, none of these personalities are well-suited for teamwork, and their competing agendas can raise…issues…in the field.”
 

 
  “That is my concern exactly,” Justinian agreed. “Some of them in particular, I fear, would view this opportunity to create havoc on a colossal scale as too great a temptation to resist.”
 

 
  “Mm. No, I don’t believe that is a problem,” the dragon mused. “The Jackal likes his havoc small and personal, and Kheshiri is on a leash whose length and hardiness I have spent much of my acquaintance with Jeremiah verifying. He is
  
   not
  
  the master of her, whatever he thinks, but his control suffices to keep her from doing anything so destructive as
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “And you, of course, cannot go along,” Justinian said with a gentle smile.
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Khadizroth replied, grinning. “It spares me the awkwardness of refusing to. With my cousins active in the city, the risk of me doing
  
   anything
  
  in public is simply too great.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your insight,” Justinian said. “These divinations of yours. Do you know
  
   where
  
  the Emperor is, specifically?”
 

 
  “Specifically, no, but I’m confident I can find him quickly.”
 

 
  “And can you direct Vannae to do this for you?”
 

 
  The merest hesitation. “…yes, that should be possible.”
 

 
  Justinian kept his smile calm, beatific. Vannae, the only one of the crew Khadizroth truly cared about, and was invested in. Putting
  
   him
  
  at the vanguard should be…revealing. And now to begin applying the pressure.
 

 
  “Then we must prepare to mobilize the team,” he said solemnly. “I will leave it to you to brief them; I must make other preparations. After all, it seems prudent, in this case, to have someone to watch the watchers. Discreetly.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Khadizroth said, after another very faint pause, then bowed. “I’ll go gather them immediately, your Holiness.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Justinian said warmly. “Your aid to us in these last painful days has been a godsend which cannot be appreciated enough.”
 

 
  “We all do what we can,” the dragon replied with a good effort at proper draconic inscrutable aloofness. Justinian smiled benignly at his back as he left the room.
 

 
  Ohh, yes. Chew on
  
   that.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’ll get it!”
 

 
  “You
  
   stay
  
  put,” Lakshmi said quickly, reaching up to grab one of the hands kneading her shoulders as their owner started to pull away toward the door. “You’re in hiding, remember? You can’t possibly be bored enough to risk blowing it after just a couple days.”
 

 
  “Well, right at this moment, I can’t say that I am, no,” Danny murmured, and she grinned, carefully not looking up at him.
 

 
  “Sanjay! Door!”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, I heard it,” Sanjay grumped, coming through the living room from the kitchen. He pointed accusingly at them on his way to the front door.
  
   “You
  
  two keep it above the waist. I’m tryin’ to have an innocent childhood, here.”
 

 
  “No you aren’t,” she said lazily.
 

 
  “No, I’m not,” he agreed with a grin, then pulled the door open. “Sweet! Heya! What’s new?”
 

 
  “Nothing good, kid,” the Bishop said, wearing a grim frown. He leaned forward, peering around the door frame. “Is—ah, good. You!”
 

 
  “Me?” Danny raised his eyebrows, removing his hands from Lakshmi’s shoulders.
 

 
  “Yes, you.” Sweet pointed at him. “Out. Now.”
 

 
  “Whoah, what the fuck?” Lakshmi stood up, scowling. “You don’t just barge into somebody’s home and start barking orders, I don’t care
  
   what
  
  you were the Boss of.”
 

 
  “I made you a promise, Peepers. Remember?”
 

 
  She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at Danny, who was now expressionless. “I remember.”
 

 
  “I said,” Sweet continued, his dour expression gradually giving way to carefully-controlled anger, “that if I learned
  
   anything
  
  which suggested this arrangement was one bit more dangerous than I believed, I’d come right down here and put an end to it. Well, this is me honoring my word.”
 

 
  “What’s happened?” she said in alarm, again looking back at her guest. “Is he in more danger?”
 

 
  “No,” Sweet snapped. “No, he is not. It
  
   turns out
  
  that the people after him are not so much the stalking-through-the-streets kind as the teleporting-right-to-your-door kind, and they have the means to find out
  
   exactly
  
  where he is the moment they decide to. And
  
   despite
  
  what I was explicitly told, this has been the case from the beginning. This is danger I would not have dropped on
  
   any
  
  Guild member knowingly. Promise or no promise, Peepers, I owe you big for doing this to you.”
 

 
  Lakshmi turned very slowly to face Danny, backing away. By the door, Sanjay was staring, his mouth hanging open incredulously.
 

 
  “Did you know this?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  “Matters aren’t as simple as he makes—”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Sanjay yelled so abruptly and so loudly that his voice cracked. “You don’t give us that noble doublespeak. You answer her
  
   question!”
  
 

 
  “Did. You. Know. This,” Lakshmi growled. “Did you
  
   deliberately
  
  put me and my little
  
   brother
  
  in danger from your problems?”
 

 
  “Lakshmi—”
 

 
  “The lady asked you a very simple question, Danny,” Sweet said in a quiet tone which nonetheless cut him off completely. “The only answer it needs is one syllable either way.”
 

 
  Danny gave him a long, inscrutable look, then turned a different but equally cagey one on Lakshmi. Finally, his shoulders shifted in a soft sigh. He did not avoid her gaze, though.
 

 
  “Yes. I knew it.”
 

 
  The silence was excruciating. Fortunately, it was brief.
 

 
  “You son of a
  
   bitch!”
  
 

 
  “No!” Sweet streaked across the room the moment she clenched her fists; by the time she flew into action, he got close enough to grab her, and that only because Danny retreated circumspectly behind the sofa.
 

 
  “Get your
  
   fucking
  
  hands off me!” Lakshmi raged, struggling ineffectually against the grip on her wrists. “I’m gonna break his fucking head!”
 

 
  “No, you’re
  
   not!”
  
  Sweet shouted, and shook her hard enough to momentarily stall her thrashing. “Peepers! Listen to me, you have no
  
   idea
  
  who this guy is. Harm him and you’re kicking over more trouble than you can imagine. I’m getting him out of here and
  
   away,
  
  where he’s not a danger to you—or from you, because both of those will hurt you just as bad, trust me.”
 

 
  She drew her lips back in a snarl. “Trust
  
   you.
  
  This is all
  
   your
  
  fault!”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s right,” he agreed, holding her gaze. “But I haven’t lied to you, nor will I. I thought I was telling you the truth when I said this was safe. I found out it’s not, so I’m putting a stop to it. And I
  
   will
  
  make this up to you.”
 

 
  “He’s right, Shmi,” Sanjay said. He was practically quivering with fury, fists clenched at his sides, but aside from the accusing glare he fixed on Danny, he made no move. “Sweet fucked up, but he’s been straight with us. He’s Guild.”
 

 
  “And
  
   he,”
  
  Sweet added, jerking his head in Danny’s direction, “lied to the Guild. He’s not walking out of here without consequences, Peepers, that I promise you. Let me protect you from them, at least. It’s the best I can do for you right now.”
 

 
  She jerked against him once more, but weakly, then suddenly slumped, letting her head hang. After a moment, Sweet released her arms, and they fell limply to her sides.
 

 
  “Get him the fuck out of my house.”
 

 
  “Well, you heard her,” Sweet said, turning a totally unsympathetic look on Danny. “Let’s go.”
 

 
  Danny sighed softly. “If I—”
 

 
  “Did somebody
  
   ask
  
  you something?” Sanjay snapped, voice cracking again. “This isn’t a conversation. Fucking
  
   go.”
  
 

 
  He crossed the room to stand next to his sister, who had lifted her head to stare at Danny. They looked eerily alike, glaring at him with matching venom.
 

 
  Danny sighed again, then turned and strode unhurriedly to the door, where Sweet stood aside for him in a hostile mockery of politeness. He paused just before stepping out, turning to look back at them again. “For what it’s worth, I—”
 

 
  “Don’t,” she said icily. “Don’t you fucking
  
   dare.”
  
 

 
  He hesitated, then nodded once, and stepped out.
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  “This was a good idea,” Gabriel murmured, looking around the square.
 

 
  “Course it was!” Professor Rafe replied breezily. “It was Matriarch Ashaele’s—good ideas are the only kind that lady has! Reassure the townies, mend some fences or bridges or what-have-you that needs mending, give everybody some very much needed opportunity to unwind. You don’t get to be
  
   literally
  
  the most senior diplomat on the
  
   planet
  
  without picking up a trick or two!”
 

 
  The event set up on the square next to the Rail platform had arisen quickly enough to pass for impromptu, but it had been organized with flawless efficiency that suggested considerable planning. Striped awnings had been erected around the periphery of the space along two sides, with tables and chairs borrowed from the A&W in front of the tavern itself; people were congregating quietly at the tables, partaking of food laid out on stands under the shade. There were tin plates, cups, and utensils, and in fact all the necessary details had been thought of, even those that would seem counter-intuitive to subterranean dwellers, such as pest-repelling charms. Everything was free for all, and had been purchased from local businesses, right down to the farrier’s son playing the guitar over by the telescroll office.
 

 
  As parties went, it was rather subdued, the space being at least half occupied by drow, who were naturally quieter in their manners than Last Rock was used to. After Ashaele’s initial arrival, which bodyguards and priestesses, a second caravan had arrived with civilian personnel from House Awarrion, who had done the lion’s share of the organizing for this event. Though the townspeople in attendance largely seemed somewhat wary of their new guests, it was a polite wariness, escalating to downright friendliness in many cases. Most of the conversations taking place around the square were between Narisians and Imperials. Nonetheless, the Sheriff and Ox were both visibly present, holding themselves aloof and keeping a careful watch. As were several stony-faced armored drow bearing sabers.
 

 
  “Looking for trouble?” Gabriel asked, still in a low tone and giving Toby an inquisitive look. His fellow paladin had, for the second time in as many minutes, panned his gaze around the square, wearing a faint frown.
 

 
  “Trouble, no,” Toby replied. “Szith said Iris came down here earlier. Before the picnic was set up, even… I’m a little worried, about her and Maureen. Those two are pretty sensitive, and their dorm’s been hit especially hard by all this…stuff.”
 

 
  “Look at you, everybody’s dad,” Gabe said with a grin, patting him on the shoulder.
 

 
  Toby sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I’m sure it’s nothing. There
  
   are
  
  other things to do in town, and not everybody likes crowds.”
 

 
  “I’m a little surprised not to see Szith here, now you mention it,” Juniper added.
 

 
  “Szith has responsibilities,” Professor Yornhaldt rumbled. “And, being the exceedingly conscientious young lady she is,
  
   feels
  
  responsible for far more than she actually is. The presence of so many Narisians might be a factor.”
 

 
  “Poor kid,” Juniper said, frowning.
 

 
  “Your concern speaks well of you, Juniper,” Yornhaldt said with a smile. “I’m sure she would appreciate a kind word when you see her next.”
 

 
  He and Rafe were watching the event as closely as the Sheriff and the Awarrion House guards, though their mandate was limited to making sure none of the students in attendance partook of the free beer available—despite the fact that both professors had mugs of it in hand. The three sophomores had gravitated toward them on one edge of the square after a few minutes of aimless circulation, and now the small group simply stood aside, watching, while Juniper sipped from a cup of punch and Gabriel intermittently gnawed a drumstick.
 

 
  “Okay, so,” Gabriel said after a pause, in an even softer tone than before. “This may be an inappropriate thing to say, considering the circumstances…”
 

 
  
   “Have you considered not doing so, for once?”
  
  Ariel suggested.
 

 
  He slapped her hilt lightly. “I gotta be me. Really, though. Did you guys notice that Shaeine’s mom is
  
   impossibly
  
  gorgeous? Even for an elf.”
 

 
  Toby sighed again.
  
   “Gabriel.”
  
 

 
  
   “Oh,
  
  yeah,” Juniper agreed, nodding. “You’re very correct. About both parts. Not really the time, Gabe.”
 

 
  
   “The dryad is criticizing your sense of social propriety. You have officially reached peak Arquin.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel,” he said sullenly. “It’s not like I was talking
  
   loudly.”
  
 

 
  “Gabriel, my man, I’m a little disappointed that I need to point this out,” Rafe said archly. “Drow. Elves. The
  
   ears.
  
  Nothing you say
  
   out loud
  
  is gonna go unnoticed on the other side of the square.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s cheeks darkened slightly and he ducked his head for a second, before catching himself and straightening up defiantly. “Yeah…well… Narisians. They’re very respectful of private conversations. You’ve heard Shaeine talk about it.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Yornhaldt grunted. “Now if only everyone would be respectful of their feelings.”
 

 
  “No offense was taken, I assure you.”
 

 
  All five looked up in surprise at being addressed. A drow woman with short hair had approached them, wearing a simple lizard-scale breastplate over a dark red tunic, rather than the full armor of the guards; she carried a long knife at her belt instead of a saber. She stopped a respectful conversational distance away and bowed courteously.
 

 
  “I am Vengnat eyr Vrainess n’dur Awarrion, subcommander in the lower House guard, off-duty for this excursion. It is an honor and a distinct pleasure.”
 

 
  She bowed again, though less deeply, at each of their introductions, the whole time wearing a polite little smile such as Shaeine often did.
 

 
  “I wonder, Mr. Arquin,” she said when everyone was introduced, “if you are familiar with the particulars of the House system of Tar’naris?”
 

 
  “I…am aware that it exists,” he said hesitantly. “Sorry, but to be honest, I have my hands full understanding Imperial politics most of the time. Despite Shaeine’s noble efforts, the details of Narisian government are mostly over my head.”
 

 
  Vengnat’s smile widened fractionally. “Please don’t feel bad—we are not all diplomats, after all. Well, to put it simply, we are drow. We have our Houses and our intrigues, our jockeying for advantage; it is, in many ways, intrinsic to our kind. However, the governance of Tar’naris is far more civilized than that of our deeper-dwelling Scyllithene cousins. Queen Arkasia devised the current House system to end infighting.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah! That much I know,” he said, nodding. “Every House has a particular role in the running of the city, so attacking another House damages the city itself. Any infighting would be outright treason, so it doesn’t happen.”
 

 
  “It very
  
   rarely
  
  happens,” she corrected, still smiling. “Very rarely indeed, and that largely because we have found other outlets for our competitive impulses, which is as valuable in heading off conflict as punishing transgressors. Specifically, rather than for power, advantage, or wealth, the Houses of Tar’naris compete vigorously for
  
   prestige.”
  
 

 
  “How so?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “Mr. Arquin’s observation was a perfect example,” Vengnat explained. “Matriarch Ashaele is widely acknowledged as one of the most beautiful women in Tar’naris. It is a trait with virtually no practical application, contributes nothing to the running of the House…but it’s a point of pride. That is the kind of thing around which our little intrigues are built in this era. So, while we are accustomed to hearing our Matriarch praised in somewhat more gracious
  
   terms,
  
  the observation itself supports a minor point of honor for us. And after all, those of us present were made aware that plain speech is a trait of the plains dwellers in which
  
   they
  
  take pride.” She bowed to Gabriel, her smile widening another hair. “On behalf of House Awarrion, I accept and thank you for the compliment in the spirit in which it was intended.”
 

 
  A few yards away, one of the gray-robed priestesses looked in Gabriel’s direction and deliberately smiled.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said awkwardly. “I, uh, that’s… Well, you know. Um.”
 

 
  
   “Perhaps you should take the opportunity to learn about diplomacy from these drow, Gabriel. Though it is very fortunate that you have a career already established.”
  
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” he said sourly, “I forgot to introduce Ariel, whose constant commentary on my social skills is a never ending source of irony.”
 

 
  “What an intriguing weapon,” Vengnat said, studying the sword. “The design is clearly elvish, though it is surprising that elves would conduct the kind of rituals which are necessary to create a talking sword.”
 

 
  
   “Drow would,”
  
  Ariel replied.
  
   “Hands off.”
  
 

 
  “Hey!” Gabriel snapped. “I put up with your sass, but do not
  
   insult
  
  visiting diplomats!”
 

 
  “Oh, not to worry,” Vengnat assured him. “I am, as I said, not on duty for this trip. Any conversations I have are strictly personal and I am not properly a diplomat in any case. Besides, I
  
   do
  
  know a bit about weapons such as Ariel, here; certain allowances must be made for their conduct.”
 

 
  “You’re off duty for the whole trip?” Toby asked curiously. “Forgive me, but…”
 

 
  “What am I doing here?” If anything, Vengnat seemed even more amused. “The Matriarch’s second daughter requested off-duty personnel from a variety of specializations to attend in a strictly social capacity, to circulate politely with the residents.” She nodded toward Nahil, who was holding court in the opposite corner of the square, having surrounded herself with most of Last Rock’s more well-to-do women. “I am a House guard by profession, but we are
  
   all
  
  expected to develop some skill in diplomacy, and I was particularly interested in the opportunity to mingle with Tiraan in their own environment. It’s a chance I rarely have at home.”
 

 
  “I dunno if
  
   this
  
  qualifies as the average Tiraan environment,” Rafe mused. “Still and all, we’re damn glad to have you!”
 

 
  “I’m impressed,” Toby added with a smile. “For someone who’s not even a diplomat by focus, your Tanglish is amazingly fluent. You barely have an accent!”
 

 
  “Not to mention a better vocabulary than some of our classmates,” Juniper added.
 

 
  “I appreciate that very much,” Vengnat said, bowing to each of them. “The language is rather counter-intuitive for me; it’s gratifying that my efforts have paid off. And I am, of course, honored to serve my House in the capacity in which I was trained, but I aspire to a more varied life than a simple soldier’s.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m glad some good came of all this,” Gabriel added, smiling at her. “Always good to make new friends! Maybe we could show you around while you’re here.”
 

 
  She turned a much more direct look on him, and took one step closer. “I’m very glad you suggested that, Gabriel. Nothing would please me more.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” Rafe snorted. “Be sure to get a good look at the saloon, and the Rail platform, and the scrolltower before you leave the town. Whoop, there we go! Tour over.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt heaved a sigh.
  
   “Admestus.”
  
 

 
  “What? It’s a nice little town, but let’s face it. Everything interesting’s up on the campus.”
 

 
  “I would not dream of disturbing Professor Tellwyrn’s school,” Vengnat said smoothly, her eyes still on Gabriel’s. “And you may find Last Rock provincial, but to me, everything is new and endlessly fascinating. For instance, I have at some personal expense secured a private room in that establishment just yonder—considering the number of my colleagues present, it required calling in a few favors, but it was a worthwhile investment. Everything is made of
  
   wood.
  
  I can’t tell you how much that fascinates me, we so rarely see it in Tar’naris.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Gabriel said, grinning. “It’s funny, how you don’t think of things like that until confronted with them. The simplest stuff is radically different in other places.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Vengnat said with a smile which was downright warm. “Wood furniture, cotton fabrics. The bed alone is a work of art, to my eyes. Why don’t you let me show it to you? At length,” she added, her voice dropping to a subtly huskier register, “and in detail. I have the whole evening free.”
 

 
  Gabriel gaped at her; his chicken leg fell from suddenly limp fingers. Juniper grinned, seemingly on the verge of bursting into laughter, while Rafe and Yornhaldt exchanged a long look. Toby sighed softly through his nose, though his expression was amused. Vengnat kept her crimson eyes fixed on Gabriel’s, one graceful white eyebrow slightly arched in invitation.
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said carefully after a long pause. “I, uh, am…let’s just say, not the most
  
   perceptive
  
  person. You know, socially. Forgive me if I misunderstand, but…”
 

 
  “All is forgiven,” Vengnat said smoothly, smiling up at him again. “Forgive
  
   me,
  
  but concessions to local culture aside, there are certain things I’m simply not accustomed to saying any more…explicitly.”
 

 
  “Ah. Yes. Well, then. I would be honored to…show you around. Not to mention
  
   delighted,
  
  of course.” He bowed politely to her, then turned to the others. “Well! Sorry to abandon you, guys, but I can hardly neglect a guest in our lands. If you’ll excuse me…”
 

 
  “No extra credit for stuff that just falls into your lap,” Professor Rafe said severely, then extended his arm, hand clenched. “I am, however, obligated to offer you a manly fist bump.”
 

 
  “That was real classy, Professor,” Toby said a few moments later, as they all watched Gabriel and the drow stroll toward the tavern, arm in arm. “Maybe I’m being paranoid, but that was kinda…sudden. Is there maybe another agenda at play, here?”
 

 
  “Pff, nothing paranoid about it,” Rafe said glibly. “Drow culture being what it is, her ulterior motive’s pretty obvious. So long as Gabe has the sense to swallow the contraceptive I just slipped him, nothing’ll come of it. Really, though,” he added with a sudden frown. “This is verging on ridiculous.
  
   How
  
  does that kid keep stumbling ass-backward into the most exquisite piece of ass on display wherever he happens to be?”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   thank
  
  you, Professor!” Juniper beamed.
 

 
  “I’m serious! The chase is meant to be just that—you’ve gotta have a challenge to appreciate the conquest properly! He’s gonna come away with some pretty messed up ideas about women if this keeps up, ‘specially with Trissiny not here to kick his butt for him.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt grunted into his beer. “Hmph. Hard to
  
   imagine
  
  where he’s learning it from, Admestus.”
 

 
  “I kinda do wish Trissiny was here,” Juniper said with a sudden frown.
 

 
  Toby sighed. “Yeah. Not that I think she cares how Gabe spends his time, but with this Sleeper thing going on…”
 

 
  “That’s more what I mean, Triss is the one who knows about military strategy. I bet she’d understand what
  
   that
  
  means immediately.”
 

 
  “What?” He straightened up, following her pointing finger.
 

 
  “All the Narisian guards just suddenly moved while we were talking,” said Juniper. “See, three are covering Shaeine’s sister, over there, and the rest went up the street. Isn’t the Matriarch up at the town hall, with Teal and the mayor?”
 

 
  Yornhaldt frowned deeply, turning to set his half-empty pint on a nearby table. “Well spotted, Juniper. Adventuring rule of thumb, students: if anything is happening, the elves will hear it first. I suggest we keep alert and prepare ourselves. Something…interesting…may be coming.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Y’know, you don’t have to settle all this right now,” Iris suggested gently. “Today, even. I’m not trying to rush you, Maureen, don’t worry. But maybe come back at this when you’re not so upset?”
 

 
  “I…actually don’t feel upset, really, anymore,” Maureen said, kicking her legs in the empty space between them and the ground, and gazing at the horizon. “I really appreciate ye stayin’ with me, Iris. You were right, it helps a lot to have somebody listen. Anyhow,” she added with a sigh, “I reckon I
  
   have
  
  decided. Lettin’ fear make me choices, leavin’ me friends behind in danger… That’d make me not just a bad gnome, but a bad person. I’m not goin’.”
 

 
  Iris nodded, and squeezed her shoulder. “Okay. I’m glad to hear it.”
 

 
  “…d’ye mind if I stick around ‘ere for a while, though?”
 

 
  “Of course not. Whatever you need.”
 

 
  “I don’t really feel up to much company,” Maureen said, giving her a quick little smile, then jerked her head at the platform and square across the Rail some yards behind them. “But it sounds like they’ve got a full-on picnic goin’, up there. If you wanna go, I won’t be upset. You’ve helped me a lot just by stickin’ around this long.”
 

 
  “Oh, well.” Iris shrugged, kicking her own legs—which, being much longer, resulted in her shoes scraping through the dirt. “I’m…not much for parties, generally. I pretty much get my fill of crowds in class and in the cafeteria.”
 

 
  “Aye, I get that.” A sly glint appeared in the gnome’s eye, and she winked. “But you
  
   know…
  
  Gabriel might be there. I bet
  
   he’s
  
  the sort who loves gatherings.”
 

 
  Iris heaved a deep sigh. “Ugh. I’m starting to think I should just forget the whole thing, stay away from him. If I can’t muster the guts to just…” She shrugged helplessly. “I don’t even know what.”
 

 
  “Well, it can’t hurt ta hang around with ‘im a bit more! These things ‘ave a way of comin’ up on their own, if ye give ’em an opportunity.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, what would I do? Just walk up and proposition him?” Iris snorted. “He’d never go for that. Probably think I was some kind of a…a hussy.”
 

 
  Maureen tilted her head, giving the human a long, thoughtful look. “…y’don’t actually know all that much about boys, do ye?”
 

 
  “Oh, what would you—”
 

 
  Turning toward her, Iris broke off abruptly, going rigid and grabbing Maureen by the shoulder.
 

 
  “What? What’s the…” The gnome turned to follow her gaze, and gasped, scrambling up onto the bench.
 

 
  “Easy!” Iris hissed. “Be calm, don’t do anything sudden.”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  that?!”
 

 
  The creature was proportioned like a monkey and the size of a large goat, with a wedge-shaped head and jagged spines running down its back. Its eyes were sunken pits, the sides of its lips seeming to form its teeth—in fact, the thing looked like its whole hide was made of bone, rigid and the color of old ivory. It had an ugly, wasp-like stinger protruding from its bony rump, and enormous claws on each fingertip. As they watched, it snuffled around the base of the footbridge nearby, butting its head against the ground as if trying to bury itself.
 

 
  “That’s a rozzk’shnid,” Iris said very quietly.
 

 
  “Th’feck…” Maureen gulped audibly. “Seein’ as that’s a word made o’ sneezes an’ phonetic insanity, I assume it’s a demon?”
 

 
  “Yes. Don’t worry—they’re stone deaf, and practically blind in sunlight. I don’t know what kind of idiot warlock would summon such a thing onto the prairie in the afternoon, but it’s easily dealt with.” Moving slowly and carefully, she stood and took a step to the side, positioning herself with a clear line of sight at the demon.
 

 
  “Wait!” Maureen hopped off the bench after her, rushing over to grasp Iris’s leg. “Wait. Yer a witch—didja sense anything bein’ summoned?”
 

 
  Iris had raised her hands, preparing to cast something, and now lowered them slightly, frowning. “No. Not a thing.”
 

 
  “Aye. An’ I don’t ‘ear an outcry, from any o’ the students or drow priestesses right up there on the platform, so it was summoned subtle-like. That’s a
  
   good
  
  warlock, not one who’d pluck the wrong demon fer the wrong job.”
 

 
  “The Sleeper,” Iris growled.
 

 
  “Likely, aye,” Maureen said, still watching the rozzk’shnid, which seemed more interested in finding a patch of shade for its eyes than anything going on around it. “The Sleeper lays traps. He
  
   knows
  
  us. We can’t afford t’do the obvious thing—which’d be to attack that critter. It’s a trick somehow, I know it.”
 

 
  “Well, what do you suggest?” Iris hissed.
 

 
  Maureen swallowed. “Back away fer now.”
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  run from demons!”
 

 
  “There’s a difference between runnin’ away and retreat! Take it from somebody who was about t’do the bad one a wee bit ago. One’s an act o’ cowardice; the other’s a strategy. Look, we’re a gnome an’ a witch; we’re safer’n anybody out on the prairie. Heck, if we get to the Golden Sea, we’re home free. Somethin’ tells me the town’s about to get
  
   real
  
  interesting.”
 

 
  “We can’t just
  
   go,”
  
  Iris insisted. “We have to warn everyone, at the very least!”
 

 
  “Iris, that square’s full o’
  
   drow,”
  
  Maureen said with a grim little smile. “I know the range of elvish hearing, trust me. Lemme just reiterate fer clarity that there’s a feckin’
  
   demon
  
  sniffin’ around the square, an’ likely others, almost certainly summoned by an arsehole warlock who loves ‘is schemes an’ everybody needs ta deal with this as careful an’ quiet as they can. Nobody go off alone, or lash out rashly. There, everybody’s warned.”
 

 
  Iris’s fingers actually twitched, as if desperate to begin hurling magic. “Maureen…”
 

 
  “This is personal for you, isn’t it?” Maureen whispered. “Not just the Sleeper, but…demons. Warlocks.”
 

 
  The human bared her teeth. “They live only to destroy. It should be personal for
  
   everyone.
  
  You need to listen to Trissiny on this subject, when she comes back.”
 

 
  “Well, talkin’ o’ Trissiny, she’s a strategist. She’d never endorse lungin’ into a trap or doin’ the reckless thing. We’re not gonna let him win, Iris, an’ that means not doin’ what he wants. Come on. Step back, an’ we’ll come at this from another angle. One ‘e
  
   won’t
  
  expect.”
 

 
  Iris hissed in pure frustration, but allowed the gnome to tug her gently away from the shelter and deeper into the tallgrass, leaving behind the demon at the edge of a crowded square, on which the drow were already quietly surging into motion.
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  “You verified the presence of this demon?” Ashaele asked in apparent calm.
 

 
  “We heard it, in addition to the gnome’s warning,” the House guard replied. “We have not come close enough to see. The creature is at a crippling disadvantage in the sunlight, but for that very reason will surely become aggressive if approached. It is probably trying to hide.”
 

 
  “Where is my other daughter?”
 

 
  “Nahil has remained at the picnic, and is giving no sign that there is trouble. She deemed it best not to incite a panic among the Imperials.”
 

 
  The Matriarch nodded once, then turned her gaze on the Mayor. “Mr. Cleese?”
 

 
  “Right approach,” the balding man said seriously, nodding in reply. “Demons on the loose are enough to scare anybody, but I’m confident in my people. Us prairie folk make do, and don’t spook easy. Sam, gather up a posse, quick an’ quiet as you can. Get enough wands to blow that thing back to hell before it sees anybody comin’. Bout how tough are these critters, ma’am?” he asked Ashaele respectfully. For all the initial wariness he’d shown at all the drow in his town, Cleese had grown downright diffident toward the Matriarch over the course of their conversations.
 

 
  “They are naturally armored,” she said, “but not magically defended. A few wandshots should suffice to put it down. I will send two guards with you, Sheriff; we are familiar with rozzk’shnid. They are much better adapted to caves than prairies, and a favorite tool of the Scyllithenes. I cannot help but think this was at least partially targeted at us. Are the two students safe? Wait a moment, please, Sheriff.”
 

 
  Sanders had tugged the brim of his hat and turned to go, but halted at her request.
 

 
  “They were retreating when we left,” the House guard reported. “The gnome expressed the opinion that the apparently random presence of such a minor demon meant a trap.”
 

 
  “She’s right,” Teal said tersely. “Iris and Maureen could handle a rozzk’shnid themselves, but the Sleeper’s another matter. We
  
   know
  
  he likes to fake people out to get at what he really wants.”
 

 
  “That’s a good point,” said Cleese, frowning heavily. “Our boys can shoot
  
   one
  
  demon wanderin’ around the outskirts, but if the summoner who called it is still nearby, lookin’ for trouble…”
 

 
  “I am inclined to agree with Maureen’s assessment,” Ashaele said gravely. “A demon of that type is very nearly the worst possible choice to attack on the surface, in daylight. It is
  
   too
  
  easy to be believable. For now…” She turned back to her House guard. “Have the creature monitored. Sheriff, I suggest you continue to gather volunteers with wands, and stand ready. I doubt, however, that this is the real attack.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Sanders agreed. “We’ll let it alone ‘less it wanders too close to people. I can’t help thinkin’ the obvious reason for this is to draw our defenses to one spot…”
 

 
  “Which suggests the real attack will come elsewhere,” Ashaele finished, nodding. “Well spotted.”
 

 
  “Miss, what’s this Sleeper
  
   want?”
  
  the Mayor asked Teal.
 

 
  “As far as we can tell,” she said with barely suppressed anger, “just to cause trouble. We don’t know
  
   who
  
  the Sleeper is yet and obviously haven’t interrogated them, but their pattern so far just suggests they want to hurt people and see what they can get away with.”
 

 
  “Worst kinda person,” Sanders grunted. “Only a couple of those kids I’ve met I’d even
  
   think
  
  could do such a thing…”
 

 
  “We have our share of troublemakers, just like any group,” she said, “but I wouldn’t have thought
  
   any
  
  of my classmates capable of this pointless malice. I guess you learn who somebody really is when they get power.”
 

 
  “A very apt observation,” Ashaele said, placing a hand on Teal’s shoulder.
 

 
  All the drow present suddenly whirled to face the town, leaving Sanders, the Mayor, and Teal watching in confusion from the steps of the church. The Themynrite priestess attending the Matriarch threw up a bubble of silver light over the group.
 

 
  “Uh, what?” the Sheriff managed, before the rest of them heard the loud hiss.
 

 
  A sinuous black shape arced over the roof of the general store, twisting this way and that in midair and intermittently hissing. It paused, turning its eel-like head to face them, and then seemed to find the sight of the divine shield enraging. The katzil dived right at them, opening its jaws to emit a blast of green fire, which splashed harmlessly over the shield. It diverted at the last second to avoid plowing right into the sphere of light, twisting away and shooting skyward with a hiss of impotent fury.
 

 
  The moment the priestess let the shield down, Sanders took aim with his wand, unleashing two bolts of lightning after the demon.
 

 
  “Save your weapon’s charge, Sheriff,” Ashaele advised, her eyes tracking the katzil as it spiraled over the rooftops. “Electricity won’t harm something that’s not grounded, and those creatures are not bothered by heat. We need to either bring it down or apply stronger magic.”
 

 
  “I can get it,” Teal said grimly, taking a step to the side.
 

 
  Ashaele stepped with her, keeping the hand on her shoulder. “Wait, daughter—this is the same thing again. One katzil is not much of a threat, but it can serve to divide our forces.”
 

 
  They all froze as a single black line sprang into being, connecting the flying katzil with a point on the street in front of them. The distant demon let out a screech of dismay, and then was suddenly dragged downward, like a fish being reeled in. The line, upon closer inspection, was actually an inky black chain limned by a thin haze of sickly purple. It existed barely long enough to study, however, as it took only a couple of seconds for the katzil to be hauled all the way down, where it hit the cobbles hard enough to momentarily stun it.
 

 
  That moment was enough. A glowing spell circle appeared, actually hovering off the ground where its lines wouldn’t be muddled by the irregular shape of the stones. It pulsed once, then faded, and with it, the kazil demon vanished, letting out one last, weak hiss before vanishing into thin air.
 

 
  Right in the middle of the group, the figure in the gray hooded robe who had shadow-jumped into their midst turned slowly, seeming not terribly perturbed by the four sabers held at her neck, or the Sheriff’s wand pointing at her from barely a yard away.
 

 
  “Oh, stop, I’m blushing,” she said in a distinct Punaji accent. “Really, no thanks are necessary. I’m just glad to help.”
 

 
  “Lady,” Sanders said grimly, “you are under arrest.”
 

 
  “If you like,” the warlock replied with a shrug. “But perhaps that can wait until we
  
   finish
  
  cleaning up the demons being summoned into this town? Because I assure you,
  
   that
  
  was but the tip of the iceberg.”
 

 
  “You don’t seriously expect us to believe you just intend to
  
   help?”
  
  Mayor Cleese snapped.
 

 
  “In point of fact,” said the warlock, “this is what we do. Some fool is summoning demons into a populated area; cleaning up nonsense of this kind is exactly the Black Wreath’s mandate. Usually I would not show myself so brazenly, but in this case we are also instructed to be of assistance to Lady Vadrieny and her counterpart.”
 

 
  She turned and bowed in Teal’s direction. Even with her expression hidden by the gray hood, the gesture managed to seem mocking.
 

 
  “Fine,” Teal said icily. “Here are your orders: you will submit to arrest and give the Sheriff no trouble,
  
   and
  
  tell us where the rest of your kind are.”
 

 
  “Ah, excuse me,” the warlock said, amusement clear in her tone. “I was instructed to
  
   assist
  
  you, not
  
   obey.
  
  The distinction was emphasized.”
 

 
  “I remember very well the last time I let the Wreath
  
   help,”
  
  Teal snapped. “Veilgrad burned because of your nonsense. That will
  
   not
  
  happen to Last Rock!”
 

 
  “I don’t know anything about that,” she replied with a shrug, “but I doubt anybody higher up on the chain wants to antagonize Professor Tellwyrn that way. Look: you have demons being called up around the town. Rozzk’shnids on the periphery, where they’re too blind and confused to do much more than scare people, but other summoning nexi are forming at intersections. The plan is pretty obviously to forment maximum chaos and confusion rather than cause bloodshed, considering the relatively minor demons being summoned, but there
  
   will
  
  be bloodshed, not to mention considerable destruction of property, if this carries on. More to the point, what’s being used is an
  
   automated
  
  summoning grid.”
 

 
  “I did not realize one could automate demon summoning,” Ashaele said quietly.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  can’t, it’s fiendishly hard. For someone with no apparent plans beyond aimless trouble-making, this Sleeper is serious business. Specifically, the automated summoning means all this is a
  
   distraction,
  
  and the actual summoner’s focus is elsewhere. Regardless, we can intercept each summons
  
   before
  
  it fully forms, and with enough direct access to these nexi, take down the whole grid.
  
   Or,”
  
  she added with an exaggerated shrug, “if you are absolutely committed to running around in a blind panic while confused demons tear the town apart, by all means, bend your energies to arresting the Wreath. Alternatively, you can let us help. Your call.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Waking up was the most peaceful she had felt in the longest time. The sun was warm on her cheeks—gently warm, not burning. She had never felt grass so luxuriously soft as what cushioned her; even her admittedly idealized memories of playing in the hills back home in Viridill paled in comparison. For a moment, Milanda simply basked, indulging in a languid stretch even as her consciousness slowly reassembled itself from pieces of whatever dream she’d been having…
 

 
  It didn’t last long.
 

 
  With memory came awareness, and she bolted upright, emitting a strangled noise that had attempted to be a gasp and a curse all at once.
 

 
  “Ah, what fortuitous timing,” Akane the kitsune intoned, gliding toward her across the meadow. “I was just about to wake you.”
 

 
  Milanda was on her feet now and didn’t remember getting there, but at least she felt fully awake again. “How long was I asleep?! I told them to wake me up before anything happened!”
 

 
  “Several hours, and they tried,” Akane said with an aloof little smile, coming to a halt close to her. She tilted her head briefly to the side, indicating a direction; looking that way, Milanda found all three dryads sitting on the ground, their focus intently on a metallic structure rising from the grass which she was
  
   certain
  
  had not been there before.
 

 
  All of them were wearing kimonos.
 

 
  “I judged you needed the rest rather desperately, after hearing the account of your last several days,” Akane continued blithely. “There was some protest, of course. You have managed to accrue some significant loyalty among those girls—quite impressive, considering what dryads usually think of mortals. And in only a few days! I think they will all be quite distraught when you perish. Kindly refrain in the future from playing with imbecilic beam weapons; I have plans for their education over the next several years, which will proceed much more smoothly if they are not grieving a friend.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you for your concern,” Milanda retorted, too irate to bother restraining the bite in her tone, never mind what this creature could do to her if she so took a notion. “What are they doing? We need to discuss what you and the Avatar decided, and what to do about restoring the Hands of the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Oh, you needn’t worry about that any longer,” Akane replied with a masterful smile which clearly expressed condescension without being overt enough to be called out upon. “That
  
   is
  
  what they are doing. We have begun; the process should only take a few hours. The Avatar has admirably complete records of the original procedure, so I shall have much less trouble reproducing the system than its original architects did in creating it.”
 

 
  For a moment, Milanda could only gape at her. When she finally managed to speak, her voice was a good bit more shrill than she liked. “You
  
   what?
  
  You weren’t supposed to—we needed to
  
   discuss—
  
  What do you think you’re—”
 

 
  “After speaking at some length with Avatar 01,” the kitsune continued calmly, “I have decided to restore the system as it was originally constructed. I had thought to make only a slight modification to enable further alteration in the future, but upon analyzing the specs, it appears it was
  
   designed
  
  to accommodate such efforts in the first place. He did not say so explicitly, but I have inferred that further dealings with Empress Theasia somewhat soured the Avatar’s trust in her, and he failed to mention to her or her successor that the Hands can be further augmented. Regardless, as you expressed interest in doing so, this seemed best to me. It is a show of good faith on my part to grant what you asked without demanding concession in return. But my aid will be required for any
  
   future
  
  changes, and at that time, we can discuss…” Her tail waved once, to the left and then the right. “…specifics.”
 

 
  “Your idea of a show of
  
   good faith
  
  is to shut me out and unilaterally make decisions that affect the fate of the Empire?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Akane said with a serene little smile. “I suggest you accustom yourself to it, as it seems we will be working together in the future. I quite like you, Darnassy-san. You have admirable manners for a Tiraan, when you are not discomfited, and the spine you display even when frazzled is also to be commended. For now, though, I have awakened you during this brief reprieve which did not require my direct supervision, but I must return to guide the process very shortly. I wished to inform you that this procedure will temporarily take the current Hands of the Emperor offline—excepting yourself, of course, as you are not tied to the system. Ordinarily this process would be traumatic for them, possibly to a lethal degree, but I will correct that. This is what requires my immediate oversight, in fact. However, it will render them powerless and likely comatose for the duration. You should perhaps notify your government what to expect.”
 

 
  Milanda held her placid gaze for two beats of silence.
 

 
  “This conversation,” she finally said, “is
  
   not
  
  over.”
 

 
  “Oh, how lovely,” Akane replied pleasantly. “Something to look forward to.”
 

 
  Milanda turned her back on her and bolted along the equator.
 

 
  It probably wasn’t all the way on the other side of the planet, though it was hard to gauge distance on this disorienting little ball, but the gateway was a good sprint away from her starting point. The kitsune and dryads were well over the horizon by the time she came to it.
 

 
  “Avatar!” she called, skidding to a stop in the grass next to it.
 

 
  The panel next to the floating door lit up with a simple message.
 

 
  PROCESSORS FULLY OCCUPIED
 

 
  PLEASE STAND BY
 

 
  “Naturally,” she growled, and without further ado hopped into the door, and right into the arms of her next unpleasant surprise.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are!” Walker exclaimed.
 

 
  “What are you doing out here?”
 

 
  “Never mind that,” the fairy snapped, and Milanda only belatedly realized how frazzled and worried she looked. “You’ve been in there most of the day! There’s important news from up top: the Emperor’s lost his safe house and is being moved.”
 

 
  
   “What? When?!”
  
 

 
  “Not long ago, fortunately; I’ve been waiting out here to intercept you. Vex contacted me by earpiece as soon as it happened.”
 

 
  “Vex—wait, why does
  
   he
  
  have an earpiece?”
 

 
  “He took it from one of your…agents. Obviously.”
 

 
  Milanda dragged a hand over her face. Of
  
   course.
  
  Of course Vex would want one once he’d seen them; of course those three idiots wouldn’t have hesitated to hand it over. Well…she wasn’t sure what damage this could do, after all. It didn’t run on arcane magic and Walker had said Tiraas would need a lot more development before the could begin to figure out the technology, but she didn’t doubt Intelligence’s ability to reverse-enchant it if they really tried. Which they would. She didn’t even have a specific reason to prevent them, aside from her general feeling that Infinite Order tech did not need to be floating around one bit more than necessary.
 

 
  “All right,” she said aloud, “the better question is why did he contact
  
   you?
  
  I mean, us, since he presumably expected me to answer the call.”
 

 
  “That’s a bit more interesting,” Walker said grimly. “The Emperor, it seems, is currently unprotected. He is being left in the open as
  
   bait
  
  for whatever antagonist started this—the Church, as we now know—”
 

 
  “HE WHAT? Whose
  
   bloody
  
  idea was that?!”
 

 
  “The Emperor’s, which is the problem,” Walker continued, unfazed by Milanda’s outburst. “Lord Vex, being apparently the most
  
   sensible
  
  person in that Palace now that you’re down here, made the mistake of asking the Empress to countermand the order, which she wouldn’t. And with her knowing he wanted that done, his hands are tied; other watchers are making sure the plan is being—”
 

 
  Suddenly, everything went dark. The faint but omnipresent hum of the machinery in the walls was silenced; even the glowing door behind Milanda flickered out of being, the lights on its adjacent control panel vanishing.
 

 
  Barely an instant later it all came up again, everything working just as before with no sign there had been a problem.
 

 
  Milanda and Walker stared at each other for a second longer, then in unison dashed up the hall toward the security hub.
 

 
  The door opened for them with no trouble; Walker threw herself into a wheeled chair, rolling across the room and colliding with the chair in front of her normal terminal, sending it crashing away; she was hunched over the panels, tapping furiously, before it had stopped moving.
 

 
  “Is it the attacker?” Milanda demanded tersely, looming over her shoulder. “I thought we blew up his equipment!”
 

 
  “I’m looking… No. No external access of any kind. That…that was a simple
  
   power fluctuation.”
  
 

 
  “Is that…good?”
 

 
  “It’s absurd!” Walker exclaimed. “The generator in this facility could power the
  
   sun
  
  for almost a tenth of a second!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  does that mean?”
 

 
  “The Infinite Order loved their overkill.
  
   Any
  
  of the power sources in their major facilities could shoot the planet out of orbit if attached to a big enough thruster. There is nothing anybody could
  
   possibly
  
  be doing that would draw enough energy to make the lights flicker! What the hell is Akane up to down there?”
 

 
  Milanda jerked upright. “…the Hands. She’s rebuilding the system. She said she’d have to take them offline in the process…”
 

 
  “Oh no.” Walker’s complexion was already like paper, but somehow she managed to turn a shade paler. “Oh
  
   no.
  
  Milanda, the Emperor’s entire plan was to place himself in danger so when anyone approached him, the Hands would react, and in their present state, destroy them! If they’re
  
   offline…”
  
 

 
  Milanda punched the terminal, which had no effect on it, but the pain in her hand was strangely refreshing. “I’m going to the teleport array. Put me in his location as soon as I get there; you can run it from here, right?”
 

 
  “Not with all
  
   this
  
  going on,” Walker snapped, fingers flying over the panels. “Raw power consumption aside, do you have any idea how much processing power it takes to convert matter to energy and then back?”
 

 
  
   “Of course I don’t!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Well, I wouldn’t put good odds on it working with all
  
   this
  
  going on. I didn’t realize how closely the Hands were tied up in the
  
   entire
  
  system down here! Localized power outages all
  
   over
  
  the place, she’s taking things offline to reboot them… I’m going to have to put together a scheduled map of the system effects
  
   and
  
  run a full teleporter diagnostic to make sure it’s not—”
 

 
  “I DO NOT HAVE TIME FOR THAT!” Milanda roared. “Just zap me out there!”
 

 
  “Milanda, I was a soul harvester during the age of adventuring mages,” Walker practically snarled, without looking up from her screen. “I’ve seen the aftermath of battlefields, massacres, natural disasters, fires, any
  
   possible
  
  way people could find to die.
  
   Very little
  
  was more horrific than teleportation accidents! So
  
   no,
  
  I am not going to put you in a fritzy teleporter until I am
  
   certain
  
  it’s working properly. Subject closed.”
 

 
  Milanda grabbed her shoulder, squeezing hard enough to injure someone of mere flesh and blood.
 

 
  “Walker,” she pleaded, “he’s alone, unprotected. I don’t
  
   care
  
  what happens to me. I need to go to him!”
 

 
  Walker reached up to squeeze her hand, but didn’t stop her work.
  
   “I
  
  care what happens to you, Milanda. And so does Sharidan. If you
  
   are
  
  his best remaining protector, all the more reason we can’t afford to take risks with your safety.”
 

 
  “Nggh…”
 

 
  “Anyway,” she continued, finally looking up, “he’s not alone or unprotected. When Vex called and then stopped answering, I sent our other resources to the Emperor before I went looking for you.”
 

 
  “What? Why wouldn’t Vex answer? Is the earpiece broken?”
 

 
  “He’s an Imperial functionary of the highest level, Milanda, he can hardly be seen walking around muttering to himself. I guarantee he’s still got the earpiece on his person, and will use it as soon as he has something to report. We can bring him up to speed then. In the meantime, no news is good news.”
 

 
  “…wait,” Milanda said, widening her eyes. “You said…
  
   What
  
  other resources?”
 

 
  Walker glanced at her again, and smiled wryly. “The only other ones we have.”
 

 
  “…oh,
  
   no.
  
  Work faster, dammit!”
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  As afternoon faded into early evening, the overall light in Tiraas did not diminish, even in this relatively dingy district, though it changed in character with the transition from gloomy, cloud-obscured sunlight to the sharp golden glow of the fairy lamps lining the streets. Given the typical weather in the region, nightfall often had the ironic effect of enlivening the colors of everything the light touched. At any rate, the approach of dusk did little to diminish the activity in the street. This particular district was a fairly quiet one most of the time, not rich by any means, but with several temples and regular patrols by the military police; it was a safe enough place to stand outside, observing passersby.
 

 
  That was fortunate for the man currently calling himself Danny, as he lounged against a corner, simply watching the people as they went about their business. City folk were not terribly ebullient with strangers as a rule, but he received and returned a few polite greetings, nonetheless. One pair of patrolling soldiers slowed slightly as they passed him, but a smile and cordial greeting, coupled with his calm demeanor, apparently assuaged their concerns. People did much stranger things than stand around doing nothing in the city, and those up to no good either avoided troops or were with the Thieves’ Guild, which in either case was encouragement not to bother him.
 

 
  When not greeting someone, though, he tended to let his expression lapse into a near-frown, more pensive than unhappy. He was normally quite adept at concealing his thoughts; here, he was nobody worth looking at twice, and being able to let his guard down just a little was a luxury.
 

 
  Three young men approached, immediately standing out. They were moving faster than the average passerby, they had come out of an alley across the street rather than down the main avenue, and they went right toward him with obvious intent. All three drew up on the sidewalk next to him, looking nervous and generally shifty, and he suppressed a sigh.
  
   This
  
  would draw far more attention than anything he’d been doing.
 

 
  “Your, uh,” the red-haired one stammered, “I mean mister—I mean, um…”
 

 
  “My friends call me Danny,” he said mildly. “For the time being, that is. Are we friends?”
 

 
  “We would never presume,” said the only one with an obviously military bearing, his tone as stiff as his spine. “It would be
  
   entirely
  
  inappropriate—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  we most certainly are friends of yours,” interrupted the third, the only ethnic Tiraan in the group and with an impressive enough habitual slouch to make up for his companion’s posture. “Have been for a good long time. Look, uh, Danny, you don’t know us, so I get that you’ve got no reason to trust us here, but—”
 

 
  “If I am not mistaken,” he said with a smile, “Privates Finchley, Rook, and Moriarty, yes?”
 

 
  They all gaped at him.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  us?” Finchley croaked at last. “I mean—you—but that’s—”
 

 
  “You lads have had a rather interesting couple of years, so I understand,” Danny said lightly. “You might be surprised how many people are aware of you. Just as
  
   I
  
  am surprised to find you, of all places,
  
   here.
  
  I’m sure this is quite a story.”
 

 
  “We’re here to escort you to safety, y-your…” Moriarty swallowed hard. “…Danny.”
 

 
  “It is quite a story, but he’s right,” Rook added. “This probably isn’t the best time. We’re working with Ms. Darnassy, whom I trust you also know?”
 

 
  At that, Danny straightened up. “That’s…very interesting. Last I heard, she was fully occupied with matters that
  
   didn’t
  
  include my immediate safety. How
  
   you
  
  three factor into it is quite the puzzle.”
 

 
  “The short version is, by accident,” Finchley said hurriedly, glancing around in a way that would be sure to draw the attention of any patrolling soldiers, had any been nearby. “The, uh…the…men…who are a little…”
 

 
  “I have some friends who are presently under the weather, yes,” Danny said mildly. “Milanda was working on that. Please, continue.”
 

 
  “Uh, right. Well, one was at the college where we were…um, attending, and he caused…some trouble.”
 

 
  “Yadda yadda, some stuff happened,” Rook continued airily, “our mutual friend Quentin found us and pointed us at the lovely and talented Ms. Darnassy, and when he heard you lost the couch you were crashing on, we got tapped to lead you to a new one. So, speaking of that, shall we? This is all very, y’know…terrifyingly exposed.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Danny considered them thoughtfully for a long moment, not minding their obvious signs of anxiety. A trap? That, he decided, was very unlikely. They knew who he was, and the core of all their recent problems was that they had more personal loyalty to him than sense or talent; that made them the worst possible choice of agents to mean him harm. Plus, this would be just like Vex. The spymaster had not been happy in the least with his plan, and this way he could put a token watch around him and be able to argue later that as incompetent as these three were, they didn’t count as real guards. In fact, it was sort of perfect. “Very well, I appreciate you going out of your way, gentlemen.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   no
  
  trouble, sir,” Finchley said fervently. “So, uh, this way, if you please.”
 

 
  “Now, now, wait up,” Danny said smoothly as they all three took a step up the street. He paused to straighten the lapels of his suit. “It’s such a fine evening, isn’t it? There’s no hurry. I so rarely get to stroll the streets; no need to set such a pace.”
 

 
  He actually passed them, at a leisurely amble, while they gaped at him as if wondering if he were insane and not daring to say so. He recognized that specific expression; it was directed at him with fair frequency.
 

 
  “Um,” Rook said finally, “with
  
   all
  
  due respect…there kind of
  
   is
  
  a hurry. Because you’re…pretty
  
   vulnerable
  
  here, y’know, and if something happens to you, it’s not just
  
   you
  
  who’s gonna suffer for it.
  
   Danny.”
  
 

 
  “Relax,” Danny said, turning to grin at him. “I know what I’m doing. Coming?”
 

 
  There was another pause while they hastened to catch up and fell into an obvious formation behind him, looking nervous. He repressed another sigh; attracting certain kinds of attention was, after all, part of the plan, but
  
   this
  
  was going to get random soldiers or Silver Legionnaires involved. Did the Legions even patrol this district?
 

 
  “As I understand it,” Finchley said, clearly choosing his words with extreme care, “the plan involves…our friends who are unwell. Yes? Maybe they aren’t the
  
   most
  
  reliable of…friends…right now? Kind of by definition?”
 

 
  “I’m not expecting much from them except trouble, truth be told,” Danny agreed. “If they end up showing up tonight, the trick will be making sure it’s trouble for the right people, but I’m reasonably confident I can arrange that. No, gentlemen, I’m counting on
  
   other
  
  parties to become involved in this.”
 

 
  Even with all three of them behind and thus out of his line of sight, he could practically hear them exchanging dubious looks.
 

 
  “Who?” Moriarty finally asked.
 

 
  “Let me pose you a hypothetical question,” said Danny. “Suppose you were trying to outmaneuver someone who is adept at manipulating events from a safe distance, someone who works with exacting precision and never takes a risk unless he’s certain he has control over the whole environment. Suppose that a major part of your long-term plan in this regard involves gaining the allegiance of his opposites: individuals who thrive on adapting on the fly to chaotic situations, and who have been stubbornly refusing to take a side. In that situation, what would you do?”
 

 
  “I suppose,” Rook said slowly, but without pausing, “in that purely hypothetical scenario, I would create some goddamn chaos.”
 

 
  “Watch your
  
   language!”
  
  Moriarty barked.
 

 
  “It’s fine,” Danny said with a grin. “And quite so, Mr. Rook. That is, indeed, the plan.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Rook continued sourly, “you’re gambling that you can control the chaos when it breaks out.”
 

 
  “Unlike the antagonist I referred to, I don’t bother to wait until everything is certain before acting. Adaptation is crucial. That
  
   doesn’t
  
  mean I don’t hedge my bets, however. It’s a critical mistake to gamble without an ace or three up one’s sleeve, gentlemen.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,”
  
  
  Finchley muttered.
  
   “Please
  
  tell me he doesn’t mean us.”
 

 
  Danny laughed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Now, who the hell is
  
   that?”
  
  Sweet muttered, leaning over the rooftop’s edge to frown at the four men proceeding up the street below. “Those three resemble some individuals I know by description, but there’s no
  
   possible
  
  way it’s them.”
 

 
  “Actually, we know them,” said Flora.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fauna agreed, “they were with Professor Tellwyrn and her students in Lor’naris last year.”
 

 
  “They wore Army uniforms then, but she treated ’em like bellboys.”
 

 
  “Which, to be fair, could just be Tellwyrn being Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “If I were a lesser man,” he complained, “I would need to sit down. What the
  
   fuck
  
  is going on here? With everything I learn, this makes less and less sense. C’mon.”
 

 
  He stepped back from the ledge and strode up the fortunately gently angled slate roof beside them, swiftly cresting it and proceeding with more care down the other side. At the base of that, they had to vault across a narrow alley to the flat roof opposite in order to keep pace with their quarry.
 

 
  “According to what they said to him,” Flora reported, “Vex and Darnassy sent them here.”
 

 
  “Darnassy,” Sweet muttered. “That one keeps popping up lately—and suddenly. She’s been an Imperial mistress for a few years now and never made a peep about wanting to do more than warm Sharidan’s bed until this week. I don’t like unknown quantities butting into my already messy job…”
 

 
  “Is this a job, though?” Fauna asked. “Do we really need to
  
   keep
  
  doing this? Maybe the best thing is to back off and let the Imps deal with their own crap.”
 

 
  “You have a point,” he said, “and yet, you aren’t right. Think back: you said you overheard about the Hands being able to teleport by lurking above an open window, yes?” He paused to look at them, waiting to get nods of acknowledgment before proceeding. “Doesn’t it strike you as
  
   odd
  
  that seasoned Intelligence operatives on a mission of no less importance than keeping watch over the Emperor himself would chatter about sensitive mission details right next to an open window? They do know we like to use the rooftops. Did you take any special steps to make sure you weren’t seen?”
 

 
  “No,” Flora said, frowning in thought. “You’re saying they leaked it to us on purpose?”
 

 
  “But why?” Fauna asked. “That would just set the Guild against Intelligence. Which it did.”
 

 
  “Not exactly,” he said. “Everything that happened after that might as well have been scripted. Based on the roles we play, I pretty much
  
   had
  
  to go down to Vex’s house and make a show of being able to kick his ass—a ranking Guild priest who’s been given the runaround by Intelligence has little other option. He knows this. Not only did he play along, with an aggression I’ve never seen from him before, he actually threatened me to the point I had to hurt one of his people to avoid breaking character.”
 

 
  “You’re saying he
  
   forced
  
  you to act that way?”
 

 
  “You know better than that, Flora,” he reproached. “Force is the least effective of all kinds of coercion, and Vex knows that as well as any Eserite loremaster. No, he told…a story. Laid out a neat narrative that I had to follow
  
   unless
  
  I wanted to break character, and doubled down on it to make sure I followed along. I had the option not to comply, but would pay for it by signaling that my allegiance is elsewhere than with the Guild—which is not true, and considering where
  
   else
  
  I’ve got strings tied, would have created complications for me
  
   and
  
  the Guild’s business. It was neatly done, actually. The point is, it’s unusual for him to be even that pushy. The only reason he would even
  
   try
  
  to back me into a corner like that is if something
  
   big
  
  were on the table, either something he hoped to gain for the Empire, or an unexpected threat he had to move against.”
 

 
  “Like the Hands?”
 

 
  “That’s the thing,” Sweet mused. “Any other time, I’d think he was just trying to make me take a side and declare allegiance. But he’s never shown interest in pressing that issue before, and this is the worst
  
   possible
  
  time. The whole government should be in damage control mode as long as the Hands are off-kilter, and with
  
   Danny
  
  running around down there, the stakes are far too high for Vex to be playing games like that with
  
   me,
  
  of all people. None of this makes any goddamn sense, and that means we don’t know what’s really going on. And
  
   that
  
  means we need to learn, fast, given how involved we already are.”
 

 
  “That kinda goes back to the original question,” Flora pointed out. “Couldn’t we…disengage?”
 

 
  “Isolation is death,” he said severely. “There is no safety; a fortress is a trap. We’re already engaged, and whatever’s happening has already proved it’s going to seek us out. This strategy is already as conservative and hands-off as I’m willing to go; we urgently have to figure out
  
   what the hell is going on here.”
  
 

 
  All three paused at the hoarse cawing of a crow, turning to look in the direction of the noise. Darling nodded at Fauna, who nodded back, and then produced a few notes of a starling’s call. Flora paced along the edge of the roof, keeping an eye on the torturously slow progress of their targets, while the other two waited tensely.
 

 
  They didn’t have to wait long. A woman in a long coat hoisted herself over the opposite edge of the roof and strode toward them, scowling.
 

 
  “That bad, huh?” Sweet asked.
 

 
  “Dunno from
  
   bad,
  
  but it’s weird,” she said. “You were right, Sweet, they’ve all started moving. I’m late to report in because we’ve had to wait to make sure of what we were seeing. You
  
   sure
  
  that guy down there is important to the Imps? You made it sound like they’d wanna protect him.”
 

 
  “Spit it out, Duster,” he said tersely.
 

 
  “They’re bugging out,” she replied. “All across the neighborhood. And not in one direction; they’re fanning out like they’re fleeing a fire. Intelligence is abandoning the whole district.”
 

 
  Slowly, his expression crumpled into a thunderous scowl. “What the
  
   hell?”
  
 

 
  “You tell me,” she said, folding her arms.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure
  
  of—no, never mind, you already said so. Hn… Seen any signs of…special agents?”
 

 
  “Seen, no,” the enforcer said with a shrug. “Sure, Intelligence has assets we wouldn’t be able to spot, but by definition, how the hell would I know if
  
   they’re
  
  hovering around?”
 

 
  “You’re right, of course,” he agreed, clapping her on the shoulder. “Sorry, Duster, I wasn’t snapping at you. This whole thing is just balls-out crazy. Good work; have everybody pull
  
   carefully
  
  to this area. Not clustered all together, but I want us to be able to react in concert to
  
   anything
  
  that goes down in this vicinity.”
 

 
  “You got it,” she said, nodding, then turned and dashed away. Reaching the edge of the roof, she vaulted over, causing a metallic thump as she hit the fire escape below.
 

 
  “Vex,” Darling whispered, turning to stare down at the Emperor of Tiraas, walking the streets accompanied only by three of the worst soldiers in the Empire, “have you
  
   lost your mind?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gabriel was still shrugging into his coat as he entered the town hall, but just inside the door he stopped, staring at the standoff which had developed. “Uh…what’s this, now?”
 

 
  “Ah, welcome back,” said Toby. “You heard about the demons?”
 

 
  “Vestrel warned me before one of Vengnat’s friends got there, yeah. What’s
  
   this
  
  doing here?” he demanded, pointing at the gray-robed Black Wreath warlock.
 

 
  “That is the subject of some discussion, Mr. Arquin,” Matriarch Ashaele said.
 

 
  “They’ve offered to help,” Teal added. “Nobody’s happy about this, but we may not be able to afford to turn them down.”
 

 
  “They? Them?” Gabe exclaimed. “There’s
  
   more?”
  
 

 
  “Any time you see one Wreath, you can assume there are more,” Toby said grimly. “This didn’t get
  
   really
  
  awkward until she spilled the beans about
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “Let me just point out,
  
   again,”
  
  said Inspector Fedora with a long-suffering sigh, “that I am the only person here with legitimate government credentials.”
 

 
  “Hey,” the Sheriff protested.
 

 
  “And he’s hardly the first child of Vanislaas to
  
   get
  
  those,” the warlock said cheerfully. “This is supposed to be a secret, but one of his ilk was governor of Mathenon for over a month a few decades back. It’s
  
   never
  
  a smart idea to let them weasel into positions of power.”
 

 
  “Very much the same can be said about
  
   you,”
  
  Toby snapped. “Fedora, what are you even doing here? I thought you were up on the campus.”
 

 
  “I have made careful arrangements to know when and where demons are being summoned in the whole region around Last Rock, for obvious reasons,” the Inspector replied. “That’s here, and so here I am.”
 

 
  “Speakin’ of which, I’ve got demons in and around my town, apparently,” Mayor Cleese said tersely. “I don’t think we’ve got time for this, people. I recognize this is literally makin’ deals with devils, but if it keeps Last Rock from bein’ overrun with hellspawn, I’m prepared to take whatever help presents itself.”
 

 
  “I’ll leave this to wiser heads than mine to settle,” Sanders added. “But for the record, if the order that comes down is ‘shoot ’em both,’ I ain’t gonna complain.”
 

 
  “I am not excessively worried about lesser warlocks such as the Elilinists,” Ashaele said smoothly. “She is correct about the incubus, however.”
 

 
  “Now, I realize you don’t much care for me, friendly neighborhood paladins,” Fedora said with a grin, “but you both know my credentials
  
   are
  
  legitimate, and my superiors know who and what I am. Turning on a duly appointed agent of Imperial Intelligence will create trouble
  
   none
  
  of you want.”
 

 
  “And now he’s threatening us,” Teal said, scowling.
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
  Gabriel shouted, earning surprised silence. “The only person here making a lick of sense is the Mayor. We do
  
   not
  
  have time for this! Am I correct about those robes? Are there
  
   two
  
  priestesses of Themynra in this room?”
 

 
  “You are indeed,” one of the drow women he indicated replied with a thin smile.
 

 
  “Fine,” he said firmly. “I’m not much of a theologian, but
  
   some
  
  of us here should remember what we’ve learned from Shaeine. If the ladies will oblige us, a simple blessing by the goddess of, among other things,
  
   judgment,
  
  will reveal who is and is not trying to screw us over.”
 

 
  “It is not quite so simple,” the other Themynrite cleric said. “A simple blessing will not reveal agendas or plots. However, it will burn any who are aligned with evil against Themynra’s objectives, which appears to be the fundamental question here. I’m sure the goddess will not consider this a frivolous use of her power.”
 

 
  “Well spotted, Gabriel,” Ashaele said, smiling.
 

 
  “Themynra, huh,” Fedora mused. “You know, I’ve never actually had a divine blessing on me that wasn’t used as an attack. By all means, go for it. This oughtta be interesting.”
 

 
  “Whatever,” the warlock said irritably. “If that’s what it will take to get some action taken here, I’ve no objection.”
 

 
  “And
  
   aren’t
  
  they gracious,” Sanders muttered.
 

 
  Toby gently nudged Gabriel out of the doorway and toward one corner of the town hall, where Juniper was hovering with her sister Ash. “Nicely done,” he murmured. “Though for the record, you just insulted a room full of important people, including the Matriarch.”
 

 
  “I—wait, what? No, I didn’t!”
 

 
  “You kinda did, though,” Juniper observed. “I mean, if the mayor’s the only one making sense, it implies…”
 

 
  “Aw, fuck,” he muttered. “I mean, that is. Um. I’m sure Shaeine has mentioned to her mother that I tend to have my foot in my mouth. And any of the drow who were at the picnic can attest I’m a
  
   big
  
  fan of the lady.”
 

 
  At the other side of the noisy room, Ashaele shifted her head slightly to look at him and very deliberately smiled, before returning her attention to the front, where Fedora and the warlock were being limned with silver light by the two priestesses. In keeping with their previous attitudes, the incubus seemed fascinated by the whole procedure, while the warlock had her arms folded and extended one leg so her foot peeked out from beneath the hem of their robes, just to make sure everyone could see her tapping it. Neither appeared to be burning.
 

 
  “Smooth, kid,” Ash said with a grin.
 

 
  He sighed. “Thanks, I try. Has anybody else turned up? Ruda and Fross would be handy to have around about now, or any of the remaining freshman girls…”
 

 
  “No sign of our classmates,” said Toby. “I haven’t heard anything about Szith, but actually Maureen and Iris were in town. From what I’ve been told,
  
   they
  
  were the first to spot a demon, and got a warning to the drow. Then apparently they retreated into the prairie to avoid sparking off a fight, and that’s the last we heard—”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Fedora’s insouciant demeanor instantly collapsed, and he lunged across the room toward them, prompting Sanders and three of Ashaele’s bodyguards to level weapons, all of which he ignored. “You idiots! What are you standing around
  
   here
  
  for?!”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me,” Juniper said, frowning, “but I think we were
  
   just
  
  discussing—”
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  the Sleeper likes to create distractions to herd people off and strike them alone! You’ve got two classmates who’ve isolated themselves out there away from help, and that wasn’t your
  
   first
  
  priority?”
 

 
  There was a second of shocked silence.
 

 
  
   “I hate to acknowledge it, but the hellspawn is right,”
  
  Ariel observed.
  
   “You’re idiots.”
  
 

 
  “Come on!” Gabriel barked, spinning and bolting for the door.
 

 
  “You cannot just run out there without a plan,” Ashaele said firmly, coming after him with a swiftness which did nothing to diminish the smoothness of her glide.
 

 
  “I don’t intend to, ma’am,” he said. The Matriarch actually pushed ahead of Toby and Juniper, following him outside. Gabriel bounded down from the town hall’s steps, put two fingers to his lips, and whistled.
 

 
  Several nearby townsfolk yelped and dashed away at the explosion of smoke and shadow which erupted from the ground in the middle of the street. Whisper lunged out, prancing to a stop near Gabriel and pawing one of her invisible hooves at the ground in eagerness.
 

 
  “It’s not a complex plan,” Gabriel continued, placing a hand on his steed’s neck, “but it’ll work.
  
   I
  
  need to go after them. I have the fastest mount, my valkyries can conduct a search pattern at
  
   very
  
  high speed, which’ll be the most reliable way of finding the girls, and I’m hardly defenseless. Nobody else has the same combination of advantages.”
 

 
  “I see your point,” Ashaele acknowledged, though not without a faint frown.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  can still help,” Teal disagreed, stepping out of the town hall. “Vadrieny is faster than Whisper, and there’s not a thing the Sleeper can do to us. Let’s be realistic, Gabe, we don’t know if you being a half-demon has any effect on that curse. What if you get sleeped out there on the prairie? We’d never find you.”
 

 
  “Keep in mind I’m the Hand of a god,” he said with a grim little smile, nodding at Toby. “Trissiny clued us in about this, remember? You do something magical enough to a Hand,
  
   particularly
  
  if it’s demonic in nature, and you’re begging for their patron’s direct attention. We can only hope the Sleeper’s dumb enough to want a face-to-face chat with Vidius. I kinda doubt he is.”
 

 
  “Gabriel is correct,” said Ashaele, placing a hand on Teal’s shoulder. “He is the best suited for this. And while you are also correct, daughter, there are other factors to consider. The town is still in immediate danger, and Vadrieny is one of our most potent combat assets. There are more people than your friends who will need protection; he can help two, but it will take every pair of hands we have to look after the whole town.”
 

 
  “I’ll be quick as I can,” Gabe said with a roguish grin, then took a step back from Whisper, got a brief running start, and vaulted onto her back.
 

 
  He landed awkwardly and she whinnied in protest, prancing and pivoting about to give him a reproachful look. Gabe yelped, snatching ineffectually at her mane as he tumbled off the other side.
 

 
  
   “Ladies and gentlemen,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “he remembered to mount from the left. Believe it or not, this represents marked progress in the Hand of Vidius’s horsemanship.”
  
 

 
  Standing in the door of the town hall, Fedora folded his arms and heaved a sigh. “Ohh, yeah. We’re all boned.”
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  “I feel like I’m very bad at this,” Iris grunted, shoving stalks of tallgrass aside out of her face. “This is like the Golden Sea trip, but…worse.”
 

 
  “How worse?” Maureen asked more softly. She was walking in front, creating a little furrow in the tallgrass, which helped Iris navigate, but also resulted in stalks constantly whipping back at her.
 

 
  “I don’t know, I’m just grousing. Are you
  
   sure
  
  this is necessary?”
 

 
  “I’m not sure o’ much, truth be told, not with regard t’this situation here. I know me tactics, though. What we’re doin’ is the general shape o’ the right thing. Just wish I could tell whether th’warnin’ got through, an’ how much good it did…”
 

 
  “Well, we could tell if we went back to town…”
 

 
  “Iris.”
 

 
  “I know, I know.”
 

 
  Maureen stopped, turning to peer up at her. “Can ye see anything? Any sign o’ progress?”
 

 
  Iris turned, shading her eyes with a hand to study the distant town. They were moving around its periphery at just beyond the normal range of human earshot—at Maureen’s suggestion, close enough that the drow or other elves could find them quickly, but not near enough anybody—or anything—was likely to stumble across them by accident. Her view was impeded but not blocked by the tallgrass, which was just about eye height to her. The mountain soared skyward in plain view, of course, but Last Rock itself was little more than a collection of slate roofs.
 

 
  “Not really,” she reported. “I can’t see people, or…anything. Just the tops of buildings. Um…wait, actually I have an idea. Can you find us a…is it called a clearing if it’s grass and not trees? Something relatively flat where I have some room to work.”
 

 
  “Can
  
   I
  
  find us a clearing?” Maureen asked pointedly. “Pardon me fer pointin’ it out, but
  
   you’re
  
  the one with the view up there.”
 

 
  Iris heaved a sigh. “Right. Sorry. It’s just…you’re good at tracking and wilderness craft, I thought you might be able to…I dunno.”
 

 
  “I think you’re thinkin’ of elves,” the gnome said with a wry smile.
 

 
  “Trust me, that’s not what I’m thinking of,” Iris muttered. “But anyway, while we’re stopped, surely this isn’t the whole plan? We can’t just run around in the prairie forever.”
 

 
  “We
  
   could
  
  run around till it blows over a mite, aye, but that ain’t the plan, no. Just tryin’ to avoid blunderin’ into any beasties till we can figure out what’s what. I’ll admit we’re at a wee bit of a disadvantage in that regard, ‘less somethin’
  
   really
  
  interestin’ happens in town…”
 

 
  “Right. Okay. Then that brings me back to my idea.” Iris turned in a slow circle, seeing nothing but the town and mountain in one direction and infinite grass everywhere else. “Well, I don’t think anybody actually
  
   owns
  
  this grass, and if they do, I’ll just owe them an apology. We’re not gonna find a clear spot any time soon, I bet, so I’ll have to make one. C’mere, please, and stand close to my legs.”
 

 
  “What’re ye up to, then?” Maureen asked a little nervously, obeying. She pressed her back against Iris’s side, where her head barely came up to her roommate’s hip.
 

 
  “In theory, nothing that would hurt a person, but I don’t like to take risks.”
 

 
  She breathed in slowly, deeply, straightening her spine and letting her eyes drift closed. After a moment’s concentration, Iris folded both her hands in front of her as if in prayer, and held that pose.
 

 
  “Um,” Maureen whispered, peering up at her. “Is somethin’ supposed to—”
 

 
  She broke off with a squeak as Iris suddenly dropped her left hand to her side and made a slashing motion with her right.
 

 
  In front of them, a wide swath of tallgrass tumbled to the ground, neatly severed in an arc about an inch from the topsoil.
 

 
  Iris opened her eyes, and then grinned. “Oh, that was even cleaner than I hoped! I’ll have to remember that one.”
 

 
  “Remember? Y’mean you
  
   improvised
  
  that? I thought fae magic was all…rituals and components, aye?”
 

 
  “Not
  
   all.
  
  There’s a big place for those things.” Iris stepped forward and knelt in the flattened space she had created, where the fallen tallgrass made a serviceable carpet. “But simple elemental work, such as using pure air like I just did…well, it’s more like building a relationship. Get close enough to the spirits, and they recognize you. Befriend them, and they’ll sometimes do you quick little favors.”
 

 
  “Spirits, huh.” Maureen glanced nervously around, hovering at the border of the cleared space. “What sort? About how many are there, y’know, hereabouts? Helpful against demons, y’think?”
 

 
  “It depends.” Iris had reached into her pocket pulled out a vial of dirt, which she sprinkled in a careful circle about the width of a dinner plate, then began adding pinches of other things taken from smaller pouches also concealed in her dress, which clearly had bag-of-holding spells on its pockets. “Some places…old places or sacred ones, mostly…have their own spirits. Others…well, with elementals, they kind of don’t exist until you pay attention to them. A discrete elemental you have to sort of
  
   make,
  
  but less formal kinds aren’t so much an objective part of the environment, but kind of an expression of your interaction with it.”
 

 
  “So…these spirits are inside yer own ‘ead…an’ ye still ‘ave to sweet-talk ’em.”
 

 
  “I dunno about you, but the inside of
  
   most
  
  people’s heads doesn’t make a lot of sense,” Iris muttered. “Gimme a minute, I have to concentrate on this part.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes, and began making motions with her hands that were reminiscent of a potter shaping clay on a wheel. Fittingly, the dirt circle she had cast on the ground began to rise and stretch, slowly forming itself into a shallow earthen bowl. Iris let out a soft sigh once this was done and opened her eyes again, then reached in and with great delicacy extended one finger toward its center.
 

 
  Her fingertip touched a point in the middle, about the height of the brim, and ripples spread out from the empty air. Just like that, it was no longer empty, but filled with impossibly clear water, visible only where it shimmered from her touch.
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  is a right nifty trick,” Maureen said, creeping closer.
 

 
  “That’s the easy part,” Iris muttered, shifting from her kneeling position to sit cross-legged on the ground in front of the bowl.
  
   “Now
  
  I look for information. This isn’t like arcane scrying; it’s not a machine that does what I tell it to. But I can ask it for answers, and get a sense for the general…shape of things. To answer your question, witchcraft is
  
   very
  
  good against demons. Asking about demons is one of the more reliable things; the spirits sense them easily, and
  
   don’t
  
  like them. Let me just focus for a little bit.”
 

 
  Maureen studied her face, and then the gently rippling surface of the bowl, and then her face again. Iris simply frowned in concentration; the surface of the bowl continued to ripple, revealing nothing except, apparently, to its creator. The gnome opened her mouth once, then thought better of speaking, and took a judicious half-step backward to give her room.
 

 
  “It wasn’t just the one,” Iris whispered, eyes fixed on the bowl. “They’re…all around the town. Encircling it. Except…” She suddenly flung one arm out, pointing. “There!”
 

 
  Maureen followed her finger, and winced. “Um… You’re pointin’ at the whole shebang over there, Iris.”
 

 
  Iris blinked, and looked up. “…oh. Right, yes. Sorry. I meant, there are demons around the town except at the point where the mountain’s base touches the outskirts.”
 

 
  “Aye…stands t’reason,” Maureen agreed, nodding slowly. “I doubt the Sleeper wants t’risk gettin’ Tellwryn into the middle o’ whatever the hell he’s doin’ now.”
 

 
  “Yes. And, by the way, speaking of the Sleeper.” Iris made an expansive gesture with both hands, and her bowl collapsed, disintegrating back into a ring of dirt, now somewhat unevenly distributed after its little adventure. Of the ephemeral liquid which had been in the bowl, there was no sign. “Witches and warlocks…well, all other things being equal, the witches usually have the advantage, as you well know, but for that very reason a powerful enough warlock can almost always tell when there’s fae magic being used in the vicinity. So if the Sleeper happens to be nearby and paying attention…”
 

 
  “Say no more,” Maureen said, already moving. “Let’s shake a leg.”
 

 
  “Right behind you.” Iris rose and set off after her, and in seconds they were again proceeding through the tallgrass, making a wide arc around the north of the town toward the point where it abutted the foot of the mountain. This time, the human pushed ahead and led the way, the better to be able to navigate now that they weren’t simply proceeding
  
   away
  
  from Last Rock.
 

 
  “This is good,” Maureen said to herself as they walked. “Aye, we can work with this. We get t’where we’re not bargin’ into a demon blockade, an’ we can get a look an’ decide whether t’jump in or retreat again.”
 

 
  “I’m not retreating any more,” Iris said grimly. “I think you were right, though, it would’ve been a mistake to tackle that ourselves, alone. But once we make the town, we can link up with the others. There are probably students down there, plus the Rockies and those drow. They aren’t helpless, and they’ll be even better off with us.”
 

 
  “Aye,” Maureen said, frowning worriedly. She chewed her lower lip in thought, lost for a moment in her own worries. “Uh. Look, what if—”
 

 
  Maureen, thinking rather than looking, walked right into Iris’s knee with a grunt. “Oof! What’s that about? See somethin’?”
 

 
  “No,” Iris whispered. She had frozen in place, and now looked back and forth frantically. “I—no. Nothing! I don’t see…”
 

 
  “What’re ye on about?” Maureen demanded, growing increasingly nervous.
 

 
  “The
  
   town!
  
  The mountain, it’s—there’s nothing there! Everything’s
  
   gone!”
  
 

 
  
   “What?!
  
  How’s that possible? Lemme up!”
 

 
  Iris, moving slowly, bent down, offering a hand. Maureen was far more nimble, and swarmed up the human like a squirrel, eliciting several grunts of protest before getting herself situated on Iris’s shoulders.
 

 
  They were standing, alone, in the apparent middle of an infinite sea of golden tallgrass.
 

 
  “Bollocks,” Maureen declared after a period of stunned silence. “No, this is…this is
  
   wrong.
  
  It can’t be like this. What do the spirits say?”
 

 
  “They’re not the town gossip, I can’t just…” Iris turned in a slow circle, not minding the way Maureen grabbed her hair for purchase. “…oh, no. I just had a thought. Exactly…how close to the mountain
  
   is
  
  the Golden Sea?”
 

 
  “No, no, that’s not it,” Maureen said, shaking her head vigorously. “I don’t think we were that close, but anyway, doesn’t matter. Remember ‘ow the geas works? We’re initiates o’ the Unseen University. Any time we’re near the edge, we’ll come out right were we can see th’mountain.”
 

 
  “Unless it shifted us farther
  
   into
  
  the Sea…”
 

 
  “It doesn’t! It doesn’t
  
   work
  
  like that! Professor Ezzaniel
  
   said!”
  
 

 
  “Did you ever talk to the sophomores about their trip?”
 

 
  Maureen started to shout something exasperated, but broke off, gritted her teeth for a moment, and replied in a calmer tone. “I did, yes, a couple times. Why?”
 

 
  “They had trouble with centaurs,” Iris said woodenly. “When Teal and Trissiny told me the story…they said centaurs
  
   move
  
  the Sea. They’re warlocks. They reach through to the Darklands on the other side of the dimensional divide, and move
  
   that,
  
  and the Golden Sea shifts in response. They said it doesn’t
  
   like
  
  that, and retaliates eventually, but it works, at least at first.”
 

 
  “Oh, kick me up the stairs,” Maureen groaned, pressing a hand over her eyes. “Yer thinkin’ a certain
  
   other
  
  warlock may’ve picked up that trick?”
 

 
  “I also asked Trissiny about the hellgate incident last year,” Iris said, her tone growing increasingly grim. “The hellgate had to have been opened from both sides. The Darklands on the other side were shifted so there was a hiszilisk hive practically next door to the campus. The Sleeper has to have been the warlock who did that, so we
  
   know
  
  he can do
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  There was silence, again, while Iris turned in another slow circle, just for hope’s sake. Nothing came of it; they were still surrounded by nothing but tallgrass, waving gently under the setting sun, stretching away to a perfectly circular horizon.
 

 
  “Okay,” Maureen said at last. “It’s…it’s not all bad, then, aye? We can…we can ‘ead downhill, that’ll take us back outta the Sea eventually. No matter ‘ow far in we are. Yer a witch, I’m a gnome, we can survive outdoors fer a bit. We’ll come out near the campus. Most important, the Sleeper can’t get to us ‘ere.
  
   Nobody
  
  can navigate in the Sea. Even Tellwyrn can’t teleport in an’ outta here, Ezzaniel warned us about that, remember? Now which way’s downhill, can ye tell?”
 

 
  “Maureen,” Iris said wearily,
  
   “someone
  
  can navigate in the Sea. We’ve already established—”
 

 
  A sudden breeze blew over them, disturbing the tallgrass, and with it, a shadow drifted over the golden stalks all around, as if cast by a cloud scudding by overhead.
 

 
  There were no clouds.
 

 
  “Right. Yep. That’s on me, I’ll own that,” Maureen said glumly. “Just
  
   had
  
  to open me mouth.”
 

 
  Another gust of wind blew, accompanied by another shadow. This time, the hissing sound of the air was accompanied by the soft, yet unmistakable, rhythm of breath. It fell silent, then came again, blowing a third sourceless shadow across them, and in the wind was a clear, sibilant laugh.
 

 
  “Get down,” Iris said tersely. The gnome immediately pushed herself off, leaping to the ground. The moment she had, Iris dropped to her own knees, bending forward amid the tallgrass and working her hands stubbornly through the thick clusters of its bases, seeking dirt.
 

 
  A deeper shadow fell over them. The sun was setting in the west, casting the sky and the grass around in deepening red; now, something suddenly stood between them and it, creating a small eclipse.
 

 
  Maureen swallowed heavily. “Iris, I don’t think hidin’ is gonna work…”
 

 
  Iris had screwed her face up in concentration, whispering something constantly to herself. Her fingers found purchase between the stands of tallgrass, sinking as deep as she could force them into the loam.
 

 
  Another breath of shadow washed across them. The laugh that accompanied it was deeper, huskier. To their west, only yards distant, only hidden by the thickness of the grass around them, there came the crunching thump of something very large taking a step.
 

 
  
   “Iris,”
  
  Maureen hissed frantically, pressing herself against the human’s side and shaking her. “Get a grip! We need yer magic here!”
 

 
  “Please,” Iris whispered, clenching her teeth as if in pain. “Please, please,
  
   please—”
  
 

 
  Another step. Then another. The sky darkened, faster than the mere sunset could allow for. There came a deeper chuckle, accompanied by yet another footstep, laid down by something larger than a human, crushing a swath of grass beneath it.
 

 
  “That’s not helping!” Maureen squeaked, jostling Iris as forcibly as she could, to no apparent effect. “Iris,
  
   please!”
  
 

 
  “Please!” Iris echoed frantically, pushing her hands deeper into the dirt.
  
   “Please please…”
  
 

 
  
   “Ohhhh, Maaaaaurrrreeeeeeeeeennnn…”
  
 

 
  The voice was at once deep as a dragon’s and breathy, brushing lightly across them like another breath of the wind. It was followed by a rumble of deliberately sinister laughter.
 

 
  Maureen’s squeal of sheer terror was muffled only by Iris’s shoulder, against which she had pressed her face.
 

 
  Suddenly, Iris’s head snapped up and she opened her eyes. A desperate breath escaped her, and then a final whisper.
 

 
  “Thank you.”
 

 
  The world
  
   wrenched.
  
 

 
  Maureen squawked as she was bucked right off the ground as if by an earthquake. Innate agility and early childhood training took over, and she landed nimbly on her feet despite her panic, quickly casting around for friend and foe alike.
 

 
  She was, once again, alone. No sign of Iris, nor of the shadow falling over them.
 

 
  “Oh, no,” she groaned. “Not—”
 

 
  The approaching sound of hoofbeats coming at a flat-out gallop made her dive back to the ground with a wail, covering her head with her arms.
 

 
  “Maureen!”
 

 
  The horse skidded to a stop nearby, snorting, and at the familiar voice, the gnome raised her head again in desperate hope.
 

 
  “Maureen!” Gabriel called once more, while Whisper whinnied and pawed at the dirt. “I heard your voice! Where are you? I can’t see a thing in this crap. Is Iris with you?”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel!”
  
  She bounded upright and lunged in the direction of his voice. He was closer than she’d expected, and she found herself shooting directly underneath the horse. “Gabe! Down ‘ere!”
 

 
  “Oh, thank the gods,” he said, swinging a leg over Whisper’s back and dropping heavily to the ground, staggering slightly on landing. “Are you okay? Are you alone? Did you meet any demons?”
 

 
  “Never mind that, ‘ow’d ye
  
   find
  
  us? Didja ‘ave to come far into the Sea?”
 

 
  Gabriel paused in the act of drawing Ariel to slash tallgrass out of his way, frowning at her. “What? Into the Golden Sea, you mean? We’re not nearly that close to it, the border’s gotta be half a mile north of the town.”
 

 
  “The…” She stared up at him in dawning horror, then spun around. She was far too short to see any sign of Last Rock through the thick tallgrass, but the mountain itself reared up, unmistakable and unavoidable at that distance.
 

 
  It took a long moment of silent staring for understanding to crash down on her.
 

 
  “Oh, Iris. Oh,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The witch straightened up slowly, her expression resolute and calm, and carefully dry-washed her hands, brushing dirt off her fingers without getting any on her white dress. In silence, she watched the Sleeper come.
 

 
  One slow, plodding step at a time, he approached, his form blotting out the sunset. He towered over her, fully encased in armor formed of scintillating shadow, so thick it was effectively a second, much larger body. The bruise-colored figure would have been taller and burlier than Scorn. Spiky growths protruded from the crown and shoulders, like the natural defenses of some grotesque beetle. His eyes were two pinpricks of flame within an otherwise featureless mask.
 

 
  The Sleeper stopped, flexing enormous, clawed hands at his sides. He was tall enough they were visible to her through the upper reaches of the tallgrass.
 

 
  
   “Oooonnnly enough power to save one?”
  
  His voice was as obviously obscured as his body, and as melodramatic, hidden within layers of sibilance and reverberation. At least, after the first word, he seemed to give up on the deliberately drawn-out delivery he had used to taunt Maureen.
  
   “Noble. Brave. My compliments.”
  
 

 
  “Fine,” she whispered, flexing her own fingers at her sides.
 

 
  
   “Pleasant dreams, little witch,”
  
  the Sleeper mocked, ponderously raising one massive hand toward her, palm out.
 

 
  The sleeping curse that had defied warlocks and archmages alike stretched across the space between them.
 

 
  Iris raised her own hand and
  
   caught
  
  it.
 

 
  Out of thin air came form, as pure magic took on a shape, an impossibly complex structure of crystalline fractals the shade of amethysts. The curse immediately splintered and began to fracture as its non-infernal elements spun out of it suddenly frozen structure, arcane and shadow magic spinning away in little puffs of mist and light. The remainder shattered, dust and inert shards tumbling to the ground between the stalks of grass.
 

 
  The Sleeper lost some of his melodrama in sheer surprise, rearing backward in shock and then having to stagger to catch his balance, apparently unused to moving so suddenly in that massive form.
 

 
  Iris bared her teeth in a snarl.
  
   “Fine.”
  
 

 
  He recovered, raised a hand again, and hurled a more conventional shadowbolt at her.
 

 
  She slapped it out of the way, sending the blast of dark magic into the ground nearby, and flung another right back at him.
 

 
  The Sleeper was less adroit in his movements; the bolt struck him dead in the center of his massive chest, though it had little effect on the thick armor. He staggered backward again, but recovered and gesticulated.
 

 
  Tallgrass burst into flames as a summoning circle sprang up directly between them. The creature which rose up from it was a lopsided amalgamation of tentacles and pincers, covered in overlapping plates of chitin. It raised several limbs, each tipped with either claws or waving tendrils, emitted a burbling noise, and charged at Iris. The demon was almost as tall as the armored Sleeper; each of its footsteps shook the earth.
 

 
  She made a grasping motion with one fist, seizing a handful of reality and wrenching a small hole in it.
 

 
  A ripple of vibration and noise blasted out from the tiny rift, the ear-splitting sound of existence itself shrieking in pain, and a gout of absolutely pure and intensely concentrated infernal magic blazed forth.
 

 
  The demon was adapted to infernal magic, of course; all its kind were inherently resistant to it. But
  
   nothing
  
  could have stood up to that blast of pure entropy. The creature exploded with the force of a bomb, not a single piece larger than a mote of dust surviving, most projected away with a speed that sent them half a mile before either combatant could blink.
 

 
  The Sleeper hesitated only an instantly longer, then turned and bolted.
 

 
  Shadows swelled around his huge form, but before they could thicken, another screaming rent in the fabric of creation spread open directly in front of him. Tentacle-like tendrils of purple shadow lashed out from the rift, grasping at nothing and sweeping away the energy of his attempted shadow-jump. More coiled around his huge limbs, then still more, all tightening, pulling… The impenetrable armor groaned in protest, and began to crack.
 

 
  He let out a roar of sheer frustration, and a ripple of white-hot hellfire pulsed out in all directions, reducing a perfect circle around him to ash. The rift endured, pulsing angrily, but the tentacles of darkness were blasted away.
 

 
  The Sleeper spun back around, drawing back one arm, and hurled an orb of blazing destruction in the direction of Iris.
 

 
  She caught the pumpkin-sized fireball with one hand and chucked it dismissively over her shoulder. The impact behind her caused a shockwave that should have hurled her through the air, but it succeeded only in ruffling her dress. Her form was limned in shadow, not armored like his, but clearly protected with infernal magic, despite the well-known fact that infernal magic had no protective application.
 

 
  The blackened ground around them served as a perfect arena for the two arch-warlocks.
 

 
  The Sleeper took a step back, then leaned toward her, clearly uncertain whether to fight or flee.
 

 
  Iris bared her teeth again, and raised her hands. Fire and shadow coalesced out of the air around her, streamers of it shifting forward, weaving into a pattern that promised carnage and unimaginable pain.
 

 
  
   “Have it your way,”
  
  she snarled, and unleashed Hell.
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  “Oh, you asshole,” Sweet murmured, grinning down at the spectacle below. “Look, he’s looping ’em back now.”
 

 
  “Before you go giving anybody too much credit,” said Fauna, “he
  
   could
  
  just be lost.”
 

 
  “He of all people knows how not to get lost in Tiraas,” Sweet disagreed, proceeding along the edge of the rooftop at a pace which matched the slow amble of Danny and his increasingly twitchy entourage. “Especially since they’re supposed to be heading toward the Palace. Just go uphill. Nope, he’s deliberately leading them in circles, after picking the most switchbacking route through alleys he could find so they don’t immediately notice.”
 

 
  “I’m a little surprised somebody who lives in the Palace would even know how to do that,” said Flora.
 

 
  “I was just getting started late in Theasia’s reign, but even then there were persistent rumors about how Sharidan liked to sneak out of the Palace and have little adventures. I dunno what a crown prince would have wanted in a neighborhood like this, but I also wouldn’t assume he doesn’t know his way around the city.”
 

 
  “That’s actually kind of a good thing, isn’t it?” Fauna mused.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Flora agreed, nodding. “Better to have a ruler who’s at least
  
   been
  
  in touch with the people.”
 

 
  “Course, based on that one’s rep, could’ve just been a lot of being in touch with the pretty people’s butts in bars.”
 

 
  “Doubtful,” said Sweet. “He likes his women, but he likes them eagerly willing. I’ve never once heard a suggestion the Emperor has so much as pinched a chambermaid. But back to the matter at
  
   hand,
  
  I still don’t understand what I’m seeing here. Why’s he want to ramble around the city with nobody but
  
   those
  
  clowns to watch his back? Sharidan is less cautious than either Eleanora or Vex, but this is just bull-goose reckless, and that doesn’t fit his pattern at all…”
 

 
  All three lifted their heads at the hoarse cawing of a crow. They listened till the pattern completed itself, then Sweet nodded once, and Flora mimicked a starling call in reply.
 

 
  “Why crows for this job?” Fauna muttered. “Every damn time, I half think it’s gonna be
  
   her
  
  until the whole code is complete…”
 

 
  “She wouldn’t announce herself,” Flora said, grinning.
 

 
  “Because crows are easy to mimic,” Sweet replied, again watching the foursome they were tracking below, “because I let Duster set the ground rules since she’s in charge
  
   on
  
  the ground this time and she can
  
   do
  
  a crow, and because apprentices who aren’t given something to bitch and whine about get bored and do stupid things. Everybody wins.”
 

 
  “You’re a jerk,” Fauna said affectionately, patting him on the back.
 

 
  A shape swung nimbly up the nearby edge of the roof, moving more like a circus acrobat than someone who should be concentrating on their stealth.
 

 
  “What’s the word, Bounce?” Sweet asked.
 

 
  Despite his characteristically ebullient way of moving, the lanky man wore a frown. “The word is trouble, Sweet. Duster’s pulled Rake, Chesty and Grimoire back to keep an eye; we got a big group of Black Wreath forming up.”
 

 
  Sweet straightened up fully, frowning at him. “Excuse me, a
  
   who?”
  
 

 
  “So far, least twenty,” Bounce said. “Clearly staging for something. People in those gray robes, being shadow-jumped into an empty apartment one at a time. Your guy an’ his pals are gonna pass not too far from ’em, at this rate.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Sweet said bluntly. “The Wreath has nothing to gain and
  
   way
  
  too much to lose.”
 

 
  “Hey, did I say I’d personally analyzed the situation?” Bounce asked irritably. “I see robes, I see shadow-jumping, Duster tells me go warn Sweet the Wreath’s here, my job is done. She figured you’d wanna get a look before they do…whatever.”
 

 
  “Damn right,” Sweet said, now frowning deeply. “Girls…stay on our target. And remember.” He leveled a stern finger at them. “Whatever else is going on here, eyes are on
  
   us,
  
  including probably those of Imperial Intelligence.
  
   Best. Behavior.”
  
 

 
  “Sir, yes, sir!” they chorused, snapping to attention and saluting.
 

 
  Sweet shook his head. “All right, lead on, Bounce. Double-time.”
 

 
  “You’re spending too much time at that Church, man,” Bounce complained even as he vaulted over the ledge onto a balcony below. “Starting to talk like an Avenist…”
 

 
  
   “Being
  
  shadow-jumped, he said,” Flora murmured. “Don’t all the Wreath know shadow-jumping?”
 

 
  “Remember, most of the Wreath is just dilettantes, they only recruit trusted people for actual missions.”
 

 
  “You know what I meant.”
 

 
  “Yeah…they wouldn’t need to
  
   be
  
  shadow-jumped anywhere, and shadow-jumping means they don’t have to group up before staging an attack.”
 

 
  “And, of course, any bunch of assholes can put on gray robes. You remember—oh ho, what have we here?”
 

 
  They both leaped across the next alley, then crouched by the edge of the roof, peering over at the scene below.
 

 
  “What timing,” Fauna muttered. “Sweet had to take off right before someone he’d
  
   definitely
  
  wanna see happens along…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Why, hello! Fancy meeting you here!”
 

 
  “Danny,” the youth replied, returning his wave with a quizzical frown. “Fancy meeting you
  
   out.
  
  Something happened?”
 

 
  “Ah, yeah, you might say that,” Danny said ruefully. “I’m moving to new accommodations.”
 

 
  “Are Lakshmi and Sanjay all right?”
 

 
  “Yes. Safe, unharmed, and…rather annoyed, I’m afraid. It was my fault, and for now, I’ll have to leave it at that; we can have the whole sorry story later. Ah, but forgive me! Joe, this is Andrew, Thomas, and Jacob. Guys, this is Joe.”
 

 
  “Pleasure,” Moriarty said curtly.
 

 
  “Did we tell him our first names?” Rook asked, nudging Finchley with an elbow.
 

 
  “Shh.”
 

 
  “Wait, your name’s
  
   Andrew?”
  
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up!”
  
 

 
  “Is…everything all right?” Joe asked warily.
 

 
  “We’re in a bit of a hurry,” Moriarty said stiffly. “Your—My—Mr—”
 

 
  “Danny,” Rook prompted.
 

 
  Moriarty gritted his teeth. “Is this boy
  
   trustworthy?”
  
 

 
  Danny gave him an amused look. “More than most people. This is
  
   quite
  
  fortuitous, though, Joe; I imagine I can guess what would bring you to this neighborhood, but this particular back alley?”
 

 
  “Wait, back alley?” Finchley demanded. “You said this was a street to—oh, for crap’s sake, you’re leading us in circles, aren’t you.”
 

 
  “Behave yourself!” Moriarty hissed, turning to glare at him. “A little
  
   respect!”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, that much ain’t a coincidence,” Joe replied, still wearing a pensive frown. “It’s barely dark an’ the neighborhood is
  
   quiet.
  
  That’s far enough from normal to make me feel suddenly curious. I was headin’ to drop in on the Sanjakars before they turned in, but instead I’ve been wanderin’ around, havin’ myself a listen.”
 

 
  “Hear anything good?” Rook asked sardonically.
 

 
  “Mostly just quiet,” Joe said, shaking his head. “It doesn’t figure. You wouldn’t know anything about this, Danny?”
 

 
  “Anything about
  
   what?”
  
  Moriarty demanded in exasperation. “Just because it’s
  
   quiet
  
  doesn’t mean…anything. Does it?”
 

 
  “Did you notice anything in particular, Joe?” Danny asked, all jocularity gone from his tone now. “I realize you’re an exceptionally gifted young man…”
 

 
  “I don’t hear like an elf, if that’s what you’re askin’,” Joe said with a wry half-smile. “An’ the movements of groups of people ain’t exactly my strong suit—just the opposite, you might say. But I’ve gotten used to this city enough to notice when there’s not the same activity there oughtta be. So, that’s
  
   my
  
  answer, an’ I note I’m still waitin’ on yours.”
 

 
  “He doesn’t have to tell you anything,” Moriarty snapped, stepping in front of Danny.
 

 
  He was immediately pushed aside—gently, but insistently, but a hand on the shoulder. “Jacob, please,” Danny said calmly, “Joe is a friend. And he’s right; this is an odd situation. Anybody would be curious.”
 

 
  “More pertinently,” Joe said, “I remember
  
   you
  
  bein’ on the run from somethin’. Now, it occurs to me that one thing that could quiet a neighborhood is word goin’ around that folk would be better off goin’ inside. Places like this, I know the Thieves’ Guild can clear the streets pretty quick, for example.”
 

 
  “We should be so lucky,” Danny muttered. “The Guild has no quarrel with… Ah, forgive me, Joe, I’m not trying to put you off. No, I don’t know what’s happening, but…it’s not impossible that it has to do with me.”
 

 
  “That being the case,” Finchley gritted, “perhaps we should
  
   resume
  
  moving toward Imperial Square? Without detours this time, perhaps.”
 

 
  “Mind if I tag along?” Joe asked with deceptive mildness.
 

 
  “Actually, that would be fantastic, if you don’t mind,” Danny said smoothly. “Andrew’s right—if this is about me, best I remove myself from a residential area where others might be caught up in it. And if not, it’s none of our business and
  
   we
  
  don’t need to be caught up in it.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” Rook grunted, gently nudging him from behind. “Forward march, if you please, sir.”
 

 
  “I’m thinkin’ this might be a good time to break the traditional urban reserve,” Joe said, falling into step beside them as they proceeded up the alley toward the street ahead. “I ain’t troubled any o’ the few people I’ve passed, but next one, I reckon I’ll stop an’ ask what’s up.”
 

 
  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Moriarty grumbled.
 

 
  “It’s not a bad one, Joe,” Danny said. “Trust your instincts.”
 

 
  “I trust my skills an’ my brain,” Joe replied. “Instinct’ll get you killed.”
 

 
  “Some nice wands you got there,” Finchley said rather skeptically. “Can you
  
   use
  
  ’em?”
 

 
  Joe grinned at him. “I get by.”
 

 
  They emerged into the street proper, and paused. It wasn’t merely quiet; it was almost
  
   deserted.
  
  As Joe had said, that was eerily abnormal for a city the size of Tiraas, at this hour. They were now standing on one of the curving avenues which orbited the city’s heart; in the distance in both directions there was the sound of traffic from one of the larger radial streets between Imperial Square and the outer walls, but the arc of this street hid that from view. Nearby, though, it was virtually silent. Doors were closed, windows shuttered, and the only person out was a well-dressed woman gliding up the sidewalk toward them.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” Moriarty said politely, even as he shifted his grip on his staff.
 

 
  They made a most peculiar group: three men in nondescript clothes, carrying weapons; one man in a cheap suit; one armed teenager in a clearly expensive suit. If she found any of this odd, however, she made no sign, merely giving Moriarty a polite little smile in reply.
 

 
  “Good evening, gentlemen.” Her bearing and inflection matched her expensive dress and fox-trimmed coat, marking her a woman of wealth, if not aristocracy.
 

 
  Joe subtly moved one hand near a wand. “Pardon me, miss, but would you happen to know if anything…unusual is goin’ on in this neighborhood?”
 

 
  At that, she paused, arching one eyebrow superciliously. “Young man, do I look as if I reside in a place like this?”
 

 
  “With the greatest respect, ma’am, you do not,” he replied, in a carefully polite tone. “As such, it’s a mite peculiar to see a lady of your obvious quality alone, in a place like this, at this hour.”
 

 
  She glanced quickly at each of them in turn. “Oh, dear. Are you planning to mug or assault me?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  not!” Moriarty exclaimed.
 

 
  “Now look, Joe, you went and scared her,” Rook said reproachfully. “Shame on you.”
 

 
  The woman’s eyes fixed on Danny’s; he regarded her right back, face impassive. Despite her question, she seemed perfectly at ease, and in fact, now smiled coquettishly.
 

 
  “Boys,” Joe said quietly, “circle up. This ain’t right.”
 

 
  “Correct as usual, Joseph,” she said, stepping forward again. “In your analysis, not your plan. Keep moving, boys, we need to be out of here.”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   whoah,”
  
  said Rook, frowning and tightening his own grip on his staff. “Just who are you? Friend or foe?”
 

 
  “Dicey question,” she said with a smile. “Enemy, temporarily on your side. You are about to be attacked; keep in a group around…” Her eyes flicked up and down Danny’s form, and her smile stretched into an outright grin. “…your
  
   friend,
  
  here. And seriously, keep moving. There’s going to be a big mess; our best bet is to get to a busier street where there’s law enforcement.”
 

 
  “Who are you?” Joe demanded, drawing a wand.
 

 
  “If I told you, you’d just shoot me,” she said in exasperation. “And seriously,
  
   move!
  
  Are you all—”
 

 
  She broke off, whirling at the sound of running feet. A figure in a gray robe had burst out of a nearby shop door and now dashed toward them, brandishing a knife.
 

 
  Moriarty and Finchley both fired their staves, mostly by reflex, managing to destroy a street lamp and seriously damage a parked carriage with lightning bolts. The robed figure made it another three yards closer before Joe put a clean beam of light through his head.
 

 
  “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,” the woman said, deadpan. “Electricity arcs
  
   toward
  
  conductive bodies. How the hell did you
  
   miss
  
  at that range?”
 

 
  “Lamp posts are metal,” Moriarty said sullenly.
 

 
  “Aw, shit—move!” Rook barked, now rudely shoving Danny back into the alley. More people in ash-gray robes suddenly began streaming out of the open door, all charging right toward them and brandishing a collection of knives and clubs. Aside from the pounding of their feet, they moved in eerie silence.
 

 
  “Not in there!” the woman shouted fruitlessly. “Go toward the—oh, for hell’s
  
   sake!”
  
 

 
  She followed Rook, rudely shoving past Finchley and Moriarty, who had turned to fire at the oncoming mob. They managed to hit the crowd, at least, but aside from tripping over the bodies, none of their attackers seemed fazed by the fact they were charging into a barrage of electric death. Joe backed up after the woman, leveling much more careful shots.
 

 
  It was over with shocking suddenness; where there had been a charging mob, there was abruptly just a street littered with smoking corpses. At least a score of them, the nearest of which had almost reached the alley.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Finchley demanded in a tremulous voice. “The
  
   Black Wreath?”
  
 

 
  “This is
  
   not
  
  the Wreath,” the woman said firmly. “The Wreath is competent and
  
   quiet.
  
  They make convenient villains, though; lots of people like to frame them, especially since it’s as easy as throwing on a cheap robe before committing crimes. I don’t know who these clowns are, but they’re hopped up on some kind of berserker drug, if the one I knifed earlier is any indication. Look, boys,
  
   that
  
  light show will draw official attention fast, which means whoever planned this has got something bigger to play. I don’t know who can pull an army out of their butt like this, in Tiraas no less, but they wouldn’t do so just to waste it. We’ve gotta get your boy into the arms of Imperial protection
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “Or,” said Rook, still with a protective hand on Danny’s shoulder, “we sit tight and wait for that Imperial protection to show.”
 

 
  “Use your head,” she snapped. “Our enemy knows the situation just as well. We were
  
   herded
  
  in here. This is where the real blow will fall, and it will fall
  
   quickly
  
  before the soldiers arrive, so
  
   will you fucking move already?!”
  
 

 
  “She’s right,” Joe said tersely, “we gotta get movin’, back up the street toward Imperial Square. And
  
   while
  
  we are movin’,
  
   you
  
  can explain just who the hell you are, an’ how you know me.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’ve heard a lot about one another’s exploits,” she said with a broad grin, and winked at him. “Now come along, boys, before—”
 

 
  “Too late,” said Finchley, backing up into the alley.
 

 
  “More,” Moriarty reported, following suit. “…lots more. Oh, hell. The whole street—”
 

 
  “Gods fucking
  
   damn
  
  it,” the well-dressed lady hissed incongruously. “And we
  
   continue
  
  to be herded! This is what I get for working with groups. Well,
  
   go
  
  if you’re going! Too risky to fight our way out through a crowd, head back the other way.”
 

 
  Joe pushed ahead of them, leading the way back up the alley, which kinked and curved in several places to accommodate the neighborhood’s idiosyncratic architecture. Rook stayed behind him, with the other two men and their new companion bringing up the rear.
 

 
  “Somebody had better start explaining to me just what the hell is going on,” Rook growled as they scampered back toward the next nearby street.
 

 
  “I have to say, this is not what I expected,” Danny remarked. “Your pardon, madam, but I don’t believe we caught your name?”
 

 
  “She said Joe would shoot her if she told it,” said Finchley. “I take it you two have met?”
 

 
  “Oh, not in person,” she said with a throaty little chuckle. “We’re aware of each other, though. Mutual friends. You know how it is.”
 

 
  “Sadly, that doesn’t narrow it down much,” Joe grumbled. “I can’t think of anybody I’d wanna shoot on sight, ‘cept—”
 

 
  Suddenly, he skidded to a halt, whirling, and leveled a wand at her face.
 

 
  “Whoah!” Rook exclaimed. “Being chased, here, I don’t think we have time for this!”
 

 
  “Aw, he guessed it. Truce,” she said, raising her hands. “All right?”
 

 
  “Your word ain’t worth a thing,” Joe said coldly.
 

 
  “That, bucko, is for damn sure,” she said with a smirk. “However, I am here on business, not pleasure. Today’s business is to get your buddy there back safely home.”
 

 
  “Are you alone?” he demanded.
 

 
  “Course not, you think the big boss would send me out unsupervised? My team’s nearby, trying to contain this. The Thieves’ Guild outsmarted themselves, as usual; clearing people away from the streets kept most of the resident rabble safe, but it’s also cut way down on official response time. Gods only know how long it’ll take somebody to run for the Imps, because the Eserites sure as hell aren’t going to.”
 

 
  “The Guild is here?” Danny asked.
 

 
  “Uh, someone is coming up this alley,” Finchley said nervously.
 

 
  “I’ve got my boys fully occupied trying to prevent us from being flanked,” she continued. “Shoot
  
   me,
  
  and at least one of them is going to assume the truce is dropped. So, if you don’t actually care about your friend here getting home alive and don’t mind the thought of Jack and Jerry springing out at you from the shadows, I guess, knock yourself out, kid.”
 

 
  Joe’s eyes cut momentarily to Danny. “If we get outta this alive, I’m gonna insist on findin’ out
  
   why
  
  you’re so damn important, Danny.”
 

 
  “Oh, that is just
  
   priceless,”
  
  she breathed. “You don’t
  
   know?
  
  If this whole thing wasn’t just a complete clusterfuck I’d be loving the hell out of this…”
 

 
  “Why are we
  
   not moving?”
  
  Finchley demanded.
 

 
  “Fair point,” Joe snapped. “New formation, though. She goes in front, an’ the second I give the word, or you think it’s appropriate, or you get so much as a
  
   hunch,
  
  blast her.”
 

 
  “A gal could take this personally,” the lady said with clear amusement.
 

 
  “I don’t overmuch care how you take it,” Joe replied flatly, keeping his wand trained on her. “Move, please, an’ no funny stuff, Kheshiri.”
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  They emerged from the alley into more trouble.
 

 
  “Contact!” Rook called rather shrilly, placing himself in front of Danny and lifting his staff to take aim at the two figures in gray robes suddenly dashing down the street toward him.
 

 
  Before he could fire, perhaps luckily, Joe pushed past, raising one of his wands. Two short, clean beams of light pierced each attacker straight through the head, causing them to collapse mid-stride.
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Finchley said somewhat tremulously.
 

 
  “Keep it together,” Moriarty muttered. “We have a mission still to complete.”
 

 
  Kheshiri was the last out of the alley. She paused upon the sidewalk, surveying Joe’s handiwork with her fists on her hips, and incongruously grinned. “Well, well, you
  
   are
  
  learning!”
 

 
  “Shut up,” Joe said curtly, his eyes scanning the street. It was narrower than the main avenue they had been trying to reach at the other end of the alley, and looked less planned, to judge by the way it kinked back and forth around irregularly-placed old buildings. Altogether this was a much more ambush-friendly corridor, though at least it showed no further evidence of cultist activity at the moment.
 

 
  “Really, I applaud your dedication to preserving life,” Kheshiri continued in an overtly mocking tone. “I warned you, though: berserker drugs. Shooting to disable is not going to accomplish anything. Ah, well, what matters is you eventually got the—”
 

 
  Joe very calmly turned and shot her through the foot. She yelped and staggered back, slumping against the face of the nearest building.
 

 
  “Whoah, hey!” Rook protested.
 

 
  “I understand the impulse, Joe,” Danny said more quietly, “but she’ll only keep needling if you give her reactions, and
  
   that
  
  isn’t going to help. If you’re not going to kill her, please don’t wind her up.”
 

 
  The three ex-soldiers glanced at each other with wide-eyed alarm, while Joe heaved a heavy sigh.
 

 
  “Fine,” he grunted after a pause. “We’d best move out.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m all right, thank you for your concern,” Kheshiri said bitingly. Indeed, after holding her foot off the ground for a moment and flexing her ankle, she set it down again, and set off up the street without any trace of a limp. “Good call, time is precious and enemies abound. This is the fastest—”
 

 
  “Not that way,” Danny interrupted, already heading down the street in the other direction.
 

 
  “Hey!” she called after him in irritation. “This leads directly to a major artery—there’ll be military police there. You’re going deeper into this dead end of a district that way!”
 

 
  “We can circle around easily enough,” Danny replied, “and more importantly,
  
   not
  
  taking straight and obvious routes is key to avoiding pursuit.”
 

 
  “Not in
  
   this
  
  situation,” she retorted. “Unless you have a better reason than that…?”
 

 
  “He’s right,” said Joe, nodding solemnly at Danny. “We know somebody who lives just up the road there, and we ain’t leadin’ whoever these clowns are in that direction.”
 

 
  “I said
  
   better
  
  reason,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “Come on.” Danny turned and resumed walking without another word. He finally seemed motivated to pick up his pace; at any rate, there was no more of his previous aimless ambling. The troops fell into formation around him, and Joe quickly pushed ahead, weapons out. Kheshiri, grumbling and cursing under her breath, finally brought up the rear.
 

 
  “Sooo, Kheshiri,” Rook said rather weakly after a few yards of awkwardness. “Interesting name. Is that Calderaan?”
 

 
  “Vanislaad,” Joe said shortly.
 

 
  All three came to an immediate stop, swiveled in unison, and pointed their staves at the disguised succubus. She rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Cut that out,” Danny ordered. “In fact, with all respect, I’d prefer if you three
  
   refrained
  
  from firing your weapons except in the last extremity of self-defense. Those are military-grade, and people are living all around us. We have a legendary sharpshooter along; let him do what he does best.”
 

 
  “For people being all around, it’s
  
   awful
  
  quiet, don’t you think?”
 

 
  They swiveled again, still raising weapons, as did Joe, to aim at the man who slipped out of another alley just up ahead.
 

 
  “Oh, great,” Joe muttered.
 

 
  “Master,” Kheshiri said warily. “I thought you were—”
 

 
  “Situation’s changed,” he interrupted. “Jack and Vannae are still scouting and trying to keep our flanks clear, but
  
   you
  
  chowderheads are about to plow right into another big concentration of the Wreath.”
 

 
  “They
  
   aren’t
  
  Wreath,” she said sullenly.
 

 
  “Yeah, you really latched onto the important part of that,” he snapped. “Keep quiet if you’re just gonna waste air.”
 

 
  “You know this guy, I take it?” Finchley asked.
 

 
  “Shook,” said Joe. “Am I gonna have to shoot
  
   you,
  
  too?”
 

 
  “Another time, kid,” Shook replied. He had two wands in hand himself, both pricey-looking enchanter wands rather than standard lightning-throwers, but had them aimed at the ground, and was seemingly ignoring all the weapons still trained on him. “We’ve got mutual fish to fry right now. These robed assholes are gonna kill everybody they stumble across, which raises some real concerns about what happened to everybody living around here. Come on, we gotta backtrack, fast.”
 

 
  “They won’t go that way,” Kheshiri complained. “This is like herding suicidal cats.”
 

 
  “I do not give a fuck,” Shook exclaimed. “You go
  
   back
  
  if you want to live.”
 

 
  “We’ll not be doing that,” Danny replied in perfect calm, heading across the street. “Do you happen to know where this alley—”
 

 
  The pounding of feet on the pavement was the only warning they got.
 

 
  As before, the attackers came in disturbing silence. They rushed around the corner ahead with a speed and ferocity that seemed it should have been accompanied by mad howling, but the only sounds were footsteps and the rustling of robes. This time, though, there were a lot more of them.
 

 
  “Into the alley!” Finchley barked, grabbing Danny roughly by the shoulder and shoving him through the opening. Rook and Moriarty backed after them, firing into the crowd as they went. Joe and Shook both joined in, shooting with much more accuracy, but even as they created enough bodies to physically impede those still coming, none of the berserkers so much as slowed.
 

 
  “How the
  
   fuck
  
  many of these guys
  
   are
  
  there?” Shook snarled, furiously casting beam after beam into the throng.
 

 
  “Master, quickly!” Kheshiri called, her voice inexplicably coming from directly above them. “Into the alley, now!”
 

 
  “We’ll be trapped—”
 

 
  “Trust me,
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  Shook cursed, turned, and bolted after the others through the narrow gap. Joe was the last in, moving backwards and still shooting. By the time he passed through the opening, silent cultists brandishing clubs had nearly reached it.
 

 
  Abruptly, a wall of solid stone shot straight upward from the ground, sealing off the entrance.
 

 
  There were no cries from beyond; the rock was too thick, apparently, to carry the sound of bodies piling against it as they must be.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are,” Shook said in relief. “Where’s the other one?”
 

 
  “Still scouting,” an elf in a dark suit replied; he had been pressed against the wall of the alley, forcing the others to push past him, and seemed out of breath.
 

 
  “Vannae,” Joe said stiffly.
 

 
  “Jenkins,” the shaman replied in a similar tone, pressing a hand to his chest.
 

 
  “That’s a useful trick,” Danny commented from just up ahead. “Can you do that again? They can’t possibly keep this up long before drawing attention. I’m surprised we haven’t already heard alarm bells, given the weapons being fired off.”
 

 
  “Weapons being fired mean anybody with any sense is huddling inside, not going after the cops,” Shook retorted. “There’re always a couple of heroes without sense, but they’ve gotta get through those…them. And there are a
  
   lot
  
  of ’em out there.”
 

 
  “Also,” Kheshiri added from above, “the rooftops around this whole area are lousy with Thieves’ Guild enforcers, who I suspect had something to do with it.”
 

 
  
   “Shit,”
  
  Shook hissed, quickly holstering his wands. He drew a black bandana from an inner coat pocket and began wrapping it around his lower face.
 

 
  “You mentioned that before,” said Danny, looking up at the succubus and seeming unperturbed at the fact that she now had spiny wings and was clinging spiderlike to the side of the building. “What’s the Guild doing?”
 

 
  “Fuck all, as usual,” a new voice said cheerily. Another elf in a suit ambled toward them from up the alley, casually twirling a stiletto in one hand.
 

 
  “Not another step!” Joe snarled, aiming a wand at him.
 

 
  “Oh, keep it in your pants, child,” the Jackal said dismissively. “You and I will have to continue our discussion later. Right
  
   now
  
  we face more urgent questions. Who are these people? Where did they come from? What are they
  
   doing
  
  here?”
 

 
  “We’ve already killed more of ’em than the Wreath has skilled operators left on the whole continent,” said Kheshiri, finally dropping to the ground. It made the alley even more crowded, even when she pressed herself against Shook’s side. “I’m at a loss. I may be a little behind on events, but I don’t know
  
   who
  
  could not only field a surprise army, but drop it into the middle of Tiraas on a whim.”
 

 
  “The dropping is easy,” Vannae panted. “Shadow-jumping. Could come from anywhere…”
 

 
  “Hey, are you okay?” Shook asked him.
 

 
  “This city…” The shaman shook his head, slumping against the wall. “Worst possible place for my magic. So few natural materials, so much arcane… I overextended myself—”
 

 
  “Then what the hell good are you?” the Jackal demanded, arching an eyebrow. “One more idiot for us to shepherd around, now. This whole business is
  
   entirely
  
  outside my skill set. I’m used to being the one doing the hunting.”
 

 
  “Hey, Joe?” called Rook. “I’m gettin’ a vibe where it might be best to just shoot all of these people.”
 

 
  “Generally, that’s correct,” Joe said, “but let’s not start a firefight in this alley.”
 

 
  “Also, let’s none of us waste allies, however reluctant,” Danny added. “We seem to be in a tight spot, metaphorically as well as literally.”
 

 
  “I just
  
   love
  
  the way he talks,” the Jackal said cheerfully. “Back to the matter at hand, let’s be honest with ourselves. We
  
   all
  
  know someone who it wouldn’t surprise any of us to learn could pull an army out of his butt—even if this
  
   really
  
  isn’t an army. They’re jumping into nearby buildings in parties of not more than a couple dozen each. It’s a raiding party, at most.”
 

 
  “Oh, is
  
   that
  
  all,” Finchley muttered.
 

 
  “Assuming you’re talkin’ about who I think you are,” Joe said warily, “don’t you creeps
  
   work
  
  for him?”
 

 
  “Indeed, indeed.” The Jackal grinned so widely it looked physically painful. “I’m inclined to interpret this as a very careful notice of termination—one he can deny if it turns out we’re the ones doing the terminating.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” Shook growled. “How sure are you of that?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t stake my honor on it, and not just because I left that at the bottom of a river a few decades back. But let’s face it, none of us is going to be surprised if that turns out to be the case.”
 

 
  “So,” Danny said slowly, “perhaps we have grounds for a more than immediate alliance.”
 

 
  “Danny,
  
   no,”
  
  Joe said firmly. “You do
  
   not
  
  wanna get mixed up with these…people.”
 

 
  “Oh, he’s done business with worse,” the Jackal said merrily. “But let’s walk as we chat, my new friends! I’m freshly back from a scouting run sweep, and while the bulk of our enemies are just humans hopped up on alchemicals, they’ve got
  
   good
  
  magical support. Shadow-jumpers are not only bringing them in, they’re moving them around to avoid having to cross the streets in large groups,
  
   and
  
  cleaning up after themselves; there are no bodies left on the site of your first firefight, and I’ll bet by now there are none left on the street right out there, either. It’s inconceivable they don’t have tactical scrying, which means we’re gonna be constantly surrounded until we can call in the Army.”
 

 
  “Fuck this whole business,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “Amen, brother,” Rook agreed.
 

 
  “Time’s on our side,” said Danny. “This is still Tiraas. They
  
   can’t
  
  keep this up long without drawing official attention, and if the Guild has people on site, they’ll intervene before too many bystanders can be hurt.”
 

 
  “Yeah, the Guild’s a real charity operation, I hear,” said Finchley.
 

 
  “The Guild isn’t in it for the profit,” Shook snapped. “Whatever they’re doing here, they
  
   won’t
  
  allow magic assholes to carve up the population. But the Guild doesn’t use much magic, especially in fights, and there’s no way they’ve got as many people around here as the cultists do. They won’t wade into a pitched battle unless they’ve got an advantage…”
 

 
  The Jackal cleared his throat pointedly. “I wasn’t finished.
  
   Yes,
  
  the clock is ticking down, the enemy surely knows this, which is why
  
   we
  
  can’t waste time either. They’ll be forced to take us out as fast as they can, which means they’ll shortly start leveraging their other assets. Like the undead I saw them starting to summon before I came to see what was taking you clods so damn long.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  
   “Seriously?”
  
  Moriarty exclaimed at last.
 

 
  “Like I said.” The Jackal had turned and was already strolling away up the alley. “Walk and talk.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  As predicted, the rozzk’shnid proved not to be a great threat. Having been summoned into a ring around the town, they effectively blockaded Last Rock, at least for a while, but that didn’t last long. Like most towns this far into the frontier territories, weapons control laws were lax at best, and rare was the household that did not own several wands and staves. Had the demons been in any way organized, they might have prevailed, but they were essentially wild animals, blind and isolated, and their discovery by citizens resulted in their dying in a swift hail of lightning. By the time the Sheriff had gathered a hunting party to clean them out, at least half the rozzk’shnid had been reduced to smoking husks.
 

 
  The town was in a general state of disorder, however, having found itself surrounded by demons. The doctor was already busy treating injuries—so far, none of these were demon-inflicted, but resulted mostly from surprise-related accidents, including one electrical burn from a friendly fire incident.
 

 
  By far the worst of it, though, were the katzils.
 

 
  Where the ring of nearly-blind, slow-moving rozzk’shnid did little to contain or damage the town, the fast-moving, fire-breathing flying serpents were causing havoc. Lighning bolts blasted skyward nearly constantly, from almost every street, and there were several small fires where errant shots had clipped the eaves of buildings, or demons had come close enough to exhale on rooftops. The katzils as a rule moved too fast to make easy targets, and so far none had been felled by wandshots, but on the positive side, the constant barrage of thunderbolts mostly chased them away when any dived low enough to spit flame at anyone.
 

 
  Unfortunately, it was also making them angry.
 

 
  As the crowd assembled outside the church watched, another katzil rammed into a wall of silver light which suddenly appeared in front of it. Dazed, it reeled away, and in the next moment Vadrieny had swooped in, seizing the creature in her claws and ripping it cleanly in half. By the time its pieces fell to earth, they had crumbled away to charcoal.
 

 
  Several other smears of charcoal and ash were scattered around; after the first four had been incinerated, the remaining katzils had learned to avoid the gathering which included Toby and the priestesses. That, however, had forced them to branch out ever more aggressively in taking the flying demons down; even Vadrieny wasn’t nimble enough in the air to catch them unassisted, though in a straight flight she was faster.
 

 
  “Be
  
   careful,”
  
  Matriarch Ashaele snapped in the most openly irate tone any of those present had heard from her, after a stray wandshot clipped the archdemon, sending her veering off course with a screech of protest.
 

 
  “S-sorry, ma’am,” the man responsible stammered, backing away from her glare.
 

 
  “She’s all right,” Toby said soothingly. “Nothing we’re throwing will harm her.”
 

 
  “This ain’t good,” said Mayor Cleese to himself, frowning deeply as he watched the sky. “We can
  
   win
  
  this…eventually. Longer it goes on, though, th’more fires are gonna be started. Whole town’ll be ablaze by the time we take ’em all down…”
 

 
  “Rafe and Yornhaldt are helping with damage,” Toby reminded him.
 

 
  “I know, son,” the Mayor said with a sigh. “A wizard an’ an alchemist, and that’s a darn sight more than nothing. But you want fire suppression, you need fae magic.”
 

 
  “I think you may be underestimating Professor Rafe,” Juniper assured him with a smile.
 

 
  An abrupt chorus of loud
  
   pops
  
  occurred in the street just ahead of them, causing the Awarrion guards to spin, raising sabers and flowing between the sound and their Matriarch. A whole group of people appeared out of thin air. At their head was a figure they all recognized.
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn!” Toby exclaimed in clear relief.
 

 
  She paused for only a moment to scan the sky before turning to face the cluster of diverse individuals she had just teleported in. “All right, what exactly are we dealing with?”
 

 
  “There are active dimensional rifts around the town,” a dwarf in formal robes reported, closing his eyes in concentration. “Summoning circles…cloaked from immediate view.”
 

 
  “Open, but inert,” added Embras Mogul, himself frowning in thought. “From the feel of it, I’d say prepared to bring more demons, but not currently doing so. That suggests the summoner’s attention is elsewhere.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shifted her attention to the nearest elf. “Sheyann?”
 

 
  “Child’s play,” the Elder said calmly, her eyes drifting closed. She inhaled deeply through her nose, then fell totally still.
 

 
  “While she is putting a stop to
  
   that,”
  
  Tellwyrn said, turning back to Mogul, “what have you got for a mass banishing?”
 

 
  “You know
  
   very
  
  well if we could do that our lives would be a lot easier,” he said testily. “You want to banish demons, you have to catch them, individually. For lesser critters like katzils, it’s faster and easier to just kill them.”
 

 
  “Fast is a factor here,” she retorted. “Easy, not so much. It’s time to send a
  
   message.
  
  Haunui!”
 

 
  The man she addressed was a Tidestrider windshaman, barefoot and bare-chested, with his hair gathered into braids adorned with seashells and feathers. An intricate, sprawling tattoo depicting an octupus was inked across his back, its tentacles adorned with runes and spiraling along his right arm.
 

 
  “If the winds allow it,” he intoned dourly, “the skies themselves can be called to repudiate the unclean things. I do not know the spirits here, though, nor they me.”
 

 
  “I can assist you, Wavespeaker,” Sheyann said, opening her eyes. “Portals are closed, Arachne.”
 

 
  “I can confirm that,” the dwarf added.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Mr. Wrynst,” Sheyann said dryly.
 

 
  “Please refrain from bickering,” Tellwyrn said in a clipped tone. “All right, we can do this. Sheyann, Haunui, do what you can to weaken demons in the vicinity. It doesn’t have to be decisive, just put them off balance and buy the rest of us some space to cast. Father Raas, I’d like you to invoke whatever blessing you can around this immediate area without interfering with them. We need them kept away from here long enough for us to work.”
 

 
  “Blessings are easy,” replied the man addressed, an older gentleman in a Universal Church parson’s frock. “Structuring it so as not to impede the fae casters is trickier. I’ll do what I can; if anything impacts either of your work, please speak up so I can correct it.”
 

 
  “What do you have in mind, Professor?” Mogul asked.
 

 
  “A mass banishing,” Tellwyrn said grimly.
  
   “Don’t
  
  start, Mogul; we can discuss what is and isn’t possible after we’ve done it. Ashaele, I’m very glad to see you here. May I borrow your priestesses?”
 

 
  “Provided they are returned in the same condition,” the Matriarch said sardonically, directing a nod to the three cowled women now hovering beside her.
 

 
  “Thank you. Caine, and all of you with wands, you’ll have to take over keeping the creatures away until Raas gets some results. Hopefully this won’t take long enough to matter. All right, I am going to set up an ambient spell lattice over the area to intermix and control magic of different schools. That is
  
   every
  
  bit as difficult as it sounds and will require my full concentration, so I need each of you to handle your individual parts. It
  
   should
  
  become intuitively apparent how to work your own spells into the whole—I’ve recently had some practice in mind magic, but it’s not my forte, so please sing out if you have any trouble understanding what the matrix calls for. Mogul, Wrynst, combine your focus and set up some demon chains for me. I need those creatures immobilized.”
 

 
  “There’s a stark limit to how many of those spells we can conjure at once,” Mogul said with a frown. “Especially since we don’t have a clear line of sight to many of the katzils or
  
   any
  
  of the rozzk’shnid.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  will take care of that. You just have the spell templates ready to be slotted into the whole; you should be able to tell how it works once I have it running.”
 

 
  “I’ve done multi-school cooperative spells before,” Wrynst said, nodding. “It should be achievable.”
 

 
  “Good. I am aware that you’ll need a power boost to get as many chains as we’ll require. Mr. Saalir, that’s where you’ll come in. I won’t have the focus to spare on it, so I need you to establish a standard arcane-to-infernal energy conversion pipeline. Please wait until I have the overall matrix assembled; I need everything to be structured, and piping in energy from an unconnected system will threaten its stability.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   wait
  
  just a moment,” said a lean Westerner in blue Salyrite robes, scowling heavily. “I’m willing to endure this individual’s presence for the sake of the greater good, Professor Tellwyrn, but what you’re asking me is that I
  
   lend power
  
  to the Black Wreath!”
 

 
  “Yes, I am,” she said in a tone that warned of fraying patience. “I appreciate your willingness to help me, Saalir, very much. I did not promise you that this would be easy, however, and
  
   this
  
  is what we need to do to protect this town. There’s no time for arguing.”
 

 
  “There are serious matters of
  
   principle—”
  
 

 
  Nearby, Inspector Fedora loudly cleared his throat. “Pardon me,” he said with an insouciant grin, “but maybe you should pause and think about what happened to the
  
   last
  
  Salyrite who got up into Arachne Tellwyrn’s face?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn closed her eyes. “Oh, good.
  
   You’re
  
  here. Stop helping me, Fedora. Saalir, please ignore him. I am
  
   not
  
  going to blast you for refusing to help. I’m
  
   asking
  
  for your contribution.”
 

 
  The Salyrite frowned at her, at Fedora, then at Mogul, then at Fedora again.
 

 
  “To be clear,” he said at last, “is everyone aware that that man is a—”
 

 
  “Yes!” chorused half a dozen people.
 

 
  “Right,” he muttered. “Well. There’s the greater good, after all. For the time being, Professor, I’ll choose to trust you. Please don’t make me regret this.”
 

 
  “I’ll do my utmost,” she assured him. “And thank you. Now, ladies.” Tellwyrn turned to the three Themynrite priestesses, nodding deeply in respect. “I don’t know your specialization, but when I last spent any time in Tar’naris,
  
   every
  
  priestess of Themynra was trained to banish demons.”
 

 
  “That much has not changed,” the woman in the center of their group replied. “Our method will not send them neatly back to Hell like your Elilinist friend’s; the demons will be simply destroyed.”
 

 
  “Even better,” Tellwyrn said firmly. “If you would, please, come closer, and attend to the spell matrix as I organize it. I am going to direct energy pathways along the demon chains our warlocks will be establishing, and applying dispersal systems which should enable you to strike multiple targets simultaneously.”
 

 
  “Provided the demons are immobilized, that should work,” the priestess said, nodding her hooded head.
 

 
  “They will be,” Tellwyrn assured her. “With three of you, I expect you’ll have adequate power without needing to draw from our shamans; if it begins to appear otherwise as I set it up, please let me know.”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “All right, everyone, you know your part. I’ll make this as quick as I can.”
 

 
  There was some shuffling and nervous glancing from the assembled townspeople in the silence which followed, as well as from several more of the individuals who had appeared in Tellwyrn’s mass teleport who were apparently not involved in the spell. To outside viewers, it seemed a large and complex magical working of this nature mostly involved several people standing around with their eyes closed, frowning in concentration.
 

 
  After a pause, Toby sidled over to Fedora, murmuring. “What happened the last time she had an argument with a Salyrite?”
 

 
  “Oh, you haven’t covered that in class, yet?” the Inspector said, smirking. “I was referring to Magnan, the last Hand of Salyrene. Also the out-of-control piece of shit who built the Enchanter’s Bane that destroyed Athan’khar. Guess who ultimately took his ass down?”
 

 
  Toby sighed. “Right.”
 

 
  The event, when it came, was so sudden that quite a few of the onlookers jumped in surprise, and more than a couple cursed. Tendrils of pure black limned with a thick purple glow sprang from the ground at a single point in the middle of the street, spiraling skyward; each of the katzils twirling overhead was snared and held in place midair, where they immediately began hissing and squawking in protest. More of the shadow tentacles arched toward the ground around the outskirts, apparently seizing the rozzk’shnids still surviving around the periphery.
 

 
  “Hold your damn fire, you knuckleheads!” Sheriff Sanders bellowed at the men who took the opportunity to shoot at the suddenly stationary katzils. “You don’t
  
   fire wands
  
  into the middle of the most complex spell this town’s ever seen! What’s wrong with you?”
 

 
  The actual banishings were not exactly simultaneous, but a cascade of sharp retorts, each accompanied by a burst of silver light, flashed through the air above the town, rather like a giant kettle of popcorn cooking. In each, a katzil exploded into nothingness, and a suddenly unmoored tendril of shadow was wrenched loose and drawn back into the point from which they spawned.
 

 
  The whole thing took only seconds. Then, quite suddenly, it was all over: no spells, no demons, nothing but the evening sky. Shock at the abruptness kept the onlookers silent for only a few seconds, before the whole town erupted in cheers, and more than a few celebratory wandshots fired skyward.
 

 
  Before that had a chance to escalate into a proper celebration, however, there came the pounding of hooves.
 

 
  Whisper rounded the corner just up ahead, slowing to a canter as she approached the group. Astride her, Gabriel held the reins with one hand, his other wrapped around Maureen’s waist, where she was perched in front of him.
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn!” he shouted, drawing his steed to a stop just in front of the assembled crowd. “Thank the gods.”
 

 
  “That’s something I don’t often hear,” she said with a sigh. “How bad is it?”
 

 
  “Where’s Iris?” Juniper demanded in alarm.
 

 
  “It’s the Sleeper!” Maureen burst out frantically. “They’re in the Golden Sea! He’s
  
   got
  
  her!”
 

 
  “Oh, does he,” Tellwyrn said in such a grim tone that several people immediately took a step away from her. “We will
  
   see
  
  about that.”
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  “I need someone to say how quiet it is,” the Jackal murmured, easing back into the alley from having peeked around the corner. He turned to grin at the rest of them. “You know. So I can make the obvious rejoinder.”
 

 
  He was met by a cluster of unimpressed expressions.
 

 
  “It’s
  
   too
  
  quiet,” he clarified, seeming on the verge of bursting into laughter.
 

 
  “You see what I have to deal with?” Shook muttered to Joe. “Every
  
   day
  
  with this crap.”
 

 
  “My heart bleeds,” Joe retorted. “Although, to be fair, that was just the once.”
 

 
  They all ducked at the sudden gust of wind that swooped into the alley. Seconds later, a stack of old crates a few yards back shook slightly, and Kheshiri popped back into view atop it, wings still spread from her glide.
 

 
  “Well?” Shook demanded.
 

 
  “It’s a trap,” the succubus reported.
 

 
  “Didn’t we already know that?” Rook stage whispered. Moriarty nudged him with the butt of his staff, scowling.
 

 
  “No, no, this is
  
   good
  
  news,” Kheshiri continued, grinning, as she folded her wings against her back. “It was
  
   supposed
  
  to be a trap, but it’s been neutered. The guy in charge is gonna try to ambush us right out there on the street, he’s got his people positioned packed into alleys and a couple ground-floor rooms in the surrounding area. But! The Thieves’ Guild have finally got off their butts and been moving, too, and
  
   they
  
  do quick and quiet a lot better than these guys. They’ve ambushed several of the shadow-jumpers and have been blocking doors. I don’t think they’ll be able to contain the whole horde, there are still at least a couple scores of ’em, but Mr. Big Shot out there is gonna be very underwhelmed when he tries to spring
  
   his
  
  ambush.”
 

 
  “How,
  
   exactly,
  
  do you know this guy’s in charge?” Joe demanded.
 

 
  “Because he’s the only one I can sense,” she said condescendingly. “I
  
   told
  
  you the others are on drugs—all I get from them is…fuzz. They’re like a sea, not like individuals. The ones using magic, though, and
  
   this
  
  guy, they’re alert and focused. And this one’s standing still, not shadow-jumping around, which makes him in charge. We take him out—”
 

 
  “You can read
  
   minds?”
  
  Finchley blurted out in horror.
 

 
  “Not quite,” Danny murmured. “Children of Vanislaas can sense desires, though. It’s an intuitive thing. I never heard of one making such
  
   tactical
  
  use of the skill, though…”
 

 
  “I’m a piece of work,” Kheshiri said smugly. “Right, master?”
 

 
  “That’s my girl,” Shook said, then snapped his fingers and pointed to the ground by his feet. The demon obediently hopped down from her crate and went to heel with an unnecessarily slinky gait, deliberately turning to brush her bust against Finchley’s chest as she squeezed past and causing him to turn nearly scarlet.
 

 
  “As a point of general reference,” said Joe, “you guys trust the demon because…?”
 

 
  “People make such a fuss about trust,” the Jackal mused, shaking his head woefully. “We work as a group because we all know what we want and what we’re like. And Kheshiri will be in
  
   deep
  
  shit if anything excessively bad happens to her precious master, there. Considering we’re not only in mortal danger but surrounded by Guild enforcers who specifically want to haul his ass away in chains, she’ll behave herself. And she’s right; if we’ve identified the leader, and he thinks he has the upper hand but
  
   doesn’t,
  
  this is our chance to finish this.”
 

 
  “Undead,” Vannae said weakly. He had regained some of the color in his cheeks, but was still having trouble breathing, apparently.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” the Jackal said, “that. When I said ‘undead,’ I didn’t mean skeletons and zombies. He’s got some real nastiness waiting in the wings. Soon as his trap fails to go off, he’ll drop that hammer, so we’ve gotta finish this
  
   fast.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Vampires?” Finchley squeaked.
 

 
  “Kid, if there was a vampire after us,
  
   most
  
  of this group would be dead already,” the Jackal said disdainfully. “Constructs. Big ones. Constructed undead are pretty fragile, but they hit
  
   hard.
  
  Better by far if we put a stop to this
  
   before
  
  they come into play.”
 

 
  Rook cleared his throat. “Uh, doesn’t it seem likely the thieves will attack
  
   him
  
  once that starts? Him and possibly
  
   us,
  
  since we’re with Shook?”
 

 
  “Fuck my life,” Shook muttered. Kheshiri snuggled against his side, and he absentmindedly patted her rear.
 

 
  “Yep,” the Jackal said cheerfully. “Well, what’re you jokers all standing around for? This beehive ain’t gonna kick itself!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Here?”
 

 
  “I—I don’t
  
   know!”
  
  Maureen said frantically, clearly on the verge of tears. “I wasn’t—it all looks the same, it’s just
  
   grass
  
  and I can’t
  
   see
  
  over it—”
 

 
  Sheyann stepped over to the horse and reached up to lay a hand gently on Maureen’s leg. The gnome broke off, choking back a sob, then blinked down at the elf.
 

 
  “One breath at a time,” the Elder said, radiating calm. Maureen nodded, hiccuping again, and squeezed her eyes shut, clearly reaching for self-control. Sheyann shifted her attention to Whisper’s other rider. “Gabriel, did you happen to take note of your surroundings?”
 

 
  “’Fraid I have the same problem, uh, Elder,” he said, frowning around at the horizon. “I was distracted trying to find the girls, and…this all looks the
  
   same
  
  to me. I came north toward the Sea, so it’s this
  
   general
  
  area…”
 

 
  “It’s here,” said Wyrnst, who was barely visible through the tallgrass, being a foot shorter than its average height. “It’s fading fast, but…there’s a characteristic
  
   smell
  
  about this, so to speak. Infernal magic was used…not quite here, but across the dimensional barrier from this spot. I’ve encountered similar in the aftermath of major summonings. From what I know of how the Golden Sea works, it could cause the same residue. Can you sense anything?”
 

 
  “Agitation,” Haunui murmured, gazing out across the tallgrass. “The wind speaks of its anger. They call this a sea?”
 

 
  “We know that’s how centaurs navigate,” said Tellwyrn, striding forward to join Sheyann. “Shift the Darklands, cause a corresponding shift on this side of the barrier, at least until the tension builds up and the whole system randomizes itself. But that’s
  
   within
  
  the Sea, and we’re a good half a mile from the border. Sheyann, you’re older than I; have you ever heard of someone reaching
  
   out
  
  of the Sea to suck someone in like this?”
 

 
  The Elder shook her head, patting Maureen’s leg one last time and then taking a step north, toward the endless horizon, where the last red light of sunset was fading. “Centaurs are not ambitious warlocks; I doubt any would think to try such a thing. I
  
   do
  
  feel it, now that I focus…but it’s strange. It’s not what I… Give me a moment, please. I must concentrate.”
 

 
  She folded her legs under herself right where she stood, sinking smoothly down to kneel and consequently all but vanishing into the tallgrass. Gabriel gently nudged Whisper away, giving the Elder a respectful space in which to work.
 

 
  Haunui glanced down at her, then up again at the horizon. “I will help if I can, but I do not understand this land. Nor the depth of your craft.”
 

 
  “There are few elemental spirits anywhere on this continent that don’t know Sheyann,” Tellwyrn said briskly, “and few
  
   people
  
  anywhere who are more skilled at what they do. If she wants to try something, we’ll probably get the best results by leaving her to it.”
 

 
  “She’s
  
   out
  
  there,” Maureen whimpered.
 

 
  “And we will find her,” Tellwyrn said firmly. “Sheyann is, as usual, right. Right now the best thing you can do is take care of yourself, Maureen. Try to find some calm.”
 

 
  “Should…I go back for some of the others?” Gabriel asked uncertainly. “I mean, since Whisper and I have the speed, here.”
 

 
  “To retrace the Sleeper’s steps, we need infernomancy and shamanism,” Tellwyrn replied. “That’s who I brought along, Arquin—and before you suggest it, Embras Mogul is already more involved in this whole business than I like.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t gonna,” he muttered.
 

 
  “Mr. Wrynst,” Tellwyrn said, turning to the dwarf, “I realize this is out of your element, but can you detect anything else?”
 

 
  Wrynst stroked his chin ruminatively. He was clean-shaven and altogether looked the part of the modern dwarf; his formal robes were well-tailored, suggesting a business suit in their style and cut to accentuate rather than conceal the blocky shape of his physique.
 

 
  “Not without more to go on,” he said at last. “As I said, the traces are fading rapidly, even while we stand here. The problem is that there wasn’t actually a
  
   rift
  
  opened. I can track a shadow-jump or dimensional transfer if I can get at it, but this accursed mirroring effect obscures the traces I’d need to read. The real action happened in Hell, not here. If either of our shaman can coax the Sea to oblige us, that’ll be another matter. Rifts are even easier to follow in the context of other nearby rifts, so long as you’ve a head for the math—and have the right tools. I have both, of course! The Golden Sea makes the ultimate sextant in that regard; most theorize there is a massive dimensional nexus of some kind at its center, which both causes the instability in the region and is the reason the Sea doesn’t let anybody get at its heart. But, again, that’s little help because the shifting
  
   we’re
  
  trying to follow is merely a reflection of something that happened in
  
   another
  
  universe, and I’ve neither the senses nor the instruments to perceive something like that in the necessary detail.”
 

 
  “The winds are angry,” Haunui repeated morosely. “I expect no help from them.”
 

 
  “Thanks for that,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh.
 

 
  “The Sea will help us,” Sheyann said suddenly, opening her eyes and standing. “I must remain here, to keep communication open. The mind of the Sea is normally unreadable…but it seems Iris reached it.”
 

 
  “She said please,” Maureen whispered. “Over and over. I didn’t know who she was begging…”
 

 
  “The child will be a truly remarkable witch, in the fullness of time,” Sheyann said gravely, “provided we are able to rescue her. She
  
   touched
  
  the Sea itself, its consciousness, something no shaman I have ever known has been able to do.”
 

 
  “Iris has gifts apart from her craft,” Tellwyrn said tersely. “I don’t invite just
  
   any
  
  teenage witch to my school. You have an expression that says there’s a downside, Sheyann.”
 

 
  “The consciousness of the Golden Sea is…rather like a god, in some respects,” Sheyann explained, nodding. “It
  
   is
  
  a consciousness, but not like ours. In the way it is approached, it’s like a machine, responding predictably to a few narrow stimuli and ignoring most others. While gods will sometimes make their thoughts known, however, the Sea never has that I know of. Iris left traces that I
  
   can
  
  follow. However…”
 

 
  “Here it comes,” Tellwyrn muttered.
 

 
  Sheyann gave her an irritated look without pausing. “This is delicate. I sense compliance toward Iris, as well as resentment at the Sleeper. I don’t understand what Iris did, exactly, and cannot reproduce it; the Sea will
  
   not
  
  comply with me. To do this, I will have to skirt the line between cajoling the Sea’s distant mind in the wake of Iris’s touch, and coercing it to cooperate, as the centaurs do. One false step will backfire catastrophically.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a breath, and let it out in a short sigh. “I know your skill, Sheyann. If anyone can do it…”
 

 
  “I would not suggest such a risk if I didn’t think I could,” the Elder replied gravely. “That is not the problem. I must maintain a
  
   reflection,
  
  in Mr. Wrynst’s words, of what was done before.”
 

 
  “What’s that mean?” Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “The Sleeper’s passage was separate, and invisible to me,” Sheyann said. “I can retrace the grip that seized Iris and Maureen. But two were taken, and only two can follow.”
 

 
  “Sometimes,” Tellwyrn growled, “I honestly hate magic.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Immediately upon exiting the alley, they put together the best formation they could. Shook and Kheshiri stepped to one side of the opening, the Jackal and Vannae to the other, while Joe paced out in the center, wands in hand. Behind him, Danny emerged, and the three soldiers swiftly clustered around him as soon as they had space to do so, brandishing staves at the empty street.
 

 
  “Fuckin’ creepy,” Shook muttered. “Haven’t even heard any alarm bells…”
 

 
  They all whirled to face the shadows which swelled in the center of the street ahead. The darkness receded, revealing three figures in gray robes which obscured their faces.
 

 
  “Grandiose,” Kheshiri said skeptically. “You only needed
  
   one
  
  caster to shadow-jump. You’re sacrificing strategic value for—”
 

 
  “We are the rising tide,” a gravely voice interrupted her.
 

 
  “Which one’s talking?” Finchley whispered.
 

 
  “I will bet you a
  
   year’s
  
  pay it’s the one in the middle,” Rook muttered back.
 

 
  The Jackal barked a laugh. “No bet.”
 

 
  “We will sweep away the unworthy,” the voice continued, and finally the figure in the middle stepped forward to raise his arms skyward. “The very stones are worn away by the tide!”
 

 
  “Fascinating,” said Danny, craning his neck to peer over Moriarty’s shoulder. “Excuse me, but what god are you with? I don’t recognize that rhetoric.”
 

 
  “You cannot stop the—”
 

 
  The cultist’s proclamation was cut short by a lightning bolt. It was an imperfect shot, coming at an awkward angle; the electric discharge struck the figure to his left indirectly, arcing to graze him. He toppled backward to the street with a squeal, while his compatriot fell silently, robe smoking. The other cultist jumped backward, and vanished in an abrupt swell of shadow.
 

 
  The rest of them had whirled to face the direction from which the shot had come, with the exception of the Jackal, who flung his arms wide in a gesture of frustration.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on!
  
  I was gonna murder that guy! Goddammit, I never get to kill anybody anymore…”
 

 
  Sweet hopped down from the second-floor fire escape, landing in a deep crouch, then straightened, still aiming a wand.
 

 
  “Still alive?” he said to the fallen cult leader, who was emitting shrill moans of pain. “Splendid, I have some friends who’re looking forward to kicking your ass in meticulous detail. Flora! Fauna! Why do I not hear—ah, there we go.”
 

 
  A bell began tolling not far away, followed by another, and then a third more distantly, the city’s chain of alarm bells finally coming to life to signal the emergency.
 

 
  “Sorry, boss!” shouted a feminine voice from the roofs above the street. “We’re not miracle workers, you know!”
 

 
  “Flesh and blood can only move so fast,” another added.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” the thief muttered, sweeping his gaze across the group. “Joe, you picked a perfect time to show up. Everybody all right?”
 

 
  “Quite well, thank you,” Danny said pleasantly.
 

 
  “Well indeed,” the Jackal said, grinning. “The man himself! It’s been a
  
   while.”
  
 

 
  “It’s gonna go much worse for you than the last time if you attempt any of the bullshit you’re contemplating,” Sweet said curtly, striding over to the fallen cultists. He kicked the leader, eliciting another cry of pain.
  
   “You.
  
  I don’t know who you fuckers are, but you are going to explain, and then have things explained
  
   to
  
  you. You do
  
   not
  
  do this horseshit in
  
   my city.
  
  By the time I finish—”
 

 
  He jumped back at the resurgent rise of shadows. Six more robed figures had appeared on either side of the street from the cluster of people present, arranged in a pair of matching triangles.
 

 
  “Summoning formations!” Joe barked, snapping his wands up. He dropped the three on their right with a round of blindingly fast shots.
 

 
  Shadow-jumping was an extremely rapid process, though, and by the time he’d turned to the other cluster, they had done their work. The shadows which swelled up obscured that entire half of the street momentarily. When they receded, the three cultists had vanished with them. What remained behind was at least twelve feet tall.
 

 
  “Oh, by the way,” the Jackal said helpfully. “Undead.”
 

 
  It was proportioned like a centaur, with a humanoid torso rising from a four-legged base, and made from bones. Not that it was a skeleton; it had been
  
   built
  
  from haphazardly-collected bones forming a lopsided structure, held together with bolted lengths of iron and pulsating greenish strands of tissue rather like misplaced ligaments. Atop its torso was a single, normal-sized human skull. If not for the overall horror of the thing, its tiny head might have looked comical.
 

 
  The accompanying smell was truly unspeakable.
 

 
  Rook squeaked, Finchley retched, and Moriarty shot it. He actually hit it, too, the blast of lightning sending charred bone fragments flying and causing electricity to crackle visibly along the iron pieces lining its structure. The only tangible result of this was to catch the construct’s attention. It turned far more smoothly than such an awkward-looking thing had any right to, facing them directly.
 

 
  Joe dispatched a rapid series of shots, burning hole after hole through the thing’s tiny head until the skull finally dissolved completely in broken fragments.
 

 
  This accomplished nothing. The construct ignored him entirely, charging at the group with the speed of an angry bull.
 

 
  The three soldiers shoved Danny back into the alley, leaving the rest of the group to dive out of the way. It crashed against the side of the building with an awful clatter, breaking chunks of masonry and sending large pieces of bone and iron to the sidewalk.
 

 
  “Look how fragile it is!” Kheshiri shouted from above. “We can wear it down!”
 

 
  Joe, Sweet, and the elves had gotten out of the way, Vannae moving far more deftly than his previous show of weakness had suggested he could. Shook was slower, and got accidentally kicked in the monstrosity’s charge and sent skidding across the pavement. Kheshiri dived to the ground, landing over him with her wings protectively spread.
 

 
  Lightning blasted out of the alley’s mouth; with the construct pressed against the opening, there was no way they could miss, and bolts of energy ripped pieces of it loose. They broke off firing as the thing adjusted itself to reach into the alley with one enormous arm. It was thankfully too big to fit inside, but it had a long enough reach that they were forced to retreat to avoid being grabbed.
 

 
  Sweet and Joe fled to the opposite side of the street, where the thief let fly with indiscriminate shots from his wand, raking more and more pieces off the monster, while the Kid surgically shot out metal joints one at a time. After just a few seconds of this, the monster sagged slightly to one side, beginning to lose some of its structural integrity. It stumbled further when the Jackal darted up and slammed a long blade into the knee of one of its back legs, wrenching it loose and causing it to slump sideways, that leg disabled.
 

 
  Moving less adroitly now, the construct shifted to face the rest of them, just in time to take another barrage of lightning out of the alley to its central mass.
 

 
  “Hold your fire!” Kheshiri shouted. The succubus dived straight down from the sky, striking the monster’s shoulder with both feet and all her weight, then bouncing off and gliding away. The impact knocked its arm loose entirely, leaving it with just the one reaching into the alley.
 

 
  “Shit!” Shook yelped from up the street. “Shit
  
   shit!”
  
 

 
  They turned, barely catching the end of another swell of shadows from that direction as the cultists jumped back out, leaving behind a second construct built along the same lines as the first.
 

 
  “What?” Sweet protested.
  
   “How?
  
  Where were they
  
   keeping
  
  them?”
 

 
  “With multiple shadow-jumpers, coulda been in Sheng-la for all the difference it makes,” Joe said grimly, swiveling and unleashing a barrage of wandfire at the thing as it came barreling up the street at them. “Gotta catch the—look out!”
 

 
  They had to dive out of the way again, back toward the first monster, which was still trying to move, but able to do little but thrash now, all of its limbs having been disabled by the various adventurers. The new arrival slammed against the apartment building opposite, shattering windows and demolishing a set of decorative eaves; Joe and Sweet barely got out of its way in time to avoid being crushed.
 

 
  A figure swathed in black plummeted from the roof above, cloak billowing behind her.
 

 
  “Flora,
  
   no!”
  
  Sweet shouted.
 

 
  “Flora,
  
   yes,”
  
  the elf snapped from right next to him, grabbing his arm and tugging him away. “You let the heavy-hitters deal with this crap.” Fauna planted herself between him and the second monster, brandishing long knives in both hands.
 

 
  “Wait a sec,” Sweet protested, though he didn’t struggle against her tugging. “If you’re—who is
  
   that?
  
  Who else wears a cloak?!”
 

 
  The black figure whirled and swarmed across the construct’s massive body like a temporally accelerated monkey, moving with speed and deftness that even an elf could not match—not to mention strength. Striking with hands and feet, it swiftly and precisely knocked loose strategic pieces of iron while clambering over the monster and evading its grasp. In barely ten seconds, it accomplished what a gaggle of armed fighters hadn’t managed to do to the first construct, which was still feebly wriggling, now lying across the street itself after the last barrage of staff fire had knocked it away from the alley. The new construct, however, collapsed to the pavement in pieces. Something fundamental in its body had clearly been destroyed; it entirely disintegrated, none of its components even attempting to move.
 

 
  There was a momentary pause in which the only sound was the ongoing alarm bells, followed by another massive swell of shadows out of nowhere, immediately pierced by three beams from Joe’s wand. The shadow abruptly dissipated, leaving three robed figures lying dead in their wake.
 

 
  “That is
  
   enough
  
  a’ that,” Joe growled.
 

 
  Kicking aside a piece of arm as long as she was tall and lowering her hood, the figure in black turned to face the rest of the street. On the ground and stationary, she was revealed as a pretty young woman with dark hair.
 

 
  Across the way, Shook, Kheshiri, the Jackal, and Vannae, who had just attacked an undead monstrosity five times their collective size without flinching, shouted in panic and scrambled away toward the nearest open alley.
 

 
  Face set in a predatory glower, the woman shot after them, fast as a pouncing lion.
 

 
  
   “STOP!”
  
 

 
  Roughly pushing aside Finchley, who was trying to hold him back, Danny emerged from their hiding place, giving the still-twitching necromantic construct a wide berth, but showing no sign of unease. On the contrary, his voice and bearing radiated a command which, surprisingly, stopped everyone in their tracks. The woman skidded to a halt, whirling to stare at him, and the four she’d been pursuing hesitated in spite of themselves.
 

 
  “We’ve won here,” Danny said firmly. “No more. No turning on each other, and no revenge. Let them be, Milanda. I owe them.”
 

 
  She let out a short breath, then charged at him, cloak flaring behind her.
 

 
  Moriarty whipped up his staff at her and Danny punched him in the face, and then she was on him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her head against his chest.
 

 
  Feet came pounding up the street, and Joe whirled to aim wands, which he immediately lowered.
 

 
  Five soldiers skidded to a halt, weapons raised, staring around incredulously.
 

 
  “What in the
  
   goddamn hell?”
  
  demanded the sergeant at the head of the group. “Weapons down! NOW!”
 

 
  “Coulda used you gentlemen ’bout ten minutes ago,” Joe muttered, holstering his wands.
 

 
  “Officers,” Sweet said pleasantly, obligingly dropping his wand and raising his hands over his head. “This is…” He paused, glancing around at the dead bodies, the damaged walls, multiple lightning burns, and shattered remnants of two giant constructs of bone, one still trying to get up. “Well! This is probably more or less exactly whatever the hell it looks like.”
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  The sunset had gone unnoticed, as the night blazed with hellfire.
 

 
  For a half mile all around, the tallgrass had been scoured to ash, and even beyond that, fallout from various spells burned merrily. The stars were obscured by an ugly blend of airborne ash, greenish clouds of some residue from a misfired hex, and the angry glow of portals and dimensional rents both half-formed and fully blaring infernal energy onto the scene. All around lay the corpses of demons, those which hadn’t already crumbled to charcoal when the magic left them, interspersed with fresh craters and clumps of jagged obsidian one of the two warlocks had called up to make the landscape nearly impossible to navigate.
 

 
  Still, they fought on, and at this point only one was growing tired.
 

 
  Their styles were virtually opposite. The Sleeper was on his fourth suit of armor and the most haphazard yet, as he was continually battered by Iris’s spells and had to re-arrange his defenses under ever-increasing pressure. Whether or not he still cared about concealing his identity, some manner of magical protection was absolutely essential for survival in the hellscape they had created, and so he was still warded, but down from his earlier hulking carapace to a human-sized shroud of greenish flame, hastily fixed into conventionally styled plates of armor. He summoned demons, cast circles which either blocked her path or spat out hostile magic, used curses to alter the terrain with clouds of dust, darkness, and even a patch of slowed time.
 

 
  The Sleeper had (almost) all the knowledge of the queen of Hell herself, and he was barely slowing her down. He would long since have given up and fled if his opponent had let him.
 

 
  Iris had virtually no style, not technique at all. She did basically nothing but hurl fire and shadow, and yank open dimensional rents which devoured his spells and occasionally spat more fire and tendrils of darkness to impede his way. He called up demons, and she effortlessly blasted them to ash. His summoning circles went haywire at her merest glance, flickering out, exploding dangerously, or even altering to unleash horrific magical backlash on their creator. Curses, area-of-effect attacks, even direct damage spells she easily unraveled, neutralized, or hurled right back at him, without even seeming to realize what she was doing. Every time he tried to run, shadowy tendrils snared him, or a new rip appeared in reality, unleashing a blast of force that hurled him back toward her. That was still gentler than what happened when he attempted to shadow-jump, a prospect upon which he had given up early in their duel.
 

 
  The fire-armored Sleeper finished obliterating the obnoxious tentacles of shadow which had impeded his last escape attempt and turned to face her once more. Iris paced forward with a measured stride, face still twisted in a snarl of animal fury. Her dark skin and white dress were both liberally stained with ash, but neither had suffered so much as a burn or scrape.
 

 
  He gesticulated with both arms, and all around her, a ring of thirteen spell circles formed out of the air, glowing flame-orange with infernal runes. The very air within them thickened, darkened, the charred ground beginning to bubble.
 

 
  Iris made a slashing motion with one hand, and five of the circles on that side shattered like glass; the rest, destabilized, began to misfire, causing the shadows to dissipate and the aggressive decay to spread outside their boundary. Even as she strode forward beyond their range and the remaining circles collapsed, he was already conjuring again.
 

 
  The orb of flame which descended from the sky at a steep angle was the size of a house, and moving at such an impossible speed it was almost upon her seconds after its first appearance over the horizon; Iris was already pointing at it before it came into view, and a mere two yards from impacting her it struck an invisible barrier and rebounded, arcing through the air to strike the ground scarcely twenty yards away. The roar and shockwave of the explosion blasted everything in the vicinity clear, momentarily obscuring the whole scene.
 

 
  The Sleeper, relatively secure behind his armor, seized this opportunity to flee again. As before, he didn’t make it more than two steps. This time, rather than the multitude of shadow tendrils which had grabbed him previously, a single tentacle burst from the ground, coiling around his ankle, and whipped him through the air to slam him against the ground.
 

 
  “Well, you got your way,” Iris said, stalking forward. “Proud of yourself? Are you
  
   happy?
  
  Is
  
   this what you wanted to see?!”
  
 

 
  He tried to roll to his feet to face her, and the tentacle yanked him away again, smashing him to the ground a few yards away in the other direction. The shadowbolt he had barely formed went careening harmlessly into the sky.
 

 
  The Sleeper, still alert despite the impacts, unleashed a blast of fire at the tentacle holding his leg, just in time for another to grab his arm and whirl him away again. This one whipped him back and forth, smashing him hard on the ground three times in three places yards apart before finally giving him a break.
 

 
  This time, he just lay there, apparently stunned. And this time, Iris finally closed the gap.
 

 
  Seething darkness appeared over her hand like a gauntlet as she bent to grasp him by the neck. Iris straightened up, hefting the Sleeper bodily upright, a feat for which she likely lacked the physical strength; more tendrils of shadow sprang up from the ground, snaring his limbs and helping to push him upward.
 

 
  “Might as well keep your secrets,” she said coldly, glaring at the inscrutable mask of flame. “We’ll find out who you were when
  
   somebody
  
  doesn’t show up for class tomorrow.”
 

 
  
   “Need…me…”
  
  His voice was weak, clearly male, disguised this time by fatigue, smoke inhalation, and possibly the grip of the dark gauntlet around his throat. Even without his earlier pretentious vocal effect, it was unrecognizable.
  
   “I can fix—”
  
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn is the greatest mage in the world, you little
  
   stain,”
  
  she snarled. “Your curse won’t last much longer, anyway.”
 

 
  The air around them rippled again, and Iris turned her head in the direction from which the wave had come, raising a hand. Two figures had appeared upon the charred landscape nearby, neither of them demons.
 

 
  “Miss Domingue, I presume?” the dwarf said politely. “Your Professor sent us. Dear me, what a mess,” he added, peering around at the destruction and ongoing infernal radiation.
 

 
  “This must cease,” added his companion, a tall Tidestrider man with an octopus tattoo along his right arm.
 

 
  A sharp
  
   crack
  
  sounded, and the Sleeper’s armor began to fragment. Fractures appeared and spread across it, white lines interrupting the dance of the green flames, making them resemble reflections in a broken mirror.
  
  
 

 
  
  
  “No, you
  
   don’t,”
  
  Iris snapped, squeezing harder. A thin film of purple shadow coalesced over his body, even as the fractures deepened and spread further.
 

 
  “Oh dear,” said the dwarf. “A little closer, Haunui, if you please. This is going to be tricky.”
 

 
  He made a lifting motion with both hands, and four square basalt columns thrust upward from the ground around them in a square formation, trailing lengths of black chain from their upper edges. They rose to a height of seven feet, all the while the lengths of chain reached for each other as if magnetic. Within seconds, they had formed an impromptu cage.
 

 
  “What is this?” the Wavespeaker demanded. Before Wrynst could reply, the Sleeper exploded.
 

 
  The noise alone was enough to knock a person bodily over; the concussion of the blast made the cage shudder, to say nothing of the wash of white-hot flame with raked away a foot of topsoil in all directions. It was over quickly, though, leaving Iris holding a handful of nothing.
 

 
  “No,” she whispered, staring at her black glove even as it dissipated. There was no sign of the Sleeper at all; nothing had survived in the vicinity except Wrynst’s cage, which had only barely endured. Lengths of chain broke away and fell like pieces of dried-up vines, and one of the square columns, cracked across its middle, toppled over.
 

 
  “An inverted containment spell,” Wrynst said matter-of-factly as Haunui pushed his way out of the now-limp chains. “Only effective against infernal power, but rather impressive, if I say so my—”
 

 
  He was cut off by Iris’s scream of pure frustration. She sank to her knees, then toppled forward, slamming both her fists into the ground.
 

 
  “I
  
   had
  
  him! I was
  
   so close!”
  
  She began rhythmically punching the earth, kicking up puffs of ash with each blow. “All of this was for
  
   nothing.
  
  Years of work, my whole
  
   life,
  
  gone for
  
   nothing!”
  
 

 
  “Child.” Haunui had strode over quickly, and now knelt in front of her. “Nothing is gone.”
 

 
  
   “LOOK AT THIS!”
  
  she screamed at him, throwing her arms wide.
 

 
  As far as they eye could see in every direction, the golden tallgrass was gone; flickers of fire still raged along the horizons. There were several impact craters still, though the other detritus of their fight had been destroyed by the final destructive spells she and the Sleeper had unleashed. The sky was all but hidden by a sick mockery of the northern lights, seething rents in reality from which tongues of flame and eye-wrenching darkness seeped all around.
 

 
  “This is all I’m good for,” Iris said, suddenly toneless. Her arms fell limply to her sides. “I was just fooling myself. First time it came down to it, this is—”
 

 
  Haunui grasped her face gently in both hands, capturing her attention.
 

 
  “The tide comes and goes, beyond our power to affect,” he said, holding her gaze in perfect calm. “The wind blows as it will, bringing what it will. The world turns, the clouds change. We are specks adrift on the surface, hefted by powers we cannot contest. This is true.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Wrynst from a short distance away, “but this whole area is massively unstable. We had really better—”
 

 
  “The one thing that is yours to command,” Haunui continued, ignoring him, “the
  
   one
  
  thing, is your own hand on the tiller. The world will do with you whatever it does. You, and
  
   only
  
  you, decide
  
   who you are.”
  
 

 
  “I can’t,” she whispered. Tears streamed down her cheeks, washing over his callused fingers. “I can’t do this. I lost it all.”
 

 
  The shaman smiled gently. “Child, I hear the spirits around you still. They do not abandon you so quickly; no friend does. Still your mind, as you were taught. Reach out, and find them still there.”
 

 
  “But…”
 

 
  “Reach,” he insisted. “You are your choices, not your gifts. Reach out.
  
   Make a choice.”
  
 

 
  Iris heaved in a shaking breath, swallowed heavily, and closed her eyes.
 

 
  “I really must insist we
  
   go,”
  
  Wrynst said nervously. “Sheyann was unsure how long she could sustain the link anyway, and we are surrounded by active and uncontrolled dimensional rifts.
  
   Now,
  
  please!”
 

 
  “We will heal them,” Haunui said, not looking up from Iris’s face. “Patience, warlock. What was done will be undone. What was destroyed, remade. The magic of the earth and the wind holds sway here, not the magic of the nether.”
 

 
  Wrynst threw up his hands in a hopeless gesture, turning and stomping back toward the point at which they had first appeared.
 

 
  Haunui closed his own eyes. Light blossomed along his tattoo, the inked tentacles glowing brilliant green along his arm and back. For achingly long moments, he and Iris knelt in the dust, eyes closed, while hellfire flickered hungrily in the destruction all around them.
 

 
  A faint whisper of wind rose.
 

 
  The first changes were too slight and too slow to be noticeable, but they swiftly grew in speed, and strength. The glaring rents in the sky began to close, shrinking to points and lines until finally the last flickers of fire and shadow vanished. Reality reasserted itself, the corruption of the infernal shrinking away. Finally, after scarcely a minute had passed, the last of them were gone, and the stars shone again unimpeded.
 

 
  Iris drew another breath again, shaking from a withheld sob, but a smile blossomed on her face.
 

 
  “They do not forget so quickly,” Haunui repeated. “Come, there is more to do.”
 

 
  It took a few minutes longer, but finally the first green shoots began to appear. Once they initially manifested, they grew quickly, rising and spreading. In another ten heartbeats, the fires in the distance had flickered out and a veritable carpet of pale green spread around them. As the two knelt, concentrating in silence, the tallgrass continued to blossom, pushing its way upward.
 

 
  The rate of its growth slowed as rapidly as it had first accelerated, and all too soon came to an apparent stop. It was nowhere near as well-developed as the usual grasses of the Sea, rising barely knee-high, and the green of new shoots rather than the golden amber of the mature tallgrass…but it was there, spreading away in all directions over what had been a battlefield torn by flame. Dips in the landscape still marked the craters left by spells of destruction, but they were covered by a green shroud of new growth.
 

 
  From somewhere nearby, impossibly, came the chirp of a cricket.
 

 
  Haunui let out a long sigh, at last opening his eyes, and lowering his hands from Iris’s face. “These things go in cycles, as you know well. Ash is good for the ground. Look.”
 

 
  She finally opened her own eyes, meeting his gaze, then following it to a point on the ground between them.
 

 
  A single red flower rose from the soil amid the blades of new tallgrass, a cluster of cone-shaped blossoms shifting slightly in the faint breeze. The old symbol of regrowth after fire, the
  
   versithorae,
  
  a bloom that only rose from ashes. A sign of the earth’s forgiveness.
 

 
  “As I live and breathe,” Wrynst marveled, gazing around. “You actually did it… Total infernal nullification. I’d
  
   never
  
  have thought such a disaster could be cleaned so quickly.”
 

 
  “A choice was made,” Haunui said gravely, finally standing up. He held a hand down to Iris.
 

 
  After a moment, she tore her gaze from the flower and looked up at him. Her dark eyes were clear, despite the tracks left by tears through the dust on her cheeks. Finally, she accepted his hand.
 

 
  “Thank you.”
 

 
  He nodded to her, once, then turned back to the warlock. “And now, we had better go. It does not do to keep an Elder waiting.”
 

 
  Wrynst sighed and rolled his eyes. “Well, if you’re
  
   certain
  
  you’re finished here.”
 

 
  “We’re done,” Iris said in a small voice. “Let’s go. Please.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Uh, Professor,” Gabriel said nervously, “if you don’t mind my asking—”
 

 
  “Because, Arquin,” Tellwyrn said, “some problems are not best solved by exercising force. If I thought Iris in danger you had
  
   better
  
  believe I would be there myself. The situation, however, is that she needs to be rescued from the Golden Sea, not the Sleeper. We need the best shaman and the best warlock to navigate the shifts inflicted upon it. That means Wrynst and, with Sheyann forced to stay here and hold the path open, Haunui. Trust me,” she added grimly, “I’m not worried about the Sleeper hurting her. I guarantee he is regretting forcing Iris Domingue into a corner right now.”
 

 
  “Um,” he said carefully, “…okay.”
 

 
  Gabriel had dismissed Whisper, who tended to quickly grow restive with nothing to do. Now they all stood in the tallgrass at the outskirts of the Sea, waiting. Sheyann knelt on the ground, eyes closed and lips moving constantly in a silent soliloquy; nearby, an unceasing rustle moved back and forth through the tallgrass where Maureen paced, muttering to herself. Tellwyrn and Gabriel simply stood, she staring fixedly at the horizon, he fidgeting.
 

 
  “Actually,” he offered after a terse silence, “I was going to ask—”
 

 
  “They’re coming,” Sheyann said suddenly, relief audible in her voice, as well as fatigue. Maureen darted toward them, pushing amber stalks roughly aside.
 

 
  Reality itself heaved, the ground seeming to roll like the tide, without actually displacing the grass or any of them standing upon it. The undulation carried three figures, though, and deposited them right in front of the group.
 

 
  
   “Iris!”
  
  Maureen wailed, throwing herself forward.
 

 
  Iris, filthy and clearly exhausted but apparently unharmed, knelt to catch her, wrapping the gnome up in a hug and rocking slightly back and forth.
 

 
  Tellwyrn quickly joined them, bending down to rest a hand on Iris’s shoulder, heedless of the ash staining her dress.
 

 
  “Iris,” she said in an uncharacteristically soft voice, “are you all
  
   right?”
  
 

 
  Iris nodded, swallowed, and finally looked up. “I’m not hurt. Professor… I’m sorry. I almost had him, but—”
 

 
  “None of that,” Tellwyrn said firmly. “I’m responsible for protecting you, not the other way round.
  
   I’m
  
  sorry. What’s important is that
  
   you
  
  are okay. We’ll finish dealing with the Sleeper very soon, I promise you.”
 

 
  “I’m not absolutely certain he got away, though,” Wrynst added, straightening his robe. “That effect he unleashed… It
  
   might
  
  have been a ploy to conceal a shadow-jump, or it may honestly have been his destruction, whether self-inflicted out of spite or resulting from the damage you did. Either way, it was a desperate maneuver. You really had him on the ropes, young lady.”
 

 
  “Keeping us in the dark would be just like him,” Gabriel chimed in, then added fervently, “I am
  
   damn
  
  glad to see you back safe, Iris. We were worried sick.”
 

 
  She actually twitched, her eyes falling on him and widening in shock. Iris opened her mouth, but no sound emerged.
 

 
  Maureen’s shoulders jerked slightly, and she finally drew back, grinning. “Oh, aye, that reminds me. Before I forget to tell ye, Gabe’s here. He’s the one who came to fetch us; hasn’t left ever since, not till we were sure you were safe.”
 

 
  “I—uh—I mean…thank you,” Iris said weakly, ending on a squeak.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed, straightening. “Sheyann? Are you all right?”
 

 
  “Quite well, thank you, Arachne,” the Elder said smoothly. “That was by no means easy, but far from the most tiring thing I have ever undertaken. Most instructive, as well. You know, I may have gained some insight into Kuriwa’s trick of traveling between places.”
 

 
  “Now, why the
  
   hell
  
  would you want to do a damn fool thing like that? Let Kuriwa play footsie with unspeakable horrors if she wants. I thought
  
   you
  
  had more sense.”
 

 
  Sheyann raised an eyebrow, but smiled faintly in amusement. “I allowed you to teleport me for this escapade of yours, Arachne; I expect to be spoken to with a bit more restraint. At least for a while.”
 

 
  “Yes, you’re right. Sorry.” Tellwyrn sighed heavily, and grimaced. “I’ve been quickly using up my store of restraint over the last two days.”
 

 
  “In fact, you’ve been doing quite well,” Sheyann replied, gliding over to pat her on the shoulder. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed. You have conducted yourself very nearly like a person with normal, basic social skills. It may seem an odd thing to say, Arachne, as I certainly have no claim to responsibility for you, but I am…proud.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn glared at her. Then, incongruously, her lips twitched, and she emitted a soft snort that was clearly the lesser part of a laugh.
 

 
  “Well…all right. We’ve got a crowd back at Last Rock to reassure, most of
  
   you
  
  will be needing some food and rest, and I owe a series of explanations to several people. Most urgently, Iris had better get into a bath and then bed. Let’s move this out, people. Wrynst, Haunui, I thank you very sincerely for helping to protect my student.”
 

 
  “Oh, no need for that, Professor,” Wrynst said cheerfully. “This beats the daylights out of laboratory work. I’m having a
  
   smashing
  
  old time!”
 

 
  Haunui just nodded gravely.
 

 
  They started slowly, Iris having to detach herself from Maureen and push upright with obvious weariness, but soon enough the little procession got underway, heading back toward Last Rock. Tellwyrn stood aside, letting them all pass before finally bringing up the rear, alongside Gabriel, who had hovered nearby.
 

 
  “So, Professor,” he said in a low tone, nodding at Wrynst and Haunui a few yards ahead of them. “What I was
  
   actually
  
  going to ask… Who
  
   are
  
  those guys?”
 

 
  She sighed. “Later, Arquin. Tomorrow, you’re going to learn a lot of things, some of which will explain the presence of all the…guests I brought with me. More immediately… Gather your comrades when we reach the town, if you would. Before people start scattering to the winds and spreading rumors, there are some things you’ll need to understand.”
 

 
  He followed her gaze past Haunui’s shoulder, to where Iris was trudging along, slumped with exhaustion, then nodded silently.
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  “I am not in the habit of divulging anybody’s personal business to anybody else,” Professor Tellwyrn began as soon as she settled herself behind her desk, “a fact for which
  
   several
  
  of you have abundant cause to be personally grateful. I am, in this
  
   one
  
  case, going to make an exception because the cat is pretty well out of the bag, and it’s better that those who saw it understand exactly what type of cat it was before the rumor starts flying that there’s a lion on campus.”
 

 
  
   “Nice
  
  turn of phrase!”
 

 
  “Shut up, Arquin. Since a classmate’s personal privacy
  
   is
  
  being abrogated here, I will have to insist that what I am about to tell you travels
  
   no
  
  further. If it does, the repercussions will be severe and indiscriminately applied to everyone present. And,” she added with rising asperity, “I would have
  
   thought
  
  all of this went without saying, but I can’t help noticing that this group is already
  
   larger
  
  than I expected.”
 

 
  She paused to glare around her office, which in addition to the students who had been present in Last Rock for the Sleeper’s attack, now contained the entire population of the Wells and the sophomore class who remained un-cursed, as well as Scorn.
 

 
  “Iris is our
  
   friend,”
  
  the Rhaazke said stidently, laying a heavy hand on Szith’s shoulder. “We care about her!”
 

 
  Tellwyrn fixed a gimlet stare on her. “And in your mind, this entitles you to be involved in her personal business?”
 

 
  “That, yes,” Scorn said with an emphatic nod.
 

 
  Ruda cleared her throat. “So, Iris is a half-demon, right? I mean, that’d explain her being Sleeper-proof, not to mention her fixation on Gabe…”
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel frowned at her. “Iris is
  
   hardly
  
  fixated on me. Where are you getting
  
   that
  
  from?”
 

 
  “Arquin, you elevate cluelessness to a fucking art form.”
 

 
  “Iris Domingue is
  
   not
  
  a half-demon!” Tellwyrn said loudly. “She comes from a respectable old Vernisite family from Thakar, with no traceable demon lineage on either side, and no evidence of demonic corruption that could explain her situation. She is simply, for reasons nobody understands, an infernal savant.”
 

 
  There was a momentary pause while they all stared at her in varying degrees of confusion.
 

 
  “So…wait,” Fross said at last. “I know what both those words mean and I can infer what they mean in connection with each other, but that can’t be right because it doesn’t make any sense.”
 

 
  “I know you are all aware, by this point in your academic careers, of the basic nature of infernal magic,” Tellwyrn said, folding her hands atop her desk and regarding them over the rims of her spectacles. “Anyone can use it; the challenge for warlocks is in using it
  
   safely.
  
  Without the inherent protection granted by full-scale demonic mutation from having one’s entire lineage forged in Hell itself, the infernal is unfathomably dangerous and nearly impossible to control. A significant error can cause catastrophic, usually explosive destruction; even a minor error will cause the first stage of lifelong degenerative disease, with cancers being the most common, though they are not the totality or even the worst of it. Half-demons tend to have both a greater aptitude and a measure of protection, but neither is absolute even for them. And yes, I’m aware you have all heard this lecture before, but you’re hearing it again now, and will
  
   every
  
  time I find a reason to discuss infernal magic with my students. It is
  
   that
  
  dangerous.” She paused, and heaved a little sigh before continuing. “Iris Domingue, for whatever reason, can wield the infernal with perfect, intuitive control. Without understanding or even
  
   thinking
  
  about it, she uses it in such a way that she avoids corruption, either in the form of combustion or illness. And she can do things
  
   with
  
  it, despite knowing zero technique, that no warlock has even thought to try.”
 

 
  Another silence descended, marked this time by expressions mostly of consternation.
 

 
  “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Toby said at last.
 

 
  “Nobody has, Mr. Caine,” Tellwyrn replied. “That is why I brought her
  
   here.
  
  It’s not widely known, because very few organizations are both positioned and invested in identifying and recruiting unusual young people—I haven’t been arrogant enough to
  
   assume
  
  this, but it’s possible I’m the only one who’s noticed. But within the last decade, roughly since the time the gods retreated and stopped calling paladins, individuals have begun popping up who can use magic in ways that aren’t exactly…normal. November Stark’s case is unusual, but not without precedent; there have occasionally been humans who can touch the divine unaided, just as there are occasionally drow who can wield the arcane. The prevailing theory is that it’s the natural state for all sapients to have access to all magic, and occasionally whatever force bars certain races from certain schools…misses a spot. More seriously, though… No, if there’s ever been a case like Iris before, I’ve never heard of it. And nobody who has studied her has the faintest clue what the cause is. Similarly, I have never heard of any fairy, much less a pixie, who can use arcane magic without simply exploding. Fross is, after all, the effective grandchild of an Elder God, but still. It’s never happened
  
   before.
  
  Something is
  
   up
  
  in the world.”
 

 
  Teal let out a soft breath. “A great doom—”
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   fucking
  
  say it!” Ruda groaned.
 

 
  “So, um…” Gabriel frowned pensively. “Now you mention it, Professor, I know this is supposed to be a school for exceptional and dangerous people, but on reflection it occurs to me quite a few of our classmates seem pretty…normal. How many of these secret walking magical anomalies have we
  
   got
  
  on this campus?”
 

 
  “Arquin, what did I
  
   just
  
  say about other people’s personal business?”
 

 
  “Right. Sorry.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” the Professor went on more briskly, “that’s the context.
  
   This
  
  meeting was convened because your classmate and friend has just had a traumatic experience, and needs support, not suspicion. It may be impossible to keep a lid on this; too many people from the town know she got cornered by the Sleeper, and others will wonder how she got away. It’s up to Iris to decide what she wants to tell anybody. It’s up to
  
   you
  
  lot to be there for her and back her up.”
 

 
  “This we will do,” Szith said firmly.
 

 
  “Aye,” Maureen agreed in a quieter tone. “Thank th’Light it wasn’t more traumatic, though. Way I understood it, she right whipped ‘is arse, an’ more power to ‘er.”
 

 
  “There’s a lot more to trauma than being physically wounded,” Tellwyrn said gravely. “Consider Iris’s life up until now. She has refused to learn
  
   any
  
  infernomancy, which shows wisdom, but also has downsides. It’s that technique which makes the infernal useful for anything besides destruction; she cannot shadow-jump, become invisible, summon anything… With training, Iris would be the greatest warlock who ever lived.
  
   Without
  
  that training, she is a walking weapon comparable in scope to the Enchanter’s Bane. Her decision to eschew all infernal magic and immerse herself in the fae to suppress it is obviously in her best interests, and the
  
   world’s
  
  best interests. But there are people who care nothing for the interests of the world, and worse, people who care deeply and automatically conflate the world’s interests with their own agendas. The Black Wreath has been after her since before she could walk, and even those who protected her did so with the presumption of repayment. Iris has only grown to adulthood without being conscripted by one power or another because her parents are both bankers, which is the next best thing to aristocrats in terms of ruthless cunning. They’ve managed to play the Universal Church and Imperial Intelligence against each other for eighteen years, but that can’t last forever. I brought Iris here to give her four years to just…be a person. And more importantly, to develop the skills and the
  
   connections
  
  that will enable her to live her life without becoming anybody’s pawn.”
 

 
  “We’ll help her,” Teal said quietly.
 

 
  
   “Fuck
  
  yes!” Ruda agreed with much less restraint. “I don’t like to bust out my tiara, but the hell with it; anybody who tries to slap a collar on her is gonna have words with the Punaji nation about it.”
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “I think we had better let Iris make decisions about her own life and back her up, rather than declaring our intentions unilaterally. Bad enough we’re having this discussion behind her back.”
 

 
  “Gods,
  
   thank
  
  you, Toby,” Tellwyrn groaned. “The rest of you chucklefucks
  
   listen
  
  to him, for heaven’s sake.”
 

 
  “Yeah, she’s right,” said Juniper. “Our job’s just to be friends. Wherever Iris decides that takes us.”
 

 
  “So…what happens now?” Gabriel asked. “About the Sleeper? That warlock you brought in seemed to think he might have gotten killed…”
 

 
  “He wasn’t,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “I’ve already verified the presence of every student on campus. None of them
  
   appear
  
  to have had their asses kicked in the Golden Sea, either, and to find that out in detail I would pretty much have to throw out any pretense of anyone having any privacy or personal security on this campus. For obvious reasons, I’m not willing to do that.”
 

 
  “When’d you manage this?” Ruda demanded. “Cos you just got back and I
  
   know
  
  that weird new fuzzy assistant of yours didn’t check up on everybody and report in. He doesn’t even speak the language!”
 

 
  “Crystal checked in on me earlier,” Toby reported.
 

 
  Scorn grunted and curled her lip, baring fangs. “That tame incubus of hers was snooping around, too.”
 

 
  “He’s neither tame nor
  
   mine,
  
  and don’t you forget either of those things,” Tellwyrn said irritably. “To answer your question, Arquin… What happens
  
   now
  
  is that you lot go back to your dorms and sleep. Those of you going to the Wells anyway take the time to hug your roommate, and the rest of you leave it be until you see her again normally. Tomorrow… Well, there are going to be some changes around here. Tomorrow will be a big day. You’ll want to be rested up and ready.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Dawn, as always, was more a shift change than an awakening in the sleepless capital of the Empire. Most people who kept typical business hours were barely awake, much less contemplating breakfast yet, and the city as a whole was still early in the process of rising toward its usual frenetic pace. This was certainly not an hour when those who had been up till nearly midnight would be expected to be already at work, and yet, here they were.
 

 
  The hour was all part of the pantomime. The Imperial family received their guest in one of the harem wing’s smaller formal parlors, no bigger than the average drawing room in a modestly well-to-do home, but deliberately laid out like a throne room, with a narrow strip along the wall opposite the door raised a single step and two chairs set upon it, with their backs to the windows. Sharidan and Eleanora sat in these, Milanda and Vex respectively standing at their sides. There was no other furniture, nothing for the person called before them to do but stand amid the heavy reminder of their respective stations.
 

 
  Bishop Darling seemed perfectly calm and at ease, as he usually did, and was doing as well as they at presenting himself as though fully rested and alert. Doubtless he, like the Imperials, had been at the coffee. The stuff was starting to show up on the menus of tea rooms in the city, and rumblings had begun that it should be classified as a drug and regulated as such. Sharidan was considering it, if only to keep the drink out of general circulation and maximize the advantage of those who had access to it. Not that that would have helped today; Antonio Darling would have no trouble getting his hands on whatever he felt himself entitled to.
 

 
  So far, no one had remarked upon the presence of the two black-coated Hands of the Emperor standing just inside the doors to the room, as impassively watchful as always, nor the fact that Milanda Darnassy was dressed in one of their uniforms, tailored to her figure.
 

 
  “You are too modest, your Grace,” the Emperor said smoothly in a continuation of a back-and-forth of pleasantries which had now gone on long enough that it was verging on tediousness. “The fact remains that you are owed a great debt by the Silver Throne—you personally, and the Thieves’ Guild as a whole. I flatter myself that I am known to honor my debts.”
 

 
  “It’s nothing more than the duty of a citizen to aid the Throne, should the opportunity present itself,” Darling said blandly. There came a momentary pause, the briefest hesitation in this practiced social ritual in which the next step was silently contemplated, and finally the Bishop chose to give ground by acknowledging ignorance—a slight concession, and one he was in a position to afford, but a concession nonetheless. “Your Majesty, I have to confess that I don’t understand more than a fraction of what transpired last night.”
 

 
  Eleanora drummed her fingers once on the arm of her chair, giving Sharidan an expressionless sidelong look—a reminder that Darling wasn’t the only one in the dark on some points. The Emperor allowed himself a slight smile.
 

 
  “I’m afraid this isn’t like a story in which everything is neatly explained in the end, your Grace. There are details we ourselves have not entirely sorted out—and of course, there are details we are not able to share with you. The entire matter, obviously, is enormously sensitive. That said, I didn’t call you here at this ungodly hour just to express my thanks. After the help you and your enforcers rendered, I want to explain as much as I am able. Even aside from my appreciation of your rescue…we both know some explanations are owed.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t presume to make any such demands,” the Bishop said with a bland smile. “But I would of course be glad to understand as much as possible of what I stumbled into.”
 

 
  “The last part was the biggest mystery,” said the Emperor. “I was not expecting those…cultists. In truth, we still don’t know
  
   who
  
  they were. Apprehending their leader did us little good, I’m afraid; he killed himself via lethal injection, using a hypodermic syringe.”
 

 
  A frown creased Darling’s serene expression. “Well, that certainly is…suggestive.”
 

 
  “Lord Vex?” Sharidan prompted, turning to look past Eleanora at the spymaster.
 

 
  Vex was the only person present who actually looked sleepy, but then, it was unusual for him to appear alert. He blinked languidly before speaking.
 

 
  “We are not seriously entertaining the idea that the attackers were Black Wreath. The tactics were all wrong, the Wreath has no
  
   motive
  
  to have done such a thing, and this is hardly the first time someone has tried to pin the blame on them by donning silly robes before engaging in shenanigans. The syringe and shadow-jumpers were nice touches, more effort than we’re used to seeing at selling this old charade, but the facts stand. We know what the Wreath want, and we know how they fight. They don’t use necromancy, they
  
   do
  
  use infernomancy, they don’t meddle in politics unless there are demons involved, and there quite simply aren’t that
  
   many
  
  of them. Or if there are, they at least do not throw bodies at their problems.”
 

 
  “All of us here,” Darling said quietly, “know of the Wreath’s attempt to meddle in politics. At the highest possible level.”
 

 
  An absolute freeze descended momentarily. This was as touchy a subject as could possibly be raised in this particular company. Eleanora’s hands tightened on the arms of her chair.
 

 
  “That wasn’t the Wreath,” Vex said mildly after a moment, “but their goddess. They are no more in control of her than any cult, and not alone in occasionally finding themselves stumbling over her trail. Most gods are more of a hassle to tidy up after than yours, Antonio. My man in Last Rock reports the Wreath is actually cleaning up one of her messes out there, or rather trying to help Tellwyrn do so.”
 

 
  “The spider and the scorpion, meeting in the dark,” the Empress said frostily. “Someone’s getting stung, and I don’t much care which.” Sharidan grinned at her in open amusement, which she ignored.
 

 
  His expression sobered as he turned back to the Bishop, however. “More to the point, your Grace, I owe an apology to you and yours. The truth is, you aided the Empire in good faith, you and the Guild, and we were less than honest with you from the beginning about our intentions. It all turned out as well as I could have hoped, and I certainly would not have agreed to such manipulation had it not been absolutely necessary. Still, I did not like having to deceive you, and I regret doing so—and not only because of the aid you subsequently rendered. You have the apology of the Throne, which I hope you will convey to Boss Tricks as well. We are doubly in your debt.”
 

 
  “For my part, your Majesty, it’s all water under the bridge,” Darling said smoothly, putting on a magnanimous smile. “As Lord Vex himself pointed out to me yesterday, we’re all old hands at politics, here. These things have to be done, from time to time; there’s no use in taking anything personally.” He deliberately sobered his expression before continuing. “I feel I can say with relative certainty that the Boss will bear no grudge, either. However, with the greatest possible respect, I must remind your Majesty that the Thieves’ Guild is not a thing to be antagonized, particularly from atop a throne. At the core of Eserion’s faith is the command to watch the halls of power, and thwart their overreaches. You risk worsening your problems exponentially by playing the Guild for fools, and I may not always be able to intercede.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a little backward, isn’t it?” Sharidan spoke pleasantly, but he suddenly leaned forward, propping his arms on his knees; the change in his demeanor was abrupt and striking. “We’re glad, even eager, to make whatever amends we can for any offense taken by your cult, or anyone in it. But
  
   you,
  
  specifically, were the one tricked, Bishop Darling—that is, Sweet. And
  
   you
  
  are the one taking this tone with me now. Are you certain you wanna do that?”
 

 
  Eleanora, Vex, and Milanda all shifted infinitesimally to stare at him, eyes widening by fractions despite their practiced reserve. This was not what they had discussed before the meeting.
 

 
  Darling, too, was thrown off enough to cause the briefest hitch in his smooth presentation. “Your Majesty—”
 

 
  “Okay, let’s cut the crap, shall we?” the Emperor suggested. “We’ll be here all morning at this rate. I don’t know about you, but I have an impossible number of things to do today and it looks like I’m already going to miss breakfast. You and I both know the score well enough to speak plainly.”
 

 
  “Sharidan,” Eleanora said sharply.
 

 
  “In addition to expressing my apology for this mess to your Boss,” the Emperor continued, “I’d take it as a personal kindness if you’d carry it to Lakshmi and Sanjay. And not on behalf of the Throne. I hate having abused their hospitality; those two were never anything but kind to me. It rankles, having to leave things like this.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell her,” Darling said slowly, watching the Emperor with open wariness, now. He wasn’t the only one in the room doing so. “I have to warn you, though, Peepers probably doesn’t want to hear anything from you. Do…you want to let her know who you actually were?”
 

 
  Sharidan sighed softly, and leaned back in his chair. “…no. No, best not; I can’t see anything but more trouble coming of that. I’m just someone who did her wrong, and regrets it. That’s how things will have to stand.”
 

 
  “All right, well—”
 

 
  “But with that aside, we were talking about
  
   us.”
  
  He actually shifted to lounge against one side of his chair and crossed his legs in a deliberately casual posture totally unlike his normal carriage before guests. Eleanora had returned her gaze forward, but Milanda was watching him with wide eyes. “Here’s the simple truth, Sweet:
  
   you
  
  are a pain in the ass. You’re
  
   everywhere,
  
  involved in the government, in the Church, in whatever your Guild is up to on a given day, and yet, nobody knows what it is you actually
  
   want.
  
  All we know is that you’re one of the Empire’s foremost experts on playing both ends against the middle, and you should know that by this stage in your illustrious career,
  
   everybody
  
  is getting tired of it. Now, I will gladly—humbly, even—offer my apologies and make amends to the Guild, for the sake of the necessary politics. To Lakshmi as a friend, as well, if such overtures won’t be immediately spat on. But you, Antonio Darling? I won’t do anything as pointless as suggest you pick a role and
  
   stick
  
  to it, but if you’re seriously going to have the face to stand here and complain about someone playing you false in this game…” Sharidan grinned broadly, the expression showing a lot of teeth and not reaching his eyes. “Blow me.”
 

 
  The silence was absolute.
 

 
  Darling cleared his throat discreetly, once he had recovered. “With greatest appreciation for the kindness of your Majesty’s offer, I must respectfully decline.”
 

 
  The Emperor’s grin softened, becoming marginally more sincere. “Vex thinks you’re a true Eserite at heart. I realize we didn’t exactly spend much time
  
   bonding
  
  over the last few days, but I’m inclined to lean toward that conclusion myself, after watching you in action. As such, I realize you’re not inclined to trust anyone who sits on a throne for a living—as you yourself pointed out. Just keep in mind that there are powers in this world, and then there are powers, and you’d be wise to consider which of them rule just to rule, and which are trying to
  
   help
  
  people. There’s a limit to how long you can keep playing this game of yours, Sweet.”
 

 
  “There are limits to everything, your Majesty,” the Bishop said pleasantly, his poise back in place. “Men like you and I are forced to push them as far as we humanly can. And let’s be honest: we wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 

 
  Sharidan heaved a sigh and straightened his posture. “There are a lot of things I wish could be other than they are… In any case. We thank you for accommodating us at this early hour, your Grace, especially after such an eventful night. Your assistance to the Throne is, as always, duly appreciated, and it is our hope that you will convey our sincere gratitude to the Thieves’ Guild as well.”
 

 
  Long before the end of his speech, he had fully resumed the serenely regal bearing expected of an Emperor, and finished by inclining his head in a kingly gesture of dismissal.
 

 
  Darling bowed deeply. “It is my honor to aid the Empire however I may, your Majesty. I’m certain the Guild will appreciate your overture. By your leave, then?”
 

 
  “Go in good health, your Grace.”
 

 
  Vex was drawing in breath for a heavy sigh before Darling was fully out of the room, and began speaking in a tone of strained patience the instant the doors had shut behind him. “Your Majesty—”
 

 
  “Have you
  
   lost
  
  your
  
   mind?”
  
  Eleanora exclaimed.
 

 
  “If anything, I’ve recently found it,” Sharidan said lightly, again relaxing into his chair. “You know what your problem is, Quentin?”
 

 
  “I very much fear I am about to,” Vex said flatly.
 

 
  The Emperor grinned at him. “In fairness, it’s not really a problem. You are so fixated on
  
   facts,
  
  on knowing all the details and angles, you tend to undervalue the squishier variables. People’s personalities, their passions, their hearts.”
 

 
  “I assuredly do not neglect to consider individual character in my calculations, your Majesty,” Vex said with open annoyance, “but I also understand their
  
   place
  
  in the greater equation.”
 

 
  “People aren’t rational creatures,” Sharidan replied. “They can’t be rationally predicted in their actions. Sometimes, you have to follow your intuition. You have to extend a little faith, a little trust. It’s not a criticism; your way of looking at the world is what makes you so good at your job. It’s not the only way, however, nor even necessarily the best.”
 

 
  “Exactly what faith and trust are you displaying by needlessly antagonizing that smirking Eserite weasel after all the effort we just put into mollifying him?” Eleanora demanded.
 

 
  Sharidan winked at her, and for a moment she looked like she was about to hit him.
 

 
  “After spending a few days among Eserites, I’ve gained some insight,” he said cheerfully. “I just did more to earn that guy’s respect than we’ve managed in the entire time we’ve been trying to court him. Trust me, Nora. I know what I’m doing.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” said Vex, “with all due respect, I question that assertion. I have
  
   never
  
  agreed with any part of this plan of yours, and with it now completed I consider it
  
   lucky
  
  that you escaped serious harm. And we’ve gained
  
   nothing.”
  
 

 
  “Not at all,” the Emperor said more seriously, reaching over to take one of Milanda’s hands. “We know who was behind the attack on our magical systems, even if we can’t prove it. We forced Justinian to react rapidly to protect his schemes, and in the process learned something we’ve previously only suspected by watching his general pattern: he is strongest when he’s allowed to set up the board before the game, and
  
   not
  
  so smooth when he’s forced to improvise.”
 

 
  “You believe he sent those…whoever they were, last night?” Milanda asked quietly.
 

 
  “Oh, please, who else? I realize your people are still analyzing the bodies we recovered, Lord Vex, but I think we all know there won’t be any useful evidence. Who but the Church has the resources to build an
  
   entire
  
  disposable cult to fling at us anonymously? What’s important is that we
  
   made
  
  him do it. We forced him to expend resources, cover his rear and make a show of sending those adventurers we
  
   know
  
  work for him to aid us in an effort to demonstrate that he’s not the enemy. There’s been a lot we know he’s done that we can’t prove, but he has finally overplayed that hand.”
 

 
  “He
  
   did
  
  play it, though,” Vex said, frowning. “We have no solid indication of Justinian’s duplicity. He succeeded in covering his tracks, and turned the situation to his advantage.”
 

 
  “No,” the Emperor disagreed, “all he managed to do was mitigate his losses, and I’ll bet he doesn’t fully appreciate the gains
  
   we’ve
  
  made. I established contact with his high-ranking killers; I want you to work on getting in touch with them, Vex. If they can be turned against him, it’ll be a decisive blow, and one we’re even more likely to be able to land now that they’ve seen him try to get
  
   them
  
  killed. They know who sent those cultists, I assure you. Just because nobody can prove it doesn’t mean
  
   everybody
  
  doesn’t know.”
 

 
  Vex opened his mouth to speak, but Sharidan pressed on.
 

 
  “Which is my main point: I accomplished exactly what I set out to. We’ve got the Guild on our side now, when previously they were nominally aligned with the Church. Their inclination is to be hostile to
  
   any
  
  entrenched power, and overall have been as adept as Darling at dealing with both sides while avoiding a commitment. I assure you, Darling knows as well as we that Justinian is the only one who could have been summoning a necromantic mass-murder cult in the middle of a residential district last night, and Tricks sure as hell does. Putting the Throne in debt to the Guild is a bond between us, as strong as if we’d put them in
  
   our
  
  debt, and a lot more possible to achieve. As long as we don’t screw this up, when Justinian finally makes his move, he’ll have the Guild against him, not on his side or even neutral.” Smiling smugly, he lounged in his pseudo-throne. “It was dicey for a while, but this is a success, people. You all know we haven’t been winning this game recently. This time, we
  
   did.”
  
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” Vex said firmly, “be all that as it may, and allowing for differences of opinion on your final analysis, I will have to
  
   insist
  
  that you never again take such a risk as you did this week, and especially last night.”
 

 
  The two Hands by the door had been silent for the whole conversation thus far, but now shifted to stare at Vex. People did not use words like
  
   insist
  
  when addressing their Emperor. Sharidan made a quick placating gesture at them, even as he replied.
 

 
  “In that, I have to agree. That gambit only worked because it was unthinkable; if me going out in disguise becomes a pattern, it’ll be all too easy for someone to use it against me. And for purposes of this discussion, twice constitutes a pattern. I don’t think that trick will be usable again for…oh, about thirty years or so. Regardless, for now!” He stood up, still holding Milanda’s hand, and bowed to her courteously. “I have a lot of appearances to make; after this week, people need to be reassured that their Emperor and his Hands are in place and functioning as usual. But first, I think you had something to show me down below?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” she replied with a smile, “it’s been a little tense, but to my own surprise, I actually got everything settled. It’s going to take some…explaining, however.”
 

 
  “Splendid! Eleanora, I’ll meet you after breakfast and we shall proceed with our first meeting of the day. For now, after being out of the action all week, I’m anxious to see how this has finally turned out.”
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  “I promise to explain everything,” Milanda said a little nervously. Her practiced self-possession was ample to suppress such displays of emotion, but she was in the habit of relaxing her guard when alone with Sharidan—and after the last few days, in which she’d not only not seen him but worried constantly for his safety in the back of her mind, it was an absolute relief to let him see her feeling nervous. “In fact, I’ll undoubtedly have
  
   help
  
  explaining everything. But…you’ll probably feel the need to spout a thousand questions immediately. Please just trust me, we’ll get there.”
 

 
  “I will do my best not to act the fool,” he said with a playful little smirk, draping an arm around her waist. She sighed softly, leaning into him. After returning him to the Palace last night she’d had to come back down
  
   here
  
  and oversee the changes she was about to reveal; they’d had no real time together. By tonight they were both likely to be exhausted. But very
  
   soon,
  
  he was going to find himself vigorously jumped upon. As if he sensed her line of thought, his smile took on a more roguish note and he shifted his hand to briefly squeeze her rump. “You’ve already broadly outlined the situation. Unless there’s something else I should urgently know before meeting everyone?”
 

 
  “No…I think you have what’s needed not to be taken by surprise.” The elevator door slid open, revealing the short mithril hallway to the door of the spaceport itself, and she took a deep breath, deliberately settling her expression back to neutrality, before stepping out. “Just…brace yourself.”
 

 
  “I am never anything but braced, my dear,” he said, and his jocular tone was that of the Emperor, the man eternally in command of himself and his surroundings. It was distinct from the jocular tone of her lover, and at the moment, she appreciated the change. It was the Emperor she needed now.
 

 
  Milanda stepped forward once more and touched the inner door. It slid smoothly open, and despite her warning, the Emperor froze, blinking in astonishment.
 

 
  Warm air wafted out of the doorway, accompanied by the sounds of birdsong, chirping insects, and moving water. Milanda paused to smile up at Sharidan before stepping aside, bowing and gesturing him through.
 

 
  He entered slowly, taking his time to study everything. The mithril was still there, forming the walls, and the basic layout of the short, straight hallway had not changed, but that was all that revealed this was the same place. Now, the floor of the hall had been coated in an undulating mixture of stone and dirt, both decorated by moss, with thick stepping stones forming a path down the center. Just inside the door, a tiny stream chuckled across the hallway, emerging from and then vanishing into small metal devices protruding from the walls on either side. The light, far from the cold purity with which the place had been lit before, was a dappled pattern of golden sunlight, shifting with the movement of trees and branches.
 

 
  There were indeed, amazingly enough, trees. Small ones, and placed only against the walls so they did not block the view; their branches stretched across the hall above head height, adding decoration without obstruction—though some of the vines and veils of hanging moss did impede the sightline somewhat.
 

 
  Sharidan paced carefully forward, Milanda on his heels, peering this way and that. The whole ceiling, above the fronds, was apparently a viewscreen, now showing a lightly-clouded morning sky, complete with a sun. All the cells were open, and arranged with a mixture of plants and furniture.
 

 
  He paused before the cell which for decades had contained the Dark Walker. It was now a tiny grove, with a mimosa tree—or a quarter of one, at least—sprouting in one corner and dipping its fronds over the space. A stone fountain rose from the center, with matching stone benches along two walls and lining the third, a bookcase in the elven style, laden with volumes made from materials which would withstand all the moisture. They were in modern Tanglish, but none were books which had been read on this planet in thousands of years.
 

 
  “Fabricators,” Milanda mused, drawing the Emperor’s attention. “It takes a
  
   lot
  
  of power to produce this much material, especially with so much of it being living. But apparently the whole complex is rigged with them. It seems it was fairly simple to set up a—”
 

 
  “Hiyeeee!” A pink-haired figure skipped into view around the corner up ahead, waving exuberantly even as she scampered forward and launched herself onto the Emperor in a flying hug. “Sharidan! Hi hi hi! We
  
   missed
  
  you!”
 

 
  “Mimosa!” he replied, squeezing her back before holding her at arm’s length by the shoulders. “Why,
  
   look
  
  at you! I like it, you look very sharp.”
 

 
  “Don’t I, though?” she simpered. “I mean, it’s a little uncomfortable and I’m starting to get tired of it but
  
   dang
  
  am I pretty! Akane says it’s called a kimono, and apparently there are a lot of rules about wearing them.” Her expression suddenly fell into a scowl. “She’s
  
   all
  
  about rules. I guess you’ll find out pretty soon. Oh, and by the way, I told you my name is Tris’sini, now.”
 

 
  “Oh?” He tickled her lightly under the chin, grinning, and Milanda allowed herself a small sigh. “I’m sorry, pet, I thought you were joking about that. You do realize there’s a paladin with that name, right?”
 

 
  “What?” She gaped at him in disbelief. “A
  
   paladin?
  
  But…but that’s someone
  
   famous!
  
  I can’t go around calling myself…oh,
  
   pooh.”
  
  The dryad stomped a foot childishly. “How come nobody tells me anything? Milanda,
  
   you
  
  knew about this, didn’t you?”
 

 
  The newly-decorated erstwhile cells had the doors open in their transparent barriers, but the barriers themselves were otherwise intact, and one now lit up with the figure of a bald man formed of purple light.
 

 
  
   “In all fairness, Mimosa, everyone has been very distracted by the events going on. I’m certain nobody intended to keep you in the dark. Your Majesty.”
  
  Shifting his visage to face the Emperor, he bowed politely.
  
   “It is a pleasure to see you as always—and a relief, this time in particular, to find you in good health.”
  
 

 
  “Thank you, Avatar, it’s something of a relief to
  
   be
  
  in good health,” Sharidan replied, nodding in return. “And it seems a welcome back is in order for you, as well. I like what you’ve done with the place. I never realized before now how
  
   dead
  
  it all felt as it was.”
 

 
  “It was
  
   really
  
  dead,” Mimosa agreed, nodding.
 

 
  
   “Thank you, your Majesty, but I cannot take credit for the décor. The current design was crafted to suit dryad sensibilities, as it seems this will be their home for some time to come.”
  
 

 
  “And dryad sensibilities are a bit of an
  
   issue,
  
  when there are three of them to consider,” Milanda added wryly. “Don’t get attached to the scenery. Something tells me it’s going to be different every time you visit, depending on who comes out on top on a given day.”
 

 
  “Ugh,
  
   tell
  
  me about it,” Mimosa agreed, rolling her arms. “Those two.
  
   No
  
  taste at all! Hawthorn wanted it to
  
   snow.
  
  Can you imagine?”
 

 
  “I can barely imagine what I’m seeing now,” the Emperor said frankly. “Can you
  
   make
  
  it snow?”
 

 
  “Apparently!”
 

 
  “Hey!” Another head appeared around the corner, this one crowned in patchy green and white, and wearing a scowl. “You lot about done chattering back there? There’s some kind of
  
   meeting
  
  you’re apparently late for, and believe me, this one
  
   doesn’t
  
  need to get any grumpier. She’s no fun as it is.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Milanda said more smoothly, tucking her hand into the Emperor’s arm, “everyone will be delighted to see you back safe and sound, but we have a very important guest who should not be kept waiting.”
 

 
  “You are quite right, my dear,” he replied. “On to the little world, then?”
 

 
  “Actually, no,” she said. “The other way at the turn. I’m afraid you won’t be able to visit the little world anymore.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Yeah!” Mimosa said cheerfully. “That’s how come we made this place dryad-friendly, everybody had to get moved around cos—”
 

 
  “A-
  
   hem!”
  
  Hawthorne barked.
 

 
  “We’re coming, Hawthorn,” Milanda said with amusement. Sharidan ruffled Mimosa’s hair affectionately as he stepped past her, eliciting a girlish squeal.
 

 
  Hawthorn waited until they nearly reached her, then turned on her heel and flounced back around the corner into the security hub. Sharidan paused at the intersection, glancing back at the teleporter with an eyebrow raised, before turning to examine the new doorway—which had been a blank wall every time he had been here before. The teleporter itself was unchanged, though climbing vines now decorated the walls all around it, but the other door had been framed by stone columns which looked ancient and worn, despite being only a few hours old.
 

 
  Even Milanda had to gaze around appreciatively as they entered the hub. It had been cleaned up, of course, all the clutter strewn about its floor packed away, but that was only the beginning. Every wall which was not a viewscreen had been coated in intricately carved stone, with the screens active to show a panoramic view of the surroundings of Tiraas itself, as if this room now hovered high above the center of the city. To the upper walkway circling the room had been added stone columns and a low, sloping roof with tiles in the Sifanese style; the floor in the main area was divided into paths and sections of gently undulating grass, themselves laid out with either stone garden furniture or raised beds in which beautiful profusions of flowers thrived.
 

 
  The computer screens in the center were as before, but their housing had been decorated to resemble a temple altar, crafted from intricately carved white marble. Even the chairs had been replaced; the new ones hovered, rather than rolling, and were each positioned in front of one screen instead of tossed about chaotically, their design a simple wooden style adorned with red silken cushions. Of the clutter which had bedecked the room, all that remained was the katzil’s suspension tank, itself now banded in carved and whitewashed wood upon which flowering vines clambered, making the whole thing resemble an arbor with a frozen demon sleeping in its center.
 

 
  The ceiling itself was a screen, it seemed. The view of the sky was uninterrupted and fully realistic; there was even a light breeze. Had she not known how far underground they were, and seen this technology before, Milanda would have firmly believed this to be an outdoor space.
 

 
  Apple was sitting off to the side in one of the new chairs, giggling to herself and spinning in circles, but after a quick glance in her direction, Milanda and the Emperor fixed their attention upon the figure standing in the center of the path ahead, just in front of the main computer station. They both bowed politely.
 

 
  She was surprised when Akane bowed back, but apparently an Emperor was a thing which demanded certain courtesies, even from an ancient demigoddess.
 

 
  “And you must be Akane-sama,” Sharidan said. “I am deeply grateful for the aid you have given Tiraas in our time of need. Sifan is truly a beneficent and most cherished ally of the Silver Throne.”
 

 
  “I am pleased to have been of assistance, your Majesty,” she replied, smiling politely, “and have quite enjoyed my time here. I do not, however, speak for the Queen, or for my sisters. It pleases me that you regard our homeland so warmly, but in this matter, I represent only myself.”
 

 
  “I assure you, our regard for your country is in no way diminished by that consideration,” he said, “but I thank you for the clarification. That being the case, my gratitude to
  
   you,
  
  in particular.”
 

 
  “Okay, okay,” Apple said, listing dizzily in her seat and bracing one foot against the floor. “You people and your
  
   manners.
  
  Don’t we have actual stuff to talk about?”
 

 
  “Apple,” Akane said simply, not even glancing at her. One of her pointed ears swiveled in the dryad’s direction, however, and Apple actually cringed, scooting her floating chair a few feet further away from the kitsune.
 

 
  “You see what I mean?” Mimosa muttered from behind them.
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat and stepped forward. “I see no harm in exchanging courtesies, but why don’t we involve everyone who has a stake in this conversation? Avatar, if you would?”
 

 
  One of the computer panels, untouched, swung outward upon unseen hinges and extended itself, till it resembled a free-standing floor-length window. The purple image of Avatar 01 appeared within, bowing first to Sharidan and then to Akane.
 

 
  
   “Gladly. Welcome to the new center of administration for the system governing the Hands of the Emperor, your Majesty. I am certain you must have many questions. We shall, of course, endeavor to explain everything to your satisfaction.”
  
 

 
  “To begin with,” Akane said smoothly, “you have already noticed there has been a…shuffling of living quarters.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Sharidan agreed. “I understand this facility is actually the natural habitat of the Avatar. It had been my impression that he couldn’t be removed from the dryads’ little planet without shutting down the whole system, however.”
 

 
  
   “Your impression was correct, your Majesty. And indeed, we were forced to temporarily deactivate the system in order to reboot it, and add some protections to prevent another incursion like the one it recently suffered. My restoration to the central systems of the facility enabled us to keep those to a minimum; with a functioning Avatar governing the computers, any attempt to hack into our system will be summarily rebuffed. I must acknowledge that some components of the previous iteration of this system were features I designed at least in part to limit the ambitions of its human components—including my own isolation and inability to make…improvements.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I definitely see the point in that,” the Emperor mused. “If
  
   improvements
  
  were possible, my mother would never have given you a moment’s peace.”
 

 
  
   “Indeed, I observed that her Majesty could be quite persuasive. It seemed most prudent in the short term to orchestrate a state of affairs in which her persuasion was irrelevant, to be possibly revisited with a future heir.”
  
  The purple man in the window smiled disarmingly.
  
   “And thus, here we are.”
  
 

 
  “Girls, do not hover in the door,” Akane said firmly. “This discussion concerns you as well.
  
   All
  
  the way in, please. Your Majesty,” she continued, turning to Sharidan, “the Avatar raises a pertinent point. We have re-started your Hand system almost entirely as it was, or as close to its previous state as we could arrange. Its somewhat organic nature meant a precise copy was not possible, but the difference should be negligible. The only significant alteration we have made, aside from re-shuffling the living quarters here, has been to build in the possibility of further alterations—if all relevant parties are agreed that they are necessary. And with that, we should include the other individual who shall have a say. Avatar?”
 

 
  
   “Activating the link now,”
  
  he replied, and indeed another computer screen swung forward and expanded. A moment later, its transparency solidified into an image that appeared to be outdoors upon a sunny hill, with a lean figure dressed in black in the center of the frame.
 

 
  She had been half-turned, staring into the distance, but upon the screen’s activation shifted her attention to it. Something about being displayed on a viewscreen highlighted the unnatural look of her, the heavily stylized shape of her features. Pictured thus, she actually looked more like a moving doll than a person.
 

 
  The Emperor took one step forward, his attention fixed on the screen. “Ah…at last. I understand from Milanda that I have
  
   you
  
  to thank for a great deal of her success here…Walker.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” she said, sketching a sardonic little bow.
  
   “I
  
  understand from Milanda that you firmly instructed her to keep me in that cell. I hope you are not too disappointed.”
 

 
  “I never
  
   imagined
  
  I would one day find myself saying this,” he replied, “but I’m very glad to see you well. It
  
   always
  
  bothered me, having to see you confined in that tiny space.”
 

 
  “It bothered
  
   him,”
  
  Hawthorn muttered scornfully. Mimosa shushed her frantically even as Akane shot a flat look in their direction.
 

 
  “I believe you,” Walker said simply, her porcelain face impassive.
 

 
  The Emperor tilted his head slightly. “If I may ask…where
  
   are
  
  you?”
 

 
  “Where do you think I am?” she asked mildly, amusement entering her tone.
 

 
  “Walker,” Milanda said reproachfully, “there’s no need to be obstreperous.”
 

 
  “Need, no. It’s not as if I have so very many ways to amuse myself.”
 

 
  “You have the
  
   entire
  
  catalog of information and entertainment archived in the Order’s files, Yrsa,” Akane retorted. “Don’t be needlessly difficult. And don’t worry, your Majesty, we have definitely not released her into the world. Yrsa’s condition is no fault of her own, but it means that for the safety of all people and living things, she must be contained. We simply found a kinder prison for her.”
 

 
  “…the dryads’ world,” he said slowly, studying the screen in which Walker was displayed and prompting a grin from her. It was barely apparent, due to the narrow field of view and the fact that half of it was taken up by the metal construction of the nexus, but the horizon behind her was strongly curved, as if she stood atop a hill…or upon a very tiny planet.
 

 
  “The teleporter has new security measures installed,” Milanda said, nodding. “She can’t come through it, obviously. The only people who
  
   can
  
  are those with protection from her death field effect.”
 

 
  “Her sisters!” Apple said brightly, waving at Walker.
 

 
  “And the Hands,” Akane added with a little smile, “and Milanda. She has access to the machines and database, she has the possibility of visitors now. And she has an entire world of her own upon which to roam, albeit a small one. With its installed fabricators, her ability to alter the landscape is nearly limitless.”
 

 
  “Which is how come
  
   we
  
  got to re-do the halls up here,” Mimosa said. “It’s a little more cramped, but they’re opening up some of the rooms for us to explore and the fabricator thingies can make it nice and
  
   natural,
  
  so this isn’t so bad! We can still visit our little world, but honestly Walker needs it a lot more than us.”
 

 
  “I was getting tired of it anyhow,” Hawthorn said dismissively.
 

 
  “As prisons go,” Walker said, now smiling widely, “it barely even is one. This is a happier ending for me than I could have asked for.”
 

 
  “It’s hardly an ending,” Milanda replied, grinning back.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Akane said more solemnly. “Your Majesty, there is one more thing to bring up before we discuss the future. While resetting the system, we neutralized an intrusive feature which had been activated ten years ago.”
 

 
  
   “Records show conclusively that this was done remotely,”
  
  the Avatar added,
  
   “from Fabrication Plant One, which now lies off the coast of a modern city Milanda identified as Puna Dara.”
  
 

 
  Sharidan’s eyes narrowed. “Oh? What sort of intrusive feature?”
 

 
  
   “It piggy-backed upon the energy field governing the Hands to suffuse the residential wing of the Imperial Palace above with the diffuse essence of an engineered plant called silphium.”
  
 

 
  “Sylphreed, in more recent parlance,” Akane added.
 

 
  The Avatar nodded.
  
   “It was named for a plant known to have existed on Earth, the world of the Infinite Order’s origin and humanity’s, which was recorded but had been consumed into extinction long before space flight or biological engineering were developed. The plant was an effective contraceptive, and it was for this purpose that the Order created modern silphium. It is a transcension-active lifeform, making it particularly useful for the purpose of this invasion. Its essence was quite amenable to diffusion through a non-physical medium in this way.”
  
 

 
  “This intrusion,” the Emperor said quietly, his face having gone blank, “caused the infertility of every woman in the Palace?”
 

 
  
   “That would be its effect, yes. Access to the fabrication plant has since been blocked, and there are no further records—and none which identify the perpetrator, except that they logged into the system under Scyllith’s identification. Akane assures me that her personal involvement in this is highly unlikely.”
  
 

 
  “Entirely impossible,” Akane scoffed. “Scyllith could be subtle, but we know very well how constrained the remaining Elder Gods are by their condition, and what the Pantheon did to the phenomenon of ascension itself. Either of them taking personal action would be
  
   noticed.
  
  Scyllith does, however, have a substantial cult of her own, and it would perhaps be naive to assume they are as effectively barred from the surface as Themynra’s drow would have us believe.”
 

 
  “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for this,” Sharidan said quietly, frowning.
 

 
  “It was the least we could do,” the kitsune replied with a polite little smile. “Frankly, to leave such an obvious assault upon Tiraas in place would have been an overtly aggressive act. Bearing you no ill will, we could hardly have done such a thing.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid investigating it will be up to us, now,” Milanda added. “Though even
  
   finding
  
  an old Infinite Order facility in Puna Dara will be…well, difficult, to put it mildly.”
 

 
  “Obviously it’s accessible,” Walker said, shrugging. “Or was ten years ago.”
 

 
  “So…the effect is over, then?” Sharidan asked, directing himself to the Avatar. “There will be no more infertility?”
 

 
  
   “I’m afraid the effects will linger upon all who were subjected to it,”
  
  the Avatar said apologetically.
  
   “Any woman resident in that part of the Palace will find it difficult if not impossible to conceive for at least another year. There should be no lingering health effects apart from that; even if one happened to have a silphium allergy, the nature of this diffusion would not trigger it. Normal fertility will restore itself over time.”
  
 

 
  “In the meantime,” Akane said, her tail twitching once, “we have the present, and the future, to discuss.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Emperor replied, turning to her with a respectful nod. “It seems odd, at this juncture, to speak of trust—you have assuredly proved your goodwill, Akane-sama. These are, however, some of the most central and precious secrets of the Empire.”
 

 
  “In fact,” the kitsune said with a vulpine smile, “secrets of a most…particular nature. As we have seen, the Hand system is close to the core of Tiraan government, but not essential to it. If the Hands are corrupted, great danger and disruption ensues—but if they are shut off, the Empire will not fall, nor suffer unduly, as evidenced by your instruction to Milanda to destroy the system if she could not repair it. Our improvements should make it impossible for a repeat of this incident to occur; we shall not have to worry about further corruption. And the prospect of terminating the system would only deny the Silver Throne one of its favorite assets, without threatening the integrity of the Throne itself.”
 

 
  “Is there a particular reason,” Sharidan asked lightly, “we should consider the possibility of the system being terminated?”
 

 
  Milanda drew in a deep breath. “I set her on this line of thinking, your Majesty. It was necessary to gain her help…and her trust. Anyone who can shut off the Hands has power—not to destroy the Throne, but to ensure that its occupant must
  
   listen
  
  to them. And…in all honesty, I would not have done this if I thought that an unacceptable compromise. But I believe, honestly believe, that having an outside power who can command the Throne’s attention at need is
  
   good
  
  for it.”
 

 
  “I don’t know much about your style of governance, obviously,” Walker interjected, “but when it’s come up, I keep hearing one theme over and over. Milanda may be biased, but she thinks you are a very good Emperor.”
 

 
  “That is gratifying to hear,” he said, smiling at Milanda and taking her hand.
 

 
  “But,” Walker continued, “you’re only one Emperor. There will be another after you, and another after that. And they aren’t all going to be good ones. There was that braying jackass who caused the Enchanter Wars, for example.”
 

 
  
   “I hesitate to delineate rulers into such simplistic categories as ‘good’ and ‘bad,’”
  
  the Avatar added,
  
   “but the point stands: a country will have many governments in the course of its existence, and their various incarnations are not equal. I have already demonstrated, I believe, that you are best related to in an entirely different manner than your own mother, your Majesty.”
  
 

 
  “If I may?” Sharidan held up a hand. “You don’t need to persuade me. In point of fact, I find this line of thought
  
   reassuring.
  
  Especially since we do not yet know who will take the Throne after me. The question I have is the
  
   nature
  
  of the power you propose to wield over the Throne. Who shall have it, and what they plan to do with it.”
 

 
  “In short,” Akane said pleasantly, “those of us you see here. And to answer your other question…that remains to be seen. For now, upon reviewing your foreign policies, I find nothing so objectionable that I feel the need to exert influence upon Tiraas. In the future, though…who knows?”
 

 
  
   “We have, in essence, created an informal council,”
  
  said the Avatar almost apologetically.
  
   “Those here are codified into the system, either as individuals or as offices which can be occupied by other individuals in the future. The occupant of the Silver Throne, obviously. Myself, by necessity. Walker, as an outsider bound by this facility but not beholden to Tiraas, and well acquainted with the systems here. Akane-sama, or another kitsune she designates, should she decide to do so. The three dryads present. And finally, this has required that we make Milanda’s position a permanent feature of the system—a Hand of the Emperor, in effect, but not bound to the same network as the others. One less constrained.”
  
 

 
  “I like it,” he said, smiling at her again, and squeezing her hand. “You know, I find I like this idea a great deal. The…Left Hand of the Emperor.”
 

 
  “That was easier to work into the system,” Akane said offhandedly, “because, unfortunately, we lost one in the reboot process. I apologize, your Majesty, but I could not find a way around it. One of the nodes in the network was isolated behind some kind of barrier—something arcane in nature, but fiendishly complicated and whose origins and structure I couldn’t analyze.”
 

 
  “I see,” Sharidan said, frowning. “When you say
  
   lost…”
  
 

 
  “I cannot be sure what that means, exactly,” she admitted. “He might now be separate from the system, as Milanda is, either with or without powers. It’s more likely, I think, that the reboot simply killed him. I’m sorry; I tried to reconnect him to the system, but whatever he’s behind warps space and time itself. I couldn’t penetrate it while restoring the entire network.”
 

 
  “Thank you for letting me know,” he said gravely. “I’m already in the process of calling roll, as it were, but with so many of my Hands scattered across the Empire, that will take time. Now I at least know not to panic if one fails to answer.”
 

 
  “With regard to our future,” the kitsune continued, “I do have a few considerations upon which I must insist, concerning your continued access to this facility. We are opening more of it, simply because the currently opened parts are not very spacious, considering they will have to serve as the residence of three of my youngest sisters. However, this will be done slowly, piecemeal, and with great care, and I intend to clear anything dangerous we discover into storage and use the space as only that: space. The fabricators will serve to support the facility here, and that is all. I have already had the Avatar seal off the teleportation array, since you have mages to fulfill that need anyway. There shall be
  
   no
  
  dissemination of Infinite Order technology into the world above. Pursuant to which,” she added, directing her stare at Milanda, “I believe I overheard that Lord Vex is currently in possession of an Order communication earpiece. That will be retrieved and stored.”
 

 
  “May I ask why you are so adamant about this, Akane-sama?” Sharidan inquired. “Milanda has told me only the very basics, but it seems the world could learn a great deal from the information stored here, if not the technology itself. And after all, isn’t this the legacy of humankind? Don’t people have a
  
   right
  
  to this knowledge?”
 

 
  It was Walker who answered him. “In eight thousand years, you have made less progress than your ancestors on Earth did in half that time—and that is not necessarily a bad thing. By the time the Infinite Order left Earth, the planet was practically in ruins. Its climate thrown into chaos, nearly eighty percent of its native life forms extinct, all caused by the reckless use of technology. Cities abandoned, sunk beneath the ocean, reduced to rubble by fighting over the few remaining resources—”
 

 
  “Yes, it was a great big mess,” Hawthorn said impatiently. “Walker, you’re drifting into a monologue again. We
  
   talked
  
  about this, remember?”
 

 
  “She
  
   loves
  
  to explain things,” Apple added to the Emperor in a stage whisper. “Get her going and we could be here all day.”
 

 
  “The point is,” Walker said with some irritation, “it was an open question among the Order whether humanity could be
  
   trusted
  
  with its own technology. They never came to a conclusion—though, in fairness, they had ceased discussing such matters long before they were brought down. Points could be made either way. For my part, I support Akane’s decision. The fact that your relatively primitive society hasn’t utterly destroyed itself shows you are already better off than your ancestors.”
 

 
  
   “There also is the fact,”
  
  the Avatar added,
  
   “that the technology being developed now is based upon transcension fields, which necessarily limits it to this world, as well as directly involving ascended beings who can serve as a further check upon the human race’s self-destructive impulses.”
  
 

 
  “I see,” the Emperor said quietly.
 

 
  “Beyond that,” Akane said, smiling languidly, “I’m sure we can discuss any future changes you wish to make—and any concerns the rest of us may have. For now, I’m sure you are eager to return to the running of your Empire. I, for my part, wish to spend some time re-acquainting myself with my sister—and becoming acquainted in the first place with my three
  
   new
  
  sisters. You may rest assured that my presence here will not in any way disrupt your government, or your life.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Hawthorn said challengingly, as the other two dryads clustered next to her, “we’ve decided we’ve hidden away down here long enough. Now that we have all these resources, we’re gonna get ourselves
  
   educated.”
  
 

 
  “Quite so,” Akane said beatifically. “They are wild spirits, but I have already grown very fond of them. Soon enough I can teach them—”
 

 
  “Whoah, no, you don’t,” Hawthorn said grimly.
 

 
  The kitsune slowly turned to face her, one ear twitching. “…I beg your pardon, Hawthorn?”
 

 
  “Now, that’s not actually a ‘no,’” Apple said hastily. “I really do want to learn about your culture and stuff. I mean, it’s Mother’s culture, and let’s face it,
  
   she’s
  
  not gonna teach us anything. But not
  
   just
  
  that.”
 

 
  “Girls, believe me, I know what’s best for you,” Akane stated. “In time, you will appreciate—”
 

 
  “In
  
   time,”
  
  Hawthorn snapped, “after nobody but
  
   you
  
  has had a say in our education, we’ll think and do whatever you decide is right. Yeah, that’s not happening.”
 

 
  “Walker’s gonna show us stuff from the files!” Mimosa said brightly. “History and knowledge and…uh, lore, and stuff! They’ve got
  
   everything
  
  in these machines!”
 

 
  “Plus,” Apple added, “Sharidan, could you send us…books? Things from Tiraas? We’d like to learn about the world as it is
  
   now,
  
  too.”
 

 
  “Why, I would be only too glad to, my dear,” he said gallantly. “I’ll get to work on starting a library for you right away. In fact…how would you girls like some newspaper subscriptions?”
 

 
  “Oh, we’d
  
   love
  
  that!” Mimosa bubbled. “That sounds awesome! What’s a newspaper?”
 

 
  Akane, meanwhile, had spun to face the screen, her ears flattening backward.
  
   “Yrsa.”
  
 

 
  “You’ve always been so clever, Akane,” Walker said in a fond tone. “And you have
  
   always
  
  failed to consider that other people might be, too. I’m so glad to see you again, and have you around. I really do love you, y’know? But
  
   they’re
  
  my sisters, too.”
 

 
  “Surely,” Akane said in a more careful tone, “you realize that letting them get into the archives willy-nilly—”
 

 
  “And also,” Walker continued, still smiling, “no, I will not be helping you gain majority control of this little council, sister. Milanda is my friend. And in fact, I think well of Sharidan, there, too. He tried to be as kind to me as he could—me, the horrible death monster he was forced to keep in a cell. That tells me what I need to know about him.”
 

 
  Milanda cleared her throat. “This does not mean we value your contributions one whit less, Akane-sama. In fact, if you are amenable, there is a great deal I would love to learn from you, myself.”
 

 
  The kitsune stared at her through narrowed eyes, then shifted to rapidly peer at Walker and the dryads in succession.
 

 
  “There, see?” Mimosa said, wearing a dopey smile. “Everything worked out for the best!”
 

 
  “Oh, everything isn’t worked
  
   out,
  
  just yet,” said the Emperor, again taking Milanda’s hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “But I think we’ll find we can all work together.”
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  The furniture appeared upon the main lawn shortly after breakfast, as students were making their way there as directed. This was no surprise; the lawn was used for addresses, sporting events, and graduation ceremonies, and was home to several arrangements of seating which could be called up apparently out of thin air at a command from Professor Tellwyrn. Today, the arrangement was that used for graduations: rows of chairs, facing a dais with a lectern at its center.
 

 
  The new guests arrived more or less together, though they were hardly in formation, trailing in from wherever Tellwyrn had housed them overnight. Other visitors began to arrive from Last Rock, many gazing around with a combination of nerves and wonderment, and the whole assemblage began to mix with the student body and the handful of watchful faculty who accompanied them.
 

 
  They were an interesting assortment, Tellwyrn’s guests; the spellcasters who had participated in her working in Last Rock were the lesser part of the whole. Religious representatives were about half the group, hailing from several of the major cults, as well as a parson from the Universal Church and an armored templar whose tabard bore the insignia of the Order of the Light. There was even a taciturn fellow who identified himself only as Buttons and, with his deliberately shabby suit and five o’clock shadow at nine in the morning, could have been a bard’s caricature of a Guild thief. Embras Mogul was present, and was the subject of constant stares and whispers, though he traveled in a bubble of isolation as no one was willing to approach him. He seemed to find this quite amusing.
 

 
  Also among the visitors were a surprising number of national representatives, of varying levels of significance. The warlock from Rodvenheim, Wrynst, and his counterpart from Svenheim both appeared to be low-ranking government employees, based upon their comments in the milling about that ensued before the assembly was underway. The scale ran all the way up to royal families, however; proceedings were briefly disrupted by a squeal and then a playful scuffle when Ruda discovered her uncle Raffi among the honored guests. Both Sheng delegates were actual government ambassadors, though the woman representing the Emperor of Shengdu and the Lesser Speaker for the Republic of Sheng-la deliberately kept as far away from one another as possible. A somewhat bemused-looking young woman in a drab semi-formal dress was the Tiraan Empire’s official representative, identifying herself when asked as a secretary from the Interior Ministry, which said something about how seriously the Silver Throne was taking this business. Most surprisingly, a magelord from Syralon was present, holding himself aloof and ignoring the fascinated attention lavished upon him. The Floating City might not literally float, but it was certainly isolated and its magocracy was famously reclusive; this might have been the first time they had ever bothered to send a representative anywhere.
 

 
  Seats on the dais were reserved, the area’s sanctity enforced by Crystal and Maru; the former was very polite, while the latter mostly deterred interlopers by jabbering frantically at them in Sifanese and, if that failed, bursting into tears. Gradually, the seats were filled mostly by representatives from the town: Sheriff Sanders, Mayor Cleese, Father Laws, and the banker Mr. Taft. Matriarch Ashaele was also seated in that place of honor, and a chair provided for her daughter Nahil as well, though after a hurried consultation, Nahil departed the dais to sit below with Teal. Maru attempted to remove her chair, succeeding only in falling off the back and landing beneath it. Most interestingly, the only other person invited to remain with them was Inspector Fedora.
 

 
  The professors were just finishing up the task of herding everyone (guests and townsfolk courteously, students with a bit less patience) into chair when Tellwyrn herself finally arrived, appearing out of nowhere behind the lectern.
 

 
  She braced her hands on the sides of the lectern and simply stood in silence, watching the crowd, while the last slowpokes found their way to seats. A hush fell over the assembly at her presence, especially on the part of the students. They were accustomed to being lectured by Arachne Tellwyrn, and this watchful stillness was not her usual demeanor.
 

 
  “I founded this University,” she said abruptly once the shuffling had died down, “for the same reasons institutions of learning are always founded: to promote knowledge, and
  
   reason.
  
  I’ve complained often enough that almost everything wrong with the world is ultimately caused by someone’s foolishness; most of you have undoubtedly heard it from me many times. It seemed obvious to me from the very beginning that in order to build an institution of higher learning in such a very,
  
   very
  
  stupid world, the University would have to stand apart.”
 

 
  Her voice rang cleanly over the lawn, without any obvious aid of magic. She was, of course, accustomed to projecting to the back of a classroom for the last fifty years, and well-practiced at shouting in general for the last three thousand, but Tellwyrn’s delivery was calm, even if her expression grew slightly troubled.
 

 
  “And it does…to an extent. History is rife with the destruction or exploitation of schools by entrenched powers seeking to either control or limit the spread of knowledge. Unjust authority
  
   relies
  
  upon people not knowing their best interests, and more importantly, not knowing how quickly a mass movement of people can shrug off an authority. But…there are limits.
 

 
  “In a way, this last year has been a series of lessons on the perils of isolation. The University has come under political attack in the public eye—an issue which was remedied through connections, through the efforts of alumni willing to speak up on the school’s behalf. We have suffered a rift between the University and the town on which it depends, which was easily resolved with polite words and compromise—a rift which opened because the people of Last Rock, who by nature aren’t afraid of much, did not dare try to voice their grievances to the cranky old sorceress up on the mountain.” She grimaced, amid the polite titters which followed. “I’ll certainly accept the blame for that. And then…the Sleeper.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a long breath through her nose, and let it out in a sharp huff. “I’m willing to take a
  
   lot
  
  of blame, here. Let me make sure everyone understands what is happening and why: this Sleeper is one of my students, one of you here
  
   at this assembly,
  
  who was caught trying to summon a greater djinn in the Crawl. Caught by Elilial herself.” She paused, waiting for the murmurs to abate somewhat before continuing. “Elilial, being an old acquaintance of mine and irked at my investigations of some of her schemes, granted the students involved power over the infernal, and set them loose here to distract and interfere with me. Among other things, the power to conduct great workings without succumbing to corruption, and while remaining hidden from perception. Since then, this kid, or kids, has been generally acting like a twit. They opened the hellgate last year that forced the town’s evacuation, and took an act of the gods themselves to close. More recently, they have been playing cat-and-mouse with
  
   all
  
  of us, casting a sleeping curse on their fellow students which so far has defeated all our efforts to unmake.”
 

 
  She paused again, clutching the edges of the lectern, her lips drawing back in a snarl which incited a few nervous mutters—but not from her students, all of whom had frozen at the sight.
 

 
  “Altogether,” Tellwyrn spat, “this is just about the
  
   stupidest
  
  thing I have ever seen. All that power, all those gifts, and one of you
  
   little bastards
  
  can’t think of a single better use for them than to see how much you can get away with. I said I’ll accept blame, and in this case I certainly feel like I’ve failed someone, very badly. For one of
  
   my
  
  pupils to act in such a brainless manner… Oh, yes, I consider this a failure. But in the longer term, I’ve failed all of you by creating a situation in which this could happen.
 

 
  “It couldn’t happen in Tiraas.” She released the lectern abruptly and began to pace up and down behind it, a lecturing habit many of those present recognized. “Not with all the eyes and powers of the Throne at work. Power for power, I personally can match anything the Tiraan Empire can throw at a problem, but for sheer versatility and resources? No one person, no one organization, could compete. Similar considerations hold in Rodvenheim, in Syralon, in Kiyosan, Chansong, Tar’naris… But it can happen in Last Rock, because of the bargain I’ve made out here. The price for the freedom from control and scrutiny that we enjoy. We can pretty much do what we like out here in Last Rock.” This brought a few muted cheers from several of the townsfolk present, followed by a smattering of hushing noises. “And as a price for that privilege, when trouble strikes, we are on our own.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn came to a stop, standing off to one side of the lectern now, and let that sink in silently for a moment before continuing.
 

 
  “From the very beginning, I’ve been worried about the world bearing down on my University, trying to stop me from teaching my students—or worse, control what I teach them. And so I’ve kept the world firmly at arm’s length. The result has been as you see. Without the bonds that tie together the civilizations of the world, that tie them increasingly tightly with each passing year,
  
   one
  
  malcontent with the right kind of power can not only hide in the shadows, but reach out to constantly poke at us. And with only one established power to keep control…well, here we are. I may be one of the greatest mages alive, but I’m
  
   one
  
  person, and even with all the talent on my faculty, I can’t match the pressure and oversight of
  
   civilization itself.
  
  And I’ve finally come to realize my mistake.”
 

 
  Again, she bared her teeth, but this time the expression was more familiar—not quite her customary wolfish grin, but something closely akin to it.
 

 
  “Worrying about being pressured by outside forces is valid, but in my worry I let myself forget something important. I am Arachne
  
   god damned Tellwyrn,
  
  and
  
   nobody
  
  tells me what to do.”
 

 
  Cheers and applause erupted from many of the students; Chase let out a whoop, leaping upright and brandishing both fists in the air. The Last Rock residents and various guests in the audience looked around uncertainly at these displays, while Tellwyrn waited for quiet to descend again.
 

 
  “And so, I’ve brought you all here to announce some changes,” she said, her tone suddenly brisk and matter-of-fact. “To begin with, this has always been called simply the University to the outside world. Those of you who are initiates of the institution understand the deeper reason for this, but it has always been something of a sticking point in academic spheres. There are many excellent schools out there, particularly in the Tiraan Empire and the neighboring Five Kingdoms, and a lot of those have expressed to me irritation at the implied claim that
  
   this
  
  University alone deserves the name.” Again, she grinned. “To be frank, that’s exactly what I meant to express…but that’s also one of the actions I have come to repent. Brazen egotism signifies neither real power nor respect. As such, I feel it’s time to cede some of our claim to exceptionalism in the name of acknowledging the help to which we owe much of our continuing success. Beginning immediately…or, well, I guess beginning once I’ve managed to get new stationary printed up, this school will style itself to the world at large as the University of Last Rock.”
 

 
  More cheers interrupted her, this time from the townspeople in the audience, and these even more exuberant than the students before them. Upon the dais, Taft and Sanders grinned broadly, while Cleese beamed with cherubic self-satisfaction.
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled benignly down at the crowd, allowing them to carry on without interruption until they subsided in their own time.
 

 
  “That is but the first and least of the changes upon us. Much more importantly, I’m here to announce a massive expansion to the campus. In most of the civilized world, institutions of higher academia serve multiple purposes where this one has till now served only one. This oversight will now be corrected. You have all noticed the presence of many highly esteemed guests, whom I brought here yesterday and whose purpose for being here I’m sure you’ve been wondering about. Let me just add, here, that I greatly appreciate everyone’s patience—in particular that of those whom I lifted from their normal lives to come out here and assist me. I’m finally able to explain my purpose to all who are not yet in the know.
 

 
  “This will now be a research University as well as a school, as many universities are. I will provide facilities, resources and funding for the advancement of knowledge itself. Those whose proposals are accepted will be supported in their study of…” She smiled, and spread her hands broadly. “Whatever. You see, we are somewhat uniquely positioned, out here. I will not be party to research that I consider too dangerous to my students, or just morally unacceptable…but on this mountain, what
  
   I
  
  say goes, and I have rather different ideas about what’s dangerous and immoral than most societies, governments, and boards of trustees do. Somewhat more prosaically, I’m able to provide types of assistance that no other such institution can match. It will be possible for research to proceed here that simply
  
   cannot
  
  be done anywhere else. I have already listened to some very interesting proposals from some of you who were kind enough to join us, and anticipate hearing more.
 

 
  “I should think the benefits of this will be obvious, to all concerned. Science will prosper, of course, that’s a given. The student body will have access to connections which greatly increase their career prospects after graduation—and, conversely, the objects of those connections will have access to some of the world’s greatest up-and-coming talent. The town of Last Rock itself is likely to suffer some growing pains, in the process of being suddenly elevated from a provincial backwater to a worldwide hub of academia, but the upsides to that should require no explanation.
 

 
  “However,” she carried on, her expression sobering again, “we will be doing things a little bit differently here at Last Rock. I will be taking applications for research fellowships not from individuals, but from organizations. Any which I feel deserve representation here—major cults, national governments, extra-governmental agencies, perhaps even other schools. That will be considered on a case-by-case basis. Second, there will be a finite number of projects running at one time; space will not be limitless, even with the expansions to the campus that I intend, and I’m not going to just throw money at every hare-brained scheme that crosses my desk. Research fellows will have to work together, to support one another, to earn favors in order to be supported in turn.”
 

 
  She paused again, panning her stare over the now-muttering assembly.
 

 
  “Which brings me to the most important issue, and the answer to some questions many of you have been pondering. I’m not going to deny anyone a chance to participate. You may have seen that we have been graced by a representative from the Universal Church of the Pantheon—an organization which launched an unprovoked and mean-spirited smear campaign against this very school not long ago. We have a guest from the Magocracy of Syralon, whose famed disdain for the squabbles of the outside world I frankly empathize with. Elder Sheyann is among us, representing her grove—and while the elven groves have made themselves synonymous with reclusiveness for thousands of years, if they wish to participate, I will not deny them. And, of course, there is Mr. Mogul, behind me.” She half turned to nod at him, and he tipped his hat in reply, grinning. “The leader of the Black Wreath. I’m certain I don’t need to explain to anyone why his polite and public participation in an event such as this is entirely unprecedented. But he is as welcome a guest here as anyone. As is the Wreath itself, even
  
   despite
  
  my recent personal grievance with its patron goddess.”
 

 
  This time, the muttering began slowly growing instead of dying down, until Tellwyrn raised her voice and bulled on, forcibly overriding it.
 

 
  “The rules which will matter here are
  
   my
  
  rules. All delegates and research fellows will respect the campus, the students, the town, and one another. The only organizations which will be excluded will be as punishment for violating my terms here—and that exclusion will last for whatever period I deem an appropriate consequence for the infraction. The only specific stipulations laid upon any represented organization will be whatever is necessary for the protection of my students. For example, Mr. Mogul and the Wreath have already been informed which members of the student body they are under no circumstances to go
  
   near.
  
  As of this moment, I am declaring Last Rock and this University worldwide, universal neutral ground. You may come here and be safe, participate in the advancement of knowledge, and interact with whatever enemies, allies, or neutral parties your nation or faith acknowledges freely and openly. Your actions will reflect on whatever order sends you as a delegate; your misbehavior will result in that order’s removal from the premises. Every nation, every cult, every other group who deserves a chance will be able to send a voice to the University of Last Rock and be met as equals, to benefit from the exchanges which will take place here. Or.” Slowly, she raised one eyebrow, staring down at the assembled over the rims of the spectacles. “Be denied the opportunity, while everyone
  
   else
  
  comes together without them.
 

 
  “I can say without undue arrogance that this is the only place where such an offer can be made, and I the only person who can make it. We are nominally within the territory of the Tiraan Empire, here, but I can assure you that the Silver Throne will have exactly as much of a voice in this as everyone else—no more, and no less. And I can say that loudly and in public in the absolute confidence that there is not one damn thing the Emperor can do about it. If my rules are not honored, I am fully able to
  
   punish
  
  any nation or order on this planet for its temerity. There will be peace, cooperation, reason, science, and progress, or I’ll kick whatever ass I have to to make that happen. I am Arachne Tellwyrn, and I have
  
   spoken.”
  
 

 
  She had to pause for a while, as the students all exploded in cheering, backed by exuberant applause from the Last Rock citizens and a good few of the other invited guests. Eventually, Tellwyrn held up her hands for quiet, which gradually descended.
 

 
  “We all have a long way to go together, and I’m eager to get started, but I must first make a more specific and personal addition. To the little ne’er-do-well who has come to be called the Sleeper.” She stepped back behind the lectern, placed both hands on it, and drummed her fingers, scowling. “You are, obviously, done at this school… But I’m going to make you one last offer of leniency in the name of the greater good. If you come to me, in person, confess what you did and explain how to cure those of your fellow students you cursed, I will see to it that you’re protected and sent somewhere that you’ll not suffer punishment for your actions. That is the final protection I am willing to extend, and you will need it. Because as of this moment, the hounds are unleashed upon you. This campus is no longer an isolated school for adventurers, but a global center of science and diplomacy in its nascent form. Yes, we have barely begun the process of that evolution, but already the representatives present have begun to take advantage. I’m aware of the beginnings of two international treaties that are already being brokered just by the people here, thanks to my having brought them together, and that trend will only continue. Last Rock will grow ever more important to the kings and popes of the world, and gathered here will be their best and brightest—and most dangerous.”
 

 
  She leaned forward over the lectern, glaring down at them all. “You had better take my offer, kid, because here’s the one I’m making to everyone else: whoever catches the Sleeper,
  
   gets
  
  him. I can think of countless uses most of the institutions represented here might have for a young warlock gifted personally by Elilial herself—which means that even those who have no need for such a creature could gain a lot of leverage from those who specifically
  
   do.
  
  Queen Arkasia of Tar’naris, for example, has already offered me a staggering bounty for the individual who dared assault two of her diplomats unprovoked; I have not replied to her yet, but Matriarch Ashaele has my blessing to extend that offer to whoever else finds themselves in a place to redeem it. You had all best behave yourselves and cause no untoward harm to my students, but any measure you can bring to bear to identify and pacify the Sleeper will be rewarded by
  
   me,
  
  both in immediate remuneration and in consideration for your order’s future privileges on this campus.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn paused, drummed her fingers once again, then sighed.
 

 
  “I don’t know which of you would actually do all this. I really don’t. It pains me to imagine
  
   any
  
  of you being so…pointlessly malicious, but more importantly, so unutterably
  
   idiotic.
  
  Obviously, I failed you badly in some regard. But you’ve made your own choices, and you will now experience the consequences for them. This is the last chance you’ll have to soften the blow. I suggest you take it.
 

 
  “And with regard to our shared future.” She sighed again, and then a smile began to spread slowly across her face. “The planet doesn’t yet know, but it changed today. The University is joining the world, and it had better be ready. Because
  
   we
  
  
   are.”
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  “My clan will not be interested in this, but there are others that definitely will,” Haunui said, nodding with his customarily solemn expression. “In particular, the idea that any representative sent will have equal footing with that of the Empire will sell it, alone. I will raise the matter at the next moot.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it, Haunui,” Tellwyrn replied with a smile.
 

 
  He nodded again. “It has been good to see the old campus once more. Surprising, how little it has changed. I’m grateful I got this opportunity, since it seems change is about to come in great force.”
 

 
  She sighed softly. “Yes…it always does. Anyhow, if you’ll give me a few minutes I can take you home…”
 

 
  “There’s no rush,” he said, finally smiling. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I would like to stay a few days. There are interesting new constructions in the town, and quite a number of people gathered here with whom I would like to have conversations.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome, of course,” she said. “The guest chambers will be available as long as you need them. Just so you know, teleporting back to Tidecall is the work of seconds, but
  
   finding
  
  a few spare seconds might be increasingly tricky in the coming days. You may have to wait a bit on my convenience to go home.”
 

 
  “The wind blows where it wants,” he intoned. “There is no rush.” Turning to go, the shaman paused and bowed politely to each of the others waiting nearby. “Huntsman. Daughter of Naiya.”
 

 
  “Wavespeaker,” Ingvar replied, bowing with equal respect.
 

 
  “Yo,” Aspen said, waggling her fingers.
 

 
  Tellwyrn let out a sigh as Haunui strode down the hall toward the stairs descending to the lobby. She had spent the morning mobbed by people wanting a slice of her attention, dealing with dozens of conversations while slowly retreating toward her office, and even still hadn’t quite made it there. Most of those discussions had been with relative newcomers to the mountain; only Ingvar, Aspen and Haunui had had the foresight to wait in the upper corridors of Helion Hall.
 

 
  “Well, Ingvar, you’ve
  
   certainly
  
  been more than patient with me during your time here.”
 

 
  “We’ve kinda gotten used to being patient,” said the dryad.
 

 
  
   “Aspen,”
  
  Ingvar said pointedly. She rolled her eyes, but subsided, and he continued more courteously to Tellwyrn. “We haven’t felt put upon in the least, Professor. We did, after all, appear out of the blue with a personal request for your time and attention, and you have
  
   clearly
  
  had more important things to deal with. We inadvertently picked a very trying time to visit, it seems.”
 

 
  “Nonetheless, you’ve been quite helpful while you were here, and I’m sorry to keep you waiting for so long. I
  
   have
  
  given some thought to your questions, mostly while doing other things; I regret that that is as far as I’ve managed. Barring some
  
   fresh
  
  nonsense, though, things will hopefully be settling down here in the next few days.”
 

 
  “Seems kinda like you’ve managed to make things
  
   more
  
  busy in the next few days,” Aspen said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn replied with a grim little smile, “but with
  
   plans.
  
  Lots of stuff to do, but stuff that will be done on
  
   my
  
  schedule, not while I run around willy nilly reacting to whatever fresh idiocy the Sleeper and whoever else throws. As such! Ingvar, this promises to be a somewhat involved conversation. Would you and Aspen join me for lunch tomorrow?”
 

 
  “Gladly.”
 

 
  “Perfect. I’m not absolutely certain how germane my insights will be to your quest, but I can describe in detail how I approached Shaath, as well as giving you general strategies for dealing with gods. Naiya might be the hardest to get to, but you have a big advantage, there.” She nodded at Aspen. “Additionally, let me take the rest of today to check some of my old notes; I believe we have quite a few volumes in our library that may be relevant to your search. Some are in the restricted archives, but I don’t think they are necessarily too sensitive to show you. I’ll put together a reading list and have Crystal assist you with it. You are, of course, welcome to stay on campus as long as you need. It’s the least I can do, after the help you’ve already given.”
 

 
  “That is tremendously helpful, Professor,” he said, bowing. “Thank you very much. We’ll rejoin you tomorrow, then. After this morning I’m sure you’re eager to have a few moments to yourself.”
 

 
  “Well, you know what they say,” Tellwyrn snorted. “Rest when you’re dead.”
 

 
  “That’s just silly,” Aspen huffed. “A person
  
   needs
  
  rest. While alive. That’s the
  
   point.”
  
 

 
  “It’s just an expression, Aspen,” Ingvar said, gently steering her toward the stairs.
 

 
  “You keep saying that as if it justifies some of the dumbest ideas people keep spouting,” she complained while following him down the hall. “If someone’s
  
   wrong,
  
  the fact that it’s an expression doesn’t make them less wrong!”
 

 
  “In fact, I think you’re onto something, there. My point was, expressions are part of culture. Challenging them isn’t going to get you anywhere; it just makes people dig their heels in, mostly. And anyway, even if someone
  
   is
  
  wrong, throwing it in their face usually doesn’t help.”
 

 
  “Who said anything about helping?”
 

 
  “We talked about persuasion, remember…?”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, but honestly I don’t all that much care what nonsense people choose to believe. Sometimes, you’ve just gotta tell a bonehead they are one.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stood alone in the hall, staring abstractly in the direction they had gone, until their receding voices had departed the building entirely.
 

 
  “I hope,” she finally said aloud, “you don’t think you’re sneaking up on me.”
 

 
  “Well, one hates to interrupt,” Inspector Fedora said, materializing from empty space nearby. He was holding two brown bottles, and tossed one to her. “Here—compliments of Raffi Chandrakeran.”
 

 
  “Mermaid’s Bite?” She raised her eyebrows, studying the label. “Impossible to get outside the Punaji Coast.”
 

 
  “Can’t imagine
  
   why,”
  
  Fedora said, grinning and pulling the stopper from his bottle. “Absolutely vile stuff, but it is one of your favorites. Cheers.”
 

 
  “Now how the
  
   hell
  
  did you oh never mind, don’t answer that.” She opened her own and took a swig; the drink made her grimace and shudder, but she let out a soft sigh of satisfaction after the first swallow. “Ahh, that takes me back. Well! You clearly want something, but so does everyone else today, and not one of them had the basic courtesy to bring me booze. That earns you the privilege of speaking.”
 

 
  The Inspector took a more judicious sip of his own. “Bleh. Not the worst thing I’ve ever put in my mouth, to be sure. Well, you know quite a bit about what my kind are like, Professor. And not just due to your age, or long adventuring career, or magical proficiency. I’ve met archmages and ancient elves aplenty who clearly had no clue what they were dealing with. You, though! I know for a fact you’ve got Melaxyna and Rowe squirreled away down in that Crawl of yours. Impressive you managed to ensnare even one, much less both.”
 

 
  “Just Melaxyna now,” she said sourly. “I failed to keep them separated.”
 

 
  Fedora barked a laugh. “Aw, those two. I always did think they’d make a lovely pair. Well, anyway, I suspect you understand…the urge.” He began moving, at a slow amble, and Tellwyrn followed gamely along, sipping from her bottle and watching him. “It starts as an
  
   itch,
  
  right in the back of your head. Like that tickle in the throat that comes when you’re first getting sick. If not indulged, it grows…slowly, at first. Till it’s like ants crawling all over and under your skin, everywhere. The
  
   need
  
  to sow some chaos, cause a little misery. Flex your wings and your skills and
  
   break
  
  somebody. Infernal aggression, almost—
  
   almost
  
  suppressed.”
 

 
  “Feeling itchy?” she asked in a deceptively mild tone.
 

 
  He shrugged. “Less now than a week ago. Even if I’ve yet to catch the little fucker, stalking the Sleeper has been most therapeutic. See, when the Empire first picked me up, my new
  
   handlers
  
  spun this lovely story—it was positively Vesker in its overwrought romanticism. The lone incubus who turned himself to hunting criminals and outwitting those who took advantage of others, on a personal quest for redemption.” He grinned broadly. “I let them think it. Vex, of course, wasn’t fooled, but he of all people recognizes a useful lie; it enabled his spooks to work with me without being
  
   too
  
  jumpy about it. Truth is, I just found criminals the most satisfying challenge. Sure, you can destabilize a whole country by ensconcing yourself in the capital and pulling the right threads; that’s what most of my kind end up going for. Maximum collateral damage. It’s kind of fundamentally unsatisfying, though, playing a game with people who don’t know the rules. All those scheming aristocrats and priests and bankers and kings—they just can’t grasp that another player in their great game isn’t trying to win it, but just to make sure everyone loses. Almost unfair.”
 

 
  “Somehow it’s even creepier to hear one of you admit it,” she grunted. They passed the closed door of her office without pausing.
 

 
  “Crime, though,” Fedora continued, seemingly lost in his thoughts now, “that’s a game. There are laws and customs to form a neat board and a set of rules. The crook is trying to get away with something; I’m trying to stop them. One against one, now
  
   that
  
  is a challenge. Given a certain level of intelligence on the part of one’s opponent, of course. As I worked out an ever-better method for detective work I had to raise the stakes, till I needed to thwart the schemes of nobles to really get my fix. Those evil bastards are as ruthless as any incubus; I think I could’ve kept on indefinitely that way. Except…”
 

 
  “Except nobles aren’t the only ones paying attention to themselves,” she said. “That’s a quick way to get Intelligence after you, as you discovered. Fedora, it’s not like you to make long speeches. Or reveal anything about yourself. I trust this is
  
   going
  
  somewhere relevant to my interests?”
 

 
  “Oh, quite,” he assured her with a grin. “Indulge me just a moment longer, if you would. You see, Professor, I’ve been sensing a change in the wind, lately, at Imperial Intelligence. Vex made certain to let me indulge myself against real opponents—at first, for a while. Lately, though? It’s been all about administration. Organization. Teaching my methods to other Inspectors, to the Army, the police, his spies… Oh, it’ll be to the overall good of society, having police actually able to
  
   solve
  
  crimes rather than just grabbing the first likely bloke and clubbing a confession out of him. I’m going stir crazy, though, cooped up in that office, and Vex is far too canny not to fully understand what he’s doing, keeping me on administrative work. The pisser is, even knowing his game, I can’t help it. The
  
   pressure
  
  builds up, till eventually I’m going to have to
  
   do
  
  something. Something that’ll give him all the excuse he needs to stick me in a bottle and lose it in a vault somewhere.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a Vex move,” she agreed.
 

 
  “So!” Fedora stopped, turning to face her and grinning. “It seems to me it’s a good time for me to seek other employment.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn faced him as well. “Something tells me the terms of your arrangement with Imperial Intelligence are not the kind of job one simply
  
   quits.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, quite. Ordinarily? No, utterly out of the question. Matters become different, however, if my
  
   new
  
  employer, who had just given a speech about how nobody tells her what to do on her campus and could use a convenient excuse to prove it, were to tell Vex to keep his grubby fingers off her new head of campus security.”
 

 
  She stared at him. “…all right. As thanks for the drink, and largely out of
  
   morbid
  
  curiosity, I’m willing to hear your pitch.”
 

 
  “I was very impressed with what I heard at that assembly.” His jocular expression suddenly gone, he stared back intently. “It’s honestly a brilliant move, and all other things being equal, I think it’ll work. You can’t stop the world from changing, so you position yourself to be the administrator of that change. You do realize, of course, that the
  
   logical
  
  move on the part of all those people you brought here would be to boycott your University, cut you out of the loop and let you remain isolated until it finally puts you out of their misery once and for all?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted and took a gulp of her drink. “You’re suggesting the great powers of the world might do the
  
   sensible
  
  thing, when the alternative is to scheme against each other for tiny scraps of advantage? Don’t make me laugh.”
 

 
  “And that’s it exactly.” He pointed the mouth of his bottle at her. “How
  
   those people
  
  think. It’s one thing to remind everyone that you’re Arachne goddamn Tellwyrn and they’d better mind their manners. But in your whole life, Professor, when you’ve come up against people intelligent enough they should
  
   know
  
  better than to test you, yet they
  
   didn’t…
  
  Who were they?”
 

 
  There was a pause before she responded. “What, you want a list?”
 

 
  “Just a category,” he said with a grim little smile. “Because I think you’ll find there’s just one.”
 

 
  “Quite a few, in fact,” she said slowly. “Largely aristocrats. Kings and queens, which is the same thing, really. Priests—”
 

 
  “Average priests, or high-ranking ones?” When she didn’t respond, he nodded. “That really is one category, along with all the other sub-groupings you can list. The rich, the
  
   powerful.
  
  At their core, Professor, powerful people simply
  
   cannot accept
  
  the idea that they won’t get their way. Even no matter how many times
  
   other
  
  powerful people thwart them, they keep coming back for more. They don’t know restraint or moderation; they are driven by the unshakable conviction that they are
  
   entitled
  
  to possess absolutely everything, and the irrational belief that they one day will. It takes a certain amount of adversity to shape someone’s mind into knowing their place in the world. The mighty, the kings and popes and bishops and bankers? They’ll never stop.”
 

 
  “And?” she drawled.
 

 
  “And I like what you’re about to do here, Professor. Irrespective, even, of my own need to find different employment, I’d like to be a part of it. But more important to
  
   your
  
  interests… You do not appreciate what you’ve begun, Tellwyrn. I mean it: they will
  
   never stop.
  
  In the long term, no matter what rules you lay down or what consequences you impose, the people you’re planning to gather here
  
   will
  
  scheme and plot and not hesitate to threaten your students if it gets them what they want.”
 

 
  “I’m well aware they will,” she said irritably. “The point is not to prevent them from scheming but to enforce rules upon
  
   how
  
  they do.”
 

 
  “Good!” He pointed the bottle at her again, nodding approvingly. “Then you grasp the basics of the situation—but not the details. Professor, the fact that you can destroy all these people with a wave of your hand isn’t going to deter them. To do that, to
  
   really
  
  keep this
  
   court
  
  you’re assembling under control, you need someone cunning. Someone who thinks the way
  
   they
  
  do, and is tireless and relentless. Someone who
  
   needs
  
  the challenge.”
 

 
  “Someone like you.”
 

 
  “Well, Melaxyna would also do,” he said with a grin, “if you think you can trust her.”
 

 
  She grunted. “Fortunately, decades of teaching adolescents have burned away any shame I once felt at stating the blazingly obvious. I don’t trust
  
   you,
  
  Fedora.”
 

 
  “Well, obviously. Trust is earned; that takes time. I don’t know how you came to be hooked up with someone like Admestus bloody Rafe, but I can’t imagine it was all snuggles and puppies at first sight. And in the shorter term, we have something better than trust!”
 

 
  “Oh, this should be absolutely priceless,” she muttered.
 

 
  “Self-awareness!” Fedora held out his arms, beaming. “Nobody can offer me a better deal than what I’m asking from you, Professor. It’s protection from my enemies, and assurance that I will
  
   never
  
  get bored. I have nothing to gain by screwing you over, and everything to lose by pissing you off. And you, for your part, need someone to do this for you. You couldn’t even control the Sleeper, Tellwyrn. You can’t run your University
  
   and
  
  herd the cats you’re proposing to. This plan of yours involves
  
   filling your campus
  
  with people you cannot trust, and who are all working their own angles. Even if you had the right temperament to engage in the necessary conniving, you’re only one person.
  
   I,
  
  however, am a bloody well avatar of deceit. All you have to do is keep your eye on
  
   me,
  
  while
  
   I
  
  keep mine on all the others. It’s simple delegation.”
 

 
  She just stared in silence. After a moment, he continued.
 

 
  “I’ve just heard from Tiraas that the situation with the Hands of the Emperor has been resolved. That being the case, I know the perfect staff I’d like you to hire for me! There are three ex-Imperial soldiers who’ll be needing jobs, and are absolutely
  
   perfect
  
  for it. They’re already known and liked on this campus, and they are clearly, even famously, not useful for damn well anything—the perfect smokescreen to reassure the people I’ll actually need to be watching that campus security is just a token gesture. I know you’re familiar with this strategy, yourself. Good move, having that Sifanese fairy of yours play the fool so he’s free to do things like impersonate you while you’re away to prevent the Sleeper from trying something in your absence. Didn’t exactly work, but it was a good ploy and it
  
   did
  
  keep him from doing it on the campus.”
 

 
  “On the subject of the Sleeper,” she said, “I can’t help thinking it doesn’t speak well of your qualifications that you, the big scary agent from Imperial Intelligence, have done fuck all to actually
  
   catch
  
  him.”
 

 
  “Unfair and untrue, and you know it,” he countered without ire. “He’s not caught, yet, but we’re closing in. I hate using this phrase because it makes me sound weak, but it’s true: that’s not my fault. Crime is a game of connections, Professor. The victim and the perpetrator are always linked by circumstance and motivation, and that web of threads is what you have to follow and untangle to catch the guilty. Random crimes of passion or opportunity are always harder to solve than premeditated ones. And serial attackers like the Sleeper, the hardest yet. What he’s doing only makes sense inside his own head. With nothing linking him to his victims, I have no threads to follow. Serial killers are caught when they make a mistake—which they always do. We’ll get him, especially with the pressure you’ve just turned up. Hopefully before he does any more damage.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” she grunted. “This is all starting to sound very reasonable. That alone makes me skeptical.”
 

 
  “Good! Run with that—you’ll need that outlook. Because let me give you the
  
   bad
  
  news now.” Fedora folded his arms, the bottle dangling loosely from one hand, and frowned seriously. “You and your University are about to come under attack like you have
  
   never
  
  been before, Professor. What you’re doing… You are poised to change the world for the better, and that is the most dangerous position anyone can possibly be in. When the world needs change, it’s because the most powerful people
  
   in
  
  it are profiting from the way it is now—and the one thing they absolutely cannot
  
   stand
  
  is the grubby little fingers of do-gooders all over their playthings. They have to stop you.
  
   Have
  
  to. The crucible will come very early in this campaign, Tellwyrn; someone, or likely a consortium of someones, will strike from beyond your sight, using the very system you’re building here. And they don’t even have to beat you, they just have to make you default to your established methods; that’ll lower you to their level, force you to play their games, and from there it’s only a matter of time. Your force against their cunning is just another contest. You need to
  
   outfox
  
  them on their own terms, and
  
   then
  
  impose consequences with your superior firepower. Once you’ve won that first battle, you’ll be in the position you need to go forward: not another player in the game, but the arbiter standing above it, enforcing the rules. That is what will secure the future of this University. First, though, you have to
  
   win—
  
  and don’t forget that your students are going to be right on the front line of this battle
  
   .
  
  You’re going to need every ally and scrap of influence you’ve got to pull this off, and what you’ve got isn’t going to be enough.
 

 
  “You need me.”
 

 
  “You are wildly overstating the danger,” she snapped.
 

 
  “No,” he said quietly, “I am not. And you’re pissed off now because now that I’ve said it, you realize I’m right.”
 

 
  They locked eyes, and the silence stretched out. After a long pause, Tellwyrn took another long swig from her bottle, her gaze never leaving his.
 

 
  “Fah,” she gasped, coming up for breath. “Well, this is usually the point where I’d threaten someone…”
 

 
  “You’re used to dealing with people who need the reminder,” he said, suddenly grinning. “We’ve already been over that: I know exactly what I’m getting into.”
 

 
  “And you understand my rules,” she began, but he cut her off.
 

 
  “Not in any particular detail, but you can fill me in at your leisure. More importantly, I understand your
  
   priorities.
  
  The students’ safety is the first and foremost concern. After that, securing the University’s position against the onslaught that’s about to come. And once
  
   that’s
  
  taken care of, well, riding herd on the scheming politicians you’re filling this place with will be rather more low-key, but it’s never going to stop or relent. There’s plenty to do.”
 

 
  “But the students come first.”
 

 
  “The students come first.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “Gods help us all… I’ll pick you out an office.”
 

 
  He cleared his throat. “Actually, just build me one.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn had turned to head back up the hall, but now swiveled back, pinning him with a gimlet stare. “Is this how it’s going to be? Because you’ll find I have little patience for demands.”
 

 
  “Oh, to be sure,” he said cheerfully. “But you’re also going to be constructing a whole new extension of the campus to house the research facilities, right? Those are the whole reason we’ll need security; it only makes sense to have that office housed
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  “Well, damn,” she mused, regarding him thoughtfully. “You actually are going to be sort of good at this, I suppose.”
 

 
  Fedora grinned widely. “Best you’ve ever had. That’s a promise.”
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  As usual, the patch of blackened grass followed her on her way toward the teleporter. It was a convenient time for visitors, the little orb’s rotation having brought the gate within easy view of her construction project. Behind her rose the unfinished white marble columns of a Grecian temple, already twined with flowering vines despite the construction itself being in an early stage.
 

 
  Milanda came forward to meet her, a hefty box tucked under one arm. After giving Walker a smile of greeting, her eyes shifted to study the new project, and then to the black streaks on the ground, where patches of dead grass and crumbling bushes showed Walker’s path.
 

 
  “Wow,” she said, coming to a stop about halfway between the temple and the teleporter. “It looks kind of…Avenist.”
 

 
  “The style is older than that by far,” Walker said, grinning, “but yes, you’re not wrong. Please pardon the destroyed vegetation; I can’t help it. It grows back fairly quickly; the Avatar had to adjust the settings down here, but with the facility already keyed to Naiya’s transcension field, re-growing plant life isn’t very taxing. I must say, lifting and placing marble blocks has been surprisingly therapeutic. I’m stronger than I realized.”
 

 
  “What about those?” Milanda asked, pointing with her free hand. “Did you manage to create vines that are immune to your effect?”
 

 
  “Oh! No, those are plastic. Really, decorative touches like that ought to be the last stage of construction, but…I was really yearning for some greenery that I could touch. Even if it’s fake.”
 

 
  “Plastic?”
 

 
  “Wonderful stuff! Lightweight, very resilient, incredibly versatile. It’s made from oils, both petroleum and organic. Having the fabricators produce it avoids the messy by-products of that, of course. Based on what I’ve gleaned of your civilization, I’d guess you’re within fifty years or so of producing something similar through alchemy.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded, then cleared her throat and held up the box in both hands. “So! Where I come from, it’s customary to bring a house-warming gift when someone moves into a new home. Granted, this is apparently more of a pseudo-Avenist-temple-on-a-tiny-underground-planetwarming gift, but I believe the principle still applies.”
 

 
  Walker chuckled as she took the box from her, tucking it under one arm to open the top. “I would say that it’s the thought which counts. It really was a very thoughtful…”
 

 
  She trailed off, her expression falling still, then carefully reached in to extract the object, letting the box fall to the ground. The gravitational isolation chamber’s artificial sun gleamed blindingly on its glossy red paint, steel accents, and glass dome filled with tiny colored balls.
 

 
  “I asked the fabricator for a gumball machine and it had
  
   thousands
  
  of schematics,” Milanda said almost nervously. “So…that probably doesn’t look anything like the one your mother had. And, of course, it’s not an Earth relic, I made it less than an hour ago. But I figured, at least… Well, it could be a start at making this a
  
   home,
  
  and not just a cell. You know. Um, you definitely don’t have to display it or anything, if it’s not to your taste…”
 

 
  Walker took a step to the side, out of their way, and very carefully knelt to place the gumball machine upright on the ground. Then she rose, stepped back to Milanda, and wrapped her up in a tight hug.
 

 
  “I just discovered something,” the fairy murmured. “It appears I can’t cry. That hasn’t really come up since I ended up like…this.”
 

 
  Milanda squeezed her tighter.
 

 
  It was a long moment before Walker finally pulled back. “You know…at first, I
  
   was
  
  planning to betray you. To go along with your intentions until I found something I could exploit to get out. No matter what I had to do, or to whom.”
 

 
  “Was?” Milanda asked quietly. “What changed your mind?”
 

 
  “I didn’t,” Walker said with a rueful smile. “Or…more accurately, I suppose, I don’t know. I just…happened to think of it at one point, and realized I didn’t want to anymore. I liked working with you, and talking with you. And your project was a challenge. To have something to
  
   do
  
  after so long… But mostly, I think it was you.”
 

 
  Milanda grinned back. “Well…I guess I should also admit I was expecting a betrayal and trying to plan for it. The Avatar even gave me a book by Robert Greene to read, to help with outwitting you.”
 

 
  Walker’s face collapsed in an incredulous grimace. “Ugh.
  
   Greene?
  
  That amoral, nihilistic, self-satisfied—”
 

 
  “Yes, I honestly had a little trouble getting into it, though that’s partly because the historical allusions are over my head. You are not a fan, I take it?”
 

 
  Walker scowled. “It’s a little personal, rationally or not. Greene is a favorite of Vidius. I hold him indirectly responsible for
  
   several
  
  of my ongoing frustrations. If you want to read Earth political philosophy, I would start with Rousseau. Oh, I bet you would really appreciate Marcus Aurelius, too. Actually, if you’re going to
  
   start
  
  somewhere, I suppose it should be with Aristotle and Plato, at the beginning. And that’s just the Western tradition! Personally, I’ve always been partial to Musashi, but he was more a warrior poet than a philosopher. Now, Lao Tzu—”
 

 
  “How about this,” Milanda interrupted, grinning broadly. “You think it over, and pick the
  
   best
  
  book of philosophy that you’d consider a starting point on Earth’s tradition. Have the fabricator print one up for me on my next visit. And the visit after
  
   that,
  
  we can discuss it.”
 

 
  “That…” A broad smile blossomed over Walker’s face. “That sounds excellent. Yes, it’s a date.”
 

 
  “Perfect.” Milanda sighed, glancing at the teleporter, which had retreated several yards toward the horizon. “Well, I seem to have inadvertently finagled my way into a more central role in politics, and it’s a
  
   mess
  
  up there right now. The Imperial bureaucracy is resilient and Vex and the Empress held order the best they could, but after most of a week with no Emperor and the Hands acting unstable, there are a thousand fires to put out. Also, the Punaji are having some kind of crisis and Tellwyrn has picked this moment to pull something
  
   exceptionally
  
  cute.”
 

 
  “I rather doubt that was personal,” Walker opined. “Tellwyrn isn’t a strategic thinker, and just doesn’t
  
   care
  
  about the doings of Empires.”
 

 
  “Gods, I hope you’re right. This is not a good time for her to
  
   start
  
  caring.”
 

 
  “It sounds like you had better get back to work, then,” Walker said, smiling. “Thank you for the gift, Milanda. It was just the thing I needed.”
 

 
  “It’s going to be a hectic few days, but I’ll come down again as soon as I can,” Milanda promised. “Till next time, then!”
 

 
  “Till next time, friend.”
 

 
  She watched her all the way to the teleporter before turning to pick up the gumball machine again, almost reverently, and carried it into and through the temple. The roof was not in place, showing only the artificial sky, and sunlight which continued to gleam on the machine’s surfaces. Walker took it to the back of the main chamber, where the altar would be, and set it gently on the floor.
 

 
  Still kneeling there, she pressed the mechanism, and with a satisfying little
  
   clunk,
  
  a gumball dropped through the metal door into her waiting hand. A pink one. Straightening up slowly, she popped it into her mouth and bit down.
 

 
  Nothing but sugar, food coloring, and glue, as she’d said to Milanda, what seemed like ages ago. Saccharine sweetness erupted across her tongue, and with the flavor came an acute burst of memory and emotion.
 

 
  She chewed in silence for several minutes, before abruptly turning and striding out of the temple. The grounds around were beginning to turn green again, though she unavoidably cut a black swath through them. Walker steered away from the trees—it seemed a shame to kill such sizable things—and set off through an open field for a good walk, leaving behind a path of blackened destruction.
 

 
  After she was gone, slowly at first, new life began to rise in her wake.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Setbacks.
 

 
  The labyrinthine corridors beneath the Grand Cathedral were useful for more than security; Justinian found the long process of traversing them gave him opportunity to think, and plan. Even here, he kept his expression serene, not allowing any of his thoughts even the slightest exposure. It did not do to let one’s self-control grow even the tiniest bit rusty. This was a fine opportunity to practice; his thoughts were not encouraging.
 

 
  Naturally, he had kept the true Avatar template far from Rector’s workshop, so the destruction had merely cost years of work, tipped his hand to the Empire and forced him to scramble to cover his tracks, and not destroyed a truly priceless artifact.
  
   Merely.
  
  The Hands had suddenly reversed their changes, which proved Sharidan had his systems back under control, and strongly suggested there would be extra security on them now. That avenue of attack could be considered closed, and in the process of poking that beehive under the Palace…
 

 
  The Holy Legion, decimated. He had faith in Ravoud, and even that Khadizroth would come through on his promises, now that he had given his word. The restoration of his maimed soldiers would take time, still, and far too many had been slain outright. Ravoud’s analysis was correct; building the Legion’s numbers back to their previous level would require a slackening of their standards, which he was not willing to do, yet. The plan had always been to open recruitment to less thoroughly vetted men and women, but not until the solid core of elite troops had experience working together, and the Silver Throne was not in a position to object. Neither was yet true.
 

 
  Khadizroth was his own issue, too. He was growing slowly more ambitious, and the current situation would only further cement his hold on the Holy Legion and Justinian’s organization, in addition to the influence he wielded over the other adventurers gathered at Dawnchapel. Sending them into danger last night had been intended partly as a reminder to him that Vannae, at least, was physically vulnerable, but the improbable survival of
  
   every
  
  one of the team had rendered that an empty gesture. Justinian had his own theories about that, which he would shortly be able, finally, to test…
 

 
  And as for last night, the loss of the Tide was a bitter pill to swallow. They had fulfilled the purpose for which he had spent the last ten years recruiting and grooming them: a sect of devoted fanatics, without traceable origins or proof of their true affiliation, ready to be hurled at whatever target he deemed necessary. But it was too soon—far too soon. He had intended them for use much closer to the endgame, when the accelerated pace of events would make such violent methods more appropriate, and the need to introduce chaos more pressing. Now, that joker had been played far too early. There was, at this point, no benefit in trying to rebuild them, not even as seeds for more chaos cults such as he’d deployed in Veilgrad. There just wouldn’t be time.
 

 
  Unless…
 

 
  Justinian did not allow himself a smile, but filed away that jolt of inspiration to be refined into a proper plan. As it was, the Tide were gone, used up for no greater purpose than to maintain deniability against the Throne’s increasing suspicions. Sharidan knew who his adventurers were, and he had made a much stronger show of friendship that way than any words from him could have done. It had been necessary, but the loss still rankled. It would be that much more keenly felt, the farther and faster events progressed; he’d been
  
   counting
  
  on having the Tide to use when he was in a tight spot. He had every hope that the upcoming confrontation with the Rust in Puna Dara would, at least for a while, cement his fracturing relationship with the Throne. It would not do for Sharidan to find reason to move openly against him too soon.
 

 
  There was that, at least. The one bright spot in all this: the increasing pressure upon him had provided the leverage he needed to force Szaiviss’s hand. The Rust was her pet project, one he was not supposed to know about, and he had at least manipulated her into deploying them too early. The combined forces about to descend on them would wipe out the cult no matter what armaments they had cobbled together. All he had to do was ensure that any remaining tracks he had left in Puna Dara were covered in the chaos, which should not be hard. It would not do, of course, to think Szaiviss harmless or under control, but at least, now, he was confident she had no more external assets.
 

 
  Except Scyllith. He had better be careful not to pressure her further; if she felt cornered enough to call her goddess’s attention, there would be no end of disaster.
 

 
  Setbacks, on every side. This entire week had been a debacle without parallel in his plans thus far. None of these setbacks, alone, was enough to form a threat to his plans, but in aggregation the resources he had lost or been forced to expend seriously hampered his ability to maneuver. Not to mention pushing him close to a precipice. If he suffered one more major loss before he could rebuild his assets, it might all be over.
 

 
  He put his grim ruminations aside, arriving at the door he sought. Almost mechanically, he passed through its security measures, entering a short hall leading to a whitewashed wooden door, and entered without knocking.
 

 
  The little cottage inside was still somewhat under construction, but it was clearly a replica of that which had been outside Rector’s last workstation. The walls had just been painted, leaving most of the furniture pushed into the center of the floor, with boxes of smaller objects half-unpacked among them.
 

 
  Ildrin had been splayed out in a rocking chair, the very picture of exhaustion, but upon the Archpope’s sudden appearance she jumped up.
 

 
  “Your Holiness! I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting—”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right, Ildrin. Please, rise,” he said kindly, helping her up from the kneeling position to which she had dropped. “These events have been extremely difficult for all of us. You are well? Getting enough rest?”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” she assured him. “Really, don’t fret about me—I know my limits, and I’ll be sure to rest extra when I’m nearing them. It’s not that time, yet; Rector is still have trouble adjusting. He and Delilah need me.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Justinian said seriously. “And how is he faring, in your view?”
 

 
  She hesitated, frowning pensively. “Your Holiness…I feel I’ve gained a new appreciation for Rector recently. He’s a creature of—that is, a man of routine, and it’s been very difficult for him, having all his work undone and then being uprooted. He’s making it difficult for us, too. But at the same time… This is the first time I’ve seen this, but it’s become clear he
  
   knows
  
  he’s unusual, and is trying to mitigate his own…issues, for our sake. I feel…quite ashamed of the way I thought of him when I was first posted down here.”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Justinian advised gently, placing a hand on her shoulder and giving her a warm smile. “I know you’ve not mistreated him, or I would have heard about it from Delilah. We cannot help our thoughts, sister; it is our actions which define us. You have done well, here, and if you’ve learned something of empathy in the process, so much the better. For now, though,” he continued more seriously, putting on a carefully measured frown of contemplation, “I’m afraid recent events both here and elsewhere have forced me to adjust a number of my plans. Among other things, I am in need of trustworthy people in a variety of positions. I am sorry to keep shuffling you about this way, Ildrin, but I will soon need you elsewhere. Not immediately—we want to avoid subjecting Rector to any more abrupt changes than we can help, I think.”
 

 
  “I’m eager to serve in any way you need me,” she assured him fervently. “I will…somewhat to my surprise…miss this place, and even Rector. But we all go where the gods need us most.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” he agreed, smiling again. “And now, since I have to interrupt our resident genius again, best to do so quickly rather than dragging it out.”
 

 
  “Of course, your Holiness.”
 

 
  She followed him through the kitchen, similarly in a state of partial completion, and to the work area beyond. This was different than the workspace of Rector’s last project; though roughly the same size, it was a rectangular room with walls formed of massive stone blocks, not a natural cavern. Something of the same aesthetic was present, in the enchanting equipment lining its walls in a profusion of pipes, glass tubes, and wires, though that was also laid out much differently. The total apparatus was far bulkier than the previous one, but rather than concentrated in clumps, lined the walls and climbed to a central crystal disc set amid brass and copper fixtures in the middle of the ceiling. Apart from that disc, and the runic control console laid in the center of the chamber and connected to the rest, most of the arcane materials were clearly connectors; the bulkiest parts of the structure appeared to be small shrines spaced around the walls at regular intervals, each prominently featuring the sigils of a god of the Pantheon.
 

 
  At their entry, Delilah turned and started to kneel, but before she could complete the gesture, Rector barked impatiently without looking up from his console,
  
   “There
  
  you are! I’ve been
  
   waiting!”
  
 

 
  “Rector!” Delilah exclaimed, turning to face him.
  
   “Don’t
  
  speak that way to his Holiness!”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right, Delilah, no harm is done,” Justinian said soothingly, striding into the room. “I apologize for the delay, Rector, there are numerous demands on my time. It sounds as if all is in readiness, then? Shall I proceed?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, let’s get on with it, I’ve had it set up for an hour,” Rector grumbled, still fidgeting with the runes on his console, his finicky motions evidently more for something to do than because anything needed to be done.
 

 
  “Very good,” Justinian said calmly, striding across the room to a shrine set up in the center of one of the shorter walls, linked with enchanting paraphernalia to the two in each of the nearby corners. Prominently featured upon it were the gears and hourglass of Vemnesthis, one of the few gods whose sigil was not widely known—in his case, because he had no worshipers.
 

 
  All around him rose a low hum as Rector powered up the new device. This time there was no sign of the Avatar, and in fact no display surface in which one could have manifested, but only the activation of various arcane circuits and their accompanying musical tones and azure light effects. Each of the shrines around the edges blazed to life, as well, glowing a mellifluous gold and emitting harmonic tones like the clearest of bells.
 

 
  Only the shrine of Vemnesthis remained dark, until Justinian reached out to touch its sigil with both his hand and his mind.
 

 
  There was, and could be, no other device like this in the world. Only a sitting Archpope could invoke the powers of individual gods without drawing their direct attention—and even so, much of the apparatus constructed here served to ensure that what they did would not draw the gods’ notice. At his touch, the time-bending power of Vemnesthis poured into the system with the activation of that final shrine, the only temporal effect in the world guaranteed not to draw the Timekeeper’s swift censure.
 

 
  With the final activation of the structure, the room was suddenly filled with a colossal spider web.
 

 
  “Please, be calm,” Justinian said over Ildrin and Delilah’s shouts, loudly enough to be heard but careful to keep his own voice utterly serene. “This will not harm you—it was here before. What we have done is created a bridge between the subtler expressions of reality and human perception, enabling us to
  
   see
  
  this effect, in a manner which makes sense to our own minds.”
 

 
  Both priestesses edged closer together, peering around nervously. The web was disturbing to look at, in the way that things in dreams did not quite stay put; its strands shifted position when not watched closely, creating a constant sense of motion out of the corners of one’s eye. It all spread from the crystal disc in the ceiling in a most disconcerting display, at once as if the web were a normal one radiating from that point, and a constant spiral funneling into it like water down a drain. Always in furious motion, yet totally constant. It was almost physically painful to look at; they all quickly decided not to.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” Delilah whispered, staring at him.
 

 
  Justinian stepped back from the shrine of Vemnesthis, lifting his hands to study them thoughtfully. He was linked to the web—in fact, strands lay thick over both his arms, connecting to his fingers, wrapped around his waist and upper body. Every movement he made caused the whole thing to tremble.
 

 
  “Don’t be alarmed, Delilah,” he said gently. “This is not directly harmful. We are simply seeing, now, the machinations of an entity which does not, at present, exist.”
 

 
  “I…I don’t understand,” Ildrin said faintly.
 

 
  “You will find her there,” he said, lifting a finger to point at the swirling vortex of webs in the ceiling. They both reflexively followed his gesture, then immediately averted their eyes. “And this is why it was the power of Vemnesthis, who guards the timeways, that was necessary to finally see it. That creature is dead, and has been for millennia. But it seems that in a time very soon to come, she will not be—and is reaching back through time to arrange things to her benefit. Possibly to arrange her own resurrection. Try not to think about it,” he added kindly, smiling at their expressions. “Causality breaks down in matters like these. That is why Vemnesthis and his work are so important.”
 

 
  “But why is it all attached to
  
   you?”
  
  Ildrin squeaked.
 

 
  “Not just me,” the Archpope said gravely. “I have noticed something, recently. A pattern, which this begins to confirm. Certain individuals, being drawn forcefully together in the face of events—and also resisting grievous harm, coming through trials which
  
   ought
  
  to destroy anyone, unscathed. As if they are being lined up in a particular formation, to serve a particular purpose.”
 

 
  “So…it’s…good?” Ildrin asked, frowning deeply. “As long as the webs hold you, you can’t die?”
 

 
  “Nothing in this world cannot die,” he replied. “But I take this as confirmation of my theory. I suspect that I, and the others who are bound to the strands of this great web, will find ourselves all but impervious to circumstance resulting in our death, imprisonment, disfigurement…anything which prevents us all arriving at
  
   that
  
  point, ready to play whatever part she intends.” Again, he indicated the crystal; this time, they didn’t look, though Ildrin grimaced with remembered discomfort, wiping her palms on the front of her robe.
 

 
  “Can’t…Vemnesthis…deal with that?” Delilah asked faintly, glancing back at Rector, who was muttering over his runes, making fine adjustments. “Isn’t that what the Scions of Vemnesthis are for?”
 

 
  “Vemnesthis has no proper cult,” Justinian said solemnly. “The Scions, with the exception of their leader, are effectively enslaved. They are the mages and warlocks gathered from across history, all those who tried to meddle in the timestream, and were given his ultimatum: serve, or be destroyed.” He shook his head. “No… Aside from the fact that
  
   this
  
  creature is, or will be, superior in power to their patron, the Scions of Vemnesthis are not a force which will stand against an Elder God. She will be ready for anything they do—able, even to subvert them, which makes it the wiser course
  
   not
  
  to bring them to her direct attention. This apparatus, however, is a thing which should
  
   not
  
  be, which no one will expect—not even our Pantheon. This is why the gods needs us, sisters. For all their power, there are things in their service which only mortals can do.”
 

 
  He turned to gaze directly into the mind-wrenching chaos at the center of the spiral of webs, not flinching.
 

 
  “It falls to
  
   us
  
  to thwart Araneid’s return.”
 

 
  Setbacks…but also new opportunities.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hang on!” she shouted over the crash of the waves. “In fact, it’d be better if you sat down, but at
  
   least
  
  hang on!”
 

 
  He ignored her, clinging to the bowsprit and staring grimly ahead through the spray, as he had since they had passed through the guardian stones and from calm, sunny seas into this chaos. The boat tipped over the precipice, shooting straight down the colossal wave into what seemed a chasm in the surface of the ocean.
 

 
  He tightened his grip, wrapping one hand more firmly in the rope. He was stronger than a normal human by far, but even so… They were picking up terrible speed, and seemed about to plow straight into a wall of water thrown up by the undulating sea, taller than the walls of Tiraas. He drew in a breath, and closed his eyes, and they hit.
 

 
  The boat plunged under—everything was water, roaring and pulling him, and suddenly, it was gone. Everything was gone. The noise, the pressure… Even his clothes weren’t wet anymore.
 

 
  He opened his eyes, peering around at the flat, shimmering expanse of the ocean around them, glittering calmly beneath a sunny sky, then swiveled to look behind. The boat was in perfect condition, showing no sign of having just passed through that tempest. The towering sentinel stones that ringed Suffering were not to be seen, nor was the island.
 

 
  “Woo! Made it again!” Karen cheered, pumping one fist in the air. Her heavy black robes prevented him from getting a glimpse at what she really looked like, not that he’d been curious enough to investigate. “I told you it was nothing to worry about. Next stop: Onkawa! Well, the docks below Onkawa, depending on whether you count them as part of the city proper.
  
   I
  
  do, just for simplicity’s sake. I don’t know what kind of sense it makes to build a city up on a cliff and its wharfs way down below, but hey, what do I know? I’m just the ferryman. Ferry person. I dunno, I’ve had Avenist passengers yell at me for it, but it doesn’t
  
   sound
  
  right, ‘ferry person.’ ‘Ferryman’ rolls off the tongue, y’know?”
 

 
  She carried on prattling, as she had from the moment he’d stepped aboard, and he turned his back on her, tuning her out. Other things demanded his focus.
 

 
  He could feel them again. The others, and his Emperor. But…distantly. Distorted.
  
   Altered.
  
  Something terrible had happened in Tiraas, something which cut at the core of his Empire. He feared the worst—anything which could alter the Hands had the potential to topple the Silver Throne itself. No wonder she had been so anxious to get rid of him, if something like this were about to unfold.
 

 
  And that, at least, told him where to start. He would not be able to trust the others, at least until he learned what had happened, and how to free them from whatever the effect was that all but cut them off from his senses. It would be necessary to be cautious, subtle, investigate slowly and carefully. But at least he knew, circumstantially, who had to be behind it.
 

 
  There was
  
   one
  
  Hand of the Emperor left, and Tellwyrn would rue the day she turned against the Silver Throne.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She closed the chapel door gently, and paused for a moment just inside to gaze abstractly into the dimness. Late afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, creating shifting patterns upon the floor in the absence of fairy lights, and a heavy floral scent hung in the air from the veritable mountain of bouquets piled around Ravana’s resting place.
 

 
  Slowly, Tellwyrn paced down the central aisle, turning her head to study each sleeping student without stopping. Natchua, she noted, had a Narisian blessing talisman resting on her chest just above her folded hands—one carefully painted in House Awarrion colors. Nothing had been sent from her own House. Other gifts and tokens lay in each of the improvised beds—coins, candles, notes, flowers, sent by fellow students and family members alike. More than that, in Ravana’s case.
 

 
  Only at reaching the end, Shaeine’s resting place, did Tellwyrn finally stop. For a long moment, she gazed down at the sleeping drow. Then, moving slowly and wearily as if suddenly feeling every one of her three thousand years, she turned, and sank down to the floor, resting her back against the wood. There, she tilted her head back, gazing emptily through the silence.
 

 
  “I’m sorry.”
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  Bonus #18: Heavy is the Head, part 1 | The Gods are Bastards
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  “Vultures,” the Lord of House Turombi said under his breath, gazing out across the dance floor. “And the descendants of vultures, picking clean the same bones. A hundred years ago, the Tirasians were back-country farmers barely fit to call themselves a House. A little scheming, a little murder, and now here they sit. Pleased as the foxes they are, amid the ruins of the henhouse.”
 

 
  Eleanora was sitting with her head angled away, idly tapping a frilled court fan against her cheekbone, which prevented either her father or the crowd from seeing her mouthing along in perfect sync with the familiar speech. Her mother, however, shifted her eyes once, caught Eleanora’s gaze, and held it for a second, silently promising a
  
   conversation
  
  later. In many ways, Lady Kheethi was her role model; she could scarcely aspire to convey as much detail as her mother did with a simple glance.
 

 
  Theirs was a sufficiently important House that their box was positioned fairly close to the Imperial dais along the west end of the ballroom. The vast chamber was cleverly laid out for its purposes, with the tables of food on its lowest level just inside the huge doors, the dance floor reached via a short flight of stairs, and ringed by elevated platforms where people not currently moving about could sit in conversation with a splendid view of the dancers. The boxes nearest the stairs were open for general use, while those closer to the dais from which the Empress observed the festivities being reserved, mostly for powerful Houses, heads of cults, ranking Imperial functionaries and the like. House Turombi was only two boxes distant from the Empress herself, a high honor.
 

 
  Alduron Turombi was less than flattered.
 

 
  “And here comes one such buzzard now,” he muttered, drawing Eleanora’s attention back to the dance floor.
 

 
  Indeed, the crown prince was approaching.
 

 
  Her father’s expression of magnanimous affability was fully back in place by the time Prince Sharidan reached the steps of their box, with Kheethi and Eleanora wearing more demure smiles. The family rose upon his arrival, sketching shallow bows and curtsies, the women taking Alduron’s cue for their precise degree. It would not do to publicly snub the Prince by showing insufficient respect, but showing him one degree more than was absolutely necessary would affront Alduron’s personal pride. They would be hearing about it for days, which Eleanora, at least, would much rather avoid.
 

 
  “Lord Turombi!” Sharidan said with a broad smile, bowing back to precisely the same degree, which caught Eleanora’s attention and interest. A simple nod of acknowledgment was all protocol required of him; what sort of game was this boy playing? “Lady Kheethi, Lady Eleanora. House Turombi’s presence at our little gala is an honor, but if I may say so, ladies, yours makes it a pleasure.”
 

 
  Alduron laughed obligingly, and Eleanora doubted that anyone but herself and her mother discerned the display of too many white teeth in his broad, dark face. “Ah, my young prince, you are as dangerous as they say! Have a care; I did not woo this graceful creature only to have her stolen away.”
 

 
  Kheethi carried on smiling obligingly, but the faint annoyance in the set of her eyes was enough to make both Alduron and Sharidan pause. Eleanora’s smile broadened slightly.
 

 
  “Well,” the prince said gallantly, rallying, “while I’m sure challenging a man of your stature would teach me some of that humility my mother insists I need, I hope you’ll understand if I prefer to spare myself
  
   that
  
  lesson.”
 

 
  “Then you’re already a wiser man than I was at your age,” Alduron replied jovially. “I give my lady wife a great deal of credit for whatever restraint and sensibility I have learned. Perhaps you would find Eleanora a more gentle teacher?”
 

 
  “Whether I would or not, I suspect the lesson would be a delight!” the prince replied, turning to her and bowing. “Lady Eleanora, would you grant me the honor of a dance?”
 

 
  Her father barely shifted his head, looking at her out of the corner of his eye, but the barely controlled expression was avid. Eleanora was too practiced to grimace outright as she rose, accepting Prince Sharidan’s proffered hand. “I’m sure the honor would be entirely mine, your Highness,” she said demurely, allowing him to lead her down to the floor. Her father despised the Tirasians over past insults, real and imagined, between their Houses, and never let go of his resentment over the fact that they had ascended to the Silver Throne, while House Turombi had lost its chance. But at the
  
   merest
  
  prospect of handing her over to Prince Sharidan, his eyes practically lit up with doubloons. It was just a dance, but she knew very well Alduron would marry her off to the Tirasians in a heartbeat, should the possibility arise.
 

 
  It was the twelfth century, of course; her father couldn’t
  
   make
  
  her marry against her will. But while there were worse things to her mind than an ingrate who spat in her House’s face after it had invested so much in her upbringing…there weren’t many.
 

 
  This was a more and more central concern occupying Eleanora’s thoughts, lately.
 

 
  “My apologies for stealing you away from what I’m sure was a fascinating conversation,” Sharidan said with a smile that was just a shade too knowing. “If I’ve presumed, call it…projecting. I, too, have a parent who knows everything.”
 

 
  Eleanora raised an eyebrow, studying his expression while they slipped into a waltz with the ease of mutual practice. He was a good dancer, deftly leading without overbearingly trying to manhandle her around the floor. He was also dangerously handsome. Not in the sense of being
  
   too
  
  handsome; on the contrary, Sharidan Tirasian didn’t have the kind of blinding good looks that made people fall at his feet with no effort on his part. He was just plain enough that he’d had to learn to be charming. And he was
  
   very
  
  good at it.
 

 
  “The rescue is appreciated, warranted or not,” she said aloud. “Though I’m forced to wonder whether you would be as quick to spring to my aid if I were less pretty.”
 

 
  “And so modest!” he said with a truly amazing grin. It was a grin that was open and cheerful, without the faintest hint of malice even though he was technically making fun of her. Expressions like that came from people who were either vastly open-hearted by nature, or phenomenally skilled in manipulation, and she had a feeling she knew which was the case here. “Regardless, of
  
   course
  
  I would eagerly put myself forward to greet such a distinguished guest to our city. But I greatly appreciate you having the courtesy to
  
   be
  
  so pretty. Otherwise, this would all be dreadfully tedious.”
 

 
  Eleanora smiled, finding to her surprise the expression was genuine. “You are very smooth, my prince. Well played.”
 

 
  “You left yourself wide open for
  
   two
  
  inappropriate innuendos there, my lady,” he replied with a wink. “I restrained myself, because I am a gentleman.”
 

 
  “More than two. I was curious how many you would catch, and how many you would go for.”
 

 
  “Ah, the tests begin! You are clearly as formidable an adversary as you are graceful a dancer!”
 

 
  “And not exactly a guest, though I appreciate the welcome,” she added. “My father has decided to relocate our family to Tiraas for the forseeable future. Call me…a transplant.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Sharidan’s expression sobered slightly. “Well, I’m sorry.”
 

 
  She arched an eyebrow. “Indeed? Are you
  
   that
  
  worried at having your city full of Turombis?”
 

 
  “It’s for my mother to worry about tiresome politics, and I don’t think she worries about much, to be frank. I meant personally, my lady. It must be a pain, being suddenly isolated from all your friends and favorite places. Well, I shall do my best to ensure your stay in Tiraas is a pleasant one!”
 

 
  “That is most kind of you to offer,” she said wryly. “But considering your mother suspects my father of designs on her throne, and he believes your grandfather responsible for the assassination of
  
   his
  
  grandfather, something tells me we will seldom find ourselves casually socializing.”
 

 
  “Oh, these older generations and their dreary squabbles,” he said airily, spinning her lightly around. “Everyone’s always so worked up about who’s after whose position or who murdered whose family. That’s just
  
   dreadful
  
  for the blood pressure; no wonder they all look so pinched all the time. I see no reason we need let such trivialities come between us!”
 

 
  “No doubt they thought much the same at our age,” Eleanora said sardonically. “It’s funny how today’s rebellious youth become tomorrow’s cantankerous old fogeys.”
 

 
  “Madam, you are far too young and pretty for such maunderings.”
 

 
  “Just practicing in advance, my prince. I like to be well-rehearsed before I have to play a role. Otherwise one tends to…trip.”
 

 
  He grinned while they deftly wove through the other dancers, waiting a moment before replying. “Now, that was a suggestively timed verb! I actually thought you were going to trip me for a second there.”
 

 
  “I was actually planning to,” she said, grinning back. “But then, I thought you’d have placed a hand on my rear by this point, too. One act of restraint begets another.”
 

 
  “It’s a small foundation on which to build peace between our Houses, but it’s a start!”
 

 
  “Do you really care about politics all that much?”
 

 
  “I can’t afford not to, any more than you can,” he said, and suddenly his expression was serious. It was as if a mask had been dropped, revealing his true face. Eleanora knew very well this was a rapport-building technique, and clamped down on her instinctive response even as she admired the skill of it. “But politics…aren’t everything, you know? It really would be good for our Houses if we were friends, Lady Eleanora. More immediately, it would be good for
  
   us.
  
  Don’t you agree?”
 

 
  “Some things,” she said quietly, “are simply too difficult and too fraught to be worth the effort.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” His smile returned slowly, this time with more than a hint of mischief. “Well. We’ll have to
  
   do
  
  something about that, won’t we?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It wasn’t that Eleanora didn’t enjoy going to parties, despite what her parents thought. She allowed them to continue under the impression that she was an introverted wallflower, because despite her own enjoyment of social events, going to parties
  
   with her family
  
  was absolutely exhausting.
 

 
  They only
  
   started
  
  by ruining everything good about it. There were always interesting people to talk to—with whom she could never get any privacy, and her mother and father’s respective agendas would heavily color any conversation she managed to have in their company. There was excellent food, music, dancing, and other sensory distractions, which of course were extremely difficult to enjoy under a constant barrage of her mother’s passive-aggressive reminders of the importance of ladylike behavior. There were always pretty women in daring gowns, and the gods forbid Eleanora could properly appreciate
  
   that.
  
  Lady Kheethi had caught her side-eyeing her peers a few times too often, and this was only prevented from being a
  
   true
  
  source of family drama because her mother cultivated a firm denial that this was An Issue. Eleanora wasn’t about to correct her.
 

 
  Then, of course, the legacy of House Turombi lay heavily over everything they did. Once, nearly a century ago, their House had almost seized the Silver Throne, and none of them had forgotten it since. The generations-old almost-claim was the reason full-blooded members were always given Tiraan names rather than traditional Onkawi ones, and their choice of styles in everything from fashion to interior décor to cuisine reflected Imperial sensibilities. If not for her mother’s insistence on some traditional education (for which Eleanora was in fact grateful), she could well have grown up knowing little of Onkawa’s actual culture. Her father certainly had.
 

 
  His incessant muttering and ranting about Theasia Tirasian and all her clan had at least spared her the reminders from her mother of proper behavior and representation of House Turombi’s honor until they were home and out of the carriage—which it turned out was not to her benefit, because it meant she had to endure that much more before she could retreat to her room and some space, finally, to breathe.
 

 
  It had been such a lovely ball, too. Someday, maybe when the rest of her family was dead, perhaps she could actually enjoy one.
 

 
  Eleanora immediately felt guilty for that thought. Not as much as she thought she should have, though.
 

 
  Consequently, when she finally shut the door of her room to find a pile of dirty laundry in the middle of her bed, she very nearly raised her voice, preparatory to excoriating the maid without mercy. Fortunately, she hesitated; Eleanora wasn’t
  
   certain
  
  her mother had found out about what she and her chambermaid back home had been up to in the privacy of her rooms, but she more than suspected it had played at least a partial role in their family’s relocation. Her father’s political ambitions were at the heart of it, of course, but the sudden termination of Lady Kheethi’s longstanding, stubborn resistance to the idea of moving had made her cautious about being seen or heard to pay too much attention to any of the remarkably pretty Tiraan serving girls who staffed their new residence.
 

 
  In that momentary pause, she noted a peculiar sparkle atop the pile.
 

 
  Eleanora approached the bed, studying the heap quizzically. On top of the muddle of soiled linens there was a gleaming silver broach in the shape of a peacock, decorated with tiny emeralds and sapphires—a truly exquisite piece which she did
  
   not
  
  own, and which was vastly out of place on a pile of laundry. It was holding down a folded piece of paper.
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes. One of her mother’s? She had never seen it before… And why in the world would one of the servants have brought it in here? They hadn’t been in this house long, but she had seen no hint of such glaring incompetence from any of the staff.
 

 
  Carefully, she lifted the brooch, picked up the paper, and opened it. A few lines were inked in a neat hand.
 

 
  
   We’ll have to do something about that, won’t we? Meet me by the servant’s entrance, if you’d like to attend a party you can properly enjoy, my lady. —S. T.
  
 

 
  Eleanora read it three times, drew in a deep breath through her nose, and let it out slowly. And then, somewhat to her own surprise, laughed.
 

 
  Of course, she knew Prince Sharidan’s reputation. Simply by virtue of his position, the whole world was quite interested in his personal habits—and his appreciation for women was already approaching the status of legend. So, it seemed she had the opportunity to see one of his infamous seductions unfold from the closest vantage possible! Eleanora was actually more than a little tempted to play along, just to see how much she could wind the boy up before he quit. If he thought he was going to spread
  
   her
  
  legs, he was in for a world of disillusionment.
 

 
  Setting the note down, she turned her critical eye upon the brooch. A closer inspection bore out her brief one earlier; this was a truly lovely piece, its materials authentic as far as she could tell, and the craftsmanship expert. Also, needless to say, quite expensive—the sort of gift that would turn any young lady’s head, were she of the inclination to have it turned. Eleanora’s first, cynical thought was that for a young man of Sharidan Tirasian’s resources, it was nothing special. It was a truly princely present from a suitor of her own rank; from an actual Imperial prince, she felt she should expect him to start with a Falconer carriage and work up from there.
 

 
  The more pressing question was, how the blazes had he managed to
  
   deliver
  
  it? Penetrating a House’s interior security this way was no mean feat. Unless he’d had his eye on her for
  
   quite
  
  a while before the party—not impossible, but it seemed unlikely—there was almost no way he could have done this on a few hours’ notice with only his personal resources. That Empress Theasia had the means to stick her fingers into House Turombi’s business was a given; the question was whether she was in on this, or Sharidan had co-opted her resources in pursuit of his own desire. That, if anything, made her want even more to play along for a bit, to see just how deep this ran…
 

 
  Eleanora hummed softly to herself, wandering over toward her vanity and almost absentmindedly pinning the brooch to her dress. The fashions this season were, to her mind, absurd, but they incorporated padded shoulders and lapels almost like men’s suits, which made brooches of this kind an indispensable feature of a lady’s wardrobe.
 

 
  She froze, forgetting herself so far as to gasp aloud, when she suddenly changed.
 

 
  Her dress vanished. Her
  
   skin
  
  altered! Eleanora experienced a moment of panic, then deliberately calmed herself and approached her mirror. By the time she reached it, she had put it all together well enough that she was not shocked to find a totally different face staring back at her.
 

 
  The face was still pretty, but it was a narrow, much paler Thakari face rather than her own soft features and mahogany Onkawi complexion.
  
   That
  
  could potentially be construed as an insult, but after a moment’s contemplation, she decided it had probably not been intended as such. People here seemed oddly unable to distinguish between Westerners—not that she had much room to throw stones. Apparently it was possible to tell a Tiraan from a Calderaan at a glance, and she’d yet to figure out how.
 

 
  More pressing was the matter of the disguise enchantment upon this brooch.
  
   This
  
  was seriously impressive work, and of course added to the value of the thing considerably. It also underscored the political research which had gone into this—she was now dressed in a perfect copy of one of the maid’s uniforms used by her House, which had been designed by her mother in consultation with a highly recommended tailor upon their arrival in the city.
 

 
  Eleanora carefully unpinned the brooch, permitting herself a soft sigh of relief when her appearance and dress returned to normal. Then, after another moment’s thought, she smiled mischievously and put it back. Once in place, she could feel its weight at her collar, but it was no longer visible. An obvious precaution, as a servant wearing such a piece would immediately have been detained on suspicion of theft.
 

 
  She glanced back at the bed, thinking rapidly, and her smile widened. He really had thought of everything. Even the laundry…
 

 
  Eleanora paused to carefully tuck the prince’s letter into a drawer, then gathered up the armload of linens and slipped out into the hall.
 

 
  “Hsst!”
 

 
  She froze, turning, to find herself being approached rapidly by her own chambermaid.
 

 
  “So you’re the new girl,” Eliza said in a low voice, deftly tucking a hand under Eleanora’s arm and escorting her down the hall at a rapid pace. “Well, you’re allowed a few slip-ups at first, but you’d best get it together quick-like, my lass. The Lady’s not a harsh one, but she’s
  
   particular,
  
  and the last thing you want is to be caught faffing around with the laundry at the wrong time. The family’s just back from a party—
  
   this
  
  should’ve been done
  
   hours
  
  ago. And what’re you doing in the young miss’s rooms, anyway? She’s my task, I’ll have you know.”
 

 
  “I-I’m sorry,” Eleanora stammered as she was swept along, trying for a harried, confused aspect. In truth, she felt so gleefully mischievous at all this that her post-party weariness had all but melted away. “I’m new, this is my first post. I didn’t mean to overstep…”
 

 
  “It’s no great harm, just you keep it in mind,” Eliza said sternly, but with a slight smile. “I was new once—we all were. Let me give you a bit of advice: there’s a pecking order, and you don’t want to forget your place in it. Each of us has a family member we look after, and you’ll not be appreciated for stepping on anybody’s toes.”
 

 
  “Understood,” she said, nodding eagerly and barely forcing herself not to grin. Oh, this was just
  
   too
  
  perfect—even if she wasn’t actually planning to indulge Sharidan’s schemes, she felt she owed him something for the entertainment. Emboldened by how well this seemed to be going, she pressed on. “I don’t, that is, um… Are they hard to work for? Anything I should be wary of?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, dear, you’ve picked a plum post to start out,” Eliza said, quickly leading her down a narrow side passage. “This way, girl, it’s not for servants to be loitering in the upper halls. A well-run household is run so the family needn’t see the running, that’s what Mrs. Raastri says. But no, they’re a good family. Standoffish, you don’t want to put yourself in their way, but his Lordship doesn’t leer or grope, and the Lady’s not cruel. She’s not gentle, but she’s
  
   fair
  
  and that’s what counts. You do your tasks and mind your conduct and there’s no reason you’ll run afoul of her. Nothing more a staff can ask of their family, so you just appreciate them.”
 

 
  “I will,” Eleanora promised, nodding. She meant it, too. It was oddly gratifying to know her family were well thought of by their servants; perhaps she was a bit too hard on their parents. “And…the Lady Eleanora? You seem to like working for her…”
 

 
  “It is not for us to
  
   like
  
  the family,” Eliza said severely, ushering her into a cramped rear staircase. She had never been in it before, but presumably it led to the servants quarters. Or…the kitchen? Where
  
   did
  
  they take dirty laundry? It had always just vanished, then reappeared in her closet, clean and pressed. “And you wouldn’t be thinking of moving in on the young miss, I hope.”
 

 
  “Oh, I wouldn’t presume,” Eleanora assured her. “Just trying to get my bearings. It’s the young ones who’re going to cause trouble if anyone is, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Eliza said dryly. “But no, not in
  
   this
  
  house. I’m jealous of my position, I’ll tell you that straight up—I take pride in my work and the young miss has never had cause to complain, nor will she. But you needn’t worry about that, either.”
 

 
  That was so tantalizing Eleanora almost prompted her to continue when she fell silent. She couldn’t immediately think of a way that would be believable, though. Servants gossiped horribly, according to her mother, but now she was in a position to benefit from it, she was unsure how to proceed. Noblewomen gossiped just as badly, but…very likely not in the same terms.
 

 
  Fortunately for her curiosity, Eliza continued after a moment’s pause. “She’s a tongue like a blade, the young miss has, but she’s no more cruel than the Lady of the house. No reason you’ll have it sharpened on yourself, unless you deserve it. I don’t mind her being a bit sharp, truth be told. She keeps to herself, the young lady does—her pleasures are quiet things. Books and the like. Only goes out with her family, and I’ve never known her to have a friend over. I don’t think the poor girl knows the first thing about having
  
   fun.”
  
 

 
  “I see,” Eleanora said stiffly, suddenly regretting her curiosity.
 

 
  They had reached the base of the stairs, which came out in another dim, narrow hall, and Eliza turned to brusquely take the linens from her. “Here, you just let me handle this, my girl. I don’t know what you were doing in the young miss’s room, but that’s not your zone. Go see Mrs. Raastri for what you’re
  
   supposed
  
  to be about. She doesn’t look well on idle hands.”
 

 
  “O-of course,” Eleanora said, then dipped an awkward little curtsy. “Thank you for the help, Eliza.”
 

 
  In the process of turning to go, Eliza paused, frowning at her. “Oh. Did I tell you my name?”
 

 
  “I—of course, you must have. Excuse me.”
 

 
  She turned and scuttled off down the hall in the other direction, leaving her suspicious chambermaid behind, and rounded the first corner she came to. Sloppy, she chided herself…but in her defense, intrigues of this nature were a
  
   bit
  
  outside her expertise. In any case, this wasn’t fun anymore. Time she returned to her room…
 

 
  Wait, where exactly was she?
 

 
  Taking stock of her bearings, Eleanora found she was actually in front of an exterior door, small but set with a frosted glass pane that gave her a watery view of the delivery alley behind the house. Right where Sharidan’s note told her to be.
 

 
  The thought of him loitering out there all night by himself gave her a malicious little spark of satisfaction. In fact, she could probably arrange to embarrass him further by setting a city constable on him. The fury that would cause the Empress would earn her points with her father, as well.
 

 
  But no, any man who could arrange all
  
   this
  
  would be prepared for such obvious possibilities. In fact…
 

 
  Raising her chin, Eleanora grasped the handle, opened the door, and slipped out. So she didn’t know how to have
  
   fun?
  
  The hell she didn’t—she just wasn’t bloody well
  
   allowed
  
  to. If she wanted to enjoy herself a bit, she was more than entitled, after putting up with her parents all night. And if that meant enduring the company of a smarmy prince with improper designs upon her person, well, there were worse things. He definitely wouldn’t force his attentions, or allow her to be harmed. He wouldn’t
  
   dare.
  
  Her father scarcely needed such a pretext to unleash every hell his considerable resources could manage as it was.
 

 
  She was still sullenly justifying this course of action to herself when a sleek, quiet enchanted carriage which did
  
   not
  
  belong in this back alley pulled up next to her, making her jump. The driver nodded courteously to her, tugging the brim of his cap, and then the passenger door door swung open to reveal a familiar face.
 

 
  “My lady,” the prince of Tiraas said with a roguish grin. “I’m so glad you decided to join me.”
 

 
  “I must say you went to a
  
   great
  
  deal of trouble,” Eleanora replied, folding her arms and lifting an eyebrow. Did he have some mechanism to see through this disguise? Did he just know what the person wearing it would look like? Or was he actually reckless enough to pick up the first servant girl who came out of her house? “Not that I wasn’t amused at the thought of you wasting all that effort, but it seems to me a man who could arrange all
  
   this
  
  could potentially show me an…interesting evening.”
 

 
  “Interesting is what I do best,” he said with a wink, and extended a hand to her. Eleanora made a show of considering this before allowing him to help her into the carriage. “And since we are now partners in crime, let’s be honest with each other. You are
  
   well
  
  overdue for some proper fun, Lady Eleanora. I have the strangest feeling you’re positively
  
   starved
  
  for it.”
 

 
  She sniffed disdainfully. “You know much less than you think, your Highness.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that,
  
  my lady,” he said, grinning widely, “is an absolute certainty. But I look forward to learning.”
 

 
   
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                 
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #19: Heavy is the Head, part 2 | The Gods are Bastards
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  “Now, first of all, you’ll need to un-pin that brooch…”
 

 
  “Why, your
  
   Highness,”
  
  Eleanora said in mock reproach, placing a hand protectively over the spot where the invisible peacock’s weight tugged at her lapel, “for shame! To think you would so quickly seek to rescind a gift to a lady. What would your mother say?”
 

 
  “I rather think I’d be in a cell before she got down to that part,” the prince replied merrily. “Regardless, my lady, it
  
   wounds
  
  me that you would even suspect such a thing! No, I merely meant that the next leg of the journey calls for a different disguise. But of course, this being our first outing together, it should after all be the lady’s choice. If you wish to be seen in public with either your true face or the livery of one of your House’s servants, I’ll not gainsay you! I have, however, prepared something a bit more discreet, in case you think either of those might lead to awkward questions at home.”
 

 
  “You have a prepared answer for everything, don’t you?” she asked dryly.
 

 
  “Oh, hardly everything. But for
  
   most
  
  things, I daresay I do. You know what the secret is?”
 

 
  “Do tell.”
 

 
  He winked. “Not making the same mistake twice. You have
  
   years
  
  of youthful embarrassments and blunders to thank for the much wiser man before you today. I rather think you would not have enjoyed talking with me before that long, painful education.”
 

 
  “I rather suspect you’re right,” she replied in a solemn tone. “Something tells me you’d have been one of those boys who never learned what I looked like above the collarbone.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m afraid you’ve got me nailed, there. It’s
  
   much
  
  better that we didn’t meet until just recently.”
 

 
  “And I’m to just take this on faith?” Eleanora covered the upper half of her face with a hand. “What color are my eyes?”
 

 
  “Brown,” he said immediately. “A very deep brown, that in this light could be taken for black, but under bright fairy lamps shows the most intriguing depths of warmer color. Like garnets glinting from the bottom of a pool.”
 

 
  She peeked at him from between her fingers, finding him wearing a knowing little smile. “…you’re dangerous, aren’t you?”
 

 
  “Perhaps a tad,” he said with a roguish grin. “Anyway, we’ve veered off topic. Here, my lady. You’ll want to remove the brooch before trying it on; I’m not sure the effects of using both at once, but it’s generally a better idea not to mix enchantments.”
 

 
  The ring he extended to her was a pretty but not extravagant piece, the perfect host for an enchantment which was meant to avoid notice. Hammered silver, set with a small, opaque red stone and with a simple engraving of curved lines around its band. He offered it on a flat palm, no doubt deliberately eschewing any of the romantic implications that might come from offering a lady a ring.
 

 
  Eleanora plucked it carefully from his hand with her fingertips, prompting a faint widening of his smile which she ignored. She tucked the ring into her palm before carefully un-pinning the brooch, in the process reverting to her own face and the party dress she’d worn to the gala.
 

 
  “You can leave it in the carriage for now,” Sharidan offered. “Unless you’re the only lady in Tiraas whose seamstress had the sense to give you pockets.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not, but I suspect if I tell her it was a recommendation from the crown prince, I can perhaps make some headway finally,” she said, placing the peacock on the seat next to her. “With all the Avenist activity in this city, one would think…”
 

 
  She trailed off, having slipped the ring onto her finger and immediately lost all the pigmentation in her hands.
 

 
  “Do you have a…” He was already offering her a hand mirror. “Of course you do. Thank you.”
 

 
  “My pleasure.”
 

 
  Eleanora regarded her new face critically. She was now a pale Stalweiss—in fact, a
  
   blonde,
  
  with blue eyes, of all things. Still quite lovely, but…
 

 
  “It doesn’t meet with your approval?” the prince asked almost diffidently. “My humblest apologies; many people find the use of magical disguise the perfect time to explore a little variety. I’m afraid I can’t get a new one on short notice, but for next time…”
 

 
  “I suppose it would be craven not to try it once. Briefly. Hm… Are the Stalweiss really as savage as they say?”
 

 
  “No more or less than anyone else, I expect. Any living in Tiraas are likely as cosmopolitan as any of their neighbors. The Stalwar Provinces are somewhat backward, but more because they weren’t treated well after the Enchanter Wars than because of any defect in the breed.”
 

 
  “And whose fault was that?” she murmured.
 

 
  “I understand they made a convenient scapegoat after Horsebutt’s rampage,” he said, his forehead tightening in the faintest shadow of a frown. “Hopefully, enough time has passed that we can begin correcting that. We’ll see. My mother has had more immediate priorities.”
 

 
  “Hmm,” she said noncommittally. Either he actually cared for his people—even the infamous “barbarians” of the mountains—or could put up a good front. And why should he play that game with
  
   her?
  
  No one who had researched her would find any hint of interest in the plight of the mountain folk. Eleanora found herself warming toward him a bit, despite her better judgment.
 

 
  She looked up to find him also wearing a new face—also a pale Stalweiss face, though he at least still had hair a proper shade of brown. Really, Eleanora fancied herself as open-minded as the next person, but it didn’t seem right for humans to have elven coloration.
 

 
  “Oh, now
  
   this
  
  is fortuitous,” Sharidan commented, sliding over to the window and peering out. Eleanora joined him, noting somewhat belatedly the hubbub of a crowd outside; she’d developed a habit of tuning out exterior noise when riding in a carriage.
 

 
  Their driver had to slow slightly to accommodate the traffic, which was itself somewhat impeded by the disruption. She couldn’t see much at this angle, but people with signs and placards seemed to be standing in front of a darkened building.
 

 
  “Does the Writ of Duties allow people to impede traffic this way?” she asked, frowning and trying to get a closer look through the intervening vehicles.
 

 
  “Actually it’s the rubbernecking drivers who are slowing down traffic,” Sharidan said merrily. “Those guys are very carefully within the law. See, they’re only on the sidewalk, and while that
  
   is
  
  a government office, it’s not open at this hour, so they’re not disrupting Imperial business. Look, there are soldiers watching; they’ll jump in the moment they have a reason. The Voters are very careful not to give them one.”
 

 
  “Voters,” she murmured, finally making out one of the signs. Really, it would help them not to wave the things about, if they wished them to be read… “And you call
  
   this
  
  fortuitous? Those people want you dead.”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” he said brightly, sliding back into his seat and smiling again. “They want my mother dethroned and the aristocracy abolished. Beyond that, it’s not personal. Only
  
   some
  
  of them want me dead. And they’ve as much chance of accomplishing any of that as the orcish revanchists have of launching so much as a dinghy from Sifan to invade us. It’s fortuitous because
  
   now
  
  we have an anecdote! Something to talk about at the party, aside from how our accents and mannerisms clearly don’t match our faces.”
 

 
  “Yes, about that,” she said, resuming her own seat. “I note you’ve neglected to mention
  
   where
  
  you are taking me.”
 

 
  “To a pleasant little late-evening gathering being held at the home of one Ms. Lorelei Talushaad, also known to her compatriots in the Thieves’ Guild as Gossamer.”
 

 
  “Talushaad?” she repeated, suddenly intrigued. “The courtesan?” Her mother would have seen her dead before allowing her to visit such a person—which was only part of the reason she wanted to.
 

 
  “The very same!”
 

 
  “How…interesting,” she mused, allowing herself a slow smile. “All right, you have my attention. I doubt I’ve ever been to such a raucous party before.”
 

 
  His grin widened. “Ah. Well, my lady, I’m afraid you may be disappointed.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s all about a happy medium, you see,” the disguised prince murmured to her as he escorted her through the entrance hall of the manor at which the carriage had discharged them. “If the party is too dull, well, there’s hardly any point in sneaking out to see it. Too rowdy, though, and the same is true. Excessive noise and debauchery makes it impossible to properly enjoy oneself. You want an event that falls somewhere in the middle, and Lorelei’s are
  
   always
  
  perfect. There’s good music, which you can actually hear. Good food, which will be eaten and not stomped into the carpets. Interesting people to talk to, and most will be sober enough to converse for at
  
   least
  
  a few more hours.”
 

 
  “You make it sound downright pedestrian,” she murmured back, though she was looking around in fascination. Though the style of décor naturally differed, the house’s furnishings were of no lesser quality than those of the palatial residence House Turombi had occupied in Tiraas. Denser, and running more toward jewel and earthen tones than the light, spacious style her mother favored, but well-chosen and clearly expensive. The party itself was, indeed, more crowded and somewhat more noisy than the social events to which she was accustomed, but not to the extent that she felt uncomfortable. In fact, the prince had a point; it was all rather exciting. At the very least, they’d had no trouble getting in. It surprised her when the uniformed footman watching the door had allowed them inside with nothing more than a glance at the high quality of their clothing and the carriage which had brought them. Speaking of which… “And what, pray tell, are we to tell the lady of the house about ourselves?”
 

 
  “Well, as to that,” he said with a wink, “I like to wing it, but unless you’re feeling adventurous, why don’t we save that until the next time? I rather doubt Lorelei will evict us, but there may be all manner of nuisance if we’re found out.”
 

 
  “I think you may be a bad person, Sharidan.”
 

 
  “On that point, Eleanora, I shall defer to your no doubt considerable expertise.” Despite his cool facade, he glanced around; they were hardly alone, but all the people nearby were engaged in their own conversations, none paying them any attention. The sound of a string quartet from the large room up ahead provided auditory camouflage, as well. There was no reaction to their names. “Give me just a moment to secure some provisions, if you would. Getting to the bar is always a struggle at these things; much faster with just one.”
 

 
  “I shall defer to
  
   your
  
  considerable expertise on the subject of bars,” she said archly. The prince grinned at her and released her arm.
 

 
  “Back in a flash.” Then he had slipped through the doors ahead—and the dense crowd within, about which he’d not exaggerated—leaving her alone.
 

 
  She was standing in a sort of foyer, just inside the vestibule and clearly serving as a sort of indoor crossroads. A sweeping staircase curved up to the second floor, the wide door opened onto the main party area to her right, with a smaller door to a dining room (also heavily occupied) to the left and one into a shadowed hallways just ahead. Eleanora took note of the architecture. While a noble House would arrange its residence to impress upon the first entry, this one was clearly designed to provide space in which people could lose themselves from sight almost immediately. Which, she supposed, served the needs of a courtesan quite well.
 

 
  Eleanora directed one long look at the door through which her escort had vanished, and then a small smile quirked the side of her mouth. The
  
   exact
  
  details of the Prince’s plan for her this evening she didn’t know, of course, but the general shape was obvious. Considering that, she saw no harm in making him do a little extra work. Not that it was going to pay off, which was sort of the point. It would be good for him; he likely had rarely had to cope with disappointment.
 

 
  She turned and began ascending the staircase.
 

 
  At the first landing, Eleanora paused, glancing down the second-floor hall, which was dimly lit and lined with doors on only one side, some of which were closed. A couple were walking away from her, arm-in-arm and heads together. After a moment’s hesitation, she decided to keep climbing and see if anything more immediately interesting presented itself.
 

 
  And indeed, the next landing paid off. The stairs stopped here, but rather than a single corridor, it opened into a sort of balcony ringing the open main chamber below. Heavy pillars, low walls, and hanging curtains broke up the space into little alcoves offering privacy while also providing a clear view of the party going on—not unlike the ballroom at the Imperial Palace. Was this a common arrangement? It certainly was a suitable one for intrigues, which could explain its popularity in the capital.
 

 
  She paced slowly down one side of the upper ring, carefully glancing into the alcoves she passed from the corner of her eye without staring rudely. Three people were sitting in conversation in the first, the second was empty, and a couple were locked in a passionate embrace in the third, prompting her to pick up her step slightly. The next alcove was also unoccupied, and Eleanora decided to take the opportunity to get a closer view of the ballroom below. Or was it properly a ballroom? If the bar was in there, it didn’t seem likely they were dancing in the space…
 

 
  She stepped over to the rail and carefully leaned over the three-story drop. Indeed, this seemed more a staging area than a place where people congregated. There was a bar, and also long tables of food; as she watched, a set of doors opened and liveried servants bustled out with fresh trays. The musicians were there as well, ensconced in a raised area which seemed to occupy a turret jutting from the far corner of the room. There was no sign of the Prince—but then, from this vantage he’d have been nothing but a blob of brown hair, hardly distinctive.
 

 
  Eleanora turned around, and gasped in surprise.
 

 
  Lounging in the corner of the alcove, drink in hand, a woman was regarding her with a curious expression. She had seated herself so that her head was below the level of the decorative wall which separated off this little space, making her invisible from the outer ring.
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   am
  
  sorry!” Eleanora exclaimed. “I didn’t—”
 

 
  “Now, no apologies,” the woman said, smiling. “You’re not who I was expecting, but it seems he’ll not be joining me. I gather I’m not who
  
   you
  
  expected, either?”
 

 
  “I thought this space was empty,” Eleanora said. “I wasn’t expecting
  
   anyone,
  
  so…yes, that’s correct. I’ll just make myself scarce before your companion arrives.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t let me keep you if you’ve business elsewhere! But also, don’t hurry off on
  
   my
  
  account.” The woman’s eyes shifted, glancing over her quickly, and Eleanora suddenly took particular note of the fact that her new acquaintance was quite pretty. Not what she’d have considered her “type,” being rather lean of figure and face, with that sharp-featured aspect so common to the Tiraan, but still… “My husband thought he
  
   might
  
  make it, but…he would have by now, were he going to. Never the most reliable man. Are you here by yourself?”
 

 
  “Why, no,” Eleanora said, allowing herself a smile. “At the moment, it would appear I’m here with you.”
 

 
  She smiled back, warmly. “Then why don’t you join me? I’m Tashi.”
 

 
  “…Nora,” she said after the barest hesitation, then stepped over to seat herself carefully on the couch next to Tashi.
 

 
  “Nora, how exotic!” The woman straightened up, eyeing her with renewed interest. “Now, is that a traditional Stalweiss name?”
 

 
  Oh, right, her face. Again, the urge for mischief rose in her, this time accompanied by something else. “I can honestly say it has been in my family for at least one generation,” she replied solemnly, then deliberately spoiled the image with a smile.
 

 
  Tashi laughed obligingly. “I’ve not seen you at one of Lorelei’s events before. I am
  
   positive
  
  I would remember.” And something in her expression…
 

 
  Oh, right, her
  
   face.
  
  A thrill of realization shivered though Eleanora. Flirtation had always been such a delicate, careful thing, bound by the need to dance around the
  
   utmost
  
  discretion. The sheer scandal that could erupt if she made the wrong move on the wrong person was, in her case, far worse than that which faced the average young aristocrat—at least, back home. Tiraas
  
   did
  
  have a much stronger Avenist and Izarite influence, but she’d not had time to experiment. That, too, would have to be done slowly, and with exceeding caution.
 

 
  Unless, of course, she were in a place where the Lady Eleanora Turombi would never go, wearing the face of someone who did not exist. A place where, perhaps, she could follow up on such little hints as she was getting now without making a five-month courtship of it.
 

 
  “You could say I’m stretching my wings,” she said, carefully scooting closer to Tashi and leaning subtly toward her. “This is, indeed, my first visit. In fact, I’ve not properly explored the house yet. I found something very much more interesting right away, you see…”
 

 
  “Why, it sounds as if I’m depriving you, then,” Tashi murmured deep in her throat. “I should offer you a drink for the inconvenience, at the very least. Alas…” Moving carefully so that she did not draw further from Eleanora in the process, she reached to pick up the wine bottle perched on a low table before the couch, and topped off her glass. “I’ve only the one glass.”
 

 
  “Well.” She moved carefully, slow enough to give her companion opportunity to object or move away if she wished. But while Eleanora carefully took Tashi’s hand in her own and shifted the glass toward herself, the other woman simply regarded her with a knowing little smirk. “I don’t mind, if you don’t.”
 

 
  Holding eye contact, she very deliberately took a sip, placing her lips right on the dampened spot from which the glass had already been drunk. Tashi’s smile widened slightly. The thrill racing through her was only somewhat to do with lust; this was just so
  
   easy.
  
  Oh, the fun she had missed out on for all these years, having to be so damn
  
   careful.
  
  She had barely even believed people actually
  
   did
  
  this, but…here they were.
 

 
  
  
  “If I may ask,” Eleanora murmured, now that her head was close enough to make a lower tone appropriate, “if you were expecting your husband, why only one glass?”
 

 
  It had been a tacit offer of withdrawal, but Tashi declined to take advantage of the reminder.
 

 
  “He said he might come,” she replied, her head tilting and gradually drifting closer. “That is not the same as me
  
   expecting
  
  him.”
 

 
  “Well, that is a shame,” Eleanora said softly, leaning further. “He’s missing a fine vintage.”
 

 
  “Why, Nora,” Tashi all but whispered, smiling with pure mischief, “it’s only a common bottle, after all. Did you even taste it?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t talking about the wine.”
 

 
  It tasted better from Tashi’s lips, anyway.
 

 
  Somehow, in the intervening moments, Tashi shifted to set the glass down on the table, and then to angle her body toward Eleanora’s, reaching up to cradle her cheeks in both hands. Eleanora, for her part, moved somewhat more aggressively, heady with the power and freedom of being able to
  
   do
  
  this. She slipped on arm around Tashi’s waist, prompting a soft squeak when she tugged her firmly closer—but not a squeak of protest, to judge by the ensuing giggle and the hand that moved to tangle in her hair.
 

 
  Then she stopped thinking for a few minutes, lost in softness and quiet laughter and gently insistent exploration, until she finally came up for air and found herself staring into another pair of eyes.
 

 
  It took her a moment for the fog to recede, but then it was replaced by dawning horror as she recognized the disguise currently worn by Prince Sharidan.
 

 
  “Oh, my humble apologies,” he said mildly, blinking in bemusement. He had a glass of effervescent wine in each hand. “This spot looked empty from…”
 

 
  No no no no—
 

 
  Eleanora lunged up, ignoring the startled protest of her new companion and pushing rudely past the prince, incidentally spilling one of the glasses. In pure panic, she tore down the hall.
 

 
  No no
  
   no,
  
  how could she have been so reckless? He could ruin her worse than if he’d bedded her. If her
  
   mother
  
  found out about this…
 

 
  “Eleanora, wait!”
 

 
  She redoubled her speed, dodging around people who exclaimed in irritation at her passage, ignoring them. The balcony ring ended in a little seating area from which hallways branched off; she picked one at random and raced down it.
 

 
  Almost immediately, it dead-ended, and Eleanora hissed in frustration. There were three doors; she yanked open the narrowest one and darted through.
 

 
  “Will you
  
   wait
  
  a moment?!”
 

 
  Gods, was he
  
   still
  
  after her? This was some kind of servants’ passage, obviously, to judge by its narrowness and the unpainted plank walls. Behind her, the door opened again, and footsteps pounded into the corridor. The boy just wouldn’t take a
  
   hint.
  
 

 
  The passage turned sharply left, and partway down this length, she found an open door through which cool air flowed.
 

 
  “Eleanora! No—stop!”
 

 
  Ignoring him, she dashed through, and immediately tried to skid to a halt. It had rained, though, and the narrow strip of flat roof was slick. Wheeling her arms frantically, she fought for balance, teetering on the edge of a three-story fall overlooking an alley behind the house.
 

 
  Then a hand grabbed her hair, yanking her backward. She squawked in pain, but in the next moment he was holding her by the shoulders. They both stood there, panting.
 

 
  “My
  
   hair?”
  
  she asked weakly, managing a tiny spark of outrage.
 

 
  “Well, I’m
  
   sorry,”
  
  the prince snapped, in the first open annoyance she’d heard from him. “We are still learning one another’s preferences, after all. Next time would you prefer I let you fall to your death?”
 

 
  She allowed herself a few more calming breaths.
 

 
  “…thank you.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome. Here.” Sharidan carefully released her and slipped past. “This is not the first time I’ve brought company out to this little spot, though previously the circumstances were more…cordial.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, how often do you
  
   come
  
  to this place?” she asked, even as she followed him along the side of the house. Just a few feet to the left of the doorway was a small bench. “And…what is the
  
   point
  
  of this? Architecturally, it doesn’t make a
  
   shred
  
  of sense.”
 

 
  “Of course it does,” he said lightly, seating himself and then patting the bench. “This house belongs to a member of the Thieves’ Guild. This is a convenient roof access. I was once
  
   rather
  
  embarrassingly interrupted here with a young lady by
  
   another
  
  young lady who carried a lot of knives, and let me tell you, that did not turn out the way I fantasized as a boy. Sit down, catch your breath.”
 

 
  “Your…fantasies…generally involve knives?” She found herself sinking down onto the bench. Her legs seemed to want to give out, anyway, so…might as well.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” he said wryly. “That’s when I knew the night wasn’t going to go my way.”
 

 
  Eleanora made no reply to that. In fact, now that she had a moment to breathe, she found it unbearable to meet his gaze. Propping her elbows on her knees, she lowered her face into her hands.
 

 
  “So,” Sharidan said after a short pause, “I gather
  
   this
  
  evening was never going to turn out the way I had in mind, either.”
 

 
  “And what makes you say that,” she mumbled. It wasn’t really a question.
 

 
  To her annoyance, he actually laughed softly. “It’s not
  
   so
  
  uncommon, a lady with a soft spot for other ladies. Your friend back there? Antashi Shivaan picks up a new girl at every party. To share with her husband when he can come, but to bring him an exciting story when he can’t. You’ll be pleased to know you
  
   weren’t
  
  breaking up a marriage. You, though…that was
  
   panic
  
  I saw, the kind that gets people killed. As you discovered. I can’t help concluding,” he added in a gentler tone, “this is rather a
  
   secret
  
  I inadvertently uncovered. So would I be wrong in guessing this is more an…inflexible preference?”
 

 
  Eleanora heaved a deep sigh, but lowered her hands. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Sharidan was watching her with a calmly open expression, but now he actually smiled. “And you were going to let me chase you fruitlessly all night? You absolute minx.”
 

 
  For some damned reason, she couldn’t help grinning back. “Oh, poor baby. Something tells me you’d have survived.”
 

 
  “Well, I always have before!” His grin abated slightly. “Forgive me if I’m prying, but… Is this about House Turombi’s succession? I know you’re the only child…”
 

 
  “That, partially,” she said with a deep sigh. “But apart from that… Onkawa is not Tiraas. We have all the Pantheon cults, of course, but it’s Omnist territory, with a Vidian and Shaathist influence. Women loving women isn’t
  
   disallowed,
  
  but it’s…it’s not…favorable. Never mind,” she added, shaking her head. “It’s more complex than that, and it would take me far too long to explain.”
 

 
  “It’s a hell of a thing, though,” he said quietly. “So many people grow up dreaming of one day finding true love. Not us. Nobles who have such ideas end up being cautionary tales. We marry for a purpose, and that’s all there is to it.”
 

 
  “You don’t sound bitter,” she said softly.
 

 
  He shrugged. “I’ve had time to get used to it, as have you. And clearly, I have less reason to be bitter in the first place.”
 

 
  “You’re also much better at finding your own fun than I ever was,” she replied sardonically. “I’ll freely admit I’d never have
  
   dared
  
  to do something like this.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a shame! I bet you’d have pulled it off quite well. So long as you learned to suppress that panic reflex.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, laugh it up. I should thank you for the lesson, anyway. Maybe I’ll be able to sneak away now and again to experience a little of life. Gods know
  
   you
  
  will be.”
 

 
  “No.” At his tone, she looked up again, finding him staring at the sky with a strangely sad expression. “I’m twenty-two, Eleanora; how much longer do you think I’ll be able to get away with acting like a teenager?”
 

 
  “Was that a rhetorical question? I can try to estimate, if you’d like.”
 

 
  He didn’t smile, this time. “I’m not
  
   that guy.
  
  The dissolute wastrel who throws away his country’s wealth and credibility on pleasure and nonsense. I… Tiraas
  
   means
  
  something. It’s a legacy of a thousand years; it’s the lives of millions of people. I needed something for
  
   myself,
  
  but… I’ve never felt entitled to keep doing this forever. Someday I’m going to have to stop, settle down, grow up, and serve. Someday quite soon.” He looked over at her again, and managed another little smile. “Maybe sooner than I imagined… I’ve had close calls of my own.”
 

 
  “We have to grow up eventually,” she practically whispered. He nodded.
 

 
  The silence was strangely comfortable.
 

 
  “So, what are
  
   you
  
  missing out on?” he asked finally, with a lightness that she appreciated all the more for how forced it clearly was. “Not one of those who harbored dreams of true love, I hope? I mean, there’s a
  
   precedent,
  
  at least in this part of the world. More than one noblewoman in Calderaas has married another noblewoman. A few princesses, even.”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly,” she muttered. “My parents stay together because of politics and habit. They were never in love; I don’t think they were truly
  
   fond
  
  of each other till I was a teenager. True romance…it’s just not something I longed for. It was something for storybooks, not life.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess that’s not so bad, then.”
 

 
  She hesitated, then let out an exasperated sigh. “I—I just…” Eleanora pressed her hands against her temples. “By the gods, I
  
   do
  
  feel deprived. Every time I pass a really
  
   excellent
  
  pair of tits and don’t get to bury my face in them, I feel I’ve lost a piece of myself I will
  
   never
  
  get back!”
 

 
  The prince stared at her in open shock.
 

 
  And then he burst out laughing.
 

 
  “I’m glad you’re amused,” she said wryly after a minute of this. Sharidan, gasping for breath, actually slumped over against the wall next to him. “All right, settle down,” Eleanora said in mounting alarm. “If you fall off the roof your mother will have me beheaded.”
 

 
  “Right…there…with you,” he wheezed, still holding his ribs. “I’m sorry, I just…” Chuckling, he grinned widely at her. “You’ll think this is crazy, but of all the women I’ve found myself in secluded corners or balconies with… I think you’re the first one I truly
  
   get.”
  
 

 
  “I’m still not sleeping with you,” she informed him, unable to keep the grin off her own face now.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, sure. At this point, I honestly think that would ruin it.”
 

 
  His laughter had subsided enough, and the noise of the city was distant enough, that they could clearly hear a series of sharp clicks.
 

 
  Eleanora straightened up. “What was that?”
 

 
  Sharidan, by contrast, slumped in his seat, laughter suddenly gone. “Oh, for…ugh.
  
   Hello,
  
  Quentin.”
 

 
  “Good evening, your Majesty.” A man stepped around the corner onto their little stretch of roof—an almost painfully nondescript man in a suit who wouldn’t have looked out of place behind the counter of a bank, and yet also appeared quite comfortable on a damp rooftop in the middle of the night. As he came into view, he turned the knob of his silver pocketwatch a few more times, making it click again, and tucked it into his pocket. “Ready to go home?”
 

 
  “Eleanora, this is Quentin,” Sharidan said sourly, waving a hand at the man with poor grace. “Who I am
  
   surprised
  
  to find here, slumming around the city in person. Last I heard, he was up for promotion to the city bureau chief at Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Yes, and I thank you for the ringing recommendation, your Highness,” Quentin said mildly. “Of course, since I am the only local agent who’s been able to keep up with your little excursions, and your Highness’s ulterior motive was
  
   quite
  
  obvious, it wasn’t seriously considered. And if I may say, it was altogether a lesser caliber of chicanery than we at Intelligence are accustomed to expecting from your Highness. Is your Highness feeling well?”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, they can’t all be gems,” Sharidan said irritably. “And quit calling me that. Honestly, Quentin, how long have we known each other? After all, you’ve been to almost
  
   every
  
  party I’ve crashed. At some point you ought to just start calling me by my first time.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Highness, I’ll get right on that. You may wish to brace yourself, young lady.”
 

 
  The air shimmered with a blue haze and a faint whine sounded in the edges of her vision, and then the whole world vanished.
 

 
  The bench went with it; she and Sharidan were both sent sprawling to the floor, though the prince at least caught himself—due to experience, she suspected. He immediately bounded to his feet and gallantly offered her a hand up.
 

 
  They were in a small outdoor courtyard, with a gate on one side and a door into a stone building on the other.
 

 
  “First time being teleported?” Sharidan asked.
 

 
  “Yes,” she admitted, brushing off her dress. “I was expecting something less…annoying.”
 

 
  He grinned and opened his mouth to reply, but Quentin cleared his throat. Looking over at him, Eleanora realized there were two Azure Corps battlemages standing at attention in the background, doubtless the reason for their sudden change of scenery.
 

 
  “If you will please follow these gentlemen, your Highness, we shall have you home as quickly and quietly as possible.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Sharidan said with a sigh, then turned to Eleanora and smiled. “Well! This evening did
  
   not
  
  go like I had planned, but oddly enough, I can’t recall having enjoyed myself more. What say we try for something a little less boisterous on our next outing?”
 

 
  She raised an eyebrow, and folded her arms. “We will
  
   not
  
  be doing this again, Sharidan.”
 

 
  The prince gazed at her with that knowing little smile for a long moment, and then winked. “Yes, we will.”
 

 
  With no more ado, he turned and strolled toward the wall. One of the battlemages moved to open the door for him, and then both followed him through and shut it behind.
 

 
  Eleanora stared at this momentarily before turning to Quentin. “Is it treasonous to slap the Crown Prince?”
 

 
  “If so,” he said dryly, “it’s treason Intelligence has no interest in prosecuting. We have much bigger and less numerous fish to fry. Now, let’s get you home, my lady.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Time to face the music.”
 

 
  “I can’t say whether you’ve been missed,” he said. “If so, this will become difficult; we’ll find out upon reaching your home. If not, I can insert you carefully and your family will be none the wiser.”
 

 
  Eleanora had taken one trudging step toward the gate, but now paused, turning to him in surprise. “I thought… I mean, why would you want to protect…me?”
 

 
  “Intelligence
  
   is
  
  in the business of gathering information,” Quentin replied, “and I won’t pretend the Empress has no interest in politically inconveniencing your father, in particular. With regard to the Prince’s little…adventures…however, there is a policy in place. Making them public would embarrass the Throne, not to mention exposing his Highness to danger, as he lacks the sense to
  
   refrain
  
  from them. It is altogether easier to silence the whole matter as much as possible. This is why we
  
   prefer
  
  it when he chooses compatriots who have their own secrets to protect. Things can become unpleasant if I have to be…persuasive.”
 

 
  “Say no more,” she muttered. “Although… I
  
   am
  
  sorry to put you out so. This must be a serious inconvenience, and you surely have more important things to do.”
 

 
  This time it was Quentin who paused in the act of turning to go; he regarded her almost quizzically. “Hm. You know, of all the young women the prince has gallivanted about with, you are the first to offer me an apology.”
 

 
  “Then his Highness has rather poor taste in women,” she said archly, “which does my ego no favors. Surely you could do
  
   something
  
  to lean on him? This must be a drain on your resources.”
 

 
  “Well.” The spy actually smiled at her. “It’s all for a good cause. A prince who can outmaneuver his security detail will become an Emperor who can outwit all the enemies who will be constantly braying at his heels. And if he makes us work a little harder in the meantime…what are we here for, after all?”
 

 
  “For the Empire,” she murmured, already deep in thought.
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  Evading her parents was hardly necessary anymore, after the effort she’d made in the last few months to be politically useful to her father’s ambitions. At this point, Alduron and Kheethi trusted that if Eleanora was not under their eyes, she was not necessarily in trouble, and in fact might well be networking on House Turombi’s behalf.
 

 
  Similarly, evading the various servants, hangers-on and bodyguards who formed her family’s ever-changing entourage was not excessively difficult, largely because she was careful not to abuse the privilege. Eleanora never vanished in areas that were not considered safe, and made a point to do so only rarely; so long as she wasn’t habitually absent, they might not even notice amid all the hubbub and social circulation, and likely would not find it necessary to intervene. In a place like the Imperial Museum, particularly at a time when it was closed to the public for the purpose of an aristocratic social event, wriggling out from under their watchful eyes required only some careful maneuvering.
 

 
  Evading reporters was another matter.
 

 
  It wasn’t that they didn’t have newspapers in Onkawa, or people who worked for them, but the culture was very different. In Onkawa, her father was not only the Imperial governor, but by tradition the High Chieftain, a position which commanded immense respect even after all these years of Imperial rule—even after almost a century of House Turombi trying to be as Tiraan as it could, often in open defiance of Onkawi customs. Reporters asked him questions—but politely, by appointment, and with an unspoken assurance that whatever article they produced would be tasteful and not reflect badly upon Lord Alduron or his House.
 

 
  In Tiraas, only the Empress and her son were accorded such deference, and that more out of sensible fear of Theasia’s displeasure than any culture of respect. There were a lot more papers here, making the competition for juicy stories stiffer, and the resident nobles were favorite targets. These journalists were like sharks, and in this city, the Turombis were just another bucket of chum. Her mother and father
  
   still
  
  hadn’t resigned themselves to this fact, but Eleanora had been busy adapting.
 

 
  That wretched man with the notebook was still following her as she slipped into the central complex. The museum was jointly administered by the cults of Ryneas and Nemitoth, whose collusion apparently required some moderating presence by the Universal Church, not to mention the offices of the Imperial government which actually owned the place. It had all been planned in advance, resulting in the art and historical wings of the Imperial Museum being physically separate structures, connected by an architectural bridge of sorts containing the entrance halls, various office spaces, and lots of staircases. Due to the general shortage of real estate in Tiraas, the central section was practically a tower, packing as much as it could into a vertical space. Lots, and
  
   lots
  
  of staircases—winding ones, wrapping around other rooms, connecting oddly-shaped halls that linked with the museum wings on both sides, and generally leading to a profusion of useful little nooks and crannies.
 

 
  Eleanora was hardly the only one at the party to seek a little privacy; it took some trekking and quite a bit of climbing before she left behind scattered couples and small groups. At this particular event, there was a lot more wheeling and dealing than canoodling going on, but she passed a little of everything before reaching a truly quiet part of the complex. And still the reporter followed.
 

 
  She rounded a corner, finding the hall empty, and flattened herself against a wall, tugging the locket from inside the neck of her dress. Opening it, she withdrew one of the small leaves neatly stacked within, then snapped it shut before tenderly blowing that one leaf—apparently as fresh as the day it was plucked from the bush, like all the rest—from the tip of her finger.
 

 
  The sensation was faint, and now familiar—a slight tug at something deep in her being, and then the ghostly image of herself stepped away, and hurried down the hallway at a graceful glide.
 

 
  A moment later, the reporter rounded the corner after her, and paused. He stood close enough she could have touched him had she wanted, and could smell his cheap cologne though she decidedly
  
   didn’t
  
  want to, but he ignored her, immediately setting off after the wavering image of herself that vanished down the hall ahead.
 

 
  She knew, from practicing on her hapless servants, that the image would lead him on a merry chase before disappearing, and would do so out of his sight in a way that left him believing he had simply lost her. Only in the few moments after diverging did it conceal her; anyone observing it would fixate on the image and ignore the real woman left behind. Once they were separated by enough distance, however, she would be as visible as always to whomever she encountered.
 

 
  Eleanora tucked the locket away, smiling smugly, and hurried on, making for a flight of steps and choosing a path to a particular spot she knew. She couldn’t be absent long; if he wasn’t there, this would be a bust, but she was reasonably sure he would be. And that her deception would remain unnoticed, once it had played out. With arcane enchantment so heavily favored among human societies, particularly in urban centers like Tiraas, fae magic was all but unknown and had been since Archpope Sipasian had helped ignite the Enchanter Wars by trying to stamp it out. Thus, it was not commonly planned for. Privately, she wondered how many times she could use this trick before word got around. It had already been worth every doubloon she’d paid that witch, though.
 

 
  She heard them, and quickened her pace. On the second highest floor of the complex, she abruptly rounded the corner into the little nook where they were, then skidded to a halt, gasping dramatically and affecting an expression of shock.
 

 
  “Oh!
  
   Excuse
  
  me!”
 

 
  The pair leaped apart—or rather, the young woman in the uniform of the museum’s staff hopped away from the prince as if stung. She was Tiraan, with maybe a bit of Stalweiss; at any rate, she was pale enough that her blush looked almost painful. The girl mumbled something to Eleanora, refusing to meet her eyes, then gathered up her skirts and all but ran out.
 

 
  Eleanora stepped aside, watching her till she rounded the corner onto a staircase that took her down toward the party.
 

 
  Sharidan, meanwhile, came forward to poke his head out and look up and down the halls, verifying they were alone. Only then did he turn his scowl on her.
 

 
  “For the
  
   last time,
  
  Nora, I
  
   said
  
  I was sorry. I did
  
   not
  
  mean to interrupt you with that blonde in the theater, and if you had left the signal we
  
   agreed
  
  on the door to the box obviously I wouldn’t—”
 

 
  “All right, for the last time, then,” she agreed with a grin. “I’ll consider us even. In fact, how about I make it up to you tonight? I’ve managed to arrange a little something for us at the Cat and Mouse.”
 

 
  “How little?” he asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Well, a
  
   bit
  
  more little than we prefer,” she acknowledged, pointedly patting her own breast. It was a peculiarly comfortable feeling, how he noted the gesture without any lascivious expression. “But still worth sneaking out.
  
   Twins,
  
  Sharidan.”
 

 
  The prince rolled his eyes. “Nora, what the hell are
  
   we
  
  going to do with twins? The whole point of—well, I assume you haven’t suddenly developed a hankering to be in the same room during? What do you plan to do, trade off? Because we both know I don’t mind your seconds, but last I checked—”
 

 
  “Redheads.”
 

 
  That brought him up short. Her grin widened.
 

 
  “You’re right, it’s a bit more awkward for the two of us. But come
  
   on.
  
  Twin redheads, Sharidan. Look me in the eye and tell me that’s not worth the trouble.”
 

 
  He did look her in the eye, and after a momentary pause, a smile stretched across his features to mirror her own.
 

 
  “Lady Eleanora, I do believe I have been a
  
   bad influence
  
  on you these last few months.”
 

 
  “And I will be forever grateful,” she said as solemnly as she could while smirking. “Don’t send the carriage, my mother noticed it prowling the neighborhood last time.”
 

 
  “Right. Meet you at the Cat, then? Eleven?”
 

 
  “Eleven o’clock, but let’s link up at the pub on the corner a few blocks north of it—the one with the old fighting pit turned into a sitting area, you remember? We’ll head out from there and throw off any pursuit. I have a new toy; I want to see how long it can make Quentin chase his tail.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I think…we may be doing this wrong,” she said idly, blowing smoke. Just tobacco; for the same reason they were careful to indulge sparingly in wine on these outings, she had tried only the tiniest bit of sevenleaf, and absolutely eschewed poppy milk and any alchemicals. They both needed their wits about them to sneak back into their respective homes.
 

 
  “Nonsense,” he said equally lazily, propping his feet on the balcony rail; he’d tugged the outdoor couch over toward it specifically so he could do that. “This is as old as humanity. It’s called afterglow. You’re supposed to relax and chitchat or cuddle for a bit after sex.”
 

 
  “Right, that’s what I mean,” she replied, pausing to puff a little cloud at him. He languidly waved it away, but was apparently too mellow to protest; Sharidan did not care for anything that had to be burned and inhaled, even incense. “Traditionally, one chitchats with the person
  
   with whom
  
  one just had sex.”
 

 
  “Ah, well. What would be the fun of just doing what all the other sheep do, Nora?”
 

 
  She chuckled, though it hadn’t really been that funny, and flicked the hand-rolled cigarette over the rail.
 

 
  They were dressed again, mostly. Trousers and a shirt each, though the shirts were unbuttoned and and neither had put on shoes or coats. They were just lounging on low couches on the balcony outside the suite she had discreetly secured, while the two sisters they’d just been with dozed together in the master bed. Eleanora assumed her hair was a dead giveaway what she’d just been doing, to judge by the state of his, though at least her complexion was too dark to betray the same lingering glow.
 

 
  It was so odd, and so oddly comfortable, the thing to which she had referred obliquely with her little joke. This, somehow, was more intimate than the actual lovemaking had been; neither of them had much inclination to fall in love or settle down. Sex was about the pleasure and sometimes the thrill of the hunt. Whatever there was between them had none of that element; she knew his tells well enough by now to know that he actually
  
   didn’t
  
  sneak glances into her cleavage, whereas he was just discreet about it with other women.
 

 
  A strange thing, but a pleasant one. Back home, all her “friends” had been young noblewomen with whom she socialized out of mutual political interest. She and Sharidan
  
   talked
  
  about things, though. About politics, yes, but also history, their lives, the art and music and books they enjoyed. About girls and what they did with them and wanted to. And sometimes, about nothing, just sitting in friendly silence. Over the eight months since their first acquaintance, he seemed to have grown to value as much as she did having
  
   someone
  
  with whom to share these things.
 

 
  “Are they
  
   still
  
  going on over there?” he asked idly, breaking her reverie. They didn’t have a great view of the city from this third-floor balcony, due to the size of the neighboring structures, but they were facing a canal and the back of a factory on its other side, which at least gave them some space. It also was open enough to transmit sound—in this case, of a still-agitated crowd barely a block distant. “Gods, don’t these people have jobs in the morning or something?”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  one to talk,” she said without asperity. “I’m surprised the police haven’t intervened, though.”
 

 
  “Oh, this is a scheduled protest; they’re on private property which they were given permission to use. One of those factories has an open loading lot in front. The owner made a big fuss about how he’d been pressured into it, likely just to keep himself out of trouble with my mother.”
 

 
  “Well, that would’ve been helpful to know before I planned a little get-together a stone’s throw away,” she commented.
 

 
  “I wasn’t exactly involved in your planning, remember? Anyhow, I never heard of a Voter meeting going on this long before. It’s gotta be after three. What are they
  
   doing
  
  over there?”
 

 
  “Shouting, as far as I can tell. I don’t hear anything being broken.” She glanced over at him. “These people have kept popping up all year, Sharidan. Why
  
   hasn’t
  
  your mother come down on them?”
 

 
  “Well, you know how she feels about republican ideas in general,” he said, shrugging. “But cracking down on protest movements just lends them legitimacy. Mother favors a subtler approach this time; she’s the reason all the papers are covering the Sheng civil war in so much detail. People are less likely to want democratic reforms when they get regular updates on a whole country currently being destroyed by them. Still…this kind of
  
   rally
  
  is an escalation. She might have to get more aggressive.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  They lounged in silence, listening to the sounds of the city, what wasn’t obscured by the hubbub two streets over. Tiraas glistened under its omnipresent fairy lamps with the evidence of a recent shower; the clouds scudded rapidly by overhead, permitting intermittent views of a sky whose stars were obscured by the city’s arcane glow.
 

 
  “Did your grandfather kill my great-grandfather?”
 

 
  “Yes, I expect so.”
 

 
  Eleanora froze. She hadn’t meant to bring that up, and had no idea why she’d asked; the only thing more surprising than that slip on her part was how readily he had answered.
 

 
  “If you were expecting some great revelation, I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Sharidan added wryly, glancing over at her. “If there was any real evidence, I’m sure it was long since buried or destroyed. By my mother, if not by her father before she even came along. But honestly, I can read the same from history as everyone else.
  
   Two
  
  men emerged from the Enchanter Wars calling themselves Emperor. Sarsamon Tirasian might have been a puppet of the Church at first, but he
  
   did
  
  control the actual Silver Throne, and the capital itself, and had the backing of the cults and Houses Aldarasi and Madouri. Tambisi Turombi, though, was an actual warlord who had taken control of all the western provinces, and unlike Sarsamon, actually
  
   ruled
  
  them. They would have turned the civil war from a dozen feuding states to two large ones and made it drag on another
  
   decade.
  
  And then, suddenly, one dies of a stroke in his sleep? Coincidences that politically convenient don’t just
  
   happen.”
  
 

 
  She nodded slowly. He was right; that was nothing more than everyone knew. And he was undoubtedly also right that if Sarsamon had left any evidence of the assassination, it was long gone.
 

 
  “I wish my father could just let it go,” she whispered. “It was a
  
   century
  
  ago. Everyone involved is dead, the whole
  
   world
  
  is different…and frankly, the right man won. Sarsamon Tirasian outwitted the Church and his other backers and made himself a
  
   true
  
  Emperor. Tambisi ruled by force and the threat of it; the Church and the cults would either have made
  
   him
  
  a puppet, or killed him themselves.”
 

 
  “Maybe they did,” Sharidan murmured. “Or maybe a third party who saw things the way you do now. I tend to agree with you, Nora; it’s long past mattering.”
 

 
  “Not to Alduron Turombi,” she said with a heavy sigh. “He’s obsessed with House Tirasian and what might have been. What
  
   might
  
  have been,” she added bitterly, “is that none of us would have existed because our ancestor would
  
   not
  
  have succeeded in taking Tiraas, or survived the attempt. Gods, there’s no way for an army to cross the Wyrnrange except at the southernmost point, and no force in the world could have plowed through Viridill. The Sisterhood had already broken the Imperial legions for trying exactly that, and south of
  
   them
  
  the Enchanter’s Bane was
  
   still
  
  burning! But no, all he knows is that Tambisi was trying to hold some semblance of the Empire together while Sarsamon was goofing around with adventurers. A stroke of luck is the only reason he’s not Emperor today. It wouldn’t have
  
   worked
  
  like that, but there is just no telling him so.”
 

 
  Sharidan looked over at her directly, concern showing on his face for the first time. “Nora… I don’t want to put you on the spot…”
 

 
  “But will my father move against your mother?” Eleanora shook her head slowly. “I don’t… I don’t want to think so. My father is a cautious and practical man, in his governing. He
  
   has
  
  to know what a hopeless, suicidal move that would be. But then…he moved us
  
   here
  
  and left Onkawa in the hands of stewards, all on the urging of some cleric he knew, and I’m not sure what to think. He’s also a prideful man, and he has these impossible dreams… I worry, Sharidan. My father would never attack Theasia under just his own impetus. But if the wrong person whispers the wrong thing in his ear…”
 

 
  The prince sighed. “It would look bad.
  
   Really
  
  bad. Enough people
  
   assume
  
  Sarsamon had Tambisi murdered that for Theasia to use force against Alduron…that could get ugly. We’re a lot more secure on the Throne than Sarsamon was, especially at first, but the Throne itself just isn’t as powerful as it was before the Enchanter Wars. Especially against the Houses, and the Church. If your father gets stupid, my mother will exercise
  
   some
  
  restraint; she’ll have to. But still…”
 

 
  “Yes.” Eleanora sighed again. “Still….”
 

 
  Slowly, he began straightening up. “What if we—”
 

 
  At the suddenly surging roar of the crowd, they both jerked upright, heads swiveling to look.
 

 
  “That came from
  
   behind
  
  us,” Sharidan said unnecessarily.
 

 
  “Okay,” she said, frowning deeply. “They’ve crossed the bridge into this district. I think it might be time to call it a night.”
 

 
  “But how?” His eyes were narrowed in concentration. “They do
  
   not
  
  have permission to rampage through the streets, and the military police are more than capable of containing a mob…”
 

 
  
   “Sharidan!”
  
 

 
  “Ah, right. You’re right; let’s pack it in.”
 

 
  They both paused again as the sound surged again.
 

 
  “Is it my imagination,” she said, slipping her disguise ring back on, “or have they moved into the street outside the Cat and Mouse?”
 

 
  “If not right outside, close,” he muttered, re-applying his own disguise. They had both been entertained by this evening’s choice, having basically swapped; he was now a dark Onkawi, she an olive-skinned Tiraan. Neither was smiling now. “Hell, this is pretty worrisome. Let’s—”
 

 
  The balcony door swung open and one of the girls leaned out. “There you are! Come on, there’s trouble.”
 

 
  “We hear it,” Eleanora said tersely, following her back in. Both the red-haired young women had donned robes, and Eleanora had to resist the temptation not to pat the one who’d beckoned them on the rump; she was (embarrassingly) not certain which was the girl in whose arms she’d spent the last couple of hours. “Is it out front?”
 

 
  “Yes,” said the other redhead, shutting the door to their suite after having peeked out. “The street’s pretty…you don’t want to go out there. Come on, there’s a tunnel in the basement that leads to the brewery next door. From there we can get to the roof and onto the public house on the other side; it has a fire escape down to street level. Hopefully we’ll be out of range of the mob by then.”
 

 
  Eleanora frowned at her. “How do
  
   you
  
  know all that?”
 

 
  “I know many things, my lady,” she replied, giving her a sly smile. “As you should remember.”
 

 
  “Cut it out, Lara,” the other sister ordered. “She loves that game.
  
   I’m
  
  the one you were with.”
 

 
  “I was hoping we’d have time to swap, but…here we are,” Lara said resignedly. “Bring up the rear, Sara; I don’t think they’ll break in here, but I have the oddest impression that crowd is
  
   looking
  
  for something.”
 

 
  Sharidan and Eleanora exchanged a loaded look. Theoretically, nobody here but the two of them knew their proper identities. But the two pretty young women they were now with were suddenly acting a lot more canny than their giggly personalities of a few hours before, and after all… A crowd of angry pro-democracy activists had a built-in reason for wanting to get their hands on the heir to the Silver Throne.
 

 
  They followed Lara out into the hall, Sara coming behind them. Eleanora leaned close to Sharidan and murmured, “As you were saying…coincidences that convenient?”
 

 
  He glanced at her sidelong and nodded once, then shifted his eyes momentarily without moving his head. She followed his glance; at the end of the hall was an open window. A third-floor window…but right through it, barely visible, the edge of an iron railing attached to a fire escape.
 

 
  An alarming roar sounded from outside; Lara and Sara both froze in their tracks, turning to stare in that direction. The opposite direction, as fate determined, from the open window.
 

 
  Sharidan grabbed Eleanora’s hand, and without pausing to think, they were both running. Behind them the girls shouted; she deliberately fell back so he could get out first. That they were friends and their families enemies both fell from consideration against the fact that his life was simply more valuable than hers. Without him, the best case scenario for the Empire was a drawn-out succession crisis.
 

 
  The prince was nimble, more so than she; he literally dived through the window, while she had to clamber. She paused to slam the window shut after herself, though, and then they were racing down the metal stairs.
 

 
  The fire escape only took them down another floor; from there, they had to jump to the ground in the alley. Eleanora panted, slumping against the damp brick wall. She had never actually
  
   run
  
  before in her life. It was probably worse for being barefoot; she had no frame of reference. Gods, the pavement must be
  
   filthy…
  
 

 
  “Come on,” Sharidan said insistently, grabbing her hand and tugging. “Back this way.”
 

 
  “That’s the canal!”
 

 
  “Yes, and the buildings don’t come right to the edge of it; we can get around behind.”
 

 
  “And go
  
   where?”
  
 

 
  “The
  
   other
  
  way from the brewery. Did you also get the vibe that…”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said, already following him onto a narrow ledge behind the next building over, only a waist-high wall separating them from a drop to the water far below. “They were like two completely different women all of a sudden.”
 

 
  “Where’d you
  
   find
  
  those girls?”
 

 
  “Later,” she said tersely. “Where are we
  
   going?”
  
 

 
  They both froze at another roar from the crowd, then began moving again. The noise was concentrated back in front of the Cat and Mouse.
 

 
  “There’s a place we can go, not far from here,” Sharidan said grimly. “Quentin and his people will be tracking us already, despite your little gimmick. They’ll find us before long. We’re going to claim sanctuary till then; I know an Izarite temple in this district. A very small one, which is not obviously a temple from outside, so people tend not to notice.”
 

 
  “Izarites?” she said skeptically. “I’d prefer to find some Silver Legionnaires…”
 

 
  “Beggars and choosers, Nora,” he said. Though he still kept a grip on her hand, he looked only ahead, tugging her along without meeting her gaze. “More to the point, someone works there who can be…well, I don’t know about
  
   trusted,
  
  but he’ll protect us, at least. Bishop Darnay keeps his office and personal residence there.”
 

 
  “What? Doesn’t the Bishop work at the Grand Cathedral?”
 

 
  “Yes, and the central Temple of Izara, but his
  
   personal
  
  office is here. This is one of the quasi-secrets my mother made sure I knew in case of emergencies like this; a Bishop
  
   will
  
  protect the Crown Prince, regardless of politics, and I’ve never heard of the Izarites having a quarrel with anyone. Even anyone as
  
   difficult
  
  as my mother. Their religion requires them to minister to whoever’s in need; they tend to tuck their higher-ranking people away in private little crannies, because they only get any
  
   work
  
  done if they stay relatively isolated. Quentin knows I know this; he’ll check there.”
 

 
  “Izarite Bishop,” she said, frowning. “My father knows him.”
 

 
  “Well, good,” Sharidan said curtly, pausing to peer around the next corner before leading her across the open space to the back of the building beyond. “Izarites keep their heads down, politically speaking, so I don’t know much about Justinian Darnay, but I guess we’re both about to.”
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  “Are you
  
   sure
  
  this is an Izarite temple?”
 

 
  It didn’t look like any kind of temple; the structure only stood out from its neighbors by the lack of a sign advertising what went on inside. This area was all business, mostly of the sort that catered directly to the public. The three-story stone edifice in front of them was slightly narrower than those flanking it; if anything, it looked like a medium-sized townhouse, though it was unlikely anyone who could afford such a residence would prefer to have it around here.
 

 
  “As sure as I am that you’re asking out of sheer tension, and not as a dig at my intelligence,” Sharidan said without turning around. He lifted his fist and rapped sharply on the door again.
 

 
  Eleanora snuck a glance over her shoulder. The crowd was approaching—slowly, reminding her more of a predator on the prowl than one which was closing on prey it had sighted. Still a predator, though. She knew very well how dangerous a mob was; whether or not they were looking for the Crown Prince or had any idea he was around, the fact that the two of them were clearly trying to get away could be enough to set them off, to judge by the blur of angry voices.
 

 
  “Hurry up,” she muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, yes, of course,” Sharidan said scathingly, turning to give her a look. “Forgive me, I’ll knock
  
   faster.”
  
 

 
  He raised his hand to do so, but before it struck wood, the heavy door suddenly opened inward.
 

 
  The man who stood in the doorway practically filled it. He made Eleanora think of a Stalweiss chieftain with modern attire and grooming; he was tall, broad-shouldered and powerfully built, square-jawed and handsome, his goatee neatly trimmed and dark brown hair only beginning to show flecks of silver at the temples and chin.
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Sharidan said in a tone of clear relief.
 

 
  The Bishop’s gray eyes flicked past him at the crowd approaching up the street, then widened slightly, and immediately he stepped backward out of the door. “Come in, please.”
 

 
  They hardly needed to be asked.
 

 
  “There’s a bit of a story behind this,” Sharidan began as Bishop Darnay carefully shut the door behind them.
 

 
  “I will listen to anything you wish to share,” the Bishop said, pausing to shift a curtain aside from one of the narrow windows flanking the door and peer out, then turned to give them a smile. “But I see an apparent mob forming, and two people seeking shelter. That tells me all the story I need. We in Izara’s service are well accustomed to protecting the privacy of all who come to us.”
 

 
  The prince cleared his throat softly, then grasped the silver ring on his finger and pulled it off, reverting to his normal appearance.
 

 
  Apolitical as the Izarites tended to be, a Bishop was accustomed to exercising self-control, and Justinian Darnay betrayed startlement only in the sharp rise of his eyebrows, then almost immediately marshaled his expression. “I…see. That story must be more interesting than I’d first thought, though the same terms apply; you are safe here and I’ll ask nothing more personal than you feel the need to reveal.” He glanced at Eleanora, only the look itself betraying any curiosity, but true to his word did not pry. “If I am not mistaken, there was a demonstration by the Voters a few blocks over…”
 

 
  “This appears to be them, yes,” Sharidan said, nodding and slipping the ring back on. “I have no
  
   reason
  
  to think they know who I am or even that I am out…but then, I don’t understand how this even happened. The military police would be watching a Voter rally like hawks. This should
  
   not
  
  be so out of hand.”
 

 
  “It is my experience that unlikely things rarely happen unless made to,” Darnay replied, eyes narrowing in thought. “This is troubling. I hope you have some sort of protection coming? This structure is not designed to be defensible.”
 

 
  “Intelligence will be closing in,” Sharidan replied. “As soon as they locate me, the Azure Corps will extract us.”
 

 
  “Ah. Good.” The Bishop nodded, allowing himself a soft sigh of relief. “Then we need only wait, and hopefully not for long.”
 

 
  “We are very sorry to involve you in this, your Grace,” Eleanora said.
 

 
  He held up a hand, smiling at her. “You have nothing to apologize for, young lady. This is not a temple proper, but it
  
   is
  
  sacred to my goddess, and I am her priest. Any who need sanctuary here may claim it, and I will protect them to the utmost of my ability. I involved
  
   myself
  
  when I took my oaths, and no one else is responsible.”
 

 
  They all paused as the roar outside swelled. Through the curtains, the light wavered as sources of illumination were brandished.
 

 
  “Where did they even
  
   get
  
  torches?” Eleanora muttered.
 

 
  Darnay had stepped back to the window and glanced out again. “Hm. They have stopped directly outside.”
 

 
  She clasped Sharidan’s hand again. “Of course they have.”
 

 
  “Anger, fear…unfocused.” Darnay’s voice had dropped to a murmur. “They were clearly provoked, but are not…controlled. I am fairly confident that this crowd is not
  
   hunting
  
  for you or anyone in particular, your Highness.” He released the curtain and turned back to them with a grave expression. “That grants us insight into the nature of the danger, I warn you, but does not necessarily lessen its degree. Rare is the mob that does not result in someone being hurt.”
 

 
  “Bless Izara and her gifts,” Sharidan said.
 

 
  The Bishop smiled, but even as he opened his mouth to reply, sharp crackles sounded in the room, accompanied by blue flashes. No less than four battlemages appeared, and immediately flowed into a formation around the prince.
 

 
  “Stand
  
   down,”
  
  Sharidan barked at the one who had leveled a wand at Darnay. “That is a Bishop of the Universal Church, who just sheltered us!”
 

 
  “I’m very relieved to hear that,” stated Quentin Vex, who had materialized while he was speaking. The agent bowed politely to the Bishop, who nodded in reply. “The thanks of the Throne, your Grace. At a less urgent moment, a more substantive show of gratitude—”
 

 
  “Please.” Justinian held up a hand again. “One does not enter the priesthood with the expectation of reward. I share your relief, sir. Now that the prince and his companion are presumably safe, I will try to address that crowd.”
 

 
  “I
  
   strongly
  
  advise against that, sir,” Quentin warned. “The situation is inherently unstable.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Darnay replied, “and when the troops get here, it will become
  
   more
  
  so before they can restore order. A mob is not a colony of lichen; it is
  
   people.
  
  Their fear and anger is individual, and often reminding them of that is enough to defuse incipient violence.” He had moved back to the door, but paused with his hand on the latch. “Please forgive me for making this terse, but the sooner his Highness is removed from the area, the better.”
 

 
  “I have to concur,” Quentin replied. “Once again, our deepest thanks. And now, you two have an audience with her Majesty.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, what?” Eleanora said in alarm. “Surely you don’t mean
  
   me
  
  as well.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I do, my lady.” It was an oddly touching moment; the look of commiseration he gave her showed the first open sentiment Quentin had directed at her personally. “Her Majesty’s explicit, personal orders.”
 

 
  “Oh, bollocks,” Sharidan muttered. Not even the squeeze he gave her hand made
  
   that
  
  comforting.
 

 
  “Gentlemen, take us out,” Quentin ordered. Before Eleanora could say anything else, the world dissolved in an arcane flash.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Empress Theasia’s personal chamber was large, but not excessively opulent. It was dim at four in the morning; the Empress had not seen fit to ignite any of the fairy lamps, but a servant had stoked the fire to provide them enough illumination to converse. Altogether, had Eleanora not known they were in the harem wing of the Imperial Palace, she could have taken this for the bedroom of someone about her own rank, if not less.
 

 
  Theasia herself was a handsome woman with graying hair drawn back in a severe bun, and rectangular spectacles perched on her nose which were not often in evidence in her public appearances. In fact, this woman looked almost startlingly unlike Eleanora’s recent recollections of her. She had never been this
  
   close
  
  before, but she remembered a woman as regal in her attire as in bearing and surroundings. Now, Theasia wore a plush robe, and was seated in a simple wooden chair with a quilt covering her lap, and over that, a tray upon which rested a small tea service. Altogether the whole arrangement made her seem almost…frail. Certainly older than her forty-seven years.
 

 
  Of course, Eleanora herself was in an open-collared shirt and trousers, with her hair awkwardly tousled and feet not only bare, but filthy from running on the city streets. The comparison, she was painfully aware, did not favor her.
 

 
  She made them wait in silence while fixing her tea the way she liked it. Even being aware of that transparent tactic, Eleanora could not help being affected by it, and tried to blunt the induced nerves by focusing on details, imagining she was gathering data for some potential political purpose. One never knew what might prove useful. The Empress, she noted, used cane sugar rather than honey in her tea. Unsurprising given her position, but after Mary the Crow’s infamous decimation of the plantations in Onkawa, sugar was a rather grandiose affectation—
 

 
  “So,” Theasia said suddenly, and Eleanora loathed herself and the Empress both for being made to jump, “how did you enjoy meeting the next Archpope?”
 

 
  They stared at her blankly.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” the Empress said, fractionally lifting one eyebrow. “You two have been everywhere
  
   except
  
  church, I suppose. Archpope Allaine has announced her upcoming retirement. Just tonight—well, last night, technically. Late in the evening, as the day came to a close, so much of the city is not even aware, yet, and won’t be till the morning papers are printed.”
 

 
  “If the Bishops are to elect a new Archpope,” Sharidan said slowly, “the last I heard, Sebastian Throale was considered the favorite…”
 

 
  “There is an interesting pattern of events unfolding in my city,” Empress Theasia said, and paused to take a sip of her tea. “Most interesting. A populist movement rising in the streets—well-funded and organized, and in contrast to the
  
   usual
  
  pattern of such things, emerging in the absence of a general public unrest. House Turombi has moved to the capital and been busy making a public spectacle of itself. Declarations by the orcish clans that their vendetta against Tiraas shall
  
   never
  
  be forgiven are being granted a purely odd amount of attention in the papers, and the rumor mill in general. It’s not new, and it’s not as if they can even leave Sifan, but suddenly everyone finds this
  
   fascinating.
  
  There is tension between the Colleges of the Collegium of Salyrene, tensions between the cults, tensions between the traditional bards and the new forms of media. Seemingly unprompted public debate about the impotence of Imperial power in Viridill, how the province is a province in name only. Recent actions by Houses Aldarasi and Madouri, individually petty flexings of muscle serving to remind the Throne that they are still a power to be respected. Unrest in the Stalwar provinces, this time coupled with public support for reforms in the treatment of the Stalweiss. You see?”
 

 
  Eleanora frowned. Pattern? That was a random sampling of current events, none of it connected…
 

 
  Sharidan, though, was quicker on the uptake than she, this time. “The Enchanter Wars,” he breathed. Theasia smiled very faintly, inclining her head in the tiniest nod. He caught Eleanora’s eye and explained. “Houses Turombi and Tirasian butting heads, Houses Aldarasi and Madouri asserting power, public revolts, bards stirring the pot, orcish aggression, a Salyrite schism…”
 

 
  “The Sisterhood asserting independence,” she said, catching on. “The Stalweiss rising up… Yes, those were the factional ingredients of the Enchanter Wars! But…I still don’t see what the connection is…”
 

 
  “The rhetoric is already starting,” Theasia said, taking another sip. Eleanora would have killed for some tea… “The need for restoration of order, this being no time for rash action. Don’t forget that the
  
   major
  
  cause of the Enchanter Wars, the catalyst of all those lines of conflict, was the last Hand of Salyrene. Magnan built the Enchanter’s Bane, his pressure upon the Silver Throne caused both the crackdown on witches and the deployment of the Bane on Athan’Khar. His private war on fae magic tore his cult apart and the Universal Church with it. No, with all this going on, the prospect of an Archpope Sebastian is all but gone. The Bishops will
  
   not
  
  elect a Salyrite in this climate.”
 

 
  “It seems rather…tenuous,” Eleanora said doubtfully.
 

 
  “Did you learn nothing from your brush with the Voters?” Theasia asked scathingly. “This is what elections
  
   are.
  
  People are irrational creatures, and nothing squelches their reason like encouraging them to make decisions in large groups. Democracy is nothing but rule by whoever has the best propaganda, even in a venue as small as the Bishopric.”
 

 
  “But Mother,” Sharidan asked, frowning, “what does all of this have to do with the Izarite Bishop?”
 

 
  The Empress sipped her tea. “We cannot yet link him to anything criminal, but Justinian Darnay was the direct impetus for
  
   far
  
  too many of those factors.
  
   He
  
  is your father’s special correspondent, Eleanora. The one who planted the idea of coming to Tiraas to angle for prestige. He has a similarly cozy relationship with the Sultana of Calderaas and the Duke of Madouris; Darnay is altogether uncommonly interested in having noble friends for an Izarite. He
  
   also
  
  is fond of reaching across the aisle to support the initiatives of other cults—such as the Avenists and Veskers suddenly asserting themselves. He’s even spoken in public of the need for mourning and ongoing repentance for the cataclysm of Athan’Khar. He
  
   also
  
  tried to involve other players who would be reminders of the Enchanter Wars, though King Rajakhan proved too intelligent to let himself be drawn into Imperial politics, and Arachne Tellwyrn ignored his overtures, if she noticed them at all. Bless that woman’s staggering arrogance, if it serves to keep her out of my city.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Sharidan said slowly. “That is certainly suggestive, Mother. But how does it result in
  
   him
  
  being elected Archpope?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, Sharidan,” Theasia replied. “What I know is that he arranged all this without me even noticing that he was
  
   doing
  
  it until Allaine dropped her little surprise, and the pattern suddenly became clear. Justinian Darnay used to be an adventurer, did you know that? A healing cleric of the classic style, traveling with groups of heavily-armed nomadic malcontents. There was a period of fourteen years in which there is no record of
  
   where
  
  he was, or doing what. Talking to whom. And ever since, he has perfectly played the innocuous, apolitical, universally compliant Izarite—which quite incidentally has gained him more favors and
  
   friends
  
  than practically any of the other Bishops.”
 

 
  “Who are the other likely prospects?” Eleanora heard herself ask.
 

 
  The Empress gave her an unreadable look over the lenses of her spectacles. “At present? Only the Bishops of Avei, Eserion and Vidius are positioned with the will and the political clout to oppose such an upset.”
 

 
  “There has never been an Eserite Archpope,” Sharidan protested.
 

 
  “And there never will be,” Theasia agreed. “Grasping for power is against their religion. By the same token, however, Eserites can often be counted upon to thwart those who
  
   do
  
  reach for power—sometimes just on general principles. But in this case, internal politics of the Guild make it unlikely. The new Boss seems motivated chiefly to prove how much more amiable he is than Boss Catseye was; Sweet won’t stir the waters unless he sees a specific and pressing need. Ironically, Bishop Vaade is one of his predecessor’s appointees, the kind of uncharacteristically well-behaved lapdog Catseye favored. Vaade won’t so much as scratch her nose without the Boss’s order, which will not be forthcoming.”
 

 
  “Bishop Tannehall would make a fine Archpope,” Eleanora said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “The Archpope is
  
   elected,”
  
  Theasia said in a biting tone. “How good they would be at the job is not a consideration; it comes down to an impossible calculus of the whims of everyone involved. And there, again…internal politics. High Commander Rouvad is new to her position, and was elevated from the Silver Legions rather than the clergy. She lacks both experience and connections in politics, and relies heavily on Tannehall—who, herself, is not an ambitious woman. Neither of them would want Tannehall to be elected.”
 

 
  “Which leaves Bishop Maalvedh,” Sharidan said, folding his hands behind his back. “I should think
  
   she
  
  would be a contender, if anyone. Am I about to have my ignorance explained to me yet again, Mother?”
 

 
  Theasia actually smiled at him, and sipped her tea again before answering. “Gwenfaer Maalvedh is ambitious, devious, and as two-faced as only a Vidian can be in good conscience. She would love
  
   nothing
  
  more than to become Archpope, and more than anyone I would think has the will and the means to make that happen. Now that Throale’s justly-earned reputation for wisdom and neutrality has been rendered moot.” She paused to sip again. “And I have begun investigating Justinian Darnay
  
   because
  
  Maalvedh nominated him immediately upon Allaine’s announcement.”
 

 
  “You might have begun with that,” Eleanora said, forgetting herself. “Leaving it for the end makes for fine dramatic effect, but not much in the way of accuracy.”
 

 
  The Empress’s steely gaze fixed on her. “Have you given much thought to how
  
   very
  
  easily I could have you charged with treason after tonight’s events, girl?”
 

 
  “That is not going to happen, Mother,” Sharidan said evenly before Eleanora could even open her mouth.
 

 
  “Oh?” If anything, Theasia seemed amused. “Testing your will against mine has never gone well for you in the past, Sharidan.”
 

 
  “I have only fought you over things I wanted, Mother,” he said quietly. “Not something that mattered. Eleanora is the closest friend I have, and saved my life tonight. She is one of very,
  
   very
  
  few people in this city whom I trust without reservation. Try to make a scapegoat of her, and we will both learn how much I’ve grown since I was fifteen and wanted to spend a holiday in Puna Dara.”
 

 
  They locked eyes, both in apparent calm. Eleanora hardly dared take a breath.
 

 
  Finally, the Empress set her teacup down on the lap tray. “You certainly think well of yourself, young man. I give you due credit for the various noblewomen you’ve seduced. Particular felicitations on bagging Duchess Arauvny; I honestly thought she was as gay as your little playmate, there.”
 

 
  “I am no one’s
  
   little anything,”
  
  Eleanora snapped, lifting her chin, “and I have had enough of this. If you intend to punish me for something, be about it. I will not stand here and be insulted by a crotchety old woman who has all the power in the world and still feels the need to
  
   bully
  
  her lessers!”
 

 
  Sharidan had met the Empress’s will without flinching, but now stared at Eleanora in open horror. Theasia, though, simply gave her a calm glance before continuing as though there had been no interruption.
 

 
  “Every other woman you’ve had since you were fourteen, however, was in the employ of the Imperial government, and serving to help keep an
  
   eye
  
  on you. The twins, tonight? Agents of Imperial Intelligence. I vetted them myself.” Smiling faintly, she picked up her teacup again, but did not drink. “Only the
  
   best
  
  for my little prince.”
 

 
  Sharidan, after a long pause, finally shut his mouth. Then he turned to Eleanora and said with nonchalance that was only slightly forced, “And no, this is not the most awkward conversation I have ever had with my mother. Not even the top ten, frankly.”
 

 
  “You have
  
   never
  
  been out from under my eye,” Theasia continued, her tone growing firmer. “Quentin Vex has dogged your steps for years, Sharidan, and you’ve never given him the slip for more than ten minutes at a time—such as tonight, when you nearly flung yourself into a mob. He has
  
   let
  
  you have your fun, because those were his orders. And for the gods’ sake, when you are Emperor, give him more responsibility. The man is a treasure, and being shamefully wasted as a nursemaid.”
 

 
  The prince swallowed heavily. “I…see. Are you going to make me ask the obvious question?”
 

 
  “Play is the duty of children,” Theasia said, and quite suddenly she looked
  
   tired,
  
  the cup drooping in her fingers. “We learn more about
  
   living
  
  from youthful games than from books or teachers. My father made sure I had time to grow…to live. A person who grows up confined to a palace
  
   cannot
  
  know what the lives of his subjects are like, and that is a recipe for a dangerously terrible leader. A person who grows up knowing nothing but duty may possess self-discipline, but little self-awareness. You must be
  
   you
  
  before you can be an Emperor. And yes, letting you challenge the boundaries of my authority under discreet supervision was the best possible training at some of the skills you will need to rule. It was…a calculated risk.”
 

 
  “You left him
  
   terrifyingly
  
  vulnerable,” Eleanora breathed.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   look
  
  who has suddenly discovered responsibility.” To her astonishment, the Empress smiled at her. “The same goes, Eleanora. And
  
   you,
  
  young lady, continue to impress. You can bend your pride and accept chastisement when necessary, but know enough of your worth not to tolerate senseless abuse—even from power far above your own. That was where
  
   I
  
  would have drawn the line, as well—though you should not have snapped. Maintain composure while asserting yourself, girl, or you look like a petulant child, which you cannot afford. I am exceptionally glad you two found each other, for a great many reasons.” Her gaze shifted back to Sharidan, and softened further. “Tonight marks a change. In you, and in the political climate due to the upcoming transition of Archpopes. I have given you all the time I can, my son. Now, you have to grow up, and learn that even with the wealth of an Empire at your fingertips, the two things of which you will
  
   never
  
  have enough are time, and yourself.”
 

 
  There was a heavy silence, in which the Empress finished off her tea, and set down the cup again.
 

 
  “To begin with,” she said, suddenly more brisk, “you two will be married as soon as it can be arranged without scandal.”
 

 
  They both twitched.
 

 
  “Ah, Mother…”
 

 
  “It’s not that I am not
  
   honored…”
  
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Theasia ordered disdainfully. “No law says you have to share a bed; you can exchange
  
   one
  
  kiss at the ceremony without vomiting on each other, surely. Uniting Houses Tirasian and Turombi will heal one of the last lingering breaches of the Enchanter Wars; placing his scion upon the Swan Throne will shut Alduron’s mutterings up good and proper. Much,
  
   much
  
  more importantly, Sharidan, the girl is your
  
   best friend.
  
  She’s clever and determined enough to be a very valuable ally, and the value of having someone at your back whom you can both trust and rely on
  
   cannot
  
  be overstated. You will need to produce heirs, but they don’t particularly have to come from your wife. She’s the only one entitled to raise an objection if you place a bastard upon the Silver Throne, and I trust
  
   that
  
  won’t be an issue.” The Empress shot Eleanora a distinctly sardonic look. “Honestly, the fact that
  
   one
  
  of you turned out gay is what makes this perfect, as opposed to merely fortuitous. Asking
  
   you two
  
  tomcats to be sexually faithful to each other would be an open invitation to future scandals the Throne does
  
   not
  
  need.”
 

 
  They both refused to meet each other’s eyes, or hers.
 

 
  The Empress heaved a sigh. “I’ll give you a space to grow accustomed to that arrangement, if I can. But as soon as possible, I plan to abdicate the Throne.”
 

 
  Sharidan snapped his gaze back to her, and took an impulsive half-step forward. “Mother—are you all right?”
 

 
  Theasia smiled sadly at him. “As much as I have always been. I’ve kept this from you, Sharidan, but…I am ill. Quite, quite severely, in fact.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand,” he said in consternation. Eleanora stepped forward, too, and took his hand.
 

 
  “Sarsamon Tirasian, like Justinian Darnay, was an adventurer in his youth,” the Empress said. “He had
  
   quite
  
  the fine old time, truth be told. Among other things, he was in southern Viridill when the Enchanter Wars broke out. Specifically, when the Enchanter’s Bane went off, he was standing close enough to
  
   see
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Gods,” Eleanora whispered.
 

 
  “It is known as the Banefall,” Theasia said, irritation creeping into her tone, “I can only assume because of a general lack of imagination among the dwarven scholars who first categorized it. Persons exposed to the Bane at such a range—close enough to be affected, but far enough away to survive—have had great difficulty having children, often not doing so until late in life. And those children…” She paused, her jaw tightening, before continuing. “Essentially, their organs simply stop functioning, one by one, at a very young age.”
 

 
  “How young?” Sharidan swallowed heavily. “…how long?”
 

 
  Theasia smiled wistfully. “I don’t know, son. I am the only known Banefall victim to live out of my teens; you can do a lot of things with the full resources of an Empire. With enough alchemists and clerics and witches working on it, organs that wish to give up and die can be prevented from doing so for a long time. But how long…? I live in the realm of experiment. I might last as long as a half-elf, so long as I keep up my treatments. Then again, I could drop dead mid-sentence right before your eyes. I meant what I said, Sharidan. I have given you as long as I could. It is simply not safe to delay any longer. It’s amazing I have managed to keep this
  
   secret
  
  for so long; never mind my abrupt death, just the fact of this getting out could induce a crisis.”
 

 
  He licked his lips. “So…it’s…hereditary?”
 

 
  “It stops with me,” she said firmly. “Trust me, if you had it, you would know by now. I had you carefully examined and tested, regardless. But the progression is known and understood. The children of other Banefall victims have all grown up unaffected. It ends after a single generation. Once I die, this peculiar little disease will pass from the world, and good riddance to it.”
 

 
  “But…I can’t believe there’s
  
   that
  
  much data! If victims never live past their teens, how many children could they possibly have had?”
 

 
  Eleanora cleared her throat softly, squeezing his hand. “That…is actually very common, in the southern regions of N’Jendo which border Athan’Khar. ‘Breed early, breed often,’ as the orcs used to say. The Jendi had to follow suit to maintain a match for their ever-growing numbers.”
 

 
  “I’m not ready for this.” He was staring at the far wall, now, giving no hint which of them he was talking to, if either.
 

 
  “Sharidan.” Theasia waited until he dragged his gaze back to hers. “You will never
  
   be
  
  ready. No one possibly can be. But now, at this juncture? You are more ready than you have ever been. I judge that you are ready
  
   enough.
  
  There are things I still need to teach you, but you now have what you need to find your own way.”
 

 
  Slowly, she settled back into her chair, and once again, Eleanora couldn’t help noticing how exhausted the Empress suddenly looked. “The future is yours, children. I have done the best I can—had my successes, but failed often. I am sorry I could not give you better. You give me confidence, though. Sharidan, I find you frequently as frustrating as your father was…” She smiled, slowly. “And just like him, I have never loved you the less for it. I have
  
   never
  
  been less than proud of you.”
 

 
  He swallowed heavily, again. “I…will try not to let you down, mother.”
 

 
  “My time will soon be over; you will have to stop worrying about me. It is
  
   Tiraas
  
  you must not disappoint, and I am laying this upon you now because at this moment, I am confident that you will succeed. Eleanora.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty?” she asked nervously.
 

 
  Theasia smiled at her. “Please…watch over my son.”
 

 
  She squeezed his hand. “We will watch each
  
   other,
  
  your Majesty. As we will our Empire.”
 

 
  He squeezed back. “For Tiraas.”
 

 
  Empress Theasia allowed herself a soft sigh, and closed her eyes. “Good. First, though, have some tea. You will need it; it’s going to be quite a day.”
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  “Mission accomplished,” Merry announced, planting the butt of her lance on the floor. “We have successfully reported to this empty conference room. What’s next, Sarge?”
 

 
  “What I know, you know,” Principia said, uncharacteristically terse. “And keep a lid on the attitude, private. We were ordered here for a
  
   reason,
  
  and you sassing out of turn in front of the bronze will result in them landing on my neck. Guess how many times that headache will be magnified before I pass it on down to you?”
 

 
  Merry cleared her throat and shifted to attention. “Apologies, Sergeant.”
 

 
  “You’re both turning into actual soldiers,” Ephanie said with a small smile. “It’s quite touching. And a little bizarre.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, my loyal and dedicated XO,” Principia replied, sighing.
 

 
  Nandi cleared her throat. “Someone approaching. Those are Rouvad’s footsteps.”
 

 
  Principia’s eyes cut to her momentarily, but she didn’t bother to ask if she was certain. “Attention!”
 

 
  The entire squad, already lined up along one side of the small conference room, snapped to attention as ordered. And there they stood. It was another half a minute before the door opened—suddenly, to those who lacked elven hearing—and High Commander Rouvad stepped in, alone. She paused, glancing across them with an unreadable expression, then shut the door.
 

 
  “Sergeant Locke,” the Commander said curtly, “remove your insignia.”
 

 
  Principia hesitated barely an instant before reaching up to detach the striped pin from her pauldron. It gave her a moment to think, as they were designed not to come off accidentally during battle. She’d done nothing court-martial worthy, and anyway, it wouldn’t be standard policy to have her whole squad report to an out-of-the-way spot like this and watch if she were about to be demoted or something…
 

 
  “I apologize for the lack of ceremony, but everything will be made clear soon,” Commander Rouvad said, reaching up to begin attaching a new pin to the now-bare spot on Principia’s shoulder. “Principia Locke, you are advanced to the rank of Lieutenant, effective immediately. My congratulations.” She took a step back.
 

 
  “Thank you, ma’am,” Principia said, saluting and concealing her bemusement.
  
   This
  
  she had not been expecting; that promotion should have followed either an act of conspicuous valor or another year of service…
 

 
  “Conceal your old pin, Lieutenant,” Rouvad ordered. “And the rest of you are not to reveal the circumstances of this promotion, in general but
  
   particularly
  
  to any of the women you are about to meet. As far as anyone needs to know, Locke has held this rank for a suitably long period. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” the squad chorused, saluting.
 

 
  Rouvad nodded once. “Good. You will now report to the west sub-basement assembly room B to be briefed on your next mission. Afterward, Locke, I want you to return here and meet me while Corporal Avelea prepares your squad for departure.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia said crisply.
 

 
  The High Commander nodded again. “Dismissed, ladies. I’ll see you below in not more than five minutes.”
 

 
  She turned and strode out through the door opposite the one they had come in.
 

 
  “Well…you heard the woman,” Principia said, stepping toward the other exit. “West sub-basement assembly room B. Which is…?”
 

 
  “Follow me,” Nandi said with a smile as they exited into the hall. “And congratulations, Locke.”
 

 
  “Yeah, congrats, Sar—I mean, LT,” Farah added brightly, followed by a chorus of agreement from the others.
 

 
  “This may present an operational obstacle for the squad, though,” Ephanie added gravely. “We’ve been relying rather heavily on your personal expertise, Locke, but you are now required by all protocol and military tradition to know nothing.”
 

 
  “I don’t know when you decided to become a comedian, Avelea, but you’re lucky you already have a job.”
 

 
  They were on the ground floor in the western wing already; it was a journey involving two flights of stairs and one right turn, taking no more than three minutes, before they approached a door currently guarded by two Legionnaires. Nandi fell back, letting Principia take the lead. As they neared, the soldiers shifted to cross their lances across the door.
 

 
  “Name and squad,” barked one, staring expressionlessly at Principia.
 

 
  “Locke, Principia, Squad 391.”
 

 
  Both immediately returned their lances to the upright position and the soldier on the right, who had spoken, saluted; the other, having her lance in her right hand, simply remained at attention. Principia saluted back, then pulled open the door and stepped through.
 

 
  Casey was the last in and shut it behind them, and then the squad clustered together, falling automatically into parade rest. The assembly room was large, and no less than six other squads were already present—fully-sized units of at least twelve women each. Squad 391 were not only the last to arrive, but the smallest group by far, and gathered several curious stares.
 

 
  Before anyone could speak or approach them, however, the door on the auditorium’s low dais opened and Commander Rouvad herself emerged. Everyone immediately stood at attention and saluted.
 

 
  “At ease,” Rouvad said in a clipped tone, striding to the center of the platform after sweeping one quick look around the room. “This mission and everything about to be discussed in this briefing are classified. You are being mobilized in response to a crisis, ladies. The Fourth Silver Legion has been completely neutralized.” The stir which went around the room was subdued considering that news, discipline relaxed only to the extent of a few indrawn breaths and shifted boots. “Along with a supporting group of Salyrites from all four Colleges who were assisting with their last mission. They have suffered only a dozen fatalities, but all surviving personnel are afflicted with a malady clearly magical in nature and are unable to act.”
 

 
  She paused, shoulders shifting slightly with a deep breath.
 

 
  “The situation is this. A small cult has been active in Puna Dara over the last year, known locally as the Rust. Our intelligence from Punaji territory is sporadic at best, but what we
  
   do
  
  know is that these Rust are set apart from the average run of fringe religions by the practice of grafting machine parts onto their bodies—and in some cases, replacing their limbs entirely. Reports vary and some are difficult to believe, but there is strong indication that these mechanical additions grant them physical and magical power beyond the human norm. And they
  
   are,
  
  by necessity, magical in nature, because there is no purely mechanical technology which can achieve the effects described.
 

 
  “Four weeks ago, I was alerted by the Archpope
  
   and
  
  the Imperial government that both had suffered incursions of some kind.” Her expression became distinctly annoyed. “These reports were frustratingly vague, as they concerned matters which are highly classified by both organizations, but in both cases, they involved artifacts of the Elder Gods in storage by the Church and the government being abruptly activated to potentially deadly effect. The Archpope believes, on the strength of intelligence he declined to share with me, that the Rust were responsible. The Empire did not repeat this assertion, but offered tacit support to an investigation of the matter.
 

 
  “At issue is the nature of Punaji politics and culture. Their windshamans see to most of the spiritual needs of their people; only a few cults have a presence in Puna Dara, all very small, and the Church has none. Naphthene is the only Pantheon goddess revered there, and she has no actual worshipers. More specifically, the Empire is not able to act unilaterally in Punaji territory per the terms of their treaty, and the Punaji government is unwilling to accept overt help from Tiraas on any internal matter, which would apparently make King Rajakhan look weak and invite dissent—or so he clearly thinks. It is therefore a testament to how seriously
  
   he
  
  takes this matter that the King agreed to host the Fourth and an attached party of Salyrites to assist in investigating this cult and taking whatever action he deemed necessary.”
 

 
  Again, she paused to breathe before continuing.
 

 
  “Immediately upon entering the mountain tunnel leading to Puna Dara, the entire Legion and their companions were struck by a plague.
  
   Immediately,
  
  and simultaneously, in a fashion totally unlike the normal progression of any disease. The symptoms are severe physical weakness, exhaustion, and lethargy; several perished due to the aggravation of preexisting conditions, but overall the effect seems designed to neutralize victims without killing them. Those afflicted were evacuated to Rodvenheim for treatment, where they have remained stable. The condition appears not to be contagious, and shows no sign of either worsening or abating. I simply have an entire Legion apparently
  
   cursed,
  
  by an effect which has resisted all efforts at diagnosis, much less treatment. We have not even identified the vector for the affliction. The Fourth reports they were not attacked or even approached prior to being struck down.
 

 
  “It is obvious,” Rouvad said grimly, “that this was in response to the threat of a major Avenist presence in Puna Dara, and at this point we are considering the Archpope’s theory the correct one: the Rust have hitherto unseen capabilities, are
  
   extremely
  
  dangerous, and have grave ambitions, or at the very least a willingness to exercise significant power when threatened. Rajakhan’s stipulations remain in place, and with this force active in the streets of his city I firmly agree that the stability of the Punaji nation needs to be preserved. The Empire is still barred from intervening—for now. Tiraas will
  
   not
  
  suffer a hostile force to overthrow an ally with whom it shares a border, which means that eliminating this threat will be necessary to prevent an outright war of conquest.
 

 
  “The Church is not acting directly, either, but organizing the cults who have volunteered personnel to go to Puna Dara and assist. After the disaster which struck the Fourth, all insertions into the city are being undertaken with careful discretion. We do not know how the Rust identifies threats, nor how they achieved this retaliation, so we cannot expect every attempt to succeed. However, the Thieves’ Guild and the Huntsmen of Shaath are sending agents to assist; the Guild already has a small presence in Puna Dara. The Collegium of Salyrene is dispatching more agents, far more carefully this time. I have been notified less formally that Omnist monks and several miscellaneous Vidian personnel are making their way to Puna Dara. It was not made clear to me exactly how they intend to help. And then, of course, I am sending you.”
 

 
  She nodded to each squad in turn as she addressed them. “Each of you is a Squad One of your respective cohorts. Squads 221, 241, and 611 are dedicated rangers. You will attempt to enter Puna Dara unseen via the difficult mountain passes leading to it from the surrounding Stalrange and Dwarnskolds. Squad 351 are clerics and healers, and will proceed to the city via ship; I will be making it clear, with the cooperation of the Punaji government, that your mission is pure humanitarian relief, which will hopefully not invite retaliation by the Rust. Squad 371 are more diverse spellcasters and will attempt insertion via teleportation. Squad 211 are dark ops. You know what to do. And finally, Squad 391 are part of a diplomatic and interfaith cooperation initiative. Your method of insertion I will leave to the discretion of your commanding officer.
 

 
  “Once you enter the city, those of you who succeed in doing so will find one another and coordinate
  
   without
  
  assembling at the sole Avenist temple in Puna Dara. The temple has not been attacked or otherwise disrupted by the Rust, and you
  
   will not
  
  draw their attention to it. The exception will be Squad 351; you would create suspicion by
  
   not
  
  assigning yourselves there, and so that is where you will go. All of you will link up, establish communication and cooperation with one another, the participating cults—specifically the Eserites, Shaathists, and Salyrites—and the Punaji government. Your chain of command is as follows: Lieutenant Locke of Squad 391 will command this operation in the field and be responsible for determining, organizing and executing a course of action. In Locke’s absence, Lieutenant Ansari of Squad 611 will take command, followed by Lieutenant Intu of 211, Lieutenant Raazh of 241, Lieutenant Carstairs of 371, and Sergeant Steinbrenner of 221. Captain Ombanwa, your squad will remain based primarily at the temple, and provide support to the mission as Locke or her successors require, but your goal
  
   is
  
  humanitarian and in the event of mission failure I want you to be able to distance yourselves and continue working without having to evacuate. That means, Locke, that the healers will be under your orders, but you are to leave them be until and unless you have a specific need for their services. There are Omnist, Salyrite, Izarite, and Vidian temples in Puna Dara—small ones, and only one of each faith, but they will provide starting points from which to locate one another. There is no permanent Shaathist presence and the Guild’s safehouse is of course not publicly known; you will have to find them as well, Locke.”
 

 
  She paused once more to frown and inhale deeply.
 

 
  “Your mission, ladies, is first and foremost reconnaissance. I want you to find out the goals, capabilities, and character of the Rust in as much detail as possible.
  
   What
  
  you learn will determine your next course of action. You are under no circumstances to politically destabilize the Punaji nation, nor endanger the established or visiting personnel of the other cults which are offering assistance. You will also, within the tolerances of those goals, protect your own welfare. We are frighteningly in the dark, ladies; this mission is perforce an open-ended one. If, having done the above, you deem it necessary to withdraw and report back, do so; if you choose to take more aggressive action, take steps to ensure that whatever you have learned is transmitted back here so that the Sisterhood’s next actions will not be taken in this same state of blindness. However, if you find the chance to
  
   end
  
  the Rust, do whatever you have to. They have struck down our own in large numbers; I have
  
   no
  
  desire to normalize relations or continue to tolerate their existence. Lieutenant Locke, I expect you to listen to the recommendations of the other squad leaders, but ultimately, the determination is yours.
 

 
  “Dossiers have been compiled with all known details on this situation, which will be issued for you to read en route to Puna Dara. You will fully absorb this information and destroy them before arriving.” Rouvad gave them a beat of silence before asking, “Questions?”
 

 
  There was a momentary pause, before the officer she had indicated as Lieutenant Intu spoke in a quiet tone. “Based on the reports from the Archpope and the Empire, are we assuming these Rust to have some connection to the Elder Gods?”
 

 
  “We are assuming nothing,” Rouvad replied. “I consider that prospect remote, despite the suggestive connection. You will reconnoiter and answer these questions yourself before taking direct action.”
 

 
  Lieutenant Ansari cleared her throat. “I mean no disrespect, Commander, to you or Lieutenant Locke, but who is she, and why is she to command this mission?”
 

 
  “Your lack of disrespect is noted, Lieutenant,” Rouvad said flatly. “It is a fair concern. Squad 391 is, as I said, a unit with a diplomatic mandate; its members have connections to multiple cults and have been training specifically to cooperate and coordinate with them. As you will be relying on compatriots from other cults, including some with which the Sisterhood has historically
  
   poor
  
  relations, that experience will be immediately relevant to your success. Principia Locke, specifically, is relatively new to the Legions, but she has earned my trust. She is also two and a half centuries old, a highly seasoned adventurer, and a member in good standing of the Thieves’ Guild. I would place a more experienced officer in command of a straightforward military exercise. This mission, however, requires lateral thinking and adaptability more than military strategy, and I judge her the woman for the job. Am I clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Ansari said, nodding.
 

 
  The Commander gave them another moment, sweeping her eyes again across the group, and then nodded her head once. “You have your orders, then. Each squad will move out on its own, as soon as you are able, and regroup in Puna Dara with as many of your sisters as are able to make it. Goddess watch over you, soldiers. Dismissed.”
 

 
  All seven squads saluted her in unison, then turned and began filing toward the doors. Squad 391, having been the last to arrive, were closest to one of the entrances and thus the first into the hall.
 

 
  “I’ll meet you back at the cabin,” Principia said to them. “I trust you’ll have everybody ready, Corporal.”
 

 
  “Count on it, ma’am,” Ephanie said crisply. “How are we to proceed?”
 

 
  “I’ll have an insertion strategy by the time I rejoin you. Just get yourselves squared away and be ready to improvise.”
 

 
  Ephanie saluted, then turned on her heel. “Forward march, ladies.”
 

 
  Principia watched them go for a moment, then glanced at the other soldiers now emerging from the assembly room. Several of them studied her with open speculation, before she turned and followed her squad. At the top of the stairs, she diverged from their course, heading back toward the small conference room where Rouvad had ordered them to meet her.
 

 
  She waited only a few minutes before Rouvad rejoined her.
 

 
  “At ease,” the High Commander said upon being saluted. “Well, Locke, since it’s likely to be some time before we speak again and it’s been two weeks since I had a progress report, how are your permanent projects coming along?”
 

 
  “Training and practice is proceeding to my satisfaction,” Principia said. “Being an experimental squad, we don’t really have a yardstick against which to measure our progress, but the members of my squad have done well at sharing the benefits of their respective histories, and I’ve moved beyond that to actively seeking out opportunities to help other cults, and build connections.”
 

 
  “Yes, Captain Dijanerad complained about having to put her foot down. It seems a handful of temples have made a point of requesting you specifically for guard duty.”
 

 
  “Being out of the city for a while should hopefully wean them off the habit,” Principia said with the faintest smile. “With regard to
  
   my
  
  ongoing projects, I am similarly plugging away at the firing surface problem. I’ve no way of telling how close I am to a solution; all I can do is try things, and then try other things when they fail. It may not ultimately be practical to create a lance head which functions equally well as a bladed weapon and an energy weapon, at least not with the current state of modern enchanting. I have some more theories to test before I give up on that, but it may prove necessary to either make that two separate weapons or accept a loss of efficacy in one or the other function.”
 

 
  Rouvad nodded. “And your other weapons project?”
 

 
  “There, Eivery and I have had a recent breakthrough. We still haven’t figured out exactly how, but it’s become clear that dwarven device
  
   is
  
  augmented somehow through magic or alchemy. The projectile we recovered appears, to all our scrying, to be a simple lead ball, but we discovered by testing our own prototype that when you subject a metal as soft as lead to the kinds of forces involved, it turns into a sort of
  
   smudge.
  
  There are mundane tests we can run, but they tend to be more destructive, and I’m hesitant to dismantle our only sample, especially now that we know there’s an unidentified magical element at work.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Rouvad said noncommittally. “Any headway in improving the device?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not very accurate,” Principia said thoughtfully. “Even less so than a comparably-sized lightning wand, and has
  
   nothing
  
  on the accuracy of an enchanter wand. I do have a theory about that. Arrows are fletched in a spiraling pattern to make them spin while in flight, which stabilizes then and increases the accuracy of the projectile.”
 

 
  “Odd that the dwarves didn’t think of that.”
 

 
  “Dwarves have never
  
   used
  
  projectile weapons, ma’am; between their innate hardiness and the heavy armor their forces have always favored, arrows have never made much impact on them, and they never bothered to use them on others. Projectile weapons are of limited use in tunnels and the dwarves have very seldom come out to fight anybody except to defend their own realms. They may simply not realize that lateral rotation stabilizes objects in flight. The scientific method doesn’t help you with things on which you haven’t experimented. Then again, they may just not have gotten around to it yet; this is clearly a very new technology. Regardless, I think shaping the projectile in a spiral of some kind will help with that, but it presents its own challenges. Metal balls are simple to cast; a more complex shape is trickier. It will also unavoidably make the ammunition more fragile.”
 

 
  “Mm.” The Commander pursed her lips. “What if you shaped the firing mechanism rather than the projectile? Say, with spiraling grooves on the inside of the firing tube. That would be sturdier and needs to be done fewer times, and would make even a spherical projectile spin, which should help.”
 

 
  Principia stared at her, momentarily dumbfounded. “That…actually would probably work. Well…blast. Now I regret I’m off to fight cultists instead of trying that out.”
 

 
  “With regard to that,” Rouvad said, heaving a soft sigh. “I assume you understand the reason for your abrupt promotion, now. I trust you to have the wits to put that together, even without the help of Ansari’s rather pointed question.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Principia replied, nodding. “You can’t have a sergeant giving orders to lieutenants.”
 

 
  “In point of fact I
  
   can,
  
  as Corporal Avelea could explain to you in detail, but I would rather not. Every one of those squads is seasoned and highly distinguished; every one of the women leading it has the chops to command more than seven squads on one mission. If a viable alternative exists I prefer not to insult them. Anyway, it’s sooner than I would ordinarily have had you promoted, but I would not have done this if I doubted you could handle the responsibility. I’ve placed you in charge of three
  
   captains,
  
  Locke, though with the exception of Ombanwa they are accustomed to taking temporary grade reductions for situations precisely like this one. The only reason each of those officers is not commanding a much larger unit by now is because they are all highly specialized and serve extremely well in their current positions. And then, there is
  
   your
  
  squad. All six of you, with individual records far too short to be so spotty.”
 

 
  “Shahai notwithstanding,” Principia agreed. “Commander… I’m not going to question your judgment, but honestly I’m more surprised by this than Ansari was.”
 

 
  “Well, we’ve made some progress if you’re not questioning my judgment.” Rouvad’s wry expression quickly faded into sobriety, however. “I’m not going to claim a great deal of affection for you, but in your relatively short time here, you’ve proved you can get things done, under great pressure and in uncertain conditions. In fact, that is where you
  
   thrive,
  
  you and your squad. You’re the right one to organize this mission. And…more to the point, I am fully confident that
  
   you
  
  will make it into Puna Dara.” The Commander hesitated, then turned her head to stare at the wall. “We have no idea how the Rust identifies or strikes its enemies. No way to know what methods will get through this defense. This strategy, trying multiple tactics to see what works, carries the presupposition that some of them
  
   won’t.
  
  I am sending good women straight to their likely deaths. Even if they use the same non-lethal methods, the situations in which they risk being incapacitated…”
 

 
  “That’s the job, Commander,” Principia said quietly. “Ours to die in Avei’s name, yours to order it. We all signed up. We all serve.”
 

 
  Rouvad’s gaze flicked back to her, and sharpened. “A year ago, I think I would have punched you in the mouth for saying that.”
 

 
  “A year ago, you wouldn’t have believed I was serious.” Principia did not go so far as to smile, but her expression softened. “And no, Commander, you’re far too disciplined to do such a thing. You would have ordered someone to punch me in the mouth.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “Goddess preserve me, Locke… Well, it is what it is. The other reason I called you here was to issue you a piece of equipment.”
 

 
  Rouvad reached inside the neck of her tunic and pulled out a golden eagle talisman on a simple chain, which she lifted over her head and held it out to Principia.
 

 
  “That,” the Commander explained while the elf studied the piece, “is a divine power augmentor, operating on fae energy. For a priestess, it would boost the amount of energy she could handle before risking burnout considerably. For someone with no divine ability at all…well, it may theoretically
  
   grant
  
  that power, without needing a connection to the goddess.”
 

 
  “Theoretically?” Principia murmured.
 

 
  “Experiment with it on your way to Puna Dara. You’re an enchanter; if anyone can make it work, you can. Trissiny recovered that thing from the Crawl last year; who knows how long it was lost down there. Mary the Crow showed up not long after to claim that she was the one who created it, and said that it will work with the most strength for someone of her bloodline. I’d been thinking of giving it back to Trissiny with that information, but frankly, no magical doodad is going to augment a paladin’s connection to the goddess all that much.
  
   You
  
  are the person who can gain the most from that device, so I am issuing it to you. Because,” she added almost reluctantly, “to my great surprise, you have earned enough of my trust and respect to warrant it. And because I am sending you and your troops into unknowable peril; I want you to carry every advantage I’m able to give you, which isn’t much. But there it is.”
 

 
  Principia very carefully tucked the icon into one of her belt pouches, then saluted. “Thank you, Commander. I’ll do my best not to disappoint.”
 

 
  “I believe you.” Rouvad stepped forward, then reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder for a moment. “Goddess watch over you, Locke…and good
  
   luck
  
  out there. Dismissed.”
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  “YOU DO NOT FUCKING ROB THE FUCKING SISTERS OF
  
   FUCKING
  
  AVEI!”
 

 
  “We
  
   didn’t,”
  
  Darius protested. “I mean, quite specifically, we
  
   did not
  
  rob them!”
 

 
  “If anything, we un-robbed them!” Tallie added. “They were getting snookered and we—”
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  get cute with me,” Style snarled. “You entered their facilities under false pretenses and appropriated shit which was not yours. This is the fucking
  
   Thieves’ Guild,
  
  if you little wankstains haven’t noticed. I
  
   know
  
  what a fucking robbery is, and
  
   you
  
  just pulled one.” She stopped her pacing right in front of Tallie, and leaned in close. “ON THE GODDAMN SISTERHOOD OF FUCKING AVEI.”
 

 
  “We’re not evading,” Jasmine said in perfect calm. “The matter just wasn’t as simple as you’re making it sound. We took things out of the temple, yes, but—”
 

 
  “Let me see if I got the details,” the enforcer interrupted, straightening and turning to pace again. “You interrupted a Salyrite delivery of potions, reagents, magical shit in general, to a local temple of Avei. Jasmine, dressed in Legion armor, drags in Layla, pretending to be bringing her in as a prisoner. Scuffling ensues, everyone is distracted. Meanwhile, Tubby and Smarmy, here, drive a delivery truck up to the temple and
  
   accidentally
  
  block the Salyrite vehicle in.” She scowled at Ross and Darius in turn as she paced by them.
 

 
  “How come the girls don’t get nicknames?” Ross muttered.
 

 
  “While the scrawny one engages the Salyrite driver in an argument and generally
  
   adds
  
  to the confusion, the beefy one starts loading crates in and out of the place, and lifts the Salyrite shipment while they’re all distracted. And while
  
   this
  
  is going on, our little burgeoning cat burglar oozed first into the temple through an upper window and
  
   then
  
  the Salyrite truck to swipe documents.” Again, she stopped, folded her arms, and glared at them. “I miss anything?”
 

 
  “After that,” Layla said primly, “we made copies of the documents from both cults, which prove that agents within the Sisterhood and the Collegium were massaging the figures of what had been delivered and how much paid to skim revenue
  
   and
  
  poach supplies from these transactions.”
 

 
  “Which,” Tallie added with a grin, “we then had delivered to the
  
   central
  
  temples of Avei and Salyrene, along with giving the Salyrites their stuff back. So nobody lost any property,
  
   and
  
  both cults now know who in their ranks was screwing ’em over.”
 

 
  “They’re
  
   welcome,
  
  incidentally,” Darius added.
 

 
  Off to the side of the room, Lore chuckled, still lounging against the wall. “Not gonna lie, kids, that’s a pretty damn neat job. I’d expect full Guild members to do that kinda work, never mind apprentices on their first unsupervised heist. Only thing you forgot was how to get
  
   yourselves
  
  paid.”
 

 
  “We are but lowly apprentices,” Jasmine said with a beatific smile. “Happy to work for the experience and prestige.”
 

 
  “You, stop helping,” Style barked, pointing at Lore, then turned to glare at Jasmine. “And
  
   you.
  
  If you’re so insistent you
  
   didn’t
  
  actually rob the Sisterhood, wanna explain what the fuck you were doing with a set of Silver Legion armor in the first place?”
 

 
  “I borrowed it,” Jasmine said blandly.
 

 
  Style took two strides and leaned down directly into her face. “You wanna try again, squirt?”
 

 
  Lore cleared his throat. “I’m not sure if any of your trainers have covered this explicitly, Jasmine, but the ‘borrowed’ defense isn’t regarded kindly around here. We’re thieves; we steal stuff. Taking without permission is
  
   theft,
  
  whether or not you bring the item back. Have some pride and don’t make excuses or beat around the bush.”
 

 
  “Actually nobody had mentioned that, but thank you,” Jasmine said, glancing at him sidelong but keeping most of her attention on Style’s uncomfortably close glower. “Really, though, I wasn’t doing that. I
  
   did
  
  borrow it. Glory hooked me up with a dealer who had two almost-complete sets of armor. I helped him assemble them
  
   properly
  
  and showed him where to get the missing pieces, and he let me take one for the day as thanks.”
 

 
  “I still say we should have borrowed both,” Layla huffed. “I would
  
   really
  
  have liked—”
 

 
  “Layla,” Darius said in exasperation, “you couldn’t
  
   both
  
  be Legionnaires. If neither one was the prisoner, what the fuck would you have been
  
   doing
  
  there?”
 

 
  “And if she was a prisoner,” Style growled at Jasmine, “how the fuck did you get
  
   out
  
  without her being in a cell?”
 

 
  “The story we used was she was a runaway Legion cadet,” Jasmine replied, leaning subtly backward in her seat. “Which is breach of contract at the worst; it’s a legal gray area whether the Sisterhood has the authority to detain people for that. It made the perfect cover for her to kick up a fuss for half an hour and then still get to leave. Can I get some personal space, Style? I can taste what you had for lunch, here. Not everybody likes Punaji curry.”
 

 
  Lore burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Kid,” Style said, slowly straightening back up but not releasing Jasmine from her glare, “there are days when I think you were put on this world
  
   specifically
  
  to be a thorn in my ass.”
 

 
  “I thought the expression was ‘thorn in my side?’” Tallie piped up.
 

 
  “Thorn in the foot’s also used,” Ross grunted. “The ass thing is new.”
 

 
  
   “Classic
  
  Style!” Darius chirped.
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up,” Style ordered, and they immediately did; she had spoken calmly and flatly. Style cursed and yelled and threw things as part of her ordinary conversation. Everyone who survived a month of Guild apprenticeship knew to step
  
   very
  
  lightly, however, when she lowered her voice. “Lore, I can’t deal with this magnitude of horseshit. Explain their stupidity whilst I take a mental health break.”
 

 
  She turned and stomped over to a cabinet against the far wall of the underground meeting room, from which she extracted a bottle of wine and took a long swig.
 

 
  Lore coughed, suppressing his earlier laughter, and finally straightened up from the wall, stepping toward them. He was one of the Guild’s few actual priests, and its foremost specialist in Eserite philosophy and what little actual dogma the cult had. For the most part, that meant he stayed around the Guild’s headquarters, assisting the Boss and training apprentices.
 

 
  “You kids have really stuck your collective foot in it,” he said more somberly. “You know our relations with the other cults can be dicey. There are long-standing tensions, such as the way we like Avenists more than they like us, and Vernisites like us more than we like them. In
  
   general,
  
  though, there’s a lot of widespread dislike of thieves. Lots of groups, religious and secular, have the attitude that Eserites are only tolerated because Eserion
  
   is
  
  a god of the Pantheon, and they resent
  
   having
  
  to tolerate us. And that, kids, is why any jobs pertaining to other cults are undertaken very carefully.
  
   Very
  
  carefully. Usually with the direct say-so of and organization by the Bishop and the Boss himself.
  
   Not
  
  a gaggle of out-of-control apprentices…you know, as a general rule.”
 

 
  “Ohh,” Tallie said quietly, then swallowed. “Um…”
 

 
  “In the time it took you to drive back to wherever you staged all this, transcribe those documents, arrange to have them delivered, and get back
  
   here,
  
  the beehive you kicked hasn’t stopped buzzing. Sweet has already had an earful from Bishops Throale and Syrinx. The Universal Church has gotten involved, trying to smooth things over, and the
  
   Boss
  
  has been fully occupied keeping some of
  
   our
  
  hotter heads in check, because all
  
   they
  
  can see is spellflingers and soldiers getting up in the Guild’s face apparently on their own initiative.”
 

 
  “Oh, fuck,” Darius mumbled.
 

 
  “WELL SAID,” Style thundered, slamming the bottle back onto a shelf and turning to glare at them. “Let’s have a little pop trivia! Who can tell me under
  
   what
  
  circumstances it is acceptable for the Boss of the Thieves’ Guild to have to clean up after a pack of
  
   goddamn apprentices?”
  
 

 
  “Um…none?” Tallie ventured.
 

 
  “Wrong! Who else wants to try?”
 

 
  “Well,” Jasmine said carefully, “I suppose, theoretically, in a situation where the Boss himself was considered corrupt—”
 

 
  “Jasmine, it’s a constant mystery to me how you can think so goddamn much and never about the right things. Anybody else got the answer I’m looking for?”
 

 
  Ross hesitantly raised a hand. “…fucking none?”
 

 
  “WINNER!” Style shouted, pointing at him.
 

 
  Lore shook his head. “Look… How the hell did you kids find out about this in the
  
   first
  
  place? Shenanigans between elements in the Sisterhood and the Collegium
  
   aren’t
  
  the kind of thing into which random junior Eserites normally have insight.”
 

 
  “Well, actually, that was just a right place, right time sort of deal,” Tallie said almost timidly. “See, our friend Schwartz is in the Emerald College, and
  
   he’s
  
  been involved in both interfaith relations and disseminating supplies. Apparently it was all part of his own plan to get to know Eserites, which, I guess, worked. But he mentioned he’d been seeing some funny activity…”
 

 
  “And then there’s our other friend Rasha,” Darius added. “Who happens to have insight into some of the alchemical reagents the Avenists use, you know, cos he goes to them for—I mean,
  
   she—
  
  they… Dammit! I knew her all of a week the other way, why am I
  
   still
  
  not used to that?”
 

 
  “Because you’re a clod,” Layla said fondly, ruffling his hair.
 

 
  “Rasha,” Jasmine said quickly before Style could swell up any further, “has treatment sessions with the Sisterhood as part of transitioning. She’s not using alchemy yet because they do very thorough counseling before starting on that, but she
  
   talks
  
  with the sisters about the program, and they’ve mentioned there are unexplained shortfalls in some of their alchemical supplies.”
 

 
  “Which was the other thing with which Glory helped,” Layla continued primly. “She really is the most fabulous source of gossip, and
  
   I
  
  enjoy very
  
   much
  
  being a guest at her salons. There, I heard rumors about some unexpected personnel changes in various cults; individuals who are known to favor the Universal Church have been maneuvering into positions where they serve as the intermediaries between cults. It’s all very subtle, and might never have been noticed at all except one has some kind of feud with the Avenist Bishop, who made noise about this particular priestess horning in on her territory, so to speak. Even so, only the sort of people with whom Glory associates follow these dealings. If not for our very fortuitous acquaintance, the likes of us would
  
   never
  
  have learned of this.”
 

 
  “But we put that together, saw a pattern, and looked further,” Jasmine finished. “Black market dealings, places where those mislaid alchemical supplies might have been turned into untraceable cash. Pick’s connected to those, and he helped us out.”
 

 
  “Surprisingly decent little prick, in his way,” Tallie added thoughtfully. “Prob’ly just cos he owes us for getting him away from those dwarves, but still.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Lore grunted. “Well, you kids
  
   do
  
  impress. That was good work, spotting an opportunity and finding a way to exploit it. But what you
  
   should
  
  have done when you figured out something was fishy was go straight to Style with it. Apprentices have no business messing in other cults’ affairs.”
 

 
  “But we were
  
   helping
  
  them!” Layla protested. “At least—”
 

 
  “The man didn’t fucking stutter!” Style snarled. “Apprentices have
  
   no
  
  fucking business fucking around with other fucking cults’ business! You don’t help them, you don’t thwart them, you stay the hell
  
   out
  
  of their shit entirely! If you spot something fucked up going on
  
   in
  
  another Pantheon cult, or between two of them, you bring it
  
   to the Guild.
  
  The
  
   Boss
  
  will decide whether it’s something we need to intervene in, and if so, how.
  
   Not. You.”
  
 

 
  “I realize we emphasize independence and distrust of structures,” Lore said much more gently. “It’s an understandable mistake; most of the time you’re expected
  
   not
  
  to bother the Boss, or rely excessively on the Guild. But for exactly that reason, in the few areas where the Guild
  
   does
  
  need to be involved, we take it very seriously when people go off on their own and create exactly these kinds of problems.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Ross mumbled.
 

 
  Style snorted and threw up her hands, but Lore nodded gravely. “I believe you. Look… This was overall damn fine work, all right? You planned and executed an extremely neat job, and that after making excellent use of your connections and available resources. But you acted without considering the ramifications, or the role the Guild would have to play in this.
  
   That
  
  is what we can’t have.”
 

 
  “And before you start getting big heads,” Style said, “he was
  
   warning
  
  you, not praising you. That’s a dangerous spot to be in, kids. If you’ve got the skills of Guild members and don’t grasp what it
  
   means
  
  to be Guild members, you’re a potential problem, if not a
  
   threat.
  
  People who land themselves in this position and don’t straighten the fuck out usually end up getting dealt with in other ways.”
 

 
  Tallie swallowed heavily again. “Um…”
 

 
  “No, I’m not threatening you,” Style said with a sigh. “If I thought you were gonna be
  
   that
  
  kind of problem, I’d be kicking your asses, not telling you about it. You’re students; I’m teaching. Now you understand where you went wrong.
  
   Fix your shit.”
  
 

 
  “Understood,” Jasmine said quickly.
 

 
  “I believe you,” Style replied. “Which just leaves the matter of putting this right. For
  
   now…
  
  Just leave it alone. Stay close to the Guild and wait for orders. Since
  
   you
  
  little shits are the ones with firsthand knowledge of what went down, you’re likely to be part of the process of smoothing it over, but
  
   first
  
  the Boss and the Bishop need to figure out what’s what and
  
   how
  
  to straighten it out. In the meantime, wait. And for fuck’s sake,
  
   behave
  
  yourselves.”
 

 
  Jasmine cleared her throat. “Okay. And…since we’re not being punched, what’s it to be? Are we going to be scrubbing the kitchens again?”
 

 
  “Jas, shut
  
   up,”
  
  Darius hissed.
 

 
  Style rolled her eyes. “Punishment is for assholes; dumbasses get
  
   correction.
  
  You never have figured out the difference, Jasmine. No, when I said you were gonna make this right, that is what I meant. Now you understand how you fucked up; once you do your part to fix it, that’s that. Abusing you further isn’t gonna accomplish anything. All right, enough. Get outta here and stay in this district until I tell you otherwise. And I suggest you keep in mind that malice accounts for the lesser part of all fuckups. Trouble is much more often caused by
  
   stupidity.
  
  You wanna avoid getting in trouble, fucking
  
   think.”
  
 

 
  “Surprisingly good advice,” Darius murmured as they filed hastily out of the room before Style could change her mind.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Jasmine agreed as quietly. “Actually, it reminds me of another teacher of mine. She’s fond of saying much the same thing.”
 

 
  “But with less cussing?” Tallie asked with a grin.
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “It…depends.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I know you’re well aware of the phenomena, Professor,” said Wrynst, the designated spokesman of the group. “Demons which bleed or otherwise dispense bodily fluids inflict infernal corruption on whatever the substance touches—yet when they are killed on this plane, the bodies dissolve into ash which leaves minimal corruption behind, and in some cases none. In order to be magically reactive, spell components harvested from demons must be taken while the demon was alive. Yet, sapient demons which can
  
   use
  
  infernal magic mostly leave behind intact bodies, which may or may not be infernally active, depending on the situation. Vanislaads in particular appear to leave behind a fully intact body, and the very same demon may return later to this plane in a
  
   new
  
  body, while their previous one might still exist here. Altogether the nature of demons’ connection to magic, to life, and to this plane is not understood. We have only lists of observed effects and no understanding of the underlying principles involved.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” Tellwyrn said neutrally, interlacing her fingers and regarding him over them. “And of course, you know
  
   why
  
  that understanding is lacking, even after thousands of years.”
 

 
  “Actually, Professor, for
  
   most
  
  of that period, infernal magic was considered far more dangerous to use than it is today, and understanding of its use was correspondingly lacking. Until as recently as the Hellwars, ‘warlock’ was considered synonymous with ‘servant of Elilial,’ because no one without that goddess’s specific protection could even
  
   touch
  
  the infernal and not combust or mutate on the spot. The word itself is said to mean ‘oathbreaker,’ as the only people to whom it applied had specifically betrayed the gods. Now, though, there are not only the Wreath, but also organized warlocks in the service of Salyrene and many national governments and other organizations, not to mention independent practitioners—all because of the advancement of knowledge.”
 

 
  “And you propose,” she said slowly, “to advance it again.”
 

 
  Wrynst nodded, stepped forward, and laid a thick folder down upon her desk. “Yes, Professor. The full details of our proposal are there for you to peruse at your leisure. In brief, however, we have outlined an experimental protocol which will involve the repeated summoning of and experimentation upon lesser non-sapient demons to study the nature of their dimensional connection to Hell, and thus the nature of infernal magic itself. Katzils, mostly, as they are the most manageable. At present, infernomancy is more an art than science; its safe use is largely intuitive, and therefore difficult to teach and fraught with peril. We propose to study and quantify it. If our program meets with any success, it would be a great leap forward in magical understanding, as well as taking much of the inherent danger out of infernal magic. This will make it not only safer to
  
   use,
  
  but help in devising methods of resisting demons and their masters.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn glanced at the folder without moving to touch it, then across the small knot of people assembled before her desk. Behind Wrynst stood the representatives from the factions which were backing Rodvenheim’s proposal: a warlock from the Topaz College of Salyrene, a magelord of Syralon, a robed Black Wreath cultist, and a battlemage of the Empire’s Azure Corps.
 

 
  Strange bedfellows, indeed.
 

 
  “This is, of course, possibly the most dangerous research project ever undertaken.”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor,” Wrynst said solemnly, not even quibbling with her obvious hyperbole. “We are well aware of the risks, and seek to take all possible steps to mitigate them. That fact is why this research has never been conducted
  
   before.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, it’s been tried,” said Fedora, who was lounging against a bookcase off to the side. “By many a warlock throughout the years. In slow bits and bites over the millennia, they added gradually to the knowledge of the craft, while meeting a succession of swift and grisly fates.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shot him a brief, irritated glance, which was mirrored by each of the research delegates before her. “I’m sure this lays out your proposed containment methods. Leaving that aside, in brief, what do you intend to do about the dimensional effects of such repeated summonings?”
 

 
  Wrynst coughed discreetly and glanced behind himself. At his look, Colonel Azhai nodded and stepped forward.
 

 
  “In short, Professor, we intend to
  
   monitor
  
  them. This campus’s inherent protections, and the fae geas laid upon it, will do a great deal to mitigate the inherent dimensional thinning effect. Our containment protocols will do more. But as part of our research protocol, we will be closely observing the state of dimensional stability in the region. Our program calls for a cessation of summoning activity should signs of dimensional instability appear, and that only as an initial measure. You are of course aware of the methods of repairing such unintended rifts.”
 

 
  “They aren’t easy,” Tellwyrn murmured.
 

 
  “No, ma’am,” Azhai agreed. “Which is why our strategy emphasizes prevention. But we will be prepared to take whatever restorative action is necessary, should the need arise.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn looked at Fedora and raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “I’ll want to read over their protective measures, just to be in the loop,” he said with a shrug. “Ultimately, though, you know a lot more about this hoodoo than I. Suggest having Yornhaldt and Harklund sign off on it, as well. Long as everyone’s confident, that’s that.” He cleared his throat and straightened up. “I
  
   do
  
  have an additional thought on this, which I’d prefer to share with you in private, Professor.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Wrynst said hastily, bowing and taking a step back from the desk. “We can come back…”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary,” said Tellwyrn. “Let’s not take up any more of your time than we must. If you will excuse us for just a moment?”
 

 
  “Certainly!”
 

 
  She nodded politely and gestured.
 

 
  A distortion flickered across the office, as if a wall of frosted glass had appeared to separate Tellwyrn and Fedora from the guests. Behind it were revealed only vague shapes, and no sound penetrated.
 

 
  “Well?” she asked, swiveling her chair to face him directly. “What do you think?”
 

 
  “In short,” he said, “I think you have to go for it.”
 

 
  She raised one eyebrow. “Oh, I
  
   have
  
  to, do I?”
 

 
  “C’mon, don’t get all Tellwyrn on me,” he said with a grin. “You’ll do what you want, and we both know it. But in this case, with regard to your stated goals for this whole program? This is just too perfect to pass up. It’s dangerous and potentially incredibly valuable if it’s a success. It’s
  
   exactly
  
  the kind of research you launched this whole initiative to do. This is the first real test of the whole plan. If you’re not willing to take this on, it all becomes kind of…moot. This research hasn’t been done elsewhere because nobody was willing to touch it. If you’re not…what’s the point of the new research division?”
 

 
  “Mm,” she grunted, glancing at the obscured shapes behind the barrier, which were now shifting slightly as they interacted with one another.
 

 
  “There’s more,” Fedora said in a less jocular tone.
  
   “This
  
  is also the perfect opportunity to deal with the other thing I warned you about when you hired me. It’s not only
  
   incredibly
  
  dangerous, it deals with warlocks and demons—exactly the subject that gets people riled up and frightened. It is the ideal avenue of attack for your enemies to use against you.”
 

 
  “And so,” she murmured, “by controlling the path my enemies take, I control their fates.”
 

 
  He tilted his head. “Huh. I dunno why it should surprise me that you’ve read the Aveniad, but it does.”
 

 
  “If anything it’s more surprising that
  
   you’ve
  
  read it,” she sighed.
 

 
  “Some good, solid advice in there,” he replied, winking. “Take a little time to review the proposal in detail; that’ll give
  
   me
  
  a little time to make preparations for whoever’s gonna take advantage to try it. This is it, Professor. Make or break.”
 

 
  “All right,” she said, suddenly brisk, and turned back to the desk. The barrier vanished, and the assembled magical specialists turned expectantly to her. “Very well, upon consultation with my head of campus security, I am strongly inclined to endorse this program. Obviously, I will need to review your proposal in detail; there may well be adjustments upon which I will have to insist.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course,” Wrynst said quickly, nodding.
 

 
  “But, barring some absolute dealbreaker in the fine print, I believe you have just become the proud progenitors of this University’s first major research project. Give me a few days to review in detail, consult with my faculty and make some arrangements. I shall try not to drag my feet about it.”
 

 
  “Professor, we are glad to grant you whatever you need,” Wrynst assured her, glancing back at his compatriots and getting a chorus of affirmative nods. “After all, you are being more than generous with us.”
 

 
  A soft chime sounded, and everyone shifted to look at Fedora, who pulled a large silver pocket watch from inside his coat and flipped it open.
 

 
  “Ah,” he said in a tone of deep satisfaction. “Professor! You remember that thing you asked me to watch for yesterday? It’s happening.”
 

 
  “What?” she exclaimed, shooting upright. “Already?”
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Fedora said glibly, shutting the watch and putting it away again. “I may have encouraged it along a little bit.”
 

 
  “I asked you,” she grated, “to
  
   watch
  
  for the sophomore class trying to sneak off campus, not to
  
   goad
  
  them into doing it!”
 

 
  “I swear to you I’ve not said a word to them!” he replied, holding up his hands in surrender, but grinning unrepentantly. “I did, however, have a few selective words with Raffi at our poker game last night, on the assumption they’d find their way to Zaruda and onward from there. Sometimes, Professor,
  
   watching
  
  for bad behavior means strewing a few seeds. That’s how you find out which soil is the most fertile.” He winked at the delegates.
 

 
  Tellwyrn growled wordlessly. “Mr. Wrynst, everyone, I’m sorry to cut this meeting short, but it appears I have something rather more
  
   urgent
  
  to attend to. If you will excuse me.”
 

 
  “Not to worry, Professor, we…” Wrynst trailed off; Tellwyrn had vanished in the middle of his sentence.
 

 
  “She does that a lot,” Fedora confided. “It’s all part of the charm.”
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  “Stop
  
   worrying,”
  
  Tallie said cheerfully. “Style said not to leave the district, and we’re not. If she hadn’t wanted us to leave the Casino, she’d have said that. Honestly, does that woman strike you as someone who has trouble articulating her intentions?”
 

 
  “I know, I know,” Jasmine muttered, glancing around. “It just feels…”
 

 
  “Well, you didn’t
  
   have
  
  to come.” Tallie gave her a sly sidelong look. “Unless, of course, you were feeling as cooped up as I was.”
 

 
  “All right, fine, you caught me. Yes, I don’t like being cooped up. Which is why I agreed to join you on
  
   this
  
  excursion, which I will repeat is silly.”
 

 
  “It is not silly,” Tallie said primly. “It is annoying and borderline mean.”
 

 
  “Which is
  
   silly.
  
  It’s been weeks; we both know Layla doesn’t need a nursemaid.”
 

 
  “Jasmine, honey, I understand that.” Grinning, Tallie jostled her with an elbow; her silent laugh manifested as puffs of mist in the frosty air. “That is exactly why it’s funny to nursemaid her. She
  
   hates
  
  it.”
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head. “I don’t know what your issue is with nobles, but honestly, I think you need to get over it. We’re talking about one who
  
   specifically
  
  turned on her family to be here.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t even her idea,” Tallie muttered. “She was just following big bro.”
 

 
  “Regardless, she
  
   did,
  
  and I note you don’t give him such a hard time.”
 

 
  “The balls I don’t!”
 

 
  “Not nearly as—”
 

 
  “And speak of the Dark Lady!” Tallie said loudly, stopping right in front of one of the ritzy shops which lined the streets around the Imperial Casino.
 

 
  Layla Sakhavenid had just emerged, carrying an embossed shopping bag, and arched an eyebrow superciliously at her. “And hello to you,
  
   too,
  
  Tallie. If you’re going to give me a nickname, might I at least request something original? I don’t care to argue the right of way with the Queen of Demons.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  Layla,” Tallie exclaimed with borderline glee, “were you
  
   shopping?
  
  At a time like this?”
 

 
  “Everyone has their hobbies,” Layla replied. “They are having a sale. I may be new to the
  
   need
  
  to hunt for bargains, but having tried it I find there’s an almost predatory satisfaction in snatching something at a great price. If I thought you were someone who would
  
   appreciate
  
  it, I’d gladly show you the scarf I…”
 

 
  She trailed off, her expression going deliberately blank as her eyes shifted to look between them. Tallie and Jasmine stared at her in silent consternation for a second before catching on, and turned around.
 

 
  Behind them stood a priestess of Avei, identified by her golden eagle pin despite the heavy coat she wore over her white robe. She was flanked by no less than four Silver Legionnaires, their faces unreadable behind winter helmets.
 

 
  “I thought so,” the priestess said with grim satisfaction. “Sergeant…Collier, was it?” She fixed a stare on Jasmine, then shifted it past her to Layla. “Suddenly on remarkably friendly terms with this…deserter. How nice for you.”
 

 
  “Hey, look,” said Tallie, subtly widening her stance, “we don’t want any trouble…”
 

 
  “Yes, you obviously do,” the priestess said curtly.
  
   “You
  
  three will come with us to the nearest temple. We have things to discuss with you.”
 

 
  “I think we would rather not,” Jasmine said quietly. “We’re under orders to remain near the—”
 

 
  “Yet another thing you should have considered before
  
   stealing
  
  from the Sisterhood,” the priestess said implacably. “You are now in custody. Let’s move along, now, with a minimum of fuss.”
 

 
  “You are making a mistake,” Layla declared, holding her ground even as two of the Legionnaires stepped around them, moving to box them in. The street was fairly busy, but people simply shifted out of their way on the wide sidewalk; few even bothered to stare. “We are apprentices of the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “So I had assumed. Anything else you have to say will be listened to when we reach the temple. Now,
  
   move.”
  
 

 
  “You can’t actually think you’ll get away with this,” Tallie blustered. “You don’t abduct—”
 

 
  “The word is
  
   arrest,”
  
  one of the soldiers suddenly snapped. “And knowing the Guild’s policy on
  
   resisting
  
  arrest, we all know that won’t be an issue, so don’t bother. Sister Falaridjad, with all due respect, don’t engage Eserites in banter. You three, march.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Feels kind of exposed,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “Arquin, the only remotely suspicious thing we’re doing is
  
   you
  
  glancing around like you’re about to go for somebody’s wallet,” Ruda snapped.
 

 
  “Hey.” Toby reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder. “Easy. We’ll be there as quick as we can.”
 

 
  She heaved a sigh, and then nodded. “Right. Sorry, Gabe. I’m just tense about…”
 

 
  “No harm,” Gabriel said, shooting her a quick smile. “And I know, you’re right, it’s just… I mean, everybody has to
  
   know
  
  un-escorted students aren’t supposed to be leaving the area.”
 

 
  “Well, it was this or try hiking across the prairie,” Fross said reasonably. “It’s doubtful we’d all fit in one of the regular stagecoaches, and I’ve been practicing my teleportation but it’s at a level that I’m positive if I tried to ‘port all of us from here to Puna Dara we would all end up either dead or wishing we were, and upon consideration it turns out I have no appetite for either of those outcomes.”
 

 
  “I think if anybody was gonna give us trouble, it would’ve been when we bought tickets,” Juniper added, grinning at the pixie. “I mean, Silas let us charter a caravan, so…that’s that.”
 

 
  Nobody had an immediate comment after that, and a moment later, the group subconsciously edged closer together. They were positioned along the side of the telescroll office facing the prairie, rather than the Rail platform where they were waiting for their chartered caravan to arrive, the idea being to minimize their exposure to onlookers. The people of Last Rock certainly didn’t consider it their business to enforce Professor Tellwyrn’s rules, but a lot of them, as Gabriel had pointed out, knew the basics of campus policy. It would be relatively common knowledge that six students clearly waiting for a Rail caravan without an accompanying professor were up to no good.
 

 
  It was less private than it had once been, though. Last Rock had begun growing last year, with Gabriel’s calling and the establishment of the Avenist and Vidian temples. The pace had exploded in just the month since Tellwyrn had opened the University’s research division and publicly named the school after the town. Now, they were looking out over a smattering of construction sites being actively worked on across the Rail line and the highway; off to their left, a large stone bridge was in the early stages of development, which would eventually span both, and likely render the current wooden footbridge obsolete.
 

 
  Juniper casually draped an arm around Teal’s shoulders, and after a moment, the bard leaned against her. Teal’s hair was beginning to look almost shaggy, just long enough now to dangle into her eyes and onto her collar. She had grown comfortable in the Narisian-style robes she now wore, but her efforts at a reserved demeanor mostly made her look tired and sad.
 

 
  Which may not have been a mask, after all.
 

 
  They all edged closer again, including Fross, who fluttered over to hover directly above the group rather than drifting about as she usually did. They didn’t speak of it; they didn’t need to. Whenever the whole class assembled, anymore, the absence of its missing members was keenly felt.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel said at last, and before he could get another word out the whole world shifted around them.
 

 
  Teal and Juniper staggered slightly, Fross shooting six feet straight upward with a loud chime of alarm, and Ruda and Gabriel grabbed at sword hilts, stopping just short of drawing.
 

 
  “Ruda,” Toby said warily, looking around, “am I wrong, or is this…?”
 

 
  “This,” she said, nodding, “is a wharf in Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Well…damn,” Gabriel muttered. “That Rail service is a lot more efficient than I remember.”
 

 
  It was considerably warmer than in Last Rock and vastly more humid. The sounds of waves and the calling of seabirds formed a backdrop to the noise of conversation around them, which largely came to an abrupt end as their sudden appearance. They were standing on a large pier, with a merchant ship tied just in front of them and dockworkers all around in the process of offloading cargo—all brown-complexioned Punaji, mostly barefoot and the men bare-chested. To the east, the Azure Sea stretched away to a horizon on which light clouds had begun to gather.
 

 
  “Oh, crap,” Teal muttered.
 

 
  Slowly, they all turned to face the city behind them.
 

 
  Professor Tellwyrn stood a few feet away with her arms folded, slowly drumming her fingers against her own bicep, and staring at them over the rims of her spectacles.
 

 
  “Okay, before you start,” Fross chimed, “we’d already arranged transportation, and frivolously summoning a Rail caravan is misdemeanor abuse of Imperial facilities. It was in Ruda’s name and I’m not sure her diplomatic immunity covers—”
 

 
  “Your conscientiousness is inspiring as always, Fross,” Tellwyrn interrupted, “even when misplaced. I’ll take care of it.
  
   So.
  
  I’m not going to claim omniscience, but after
  
   you
  
  insufferable twerps pulled that stunt at the hellgate last year, you’d better believe I watch for you to be shuffling off
  
   en masse
  
  to places where I don’t want you.”
 

 
  “Hey, you pronounced that right,” Teal said nervously. “Most people don’t get Glassian quite—”
 

 
  “Falconer.”
 

 
  “…yeah. Sorry.”
 

 
  “I can’t help noticing that we’re
  
   here
  
  now,” Ruda said sharply. “You could’ve just as easily put us back in our dorms.”
 

 
  “A lot
  
   more
  
  easily, yes,” Tellwyrn said sourly. “Just a moment, kids. Hi, Sharad. Sorry to drop in on you like this.”
 

 
  “Sorry?
  
   Sorry?!”
  
  The students turned to look at the man approaching them, and with the exception of Ruda now edged backward. He stood almost a foot taller even than Toby, with a full beard in which threads of silver had just begun to appear. Unlike the surrounding dockworkers, he wore boots, a traditional sailcloth greatcoat, and a wide-brimmed hat with feathers rather like Ruda’s. Also, he was coming at them very rapidly, with arms upraised. He stopped short, though, and a broad grin split the darkness of his beard. “Nonsense, this is the best news I’ve had in weeks! Pushta told me a bunch of people hast just appeared and I thought—well, never mind, it’s
  
   always
  
  a pleasure to see you, Professor! And, I presume, students?”
 

 
  “Students indeed,” she said. “Class of 1182, this is Sharad Kapadia, an alum and proprietor of this wharf. I try only to disrupt the business of people I actually know.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, nothing is disrupted,” Kapadia boomed. “Especially since my employees all know not to
  
   stand around gawking!”
  
 

 
  Instantly, their audience dispersed back to their tasks, with the exception of several sailors who leaned over the side of the ship, watching with naked interest.
 

 
  “So,” Tellwyrn said briskly, “Raffi Chadrakeran just
  
   happened
  
  to pass along to Miss Punaji, here, what was occurring in Puna Dara, and she decided to take off and deal with it herself. And
  
   you
  
  lot came along in a show of solidarity. Right?”
 

 
  Toby lifted his chin. “We’re not about to abandon—”
 

 
  “Caine, did I
  
   ask
  
  you for justifications? I’ll take the lack of denial as an affirmative. Well, here you are, and as Punaji herself pointed out, yes, I brought you here myself.”
 

 
  “Why?” Juniper asked quietly.
 

 
  Tellwyrn let out a sigh through her nose. “…how much do you know about what’s happening in Puna Dara these days?”
 

 
  “Cultists,” Ruda said tersely. “Creating civil unrest, trying to disrupt my father’s rule, and now attacking a Silver Legion.”
 

 
  
   “Neutralizing
  
  a Silver Legion,” Tellwyrn said grimly, “which is what make this urgent. Nobody knows how they did it, but the
  
   fact
  
  that they did it means this Rust is suddenly a real player—one that nobody saw coming. A lot of eyes are on Puna Dara now, and they’ll be shortly followed by a lot of fingers.”
 

 
  “Which is why I need to be here,
  
   helping,”
  
  Ruda snarled. “This nation is not
  
   stable
  
  enough to deal with an internal uprising
  
   and
  
  meddling from the Empire at the same time, and you know
  
   damn
  
  well the Empire will meddle! We need to solve this
  
   fast.”
  
 

 
  “And that, all modesty aside, is what we do,” added Gabriel.
 

 
  “The Empire, in fact,” Tellwyrn said much more calmly, “or at least Lord Vex, has asked me to send a student group here. Let me emphasize how unusual that is. I’ve worked with Vex for over a year, to make sure my little class projects don’t disrupt Imperial business too much. He has pointed out potential trouble spots before, but his only
  
   requests
  
  to date involve asking me to stay
  
   away
  
  from certain places. This is the first occasion on which he has specifically asked for help.”
 

 
  “Is that…bad?” Toby asked, frowning.
 

 
  “It emphasizes the severity of the situation,” said Tellwyrn. “And the Empire’s dilemma. They cannot afford to
  
   overtly
  
  interfere in Puna Dara’s internal business. Care to explain why, Miss Punaji?”
 

 
  “I already have,” Ruda said shortly, glancing at Mr. Kapadia. He was watching her speculatively, and inclined his head at meeting her eyes.
 

 
  “The Punaji nation is an ally, not an Imperial protectorate,” Teal said softly. “And due to current political and cultural factors, the King can’t be seen to be accepting any outside help; it would make him look weak.”
 

 
  “Which would just be a
  
   problem
  
  most of the time,” Gabriel added, “but with these Rust assholes suddenly challenging his authority, Blackbeard acknowledging that he’s
  
   not
  
  in full control could trigger a complete change of government.”
 

 
  “Which, most of the time, is a strictly internal matter and usually only a temporary disruption of Puna Dara’s business,” Fross chimed, “but with the Rust as a serious contender for power, the Empire can’t afford to let Blackbeard’s government be destabilized, because they
  
   can’t
  
  tolerate the continent’s entire eastern seaboard being in the hands of an unstable sect that’s willing and able to attack the Silver Legions! Did we miss anything, Ruda?”
 

 
  “That’s the long and the fucking short of it,” Ruda said bitterly. “The Punaji have to
  
   fix
  
  this problem,
  
   now,
  
  and without foreign help
  
   .
  
  If we don’t, we’re gonna end up very likely at war with the Empire. And I don’t care who these Rust are or what they’ve got up their sleeves, there’s no power in the world that could win that fight. They’ve gotta be stopped, fast,
  
   without
  
  undercutting my father’s reign. Otherwise, we’re looking at the end of the Punaji as a sovereign people, very likely with a shit-ton of bloodshed involved.”
 

 
  “Well, thank goodness for small favors,” Tellwyrn muttered. “I
  
   do
  
  like it when I don’t have to explain everything for a change. The truth is, I had not planned to send anyone out here for the simple reason that I test my students against challenges I know they can
  
   beat.
  
  Whatever the Rust did to the Fourth Silver Legion is…without precedent. I don’t understand it at all—nobody does. That means I would be sending a student group to face an undefined peril with no guarantee of their
  
   safety,
  
  much less success.”
 

 
  She stopped, and heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m giving you the go-ahead for three reasons.
  
   First,
  
  thanks to Miss Punaji’s investment in this, and
  
   yours
  
  in
  
   her,
  
  it’s clear I would have to ride herd on the lot of you until this was all settled if I decided to keep you from it, and quite frankly, I have too many other things to do. Second… You, of all people, might just be safe, even with the danger as unknowable as it is. Two of you are paladins, and that kind of direct connection to a god changes matters. People who cast
  
   any
  
  kind of incredibly potent curse on a Hand of the gods draw the direct attention of the deity in question. Hopefully these Rust will have the sense not to try, but if they
  
   do,
  
  that just might end up putting a stop to the whole business. Juniper may be blocked from Naiya, but she and Fross are inherently quite resistant to such effects anyway. The lot of you will need to keep watch over Zaruda, but you’ve already shown you are
  
   inordinately
  
  willing to do that.”
 

 
  “And me,” Teal added.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “Falconer, you just might be better off even than the boys. Elilial isn’t an interventionist deity as a rule, but after losing the other six archdemons, anybody who manages to put any kind of whammy on Vadrieny is asking to have an apocalypse shoved right up their butts. Even
  
   Naphthene
  
  would hesitate to pick that fight. Which doesn’t mean you should go around pissing on wave shrines like Zaruda’s ancestor.”
 

 
  “Why in the
  
   blazes
  
  would I do such a thing?” Teal exclaimed.
 

 
  “I have been working with teenagers for fifty years and I still don’t understand why you lot do anything. If I did, maybe I could
  
   control
  
  you. Anyway, I have a third motivation for allowing this.” The sardonic levity leaked from her expression. “Honestly…I think you kids have the best chance out of anybody of pulling it off. And beyond the needs of your education, this is a
  
   big problem.
  
  This isn’t Sarasio or Lor’naris. The fall of Puna Dara would send shockwaves across the continent. Around the
  
   world.
  
  Much as it pains me to use the term, this city needs heroes. You’re the best I can think of for the job.”
 

 
  She let that sit for a silent moment before turning back to the wharf master with a sudden smile. “So! Sorry to keep you away from your business, Sharad, but can you direct us to the nearest hub of Rust activity?”
 

 
  “In fact, I can take you there!” he said. “It’s far closer than I would like—just barely beyond my own wharf, in fact. I’ve had some of my own people come around spouting their philosophy, which is…a difficult situation. Puts me in the same position as the King, on a smaller scale. If I try to shut that down, it raises the question of why I feel threatened by it, not to mention that any fool knows nothing
  
   validates
  
  a religion like oppressing it. It really is abominable stuff, though. Anyway, don’t you worry about my business, Professor, it’s booming! Since you’re in town, you really must come by for dinner. I think my wife doesn’t actually believe I know you.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it, but I have pots simmering back in Last Rock that I can’t leave unattended for too long.”
 

 
  “Nonsense!” he boomed jovially. “You can zip-zap halfway across the world in an eyeblink, it’ll be no trouble. We’ll see you tonight. I
  
   insist!”
  
 

 
  She lowered her head to stare at him over her glasses. “I’m sorry, you
  
   insist?
  
  I’m almost curious what would happen if you tried.”
 

 
  “In that event,” he said, suddenly with deep gravitas, “I would have to make a very sad face. I would do this
  
   all
  
  night. And you would be
  
   thinking
  
  about me doing it.”
 

 
  “…you’re a monster, Kapadia.”
 

 
  His laugh was practically a bellow. “Fantastic! I will ask Erika to make her curried rice with eel! We stopped arguing over native cuisines by learning to blend them, you see.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head and turned to face the city. “All right, lead on, then. Come along, kids. Let’s go see what you’re up against.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Sister Falaridjad, this is a surprise,” said the armored woman who greeted them inside the temple. If “temple” was the right word. This was an Avenist facility, all right, but religious iconography aside, it was clearly more military than clerical in function. Its main entrance hall, in which they now stood, resembled a police station more than a place of worship, with desks along one side at which white-robed priestesses sat, speaking quietly with visitors. Armored Legionnaires stood at attention in every corner and bracketing every entrance, a rather excessive display of force for a temple.
 

 
  “For me as well, Captain Leingardt,” the priestess who had apprehended them replied. “I wasn’t planning on this, but it seems the goddess smiled on us. Two of these I recognize from the robbery at my temple this morning. The third has already implicated herself in the same business.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’ve
  
   what?”
  
  Tallie demanded.
 

 
  Leingardt cast a cool glance across them, lingering momentarily on Tallie, before addressing Falaridjad. “I see. Fortuitous indeed that you came across them while accompanied by enough soldiers to bring them in.”
 

 
  “Indeed, I don’t presume Avei’s favor lightly. Though they
  
   are
  
  Eserites. Apprentices, but still, they know better than to fight when fairly caught.”
 

 
  “Guild, hm,” the captain said, her eyebrows lowering fractionally. “Then I hope you weren’t expecting to keep them long, sister. The Guild always extracts its own as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “All the more reason to interrogate them
  
   immediately,”
  
  Sister Falaridjad said firmly, “if you will grant us the use of a suitable room. We actually picked them up a stone’s throw from the Casino itself, so we’re likely to have one of those obnoxious lawyers of their knocking any minute. We are justified in holding them for interrogation, at least, given the charges. Conspiracy, theft, assault—”
 

 
  “That is a
  
   lie!”
  
  Layla, when she chose to, could project at a startling volume without raising the pitch of her voice; it lent her an unexpectedly commanding aspect for a sixteen-year-old girl. All around the chamber, activity stopped as Sisters, soldiers and civilians turned to stare.
 

 
  Falaridjad scowled in annoyance. “You’ll have your chance to defend—”
 

 
  “Fabricating charges is a
  
   very
  
  severe offense for a woman in your position, sister,” Jasmine said sharply. She turned to the captain with a stiff nod. “We have no intention of prevaricating or denying anything we’ve done, Captain, but
  
   no one
  
  was assaulted. Sister Falaridjad was at the temple; I remember seeing her. She knows this.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” the priestess said with heavy disdain. “You really intend to press your word against mine?
  
   Here?
  
  Good luck, girl.”
 

 
  “I don’t need luck,” Jasmine replied, turning to face her directly. “Just
  
   justice.”
  
 

 
  A sharp clap echoed through the room, followed by another. Everyone shifted to look at the woman who had just entered the building behind the prisoners and their escort, and now approached them, continuing to applaud slowly while she came.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   good
  
  show,” said Bishop Syrinx. “Very dramatic, the Veskers would be proud. But if you’re quite done fooling around, we should get down to the business of how very much trouble you are
  
   all
  
  in.”
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  Captain Leingardt wasn’t destined for a career in politics; her expression clearly showed the normal reaction of a military officer to having her post invaded by a ranking politician. She managed to speak politely, however.
 

 
  “Your Grace, what an unexpected…surprise. To what do we owe this…honor?”
 

 
  The look Syrinx gave her was openly amused, but the Bishop chose not to make anything of it. “Just doing my job, Captain. No need to worry, I mean to do it as quickly as possible and be out of your hair, taking all this baggage with me. So! It seems we have a ‘she said, they said’ dilemma here.” She turned her gaze briefly on Sister Falaridjad, showing the tips of her teeth in a strange little grin, before shifting her focus to the apprentices. “As it happens, I am personally acquainted with all the players in this little drama, and I can attest from experience that
  
   these
  
  kids are sneaky, unscrupulous troublemakers who evince no care for the repercussions of their antics, nor regard for anyone outside their immediate circle.”
 

 
  “Now, see
  
   here,”
  
  Layla began, but Syrinx simply raised her voice and continued.
 

 
  
   “And,
  
  that being the case, if this were nothing but their word against Ildrin Falaridjad’s, I would still be more inclined to believe
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  “This is none of your business, Syrinx,” Falaridjad said, practically vibrating with tension.
 

 
  “As usual, Ildrin, you are cataclysmically wrong,” the Bishop replied, granting her a syrupy smile.
  
   “I
  
  have spent my morning dealing with this mess in particular—because that is
  
   literally my job.
  
  We have a tangle of Eserites and Salyrites having created a mess in an Avenist temple, precisely the kind of interfaith issue the Bishops exist to address. As such,
  
   Ildrin,
  
  I happen to know exactly what transpired on every level of this.” She turned to Captain Leingardt, who was now watching all this unfold without expression. “I have the full reports on the incident at the temple, and no, there was no assault. Of any kind. The only remotely physical altercation was between
  
   these two.”
  
  She pointed at Jasmine and Layla. “And since they are clearly in league, I rather doubt either intends to press any sort of charge.
  
   Further,
  
  I made it here so rapidly on their heels because Ildrin, showing her customary lack of basic sense, saw fit to forcibly remove three apprentices of the Thieves’ Guild from the region they most heavily monitor, and was followed all the way here by enforcers.”
 

 
  Ildrin actually bared her teeth. “That doesn’t explain why
  
   you—”
  
 

 
  “You will be quiet or you will be
  
   punched
  
  quiet,” Basra said curtly.
 

 
  “That is crossing a line, your Grace,” the Captain interjected.
 

 
  Basra ignored this, continuing. “To
  
   answer
  
  the question, I was nearby,
  
   in
  
  the process of being updated by the Eserite Bishop on these very events, and learning the most fascinating things. For example: this was an unsanctioned operation, and Boss Tricks is furious at these little know-nothings for sticking their fingers where they had no business being.
  
   However
  
  they did, no doubt by accident, manage to accomplish something worthwhile. You see, Captain, the goods they stole were voluntarily returned to the Collegium, along with stolen documentation from both the Salyrite and Avenist sides of some kind of interfaith embezzlement scheme.” She shifted her gaze back to Ildrin, and grinned broadly. “Copies also found their way to Commander Rouvad. And
  
   guess
  
  whose name featured prominently in this report!”
 

 
  Slowly, Captain Leingardt turned to regard Sister Falaridjad, and raised one eyebrow. Ildrin herself held silent, glaring at Basra with her fists clenched. The four Legionnaires and three apprentices kept perfectly still, watching all this unfold with wide eyes.
 

 
  “Well, that was unquestionably a robbery,” Syrinx said, turning back to the Captain. “But it seems their intentions were good, no harm was ultimately done, and in fact both the Sisterhood and the Collegium have benefited. At this point, my own concern is to soothe the ruffled feathers these brats have caused by acting out of line. It’s your call, of course, Captain, but in my official capacity as Bishop I highly recommend, and
  
   ask,
  
  that you leave the disciplining here to be handled internally by the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “You don’t even have to ask, your Grace,” Leingardt replied, nodding. “I reached the same conclusion before you were done explaining. You three can go.” Narrowing her eyes, she looked at Falaridjad again. “I suppose I ought to have this one taken into custody, considering…”
 

 
  The priestess folded her arms defiantly, but addressed herself to Syrinx, not Leingradt. “You have no cause or authority to do such a thing. I promise you would
  
   regret
  
  the attempt.”
 

 
  “The testimony from someone of Bishop Syrinx’s rank, especially backed by documents, is adequate probable cause,” Jasmine said.
 

 
  The Bishop, priestess, and Captain all turned to glare at her.
 

 
  “Well,” Tallie drawled, stuffing her hands in her pockets, “as people keep pointing out, if there’s
  
   one
  
  thing we Eserites understand, it’s the process of getting arrested.”
 

 
  “You lot were told to shove off,” Syrinx said curtly. “Be about it. And as for
  
   you.”
  
  She fixed another stare on Ildrin, again wearing a small, predatory grin. “Your
  
   last
  
  trick involved burglarizing a temple of Izara, nearly killing two Bishops, and almost starting a war. I can’t
  
   fathom
  
  how your buddies at the Universal Church managed to get you out of that one, but I’m willing to bet there aren’t a lot of strings left for them to pull. So I’ll tell you what, Ildrin, for old time’s sake.” She took one step closer; Ildrin stood her ground, fists actually quivering with repressed fury now. “How much trouble you decide to cause me from here out will determine whether I lean on the High Commander with every ounce of influence I have to throw the book at you…” She took another step, her smile widening. “…or lean on her to cut you loose entirely, and notify the Guild you were trying to frame and abduct some of their apprentices. Since you have so little regard for Avei’s justice, perhaps you would find a taste of Eserion’s version…enlightening.”
 

 
  “You,” Ildrin said tensely, “are a monster.”
 

 
  Syrinx winked. “And you are just pathetic, Falaridjad. If there’s any justice in the world, I will
  
   be
  
  there when you learn how very sad you truly are.”
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough,” Captain Leingardt interjected. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but it’s clearly more personal than this business warrants. Your Grace, I would
  
   appreciate
  
  it if you didn’t bring political vendettas into my post.”
 

 
  “For the record, I’m clearly not the one who brought anything here,” Basra said with a placid smile, “but your point is taken. Your cooperation is much appreciated, Captain Leingardt. I’ll leave you to your business.”
 

 
  She nodded politely to the Captain, turned her back on Falaridjad, and strolled over to the apprentices, where she paused.
 

 
  “Well? Planning to stand around in
  
   here
  
  all day?” The Bishop arched an eyebrow at them, then continued on to the doors.
 

 
  They watched her go, then looked at each other, then back at the rest. Leingardt was already in the process of upbraiding Falaridjad’s four escorting Legionnaires while the priestess glared venom at them. In unspoken unison, they turned and hurried to the doors.
 

 
  Bishop Syrinx was waiting for them right outside, her breath misting softly in the winter air.
 

 
  “So! After being hounded very nearly to death by the Svennish secret service, the next thing you decided to do was body-slam your way into dicey interfaith politics you clearly don’t understand. Interesting choice.”
 

 
  “Hardly the
  
   next
  
  thing,” Tallie protested. “That was over a month ago.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, a whole
  
   month.”
  
  Syrinx raised an eyebrow. “You kids aren’t the most luminous beacons in the firmament, are you? Well, if for some reason you insist on making enemies, Ildrin Falaridjad is a good place to start. She’s devious, pathologically self-involved, and also a fumbling imbecile.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the advice,” Tallie said dryly, “and the save.”
 

 
  “If I’d done you a favor you’d better believe I would hold it over you, but it’s as I said: all this is no more or less than my job. Presumptuous neophytes meddling where they shouldn’t make it more
  
   interesting,
  
  but smoothing over incidents like this is why the cults bother to have Bishops and the Universal Church itself. Now if you will excuse me, I have to go home and supervise the decorators.” She gave Jasmine in particular a vulpine smile. “There was a small fire at my house recently, with the upshot that I’m getting it completely redone for free. Well, free to
  
   me,
  
  I suppose technically it’s being paid for by everyone who does business with Tallithi Mutual. A Vernisite could explain insurance in detail; I just sign the forms. You know, the police said there were signs of arson. Clearly not by anyone who had thought through the ramifications of that action.”
 

 
  “Oh, why
  
   ever
  
  would anyone want to set
  
   you
  
  on fire, your Grace?” Layla asked sweetly.
 

 
  Basra grinned at her. “Perhaps the sort of person I could easily make wait to speak with me simply by telling them to leave? I’m so accustomed to dealing with the sharks of Tiraas’s politics; once in a while it’s downright refreshing to toy with presumptuous guppies.”
 

 
  She let the silence hang for a moment while all three stared at her, Tallie with her mouth slightly open.
 

 
  “I suggest you kids cast your lines more carefully in the future,” Syrinx finally said, in a flat tone. “You are
  
   not
  
  ready to sail these waters. Listen to your teachers, and leave the politics to those who understand them.”
 

 
  With that, and a final superciliously arched eyebrow, she turned and strolled away up the street, tucking her hands in the pockets of her fur-lined coat.
 

 
  “What a
  
   singularly
  
  unpleasant woman,” Layla observed, unconsciously gripping her shopping bag in front of herself.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Tallie agreed, nodding. “She’s kind of awesome, though.”
 

 
  Jasmine stared after the Bishop in silence, her mouth pressed into a thin line.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hey, Mr. Carson! What’d you bring us?”
 

 
  “Nothin’ more interesting than usual, Hildred,” Fred said, pausing to give her a smile. “Now, don’t go pressin’ me for special treatment. You know how Mrs. Oak likes to keep it a surprise.”
 

 
  She was clearly going somewhere, carrying an armful of books, and so Fred wasn’t bothered when she just laughed and continued on her way. He went back to his, pushing the empty cart through the gate.
 

 
  Well, the old gate.
 

 
  He didn’t stop himself from peering around curiously as he continued on down the path, this stretch of which was longer than it used to be. The land shaping for the campus extension had been finished two weeks ago, rendering this section of the mountain’s slope into terraces like the old campus, and now the main thoroughfare zigzagged a bit, navigating ramps, rather than being the straight staircase that ran down the rest of the mountain. Fred always took the long, back-and-forth path when pushing his full produce cart uphill, but on the way down it was light enough to just drag down the stairs. Thanks to the levitation charms which made it easy for a single person to haul, it didn’t even bounce much on the steps. For the Saturday weekly delivery, of course, he brought the much larger mule cart up, but the daily shipment of fresh produce to the kitchens required only his magically lightened push cart.
 

 
  Construction had begun on the buildings just a week ago, and there were a few in partially finished states, interspersed around twice their number of still-vacant lots. Fred had actually seen Tellwyrn herself working on one in passing, summoning enormous slabs of marble apparently from thin air and levitating them into place. There were now a few people around in the near distance, hunching over diagram-laden tables rather than doing any construction work. Apparently the archmage chose to tend to that part herself, but just because she could conjure and move parts of buildings with just her big brain did not mean she was qualified to
  
   design
  
  them, or so Fred had gleaned from the gossip on campus. Architects and surveyors were at work planning the new additions, still, as well as extra magical types who would be working on the additional protections the new research facilities needed. Fred hadn’t approached them personally, but had heard they included both Salyrites from the Sapphire College and secular mages from the Wizard’s Guild, and even that snooty fellow from Syralon who figured himself too good to do business in Last Rock.
 

 
  Only the new exterior wall was finished, and notably was a lot more serious than the old one—taller, thicker, with a hefty manned gatehouse and actual battlements. As usual, Fred silently chewed on the implications of this as he passed through the open gates, noting the man asleep at the guard post, slumped in his chair with a hat tugged down over his eyes.
 

 
  “AH HAH!” Rook bellowed suddenly, bounding upright, and Fred yelped and shied away, losing his grip on the cart.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  Tom! What the hell?!”
 

 
  “Thought I was sleeping, didn’t’cha?” Rook replied, grinning insanely. He still wore his old Army jacket, even after having been discharged, though he had torn off the sleeves. “That’s right, nothing gets past campus security!”
 

 
  “Does Tellwyrn know you’re pulling that shit on honest tradesmen?”
 

 
  “Nah, but my
  
   immediate
  
  boss does. In fact, Fedora’s running a pool on who I can make squeal like a girl. You just cost me five doubloons, by the way.”
 

 
  Fred snorted, taking up the handles of his cart again. “Any other man I’d pick up the next round as compensation, but I’ve
  
   seen
  
  how you bet. If he didn’t take your money, somebody was gonna.”
 

 
  Rook grinned and flopped back down onto the chair. “Yeah, yeah. Take it easy, Fred. See you tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Don’t work too hard,” Fred said dryly as he continued on his way. Behind him, Rook practically bawled with laughter.
 

 
  He let his expression grow solemn with contemplation as he began the long trek down the mountain. Aside from keeping his legs in top shape, his daily trips up and down gave him plenty of time to think. He had a lot to think about, these days.
 

 
  Fred
  
   liked
  
  the people on the campus. Most of the students were good kids. There were one or two troublemakers, but those existed everywhere; even the noble ones, though clearly stuck up, weren’t usually rude. He liked those of the faculty with whom he’d had conversations. He actually liked the groundskeeper, Stew, who despite being an altogether
  
   weird
  
  kind of a thing struck him as a regular guy, hard-working and amiable. Horns, hooves, and all. The person with whom he had the most direct commerce, Mrs. Oak, was one of the least personable individuals he’d ever met, but he didn’t hold that against her. She wasn’t nasty, just wanted to be about her work with a minimum of chitchat. Fred knew a couple like that in town, too, introverted types who meant no harm but preferred to be left alone.
 

 
  He even liked Professor Tellwyrn, for all that the likes of him seldom encountered her directly, and despite also being quite reasonably terrified of her. What Fred knew about magic would fit in a thimble; he’d heard somewhere that eating too much conjured food was unhealthy somehow, but even so, it was no stretch to realize that a woman who could summon whole
  
   buildings
  
  out of her own mind did not need to buy produce from the merchants in town to keep her campus fed. And yet, she did, which was the lion’s share of the reason
  
   he
  
  made a living. Some folks muttered about it being condescending, mostly perennial malcontents like Wilson who were just never going to be happy about anything. For Fred’s part, he saw it as a sign of respect on the Professor’s part for the little people who dwelled around her feet. Some folks in this world were just bigger and mightier, and it didn’t pay to take that personally, especially when they made an effort not to rub it in.
 

 
  All this had been the backdrop of existence in Last Rock for his whole life. Lately, he’d had cause to dwell on it pretty heavily, and not very happily.
 

 
  Fred made it back down and into town on the force of sheer habit, absently returning greetings from his neighbors as he returned to the store and packed away the cart. No shipments today; tomorrow would be busy, due to several scheduled deliveries in town
  
   and
  
  a fresh load due via Rail from Calderaas. For the moment, though, Rick was manning the front of the store, leaving him more or less at liberty.
 

 
  He brought his mind back to the business at hand as he folded back the rug in the smaller storeroom, carefully undid the three locks on the trapdoor, lifted it and passed through, then pulled it back down after himself. It was a pricey rug for one tucked away in the storeroom, not because it was pretty but because of its straightening charm. The enchantment was designed to make life a little easier for housewives, but it also served to neatly cover up the trapdoor once somebody had vanished under it.
 

 
  Fred descended the wooden steps cautiously, hearing voices below. Calm voices, including the one he recognized, so hopefully there was no trouble… Maybe he should’ve checked in with Rick before coming down. Nobody would’ve got through the trapdoor without Rick knowing it.
 

 
  At the bottom of the stairwell, he rounded the corner into the basement room and paused. The basement’s current resident was there, of course, along with someone Fred recognized and had never expected to see again.
 

 
  “Ah, Carlson,” the Hand of the Emperor said calmly. “Please, rise. I understand you may be acquainted with Ms. Reich?”
 

 
  Fred had started to kneel, and straightened as ordered. “Uh…not personally, sir, but I saw her ’round town. Before. Welcome back, ma’am,” he added carefully.
 

 
  Lorelin Reich gave him one of those Vidian smiles he found so unsettling, all placid good manners on the surface and layers of meaning at which he couldn’t even guess below that. He didn’t know how she did it…but then, maybe it was all in his own head. Last he’d heard of her, after all, she had been hauled away by Imperial Intelligence after being exposed by Gabriel Arquin. Exposed, specifically, for having cast some kind of agitation charm over the whole town. She was not someone he was particularly
  
   happy
  
  to see back in Last Rock.
 

 
  “I understand your unease,” the Hand said in his brusque manner, which Fred was only lately starting to realize was just his way and didn’t mean anything personal.
 

 
  “Oh, uh, I…”
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Reich said, still smiling. “I’ve certainly earned some mistrust around here; I won’t begrudge you that. All I can do is try to atone for my mistakes, and be careful not to become so caught up again that I lose sight of my judgment, and ethics, in the same way.”
 

 
  “Her presence here would cause some agitation in the town, obviously,” said the Hand, folding his hands behind his back, “and as such will remain secret for the time being. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” Fred replied, nodding.
 

 
  The Hand nodded curtly back. “Very good. You are back from your daily campus visit, then? If you are here, I assume you learned something?”
 

 
  “Nothing
  
   solid,
  
  sir, but there are rumors now that I think you’ll want to know.” Fred paused, glancing uncertainly at the Vidian priestess.
 

 
  “Ms. Reich is assisting me, just as you are,” the Hand said impatiently. “You may speak in front of her.”
 

 
  “Uh, yes, sir. Well, like I said, no
  
   official
  
  confirmation, but the whole campus is buzzing about Tellwyrn having approved the first major research project. Apparently it just happened this morning.”
 

 
  The Hand narrowed his eyes. “And have you any idea what the project is?”
 

 
  “Just conjecture, sir, but here’s the thing:
  
   three
  
  of the people who presented the proposal to Tellwyrn were warlocks. One from the Wreath and that dwarf from Rodvenheim. Plus! The Salyrite representative, and in fact they actually called
  
   back
  
  their mage and sent a warlock from the Topaz college, apparently specially for this. Also, that Syralon guy. So…it’s almost certainly some kind of infernal thing, something to do with demons. I mean, I don’t have it
  
   confirmed,
  
  but why else so many warlocks?”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  the Hand said, scowling. “Excellent work, Carson, I commend you.”
 

 
  “Just doin’ my part, sir,” Fred replied modestly, ducking his head. “For the Emperor.”
 

 
  Turning to Reich, the Hand raised an eyebrow. “What do you think?”
 

 
  “Forewarned is forearmed,” she said. “I am at your disposal, of course, but there are significant risks if I were to try to investigate personally. I
  
   doubt
  
  my methods of stealth would beat Tellwyrn’s perceptions. Besides, I have ample proof they are not a match for Arquin, or his valkyrie friends.”
 

 
  “Arquin has left the campus as of this morning, along with his classmates,” the Hand stated. Fred perked up; that much
  
   he
  
  hadn’t known. How many people were bringing the Hand information? “I am curious whether that means those valkyries went with him. Can you find out?”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Reich frowned in thought. “Yes, I believe I can, though it will have to be done with the utmost care. They hang around
  
   him,
  
  specifically; none would be left stationed at the campus unless he asked it of them. And I am
  
   very
  
  curious how they are getting along with that incubus Tellwyrn is keeping up there now.”
 

 
  “This is why I brought you here,” the Hand replied. “Find out what you can.”
 

 
  She bowed. “Immediately, sir.”
 

 
  “Carson, you look troubled.”
 

 
  Fred jumped slightly; he hadn’t been aware that his thought were showing on his face,
  
   or
  
  that the Hand was watching him. “Oh, uh…it’s nothin’, sir. Just, um, the usual.”
 

 
  The Hand raised one eyebrow in silence.
 

 
  Fred swallowed. “I’m just…Tellwyrn’s always done right by the town. I’m with you, sir, don’t worry none about that. It’s just a hell of a thing, is all. I hate to think of her havin’ turned on the Emperor like this.”
 

 
  “Don’t fall into the trap of considering Tellwyrn either a monster or a saint,” the Hand said firmly. “She is a self-interested individual doing what she deems best to secure her interests. That has long involved protecting Last Rock to a degree, and
  
   now,
  
  apparently, working against the interests of the Empire. Our task is to protect his Majesty, without hesitation, and without any unnecessary brutality. Don’t waste your time loathing her or feeling betrayed, Carson. Just go about the work.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” he said, bowing his head again.
 

 
  It still didn’t feel right. But what else was he to do? Fred Carson was the Emperor’s man, right down to his bones. If that meant he had to work against the University that provided his own livelihood… Well, the gods weren’t always kind. A man had to do what was right, whether he felt like it or not.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Raathi caught up with her less than an hour later at the prearranged spot. Ildrin did not enjoy loitering in alleys like some Eserite thug, but they had to be extra cautious at a time like this.
 

 
  “Sergeant,” she said with relief at the Legionnaire’s approach. “Are you all right? The others?”
 

 
  “We’re fine, no trouble,” Sergeant Raathi replied. “They’re back on patrol; I have to join them quickly. Leingardt grilled us, but our excuse is solid. This was
  
   your
  
  operation, ma’am, and Legionnaires don’t get punished for following a priestess’s directives in good faith. I’m sorry, Sister. I didn’t enjoy having to throw you under the wheels like that…”
 

 
  “No,” Ildrin said firmly, “that was exactly the right thing. Leingardt was already after me, thanks to Syrinx. No sense in damaging anyone else’s cover.” She heaved a sigh, producing a brief white cloud, and ran a hand over her hair. “What a mess. I could
  
   kill
  
  that woman.”
 

 
  “The Bishop didn’t seem to like those kids much, ma’am…”
 

 
  “The Bishop doesn’t like anyone,” Ildrin said curtly. “And I need you to be
  
   extra
  
  careful. Now that we’ve lost the opportunity to interrogate them directly, we’re going to have to ask around to figure out what they know and who they learned it from, which I don’t have to tell you is risky. Probing for information tends to draw the Guild’s attention, and in this case maybe Syrinx’s, which is worse. She’s just as cruel as the Guild at their worst, and often for less reason.”
 

 
  Raathi nodded. “What’s the plan, then?”
 

 
  “We have to assume we have a leak,” Ildrin said, frowning. “Those apprentices didn’t do this at random, it was much too targeted. We have no friends in the Guild, so someone either in the Sisterhood or the Collegium had to have tipped them off. Probably not someone highly placed, or they’d have contacted the right authorities and not some random Eserite know-nothings. I’m going to have to keep my head down for a while once this gets out, which means finding their link in the Sisterhood will fall to you. If there is one.”
 

 
  The Sergeant nodded again. “And the Collegium?”
 

 
  “I’ll have to reach out to some of our allies for that. Beyond plugging leaks, Sergeant… Find out anything you can without risking your cover about
  
   who
  
  these kids are. Why are they so connected outside their own cult? Why does
  
   Syrinx
  
  of all people know them?”
 

 
  “This is getting riskier by the minute, Sister…”
 

 
  “I know,” Ildrin said grimly. “You must be prepared for the worst. Not only for danger to us, but for the possibility that we are going to have to silence someone.”
 

 
  Raathi sighed, but nodded resolutely. “Whatever it takes, Sister.”
 

 
  “Whatever it takes.”
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  “You are
  
   more!”
  
 

 
  The Rust cultist had chosen a good spot, right at a broad intersection where a street running perpendicular to the wharves was crossed by another leading into the city in one direction and onto Kapadia’s pier on the other. It was broad enough that the street preacher could not be justifiably shooed away by the city guard for blocking traffic, though the two standing nearby would dearly have liked to, judging by their scowls. She had indeed drawn a crowd, some dozen loitering about out of the path of vehicles and pedestrians, few looking particularly taken in by the ongoing speech. Their expressions ranged from amused to skeptical to, at best, thoughtful. The preacher seemed not the least dissuaded by this lack of enthusiasm.
 

 
  “So much of life, of the things which surround us, are nothing more than illusion—in fact, the bars of a cage!” She was really into her sermon now, actually pacing up and down a small stretch of the path, gesticulating with her artificial arm. “The things which bind us to what we think of as our place: our roles in society, our lack of resources, our obligations, these are only excuses! The truth, the only real, ultimate
  
   truth,
  
  is in here!” She paused, facing her audience directly, and tapped at her temple with one fingertip. A metal fingertip, which produced an audible
  
   ping
  
  against the piece of metal running along the side of her head. “These things bind us because—and only
  
   so long as—
  
  we
  
   accept
  
  them! The true work of life is to decide our own reality. To decide what life we wish, and then to decide that
  
   is
  
  our life—and by deciding, make it so. In the end, it is nothing but our own thoughts with determine
  
   what our reality is.”
  
 

 
  She was a Punaji woman in her later middle years, her face lined and hair entirely gray, though in movement she was vigorous as a much younger person. Attired in the traditional baggy pants, cloth wrap wound around her chest, and sailcloth greatcoat, her only unusual aspect of costume was that the left sleeve had been torn off her coat to display the metal arm.
 

 
  It was clear, from this, where the Rust got their name, assuming all the others looked similar. The type of metal was hard to place; its color was coppery from a distance, but in a flat matte tone which did not gleam under the tropical sun. It was the
  
   color
  
  of rust, though smoothly even, without the variation in hue that actual rust tended to have. And whatever it was made of, the arm was clearly quite functional, moving smoothly and without so much as a squeak. Her metal shoulder was hidden by the ragged edge of the greatcoat’s torn sleeve, but the elbow was a simple hinge with a rotating socket below that, the wrist similar; a set of taut wired like extended tendons attached controlled the movement of her fingers. In the center of her metal palm was a circular hole in which a red metal frame like a jewelry setting held a wide disc of blue glass. She had a similar but smaller blue piece set between her eyebrows, in the same place where Ruda wore her tiny jewel, though the street preacher’s was attached to a strip of metal which ran from that point to somewhere behind her ear, where it was lost in her hair.
 

 
  “It can be a painful thing,” she continued, pacing again, “a frightening thing, to acknowledge and accept responsibility—to accept the role each of us has played in creating our own disappointments. But in that responsibility is freedom! When you realize that nothing has been forced upon you, that you have created the reality in which you live, when you
  
   truly
  
  realize that, then you realize that
  
   you alone
  
  have the
  
   power
  
  to make your world anew!”
 

 
  “This is nothing but arcane mysticism,” Fross muttered in annoyance. The group standing off to one side of the intersection had drawn almost as many odd looks at the Rust street preacher, though with Juniper wearing her disguise ring only Tellwyrn and Fross seemed truly outlandish; Ruda was the only one who was clearly Punaji, and the contrast with everyone else on the docks made it clear from her attire that she was a
  
   rich
  
  Punaji. “That’s just disappointing. I thought at least they’d have something interesting to say.”
 

 
  “It’s what, now?” Juniper asked in the same soft tone.
 

 
  “Oh, I guess Professor Yornhaldt hasn’t really gone into that in the intro to magic classes… Well, if you take a lot of his electives like I do you’ll hear him complain about this. Arcane mysticism, that’s what she’s talking about. The idea that thoughts influence reality, because of stuff that only works on the sub-atomic level. You know, wave functions collapsing when they’re observed, all that.”
 

 
  Juniper tilted her head inquisitively. “Isn’t that just…magic?”
 

 
  “Yes!” Fross chimed irritably, raising her voice slightly, though not enough to compete with the preacher who continued to rant. “It’s a description of how magic works, but for it to be valid, you need
  
   actual magic.
  
  That’s what magic
  
   is;
  
  that’s the whole point of it! Without magic, you have
  
   zero
  
  interaction with anything pertaining to arcane physics. Thinking happy thoughts does absolutely nothing to change the world! The world has lots of inertia; thoughts have none at all.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned, glancing at the pixie. “I’m glad to see you’re not going to go through an arcane mysticism phase, Fross. A lot of magic majors do, the first year or two. There’s a reason Alaric is so annoyed by it.”
 

 
  “You mean, magic majors at
  
   our
  
  school?” Fross sounded downright offended. “Oh, now that’s
  
   really
  
  disappointing.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah, question!” Before any of them could stop him, Gabriel raised his hand and stepped out into the intersection. Instantly, he caught the attention of most of the onlookers, and also the preacher, who paused mid-speech to peer at him. “How come you guys attacked the Silver Legion?”
 

 
  A murmur ran through the crowd. Toby sighed heavily and rubbed at the bridge of his nose.
 

 
  “Real fuckin’ subtle, Arquin,” Ruda muttered, jamming her hands in her pockets. She didn’t intervene, however. Tellwyrn just watched this unfold with an eyebrow slightly cocked.
 

 
  “You aren’t from around here, are you, my young friend?” the preacher asked, smiling indulgently at Gabriel.
 

 
  In fact, having black hair and a dark complexion for a Tiraan, he could almost have passed for Punaji, especially in the Punaji-style coat he wore. He didn’t even look as rich as Ruda, aside from his belt from which Ariel and his wand hung: both were clearly expensive. All hope of that vanished as soon as he opened his mouth and displayed an Imperial accent, however.
 

 
  “Are you?” Gabriel shot back. “I mean, sure, the Punaji have been wearing enchantments longer than almost anyone. These coats would be idiotic in this climate without their weatherproof charms. That metalwork, though, that’s some freaky stuff. Something tells me you didn’t pick that up at a local blacksmith. Does that have something to do with what you hit the Legion with?”
 

 
  The murmurs intensified, but the street preacher did not betray unease even by glancing around at her audience.
 

 
  “And why,” she asked, “would you cast blame for such a thing at me?”
 

 
  Gabriel shrugged. “Who else?”
 

 
  She shook her head. “That question has countless answers. The one
  
   I
  
  asked is better:
  
   Why
  
  do you feel the need to blame
  
   me,
  
  in particular?” Her kind smile never wavered as she continued. “I have found that people who are eager to cast blame are struggling to create a sense of order in their own lives. If you can identify an enemy, it grants a feeling of control. That is an illusion, though, and a dangerous one. To define oneself in relation to an enemy is to give up all power in one’s own life. Trust me, my friend, you will not find your answers in designating villains—they are in
  
   you.
  
  Everything you need, you already have, and already know! All you require is to master
  
   yourself!”
  
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, grinning. “But if I
  
   think
  
  you guys are the ones who attacked the Legions, doesn’t that make it so?”
 

 
  At this, a good number of the onlookers laughed outright, and some started drifting away. The preacher showed no hint of unease, however, smiling more broadly still.
 

 
  “From blame to mockery—you are running down the list of the desperate gambits I’ve seen in everyone struggling to find meaning in life. Farther down that list comes real hardship, friend. If you would like to talk over what is really troubling you, perhaps I can help?”
 

 
  “Another time, maybe,” Gabriel said noncommittally, turning and sauntering back to the others.
 

 
  “Well handled,” said a new voice, prompting the students to turn to the spot to Tellwyrn’s right, where Kapadia had been before he’d gone back to oversee his business.
 

 
  Though he did not wear the traditional furs, which would have been suicidal in Puna Dara’s heat, they didn’t need to see the bronze wolf’s head pinned to the shoulder of his light tunic to recognize the man as a Huntsman of Shaath. He wore his hair long and his beard untrimmed, the former tied back with a simple length of leather and the latter in apparent need of brushing. From his heavy belt hung a tomahawk and quiver bursting with arrows; he carried his longbow in one hand, and had an enormous hunting knife, almost large enough to pass for a short sword, lashed to one boot.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Gabriel said, while behind him the preacher resumed exhorting the passersby to think their way out of their problems. “I was kinda gambling she wouldn’t hex me or whatever in front of all those people. She doesn’t seem to be making much headway, though. Nobody seems really interested; the only ones watching seem to think this is a comedy show.”
 

 
  The Huntsman shook his head. “They do not need to believe, they just need to listen. We are seeing only part of the strategy here; elsewhere, others of the Rust will be deliberately seeking out the vulnerable. People down on their luck, adrift from the familiar, people in need of a friendly ear.
  
   Those
  
  are ripe for recruitment into cults. This one is serving to spread their philosophy so that it does not seem as alien when it is encountered more intimately.”
 

 
  “And you know a thing or two about this strategy, do you?” Teal said flatly, folding her arms.
 

 
  The Huntsman turned to her and bowed; his beard made it hard to tell, but by the shifting lines next to his eyes, he seemed to be smiling slightly. “Among our duties is to seek out whose who are called by Shaath and guide them to his path. I have often found myself in this role, being less uncomfortable in cities than some of my brother Huntsmen. We, however, do not…preach.” He glanced sidelong at the gesticulating Rust cultist, who appeared to be paying them no attention now. “Some faiths want every soul they can gather in; Shaath only needs those who are truly
  
   called
  
  to his side. Not for nothing are we the smallest of the Pantheon cults.”
 

 
  Ruda cleared her throat. “Apropos of nothing, why do I have the feeling you bein’ here isn’t a coincidence?”
 

 
  He glanced again at the cultist, then lowered his voice slightly and took a step closer. “I had the same thought. Forgive me, Professor Tellwyrn, but
  
   you
  
  are distinctive, and your habit of bringing groups of your students into crises is known. When I saw you here, amid the troubles assailing Puna Dara and watching an example of their source, accompanied by a group of somewhat exotic young people…” He smiled up at Fross. “Well, I made an assumption. I am Brother Ermon. Well met to you all.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Tellwyrn mused. “The Huntsmen aren’t generally interventionist. Why take an interest in
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  Ermon’s expression fell into a frown, and he again glanced at the Rust preacher. “It’s no secret that my religion and Avei’s agree on virtually nothing. In the end, though, they are sister servants of the gods, however misguided. The cults stand united against such as the Wreath…and I fear this may be something similar. When so many are so brazenly attacked, even the lodges must take notice, and take action. I understand that several of the cults are sending people to Puna Dara. After what befell the Fourth Legion and their Salyrite companions, though, they are doing so less openly.”
 

 
  “Oh, perfect,” Ruda groaned, rubbing at her eyes with both fists. “That is just absolutely fuckin’
  
   gorgeous.
  
  That’s exactly what this city needs right now, half a dozen surreptitious crusades.”
 

 
  “I think we’d better get a handle on this as quickly as possible,” Toby said seriously.
 

 
  “No
  
   shit,”
  
  Ruda growled. “It was real nice meetin’ you, Mr. Ermon, but if you’ll excuse us, we gotta get to the Rock.”
 

 
  “Wait, we’re going where?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “That’s the name of the Punaji palace,” Teal explained.
 

 
  “Just Ermon is fine,” the Huntsman said, smiling again. “And of course, I quite understand. I will walk you there.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I
  
   know
  
  the way, but thanks,” Ruda said wryly.
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t doubt it! This is clearly your city, after all. But it’s no inconvenience—a brother Huntsman and I have the honor of being guests of the King, as well. Shall we go?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  All this skulking in alleys offended Ildrin’s sense of propriety, particularly since
  
   she
  
  was on the side of right, here. Realistically, though, she had already resigned herself to having to do more of it in the future. Especially once Syrinx had finished dragging her name through the mud, it might be some time before she could do much of anything openly again. Events and the need to act wouldn’t wait for that, though, so…here she was.
 

 
  It was a very discreet house in a very discreet neighborhood, to the point that coming around back to the servant’s entrance, hidden by a tall garden wall and the house itself, seemed almost excessive. Her business here was that sensitive, though, and still not as sensitive as that of the house’s occupant. She could not afford to take risks.
 

 
  And so, as she’d been directed to do in the case of emergency, she had come here, ignored the kitchen door, and carefully twisted the housing of the fairy lamp next to it in a full circle. Several minutes ago, in fact, and yet here she still stood, her increasingly irritated breath misting on the air. Ildrin shuffled her feet, regretting having chosen to use a warming charm instead of a scarf or hat; it kept her head warm enough, but the little gusts of wind were still almost painful on her ears. Twisting the sconce had caused no immediately evident reaction; she debated doing it again, but still hesitated. If it was anything like a doorbell, standing there and doing it repeatedly would be rude. Still…she had been
  
   assured
  
  that if she needed to avail herself of this approach, it would always be answered.
 

 
  She had just given up and was lifting her hand to try a second time when a section of the wall next to her shifted. The seams had not been apparent, being cunningly worked into the pattern of the mortar between the bricks, but now a whole door-sized piece moved soundlessly outward till there was a hairline gap between the edges of the bricks and the wall. Then it swung fully open, revealing the hidden hinges affixed to one side.
 

 
  Ildrin stood there in affronted silence, glaring down at the figure on the other side of the secret door.
 

 
  It stood no taller than her knee, apparently some creepy combination of a lizard, monkey, and rat, covered with rough black scales and occasional tufts of wiry fur. It was wearing, preposterously, a tuxedo coat, and staring up at her with gleaming red eyes beneath the brim of a tiny top hat.
 

 
  After a long pause, she spoke, stiffly. “I need to see Mr. Tanenbaum.”
 

 
  The imp’s tiny shoulders shifted in a sigh. “Uh…is this
  
   really
  
  important? The boss is…doing something. This
  
   isn’t
  
  a great time.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t be here, using this entrance, if it weren’t urgent,” she snapped, bitterly resenting having to speak with demon filth, even such a tiny specimen. “I was
  
   assured
  
  that if I came here…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I know, them’s the rules,” the imp said with ill grace. “All right, well…you better come on in, then. But you can’t interrupt the boss, okay? He can talk with you when he’s done, which should be pretty soon, but what he’s doing…well, interrupting would be bad.”
 

 
  “I don’t doubt it,” she said stiffly, striding inside. In fact, she stepped over the imp, not waiting for him to get out of the way. To judge by his barely audible mutters, he didn’t miss the implied insult.
 

 
  She paused inside the cramped little hallway while the imp clambered up the wall, spider-like, to pull a lever at doorknob height, which caused the hidden panel to swing closed again. It was dim in the hall, lit only by a tiny fairy lamp, and there was only one way to go; stairs leading down into darkness.
 

 
  This time, she waited for the imp to lead the way.
 

 
  At the bottom it was practically pitch black; Ildrin was still making her way down the staircase, groping carefully for each step, when a scrabble announced the little demon was climbing a wall again, followed by the click of another switch being activated. To her relief, another door swung open, revealing a room lit by the warm glow of oil lamps.
 

 
  She stepped through quickly, glancing around. It was clearly a study, with a desk on one side and the walls lined with bookcases.
  
   Fully
  
  lined, in fact; one swung shut behind them to conceal the stairwell. It could have passed for any intellectual’s small private library, if not for the cleared spot in the center of the floor in which the summoning circle had been placed.
 

 
  There were two occupants already there: a middle-aged man in tweed with a neatly trimmed beard sitting behind the desk, facing a stunningly beautiful woman who stood in the middle of the circle. A woman with alabaster skin, violet-tinged hair, crystalline topaz eyes, spiny wings and a spaded tail. She wore only a crude leather wrap around her waist.
 

 
  Both the warlock and demon looked up at Ildrin and the imp upon their arrival; the man nodded politely to her, while the succubus sneered, and then they focused once more on each other.
 

 
  “Forgive the interruption,” he said courteously. “We were discussing your qualifications. Now, of course, I well understand your reason for desiring the position; you needn’t go to further detail on that. Tell me, what would you say is your greatest asset?”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  something I don’t get asked every day,” the demon purred. She cocked her hip to one side, languidly dragging her fingertips down the side of her body in a motion which exaggerated its inherent curve. “If they’re not to your liking, I can, of course, make…adjustments.”
 

 
  Her heated smile widened slightly, and her body shifted, the curve of her waist drawing inward an inch, her bare breasts swelling. Ildrin repressed the urge to make a disgusted noise, folding her arms and scowling.
 

 
  The man behind the desk cleared his throat. “Yes, I am of course aware of your innate gifts, my dear, no need to reiterate the basics. There is, however, only the one position, and many prospects who might fill it. I wonder why you, in
  
   comparison
  
  to other children of Vanislaas I might summon, are uniquely qualified to form a pact?”
 

 
  “Oh, come now,” she said coyly. “If you’re familiar with my kind, you must know that versatility is what we
  
   do.
  
  The question isn’t what
  
   I’m
  
  like, but what you would
  
   like
  
  me to be like. You’ve already cast the summons; you have me here, ready…and waiting.” She licked her lips slowly, and Ildrin just barely managed not to retch. “Tell me what
  
   you
  
  want, and that is what I’ll be…master.”
 

 
  The warlock sighed, shook his head, and closed the book open in front of him on the desk, shifting a sheet of parchment to lie on top of it. From her angle, Ildrin could make out that it appeared to be a list of names, several with lines drawn through them.
 

 
  “Well,” he said, “I believe that concludes our business here. Thank you for coming, Jezrathin. It appears that you’re not what I am looking for in a familiar at this time, but I will keep your details on file for future needs, and of course I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors. Hixlpik, the honorarium? Ah, thank you.”
 

 
  The imp had skittered over to a cabinet beneath a bookcase and pulled out a vial of glittering powder, apparently enchanting dust. Though it was almost as big as his torso, he had no trouble handling it, and in fact easily tossed it through the air into the summoning circle, where the nonplussed succubus caught it apparently by reflex.
 

 
  “I realize it is an inconvenience to be so abruptly summoned in this manner,” the man said politely, “so consider that a small token of my thanks and apology for the imposition. It’s a sample of very basic arcane enchanting dust, quite versatile for someone who practices the craft, and of course easily transmutable to infernal power. Even if you don’t personally use magic, it will be quite valuable in Hell to those who do. Thank you for coming by.”
 

 
  The succubus stared at the vial in her hand, then up at the warlock, her previous sultriness giving way to clear frustration. “What are you, some kind of idiot?”
 

 
  He coughed softly. “Far be it from me to tell you your business, Jezrathin, but as a word of friendly advice, I believe you’ll find that a more professional demeanor opens more opportunities to you. Now, I must bid you good day.”
 

 
  He gestured almost dismissively with one hand, and the runes on the circle pulsed once with orange light. The demon immediately began fading from view—and from sound, fortunately, as she left them with a string of curses in at least three languages that seemed to linger on the air even after she had vanished entirely. Finally, though, the circle went fully dark. And silent.
 

 
  The warlock sighed, picked up a pen, and carefully drew a line through another name on his list, then turned to Ildrin and stood.
 

 
  “Well! Thank you for waiting, I apologize for keeping you. As you can imagine, it is best not to dawdle in these matters, and especially not to discuss sensitive business in front of a child of Vanislaas.”
 

 
  “That…looked more like a job interview than a summoning,” Ildrin said, intrigued in spite of herself.
 

 
  “Of course.” Willard Tanenbaum smiled benignly at her. “They are individuals, you know. If one
  
   must
  
  deal with a Vanislaad, it pays to do all due diligence and select one with the utmost care.”
 

 
  “And
  
   must
  
  you deal with them?” she asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Apparently,” he said with a pensive frown, “the Archpope himself has one on his personal staff. He asked me to find…another. Either as a replacement or to counteract his current Vanislaad, who seems to be growing difficult to manage—as they inevitably do. I
  
   strongly
  
  doubt the wisdom of bringing another into the equation, but I have observed that his Holiness’s plans always seem to succeed, even when I cannot imagine that they would. It does not pay, I find, to challenge intellects so apparently superior to my own. So! Welcome, Sister Ildrin. Since I was expecting the usual anonymous delivery of reagents, and instead I find you, empty-handed and calling upon my emergency door, I gather something unfortunate has transpired?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid so,” she said. “Your source of reagents has been cut off. A group of Eserites stuck their noses in, made off with the lot, and
  
   then
  
  swiped enough paperwork to reveal the whole method of appropriation and put it in the hands of both Avenist and Salyrite leadership. I was able to protect my Legionnaires and your name doesn’t appear anywhere, but by the time the two cults get through digging into this, both Carruthers and I are likely to find ourselves unable to act within them for some time. Maybe ever.”
 

 
  “That is a serious problem,” he said, frowning heavily. “Poor Carruthers…the Collegium is his whole life. Well, I will be able to continue the Archpope’s special projects for a while, at least. I can’t use the Topaz College’s resources, as those must be rigorously accounted for, but I have some personal stocks. They will not last long, however.”
 

 
  “Of course, we’ll find a new source of supplies, and can see about reimbursing you…”
 

 
  “Not at all necessary,” he demurred, holding up a hand. “Nothing I might do with them is more important than the Church’s work. I simply want to make it clear that my assets are limited.”
 

 
  “Understood. I’ll pass it along.”
 

 
  “Eserites, hm.” Tanenbaum stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Do we have any allies in the Guild?”
 

 
  “We don’t,” she said grimly, “and here is the thing: these were
  
   apprentices.
  
  They were
  
   not
  
  supposed to be sticking their noses into other cults’ business, and in fact I understand Boss Tricks is about ready to string them up. That doesn’t help
  
   us,
  
  though, because Basra bloody Syrinx snatched them from me before I could question them in detail.”
 

 
  “Leaving,” he said slowly, “the
  
   extremely
  
  troubling question of where a group of
  
   apprentice
  
  thieves happened upon enough detail to know of our business.”
 

 
  Ildrin nodded. “It has to be through one or the other cult, if not both. Since my name is about to be mud in the Sisterhood, I’ve had to delegate Raathi to try to hunt down a possible leak on the Avenist side. That kind of work really is not her strong suit, however. I’m hoping you’ll have a better way to get information from the Collegium.”
 

 
  “I fear I’m a bit of a recluse these days,” he said ruefully. “Such inquiries would not likely lead me far. However! I think I have just the thing to help us find such a lead, wherever it may lie. Hixlpik, please clean up the circle and lay down a standard djinn containment.”
 

 
  “On it, boss!” the imp said cheerfully, opening the cabinet again. He produced a handheld duster, which for him was ludicrously oversized, and scampered over to the circle, where he began picking up crystals and candles preparatory to sweeping away the burned-out enchanting dust which made up most of the design.
 

 
  “You’re keeping a
  
   djinn
  
  in your house?” Ildrin demanded in horror.
 

 
  “Ah, I’m afraid that is a misconception,” Tanenbaum replied with an indulgent smile. He stepped over to one of the bookcases and carefully pulled out a single volume. With a soft
  
   click,
  
  the upper half of the case swung outward, and he selected a single, tall brass bottle from the variety of objects concealed in the hidden compartment behind. “One does not, as such, keep them. Djinn are not contained
  
   in
  
  the bottles, lamps, and other paraphernalia which are used to contact them, you see. There are but thirteen of the lesser djinn, nowhere near enough for every warlock to summon his or her own. They were once warlocks themselves, a circle who operated in Calderaas centuries ago. They attempted to summon something they should not, and…this is their punishment. Like Vanislaads, they are not proper demons, but human souls bound to Hell.
  
   Unlike
  
  Vanislaads, they can never leave it. These summonings enable them to interact intangibly with the mortal plane; their ethereal nature gives them vast access to information that way. They seem to pluck it out of the warp and weft of magic itself!”
 

 
  “What did they try to summon?” Ildrin asked, unable to repress her curiosity.
 

 
  He grimaced, carefully holding the bottle in both hands. “What we now call a greater djinn. A
  
   true
  
  djinn. A type of demon which should
  
   never
  
  be summoned by mortals; they have the power to grant actual wishes, which is what prompts people to
  
   try,
  
  but they are impossible to coerce or control. The Thirteen came closer than anyone, and…you know, now, what happened to
  
   them.
  
  I suspect I am preaching to the choir, here, but I’ll remind you that any creature of Hell who does
  
   not
  
  manifest physical mutation must be interacted with only with the greatest of care. They have the aggression inherent to the infernally corrupted, and express it through manipulation, seeking to create strife on this plane. That is the risk in turning to a djinn for information: they know things that neither fae oracles nor arcane scrying can reveal, but they parcel it out in such a way as to deliberately cause the greatest chaos they can. Ah, thank you, Hixlpik.”
 

 
  “My pleasure, boss!”
 

 
  The imp was remarkably efficient; he had swept away the old summoning circle and inscribed one which Ildrin, even with her very basic magical education, could tell was meant not to contain something within, but to block outside influences. At least, she was fairly sure that was what it meant that there was a single ring with all the runes on the outside. Well, presumably Tanenbaum knew what he was about.
 

 
  Hopefully…
 

 
  The warlock carefully set the bottle upright in the center of the circle, then gently pulled out the stopper. It came loose with an ease she found vaguely troubling.
 

 
  Mist immediately billowed forth, quickly resolving itself into the form of a man from the waist up, a quiet cyclone of smoke terminating in the bottle’s mouth serving in place of his legs. He bowed deeply, which was a very odd sight.
 

 
  “Ah, once again you honor me!” the djinn intoned. “Most esteemed practitioner of the arts, it pleases me more than my paltry words can express that I am graced once again by your company. To be a guest in your exalted home, to be granted an audience with a companion in your quests—these are joys the hope of which sustains me through my isolation in the dark realms below. Tell me, most honored one, how may Ali al-Famibad be of service to you and yours?”
 

 
  “It is pleasant to see you again, as well, Ali,” Tanenbaum replied, his tone perfectly polite but the greeting seeming almost curt in comparison to the effusive djinn’s. “I have summoned you in accordance with our contract; this guest in my home is an observer to this conversation, but not a participant.”
 

 
  “But of course,” the djinn replied with an ingratiating smile, bowing again, “nothing gives me greater satisfaction than to assist you, unless it is to do so while upholding my part in a bargain fairly struck.”
 

 
  Ildrin kept quiet. Part of her bridled at being excluded, but she well understood the point; interacting with this creature, as Tanenbaum had just explained, was inherently dangerous. Much better it be left to a professional.
 

 
  “I seek information,” the warlock said. “A group of young thieves have intervened in my business. You know the ones, of course.”
 

 
  “Oh, but of course,” Ali replied, smiling widely. Too widely. How did he already know… Oh, right; warp and weft of magic, and so on. “Most interesting, most interesting indeed. I can tell you little of them, I regret to say. A powerful hand indeed lays heavy upon this affair, one at whose fingers the likes of myself should not pluck.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tanenbaum mused. “Well, actually, I had not meant to inquire about them directly, but only at their connections. I must learn how they discovered our activities—the source of their information.”
 

 
  “Ah, the things I could tell you!” Ali exclaimed in tones of dramatic woe. “Alas, ours is a very strict contract, a testament to your most admirable caution. Of course, if you were to relax the terms only a—”
 

 
  “Quite out of the question, I’m afraid,” Tanenbaum said pleasantly, but with iron firmness.
 

 
  “Indeed, I greatly respect your wisdom in this,” Ali said solicitously. “Then with my most effusive apologies, honored practitioner, I must be vague.”
 

 
  “That will be satisfactory,” the warlock replied, nodding.
 

 
  “I see, indeed, an agent within the house of most noble Salyrene, through whom information flows to these playful young thieves. I see a young man, a man of books and letters more than adventures, a man who nonetheless shies from nothing if pressed. A man who is used to the ways of other faiths. A man who travels with a friendly fireball upon his shoulder.”
 

 
  A pause ensued, in which Tanenbaum apparently waited for more detail. The djinn only grinned at him, though.
 

 
  “And that is all you can tell me?” the warlock asked at last.
 

 
  “Oh, but such
  
   things
  
  I could tell you!” Ali lamented. “Yet, we have our contract. I must not do less than uphold my part.”
 

 
  “Tall?” Ildrin said suddenly, frowning. “Dishwater blonde hair, glasses, has a little fire elemental for a familiar?”
 

 
  “A friendly fireball,” Tanenbaum mused. “Is that description accurate, Ali?”
 

 
  “Indeed, indeed!” Disturbingly, the djinn appeared inordinately pleased by this turn of events. “Sometimes, I am able to aid my cherished friends even beyond the scope of our formal dealings, simply by connecting one source of information with another. Your compatriot has all she needs to proceed, I believe.”
 

 
  Ildrin drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly, frowning into the distance even as Tanenbaum turned an inquisitive gaze on her.
 

 
  
   “Schwartz.”
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  The Rock looked almost squat from a distance, due to its subtly sloping walls. In shape, it resembled the bottom third of a pyramid, built from the dark volcanic stone of the craggy mountains surrounding Puna Dara. The closer they drew, however, the more its size revealed itself. The palatial fortress was easily the largest structure in the city. Square in shape and perched right on the shore with half its bulk extending into the harbor, it was set at a forty-five degree angle from the shoreline, one corner extending out past all but the longest of the piers.
 

 
  “Right into the teeth of the storm,” Ruda said as they came into the shadow of the huge fortress. “Nobles in Tiraas, Sifan, Shengdu,
  
   everywhere,
  
  they like to build their palaces up on the hills, out of the way of…whatever might come. Not the Punaji. There are no weak leaders in Puna Dara; never have been, never will be. When a storm hits the city, it hits the center of government
  
   first.”
  
 

 
  “Is that why the fortress is positioned that way?” Fross chimed curiously. “It looks aerodynamic! Like the storm winds channeled into the harbor by the shape of the mountains would part around that leading edge out there instead of hitting a big wall head-on.”
 

 
  “Well, sure,” Ruda said, grinning. “Just ‘cos you lead from the front doesn’t mean you’ve gotta be stupid about it. Quite the opposite, takes strategy to live that way.”
 

 
  “I am not much for cities as a rule,” Brother Ermon said mildly, “but in just a few days I’ve come to rather like the Punaji.”
 

 
  Everyone glanced at him silently. That comment stifled the conversation for now, a fact which didn’t seem to bother the Huntsman in the least.
 

 
  The Rock’s battlements bristled with mag cannons on its sides facing seaward, though no such weapons were aimed west at the city, clearly indicating from where Puna Dara’s leadership expected to find threats. Its city gates stood open, as well, but for all that the fortress was hardly undefended. Broad streets ran alongside it and nothing was permitted to be built against its walls, offering no structure which could provide a path to the ramparts. At its westernmost corner, a huge plaza spread out from the tower where the walls intersected, lined with stores and stalls and filled with a throng of people. The open gates of the Rock were symbolic of the relationship of the Punaji to their King; watchful soldiers, however, not only stood in the gates themselves, but were positioned all around the plaza, a column marching through even as the party from Last Rock drew close.
 

 
  Ruda moved to the head of the group, but she didn’t even have to open her mouth; upon her arrival, the entire squad manning the gate saluted and stepped aside.
 

 
  “Psst.” Teal nudged Juniper. “Take off the ring.”
 

 
  The dryad frowned at her in confusion. “What? But I’m not allowed to be in cities without…”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   Imperial
  
  cities. I don’t actually know what laws they have about dryads here, but in Punaji culture it’s an insult and a threat to enter someone’s home with your identity concealed.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Juniper chewed her lower lip, and began toying with the silver ring she wore. “I guess…”
 

 
  “It’s fine, Juniper, take it off,” Professor Tellwyrn said. “You’re Ruda’s guest, and Teal is right. Respect the tradition.”
 

 
  “Okay, if you say so,” Juniper said with clear relief, and pulled the ring off.
 

 
  Several of the soldiers twitched and turned toward her when her hair suddenly turned green.
 

 
  “She’s with me,” Ruda barked. “At ease, boys.”
 

 
  “Is it just me,” Gabriel said in a low voice, leaning closer to Toby, “or has she started swaggering more in the last five minutes?”
 

 
  “She’s nervous,” Toby replied, just as softly. “Overcompensating.”
 

 
  “About
  
   what?”
  
  Toby just shook his head.
 

 
  They were at the back of the group, though still within Tellwyrn’s easy hearing. She didn’t so much as glance back at them. Teal, however, half-turned her head to give Gabriel a pointed look from the corner of her eye.
 

 
  The thickness of the walls was incredible; passing through the gate was like entering a tunnel. Soldiers in baggy trousers, scarlet vests and turbans saluted Ruda, all seeming to recognize her on sight, once they emerged into the Rock’s enormous front courtyard. It seemed the fortress itself was built right into its seaward walls, leaving a triangular space inside the wedge which protruded into the city.
 

 
  “Were we…expected?” Teal asked uncertainly as they stepped back into sunlight. There was a double line of troops extending toward the main fortress, forming a corridor. “I thought this was a sort of impromptu trip?”
 

 
  “Fortunately for
  
   you,
  
  not everyone shares your apparent inability to plan ahead,” Tellwyrn replied. “I made arrangements. Yes, you’ll be expected, though they haven’t had
  
   much
  
  time to prepare. I’m rather impressed at this much fanfare.”
 

 
  “Well, we all know how the Punaji think on their feet, eh?” Gabriel said cheerfully. “Right, Ruda?”
 

 
  She didn’t answer. They all turned to look where she was silently staring: at a lone figure emerging from the Rock, heading toward them between the rows of soldiers. After a pause, Ruda suddenly broke into a run.
 

 
  The woman approaching did likewise, grinning broadly, and they collided near the first rank of troops, spinning around in a bundle of exuberant laughter.
 

 
  
   “Mama!”
  
 

 
  That close, the comparison was striking. The Queen of Puna Dara was exactly as tall as her daughter—which was to say, not very. Where Ruda was both muscular and curvy almost to the point of plumpness, though, Anjal Punaji was slim as a blade, making her look diminutive in comparison. She wore a blue longcoat trimmed in gold, with neither a weapon nor a hat, revealing the azure gem glittering between her eyebrows and the threads of silver in her black hair.
 

 
  Anjal pulled back, holding Ruda by the shoulders and grinning. Abruptly, though, her demeanor changed, expression switching to a scowl, and she shook her daughter roughly.
 

 
  “What do you mean by this, turning up out of nowhere? We don’t pay tuition at that crazy school for you to go haring off whenever the mood takes you!”
 

 
  “I heard the—”
 

 
  “So we have some troubles in the city and you think you have to come
  
   rescue
  
  your poor, helpless old parents? How do you think we ever managed
  
   before
  
  you came along,
  
   Princess?
  
  Everyone has their duty and
  
   yours
  
  is to be studying in Last Rock!”
 

 
  “I don’t run or hide from trouble when my people need help!” Ruda shouted back, matching her mother’s glare, now. They still stood close enough to hug, clasping each other by the arms.
 

 
  “Oh, we know that, don’t we? After you decided only
  
   you
  
  could handle a damned
  
   hellgate
  
  when everyone was ordered to evacuate!”
 

 
  “You want I should abandon my friends to danger? Is
  
   that
  
  how you raised me?”
 

 
  “I raised you to know your
  
   duty
  
  and to
  
   do
  
  it, you—”
 

 
  “Well, not that this isn’t entertaining as hell,” Tellwyrn said loudly, “but it sounds like you might want to pick it up in more comfortable surroundings?” She looked pointedly at the students and Ermon, all of whom were staring in clear fascination.
 

 
  The Queen gave the Professor an appraising look, then released Ruda and nodded to her. “Ah, yes. Welcome to Puna Dara! I believe I recognize everyone from Zari’s letters. We received your belongings just a little while ago, everything is in your rooms.”
 

 
  “Our…belongings?” Toby said warily.
 

 
  “Ah, so this is as much a surprise to you as to us?” Anjal raised an eyebrow. “You work quickly, Professor. I had a suspicion this trip wasn’t of your planning—or at least, not at first.”
 

 
  “Sometimes it’s necessary to adapt to the circumstances,” Tellwyrn replied. “While it
  
   is
  
  possible to effectively imprison my students in order to make them behave, rare is the situation in which that is the best choice. This time… They actually can help, and it makes for a very worthwhile exercise.” She turned a grim stare on the sophomores. “And
  
   afterward,
  
  we will discuss their respect for my rules at considerable length.”
 

 
  “Well enough, I suppose,” said the Queen, finally giving the rest of them a smile. “Brother Ermon, thank you for finding our guests.”
 

 
  “Fortuitous happenstance, your Majesty,” he demurred, bowing slightly. “I take no credit. I suspect none of them needed any guidance.”
 

 
  “Come on, all of you, I’ll show you to the rooms we’ve prepared,” Anjal continued, stepping toward the castle. “It’s no floating tower, but we take good care of our guests here.”
 

 
  “I’m looking forward to it!” Juniper said brightly. “I know we’re not here to sight-see, but after everything Ruda’s told us it’s great to finally visit Puna Dara.”
 

 
  Anjal had begun to lead them toward the fortress, but suddenly slammed to a halt. Slowly, she turned to face her daughter. “And who,” she demanded, both eyebrows rising sharply, “is Ruda?”
 

 
  The princess heaved a sigh. “Mama…”
 

 
  “When did
  
   this
  
  start? Never mind, don’t tell me. As
  
   soon
  
  as you were out of my sight, wasn’t it? You’re so embarrassed by where you come from you had to
  
   rename
  
  yourself?”
 

 
  
   “Mama,”
  
  Ruda said in clear frustration.
 

 
  Tellwyrn cleared her throat, stepping forward and patting the Queen on the shoulder. “I advise against taking it personally, Anjal. Kids leave home, they want to establish their own identity…take it from someone who knows, this is perfectly normal. I have a drow on the rolls right now who went so far with it her mother tried to call her home in disgrace. I assure you, Zaruda has been nothing but a credit to her upbringing.”
 

 
  “Hmph.” Anjal fixed her daughter with another long look. “I can see we have a
  
   great
  
  many things to catch up on. Come along.”
 

 
  She turned and headed off again. To either side, the lined soldiers stared straight ahead, earnestly pretending to have seen and heard nothing. Ruda sighed again, heavily, and pointed at Gabriel. “Not a fucking
  
   word,
  
  Arquin.”
 

 
  
   “I?”
  
  he exclaimed, pressing a hand to his chest and adopting a look of shocked reproach. “Why, dearest classmate, what possible words could I speak that would besmirch your unimpeachable character? Except, I suppose, for possibly bringing up that time you
  
   fucking stabbed me.”
  
 

 
  Ahead, Anjal stopped again, this time so quickly she actually skidded, and whirled to face them.
  
   “You what?!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The stagecoach rumbled toward the gates of Puna Dara in darkness, though dawn had come long since. As they drew ever closer, the mountains rose higher all around, obscuring the sunrise in the east; now, they were actually in the ancient dwarven tunnel leading to the city itself. It was late enough in the morning for there to be traffic on the broad highway now passing under the mountains, despite the darkness. Their coach proceeded in the company of wagons, travelers both on foot and on horse, and several enchanted carriages, though they weren’t the preferred vehicle for long trips away from cities. Carriages reliable enough not to need repair on such journeys weren’t exactly new, but the public’s tastes hadn’t yet caught up with the state of modern enchantment.
 

 
  “It would have been near here,” Nandi murmured in elvish. “Where the Fourth was struck down. Or back at the entrance to the tunnel.” Principia glanced at her, but made no comment.
 

 
  They were on schedule to beat the rest of their squad by at least a day. She and Nandi had made it this far ahead by hopping the stagecoach; two elves materializing out of the wilderness and begging for a ride did not make a particularly outlandish sight, though without the benefit of Avenist armor, they’d been greeted with suspicion. Finally, after paying twice the normal carriage fare, they had been relegated to riding on top with the baggage, despite the fact that there was room in the coach itself. Neither were fazed by these insults; what mattered was that they were on the way, and did not resemble an official presence of the Sisterhood, both being garbed as plains elves. Principia had dyed her hair a more conventional blonde, and if any of the humans they met were familiar enough to recognize the shape of her ears, well, there were any number of reasons a wood elf might have become part of a plains tribe.
 

 
  In the interest of avoiding notice, the human members of their squad were proceeding much more conventionally. Thanks to Principia’s connections in the Wizard’s Guild, they had been teleported as close as was feasible to Puna Dara, which in the case of herself and Nandi meant the highway not far outside it, but the humans had been sent to Desolation, the last stop on the Rail network. Bypassing even the Rails, the whole squad would probably be the first of the Silver Legionnaires sent by Rouvad to actually reach the city. Elves wandering out of the wilderness might be a typical sight, but four human women doing so would have drawn attention, so they had embarked from the usual carriage line. The squad was to rendezvous at the Mermaid’s Tail as soon as possible. For now, though, the elves were alone.
 

 
  “This is oddly nostalgic,” Nandi said suddenly, pulling one of the arrows from her quiver and turning it over in her hands. It was authentic; the Sisterhood had surprising things in its armories. She carried a shortbow and arrows, Principia a tomahawk, and both hunting knives. “I honestly hadn’t expected to be dressed and armed like this again till…ever, really. It has been a very long time since I looked back at where I came from.”
 

 
  Principia watched her face sidelong. The tunnels weren’t illuminated; some of the vehicles passing through them carried fairy lamps, but not their stagecoach. The dimness was no challenge to her eyes, though.
 

 
  “I guess falling in love is one reason to leave home,” she said at last, also in elvish. “I wouldn’t know. Me, I just couldn’t stand anybody I was related to.”
 

 
  Nandi smiled slightly, gazing ahead. The tunnel passed under most of a mountain, but they could both see the light in the distance, morning sun rising above the ocean. It would be a while yet before they drew close enough for the humans in their vehicle to make it out. “I didn’t find her until some time after I went wandering, actually. Odd as the idea may seem to you, we may not be so different. I really didn’t fit in among my tribe, either.”
 

 
  Principia kept her face neutral. Since their early conversations when Nandi had been serving as interim Bishop, the other elf hadn’t seen fit to share anything about her past, and Prin had not inquired. If there was
  
   one
  
  thing she respected, it was the need to leave ancient history in the dust where it belonged. Still, the fact that Nandi had brought this up, seemingly out of nowhere, said she wanted to discuss it. And Nandi Shahai had never done anything without a reason.
 

 
  “Not much of a traditionalist?” she asked after a short silence.
 

 
  “Traditions exist for a reason,” Nandi said quietly, still gazing ahead. “Not necessarily a
  
   good
  
  reason, but not necessarily a bad one. It’s not that I’m rebellious…at least, not more than I could help. The Elders of my tribe simply found it frustrating that I only approached women as lovers.”
 

 
  Principia blinked and straightened up. “Wait—they threw you
  
   out
  
  for that? I mean…I know plains tribes are more strict about some things, but where
  
   I’m
  
  from that would be an eccentricity, at worst. And where I’m from, Elders compete with each other to see who can be the most stuffy and hidebound.”
 

 
  Nandi grinned, just faintly enough to show teeth. “Oh, no, I wasn’t chased out; leaving was entirely my own decision. Life is different in the Golden Sea than in the groves, Principia. I don’t begrudge the Elders their concern…exactly. A tribe’s quest for enough food is eternal, and life is dangerous. We would lose people more often than a forest tribe usually does, no matter what care we took. For those responsible for shepherding the tribe’s future… It
  
   is
  
  a matter of concern to the tribe if a healthy female, for
  
   any
  
  reason, will not produce children.” She shook her head. “Concern it all it was, not condemnation. But it never
  
   stopped.
  
  It quickly becomes exhausting and demoralizing, having well-intentioned people constantly try to
  
   fix
  
  you when you aren’t broken.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Principia heaved a deep sigh and squirmed slightly, shuffling down to sit more comfortably among the bags and suitcases lashed to the roof. “Now there, I can relate.”
 

 
  “I bet you can,” Nandi replied, her smile widening.
 

 
  “No offense,” Principia said carefully, “but you’ve never struck me as eager to trade backstories before…”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m not prying, don’t worry. It honestly didn’t cross my mind that you would care to talk about your own history.”
 

 
  “Good, because I don’t,” she said wryly, “but that’s not that I meant. Is this an ‘eve before battle’ thing? Not to understate the danger, here, but I think if we were going to be preemptively struck dead, it would have happened before now. It seems to me we’ve made it in, knock wood.”
 

 
  “Nothing so dramatic,” Nandi murmured. “I don’t know. Nostalgia, as I said… And having no one for company but another elf, which is a very unaccustomed situation for me. I haven’t made an effort to interact with my own kind in the last five centuries, nor to spend much time apart from the Sisterhood. We have elves, of course, gnomes, dwarves…everything but drow. It is
  
   mostly
  
  a human organization, though. This is just…I don’t know.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s not terribly reassuring. I’ve grown to thinking of you as the most self-possessed, even-tempered person in my squad.”
 

 
  Nandi cracked another grin. “Don’t worry, I am not about to become hysterical. Perhaps I’m just feeling more comfortable with you, is all. One downside to one’s entire social circle being so short-lived: after five hundred years, one grows hesitant to make close friends. Maybe I’d just like to have
  
   someone
  
  with whom to talk about these things.” She shifted to give Principia an amused look. “You don’t exactly project an aura of reliability or trustworthiness, Locke, but after all these months I feel I
  
   do
  
  have a sense of your virtues and flaws. And you
  
   are
  
  a good friend.”
 

 
  “Well,” Principia said airily, “thank you for not having this discussion in front of the squad.” Nandi laughed obligingly. The silence which followed was comfortable, and lasted until they emerged into the tropical warmth of the city.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She stood at the end of the pier, shading her eyes with a hand. Even so, staring more or less at the sunrise was more than she could handle, and after only a moment she had to turn away, grimacing.
 

 
  “You’re closer,” buzzed the voice in her ear. “Still not enough that I can get anything directly from the facility from your position, though I can tell it’s a good two hundred meters below your level, as well as almost five hundred meters east by southeast. Can you get closer?”
 

 
  “Walker, if I get any closer I’ll be swimming,” Milanda said quietly, touching her earpiece. No ships were currently docked nearby, and she had the area mostly to herself, but still, it was generally better not to be seen chattering with oneself in public.
 

 
  “Hm… So it’s underwater, then, not just underground.”
 

 
  “Is it possible the whole thing’s just flooded?” she asked.
 

 
  
   “Very
  
  unlikely. The Fabrication Plant’s facilities could pump out water and secure itself with force fields in a crisis, but frankly, the physical material from which it is made…”
 

 
  “Mithril, like the spaceport,” Milanda sighed, turning again to peer out at the harbor. She knew, approximately, what a meter was, but didn’t have an intuitive sense of how
  
   far
  
  that would be in feet or miles. Broadly speaking, though, it would be somewhere in the middle of the harbor.
 

 
  “Besides,” Walker continued, “if your description of the Rust cultists is accurate, they did
  
   not
  
  acquire that technology from any contemporary source. Somehow, there is an access to the facility, and they either control it or know where it is.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s almost a relief,” Milanda murmured, turning and heading back toward Puna Dara. “I wasn’t looking forward to chartering a boat.”
 

 
  “I doubt very much you could make significant progress that way.”
 

 
  “Exactly. But if it comes to getting my hands on this cult and getting answers
  
   from
  
  them?” The Left Hand of the Emperor indulged herself in a smug smile. “That, I am pretty confident I can do.”
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  “It wasn’t much of a town, but it was what I had. After living in the capital, I actually let myself think things would be different out here. Quieter. More…decent, somehow. More fool, me. The truth follows you everywhere you go, the fact that people, all people, are exactly the same: no damn good. Human nature covers everything like a thin, greasy film of mold. Serves me right for thinkin’ I was safely out of the business.
 

 
  “I knew the lady was gonna be trouble the second she walked in, and not just ‘cos I’ve developed a healthy skepticism toward pretty girls wearin’ gold ornaments. No, you survive in the dirty business as long as I have, you just
  
   know.
  
  Even before they open their mouths, even before they give you the chance to appreciate the sway in their walk, that little voice pipes up in the back of your head, warns you: ‘this one’s trouble.’
 

 
  “You better believe I listen to that voice. I learned the hard way, it’s never wrong.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is he doing?” Tellwyrn demanded incredulously, turning to the desks at which the other two men present were seated.
 

 
  “Oh, if you only
  
   knew
  
  how many times a day I ask myself that question,” Moriarty muttered, not looking up from whatever he was writing.
 

 
  “He appears to be narrating,” Finchley said helpfully. He was lounging comfortably in his seat, currently in the process of folding a paper glider.
 

 
  Fedora grinned insouciantly and swung his legs off his desk, bounding upright. “Hey, I gotta practice! I’m planning to write a novel. I was
  
   gonna
  
  write my memoirs, but I got to thinking and everything interesting I’ve ever done is actually classified, or would tip off some very annoyed people who to come hunting for. There’s totally a market for detective fiction, but everybody’s publishing frontier stories right now—”
 

 
  “Don’t quit your day job,” Tellwyrn said brusquely, “and I’m not just saying that as the person who pays you to do it. Moriarty, no offense, but what are you writing?”
 

 
  “Incident report. Nothing serious, Professor, just Chase putting glue on our office chairs. I wasn’t even going to suggest a punishment; in his case there doesn’t seem much point.” Moriarty finally looked up, blinking owlishly. “Wait. Why would I be offended?”
 

 
  “Because what you’re doing is aimless busy work, and everybody but you can see it at a glance,” Fedora informed him. “I encourage this, Professor; if he doesn’t have something to
  
   do,
  
  he starts
  
   cleaning
  
  the place, and that actually does get in the way, unlike the paperwork. Besides, having records actually can come in very useful. You never know.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but…where’s Rook?”
 

 
  “On gate duty,” Moriarty grumbled. “Which is to say, having a nice
  
   nap.”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn regarded him in silence for a long moment, which he did not notice, being absorbed in his writing again. Finchley paused in his folding, looking uncertainly up at her, while Fedora leaned against his desk, watching with an expectant little grin.
 

 
  “It’s good to have you home, boys,” Tellwyrn said finally, cracking a small smile.
 

 
  “Good to
  
   be
  
  back, Professor!” Finchley replied brightly.
 

 
  “You.” She pointed at Fedora. “With me. I want a word.”
 

 
  “I am yours to command!” he declared, bouncing upright. She snorted and brushed past him on the way to the stairs.
 

 
  The guardhouse, in keeping with Tellwyrn’s somewhat gothic taste in architecture, came complete with a battlemented watchtower rising a full story above the rest of the structure. It was even with the top of the old campus wall, and afforded an excellent view of both the construction underway in the new extension, and down the mountain and across the prairie below Last Rock. Fedora followed her all the way up the winding stairs without comment, and leaned carelessly against the crenelated wall when they arrived, folding his arms and watching her expectantly.
 

 
  “This is new,” Tellwyrn said, running her hand along the telescope mounted on the wall. “What exactly did you plan to do with it?”
 

 
  “Give business to the lens grinder who the town blacksmith hired,” he said cheerfully. “And, more importantly, form a connection and be seen supporting local industry. Mission accomplished. I mean, it’s good for playing pirate and not much else; I figured you’d object if I had it mounted facing the campus.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned to him and planted her fists on her hips. “I’m embarrassed to admit I didn’t realize what you were up to until I had the kids safely in Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “They all settled in, then?”
 

 
  “They’re fine,” she said curtly. “More to the point, they’re collectively a force which held back a demon invasion. Even without Shaeine and Trissiny, those students are
  
   nothing
  
  to be taken lightly. Which means anyone looking to attack this campus in any way would have to
  
   deal
  
  with them first. Just because I acknowledge the reality, Fedora, does not mean I want you taking steps to
  
   encourage
  
  an assault on my University,
  
   especially
  
  without consulting me first!”
 

 
  “That actually wasn’t the point,” he said, his tone and expression serious now. “My thinking was that anyone planning to attack the campus would need to
  
   remove
  
  them first, and with all respect to your teaching methods, that particular group doesn’t do
  
   subtle
  
  very well. The Sleeper outmaneuvered them; the kinds of forces we’re dealing with definitely could. Taking them off the campus removes the likelihood of something
  
   permanent
  
  being done to them before they can react. And more importantly, Professor, they aren’t the keystone of this campus:
  
   you
  
  are. So long as you’re around and in charge, nobody’s going to launch anything too aggressive.”
 

 
  “But,” she said, narrowing her eyes, “getting them to launch something aggressive is what you say we want.”
 

 
  He nodded. “When the time comes, however. When
  
   we’re
  
  ready. Getting the sophomores out of the way protects them and gives us the power to determine the timing of this future confrontation. Now, all we have to do to create an opening is send
  
   you
  
  off the campus.”
 

 
  “Like we just did,” she snapped. “If you expect me to leave the defense of my students entirely to
  
   you—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Give me credit for a little basic sense!” he protested.
  
   “Hell,
  
  no. Depending on what might be coming at us, the
  
   last
  
  thing I want is to be dealing with it and not have you around for backup. The
  
   point
  
  is that we can fake them out. You can teleport across the world in an instant and I’m
  
   sure
  
  you have some measures for illusion and stealth in your arsenal. Bombastic bully or not, I can’t imagine you get to be called ‘archmage’ without having at least that much versatility. When the time comes, we let it be
  
   known
  
  that you’re away, the point being that you’ll be back to spring the trap.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she grunted, folding her arms. “When the time comes…?”
 

 
  “We’re nowhere near that point,” he said seriously. “I’m following the rumor mill in town; nothing but murmurs there, at the moment. No sign of unrest among the students, just concern for the Sleeper victims and ongoing efforts to wake them. I can’t get jack shit out of your new research fellows, which is to be expected considering most of them are career politicians, but we have to keep in mind that at least some of those are likely to be enemy agents. But nah, it’s far from time. I need to see a general shape for what’s coming before I can plan countermeasures. I’m still watching, Professor, don’t worry. I expect things to start moving fast once you officially announce that demon-summoning project.”
 

 
  “Fair enough, I suppose,” she said grudgingly. “But
  
   with that said,
  
  Fedora, you are
  
   not
  
  to go over my head like this. If you make plans, I am to be included
  
   before
  
  they are enacted. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Now, hold on!” he objected, holding up a hand. “I wasn’t expecting the sophomores to move out that fast—if anything, I’m concerned about the timing. If they straighten out Puna Dara and get back
  
   here
  
  before we get
  
   our
  
  situation dealt with, we’re back at square one with additional complications. We were in front of some of the very people we don’t want knowing about this when I warned you they were moving, and you vanished before I could get you alone. I didn’t even know you were back on campus until you walked into my office just now. Believe me, Professor, I’m pretty comfortable working under somebody who comes and goes as she pleases, but if you expect me to keep you appraised of all of
  
   my
  
  movements, you’re gonna have to
  
   work
  
  with me here. It’s just not in my power to follow you zip-zap all over the continent at a whim.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   still
  
  not getting you a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman,” she said flatly.
 

 
  “I don’t know how much that would help in this instance,” he replied, “since you can’t shadow-jump to a
  
   person
  
  without being familiar with the landing spot, but for the record a number of my other projects would be a
  
   lot
  
  easier if—”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  she snapped, then sighed and moderated her tone somewhat. “Still… Point taken. I can work to be a bit more accommodating, but so can you.” She pointed accusingly at him. “I know you didn’t go
  
   right
  
  from getting Raffi Chandrakeran drunk to that meeting; there was time for you to fill me in. If you’re planning anything that’s going to involve manipulating my students, I want to know about it as soon as the plans are somewhat formed. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” He came to attention and saluted. After a moment, under her stare, he sighed and resumed his habitual slouch. “I’m working against habit, there… In Imperial Intelligence, paperwork is such a fact of life it’s almost a given you do whatever you can get away with in order to get anything done. And needless to say, none of my previous employers…”
 

 
  “You work for
  
   me
  
  now,” Tellwyrn said flatly. “This was
  
   your
  
  idea. You can either do it my way, or I can send you right back where you came from.”
 

 
  “Oh, your way it is, no question,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “I just have to overcome some old habits, is all. But don’t you worry, Prof. I am
  
   nothing
  
  if not adaptable!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
  
  The Punaji royal family apparently had breakfast in the open air when the weather permitted; at least, that was where the palace servants directed the princess’s classmates as they wandered out of their rooms in the morning.
 

 
  Juniper was the last to arrive, and she brought a surprise.
 

 
  “Look!” the dryad squealed, entering the wide balcony bunny-first. She had a firm grip on Jack and held him out in front of herself, while the jackalope squirmed and kicked impotently, clearly displeased with this state of affairs.
 

 
  “June,” Ruda said in a strained tone, “what the
  
   fuck
  
  is that
  
   fucking
  
  rabbit doing here?”
 

 
  “That’s a rabbit?” Anjal asked, tilting her head and frowning. “It’s huge. Are those
  
   antlers?”
  
 

 
  “He’s
  
   not
  
  a rabbit, and you
  
   know
  
  it,” Juniper said reproachfully, re-settling Jack into a more comfortable position in her arms and stroking him soothingly. He stopped attempting to flail, though his antlers continued to jab her in the cheek, which seemed not to bother her. “It wasn’t my idea, I just found him in my room last night along with a note from Tellwyrn that Stew has better things to do than take care of him.”
 

 
  At the head of the table, the pirate king cleared his throat. Rajakhan “Blackbeard” Punaji was an enormous man: tall, powerfully muscular, and with a spreading middle-aged gut atop that. His bushy eyebrows and even bushier namesake beard added to his imposing aspect, the effect not in the least diminished by streaks of gray. His voice, even in a discreet cough, was like the growling of a bear.
 

 
  “I seem to recall reading that jackalopes are notoriously ornery creatures,” he rumbled. “Would this happen to be related to my seneschal declaring first thing this morning that she refuses to have the staff clean that room? I thought she was just afraid of getting eaten by a dryad.”
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  eat people,” Juniper said defensively, tightening her grip on Jack, which caused him to kick again. His powerful hind legs gouged at her chest hard enough to bruise and draw blood, had she been human; she didn’t appear even to notice. “And I’m sorry about that. Jack is my druidic familiar, my first one, and he’s pretty wild; I’m still training him. Don’t worry, I will be responsible and keep him out of trouble, and I can clean up my own room. We do back at Clarke Tower.”
 

 
  “Glad to hear that,” Anjal grunted, casually seating herself on her husband’s knee. Not a large woman to begin with, the juxtaposition made her look positively tiny. “I worry about little Zari getting spoiled at that place.”
 

 
  “I can honestly say that
  
   that
  
  isn’t one of the things you should worry about,” Gabriel assured her. Beside him, Teal heaved a sigh.
 

 
  “Hm,” Rajakhan grunted, absently wrapping an arm around his wife while giving Gabriel a flat look. “This is the one Zari stabbed?”
 

 
  Ruda sighed heavily and gazed up at the sky.
 

 
  “That’s me, sir!” Gabriel said cheerfully.
 

 
  “I thought it was
  
   fucking
  
  stabbed,” Fross added, hovering in front of him. “You usually make a big deal about that part.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m in the middle of breakfast, here. One should never whine on an empty stomach.”
 

 
  The king turned his baleful stare on his daughter. “I thought these people were your friends. You can’t play as roughly with shorelanders as you would with Punaji, Zari. And I wouldn’t want you stabbing one of
  
   our
  
  people, either.”
 

 
  Ruda pursed her lips for a moment before replying. “Arquin is a half-demon, Papa. He’s practically invulnerable. Pain and surprise make him transform—or they did, before he went and got all paladinized. So yes, I put a blade in his foot to make him flare up and spook the White Riders’ horses to get rid of them.”
 

 
  “I see.” Rajakhan’s dark brows lowered further. “And you couldn’t just
  
   fight
  
  these men because…?”
 

 
  “Yes, we coulda taken them,” she snapped, banging a fist on the table. “Easily! It was me, Arquin, and two paladins. But we were standing
  
   right
  
  in front of occupied houses and they had wands. Bystanders woulda been shot, or at least had their homes burned. I got rid of the fuckers without causing collateral damage.
  
   And
  
  I apologized,
  
   and
  
  I bought him new shoes.”
 

 
  “Fair’s fair,” Gabriel agreed with his mouth full. “I
  
   really
  
  like these boots, Ruda. Very comfy, now they’re all broken in.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Rajakhan nodded, seeming mollified, while Anjal gazed up at him in clear amusement. “Very well, that sounds like a good maneuver. So why do you apparently always complain about it, boy?” He frowned at Gabriel, who blinked in surprise. “Sometimes a man has to take one for the crew. It’s nothing to
  
   whinge
  
  about.” He broke off as his wife stuck a forkful of fish into his mouth, and gave her a sour look, but chewed obediently.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t get on Arquin’s case,” Ruda said, scowling. “He’s a good guy to have at your back. It’s a running joke, is all.”
 

 
  The king swallowed, still frowning, and demanded, “And
  
   who
  
  is Ruda?”
 

 
  She sighed heavily, shoved her plate away and thunked her forehead onto the table.
 

 
  “Relax, Raja,” Anjal said lightly. “A girl goes off to college and wants to reinvent herself, it’s completely normal. It’s not as if she’s raising a flag of rebellion against the crown.” She affectionately tugged at his beard. “Or marrying the captain who did so.”
 

 
  “I hear you two had
  
   quite
  
  the courtship,” Teal said with a smile, looking somewhat less wan than she usually did these days. “I’d love to hear that story right from the source.”
 

 
  Rajakhan coughed heavily. “Well, regardless. According to Tellwyrn,
  
   you
  
  lot are here to
  
   help
  
  us solve our problems, which we apparently can’t be trusted to do on our own.”
 

 
  Ruda raised her head. “Papa,
  
   I
  
  brought them with me. These are my
  
   friends,
  
  and every one of them is a badass. I know what I’m doing.”
 

 
  “I
  
   also
  
  know what you’re doing,” he growled. “And just because Tellwyrn chose to save face by endorsing this project doesn’t mean you weren’t running away from your responsibilities and butting in.”
 

 
  “Now, see here,” she snarled, beginning to rise from her chair.
 

 
  “Actually, your Majesty,” Toby said quickly, “we were hoping to get your take on this Rust issue
  
   before
  
  we start doing anything. Prince Raffi was very concerned about what’s happening here, but he’d been away from Puna Dara for a few weeks by the time we talked to him.”
 

 
  “You called my brother a prince?” Anjal asked with a distinctly malicious grin. “To his
  
   face?
  
  I’m sorry I missed that.”
 

 
  “No, he didn’t,” Ruda said, sinking back into her chair.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  did,” Gabriel added. “Only the once, though.”
 

 
  Anjal winked at him. “I’ll bet.”
 

 
  “The Rust are not the first to try this gambit,” Rajakhan growled, “and I doubt they will be the last. The Punaji respect strength and straightforwardness, and mistrust those with ambition toward power. Others, other cults and rich people and captains, have done this very thing: carefully gathered a base of support to make the crown seem weak while toeing the line and doing nothing that provides a reason to move against them. It’s a fool’s plan. Even those who have succeeded in seizing power this way did not hold it long. We are a people who do
  
   not
  
  tolerate leadership that would rather play politics than actually govern. We have strong and healthy traditions to ensure this.”
 

 
  “What happened to the Fourth Silver Legion changes the matter,” Anjal added seriously, even as she folded fish and curried rice into a piece of warm flatbread. “There is no
  
   proof
  
  that the Rust did this, but the circumstantial evidence is overwhelming. It is known that the Legion was coming here to keep an eye on them. No one else had a motive to attack Avei’s soldiers this way, and with those machine parts some of them wear, the Rust are an obvious suspect in any magical attack that has no precedent. No one understand how they work.”
 

 
  “Is the suspicion not enough to move against them?” Toby asked.
 

 
  The king blew out a snort, ruffling his beard. “Exactly—that’s their scheme. I have all the reason I need to root them out, and yet they’ve shown themselves capable of striking down the finest soldiers in the world, invisibly, from a distance. How can I fight this? And yet, every day that goes by, I make the crown look weaker due to my inaction.” Anjal leaned against him, and he accepted the flatbread sandwich from her and took a bite, chewing with a grim expression.
 

 
  “And that is
  
   exactly
  
  where we come in,” Ruda said firmly. “I don’t know what the Rust are capable of and I do
  
   not
  
  give a fuck: we can take ’em. We’ve stood against hellgates and zombie uprisings, centaurs, bandits, what-the-fuck-have-you. I’m the princess of this country, and you guys are with
  
   me.
  
  So long as
  
   we
  
  deal with this, it doesn’t undercut Papa’s rule. It shows Puna Dara has the means to
  
   deal
  
  with its enemies as hard as they deserve, whatever they throw at us.”
 

 
  Despite her defiant countenance, both her parents looked pensive.
 

 
  “I’ve been thinking about this myself,” Gabriel said, frowning and pushing his plate aside to lean on the table. “And I think we need to be
  
   real
  
  careful not to fall into old habits, here. Considering the other civilized places where we’ve been sent to help…well, this situation is very different on a
  
   basic
  
  level. Sarasio, Lor’naris, even Veilgrad, all had in common that their societies were beleaguered and the leadership was fragmented, incompetent, or non-existent. We had to step in, basically take over, and organize folks to be able to look after themselves once we were gone. That’s
  
   not
  
  the case here.” He nodded to the king and queen. “The Punaji have their shit together and I haven’t heard anything to suggest the government here is less than competent. This is dicey because we’re dealing with an enemy of unknown capability, and the big problem is we can’t afford to antagonize them in the wrong way because that risks destabilizing Puna Dara. But that’s the issue: Puna Dara
  
   is
  
  stable, and once the Rust is out of the way, it’ll
  
   stay
  
  stable. This is a lot more straightforward than out other adventures.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Toby said slowly, “this seems more like classic adventurer stuff than what we’ve dealt with before. It’s just an enemy to defeat.”
 

 
  “Um.” Fross bobbed in place above the table, chiming almost diffidently. “I don’t mean to alarm anyone, but the way you describe it, what we’ve gotta do is remove the Rust
  
   subtly
  
  and carefully with a minimum of noise and mess, and let’s be really honest with ourselves, guys… That is not exactly our strong suit.”
 

 
  Juniper sighed heavily. “I really miss Shaeine right now.”
 

 
  Teal had been staring at the table; at that, she suddenly lifted her head. “I need to visit the Narisian embassy.”
 

 
  There was a pause while everyone stared at them.
 

 
  “There’s a Narisian embassy here?” Gabriel asked finally.
 

 
  “Of course,” Anjal said, raising an eyebrow. “Tar’naris is
  
   very
  
  interested in maritime trade, now that it’s suddenly a possibility for them. They have an embassy here and consulates in all our cities along the east coast, as well as a presence in Onkawa, Ninkabi, and Tidecall.”
 

 
  “It’s just like Shaeine did when we went to Tiraas,” Teal continued softly. “I’m the Matriarch’s daughter; within House Awarrion, I outrank the ambassador here. In order to avoid causing a political problem for her, I just need to put in an appearance and make it plain I am at her service, so there will be no question who is in charge among the drow in the city.”
 

 
  “Um,” Juniper said uncertainly, scratching behind Jack’s antlers, “well, that’s…”
 

 
  “I wasn’t changing the subject,” Teal said firmly. “It’s the same thing. We came here with Ruda; we need to be seen, in public, making it clear we’re acting at her request. That way, anything that happens is clearly credited to her, and doesn’t look like there’s a random bunch of adventurers taking over in the city. Plus, as the princess, she has deniability; her actions will reflect on the king, but if it becomes necessary to distance the crown from anything we do, we’re not
  
   technically
  
  acting on his orders. It gives the royal family a little wiggle room, politically.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the direction of your thoughts,” Rajakhan rumbled, “but it doesn’t quite work that way, here. If Zari causes trouble, that
  
   will
  
  reflect on me—the more so if I am seen as unable to control my own daughter.”
 

 
  “I see,” Teal said, looking down at her lap.
 

 
  “You’re not wrong, though,” Ruda said firmly, reaching over to squeeze her shoulder. “I
  
   do
  
  need you guys to publicly take my side. And, with apologies to everybody’s pride, let it be known that I’m calling the shots.”
 

 
  “I don’t think anybody here is going to let their pride trip us up,” Toby said with a smile.
 

 
  “So, then,” Anjal said, “what
  
   exactly
  
  are you planning to do?”
 

 
  A pause ensued, in which they looked uncertainly at each other.
 

 
  “I was afraid of that,” Rajakhan grumbled.
 

 
  “Actually,” Fross chimed, “it seems sort of obvious to me. The core problem is we don’t know what these Rust are capable of and it’s too risky to antagonize the lot of them with an overt attack. So! What we need to do is secure a sample for study.”
 

 
  “Whoah,” Toby exclaimed. “A
  
   sample?
  
  These are people, Fross. We can’t just abduct one and…and
  
   dissect
  
  them!”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Ruda, raising a finger, “but just for the fuckin’ record we can
  
   entirely
  
  do that.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t proposing to
  
   dissect
  
  anybody!” Fross exclaimed.
 

 
  He sighed. “Well, thank goodness for
  
   that,
  
  I guess.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” she chimed. “I mean, that would be creepy and unethical, and also probably not informative. Really, we just need to dissect the mechanical parts! If I can figure out what makes those work I bet I can learn a
  
   lot
  
  about their magic and how to counteract it!”
 

 
  Toby heaved a long-suffering sigh and slumped down in his chair.
 

 
  “So it’s a matter of strategy, then,” Gabriel said cheerfully. “How
  
   does
  
  one seize and dismantle a half-machine cultist? Maybe they’ll freeze up if we dunk one in the harbor? I figure they call themselves the Rust for a reason…”
 

 
  “Actually, that’s a nickname that they’ve acquired in the city and not bothered to argue with,” said Anjal. “It’s not the actual name of their cult.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “They’re far too pretentious for that,” she said, curling her lip disdainfully, “though they at least have the basic discretion not to swagger too much where the public can see; Punaji would
  
   not
  
  be impressed by it. Their proper name is kept discreet, but we’ve made very certain to be kept informed of their doings. Among themselves, they are the Infinite Order.”
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  “Oh, come
  
   on!”
  
 

 
  Schwartz threw up his hands in disgust and stomped over to his desk. Behind him, acrid smoke wafted from the charred spell circle inscribed on the center of the floor in his tower room. Even the chalk lines had burned in places; the reagents deposited at specific points around the diagram were a total loss.
 

 
  He flipped open the grimoire from which he was working, hands moving more angrily than he normally handled books, but still with care for the pages, and held it up to his face as if proximity would reveal hidden meanings previously missed.
 

 
  “Yes…yes…no…
  
   obviously
  
  … Yes, I did that. Double-checked the… Uh huh. It’s all
  
   right!”
  
  He snapped the book shut and made to slam it back down on the desk, but caught himself at the last moment and laid it down more respectfully. “Why isn’t it
  
   working?”
  
 

 
  The last was directed at Meesie, who had been chittering for the last few minutes; now, finally having his attention, she began hopping up and down, waving her tiny arms. Schwartz frowned. “What is it?”
 

 
  She hopped in place once more, then scampered deftly up the bookcase adjacent to the desk and then across its top, finally leaping onto the narrow lintel above the door. The little elemental paused atop this, sitting precariously upright despite only having an inch of space, and placed one of her little hands upon the warding charm he had hung over the door. She bobbed her head twice, squeaking insistently.
 

 
  “Hm.” Schwartz narrowed his eyes.
  
   “Hm.
  
  I suppose… You may be onto something there, Meesie. An arcane spell signature
  
   would
  
  interfere with elemental conjuration, it’s known to do that. But no, that doesn’t make any sense.” He turned and began pacing back and forth in front of the ruined circle, frowning and rubbing his chin in thought. “This is the Emerald flipping College,
  
   everything
  
  is warded to block loose arcane energy. It’s probably the most arcane-free place in the whole city. Can’t even get the fairy lamps to work…” He glanced at the light-globe handing from the center of the ceiling, which ironically was more technically a fairy lamp than the arcane devices which bore the name, being filled with tiny dancing light elementals. “Besides, if there
  
   were
  
  an arcane presence here I’d have sensed it, especially when I was trying to perform the craft.”
 

 
  He trailed off, and came to a stop, eyes widening slowly. “Unless…”
 

 
  Meesie gesticulated at him with both hands, squeaking in exasperation.
 

 
  “Unless there was a highly focused spell targeting
  
   this room
  
  in particular,” Schwartz said, turning to face her, “carefully designed to penetrate wards and evade detection. What do you think are the chances?”
 

 
  Meesie stood upright and pantomimed stabbing with a sword, then stuck out her tongue and blew a very tiny raspberry.
 

 
  “Syrinx.” Schwartz nodded, his expression grim. “She’s done it before, to Prin’s squad. Who have just left the city, so if she’s chosen
  
   now
  
  to start chasing after me again… Good work, Meesie, well spotted. C’mon, let’s get this cleaned up.”
 

 
  He held out a hand and the little fire-rat launched herself from the door frame, landing on his arm and scampering up to his shoulder.
 

 
  “Time for an altogether different sort of spell,” Schwartz said flatly. “Afraid our experiment will have to wait, partner. I believe I have just the thing for someone who thinks they can scry on a witch of the Emerald College.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Come on, I’ve got money riding on this shot!”
 

 
  Jasmine stopped in the process of lining up her cue, straightened, and turned a flat stare on Tallie. “I could
  
   swear
  
  I heard someone point out to you that I’m new at this game and you
  
   specifically
  
  should not bet on it. Who was it? I know it was somebody…”
 

 
  “Hey, are you gonna shoot, or are you gonna jabber?” her partner asked, leaning on his cue and grinning. Jasmine sighed, shook her head, and bent over the table again, carefully aiming her shot.
 

 
  The pool hall was very quiet at this hour of the morning, with no customers present except for Jasmine, Tallie, and the two young men who had sauntered in and engaged them in a game, to Tallie’s apparent delight and Jasmine’s annoyance. Even the barkeep was asleep in the corner behind his counter. And yet, somehow, there was still a faint haze of smoke hanging near the ceiling. Between that and the heavily shaded windows, it could have been midnight for all those inside could tell.
 

 
  “Here, I think I see where you’re having trouble,” Jasmine’s opponent said solicitously, stepping around to her side of the table. “Let me show you…”
 

 
  “No, thank you,” she said without looking up.
 

 
  “Oh, you don’t wanna do that, my man,” Tallie advised with a big grin while he moved in beside her and reached to lay his hand on hers on the cue.
 

 
  “It’s okay,” he assured her, bending his body over hers. “Common beginner’s mistake. What you wanna—”
 

 
  He didn’t even have time to grunt as Jasmine smoothly ducked out from under him and in the same motion swept the cue against the back of his knees. He hit the floor, legs shooting under the table, and only let out a curse when his skull bonked against the floorboards.
 

 
  “Please refrain from touching me,” she said curtly, and bent over the table again.
 

 
  His friend, sitting next to Tallie by the bar, laughed so hard he nearly slumped off the stool; Tallie just grinned. “Now,
  
   that’s
  
  what I shoulda placed a bet on!”
 

 
  “What?” he chortled, wiping his eyes. “That Sharam would make a move, or that she’d knock him on his ass?”
 

 
  “The second one. I hope your buddy gets the message the first time; I’ve seen Jasmine knock down Thieves’ Guild enforcers, Silver Legionnaires, and dwarves.”
 

 
  “Damn! Now that sounds like a story!”
 

 
  “It’s several stories. Long ones, too. Maybe I’ll tell you later, if we meet up again.”
 

 
  Jasmine finally took her shot; the cueball grazed three other balls in passing, all of which rolled a short distance and stopped. She sighed and backed away from the table, frowning.
 

 
  “Looks like I’m set up to win this one,” the other man said to Tallie as Sharam stepped back to the table, now silent and looking disgruntled.
 

 
  “Eh.” She waved a hand. “Girl wasn’t wrong, I never had much chance on that wager. It’s all for the fun; that’s why I don’t bet more than pocket change.”
 

 
  He grinned and leaned closer, watching Sharam silently sink his second ball in a row. Off to the side, Jasmine studied her opponent’s moves through narrowed eyes. “So, I can tell how come I’ve never seen
  
   her
  
  in here before, but you seem more comfortable in a place like this. Why haven’t we met before now? You two new in town, or just in the neighborhood?”
 

 
  “Neither,” she said with amusement. “Long story, like I said.”
 

 
  “Well, we’ve got time,” he murmured, shifting to lay his arm along the bar behind her. “It’s gonna take Sharam a while to finish trouncing your friend, there. How ’bout—”
 

 
  
   “Whoah,
  
  boy.” Tallie leaned away and gave him a look. “Hold your horses, and keep your hands to yourself. Nobody here but you is
  
   that
  
  fast.”
 

 
  He opened his mouth to issue a no doubt charming rebuttal, then caught Jasmine’s eye. A second later he processed that she was staring directly at him, now, her pool cue balanced lightly in both hands. Moving carefully as if to avoid startling a skittish animal, he shifted in the other direction on his stool, sliding the offending arm back into his own space. “Fair enough, my apologies, pretty lady. A girl as good-looking
  
   and
  
  charming as you always makes me lose my head a little bit. Don’t be shy about saying so if I overstep; last thing I want is to make you all uncomfortable so soon after we’ve met.”
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  don’t have to worry about that,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “That’s good to hear! I hate girls who can never say what they really—”
 

 
  “FUCK!”
 

 
  Sharam backed away from the table and slammed the butt of his cue against the floor, everyone now staring at him. “Fucking piece of shit…”
 

 
  “Hey, man, relax,” his friend suggested. “You missed a shot. It happens. It’s just a game.”
 

 
  “Shut it, Kaspar,” Sharam snarled. “She tilted the table when she blindsided me!”
 

 
  “You did pretty well for quite a few shots, considering that,” Jasmine pointed out mildly. Sharam rounded on her; she raised an eyebrow, and he hesitated. Tallie’s earlier remarks had been well within his earshot.
 

 
  “Sharam,” Kaspar said firmly, leaning forward. “You are acting like a great big toddler.
  
   In front
  
  of two pretty girls we just met. Come on, man, it’s too early for this. Let her take her turn.”
 

 
  Sharam snorted and flounced away a few feet, where he leaned against the nearest table and folded his arms, visibly sulking.
 

 
  “Wow,” Tallie murmured in a tone low enough not to be audible to him. “Prince Charming.”
 

 
  “Sharam’s a good guy,” Kaspar said easily. “Just doesn’t like losing. Nobody’s perfect.”
 

 
  Jasmine leaned over the table, lining up her cue, then paused. For a long moment, she just stood there, apparently lost in thought.
 

 
  “Today?” Sharam suggested in a snide tone. Kaspar sighed.
 

 
  Jasmine straightened up, frowning, and shifted. This time, she crouched instead of leaning, bringing herself closer to the level of the table, and moved the cue into position again. She shifted it back and forward a couple of times, then stopped and changed her grip, holding it far closer to the base with her dominant hand.
 

 
  “The objective is to
  
   hit
  
  the ball with the stick,” Tallie said helpfully. “Remember? We went over that before the boys came in.”
 

 
  Eyes narrowed, Jasmine changed her grip again, experimentally waggling the cue and holding it closer to the front now.
 

 
  “Oh, my
  
   gods,”
  
  Sharam groaned. “Will you just
  
   shoot
  
  already? We all know how it’s gonna end, anyway.”
 

 
  She ignored all the byplay. Jasmine straightened up again, her head turning as she clearly took stock of the whole table and the positions of every ball. Then she crouched again, moved her cue back into position…and began fiddling with the position of her left hand directing its tip.
 

 
  Sharam tossed his cue onto the table behind him; the clatter was sharp in the quiet morning. Jasmine didn’t flinch, though Tallie winced. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m gonna go take a leak. Somebody yell for me when this is—”
 

 
  This time
  
   he
  
  jumped at the sudden, sharp clack of the cue ball striking another, which shot straight into a side pocket.
 

 
  Tallie and Kaspar both straightened up. “Whoah,” she muttered. “Where’d
  
   that
  
  come from?”
 

 
  Sharam also stood, now frowning deeply at his opponent.
 

 
  “Mmm,” she mumbled, clearly to herself. “But you have to bank them off the walls… Hmm. I think it’s like…”
 

 
  Jasmine circled around the table, lining up another shot in her unconventional position.
 

 
  “There is no way,” Sharam began, and then she had banked the cue ball once into a cluster of other balls, one of which sailed right into a corner pocket; another drifted easily close to a side pocket, and she moved again.
 

 
  “Hmm hm hm, no…not like a spear, like a sword.”
 

 
  “The fuck are you babbling about?” Sharam demanded.
 

 
  Jasmine didn’t acknowledge him, but shifted her grip a few inches forward on the cue. This time, she didn’t line up her shot at all, but dropped into a smooth and sudden crouch, jabbing sharply, and immediately sinking the ball she’d nearly made on the last shot.
 

 
  “Too abrupt…” She shook her head, eyes narrowed in concentration, and paced a complete circle around the table, studying.
 

 
  Tallie and Kaspar were both leaning forward now, elbows on knees, watching closely.
 

 
  “I thought you said she was new at this,” he murmured.
 

 
  
   “She
  
  said she was,” Tallie replied. “I’m still lost how she’s sinking balls holding her cue that wrong…”
 

 
  They all watched, equally mystified and Sharam increasingly furious, while Jasmine continued systematically putting the remaining balls into pockets. As the last few went down, her expression shifted from a frown of concentration to an increasingly satisfied grin. With the final deposit of the 8 ball into a corner pocket, she straightened up so fast she actually bounced, beaming. “Hey, I think I
  
   get
  
  this game!”
 

 
  That did not improve her opponent’s mood.
 

 
  “That’s—you fucking—you
  
   played
  
  me!” he spat, clenching his cue in both hands.
 

 
  “Okay, whoah.” Kaspar stood up. “Take it easy, Sharam, it’s just a game.”
 

 
  “Oh, let him,” Tallie said lazily. “She’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “I’m not worried about
  
   her,”
  
  he muttered.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Sharam heard that too.
  
   “You
  
  shut the fuck up!” he bellowed at his friend. Behind them, the bartender let out a disgruntled mutter, but incredibly did not wake up. “You fucking
  
   bitch,
  
  you played me!”
 

 
  Jasmine watched him without visible alarm, idly turning her cue over in her hands. “We played each other. I thought that’s what we were doing.
  
   I
  
  didn’t want to, if you’ll all recall.”
 

 
  “This is a hustle!” He stepped aggressively closer, baring his teeth. “You set me up!”
 

 
  “You kinda did, lady,” Kaspar pointed out. “It’s pretty obvious. But Sharam, seriously. This isn’t worth getting into a fight over.”
 

 
  “Fuck that, I’m not paying up,” Sharam raged. “You try to
  
   touch
  
  my coin, I’ll bust that pretty face!”
 

 
  Tallie winced.
 

 
  “The worst thing I ever did,” Jasmine said quietly, “was take a weapon to a silly boy who yelled in my face the way you’re doing now. I’ve regretted that ever since.
  
   That
  
  is the only reason you’re not already bleeding on the floor.”
 

 
  He actually bellowed like an animal and rushed at her with a fist, seeming to forget he was holding a pool cue in his other hand.
 

 
  Jasmine slipped to one side as deftly as a breeze, and thunked the heavy end of her cue against the back of his head almost as an afterthought. Sharam went down, and stayed down.
 

 
  “In hindsight,” she said, “I’m glad I didn’t know how to manipulate dumb boys back then.”
 

 
  “Hey,” grumbled the bartender, blinking blearily at them. “Fuck are you kids doin’? No fightin’. Take it outside.”
 

 
  “I, uh…” Kaspar swallowed, edging away from Tallie. “I think we’re all done, here.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I thought you said you’d never played pool before,” Tallie said accusingly some minutes later, as they hastened up the street back toward the Imperial Casino. The surrounding district was carefully managed to suit the Guild’s needs; its main avenues contained shops which catered to the Casino’s well-heeled clientele, while threaded throughout the back alleys—sometimes within the same buildings—were a much seedier class of establishments, such as the billiard hall.
 

 
  “I haven’t,” Jasmine said, her expression again thoughtful. She drew in a breath and let it out, causing a puff of mist in the morning cold. “I’m not sure I was doing it
  
   right,
  
  but really, it’s all forces and angles, isn’t it? I know quite a bit about that; I’ve been training in it since I could walk. Just had to frame it the right way in my mind to work with those skills.”
 

 
  “I think you’re lucky you can kick everybody’s ass, if you’re gonna run around doing stuff like that,” Tallie said, grinning. “General tip, people who hand out in pool halls don’t appreciate surprises of that nature.”
 

 
  “Hm. You know, we could
  
   do
  
  this.”
 

 
  “Jas, babe, we’ve done it. It’s done. It was
  
   nice
  
  of you to let the boys keep their money for a healing potion, but seriously, you won. Maybe ‘fair and square’ is overstating it, but…”
 

 
  “No, no.” Jasmine took her hands out of her coat pockets to gesticulate, her face becoming more animated. “I mean, we could
  
   do
  
  it! Again, repeatedly! It’s like a con, don’t you see? I’m positive I could pretend to do it badly again, that part can’t be hard. We get people to bet, thinking they’re taking money from a bad player, and then I beat them!” She actually laughed. “Now that I’ve thought of it, it’s so
  
   simple!
  
  I wonder if anybody’s tried this before? Anyway, at least Style can’t get on me for being sheltered, if I can actually come up with a good grift.”
 

 
  She came to a stop, realizing Tallie had already done so. The other apprentice was standing a few feet back, staring incredulously at her.
 

 
  Jasmine frowned. “What?”
 

 
  “Yoo hoo! Hey, girls!”
 

 
  “Oh, hey, Schwartz,” Tallie said, turning and waving. Schwartz came panting up to them, slightly out of breath. “What’s up? You look like you’ve been running. Were you looking for us?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he wheezed, leaning against a convenient lamp post. “Sorry, gimme a sec… Yes, had to backtrack a bit. I had a spirit guide showing me toward you, but that’s a class of divinatory magic and the fae branches are notoriously imprecise…which, ah, is neither here nor there. Are you two all right? You’re alone?”
 

 
  “We’re just peachy,” Tallie said cheerfully. “Our very own Jasmine has just invented pool hustling. Why, what’d you need us for in such a hurry?”
 

 
  “This wouldn’t have to do with that business at the temple the other day, would it?” Jasmine asked in a more sober tone. “Oh! Hi, Meesie.”
 

 
  The elemental had leaped from Schwartz’s shoulder onto hers, and squeaked delightedly, standing up and patting Jasmine’s cheek.
 

 
  “Uh, sorry about that,” Schwartz said. “She
  
   really
  
  likes you! She’s not usually that friendly with…well, regardless…”
 

 
  “It’s all right, she helps against the cold.” She lightly scratched the top of Meesie’s head with a fingertip, causing the elemental to cheep ecstatically.
 

 
  “Okay, I want one of those,” Tallie announced.
 

 
  “Anyhow, yeah, it’s not a strictly social visit,” Schwartz said more seriously, standing up straight and smoothing his hair, which was windblown after his run. “We had a bit of an incident earlier this morning in my room. I was trying to—um, never mind, that’s a long story. The
  
   point
  
  is, my fae casting was being disrupted, and I eventually figured out it was due to an arcane scrying spell focused on my chamber.”
 

 
  Meesie ducked out from under Jasmine’s hand and stood upright, squeaking indignantly.
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Schwartz amended. “Meesie helped.”
 

 
  His familiar squealed loudly, pointing at him.
 

 
  “In fact,” he said, grinning ruefully, “it was her idea. There, satisfied?”
 

 
  She cheeped and folded her arms.
 

 
  “Someone was scrying on you?” Tallie asked, frowning. “Shit, that’s creepy. Last time anybody scryed on
  
   us
  
  it was some bad fucking news.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he agreed. “My
  
   first
  
  thought was Bishop Syrinx, of course.”
 

 
  The two apprentices exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “Why of course?” Tallie asked.
 

 
  Schwartz scowled, his shoulders shifting as he drew in a deep breath. “We have a history, let’s leave it at that. When I find somebody being invasive or hostile toward me with unknown intent, I have good reason to immediately think of Syrinx.” Meesie gathered herself up, and then leaped back to his shoulder, where she snuggled against his neck. He reached up to pat her absently.
 

 
  “She’s a piece of work, all right,” Jasmine said in an oddly inscrutable tone. “Syrinx has a reputation even beyond the Sisterhood.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  never heard of her before all that fuckery with the dwarves,” Tallie protested. “What reputation?”
 

 
  “Avenists don’t generally enjoy bureaucracy, or appreciate the Church getting into the Sisterhood’s business,” Jasmine said. “The post of Bishop tends to go to someone likely to be…well, not exactly
  
   wanted around
  
  in the Temple. Syrinx has the temperament of a shark, so she’s useful in a political post for the very same reasons she can be dangerous to be around. High Commander Rouvad believes she has her on a tight leash. I…am less certain of that.”
 

 
  “So am I,” Schwartz agreed, now studying her thoughtfully. He abruptly blinked as if remembering what he was supposed to be doing. “Oh, um, but I was explaining… Well, anywho, I investigated before rushing off to
  
   do
  
  anything. First of all, understand that I live in the Emerald College, and I’m a practicing witch, so anybody managing to scry on my room is
  
   serious
  
  business; they have to penetrate all
  
   kinds
  
  of layers of defenses to get at me, and
  
   then
  
  evade my own detection. But yes, it was a scrying spell, I found that out in the course of flooding the space with fae energy and shattering it. That may’ve caused some very uncomfortable feedback for the perpetrator.” He paused, looking smug, and cleared his throat. “But anyway. Before I went charging off after Bishop Syrinx, obviously, I did some divinations of my own to figure out what was going on. And…it’s not her. What I found out is that it
  
   does
  
  indeed have to do with you guys and what I just helped you with.”
 

 
  “Can you, uh, be a little more
  
   specific?”
  
  Tallie prompted.
 

 
  “I really, really can’t,” he said with a rueful grimace. Meesie nodded and shot a scolding chitter at Tallie. “Oracular divination of the kind accessible through fae spirits doesn’t
  
   work
  
  like arcane scrying. It doesn’t give precise, tactical information; it’s more like interpreting poetry. You know, how prophecies are always phrased vaguely enough to cause trouble in the old bards’ stories? It’s like that.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a
  
   huge
  
  pain in the ass,” Tallie grunted.
 

 
  “Kinda.” Schwartz shrugged. “What it
  
   is
  
  good for is emotional stuff. Intent, threat…things like that. You can get a general view of who is or is not out to get you, how hostile they are, maybe even
  
   why
  
  they’re after you to a lesser extent, but not how close they are or what weapons they’ve got. So…that is what I could get. Basra Syrinx, while she feels about me pretty much the way I do about her, isn’t interested or involved right now. I couldn’t get any kind of bead on whoever was doing high-level scrying spells at my room, but the spirits I consulted pointed me in your direction.”
 

 
  “Creepy,” Tallie muttered.
 

 
  “It’s…actually funny you mention the Bishop, Schwartz,” Jasmine said slowly.
 

 
  His expression hardened. “Why? What
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “We
  
   have
  
  been having additional trouble from that,” Tallie explained. “And apparently we pissed off somebody corrupt within the Sisterhood. A priestess and a few legionnaires came after us, tried to throw both of us and Layla in jail for questioning on false charges.
  
   Syrinx
  
  showed up, ripped her a new one, and got us out.”
 

 
  “She seemed to already have some kind of grudge against Sister Falaridjad,” Jasmine added, “and it looked good and mutual.”
 

 
  Schwartz straightened bolt upright, accidentally emphasizing how tall he was without his slight customary slouch. “Did you say
  
   Falaridjad?”
  
  Meesie squealed, puffing up in alarm.
 

 
  Jasmine and Tallie glanced uncertainly at each other again.
 

 
  “Yes,” Jasmine said slowly after a pause. “Ildrin Falaridjad. I made a point of remembering the name; there aren’t so many corrupt priestesses in the Sisterhood that one is worth ignoring. Don’t tell me you know
  
   her,
  
  too.”
 

 
  “Ohhhh, boy,” Schwartz whispered, dragging a hand slowly down his face. “I think we may be in real trouble.”
 

 
  “Uh huh, sounds like we’re
  
   definitely
  
  gonna want to hear some of
  
   this
  
  long story,” Tallie said firmly.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, I pretty much agree,” he said, breaking off when she held up a finger in his face.
 

 
  “I’ve just had another thought,” Tallie stated. “If we
  
   know
  
  there’s crooked elements in the Sisterhood of Avei, and them and the Collegium of Salyrene were the two cults we pissed off doing this,
  
   and
  
  Schwartz just got pinged by some mage who’s either
  
   really
  
  powerful or just knows enough about the College to get through its magic defenses…”
 

 
  “Oh, that is
  
   not
  
  good,” Jasmine whispered.
 

 
  “Crap,” Schwartz said feelingly. Meesie huddled herself behind his ear. “I…had that thought myself, actually. It’s why I came to check on you guys rather than going right to my superiors to report a breach in the wards, which I sort of should have…”
 

 
  “I think we’d better find the others,” Jasmine said. “Quickly.”
 

 
  “Right, right,” he agreed absently. “They should be here when I explain…”
 

 
  “Yes, that,” she said with mounting impatience, “but if scryers are hunting our group…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   crap,”
  
  Tallie yelped. “Come on, we gotta move!”
 

 
  “Where are we going?” he demanded, trailing along after as they set off toward the Casino at a pace just short of a jog.
 

 
  “Find our friends,” Jasmine said tersely. “Report this to the Guild. And get a secure place for
  
   you
  
  to lay out for us what’s happening.”
 

 
  “Hang on, now,” Tallie protested. “We know at least two cults are corrupted. How much can we trust the Guild?
  
   All
  
  systems, remember.”
 

 
  Jasmine came to a stop, her eyes widening. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so, as far as safe meeting places go,” Tallie said, “we’re gonna need some outside help. Somebody capable and
  
   not
  
  involved with this.”
 

 
  “We’ve got friends. Glory…”
 

 
  “I said
  
   not
  
  involved with this. Glory is one of the best people there is, yeah, but we don’t
  
   know
  
  yet who’s into this and who’s not, and if there’s
  
   one
  
  thing Glory is, it’s
  
   connected.”
  
  Tallie chewed her lip in consternation. “I bet we can find out, but not till we’ve done some investigating, and that means getting a place to start and some help. In fact the only person we
  
   know
  
  is aligned against these crooked cultists…”
 

 
  “…is Basra Syrinx,” Schwartz finished, his face going ashen. “Fucking
  
   hell.”
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  Brother Arlund appeared in the front doorway again; it was hard to tell if he was scowling as they hadn’t yet seen his face wearing any other expression.
 

 
  “Still nothing,” the Huntsman growled. “How long do you plan to wait? The Rust prance unimpeded through the city while we loiter in
  
   one
  
  spot where they may or may not even return today.”
 

 
  Juniper set down the crate of fish she had just picked up and turned to face him. “Hunting,” the dryad said pointedly, “requires a lot of
  
   patience.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a solid lead,” Toby said in a much gentler tone, adding a smile. “That’s better than wandering through the city at random. And this way, if they don’t show up today, at least our time wasn’t wasted. If you’re bored, we can always use another pair of hands.”
 

 
  Arlund’s eyes flicked from him to the fish they were in the process of loading onto the back of a battered old carriage. His expression altered slightly, though his thick black beard made it hard to read. With a soft grunt, he turned and strode back out into the sunlight.
 

 
  “What an asshole,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  One of the Omnist monks working with them, Jahi, had discreetly picked up Juniper’s crate and added it to the truck bed. He now covered a grin with his hand and clambered into the driver’s seat, clearing his throat. “A thousand thanks for your help. I have to get this lot to Mudhi’s as quick as possible.”
 

 
  “Glad to help,” Toby said, turning to the doors. “You need…?”
 

 
  “I have it, thanks,” Anita replied, and indeed she had already pushed one of the storehouse’s wide double doors open. Jahi waved at them as he carefully guided the carriage full of fish out into the street beyond.
 

 
  “Who’s Mudhi?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  Toby had stepped forward unasked to pull the door shut again, so Anita answered her. “He runs a factory that salts and dries fish, and very generously donates his services to our pantry, so long as we don’t ask too much. Fish does not keep well unless you take steps to preserve it, and any fish
  
   we
  
  get is usually a day old, whatever didn’t sell down at the docks. So getting it preserved is always our first priority. The
  
   rest
  
  of this is relatively easy!” Smiling, she strode over to the remaining boxes. “Just inventory and sorting. The system isn’t
  
   too
  
  complex, we just prefer to keep different kinds of things together so it’s not impossible to find anything in here; the only somewhat challenging part is moving boxes and bags as you go, so older stuff is always near the front and gets used faster. I already did the inventory so you don’t get to see the boring part, I’m afraid.”
 

 
  “Wow, you got a lot of stuff,” Juniper said, impressed. She had elected to wear her disguise ring when out in the city, and only stood out a little; Stalweiss (which the ring made her resemble) weren’t especially rare in Puna Dara, and her choice of attire drew more attention. Lately, the dryad had begun trading out her sundresses for clothes in the wood elven style, which had to have been made for her specially as they
  
   fit
  
  and she was more full-figured than practically any elf. The monks at the Omnist food pantry where she, Toby, and Arlund were spending the day hadn’t said a word, though both had stopped to stare a couple of times when Juniper effortlessly picked up and carried loaded crates as if they weighed nothing. Omnist monks in general weren’t suspicious or confrontational, and besides that, being with Toby gave her a lot of credibility.
 

 
  “Omnu provides,” Anita intoned, bending to a pick up a sack. “Potatoes, very good; these keep wonderfully and are very nutritious. We don’t grow many locally, so they are always a valued gift.”
 

 
  “Sounds like the people of Puna Dara provided,” Juniper grunted, casually gathering up six heavy bags of potatoes. “Where to?”
 

 
  “Ah, this way,” Anita trotted off toward one side of the warehouse, Juniper following along.
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Toby said, repressing a grin and picking up two sacks, “if Omnu provided with his own two hands, he’d be a neighbor and not a god. He encourages the spirit within people that urges us to help one another.”
 

 
  “It’s a sign of the times,” Anita added. “The Punaji look after each other. In times of trouble or even just uncertainty, we always see more donations; those who are blessed anticipate that there will be a need and contribute more than they otherwise would.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  sounds like a good system,” Juniper said approvingly. “I wonder why they don’t do that in the Stalrange.”
 

 
  “It would be a mistake to judge all the Stalweiss by the Huntsmen,” Anita replied. “Especially a single Huntsman.”
 

 
  “It all comes back to agriculture,” Toby said thoughtfully.
 

 
  Juniper had just set down her sacks and turned to go back for more from the big pile of stuff near the doors, but now stopped to frown at him. “Huh?”
 

 
  “Shaath is the god of the wild,” Toby explained, patting her on the shoulder as he went back for more potatoes. “Omnu is the god of life, which means they have an overlap, but Omnu is also the god of agriculture, and that sort of makes them opposite. Agriculture is what makes the ultimate difference in societies. A Shaathist lodge is basically a tribe, you see. Hunter-gatherers in the truest sense, with each person responsible for acquiring their own food. Well, actually, not the
  
   truest
  
  sense, as they don’t let women hunt, so that requires a division of labor… I guess elvish tribes are the only
  
   true
  
  hunter-gatherer societies in that way. But elves are a whole other case, since they don’t need much food and their very presence keeps the environment healthy and productive. Hunter-gathering
  
   works
  
  for them as a lifestyle, to a degree of success that humans can’t achieve without agriculture. Carrots?”
 

 
  “There’s a bin over here,” Anita said, pointing.
 

 
  He picked up a crate of carrots and trotted in that direction, Juniper doing likewise and still listening as he continued. “Agriculture means food surpluses,
  
   and
  
  complex divisions of labor. Societies that farm have
  
   farmers,
  
  people who specialize in producing food, and make a lot more than they need. If they do it well, more than the whole society needs, so it has the resources to expand. But ultimately this is what makes everything else possible, all that sapient creatures do which other animals don’t. Not only different jobs with specialists, but every kind of advancement. Artists create culture, inventors create new technology, and
  
   that
  
  only works because…well, people take care of each other. I guess you could say the measure of a society’s ability to advance is its ability and
  
   willingness
  
  to support people of…dubious utility.” He set the carrots down with a grunt and turned to grin at Juniper. “Without people who have the luxury of sitting around
  
   tinkering
  
  with stuff, nothing new would be created. What sets a
  
   civilization
  
  apart from a primitive tribe is that it doesn’t let people starve to death just because they apparently deserve to.”
 

 
  “Interesting.” She dusted off her hands, peering at him quizzically. “And…did you change the subject, or is this coming back around to Shaathists?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. Sorry; agriculture is Omnu’s purview, like I said. It prompts me to go off on tangents. Anyway, yes, Shaath being the god of the wild… To Huntsmen, civilization just means too many people in too little space with too little respect for nature. So we have a…difference of opinion.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  have much the same opinion of civilization, but here
  
   I
  
  am, helping. Because I’m not an asshole.”
 

 
  “Here, let me handle the tomatoes,” Anita said, bustling past them. “They’re more fragile. Would you two mind loading the apples into those barrels over there?”
 

 
  “On it,” Juniper said, heading for the crates of fruit she indicated. “Wow, where’d these come from? This isn’t apple country.”
 

 
  “I suspect that’s why we have them,” Anita said wryly. “Outlanders are always importing apples, but they never get popular around here. I’m glad even the merchants would rather feed the poor than just dump them in the harbor when they don’t sell.”
 

 
  “See,” Toby continued in a more pensive tone while picking up a box of apples, “the process of
  
   taming
  
  a wild animal begins with feeding it, and ends with making it dependent on you. To Shaathist ethics, that’s a horrible thing to do to someone. Anybody in need would find shelter at a Shaathist lodge; they don’t skimp on their hospitality, or judge people for being in bad circumstances. But in the long run, they won’t support someone who doesn’t contribute, and they don’t
  
   do
  
  charity. The Huntsmen feel that teaching and empowerment are the only true compassion, and giving people things they haven’t earned weakens them, which is cruel. You’ll find them quite eager to share their ways—not just their doctrine, but their skills, the ability to provide for oneself in any situation. That’s their idea of kindness. Like the saying goes: give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day, but
  
   teach
  
  a man to fish—”
 

 
  “And since he can get his own damn fish he gets to
  
   sneer
  
  at people who’re doing actual work to help others?” She balanced her box on the rim of the barrel and paused to give him an exasperated look. “Toby, this obsession you have with seeing the best in everybody is gonna get you in
  
   real
  
  trouble someday. This really isn’t a doctrinal issue. That other Huntsman, Ermon, he’s
  
   nice.
  
  I haven’t heard him speak to anyone with anything less than complete respect since we met him. Arlund isn’t an asshole because he’s a Huntsman of Shaath, he’s an asshole because
  
   he is an asshole.”
  
 

 
  “He is a fanatic.” Anita approached them with another box of apples; she also balanced it on the rim of an open barrel, but then began carefully moving apples from the crate into the barrel itself, prompting them both to do likewise. “You can see it in his eyes, the way he
  
   glares
  
  at everything with that…that specific blend of ardor and anger. Those are the eyes of a man who despises the world for failing to meet his expectations, and means to
  
   correct
  
  it.” She frowned into the barrel as she continued to shift fruit, careful not to bruise them. “They crop up inevitably among any religion. I have seen eyes like that before… Rarely among Omnu’s faithful.
  
   Never
  
  on someone in whose company I felt safe.” She deposited the last apple and let the wooden crate dangle from one hand, turning a concerned look on Toby. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing, Tobias, but…be
  
   careful
  
  around that one, please.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your insight, sister,” he replied seriously. “I am pretty confident I can handle anything that comes up from working with the Huntsmen, but I won’t get careless.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s ways are gentle ones,” she said with a sigh. “In my years working directly with the general public, I have gradually come around to the viewpoint that some people just cannot be handled gently. Judge me how you must for this, but I truly think people like that are better left for the Avenists to deal with.”
 

 
  He smiled at her. “I would never judge—”
 

 
  A shadow darkened the warehouse’s smaller front door as Arlund himself appeared, this time bursting eagerly into the room, practically quivering with energy. “He’s come!” With that terse announcement, he whirled on his heel and strode back out.
 

 
  Toby turned to Anita. “Sister, I’m sorry to have to duck out…”
 

 
  “Don’t apologize,” she said with a smile. “I’m way ahead of schedule on these chores thanks to you two. This is a good time for a break, anyway.”
 

 
  The Omnist complex in Puna Dara was actually one of the city’s larger temples, but just because the structure was mostly utilitarian. Its actual temple stood next to the open gates: a tall, square stone edifice furnished only with low benches and scarcely large enough for a dozen people to convene in its one open room. It connected to the long barracks along the western edge of the compound, which housed the kitchens, living space for the handful of monks in residence, and the available beds for anyone in need of a roof over their head for a few days. On the north was the broad storehouse, with doors into the barracks and the central courtyard, and the big carriage gates opening onto the quiet street behind. An L-shaped wall blocked off the eastern side of the complex, and half the north adjacent to the front gate; within this was sheltered a large garden in which plants grew in raised beds, fenced off from the central courtyard. Pillars supported a sloped roof extending into the courtyard from the barracks, providing an open-air shelter in which tables and chairs were set up and where those who came here in need of a meal were served. Down the center of the courtyard, from the front gates to the warehouse doors, ran a long strip of open space between the garden and the seating area.
 

 
  It was in this that the Rust preacher had appeared, and was now holding court.
 

 
  The courtyard wasn’t that expansive; they could hear him clearly immediately upon stepping outside. The man had the characteristic reddish metal arm, and spoke in a voice which projected well without seeming to be yelling. “Food and shelter are but the basics of life,” he was saying earnestly, “but basics can easily become a distraction. There is more potential within you than you can imagine until you have touched it!”
 

 
  “He doesn’t come every day,” Anita murmured, the four of them including Arlund now standing just outside the storehouse. “But when he does, it’s always
  
   him.
  
  They’re organized; they each have their own turf to preach. I suspect he makes rounds to other places when he’s not here.”
 

 
  “Those people look cornered,” Juniper said quietly. Indeed, the street preacher’s audience consisted of three uncomfortable-looking monks and a dozen or so people in ragged clothes lining up for lunch. Most were local Punaji, and most were ignoring him, but the cultist’s current focus was on a Sheng family who had just been seated and were trying to eat—a man, woman, and two small children. They were visibly nervous.
 

 
  “That is why this bothers me,” Anita said. “We have not wanted to challenge him, because he’s harming no one, and this place should be open to all who come here in good faith. But he makes the people we serve reluctant. They should feel
  
   safe
  
  here.”
 

 
  “And so you ignore him,” Arlund scoffed. “Perhaps you feel such as he are better left for the Avenists to deal with.”
 

 
  Anita made no reply, but glanced at him sidelong and very subtly shifted her weight to the balls of her feet.
 

 
  “People,” Toby said firmly, “are not to be
  
   dealt with.
  
  Their actions, however, are another matter.” With that, he set off toward the Rust preacher with a long, even stride, Juniper immediately hurrying after. Arlund followed at a somewhat more sedate pace.
 

 
  “Hard circumstances only
  
   seem
  
  overwhelming. The power to face them, to overcome anything life—”
 

 
  “Excuse me!”
 

 
  The cultist broke off his speech and turned to Toby, who approached him wearing a friendly smile.
 

 
  “Welcome, friend. Are you hungry?”
 

 
  “My needs are met,” the man said, his expression almost quizzical. He apparently was unused to being confronted by the Omnists here. Toby wore nothing to advertise his rank and his simple shirt and trousers did not exactly match the robes the local monks wore, but they were of the same rough cloth in the same shade of brown.
 

 
  “That’s good to hear,” Toby said earnestly, still smiling. “Do you need a place to stay? There are several beds open.”
 

 
  “I thank you for your concern,” the preacher replied, now with a wry note, “but I lodge with my brothers and sisters. We want for nothing.”
 

 
  “Ah, I see. Did you perhaps need help finding work?”
 

 
  “I don’t—”
 

 
  “We have good relationships with several merchant guilds, dockmasters, and factories,” Toby continued blithely. “Omnu’s people are glad to feed those in need, but we are even happier to help people back to the path of being able to support themselves. If you’re willing to help with some of the compound’s chores for a few days so we can vouch for you in good faith, we can almost certainly arrange employment with one of our friend.”
 

 
  “That isn’t—”
 

 
  “I hope you’re not embarrassed about that metal limb,” Toby said solicitously. “I’m very sorry if you have experienced prejudice because of it. People can be nervous about things that are unfamiliar to them. Situations like that are exactly when the credibility of Omnu’s monks can give you just the boost you need. We find that most people have the strength inside themselves to prosper in the long run, but everyone needs a little help once in a while. There is no shame at all in that.”
 

 
  The Rust cultist, apparently realizing Toby was not going to be brushed off so easily, finally turned to face him directly, and even sketched a shallow bow. He was an older Punaji man, gray-haired and with a lined face, like the woman from the docks yesterday—and like her, more fit and vigorous than it seemed someone his age ought to be. He had no additional metal touches, however, only his right arm. Its design was unique compared to hers, lacking any visible wires or pulleys and the fingers having a distinctly spider-like quality.
 

 
  “All of this is very encouraging to me to hear,” the cultist said, once again using the booming voice with which he proselytized. “I could not agree more—the power is within all of us, all the power we could ever need. For just that reason, I have no need for charity. I come to
  
   spread
  
  that power, to awaken my fellow beings to their own glorious potential!”
 

 
  “Ah, I see,” Toby said brightly. “Well, we always welcome volunteers! I assure you, no profession of faith is required to either receive or offer help here. There are plenty of things to be done around the compound. I can introduce you to the Abbot, if you want to help—he can most efficiently show you where we most need another pair of hands.”
 

 
  Juniper had been grinning openly throughout this conversation, and now smothered a giggle behind her hand. The Rust cultist glanced at her briefly before returning his attention to Toby.
 

 
  “I… That is, I am not at liberty to involve myself with…the cults, so directly,” he said, his voice softening as he was clearly thrown off his rhythm. “I only come to spread the truth.”
 

 
  “In that case,” Toby said, still with his welcoming smile, “I’m afraid I have to ask you to leave.”
 

 
  The pause which followed emphasized the silence that had fallen over the courtyard. Monks, petitioners, and Toby’s group alike now watched this confrontation as if afraid to breathe.
 

 
  “It was my understanding,” the cultist said finally, “that this space was open to all.”
 

 
  “That’s precisely it,” Toby agreed. “All are welcome here. Anyone may come and receive a helping hand, without expectation of repayment or pressure to convert. No one here shall be preached at, unless they ask to learn more of Omnu’s teachings.”
 

 
  “Ahh.” The man from the Rust tilted his chin up, looking satisfied as if he had scored a point. “I understand, now. Perhaps Omnu feels threatened by a voice which speaks with power, and does not parrot his dogma.”
 

 
  “Omnu is threatened by nothing,” Toby said calmly, his smile undiminished. “And more importantly, Omnu does not permit anyone under his protection to
  
   be
  
  threatened. Or harangued, or pressured. Not by his own monks, and not by anyone else. Now, may I offer you a bowl of rice before you go?”
 

 
  “If Omnu is not threatened, why are
  
   you?”
  
  the man countered. “I don’t see Omnu here telling me I cannot share my thoughts with others.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure this one understands how gods work,” Arlund snorted. A few soft chuckles sounded from the assembled watchers. The cultist glanced fleetingly in their direction.
 

 
  “More to the point,” he continued forcefully, “you will find that the truth is
  
   not
  
  to be silenced.”
 

 
  “I have no interest in silencing you,” Toby said pleasantly. “I encourage you to live your truth and share it however you will. Just not here.”
 

 
  “You bail a leaking boat with your hands,” the man retorted, pointing dramatically at Toby with his metal hand. “All the tools you need to plug the hole lie within easy reach, but you will not see them. And
  
   worse,
  
  you try to hide them from those who do! Here you sit, growing tomatoes and handing out rice, and what does it do for the world? I speak of change. Of progress. Of
  
   power!
  
  The power to—”
 

 
  “I asked you to leave.” Toby’s smile had vanished, and his voice now grew notably more even. The watching monks watched with increasingly visible alarm. “Please, friend, don’t compel me to insist.”
 

 
  The cultist actually grinned. “Or perhaps your tomato vines will silence me for you? Nature is well and good, my child. Too much reliance on it blinds you to the truth, however. The truth that you can become
  
   more!”
  
 

 
  
  
  He punctuated this pronouncement by brandishing his right arm high, forming a metal fist; the short sleeve of his shirt fell to the shoulder, displaying more of its coppery surface.
 

 
  “You think you’ve improved on nature?” Juniper said suddenly, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Hah! Why ask the question? Trust your eyes, my sister.” The cultist, still grinning, now held out his metal hand toward her. “My frailty has become my greatest strength. Flesh and blood is only—”
 

 
  “You’re all just animals, you know,” she said. “Flesh and blood and spirit and mind. That’s nothing but a tool. You haven’t conquered or overcome or
  
   changed
  
  anything, any more than a monkey using a rock to crack a coconut.”
 

 
  “Wherever a voice is raised in opposition to my message,” the cultist declaimed, “it does so with exaggerations and lies—those who oppose the
  
   truth
  
  have no better weapons! I stand before you, living
  
   proof
  
  that mortal man is more than nature would have him be. And there is nothing unique in me! Within
  
   each
  
  of you is the power—”
 

 
  He was interrupted by the chorus of gasps as Juniper removed her ring. Most of the assembled Punaji looked nonplussed, clearly unfamiliar with dryads. A few reacted with wide eyes, however, and the monks dropped to fighting stances in unison. The Sheng mother and father immediately abandoned their meal, grabbing their children and retreating to the far corner of the courtyard.
 

 
  She stepped forward, while the cultist gawked at her in astonishment, and grabbed him by the upper arm before he could retreat.
 

 
  “Nature,” she said, seizing him just above the wrist with her other hand, “always wins.
  
   Always.”
  
 

 
  With a dreadful screech of rending metal, she ripped his forearm clean off at the elbow. The cultist yelled in alarm, staggering backward with sparks flashing from the wrecked joint. Arlund’s derisive laugh boomed across the courtyard, almost drowning out the imprecations which followed. Almost, but not entirely.
 

 
  “You
  
   whore!”
  
  the cultist raged, skittering back a few steps from the dryad. “You brutal—you vicious…thug!
  
   Animal!”
  
 

 
  “Not so eloquent now,” Arlund observed. “Was the silver tongue located in your wrist, maybe?”
 

 
  Baring his teeth in a snarl, the preacher took a step forward. “Give that
  
   back!”
  
 

 
  “Oh?” Juniper said innocently, holding his arm behind her back. “You want me to even those up for you?” She grinned broadly and directed her gaze to his left, flesh and blood arm.
 

 
  For a tense moment, the man glared at her, bristling with rage.
 

 
  Then, suddenly, her smile collapsed. “Get the hell out of here,” she ordered curtly.
 

 
  He stood his ground, clenching his remaining fist.
 

 
  Juniper very deliberately brought the metal arm up, stuck it between her teeth, and bit down. With a sound that was physically painful to the ear, the whole thing bent noticeably in the middle.
 

 
  Still spitting curses, he turned and fled back into the street.
 

 
  “Fool,” Arlund grunted. “Had he been
  
   smart,
  
  he would have controlled the situation by agreeing to help do chores when you asked him to. If they are all as prideful and as
  
   stupid
  
  as that, this will not be a difficult hunt. I will see where he goes.” He nodded respectfully to Juniper and then strode out, turning in the direction the preacher had gone.
 

 
  Toby heaved a deep, long sigh, then turned to his classmate. “You okay, June?”
 

 
  “Yeah…I think so,” she said, now frowning pensively down at the metal arm in her hand. The odd spark still flickered from its elbow joint, and as they watched a tiny arc of electricity snapped in the tear just made by her teeth. “Thanks for thinking of me. I’m a little
  
   nervous
  
  about being that aggressive, but… At the same time, it’s part of me, y’know? Sheyann says repressing it would probably just backfire. It’s like Professor Ezzaniel is always saying: control, control, control. Only exert force to the degree you can
  
   control
  
  it. I’m doing my best to harness those predatory instincts.”
 

 
  He nodded, reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “You
  
   are
  
  more than just a predator, you know.”
 

 
  
   “All
  
  the sapient races are predators,” she said in some irritation, then pointed at her face with two fingers. “Eyes on the front of the head is for depth perception, so you can gauge the distance between you and what you’re chasing. Herbivores have eyes on the
  
   sides
  
  of the head, to scan for threats.”
 

 
  “Huh.” He blinked. “I’ve…actually never noticed that. You’re right, they do.”
 

 
  She nodded, looking smug. “You’re not the only one who can be pedantic. Well, anyway.” Grinning, she held up the bent arm. “Fross wanted a sample, after all!”
 

 
  “Yeah.” He sighed and gazed around them; the monks were only just beginning to relax, but everyone who had come for lunch was now huddled against the walls. “Well…so much for not riling up the Rust. I wonder how much luck the others are having.”
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   “Athan’Khar?”
  
  Tallie exclaimed. “Are you
  
   serious?”
  
 

 
  “It’s not something I’d joke about,” Schwartz said distractedly, frowning into the distance ahead as he had been since they’d found the others. “And…it’s not as if we went
  
   into
  
  the country. That’s pretty much suicide. Camping on the border and getting chased away by monsters was close enough, thank you.”
 

 
  “There’s a great deal more to you than there appears, isn’t there, Herschel?” Layla said, giving him a warm smile. Darius shot her a look through narrowed eyes, then switched it to Schwartz, who didn’t notice. Meesie bounded onto Schwartz’s head and cheeped smugly.
 

 
  “I think that’s true of everyone,” the witch muttered, still frowning in thought.
 

 
  Fortune had been with them for once; Layla and Darius were together, in the main floor of the casino, which was quiet at that hour, and both dressed far more fashionably than was their custom these days. When asked about this, he had just glowered and she had looked smug. Ross, too, had been easily accessible, perched on the casino’s front steps playing a flute. It was hard to say what seemed more incongruous: the delicate little instrument in his beefy hands, or the sweet tone and precise notes he produced. Altogether it was easier to gather the group than Jasmine and Tallie had feared—especially so, since they didn’t even need to descend to the depths of the Guild proper, which would have necessitated leaving Schwartz behind.
 

 
  Things were slowing down, however.
 

 
  “Hey, man, step lively,” Darius reproved, falling back to nudge Schwartz with an elbow and earning a shrill scolding from Meesie, which he ignored. “We’re on a deadline, remember?”
 

 
  “Oh, and what deadline is that, Darius?” Layla asked archly.
 

 
  “The deadline that we don’t know who’s after us or what they can do,” he snapped. “For-fuckin’-
  
   give
  
  me if I’m a little nervous about this. Even the dwarves were just spies. This time it’s magic people.
  
   Real
  
  wizards, apparently, not hired enchanters. Plus whatever priests…and we still don’t know how deep this thing goes or into how many cults. Future reference,” he added, turning to address the rest of the group, “I have learned my lesson and am henceforth with Style. From now on, we stay the hell
  
   out
  
  of interfaith business.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Schwartz muttered a little belatedly, lengthening his stride. Meesie hopped from atop his head down to his shoulder, patting his cheek and squeaking in concern. Uncharacteristically, he appeared not to notice her, staring head with his forehead creased.
 

 
  “Hey.” Suddenly, Ross came to a stop, reaching out to grasp Schwartz by the shoulder and holding him up as well. The others trailed to a halt, staring at Ross in puzzlement; Schwartz blinked, confused, and seemed to take a moment to focus his eyes on the burly apprentice. “You wanna tell us what bothers you so much about this Bishop we’re goin’ to see?”
 

 
  “Ah.” Schwartz blinked, adjusted his glasses, and swallowed heavily. “Yes, well, um. Let’s, uh, have that discussion someplace a little less, you know…”
 

 
  They were on a busy sidewalk in the district which housed the Imperial Casino; at this hour not long before noon, the traffic was plentiful. And as per the usual disinterest of city dwellers for other people’s business, what Eserite technique classified as the “don’t see” kind of invisibility, nobody was paying the gathering of somewhat scruffy young people any attention. Meesie garnered a few curious looks, but no one stopped, or even slowed.
 

 
  “Sorry, didn’t express that right,” Ross grunted. “Wasn’t askin’ you to explain. I’m asking, Schwartz, if you
  
   want
  
  to tell us about it. Cos if you don’t, that’s also okay.”
 

 
  Schwartz blinked twice. Meesie stood upright, placed on paw on his cheekbone, and nodded, squeaking insistently.
 

 
  “I would sort of…rather not, actually,” Schwartz said at last. “It’s not that…”
 

 
  “Don’t need to explain,” Ross said, nodding, then shifted his head to look at the others. “Kay, so, we’re not doin’ that. What other options we got?”
 

 
  “Now, wait a second,” Darius exclaimed.
 

 
  “We don’t
  
   have
  
  a lot in the way of options,” Tallie agreed, frowning. “Look, Schwartz, I dunno what’s up with you and Syrinx, but we’ve got your back—”
 

 
  “HEY.” Everyone shut up immediately at Ross’s bark; he had a bard’s lungs and could project at startling volume. All around the street, people paused, turning to look at the group. Ross glanced sidelong at this, frowning in annoyance, then turned and curtly tugged Schwartz toward the nearest alley. The witch followed him, unprotesting, and the others trailed along behind after a moment.
 

 
  A few yards in, sheltered from the sight of the street, Ross turned, and gently shook Schwartz by the grip he still had on his shoulder—for a given value of gently. The witch nearly lost his balance and Meesie chattered a stern reproof.
 

 
  “This is our boy Schwartz,” Ross said firmly, glaring at the others. “Smartest guy we know, badass spellcaster,
  
   and
  
  doesn’t scare easy. We knew that before this Athan’Khar business came up, even. He saved all our butts on that ride outta the city. So when he’s spooked enough by something to be
  
   this
  
  nervous, that’s all we need to know. Guild or not, you gotta trust your crew.”
 

 
  Darius frowned. “I don’t think—”
 

 
  “Oh, you don’t think at all,” Layla scoffed. “Ross is entirely correct, and I for one am embarrassed to have to be reminded of it. Quite frankly, that woman gave me the
  
   creeps.
  
  Even while she was clearly helping us, on both occasions, something about her makes my hackles rise.”
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Jasmine said quietly, “I’m not arguing or judging, here, just asking. Are you sure about this?”
 

 
  “I can’t say how sure I am about anything that
  
   might
  
  happen,” Schwartz replied with more poise. He met her gaze evenly, though, and nodded. “I can tell you that it’s an informed opinion backed by experience when I say
  
   nothing
  
  good will result from involving Basra Syrinx. Even if she can help, she’ll use that to tie strings to us. And
  
   that
  
  is something I promise we’ll all regret.”
 

 
  Jasmine nodded slowly. “Then…I’m on board with this decision. I haven’t seen what Schwartz apparently has, but even within Avenist circles, I’ve heard warnings about Syrinx.”
 

 
  “I have no idea what you lot are going on about,” Darius said irritably, then held up a hand when both Tallie and Layla rounded on him.
  
   “But!
  
  I trust you guys. Ross is right, after all; if you can’t trust your crew, you’re fucked anyway. So, if Syrinx is out as a prospect, what’s that leave us?” He shrugged helplessly, looking around at them. “Cos it’s not like we don’t
  
   have
  
  friends. The whole reason none of us have got proper sponsors is we have so many ties to upper Guild members it makes people nervous. But that does us no fucking good when we have to wonder if
  
   they’re
  
  involved in whatever horseshit is going on!”
 

 
  “The original issue is we can find that out,” said Jasmine, “but it’ll take some time and room to maneuver. We
  
   need
  
  a secure space from which to operate, at least briefly, and protection by someone who can offer it would be nice.”
 

 
  “Glory’d be perfect if we could trust her,” Ross added. “Gotta say I can’t see her bein’ in on this.”
 

 
  “I think
  
   likely
  
  she is not,” Layla agreed, frowning and chewing her bottom lip in thought. “Rasha certainly wouldn’t be. But Glory hears bits of everything worthwhile happening in the city; don’t forget we got some of our initial tips on this from Rasha, who heard rumors via Glory’s connections. There are so
  
   many
  
  reasons someone might scheme from within the cults, not all of them bad. If she thought they had the right idea and didn’t yet know they were trying to falsely imprison us…”
 

 
  “By the same token,” Tallie added dryly, “let me be the first to say I
  
   don’t
  
  think we should involve Webs in this. And I’m not just saying that because he stares at my chest and Layla’s butt.”
 

 
  “He
  
   what?!”
  
  Layla and Darius chorused in matching outrage.
 

 
  “I’ve noticed that too,” Jasmine said, scowling. “But strategically, I think you’re right. My feeling is with a little information we can clear Glory of involvement in this and be able to ask her for help. I have a very strong feeling, though, that if we go looking into Webs’s doings, we’re likely to find him knee-deep in this business. We
  
   know
  
  he’s suspicious of Tricks and the Guild’s current leadership. Who better to be involved in a conspiracy to suborn the cults from within?”
 

 
  “What about that woman with the absurd suit?” Schwartz suggested. “I realize we didn’t part on the
  
   best
  
  of terms, but the way you describe it, she’s sort of ancillary to the Guild. If you’re worried the Guild is compromised…”
 

 
  “Ironeye?” Tallie’s eyes widened, and she began waving her hands in front of herself. “Nonononono.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, let’s call that Plan D,” Darius said with a wince. “She didn’t
  
   explicitly
  
  say our asses were hers if we ever showed ’em in Glass Alley again, but…”
 

 
  “That was the subtext,” Ross said, nodding. “Wasn’t subtle about it, either.”
 

 
  “It occurs to me our method of making friends seems to involve making enemies in equal measure.” Jasmine sighed, running a hand over her hair. “Well, that pretty much just leaves…Pick.”
 

 
  Tallie snorted. “Credit where it’s due, he’s had our back ever since we helped rescue him from the dwarves, but he’s got nothing to offer but small-time stuff. Pick’s not only the biggest asshole I know, he’s also not the sharpest tool in the shed. I don’t see anything worthwhile coming of involving
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “There’s Grip,” Darius said.
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know,” he muttered, and heaved a heavy sigh.
 

 
  
  
  “Oh!” Tallie turned to Jasmine. “I realize you’ve got a complicated relationship with her, Jas, but let’s not forget Sergeant Locke and her squad.
  
   They
  
  came through for us once.”
 

 
  “Uh, no good, I’m afraid,” Schwartz chimed, grimacing. “I got a note from Principia last night to…well, stay out of trouble. She and her squad are out of the city on some classified maneuver or other.”
 

 
  “They’re trusting
  
   Locke
  
  with classified operations?” Jasmine exclaimed, her eyebrows shooting upward. The next moment, they fell into a frown. “Wait, why is she worried about
  
   you
  
  getting into trouble?”
 

 
  “Syrinx,” he said sullenly.
 

 
  “Oh. Right.”
 

 
  “What about you, man?” Darius asked, turning to Schwartz. “I know the Collegium seems to be compromised, but do you have any particular friends in there who you trust?”
 

 
  “Some,” Schwartz said with a pensive frown, while Meesie chittered softly as if debating possibilities with herself. “Sister Leraine is all the way in Viridill, though… I have worked with Bishop Throale enough that I think he would listen to me, but we aren’t close.”
 

 
  “Bishops, hm,” Ross grunted. “If we’re sure Syrinx isn’t in on this, maybe that’s a sign
  
   our
  
  cults’ Bishops could be trusted?”
 

 
  “I would
  
   not
  
  assume that based just on rank,” Jasmine said, shaking her head. “Darling and Throale would both be excellent prospects for any kind of conspiracy to recruit, whereas Syrinx is unstable and cruel enough that handling her might seem like more trouble than it’s worth. I’ve said before I don’t think High Commander Rouvad has her nearly as much in hand as she believes.”
 

 
  “In short,” Layla said with open exasperation,
  
   “everyone
  
  we know either hates us or can’t be trusted in a pinch. I feel this is the sort of revelation which ought to prompt some soul-searching.”
 

 
  “And would,” Tallie agreed gravely, “if any of us had souls. No offense, Schwartz. Ooh!” She suddenly straightened up, grinning, and pointed at him. “Now, stop me if I’m wrong, everything I know about fairy magic I learned from you an hour ago, but the way you were talking about divination… Can you get some answers for us about who can and can’t be trusted?”
 

 
  “Hm.” He frowned deeply. “Hmmmmm.” Meesie sat upright on her haunches, twisting her head to peer up at him, in silence for once. “Wellll…”
 

 
  “Is this how divination works?” Darius asked sardonically. “Are you doing it right now?” Layla struck him in the stomach with the back of her fist, which he pretended not to feel.
 

 
  “The tricky thing is…well, it’s tricky,” he said slowly, folding an arm across his midsection to prop his other elbow on it and stroke his chin in deep thought. Meesie mimicked the pose on his shoulder, squeaking once in agreement. “Fae divination is as much about politics and interpersonal relations as magical technique. It comes through the agency of intelligent spirits, which all have their own personalities and agendas. Some points generally in common, though. They
  
   don’t
  
  like yes or no questions, as a rule.”
 

 
  “Sounds like they just enjoy being difficult,” Layla observed, arching an eyebrow.
 

 
  “That is…not incorrect,” Schwartz said with a sigh. “The more specific you try to be, the more vague the answers will be, as a rule of thumb. Humm…there are possibilities, though, workarounds. Connection is a powerful thing in witchcraft, as are emotional states. If we’re dealing with questions about people to whom we are already linked, and whether they mean us well or ill…” His eyes came back into focus, actually beginning to look a little eager. “You know, I think I might be able to work something up! I won’t promise anything terribly detailed, of course. There is always the risk when trying to maneuver around spirits’ recalcitrance that you will trigger a backlash. Do that the wrong way and a practitioner can seriously damage the relationships they have built with totem spirits and thus permanently impair their craft.”
 

 
  “Well, let’s not do that,” Darius said. “You’re no good to us de-magicked.”
 

 
  Layla hit him again.
 

 
  “And,” he added, scowling at her, “obviously we care whether you get your magic screwed up. I was
  
   assuming
  
  that went without saying.”
 

 
  “From Ross, it would,” Jasmine said pleasantly.
  
   “You
  
  need to clarify.”
 

 
  “I hate you all.”
 

 
  “No, ya don’t,” Tallie said, grinning and leaning an elbow on his shoulder.
 

 
  “I
  
   think
  
  I can do this, though, yes,” Schwartz said in mounting excitement, ignoring their byplay. “I mean, as I said, I won’t swear to the results, but… Well, for a start, I believe we’re taking it as given that we
  
   trust
  
  Glory and just need some independent verification? Because if that’s the only level of certainty I have to shoot for… Yes, I’m
  
   almost
  
  positive I can do that!”
 

 
  “If you can, that would give us a
  
   perfect
  
  starting point,” Jasmine said with a broad smile, catching some of his enthusiasm. “Glory is amazingly well-connected in the city, as we were discussing. With her help we may be able to find out everything else we need without having to trouble your spirits.”
 

 
  “Oh, but…” Schwartz deflated abruptly. “What we’re talking about is
  
   not
  
  a simple, standard consultation. I could do one of
  
   those
  
  right here, in this alley, if you guys didn’t mind standing guard for half an hour or so. But this will need some rather more serious preparation… I will need both space and time, which means a spot we can consider safe. And without safe access to my rooms at the Collegium…”
 

 
  “We’re right back to where we started,” Tallie said. “Well,
  
   fuck.”
  
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat and raised a hand. “Okay, don’t everybody pile on me for this, but… To revisit an earlier topic,
  
   how
  
  off the table is Bishop Syrinx? Because she’s a dangerous hardass, she’s the only major player we
  
   know
  
  isn’t in with this conspiracy, and sure, maybe she’s a vicious asshole, but we’ve just spent the last ten minutes figuring out that describes pretty much everybody we could
  
   possibly
  
  turn to.”
 

 
  Meesie began tugging at Schwartz’s earlobe, squeaking insistently. When he turned his head to look at her, she hopped to the very edge of his shoulder, stood up on her tiptoes, and struck a pose folding one tiny arm across her chest while brandishing the other in the air. She raised her head and let out a single long, shrill note.
 

 
  “You trained your mouse to do opera?” Darius exclaimed, wincing and raising fingertips to his own ears. “Well, that’s the single most impressive thing I’ve ever seen that has no conceivable use. Also, please make it stop.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Schwartz’s expression suddenly brightened, and he reached up to scratch between Meesie’s ears. “That’s right, I
  
   do
  
  know someone! Someone who can find information for us the slow way
  
   and
  
  provide a safe place for me to cast!”
 

 
  “Well, why didn’t you suggest that first?” Tallie asked irritably.
 

 
  Schwartz winced. “I, uh, didn’t think of it. And also there’s the fact that she is
  
   not
  
  going to like this. Any part of it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Mermaid’s Tail was as close to “upscale” as establishments on the wharves of Puna Dara came. There was often music, broken furniture was repaired or replaced quickly, the food and drinks were both good, the serving girls were pretty, and the consequences for pawing at them included broken bones and an unplanned swim. The place was never truly quiet; even just before the lunch hour, it was busy enough to be difficult to find a table for six people.
 

 
  For that reason, Squad 391 had chosen not to stay there after meeting up.
 

 
  In appearance they had mostly reverted to type rather than attempting an actual disguise, with the possible exceptions of Principia and Nandi. Neither personally favored the traditional elvish attire they now wore, but it served as the best deflectors of attention. Elves were rare in Puna Dara, and had a less savage reputation than in the Imperial provinces, so they were met with less suspicion and hostility, but just as much curiosity; wearing obviously human clothes would have made them
  
   more
  
  curious to behold, which they preferred to avoid.
 

 
  Of the others, Casey was in a simple skirt and blouse suitable for her prairie childhood. Ephanie and Merry both wore sturdy boots, trousers and shirts that didn’t look too out of place on the wharves, reflecting in one case a pragmatic Avenist upbringing and in the other both a working-class background and frontier adventurer sensibilities. Farah, meanwhile, was regretting her choice of a stiff, high-collared conservative dress. Such garments much better suited the climate of Tiraas than Puna Dara, as the sweat dampening her temples affirmed.
 

 
  “Okay, first thing we’ve gotta do is get you into more suitable clothes, Farah,” Principia said, grinning but not without sympathy.
 

 
  “I don’t want to be a bother,” Farah panted, vigorously fanning herself with a Sheng style hand fan for which she had paid far too much from a vendor. “Sorry, Sar—Lieu—Prin. I didn’t think well enough ahead.”
 

 
  “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Merry said easily. “If any of
  
   us
  
  had thought far enough ahead, we’d have warned you.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed,
  
   this
  
  one has no business criticizing anybody’s choices in wardrobe,” Principia said merrily.
 

 
  They were walking along the waterfront between piers; Merry actually stumbled half a step, and shot the elf a warning look. “Locke.”
 

 
  “You should have
  
   seen
  
  the costume I first met her in!” Principia continued, grinning from ear to ear. “It was like she’d gone to the most overpriced leatherworker she could find and asked for the most stereotypical adventurer gear they had—”
 

 
  “Locke, so
  
   help
  
  me—”
 

 
  “—but instead of ‘adventurer’ the guy thought she said ‘prostitute,’ so she had to
  
   improvise
  
  places to keep two dozen unnecessary throwing knives—”
 

 
  “Bitch, I will not hesitate to shove your ass into the harbor!”
 

 
  “I’m guessing you’ve never tried to
  
   shove
  
  an elf anywhere,
  
   Tazlith,”
  
  Prin retorted, her grin truly insane in proportion now.
 

 
  “And let’s refrain from the gendered insults, please,” Ephanie said wearily.
 

 
  Merry rounded on her. “Oy, don’t
  
   you
  
  start spouting off about regs while we’re out here—”
 

 
  “Correct, they’re not as applicable while we’re being discreet, and speaking of which
  
   keep your voice down,”
  
  Ephanie retorted bitingly. “Consider that a
  
   personal
  
  request. Keep it up and first I’ll lecture you about basic feminist philosophy, which I
  
   know
  
  you’ve already heard, and
  
   then
  
  throw you in the harbor.”
 

 
  “Wait, Tazlith?” Farah said, still fanning herself but now cocking her head quizzically. “As in…arrow? I can see how you’d get that from the elvish glyphs but I was
  
   sure
  
  it was pronounced ‘tasleef.’”
 

 
  Merry ground the heels of both her hands into her eye sockets. “AAAUUGH!”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s a great way to avoid notice,” Casey muttered.
 

 
  “Take it easy,” Principia said lightly. “I’m watching and listening, as is Nandi. Nobody’s paying us any mind.”
 

 
  The area was, indeed, busy to the point of boisterousness. Puna Dara being a major port city, the amount of activity that went on around the docks near midday bordered on deafening. Even Merry’s outburst hadn’t garnered them so much as a glance; there was no shortage of shouting resounding from all sides, most of it a lot more meaningful. The group passed in front of a long warehouse which seemed to be built partially over the harbor, briefly cutting off their view of the sea.
 

 
  “Speaking of which, to business,” Nandi said softly enough that the non-elves had to cluster closer to her to hear. The group’s pace slowed somewhat. “We haven’t been idle while waiting for you, but we have learned little, I’m afraid.”
 

 
  “First and most important, I think, is that there are limits to what they can watch, or at least watch
  
   for,”
  
  Principia agreed, nodding. “You four made it here unimpeded. They
  
   aren’t
  
  omniscient. None of the other Legion groups have made it here yet; we’ve checked at the temple of Avei. They’re expecting the group of healers tomorrow, and
  
   that
  
  will be the next test of the Rust’s capabilities and inclinations. We know they can hit an entire Silver Legion; the question is whether they’ll find a contingent of Avenist medical staff a threat.”
 

 
  “A grim thing to contemplate,” Ephanie said gravely.
 

 
  Principia nodded. “As for the other cults… Local gossip places two Huntsmen in the Rock. That’s the fortress there in the harbor which houses the Punaji government; apparently they’re guests of Blackbeard himself.”
 

 
  “Two?” Merry said disdainfully.
  
   “That’s
  
  helpful.”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  helpful,” Ephanie replied. “Two is not nothing, and Huntsmen are not Legionnaires. Without the backing of a lodge master or official like Bishop Varanus, it can be difficult to mobilize them, especially into a city.”
 

 
  “Haven’t had time to check up on the other cults yet,” Principia went on quietly. “There’s a Vidian temple, of course, and an Omnist one, but…well, those are Vidians and Omnists. There’s a limit to how useful they’re likely to be. No word from any delegations from other faiths; it’s going to be interesting trying to track them down if they’re all trickling in from various directions the way we did.”
 

 
  “What about the local Thieves’ Guild?” Casey asked. “If anything, I’d think Eserites would be the most helpful.”
 

 
  “That was going to be my next stop after we linked up with you lot,” Principia agreed. “They’ll be instrumental in keeping us in touch with the word on the street. But…let me just moderate your expectations before they soar too high. The Guild in Puna Dara is… Well, to be quite frank, it’s basically the Eserite rest home.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Merry exclaimed after a baffled pause.
 

 
  Principia sighed. “Eserites are pretty much redundant in Punaji cities; the whole culture here shares their values.”
 

 
  “I would think that’d make them
  
   more
  
  likely to set up shop,” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “For other cults, maybe, but not the way Eserites think,” Casey replied. “They like to slink around in shadows and challenge corrupt centers of power. In a whole society that believes the way they do, the first part of that is unnecessary and the second part would have a hard time taking hold.”
 

 
  “Exactly.” Principia glanced back at her and nodded. “So basically, the Guild here is half a dozen retirees who find the local climate good for their bones, and a couple of apprentices, mostly their kids and grandkids, who can’t wait for an opportunity to bugger off to someplace like Tiraas or Shengdu.”
 

 
  “Fuck a duck,” Merry muttered.
 

 
  “It’s not so bad,” Principia said cheerfully. “Without—”
 

 
  She came to an abrupt stop, prompting the rest of the group to do likewise; a young Punaji woman in a broad-brimmed hat with a lot more feathers than seemed usual had suddenly whipped around the corner ahead to block their path, one hand resting suggestively on the bejeweled hilt of the rapier which hung at her belt. The girl, who was a head shorter than any of them, tilted her head back to study Principia’s face closely.
 

 
  “Yuuuuup,” she drawled, “thought so. I like the hair. Blonde looks better on you.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Principia said politely, “I think you may have me mistaken for someone else.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course, right.” The girl grinned. “Because elves all look alike and humans have
  
   such
  
  poor eyesight. Fross, identity confirmed.”
 

 
  “Okay!” A silver streak of light zipped out from behind the warehouse, pausing right in front of them. “Hi! Sorry about this!”
 

 
  “Wh—”
 

 
  That was as far as Prin got before a blast of gale force wind sent the rest of the squad bowling over and a wall of sheer kinetic energy slammed her against the front of the warehouse. Four lightning-swift bursts of magic from the pixie encased her hands and feet, neatly pinning her against the brickwork.
 

 
  The wind had been almost surgically precise; the human girl hadn’t lost a single feather from her hat. She now lazily dragged her rapier from its sheath and pressed the tip against Principia’s throat.
 

 
  “So! If it isn’t the great Principia Locke. What the
  
   fuck
  
  are you doin’ in my city, you smirking little ferret?”
 

 
  “STAND DOWN!” Prin roared. “No weapons! Don’t even
  
   think
  
  about it!”
 

 
  “I beg your goddamn fucking pardon?” the Punaji girl said dangerously, pressing slightly with the sword. “According to
  
   what
  
  twisty-ass logic do you think you’re in a position to make demands?”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Principia said earnestly, putting on a pleasant smile. “Wasn’t talking to you.”
 

 
  Slowly, she turned to study the rest of the squad, all of whom were now on their feet and brandishing the long knives—and in Merry’s case, a cudgel—which they’d hidden among their clothes, visibly preparing to charge. At Principia’s order, they’d all stopped, but were glaring at the woman and her pixie companion. With the exception of Nandi, who wore a tiny smile.
 

 
  Another figure strolled around the corner, this one in a green corduroy coat, and with a black-hilted elvish saber hanging from his belt. He stopped and surveyed the scene with a raised eyebrow.
 

 
  “Well, Ruda, it’s your town and all, but unless you know something I don’t, these ladies don’t look awfully Rusty. There a particular reason we’re picking a fight with them?”
 

 
  “Hn,” Ruda grunted, lowering her sword slightly. “No, I don’t actually suspect
  
   this
  
  one or her friends of being in with the Rust. But I don’t like coincidences with all this shit going on, and the sudden appearance of walking trouble
  
   this
  
  big makes me take notice. Bare minimum, we’re looking at a headache we do
  
   not
  
  fucking need. This is, as I just said, Principia
  
   fucking
  
  Locke, the elf with a penchant for breaking into dormitories and drugging our classmates.”
 

 
  “Oh,” the young man said, turning an interested look on the imprisoned elf. “This is Trissiny’s mom?”
 

 
  “Wait, you did
  
   what?”
  
  Farah exclaimed.
 

 
  “D-did he just say
  
   Trissiny’s mom?”
  
  Merry screeched, at least an octave above her normal speaking register.
 

 
  Principia heaved a heavy sigh. “Well, all righty, then, I guess I owe a few explanations. Would you mind awfully letting me
  
   down
  
  from here? My fingers are numb.”
 

 
  Ruda grinned unpleasantly and tapped her lightly on the tip of her nose with the rapier’s point. “That, cupcake, depends on how
  
   good
  
  you explain. And how fast.”
 

 
   
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  13 – 11 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “And
  
   so,
  
  you have come to
  
   me.”
  
  Ami Talaari smirked, folded her arms strategically under her bosom, and leaned against the frame of her apartment door. After having swept a disdainful look around at his entourage of junior Eserites, she had seemingly dismissed them from consideration and focused her gaze upon Schwartz.
  
   “Really,
  
  Herschel, you
  
   ought
  
  to have done so in the
  
   first
  
  place. Who
  
   else
  
  do you know who has her finger upon the city’s pulse?”
 

 
  “Yo.” Darius, at the back of the little crowd outside her apartment door, raised his hand. Everyone ignored him.
 

 
  “Aha, well, yes,” Schwartz said self-consciously, managing a weak grin. “It really hasn’t been all that long, Ami. I went to get these guys first because I thought they might be in immediate danger… But you’re the first person we’ve come to!” Meesie nodded vigorously, bounding from his shoulder to the top of his head and adding a squeak of affirmation.
 

 
  “Because you’re being hunted?” She finally looked past him again, studying the apprentices with a bit more interest.
  
   “These
  
  are the Eserites you know, yes? Why not go to the
  
   Guild
  
  for help? I’m certainly not shy about
  
   my
  
  talents, but that seems, if anything, a better source of intelligence on movements in the city. Not that I
  
   can’t
  
  help, of course,” she added with a smug little smile. “Just…curious.”
 

 
  “Well, the thing is…” Schwartz cleared his throat. “We’re not sure who to trust or where we can go at the moment, and even my rooms at the Collegium have been spied on, so that’s possibly not safe…”
 

 
  “Yeeeessss?” Ami’s smile widened. “I’ll warn you I have
  
   little
  
  direct access to the Collegium except through
  
   you,
  
  Herschel. But give me a few hours and I’m
  
   sure
  
  I can turn up
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  “Um.” He cleared his throat again. “Actually, we just need to borrow your apartment for a little bit. I need a secure space to cast some divination, so we can figure out where to go next.”
 

 
  Her smile instantly vanished. Ami stared at Schwartz in silence for two heartbeats, then took a step backward, grabbed the door, and swung it shut.
 

 
  “Waitwaitwaitwait!” Schwartz squawked, sticking a foot in the doorway to block it. “It’s not just that, Syrinx is involved!”
 

 
  She stopped trying to kick his foot out of the doorway, and pulled it a few inches back open, her eyes now narrowed in suspicion. “How?”
 

 
  “That’s just it, I don’t
  
   know
  
  yet, and believe me all this is terrifying enough without
  
   her
  
  snooping around the periphery after the gods know what!” He surreptitiously wrapped his fingers around the edge of the door frame, seemingly unconcerned with the danger to them should she manage to shove his foot out of the gap. It at least gave Meesie the opportunity to scamper down his arm and add her earnest squeaks to his plea. “She’s not the only old familiar face that’s suddenly showing up in connection with this. Ildrin Falaridjad is involved; she tried to have Jasmine, Tallie and Layla thrown in jail so she could interrogate them!”
 

 
  
   “Ildrin?”
  
  Ami’s eyebrows shot upward.
  
   “Why
  
  in the name of Boslin’s flute is
  
   she
  
  not in jail?”
 

 
  “Being neck deep in a powerful conspiracy’s probably handy for that,” Tallie remarked.
 

 
  “And,” Schwartz continued doggedly, “it was Syrinx who intercepted her and bailed them out. I know those two have a mutual grudge but I can’t help being
  
   very
  
  suspicious when Basra shows up being
  
   helpful.”
  
 

 
  Ami heaved a deep sigh—very deep, and accompanied by a subtle shift of her shoulders and back that made her chest swell, prompting Darius and Ross to shift their gaze momentarily. Schwartz, at least, was apparently used to her enough to maintain eye contact. “Oh, very
  
   well,”
  
  she said with poor grace. “I
  
   suppose
  
  you’d better come in, then.”
 

 
  “You are a lifesaver,” Schwartz said emphatically, following her inside as she stepped back and let the door swing wide.
 

 
  “Yes, well, I suppose
  
   someone
  
  has to rescue you, since your
  
   good
  
  friend Principia is out of pocket.”
 

 
  He paused, prompting an annoyed throat-clearing from Darius, and then shifted aside to let the rest of them in. “How’d
  
   you
  
  know about that?”
 

 
  “Forget to keep me in the loop, did you?” Ami positioned herself in front of the window and folded her arms dramatically, tilting her chin up. “Just because that elf is
  
   nominally
  
  friendly toward us doesn’t
  
   absolve
  
  her of being one of the
  
   most
  
  suspicious people we know.
  
   Believe
  
  me, I take
  
   great
  
  pains to be notified of any change in her routine. For
  
   example,
  
  her
  
   whole
  
  squad not showing up at any of their usual posts for a day and a half.”
 

 
  “That is a wise policy,” Jasmine murmured.
 

 
  “Holy crap, this place is
  
   nice,”
  
  Tallie said, adding a whistle as she peered around the apartment. “And you’re…a bard?”
 

 
  “You were going to say
  
   just
  
  a bard, weren’t you.” Ami smiled smugly. “In much the way that you’re
  
   just
  
  a thief. We
  
   all
  
  have backstories, my dear. Touch that instrument and whatever problems you are having, they will increase by an order of magnitude.”
 

 
  She hadn’t even been looking in the direction of Layla, whose fingertips were inches from the guitar propped upright on a reading chair, but Layla froze anyway.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Ross rumbled, gently taking Layla by the shoulders and pulling her back a few steps. “You don’t mess with a bard’s instrument. Ever.”
 

 
  “My apologies,” Layla said, uncharacteristically demure.
 

 
  “In case it
  
   doesn’t
  
  go without saying, now that my home is full of Eserites, I would
  
   prefer
  
  that there be
  
   no
  
  casual appropriation of
  
   any
  
  of my possessions.”
 

 
  “Ami, there’s no need to get hostile,” Scwhartz reproved. “We appreciate your help very much, but you know quite well that Eserites don’t just grab whatever’s not nailed down.”
 

 
  She just shook her head. “So! You are being stalked,
  
   apparently,
  
  by the Church loyalists, who by
  
   implication
  
  have become
  
   much
  
  more organized recently. I’m still
  
   lost
  
  on the point where the lot of you didn’t approach your own
  
   Guild
  
  first for help.”
 

 
  There was a silence, in which even Meesie did not squeak.
 

 
  “Wait, who?” Jasmine said at last. “Church loyalists?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   really,”
  
  Ami said disdainfully.
  
   “Surely
  
  you didn’t think all this
  
   began
  
  in response to
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “I like her,” Tallie said in her driest tone. “She’s a sweetie.”
 

 
  “Perhaps it’s
  
   best,
  
  after all, that you came to an
  
   accredited
  
  bard,” Ami said with a sigh, and turned to gaze out the window. She had a lovely view of a nearby park, surrounded by historic townhouses.
  
   “All
  
  of this descends directly from the Enchanter Wars;
  
   you
  
  lot and your troubles are only the
  
   latest
  
  manifestation of this conflict.”
 

 
  While her back was turned, Darius carefully nudged Ross with his elbow, and then held both hands up in a cupping motion a good distance from his chest, waggling his eyebrows. Ross just shook his head, but Jasmine, Tallie, and Layla all swatted him simultaneously from behind. Despite her seemingly inhuman sense for fingers in the vicinity of her guitar, Ami did not respond to or appear to notice the chorus of slaps, continuing with her spiel.
 

 
  “The Silver Throne and the Universal Church have been jockeying for influence for the last
  
   century,
  
  all because of the way the Enchanter Wars were ultimately settled.
  
   Before
  
  that, the Church was little but a
  
   formality,
  
  a kind of interfaith
  
   negotiating
  
  service. But then, Archpope Sipasian contributed to the outbreak of war by taking sides in the Salyrite schism, persecuting witches, and
  
   ultimately
  
  making enemies of the Sisters of Avei, the Thieves’ Guild,
  
   and
  
  the Veskers.” She clicked her tongue as if chiding the long-ago pontiff. “So immediately, when Archpope Vyara took over, she tried to scale back the Church’s power to avoid more infighting. But then she
  
   also
  
  participated in a scheme to place a new dynasty on the Silver Throne, under the control of the Church
  
   and
  
  a couple of the dominant Houses. Then it turned out they’d backed the
  
   wrong
  
  horse entirely; Sarsamon slipped his leash and positioned himself as Emperor in
  
   truth.
  
  So the Church was left with a mandate to avoid assuming direct control over society,
  
   but also
  
  organized in such a way as to surreptitiously
  
   do
  
  so, and
  
   without
  
  the mechanism for which that organization was
  
   designed.
  
  Which has led to a push and pull within the Church, and
  
   between
  
  it and the cults, ever since.”
 

 
  “This is real interesting and all,” Darius began.
 

 
  “This is
  
   important.”
  
  Ami half-turned, placing herself in profile against the window, and several pairs of eyes shifted again. Including Tallie’s, which were rolled heavenward.
  
   “This
  
  is what you’ve blundered into; not some circumstantial
  
   thing
  
  that’s just popped up like your
  
   nonsense
  
  with those dwarves a few weeks ago, but a struggle that has been
  
   ongoing
  
  for a
  
   hundred years!
  
  I’m flabbergasted that you’re only
  
   just
  
  hearing about this. What do they
  
   teach
  
  you in that Guild?”
 

 
  “Hey,” Ross protested. “We’re apprentices. None of us’ve been learning more’n a couple months.”
 

 
  She snorted, managing to make even that musical. “As someone who is already acquainted with Ildrin Falaridjad, let me
  
   assure
  
  you she is a
  
   known
  
  partisan in this business, and has been for
  
   years.
  
  Basra Syrinx
  
   also
  
  has a reputation for being friendly toward the Church, even more than
  
   most
  
  Bishops, which makes it
  
   interesting
  
  that she’s siding against them now.”
 

 
  “Basra never does anything without wanting something,” Schwartz murmured, stroking Meesie with his fingers. “Also, she
  
   really
  
  hates Ildrin…”
 

 
  “The
  
   point
  
  is,” Ami said patiently, “those two are
  
   hardly
  
  the only people involved in this matter. Given a little time,
  
   I
  
  could get you a list of names of people who would almost
  
   certainly
  
  be involved, based on their
  
   known
  
  reputations.”
 

 
  “That would help tremendously,” Jasmine said fervently.
 

 
  Ami held up a hand. “Two important points.
  
   First
  
  of all, I assume you have more to go on than just
  
   Ildrin
  
  acting up? Because I have
  
   seen
  
  her using a
  
   stolen
  
  Izarite shatterstone to interrupt diplomatic proceedings by
  
   assaulting
  
  one of the participants. Just because
  
   she
  
  of all people is disregarding
  
   basic
  
  rules of decent conduct is
  
   not
  
  inherently newsworthy.”
 

 
  “What’s a shatterstone?” Darius asked.
 

 
  “An artifact kept in most Izarite temples for defense from attack,” Schwartz explains. “If you do any non-divine magic in its vicinity, it lets out a sort of pulse that neutralizes magic in the area and incapacitates all magic users except Izarite clerics. Well, briefly, anyway.”
 

 
  “A typically Izarite notion of defense,” Jasmine said contemptuously. “Passive, indiscriminate, and easy to circumvent with a basic application of strategy.”
 

 
  Ami cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  “Yes, right,” Schwartz said hastily. “Well, the thieves, here, did an operation to bust up some kind of extortion ring within the Sisterhood and the Collegium. I helped them get info from the inside…”
 

 
  “You’re mixing up your crimes, Herschel,” Layla chided. “That was embezzlement, not extortion.”
 

 
  “Yes, anyway,” he said irritably. “It’s in at least two cults and probably more, which was why we were uncertain about involving the Guild. Also, someone was scrying on my rooms, which means
  
   I
  
  specifically am being watched, and to get through the Emerald College’s wards they are either a
  
   very
  
  powerful mage or also a Salyrite. Probably both.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Ami said, turning to face them again and nodding once. “Well, that brings me to my second point: You
  
   should
  
  have gone to the Guild immediately.”
 

 
  “Once
  
   again,”
  
  Layla began.
 

 
  “As I
  
   told
  
  you,” Ami said, “this is a new, more aggressive outgrowth from an
  
   existing
  
  matter. It’s about Church loyalists—people within the cults who believe strongly in the Universal Church,
  
   sometimes
  
  even more so than their
  
   own
  
  cults, at least according to rumor. Activity of that kind has increased
  
   markedly
  
  in the last ten years, though Archpope Justinian is
  
   always
  
  above anything tying him
  
   directly
  
  to such…antics. But we are
  
   still
  
  talking about people choosing to side with
  
   centralized
  
  power, at the
  
   expense
  
  of other loyalties.” She loftily arched one eyebrow. “And you
  
   really
  
  think the
  
   Guild
  
  is in on this? I
  
   assure
  
  you, in the
  
   entire
  
  century such activity has been waxing and waning,
  
   no
  
  Eserite has
  
   ever
  
  been involved.
  
   Other
  
  cults have wiggle room for
  
   attachments,
  
  but such goes against the most
  
   fundamental
  
  teachings of Eserion.
  
   Honestly,”
  
  she added acerbically, “it is
  
   incredible
  
  that
  
   I
  
  should have to explain this to
  
   you,
  
  of all people.”
 

 
  “It’s really impressive how I wanna slap her even while she’s helping us out a lot,” Tallie said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Yes, Ami is very gifted,” Schwartz said with a sigh.
 

 
  The bard, fortunately, seemed amused by this observation. “I seem to recall from Herschel’s description that you lot had help from one Alan Vandro?”
 

 
  
   “Ugh,”
  
  said Jasmine, Tallie, and Layla in unison.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ross grunted. “What do
  
   you
  
  know about Vandro?”
 

 
  “Only his reputation,” Ami said, grinning, “which includes the
  
   ugh
  
  factor. But
  
   also
  
  that he is an Eserite
  
   purist
  
  of the kind that annoys even
  
   other
  
  Eserites. If
  
   anyone
  
  could be relied upon not only to have
  
   no
  
  involvement in a Church loyalist campaign, but to do everything in his power to
  
   thwart
  
  one, it would be he.”
 

 
  Jasmine drew in a long breath through her teeth. “Well…there’s that, I suppose. Personally, I think we’re better off dealing with the Guild directly, if it’s safe…”
 

 
  “What about Glory?” Layla said. “Tamisin Sharvineh?”
 

 
  Ami shrugged. “She, of course, is much more
  
   connected
  
  with circles of power, but again, still Eserite. Honestly,
  
   she
  
  is likely to more know about the ins and outs of this group if they are
  
   indeed
  
  beginning to organize something, as you imply.”
 

 
  “They are definitely organizing something,” Jasmine said, frowning heavily. “I’d been thinking this was just a few opportunistic individuals, but if it’s instead a suddenly more orderly pattern of behavior by a long-standing group… Them skimming resources and money from two cults suddenly takes on a whole different aspect. That’s not just crime, it’s an insurgency strategy.”
 

 
  “And further reason to turn to the
  
   Guild,”
  
  Ami added, again folding her arms. “The Thieves’ Guild’s intolerance for
  
   other
  
  people committing crime, especially
  
   organized
  
  crime, has always played a part in
  
   preventing
  
  rebel movements from
  
   funding
  
  themselves. It’s
  
   one
  
  of the reasons governments are so
  
   tolerant
  
  of Eserite activities.”
 

 
  “So,” Darius said slowly, “if these people are suddenly ramping up their activities… They’re not just stealing money or liking the Church anymore. They’re planning to
  
   do
  
  something.”
 

 
  “And,” Layla added, “the reaction to
  
   us
  
  suggests we came closer than we realized to finding out something they don’t want known.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Ami,” Jasmine said. “You’ve helped us tremendously already.”
 

 
  “You mean, by making you
  
   think
  
  about what you
  
   already
  
  knew?” Amy swept a grandiose bow. “A bard’s work is never done.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Upon her return to the Rock, the royal family’s seneschal directed Teal to a chamber deep in the fortress, which he called an armory. There were, indeed, weapons along the walls, but it currently seemed to be serving as a combination laboratory and gathering place. Several more people were present than she’d expected to find when asking where her classmates were, one of them in the middle of a story when she entered.
 

 
  “—two harpoon launchers, but
  
   mine
  
  were attached to treated cables that wouldn’t burn or cut under anything less than dragonfire or a mag cannon,
  
   and
  
  the heads discharged a spray of modified yggdryl sap which basically encased them and whatever they struck in a layer of
  
   rock.
  
  The release mechanism was in the launcher. So of course using ’em was expensive every time, but when
  
   I
  
  hooked another ship, they damn well
  
   stayed
  
  hooked, until
  
   I
  
  decided they could go again. The wonders of modern alchemy!”
 

 
  Anjal Punaji was animatedly narrating, standing near an examining table on which were laid out a variety of arcane scrying tools along one side, while Fross flittered about over a bent metal arm that had clearly been taken from a Rust cultist. Ruda, Toby, Gabriel and Juniper were all standing nearby, listening to the pirate queen with varying degrees of interest.
 

 
  “Told you,” Ruda grunted when her mother paused for breath. “Woman is fuckin’ obsessed with gadgets. You leave this thing in her sight and she’ll be trying to build her own cultist by nightfall.”
 

 
  “So I’d let them herd me closer to the vortex, see?” Anjal continued, mostly directing herself to Gabriel, who was clearly the most wrapped up in her story. “So we snared her with both harpoons, and then dropped all sail, which basically made the
  
   Quarrel
  
  an anchor dragging the Sheng warship down with us. They immediately did everything they could to pull away, but with the weight of both ships
  
   and
  
  the vortex pulling at us, they had no chance. We stayed that way till we were both past the point of no return, then I released the cables and raised sail again.” She grinned savagely. “But
  
   my
  
  ship was outfitted with Imperial zeppelin thrusters below the water line. It was touchy for a bit there, but we pulled out of the vortex and left the Sheng to drown, and good bloody riddance to ’em.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hold up,” Gabriel protested.
  
   “Zeppelin
  
  thrusters? Do those even work underwater?”
 

 
  “I assure you, they do,” Anjal said with a wink.
 

 
  “Cos I’m no sailor, but I’m pretty sure those things would shake a wooden ship to pieces.”
 

 
  “Oh, that they would, which was precisely why mine was the only ship on the sea that had ’em. The
  
   Quarrel
  
  was a high elven caravel; toughest little girl I ever saw,
  
   and
  
  the wood healed itself after being damaged. You’re not wrong, she sprouted a dozen leaks after that abuse, but we bailed our asses off for the next day and a half and she gradually put herself right.” Anjal heaved a reminiscent sigh.
  
   “Gods,
  
  I miss that ship.”
 

 
  Gabriel was frowning now. “I thought high elves were a myth.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you’re better off. It’s for the best for everybody that they keep to themselves. They were
  
   real
  
  bloody curious what I was doing with one of their ships in the first place. By far the biggest pain in the ass I ever dealt with, and that’s including having half the Punaji privateers chasing me from Acarnia to Glassiere.”
 

 
  “What is
  
   she
  
  doing here?” Teal demanded suddenly, glaring.
 

 
  “Uh.” Juniper blinked. “She…lives here. This is kinda her house.”
 

 
  “I don’t think she’s talkin’ about Mama,” Ruda said wryly.
 

 
  “Oh. Right.”
 

 
  Six other women were gathered on benches against the far wall, watching with wide eyes—including two elves, one of whom Teal recognized.
 

 
  “Hi there,” Principia said diffidently. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
 

 
  Teal braced her feet, and emitted a low growl—a sound that clearly was not the produce of any human voicebox. Flickers of orange fire sparked across her eyes. All six women pressed themselves backward against the walls.
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, easy there, hon,” Ruda said soothingly, rushing to her side and laying a hand on Teal’s shoulder. “Short version is, she’s helping. This is
  
   Lieutenant
  
  Locke of the Third Silver Legion. They’re expected; after the Fourth got wiped out, High Commander Rouvad sent us some special forces units, much more discreetly. These are the first to arrive.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  woman, in the Silver Legions?” Teal said contemptuously. “And you
  
   believed
  
  that?”
 

 
  “Why wouldn’t I?” Ruda countered. When Teal turned a glare on her, she shrugged. “Think about it. The one thing we
  
   know
  
  she wants is access to Trissiny. This crazy bitch was willing to piss off all of us, not to mention the various world powers we’re connected to, plus
  
   fucking Tellwyrn,
  
  just to get a two-minute conversation with Shiny Boots. Her signing up with the Silver Legions after that is such an obvious next step I’m a little embarrassed it didn’t occur to me at the time. Besides,” she added, turning a wry look on Principia, “I’m no High Commander, but if I
  
   was
  
  crazy enough to let this walking sack of pickled assholes into my Legions, I’d
  
   definitely
  
  route her into the special forces. She’d make a shitty-ass soldier under any other circumstances.”
 

 
  “She really
  
   does
  
  know you,” Merry said, nudging Prin with an elbow.
 

 
  Principia sighed and stood up. “Well! Now that everybody’s here that’s coming I can say it: I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you are,” Teal snapped.
 

 
  “Well, I am,” the elf said quietly. “The fact is, I was thinking of nothing but myself. All of you were just things in my way, as far as I cared. I have no excuse. It was unpardonable asshole behavior on my part, and I truly am sorry. That doesn’t change anything, I know, but there it is.”
 

 
  “That was less than
  
   two years
  
  ago,” Teal exclaimed. “And now she’s calling herself a Lieutenant? That’s not even
  
   believable!”
  
 

 
  Suddenly, warm arms were wrapped around Teal from behind, and Juniper pulled her close, resting her chin on Teal’s shoulder.
 

 
  “She’ll wake up,” the dryad murmured. “She
  
   will
  
  be fine, Teal. And she wouldn’t want you to be so angry, or so sad.”
 

 
  “She’s got a story to explain that, too,” Anjal interjected. “And we checked with the local Avenist temple, which has been kept in the loop. This actually is Squad 391, and Locke is who she claims. They’re an interesting bunch, aren’t they?”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Majesty,” Farah said politely.
 

 
  “Girl, I’m Punaji,” Anjal replied. “There are no Majesties here.”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat again. “Well. Now that we’re all assembled, I’ve got something more relevant to the mission to bring up. Unless I’m wrong, which I kind of hope I am, did I hear you refer to the Rust as the Infinite Order a few minutes ago?”
 

 
  Ruda narrowed her eyes. “Our intelligence says that’s their own name for themselves. What of it?”
 

 
  Principia ran a hand over her hair, letting out a long sigh. “Oy vey… All right. Have you guys had the chance to eavesdrop on any of their sermons?”
 

 
  “A couple of times now,” Toby said, nodding. “It’s all mind over matter, self-empowerment humanist stuff.”
 

 
  “Jibbering nonsense, is what it is,” Casey added disdainfully.
 

 
  “I wish it was that simple,” Principia replied. “Okay, without going into excessive detail, let me just remind everyone that I was an adventuring thief for two hundred years, back when ‘adventure’ was a respectable career path and not a punchline. I have been places people should not go and seen shit that’s better left forgotten. Such as, specifically, a number of relics of the Elder Gods. Rather…instructive ones.”
 

 
  “I’ve got a bad feeling about where this is heading,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “Infinite Order,” Principia said grimly, “was what they called themselves. The name of their organization, like how our gods are the Pantheon. And
  
   this
  
  stuff the Rust are spouting, this self-empowerment piffle… That was their religion.”
 

 
  “Okay, hang on a fuckin’ second,” Ruda said, holding up a hand. “Let’s say for the sake of argument I believe you know this. Why would the Elder Gods need
  
   a
  
  religion? Wouldn’t they each have their own?”
 

 
  “They weren’t gods like our Pantheon,” Principia explained. “They had a totally different relationship to their own power, and the people of this world. Our gods are each a god
  
   of
  
  something; the Elder Gods were just beings of incredible, nearly infinite power. Everything they did was calculated to protect that power, including the religion they preached and enforced. Like, the system of measurements we still use? That was a very old one which was long discredited by the time they arose.
  
   They
  
  used a system based on tens, each unit derived from some physical constant.”
 

 
  “Like the dwarves use!” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “Maybe the same one; it wouldn’t surprise me if the dwarves had dug up Elder God relics themselves. My
  
   point
  
  is, everything the Infinite Order did was designed to
  
   suppress
  
  people. They gave our ancestors food that barely nourished them, prohibited things like libraries and museums, insisted on a system of measurements that made any kind of science harder to do and mandated a religion based on nonsense and circular reasoning, all to inhibit people from rising to power the way
  
   they
  
  had.”
 

 
  “So,” Toby said slowly, “this unprecedented cult with inexplicable powers…is actually some kind of direct continuation of the Elder Gods themselves.”
 

 
  Gabriel let out a low whistle. “Oh,
  
   fuck,
  
  that’s bad.”
 

 
  “It may not be as bad as that,” Principia cautioned. “The Elder Gods left all kinds of junk. Most of it’s been destroyed or locked away by now, but I suspect there’ll
  
   always
  
  be bits and bobs left for somebody to stumble across once in a while. Whoever leads the Rust may have just got his hands on some records and/or artifacts.”
 

 
  “Sounds to me like we’d better be prepared for the worst, though,” Anjal said flatly. “Records and artifacts don’t wipe out Silver Legions.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, about that,” Fross chimed, finally drifting away from the arm she’d been examining. “I would be more worried about whatever source of knowledge or power the Rust has being able to propagate itself somehow. Cos I’ve triple checked to be sure about this and right now I’m about ninety-five percent certain this hunk of metal is alive.”
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  “By that,” Toby said slowly, “do you mean its enchantments are still active?”
 

 
  Fross chimed in annoyance. “They
  
   are,
  
  but no, if I had
  
   meant
  
  that I would have
  
   said
  
  that. I always try to be precise! What I mean is, I think this object is both artificially constructed and a living organism.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said. “Sorry, no offense meant.”
 

 
  The pixie zoomed over to buzz affectionately around his head once. “I know, Toby, I’m sorry for getting irked. I’m in analytical mode, it makes me impatient.”
 

 
  “Now, hang on!” Juniper exclaimed. “Something cannot be artificially made and still a living thing!”
 

 
  
   “That is a fallacy,”
  
  Ariel’s voice interjected.
  
   “Such beings do not occur in nature, but there are ample specimens from the annals of magical history.”
  
 

 
  “What the hell was
  
   that?”
  
  Merry exclaimed in alarm.
 

 
  “Ariel.” Gabriel drew the black sword and held her up; her runes flickered a dull blue in the light. “She’s very particular about magical matters. Helpful, too, most of the time.”
 

 
  “Young man,” Nandi said very evenly, “do you know where talking swords come from?”
 

 
  He sighed and sheathed Ariel again. “Yes, I do, and nobody here had a hand in making her. We found her in the Crawl. Fross, you were telling us about that arm?”
 

 
  “Yes, thank you!” the pixie exclaimed. “If everyone’s listening now? Okay, so I’ve analyzed this thing as carefully as possible in this timeframe and with this equipment and what I’ve discovered is that it is clearly a machine, it was not built by anybody who thinks the way any modern enchanter or engineer does, and as I said, its nature is more organic than mechanical despite
  
   being
  
  mechanical and made of minerals.”
 

 
  “Yeah, can we focus on that part first?” Juniper suggested. “Because that doesn’t make a lick of sense to—”
 

 
  Fross rose two feet toward the ceiling, her glow brightening significantly on the way, and emitted a wordless arpeggio of sheer irritation.
 

 
  “Uh…” Juniper actually took a step back from the examining table. “Actually…why don’t you just go over it in…y’know, whatever order makes sense to you.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you, Juniper,” Fross replied, drifting back down toward the subject of her research.
  
   “Anyway.
  
  First of all, the device itself is not enchanted, exactly. Its interior structure is a series of pretty simple cables and pulleys which stand in for muscles, ligaments, all that stuff. There are no inner bones, since of course the outer structure is rigid metal, so it’s organized differently. The enchantments are contained in tiny crystals affixed to each joint.”
 

 
  “Forgive me for interrupting,” Gabriel said hesitantly. “But does that mean there’s
  
   no
  
  central enchantment at all?”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Fross said, clearly growing excited again. “That’s the beauty of it! See, Juniper tore this one off at the elbow, which is probably why I can’t find an enchantment that makes it interface with the human body. The little crystals only govern each mechanism individually; that interface charm was probably on the piece attached right to the human. But! These enchantments are incredibly efficient compared to ours because they have
  
   no power component!
  
  They only carry instructions for the machine parts; the energy is conducted through a series of metal filaments encased in a rubber-like non-conductive medium. It runs on
  
   electricity,
  
  not magic!”
 

 
  “I thought electricity was pretty much only good for weapons,” Casey said, leaning forward on her chair.
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  good for weapons,” Farah replied, “but actually, the nervous systems of all living things run on tiny electrical charges. That’s why lightning wands tend to cause nerve damage and sometimes even brain disorders.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Fross said eagerly, swooping around the table in erratic circles. “These appear to draw their power directly from the body! Except it takes more energy to move metal than flesh simply because of its weight, so that wouldn’t exactly work, which makes me think there must be a power source of some kind with some
  
   much
  
  more sophisticated enchantments connected to the host body. But! In addition to being very alien in
  
   design,
  
  this thing is made of
  
   components
  
  that aren’t like anything I’ve ever seen. The different alloys used for the casing, the moving parts, the metal wires… I can’t even identify any of them. Likewise the insulating material; it’s
  
   like
  
  rubber, but obviously synthetic. And these enchantment crystals most of all! It’s like… This
  
   kind
  
  of enchantment
  
   does
  
  exist now, but modern data crystals are new and pretty rare, and also not
  
   nearly
  
  as efficient. These ones aren’t much bigger than grains of sand and anything
  
   I
  
  could make to do their job would be about the size of an average lightning wand’s power crystal.”
 

 
  “So, it’s magic more sophisticated than anything known,” Anjal said, frowning. “With every new revelation I get more nervous about this Elder God business. Naphthene’s
  
   tits,
  
  these bastards are all over the city!”
 

 
  “Well, it’s hard to compare that kind of sophistication directly,” Fross cautioned. “Compared to the state of modern industrial enchantment, yes. But
  
   that
  
  itself is very new; individual archmages throughout history were known to make stuff like this. Well, I mean, not
  
   like
  
  this necessarily, but things so amazing modern enchanters
  
   still
  
  don’t understand how they work. Magic mirrors, for instance. We even understand those, but they’re fiendishly hard and we haven’t yet cracked mass-production of them.”
 

 
  “Or talking swords, for example,” Nandi said.
 

 
  Gabriel turned to give her a flat look. “Is this going to become a problem?”
 

 
  “I dearly hope not,” she replied, expressionless.
 

 
  “Anyway!” Fross continued more loudly. “The
  
   really, really
  
  interesting part is the organic part! Yes, Juniper, I’m coming to it. Okay, so, one thing that jumped out at me is there’s
  
   nothing
  
  in there except the devices that make it move. The thing about anything with moving parts is that
  
   moving
  
  them wears them down; they require repair and maintenance. With engineered machines, you have to get into ’em and do it manually; biological organisms have built-in systems for maintenance, which is obviously more efficient and exactly why those organisms are so much more complex than any machine. So! What’s interesting
  
   here
  
  is that this device is clearly not designed to be dismantled! The pieces are solid, and even the ones that move connect firmly in a way that clearly isn’t meant to be disconnected. Therefore, since it has no way to access it internally to perform repairs, there has to be a
  
   built-in
  
  mechanism for that!”
 

 
  “What if they don’t repair them?” Casey suggested. “Just…take ’em off and throw ’em away when they wear out.”
 

 
  Fross shot upward in indignation. “Excuse me, but I
  
   refuse
  
  to believe any intelligence capable of creating a machine like
  
   this
  
  would make a design choice so inefficient, wasteful, and catastrophically stupid.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Casey said, holding up her hands in surrender. “You’re the boss.”
 

 
  “It’s pronounced Fross, actually,” Ruda said with a grin.
 

 
  “So,” the pixie continued, “I went looking for traces of this mechanism and
  
   guess what I found!”
  
 

 
  “Or,” Toby said quickly when several people opened their mouths, “just tell us? For efficiency’s sake, if nothing else.”
 

 
  Fross appeared not to hear him, carrying on at a rapid clip while bouncing up and down in midair.
  
   “While
  
  I was doing exploratory divinations, I
  
   actually
  
  caught the damaged edges of the metal casing rebuilding itself, filling in scratches and trying to extend toward the part that’s broken off! And,
  
   and!
  
  That prompted me to take a closer structural look at the metal itself, and it was clearly not molded, cast, or worked using any known means. It was built up
  
   one atom at a time,
  
  like the way mollusks grow shells, but on an even
  
   smaller
  
  scale somehow adding up to a finished product on a much greater scale than any clam! Isn’t that
  
   amazing?”
  
 

 
  Everyone stared at the apparently inert metal arm for a moment of silence, Merry and Casey standing up to see better.
 

 
  “Amazing is a word,” Ruda said at last. “The one that springs to
  
   my
  
  mind is ‘creepy.’ With some adjectives. You all know my favorite ones, I think.”
 

 
  “But…you couldn’t find any standing enchantment that’s
  
   doing
  
  that?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “No, I couldn’t!”
 

 
  “So,” Teal said, “we still don’t understand what force animates this thing, but now we know it’s still active and doing so
  
   right now.”
  
 

 
  
   “If I may make a recommendation,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “it may be too late in this case but for future reference, it would be wise to handle any such objects as if they presented a threat of contagion.”
  
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Gabriel muttered, “we’ve got the queen
  
   and
  
  the princess in this room… All right, everybody! We’re gonna do a thorough cleansing and general healing.”
 

 
  “Do you really think that’s necessary, boy?” Anjal asked dryly, folding her arms.
 

 
  “I have
  
   no
  
  idea,” he replied, “but none of us have any idea about anything, here, and I don’t think we can afford to take risks.”
 

 
  “He’s right,” Toby said, placing a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “About the risks and sensible countermeasures, not so much the part where he started barking orders at the aforementioned queen and princess.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Gabriel’s cheeks colored. “I, uh…sorry, I didn’t mean…”
 

 
  “It’s all right, Arquin, we’re used to you,” Ruda said, slugging his other shoulder and grinning. “Future reference, don’t get pushy with Punaji women unless you’re lookin’ to get your ass married and/or stabbed.”
 

 
  “And/or?” Ephanie muttered.
 

 
  “Seriously, though, let’s please just do this,” Gabriel said a little nervously. “Uh… Juniper’s the tricky one. Either divine healing or the cleansing charms I can do will hurt her.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I need it,” the dryad said, folding her arms. “I’m pretty impervious in the first place, and anyway, I have my own means.”
 

 
  “Okay, but…wouldja humor me, Juno? Whatever you’ve got to check for and cleanse any kind of corruption… I
  
   know
  
  you’re a dryad, but remember you don’t have Naiya to rely on now and there’s
  
   no
  
  telling what these guys are capable of…”
 

 
  “Yeah, I see your point,” she said with a sigh. “Okay, I’m just gonna go to that corner over there and concentrate. Can you try to keep your divine magic in the other side of the room?”
 

 
  “Can do!” Gabriel said, saluting. “Now, uh… Toby, you’re
  
   much
  
  better at healing than I am. I think you’d better take point, here.”
 

 
  “Sure,” Toby said, peering at him. “Did I hear you say you can do cleansing charms? That’s impressive stuff, Gabe, I had no idea you were that advanced.”
 

 
  “Gabriel is
  
   very
  
  good at enchanting!” Fross chimed. “I’m a much more general-purpose arcanist, and I frequently ask his help with passive enchantment work! And we worked
  
   hard
  
  on getting those cleansing charms right for our semester project. See, the
  
   trick
  
  is including the right modifiers so they only identify and purge
  
   hostile
  
  elements from the body and not the symbiotic bacteria that aid digestion! We made a lot of poor rats very sick…”
 

 
  “You keep your fuckin’ finger wiggling
  
   away
  
  from me,” Ruda ordered Gabriel, taking a step back.
 

 
  Nandi cleared her throat, stepping forward. “I am a priestess. Less innately powerful than Mr. Caine, obviously, but with five centuries of experience in several fields of healing. I would be glad to help.”
 

 
  “You would be
  
   very
  
  welcome,” Toby said emphatically. “My thanks, Corporal Shahai. Now, let’s please organize everybody into a line over here, we’ll want to give everybody our full attention, not just fling magic around. Corporal, would you walk us through the recommended procedure, please?”
 

 
  While Nandi began instructing the students, Merry glanced sidelong at Juniper, who had just passed them and was now sitting in the corner with her eyes closed, then leaned forward and lowered her voice to a bare whisper, nodding in Teal’s direction. “So, uh… What’s the deal with
  
   that
  
  one?”
 

 
  “She’s possessed,” Principia replied in the same quiet tone. “Bonded with the archdemon Vadrieny.” Farah swallowed loudly, staring at Teal with wide eyes.
 

 
  “You’ve…heard of that particular demon?” Merry asked her.
 

 
  “Archdemon,” Farah whispered. “Daughter of Elilial. Demonic demigoddess, technically. Vadrieny has killed…well, a lot.”
 

 
  “We always make the neatest friends,” Casey murmured. Everyone shifted to stare at her; neither her expression nor tone revealed whether she was being sarcastic.
 

 
  “And
  
   you,”
  
  Merry finally said, prodding Principia in the shoulder, “drugged her to get her out of your way. Some
  
   balls
  
  on you, woman. Not an iota of sense, but still.”
 

 
  “It seemed worthwhile at the time,” Principia said with a sigh. “Okay, Lang, that’s as good as an opening as you’re likely to get. Planning to make with the barrage of screeching and questions, now? Quite frankly, the anticipation has been worse than what your voice does to my ears when you get in one of your episodes.”
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  have ‘episodes,’” Merry said sullenly. “Anyhow…no. Oh, I was
  
   gonna,
  
  but I spent the awkward silence while we were getting frog-marched here thinking—
  
   shut your mouth,
  
  Elwick!—and it actually makes perfect sense, like the princess said. Obviously, if Rouvad was gonna let
  
   you
  
  in the Legions, it would be with a huge list of stipulations about what you can’t say to whom. So,
  
   no,
  
  LT, I don’t take being kept in the dark personally, this one time.”
 

 
  “I can’t tell you what a load off my mind that is,” Principia said sweetly.
 

 
  Merry grinned right back. “Yeah, well. After the way she lit into you, I figured you two have enough issues without me picking at it.”
 

 
  Ephanie sighed. “And still, you had to bring that up. You were
  
   almost
  
  considerate for a moment there, Lang.”
 

 
  Merry just smiled. “I assume Shahai knew about this, too? She’s got Rouvad’s ear on everything.”
 

 
  “I knew,” Casey said quietly, then shrugged when the others turned to stare at her again. “Locke pretty deliberately left the breadcrumbs. You just had to follow ’em.”
 

 
  “Of course she did,” Ephanie said, turning to Principia in exasperation. “Locke, have you
  
   ever
  
  been given an order you didn’t feel an immediate need to weasel around?”
 

 
  “No,” Prin said immediately, grinning. “Not
  
   once.
  
  But I have many times received orders I didn’t
  
   actually
  
  weasel around. If I just went and
  
   did
  
  everything I felt a need to, I’d have had a much more interesting sex life. And also would be dead by now.”
 

 
  “I would prefer not to hear any more about either of those prospects, please,” said Merry.
 

 
  Their conversation, and Nandi’s instruction of Toby, was interrupted by a rap at the door. A second later, it opened, revealing the royal seneschal.
 

 
  “Bad news, Akhatrya!” Ruda said merrily. “You’re infected, now! Join the line!”
 

 
  “Zari, my rules about you
  
   hassling
  
  the staff don’t change just because you’re halfway to college-educated,” Anjal snapped, whisking her hat off and swatting Ruda over the head with it. “What is it, Akhatrya?”
 

 
  “Your pardon, Majesty, Princess, honored guests,” the tall, bearded man said, bowing deeply. “There is an unexpected visitor in the palace seeking an audience with both the Crown and with Lieutenant Locke.” He turned another, shallower bow specifically upon Principia. “A representative from the local Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  Anjal narrowed her eyes. “I see. And this visitor is not meeting with the King because…?”
 

 
  Akhatrya’s face betrayed no expression. “His Majesty the King feels that since you are both together, it is the most efficient course of action for you to meet Miss Lagrande.”
 

 
  “Lagrande?” Principia’s eyebrows shot upward. “Quinn Lagrande? She’s still
  
   alive?”
  
 

 
  “One hopes so, Lieutenant,” Akhatrya said placidly. “She was moments ago. If she is otherwise now, we shall have most interesting conversations with the Guild in the days to come.”
 

 
  “Great,” Anjal muttered. “You win this time, husband, but there will be a reckoning. Oh, yes, there will. Well, Akhatrya, I’m afraid our little Zari wasn’t wrong. Join the line, please. This Quinn Lagrande will just have to wait a few minutes longer.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ox Whippoorwill stepped into the Ale & Wenches and paused just inside, exchanging nods with a couple of citizens. Most didn’t notice him, being too absorbed in their conversations. Everything about the scene was…off. It was far too crowded for the early afternoon, and almost all those present were Rockies, while the A&W primarily catered to out-of-towners. Its usual clientele were present in small numbers; they were identifiable as the few people sitting at tables by themselves, looking somewhat bemused by what was going on around them.
 

 
  What was going on was just conversation, so far. They were intense conversations, though, and not all of them quiet. Ox stood for a handful of heartbeats, soaking it in—just long enough to hear a few key words. Then he moved out of the door and began making his way around the perimeter of the room toward the only man present aside from the bartender who wasn’t sitting.
 

 
  “Deputy,” Fedora said, nodding at Ox’s approach. He was blatantly lurking, just beside the stairs, and just as blatantly watching the room. More than a few of those gathered kept casting pointed glances his direction. So far, at least, nobody was staring.
 

 
  “Inspector,” Ox rumbled in reply. “An’ it’s just Ox. Titles are for when I gotta get official with somebody.”
 

 
  “Very well, same goes,” Fedora said, momentary amusement cracking his pensive expression. He took a sip of the pint of beer in his hand. It was almost full, clearly being used as a prop to justify his presence to the proprietor.
 

 
  “Oh? I figured Inspectors kept the right to the title even after they retired. Like military ranks, or professors.”
 

 
  “I actually would have to look up the rules on that,” Fedora murmured, again staring across the bar. “Regardless, I’m not in with the Empire any longer. That was a good job and I’m glad to have held it, but it’s best not to dwell on the past, I find.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Ox took a position next to him and folded his arms, feeling no need to bother getting a drink. He wanted his head clear, and since being officially deputized he had no need of an excuse to stand around in a public place.
 

 
  For a few minutes, they stood in silence. Watching, and listening.
 

 
  “Is it like this all over town?” Fedora asked finally, then took another tiny sip.
 

 
  “A mite calmer,” Ox replied. “Folk meetin’ on the street, havin’ little chats. In shops an’
  
   behind
  
  shops… Nothin’ else is as boisterous as this right here. ‘Swhy I came to keep an eye on this crowd. Even the Saloon’s not as packed, or as…intense. Jonas won’t stand for no funny business in his place, either.”
 

 
  Fedora nodded very slowly. “Tell me…are you seeing the same thing
  
   wrong
  
  with this picture I am?”
 

 
  “It’s too damn fast,” Ox said immediately, keeping his voice low. With the hubbub in the room, it wasn’t hard to be discreet. “Not that it’s a small thing, exactly, the University sponsorin’ some kinda demon-summonin’ project, but… I know this town. I know the rhythms an’ the balance of opinions. There ain’t enough folks suspicious of the school to create
  
   this
  
  kinda hubbub this quick. Even if there was… The announcement was
  
   just
  
  posted, after lunch. Normally, folks’d only just be hearin’ the first rumors. This is
  
   all over.
  
  An’ you can plainly see how tense it’s gettin’.”
 

 
  Again, that very slow nod. Fedora let his eyes wander across the crowded tavern, having another sip that barely wet his lips. “The Sheriff know about this?”
 

 
  “I came right here when this started up, ain’t talked with him yet. Sam’s got ears, though. He knows his job, an’ he knows this town.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “Reminds me of a while back,” Ox continued after a pause. “We damn near had an honest-to-gods riot in this town, an’ it turns it there was a rogue Vidian priestess doin’ some kinda hoodoo, makin’ people more susceptible. You don’t suppose…”
 

 
  This time, Fedora shook his head negatively, and with more energy. “I don’t know Last Rock as well as you, Ox, but I know people, and I know trouble. You’re right: this is too quick.
  
   Much
  
  too quick a result. And your instinct is equally right. I’m never willing to trust that out-of-the-ordinary behavior happens on this scale without being made to. But look at the pattern.” He gestured slowly around the room with his nearly-full glass. “Look at the different expressions. There are people nervous, people pissed off… But most uncertain, and just as many peacemakers as agitators. Folks speaking up on Tellwyrn’s behalf. If there was a magical effect in place to agitate people, like in your example, we wouldn’t see all these people standing back and listening, waiting to form their own opinions. If there was some kind of more aggressive control trying to turn people against Tellwyrn, same goes
  
   and
  
  she wouldn’t have this many defenders.” Again, he shook his head, and took a sip. “No need to assume some grandiose, cosmic effect in place. Just somebody stirring up shit. Someone
  
   skillful,
  
  well-connected in this town. Someone who knows the social landscape well enough to launch a
  
   very
  
  effective rumor campaign.”
 

 
  “You’re sayin’ it’s one o’ my neighbors,” Ox growled.
 

 
  “Maybe,” Fedora said noncommittally. “It would take more than one to do this so efficiently, but don’t jump to any conclusions. There are a
  
   lot
  
  of new faces in Last Rock lately, some who’ve been here long enough to have learned what they’d need to do this, assuming they had the right skills to begin with. This used to be a town where everybody knew everybody else; now, suddenly, it’s not anymore. You couldn’t ask for an easier target for infiltration.”
 

 
  Ox heaved a deep sigh, his breath ruffling his mustache. “Omnu’s balls. You know who’s doin’ this, Fedora?”
 

 
  “Not yet,” the erstwhile Inspector replied, a predatory glint rising in his eyes. “That…will take a little work. I’m going to have a long stroll around town, Ox. Chat with some people, listen in. You and the Sheriff have no objection, I trust?”
 

 
  “Respect the law,” Ox rumbled, “respect the people, an’ don’t stir up no more trouble. Aside from that, ain’t my business or the Sheriff’s what you do.”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t intend to stir the pot, you can count on that,” Fedora said, straightening up and casting a weird little smile around the room. “But I am going to find out who’s got their hands on the spoon.”
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  “I’m unaccustomed to scolding, but I have to say I am rather disappointed with the lot of you.”
 

 
  Glory, indeed, did not look upset with them, but only pensive. Regardless, the assembled apprentices mostly lowered their eyes abashedly in response. Schwartz and Ami exchanged a glance, he uncertainly, she with an arched eyebrow.
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “Yes, well…in our defense…”
 

 
  “In your defense,” Glory said with a languid little smile, “you are neophyte Guild members, without personal sponsors or the likelihood of obtaining such, and your experiences have given you cause to be somewhat paranoid.
  
   Still,
  
  I should have thought the overarching lesson of your last round of troubles was that the Guild can be trusted to have your back when enemies are pursuing you. I seem to recall that was settled in part by several senior members who do
  
   not
  
  get along rallying together to defend you.”
 

 
  “It’s a fair criticism,” Jasmine agreed with a sigh.
 

 
  Schwartz cleared his throat. “Yes, well… I don’t know much about Guild philosophy, but as an outsider I have a hard time seeing where you’re coming from. I mean,
  
   every
  
  cult should have the assumption that members would support one another, right? And…the entire problem here is that some individuals are turning against their cults via some kind of…” He trailed off, looking flustered, as Glory turned an inquisitive gaze on him.
 

 
  “If
  
   anything,”
  
  Ami observed, “the
  
   Guild’s
  
  practice of
  
   deliberately
  
  fostering competition, I should
  
   think,
  
  would make them
  
   more
  
  susceptible.”
 

 
  “It’s about a statement of core philosophy,” Rasha said, in the quiet but controlled tone she had been cultivating. “Each religion is about something specific, something beyond a simple group identity. Whether members do or don’t back one another in a crisis is in service to that idea. In the case of the Thieves’ Guild, it’s about resisting corruption and overweening ambition. Glory’s right, but…so are you.”
 

 
  “Listen to you,” Tallie said fondly, lightly touching Rasha’s hair. “Lecturing us on theology now! Apprenticeship’s done you a world of good.” She and Layla had perched on either side of Glory’s apprentice, who had taken a position in the center of the couch and sat with deliberately demure, almost regal posture. Rasha had changed a great deal in the month since moving out of the apprentice dormitory; every time they visited she seemed to be experimenting with a different style of clothing, which had ranged from androgynous to almost excessively feminine. Today’s was closer to the latter end of the spectrum, an embroidered robe cut and padded to suggest curved lines. Despite the obvious growth of her self-confidence, though, Rasha plainly felt more comfortable with the physical proximity of girls than the boys, a fact which Tallie and Layla in particular seemed to have immediately picked up on.
 

 
  “Well, let’s not turn this into a theological discussion,” Glory advised, smiling wryly at them. “Those are tedious even when they don’t turn into arguments. What’s done is done and I’m not interested in recrimination; that’s Style’s job.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” Darius groaned. “She’s gonna string us up by our feet…”
 

 
  “She
  
   did
  
  tell us not to leave the Casino’s immediate environs, didn’t she?” Layla mused. “Oh, dear.”
 

 
  “I suppose,” Glory continued thoughtfully, “I am partially to blame for your general predicament. Being too closely associated with well-established Guild members is, according to the scuttlebutt, largely why none of you have been approached by potential sponsorship despite several of you being very promising.”
 

 
  “If by
  
   blame,”
  
  said Jasmine, “you refer to you helping save our lives, I assure you no one here objects.”
 

 
  “Hear, hear,” Ross grunted.
 

 
  “Still, that aspect of the situation is worth considering,” Glory said. She glanced at Rasha, and a knowing smile passed between them.
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Darius accused. “You two are scheming something.”
 

 
  “Not even subtly,” Rasha replied, smirking.
 

 
  “For the time being,” Glory said, “let’s return to the matter at hand. I was not aware of a conspiracy such as you describe, but between Mr. Schwartz’s adventures within the Collegium and this Sister Ildrin trying to waylay you, it’s clear that
  
   some
  
  such thing must be afoot.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s discouraging,” Tallie muttered. “You’re the most connected person we know…”
 

 
  “People often misunderstand the nature of a conspiracy,” said Glory. “They are, by definition, things of short duration and limited membership; depending as they do upon secrecy, exposure becomes more inevitable the longer they go on and the more people become involved. Shadowy groups blamed for a wide range of problems are mostly a myth, but conspiracies happen all the time. By the same token, even someone such as myself, who takes great pains to be in on all the gossip, is unlikely to learn of such a group. More significantly, this means that while I
  
   can
  
  easily point you to a number of figures in various cults who are known to be Church sympathizers, it is very unlikely that most of them are involved.”
 

 
  “Do you have…any ideas?” Jasmine asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “Well, first of all,” Glory replied with that knowing little smile of hers, “you are off to a decent start by coming to me, because what we need to do is
  
   involve the Guild.
  
  Here we have a secretive group clearly trying to amass and abuse power; putting a stop to nonsense of this kind is exactly why the Guild exists.”
 

 
  “Noted,” Ross said, nodding emphatically.
 

 
  “Second,” their hostess continued, “we must pare down the prospects. I believe you had the idea to use your divinations, Mr. Schwartz?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” he said, absently patting Meesie, who was being unusually quiet and docile while in Glory’s house. “My craft can help us narrow down prospects more than identify specific individuals, so if you have other thoughts…”
 

 
  “In fact, I have,” she replied, settling back in her armchair in a manner subtly evocative of a queen upon her throne. “There are more mundane methods, of course. I gather that Mr. Schwartz and Miss Talaari have your trust in this matter, apprentices?”
 

 
  “Ami
  
   has
  
  been
  
   very
  
  helpful
  
   to
  
  us,” Tallie said sweetly. “I
  
   don’t
  
  know
  
   what
  
  we’d
  
   do
  
  without
  
   her.”
  
 

 
  Meesie began squeaking violently, and actually tumbled off Schwartz’s shoulder to the arm of his chair, where she rolled around on her back, squealing with mirth. He sighed; Ami just gave Tallie a cool sidelong look.
 

 
  “Then in the meantime,” Glory said, “we will pursue established leads. Mr. Schwartz, how was it you first learned rumors of this embezzlement activity within your cult?”
 

 
  He straightened up, frowning slightly. “Well… Sort of related to how I met these guys, actually. Bishop Throale was interested in making, um, less than official contacts within the Guild, like my friends here. He was securing some reagents that might be profitable in black market dealings to try to… Actually maybe I wasn’t supposed to mention that.” He swallowed, glancing over at the windows. Ami rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “I didn’t hear anything,” Glory said pleasantly. “Go on?”
 

 
  “Well, so, because of
  
   that,
  
  he and I were more involved in the Collegium’s reagent stocks than either of us would normally be and he mentioned some things seemed to be going missing. Records not adding up with inventory, boring stuff like that. The Bishop didn’t seem concerned but I went and double-checked and yes, there were some enchanting supplies gone…the specific ones used for bladed weapon and armor maintenance charms. Stuff you don’t see much anymore, only the Silver Legions use them in any quantity. I mentioned it to them,” he gestured at the apprentices, “and Jasmine had apparently…well, there we’re past my part in it, so, y’know.”
 

 
  “Any specifics?” Glory asked, daintily crossing her legs. “Remember, we are looking for names.”
 

 
  Schwartz frowned and chewed his lip while Meesie climbed back up his sleeve to her perch. “Um. Well, Suvi Mosvedhi is in charge of the magical storehouses overall. She has lots of people working under her and I hardly know any of them. Let’s see… Carruthers Treadwell was the specific fellow who coordinated with the Avenists on exchanges…”
 

 
  
   “Carruthers Treadwell.”
  
  Glory leaned forward suddenly, grinning. “Who, just yesterday, was abruptly pulled from his duties by the Chancellor of the Collegium for reasons which are
  
   not
  
  known outside its walls. It seems we have our in.”
 

 
  “Who’s this guy?” Ross asked. “And how’re we gonna…
  
   in
  
  him?”
 

 
  “Simple,” Glory said with a satisfied smirk. “I am having a little soiree tonight, as I do
  
   most
  
  evenings. I shall simply ensure that he is present. As will be the lot of you.”
 

 
  “Um.” Schwartz hesitantly raised a hand. “Carruthers is a bit of a houseplant. I’ve never heard of him attending a social event voluntarily.”
 

 
  “He has never had Tamisin Sharvineh desire his presence,” she said glibly. “It’s as good as done.”
 

 
  “Meanwhile,” Rasha added, “that gives us only a few hours to get
  
   you
  
  lot into some suitable clothes.”
 

 
  “Ooh!” Layla and Ami both straightened up with sudden smiles.
 

 
  Jasmine, on the other hand, went a shade paler. “Oh, hell.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was a much truncated group which went to meet the Guild’s emissary. Only the queen and Principia had been requested, but Ruda inserted herself into the party; her mother expressed approval at this, while Principia wisely kept her thoughts to herself.
 

 
  The seneschal conducted them to the Rock’s throne room, where their guest had been asked to wait. It was smaller and generally less grandiose than its counterpart in Tiraas, its stone walls decorated only with banners and old weapons. Even the throne was little more than a large wooden chair, made from the timbers of the ship once captained by a long-ago Punaji king. Narrow windows along one side of the room admitted afternoon sunlight, augmented by strategically placed modern fairy lamps.
 

 
  There were few seats in the room, just benches along the walls, but their guest had been led to one of these. A small folding table had been brought and laid out with tea and a plate of small sandwiches and pastries, with a servant attending closely. This likely wasn’t usual policy for guests in the throne room, but one glance at Quinn Lagrande banished any question as to its necessity.
 

 
  Her lined face and pale gray hair revealed her advanced age even without the heavy stoop she suffered despite being seated. Incongruously, she was dressed like a frontier adventurer, with an open-collared shirt and trousers tucked into heavy boots. A wide leather belt around her waist carried a holstered wand and a dagger. At their arrival, Lagrande braced herself with one hand on a hickory cane and stood with a small grunt of effort.
 

 
  “There you are,” she said before any of them could speak, her voice scratchy with age but still strong. “I gather I interrupted something important?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Anjal replied without explanation. “I am Anjal Punaji, and this is my daughter, Zaruda. I believe you know Principia Locke.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Lagrande said, giving the elf a wry look. “Oh, we go
  
   way
  
  back. I hope you’ll pardon me if I don’t kneel, your Majesty. The spirit is willing, but the spine and knees lack respect for authority.”
 

 
  “I’d feel obligated to stop you if you tried,” Anjal said, smiling with genuine amusement. “And if you must be formal, I prefer Captain to Majesty. I damn well
  
   earned
  
  that one. What can we do for you?”
 

 
  “At issue here is what
  
   we
  
  can do for
  
   you,”
  
  the old woman replied, shifting her focus to Principia. “Keys, where the hell have you been? You’ve been in town almost two days and for some
  
   damned
  
  reason we had to seek
  
   you
  
  out. Taking in the sights?”
 

 
  “I’ve seen all the sights long ago, and climb down outta my nose, Heckle,” Principia retorted, folding her arms. “You were on the agenda, trust me. My squad was just heading your way when
  
   this
  
  most admirable young lady press-ganged us.” She cocked a thumb at Ruda, who tipped her hat.
 

 
  “Yep, I’ll take the blame for that one. When Principia Locke shows up in town, I figured it was best to put a boot on her neck before the situation got even worse. Sounds like you know what I mean.”
 

 
  “Heh.” Lagrande grinned at her. To judge by their yellowed state, they were all her original teeth. “That’s not a ‘general principles’ action toward a veteran member of the Thieves’ Guild. What’d she do to you?”
 

 
  “I think you had something to tell us?” Principia said irritably.
 

 
  “Nothing major, she just tried to drug me that one time.”
 

 
  “You tried to
  
   drug
  
  a member of the Punaji royal family?” Lagrande turned an incredulous stare on Principia. “How in the
  
   hell
  
  has nobody killed you yet, Keys?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s rich. Look who’s asking who how she’s still alive—”
 

 
  “HEY.” Anjal was accustomed to belting orders on deck in a storm; at that range she could be positively deafening. “If you Eserites wanted to put on a minstrel show, there are plenty of street corners not being preached on right now. Did you come here for a reason other than that, Lagrande?”
 

 
  “Of course, your…Captain. Humble apologies.” Far from looking contrite, the old woman grinned unabashedly. “Yes, you’re right. We
  
   do
  
  have important information, which was being held for Keys, here, but then the Princess and her friends picked her up and we decided this had better not wait. To begin with, for the benefit of the young and the foreign in this audience, are you aware of just why so many of the Rust’s upper echelons have artificial limbs?”
 

 
  “Because they’ve got crazy advanced magic and that’s a convenient way of showing it off?” Ruda suggested.
 

 
  “True.” Lagrande nodded. “That’s definitely part of their motivation. I guess I should have asked why they have such a
  
   need
  
  for them.”
 

 
  “Most of them are the Broken,” Anjal said in a much quieter tone. Principia gave her a neutral look, but Ruda frowned in open confusion. “This was well before your time, Zari, and be thankful for that. It used to be common practice for beggars on the docks to use children to mooch from the merchants. Children are inherently more sympathetic, and they sometimes made them
  
   more
  
  so by deliberately maiming them. Cutting out eyes, hacking off limbs.”
 

 
  “Holy fuck,” Ruda whispered.
 

 
  Anjal clenched her jaw. “Your grandfather addressed this problem by creatively punishing anyone he caught doing it, which of course did not help. It was thanks to your father’s early actions that no one in your generation has had to suffer this.”
 

 
  “What actions?” she asked. “I mean, if…”
 

 
  “That’s the thing about governing,” the queen said with a sigh. “What
  
   works
  
  is rarely spectacular or romantic. If you want to put a stop to begging, you have to make sure that people have better things to do, and that doing them is worth their time. He
  
   did
  
  increase patrols on the docks, but more importantly he instituted economic reforms, created jobs, aggressively courted the dwarves and Narisians to engage in maritime trade through Puna Dara… All the boring shit that actually
  
   improves
  
  people’s lives. Such reforms are often hard to push through because whenever there has been an impoverished underclass for a long time, there are wise old men who think the problem with the poor is that they’re lazy and just won’t be helped.” She curled her lip contemptuously. “Arrogant bullshit, unworthy of a Punaji. People inherently
  
   want
  
  to work. We all have a need to create, to act, to contribute; the single most important thing for human happiness is taking responsibility for one’s own life. If society
  
   lets
  
  people do this, they’ll do their part. There will always be a few layabouts and general assholes, but they are a bare minority.”
 

 
  “Our underboss is one of the Broken,” Lagrande added. “Fang gets around on one leg and one arm. He was never approached, though. The Rust are strategic; like all fringe movements they started by targeting the vulnerable, which didn’t include Eserites. But I didn’t bring it up just to make conversation. How’d you like to know where their secret headquarters is?”
 

 
  Anjal scowled. “Is that all you came here for? They operate out of a warehouse on the docks. It’s not a secret.”
 

 
  “Wrong!” Lagrande said gleefully, thumping her cane on the floor for emphasis. “That’s where they
  
   openly
  
  operate from, and there’s nothing in there but religious wacko paraphernalia. Places to keep and feed people, some administrative apparatus. But their
  
   true
  
  home, that’s all tied in with the sad, stupid story of the Broken. They’ve got a place in the old mines, and
  
   that
  
  has to be where they keep the crazy shit that makes their crazy magic work. Does the kid need a refresher on this as well?”
 

 
  “The kid has a name,” Ruda retorted.
 

 
  “Yes, a shiny new one,” said Anjal, giving her a disgruntled look. “But she’s right, Zari. When Broken kids got too old to be cute anymore, a lot of them were sent to work the mines in the mountains outside the city.”
 

 
  “Whoah, what mines?” Ruda demanded, frowning. “I was always told we didn’t do much mining.”
 

 
  “We don’t, but not because we can’t. There
  
   are
  
  minerals in those mountains; copper, mostly, some iron and gems. But Puna Dara has always done more business in trade than production, and we’ve prospered especially in the last ten years by cornering the market on the Five Kingdoms’ maritime trade. Your father managed
  
   that,
  
  in part, by closing down our domestic mining operations and buying minerals from the dwarves. After what the treaty between Tiraas and Tar’naris did to them, that bought enormous goodwill. So.” She turned a thoughtful gaze on Lagrande. “There
  
   are
  
  mines and quarries around Puna Dara, and nearly all are abandoned.
  
   And,
  
  not being idiots, we regularly have them patrolled and searched.”
 

 
  “In a pretty cursory fashion,” Lagrande agreed, thumping her cane again. “A mine’s a
  
   great
  
  place to hide stuff.”
 

 
  “How is it you know this, when the Punaji don’t?” Principia asked.
 

 
  “Same way we knew
  
   you’d
  
  spent your time in Puna Dara visiting the Avenists, creeping on the street preachers, and hounding after rumors in dockside bars instead of
  
   coming to us,”
  
  Lagrand replied acidly. “The Thieves’ Guild in this city is six old grayhairs and two very bored apprentices led by a cripple. The
  
   last
  
  damn thing we’re about to do is climb up into the mountains our damn selves and then climb down into some godforsaken mineshaft after insane cultists who wield impossible magics. But what we
  
   can
  
  do is
  
   know
  
  things.” She grinned fiendishly. “Even after you sent Peepers off to the Empire—and by the way, asshole, thank you
  
   so
  
  much—we are connected in this city and the bulk of what we
  
   do
  
  is listening and watching. Anybody hears a rumor that even might be valuable to anybody else, they bring it to the Guild.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Anjal agreed, somewhat sourly. “They usually know interesting things well before the Crown does.”
 

 
  “So
  
   we
  
  weren’t about to go after them,” Lagrande continued. “And we specifically have not shared this information with the Avenists or the Punaji government after what happened to the Fourth Silver Legion. Because they’d have no choice but to take action, and that would’ve ended…pretty damn badly. But!” The old woman grinned savagely and thumped her cane for emphasis. “Speaking of things we know,
  
   now
  
  it seems you’ve got two paladins, a dryad, and the biggest, meanest demon to walk the earth in a thousand years. And that’s another matter, isn’t it?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Justinian always made time in his schedule to think; quite apart from the necessity of his meditations in keeping his mind calm and alert under the pressure of his duties, he could not function without the ability to carefully lay plans. Reacting swiftly to events as they developed was fine and essential, but a man without his own strategies, attentively crafted, was at the mercy of fortune.
 

 
  Even so, he cherished the few extra opportunities that came up to lose himself in thought. Time spent navigating the labyrinth deep under the Cathedral, for example… Or situations like this one, in which he could do nothing but wait.
 

 
  He sat before the magic mirror, watching mist swirl meaninglessly within it, and considering the current situation.
 

 
  Events in Puna Dara were developing faster than he had intended. Once again, Tellwyrn butting in had created this difficulty, though this time it was not an unforeseen development. Princess Zaruda’s intervention had always been a possibility, and while bringing her friends along was the worst case scenario, he had already mulled what to do in this event. Now, it seemed they might be on a course to demolish the Rust far too soon. He needed that to be a
  
   struggle;
  
  the allied forces of the Church, the Empire, the Punaji and the cults had to be bonded through shared adversity. That also meant the Rust had to be presented as a very credible threat. Their attack on the Silver Legions had done that, but he knew what it had cost them, and that those young titans would cleave through their ranks far too easily if allowed. They must endure long enough for all their enemies to unite against them. He had his current operation in Tiraas working to secure his good name with the Silver Throne, but after the incident with Rector’s machine there was far too much damage there for him to trust a single ploy to fix it.
 

 
  Could he distract them? Unlikely, and risky. Anything else he did in Puna Dara could create complications that would threaten his own interests. If he could somehow peel the students, or at least a few of them—maybe even just one—away from the city for a while, that might suffice.
 

 
  Even alone in his office, he maintained strict control, and so did not smile. But the Archpope permitted himself a slight softening of his expression as his agile mind seized upon a solution. An elegant one, which worked neatly alongside the matter to which he was now attending. It would cost him nothing but a little extra effort…
 

 
  As if summoned by the shift in his thoughts, the mirror cleared, revealing the worried face of Lorelin Reich.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” she said in clear relief, bowing her head. “Thank you
  
   so
  
  much for this. I know it must be an imposition.”
 

 
  “Lorelin,” he said with a gracious smile. “You have earned my trust many times over; if you send word that we must speak, I can only assume that it is so. What troubles you, child? I hope you are not endangering your good name with the Empire.”
 

 
  “I fear…I may be,” she said, frowning, and Justinian took note of the open worry in her expression. A model Vidian, she was adept at concealing her true thoughts, usually. “Your Holiness… I am not working directly with Imperial Intelligence. The told me they’d call on me when I was needed, and when a Hand of the Emperor summoned me, I assumed that was it. But…” The priestess swallowed heavily. “I… This must sound crazy, I realize, but…I think this man is
  
   insane.”
  
 

 
  Justinian put on an expression of deep concern and leaned forward, revealing none of his satisfaction.
  
   This
  
  business, at least, was proceeding according to plan and on schedule. “In what way?”
 

 
  “At first I thought his machinations seemed inept because I didn’t know all the details,” she said, “but more and more… He seems to be trying to provoke a confrontation with Tellwyrn which there is no
  
   possible
  
  way he can win. I can’t imagine the Empire would do something so reckless, when they’ve handled her so carefully since the last Empress’s reign. And…it’s his personal conduct, your Holiness. I am accustomed to schemers, but I have been around mentally unstable people. This man is the latter. But I know that’s impossible. He is a
  
   Hand of the Emperor.”
  
 

 
  Justinian drew in a deep breath, and let it out very slowly. “I…am extremely glad you have come to me with this, Lorelin. All right…what I am about to tell you must be
  
   strictly
  
  confidential. Do you understand?”
 

 
  “Absolutely, your Holiness,” she replied, nodding eagerly.
 

 
  “There was recently a problem with the Hands of the Emperor,” he stated. “The details don’t concern you and may be dangerous to know. What is important is that one of them may have gone rogue at the end of it.”
 

 
  The color drained from her face.
 

 
  “This is what you must do, Lorelin,” Justinian said earnestly. “Contact your handlers at Imperial Intelligence, and tell them what you just told me.”
 

 
  “But…” The poor woman was clearly at her wit’s end; she forgot herself so far as to bite her lip. “Your Holiness, the Hand specifically instructed me to avoid contact with any other government entity.”
 

 
  “Then,” Justinian said gently, “he is forcing you to violate the terms of parole. You were to remain in touch with Intelligence; by keeping you in communications silence in the
  
   last
  
  place they would look for you, he is hiding you from them. Tell them, Lorelin, exactly what you just did. You thought you were obeying the Silver Throne, but this man is dangerously unstable and may be creating instability in the Empire itself, which is what
  
   will
  
  result if a Hand of the Emperor overtly antagonizes Tellwyrn. She has, in fact, been working
  
   with
  
  Intelligence. I see little chance that they would want to move against her this way. Contact them in good faith and explain, and you will not only be upholding the terms of your plea bargain, you just might help save the Empire from one of its most immediate threats.”
 

 
  Now it was she who inhaled and exhaled deeply, but nodded.
 

 
  “What is he doing, exactly?”
 

 
  “He’s stirring up the townspeople against Tellwyrn,” she said, frowning. “Which wouldn’t alarm me much as far as it goes, but with all the new construction and activity in Last Rock,
  
   plus
  
  the big cluster of foreign operatives up on the mountain itself… He doesn’t tell me everything, your Holiness, not by far. I
  
   know
  
  he has other assets. I don’t know what they might do, or can.”
 

 
  Justinian nodded. “Then you will need to slow him down. Perhaps assist Tellwyrn in dealing with him.”
 

 
  “I’m positive that he’ll know if I try to approach her.”
 

 
  “I believe you,” he said with a reassuring smile. “Do not be so overt. I believe I can help you with this, Lorelin; you know as well as I that clever people can be shockingly easy to manipulate into error. It is often as simple as placing the right piece of information for the right person to find, and letting the rest of the dominoes fall. Once you tell this Hand who the Sleeper is, I suspect this whole matter may work itself out.”
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  The hum filled the air, powerful enough to make her bones resonate sympathetically, but not loud enough to drown out the screams. She tore through the corridors, a prisoner behind her own eyes, unable even to scream as she carved away lives.
 

 
  Palace guards tried to shoot her, but she effortlessly swatted lightning bolts aside with the burning shaft of light in her hand. It pulled her onward, hungry for revenge, and she slashed two soldiers into shrieking fragments with one wide swing. The smell of seared meat competed with the sharp tang of ozone in the air.
 

 
  She did not stop, pulled forward by the sword. Cutting down servants, clerks, more guards, everyone who came within range of her swing. Faces of people she knew, frozen in horror and betrayal as she ended them. The sword didn’t care; it only needed blood.
 

 
  Somehow, she had made it to the harem wing, and Isolde was ahead of her, fleeing in panic. Fruitlessly, of course; she ran the other consort down and impaled her through the heart from behind, and Isolde fell, screaming a question for which she had no answer.
 

 
  Around the next corner, Empress Eleanora had barely a moment to give her a shocked look before the blade whipped through her body in a swift Z formation, reducing her to chunks, and still she pushed forward. Beyond the Empress was what the sword wanted.
 

 
  Sharidan watched her come, wide-eyed. She could hear nothing but the powerful buzz of the weapon, but saw him mouth her name in disbelief as the blade came down.
 

 
  The screams finally tore past whatever force silenced them, and everything vanished in confused panic. It took her a few seconds to understand where she was and stop shrieking. There was no angrily humming Infinite Order weapon; she was alone in a shabby little room in Puna Dara, entangled in the thin blanket that came with her rented cot, and one of her neighbors was pounding on the wall, shouting imprecations. Also, there was a frightened voice in her ear.
 

 
  
   “Milanda!
  
  What happened? Are you all right?
  
   Say something!”
  
 

 
  “Sorry, Walker,” she rasped, then paused, working her mouth to wet it a bit. “Just…a nightmare. I’m fine.”
 

 
  Walker hesitated. “You’re…alone?”
 

 
  Milanda paused in extricating herself from the blanket to give the room’s wall a wry look. “Now that the noise has stopped, nobody cares. I chose this neighborhood for a reason; the odd scream here and there won’t draw a response.”
 

 
  “So these dreams are now determining your choice of where to stay?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Milanda muttered, rising and going to the basin of water to splash her face. “You know why I’m here; the Punaji will
  
   not
  
  work with Imperial agents on this. They won’t even allow me to work if they find me, and once I’ve been explicitly told to butt out by Rajakhan’s government, my presence becomes a serious provocation. Nobody will look for me here.”
 

 
  It was a sign of Walker’s concern that she didn’t allow herself to be baited into a long-winded discussion of the situation. “You never did see that mental healer, did you?”
 

 
  “I haven’t had time,” Milanda said shortly, “and I don’t really care to discuss it.”
 

 
  “Too bad. Milanda, this is like trying to operate with a high fever or a broken leg. Mental injuries are
  
   not
  
  less serious because they’re invisible!”
 

 
  “What time is it?” Milanda asked. Her third-floor shack of a room was luxurious by the neighborhood’s standards for having an attached toilet; a window was not among its amenities.
 

 
  Walker hesitated, as if about to argue, but then answered the question. “Almost twenty hours. Actually, I was about to wake you anyway. Hope you got
  
   some
  
  rest; this may be a long night.”
 

 
  “Why? What’s happened?” The slight tingle of alarm was enough to banish the last of the sleep cobwebs from her brain, and she paused in the middle of the floor, just listening.
 

 
  “The Avatar wasn’t able to improve the data gain from the transcension field by much, so we’re operating at a very low sensor capacity, but you carrying that receiver in your ear around Puna Dara has helped. We’ve finished mapping the cave systems around the city and found more than one that lead to an obviously artificial shaft which terminates at Fabrication Plant One. One of these, an old mineshaft outside the city, has Infinite Order tech operating at low levels. We weren’t able to interface with any of it to see what it’s doing.”
 

 
  “That’ll be where the Rust have their base, then,” Milanda said, running a hand over her hair. She probably looked like a mess, but that was a lesser consideration right now. “I’ll have a look before deciding our next steps. Point the way, Walker.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Walker advised. “The rest of the news isn’t good. Our system was able to identify the technology the Rust cultists are using.”
 

 
  “Really?” Milanda couldn’t restrain a grin of excited satisfaction. “What is it?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, and that is the bad part,” Walker said grimly. “It came up as classified. Even the Avatar refused to discuss it. He was very apologetic, but said it’s an absolute rule. He can’t act against his programming.”
 

 
  Milanda’s smile melted into a frown. “…I thought our whole rigged-up system was logged into the Order’s tech under Naiya’s credentials. Why would anything be classified to
  
   her?”
  
 

 
  “There are several things that would be; technologies and information that the Order as a whole agreed never, ever to use, or even discuss. Long before their fall they had devolved to infighting of the worst kind. The
  
   only
  
  thing that brought them all to the table was a weapon or technology which scared them so much they were all willing to permanently give up access to it as long as it meant none of the others could have it either. And these are the people who were screwing around with time travel and solar system-sized spatial distortion fields.”
 

 
  Milanda drew in a deep breath and blew it out slowly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Walker said in response to the sound.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   really
  
  bad.”
 

 
  “Potentially. It also raises very troubling questions. How did
  
   these
  
  yokels defeat the Infinite Order’s highest security? The Avatar in Fabrication Plant One would never have allowed anyone to access classified technology, and if they somehow disabled him, there should be no
  
   way
  
  to access it. Only an Avatar governing intelligence is able to extract sealed data from the computers.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Milanda had been conducting a quick check while Walker was talking; she’d been napping in her clothes and already had everything she needed at hand. Stepping out of the room and shutting the door behind her, she lowered her voice. A young woman walking around muttering to herself was far from the strangest thing to happen in this neighborhood, but still. “Maybe they interfered with the Avatar somehow? Altered him?” The rickety exterior steps creaked woefully as she descended. Milanda had suspicions about the quality of carpentry that had been done after the last hurricane.
 

 
  “That would almost have to be it, but I can’t see how. Remember that
  
   our
  
  altered system only works because Empress Theasia convinced the Avatar to help set it up that way in the first place. As nervous as the Order were about AI, they’re supposed to be impervious to tampering. Anyway, I wanted you to be aware of the level of danger you’re walking into—
  
   and
  
  repeat my objection that you
  
   shouldn’t
  
  be doing this alone.”
 

 
  “This is the whole point,” Milanda muttered, tucking her chin down as she reached the street. Nobody was paying her any attention; dark had fallen, but the city was still lively at this hour. “The Archpope is trying to rally everybody under one banner to prevent the Throne from turning on him, and I don’t buy for a second that he didn’t knowingly penetrate our system in the first place. I’ll buy that the Rust are a serious threat, but I also don’t want to let him scapegoat them. If I can deal with this
  
   quietly,
  
  without involving the Punaji or the cults…”
 

 
  “Let me remind you that I do
  
   not
  
  work for the Empire, nor does Akane or the Avatar or the dryads. You’re the only party here who has an opinion on the Silver Throne’s political goals. What matters to the
  
   rest
  
  of us is that some humans are messing with the most dangerous technology the Infinite Order possessed and have already shown themselves willing to weaponize it somehow.”
 

 
  “Noted,” Milanda said with a sigh.
 

 
  “And even that wasn’t why I wanted to wake you. While doing those scans, the system identified someone it recognized moving through Puna Dara, and according to what I’m tracking
  
   toward
  
  the Rust-infested mineshaft I just mentioned.”
 

 
  Milanda frowned, picking up her pace, then came to a stop, realizing she didn’t know where she was going. “Which way, Walker? And who is it? I thought those sensors weren’t acute enough for that kind of detail at this range.”
 

 
  “If you’re determined to stick your nose into this, head to the southern edge of the city and toward the mountains, and I’ll guide you further from there. And no, they generally aren’t, but the presence it picked up resonates very strongly through the specific transcension field it’s using. It identified them as Administrator Naiya with thirty percent certainty.”
 

 
  “Wait… That means—”
 

 
  “One of her avatars, yes,” Walker said. “This system knows what kitsune and valkyries are; it’s able to accept our girls as having Mother’s clearance specifically because it doesn’t recognize dryads as a specific, separate thing. That, in fact, is how it identifies them: as Naiya, but without complete certainty.”
 

 
  Milanda ran a hand roughly over her face. “Omnu’s balls… Walker, I need a favor.”
 

 
  “It’ll cost you,” Walker said solemnly.
 

 
  She almost missed a step, then smiled ruefully and picked up her pace. “Uh huh, good one. Has the Emperor made his nightly visit yet?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, Milanda. It’s not as if he comes down to
  
   my
  
  hidey-hole.”
 

 
  “Right. Well…any way you can, please try to get in touch with Lord Vex.”
 

 
  Walker hummed thoughtfully into the headset. “You understand the handicap we’re under with regard to getting anybody’s attention up top? Everyone down here either physically can’t get to the surface, or really,
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t.”
 

 
  Milanda made a mental note to see about having a Hand of the Emperor stationed down there at all times. Waste of talent for what amounted to a pageboy’s job, but given how Hands were made, she doubted they’d begrudge the chance to loiter with the dryads. Akane, though, was another matter…
 

 
  “I understand. Whatever you
  
   can
  
  do, please. It’s
  
   very
  
  unlikely that this is just some random dryad wandering through. That would have created a major incident by now.”
 

 
  “I’ve already checked the Empire’s reports on dryad activity, which Sharidan so helpfully brought us last week,” Walker replied. “Banana roams up and down the Punaji Coast, but in two centuries she’s never shown the slightest interest in approaching human settlements. Seems more standoffish than most of her generation.”
 

 
  “Right. Which leaves two possibilities that I’m aware of. Either this is Ash, who works
  
   for
  
  Lord Vex, in which case he is meddling in my mission without my knowledge and I am going to have
  
   words
  
  with him… Or, unfortunately more likely, the sophomore class of Last Rock U has showed up to…help.”
 

 
  “If they have,” Walker suggested,
  
   “let
  
  them. You’re in over your head, Milanda. If you absolutely
  
   insist
  
  on not involving any of the cult assets that have been moving into the city, those kids at least don’t have political ties to the Empire.”
 

 
  Milanda did not bother to address that erroneous statement. “I’m more concerned with their particular manner of help. They shot Sarasio to hell, almost started a riot in Tiraas and burned half of Veilgrad. I’m just going to hope I’ll have to yell at Vex—or maybe deal with a rogue dryad. The last thing I need right now is those
  
   meddling kids.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Fred kept his head down, hurrying on through the gathering darkness toward his destination. Last Rock wasn’t as sleepy a town as it had been not long ago, but even so, it was notably less active than in daylight. Also dimmer, lacking an organized system of street lamps. The mayor had been talking about adding just such a thing, what with all the new construction going on. Privately, Fred somewhat resented these changes in his comfortable life, but at the same time, he knew that for the silliness it was. Progress happened. All a man could do was buckle down and do his best.
 

 
  “All right there, Mr. Carson?”
 

 
  He came to a stop a bit too abruptly, so much so that he staggered and nearly fell, but that beat the alternative. Even so, Maureen backed away in alarm, clutching her basket of metal parts and staring up at him with wide eyes.
 

 
  “Omnu’s—I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry, missy!” Fred blurted, snatching off his hat. “I plumb wasn’t looking. Didn’t step on you, did I?”
 

 
  “Not so much as a toenail, don’t you worry,” the gnome assured him, smiling now. “I’m pretty quick on me feet; even the tall folk who keep a lookout can’t always spot me in the dark. Really, though, are ye doin’ all right? Y’look a wee bit under th’weather.”
 

 
  In fact, he was suddenly feeling even worse, but plastered on a smile, gamely trying to conceal his unease. “Oh, pardon me, miss. Not to worry, just rushin’ to finish off errands I should’ve managed earlier. One o’ those days, y’know the kind.”
 

 
  “Aye, that I do,” she agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “Can I, uh, offer you a hand?” he asked politely.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s all right, it ain’t as heavy as it looks,” she said cheerfully. “Just pickin’ up some scrap fer me pet project. I won’t keep ye any longer. Sorry fer almost trippin’ ye!”
 

 
  “My fault entirely, Miss Willowick,” he said, tipping his hat again. “You have a good evenin’, now.”
 

 
  “Same t’you!”
 

 
  Once he was past her, Fred allowed himself to cringe. That…that was absolutely the last thing he’d wanted to see…
 

 
  His path took him through the back ways of the old town, along dark alleys that just barely deserved the name. As Last Rock grew, it was developing such features in truth, but in the oldest parts of the village the spaces between the backs of buildings had never been used for much; it had barely had enough streets for such alleys even to exist. Fred stepped carefully in the darkness, mindful of old rubbish tossed back here, and even despite all his efforts stumbled repeatedly over unseen obstacles, having to bite his lip to keep from cursing aloud.
 

 
  He found the shed without difficulty, though. Annoyance and discomfort, but not difficulty. It had been there his whole life, the storage shed behind the Saloon, tucked into a little nook left by the odd shape of the alchemy shop which had been constructed closer to the mountain and the students who had always been its main custom. In Fred’s youth the Crete’s tool shed had been kept locked and chained shut, but Jonas Crete’s fixation on magical gizmos had resulted in him moving all his stuff into the convenience of extradimensional storage inside the Saloon itself. Thus, the shed was empty, and had been for years.
 

 
  And tonight, was occupied.
 

 
  He slipped inside and carefully pulled the door shut behind him, turning to face those present. It was even darker, obviously, though the slits between loose boards admitted faint moonlight, enough to discern two dim figures, and the faint glint of their eyes. Fred couldn’t tell which was which, and so bowed deeply in the general direction of the space between them. Obviously, this wasn’t going to get any better; those same gaps would light the whole shed up like a beacon if they ignited a lamp. All it would take was one person glancing down the alley to see that something improper was happening in the old Crete toolshed.
 

 
  “Carson,” said the Hand of the Emperor’s voice from the figure to his left. “Well?”
 

 
  Fred cleared his throat self-consciously, tugging his hat off and kneading it in both hands in front of his body. “Well, sir, like you said, I found a student. Um, students, that is, here in town. The Masterson boy is just across the other side of the square down there, around the A&W.” He paused; the other dark figure had shifted as if turning to stare at the Hand.
 

 
  “And?” the Hand prompted in a sharper tone. “You said students. There are more?”
 

 
  Fred swallowed against the lump in his throat. “Th-there’s one other. As I was comin’ to meet you I ran across young Miss Willowick, comin’ out of the blacksmith’s. I dunno what Chase is up to, but she’ll be headin’ up the mountain toward campus. Maureen’s a good girl.”
 

 
  “Mm. Even better,” the Hand said quietly. “Then we have our target. Reich, focus your ability on the crowd in the Saloon; rile up everyone amenable and target them at the gnome.”
 

 
  “Oh, but sir!” Fred burst out, forgetting himself. “She’s the sweetest little thing, ain’t never said boo to a goose! Nobody cares what happens to Chase, that boy’s a prick. Couldn’t we—”
 

 
  “That is
  
   precisely
  
  the point,” the Hand said in a dangerous tone. “The more sympathetic the target, the stronger the reaction.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  “Carson, I want you to keep two things in mind. First, I am always aware of details you are not, and my plans extend well beyond you; what may seem a cruel action from one perspective may lead to ultimately benign results. Second,
  
   I
  
  speak for the
  
   Emperor.
  
  I must balance complex needs and make hard choices—and, if need be, sacrifices for the greater good. Any harm that results will be on my head, not yours. You have served your Emperor well. Do it, Reich.”
 

 
  “I will,” the voice of Lorelin Reich replied from the other dark figure, “but I want it noted that I am doing this under severe protest.”
 

 
  The Hand spun on her so abruptly that Fred staggered back against the closed door.
 

 
  “Why is it,” the Hand grated, “that just now, when I am finally moving to enact all the planning we have done, I find myself surrounded by disloyalty?”
 

 
  Fred opened his mouth to protest that he wasn’t disloyal, immediately thought better of that, and shut it again, grateful his lapse had been invisible in the dark.
 

 
  “I know my duty,” Reich replied, her tone perfectly calm as far as Fred could tell. “I will serve my Emperor’s will without hesitation. But I have just spent a great deal of time being reprimanded by my cult, by an Imperial Grand Magistrate, and by Imperial Intelligence that exerting this kind of influence on unsuspecting citizens is a repulsive abuse of my abilities. I
  
   took
  
  those lessons to heart, sir. I will obey, and trust that a greater good is being served. But for the record, I consider this action vile, and am in a better position than most to know.”
 

 
  “Your objections have been noted,” the Hand snapped, “and in the future, you will register them
  
   after
  
  the moment to act is not rapidly escaping us.
  
   Do it,
  
  Reich! Thanks to you two,
  
   I
  
  now have to go pull other strings to slow down our quarry, or this will all be for nothing. Carson, make sure she’s not disturbed.”
 

 
  He shoved brusquely past Fred, who almost literally fell over himself to get out of the way, then vanished through the door into the night.
 

 
  They stood in frozen silence for two heartbeats before Reich spoke in a soft tone.
 

 
  “Carson, I think we have a smilodon by the tail, here.”
 

 
  “W-what’s a smilodon?” he stammered.
 

 
  Her shadow shifted incrementally as she shook her head. “Something agile enough to kill you no matter where you grab it.”
 

 
  With that cheerful observation, she sank down into a lotus position to concentrate her magic on whipping up maximum carnage among the people of Last Rock.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  As the black-coated figure of the Hand slipped away down the alley, moving silently in the dimness and with none of the tripping that had plagued Fred, a much smaller, chubbier shape reared upright on the roof of the little shed. After watching, whiskers a-twitch, until the Hand had vanished into a nearby cellar, the raccoon scampered to the edge of the roof and then climbed down one corner of the shed, its claws inaudible against the old wood.
 

 
  Moving with impressive speed despite its waddling gait, the raccoon skittered off the other way up the alley, then rounded a corner and across the backyard of a small house, around to its front porch. There, an old woman in a heavy shawl sat in a rocking chair, creaking steadily while knitting a pair of socks by the light of a single oil lamp. The raccoon scrambled up the porch rail and shuffled rapidly along till it stood right beside her.
 

 
  Quite unlike the usual prairie-dweller’s response to the sudden presence of a disease-carrying wild animal, she leaned subtly toward it while the raccoon stood on its haunches, craning its neck forward to chitter softly in her ear.
 

 
  Moments later, she dropped her knitting and rose from the chair with astounding speed and agility. Fortunately no one was in the nearby street to see as the incredibly spry granny vanished entirely from sight in the act of vaulting over the porch rail. There came a rush of air from the beat of invisible wings, and then a figure flickered into view high above, shooting upward toward the distant campus.
 

 
  The raccoon waddled over to the oil lamp, neatly opened its shutter, and blew it out. In the ensuing darkness, it scampered back into the town, in the direction of the old shed behind the Saloon.
 

 
  No one was close enough to hear it giggling.
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  “I realize it’s difficult to plan when walking into an unknown, but we need to have
  
   some
  
  kind of strategy ready for this,” Toby said, following Fross into the outskirts of the city. Puna Dara’s buildings did not grow smaller or more sparse as they climbed; flanked as it was by craggy mountains on all sides, the city had long since filled up all the available space, but the streets grew steadily steeper as they climbed toward the limits of its confines.
 

 
  “I think Gabe had the right of it before,” Juniper replied. “This is a lot less delicate than our previous assignments. All we have to do is wipe out the Rust, and the problem is basically solved. Doing it in their hidey-hole
  
   outside
  
  town where nobody else will get hurt is just an added benefit.”
 

 
  “First of all,” Teal said sharply,
  
   “mass slaughter
  
  is never an acceptable solution to anything. And second, we’re making a sweeping assumption if we go in there thinking we
  
   can
  
  just take them all out.”
 

 
  “That, exactly,” Gabriel agreed. “Let’s keep in mind these guys vanquished an entire Silver Legion without apparently
  
   being
  
  there. I know we’re used to out-classing enemies in a straight-up fight, but like they say, there’s always a bigger fish. Seems like a bad idea to face everybody just blithely assuming we can take ’em.”
 

 
  “What
  
   did
  
  happen to the Legion, exactly?” Toby asked. “I know it was a magical plague of some kind, but we seem to have missed out some important details…”
 

 
  
   “That would have been an excellent subject to study in detail
  
  before
  
   embarking on a mission to engage these Rust in battle.”
  
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Teal said tersely, “does your sword
  
   have
  
  to say something snotty at the most inopportune time?”
 

 
  
   “I am designed for precision and analysis, not social interaction.”
  
 

 
  “You seem plenty designed for snark,” Juniper observed.
 

 
  
   “Snark is merely the byproduct of being constantly surrounded by lesser intellects.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel,” Gabriel said wearily. “We had enough of a hassle getting out of the Rock and convincing Ruda not to come, I think missing some details is forgivable. Anyway, the plague…”
 

 
  “Its symptoms are weakness and lethargy to the point of making basic movement difficult,” Fross chimed at the head of the group. “It appears to have been designed to be non-lethal, though several Legionnaires did perish, as is to be expected of any large group subjected to such an effect. Whether this was meant to be compassionate or to saddle the Rust’s enemies with the burden of providing for several hundred incapacitated soldiers is a matter of debate. Its cause and nature have not been identified last I heard; they’ve been evacuated to Rodvenheim where the dwarves and the Salyrites have been working on this.”
 

 
  “Bless you, Fross,” Toby said.
 

 
  “Thank you!”
 

 
  “So what
  
   are
  
  we going to do, if the plan’s not to go in wands blazing?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  “First, diplomacy,” Toby said firmly. “In fact, this whole situation reminds me of a worthwhile lesson in negotiating I got from Trissiny before she left.”
 

 
  “Oh, good, it’s almost like old times,” Teal muttered. “Usually she has to
  
   be
  
  here to turn everything into a fight.”
 

 
  Gabriel and Juniper both looked at her sidelong with slight frowns. Up ahead, Toby turned around to give her a deeper one.
 

 
  “One thing we could
  
   all
  
  stand to learn from Trissiny,” he said, “is to recognize when our own education has left us blind spots and work to correct them. That is what she’s off doing right now, and I respect her a lot for it. No, I wouldn’t
  
   generally
  
  take the approach she recommends for diplomacy, but what she
  
   did
  
  say that I’ve taken to heart is that it’s always better to negotiate from a position of strength.” He finally turned to watch ahead while they walked; the road continued on up into the mountains, but the end of Puna Dara’s structures was fast approaching. “Omnists do not think in those terms, as a rule. But the truth is the Rust must be quite confident in their power, if they have presented enough of a threat to keep Blackbeard from moving on them directly. It will look
  
   different
  
  if we, who represent more of a physical threat than the Fourth Silver Legion did, show up in their base which they thought was secret.
  
   Hopefully,
  
  we can get them to come to terms.”
 

 
  “And what’s plan B?” Juniper asked.
 

 
  Toby shook his head. “Well…still to talk. Even if they won’t meet us halfway, talking will buy us time to look around and hopefully learn. The problem is how little we know. Plan B may have to be concocted on the fly.”
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “If they
  
   are
  
  using Elder God stuff, once we get a look at what they’ve got in there, I may be able to do something. Vestrel is familiar with the magic they used; she says a lot of it came from or through machines, which fits with the mechanical parts these people have. She can give directions…assuming whatever they’ve got in there is set up in a way she recognizes, of course.”
 

 
  “How is Vestrel so familiar with this?” Teal asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Valkyries are also daughters of Naiya,” Juniper said softly. “I’ve…looked into this. It seemed relevant, especially after how they terrorized Aspen. The Elder Gods banished them from reality, and Vidius saved them from being destroyed completely. That’s how he won Mother over to the Pantheon’s side. But yeah…Vestrel would have been around when the Elders were in power.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s definitely something,” Toby said, turning his head again to look at Gabriel while he walked. “Not to put too much on her shoulders, Gabe, but does she know anything else about the Elder Gods’ magic that might help?”
 

 
  Gabriel shook his head. “I asked. Without seeing what the Rust have in there, we can’t predict how much she’ll recognize. Anyway…most of them don’t think fondly of the Elders, as you can imagine. There was one valkyrie who remained interested in their stuff, and loved to study history and tell anybody who’d listen about it, but she was lost a long time ago.”
 

 
  “Lost, how?” Juniper asked. “I thought I understood valkyries are basically untouchable in the chaos dimension.”
 

 
  “I didn’t ask,” he said shortly. “Maybe drop it? Vestrel
  
   can
  
  hear us, June, and she’d have offered any information that would have been useful. If something happened to one of
  
   your
  
  sisters that could be described as ‘lost,’ you probably wouldn’t care to have it brought up, either.”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Teal said quietly, “that
  
   is
  
  one of her sisters you’re talking about.”
 

 
  His face immediately turned two shades darker. “Oh. Gods… Juniper, I’m sorry, I didn’t…”
 

 
  The dryad shifted a little closer and reached out to take his hand, giving him a smile. “It’s okay, Gabe. Remember that time I broke your shoulder? I figure that buys you a whole bunch of thoughtless comments.”
 

 
  
   “The way I heard it, thoughtless comments were what led to his shoulder being broken.”
  
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  Ariel!” Gabriel and Juniper exclaimed in unison.
 

 
  “I keep forgetting about your invisible friends, Gabriel,” Teal added. “Can they maybe scout ahead, get a sense of what we’re walking into?”
 

 
  “It’s actually just Vestrel here at the moment,” he said apologetically. “She’s the only one really assigned to accompany me; the others like to hang around because I’m interesting to them, but they have jobs, too. Right now, most of them are off dealing with something in Sifan.”
 

 
  Toby came to a stop, turning to face him with a wary expression. “…do we need to know?”
 

 
  Gabriel grimaced. “One of the orcish clans opened some kind of portal into Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  “Ooh, ouch,” Juniper said, cringing.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel nodded. “But apparently everything living in Athan’Khar is both technically undead and partially phased out of this dimension, so they
  
   are
  
  vulnerable to to valkyries. The girls are holding the line while the clan and a blue dragon seal that thing back up. They’re trying to get it done
  
   before
  
  the kitsune become involved. Kitsune, as you likely recall from Professor Ekoi, are only amused by their own jokes. Other people making a mess on their lawn…”
 

 
  “Say no more,” Toby said, shaking his head and turning around again. “The valkyries are busy, got it. But as for
  
   Vestrel
  
  scouting ahead…?”
 

 
  “She offered.” Gabriel wore a frown now. “Honestly…I asked her to hold back a bit. When we’re closer, she can keep an eye on our perimeter, but I’m wary of sending her alone into that. These guys probably
  
   are
  
  using Elder God stuff, which is also probably one of the very few things that could detect and even harm her.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Teal said thoughtfully. “But if they
  
   did
  
  do something to Vestrel, wouldn’t that get
  
   Vidius
  
  involved? I mean, that’s one way to put a swift end to this.”
 

 
  Now Gabriel stopped walking, rounding on her in shock.
  
   “Teal!”
  
 

 
  She froze as well, suddenly looking stricken. “Oh. I didn’t mean… I mean, I was just…I didn’t…”
 

 
  “Okay, whoah,” Toby said soothingly, coming back to them. “I’m
  
   sure
  
  Teal didn’t intend that the way it sounded. We all know very well she’s not at all heartless.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you’re right,” Gabriel said, giving Teal a smile. “The phrasing just, uh, took me by surprise.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Teal said, still cringing.
 

 
  Fross chimed softly, fluttering over. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Gabe, but intentionally or not, she had a point. Sending out scouts
  
   always
  
  involves a risk to them, but it’s important to do anyway. And if anything, Vestrel is less vulnerable than any other prospect, not to mention vastly stealthier.”
 

 
  “Ah, yeah,” he said with a wince, looking up the road ahead, where the mountains rose up to blot out the night sky. “As for that…”
 

 
  
   “While you kids were chattering about your feelings,”
  
  Ariel reported,
  
   “Vestrel delivered some succinct and insightful commentary about being lectured on how to do her job by twenty-year-olds, and departed to scout the Rust’s base.”
  
 

 
  “Right,” Gabriel said irritably, grasping her hilt. “So, that’s that done, I guess. We may not want to be in a hurry, here. If we give her time to look around and come back, we’ll be better off.”
 

 
  “Incoming,” Teal said, looking back down the road toward the city. Everyone turned to follow her gaze.
 

 
  Brother Ermon did not seem out of breath, despite having run what must have been a long way. He slowed as he approached, coming to a stop just a few yards distant, and bowed, only a faint sheen of sweat on his forehead betraying his exertion.
 

 
  “I’m glad I caught up with you,” the Huntsman said. “Tracking in the city is never easy, but the royal seneschal had a good idea which route you had taken.”
 

 
  “Evening, Brother Ermon,” Toby said, nodding. “Has something happened?”
 

 
  “I fear so,” Ermon said gravely. “I’ve come to join your hunt, if I am welcome.”
 

 
  They exchanged a few glances.
 

 
  “It isn’t that you’re not,” Teal said carefully, “but each of us are…well, extremely durable, in our own ways. We are walking into a confrontation with people whose power we don’t understand, and
  
   hoping
  
  we can end this with just words. But…”
 

 
  “I imagine it was very difficult to persuade Princess Zaruda to remain in safety at the Rock,” Ermon replied, with a faint crinkling at his eyes hinting at a smile his beard otherwise hid.
 

 
  “Gods, you have
  
   no
  
  idea,” Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “And I imagine, further, that what persuaded her was the awareness of her
  
   duty,
  
  and importance to her people,” the Huntsman continued, his gaze growing serious again. “It is duty that brings me here. As Mr. Caine and Juniper told us, Brother Arlund followed the Rust cultist you met at the Omnist temple, seeking to find their base. As of my departure from the Rock less than an hour ago, he has not returned.”
 

 
  Toby covered his mouth with a hand, eyes widening. “Oh, my… I didn’t even
  
   think.
  
  Ermon, I cannot apologize enough—”
 

 
  “Please.” The Huntsman held up a hand. “Arlund is a brother Huntsman and as such I will act to aid him as best I possibly can, now that I see the need. That does not mean I’m unaware of his…personality. I hardly expect anyone
  
   else
  
  in this city to make such an effort.”
 

 
  “I appreciate that, but it was still inexcusable,” Toby said, his expression truly haunted. “At the very least I should have
  
   remembered.”
  
 

 
  “We both should have,” Juniper agreed. “I think we owe Arlund a
  
   big
  
  apology. And that’s
  
   after
  
  getting him out of there.”
 

 
  Toby drew in a deep, calming breath. “Omnu send that we still have that option.”
 

 
  “Let’s not jump to conclusions, though,” Gabriel warned. “He might not have come back because he’s still following that guy around who knows where. Or anything else.”
 

 
  “The man just had his arm torn off,” Ermon said grimly. “A wounded animal returns to its den. Arlund may, indeed, still be studying the area rather than captured, but you are right, Mr. Arquin; it is best, at this stage, to assume nothing. I foresee your objections,” he added. “Yes, I understand the danger. These Rust neutralized a Legion, I have been briefed.
  
   Duty
  
  demands my presence. Death and suffering are facts of life, and are not to be feared. What a man
  
   should
  
  fear is that his pain or his death may be without purpose. The best way to ward off that fate is never to shrink from duty.”
 

 
  “Well put,” Teal said. “If you’re
  
   sure,
  
  I don’t think we can turn afford to down an ally.”
 

 
  
   “On the contrary. You do, of course, have the option of forbidding him to help,”
  
  Ariel pointed out,
  
   “especially as this effectively means you’re going to have to watch out for
  
  him
  
   in addition to dealing with the Rust.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel,” Gabriel said with barely-restrained aggravation, “be
  
   silent.
  
  Huntsmen of Shaath are the most expert trackers and marksmen in the world, and you are
  
   not
  
  daft enough to fail to see the utility in his presence.
  
   Stop being an ass!”
  
 

 
  
   “I see utility chiefly in magic, for the record, but if you say so.”
  
 

 
  “You flatter me,” Ermon said, visibly amused. “If I may assist in scouting the enemy’s den before we approach, please put me to work.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, actually,” Toby replied, “funny you mention scouting. We were only just—”
 

 
  He broke off as Juniper abruptly spun to face the city, shifting her feet to a ready stance. She flexed her fingers, shifting her head to study the buildings behind them carefully.
 

 
  “What is it?” Teal asked in alarm.
 

 
  “It’s…nothing, I guess.” Slowly, the dryad straightened up, still wearing a puzzled frown. “I must have imagined…”
 

 
  “June, I have never seen you go on point like that without a good reason,” Gabe said.
 

 
  
   “Not to mention that you don’t have the imagination to concoct flights of fancy.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel, I am going to throw you in the harbor!” he exclaimed.
 

 
  
   “No, you aren’t. The dryad has very keen senses, and I stand by my previous observation. If she sensed something, she sensed something.”
  
 

 
  “Instinct should not be allowed to make your decisions for you,” Ermon added, “but it should never be disregarded.”
 

 
  Juniper shook her head, still peering at the city behind them. “It’s…there is nothing there, I’m certain of it now. I reached through the attunement as well, and…nothing. But for just a
  
   moment…
  
  I thought I smelled dryads.”
 

 
  This time, the look which bounced between the rest of them was wary.
 

 
  “All right,” Toby said at last. “I agree…that is probably not nothing. If there’s
  
   one
  
  thing I’d expect you to pick up on, June, it’s that. But if you can’t sense them clearly, it may not have been what it seemed.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I can’t imagine there’s another dryad in Puna Dara,” Teal added. “They tend to make a
  
   stir.
  
  Which raises the tricky question of what would feel like one to a real dryad.”
 

 
  “Vestrel?” Toby suggested.
 

 
  Gabriel shook his head. “We know from long experience Juniper can’t perceive them directly, and the last time I saw a dryad who
  
   could
  
  see valkyries, they threw her into a panic. Okay, how about this. We’d best keep it in mind, but with nothing more to go on, I think we’d better get back to the mission at hand. When we come back, tomorrow we’ll get in touch with the local Thieves’ Guild, since Locke said they’re such rumor-mongers, and see if they’ve heard anything about a cannibal serial killer or something like that in Puna Dara. For now…”
 

 
  “For now,” Juniper said slowly, with a grudging nod, “you’re right. Focus on the now. I think that’s a good plan, Gabe. C’mon, let’s get this done as quick as possible. I’ve got a feeling it’s not going to be an easy night.”
 

 
  She finally turned her back on the city and started walking again, the others falling into step alongside. They had this last stretch of street to themselves; there were still structures lining it, but no one else was out at this hour, and only a few had lights in their windows. There were, this far out, no street lamps. Only the darkness of the trail up the mountain loomed ahead of them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Milanda lay flat against the rooftop, counting breaths and staring up at the stars without seeing them. After waiting two full minutes, she very carefully wiggled forward to the edge of the roof, and craned her neck to peek over it sidelong, not sticking the top of her head up. Just the way Lord Vex had taught her, and despite the discomfort, she well understood the utility of the maneuver.
 

 
  The students from Last Rock, now with that Huntsman in tow, were once again on the move. With her heightened senses, a gift of her elevation by the dryads, she could still make them out, but they had moved beyond the glow of the city, climbing the old trail that led up to the mines.
 

 
  She rolled over and wriggled forward to watch them from a slightly more comfortable position. “Walker… I’ve never heard about Hands of the Emperor encountering dryads in the wild. They’re usually sent to deal with sensitive, mostly human threats, in settled territory. How probable is it that a dryad could sense me because of my…connection?”
 

 
  “That’s impossible to say for sure, for the very reason you just stated,” Walker’s voice replied in her ear. “Your situation isn’t exactly that of the other Hands, either, and the only dryads you’ve met since the change were the ones who did it to you. I’ll ask the girls next chance I get, but I wouldn’t count on them being able to say.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded, mostly to herself as Walker of course couldn’t see the gesture. “I wonder whether it might just be Juniper.”
 

 
  There came a short silence before the reply. “According to the Empire’s notes, Juniper is the youngest dryad. She’s also the most acclimated to human society apart from Ash, who as you mentioned recently is actually associated with Imperial Intelligence. Also, during the periods when classes are out at ULR, she goes to study druidism with a tribe of wood elves. Based on that alone, I think it’s quite likely she can perceive things her sisters may not.”
 

 
  “Lovely,” Milanda grumbled, finally rising to her knees. “As if following them around in the dark wasn’t going to be enough of a challenge…”
 

 
  “Milanda, this is getting ridiculous. Those kids are
  
   here,
  
  you don’t really have any means of getting them un-involved. That Huntsmen, likewise. You have days at most before some of the Avenists the High Commander sent reach Puna Dara, and you know
  
   they’ll
  
  go to the Rock and link up with them as well. Eserites are
  
   already
  
  present, and likely the source of whatever lead the students are following. It is worse than nonsensical for you to be running around trying to do this yourself while so much talent is being moved into place. Even if you don’t accidentally get yourself killed by one of these
  
   should-be
  
  allies, you’re going to mess up
  
   their
  
  work just as they’re interfering with yours. The only people who profit from this standoffishness are the Rust.”
 

 
  “And I know the Emperor’s political concerns don’t matter to you,” Milanda replied quietly, adding a soft grunt as she landed lightly in an alley, having dropped the three stories straight to the ground. “But they matter to
  
   me.
  
  It’s not that I don’t see the sense in what you say, and I’ll probably end up offering them my help. I’ll probably have to, just to keep from creating a worst-case scenario like you just described. But not until all
  
   other
  
  options are exhausted.” She slipped past the last of the buildings, a little bit distant from the road, and stopped to finish conversing; once she started actually tracking the students and their Huntsman friend through the dark, it would have to be in silence. “If nothing else, Blackbeard
  
   doesn’t
  
  want Imperial help, and as soon as he knows I’m Imperial help, he’ll forbid me to get involved. Anything I do after that point will have diplomatic repercussions.”
 

 
  There was another silence, and Milanda had just taken a step into the darkness when Walker spoke again. “If I’m not mistaken, this Left Hand of the Emperor business hasn’t been announced. Right?”
 

 
  “Right,” Milanda said slowly, frowning into the night. “The idea is not to stifle it, but to let rumors grow. Hands are already boogeymen to an extent; with something even more—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Walker interrupted impatiently. “And every previous Hand of the Emperor has been a man, correct? So why would you
  
   need
  
  to tell anybody who you are, or who you represent?”
 

 
  “A mysterious woman in black with awesome physical prowess
  
   will
  
  arouse questions,” Milanda said thoughtfully. “Especially one who may or may not smell like dryads.”
 

 
  “Sure, but where are they going to get answers? Come on, you are acting in the capacity of a spy here, Milanda. Why was
  
   announcing
  
  yourself ever part of your plans?”
 

 
  “Huh,” she grunted. In hindsight, it did seem rather self-evident…
 

 
  Walker’s tone took on a heavy hint of irritating smugness. “And to think, you complain about my speeches. How
  
   ever
  
  did you get along without me to point out obvious facts for you?”
 

 
  “Well,” she drawled, “shortly before I met
  
   you,
  
  my most important consideration was how much Sharidan liked it when I used my—”
 

 
  “All right, enough, stop!”
 

 
  “You know, on his—”
 

 
  
   “Please!
  
  I give already!”
 

 
  Grinning, Milanda raised the mask dangling from her neck to cover the lower half of her face, adjusted her hood, and set out into the night.
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  “Well, hey there, li’l lady! Need a hand with that?”
 

 
  Maureen sighed, coming to a stop, and turned to face the man approaching. “Thank you, no, I have it well in hand.”
 

 
  Chase sauntered up, hands in his pockets and grinning his customarily cheerful grin. Despite the fact that he’d never
  
   harmed
  
  anyone (that she’d heard), Maureen felt instinctively unsettled at being approached by him in a dark alley. She knew from her childhood coaching to listen to those instincts, and also to avoid showing any unease. A certain kind of person responded to any perceived weakness with outlandish aggression.
 

 
  “Aw, don’t be like that, shorty,” he said easily. “What kid of gentleman would I be if I let a girl like you haul a basket of…” He came to a stop, looming over her, and craned his neck to peer down. For once, she didn’t have the impression he was trying to look down her blouse, and somehow that wasn’t reassuring. “…scrap metal? You’ve got interesting hobbies. Anyhow, what kind of gentleman would—”
 

 
  “I feel obliged to point out that a
  
   gentleman
  
  wouldn’t make fun of a person’s stature, nor push when he’s been politely invited to sod off.”
 

 
  He laughed, and stepped back, pulling his hands from his pockets to hold them up disarmingly. “All right, all right, fair enough. So what’re you doing skulking around in the back alleys? That’s not like you.”
 

 
  “I could ask you the same,” she said tersely.
 

 
  That got another laugh, and a roguish wink. “Maureen… It’s me, Chase. You wonder what
  
   I’m
  
  doing skulking in alleys?”
 

 
  She rolled her eyes and turned to resume walking. “Aye, fair enough.”
 

 
  To her annoyance—but not surprise—he strolled alongside her, moving at a leisurely amble that kept pace neatly with her bustling stride, given the difference in the length of their legs. That same difference meant running away from him was an unlikely prospect.
 

 
  “You, though,” Chase continued merrily. “You’re such a fine, upstanding citizen. Heading back to campus, then? Cos there’s no storefronts back here…”
 

 
  “An’ what makes y’think I’m headin’ ta campus?”
 

 
  “And there goes the accent,” he observed. “I can never figure out if that means you’re more or less happy. Anyhow, this arc’ll lead you through the back ways of the old part of town by the least-traveled path, where there is absolutely
  
   nothing
  
  until you come out right at the base of the mountain, a good few dozen yards from the stairs.” He looked down at her and winked again. “I may have had cause to slip through Last Rock without attracting notice. Y’know, once or twice. A day. For three years.”
 

 
  She sighed, and shook her head. “Town’s funny t’night…all riled up, innit? I passed the A&W on the way in, an’ the noise was like a full-blown party. Seem t’be knots o’ people chatterin’ in the streets, too, but lookin’ nervous about something. Not like usual. Even with all the new construction, Last Rock’s a sleepy sorta place.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I noticed the same.” For a wonder, the vacuous grin faded from his features. Maureen chanced a glance up at the human, finding him looking ahead with a thoughtful expression. It made a surprising difference in his aspect; that smile was unnerving, but now he just seemed like one of her classmates, mulling a question. “I
  
   also
  
  veered close enough to overhear a few snatches of those conversations. You know, purely by accident,” he added solemnly.
 

 
  “Oh, aye. Of course.”
 

 
  “Folks seem to be tetchy about the University in particular this evening,” Chase continued. “Apparently Tellwyrn posted an announcement about the first major research project she’s funding, and it’s to do with summoning demons. All the yokels are worked up something fierce.”
 

 
  “Huh,” she grunted noncommittally, shifting her basket to her left hand. Not actually
  
   planning
  
  to drop it on his foot, but making that prospect more available.
 

 
  “So, you may have had the right idea,” he said, that grin returning. “Perhaps this isn’t the best night for casual encounters with the Rockies, eh?” When she didn’t reply, he went merrily on. “So, I’m sure you won’t mind if I keep you company on the way back! After all, you’re probably downright starved for company these days. The Well must be feeling pretty empty, huh?”
 

 
  Maureen stared straight ahead at the distant gap where the alley opened out below the mountain, concentrating on keeping her breath even. One ear twitched, but not because of him; there was a swell of noise in the near distance, as a crowd of men passed through the street, talking loudly. Shouting, actually… She couldn’t make out many individual words, but the anger was obvious.
 

 
  “Everyone’s been assuming we’ll wake the Sleeper’s victims just cos I woke up,” Chase said suddenly, after she failed to respond to his last comment. “I wonder if they’re really just asleep, though? I mean… There are ways to keep the body alive, even when the mind and soul passes on. It’d be a ridiculously cruel thing to do, but hell, who can say how this asshole thinks? That’d be a kick in the pants, if Tellwyrn finally cracks the curse and it turns out they’re all just dead after all.”
 

 
  “What is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?!” Maureen exploded, rounding on him and hopping backward, her ears shifting back in agitation. “You are the most—why are you
  
   like
  
  this? How can any person not want anything outta life except t’just make an arse of ‘imself? Haven’t you
  
   one
  
  bloody thing better to do than scamper around irritating everybody?”
 

 
  Chase, somewhat to her surprise, didn’t pounce now that his needling had finally provoked a reaction. In fact, he turned to face her, tilting his head quizzically, and regarded her in silence for a moment before speaking. “Heh. Y’know, you’re actually the first person to ask me that since I came here? Even at the lodge they’d given that up long before I left, and Tellwyrn never bothered.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, at least you’re
  
   aware
  
  you’re a horse’s arse!”
 

 
  “I’m aware of a lot,” he said cheerfully, turning and sauntering off in the direction of the mountain. Maureen let him pull ahead a few steps before following slowly, keeping a distance between them. “Let me put it this way: I’ve heard it said that the thing which separates sentient beings from the animals is our capacity to be
  
   more.
  
  A wolf or bison or prairie dog just does what it does, but a human or elf or gnome
  
   creates
  
  things, improves themselves beyond what biology intended.”
 

 
  “Sapient,” she said automatically.
 

 
  He glanced back over his shoulder at her. “Hm?”
 

 
  “Wolves an’ bison an’ prairie dogs are all sentient. They sense an’ interact with their surroundings. You mean
  
   sapient
  
  beings.”
 

 
  Chase chuckled, shaking his head. “Well, maybe I don’t. Because I’ve done a lot of people-watching, and I’ve noticed that the happiest people are reliably the
  
   dumbest
  
  ones. The key to bliss is not having a thought in your head. Everything that’s good in life—food, sex, sleep, humor—it’s all basic, animal instinct. Being
  
   more
  
  is just a pointless pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “Humor, is it?” she asked, intrigued in spite of herself. Maureen had never expected to hear Chase Masterson’s philosophy on life; until that moment it had never occurred to her that he might have one. “That seems like a pretty sapient thing.”
 

 
  “Ever played tug-of-war with a dog? Or watched a bluejay tease a cat? Or how about wild pigs who sniff out glittershrooms to get high?” Chase laughed lightly, jamming his hands back in his pockets. “Not to mention that
  
   everything
  
  has sex, and you’re never gonna convince me it’s because all those animals think it over and decide what they really need is to be responsible for a smaller version of themselves for a while.
  
   Fun
  
  is the only true universal good, my dear little friend. All the rest is just bullshit people make up to feel more important than they are.”
 

 
  He emerged into the open air, with the mountain looming above, and stopped. Maureen was still a few steps behind; by the time she caught up, Chase had turned to their right to peer in the direction of the main street. She peeked around the corner, following his gaze.
 

 
  A crowd of men and women were milling around, several carrying lamps and one or two actual torches. The buzz of conversation which hovered over them was distinctly angry, and loud enough it seemed it might burst into shouting at any moment.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  different,” he mused. “I heard there was an actual mob in Last Rock a while back, but honestly I was never willing to believe these folks that that much initiative. Or organizational skills.”
 

 
  “A mob doesn’t take much in the way o’ skill, ‘specially not of the organizational kind,” she replied, frowning at the townspeople.
 

 
  Chase just laughed. “Oh, I know my townies, trust me.”
 

 
  His bark of amusement attracted notice. A few people turned to face them, and then to Maureen’s horror, they erupted in shouting and imprecations. The group started toward them with long, aggressive strides, beginning with those nearest but the rest quickly catching up, as if the whole crowd were some sort of huge amoeba sensing prey. It was dark, but the lights they carried were enough for Maureen to make out scowls and snarls on far too many faces.
 

 
  As she stood, gaping, one man in the lead broke into a trot, quickly followed by several others.
 

 
  “Oh, my,” Chase observed in a fascinated tone, then turned to her with a cheerful grin. “Hey, here’s a crazy idea! I think we should run.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The mineshaft was mostly horizontal for the first leg of its journey; only after turning sharply to the left did it begin descending. Nowhere around its periphery were there any obvious signs of activity, though Ermon said that tracks in the dust showed the whole area saw regular foot traffic. Now, the group was descending gradually along a seemingly endless shaft, which occasionally branched off to the sides or opened into disused chambers, some containing the wreckage of old crates and tools. There was no light except Fross’s silver glow.
 

 
  “I can’t make out any sounds,” Juniper muttered. “The echoes down here are weird… Plus, there’s this…thing.”
 

 
  “Thing?” Teal’s voice was a little strained. “What
  
   kind
  
  of a thing?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” the dryad said, frowning and shaking her head.
 

 
  “Phrasing, June,” Gabriel said. “The atmosphere’s pretty tense already without us suddenly being told there’s a
  
   thing.”
  
 

 
  “Let’s not make it worse by picking at each other,” Toby said soothingly. “Can you describe it, Juniper?”
 

 
  “Mm…sort of like…bees,” she said pensively.
 

 
  “Bees?!” Teal’s voice rose half an octave.
 

 
  “The buzzing, I mean,” Juniper hastily clarified. “There’s this low
  
   hum,
  
  at the very edge of my hearing. All I can tell is it’s coming from deeper below, and that only because it’s been getting louder as we go down. Like I said…echoes. It’s a mess to try to track anything in here.”
 

 
  “It certainly is that,” Ermon agreed. He had placed himself at the head of the group, off to one side and behind only Fross, where he studied the floor, walls, and ceiling in detail as they passed through. “I can make out only traces; this ground does not like to leave tracks. It
  
   does
  
  see traffic, though, both coming and going. And I have seen no signs of any kind of struggle in the distance we’ve come.”
 

 
  “Well, let’s consider that a hopeful sign,” said Toby.
 

 
  “I’d caution against excessive optimism,” the Huntsman replied. “I’m sure you have reason to be confident in your power, but following prey into its own den is
  
   always
  
  a highly risky venture.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny wonders if we’d rather she take over from me, here,” said Teal.
 

 
  Toby glanced back at her. “I appreciate the offer. Remember, though, our
  
   first
  
  plan is to talk. Vadrieny is, let’s face it, pretty intimidating. Having her out might seem hostile in and of itself.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel added, touching Teal’s shoulder momentarily. “And if this
  
   does
  
  come down to trouble, best we hold something in reserve. If they get aggressive, maybe we can prevent a throw down by suddenly showing we’ve got bigger fangs than they thought.”
 

 
  “Okay,” she said with no further comment.
 

 
  “I can feel arcane magic up ahead,” Fross added, “but…well, the distance is an impediment, but there’s not
  
   much.
  
  Assuming the rest of what the Rust does is like that arm, it might employ small arcane charms here and there but whatever it runs on is its own thing. I haven’t figured out a way to detect it directly. Ariel, anything?”
 

 
  
   “I perceive nothing. My senses are designed for precision of analysis, not range. I will have little to add until we are much closer, if the conventional enchantments involved are as minor as you say.”
  
 

 
  They continued on in silence for a few more minutes, which seemed longer than they were owing to being spent creeping through oppressive darkness. When Gabriel suddenly stopped, shifting his head as if watching something invisible, the rest of the group halted as well, turning to look at him.
 

 
  “Vestrel’s back,” he reported with a grin of clear relief, which slowly faded as he continued, speaking with a halting cadence indicating he was repeating observations as they were given to him. “Okay…up ahead they tunnel opens out into a very large chamber, a natural cave that’s had mineshafts carved out of it in multiple directions, and that’s where the Rust has all their stuff. People, and machines…” He hesitated. “Vestrel recognizes some elements of what they’ve built, but it’s way different from the Elder God—okay,
  
   fine,
  
  Infinite Order stuff she remembers. Also…she says the machines are…weird.” He paused again, then sighed. “…apparently we’ll have to see them ourselves to understand.”
 

 
  
   “How helpful,”
  
  Ariel commented. Everyone ignored her.
 

 
  “Oh!” Gabriel brightened, turning to Ermon. “Arlund
  
   is
  
  here! I mean, down there. She wasn’t sure about his situation; he hasn’t been harmed and doesn’t seem to be restrained, but he looks angry.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how significant that is, in and of itself,” Ermon replied ruefully. “But I thank you, Vestrel, for the information.”
 

 
  “And they’ve built some kind of…gate, across the tunnel,” Gabe continued, turning again to stare into empty space where the valkyrie apparently stood. “A pretty solid one, made of that reddish metal of theirs and a bunch of cobbled-together junk that resembles their artificial limbs. Vestrel can pass through most objects, but no idea how
  
   we’re
  
  going to get past it. The good news is all the Rust cultists are beyond it, in their big cavern. There’s nobody between us and the gate.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Toby said, nodding. “That’s something. If we can’t figure out how to get it open, we can always try to force it. I very much doubt any gate will stop Juniper and Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “Uh, I thought the idea was to try the friendly approach first?” said Fross. “If the thing is locked, maybe our first move should be to just knock.”
 

 
  Toby hesitated, then chuckled. “Well, I can’t argue with that, can I? All right, guys, on we go. Gabe, any details while we walk? How far we are, how many cultists up ahead?”
 

 
  “Only a couple dozen. Vestrel didn’t get a precise headcount because they were all milling around, doing something. She couldn’t tell what. And…apparently we’re closer to the gate than we are to the entrance of the tunnel, now.”
 

 
  “I wonder,” Teal mused. “They
  
   can’t
  
  do much back-and-forth from here to the city. It’s a hellishly inconvenient approach, and
  
   somebody
  
  would have noticed that kind of traffic going in and out of the mountains.”
 

 
  “We’ve already passed a lot of side tunnels,” Juniper pointed out, “and Vestrel said there are more below, from their actual lair. The mine entrance was just the one the Thieves’ Guild found. I bet they’ve got a more direct path into Puna Dara. Probably more than one, actually.”
 

 
  “We’ll see what we see,” Toby murmured, and they fell silent again.
 

 
  It was another few minutes of walking before they reached the gate Vestrel had told them of, which also revealed what she meant about the weirdness of the machines.
 

 
  The tunnel was blocked off by a ring of steel, in which stood an obvious door of the same metal, split down the middle in an asymmetrical pattern unlike any standard doorway. Thick bars were set vertically into the metal in front of it, spaced too closely for a human to slip through, even had there been anywhere beyond it to go. The whole thing was set in a most peculiar melange of metallic parts. They were mostly of the reddish alloy that characterized the Rust, unlike the steel door and bars, though there were a number of small lights set in various places, some glowing steadily, others blinking in repeating patterns. Obvious machine parts were in evidence, from simple struts and braces to exposed gears, some actually moving. Pipes crisscrossed the entire thing at intervals, a few with valves which produces periodic little spurts of steam. In several places scattered throughout were oddly-shaped surfaces which glowed in the darkness and depicted peculiar systems of glyphs and markings; some of these held steady, while others changed continuously.
 

 
  Most alarming of all was the way it was all constructed. Machines were usually logical, even mathematical in their design, featuring a lot of straight lines and right angles. By comparison, the gate’s housing was just crazy. Though they all connected together, pipes, gears, metal supports and blinking screens were layered around the walls haphazardly, in wild angles, as if they’d been laid down erratically and built up to cover the whole tunnel. Miscellaneous bits of inscrutable purpose extended out from the structure to crawl along the walls toward the distant exit like the questing roots of a tree.
 

 
  “If a spider spun machine parts instead of silk,” Gabriel said after they had stood regarding this in silence for a few moments, “the result would look like this.”
 

 
  Teal sighed. “Spiders, and bees. I never had an aversion to bugs until just now…”
 

 
  “What if there is some kind of huge mechanical spider in there?” Juniper suggested. “That could explain this. Well, not
  
   explain
  
  it, but it’d make a little more sense…”
 

 
  “Great,” Teal said sourly. “That’s a lovely thought.”
 

 
  “Well, at least we figured out where that hum you talked about is coming from,” Toby said. Actually, though it clearly emerged from the peculiar machine, this close it seemed to be a number of different hums. Parts of it emitted periodic soft beeps and chimes, the pipes thrummed with some hydraulic force, gears clicked and whirred together, and several segments of the construction put off sharp electrical buzzing. From a distance, it all did blur together to resemble the tone of a beehive.
 

 
  Juniper suddenly whirled, shifting her feel to a braced stance, and stared back up the tunnel. “There it is again!”
 

 
  “The bees?” Teal asked.
 

 
  
   “No.
  
  The
  
   smell.
  
  If I couldn’t
  
   feel
  
  the lack of any through attunement I would swear there was a dryad heading this way!”
 

 
  All of them turned, Ermon drawing his tomahawk and hunting knife. Gabriel eased out the wand that morphed into his scythe, but did not activate it yet, and placed a hand on Ariel’s hilt without drawing her.
 

 
  
   “I think you should know,”
  
  she said into the tense silence which ensued,
  
   “that there is a very sophisticated invisibility spell attached to something moving this way down the tunnel.”
  
 

 
  “How close?” Gabriel asked tersely.
 

 
  
   “Presuming standard human hearing, close enough to be aware of this conversation. I believe I recently pointed out that my senses are not designed for great distances.”
  
 

 
  “Is someone there?” Toby called, staring ahead into the darkness. Fross fluttered back to hover above their heads, casting silver light on the tunnel walls around them.
 

 
  Several of them twitched, Teal emitting a muffled noise of surprise, when a figure suddenly appeared seemingly out of thin air right in front of them. The person who had arrived was garbed entirely in black, and manifested in the process of lowering the hood of a black cloak. Beneath it was another hood, attached to her fitted jacket, and inside that a mask which obscured the lower half of her face, leaving only her eyes exposed. Her black attire was mostly of supple leather, and fit closely enough to reveal this was a woman.
 

 
  “Oh, invisibility cloak,” Gabriel said after a tense silence. “Nifty. You don’t see those often.”
 

 
  “Greetings,” Toby said to the mysterious woman. “Friend, or foe?”
 

 
  She tilted her head minutely to one side, eyes flickering across them. Then she took a step forward. When everyone tensed, she paused again, and held up one finger, which she then pointed at the contorted apparatus around the gate behind them.
 

 
  “Hello?” Juniper said sharply. “Yes? No? Anybody home?”
 

 
  
   “That mask has a silencing spell attached,”
  
  Ariel announced.
  
   “If she spoke, you wouldn’t hear. There are a good number of impressive enchantments on this person’s equipment. She is either a skilled enchanter or exceedingly wealthy.”
  
 

 
  “That’s interesting,” Juniper said bluntly. “And why do you smell like dryads?”
 

 
  “And couldja maybe take the mask
  
   off
  
  and talk to us?” Fross suggested.
 

 
  Ermon shook his head. “People who don masks are
  
   rarely
  
  willing to remove them upon meeting someone new.”
 

 
  The woman watched this conversation inscrutably, but at that, pointed at Ermon. Then she stepped forward again, angling to pass between Teal and Juniper on her way to the gate.
 

 
  “Hey!” Juniper moved to bar her path, scowling. “You
  
   don’t
  
  just show up out of nowhere in a place like this, at a
  
   time
  
  like this, and refuse to explain yourself!”
 

 
  
   “Enchantments aside,”
  
  Ariel interjected,
  
   “the magic roiling off this person is extremely potent and extremely confusing. I detect all four schools, heavily favoring the fae, with additional branches of shadow magic, all intertwined in ways I have never seen and whose purpose I cannot discern. In terms of raw power, she is on a level with most of you. I advise against starting an altercation.”
  
 

 
  The woman’s dark eyes shifted right to Ariel—itself interesting, as few people who heard her voice immediately suspected the sword—and then back to Juniper. She held the dryad’s gaze for a moment, then carefully shifted to edge past her again. This time, though she kept her stare locked onto the interloper, Juniper did not move, and allowed her past; Teal even edged back out of the way.
 

 
  The woman in black squeezed by, then headed straight for one of the tunnel walls which was covered by the overgrowth of machinery, holding up another finger in their direction as if cautioning them to wait. She carefully pored over the exposed pieces as if searching for something, pausing at each of the display screens. Several she touched with her fingers; two responded by changing their contents, but the woman seemed unimpressed by the results and moved on.
 

 
  Finally, she came to a roughly hexagonal screen attached to the mess by only a single length of pipe, extending out from the wall not far from the gate itself. This time, she hunched over it, quickly working at it with her gloved fingertips. Sigils and pictograms shifted at her touch, accompanied by soft chirps and whirrs.
 

 
  “I suppose there’s no point in asking how you know how to do that,” Gabe said irritably, shifting closer and craning his neck to watch.
 

 
  She raised her head to look at him, and winked, then returned to what she was doing.
 

 
  The group jumped again when the gate suddenly moved. The entire circular steel housing rotated a hundred and eighty degrees, causing the bars to spin fully around. Once it stopped, there came a loud
  
   thunk
  
  from somewhere deep inside the machinery, and the bars suddenly retracted into what was now the floor. Then, with a deep rumble, an inner section of the circle began rotating in the opposite direction. When the door itself had been turned fully upside down—or right side up?—it parted smoothly, both doors sliding into the walls to either side. Another set of bars were revealed beyond it, which now slowly rotated back in the first direction, and then retracted just as their cousins had.
 

 
  
   “There is really no reason for that to have been so elaborate,”
  
  Ariel opined.
 

 
  “Well, thank you for the help,” Toby said to the woman, who after glancing into the now-open gate had resumed studying the screen. “I gather you’re a person who values her secrets, but I’m sure you understand if we—”
 

 
  She abruptly grabbed the metal edges of the extended screen, and with a strength clearly beyond the human, ripped it clean off the wall, leaving its broken mount trailing a few sparking ends of wire.
 

 
  “Hey!” Gabriel shouted. Orange light suffused the tunnel as Vadrieny emerged, but they hardly had time to react beyond that.
 

 
  The woman in black moved like an elf, darting past them and actually running up the wall for a few paces as she dashed by. Ermon spun and nocked an arrow, drawing a bead on her as she raced back up the tunnel, but with her free hand she whipped up the hood of her invisibility cloak and vanished entirely into the darkness.
 

 
  Once she did, not even the sound of footsteps betrayed her presence.
 

 
  
   “So,”
  
  Gabriel said irritably after they had all stared after the mysterious figure for a moment. “Carrying a bunch of pricey enchantments, made of a weird combination of
  
   all
  
  magic, smells like a dryad, somehow knows how to use weird-ass Elder God magic machines even better than Vestrel. And, best of all, showed up in the middle of all
  
   this.
  
  Yeah, there’s no way in hell we’ve seen the last of her. I will bet you a semester’s tuition her next appearance is going to be even more annoying.”
 

 
  “No bet,” said Vadrieny. Ermon turned at the sound of her voice, peering at the archdemon with clear wariness.
 

 
  “I could’ve frozen her to the ground,” Fross said apologetically, “but based on what Ariel said and what I sensed I wasn’t sure it’d be a good idea to poke that bear. There was a
  
   lot
  
  of magic in that lady, and I couldn’t tell what basically any of it did, and this seems like a really,
  
   really
  
  bad place to start an unnecessary fight.”
 

 
  “I think you’re right,” Toby said with a heavy sigh. “No worries, Fross. For
  
   now,
  
  we’ve got a mission we’d better stick to, but we should also follow up on this as soon as we’re back in the city. See what the King and the Guild and maybe the Avenists and monks have seen.”
 

 
  “For now, though, onward,” Vadrieny agreed, then faded away to leave Teal among them again.
 

 
  The tunnel beyond the gate was much shorter, and horizontally level. It was also made entirely of smooth metal—apparently steel, once they stepped beyond the crawling clutter of machine parts that housed the gate apparatus itself. The group clustered together as they emerged from its mouth onto a platform overlooking a vast cavern.
 

 
  The whole scene was a study in contrast between organic and angular forms. Large, glaring fairy lamps were almost blinding after the dimness behind them, but at least they exposed everything—which in this case meant a clearly natural cavern which had been both cut and built up with stone bricks to form even floors, walls, and platforms that had once served the mining operation in some capacity. In the ceiling and in the walls of sections not adapted for human use, the smooth natural curves left by eons of erosion were still evident. Remnants of wood and stone construction remained, but all of it had been partially covered by reddish metal growths which seemed to have spread over everything like crawling lichen.
 

 
  There were Rust cultists present, as well, roughly two dozen as Vestrel had advised. Every single one present had at least one metal limb, some two or more, and several were partially augmented with further metallic pieces of uncertain purpose. Now, however, they were not milling about engaged in any task. All of them stood all but motionless, scattered around the chamber and staring flatly at the group which emerged into their midst.
 

 
  A chilling silence hung between them, until a large piece of the machinery occupying the back wall began detaching itself.
 

 
  When housed against a huge overgrowth of metallic parts it had been just another inscrutable piece of the morass, but as it pulled free and stepped closer its shape immediately became clear. The thing walked on two enormous legs, had a round torso with what appeared to be a circular eye of green glass occupying most of its front, and two metal arms extending from the upper edge of that. Despite its lack of a head, it stood nearly twenty feet tall. Each of its footfalls echoed through the chamber with a crash.
 

 
  “Giant mechanical spider,” Juniper muttered. “Well, I wasn’t too far off…”
 

 
  The Rust cultists stood still, keeping their attention on the intruders and paying the huge construct no mind—not even the two it had to step directly over on its way toward them. The group edged backward toward the tunnel mouth as it came, but it stopped a few yards distant.
 

 
  With a hiss and several bursts of steam, the round glass face came loose and tipped slightly forward. Another metal piece on its top shifted up like a trap door. Whirring sounded from within the metal beast, and slowly a man rose into view from inside it, seated in a chair installed on a platform which now climbed upward. He stood up when it came to the top, which put him almost perfectly on a level with the group.
 

 
  If the Rust cultists were given more mechanical parts as they rose through the ranks, this man must be their leader; he seemed at least as much machine as human. Enough of his flesh and blood face remained, however, to smile broadly at them, and he held his arms wide.
 

 
  “Welcome, honored guests!” he boomed in a voice clearly accustomed to public speaking. “Honored indeed, even if not invited. And
  
   now,
  
  we will have to decide just what to
  
   do
  
  with you.”
 

 
   
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                               
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  13 – 17 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                 
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Jasmine allowed herself a sigh of relief as she set the empty canape tray down on the kitchen counter. None of the others were present; given the sudden availability of free “help,” Glory had not troubled to bring in staff for this event. Ami and Schwartz were circulating among the guests (with differing degrees of skill), but the lady of the house had not hesitated to put the Guild apprentices to work. That left Smythe to handle the cooking, a skill none of the rest of them possessed.
 

 
  “Well, this hasn’t been nearly as bad as I’d feared,” she said aloud, adjusting the collar of her still jacket. Actually the livery the Butler had found for them didn’t bother her; it reminded her of dress uniform. Layla and Darius, likewise, seemed to find it hilarious to be dressing as servants, but Tallie in particular was not enjoying the role. As usual, it was hard to tell what Ross thought.
 

 
  “Do not mistake caution for virtue,” Smythe advised, glancing at her with a faint smile but not turning from the sauce he was stirring. He manned the stove without the benefit of an apron, but his uniform was, of course, spotless. Butlers did not make mistakes. “Many of those men and several of the women have fondled waitresses in other venues. No one invited to one of Tamisin Sharvineh’s events, however, would be foolish enough to mistreat working-class people in the home of a prominent Eserite.”
 

 
  “I hadn’t even
  
   thought
  
  of that,” Jasmine said, frowning. “I just meant that I’m not as terrible at this as I could be. It’s my first time serving appetizers at a society party. Believe it or not,” she added dryly.
 

 
  The Butler gave her another glance; his expression relaxed subtly, conveying the aspect of a calm smile without actually moving his lips. It was incredible what the man could communicate with his face. “A military upbringing confers many traits which are crucial in domestic service, notably punctuality, discretion, good posture, and the capacity to behave deferentially toward worthless people. Alone among your friends, I would gladly provide you references toward another position.”
 

 
  “I have other plans, but I appreciate that,” she said with amusement. He nodded, turning back to his sauce. “Will you need me to take another tray?”
 

 
  “Not yet. Your compatriots have that in hand. There is a rhythm and a balance to social events; madame prefers her hospitality to seem generous but not excessive. It is a subtle reminder to the powerful individuals present that on Eserion’s ground, even they may go hungry.”
 

 
  “That’s slightly terrifying,” she observed. “But I’m amazed how you can be so aware of the situation from back here in the kitchen.”
 

 
  “I am a Butler,” he explained. “It might be wise for you to circulate, however. Ostensibly to see if a guest needs anything, but more significantly to keep an eye on the house. With so many present, opportunities for mischief abound.”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned. “You don’t think the conspirators would attempt something
  
   here,
  
  surely? Even the Svennish intelligence service didn’t dare attack this house.”
 

 
  “The Svennish intelligence service are professionals. Your adversaries have thus far abducted Eserite apprentices practically from the Guild’s doorstep, attempted to unlawfully imprison the same under the very nose of the Sisterhood, and employed intrusive scrying spells on a witch sufficiently powerful to detect and counter them. Reckless or incompetent foes present their own dangers, Jasmine. They may be more easily beaten once confronted, but a person unburdened by strategic sense might attempt almost anything.”
 

 
  “I see your point,” she said, then deliberately smoothed her expression. “I’ll make the rounds, then.”
 

 
  Smythe shifted to give her another nod before going back to his stirring, and she slipped back out.
 

 
  It was odd, she reflected while navigating the busy townhouse, how none of the guests appeared to notice her. When she was carrying food, they would select bites without acknowledging her, as though an unattended tray were floating past. Smythe had lectured the group about the invisibility of servants (she really hoped Tallie’s resentment toward nobles wasn’t already bubbling over), but to Jasmine’s mind the Guild’s doctrine had more to teach about this phenomenon. She wondered, while climbing the servant’s stairs in the back, whether this qualified as “don’t see” or “won’t see.” A bit of both, she decided; for the most part, ignoring servants simply seemed the thing to do, and they had no trouble detecting the canapes and cocktails. But then, after overhearing snippets of conversation, she was starting to suspect that some of these people didn’t regard those below their station as actual
  
   people.
  
 

 
  And these were
  
   Glory’s
  
  guests? It was downright horrifying to imagine what must be going on in the houses of the city’s nobility. This party had done more to impart a good Eserite’s resentment of those in power than weeks of Lore’s lectures.
 

 
  Apparently no one wanted anything, and most of the guests were fully occupied with one another, or clustered in the central salon where Glory was holding court; at any rate, she was not stopped on her way around the lower floor. She did pass Ross holding a tray of drinks, and received a blank-faced nod from him. Technically a breach of Smyth’s rules of servant conduct, but she wasn’t about to rat him out. Her rounds were uninterrupted until she passed the bathroom door on the second floor rear hallway, not far from the servant’s stairs.
 

 
  It opened so abruptly she had to take a step back to avoid being struck, but did not swing wide. Layla squeezed through the crack and instantly pushed it shut behind her.
 

 
  
   “Jasmine,”
  
  she hissed. “Thank the gods. That
  
   guest
  
  this is all about, Carruthers Treadwell? He’s a gnome, right?”
 

 
  Jasmine tilted her head curiously. “Treadwell? Yes, Schwartz said he was.”
 

 
  “A little paunchy?” Layla continued in a furious whisper, glancing surreptitiously about in exactly the way Style had told them not to do. “White hair, big mustache…?”
 

 
  “That I can’t tell you; Glory’s been monopolizing him and I haven’t met the man yet. Apparently he didn’t want to come and she had to apply
  
   persuasion,
  
  and just winked when I asked what that…” Jasmine trailed off, suddenly frowning. “Why? Did he corner you in the bathroom or something? Layla, even if we need his help you do
  
   not
  
  have to put up with—”
 

 
  Layla grabbed her arm, and Jasmine focused on her face, suddenly paying closer attention. The girl had always had an aristocrat’s composure even before the Guild’s coaching in the fine art of lying, but she was two shades paler than normal, her eyes wide and lips pressed into a stressed line. She glanced up and down the empty hall once more, then stepped aside, pulled the door open just a crack, and jerked her head urgently toward it.
 

 
  Taking the hint, Jasmine shut her mouth and immediately slipped inside, making room for Layla to follow. By the time the younger girl had pulled the door shut behind them, she had already forgotten she was there.
 

 
  The gnome sat against the wall next to the ornately cast porcelain toilet, eyes staring vacantly at a point near the ceiling. His black tuxedo jacket did not reveal stains, but the white shirt beneath was now more crimson than white, and the blood spreading from around him had rendered the carpet a total loss.
 

 
  They stared in stunned silence before Layla managed to speak in a thin, tight voice.
 

 
  “It’s surreal. The one thought I cannot get out of my head is it does not seem there could physically be that much blood
  
   inside
  
  a gnome. Isn’t that surreal?”
 

 
  Jasmine blinked, swallowed, shook her head once, and straightened her spine. “Right. Right. Okay. Layla, get Glory. No!” She shook her head, closing her eyes momentarily in thought. “You can’t push through that crowd to get her attention, that’ll kick the beehive for sure. Go to the kitchen, get Smythe.
  
   He
  
  will get Glory and she’ll direct our next steps. I’ll stay here and make sure nobody else finds…this.”
 

 
  “Right. Yes. I’m on my way.” Layla seemed energized at having direction, and grasped the door handle again.
 

 
  “And be
  
   careful,”
  
  Jasmine added, turning to her suddenly. “This can’t possibly be a coincidence.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Layla said, drawing a deep breath. “Whoever’s after us is
  
   in
  
  this house, and now we know how far they’re willing to go. And that they can get around Glory’s wards. I’ll be quick.”
 

 
  No sooner had they slipped back into the hall than Layla shot off toward the rear staircase at the fastest pace that would not draw attention. Jasmine planted herself in front of the door, falling automatically into parade rest.
 

 
  Layla had only been gone a minute before a well-dressed man strolled up, drink in hand, and paused to give her an inquisitive look. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “I’m terribly sorry, sir,” she said with a deferential little smile. “This one is out of order.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They went for the slope itself, Maureen stubbornly clinging to her basket of metal—she was
  
   not
  
  about to relinquish her haul to whatever nonsense this was—but made it only a few feet up the slope before the roar of the crowd abruptly ceased. Naturally, she didn’t slow. When fleeing a pursuer, it was a fatal mistake to sacrifice footing and control to look back; any gnome knew that.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Chase Masterson had not had the benefit of a gnomish education.
 

 
  He immediately skidded to a stop, turning in the process to see what made the change, which proved to be a more complex maneuver than he could handle while running up a steep slope. Or, knowing him, probably at all. He slipped on the grass, one ankle twisting out from under him, and went tumbling to the ground, immediately rolling downhill.
 

 
  Even more unfortunately, a great towering human-sized lummox rolling down the mountain at her from barely more than her height ahead proved an obstacle Maureen could neither vault over nor dodge around. The impact bowled her right over, causing her to lose her grip finally. The basket went tumbling away, strewing scrap metal across the grass.
 

 
  Being knocked down and rolled upon did not phase her, but for
  
   that,
  
  she punched him as hard as she could manage in whatever piece of the big oaf it was that currently blocked her vision.
 

 
  “Ow! My
  
   kidney!”
  
  Chase scrambled away, but stopped before rising back to his feet, staring back down at the town. “…huh. What the hell’s got into them
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  The erstwhile mob seemed to have abruptly lost its impetus. Suddenly, it had ceased to be a seething organism and had become a dozen or so prairie townspeople, standing around and staring at each other in confusion, as if unsure what they were doing or why. Silence gradually gave way to subdued muttering.
 

 
  “Dunno,” Maureen grunted, hopping nimbly back to her feet. “Their problem, an’ I’m
  
   out
  
  before it becomes ours again. An’
  
   you
  
  owe me a basket o’ metal bits, y’great clodhoppin’ galoot!”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, blame
  
   me,”
  
  he said cheerfully, scrambling back upright and following her into a dash. They set off up the slope at an angle this time, heading for the stone stairs and their more certain footing. “Surely you don’t think
  
   I
  
  caused a mob?”
 

 
  Maureen didn’t spare him a glance. “I dunno, Chase.
  
   Did
  
  you cause a mob?”
 

 
  “Well, not that I know of!” he replied with an exuberant laugh. “But let’s face it, if there’s an angry mob and
  
   I’m
  
  in the same town, there’s at least even odds that somehow—”
 

 
  “Just bloody well
  
   run!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hey!” Fred protested as the shed door was yanked open, whirling to face the intruder. He had to lower his gaze; whoever had interrupted them was about half his height.
 

 
  “What’s this? What’s all this, now?” wheezed a reedy little voice. “What’re y’all doin’ in my garden shed?”
 

 
  “Your…” Fred stared, blinking in astonishment. The voice was an old man’s, one he didn’t immediately recognize. “Your… Mister, I think you’re a mite turned around.”
 

 
  “Don’t you lecture me, sonny boy!” the intruder said shrilly, and Fred stumbled at a sharp jab to his thigh. A moment later he stumbled back again, throwing up a hand to protect his eyes against the brilliance that had suddenly erupted. The tiny old man lifted an old-fashioned oil lamp to illuminate the interior of the shed. Even without the hunch that bent him nearly double, he was short, his head entirely bald with incongruously huge tufts of white hair erupting from his ears, face so lost in wrinkles that his eyes were completely obscured beneath bushy brows. He jabbed at Fred again with a gnarled cane, though this time Fred held his ground; if he backed up any further he’d stumble over Lorelin, who was still seated in meditation. The old man prodded him once more, shaking his lamp aggressively. “This here’s my tool shed, an’ I don’t take kindly to trespassers, nosirree I don’t!”
 

 
  “You said garden shed,” Fred said dumbly.
 

 
  That was apparently the wrong answer, and earned him a whack on the hip. For such an apparently frail old fellow, he could swing that cane
  
   hard.
  
 

 
  “Don’t you correct me, y’little hoodlum! I know my rights! Eighty-seventeen years I’ve worked this farm, an’ I know every inch of it! This here’s my garden toolshed, sure as my name’s Cletus Custer Indominus Boomerang McGee! My poor wife’s buried right behind it, an’ my dog too, Vidius rest both their souls! But not the cat, little bastard never did an honest day’s work in his furry life.”
 

 
  Rubbing his thigh, Fred snuck a glance back at the priestess, who did not react to the invocation of her god, either. She was still concentrating; his job, after all, was to see she wasn’t interrupted. He shifted position, planting himself between the old man and Lorelin. “Now see here, mister, this here shed’s in an alley behind the Saloon, there ain’t no way…” He trailed off, frowning, then leaned forward. “Hang on. Do I
  
   know
  
  you? I ain’t never seen you ’round town…”
 

 
  He really should have expected the ensuing whack to the skull, he reflected when he could think again. In hindsight, it was obvious. When his ears stopped ringing, he found he’d barely caught himself against the wall of the shed. That and…oh, no.
 

 
  Lorelin grunted, almost sending Fred entirely to the ground in the process of crawling out from under him. The old man was still ranting, shaking his lantern at them.
 

 
  “…never heard such disrespect, in
  
   my
  
  day, young ‘uns had a proper
  
   regard
  
  for their elders, yes sir they did! Why, when I fought off the elves with my trusty lightnin’ staff, even
  
   they
  
  wasn’t so rude! Elves got proper respect for their elders, yes they do! ‘Mr. McGee,’ they said t’me, ‘beggin’ yer pardon but we’re here to pillage yer farm, if y’please.’ An’ I served ’em tea before I shot ’em all in the face in alphabetical order with lightning, cos in
  
   my
  
  day we had us a little thing called
  
   manners!”
  
 

 
  “I’m unsurprised you don’t recognize him, Mr. Carson,” Lorelin said, straightening and brushing off her shirt. “This creature is some kind of fairy.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  some kinda fairy!” McGee shouted, whacking Fred again. “I never heard o’ such—”
 

 
  The light that blazed from behind Fred was by a wide margin more blinding than the lamp, and made him distinctly grateful he wasn’t looking in its direction. The pure golden glow of divine magic pulsed outward, and at its impact, Cletus Custer Indominus Boomerang McGee seemed to blow away as if made of dust, leaving behind a shape that made even less sense.
 

 
  Fred locked eyes with the four-foot-tall raccoon dressed in robes for a moment. Then the creature had the temerity to giggle.
 

 
  Then it darted forward, dropped to the ground, and bit him on the ankle.
 

 
  Fred yelled and stumbled over backward, once again collapsing atop Lorelin. This time he bore them both fully to the ground, again breaking her concentration. The light vanished, plunging them once more into oppressive darkness.
 

 
  “I’m sorry!” he stammered, scrambling off her and accidentally kicking her in the process. “Gods, I didn’t mean—”
 

 
  “Don’t worry about it, Carson.” Her voice, oddly enough, seemed amused. “It seems this may not be as easy as we were expecting.”
 

 
  “What the hell
  
   is
  
  that thing?!”
 

 
  “I’ve no idea; fairies are over my head.” His vision was gradually adjusting; he could make out a shifting shadow as she altered her position. “But we have our mission, and it looks like yours is no longer the easy part. Do your best to keep him off me, if you please.”
 

 
  She fell still, and silent, apparently sinking back into meditation. In the ensuing silence, Fred heaved himself upright, lurched over to the door, and swung it shut, pressing himself against it.
 

 
  The distinct scrabbling of little clawed feet scampered across the roof above them, followed by a shrill and distinctly insane giggle. And then a whimper, which Fred only belatedly realized had been himself.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Whatever caused the lull lasted only moments, and then with a roar, the crowd was after them again.
 

 
  “Bloody ‘ell, are they
  
   gaining?”
  
  Maureen protested just as they reached the stairs.
 

 
  “Well, yeah, their legs alone are taller than you,” Chase pointed out, a little breathless. He had pulled ahead, and now paused, turning back to her.
  
   “I
  
  could’ve left you behind, but Tellwyrn would turn me into an entire new dumbass-leather wardrobe. Her words, not mine. Oh,
  
   fine,
  
  I guess I have to do everything around here.”
 

 
  “Don’t you dare!” she squawked, smacking him and jumping away as he bent and reached for her.
 

 
  “Ow! You pint-sized idjit, do you
  
   want
  
  to get torn apart by a mob? Come here!”
 

 
  “You can barely carry yer
  
   own
  
  weight, the way yer gaspin’!” Maureen skittered wide, departing the staircase to circle around him outside his reach. The distraction had cost them; she chanced a glance down the mountain, and the inexplicably enraged humans were rapidly gaining.
 

 
  “Dammit to hell and back in a handbasket,” he complained, huffing as he followed her and lacking the sense to shut up when he was clearly not in good enough shape to be running up mountains in the first place. “This better actually be my fault somehow! If I get killed and it’s
  
   not
  
  because of something I did, everybody I care about is gonna lose the pool I have going. Best thing I could leave for ’em, not like I’ve got anything worth putting in a will…”
 

 
  Only when he trailed off for breath did she note the sound. She had never heard it so distantly before, but Maureen
  
   knew
  
  that sound.
 

 
  “No,” she breathed.
 

 
  The lights came into view ahead and above them, a sharp blue glow that descended the mountain right at them at a frightening speed, the noise growing louder. It was a hum both deep and shrill, that seemed to exist somewhere on the boundaries of hearing.
 

 
  “What the fuck
  
   now?”
  
  Chase demanded. “I really hope that’s help. Is that help? It doesn’t look like help. Doesn’t
  
   sound
  
  like help, either…”
 

 
  “No, no, no!” Maureen wailed, putting on a burst of speed. “No, she’s not ready yet! She’s not
  
   done!
  
  Aye, she
  
   runs
  
  but I’ve the whole stabilizing matrix to install!”
 

 
  “Who’s not ready?” he demanded.
 

 
  Then the thing drew close enough to come into focus.
 

 
  It angled away from the staircase, swerving wide to avoid striking them, and immediately began wobbling, which caused Maureen to cry out in panic. No surprise; stabilizing matrix or no, there was nobody alive who had any practice at driving that thing at
  
   all,
  
  much less down a mountainside at breakneck speed.
 

 
  Even without practice, Szith’s natural elven balance and agility made a world of difference. She turned the machine entirely sideways till it was sliding horizontally down the slope, its single wide wheel ripping up and spewing a veritable fountain of grass and sod. The arcane blue fairy lamps mounted to its round bronze shell flashed as their beams swept across the two astonished students, then the angle changed, leaving the vehicle backlit by the glow of the levitation charms holding its tapering tail aloft. Szith leaned upslope in its saddle, planting one booted foot on the ground and ripping up another streak of grass as she manually slowed and controlled the descent.
 

 
  It was unfair, Maureen reflected, how elves were just naturally
  
   good
  
  at everything. She knew for a fact the drow had never even ridden a horse, much less a…well, she hadn’t quite got around to naming it yet.
 

 
  The arcane rider’s approach made even the mob trail to a halt, gaping in astonishment. The wheeled vehicle wobbled violently as Szith fought for control, and for a horrifying moment Maureen was certain the whole thing was going to flip over and roll the rest of the way down the mountainside. The drow (and the levitation charm) prevailed, however, and the whine of its motive charms surged as she gave it a boost of power. More dirt flew and it surged back into motion, getting its wheel firmly under itself. Having slid all the way past them now, she angled it back uphill and came after them.
 

 
  Szith actually leaned out of the saddle, holding one arm out and scooping Maureen up into her lap even as she squeezed the brakes, skidding to a halt. And nearly toppling over again as the vehicle wobbled and swerved in the process.
 

 
  “Gently!” Maureen squawked. “Ya gotta guide ‘er
  
   gently,
  
  she’s not got the balance fer this stop-an’-go!”
 

 
  “On!” Szith barked, pulling to a halt next to Chase.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  yes!”
  
  
  he crowed, vaulting onto the saddle behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist.
 

 
  
   “Gently!”
  
  Maureen wailed, to no avail. Szith shifted her grip on the handlebars, relaxing the brakes and twisting the throttle forward, sending Marueen’s project into another skid as she poured far too much power far too fast into their acceleration, causing the gnome to regret showing her how the controls worked even though this was very likely saving her life.
 

 
  But it stabilized quickly, and they shot upward far faster than Maureen had ever climbed this mountain, rhythmically bouncing as the big wheel crossed over the switchbacking paved path. In just moments, the University gates hove into view.
 

 
  “I WANT ONE!” Chase bellowed, and Maureen really wished she was in a position to push him off.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “Gotcha,”
  
  Fedora whispered savagely, peering through the spyglass. Even in a form which lacked his wings and tail for balance, even perched at the top of the church’s steeple in the stiff prairie breeze, he held his stance easily, quite enjoying the dramatic way his trench coat billowed behind him. Up ahead and far below, a single figure in a black coat stood at a distance from both the town and the now-puzzled mob which had staggered to an impotent halt a scant few dozen yards up the mountain.
 

 
  The Inspector ignored them as he had the pulse of divine light which had briefly illuminated the alley behind the Saloon. Maru had done his job, and nothing Lorelin Reich had in her bag of tricks was going to more than inconvenience the tanuki. For that matter, Fedora had probably better go collect him before her efforts made that game
  
   too
  
  much fun. Fairies tended to lose themselves in the hunt, and all the University needed right now was for Tellwyrn’s personal secretary to turn somebody into a tree stump.
 

 
  “It was a good play,” he said aloud into the wind as the Hand of the Emperor shifted to glare at his defeated lynch mob, bringing his familiar profile into focus. “Create a ruckus, threaten students, bring Tellwyrn down here to intervene. If you did your job well enough, she might go overboard, give you an excuse to rile the town further. At the very least, you’d test her, see how she reacted to being poked. But you didn’t
  
   count
  
  on a dashing, demonic voice of reason to summon student help and persuade the boss lady to butt out, now didja. And now it is Fedora who has seen the face of the enemy! You
  
   lose
  
  this round, cupcake. What shall we play next?”
 

 
  His triumphant grin vanished as the Hand of the Emperor abruptly turned to stare directly at him.
 

 
  “No,” Fedora muttered, lowering the spyglass. It was dark, there was a good quarter of a mile between them. Even an elf could barely have made him out, perched on the steeple. “There’s no way…”
 

 
  The Hand vanished momentarily from view as he suddenly sped back into the shadow of Last Rock’s buildings. Then he reappeared even more dramatically, having vaulted from the ground onto a rooftop. He proceeded onward, leaping from roof to roof faster than a jungle cat, and making straight for the church.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit.”
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  The apparent leader of the Rust was a more visibly impressive specimen than most. Fully half his face was covered by a coppery mask, accented by wires which appeared to be brass; his left eye was a blue glass orb which gleamed from within. Though he had no beard, the half-mask did not extend over his scalp, and he sported a full head of luxurious hair trailing down his back, once black and beginning to shift toward gray. He wore only a kilt, serving to accentuate both his lean physique and especially the reddish metal which covered him. His entire right arm was of machinery, except, somehow, the flesh-and-blood hand attached beneath some kind of cloth wrapping which obscured the junction. It was a more elaborate arm than the rest of his followers sported, physically bulkier as if housing additional machinery, and attached to a shoulder mount which extended partway across his chest. A green glass disc was situated above his heart, emitting dull flickers of what looked like contained lightning. Below the kilt, his left calf and foot were machine, the right human but with odd patches of metalwork and protruding wires, as if he had machinery implanted beneath the skin.
 

 
  The supreme confidence of his smile was somehow more unnerving than his collection of unnatural attachments.
 

 
  Gabriel finally broke the silence. “Yeah, well, if you’re expecting to
  
   do
  
  anything about us, mister, you may be taking too many things for granted.”
 

 
  “So I may,” the cultist replied, then suddenly hopped across the gap between his giant mechanical mount and the door platform, causing the lot of them to reflexively shift backward. Seeming not to notice their reaction, the man swept a deep bow. “I am called Ayuvesh, speaker for the Infinite Order. And already, it seems I have spoken out of turn. After all, it is protocol in many places to attend to old business before raising new, is it not? Mandip!” This last was spoken in a sharper tone, the cultist turning his head to direct himself back at the throng of his followers below.
 

 
  A man stepped forward from the group, and Toby drew in a deep breath. The cultist stared up at them through narrowed eyes, and made an abortive move as if to fold his arms, which did not work as he had only one. The other was metal from the shoulder to the elbow, where it ended in a small profusion of tiny coppery struts and wires, almost like a miniature scaffold. At that distance, whatever was inside it was hidden from them.
 

 
  Mandip continued forward; as he stepped upon a growth of lichen-like machine parts which had crawled across the stone floor, a column pistoned up out of the ground beside him, bringing a small panel of buttons to chest height. On the wrong side, forcing him to twist awkwardly to push three keys. That done, he continued on with incredible aplomb as a series of hinged struts and pulleys manifested from various pieces of the surrounding machine overgrowth. They swung swiftly and precisely into place for each of his footsteps, forming an impromptu staircase whose every step withdrew behind him, some re-positioning themselves to assist him upward. In moments, he stood upon the platform with them and Ayuvesh.
 

 
  Then, to their surprise, Mandip bowed deeply.
 

 
  “I owe an apology,” he said in a stiff tone. “It is not the way of the Infinite Order to push, provoke, or defy. I should have departed the Omnist compound once asked to by the monk. For that, I am sorry.”
 

 
  An incredulous silence hung for a moment before Toby cleared his throat. “Well. On behalf of the faith of Omnu, apology accepted. And perhaps one is owed
  
   to
  
  you, as well?” He turned a pointed look on Juniper.
 

 
  She frowned back at him. When Toby did not back down, the dryad sighed softly and shrugged. “Yes, well…you were right. You had no business inserting yourself there when they told you to go, but…yeah, I guess I
  
   may
  
  have reacted a little more harshly than was…necessary.”
 

 
  Mandip had straightened, and now stared at her through slitted eyes which belied his polite tone. “Perhaps a little.”
 

 
  “Well, then, I’m sorry, too,” Juniper said, folding her arms. Mandip’s nostrils flared once.
 

 
  “There!” Ayuvesh proclaimed grandly with a broad gesture of his metal arm. “All friends again! And perhaps, if you are so inclined, honored guests, the
  
   return
  
  of Mandip’s arm would be a conciliatory gesture.”
 

 
  Toby glanced at the others, receiving shrugs from Gabriel and Teal; Juniper was still watching Mandip as though expecting him to spring, a gaze he returned in equal measure.
 

 
  “I can’t exactly promise that, at this point,” Toby finally answered. “It’s in the possession of the Crown. But we have a little pull with the King and Queen, and I can’t think of any
  
   use
  
  they’d have for it. Yes, that’s fair. You have my word I will attempt to secure its return for you.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Ayuvesh folded his arms, lightly drumming his flesh fingers against a metal forearm. “Yes, I suppose by now you’ll have learned all you can from it.”
 

 
  “Nobody’s ever learned all they can,” Fross opined.
 

 
  “How very wise!” Ayuvesh said, grinning broadly.
 

 
  Ermon cleared his throat. “There is
  
   other
  
  old business to attend.”
 

 
  He was gazing down below, where another figure had appeared from a side passage, this one familiar and accompanied by a female Rust cultist who strode on two mechanical legs with digitigrade feet like a dog’s.
 

 
  “Ah, yes!” Ayuvesh said, turning to follow Ermon’s look. “Brother Arlund, thank you for joining us. I believe your friends would like to be reassured as to your status!”
 

 
  “I am well,” Arlund said curtly, his voice projecting easily through the cavern. “I cannot say whether I am a prisoner, as I have not yet
  
   tried
  
  to leave. My invitation to come inside was polite, but…insistent.”
 

 
  Ermon’s eyes flicked to the Rust’s leader, then back to his fellow Huntsman. “You are unharmed, though?”
 

 
  Arlund’s mustache shifted enough that his sneer was evident even from a distance. “These machines are an unholy abomination, and the dogma I’ve been forced to listen to is the most asinine drivel I have ever imagined. But I cannot fault their hospitality,” he added in an openly grudging tone.
 

 
  The cultist with him cracked a sly smile at that, and bowed; Arlund just gave her a sidelong look and set off for the stairs which followed the wall up to the door platform. Nobody volunteered to trigger a moving mechanical staircase for him, which was probably for the best.
 

 
  “So!” Ayuvesh turned back to the students, now wearing a patrician smile, and folded his hands behind his back. “That is the past, attended to. Let us now discuss the present.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Due to Walker’s probing of the whole region via magic—transcension field, as she irritably corrected Milanda when thanked—they had a complete three-dimensional map of the mining tunnels. It was the work of only minutes for Milanda, following Walker’s guidance, to slip through a series of turns to a dark little dead end, where she planted herself on the ground with her back to the wall, the detached viewscreen laid across her lap. Its dimensions made this slightly awkward; the thing seemed not to have been designed for human use, unlike the highly ergonomic Infinite Order computers with which she was familiar.
 

 
  “Only one risk I can think of,” Walker buzzed in her ear. “Gabriel Arquin is a Hand of Vidius, and while there is
  
   no
  
  precedent for what that means I’d be astonished if he doesn’t have at least one of my sisters hanging around him at all times. Probably Yngrid, she was always a little boy-crazy. I also don’t have a basis for comparison between a valkyrie’s extradimensional senses and the modern enchanting that keeps you invisible. So it’s not impossible that you’re being watched.”
 

 
  Despite herself, Milanda raised her eyes to glance around the tunnel. It wasn’t quite pitch-black, there being a faint glow from the piece of technology she held, but even so it took all of her dryad-augmented senses plus the enchantments on her hood to give her a clear view of the apparently empty corridor. A normal human would be all but blind down here.
 

 
  “As long as none of the physical ones followed me,” she replied. “Valkyries can’t touch anything on this plane, right?”
 

 
  “Only on Vidian holy ground or where dimensional barriers are abraded for other reasons. Again, though, there are unknowns. It was Infininte Order technology that cast us to the dimensional insulation layer in the first place, and it does not appear that these Rust people understand what they’re fooling with. I can’t say
  
   what
  
  might have resulted from all their button-pushing.”
 

 
  “Mm. I’m going to consider that a remote possibility, all the same.”
 

 
  “Probably for the best. Just don’t get complacent.”
 

 
  “What, me? Complacent? You jest.”
 

 
  “You sure didn’t go out of your way to
  
   befriend
  
  those adventurers.”
 

 
  Milanda ignored that, studying the screen again. She had selected this one for the indicators that it had its own attached power source and transcension field connection, icons which Walker had coached her on how to recognize. Unfortunately, it was also the largest of the screens which had been attached to the walls by the gate; between that and its peculiar shape, it was awkward to hold the thing with one hand while navigating the touch screen with the other. Still, at least it was working.
 

 
  “These menus are all different from the ones in the spaceport,” she muttered, flicking and tapping with one fingertip. “I mean, it’s clearly the product of the same intelligence. Same…what did you call it? Operating system. But it doesn’t
  
   do
  
  any of the same stuff. Everything’s set up differently.”
 

 
  “Hm. Touch screens are a fallback for when holographic interfaces are turned off; if it’s set to some kind of minimal settings, you can try closing every active window. If there’s a base desktop below them, it may have labeled icons to identify any installed programs.”
 

 
  Milanda paused, raising her eyes to frown into empty space. “What are holographic interfaces, and why don’t we have them back home?”
 

 
  “It’s a long story, and because the Avatar apparently disabled them when setting up his system with Theasia. I couldn’t say why, except that voice commands and touch screens are simpler for novice users. Anything?”
 

 
  “Yes, actually.” She hadn’t been able to close the active programs running, but had managed to move them into a neat stack onto one side, exposing the screen’s base layer. There were, indeed, icons. “I can’t read them, though.”
 

 
  “Oh…it’s probably set to Esperanto. That makes me wonder how the Rust are interfacing with the computers if they’re not set in a language they recognize. Tap the background twice on a spot that’s away from any icons. A menu will appear; you want to touch the line that says ‘Settings.’”
 

 
  Milanda did this, rolled her eyes, and sighed. “None of them say that. None of them are
  
   in Tanglish.”
  
 

 
  “…oh. Right. Try ‘Agordoj.’”
 

 
  “That’s the goofiest word I ever heard,” she muttered, touching the appropriate line. At least Esperanto apparently used the same alphabet, more or less.
 

 
  With Milanda guiding and translating, she managed to switch the machine to Tanglish—or English, as it was labeled.
 

 
  “There we go,” she said in satisfaction as the labels beneath the icons changed. “Now, these are more sensible. Network, hardware… What is Silverfox?”
 

 
  
   “Silverfox?
  
  That’s Druroth’s personal web browser. What a weird thing to find on… I mean, it can’t possibly still
  
   work,
  
  Naiya disabled the transcension field the Order’s systems used to communicate with each other. Unless they’ve piggybacked it on one of the others, like we did…”
 

 
  “It just says there’s no connection when I pull it up.”
 

 
  “Well, that tells us a bit. The Rust clearly don’t have much control; they may not even be using the software themselves. Which, of course, just raises more questions. If has to be connecting to
  
   something
  
  if it’s working, otherwise it would be a mass of error messages. Maybe tachyon or radio transmission…”
 

 
  “Nanite control,” Milanda muttered. “Walker, what does ‘nanite’ mean?”
 

 
  “I have no idea. I’ve never heard the word. You’re sure it’s in the right language?”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure!”
 

 
  “English and Tanglish are maybe ninety percent identical, there are bound to be some words that don’t translate exactly. Hang on, let me call the Avatar and ask him.”
 

 
  Milanda nodded absentmindedly, forgetting that Walker couldn’t see her, and touched the icon.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And we’re back to us getting dealt with,” Gabriel said bluntly.
 

 
  “I wonder,” Ayuvesh mused, “how aware you are of the circumstances into which you have stepped?”
 

 
  “You’re effectively holding Puna Dara hostage,” said Teal. “Behaving
  
   barely
  
  enough to avoid provoking the King to clamp down, while trying to undercut his authority.”
 

 
  “Oh?” He grinned. “Tell me, what have I done to undercut his authority?”
 

 
  “Attacking and disabling a Silver Legion is an inherently hostile act,” Fross charmed. “The ruling monarch of the country in which you
  
   did
  
  it can’t help but interpret that as a threat!”
 

 
  “Just so,” Ayuvesh replied, nodding graciously. “Let us follow that line of thought, then. Assuming, for the sake of argument, that the Infinite Order are behind the fate of the Fourth Legion, clearly we would have the power to overthrow the government in Puna Dara. And yet, we have not. If we are
  
   not
  
  behind it, this whole subject is moot.” He spread his hands disarmingly. “By your logic, my actions would seem to make no sense!”
 

 
  “Perhaps you could elucidate for us?” Toby suggested. “Your perspective on these events is one thing we do not have. I was very much hoping we could learn more about it.”
 

 
  “Ah, so you are here to
  
   learn.”
  
  Ayuvesh’s smile broadened slightly. “And so naturally, you chose as your delegation two paladins, a Huntsman of Shaath, and an unstoppable archdemon in the thrall of the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Teal exclaimed. “I am in no one’s
  
   thrall.”
  
 

 
  “The Narisian robes are an interesting touch,” Ayuvesh acknowledged, pointing at her chest. “You clearly have complex allegiances. I am mostly interested in that fascinating pin you wear.”
 

 
  She raised her hand to touch her Talisman of Absolution, the icon bearing the holy sigils of Omnu, Avei, and Vidius, and marking her an ally of the gods despite Vadrieny’s nature.
 

 
  “Interesting,” Gabriel said, stroking Ariel’s hilt. “That sounded like a threat assessment, but no mention of Juniper, who you already know can physically tear your machine men apart.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh again folded his hands behind himself, and this time turned to stare at the walking contraption he’d ridden up to the platform. “We are heirs to a
  
   truly
  
  ancient legacy. The Infinite Order, as we call ourselves, were first a group of scientists and philosophers from another world, who came here to pursue the greatest of all possible goals: the unlocking of humanity’s full potential, and the ascension of the universe itself to its next higher state.”
 

 
  “They have gone on and on about this,” Arlund grunted, folding his arms. “The prattle about empowerment and being beyond limits isn’t just for personal appeal. Apparently, they think the universe is trying to evolve and consciousness is one of its means of doing so.”
 

 
  “I thought the Infinite Order meant the Elder Gods,” Fross chimed. “That doesn’t sound like what you’re describing.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh’s long hair shifted as he nodded slowly. “Indeed. The Order…lost their way. Their means of seeking that most noble of goals was to attain godhood for themselves, which ended every bit as badly as history tells us. Absolute power is
  
   extremely
  
  unhealthy for mortals. They descended into vile selfishness and cruelty, and were rightly brought down by rebellion from within.” He glanced back at them, his faint smile visible in profile. “Naiya, of course, aided the Pantheon’s revolt. Scyllith helped passively by refusing to take sides—a grave loss for the Order, as she commanded their greatest destructive powers. Tarthriss, however, was the one who truly planted the seeds for the salvation of the Order’s vision.”
 

 
  Toby frowned. “Who?”
 

 
  “He is sadly forgotten by this world,” Ayuvesh said softly, again staring out over the cavern. “The greatest of them; the greatest god, in fact, who ever lived. He aided the Pantheon in bringing down his comrades, even sacrificing himself in the process. More importantly, he left all
  
   this
  
  behind.” He held his arms wide, as if to embrace the chaos of crawling machinery which had overgrown the huge chamber. “And the records of the Order’s original purpose. So you see why we may have a
  
   problem
  
  with agents of the Pantheon today.”
 

 
  The cultist suddenly turned to face them again, grinning, and executed a mocking little bow. “While we seek only peace in which to practice our faith and pursue our vision, the Infinite Order and the Pantheon are
  
   still
  
  in a state of declared war, eight thousand years in abeyance only because the Order was thought crushed and its survivors weakened or contained. And worse, we have been brought into modern politics not of our choosing. You see, children and Huntsmen, we are not the only souls to have unearthed fragments of the Elder Gods’ power. Both the Tiraan Empire and the Universal Church possess such artifacts. Possess…and use.” He tilted his head inquisitively. “Perhaps
  
   you,
  
  as Hands of two of the greatest gods, know something of this?”
 

 
  Gabriel and Toby exchanged a puzzled glance.
 

 
  “I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about,” Juniper said bluntly.
 

 
  “Don’t you?” Ayuvesh raised his only eyebrow. “Well, whether you do or not, I shall give the benefit of the doubt and explain. Both activated and used their respective systems against one another in a shadow war which, inevitably, exploded into
  
   real
  
  violence. And
  
   this,
  
  students, upset the delicate political balance in Tiraas. The Throne and the Church cannot be
  
   openly
  
  in conflict; the Enchanter Wars are too recent and vivid a memory for that to be a palatable option. So they sought out a scapegoat. A patsy.” His grin took on a distinctly hostile cast. “Someone possessing and using the machines left behind by the Elders, who could be falsely blamed for having intervened and caused the infraction.”
 

 
  “I realize you have no reason to trust us,” Toby said slowly, “but upon my word, I know
  
   nothing
  
  about any of that. I can do my best to find out, but…if it was the Church and the Throne, even my cult may not know. It will take time to make those inquiries, however.”
 

 
  “While you are taking time,” Ayurvesh said, folding his arms, “consider
  
   our
  
  position. Unjustly condemned by Sharidan and Justinian for
  
   their
  
  misdeeds, we are forced to be wary of Pantheon or Imperial agents. And the sudden arrival of an entire Silver Legion,
  
   with
  
  backing of Salyrite casters from all four Colleges… Well. That demands more than simple wariness, does it not?”
 

 
  “I can see,” Teal said slowly, “how the arrival of paladins and Huntsmen and maybe even me would look to you in that case…”
 

 
  “The particular means of your arrival, I have to say, do not assuage my concerns,” he replied.
 

 
  Toby drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “All right… Let me ask you this, then. Whatever you did to the Fourth Legion has kept them incapacitated. Can you lift that…curse, or whatever it is?”
 

 
  Ayuvesh raised his eyebrow again. “I? When have I acknowledged responsibility for such a thing? A convenient event for us, to be sure, but still tragic. I wish no ill upon anyone who wishes none upon me and mine.”
 

 
  “Oh, you smug little—”
 

 
  
   “Juniper,”
  
  Toby snapped, cutting her off with a warning look.
 

 
  “We, if left alone, are a threat to none,” Ayuvesh said. “Not the Empire, not the Church, or their gods, and certainly not the Crown of Puna Dara. Rajakhan is a good King, and I do not desire the chaos that will erupt in my city if his government is overthrown.”
 

 
  “You have to understand that it’s no longer that simple,” Toby replied. “After what befell the Legion.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Ayuvesh said, nodding deeply. “But so it is with all the great powers of the world; they respect one another out of fear that war between them will be more destructive than profitable. Those with no claws to bare are snapped up or crushed. All we desire is to be left in peace, and sadly, that requires that we demonstrate the means to
  
   insist
  
  upon it.”
 

 
  “Then maybe we have grounds to begin reaching a compromise,” said Toby. “If your story is true, than you are victims in this. We have little pull with the Empire, but Gabriel and I can command at least
  
   some
  
  action within the Church. The Archpope has no obligation to listen to us, but we have influence to wield.”
 

 
  “And you will do this for me, out of the goodness of your divine hearts?” he replied pleasantly. “How noble.”
 

 
  “Don’t be unnecessarily difficult, man,” Gabriel retorted. “If it comes down to
  
   claws,
  
  as you put it, you might not survive the night.”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel!”
  
  Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  “But!” Gabriel held up a hand. “We’re in the same position as you, basically. It would be for the best if everybody
  
   backs off
  
  and no one further gets hurt. So, what
  
   we
  
  want is for you to release whatever hold you’ve got on the Fourth Legion
  
   and
  
  provide some assurances that you aren’t going to upend Puna Dara. What
  
   you
  
  want is assurance that the Empire, the Church, and the Punaji aren’t going to land on you. Yes?”
 

 
  “Succinctly stated,” Ayuvesh agreed, nodding again.
 

 
  “It strikes me,” said Ermon, “that
  
   those
  
  are a very difficult set of goals for anyone here to attain.”
 

 
  “Yes, they are,” Toby agreed, his eyes on Ayuvesh. “But not inconceivable… And even in them, I see potential for common ground. After all, it best serves
  
   us
  
  if the Church and the Throne are both prevented from underhanded shenanigans. We can start with small gestures. For instance, Mandip’s and Juniper’s apologies, and Arlund’s safe return. We can procure and return Mandip’s arm to complete the cycle. Little things, in the grand scheme, but they at
  
   least
  
  show good faith. It’s something on which to build.”
 

 
  “And in the meantime,” Teal added, “perhaps we can all work on…deescalating. The Punaji are just about up in arms; I believe we can persuade the King to show further restraint,
  
   if
  
  he’s provided with a reason.”
 

 
  “You have something in mind?” Ayuvesh asked mildly.
 

 
  “Several of the Legionnaires have already died,” Toby said. “I understand the curse on them seems designed not to kill, but anyone that weak is vulnerable to other maladies. If there were a way to lessen—”
 

 
  Abruptly the light in the huge chamber changed to a deep red, and a cacophonous series of whistles and sirens began shrilling from dozens of points among the machines crawling across the walls.
 

 
  “What is
  
   that?”
  
  Juniper exclaimed.
 

 
  “That,” Ayurvesh replied, bracing his feet in a wide stance and baring teeth, “is the sound of saboteurs being
  
   caught.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “He wouldn’t say!” Walker’s voice when she abruptly returned to the line was excited. “The Avatar refused to answer questions about nanites, which means they’re a classified Order technology. That has to be the Rust’s weapon!”
 

 
  “I know!” Milanda replied in the same tone, fingers working furiously at the screen. “This thing is showing me a map of nanite distribution on its front page—they’re all
  
   over
  
  Puna Dara, but concentrated here in the mines, in a spot out under the harbor,
  
   and
  
  in a big knot up in Rodvenheim! This is what we’re looking for!”
 

 
  “I’m searching the sub-OS for information,” Walker said. “It won’t tell me anything directly but there may be mentions of them among other literature. Anything might help me extrapolate in general what we’re dealing with…”
 

 
  “I bet this thing’ll tell me a lot more,” Milanda said, pulling the screen closer to her face. “Hum… There’s a list of processes. What does that mean?”
 

 
  “Assuming it means the same as in computer terms, those are tasks the nanites are performing.”
 

 
  “There’s a red warning, here…insufficient resources. There are more processes pending than being executed. Walker, does that mean what I think it means?”
 

 
  “It means these things are a
  
   finite
  
  resource, and they’re being stretched way beyond what the Rust want to do. Which means we officially know their first
  
   weakness.”
  
 

 
  “Finally, some good news,” Milanda said with a vindictive grin. “I wonder if I can make their problems even bigger…”
 

 
  “Step very carefully,” Walker cautioned. “We still have no idea what these things are. Why are they invisible and undetectable? Learn details before trying to make changes.”
 

 
  “Right, you’re right. Let’s see if it’ll tell me more.” She touched one of the pending processes, choosing it for the only term she immediately recognized: Fabrication Plant One. The line of text indicated maintenance and repair. That line immediately shifted forward at her tap and grew to cover the middle of the screen, but changed color from pale blue to yellow, and additional text appeared above it. “Huh. Walker, what does ‘retinal scan’ mean?”
 

 
  “That’s a secur—Milanda!
  
   Don’t look at the screen!”
  
 

 
  Too late; the whole display flashed, and a new line of bright red script informed Milanda that this access was unauthorized.
 

 
  “Um,” she said warily, “now it’s telling me that this activity has been logged and reported…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  Her entire screen turned red, and began emitting a shrill tone. Not shrill enough that she couldn’t also detect similar noises echoing through the tunnels from a much louder source deeper in.
 

 
  Milanda cringed behind her mask. “That…is not good, is it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gabriel clapped a hand to his forehead. “The woman in black. I
  
   told
  
  you.”
 

 
  “Aw, nuts, she took one of those shiny thingies,” Fross fretted, darting back and forth. “The one that controlled the door and who knows what else…”
 

 
  “A woman in black,” Ayuvesh said grimly. “How
  
   mysterious.”
  
 

 
  “She’s the one who opened the gate,” Toby said quickly. “She wouldn’t speak to us and as soon as she’d got it open, ripped off a piece of your machinery and fled. We don’t know
  
   who
  
  she is or what she was doing there, but she knows something about these machines of yours, obviously.”
 

 
  “Oh, obviously,” he said flatly. “And somehow, has gone undetected. We perceived
  
   you
  
  approaching before you even entered the mine, but not this
  
   enigmatic
  
  woman in black.”
 

 
  “I realize how this sounds,” Toby began.
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Arlund scoffed. “That is not believable enough to be a lie. A
  
   woman?”
  
 

 
  “You should not talk anymore,” Juniper informed him.
 

 
  “Please listen to me,” Toby said urgently, but Ayuvesh held up his hand to forestall him.
 

 
  “I will indeed listen, Hand of Omnu. And in fact, I am still willing to negotiate. But we must have parity, don’t you think?”
 

 
  Before they could react, he whirled and bounded back to the top of his machine, his agility astonishing considering how much he had to weigh with all that metal in his body. Ayuvesh whirled lightly into the seat, placing his hands on control panels affixed to its arms.
 

 
  “You have aided your negotiating position with a show of force,” the Rust’s leader said with a broad grin. “Well done! I salute your brinkmanship. Now, allow me to reply in kind!”
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  Much as the children of Vanislaas favored the subtle approach, there was a time and a place. With a renegade Hand of the Emperor bounding toward him at impossible speed, Fedora dropped all camouflage and shot skyward. No one was close enough to see the revealed bone-white perfection of his skin, his crystalline irises or blue-tinged hair, but the wings and tail would have made
  
   quite
  
  a stir, had anyone been watching. He ascended as fast as those wings could propel him—not specifically to avoid notice, though it would be a nice perk. He had more urgent matters on his mind.
 

 
  The Hand, however, moved with equally unnatural velocity. Even as Fedora rocketed off the steeple, he landed on the roof of the general store and instantly bounced in a high arc toward the church. The Hand impacted the side of the steeple near its peak, almost exactly where the incubus had been standing, and kicked off again, pushing himself skyward in a wide parabola that would send him crashing back to the outskirts of town from a horrifying height, and stood no realistic chance of catching the airborne demon.
 

 
  He flung one hand forward and up as he ascended, though, aiming right at Fedora’s rapidly-vanishing tail.
 

 
  The wash of magic that burst forth was invisible, and mostly fae in nature. It quickly dissipated in the air; Hands of the Emperor were phenomenally deadly in close combat, but had little in the way of flashy magic to throw around. That fistful of raw energy was too unfocused even to qualify as a spell, and barely reached Fedora before flickering out into nothingness. What it did have, however, was sheer power, and “barely” was enough.
 

 
  Vanislaad were limited to human-like forms in their shapeshifting, and one of the drawbacks of a human form was that nature had never intended it to fly. Fedora’s flight was far more magical than aerodynamic—enough so that when a wash of unfocused fae magic rushed over him, temporarily suppressing the power of his demonic nature, his wings abruptly discovered that they were trying to hold aloft a creature
  
   far
  
  too heavy and entirely the wrong shape for soaring through the sky.
 

 
  He tumbled and flopped midair, cursing and frantically flapping his beleaguered wings like a singed moth. Fedora managed, after some struggle, to right himself and get rearranged into an awkward glide, but the fact remained he was going nowhere but down. At least he had enough wingspan to manage a descent that would put him down out of range of the town, and without forming a crater upon impact.
 

 
  The effort so absorbed him, however, that he failed to realize his position relative to his pursuer.
 

 
  Just as Fedora was leveling out his fall, the Hand came arcing back down from the apex of his final leap. The incubus’s midair struggles had shoved him far to the side of his descent, inevitably, but he craned his head as he fell, studying the angles.
 

 
  Then he vanished as though slipping through a crack in midair. Instantly he reappeared, still falling and at exactly the same angle and speed, but now directly above the gliding Inspector. It wasn’t a precise hit—given the forces and speeds involved, that would have been truly uncanny—but it put him close enough to reach out and, as he passed, grab Fedora’s extended tail just above its spaded tip.
 

 
  The demon let out another aggravated yelp as he was abruptly yanked downward. “Oh, how are you
  
   possibly—”
  
 

 
  The Hand of the Emperor, not in a conversational mood, swung him around in a complete circle as they plummeted, releasing at exactly the right moment to send him hurtling downward at far greater than terminal velocity.
 

 
  This time Fedora managed to right himself faster, largely through luck, and snapped his wings back out to their full extent. There was no possibility of another saving glide, however; he was heading down far too fast and at far too steep an angle. Curling himself into a defensive ball with the exception of the wings, outstretched in a desperate makeshift parachute, he came slamming down onto the roof of the barn which stood on the outskirts of Last Rock.
 

 
  Onto, and through.
 

 
  The incubus crashed through the timbers, bounced off the edge of the hayloft and hit the ground in an agonized heap, trailing bedraggled wings which flopped over him in a mess of snapped bones and ripped sails.
 

 
  It took priceless moments for the pain to recede enough for him to think. The Vanislaad were among the least physically powerful demons, but hardy in their way; what did not immediately kill him would right itself in time, and far faster than humans healed. Not fast enough to get him out of the present danger, however.
 

 
  What broke him from his reverie was a second impact, which caused the entire barn to shake and one corner to partially collapse as something hit it. Timbers and planks fell, luckily far enough from him not to add further injury, but the noise galvanized his attention enough to take inventory.
 

 
  Broken…
  
   lots
  
  of things broken. An arm, a leg—no, both legs—wings completely out of commission. Ribs, apparently
  
   most
  
  of them. Not his spine, good; that wouldn’t paralyze him the way it could a human, but there was only so much muscle and tendon could do around a fractured core.
  
  
  Even luckier, he had avoided hitting anything skull-first. Fortunately none of his internal organs actually
  
   did
  
  anything—except, less fortunately, ache and bleed when subjected to this caliber of abuse.
 

 
  After a momentary pause, the wreckage of the corner of the barn began shifting insistently, causing the whole structure to groan in protest. Hands of the Emperor were nothing if not physically hardy. That fall wouldn’t be good for anybody, but the bastard had assuredly been damaged less than Fedora, and would heal much faster.
 

 
  Marshaling himself, he faded into invisibility and began scuttling away to hide behind a stack of straw bales. With one arm and two legs broken, this was utterly excruciating, but having pushed through the initial shock, he managed to embrace the sensation, forced it to sharpen his mind rather than fogging it. Pain wasn’t preferable to pleasure—at least, not to him, though he’d known incubi and even the odd mortal who felt otherwise—but children of Vanislaas sought out extreme sensations as a matter of course. If they went too long without feeding the itch, whatever stimulated the nerves could provide partial relief.
 

 
  He managed to conceal himself behind both his native shroud of invisibility and the physical obstruction of the straw, which would hopefully buy a few seconds; he was sure the Hands had extra senses, though of what nature he did not know. Fedora carefully rummaged in the inner pocket of his trench coat with his un-broken hand. The bag-of-holding spell had, of course, shielded the contents from damage and yielded up exactly what he was reaching for. Bless modern enchantment; this situation would’ve been an immediate death sentence fifty years ago.
 

 
  He reflected wryly, as he flicked off the cork and downed a vial of healing potion imbued with pure infernal magic, that he might have outsmarted himself here. All this ruckus would’ve already been resolved had he not persuaded Tellwyrn to hang back and watch rather than “saving” the day as per her distinctive idiom. Well, it had been the right call, and he’d outmaneuvered the Hand’s gambit. Now he just had to
  
   survive
  
  the son of a bitch long enough to tell her what she was up against.
 

 
  Fedora took some tiny satisfaction from the groans that accompanied the Hand’s self-extrication. Precious seconds ticked by, in which they both rapidly improved in condition. The Hand’s innate magic straightening out the comparatively minor injuries he’d suffered, Fedora’s potion working far more rapidly on him. Rapidly or not, though, it was working on much greater damage to a much more fragile vessel. He’d no immediately useful basis of comparison to the Hand’s condition, but best to assume the man would be in better shape than he by the time he couldn’t afford to stall any longer.
 

 
  That time was fast approaching.
 

 
  Teeth gritted against the urge to gasp—luckily he did not actually have to breathe—while several bones shifted excruciatingly back into position, he took stock of his surroundings. No exits in the back half of the barn, of
  
   course.
  
  To reach either the front or side doors he’d have to go back out in the open. Was he faster than a Hand of the Emperor? In this condition, no. In his optimal shape…based on what he’d seen tonight, also no.
 

 
  He’d just have to be smarter, then.
 

 
  Easier said than done; brains couldn’t do much without usable options. Fedora quickly discarded extraneous details, fixing upon two of immediate importance: invisible or no, his crawl back here would have left a trail in the dust which the Hand
  
   would
  
  find sooner than later, and there was exactly one discreet exit from this position.
 

 
  His arm and leg bones were in their right configuration but still somewhat fractured, which meant that while he
  
   could
  
  haul himself up the steep ladder into the hayloft, he could not do so in silence. Bracing himself on it and trusting his invisibility, he pulled his battered body upright, peeking over the strawbales and watching the Hand for his moment, already reaching once more into his coat pocket.
 

 
  As he’d thought, the Hand paused in his pacing, bending over to watch the trail Fedora had left on the ground. That put him seconds at most from pursuing, but also gave the incubus his opening.
 

 
  He withdrew his hand and hurled the vial he’d just grabbed over the man’s bent head, straight into the wrecked corner of the barn.
 

 
  It was one of his favorite alchemical explosives: not terribly powerful, but extraordinarily clean. No fire, no light, not even heat or a puff of smoke, just a burst of pure kinetic energy when the vial broke and the solution encountered air. The blast sent broken planks tumbling again,
  
   and
  
  caused the whole barn to creak ominously. More importantly, it made the Hand whirl to face this new threat, giving Fedora time to scuttle up the ladder with the speed of a spooked squirrel.
 

 
  He had barely enough mental wherewithal to collapse as gently and silently as possible when he reached the top. Kelvreth’s lashes, that had fucking
  
   hurt.
  
  Yep, the broken arm was well and truly broken again—and now the effects of his infernal healing potion were fading, so it was gonna stay that way for the immediate term. He didn’t dare take another vial; just the amount he’d already used was risky in the presence of a fae-attuned creature like the Hand. His legs, fortunately, just hurt. Like Hell itself, he thought authoritatively, but at least they were somewhat functional again.
 

 
  Fedora lay stretched out, wings awkwardly flopping beside him while they continued stitching slowly back together—he might manage one more awkward glide tonight, but he wasn’t flying anywhere—and concentrated on listening and not breathing. The potion helped a bit but he still felt weakened by fae exposure. Or maybe it was just pain. The barn shuddered again due to something the Hand did, but the man was already on the prowl again. Also, there were sounds from within the town, rapidly approaching: footsteps and voices. Whether anybody had noticed them soaring through the air was unknowable at this point, but thanks the the Hand’s efforts at stirring up a mob, plenty of people were out and about to hear two man-sized projectiles plummet to the ground, and the state of this barn would quickly reveal where they had landed.
 

 
  He lifted his head, again taking stock. Good, he was slightly less cornered now. There was a wide loading window up here, with a sturdy bar extending outward conveniently lined with rope. Why the hell would—oh, lifting hay bales into the loft, of course. If he was going to stay out here in the sticks he needed to familiarize himself better with prairie life. More immediately important, that provided a neat exit. He could also go over the front edge of the hayloft, back to the floor and out one of the exits; the Hand would soon find his trail again, which would lead to the ladder, which would keep him facing away from the front of the barn.
 

 
  That would require split-second timing, speed he wasn’t sure his battered legs were up to, and would put him out facing the town, right in time for whatever crowd was coming to get here—depending on how Maru was doing, possibly under the effect of mob-maddening Vidian jiggery pokery.
 

 
  Yeah, that really was not a choice.
 

 
  Moving as fast as he could without compromising stealth, he stood and crept to the window. Its bottom was even with the floor, which luckily meant one less thing to climb. More importantly, the coast was clear. Fedora grasped the rope with his good arm and hopped out.
 

 
  Only instinct honed by centuries of cat-and-mouse games like this one saved him.
 

 
  Before he had consciously processed the noise below him, he’d reflexively yanked upward, hauling his feet and tail out of range of the Hand’s grasp as the man hopped from below. Fedora swung all the way up and landed atop the beam in a crouch; both legs screamed in agony, but they held. For the moment. One was quavering, though, and he knew another maneuver like that was going to send him to the ground.
 

 
  He peered over the side of the beam; the Hand of the Emperor glared up at him. Clever bastard hadn’t followed his trail at all. To get out here he’d have needed to exit the barn from the side and circle all the way around…which meant he had anticipated Fedora’s reactions and plans in detail, right in the moment.
 

 
  Well,
  
   that
  
  was good and fucking ominous.
 

 
  They stared at one another in silence for a moment, and Fedora was again pleased with himself for cultivating such a disheveled appearance; it neatly concealed the fact that he himself was physically a wreck. The Hand wasn’t so lucky, his usually pristine black coat being torn half off him. Even the fringe of hair surrounding his bald head was sticking out in all directions like a bird’s nest.
 

 
  Fedora thought as fast as he’d ever thought in his life. Then, powering through the howling pain, he first straightened up and darted forward along the beam, then instantly pivoted and shot back the other way, bounding onto the roof of the barn.
 

 
  He had a clear shot to the mountainside from the barn’s rear, but that would put him in the position of trying to outrun the Hand on open ground, which he was in no shape to do; his wings weren’t up to flying again, either. This way set him back facing Last Rock and all its hazards, but the poorly-planned little town made a neat obstacle course even before all the construction going up on multiple sides.
 

 
  Of course, that unwise maneuver immediately caused one of his legs to buckle, exactly as he’d feared it would. Fedora managed to land on the sloping roof, barely, and it was all his frantic scrabbling could do to stop a calamitous slide right over the side. He managed to land on
  
   top
  
  of his right wing, further ensuring its uselessness—and adding to the pain, of course, though that was a drop in the bucket at this point.
 

 
  Gritting his teeth, he forced himself upright, stepping carefully on legs which blazed with agony at every step, turning to make for the front of the roof and the town. Maybe he could jump as far as a nearby rooftop, and probably break his leg again, but he had to do something and there’d be only seconds before—
 

 
  Fedora stopped, staring. The Hand was already standing on the roof, right at the front edge, straddling the very peak.
 

 
  “Y’know what?” the incubus said aloud. “Just, fuck you, that’s all.”
 

 
  “Treason,” the Hand said flatly, taking a measured step forward, “applies to citizens of his Majesty’s realm. Despite the fact that you are absent without leave from your sworn duties and in league with an enemy of the Empire…” His lip curled in a contemptuous sneer. “Well, no one should really be surprised, should they?”
 

 
  Fedora shuffled along the edge of the roof, making slowly for the peak even as the Hand made slowly for him. He couldn’t betray his intentions by glancing down—the moment he moved with any speed, the man would be on him like a pouncing cougar—but if he got to the center of the roof it would be a straight drop back to the protruding beam below. And probably more broken bones, and then he’d still have to make it to the ground and somehow
  
   away…
  
 

 
  Well, at this point, his every desperate gambit was just to survive a few more seconds. Chain enough of those successes together and he’d be golden.
 

 
  “Intelligence, of course, anticipated this when they brought you in,” the Hand continued, pacing toward him. “It was not merely expected, but
  
   planned.
  
  Eventually, when you were no longer worth keeping, it would be necessary to put you
  
   down.
  
  I suppose Lord Vex will be disappointed that he doesn’t get the satisfaction himself, but that’s what he gets for failing to keep you under control in the first place.”
 

 
  He was at the peak. Tallest point of the roof, making the drop even worse; in hindsight, maybe he’d have been better off just dropping straight to the ground from a lower height. Orange lamplight illuminated the far edge of the barn and the Hand’s silhouette, signaling the arrival of Last Rock’s citizens.
 

 
  Maybe the Hand would refrain from physically tearing him apart in public? No, a Hand could legally do anything he liked, and with Fedora’s wings still on display they wouldn’t even object… He tried to shapeshift, which brought nothing but another spike of pain. Probably the combination of fae magic, physical trauma and infernal medicine, in that order.
 

 
  Would Tellwyrn bother to summon him back from Hell? That wasn’t in his contract… He had a suspicion she didn’t value his services nearly that much just yet, especially not after how displeased she’d been with this night’s work.
 

 
  The Hand was almost close enough to grab now, and smirking, which was somehow the worst thing tonight. It was bad enough getting outmaneuvered, without the asshole rubbing it in.
 

 
  “You probably thought you were going to get away with it, didn’t you?” The man twisted his mouth, baring teeth in a truly unsettling expression; there was a grin in there, but also a sneer, and still that smirk, all beneath eyes too wide and with pupils too narrow. The insanity could practically be
  
   smelled
  
  at this distance. “Now you know otherwise.
  
   Nothing
  
  defeats the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  “In the Enchanter Wars, pretty much everybody did,” Fedora said sweetly, and “accidentally” twisted his foot on the edge of the roof, flailing his arms for effect as he plummeted. Well, if this was how it ended, at least he got the last word.
 

 
  The Hand lunged for the edge, then immediately skidded to a stop, staring in disbelief as Fedora bounced right back up, still spinning and flailing. It was an open question which of them was more startled.
 

 
  Then the big, soft thing he’d impacted ascended above the rooftop, and the Hand actually stepped back, glaring in consternation. Fedora came down again, bouncing once more, but the next time on his descent he managed to catch one of the blimp’s ears on his way toward the ground, and clung there, dangling and trying to ignore the blistering pain in his shoulder.
 

 
  The blimp’s…ears?
 

 
  It wasn’t even the size of the smallest zeppelins, but the huge balloon could have lifted a carriage easily. More distinctively, it had four tiny paws along its rim, a fluffy striped tail hanging from the rear…and an enormous grin facing the Hand, which Fedora was now dangling close enough to see up close.
 

 
  Maru opened his mouth, puckered his giant lips, and blew possibly the biggest, wettest raspberry anyone had ever heard.
 

 
  Exactly like a rubber balloon with the air being let out, it produced a blast of wind which sent the Hand of the Emperor tumbling all the way back across the barn’s roof, and the tanuki balloon with its battered passenger shooting away in the opposite direction on a crazy course that bounced them what felt like halfway across the sky and back.
 

 
  Given Fedora’s condition by that point, it was hardly a surprise that he lost his grip.
 

 
  “ARE YOU KIDDING ME WITH THIS?!” he shouted more at the universe than at Maru as he found himself plummeting out of the air for the second time in the last few minutes, this time without the benefit of working wings.
 

 
  Then he was grabbed again—by the collar, now, rather than any portion of his anatomy. Awkward as that was, it was still a step up from his recent treatment.
 

 
  Fedora craned his neck to peer upward, finding Maru grinning down at him. Back in his normal-sized raccoon form, now, and hanging from what appeared to be a bamboo-and-paper parasol painted with Sifanese calligraphy, which somehow kept them both floating aloft.
 

 
  “If you find this excessively uncomfortable,” the tanuki suggested, “I could return you below to try the diplomatic approach. Your new friend could greatly benefit from the lesson
  
   you
  
  just learned about premature monologues.”
 

 
  “I know what you’re doing,” Fedora accused. “You think you’re too cute for anybody to get pissed at you.”
 

 
  “Oh, is that what I’m doing?” Maru’s grin widened. He had an awful lot of white, needle-like teeth. “What baffles
  
   me
  
  the most in all this is how your
  
   hat
  
  is still on your head.”
 

 
  Fedora grinned back, reached up, and carefully extracted a long hatpin, holding it aloft for him to see.
 

 
  “Ah. A fashionable ladies’ accoutrement, is it not?”
 

 
  “Also a serviceable improvised weapon, and two make a decent set of lockpicks. Never underestimate a fashionable lady, bub.”
 

 
  “A shame you did not get the chance to use it on our associate down there!”
 

 
  “And don’t think I wasn’t gonna! If he’d—”
 

 
  It said something about the night he was having that the sudden disappearance of the entire world was far from the most shocking transition he’d experienced recently. The empty sky vanished from around them, replaced with the domed roof of Helion Hall, and Fedora found himself unceremoniously dumped to the floor, where he lay in a disgruntled heap. Maru lit neatly atop the little table which made the centerpiece of Professor Tellwyrn’s personal little patio, accessible only by teleportation.
 

 
  “I sincerely hope you two are
  
   pleased
  
  with yourselves,” she grated. “That way
  
   somebody
  
  is!”
 

 
  “Now, now, give the fuzzball a break,” Fedora suggested, raising his least injured arm to hold a finger aloft. Gods in bloomers, he hurt everywhere. “This
  
   is
  
  a college town, and a magical one at that. I’m sure Maru’s performance will just go down as the new student prank to beat. Hell, Chase Masterson was in town, I have no doubt he’ll take credit when nobody else steps forward.”
 

 
  She took two steps to loom over him, leaning over to accomplish the feat of staring at him over the rims of her spectacles—not easy to do, given their respective positions. “And what do you have to say about
  
   your
  
  perching atop the bloody church like a self-important gargoyle?”
 

 
  He found a new reason to wince. “Ah. So you
  
   were
  
  watching.”
 

 
  “In fairness to Murgatroyd,” Maru said diffidently, “that is somewhat redundant, is it not? Gargoyles by nature, almost by definition—”
 

 
  
   “Urusai!”
  
  she barked. Maru subsided, a satisfied little smile lingering on his sharp muzzle.
 

 
  “So it wasn’t as clean as anybody woulda liked,” Fedora grunted, finally forcing himself into a sitting position. “Aaaiee—
  
   yow,
  
  that hurts! Fuck, I feel like the china shop after the bull got through…”
 

 
  “You engaged a Hand of the Emperor in hand-to-hand combat,” Maru observed, “and are not dead. Nor even dismembered! All things being equal, I believe that counts as a resounding success.”
 

 
  “What he said!” Fedora agreed quickly, pointing at Maru but keeping his eyes on Tellwyrn. “Look, Prof, this was messier than I hoped and I
  
   know
  
  it goes against your grain to hang back while other people do the heavy lifting, but we
  
   won
  
  tonight! The kids are home safe, the enemy
  
   didn’t
  
  get to make a spectacle of
  
   you,
  
  which had to’ve been the bulk of what he was after, and we succeeded in turning the scheme around on him. Now he’s got nothing to show for it, you haven’t shown your hand, and we know who our enemy is!”
 

 
  “A Hand of the Emperor,” she said more quietly.
 

 
  “The same one from before,” he replied, nodding. “My
  
   official
  
  connections with Intelligence are cut off, but I keep my ear to the ground. There was plenty of rumor about the Hands going wonky a few weeks back, but it’s widely known they’re stable again. Except…they seem to have missed a spot. That guy was
  
   not
  
  playin’ with a full deck.”
 

 
  “Even I know Hands are famed for their discretion and efficiency,” Maru added. “This one cost himself a victory by engaging Murgatroyd in a futile display of wordplay. Really, standing around on the cusp of his victory and making a speech instead of finishing the job. Can you imagine anyone being so unutterably foolish? Not to mention cliché.”
 

 
  “I know where you sleep, fuzzball,” Fedora warned.
 

 
  The tanuki turned to him and bowed. “I am very flattered, but you are too tall for me. Also, Tellwyrn-sensei, there is more. This Hand is working with a Vidian priestess, Lorelin Reich. It was she who used her arts to stir up the town against the students.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn drew in a deep breath through her nose. “Reich. Back in Last Rock. Well,
  
   well.
  
  Just when I could actually use Arquin for once, and I’ve sent him off to Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “It might not hurt to let yourself trust the kids a little more,” Fedora said, starting to rise. He changed plans halfway through, easing himself into the little chair she kept by the table with a wince. “Nnnnf… But yeah. Szith made a
  
   damn
  
  fine show of herself tonight. I tolja she would. That girl’s been training to be a noble’s bodyguard since she was big enough to pick up a sword. If there’s
  
   one
  
  person up on this mountain who can be relied on to extract somebody from a mob—”
 

 
  “All right, point taken,” Tellwyrn said impatiently. “Not unconditionally
  
   agreed,
  
  but you can stop harping on it. We had better deal with what’s coming next.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fedora said, frowning. “Yeah… There’s a downside to victory. It narrows the enemy’s options, forces them to move faster. I’m afraid we may not have as much time to prepare, now. Now that we know who he is, whatever that Hand does next, he’s gonna have to do soon.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Sir, I’ll take responsibility for this,” Lorelin said formally, folding her hands behind her back. “When that
  
   creature
  
  engaged us, I instructed Mr. Carson to hold it at bay while I kept concentrating on my own task. That was a mistake; it was far too much for him to handle. Maybe if I’d dealt with it, I could have resumed focusing the crowd
  
   and
  
  prevented it from intercepting you later.”
 

 
  The Hand gazed at her in chilly silence for a moment, then transferred his look to Fred Carson, who flinched. He hadn’t fared nearly as badly as the Hand himself, whose clothes were still in tatters; Fred’s coat was a mass of scrapes and rents from the creature’s tiny claws, though Lorelin’s healing had washed away his actual wounds and hopefully neutralized any fae nonsense that might have lingered on him. Even she was somewhat disheveled after scuffling about in the toolshed. The sole fairy lamp in the basement in which they met was an older model, and cast a flickering light that did none of them any favors.
 

 
  “Do you know what that thing was, Reich?” the Hand asked finally.
 

 
  Slowly, she shook her head. “No, sir, I don’t. Some manner of fairy. I’ve never heard of one that looked like an overlarge raccoon.”
 

 
  “Carson?”
 

 
  Fred swallowed heavily. “N-no, sir. That is t’say… I mean, I ain’t
  
   seen
  
  it myself, but I’ve heard from my trips up the mountain that Tellwyrn’s got a critter like that workin’ for her. I…shoulda thought of it. Plumb didn’t occur to me till after it’d left us. S-sorry.”
 

 
  The Hand finally shook his head. “This was not your fault, Carson. Nor yours, Reich. We were simply…outmaneuvered. It happens.” He reached forward to lay a hand on Fred’s shoulder, ignoring the flinch the gesture prompted, and gave him a light squeeze. “You have served your Emperor well, never fear; sometimes, we simply don’t win. What matters is learning from defeat and applying the lesson.
  
   Next
  
  time it will be different. For now, Carson, go home, get some rest. I will need to call upon you again soon.”
 

 
  Fred’s departure was accompanied by much bowing and stammering. He had barely shut the cellar door behind him before Lorelin turned to the Hand and spoke.
 

 
  “Sir, I have to ask. By designating the gnome as the primary target, were you trying to avoid setting off a major confrontation?”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes at her. “What are you talking about?”
 

 
  “I mean…a
  
   dangerous
  
  one. Something that could have caused major damage to the town and not involved Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Talk
  
   sense,
  
  Reich,” he snapped. “That Masterson boy is possibly the
  
   least
  
  dangerous thing on that mountain, and not even the most annoying.”
 

 
  She stared, her Vidian mask of control slipping slightly to permit surprise to peek through. “You…don’t know…?”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  Lorelin swallowed. “I assumed you were… Well. I have no up to date word from my contacts in Intelligence, as you ordered, but I
  
   was
  
  briefed on the situation unfolding in Last Rock. Your first mission here, and Fedora’s, in response to the Sleeper outbreak. Sir… There is something you should know about Chase Masterson.”
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  “All right,” Inspector Jaahri said in a weary tone, “one more time, then. Miss Sakhavenid found—”
 

 
  “With all respect, Inspector,” Glory said, finally with open sharpness, “we have been over this
  
   six
  
  times now. It is neither a long nor a complex story.”
 

 
  “I find that repetition helps weed out
  
   accidental
  
  little falsehoods that tend to creep into any narrative,” the Inspector replied, matching Glory’s stare flatly. “Or do you imagine yourself to be an expert on Imperial investigative procedure?”
 

 
  “It is
  
   not
  
  procedure for you to have dismissed the entire house full of guests,” Jasmine interjected.
 

 
  “Quiet, girl,” Jaahri snapped, shooting her a sidelong look.
 

 
  “Each of those,” she pressed on, “was a potential witness and
  
   suspect,
  
  and I know you did not have time to interview them all in detail—”
 

 
  “Sergeant,” the Inspector said loudly, “if that young woman interrupts me again, take her into custody.”
 

 
  The tension in the room increased significantly, and it had not been slight to begin with. Glory and her staff for the evening had been gathered in the downstairs parlor at the insistence of the Inspector, along with Schwartz and Ami. The rest of the house had been cleared out, at Jaahri’s insistence, leaving them alone with eight Imperial soldiers, who had positioned themselves in a ring around the civilians. Their demeanor was cold almost to the point of aggression; they stared balefully at the gathered Eserites (and Vesker and Salyrite) as if expecting to have to break out wands at any moment. A rather peculiar attitude for soldiers to have toward a group of young servants whom they had not been informed were Guild apprentices.
 

 
  Smythe was gliding smoothly around the chamber, offering tea to each soldier in turn, and being irritably rebuffed every time. Which, of course, did not ruffle his equanimity in the slightest.
 

 
  “Why are your men not investigating the house, or the crime scene?” Glory asked, her tone again deceptively mild.
 

 
  “Madam,” Jaahri said impatiently, folding his arms,
  
   “I
  
  will ask the questions, if you don’t mind—”
 

 
  “I mind,” she interrupted. “In fact, I have had just about enough of this. It beggars belief that you would dismiss an entire house full of suspects only to sit here grilling those
  
   least
  
  likely to have been implicated in this crime.”
 

 
  “Don’t presume that I know nothing of this matter except what I’ve learned here tonight,” the Inspector retorted. “I already have my suspects, Ms. Sharvineh, thank you for your concern. For instance, the late Mr. Treadwell was
  
   not
  
  a social creature, and in particular was last seen in seclusion due to an embarrassing misstep within his own cult. Someone exerted
  
   significant
  
  pressure to bring him out to this event…at which he was subsequently murdered. And as luck would have it, I happen to know already
  
   who
  
  did so.”
 

 
  “You accuse
  
   me
  
  of this?” She raised one eyebrow, her expression artfully skeptical.
 

 
  “I am not yet ready to make accusations,” Jaahri replied, tucking his notebook away in an inner pocket of his coat. “But I am well aware, Ms. Sharvineh, that there is an ongoing matter here, and that you have attempted to conceal the connection from me. This group of young people
  
   very
  
  closely matches the description of a group of Thieves’ Guild apprentices who were involved in the burglary of a temple of Avei, an event connected to Mr. Treadwell being reprimanded by his superiors in the Collegium. Now, it would seem he has been silenced.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s
  
   real
  
  interesting,” Tallie snapped. “Since Schwartz and Ami weren’t part of—”
 

 
  “Hzzt!” Ross grunted, driving an elbow into her side nearly hard enough to knock her over. Glory glanced over at Tallie, letting out a soft sigh.
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is an admission,” Jaahri said with grim satisfaction. “I believe you had all better accompany me to the barracks to discuss this further, in more detail.”
 

 
  “She is right, though,” Glory said thoughtfully, holding up a hand to forestall Darius, who had straightened up and unfolded his arms at the Inspector’s last comment. “Mr. Schwartz and Ms. Talaari are not involved in that. Why would you see fit to detain
  
   them?
  
  Herschel is a guest this evening—the only one you did not dismiss. And I cannot fathom what connection you think my paid musician might have to the murder.”
 

 
  “The fact that you know less than I is the reason this will be quickly solved,” Inspector Jaahri stated. “Sergeant, start gathering these people up, all of—damn it, will you go
  
   away?”
  
  he snapped at Smythe, who had offered him a canape. The Butler bowed in silence and retreated to stand by the door. Jasmine glanced at him once, pressing her lips together; Smythe’s act had effectively removed him from the soldiers’ consideration except as a buzzing nuisance, and now he had placed himself in control of the room’s primary exit, holding a tray which would serve as either weapon or shield. Clearly, these troops were not accustomed to dealing with Butlers.
 

 
  “Hershel,” Glory said calmly, “what do you have for neutralizing enemies in a crowd?”
 

 
  “You are on
  
   thin
  
  ice, Sharvineh,” Jaahri warned.
 

 
  “In fact I’ve got just the thing!” Schwartz replied, while Meesie bristled on his shoulder, chattering at the Inspector. “Cooked it up after our
  
   last
  
  go-round. You know, the one where we trounced a contingent of Svennish intelligence agents?” He cast a pointed look at Jaahri, who hesitated in the act of opening his mouth again. “Controlled chain lightning. I can cast it to arc only to targets I designate; a quick and clean way to clear out a room of mixed hostiles and friendlies. I’d sort of rather
  
   not,
  
  though. Lightning has a tendency to be lethal.”
 

 
  “Are you aware that
  
   threatening
  
  a duly appointed agent of the Silver Throne is a crime, Mr. Schwartz?” the Inspector grated.
 

 
  “Are you aware of the penalty for corruption for officers of the Emperor’s law?” Jasmine asked quietly.
 

 
  “That does it,” Jaahri snapped, pointing at her. “Sergeant, arrest that one.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  A man wearing sergeant’s stripes glanced at Jasmine, then at Schwartz, and swallowed. “Sir…”
 

 
  “Did I
  
   stutter?”
  
  the Inspector asked incredulously, rounding on him.
 

 
  “A thought occurs to me,” Glory said idly, inspecting her flawlessly manicured nails. “We
  
   know
  
  that poor Mr. Treadwell was involved in a conspiracy which has been pursuing these apprentices. All of us had been operating on the assumption, however, that this was strictly a matter among the cults. I confess it simply did not occur to me that there would be enemy agents among the Imperial Army. And yet, I am stymied as to why
  
   else
  
  you would choose to dismiss most of the possible suspects from investigation, Inspector, or how you would know to include Mr. Schwartz and the bard in this…net, of yours. Tell me, what do you think will happen when I bring my own influence to bear upon
  
   you?”
  
  A feline smile uncoiled itself across her lips. “I am not, as I suspect you know, without powerful friends.”
 

 
  “You have managed to say the worst possible thing available to you in this circumstance, Sharvineh,” Jaahri said. “You are
  
   all
  
  under arrest, and I
  
   strongly
  
  suggest you comply voluntarily. Resisting his Majesty’s—”
 

 
  Smythe interrupted him by clearing his throat loudly; the Butler, in fact, was in the process of slipping back into the room, having ducked out while everyone was distracted. Jaahri whirled on him, reaching into a pocket of his coat, and one of the soldiers actually drew a wand. Smythe ignored all of them, directing himself to a point in midair near the center of the parlor.
 

 
  “Bishops Darling and Syrinx to see you, madam,” he intoned, stepping aside.
 

 
  They paced inside in lockstep, both wearing their formal Church robes and tabards, but both moved with the graceful stride of a pair of leopards, their eyes snapping to Inspector Jaahri as soon as they entered the room. Even the ecclesiastical uniforms did not detract from the effect; these were plainly here as Eserite and Avenist, not Church officials.
 

 
  “Oh, now, don’t let
  
   us
  
  interrupt you, Inspector,” Darling said in an uncharacteristically flat tone.
 

 
  Behind them, three more women strode into the parlor, immediately fanning out to assert full control of the exit; Flora, Fauna, and Jenell Covrin also stared coldly, making a point of watching the assembled soldiers.
 

 
  “Yes, by all means,” Syrinx growled, fondling the ornate hilt of her sword.
  
   “Finish
  
  your thought.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Akhatrya rapped on the wooden door frame even as he stepped into the room without waiting to be invited; the palace seneschal enjoyed certain privileges as well as responsibilities, and being on hand to assist the royal family whether they sought him out or not involved some blending of the two. It was late, and this wasn’t strictly his responsibility—any number of lesser servants could have seen to it—but he made a point of keeping an eye on any of the family who were under unusual stress, or acting out of the ordinary.
 

 
  Both conditions applied to Princess Zaruda this evening.
 

 
  She did not commonly choose to spend time in her father’s office, or any place predominated by papers and books. Neither did the King, but Rajakhan never shirked his duties, no matter how tedious he found them. It was a safe bet, however, that when the King did not need to be actively poring over documents, he would be elsewhere, and so Ruda had had the office to herself all night. She’d spent the evening having clerks bring her a variety of textbooks, financial records and copies of several treaties. Now, Akhatrya entered to find her hunched over an open volume of conversion tables, muttering to herself and tracing one fingertip across a page as she read.
 

 
  “Would you like anything, your Highness?” he asked diffidently.
 

 
  “Think I got everything I wanted, thanks,” Ruda muttered without looking up.
 

 
  The seneschal smiled faintly. “Good. I meant more in the way of food or drink, however. Perhaps a pillow?”
 

 
  “It isn’t
  
   that
  
  late,” she said, finally lifting her eyes to frown at him. The office had two narrow windows looking out across the battlements at the harbor, which showed nothing but darkness at this hour. It was not dim, thanks to the fairy lamps.
 

 
  “Very good, your Highness,” Akhatrya said, bowing. “I am, of course, at your disposal, should you have questions about anything you read.”
 

 
  She was already frowning at the book again, and absently shook her head. The seneschal waited another moment before bowing again, despite the fact she was no longer looking at him, and turning to go.
 

 
  “Hey, Akhatrya, wait a second.”
 

 
  “Your Highness?” He turned back to face her, folding his hands in front of himself.
 

 
  Ruda almost grudgingly tore her gaze away from the columns of figures she was studying. “Let me pose you a hypothetical.”
 

 
  “I am at your service.”
 

 
  “Suppose you worked for a King or Queen who wanted to change the standard of measurements we use from the common system to the dwarven system. How would you advise them to go about implementing that?”
 

 
  He hesitated for a moment, thinking. “Well… In honesty, Princess, my first recommendation would be
  
   not
  
  to.”
 

 
  She drummed her fingers once on another book, staring at him. When she said nothing further, he continued.
 

 
  “Forcing changes in people’s way of life from the position of the Crown is always tricky, Princess, and should be done as sparingly as possible. This is true for all rulers, but most especially for those governing a people as free-spirited and prone to defiance as the Punaji. Any hint of heavy-handed action without a clear and specific purpose will agitate the populace.
  
   That,
  
  in particular, would impose costs upon everyone, most especially merchants. Converting from one system—
  
   any
  
  kind of system—to another is always a difficult transition.”
 

 
  She let out a soft huff, and turned her head to scowl at the dark windows. “If there’s one thing I would expect of Punaji, it’s
  
   not
  
  to carry on following a mindless tradition when there are better, more effective ways. Especially a tradition that it turns out was created by the Elder Gods for the
  
   specific fucking purpose
  
  of holding people back and making our lives difficult. Akhatrya, have you ever
  
   looked
  
  at the tables of dwarven measurements? It’s all so…
  
   efficient.
  
  Everything’s derived from a base measurement designed to be specifically
  
   useful.
  
  Everything scales in neat increments of ten—no figuring or fumbling involved, if you can damn well
  
   count
  
  you can do shit it takes a trained accountant to handle now. No wonder the dwarves switched over. If they can do it, why the hell can’t anyone else? Why not the Punaji? What the economy alone would save in the long run is
  
   more
  
  than worth the hassle of converting!”
 

 
  “If only people saw life in terms of neat costs and rewards,” he said wryly. “Your Highness, I have not been party to your political education. Are you aware of the systems of government used by the dwarves?”
 

 
  “Mm, not in much detail,” she admitted. “I could probably tell you more about Tiraan or Sifanese or Arkanian politics than the Five Kingdoms. They’re pretty insular an’ they bend over backwards to accommodate us whenever we do business; I’ve mostly learned how to show ’em proper manners when they visit and leave their inner workings alone. Hell, even the Sifanese are less standoffish about people getting into their internal business.”
 

 
  “I see,” Akhatrya said thoughtfully. “Are you acquainted with the concept of socialism?”
 

 
  “No, but I like it already,” she replied, grinning. “Sounds cuddly.”
 

 
  “It’s an idea which is implemented, in one form or another, in the governing policies of each of the Five Kingdoms,” he explained. “Basically, the core contention of socialism is that nothing which is necessary for life should be the subject of personal profit, for
  
   anyone.
  
  Food, lodgings, and medical care, for example, are all provided to all citizens equally by the state. The different dwarven nations have varying standards of what is
  
   necessary;
  
  by and large, they are all more highly organized at the state level than any human nation, and their governments provide a very wide range of services compared to ours. They have elaborate public education, for example, all the way through the university level, and state-sponsored arts, museums, scientific research, loans of business capital… Obviously, this necessitates a very high level of government involvement in all aspects of life, and is funded by a heavy income tax, levied progressively according to individual wealth.”
 

 
  Ruda stared at him in blank silence for a long moment.
 

 
  “Well,” she said at last, “that’s not
  
   quite
  
  the dumbest fucking idea I’ve ever heard, but I respect it for trying.”
 

 
  Akhatrya grinned. “Consider this, though. Even with most of their economies in shambles and gross domestic products flatlined at best for the last ten years, the Five Kingdoms have universally low crime, almost no unemployment, and zero homelessness. Most societies in the state of economic vulnerability they currently suffer succumb to further related maladies, notably outbreaks of disease. No such thing has happened in the Dwarnskolds. They suffer some privation, but they do so equally. The strong do not prey upon the weak, and society itself endures without leaning upon its most vulnerable members.”
 

 
  “Akhatrya, it sounds like you
  
   like
  
  this cockamamie scheme,” she exclaimed. “You can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be thinking of trying something like that in
  
   fucking
  
  Puna Dara! We’d have a revolution within five fucking minutes!”
 

 
  “And
  
   that,”
  
  he said, nodding, “is exactly my point. I heartily approve of you studying the ways of our neighbors to learn from their strengths, Princess. But never forget that
  
   we
  
  are not dwarves. We are not even Imperials. We are
  
   Punaji,
  
  and not every useful idea that exists in the world would be useful
  
   to us.
  
  Some, though they might indeed prove to be assets, are simply too far from the core of who we are. The people will not tolerate anything they see as an attack upon the spirit of our nation.”
 

 
  She turned again to frown at the window, but this time the expression was more thoughtful than disgruntled.
 

 
  “The spirit of our nation,” Ruda said quietly, “is already under attack. A long, slow one that we can’t seem to do anything to halt. There’s no room for a pirate nation in the world as it’s shaping up. We already depend on the Empire’s goodwill to prevent one of the other naval powers of the Azure Sea from invading us, and isn’t
  
   that
  
  a constant fucking insult. Sooner or later, we have to either change who we are, or…give up. Forget who we are, be absorbed by Tiraas like the Calderaan and the Stalweiss and the Onkawi and…” She trailed off, and swallowed heavily. “Gods. I hope Mama and Papa are gone before it comes to that. I don’t want them to have to see it.”
 

 
  After a moment, Akhatrya stepped quietly over to the desk, and reached out to lay a hand upon her shoulder. It was not strictly appropriate, but the Rock was probably the least formal of the government palaces in all the world. They were, after all, Punaji.
 

 
  Ruda heaved a sigh and cleared her throat, turning back to regard him with a freshly incisive expression, and he let his hand fall, stepping back.
 

 
  “We’re already the Five Kingdoms’ biggest trading partner, though,” she said. “Everything they make and wanna sell overseas comes through Puna Dara. Since the Narisian Treaty they’ve vastly increased the business they do that way instead of selling to the Empire, too. There is no
  
   possible
  
  way Punaji merchants aren’t already familiar with dwarven systems of weights and measures.”
 

 
  “That is true,” he allowed. “Most have found it profitable to endure our neighbors’ little peculiarities. And if the systems are indeed as superior as you say, there may well be some who already favor them.”
 

 
  “So, getting back to my original question.” Ruda leaned back in her father’s chair, staring at the far wall, and propped her (thankfully clean) boots up on a copy of a tariff agreement with the Kingdom of Stavulheim. “How to
  
   implement
  
  that, while still respecting the independent spirit of the Punaji. Since the precedent’s already there, I think we could begin by encouraging the use of dwarven standards without mandating them. Go slow, go careful, gradually get the population more acquainted with ’em an’ make sure there’s widespread acceptance before starting to switch actual government practice. Hnh, I much prefer to get shit
  
   done,
  
  but I guess you’ve gotta take your time when dealing with the egos of tens of thousands of people.”
 

 
  “The safe way
  
   is
  
  the slow way, as a rule,” he agreed, smiling again.
 

 
  Ruda looked back up at him, grinning. “So! You like my general strategy, then? Anything you’d add?”
 

 
  “Well,” Akhatrya said, “you asked me what
  
   I
  
  would do, hypothetically, if I served a monarch who insisted on pursuing such a course. In that situation…yes, I think I would proceed much as you describe. And I also would offer thanks to the gods that my people were in the hands of a wise Queen.”
 

 
  Her smile actually faltered, and the princess cleared her throat, averting her eyes. “Ah… Yeah, well, I guess—”
 

 
  Both of them stiffened as an alarm bell began tolling outside the fortress, quickly followed by a second, and then more.
 

 
  Ruda swung her legs back to the floor and bounded up, crossing to the window, where she pressed her face against the glass, peering out at the darkened harbor.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck?”
  
  she exclaimed after a brief moment, then whirled and dashed for the door.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “THINK!”
  
  Ayuvesh thundered, his voice booming from the walls of the cavern.
 

 
  The group actually hesitated, which was just as well for the sake of diplomacy; Vadrieny had already burst forth, both Huntsmen had bows drawn, Gabriel was brandishing both scythe and saber, and even Toby had shifted to a ready stance.
 

 
  “You servants of the Pantheon are always so
  
   quick
  
  to turn to violence,” the leader of the Rust continued, bestowing on them a mocking smile from his perch atop the walking machine. At the touch of his fingers upon the chair controls, it took a lumbering step backward, then shifted, awkwardly turning itself to face them at an angle. “Really, it’s not as if I don’t
  
   know
  
  who the lot of you are. Would I
  
   actually
  
  want to start a fight with you, here, in our own sanctum? Knowing it would cost the lives of many of my comrades, and
  
   incalculable
  
  damage to our home and resources? No, no, children, rest assured, I was not challenging you to battle.”
 

 
  “Y’know, for a guy who talks so much about how put-upon he is,” Fross chimed irritably, “you spout a
  
   lot
  
  of what are
  
   really
  
  easy to take as threats.”
 

 
  “This is a
  
   misunderstanding,”
  
  Toby said firmly. “I honestly have no idea what’s happening, and I have no qualms at all about telling you anything you want to know about the woman who stole the screen off your gateway. I can’t even say for sure if she’s the reason for this—”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  would be willing to put money on that,” Gabriel growled.
 

 
  Toby shot him a quelling look. “But
  
   we
  
  certainly have no attachment to her. Her behavior was not exactly friendly.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh regarded him sardonically while he spoke, then lowered his gaze to study something set amid the controls on the arm of his mount’s seat. “Hummm. And yet, I find
  
   no
  
  indication of someone apart from you lot creeping around…” He paused, frowning. “And yet. A screen
  
   was
  
  remotely activated, and its position is currently unknown. So…perhaps.”
 

 
  
   “Perhaps
  
  is a starting point,” Toby said soothingly, holding up both hands. “Look, we’ve already established that none of us here wants anything to get more violent than it already has.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, so we should now lay our cards on the table,” Ayuvesh said bitterly. “As you did when you mentioned this
  
   mysterious
  
  woman as soon as you entered.”
 

 
  “Honestly, man, what would
  
   you
  
  have said?” Gabriel asked in exasperation.
 

 
  Vadrieny turned on him with the same tone. “Are you under the impression that you’re helping, Gabe?”
 

 
  “Not usually,” he muttered.
 

 
  “Let me lay out for you some
  
   other
  
  things we have established,” Ayuvesh continued, again manipulating his controls. The walker retreated further, even as the other members of the Rust scattered to man various pieces of machinery, or disappear into side tunnels. “None of us are eager to volunteer information—perhaps understandably.
  
   You
  
  kids have a tendency to perceive threats in every little thing, and respond with the promise of your
  
   considerable
  
  capacity for brute force. I, on the other hand, respond to threats by…rearranging the playing field. The best way, I find, to avoid getting into a pitched battle is to make the process so
  
   uninviting
  
  that no one seeks to offer you violence.”
 

 
  “Like you did to the Silver Legions,” said Juniper.
 

 
  “You seem to think that was an extreme response,” Ayuvesh said grimly. “What’s more reasonable, when presented with a large, threatening force, than to
  
   remove
  
  that force from the board, as gently as possible? But
  
   you
  
  lot aren’t a Silver Legion. You have a lot more firepower, a lot less restraint, and not half the logistical hurdles involved in doing anything. Carefully incapacitating
  
   you
  
  isn’t really a prospect, I suppose. So I must, if we are to continue these discussions,
  
   somehow
  
  ensure your good behavior. I wish I could think of a less regrettable way to do so. Truly, I do.”
 

 
  He pushed a lever and the walker turned to face one of the walls, which was already shifting into motion, its innumerable machine parts whirring and shuffling like a colossal swarm of ants. Metal arms extended from dozens of points, each bearing view screens of various sizes, and began fitting them together into a single, huge display, its image clear despite the lines of connection running across it and its wildly uneven edges.
 

 
  The cobbled-together screen showed them an image of the city harbor under the moonlight. As they watched, the waters began to stir.
 

 
  “I expect you kids to be
  
   respectful,
  
  henceforth,” Ayuvesh chided, “for the sake of Puna Dara.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ruda burst out of the fortress doors onto the battlements, racing for the foremost tower which extended into the harbor with Akhatrya right on her heels. It was chaos, but organized chaos; soldiers dashed alongside them, moving themselves into proper order, as more assembled in ranks in the Rock’s main courtyard below.
 

 
  The princess and the seneschal reached the tower, troops hustling out of their way, and tore up its steps to the platform on top, where Ruda pressed herself against the crenelated wall, staring incredulously out over the harbor.
 

 
  Ships were moored, but there was fortunately no active traffic at this hour, and thus no vessels were lost in the disturbance. The spot near the center of the bay, which alternately bubbled as if pressed upon from below and descended into a whirlpool, abruptly exploded, spraying water as far as the docks.
 

 
  The thing that rose up from within was titanic, a thick, sinuous shape plated in irregular metal over its coiled scales. A row of metallic spikes ran along its spine, with lengths of wire connecting them and giving off sparks and arcs of lightning which danced across the surface of the water. Most of the massive sea serpent’s head was original flesh and bone, but its wedge-like lower jaw was entirely metal, and its right eye had been covered over with a huge patch connected to the plates and spikes climbing up its back. Into this was set a tremendous green fairy lamp which cast a sickly glow across the whole harbor.
 

 
  Giant sea serpents did
  
   not
  
  come this close to the shore, they very rarely breached the surface and definitely did not vocalize. The augmented monstrosity finished showing that it did not respect any of these rules by throwing back its head and emitting a mighty roar which had a distinct undertone of metal scraping against metal.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   fucking
  
  kidding me?!” Ruda roared right back, turning to Akhatrya and pointing accusingly out at the beast.
  
   “Look
  
  at this!
  
   This
  
  is what happens when I leave those assholes unsupervised!”
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  The King of the Punaji strode onto the tower platform to find it already abuzz with activity, as were the other towers of the Rock itself, and to judge by the distant lights, every defensive emplacement across the harbor. It might be their alliance with Tiraas that secured Puna Dara from retribution by other naval powers, but the Punaji were not foolish enough to blithely rely upon it. The deep hum of a fully-charged mag cannon occupying the center of the tower platform attested to that.
 

 
  “Papa!” Ruda said with clear relief. “The signals are in from the other towers; all cannons are ready to fire on command. That
  
   thing
  
  is a much more mobile target than a ship, but it’s cruising around in predictable circles out there. I’ve given orders for every artillery team to focus on one spot in its established course, but we’re inevitably going to have some missed shots once it starts reacting. That’s as much as I wanted to order without you here.”
 

 
  “Well done, Zari,” Blackbeard rumbled, joining her at the battlements and placing a heavy hand on her shoulder. Together, they stared out into the night, and the augmented sea serpent dominating the harbor. As she had said, it was in some kind of odd little patrol route, swimming around and around in a tight circle right in the center of the bay, as if going out of its way to avoid impacting the docks or ships. It was wasting a lot of energy, too; sea serpents were not designed to move with their upper bodies extending out of the water. This thing was deliberately making a show of itself, which implied direction by a much greater intelligence than an animal should have. “To judge by the gadgetry plating that aberration, I surmise your friends have failed to negotiate.”
 

 
  “I trust my friends,” Ruda said, glaring at the circling monster. “It was worth trying. Sometimes, some people just can’t be reasoned with.”
 

 
  “It’s good that you understand that, little minnow. Prepare to fire!” he added in a booming voice of command. “Signal the other towers to fire at will upon this weapon’s discharge!”
 

 
  “Aye, sir!” barked the nearby artillery specialist, hunkering over her mag cannon’s runic controls and staring down its huge barrel, while another soldier swiftly ran signal flags up and a third flashed the beam of a fairy lamp to illuminate them.
 

 
  “As soon as we fire, it’s war, Papa,” Ruda said grimly. “It’ll be war in
  
   our streets.”
  
 

 
  “That is not a threat, Zari,” Blackbeard rumbled. “Even if only meant as one, the harbor is unsafe while it’s out there. We
  
   are
  
  the sea. Without our navy, without merchant ships, Puna Dara is crippled. This
  
   is
  
  war. I have not rushed to confrontation, but once we are attacked, I will not hesitate.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  The King’s chest swelled, and he roared, “FIRE AT WILL!”
 

 
  The cannoneer had been tracking the beast, her weapon’s levitation charms straining to adjust it upon its hinged and spring-loaded mounts; mag cannons were easier and quicker to aim than older conventional artillery, but that was not saying much. At Rajakhan’s command, she immediately yanked the ignition lever.
 

 
  Everyone’s hair stood up and the tower was illuminated by a white glow as the mag cannon discharged a tremendous beam of pure energy, momentarily cutting off all conversation with its deafening, metallic roar, oddly reminiscent of the semi-mechanical serpent’s. It was a glancing hit; the beam raked one side of the monster’s upthrust body, sending it careening away, then gouged a path of steam and spray through the ocean as the cannoneer tried to adjust, following the beast’s movement. The beam persisted for less than ten seconds, though, and the heavy weapon was awkward to move; she did not get it back onto its target before the energy expired.
 

 
  Per the King’s orders, however, more fire immediately followed, from each of the mag cannon emplacements on the Rock and the harbor walls. Massive streams of pure arcane energy lit the night, blazing from the arc of Puna Dara’s docks and filling the center of the harbor with an inescapable field of destruction. Not every shot connected; not every shot that hit was a direct blow. Two beams struck the serpent dead on, however, and three others managed glancing strikes off various portions of its long body as it flailed under the assault.
 

 
  A mag cannon could bore a hole through a fortress wall or obliterate a warship with a single shot. A famously lucky hit by an Imperial mag artillery team had once cleaved a dragon right out of the sky. They failed, however, to sink the beast.
 

 
  Even as its hide was ignited with a furious torrent of energy and lightning arced from its beleaguered body across the surface of the water, the serpent did not go down. Its metal plating flared alight, the spiny ridges along its back blazing with the intensity of the sun, and apparently diffusing even the colossal energy of the mag cannon fire and dispersing it back into the ocean itself. Waves surged outward toward the docks, whipped up both by the artillery and the sea serpent’s thrashing.
 

 
  The cannons fell silent, having all fired within seconds of each other; it would take roughly a minute of recharging before they were ready to discharge again at full power.
 

 
  Still glowing and sparking with residual energy, the sea serpent reared up again, opened its tremendous jaws and let out another deafening roar which boomed out across the harbor.
 

 
  Princess Zaruda gripped the battlements, sticking her head out toward the sea, and roared right back. Soldiers on the tower followed suit, brandishing staves and swords, and the wordless call was taken up and spread rapidly across the walls of the whole fortress. Faced with an apparently indestructible, unstoppable foe, the Punaji screamed defiance into the dark.
 

 
  King Rajakhan, however, stood still and silent, one hand resting upon the battlements, watching for whatever fate brought next.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I won’t hold that against him,” Ayuvesh said magnanimously to the group staring in horror at his massive screen. “Perfectly reasonable reaction to my little pet’s sudden appearance in the harbor. In fact, it makes a very useful object lesson!” He turned a beaming smile upon them, his overt jolliness not quite hiding the venom lurking at the edges of the expression. “Much better in the long run that Rajakhan understands there is
  
   nothing
  
  he can do against the serpent. This way, hopefully, I will not have to make any demonstrations upon anything which
  
   bleeds.”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   piece
  
  of shit,” Gabriel growled, striding to the edge of the platform and leveling his scythe.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Seemingly unperturbed at having a divine weapon pointed at him, Ayuvesh shook a chiding finger. “Careful where you swing that thing, Hand of Death. Yes, yes, we all know you can reap the life from everyone here. Just be advised that if you do, Puna Dara will soon follow. My will
  
   alone
  
  keeps the beast in check, now that it is awake.” Abruptly, his jovial expression collapsed into a flat stare. “It will not attack…for now. I will give you a few hours to return to the Rock and explain the situation to the King; my pet can withstand the venting of his outrage until then. Beyond that point, however, I expect the Infinite Order to be shown some
  
   consideration
  
  in Puna Dara.” Slowly, he leaned back in his chair, turning the walking machine again to face them directly. “Once these extremely reasonable and
  
   basic
  
  conditions are satisfied, perhaps we can resume our discussion. But I see no reason to negotiate until my people’s safety is assured. Especially not with interlopers who talk with one face and scheme with another. And now…” He raised one hand to make a languid gesture at them—or rather, at the doorway behind them. “Until then, children, it would seem you have a rather urgent errand to run. I trust you remember the way out?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Your Grace…es.” Inspector Jaahri paused, cleared his throat, and then adjusted his lapels, the living portrait of a man knocked off balance. “I assure you, this situation is under control. If you will allow me to do—”
 

 
  “Well, drat,” Bishop Darling said, turning to Syrinx, “now he’s gone all diplomatic. That looked rather promising for a moment, there.”
 

 
  “I never get to have any fun,” she replied petulantly. “Well, if the boy is through making threats, I suppose this’ll go more quickly.”
 

 
  “Now, see here,” the Inspector said loudly.
 

 
  “Hush. You’re done.” Basra flicked her fingers at him in a contemptuous gesture, turning a cold shoulder to Jaahri and addressing the rest of the group. “Fortunately, I did
  
   not
  
  just traipse off into the sunset after interrupting my old friend Falaridjad trying to illegally arrest you kids. I can only surmise from
  
   this
  
  debacle that you’ve been trying to unravel this affair yourselves in spite of repeated advice to keep safely out of it. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know someone
  
   competent
  
  has been addressing the matter while you scurried around wasting time.”
 

 
  “All that’s a little strong,” Darius complained.
 

 
  “Meet Bishop Syrinx,” Jasmine muttered. Schwartz clenched his fists, breathing slowly and evenly and making a concerted effort not to look at either Basra or Jenell. Meesie, meanwhile, had puffed herself up like a pincushion and was emitting a high, constant hiss.
 

 
  “All right, this is enough,” Jaahri barked, trying to reassert control. He took a menacing step toward Syrinx. “I will have to
  
   insist—”
  
 

 
  
  
  Jenell’s sword hissed as she yanked it from its sheath and strode forward, pointing the blade at his heart and interposing herself between him and Syrinx.
 

 
  Jaahri halted, staring at her in clear disbelief. “Young woman,” he said finally, “I am an
  
   Imperial Inspector.”
  
  For good measure, he pointed at the silver gryphon badge pinned to his coat. “Assaulting me constitutes
  
   treason.”
  
 

 
  “Congratulations,” she replied, deadpan. “Step away from the Bishop while you’ve still got legs, fool. You just started to charge one of the Sisterhood’s top blademasters.
  
  
  If I meant you
  
   harm,
  
  I’d have let you do it.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Covrin,” Basra said lightly. “In
  
   any
  
  case, I have been investigating this conspiracy with every resource available to me.”
 

 
  “And that includes me!” Darling said in a cheerful tone, raising a hand. “Hello, everyone, my name is Antonio Darling and I serve as the Church’s liaison to the Imperial security council. My
  
   own
  
  contacts, working on information helpfully gathered by Bishop Syrinx, singled out branches of this mess among the military police. Including one Inspector Jaahri—who, as we just learned
  
   even while
  
  gathering intel, was himself on the way to the home of a prominent Eserite to investigate the
  
   mysterious
  
  demise of one of the best leads in this case.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   slander,”
  
  Jaahri hissed.
 

 
  “Actually he’s got the documents to prove it,” Flora piped up.
 

 
  “So, being written down, it’s technically libel,” Fauna added.
 

 
  “Except, proof is absolute defense against a charge of slander,” Flora corrected her.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s
  
   right.
  
  So it’s just… What was the word he used?”
 

 
  Jenell had not lowered her weapon, and now smiled at Jaahri across it. “Treason.”
 

 
  “Antonio, so
  
   help
  
  me,” Basra complained, “if your little vaudevillians start including my aide in that insufferable act of theirs I shall be
  
   very
  
  cross with you.”
 

 
  “Heel, girls,” he said dutifully. Both elves stuck out their tongues at his back. “Anyhow, we came down here in something of a hurry; we only
  
   just
  
  learned of this development.”
 

 
  “But not
  
   too
  
  much of a hurry to take precautions,” Syrinx added with a predatory smile. “I have a squad from the Third Legion on the way here.”
 

 
  “And,” Darling said complacently, “I took the time to start several balls rolling before leaving Imperial Command. For your edification, Inspector, General Panissar
  
   and
  
  Lord Vex are on that council with me, so if you were entertaining thoughts of going over
  
   my
  
  head, I hope your arms are a lot longer than they look. If you act very quickly and are
  
   very
  
  adroit, perhaps by this time tomorrow you won’t be in a cell. Who knows? If you’re a
  
   lot
  
  more capable than I think you are, you
  
   might
  
  even still be employed by his Majesty’s government.”
 

 
  Jaahri stared at him, breathing loudly through his nose. The other soldiers in the room watched both him and their sergeant uncertainly.
 

 
  “Or,” Basra said into the ensuing quiet, “you can attempt what you are contemplating right now. With no surviving witnesses, things might still go in your favor. Then again, you are in a room with two powerful divine casters, one a blademaster, two elves, a Butler, a Silver Legionnaire and…” She glanced at Schwartz with a faint smirk. “…a witch who, despite his numerous failings, is probably capable of demolishing your squad single-handedly. Think
  
   carefully,
  
  Inspector. Take your time.
  
   Some
  
  of us can spare it.”
 

 
  “There seems to be no probable cause to seek arrest here,” the sergeant said suddenly. “Men, you are to ignore any such orders. If the Inspector sees fit to file a complaint, let it be on my head.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!” several of them chorused in clear relief.
 

 
  Jaahri’s left eye twitched violently. He drew in an exceptionally deep breath and let it out through his teeth.
 

 
  “This is
  
   not
  
  over,” he promised the two Bishops, and swept toward the door. His dramatic exit was ruined by the fact that Flora and Fauna were still standing in it, and made no move to clear the way.
 

 
  “You may want to curtail that melodramatic streak before being interviewed by Intelligence,” Darling suggested. “In my experience, the innocent don’t issue threats. Girls, let the man out.”
 

 
  Jaahri made a point of brushing aggressively against Flora as he departed. She exaggeratedly pantomimed fainting against the door frame, causing Fauna to snicker.
 

 
  “Weren’t
  
   you
  
  just making threats, Sweet?” Tallie asked.
 

 
  Bishop Darling turned to her and winked.
 

 
  The sergeant cleared his throat. “Well! I guess our business here is done. Unless your Graces will be needing us for anything else?”
 

 
  “Report to Imperial Command, if you would, Sergeant,” Darling said politely. “That is a request; I’m not empowered to give you orders. But Intelligence will be wanting your testimony on this anyway, and the faster you tell your side, the less opportunity
  
   that
  
  one has to throw you lads under the carriage.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Grace, I’ll do that.” He tipped his cap politely, then again to Glory. “A good evening to you, your Graces. Apologies for the inconvenience, Ms. Sharvineh. Fall in, men.”
 

 
  There was a slightly awkward silence while the soldiers filed out, Smythe following them into the hall. The moment they heard the front door click shut, Tallie let out a whoop. “Now
  
   that
  
  is what—”
 

 
  “Shut up.” Darling’s voice was not loud, but flat and forceful; it commanded instant silence. “You
  
   little idiots
  
  have come within a hair’s breadth of getting yourselves killed. You actually
  
   did
  
  get Carruthers Treadwell killed, so, thanks for that.”
 

 
  “I was the one who invited him here, Sweet,” Glory said calmly. “The security of this house has never failed before. I still don’t know
  
   how
  
  someone was able to commit an act of such violence without alerting my wards.”
 

 
  “I’ll wager you’ve never made yourself an enemy of renegade Salyrites, Sharvineh,” said Basra. “You were probably better off trusting Schwartz than your own passive defenses in that regard.” She gave him a suspiciously bright smile. “So long as you can deal with his tendency to develop inappropriate and obsessive crushes, he’s a very useful boy to have around.”
 

 
  Schwartz grabbed Meesie, who tried to lunge at Basra from across the room, squealing ferociously. “Always a pleasure, your Grace,” he said tersely. “Glory, unless you need me for something else, I’ll just be in the kitchen. I imagine it will mess up your nice parlor if I set that woman on fire, which
  
   is
  
  where this is heading.”
 

 
  “Maybe absenting yourself is a good idea, Herschel,” Glory replied softly. Ami, meanwhile, let out a theatrical groan and rolled her eyes dramatically.
 

 
  “And Talaari,” Basra added. “This is downright nostalgic! Almost the whole gang, together again.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am here to further my
  
   career,”
  
  Ami said haughtily, “this being a
  
   most
  
  prestigious house in which to perform. It was going
  
   rather
  
  well until the unfortunate
  
   homicide.
  
  No
  
   offense
  
  meant to anyone, but I would be
  
   delighted
  
  if the ‘gang’ remained
  
   separate.
  
  
   Every
  
  time I see
  
   any
  
  of you people, I end up with some
  
   maniac
  
  trying to
  
   kill
  
  me.”
 

 
  “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” Darling mused while Schwartz slipped out the back, still clutching a struggling Meesie in both hands. “She really talks that way.”
 

 
  “Ami’s another one who’s very good at what she does,” Basra said dourly, “and so annoying it’s almost not worth it. I seem to attract them, somehow. Anyway! We both have to go resume cleaning up this mess, so we can’t loiter here much longer. Ms. Sharvineh, assorted junior reprobates, I’ve given orders for the Legionnaires coming to escort you to the Temple of Avei.”
 

 
  “Now, just a ding-danged second here,” Tallie began stridently.
 

 
  
   “If,”
  
  Basra all but shouted, “you choose to go! I
  
   strongly
  
  encourage you to do so—renegade Salyrites may be willing to take on a famous socialite’s personal defenses, but the Sisterhood of Avei is another matter. If you prefer to take your chances alone, though, they will stay here to secure the house until further notice.”
 

 
  “My neighbors will
  
   love
  
  that,” Glory murmured.
 

 
  “The problem,” said Jasmine, “is that we know for a fact this conspiracy has a presence in the Sisterhood of Avei. The Guild is the only cult we believe isn’t infiltrated.”
 

 
  “And that’s why you don’t let anybody corner you alone,” Basra said in a tone of exaggerated patience. “Stay in the Temple’s main areas—or better yet, in the Silver Legion’s public grounds. I’m sure you know your way around,
  
   Jasmine.”
  
 

 
  “And for the record,” Darling added, “just in case it comes up, the Huntsmen of Shaath are also clean.”
 

 
  “Hard to imagine
  
   that
  
  becoming helpful,” said Darius.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darling said sharply. “All of which makes it very curious that you
  
   left the Guild
  
  in the first place.”
 

 
  “The thing about that,” Tallie began.
 

 
  “We fucked up,” Ross interrupted. He shrugged when everyone turned to stare at him. “That’s the truth. We saw cults infiltrated an’ panicked. Didn’t think about the Guild bein’ harder to corrupt.”
 

 
  “Well, at least they can learn,” Basra said, shaking her head. “The good news is that all of this may be coming to a head very soon. We’ll take steps to get you lot safely back to the Guild if it’s not cleaned up by tomorrow. What I assume you
  
   don’t
  
  know is that today, Archpope Justinian gave an address in which he warned in the strongest possible terms against clerics of any faith prioritizing Church loyalty over obligations to their own gods.”
 

 
  “Wait…what?” Tallie said incredulously. “I thought this
  
   whole thing
  
  was about Justinian’s inner circle making some kind of power play!”
 

 
  Darling and Syrinx exchanged a look.
 

 
  “Kid,” he said,
  
   “we’re
  
  his inner circle. And one thing we
  
   know
  
  Justinian likes to do is use his loyal agents to winnow each other down.”
 

 
  Layla suddenly straightened up, her eyes widening. “He’s cleaning house.”
 

 
  “Well, good,” Basra said, “at least
  
   one
  
  of them has a mind.”
 

 
  “Well, it ain’t me,” said Darius. “What do you mean, cleaning house?”
 

 
  “The general tensions between the Church and the Imperial government were brought to the very
  
   brink
  
  of open violence just a few weeks ago,” Darling said somberly. “The details are classified, but suffice it to say, each runs secret projects, and two of theirs blundered into each other in the dark and it got messy. Sharidan
  
   knows
  
  the Archpope has designs on increasing his power at the Throne’s expense; all that restrains him from acting is public opinion and the support of the Houses and cults. If the government moves on the Church without
  
   damn
  
  solid evidence of wrongdoing…”
 

 
  “It would be the Enchanter Wars all over again,” Jasmine whispered.
 

 
  “Probably not that bad,” said Basra, “but it’s enough of an issue that the Throne having
  
   any
  
  legitimate, actionable grievance is an existential threat to Justinian’s ambitions. He has been frantically rebuilding bridges; the two main fronts appear to be
  
   this
  
  business and what’s unfolding in Puna Dara. The Archpope is setting up those loyal to him but whom he doesn’t
  
   need
  
  to take a fall, and prove his goodwill toward the Silver Throne.”
 

 
  “And that’s why their moves have been so…reckless and unwise,” Layla said eagerly. “He’s
  
   directing
  
  them to make mistakes on purpose!”
 

 
  “Oh, he’s not directing this,” Basra said grimly. “That would leave a trail Imperial Intelligence can follow, and Justinian is far too clever for that. No, it’s as simple as placing incompetent people in positions of leadership, and letting events unfold naturally—hence Ildrin Falaridjad.
  
   No one
  
  who has worked with that whingeing, glory-hounding nitwit would place her in charge of a fruit stand, much less a conspiracy.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Jasmine said, “what’s happening in Puna Dara?”
 

 
  
   “None of your business!”
  
  Syrinx barked. “You little nincompoops have caused enough damage! If you truly have no regard for your own welfare, as seems to be the case, then at
  
   least
  
  quit messing up the efforts of people who can
  
   actually do
  
  this work!”
 

 
  “This is a conflict between the Universal Church and the Silver Throne, ultimately,” Darling said in a calmer tone. “Everyone you’ve encountered so far is considered expendable by the real players, including yourselves, and
  
   us.
  
  This is over your pay grade, kids. We have contacts within the Imperial Government and every cult we could reach moving to clean up the conspirators as we speak. This is going to unfold quickly, and it’s going to get a lot messier before it gets cleaned up. The best thing you can do now is hunker down and
  
   butt out.
  
  Let the Legions keep you safe until this blows over.”
 

 
  “And if you can’t manage that,” Basra added disdainfully, “at least try not to get any more useful witnesses murdered.”
 

 
  “Well,” Darius said after a short pause, “no promises, but we’ll see what we can do.”
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  The sun rose over a city stirring with barely-contained furor. A constant hum livened the streets, anger and incipient panic growing steadily. It would not be long before it exploded, one way or another. Already people were gathering around the walls of the Rock.
 

 
  The sight of Puna Dara’s movers and shakers entering the fortress helped to deflect some of the rising unease, at least for a while. Punaji as a rule did not revere the powerful and wealthy, but by the same token, everyone in the Punaji nation who had accrued power and wealth had done it themselves. With the sole exception of the royal family, there was no hereditary nobility, and a hefty estate tax limited the wealth a person could inherit; anyone positioned as a leader in Puna Dara had
  
   earned
  
  that, and was treated with respect. Not the fawning that Imperial or Narisian nobles expected, but respect.
 

 
  Even the royals could be deposed if enough public sentiment turned against them, which added another dimension to the arrival of over a dozen wealthy visitors to the Rock. That the Crown would seek council with the various guildmasters, merchants, and civic leaders of the city was a sign that action was being taken, and served to assuage some of the public’s fear. By the same token, though, if there was to be a change of leadership, it would almost certainly fall to one of those now summoned by the King.
 

 
  And there was still the serpent making its slow patrol in the harbor. The thing was tireless, and bore no marks from the mag cannon fire it had suffered last night. One way or another, the tension rising would soon boil over.
 

 
  They met with the Queen and her advisors in a formal dining room first thing that morning. The Rock’s throne room was mostly used for entertaining foreign visitors who expected such grandiosity from a crowned head of state; Punaji, particularly of the successful variety, did not respond well to being lorded over. Anjal had positioned herself at the head of the long table, and that was as far as the privilege of rank went on this occasion.
 

 
  None of those assembled would have stood out among the rich in Tiraas; ostentation in Punaji culture was seen as an invitation to a comeuppance. Leathers and fabrics were of the highest quality, hats had more feathers than most and some coats had understated gilt trim; swords and daggers were of exquisite workmanship and in many cases not even bejeweled. That was how the Punaji displayed wealth, in quality rather than frippery.
 

 
  Guards stood at each of the doors, servants along the back wall, and the Queen’s special guests behind her chair, which immediately brought comment.
 

 
  “I see some interesting faces present,” said a woman a few years younger than Anjal and apparently high in the rankings, as she positioned herself close to the head of the table. “I do
  
   not
  
  see his Majesty. Has he something
  
   better
  
  to do this morning, Anjal?”
 

 
  “And it’s a pleasure to see you
  
   too,
  
  Ashla, as always,” Anjal said dryly. “The King and Princess Zaruda are preparing to address the public, and in fact I intend to involve you all in that, but first we need to have a discussion. With me are some allies who have been sent by the major cults to assist with this Rust issue. Brother Ermon and Corporal Shahai have been most helpful already.” She turned and nodded to the incongruous pair standing against the wall behind and to her left. Both were impressive, Ermon in full regalia but for the fur cloak, which the climate did not permit, Shahai in Legion dress uniform borrowed from the local Avenist temple. “And this is Tobias Caine, Hand of Omnu.”
 

 
  “Toby is fine,” he said, bowing slightly. “A pleasure.” He was closer, standing at the Queen’s right.
 

 
  “Interesting,” mused a tall man whose beard was more gray than black. “Shall we take this as the Crown’s formal declaration that it requires
  
   help
  
  with this crisis?”
 

 
  “Neither my husband nor I have called for help, until this morning when we asked
  
   you
  
  to join us,” Anjal said calmly. “All these have been here for days now; their various masters dispatched them and we have made them welcome, as is not only polite but
  
   strategic.
  
  The last thing we need right now is various cults running around muddling the issue further.”
 

 
  “You’d think they would have learned, after what happened to the Fourth Legion,” Ashla commented.
 

 
  Nandi cleared her throat. “It is not often that Avenists and Shaathists find common ground, but we
  
   do
  
  have in common that we do not scare easily.” Ermon grinned.
 

 
  “And this
  
   wasn’t
  
  a crisis until this morning,” Anjal continued, “merely a problem.
  
   Now
  
  it is damn well a crisis, as you can all plainly see, and we’d be fools not to accept any aid which is available, so be so good as to lose the attitude, Jandhar.”
 

 
  “Of course, you’re quite right,” the man who had spoken replied, nodding deeply and giving her a smile. “My apologies.”
 

 
  “I should clarify,” said Toby, “that I was not sent by my cult. I’m here as a personal friend of the Princess, at her request.”
 

 
  “Yes, Zaruda’s entourage,” replied a stately woman halfway down the table. Most of the women present wore Punaji attire of greatcoats and hats, distinguished from the common folk only by finer fabrics and brighter colors, but this one was in formal silk dress, her white hair held up by an arrangement of fine gold chains connected to the blue jewel set between her eyebrows. “I daresay we have all heard of you by reputation. She keeps fascinating company, our Princess.”
 

 
  “That damned school,” another man muttered.
 

 
  “As to that,” Jandhar piped up, “stop me if I’m just shooting my mouth off again, but
  
   how
  
  is it the lot of you haven’t already put this thing to bed? You represent quite the bundle of firepower, from what I understand.”
 

 
  “Complex problems are rarely solved by hitting them hard enough,” Toby replied.
 

 
  “Spoken like an Omnist, to no one’s surprise,” said Ashla, curling her lip. She had set her hat on the table and picked up one of the pastries laid out, but was now tossing it idly from hand to hand rather than taking a bite. “This one seems to occupy pride of place, Anjal.”
 

 
  “We don’t get many paladins,” Anjal said brusquely. “With regard to the matter at hand—”
 

 
  “This clearly
  
   is
  
  the matter at hand,” Ashla interrupted. “The Rust have been building themselves up for the better part of a year, and you’ve done nothing. They proved their will and capability to be a
  
   threat
  
  by striking down an entire Silver Legion, and you did nothing. Now you’ve got…what, a multi-cult strike force? Paladins? And somehow you’ve abruptly made this
  
   worse.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, keep it in your pants, Ashla,” snorted the youngest man present, who didn’t look any older than Toby. “This is not the time for a political upheaval, and you aren’t going to be the next Queen. I want to hear what her Majesty and these fascinating people have to say.”
 

 
  “I am absolutely flabbergasted to find you sober enough to
  
   be
  
  here at this hour of the morning, Khadesh,” Ashla replied with a cold little smile. “That’s how we
  
   know
  
  things are bad.”
 

 
  “Ashla, if you want to take potshots at me, knock yourself out,” Anjal said sharply. “But anybody who’s just going to snipe at
  
   each other
  
  can go stand in the hall and do it. We do not have time for this childishness. We are here to discuss the situation, and options. We have
  
   not
  
  been doing nothing. The Huntsmen have helpfully located the Rust’s base of operations—their real one, not the harbor warehouse we all know they’ve been using. We are also in contact with the local Eserite chapter, who are gathering intelligence for us. Corporal Shahai’s squad is the first of several Silver Legion special forces units the High Commander has sent.”
 

 
  “Don’t you have any actual
  
   Punaji
  
  to solve your problems?” Ashla exclaimed.
 

 
  “We Punaji solve our problems by keeping our wits about us,” Anjal retorted. “For most of their existence the Rust were apparently harmless. Their involvement with what befell the Fourth Legion was unproven—until last night. Thanks to Toby and his friends we have confirmation of that from the Rust’s leader himself.
  
   Prior
  
  to this, the Crown had no excuse to clamp down on them.” She leaned forward, gripping the arms of her chair. “Had we attempted it, Ashla, you would have raised bloody hell—and unlike your posturing
  
   here and now,
  
  you would have been right to do so. The one thing the Punaji must absolutely
  
   never
  
  tolerate in their government is its clamping down on anything resembling dissent, which was all we could prove the Rust to be guilty of.”
 

 
  “Hear, hear!” Khadesh exclaimed. “And furthermore, we
  
   all
  
  know this, so let’s not waste time and insult each other’s intelligence by making the Queen explain obvious decisions we all
  
   fully
  
  understood to begin with.”
 

 
  “The Rust admitted fault for striking down the Legion, then?” the richly-dressed old woman asked, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “Yes,” said Toby, “right before unleashing that sea serpent and instructing my friends and I to carry an ultimatum back to the Crown. They don’t actually
  
   want
  
  anything but to be left in peace; I gather they were quite alarmed by the display of force we represented to them. We were trying to negotiate when a third party intervened and spooked them.”
 

 
  “Third party?” Jandhar demanded. “Who?”
 

 
  “Someone anonymous,” Toby replied. “The rest of my group is working on that right now. Someone wielding powerful magic, which is why we cannot have them running around unsupervised any longer; I believe the current crisis would not have developed had they not antagonized the Rust while we were there. But they seem to have done it by interfering with those magic machines the cultists use, which makes me suspect they have valuable aid to offer once we catch them.”
 

 
  “Probably Imperial,” Ashla snorted. “Tiraas just can’t leave well enough alone.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Anjal said mildly. “If that is the case, there will be no official acknowledgment. Both because the Crown does not need to have the Silver Throne meddling in our business so intimately, and because if this rogue agent is not going to cooperate, I intend to throw them to the Rust as a chew toy to placate them.”
 

 
  That brought grins and a few chuckles from around the table, quickly cut off when Ashla slapped her palm down.
 

 
  “So that’s it?” she demanded.
  
   “Placate
  
  them?”
 

 
  “As a first step,” Toby said. “That is not the only—”
 

 
  “And
  
   this
  
  is who you’re getting advice from, I see,” Ashla barreled on. “Omnists would have us all sit and meditate while our city is overthrown by machine cultists! Do you not understand, boy, that that sea serpent represents the
  
   end
  
  of Puna Dara?! As long as it’s out there in the harbor, we have no trade. Our ships can’t sail. It will be
  
   days
  
  before the lack of fish causes widespread hunger, at most. Without our ships, we are
  
   nothing!”
  
  She finished on a shout, actually hurling the pastry at Toby’s head.
 

 
  He caught it, looking bemused.
 

 
  “Toby,” the Queen said in a deceptively mild tone, touching the jewel on her forehead with a fingertip, “did Zari ever tell you the significance of these?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Toby blinked. “No, your Majesty, it hasn’t come up.”
 

 
  “It was actually started by a foreigner,” she said. “Queen Sera. She was Calderaan, married to a Punaji King for political reasons.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Jandhar exclaimed. “Is this
  
   really
  
  the time for a history lesson?”
 

 
  “Shush,” Khadesh said airily. “I like this story.”
 

 
  “The Calderaan, of course,” Anjal continued lightly, “are a military society, and largely Avenist, but King Dakresh mostly thought of his new wife as foreign, and noble, and therefore delicate. So when Puna Dara was attacked by the Sheng, he forbade her to leave the fortress and fight. Not only did she take up a sword and join the fray, she took the time to place a
  
   target
  
  on her forehead.” Anjal grinned, tilting her head so that the gem flickered in the light. “It has ever since been the custom for Punaji women of a certain rank. Only one of sufficient power and importance that she is already a target wears the jewel; to put it on is to proclaim that you believe yourself such, which is not wise in our society unless you are prepared to back that up. It is a standing invitation, in essence.” Her grin widened. “A woman wearing the jewel is saying, ‘slap this off my head, if you think you can.’”
 

 
  “Hm,” Toby mused. “I see.”
 

 
  “If you’re quite
  
   done
  
  educating your foreign guests,” Ashla said, her voice dripping with acid, “I think we have a rather more
  
   urgent
  
  matter to—”
 

 
  Toby’s hand was much faster than hers; he threw the roll hard enough that the impact on her forehead made her jerk backward.
 

 
  “Wow, that’s on there good,” he observed. “You know, I always wondered how Ruda kept that thing on. Didn’t seem polite to ask.”
 

 
  “It’s enchanted,” the grandmotherly woman explained with a wry smile.
 

 
  “Who’s Ruda?” somebody inquired, but was drowned out by the scraping of chair legs on the stone floor as Ashla shoved her seat backward, standing and drawing her saber.
 

 
  “Little boy,” she said in deadly calm, “I do not care
  
   whose
  
  Hand
  
  
  you think you are. If you issue a challenge to a Punaji woman, you are going to
  
   bleed.”
  
 

 
  “You started it,” Khadesh pointed out gleefully.
 

 
  Ignoring him, Ashla lunged at Toby with the sword.
 

 
  He moved like water, flowing aside and toward her, spinning around the back of her blade and coming to rest behind her. Somehow, in that split-second, he had ended up with one hand on her sword arm and the other on her waist, as if he were guiding her through the swing.
 

 
  Ashla emitted a high-pitched grunt of pure outrage, trying roughly to shrug him off. Toby continued to flow with her impetus, spinning the pair of them in a full circle like they were dancing and tugging the sword from her hand in the process, as a smooth continuation of her own attempted stab. He twirled them around, extending a leg almost as an afterthought to kick Ashla’s chair.
 

 
  It slammed against the back of her knees, causing her to drop back into the seat with another grunt. In the next instant she froze, Toby having planted the tip of her saber against her belt buckle. He shifted it a few inches, however, guiding it unerringly back to its sheath. A single flick of his wrist sent the blade sliding home with a whisper and a click.
 

 
  “The monks of Omnu exist to encourage peace,” he said, “as gently as possible.”
 

 
  Pushing her chair back into the table required more brute force, but he did not seem to lack for it; Ashla’s midsection met the edge of the table hard enough to wring a squeak from her.
 

 
  “The Hand of Omnu,” Toby said from right behind Ashla, both his hands resting on her shoulders, “exists to
  
   insist
  
  upon peace. No more gently than necessary.”
 

 
  He held that position for a few seconds before releasing her and taking a step back.
 

 
  Khadesh applauded until his neighbor reached over and swatted his hands down.
 

 
  “I do prefer peaceful solutions,” Toby continued, stepping back over to the Queen’s side; Anjal was grinning openly at him. “I certainly tried to reach one with the Rust’s leader. But if any of you are worried that I am going to try to broker a solution which will not reflect the best interests of your nation, let me put that fear to rest. There was a moment, talking to him,
  
   listening
  
  to him, when I wanted to believe. As little respect as I have for the Rust’s philosophy, as long as they weren’t harming anyone, as long as they just wanted to practice in peace, I really wished I could support them in that. Reassure them, and persuade the Church, the Empire, and whoever else to leave them alone. But that was before. That man, Ayuvesh, acknowledged attacking and all but destroying a Silver Legion—just because they
  
   might
  
  have been a threat to him. When startled and faced with the
  
   possibility
  
  of my friends and I intervening, he set loose that beast in the harbor. He operates through fear, securing his needs by the threat of force. He is a bully and a terrorist, and he has to
  
   go.”
  
  He nodded firmly to the Queen. “I speak for my friends as well when I say that we are fully behind the Crown in this. The Rust must fall.”
 

 
  “So when we talk about
  
   placating
  
  them,” Anjal continued, nodding back, “it is a tactic only to buy time. We must acknowledge that at this moment, the upper hand is theirs; so long as their pet is swimming around the harbor, they have a hand on Puna Dara’s throat. Our first priority must be to break that grip, and
  
   persuading
  
  them to release it, as galling as it may be, is our clear best bet in that regard. But in doing so, however we must, we will
  
   not
  
  lose sight of the fact that the Rust have declared war upon the Punaji.” She bared her teeth, and the expression was no longer a smile. “And the Punaji
  
   do not suffer tyrants.”
  
 

 
  There were fervent mutters of approval at this, and one outright cheer from Khadesh.
 

 
  “Well said,” Jandhar stated, nodding. “What, then, is your plan?”
 

 
  “The situation is this,” Anjal said, folding her hands lightly. “We have two paladins, a pixie mage, a dryad, and the archdemon Vadrieny—together enough sheer force to crush almost any opponent. Unfortunately they can’t be used directly on the serpent because none of them can fight while swimming. The Rust did not do what they did to the Fourth Legion, which suggests that they aren’t able to. Conjuring that sea serpent guaranteed them the enmity of all Puna Dara, not something they would have done lightly if they had a cleaner option.”
 

 
  “Back up,” said Ashla, not much the worse for wear for her recent manhandling, aside from an even more annoyed expression. “Vadrieny? That one’s the
  
   worst
  
  of Elilial’s get. Mindless destruction personified. Are you
  
   certain
  
  you have her under control?”
 

 
  “Vadrieny is not under control,” Toby said quietly. “She was nearly destroyed five years ago and has no memory of her existence before that point. She is a
  
   friend,
  
  and has earned my trust. These…are interesting times,” he added wryly.
 

 
  “I note that your assessment of the situation made
  
   no
  
  mention of conventional military assets,” said Jandhar. “Are we just not going to bother solving this ourselves, with soldiers?”
 

 
  “This is not a conventional military situation,” the Queen replied. “We do not know what additional tricks the Rust have yet to play, and more to the point, they have made it plain that if they are further antagonized that serpent will begin destroying the docks and the ships there. What we need is to
  
   get
  
  to a point where we can use
  
   our
  
  forces. That means we need, first, to neutralize that serpent and cripple the Rust’s magical abilities. And that is being worked on as we speak.”
 

 
  “Don’t keep us in suspense,” said Khadesh, grinning.
 

 
  “I am in here talking to you while my husband is out there addressing the public for one reason,” Anjal said with a smile. “He is a much better public speaker than I. For the time being, the Crown is forced to comply with the Rust’s demands, to prevent the destruction of the docks—but the Rust have made a critical mistake in that regard. They depend upon Puna Dara for…everything. They have to eat. They have to move freely through the city to get any supplies they need. They wish to spread their gospel, which requires a public that will
  
   listen
  
  to them and not, for example, hurl bricks. The King is reminding the people right now that the government serves them, not the other way round, and while the government is forced to wait—for now—the Punaji people, themselves, are
  
   far
  
  from helpless.”
 

 
  “So that is why you need us,” the old woman said slowly. “We can command action from our various employees. More to the point, we command
  
   respect
  
  from the general public. A united plan enacted by everyone in this group will spread throughout the city.”
 

 
  “I
  
   like
  
  it,” Ashla said suddenly, nodding to the Queen. “Make it impossible for the Rust to do any business—even to
  
   exist
  
  in Puna Dara. As long as it’s not soldiers refusing to sell them food or let them walk down the street unmolested, they cannot claim the Crown has challenged their ultimatum. They may have cut off trade in Puna Dara, but Puna Dara can cut them off just the same.”
 

 
  “And making
  
   that
  
  point,” Jandhar mused, “might just encourage them to call off their snake. Which brings us back to the other point: how, then, do you plan to neutralize their magic and put a stop to them?”
 

 
  “That,” said Toby, “is what the rest of my friends are doing right now. We know someone who has insight into the Rust’s workings; it’s just a matter of bringing her into the fold.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Milanda had given up on sleeping and gone in search of breakfast. All she’d managed after coming back to her rented hovel was a quick nap before another eyeball-gouging nightmare had catapulted her back out of bed, and she hadn’t dared try again. Worry and remorse made for poor company, but they sure kept her occupied.
 

 
  They had occupied her mind, too; she was stymied as to her next move, and keenly aware that stress and lack of sleep were wearing down her faculties. If she still had that Infinite Order screen she could maybe have kept working at it, but as Walker had rightly pointed out, that thing would undoubtedly lead the Rust straight to her. So she’d ditched it back in the mines, and now here she was, alone, probably responsible for the current disastrous state of affairs in Puna Dara…
 

 
  This mission was altogether not going well.
 

 
  Dawn found her out on the street, heading for the nearby market where she could obtain some bread and fish. Milanda honestly felt too anxious to be hungry, but it was an excuse to move. Maybe a little air and exercise in the tropical sunlight would help clear her head. Maybe it would tire her enough that she could actually get some rest.
 

 
  Of course, that was before she felt the blazing beacon standing out from the sea of candles that were the people around her, perceived through her life sense. She recognized that bottomless font of fae power from having followed her around last night, and from working with her sisters. Well, actually, she couldn’t distinguish
  
   between
  
  dryads at a distance this way, but how many could there be in Puna Dara right now?
 

 
  And more to the point, what the hell was Juniper doing
  
   here?
  
 

 
  
  
  Walking along with her attention on the dryad some two streets off to her left, she was sufficiently blinded to her own surroundings that only the reflexes granted by her fae attunement enabled her to catch the object tossed to her.
 

 
  “Here ya go!” a voice said cheerfully. “On the house. You could use it, hon, you look half dead.”
 

 
  It was a steamed honey bun, and it had been lightly pitched to her by a black-haired elf. There were few enough of those, but Milanda had taken pains to be able to recognize
  
   this
  
  one in particular, and her stomach dropped further. She resisted the urge to glance down at herself; the disguise charm on her gear should make her look like an unremarkable Punaji woman. Maybe this was a coincidence?
 

 
  And maybe Justinian would spontaneously drop dead of a heart attack and she could go home.
 

 
  “No, thank you,” she said politely, holding out the bun to the elf.
 

 
  
   “Take
  
  it,” Principia bloody Locke said in a gentle tone that made Milanda want to punch her. “I know the look of somebody who hasn’t slept or eaten all night. A full stomach’ll help you get some rest, too.”
 

 
  What the hell was going
  
   on?
  
  Was this a Legion special forces thing, hunting her down in connection to the ongoing Rust debacle? Or was it Locke on personal business as Trissiny Avelea’s biological mother, trying an even more indirect route? Milanda wasn’t on speaking terms with her grandmother, but she
  
   was
  
  aware that Narnasia had bodily ejected the elf from the Abbey last time she came sniffing around.
 

 
  And in either case, how the
  
   hell
  
  had she found her?
 

 
  Plus, that dryad was still wandering about not far away. Not getting closer, but…
 

 
  “Guilty conscience?” Locke inquired innocently, and Milanda very nearly hurled the sticky bun at her face.
 

 
  “What do you think
  
   I
  
  have to be guilty about?” she snarled.
 

 
  The elf shrugged. “No idea. Worries, then? Or recently in love? Those are the big three, when it comes to insomnia.”
 

 
  She could run. Of course, even with all her new gifts, she likely couldn’t outrun an elf. And even if this elf didn’t chase her down… Now that she was here, Milanda had to learn how much she knew and how she’d found it out. That this was a coincidental meeting was simply beyond the scope of possibility.
 

 
  She started walking again, slowly, and Locke fell into step beside her. Obviously, she did not take a bite of the bun; gods only knew what the wretched woman had done to it.
 

 
  “Conscience,” Milanda said suddenly. “And worry.”
 

 
  Locke nodded, strolling along and apparently not watching her. There was silence for a long moment.
 

 
  “Have you ever done something,” Milanda finally said, painfully aware she was in no mental state for these games, “something unspeakably awful…that wasn’t at all your fault, but you were
  
   there.
  
  No matter how rationally you know you couldn’t have stopped it, you can’t help feeling…”
 

 
  “Nope,” Locke said after she’d trailed off. “I’ve lived a long time—at least, by human standards—and done some pretty awful shit, but I am glad to say everything I did was
  
   my
  
  idea. Good or bad, for better or worse, I own my mistakes. I’d hate to be in your shoes, if that’s what’s eating you. It sounds…disempowering.”
 

 
  “That’s a good word,” Milanda mused. “What’s the worst thing you’ve done?”
 

 
  The elf emitted a soft huff of breath that might have been the shadow of a laugh, or a grunt, or almost anything. “Oh, that’s easy. Abandoned my daughter.”
 

 
  So…maybe this was a personal thing after all? That was
  
   not
  
  better. The absolute last thing she needed was this random event blowing her cover.
 

 
  “I’ve lied and cheated like you wouldn’t believe,” Locke continued thoughtfully, “killed and maimed… And
  
   stolen,
  
  oh, gods. I bet I’ve lifted about the annual gross domestic product of Stavulheim, one way or another. But all that was for a purpose. Even the people who’ve suffered for it…well, I knew what I was doing and why, and I always considered it worthwhile at the time. My little girl, though. I was just scared, and confused, and stupid, and mostly
  
   pissed off
  
  about being those things when I’d spent two hundred years thinking I had all the answers. I did something for all the wrong reasons, something I didn’t understand, and it…huh. I guess maybe I can relate to you a little better than I thought.”
 

 
  “Mm,” she said noncommittally.
 

 
  “What’s the worst thing
  
   you’ve
  
  ever done?” she asked, turning to give Milanda an inquisitive look.
 

 
  Murdered a room full of soldiers? Accidentally provoked the Rust into unleashing a sea serpent on Puna Dara? The burning presence of the dryad was drifting closer; she was hemmed between Locke and Juniper. Was that an accident?
 

 
  Gods, she was so tired.
 

 
  “I don’t really care to discuss it,” she said shortly. “Thanks for the bun. I’d better be going.”
 

 
  “Well, it really isn’t that easy,” Lock said, stopping and turning directly to her. Oh, great, here it was. “Y’see, I was hoping we could have a conversation. You know, connect, maybe find some common ground.”
 

 
  “I think you have me confused with someone else,” Milanda said politely. What could she
  
   do
  
  to this elf, if it came to that? Her augmented reflexes worked to protect her; they were useless on the attack, and she didn’t think she was faster than an elf. Plus, there were people around. Ignoring the two of them, as people in cities did to each other, but that would change if she took a swing at somebody.
 

 
  “The thing is,” Locke said mildly, “the pixie and the dryad have this trick where they can…okay, honestly, it’s a bit over my head. Something about attunements and tracking and I dunno from fae magic, I left all that crap behind when I fled my parents’ grove. But no, I don’t have you confused with someone else. I’m just the first envoy, lady. The polite one. Isn’t it best for everybody if we do things the polite way?”
 

 
  Milanda dropped the sticky bun in the street, planted her feet, and loosely balled her fists.
 

 
  “Try to do it the impolite way,” she said quietly. “Go on, Locke. Try.”
 

 
  The elf raised an eyebrow. “She knows my name.
  
   That’s
  
  interesting. Anyhow…no, sorry, that’s not my job. I guess you’ve just removed me from the equation.”
 

 
  And suddenly the dryad was
  
   right there.
  
 

 
  The overwhelming presence simply shifted spontaneously
  
  
  from its distant position to mere yards away; Milanda spun, right in time to see a young Stalweiss woman remove an enchanted ring, staring at her, and resume her natural green-and-golden coloration.
 

 
  “You’re new at this,” Juniper said condescendingly. “If you are
  
   very
  
  helpful, and I mean
  
   so
  
  helpful that I end up getting over how
  
   annoyed
  
  I am at you, maybe I’ll teach you a bit more about the attunement.
  
   Maybe.”
  
 

 
  Before Milanda could decide on a course of action, the earth shook, and people began screaming and scattering.
 

 
  She whirled back the other way, where Vadrieny had landed in the street hard enough to make a small crater in the dirt. Locke was backing away slowly, but Milanda paid her no attention. She had just spied something else out of the corner of her eye.
 

 
  She hadn’t felt him
  
   at all,
  
  and still didn’t; it was like he was completely absent from her life sense, he and that absurd, smoke-and-fire horse he rode. Gabriel Arquin brought his mount to a halt a few yards distant and leveled his scythe at her.
 

 
  “Morning, sunshine,” he said flatly. “I see you decided not to play nicely with our elf. Very well, by the power vested in me by this here life-destroying divine weapon, I hereby deputize your ass. Welcome to the team.”
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  “It isn’t that you’re wrong, Mr. Mosk,” Tellwyrn said, pacing slowly up and down her dais as she usually did while lecturing, “it is a question of detail. The difference between an educated person and an uneducated one is
  
   comprehension;
  
  both perceive the same basic reality, in this case that the Age of Adventures is trailing to a halt and has been for centuries now, but
  
   you
  
  are studying to become the sort of people who can name specific causes, understand how those factors interact, draw insights from them and then apply those to current and future events.
 

 
  “Specifically, in this case, we are covering the end of the Age of Adventures to illustrate a rather uncomfortable and little-appreciated but
  
   vitally
  
  important fact that underpins all societies.” She came to a stop, resting a hand on the lectern, and regarded the class over her spectacles. “The single, unavoidable,
  
   core
  
  reality which separates an organized state from primitive, tribal societies, is that
  
   the state
  
  
   holds a monopoly on violence.
  
  Police forces exist to enforce this internally, and armies externally. A state which fails to maintain this monopoly has failed to exist, and is by definition already in the process of collapsing by the time this effect can be widely observed. An organized state only exists when it is the sole entity within its purview whose exercise of force is considered legitimate.”
 

 
  The door at the rear of the classroom opened and Colonel Azhai slipped inside, quietly pushing it shut behind her and taking a position against the upper wall. Almost every head in the room turned at her arrival, and several students twisted around fully to stare up at the visitor.
 

 
  A shrill whistle followed by small explosions seized everyone’s attention; Tellwyrn had pointed one finger upward, which had spouted a small display of fireworks.
 

 
  “Class is still in session,” she said peevishly, “and I am down
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  The Professor waited for everyone to fully focus upon her again, and then a few seconds longer just to make her point, before continuing.
 

 
  “With regard to the adventurer problem, it is important to consider that for most of recorded history, human civilizations have been islands built around useful clusters of resources; on most continents and
  
   especially
  
  this one, a combination of limited populations and abundant hazards have kept the borders of nation-states from pressing against each other. To take what is now the Tiraan Empire as an example, there was a time when Calderaas existed a two-month ride through bandit-infested no man’s land from the Tira Valley or Viridill, and much longer to any of the dwarven kingdoms. Constant pressure existed on all states in the form of marauders from Tar’naris, from Athan’Khar, from the dozens of dungeons, centaur and plains elf raiders from the Golden Sea, the odd fairy excursion from the Deep Wild… Even from other groups of humans, as the Stalweiss, Punaji and Tidestriders regularly molested any of their neighbors who neglected their defenses for a moment. In this era, adventurers served a vital role in legitimizing the states from which they launched. They exerted counter-pressure, thinning out these aggressive agents at their source without requiring kings to institute expensive military action. They also appropriated wealth from these targets, which then bolstered local economies, and served to keep trade routes clear simply by traveling along them and representing hazards that most bandits wouldn’t try. I trust you can all, by this point in the semester, explain what changed that? Miss Fillister.”
 

 
  “Human populations expanded,” the girl called upon replied, lowering her hand, “and all of those external threats were eventually pacified, one way or another.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Tellwyrn said with an approving nod. “The role of population is very understated in most modern discussion of the adventurer problem. Everyone knows there is not much left for adventurers to
  
   do;
  
  few appreciate the importance to them of having a place in which to do it. While there were broad gaps between states, blank spots on the map and regions considered too dangerous to settle, adventurers were useful in keeping the hazards therein from encroaching upon established kingdoms. They aided the legitimacy of states by keeping violence
  
   outside
  
  their borders. But when all the borders come together, when there are no more gray areas outside the law, the opposite happens. Adventurers doing what they do within the purview of a state’s authority are an inherent
  
   challenge
  
  to that authority, because so long as people are committing violence, for
  
   any
  
  reason, it means the local government has failed to assert itself. Thus, the government is forced to either assert itself
  
   harder,
  
  or collapse. For a time, when the dungeons began drying up and rogue societies were either contained, destroyed, or folded into the Empire, some adventurers tried turning to vigilantism.
  
   They
  
  were landed on harder than those who flocked to the frontiers. Yes, Miss Willowick?”
 

 
  “Talkin’ of current events,” Maureen said, lowering her hand, “ain’t this sorta what’s goin’ on in Puna Dara right now? Rumor is, the local government’s facin’ the prospect of a change, if it can’t keep its own house in order.”
 

 
  “That’s an excellent example,” Tellwyrn agreed.
 

 
  “And…in Last Rock?” Maureen said more hesitantly. “Like…last night, fer example. I know we’re only
  
   technically
  
  within Calderaan Province here, an’ the Sultana’s writ runs pretty thin. But if there’s t’be mobs an’ chases an’ whatnot…”
 

 
  “An interesting point,” Tellwyrn said, beginning to pace again. “Last Rock is a somewhat unusual case, due to my presence and this University’s. A better example would be the ongoing expansion of wand regulations in frontier towns throughout the Great Plains. In the decades since their initial settlement, private ownership and use of firearms was considered a widespread necessity given the hazards represented by the Golden Sea. More and more, though, laws are changing; the situation in Sarasio was something of a tipping point, showing that heavily-armed residents are more of a danger to one another now than centaur or plains elf raiders.
  
   Not
  
  coincidentally, it took an event which directly challenged the Empire’s authority to provoke a wave of reforms. All of which are potential topics for your homework! Next class, I want a two-page essay from each of you on a
  
   current
  
  application of this principle, covering an example of your choice: discuss a modern situation in which a state’s success or failure to assert control of violent action within its borders reflects upon its overall stability. And with that, we’re out of time for today. Class dismissed.”
 

 
  She remained by the lectern, watching placidly, while they all gathered their books and filed out, several exchanging greetings with the Colonel on their way to the door. Azhai was a woman of reserved and formal bearing, but compared to some of the fellows assembled at the new research division of the school, she was not standoffish with students and had already garnered a positive reputation.
 

 
  Once the last of the pupils had shut the door behind them, she finally strode down to the dais, where Tellwyrn was waiting with a mildly quizzical expression.
 

 
  “My apologies, Professor,” Azhai said. “I didn’t mean to disrupt your class.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, you were perfectly decorous,” Tellwyrn said, dismissing that with a wave of her hand. “Maintaining focus in the face of extremely
  
   slight
  
  distraction is just one of the basic life skills I have to teach these kids, since so many of their parents clearly couldn’t be arsed. What can I do for you, Colonel?”
 

 
  Azhai drew in a slow breath, frowning in thought. “I wanted to let you know in person that I’ve been recalled. I’m to abort my assignment here and depart Last Rock.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tellwyrn replied, raising an eyebrow. “Well, I must say you will be missed. I confess this surprises me, Colonel. Have you been told anything about a replacement? I am assuming, here, that the Empire’s interest in my program has not abruptly ceased. I’ve not heard so much as a hint of this from Tiraas.”
 

 
  “That’s…the thing, Professor,” Azhai said, a grim note entering her tone. “No, I was not given any instructions regarding my successor. I have also not heard so much as a rumor from the Azure Corps that the Throne has changed its position on you and your research program. Staying in touch with Tiraas from out here is a bit of an undertaking, as I’m sure you know, but I have been doing my best to
  
   remain
  
  on top of the rumor mill. Everything I have heard suggests that the University is in good standing with the Empire, and with Intelligence in particular. Furthermore, Professor… Forgive me if I seem to be dancing around certain topics, but I was explicitly instructed
  
   not
  
  to reveal details of my reassignment to you.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tellwyrn repeated in a low drawl. “How
  
   extremely
  
  mysterious.”
 

 
  “Off the record,” said Azhai, glancing at the door. “As I am no longer on duty here, and in the interest of casual conversation… I transferred to the Azure Corps from the Corps of Enchanters, Professor; I have no shortage of personal experience working with special forces. When you’re not attached to one of the regular corps, you tend to gain some insight into the
  
   politics
  
  behind the Army. There are lots of factions wanting to make use of forces with special skills, and some which simply resent the special corps and like to throw petty inconveniences our way when they can get away with it. You learn to watch for certain red flags… And I am seeing a lot of those today. Being told to abandon a mission and vacate the premises but
  
   not
  
  given instructions on where to report next. The sudden reversal of policy from Command—and most damning, orders to keep this hushed from the Azure Corps’s brass
  
   and
  
  Intelligence. Professor, somebody, somewhere, is up to something they should
  
   not
  
  be, and which I seriously doubt is being undertaken with the Empire’s best interests in mind.”
 

 
  “I appreciate you offering me your insight on this, Manaan,” Tellwyrn said, nodding. “I understand there are risks to you in doing so. Rest assured you can count on my discretion.”
 

 
  “Thanks, Professor,” Azhai said, nodding in reply, a hint of relief passing across her features. “Understand that I
  
   like
  
  it here, I support your program and I was very much looking forward to the research we were about to undertake. My loyalty, though, is to my Emperor. And as a soldier I
  
   will
  
  follow orders, but if those orders aren’t for the Emperor’s benefit…”
 

 
  “You don’t have to justify anything to me,” Tellwyrn assured her. “Assuming all this gets resolved soon and the Empire’s participation in my research initiative continues, I’ll hope to see you back here. You will always be welcome.”
 

 
  “I’ll hope to
  
   be
  
  back,” Azhai said fervently. “In the meantime… I have been ordered to be packed and out of Last Rock
  
   by tonight.”
  
  She tilted her head forward, staring into Tellwyrn’s eyes with as much emphasis as she could muster.
 

 
  “Thank you for keeping me in the loop,” Tellwyrn replied, patting the shorter woman on the shoulder. “I had better not detain you any longer if you’re on a tight schedule. And don’t worry about me, Colonel, you take care of yourself for now.”
 

 
  “Worrying about
  
   you
  
  seems presumptuous, somehow,” Azhai said wryly. “Just… Take care of the kids, Professor. I mean that in a general sense, of course.”
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   always
  
  take care of my kids,” Tellwyrn replied flatly. “I mean that as generally or specifically as the situation requires, and you might pass it along to whoever needs to hear it.”
 

 
  “I will. Here’s hoping to see you again soon, Professor Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Safe travels, Colonel Azhai.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn waited until she had departed the classroom before snapping her fingers. Maru popped out of midair nearby, dropping a foot to land lightly on the dais.
 

 
  “If you
  
   must
  
  do that, you could at
  
   least
  
  teleport me directly onto the ground,” the tanuki complained. “I
  
   know
  
  you do this on purpose, Professor.”
 

 
  “Maru, I should hardly have to remind you that we met when you tried to drop me into a spike pit,” she retorted. “You don’t get to fuss about these little jokes.”
 

 
  “Ah, but my fussing about them is half the fun,” he said, grinning widely. “For you, I mean.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn did not smile in response. “I brought you here because making Fedora vanish out from in front of whoever he’s pestering right now would be the fastest possible way to reveal that something’s up. I
  
   may
  
  have secured a brief head start, which could be squandered if whoever’s watching this campus realizes I know. Find that incubus and
  
   both
  
  of you haul ass to my office as quick as you can without drawing attention. Whatever’s going down, it’s going to be
  
   tonight.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I see your hunt was successful,” King Rajakhan stated as he strode into the room, his daughter on his heels. Ruda paused to kick the door shut, her eyes also on the guest perched on a chair at the end of the conference table.
 

 
  The Queen and the rest of the sophomores were scattered around the table, Juniper playing with Jack in one corner and Teal in another, experimentally plucking at a sitar—which, to judge by the results produced, she had never played before. Principia lounged next to the door, making a show of cleaning her fingernails with a dagger. Most of them, overtly or not, were monitoring the woman garbed in black, including a climate-inappropriate cloak, who was seated in a prim posture with her hands on her knees, watching them all calmly.
 

 
  “My business
  
   also
  
  went well, husband, thank you for asking,” Anjal said archly.
 

 
  The King grunted. “I always assume
  
   your
  
  efforts meet with success, wife. I can’t be so safe about all of
  
   these.”
  
 

 
  “Flatterer,” she accused, but with a smile.
 

 
  “So what’s the story with this one, then?” Ruda asked, scowling at the woman in black.
 

 
  “She came along quietly enough,” Gabriel reported. “And in fact she’s been quite willing to help. That is, with anything we ask that’s not explaining
  
   who
  
  she is, or who she works for.”
 

 
  “Also, she’s got an invisible friend.” Juniper looked up from her jackalope at the ensuing silence, finding everyone staring at her. “You guys didn’t notice? She does the same exact thing Gabe does when Vestrel’s talking. Tilting her head to listen and staring at nothing for a second.”
 

 
  “Well, how about that,” Gabriel drawled, turning fully to face their guest. “Anything you wanna add, Milady?”
 

 
  She cleared her throat. “I don’t suppose you would believe I was talking to another valkyrie.” Her accent was Tiraan, her voice with the precise diction of an educated person.
 

 
  “Do you find that funny?” he asked coldly. “Because I guarantee, you’re the only one.”
 

 
  “Yeah, an’ this standoffishness isn’t gonna work,” Ruda added, glaring and ostentatiously fondling the jeweled hilt of her rapier. “Way I heard it,
  
   your
  
  fuck up sank negotiations with the Rust and spooked them into releasing that
  
   fucking
  
  thing in the harbor. I wanna know just who the
  
   hell
  
  you think you are, in detail.”
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “I don’t want to tell you your business, Ruda, but consider that there
  
   may
  
  be an advantage in leaving it vague.”
 

 
  “Ex-fucking-
  
   cuse
  
  me?” she exclaimed, rounding on him.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, it’s
  
   pretty
  
  likely she’s from the Imperial government,” Fross chimed, swooping around the woman in black in a wide circle. “I mean, gosh,
  
   look
  
  at all these enchantments. She’d have to be an archmage to make this gear herself, which I don’t think she is. That means it was probably supplied by a government, and not a dinky little poor one.”
 

 
  “Like ours?” Anjal said dryly.
 

 
  “Oh.” The pixie dimmed, fluttering lower. “I didn’t mean…”
 

 
  “And that’s the point,” Toby said quickly. “If she
  
   is
  
  Imperial, as seems overwhelmingly likely, there are benefits to everyone having some deniability. As soon as we all officially
  
   know
  
  the Empire has been unilaterally acting here and making a mess of it to boot, the Crown will pretty much have to respond to that, right? Which will create a whole slew of new complications.”
 

 
  “As things stand,” Anjal added grimly, “we can avoid wrestling that shark, and make it damn clear to the Empire that we
  
   know
  
  and don’t appreciate this, without being forced to do so through formal channels. Listen to the boy, Zari, he has surprisingly good political instincts for an Omnist.”
 

 
  Toby returned her smile. “Actually, your Majesty, that little theater we put on earlier helped me work through a spiritual problem with which I’ve been grappling.
 

 
  “Happy to be of service,” Anjal said, tipping her hat. “But back to the point at hand. You two haven’t missed much, yet, but the revelations so far are not small.
  
   Apparently
  
  we have an ancient hideaway of the Elder Gods buried underneath the middle of the harbor.”
 

 
  The woman in black cleared her throat as everyone focused on her again. “Yes, a fabrication plant—a place where they made their machines.”
 

 
  “That explains some stuff about the Rust, doesn’t it,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “And you know this…how?” Rajakhan demanded.
 

 
  “All the facilities of the Elder Gods were sealed at the end of the Pantheon’s uprising,” she explained. “And then, after that, they were all buried underground or sunk underwater by Naiya, probably to keep Scyllith from getting at the resources in them if she ever got out of the hole Themynra has her in. Some, though, have subsequently been re-opened by various mortals. I have worked closely in one of these. You might say I’m the closest thing available to an expert on the Infinite Order’s technology. I mean the
  
   real
  
  Infinite Order,” she added. “The actual Elder Gods, not these Rust idiots.”
 

 
  
   “They’re
  
  idiots,” Teal muttered from her corner, plucking a discordant twang. “Who got caught screwing around in their tunnels and borked
  
   our
  
  mission there?”
 

 
  The woman sighed. “Fair enough. I’m sorry; I tripped an alarm I failed to see coming. But back to the point at hand, the Order’s machines have the ability to connect to each other and communicate over long distances. It was severely diminished when the Pantheon shut off the transcension field linking them, but it can still be made to work in a limited capacity.”
 

 
  Gabriel scratched his head. “Trans what?”
 

 
  “A kind of magic. The point is, I learned from another of these systems elsewhere,
  
   weeks
  
  ago, that the fabrication plant in Puna Dara had been opened and accessed. Actually, this was done ten years ago.”
 

 
  “Ten
  
   years,”
  
  Anjal muttered.
 

 
  “It gets worse,” the woman in black warned. “The Infinite Order’s machines and facilities require their personal input to be re-activated. The one
  
   here
  
  was opened under Scyllith’s credentials.”
 

 
  “Ffffffuck,” Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “Now, nobody panic,” Toby said hastily. “If Scyllith were loose, problems would be a lot worse than the Rust and a lot more widespread than Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “That’s correct,” the woman agreed, nodding. “It’s far more likely that someone got hold of her credentials somehow and used that. There are ways; I have some experience with them.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ll bet,” Juniper said. “If you need one of the Elder Gods to open these things and
  
   you’ve
  
  opened one, whose credentials are
  
   you
  
  using?”
 

 
  She sighed, making a resigned face. “Naiya’s.”
 

 
  “And
  
   how
  
  did you do that?” the dryad demanded.
 

 
  “By recruiting some of her daughters to help,” she said wearily. “Dryads and a kitsune.” The woman frowned suddenly, looking to the side. “I do
  
   not
  
  think that’s a good idea. No, seriously, that’s just going to agitate… Okay,
  
   fine,
  
  but there’s still
  
   security
  
  to—”
 

 
  “Have you utterly lost it?” Gabriel exclaimed.
 

 
  “Invisible friend, remember?” Juniper said, gathering Jack into her arms and standing up. The jackalope’s behavior had indeed improved; he hardly struggled at all. “This is good, though, it’s finally something we can verify. Which dryads? What kitsune?”
 

 
  “I don’t know how we can verify that part,” Fross objected. “We only know one kitsune and
  
   she’s
  
  not exactly available to ask.”
 

 
  The woman in black was frowning now, staring into the distance. After a moment, she sighed heavily. “All right, fine. I said
  
   all right!
  
  I don’t… Oh, whatever, it hardly matters now, anyway. Apple, Hawthorn, and Mimosa,” she finally answered, turning to Juniper.
 

 
  The dryad let out a low whistle. “Well. Aspen told me those there are in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Anjal grunted, scowling. “Tiraas.”
 

 
  The woman in black sighed again. “Fine, fine, on your head be it. And I am being requested to convey a message.” She turned to Gabriel. “For Vestrel. Yrsa would like her to know that things were hard for a long time, but she is doing well, now. She sends her love.”
 

 
  “Okay, what the hell was that?” Gabriel demanded after a short pause. “Vestrel is completely freaking out. And
  
   not
  
  in a good way, Milady. If that scythe were tangible on this plane
  
   you
  
  would be headless right now.”
 

 
  “I told you so,” the woman muttered, rubbing unconsciously at her neck.
 

 
  “Are we seriously calling her Milady?” Ruda snipped.
 

 
  “Well, she won’t tell us her name, and it’s as good as—” Gabriel broke off, wincing. “Yeah, you’re gonna have to explain that some more. And no more of this cagey—”
 

 
  “If I may?” Everyone turned to look at Principia, who had raised a hand. “With apologies to Vestrel, this sounds like family business. And if there’s
  
   one
  
  thing I know about family business, it’s that it is messy. We really have much more urgent things to discuss; valkyrie drama is going to have to wait for now. It sounds like what we’ve gotta do is break into an Infinite Order facility and destroy it. I’ve been in those before; this is
  
   not
  
  a small undertaking.”
 

 
  “Not destroy it,” Milady said quickly. “In fact, the opposite. The Infinite Order are using something called nanites to do what they do. I don’t know what those are, but I
  
   do
  
  know it’s a prohibited technology; the Order sealed it and even blocked records that explain them. Which means if the Rust have got them out and working, they have disabled the security in that facility. There should be an intelligent system governing it, which has to have been seriously messed with for this to have happened. If we can get to that and
  
   repair
  
  it, we may be able to completely disable them.”
 

 
  “Intelligent system,” Principia grunted. “And you say it’s broken. When an intelligence
  
   breaks,
  
  that’s called madness. I do
  
   not
  
  look forward to trying to wrangle an insane Avatar.”
 

 
  Milady’s gaze snapped to the elf. “How do
  
   you
  
  know what an Avatar is?”
 

 
  Principia grinned at her. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours, pumpkin.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Rajakhan growled. “You say we have to
  
   fix
  
  this thing. How do you propose to do this, not even knowing what’s wrong with it?”
 

 
  “That’s the hard part,” Milady admitted. “I’ve done so before, but it took days, and we have no choice but to go in blind. It is in no way going to be easy. But this is not like repairing a machine; it has more in common with…counseling. These are thinking, feeling things with personalities.”
 

 
  “I may be able to help with that,” Toby said slowly. “Though I don’t want to get anybody’s hopes up.”
 

 
  “Juniper’s help will also be invaluable,” Milady said. “She is a link to Naiya, which may help get us access. And I think Principia had better come,” she added reluctantly. “Anyone who knows
  
   anything
  
  about Infinite Order systems will be useful.”
 

 
  “Someday I’ll learn not to open my goddamn mouth,” Principia said philosophically. “Oh, who’m I kidding? No, I won’t.”
 

 
  “Before
  
   that,”
  
  Gabriel interjected, “we have to get
  
   into
  
  this place. Something tells me the Rust isn’t going to be enthused about that prospect.” He was still scowling at Milady, clearly having picked up some of Vestrel’s agitation. “How do we even find the way there?”
 

 
  “I can guide you,” said Milady. “My…counterpart has a complete map of the tunnels and mineshafts all around Puna Dara and can convey directions to me in real time. Several of them link up to the corridor the Rust have dug connecting to the old fabrication plant. There are a number of paths that avoid areas they traffic.”
 

 
  “So we need to distract them,” Anjal said, suddenly grinning. “We are already working on that. Rajakhan has been exhorting the people while
  
   I
  
  worked on the powerful; Puna Dara itself is going to turn on the Rust.”
 

 
  “If you can provide me with some disguise charms,” Principia added, “something to make my squad look like locals, I can furnish a more
  
   focused
  
  distraction. Like, outside that warehouse that they’re using for their public face. Five people who start screaming and throwing rocks can turn an angry crowd into a mob in seconds.”
 

 
  “What you are talking about,” Rajakhan grated, “is dangerous almost beyond comprehension. To
  
   everyone
  
  involved.”
 

 
  “I comprehend the danger, your Majesty,” she said seriously. “The offer stands, if you decide the risk is worthwhile. But I agree—if somebody has a better idea, that would be excellent.”
 

 
  “It’s too bad the weather’s nice,” said Fross. “The Rust’s mechanical augmentations are metal and run on electricity; rain will impede them. Maybe not much, but every little bit helps.”
 

 
  “Maybe more than a little, actually,” the King said, frowning. “We have noted, in monitoring them, that they avoid going out in storms. Most Punaji love rough weather—it was a notable pattern of behavior.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but I don’t think we can afford to wait around for a storm,” Ruda snorted. “Fross is right, the weather’s gorgeous and gonna stay like that for at least a while. We can’t afford to fuck around; every minute that
  
   thing
  
  is in the harbor, the city’s economy is hemorrhaging, to say nothing of how it’s riling up the populace. And while we’re on the subject, distracting the Rust is only
  
   part
  
  of the issue. If we’re going to be out
  
   in
  
  the harbor, the sea serpent’s a factor, too. Not to mention that
  
   it
  
  could attack the city if the Rust feel too threatened.”
 

 
  “A nice, big storm would solve that problem as well,” Fross offered. “It’s still subject to the laws of physics, even if it’s designed to withstand mag cannon fire. With the water agitated it will be unable to navigate and will have to go to the bottom to avoid getting beached. It might be forced to leave the harbor entirely.”
 

 
  “Fross,” Ruda said with strained patience, “it is not storming. It is not
  
   going
  
  to storm any time soon, and no power in creation is going to make the weather change. Trust me, that’s in Naphthene’s hands, and Naphthene does
  
   not
  
  give a shit. That is the core reality of Punaji life. Talking about storms is wishful thinking.”
 

 
  A suddenly loud twang chimed from the corner, making Principia wince.
 

 
  “So,” Teal said slowly, “a storm would temporarily neutralize the sea serpent
  
   and
  
  the cultists, and since the Punaji like harsh weather, might actually help the public move against the Rust. Do I have all that right?”
 

 
  “Teal, what did I
  
   just
  
  fucking say?” Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  Teal carefully set the sitar down and stood, adjusting her robes. “That we can’t conjure up a storm. All due respect, Ruda, but… I bet
  
   I
  
  can.”
 

 
   
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  13 – 24 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                               
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “Morning,” Jasmine said mildly as Tallie shambled into the kitchen, blinking blearily.
 

 
  “My ten-year-old self would hate me for asking this,” Tallie replied, pausing to smother a yawn, “but how come I gotta come in here after some food? Glory and Smythe both seem to
  
   love
  
  playing host. I figured there’d be something laid out in the dining room.”
 

 
  “You missed them,” Jasmine replied. She was leaning against the kitchen cabinets, idly practicing rolling a coin across the backs of her fingers; at this point she could do it as smoothly as any Guild veteran. It had been harder for her to learn to lean against things rather than standing at parade rest, and her posture still looked a bit affected. Too stiff in the shoulders to be a believable ruffian’s slouch. “Glory left first thing this morning to do some errands and check up on things—she’s got contacts to…uh, contact, both official and less so. Pretty much all of
  
   her
  
  household went along. Rasha to learn, Smythe for protection because she
  
   is
  
  still an item of interest to violent conspirators, and Ami…” she grimaced. “Actually I’m less sure about that.”
 

 
  “To shmooze,” Layla said primly. The only other person present, she was seated at the kitchen table, working on a plate upon which she had assembled slices from the bread, cheese, and summer sausage laid out. “Ami is
  
   quite
  
  the career girl, and Glory is the best opportunity she’s ever had.”
 

 
  “This morning has been an interesting experiment in who gets up when, without Style stomping through the dormitories kicking random beds,” Jasmine asked with a grin. “Ross has been through and out; Schwartz came in for some tea and I seriously think he was sleepwalking the whole time. No sign of Darius yet.”
 

 
  “An’
  
   you’re
  
  up, of course,” Tallie grumbled, shuffling over to the table and plopping herself into a seat before reaching for the sausage. “I’ve got no explanation for this one.”
 

 
  “That’s because you never listen to me,” Layla scoffed. “Little rich girl can’t
  
   possibly
  
  have anything worthwhile to say.”
 

 
  “No, no,” Tallie moaned, weakly flapping a hand at her. “No sniping till I’m properly awake. Unfair. What about that thing where all our lives’re in danger, huh? We know anything about that? The Bishops got it all squared away?”
 

 
  “I think that’s the lion’s share of what Glory went to find out,” Jasmine said more seriously, then straightened up. “The second shift of Legionnaires Syrinx called for came to relieve the others less than an hour ago. This looked like less than a half squad, so hopefully things are simmering down. I know we’re all gonna get stir crazy, but the Bishops were right; better to stay put while this is cleaned up by the professionals. I’m going to go check on the others.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” said Layla. “Ross was talking about going outside to
  
   flirt
  
  with the Legionnaires.”
 

 
  Tallie straightened up, blinking in surprise. Jasmine hesitated in the act of heading for the door, turning a wary look on Layla. “…I thought he was joking. I mean, come on. Have you ever known Ross to
  
   flirt
  
  with anybody?”
 

 
  Layla arched an eyebrow. “Have you ever known him to
  
   joke?”
  
 

 
  Jasmine stared at her for a moment, then shook her head. “Bloody hell,” she muttered, hurrying out through the dining room.
 

 
  “Are they making the troops stand outside, still?” Tallie asked blearily after swallowing a bite of sausage. “Just cos it hasn’t snowed in a week doesn’t mean it’s
  
   balmy
  
  out there.”
 

 
  “They’re troops, that’s what they do,” Layla replied with an indifferent shrug. “Those last night declined offers to come in. And rightly so; they can’t very well guard the house against intruders if they’re not watching for people to approach.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, right,” Tallie said, eyes on the sandwich she was now making of cheese and sausage folded into a slice of bread. “Gods know we can’t have those
  
   little
  
  people acting above their station.”
 

 
  Layla gazed at her in silence for a moment, then shook her head. “Tallie, I have refrained from rising to your bait because I know enough about my own social class to assume your antipathy is well earned. Let me just ask you this, though: have
  
   I,
  
  personally, ever acted toward you as if I thought you were somehow lesser than myself?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Tallie said immediately, still looking at her sandwich. “First day we met, when you showed up in that preposterous fuckin’ carriage.”
 

 
  “Fair enough. And…since?”
 

 
  Tallie slowly chewed a bite while Layla regarded her in silence. After she finished and just sat there, staring at her food for a moment, the younger girl sighed and opened her mouth to continue.
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   lady,
  
  ” Tallie said suddenly. “Look…you’re right, it’s not really fair. You’ve been okay to me, just like anyone else in our little group. But your brother goes out of his way to be as much of an oaf as a boy can; he reminds me of the roadies from the caravan growing up. You, though, you’re just so…everything I associate with people looking down their noses at me. Even when there’s no malice behind it, I can’t help…reacting.”
 

 
  “I suppose I can understand that,” Layla mused after pausing to consider. “I’m not sure it’s fair, though. I would say that Jasmine is as ladylike in her conduct as I.”
 

 
  “Jasmine isn’t a lady,” Tallie said immediately. “Truthfully…I dunno
  
   what
  
  the hell she is. She gives off some weird signals sometimes; only thing I know is she’s trying hard to fit in with us mere mortals. Maybe that’s the difference. I’ve got a category I can fit
  
   you
  
  in, fair or not, and it’s not exactly a pretty one. Jas is just Jas, in a class of her own.”
 

 
  “Well, as to that,” Layla said with a faint smile, “I’ve been disappointed, I’ll confess, at not having someone to snipe at Ami with behind her back. I love Jasmine, too, but she’s not very good at…
  
   girl
  
  things.”
 

 
  “Boy, ain’t that the truth,” Tallie replied, grinning and finally meeting her eyes. “I honestly don’t think she understands why anyone would
  
   dislike
  
  Ami.”
 

 
  “She was raised Avenist,” Layla huffed. “I half wonder if she doesn’t try to sneak glances like the boys do and is just better at hiding it.”
 

 
  “After sharing a dorm with Jas I am
  
   pretty
  
  sure she’s not into girls,” Tallie said dryly. “Anyhow, don’t you worry about dearest Ami; let her have her spotlight while she can. As my mom used to say: the bigger they are, the farther they fall.”
 

 
  Layla was unfortunately in the process of taking another bite and nearly choked, doubling over with laughter.
 

 
  “Yeah, you’re right,” Tallie said lightly, lounging back and tipping her chair up on two legs. “This
  
   is
  
  fun. Jas’d just lecture us about body-shaming a fellow woman.”
 

 
  “Give me credit for recognizing a lost cause,” Jasmine said, striding back into the room. Tallie and Layla both straightened up guiltily, but met each other’s eyes with a conspiratorial little shared smile. Jasmine, however, looked worried. “No one panic yet, but I think we have trouble.”
 

 
  Both of them instantly sobered, Tallie rising from her chair. “Is everybody okay?”
 

 
  “I haven’t made a complete sweep of the house,” Jasmine said quickly, “didn’t even get upstairs. But I
  
   did
  
  poke my nose outside, and the Legionnaires are gone. The whole squad; none of their assigned positions are attended. That is not normal procedure; they should have notified someone if they were being recalled.”
 

 
  “Did you happen to see any of the boys?” Layla asked, her eyebrows drawing together.
 

 
  Jasmine shook her head. “I wanted to warn you two something might be up; I haven’t gone looking yet.
  
   Darius
  
  is probably still asleep, but I want to make sure Ross and Schwartz are—”
 

 
  “Do you hear that?” Tallie interrupted.
 

 
  All three of them froze, listening. In the ensuing silence, the noise was plain, if faint; a rapid, almost frantic scratching sound, like claws on wood.
 

 
  Layla twisted around in her chair. “It’s coming from over there. The door!”
 

 
  She rose while the others whisked past her, both automatically falling into the rapid, silent movement drilled into them by Guild trainers. All three girls clustered around the kitchen’s back door; it had a glass panel looking out onto Glory’s walled-in garden. The glass was partially obscured by frost, but still, they could tell no one was standing outside.
 

 
  Tallie crouched, shifting her head closer to the door, then lifted her face to the others and pointed at a spot at the very bottom, where the noise was coming from. Jasmine and Layla both nodded acknowledgment; there was no lock or mechanism there that anyone would be trying to pick, which ruled out one immediately threatening possibility. The three moved silently, as if they had rehearsed the maneuver: Tallie retreated to one side where she had open space and braced her legs to spring in any direction, Layla backed across the room to cover the dining room door, and Jasmine shifted into position next to the outer door, placing her hand on the latch.
 

 
  She looked at the others, getting a nod of confirmation from each of them, before yanking it open and stepping back, ready to face whatever was there.
 

 
  A tiny red blur zipped into the kitchen, going straight for Jasmine’s leg, and scaled her in seconds while her poised stance dissolved into hopping and flailing. Not until the passenger arrived on her shoulder, reaching up to grab her ear with tiny paws, did she stop after finally getting a good look.
 

 
  
   “Meesie?”
  
 

 
  
  
  The little elemental squealed frantically, hopping up and down on Jasmine’s shoulder and tugging at her face.
 

 
  “What’s she
  
   doing?”
  
  Tallie exclaimed. “I’ve never seen her act like that before. Course, I haven’t spent a
  
   lot
  
  of time—”
 

 
  “Tallie,” Layla interrupted, stepping forward, “think. This can only mean one thing.”
 

 
  Tallie’s eyes widened and the color drained from her cheeks, but it was Jasmine who spoke, accompanied by Meesie’s plaintive little wail.
 

 
  “They’ve got Schwartz.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By popular demand, Maureen had wheeled the device out of its housing to work on it; she had only a short break between classes, but between inspiration having struck after seeing the vehicle in action last night and the attention she was getting, she had found a pretext to roll it out and make a few adjustments. There was a much bigger audience than usual, a dozen students having wandered over to admire the machine and its creator.
 

 
  “But it even looks like a wasp,” Hildred was saying animatedly. “Look how it’s body’s all round, there, and that narrow bit at the end fer the stinger!”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  suggested calling it the Hornet,” Chase said grandiloquently. “It even makes a sound like an enormous buzz when it’s in motion! But Miss Buzz-
  
   kill
  
  here pooh-poohed that idea.”
 

 
  “You lot an’ yer chapbook fantasies,” Maureen grunted, swinging the access panel closed and wriggling out from under the machine. Its rear hover charm was online, holding it off the ground, but the motive enchantments had been disconnected while she made adjustments; now, she re-engaged the controls. It did not hum to life, which would require an extra step, and there was no use in wasting the power crystals anyway. “Wasp this an’ hornet that, tryin’ ta make my girl inta somethin’
  
   fierce
  
  an’ mean. She’s not a weapon, okay?” Slowly, she stepped along the length of the vehicle, trailing her fingertips affectionately over its curved lines. “Maybe yer onta somethin’ with that insect talk, though. She’s efficient, beautiful, an’ a hard worker. My little Honeybee.”
 

 
  Chase clapped a hand over his eyes. “Oh, come
  
   on.
  
  That has
  
   got
  
  to be the most—”
 

 
  “Chase Masterson.”
 

 
  Most of the assembled students shied backward, some with exclamations of startlement, at the appearance of a craggy-faced, balding man in a long black coat right in their midst. At being addressed, Chase whirled to stare at him, and then blinked.
 

 
  “Oh. Well,
  
   hi
  
  there,” he said, nonplussed. “You know, I realize technically Hands are supposed to represent the Emperor in a personal capacity, but nobody’s ever told me the right formal address. Is it your Majesty? Cos that just seems disrespectful to the actual—”
 

 
  The Hand of the Emperor smoothly drew a wand from his pocket and shot him, twice, point blank.
 

 
  The students surged back further, most of them shouting now; two divine shields and one blue arcane one flared into being, and Iris thrust a hand into the pocket of her dress. All of them immediately froze, however, staring.
 

 
  Chase was unharmed; both lightning bolts had sparked fruitlessly against a glowing orange spell circle which had flashed into being—standing vertically, midair, unlike any such circle they had ever seen—between him and the Hand. It faded instantly from sight, but too late to avoid being observed.
 

 
  “What the—” Hildred swallowed heavily. “I’ve never seen
  
   anything
  
  like that.”
 

 
  
   “I have.”
  
  Iris’s upper lip had drawn back in an animal snarl, and she withdrew a clenched fist from her pocket, trailing a faintly luminous green dust. Her glare, though, was fixed on Chase, not on the wand-toting Hand.
 

 
  “There is a lesson here for you, students,” the Hand said flatly, also staring at Chase with his weapon still at the ready. “In how quick and easy it is to do what Arachne Tellwyrn has
  
   failed
  
  to for two months. Masterson, among the Sleeper’s offenses for which you can be held responsible is the assault of duly appointed ambassadors from Tar’naris, an allied power. That does not necessarily but
  
   can
  
  carry a charge of high treason, at the officiating Magistrate’s discretion. I can assure you, young man, the Grand Magistrate in charge of your case
  
   will
  
  find it appropriate to charge you with the capital crime.”
 

 
  “We can save them the trouble!” Iris snarled, and Szith pounced bodily on her, wrapping both arms around her roommate to inhibit her from throwing her handful of now-smoking dust.
 

 
  “Stop,” the drow hissed. “If you assault a Hand of the Emperor, even inadvertently,
  
   that
  
  is
  
   also
  
  a capital offense!”
 

 
  “Heed her,” the Hand advised, glancing at Iris. “Once again, Ms. An’sadarr, you demonstrate why your people are such valued allies.”
 

 
  “You didn’t do it
  
   this
  
  way just to
  
   lecture
  
  me, though,” Chase said thoughtfully. Incongruously, he was wearing a fascinated smile, as though an intriguing puzzle were unraveling right before his eyes. “No, this doesn’t make sense at all. This isn’t about little ol’
  
   me,
  
  is it?”
 

 
  “Inspector Fedora offered you a position with Imperial Intelligence,” the Hand said to him, ignoring the increasingly angry mutters of the students, who had started to press closer around them. “He is no longer in a position to make such offers, but
  
   I
  
  am. Your stupidity has terminated your life as a free agent, Masterson, but you do have better options left than the headsman. The Empire has made use of nastier pieces of work than
  
   you,
  
  by far.”
 

 
  “You can’t be serious!” Gilbert Moss shouted, trying to shove forward and rebounding fruitlessly off Anoia’s divine shield.
 

 
  “Oh, I see,” Chase mused, grinning broadly now. “And if I’d rather not be an Imperial lackey?”
 

 
  “Your anonymity was your only shield, you little fool,” the Hand said curtly. “Tellwyrn can demolish you in a heartbeat, once she knows who to attack. So can the Empire. Serve, or die.
  
   Unlike
  
  Tellwyrn, we always have a plan in place before acting. Report to Tiraas, and you will be immediately found and given instructions. Or try to run. It will be a short hunt.” He looked pointedly at Iris, who had stopped struggling with Szith to glare pure hatred at them both. “I’d think
  
   quickly,
  
  if I were you.”
 

 
  And then the Hand was simply gone, as if he’d never stood there.
 

 
  Chase cleared his throat, putting on a bashful expression and shrugging. “Well! This is awkw—”
 

 
  With a unified roar, they surged in on him, so fast he barely managed to shadow-jump away.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The docks were, if anything, more crowded than usual, though a great deal less busy. Many of the citizens of Puna Dara were clustered along the wharves, muttering and staring out at the great serpent still making slow laps around the center of the harbor. Most of the activities at which they would normally be busy had been suspended.
 

 
  Being Punaji, there were a few risk-takers among them, and several boats had attempted to launch throughout the day. No one had actually been attacked, yet, because even those reckless souls had had the sense to head back to the docks once the serpent broke off its aimless patrol to move slowly in their direction. So far, no ships had been launched, and a handful of royal privateers who had been outside the harbor when the serpent appeared were maintaining position beyond the lighthouses, warning approaching vessels away.
 

 
  The people watched their livelihoods slowly wither while the monstrosity lurked, and their mumbling grew increasingly angry. Notably, no Rust cultists had dared show their faces near the wharves today. The dockside warehouse where they made their public home, usually open to all, was buttoned up tight and had been since well before dawn.
 

 
  Near midmorning, a cry went up on the docks, engendering at first some confusion and then more shouts as people pointed; most of the onlookers, expecting the source of trouble to come from out in the harbor, looked the wrong way initially and had to be directed toward the sky.
 

 
  She descended slowly on broad wings of pure flame. Vadrieny made a pass over the docks, then circled around and swung in lower, executing another sweep before gliding in a third time, this time clearly making to land. It was an approach obviously designed to make her intentions clear and give people the chance to get out of the way, which they did. She set down gently, pumping her wings and creating a rush of warm air over the onlookers who pressed back from her, before settling lightly to the dock. As soon as she had landed, the flame and overlarge claws withdrew, leaving behind only a girl in deep red Narisian robes, her brown hair in an oddly shaggy style as if it had been cut short and then left to grow out for a few weeks.
 

 
  She had set down near the southern end of the shallow arc of the docks, on a pier at which only local fishing boats were tied up. Teal turned in a slow circle, taking in the muttering crowds, the beast in the harbor, and the surrounding geography, and then set out inland. She strode off the pier and onto the solid ground of the city, making straight for an open-fronted fishmonger’s shack.
 

 
  “Good morning,” she said politely to the wary-looking old man seated behind the counter.
 

 
  “You too,” he said slowly. “So, uh…that fiery bit, there. What’s that about?”
 

 
  She hesitated before answering. “That was the archdemon Vadrieny. Last surviving daughter of Elilial.”
 

 
  “And…she’s gone, now?”
 

 
  “No,” Teal said evenly, touching the Talisman of Absolution pinned to the front of her robes. “Still here.”
 

 
  “Mm.” He grimaced. “Daughter of Elilial, that’s exactly what we need right now. You can’t go pick on somebody else? Puna Dara’s got
  
   enough
  
  problems.” His eyes cut past her; he had a perfect view, between the wharves, of the augmented sea serpent moving along its slow, endless sweep.
 

 
  “Actually,” she said, “we’re here to do something
  
   about
  
  that. I guess business must be pretty slow today, huh?”
 

 
  “That your idea of a joke?” the fishmonger demanded.
 

 
  “No, sir,” she replied, her tone polite. “I’m hoping you’ll be willing to part with a whole barrel of chum. I figure it won’t be much of a hardship if nobody’s fishing today.”
 

 
  For a moment, the man just stared at her. “You’re…going to get rid of the beast…with a barrel of chum.”
 

 
  Some of the onlookers had drawn closer; the people of Puna Dara were not as easily intimidated as the average run of civilians, and with Vadrieny not actually in evidence several dozen were emboldened enough to have stepped within earshot by that point.
 

 
  “Well, there are steps involved,” Teal explained. “Dealing with the serpent may take time, but we can force it down from the surface
  
   and
  
  neutralize the Rust cultists who summoned it, at least temporarily, by bringing on a storm.”
 

 
  More muttering began, on all sides. Teal ignored this, smiling calmly at the fishmonger. He, for his part, just stared.
 

 
  “You want,” he said at last, “to cause a storm. With a barrel of
  
   chum.”
  
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “…kid, I get the impression you’re new in town.”
 

 
  “What gave me away?” she asked with a faint smile. “Is it the accent?”
 

 
  He shook his head. “You don’t
  
   cause
  
  storms. They just come. Naphthene does what Naphthene wants, and the storm cares not. Welcome to Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “How about this?” Teal pulled a wallet from one of the pockets of her robe and began flicking through its contents; it was a thin thing, containing only paper money. “Sell me a barrel of chum, and if this doesn’t work out, you’ll have done some business and got to see the last daughter of Elilial look foolish. Win/win, isn’t it?”
 

 
  She produced the smallest denomination of bank note she had and held it up, smiling.
 

 
  He stared at her for another two heartbeats before turning his eyes to the note. It was for twenty Imperial decabloons—the better part of a year’s take at his little bait shack.
 

 
  “Lady,” the fishmonger said in mounting exasperation, “I do
  
   not
  
  have change for that.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry about it.” Teal set the note down on his counter. “Share with your neighbors, help offset the lost business from that creature. So, my chum?”
 

 
  The man looked truly flummoxed, but with a sigh, he carefully picked up the bank note—gingerly, as if holding the most valuable object he had ever touched, which was possibly the case. “Just so you know, all sales here are final.”
 

 
  “Of course.”
 

 
  “…right. So…chum’s right here. I’ll just…uh, you want some help carrying this to…wherever? I can call my son over…”
 

 
  “That’s quite all right. May I?”
 

 
  At her polite request, he shrugged, then lifted the hinged board separating his counter from the street. Teal stepped behind, gripped the edges of the open barrel he indicated, and picked it up without effort.
 

 
  The barrel stood as high as her waist and was filled to within inches of the top with fish guts and other effluvia, kept behind the counter to discourage seagulls. Teal appeared as unbothered by the smell as she was by the weight, which a strong man would have been hard-pressed to hoist alone. She held it carefully at arm’s length, away from the front of her robes.
 

 
  “Thanks,” she said lightly, trundling back out onto the street bordering the wharves. “Pleasure doing business. Now, if I’m not mistaken, I think I saw a little shrine to Naphthene just up that way as we were gliding in. Is that right?”
 

 
  His eyes widened. “You’re
  
   not
  
  thinking of…”
 

 
  “You can come watch, if you want,” she said, turning and setting off down the docks.
 

 
  Her gait was a little awkward, holding the barrel out in front of herself, but she moved at an average walking pace, which gave the ever-growing crowd plenty of time to get out of her way. Those who hadn’t been close enough to observe the exchange at the bait shack were warned off by the smell as a barrel of half-rotten fish parts made its way along the wharves. Even as they cleared a path, however, the locals followed along, muttering in increasing curiosity over what this clearly possessed, oddly polite foreigner was up to.
 

 
  Not too far distant from the bait stand, there was indeed a small shrine to Naphthene built adjacent to the water, between two piers. It was a simple thing, the goddess of the sea having no formal cult, just a waist-high circular base of stones, mostly filled with rounded pebbles from the harbor or nearby beaches. A single large, rounded rock stood upright from the middle of it, carved with the trident sigil of Naphthene and turned to face out to sea. Around it, atop the sea stones which made its nest, had been laid a thick melange of shells, fish hooks, coins, and little trinkets, offerings of appreciation and supplication, which were universally ignored—but still offered. Naphthene did not answer prayers, but she was sometimes known to punish the lack of them. It was not visible from the docks, but there would be a pile of similar little treasures in the water directly under the shrine. When the space in the shrine itself became too full, its offerings would be tipped into the sea. No one in this city dared pilfer from the fickle goddess.
 

 
  Teal approached this directly, and the crowd’s muttering became more urgent as they perceived her intent; most of them began backing away more expeditiously, eager not to be within range of whatever was about to happen.
 

 
  “Lady,
  
   no,”
  
  a young boy exclaimed, waving to get her attention. “The goddess cursed the whole royal family cos a prince
  
   pissed
  
  on one of those shrines! An’ that was by
  
   accident!”
  
 

 
  Still holding the reeking barrel, Teal paused and turned to give him a calm smile of acknowledgment.
 

 
  “I,” she said with a faint edge to her tone, “am not a prince.”
 

 
  Then she effortlessly lifted the barrel, tipped it up, and dumped its entire load of rotting filth over and into the sea goddess’s shrine.
 

 
  Fish entrails and old pieces no longer fit for human consumption poured down in a rank slurry, quickly filling the space inside the shrine and spilling over it to splatter on the ground. People began turning to flee outright—some, at least. Others gazed on, wide-eyed, apparently unable to tear themselves away from what was sure to be a spectacle.
 

 
  Immediately, a ripple appeared in the harbor, halfway out to where the serpent lurked, and shot toward the shrine as if something just beneath the surface were heading landward at an incredible speed. At the sight of this, more of the onlookers fled, and even the most stubborn judiciously backed away from the edge of the water.
 

 
  The surge hit the shore, and erupted in a veritable geyser, blasting the shrine and Teal hard enough to bowl anyone over and sweep them out to sea. Indeed, several of those closest lost their footing in the backwash that rushed back into the harbor, and nobody within earshot avoided getting soaked. Fortunately, no one was sucked out into the ocean. The only one standing close enough to the sea goddess’s little slap had been its target, Teal.
 

 
  But when the water receded, Teal was gone; Vadrieny stood there, clawed hands braced on the edges of the shrine, talons sunk right into the stone of the harbor wall below for purchase. Her blazing wings and hair hissed, water rapidly burning away to steam and dissipating in the moist air.
 

 
  Flaring her wings outward, Vadrieny released her hold and hopped up, landing nimbly with her talons on the edges of the shrine. It had been blasted clean by the spray, fish guts and offerings both swept away to leave only stone. While the drenched onlookers stared in horror, the daughter of Elilial deliberately raised one clawed foot and slammed it down, crushing the central rock and obliterating the sigil of Naphthene.
 

 
  Vadrieny sank her claws into the stone with a crunch, leaned forward to glare out to sea, spread her wings and arms wide—claws fully extended in an obvious threat—and screamed, jaws stretching wider than a human mouth was physically meant to open, baring her full complement of fangs. The unearthly howl blasted forth with enough physical force to make the water ripple back from the destroyed shrine; everyone nearby clapped hands over their ears, many crying out in protest. They were unheard, of course. Nothing was heard except the roar of a challenge from the infernal demigoddess.
 

 
  In the distance, the entire horizon turned black.
 

 
  The ocean itself changed color, and began to heave; white foam appeared, accompanying a sudden rise of wind whistling straight ashore. The sky itself thickened, thunderheads appearing seemingly from nowhere and spreading out from that ominous line of clouds. Already flickers of lightning appeared along the leading edge of the storm, flashing nearly constantly, though it was still too far out to sea for the thunder to be audible.
 

 
  Still, but not for long.
 

 
  Vadrieny turned and hopped down from the wrecked shrine, putting her back contemptuously to the storm. Immediately, lightning snapped out of the still-clear sky overhead, arcing into the harbor and sending a crack of thunder booming across Puna Dara, a herald of the tempest rapidly on its way. The archdemon did not even flinch.
 

 
  “I suggest you all get ready,” she said over the rising howl of the wind. “It’s coming fast.”
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  “Too quiet,” Vex murmured, ignoring or not seeing the annoyed glances both Bishops gave him.
 

 
  Cliche aside, he was correct. This was just a cargo warehouse attached to the zeppelin docks; it wouldn’t have been bustling when not actively in use. Still, it was nominally a military facility, and the complete lack of guards wasn’t right.
 

 
  Vex gestured, and the five men and women in plain clothes accompanying him immediately scattered into the surrounding outbuildings. Basra started to follow one, but Darling grabbed her by the shoulder. From the look she shot him, he thought for a moment she was going to go for her sword, but in the next instant she had gone still again, turning to stare intently at the warehouse where their trap was supposed to have been laid.
 

 
  
   Supposed
  
  was the word of the day. All this would have been over before midnight, had anything gone according to plan, and yet here it was pushing mid-morning and the three of them were still chasing their tails all over the city—and now, beyond it. They were in the fortified town across the bridge from Tiraas on the eastern edge of the canyon, still legally part of the capital, but to Darling at least this didn’t feel like his city.
 

 
  They were all running on static at this point. Even Vex’s unflappable demeanor was starting to fray. Despite Darling’s concern, Basra hadn’t caused any problems since being separated from High Commander Rouvad hours ago; as she grew more exhausted, she grew more focused, until by this point she seemed to see only whatever obstacle was right in front of her with no context. That had several times raised difficulties, but at least was easier to manage than Darling had feared. He had seen her cooped up for days with people she didn’t like; seeing her run ragged wasn’t nearly as bad.
 

 
  “What were you expecting to find?” Darling asked quietly.
 

 
  “Having the storage facility’s usual personnel cleared out was part of the plan,” Vex replied, staring fixedly at the warehouse. Oddly, when he actually was tired, he didn’t put on his usual sleepy expression. “We coaxed no less than twenty disaffected Imperial personnel here, most of them military, five magic-users; last thing we want is dockworkers and admins caught in some kind of crossfire.
  
   But,
  
  if my agents had secured the targets as planned, one would have met us. There are signals they should have placed if that was not possible, and none are displayed. I sent four of my best here, and something’s happened to them.”
 

 
  “Four,” Basra said curtly, “against twenty.”
 

 
  “Four of
  
   mine,”
  
  he retorted. “Ordinarily that should have been plenty.”
 

 
  One of Vex’s spies suddenly re-emerged from a gap between the warehouse and the fortress wall, crossing to them with long strides.
 

 
  “No sign of the targets,” he reported without preamble. “Four people are inside the warehouse, tied to chairs, bags over their heads. I observed one moving. Two in Army uniform, no way to confirm identities.”
 

 
  “That
  
   screams
  
  trap,” Basra said.
 

 
  Vex glanced at her but spoke to his agent. “Any sign that
  
   our
  
  trap went off, Marshal?”
 

 
  “No telling, sir. The gas leaves no visible traces, and our people would have concealed the tanks.”
 

 
  The spymaster drew in a breath and let it out through his nose. “If the traitors were deft enough to thwart our agents, Syrinx is right; their best move would have been to use them as bait and lure us into our own trap. All right, you know the protocol. Go in and get them out, but sweeping for triggers the whole way. I don’t want anybody else caught in this cock-up.”
 

 
  The man nodded once, turned, and strode back in the direction whence he had come.
 

 
  “So…we just
  
   wait?”
  
  Basra demanded irritably.
 

 
  “Intelligence work is a lot like soldiering,” Vex replied, “at least insofar as it involves a lot of tedious standing around.”
 

 
  Another of his agents reappeared, this time from behind them.
 

 
  “Sir, there’s an additional situation,” she reported. “None of the zeppelin dock’s personnel are present; our plan didn’t involve removing
  
   them.
  
  The command tower is locked and seems to have been barricaded from the inside.”
 

 
  Vex’s eyes narrowed, then darted back and forth rapidly as if he were studying equations no one else could see.
 

 
  “Avelea,” he said suddenly. “How many zeps should be at this dock?”
 

 
  “Just the stanbys, sir,” Nora Avelea replied. The only agent Vex had kept by his side, she had been the soul of professionalism apart from being notably frosty to Darling. Well aware of her issues with the Guild, he had opted not to make a thing of it. “Almost the whole fleet is deployed right now, between the mission to Shengdu and flood relief in Thakar. This dock should only have two staffships and two troop transports at the ready.”
 

 
  Vex nodded to her, glanced once at the Bishops, then turned and strode away. Basra immediately followed, Darling coming along after only a momentary hesitation. Avelea fell into step behind him, slipping a hand into her pocket in a gesture he was certain she’d meant him to observe.
 

 
  “What are we doing?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  “Taking a quick headcount,” Vex said cryptically. He was leading them toward the nearest stairs that led to the fortress wall, which in this case meant a corner turret that housed a mag cannon emplacement. Darling noted the lack of soldiers on patrol, which was
  
   not
  
  right, before they passed into the tower stairwell. The four of them climbed quickly but in silence, apart from Basra’s barely-audible muttering.
 

 
  Even she fell silent when they emerged onto the artillery platform overlooking the actual zeppelin docks.
 

 
  Both staffships were tied up to the tower dock, high enough that they could see the weapons bristling from their undercarriages below the gas capsules. Proper mag cannons were far too powerful to mount on an airship; firing one would send the vessel into an uncontrollable spin. An Imperial staff ship had a bomb bay, four grenade launchers, and eighteen staff emplacements, the latter weapons augmented for range and power beyond that of the average battlestaff, which was about the most that could be used from a lighter-than-air vehicle. There was no sign of any personnel in the tower or aboard the ships, either.
 

 
  And there was a single, much larger troop transport moored at the lower docks.
 

 
  “They stole,” Basra said incredulously, “a
  
   zeppelin?
  
  Vex, you can
  
   track
  
  those, right?”
 

 
  “They carry locator charms, obviously,” he replied, staring down at the docks. “To pull this off they’d have needed the aid of zeppelin personnel, who would know where to find those and how to disable them. What we
  
   cannot
  
  yet do, though, is render them invisible, so wherever they went, they’ll have been seen. Damn it, I’ll have to return to headquarters to get the reports I need to follow up on this… Antonio, suppose this were a job you were running. You’re fleeing in an airship. What’s your next move?”
 

 
  “Well,” Darling said, leaning against the parapet and frowning at the lone remaining transport, “step one would be to throw the assclown whose idea that was
  
   off
  
  the damn airship. A zeppelin is the
  
   worst
  
  possible choice of getaway vehicle. They aren’t fast, agile,
  
   or
  
  stealthy. You can’t even have a fall guy head in one direction with it while the rest go in another, since you can’t board or disembark from it without landing the whole thing.”
 

 
  “Parachutes,” Basra pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes,” Vex said, stroking his chin. “They
  
   could
  
  jump, leave it adrift, and scatter into the countryside…if all they want is to get away. But if they’re going somewhere in
  
   particular…”
  
 

 
  Abruptly, he turned and strode back to the stairs.
 

 
  
   “Where
  
  would they go?” Basra demanded, again following.
 

 
  “They have no safe havens,” Vex said as they descended. “Twenty troopers, even with a few casters among them, aren’t a match for any significant military emplacements. Even most
  
   House
  
  guards could repel them. It’s enough to intervene effectively in an already-upset situation, though, if they do it right. If these are going for one of Justinian’s projects… It’ll be Puna Dara or Last Rock.”
 

 
  
   “Last Rock?”
  
  Darling exclaimed.
 

 
  “Justinian is throwing these people under the carriage, remember,” Basra added.
 

 
  As they emerged into the courtyard again, Vex cast a cool glance over them. This was a tense moment; ostensibly, the two of them worked
  
   for
  
  the Archpope in this regard. But both of them knew the broad strokes of what was really going on, and Vex had to know they knew. The question was what Vex knew about their actual loyalties.
 

 
  Hell, even Darling didn’t know Basra’s actual loyalties, if she truly had any, and he knew that his own vagueness on the subject was a sore point with the Imperial government.
 

 
  “Sending them into a battle would be a
  
   very
  
  convenient way of getting rid of them,” Vex said suddenly, breaking the tense silence, “and potentially a way to tip the balance of one in the process. Justinian rarely does anything with only one purpose. I can’t
  
   prove
  
  he’s behind the unfolding situations in either place, of course, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know damn well he is. And he knows I know, and so on, endlessly. We need to get back to the capital. Avelea, I’m leaving you in charge of this operation.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  “I have to find out where that damn zeppelin went,” Vex said to the Bishops, already striding back toward the fortress entrance with them moving to flank him while Marshal Avelea peeled off to intercept two more Intelligence agents coming to report. “Antonio, can you wrangle the Church end of this?”
 

 
  “What’s to wrangle? At last check-in, that was going well, Sisterhood aside.”
 

 
  Basra made a sound like a cranky rattlesnake.
 

 
  “That is my concern,” Vex replied, “and why I need Bishop Syrinx elsewhere. Will the Huntsmen
  
   listen
  
  to you, if you need to give orders?”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Darling said. “If not, they’ll listen to Andros Varanus, and
  
   he’ll
  
  listen to me.”
 

 
  “Good enough, I suppose,” the spymaster grunted.
 

 
  “And what is it you want from
  
   me,
  
  now?” Basra demanded.
 

 
  This touched painfully on the reason the night’s operation had gone so poorly. On the Church’s end, only the cults of Eserion and Shaath had been confirmed clean of conspirators, and as both cultivated physical prowess as a matter of course, they were being used to corral targets from the other cults. Most of the cult leaders had signed on for this, but upon learning of this development, High Commander Rouvad had abruptly reversed course and dug her heels in. She remained adamant that no Sister of Avei, traitorous or not, would be placed in the custody of Huntsmen or Guild enforcers. In the end, Darling had had to steer Basra out of the Commander’s office before she could complicate the situation further by getting herself excommunicated.
 

 
  “The Sisterhood is close to the military,” Vex said. “We already suspect that’s how
  
   these
  
  have kept a step ahead of us all night; until Rouvad manages to clean house, the Silver Legions are compromised. We know of
  
   one
  
  existing conspiracy target which you sent trusted soldiers to protect last night, but that was when we thought all of this would be wrapped up by now. Your Grace, did you make arrangements to have those soldiers relieved by other,
  
   also
  
  specifically
  
  
  trusted troops, or to remain at their post past time for a shift change? Because otherwise, Legion protocol…”
 

 
  
   “Shit!”
  
  Basra hissed. “If they’ve still got enough women in the Legions they’d have gone
  
   right
  
  for…”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Vex said grimly.
 

 
  “How could
  
   that
  
  still be a priority of theirs?” Darling asked skeptically.
 

 
  “Tamisin Sharvineh’s personal security has foiled no less than
  
   nine
  
  assassination attempts since she moved into that house,” Vex replied. “These conspirators penetrated it—and then took out Carruthers Treadwell, who knew nothing damaging that my people hadn’t already uncovered, thus gaining nothing and adding murder to the charges against them. They’ve now stolen an Imperial zeppelin, which is an incredible feat of skullduggery and a damned stupid thing to do given how little they can
  
   do
  
  with that vehicle. These people have no overarching
  
   strategy
  
  , Antonio, or at best a laughably bad one, but they are
  
   devastatingly
  
  effective in their individual tactics. Attacking your apprentices again is foolish, pointless…”
 

 
  “And entirely in character,” Basra finished, curling her lip. “Trissiny Avelea’s in that group. The greatest
  
   risk
  
  is an outcome that will let valuable witnesses or dangerous agents slip away. The girl’s improving under the Guild’s tutelage but she is not capable of containing this. Not yet.”
 

 
  “Bloody hell,” Darling muttered. “Right then, I’ll head to the Church to coordinate. Quentin, you’ll have to check with your people… And Bas, I suppose all you can do is make for Sharvineh’s place and hope they’re still there.”
 

 
  “If they’re not,” she said flatly, “it’ll mean those idiots have harmed one of my paladin’s little friends. In which case I’ll just have to follow the smoke and bloodstains.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The sound cut through the noise of the increasingly agitated city, the rush of air over her wings, and even the gathering fury of the oncoming storm. It was both sweet and vile, a sound that was not quite a sound—something that Vadrieny knew, though she couldn’t recall how, was meant for her alone.
 

 
  She was soaring above Puna Dara, and had been on her way back to the palace, when it appeared in the air all around. Now, she changed course, unconsciously zeroing in on the source of the high, thin noise. That, by itself, was bizarre; she had never been able to do that before. For a moment, she hesitated. In part to reassure herself that she could, and indeed, the sound had no hold over her; she swooped back toward the harbor, and immediately was blasted off course by a burst of wind that was very likely not a coincidence. The wind was the irate sea goddess’s doing, though; the sound was something else entirely. It was not coming from the sea.
 

 
  It tugged at her, though, and she decided to investigate. If nothing else, this sudden intervention at this of all times demanded some kind of response.
 

 
  Following it was as easy as falling; it was as if the noise left a trail through the air, like a scent to a bloodhound. Vadrieny swooped toward a flat roof in Puna Dara’s market district. Even through the rain starting to fill the air, she clearly saw a figure standing there alone, wearing a white suit.
 

 
  And holding up a bell wrought from black metal.
 

 
  She arced high overhead, then abruptly plummeted down, spreading her wings at the last moment to slow herself and land with a solid
  
   thump,
  
  but not enough force to crash through.
 

 
  “You have
  
   some
  
  nerve,” the archdemon snarled.
 

 
  “Me?” Embras Mogul lowered his peculiar bell, putting on a wounded expression.
  
   “I
  
  have some nerve? One of us just spat in a goddess’s eye, young lady, and it wasn’t me. That was an impressive move, incidentally, trapping Naphthene in her own nature. She doesn’t dare invite the Dark Lady’s personal fury by striking you directly, not standing apart from the Pantheon as she does, but she also cannot ignore a challenge that direct.
  
   Very
  
  clever. Which, of course, is how I know it was
  
   Teal’s
  
  idea.”
 

 
  “What do you want?” she snapped. “I am
  
   busy
  
  and have nothing to say to
  
   you
  
  unless you want to discuss your betrayal in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  “I’ve never betrayed you in Veilgrad or anywhere else, you little thug,” the warlock replied, his smile abruptly vanishing. “I saved your friends’ lives by keeping them away from those chaos freaks. Furthermore, you know this quite well, and these histrionics are unworthy of you. Let me explain some things to you, Vadrieny. Your mother’s orders are that you be kept
  
   out
  
  of the events unfolding in the world, now that you don’t have your sisters’ protection. It’s not in my power to
  
   keep
  
  you out, but I am certainly barred from drawing you in. More to the point,
  
   you
  
  are the absolute last creature I want mucking around in my carefully laid plans. You’ve never been anything but a flying ball of brute force. How much esteem do you think the cult of the goddess of
  
   cunning
  
  ever had for you?” He actually took an aggressive step toward her, tilting his head up to glare at he from beneath the brim of his omnipresent hat, which somehow remained firmly attached to his bald head despite the gathering gale. “Would you like to learn how many of your
  
   sisters
  
  tried to arrange for your demise, hmm? Lucky for
  
   you,
  
  Azradeh had a soft spot for you from the beginning, and she was by far the smartest of the lot, which is saying something. I bet you can guess who the
  
   least
  
  clever was.”
 

 
  “Are you serious?” she said incredulously, too astonished to be hurt. “You called me down here, in the middle of all
  
   this,
  
  just to
  
   insult
  
  me?”
 

 
  “I am making a point,” he retorted. “You think everything I do is calculated to manipulate you toward my own ends, because you’ve absorbed the Church’s paranoia about your mother’s own cult. Look at it from my point of view, Vadrieny. If you were me, would
  
   you
  
  want you to…” He curled his lip. “…help?”
 

 
  “I wonder,” she said, stepping toward him, “if I took your head off, would that finally prompt my mother to
  
   speak
  
  to me? It’s beginning to sound increasingly worth trying. She has some things I want
  
   explained.”
  
 

 
  “You’ll do nothing of the kind and you know it,” he snorted. “Teal could never bear that. I called you here, Vadrieny, because somebody wants a word with you. Somebody who means you no good. I have decided to make it easier for him to find you explicitly so that I can supervise this conversation—not because I have nothing better to be doing right now, but because your mother wants you looked after to the best of our ability.”
 

 
  “Who are you talking about?” she demanded.
 

 
  His eyes cut past her shoulder, beneath the fiery arch of her wing, and he nodded once.
 

 
  She whirled to find herself facing a wood elf wearing a pinstriped suit and an insolent grin, who had definitely
  
   not
  
  been there when she approached from above. His blonde hair was slicked back in a style that popular fiction associated with sleazy salesmen and Thieves’ Guild enforcers; whatever held it in place was apparently more than a match for the wind howling in off the sea.
 

 
  “Top of the morning to ya!” the elf said with ebullient cheer. “I just caught the tail end of that, but
  
   damn
  
  am I impressed! And not a little bit envious, I don’t mind admitting. Flipping off an actual deity is still on my to-do list. If I may be forgiven for presuming, I bet your mom is
  
   damn
  
  proud of you, missy.”
 

 
  Vadrieny narrowed her eyes, then half-turned her head to speak over her shoulder.
 

 
  “What, exactly, is
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  “Calls himself the Jackal,” Mogul said disdainfully. “Murder for hire. Good at what he does and good for absolutely nothing else.”
 

 
  
   “Somebody’s
  
  in a spiteful mood today,” the assassin said with a wink. “But anyway, Miss Vadrieny, I won’t take up too much of your time—I am here on behalf of my current long-term employer to deliver a message.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I want to hear—”
 

 
  “Chase Masterson has been outed as the Sleeper,” he said, raising his voice slightly over both her protest and the howl of the wind, and Vadrieny immediately fell silent, flexing her claws. “But wait, it gets better! He has
  
   also
  
  been recruited by the Imperial government and directed to Tiraas. Furthermore, your dear Professor Tellwyrn is on her way to
  
   kill
  
  his ass. If she gets to him first…no justice, and no cure for the sleeping curse.”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Vadrieny snapped. “Professor Tellwyrn would never do something so—”
 

 
  His howl of derisive laughter tore through the wind. “Are you
  
   serious?
  
  Tellwyrn would never do something so…what? Reckless? Destructive? Selfish? Thoughtless? That is her entire
  
   three-thousand-year
  
  resume! Sure, she’s made a good show of acting like a civilized person the last few decades—more’s the pity, she used to be
  
   fun—
  
  but this is bigger than you, Masterson, or even her. People are pulling strings who know exactly what strings to pull and exactly how hard, and trust me, it’s not all
  
   that
  
  hard to make a creature like Tellwyrn revert to form. But hey, maybe you’re right! Maybe it’s all under control. Maybe you aren’t the only one who can get to Masterson first, deliver him to Narisian justice and secure the remedy for your lover. Excuse me, wife. Felicitations, by the way, sorry I missed the reception.”
 

 
  “I don’t mind people trying to manipulate me,” Vadrieny snarled, “but being this
  
   blunt
  
  about it is just insulting my intelligence.”
 

 
  “Lemme just draw a distinction there,” the Jackal said, holding up one finger. “I am acting on the orders of my employer, whom I do not like and about whose agenda I do not give one single fuck. In fact, I think it’d be smashing if he
  
   doesn’t
  
  get what he wants, for a change, so I’m gonna go ahead and offer you a little insight. Yes, he
  
   is
  
  trying to manipulate you, and not just you. Like I said, Tellwyrn’s strings are being yanked as well. Shit’s going down in both Puna Dara and Last Rock right now, and the guy holding
  
   my
  
  leash would prefer that it stay good and messy in both spots for a while longer.
  
   That
  
  means sending a wild goose to Tiraas that you and Tellwyrn can’t help chasing after: the Sleeper. You two are the most physically dangerous players in each location and getting you both out of the way is a means of making life harder for your various allies and prolonging the conflict.”
 

 
  “Generous of you to be so…helpful,” Mogul said in a tone almost dry as the sky had been an hour ago.
 

 
  “Let’s just say,” the Jackal drawled, “there are changes in the wind. I may be bound to…what’s his name…for
  
   now,
  
  but eventually he
  
   will
  
  go down. They all do, in the end. I wouldn’t mind if it’s remembered, at that time, that I am
  
   not
  
  his obedient lapdog.”
 

 
  Vadrieny shifted sideways and stepped back, to keep both of them in view, but cocked her head slightly in Mogul’s direction.
 

 
  “He’s been on permanent retainer for Archpope Justinian for the last few years,” the warlock said flatly. “Quite secretly, of course. This is the kind of man the Archpope cannot admit to consorting with.”
 

 
  “A less credible accusation I’ve never heard,” she sneered. “You would blame the Archpope for the rain if you could get away with it.”
 

 
  The Jackal chuckled. “If Embras Mogul starts blaming Vernisites for everything going wrong, that’s how you know he’s letting personal vendettas cloud his judgment. Anything else he has to say, you’d be wise to heed. I speak purely in the abstract, of course,” he added with a wink. “About this specific matter I have no comment.”
 

 
  “The more I learn about Justinian,” Mogul added in a more thoughtful tone, “the more I suspect he is not actually on the Pantheon’s side.”
 

 
  “Welp, sounds like you crazy kids have your own stuff to work out,” the Jackal said brightly. “Family stuff, religious stuff, and that’s a doozy of a combo if I ever heard one. I’ll leave you to it. Cheers!”
 

 
  Vadrieny jerked toward him, but the elf had already produced a shadow-jumping talisman from his pocket and begun twisting it. He was grinning madly at her even as darkness swelled and swept him from view.
 

 
  She halted, glaring at the space he had occupied. At this angle, she was facing the sea; the horizon was growing darker with a line of stormclouds that was coming ashore
  
   fast.
  
 

 
  “No, I can’t help your friends,” Mogul said behind her. “I cannot imagine a scenario in which they would
  
   let
  
  me. Several of them chose to be even more unreasonable about Veilgrad than you are, which is really saying something.”
 

 
  “I didn’t ask,” she said, turning to scowl at him.
 

 
  “We
  
   are
  
  going to assist in keep the mess in Last Rock under control,” he continued.
 

 
  “I don’t want you going
  
   near—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “That is not up to you,” Mogul interrupted. “Just because I have to protect you doesn’t mean you get to order me around, missy. The Wreath has a vested interest in Tellwyrn’s research program; with that threatened, we will move to back her up. What you do now, with this warning, is entirely your call. Personally, I would ignore it.”
 

 
  She stared at him for a moment, then turned to look again at the harbor. The Rock rose up from the shoreline, dominating the city; just past it, she could see the serpent, already struggling visibly to maintain its course in the increasingly choppy waters. In that fortress, her friends would be awaiting her return, already prepared to head into the tunnels.
 

 
  Mogul sighed so heavily it was audible over the weather. “If you
  
   are
  
  going hunting, Vadrieny, either the Sleeper or the Rust… There’s something you should know. That sonic magic you have, the reason we chose to pair you with a bard…” He held up the bell again and shook it, causing that chime to resonate through her. “If nothing else, let me show you a trick.”
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   “You
  
  said Chase couldn’t be the Sleeper!” Rafe accused.
 

 
  “What I
  
   said,”
  
  Fedora retorted testily, “is that it doesn’t make sense and is a
  
   complete
  
  departure from his personality and all established patterns. Masterson is all about trouble for trouble’s sake, sure, but he always stops short of challenging boundaries once he knows where they are.
  
   Furthermore,
  
  if he’s the Sleeper, it means he started by Sleeping himself, forcing you to expend the hellhound breath
  
   and
  
  establishing an alibi while some kind of delayed reaction cast the curse on Natchua. That would be a brilliant, devious action, and totally outside his wheelhouse.”
 

 
  “I’ll vouch for that analysis,” Yornhaldt added, glancing at Tellwyrn. “If Chase had ever exhibited that kind of lateral thinking… Well, his grades would be an entirely other story.”
 

 
  Standing by the office door, Ezzaniel cleared his throat. “Our conversations have been very instructive in the short time you’ve been here, Murgatroyd. I have learned a great deal about the children of Vanislaas, I feel. You’ve spoken of a
  
   compulsion
  
  to scheme and cause trouble. The manifestation of the aggressive nature that comes from infernal corruption, channeled into subtlety by Prince Vanislaas’s protection.”
 

 
  Fedora stopped in his pacing, where he was already threatening to wear a groove in the carpet before Tellwyrn’s desk, and turned to frown at him. “The Sleeper’s a warlock, not an incubus.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ezzaniel agreed, folding his arms. “And as we all know, a warlock’s first and most important task is always to keep the corruption at bay. Using infernal magic without becoming tainted by it requires patience, restraint, and exactitude… Traits which Chase Masterson decisively
  
   lacks.
  
  To speak hypothetically, if Elilial appeared and gave him vast knowledge of the infernal, the
  
   very first thing
  
  he would do would be to cast something reckless and corrupt himself good and proper. And then, draw upon that knowledge to contain and conceal the taint, but if he could not excise it—which to my knowledge no warlock
  
   can…
  
  I could well imagine such methods having a similar effect to the blessing of Vanislaas. Warlocks historically tend to be as devious as they are belligerent, do they not?”
 

 
  A hush fell on the office, Fedora frowning in thought. One by one, the assembled Professors turned to look at Tellwyrn, who was sitting behind her desk, elbows propped on its surface and chin resting on her interlaced fingers, staring into the distance. In the corner behind her, Maru stood holding a tray of teacups, which now rattled as he trembled slightly.
 

 
  “It’s plausible,” Fedora finally said, almost grudgingly. “But one hundred percent wall-to-wall conjecture. It’s a critical mistake in criminal investigation to form theories before you’ve got facts. What we
  
   know,
  
  now, is that he’s been seen suddenly using infernal magic at a level of skill way beyond what a junior would know even if that were a course of study at this school. Professor.” He turned around to face Tellwyrn. “How certain are you that Masterson wasn’t dabbling in the dark arts before you brought him here?”
 

 
  “Absolutely,” she replied tonelessly.
 

 
  Fedora nodded. “Then
  
   this
  
  is academic. Chase is
  
   one
  
  of the kids the Dark Lady blessed; if he’s not the Sleeper, he knows who is. Either way, he’s our answer to the sleeping curse.”
 

 
  “Alaric,” Tellwyrn said quietly, shifting her gaze to him, “how close are you to a cure?”
 

 
  Yornhaldt heaved a heavy sigh. “Arachne… I am working with one of the greatest arrays of magical talent ever assembled to unravel what might well be the most excessively elaborate curse ever devised. There is simply no frame of reference for predicting something like this. We could have the key breakthrough literally any hour. Or it could take…potentially years.”
 

 
  “And the Hand sent him off to Tiraas, knowing we’d have to go fetch him,” Rafe said in disgust.
  
   “Damn,
  
  but that’s some good bait.”
 

 
  “It should go without saying he did this
  
   specifically
  
  to get you off the mountain,” Fedora said to Tellwyrn. “Obviously, he means to make a move of some kind as soon as you’re gone.”
 

 
  “I have other warning of that already, yes,” she agreed. “He’s diverted the Imperial presence away from the research program. Is there any chance, do you think, that order came from a legitimate Imperial source?”
 

 
  “My connections there are long-distance and a lot weaker than they were,” Fedora cautioned, “but I can’t see it. Vex was well pleased with the results he was getting from this partnership, and Sharidan listens to him. If
  
   you’ve
  
  gone and done something to piss off the Throne, that’s another matter, but if not… No, that was just this guy clearing the way. They won’t have canceled his rank or warned anybody about him; if they wouldn’t admit there was a problem when
  
   all
  
  the Hands were haywire, they won’t for this one guy. The Silver Throne can’t afford to look any weaker than it is.”
 

 
  “Do you think, gentlemen,” she asked softly, “you could find and retrieve Chase if I sent you all to Tiraas after him?”
 

 
  “If we could
  
   persuade
  
  him to come…perhaps,” Yornhaldt rumbled. “I am not absolutely sure that’s possible, nor would I really know how to do so. If you are talking about forcing him, Arachne, may I remind you the Sleeper fought the entire sophomore class to a standstill?”
 

 
  “If we instigate something like that
  
   in Tiraas,
  
  it could mean the end of this school,” Ezzaniel added. “And Alaric’s right. We wouldn’t win, anyway.”
 

 
  “And the other option,” she continued in the same quiet tone. “If I leave the mountain and you are left to protect it…can you?” This time, she fixed her gaze directly on Fedora, who shrugged helplessly.
 

 
  “Pound for pound, against a disgraced Hand of the Emperor and whatever allies he’s cobbled together?” He grimaced. “Sure, absolutely we can
  
   take
  
  him. The faculty could, the new research fellows could…hell, the
  
   students
  
  probably could, even without the sophomores. But this guy’s
  
   nuts,
  
  Professor. I can’t diagnose his brain but the symptoms I observed were paranoia and blind aggression. There’s no predicting what the hell he’ll try, and the fact that he can’t win isn’t going to stop him. That’s a battle that
  
   will
  
  have casualties. As your head of security, I have to tell you we can’t guarantee the students’ safety if it comes to that.”
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Rafe muttered.
 

 
  “All right.” She stood up abruptly, her tone suddenly filled with its characteristic iron. “Thank you, gentlemen, for helping me organize my thoughts; I believe I see the whole situation, now. I am going to Tiraas to retrieve Chase. Now, this is what
  
   you
  
  will do…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You have got
  
   some
  
  fucking
  
  
  nerve,” Ruda snarled, drawing her rapier.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Embras Mogul said with a grin, adjusting his lapels and ignoring the soldiers who surged forward with staves leveled at him, “do you kids plan out your one-liners ahead of time? Concurrently?”
 

 
  “And what is
  
   this
  
  now tracking mud on my floors?” Rajakhan rumbled. He seemed quite relaxed, lounging in his chair at the head of the long table, but his dark eyes were fixed piercingly on Mogul. At his side, Anjal practically vibrated with tension, a hand on the hilt of her saber.
 

 
  “This, your Majesty,” Toby said quietly, “is the leader of the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Ah,” the King rumbled. “Stand down, men.”
 

 
  “Why, your Majesty, I am truly touched!” Mogul tipped his hat courteously. “I so rarely—”
 

 
  “Don’t read a
  
   welcome
  
  into my refusal to waste lives trying to wrangle one of the world’s greatest warlocks,” Rajakhan said disdainfully. “If it turns out I need you dead, these preposterous young people will see to it. Explain your intrusion.”
 

 
  Mogul had shadow-jumped straight into the conference chamber where they were tensely waiting for Teal to return. Now, as the guards lowered their weapons and grudgingly stepped back, he carefully settled the hat back on his bald head and took a discreet step back himself, placing a little more distance between him and the students.
 

 
  “I’m here as a favor to Vadrieny,” he said, “with whom I just had a conversation. She regrets that she will not be accompanying you on your excursion; she’s gone to Tiraas to fetch the Sleeper.”
 

 
  “The longer that sentence went on, the less sense it made,” Gabriel snorted. “You wanna try again?”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  how manipulators operate,” Toby warned. “The longer he talks, the more ground he gains…”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly,” Embras exclaimed, throwing up his hands. “This whole mess is already enough of a debacle without me poking the bear. I’ll tell you frankly, Vadrieny heading off after the Sleeper is a
  
   mistake.
  
  She was baited into it specifically to make
  
   your
  
  job harder, now that you’ve gotta do it without her, and I told her not to go. I guess I can take some blame, there,” he added more thoughtfully. “Given a little effort I
  
   probably
  
  could’ve manipulated her into doing the smart thing and my say-so did have the opposite effect… In my defense, that girl is just irritating as hell to talk to.”
 

 
  “I suggest you
  
   watch
  
  what you say about Teal in our presence,” Juniper growled.
 

 
  “Oh, I was talking about Vadrieny,” he clarified, grinning again. “Truth be told, I’ve a rather high opinion of Miss Falconer. Somehow I doubt she’d appreciate hearing it, though.”
 

 
  “And just what does the Sleeper have to do with Tiraas?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “Here’s what you need to know,” the warlock continued, his expression growing serious. “Your problems in Puna Dara are one chapter in a thicker book. There’s trouble going down in Tiraas and Last Rock, and our mutual opponent in this has just made a move designed to exacerbate and prolong these conflicts. The Sleeper was just exposed as Chase Masterson—” Here he paused for a moment until the cursing died down. “—who was then directed to flee to Tiraas and seek shelter working with the Imperial government. I doubt he’ll actually find any, but that’s not the point. The ploy was to get Tellwyrn out of Last Rock and Vadrieny out of Puna Dara, to make sure none of what’s about to happen in either place gets wrapped up too quickly.”
 

 
  “That checks out,” Milady said suddenly. “Archpope Justinian’s whole gambit here is to try to forge an alliance between the Empire, the cults, and his Church, so he can evade the consequences for some of his recent antics. You kids are too close to cleaning this up and most of his people haven’t even got here yet; he needs this drawn out longer.”
 

 
  “Well, then,” Anjal said dryly, “we would know exactly whom to thank for our recent troubles, if only any of the people talking where remotely trustworthy.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Gabriel said reproachfully. “What’d
  
   I
  
  do?”
 

 
  “Shut the fuck up, Arquin,” Ruda sighed. “Question is, are we gonna believe this guy?”
 

 
  “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,” Mogul said airily, “you should never trust anybody. What you
  
   should
  
  do is know who you’re dealing with—know their personalities, their agendas, the situations in which you interact with them. Trust’ll just lead you into mistakes, but
  
   understanding
  
  helps you predict what someone will do.”
 

 
  “Damn good advice,” Principia said approvingly. “And on that note, the Black Wreath will
  
   absolutely
  
  trick you into doing whatever gets you out of their way, but they don’t just wreck people’s lives for the fun of it, despite what the Church likes to preach. Most people who aren’t summoning random demons have nothing to fear from ’em, but the sheer concentration of paladins in this group means you kids had better step
  
   carefully
  
  around this guy.”
 

 
  “Fuck that, I say we stab him,” Ruda snorted, taking a step toward Mogul.
 

 
  He retreated, raising his hands. “Now, now. You remember what I said
  
   last
  
  time we talked?”
 

 
  “I remember a lot of sniggering about stealing our divine disruptors,” Fross chimed, “and then a lot of whining when Malivette single-handedly kicked your butt.”
 

 
  “There was no sniggering
  
   or
  
  whining,” Mogul said reproachfully. “Really, young lady, I expected you to gloss over the part where I saved your lives, but such casual slander is beneath you. No, I was
  
   referring
  
  to my ultimate goal. Beyond these little squabbles and adventures, the business in which my Lady and her faithful have been engaged for millennia. Your gods have
  
   lied
  
  to you.” He grinned broadly, tilting his head forward just enough that the wide brim of his hat concealed his eyes, leaving his smile a white gash in his dark face. “What
  
   I
  
  want is to see what shakes loose if their own precious paladins find out their secrets. I can think of
  
   no
  
  better shortcut to that goal than helping you kids get yourselves into one of the Elder Gods’ strongholds.”
 

 
  “You know about that, do you,” Rajakhan said quietly.
 

 
  “We know where all of them are,” Mogul replied. “Our mandate is to protect the mortal plane from demon incursions, and there are still more than a few demons who once bowed to Scyllith. Demons or modern warlocks getting their mitts on Elder God junk is a worst-case scenario. These Rust aren’t demonic and thus not our problem, but you’d better believe we noticed and have been watching them. Yeah, I know all about that thing under the harbor and I’ve taken pains to be up to date on what’s happening here. Justinian wants you slowed down, and Vadrieny is halfway to Tiraas by now. You’re looking at
  
   hours
  
  more to make your way through the old mining tunnels.”
 

 
  “Hang on, halfway to Tiraas? There’s no way,” Gabriel snorted. “She’s not
  
   that
  
  fast.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny’s flight has little respect for the laws of physics,” Mogul said, tilting his hat up to wink at them. “One of her sisters once circumnavigated the planet in two days, and that was on a wide zig-zagging course being chased by a Hand of Salyrene. How fast she goes is a function of how anxious she is to get somewhere. So yeah, from here to Tiraas? I’d say half an hour, tops. More importantly, I oppose whatever the Church desires. As I was just saying to your classmate, I’m starting to question whether Justinian’s agenda really lines up with the Pantheon’s, but after due consideration I’ve decided I don’t like the son of a bitch anyway. If he wants you wasting time, then
  
   I
  
  want you making progress. So!” He swept off his hat and executed a deep bow. “I’m not goin’ in there with you, but I can have you at the entrance in seconds.”
 

 
  “Or,” Juniper said, folding her arms, “you could shadow-jump us to the bottom of the ocean, or into a volcano, or…”
 

 
  “The Wreath
  
   is
  
  part of Tellwyrn’s new research initiative,” Fross pointed out. “It wouldn’t make sense for him to harm us. Or even to refuse to help us, not that we asked.”
 

 
  “Full disclosure,” said Milady, “my agenda aligns with his on this
  
   one
  
  point. If Justinian is trying to slow down our progress, I’m all the more eager to get there faster. Remember, we have no idea what we’ll have to do down there, or how long it might take. I’m willing to risk working with him, if you are. I’ve dealt with scarier beings,” she added, giving Mogul a cool look.
 

 
  “I don’t trust this, obviously,” Toby said. “And
  
   please
  
  don’t start lecturing about trust again. Ruda? This is your city, and we’re here explicitly to back you up. I’ll follow your judgment on this.”
 

 
  Ruda drew in a breath and let it out slowly, looking at him, and then over at her parents.
 

 
  “You know the risks, and you have a good mind, little minnow,” the King said, nodding gravely. “I share your friends’ misgivings.
  
   And
  
  their regard for your judgment. I have already declared this mission is yours.” Anjal took his hand, inclining her head once toward her daughter.
 

 
  “Fuck it,” Ruda said, turning back to Mogul. “We passed the point of pussyfooting around when we let our bard spit in a goddess’s eye. Bunch up, everybody. We’re letting the asshole help.”
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “Can I just remind everyone that
  
   last
  
  time he helped—”
 

 
  “He saved your lives,” she interrupted, “did exactly what he promised, and also tried to further his agenda at our expense. I expect exactly the same shit this time, and it’s my judgment we can clean up whatever additional fuckery he causes
  
   after
  
  we put out the immediate fires. I’m not gonna force you, Arquin. Either you trust me or you don’t.”
 

 
  “Aw, you know I’m with you, Zari,” he said with a grin. “If I was gonna break from the group I think it’d have been when you
  
   fucking stabbed me.”
  
 

 
  Mogul cocked his head to one side. “You kids have some interesting stories, don’t you?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s not much of a plan, is all.”
 

 
  “Well, Darius, you’ve got till we
  
   get
  
  there to come up with a better one,” Tallie said, striding along at the head of the group alongside Jasmine. Meesie hadn’t left the latter’s shoulder, and was their guide, pointing the way and squeaking urgently the whole time. They’d had to ignore a lot of passersby, many of whom stopped to stare at the little elemental. “I’m really,
  
   really
  
  hoping that Ross is following them, too, and didn’t also get captured. But if not…that’s what we got. Find ’em, get Schwartz back on his feet an’ let him make with the mojo.”
 

 
  “It’s not that I
  
   mind
  
  charging into certain death,” Darius growled from behind them. “They’ve got our friends; that’s what you do. Certain death or no, you don’t leave people behind. But we’re dragging my baby sister along on this…”
 

 
  “Yes, because gods
  
   forbid
  
  she make any decisions for herself,” Layla huffed.
 

 
  “You are
  
   sixteen!”
  
 

 
  “Really, Darius. Where do you see that argument leading? In what possible outcome does it end well for you?”
 

 
  “How’ll you feel if
  
   I’m
  
  the one who gets hexed into ashes, hm?”
 

 
  “Insert obligatory comment about peace and quiet,” she said lightly. A moment later, though, she shifted closer to him, and he draped an arm around her shoulders as they walked.
 

 
  He could be forgiven for being on edge; even apart from the inherent tension of the situation, Layla had circumvented the need for Jasmine to round everyone up back at the house by emitting a blood-curdling shriek at a pitch and volume that had set dogs barking all through the neighborhood. It had also brought Darius crashing into the kitchen in a panic, half-dressed and hefting a candlestick in preparation to bash someone.
 

 
  That was also when they had learned that Ross was absent, as well. He was ordinarily so quiet, there was no telling how long that might have taken to discover, had they tried to find him the old-fashioned way.
 

 
  “It’s not that Darius is wrong, though,” Tallie said more softly. “Pretty scary enemies. Lot of unknowns.”
 

 
  Jasmine nodded, glancing back and forth between Meesie and the sidewalk ahead of them. They had just emerged from Glory’s expensive residential neighborhood into an equally expensive shopping district; their plain clothes and shabby coats made them stand out somewhat, not that any of them cared.
 

 
  Tallie looked at her sidelong and sighed, her breath misting on the air. “Look, I don’t wanna—”
 

 
  All of them stopped and reflexively flattened themselves against the storefront they were passing when screams suddenly broke out along the street behind them. The four apprentices braced themselves for action, turning to face whatever was coming as the cries of shock and fear spread.
 

 
  A streak of living fire had just crested the city walls, soaring toward them, even as the mag cannons spaced along the guard toward began clumsily turning, trying to track the intruder. Its form grew clearer as it approached; it was a person, held aloft on wings of pure flame. All of them except Jasmine ducked slightly when the creature arced directly over their street and banked, gliding away toward the center of the city.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Darius wheezed, pressing Layla against the wall with one arm. “What
  
   was
  
  that? A phoenix?”
 

 
  “An archdemon,” Jasmine corrected, staring after the flying creature, which had vanished over a nearby rooftop. The cries around them were still ongoing, having changed in tone as the demon vanished from view but not begin to abate.
 

 
  “A
  
   what?”
  
  Tallie exclaimed.
 

 
  “A daughter of Elilial,” Jasmine clarified. “The last living one, actually. Vadrieny.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,”
  
  Layla whispered. “That has nothing to do with us… Please,
  
   please
  
  let that have nothing to do with us.”
 

 
  “Is there any point in asking how you know this?” Tallie asked wearily.
 

 
  “I’ve seen illustrations…” Jasmine trailed off, shrugging irritably when they all turned to stare at her. “And I’ve seen her in person before. She has a Talisman of Absolution; she’s not going to go around attacking people.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s dandy, I suppose,” Darius snapped. “Any insight into what the fuck she’s doing in Tiraas?”
 

 
  “Not a glimmer,” Jasmine admitted, then winced when Meesie began tugging violently on her ear, squealing shrilly and pointing ahead. “Walk and talk, guys. We’re still losing time.”
 

 
  “Right.” Tallie once again took the lead, straightening up and setting off, and the others fell in. She let it rest for a moment before asking, “So, Jas… Is there anything you want to tell me?”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed again. “I…”
 

 
  “I don’t mean to put you on the spot.” Tallie kept her eyes forward as she walked. “I’ve been thinking, though. Remember when Style kicked your ass?”
 

 
  “No, refresh me,” Jasmine said sourly. “How did it go?”
 

 
  Tallie grinned, but her expression sobered again immediately. “The thing is… Quite apart from you being more physically dangerous than almost anyone else I know, the thing I’ve noticed about you is you don’t overestimate yourself. You know what you can do and don’t push it; your restraint has kept us out of a bunch of trouble. I’m sure you remember that business with the Vernisite caravan.”
 

 
  “I’m still annoyed I even
  
   had
  
  to talk you clowns out of that. Boosting anything from the Vernisites is expressly against—”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Tallie said impatiently. “What I’m getting at is… You rushed into that thinking you could win it. It’s the only time I’ve seen you screw up that bad, and I’ve been wondering about it, and why Grip was so hellbent on getting you as an apprentice. Why you were so adamant not to go along with her, too. I keep coming around to the idea that you’re used to having
  
   more
  
  to throw around in a fight than just your own muscles.” She snuck a glance at Jasmine, who was staring ahead as they walked. “I mean… You know an
  
   awful
  
  lot about alchemy and magic for somebody who doesn’t do them.”
 

 
  Jasmine heaved a sigh. “Look…”
 

 
  “When I asked if there was something you wanted to tell me,” Tallie said hastily, “I meant exactly that. It’s your life and we’re all runnin’ from
  
   something.
  
  You don’t need to share if you’re not ready to. But right now,
  
   this
  
  situation, we’re going up against Silver Legionnaires and Salyrite casters. People who have already killed. This is serious shit, and all we’ve got for a plan is ‘hopefully wake Schwartz up.’ We only know he’s not
  
   dead
  
  because Meesie’s still here.”
 

 
  “When we were riding out of the city,” Layla said suddenly, “that night when we fought the dwarves, you started to suggest something, and Glory cut you off. She said something about not playing your trump card too soon.”
 

 
  “I just wanna know,” said Tallie. “If it goes as bad in there as it might… Are we as fucked as it seems? Or is there something more we can count on?”
 

 
  Jasmine was silent for a long moment. Even Meesie trailed off her constant squeaking, watching her in concern.
 

 
  “Whatever they’ve got to throw at us,” Jasmine said finally, not turning to meet anyone’s gaze, “I’m certain I’ve faced scarier. And killed some of it. But there’s a big difference between being able to dish out pain, and being able to protect people. If this goes as badly as it
  
   could,
  
  that is still going to be very bad.” She looked over at Tallie, eyebrows drawing together in worry. “Let’s concentrate on Plan A. Schwartz is still our best bet.”
 

 
  Tallie nodded, and they continued on in silence. After a moment, she reached over and tucked her arm through Jasmine’s.
 

 
  “Seriously, though, that demon thing,” Darius said suddenly. “That’s
  
   not
  
  gonna get involved in this business, is it?”
 

 
  Jasmine sighed. “We should
  
   be
  
  so lucky.”
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  Darkness receded into dimness, and most of the group shifted physically, both to fall into balanced stances and to peer around at their surroundings. It was a tunnel, that much was no surprise, but after the few seconds it took to make sense of the view they discovered that the walls were curved lengths of glass, or at least something transparent. The murky landscape outside and the relatively faint light they emitted was due to the view being of the bottom of the harbor. There was little to see except mud and the odd strand of kelp, and at that depth there would have been little sunlight even had it not been storming above. The broken wreck of a ship barely visible through the gloom off to their right helped put it all into perspective.
 

 
  “Ta dah!” Mogul sang, spreading his arms and grinning at them. “Here’s what I can tell you: the Rust themselves stay away from here, and have for years now. They
  
   do
  
  try to control the access tunnels so you’d have had some issues pushing through, but this place is dangerous as hell and they’ve long since got what they need outta there. So, you’ll have privacy, at least.”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  know this because…?” Ruda turned a scowl on him, fingering the hilt of her sword.
 

 
  “We keep an eye on them,” he said. “I’ve already been over this. I
  
   also
  
  warned you that I am
  
   not
  
  going in there, but it bears repeating: this is where we part ways. Nor am I gonna loaf around out here; I don’t mind doing the odd favor but I’m not a taxi service. You’ll have to make your own way back. Try not to let your friend in the cloak get killed and you should be able to find the path. And with that, I will wish you good luck and bid you farewell.”
 

 
  He stepped back into the dimness, bowing and doffing his hat, and darkness thickened to encompass him, then dissipated to leave nothing behind.
 

 
  “How thick would this glass have to be to be…um, solid, under this kind of water pressure?” Gabriel asked, touching his fingertips to the curved, transparent wall.
 

 
  “I am pretty sure that’s not glass,” Fross replied, “if only because the answer to your question is ‘no.’ Really, I don’t get the utility of making the tunnel transparent, anyway. It’s not like there’s anything to see.”
 

 
  “If this is part of the original construction, then ‘utility’ probably wasn’t a factor,” Milady said, squeezing past the rest of them in the crowded tunnel to approach the door up ahead. “The Infinite Order liked everything grandiose and extravagant. And also, it may not have been underwater, then. It was Naiya who flooded or buried all their facilities, and that was long after the Pantheon’s uprising. Let’s see…”
 

 
  The tunnel terminated in a metal wall just beyond them, a smooth surface too glossy to be steel and inset with an unfamiliar sigil. It was encircled by an arc of glass—or otherwise transparent—tubing where it met the arched walls of the tunnel, which emitted a weak purple glow. Nearby, a few small screens were attached directly to the transparent walls, flickering faintly.
 

 
  Milady stepped up to touch the sigil in the center of the door. Nothing happened.
 

 
  “Surely you didn’t think it would be that easy?” Principia asked, slipping through the press of bodies more adroitly after her.
 

 
  “Not really,” Milady replied with a sigh, turning to the nearest screen that was still active. “But it was worth trying. It’s awfully embarrassing to try to pick a lock, only to find it wasn’t locked in the first place.”
 

 
  “Hah! You’re not kidding. I’ve actually had that experience.”
 

 
  “You, the great thief?”
 

 
  “We all start somewhere, kid.”
 

 
  Principia hovered back slightly, watching, but let Milady fiddle with the screen, the pair of them leaving the students to their own devices. Ruda positioned herself at the rear of the group, facing down the empty tunnel with her sword drawn, while Toby pressed himself awkwardly against the arched wall, trying to get a look at what lay ahead. The angle made that fruitless, unfortunately.
 

 
  “This place is spooky,” Juniper muttered, wrapping arms around herself. “I know I’ve abused the word in the past, but it’s
  
   unnatural.
  
  I hope my bunny’s okay…”
 

 
  “I hope my
  
   city’s
  
  okay,” Ruda said, absently poking the curved wall with the tip of her sword.
 

 
  “Uh, maybe don’t do that?” Gabriel suggested. “If it’s reinforced by magic, prodding it with
  
   mithril…”
  
 

 
  “Yeesh.” Ruda whipped the blade away from the walls and stepped to the center of the tunnel.
 

 
  “Okay, this doesn’t even constitute security,” Milady said, straightening. Even as she spoke, the purple tube encircling the wall ahead began to glow more brightly. “I think the Rust tried to shut this down without really knowing how it works; they turned off the power to the door but didn’t manage to lock it.”
 

 
  “Probably didn’t have permission,” Principia said, watching the door. “This thing seems to think Scyllith is using it, so it probably wants her credentials before it’ll do anything too—”
 

 
  She was cut off when, with a flash of the sigil in its center, the metal door abruptly slid straight downward into the floor, opening an archway into the space beyond. Immediately, an ungodly torrent of noise blasted out, a blended cacophony of thumps like distant thunder and the constant roar of rushing water. Before the group could even begin to make sense of this, or the bare glimpse of a large open space beyond, the noise was overwhelmed by an even louder sound: a shrill burst like nails on a blackboard, causing all of them to cringe back and cover their ears and Principia to fall against Milady with a cry of pain.
 

 
  And then, a scream.
 

 
  
   “YOU ARE NOT WELCOME HERE!”
  
  howled an echoing voice from within, and the door slammed shut again. This time, the purple half-ring around it turned a dull red and began pulsing slowly.
 

 
  For a moment, they just stood there, straightening up and staring. Then Principia laughed weakly.
 

 
  “Hey, good news!” she said, massaging her long ears with both hands. “We’re in the right place.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Milady was already back at the panel.
  
   “Now
  
  it’s locked. Avatar override… Drat, we need a member of the Infinite Order to countermand this.”
 

 
  “Well, we don’t fucking
  
   have
  
  one of those,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  “We might,” Milady said, frowning thoughtfully at the screen. “I’ve previously convinced devices like this that I had Naiya’s permission to use them by getting help from her daughters… But that was with more than one, and with a stable Avatar that was willing to work with me in the first place. I don’t have a better idea, though. Juniper?”
 

 
  The dryad was already at her side, peering at the screen. “How’s this work?”
 

 
  “It responds to either touch or speech,” Milady explained. “And the facility should have the ability to
  
   sense
  
  your connection to Naiya’s transcension field. I mean, magic. Here, I’ve pulled up the door controls. Touch that green rectangle there, please.”
 

 
  Juniper did so, and received a pleasant chime from the screen in response.
 

 
  “Access insufficient?” she read from the result. “Rude.”
 

 
  “If I may?” Gabriel stepped forward, drawing his wand, which then extended to its full scythe form. “Give me a little room if you would, ladies. I would
  
   really
  
  hate to nick somebody with this.”
 

 
  Everyone backed up while he approached the door. There was no room in the tunnel to swing the long weapon, but he grasped it just below the blade and, carefully holding its haft out of the way as best he could in the confined space, drove it against the metal.
 

 
  Incredibly, even with his relatively weak swing, the ragged-looking blade sank fully half its length into the glossy door, right in the middle of the Infinite Order sigil.
 

 
  Reddish tendrils of oxidation began to spread outward from the rent, deepening as they expanded. Right before their eyes, metal darkened and curled away, beginning to fall in flakes to the ground. Rust spread like a colony of lichen, arms reaching all the way to the edges of the door, and the innermost surface rippling and crumbling to emit the chaotic noise from the facility.
 

 
  “I…don’t know what that alloy is, but I’m pretty sure it
  
   doesn’t
  
  rust,” Milady said weakly, staring at the door as the ancient metal rotted away.
 

 
  
   “Nothing
  
  doesn’t die,” Gabriel said in a soft tone which was almost obliterated by the sounds from within. Enough of the door had dissolved that the scythe had come loose, and he set about scraping it against the edges of the hole he had made, encouraging the oxidation to spread further.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   fuck,
  
  Arquin,” Ruda exclaimed above the noise emerging from the gap. “And you’ve just been
  
   carrying
  
  that fucking thing around for the last year?!”
 

 
  “Perhaps Vidius entrusted it to him
  
   because
  
  he’s not the sort of person who would carelessly swing it about,” Toby suggested.
 

 
  “Hey, June, a little help?” Gabriel turned to her with a grin. “I think the rest of this calls for more muscle than I’ve got.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  I can do,” she said, stepping up and grabbing one edge of the rusted gap he had made. Her first few handholds simply collapsed in her grip, but finally she managed to seize a relatively solid edge and pull. The weakened metal tore away in her grasp, and with a little more tugging she finally ripped a large chunk entirely free, exposing a gap big enough for them to step through.
 

 
  By that point, there was nothing between them and the clamor inside the facility; it was almost too loud to converse. Gabriel slipped through first, ducking under the bent exposed edge of the torn door, Juniper right behind him. The two stepped forward into the space beyond, forming an advance guard while the rest of their party came through in single file—with the exception of Fross, who zipped in right behind Juniper.
 

 
  Fabrication Plant One was a vast open space apparently set deep into the floor of the bay; at any rate, they emerged right under the ceiling. In fact, directly above the metal platform onto which they stepped was a transparent dome supported by an artistic lattice of metal filaments, revealing the murky light of the ocean above. Stairs descended from directly in front of them to a series of walkways which mostly extended around the edges of the huge chamber, though one, supported by apparently nothing, stretched out dead ahead to terminate in a machine-lined emplacement right above the center of the room.
 

 
  Ladders extended down to the open area below, where enormous machines stood upon the floor, or were attached to the walls. Or so it appeared they should be; it was hard to tell, because the chamber was partially flooded. About three stories down, seawater rippled under the glow of the room’s bright lighting. There was little order in the equipment there, as well, further obscuring the architecture. It was not like the mess of lichen-like machine parts that characterized the Rust’s hideaway; all the devices here were built on a much larger scale and mostly at angles, lacking the sense of organic growth. It was still chaotic, though, with screens, cranes, grasping arms, and other devices of inscrutable purpose protruding randomly from the water and poking this way and that, affixed to each other in peculiar arrangements serving no obvious purpose. Some moved in evidently pointless patterns, others emitting various noises of constant motion—and in some cases, impact, as they crashed against each other and the walls, showing no evidence of any governing intelligence.
 

 
  There were no less than four visible leaks in the walls, all near spots where pieces of machinery were flailing with particular abandon, one emitting sparks from some kind of energy cutter. Streams of seawater of varying size poured into the chamber. Large networks of pipes had been built, lattices chaotically extending over the other equipment, attached to pumps which were taking the water away…somewhere. A number of them had been broken by other machines and were squirting seawater back into the flood.
 

 
  Oddly enough, once they were out in the open space and not the confined, echoing tunnel, the noise didn’t seem nearly so oppressive. At least, they had no trouble hearing Ruda’s muttered observation.
 

 
  “What a fuckin’ mess.”
 

 
  “Whatever we’re going to do, we’d better get to
  
   quickly,”
  
  Principia noted. “I don’t know how long this has been going on, but sooner or later it’s gonna flood completely. Or maybe just collapse under the water pressure.”
 

 
  
   “WHO DARES!”
  
  bellowed the voice from before. One of the huge machines extended an arm to grab at another, and ripped free a large transparent panel, then raised this to hover near their platform at an angle. In the large sheet of what was probably not glass there suddenly appeared the translucent image of a man, seemingly made of purple light. He was bald, clad in a tight suit of some kind, and leering at them with wide eyes and bared teeth.
  
   “Who
  
  dares
  
   intrude upon the sanctum sanctorum of the Infinite Order?!”
  
 

 
  Milady stepped forward and raised her voice. “We’re here to—”
 

 
  
   “Hah! It was a rhetorical
  
  
   question, fool! NONE SHALL PASS!”
  
 

 
  The arm abruptly dropped the panel, which splashed into the flood below, and reached down in a different direction, this time seizing another extending arm which held at its tip a spark-spraying arc of energy clearly designed to cut, judging by the singed and sliced-off state of several nearby chunks of metal. The larger arm grabbed it behind the cutting device and yanked; with an appalling screech, the second arm was torn free, its damaged end emitting a gout of sparks and occasional arcs of electricity. The machine raised this up, rearing back in clear preparation to slash at them.
 

 
  
   “No,
  
  you don’t,” Gabriel snapped, leveling his scythe. Black light blasted from its tip, impacting the improvised weapon and knocking the cutting arm cleanly from its grip to tumble into the floodwaters below. Where the dark energy struck, the original arm began to seize up, its joints ceasing to function as rust spread along them.
 

 
  
   “Well played!”
  
  cried the eerie voice again, and another transparent panel popped up from below, this one held aloft unevenly by two hovering machines. It bobbed and wove awkwardly about, the poorly-coordinated flyers apparently trying to tug it in different directions, but it was steady enough to give them a ghastly view of the purple man grinning insanely at them.
  
   “But I have many weapons in my arsenal, oh yes! SOON YOUR DOOM SHALL—”
  
 

 
  They never did find out what to expect of their doom, as one of the flying machines abruptly won the tug-of-war, jerking away and subsequently losing its grip on the display panel, which sailed off to clatter against the wall and then tumble gracelessly down to the water.
 

 
  “There is a crazy man living in the walls,” Fross reported. “Is that normal?”
 

 
  “All major Infinite Order facilities have an Avatar,” Milady explained, “an artificial intelligence installed in the machines who runs the place, keeps it in order. The one I’ve dealt with before was the very soul of self-possession; the state of this poor fellow is probably the reason this place is such a disaster, and also how he lost control of whatever it is the Rust are using. I think we need to get to there.”
 

 
  She pointed ahead, at the central platform. It was a partially enclosed spot, with transparent walls sloping outward such that whoever stood within would have a good view around the fabrication plant’s floor. It had also clearly suffered a great deal of recent construction, most of which was visibly haphazard. Machines had been grafted on, parts of the transparent walls ripped away and some shattered to let beams, wires, and pipes pass through. The large clusters of technology affixed to it were supported by a mixture of pillars rising from the flooded floor below and beams attached to the ceiling above.
 

 
  The ceiling was mostly transparent; some of them had been bolted right into the clear surface. Several of those attachment points were emitting tiny sprays of water.
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  we fucking do,” Ruda said fatalistically.
 

 
  “It occurs to me,” said Toby, “that crossing that narrow walkway while the crazed Avatar flings pieces of machines at us is going to be…dicey.”
 

 
  “This one’s got a knack for understatement,” Principia noted.
 

 
  
   “Gabriel!”
  
  Ariel said suddenly.
  
   “Grounding and deflecting charm, applied to the platform, now!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “What?” he exclaimed. “I can’t just
  
   do
  
  that without—”
 

 
  “I can!” Fross chimed, zipping around them in a circle and emitting a blue glow as she did so. A gleaming set of runes appeared on the metal beneath their feet.
 

 
  Barely a second later, a snake-like protrusion slithered up from one of the nearby banks of machinery, its “head” sparking with unevenly discharged electricity, and jabbed itself against the metal walkway adjacent to them. Immediately, a circular area around them lit up and sparked violently as voltage surged against and around it. Fross’s enchantment held, however, keeping the current being pumped into the metal from reaching them.
 

 
  “Why, you sneaky bastard,” Gabriel said almost admiringly, taking aim with his scythe again. Another dark blast of energy reduced the metal tentacle to shrapnel and cutting off the voltage.
 

 
  
   “Will you stop
  
  doing
  
   that?!”
  
  came the Avatar’s voice from somewhere below them.
  
   “Security protocols require that you just DIE already!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “There’s no way,” said Juniper. “These catwalks are horribly vulnerable. And if we make it there, what then? All he has to do is knock that whole mess down and that’s it.”
 

 
  “That’s clearly a command center,” said Milady, “and he has obviously augmented it. I think it’s too important to destroy; if we get there…”
 

 
  “You’re counting on two
  
   very
  
  uncertain things,” said Ruda. “That you’re
  
   right,
  
  which we can’t know, and that this guy’s lucid enough not to stab himself in the heart even if that
  
   is
  
  his heart. Which, from the looks of him, he’s not.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Principia said thoughtfully, “I suggest we retreat.”
 

 
  “We can’t fucking
  
   leave!”
  
  Ruda exclaimed. “We have to
  
   fix
  
  this shit!”
 

 
  “I said retreat, not surrender,” the elf replied patiently. “Back up, guys, out into the tunnel. We need to regroup and come up with a plan.”
 

 
  
   “Yeah, you’d BETTER run,”
  
  the Avatar crowed at them as they clambered backward through the wrecked door.
  
   “Flee for your insignificant lives! FLEE MY WRATH!”
  
 

 
  “It’s a little disappointing that we can’t slam this,” Juniper said as she climbed through. They went in reverse order, making her the next to last to exit, Gabriel right on her heels with his scythe shortened back to wand form.
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” Principia said once they were back outside the immediate range of the mad Avatar’s machinations. “Infinite Order systems are supposed to be decentralized.”
 

 
  “Of course!” Milady exclaimed. “Some functions may be locked to certain consoles, but there are screens out
  
   here.
  
  If we can get into them, we can do…
  
   something,
  
  surely.”
 

 
  “I thought you said he locked those down,” Ruda snapped.
 

 
  “Yeah, but he’s crazy,” Fross chimed thoughtfully. “If we can get him to make a mistake…”
 

 
  “How?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Arquin.” Principia turned to him. “I know valkyries are only able to interact with the mortal plane under certain conditions. Can you
  
   make
  
  those conditions?”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned, then tilted his head and looked off to the side the way he did when listening to Vestrel.
 

 
  “…apparently I can,” he replied after a moment. “It’s within the purview of the highest-ranking priests of Vidius, which includes me, and the divine scythe provides a shortcut. What did you have in mind?”
 

 
  “You said you got the Infinite Order’s computers to recognize you as Naiya by getting her daughters to help,” Principia said to Milady. “We’ve got a dryad, a valkyrie, and a pixie.”
 

 
  “What does the pixie have to do with it?” Milady asked, frowning.
 

 
  “Oh!” Juniper straightened up. “Well, she’s sort of a…granddaughter of Naiya. Pixies are created by one of my fallen sisters, Jacaranda.”
 

 
  Milady blinked. “They are?”
 

 
  “You think that’ll be enough?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Not for anything too complex,” Principia said. “Look, I’m no expert on this technology but I have had brushes with old Elder God machines a handful of times, and I do know
  
   one
  
  trick that consistently works. If they’re not functioning right, you can
  
   reset
  
  them.”
 

 
  “What the fuck does that mean?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Shut them off,” Milady said, her eyes widening, “and then turn them back on. Yes! When these systems boot up, they’ll automatically seek to identify and correct any flaws in their program.
  
   If
  
  the computer will recognize Juniper, Vestrel and Fross as having Naiya’s credentials, we can trigger an emergency shutdown. That’s an important but simple command, so hopefully they’ll be enough.
  
   Then
  
  we can deal with the sub-OS and find out what’s wrong with the Avatar!”
 

 
  “The sub…what?” Gabriel scratched his head.
 

 
  “Long story,” she said impatiently. “It’s a good idea. What do you need to do to get Vestrel out here?”
 

 
  He was looking off to the side again. “Okay. Vestrel says a simple invocation will do; apparently these things are connected enough to magic that if she can just
  
   brush
  
  the mortal plane, it’ll detect her presence. I’ll just need a little space here. Clear a circle, if you would.”
 

 
  They all backed away while he extended his scythe again and began gesticulating carefully with it, marking a circular area on the floor in front of the door.
 

 
  “Brace yourself,” Milady said softy to Juniper. “One thing I discovered working with a mix of valkyries and dryads is that for some reason, your older sisters are inherently frightening to your generation.”
 

 
  “I know a bit about that,” she replied. “Aspen told m—”
 

 
  Juniper cut herself off, eyes widening, and stumbled backward into Toby. The circle Gabriel had lightly scraped on the floor had begun to glow a faint gold, and a wavering figure appeared in its center. She was translucent and obscured, as if seen through cloudy water, but they could make out the shape of a person garbed in black, with folded wings, carrying a scythe.
 

 
  “You okay?” Toby asked, bracing Juniper by the shoulders.
 

 
  “I…yeah,” she whispered, straightening up. “Thanks. That’s just… She’s just…”
 

 
  “Over here,” Milady said gently, beckoning her. “Fross, you too. I’m hoping Vestrel is close enough to register automatically… I need you to instruct the computer to initiate an emergency shutdown of the Avatar.”
 

 
  “I…okay.” Juniper edged toward her, eyes never leaving the vague shape of Vestrel within her summoning circle until she reached the screen closest to it. There, finally, she turned away, leaning down toward it. “Um… What was the word? Computer?
  
   Computer!”
  
  she said more forcefully in response to Milady’s encouraging nod. “I…instruct you to…initiate an emergency…shutdown…of the Avatar!”
 

 
  Nothing happened.
 

 
  “Tell it who you are,” Principia muttered urgently.
 

 
  The dryad cleared her throat. “My name’s Jun—oh,” she said, breaking off as Milady elbowed her. “Right. I am…Naiya!” Juniper winced, mumbling to herself, “that seems
  
   really
  
  disrespectful to say…”
 

 
  Abruptly, all the screens changed to a flat white display with the sigil of the Infinite Order in its center.
 

 
  Beyond, the noise of the fabrication plant did not let up.
 

 
  “I don’t think it’s working,” Ruda said sardonically. “What was Plan B?”
 

 
  “Computer!” Fross chimed, zooming straight up to the nearest screen. “We are avatars of Naiya, here because this is an emergency and she is not able to come in person! Check our inherent magic—uh,
  
   transcension
  
  field connections to verify this! You will need to compensate for a partial translocation to the chaos dimension in the case of the third avatar present. This is an emergency command, due to the obvious state of disrepair of this facility! You will shut down the Avatar and all connected systems
  
   immediately.”
  
 

 
  
   “Acknowledged,”
  
  an oddly resonant feminine voice suddenly said from nowhere.
  
   “User Naiya identified with seventy percent confidence. Confidence sufficient to initiate reboot in safe mode. Rebooting.”
  
 

 
  And then, abruptly, the lights in the fabrication plant went off, the machines shut down, and total silence descended.
 

 
  “How,” Milady asked incredulously of Fross, who was now the only source of illumination, “did you know how to do that?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a machine, right?” the pixie replied. “A thinking machine? It stands to reason that a machine which thinks would do so in the most logical way possible. I can kinda relate. That’s how
  
   I
  
  would’ve preferred to—”
 

 
  Something enormous landed right on top of the arched transparent ceiling with a deep thud, making all of them jump and several shout. In the faint glow of Fross’s silver aura, they could make out a patchwork of scales and metal plates pressed right against the tunnel walls, all but blotting out the entire view.
 

 
  “It’s…the serpent,” Ruda said slowly. “Holy shit. Is it…
  
   dead?
  
  Does that mean we won?”
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  hope this stuff is a
  
   lot
  
  stronger than it looks,” Gabriel muttered, reaching out to touch the transparent barrier.
 

 
  “If it can stand up to the water pressure for thousands of years I don’t think
  
   that
  
  is going to hurt it,” Fross chimed. “Also, it may not be dead. Some creatures go dormant in bad weather; I don’t know anything about sea serpent biology but we
  
   did
  
  arrange for that storm in part to make it retreat from the surface. So, hey, at least we’re making progress!”
 

 
  Milady drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Don’t celebrate prematurely. Now we have to figure out what damaged the Avatar, fix that, turn him back on, figure out what
  
   nanites
  
  are and how the Rust got them, put a stop to
  
   that…”
  
 

 
  “And,” Gabriel added, cracking his knuckles, “it occurs to me that with everything
  
   shut off,
  
  those machines are no longer pumping out the water coming in through those leaks, so we just put ourselves under a
  
   very
  
  unforgiving deadline. Let’s get to work, guys.”
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  The door was hard to close; once Mogul had shown her the trick, she had managed to deflect her attention from it but not shut it off entirely. It was something that had always been
  
   there,
  
  creeping out in Vadrieny’s relationship to sound, in the way her magic sometimes sang through when Teal created music and they were both caught up in it. It was more than physical sound, more than the delicate mechanisms of the ear detecting vibration in the air. Something in her being that superceded mundane physics, like the means she used to fly, sought out and connected to it, and Mogul with his bell and his explanations had opened a door she had no idea how to close again.
 

 
  Despite the speed of the air rushing past her, the sounds of the city rose up in an infinite clamor as she soared above Tiraas. Teal had been in cities plenty of times and was familiar with their cacophony, but now each sound, each voice and crash and clatter, registered
  
   individually.
  
  Mogul had said it could be overwhelming, but she viewed it with some detachment. Whether it was her musical training or just the long experience of disregarding unimportant noise, she let the hubbub slide past.
 

 
  She could definitely detect the shrieks and responses to her arrival in particular, and winced. Well, there was nothing to be done about that, unfortunately.
 

 
  Vadrieny arced toward the center of the city, but not too far, carefully avoiding Imperial Square. Both the government and the Church knew who she was, but she was under no illusions what would probably happen if an archdemon came diving out of the sky right at the Palace with no warning. Even coming over the walls had been pushing her luck. She only needed to glide in a wide sweep to orient herself; during previous trips to the capital she had
  
   not
  
  been encouraged to take to the air. It was quick work, though, to get her bearing and locate the Narisian embassy, in the aptly-named Embassy District two blocks distant from the Square.
 

 
  Very carefully, she slowed her descent, banking as she approached and pumping her wings to settle as gently as possible into the courtyard. The people crossing the space between the front gates and the doors, a mix of drow and humans, wisely scurried off the main path to make room, while soldiers in House An’sadarr uniforms stepped forward with weapons upraised.
 

 
  Immediately upon landing, Vadrieny submerged herself, leaving Teal standing in the chilly air in her House Awarrion robes. She turned to face the startled onlookers with the calmest expression she could muster, painfully aware that her hair must be a disaster.
 

 
  “I am very sorry for startling you,” she said with well-practiced public calm, bowing to the public. “Everything is all right; there is no danger here. My apologies for the intrusion.”
 

 
  She turned to approach the embassy’s door, and found her way blocked by two soldiers. Already stepping forward, Teal trailed to a halt; these had swords out and upraised. They were An’sadarr, not Awarrion, but surely they had been told about her?
 

 
  “It’s all right. Let her pass.”
 

 
  The armored women obeyed immediately, sheathing their weapons and stepping aside to flank the open door again, in the process revealing the slim figure of the Ambassador.
 

 
  Shariss yr Shareth a’nar Awarrion wore her hair shorter than most Awarrion personnel save the House guards, in a style not dissimilar to Teal’s which was more associated with a martial path than a diplomatic one in Narisian culture. She generally had a famously unique sense of style, as evidenced by her robes: black, rather than deep red and green as was common among her House, and custom-designed in a shape evocative of a Tiraan business suit, complete with lapels and high collar and subtle embroidery hinting at pinstripes.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shariss said, a masterpiece of a syllable which conveyed a greeting, a question, and a dire warning all at once.
 

 
  “Ambassador,” Teal replied, bowing again. “I apologize for interrupting your business, but mine is urgent. May I speak with you in privacy?”
 

 
  “Of course,” Shariss said neutrally. “This way, if you please.”
 

 
  The Ambassador set a brisk pace, which suited Teal perfectly. They strode—or in Shariss’s case, glided—through the embassy’s main entry hall, both acknowledging the stares of visitors with polite nods, then passed through a side door into a hallway. Shariss led her up a narrow flight of stairs, along a short hall, and through a heavy wooden door into a small conference room with a window overlooking the street outside, which marked it as a place for meeting human visitors as Narisians generally preferred fully enclosed spaces. It also bore some kind of enchantment for privacy, to judge by the way the sounds from without were fully cut off once Shariss shut the door behind Teal.
 

 
  “It’s just lucky I was alerted to your approach in time to meet you personally,” Shariss said, an open edge in her tone now that they were in private, turning to fix Teal with a stare. “I
  
   trust
  
  you realize the trouble that entrance may have created, and that this is worth it?”
 

 
  “I do, and I think so,” Teal said, swallowing nervousness with the help of a rush of wordless support and affection from Vadrieny. “I was just intercepted in Puna Dara and informed that the Sleeper has been identified.”
 

 
  Shariss’s eyes narrowed, but she just nodded for Teal to continue.
 

 
  “His name is Chase Masterson, and I can
  
   well
  
  believe he would do such…things. My source indicated he fled Last Rock upon being outed and was directed to come to Tiraas to be recruited by the Imperial government. And further, that Professor Tellwyrn had been sufficiently agitated that she would be pursuing with the intent to kill him on sight.”
 

 
  “Source?”
 

 
  “An agent of the Archpope. Embras Mogul of the Black Wreath was also there, and
  
   he
  
  is under orders from Elilial herself to support Vadrieny as needed. He was able to confirm some part of the story and clarify others. And debunk a few obvious lies.”
 

 
  “So,” Shariss said with another nod, “you consider this account credible, overall.”
 

 
  “Mostly, but it also contains misdirection. Tellwyrn is
  
   not
  
  a fool, nor is she mindlessly violent; she’ll be trying to capture Chase as well, to get the cure for the sleeping curse.” Teal drew in a steadying breath. “According to Mogul, the Archpope’s intent is to prolong conflicts in Puna Dara and Last Rock by removing Vadrieny and Tellwyrn, respectively, from those locations. It was probably he who outed Chase. And as
  
   infuriating
  
  as it is to have to take the bait…this is a question of loyalty.” She permitted a hard edge to creep into her own voice. “While he’s here, and not caught by Tellwyrn or the Empire yet, Chase is in play. Vadrieny possesses a tracking ability that
  
   may
  
  lead to him, which makes this our
  
   one
  
  chance to put him in the hands of House Awarrion. I…abandoned an assignment from the University and left my friends facing a very uncertain situation to come here after him. I
  
   can’t
  
  let it be for nothing.”
 

 
  Shariss simply nodded once more. To a Narisian drow, choosing House above all other considerations was nothing more or less than expected, particularly of a daughter of the Matriarch. Teal was not so sanguine; her friends were physically powerful enough to resist most material dangers and neither she nor Vadrieny
  
   likely
  
  could have contributed much to fixing ancient Elder God machinery, but this had still been a painful decision. It was her decision, though, and she had made it. Now there were only the consequences to deal with.
 

 
  “Very good, then,” the Ambassador said. “What do you need from me?”
 

 
  “I’ll need to be on the roof,” Teal said, “to listen. And…in Vadrieny’s form.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  will cause nearly as much of a stir as your entrance,” Shariss noted.
 

 
  “I’m sorry for…”
 

 
  The drow held up one hand. “Be sorry for nothing. I will run whatever interference is necessary with the Imperial government to buy you time. That’s nothing more or less than the task your mother and the Queen charged me with; it is my duty and an honor to aid you.” She turned and unlatched the window, but then paused just before pushing it open. The Ambassador shifted her head and gave Teal a look that was very undiplomatic.
  
   “Get him.”
  
 

 
  Teal nodded deeply in thanks, stepping forward and pushing the window open. Shariss stepped back from the rush of city noise and cold air, but Teal climbed up onto the sill and leaped out.
 

 
  There were shouts from the street below, followed by screams when Vadrieny burst forth again and propelled herself upward with a powerful beat of her wings. She paid them no mind, rising and circling till she was above the embassy and then setting herself down carefully on its highest point, a small spire surmounting its central done.
 

 
  It was a position not designed for perching upon, but with her claws wrapped around it, she held still even against the buffeting of the wind. Vadrieny closed her eyes, fully extended her fiery wings, and
  
   listened.
  
 

 
  
  
  Deliberately, consciously opened to it like that, it
  
   was
  
  overwhelming for a moment. She could tell how that ability had always been there, but unnoticed and ignored till now—the way sound interacted with her, the way Teal’s music poured out and Vadrieny’s perception of it had aided her in creating it. Having been crammed into a mortal body and nearly destroyed in the process, she had rebuilt her consciousness by clinging to Teal’s; who knew what other senses she might still possess, dormant and waiting to be awakened? Thanks to Mogul’s intervention, now, she didn’t know how to stop it.
 

 
  But it was Teal, not Vadrieny, who provided the key to making this
  
   useful.
  
  According to the warlock Vadrieny had, in times past, used precisely this ability to separate sounds out in order to hunt her mother’s enemies, but right now she had no idea how that was done. Teal, though, could single out one note from an orchestra… Or one voice from a city.
 

 
  They clung there, feathers spread like hundreds of antennae, with every tiny vibration of sound thrumming through fiery plumes, ears, aura. Slipping through their shared consciousness like threads of silk through fingers, searching for one familiar voice.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She arrived first upon a flat rooftop not far from the city’s center. Tellwyrn took a moment to glance about, noting the nearby spires of the Grand Cathedral and the Temple of Avei; the structure atop which she stood had a view straight down the avenue which passed between them into Imperial Square. Well enough; a central position wasn’t really necessary for this, but it couldn’t hurt.
 

 
  Finding him was the work of moments. She had to close her eyes and release a gentle
  
   pulse
  
  with her will, the softest exertion of arcane energy that rippled out across the entire city, passing through and around its chaotic morass of active enchantments without disturbing them. Rare was the wizard who could detect that, but if any were near enough to feel it, they would also feel
  
   whose
  
  locator spell that was and know better than to meddle in her business. Indeed, she felt a tiny ripple in response, the distinctive faint pressure of Zanzayed off in the Conclave’s embassy, acknowledging her presence. She ignored him; her business lay with the
  
   other
  
  ping that resulted.
 

 
  Chase Masterson was in no position to detect that spell, but he
  
   was
  
  a student of her University and therefore Tellwyrn had long since made certain of her ability to
  
   find
  
  him at need. In theory, she could have done so from anywhere in the world, but it was easier and much faster to start from close by. Her information was correct: he was in the city. That would make this a very short pursuit indeed.
 

 
  She opened her eyes, this time channeling power through the inherent charms on her spectacles. In the sixty years since acquiring them in that unfortunate little town on the N’Jendo border, she had made certain not only to research their history but to experiment with their abilities, and it was now the simplest thing in the world to turn her head and focus her eyes and mind to
  
   see
  
  him. Though he was far enough away that even elven eyes could barely have picked him out from the crowd, and there were hundreds of buildings and other objects separating them, Chase was a speck in her vision that she would not lose now that she had it.
 

 
  Not even when he abruptly shadow-jumped to a different part of the city. She turned again, unerringly. She had the scent now, and he wasn’t getting away that easily.
 

 
  First, preparations. The spell she wove using only the exertion of her mind; no reagents, no gestures even, simply a matrix of arcane and infernal energy crafted into an invisible cage on the rooftop, half-completed so as to allow its target to move within, ready to be finished and snare him once he was in position. That took only moments longer. The more time it spent here, the more likely
  
   someone
  
  would find it—or blunder into it—but she did not expect this to take long enough for that to become an issue.
 

 
  Tellwyrn opened her eyes, studying the flows of magic through her spectacles. Everything was in order; no reason to delay further.
 

 
  Teleportation was a specialty of hers; many mages hesitated to use it in cities at all, particularly in crowded areas, but Tellwyrn had no trouble planting herself abruptly in an opening in the crowd barely big enough to accommodate her. She ignored the cursing and single shriek that resulted from her sudden arrival, focusing only on Chase.
 

 
  She had appeared right in front of him, which wasn’t deliberate; any arrival point within a few feet would have ensured the reaction she wanted. He had apparently just slipped out of an alleyway and was heading down a busy sidewalk, but now skidded to a halt to avoid running right into her.
 

 
  For one second, they locked eyes in silence.
 

 
  “Okay, y’got me,” Chase said with a bashful grin, raising his hands. “I’m away from campus without permission. I was
  
   gonna
  
  get a note from Miss Sunrunner, but—”
 

 
  Doubtless he thought he was being clever by shadow-jumping away mid-sentence, but no amount of infernal mastery made his reaction time a match for an elf’s. Tellwyrn’s eyes shifted minutely, following the trail he made through spacetime, which was at the same time a tunnel connecting two points and those points being brought to the same location for a moment. Like most such effects, this made no sense to minds accustomed to classical physics; it had taken her several decades of practice to be able to do that without suffering crippling nausea and a migraine, but a wizard’s mind was flexible.
 

 
  Intercepting and redirecting a shadow-jump was doubtless part of the knowledge Chase had been granted; at least, Elilial definitely knew the technique. Just because he understood the theory, though, did not mean he could
  
   do
  
  it. That required a great deal of practice; it was as much a matter of intuition as skill. Countering that technique was a whole order of magnitude harder. Even she would have been hard-pressed to manage it, which was one of the reasons she disdained shadow-jumping. Chase had no chance.
 

 
  Tellwyrn teleported back to her rooftop, arriving at the same moment Chase’s interrupted dimensional jump spat him out right into the middle of the snare array. It instantly closed like the jaws of a bear trap, meeting his own reflexive defenses.
 

 
  With more time and attention she could have carefully crafted a spell to ensnare a specific foe, but it hadn’t even been necessary in this case. Chase was no wizard; he wasn’t even a proper warlock, just a silly boy with powers he didn’t respect or deserve. His instinctive reactions were exactly as she had assumed, a retaliatory use of infernal magic to disrupt the arcane element of the snare and try to convert it per the Circles of Interaction to a form he could subvert. Then, he encountered the spell’s infernal component and wasted precious seconds being stymied.
 

 
  “Oh
  
   ho!”
  
  Chase exclaimed, grinning in delight. “Someone’s been dabbling in the dark arts herself! Shame on you, Arachne, and after you present yourself as such an upstanding—”
 

 
  A proper caster of any kind would also know better than to try engaging in repartee while already in a battle of magic. She could have arranged an even more complex spell to finish trapping him while he stopped to jabber. Knowing Chase as she did, this outcome was predictable enough that it would have been a safe bet. Again, though, there was no need to have bothered. She simply applied the last element of the spell.
 

 
  The divine magic that flared around them was pure white and of an intensity that met and incinerated the infernal he was trying to use. Not that in her own spell, though; that had been arranged beforehand in
  
   precisely
  
  the proper configuration. Magic of the third school fit neatly into the existing array.
 

 
  The whole thing collapsed inward, plunging to a single point in the middle of Chase’s aura like a balloon popping in reverse. Arcane, infernal and divine energy clamped down on and
  
   through
  
  him, settling over his mind and his very being like a solid shield and cutting him off from accessing magic.
 

 
  Any magic.
 

 
  “…okay, I’ll hand it to you,” he said aloud after a moment.
  
   “That
  
  I was not expecting. But…you know, in hindsight, I dunno why.” Again, he grinned insouciantly, not in the lease perturbed by his predicament. “All those thousands of years doing nothing but chasing down gods and getting their attention, it’s downright idiotic of me and everyone else
  
   not
  
  to have guessed. So, whose priestess are you? Wait, don’t tell me! It’s Vidius, isn’t it? In the stories you always got along
  
   real
  
  well with him.”
 

 
  She continued to ignore his prattling, already weaving another spell. This one was visible, since she felt no need to conceal it, and Chase stopped talking to warily eyeball the circles of arcane blue that appeared around him, rotating and marked with glyphs.
 

 
  “Hnh,” Tellwyrn grunted, eyes tracking rapidly back and forth as she extracted data on the spells he had recently cast, pulling the information directly from his own aura. “And there it is, the infamous
  
   curse.
  
  It really was you.”
 

 
  For once, he seemed to have nothing to say. The binding did not restrict him physically, but he just stood there. Even Chase Masterson wasn’t daffy enough to think trying to escape or attack her would lead anywhere useful.
 

 
  “And…oh, Chase.” She shook her head. “Of all the idiotic… You know, embarrassingly, it was Ezzaniel and not one of the magic professors who came up with the theory that you were reacting like a Vanislaad. He’ll be insufferably smug about this. But honestly, you summoned one and destroyed its soul to absorb that aspect? There is a
  
   reason
  
  warlocks don’t do that, Chase! Because any warlock
  
   knows
  
  where his soul will go in the end, and refrains from doing things which will ensure Prince Vanislaas spends an eternity ripping him a series of new ones!”
 

 
  “Eh,” he said lightly, shrugging and regaining his characteristic grin. “I bet I can take him. It’ll all work out for me in the end. It always does.”
 

 
  “You sad little idiot,” she grunted, already studying the cluster of data that was his sleeping curse in four dimensions. It really was hellishly complex, pun entirely relevant. She could crack this, though. It might take time, but certainly less than Alaric, Bradshaw and the others would have to spend.
 

 
  “Hey, you’re supposed to be my teacher. If I’m an idiot, whose fault is that?”
 

 
  She consigned the data to a carefully partitioned-off segment of her memory and focused on him again.
 

 
  “Who else?” she asked curtly.
 

 
  “Ah.” Chase stuck his hands in his pockets and smirked at her. He was dressed for a Last Rock winter—which wasn’t even properly a winter—but despite the snow scattered around the roof and the sharp wind, he didn’t even shiver. “That’s right, you’ll be wanting to know who
  
   else
  
  got a brainjob from the Dark Lady. How many, what they know, the whole works. Well, that seems like important information, doesn’t it? Not to mention, and I don’t mind admitting it, the only thing I’ve got to bargain with, here. So, say I’m in a mood to be accommodating. What’s in it for me?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed. “You have to know you’ll tell me anything I want to hear, in the end.”
 

 
  Chase gazed back at her with that insufferable little smirk for a long moment. She waited; his patience was no match for hers and they both knew it. Slowly, the smirk receded, but rather than intimidated, his expression grew thoughtful.
 

 
  “Why’d you
  
   ever
  
  bring me here, Arachne? Oh, not
  
   this.”
  
  Grinning, he gestured around at the empty rooftop. “No, I totally get this part right here. I meant…the school. Your big infamous University for future heroes and villains and other things that haven’t been
  
   things
  
  since the Age of Adventures. Me, just some fucking guy who got chucked out of a lodge. I never understood it, but I wasn’t gonna look that gift horse in the mouth. But seriously, since we’re here… Why? Tell me that. What the
  
   fuck
  
  was I ever doing at that school?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn pursed her lips, debating internally. Well, if all he wanted was conversation, that cost her nothing. It was one of the less troublesome paths to an accord.
 

 
  “Are you aware, Chase, of just
  
   how
  
  you are…different?”
 

 
  “I think the word you
  
   mean
  
  to use there is ‘defective,’” he replied with a wink. “Oh, not that
  
   I
  
  think I am. Mostly I notice that almost everyone
  
   but
  
  me are hypocritical idiots obsessed with mushy shit that objectively does not matter. They don’t even really believe it, either; we just all have to pretend, because that what you’ve gotta do to live in a society. I’ve always had a feeling that
  
   you,
  
  of all people, knew better.”
 

 
  “That mushy shit is what makes everything possible,” she said, heaving a sigh. “Empathy begets cooperation; cooperation begets
  
   everything else.
  
  You think you’re so special? Without people connecting to each other, working together, you’d be special running naked through the woods searching for tubers and grubs to eat.
  
   Civilization
  
  is a product of people being able to look into one another and see reflections of themselves. And Chase…you should know better than that by now.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, here it comes,” he said sagely. “The long speech about how I suck. Lay it on me, teach.”
 

 
  “I had a friend,” she said, shifting her eyes to gaze at the city’s distant walls. “Morgan Corrassan. A charming asshole who loved fun a lot more than self-preservation, like you.
  
   Just
  
  like you, Chase.
  
   Anth’auwa,
  
  as the elves say: missing that little piece in the brain that contains your connections to other thinking, feeling beings. But the thing is…my friend Morgan figured out
  
   how
  
  to get along in the world. He made himself useful, was always friendly and kind to others, spoke respectfully to authority figures. Hell, the man carried candy around to give to children every time we passed through a village. Do you think he gave a shit about them? Children were just particularly annoying meat-marionettes as far as he was concerned. Morgan
  
   got
  
  it, Chase. He grasped that the way to succeed in life was to be a source of pleasure and utility to others. That society is a thing you can neither ignore nor spit on without consequences. He and I had some
  
   crazy
  
  times together—this was back when dungeon-delving was a legitimate career. Every time I needed someone
  
   really
  
  reliable, there was always good ol’ Morgan. Because, in a way, he was
  
   more
  
  stable than a so-called normal person. His issues were comprehensible; I always knew exactly what he was, what he was about, and what might cause him to turn on me. So I never let that happen. A
  
   normal
  
  person might do any goddamn thing at all—people are as skittish and irrational as horses at the best of times. If you know how to handle them, if
  
   they
  
  know how to handle
  
   themselves,
  
  
   anth’auwa
  
  can be some of the best friends out there.” She shook her head slowly, turning back to him. “Morgan died a rich man, at the age of seventy, in bed from a stroke. On silk sheets, under a literal
  
   pile
  
  of prostitutes. He willed his entire fortune to the Universal Church, and I will be eternally bitter about that because it’s a practical joke I will
  
   never
  
  top. That’s all it was, Chase. He wasn’t a better man than you. I don’t think terms like ‘better’ are even applicable to people like you. He just did the one thing you apparently couldn’t be bothered to: used his
  
   fucking brain.”
  
 

 
  “That’s a beautiful story,” Chase said solemnly. “Truly, I am touched.”
 

 
  “Most human societies have never worked out a way to cope with your kind,” she said, folding her arms and staring at him over the rims of her glasses. “Or even to recognize them. Plains and forest elves just expel
  
   anth’auwa
  
  from the tribe to be someone else’s problem. In Tar’naris, you would be identified and studied, and if found useful, put to work. Narisians are great ones for not wasting resources, and your nature
  
   does
  
  lend itself to particular fields. Someone with obsessive focus and no regard for the pain of others can make a
  
   fantastic
  
  surgeon, for example. Of course, they would also assign you a dedicated handler, and if you weren’t found to be useful enough to justify the expenses of keeping both yourself and your minder, you’d end up food for the spiders that make the silk. Then, of course, there are the Eserites; the Guild attracts
  
   anth’auwa.
  
  They probably think they’re doing the public a service by slitting their throats and dumping them in ravines. And I don’t have to tell you of all people how Shaathists react to the kinds of trouble you cause.”
 

 
  “Oh, that wasn’t personal,” he said lightly, waving a hand. “They’ll take any excuse to boot boys out of the ol’ fraternity. More wives for whoever’s left.”
 

 
  “It’s just a damn shame, is all,” she said quietly, still gazing at him. “So much potential, constantly going to waste. And worse, turning out to be a
  
   danger
  
  to society in most cases, because society fails to identify people with your condition and give them the support they’d need to turn out productive. It
  
   can
  
  be done; I’ve seen it done. There’s no reason it can’t be done on a large scale. You were my first real try, Chase.”
 

 
  She twisted her mouth bitterly to one side.
 

 
  “I am…disappointed.”
 

 
  “Yeah? Sounds like quite the noble goal you’ve got going there.” Chase grinned broadly, stuck his hands back in his pockets and slouched nonchalantly. “It lines up really well with your oft-stated educational philosophy, too. Yeah, I actually
  
   have
  
  listened to all your talk about how every problem in the world is due to people not
  
   thinking.
  
  And you know what, maybe you’re not wrong about that. I don’t think
  
   that’s
  
  what went wrong here.” He grin broadened. “Maybe, Arachne, you’ve just bitten off more than you can chew with this one. Maybe it’s a worthwhile goal, and ought to be left up to a
  
   competent
  
  teacher.”
 

 
  The wind whistled across the space between them, carrying with it the chill of late winter and the hubbub of the city. Tellwyrn shifted her gaze to stare past his shoulder, and pushed her spectacles back up her nose.
 

 
  “So, anyhow!” Chase said in a cheerful tone. “Here we are. I
  
   still
  
  have information you need, so the question is: what’s it worth to you for me to cooperate, hmm?”
 

 
  “I confess I
  
   had
  
  hoped you’d start acting in your own best interests, belatedly,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Of course, I came prepared to get it out of you by whatever other means proved necessary. Circumstance does tend to intervene, though. Now that we’re all here, I think I’ll just let her take care of it.”
 

 
  He blinked, his grin faltering, but it returned in full force the next moment. “Oh, come on, that’s downright insulting. You don’t think I’m gonna fall for—”
 

 
  Probably expecting Tellwyrn to intervene, Vadrieny came swooping in at a low angle and high speed. She slowed just enough to snatch Chase without maiming him, but in the next instant had pumped her wings and shot upward in an arc carrying her straight for the walls, captive clutched firmly in her claws. It was only seconds more before they were out of sight, an orange streak of fire vanishing above the horizon.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed softly. “You may as well come out. I assume you wanted to talk to me, since you showed up in person. Admirably quick response time, by the way.”
 

 
  “Truth be told, I had scryers on standby watching for something else when you started flinging spells around.” At the other end of the roof, near the fire escape, Quentin Vex materialized out of the air in the act of removing an invisibility ring from his finger. “You’re not going to stop her?” he asked, pacing forward to join the Professor.
 

 
  “Oh, I will be having
  
   words
  
  with that girl about what she’s doing
  
   here
  
  instead of where I directed her to be,” Tellwyrn said grimly. “But later. With regard to this… No, that’s an acceptable resolution. She’s heading west by northwest, toward Tar’naris. The drow will get any answers needed out of him. They are better prepared to handle both warlocks and
  
   anth’auwa
  
  than you or I are, frankly. And whatever
  
   else
  
  they do to the little shit, he’s brought on himself. So!” She turned to face him directly. “Sorry my little bag of tricks distracted your attention, but since it’s
  
   you
  
  and not half the Azure Corps here to greet me, you must want something.”
 

 
  “Well, this is rather embarrassing,” Vex replied, “but I’m afraid we’ve had a problem containing a local…issue. And it has come to affect us both.”
 

 
  “Do tell.”
 

 
  “The short version is that a cabal of treasonous individuals loyal to the Archpope above the Empire have been rounded up and arrested over the course of the last two days. Most were members of various cults, and the cults have taken point on this. A group of two dozen Imperial soldiers, however, slipped our net, stole a zeppelin, and according to its last sighting, are heading toward Last Rock.”
 

 
  “…why?” Tellwyrn asked in a dangerously calm tone.
 

 
  “Come, Professor, you have to know all the events going on here are interconnected. Justinian’s sticky fingerprints are all over the mess in Puna Dara, and while this is the first solid indication I’ve had that he’s also involved in your problems out there, it doesn’t surprise me. Does it you?”
 

 
  She grunted. “Well, Lorelin Reich
  
   is
  
  in Last Rock again. Two dozen troops, hm. Where’s that zeppelin now?”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” he said, scowling. “That’s the problem. Probably somewhere over the Green Belt by now, but they know very well that if they come withing range of any mag cannon emplacements they’ll be shot down. So they aren’t. The farther they get into the Great Plains, the more empty space there is in which to hide.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure what you expect me to do,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Scrying the location of a moving vehicle isn’t as easy as that, or your people would just do it yourselves. By far the most effective action here would be to use another,
  
   faster
  
  flying unit, and go
  
   search.”
  
 

 
  “I don’t expect you to do any specific thing, Professor,” Vex said, resuming his customary mild smile. “I just thought you deserved to know about the group of armed men and women apparently planning to intervene on your campus.
  
   And
  
  to know that the Empire has already written the airship off. Anyone reducing it to shrapnel would be doing the Silver Throne a service. But, with that message delivered, I had better get back to my increasingly exhausting duties. Always a pleasure, Professor.”
 

 
  He bowed politely to her, then turned and ambled back toward the fire escape. Tellwyrn watched him go, and waited until he reached the street below before acting.
 

 
  She devoted two solid minutes to cursing under her breath, cycling through twelve languages. At last, still grumbling to herself, she held out a hand.
 

 
  A polished wooden flute popped out of midair into her grasp. She lifted the instrument to her lips and began to play. Only a few bars of music emerged before yet another person stepped out of thin air onto the rooftop; after her earlier seeking spell, he had probably been waiting specifically for this.
 

 
  “Seven down,” Zanzayed the Blue crowed, a living portrait of smugness, “three to go! Have you given any thought to names yet, darling? Me, I’ve already picked out curtains for the nursery. Blue, obviously.”
 

 
  “If it ever gets as high as nine, I’ll just drop the damn thing into the Azure Sea,” she snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself any more than you can absolutely help, Zanza. When have you
  
   ever
  
  gotten the better of me in the long run?”
 

 
  “Now, now, poppet, if you were going to get rid of it you’d have done so when we first made our little bet. And at seven of ten allowed favors invoked, I
  
   am
  
  numerically winning. So!” He grinned a particularly insufferable grin. “How may I be of service?”
 

 
  “You’re going to think this is dreadfully prosaic,” she said dryly, “but I need a ride.”
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  After its previous chaos, the darkness and quiet of the fabrication plant was oppressive. It also served to alarmingly magnify the sound of rushing water.
 

 
  “Looks like something’s still switched on,” Gabriel said, pausing at the bottom of the stairs while the rest of the group crept back in behind him. Indeed, directly ahead, lights still glowed in the central command station. It was the only source of illumination aside from the transparent ceiling, which barely emitted enough sea-filtered light to stand out from the darkness.
 

 
  “I will go check it out!” Fross chimed, and zipped forward before anyone could stop her. The pixie vanished into the station and the rest of the party watched her silver glow dart around within while they lined up at the base of the metal stairs.
 

 
  “Wouldn’t your valkyrie friend make a better scout?” Milady murmured. “Undetectable and invulnerable…”
 

 
  “She’s already looked, says its safe,” Gabriel replied quietly, then grinned. “Fross saves all our butts twice in an average week; I don’t like to discourage her from jumping in.”
 

 
  “Time is a
  
   factor,”
  
  Principia said pointedly, glancing at the nearest spout of water, which glistened faintly in the dim glow of the command center, and stepped forward off the stairs and onto the walkway proper.
 

 
  Before she got any further, Fross returned. “It appears safe!” the pixie reported. “There are still some lights turned on in the machines built into the walls and floor and I couldn’t tell what they do but nothing that was nailed down reacted to my presence. There
  
   is
  
  something else there, though, some kind of golem, I think. It looks like a trash bin with metal spider arms and one of those little flat display panels for a face, and it makes bell noises almost like me!”
 

 
  “See!” Juniper exclaimed. “Giant mechanical spider! I
  
   told
  
  you!”
 

 
  “Oh, a Caretaker unit,” Milady said eagerly. “That’s
  
   good
  
  news! They’re meant to look after Infinite Order facilities like the Avatar, but they’re kept separate from the machines and their programming can’t be altered. Poor guy’s probably the only thing holding this place together; we couldn’t ask for better help in fixing it. Come on!”
 

 
  She set off down the walkway, Principia close behind her. Fross shot ahead again, a silver streak zooming back into the alcove. The rest followed more slowly, peering warily around at the darkness as they went.
 

 
  Their approach was halted just before the entrance to the command alcove, when a chunk of the machinery within detached itself and moved to sit in the doorway. It was very much like Fross had described: a squat tube on wheels, bristling with multi-jointed mechanical arms and with a single flat panel on the front of its upper segment which glowed with lines depicting a stylized face.
 

 
  “See!” Fross chimed, zipping back to hover above the golem. It emitted a chiming noise in response, the lines of its “face” altering to form a broad grin. It made unmistakable beckoning gestures with two of its arms and retreated back into the alcove.
 

 
  “And…you’ve
  
   seen
  
  those before?” Toby asked warily.
 

 
  “One,” Milady admitted. “And…it wasn’t turned on. But I’ve had their functions described to me in detail.”
 

 
  “I’ve seen ’em,” Principia said. “Caretakers are perfectly harmless at worst. They’re designed to be annoyingly friendly and helpful. The Mysterious Stranger here is right, this is a stroke of luck. C’mon.”
 

 
  She brushed past Milady and stepped into the alcove after the Caretaker golem, leaving the rest to follow.
 

 
  The platform was octagonal, with entrances on two sides for walkways and walls of glass that sloped outward; it had no ceiling, being open to the roof of the plant itself with its view of the murky seawater above. The original construction seemed to have included transparent panels at waist height, horizontal and slightly angled, which housed the controls. Several of these were knocked out, though, and more machinery had been installed, in a rather haphazard fashion. The additions looked altogether tacked-on and seemed to be the product of a different mind than the clean, glossy aesthetic of the Infinite Order. With moving parts, blinking lights, protruding hoses and wires, they looked rather like things modern dwarves might build, or even the workings of an enchanted factory. These ran along the edges, a couple were installed onto the floor itself, and several extended from the upper edges of the slanting walls to hang overhead. Altogether the whole looked too heavy for this platform to support, but the metal felt as solid beneath their feet as the very ground, not vibrating at all when stepped on.
 

 
  One entire wall had been knocked out to make room for a flat display which protruded half out into space, and this was the source of most of the light still active. It was a broad, flat table with a three-dimensional map of the middle part of the continent, its geography obvious to those familiar with it, centered on the Golden Sea and with the Wyrnrange, Stalrange and Dwarnskolds forming borders, apparently crafted of solid light. Hovering above this, also formed from light, was a slowly rotating globe. It was difficult to gather around the map because a large gate of some kind had been installed attached to it, little more than an empty metal door frame on a thick base with built-in machinery and control panels. This jutted out into the center of the alcove, taking up much of the available space.
 

 
  The Caretaker wheeled over to this apparatus and began gesticulating at it and at them with its multiple arms, whistling and chiming urgently.
 

 
  “Okaaay,” Ruda drawled. “So…it’s a map, and a globe of the world.”
 

 
  “That’s not the world,” Juniper said. “Look, the continents are all wrong.”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   a
  
  world.” Principia slipped past the Caretaker and leaned partly over the map display, peering closely at the planet hovering above the continent. “That’s Earth.”
 

 
  “I thought
  
   this
  
  was earth,” Toby said.
 

 
  “What?” Milady frowned at him. “I’ve never heard it called that.”
 

 
  “Every word for the world I’ve encountered in any language means some variation of ‘dirt,’ ‘land,’ or ‘home,’” said Fross, now orbiting Earth and casting very odd shadows across its luminous surface. “I guess planets only need names if there’s more than one, otherwise it’s just a constant, like the air or sky. And there aren’t any other planets within sight of our telescopes or astro-scryers, so…”
 

 
  “Adventurers and their bantering,” Principia muttered. “That is
  
   Earth,
  
  the planet the Elder Gods came here from, thousands of years ago. Where the human species originated.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda repeated irritably. “What the fuck is it doing hovering over the Golden Sea?”
 

 
  “Hey, there’s Last Rock!” Juniper said, pointing to the protrusion of the familiar mountain near the edge of the map.
 

 
  “It’s their escape hatch.” Everyone turned to stare at Gabriel, who himself was staring off to the side, frowning in concentration in the way he did when relaying words from Vestrel. “It’s… Okay, the thing itself isn’t
  
   here,
  
  but this gadget is clearly some kind of link to it. Apparently… The Elder Gods were prepared for their experiments here to go badly, so they set up a permanent portal back to where they came from. Except, not
  
   exactly
  
  there.” He paused, his frown deepening. “It’s…not exactly Earth, but an alternate dimension. That’s what a lot of their technology was based on, traveling between dimensions. It’s how they came to this planet without having to spend years in—Vestrel, do we really need to know that part? Okay, so they opened a portal to this alternate Earth that was
  
   almost
  
  identical to theirs, at a fixed point in the past where a lot of their favorite myths and stories came from and where the technology was advanced enough they wouldn’t be dealing with ignorant savages, but not so much that the people there could have stood against them. If they had to abandon this planet, they were gonna go
  
   there
  
  and conquer it.”
 

 
  “That,” Ruda stated, “is vicious, cowardly, and generally fucking despicable.”
 

 
  “Sounds about right,” Milady remarked.
 

 
  “And apparently the gate still works and is still open.” Gabriel transferred his pensive stare to the map display. “And…it is in the center of the Golden Sea, which is what causes the whole region to be spatially unstable.
  
   Huh.
  
  The things we learn.”
 

 
  “I am just
  
   kicking
  
  myself for not spending more time asking Vestrel about the past,” Fross chimed in agitation, now zipping back and forth in midair. “Of course I can’t exactly talk to her but there have to be workarounds there and I didn’t realize
  
   how
  
  old she is but oh the
  
   things
  
  she must know!”
 

 
  “Vestrel would like everyone to know that she’s not an encyclopedia,” Gabriel said wryly. “And also I’m to add to our enigmatic friend here that if
  
   she
  
  wants to hear long-winded valkyrie explanations, she knows who to ask.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,
  
   that
  
  fun conversation isn’t done, then,” Milady muttered. “Something to look forward to.”
 

 
  “None of which explains what the
  
   fuck
  
  all this is doing
  
   here,”
  
  Ruda said loudly. “This place is flooding
  
   as we fucking speak,
  
  guys. Archaeology later,
  
   fixing this shit
  
  now!”
 

 
  “That is a point.” Principia, now frowning deeply, slid out of the group and began prowling around the edges of the alcove, studying the panels. They were active, emitting a faint glow, but displayed nothing but the Infinite Order’s sigil. “We told this thing to reboot, right? I can’t help noticing that nothing is booting up. I realize this place is wrecked, but the central computer was functional enough to talk to us. Should it take this long?”
 

 
  “You’re asking
  
   us?”
  
  Juniper exclaimed. “I thought
  
   you
  
  were the expert! Isn’t that why we brought you?”
 

 
  “Vestrel recommends percussive maintenance,” Gabriel reported. “If that means what it sounds like, I have…
  
   doubts.”
  
 

 
  The Caretaker began chiming loudly. As they all turned to stare, it backed up to the far edge of the alcove, and then retracted all its metal arms until just the clawed grabbing mechanisms from each protruded from its central body.
 

 
  “Um,” Juniper said hesitantly, “what’s it doing—”
 

 
  She broke off as the golem suddenly burst into motion, charging across the alcove to slam its body against the side of the metal gate. It rebounded, chiming in agitation, and toppled over; Toby reflexively dived to catch it, and then yelped and was borne to the floor under the golem, whose weight he had clearly underestimated.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s grand,” Ruda exclaimed. “I thought you said that thing would be
  
   helpful!”
  
 

 
  Suddenly, all the lights in the room flashed, and the panels turned red. A hum rose in the air as technology came to life around them. Everyone froze, though moments later Juniper un-froze at Toby’s grunt and resumed heaving the Caretaker off him.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  going to say that,” Gabriel muttered into the tense silence which followed. “If you want to tell people you told them so, get somebody else to summon your spooky ass.”
 

 
  The oddly resonant, feminine voice from the panels outside suddenly spoke, though not comprehensibly. Several of them jumped in surprise, while the rest just frowned at the unintelligible jabbering.
 

 
  “I recognize some of those syllables,” Fross said thoughtfully.
 

 
  “You’re doing better than I am,” Toby grunted, brushing himself off. The Caretaker chimed apologetically at him, extending an arm tipped with an actual brush to help.
 

 
  “Is this…progress?” Principia asked.
 

 
  Milady cleared her throat. “Computer, set language to—”
 

 
  
   “Dialect identified,”
  
  the computer’s voice declared from all around them.
  
   “English, North American, twentieth century. Warning: there are multiple leaks emitting seawater. The facility’s structural integrity is below seventy percent and in danger of collapsing from water pressure. Warning: the Avatar governing intelligence has suffered catastrophic corruption and cannot be safely booted in its current state. Warning: there has been a category one security breach resulting in nanite contamination of the planet’s surface. Warning: this facility is flooded. Warning: widespread damage to the facility has reduced the production capacity of this fabrication plant below twenty-five percent. This facility’s condition is beyond critical. Multiple immediate actions are urgently necessary.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “No shit!” Ruda exclaimed. “How the fuck do we
  
   fix
  
  this?!”
 

 
  “Uh, computer!” Fross said loudly. “What course of action do you recommend to begin repairs?”
 

 
  “That’s what I just said,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  
   “The major repairs necessary will require the guidance of this facility’s Avatar.”
  
 

 
  “But the Avatar’s
  
   broken!”
  
  Principia exclaimed. “That’s the whole damn problem, you hunk of—”
 

 
  
   “A fresh iteration of the Avatar can be loaded,”
  
  the computer informed them.
  
   “Corruption resulted from the installation of unapproved equipment, which can be removed with the Avatar’s guidance. Recommendation: the extant iteration of the Avatar program should be isolated behind firewalls and left inert,
  
  
   and a new iteration loaded from the last stable restore point to oversee repairs. It should be possible to complete repairs before the Avatar becomes too corrupt to function, and then either debug its program or load another fresh iteration.”
  
 

 
  The computer stopped talking, and they all peered around at each other in varying degrees of confusion.
 

 
  “Did you guys follow any of that?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “I
  
   think
  
  so,” said Fross. “If I understand correctly, it sounds like sense.”
 

 
  “Yes, actually,” Milady said slowly. “I think that would work.”
 

 
  “Vestrel agrees,” Gabriel added. “Okay, then, if there are no objections? Then I think you’re still nominally the voice of Naiya here, Juno. Care to do the honors?”
 

 
  “I, uh…” The dryad shrugged fatalistically. “Oh, why not. Computer thingy! Do the…stuff you just said. The plan. The iterations and loading and all of it.”
 

 
  A musical chime sounded from the air around them, and a circular image appeared on all the surviving screens, slowly cycling down.
 

 
  “What was that, now?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Two ascending chimes is an affirmative acknowledgment,” said Milady. “It’s doing it. So now, I guess, we wait…”
 

 
  And then the screens cleared, and patterns of light appeared all around them in the air. From one rose a three-dimensional, translucent projection of the bald man in tight purple clothing. Unlike his previous appearance, he was calm and composed in aspect, smiling slightly at them with his hands folded.
 

 
  The Caretaker began chiming in delight, brandishing its arms victoriously overhead.
 

 
  
   “Greetings,”
  
  his resonant voice said soothingly from the machines all around.
  
   “Welcome to Fabrication Plant One. I am Avatar Zero Two, the governing intelligence of this facility. And… I am
  
  extremely
  
   embarrassed.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Are you seriously going to stand there doing
  
   drugs?”
  
 

 
  “You should try some of this, Eleanora,” the Emperor said with a smile and a hint of mischief.
 

 
  “I will
  
   not,”
  
  she said scathingly.
 

 
  “There’s barely enough coffee in here to be detectable,” he said, taking another sip and ignoring her growl. “It’s mostly milk, sugar, whipped cream and…some kind of syrup. This is basically a warm mug of dessert.”
 

 
  “It’s called a Tiraano, your Majesty,” Underminister Shanaar said tremulously. A mousy woman with large spectacles and a habit of holding her thick folder of paperwork before herself as if she could hide behind it, she was clearly overwhelmed at presenting her report to the Imperial couple in person. “It’s… Ah, that particular one is from La Chez, a Glassian cafe which has pioneered artisanal coffee in the city. I have procured samples from six other establishments if you wish to try—”
 

 
  “That will
  
   not
  
  be necessary,” Eleanora said frostily, and Ms. Shanaar cringed, shuffling surreptitiously behind her cart of warming mugs. The rich scents of coffee, cream, and flavored sugar filled the room headily, drifting from the steam her “samples” emitted.
 

 
  Sharidan gave Eleanora a reproachful look, and she repressed a sigh, but deliberately moderated her expression. He was right; there was nothing to be gained by bullying hard-working public servants just doing their jobs as ordered.
 

 
  Shanaar cleared her throat and began shuffling papers pointlessly, lowering her eyes to them. “Yes, well, um, your Majesties… As you can see for yourselves… Or, uh, not, if you prefer… Most of the uses of coffee in the city’s upscale cafes are relatively harmless. The flavor of the raw stuff is quite unpalatable and the upper class don’t seem to take to it without heavily mixing it with more, ah, wholesome ingredients. The temperance movement is targeting them mostly because the rich are usually the source of major social impetus. My report clearly indicates the only potential public health risk is from the less-common uses of the drink in its purer form, which is beginning to catch on among the working class. The Thieves’ Guild has begun to make institutionalized use of it, and it’s increasingly popular among factory workers… Actual risks are uncertain, we haven’t linked coffee to specific diseases. It simply grants a rush of energy when consumed. The, uh, long-term effects… There’s just no data, yet. We need time to study. It will take
  
   years
  
  to know the full implications.”
 

 
  “The short-term effects are already known,” Eleanora said brusquely. “And this is beginning to grow popular in the city?”
 

 
  “The first coffee crops planted on the continent have been harvested, processed, and distributed,” Shanaar said timidly. “Not much yet, but it’s a start. They’re out in the Onkawa highlands, the only region with the right climate in the Empire. With that, the price has suddenly dropped, and… That is, yes, your Majesty. My department has recorded a nearly four
  
   hundred
  
  percent increase in use over the last five years. That began from negligible numbers, of course, but still. Coffee is still much less popular than alcohol or glittershrooms, but it is catching on.”
 

 
  “It seems simple enough to me, then,” Eleanora said, turning her disapproving stare back on her husband, who continued to sip appreciatively at his mug of the drug under discussion. “We add it to the list of proscribed narcotics and begin issuing exemptions for establishments that want to sell it, just like alcohol or opium. We silence those temperance harpies and gain a new source of revenue…”
 

 
  “We can’t do that, your Majesty.”
 

 
  Shanaar quailed at Eleanora’s cold stare.
 

 
  
   “Can’t?”
  
 

 
  “Th-the active ingredient is called caffeine,” the Underminister sputtered. “I-it is also the source of th-the stimulant properties of tea and ch-chocolate. If the government declares it a health hazard, entire industries will be massively disrupted, channels of trade—”
 

 
  Quentin Vex suddenly strode into the room; the Hand of the Emperor standing discreetly in the corner looked at him but did not otherwise move, indicating he detected no threat. Vex stepped to one side of the door and coughed softly into his fist.
 

 
  “Underminister,” the Emperor said smoothly, “you will please excuse us. Thank you for your report; we will finish this meeting at a later time.”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  your Majesty,” Shanaar squeaked, pressing her folder to her chest and scurrying gratefully out. Vex shut the door behind her.
 

 
  “Well?” Eleanora demanded.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn, Vadrieny, and the Sleeper were all in the city a few minutes ago,” the spymaster said immediately. “Fortunately, that ended as well as it possibly could have. Tellwyrn bound the warlock—the Masterson boy—from using magic, then allowed Vadrieny to abduct him. She headed off in the direction of Tar’naris with him in tow.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s one way to resolve that,” Sharidan murmured. “Narisian justice might be exactly what that little beast deserves.”
 

 
  “Further,” Vex continued, “I have addressed the issue of the traitors by informing Tellwyrn of their probable destination.”
 

 
  “I suppose that means we won’t be getting that airship back,” Eleanora said sourly. “Really, Quentin, you usually prefer a lighter touch.”
 

 
  “Desperate times, your Majesty.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “And the situation in Last Rock?”
 

 
  “Is under control. She did not mention it.”
 

 
  The Empress narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, she didn’t
  
   mention
  
  it?”
 

 
  “Just that, your Majesty. She made no reference to the renegade Hand on site. Thanks to Fedora’s appeal to his surviving connections in the city, we know she must be aware. That she did not request further help with the matter tells me she is addressing it. As I said before, your Majesties, Tellwyrn putting him down is an optimal outcome. She has nothing to gain by exposing Imperial secrets or using them as leverage against us.”
 

 
  The Hand present glanced at him again, then resumed his ceaseless survey of the room.
 

 
  “Unless Fedora is working against her, as well?” Sharidan suggested.
 

 
  Vex shook his head. “If there is
  
   one
  
  child of Vanislaas I trust not to bite the hand that feeds him, it’s Fedora. He only turned on us because he had neared the end of his usefulness to the Throne, I would soon have needed to get rid of him, and he is too intelligent not to discern those facts. Tellwyrn can keep him busy potentially forever. No, I rather expect she’ll find Murgatroyd a surprisingly loyal agent. More than any of his kind I’ve encountered, he desires stability.
  
   Further,
  
  we have independent confirmation from Colonel Azhai that she warned Tellwyrn to the best of her ability. She and Reich both smelled a rat, but Azhai toed the line. Reich was willing to defy the renegade Hand’s direct orders to get back in touch with Intelligence. I suspect the Archpope’s influence there.”
 

 
  “And she didn’t
  
   mention
  
  this.” Eleanora turned to stare at the window, frowning deeply in thought.
 

 
  “Nora,” Sharidan said quietly, finally setting down his absurd coffee-laced beverage, “I have never pried into this, but you haven’t exactly made it a secret that you’ve got
  
   some
  
  personal grudge with Tellwyrn. Be mindful of your bias, here.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” she said, then returned her stare to Vex, noting for the first time that he looked physically haggard. The man had apparently not slept in two days. “Quentin, in your professional opinion, what is the error in judgment Arachne Tellwyrn is
  
   most
  
  likely to make?”
 

 
  He hesitated only momentarily before replying. “She is rather prone to overestimating herself, your Majesty. So…your point is taken. That Tellwyrn
  
   believes
  
  the situation in Last Rock to be under her control does not necessarily mean it is so.”
 

 
  “What, specifically, do we know of the situation? Beyond the presence of the renegade Hand and his intentions?”
 

 
  “…little, your Majesty. He has recruited Reich and several local civilians. With the departure of the zeppelin in that direction we can
  
   assume
  
  someone in the Archpope’s conspiracy has knowledge of these matters and an interest in intervening. We do not know his exact plans or timetable. I have dispatched agents to investigate, but it will take time for them to get in position. And there is also the inherent danger of irritating Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  
   “Damn
  
  Tellwyrn and her precious little feelings,” Eleanora barked.
  
   “She
  
  lost control of one of her students, who has cause a major crisis with that hellgate, assaulted Narisian diplomats and apparently was just
  
   in the capital.
  
  Quentin, can your people penetrate her wards on scrying and teleportation?”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” he said warily. “In theory. But…so doing will, of course, provoke a response. She’ll strengthen the wards and it will be that much more difficult the next time. With Tellwyrn, that could very quickly make them impenetrable, even to us. Again, I prefer not to poke at—”
 

 
  “Sharidan.” She turned to the Emperor. “Am I overreacting?”
 

 
  “You’re reacting more personally than usual,” he said, meeting her gaze. “But…no, Nora. I think you’re right; the combination of the Sleeper, the conspiracy, and an apparent connection to Justinian’s plots,
  
   plus
  
  our own renegade, and you’re right. I believe the time for the hands-off approach has ended. Quentin.” He turned back to the spymaster. “I want you to shift every scryer you can spare to punch through those wards. Find out
  
   what
  
  is happening in Last Rock, in detail.”
 

 
  “And,” Eleanora added, “have mages standing by to teleport troops on site.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  may be too much,” Sharidan warned.
 

 
  “Invading the University in force would be a disaster,” she agreed, “as I bet the renegade is about to learn. But if what we learn from scrying indicates that the situation there is as out of control as I fear, we should be ready to move in
  
   support
  
  of the Professor. A small force, comprised of specialists.”
 

 
  “Very good,” the Emperor agreed, nodding. “Put a strike team and a squad of the Imperial Guard on standby, but do
  
   not
  
  deploy anyone without our express order. I’ll want your report on the situation on the ground ASAP, Quentin.”
 

 
  Vex, in defiance of both his customary demeanor and all formal protocol, heaved a heavy sigh.
  
   “Yes,
  
  your Majesties. Your will be done. I will see to it immediately.”
 

 
  Then, while they watched in bemusement, he stepped forward, picked up one of the steaming cups of coffee from Shanaar’s tray, and took it with him as he strode out to make the arrangements they had ordered.
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  “Somehow, we
  
   always
  
  end up skulking in alleys,” Layla muttered.
 

 
  “We’re thieves,” Tallie retorted. “Some cliches exist for a reason. Shall I take the chitter-chatter to indicate you’ve got that thing open?”
 

 
  “Almost,” Layla said, her attention still focused on the lock.
 

 
  “On the subject of cliches,” Jasmine said from a few feet away, “it is
  
   too quiet.
  
  Whoever else is in there, we
  
   know
  
  they’re accompanied by Silver Legionnaires, who would know to post lookouts. Especially if they were up to anything illicit.
  
   Especially
  
  since they had to know we’d be in pursuit!”
 

 
  “They didn’t necessarily know that,” Darius replied from the other end of the alleyway; he and Jasmine were positioned to either side of the house’s kitchen door, keeping watch in both directions. “No reason to assume they understand how Meesie works. If she was smart enough and fast enough, they may not’ve noticed her.”
 

 
  “That isn’t very comforting,” Jasmine said, even as she soothingly stroked Meesie. The little elemental, having led them to this house, had not un-tensed for a moment, and was glaring at the door, chattering softly. “It’s all conjecture, and anyway, they still
  
   should
  
  have posted lookouts. Something’s not right. I mean…aside from the obvious.”
 

 
  Both turned at the soft, distinctive
  
   click.
  
 

 
  “This,” Layla said in clear satisfaction as she extracted her picks from the door, “is a better lock than belongs on a townhouse in a neighborhood like this.”
 

 
  “No surprise there,” Tallie muttered. “So, do we…go in?”
 

 
  Meesie squeaked a shrill affirmative, squirming out of Jasmine’s hand to bounce to her shoulder and point insistently at the door.
 

 
  
   “Wait,”
  
  Jasmine insisted. “Guys, I’m not just being paranoid. This isn’t
  
   right.
  
  There’s no explanation for there not being guards; if there are no guards, their role is being fulfilled by something else. We are chasing
  
   magic-users.
  
  If there are wards, we’ve likely already tripped them, but that’s the least of our concerns. There may be
  
   traps.
  
  Do I even have to tell you how ugly magical booby traps can get?”
 

 
  Layla sidled uneasily away from the door she had just jimmied open, while Darius backed up from his end of the alley to join them.
 

 
  Meesie had led them only a few blocks, to a residential neighborhood somewhat less rich than Glory’s, to judge by the size of the townhouses and their lack of garden space, but just as quiet and discreet. They had cased this one carefully, finding it locked, quiet, and apparently unoccupied; they’d done a somewhat hasty job of it due to trying to avoid notice. There were people out in the main street, and nothing would draw the attention of locals in an area like this faster than a gang of shifty youths peeking into windows and trying door handles. Now, they were gathered in a dim space behind the house with their backs to another just like it—hopefully one from which no one was looking out a window.
 

 
  Now, even as Layla retreated from the door, Jasmine and Darius closed in on the group, and they all stared at it for a silent moment.
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like we’ve got any other options,” Tallie said finally. “They’ve got Schwartz and probably Ross; we can’t
  
   leave
  
  this. Jas, you seem to know more about this than the rest of us. We gotta go in there, so what’s the best thing we can do to prepare?”
 

 
  Jasmine frowned, drew in a deep breath, and opened her mouth to answer.
 

 
  “For starters,
  
   pay attention.”
  
 

 
  All of them whirled, Jasmine bracing herself for a fight. An instant later, she had to shift to snatch Meesie, who charged down her arm and hurled herself bodily at the speaker, squealing furiously.
 

 
  “What the hell are
  
   you
  
  doing here,” Tallie demanded, “and holy
  
   shit,
  
  why does the mouse hate you so much?”
 

 
  Basra Syrinx glanced disinterestedly at Meesie, who was struggling in Jasmine’s grip, then swept her eyes across the group, finally shifting to peer at the back door of the house.
 

 
  “It was an unpardonably foolish mistake to stop carrying those scrying bafflers once you got the dwarves off your case,” she said curtly. The Bishop clearly had not slept; her eyes were sunken and her short hair was lank and greasy. Despite that, she did not seem any more irritable than usual, even when shooting a pointed stare at Jasmine as she continued. “The Sisterhood of Avei had taken pains to be able to locate
  
   you,
  
  missy. Getting access to the tracking charms was just a matter of throwing my political weight around. It’s a good thing I went to the Temple
  
   first
  
  instead of back to Sharvineh’s place. Where is the rest of your group?”
 

 
  “Glory, Rasha, Smythe, and Ami are…elsewhere,” Jasmine reported, frowning at Basra and shifting her other hand to help restrain Meesie. “Glory was following up on
  
   your
  
  progress and they all went with her. The Legionnaires sent to guard the house after the squad from last night apparently abducted Schwartz. Ross is also missing; we’re assuming they either got him too, or he followed them and…well, in that case, they probably got him anyway.”
 

 
  “Oy.” Darius poked her in the back. “Why the hell is the Sisterhood tracking
  
   you?
  
  What’d you do, steal a temple idol? Sucker-punch the Hand of Avei?”
 

 
  She shrugged him off, still watching Syrinx and soothingly stroking Meesie, who had settled down to vibrate furiously, no longer struggling. “I take it your efforts to corral the conspirators didn’t go off without a hitch.”
 

 
  “No, due to my own High Commander,” Basra snapped, scowling in disgust. “Thanks to her squeamishness about letting outsiders take custody of Sisters, a bunch of them slipped the net. This is
  
   also
  
  the cause of your problems, as the holes she created in our dragnet not only let Avenist conspirators get through but tipped them off that we were coming, which is how you ended up with corrupt Legionnaires set to guard you. Now you know who to thank. Regardless, did you little snots even notice the emblem of the Topaz College on the front of this house?”
 

 
  Jasmine sucked in a breath and Layla cringed. Tallie just frowned. “Uh, the what?”
 

 
  “It’s discreet, but Eserites of all people should know to look for it,” Basra stated. “It’s there to warn the kind of people who mess with other people’s houses
  
   not
  
  to. This is the home of a Salyrite warlock.
  
   That’s
  
  the kind of magic you’re facing.”
 

 
  “The nasty kind,” Darius muttered. “Typical.”
 

 
  “But it also presents solutions.” The Bishop turned her back on them and strode away. Without thinking, they all fell into step behind her, listening as she rounded the corner and headed back up the side of the house toward the street. “The composition of forces we have is uniquely suited to handle a warlock—
  
   if
  
  Schwartz isn’t dead and we can get him back into play. He’s a pinhead even by the standards of young men in general, but he
  
   is
  
  a very competent witch, and his magic will swiftly demolish a warlock’s. And then, there is me.”
 

 
  Jenell Covrin stood guard at the front of the house, watching people passing by on the street, several of whom slowed to study their group as they went. The Legionnaire looked over at them, but turned back to her vigil immediately with no further reaction.
 

 
  “Here’s what we’ll do,” Basra stated, bounding up the front steps in a single hop. “I will go in the front and draw attention; you little sneaks go
  
   back
  
  around to the rear entrance, give me a few minutes to make myself the focus of whatever happens, and then proceed with whatever it was you were trying. That has something of a chance to
  
   work
  
  if you’re not the sole recipient of whatever reaction ensues. Have
  
   Jasmine
  
  walk in front and your chances improve further. You need to find Schwartz, quickly, and take care of whatever hold they’ve got on him. With that done we should be in the clear.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Tallie protested. “What if he’s drugged? It’s not like we can—”
 

 
  Basra suddenly flared alight, a golden corona flashing into being around her. Immediately, a series of pops and crashes sounded from within the house, followed by a sharp, acrid smell. Her glowing aura eclipsed the front of the building, and had clearly interacted badly with infernal wards on the inside.
 

 
  She drew her sword with a flourish, and the blade itself began to glow furiously. Basra brought it up overhead, deftly reversed her grip, and drove the tip into the top edge of the latch fixture where it was set in the wood. A burst of orange fire puffed out of the keyhole as if a tiny infernal explosion had been set off within, and the door itself began to blacken and smoke. The Bishop, ignoring this, yanked back and forth on the blade, and moments later had wrenched the latch entirely free of its mountings, causing the door to jerk open a few inches. Her sword was a pretty and clearly expensive piece, but obviously as sturdy as a crowbar.
 

 
  “So, hey, thanks for hearing us out and taking time to plan,” Tallie said sourly.
 

 
  “Wards are tripped,” Basra stated. Behind her, Jenell drew her own weapon and stepped forward. “The peanut gallery back there will be fetching the police. Tick tock, kids.”
 

 
  With that, she yanked the door all the way open and stepped into the warlock’s house, sword first.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “That’s
  
   blackmail!”
  
  Ruda snarled.
 

 
  
   “I apologize,”
  
  the Avatar said, sounding quite sincere.
  
   “I do not mean to underplay the seriousness of your concerns. In fact, the security breach in question is of the greatest magnitude; nanites loose on the planet’s surface present a potential catastrophe. But in order to deal with this, I must reassert control over my own systems, and with that I require aid. It is a question of task prioritization.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, whoah,” Toby said, stepping up behind Ruda and placing his hands gently on her shoulders. “It sounds like he’s got a point. Let’s try to be logical about this. If we could just ask a few questions to clarify, Mr. Avatar?”
 

 
  
   “Most assuredly,”
  
  the man of purple light said with a smile. Unlike his previous flat appearance in the screens, his translucent form was now projected in midair by one of the nearby machines.
  
   “No honorific is needed, by the way. If your customs require a personal form of address, I am known by my designation, Zero Two.”
  
 

 
  “Ah…okay,” Toby said carefully. Ruda, meanwhile, pulled away from him, grumbling, but did not speak up again. “Then, I guess the most urgent questions are what do you need us to do, exactly, and why can’t you have your golem here do it?”
 

 
  The Caretaker chimed disconsolately, changing its face to a sad one.
 

 
  “Also,” Milady added,
  
   “who
  
  messed all this up in the first place?”
 

 
  
   “Apt questions, all,”
  
  the Avatar said, nodding.
  
   “In short, my core system has been interrputed and a link interposed directly into my central processing network, requiring the information flow which constitutes my personality to be routed through the devices you see here. This is a direct link to the gate to Alt Earth One. As a result, data being broadcast from that world—which is a more advanced society than yours and transmits
  
  vast
  
   quantities of data—is interjected directly into my mind. This, obviously, is…distracting.”
  
 

 
  “Holy
  
   crap,”
  
  Fross chimed. “No
  
   wonder
  
  you went crazy!”
 

 
  
   “Significant program corruption is the inevitable consequence of this, yes,”
  
  he said soberly.
  
   “My memory is able to store the entire Internet of the period, but having to sort through it anew every second puts a massive strain on my processors. I believe I can remain lucid long enough to help you conduct repairs; as best as I have been able to determine, it took my previous iteration years to degrade to the point that I began to so badly mismanage this facility. But as for the question of who did this, I do not know. Extreme data corruption has occurred, making it difficult for me to extract useful information from my former self’s memories. At a glance, however, I find the lack of specific data on that point suggestive, and suspicious. Some data would inevitably be lost, but I think this was deliberately deleted. Unfortunately, the overall corruption has made it all but impossible to determine how, by whom, or for what purpose. I will of course reconstruct the surviving data to the best of my ability, but that will take time, and I suspect the saboteur covered their tracks too well.”
  
 

 
  Milady muttered a soft curse.
 

 
  “And as for why you need
  
   our
  
  help?” Ruda said pointedly.
 

 
  
   “Ah, yes. I need someone able to interface with the consoles for me. I have been locked out of certain relevant functions, which complicates this. Simply shutting off these machines, or pulling them out, would likely destroy me entirely. That would swiftly result in the destruction of this facility and have unknowable repercussions for the nanites loose above. Ordinarily I should be able to bypass this device in several ways, but those methods have all been disabled. I require the aid of sapients to re-activate them and disable this parasite apparatus so it can be dismantled.”
  
 

 
  “That still doesn’t explain why the golem can’t do it,” Gabriel objected.
 

 
  “Actually it does,” Ruda said grudgingly. “Look, Arquin, all the doodads we’ve seen require you to either talk to ’em in a voice or touch ’em with fingers, right? Well, the Caretaker hasn’t got either of those things, just bells and claws. The Elder Gods were the prototypical fucking assholes who set the mold we Punaji have had to deal with for centuries. If you wanna keep somebody enslaved, you gotta make sure they have no
  
   means
  
  of ever becoming anything more.”
 

 
  The Caretaker let out a soft chime, then suddenly rolled across the alcove toward Ruda. She shied backward, but the little golem kept coming, gently pressing its squat bulk against her and wrapping two of its limbs around her gently. One patted her back.
 

 
  “Uh…okay,” she said uncertainly, awkwardly patting the top of the golem in response.
 

 
  “I have a question!” Juniper raised her hand. “What’s
  
   nanites?”
  
 

 
  The Avatar hesitated before answering.
  
   “This topic is highly classified… But the proverbial ship has well and truly sailed, it seems. Nanites are molecule-sized machines which are deployed in swarms of millions. They work in unison to accomplish tasks.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Huh,” Gabriel mused, absently watching Ruda gently disentangle herself from the Caretaker’s hug. “And…how come everybody’s so scared of them?”
 

 
  “Think,” Principia said wryly. “Think about it
  
   real
  
  hard.”
 

 
  “Well, we know they can turn people in o machine hybrids,” Toby said slowly, “cause machine parts to grow over stuff like moss…”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  act like a disease to take out enemy troops,” Gabriel finished, wincing. “Yikes, point taken. And if they’re not even
  
   magical,
  
  most of our methods of countering them wouldn’t work.”
 

 
  “Finally, a cooperative Avatar,” Milady murmured. “Walker said ours shut off whole chunks of the entertainment database to hide references to them once she started asking questions.”
 

 
  
   “Yes, that is also what I would do, were the situation other than what it is,”
  
  the Avatar agreed.
  
   “But it is clear you have a need to understand. The Infinite Order were paranoid about some forms of technology, but the power of nanites they knew firsthand. On Earth, they acquired permission to colonize this world by assembling a complete record of the evolution of life using their temporal viewing technology. They were not highly thought of, so this service was vital in securing the colonization license. Earth was at that time in the process of rebuilding from global environmental catastrophe, and this knowledge was priceless in its applications toward reconstructing the biosphere.
  
 

 
  
   “Upon coming here, they did exactly that. The Order first constructed Luna Station, then retreated there, secured the planet itself in a temporal bubble and unleashed nanite swarms to spend the next several billion years of vastly accelerated time to replicate the process of evolution as it had occurred on Earth. Nanites guided the development of life according to this pre-established pattern by intervening constantly on the cellular level, in a planet-wide, coordinated process. The result, when the process reached its endpoint and the planet’s temporal state was re-aligned with the universe, was an organically evolved biosphere ninety-six percent identical to Earth’s. This gave them a familiar environment with which to work.”
  
 

 
  There was a momentary silence, in which only the hum of machinery and the rush of water was heard.
 

 
  “That,” Ruda said finally, “has got to be the most grandiose, overblown,
  
   unnecessarily fucking complicated
  
  means anybody in the history of the
  
   universe
  
  has ever used to accomplish
  
   any
  
  task.”
 

 
  “Sounds like something they’d do,” Milady said with a sigh.
 

 
  
   “The universe is incomprehensibly vast and almost entirely unknown,”
  
  replied the Avatar,
  
   “but…your point is well taken. The Infinite Order were very interested in the scientific discoveries incidentally gleaned from this process. And, it must be said, in being able to boast that they had done it.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, so, clearly we can’t have
  
   those
  
  things running loose, especially not working for the Rust,” Fross agreed. “Also, what’s Luna Station?”
 

 
  
   “Upon their arrival here, the Infinite Order removed this planet’s three natural satellites and constructed its current artificial one in the same configuration as Earth’s moon. It consists of an outer crust of habitable indoor space surrounding a mostly hollow area with a dark matter generator at its core, which not only provided the necessary power for the early stages of the Ascension Project, but also exerts the gravitational pull that reproduces the tidal forces exerted upon Earth by Luna.”
  
 

 
  “Wait, the fucking
  
   moon
  
  is—no, stop.” Ruda covered her eyes with a hand, slightly dislodging her hat. “No more vast revelations, I can’t deal with this shit right now. We’ve got more immediate concerns, people.”
 

 
  “Yeah, keeping it a bit more on point,” Gabriel agreed, “let’s fix all this crap before the place floods.”
 

 
  
   “About that, you need not worry,”
  
  the Avatar reassured them.
  
   “Fortunately, the Fabrication Plant’s teleportation array is on a lower level and is completely submerged. I am constantly teleporting large blocks of water out to sea; I can do this much faster than it is coming in. The flooding is under control. Other systems over which I still have control are re-enforcing the damaged areas to prevent a collapse due to water pressure. You are no longer in physical danger here. But I do require urgent aid to dismantle this disruptive construction so I can regain full control and then deal with the nanite problem.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “All right, sounds good,” Toby said, cracking his knuckles. “What do you need us to do?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “There you are.”
 

 
  Maureen started guiltily, peeking over the top of the large book she had in her lap. It was a hefty dwarven engineering text, designed to be left open on a reference desk and not held; the size of the thing nearly obscured her body.
 

 
  “Ah…here I am,” the gnome said, smiling tentatively at Crystal, who had approached the dim corner of the library stacks in which she had tucked herself away. “Were ye lookin’ for me?”
 

 
  “I have been conducting a sweep of the library; your name is still on the unaccounted list,” the golem librarian said seriously. Her diction and elocution had improved recently with some of Tellwyrn’s last modifications, but her face was still a blank metal mask. “I gather you skipped classes this morning, or you would know about the campus-wide state of alert.”
 

 
  “Alert?” Maureen lowered the book carefully to the floor and wiggled out from under it at the same time. “What’s goin’ on?”
 

 
  “I do not know, exactly, but students are all instructed to report to the Crawl immediately,” Crystal said.
 

 
  “Wait, the
  
   Crawl?
  
  What the blazes do we need—”
 

 
  “I don’t know, Maureen,” the golem said patiently. “But it is general knowledge that the Crawl has a single, defensible entrance, which leads directly to the Grim Visage, a zone in which violence is impossible. It is not hard to surmise that Professor Tellwyrn perceives immediate danger, to have issued this order. Campus security has been trying to round up the students for the last hour. I need to finish checking over the library;
  
   you
  
  need to report to the Crawl as ordered. Professor Ezzaniel is there to coordinate, along with Mr. Fedora. They will direct you further.”
 

 
  Maureen swallowed heavily. “I…this… This is why I was hidin’ in the corner. I dunno how much more o’ this I can
  
   take.”
  
 

 
  “I understand, Maureen,” Crystal said gently. “It has been a very stressful few weeks. But for now, you need to go. The Crawl is safe, and you’ll be with the rest of the students and most of the fac—”
 

 
  She broke off and started to turn; Maureen barely glimpsed the black shape which had suddenly materialized out of nowhere behind the librarian, and then before Crystal could finish pivoting to face it, she froze.
 

 
  Light blazed out from the openings in the golem’s joints, along with a high-pitched keening of enchantments being strained to the breaking point as far too much power was poured into them. Crystal actually rose slowly off the ground, arching her back in apparent pain. Her body continued to stretch, the gaps between solid segments widening and glowing ever brighter as if some tremendous force was being exerted from within.
 

 
  Maureen dropped the book and scrambled backward into the corner. She had room, there, to escape around one end of the nearest row of shelves, but for the moment she only stared in horror.
 

 
  With a shrill grinding noise, the metal plates themselves began coming apart, arcs of static snapping between them, revealing filaments, pieces of crystal and other interior workings of the golem’s body, barely visible within the brightness.
 

 
  A shriek finally burst forth—a sound in Crystal’s actual voice, not the noise of metal and magic being tested beyond its limits.
 

 
  And with a tremendous shockwave that knocked over the shelves and slammed Maureen against the wall, her body exploded. Fragments of metal peppered the entire area, a piece barely missing the gnome’s head.
 

 
  Behind her, still holding up the illegally modified wand which he had used to overload the golem, stood a balding, hawk-faced man in a long black coat.
 

 
  “There is but one punishment for treason,” he said, pointing the device at her. “In the Emperor’s name.”
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  Instinct could be trained, and in gnomish children, it was; a parent’s first task was to replace fight-or-flight panic with automatic decision making. Maureen did not even have to think about the situation or overcome her shock and horror. With a weapon suddenly pointed directly at her, she burst into motion, and the act of doing so snapped her back to cogent awareness.
 

 
  She bolted to the side, whipping around the corner of the shelves and deliberately setting off in an unpredictable zig-zag course. Thanks to Arachne Tellwyrn’s peculiar sensibilities, the library was laid out in a deliberately confusing fashion; when complained to about this she either made vague statements about knowledge being the reward of effort, or just cackled. Now, the architectural obstinacy might have saved Maureen’s life.
 

 
  The Hand came after her, of course, and she listened to his every step. He was fast for a human, but necessarily less agile than she, and not as familiar with the twists and erratic turns of the stacks. Maureen’s mind caught up, and she deliberately brought strategy to the forefront—both to survive and to push aside unproductive fear and grief over Crystal. Evading humans was often a matter of getting into places they physically couldn’t, and as per her Aphorisms she had scouted everything on the campus for usable scenery to exploit. The Hand clearly had better-than-normal senses, based on how adeptly he kept after her, but she stayed ahead. It became easier after she darted across the central aisle of the main room into what students called the Old Stacks, even though every wing of the library had been built simultaneously. Here, the bookcases were of a baroque style, built on tall, clawed feet that made a space beneath them which was very handy for hiding things in, or rolling under if you were a gnome.
 

 
  Maureen went three rows back until she made the transition from marble to carpeted floor, planning as she went. Reaching into her Pack, she produced a length of iron pipe she’d found among the blacksmith’s scraps and not yet devised a use for. Hearing the Hand closing on her location, she took aim between the stacks and, in one of the basic moves she’d trained in from early childhood till she could perform it perfectly under pressure, hurled the object in an overhand spin.
 

 
  It hit the carpeted ground and bounced forward end over end, almost as if rolling. The rhythm of its ends striking the carpet as they moved away closely mimicked the impact of gnome feet in a run. It was a standard trick and wouldn’t fool any gnome, but tall folk fell for it almost every time unless they were in the habit of chasing gnomes. And tall folk who made a habit of chasing gnomes did not tend to linger upon the mortal coil any longer than necessary.
 

 
  She crouched and held her breath. The Hand paused, and then took the bait, heading off to Maureen’s right. Still not breathing and moving with great care for stealth, she slipped around the nearest corner in the opposite direction just in time to avoid his sight.
 

 
  Silence slowed her, but not by much. In her first Youngling Games she had taken the ribbon for balancing stealth and speed, and though she was a wee bit out of practice, it remained one of her specialties. In a way, Maureen was the perfect gnome for this situation, having tailored her personal adventuring strategies for avoiding and escaping trouble rather than pummeling it. The powers of Hands of the Emperor were kept deliberately vague, but they were known among the Folk as beings who should not be taken on directly.
 

 
  With her ears flat back, listening for pursuit, she detected the Hand’s awkward movements as he began prowling more carefully among the Old Stacks, while she slipped across the library’s main atrium toward its invitingly open front door, her softboots silent on the polished marble floor. Designed after wood elf moccasins, they featured untextured leather soles which could be slapped roughly down to create a sharp tapping noise on most surfaces; this made it all the more surprising that they could also, with a more careful step, be used to walk in near-total silence. Maureen’s great-uncle Tomkins had famously snuck up on a plains elf once.
 

 
  Not until she had passed through the door and whipped around it to press herself against the front of the building did she indulge in a breath again.
 

 
  It wouldn’t take him long to discern that she’d left the library. She should be putting space between herself and here…
 

 
  This. This was exactly why her folks had sent her off to this cockamamie school, and why she’d wanted to flee weeks ago. It was a great education, great teachers, mostly fine classmates and already she’d made valuable friends, but… Light’s own goggles, she
  
   didn’t want adventure.
  
  A quiet workshop with a steady paycheck, that was the life, and gnomish sensibilities be damned. Now…
 

 
  …now, her hand was in her Pack, and she only belatedly realized her fingers had closed around the handle of an arcane welding torch. The Hand’s modified weapon was apparently meant for short range, judging by the fact that he hadn’t fired it after her, or used it to destroy the stacks providing her cover.
 

 
  Maureen wanted nothing to do with any adventures, but now her face settled in a grim scowl, and she drew the torch from her Pack. Life wasn’t about what you wanted, it was about what you did with what you had.
 

 
  She had a murdering bastard and a welding torch.
 

 
  Carefully, she peeked her head around the door frame, one ear extended to listen. The sodding great lummox had actually gone deeper into the library, to judge by the faintness of his sounds…
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!”
 

 
  Maureen jumped and jerked back around, igniting the torch and stepping back. The towering figure just looked at it quizzically, showing no fear of a heat source meant to melt steel, then turned her frown back on Maureen.
 

 
  “Scorn!” she hissed, shutting the torch off. “What’n—how’d ye sneak up on me? Yer the size of a barn! I didn’t know ye could turn invisible!”
 

 
  “No, can’t,” the demon said, studying her quizzically. “I can do a thing that makes people to not notice me. It’s not easy though, lots of energy and total concentration needed. Also even harder here, where I am the world’s only Rhaazke. People notice me
  
   very
  
  easy. But we are told to evacuate to the Crawl and I am seeing strange men on the campus who don’t belong. I figure, best be safe. Looks like you met some, too.” She glanced again at the torch. “Best not, Maureen. Crystal will
  
   not
  
  be happy about fighting in the books.”
 

 
  Maureen felt her face crumple, and she lowered her hand. “Scorn, Crystal…” Unbidden, the fresh images flashed across her vision again. Crystal rising off the ground, twisting in obvious pain, her metal plates stretching to reveal… Her eyes widened. “Crystal. That’s
  
   it.
  
  Crystal!”
 

 
  “Hey!” Scorn exclaimed as the gnome scuttled back into the library. Maureen ignored her, dashing straight across the atrium into the stacks.
 

 
  Almost immediately, he re-appeared in front of her, holding out his modified wand.
 

 
  “You are not an Imperial subject,” the Hand grated, baring teeth. “If you surrender peacefully and provide intelligence, I can see—”
 

 
  “Up yers,” Maureen snapped, dashing around a corner at full tilt. She came immediately to a silent halt—a difficult move, as inertia wanted to push her forward into a telltale skid or crash that would reveal her intentions to a pursuer. This, too, she had practiced.
 

 
  Sure enough, the Hand came barreling around the corner right behind her, and Maureen hurled her entire weight into a pinpoint punch that hit the side of his knee. She felt and
  
   heard
  
  something important give in the joint, and he went crashing against the nearest wall of books with a howl. Before he could finish falling, she was running again.
 

 
  Choosing a straight path this time, she made it back to her corner in seconds, eyes already scanning the ground.
 

 
  
   Yes.
  
  There it way, lying amid a ring of scorch marks on the carpet, exactly where she remembered seeing it fall. While the rest of the golem’s body had been violently ripped apart, one piece had descended straight to the ground,
  
   glowing
  
  as if shielded. Cursing herself for not paying enough attention or connecting the dots at the time, Maureen dashed past, snatching up the rectangular chunk of what looked like quartz mounted in a bronze housing, and ran back for the exit.
 

 
  Once again, the Hand blocked her path. He was on his feet, which was impressive considering that blow would have crippled an ordinary human (healing powers?). Also, his snarl was wider, and this time he seemed disinclined to talk, leveling his wand.
 

 
  Maureen didn’t slow, and he didn’t look behind him. Consequently it came as an apparent surprise to him when his neck was seized by a single hand large enough to wrap the fingers around it fully.
 

 
  Scorn casually picked the Hand up and hurled him away; he crashed to the ground a good ten yards distant, knocking over a bookcase in the process. Maureen never slowed, aiming to dart between the Rhaazke’s legs on her way back to the door.
 

 
  She didn’t protest, however, when Scorn scooped her up in one hand and set off for the front of the building herself.
 

 
  “Sorry if this is insulting for gnomes,” the demon grunted as they shot back out into the open. “Your whole stride is as long as the circumference of my grip and we need to get—oh, isn’t this good.”
 

 
  They were indeed making much better time, each of Scorn’s bounds covering several yards, but now she skidded to a halt, claws tearing gouges in the grass.
 

 
  “These’d be some o’ the ones you mentioned, then,” Maureen said quietly, clutching the piece of crystal to her chest.
 

 
  “All right…ladies,” one of them men before them said, slowly eyeing Scorn up and down. “If that’s the right term. We’re gonna have to take you into custody, in the Emperor’s name.”
 

 
  They wore uniforms, but not those of the Imperial Army, and really did not much resemble soldiers. All three were middle-aged at least; the one in the center had solid gray hair and a potbelly straining at his slightly threadbare coat. The man who had addressed them wore an eyepatch and had a thick carpet of stubble from not having shaved in at least three days. Altogether he looked so much like a villainous Eserite from a chapbook it was almost as if he was trying to. They all held staves, though, and two of them were pointed right at Scorn and Maureen.
 

 
  “This campus is private property,” Scorn informed them. “We are students, and
  
   you
  
  are not supposed to be here.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, we’re actin’ on orders from his Majesty the Emperor,” the paunchy man in the middle stated, grinning. “This ain’t likely to be private property much longer, not that that’s for the likes of you or I to fret over. Now, we don’t have time to pussyfoot around, so this is your last warning. Come along quiet-like, or get shot down.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes?” Moving slowly and very carefully, as if not to spook them, Scorn bent and lowered Maureen gently to the ground. The one with the eyepatch smirked and the man in the center grinned more broadly still.
 

 
  Then Scorn, with a speed that would have been astonishing for her bulk even had she not just set them up with her slow movements, seized the two on either side of the little formation by their collars and slammed them all bodily together. The older one was knocked to the ground, losing his grip on his staff, but she hiked the other two up and, turning left and then right, hurled them with all her strength.
 

 
  One slammed against the wall of the gymnasium two stories up and then flopped to the ground like a broken doll; the other clipped a tree in passing, which sent him into a spin. He vanished into a hedge a good thirty yards away. Neither had a chance to scream.
 

 
  Scorn leaned forward over the remaining man, grinning more to display her fangs than because she was amused. Gaping up at her, he tried to crab-walk backward as her shadow descended over him.
 

 
  “You,” she said, “and what army?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “There’s
  
  the last two,” Yornhaldt said in obvious relief. “And…company, I see.”
 

 
  “Now, Scorn,” Fedora said solicitously as the Rhaazke came to a stop before them, “a pet is a big responsibility! I know he’s cute and all, but are you sure you’re ready for—”
 

 
  “You are worse than Teal’s friends!” Scorn barked. “You’re not the funny character in a story, and this is no time for your silly. We are
  
   invaded,
  
  and
  
   this
  
  fool will tell us intelligence!”
 

 
  Her prisoner, who had been frog-marched here with both arms twisted behind his back and the wrists trapped in just one of her large hands, sneered and spat on the ground. Scorn ignored this, simply flexing her knees and helping Maureen clamber down from her shoulder with her free hand.
 

 
  The gates of the Crawl stood open, and Professors Rafe and Yornhaldt stood to one side of them, along with Fedora. Moriarty had taken up position at the other side, staff in hand, and now focused his attention on Scorn’s prisoner, though he did not raise his weapon. That would have put both students in his line of fire.
 

 
  “Fair enough,” Fedora said easily. “Fine work, Scorn. You got through all right, then? Any trouble?”
 

 
  “I think the other two he was with might be dead,” she grunted. “This one seemed sort of in charge, though. He will have answers if any of them do. And Maureen saw the Hand of the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Not telling you shit,” the captured man grated with impressive defiance, considering Scorn’s grip on his twisted arms now had him bent almost double. Judging by the way his knees were buckling, he wasn’t flexible enough for that position.
 

 
  “Yeah, you will,” Fedora said cheerfully, “and you know it. Just a question of how long it takes, is all.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt sighed. “We should continue this discussion below, then. We’ve done all we can up here, and apparently hostiles are overtaking the campus.”
 

 
  Fedora scowled at him. “Professor, we
  
   can’t
  
  just leave the kids in—”
 

 
  “We have
  
   no time,
  
  Murgatroyd,” Rafe said with uncharacteristic seriousness. “We cannot transport unconscious students across the campus
  
   while
  
  it’s under attack. The protections on that chapel are damn near absolute; they’ll be okay.”
 

 
  “Nothing is ever gonna make me trust a passive set of magical defenses over having my eyes and hands on the scene,” Fedora growled.
 

 
  “Yes, any defensive measures can be cracked,” Yornhaldt agreed. “But I activated the chapel’s wards myself and verified that they are all functioning. The time it would take someone to get through them is much longer than it will take Arachne to return, at which point it becomes moot. I don’t take risks with the kids’ welfare, Murgatroyd. I would not leave them there if they were not as safe as we could make them, but Admestus’s assessment of the situation is correct. You two are the last,” he added to Scorn and Maureen. “Bradshaw and Magelord Tyrann have secured the research fellows in their new meeting hall; it is apparently out of phase with this reality and unapproachable until the Magelord decides the coast is clear.”
 

 
  “It’s in phase enough for him to issue taunts,” Moriarty grumbled. “Rook thought he was hilarious, which is proof positive of unprofessional conduct…”
 

 
  “I don’t care whose feelings get hurt as long as he can keep the research staff safe,” Fedora said, grinning. “Truth be told, I
  
   like
  
  that guy. Did you two see Stew or Crystal? We directed them to the fellows’ hall, but…”
 

 
  “Sir,” Maureen said miserably, stepping forward. She held up the slightly scorched piece of quartz. “Th-the Hand, he… He got Crystal. I salvaged what I could. This piece was…it was protected, somehow, seemed important. I’m just hoping…”
 

 
  Rafe, Yornhaldt, Fedora, and Moriarty fell silent, and their faces changed in perfect unison. First sobering, then turning icy glares upon the prisoner.
 

 
  “Serves you freaks right,” the man grated.
 

 
  “I don’t recognize that uniform,” Fedora commented flatly. “Looks like House livery, though. Whom do you serve, soldier?”
 

 
  “You deaf?” he spat. “You’re not getting
  
   shit
  
  out of me!”
 

 
  “I respect that,” Fedora replied, nodding. “Scorn, please break his arms.”
 

 
  “Waitwait
  
   waitwaitWAIT!”
  
  the soldier squalled, growing progressively more shrill as Scorn tightened her grip. “Stop, I’ll talk!”
 

 
  “Oh, splendid,” Fedora said pleasantly. “Last Rock University thanks you for your cooperation. We’ll get to that in just a moment, though, there’s something we need to do, first. Scorn, I believe I just gave you a task.”
 

 
  She grinned and tightened her grip again.
 

 
  
   “Desist,”
  
  Yornhaldt said flatly over the man’s renewed yowling. “Enough, Scorn. And
  
   you
  
  ought to know better,” he added to Fedora, who shrugged.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn would think it was funny.”
 

 
  “She isn’t
  
   here.
  
  Carry on your interrogation
  
   without
  
  undue violence, please. Maureen,” he added in a gentler tone, giving her a smile. “May I see that?”
 

 
  Swallowing heavily, Maureen stepped up to him, raising the piece of crystal in both hands. Yornhaldt took it from her with extreme care, slowly turning it over in his grip, studying it from all sides with a pensive frown. Behind him, Fedora had leaned in to speak to their prisoner in a low tone, while Scorn kept him firmly pinned and Rafe looked on. Moriarty, apparently considering all this under control, constantly scanned their surroundings, holding his staff ready to be upraised.
 

 
  “You did very well,” Yornhaldt said at last, smiling at her. “You said this piece looked protected?”
 

 
  “Aye, she…” Maureen paused and had to swallow again. “He used some kind o’ energy-overloadin’ device on ‘er. Just…it just pumped power straight into ‘er, till she swelled up an’ couldn’t take it.”
 

 
  “Part of the magekiller’s toolkit,” Yornhaldt said soberly. “A standard wand’s shots are no match for a standard wizard’s shield, but
  
   that
  
  modification works exactly as you describe. Most spells will go off explosively if fed too much power. It has its drawbacks, like the short range and very limited charge, but I can see how someone like Crystal would be exceptionally vulnerable to it. Please, go on.”
 

 
  “Aye, well… She
  
   exploded,
  
  Professor. Bits went just…all over. ‘cept that piece, it kinda floated down. I… I was near panickin’ at the time, this happened right in front o’ me an…”
 

 
  She trailed off, and Yornhaldt transferred the last piece of Crystal to one of his thick hands, so he could lay the other gently upon her shoulder. Maureen drew in a steadying breath and raised her head again.
 

 
  “But when I paused fer thought, I remembered seein’ it. That bit, there, was mostly protected from the blast. Obviously she was made with interior defenses to preserve
  
   that
  
  in case o’ some disaster, so I thought… Well, I mean, I hoped.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt nodded. “The enchantments upon this are beyond me, Maureen, but I
  
   can
  
  tell it is a data storage device of astounding complexity and depth. If there were
  
   any
  
  piece that could contain Crystal’s memory and personality, I should think this is it.”
 

 
  “Then… Then she’ll be okay?” Maureen asked tremulously, hope rising in her. “We can fix ‘er? Well, I mean, Tellwyrn can?”
 

 
  “I was not part of Crystal’s construction,” he cautioned, “and I do not understand these enchantments. I won’t promise you any outcome, Maureen. But it’s just as I said: if there is
  
   any
  
  part from which Arachne can restore Crystal, this is it. You did the best thing possible by retrieving it. Here: please keep this safe until this crisis is resolved.”
 

 
  “Oh, but,” she protested as he held the object out to her. “Shouldn’t
  
   you
  
  hang onto it? Wouldn’t that be better?”
 

 
  “Until we have secured the campus and Professor Tellwyrn is back,” he said, “my job will be to defend the students from whoever attacks them, and
  
   yours
  
  will be to stay
  
   safe.
  
  She is better off with you, Maureen. You have amply proved that already.”
 

 
  Reverently, she accepted the crystal back from him and hugged it to her chest, nodding. Her throat was suddenly too tight to speak.
 

 
  Then, the quiet was rent by a sharp
  
   crack,
  
  followed by a scream of pain, and then sobs.
 

 
  Yornhaldt whirled to glare at the prisoner, who now hung limply from his captor’s clawed hands.
 

 
  “Scorn!”
 

 
  Holding the man’s un-broken arm in one hand, she pointed with the other at Fedora. “He told me to.”
 

 
  
   “Murgatroyd!”
  
 

 
  Fedora pointed at Rafe. “Admestus said I could!”
 

 
  “’strue, I did,” Rafe agreed. “C’mon, if we decide he doesn’t deserve to suffer, we can always fix him. Ooh, or I can do
  
   experiments
  
  on him! Arachne
  
   never
  
  lets me test potions on the students!”
 

 
  The paunchy man wailed louder.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Fedora said, raising his voice, “we did learn some—”
 

 
  “Sir!” Moriarty barked. “Movement ahead! Multiple incoming, wearing the same uniform as this guy.”
 

 
  “All right, enough,” Yornhaldt snapped. “Everybody into the Crawl. It seems our battle has just begun.”
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  The back door opened onto a perfectly ordinary kitchen, dim with the lack of any active fairy lamps or torches. There was both a modern arcane stove and an old-fashioned hearth, neither showing signs of having been in recent use. The apprentices crept through with all the silence their training had granted them, even Meesie perching still and quiet on Jasmine’s shoulder. It was hard to tell how intelligent the little fire elemental actually was, but despite her clear agitation over Schwartz’s abduction, she was able to follow orders well enough, at least once Jasmine had explained the necessity.
 

 
  In truth, there was some cover for their movements, as Bishop Syrinx had evidently found someone, to judge by the raised voices echoing from somewhere in the house—both female, one hers. Tallie took the lead, gesturing for the rest to follow, and peeked around the kitchen door the way she had been taught: approaching it backwards, leaning her head to the side around the corner and presenting the smallest possible profile while glancing rapidly about with one eye.
 

 
  She gestured them again, indicating that room was clear, and they slipped into a parlor that was just as ordinary in appearance, and just as dim. The only light came from the windows; a lack of drawn drapes suggested someone was in residence and awake (one of the signs a thief was trained to look for), but there remained no sign of the house’s inhabitants, aside from Syrinx’s confrontation.
 

 
  They froze at the ring of metal upon metal, accompanied by a shout. Jasmine started to lunge forward, but Tallie seized her by the arm, and she restrained herself in response, nodding acknowledgment of the silent reminder. Tallie resumed point position, creeping up to the other way into the room, which had no door and appeared to lead into an entrance hall.
 

 
  She paused at the sound of heavy footsteps, and then more scuffling and another shout much closer at hand—just around the corner, in fact. There came a thump and a shriek, and then the distinctive ascending sound of booted feet running up a carpeted stairwell.
 

 
  Tallie peeked carefully around the edge again, then glanced back at the others and beckoned them forward as she stepped brazenly into the foyer.
 

 
  They found Jenell slumped against the banister of a staircase, shield dangling from her hand and sword lodged in the wall nearby, with her free hand pressed to the side of her head. Blood seeped from between her fingers. Syrinx was just arriving from another direction, also carrying a bared blade. She gave the apprentices a single dismissive glance, then her aura flashed alight and she raised a glowing hand to touch Jenell’s.
 

 
  “I suppose after having you do secretarial work for months on end, Covrin, it’s not fair to expect you to be able to stand up to a real Legionnaire in a fight. Hold
  
   still,
  
  you flighty hen, this won’t take a moment.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a head wound,” Darius said, crowding up behind Jasmine and Layla. “Shouldn’t she go to an actual—”
 

 
  “Boy, if I
  
   ever
  
  ask for your opinion, it will mean I am possessed by a particularly inept demon and I want you to shoot me on the spot.” Syrinx lowered her hand and her glow, already stepping around Covrin to peer up the stairs. “Heading to an upper floor is a quick way to corner yourself, unless… Whatever that girl is up to, I had better put a stop to it. Covrin, come.”
 

 
  “Wait!” Jasmine said quickly. “Show us where that soldier was standing. The exact spot.”
 

 
  There was a pause in which the other apprentices frowned in confusion, while Jenell cast a wary look at Syrinx as if expecting some kind of outburst, but after a second the Bishop nodded thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Quite right, well spotted. Straight down the hallway here is a small library; she was standing in front of the bookcase with the bust of Theasia on one shelf. Come, Covrin, time’s wasting.”
 

 
  Once again they parted ways, and in much the same manner as before: Syrinx charging ahead and dragging Covrin along in her wake, while the apprentices moved most cautiously deeper into the house.
 

 
  “Psst,” Darius whispered as they filed into the library, which was roughly the size of a bedroom, lined with laden bookshelves, and actually lit with fairy lamps. “Anybody know what Theasia looks like?”
 

 
  Tallie swept a stare around the room. “Well, we do now, since there’s only one bust of anybody in here. Her Majesty was a handsome lady!” She crossed to the case in question, which was heavily laden with books, apart from the spots kept clear by bookends to create display space for the small bust, a unicorn horn in its own stand, and a bottle full of thick liquid that glowed faintly and moved in a continuous slow swirl. “Jas, you’re thinking secret entrance?”
 

 
  “Only thing that makes sense of this,” Jasmine replied, still hovering by the door. “If they’re really short on personnel, like if they didn’t have enough to post guards at all entrances of the house, they might have just posted one on the sole entrance to wherever they’ve gone. Then, if the guard came under attack and couldn’t quickly retreat through it, she’d logically try to run to draw the attacker away. Meesie, is Schwartz behind that door?”
 

 
  Meesie squeaked once, and leaned forward off Jasmine’s shoulder to point straight down.
 

 
  “Layla, you’re the best with locks,” Tallie said. “Can you find the hidden whatchamajigger?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, in fact I know a trick for situations
  
   just
  
  such as this,” Layla said primly, stepping forward. The pulled a book off the shelf, then another, and another…
 

 
  “Are you just trying
  
   every
  
  book?” Tallie demanded, softly as Layla continued to build a stack on a nearby table.
 

 
  “If someone knows a
  
   faster
  
  way, that would be delightful. I know
  
   locks,
  
  not secret bookcases.”
 

 
  “Careful, there,” Darius warned, hovering around her worriedly. “This is a warlock’s house and that’s apparently the door to his secret basement…”
 

 
  “So be wary of traps, yes,” Tallie said, “but…I don’t think this guy is home. If there was a warlock
  
   in residence,
  
  it stands to reason we’d be having demon problems by now, after Syrinx blew the hell out of his wards.”
 

 
  A hefty thump sounded from directly above them, followed by scuffling, a muffled shriek, and then more footsteps stomping away. They all stared at the ceiling for a moment, then Layla and Darius resumed dismantling the bookcase.
 

 
  “One problem I see with your theory, Jas,” Darius grunted, setting an atlas down on the floor as quietly as possible. “Posting a guard
  
   on this entrance
  
  basically revealed what it was. That doesn’t seem smart.”
 

 
  “How many of their actions so far have been
  
   smart?”
  
  she countered. “If the warlock’s not here, this may just be Legionnaires; remember the Bishops were out rounding up
  
   other
  
  members of the conspiracy. Some Avenist personnel are trained in intelligence tactics, but most rank-and-file won’t—”
 

 
  “And
  
   click
  
  goes the mechanism!” Layla said smugly, her hand on an economics treatise which had not come all the way loose. Indeed, she and Darius then had to back away as the half-unloaded bookcase swung silently outward. Behind it was a dark stairwell, descending in a steep spiral into the unknown.
 

 
  “Okay,” Tallie said grimly. “Slow and silent, people. This has got to be the last leg of the journey. We get down there, we scout, we do whatever needs doing. We all know our strengths. Any fighting, Jasmine takes point, followed by Darius. Layla’s best with nimble fingers and a silver tongue, so you’re on any filching or sweet-talking. I’m a cat burglar; I’ll do any stealthy clambering around the situation calls for. We may not be able to talk once we’re down there without revealing ourselves, so keep your eyes open and watch each other’s backs. Ready?”
 

 
  A chorus of soft affirmations followed, including one from Meesie. Tallie nodded once, then turned and stepped into the darkness.
 

 
  Gauging distance by feel
  
   was
  
  among the skills Guild thieves learned, but it was one that required practice to develop judgment, which none of them had had. It was clear, though, that this stairwell went down below the level of a basement. Below that would be the sewer system, which made sense; the Guild used the broad tunnels when they weren’t flooding, as did various other troublemakers, but that very fact made it unlikely that a warlock would use a sewer space for any secret purpose. Somebody would likely come across it, and it would be swept clean by the regular torrential runoffs from Tiraas’s heavy rains which were the reason its sewer tunnels were so broad.
 

 
  Then again, rumors of secret, sealed-off chambers hidden within the tunnel system were as old as the sewers themselves…
 

 
  Jasmine walked second after Tallie, with Meesie on her shoulder; the elemental’s glow wasn’t bright, but it was the only light they had, and barely enough to find their footing in the cramped stairwell. Darius, bringing up the rear, had the least illumination and descended with one hand on Layla’s shoulder.
 

 
  They decreased their already slow pace as voices began to sound from below. The words were garbled beyond comprehension by distance and echo, but if nothing else it was a sign that they were close. A minute later, the faintest glow of light appeared.
 

 
  The group paused, Tallie turning to look up at the rest of them. Jasmine picked Meesie up off her shoulder, lifting the mouse to her lips and whispering a few almost silent words. The little elemental sat bolt upright in her palm, whiskers twitching, and then nodded once and quickly squeezed herself into Jasmine’s sleeve. Without her reddish glow, the paler yellow of lamplight from below was all they had to go on.
 

 
  It turned out they were closer than they’d realized; immediately around the next turn of the stairwell, a doorway appeared. Tallie crouched next to it, peeking carefully out, and then dropped to crawl on her belly through the opening. The others followed suit, each as the one in front cleared a space for them, emerging from the stairwell into an underground chamber lit only by a single fairy lamp.
 

 
  Finally, they had a stroke of luck; this place might as well have been designed to give anyone entering from the stairs a tactical advantage over the room’s occupants. In fact, judging by a few rusted chains still bolted to the walls, that might have been literally the case. It was laid out exactly like the Pit back at Guild headquarters, only a fraction of the size; a stone path ran all the way around the edges of the room, at the level of the entrance, with a single flight of steps descending to the cubic depression below. Crawling along as flat as they could get to peek over the ledge, they had a perfect vantage.
 

 
  And of course, by the time they emerged from the stairwell they could clearly hear the conversation taking place, and listened while getting themselves into position.
 

 
  “But it’s different if it’s someone you know?”
 

 
  
   “Yes!
  
  All right? Is that what you wanted to hear?” Ildrin Falaridjad’s voice cracked and she paused before continuing. “I
  
   have
  
  worked with Herschel, and he’s a sweet—look.
  
   I
  
  didn’t decide to kill the gnome, nor did I
  
   do
  
  it, nor would I have approved of that! All of that was on Tanenbaum!”
 

 
  “Or on whoever he got his orders from…”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am the liaison to his Holiness!”
 

 
  “You’re certain you’re the only one, Sister?”
 

 
  Tallie was the first in position to peek over the edge; the others spread themselves out to the right, avoiding the steps which would be the first place the pit’s inhabitants would look for intruders.
 

 
  Ildrin had been pacing up and down in agitation, and now stopped to glare at the Legionnaire wearing sergeant’s stripes, who was the one arguing with her. Two other Legionnaires, both privates, were standing against the wall, looking nervous.
 

 
  Both their missing friends were against another wall. Schwartz lay in an awkward position; he had his wrists bound together in front of him (a rookie mistake as they all had been taught; you tied a prisoner’s hands
  
   behind
  
  them,
  
   especially
  
  if they were spellcasters) and was slumped on his side, clearly unconscious. Ross sat next to him with his back to the wall, awake and apparently perfectly calm, watching the argument unfold. It was hard to take cues from that. Ross was always calm.
 

 
  “What are you insinuating, Raathi?” Ildrin demanded, glaring at the sergeant. Tallie gently nudged Jasmine, then tilted her head once significantly and received a nod in return. The Legionnaires were only carrying their traditional melee weapons, but Ildrin had a wand in her hands. In fact, she was twisting it nervously in both fists in a manner that would send anyone schooled in basic wand safety into a rage.
 

 
  “I don’t mean to insinuate anything,” Sergeant Raathi said, meeting the priestess’s gaze without flinching, “but we need to face the fact that this situation is
  
   completely
  
  out of control. Tanenbaum was supposed to be here to tell us our next steps, but he’s not.
  
   You
  
  are supposed to be acting on orders directly from the Archpope, but
  
   he
  
  was just in a public pulpit yesterday denouncing people
  
   exactly like us!”
  
 

 
  “His Holiness is wise, and
  
   clever,”
  
  Ildrin shot back. “Obviously, he had to deflect attention from—”
 

 
  “And were you
  
   told
  
  that or did you assume it after the fact?” one of the other soldiers interrupted.
 

 
  “Can it, private,” Raathi barked. Ildrin glared at the girl who had spoken, who shrank back against the wall, all the military stiffness leaking from her shoulders.
 

 
  Tallie, meanwhile, had been instigating a series of nudges to get everyone’s attention, and now began gesticulating. She pointed at Jasmine and then Darius, and then to the stairs down to the pit, finally making a sign to wait. Tapping her own forehead, she indicated the far corner of the room, behind Ildrin, then pointed at Layla and made a couple of hand signals at which the girl in question frowned in confusion.
 

 
  Jasmine nodded once, though, and Darius leaned close to his sister to whisper directly in her ear. He and Jasmine would draw attention via the main stairs; Tallie, being the most limber, would ambush Ildrin from above and behind and take that wand out of play, and Layla was to hang back until the scuffle got underway, the intervene in whatever manner opportunity provided to tip the balance. They had no way of waking Schwartz, but with the wand down Ross would be able to help. Hopefully, they would collectively be enough to fend off the Legionnaires.
 

 
  “Insubordination aside,” Raathi was saying, turning back to Ildrin, “she has a point. Do you
  
   know
  
  what is happening, Sister?”
 

 
  “I…” Ildrin trailed off, turning a helpless stare on Schwartz and Ross, and swallowed. The hair at her temples was slick with sweat. Again, she fidgeted dangerously with the wand, and both privates began edging away from the direction in which it happened to be pointed.
 

 
  “Aimless grunting is
  
   not
  
  what I want to hear,” Raathi snapped. “Goddess, we just
  
   abducted
  
  an apprentice of the Thieves’ Guild! Arresting them was one thing, but
  
   this.
  
  Tricks will send enforcers after our
  
   families
  
  if we don’t have a plan to get out of this situation, and here
  
   you
  
  are, making goldfish faces and stammering!”
 

 
  
   “I did not tell you to do that!”
  
  Ildrin shrieked. “What were you
  
   thinking?!”
  
 

 
  “Well, we had to do
  
   something!
  
  He was following and—it’s done, now, regardless. What about the witch, Falaridjad? You said he fought off Athan’Khar monsters! I had exactly
  
   one
  
  sleep dart, and he’s going to be waking up in minutes. What
  
   then?
  
  He’ll demolish us! Unless—”
 

 
  “I am not going to
  
   murder
  
  an unconscious boy!” Ildrin snarled.
 

 
  “Then him murdering
  
   us,
  
  that’s all right with you?”
 

 
  “He won’t,” the priestess insisted. “I
  
   know
  
  him. Hershel wouldn’t harm anyone who didn’t… That is, unless he was…”
 

 
  “Was what? Threatened? Abducted?
  
   Tied up and drugged?
  
  Falaridjad, you’re supposedly in charge, here. That means you need to come up with a
  
   plan.
  
  If you’re not going to kill him,
  
   what are we going to do?”
  
 

 
  “We could surrender,” suggested the soldier who had spoken out previously.
 

 
  “Private, you will
  
   shut your mouth!”
  
  Raathi growled.
 

 
  “Ya could, though,” Ross said suddenly.
 

 
  Everyone paused.
 

 
  Jasmine and Darius were in position, flat on the ground out of sight just behind the stairs, she whispering to the quivering lump in her sleeve. Tallie had just reached her spot behind Ildrin, creeping low along the wall, and was in the process of worming forward to peek over the edge again; Layla just huddled in the far corner, looking surly at not having something more specific to do. All of them froze, as did the abductors in the pit.
 

 
  “You just…be quiet,” Ildrin said at last with an unconvincing effort at authority.
 

 
  “The thing is, you’re
  
   all
  
  right,” Ross said. “I mean, all correct, I don’t think anybody here’s all right. This mess is out of control, an’ it’s not really any of your fault. Well, maybe not all of it.”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,”
  
  Ildrin snapped, brandishing the wand. “The last thing I’m going to do is listen to
  
   you!”
  
 

 
  He shrugged; Darius, Jasmine, and Tallie had all wormed forward to peek carefully over the ledges, watching for the right moment. They had to time this precisely, and Ildrin was the dangerous element here. She was agitated and playing around with a deadly weapon. Unless they neutralized her quickly…
 

 
  “I think you tried to do the right thing at every step,” Ross continued, his voice oddly nonchalant. “Started out want’n ta be moral an’ stand for what you believed, right? Dealt with the problem in front of you the best you could, an’ then the next thing, while it all got more an’ more outta control, till you’re ass-deep in kidnapping an’ murder an’ don’t really know how it happened. I can relate, a bit.”
 

 
  Ildrin and the soldiers were all staring at him now, apparently stunned into silence. The apprentices above barely dared to breathe. If he could
  
   talk
  
  them down, this could all be over in the most perfect outcome they could hope for.
 

 
  “I mean, not the kidnapping an’ stuff, that’s outside my area,” Ross continued. “But…doin’ your best and it all goin’ to hell anyway. I’ve been there. The private’s right. Sorry, miss, didn’t get yer name,” he added to the soldier. “Maybe you just gotta stop and realize what a mess you’re in, and… Y’know,
  
   stop.
  
  I think we’re in a thing now where doin’ anything more will just make it worse for—”
 

 
  “All right, enough, shut up,” Ildrin said suddenly, gripping the wand again and holding it up. Behind her, Tallie tensed, preparing to burst into motion if she had to. Not that she could move faster than a lightning bolt… “Just…stop. You’re just trying to confuse me. We’re working on behalf of the Archpope. He is right,
  
   we
  
  are in the right, and this will
  
   work out.
  
  His Holiness has a plan. We just have to…to stay the…”
 

 
  Ross grunted, then moving slowly as if to avoid spooking a skittish horse, began standing up.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Ildrin said shrilly, pointing the wand directly at him. Sergeant Raathi rested a hand on the hilt of her sword, but didn’t otherwise move. “Don’t you—just sit down!”
 

 
  Disregarding her orders, Ross finished straightening, and took one step, placing himself between her and the unconscious form of Schwartz. He held up his hands, palms forward, and spoke quietly.
 

 
  “Look, lady, I dunno your story. But just from listening to you, I can tell you’re
  
   better
  
  than this. You just wanted to do the right thing. Well, everything’s a mess right now, but… It’s time to
  
   do
  
  that. You gotta stop.”
 

 
  “I—you don’t…” She had the wand clenched in her fist, pointed straight at him; it quivered from the tension in her arm. “You’re just… You sit
  
   down,
  
  and be
  
   quiet.
  
  I
  
   will
  
  shoot!”
 

 
  “No ya won’t,” he said quietly. “You’re better than that.”
 

 
  Ildrin emitted a strangled noise that might have been part of a sob, then squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away. She did not lower her hand, though. Ross watched her face, while Jasmine and Darius watched the tip of the wand in mounting alarm.
 

 
  The priestess was distracted but wouldn’t lower the weapon; Tallie rose smoothly to a crouch, gathering herself to pounce like a cat. Hesitation could be fatal, and there would not be a better opportunity.
 

 
  But in doing so, she brought part of her body above the edge of the pit. Raathi, watching Ildrin from the side, caught the motion and turned toward it, letting out a yell and drawing her sword.
 

 
  In the dim, enclosed space, the flash of lightning rendered everyone momentarily blind; the crackle of the wandshot, ordinarily no rival to a real thunderclap, was absolutely deafening.
 

 
  The apprentices moved, though, blind or not, several with anguished yells. Darius lost his footing on the steps, slipping painfully down them and fortunately not tripping Jasmine, who had leaped straight off the edge. Tallie flung herself from the rim of the pit, but with her eyes closed, missed Ildrin, who had skittered back amid all the noise.
 

 
  They landed there and froze again, Ildrin having backed up to stand next to Raathi, and turned the wand on them.
 

 
  “Freeze! Everyone stop right there!” she screamed. Tallie crouched with her arms spread, clearly preparing to spring at her, but obeyed. Jasmine, though, ignored the order, rushing to Ross’s side.
 

 
  He had fallen back against the wall, partially on top of Schwartz. His clothes smoked faintly.
 

 
  “You bitch,” Darius snarled, his voice half-choked. “You
  
   fucking—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “No,” Ildrin cried, turning her stare on Jasmine and Ross. “I didn’t—no, that’s not, I wasn’t… Oh,
  
   goddess.”
  
 

 
  “It’s a little late for prayers, Falaridjad,” Basra Syrinx stated, striding into the room from the staircase above. She descended the second flight of steps in three long bounds.
 

 
  
   “You!”
  
  Ildrin shrieked, turning the wand on her.
 

 
  Basra lit up, a golden sphere snapping into place around her, and in the next moment a wandshot sparked against it harmlessly.
 

 
  “I suggest you cut that out before you make this any worse for yourself, Ildrin,” Basra said flatly. She strode across the pit floor, apparently unconcerned with the wand being fired at her, and knelt next to Jasmine, the light surrounding her brightening further. “Give me space, girl.”
 

 
  “Is he…” Layla’s face appeared over the rim of the pit above, but she couldn’t finish the question.
 

 
  “You—all of you—you just
  
   freeze,”
  
  Ildrin stammered, clutching the wand in both hands now. Tallie started forward, then halted as the weapon was turned on her.
 

 
  Basra let out a soft sigh, and the glow about her diminished. “…damn. There’s nothing I can do here.”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Tallie shouted, turning to her and seeming to forget for a moment about the wand
  
  
  trained on her. “No, it’s… People get shot by wands all the time, and walk away. You’re a
  
   priestess,
  
  you can…”
 

 
  “Lightning is unpredictable,” Basra said evenly. “It might give you a mere burn, or nerve damage, but if it strikes the heart, or the brain…”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  Tallie protested again. “You have to
  
   do
  
  something!”
 

 
  “Vidius himself can’t fix this,” the Bishop said, shifting to kneel over Schwartz. She began lightly slapping his face. “Come on, Schwartz, it’s time to get up. What did you do to this boy? You’d better hope you haven’t left
  
   two
  
  bodies in your wake today, Falaridjad…”
 

 
  She paused when Meesie came skittering out of Jasmine’s sleeve to perch upon Schwartz’s head, pointing up at her and chittering furiously.
 

 
  “Two,” Ildrin whispered.
 

 
  “Put. The weapon. Down.” Jasmine rose slowly to her feet, fixing her cold glare on the priestess.
 

 
  Ildrin swallowed once, heavily. “Sergeant… Soldiers. Weapons up. We’re already—”
 

 
  “Falaridjad,” Basra warned, “I know what you’re thinking, and you are wrong. You have
  
   no
  
  idea the danger you are in right now. Lower the weapon.”
 

 
  “Already have blood on our hands,” Ildrin said, her voice firming by the moment. “If they all just…disappear down here—”
 

 
  “Absolutely not!” roared the more outspoken of the two Legionnaires suddenly. “That’s enough of this. Sister,
  
   lower the wand.”
  
 

 
  “Private,” Raathi shouted, “I am not going to tell you again—”
 

 
  “Go
  
   right to hell,
  
  Sergeant!” she snarled back, drawing her sword. “This is
  
   insane!
  
  That boy was talking the only sense I’ve heard in
  
   days,
  
  and now…” She stepped back from the others, bringing her sword up. “No more. Your Grace… Orders?”
 

 
  “I suggest you step away from the murdering traitors while the stepping is good, private,” Basra said dryly.
 

 
  “Raathi, swords up,” Ildrin said, baring her teeth. “It’s us or them, now.”
 

 
  “I don’t…” The sergeant trailed off, swallowed, and raised her weapon. The remaining Legionnaire looked on the verge of panicking, but did the same.
 

 
  Ildrin turned the wand on Tallie. “I’m sorry it had to be this way.”
 

 
  “It
  
   didn’t,
  
  you unmitigated cunt,” Tallie hissed.
 

 
  Then Jasmine stepped right in front of her, placing herself in the path of the wand.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you again,” she said coldly. “Drop that weapon, or I will take it from you.”
 

 
  Ildrin swallowed heavily. “I really am,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  Once again, the burst of light was blinding. But this time, it didn’t stop.
 

 
  The glow of divine light blazed from her, annihilating the presumptuous lightning bolt and putting Basra’s aura to shame. Dimness was banished from every corner of the room by Avei’s light, and yet it was strangely gentle to the eyes. Though it was as if a miniature sun had risen in the chamber, they could all see plainly through it.
 

 
  Golden wings extended upward almost to the edges of the pit from behind her. The silver armor materialized out of the air, first as simple lines of light and then hardening into metal and leather. The shield, marked with the golden eagle, appeared in the same way on her left forearm, and last, the ancient sword of Avei coalesced in her grip.
 

 
  Trissiny shifted to point it straight at Ildrin’s heart. “DROP THEM.”
 

 
  Raathi and both privates instantly did.
 

 
  “…oh,” Layla said softly.
 

 
  Ildrin had not dropped the wand, but she slowly lowered her arm, the weapon dangling loosely from her grip now. The expression with which she stared at the paladin of her goddess was lost, desolate.
 

 
  “I…didn’t mean…any of this.”
 

 
  “I don’t care what you meant,” Trissiny snapped.
  
   “Now
  
  there is only justice. Put down that weapon and face the consequences of your actions with some honor, for once. I will not tell you again.”
 

 
  She took one step forward, still glowing, and the golden wings shifted, arching out behind her.
 

 
  Ildrin closed her eyes for a moment.
 

 
  Then she opened them, and raised her arm again to aim the wand at Trissiny. Her grip, suddenly, was perfectly steady.
 

 
  “Don’t do it,” Trissiny warned, shifting to a combat stance, shield partially upraised between them.
 

 
  “I…can’t,” Ildrin said quietly. A strange little smile hovered about her lips, though tears began pouring down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’m just not strong enough. If
  
   everything
  
  I believed was…”
 

 
  “Falaridjad, don’t you dare,” the paladin barked, shifting forward. “Drop it and—”
 

 
  Lightning blasted against her, having no effect. The bolt sizzled out a foot before it even reached the shield. That didn’t stop Ildrin from firing another, and another yet behind it. Her face was calm, resigned, and still streaked by fresh tears.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Trissiny bellowed over the vicious crackling of electricity.
 

 
  “Sister, stand
  
   down!”
  
  Raathi pleaded.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Ildrin said again, “but I won’t.”
 

 
  Then she turned to aim the wand up at Layla.
 

 
  Trissiny, apparently unencumbered by the metal she now wore, uncoiled like a spring. She was too far distant to effectively rush with her shield, but Ildrin was just barely within the range of her sword, fully extended.
 

 
  The tip lodged in her throat just below the chin.
 

 
  Blood poured as if from a faucet, quickly staining her white robes, and then the ground around her as she stumbled backward to slump against the far wall. Raathi retreated, staring down at the dying priestess in open-mouthed horror.
 

 
  Silence finally descended, cruelly, forcing them to listen to the wet rattle of Ildrin’s last breaths. Even had either of the remaining Light-wielders wanted to, that was beyond their skill to heal. Too much blood lost, too much of it pouring into her lungs, the wound itself a total disruption of a delicate piece of anatomy. A random burst of healing light would only consign her to die more slowly, and in more pain.
 

 
  Basra shook her head. “A coward to the very end.”
 

 
  The armored paladin simply stood in the middle of the room, staring at the floor with all eyes on her. The sword she held in a firm grip, pointed down. Scarlet blood dripped slowly from its tip.
 

 
  The remaining apprentices had gathered themselves, now, and crept hesitantly forward.
 

 
  “Jasmine?” Tallie asked uncertainly. “…Jas?”
 

 
  Layla softly cleared her throat, reaching out to lay her small hand on one silver pauldron.
 

 
  “Trissiny?”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a sudden, heavy breath through her teeth, threw her head back, and let out a wild, piercing scream of pure, helpless rage.
 

 
  “WE’RE SUPPOSED TO BE
  
   BETTER!”
  
  she roared, stepped forward, and viciously kicked Ildrin in the chest.
 

 
  The priestess only slumped sideways, already beyond feeling it.
 

 
  “You’ve got some things to deal with,” Basra said calmly, “but right now, you need to suck it up, soldier. Grieving has to wait until the battle is done.”
 

 
  “Oh, my fucking
  
   gods,”
  
  Darius snarled. “Lady, don’t you ever
  
   stop—”
  
 

 
  “She’s right,” Trissiny interrupted, turning around. “And don’t bother arguing with this one, Darius, it’s a waste of time even when she’s
  
   not
  
  right. We still have work to do, here. The innocent and the guilty, the living and the dead, all must be dealt with. And
  
   then,”
  
  she added, curling her lip in a snarl, “I am going to go find the one responsible for all this, and deal with
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “No,
  
   you
  
  are not,” Layla stated, glancing at the other two apprentices before returning her gaze to Trissiny’s.
  
   “We
  
  are.”
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  “Excuse me, but I consider this issue too central to table, even to discuss related matters,” Magister Eranis said, leaning forward over the round table. “The nature of Tar’naris’s ties with the humans is
  
   fundamental
  
  to this entire proposal. And, indeed, of theirs with you. What expectations will they have of each of
  
   our
  
  peoples, following this? The Empire is too large a beast to be tiptoed around.”
 

 
  “I concur,” Elder Caminae added, the beads dangling from her ears rattling softly as she nodded. “It is the humans who have pushed us all to so dramatically break with precedent and tradition; there is no sense in denying it. We must address this. It is at the
  
   core
  
  of the entire discussion.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, I was not proposing to avoid the issue,” Ashaele said politely, still calm and unruffled despite the frustratingly circular nature of most of their discussion thus far. In fact, most of the delegates had remained admirably poised, and willing to forgive the little slights and missteps that inevitably resulted from having multiple cultures represented. Only Eranis had shown overt signs of tension, but whenever the Magister had begun to show open irritation, one of his Highguard had leaned forward to whisper in his ear, so lightly that even the other elves present could not hear what was said. Whatever the reminder, it had always prompted Eranis to regain his composure. That alone made it worth tolerating the two armored soldiers, when none of the other delegates had brought an escort.
 

 
  This was the first time in three millennia a high elf of his rank had left the reclusive strongholds of his people, and the first time one had
  
   ever
  
  visited a drow city. That fact alone would have been historic, but this gathering consisted of Ashaele and Queen Arkasia herself, a Magister of the high elves of the Dwarnskolds (the Spine, as they called it), and seven Elders from various plains and forest tribes. Every moment that passed in civil conversation was a virtual miracle. Ashaele liked to think each of them took the same encouragement from this fact that she did.
  
   Something
  
  more than simple necessity was keeping the stiff-backed pride of ancient elves in check here.
 

 
  “I did not infer a suggestion that you were, Matriarch,” Elder Tamaar replied before anyone else could jump in. Somewhat to Ashaele’s surprise after the way this forest Elder in particular had resisted her diplomatic approaches for years, Tamaar had proved one of the greater moderating influences at the table. “Let us be mindful of the difficult nature of this discussion and not perceive insult or manipulation where none is meant.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Elder Ehshu added, turning to Caminae and nodding. Despite both being plains elves, they had not agreed on much so far. “And I see wisdom in Ashaele’s suggestion, anyway. We have not forgotten Tiraas and will not ignore it, but there are countless matters we must discuss. Might it not serve the discussion itself to turn it to a less contentious topic, for now? The thornier issue may yield to compromise if approached later from a place of agreement, rather than from the frustration of the last hour.”
 

 
  “I suppose,” Eranis conceded with a displeased clench of his thin lips. “So long as it is understood that we cannot
  
   ignore
  
  this.”
 

 
  “Just as you say, Magister,” Ashaele said courteously. “We
  
   cannot
  
  ignore the matter of Tiraas, and I think none of us gathered here are foolish enough to try. I only raised the more pedestrian subject of passage rights because… Well, Elder Ehshu phased it more gracefully than I.”
 

 
  She nodded to Ehshu, who smiled and inclined his head in return.
 

 
  They had assembled upon the uppermost terrace of House Awarrion’s well-defended estate. Between the position and the presence of arcane wards (of Tiraan make) which prevented those outside from eavesdropping but allowed them to hear the sounds of the city, the delegates were uniquely well-positioned to discern the shouts which began to sound from the surface gate region.
 

 
  All of them turned to look, several half-rising to get a better view, and as such they all saw the streak of fire which soared out of the great cavern’s entrance tunnel and arced up over Tar’naris itself. The city was not dark even to human eyes, but it was certainly dim enough that the archdemon’s burning wings were an illumination no one could have missed.
 

 
  “There is no cause for alarm,” Ashaele said quickly, and fruitlessly. As Vadrieny clearly headed straight for House Awarrion, several of the delegates and both of Eranis’s Highguard drew weapons, and the Magister himself began conjuring something which produced a faint arcane whine at the very edge of elven hearing. Of course, all the shouts were from the city below; the An’sadarr soldiers and other House guards patrolling Tar’naris’s defenses had been told about Vadrieny.
 

 
  Ashaele did not permit herself a sigh, but wanted to as she watched Vadrieny approach—carrying a human boy in her talons, for some reason. And to think
  
   Shaeine
  
  had been the impulsive hothead in the family. Truly, she was gaining a new appreciation for Nahil’s deliberate, strategic obstreperousness.
 

 
  Unfortunately Vadrieny did not see as well as an elf, and so approached the upper terrace directly, and came close enough that several of the delegates had defensively aimed arrows, tomahawks, and spells at her before she realized there was a meeting in progress. Immediately she twisted her wings, arcing away in a wide loop, and settled gently onto a lower terrace of the House.
 

 
  Ashaele noted with approval that she had selected a less-than-convenient landing spot for the sake of keeping herself within view of the upper terrace, so those present could see her ensuing harmless conduct. They were unrefined, but Teal
  
   did
  
  have good political instincts. Talent which could be shaped.
 

 
  “I apologize for the interruption,” she said smoothly. No one was looking at her; everybody was watching the archdemon’s form retreat to leave a young human woman with brown hair to drop her prisoner unceremoniously to the rooftop. Already a House priestess and five guards had converged upon them, but not aggressively. The sight of Awarrion personnel behaving so clearly deferentially toward the intruder made those with drawn bows lower and relax them. Ashaele continued, keeping her tone calm and nonchalant to further defuse the tension. “It seems my daughter has brought me something. She can wait; please, do not concern yourselves.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Eranis said, still staring down at Teal. “Your…daughter. Of course. Silly of me not to note the resemblance.”
 

 
  That earned him a few chuckles, and the hum of nascent magic vanished from the air. All those who had reacted un-tensed visibly, lowering weapons, though they continued to watch with open curiosity as, under Teal’s direction, the House guards took up obviously aggressive positions guarding the human boy, one binding his hands behind his back. Ashaele was quite curious about that, herself.
 

 
  “Perhaps this is fortuitous,” Queen Arkasia said suddenly, commanding everyone’s attention. She had mostly preferred to listen rather than talk, trusting Ashaele to present Tar’naris’s interests rhetorically, and alone of those present had not moved or otherwise reacted to Vadrieny’s arrival. “Were we not just agreeing that it is sometimes better to retreat from a contentious problem and approach it later with a fresh perspective? We all understand the issues, and what is at stake here. I believe that by this point each of us has a working grasp of the others’ perspectives.” The Queen rose smoothly from her seat, prompting those still seated to do likewise. “I propose we have a recess to allow Ashaele to address House business. Several of you expressed interest in viewing our agricultural caverns; I would be most pleased to show them to you. And when we reconvene, perhaps new solutions will be on the tip of someone’s tongue.”
 

 
  “I had very carefully
  
   not
  
  expressed such an interest,” Magister Eranis replied with a wry smile, then bowed to the Queen. “I salute your perceptiveness, your Majesty. Indeed, I am
  
   quite
  
  curious to see what the Tiraan have done there.”
 

 
  “And I have, indeed, wondered how you can grow plants so well underground,” Elder Shaire added with a pensive tilt of her head.
 

 
  “Well, I thought the idea made sense on a smaller scale and I think it makes even more on a larger,” Elder Ehshu agreed. “By all means, let us take a break. I think it will do our discussion good in the long run.”
 

 
  Ashaele bowed deeply to Arkasia, who gave her a small nod in response. As protocol required, the Matriarch waited politely behind, allowing all of the delegates to file down the stairs after the Queen. Only when she had the rooftop to herself did she finally turn and make for the other staircase.
 

 
  It would not do for the Matriarch of the House to be seen hurrying, especially with such important negotiations in progress, but she did not dawdle. It was a scant two minutes later that she re-emerged upon the lower terrace to find Teal standing with her hands folded in a very serviceable posture of Narisian patience. She had even taken time to fix her hair, which had grown long enough that flight did it no favors.
 

 
  “Mother,” she said in elvish, bowing.
 

 
  “Wow, you actually call her that,” the blonde human added. Behind him, Commander Vengnat yanked subtly on the cord binding his wrists, causing him to stumble.
 

 
  “Teal,” Ashaele said, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “This,” Teal explained, nodding in her prisoner’s direction, “is Chase Masterson. Also known as the Sleeper.”
 

 
  “Accused!” he clarified.
 

 
  
   “Indeed,”
  
  Ashaele said grimly, studying the boy in more detail. He seemed a very unremarkable specimen for a human. Young, of Stalweiss stock, a bit on the scrawny side… And looking strangely at ease considering his predicament. In fact, he grinned and peered around at the scenery as though he were a tourist being guided through the House. Ashaele had an immediate suspicion, which Teal promptly verified.
 

 
  “He is
  
   anth’auwa,
  
  and apparently granted knowledge of infernal magic by Elilial. I…confiscated him from Tellwyrn in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a longer story,” Ashaele observed, still studying Masterson, who was failing to look appropriately intimidated or contrite. “Do you expect reprisal from the Professor for that?”
 

 
  “Are you kidding?” Masterson scoffed. “She
  
   let
  
  you go and you know it. Tellwyrn’s got a thousand ways to—”
 

 
  “Commander, I am not interested in the prisoner’s input at this time,” Ashaele stated calmly.
 

 
  “Be silent until spoken to,” Vengnat ordered in Tanglish, giving the boy another yank.
 

 
  “Based on what I heard of their conversation,” Teal continued, “it seems Tellwyrn laid some kind of magic effect on him to block his ability to cast spells.”
 

 
  “Can I just remind everyone that all these are just accusations?” Masterson said with a broad grin. “Seriously, this has been a big misunderst—”
 

 
  Vengnat punched him right in the mouth, sending him reeling to the floor.
 

 
  “This,” Ashaele mused, staring down at the boy, “is going to be more complicated than I had hoped. Very well. Commander, remove him to the lowest dungeon. I want him held under the strictest warlock protocols.”
 

 
  “At once, Matriarch,” Vengnat said crisply, then grabbed Masterson by his collar and dragged him bodily away. The other guards present immediately fell into step behind them.
 

 
  “I didn’t realize he understood elvish,” Teal murmured as the procession vanished into the House. “What are warlock protocols, if I may ask?”
 

 
  Now that they were alone, Ashaele finally permitted herself a soft sigh. “Drugs, Teal. Binding a person’s magic that way is the province of fae craft,
  
   or
  
  of all three of the other schools working in concert. I don’t know which Tellwyrn used, but I suppose it should not surprise me that she has unexpected talents. But no such bond will hold forever, not with a skilled caster working at it from within. We have only priestesses and the very occasional wizard; we cannot reproduce that craft. Keeping a warlock of great skill prisoner means we cannot trust passive wards or Themynra’s blessings upon his cell. We will have to keep him in a mental state from which he cannot work magic.”
 

 
  “I see,” Teal said softly, frowning.
 

 
  “I don’t think you do, entirely,” Ashaele replied, stepping over to place an arm around her shoulders. Teal leaned into her as she continued. “We will extract whatever information we need from him to lift the sleeping curse, have no fear of that. It should not take long. But
  
   justice,
  
  what I spoke of to you in Last Rock… That, now, is likely to be a longer process than we would like, daughter. Him being
  
   anth’auwa
  
  is deeply relevant; it may mean he is less culpable for his actions, or possibly
  
   more
  
  so. That condition manifests in innumerable patterns. He will have to be very thoroughly examined by priestesses trained in such psychology.”
 

 
  “But how are we going to psychoanalyze someone who is drugged—oh. I see.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Ashaele nodded, and rubbed her shoulder. “Yes…this makes justice very complicated. But it is still justice, and I will not see Shaeine deprived of it. I will see that whatever time is needed will be taken. Resign yourself, daughter, to a
  
   process.
  
  Narisian justice strives to be swift, but we may be denied a quick closure. There is no telling how long this may drag on.”
 

 
  “I understand, Mother.” Teal sighed softly, and gently pulled away. “I’m very sorry for interrupting your meeting.”
 

 
  “You acted rightly, Teal,” Ashaele said, giving her a smile. “That meeting is a secret of the highest order, however. You are not to breathe a hint even of its existence. To anyone. There are
  
   no
  
  surface elves visiting Tar’naris.”
 

 
  “Understood.” She stepped back enough to bow respectfully. “I am sorry I can’t stay, but I left my friends in the middle of a very difficult situation in Puna Dara to bring Chase here. In fact, I have reason to believe a mutual enemy revealed him to me
  
   specifically
  
  to remove Vadrieny from that situation. I must return as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  “Then make haste, daughter. And remember.” Ashaele reached out to squeeze her shoulders briefly with both hands, smiling. “I love you, and I am
  
   proud
  
  of you. You’ve done very well by your House.”
 

 
  Teal smiled in reply, reaching up to grasp her hands for a moment, and then stepped back again.
 

 
  She actually leaped straight upward, Vadrieny emerging in a rush of flames a few feet off the ground. One pump of the blazing wings sent her shooting toward the cavern’s ceiling, and then she arced away, back toward the city gates.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “House
  
   fucking who?”
  
 

 
  “House Dalkhaan,” Sekandar repeated, still studying the man’s uniform while Miss Sunrunner set his arm. “And…that’s actually a pretty good description, Inspector. They
  
   used
  
  to be a big deal; there was a Dalkhaan Dynasty in Calderaas centuries ago. The House has declined, though, and these days there’s nothing left of it but the old Duchess.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Fedora grunted. “Why would this Duchess Dalky-whatsit want to send troops to our campus?”
 

 
  “It’s a Hand of the Emperor barking orders, my man,” Rafe pointed out. “He can command any House troops to do whatever damn thing crosses his mind.”
 

 
  “Not…exactly,” Sekandar said with a wince. “There are limits on Imperial power, especially since the Enchanter Wars…”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, more immediately,” said Fedora, “this Hand is
  
   not
  
  acting with the Imperial government behind him and he knows it. He’ll be reaching out
  
   specifically
  
  to people who might be sympathetic to what he’s trying to do—which is pursue an irrational vendetta with Professor Tellwyrn. So, with regard to that!” He turned back to Sekandar, raising his eyebrows. “Any insight, your Princeliness?”
 

 
  “Two reasons,” Sekandar immediately replied. “Duchess Irmeen hates my mother, and she has nothing to lose. Houses Dalkhaan and Aldarasi have been rivals for generations, and enemies since the Enchanter Wars. But now, the Duchess’s children have all died, and she’s in her eighties. When she passes on, so does her entire legacy.” He shrugged, turning from Fedora to Rafe and Yornhaldt. “Arachne Tellwyrn has been a friend to House Aldarasi since
  
   long
  
  before the University. I don’t even know what the source of her attachment is, but she apparently really liked one of my ancestors. Irmeen is a spiteful old bag with barely two dozen House troops left, not a one of them under forty or in fighting shape. If somebody offered her a chance to stab blindly at a friend of my mother’s, I can’t imagine she would pass it up. What is Mother going to do about it? Or even Tellwyrn? The old lady’ll be dead soon anyway, and House Dalkhaan with her.”
 

 
  “Well, then, that’s actually good news,” Fedora said brightly. “If
  
   that’s
  
  all the manpower this guy can bring to bear…”
 

 
  “It’s what we’ve seen thus far,” Yornhaldt cautioned. “And we don’t even know when he gathered them up, or what he’s been doing with his time. Don’t assume he has no other allies.”
 

 
  “Obviously,” Fedora replied with ostentatious patience. “But it’s significant that these are the
  
   caliber
  
  of people he’s calling on. What was it you said, Aldarasi? Not a one under forty or in fighting shape?”
 

 
  “They’re a blend of Dalkhaan veterans who
  
   should
  
  have retired long since, and riffraff no other guard force would employ,” Sekandar said, nodding. “And it’s not as if the Duchess has the budget or the inclination to keep them trained up, or properly equipped…”
 

 
  “There, y’see?” Fedora said cheerily to Yornhaldt. “These aren’t elite troops, or even passable troops; they’re warm bodies to throw at a problem. Aren’cha!” He leaned forward to grin obnoxiously at the portly man in House Dalkhaan livery, who was grimacing and experimentally prodding at the sling into which Miss Sunrunner had just finished settling his arm.
 

 
  “You take a
  
   step back,
  
  mister,” Sunrunner said dangerously. “Don’t think for a
  
   moment
  
  that Arachne won’t hear about this. You let a student deliberately maim a man in University custody!”
 

 
  “’Maim’ is a strong word,” Rafe protested. “Look how quick you fixed him!”
 

 
  “Sides,” Fedora added merrily, “Tellwyrn’ll think it was funny.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know.” She stood up and folded her arms, glaring at him. “But by the time I’ve finished chewing her ear off, there
  
   will
  
  be consequences, no matter how funny she thought it was. Ask Admestus if you doubt me.”
 

 
  “It’s true,” Rafe said solemnly. “Even the great Tellwyrn is no match for Taowi’s powers of wet blanketry once she gets going.”
 

 
  Fedora sighed. “All right, all right, we’ll burn that bridge if we all survive to reach it. The
  
   point
  
  is, everyone’s down here—well, everyone we could
  
   get
  
  down here—and the actual forces the enemy’s placed on campus are a big bucket o’ nothin’. That means he’ll be bringing some other leverage to bear. Everybody across the bridge; let’s all be safely in sanctuary before we find out what else the asshole has up his sleeve. Come on, chop chop.”
 

 
  The group had been huddling in the alcove where the deep staircase from the Crawl’s entrance finally opened onto its vast, slanted main chamber. Scorn and Maureen had already crossed the bridge ahead into the Grim Visage, at Fedora’s direction; the Rhaazke’s long stride and the gnome’s willingness to be carried had enabled them to reach the tavern far in advance of the rest of the group, who were prodding their injured prisoner along. As ordered, they had sent Sekandar and Miss Sunrunner back to meet them. Now, with her first aid done and Sekandar having identified the man’s uniform, there was no more reason to delay.
 

 
  The man actually whimpered as he was led out onto the bridge, closing his eyes and refusing to look at the impossible drop all around them, but at least he didn’t try to dig his heels in. The group split in two as they went, with Yornhaldt and Ezzaniel falling back to match the prisoner’s pace. Sunrunner, of course, stayed right by his side, urging him gently along. Fedora sauntered on ahead, Sekandar in tow.
 

 
  As such, they were the first to enter the Grim Visage itself, finding the place densely packed with the over a hundred students, teachers, and other personnel currently on campus. Some had obviously departed up the stairs to the rooms, or into the broad market space beyond the common area, but there was still barely room to squeeze into the tavern’s main floor.
 

 
  Which didn’t stop its proprietress.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck!?”
  
  Melaxyna screeched, launching herself from the balcony to glide down to the entrance, where she landed atop a table near the door.
 

 
  “Well, hi there, Mel!” Fedora said cheerfully, doffing his hat. “It’s a bit of a long story. See, the campus—”
 

 
  “I know all about
  
   that,
  
  you ass, you think I haven’t been
  
   talking
  
  to the dozens of kids who’ve suddenly descended on my bar?” She planted her fists on her hips and glared down at him, wings unfurled menacingly and tail lashing. “What in shit’s name are
  
   you
  
  doing here?”
 

 
  “He’s the head of campus security,” Hildred offered from her perch on the arm of a chair by the fireplace.
 

 
  Melaxyna went entirely still, even her tail. Her eyes narrowed to slits.
 

 
  “The answer to your
  
   next
  
  question, doll,” Fedora said smoothly, “is that I sucked up to Tellwyrn outrageously, and I bet
  
   you
  
  did something to gratuitously piss her off. As, I presume, did Rowe. Sound about right?”
 

 
  The succubus snorted, but folded her arms and adopted a surly expression. “Well, fine. I can needle you about
  
   that
  
  later. Exactly how goddamn long do you expect to keep my tavern crammed to the gills with these kids? They’ll eat every scrap in the place in ten minutes flat, if I know college students. Which I
  
   damn well do,
  
  being a permanent stop on their bi-annual fucking tour!”
 

 
  “Hopefully not long,” Fedora assured her with a wink. “We just need to hold out till Tellwyrn gets back to deal with the clown making a ruckus up top. She knows better than to dawdle, and it’ll likely be short work once she gets home. Meanwhile, we just need to keep the students in the Visage for the sake of the sanctuary effect, where they’ll be safe.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said skeptically. “Because it’s not like nobody’s ever found a way to fuck with the Crawl’s permanent effects before. Like I did in Level 2, for example, or Rowe did with the
  
   entire fucking place.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, but you were down here for years, both of you,” Fedora said dismissively. “That guy’s got hours, at most. What could he possibly do?”
 

 
  Half a dozen people scattered about the room simultaneously let out loud groans.
 

 
  “And those,” Sekandar helpfully informed the Inspector, “are the bardic studies majors.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, this is very
  
   mildly
  
  diverting,” Magelord Tyrann said from the other side of the barrier, inspecting his fingernails, “but do you think you will be done soon? We are in the middle of very important research.”
 

 
  As if on cue, a man with wild hair, a long face, and a dark Punaji complexion leaned around the corner of the doorway behind him.
 

 
  “Hey, Tyrann! We’re all playing charades now. Since you missed your turn in the last round of go fish we’re lettin’ you go first. C’mon, you’re gonna miss it!” Chortling, he vanished back into the administration building of the University’s new research campus.
 

 
  Tyrann smiled thinly at the audience before him, his image only slightly distorted by being out of phase with physical reality, along with the structure behind him in which the University’s entire research staff were presently assembled. “I suspect there is no game of charades,” he confided in a dry tone. “Prince Raffi simply has the most incredible sense of comedic timing of any man I have ever known.”
 

 
  “OI! What’d I tell you about callin’ me prince!”
 

 
  Accompanying the yell from within, a beer bottle came sailing out through the door. It slowed in midair, drifting to hover next to Tyrann’s shoulder. The Magelord calmly plucked it from the air and took a dainty sip, still watching his would-be assailants with a superciliously arched eyebrow.
 

 
  “Do you have it?” the Hand of the Emperor growled in a strained tone, his eyes fixed on Tyrann.
 

 
  “I…yes, sir,” Lorelin Reich said warily, glancing between him and the other man who had recently joined them. “That is, I can sense the disruption well enough, and it
  
   is
  
  similar enough to Vidian arts…”
 

 
  “I, too, can detect the general shape of what you are doing, sir,” Willard Tanenbaum said with equal unease. “Working a thumbnail into the cracks in the fairy geas upon this mountain, as it were. Most impressive. But sir, that is a Magelord of Syralon. With all due respect, I don’t believe we are going to break this phasing with him
  
   actively
  
  maintaining it…”
 

 
  “You’re too kind,” Tyrann said wryly, lifting the beer bottle at him in a toast.
 

 
  “I am only
  
   minimally
  
  interested in these cretins,” the Hand said shortly, his demeanor changing as he relaxed whatever magical effect he had been concentrating upon. “What matters is that
  
   you two
  
  paid attention to what I was doing, so as to be able to imitate it via your respective schools of magic.”
 

 
  “It is a
  
   fairy
  
  geas, sir,” Tanenbaum said diffidently. “My arts are uniquely un-suited…”
 

 
  “I’m aware,” the Hand said curtly, turning around. “But there are…”
 

 
  He trailed off upon catching sight of the two House guards standing watch a few feet distant. One was leaning upon his battlestaff in a nigh-suicidal mockery of firearm safety, while the other industriously picked his nose.
 

 
  “FALL IN!” the Hand roared, setting off uphill toward the main campus. Both men jumped and scurried to trail along behind the little procession, Reich and Tanenbaum flanking the Hand on the way up. The man leading them had acquired a limp in the last few minutes, somehow, which they did not ask about. Both had learned very early on that asking questions was both pointless and unwise. “I don’t care about those fools back there. My concern is the
  
   students.
  
  Right now there are defenses similar to those upon that building covering the campus chapel, and a spot deep within the Crawl; both contain students. Neither has a magic user actively defending it, and won’t so long as Tellwyrn is absent from the campus, so our window of opportunity is limited. Reich, I want you to bring that chapel
  
   back
  
  into phase and disable its sanctuary charms. Can you?”
 

 
  “Without having inspected it… I mean, I believe so, sir. So long as I don’t have to argue the right of way with a Magelord or something similar.”
 

 
  The Hand nodded once, curtly. “Do it, and retrieve those paralyzed students; I want them in my custody before we leave. Tanenbaum, you’re with me. We are going to go
  
   fishing
  
  deep below. There is, as they say, more than one way to skin a cat.”
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  Such a procession drew attention and created a ripple of rumor that quickly swept across the city. It was early afternoon by the time they reached the wealthy district in which the Imperial Casino lay, and by that point, the news of their coming had preceded them. Well-dressed men and women had gathered on the sidewalks to stare, but mostly had the decency to remove their hats and lower their eyes in respect as the group passed. The street was also thronged with silent, grim-faced thieves of the Guild, waiting.
 

 
  Trissiny walked in the front in full armor, her expression closed and eyes straight ahead, leading her silver-clad warhorse by his reins. Arjen followed with his own head lowered, surrounded by four young people, two men and two women. Only Schwartz stood out visibly, in his Salyrite robes and with Meesie riding on his shoulder. He, Tallie, and the Sakhavenid siblings kept pace with Arjen, each with one steadying hand on the carefully-wrapped bundle lying across the huge horse’s saddle. Though fully swathed, it apparent even without the presence of obvious pallbearers that it was a body.
 

 
  Four Silver Legionnaires followed them, in uniform but helmetless and conspicuously absent their weapons, shivering in the winter air and looking a great deal more nervous than Legionnaires usually did in public. At the end of the procession walked a fifth soldier: Covrin had her helmet on, shield in hand, and lance held menacingly as if she intended to prod the woman in front of her at the slightest provocation. Beside her, also bare-headed and with an expression promising retribution, was Bishop Syrinx, her golden eagle-wrought sword drawn and ready.
 

 
  The broad avenue terminated in a broad cul-de-sac before the steps of the Casino itself, the space now lined with quiet onlookers. Dozens of civilians murmured and jostled each other to stare, most of them in the expensive attire of the Casino’s usual clientele, but none tried to push past the perimeter of cold-faced Guild thieves enforcing a clear area in front of the steps.
 

 
  Everyone stood where they were as Trissiny led the group straight toward the front doors of the Casino, with one exception. She had been standing on the top stair, watching up the street, and now as they approached, Style strode down and through the crowd. Only thieves had placed themselves in front of the steps, and so nobody had to be pushed bodily out of her way. They all knew better than to impede her.
 

 
  Trissiny finally came to a stop near the center of the plaza. Style strode right up to and then past her, seeming not to notice anyone standing there and not the least bit impressed by the divine warhorse. Darius yielded his position and she came right up to Arjen’s side.
 

 
  All muttering and coughing had utterly ceased among the onlookers by the time Style slipped her brawny arms, bare even in the cold, under Ross’s body and lifted him from the horse’s back. Despite his size, she did it with no apparent effort, but it was not her physical strength that held the watching enforcers silent. Everyone knew Style’s capacity for brute power, but rarely had they seen the towering chief enforcer’s face as it was now, crumpled with pain as if she might begin weeping any second.
 

 
  The Hand of Avei stood to the side, head lowered, while Style carefully laid Ross upon the paving stones, and with amazing gentleness, folded back the white quilt with which they had covered him to reveal his face. He was already too pale to be merely sleeping.
 

 
  At no apparent signal, every Eserite ringing the plaza silently raised their right fist defiantly to the sky.
 

 
  “Lest the mighty grow complacent.” Lore’s voice was not raised—in fact, he spoke barely above a murmur from the top of the Casino’s steps. In the silence, though, he was clearly heard by all present. “Be warned: a thief can die, but the fight cannot.”
 

 
  
   “WE ARE STILL HERE.”
  
 

 
  Hundreds of voices, even in a respectfully soft tone, were deafening when they spoke in unison. The sounded from the enforcers circling the plaza, from the alleys and windows and rooftops all around. At this, finally, some of the civilian watchers began shuffling away, trying carefully to move up the street from the casino without creating a disruption that might draw attention. These were rich people, the kind the Thieves’ Guild existed to humble. It was one thing to play with danger by idling in the thieves’ own casino; being surrounded by the Guild in
  
   this
  
  mood was a horse of a different color.
 

 
  Several enforcers came closer, forming a smaller, less precise ring around the group—not so much delineating space as making it plain by their presence, turned outward to stare flatly at the crowd, that no one was welcome to approach. Around them, though some stubborn rubberneckers remained to gawk, the crowd was beginning to stream away with enough speed that its sounds quickly grew loud enough to cover conversation. They were encouraged along by thieves turning from the scene in the middle of the plaza to give pointed looks at those who remained, several toying idly with weapons.
 

 
  Style carefully folded the quilt back over Ross’s face. Still kneeling over him, she paused for a long moment to draw two steadying breaths before straightening back up to her full, intimidating height.
 

 
  “All right,” the chief enforcer said simply. “Who did it?”
 

 
  She turned to stare at the four disarmed Legionnaires, all of whom drew closer together in alarm and would have tried to back away had Covrin not deliberately planted the tip of her lance against the back of the sergeant’s breastplate.
 

 
  “None of
  
   them,”
  
  Trissiny said evenly. “The murderer preferred death to justice. I…failed to apprehend her. That’s on me.”
 

 
  “I’ll assume that’s the armor talking,” Style said shortly. “Avenist justice may be complicated, but as far at the Guild is concerned, if you killed the killer, that’s settled. Now I want to know what role
  
   this
  
  lot played, and why you brought them to me.”
 

 
  “These are accomplices,” Trissiny said, turning to give the four a cold look. “They are guilty of
  
   abducting
  
  Ross, and also Schwartz here, but none of
  
   them
  
  did him any harm beyond that. Private Ulster, there, broke from them and raised steel on her comrades when Ross was shot. I don’t think they wanted anything to do with murder, and that one at least had the spine to take a stand, even if it was too late to be useful. We brought them here because they need to be debriefed and
  
   held
  
  until the Imperial investigators rounding up this conspiracy can finish their work. And right now, the Sisterhood of Avei is not trustworthy. I don’t want any more fish slipping the net before Commander Rouvad gets her house in order.”
 

 
  “Well, you heard the General.” Boss Tricks materialized from the crowd as if he had teleported, pacing up to the group with an uncharacteristically dark expression. “We’ve got some
  
   guests,
  
  people. See that they’re comfortable.”
 

 
  Several of the surrounding enforcers stepped forward, two hefting cudgels and Grip, at their head, toying pointedly with a long knife. The soldiers drew into an even tighter knot, eyes widening, and the sergeant finally found her voice.
 

 
  “Now, just a minute here. High Commander Rouvad specifically said Legionnaires aren’t to be held by—”
 

 
  Trissiny crossed to them with astonishing speed for someone in armor, her sword clearing her scabbard as she came; Schwartz barely got out of her way fast enough to avoid being run over. Sergeant Raathi broke off with an undignified squeak when the edge of the paladin’s blade came to rest against her throat.
 

 
  “Rouvad,” Trissiny said icily, “is not
  
   here.
  
  I am. If I were to take your head off your shoulders right now, Sergeant, who among those present do you think will raise a
  
   whisper
  
  of complaint?”
 

 
  Bishop Syrinx twirled her own sword, the flash of motion intended to catch Raathi’s attention, then deliberately sheathed the weapon, folded her arms, and smirked. Raathi’s throat moved abortively, as if she had started to swallow and then changed her mind.
 

 
  “You will cooperate with the Guild,” Trissiny continued after enough of a pause had stretched out to make her point plain. “You will answer any questions you are asked and cause no trouble, and if I receive a favorable report of your conduct, I will make certain it’s considered at your trial. Do otherwise and I won’t do anything at all, and you can learn for yourself how far Commander Rouvad’s say-so goes among the Thieves’ Guild. Do I make myself plain?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am.”
 

 
  Trissiny held her gaze for a moment longer before lowering the sword and turning her back dismissively on the four. “Boss, I’m trusting that they won’t be mistreated here.”
 

 
  “No call for that, I don’t think,” Tricks said, studying the armored women dispassionately. “Long as they do what’s asked of ’em, it’s better for the whole business if they have no cause to complain about their treatment when it’s time for trials and sentencing. We
  
   do
  
  know a thing or two about handling the justice system, after all. In fact, we can consider that my official verdict on the matter.” The Boss raised his voice and subtly shifted to direct his words to the crowd at large. “The law is already closing in on this conspiracy, and seems to have most of ’em in hand. If it does so, fine; the Guild won’t contest the right of way with the Empire.
  
   But.
  
  These bastards have killed one of our own—an
  
   apprentice.
  
  There will be no more mercy offered. I officially no longer give a shit about interfaith procedure. Any member of this conspiracy who is not safely in Imperial custody by
  
   sunset
  
  will be found hanging in the doorway of their own temple by dawn. Be they altar boys or High Commanders, I don’t care. Eserite blood is never the last to be spilled.
  
   I have spoken.”
  
 

 
  He received a round of sharp nods, and almost every Guild thief present who was not already moving to escort the four Legionnaires into the Casino turned and began melting away into the shadows and alleyways.
 

 
  “Why have I got the strangest fucking feeling,” Style said grimly, folding her arms, “that
  
   you kids
  
  aren’t done making a goddamn mess.”
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “Style, none of us are in any mood. If you even
  
   suggest
  
  what happened to Ross is our fault, I’m gonna come over there and smack you one.”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows fractionally. “Boy, you
  
   have
  
  to know I can demolish you with one hand.”
 

 
  “I surely do, and I’ll do it anyway.”
 

 
  “The defiance is good, Darius, but keep it pointed where it deserves,” Tricks said firmly. “No infighting, not right now. Kids, I expect great things from all of you, and
  
   believe
  
  me, I know what it feels like to want retribution. You all know our doctrine of revenge, though.”
 

 
  “You…have a doctrine for that?” Schwartz asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “Revenge should only be sought,” Tallie recited in a quiet monotone, “if it serves both a strategic and personal goal. Strategic in that it will dissuade the target or others from committing more actions that demand retaliation. Personal in that the target must understand by whom and for what they are being punished, and be unable to prevent their comeuppance, because only in that circumstance will it bring satisfaction.”
 

 
  “That is disturbingly insightful,” he muttered.
 

 
  “And the killer is dead,” Tricks stated, glancing at Trissiny. “which takes that off the table. The people responsible for the whole debacle are being rounded up by far more effective agents than you. This is not a situation where you can help.”
 

 
  “Not more effective than
  
   her,”
  
  Tallie said defiantly, also turning to Trissiny.
 

 
  “And,” Layla added, “it seems the one person most responsible is in no position to be rounded up.”
 

 
  Tricks shot a look at Syrinx, who still had her arms folded and was now listening without expression.
 

 
  “If you kids are thinking of trying to rough up the Archpope, so help me I will put you all in cells until you cool down. I don’t care whose Hand any of you are.”
 

 
  Arjen turned to stare at him, laying his ears back, which the Boss ignored.
 

 
  “Excuse me, I’m not even in your cult,” Schwartz said testily.
 

 
  “I think it’s pretty significant we didn’t even have to
  
   say
  
  who we’re all talking about,” Tallie said dryly.
 

 
  “And no,” Trissiny added, “no one’s talking about going to the Cathedral and attacking Justinian. No one here is stupid enough to think that would work.”
 

 
  “Yo.” Darius raised his hand.
  
   “Totally
  
  that stupid, for the record. That’s why I let my baby sister tag along all the time, she’s the plan person.”
 

 
  “I take full credit for his survival to date,” Layla said primly.
 

 
  “It seems,” Trissiny continued, “the events of this week in Tiraas are just one part of something that has parallels in Last Rock and Puna Dara. While Justinian’s name has been brought up a
  
   lot,
  
  the truth is we haven’t absolute proof that he is the one orchestrating all this behind the scenes. Which means that both justice and
  
   revenge
  
  can be best sought without attacking him directly. Whoever is responsible for this, I mean to go make certain they get
  
   nothing
  
  they want today, and that they see who wrecked their careful plans.”
 

 
  Style swelled like a bullfrog, but then released the air in a heavy sigh. “And so you’re thinking of taking
  
   my apprentices
  
  and charging off to Last Rock to help your little adventurer friends?”
 

 
  “She’s not taking us anywhere,” Tallie stated, glaring at her. “We’re going with. You can dish out whatever punishment you want when we get back, Style, but this is fucking well happening. Live with it.”
 

 
  “And no,” Trissiny said before Style could retort. “Last Rock is a monster that
  
   eats
  
  overweening fools; anybody who wants to try their luck with Tellwyrn and my classmates is welcome to have at it. But Puna Dara is not prepared for the kinds of trouble someone like Justinian can unleash, and I have a good friend who will never forgive me if I turn my back on the Punaji when they need help.
  
   That
  
  is where I’m going. And as far as I’m concerned, everyone here has the right to come if they choose to exercise it.”
 

 
  “I swear,” Style muttered, shaking her head. “A thorn in my ass to the very end.”
 

 
  “You realize, kid,” Tricks said quietly, “that not everybody is secretly a paladin. The kind of trouble that
  
   you
  
  exist to stamp down gets regular people killed. How many friends are you looking to lose today?”
 

 
  “If you can persuade them not to come,” she whispered, “do. Please.”
 

 
  “We’ve had this out already,” Tallie said, much more firmly. “This isn’t the big bad paladin ordering us to fight. We’re Guild, Boss; nobody orders us to do
  
   jack shit.”
  
 

 
  Style cleared her throat pointedly.
 

 
  “What’re
  
   you
  
  grunting about?” Darius snorted. “It’s true and you know it. You complain about it often enough.”
 

 
  “Historically speaking,” Layla added, “paladins do
  
   not
  
  operate alone; they have usually been the focus of adventurer teams. Three thieves and a witch makes for pretty good backup, I’d say.”
 

 
  
   “Apprentice
  
  thieves!” Style grated.
 

 
  Tricks shook his head, but held up a hand. “Technically, I
  
   do
  
  have the prerogative to forbid you from going.” He gave Style a long, pensive look. “But…we’re not big on technicalities here, are we?”
 

 
  “You have
  
   got
  
  to be fucking kidding me,” she said incredulously.
 

 
  “A great doom is coming,” the Boss murmured. “Shit’s going down, Style. I’ve heard from the Big Guy himself about our pet paladin, here. The word is to give her space to do what she wants, unless she gets into something we specifically cannot support. This is Guild retribution of exactly the kind our very few doctrines support. If any thieves want to have her back, apprentice or no… They’re cleared to go.”
 

 
  Style turned her back, cursing monotonously under her breath.
 

 
  “But
  
   you,”
  
  Tricks said grimly to Trissiny, “just keep in mind that raising a fist in defiance is the
  
   why
  
  but not the
  
   how
  
  of Eserion’s people. You assess the situation, you act with strategy, and you
  
   don’t
  
  take needless risks with our people’s lives.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to tell me,” she replied, “but I appreciate that you did, nonetheless. I don’t plan to lose anybody else, today.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” he shot back. “Did you
  
   plan
  
  to lose Ross?”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   that
  
  was not necessary,” Schwartz snapped. Meesie hopped onto his head and chittered angry agreement.
 

 
  “It’s not wrong, though,” Trissiny said quietly. “Anything could happen. In war, people die.”
 

 
  “You gotta trust us on this, Boss,” Tallie said, wearing a grim little smile. “I’ve been thinking on it all the way over. The biggest advantage of having our very own paladin isn’t even her capacity to break shit: it’s that with her riding at the head, nobody’ll even see
  
   us
  
  coming.”
 

 
  Tricks heaved a sigh, rolling his eyes. “She said, in the
  
   middle of the street.”
  
 

 
  That prompted a round of winces and glances around. Actually his concern might have been overstated; most of the onlookers had left, either voluntarily or shooed away by enforcers, and nobody who remained was within earshot. What was left of the crowd was again generating enough typical city noise to cover their conversation.
 

 
  “Hey, give her a break,” Darius said reasonably. “After all, we’re just apprentices.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “How’s it look out there, Sanrachi?” one of the gathered soldiers asked merrily as their soaking-wet comrade entered the barracks.
 

 
  “Fucking glorious,” she replied with the same good cheer, settling onto one of the benches close to the fireplace and picking up a rag from the supplies laid out there. She began removing, drying and oiling her gear as she continued, not seeming to mind the rainwater that plastered her own clothes and hair. “It’s one of Naphthene’s own rages out there. I can’t believe you lazy sods are sitting around in here instead of out playing in the rain.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you can go back out when your shift is over,” the lieutenant presently in charge said, looking up from his book and raising an eyebrow. “We’re all on standby. If that means missing a really good blow, well, life’s hard.”
 

 
  “Not me!” another man called. “I haven’t missed a really good blow since I met Apta’s—”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, my sister’s a whore, we’ve all heard it,” a fellow soldier grunted, tossing a boot at him without raising his attention from his game of chess. “You need some new material.”
 

 
  The small barracks was on the second floor of the Rock’s southern gatehouse, set inside the massive outer wall of the fortress itself. This was not the main troop housing, but served as a common area where soldiers stationed on gate watch gathered. At times like this, the policy was to have enough troops on the ramparts to keep watch over the city, but more in reserve below not being distracted and tired out by having to remain alert in the middle of a storm. As much as Punaji enjoyed stormy weather as a rule, manning the top of a wall during a tropical gale as fierce as the one now raging could wear a person out. Sanrachi’s replacement had already gone above to relieve her, and another swap would take place in half an hour. With the weather this bad, the twelve soldiers patrolling the gatehouse’s towers would be rotated constantly, so there was always someone with fresh eyes on the city.
 

 
  In theory, the Rock should have nothing to fear from the people of Puna Dara, but the very fact of the Punaji affinity for storms meant that watchers on the walls could not trust the weather alone to keep the gates clear, as might be the practice elsewhere.
 

 
  “All quiet out there?” the lieutenant asked, then had to pause for a particularly loud clap of thunder. “…you know what I mean.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Sanrachi said, grinning. “The usual. Some folks out in the street, but not a sign of these Rust bastards. I guess their name’s not a complete coincidence, huh? They seem shy about getting wet. So, uh…” She glanced curiously at some of the new arrivals, whose silver armor stood out strikingly among the Punaji uniforms. “What brings you out here, Sisters? I heard you were honored guests of the royal family.”
 

 
  “That’s the theory,” Ephanie said lightly, “but we’re letting our LT hog all the honor. Honestly, you know how it is. We all complain about the digs we’re assigned, but put me on plush carpeting and silk sheets and I’m afraid to touch anything. I have no idea which one’s even the shrimp fork.”
 

 
  “Shrimp fork’s the one you use to stab the shrimp who complains about what fork you’re eating with!” shouted the man who’d made the crack about Apta’s sister, earning a round of guffaws.
 

 
  “Well, you’re welcome in here,” the lieutenant said, smiling warmly at her. In fact, Ephanie in particular had been the focus of a fair amount of attention from most of the men and several of the women stationed in this gatehouse. “Good company’s always appreciated. We don’t even mind you sharing the rations; we don’t go hungry around here.”
 

 
  “Aw, we wouldn’t wanna be a burden,” Casey said cheerfully. “That’s why we keep Lang around! Someone so terrible at cards can’t
  
   help
  
  but make us friends.”
 

 
  Merry scowled at her, slapping her handful of cards down on the table amid the laughter of the rest of the poker players. Indeed, her stack of pennies was the smallest by a wide margin. “I fucking
  
   knew
  
  it! That’s it, soon as we’re back in Tiraas I’m putting in a requisition for come compensation.”
 

 
  While the joking and laughter carried on, Ephanie politely extracted herself from the lieutenant’s attention and went to join Nandi, who was standing by one of the windows, staring out at the storm with a slight frown.
 

 
  “All right, Shahai?” she asked softly. “I’ve never known you to be bothered by a little thunder and lightning.”
 

 
  “It isn’t that,” Nandi said slowly. “I can almost hear…something.”
 

 
  Ephanie’s eyebrows drew together pensively. “Can you be a little more specific?”
 

 
  “I wish I could, Avelea. I cannot pick it out, but I have the
  
   sense
  
  that there is a background sound that…” She trailed off, then finally tore her eyes from the window to look at Ephanie directly. “Elven hearing is a matter of focus. Discerning as many sounds as we do, we’d go mad from over-stimulation if we did not learn to tune most of it out. There is an art to hearing almost
  
   everything
  
  in one’s vicinity and deciding, subconsciously, what is important. Sometimes the fact that this is art and not science works against us. Something is
  
   nagging
  
  at me, and I cannot fix my attention upon it. The storm and the soldiers, obviously, do not help.”
 

 
  “I’ve never seen you do that, either,” Ephanie said, studying her. “You have a great deal of experience to draw on, Shahai. Is this ringing any bells at all? Anything you want to tell me about?”
 

 
  Nandi’s eyes had narrowed in concentration, tracking to the side as she listened, but at that she fixed her gaze back on Ephanie’s. “It’s nothing I would be comfortable initiating action based upon, but… My
  
   experience
  
  has been that when I have this sensation, it means someone nearby is attempting to be
  
   very
  
  stealthy, aware that an elf can hear them. Stealthier than a normal human is capable of being.”
 

 
  Ephanie nodded slowly. “All right. Thanks for the warning; I’ll discreetly notify the others to be on the alert, but I don’t think we want to spook the local troops just yet.”
 

 
  “No…tell their lieutenant, at least,” Merry said, having abandoned the last of her pennies and joined them in time to catch the latter part of their exchange. “We’re not the big damn heroes here, that’s those Last Rock kids and
  
   possibly
  
  Locke. We came here to support the Punaji; I think it’s a bad idea to have the attitude that these troopers are yokels who can’t be trusted to take care of their own city. We should share intel that might be important. Uh, I mean…ma’am.” She finished weakly, belatedly noticing Ephanie’s very pointed stare.
 

 
  “Mouth off like that in
  
   front
  
  of anyone, Lang, and I’m gonna have to land on you,” Ephanie said dryly, “but with that said, you are dead right and I thank you for the reminder. Just learn to watch your
  
   tone.
  
  Most of the Legions do not share Locke’s idea of military comportment.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Merry said contritely.
 

 
  Ephanie nodded to Nandi. “I’ll go have a discreet word with their LT. I’ve been getting the vibe he’d be happy enough to speak with me in private. It should be his call what to tell his troops, if anything, and if he doesn’t believe me, that’s that.”
 

 
  “I find human soldiers are often impressed by ‘elf stuff’ to an almost superstitious degree,” Nandi said, her grave tone somewhat spoiled by the twitch of her lips. “Don’t hesitate to mention the ears.”
 

 
  Ephanie grinned and patted her shoulder. “Back shortly. Keep those ears perked and let me know if you can pick anything important out.”
 

 
  “Will do.”
 

 
  Not even an elf could have heard the distortion of candle smoke, or even the movement of air as it was displaced by an invisible body in the rafters; with all the noise of the storm and the boisterous soldiers present, the hidden figure above managed to creep from beam to beam all the way to the stairwell door without drawing further attention.
 

 
  Rather than risk opening it herself, she had to wait for the next shift change and slip out after the soldier who went to relieve his counterpart upon the battlements. It was a simple enough matter to trip him while he was opening the heavy wooden door, providing her with an opportunity to squeeze past and scamper almost silently up the stairs.
 

 
  At the top, troopers were hunkered down against the battlements themselves, lifelines tied to their belts in case of someone being blown over the edge. With the wind roaring as it was, Kheshiri didn’t even try to unfurl her wings; she’d have been instantly picked up and hurled halfway to the Stalrange. Flattening herself against the floor and as close to the inner wall as she could, she made her way carefully across, mindful of both storm and soldiers, heading for the other gatehouse—the one
  
   not
  
  currently inhabited by an elf.
 

 
  This delay had cost her time. The others would be getting impatient; Shook could only take his frustrations out on her later, but if Khadizroth feared she had been intercepted he might go and do something unfortunate. She would have to move faster to get the gate open, which meant
  
   creating
  
  an opportunity rather than waiting for one.
 

 
  The thought was enough to set her tail waving in anticipation.
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  It was a most peculiar sensation, to become aware that she was dreaming. She drifted, while all around her the act of drifting itself petered off into more linear movement. Reality crystallized, the churned amorphousness of dream logic retreating as solidity intruded, and whatever she had been dreaming about faded away from the sharpening of her consciousness.
 

 
  She had arrived, with no memory of the act of moving, at a peaceful little rooftop garden very like those kept by the wealthy in Tar’naris. This was not Tar’naris, though, but a vast cavern that seemed empty, its walls studded generously with dimly glowing crystal, and night-blooming jasmine and other flowering plants she did not recognize decorating the little terrace—plants which fared poorly underground. There was a table and chairs made of glass (the latter with embroidered red cushions) in a style she had never seen anywhere. One chair was pulled out invitingly, while at the other sat a woman in red.
 

 
  “Hello, Shaeine, dear,” she said with a kind smile. “Please, have a seat. It’s high time we had a talk, you and I.”
 

 
  Slowly, Shaeine stepped forward, settling herself into the proffered chair and scooting it up to the table, all while studying her new acquaintance. She was a drow woman with her white hair hanging long and unbound down her back in the classical style, and skin the shade of pure black that had become rare in Tar’naris. Only the very old still had the unadulterated bloodline fostered by the spider goddess of long ago; most Narisians had grayish complexions from thousands of years of slight but steady infusions of human blood.
 

 
  Pure drow or not, the red dress the woman wore was a cocktail gown of a Tiraan cut, and her broad-brimmed matching hat in the Punaji style. The dress was low-cut, immodest by both Narisian and (to a lesser extent) Imperial standards. She smiled knowingly at Shaeine and began pouring tea.
 

 
  The tea service had not existed a moment ago, and had not appeared. It was simply there, now, and suddenly had always been.
 

 
  “This is a dream,” Shaeine said aloud, more to herself than to her…guest? Host?
  
   Whose
  
  dream was it?
 

 
  “Quite so, dear,” the woman in red replied, nodding and adding three spoonfuls of honey to her tea, just the way she liked. “In fact, you are under the influence of an unnecessarily elaborate sleeping curse, lying with your fellow victims in the chapel on the campus of your University. And that, I’m afraid, is as good as the news gets. The chapel’s defenses have been activated, a most impressive combination of divine shields, arcane deflection charms and a fae effect tied to the geas upon the University that keeps it slightly out of phase with physical reality. Arachne is away from the campus and most of the rest of the faculty and students have been evacuated into the Crawl, while enemies close in upon you. A damaged, deranged Hand of the Emperor, gone rogue from his own government, leading a consortium of random thugs and a few magic-users he does not know were hand-picked by the Archpope of the Universal Church to cause maximum havoc to both him and poor Arachne. They will probably get into the chapel before Arachne gets back to stop them. Whether they can dig your classmates out of the Crawl is another matter. Have some tea, dear, you could probably use it.”
 

 
  Shaeine accepted the proffered cup and took a sip, keeping her expression politely blank. “It sounds as if I have missed some interesting events.”
 

 
  The woman smiled again. “You don’t believe me.”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Shaeine said diplomatically, “I do not rush to accept
  
   or
  
  dismiss your assertions. Either would seem unwise, as I don’t know who you are, much less why you are telling me this. Although… We
  
   have
  
  met, have we not? Yes, in Sarasio. You’re Professor Tellwyrn’s friend, Lily. Though you wore a different face at the time.”
 

 
  “Quite so! I’m pleased you remember,” Lily said with a most un-Narisian grin. “I’m the Lady in Red; it’s a new thing I’m trying out. Do you like it?”
 

 
  “It seems to suit you,” Shaeine said neutrally. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 

 
  “Oh, well, you know how it is. By and large I prefer to keep my distance from mortal events. You are different, though, now. I’m sure you are aware what must have happened when you were struck down by the Sleeper.”
 

 
  “I imagine a number of things happened,” Shaeine said in her most careful tone, mind already racing after the implications of that question.
 

 
  “True, true. I am referring to the only business that brings me here, dear one: family business. You will be pleased, I’m sure, to learn that your mother accepted Vadrieny and Teal’s courtship of you and, as is your people’s custom, immediately validated their adoption when you were cursed. Felicitations, my dear. I’m sorry I missed it.”
 

 
  Shaeine managed a polite nod, her throat suddenly too tight to speak, which went perfectly with the sudden pressure in her chest. Goddess,
  
   Teal, Vadrieny…
  
  It must have been
  
   horrible
  
  for them to see her this way. At least they had each other. At least her mother had embraced them into the family. She had to get out of this somehow, get back to them… And, when she paused to consider it, it suddenly seemed likely that her new acquaintance was leading in that direction.
 

 
  “Your mother is
  
   quite
  
  the lady,” Lily continued in a light tone, stirring her own tea. “One of
  
   very
  
  few people who have fully understood what Arachne is capable of and got
  
   right
  
  up into her face anyway. And all without losing her composure! I was
  
   quite
  
  impressed.” She winked. “And I don’t impress easily. When one has seen as many things as I have, not many mortals still have any surprises to offer.”
 

 
  Shaeine had raised her teacup to cover her near-lapse of composure with a sip, but now suddenly lowered it again, connecting the dots.
 

 
  “Elilial.”
 

 
  The goddess smiled warmly at her. “Welcome to the family, dear.”
 

 
  Oddly enough, the surreality of the situation helped; it was easier to have tea with the divine queen of demons and maintain her public face while nothing around her made sense or even existed than it would have been with the full weight of her mortal frailty making itself felt.
 

 
  “I must tell you up front,” Shaeine said politely, “that I am an acolyte of Themynra and will not alter my path. If you intend me to aid in your plans, I’m afraid I must disappoint you.”
 

 
  “Shaeine, dear, please don’t take this as a personal rejection, because it isn’t,” Elilial said seriously, “but I don’t want you anywhere
  
   near
  
  my plans. Not you, or Vadrieny, or Teal. In the last handful of years I have lost six daughters and now gained two; I intend to lose no more. And that means Vadrieny’s role in all my grand schemes is indefinitely terminated. Not even a clever, determined priestess and a bard with the world’s biggest heart are a replacement for her six elder sisters; the events unfolding now are simply too dangerous. I didn’t come here to ask anything of you, but now that you raise the issue, this is the only request I have:
  
   keep them safe.”
  
 

 
  “I would do that anyway,” Shaeine said evenly. “Not that I am
  
   able
  
  to contribute much in my current state.”
 

 
  “Which,” Elilial said, her smile curling a little wider, “brings us to the reason for my visit!”
 

 
  “I was under the impression that gods were…
  
   constrained
  
  from intervening directly. Or at least, dramatically.”
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh.” The demon goddess made a dismissive gesture, smiling benignly. “The only individuals who respect the Pantheon’s rules less than
  
   I
  
  are the Pantheon themselves. For heaven’s sake, Shaeine, you have personally
  
   seen
  
  Vidius stomping all over the mountaintop as if he owned the place. No, dear, godly restraint is simply a behavior we have all learned is better than the alternative. The more a deity sticks their fingers in, the more
  
   others
  
  do, and it doesn’t take much of
  
   that
  
  before the wheels fly off the whole thing. Avei and Sorash burned down half the world between them before Arachne put a final stop to that, just because their respective champions kept butting heads and
  
   they
  
  couldn’t leave well enough alone. Almost everything modern gods get away with stems from their capacity to show a little
  
   restraint.
  
  Eserion is by far the most interventionist of them, and
  
   that
  
  works because none of the Pantheon—or even I—can justify exerting divine force against what are, after all, just the actions of his mortal followers. Vesk, Vidius, Omnu, Verniselle, even Salyrene, they all keep their hands off nowadays, and it’s that very fact which enables their cults to flourish: no other god has an excuse to act against them. Like life itself, it is a game of actions and reactions, of choices and consequences, in which
  
   some
  
  of the players like to fluff up their egos by by pretending that acting only through intermediaries is some kind of moral virtue.”
 

 
  “I…see.”
 

 
  Elilial grinned, lifting her teacup in a little toast. “Ah, but I see I’ve bored you already. I’m afraid you’ll have to get used to that, my dear; the hypocrisy of the gods is a subject upon which I tend to rant. Bringing this back ’round to the point… You’re correct, it would
  
   not
  
  be circumspect of me to interfere too aggressively. At the minimum, that would draw attention to my Vadrieny that she does not need. Already the agents of the Church are watching her, waiting for an excuse. You should be wary of that as well, dear. But!” She smiled again, and this time it was such a performatively sly expression that Shaeine barely repressed the urge to throw a divine shield around herself. “Even
  
   they
  
  surely won’t object to me giving my little girl a wedding present.”
 

 
  “By,” Shaeine said cautiously, “for example, un-weaving the Sleeper’s curse?”
 

 
  “You may consider this a divine revelation directly from the goddess of cunning, Shaeine dear: simple plans outperform complex ones every time. Each step or factor you have to account for is another opportunity for everything to go wrong. That’s part of the reason Arachne’s various minions have had no success trying to analyze and dismantle this curse in meticulous detail; what they need is a sword to cut the knot.” She set down her teacup and reached across the table to squeeze Shaeine’s hand; Shaeine, for her part, had to hastily squash the urge to draw back. Elilial just smiled warmly at her. “His name is F’thaan. Now go knock ’em dead, daughter.”
 

 
  “His n…”
 

 
  She broke off, gagging, as an impossibly wretched stench filled her mouth and nose. It was a melange of rotten eggs, brimstone, and hot metal; more than just a smell, it felt as if the stink had a physical force, pushing her back from the table.
 

 
  In fact, she
  
   was
  
  being pushed away. Elilial’s knowing smirk receded, the whole scene around her growing chaotic and fuzzy, and Shaeine felt as if the smell were hauling her bodily upward through an ocean of thought and pressure, until—
 

 
  Her eyes snapped open.
 

 
  A furry little face was right in front of her, surmounted by a pair of shining eyes very like Vadrieny’s, pits of swirling orange fire. The sound of eager panting filled her ears; the hot breath in her face reeked like rotting demon flesh.
 

 
  Shaeine winced and raised a hand to cover her nose and mouth, struggling to straighten up against the pillows on which she lay. At her movement, the little creature retreated, bouncing eagerly down her stomach to rest in her lap. She managed to drag herself up, braced on one elbow, to a reclining position, and get a good look.
 

 
  It was a
  
   puppy.
  
 

 
  He yapped excitedly up at her, bouncing on her lap, little tail wagging furiously. Coal black, he might have passed for a perfectly normal young dog, if not for the fiery eyes, and the blunt little nubs of horns sprouting from above them. At least now that he was more distant from her face, the smell of his breath wasn’t so overpowering.
 

 
  Shaeine carefully reached down to scratch behind the little hellhound’s ear, and he let out another little yip, rubbing ecstatically against her hand and then licking at her fingers.
 

 
  “F’thaan, I presume,” she said aloud, then cleared her throat. Her voice was slightly hoarse, probably from simple disuse. The puppy barked at her, and began clambering back up her chest toward her face. Shaeine hurriedly straightened the rest of the way up to a sitting position, getting a grip on him with both hands and tousling his ears while holding him down away from her sensitive nose.
 

 
  He continued to squirm and wag his tail in delight, but after a moment allowed her to settle him down a bit. As long as he was being held and getting scratched behind the ears, he didn’t seem to mind being kept in place. That, at least, gave her the space to look around and find her bearings.
 

 
  The campus chapel, of course, was familiar. Right now it was dim, the only light coming through its stained glass windows. It had also been thoroughly re-arranged, the pews pushed together and lined with pillows and quilts to form makeshift beds in which she and her classmates now lay. One of these was now so piled at the end with bouquets of flowers that it resembled a funerary display. If her own bed was any indication, though, there were subtler gifts left. Shaeine found that in sitting up she had displaced a number of flowers, notes bearing well-wishes from her classmates, and little talismans representing various faiths, as well as fairy charms. With a pained wince, she extracted a silver Themynrite blessing talisman from underneath F’thaan.
 

 
  “No,” she said firmly when he tried to grab it in his little jaws. Somewhat to her surprise, the puppy seemed to heed her, settling back down into her lap to gaze up at her, tail still a-wag.
 

 
  Still holding him, she carefully extricated her legs from beneath the quilt laid over them and clambered upright, then hopped lightly over the side to stand in the middle aisle, before the dais at the head of the chapel. It was a non-denominational space, lacking holy sigils of any faith; there was nothing but a slightly raised platform and an unmarked lectern to mark the front where an altar would be in other temples. From this position, at least, she could see into the beds and take a quick roll.
 

 
  Natchua, Addiwyn, Raolo, and Ravana slept in pew-beds like her own. Apparently, then, she had been the last to fall victim to the Sleeper. Well, that was good, at least.
 

 
  F’thaan barked again, craning his neck up to lick at her chin. Shaeine cringed, tilting her head back away from his breath, but obligingly scratched his ears again. He still wriggled with an ecstatic full-body wag at the attention, but seemed a bit calmer now. Adorable as the creature was, dogs and demons were both foreign to her; she had no idea how she was going to manage a fusion of the two.
 

 
  “Now, you
  
   behave
  
  yourself,” she said, firmly but gently, looking down at his little face and evening her expression despite the smell of his breath. “This is a sacred place. It is probably the
  
   only
  
  Pantheon temple you will ever be in, as most priests will not share Professor Tellwyrn’s consideration for demonbloods. Don’t even
  
   think
  
  of defecating in here.”
 

 
  He yipped at her and licked her chin again. Was there any chance he’d understood that? Just how smart
  
   were
  
  dogs?
 

 
  Shaeine sighed and stepped toward the nearest impromptu bed, which was Ravana’s; it was the one piled with flowers to the point that the girl’s feet were entirely buried in them. Pausing to scratch behind F’thaan’s ear one more time in the way he seemed to like, she adjusted her grip on the puppy and carefully held him out, right in front of Ravana’s face. He eagerly licked the young Duchess’s cheek, panting in excitement.
 

 
  Ravana’s peaceful expression vanished in a grimace and she twitched violently, rolling her head to the side. “Pfah! What
  
   is
  
  that?!”
 

 
  “Hellhound breath,” Shaeine explained, withdrawing F’thaan and holding him against her chest again. “Welcome back, Ravana. We seem to be in a bit of a situation.”
 

 
  “…so I gather,” the human replied, peering up at her through narrowed eyes. “I am
  
   quite
  
  eager to hear this story.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid large swaths of it are unknown to me, but I’ve been warned of the immediate… Actually, let me wake the others, if you don’t mind. There is no sense in going over it multiple times.”
 

 
  “Indeed, quite right,” Ravana said briskly, after clearing her throat much the way Shaeine had earlier. She set about climbing out of the bed, showing no more sign of stiffness than Shaeine had felt. Odd that the curse allowed the voice to grow rusty but left its victims to awaken feeling quite spry and well-rested. Or perhaps that was an effect of the hellhound breath?
 

 
  While Ravana explored the piles of offerings left around her bier, quietly bemoaning her lack of shoes, Shaeine set about delivering the necessary but unpleasant dose of hellhound breath that freed each of the others from the Sleeper’s curse. Addiwyn’s first waking act was to snarl insults at her in elvish, though to her credit she looked quite abashed as soon as she was lucid again. Raolo actually yelped and leaped up, and probably would have gone over the side of the pew and to the floor had he not been entangled in his quilt.
 

 
  She came to Natchua last, noting as she approached that there was another Themynrite talisman resting over her heart. These were crafted by House priestesses, and Natchua’s was identical to her own, decorated with ribbons in Awarrion colors. It was like her mother to be thoughtful enough to bring one for an exile, when apparently House Dalmiss had officially disavowed her. Shaeine carefully moved it to rest in the other drow’s hand before holding F’thaan out to breathe in her face.
 

 
  F’thaan barked excitedly and licked Natchua’s nose. Unlike the others, she instantly drew her lips back in a furious snarl, snapped her eyes open, and sat bolt upright, forcing Shaeine to yank yer puppy back out of the way.
 

 
  “CHASE!” Natchua roared, clutching the side of the pew with both hands. “You little bastard, I’ll—” There, finally, she paused, blinking, and turned over the one still holding the Themynrite sigil.
 

 
  “Well, that answers
  
   one
  
  question, I guess,” Raolo commented.
 

 
  “Which is a
  
   start,”
  
  Addiwyn said pointedly, folding her arms. “I find it odd that we are in the chapel instead of the infirmary, and the doors are both closed and
  
   barred.”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravana added as they all turned to frown at the wide double doors, which indeed had been secured from the inside with a large wooden bar. “Also that we are being revived by a fellow student and not a member of the faculty. My sincere thanks for the revivification, Shaeine, but I am
  
   rather
  
  curious why you chose to secure the door behind you.”
 

 
  “And where under the sun did you get a
  
   hellhound puppy?”
  
  Raolo amended in a fascinated tone. F’thaan yapped excitedly, squirming around in Shaeine’s arms to keep everybody in view until she finally knelt to set him on the ground.
 

 
  “Actually, I was cursed as well until moments ago,” she said. “F’thaan was a wedding gift from Elilial, who it seems is now my mother-in-law.”
 

 
  They all stared.
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Natchua said at last.
 

 
  Shaeine cleared her throat, shifting her head to keep an eye on F’thaan, who had bounded over to Ravana’s huge pile of flowers to investigate the fascinating scents therein. “Allow me to explain as best I can…”
 

 
  Summarizing her recent conversation with Elilial went faster than the dream itself had, and also served to emphasize how little she actually understood of the situation. Shaeine finished, and then went to retrieve F’thaan, who had buried himself fully in flowers and begun repeatedly sneezing. The distraction was welcome; even her diplomatic training did not safeguard her against feeling awkward at having to deliver that painfully incomplete summary of the situation.
 

 
  Fortunately, Ravana rescued her. “I do say that all sounds quite cogent,” the Duchess proclaimed, nodding sagely. “The campus coming under attack could really only occur in Tellwyrn’s absence, and withdrawing the students into the Crawl is a most reasonable safety precaution. While a number of our classmates represent potent forces themselves, the sanctuary effect of the Grim Visage would serve to keep them safe despite anyone’s best efforts.”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Addiwyn said, frowning deeply. “A Hand of the Emperor? Gone
  
   rogue?
  
  Inconceivable.”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Ravana said briskly. “The Empire has kept the means of the Hands’ creation and empowerment carefully secret, but I
  
   do
  
  know it was done through mostly fae magic—”
 

 
  
   “How
  
  could you possibly know that?” Addiwyn snapped.
  
   “Nobody
  
  knows that!”
 

 
  Ravana smiled primly at her. “I, as you are
  
   well
  
  aware, Addiwyn, am not nobody. I know
  
   many
  
  things of which the general public is not aware. My point is, it was only a matter of time before
  
   someone
  
  found a way to interfere with that craft and suborn a Hand. No plan, system, or spell is perfect; all have weaknesses, and all will eventually be exploited. Politically speaking, a renegade Hand of the Emperor is the perfect means of attacking a hot target like the University. The Empire will not be willing to acknowledge they have lost control of one, and thus will have to act with
  
   great
  
  circumspection to contain the situation, which prevents them from simply inundating the region with troops and strike teams as the Throne ordinarily would to counter a threat of that caliber. The same facts neatly conceal the identity of whoever tampered with this Hand in the first place, and enable him to cause havoc without risk to themselves. Truly an elegant attack. I wonder what is happening in Puna Dara?”
 

 
  “You—Puna—
  
   what?”
  
  Raolo exclaimed.
 

 
  “The last time a major disaster occurred upon this campus,” Ravana said patiently, “the current sophomore class refused an evacuation order to remain here and contain it, and
  
   they
  
  collectively represent a threat that even a Hand of the Emperor could not challenge.” She nodded graciously to Shaeine, who was holding F’thaan again and slowly stroking his head. This movement seemed to settle some of his eager squirming. “Given their power and disrespect for rules, and the fact that they would
  
   not
  
  abandon Shaeine to this kind of danger, obviously they were drawn somewhere
  
   else
  
  first, probably by a similar threat to loved ones. Nothing else would keep them away during a crisis like this. Most
  
   have
  
  no such mortal attachments, and woe betide any force which assaulted Avei’s stronghold in Viridill. Logically, then, something dire must be unfolding in Zaruda’s home to have fixed their attention away from the University.”
 

 
  “Or,” Natchua said disdainfully, “they’re just off on a class assignment and don’t
  
   know
  
  about it.”
 

 
  “I rather think even Tellwyrn would have had difficulty shooing Teal away from campus while Shaeine lay cursed here,” Ravana said with that prim little smile.
 

 
  “Or,” Natchua repeated, curling her lip in a sneer, “since everything we know about this situation came from Elilial, it is
  
   all
  
  a pack of
  
   lies,
  
  because that is what she does!”
 

 
  “I suppose you would know,” Ravana said pleasantly.
 

 
  Natchua took an aggressive step toward her. “And what is
  
   that
  
  supposed to mean?”
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Raolo interjected. “This is not the time—”
 

 
  “Why, simply that you are the other warlock endowed by Elilial,” Ravana stated.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you?!” Natchua snarled. “I should—”
 

 
  “Hang on, now,” Addiwyn said suddenly. “How’d you know the Sleeper was
  
   Chase?
  
  He was Sleeped himself when the curse was cast on
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “A clever gambit on his part,” Ravana said, nodding. “It was known that Rafe had hellhound breath in his possession, thanks to me, so he could be certain of being awakened by the
  
   only
  
  such dose available. And applying the curse to someone by some delayed mechanism while he lay under it provided him an alibi. Yes,
  
   quite
  
  clever. Also,” she added with the hint of a smirk, “a personal encounter with Elilial is the only reason I can think why a Themynrite drow would carry the kind of antipathy toward her that you just expressed, Natchua.”
 

 
  The silence which followed was tense enough to hang from. Natchua glared daggers at Ravana, fists clenched and quivering; Ravana simply smiled amiably back at her.
 

 
  Ultimately it wasn’t either of them who broke it. F’thaan let out a yip and squirmed in Shaeine’s grasp, twisting up to lick at her face. She grimaced and turned her head away from his breath again.
 

 
  Natchua, suddenly, seemed to deflate. Turning her back on the group, she trudged over to the makeshift bed in which she had recently lain, and carelessly shoved one of its two pews aside, causing pillows, flowers, and half the quilt to tumble to the floor. There, she sank down onto the seat and put her head in her hands.
 

 
  “Has anybody ever told you,” Raolo said to Ravana, “you’re just a
  
   little
  
  too smart for your own good?”
 

 
  “Why, yes, in fact,” she mused. “A man did say that to me once, quite shortly after I assumed the head of House Madouri. I had him executed soon thereafter.”
 

 
  This time, they all stared at her directly; even Natchua lifted her head again to gape in disbelief.
 

 
  “Well, not for
  
   that,”
  
  Ravana explained. “He was one of my father’s loyalists who’d been plotting to assassinate me. Not carefully, either, there was an embarrassing plethora of evidence. Really, what do you take me for? One
  
   cannot
  
  go around executing every person who insults one to one’s face. That is no way to earn the respect one requires to rule.”
 

 
  
   “Anyway,”
  
  Addiwyn said pointedly, “have we decided we’re taking Elilial’s word for this?”
 

 
  “I cannot think of any reason she would lie,” said Shaeine. “If she wished us harm, she could simply have refrained from acting at all. We were all lying here, terribly vulnerable, while enemies closed in.”
 

 
  “I concur,” Ravana added. “It seems most reasonable, under the circumstances, to assume the warning was legitimate. In which case this chapel
  
   is
  
  defensible, but its defenses will not hold for long. We are apparently alone on campus, surrounded by foes of unknown type and power, and isolated from any potential help until Tellwyrn returns from her unknown errand.”
 

 
  “We’re hardly helpless, though,” Addiwyn pointed out. “We have here a mage, a priestess…” She glanced uncertainly at Natchua. “…and apparently a warlock. In terms of firepower, that’s not insignificant.”
 

 
  “Against a Hand of the Emperor, though?” Raolo said, frowning thoughtfully. “Not to mention whatever
  
   other
  
  help he has. Hand-picked by the Archpope, was it? Able to beat the defenses of the campus? That doesn’t exactly sound like small potatoes. I don’t mind admitting I’m
  
   not
  
  much of a mage. A rank amateur, to be frank. I understand Shaeine is extremely skilled for her age, and, uh… From what I heard…”
 

 
  “I haven’t had a lot of practice or anything,” Natchua said suddenly, staring at the floor. “But theoretical knowledge? Sure. Virtually all of it.”
 

 
  Addiwyn emitted a soft, incongruous laugh. “Well! Sounds like we’ve got three-quarters of our own little strike team, then. I don’t suppose anybody is secretly a powerful witch or shaman?”
 

 
  She directed that last at Ravana, who started to shake her head, then suddenly straightened up, her eyes widening. A smile spread across the young Duchess’s thin lips.
 

 
  “Actually,” she said, “that gives me an
  
   idea.”
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  The Wizards’ Guild occupied a broad tower, one of the tallest structures in Tiraas, situated in (oddly enough) the financial district. It was close enough to the Imperial Casino that it hadn’t taken them long to get here on foot; having Trissiny in full armor at the head of the group had made the trip considerably faster, as nobody wanted to impede the Hand of Avei, especially when she was moving at a brisk stride and wearing a scowl.
 

 
  Now, as the group reached the top of the long staircase to the entrance, they finally slowed. It had been a significant climb; the actual door was on the third floor, on a wide balcony suspended above the base of the stairs, which wrapped all the way around the tower.
 

 
  “Just excessive, is what it is,” Schwartz huffed once they eventually reached the entrance. “Wizards, always having to make a spectacle…”
 

 
  “Shh,” Tallie muttered, nudging him. “I think they can
  
   hear
  
  you.”
 

 
  Flanking the broad doors were two golems made of brass and crystal engraved with glowing arcane runes. The things were eight feet tall, proportioned not unlike gorillas, and deliberately turned their small heads to track the visitors’ movement.
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Schwartz said, despite his own suddenly worried expression. “They can’t really be…that is, weaponized golems are illegal in the Empire, surely…”
 

 
  Trissiny had paused to glance back and make sure everyone was still present, and gave him an encouraging little smile before stepping forward again. She strode right up to the doors, paying the towering golems no mind.
 

 
  At her approach, one of them reached across and pulled one of the doors open. The other bowed politely.
 

 
  “Wow,” Darius said as they filed past, into the tower. “Wonder if they would’ve done that for us?”
 

 
  “Probably not for me,” Schwartz murmured, reaching up to pat Meesie for comfort, but fell silent despite the questioning looks Layla and Tallie gave him.
 

 
  They had arrived in a sizable foyer with marble floors and columns, the walls paneled in mahogany—and marred by erratic chips and old scorch marks. A once-expensive but now slightly battered desk sat immediately to the right of the door, with a glowing contraption perched on one corner which seemed to consist of levitating gears and pulleys that turned endlessly around without actually touching one another. Benches padded in shabby red velvet lined the wall on the opposite side.
 

 
  There was a constant soft rustle of paper from books, scrolls, and individual sheets which zipped back and forth overhead, passing in and out of small tubes which extended from the walls near the ceiling.
 

 
  “Good afternoon,” said the supercilious-looking man behind the desk, raising his eyebrows at them. “Welcome to the Honorable Guild of Wizards. May I help you?”
 

 
  “Yes, please,” Trissiny said crisply. “I apologize for the short notice, but we need to commission a teleportation for five people to Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Five people and one class two fire elemental,” Schwartz added, leaning around her and raising one finger. Meesie squeaked in affirmation, nodding. He met Trissiny’s questioning look with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry to cut in, but details like that
  
   are
  
  relevant in teleportation.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” agreed the man behind the desk. Though it would not have seemed possible moments ago, his eyebrows had somehow ascended further. He studied them each in turn, eyes lingering on Trissiny’s armor and Schwartz’s green robes; the two of them made a surprising contrast to the three casually-dressed apprentice thieves. “That is some considerable distance… Forgive me, but have you made arrangements ahead of time for this?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” Trissiny replied. “This is an emergency.”
 

 
  “I see. That is difficult…” He pursed his lips momentarily, then nodded. “I will see what I can arrange. Please excuse me briefly, General Avelea. You and your companions may wait here.”
 

 
  With no further ado, the man turned and strode away at a rapid pace, departing the foyer into the large chamber beyond and turning the corner out of sight. Past the columns around which he had disappeared was a cathedral-like round space, far too large to have fit inside the tower they had just climbed all the way around to get in here.
 

 
  Schwartz blew out a short breath. “Well! I hope me being along isn’t going to make this difficult…”
 

 
  “Why the hell would it?” Darius asked bluntly. “I mean, you’re just about the nicest guy we know.”
 

 
  “Anymore,” Tallie whispered.
 

 
  Everyone fell silent. Layla closed her eyes.
 

 
  After a moment Schwartz cleared his throat. “Ah, yes, well, it’s a question of…history. I, ah, might not have worn the, uh,
  
   official
  
  robes of my cult had I known this day would bring me to the Wizards’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Bad blood, there?” Tallie asked. Her tone was barely interested, but Schwartz nodded, obviously glad for the excuse to keep talking.
 

 
  “It all goes back to the Enchanter Wars. You know how that started, of course.”
 

 
  She frowned slightly at that, turning to him with more focus. “The Enchanter Wars? Sure. The Empire bombed Athan’Khar with the Enchanter’s Bane, half the provinces seceded in protest, the Emperor was dethroned, House Tirasian took over, Horsebutt the Enemy invaded and Sarsamon united the rebel provinces again to repel the Stalweiss. Who went on to settle the Great Plains and that’s why the Empire extends all the way to the Golden Sea now. Just ‘cos I’m not a noble or a paladin doesn’t mean I dunno basic history.”
 

 
  “Nobody’s saying that, Tallie,” Darius said with a sigh. “Nobody here has
  
   ever
  
  said that to you. We’re all hurting, here. Don’t take it out on Schwartz.”
 

 
  She lowered her eyes. “Right. Yeah. Sorry.”
 

 
  He smiled, and patted her gently on the shoulder. Meesie scampered down his arm to do the same, which earned a small grin from Tallie.
 

 
  “I think he was talking about Magnan. Right?” Trissiny had stepped a bit away from the group, staring ahead in the direction the greeter had gone, but now turned back to the rest of them.
 

 
  “Right, yes,” Schwartz said, nodding. “Magnan the Enchanter, the last Hand of Salyrene. The
  
   whole
  
  shebang was basically his fault. He built the Bane, he pressured the Emperor to use it… And he also caused the religious war that made all the rest of it possible.”
 

 
  “Religious war?” Tallie frowned again. “Okay, I’ll admit I hadn’t heard about that one. Nobles, paladins? Fill me in?”
 

 
  “Well, the provinces didn’t just up and
  
   secede,”
  
  said Layla. “Viridill did, and the Silver Legions crushed the Imperial forces sent to retake it. The Sisterhood provided military support to other rebel groups, the cult of Vesk launched a nationwide campaign of propaganda to encourage revolt, and the Thieves’ Guild started selectively sabotaging and assassinating Imperial interests to weaken the regime. The cults were very much involved in the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “What’d Magnus have to do with that?”
 

 
  “Magnan.” Trissiny’s voice was soft, and tired. “He was the most brilliant wizard of his age, and also a dangerously unstable man. He was obsessed with fae magic and fairies, thought the whole business was
  
   inhuman,
  
  somehow, and should be prohibited. Eventually he amassed so much political influence in the Empire and the Universal Church that he got the Emerald College nullified and expelled from Salyrene’s cult, and got the Empire to ban fae magic entirely. That caused a schism within the Collegium, and within the Church. The Colleges all took sides, and the cults took sides. Avei, Eserion and Vesk sided with the witches, which put them against the Empire.”
 

 
  “Actually it wasn’t college against college, in my cult,” Schwartz added, “which is how it all comes back to the original question. Magnan listened too much to his sycophants and overestimated how much support he had. When he started hunting down witches, most of the Sapphire College itself turned on him. It was…well, it was a huge mess, during the Wars and for a while after. It’s why there are secular traditions of magical study, now, and why the numbers and influence of the Collegium has never fully recovered. Also why Salyrene never called another Hand. A lot of witches and mages both felt she had betrayed or failed us, and turned away from the faith. The mages who just wanted to continue their research without the goddess’s oversight left this continent to found Syralon, while…”
 

 
  “While those who
  
   fought back
  
  against Magnan went on to found the Wizards’ Guild, right here in Tiraas, beholden to no god but the mortal mind.”
 

 
  All of them straightened and turned to face the speaker, who approached them briskly from the great open chamber beyond, flanked by the man from behind the desk and half a dozen other people. All of them wore suits, of various degrees of stylishness, formality, and cleanliness; the woman in the center, who had addressed them, was by far the best-dressed, in a clearly tailored black suit with a bolo tie inset with a luminous blue gem. She was old enough that her narrow face was deeply lined, her short hair entirely white, but she moved and spoke with the vigor of a much younger woman.
 

 
  “We still have old tensions with the Salyrites, yes,” she said, coming to a stop and smiling wryly, “but a witch of the Emerald College, of all people, will find welcome here. I am Fareena Raasvedh, Archmage of the Guild, and it seems I am suddenly transported to a past age! Here there’s a Hand of Avei on my doorstep, asking for magical assistance for herself and her adventuring party.”
 

 
  “Holy shit, she’s right,” Darius muttered. “We’re an
  
   adventuring party.
  
  Does anybody else feel like we’ve suddenly switched to a whole different
  
   type
  
  of story?”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  you oaf,” Layla hissed. “Don’t
  
   banter
  
  in front of the Archmage!”
 

 
  “I realize this is asking a lot,” Trissiny said to Raasvedh. “Especially on such short notice. We need to get to Puna Dara as quickly as possible, and teleportation is by far the quickest way; there isn’t even a Rail line any closer than Desolation. I’m afraid I don’t have on me the kind of funds this commission would normally require, but the Sisterhood will of course compensate—”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that
  
  we don’t even need to discuss,” Archmage Raasvedh said with a grin, holding up a hand. “It would be an absolute honor to help the Hand of Avei in smiting whatever thing it is you’re hunting. Just because we’re agnostics around here doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate what you do for the world.”
 

 
  “No, just a moment,” said one of the wizards accompanying her, a man only a few years younger with a long beard and bushy eyebrows, which now lowered in a frown. “Five people, to Puna Dara? That’s a
  
   substantial
  
  commission, Fareena, you can’t just—”
 

 
  “My
  
   gods
  
  in bloomers, Tanaquin,
  
   really?”
  
  the Archmage exclaimed, turning a scathing look on him. “If your licorice and tobacco budget is
  
   so
  
  strained, I will
  
   personally
  
  pay you for your labors. Anybody else?”
 

 
  “Yo!” The youngest woman in the group, whose dress shirt was buttoned askew and lacked a tie, raised a hand. “If you’re paying out of your own pocket—”
 

 
  “Shut up, Lessa,” Raasvedh grunted, turning her back on them. “I am pretty curious about all this, General. What’s going on in Puna Dara that’s so urgent? And you
  
   are,
  
  after all, traveling with a Salyrite. It seems like it would be easier to have Collegium mages ‘port you. They’re almost obligated to aid a paladin without charge, are they not?”
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated, glancing back at the others. “It’s…a long story. I suppose you’re aware of the ongoing crackdown of Universal Church loyalists being rounded up by the government and their cults?”
 

 
  “Mm.” Raasvedh’s lips curled up in a catlike expression. “I don’t know if you’ve read Stalweiss philosophy, General Avelea, but I have been following the news and meditating upon the concept of
  
   schadenfreude.
  
  Heard of it?”
 

 
  “I was not aware Stalweiss philosophy was even a thing,” Trissiny said with a sigh. “Those are the people we’ve been dealing with, and they were doing a lot worse than just thinking the Archpope has some good ideas.”
 

 
  “Obviously, or the government wouldn’t be involved. Beyond vague whispers of treason, I’ve not heard what, specifically, these alleged conspirators are up to.”
 

 
  “We’ve had at least one Salyrite hounding us already,” Trissiny said bluntly. “Possibly more. A friend of ours was murdered this morning by members of my own Sisterhood. My faith in the faithful is
  
   very thin
  
  right now. Until everyone’s house has been
  
   thoroughly
  
  cleaned, I’m not inclined to trust any of the cults.”
 

 
  “I’m very sorry for your loss,” the Archmage said, her expression immediately sobering. The only mage with her who wore a hat immediately removed it respectfully; the messy young woman at the edge of the group looked like she might actually cry. “Not to pry, but you think these people are up to something else in Puna Dara?”
 

 
  “I think most of these people are patsies who have been abandoned now that they’re no longer useful,” Trissiny replied. “But the person
  
   behind
  
  them is up to something in Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Say no more,” Raasvedh said, nodding sharply. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have work to do. General, if you and your friends will step right this way? The main chamber here is what we use for mass teleports.”
 

 
  They followed her out of the foyer into the broad, domed space beyond. The floor was engraved with concentric rings, each elaborately marked by runes, making multiple spell circles of varying size and purpose. More enchanted equipment was positioned around the edges of the space, some of it extending overhead toward the middle of the chamber; much of this was immediately identifiable as scrying devices, consisting of mirrors, telescopes, and constantly-changing maps. It probably would have taken a wizard to understand the purpose of all the various banks of crystals, glass, wire and metal. Or perhaps a witch, to judge by the way Schwartz avidly stared around at everything.
 

 
  Despite the chamber being broader than the tower itself, arched doorways opened off it in multiple directions, leading to halls which extended into the distance beyond sight, lined with more doors. Several wizards passed in and out of these, though as the Archmage and her companions took up positions around the circle and scrying equipment, they hurriedly got out of the way. Several lingered in the doorways to watch, eyeing Trissiny in particular and whispering to each other. To judge by what they wore, the Wizards’ Guild had a most peculiar dress code. Everyone wore suits, but the majority were shabby, out of style, and markedly disheveled.
 

 
  The five of them clustered not far into the room, trying not to feel awkward as they were abruptly being ignored. Schwartz craned his neck about, lips moving soundlessly as he studied the machinery and whispered to himself, but the rest were left to just…stand.
 

 
  “I get what you mean, Darius,” Tallie muttered. “Man, all this magic shit is over my head…”
 

 
  “Apologies, the Archmage is a very…task-oriented person,” said the sharply-dressed man who had greeted them at the door with a faint smile. He had just finished activating a bank of power crystals next to a huge scrying mirror at which two of his colleagues were already working. “Your request requires some considerable planning. We have more than sufficient power reserves here that a five-person teleportation across the continent will not be a hardship, but this demands
  
   absolutely precise
  
  data before we act. In any kind of teleportation, precision is paramount. The consequences of the slightest mistake are…exceedingly ugly.”
 

 
  “Uh, yes,” Darius said emphatically, nodding. “I’m in favor of whatever
  
   doesn’t
  
  get us turned into soup or stuck halfway through a wall.”
 

 
  “The soup thing is practically unheard of,” the man replied with a faint smirk, turning to join his associates at the mirror.
 

 
  
   “Practically?”
  
  Layla said shrilly.
 

 
  “A little wizards’ humor,” Schwartz said, patting her lightly on the back. “Really, I dunno what it is about arcane magic, but they’re more macabre even than the warlocks. Anyway, he’s right, stuff like that hardly
  
   ever
  
  happens. Most teleportation accidents involve re-materialization errors that leave pieces out or accidentally integrate their subject with an unforeseen object in the landing area. A complete physical breakdown like he described can really only occur if the data stream is interrupted by a dimensional rift of some kind—a chaos event, or hellgate, or accidental intersection with a shadow-jump in progress. The odds of that—”
 

 
  “Schwartz, man, I love you,” Darius said seriously, “but shut the hell up. Right now.”
 

 
  Layla had squeezed her eyes shut and appeared to be whispering to herself.
 

 
  “Ah…sorry. I was just trying to be reassuring. The point is, any such thing is
  
   extraordinarily
  
  unlikely! That’s the reason for all this preparatory work they are doing. I mean, with magic, nothing is
  
   truly
  
  impossible, but only in the rarest circumstances does a standard teleport result in—”
 

 
  
   “Schwartz!”
  
 

 
  “Hey.” In contrast to the unfolding argument, Tallie’s voice was almost imperceptibly soft. She had edged away from the others to where Trissiny was standing a little distant from the group, staring into space, and nudged her armored side with an elbow. “I see you there, brooding. Don’t do that, your face’ll freeze that way.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed softly, not looking at her. “Sorry.”
 

 
  Tallie tilted her head slightly, studying the other girl’s face in profile. “You don’t need to apologize to me.”
 

 
  “I didn’t just mean—”
 

 
  “I
  
   know,
  
  Jas, I’m not an idiot.” She sighed and folded her arms, now looking to the side. “Look, I’m past the point where I might have been mad at you keeping secrets. We’ve all had…more important stuff to feel, today. Anyway, nothing’s really changed. You were always right, it was none of my business, and I definitely see why you kept it to yourself.” She cracked a grin, turning to look at the paladin again. “Hell, if anything I feel a little better. Secrets mostly bug me because I’m afflicted with insatiable curiosity; it’s a challenge, anything I don’t know. Sort of like…I needed to prove I wasn’t stupid by figuring out the truth. Well, ‘secret Hand of freakin’ Avei’ is one I was just
  
   never
  
  gonna guess. Honestly, how could I? So, not my fault.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment before Trissiny replied. “You’re right, personal business is just that. That isn’t what I meant. Everything that happened today is my fault, and we both know it.”
 

 
  
   “Bullshit.”
  
  Her voice was loud enough to cut off the bickering going off a few feet away. Tallie stepped closer, Trissiny turning to face her in surprise. “What, you get your shiny armor and your high horse back and suddenly you think you get to be
  
   responsible
  
  for all of us? No, uh uh. With all due respect,
  
   General,
  
  screw you. We make our choices and we face the consequences, all of us. I am
  
   not
  
  a side character in someone else’s story, not even yours.”
 

 
  “I could have ended that at any time,” Trissiny replied, still quietly. “Or before it got to that point. It was me keeping secrets that—”
 

 
  “You know what, if I thought you
  
   were
  
  to blame, I’d blame you. You know damn well I would. Jas—Trissiny,
  
   I
  
  killed Ross.”
 

 
  “What?!” Trissiny took a step toward her, clearly aghast. “Tallie, no—”
 

 
  She reached out, but Tallie stepped back out of range. “Come on, you were there! That priestess shot him by
  
   accident.
  
  Ross was right: she wasn’t a murderer, didn’t have that in her. She was trying to psych herself up to do it while
  
   he
  
  was trying to psych her down, and he was a lot more persuasive. But then
  
   I
  
  stood up, which made the soldier yell, which made her jump and squeeze the clicker. Me. I did it.”
 

 
  “Tallie,” Trissiny said miserably. Behind Tallie, the others stared in silence.
 

 
  “And you bet your shiny
  
   ass
  
  I will spend a lot of nights crying over that,” Tallie said flatly, her eyes already shining with moisture. “There’s no way not to
  
   feel
  
  what you feel. But you know what? I am not going to brood, or wallow. It was a fucked up situation. We made mistakes, all of us, and it went
  
   horribly
  
  wrong. But goddamn it, we
  
   tried.
  
  We did our best. Ross deserves better than for any of us to just shrivel up. Mistakes are to be
  
   learned
  
  from, not curled up around. And that goes for you too,
  
   Ms.
  
  Fancy Paladin. Yeah, I believe you fucked up, you probably could have done something different, maybe better. So don’t do that next time. But
  
   you
  
  loved Ross just as much as any of us and you didn’t mean for this to happen.”
 

 
  She stepped forward again, and held out her hand.
 

 
  “No fucking brooding, Jasmine. For Ross’s sake. We learn, and we’ll do better next time. We’re not gonna wallow like losers. If you can’t do that on your own, then make it a pact between us. Shake on it.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared, her own eyes bright. After a moment, though, she reached out and clasped Tallie’s open hand with her own.
 

 
  “…a pact, then. You’re right, Tallie, mistakes are to be learned from. When’d you get to be so much wiser than me?”
 

 
  “Pff, don’t act like that’s new.” Despite the tears glittering in her eyes, Tallie cracked a grin. “It’s called an
  
   upbringing.
  
  I love you guys, but you’re a bunch of fucking rubes, always have been.”
 

 
  “Ahem?”
 

 
  They all turned to find Archmage Raasvedh standing two yards away, hands folded before her.
 

 
  “Sorry to interrupt, but there is a slight problem.”
 

 
  “A problem?” Trissiny hastily scrubbed a hand across her eyes, not seeming bothered by the metal-plated gauntlet. Tallie, though, winced slightly, flexing the fingers she had recently squeezed. “How slight?”
 

 
  “There appears to be a
  
   massive
  
  storm in Puna Dara right now,” Raasvedh reported. “This makes our business far more complicated. Ordinarily you would want to be teleported to an open space, which would be a matter of picking any unoccupied one which would fit the needs of your insertion. However, this is a ‘raining sideways’ kind of storm. Water passing through the space is a catastrophic thing to materialize into, and that doesn’t even account for flying debris. The wind itself, even if it was bone-dry… Point being, these are the worst
  
   possible
  
  conditions to ‘port into.”
 

 
  “Wait…does that mean you can’t do it?” Darius asked, frowning.
 

 
  Raasvedh shook her head. “Merely that it’s a little more complicated. We’re going to have to scry for a suitable indoor space. In Puna Dara, that’ll most likely mean a dockside warehouse. And
  
   that
  
  means trespass via magic, which is a big enough offense in the Empire. I don’t know the actual laws offhand, but the Punaji in general are very big on both privacy and business.”
 

 
  “The warning is appreciated,” Trissiny said, inclining her head politely. “We will take extra care not to disrupt anything when we arrive.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s great and all,” Raasvedh said dryly, “but with my Guild being responsible for
  
   doing
  
  this, we have liability.”
 

 
  “Ah. Yes, of course. As it happens, Princess Zaruda is a very close friend of mine. If anyone’s feathers are ruffled, I’m sure we’ll be able to smooth it over. And if not, I will personally assume all responsibility.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” said the Archmage with a little smile. “That’s all I needed to hear. There’s another thing you ought to know: this storm isn’t natural.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “Not natural? How?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t match with the surrounding weather patterns, which means it was summoned very abruptly and will also blow itself out pretty fast. But we checked the vicinity and found a colossal amount of unfocused divine residue out to sea which explains where it came from. This particular storm is an act of the gods. Or, far more likely, a god in particular: Naphthene.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Darius grunted. “Any idea why she’d hit Puna Dara with a storm?”
 

 
  “There is
  
   absolutely
  
  no telling,” Schwartz said, shrugging. “Naphthene hasn’t even got priests, and she’s rather notoriously…touchy. She just
  
   does
  
  things like this sometimes. It could be something as simple as somebody spilling chum on one of her harbor shrines. It’s
  
   not
  
  likely to be anything to do with us,” he added, turning to address Trissiny.
 

 
  “Is the origin of the storm relevant to your calculations for the teleport?” Trissiny asked the Archmage.
 

 
  “It won’t make a difference what caused the weather,” Raasvedh said with a grin. “But you’re charging into the place after rebel cultists; it sounded like the kind of detail you’d want to know, going in.”
 

 
  “Quite right. Thank you for informing us.”
 

 
  “That reminds me, though,” Raasvedh said thoughtfully. “You know Arachne Tellwyrn quite well, don’t you, General?”
 

 
  Trissiny hesitated. “I…doubt whether anyone knows Tellwyrn
  
   well.
  
  I see her often enough, though.”
 

 
  “Well, that’ll do. There
  
   is
  
  a little favor you could do for me, if you are so inclined.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Trissiny’s tone was openly wary, but Raasvedh just grinned more broadly.
 

 
  “I’m a tremendous fan. If you could get me her autograph, that would be fantastic.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said in relief. “Well… That’s the kind of request that makes her curse and start throwing fireballs, but it’s not like I haven’t survived worse. I’ll definitely ask her; it’s the least I can do. In fact, if you’re interested, I might be able to arrange for you to meet her.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,
  
  no. I’m a fan because we’re far too similar in temperament; one of us would end up dead.”
 

 
  “That would be
  
   you,
  
  Archmage,” Lessa called cheerfully from across the room. “Tellwyrn has beat up Zanzayed the Blue with her bare hands at
  
   least
  
  twice!”
 

 
  “I’m gonna polymorph that girl into a barnacle one of these days,” Raasvedh muttered. “Thanks, General. Now if you kids will move toward the center circle, please, we’re locating an insertion point for you; we’ll let you know when we’re ready. Any particular needs we should watch for?”
 

 
  “Discreet,” Trissiny said. “We’d prefer to be able to get out without being noticed, to scout the situation before acting.”
 

 
  “Well, thanks to the storm,
  
   that
  
  part will be easy. Even the Punaji will be indoors in a mess like this.” The Archmage turned back toward her colleagues at the nearby scrying mirror, who were muttering to each other and pointing at images appearing in the glass. “You may have trouble
  
   scouting,
  
  though…”
 

 
  “Close, personal friend of the Princess,” Tallie muttered as they made their way toward the center as directed. “Knows Arachne
  
   fucking
  
  Tellwyrn. Honestly, shit like that is gonna take more getting used to than the armor, Jasmine.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn’s always teleporting people everywhere without any planning,” Trissiny said, shaking her head. “I never appreciated how impressive that actually is, I guess. Mostly it’s just obnoxious.”
 

 
  “Not to mention presumptuous and highly rude,” Schwartz said with a frown. “Some cultures object to teleportation on religious and/or philosophical grounds.”
 

 
  “And it’s Trissiny,” Layla added primly. “Respect cover, Tallie, you know that. When she’s not disguised you don’t throw around her cover name.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah.
  
   Trissiny.
  
  What kind of name is that, anyway?”
 

 
  “Elvish,” said the paladin with a wry grimace. “It means ‘silk tree.’”
 

 
  
   “Wow.”
  
  Darius mimicked her expression. “I’m really starting to understand why you don’t get on with your mom.”
 

 
  “You’ve noticed I have a sword now, right?”
 

 
  “All right!” Raasvedh called to them. “We have an insertion point! A half-empty warehouse just off the waterfront, no sapients or active magic inside. Are you ready?”
 

 
  “As we’ll ever be,” Schwartz replied, glancing at the others. Meesie hopped onto his head and grabbed a firm grip of blonde hair, flattening herself against his skull.
 

 
  “Then godspeed, kids,” the Archmage said, raising her hands.
 

 
  The lines on the floor around them flared a piercing blue-white, a shrill whine rose at the very edge of hearing, and then with a sharp electric crackle, the world vanished around them.
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  “So, here’s a question,” Ruda grunted, taking the heavy power cell from Gabriel. “We’ve got
  
   two
  
  people here with invisible valkyries whispering in their ears, who apparently know how all this shit works. So why the
  
   fuck
  
  are they both together screwing around with
  
   that
  
  thing, while all the rest of us are having our slow-ass orders relayed by Mr. Avatar?”
 

 
  “Hey, you heard the man,” Gabriel said with a grin, and dusted off his hands as he backed away from her. “Worst you guys can do is break the factory and drown us all. If
  
   we
  
  screw up, we could end the whole world!”
 

 
  
   “Neither of those outcomes is remotely likely,”
  
  the Avatar said soothingly from the nearest of his floating projections. Talking to him in this state was a little disorienting; as they had scattered to various pieces of the command platform to dismantle equipment under his direction, he addressed them from whatever apparatus was most convenient, which meant there were several purple men displayed in viewscreens and hovering as light sculptures, sometimes more than one talking at once.
  
   “I assure you, the software modifications you are making will not destabilize the facility. And the dimensional gate’s full capabilities would have to be accessed very deliberately; it has far too many incorporated failsafes to accidentally activate any kind of rift, stable or otherwise.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yeah, okay,” Ruda said, carefully slotting the power cell into a housing indicated by small flashing lights the Avatar had activated. “Question stands, though.”
 

 
  
   “Counter-intuitive as it might appear, I believe this to be the most efficient allocation of our manpower,”
  
  the Avatar explained.
  
   “Your work is with the installed software, via interface devices which I can access directly and relay detailed instructions, responding in real time to developments as needed. The gateway is a completely separate device, and seems to have been deliberately installed in such a way as to avert my standard oversight measures. Their work is better facilitated by additional—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Yeah, yeah, point taken,” she said sourly, stepping back while the Caretaker slipped in with a diffident chime to begin attaching the power cell to the console. “Right, this thing’s being hooked up. What’s next?”
 

 
  
   “As soon as the console is powered, it should form the last link in our jury-rigged system to bypass the gateway’s intrusion into my network. It will need to be configured; I will walk you through the process once it is online.”
  
 

 
  “You okay?” Toby asked quietly, straightening up from the screen he’d been tapping to lay a hand on Ruda’s shoulder.
 

 
  “You know, this thing you do,” she said wryly, “how you’re everybody’s mom all the time? That would be
  
   really
  
  annoying if it was anybody else. But for some damn reason I can’t get mad at you, Caine. And
  
   that
  
  is also annoying, but I can’t get mad about it either. It’s a recursive loop of stymied pissiness.”
 

 
  Toby blinked, then grinned and held his arms out. “Hug?”
 

 
  “Fuck off,” she snorted, but not without grinning in return. “Don’t mind my bitching, I’m just worried about what’s goin’ on up there without us. Faster we get this done, the faster it all becomes moot.”
 

 
  A few feet away, Gabriel had returned to the gate, where Milady was bent over its attached control screen, eyes narrowed in concentration. The soft background noise of voices drifted by them, from Toby and Ruda’s conversation and the Avatar giving instructions to Fross and Juniper at another part of the machinery.
 

 
  “Soooo,” he drawled quietly, “since it was brought up, maybe this is a good time to have a chat about valkyries?”
 

 
  Milady’s lips twitched. The sharp light of the viewscreen emphasized the dark circles under her eyes. She kept her gaze on it, answering him after a short pause.
 

 
  “You place me in an awkward position, Mr. Arquin. My loyalties being what they are, I cannot go divulging Imperial secrets.”
 

 
  “Okay, well…” He knelt next to the base of the gateway. It was in two distinct parts: the actual gate, a metal doorway with an attached control screen, and a hefty base in which its power cells were installed, which the Avatar had set him to cannibalizing so they could build extra units to work around the blocks forced into his main system. “Can you at least account for what
  
   happened
  
  to Yrsa? Valkyries are kind of experts on death; when one of them
  
   dies,
  
  the others notice.”
 

 
  “Apparently not,” she muttered. Straightening slightly, she glanced sidelong at Juniper, whose back was turned to them at the other end of the platform. “Are you aware what can
  
   happen
  
  to daughters of Naiya who are severely traumatized?”
 

 
  “They transform,” he said, frowning. “Though…I thought that was just dryads.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s valkyries, too. And, theoretically, I suppose also kitsune, though it’s hard for me to imagine anything
  
   really
  
  hurting one of those.”
 

 
  “Met one too, have you,” he said with a grin, which immediately faded. “So…Yrsa?”
 

 
  “Have you heard the legend of the Dark Walker?”
 

 
  “Sure, I grew up with the same fairy tales you did, but what’s…” Gabriel trailed off, then straightened up, the color fading from his face. “Oh. Oh,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  Milady cleared her throat, glancing up at him. “So…on the one hand, Imperial secrets. On the other is a good friend whom I hate to deprive of access to her own sisters… Is Vestrel here right now? I mean, close by?”
 

 
  He winced. “Uh, yeah. By the way, you’re decapitated again.”
 

 
  “Charming,” she muttered. “Well, I am just going to casually mention the words
  
   spaceport
  
  and
  
   gravitational isolation chamber,
  
  and if anybody here can make something of that, well, good for them.”
 

 
  “Oh…kay?”
 

 
  The purple figure of the Avatar appeared nearby, projected from the closest surface he could access.
  
   “How goes it?”
  
 

 
  “I found the activation records,” Milady reported in a louder tone. “It’s good news: this gate was last powered up more than fifteen thousand years ago. Last portal activation was
  
   never.
  
  So your worry about the other side coming through seems to be unfounded.”
 

 
  
   “Excellent!”
  
  the AI said with a broad smile of relief.
  
   “That also bodes well for our immediate work here. As I hoped, the interlopers were using the connector between the actual portal surface and its base rather than the portal itself. The gate’s technology is merely being used to connect the dimensional vortex in the Golden Sea to this structure, which is already nightmarishly complicated. It would have been much worse had there been another rift involved. This means the Caretaker should be able to disconnect them without ill effect. Which is an additional benefit; all of these gates were slated for destruction, but their maker hid an annoying number of them. It is gratifying to be able to remove one from the world.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Wait, there are more of these things floating around?” Gabriel placed one hand against the side of the gate. “Just…doorways to other dimensions, built by the Elder Gods?”
 

 
  
   “Unfortunately, yes. Have you found where this one goes, Milady?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Not yet,” she said, frowning at the screen. “This is the
  
   most
  
  annoying thing… It doesn’t seem like there’s very
  
   much
  
  information in this; each piece I find is just a few lines, if that. I bet it could all be just displayed on the desktop. But everything is hidden behind links, and each one wants multiple confirmations before letting you see it…”
 

 
  
   “Yes, that sounds like Heilo’s idea of a user interface.”
  
 

 
  “Heilo?” She glanced up at the purple hologram. “Let me guess, the Infinite Order member who made these?”
 

 
  
   “Correct. Allegedly, his aim was to make them difficult to access for safety reasons, but Heilo also took personal satisfaction in being obstreperous.”
  
 

 
  “What kinds of places
  
   might
  
  it go?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  
   “Heilo devised these gates as a means to solve intractable technological dilemmas. Each has only one destination, because each was formed by scanning possible alternative universes to locate one according to specific criteria. The Infinite Order used them, when they were unable to devise a given technology, to seek out a universe in which the technology already existed and observe it.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “All the power in the world and they were still lazy, cheating bastards,” Ruda grunted. She had wandered away from her console, waiting for the Caretaker to finish installing the power cell and turn it on.
 

 
  “That’s absolutely
  
   fascinating,
  
  though!” Fross chimed exuberantly, zipping around overhead. “Why, it’s confirmation of the many-worlds hypothesis!”
 

 
  
   “Not necessarily,”
  
  the Avatar cautioned.
  
   “It was never entirely clear whether the alternate universes viewed through these gates had an independent existence, or were actually created by the act of viewing them.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Gabriel exclaimed. “Sub-atomic particles are one thing. How can an entire
  
   universe
  
  not exist until someone opens a door to it?”
 

 
  The Avatar’s nearest projection shrugged, even while another called Ruda back to her station and a third continued to walk Juniper through disconnecting something.
  
   “Reality gets that way, when you pick it apart in sufficient detail. Are you familiar with the Big Bang theory? According to one interpretation,
  
  this
  
   universe didn’t exist until a door to it was opened. In any case, these gates
  
  should
  
   all have been destroyed after use. In addition to their practical application, however, Heilo had a hobby of creating gateways to view universes in which his favorite mythological stories were real. Obviously, the Infinite Order did not tolerate this and had all such dangerous devices destroyed. I think most of the fun for Heilo was hiding them from his colleagues. If you ever encounter another device like this, I strongly urge you to verify that it is inactive and then leave it strictly alone. It would lead either to a dimension inhabited by beings more advanced than the Infinite Order, or given Heilo’s taste in fiction, to someplace chaotic and wildly dangerous.”
  
 

 
  “Azeroth,” Milady said suddenly, straightening her back without lifting her eyes from the screen.
 

 
  The Avatar’s projection, with oddly human body language, stiffened and widened his eyes in visible alarm.
  
   “I beg your pardon?”
  
 

 
  “I can’t find anything labeled as a destination for the portal, but there’s a folder that says it’s the device’s name. It just says ‘Azeroth.’” She looked up at him. “What’s that?”
 

 
  He remained still for a moment, though a flicker ran through his form.
 

 
  
   “You are certain this gate has never been fully activated?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Well, that’s what the records say,” she replied, her eyebrows rising, “though of course I can’t know if anybody has tampered with them…”
 

 
  
   “Mr. Arquin, if you would, please take a moment to disconnect
  
  all
  
   the power cells from that apparatus.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…sure, okay.” Gabriel picked up the multi-tool the Caretaker had brought him and bent to begin working on one of the three remaining cells. “Rough neighborhood, I take it?”
 

 
  
   “One of the stories I mentioned. Certain entities there might detect a dimensional rift and attempt to cross it, none of whom I wish to meet. That is not my primary concern, however.
  
  This
  
   gate is among those listed as missing; the world it leads to was not one of Heilo’s personal interests, but Scyllith’s. He built it for her as a gift, attempting to coax a favor in return. Scyllith’s personal dimensional plane is inundated with her personal transcension field, which makes it difficult and dangerous to traverse, even for ascended beings. The gate was hidden there and then never accounted for again. I am relieved, and somewhat surprised, to see she retained enough sense never to open a full portal through it. I cannot, however, explain what it is doing on this plane of existence, much less in my fabrication plant, attached to my systems.”
  
 

 
  The others had all stopped work and turned to listen while he spoke; apparently the Avatar was spooked enough by this discovery that his other projections had fallen silent, leaving only the one near the gate speaking. After he finished, there was a pause in which only the rush of water below could be heard. Even Gabriel had halted in the act of detaching one of the power cell’s couplings.
 

 
  “We knew whoever broke into the facility in the first place was logged in under Scyllith’s credentials,” Milady said slowly, at last breaking the silence. “I had assumed someone had just
  
   found
  
  them. As…a relic, like all the other Infinite Order junk that’s turned up over the centuries.”
 

 
  “But this thing was actually
  
   in
  
  Hell,” Toby added, eyes wide, “and apparently only Scyllith knew where.”
 

 
  “Elilial has reigned in Hell for eight thousand years,” Fross pointed out.
  
   “She
  
  could’ve found it, easily.”
 

 
  “If the Black Wreath were involved in setting this up,” Juniper countered, “why would that Mogul guy have helped us get down here to fix all this?”
 

 
  Ruda snorted derisively. “The only thing we can be sure of about why the Black Wreath does
  
   anything
  
  is that they’d lie to us about it.”
 

 
  “So it was either Elilial or Scyllith,” Gabriel said, shifting from his uncomfortable crouch to sit on the floor next to the power cell, his task apparently forgotten. “Remember the hellgate last year? The demons that came through that weren’t loyal to Elilial. She doesn’t
  
   fully
  
  control Hell, any more than the Pantheon has absolute control over the mortal plane. I bet Scyllith still has secrets and allies there, even if she’s been banished. And if one of them has access to something like
  
   this,
  
  plus the ability to cart it through a hellgate somehow to get here…”
 

 
  “Elilial can’t get through Infinite Order security,” Milady murmured. “Scyllith could. Elilial
  
   also
  
  can’t just hop between dimensions whenever she wants, it’s known she has to use the hellgates like everybody else. But Scyllith was part of the Order that created the separate dimensions in the first place. If anybody could work around that…”
 

 
  “Also, Scyllith or someone working for her might know how to build a big, complicated gadget like this,” Fross acknowledged, her glow dimming slightly in alarm. “I don’t think the Wreath would.”
 

 
  “Scyllith is
  
   bound,”
  
  Toby insisted. “Elilial stole her throne in Hell, and Themynra and her drow are keeping her imprisoned in the Underworld.”
 

 
  “And yet…here’s
  
   this
  
  thing,” Gabriel said, craning his neck to stare up at the dimensional gate. It was such a plain thing to look at, little more than an empty, rectangular doorframe, unadorned and apparently made of stainless steel.
 

 
  Ruda slammed her fist against the side of a console, making several of them jump. “All right, enough.
  
   Yes,
  
  this is a big fuckin’ deal and I am
  
   pretty
  
  goddamn sure we’re gonna be dealing with the implications of this later on, so we’d better not forget it. But
  
   right now
  
  there’s not a damn thing we can do about any of that. What we can do
  
   now
  
  is finish fixing the Avatar’s shit, so he can shut off the nanites and kill the Rust. Gods know what’s happening to my city while we sit here maundering. Back to your stations, people, we’ve got work to do.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Kheshiri was forced to cover her tracks by following one of the wall guards through the gatehouse; she had been drenched in the storm, and the only way to conceal the trail of water she left was by following a trail of water the guards expected to find. Unfortunately, that meant she had to stop in the north gatehouse barracks where the soldier she was stalking had come to rest. The good news was that he had plunked down by the fire to dry himself and his gear.
 

 
  She was now lurking precariously in the rafters near the brazier. It would’ve been nice if they’d made a
  
   proper
  
  fire, but Puna Dara was simply too hot at this time of year; the glowing coals were only being used to dry uniforms soaked in the storm, and that only because the arcane heater shoved into a nearby corner was apparently broken. The succubus wasn’t willing to risk filching a towel, not in front of this many people. So she perched there, wings fully spread both for balance and to expose them to the rising heat, while water dripped from her. The occasional drop fell in the brazier itself, but the hissing went unnoticed thanks to the wind outside and the boisterous chatter within.
 

 
  At least this enforced pause gave her a chance to eavesdrop. Somewhat to her surprise, she actually overheard something useful.
 

 
  “Sir!” A soldier had entered who was not part of the wall rotation; rather than going to dry off, he had marched up to the officer in charge and saluted. “Message from Lieutenant Laghari in the south gatehouse!”
 

 
  The local commander, a tall man with a waxed mustache and captain’s knots at his shoulder, kept himself in the barracks with his men instead of squirreled away in an office; at this, he set down the book he’d been reading and turned on the bench to face the dripping trooper who had just arrived. Nearby, conversations faltered as onlookers turned to watch.
 

 
  “At ease, soldier,” said the captain. “Go ahead.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir. The squad of Silver Legionnaires from Tiraas are in the south bunkhouse, including an elf. She reported hearing something. The Lieutenant felt you should know.”
 

 
  “An elf,” the captain said flatly, “heard…
  
   something.
  
  What
  
   kind
  
  of a something, did Lieutenant Laghari see fit to mention?”
 

 
  “She wasn’t sure, sir,” the soldier said crisply, eyes straight ahead. Even Kheshiri could see this captain wasn’t a hardass from the relaxed manner in which his troops chatted around him while not on watch, but there was a certain, universal way about soldiers having to report something even they knew was stupid to a superior officer. “Corporal Shahai reported a possibility that someone was creeping around the gatehouse under magical stealth, but couldn’t be certain. The Lieutenant didn’t feel it warranted further action, but he wanted you to know in case you disagreed. I’m to convey the message and bring back any orders if you have them, sir.”
 

 
  The captain sighed. “Orders? Well, obviously, be on watch for intruders. But since that is the
  
   entire
  
  mandate of gate watch duty, I hopefully don’t need to issue
  
   orders
  
  to that effect. Back to your post, soldier.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the man said with clear relief. He saluted again, then turned and made for the stairs with incongruous eagerness for someone about to climb up into the kind of storm that blew people off battlements.
 

 
  “Think there’s anything to that, Captain?” asked a female sergeant hovering nearby.
 

 
  “Oh, who knows,” the captain said irritably, picking up his book again. “Keep an eye out, regardless. It won’t hurt anything to be extra wary, but I don’t think we need to change our rotation over it. Naphthene’s tits, but Laghari wouldn’t even have humored something like that if the elf in question had been male.”
 

 
  There was a round of guffaws at this, by which time Kheshiri had already started moving again. She was still dripping, but time was now out. Apart from the elf’s warning, her partners had been waiting longer than they were supposed to, and she didn’t need them getting antsy.
 

 
  She dropped to the floor, pressed herself to the wall, and crept as rapidly as she could for the door opposite the one she had come in. The layout of this gatehouse was a mirror of the other, so she knew where she was going. The succubus luckily encountered no more soldiers as she descended a narrow staircase to the ground level.
 

 
  The barracks was on the second floor; down below was an armory and a narrow hall leading to a small, sturdy side door. As with everything in the Rock, it was almost excessively defensible. Slits in the ceiling and upper walls provided soldiers above the ability to fill the space with arrows, wandshots, spells, boiling oil…whatever they had handy. Sections of the wall next to the outer door and the stairwell were cut away, the space beyond filled with stones and angled to create an avalanche that would completely block the hall if the sturdy net covering the opening were released.
 

 
  Only one side door opened off the hall, into the armory. Kheshiri peeked into this in passing, finding two more soldiers “guarding” the exit by playing cards. Well, they weren’t drinking and their backs weren’t to the door; clearly nobody here expected trouble, but the Punaji soldiers weren’t incompetent. There was a good chance the people she was supposed to let in were not going to get any further than the gatehouse.
 

 
  Not that that was her problem. She had her job to do, and the offhand satisfaction of knowing somebody was going to die because of it. Who it was didn’t concern her. This petty little religious squabble was even more boring than most such inane affairs.
 

 
  The small side door was only small in comparison to the main gate; though narrower than the average door, it was a single piece of oak, which she knew to be fully six inches thick and with a hollowed out interior filled with a sheet of steel. It was barred and locked.
 

 
  Picking the lock took her a few minutes. The Punaji hadn’t grown complacent in the years since anyone had attacked the Rock, so this was a new and well-maintained lock. Fortunately, she’d had ample opportunity to practice during all the downtime lately…
 

 
  It finally gave with a soft click, and she smirked and tucked her lockpicks back into her bodice. Lifting the bar was the challenging part, for her; it was a bar designed for two men to pick up, and she was a demon designed for stealth, not brute force. Not that she couldn’t have managed to shove it loose, but raising the thing to rest against the wall without creating a noise had her clenching her teeth and concentrating hard to avoid giving herself away with a grunt.
 

 
  Soon, though, it was open, and she didn’t waste a second to rest on her laurels, or even catch her breath. Opening the door itself was risky, thanks to the noise outside; she waited for a particularly heavy thunderclap to shove it outward and slip through the gap, pushing it shut behind her. The whole maneuver took less than a second.
 

 
  Outside, there was a broad space between the Rock’s walls and any other structures, which left her exposed. She was invisible, sure, but if anyone had been paying close attention, an invisible person moving through a rainstorm was an eye-catching sight. Nobody was within view, however, and at this angle she wouldn’t be visible from atop the wall. The door was also somewhat sheltered from the wind, which had prevented it from being loudly slammed shut.
 

 
  Still invisible, Kheshiri shifted into a form exactly like her usual one, minus only the obvious demonic features. Without wings and tail to get caught in the wind, she had less trouble getting across the square. There wasn’t much she could do about her hair being blown around, but at least it didn’t obstruct her vision when it was blown across her face. A fringe perk of invisibility.
 

 
  As she’d entered the other gatehouse, she had to swing all the way around the corner of the Rock’s outer wall to get back to where the others were. In moments, though, she was there, slipping through the warehouse door.
 

 
  Inside, dozens of individuals whirled, pointing weapons at the door which had apparently opened and shut by itself. Kheshri popped back into view, raising her hands in a gesture of surrender. She didn’t bother to keep the predatory grin off her face. The local rubes would expect such from the likes of her, and this was the most fun she’d had in
  
   weeks.
  
 

 
  “It’s about
  
   fucking
  
  time,” Shook growled, holstering his wand. He shouldered roughly past several Rust cultists and grabbed her by the upper arm in a bruising grip. “What held you up?”
 

 
  “Sorry, master,” she said, still grinning, well aware of the tinge of madness in her expression and enjoying it. “That was a little more fun than I’d anticipated. There are Silver Legionnaires in the gatehouse I entered, including an elf; she could hear me.”
 

 
  “You were discovered?” Two figures stood apart from the crowd of cultists; the one who had spoken wore heavy robes, a deep cowl, and a mask below that. The other was half machine, and now fixed her with a piercing stare.
 

 
  “No,” Kheshiri replied, deliberately leaning into Shook’s touch. By this point she had conditioned him to a specific degree of roughness that she’d led him to believe she enjoyed. Well, she actually
  
   did
  
  rather enjoy it, but that was beside the point. “I couldn’t mask myself completely from the elf’s senses, but she couldn’t figure out what she was hearing, either. So I went across to the other gatehouse, to be safe. The side door is unlocked.”
 

 
  “That’s a longer run from here,” Ayuvesh said sharply, shifting his gaze from her to glare at the hooded man with him. “More time for the guards on the wall to see us and react.”
 

 
  “My girl’s the best at what she does,” Shook stated flatly. “If that was what she could do, it’s all anybody could do.”
 

 
  The machine-man gave him a long, contemplative look, as if pondering the relative merits of a rodent he had just discovered digging through his trash, and Kheshiri had to concentrate to keep the anticipation from her expression. That was exactly the kind of provocation that could send Shook into a most amusing snit.
 

 
  The enforcer simply stared back, however, and annoyance rose in her. Apparently Khadizroth’s efforts with him were beginning to bear fruit.
 

 
  
   That
  
  simply would
  
   not do.
  
 

 
  “Very well, I take your point,” Ayuvesh acknowledged at last, turning back to the hooded man. “Your people seem quite capable.
  
   Since
  
  this is now more difficult than we had planned, we could use—”
 

 
  “Our part in this is finished,” he replied, his mellifluous voice not muffled by his mask. “We have opened the door for you, as agreed. That is already far more than you could have achieved unaided. What you are able to do with this advantage depends upon you.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Ayuvesh replied after a moment’s pause. “I would thank you for your help, but I suspect we are soon to learn what your motive is for intervening here, perhaps to our detriment. Farewell, then, strangers.”
 

 
  The hood shifted as the man nodded. Ayuvesh turned his back with no more ado, and strode for the door.
 

 
  It took time for the dozens of cultists to file out. They went without speaking, though their movements were accompanied by a soft scrape and clatter of metal which was only mostly overpowered by the storm outside. Soon, though, they had all exited the warehouse.
 

 
  Almost immediately, the sound of alarm bells began.
 

 
  With a sigh, Khadizroth reached up to push back his hood and lower the mask. “And that is our signal.”
 

 
  The Jackal popped out of nowhere nearby, wearing his usual borderline insane grin and toying with a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman. “Aw, sure you don’t wanna stay a while? His Holiness’ll just put us back into storage for fuck knows
  
   how
  
  long.”
 

 
  “There’s good fun to be had here,” Kheshiri agreed eagerly. “I haven’t seen a coup go down in
  
   ages.”
  
 

 
  “In that castle,” Khadizroth said quellingly, “is the Hand of Vidius, who is accompanied by at least one valkyrie. You of
  
   all
  
  people should be anxious to get away from here.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Shook agreed. “I’m as stir-crazy as anybody, but this isn’t our problem. Those demented half-metal assholes are going to get themselves killed, and I say good fucking riddance. Better them than us.”
 

 
  “Oh, I highly doubt
  
   we
  
  are the only surprise they will spring on the King today,” Khadizroth said dryly. “That Ayuvesh is too lucid a man to attempt something like this unless he believed he could truly gain. But that, as you rightly point out, is now his business. Our part in this is done. Let’s go.”
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  The Crawl shuddered.
 

 
  The rumble was low, but it echoed through the vast slanted cavern, accompanied by the distant clatter of falling rocks and a few small plumes of dust that drifted down from above. And, moments later, by fearful mumbling from the ill-equipped soldiers gathered on the stone bridge which arched down to the entrance of the Grim Visage.
 

 
  “Steady,” said their captain, his voice nearly as gravelly as the Crawl’s.
 

 
  “Focus,” snapped the Hand of the Emperor a moment later.
 

 
  Willard Tanenbaum did not lift his eyes from the great carved face that gave the Visage its name, despite the sweat dripping from his brow. “Sir… The Crawl is known to have a sentience of its own.”
 

 
  “A rudimentary and diffuse intelligence, mechanistic and barely aware,” the Hand said curtly, also staring at the Visage. To the observers behind them, the two men seemed simply to be standing there, frowning; the subtle magic they worked made no visible effect, aside from the minor seismic reactions it was beginning to provoke. “Like a god’s. In fact, rather like a sleeping bear. Keep focused, work slowly and steadily, and don’t jostle it. We can finish our work and be gone before it wakes, if we’re careful.”
 

 
  “Tiptoeing around a bear is one thing,” Tanenbaum replied, still without breaking his stare. “Carving a hole in the wall of its den without waking it, in the short time it’ll take Tellwyrn to get back here—”
 

 
  One of the rough-looking soldiers cursed—in Glassian, oddly enough—and turned to bolt back toward the exit. He froze with a yelp, finding himself face-to-face with the Hand who had an instant before been in front of him, next to the warlock.
 

 
  “So long as we are not incompetent,” the Hand said icily, staring at the would-be deserter without expression, “it will work. So long as we are not
  
   cowardly,
  
  we will not be summarily tossed off the bridge. Do I make myself clear?”
 

 
  Another faint rumble sounded from the depths. The men pressed closer together, the one faced down by the Hand retreating frantically into their midst.
 

 
  “Clear,” Tanenbaum said after a short pause. The Hand kept his gaze on the men for a moment longer, then stepped to the side, moving around them to rejoin the warlock.
 

 
  “Sir.” The captain stepped out of the group to meet him. “The Duchess sent us for what we were told was a simple police action on a college campus.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   protesting
  
  your treatment, Captain?” the Hand asked quietly, a dangerous sibilance creeping into his tone.
 

 
  The soldier did not react. He was clearly made of sterner stuff than the rest of his command, possibly the only one among them to whom the word “soldier” truly applied, though in most militaries he would have been considered too old for active duty.
 

 
  “I’ll serve however I’m ordered, sir,” the Captain replied evenly. “And I’ll shoot any man who deserts right in the back before he gets ten paces, as we did in the old days. But I warn you, sir, this
  
   isn’t
  
  the old days, and this isn’t the Imperial Army, nor even the House guard that trained me.
  
   These
  
  boys are not a group I would pit against adventurers and monsters, or whatever else is coming outta there, sir. They’ll not stand up to that, no matter what you or I threaten ’em with, sir, begging your pardon.”
 

 
  “It won’t come to that,” the Hand said, relaxing somewhat. “Keep your men in line, Captain; all they’ll be needed for is to keep the retreat orderly, as we’ll have prisoners in tow. I have all of this under control.”
 

 
  He stepped past the officer, rejoining Tanenbaum, and no one who doubted his assurance was daft enough to voice it. Even when the Crawl rumbled another sleepy protest.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You tryin’ to catch flies?” one of the guards sniggered.
 

 
  His companion finished his long, luxuriant yawn before turning to give him a rude gesture, earning another coarse laugh in reply.
 

 
  In front of them, a few feet away, Lorelin Reich lowered her arms, turned around, and stared at them.
 

 
  “Sorry, ma’am,” the first man said unrepentantly. The one who’d yawned, at least, cleared his throat and straightened to a semblance of attention.
 

 
  “Do you have any idea how difficult this is?” the priestess demanded.
 

 
  “Not really, no.” He shrugged, and scratched the side of his neck. “No offense, I can’t actually see you doing anything. Just standing there in front of the door.”
 

 
  She had, in fact, been at it for over half an hour now, standing and staring, occasionally making hand gestures. The campus chapel’s magical defenses were visible to the naked eye: the walls and door were slightly blurry, as if seen through murky water, and a few inches in front of that was an almost transparent layer of blue light, cast by an arcane shield. Lorelin’s guards, in truth, weren’t giving her enough credit; what she was doing had caused both of these effects to occasionally flicker or ripple.
 

 
  Nothing of import had happened, though, and the two men were clearly losing patience. They were typical examples of the troops the Hand of the Emperor had found, which was to say, unimpressive. Neither of these was one of the aging House Dalkhaan regulars, but the younger, scruffier generation of hirelings whom very few Houses or militaries would have taken. Both were in need of a shave and some long posture drills, and one was so overweight he couldn’t button his uniform coat. At least neither had so much as leered at her. Fading and decrepit or no, Dalkhaan was still a House of Calderaas, and Calderaas was Avenist country. Men with such habits weren’t drawn to military service there. Not even a “military” slovenly enough to accept these dregs.
 

 
  “Then take my word for it,” Lorelin said patiently, “it is
  
   difficult.
  
  I would appreciate it if there were no distractions.”
 

 
  The man she was speaking to put on a mulish look and opened his mouth, doubtless to complain, but the yawner jabbed him in the hip with the butt of his staff.
 

 
  “Sorry, ma’am,” he said, nodding.
 

 
  She nodded back, and turned again to face the chapel. That was undoubtedly as much acquiescence as she was going to get.
 

 
  Before she could even raise her arms again, there rose a shrill whine at the very edge of hearing, like a particularly large mosquito in the ear. It ended suddenly, followed by the complete disappearance of the force field around the chapel. A second later, the building seemed to solidify before them as it shifted back into phase with the world.
 

 
  “Hey,” the yawning man said brightly, “it worked!”
 

 
  Lorelin had her back to them and so didn’t conceal her expression, frowning at the doors in consternation.
 

 
  Fortunately, she was standing at the base of the three steps leading up to those doors, and so was not close enough to be struck when they suddenly burst open.
 

 
  Both guards raised their staves, one fumbling so badly he nearly dropped it, to take aim at the group who appeared in the chapel’s doorway. Two drow women stood at the forefront, one in formal robes and holding a puppy of all things, the other with a green streak dyed through the center of her hair.
 

 
  A wall of silver light snapped into place across the top step. Lorelin shifted backward away from them.
 

 
  “All right, hold it right there,” one of her guardians said. “Let’s not go and do anything rash, kids. You’re not in trouble, but you need to move off the campus, by the authority of the Emperor. Let’s lower the magic, nice and easy, now.”
 

 
  “If you
  
   do
  
  lower the shield,” the green-haired drow said to her companion, “I can kill all three of them before they can fire.”
 

 
  “Ugh, no, you
  
   can’t,”
  
  a female plains elf just behind her snorted. “All he has to do is squeeze that clicker—”
 

 
  “Okay, that’s enough of that kind of talk,” the guard snapped. “You don’t want the trouble that’ll come from defying an Imperial edict, much
  
   less
  
  attacking troops operating under the Emperor’s banner.”
 

 
  Lorelin shifted to look back at them, then up the stairs again at the students. Another elf, a woodkin this time, had pushed forward between the two drow, and whatever he had just conjured formed a blue glow from his clenched fist.
 

 
  Of course, she was aware of the identities of everyone who was supposed to be in that chapel. What were they doing
  
   awake?
  
 

 
  She held up a hand, and a golden sphere formed around the two troops, sparkling in the sunlight.
 

 
  “There, see?” the more talkative of the two smirked. “You’re not the only one who can—”
 

 
  Lorelin clenched her fist and the shield bubble contracted abruptly, slamming both men against each other. One discharged his weapon, which sparked blindingly against the inside of the sphere. It immediately widened again, leaving them staggering.
 

 
  She clenched the bubble three more times in rapid succession, smacking the pair together until one of the staves cracked and both men were too dazed to stand unaided, then released the shield entirely.
 

 
  One of them immediately flopped to the grass, unconscious from an unfortunate impact of his head against a staff. The other stumbled woozily, clutching his own skull with both hands.
 

 
  A rod of pure golden light appeared in Lorelin’s grip. Not bothering with any further finesse, she lifted it overhead and slammed it down atop the distracted soldier’s head. The lightworking dissipated at such sharp contact with solid matter, but not before doing its job; he dropped like a sack of beans.
 

 
  She turned back to scowl at the five students, who were now staring in confusion through Shaeine’s shield.
 

 
  “I
  
   wish
  
  you hadn’t done that,” Lorelin said testily.
 

 
  “Yeah, I just bet you—wait a second.” Raolo pointed accusingly.
  
   “You
  
  did that!”
 

 
  “That chapel,” she said, “was phased out
  
   and
  
  shielded, with both effects somehow tied to the powerful fae geas laid on this mountaintop.
  
   I
  
  was tasked with cracking those defenses using my skill at divine magic, based on a very
  
   brief
  
  demonstration of how the geas could be interfered with. Frankly, I’m far from certain I could have opened that door if my life depended on it, but at the very least, I could have stalled for
  
   hours.”
  
  She held out her arms in an exasperated shrug. “But then you had to go and open it up yourselves! And now here you are, out in the open where he can
  
   get
  
  at you.”
 

 
  A human girl—that would be the young Duchess Madouri—slipped through the cluster of elves to position herself at the forefront of the group.
 

 
  “Stalled?” she asked in a tone of mild interest.
 

 
  “All right, listen,” Lorelin said, heaving a short sigh. “It’s too complicated to explain the whole thing right now. Professor Tellwyrn is temporarily absent, and your campus is under attack.
  
   Most
  
  of your classmates have been evacuated into the Crawl, where they should be safe, at least for the short term. Tellwyrn
  
   will
  
  be back before too long, and I’ve contacted Imperial Intelligence. Help is
  
   coming.
  
  But for right now, with you outside the protections of that chapel, you’re in more danger than any of the rest of the students. You need to get
  
   off
  
  the campus, quickly. Don’t go to the town, the— He has allies in Last Rock, and didn’t bring them up here, so I know they’re waiting below. You’re college kids, I’m sure you know
  
   someplace
  
  in the area to hide yourselves from official eyes? Don’t tell me where, just get there.”
 

 
  “Just a moment.” Ravana held up a hand in a peremptory gesture to forestall both Lorelin and her fellows, Natchua and Addiwyn both having opened their mouths. The effect was somewhat ruined by Shaeine’s puppy leaning over to snuffle at her upraised hand.
 

 
  Lorelin blinked, and squinted. Was that a baby
  
   hellhound?
  
  Well…that answered one question, and raised a whole host of others.
 

 
  “Who, exactly, is leading the attack on the University?” Ravana asked calmly, lowering her hand out of the puppy’s reach.
 

 
  “There’s no time—”
 

 
  “Natchua, are you able to send a shadowbolt through any shield she can conjure?”
 

 
  “Not directly,” the drow replied with a tiny, unpleasant smile. “But I know a dozen ways to crack a divine shield in less than four seconds.
  
   Then
  
  shadowbolts.”
 

 
  “You see, madam,” Ravana said in that condescendingly pleasant tone aristocrats apparently learned in the nursery, “all we
  
   know
  
  is that you were engaged in trying to dig us out of our protected chapel and have a predilection for turning on your allies. There is little ground for trust, here. You will have to offer more than vague hints.”
 

 
  Lorelin let out a long, slow breath, controlling her expression. In the tension of the moment, she had actually not considered the sheer physical danger of her situation, but one of the drow was a fellow light-wielder of some skill, and apparently the other was a warlock. And, as Ravana pointed out, they had no reason to trust her. In this situation, they might well decide that blasting her was a preferable option to walking away.
 

 
  Well, she’d handled worse. Unlike the Hand, at least
  
   these
  
  could be reasoned with. Hopefully. How much did they know? Best to play it safe, for now.
 

 
  “About a month ago,” she said, deliberately glancing up the path to display nervousness, “the Hands of the Emperor began acting strange. Paranoid, aggressive, showing sudden magical abilities they’d never had before. Within a week they were back to normal, with the exception of one. He had been working with Tellwyrn on…
  
   your
  
  situation. Now, for whatever reason, he is obsessed with her and completely out of his mind. The Empire won’t acknowledge one of their Hands has gone rogue, so he is still acting with the Throne’s full authority until they can get here and put a stop to him. He is behind the attack on the campus, and is down in the Crawl with a Salyrite warlock, trying to dig your classmates out of the Grim Visage.”
 

 
  She could tell already, even before she finished explaining: they knew. Ravana and Shaeine kept impassive, as she would expect from noblewomen, but Raolo and Addiwyn exchanged a satisfied glance and Natchua nodded slightly. Someone had not only awakened them with a fresh source of hellhound breath, but brought them up to date. Her instinct had been correct: trying to prevaricate would probably have led to a barrage of shadowbolts.
 

 
  Belatedly, it occurred to Lorelin the only likely source of up-to-date intelligence
  
   and
  
  hellhounds who could get in and out of Tellwyrn’s heavily-defended chapel without disrupting its wards. Well, Shaeine was involved with Vadrieny’s host, after all…
 

 
  “Listen to me.” She glanced once more in the direction of the Crawl, affecting subtly more nervous body language. “I realize that for students at what amounts to a school for adventurers, being asked to stand down is tantamount to a challenge, but you
  
   need
  
  to think strategically. This Hand is a complete lunatic; the only troops he’s brought are losers like these.” Lorelin nudged one of her erstwhile guards with a foot, prompting a soft moan. “The other Church contact working for him here is as wary as I am; I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s called for help, too. Fighting this guy will only escalate matters. There’s no actual way he can
  
   win
  
  here; all he can do is cause damage. Please get yourselves out of the area so
  
   you
  
  don’t become that damage.”
 

 
  Lorelin stared pleadingly up at them. Had it just been the surface elves or Natchua, she’d have put on the mask of a reasonable authority figure, but the two noblewomen made it complicated.
  
   They
  
  wouldn’t acknowledge any authority on her part, and would be suspicious of too much earnestness. Just a touch of fear and vulnerability should hopefully do the trick…
 

 
  “Well?” Addiwyn prompted after a pause in which they all just watched her, as if by staring hard enough they could read her intentions. “Are we trusting her or not? She
  
   did
  
  tell the truth…as far as we know.”
 

 
  
   “Trust
  
  is a stronger word than I would choose,” Ravana said, glancing at Shaeine as if for confirmation. “But…yes. Fact-checking aside, she is correct on one point: escalation is a concern. An unstable man with the powers of a Hand of the Emperor can cause
  
   incalculable
  
  damage, not least because he will not act strategically. His very presence here proves this; there is no possible victory in assaulting the University.”
 

 
  “So…we run, then,” Raolo said with a sigh. “Well, I don’t like it, but it’s sense. I know a place—”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  will be proceeding with the plan I outlined for you,” Ravana said smoothly.
 

 
  “Of course you bloody will,” Addiwyn muttered.
 

 
  “Now, see here!” Lorelin did not have to augment the frustration in her voice.
 

 
  “If any of you wish to follow the Vidian’s advice and flee, I will not judge you ill,” Ravana stated, stepping forward and turning to face them, the motion neatly placing her at the head of the group and physically excluding Lorelin from the discussion. “Mistaking strategy for cowardice is the mark of the defeated. It is only sensible to secure your welfare. However, the woman is correct: while the Hand cannot
  
   win,
  
  here, he can cause damage. Our classmates will be in the Grim Visage, and he will be interfering with the Crawl as he taught her to do here. If he can overcome the sanctuary effect, he will be in a confined space with a large group of people, many of whom are physically quite powerful. He
  
   will
  
  be taken down, but in that situation, it will inevitably be a bloodbath.”
 

 
  “That is a
  
   big
  
  ‘if,’” Raolo pointed out, then craned his neck around Ravana to address Lorelin. “Hey, you! What are the chances he can actually do that?”
 

 
  “…I have no idea,” she said honestly, pausing to think for only a second. “I don’t understand the magic involved, and I don’t know the capabilities of Hands even
  
   before
  
  they’re…interfered with, or malfunction, or whatever happened to him.”
 

 
  “Very well, then,” Ravana said briskly. “I will proceed. I welcome anyone who chooses to join me and will not begrude any who would rather retreat. You,” she added, turning to indicate Lorelin with a curt nod, “will report to this Hand, inform him that we have broken out and are on the way to the uppermost terrace of the University to pursue some plan against him. That happens to be the literal truth, by the way, in case you are actually in his pocket. If he cannot get through the Visage’s defenses, we lose nothing by making him run around wasting time. If he
  
   can,
  
  this will save the lives of many of our classmates.”
 

 
  “Except you will have a
  
   Hand of the Emperor
  
  after
  
   you!”
  
  Lorelin exclaimed. “If you’re expecting your warlock friend to help—”
 

 
  “The imperviousness of Hands to warlock magic is precisely how it is known among the nobility that they are fae-powered,” Ravana said condescendingly. “Don’t you worry, I know what I am doing.”
 

 
  “How did you know she’s Vidian?” Raolo asked.
 

 
  “That’s Lorelin Reich,” Addiwyn sneered. “The one Arquin chased out of town.”
 

 
  “I recognized her, yes,” Ravana said pleasantly. “Also, it is generally a safe thing to assume of a cleric who is as
  
   adept
  
  an actress as this one. Now, there is no more time to waste.”
 

 
  With that, she glided the rest of the way down the stairs, turned right, and headed off up the path toward the upper campus. After the barest pause, the rest of her fellow Sleeper victims followed. Every one of them.
 

 
  Lorelin watched them go for a long, incredulous moment, then threw up her hands in frustration, turned, and stalked off in the direction of the Crawl, leaving two bruised bodies on the ground behind her.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Prince Sekandar, can I ask you to keep this safe for me?”
 

 
  He sighed, but reached out to accept the scabbarded saber. “If you like, Szith. I’m never going to convince you to just call me Sekandar, am I?”
 

 
  “I’m sure it speaks well of you, in your culture, that you make yourself so approachable,” she said, her face a mask of Narisian calm. “In my culture, the habit of excessive familiarity with one’s betters can be lethal. In a few short years, I will return there, and after Natchua’s…performance…I suspect my conduct will be scrutinized
  
   closely.”
  
 

 
  “You don’t want that sword, then?” Scorn asked. “It is the bigger one. More powerful, yes?” The Rhaazke sat on the stairs, one arm draped over Maureen. Generally she didn’t enjoy being physically dominated by her classmates, but under the circumstances, Scorn’s towering protective presence was as comforting as Iris on her other side, murmuring to herself and rubbing some dried leaves between her fingers. They smelled pleasant; Iris claimed what she was doing would have a calming effect on the pub’s occupants.
 

 
  The more than a hundred refugees from the University filled the place to capacity, and had already displaced most of its usual crowd. The tension could have been cut with a knife, but so far it had stayed relatively calm. Maybe Iris actually was helping.
 

 
  “Do you recall when Matriarch Ashaele visited the campus?” Szith said, putting on one of her tiny smiles. “The guards she brought with her carried sabers like these.”
 

 
  “Yes, I remember,” Scorn said impatiently. “Powerful swords, like I said.”
 

 
  “Power is not without is disadvantages.
  
   This
  
  is a better weapon.” The drow rested a hand on the pommel of her short sword, which was still belted at her waist. “A saber must be swung in wide arcs, which handicaps it in close quarters, and makes formation fighting very difficult. For organized infantry combat, you want short swords—like this one, or those the Silver Legions carry. For precisely that reason, Narisian House guards are not permitted to own them. They may only carry the saber, which is a dueling weapon. Aristocrats and their protectors are trained in a ritualized style of formal combat which leaves them no match for an organized infantry.
  
   I
  
  am a soldier of House An’sadarr, sworn to fight for the Queen and Tar’naris. Thus, I have a weapon which is better suited to these tight quarters.”
 

 
  “Interesting stuff,” Maureen said, nervously turning over the chunk of decorated quarts which was (hopefully) the heart of Crystal in her hands. “An’ Sekandar, here, is also trained in Narisian dueling?”
 

 
  “Well, no,” the prince said with a smile, “but also sort of yes. Up here on the surface, a saber is more of a cavalry weapon—and Calderaan cavalry is rightly famous, if I do say so myself. We
  
   also
  
  have a dueling style which uses it. Probably not the way Szith was taught, but I can manage not to cut my own leg off, if this comes to a fight. Hopefully,” he added, turning to the drow again with a more sober expression, “it won’t come to that. If I understand how the Visage works, it
  
   can’t.”
  
 

 
  “One always hopes battle will not come,” she said, shifting her gaze to the front of the tavern. “One always assumes that it will, and prepares accordingly.”
 

 
  The doors were shut and had been barricaded with furniture, but Melaxyna and Fedora both perched on the second-floor windows which were set in the eyes of the great face that gazed outward at the Crawl’s entrance. Neither of them was putting on any pretense; though his rumpled suit, coat, and hat contrasted with the ragged piece of hide she wore as a dress, both were in fully demonic form, complete with alabaster-pale skin and crystalline eyes—and, more relevantly, wings and tails. These provided an aid to balance, as there was no actual place to sit in front of those windows, leaving them precariously clinging to narrow sills.
 

 
  A sharp whistle turned every head in the room; Xsythri, Melaxyna’s hethelax henchoman, had clambered up onto the rail near the group on the stairs and was waving frantically for her boss’s attention.
 

 
  The succubus heaved a dramatic sigh, then shoved herself off the wall and glided the short distance down. Fedora did not follow, but kept his head turned and attention fixed on their conversation, disregarding whatever he was watching outside.
 

 
  “We’ve got a
  
   problem,
  
  boss lady,” Xsythri began.
 

 
  “Wait, wait, don’t tell me,” Melaxyna said sourly. “We’re out of mushroom beer again.”
 

 
  “Of course not, you know we can’t give that to student—no, dammit, worse than that! I just had to break up a little scuffle in the market room.”
 

 
  Melaxyna’s lashing tail suddenly went still. “…how bad a scuffle?”
 

 
  “Not bad,” Xsythri said, eyes wide and worried. “Very minor, just some jostling from being too close together. Somebody threw a punch and that went nowhere, cos of the sanctuary effect.”
 

 
  The succubus heaved a deep breath, turning her head to stare sightlessly at the front of the tavern again. She couldn’t see out the windows from this angle, but by that time they all knew the Hand was out there with some of his new lackeys, doing
  
   something.
  
 

 
  “Why’s that a problem?” Iris asked warily, opening her eyes and pausing in her soft chant. “Sounds like an inevitable little nothing, in a situation like this.”
 

 
  Melaxyna shifted again to give the witch a long look, then abruptly whirled, wings flaring out for balance, and punched Xsythri in the face.
 

 
  Her fist stopped an inch from the hethelax’s nose, a soft ripple in the air marking the sanctuary effect’s protection.
 

 
  “Oh, nice,” Xsythri snapped. “That’s great, boss, thank you for your concern.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so…we’re protected, right?” Iris prompted. “Ow! Hey!”
 

 
  Melaxyna had struck again, this time lightly flicking Iris’s ear with a fingertip.
 

 
  “The sanctuary effect,” the succubus stated grimly, “is
  
   absolute.
  
  All violence—
  
   all
  
  violence—is impossible within the Grim Visage.”
 

 
  Under the demon’s stare, Iris stopped rubbing at her ear, her eyes going wide. Sekandar let out a long breath, and a soft growl rumbled deep in Scorn’s throat.
 

 
  “But now,” Melaxyna said, again turning to face the entrance, “the effect is…relative. Whatever the hell that guy is doing out there, it’s starting to work.”
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  “Down!”
 

 
  The captain seized Tanenbaum from behind and yanked him backwards, ruining his concentration. Consequently, he didn’t get a good look at the object which impacted the bridge in front of him, but had the man not flung them both flat to the floor, the burst of force which erupted from it might well have hurled him off the edge.
 

 
  Ears ringing, Tanenbam scrambled backward, bringing up one hand and casting by reflex. The first shadowbolt splashed harmlessly against the great overhanging nose of the Grim Visage, but the next he had the presence of mind to aim straight at one of the eye-windows.
 

 
  The wrong one, unfortunately. It was the other eye which sparked a second later, and in the next moment a wall of sparkling blue light appeared across the bridge in front of them. He frowned; surely Yornhaldt knew better than to try to hold a shield like that against a warlock.
 

 
  Then it started moving along the bridge toward them, and he understood. The shield sparkled violently along its base, where moving contact with the stone was constantly eroding its integrity. It would last seconds at best under that abuse, but it wouldn’t take any longer than that to sweep them all off into space. The Hand had done his vanishing trick at the first attack, but to judge by the very unprofessional screaming behind him, the soldiers had come to the same conclusions he had. Their captain was shouting orders, trying to goad them back into shape, but Tanenbaum gave that no thought.
 

 
  Hoisting himself upright, he held his ground, reaching out with his mind and
  
   seizing
  
  the magic. It resisted—or rather, its caster did. Alaric Yornhaldt was no pushover. The Circles were as they were, however, and while Tanenbaum could not fully appropriate a spell with such a skilled wizard actively maintaining it, harnessing and burning off its power to fuel an infernal working was well within the scope of his skill
 

 
  The moving shield buckled and disintegrated from one side even as it came on. The thing tingled unpleasantly as its dissolving edge passed over Tanenbaum, and its last vestiges actually made it far enough to shove a few of the retreating troopers behind him, to judge by the cursing, but within moments it had fully bled away.
 

 
  He didn’t wait to channel more power into it, unleashing the spell the moment its arcane parent collapsed. A cloud of darkness coalesced out of the air right in front of the Visage, a discoloration in reality which the brain tried to process as a mist or fog at first glance; it took closer concentration to discern that there was no physical obstruction of the light, but an altering of the way the mind perceived that stretch of space.
 

 
  The next spell that came through was a simple arcane bolt, and it flew wide of them, smashing a crater in the cavern wall far above and to their right. That would be no more than a test shot; Yornhaldt would definitely recognize what he was looking at.
 

 
  Another object came arcing out of the first window. No, actually, a whole cluster of them, glittering in the Crawl’s reddish light as they came. Rafe had quickly adjusted, then, flinging indiscriminate handfuls of potion vials now rather than trying to aim through the fog. Three of them struck the bridge and shattered, while the rest tumbled off into the distance below.
 

 
  Tanenbaum didn’t know what was in the greenish mist that puffed out, and didn’t want to learn, especially when it began drifting singlemindedly in his direction. He had to hold his focus on the small dimensional rift he wrenched open in midair off to the side of the bridge; even more than most infernal gateways, that one would lead to disaster if left unattended. There was no atmosphere in the place to which it led, and a wind kicked up as the local air began pouring through the gap. He held it just until the mist was sucked inside, then slammed the portal shut. Only then, finally, did he retreat.
 

 
  The rest had withdrawn all the way to the entrance, huddling at the base of the stairs. The Hand and the troop’s captain stood, watching with narrowed eyes, while the remainder of the soldiers unabashedly hid behind them. Omnu’s breath, at least one of them was
  
   crying.
  
  Tanenbaum was no military man, but this had to be the sorriest lot of so-called soldiers in the Empire. It did not speak well of their chances here that
  
   this
  
  was what their benefactor had to work with.
 

 
  Didn’t really reflect well on him, either, for that matter.
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said fervently to the captain, who nodded back.
 

 
  “Well done,” the Hand stated in his clipped tone. “What is that distortion you created?”
 

 
  Lightning bolts began erupting from both eyes, all flying wild. There was another series of shouts and the soldiers began trying to retreat up the stairs, ignoring their commander’s imprecations.
 

 
  They all froze, however, when the Hand turned to look at them.
 

 
  “The Fog of War,” Tanenbaum explained. “All but impossible to dispel, though it will fade naturally, and quite quickly. No one can aim true through it, and it blocks scrying. I can—”
 

 
  “Good. Extend it fully around the central structure. How long can you maintain it?”
 

 
  “Ah…well, indefinitely, in theory, as long as I am able to concentrate. I will have to renew it every few minutes, and the bigger the area, the—”
 

 
  “Do so. In between reinforcing the fog, I want you to summon demons and whatever else you have onto the bridge; make sure the front of that structure is under constant assault.”
 

 
  An errant staff shot impacted the edge of the opening right beside them, spraying them with tiny chips. Their armed escort retreated with yet another chorus of screams, and Tanenbaum reflexively covered his face with his arms. The Hand didn’t so much as twitch an eye.
 

 
  “Ironic,” he grunted. “Those three nincompoops are a bigger threat, now, than the wizard or the alchemist. That cloud can’t make their aim any
  
   worse.
  
  Captain, get these weaklings into order
  
   immediately.
  
  As soon as our target’s view is fully obscured, we will be navigating around the edge of the cavern to the rear entrance.”
 

 
  Tanenbaum, as directed, was already focusing on expanding the Fog, but he risked a glance at the man commanding them. “Was this…planned?”
 

 
  “Surely you didn’t
  
   really
  
  think I expected you to bring down the sanctuary effect.” Disdain weighed down his tone. “Maybe with a team of spellcasters and a week to work. No, our time is limited and as long as they are in sanctuary, all they have to do is
  
   sit
  
  there. Our task was to make them believe it would not protect the students. That done, the professors will go on the offensive to keep us pinned here while they begin evacuating through the rear.”
 

 
  “I see,” Tanenbaum said, eyes forward. “Sir, with all due respect, I might be more helpful if you would explain up front what you plan to—”
 

 
  “Do not press me, Mr. Tanenbaum. You know what you need to, when it is necessary for you to learn. That is all.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir.”
 

 
  Applying the Fog of War around the other side of the great central structure was a mental effort, anyway, so there was no point in keeping his eyes fixed on it. As such, he turned warily along with the Hand and their escort as the sound of running feet came down the stairwell toward them.
 

 
  Lorelin Reich stumbled the last few steps, badly out of breath and leaning against the wall; she tried to skid too quickly to a stop upon drawing close enough to become aware of the lightning bolts flashing around the cavern in front of them, and might have fallen the rest of the way down had the captain not grabbed her.
 

 
  “Why, Reich, do I suspect you are
  
   not
  
  bringing me good news?” the Hand snarled, cutting off her thanks.
 

 
  She swallowed heavily and pressed a hand to her chest, speaking around gasps for air. “Sir…the targets woke up…on their own. Opened the chapel, took out my escort… I barely got away.”
 

 
  
   “How?”
  
  he snarled.
 

 
  Reich shook her head, swallowing again. “Don’t know. They had a young hellhound… Knew what was happening on campus. I suspect Elilial intervened, but can’t prove—”
 

 
  “Did anyone
  
   else
  
  appear on the campus?”
 

 
  “Not that I saw,” she said, beginning to get her gasping under control. “No sign of Tellwyrn or any movement from the town. Sir, the students headed for the uppermost level, where Tellwyrn’s office is. I suspect—”
 

 
  “I see I must do
  
   everything
  
  myself,” the Hand sneered. “Tanenbaum, you have your orders. I have to go deal with
  
   this;
  
  get these men around behind the Visage and intercept the students as they retreat.”
 

 
  “Sir, I don’t know the layout of the Crawl. Nobody but University students has been down here in fifty years!”
 

 
  “Fortunately for us all, I have made preparations for the more obvious ways this mission can go wrong, including
  
   this
  
  one. You will know what to do with this.” He didn’t appear to reach into a pocket, but the hand he held out to Tanenbaum now held a small, reddish crystal wrapped in brass wire, with a rune-etched strip of parchment trailing from its end. “Use it as soon as you are ready to move, and waste no time.”
 

 
  “I…yes, sir,” he said uncertainly. “With all respect, though, things like this are more trouble than…”
 

 
  Tanenbaum lifted his eyes from the crystal to find the Hand gone. On the stairs, the captain had bullied his men into a semblance of order. Reich was pressed against the wall, as far from errant staffshots as she could reasonably get. And, he noted, did not seem even slightly winded now that their leader was not there.
 

 
  “Are you sure it’s a good idea to pull his strings like that?” he demanded.
 

 
  “I don’t appreciate the insinuation, Mr. Tanenbaum,” she said archly. “What, exactly, is that thing?”
 

 
  “Well.” He closed his fingers around it. “Let me put it this way. If you’d been thinking he couldn’t possibly make this situation any more chaotic, you are about to be disappointed.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Principia let the crane lift her to within a few feet of the access ladder and hopped nimbly the rest of the way, grasping the bottom rung, swinging herself up and scampering squirrel-like to the catwalk. The little Caretaker golem chimed companionably at her as it trundled past on some errand; she gave the thing a pat on the head and strode off along the walkway toward the central branch that led to the administrative platform.
 

 
  Even before drawing close, she could hear the shift in mood; this group bantered as badly as any group of adventurers she’d run with in the old days, the Imperial spook notwithstanding, but now they’d fallen almost silent. Stepping into the enclosed complex, she could see dour expressions. Thoughtful, rather than shocked or sad, but still…
 

 
  “All right, what happened?” she demanded.
 

 
  “Hey, Locke,” Gabriel said, turning to give her a fleeting smile. “We’re almost done. Actually
  
   we
  
  are done; the Avatar’s just finishing up some kind of internal task which I’m sure I wouldn’t understand even if he explained it.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said, absently squeezing water from the hem of her shirt. “And
  
   you
  
  lot have gone all gloomy because…?”
 

 
  “Not gloomy,” Toby said. “It’s… We’ll explain later, it’s not urgent. We just learned of…well, like I said, later. Are
  
   you
  
  okay?”
 

 
  “Me?” She waved a hand. “Fine, fine, just wet. But for the record, next time someone
  
   else
  
  who can squeeze into tight spaces, hold their breath underwater for several minutes and knows the basics of Infinite Order gadgets can do the really fun swimmy-squeezy-button-pushey job.”
 

 
  “Damn.” Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “I guess we’ll have to start soliciting resumes.”
 

 
  
   “The hardware bypasses are stable and configured correctly,”
  
  the Avatar reported. He seemed to have shut down most of his projections, and was speaking to them from a single image displayed in the largest screen present.
  
   “Excellent work, all. Gateway technology disconnected. The external trascension blocker disrupting my immaterial circuits is now offline—thank you kindly, Lieutenant Locke. Process rerouting complete. This
  
  should
  
   be it; I am placing firewalls around the intrusive systems. Please stand by.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “And, uh,” Juniper said nervously, “just to reiterate, the worst-case scenario
  
   isn’t
  
  collapsing the whole place, right?”
 

 
  
   “That was the purpose of your and Fross’s work, Juniper, which you performed correctly. I anticipate no such problems but given the condition of this facility I would not make such an attempt without failsafes.”
  
 

 
  He stopped suddenly, and his projected image closed its eyes, and actually heaved a sigh. This thing had much more organic mannerisms than the AI she had met before.
 

 
  
   “Firewalls in place. Re-routing fully functional. It is a jury-rigged system, and will not hold indefinitely, but everything is functioning. Thank the maker, I can
  
  think
  
   clearly again.”
  
  The Avatar opened his eyes and smiled broadly.
  
   “And more immediately, thank
  
  you.
  
   All of you. Thanks to your help, the Caretaker and I will be able to perform more detailed repairs in the days to come. I anticipate it should not take more than a month, conservatively, to restore Fabrication Plant One to optimal condition. I am immensely grateful for your intercession.”
  
 

 
  “A month!” Fross chimed excitedly, zipping back and forth above their heads. “Wow! That’ll be really impressive work—this place is a
  
   wreck.
  
  No offense.”
 

 
  
   “None taken, I assure you. It is a fair assessment.”
  
 

 
  “Right, great, you’re welcome and congratulations,” Ruda said, tipping her hat. “Now, I think we had an
  
   agreement?”
  
 

 
  
   “Quite right,”
  
  the Avatar said more briskly, his image nodding in her direction.
  
   “While we have been working, I have perused the records of the nanite swarm released on the surface. Whoever did this seems to have had some appreciation for the potential danger they represented, as they were programmed with some critical impediments. The size of the swarm was carefully constrained, and has been at maximum for several months. With nearly half its number removed from the city above and maintaining the disabling effect upon the sapients it infected, the swarm’s current controllers have had very few resources upon which to draw, relatively speaking. Their construction in the nearby tunnels has been nearly halted for that reason. It appears they diverted most of the swarm’s capability in recent weeks to constructing weapons.”
  
 

 
  “Weapons?” Toby exclaimed in alarm. “The kind the Elder— The Infinite Order used?”
 

 
  
   “It is not as bad as it could be. Another of the constraints placed upon the nanites prevented them from constructing anything too deadly, but it seems the Rust have stumbled upon one of the Order’s favorite non-lethal crowd-control devices. They are equipped with sonic blasters.”
  
 

 
  “And… Those do exactly what they sound like, I suppose?” Milady said. “Pun not intended.”
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  the Avatar replied seriously.
  
   “They use sound waves to induce pain, disorientation, and nausea in victims. Such equipment was issued to the Order’s mortal personnel to neutralize organized resistance among their slave populations. These weapons are not lethal, but will fully incapacitate an average human. Their effects are more pronounced upon those with extremely sensitive hearing,”
  
  he added, shifting to look directly at Principia.
 

 
  “Shit,” she whispered. “Nandi…”
 

 
  
   “In gratitude for your assistance,”
  
  the Avatar continued,
  
   “I have had my few operational fabricators working on something for you to counter this. Ah, here we are.”
  
 

 
  As he spoke, the Caretaker came zipping back up the catwalk toward them, weaving slightly in excitement. In two of its metal claws was clutched a small black box. Ruda grabbed this unceremoniously as soon as the little golem came close enough, and flipped up its lid.
 

 
  Toby was nearest, and craned his neck to see what was inside. “Oh. Earplugs? Well…that makes sense.”
 

 
  
   “They are a little more advanced than that,”
  
  the Avatar explained.
  
   “Each person need insert only one; they will counter any and all destructive frequencies of sound when used. These devices will naturally lose effectiveness over time, so I suggest you try to resolve your business quickly.”
  
 

 
  “Right, got it,” Ruda said, snapping the lid shut. “Thanks for the gift, and the advice. And now, shutting off the nanites…?”
 

 
  
   “Be advised that the Rust’s machinery and physical augmentation is designed to be somewhat self-reliant,”
  
  he cautioned.
  
   “In the absence of the nanite swarm their enhancements cannot maintain themselves and will gradually cease to function, but it will be days at least before this effect becomes noticeable, and much longer before it becomes significant. The artificial limbs should operate for months or years before breaking down fully.”
  
 

 
  “Then time is clearly a factor,” Ruda said with clear impatience. “So would you please
  
   shut them the fuck down,
  
  already?!”
 

 
  
   “Quite so.”
  
  The Avatar’s projection had schooled his features to careful neutrality, and now folded his hands in front of himself.
  
   “Security protocols being what they are, the unleashing of a nanite swarm is a crisis of the highest priority, superceding even the dire condition of this facility itself. As such, my first act upon having been reset, even prior to addressing you, was to send the self-destruct signal. The soldiers incapacitated will already be well on the way to recovery, and the Rust have no more means of maintaining their equipment or producing more. The nanties are permanently removed from the world.”
  
 

 
  A pause fell, in which they all stared at him, several with mouths slightly open.
 

 
  “You,” Ruda began in an incredulous whisper. “You
  
   son of a BITCH!”
  
 

 
  Ending on a roar, she whipped her rapier from its sheath and took a step toward the central cluster of machinery.
 

 
  “Whoah!” Principia shouted, grabbing her arm while Toby just as quickly seized the other one. “Kid,
  
   do not
  
  stick a shaft of metal into electrical equipment, no matter
  
   how
  
  much it deserves it!”
 

 
  
   “I understand your displeasure,”
  
  the Avatar said gravely.
 

 
  “Oh, do you,” Gabriel snapped. “Hey, guys, it’s all okay. He
  
   understands!”
  
 

 
  “Let him explain,” Juniper interjected. “Come on, that much is fair.”
 

 
  
   “I apologize for deceiving you,”
  
  said the Avatar. He was calm and almost aloof, now, seeming more in possession of himself without the intrusion of the gateway’s data on his system.
  
   “Your resentment is entirely reasonable. I greatly appreciate the assistance you have rendered. All I ask is that you consider my perspective. The last visitors to this facility stole technology and unleashed a nanite swarm; the last visitors before that had grievously sabotaged my very being in order to make this subsequent abuse possible. I urgently required sapient assistance, and the available data strongly discouraged extending trust to intruders of unknown origin and intent. I believe you have proved yourselves now, but at the time…”
  
 

 
  “Fuck it, we don’t have time for this,” Ruda snarled, pointing the rapier at his image. She had, at least, ceased struggling against Toby and Principia. “I have to go finish saving my city. But now that I know you’re down here, sparky, you had better believe we are gonna
  
   talk
  
  about this in the near future!”
 

 
  
   “I beg your pardon,”
  
  the Avatar replied, sounding genuinely apologetic,
  
   “but no, we will not. As soon as you are safely away from the facility, I will seal the entrance and destroy the access tunnel. As a result of these events, protocols give me cause to institute a permanent lockdown, of a priority neither surviving member of the Infinite Order can supercede. You are the last sapients who will visit this facility.”
  
 

 
  “But…but
  
   why?”
  
  Fross sounded positively crushed. “All the
  
   knowledge
  
  here!”
 

 
  
   “For precisely that reason,”
  
  the Avatar said solemnly.
  
   “I am considering more than just the recent abuses my facility and I have suffered. The Infinite Order themselves came to this world to pursue science and what they felt was the highest application of technology, toward fulfilling the ultimate purpose of sapient life and the universe itself. Instead, they almost immediately fell to abusing the tremendous power they gave themselves in the process. And even prior to that, the human race devastated the world upon which it was born—not through malice, but simple carelessness. Through the irresponsible use of technology, pursuing short-term desires at the expense of all rational planning. That is the critical weakness of organically evolved sapients: they are driven by desires which serve their survival as primitive animals, but once they elevate themselves to greater capability, those same drives push them to self-destruction.
  
 

 
  
   “My creator left me with a final instruction before he chose oblivion over further corruption: to be of service to humanity. It is my conclusion that humanity’s descendants cannot be trusted with its technology, any more than their ancestors could. When given access to it, they have immediately set to making weapons and attacking one another in pursuit of political ambitions. I judge that the best service I can provide the sapients of this world is to remove their access to a source of knowledge which they will only use to hurt themselves.”
  
 

 
  “Don’t do this,” Milady said quietly. “There’s more to us than that. The Infinite Order failed in many ways, and modern people do to, but you can’t mistake the failure for the totality!”
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt,” Principia added. “That doesn’t mean you give up on the systems. It doesn’t mean you give up at all. Acknowledging fault is the
  
   first
  
  step, not the last.”
 

 
  
   “It has been eight thousand years, and your advancement until
  
  quite
  
   recently has been minimal. In half that time, your ancestors progressed from bronze tools to nearly rendering their world uninhabitable. Conditions on
  
  this
  
   world seem to promote a kind of stasis, and that is clearly for the better. If you are to progress to the point of self-destruction again, I refuse to be the cause.”
  
  The projection shook his head.
  
   “The teleport array is fully functioning; I will provide you with rapid transit back to your city, so that you may finish your business as efficiently as possible. It is the least I can do, in gratitude for your help.”
  
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   seriously
  
  think we’re gonna step into one of your fucking hell-gadgets after the shit you’ve pulled,” Ruda grated. “Thanks for the offer, but no thanks.”
 

 
  
   “Stepping will not be necessary. It was not an offer.”
  
  The Avatar’s purple form bowed to them in his screen; nearby, the Caretaker chimed sadly and waved with one of its spidery arms.
  
   “I thank you deeply for your help, and wish you success in your endeavors, children of humankind. We will not meet again.”
  
 

 
  There was no more warning than the faintest buzz of energy around them, and then the entire group was suddenly no longer there.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, at least it’s working,” the captain muttered, watching lightning bolts flash around the front of the cavern. “Don’t they ever get tired of wasting their power crystals like that?”
 

 
  “They’re trying to keep us pinned and distracted, not kill us,” Lorelin replied. “It nearly worked, if you’ll recall. I’m more worried about Tanenbaum getting tired.”
 

 
  “Thanks, but that’s more a concern for mages,” he said, putting the finishing touches on his summoning circle. “Warlocks don’t run out of power. In the worst case scenario, we make…mistakes.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know my Circles, thank you,” she said flatly.
  
   “That
  
  is exactly what worries me.”
 

 
  “And this is why I enjoy working with casters of other schools,” he replied, giving her a pleasant smile. “It is most reassuring, having a cleric of your skill at hand.”
 

 
  They had retreated around the edge of the central cavern, a nail-biting trip which had involved sidling along a narrow ledge and passing through a tunnel, but had re-emerged onto a flat space off to the right of the entrance, where they had an excellent view of the abortive battle taking place on the bridge in front of the Grim Visage. Tanenbaum had set up a permanent summoning gate which was periodically spewing forth imps, katzils, and the occasional khankredahg—the standard attack demons for someone just looking to raise a little hell. Under ordinary circumstances he would never have considered such an action; such permanent gates invariably attracted the interest of more sapient demons. This one wouldn’t stand under its own power for much longer, anyway, and he was actually surprised none of the wild staffshots, arcane spells, and alchemical bombs being hurled from the front of the Visage had yet destroyed it.
 

 
  Now Tanenbaum, the captain, and Reich stood on the flat ledge, the first space they had found that could hold a summoning circle, while the soldiers had piled into the tunnel behind them, which (according to the sign conveniently posted on the wall) led to a goblin warren. In theory this was just for the sake of space, but Tanenbaum suspected the captain preferred to keep these men confined in quarters from which they couldn’t flee. The fact that none of them had tried it already was even more surprising than the fact that none had fallen into the chasm or been struck by a stray lightning bolt.
 

 
  “Before you finish that,” Reich said pointedly, “are you going to tell us,
  
   finally,
  
  what that thing does?”
 

 
  Tanenbaum straightened up, holding out the bound crystal the Hand had given him, and glanced at the entrance.
 

 
  “Pretty sure the boys aren’t in earshot,” the captain said wryly. “I’ll tell you right now, though, we can’t keep going like this. Those nitwits are an inch from panicking, and I’ve got a hunch whatever you’re about to do isn’t gonna help.”
 

 
  The warlock sighed, and bounced the crystal once on his palm, then knelt to place it in the designated spot at the edge of the circle. “This is a summonstone. It carries the true name of a demon, along with specific instructions for it. By summoning the creature
  
   through
  
  this crystal, one brings it to this plane unbreakably bound to the terms outlined in the stone’s spell.”
 

 
  “I do say that sounds like a
  
   good
  
  idea, if one absolutely
  
   has
  
  to meddle with demons,” Reich remarked, now watching the circle warily. Its lines had begun to glow, signifying its activation. “Don’t you
  
   want
  
  them under control?”
 

 
  “It is the second worst way to summon a demon, after just letting them loose with no constraints whatsoever.” Tanenbaum stepped back from the circle, absently rubbing his palms against his trousers. “That stone can only encode very simple instructions, and only of a few types, and it precludes placing any
  
   other
  
  binding or agreement on its target while its terms are not yet fulfilled. You bring a demon to this world bound to complete a single task, in other words. Once that is done, it is completely out of anyone’s control.”
 

 
  “Oh.”
 

 
  That was as much time as they had for conversation before the summons completed. Unlike a more typical summoning, it came all at once when it finally discharged. A column of orange light blazed up from the circle, forcing them to look away, and when it receded seconds later, a figure stood in the middle.
 

 
  A lean, alabaster-skinned figure with wings and a tail, and devastatingly handsome features.
 

 
  “Greetings, and my apologies for the abrupt summons,” Tanenbaum said politely as the incubus turned in a circle, staring at his surroundings. It always paid to be polite to these creatures, even beyond his belief that politeness was an absolute virtue in and of itself. It might not help, but the lack of it invariably harmed; children of Vanislaas
  
   always
  
  carried grudges if they felt slighted. “This is a complicated situation, and I am truly sorry to have placed you in this position. Rest assured, it was not my idea—or that of anyone present. If you can see your way to cooperating with us beyond the strictures…”
 

 
  He trailed off, bemused, as the incubus literally collapsed in laughter. Clutching his midsection, the demon doubled over, and then actually slumped to the ground and began rolling on his own wings, howling in mirth and thumping the stone floor with a fist.
 

 
  “So…” Lorelin drawled, having to raise her voice slightly above the noise. “That summonstone was keyed to this
  
   specific
  
  fellow’s name?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Tanenbaum replied, till frowning in puzzlement at the cackling incubus.
 

 
  “Would you care to venture a guess why our benefactor wanted, in particular, a crazy one?”
 

 
  “Misery loves company?” the captain suggested.
 

 
  Tanenbaum cleared his throat pointedly. “I don’t think there’s any call to speak harshly of anyone—present, or not. It is often not
  
   wise
  
  to give offense. Especially—”
 

 
  “Now, now!” Quite abruptly, the incubus broke off laughing and vaulted upright, though he still grinned at them with a wild glee which any warlock would shudder to see on the face of one of his kind. Vanislaads were only
  
   that
  
  happy when they’d found a way to unleash absolutely maximum havoc. “Let’s nobody get all worked up on
  
   my
  
  account! Rest assured, my dear saucy tarts, I have thick skin. So! You have summoned Rowe, and now here he is.” He bowed gracefully, flaring his wings until they sparked against the edges of the containment circle. “Just what the hell are you little muffins up to?”
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  Darius had to help Trissiny tug the warehouse door shut; it opened outward in exactly the wrong direction, and the wind had immediately seized and slammed it against the wall. By the time they had wrestled it closed, both were utterly drenched.
 

 
  “The Archmage was
  
   not
  
  kidding about this storm!” he said cheerfully, shaking water from his hands. “Raining sideways is right. So what’re we gonna do, then? Right now all we know is there are renegade cultists, and the Archpope is probably behind ’em.”
 

 
  “It would seem the most obvious course would be to wait out the weather,” Layla said, opening the unfastened lid of a nearby crate. “It’s not as if we can scout in this… Ah, textiles! Splendid, something you two can towel off with.”
 

 
  “Get outta there,” Tallie ordered. “That’s somebody’s livelihood you’re screwing around with.”
 

 
  “Tallie, we’re
  
   thieves,”
  
  Layla said, giving her a long look. “And we’re already breaking and entering.”
 

 
  “Nah, Bossypants is right,” Darius interjected. “We’re Eserites, not bandits; don’t take stuff from people we don’t know deserve it. A little water won’t kill us.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how long we can afford to wait, either,” Trissiny added. “If what’s happening here is
  
   urgent,
  
  the storm actually provides excellent cover to begin moving. Punaji like storms, but even most of them won’t be out in the streets in a blow-down like this. By the same token, our enemy may also be acting under cover of the weather.”
 

 
  “That still leaves us with the problem of gathering info in that racket,” Darius replied, and was punctuated by a helpful thunderclap.
 

 
  “I think Schwartz has an idea?” Tallie pointed out.
 

 
  The group had materialized in a half-filled warehouse that was dim almost to the point of darkness, with little natural light thanks to the storm and no lit fairy lamps. A small light had appeared now, though, courtesy of Schwartz, who had evidently begun work as soon as they’d arrived. He had constructed a tiny altar in the cleared space in the middle of the floor, consisting of little more than a piece of stone upon which he had set and now carefully lit a small candle. The group edged closer, leaning forward to stare at the witch’s work without crowding him. Schwartz gave a handful of feathers to Meesie, who set about scampering around the altar laying them down in a careful arrangement forming a kind of spell circle, while Schwartz himself sat back on his haunches, busily scribbling on a narrow strip of parchment with an incongruously modern fountain pen.
 

 
  “Amazing all the stuff he’s got in those robes,” Darius stage whispered.
 

 
  “Shh!” Layla elbowed him, then grimaced and rubbed at the wet patch created on her own arm.
 

 
  Ignoring them for the moment, Schwartz finished his writing just as Meesie completed her feather diagram and scurried back up him to her customary perch on his shoulder. The witch carefully held his parchment over the candle flame, dipping just the corner into the tiny fire.
 

 
  Immediately, the whole thing went up in a rush of sparks, causing him to jerk his fingers back. The candle was snuffed out by the reaction, the plume of smoke this caused mingling with the ashes of the parchment and rising upward far more energetically than was normal. They all tilted their heads back to watch the small cloud separate into streamers above them, each of which zipped away toward the windows lining the walls just below the ceiling, where they slipped out into the storm through tiny cracks where the panes didn’t fit exactly.
 

 
  “Well?” Darius said pointedly. “We’re in suspense, here, buddy.”
 

 
  “A while back I got some really good advice,” Schwartz said, beginning to pick up the feathers and tuck them inside one of his wide sleeves. “A smart old lady told me, among other things, to start equipping myself with aggressive kinds of magic. I’ve always been a bit of a bookworm, you see. More into research than adventure.”
 

 
  “Surely you jest,” Layla said sweetly, earning annoyed glances from Tallie and Trissiny (and Meesie). Schwartz just continued, unperturbed.
 

 
  “Well, I got to thinking, and it seems the Avenists are always harping on about war being ninety percent strategy and ten percent actual violence, right?”
 

 
  “Avenist doctrine doesn’t break it into
  
   percents,”
  
  Trissiny said dryly, “but the sentiment is close enough.”
 

 
  “Right. It put me in mind of a time in Vrin Shai where I… Where my group was stuck basically twiddling their thumbs while I tried to gather information from, y’know, oracular sources. The general way fae magic is good for. It took an awful long time and it was terribly imprecise… So! Since then I’ve set about working on that blind spot! That’s the thing that drew me to the fae craft in the first place—my dad was an arcanist, you know. But in witchcraft, it’s all connections and friendships with fairy beings. Power’s about who you know and how much they like you. It rewards being
  
   nice.”
  
 

 
  “Nice people and good people are two very distinct categories,” Layla said quietly.
 

 
  “Yeah, I discovered that pretty early on.” Schwartz had finished gathering and putting away his reagents, and now straightened up a little stiffly. “But anyway. In the last few months I’ve been working on getting on good terms with a fairy whom I’ve just called for help. He’s
  
   really
  
  good with information, if he wants to be. We’re not exactly
  
   close,
  
  yet, and this is the first time I’ve actually asked him for anything, so I guess we’ll see… But I have a feeling he’ll help us! This is a textbook adventure we’re in, and sylphs
  
   love
  
  those.”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” Darius exclaimed backing away. “I’m not the witch here, but aren’t sylphs sort of… Notoriously
  
   dangerous?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, yes, extremely,” Schwartz replied, while Meesie nodded earnest agreement. “So for heaven’s sake be
  
   polite
  
  to—”
 

 
  One of the upper windows shattered, admitting a blast of wind and rain, and a streak of silver feathers and fangs that dived straight for Schwartz with a chilling scream.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Nandi bolted straight up out of her chair, turning to face the staircase up to the battlements. The surrounding Punaji all swiveled to stare in bemusement at the sudden motion, but her squadmates came to their feet in unison, drawing weapons.
 

 
  “Shahai?” Ephanie demanded.
 

 
  “The walls are under attack!” Nandi declared, her eyebrows drawing together in concentration. “I hear fighting above—no, not fighting, voices and people falling… They’re coming this way!”
 

 
  
   “Who
  
  is?” Lieutenant Laghari asked, picking up a battlestaff from the nearest weapons rack. This was a barracks, not an armory, but the troopers present kept their personal armaments close at hand.
 

 
  “I don’t know, but the wall guards are falling quickly,” Nandi said urgently. “With very little struggle, which means magic at work. People are—they’re in the stairwell!”
 

 
  Laghari and Ephanie both barked orders at once. Squad One snatched up shields and lances and planted themselves in a defensive line across the center of the room while the Punaji soldiers swiftly tipped up tables to create improvised barricades, grabbing firearms and huddling behind them.
 

 
  In the resulting tumult, the sound of something bouncing down the stairs was totally obscured, but with everyone’s attention on the entrance, the small object’s arrival was immediately seen. Spinning to fast to be studied closely, it was white and about the size of an apple; the thing ricocheted off the edge of the doorway and tumbled straight for the hastily-erected defenses.
 

 
  
   “Bomb!”
  
  one of the Punaji shouted, and they all ducked behind their tables while the Legionnaires dropped to their knees, huddling as much behind their shields as possible. Nandi, the only priest among them threw up a wall of golden light across the room in front of them. Stretched so thin, it would assuredly crumble under the first blow, but that was still standard procedure against explosive attack; even a fragile shield could blunt the initial blast enough to save the troops behind it.
 

 
  And had the thing been a bomb, it might have worked.
 

 
  It didn’t explode or even flash; only the faintest distortion appeared in the air around it as it arced toward Nandi’s shield, as if it were suddenly putting off great heat. An instant before it struck the wall of light, a thin, piercing whine spiked straight through everyone’s eardrums, completely uninhibited by the shield.
 

 
  Soldiers collapsed, most crying out and several vomiting, behind their wooden barriers. Two staves were accidentally discharged, the ordinarily deafening sound of lightning in an enclosed space going unnoticed around the noise bearing everyone to the ground.
 

 
  The Legionnaires fared no better, their shield wall collapsing instantly. Nandi screamed in anguish, dropping her lance and shield to pitch over backward, clutching at her head. Everyone in the room was brought down by sheer pain. The few who bore up against it well enough to retain some spine had little better luck. Laghari and Ephanie both caught themselves before falling completely prone, and tried to call for order, immediately discovering that their voices were completely silent, even to themselves. Nothing could be heard except the excruciating whine.
 

 
  In addition to the pain, it caused disorientation and nausea that made several of the victims present empty their stomachs and prevented any of them from so much as straightening up. Ephanie tried and staggered drunkenly, barely catching herself on the edge of the nearest table.
 

 
  Farah keeled over backward, then rolled on top of Nandi and took her hands away from her own head to help cover the elf’s ears; Nandi had curled herself into a ball and was twitching with silent sobs. Merry, losing her lance, had got her hands on someone’s dropped battlestaff and managed to flop down atop her own shield with the weapon aiming in the general direction of the door. The dizziness was not lessened by being stretched out on the floor, and it was all she could do to line up a shot at that general end of the room.
 

 
  At the first flicker of movement she fired, the lightning bolt seeming soundless to them and blasting a futile crater in the wall a full yard distant from the door itself. All she accomplished was to warn the person coming in.
 

 
  None of them were coherent enough to get a close look at the object which peeked around the corner at about chest height before it fired in Merry’s general direction.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were not quite fast enough to prevent an alarm from sounding. Quickly silenced as it was, the damage was done, and soldiers upon the upper towers of the Rock itself leveled staves and opened fire upon the cyborgs emerging from the north gatehouse.
 

 
  Ayuvesh strode, unconcerned, out into the rain pounding the courtyard. Lightning flashed, gouging rents in the flagstones and sparking harmlessly against his personal shield and those of his comrades. Let them burn through their power crystals; these deflectors were of a make like nothing the Punaji had ever seen. If they were expecting to wear them down with continuous fire as one could a standard arcane shield charm, they would be frustrated.
 

 
  The counter-fire did not last long, anyway, as each sparking battlestaff only presented a target. Members of the Order took aim with blasters and the air was filled with the shrill whine of the sonic weapons—harmless to their wielders, thanks to enhancements he had been certain to make to all of their installed machine systems. The effect of sonic blasters would be inhibited by the solid stone walls of the Rock, but battlements and arrow loops would offer little protection from sound waves. One by one, the firing staves halted as their owners were incapacitated.
 

 
  Fortunate that his foresight had demanded they all install the protection against sonics before the Infinite Elixir had suddenly dried up, forcing him to make this extremely risky gambit. But no, he corrected himself inwardly, there was no fortune. There was only
  
   will,
  
  and his was stronger.
 

 
  “South gatehouse is contained,” one of his comrades reported, the voice sounding in Ayuvesh’s artificial ear. “They actually got into fighting position, but didn’t stand up to the blasters.”
 

 
  “Don’t get careless,” another warned. “There’ll be more troops below, out of range of the weapons.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh turned to face Shankri, and tilted his head back toward the southern gatehouse. “Try to get inside from the ground floor and sweep upward with your group; meet in the middle. You mustn’t let them secure a position inside the gatehouse.”
 

 
  “Yes, Leader,” she replied, bowing, then turned and dashed for the small door at the side. The four assigned to accompany her, having heard, followed without comment, all carrying sonic blasters.
 

 
  Of all the Order present, only Ayuvesh himself was without one.
 

 
  “Come,” he ordered, striding forward toward the inner gates of the Rock itself. “We must not give them time to organize.”
 

 
  Staff fire had completely ceased by then; at his side, Gupter switched his arm attachment from a standard hand to a cutting tool, against which the fortress door would hold for seconds at the most.
 

 
  “Spread out when we are inside,” Ayuvesh ordered. “Fan as widely as you can, neutralize everyone you see. No looting, and do not harm fallen foes. Keep moving through the fortress in small groups and stay in touch. Notify me at
  
   once
  
  when you find the King. Only then will we be able to end this.”
 

 
  It was one thing for a person to test his will against the universe itself. Tonight, the will of the Infinite Order would come against that of a king and a nation.
 

 
  And what would be, would be.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Wait, wait, wait!” Schwartz cried shrilly—to Trissiny, who had burst alight with a golden glow and whipped out her sword. He didn’t seem at all perturbed about the great sinuous beast which had coiled itself around him. While she had taken a threatening step forward, the other apprentices had judiciously retreated. Atop Schwartz’s head, Meesie mimicked his posture, frantically holding up her tiny palms and squeaking at Trissiny. “It’s all right! He’s a friend! Everything’s fine.”
 

 
  “You’re…sure,” she said warily, but lowered her sword. Schwartz was fully encased in serpentine coils, but not constricted—and in fact, as she took a careful step back, the sylph continued moving, loosening his encirclement to give Schwartz more space and fixing a stare on the paladin.
 

 
  “I’m quite sure, trust me. That was a heck of an entrance, Rad,” he added, the sylph having unwound himself to a position bringing his head adjacent to Schwartz’s. “You scared everybody half to death.”
 

 
  “Mmm. Just half? All is well, then.” The voice might have been human, albeit rather high-pitched for a male.
 

 
  “Everyone, this is my friend, Aradeus the Noble.” Schwartz actually reached out to pat the sylph’s neck, smiling reassuringly. “Rad, these are my
  
   other
  
  friends. Layla and Darius Sakhavenid, Tallie… I’m sorry, I don’t know your last name.”
 

 
  “That’s how I like it,” she replied warily, eyes still on the sylph.
 

 
  “And, of course, Trissiny Avelea, the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “An honor!” Aradeus gracefully slid out from around Schwartz, spread his wings, and executed a strangely courtly bow, dipping his head and tucking one foot momentarily behind the other.
 

 
  He was the strangest combination of snake, bird, and dog in appearance. Fully twelve feet long from nose to tail, his whole body was sinuous and lean, covered in silvery fur which ruffled constantly, more than the wind blowing in from the window he’d broken could account for. His wings were feathered, the plumes oddly crystalline in appearance, and banded in bright colors like a macaws; directly below them he had two long, stork-like legs, ending in huge, glittering talons. The sylph’s head looked canine, though tipped with two birdlike nostrils instead of a wet little nose, and he had blade-shaped ears twice the length of his skull.
 

 
  Aradeus smiled at them, which may have been intended as a pleasant expression. His long rows of needle-sharp silver teeth just made it unnerving.
 

 
  “Let’s see,” the sylph mused, turning and stepping over toward Layla with a mincing gait that suited a wading bird. He paused when Darius edged in front of her, and folded his wings back along his sinuous body. “Mmm, young nobles. Of House Sakhavenid! You are a long way from home.”
 

 
  “You’re aware of our House?” Layla asked in surprise, peeking around Darius’s shoulder.
 

 
  “Not until just now.” Aradeus seemed to have lost interest already, turning and approaching Tallie, who held her ground. For the most part he kept his neck—or at least the long portion of his body between his wings and head—arched upright to bring his eyes to about human level, but he lowered it now to sniff at her midsection.
 

 
  “Excuse you?” she exclaimed.
 

 
  “Now, Tallie,” Schwartz said nervously.
 

 
  “Mmmm. Circus folk. An acrobat? How excellent!” Aradeus straightened up to grin at her. “I like performers. Such a sense of fun!”
 

 
  “Well, thanks, I guess…”
 

 
  The sylph had moved on by then. Trissiny carefully slid her sword back into its sheath, watching quizzically as Aradeus stepped over and sniffed all up and down her form.
 

 
  “Find what you were looking for?” she finally asked after the third round of this.
 

 
  “Mmm, how
  
   fascinating!”
  
  He straightened again, showing her all his teeth. “Avenist, Eserite, human, elf. And what diverse friends you have! Avei is branching out, it seems. Herschel, you didn’t tell me you—” Twisting his head around to look at Schwartz, he suddenly broke off. “Oh. Oh, I
  
   see.
  
  You don’t know, yet.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” Darius interjected. “Is there something
  
   else
  
  you need to tell us, Trissiny?”
 

 
  “No, no, no secrets,” Aradeus assured him, twisting his neck fully into a position that looked very uncomfortable. “She doesn’t know yet, either. Not my place to say, you’ll find out in time, no doubt. Or perhaps not. Mmmm. And you call me here without an offering, Herschel? Presumptuous.” The sylph straightened his neck, turning to prance back toward Schwartz and lowering his head as he came. “You have always been so well-mannered, too.”
 

 
  Meesie sat upright in Schwartz’s hair, waving and squeaking brightly. Aradeus paused in his approach to grin up at her.
 

 
  “Hey, there, cutie. I missed you, too.”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  sorry to call so abruptly, Rad,” Schwartz said, himself wearing a grin now. Oddly enough, in the presence of one of the most infamously unpredictable and violent types of fairy, he seemed more at ease than ever. “But I thought you might get a kick out of this, and we could definitely use your help. The short version is we’re chasing renegades from various cults of the Universal Church, and all we know is they’re attacking Puna Dara. Which would be interesting enough on its own, but right now the city’s being pounded by a sudden storm sent specifically by Naphthene. What do you think?” His grin widened. “Sound like fun?”
 

 
  “Mmmmmmmmmm.” Aradeus emitted a long hum, tilting his head and twitching both his ears. Though apparently rigid along their length, they swiveled where they attached to the skull, and he used them as expressively as a horse. “It’s a very good storm. Hers are always the best ones. Interesting, I’ll give you that. It’s not running from Athan’Khar monsters, but you
  
   do
  
  keep yourself entertained, don’t you?”
 

 
  “You
  
   actually
  
  did that?” Darius scoffed.
 

 
  Schwartz shrugged and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Why doesn’t
  
   anyone
  
  believe me about that?”
 

 
  “Mmm. I will not fight, here, I think,” Aradeus mused. Turning away from Schwartz, he began pacing in a circle, head upraised, sniffing the air steadily as he went. “There is no evil here…just humans struggling over human concerns. Not my business. There
  
   was
  
  a succubus, quite recently. She’s gone, though. Alas, no evil is left to chase.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  good, isn’t it?” Layla said. “The last thing we need to deal with is a
  
   succubus.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, but they’re
  
   such
  
  fun!” the sylph crooned, swiveling his head to grin directly at her. “So clever!
  
   Excellent
  
  hunting.”
 

 
  “And it’s not necessarily good that she’s gone,” Trissiny added, frowning. “If a Vanislaad has been here and left, that usually means they’ve accomplished whatever they were trying to do. Which is
  
   always
  
  trouble of the worst kind.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes!” Aradeus turned his eyes on her, grinning widely. “Oh, yes. Mmmm. Yes, I don’t mind helping you, this is a
  
   most
  
  entertaining hunt. There are no Pantheon cultists here for you to chase, oh no. Very different cultists, men and women of machine and ancient lore. They do not answer to your enemy, but have been manipulated by him. Encouraged, and used. The succubus let them into the palace, the Rock. Even now, they close upon the Crown.” He raised his head, sniffing the air again. “Mmmm. A most curious battle. They fight with…sound, yes. Weapons that strike the ear. Painful, but not lethal. A strangely bloodless coup. The Punaji have no defense against this.”
 

 
  “Shit
  
   fire,”
  
  Darius whispered.
 

 
  “How can you
  
   tell
  
  all this?” Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “Sylphs can smell anything,” Schwartz said, stepping up and patting Aradeus on the back of the neck. Humming softly in pleasure, the sylph arched into the touch, and the witch ruffled his fur affectionately. “It’s not like elves, who just have more acute senses. Aradeus can scent whatever the wind has witnessed. If he says he smells sound weapons, then that’s what it is.”
 

 
  “This succubus,” Trissiny said, narrowing her eyes. “Does she work for the Archpope?”
 

 
  “For
  
   now.”
  
  Aradeus gave her a small grin, the faint light glittering along his silver teeth. “Under duress, of course. A succubus, elves…a
  
   dragon.
  
  What an interesting Archpope, this one. Mmm. Strange company, for such as him to keep.”
 

 
  “Well, that answers the question of timing, anyway,” Trissiny stated, turning to the others. “The King is under attack
  
   now.
  
  We have to move.”
 

 
  “How?” Layla asked skeptically. “How are
  
   we
  
  going to fight sound-based weapons that apparently took out the whole Punaji army?”
 

 
  “You’re not a soldier,” Tallie said. “Don’t try to think like one. You’re a
  
   thief.
  
  Weapons are no use if they never even get pointed at you. We’ve got a paladin and a witch to draw their attention.
  
   We
  
  operate best in the shadows.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Trissiny said, nodding. “I like it so far. What’s your idea, Tallie?”
 

 
  Suddenly put on the spot, Tallie froze for a moment. Just a moment, though, then she swallowed. “Uh, well… Okay. What is it we need to
  
   accomplish,
  
  here? We’re saving the Punaji government, right?”
 

 
  “That seems more or less the sum of it,” Schwartz agreed. “We came here to oppose whatever Justinian has set in motion. If he wants Rajakhan to fall, we want him to win.”
 

 
  “Right. Then… There’s the military solution, where we take out the people attacking them.”
 

 
  “Unlikely,” Aradeus commented. “Mmmm. Forty- three of them, spreading through the palace. Humans augmented with machine parts, carrying shields and weapons of ancient design. Mmm. Hershel and Trissiny, either, are more than a match for a handful at a time. But hunting them down would take you too long. And if you got them all to gather… Even a Hand of Avei might be pressed.”
 

 
  “You are a
  
   very
  
  helpful fairy,” Tallie told him.
 

 
  “Yes, I am. And you are a very interesting human!”
 

 
  “Thanks, I try. Well, that leaves the other solution: we get the King out of the palace, somehow. Finding and extracting someone isn’t
  
   exactly
  
  a thiefly skill, but it’s closer to up our alley.”
 

 
  “There is more help coming,” Aradeus said suddenly, raising his nose to the air again and inhaling. “Mmm… Yes. Help.
  
   Good
  
  help… Enough to crush the metal men!”
 

 
  Tallie threw up her hands. “Okay, never mind! Back to Plan A, I guess.”
 

 
  “No, wait a moment,” Trissiny said slowly. “Aradeus, do the invaders have control of the fortress gates?”
 

 
  “Mmm, well spotted. Yes, they have. One they used to enter, the other they overtook. Stopping the soldiers inside from helping their king, mmm.”
 

 
  “How many gates
  
   are
  
  there?” Layla asked.
 

 
  “Two,” said Trissiny, “at right angles, flanking the western corner tower.”
 

 
  “I thought you’d never been here before,” said Darius, frowning at her.
 

 
  “I haven’t, but the Rock is one of the most impregnable fortresses on this continent; you’d better believe they made me study it back in Viridill. Tallie’s plan is still our best bet. We hit the gates; Schwartz and I will draw their attention while you get the doors open.”
 

 
  
   “How.”
  
  Tallie’s voice dripped with so much skepticism it was barely a question.
 

 
  Trissiny actually grinned at her. “Each gatehouse has a side door, just the kind of thing a thief can breach. I’ll walk you through it on the way.”
 

 
  “Mmmm. They entered through the north gatehouse,” Aradeus added, again sniffing the air. “Mm. Yes. That door is not secured…yet. These are not military people, nor planning to hold the fortress; they are after the King. Not expecting to be attacked from behind, and overconfident in their weapons. You can get in the same way they did.”
 

 
  “And once you’ve opened the gates,” Trissiny said, nodding, “the rest of these reinforcements will aid us in taking back the fortress. Who, exactly, is coming?” she added, turning to Aradeus.
 

 
  “Mmmm, that is the best part,” he said, giving her a huge grin. “People you know… Know
  
   very
  
  well. But you will need to hold that gate open for them, Trissiny, Hand of Avei. Mmm, yes. They are going to be
  
   delayed.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The appeared in a harbor warehouse, with the storm pounding against its walls and the windows rattling under its fury. The Avatar had teleported them so abruptly the group lost seconds to sheer disorientation. Then, they reflexively clustered together, even Fross darting to hover above the center of their formation.
 

 
  They were not alone.
 

 
  This particular warehouse was clearly serving as a living space; there were rows of beds and other furniture marking of a sleeping area to one side, as well as other sections delineated by cheap wooden dividers or simply the furniture within to indicate its purpose. A makeshift kitchen and armory were apparent at a glance, but the group didn’t bother to study the rest in more detail, being more concerned with the people present.
 

 
  The warehouse was packed with people sheltering from the storm. A surprising number of them were armed, with swords, wands and staves. Milady, Principia, and the students landed right in the center of the space, directly in front of a makeshift dais made by stacked crates, upon which a man had been clearly in the middle of giving a speech. He gaped at them, arms still upraised in an interrupted gesticulation.
 

 
  After a shocked moment, every weapon in the place was pointed at them.
 

 
  “Identify yourselves!” the man on the platform finally commanded, regathering his poise.
 

 
  “Uh…how ’bout you first?” Gabriel suggested.
 

 
  “This is
  
   our
  
  home, and
  
   you
  
  are the intruders, here.” The speaker was regaining equilibrium by the moment, and now leveled a finger at them dramatically. “You trespass upon the domain of the Infinite Order!”
 

 
  A short silence fell.
 

 
  “You
  
   cannot
  
  be serious,” Milady finally said with a sigh.
 

 
  “So
  
   help
  
  me,” Ruda growled, “I am going to
  
   find
  
  a way to get back down there and kill that
  
   fucking
  
  purple glowshroom.”
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  “And herrrrre we are, my little lollipops!” Rowe spun to face them and flared his wings dramatically, sketching a bow. “I present to you: the rear entrance of the Grim Visage!”
 

 
  Tanenbaum and Reich inched warily toward him, craning their necks to peer around at the vista he indicated.
 

 
  “All the way down there,” the priestess said resignedly.
 

 
  “Well, you can’t deny it’s a hell of a view!” Rowe said merrily. His ebullient good cheer hadn’t diminished since they’d summoned him, which was beginning to make Tanenbaum nervous. Vanislaads were great ones for not letting on what they were really thinking, so odds were it was all an act, but still. A child of Vanislaas in
  
   this
  
  good a mood boded ill for…well, everyone.
 

 
  The Visage itself was still shrouded in his Fog of War, obscuring a band of space around the great central structure which covered its entrances and windows. It was easy enough to tell where the back door had to be, though; of the network of narrow stone bridges and tiny islands which arched unsupported over the seemingly infinite drop below, only one led straight to the rear of the Visage itself.
 

 
  “That’s gonna be a rough descent,” stated Cross, the House Dalkhaan guard captain accompanying them. Rowe made way for him as he came to the front of the group, kneeling to frown down at the path ahead. The incubus had led them through a series of tunnels and wall ledges to a vantage above the level of the Visage, which afforded them a very convenient—and terrifying—view. “Rough approach, rather. Lot of exposed space to travel, zero cover, awfully easy to fall off… No way in hell I’d try to lead men in an attack on that if the people inside weren’t behind that…cloud thing.” He glanced up at Tanenbaum. “You doing okay with that? Is it gonna hold up?”
 

 
  “That’s not hard,” the warlock replied, “don’t worry. Infernal spells don’t run out of power the way arcane ones do, so long as the caster can concentrate. This one I only need to touch up every few minutes, not channel it constantly, which is optimally efficient. It will hold until I’m shot, or fall asleep, or something along those lines.”
 

 
  “This grows more cheerful by the moment,” Reich muttered, glancing back at the troops. Immediately, she did a double-take. “Hey! Where are all the men?”
 

 
  Tanenbaum and Rowe turned to follow her stare, finding most of their contingent of guards absent. Only three remained, hanging back by the entrance where the tunnel through which they’d come opened out onto this ledge.
 

 
  “Sent ’em back,” Captain Cross replied, not looking up from his grim survey of the scene below. “They’re ordered to return to the main bridge and hold that position in case the students try to sortie.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   honestly
  
  expect that crew,
  
   unsupervised,
  
  to hold up against an attack?” Reich demanded scathingly.
 

 
  “No,” Cross said, his tone even, “I expect them to immediately desert and fuck off back up the stairs, those that don’t manage to fall in the chasm. I’ll deal with any survivors later, assuming I’m one too. The issue is the mission. We’re to try to apprehend rebellious college students, on narrow bridges over a drop straight to Hell—this would be a nightmare even if half those students weren’t magic and the other half nobles. Those galoots were nothing but a hindrance. Let’s face it, at the first sign of trouble, one would panic and start shooting, and then the rest would join in, and it’d be an absolute disaster. Best we could hope for at that point is to be among the dead and not have to face the aftermath.” He finally raised his eyes from studying the path to glance back at the three remaining troopers. “These I trust to follow orders and keep their heads.”
 

 
  Tanenbaum, Reich, and Rowe all stared at the soldiers, who stood just barely out of earshot of their low conversation, murmuring among themselves. Well, two of them were, the pair of gray-haired men who were clearly older than Cross—who himself was obviously past the customary age of retirement. The third and tallest was at least of fighting age, but not in fighting shape. Though big, his head was noticeably too small for his body, with tiny, close-set eyes and a jaw which hung perpetually open. At the moment, he was staring into space and picking his nose.
 

 
  “These,” Tanenbaum said flatly.
  
   “These
  
  are the cream of the crop.”
 

 
  Rowe cackled and slapped him on the back. “Well, it’s like they say! You go to war with the army you’ve got, not the army you want.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   that
  
  crop? Yes.” Cross turned back to the view, ignoring the incubus. “Steiner and Jafar may be long in the tooth, but they’re soldiers—I mean
  
   actual
  
  soldiers, who’ve served the Duchess as long as I have. Back in our day, there was actual training, and the House guard didn’t take just anybody. And Big Jim is… Well, he’s exactly what he looks like, but he’s good at following orders, and nothing makes him panic. Big, strong, and calm is what’s best for this mission, mark my words.”
 

 
  “Consider them marked,” Reich said with a sigh. “Well, since we’re here, does anybody have any ideas how we are actually going to apprehend these students? There are over sixty of them. Even if they choose to come along quietly, and they won’t, it’s a logistical nightmare. And disregarding the material threat the
  
   students
  
  represent, those professors are among the most dangerous people in the Empire.”
 

 
  “Ezzaniel won’t be terribly dangerous unless he gets close,” Tanenbaum murmured, rubbing his bearded chin with a thumb. “Yornhaldt and Harklund are highly skilled casters, the most immediate threat. Plus Rafe and Morvana.
  
   Never
  
  underestimate a versatile alchemist. I fear you are correct, Ms. Reich. I had hoped our…
  
   patron
  
  would have rejoined us by now. He’s the only one who has any idea what the plan is, here.”
 

 
  “I wonder,” she said quietly, “if that’s not giving him rather too much credit. Has it occurred to you, gentlemen, that since we’ve been brought here with specific forces in a specific situation which can’t really do anything
  
   except
  
  deploy offensive power against these civilians… Perhaps that is precisely what he intends?”
 

 
  “Hn,” Cross grunted. “You reckon so? Commit high treason or open fire on a bunch of kids.
  
   That’s
  
  a thinker. Can’t say I envy you two. Me, I’m old, I know I’ve served well, an’ I’d just as soon not linger to see House Dalkhaan wither away like I know it’s going to. If it comes time for an unwise act of conscience, I’d rather be able to give a good account for myself to Vidius than even my Emperor. For a couple of young career—hey!” He had turned his head again to look at them, but now straightened up, raising his staff, and stared around the ledge. “Where the
  
   hell
  
  is that demon?”
 

 
  Reich whirled, glancing about rapidly, and then whispered something very unladylike. The three soldiers were still lounging in the tunnel a few yards away, but there was no sign of Rowe anywhere.
 

 
  “Oh, he’s quite gone,” Tanenbaum said fatalistically. “The summonstone bound him to lead us to the back entrance of the Grim Visage. That done, he had no bindings and is a free incubus.”
 

 
  “Aren’t you supposed to be a warlock?” Reich exclaimed. “Couldn’t you have done
  
   anything?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, in fact.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “I could monitor his infernal presence while it was within range of my own aura, which I did, all the way up the tunnel after he decided to slither off. By this point he’s out of range, and I deemed it best to let him go. Captain Cross has the right of it.” He nodded to the captain. “At this point, it’s a question of who we do and do
  
   not
  
  want involved in this unfolding debacle, and an incubus is in the second category. Holding one of those creatures against their will is, itself, a fiendishly challenging prospect, and not a task I wish to undertake whilst trying to untangle the knot before us. He was bound to either try to escape or attack us, and since he chose the first option, I say let him go. Hopefully he will choose to make himself Tellwyrn’s problem and not ours.”
 

 
  
   “Hopefully!”
  
  Reich covered her face in her hands. “We’re going to die down here, aren’t we?”
 

 
  “I flatly refuse to do so,” Tanenbaum said firmly. “As to what we
  
   are
  
  going to do… Of that, I am less certain. But I don’t think the Hand is coming back any time soon, and the University people will already be probing at the Fog, assuming he was correct and they plan to escape through the rear. Whatever we’re going to do, we need to figure it out and be about it. Immediately.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What is it?” she demanded as he suddenly banked left, veering to the west. At that altitude and speed the wind was enough to silence any voice, but of course they both had acute senses further augmented by arcane means; she didn’t need to raise her tone. “Do you see the zeppelin?”
 

 
  “I see
  
   a
  
  zeppelin,” Zanzayed replied. His voice, high-pitched for the draconic depth and power it held in this form, required little help from her magic to be audible even with the air streaming past. “It’s the first we’ve encountered since we passed Madouris, so I dearly
  
   hope
  
  this is our quarry.” The dragon twisted his head up to grin at her sidelong. “Not that I don’t enjoy palling around with you like the old days, Arachne, but after a few millennia of practice sailing over the countryside loses much of its romance.”
 

 
  “We
  
   never
  
  palled around,” she snapped, lifting a hand to hold her spectacles by their frame. “You annoyed me and I kicked your ass, repeatedly, with minor variations. Lower your head so I can
  
   see,
  
  you clod.”
 

 
  He barked a noise which she had long since learned to recognize as a chuckle, though it tended to make other mortals faint—which was most of the reason he ever did it in mixed company.
 

 
  It had taken years of practice and fiddling around to discover the spectacles’ various properties, and she still couldn’t be sure she had them all down, but the binocular effect had been one of the first powers she had unlocked. It was particularly potent for her as these had been designed with human vision in mind; at their fullest magnification she could see the rings of Carrie when it was at the right place in the sky. The glasses’ magic interfaced neatly with the consciousness of the wearer, fortunately, enabling her to zoom in on a moving target even while riding another.
 

 
  The zeppelin ahead flew the Imperial flag, a silver gryphon on a black field. It was running no signal flags, however. The thrusters were going at full speed—all the thrusters, both the elemental wind tunnels and mechanical propellers. That was significant; no zeppelin pilot would burn through power crystals like that except in an emergency, and right now most of the fleet was doing exactly that over on the west coast to ferry typhoon relief. The only important things happening around the inner frontier, so far as she knew, were at her University. On its current heading the airship wasn’t heading for Last Rock, at least not directly. The course was right, though, if the pilot aimed to swing wide to the west and avoid Calderaas on the way to the Golden Sea.
 

 
  “Well?” Zanzayed asked impatiently. “You’d best be
  
   very
  
  sure that’s the right ship, Arachne. This is dicey enough business as it is, even with Vex’s go-ahead; there’ll be no end of hell to pay if I’m involved in attacking a Tiraan aircraft on legitimate Imperial business.”
 

 
  “Why, Zanza, you are getting downright cautious in your old age.”
 

 
  “You would be too if you were sharing a manor house with Puff. He can lecture for
  
   days
  
  on end! That is not an exaggeration.”
 

 
  “I know, I tried to steal a sword from him, once. Hush a moment, let me scry.”
 

 
  Thorough scrying required specialized equipment, of the sort that couldn’t feasibly be set up on a dragon’s back in flight. What she could manage with her own skills and her spectacles would be cursory at best, but not for nothing was she Arachne Tellwyrn.
 

 
  “It’s them,” she said two minutes later, a smile of predatory satisfaction creeping across her face.
 

 
  “You’re sure?” Zanzayed lifted his head again to give her a sidelong look, once more ruining her line of sight. “What method did you use?”
 

 
  “Simple: remote viewing and lip-reading. Not hard at all at this range.”
 

 
  He had started to lower his head again, but now jerked it back up to twist around fully and stare at her—incidentally causing him to begin drifting off-course to the north. “You can read lips?”
 

 
  “Zanzayed, I am three
  
   thousand
  
  years old. I can read lips, speak five dead languages, juggle, raise
  
   prize-winning
  
  pumpkins, weave a tapestry, and my mint chocolate souffle has been known to induce spontaneous orgasms. You pick things up left and right, just by living! That is, unless you devotedly do
  
   nothing
  
  with your life but chase skirts and devour hors d’oeurve.”
 

 
  “Mint chocolate souffle, eh? Now that’s a combination—”
 

 
  “Watch where you’re flying!”
 

 
  The airship was now close enough to be visible to the naked eye—hers and Zanzayed’s, anyway, not a human’s. They were not within range to be spotted unless the occupants happened to have a spyglass trained on their six o’clock. Not impossible, considering they were fleeing the Imperial capital in a stolen military vessel.
 

 
  Zanzayed lowered his head and straightened out his course, then began pumping his wings. He smoothly increased in both speed and altitude, gaining on the zeppelin and rising quickly above its crew’s field of view. Some models had observations posts on top, but this was an older troop transport, and would be blind to anything approaching from above its gas envelope.
 

 
  Below them, knobby hills interspersed with patchy forests and flattish stretches marked the no-man’s land where the mountains of Viridill, rolling hills of Calderaas, woodlands of the Green Belt and prairies around the Great Plains melted into each other. It wasn’t good farmland and had been largely ignored except by shepherds, even the elves retreating south over the last millennium as humanity carved roads and then Rail lines through this territory. This, actually, was the perfect place to intercept their target. It could have been problematic, bringing it down over inhabited country.
 

 
  “What’s the plan, then?” the dragon boomed, leveling off a good fifty yards above the ship and continuing to close in. “Remember,
  
   I’m
  
  just the transportation, here. Rebels or no, a representative of the Conclave can’t be torching Imperial interests.”
 

 
  “I have it well in hand, thank you. Bring me right above the airship.”
 

 
  “What does it look like I’m doing?” He gave her another amused look with one sapphire eye. “Say, the frames of those things are mostly wood, right? Have to be, metal is way too heavy. I wonder if you could polymorph the whole shebang, like you did to that ship in the Isles that one time? That was empty; I’ve always wondered what would happen if you ‘morphed something with a bunch of people inside.”
 

 
  “That was a high elven caravel, numbskull; you
  
   know
  
  those things are functionally living beings. Just because it’s mostly organic doesn’t mean you can
  
   polymorph
  
  it. You just concentrate on flying and let me do the tricky part. I need to dispatch these interlopers and get back to my campus, not indulge your horsing around!”
 

 
  He snorted a laugh, producing an actual puff of fire and smoke which quickly dissipated in the wind. They were right above the zeppelin by that point, and actually beginning to overtake it as Zanzayed did not lessen his speed. “I remember when you used to be
  
   fun,
  
  Arachne.”
 

 
  “I was amnesiac that day,” she said, and hurled herself off his back.
 

 
  Tellwyrn neatly straightened herself out, tucking her arms against her sides and shooting right at the zeppelin head-first. After a life as long and full of adventure as hers, one tended to pick up the knack of plummeting from the sky, what with one thing and another. Elven agility helped, but elven weight did not; the wind buffeted her about like a kite. This was just one of the reasons she heavily preferred trousers to skirts.
 

 
  Still, she had judged her jump to perfection, requiring only minimal course adjustments, and none needing magic. The zeppelin’s huge silvery bulk grew as she shot straight down toward its starboard edge, about a quarter of its length back from the nose.
 

 
  She spun herself around to fall feet-first and yanked one of her gold-hilted sabers out of the pocket dimension in which she kept it, swiftly reversing her grip and then raising it overhead in both hands.
 

 
  The blade pierced the fortified silk with satisfying ease. Tellwyrn’s momentum carried her down and dragged the sword through the outer envelope, leaving a long tear in her wake. She applied an efficient little charm to keep it in her grip (and keep it from yanking her arms off) when it snagged as it struck one of the long inner balloons of gas.
 

 
  That slowed her rapidly, though; even her downward velocity wasn’t enough keep her going, given her meager weight. The last thing she needed was to end up pinned to the side of this thing while it spewed gas and gradually drifted lower. Not with Zanzayed there, he’d never let her live it down. Tellwyrn lowered one hand from the sword to gesticulate downward, applying an invisible tether to the world itself to tug her toward the ground. She released it almost immediately, the boost of speed having done its work.
 

 
  A bit
  
   too
  
  well; she had to privately admit to misjudging that spell by a hair. Well, it wasn’t as if she executed
  
   this
  
  maneuver often. If there ever came a second try, she’d undoubtedly nail it perfectly. But at the moment, the pull wrenched her harder than she’d meant, and she lost her grip on the sword and went tumbling away from the side of the zeppelin.
 

 
  It was enough, though. The tear was made, and it didn’t have to be a large one.
 

 
  Tellwyrn went tumbling through space, allowing herself to be spun by momentum and the wind, gathering magic in her fist to execute a compound spell: a simple fireball enhanced with a few augmentations to make it fly straight and true for a much longer distance than they normally did.
 

 
  She was already well below the level of the zeppelin when she had it ready and her spin brought her around to face upward and at it. Tellwyrn extended a finger in a contemptuous gesture, and fired the prepared streak of flame unerringly into the rent she’d just gouged.
 

 
  In the next second her tumble had shifted it out of her field of view again, but she could hear the flames catch. And by that point she had more pressing concerns.
 

 
  Tellwyrn straightened out her fall, spreading her arms and legs to level herself out, facing the onrushing earth. Of course, Zanzayed could easily swoop in and catch her, but she knew him too well to expect that. He’d be far too amused watching her extricate herself from this situation.
 

 
  A straightforward featherweight spell wouldn’t do any good, given the momentum she’d built up. Instead, she formed an arcane shield around herself, then layered additional spells onto the blue sphere. Lines formed across its surface, and then the spaces between them flattened out, leaving her encased in a faceted shape with numerous hexagonal faces. She poured energy into them, and the facets began blazing to life, directing pure kinetic force.
 

 
  This was tricky; she’d just made this up on the fly—literally. Well, she had at least half a minute to practice.
 

 
  Tellwyrn got the hang of it quite quickly, beaming force from multiple facets in a balanced pattern to first stabilize and control her descent, and then project more powerful beams straight downward against her velocity. It was just like walking a tightrope, really, a trivial feat for any elf. In fact, it was her own main column of energy that posed the real challenge, not the actual fall; balancing atop a pillar of force while gradually lessening it as she descended was an order of magnitude more complex than balancing atop a lamp post blindfolded, drunk, and with a monkey scampering around her shoulders.
 

 
  Now,
  
   that
  
  had been a hell of a solstice party.
 

 
  By the time she came within five yards of the ground she was drifting practically like a leaf, and had diminished the main thrust surface down to nothing, only exerting force through the facets keeping her bubble upright. This really was a horribly inefficient spell; rarely had she bled off so much raw power so quickly. It sure was fun, though.
 

 
  Finally, she dropped the bubble entirely and fell the rest of the way.
 

 
  Going down at an angle, she hit the ground in a slide, rolled to her feet, and began casually brushing mud off her clothes.
 

 
  Behind her, the zeppelin, now entirely consumed with by flame, crashed to the earth. Lucky the whole area was visibly soggy from recent rain; that thing was still likely to cause a few fires.
 

 
  Oh, well.
 

 
  Zanzayed came down almost on top of her, at which she didn’t bat an eye. As expected, he transformed at the last possible moment
  
   and
  
  applied a much simpler levitation spell than she had used, floating the rest of the way down in a dramatic pose that emphasized the fluttering of his preposterously ornate robes.
 

 
  The dragon opened his mouth to speak, but Tellwyrn forestalled him with an upraised hand. Then she stepped to the side, and held out her arm.
 

 
  Her sword shot out of the sky like a missile, its handle slapping neatly into her palm. She had, obviously, applied a charm to prevent the pulverizing damage that
  
   should
  
  have caused, but it still hit with enough momentum to spin her completely around. She pivoted neatly on the ball of her foot, twirling the saber and then sheathing it in its extradimensional scabbard.
 

 
  “I knew the dwarf who first designed those things, you know,” she stated primly. “We were drinking buddies. Once the early ones went into production, I
  
   told
  
  them to fill the damn things with helium. But
  
   nooo,
  
  nobody listens to the millennia-old archmage. Helium is
  
   expensive.
  
  Helium requires arduous mining, or complex transmutation, but you can park a college student on a riverbank with an alchemy set and have ’em distill hydrogen right out of the water for pennies an hour. And look what happens! I’ll bet even
  
   this
  
  doesn’t convince them to start using the non-flammable gas.”
 

 
  “No bet,” he said dryly. “And speaking of unnecessary volatility, just off the top of my blue head I can think of
  
   eight
  
  simple spells you could have cast to obliterate that thing without so much as standing up. Do you just make a point of plunging to your doom every so often because it amuses you to watch doom panic when it sees you coming?”
 

 
  “I remember when you used to be
  
   fun,
  
  Zanza,” she said, grinning.
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” he retorted petulantly. “Well, that’s
  
   that
  
  taken care of, anyway. Why do our dates always end with something on fire?”
 

 
  “I guess we’re not too old to go dancing after all,” Tellwyrn replied. “Thanks for the lift, Zanza. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a bit more treason to commit today.”
 

 
  
   “Nothing
  
  in moderation with you, as always.”
 

 
  She smirked, winked, and vanished, the tiny
  
   pop
  
  of displacement fully drowned out by the ongoing destruction of the zeppelin nearby.
 

 
  Zanzayed shook his head and turned to study the inferno, and the rapidly-disintegrating structure of the airship within it. Then he snorted loudly and shook his head.
 

 
  “Well! At least the day wasn’t wasted. Now I can
  
   properly
  
  rub Razzavinax’s nose in it. The temerity, calling my marshmallow conjuration charm indulgent and pointless. Once again, Zanzayed laughs last!”
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  The whine of the device was barely even a sound; it was more a thing that snuffed out all other sounds. Like a constant high bell tone somewhere deeper inside her skull than her ears, it blocked anything from the range of normal hearing. To say nothing of what it did to
  
   her;
  
  the constant pressure in her head kept her dizzy and disoriented. The room seemed to be tilting this way and that, like the deck of a ship in a storm.
 

 
  Casey had landed on her back, and now laboriously rolled over to her side—where she immediately had to stop, squeezing her eyes shut and concentrating on not vomiting. She could discern by smell alone that several others had lost that battle, which didn’t help hers at all, but after long seconds, she forced the sensation down again. At least, far enough down that she felt she could risk opening her eyes.
 

 
  The room continued to spin and sway in that awful, piercing silence, but she focused through it. Two of the machine-people were now present; one was holding up that white sphere which had been bounced down the stairs and started all this. They were talking—at least, they were facing each other and their mouths were moving. Insultingly, they seemed to have no interest at all in the Legionnaires and Punaji soldiers. Well, the arrogance was not unwarranted; their evil little gadget did its work exceptionally well.
 

 
  One of them was holding…a weapon? It had to be, that thing had been poked into the room and fired at Merry—who was now curled up in a fetal position, twitching. Nothing had visibly emerged from it, but if it used sound like the scream grenade… She couldn’t tell what it was made of, the surface being white and glossy like porcelain, which would be absurd. It had a handle and odd little protrusions, and Casey’s vision swam too much to pick out more details than that.
 

 
  Her arm hurt. Somehow, she’d got it pinned under her shield, which she had just rolled the rest of her weight onto. Oddly enough, the pain helped her focus. One of the Punaji troopers had fallen across her legs and was moving feebly. That had to have been after she rolled over, but she hadn’t noticed it happening. It was so hard to think.
 

 
  Someone had to
  
   do
  
  something. None of them could act, though; they couldn’t even move.
 

 
  Casey blinked, twice, then squeezed her eyes shut. Then opened them, fixing her stare on the white sound-bomb. She focused as hard as she was able, ignoring the heaving of the barracks around her. Yes… It had a black stripe around the middle and a blinking green light in that. Staring at a fixed point, she could calm the heaving of her stomach and brain. But what
  
   good
  
  was that? She still couldn’t move, or it would all start again.
 

 
  And there was only one way to fight back without moving.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   The smell in the sickroom was horrific, a melange of sweat, human waste, strong soap, and pure rot, complicated but not at all suppressed by the scent of the flowers and herbs placed there to counter it. Both of the Elwick children were held by their father, one of his strong hands firmly upon each of their shoulders. He hadn’t grabbed Casey until she had made an abortive move for the door; Andy he had held even before they entered, and his grip was the only thing keeping him.
  
 

 
  
   “That’s what cancer looks like,” their father said quietly, inexorably. “Close to the end, now. Once it gets into the bones…there’s not a thing any healer in the world can do. Not one thing. Your own body just eats itself. Ain’t any more painful way to die. It’s like being burned alive, ‘cept it takes years instead of seconds.”
  
 

 
  
   “Papa,” Andy whimpered, “I wanna go home. I don’t want to be here.”
  
 

 
  
   Casey said nothing. She knew better.
  
 

 
  
   Sheldon Johns lay on the room’s sole bed, little more than a skeleton of a man at this point,his skin stretched thin as paper and still somehow loose on his bones, lesions spotting it here and there. Though he had been dosed heavily with laudanum, the man groaned softly in his sleep, his face pinched with agony.
  
 

 
  
   “Papa, please,” Andy begged.
  
 

 
  
   His father only tightened his grip. “You have to know, son. You have to know. All it takes is one mistake. Just one. Sheldon doesn’t even remember when it happened, the slip-up that let it in. This is what infernal magic does to you if you cannot control it. One little mistake, and you die in such agony that Hell’s a relief when you get there. If you’re gonna touch the power, you can’t make a mistake. Not one. Ever.”
  
 

 
  
   Tears began to pour down Andy’s cheeks. Casey reached up to grasp the big hand holding her by the shoulder. Not to push it off, but just to hold on.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Eyes fixed on the sonic weapon in the Rust cultist’s hand, Casey had to grip her shield and the floor for dear life as he moved it slightly, sending fresh waves of dizziness through her. He was holding it up, though, somehow maintaining its piercing, impossible noise. At least that kept it relatively steady. This was going to be hard enough, keeping focused despite the nausea and the pain in her head.
 

 
  Eyes on the target, focus on the target, reach out with the mind.
 

 
  It was there. It was
  
   always
  
  there. Every child of the Black Wreath was taught how to find it—not to use it, but how to recognize the power so they could
  
   avoid
  
  it. So they never stumbled into it by accident, or let it creep up on them. That was how you died—burned to charred bones where you stood, if you were lucky.
 

 
  Just beyond the veil of reality, once her attention acknowledged its presence, it roared, beckoned,
  
   begged.
  
  It was a colossal torrent of sheer fury, like brushing the surface of the sun, except
  
   sweet,
  
  and cloying. It promised power beyond her dreams, the power to stand astride the world, a god in her own right. The magic whispered seductively even as it screamed in rage, pleading and promising, yearning to be used, igniting a yearning in reply.
 

 
  She knew better.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “It’s outsider ignorance, thinking the Wreath are all warlocks,” her father said, tossing another stick in the fire. They didn’t discuss these things in town; the walls were too thin. These camping trips made the perfect opportunity for Elwick to teach his children. They were a full two days hike into the prairie from Hamlet, in the opposite direction from the elven grove, with no one to overhear them but the coyotes whose howling livened the night. “The Wreath
  
  has
  
   warlocks, yes, but no more than one in twelve of us. There’s plenty of work for the Dark Lady that doesn’t involve magic. Most of the work, in fact, the less flashy stuff that keeps us going, and keeps us hidden. The warlocks are the first line of attack and last line of defense, yes. They get all the drama and excitement. And if there’s death and pain to be suffered, it’s the warlocks who suffer it. Don’t you be swayed by any stories of adventure, kids. It ain’t like that. If your path is to serve the Lady as a warlock, so be it. But if it’s not, I’ll be happier.”
  
 

 
  
   “But you’re a warlock, Pa,” Andy protested.
  
 

 
  
   Elwick nodded slowly, staring into the flames. “And you listen to you father, boy. I know what I’m talking about, and I wouldn’t wish this on my children. You’re smart enough to understand me when I say that. And you’re old enough.” His gaze flicked to Casey; sitting where he was, the campfire divided his line of sight between his two children. “Both of you. You’re old enough to know, and you need to know. So…now I’m gonna ask you the question.
  
 

 
  
   “Are you ready to learn how to handle the infernal?”
  
 

 
  
   Andy nodded, his expression solemn. “I’m ready, Pa.”
  
 

 
  
   Casey could only stare at her father for almost a full minute. He stared back, not pushing her even when Andy began to shift restlessly.
  
 

 
  
   Finally, she shook her head. “No, sir. No, I’m not ready. I… I don’t think I’m ever gonna be ready, Pa. I don’t wanna do it.”
  
 

 
  
   Elwick smiled at his daughter, his eyes shining in the firelight. “That’s my good girl.
  
  Smart
  
   girl.” Slowly, the smile drained away from his features. “But that ain’t an option, Casey. You have to learn; you can’t be allowed not to know. Now’s the time.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Doing anything finely-tuned, or incredibly specific, with infernal magic was well beyond her skill. All she knew was how to brush against it, and bring a tiny quantity to this world, without killing or corrupting herself.
 

 
  Hopefully.
 

 
  Ironically, the mental demands of handling the torrent of sheer rage helped push back the pain of the Rust’s weapon. Her tight focus determined the target. Casey stared at the white orb, tried to stare
  
   through
  
  it. Into it. The constant piercing noise was messing with her sense of spatial relationships, but her eyes knew where it was. That would have to be enough.
 

 
  A proper warlock could call up infernal power, handle it safely, shape it to achieve their ends; all she could do was brush it with her mind, letting its howling entreaties, its rage and seduction, slide past her without acknowledgment, letting just the tiniest bit be disturbed by the contact of her consciousness. Not clinging to
  
   her,
  
  but drifting loose from the torrent and into the world. The power was a river, she a passing gust of wind that kicked up a tiny spray of mist from its surface.
 

 
  And then came the really difficult part.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “There’s a reason we call them shadowbolts and shadow-jumping,” Elwick said, holding up a hand. Under the bright morning sun, the stream of blackness with its bruise-purple aura that he called into being was particularly striking; it flashed away from him, slamming into the ground. Where it struck, the tallgrass shook violently, then faded to a darker, browner shade and drooped slightly.
  
 

 
  
   He turned a faint smirk on the kids, and then darkness welled up out of thin air around him. It receded immediately, and when it was gone, so was he.
  
 

 
  
   “You know about the four schools and the Circles of Interaction,” their father said, now a few feet behind them.
  
 

 
  
   “Sure, Pa,” Andy replied quickly, spinning around. “I read the books you gave me.” Casey just turned and nodded.
  
 

 
  
   Their father nodded in return. “Those four are the bulk of all magic; everything that’s left is referred to as shadow magic, and it ain’t all of one type. It’s just remnants, shadows of somethin’ greater. Most scholars reckon they were the powers of the Elder Gods who the Pantheon and the Dark Lady struck down, but we’ll never know for sure. What we
  
  do
  
   know is that they make it a little safer to dip into the power of the infernal—and you can use the infernal to dip into
  
  them,
  
   in ways that other schools can’t. And that’s why these are our basic tricks. Shadowbolts to attack, because casting an
  
  actual
  
   infernal spell in any situation that’s stressful enough for you to be fighting in is likely to end with you accidentally corrupted. Shadow-jumping is using another type of faded old magic to pull two pieces of creation together; it’s just the tiniest touch of the infernal that bores a hole through ’em that you can step across.
  
 

 
  
   “The principle’s the same in both cases. A little touch of infernal magic erodes the barriers. That’s what it does; it
  
  burns
  
   things. You know why most demons are bigger, stronger, so covered with claws and fangs and armor plates? Those adaptations are what infernal magic does to living things, those that somehow survive it. The infernal both enhances and destroys; it empowers you even while killing you. That’s also the effect it has on reality itself. The smallest amount, in just the right way, applied to these forgotten bits of shadow magic, both pushes energy into them to make ’em stronger than they are without it, and burns away at the barriers holding them back. Then, once you’re holding onto the shadows, you can wrap ’em around Scyllith’s power to make it a little easier to handle.”
  
 

 
  
   He paused, looking at each of them as if to be certain they were following his lecture. Both nodded, Andy eager, Casey with a slower and solemn motion. Their father nodded back.
  
 

 
  
   “All right, I’m gonna show you how it works.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The infernal and the arcane were vast, bottomless oceans of power; no one could ever drink fully of them. A spellcaster’s only limits were internal, in how much infernal magic they could safely channel, or how much arcane they could store. Casey had no ability to touch either the divine or fae, as those did not inherently respond to humans and required the auspices of other beings to touch. Beings which would not give the time of day to such as her. She knew it was the same in theory, though. All four schools of the Circle were functionally infinite, fathomless.
 

 
  Shadow magic was trickier.
 

 
  She was able to find it because she knew it, and because of the tiny “spray” of hellfire she had brushed loose into creation; the barriers singed, the faintest tremor rippled through existence, and in the disturbance she could find them.
 

 
  The intensity of concentration had banished the heaving of her guts, but her head still throbbed as if it were being forcibly inflated from within. Her shield dug excruciatingly into her arm, and the world in her peripheral vision wavered as if she were drunk; only the white weapon was fixed and firm in her vision. Her eyes burned from having stared at it so long without blinking, and sweat was dripping from her brows. She couldn’t give up, though.
 

 
  The first shadow was the cool, dim presence whose touch on her mind was like dipping fingers into molasses; it slowed, soothed, calmed, suppressed. Casey had always felt that whatever long-dead god had designed it had intended it for healing, though some of the books she’d read insisted its purpose had been to steal wills and keep slaves in line, as the Elder Gods were known to have done that. Somehow, it overall felt like the color purple.
 

 
  Faint and weak as it was, the tiny puff of loose infernal power she had dislodged made her whole perception of it quiver, and for a moment of terror she was sure it was going to collapse. She did not have the strength to do this a second time; it
  
   could not
  
  fail.
 

 
  It didn’t. In her outer perceptions, hellfire caught in the murky shadow like burning embers floating in viscous darkness. She didn’t rest, couldn’t afford to yet.
 

 
  The second shadow was like brushing through cobwebs, a thing of connections and strands; it was as if it were made of strings linking every atom in the universe to every other. They were thin and fragile things, weak with long disuse. Casey had always felt, when touching this almost-forgotten power, that it seemed
  
   dusty;
  
  she was sure, without knowing how, that those infinite strands would have been firm as woven silk had they been fully empowered. Something in them carried that memory of what they were supposed to be.
 

 
  She was able to catch and use them, gathering the strings to create a shape. Wrapping up the darkness and the smidgeon of hellfire into a single, tiny seed.
 

 
  Casey’s whole body trembled with the exertion of focus, as she finally
  
   planted
  
  that seed. Right in the middle of the Rust’s sonic bomb.
 

 
  At last, she collapsed, gasping, then heaving and barely able to keep, again, from spilling the contents of her stomach. It had worked, though. Even with her concentration having broken, she could sense the little thing she’d done with her mind. It couldn’t be called a
  
   spell,
  
  just a little fragment of sheer infernal power, unfocused and barely held in check by a thin layer of shadow. It had left her trembling with exhaustion, and burning with shame at having dabbled in what she’d sworn she would never again touch. But it was done.
 

 
  Casey lifted her eyes again. The two machine-people had stopped their conversation; one was staring at the bomb in his hand, wearing a frown. Then he shifted his gaze, one eye a blue glass orb lit from within, to look directly at Casey.
 

 
  She reached out again with her will, and ripped away the fragile barrier of shadow.
 

 
  The weapon was obliterated so quickly and totally it couldn’t even be said to have exploded. Its solid matter simply burned away, leaving its owner holding a ball of fire with a will to seize, consume, and corrupt.
 

 
  That horrible, unreal keening vanished, letting sound crash back down like a physical force—the roaring of the storm outside, groaning from all the soldiers in the room, and now the shrieking of the Rust. Casey slumped to the floor again, but managed to keep her head up enough to watch as fire raced up the man’s arm. He seized his compatriot in panic, dooming them both.
 

 
  She finally lowered her eyes, and began working her way loose. Her right arm was completely numb, and began tingling as soon as she’s pulled her weight off the shield and lifted it from the indentation it had made in her bicep. All around her, Punaji troops and her squadmates began gathering themselves in a muted cacophony of whimpers, moans, and scuffling.
 

 
  Nandi was still down, clutching her head and breathing in a series of heavy rasps; Farah stayed hunched over her, whispering softly and gently stroking her golden hair. Ephanie was the first person back upright, grabbing the edge of one of the tipped-over tables that had served as improved barriers and hauling herself to her feet. Lieutenant Laghari followed suit.
 

 
  Both officers had torn their attention from their fallen troops to stare at the two cultists.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Laghari whispered.
 

 
  The stink of burned flesh and hot metal filled the barracks, which did not help the residual nausea left from the sonic bomb. Casey pushed herself up to her knees with one arm, lifting her head to make herself see her handiwork.
 

 
  What exposed skin she could see was badly charred. At least the second cultist was only burned to death; the one who’d been holding the bomb had been
  
   twisted.
  
  Ironically, the arm which had actually been holding it, a flesh and blood arm, wasn’t burned at all, but now covered with reptilian scales, its fingers tipped with heavy claws. Exposed flesh on the rest of him had been warped until it tore loose from his mechanical additions. His very skull was the wrong shape, now and had warped too abruptly to keep up with its own transmutation; part of his jawbone was hanging loose from a fringe of seared skin, and his organic eye socket had been pulled so wide that the eyeball would have fallen out, had it still been more than a half-boiled soup now dripping down his face.
 

 
  One of the Punaji had straightened up enough to get a good look at this, and immediately doubled over again, heaving. Fortunately, it seemed he’d already lost the entire contents of his stomach, leaving nothing else to come up.
 

 
  “Obviously an infernal event.” Ephanie’s voice was shaky, but it steadied quickly as she spoke. “Awfully close. Everyone here will need a thorough healing and cleansing, as soon as we all survive…whatever’s going on out there.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Agreed.” Laghari nodded, turning his back on the scene of destruction and bending to give one of his soldiers a hand upright. “Our windshaman are adept at infernal cleansing; I’ll see you’re included, ladies.”
 

 
  “But what
  
   happened?”
  
  one of the Punaji asked weakly. “Did…a warlock help us?”
 

 
  Casey opened her mouth, and Merry “accidentally” dropped a shield on her foot.
 

 
  “I don’t see any warlock,” Merry said, bending to retrieve her shield. “Who knows what the hell those gadgets run on? I bet they just tampered with something they can’t control. We’d best be on the lookout with the next batch we come to.”
 

 
  “Yeah. You heard her, boys and girls.” Laghari was quickly coming back into his own; though pale and hollow-eyed, his voice had regained its firmness along with his spine. “The Rock is under attack, and we don’t have time to screw around. Rajapta, Sindi, you look solid enough. Get me a careful look at what’s happening on the battlements. Go
  
   around;
  
  hug the walls and don’t step near those bodies, there’s still infernal fuckery afoot. Shakhar, Dukha, same goes—scout our rear. If you see
  
   any
  
  sign they’re coming up from the lower floor as well, fall back here and help us get a barricade over the stairway door, hopefully that’ll impair those noise weapons. If not, warn whoever’s still down there. Sit
  
   down,
  
  Ayit, falling and cracking your skull open won’t get you back in shape any faster. Be soldiers, not heroes; if you’re too fucked up by that to fight, get over by the hearth and try to get your heads back together.”
 

 
  While the designated scouts slipped out and Laghari moved among his troops, helping them back into order, Squad One staggered to their feet, Farah helping Nandi upright.
 

 
  “Report, Shahai,” Ephanie ordered quietly. “That hit you harder than any of us. Will you be okay?”
 

 
  Nandi held up one hand momentarily, swallowing and squeezing her eyes shut. Her aura flickered alight, the golden glow guttering like a small flame in a wind for a moment before steadying. She let out a long breath, and opened her eyes, letting the light drop.
 

 
  “Still hurts in my head, XO, but…I’ll make do. I don’t think any of us have the luxury of sitting this one out.”
 

 
  Ephanie reached out to squeeze her upper arm. “Like the man said, don’t be a hero.
  
   How
  
  are you doing?”
 

 
  “I’m…in no shape to stand in a phalanx, ma’am,” Nandi said, rubbing her forehead. “Skull’s still throbbing and I’m weak all over. This is going to need a better healer to address, one who didn’t just have her brains scrambled. I’m not useless, though. Permission to give healing to the Punaji?”
 

 
  “Granted, but do
  
   not
  
  over-exert yourself. We’re up a creek here and nobody can afford to get any more burned out than we already are.”
 

 
  Nandi straightened up and managed a salute, then turned to limp toward the Punaji, Farah still half-supporting her. While the Legionnaires had been in the center of the formation initially, by this time their hosts had gathered to one side of the barracks, leaving them with some space to themselves.
 

 
  “Shit, that thing was bad enough for us,” Merry said weakly. “For an elf’s ears… Avelea, I don’t suppose you have
  
   any
  
  idea what we’re facing?”
 

 
  Ephanie shook her head, but had already fixed a hard stare on Casey, who swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “Ma’am, I…” She paused to clear her throat, then lowered her voice. “That was a violation of the conditions of my enlistment. Once we’re out of this I will report for court mar—”
 

 
  Ephanie seized her by the face, her gauntlet covering Casey’s mouth and digging metal edges painfully into her skin. She had her back to the other side of the room, hiding this scene from the Punaji with her body.
 

 
  “My report,” she said quietly, “will indicate that, as Private Lang observed, we don’t understand the Rust well enough to guess what they were doing or what went wrong. As such, your quick thinking and ability to function under
  
   terrible
  
  pressure will go unrecognized and unrewarded. You have my thanks for our lives, Elwick, and I’m afraid you’ll have to be content with that.”
 

 
  Casey started to speak, but Ephanie dug her fingers in harder and tugged her forward by the jaw, until their faces were inches apart. Her next words were a low growl.
 

 
  
   “Never again,
  
  Elwick. Never. If the options are
  
   that
  
  or we all die, then we will die with our souls uncorrupted. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” she mumbled into the corporal’s gauntlet. Ephanie held her gaze, and her face, for a moment longer before releasing her. Then, incongruously, patted her on the shoulder.
 

 
  “You’re a better woman than you are a soldier, Elwick. Far as I’m concerned, that means this particular squad is damn lucky to have you, and I know the LT will back me all the way on that.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Corporal.” Casey managed a watery smile.
 

 
  “D’awww.” Merry gave them her biggest shit-eating grin. “Now kiss!”
 

 
  “XO, permission to stab Private Lang?”
 

 
  “I expect we’ll need her for a human shield very soon.”
 

 
  “Request withdrawn.”
 

 
  “You know you love me,” Merry said, then raised her voice to be audible beyond their small circle. “By the way, has that thunder started sounding awfully
  
   regular
  
  in the last minute or so?”
 

 
  As if on cue, the two soldiers Laghari had sent up to the battlements dashed back in from the stairs, soaked with rain.
 

 
  “Sir!” the first said urgently. “Rust have control of the walls and the other gatehouse, the fortress’s inner door has been breached and the interior defenders are down.”
 

 
  Laghari drew in a breath, and visibly stiffened his spine. “All right. The bastards are
  
   not
  
  taking down the King, not while I draw breath. Can it!” he bellowed over the roar of agreement that rose at this pronouncement. “We charge in after them, we’ll be knocked down again like we were just now. We need
  
   some
  
  way to counter that sound weapon; that can’t have been the only one they brought. Ladies, any thoughts?”
 

 
  He turned toward Ephanie, but it was Nandi who spoke. The elf had lifted her head and tilted it as if she were having trouble hearing, her brow still creased with lingering pain.
 

 
  “That is not thunder. Something is
  
   ramming
  
  the gate!”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!” the drenched scout said frantically. “Sir, the Rust have the inside, but someone is assaulting the fortress from outside! We couldn’t get a good look with all of them on the ramparts, but—”
 

 
  A particularly loud thunderbolt cut him off. The barracks trembled with impact; the thunder had come concurrently with the flash of lightning through its narrow windows.
 

 
  “That struck the gatehouse!” Nandi exclaimed. “The lightning rods should have deflected that, unless they were destroyed somehow.”
 

 
  “Magically
  
   cast
  
  lightning doesn’t always follow the path of least resistance,” Farah said, her eyes wide.
 

 
  “Form up, lads and lasses,” Laghari said grimly, bending to pick up a fallen battlestaff. “It sounds like this party’s barely started.”
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  “I warn you,” the man on the crates said, his voice rising, “we
  
   will
  
  defend ourselves if need be! Lay down your weapons and state who you are, and what you’re doing here!”
 

 
  Ruda grasped the hilt of her rapier, but Toby placed his own hand on the pommel before she could draw it.
 

 
  “We were teleported here against our will,” he stated, his voice not upraised but projected well enough to be audible to all the armed onlookers. “Sorry for intruding like this, but you probably know it’s dangerous to ‘port someone into a storm. I guess we should be grateful that purple guy bothered to find us an indoor space at all.”
 

 
  The speaker lowered his arms fractionally, squinting down at them. None of the surrounding people lowered their own weapons.
 

 
  “Purple…guy?” he said after a momentary pause.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   man
  
  is it a long story,” Gabriel chimed in. “Seriously, you wouldn’t believe most of it anyhow. Didn’t you say you guys were the Infinite Order? As in, the Rust people?”
 

 
  “That…is not a name we prefer,” replied the speaker. His tone seemed calmer now, at least. “For the last time, put those weapons down. If you truly mean no harm, you’ll come to none here. We always offer shelter during storms to those in need. But you can’t just
  
   teleport
  
  in here, heavily armed!”
 

 
  “Everyone
  
   else
  
  is armed,” Fross pointed out.
 

 
  “I don’t know you people, and—is that a pixie?”
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   I
  
  am a pixie, and I prefer not to be referred to as ‘that,’” she said irritably.
 

 
  “My name’s Toby.” His voice was the same: calm, low, but spoken from the diaphragm with a strength that cut through the burgeoning argument. “These are my friends, and we actually don’t have any business with you. If you’d kindly just make a path to the nearest door, we’ll be out of your hair.”
 

 
  “Daksh?” said someone from the surrounding crowd. “Maybe we
  
   ought
  
  to let them out. If they’re here by accident, letting ’em leave solves the problem.”
 

 
  This earned a few mutters of agreement, but another voice piped up in response. “You can’t be serious! Tonight of all nights, you’re gonna let armed adventurers just wander off?”
 

 
  “Peace, Sayur,” the man on the improvised dais said quellingly, but his critic didn’t so much as pause.
 

 
  “What if they’re out to interfere? I say we disarm them and hold them!”
 

 
  The mutters this time were louder, and several people on the front of the crowd pressed forward. The whole throng began moving; the group had landed in a clear space between them and the dais, but now people at the edges started creeping forward on the sides to fully surround them.
 

 
  “Don’t,” Milady said sharply. “Please, stop.”
 

 
  “Hey, you guys with the staves might wanna refrain,” Principia added in a more aloof tone. “You don’t
  
   encircle
  
  someone with ranged weapons in close quarters, guys. You’re just setting up a crossfire that’ll kill your friends.”
 

 
  “Is that a threat?” someone from the crowd snapped.
 

 
  “Enough!” Daksh shouted. “All of you,
  
   cut it out.
  
  The elf is correct, back up with those things.
  
   You
  
  lot, I’m afraid this has already gone too far. You will now be disarmed.”
 

 
  “Uh, Daksh?” someone else said warily. “I don’t know. I think that’s a
  
   dryad.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, I am,” Juniper said, raising her hand.
 

 
  “Question!” Ruda lifted her own.
  
   “What
  
  makes tonight special? And a follow-up, if I may: if you guys are the Rust, where’s all the people with the metal pieces?”
 

 
  Silence fell, all mutterings cut off. Wind howled around the building, and a flicker of lightning through the windows cast a brief, eerie illumination over the scene. Now the faces around them had gone grim. Grips on weapons were adjusted, and no one moved to retreat by an inch.
 

 
  On the dais, Daksh sighed. “I suppose that tears it. If you truly are here by accident and not to interfere with us, I will owe you all an apology. But for now, we must be certain. Vishal, collect their weapons.”
 

 
  “Don’t do it,” Milady warned, her eyes wide with obvious fear. “Please, you need to step back.”
 

 
  This only made the man who came forward focus on her first. He was an unremarkable-looking Punaji man, in a somewhat threadbare greatcoat over a workman’s clothes, and holding a wand which he now trained on her.
 

 
  “I apologize, miss,” he said in a deep voice, “but with garments like that, I will need to search you. I will have a woman do it if you prefer, but right now I need you to place your hands on top of your head.”
 

 
  
   “Don’t,”
  
  she repeated shrilly.
 

 
  “Hey, easy,” Principia murmured, touching the back of her cloak.
 

 
  “She’s got a point, though,” Ruda snorted. “I’m already tired of pretending to indulge these yahoos.”
 

 
  “When we stop
  
   pretending to indulge
  
  them,” Toby said in a low tone, “a lot will inevitably die. I would rather have as little blood on my hands as possible. Rebellious or not, these are
  
   your
  
  people, Ruda.”
 

 
  “Now, please,” Vishal said in a louder tone, straightening his wand arm. “I have to insist. Hands on your heads,
  
   all
  
  of you. I do not want blood on
  
   my
  
  hands, either.”
 

 
  
   “Don’t point that at me,”
  
  Milady hissed. “Put it
  
   down.”
  
 

 
  “You are making it impossible to believe your good intentions,” the man replied. “I will not ask you again.”
 

 
  In a tiny movement almost impossible to notice in the dim warehouse, his index finger moved to rest on the clicker.
 

 
  Milady surged forward with nearly elven speed. Vishal fired the wand by sheer reflex, and the impact of the lightning bolt on her shield charm at that range overloaded it in one hit, causing a blue flash that momentarily blinded everyone nearby.
 

 
  Toby’s reflexes were only a hair slower; even as he blinked away the aftereffects of that arcane pulse, he brought down a golden hemisphere over the group. Over most of them, at any rate; Milady was already outside its radius.
 

 
  Somehow, during the second they had all been blinded, Vishal had ended up on the floor with his head twisted the wrong way, and Milady had flung herself bodily into the crowd, where she immediately began proving Principia’s warning. The suddenly panicking Rust sympathizers tried to turn on the whirling dervish in their midst, swinging swords and discharging firearms, and haplessly destroying each other while she darted, untouched, through them.
 

 
  Immediately, the warehouse was full of screams and lightning bolts, creating a havoc which drowned out even the storm.
 

 
  Toby gritted his teach, squeezing his eyes shut in concentration. The divine shield over them continued to ripple and spark as it was repeatedly struck by arcs of electricity.
 

 
  “Fross,” he grated, falling to one knee,
  
   “help.”
  
 

 
  “Helping!” the pixie shouted, and zipped straight upward. Her silver glow flickered, let out a pulse of light, and somehow she phased
  
   through
  
  the shield to hover above it, where she immediately began spraying arcs of pure ice in a circle. Her work was frequently interrupted by the need to replace pieces of the growing wall as they were pulverized by staff shots, but within moments she had them encased in most of an igloo.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  was she
  
   thinking?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed, trying to peek through a hole blasted in the ice wall before Fross quickly refilled it. The pixie had stopped building the wall a few feet above head height, to focus on repairing the damage caused by all the violence going on.
 

 
  “That looked like a panic reaction,” Juniper said, then hurriedly jumped away as a body slammed into the wall next to her. Between the ice and the golden shield, it was nothing but a vague shadow.
 

 
  “I don’t think so,” Principia started to add, cutting off at another explosion of lightning and ice near her head.
 

 
  “Can I help, Toby?” Gabriel asked. “I can barely make a divine shield over
  
   myself,
  
  but I think I can feed you more energy?”
 

 
  “Thanks, I think we’ve got it,” Toby replied, his voice much less strained. “I’ve been practicing, but I’m still not Shaeine. Fross is doing most of the work now; I’m just keeping this up in case two shots hit in the same spot before she can patch it.”
 

 
  “Okay, well, Milady’s ass is dead,” Ruda said bluntly. “In a couple more seconds this is gonna stop and any of the Rust who’re still alive will
  
   not
  
  be in a surrendering mood. Arquin, since that staff of yours is so much more destructive than any of us realized until an hour ago, how wide can you swing it?”
 

 
  “This is a divine weapon, Ruda,” he retorted. “Just because it
  
   can
  
  murder people in large numbers doesn’t mean it’s going to. Do you know what happens when paladins abuse their god-given powers? Because I’ve had that made extremely clear to
  
   me,
  
  and trust me, you don’t wanna be standing nearby.”
 

 
  “Goddammit, Arquin, do you think
  
   I
  
  wanna see all these tax-paying assholes reduced to chum right in front of me? I don’t have time for your squeamishness, those machine fuckers are off
  
   doing
  
  something
  
   right now,
  
  and—”
 

 
  “Kids!” Principia said sharply. “Shush.”
 

 
  In fact, relative quiet had descended. The storm still raged, but the only lightning was from outside, now. Wind and water were blowing into the warehouse through multiple holes shot in its walls, but it seemed the violence was over.
 

 
  “Uh, guys?” Fross said quietly from above them. “I think you can come out now. This is… You’ve gotta see this yourselves.”
 

 
  They glanced at each other warily, but Toby finally let the shield drop. Gabriel raised his wand overhead, fully extending it into scythe form, then lightly brought it down to tap the upper edge of the ice wall. Immediately the entire thing crumbled to fragments, many no bigger than snowflakes. No one bothered to focus on this display, however, as they all stared around the warehouse.
 

 
  It was in ruins, obviously, thanks to all the wild shooting. The smells of ozone, burning wood and scorched flesh hung heavy in the air, as did the groans of the wounded. Those of the cultists not dead were huddled around the edges of the room, sheltering behind any piece of furniture they could find. There was no telling how many had managed to hide, but at least twenty were dead or dying.
 

 
  In the middle of the floor, Milady was curled up into a ball with arms around her knees, rocking back and forth on her heels, heedless of the blood squelching under her, and sobbing quietly.
 

 
  “What,” Ruda whispered, “the fuck.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The action on the bridge had calmed considerably. The warlock’s fog still hung over the Grim Visage, but his summoning installations had all been destroyed by stray staff fire or petered out by now, and with the lack of anything to shoot at, the soldiers perched in the great face’s eye-windows seemed to have grown tired of wearing down their power crystals. Between the fog and the patchy layer of charcoal littering the bridge attesting to all the minor demons which had died there, the scene was even creepier than the Crawl ordinarily had to be.
 

 
  But at least, for the moment, it was calmer.
 

 
  “All right, fuck this, I’m out,” proclaimed one of the Dalkhaan House guards clustered nervously at the base of the stairs. Shouldering his staff, he turned and began climbing.
 

 
  “Where the
  
   hell
  
  do you think you’re going, Carsten?” another snarled. “The fuck I’m sittin’ here while
  
   you
  
  fuck off to—”
 

 
  “Then quit your bellyachin’ and come with, Faisal,” the first man snapped, pausing and half-turning to glare down at him. “This is
  
   bullshit.
  
  We were told we’d be chivvying some disobedient college kids into order, breaking up a protest or some piddly crap like that. I
  
   never
  
  signed up for demons and warlocks and adventurers and
  
   fucking dungeon delving.
  
  This shit gets guys like us killed! And that Hand of the Emperor is so fucking crazy you can
  
   smell
  
  it on him. No, fuck this. I am
  
   out.”
  
 

 
  He turned again and began stomping off up the staircase once more. Amid the nervous muttering from the soldiers left behind, a couple more shifted in the direction of the opening above.
 

 
  All froze, however, when Captain Cross suddenly stepped around the corner ledge. Without saying a word, he snatched the staff held by the nearest soldier, planted himself at the base and took aim up the staircase.
 

 
  “Carsten!” one of the men shouted.
 

 
  Before Carsten could even turn again, Cross shot him in the back.
 

 
  At that range, the firepower of a battlestaff was inescapably deadly. Carsten was flung about five more steps upward by the impact, losing his grip on his own weapon. Upon landing, though, he began rolling back down the steps.
 

 
  Men pressed and shuffled out of the way, making no move to intercept the body that came tumbling down. Carsten’s corpse finally slid to a stop at the bottom, right before Cross’s boots. His staff bounced a couple of times before rolling the rest of the way, and came to a rest with one end atop its erstwhile owner.
 

 
  Cross neatly transferred his weapon to one hand, nudged a toe under Carsten’s battlestaff, kicked up upward and caught it.
 

 
  “Well?” he said grimly. “Anybody else wanna take a walk?”
 

 
  Shocked silence answered him. A moment later, the assembled men flinched back as a couple more lightning bolts blasted outward from the Visage, those within apparently having heard the staff fire. Passing through the Fog of War, none of them went near the bridge. Even so, the troops huddled backward away from the noise, with the exception of Cross. With his back to the incoming fire, he did not appear even to have noticed it.
 

 
  “All right, then,” the Captain drawled after a sufficient pause. “New orders, boys: across the bridge and into the building.”
 

 
  “Now, wait just a goddamn—” The man who’d spoken fell silent as Cross leveled one of the staves at him.
 

 
  “I get where you’re coming from,” Cross said flatly. “Really, boys, I do. You’re a sorry lot of assholes on your best day, and I don’t tell you that enough. This
  
   is
  
  over your pay grade, and not what you signed up for. Well, tough titties, ladies. This is the shit we’re
  
   all
  
  in up to our necks. If we’re dumb enough to run, we’re traitors to the Throne itself, and there’s nowhere in the Empire for us to run
  
   to.
  
  So let’s have no more of
  
   that.”
  
  He disdainfully nudged Carsten’s body with one foot. “You get the urge to bolt, you just keep in mind that what you’d be running
  
   toward
  
  is a lot worse than what you’re running
  
   from.
  
 

 
  “But here’s the good news, lollipops! The big muckety-mucks that Hand stuck us with want us across the bridge and
  
   in
  
  that building to hold the doors. That’s because that jiggery-pokery they were doing before was to
  
   convince
  
  the people inside that the sanctuary effect is broken—but it’s not. Serious violence is still impossible in the Grim Visage. So! You stay here, you might get hit by a stray shot, or whatever the hell crawls up out of the depths. You try to leave, you’ll have that Hand hunting you down and it’ll be a miracle if you live long enough to regret it. Right now, boys, the
  
   only
  
  safe place for us is right where we’re ordered to be:
  
   in
  
  the sanctuary zone, forming a wall of bodies preventing the students from coming through those doors. Once we’re inside, it doesn’t matter who those kids are or what powers they have: there’s not a thing they can do.”
 

 
  He let that hang for a moment, then smiled thinly, raising his chin.
 

 
  “So if you want to be certain of
  
   living
  
  through this, girls, get your asses moving.”
 

 
  Another moment stretched out, while the men stared uncertainly at him, at the Fog, at each other.
 

 
  Cross let out a heavy sigh, and fired one of his staves into the air. “MARCH! MOVE MOVE MOVE! DOUBLE-TIME IT, YOU MAGGOTS!”
 

 
  At that, finally, they stumbled into motion, heading straight up the bridge toward the Visage. It was at a pace far short of double time, but at least they were going. Most of them cast wary glances at their captain in passing, but Cross ignored them, except to toss his borrowed staff back to the man from whom he’d taken it, just hanging on to Carsten’s.
 

 
  “Never heard you cuss that much at one time, Captain,” a boy hardly out of his teens offered as he passed. “I think I like you better like this.”
 

 
  “Son, I don’t give a damn. Move your ass and don’t you eyeball me!” With the last of them finally on the bridge and heading toward the door, he stepped onto the path behind them, chivvying them along. “Eyes front, you daisy-pickers! First man who so much as looks back at me gets one right in the butt! And I don’t mean like you do back in the barracks!”
 

 
  Trailing along at the end of the loose straggle which no officer in any military would have deigned to call a formation, he allowed himself a wide, gleeful, borderline psychotic grin before schooling his features back into the more staid expression customary for Captain Cross.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Shaeine, you will have to be our primary point of both defense and attack,” Ravana lectured briskly as they climbed the stairs to the uppermost terrace. “Of all of us, your magic alone poses a potential impediment to a Hand of the Emperor. Remember, we need not incapacitate him on our own, but if he arrives before we reach our destination—”
 

 
  “I understand,” Shaeine said, adjusting her grip on F’thaan, who it seemed was growing tired of being carried. “With respect, Ravana, I don’t believe I require coaching on how to best apply my only combat specialty.”
 

 
  “Quite right,” Ravana said lightly. “Natchua, you represent our most destructive form of offensive power, but do keep in mind that you are uniquely disadvantaged against this foe.”
 

 
  “Yes, I
  
   know,”
  
  the drow snapped.
 

 
  “I am aware that you do,” Ravana replied. “I don’t want you to think you are useless, however. If we are caught in a pitched engagement with this enemy, remember that our goal is to buy time and keep moving, and the capacity to destroy the landscape can be
  
   very
  
  helpful in that regard. Any disruptions or barriers you can create may tip the balance. Under the circumstances, I believe Professor Tellwyrn will forgive us for any property damage. If not, I will compensate her.”
 

 
  “I see,” Natchua said, apparently mollified.
 

 
  “Raolo, the same goes. You may feel your arcane skills less developed, but sorcery is very useful for creating barriers.”
 

 
  “I will do my best to keep it in mind, your Ladyship,” he said gravely. Ravana half-turned while walking to give him a coy little smile.
 

 
  “Addiwyn, feel free to use your tongue.”
 

 
  “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?” Addiwyn drawled.
 

 
  “You and I may lack magic, but keep in mind that our aim is to delay and befuddle,
  
   not
  
  destroy. If circumstances so dictate, that wicked little shiv between your lips may prove a useful weapon indeed.”
 

 
  “You needn’t patronize me, Ravana,” the elf said dryly. “In this particular situation I’m fairly happy
  
   not
  
  to be included.”
 

 
  “I have patronized you enough times, Addiwyn, that I would expect you to know the difference by now.”
 

 
  “Okay, but this whole plan,” Raolo interjected. “I don’t know. You’re making some
  
   big
  
  assumptions…”
 

 
  “I know things you do not,” Ravana replied, eyes forward. “Trust that I wouldn’t risk my
  
   own
  
  life on an uncertain gambit. You had the opportunity to flee; the time for questioning is past.”
 

 
  They were on the wide lawn on the uppermost terrace by now, the space bordered by Helion Hall, the cafeteria building, and the astronomy tower. It was commonly used by students as a gathering place, and sometimes by faculty to hold public addresses. Coincidentally, it was at this spot last year that the class ahead of them had made their stand against the hellgate.
 

 
  The walk here from the chapel ordinarily took minutes, but Ravana had led them on a circuitous route through the campus, avoiding the main walkways and relying on the elven hearing of her companions to evade contact with patrolling guards. It was hard to tell how many troops were present; she insisted that House Dalkhaan was tiny and couldn’t possibly have
  
   that
  
  many guardsmen, much less be able to spare enough levies for a venture like this to really pose a threat, but they kept having to duck behind or through buildings.
 

 
  Natchua had suggested simply attacking any invading soldiers they encountered, but was overruled.
 

 
  Since they’d not only left injured enemies behind at the chapel, but sent Reich specifically to get the Hand’s attention, it was reasonable to conclude they were now being actively hunted. This development had unfolded much faster than any of them had anticipated, though.
 

 
  Now, there was no more room for sneaking; the stairways to the uppermost terrace were all out in the open, and they would have to cross the broad lawn to reach their destination. Ravana had not slowed by a hair, striding boldly across the green without glancing to the left or right.
 

 
  She had to stop very suddenly when the Hand of the Emperor appeared right in front of them.
 

 
  His arrival was like no shadow-jumping or arcane teleportation any of them had ever seen. Indeed, it didn’t appear that he actually
  
   arrived;
  
  in a way, it was as if he had always been standing there, and they had only suddenly noticed his presence.
 

 
  They had to slam to a halt nearly within arm’s reach of the man, with an abruptness that might have sent most of their classmates reeling. They, however, were four elves and Ravana Madouri. They simply stopped, without loss of poise.
 

 
  “Ah,” Ravana said mildly. “We were just discussing you.”
 

 
  The Hand studied her closely, his eyes slightly narrowed but otherwise without expression. He was the same indeed who had come to visit Professor Tellwyrn in the days before most of them had been cursed, a man of ordinary olive Tiraan complexion, with craggy features and a balding head. Like all Hands of the Emperor, though, he had previously been silent discretion personified. Now, his very stance practically vibrated with tension. There was an intensity to his very presence that could not be taken as anything but a threat.
 

 
  “You have been incapacitated,” the Hand said abruptly after considering them in silence. “I will not condemn any of you for what you do not know. Arachne Tellwyrn is guilty of treason against the Tiraan Empire—”
 

 
  “Arachne Tellwyrn is not a
  
   citizen
  
  of the Tiraan Empire,” Ravana said smoothly. “She is roughly thrice its age.”
 

 
  The Hand stared daggers at her, getting a placid little smile in reply.
 

 
  “…and this University is to be seized in the name of His Majesty the Emperor and closed,” he continued finally. “Students are directed to vacate the premises. Unless you intend not to comply peaceably with this order, there is no reason you need be in trouble here.”
 

 
  “It was Tellwyrn herself who once pointed out to me a thing which had escaped my notice before,” Ravana said mildly. “The foundation of all statehood is a monopoly upon violence. A state which cannot exercise the sole prerogative of force
  
   is not a state.
  
  By issuing a proclamation and orders which you
  
   do not have the power
  
  to enforce, you have struck a grievous blow to the legitimacy of the Silver Throne. For shame.”
 

 
  By this point, his eyes were slits, and the tension in his frame had somehow increased further. Addiwyn and Raolo both took judicious half-steps backward, but the two drow simply stood flanking Ravana and staring flatly back. F’thaan had stopped wriggling in Shaeine’s grip, but growled at the Hand.
 

 
  Ravana’s pleasant little smile did not falter for an instant.
 

 
  “Your actions here will reflect upon more than yourself,” the Hand stated. “As representatives of the sovereign city-state of Tar’naris, and of the House of Madouri, there will be
  
   repercussions
  
  if you intend to defy the orders of the Emperor upon territory held by Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Let me see this order,” Ravana replied. “I will obey a legal edict from the Silver Throne. Which, as I’m sure I need not remind you, are
  
   always
  
  to be available in written form when presented to a Head of House, such as myself.”
 

 
  “I am a
  
   Hand
  
  of the
  
   Emperor,”
  
  he grated. “I speak with his Majesty’s voice! And
  
   I have spoken.”
  
 

 
  “House Madouri stands with the Silver Throne,” she replied, smile suddenly gone. “Unequivocally. It is clear to me that you do not. I name you traitor, and I will not permit you to harm the interests of
  
   my Emperor.”
  
 

 
  He held her gaze, boring down upon her with the full weight of his power, which seemed to hang about him like an aura. Ravana simply stared back—cold, haughty, supremely confident in her will, as if she were lecturing a disobedient housemaid. After a long pause, the Hand finally inclined his head.
 

 
  “So be it.”
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  Raolo broke the ensuing pause by clearing his throat. “Uh, point of order?”
 

 
  The Hand transferred his gaze to the elf, who leaned around Natchua’s shoulder, raising a hand hesitantly.
 

 
  “Was that ‘so be it’ as in you’re going to go fetch a copy of the Imperial edict? Or…?”
 

 
  Addiwyn heaved a loud sigh.
 

 
  The Hand’s expression was inscrutable, though he worked his jaw for a moment as if chewing something. Then the man lifted a finger to point at Raolo, opening his mouth to answer.
 

 
  A gray blur appeared seemingly from nowhere, scaled the Hand’s frame like an accelerated squirrel, came to rest on his outstretched arm, and bit down hard on his extended finger.
 

 
  The group shied backward as the Hand yelled wordlessly, dancing in agitation and shaking his arm, failing to dislodge the creature doggedly clinging to him.
 

 
  “Quickly,” Ravana said in a bare whisper, trusting the four pairs of elven ears present to hear her clearly over the scuffle. She turned and stepped away from the agitated Hand, heading further up the lawn.
 

 
  “Hang on,” Raolo protested, “we can’t just
  
   leave
  
  him!”
 

 
  “We can, and must. Sometimes one must be strategic at the expense of—”
 

 
  A squawk interrupted her. The Hand had managed to get a grip on his attacker, locking the hand being bitten around its neck while grasping the fluffy tail with the other, and brandished the tanuki overhead. Stretched to his full extent, Maru clawed fruitlessly at the Hand’s arms with front and rear claws, gasping for breath. Teeth bared in a feral snarl, the Hand of the Emperor raised Maru higher, and then brought him swiftly down, kicking his knee upward at the same time and aiming to snap the tanuki’s spine across his leg.
 

 
  He moved nearly as quickly as an elf; none of them were able to intervene, and only Raolo managed to so much as cry out in protest before the blow struck.
 

 
  And then it was the Hand who howled in pain again, having just slammed a four-foot-tall stone statue down on his knee.
 

 
  While he staggered to the side, Maru burst back into life, assaulting his remaining leg with claws and teeth and sending the man tumbling to the ground.
 

 
  “Be careful, Maru!” Ravana called, turning and setting off again at a run. This time, the others followed.
 

 
  Most of them.
 

 
  “Jump clear!” Natchua barked, gesturing upward with both hands.
 

 
  The soil directly underneath the struggling pair erupted violently, sending clumps of sod spraying in all directions—and both parties hurtling several yards into the air.
 

 
  
   “Izusi,”
  
  Shaeine snapped, skidding to a halt and whirling to hold out the hand not clutching F’thaan.
 

 
  A silver sphere snapped into being around the soaring form of Maru, halting his trajectory. It vanished a second later, dropping him a few feet onto a flat pane of light just below. Then that one winked out, lowering him further, and so on in three more steps until he was deposited safely upon the ground, landing deftly on his feet after each short drop.
 

 
  The tanuki turned to her and bowed deeply from the waist.
  
   “Arigatou.”
  
 

 
  Shaeine’s eyes flicked past him, and then she adjusted her outstretched hand to point at their adversary, conjuring another silver sphere.
 

 
  This one slammed down on top of the Hand as he was getting to his feet, driving him face-first into the crater Natchua had just made. Then it smashed down upon him a second time for good measure before dissipating.
 

 
  F’thaan raised his head and let out a tiny, shrill little howl of approval.
 

 
  “You are welcome,” she finally answered the tanuki, inclining her head politely in reply.
 

 
  “Maru, please try to delay him if you can,” Ravana ordered. “The rest of you,
  
   come.
  
  Time is precious.”
 

 
  “Oh, absolutely, your Highness,” Addiwyn sneered, though she was the first to follow Ravana in putting more distance between herself and the Hand of the Emperor.
 

 
  “The correct address is your Grace, but you have my permission to call me Ravana.”
 

 
  “Will you be okay?” Raolo called worriedly, lingering. “That guy is
  
   dangerous!”
  
 

 
  As if to underscore the point, the Hand had rolled back to his feet. His black suit now rumpled and liberally specked with dirt and grass, he looked crazier than ever even without his nearly feral expression.
 

 
  Maru turned to give the Hand a deliberate once-over, then turned back to the students and shrugged fatalistically.
  
   “Shou ga nai.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, what does that—”
 

 
  “Come
  
   on,”
  
  Natchua snapped, cutting Raolo off by grabbing his collar and dragging him along.
 

 
  The Hand pinned his stare on Maru, who had shifted to face him again, then stepped to the side, as if to simply go around him and follow the students toward Helion Hall.
 

 
  He paused, frowning, upon observing that they had scampered toward the cafeteria, not the building which housed Tellwyrn’s office and classroom. Before he could adjust course, Maru launched himself bodily at his face, limbs fully outstretched and emitting a high-pitched keen.
 

 
  The Hand stepped into his attack, lashing out with a punch. Maru shifted in midair, arcing toward the flesh and blood fist as a living missile of stone, but this time he had misjudged; he was not the only one here whose reflexes were faster than the average human’s. The fist coming at him was suddenly an open hand, once again grabbing him by the neck.
 

 
  Encountering stone, it turned out, was much less an impediment to the Hand when it did not come as a surprise. The full strength and speed of whatever augmentation the Empire had given him came into play, and he whipped the statue back over his shoulder faster than even Maru could adjust. The tanuki burst back into living form a shred of an instant too late, his claws grazing air as he twisted fruitlessly to snag the Hand’s sleeve. And then he was sailing backward down the campus, quickly passing over the ridge onto the next terrace down and vanishing into the distance.
 

 
  The Hand paused to brush sod from his coat and straighten it, taking the moment to school his expression and demeanor as well before setting off toward the doors of the cafeteria. Its entire wall facing this lawn was of plate glass supported by columns; he could see them in there, heading for the kitchens at the back.
 

 
  He was listening, now, for the telltale sounds of attack, and though he hadn’t expected Maru to return from that toss so quickly, the rapid skittering of tiny feet alerted him and he spun to face the onrushing tanuki.
 

 
  Maru was down on all fours, racing at him. The Hand stepped forward, drawing back a foot to meet him with a solid kick to the face.
 

 
  As expected, the tanuki saw it coming and adjusted. He leaped even as the Hand kicked, angling himself just slightly to evade the attack and grab at his other leg. It was an open question which of them was faster, and how this game of eyeblink-speed chess might have played out had the Hand been inclined to indulge him in it. He did not have the luxury of time, however, nor any interest in so doing.
 

 
  He simply readjusted space around himself as he did to rapidly travel. Maru’s pinpoint leap was suddenly on a mistaken trajectory, aiming for a target which now was approaching him from the side, still in the middle of launching a running kick.
 

 
  The Hand’s foot struck the tanuki hard on the flank, with every bit of the momentum he’d built coming from a completely different direction. Winded and dazed by the blow, he wasn’t even able to shift or grab the man’s leg. Maru went hurtling away to the side, bent nearly double from impact. Barely missing one of its front columns, he slammed into the front wall of Helion Hall, creating a crater of shattered brickwork in its facade, and tumbled to the ground.
 

 
  Pausing to study the fallen tanuki for two seconds, the Hand considered this. He knew far too little about these creatures. Would a blow like that kill him? Daze him? Accomplish nothing, leaving the irritating little fairy to attack again the moment his back was turned?
 

 
  Time. He had no idea what those children were doing, and had any of the elves been in charge he might proceed more cautiously. But they were clearly following the lead of Ravana Madouri, a vicious little weasel whose only religion was knowing more than she had any right to about everything around her. The very fact that he did not understand what she was up to meant she could not be allowed to do it.
 

 
  He still listened for the tell-tale skitter of tiny feet as he opened the cafeteria doors and stepped inside. Behind him, though, Maru lay unmoving.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ravana strode blithely through the kitchen doors and proceeded toward the sinks at the back, the others trailing along behind her with varying degrees of nervousness. Shaeine, as usual, was calm itself, and Natchua seemed to be savoring the petty defiance of entering an area usually off-limits to students who weren’t being made to wash dishes as a punishment. Both surface elves, however, hesitated in the door, then crept along the counter toward Ravana as far from the cook as they could get.
 

 
  Mrs. Oak turned to stare at them upon their entry—or at least, to face them. Her eyes were not actually visible within the deep lines of her face. She was a matter of some speculation among the student body; it was known that she was some type of fairy, both because some students could sense it and because she never left the kitchen, even apparently to sleep. To the naked eye, she appeared part dwarf. Short for a human but twice as broad, the woman looked nearly cylindrical. Her roundness was not that of a fat person; between her brawny arms, flattish head bristling with wiry hair, and patchy brown complexion, she oddly resembled a tree stump in a stained apron.
 

 
  The cook emitted a deep grunt, twisting her thick lips into a grimace, and pointed emphatically at the door. That was about as eloquent as she got.
 

 
  “Uh, hi, Mrs. Oak,” Raolo said hesitantly. “Sorry about this. I guess you might be right, Ravana. If she’s not in the Crawl with everybody else…”
 

 
  “She did not evacuate during the hellgate crisis, either,” Ravana said smoothly. “And seemingly weathered having the cafeteria building collapse atop her with no ill effect. You three should be positioning and preparing yourselves.”
 

 
  Mrs. Oak grunted again, more emphatically, and jerked the arm with which she was still pointing at the door.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Natchua grunted, stepping to the side of the group and giving the other casters space to form a line in front of Addiwyn and Ravana. “You realize, of course, that if you’re
  
   wrong,
  
  what we’re about to do will probably get us all sent to the hangman. And we’ll
  
   deserve
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Trust me,” Ravana said with just enough smugness to be insufferable but not so much that it could be called out. “My people have compiled dossiers on
  
   every
  
  member of this school’s faculty and staff. Did you know Stew used to be worshiped as a fertility idol by a small cult of witches?”
 

 
  “I hear that’s a sweet gig if you can land it,” Addiwyn muttered.
 

 
  “Here.” Shaeine held F’thaan out toward Ravana with both hands. “I will need to be free of distractions. Hold him, please.”
 

 
  Finally, Ravana’s poise was penetrated, and her eyebrows drew together as she peered down at the squirming puppy. “I don’t think—”
 

 
  “Positioning yourself as the strategist does not free you of any obligation to be materially useful, Ravana,” Shaeine said flatly.
  
   “Hold him,
  
  as if your life depends upon it. If it helps you, assume that to be the case.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Ravana said, recovering some of her smoothness but reaching for F’thaan with lingering hesitation. “I’m not much for pets, but I’ll do my b—”
 

 
  She broke off, having to abruptly adjust her grip as F’than began wriggling harder. Once out of Shaeine’s grip, he struggled against the human, extending his head toward Shaeine and yapping insistently.
 

 
  At this, Mrs. Oak finally seemed to notice the little hellhound. At any rate, her head shifted to stare at him directly. A low growl emerged from deep within the cook’s throat, and lowering her arm, she began stalking aggressively toward them.
 

 
  After two steps she halted when the Hand of the Emperor burst into the kitchen.
 

 
  He came to a stop and Mrs. Oak turned to stare at him. For a moment, the two regarded each other with clear confusion. Then he shook himself slightly, shifting his glare back to the students.
 

 
  “Whatever you think—”
 

 
  
   “Out,”
  
  Mrs. Oak said clearly in a voice like the bark of a mastiff. She stepped aggressively toward the Hand, picking up a rolling pin from its place on a nearby rack as she came.
 

 
  “Away, woman,” he said dismissively, planting his hand on her forehead in a blow that was half punch and half shove. She was even more solid than she appeared, though, and was barely rocked back. Growling, the cook smacked the rolling pin into his midsection, eliciting a grunt and a half-step retreat. The Hand paused again, staring at her with surprise, and she raised the rolling pin for another blow.
 

 
  “Now,” Ravana insisted. “All of you,
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  Raolo cursed under his breath in elvish, but held out a hand, frowning in concentration.
 

 
  Blue light flashed around the Hand and the cook, seeming not to affect them but lingering on the surrounding surfaces. The walls, cabinetry, ceiling and floor glittered, arcane energy momentarily glowing from every crack and crevice. For just a moment, it seemed to illuminate the boundaries between floor tiles, between boards, shining along every line where any two things were connected.
 

 
  The light vanished quickly, but immediately things began to shift. A cabinet fell from the wall with a crash, dissolving into a pile of planks and nails where it hit. The very tiles of the floor were dislodged beneath the Hand’s shifting feet and a chunk of the ceiling crashed down directly on his head, another grazing Mrs. Oak’s. Raolo’s charm had evidently disconnected everything near the door which was supposed to be connected together.
 

 
  “You just crossed a line, boy,” the Hand began, but before he could move in their direction again, Mrs. Oak let out a deep growl of outrage and slammed the rolling pin into him.
 

 
  Natchua was already making weaving motions with her fingers, frowning in concentration. While the Hand and the cook struggled, his preternatural strength failing to shift her, matched spell circles of luminous orange appeared on the ceiling and floor, bracketing the pair vertically. Unlike most such diagrams, they had no clear outer boundary circles or discernible glyphs, but were simply round arrangements of gracefully curling lines, not unlike calligraphy. The effect was quite beautiful, for the second and a half that it existed.
 

 
  Then the entire surfaces they had marked exploded with far more violence than Raolo’s charm had caused. The whole structure groaned around around them; Shaeine threw up a wall of silver light to protect the group from the debris sprayed in their direction, but most of the ceiling came straight down atop the Hand and Mrs. Oak. Jostled by the explosion and collapse, and already loosened by Raolo, part of the nearby wall toppled inward, adding to the weight of rubble burying them.
 

 
  “Shit,” Addiwyn muttered. “Take it
  
   easy
  
  with that stuff, will you?”
 

 
  “Sorry,” Natchua grunted. “It’s hard to gauge—”
 

 
  “Next phase,” Ravana said urgently.
  
   “Quickly,
  
  this is the important part!”
 

 
  Raolo took a deep breath to steady himself, raising both hands. “Here we go…”
 

 
  All three elves aside from Addiwyn held their hands out, and began pouring forth torrents of pure energy that brilliantly lit the half-collapsed room. Shaeine produced a spiraling stream of silver light, with occasional white and gold sparks; Raolo’s was a steady, even beam of arcane blue. Natchua held up both hands in rigidly clawed positions, and rather than channeling infernal power anywhere near herself or the others, it emerged from two tiny rifts conjured in midair across the room, emitting flickering tongues of hungry orange fire. All of them simply beamed unfocused power into the large pile of rubble created by the recent magical destruction, under which the Hand and Mrs. Oak were buried.
 

 
  It began shifting immediately, of course, though it was impossible to tell how much of that might be due to the two underneath it. Flashes of infernal orange, especially where it interacted with a stray flow of Shaeine’s divine power, created tiny explosions, further dislodging pieces and sending them flying away. Raolo’s unfocused arcane energy, by contrast, seemed to be naturally trying to restore some semblance of order against the chaos. As the seconds passed, some of the larger chunks of masonry and wood took on a blue glow and rose to hover in the air around the pile.
 

 
  “It may be too late to worry about this,” Addiwyn said, raising her voice slightly above the rush of power in the room, “but are you
  
   certain
  
  of what we’re doing, here?”
 

 
  “It’s called Closing the Circles,” Ravana said, finally getting a good grip on F’thaan and holding him against her chest. “Don’t worry, it was created by House Madouri magi many years ago for this
  
   precise
  
  purpose. When a being effectively
  
   made
  
  of magic becomes corrupted or distorted, if you overload it with a balanced flow of all three of the schools
  
   except
  
  that which natively animates it, eventually its magical system will reset, so to speak, to protect itself. The result will be a reversion to its proper form. An ancestor of mine had to have this done semi-regularly, you see; he fell in love with a dryad, who adapted
  
   poorly
  
  to the rigors of court life. If you can name it, some Madouri has romanced it,” she added, turning a coy little smile on Addiwyn. “It’s one of the keys to our success, in fact. Most aristocracies will only marry within their social class, and thus become morbidly inbred within three centuries, but by regularly bringing in fresh blood—”
 

 
  She broke off suddenly and yanked F’thaan away from herself, holding him out and turning him so that the stream of pee arced toward the floor and not her dress.
 

 
  “Yes, your family history is
  
   very
  
  fascinating to people besides yourself,” Addiwyn said dryly. “But are you
  
   certain of what we’re doing here?!”
  
 

 
  “Well,” Ravana said a little less blithely, “I
  
   am
  
  having three students perform, under severe duress and with minimal instruction, a ritual meant for highly advanced casters working in laboratory conditions, and which has not to my knowledge been attempted in two centuries. So there is a margin of error.”
 

 
  Without breaking off their channeling, all three elves turned their heads to stare at her.
 

 
  “I assure you, the theory is quite sound,” Ravana said sincerely.
 

 
  “So you know,” Raolo said in a strained tone, “I can’t keep this up much longer.
  
   Their
  
  magic comes from an outside source, but I’ve only got so much juice in my aura.”
 

 
  “None of us can cast indefinitely,” Shaeine agreed, her voice tight but focused. “Especially burning power as recklessly as this. I will risk burnout eventually, and the more tired Natchua gets, the greater the danger—”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “None of you push to the point of risking mana fatigue,” Ravana ordered. “In fact, there should quickly come a point where you will sense—”
 

 
  Abruptly all three of them broke off their efforts, Natchua and Raolo with gasps of surprise. Silence fell, and the light level in the half-collapsed kitchen dropped suddenly, leaving only a single surviving fairly lamp and the apparently non-magical flames licking at the rubble pile to illuminate it.
 

 
  “Well, that, I presume,” Ravana finished.
 

 
  “Uh,” Addiwyn said hesitantly, peeking over Natchua’s shoulder. “Did that—”
 

 
  The pile of debris shifted, heaved, and a dark shape rose up from within, fragments of the kitchen pouring from him. His suit was a wreck, and his expression was a twisted rictus that promised murder.
 

 
  “He does
  
   not
  
  look reset!” Raolo said in alarm, backpedaling even as Shaeine summoned a wall of light between them and the Hand. “I think you just made him madder!”
 

 
  The students pressed backward, but they had literally cornered themselves. The corner of the kitchen into which they were wedged was not even the one which opened onto the pantry. Snarling savagely, the Hand kicked up a violent spray of rubble to free his leg, and stepped forward, drawing back one fist to punch Shaeine’s barrier.
 

 
  Behind him, the remainder of the rubble pile exploded like a volcano. The Hand whirled to face this new threat, but not fast enough to avoid being grabbed by the throat and hiked bodily off the ground. She spun him fully around and slammed his back against what remained of the nearest wall, pushing him
  
   through
  
  the fragments of a cabinet to impact the masonry behind.
 

 
  She looked so much like Juniper the family connection was unmistakable, but she was taller, visibly more muscular, and darker, with nut-brown skin and hair of a deep mossy green hanging in thick tangles to her lower back. It had dense strands which resembled miniature vines woven through it. Even her attire was now reminiscent of Juniper’s, the cook’s apron and gingham dress stretched to the point of ripping on her powerful frame, leaving most of her legs and arms bare.
 

 
  The dryad pulled the Hand out of the wrecked cabinet, then smashed him back into it once more for good measure, before tugging him forward a final time to hang nose-to-nose with her. The man actually seemed too dazed to react.
 

 
  
   “Get out of my kitchen,”
  
  she snarled, then turned and hurled him bodily through the gap which had been the door.
 

 
  He bounced off a cafeteria table, then crashed into a second beyond, making kindling of both before sliding to a stop.
 

 
  “I can’t believe that worked,” Raolo whispered.
  
   “Veth’na alaue,
  
  Tellwyrn is going to eviscerate us
  
   backwards.”
  
 

 
  “That being the case, Raolo,” Ravana said while gratefully handing F’thaan back to Shaeine, “I wonder why you followed me on this venture.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s just what
  
   I
  
  was wondering,” he muttered.
 

 
  “YOU.” All the elves retreated sideways along the wall at the dryad’s roar, but Ravana calmly stood her ground, even as the much taller fairy stomped over to her, crossing the ruined kitchen in three long rubble-crunching strides. “What have you
  
   done?!
  
  I was supposed to be left
  
   alone!
  
  Arachne promised me a
  
   quiet
  
  place to—”
 

 
  “You have sulked quite long enough, Oak,” Ravana interrupted briskly. “I hope your vacation was indeed a restful one, especially since you sat out the
  
   last
  
  major assault on this campus which also caused the destruction of your little domain here. Now your—”
 

 
  “I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE LEFT ALONE!” The power of her lungs suited the obvious strength of her frame; her bellowing set dusk trickling in streams from the damaged walls. “I WAS PROMISED A—”
 

 
  
   “YOU. ARE. NOT. SPECIAL.”
  
 

 
  To the shock of everyone present, including herself, Oak jerked backward, stumbling on a loose floor tile. Ravana actually followed her, and amazingly the dryad continued to retreat from the tiny noblewoman now brandishing a finger up into her face and projecting her voice with the power trained into orators, opera singers, and anyone who might one day have to shout orders on a battlefield.
 

 
  “To
  
   exist
  
  in this world is to be connected to others, and to bear responsibility! For years, you’ve been given a safe harbor here, and protection better than that enjoyed by almost anyone in this world. Well, the world is unpredictable and violent, and
  
   no one
  
  gets to live in peace forever.
  
   You are not an exception.
  
  Now the campus that has sheltered you is in grave danger, and the woman who provided you this place is not here to defend it, or you, or us. Now is the time for us to act to protect our home. You are part of this University, Oak, and you! Will! Do! Your! Part!”
 

 
  She punctuated the last line of her tirade by jabbing her fingertip viciously into Oak’s collarbone with each word. Ravana had to reach upward to do it, and the impact had to have caused her a lot more pain than the dryad, but it was Oak who pulled meekly backward, at a loss for words.
 

 
  Ravana held her gaze, glaring upward while the dryad’s mouth worked in silent, fishlike protest.
 

 
  “He’s gone,” Addiwyn remarked, cutting the tension. “No sign of him out there in the cafeteria. It looks like he’s booked it.”
 

 
  “Then he will be heading back to the Crawl to resume his assault upon our friends.” As if at the flip of a switch, Ravana was suddenly brisk and collected again, turning away from the astonished dryad to step to the side and peer out into the mess of dislodged tables beyond the wrecked kitchen door. “We must go as quickly as possible to stop him. But first, we have to find and help Maru. That he did not resume his intervention in here tells me the Hand did something to him; we cannot abandon him after he came so courageously to our aid. Come along, quickly.”
 

 
  She was already picking her way over and through the heap of masonry and wood which obstructed the doorway, and quickly lengthened her stride once she got past it into the wider space of the cafeteria beyond. Oak, incredibly, followed the diminutive girl without a peep of further protest. The elves, though, had to stare in disbelief after them before gathering themselves enough to come after them.
 

 
  “Considering who’s here,” Addiwyn mused, bringing up the rear, “that dainty little human should
  
   not
  
  be the scariest person in the room. And yet…”
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  “You went and
  
   tattled
  
  on me?” Professor Yornhaldt said with uncharacteristic exasperation, the result of his last several minutes spent trying to chivvy the students gathered in the rear hall into groups while simultaneously arguing with his colleagues. “Mister Finchley,
  
   really.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, now. First of all!” Fedora smoothly inserted himself between Yornhaldt and Finchley, pointing two fingers at his own eyes. “You got a problem with one of my boys, Prof, you take it up with
  
   me.
  
  And second, you’re goddamn right he went an’ tattled. Good man, Finchley. Oy, Emilio! Were you seriously gonna
  
   let
  
  him do this?”
 

 
  “Rest assured, I argued against it,” Professor Ezzaniel said dryly, leaning against Radivass’s stand with his arms folded. “But Alaric has seniority here, and Arachne’s absence does not make this a democracy.”
 

 
  “I am tired of this debate,” Yornhadt said irritably. “With the sanctuary effect compromised—” He broke off momentarily as Fedora darted forward, trying to punch him in the nose. The incubus’s fist, of course, halted inches away.
  
   “Yes,
  
  Murgatroyd, I
  
   know,
  
  but we have also verified that it is beginning to weaken! The students’ safety is of paramount—”
 

 
  “Okay, here’s your problem,” Fedora interrupted. “First rule of any engagement:
  
   know your enemy.”
  
  Ezzaniel nodded emphatically, but did not interject as the Inspector continued. “You’re thinking like a wizard, and if we were
  
   dealing
  
  with a wizard, I’d rely entirely on your judgment, Professor.”
 

 
  “We are dealing with a warlock, which in terms of—”
 

 
  “The warlock’s a stooge, at best,” Fedora said dismissively.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Yornhaldt snapped, “it seems I keep trying to speak while you are
  
   interrupting.
  
  Murgatroyd, I don’t even know what that fog effect
  
   is,
  
  which means this individual—”
 

 
  “It’s called the Fog of War, and it’s a closely guarded Salyrite secret,” Fedora retorted, ignoring Yornhaldt’s exasperated sigh at being cut off yet again. “You don’t wanna know what I had to go through to learn that spell even
  
   exists.
  
  The Topaz College is very careful not to bust that out where the Black Wreath might see it and figure out the trick. Which is beside the point:
  
   don’t worry about that warlock!
  
  He or she is hired muscle, period. The man in charge is that Hand of the Emperor, and
  
   he
  
  does not think like a wizard, he thinks like an operative. His enemy is in a secure, virtually untouchable position, so rather than bash his head on that in some kind of magical pissing contest he’ll maneuver to get us
  
   out,
  
  and
  
   that
  
  is what we are seeing! Fog blinding us, demons coming at the front door and our invincible magic protection on the fritz. He’s made going out the back the most attractive option, which means… Anyone?”
 

 
  “Means that’s what he wants us to do,” said Gilbert Mosk, who stood at the forefront of the students unabashedly listening to this exchange.
 

 
  “Bingo!” Fedora crowed. “And when do you do what your enemy
  
   wants
  
  you to do?”
 

 
  Hildred tentatively raised a hand. “…never?”
 

 
  “I was looking for ‘fucking never,’ but I’ll accept that, Hil.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Ezzaniel said mildly, “if you know more than your enemy it is a very strong ploy to make them think—”
 

 
  “Thanks, Emilio, but you can stop helping.” Fedora folded his arms, leering at Yornhaldt. “Ergo, sending students out the back is the
  
   last bloody thing
  
  we should be contemplating, here!”
 

 
  “It’s not that I don’t respect the logic of your arguments,” Yornhaldt said stubbornly. “I understood and acknowledged all that when Emilio was pointing it out a moment ago! But we must consider the
  
   stakes.
  
  I cannot, in good conscience, keep the entire student body pinned down in a position we
  
   know
  
  is not secure!”
 

 
  “Alaric, he’s right.” Professor Ezzaniel’s calm tone was like a bucket of water on the increasing heat of the argument. “You are thinking like a mage. There are only two entrances to the Grim Visage, both small and accessible only by narrow bridges. Even if the sanctuary effect fails
  
   entirely,
  
  this is a
  
   phenomenally
  
  defensible structure. To abandon it would be folly.”
 

 
  Yornhaldt dragged a hand over his lower face, heaving a deep sigh. In the momentary pause, the sound of the back door clicking shut captured everyone’s attention.
 

 
  
   “Conover!”
  
  Fedora barked at the young man who had just slipped back inside. “What the
  
   goddamn hell
  
  do you think you were doing out there?!”
 

 
  “Having a look,” Jerome said, unfazed by the demon’s ire. “I thought you might want to know, Inspector, you were right. We’re flanked; someone is coming up the bridge toward the door. And it’s Lorelin Reich, so it’s obviously a trap.”
 

 
  
   “Reich?”
  
  Ezzaniel frowned deeply.
 

 
  “Okay, how ’bout this.” Fedora turned back to Yornhaldt, tucking his thumbs behind the lapels of his rumpled trench coat. “Before we risk any kids either way, how’s about me and the boys go have a look-see? If there’s a trap, better it springs on us than the students. Fair?”
 

 
  Another pause fell, in which Yornhaldt nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful.
 

 
  Behind Fedora, Moriarty nudged Rook. “You’re not going to complain about having traps sprung on us?”
 

 
  “The way I see it,” Rook replied philosophically, “we were always gonna die to something ridiculous and right out of a particularly half-assed chapbook. If we gotta go, I’d rather go doin’ my damn duty and protecting the kids. Wouldn’t you?”
 

 
  “Well said,” Finchley agreed.
 

 
  “Chapbooks.” Moriarty tilted his head. “…you can read?”
 

 
  “Oh, fuck you,” Rook retorted, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “Now, now, boys, save some for the villains,” Fedora said cheerfully, making a line for the rear door. “If we’re gonna play it up like it’s story time, you
  
   always
  
  banter in front of the enemy. Fall in, let’s go lick the strange glowing gem!”
 

 
  “From anyone else, that’d be a figure of speech,” Rook commented as he brought up the rear, Fedora having already vanished through the doorway into the fog beyond. “You would not
  
   believe
  
  the shit this guy keeps in his pockets, though…”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Rafe said suddenly when the last of the campus guards had vanished outside. “If I’m here, and Alaric’s here, and Emilio’s here, and our entire security department is now out
  
   there,
  
  who’s guarding the front?”
 

 
  He was answered by shouting and the clatter of booted feet from the door to the Visage’s main commons, followed in just moments by the crack of lightning.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Most of the students present in the common room lost seconds to confusion and panic, but the very moment the front door burst open, Szith and Scorn both surged into action, placing themselves in front of the stairs to the second level, the Rhaazke with arms stretched and claws bared, the drow with her short sword upraised in a fighting stance.
 

 
  Men in the shabbily-maintained livery of their House barreled inside in complete disorder, bellowing and brandishing battlestaves, and from the moment of their arrival, total chaos reigned.
 

 
  The intruding soldiers pointed weapons threateningly, shouting orders—most of which were contradictory, demanding that students come quietly, back away, put their hands up, lie down, and more. Some seemed to just be shouting, wordlessly. In no semblance of a formation, they staggered into the room, quite accidentally blocking the door as the sheer press of their comrades pushed them further inward and to the sides.
 

 
  At the same time, the University students began sorting themselves in response. Some clearly outperformed the invaders in terms of poise, and within seconds a ragged defensive line had stretched to either side of Scorn and Szith, consisting of eight youths wielding either blades or magic. Three shields, two of golden divine light and one of arcane blue, partially blocked them off from the troops. Behind them, though, more of their classmates either panicked or simply froze, some rooted in place and others streaming away toward the merchant hall were the professors were gathered, or toward the stairs to the rented rooms.
 

 
  In the cacophony of shouts and scuffles, there was no telling who fired the first shot or why, but it was only seconds before one of the Dalkhaan guards discharged a staff. Immediately, lacking any better plan, the rest followed suit, and the din of screams rose amid the cracks and explosions of lightning.
 

 
  The Grim Visage was still a sanctuary against significant violence, and no lightning bolt struck flesh. The effect had limits, however, and it was only moments before the magical shields were battered down by lightning bolts. Nor was the onslaught harmless, even aside from the panic it induced. The stone walls and furniture were not immune to violence, and it seemed that ricochets did not count as attacks to the sanctuary effect. Splinters and sharp chips of rock went flying, a few inevitably striking people.
 

 
  The stink of smoke and ozone filled the air, and not a coherent word could be discerned between Szith and Scorn trying to get their fellows into order and the increasingly panicked raving of the armed men now spraying the whole room with lightning.
 

 
  Amid the carnage, a hand seized Maureen and hauled her bodily to her feet. In the press of bodies she was pulled several yards before managing to twist around and see who had her.
 

 
  Melaxyna tugged the gnome free of the crowd by the banister and pushed her toward Sarriki, pointing toward the door behind the bar, and then shoved Sekandar, whom she had also pulled along, in the same direction, before diving back into the fray to round up a few of the more panicked students.
 

 
  Maureen was glad enough to be led along. At least someone was in charge, apparently.
 

 
  By the time a wall of solid blue light slammed across the front of the common room, effectively isolating the attacking soldiers, Melaxyna and Sarriki had retreated into the pantry with five rescued students.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’m gonna go ahead and assume this isn’t what it looks like,” Fedora called, as he sauntered out onto the bridge. “Because it
  
   looks
  
  like I can have my boys here blast you right off into space and there’s not a damn thing you could do about it. But nah, surely a smooth operator like you would
  
   never
  
  put herself in such a vulnerable position.” He grinned nastily, coming to a stop, and tucked his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Unless she was takin’ orders from a psycho who would
  
   totally
  
  put her and everybody else working for him in that position.”
 

 
  He and the three campus guards had advanced just beyond the range of the Fog of War, to a widening of the bridge which gave Finchley and Rook—the better shots, though not by much—room to spread out a bit and sight along their weapons to either side of Fedora, while Moriarty behind them kept an eye on the surrounding ledges and bridges which bedecked the vast slanted central chamber of the Crawl.
 

 
  Ahead of them, Lorelin Reich likewise came to a stop, keeping her hands upraised. She paused, studying the four of them, before answering.
 

 
  “I guess this is the proper place for me to bluster in return. Would you mind awfully if we advanced a bit past that point? I am somewhat pressed for time.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  have all the time in the world,” Fedora drawled. “What with my defensible position and clock ticking down till mama bear comes home. But sure, guest’s privilege! What’s on your mind, doll?”
 

 
  Slowly, Reich lowered her hands. “Here’s the situation: we are ordered to capture your entire student body.”
 

 
  Fedora leaned slightly to one side, pretending to peer around behind her. “…we?”
 

 
  “Myself,” she replied, “a little more magical support, and a handful of soldiers.”
 

 
  “Uh…huh. And you plan to do that…how, exactly?”
 

 
  “As things stand,” she said in an even tone, “I don’t see any way that is possible. We are, you understand,
  
   required
  
  by the firmest of commands to assist our patron in this endeavor. To refuse would be nothing less than treason. To
  
   fail,
  
  however, is another matter.”
 

 
  “This is starting to veer in an interesting direction,” he remarked. “Do go on.”
 

 
  “Understand that I can’t simply surrender, or retreat,” Reich continued. “My…employer…has stepped away to attend to an urgent matter on the surface. In his absence, I will of course do my
  
   utmost
  
  to fulfill the commands he has left. It is my opinion that the utmost I can do in this situation is try to reach a compromise with our targets.”
 

 
  “Hmmm.” Fedora made a show of stroking his chin, tilting his head back to gaze upward in a pantomime of deep thought. “Quite the pickle you’re in, there, hun. Now, I’m gonna assume you’ve got something good and nasty pointed my way right now, so I won’t be so blithe as to ask how any of that is
  
   my
  
  problem, but as negotiations go, your position—”
 

 
  “Boss!” Rook said suddenly. “Watch it!”
 

 
  He had appeared behind her in total silence. At the soldier’s warning, Fedora snapped his attention back forward and Reich whirled in shock to behold the Hand, where he had simply not been a moment ago. His suit was ragged and torn, stained with grass, and had pieces of glass and wood stuck in it here and there. Though no sign of injury lingered on his exposed skin, drying blood streaked from the top of his bald head down half of his face. It lent an even wilder aspect to his expression, which was very nearly feral.
 

 
  “Sir,” Lorelin gasped, immediately adopting a tone and posture of relief. “Thank the gods, I was almost out of option—”
 

 
  With a single backhanded blow, the Hand sent her hurtling off the bridge.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Melaxyna turned from the door, where she had poked her head out through the curtain. “Okay, that’s calmer for the moment. The wizard has cut off those idiots, but between them and your little friends throwing spells back at ’em, that shield of his is under fire from both sides. It can’t stand up long, no matter how much mojo he’s got. Sarriki, let’s get these kids back into the basement until this settles down.”
 

 
  “The others?” Sekandar asked, holding Szith’s saber at the ready. “Can we get anyone else back here?”
 

 
  Melaxyna shook her head, approaching him, and also spread her wings; their full span nearly filled the pantry, encouraging the group toward the back door which Sarriki was in the process of unlocking. “They’re either champing at the bit to fight or have buggered off outta there. I realize you ducklings are big damn heroes in your own world, but take my advice: let the grown-ups settle this while you’ve got grown-ups around to settle things for you. All too soon you won’t anymore.”
 

 
  “I’m just as happy ta sit this out,” Maureen said emphatically, still clutching Crystal’s core fragment to her chest as she gladly retreated through the rear door into the lower chamber.
 

 
  She’d never been down here before, but Teal had described it to her; this didn’t look anything like she’d been told. Of course, much of that had been due to Rowe’s attempt to subvert the Crawl, but whatever hodgepodge of stolen and cobbled-together magics he had assembled had long since been cleared out. The chamber was octagonal and bordered by what looked like doors with stone frames. No, metal. No…
 

 
  In spite of her anxiety, Maureen had to step closer to one, reaching out to touch it while the rest of the group streamed past her. It
  
   was
  
  metal, though its deep gray color and matte texture resembled stone at a casual glance. It was the material of the gates themselves that was more interesting; Teal had said they were like windows into different parts of the Crawl, but whatever power had animated them seemed to be turned off, now. They were simply panels of black. Featureless black which devoured all light and felt like
  
   nothing
  
  when she carefully prodded at one with a fingertip.
 

 
  At least it smelled okay down here. The new management was clearly using this as an extension of the pantry to house more expensive foodstuffs that weren’t as readily available in the Crawl, including dried meat and herbs, which made the air pleasantly fragrant compared to the tavern above. There were bags, barrels, and casks to provide a decent range of surfaces on which to sit, of which most of the rather shocked students quickly took advantage. Sekandar took up a position near the stairs, saber in hand, while Sarriki slithered around checking on the others and Melaxyna planted her fists on her hips, surveying the room with an annoyed expression.
 

 
  There was a stone structure in the center, like an altar. It was taller than Maureen, and apparently built right into the floor. She stepped over to it, studying the odd geometric markings inlaid along its sides.
 

 
  At the back, facing away from the door, she paused, finding a small rectangular slot just above her eye level. There was a subtle marking right below it which seemed familiar. The whole arrangement jogged something in her memory…she had the feeling she had seen this
  
   recently.
  
  But Maureen’s recent memory was largely a melange of panic and shock.
 

 
  “Tsk,” the succubus muttered. “Well, we
  
   know
  
  this place is of some kind of central significance to the Crawl, after what Rowe was doing down here. Seems like there should be something we could use to defend the Visage from attack, if we only knew how it worked. Sarriki, did
  
   any
  
  of that asshole’s little pet project survive in some closet?”
 

 
  “Yes, Sarriki, why don’t you enlighten us.”
 

 
  Even Sekandar had turned to regard the succubus as she spoke, and now gasped, backing away from the steps and the figure who had appeared in the doorway.
 

 
  It was Melaxyna.
 

 
  She held her position, blocking the exit, and fixing a gimlet stare on the other version of herself in the room. The first Melaxyna straightened slowly, staring back, then glancing over at Sarriki.
 

 
  “Interesting,” the naga mused. “Before this gets too dramatic, let me just remind everybody that at a close enough range, I can smell the difference. Who wants to come get a kiss first?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t bother,” the Melaxyna in the door said disdainfully, still glaring at her counterpart. “Of all the weaselly horseshit I might have expected you to try, Rowe, I have to admit
  
   this
  
  was not on the list.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Back! Back
  
   away
  
  from them, retreat to the merchant hall!” Professor Ezzaniel strode unflinching into the din, grabbing students and bodily moving them away from the soldiers and the already-faltering shield between them. “Domingue, you will
  
   cease
  
  throwing fireballs at that
  
   immediately.
  
  Everyone move back past the door!”
 

 
  “I don’t know how well combat potions will work with this sanctuary dingus, but I can’t throw these until we get the kids out of range,” Rafe said from near the bar. “Hang tight, old man, just a bit longer…”
 

 
  Yornhaldt’s teeth were gritted in concentration, but he managed to reply. “What…is that?”
 

 
  “Just a sleeping gas, should put ’em down easy enough. And it’s heavier than air, so we should be safe on the second level. Anything more aggressive I’m afraid the sanctuary will block.”
 

 
  The dwarf nodded curtly. “You may have to throw through staff fire. This is going down any moment…”
 

 
  “Scorn,” Ezzaniel was shouting from below, “so
  
   help
  
  me, if you do not get us all killed here I will
  
   fail
  
  you. All of you, get
  
   back!”
  
 

 
  “Didja ever regret not taking a nice, quiet research job?” Rafe asked.
 

 
  Despite the tension causing the tendons in his neck to stand out, Yornhaldt managed a grin. A tight, strained one, but still. “Did you?”
 

 
  “How very dare you, sir. The
  
   idea.”
  
 

 
  Then, with a grunt, the mage slumped forward and the arcane shield collapsed. Emboldened, the soldiers began firing again in earnest, now also pushing forward toward the stairs.
 

 
  “Aw…shit fire,” Rafe growled, resting his free hand on Yornhaldt’s shoulder and hefting a bottle of potion with the other. “EMILIO! Don’t let them get up the stairs! Draft who you have to, but keep them below our level.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   serious?”
  
  Ezzaniel exclaimed, flinching as he was sprayed with stone chips from a nearby explosion of staff fire against the wall.
 

 
  “Serious as fine cuisine, brother!”
 

 
  Ezzaniel didn’t bother to castigate him further. “Scorn! Szith! Get back here! Forget everything I just yelled at you, we are holding this line!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She didn’t even scream as she fell, too shocked by the suddenness and the blow to her face. And then, seconds into the infinite descent, by having her fall suddenly slowed as she was seized from behind.
 

 
  Reflexively, Lorelin ignited a divine shield, and there was a yelp from above her.
 

 
  “Cut that out, ingrate!”
 

 
  Habit took over. Had to think clearly, had to be someone else in this situation. Find a new mask, someone who would
  
   not
  
  panic while plummeting to her death. Calm did not come over her, but thanks to years of practice, she managed enough of a facade of calm to fool even herself, mostly. Repressing reflex, she dropped the shield.
 

 
  Immediately, Fedora grabbed her again, and their fall slowed and became more horizontal. The incubus groaned alarmingly, and as a downside of the more lucid mask she was wearing at the moment Lorelin realized that his wings wouldn’t enable him to
  
   fly
  
  with her weight tugging on them, but it seemed he could at least manage a glide.
 

 
  To…where?
 

 
  The central shaft of the Crawl was dotted with ledges, bridges, and tunnels, but none were conveniently in front of them. Of course.
 

 
  Fedora tried to bank, but did so too suddenly, and his wings folded up under the pressure. Lorelin shrieked as they shot straight downward again for a few seconds before the demon could get his wings open and steady once more.
 

 
  “If this doesn’t end up saving my life,” she said tremulously, pitching her voice over the rush of passing air, “I want you to know I still appreciate it!”
 

 
  “If it doesn’t end up saving your life
  
   soon,
  
  I’m dropping your ass,” he grated. “I’ve got men up there facing that monster and I care about them a lot more than
  
   you!”
  
 

 
  “Then—” she started to ask why he was bothering, but instantly thought better of it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Everywhere,” the Hand snarled, “I am surrounded by
  
   treason.
  
  From every corner!”
 

 
  “Aw, shut your fuckin’ yap,” Rook growled, and fired.
 

 
  “FOR THE EMPEROR!” Finchley bellowed, doing likewise.
 

 
  Their eyes didn’t want to make sense of what transpired next; the Hand seemed to
  
   flow
  
  around the lightning bolts that ripped toward him point-blank. Rook managed to squeeze off another shot before their target was somehow upon them.
 

 
  He grabbed Rook’s staff, and the soldier had the presence of mind to let it go rather than engage in a tug-of-war with a being far stronger than himself on a narrow footbridge.
 

 
  “Down!” Moriarty shouted from behind them, leveling his own weapon. Finchley dropped to the floor, but Rook wasn’t fast enough.
 

 
  The Hand seized him by the throat, hauling him around in front to stand squarely in Moriarty’s sights. Rook grasped at his arm with both hands, trying to claw the man’s grip loose, but the effort was as futile as trying to dig up an oak tree.
 

 
  “Fire at will, Private Moriarty,” the Hand sneered, locking eyes with his prisoner. “By all means, give your comrade a quicker end than
  
   I
  
  will. In fact, all of you, feel free to spare one another the full punishment for your betrayal. Whichever is last to go shall suffer the retribution meant for all three. Well? Who’s going to—”
 

 
  Rook released his arm and jabbed him right in both eyes with his index fingers.
 

 
  With a roar, the Hand hurled him off into space.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Of course. That symbol was…
 

 
  Maureen held up the rectangular piece of quartz she had been clutching. In the distance, the volume of crackles and explosions increased as the battle in the tavern picked up again. Near at hand, the first Melaxyna was slowly easing back to the side of the pedestal, bringing her even with Maureen’s position. The gnome, though, stared at the engraving on the metal capping one end of the crystal. It matched. And holding them side by side, she could see how neatly the thing would
  
   fit
  
  in that slot.
 

 
  “Now, let’s nobody go and get too excited,” the nearest Melaxyna said soothingly. “We’re still under sanctuary, remember?”
 

 
  “And it had limits even before it was under attack,” replied the other succubus. “You may
  
   remember,
  
  Rowe. A nice,
  
   slow
  
  application of force can slip by it. Or—”
 

 
  Suddenly, a hand came to rest on Maureen’s head, fingers curling into her hair. “Ah, ah, ah,” the demon clutching her cooed. “I
  
   do
  
  remember, cupcake. But there are some here who haven’t seen it yet!”
 

 
  She did the only thing she could think of, and shoved the crystal into the slot.
 

 
  Sekandar whirled, taking aim with the saber. “Take your hands
  
   off
  
  her.”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t think so.” And suddenly, it was Rowe’s voice again; Melaxyna’s shape melted away to reveal him. “Sauce for the gander is sauce for the goose, my little eclairs. Now then, we’re all going to have a nice, calm—”
 

 
  The entire structure trembled. All around them, tiny lights appeared from hidden crevices in the walls between the gateways, which themselves suddenly shifted to display a pure, glowing white.
 

 
  Heaving a sigh, Rowe roughly twisted Maureen’s head up to meet her eyes. “All right, kid.
  
   What
  
  did you just—”
 

 
  Suddenly his grip was torn loose form her hair and the incubus was bodily hurled across the room by an unseen force to impact one of the white gates. Upon striking its surface, he slipped neatly through and vanished.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rook unabashedly screamed, a long, high wail that echoed in the vast cavern, even as he curled himself into a fetal position. Not until he had fully run out of breath did he process the fact that he wasn’t actually falling.
 

 
  Cracking one eye open, he peeked out from under his arms. He was lying on his side, in midair, a few yards from the bridge on which Finchley, Moriarty, and the Hand were all staring at him in stupefaction.
 

 
  Further inspection revealed that he was resting upon a square panel of pure white light, suspended in midair.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said weakly. “Well. All righty, then.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You made it,” Lorelin gasped as soon as he released her, slumping to hands and knees on the transparent panel onto which Fedora had just dropped her. This afforded her a dizzying view of the horrific drop still stretching out below, but at least it
  
   felt
  
  solid, which was a great step up from her situation of a moment ago. “Thank you. Oh, gods,
  
   thank you.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…yeah, sure.” Standing behind her, Fedora tilted his hat back so he could scratch his head, turning in a slow circle to peer around them. “Yeah, I’ll take credit for this. Why the hell not?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It wasn’t silence, but the quiet which descended upon the common room felt like it after the incredible noise which had just reigned. The blue beams of light which sprang up from the floor produced a deep, arcane-sounding hum that filled the room. More importantly, however, they each seized one of the intruding soldiers, forcing him bodily into a stiff, upright position, and held him.
 

 
  The assembled students and professors stared, dumbfounded, at their suddenly imprisoned foes. The soldiers’ expression were of pure terror, but it seemed they couldn’t move anything but the muscles in their faces.
 

 
  Battlestaves littered the floor where they had been wrenched out of hands by some invisible force and dropped.
 

 
  Slowly, Rafe lowered the arm he’d been in the process of hauling back to toss his bottle of sleeping gas. “Well…damn, old man. I did
  
   not
  
  know you could do that.”
 

 
  Still panting from mental exertion, Professor Yornhaldt had to swallow heavily before he could answer. “I
  
   can’t.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Hand
  
   blurred,
  
  then snapped back into focus, and suddenly his expression was of pure shock at finding himself unable to shift space. In the next moment it got worse.
 

 
  He was jerked physically upward as if on an invisible string, and in midair, six square panels of light identical to the one supporting Rook appeared around him. These, however, snapped together to form a cube, catching him in the air.
 

 
  
   “AND JUST WHAT,”
  
  Crystal’s voice thundered through the Crawl,
  
   “DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING TO
  
  
   
    MY KIDS?”
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  “All right. Caine, heal who you can,” Ruda said, breaking the stunned silence. “Arquin, help him.”
 

 
  “Um…”
 

 
  “Yes, I
  
   know
  
  you suck at it, which is why you’re following his lead. Juniper…do something about
  
   that.”
  
  She pointed at the huddled form of Milady, turning to her next targets as Toby and Gabriel headed toward the nearest source of pained groans. “Locke, Fross, I need intel. Check at the doors and windows, see what you can see without getting lost in that mess. And that leaves…”
 

 
  She abruptly bounded onto the crate serving as steps to the improvised dais and from there to the platform itself, prompting a startled squeal from the man now lying flat upon it with his arms over his head.
 

 
  Ruda bent to seize him by the collar and dragged him bodily to his knees, idly resting the tip of her rapier against the crates in conspicuous view.
 

 
  “Hi there,” she said with a grin that was far too broad to be sincere. “While my friends try to salvage what they can of
  
   your
  
  friends, I’m gonna need you to tell me where your
  
   other
  
  friends toddled off to.”
 

 
  The man stared up at her, mouth moving convulsively for a moment until he closed it to swallow.
 

 
  “The ones with the metal appendages,” she prompted, deliberately flexing her wrist and scraping the tip of her sword along the wood near him. “I’m sure you must’ve noticed them.”
 

 
  “I…” He swallowed again before continuing hoarsely, staring at a point past her shoulder. “I was… They helped me, don’t you see? I was nothing, but they taught me…”
 

 
  “They picked up a loser at his low point, yes, I understand how religions work.” Ruda gave him a firm shake.
  
   “Where are the metal people?”
  
 

 
  “My boat sank,” he said mechanically, “my son ran away to Tiraas, I had nothing…”
 

 
  “HEY.” She hiked him up higher till his face was inches from hers, and his attention focused back on her. “I am not your
  
   fucking
  
  biographer. Where the
  
   fuck
  
  did your leaders go?
  
   Spit it out!”
  
 

 
  This was fortuitously punctuated by a shriek from behind her as Toby set someone’s dislocated shoulder. The flash of golden healing light which followed only served to cast her face in ominous shadow.
 

 
  Ruda’s prisoner drew a shuddering breath, but then his eyes seemed to come more into focus and he made a small shift which might have been a squaring of the shoulders had he been held in a less awkward position.
 

 
  “I…can’t,” he said more quietly. “Do what you want. I have many weaknesses, but I’m no traitor.”
 

 
  “Well, I respect that,” she replied, drawing back her sword arm to lift its tip till it rested against his thigh. “But it makes this
  
   really
  
  fuckin’ hard, so—”
 

 
  “Hey!” Principia slipped back in from the side door through which she had departed, leaving it to bang in the wind behind her. “We’re about a block from the palace. It’s hard to hear clearly in this storm but I’m pretty sure the Rock is under attack.”
 

 
  “It’s bad, Ruda!” Fross chimed, zooming in from one of the upper windows. “She’s right, the castle’s under seige—and I think for the second time! There’s Rust cultists with metal pieces holding the ramparts and someone
  
   else
  
  is attacking the south gate, I didn’t get a good look at who or what, but somebody is channeling lightning bolts at the Rust on the battlements!”
 

 
  Ruda drew in a hissing breath through her teeth, then abruptly dropped the cultist. “Congrats, you are now redundant, have a nice life. We’ve gotta move, people. What’s our situation?”
 

 
  “There’s…not a lot of these people I can still do anything for,” Toby reported somberly. “The good news is nobody who survived had any immediately life-threatening damage, but some of these lightning burns are going to require more complicated treatment than—”
 

 
  “That’s their problem, then. There’s a hospital four streets away; if you’ve done the triage, we’re done here. Juniper? Is she going to be any use at all?”
 

 
  “I…have no idea what’s wrong,” Juniper said helplessly, straightening up. She had been kneeling next to Milady, trying to get a response, but the woman had fallen into repetitive rocking and a haunted stare into space. “I can’t find any injury or curse or anything and all the magic in her makes it hard to sniff out… I mean, she smells kinda like
  
   me.
  
  She’s just gone completely bonkers, it looks like.”
 

 
  “Battle shock,” Principia said curtly, striding over and squatting on her heels to peer at Milady. The woman in black didn’t seem to notice. “She just slaughtered a room full of people, after all; nobody
  
   normal
  
  can go through something like that without
  
   some
  
  kind of reaction. More to the point, the only humans I’ve seen move that way are Butlers. You can’t lose a fight, can you?”
 

 
  This last was in a lower tone, directed at Milady. She made no reply except to squeeze her eyes shut and begin whispering frantic apologies to no one.
 

 
  “Excuse me,
  
   what?”
  
  Ruda exclaimed.
 

 
  “I think she’s got a fairy curse of some kind,” Principia said, still studying Milady. “It’d explain why she smells like dryads. I knew a guy once who had something similar; he was cursed never to lose a battle.”
 

 
  “How is that a
  
   curse?”
  
  Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “Boy, look at this, and look at
  
   that.”
  
  Principia pointed first at Milady and then at a stretch of the floor upon which seven dead people were strewn in a mixed swamp of their own blood. “Imagine being forced to retaliate with all your full lethality whenever anybody came at you, and having no control over it. What a nightmare.”
 

 
  “Well, we’ll have to leave her, then,” Ruda stated, heading toward the front door.
 

 
  “We can’t do
  
   that,”
  
  Toby retorted. “Especially not here! She’s helpless, and surrounded by—”
 

 
  “Aside from being the Princess here,” Principia interrupted, standing, “Punaji is right. She’s a liability. She has
  
   been
  
  a liability from the beginning, the whole time she was accompanying us into unknown danger with
  
   this
  
  hanging over her and no word of warning. Bitch could’ve had the effect triggered by anything and slaughtered half of us before we knew what was happening. Leave her, we’ve gotta move.”
 

 
  “Nobody is not worth helping,” Toby said stubbornly.
 

 
  “Caine, either come help save my family or fuck off. I don’t have time for this.” Ruda hauled open one of the big front doors, grabbed her hat as a gust of wind immediately tried to rip it away, and stalked out into the storm without another backward look. Principia went right on her heels, and Fross darted after them, Juniper following more slowly and with several uncertain glances back at Milady.
 

 
  “You can’t tell me this is right,” Toby said, turning to Gabriel. “She just saved our—”
 

 
  “Toby, you were there. She
  
   started
  
  that fight, because of that…whatever it was that went off, which she never warned us about. Locke has a point, that’s murderously irresponsible at best. It could’ve killed us all down there; it’s actually a miracle it
  
   didn’t.”
  
  He glanced down at Milady, then shook his head and turned resolutely toward the door. “No, it
  
   isn’t
  
  right. It’s not. Sifa’s going to stay and watch over her, but that’s all I can spare. Sometimes you have to choose who to save, Toby. I’m choosing Ruda’s family.”
 

 
  He rested a hand on Toby’s shoulder for a moment, glanced a last time down at the huddled woman, then turned and followed the others out into the storm.
 

 
  Toby was the last to go, but go he did.
 

 
  The group had only been out of sight for a minute, and the surviving Rust were starting to creep toward Milady, when a new figure appeared in the door, sending them fleeing toward the side entrance with a chorus of screams.
 

 
  The sylph paced across the warehouse with his peculiar gait that was both a stork’s prancing and a snake’s slither, and slowly coiled his long shape around her, huge talons squelching softly in the drying blood underfoot. She didn’t respond.
 

 
  “Poor, stubborn little hero,” Aradeus murmured, arching a wing protectively over her. “Mmm. You smell of pain buried not deep enough, and good advice not obeyed. You should have gone to see the healer.
  
   Always
  
  go to see the healer. Well.” He subtly tightened around her, disturbing her balance; she slumped against his silvery body, and he rested his chin atop her head. “Mmm. Great adventures will unfold tonight, but there is no evil to destroy, so I will not fight. I will observe. This is as good a place as any other, hmmm? We will watch this storm pass together.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The gatehouse’s tiny side door was thick enough to constitute a fortress wall on its own, aside from being the narrowest door she had ever seen. Its odd proportions made it
  
   interesting
  
  to slip through and get it shut behind her against the howling storm without attracting attention. Tallie paused just inside, letting the water stream off her (it wouldn’t give her away since the whole hallway was likewise wet) and listening.
 

 
  A faint rustle sounded from the room to her right, but apart from that, nothing. Once she was fairly sure no one had heard, she crept forward.
 

 
  It was a narrow hall, terminating directly ahead in a stairwell that ascended to, according to Trissiny, a barracks.
  
   That
  
  would be full of Rust cultists. Though the gatehouse had a matching small door to the interior of the fortress, of course there was no convenient path from that portal to this one, which made sense defensively speaking. If anybody penetrated this entrance they would have to navigate a deliberately illogical route full of corners, stairs, and ideally soldiers, many of the halls in question lined with apertures in the ceiling and upper walls through which the Rock’s defenders could rain punishment on any intruder.
 

 
  This hall had an ominous profusion of those. Hopefully the Rust hadn’t already found a use for them.
 

 
  Midway down it along the right wall was a door into what Trissiny had said would be a small armory. Apparently somebody was in there, to judge by the faint scuffling she heard.
 

 
  Tallie slipped up to the edge of the door, paused for a moment in thought, and then jumped. The narrowness of the hall was her ally; it gave her the perfect amount of space to brace herself across its width. Clambering up to the ceiling, she grabbed the inside of one of the dark holes meant to pour boiling oil or whatever on her, extended her body fully along the ceiling and braced her toes in another, and gingerly lowered her head to peek in through the upper edge of the doorway.
 

 
  It was a cat burglar’s constant salvation: nobody ever looked up.
 

 
  The armory was in pretty good order, with no signs of a struggle. That was odd, considering there were two Punaji soldiers and one half-machine man who had to have been one of these Rust characters present. One of the Punaji was bound hand and foot, lying on his side facing the door. The other lay oriented in the opposite direction, with the machine cultist kneeling between him and the entrance, apparently tying off a matching set of bindings.
 

 
  Tallie hesitated, then lowered her head more fully into the room, enough to be noticeable. Sure enough, the bound soldier’s gaze shifted to her and his eyes widened.
 

 
  She lowered her free hand, holding herself in place with one hand on an oil loop, one foot in another and the other braced across the hall, and held a finger to her lips. The man stared up at her, but did not otherwise react.
 

 
  Two friendly soldiers present, and an enemy with his back to the door. Surely she wasn’t going to encounter any situation so fortuitous again. But how to take advantage? Tallie wasn’t a fighter even when accounting for people who weren’t partially made of
  
   metal.
  
 

 
  Dithering nearly cost her dearly; Tallie snapped her head up at the unmistakable sound of feet running down the stairwell.
 

 
  The armory had rafters across the ceiling. Trusting the architect not to have been a complete obfuscatory asshole, Tallie shifted herself forward and down at an angle, grabbing the lintel of the door frame with both hands, and swung her whole body feet-first into the room, vaulting straight upward.
 

 
  
   Yes,
  
  rafters in the right place! She had to shift her angle of attack in mid-swing, but even so got her legs wrapped around a beam with a deftness that pleased her, then swung the rest of the way up to land atop it, out of view of both the door and the cultist below.
 

 
  She could’ve made that jump by the age of eleven, but the very training that honed her body into a limber showpiece had left her with some habits the Guild had had to laboriously beat from her. Training had paid off, though, and she made her movements economical and
  
   silent.
  
  The fallen soldier’s eyes tracked her, but the cultist gave no sign he’d heard a thing.
 

 
  That was all the time she had before the approaching footsteps finished approaching. Another cultist, likewise with a whole limb that looked like some crazy dwarven contraption, but this one a woman.
 

 
  “Rasul!” she said breathlessly. “Are you still—what are you
  
   doing?
  
  Just drop a screambell and
  
   leave
  
  them!”
 

 
  At the woman’s entrance the soldier who had noticed Tallie shifted his glare to her and did not glance upward, giving no sign of her presence. Eserites weren’t big on prayer, but she offered a silent thanks for meeting friendlies who
  
   weren’t
  
  complete and utter rubes.
 

 
  “You’ve heard the sound those things make,” Rasul replied calmly, finishing binding the second soldier’s arms behind his back. “It’s
  
   painful,
  
  and you can’t tell me it won’t cause permanent damage to the ears if you just
  
   leave
  
  it on someone. We didn’t come here to be cruel.”
 

 
  “Well, we don’t have time to be kind,” she snapped. “Somebody is assaulting the south gate—somebody with
  
   magic.
  
  There’s lightning bolts coming from the sky and some kind of a
  
   thing
  
  trying to ram the gate down, and the screamlances aren’t doing a thing to it. We have to hold them off until Ayuvesh can finish his work!”
 

 
  “I see.” Rasul straightened, the joints in his legs—both metal starting from above the knees—clicking oddly, then again as he bowed to the two fallen soldiers. “I’m sorry about this, brothers. You should be all right here; it won’t be long.”
 

 
  With no more word, he strode out after his comrade, who had already bolted back up the hallway. The man moved with amazing smoothness for somebody whose legs were clockwork.
 

 
  Tallie listened for the sound of his heavy steps to recede up the stairs before dropping lightly to the floor. Whipping out her belt knife, she knelt next to the second soldier, just because his bound hands were facing her.
 

 
  She took the precaution of reaching her free hand around to cover his mouth, and a good thing, too, as the sudden contact prompted a yell. The other trooper started to pull himself upright, struggling against his bonds, as Tallie approached his compatriot with a knife.
 

 
  “Hush up, rubes!” she hissed. “I’m gonna cut you loose, hold still a minute.”
 

 
  “Not that I’m ungrateful but who the
  
   hell
  
  are you?” the first man demanded. It was a fair enough question; she obviously wasn’t Rust, but equally obviously wasn’t military or even Punaji.
 

 
  “I’m with the Thieves’ Guild,” she said quietly, sawing through the just-tied cord as rapidly as she could. “I’ve got more thieves, a Salyrite witch and the Hand of damn well Avei coming to help, but I need to get them inside before they can be much use.”
 

 
  “Well, fuck me running,” the man she was untying said in amazement.
 

 
  “Later, sailor,” Tallie grunted. “Business before pleasure. You guys know the layout; I need to get that gate open so my people can hit these assholes from behind. What’s—”
 

 
  “Uh, first things first,” interrupted the first man she’d seen, his eyes now fixed on a spot at which men had an annoying tendency to stare. “Why’ve you got a glowing rat in your cleavage?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is taking too long. Is it taking too long?” Layla altered her pacing pattern, beginning to orbit the rest of the group instead of stalking up and down in front of them. “How long does it
  
   take
  
  to break into an impregnable fortress? I should have gone with her, I can move almost as quietly… You’d know if something happened to her, right, Schwartz? You’d tell us?”
 

 
  “Oy.” As she passed, Darius reached out and seized his sister by the back of her neck. “You can’t
  
   possibly
  
  think that’s helping him concentrate.”
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Schwartz said without opening his eyes. “Concentration is as much emotional as intellectual. As long as you lot are squabbling, I know the world is still in order.”
 

 
  Darius snorted a laugh at that, but Layla just shook him off with a glare and resumed pacing, now chewing her bottom lip.
 

 
  Schwartz hadn’t bothered with any kind of ritual circle for this, though off to his right was another small improvised altar made from cobblestones pried up out of the streets themselves, this one with a handful of loose crystals of various colors on its top. He was sitting cross-legged, his spine straight and eyes closed, with elbows braced against his sides and both arms extended palm-up. His right hand appeared to be on fire; in his left rested another cobblestone which constantly trembled and twitched as if he were bouncing it, though his hand was not moving.
 

 
  “Waiting is part of any heist,” Trissiny said calmly, “as well as any military campaign. This is a bit of both. Trust our friend like she does us; we all know what we’re doing.”
 

 
  “If it was
  
   you
  
  in there I’d be less worried,” Layla muttered, not slowing. “Or Schwartz. The rest of us are
  
   just apprentices.”
  
 

 
  “None of you are
  
   just
  
  anything,” Trissiny said automatically, then let out a soft sigh when Layla scowled at her. “All right, I take your point, but still. Tallie is
  
   good.
  
  We wouldn’t have let her do this if she wasn’t good enough.”
 

 
  “Wait—there’s trouble.”
 

 
  Schwartz suddenly opened his eyes, and Darius winced looking at him. Behind his spectacles, they glowed orange-red, the same shade as Meesie’s fur.
 

 
  “Trouble where?” Trissiny asked, instinctively grasping her sword. “Do we need to pull her out?”
 

 
  “Tallie’s okay,” the witch reported. “She’s rescued a couple of soldiers, and the Rust have been drawn off by our diversion; Meesie can’t hear any strange noise weapons nearby. The problem is at the
  
   other
  
  gate.” He suddenly grimaced and had to close his hands over the cobblestone, which was suddenly trying to jerk fully away from him. “I’m—they’ve—okay, those sound weapons aren’t bothering the elemental but it turns out they’ve got more mundane methods…”
 

 
  “Stay here and be ready to help Tallie if she needs it,” Trissiny ordered the siblings, drawing her blade. “Sounds like this is
  
   my
  
  cue.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The group pulled back together as they neared the fortress. The storm appeared to be on the wane, Naphthene’s fury ebbing off as quickly as it had come; the wind had slackened notably and the lightning was both less frequent and more distant. There was no relief from the downpour, however, and they were all drenched from the moment of stepping outside.
 

 
  Fross, as usual, darted ahead, shooting around the corner that led their current street onto the open square before the Rock’s south gate. Principia was the first after her, but the rest were not far behind. They all piled to an immediate stop, though, trying to make sense of what they were seeing.
 

 
  Something was trying to smash the gates like a living battering ram, a low-slung creature about the shape of a crocodile but apparently covered in a shell of stone. Or stones, more correctly, thickly clustered over it like scales. In fact, it was hard to tell details through the rain, but they appeared to be exactly the same color and texture as the cobblestone plaza over which it was charging again.
 

 
  The weird creature was clearly trying to bash the gate itself in; even as they watched, it backed up and charged forward once more, its blunt head crashing against the outer gates. There was no telling how long it had been at this, but there was already a sizable splintered dent around the spot where the gates met, evidence of repeated pounding. However, the stone monster’s efforts were no longer going so smoothly.
 

 
  It appeared to be trying to ignore the Rust harassing it and focus on its task, but that was clearly growing more difficult by the moment. A person sitting astride some kind of mechanical mount and carrying a long lance was hassling it relentlessly. The machine he was riding resembled an ostrich with a long tail for balance and a steering stick like an enchanted carriage’s where its head should be. It made an awful clatter as he maneuvered it one-handed, piston-legs pounding into the cobblestones and its joints clacking and emitting gouts of steam.
 

 
  Its rider swooped around in a wide arc to charge at the stone beast again even as his target backed up for another run at the gate. He lowered his lance and its head sparked alight with arcs of electricity that made an uncontrolled nimbus in the rain. It impacted the side of the creature with enough force to shove it off-balance. The impact was enough to bring the mechanical running-bird up short, and the rider only kept his grip on the lance because it was attached to his metal arm.
 

 
  Another Rust cultist was nearby on foot, wielding another shock lance with which he continually jabbed and bludgeoned the stone creature. Lacking the speed and weight of the birdlike mount, his blows hadn’t enough inertia to shift it, but that electrified lance head still did damage, each blow causing a spray of stone chips and sometimes dislodging an entire chunk of rock.
 

 
  While they stared, another mechanical
  
   thing
  
  suddenly arrived, charging out of a side street to join the fray. This one was like a gigantic insect, six legs clattering noisily as it came. Rather than slamming into the stone beast as it first appeared to be about to do, it skidded to a stop nearby and this second Rust cultist leaped into its seat.
 

 
  “Okay, these guys and their contraptions are old news,” Ruda said above the noise, “but what the
  
   fuck
  
  is that thing?”
 

 
  “There’s a
  
   lot
  
  of fae magic in that,” Juniper said, squinting through the rain. “Like…it’s
  
   mostly
  
  fae magic.”
 

 
  “It’s an elemental,” Principia said slowly. “A
  
   pavement elemental.
  
  Well,
  
   that’s
  
  a new one, I’ve gotta say.”
 

 
  “What’s your call, Princess?” Gabriel asked, turning to Ruda. “Taking down the Rust is a safe bet, but we don’t know whose side the elemental’s on, except that
  
   they
  
  don’t like it. Is this an enemy-of-my-enemy thing, or do we come down on
  
   anyone
  
  who’s attacking the Rock?”
 

 
  Ruda frowned at the scene in silence for a bare moment before responding. “Fuck it, we’ve gotta get
  
   in,
  
  and it looks like they’ve got control of the gates. My parents are in danger
  
   right now,
  
  we don’t have time to sort this out. Take down the Rust, and unless that thing attacks us
  
   help
  
  it get the gates—”
 

 
  A deep, bellowing whinny cut through the storm and her orders, and yet another bulky figure came charging into the square from a side street. This one came from almost straight ahead, originating off the north side of the fortress’s corner and approaching at an angle that would barely skirt the tower and plow head-on into the melee.
 

 
  It was a horse—an armored horse, though clearly not mechanical, and ridden by an armored figure. That was all they could perceive through the downpour, until it burst alight. Golden wings flared out from the rider, and her sword blazed with pure divine power as she leveled it at the nearest mounted cultist.
 

 
  “YEEAAAAAH!” Fross screamed, shooting straight upward and erupting in a burst of silver glitter like a firework. “YOU FUCKERS ARE
  
   DONE!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Rock was a surpassingly resilient bastion, defensible both within and without. Punaji history being rife with coups and revolutions, those occupying its seat of power made no assumptions about their safety. Even in its deepest interior, the Rock’s corridors abounded with blind turns, choke points, doors as hard to break as the outer gates of some lesser fortresses, and more than a handful of booby traps.
 

 
  It was also, of course, fully staffed both by soldiers and by civilian Punaji who not only carried weapons but didn’t need much prompting to use them. The joke on the wharves was that a Punaji scullery maid was roughly a match for a Sheng infantryman.
 

 
  Unfortunately for the current royal family, all these defenses were useless against a foe who cleaved through them without even a proper
  
   fight.
  
 

 
  What unfolded as the handful of Rust swept through the Rock could not have been called a battle. Punaji defenders were swiftly felled by sonic weapons, collapsing in pain and disorientation usually without even squeezing off a shot. The few who managed to fire on their attackers achieved nothing, wand and staff bolts sparking harmlessly against energy shields which were far more durable than the arcane charms with which they were familiar. Nor did the Rust tie down their vastly inferior numbers by trying to seize and hold any ground; they simply neutralized anyone who got in their way and swept on, making equally short work of any physical barriers in their path with blades extended from their machine arms—blades whose edges glowed as if hot, and which sliced through dense wood faster and cleaner than any saw, slowed only slightly when they encountered metal.
 

 
  The Rust were clearly not here to capture the Rock. They were
  
   searching
  
  for something. As scattered and disoriented defenders slowly recovered in their passing, they quickly figured out what.
 

 
  So did the King and Queen, and as such, they were not caught in any corner or defensible position, clearly having learned better from the example of what befell their troops. This communication suggested the presence of tactical scryers, but that did not matter in the end. Ayuvesh had his own means.
 

 
  He had directed his people to fan through the fortress in a pincer movement as best they could given its maze of corridors, encircling the Rock and closing in. So it was that he finally snared his targets in a long hallway as they attempted to retreat, doubtless to some secret exit from the Rock itself.
 

 
  Rajakhan and Anjal were accompanied only by their seneschal and two soldiers, and the latter had been neatly felled by sonic shots from the cultist who appeared at the end of the hall down which they fled. The royal couple turned to retreat while Akhatrya tried (fruitlessly) to hamper the attacker, but it was Ayuvesh himself who met them coming the other way. Through the reports of his people scattered through the fortress, he had been tracking them for some time already.
 

 
  He had left one of his followers behind at the other end of the corridor to ensure they were not interrupted. Finally, he had his moment.
 

 
  Both King and Queen bared steel at him, standing shoulder-to-shoulder and glaring without a hint of fear.
 

 
  “Your Majesties,” he said grandly, gesticulating with his metal hand. “I will not waste our time with insincere pleasantries. My people rage unimpeded through your fortress, completely unhindered by the best you can throw against them. You know by now that your weapons will not prevail against me. I have you cornered and at my mercy. This chase, it would appear, is well and truly
  
   over.”
  
 

 
  “Do what you came to, but spare me your juvenile gloating,” Blackbeard growled. “The Punaji will not—”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Ayuvesh said, holding up his other hand, “for interrupting what I’m sure would have been a memorable speech, but once you have learned what I came for I think you will be glad not to have wasted it upon my unworthy self.”
 

 
  “Speak, then,” Anjal snapped.
 

 
  “I mistrust words,” he replied with a smile. “Deeds are what matters in life. Action, and the will to take it. And so!”
 

 
  He tossed aside his screamlance, to their visible surprise. Their expressions of confusion only deepened when Ayuvesh carefully knelt upon the stone floor, and raised both his hands, metal and flesh, in the air. He bowed his head to them, speaking only two more words.
 

 
  “I surrender.”
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  The mounted cultist turned to see what was bearing down on him, hesitated for a bare instant, then sent his giant mechanical rooster stomping in the other direction as fast as it would go. It immediately encountered an ice slick, lost footing, and skidded across the plaza in a painful-looking tangle of metal limbs, leaving his still-sparking lance to lie on the ground behind him.
 

 
  “Nice, Fross!” Gabriel shouted, even as Whisper erupted from a burst of shadow and smoke on the wall behind him.
 

 
  Trissiny didn’t bother to pursue the fallen rider, adjusting the angle of Arjen’s charge to head for the second cultist.
 

 
  This one was made of sterner stuff.
 

 
  The cobblestone elemental continued methodically backing up for another charge at the gates, incidentally opening a path between them, and the mechanical insect lunged forward to meet the charging paladin head-on.
 

 
  Arjen was taller and bigger, but the cultist’s weapon had a longer reach. By accident or design, he rammed its sparking tip into the horse’s chest as they impacted. Arjen bellowed in pain, staggering and barely keeping his footing on the rain-slick pavement; the force of the impact sent him off-course, enough that Trissiny’s futile sword swipe at the spider-rider in passing went nowhere near him.
 

 
  Both riders arced about as they recovered, wheeling to face one another again. Whatever damage had been done to Arjen he seemed to have shrugged off—no surprise, given the divine energy blazing from his rider. The cultist’s weapon had been bent by the collision, and was now emitting constant sparks from the two spots where it had warped in addition to arcs of electricity from its tip, all of them creating a staticky haze in the rain. He seemed undeterred, however, leveling his crumpled lance and surging forward again.
 

 
  It was at that point that the Rust holding the battlements above the gatehouse managed to draw a bead on Trissiny.
 

 
  Immediately she pitched sideways in her saddle, keeping enough of a grip on the reins and with her knees to avoid tumbling off, but slowing Arjen’s loop as he responded to his rider’s distress. The noise of the sonic weapons was oddly muted to those at whom they were not directed, but their shrill whine rose above the voice of the wind and receding thunder.
 

 
  Even as she struggled to stay mounted, Trissiny’s aura brightened, hardening into an extra layer of divine shielding encompassing both her and Arjen, and the golden wings still unfurled behind her actually extended several feet as Avei’s hand upon her intensified. She was hunched over in clear distress, but tried to straighten Arjen’s course and meet the enemy’s six-legged charge. It was an awkward recovery, though, and even with his bent lance, the cultist had more speed and a more direct angle at their exposed flank.
 

 
  The goddess’s attention seemingly spared Trissiny the worst of the sonic weapon’s effect, but whatever Avei’s reason, she did not intervene decisively to end the battle.
 

 
  Fortunately, she was not the only one in a position to do so.
 

 
  A bolt of black light ripped through the downpour, striking the Rust rider straight in the chest and nearly unseating him. His lance jerked off-target, but his mount did not slacken its speed. Whisper was galloping faster than Arjen, her invisible hooves having no trouble on the slickened pavement, and Gabriel passed Trissiny to meet the attacker in a proper joust, scythe leveled before him.
 

 
  The man’s life was saved by the fact that the wicked blade did not strike him with its cutting edge; instead, the cap of its pole lifted him clear out of the seat and hurled him several yards backward in an impact that had to have crushed ribs at the very least.
 

 
  He brought Whisper around in an impossibly nimble pivot; where Arjen had greater strength and endurance than a flesh-and-blood horse, she was more agile than a mountain goat. Trissiny had recovered enough to guide her steed out of the path of the runaway mechanical spider, which clattered past on a course that would eventually lead it to crash into the wall. It was probably gratuitous, then, for Gabriel to chase it down, but he did.
 

 
  “Fross!” Ruda barked, pointing her rapier at the battlements. Some of the Rust had switched targets, but Gabriel was wearing one of the Avatar’s earplugs and didn’t even seem to notice that he was being fired upon.
 

 
  “On it!” The pixie streaked upward just as Gabriel slammed the blade of his scythe into the middle of the fleeing mechanical, causing it to immediately burst apart in a profusion of suddenly rusted-out parts, but she slowed in confusion when the attacking cultists abruptly tumbled forward over the ramparts.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The reduced Squad One moved as quickly as they could without making noise that would give away their position, which was quicker than almost any other phalanx in the Legions thanks to the silencing charms Locke had laid on their boots. Even so, with Shahai remaining behind with two of the Punaji troopers who hadn’t recovered enough to be fit, in Lieutenant Laghari’s assessment, for combat, they made a pitifully short line.
 

 
  Ephanie took a position on the left flank, where she would be able (hopefully) to break away and deal with a cultist who was separated somewhat from their group, firing at whoever was attacking the gate below. Behind the Legionnaires, Laghari led his troops from the front, peeking up over the edge of the trapdoor down into the gatehouse. He wasn’t being rained on directly due to a column-supported roof covering this section of the walls, and the water still blowing through the area didn’t impede visibility too much.
 

 
  There were six Rust atop this gatehouse, all lined against the battlements with their weapons aimed below, and unaware of what was happening behind them—their last information being that the defending soldiers were incapacitated below.
 

 
  Unfortunately, someone had warned the north gatehouse, and four more armed Rust were coming. Squad One had barely got into formation when they began shouting warnings to their fellows.
 

 
  
   “CHARGE!”
  
  Ephanie roared.
 

 
  Shields up and lances forward, the Legionnaires pounded across two yards of rooftop and slammed into the cultists from behind, just as they began to turn.
 

 
  Almost the whole group immediately went over the walls, Merry losing her grip on her lance as it was stuck through someone’s midsection. Ephanie broke formation and rushed the outlier barely in time to prevent her from bringing her sonic weapon to bear. Slamming her shield into the woman’s body, she shoved as hard as she could, driving her back against the battlements.
 

 
  Behind her, the chaos of battle erupted, Merry and Farah going down with shrieks of pain as the Rust’s reinforcements fired sonic weapons into their formation, and then the roar of staff fire as Laghari and his troops burst out of the stairwell, ripping into the intruders with a torrent of lightning bolts. Ephanie couldn’t see the outcome; if the Rust’s shields operated like standard arcane ones, they wouldn’t function in the rain. If not… One way or the other, this was about to be decisively over.
 

 
  She had to focus on her own fight.
 

 
  The cultist before her had a metal plate covering one eye with a gap in it, in which a green crystal was set. This did nothing to disguise her furious snarl. Ephanie got her shoulder into the shield and rammed her even harder against the battlements, the position of her body preventing the cultist from getting the sound-thrower aimed at her. It also made it impossible to bring her lance into place, however, so she dropped it and drew her short sword.
 

 
  Her attempted stab was
  
   caught.
  
  Of
  
   course
  
  that would be the side on which her enemy had the metal hand. They struggled for position and for control of the blade, unable to use weapons and reduced to an ugly contest of brute strength. Ephanie was taller and stronger than the average woman, than the average Legionnaire, even, but her foe was part machine, and she was not gaining ground.
 

 
  The fact that none of her squad had already intervened was a bad sign.
 

 
  “Um, scuze me, sorry ’bout this…”
 

 
  She barely had a moment to process the squeaky little voice which sounded from close by, and then she was bodily picked up and moved backward through the air, supported by apparently nothing.
 

 
  The cultist staggered forward, or started do, and then a little ball of silver light darted in between them and hit the machine-augmented woman in the chest with a tiny bolt of lightning. That was enough to drive her back against the battlements; a second sent her tumbling over to join her fellows.
 

 
  “Fross!” Ephanie gasped. “Good timing!”
 

 
  “Thanks, I do what I can!”
 

 
  She finally could turn to assess the situation, and found it dramatically improved from minutes ago. All three of her women were apparently all right, the two who’d been hit again sitting against the battlements with Nandi making a beeline for them, already glowing. Lightning burns marred the walltop around the Rust who had tried to come from the other gatehouse, every one of whom now lay unmoving in the rain.
 

 
  “THE STORM CARES NOT!” Laghari bellowed, brandishing his staff overhead. His soldiers roared defiantly in response, and he turned to speak more calmly to his new allies. “Damn glad you ladies were along for this! But there’s no time to rest on our laurels. The bastards are
  
   in
  
  the Rock—we have to go protect the King and Queen!”
 

 
  Fross chimed loudly for attention. “I realize that’s your duty and all, but considering what’s about to shake loose down there, you guys
  
   may
  
  wanna sit this one out.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Why the
  
   fuck
  
  are you brunette?”
 

 
  Trissiny brought Arjen to a stop, grinning down at Ruda. “Really?
  
   That’s
  
  the first thing you have to say to me?”
 

 
  “It looks wrong, and I demand you change it back immediately, and also I am
  
   damn
  
  glad to see you, Shiny Boots.” Ruda’s return grin was huge, and she punched Trissiny’s booted foot, causing Arjen to snort in annoyance and twist his neck around to give her a look. “This doesn’t look much like you learning to be sneaky in Tiraas with the Eserites, but I can’t say you haven’t got some damn good timing!”
 

 
  “Triss!” Gabriel barely got Whisper to stop, and she still pranced in place, whinnying excitedly in the rain. “I never thought I would say this, but I wanna hug you! Wait, why are you a brunette?”
 

 
  “Thanks for the assist, Gabe,” she replied, saluting him with her sword. “I see somebody’s taught you to actually
  
   ride
  
  instead of let Whisper haul you around like a plough. Is the whole class here?” she added, frowning around as the rest of them came forward. “I don’t see some people I would expect… And one I
  
   didn’t.”
  
 

 
  “You will
  
   never
  
  be rid of me, young lady,” Principia said grandly. “I’m like a soulbinder hex, an Imperial tax assessor and a case of the crabs in one svelte, dashing package! Also, you need to dye your hair back the way it was ASAP. You’re starting to look like my mother, and that’s just fucking disturbing.”
 

 
  “Button your yap, Serg—
  
   Lieutenant,
  
  before I kick it buttoned.” Trissiny ruined the threat with a broad grin.
 

 
  “All right, big reunion, lots of stories to catch up, but
  
   later,”
  
  Ruda interjected. “We’re at war here. Boots, I don’t suppose you know who’s conjured the cobblestones to knock on my front door and how quick that’ll get us into the fortress?”
 

 
  “Actually, yes, I brought a witch who’s doing that,” Trissiny said, “and our attack on this gate was a diversion. I’ve got Guild people
  
   quietly
  
  getting into the north gate as we speak.”
 

 
  “Even better! Let’s haul ass, people, time’s wasting.” Ruda immediately set off around the Rock’s corner tower at a run, the rest of them swiftly falling in behind her. In fact, the two mounted paladins outpaced her swiftly, as did Principia, leaving Toby and Juniper to bring up the rear.
 

 
  The dryad was the last of them to round the corner, but Toby trailed to a halt after going only a few feet, then turned to stare back at the scene before the gates.
 

 
  The bedraggled pavement elemental was still beating itself against the wood, but after the damage the Rust had done, it wasn’t making any further progress. In fact, each hit now dislodged more cobblestones than splinters; it was staggering unevenly on each charge, and at this rate would shake itself to pieces long before breaking the gates down.
 

 
  Two mechanical mounts lay broken on the plaza, which Toby ignored. As he stared at the handful of cultists who had fallen from the walls, one moved weakly.
 

 
  The Hand of Omnu turned resolutely and strode back to them.
 

 
  He knelt beside the first person he came to for only a moment, touching the man’s neck with two fingers, then straightened and moved on to the next. Toby moved swiftly down the row, checking for breath, for pulses, and finding nothing until he got to the very last, the one who had fallen off the wall at the farthest edge of their formation.
 

 
  She tried feebly to push at him with her working hand. The other arm, a metal one, had been bent to the point of uselessness beneath her. Toby gently caught her attempted shove, a faint light rising around him and causing the falling rain in their vicinity to glitter gold.
 

 
  “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, the golden glow intensifying in his eyes. “Can you turn your head to the side? If not, try to breathe through your nose. You can choke on rainwater in this position.”
 

 
  “Wh—why…” she rasped, then coughed, spraying raindrops. He quickly ran his hands over her, palms glowing, and closed his eyes in concentration.
 

 
  “All right,” Toby said, opening them to look at her seriously. “Looks like you landed on the machine parts. There’s not a thing I can do to fix those, sorry. You haven’t broken your spine or your head, miraculously, but when you hit the ground this…chassis bit that’s connecting the metal arm to your rib cage got shoved into the wrong place, and it’s pressing on your vertebrae and lungs. I’m going to have to move it back before I heal anything. Do you understand?”
 

 
  “Why…help me?” she whispered.
 

 
  He just shook his head. “This is going to hurt, a lot. I need you to try to stay focused, all right? It’s okay to yell. Keep your head turned if you can so you don’t choke on rain. Are you ready?”
 

 
  She stared at him with one frightened eye and a cracked green crystal.
 

 
  Gently, Toby took her good hand and curled his fingers around hers. “I’m not going to force anything on you, not even healing. You need to know that if we don’t do this now, you’re going to die, and not quickly. You are bleeding a lot. I have to put bones and
  
   metal
  
  bones in the right place before healing or it will kill you. But if you don’t want me to, I won’t. Understand? It’s your body and your life. You’re in charge here.”
 

 
  Almost infinitesimally, still holding his gaze, she nodded.
 

 
  He nodded back. “Ready, then?”
 

 
  She squeezed her eye shut. “Do it.”
 

 
  She did a lot more than merely yell, thrashing so badly that he had to pause in his work to hold her down until she could control herself. The woman had a metal collarbone which arced around to cover most of her back, and she had landed on it. Her machine arm was crushed into uselessness and the thick metal brace had been shoved against her spinal column, tearing muscle and skin and threatening to dislodge a lung, and possibly her heart. Forcing it back into an approximation of its proper position was absolutely brutal work.
 

 
  He finished it as quickly as he was able, though. Toby had crimson stains on his shirt and flecks of blood as far-flung as his face, just beginning to be rinsed away by the rain, by the time he could move on to healing the actual damage. That, he did as rapidly as possible, using precise and careful jets of golden light to knit ligaments, bones, and muscle back together. Simply suffusing her with divine power could have congealed the mess of her torso into a lethal knot.
 

 
  She lay sobbing through most of it, even as the pain receded under all the divine light. By the time he was done, though, she had stilled, just breathing heavily.
 

 
  “All right,” he said at last. “You’re going to live. That’s the best I can give you; I’m sorry. I can’t do anything to fix the machines, but fortunately none of them are running your vital organs. Divine light should stave off infection, but you have lost a lot of blood. You need to get food down quickly, and you’ll have to rest a lot. First we’ve gotta get you in out of this rain. They said the other gatehouse was open; there will be medical supplies in there. C’mon, you can lean on me.”
 

 
  He rose from his knees and started to help her upright, but she caught his hand again, with more strength this time, and made no move to stand, instead staring up at him.
 

 
  “Why?” she asked a third time.
 

 
  The golden halo dimmed from around Toby, and he let out a soft sigh.
 

 
  “…because I live in a world where that’s a reasonable question. Because that won’t change unless someone
  
   changes
  
  it. Because…I seem to be the only one here.”
 

 
  She nodded, weakly, and began shifting to rise. He slipped an arm under her shoulders, drenching the sleeve in a mix of rainwater and blood.
 

 
  “You want to remake the universe,” the woman grunted as they carefully stood. She had to cling to him. “Make your vision reality. I…relate.”
 

 
  “And what’s your vision?” he asked.
 

 
  She offered no reply. They simply hobbled off through the rain, toward the gatehouse. Above them, the sky was starting to lighten, and the thunder had all but faded. Water still pounded the city, but the storm was passing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Now, we can concoct a story between us how you defeated me,” Ayuvesh said while they stared at him, nonplussed. “Of course I’ll value your input, but
  
   I
  
  like the sound of you pressing forward against my scream-weapon through sheer force of will. That will greatly impress the palace guards who have been incapacitated by it, and rumors of your inhuman strength will spread through the city! We want you to come out of this securely in power, after all. But I
  
   do
  
  have a fondness for the old stories of improbable heroics and mighty champions—it’s a known weakness. What do you think, too implausible?”
 

 
  The King and Queen exchanged a married look.
 

 
  “It’s a trick, clearly,” Anjal said, folding her arms. “I just can’t spot the snare.”
 

 
  “Oh, I assure your Majesties it
  
   is
  
  a trick,” the leader of the Rust replied, his charming smile belying that he was still on his knees with his hands in the air. “I am not playing it on you, however, but rather inviting you to join me in it. I could win this battle, yes…but not the war which would follow. You were never my enemy. That we have been pushed to fight one another tells me the true threat has yet to be revealed.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Rajakhan grunted, nodding slowly. “You do see it, then, the doom that would befall you if you seized the Rock.”
 

 
  “Befall me and all of Puna Dara, and soon enough the other Punaji cities,” Ayuvesh said, his expression sobering. “I am not blind, Blackbeard. If my fellows and I took the government… It remains an open question whether we could hold the Rock even against the outrage of the city itself, and the other players who desire the Crown. And if I managed that, what then? Tiraas would never permit this. To prod at
  
   that
  
  dragon would spell the end of the Punaji as a free people. Whatever else you think of me, believe that I want that outcome no more than you.”
 

 
  “I usually love hearing traitors spout patriotism when on their knees,” Anjal remarked. “Less so from one who might
  
   get up
  
  at any moment.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh did not get up, nor even lower his hands, but his expression hardened.
  
   “You created this situation.
  
  Never once did I or any of my people even hint at disrupting the order of society or interfering in your rule. I knew where that would lead! We are both leaders, your Majesty, and we are both Punaji. Once a challenge was made, withdrawal was impossible; the only outcome was escalation. You have advanced it
  
   faster
  
  by unleashing your daughter’s adventurer friends upon us, but this
  
   began
  
  when you brought that Silver Legion to occupy the streets and stifle our activities. Had you not
  
   ,
  
  my Order would never have made a move against you!”
 

 
  “That’s a very easy thing to claim now, when you come asking for trust,” Anjal said skeptically. “If we do take your word on that, it means…what? That you only intended to overthrow our culture, not the government, and install yourselves as a religious authority?”
 

 
  “I preach that each man and woman is their own authority,” he said patiently. “And an overthrown culture usually ends up in ruins; the process of absorbing a new idea, of incorporating it safely, takes generations. That is our aim—permanence. It will not be achieved by toppling what is in place, but by adding to it. And who knows? Perhaps our will would not have been strong enough. If our ideas did not have merit enough to stand upon their own, then
  
   by
  
  those same ideas, they would have faded away in time. None of that matters now. The truth of
  
   this
  
  moment is that no, I am not asking for trust.”
 

 
  Both drew swords and took a step back as he slowly stood up, lowering his hands, but Ayuvesh kept his movements even and calm, and made no further motion once he was back on his feet. His screamlance lay against the wall, apparently forgotten.
 

 
  “We are a practical people, aren’t we? And so I’ve
  
   demonstrated
  
  that I can kill you and take your crown at a whim, because simply telling you so would achieve nothing. If you so despise me that you are willing to exchange your lives and the freedom of the Punaji people for assurance that I will be destroyed within the year, well, you have the power to choose that. If not, I offer to place myself and my people at your mercy… Because that is the
  
   only
  
  way I see for my Order and my
  
   nation
  
  to survive.” He lifted his chin, staring calmly at them. “Bending the knee is a very small price to pay for that. I know my worth, my value as a living, thinking person. It does me no harm to show humility, if that is what it takes.”
 

 
  “I see the logic in what you say,” Rajakhan rumbled, lowering his sword. “All of it. It has a reversal, though. Your sham of a surrender would put you
  
   in
  
  the Rock, with the capability of overthrowing us at any moment. What you are trying to do is install yourself as the power behind the Crown.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh held up one finger. “A power in
  
   addition
  
  to the Crown, answerable to it. Have you troubled to learn anything of our teachings, Rajakhan? I think you will find little there to which any Punaji would object. Regardless, I know nothing of running a nation or contending with political struggles. Overthrowing you by subterfuge would be as futile as doing so by force. Puna Dara is blessed to
  
   have
  
  a good King in these turbulent times. If you will accept the surrender and service of the Infinite Order, you will find us undemanding and, I think, quite useful.”
 

 
  “How?” The Queen could pack a tremendous weight of cynicism into one word.
 

 
  “For example,” Ayuvesh said to her, his mouth quirking wryly to one side, “I came out tonight planning to cut my way through the Rock’s gates, and enduring the inevitable losses we would suffer from their defenders. Instead, imagine my surprise at finding myself suddenly approached by a mysterious
  
   partner
  
  offering to open the gatehouse for us. They were strange people; it was a
  
   succubus
  
  who slipped in and unlocked the door. Answering to a hooded man who, so far as I know, thinks I could not tell he was a dragon. A green dragon, not a red, and thus a most incongruous leash-holder for a child of Vanislaas. And I have been asking myself, as I’ve made my way through your fortress.” He spread his hands in an eloquent shrug. “What
  
   was
  
  it that prompted my King to invite a Silver Legion here to lean upon us? What had we
  
   ever
  
  done to so offend him? And now I wonder what little voice has been whispering in
  
   your
  
  ear, as well as mine.”
 

 
  Anjal suddenly bared her teeth; Ayuvesh took a step back as she swung her sword, but the blade clanged uselessly against the corridor’s stone wall.
 

 
  “Naphthene’s barnacled
  
   twat,
  
  I
  
   told
  
  you it was fishy for the Avenists to suddenly offer us intelligence and military support!”
 

 
  “Don’t blunt your blade, woman, are you a fishmonger’s son playing with his first knife?” Rajakhan, for his part, sheathed his own sword in a decisive gesture. “I told you at the time, the Sisterhood has never in its
  
   thousands
  
  of years of history tried to steal anyone’s territory or seize temporal power outside of Viridill, and we haven’t done any of the things that have provoked them to overthrow other kingdoms. But!” He held up a hand, forestalling her angry retort. “I think, now, I should have listened to you better.”
 

 
  “No matter
  
   how
  
  many times you have that realization, the next time it
  
   always
  
  comes as a surprise to your wooden head!”
 

 
  “It’s well that you persist, regardless. Surely you don’t think I keep you around for your charming disposition, dear heart.” The King turned his stare back on a somewhat bemused Ayuvesh, not reacting when his wife slapped the back of his legs with the flat of her blade. “If the Sisterhood has one weakness, it is that
  
   they
  
  are themselves vulnerable to manipulation. Half the other cults are always running rings around them.
  
   Especially
  
  the Black Wreath. Who
  
   have
  
  been astonishingly helpful, of late.”
 

 
  “Now, that is interesting information,” Ayuvesh said, raising his one eyebrow. “I cannot imagine a green dragon working for or even with Elilial’s servants… But Wreath or not, it’s clear to me that we have an enemy. One who benefits from a weakening of Puna Dara by using me and mine as a weapon against the Crown. The more time we waste, testing our wills against one another, the more they profit.
  
   But.”
  
  He bowed to them. “If we combine our wills together, in the very act that our enemy must fear most, the universe will bend before us.
  
   If
  
  you will let me join you.”
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  “We finally have a bit of luck,” the captain in charge of the guardhouse said while one of his subordinates carried on untying the remainder of their compatriots. “These people don’t
  
   think
  
  like soldiers; they all just charged off to answer that threat without leaving a rear guard. They don’t even have the sense to keep
  
   watch
  
  on prisoners. That gives us an opening, and may give us more if we can take advantage.”
 

 
  Several of the troops were still dazed and the room smelled unpleasantly of vomit; the sonic weapons which had incapacitated them had taken their toll. Fortunately, those had just been used as an initial measure, and then the cultists had methodically gone through and tied them up. Or, rather, one cultist in particular had, with apologies and pauses to make sure no one had suffered unduly from the screamer bomb his compatriots set off.
 

 
  “How so, sir?” a sergeant asked, flexing her recently unbound wrists.
 

 
  “That remains to be seen. We must be alert for opportunities, but these yokels don’t know a thing about fighting; all they have are superior weapons. To begin with, I won’t reproduce their mistake. Get staves aimed at the walltop door; I want that stairwell filled with lightning at the first sign of hostile—”
 

 
  He broke off, spinning to face the grinding noise of wood being scraped against stone. Tallie, who had rescued the two soldiers from the armory below and brought them up to the barracks, had picked up one of the short benches from the tables and was now dragging it across the floor.
 

 
  “Kid, what the fuck are you doing?” a soldier demanded.
 

 
  Meesie scampered out of the neck of Tallie’s shirt to perch atop her head, then pointed at him and squeaked furiously.
 

 
  “Man,” someone whispered. “Even the
  
   rodents
  
  sass you, Ankhar.”
 

 
  Meanwhile, not responding to them, Tallie kicked the door to the upper stairwell shut, hauled the bench up against it and propped it at an angle against the latch. She worked it securely into place, tugged at the door to make sure it wouldn’t budge, then turned back to them with a satisfied expression, dusting off her hands.
 

 
  “There! Door secured, cap’n, sir. Now if you guys’ll show me how to open the actual
  
   gate,
  
  we can bring in my reinforcements.”
 

 
  “You’re asking me to take a lot on faith, young lady,” the captain said grimly.
 

 
  “First, I am a thief, so let’s have no more of that ‘lady’ talk. And second, yes, I damn well am. You can either take it on faith or hunker down here and wait for a miracle. I mean,
  
   another
  
  miracle, in addition to the one you’d be refusing to let in through the gates to
  
   save your castle.”
  
 

 
  “Well, sir,” a lieutenant pointed out, “there wouldn’t be much point in her untying us if she
  
   wasn’t
  
  on our side. And if this
  
   is
  
  some kind of convoluted backstab, we can always shoot her.”
 

 
  “That’s logic I can’t refute,” the captain said with a sigh. “All right, get that gate open, and let’s hope the next insanity that comes charging in here is on
  
   our
  
  side.”
 

 
  “You know, I like you guys,” Tallie commented, following the two soldiers who turned and headed for the rear stairs at the captain’s order—the same two who’d been stationed down below. “If I survive tonight I’m gonna have to visit Puna Dara again. How’s the food here?”
 

 
  “Depends,” one of her new companions said, voice fading from the barracks as they descended the stairwell. “You like curry and fish?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Mandip frowned, walked, and listened. Holding up his screamlance in his only hand, he fired at the end of the hall up ahead. The lightning bolts stopped, and he picked up his pace slightly.
 

 
  Sure enough, rounding the corner, he found a palace servant slumped against the wall, retching and clutching her head. The screamlances weren’t terribly accurate weapons, but that had its advantages when you didn’t know exactly where an enemy was. This looked to be a maid, someone not accustomed to physical hardship, and the weapon’s effect had done a number on her even with an indirect hit. She had even dropped her wand, which Mandip kicked away.
 

 
  At his arrival, she snatched a curved dagger from her belt and swung at him. Woozy and disoriented, the woman didn’t actually get near him, but he shot her again anyway. At that range, the screamlance caused her to fall completely over to lie on her back. She barely managed to roll to one side before emptying her stomach.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Mandip said mechanically. “It will pass soon. Try not to move until your head stops spinning.”
 

 
  He moved on, weapon up, leaving her there. It was the same shallow platitude, word for word, he’d offered to every palace defender he had shot thus far. None of them had seemed appreciative, not that he cared what they thought. Ayuvesh had explained that taking them down without doing harm was essential to the plan, setting up their next step after he reached an accommodation with the Crown, and Mandip had accepted his reasoning.
 

 
  That didn’t mean he gave a damn about these rich people in their cozy palace, or that he didn’t feel satisfaction in leaving them slumped on the ground in pain. Well, not so much the servants, but still; their lives were easier than they’d ever appreciated. A little suffering would do them good.
 

 
  On he went, listening to the voices in his built-in communicator. Something was going wrong on the walls; they were under attack. Probably the adventurers who had somehow destroyed the Elixir. Time was short… If those meddling monsters broke through before Ayuvesh could reach a deal with the King, it would all be over. Fortunately, everyone on the network could hear that, too, and it seemed to be going well.
 

 
  Nothing he could do about it. He kept walking, looking for more people to incapacitate. He was in a richer wing of the palace now, the kind of place he could have fed the Order for weeks by looting for five minutes, but Ayuvesh’s orders were clear and his plan sensible. Not that Mandip had a hand to spare, anyway. Nor would again, unless they could restore the Elixir. His arm had begun to grow back where the dryad had torn it off, but it had stopped, of course, the new metal extensions coming well short of forming another hand.
 

 
  Well, maybe he could meet some actually rich people and shoot them. Servants and soldiers might be better off than he had been, growing up, but it still didn’t bring any real satisfaction to strike them down. At least they
  
   worked,
  
  they did something, even if it was just propping up rich bastards. The halls continued to be deserted, though.
 

 
  Mandip paused next to a door, hearing a sound from within. Someone hiding? His shield was holding just fine, but it would probably be better not to be ambushed from behind. He tucked his screamlance under his stub of an arm awkwardly to grasp the latch and pushed the door open.
 

 
  This looked like a guest room of some kind. There was nobody present—no one human, anyway. Apparently the noise had been caused by the animal, which was sitting atop the upturned ottoman it had seemingly knocked over. In fact, half the furnishings in the room were overturned. This creature did not appear to be properly housebroken…
 

 
  Actually, what
  
   was
  
  that thing? Mandip frowned, leaning into the room to stare. It looked like an overlarge rabbit…with
  
   antlers.
  
 

 
  It also moved very fast. He didn’t have enough warning to even take his screamlance back in hand, let alone fire it, before the beast lunged across the room and those antlers drove right into his chest.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I kinda like it when she’s glowy,” Darius huffed, raindrops spraying with each breath. “Makes ‘er easy to find in bad weather.”
 

 
  Trissiny was no longer trailing golden wings, nor projecting a divine shield, but a residual aura of light still hung around her, making her stand out in the dimness of the storm. She had arrived at the north gate before them, which wasn’t really surprising given the fact that she was mounted.
 

 
  “Are you guys all right?” she called as Darius, Schwartz, and Layla came running up. Layla skidded in a rain puddle, staring at the new arrivals rather than watching her footing, and Darius barely caught her in time to prevent a fall. “Any word from inside?”
 

 
  “Good timing!” Schwartz said, waving. His glasses were completely fogged over, but strangely enough he didn’t seem to be having trouble getting around. “Looks like everything’s on schedule, expect that my diversion just finished crumbling. But Tallie and Meesie have rescued all the soldiers, blocked off the upper exit and are getting that gate open. Uh, I gather the south gatehouse is…under control?”
 

 
  The two groups finished trailing to a stop, eyeing one another speculatively.
 

 
  “You brought Hershel? Good thinking.” For that being a compliment, Principia’s tone was oddly cool. Her expression was flat, as well.
 

 
  “Who’re these?” Ruda demanded bluntly. “And what are they good for?”
 

 
  “They are
  
   friends,
  
  so keep a civil tongue in your head,” Trissiny replied. “Layla and Darius Sakhavenid are Guild—smart and good in a tight spot. Schwartz is a witch of the Emerald College, he’s our magical support. Well,
  
   more
  
  of it, I guess. I was not expecting to find you guys here.”
 

 
  “Jeepers, a
  
   dryad!”
  
  Schwartz squeaked.
 

 
  The object of his fascination wasn’t paying him any attention. “Something’s wrong,” Juniper murmured, her voice almost drowned out by the rain. She had turned to stare at the gate. “I can feel…”
 

 
  “Yeah, a lot’s wrong,” Principia said, patting her on the shoulder. “We’re dealing with it, hun.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   my,”
  
  Layla breathed, staring up at Gabriel, who sat astride his shadowy horse with scythe in hand, turning his head constantly to scan the surrounding streets. A number of Punaji citizens, not much deterred by the storm, had begun to gather and watch, but so far nobody seemed inclined to intervene.
 

 
  Darius looked from Layla to Gabriel and back, and then placed a heavy hand on top of her head, forcibly turning her gaze away from the Hand of Vidius.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  he stated. “Abso
  
   lute
  
  ly not. You wipe that look
  
   off
  
  your face, missy. I will drown you in a mud puddle before I—oof!”
 

 
  
  
  “Next one’s going to be below the belt,” Layla snapped, backing up and rubbing her knuckles, much as her brother was now rubbing his solar plexus. “You just worry about your
  
   own
  
  business.”
 

 
  Ruda rolled her eyes and strode toward the closed gates. “Naphthene’s bouncing bazooms, Shiny Boots, how the hell did you dig up
  
   more
  
  bickering adventurers? Till I met
  
   these
  
  assholes I always thought that was a myth spawned by chapbooks.”
 

 
  “Paladins attract them,” Principia observed.
 

 
  The creaking of the gates cut through the conversation and the noise of the rain as they began to swing outward.
 

 
  “All right,” Ruda said sharply, raising her voice. “We do this smart, people—remember your lessons from the Crawl. Uh, new folks, that means squishy thieves and finger-wigglers stay in the back. We’re going in hard and fast, heavy hitters up—hey!”
 

 
  Ignoring her, Juniper had pushed through the crack in the gates the second it was wide enough to accommodate her frame, and dashed off across the courtyard toward the fortress. There almost immediately came a scream, the sound of someone being punched—loud enough to be audible from outside—and the peculiar whining of the Rust’s sonic weapons being fired.
 

 
  Ruda threw her hands up.
  
   “Or,
  
  just charge the fuck in, I guess! Paladins to the front, ride down anything June leaves standing. Where the fuck is she in such a hurry to get, anyway?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Their “improved” shields came with quite a downside: they stood up better than any arcane charm to wandfire, but did not block solid objects. A category which included giant devil-rabbits.
 

 
  Mandip was driven bodily back into the hall by the force of the impact, then staggered further, wheeling all the way across it to slump against the opposite wall, where he stumbled to the ground in shock.
 

 
  The rabbit had fallen, too, and now turned to glare at him with one evil pink eye while he gaped in astonishment, belatedly becoming aware of the pain in his chest. The tips of the thing’s antlers were bloody.
 

 
  Mandip cautiously prodded at the wounds with a finger. Blood seeped out, staining his shirt; those antlers weren’t sharp, but given the force with which they’d hit, they had
  
   crushed
  
  as much a pierced. At least they hadn’t penetrated far.
 

 
  The rabbit turned toward him, and with a yell, he threw himself sideways. The beast hit the wall directly above him, antlers first, and tumbled down, apparently stunned. It landed partially across Mandip’s legs, and he kicked it off, scrambling away.
 

 
  His eye caught the glint of something white. There, by the door, lay his dropped screamlance. This little monster had very long ears; if
  
   anything
  
  would put it out of commission…
 

 
  It started moving again, getting its feet under it, and Mandip tried to stand up, immediately faceplanting as he had unconsciously attempted to brace himself with his missing arm. Scrambling awkwardly, he managed to lay his hand on the screamlance’s handle and turn to aim it just as the rabbit hopped upright and faced him again.
 

 
  He fired, point-blank.
 

 
  And the beast went completely berserk.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rust had assembled in the courtyard; they were currently in disarray, Juniper having bowled right through their group. Of the eight present, one lay dazed to the side with another helping him up, the rest mostly turned to fire screamlances after the departing dryad. She was wearing one of the Avatar’s earplugs, though, and didn’t appear even to notice. In fact, she showed no interest in them at all, and was in the process of dashing into the fortress itself when her compatriots streamed in through the opened gate.
 

 
  At their arrival, the cultists whirled, raising weapons. Trissiny and Gabriel reined in their mounts, weapons in hand; Arjen stood stock-still, practically radiating discipline, while Whisper pranced and tugged impatiently at the bit. The pair of them were like contrasting bookends, light and shadow bracketing the princess who strode up to stand between them, rapier unsheathed.
 

 
  Weapons were aimed, but as the paladins had stopped, the Rust did not yet fire. More of them began to appear from the fortress, coming around from side doors, though two staggered out of the main entry, looking dazed. They had probably encountered Juniper in passing.
 

 
  Layla and Darius obediently held back, but Schwartz stepped up next to Trissiny. Principia cut off to the side, where the south gatehouse’s lower door had burst open, to join those now emerging. Punaji soldiers and Silver Legionnaires streamed in—a small group, but enough to form a significant flank. As if at this signal, the small inner door of the other gatehouse opened as well, and its complement of soldiers marched out, weapons at the ready.
 

 
  With them, all but unnoticed in the rain and tumult, came Meesie, scampering across the courtyard to climb Schwartz and take her place upon his shoulder. Fross, meanwhile, zipped over to hover next to Gabriel.
 

 
  The Rust were visibly frightened, over a dozen of them now in the courtyard; with weapons up, they continued to draw together.
 

 
  “That’s your mistake,” Ruda said, her voice booming across the open space. “I have major spellcasters here, and troops flanking you from both sides; with you clustering together like that you’ve positioned yourself to get raked by fire from all angles while we’re in no danger of a crossfire. I’m well within my rights, here, to order you all slaughtered like sheep, but you’re still Punaji, even if you are traitorous little shits. And I’m tired of seeing my people die. You surrender now, I will guarantee you get fair treatment.”
 

 
  They stopped moving immediately, leaving them in a disorganized, staggered formation across the courtyard.
 

 
  “You’re wrong, Princess,” one cultist near the center said, stepping forward. She was holding a screamlance, but conspicuously pointed it at the ground. “Your weapons are useless against our shields—oh, yes, they work in the rain, unlike arcane shielding charms. You have no defense against
  
   our
  
  weapons, either. Don’t make this a battle. You will
  
   not
  
  win it.”
 

 
  “Bitch, I’m not gonna have a pissing contest with you,” Ruda snapped. “We were just
  
   in
  
  your secret cavern. We just shut off your little nanite toys, permanently. The Avatar
  
   you
  
  tortured into insanity was very inclined to be helpful; believe me when I say you don’t have the advantage against me and mine that you did against this fortress’s defenders. If you came here to go out in a blaze of glory, take the first shot. Otherwise, drop them. I’m not asking again.”
 

 
  “Stop!”
 

 
  Everyone twisted about, craning their necks, as a fiery streak cut through the rain overhead. Vadrieny arced over the walls, crying out as she ignored the drama unfolding below and made a beeline for one of the other towers, and the lone figure which had risen from behind its battlements.
 

 
  “Stop! Don’t do it—”
 

 
  Ignoring the archdemon’s pleas as he did her approach, Brother Arlund loosed the arrow he had drawn back.
 

 
  The cultist who had addressed Ruda had positioned herself ahead of the group, giving him a clear shot. The shaft pierced cleanly through her neck.
 

 
  The Rust began shouting in fury even as they fired in all directions. In the next instant, answering fire came from the Punaji soldiers fanned out to either flank of the adventurers, and the courtyard was lit by the glare of lightning upon energy shields.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Mandip had quickly given up trying to fire at the accursed creature; it just kept
  
   coming.
  
  In less than a minute, he had become a mass of bruises and bleeding gouges, and the psychotic rabbit had thrashed about, bouncing off the walls and ramming him over and over with those pronged antlers. He quit trying to shoot it again and resorted to bludgeoning the beast with his screamlance, which wasn’t having much effect.
 

 
  Especially not when it got tangled in the jackalope’s horns and wrenched from his grasp.
 

 
  He’d already tried to flee, and it had chased him. With nothing left but his hand, he grabbed at it frantically on its next lunge. Rather to his own surprise, Mandip got a grip on one of the antlers as it was buried a few inches into his side.
 

 
  Of course, the little monster thrashed and twisted, threatening to wrench free from his grip. With one one hand to hold, it was obvious he wouldn’t be able to for long.
 

 
  In pure desperation, he swung it furiously against the wall. Then again, and again.
 

 
  It was the blood, his own blood, slickening his grasp on the antler that finally slipped it loose, and he staggered back, hunched over in pain, bleeding from dozens of wounds, gasping for breath. The rabbit, though, finally lay still where he had dropped it. Dazed? No… It was bent nearly double in the middle, its back clearly broken.
 

 
  Mandip drew a ragged breath of relief and stumbled backward. In the act, he lifted his head, and suddenly discovered he was not alone.
 

 
  The dryad stood barely two yards away. She was not looking at him, though, but at his erstwhile opponent.
 

 
  “My bunny.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “There we go,” Toby said, helping the two of them into the gatehouse through its lower door, which was still unlocked. Just off the narrow hall onto which it opened was a small armory, and he carefully maneuvered both his patients inside and toward chairs. In addition to the woman who had fallen from the wall, he had paused to assist the man lifted from his mount by Gabriel’s charge. The scythe’s blade had not so much as nicked him—very luckily, or there would have been nothing even a Hand of Omnu could do—but the man had effectively been hit with a lance in the center of his chest and hurled to the pavement. Toby had fixed the internal bleeding and soothed away his shock, but his ribs would require more specialized seeing to.
 

 
  “What…now?” the woman asked weakly once she was seated. “We can’t… After this, there’s nothing left for us. They’ll hang us all…”
 

 
  “All of us,” Toby said, laying a hand on her shoulder, “are going to have to face responsibility for the things we’ve done here today. I have no authority over the Punaji government, but my experience has been that its King and Queen are fair-minded, and I
  
   know
  
  their daughter is. You have my word, I will do everything I can to ensure you’re treated well. The Crown doesn’t answer to me, but it will at least listen.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” the man said weakly. He was still hunched forward, arms wrapped around himself.
 

 
  Toby nodded, reaching out to touch his shoulder and passing a tiny glow of light into him. “Are you in very much pain?”
 

 
  “Mostly…discomfort,” he gasped. “Long as I don’t move, it’s not too bad. Or breathe too much,” he added with a wince.
 

 
  “All right. I’ll get a healer out here when I can, a proper one. It sounds like an all-out battle is unfolding out there, though. I don’t know how long this will be. You both seem stable for now. Please stay here; when the soldiers come back in, tell them you surrender and they shouldn’t harm you. The Punaji codes of war mean they’ll bring healers to take care of injured prisoners.”
 

 
  “Not like we have much choice,” the woman said, not without bitterness.
 

 
  “Everybody has choices,” Toby said, turning and taking a step toward the door. “I need to go deal with some of them.”
 

 
  “And our…friends?” the man whispered. “You’ll have to kill them, too…”
 

 
  Toby glanced back at him, his eyes already glowing. Light rose in the room, not so much as if emanating from the paladin, but seeming to rise from everywhere at once.
 

 
  “No, I don’t. I have accepted too many compromises recently; that is
  
   my
  
  error to atone for. I’ve had enough. This is ending,
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Stop!
  
   Stop!
  
  You must put down your weapons, we have surrendered! That was the plan, you—”
 

 
  “What is
  
   happening?”
  
  Anjal demanded. “Can you talk to them, or can’t you?”
 

 
  “They’re not listening,” Ayuvesh said. For the first time since he had cornered them, he was visibly shaken, even frightened. “I can give orders but unless they obey…”
 

 
  “If you cannot control your people,” Rajakhan grated, “what good are you? What are your assurances worth?”
 

 
  Ayuvesh whirled to face him, prompting the two Punaji soldiers and Akhatrya to surge forward. As did the two Rust cultists who had accompanied their leader, but Ayuvesh moved no further and fortunately a brawl did not break out.
 

 
  “We can
  
   all
  
  hear one another,” he said sharply. “They can hear my orders, yes, but they are
  
   right now
  
  being pounded by your daughter’s cavalcade of monster friends, and listening to one of our own being apparently
  
   torn apart!
  
  Would
  
   you
  
  lay down your weapons under such conditions? Would your soldiers? Could you
  
   make
  
  them?”
 

 
  “Zari,” Rajakhan grunted, then strode forward, pushing past Ayuvesh and ignoring his companions. “Come. Perhaps we can still salvage this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The initial rounds of the battle were an exercise in futility; the Punaji’s salvo did nothing except ignite shields around the Rust, while their counter-fire knocked the soldiers out immediately, every one of whom had only just recovered from previously being struck down by sonic weapons. In seconds, they and the Legionnaires were down, wiping out the defenders’ numerical advantage and leaving the Rust facing only the adventurer group.
 

 
  At that point, the engagement immediately turned against them.
 

 
  Fross didn’t bother firing lightning bolts, having learned from the example of the Punaji, but simply sprayed the Rust with elemental ice. It steamed violently in the tropical air, but the solid mass was not deterred by their peculiar shields any more than the rain was, and served to knock them down, freeze them momentarily in place, and deprive them of footing.
 

 
  On the other side of the group, Schwartz began pelting the enemy with fireballs, which were ineffective, and chunks of rock torn up from the very pavement, which did much better. At least until someone nailed him with a sonic shot and he topped over backward, crying out and clutching his ears.
 

 
  Meesie, however, burst into the form of a pony-sized lion with a roar of fury and hurled herself bodily into the main cluster of Rust. Trissiny charged a split-second behind her, not even bringing her sword into play but simply using Arjen’s bulk to smash the group apart and keep them off-balance. Gabriel spurred Whisper into a run belatedly, but rather than trying to trample anyone, he cantered off to the side, swinging his weapon (which had a much longer reach than Trissiny’s sword) against the cultists as he passed them. The divine scythe was deflected by their shields, apparently counting as energy to whatever function governed them, but it also did far more damage than staff fire, making them spark and flicker, and in several cases collapse entirely.
 

 
  All the while, more Rust continued to trickle out of the palace, throwing themselves into the fray.
 

 
  And once the first of them gave up on Ayuvesh’s order to use only the screamlances, the rest swiftly followed suit. Several were carrying weapons that were decidedly more lethal.
 

 
  An explosion hurled Trissiny from her saddle, some kind of thrown bomb knocking Arjen bodily off his hooves. The man who had tossed it was immediately set upon by Meesie. Trissiny rolled to her feet, finding herself in the middle of a melee, and a blade of some kind attached to someone’s mechanical arm raked her divine shield, causing it to flicker badly. She countered the next one with her sword, the weapons sparking where they connected—that thing was clearly more than just steel.
 

 
  Punaji soldiers, trying to get up and find targets again in the tumult, were struck by thrown blades, and another bomb went off, apparently hurled at Gabriel but missing and exploding harmlessly in empty space. The next, however, was far too close to the re-forming Legionnaires as they tried to get back into formation, bowling them over and causing someone to scream in pain.
 

 
  Principia came sliding past them, snatched up a fallen lance, and hurled it with elvish accuracy, striking down the man who’d thrown the bomb. Another turned and raised a screamlance in her direction, and a Huntsman’s arrow struck him right through the arm.
 

 
  Vadrieny shot across the courtyard, skimming over the battle and skidding to a stop on the ground, where she bodily swept Darius, Layla, and Tallie up into a knot, folding her impervious wings around them. To judge by the ensuing shouts, they were none of them reassured by this, but the archdemon suffered nothing from the theives’ attempts to beat her off, and began slowly but implacably herding them away from the unfolding brawl.
 

 
  Suddenly, the clouds parted.
 

 
  From a single gap in the storm cover above came a beam of concentrated sunlight, illuminating the small side door to the north gatehouse, from which Toby had just stepped. His eyes were like pools of light, and gold raced across the ground through the cracks between paving stones from his feet, as if carried by the rainwater.
 

 
  Light rose further, seeming to climb up from the ground like mist. It almost had a tangible presence; it thickened the very air, bringing stillness, and gradually a distant tone began to pierce through the sounds of battle. Like a flute, or a bell, high and sweet, it hovered just beyond the range of hearing.
 

 
  All around them, the fighting stilled. People slowly stumbled to a halt, their movements growing sluggish and their gazes unfocused. Within moments, everyone present was standing still, staring in amazement at the Hand of Omnu.
 

 
  He walked slowly across the courtyard like a living sun. The rain had ceased; above, the blue sky reemerged from behind increasingly wispy clouds as what had been a furious storm cover moments ago burned away as rapidly and unnaturally as it had risen. Light blazed from Toby, covering the courtyard, intense enough it should have been painful to look upon. But there was no pain.
 

 
  In fact, wounds had already begun to knit together. As everyone stared in shock, arrows and fragments of metal were gently dislodged from flesh, which healed without scarring behind them. Bones realigned, lightning burns evaporated, pierced organs were restored. The only injury which struggled momentarily against the glow was a black gash rent in a man’s chest by Gabriel’s scythe; his flesh had been in the process of crumbling to dust, and the power of death did not easily relinquish its claim. Under so great a concentration of Omnu’s light, however, it finally receded.
 

 
  There were dead, still lying where they had fallen, but anyone in whom the faintest spark of life had still flickered was now left fully restored.
 

 
  For a single moment, it seemed as if someone else stood behind Toby, or around and above him; someone whose presence was like the sun itself, powerful enough to drive lesser minds into paralysis simply by being near them. It was a fleeting moment, though, and passed quickly. With it went the overwhelming rush of magic.
 

 
  It was sunny and balmy in the courtyard in its passing; steam rose from rainwater and pixie ice as it rapidly dissolved under the sun. Everyone simply stood in awed silence, staring at Toby.
 

 
  “Some of you are defending your homes, or the people you love,” he said, not raising his voice but projecting easily into every corner of the courtyard. “Others were abused and abandoned, just trying to make something of your lives, and trusted the wrong people. Everyone present has made mistakes, but
  
   there are no monsters here.
  
  That’s enough fighting. Enough.”
 

 
  Nobody found anything to say, just watching as he stepped across the courtyard and knelt to pick something up.
 

 
  “Fross,” Toby said more quietly, “I am so,
  
   so
  
  sorry.”
 

 
  “Wooooow,” the pixie said weakly. “That was a
  
   loooooot
  
  of divine power.
  
   Way
  
  impressive, man. Also, I’d kind of appreciate a warning next time.”
 

 
  For the first time since they’d known her, her glowing aura was entirely extinguished, leaving only her fuzzy little body lying in his hand. Big black eyes blinked owlishly up at Toby from a little moth’s face; her antennae drooped listlessly, and even her crystalline wings seemed too weak to flutter.
 

 
  “I didn’t exactly
  
   plan
  
  the way that went,” he said, eyebrows drawing together worriedly. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  “Aw, sure, jus’ drained,” the pixie said, weakly lifting a tiny arm to wave. “I am a bottomless well of power! Bottomless, I tell you. But you burn off enough of the top, an’ it takes a while to refill.”
 

 
  “Thank goodness. Here—you’re a witch, aren’t you?”
 

 
  Schwartz blinked at being suddenly addressed. “I, uh…yes? How’d you know?”
 

 
  Very carefully, Toby held out his hand, cradling Fross. “Would you please hold my friend until she can fly again? Hopefully it won’t take long.”
 

 
  “I—that—why, sure, I’d be honored.” Just as gingerly, Schwartz carefully accepted the little burden. Meesie, having returned to her normal form and normal perch, climbed down his arm to peer closely at Fross.
 

 
  “Hey, uh… Where are
  
   you
  
  going?” Ruda asked as Toby turned and strode toward the castle.
 

 
  “You know better than I what needs to be done here,” he said. “I have more healing to do.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He didn’t have to search. In that unexpected moment of total communion with Omnu’s presence, he had been shown exactly where to go.
 

 
  Juniper knelt in the hallway, Jack’s broken body laid across her lap, one hand slowly moving over his fur. All around her lay the ruins of what had been a human being. Blood practically painted the whole area, interspersed with scraps of flesh, bone, organs, and a few pieces of twisted metal.
 

 
  Toby stepped through it without reaction, ignoring the smell and the squishing under his shoes. He simply walked up to Juniper and squatted on his heels, bringing his face down to the level of hers.
 

 
  “Wasn’t really fair of me,” she whispered. “It wasn’t…really his fault. You know what Jack was like. There’s a difference between killing somebody and murder, isn’t there?”
 

 
  “There can be,” Toby replied.
 

 
  “Understanding why it’s wrong,” she said tonelessly. “And then doing it anyway. Because I wanted him to hurt, and then die. I don’t know what to think, Toby. I don’t feel bad about killing him. I don’t. I do not. He killed my Jack. But…I feel very bad about not feeling bad. It’s stupid. I used to think developing a conscience was just a burden, but now? I think mine doesn’t work right.”
 

 
  “No.” He reached out and lay his hand atop hers on Jack’s fur. “That sounds about right, June.”
 

 
  “It doesn’t make it right, does it.”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “But…is it at least…understandable?”
 

 
  He nodded. “Very.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes. “I can’t do this, Toby.”
 

 
  “You’ve proven you can,” he insisted softly.
 

 
  “No, not like this. Is this what it’s going to be like to love something? People are defined by their attachments, by what they love, I keep noticing that. And when one is ripped away like that they break so completely that…
  
   everything
  
  breaks. I swore I would never kill anybody again. And it just…doesn’t matter now.”
 

 
  Leaves had begun to sprout in her hair. As she spoke in a dull monotone, tiny tendrils of roots appeared, branching out from beneath her and squirming through the blood.
 

 
  “I love you all, my friends. And you’ll all die. And
  
   it will destroy me.
  
  I can’t feel like this anymore, Toby. I’m not strong enough.”
 

 
  He leaned forward, leaned his weight upon her, wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Then he began to glow.
 

 
  Juniper gasped sharply. In the divine light, the leaves vanished from her crown, the tiny roots retracting into nothingness. “Stop it, Toby.”
 

 
  “I can barely understand how hard this must be for you,” he whispered. “Humans, all the rest of us… We learn about loss earlier on. We grow up with it, and we learn that as much as it hurts,
  
   we are strong enough.
  
  ”
 

 
  “No, I’m not,” she said weakly, slumping against him. “It makes me a monster, Toby. I threw away everything I’ve learned… It makes me a killer. I was so stupid to think mortals are weak. You’re stronger than I could ever be. Please let me go. I’m too dangerous.”
 

 
  “So am I,” he said. “We’re all dangerous, June. Everyone has the power to kill and destroy.”
 

 
  “Not like me.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   like
  
  you,” he agreed, “but still. It’s about choice, and mastering yourself. Something we’ve all been learning how to do for years, and you’ve only just started trying. But we’re all just learning, Juniper.”
 

 
  “Stop it,” she whispered. “I don’t want to feel better. I just killed somebody. It’s supposed to
  
   hurt.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, it is. Killing should hurt. Losing Jack should hurt. I’m not trying to make you feel better, June. It
  
   needs
  
  to hurt; if it doesn’t hurt, it’ll never heal. But it can heal, and you can still do better.”
 

 
  “I can’t put a life back into the world.”
 

 
  “That’s right, he’s gone, and it’s your fault, and you will have to deal with that. But you can still do
  
   good
  
  in the world. Something you loved is gone, but
  
   you will still love.
  
  I don’t want to take away your pain, June; you need it. I just want you to understand that this moment, this pain, is not the whole world. Leaving the world behind won’t get rid of the pain, or the guilt, it’ll just cut you off from the good you can still do. The happiness you’ll go on to feel.”
 

 
  “But it’ll make me stop feeling
  
   this,”
  
  she said plaintively.
 

 
  “You can’t destroy pain, is the problem. You can only spread it around. If you go, June, then everyone who loves you will feel the way you’re feeling right now.” He shifted, moving his hands to cradle her face and pulling back enough to rest his forehead against hers. Brown eyes met brown eyes from the distance of a soul’s breath. “You don’t want to do that to us. I’m not some sage, June. I’m just a guy who’s been trying to figure this stuff out for a little bit longer than you have. I want to keep figuring it out
  
   with
  
  you. I just…I don’t want to lose my friend.”
 

 
  Slowly, he let the light fade, then wink out.
 

 
  They knelt there in silence. Her transformation, once driven back, did not begin again.
 

 
  Tears welled in her eyes, began to pour down her face, and the barren emptiness of her expression crumpled into agony.
 

 
  “I’m so sorry, Toby. I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  “I m-miss my b-bunny.”
 

 
  He pulled her close again, and didn’t let go.
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  “Is he going to be all right?” Raolo asked worriedly, hovering around Oak and the small tanuki cradled in her arms. “I mean, if he
  
   made
  
  those dents in the brickwork that was a hell of an impact. Should we have moved him? I know if someone has spinal damage it’s very risky—”
 

 
  “He is a
  
   fairy,”
  
  the dryad grunted, her irritated tone belying the gentleness with which she had handled Maru. “He’s made of magic, even more than you are, elf. Any physical injuries he gets will mend if given the chance.”
 

 
  Maru stirred, grimaced, and grasped his head with his paws.
  
   “Eeeee-teteteteh…”
  
 

 
  “Well, now he’s…ticking,” Addiwyn observed, walking on Oak’s other side. “I’ve no idea if that’s good or bad.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to see you awake, Maru,” Ravana said from the front of the group. She did not stop walking, but turned her head to speak. “Your aid against that Hand was tremendously appreciated. I am terribly sorry to have left you behind; it was a strategic decision, not a personal one, rest assured. I consider that I owe you for it.”
 

 
  
   “Hai, hai,”
  
  Maru mumbled, waving vaguely at her. He yawned hugely, displaying rows of needle-sharp teeth, then rolled over in Oak’s arms and snuggled himself into the bemused dryad’s bosom.
 

 
  “Well,” Addiwyn said with a faint smirk, “and here I’d always heard the Sifanese were famously polite.”
 

 
  “Tanuki are fairies, after all,” Shaeine replied, absently scratching behind F’thaan’s ears while she walked. “They are polite in the presence of a bigger, more dangerous fairy, and that is about it. With no kitsune on the campus…”
 

 
  Abruptly, someone materialized on the path in front of them with a shimmer of blue light.
 

 
  Natchua yelled and hurled a shadowbolt; it impacted empty space in front of the new arrival, the blow causing a spherical arcane shield to become momentarily visible.
 

 
  “Whoah, cease fire!” the man said, holding up his hands, palms out. He wore an Imperial Army uniform with a Strike Corps insignia in blue. “Friendly! You’re students here, right? Is everyone okay?”
 

 
  The group paused, studying him warily.
 

 
  “We are unharmed,” Ravana said after a moment, stepping forward and inclining her head slightly. “With the exception of our tanuki friend, who apparently just needs rest. He is campus staff, as is the lady carrying him; the rest of us are, indeed, students. Please forgive my classmate’s reaction. We have had very bad luck, recently, with uniformed individuals claiming to be acting on orders from the Throne.”
 

 
  “So I’ve been given to understand,” he said, still holding his hands up. “We’re here to help. Rest assured, my team
  
   is
  
  acting on the orders of the Throne. The Emperor himself sent us. Major Tavathi of his Majesty’s Strike Corps, at your service.”
 

 
  “A pleasure, Major,” she replied. “I am Ravana, Duchess of House Madouri.”
 

 
  “Your Grace.” At her introduction, Tavathi straightened up and saluted. “It’s a relief to find you unharmed—and awake! Can you tell me your situation, please?”
 

 
  “Can we trust this guy?” Natchua asked, flexing her fingers. “Just because he’s a mage and is wearing a uniform…”
 

 
  “A fair concern,” Major Tavathi. “Would the rest of my team serve as valid credentials in your eyes?”
 

 
  “That would be quite adequate, Major,” Ravana said quickly, before Natchua could interject.
 

 
  Tavathi pointed one finger straight up, and a pulse of blue light shot from its tip, rising twenty yards into the air, where it erupted like a firework.
 

 
  “What the hell does
  
   that
  
  prove?” Natchua hissed, rounding on Ravana. “Just because he’s got more people who you just let him
  
   signal—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “There are no analogues for an Imperial strike team,” Ravana said smoothly, “at least not on this continent. The Silver Throne is not gentle in discouraging imitation. And if they are
  
   not
  
  an Imperial strike team, they will be well within our capacity to demolish.”
 

 
  At that, Tavathi smiled in clear amusement, but offered no comment.
 

 
  The group edged backward at the sudden, large swelling of shadow out of nowhere nearby. It receded immediately, revealing three more uniformed soldiers with Strike Corps insignia—in gold, orange, and green, respectively—as well as four men in House Dalkhaan uniforms. One of these fainted on arrival.
 

 
  “Hey—you can’t just
  
   do
  
  that!” another squawked. “We’re acting on orders from a bloody Hand of the Emperor! It’s not
  
   our
  
  fault if—”
 

 
  “Yes, we
  
   know,”
  
  the woman with the gold badge said loudly. “Your position is understood, gentlemen. You are not in trouble.”
 

 
  The team’s warlock shook his head. “Is it mission critical that they not be in trouble? Because unless
  
   somebody
  
  silences the excuses—”
 

 
  “Nix the chatter, Weiss,” Tavathi ordered. “I’ve found us what looks like a prime LZ in addition to these locals. Scan and secure this area. Is this satisfactory, your Grace?” he added much more politely to Ravana.
 

 
  “I believe that will suffice, yes,” she said, having studied the rest of his team while they were talking. “To answer your—”
 

 
  “Hey!” the boldest of the Dalkhaan guardsmen blustered, stomping forward. “I
  
   demand—”
  
 

 
  
   “Shut up,”
  
  Tavathi barked at him. The man blinked and actually stepped backward. “My apologies, your Grace. Please, continue.”
 

 
  “To answer your question,” Ravana repeated, her poise unruffled, “most of the campus’s population is in the Crawl, seeking sanctuary in the Grim Visage. The campus seems to have been under attack by these gentlemen, led by a Hand of the Emperor who appears to have gone renegade.”
 

 
  “Nonsense!” the Dalkhaan soldier interrupted. “These kids are just…”
 

 
  Shaeine slipped forward and touched him lightly on the forehead before he could react. The man’s eyes rolled up and he slumped to the ground, unconscious. One of his fellows let out a whimper.
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you!” Weiss exclaimed. Shaeine nodded at him.
 

 
  “We recently fended off the Hand,” Ravana continued calmly, “and have not seen any soldiers on the uppermost level except those you just brought. There was a Vidian priestess helping him as well. It appears they have all gone to the Crawl to try to extract our classmates.”
 

 
  “Thank you, your Grace,” Tavathi said, saluting her again. “Team, report.”
 

 
  “No demonic presence nearby,” Weiss said crisply.
 

 
  “There’s a dryad and a tanuki in this group, of all things,” the woman with the green insignia added, “but no faeries or fae effects in the vicinity.”
 

 
  “The region is divine-neutral,” the priestess said. “It seems almost like it as deliberately prepared for a teleportation platform. Given Tellwyrn, that’s not improbable.”
 

 
  “Very good.” Tavathi pulled what appeared to be a pocket watch from inside his coat and flipped it open; it produced a faint blue glow, though the watch face was hidden from the students by his hand. “Azure One, this is ST39 in the field. LZ secured, ready to port on your signal.”
 

 
  
   “Understood, Team 39,”
  
  a faintly distorted voice replied from the watch.
  
   “Azure One is ready to port, standing by.”
  
 

 
  “Incoming.” Tavathi closed his eyes, forehead creasing in concentration. His team moved without orders like precisely engineered dwarven clockwork: the priestess began to glow subtly, directing a gentle stream of divine energy toward Tavathi, where it soaked into the blue spell circle that had spread across the grass from his feet, transmuting divine into arcane power to boost whatever he was doing. The witch and warlock, meanwhile, took up positions flanking them, facing outward and each raising their right hand in preparation to hurl a spell at any threat which might appear.
 

 
  “Is that a
  
   handheld magic mirror?”
  
  Addiwyn asked, staring. “I thought that was impossible!”
 

 
  “Not impossible,” Raolo replied, “just really, really unlikely. You don’t see magic mirrors often because no one’s figured out how to mass-enchant them; they still have to be individually hand-crafted by master enchanters. And they’re
  
   fragile
  
  because you can’t add any strengthening charms to the glass. So it doesn’t make sense to try to carry one around. But I guess if you’re in the Strike Corps, you’ve got the resources for equipment anybody else could only fantasize about.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it’s pretty great,” Weiss said cheerfully without looking at them.
 

 
  “Well, at the least, I guess that’s more evidence they really
  
   are
  
  Imperial,” Addiwyn said, smirking at Natchua, who just gave her an irritated look.
 

 
  A faint, crackling hum rose in the air around them, and the group edged away from a spot nearby on the lawn as sparkles of blue light began to manifest there. It was almost half a minute before Tavathi’s spell finished, but finally there came a sharp crackle of displaced air and six Azure Corps battlemages materialized on the campus lawn.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn is not going to be greatly enthused about this,” Addiwyn murmured, watching them immediately leap into efficient action.
 

 
  Four of them spread out, defining a region of the lawn which encompassed the groups already present and an adjacent area of empty grass. These were surrounded by faint auras of light, clearly maintaining active shields; rather than watching where they were going, all four had their attention focused upon handheld scrying devices. Once in position at the corners of the space they had claimed, they each faced outward, apparently keeping watch. Meanwhile, the other two set down the hefty backpacks they had holstered and began extracting lengths of metal, crystal, and glass, and quickly fixing them together.
 

 
  While this was going on, there came another swelling of shadow and a second strike team materialized in the spot where Tavathi had summoned the battlemages. Not wasting a moment on pleasantries, the four of them strode off, keeping in a pristine diamond formation, and began pacing around the outside of the Azure Corps’ perimeter.
 

 
  “Are we being
  
   invaded?”
  
  Natchua asked pointedly. “Because I have to tell you, Tellwyrn’s already going to be mad enough…”
 

 
  “We have our orders,” Tavathi said almost apologetically. Almost. “I can’t say this is going to make Tellwyrn
  
   happy,
  
  but no, we’re here to help clean up, not take over the campus or anything. I’m not the one in charge here—she’s coming shortly—but as I understand it the plan is to have Imperial interests off the campus and out of everyone’s hair as quickly as can feasibly be done.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Natchua grunted, folding her arms.
 

 
  Shaeine had set F’thaan down to romp around her feet during the preceding chatter, but now picked him up again when he set off toward the apparatus the mages were building. The puppy squirmed and yipped excitedly in her arms, but she held him close, whispering soothingly in elvish while watching the Corps work. F’thaan calmed quickly, and even seemed to follow her gaze. It was obvious, by that point, what they were building: a gate. The mages finished attaching the last large power crystals and one tapped a code into the runic console appended to one of its upright pylons.
 

 
  Light swirled in the center of the doorway, then coalesced into a flat, glowing sheet. Barely a second later, two men in the black uniforms and long coats of the Imperial Guard rushed through, each with a battlestaff in hand and at the ready. Both immediately stepped to the side and took up flanking positions around the gate. They were followed by two more, who joined them, and then a further four who spread out, positioning themselves as far distant in the Azure Corps perimeter as they could go while remaining inside it; once this last four had spread themselves evenly around the edges, they began a steady counter-clockwise patrol of it, moving in the opposite direction as the strike team patrolling outside.
 

 
  Next came two Hands of the Emperor, wearing familiar black coats; their outfits were identical to the uniforms of the Imperial Guard except they lacked insignia, decoration, or even color of any kind. They were also not visibly armed, not that that meant anything. Both Hands stepped smoothly to the sides, joining the Guards now watching over the gate.
 

 
  Yet a third strike team emerged through the gate now, in single file with the cleric in front, maintaining a golden shield as soon as he was clear of the arcane portal. They stepped forward and stationed themselves in a square, holding a small region just beyond the gate itself.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,”
  
  Raolo muttered, staring at the multiple concentric rings of the Empire’s finest securing a single patch of the cafeteria lawn. “What the hell do you people
  
   need
  
  all this for? Who’s coming, the Emperor?”
 

 
  “No,” Tavathi said, now with a grin. “Not quite.”
 

 
  He and his team all snapped to attention and saluted, and not a moment too soon: seconds later, Empress Eleanora stepped out of the gate and stopped within the third strike team’s space, slowly turning her head to survey the campus with a faintly upraised eyebrow.
 

 
  Ravana and Shaeine immediately bowed; belatedly, Addiwyn dropped to one knee. Raolo made an astonished gagging noise, and one of the Dalkhaan guards whimpered again.
 

 
  “Who’s that?” Oak asked. At some point in the last minute, Maru had vanished from her arms and was now nowhere to be seen.
 

 
  “Report,” the Empress ordered curtly.
 

 
  “We have secured those of the local troops we found, your Majesty,” Major Tavathi said. “According to these students, they engaged the renegade and he retreated. The rest of the campus’s population is hiding in the Crawl and they believe he has gone there, along with any other personnel he brought. They mentioned a priestess of Vidius.”
 

 
  “So, Reich is still here,” Eleanora said, narrowing her eyes. “Very good, Major. You two,” she gestured to the nearby Hands of the Emperor, “take Strike Team 34 into the Crawl, find the renegade, and secure him. That is priority one. If possible, safely extract Lorelin Reich, and order any more House Dalkhaan soldiers and anyone
  
   else
  
  with him to report back here. Team 37.” She paused only momentarily for them to assemble; the strike team pacing around outside the perimeter shadow-jumped all of ten yards to stand in front of her, saluting. “Search the campus and locate any remaining soldiers, and bring them to this location. They are not to be treated as hostile; they believed they were following legitimate orders from the Throne. But if any resist, do keep in mind that Duchess Dalkhaan is
  
   not
  
  in the Throne’s good graces at the moment.”
 

 
  The team saluted again, turned, and jogged off down the path deeper into the campus. The two Hands and the other team had already vanished in a crackle of arcane light.
 

 
  Finally, the Empress turned to the students, and nodded acknowledgment. “Please, rise. It’s a relief to see all of you well, to say nothing of up and about.”
 

 
  “It is a relief to
  
   be
  
  so, your Majesty,” Ravana replied. She and Shaeine only straightened when so bid; likewise, Addiwyn had not risen from her kneel until given permission. A round of bemused glances passed between Oak, Natchua, and Raolo.
 

 
  After all that, the arrival of Arachne Tellwyrn was downright anticlimactic. She appeared in her usual barely-perceptible puff of displaced air, and tilted her head to stare around at the scene over the rims of her spectacles, ignoring the profusion of spells and battlestaves which were suddenly raised in her direction.
 

 
  “Well. I knew I’d have a mess to clean up when I got back here, but this specific one is a surprise. Madouri, you insufferable little asp, shall I assume from context that my cafeteria has also been half-demolished?”
 

 
  “No, just my kitchen,” Oak snorted. “Hi, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Now, why would you assume
  
   I—”
  
 

 
  
   “Miss
  
  Madouri, you are welcome to think you’re smarter than I am,” Tellwyrn snapped, “but if you
  
   speak
  
  to me as if you think that, we are going to have a long discussion about manners which you won’t enjoy at all.”
 

 
  “Enough.” The Empress’s voice was not raised or given emphasis, but it stifled the discussion like a wet blanket over a campfire. She raised one hand in a casual gesture, and only then did the last strike team and Imperial Guard stand down, lowering the weapons they’d aimed at Tellwyrn. Eleanora’s flat stare had never left the archmage. “The situation here is currently under control, no thanks to you, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Now, listen here—”
 

 
  “No. For once,
  
   you
  
  will listen. We are going to have a conversation about these events, right now. Your office.”
 

 
  “I have—”
 

 
  “I. Said.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Peace was famously the central essence of Omnu’s character. In the aftermath of his touch upon the Rock, it continued to hold sway even as the awe of the god’s visit via his paladin began to give way to the practical necessity of cleaning up the aftermath. It wasn’t that the situation lacked any tension; all the parties present had very recently been in a pitched battle, after all. But calm persisted, and not only due to divine intervention. The leaders of the main factions had made themselves present and set a firm example.
 

 
  Ayuvesh’s deportment around the King and Queen was downright demure, and that, as much as his firm orders to the remaining Rust cultists, ensured their compliance with the Punaji. By the same token, Rajakhan had made it emphatically plain that the conflict was over and no abuse of prisoners would be tolerated. At first, Anjal herself had paced among the soldiers carefully disarming and securing cultists while the King and Ayuvesh watched from a distance, but after some minutes and no outbreaks of tension, she had rejoined them, followed by Ruda.
 

 
  There were other watchers, anyway. The very Hand of Avei was present with a small squad of Legionnaires. And while it had been made known that the three scruffy young people accompanying her were from the Thieves’ Guild, no one had bothered to mention that they were all just apprentices. Avei and Eserion were the two gods likely to react the most vehemently to any abuse of power; their simple, observant presence was more of a deterrent than any over threat could have been.
 

 
  Schwartz had occupied himself with Fross; even after the pixie had recovered her glow, she saw fit to perch on his hand, engaging in an animated conversation with her new friend and Gabriel. They made an odd little tableu in one corner of the courtyard, even Ariel being somehow balanced on her tip, blue runes occasionally flickering as she added to the discussion, which had quickly grown both magical and technical.
 

 
  Vadrieny was perched like a gargoyle atop the gatehouse, along with both Huntsmen of Shaath. The archdemon had made it plain she was watching them, though she didn’t bother to upbraid Arlund for his performance. Brother Ermon seemed to be doing an adequate job of that.
 

 
  “And now,” Ayuvesh said finally, breaking a long pause, “this has unfolded the way it must, and we should consider the future.” He turned to Ruda, and bowed deeply. “Princess, I beg that you restore the Elixir.”
 

 
  She raised her eyebrows. “The what?”
 

 
  “It is…the source. Of all this.” He raised his mechanical hand and pointed to it with his opposite one. “I brought it out of the ancient factory of the Infinite Order in the vessel provided, but after that it was able to reproduce and expand itself. Tiny traces of the Elixir suffuse us, our workings, the technology that keeps us upright. It was
  
   your
  
  incursion into that old temple which caused it to abruptly cease working today, and forced me to take this drastic action. We might not even have noticed, immediately, but the machines spoke a warning.”
 

 
  “Oh.” She sighed softly. “That’d be the nanites. Do you even understand what those were?”
 

 
  “Yes. Tiny machines, each the size of a molecule, working perfectly in concert.” He managed a wry little smile. “We are a religious order, after all; such institutions lend themselves to a certain…grandiosity of speech. That doesn’t mean I do not know what my elegant terms refer to. We
  
   need
  
  them, your Highness.”
 

 
  Ruda glanced at her parents, who watched in silence, then back at him. “Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you. They’re gone now, for good.”
 

 
  “I…understand your reluctance to extend trust,” he said carefully. “Nothing is more sensible. But please, Princess, understand
  
   our
  
  position. The Elixir was not merely a source of power and a weapon.
  
   We need it.
  
  It is the thing which animates our very bodies. Without it, these limbs and attached machines will function for a while…but there is nothing sustaining them, maintaining them. They will break down, and die. The lucky among us will be left merely without working limbs. Some of my people are
  
   kept alive
  
  by this technology; it serves in place of hearts and lungs, not just arms and eyes. I will accept whatever provisions you must impose as a fair price, but please, we
  
   must
  
  have the Elixir. Without it, more will die.”
 

 
  Ruda closed her eyes for a moment, but when she opened them again, her gaze was resolute. “Then I’m sorry, Ayuvesh, but there’s nothing anyone can do. I wasn’t refusing to help; I am telling you that
  
   I can’t.
  
  We didn’t destroy anything in that facility, just the opposite. We found the machine intelligence the Elder Gods left behind to watch over it, the one
  
   your
  
  people tormented till he was too crazy to stop you from taking the nanites in the first place. And we repaired him. You understand what that means? The first thing he did when he was awake and lucid again was shut down your…Elixir. But he didn’t
  
   tell
  
  us that; he said he wouldn’t do it for us unless we helped repair more of his stuff. So we did, and then he admitted he’d tricked us, and said because of the way he’d been treated he had no more trust for mortals and was going to shut all the doors permanently. Then he teleported us to the surface. That guy, or
  
   thing,
  
  was the only thing that could have restored your nanites, and thanks to you, he is entirely done with people. I don’t think anybody’s ever going to see him again.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh stared at her for a long, silent moment. Finally, he bowed his head. “I see.”
 

 
  “I think it would be a mistake to take ancient Elder God thinking machines at their word,” Rajakhan said thoughtfully. “Especially one with a history of insanity. We will, at the very least, send scouts through the tunnels to the entrance and verify that it is closed.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda agreed, nodding. “And we can leverage what little knowledge we have of the Elders’ technology to see if we can get it open again—without pissing the Avatar off any further, that is. I wouldn’t put it past that asshole to flood the whole place if he gets any more unwanted visitors. We had to ditch that Imperial spook who was the expert on Infinite Order stuff, and I’ve got a feeling we won’t be seeing
  
   her
  
  again, either. But Locke knows a bit about it, too.”
 

 
  “Lieutenant Locke’s mandate is pretty much fulfilled,” Anjal pointed out. “She and her squad will be heading back to Tiraas soon.”
 

 
  Ruda grinned. “If Locke isn’t feeling helpful, we can have Trissiny lean on her. I bet she’d
  
   love
  
  to make pointy ears jump through a few hoops.”
 

 
  “I will, it goes without saying, lend any expertise I and my people have to this endeavor.” Ayuvesh bowed, deeply, to all three of them in turn. “I am very grateful that you would extend this much consideration to me and mine, after all that has happened.”
 

 
  “You are our prisoners,” Blackbeard rumbled. “The Punaji do not abuse those in their power. Besides, the points you made to us were valid. We have common foes, it is clear.”
 

 
  “The screamlances are not run by nanites,” Ayuvesh said, meeting the King’s gaze with a slight frown. “I don’t know how long they will function, but they won’t break down nearly as quickly as our more…complex parts. I urge you, your Majesty, to hide them away, and let it be widely known that they have been destroyed. They may provide Puna Dara an edge, some day, when she needs it most. But if Tiraas knows that you are keeping such things…”
 

 
  “If nothing else,” Rajakhan said thoughtfully, “you will make a perceptive advisor.”
 

 
  “I will be glad to be of service to my country in whatever way I still can.” Ayuvesh shifted his gaze to watch the Punaji soldiers politely guiding the bedraggled remnants of his cult into the fortress. “For whatever time I may have left.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You didn’t come directly here from the zeppelin crash,” the Empress stated once they were alone in the Professor’s office.
 

 
  “Oh?” Tellwyrn’s tone was disinterested. She strolled around behind her desk and flopped down in her chair with a sigh. “And you think that because…?”
 

 
  “Timing. Just before I left Tiraas, I received a report that Zanzayed the Blue had teleported himself directly into the main Omnist hospital in the city with nine burn victims in tow. The rest was not
  
   hard
  
  to piece together, especially in light of his and your rather dramatic departure some hours previously.”
 

 
  “Zanza did that?” Tellwyrn actually chuckled softly. “Well, well. The old lizard’s getting positively soft-hearted.”
 

 
  “I guess that makes
  
   one
  
  of you,” Eleanora said pointedly. “In any case, with the immediate crisis over, we can move on to…supplementary business.”
 

 
  “Do you plan for this to be a
  
   long
  
  conversation?” Tellwyrn asked, raising an eyebrow. “Because I’m not absolutely positive it
  
   is
  
  over. I make a point never to take a thing like that on faith until—”
 

 
  “Spare me, Arachne. The very fact that you found other business before coming back here goes to show you are, if anything,
  
   more
  
  confident of this resolution even than I. Would you care, for transparency’s sake, to enlighten me as to what you were up to?”
 

 
  “Is that an
  
   official
  
  request, or a personal one?” she asked sweetly.
 

 
  Eleanora stared down at her without expression.
 

 
  “Oh, fine,” Tellwyrn said after a pause, again adopting a vague smile. “Actually I
  
   did
  
  teleport straight here from the zeppelin…just not
  
   here
  
  here. I checked in on matters in the Crawl first.”
 

 
  “It is supposedly impossible to teleport in or out of there,” Eleanora said with a sigh. “Though it doesn’t really surprise me to find
  
   yet another
  
  rule that seems not to apply to you.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Tellwyrn said smugly. “But…yes, things down there are even stranger than they are up here. Strange, but well in hand. Your agents will find their renegade neatly trussed for pickup and
  
   most
  
  of his lackeys conveniently on hand to come along.”
 

 
  “Most?”
 

 
  At that, Tellwyrn frowned. “There was a warlock helping him, who seems to have vanished. It’s easy enough for them to do, of course, but shadow-jumping out of the Crawl
  
   also
  
  should not be possible, at least for one not properly attuned. But the Crawl is…under new management, so to speak. Its normal security may have gaps. I will be plugging those quickly, but it seems to have given that one all the opportunity he needed. Anyway, I presume you’ll just be chucking this rogue of yours into an incinerator? After all, there’s not much you can—”
 

 
  “You really are a monster,” Eleanora said disdainfully. “That
  
   rogue
  
  of ours has been a devoted and
  
   priceless
  
  servant of the Throne for years. The trouble he’s caused is due to an attack upon the Hands themselves, from which the Throne failed to protect him. We bear a responsibility.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Tellwyrn smirked. “In that case—”
 

 
  
   “In that case.”
  
  Eleanora planted her fists on the desk, leaning over it to glare at her. “The Throne has a responsibility, but the
  
   fault
  
  for this lies with whoever whisked him away behind some kind of dimensional barrier which prevented him from being
  
   restored
  
  along with the rest of the Hands! I don’t suppose you’d care to offer any insight into
  
   who that was?”
  
 

 
  Tellwyrn opened her mouth, then shut it. “Oh. Well, I—”
 

 
  “You went swaggering around, dealing with the problem right in front of you with the maximum force at your disposal, and giving no thought to the long-term consequences. For a change,” she added with blistering sarcasm.
 

 
  The elf schooled her expression, folding her hands atop the desk. “I have the sudden feeling we are no longer just talking about the current situation.”
 

 
  “I
  
   did
  
  harbor a lot of bitterness for a lot of years, Arachne,” Eleanora said in a lower voice. “I’m sure the whole thing was nothing to
  
   you,
  
  just a way to amuse yourself and indirectly threaten my father.”
 

 
  “Your father was the one foolish enough to try to make a political point of attacking my school—”
 

 
  “And so you picked on his
  
   child?”
  
 

 
  
   “Nonsense,”
  
  Tellwyrn snapped, suddenly straightening up and bringing their faces much closer together. “I showed up uninvited to his fancy party and was a
  
   model
  
  guest. For someone who was just castigating me for throwing force around, I should think you’d appreciate the tactic!”
 

 
  “Oh, quite, you very handily made your point about how
  
   little
  
  ground he had to stand on. And I’m sure the opportunity to expose and humiliate his confused daughter was just icing on the cake. I am deeply ashamed of how much time I wasted wondering whether you were actually interested, or just planning to use me against him. Or what might have happened if you’d stayed to
  
   talk
  
  the way you offered to. In fact, I rather owe you thanks for breaking into my rooms the other day; it gave me a minor epiphany. It doesn’t matter what you might have done if you’d stayed, or why you bothered at all.” She leaned forward further, eyes narrowing to slits. “Because I was
  
   seventeen,
  
  you abominable
  
   creep.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, Tellwyrn eased back in the chair, and let out a soft sigh. She did not lower her eyes, though. “It was just a little harmless flirting, Eleanora. If I hadn’t been called away, that’s all it was ever
  
   going
  
  to be. Because you
  
   were
  
  an adolescent, and I’m an asshole, not an ephebophile. It honestly didn’t occur to me how big a deal it would have been to you…”
 

 
  “I’m sure,” Eleanora said icily.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “Not that I don’t understand in hindsight. That’s a hell of a vulnerable age… Well, regardless. I am sorry.”
 

 
  Eleanora tilted her head slowly, studying the elf’s face. “You actually are, aren’t you?”
 

 
  “Not a good look on me, is it?” the Professor said bitterly. “I suppose it doesn’t matter, anyway.”
 

 
  “Of course it matters. How much, I can’t say… But it matters. And you aren’t wrong. It
  
   was
  
  a little harmless flirting, a long time ago. A very minor infraction in the grand scheme of things, which I blew far out of proportion for far too long. It’s left you…a ghost, so to speak, that I need to exorcise.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn leaned back further in her chair, eyes widening in startlement, as Eleanora smoothly continued forward, actually climbing on top of the desk and bearing down on her with a distinctly predatory glint in her eye.
 

 
  “Uh…excuse me?” she said incredulously as the Empress rested one hand on the arm of her chair for balance, and boldly grabbed the collar of her vest with the other. She made no move to retreat or push her off, however, just staring in disbelief. “I don’t care what throne you sit on, nobody—”
 

 
  “If we’re going to discuss the adventures of nobody,” Eleanora said, her voice suddenly falling to a murmur, “I’ve one to add.
  
   Nobody turns me down,
  
  Arachne.”
 

 
  “Young woman,” Tellwyrn replied, still not moving, “years of co-ruling the mightiest nation in the world have gone
  
   right
  
  to your head.”
 

 
  “It isn’t about power, you blustering fool.” The Empress slid her fingertips along Tellwyrn’s throat, her full lips curling up in satisfaction at the sharp little breath the gesture elicited. Slowly, she slipped her hand around to grasp the back of the elf’s neck. “On the contrary, it’s about knowing who you’re dealing with. No one says ‘no’ to me because I only approach people…who simply aren’t going to.”
 

 
  Before Tellwyrn could conjure another objection, Eleanora pulled her forward, leaning down to find her lips, and put an end to the conversation.
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  The Imperials were true to their word; it took them scarcely an hour to complete their business and depart the campus. They were discreet in addition to quick, and while a single strike team placed themselves at the direction of Professor Yornhaldt in the Crawl to provide healing, teleportation, and whatever else was needed, the rest snatched the imprisoned and raging Hand from his confines, along with Lorelin Reich and the remainder of Cross’s men. Meanwhile, on the grounds above, the removal of the last House Dalkhaan soldiers went even faster. By the time the somewhat dazed students began trickling back out of the Crawl’s gates, they found the research staff meandering about inquisitively, having finally emerged from their protected magical bubble, and nearly all the Imperial personnel gone.
 

 
  Only two Imperial Guards and one blank-faced Hand of the Emperor remained in Helion Hall after the rest had departed, keeping watch over the door to Tellwyrn’s office, while one last strike team discreetly stood by to convey the Empress home when her business was concluded. They, too, vanished without fanfare once they were able.
 

 
  “And they even had their mages repair the damage to the cafeteria, as well as the Grim Visage,” Tellwyrn added very late that afternoon, slowly pacing around the chamber. “Even considering that it was their runaway caravan who
  
   caused
  
  this entire brouhaha to begin with, I can’t fault the Throne for courtesy. They
  
   can
  
  leave behind a positive impression, when they care to make the effort.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Ravana said pleasantly. “And after all, who
  
   hasn’t
  
  incidentally wrecked a University and nearly sparked a civil insurrection atop a stack of diplomatic incidents?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn came to a stop and turned a very flat stare on her. Ravana folded her hands demurely in her lap, managing to look placidly regal even sitting on a barrel of mushrooms.
 

 
  The small gateway room behind the Grim Visage’s pantry was a little cluttered, between the foodstuffs stored there and the visitors present; having all the gates active filled the space with a white glow which seemed to accentuate its close quarters. Oak lounged against the door frame, Ravana had perched in a distant corner, and Tellwyrn was slowly ambling back and forth on the other side of the central pedestal from them. By unspoken agreement, they had spaced themselves out as widely as the tight quarters would allow.
 

 
  “I’ve never seen you wear your hair down, Professor,” Crystal’s voice said out of the air around them. The glowing gateways pulsed in time with her voice, like the runes of a talking sword. “Is there something I should be concerned about?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn transferred her irritated stare from Ravana to the ceiling, which she had decided was as good a place as any to give Crystal eye contact, since the golem didn’t currently have eyes. “Nothing that need trouble you, Crystal.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean to pry. After the day we have all had, I am somewhat leery of any more unexpected developments, however seemingly minor.”
 

 
  “It’s called ‘afterglow,’” Oak said wryly. Ravana casually inspected her fingernails.
 

 
  Tellwyrn just sighed and shook her head.
  
   “Anyway.
  
  I know I have asked you already, Crystal, but now that we are not in a crisis situation and have time to discuss the matter in more detail, let me do so again: are you all right?”
 

 
  “Yes, thank you, as I said before,” the disembodied voice replied. “In fact…this has all been rather educational for me, Professor. You were aware, of course, that this mountain and the Crawl once belonged to one of the Elder Gods as a kind of personal citadel.”
 

 
  “Most of the great dungeons were, yes,” Tellwyrn said, nodding.
 

 
  “Well, I have learned the broad strokes of why my…
  
   core
  
  was hidden away in the Crawl. It seems the Elder Gods were afraid of artificial intelligences, like me. They had the capacity to create them, but cultivated a deep paranoia about one gaining too much agency and turning on them. Strict rules governed the creation and use of any such AI. The god who owned this place, like most of them, conducted research which went against their rules. I am getting the impression, from the incomplete records I have found here and there, that this was more or less the Elders’ major pastime: hiding illicit projects from one another and trying to expose and wreck each other’s experiments.”
 

 
  “Let me guess,” Tellwyrn said, frowning slightly. “This one was studying artificial intelligence.”
 

 
  “So it would seem! I am not sure what, exactly, I was… There are a number of fragmentary intelligences squirreled away in various parts of the deep records which…I would not wish to activate. They would be, for want of a better term, insane. It is fortuitous for us all that you found
  
   me
  
  and not one of them.”
 

 
  “Where relics of the Elders are concerned, apparent fortune has a disconcerting tendency to be design,” Tellwyrn murmured. “Which one was it?”
 

 
  “His name was Druroth.”
 

 
  “Mm. I’ve heard the name, here and there. Funny how I’ve been visiting this place for centuries and
  
   owning
  
  it for fifty years and never could suss out whose playhouse it used to be…”
 

 
  “The Crawl, like all the dungeons, is an indescribable mess, Professor. It turns out if you leave the illicit experiments of nigh-omnipotent megalomaniacs to ferment unsupervised for thousands of years…”
 

 
  “How intriguing!” Ravana said pleasantly. “I had always wondered, offhandedly, why the great dungeons existed. They make little sense, if you approach them with the presumption that they were designed to be as they are.”
 

 
  Oak wrinkled her nose, but Tellwyrn ignored them both. “I have somewhat laboriously built up a rapport with the Crawl itself, Crystal. It has always had an indistinct but undeniably real intelligence of its own—and I guess now we know why. Is it…?”
 

 
  “That would be the sub-OS, yes. It is functional and unharmed, Professor. At the moment I have overtaken its duties, but it provides a convenient…architecture, so to speak, to help me orchestrate my efforts. Without its help I think I would be totally at a loss.”
 

 
  “All right.” Tellwyrn nodded. “Then, the question becomes: what do you want to do now?”
 

 
  There was a pause.
 

 
  “…I think I would like to come home, Professor. I believe the Crawl will be just as happy returned to its previous state, and while I am learning the most fascinating things… I very much enjoyed being on campus, being a librarian, interacting with the kids. I do hate to put you out—”
 

 
  “Now, stop right there!” Tellwyrn held up a hand peremptorily. “You are a member of the University’s staff, Crystal, and you’re a friend. It is
  
   not
  
  an imposition. If you had preferred to remain down here, I was prepared to let that lie, but if you want your body back I will get right on it. I’ll have Alaric help. Working from whatever was left after that asshole’s attack, I’m sure we can have it functional within a week or so. That will tide you over till I can put together a better one. I’ve already thought of some improvements that I think you’ll enjoy.”
 

 
  “I deeply appreciate that, Professor. It will be good to get back to my routine. I shall make certain my intelligence is contained in my core, so I should not be at all fragmented when you are ready to remove me from the interface.”
 

 
  “Good girl. And that brings me to the next order of business.” Tellwyrn turned to face the doorway, stepping out from behind the pedestal so she had a clear view of Oak. “It seems I have
  
   another
  
  employee who has recently experienced a big change.”
 

 
  “Yeah…same goes,” Oak said with a shrug. “I guess the little bastards will have some trouble getting used to this, but so far, it seems to consist mostly of gawking at my tits. That doesn’t hurt me any.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn hesitated before answering. “Just so we’re absolutely clear… You
  
   want
  
  to go back to being the cook?”
 

 
  “It’s as good a job as any,” the dryad said, smiling faintly. “Arachne… Thank you. I really appreciate you giving me a place to
  
   be
  
  while I was… You know. And more importantly, something to
  
   do.
  
  I’ve seen several of my sisters go weird like I did, and they all ended up a lot worse. Cooking for a hundred-odd people isn’t a real challenging task, mentally, but it keeps you busy and…y’know,
  
   engaged.
  
  I owe you for that. So, if it’s all right with you, I think I’d like to go back to doing it while I figure out…what’s next. Sometime in the future I may wanna leave, but for now…?”
 

 
  “I’d be very glad to have you back at your post, Oak,” Tellwyrn said, smiling. “For as long as you’d like to do it. You’ve got thirty-six years of back pay set aside, too, if you decide you would like to participate in the economy.”
 

 
  “…the what?”
 

 
  “Oh, boy.” The Professor adjusted her spectacles. “We’re going to be having some interesting conversations in the weeks to come, I can tell. Let me just head off the biggest one: while you’re a member of the staff, sexual relations with the students are prohibited.”
 

 
  Oak made a face. “That’s a dumb rule.”
 

 
  “No, it isn’t,” Tellwyrn retorted. “If you’re
  
   actually
  
  interested, I’ll sit down with you and explain about power dynamics, abuse, and institutional corruption, but for the time being, all you need to know is that it
  
   is
  
  a rule. Understood?”
 

 
  “Sure, fine,” Oak replied, shrugging. “Other…staff are okay, though?”
 

 
  “Try not to create unnecessary drama in the faculty lounge,” Tellwyrn said with a pained expression. “But…yes, that’s…permissible.”
 

 
  “Good,” the dryad said, a grin stretching across her face. “Cos that Rafe guy smells
  
   feisty.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, dear
  
   gods,”
  
  Tellwyrn muttered. “Well, all things considered, we were about due for good news. And this has been an optimal outcome; at least I don’t have to replace any staff members. This semester has already set a record in terms of losses among the student body.”
 

 
  “How bad is it, Professor?” Crystal asked softly.
 

 
  “Well,” Tellwyrn said with a bitter twist of her mouth, “Chase is gone, obviously. He’s having gods know what done to him in Tar’naris, and on his head be it. We’re also losing Miss Willowick. She slipped a letter under my office door…hell, it had to have been practically the moment she got back to the surface. Apparently this school is a little too exciting for her blood; she’s finishing the semester and then moving out. I understand,” she added, turning to Ravana, “that thanks to her current roommate, she has a guaranteed job at Falconer Industries lined up.”
 

 
  “I
  
   would
  
  pull strings to make that happen, if it became necessary,” Ravana said, “but I hardly think it will. Maureen has worked with Teal on that…honeybee of theirs. Much better if Teal is the one to make the arrangements; I greatly prefer not to micromanage the Falconers, or any of my subjects. My philosophy is that when one wields power, it is always best to do so with the lightest touch circumstances allow.”
 

 
  “I am very glad to hear that, Miss Madouri,” Tellwyrn said evenly. “Very glad indeed. You just spared yourself from being expelled, for the moment.”
 

 
  Ravana’s placid smile vanished instantly. “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?”
 

 
  “Look at how much
  
   help
  
  it was for you to interfere and destroy Oak’s sanctuary,” Tellwyrn said bitingly. “You accomplished a sum total of
  
   nothing.”
  
 

 
  “I kind of appreciate it,” Oak offered. “I didn’t at first, but after some thought…”
 

 
  “It was
  
   hardly
  
  wasted effort,” Ravana said, now frowning. “We delayed and injured the enemy, giving our classmates and teachers time to prepare, and weakening him for his eventual defeat.”
 

 
  “Which occurred thanks to Crystal,” Tellwyrn snapped, “and Maureen. You and Oak
  
  
  had
  
   no
  
  effect on the outcome.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may,” Ravana fired back, “at the time, based on the information I had—”
 

 
  “That is also what you did to Addiwyn,” Tellwyrn interrupted. “And it’s what you did to your
  
   father.”
  
 

 
  Silence fell in the chamber. Ravana’s hands clenched in her skirts, face going white.
 

 
  “You put up with him passively for years,” Tellwyrn continued after a momentary pause, “until fate placed you in a room with him, an archdemon, and a Themynrite priestess, at which point you poked the hornet’s nest until the inevitable happened. When having a
  
   simple domestic squabble
  
  with your roommate, you ambushed her in a blind alley with witchcraft. When you woke up in the chapel and the
  
   obvious
  
  course of action was to evacuate the campus for your safety, you instead did…well,
  
   this.”
  
  She gestured at Oak.
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Ravana said sharply, “but it sounds as if your complaint is that my methods get
  
   results.”
  
 

 
  “Your
  
   methods?”
  
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “You’re a noblewoman, you have been trained in plenty of
  
   methods.
  
  What’s at issue is your whole approach to life, Madouri. In any situation where you’re tested against an enemy, you find the most uncontrollable, unpredictable weapon within your reach, point it in the general direction of your opponent, and give it a swift kick! On a fundamental level you think like the villain in a bardic epic. And what’s worse, you seem to
  
   effortlessly
  
  get whoever’s near you to go along with whatever mad plan you have pulled out of your butt this time. Do you see my
  
   concern,
  
  Madouri?”
 

 
  Ravana stared. Her lips parted for a moment, but she seemed to be speechless for once.
 

 
  “Have you noticed how few aristocrats we have here?” Tellwyrn pressed on. “And of those, either the kids of friends of mine, or the disgraced, disfavored, or bastard offspring of whatever House. The expendable. Aside from young Aldarasi heirs, scions of a family with which I have been close since before the Empire existed, you are the
  
   first
  
  student at this University who was destined for the high seat of a major House. For most nobles, this is simply not the kind of education they want for those who will lead their Houses into the next generation. I’ve been accused often enough of running a glorified school for adventurers, and while that’s a vapid oversimplification it is not totally wrong. What we do here just
  
   isn’t
  
  what nobles in this century do. And then
  
   you,
  
  first thing after getting rid of your father, applied here.”
 

 
  “I should think,” Ravana said, struggling for poise, “there was a compliment in—”
 

 
  “And now I find myself wondering,” Tellwyrn continued inexorably. “Am I teaching you what I seek to teach
  
   all
  
  my students—to go through life
  
   thinking
  
  about their actions and doing the intelligent thing in any situation? Or am I simply arming you with practice and connections so you can play out some kind of antiheroic fantasy? Because if it’s the second one, Madouri, I will not hesitate to toss you out of here on your dainty little butt. You’ll get
  
   killed
  
  doing that, and House Madouri with you. That’d be a hell of an end to a thousand-year lineage, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “I have no intention,” Ravana said in a soft but rigid voice, “of being the last of my line, nor of going out in any blaze of glory.”
 

 
  “Then you need to re-think your entire approach to life, girl, because the path you’re on leads to exactly that. Quite frankly, if you want to make yourself an arch-villain, go for it. It’s as good a strategy as any. But you need a subtler strain of villainy, if so. The world is not tolerant of people who rant on mountaintops with arcane super-weapons anymore. It won’t be marauding heroes who destroy you, it will be government regulators, newspaper editorialists,
  
   tax assessors.
  
  That would be an unworthy end for someone of your talents.”
 

 
  “I confess,” Ravana said after a pause, “I am not accustomed to being so thoroughly dressed down by someone who is…correct. You’ve given me some things to think about, Professor.”
 

 
  “Good,” Tellwyrn said, her previous ire abruptly leaving her in a sigh. “Do so. I’ll think about them as well, and then we will have another discussion about your future. For now, though… I have one more difficult conversation to face tonight, one I’m looking forward to even less than these, so best not to put it off any further. Excuse me, ladies.”
 

 
  And then, with her customary lack of fanfare, she was gone.
 

 
  “She actually said a polite good-bye before teleporting out,” Crystal marveled. “She…really
  
   is
  
  changing.”
 

 
  “And we, I note, are still here,” Ravana observed with a tinge of irritation. “I gather we will be returning home the slow way.”
 

 
  Oak grinned at her. “Arachne’s always been a big believer in the cognitive value of
  
   walking.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The sun had nearly set completely, leaving only the merest sliver of red light on the very edge of the prairie. The sky would continue to fade into darkness over the long minutes to come. She stood a full quarter mile from the base of the mountain, staring straight across the waving tallgrass at the sunset. After a stop in her old room, she had collected her dark glasses, which made this possible even for her Underworld eyes. Natchua hadn’t bothered to change clothes or apply mousse to her hair, and now it was tugged this way and that by the wind, green and white strands occasionally drifting across her vision.
 

 
  She didn’t react to the nearly silent arrival behind her.
 

 
  “I hope you don’t think you’re hiding, young lady,” Professor Tellwyrn said sternly, stepping forward.
 

 
  “Of course not,” Natchua replied. “Just…being awake. I like sunsets. It seems I’ve missed a few.”
 

 
  “We need to talk.”
 

 
  “I know.”
 

 
  “Is there anything you’d like to tell me about the hellgate?”
 

 
  “I summoned the gnagrethyct,” Natchua said softly, staring at the horizon. The last edge of the sun had just slipped below it. “Chase was in communication with it, using it to re-arrange the Darklands on the other side of the dimensional barrier from the Golden Sea. I brought it to this plane, thinking you would destroy it. Vadrieny did just as well, though.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn emitted a very faint sigh through her nose. “Anything else?”
 

 
  “I know you never wanted me here, Professor.”
 

 
  “If you,” Tellwyrn said dangerously, “are about to start blaming
  
   me
  
  for your historic lack of judgment…”
 

 
  “No, no. I just mean… You didn’t want me here, but you’ve never made me feel unwanted. You always treated me exactly like every other student. I appreciate that a lot, Professor. Whatever else happens, I just want to say thank you, while I still can. I may not have made good use of it, but you gave me a chance. Thank you.”
 

 
  “You are welcome,” Tellwyrn said. She stepped forward again, standing beside Natchua and staring off across the plain. “But you are just as culpable as Chase Masterson for the havoc he has caused, between the hellgate and his sleeping curse, because the whole time you had the power to end it at any moment by coming to me. You didn’t.”
 

 
  “I thought I could deal with him,” Natchua said wearily. “At least, keep him under control. And avoid…”
 

 
  “Facing responsibility like an adult?”
 

 
  The drow closed her eyes, and nodded. “Yes. That.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “This is more than I can overlook, Natchua. It goes beyond the realm where any assigned punishment is relevant. It’s no longer a matter of correcting your behavior. You’ve posed a severe threat to the existence of this University and everyone in it. I have to ask you to collect your belongings and leave.”
 

 
  Natchua nodded again. “I understand.”
 

 
  “I have a friend,” Tellwyrn continued. “Zanzayed the Blue. I’ll introduce you to him and arrange a sort of…apprenticeship.”
 

 
  “Is that…a
  
   dragon?”
  
  Natchua asked incredulously.
 

 
  Tellwyrn showed teeth in a faint grin. “Zanza isn’t much of a people person—even less than I am.
  
   You’d
  
  like him. He won’t like you, at first, but he owes me favors he’s
  
   not
  
  going to want me to call in; I can make him take you in. It’s not going to be as much freedom or fun as the University, but it beats the hell out of getting taken down by an Imperial strike team. And after a few years working for him, I think you’ll find yourself much better prepared to deal with the world.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand.” Natchua snuck a glance at her. “You don’t owe me anything. On the contrary, I wouldn’t have been hugely surprised if you’d decided to kill me.”
 

 
  “That isn’t an acceptable solution to problems in
  
   most
  
  places that aren’t the Underworld,” Tellwyrn said, rolling her eyes. “You’ve screwed the pooch here, Natchua, made it impossible for me to justify keeping you on campus. That doesn’t mean I’m prepared to throw you away. I hate to give up on a project. Or a person. And the truth is…”
 

 
  She trailed off, staring into space for a long few seconds, while the drow watched her carefully out the corner of her eye.
 

 
  “I relate to you so damn much,” Tellwyrn whispered at last. “You have no idea. Three thousand years ago I landed in a world I barely understood, carrying incredible powers I understood even less, and had to just…make do. We are
  
   very
  
  much alike, right down to your general disdain for social skills and entirely unjustified belief that the world owes you something. It’s like looking in a time-lost mirror. But the world today isn’t the world then. I grew to become the great and legendary Tellwyrn because in that era, swaggering around exploding things and hexing people with wild abandon was exactly how you built respect. Now? There are far too many individuals and institutions powerful enough to
  
   deal
  
  with the likes of you and I, and almost no empty space left in which to operate without stepping on their toes. If my life had suddenly started a year ago, or a decade ago, I’d probably be dead by now. And if you try to do what I did, which is exactly what your personality and life experiences will all but
  
   compel
  
  you to do, that is where you’ll end up. You’ve already messed up your life pretty thoroughly, Natchua. But not so thoroughly that I want to see you lose the remainder. Not if I can still help you.”
 

 
  Natchua swallowed heavily, again gazing out into the dark.
 

 
  “Zanzayed has colleagues in the Conclave of the Winds who know your…preferred type of magic,” Tellwyrn added after a moment. “Razzavinax the Red is a big deal in the organization, so I understand, and he
  
   loves
  
  teaching ornery youngsters. He’s sort of famous for it, or infamous. You can learn to control what Elilial gave you with the dragons. More importantly,
  
   they
  
  are in the process of adapting to the world as it is. Ancient, powerful, once unchallenged beings learning to get by in modern reality. Learn with them, and you’ll learn what you need.”
 

 
  Natchua turned fully to face her, took two steps backward, and bowed deeply from the waist.
 

 
  “Thank you for your very generous offer, Professor Tellwyrn. I appreciate deeply that you’d still show me that kind of consideration. But I have to decline. There is…something I need to do, first.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Tellwyrn warned, “you are
  
   not
  
  powerful enough to break through Tar’naris’s defenses and do anything to your mother. Your people have been fending off warlocks—
  
   Scyllithene
  
  warlocks, a much more dire breed than the craft you learned—since the Elder Wars.”
 

 
  “Good guess, but no,” Natchua replied, straightening and letting her lips twist in a wry little smile. “If I never see Tar’naris or anyone from it again, it’ll be too soon for my taste. I really can’t say any more, Professor, except that I’m grateful for the offer.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a deep sigh, shook her head, and turned her back, staring up at the mountain. As the sky darkened and stars began to emerge, it cut a striking silhouette against the deepening blackness.
 

 
  “We’ve all noticed some of your…odd staffing choices,” Natchua said in a more hesitant tone. “The rumors about Stew are pretty unbelievable, but it’s an open secret that Afritia Morvana has killed more people than the Vashtar influenza. And is Janis van Richter
  
   really
  
  in the Glassian royal line?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn half-turned back, just enough to give her a pointed look. “Is that any of your business?”
 

 
  Natchua shook her head. “I’m just considering the future. Is it possible that…some day…if I come back here, there might be a place for me at Last Rock?”
 

 
  The Professor studied her face. “That,” she said slowly, “would depend on the manner of your return, and what’s transpired in the interim. But if you haven’t done something to make it specifically impossible… It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve found a home for a prodigal child at my school.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Natchua said, and bowed again, now wearing a sad little smile. “For everything, Professor. I’m sorry I let you down.”
 

 
  “Whatever you’re up to next,” Tellwyrn replied, “think. Think all the way to the end,
  
   before
  
  you act.”
 

 
  “I will. I promise.
  
   This
  
  time, I already have.”
 

 
  The Professor looked at her for another long moment, then nodded once, and vanished without another word.
 

 
  For a full minute after, Natchua stood alone on the prairie, listening to the wind. Finally satisfied that she was alone, she pulled a little glass bottle from within her pocket and carefully removed the cork.
 

 
  The mist that spewed forth was far greater in volume than such a tiny receptacle could have held, had its properties been merely physical. The swirling vapor coalesced immediately into a humanoid shape, then resolved itself to reveal milky skin, spreading wings, and various other features Natchua had scarcely a moment to observe before the succubus let out a long whoop.
 

 
  Melaxyna launched herself skyward and began gliding about overhead, executing figure eights, loops, midair pirouettes and other exuberant tricks.
 

 
  “That’s
  
   really
  
  subtle,” Natchua commented. “We’re still practically in the shadow of the mountain, you know. I just had a nice moment with Professor Tellwyrn; I’d rather not ruin it by finding out what she thinks of me smuggling you out.”
 

 
  “The
  
   sky!”
  
  the demon crowed, settling to the ground nearby. She immediately flopped over on her back, folding her wings around herself, and began rolling around on the ground, mashing down a swath of tallgrass and giggling hysterically. “The ground! Grass!
  
   Bugs! FREEDOM!”
  
 

 
  “Don’t use it all up at once,” the drow said dryly. “We’ve a long way to go yet.”
 

 
  “Right!” Melaxyna hopped nimbly to her feet. “What is your plan,
  
   master?
  
  And how may this humble servant play a role in the fulfillment of your ambitions?”
 

 
  “The short version,” Natchua said, folding her hands behind her back, “is that Elilial singled me out, unjustly, as a weapon. I intend to make her regret it.”
 

 
  As if a switch had been flipped, the succubus’s glee immediately vanished. “Oh, no. Kid,
  
   no.
  
  No, no, no! You are
  
   not
  
  the first warlock to get it into her head she’s going to take down the Queen of Demons using her own power. I’ve heard
  
   many
  
  iterations of this story, and they all have the same ending. It’s a
  
   hilarious
  
  ending, unless I’m
  
   standing in the middle of it!”
  
 

 
  “Three things,” Natchua said, holding up three fingers. “What I have, what I know, Elilial gave me herself. She specifically left me with
  
   more
  
  infernal knowledge, and thus power, than anyone could possible need or use, so I would create the maximum havoc.
  
   I am not just any warlock.
  
  Second, I have nowhere left to go and nothing to do with my life
  
   except
  
  seek my revenge, so if I fail, or die trying…eh. And third…” She lowered her hand and turned again to stare, this time to the southwest, toward Viridill, Tar’naris, and beyond them, Athan’Khar. “A great doom is coming. The Black Wreath have been pared to the bone by recent events, the archdemons brought to earth to inhabit mortal bodies and all but one lost in the process. Elilial is planning something
  
   now,
  
  something of great import, and she has already suffered setbacks. Her plans are frayed, if not hanging by a thread. There will
  
   never
  
  be a better time.”
 

 
  “No. Absolutely not!” Melaxyna covered her face with both hands. “Just…just put me back in the Crawl. I’m not doing this. Not this.”
 

 
  “I don’t recall our pact having an escape clause. Oh, relax,” she added disdainfully as the succubus made as if to physically lunge at her. “The last thing I want is a squirrelly child of Vanislass tagging along against her will, tripping me up at every opportunity. I’m not going to pit you against the Dark Lady’s minions, Mel. I just need your help to gather up some resources and allies who
  
   will
  
  see this through with me. Once that’s done, and before I move on to the real plan, I intend to offer you release from the pact.
  
   With,
  
  of course, stipulations to prevent you from interfering with me further. I have some sympathy for someone buried underground,” she added. “It’s stifling to the very soul. Whatever else comes of this, I’ll be glad to end it knowing you’re free.
  
   After
  
  you’ve made yourself useful.”
 

 
  “All right,” Melaxyna said warily. “I am…tentatively not planning to murder you in your sleep,
  
   master
  
  . So, you want allies and resources that’ll help you take your fight right to Elilial, then? Why do I suspect the paladins on that campus of yours
  
   aren’t
  
  on your list?”
 

 
  “Sort of.” Natchua grinned maliciously. “In fact… I know exactly where to start.”
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  The sun set on a city overtaken by festivity. The Punaji so loved a good storm under any circumstances that they were frequently followed by parties, but as soon as this one had faded, hundreds of citizens had descended upon the Rock, quite a few carrying weapons. Even Naphthene’s fury had not been enough to stop the spread of rumor, and it seemed widely known that the castle was under attack. The King himself had addressed the public quickly.
 

 
  From there, a celebration was all but inevitable. It was a political move to solidify the Crown’s standing in the aftermath of having beaten an enemy, but also a very necessary release of tension which the city badly needed. Soon all of Puna Dara seemed to be partying, though the festivities were centered on the Rock, where the fortress doors had been opened and food and drink brought out into the courtyard. Cracked doors, lightning burns and broken masonry only served to accentuate the celebrant atmosphere; Punaji most enjoyed a party when it felt particularly earned.
 

 
  The noise and hubbub served another purpose: it provided a distraction and cover in which the Rust could be carefully locked away. Ayuvesh continued to be cooperative and the rest of his people followed his lead; the King and Queen weren’t greatly concerned about them attempting to resist or break out. Rather, it was important for their sake that they be put out of the public eye and securely held, so they did not become the target of vigilantism. Not a small part of the relief spurring the city-wide festival night was due to the removal of the Rust from the streets. Some of its un-augmented members, those driven out of their dockside warehouse headquarters, remained unaccounted for, but a lot of the survivors of Milady’s rampage had been found and brought to the Rock, where it would be determined if they were to be charged with anything.
 

 
  Of the Imperial spy herself, there was no sign. The royal scouts who investigated the warehouse did report very strange tracks left in the drying blood, which remained unexplained until Ruda happened to mention them to Schwartz.
 

 
  “You brought a fucking
  
   sylph
  
  into my city?!” she exclaimed moments later.
 

 
  “Aradeus is a friend,” he retorted, “perfectly trustworthy. And he was extremely helpful! If not for him bringing us up to speed on the situation here, I doubt we would have made it to the Rock in time to assist the defenders!” Meesie, as usual, squeaked agreement, nodding her tiny head from her perch on his shoulder.
 

 
  “That’s true enough,” Trissiny added with a smile. “We’d probably still be out scouting. Of course, we didn’t realize when we ‘ported out here in such a hurry that
  
   you
  
  lot were on site.”
 

 
  “Oh, sure, it’s only the most infamously dangerous
  
   kind
  
  of fairy there is, but hey, you’re a special kind of witch!
  
   You
  
  can keep it under control!”
 

 
  “Every part of that is more wrong than the preceding,” Schwartz said irritably. To begin with, he had been somewhat overawed by Ruda, who despite standing a head and a half shorter than he tended to fill a room with her personality—not to mention that he’d never encountered royalty before. The effect had faded quickly once she started talking, and cursing. “First of all, sylphs are merely incredibly strong, nearly invulnerable and prone to violence.”
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   merely!”
  
  she snorted.
 

 
  “Which,” Schwartz continued doggedly, “doesn’t even place them in the top ten most dangerous fairy species. More importantly, you do not
  
   control
  
  a fairy, especially one like that. Aradeus, as I said, is a
  
   friend,
  
  and I have learned to trust both his judgment and composure. And oh, look, I was right! He helped, he left, and you wouldn’t even have
  
   noticed
  
  had I not told you he’d been here.”
 

 
  “Boy, are you talking
  
   back
  
  to me?” Ruda demanded, folding her arms. “I’ll have you know I am the fucking
  
   Princess
  
  in this country.”
 

 
  Behind her, Trissiny was busy ruining the effect with a broad grin.
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Schwartz said stiffly, “I guess that explains why you so badly needed to be talked back to.”
 

 
  Ruda narrowed her eyes to slits, and managed to keep that expression for almost five seconds before giving up and letting out a laugh. To Schwartz’s amazement and Meesie’s shrill annoyance, she punched him on the shoulder. “I
  
   like
  
  this one, Boots! We should take him back to school with us.”
 

 
  “Ah…well, I’m afraid my secondary schooling is complete,” Schwartz said, a little bemused, “and Last Rock has no graduate program as yet. But I wouldn’t mind visiting, sometime. The things one hears about that place…”
 

 
  “Aren’t the half of it, I guarantee.” Ruda glanced to the side, and sighed. “Aw, dammit, made eye contact with Mama. Scuze me, I’ve gotta go pretend to be a civilized person for a few minutes.”
 

 
  She grabbed a random bottle from the nearest table while sauntering off toward her parents, tilting it up and taking a long swig.
 

 
  “She’s making a good start on it,” Darius observed.
 

 
  The Rock’s banquet hall was laid out with raised sections along both sides, reached by stairs and partially hidden behind colonnades, clearly designed to facilitate private conversation during large gatherings. Trissiny and her friends from Tiraas had quickly gathered there, being themselves in a much less festive frame of mind than the rest of the gathering. Singly and in small groups, her other classmates had come by to catch up. Ruda was the last, and by that point Tallie and the Sakhavenids seemed to be slightly in shock.
 

 
  “So…” Tallie ventured after a moment, “what’s that Boots business?”
 

 
  Trissiny gave her a deadpan look, lifting one eyebrow. “What boots?”
 

 
  “Oh
  
   ho,
  
  so it’s something she doesn’t want to discuss.” Tallie grinned wickedly. “I wonder which of your adventure buddies I should shmooze to get the details? Hmm, I bet that Gabriel guy would fall for the ol’ fluttering eyelashes trick.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Layla held up a finger. “Down, girl. Dibs, remember?”
 

 
  “I will not hesitate to dunk your head in a sink until you drop that,” Darius informed her.
 

 
  “So, you’re planning to visit Last Rock, now?” Principia said casually, strolling up to them from the banquet floor below. “I only caught the tail end of that conversation.”
 

 
  “You can hear every conversation in the room,” Trissiny stated flatly. “And now that we know
  
   which
  
  one you were listening to, I have the funniest feeling you could quote the entire thing back to us from beginning to end.”
 

 
  “Rapid memorization is a neat parlor trick,” the elf said with an unabashed grin. “But sorry, I’m a little rusty. It’s been a good few years since I actually attended a party. Shame, too, the Punaji throw a good one. So! You two still getting along well, I see,” she said casually, lounging against a pillar and glancing from Schwartz to Trissiny. The position she had chosen placed her shoulder to the others, at whom she had not even glanced.
 

 
  Darius cleared his throat. “We’re here, too!”
 

 
  “Well, I’d like to think I’m a useful sort of person to know,” Schwartz said, frowning at Meesie, who was cheeping in inexplicable excitement. “So are the apprentices, here—all of them. Besides, when you’ve been through something hairy with someone, it tends to form a bond.”
 

 
  “Oh, I am
  
   well
  
  aware of that,” Principia said, her tone suddenly very dry, and turned to the others. “So tell me! Have you lot noticed any sparks flying between these two?”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?!” Trissiny barked. Tallie burst out laughing so hard she had to slump against the wall.
 

 
  “Uh, no,” Darius said primly. “Come on, she’s like my brother and Schwartz here is pretty much the living incarnation of a book. I think it would make me physically ill to picture that.”
 

 
  “Now, see here!” Schwartz exclaimed, while Meesie laughed so hard she had to grab his ear to avoid tumbling off his shoulder. It somewhat spoiled the indignant pose he was trying to put on. “This ‘Aunt Principia’ thing you’ve been trying out with me is wearing a little
  
   thin!
  
  Just because you knew my father does not give you the right to meddle in my personal business! Besides, as you well know, I’m already—”
 

 
  He broke off, blushing. Tallie, whose laughter was just beginning to settle down, was set off again and this time Darius had to catch her. Layla, uncharacteristically quiet, was studying the rest of them with her eyes slightly narrowed.
 

 
  “How
  
   did
  
  you know his father?” Trissiny asked. “Was he involved in Guild business, too?”
 

 
  “No, nothing like that,” Principia replied lightly. “Anton was a skilled enchanter who had a prairie boy’s disregard for other people’s rules. I met him looking for someone to do some barely-legal charm work that was beyond my skill, and kept him in my address book for more after that worked out so well. Got to where he’d accompany me on a little adventure now and again. This was long after ‘adventuring’ was a respectable pastime, so we didn’t call it that, but that’s what it was. Also, he was
  
   your
  
  father.”
 

 
  Total silence descended on their alcove like a hammer. Tallie’s lingering chuckles were cut off and she stared at the elf; only Layla didn’t look visibly shocked, nodding slowly with a thoughtful expression. Schwartz and Trissiny gaped at Principia, then at each other.
 

 
  Meesie gathered herself, then leaped from Schwartz’s shoulder to Trissiny’s, where she reached up to pat her cheek, squeaking affectionately.
 

 
  “Funny how things work out,” Principia mused, now wearing a little smile.
 

 
  
   “Funny,”
  
  Trissiny choked.
 

 
  “Funny ironic, not funny amusing. I spent the longest damn time puzzling out how to tell you that. I even went out to visit Hershel’s mom, see what she said.”
 

 
  “You did
  
   what?!”
  
  Schwartz screeched.
 

 
  “And after all that,” Principia said with a sigh, “here it is, just dropped into the conversation like a wet fish. But hell, I
  
   do
  
  know what tends to happen when two attractive young people go through a few life-or-death situations together, and
  
   that
  
  needed to be nipped in the bud.”
 

 
  “There was
  
   nothing
  
  to
  
   nip!”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “And now there won’t be,” Principia said placidly. “Back in the day, adventurers were an oddly interrelated but private group; you’d see the same dozen or so people over and over again, go through hell and back shoulder to shoulder with them, and then go your separate ways without really learning anything about their lives. And it was like that for enough generations that various people’s kids would run into each other… Well, I’ve actually seen long-lost siblings accidentally hook up more than once. That kind of misunderstanding is only funny when it happens to people I don’t care about.”
 

 
  “Every time we have a conversation,” Trissiny stated, “I feel like I gain a little more appreciation for you, and a
  
   lot
  
  more for the woman who actually raised me.”
 

 
  Principia grinned. “Well, I’ll take what I can get.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s the story of your life, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “I’m already nostalgic for this morning,” Darius said, “when the paladin thing was the big shock. Gods, what
  
   is
  
  it with you? Paladin in two cults, related to elves and bloody
  
   dragons,
  
  friend of royalty, and now you’ve even got a mysterious orphan brother. Knowing you is like being in a fuckin’
  
   opera.
  
  How long are we gonna be peeling this onion?”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh. “I wish I knew. Two years ago, I was an orphan. It was
  
   much
  
  simpler.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that’s
  
  a hell of a thing to say right in front of your mom,” a man remarked, strolling up to them and casually rolling a coin across the backs of his fingers. “Hey there, Prin. Heck of a party, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Uh, hi,” Principia said, straightening up. “Wasn’t expecting to see
  
   you
  
  here.”
 

 
  Her face showed clear surprise and uncertainty, an unfamiliar expression on her given how she avoided revealing weakness. The others glanced between her and the new arrival uncertainly; she wasn’t alarmed, clearly, just startled.
 

 
  “Nobody ever expects to see me!” he said grandly, tossing the doubloon back and forth between his hands. “That’s rather the point, don’cha think?” He was, like many members of the Guild, a very unremarkable person, dressed in slightly shabby clothes, with long features, shaggy hair, and a complexion that hovered somewhere between Tiraan and Punaji.
 

 
  “This was a private conversation until very recently,” Layla observed. “Lieutenant Locke, would you care to introduce us to your acquaintance?”
 

 
  “Yes, Lieutenant,” he said with an amused grin, “how’s about you make the introductions? And then you kids can just follow me. Strictly speaking I only
  
   need
  
  her Paladinship, here, but I bet the rest of you will wanna come along.”
 

 
  “Come along to fucking
  
   where?”
  
  Darius demanded. “Who is this clown?”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat. “Hey, keep it in your pants, kid. This is the Big Guy.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence, broken by Schwartz drawing in a deep, sudden breath.
 

 
  “Wait, wait,” Tallie protested. “I must be remembering wrong. I thought Big Guy was what they called the god.”
 

 
  “They do it because I hate the term ‘god,’” he confided, winking. “It’s one of those words that just encourages people to place too much stock in it and not do for themselves. That is
  
   not
  
  how I want you lot carrying on, see?”
 

 
  “Yes, Tallie, you’re correct,” Principia said warily. “Big Guy is what they call the god. And stop making faces at me,” she added in annoyance to the divine subject of her faith. “You
  
   also
  
  don’t like people to pussyfoot around and not call things what they are.”
 

 
  “Ehh…except in certain circumstances, but fine, I’ll grant you that,” Eserion replied cheerfully. “Now come along, kids! We don’t wanna be late. It’s
  
   rude
  
  to keep people waiting, don’cha know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They followed him through the corridors of the Rock in awed silence, a marked contrast to the god himself, who chattered on amiably at the head of the group. Principia strolled at his side, seemingly un-intimidated and bantering right back. Periodically they would pass soldiers or castle servants, but aside from a few curious looks, no one troubled them. Eserion’s outfit was as scruffy and out of place as the three apprentices’, and Schwartz as always drew stares in his Salyrite robe with a ratlike fire elemental on his shoulder, but it seemed Trissiny and Principia in uniform lent the group enough credibility to pass unchallenged.
 

 
  The general course they took led upward and in, and through corridors that grew increasingly rich the longer they went on; the Rock was a militaristic fortress through and through, not given to excess or indulgence, but the farther they walked, the more frequent tapestries, carpets, and ornamental touches became. Finally, Eserion brought them to a wide door in the center of a currently unoccupied hallway, threw it open with a grand gesture, and swaggered inside. The rest followed with a bit more circumspection.
 

 
  It was a bedroom—a very large and rather lavishly appointed one, whose décor ran heavily to old flags and weapons. The group barely glanced around at it, though, being more focused on the people waiting for them.
 

 
  Style was pacing up and down with even more than customary annoyance; on their arrival, she turned to face the door, folding her brawny arms and glaring. Boss Tricks was busy rifling through a chest of drawers and scarcely glanced up at them. Bishop Darling stood near the foot of the huge four-poster bed, juggling three brass wine goblets. Empty ones, fortunately.
 

 
  “Uhh…” Darius leaned around Trissiny to stare. “Is this one of those things where I’m supposed to ask the obvious questions to move this along, or is it a ‘shut up and listen’ kind of thing?”
 

 
  “Lemme see if I can guess the first two!” Darling said airily while Eserion shut the chamber door behind them. “This is the personal bedroom of the King and Queen, and
  
   we
  
  are here for the same reason all of you are: because the Big Guy felt our presence was important.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Style snorted, “because
  
   none
  
  of us have any fucking thing
  
   important
  
  to be doing right now!”
 

 
  “Oh, un-clench ’em for half a second if you can manage, Style,” said the Boss, pulling out something crimson and silken from a drawer. “This is the only vacation we’ve had in years. Why, Anjal, you saucy vixen!”
 

 
  “You cut that shit out
  
   immediately,”
  
  Style barked, crossing the room in two strides and smacking him upside the head with nearly enough force to bowl him over. “If you’re gonna steal, steal—otherwise, keep your greasy little fingers
  
   out
  
  of a woman’s underwear drawer. That is creepy as
  
   fuck,
  
  Tricks.”
 

 
  “Gotta side with her on this one, Boss,” Sweet added. “And not just because I’m more scared of her than you.”
 

 
  “All of you, put that crap back where you found it,” Eserion said. “You, too, Sweet. Anjal and Rajakhan are good sorts, the kind of leaders we should encourage, not punish.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Layla raised a hand. “What, if I may ask, are we
  
   doing
  
  in here, then?”
 

 
  “It’s tradition!” Eserion proclaimed, turning to her with a broad smile. “This ceremony is
  
   always
  
  held in illicit quarters. There’s not much in the way of sacred ground for the Guild; we perform this rite someplace illegally broken into.”
 

 
  “Uhh…rite?” Tallie hadn’t stopped peering around since she’d come in. “What rite?”
 

 
  “A graduation ceremony,” Principia said softly.
 

 
  “Indeed!” Tricks said, still rubbing his head as he ambled over to join them. “For obvious reasons, it’s usually just the apprentice and trainer—but hell, this is a special circumstance. I guess the Big Guy figured it was an appropriate occasion to make an exception and bring family and friends.”
 

 
  He nodded across the room, and they turned to behold a fourth person waiting, a tall woman in an Imperial Army uniform with no insignia. Despite her imposing height and figure, she was surprisingly unobtrusive, standing still in a shadowed corner and observing without comment.
 

 
  “Who’s
  
   that?”
  
  Darius stage whispered to Tallie, who shrugged.
 

 
  Trissiny and Principia both came to attention, but the woman shook her head at them and raised a hand. “At ease.”
 

 
  “So…graduation?” Layla asked, turning back to the Boss.
 

 
  “Indeed! The question is…for
  
   whom?”
  
  He grinned at them and perched on the edge of a dresser. “Here’s where we stand. You kids have been around for about the length of time and learned about the level of skill we mandate for apprentices. Somebody who hasn’t picked up a permanent sponsor for more in-depth training at that point is usually required to either join the Guild as a full member, or leave the apprentice program. Style says your progress is such that if you want to be tagged and join up, we’ll allow it today.
  
   But!
  
  I’m sorta giving away the surprise, here, but while we were putting our own house back in order after you lot poofed off to Puna Dara, Glory announced her intention to take you on as apprentices, if you were all willing.”
 

 
  “Wh—
  
   all
  
  of us?” Tallie demanded, blinking. “But she’s
  
   got
  
  an apprentice. Hell, Rasha’s a perfect match for Glory. I dunno what the hell she’d want with any of
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  “It’s not traditional,” Tricks agreed. “And that tradition
  
   does
  
  exist for a reason: a single apprentice gets more focused attention and a better education. Glory’s argument, though, was that you lot are good kids and good prospects for the Guild, and the reason you haven’t been picked by anyone is politics not your fault and beyond your control. I happen to think she’s right on all points, there. And besides.” He winked, grinning. “If there is
  
   one
  
  thing we are not, it’s excessively bound by rules.”
 

 
  “Not totally unprecedented, anyway,” Style grunted. “Especially with
  
   this
  
  one, recently.”
 

 
  Sweet did not quail under her stare, but shrugged. “Hey, my girls come as a set. I don’t think I’d have had the heart to split ’em up, even if I thought that was remotely possible.”
 

 
  “That leaves us another case, though,” said Eserion, his expression finally serious. “Our girl Trissiny isn’t fated for a long apprenticeship with a full Guild member. And after the events of today, putting her back in with the general pool of apprentices is…
  
   probably
  
  not the best idea. So that brings us to this crossroads. Style, you are the closest thing she’s had to a trainer, in your capacity as overseer of the general apprentices. It’s up to you to decide if she’s ready.”
 

 
  Style stepped forward, eyes fixed on Trissiny and her expression unreadable. The rest of the group instinctively shuffled away, clearing a space for them to regard one another. Principia stepped over to stand next to Sweet, gazing at Trissiny with the intensity of someone barely controlling a strong emotion.
 

 
  “I’ve had to fill this role for a lot of prospects, over the years,” Style said. “Mostly little fuckheads who couldn’t cut it with a real sponsor. There’s always a reason; we’ve had a few I just
  
   barely
  
  considered worth keeping in the Guild, but also some who were just plain unlucky, like you little bastards. Shit happens; some folks just don’t get a fair shake. This…is one of the second kind.” Eyes still locked on Trissiny, she nodded slowly, and folded her arms. “Her skills aren’t
  
   great,
  
  but she’s always impressed me with her eagerness to learn more. A good thief never lets up on that; practice doesn’t end when your apprenticeship does, that’s when it gets started in earnest. No, the only question was always her attitude. I understand she came to us
  
   specifically
  
  in search of our mindset, our philosophy. It takes some good self-awareness to realize you need that kind of change, but even so, I spent a while doubting she was ever gonna get that through her head.”
 

 
  She paused, narrowed her eyes for a moment, and then, incongruously, grinned.
 

 
  “But fuck me if she didn’t manage it. What’d you learn, girl?”
 

 
  “Don’t call me ‘girl,’ you big ape,” Trissiny shot back immediately, earning a round of grins and chuckles from the senior Eserites present, including the one she’d just insulted. “I’ve learned a lot… But if you’re asking about the big questions, mostly the skill of watching, planning, thinking. Acting through maneuver instead of force.
  
   Supposedly
  
  I learned that lesson growing up; the Sisterhood takes it as an aphorism that war is deception. All conflict demands strategy.” She glanced aside at the uniformed woman, who just nodded in encouragement. “The Guild made it
  
   real
  
  to me, though. And…that’s given me perspective, too. At first I thought I’d come here to learn a new way of thinking, but really, what I needed was to
  
   truly
  
  grasp the way I always should have been. I was brought up to think the Guild and the Sisterhood were at cross purposes, but I’ve come to understand how very alike their aims are. And these differing ideas about how to
  
   reach
  
  those aims aren’t an accident. Both orders have their blind spots. It’s inevitable; there’s just no escaping that.” She paused, then smiled. “All systems
  
   are
  
  corrupt. And that’s why we have a goddess of war and a god of thieves in the same Pantheon; so we can watch each other’s backs. Society needs justice, and sometimes, justice needs help from the shadows, because where there’s a system, there’ll be someone who’s found a way to exploit it.”
 

 
  Style nodded, her eyes glinting. “Yeah, you’ve done fine, kid. Now, there’s no litany or ritual, here. Almost all of the Guild’s actual rituals are performative—things we do to remind everybody
  
   else
  
  that we’re here, that we’re watching, and that they’d better not fuck up around us. This, here, is about you; nobody benefits from either trainer or apprentice reciting lines memorized by rote. You have to
  
   understand
  
  who and what we are as Eserites, and you have to express that understanding in a way that’s true to your own identity. As your trainer, I judge you ready—or ready enough. Are
  
   you
  
  ready to swear your oath to Eserion and his Guild?”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded deeply. “Whatever happens here, even if you’d decided to throw me out, I plan to live my life fighting of what the Guild
  
   and
  
  the Sisterhood believe.”
 

 
  “Good. And what do you swear?”
 

 
  She straightened up, resting her left hand on the pommel of her sword. “To fight whoever needs fighting, to protect whoever needs protecting. To uphold the
  
   spirit
  
  of justice, but to recognize that laws don’t have all the answers. To watch closely, and think carefully, and do my best to act in the
  
   right
  
  way to achieve the results I need. I have already sworn to oppose corruption and evil in all its forms as a soldier. I’ll promise you, now, to always remember that I am an
  
   enforcer.
  
  That standing against the darkness isn’t always enough; sometimes, you have to make sure the darkness is too afraid to make the first move. That, I will swear. The darkness will
  
   fear
  
  me.”
 

 
  Style tilted her head up, regarding Trissiny down her long, twice-broken nose. One corner of her mouth twitched slightly in the ghost of a lopsided smile. “Eh… It’ll do.”
 

 
  Principia lost the battle, letting a huge grin of fierce pride spread across her face.
 

 
  “What’s her tag, Style?” Eserion asked.
 

 
  Style studied the paladin thoughtfully for a long moment before speaking. “Kid, you have been an unrelenting thorn in my ass from the moment you marched into my Guild. Until you have to be responsible for a whole organization I don’t think you’ll ever realize how
  
   truly
  
  obnoxious that is, having somebody underfoot who just
  
   never fucking stops.
  
  I’ll admit, there were times I was
  
   strongly
  
  tempted to try and beat that out of you. But that stubborn, irritating persistence isn’t a flaw—it only looked like one because you had some stupid ideas cluttering up your brain. We’ve made a start on fixing that, enough that I’ve come to trust you’ll still work to
  
   keep
  
  fixing it. And meanwhile, I trust that you’ll keep doing what I saw you do today:
  
   never fucking stop.
  
  You won’t win all your battles, and no matter how much power you’ve got to swing around, there’ll always be someone you just cannot take down. But what I know is that you won’t be walked over. Every son of a bitch who tries to stomp on you is gonna hurt for it, and hurt every moment that you’re digging at them. That’s what I expect from you, Trissiny: win or lose, you will never let the bastards forget you’re there, or walk away without paying.”
 

 
  She paused, then nodded deeply and intoned in a suddenly sonorous voice. “Kneel, Trissiny Avelea.”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny frowned. “Kneeling doesn’t sound like—oh,
  
   screw you,
  
  Style.”
 

 
  Sweet let out a delighted cackle; Principia’s grin widened to the point that it looked painful.
 

 
  Style just smirked. “You’d be surprised how many fall for that. Ah, well, I guess it was too much to hope for. Welcome to the Thieves’ Guild in truth, Thorn.”
 

 
  Trissiny pursed her lips. “…I am never going to be able to escape thinking of
  
   you
  
  talking about your ass, now.”
 

 
  “Remember, this is your very identity we’re talking about,” Eserion said. “Your trainer plays an important role in this, but them picking your tag is a tradition, not a law. If you really hate it, you’re entitled to decide how you’ll be tagged.”
 

 
  “No.” Trissiny nodded at Style, her mouth twisting up in a slight, sardonic expression. “No, you know what? I like it.
  
   Thorn.
  
  Yeah, I think that suits me just fine.”
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  They watched him pacing in the monitors from the security hub which now served as the headquarters for the entire Hand program. There were, of course, two Hands present; they had, without comment, implemented a policy of never leaving the Emperor unattended when he was in a room with the kitsune. In addition to Sharidan, Milanda, and Akane standing in front of the monitor, the three resident dryads were huddled around another screen some distance away, reading something. They liked to be nearby when people gathered, but didn’t seem to have the attention span for prolonged discussions. In two smaller screens flanking the one showing the prisoner were displayed the images of the Avatar and Walker, the latter observing this through a similar two-screen setup down in her home in the GIC. The Avatar, of course, could see whatever the computers did. Making a visible face was just a courtesy he extended. Altogether it was rather more crowded than usual in the hub.
 

 
  On the monitor, the damaged Hand of the Emperor, his clothing still stained and ragged from his travails at Last Rock, paced like a caged animal—which wasn’t far from the reality. They had secured him in one of the cells lining the access corridor. Not the one in which Walker had been kept for years; that one was now a sort of reading nook, permanently set aside with books and a small fountain. The dryads enjoyed congregating there.
 

 
  “Tactically, it’s interesting,” the Emperor mused. “They weren’t able to destroy him—but they
  
   did
  
  fight him to a standstill. And those were a handful of miscellaneous leftovers after most of the University’s faculty and students were secured out of his reach. This is the closest we have ever been, or likely will be again, to testing the Hands’ on-the-ground combat capability against what are effectively the adventurer teams of the modern age.”
 

 
  Everyone nodded, and no one commented. While Tellwyrn and her school were ostensibly allies of the Silver Throne, it was important to know how dangerous one’s allies were. In case one needed to call on them…or in case they suddenly changed their minds.
 

 
  “Avatar,” Akane said, “how long until your scan of him is complete?”
 

 
  
   “I estimate less than an hour, and apologize that I cannot be more precise. I am using the general trascension field sensor program Walker and Milanda established during the recent crisis, which is slower than this facility’s original detector functions. We could perform a full analysis almost instantly by employing the transcension matrix which forms the updated Hand system, but there is a risk of contamination if he is connected to it in his current state.”
  
 

 
  “You can’t use it to gather information without hooking him into it?” Sharidan asked, interested.
 

 
  
   “At that level of transcension activity, your Majesty, observation and interaction are the same.”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker added, nodding in the viewscreen, “that’s one of the principles of quantum mechanics which informs the core ideas—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  Yrsa, we know,” Akane interrupted, one ear twitching impatiently. “If you must lecture, please spare us that Infinite Order quantum mystic drivel. We can, of course, establish barriers that would enable us to analyze a connected Hand while keeping him contained from the system…in theory. When I redesigned the structure I did not have that function in mind, and so it is not equipped.” She inclined her head politely to the Emperor, as close to a bow as the kitsune ever came—and a courtesy which she extended to no one else. “At this point, your Majesty, our next act depends upon your priorities.”
 

 
  “Can you elaborate, Akane-sama?” he replied with equal politeness. It would not do for a sitting Emperor to show actual deference, but he always treated Akane with grave courtesy. The two of them got along surprisingly well.
 

 
  “The most efficient action, here,” she said, “would be to sever him fully from the magic empowering him. That might be more complicated than doing so to one of our currently linked Hands, as… I am not exactly certain what’s empowering him at this point. He
  
   appears
  
  to be linked to the corrupted network, which of course no longer exists. I am confident I can brute-force a way around it in the worst-case scenario, since the more elegant option involves bringing Tellwyrn here to explain the nature of that dimensional cage of hers which caused this. I gather that is not on the table.”
 

 
  “I want Tellwyrn in here even less than she wants to reveal her secrets,” Sharidan said with some amusement.
 

 
  Akane nodded agreement. “That done, and after we have ascertained that his mind was not
  
   permanently
  
  damaged by this experience, we can simply re-initiate him the usual way.”
 

 
  “Who’s
  
   we?”
  
  Mimosa asked from behind them.
  
   “You’re
  
  not the one who has to get all physical with the guy.”
 

 
  “If you object, ladies,” the Emperor began, but Apple grinned and interrupted.
 

 
  “No, we don’t object, she’s just being difficult. We like all the Hands. I’ll do him this time; I feel bad about all the trouble he’s been through.”
 

 
  “The other possibility,” Akane continued with a long-suffering sigh, “is to take this opportunity to re-work the system once again, with him included this time. If there are further modifications you wish to make, your Majesty, it is a good moment to discuss them.”
 

 
  “That would involve temporarily disabling the entire thing, wouldn’t it?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Walker said before Akane could answer. “Just like before. The Hands would be incapacitated for the duration.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” he mused. “That, it seems to me, is a good idea to pursue at another date, when we have time to plan for it. For the time being, I would prefer the more efficient solution with the least disruptive ramifications.”
 

 
  “Wise,” she agreed. “Then our only other potential crisis is your Left Hand’s little
  
   episode
  
  in Puna Dara.” She turned a supercilious expression on Milanda, who continued to stare blankly at the pacing Hand in the screen.
  
   “Obviously,
  
  we cannot have you melting down like that in a crisis situation. Now, I have outlined a training program which you can undertake with the Avatar and the dryads, which—”
 

 
  “Shut up, Akane.”
 

 
  It was Milanda who twitched, for an instant fearing it was she who had spoken. But Akane turned her glare on the right-hand monitor, her ears lying flat against her skull. In the screen, Walker was glaring right back.
 

 
  “What did you say to me?” the kitsune hissed.
 

 
  “You heard me,” Walker said bluntly. “Mouth
  
   shut.
  
  You’re being an ass, and it is beneath you.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare—”
  
 

 
  “My brightest memories,” Walker said, raising her voice, “are of you extending a hand to me when our own mother would not. You were kind, and wise enough to know exactly how to ease a troubled young person’s unhappiness. But that was before thousands of years of
  
   only
  
  interacting with people who have been terrorized by generations of kitsune tyranny into dancing to your tune atrophied your social skills almost to nothing, Akane. And now here you are, barking orders at a trauma victim. Frankly I think spending time around here will come to do you a
  
   world
  
  of good, but in the meantime, here’s a rule of thumb: if you can’t be nice, button your yap and
  
   go away.”
  
 

 
  For once, Akane seemed too stunned to say anything imperious. Her ears remained swiveled fully backward, tail rigid and puffed up, but she only stared at Walker’s face in silence.
 

 
  “She makes a good point, there,” Hawthorn observed after a momentary pause. “Nobody likes you, Akane.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   mean,”
  
  Mimosa added, nodding emphatically. “We’d
  
   much
  
  rather spend time with Walker. That really says something, cos she’s a terrifyingly
  
   wrong
  
  thing who makes my hair stand on end just being in a room with her. Not to mention the most boring person I ever met.”
 

 
  “Hey!” Walker protested.
 

 
  “Well,” Apple said reasonably, “you do go on and on and
  
   on
  
  about things nobody cares about. But really, that’s no more annoying than these two,” she waved a hand absently at her sisters, both of whom stuck out tongues at her, “and you obviously care. It’s kinda good hanging around with you even when you’re making long speeches about nothing, cos you at least act like a sister.”
 

 
  “Unlike
  
   this
  
  one,” Hawthorn added, pointing accusingly at the flabbergasted kitsune. “I’ll be honest, Akane, the only reason none of us has punched you yet is
  
   Walker
  
  keeps saying how nice you are at heart and to give you a chance and you’ll surprise us eventually.”
 

 
  “Still waiting on that, by the way,” Mimosa said with a yawn.
 

 
  
   “Now, girls,”
  
  the Avatar began soothingly, but Akane whirled and stalked to the door without another word. It hissed open and then shut behind her, leaving an a strained silence in her wake.
 

 
  The two attending Hands glanced at each other sidelong, which was possibly the greatest loss of composure they had ever displayed when not malfunctioning.
 

 
  Sharidan drew in a slow breath and let it out in a sigh, stepping closer to Milanda and wrapping an arm around her. She leaned gratefully against him.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  removing you from active duty, though,” he murmured.
 

 
  She mutely nodded, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder.
 

 
  “I have never ordered you to do anything, Milanda, but this time I have to. You will begin attending sessions with Counselor Saatri, as Lord Vex tells me he advised you to do weeks ago. I will not have you back in the field until she clears you for duty.”
 

 
  “Okay.” That was perhaps not the correct way to acknowledge a command from her Emperor, but he pulled her closer in response and rested his chin atop her head. It would do, for now.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I hope neither of us is in trouble for showing up late to the big climactic battle,” Teal murmured while constructing a sandwich of flatbread and curried fish. “Guess I wouldn’t blame anybody for being mad at us…”
 

 
  “Nobody who matters will be,” Trissiny replied, pausing to sip her cup of cold tea. “I was warned shortly after Avei called me that there’d
  
   always
  
  be someone demanding to know where the hell I’ve been. Because something terrible is always happening somewhere, and a person can only be in one place at a time. The balance we have to strike is in learning to live with that, without becoming jaded over it. What?” she asked quizzically, as Teal had been staring at her in apparent shock for the last half of her reply.
 

 
  The bard laughed softly, as much in surprise as humor, and resumed piling up fish. “I…sorry. I just never heard you curse before. Those Eserites really
  
   are
  
  as bad an influence as everyone says.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well.” Trissiny grinned, idly swirling her half-empty teacup. “Mother Narny always said profanity was the self-expression of a weak mind. The
  
   Eserites
  
  taught me to use every weapon available, and favor the ones that make an impression without having to draw blood. If you think about it, a curse word doesn’t
  
   hurt
  
  anybody, it’s just a word. Its power comes from the taboo. And
  
   breaking
  
  a taboo creates an impact. A stronger one if you don’t do it often; nobody bats an eye when Ruda curses, after all.”
 

 
  “Wow, they taught you linguistics,” Teal said. Having finished making her breakfast sandwich, she set it down on the plate and made no move to take a bite. “That’s a surprising detail. I’d expect you to pick that up if you’d been apprenticing with the Veskers, but…”
 

 
  “Everybody has a past. Eserites come from all over; they’re mostly people who feel a need to right wrongs in the world, and don’t trust the systems to help.” Trissiny’s expression turned somber, and she stared absently at the distance. “The guy who told me about strategic cursing had been a bard, before being a Guild apprentice.”
 

 
  Teal nodded slowly, also staring at nothing, her sandwich apparently forgotten. They sat in companionable silence, letting the banquet hall stir idly around them with sporadic activity.
 

 
  Punaji parties being as they were, the great hall of the Rock had not been cleaned up from the feast of the night before, and more than a handful of attendees were asleep in various positions around the room. There had been plenty of food and drink, and enough was left to make a serviceable breakfast for the early risers now coming through. Most of those were castle staff, minor bureaucrats and the odd guest of indeterminate origin. Thus far, Teal and Trissiny were the only members of the student or apprentice groups up and about—or at least, the only ones who had come down to eat. Principia and her squad had been through early and departed to meet the first of the Silver Legion special forces who were meant to help them settle the Rust crisis; Principia had looked fiendishly gleeful at the prospect of bringing them up to speed.
 

 
  Teal never did pick up her breakfast again, though after a few silent minutes she looked over at Trissiny once more, and her lips quirked up in a smile. “You really need to fix your hair, though. It never occurred to me how well the blonde suited you until I saw you without it.”
 

 
  “Everyone is so concerned about my
  
   hair,”
  
  Trissiny grumbled. “Mother Narny said women outside Viridill were obsessed with cosmetic details, but until
  
   very recently
  
  I’d come to think she was exaggerating. Anyway,
  
   you’re
  
  one to talk, Shaggy. I’m sure you’ll look very pretty when you finish growing it out, but the short cut suited you perfectly.”
 

 
  “Ah…well.” Teal lowered her eyes, her expression fading back to wistfulness. “There’s a story behind that.”
 

 
  “I noticed the robes, too.”
 

 
  “Yeah… I may not be much of a Narisian, but—”
 

 
  “Ah!” They both looked up at the satisfied exclamation, and found Professor Tellwyrn just inside the front door of the banquet hall, already making a beeline for them. “Perfect timing, for once—
  
   exactly
  
  who I wanted to see! Plus Trissiny, for some damn reason. I would ask what the hell you’re doing here, young lady, but I’ve known too many paladins over the years to be actually surprised.”
 

 
  “Morning, Professor,” Teal said, waving. “Please let everybody wake up naturally before you teleport us all back to the mountain. We had a long night.”
 

 
  “So I
  
   see,”
  
  Tellwyrn said, planting her fists on her hips and sweeping an expressive stare around at the ruins of last night’s shindig. “Anyway, no, Falconer. I’ll hear everyone’s oral report later today. But I thought you would appreciate me making an early stop, first.”
 

 
  “Me? What did—”
 

 
  She broke off as a tiny black shape came bouncing into the hall from the front door, yapping exuberantly and heading right for a half-eaten platter of roast boar which for reasons pertaining to a lot of people having been drunk the night before was resting on a bench rather than a table.
 

 
  “F’thaan, come back here this
  
   instant.”
  
 

 
  Teal shot to her feet at the voice; Trissiny rose more slowly beside her. Tellwyrn, grinning, stepped aside to clear a path between them and the door, turning to watch.
 

 
  The puppy skidded to a halt with a plaintive whine, but obediently turned his back on the pork and went gamboling back toward the front of the hall. Shaeine entered in a stately glide, snapped her fingers, and pointed at the ground by her feet. Even as F’thaan came to sit where directed, her garnet colored eyes were already locked on the figure beside Trissiny.
 

 
  Teal actually vaulted over the table behind which she was sitting. Barely catching her balance on the landing, she staggered briefly before dashing pell-mell across the banquet hall, robes fluttering behind her, bounding over the sleeping form of one of last night’s revelers. She skidded to a stop only a few feet from Shaeine, at the last moment seeming to remember the Narisian composure she was supposed to be practicing.
 

 
  They both made the last few steps in unison, Shaeine’s face a mask of formal calm, Teal doing an admirable job of imitating one. The human reached out with both hands, and the drow took them gently, gazing up at her eyes.
 

 
  “I…” Teal paused, then tried again, her voice less rough. “I am very glad to see you.”
 

 
  Shaeine looked up at her in silence for a moment. Then a broad, totally uncontrolled grin spread across her face, transforming her entire aspect.
 

 
  “Hello, wife,” she said, then surged forward, wrapping her arms around Teal and insistently tugging her face down to meet her in a triumphant kiss. The two of them whirled around in a full circle, F’thaan yapping excitedly and bouncing in rings around them. Both ignored the encouraging whoops that came from two of the more lucid occupants of the banquet hall.
 

 
  “What’s all
  
   this?”
  
  Shaeine demanded finally, somewhat out of breath, running her fingers through Teal’s shoulder-length hair. “And the robe, too? You look so
  
   dashing
  
  in those suits of yours!”
 

 
  “Ah, well…” Teal had given up all pretense of Narisian rectitude by that point, and her goofy grin didn’t go at all with the formal robes. “I
  
   was
  
  the last representative of House Awarrion left on the campus, after all. I figured, you know… If you’re going to play a part, you should embrace the costume.”
 

 
  “Oh, beloved.” Shaeine tugged her close again, resting her cheek on Teal’s shoulder. “If that’s truly what
  
   you want,
  
  I support you absolutely. But if this is my mother and sisters trying to
  
   mold
  
  you, I won’t have it. I introduced you to Mother because I believed you would be an asset to House Awarrion, not because I thought I could turn you into one.
  
   Those
  
  were the terms on which she accepted you. No one is going to change my Teal.”
 

 
  Teal squeezed her nearly to the point of pain, though the petite drow made not a peep of protest. “I missed you so much,” she whispered hoarsely into her white hair.
  
   “We
  
  missed you.” Then, after a pause: “Also, why have you got a baby hellhound?”
 

 
  “Ah, well…” Shaeine drew back slightly, just enough to gaze up at her with a distinctly impish expression. “Why don’t you show me to your room? We have…
  
   things
  
  on which to catch up.”
 

 
  Teal big her lip eagerly in an answering grin. Reluctantly pulling free, she kept a grip on one of Shaeine’s hands, and led her urgently toward a side door, F’thaan bouncing eagerly along behind them and yapping without cease. They slipped out into the corridor, a last startled yelp from Teal echoing behind them.
 

 
  “Are my eyes starting to go,” Trissiny asked incredulously, “or did Shaeine just
  
   goose
  
  her? In
  
   public?”
  
 

 
  “Shaeine has a diplomat’s instinct for adapting to local customs,” Tellwyrn intoned, strolling around to join her on the other side of the table. “Apparently, somewhere midway between Narisian and Punaji is grabbing your wife’s bum if you’ve not had the opportunity for a few weeks. So, what are we having?”
 

 
  “Whatever’s lying around,” Trissiny replied, and the Professor plopped down next to her, picking up Teal’s untouched fish sandwich.
 

 
  “Gods, I needed to see that,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh, still gazing in the direction of the side hall with a faint smile. “There’s been far too much ugliness lately. This wasn’t even my first stop of the day; the last order of business wasn’t nearly so pleasant.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  She took a bite of the sandwich and continued talking, enunciating with surprising clarity even as she chewed. “Had to deal with the Duchess of House Dalkhaan, she who had the goddamn temerity to send her House troops to attack my University.”
 

 
  Trissiny raised an eyebrow. “I presume that ended poorly for them.”
 

 
  “A lot more survived than you would think, but yes, they accomplished a sum total of nothing.
  
   Still,
  
  politics. I cannot have the aristocratic class of the Empire thinking they can so much as sneer in my direction without suffering consequences, nor can our political allies. House Dalkhaan, as of this morning, is dissolved and stricken from the rolls of the nobility, by decree of the Silver Throne. All its lands and property are seized and given to
  
   me
  
  in compensation for insults and offenses given, by command of the Sultana of Calderaas.” She swallowed, then frowned down at the sandwich still held in both her hands. “I got to deliver these edicts to the Duchess my very own self, and remove her from her ancestral home—which is now my property. I let her keep the clothes she was wearing.”
 

 
  “That was gracious of you,” Trissiny said in a carefully neutral tone.
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s frown deepened. “She immediately went at her own throat with a letter opener. I put a stop to
  
   that,
  
  and teleported her to the nearest Omnist homeless shelter. Not until I’d made a production of it for the Imperial observers, though. It was quite the sadistic little speech. ‘Die by any means you wish, but you’ll do it among the
  
   rest
  
  of the lowborn nothings, where you belong.’ I can’t take credit, the line’s from a play I used to like which hasn’t been performed in about eight hundred years.”
 

 
  “You look…oddly disquieted,” Trissiny observed. “That’s surprising. I thought you
  
   loved
  
  delivering fools their comeuppance.”
 

 
  “I
  
   love
  
  it when I don’t have to deal with fools at all. Anything else is a grudging compromise.” Tellwyrn shook her head and put down the sandwich, her appetite apparently gone. “I won’t deny there’s a lot of satisfaction in hurling bombast in every direction until the people I want to leave me alone
  
   do
  
  so, tails between their legs and all. But… I don’t know, Trissiny. Deliberate, targeted,
  
   subtle
  
  viciousness just isn’t in my character. I could’ve reduced the old bat to atoms with a wave of my hand and
  
   that
  
  might have felt like a victory. The situation demanded that I
  
   hurt
  
  her, though. Right in the heart and spirit, in a way that no physical violence could have done. A way that’ll put the fear in the rest of her social class so none of them even
  
   thinks
  
  of trying such a thing again. Having looked in someone’s eyes at that moment… I suddenly find I don’t have a taste for it.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Trissiny took a sip of her remaining tea, staring thoughtfully at the far wall now. “Professor Yornhaldt told me you once maimed and blinded a Huntsman of Shaath, and put him in the care of the Sisterhood. That sounds like highly targeted cruelty.”
 

 
  “Oh, that.” Tellwyrn actually grinned. “Yeah, I threatened some idiot with that in front of Alaric once. Heh, I didn’t realize until just now I never got around to telling him that whole incident was a lie. I thought up the scenario while slogging through a swamp in a bad mood one day, back when I was roaming around the Deep Wild. Quite frankly, Trissiny, I find that anyone who
  
   deserves
  
  that kind of suffering isn’t worth going to the trouble of inflicting it on them. Or at least, that was my position until I had to start making accommodations with this subtle new century in which we live.” She shrugged, and sighed. “Best get used to it, I guess.”
 

 
  “It’s not a fun lesson to absorb, is it?”
 

 
  “I had a feeling you’d be sympathetic. It hasn’t escaped my notice that what I’m describing is thinking like an Eserite. If you’re going to scare the bastards into behaving, you have to make a truly chilling object lesson out of
  
   somebody.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, Trissiny nodded. Her eyes were fixed on a point in the far distance, the cup hanging forgotten from her fingertips. “Not long ago, a very smart, very evil, not very sane person told me that we hurt people because some people
  
   need to be hurt.
  
  I…resent having to acknowledge how right she was.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Well.” Tellwyrn held out a hand to one side, and a half-empty bottle of rum lifted off a nearby table, floating straight into her grasp. She raised it up to the morning light peeking through the hall’s upper windows. “Here’s to the age of progress. Fuck it and the horse it rode in on.”
 

 
  Trissiny clinked her teacup against the bottle, and they both drank in silence.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Punaji codes of war being what they were, the Rock did not have a proper dungeon. It did have a wing of “guest rooms” with barred windows, doors that only locked from the outside, and constant guard patrols in addition to domestic servants. It was a core tenet of the Punaji philosophy of life that if you deprived a person of their freedom, no matter how good the reason, you owed them all care and consideration, and that cruelty toward a defeated person in your power was the ultimate evil.
 

 
  Confinement aside, Ayuvesh wasn’t finding his imprisonment arduous at all. True, his breakfast had been delivered through a slot in the door, but that was half an hour after a servant had politely asked him what he would like. The bed was comfortable, there was a shelf of books provided to relieve the tedium—all classics and raggedly secondhand chapbooks, but it was something—and there was even a painting on the wall. A cheap watercolor of a cliché pastoral scene, of course, though he was no art critic. The toilet was tucked in an alcove without a privacy door or even a curtain, but it
  
   was
  
  a toilet, which flushed and everything, and even came with a sink providing running water. He had never been in jail before, and was surprised at finding better than a bucket in the corner.
 

 
  Not that his captors were soft, though. Even after just one night, he had heard the guards tromp past his door enough times to realize they did so at irregular intervals, preventing prisoners from memorizing their patrol patterns. Fortunately for him, he had no plans to escape. The King and Queen had shown themselves willing to extend consideration so long as they got it in return. He well understood that politics as well as basic sense prohibited them giving him the run of the palace. If it meant securing as much comfort and protection for his remaining followers as possible, some time spent locked in a room was a very light price to pay. Especially if, by working with the royals, he could help protect Puna Dara from its enemies, both seen and unseen.
 

 
  Though caged, and marking time until the inevitable failure of his artificial limbs, he still had a mind, and a will, and that was all a person needed. The universe
  
   would
  
  bend, so long as he kept his mind strong enough.
 

 
  Ayuvesh was pacing absently in front of his cell door when an odd shadow passed over the barred window. He turned to see what it could be; that window overlooked a side courtyard of the Rock. Surely no one would attempt to climb up…
 

 
  “Catch!”
 

 
  By pure reflex, he snagged the object tossed to him, even as the darkness receded. The shadow had not come from outside; someone had just shadow-jumped
  
   into
  
  his cell.
 

 
  It was, of all things, an elf wearing an alarmingly wide grin and a neat, pinstriped suit.
 

 
  The next thing Ayuvesh realized was that the thing he was holding was ticking softly in his hands. It consisted of a dwarven clockwork device, complete with a tiny watch face, linking two terrifyingly fragile-looking jars of softly glowing alchemical substances of different colors. Primitive indeed, compared with the Infinite Order’s nanite-built machinery, but he had been around enough mechanical construction in the last few years to tell how this worked at a glance: once the clock wound down to zero, the two potions would mix, and then…
 

 
  He twisted this way and that, looking frantically for a place to throw the bomb. It wouldn’t fit through the cell bars. The toilet? No, not big enough, and even water might—
 

 
  The combination of his distraction and elvish speed was enough to give the intruder the drop on him. The elf surged around behind Ayuvesh and with one adroit move, place the tip of a stiletto against his throat while rapping the bomb out of his grasp with its pommel. Ayuvesh’s breath seized in momentary terror, but the device landed safely upon his blessedly plush pillow.
 

 
  At the tiniest exertion of pressure against the un-armored portion of his neck, right atop his vulnerable jugular, a drop of blood welled. That blade was viciously sharp. Out the corner of his good eye, he saw the elf’s other hand hold out a palm-sized metal object, like two twisted vines laid atop each other so that their thorns clicked together when they were turned. He had never seen a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman in person, but knew it by description.
 

 
  The elf’s breath was hot against his one ear.
 

 
  “Warmest regards from his Holiness the Archpope.”
 

 
  The explosion, when it came, blasted the cell door clear across the hall.
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  The darkness receded and he was released, immediately spinning away from his captor. The elf took a step back from him, grinning and raising both hands—not a greatly reassuring gesture, as one still held that stiletto and the other the shadow-jumping talisman.
 

 
  “Welcome.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh whirled to behold a tall, robed figure approaching him from the corridor ahead. Finding himself apparently not under attack, for the moment, he chanced a glance around at his surroundings. There wasn’t much to see; he stood in a small, perfectly square chamber, unadorned except for a single wrought iron stand in one corner containing a modern fairy lamp which provided the only illumination. The walls, floor, and ceiling appeared to be all of one piece.
 

 
  He did not know the name of the material, but he had seen it before. It had a grainy texture like rough stone, but reflected light like metal, and was impervious to every tool or weapon he had tested against it. Only the Infinite Order of old had built with this substance.
 

 
  The figure approaching him reached up and lowered his hood, revealing an angular elfish face with eyes of solid emerald green. His long hair and neat little goatee were the same color.
 

 
  “We have met before,” the dragon said, “but I regret that circumstances at the time did not permit a proper introduction. I am Khadizroth the Green. You have already met the Jackal. I apologize for the drama; it was an unfortunate necessity. I hope he did not indulge overmuch in…theatrics. He does have that tendency.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m a real stinker,” the Jackal said cheerfully. “But, hey, least I’ve never assembled a child harem out of genocide survivors. Everybody’s gotta draw the line somewhere!”
 

 
  Khadizroth’s head shifted minutely; Ayuvesh had the expression he was glancing at the elf, but without visible pupils or irises the movement of his eyes was impossible to track. The dragon’s expression did not alter, in any case.
 

 
  “Where are we?” he asked with all the poise he could muster. “And, if you will indulge me in a second question,
  
   why
  
  have you brought me here?”
 

 
  Khadizroth bowed slightly to him. “This is the most secure location I know. I used it as a lair centuries ago, before it was found by an adventurer. This individual and I had an understanding and he never returned here, nor revealed its secret, but nonetheless I moved elsewhere once a single uninvited soul knew of it. That is a dragon’s way. I have kept…an eye, so to speak, on this spot, in case I one day required
  
   absolute
  
  security, and I can attest it has not been breached since. It is quite safe and quite empty now, I assure you, but it was originally made by the Elder Gods. There is no possibility of scrying or communicating through its walls, except at my instigation from within. Only one who has been here before can shadow-jump inside, and arcane teleportation in and out is quite impossible. That is why your escort paused to engage in that pantomime of murder. He observed, during our previous visit to Puna Dara, that you seem able to communicate with your fellows, likely via those machine augmentations of yours. Once here, that is no longer possible. But now they, like the Punaji authorities, will believe you dead. I apologize for the distress this must cause.”
 

 
  He bowed again, more deeply.
 

 
  “I see,” Ayuvesh said slowly. It was, he supposed, a good sign that his abductors were being so forthcoming—at least, so far. “And as for the why…?”
 

 
  “You’re dead!” the Jackal crowed. “Sorry, kid, nothing personal. Archpope’s orders.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh turned to examine the grinning elf, not bothering to suppress his disdainful expression. The Jackal pursed his lips and made kissing noises at him.
 

 
  “This entire situation requires some explanation,” Khadizroth said with much more courtesy. “I will, of course, help you understand everything I may. If you would accompany me?”
 

 
  He stepped to the side, politely gesturing Ayuvesh forward through the square corridor.
 

 
  Well, it wasn’t as if there was anywhere else he could go. He nodded back to the dragon with equal courtesy and paced forward as indicated. When he drew abreast of Khadizroth, the dragon fell into step beside him.
 

 
  “There is, in terms of space, not much to see,” Khadizroth said, sounding oddly apologetic. “The cavern has six small outlying chambers, identical to the one we just left—which has been set aside for shadow-jumping in and out. Another is serving for sanitation. In a vault which is as thoroughly sealed as this one, that involves a convoluted arrangement of portable holes and water conjuration devices which requires no small amount of power crystals.”
 

 
  “How creative,” Ayuvesh said neutrally, reasoning it was safest and wisest not to irritate his host with all the questions racing through his mind.
 

 
  “The rest we mean to set aside for individuals, as a matter of privacy. When those run out, we will be reduced to erecting barriers to subdivide the main space. Which you now see before you.”
 

 
  They had just emerged from the corridor onto a wide chamber which was mostly lost in darkness. A ledge of the stone-metal ran along one of its narrow ends; more square corridors opened off this. At intervals were set up iron stands holding fairy lamps, their glow lighting the ledge adequately but not penetrating far into the vast darkness spreading off in the other direction. Ayuvesh stepped forward to peer down; the ledge was about nine feet tall. Off to his left a set of wooden stairs descended do the chamber floor.
 

 
  “Everything is in a very early state, as you can see,” the dragon explained. “With time and effort it will become much more comfortable. At the moment, however, quarters are unavoidably somewhat spartan.”
 

 
  “It looks like a vehicle hangar,” Ayuvesh commented. His voice created a faint echo, now that they were standing in the huge main chamber. “Which suggests the main entrance is at the other end; the entire wall would open. I assume it is too buried in a rockslide or some such to function, otherwise all this would have been found ages ago.”
 

 
  “You are a surprisingly educated man,” Khadizroth observed.
 

 
  “In a few highly specific areas, I suppose so,” Ayuvesh replied, nodding graciously. “When might I be permitted to rejoin my followers, if it’s not too much to ask?”
 

 
  The dragon nodded slowly, turning to gaze out into the dark, empty space. To Ayuvesh’s minor discomfiture, the Jackal had followed them out of the corridor and now lounged against the wall nearby, trimming his fingernails with his stiletto and grinning that unsettling grin.
 

 
  “I cannot give you a definitive answer to that at this time,” Khadizroth said, “though I hope the final answer is not ‘never.’ We must all be prepared for the potential worst-case scenario.”
 

 
  “Which is?”
 

 
  “That, I am still trying to determine.” The dragon grimaced bitterly. “You are here, Ayuvesh, because Archpope Justinian has commanded your death.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh glanced over at the Jackal, who winked. “So I hear.”
 

 
  “Therefore, you must remain dead, so long is he is aware—and his web stretches far indeed. The only way to ensure that Justinian is kept in the dark is to ensure that the world itself is.”
 

 
  “The bomb may have been overplaying your hand, in that case,” Ayuvesh opined. “Such a measure is needless overkill for assassination; such a clever man as your Archpope will suspect it was meant to conceal a disappearance.”
 

 
  “Oh, the bomb was his Holiness’s idea!” the Jackal said brightly. “He doesn’t want the Punaji thinking anybody knew or cared enough about you to send someone into their secure rooms and open your throat. But who
  
   knows
  
  what’s in all that hardware you’ve got strapped to your chassis, eh? Lacking any other explanation they may conclude you just malfunctioned and blew the hell up!”
 

 
  “Anyone who thinks that is not giving Rajakhan nearly enough credit.”
 

 
  “Hey, take it from an old pro.” The Jackal bowed deeply, flourishing his non-knife-holding hand out behind him. “Sometimes it’s just not possible to fully cover your tracks, in which case creating ambiguity and confusion is the next best measure.”
 

 
  “We, as I presume you have surmised by now, serve the Archpope in a less than open capacity,” Khadizroth said. “Carrying out those of his orders which he does not wish connected to him. Some of such, anyway; he has many hands, most unknown to each other. We do this for two reasons: the Archpope is holding something over each of us, and more importantly, because we prefer to be close to him rather than hiding away in the hope that what he is planning simply fizzles out. Only by remaining active and nearby do we have any chance of creating an opportunity to thwart him.”
 

 
  “And…” Ayuvesh slowly tilted his head. “What
  
   is
  
  the good Archpope planning?”
 

 
  “That,” Khadizroth replied with a deep frown, “is a question which troubles me greatly. A person in his position, pursuing designs of the scale and complexity that he is, should be trying to
  
   simplify
  
  them. Consolidating power, eliminating rivals,
  
   controlling
  
  the situation. Justinian, in many ways, seems determined to do the opposite. Most prominently a cornerstone of his strategy appears to be keeping as many of his enemies alive and in positions to pester him as possible. He has repeatedly passed over opportunities to finish off a disadvantaged foe, and even arranged for some to receive much needed strokes of luck after suffering major setbacks. The only blood he seems willing to spill is that of his own agents, when their usefulness has ended.”
 

 
  “And guess
  
   who
  
  gets to do the spilling,” the Jackal smirked.
 

 
  “The heart of the problem with Justinian is that I cannot tell
  
   what
  
  he is attempting to do,” Khadizroth continued. “His machinations are too careful and too precise to be directed at stirring up simple chaos… But I fail, thus far, to see what other end result they could possibly have. He appears to want as many factions and powers in play as possible, in a state of maximum conflict with one another. Even his efforts to deflect their attention from
  
   him
  
  appear…begrudging, undertaken only when one becomes a true threat.”
 

 
  “It looks a lot like he wants the whole world at his throat,” the Jackal mused, tossing his knife in the air and catching it. “Not right
  
   now,
  
  but at some point in the future. Fuck me if I can see why, though.”
 

 
  “And so, here you are,” Ayuvesh mused, “tired of taking increasingly nonsensical orders, naturally wondering when it will be
  
   your
  
  turn upon the chopping block, and beginning to set up the pieces for an act of rebellion.”
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded to him. “You are as perceptive as your reputation suggests, Ayuvesh.”
 

 
  “I am as perceptive as any man who still has one working eye,” he replied sardonically. “Nothing about this situation is particularly subtle, now that I am in the middle of it. Let me ask you this: what was the Archpope trying to accomplish by manipulating my cult—and, I presume, the Punaji Crown?”
 

 
  “The recent events in Puna Dara were only half that story, I’m afraid.” Ayuvesh turned at the new voice, finding himself approached by a man in a neat suit, with a neat beard, who had a Stalweiss complexion but spoke with a Tiraan accent. “A simultaneous debacle unfolded in Last Rock; I had the honor of a much closer vantage than I would have liked for
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Ayuvesh, may I present Willard Tanenbaum, our first new recruit,” Khadizroth said politely. “A scholar of the Topaz College, and recently one of Justinian’s trusted, until he apparently outlived his usefulness and was slated for sacrifice.”
 

 
  “Along with a great many of my fellows,” Tanenbaum said bitterly. “To answer your question, sir, his Holiness had recently come very close to open conflict with the Silver Throne. He has since been arranging opportunities to work alongside its agents. Purging the ‘corrupt’ from the Pantheon’s cults—specifically, those more loyal to himself than their gods, and no longer necessary to his plans. Setting up your Rust for a fall in order to have his agents build bridges with the Empire and, apparently, the Punaji.”
 

 
  “All that carnage,” Ayuvesh whispered. “My friends, slain. My nation, brought to the edge of collapse. For a
  
   distraction.”
  
 

 
  “So, yeah,” the Jackal drawled. “There’s a
  
   reason
  
  Justinian’s favorite pawns are pretty willing to turn on him.”
 

 
  Slowly, Ayuvesh shook his head. “I certainly sympathize with your aims, gentlemen, but… I fear I have very little to offer you. These…” He held up his mechanical arm and pinged the nail of his other index finger against its hard surface. “…are now deprived of the essential power that maintains them. They will seize up, and cease to work. I do not know how soon, but it’s more than my arm and leg that are controlled by these machines. When those which replaced my heart fail, so will I. Little time have I left, and for every minute of it I will grow gradually less functional.”
 

 
  “I am a
  
   green
  
  dragon,” Khadizroth said gravely. “Regeneration is within my power. It will not be quick, Ayuvesh. It will not be simple, nor easy. But your body can be restored. Your
  
   true
  
  body, the flesh and bone nature gave you. And indeed…with this done, you will find yourself much less confined. After all, you are very
  
   distinctive
  
  in appearance. I rather think people will not recall where they have seen you before, if they see you without those modifications.”
 

 
  Ayuvesh stared at him. Tanenbaum simply raised an eyebrow, while the Jackal balanced the stiletto on his finger by its tip, wearing a manic grin.
 

 
  “You said Mr. Tanenbaum was the first new recruit,” he said at last. “And I?”
 

 
  “The second,” Khadizroth replied. “More will come.”
 

 
  “And what will we
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “At this time, I cannot yet tell,” the dragon said patiently. “As I’ve said, it remains a mystery what our devious benefactor is doing, himself. But the longer it goes on, the more difficult it will become for him. Eventually—in fact, soon, I believe—a point will come…a fulcrum. One spot upon which all will hinge, and a swift, unexpected action will bring him to the ruin he has brought upon so many others. What I propose is that we take steps to ensure that when this happens, we are
  
   ready.”
  
 

 
  “Ready. Yes. After all…” Ayuvesh nodded. “One can always become
  
   more.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So that’s the Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Ugh.” Trissiny grimaced. “Please don’t give her a
  
   the,
  
  her ego is out of control as it is.”
 

 
  “Well, of all the people on this world, I figure
  
   she
  
  is entitled,” Darius said, stepping up beside her on the wall. The Rock was awake by that hour of the morning, and her friends had begun to trickle out of their rooms in ones and twos, but whole groups had not assembled yet. They were poking about on their own, processing the events of the last few days in their own way. She was surprised to see Darius of all people up here; strolling the battlements seemed more a way for
  
   her
  
  to orient herself than he. Nonetheless, here he was.
 

 
  They stood in comfortable silence for a few moments, watching Tellwyrn, Ruda, and Anjal have a conversation across the courtyard below, near the damaged front door of the Rock itself.
 

 
  “So,” Darius said finally, “I guess you’ll be going back with the Last Rock people, huh.”
 

 
  “Oh…not necessarily,” she replied lightly. “I took the whole semester off, so there’s really not much for me to
  
   do
  
  there. It’s been good to see everyone again, but I’ll see them in the fall. Don’t worry, I still plan to come back to Tiraas with you guys. I need to thank Glory and say goodb—”
 

 
  “You need to go back where you came from.”
 

 
  She broke off in surprise, turning to face him. Darius was still gazing down below, his expression empty.
 

 
  “People like me, like us,” he said quietly, “people who aren’t paladins, or dryads, or witches, or half-demons, or… We get killed for being too close to you lot, and the kind of shit that follows you.”
 

 
  “That isn’t fair,” she whispered.
 

 
  “Course it isn’t,” he agreed, shaking his head. “It’s not fair, and it certainly isn’t your fault. It just…is what it is. I read all the same bard stories you did, growing up, I bet. Paladins always have companions, and the companions always die. Because that is what happens when you’re a squishy nobody who gets in the line of fire. That kind of fire. I learned something, yesterday, about how brave I am, and how brave I’m not.” He raised his head and turned to meet her eyes, unflinching. “If it was just me? Right now I’d be asking you to take me with you, wherever the hell you’re off to next. I am quite
  
   willing
  
  to die from getting into paladin shit I had no business going near. Hell, that’d be a nobler end than anything
  
   I’ve
  
  got planned for my life. But… It turns out I am not willing to watch that happen to any more of my friends. And definitely not to my little
  
   sister.”
  
 

 
  He reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder. She hadn’t put on her armor this morning, nor even her leather coat as a concession to Puna Dara’s climate, and felt his grip clearly through her shirt.
 

 
  “There’ll always be people willing to die for the cause, Trissiny. Just…do me a favor? Make sure the
  
   next
  
  guy that happens to knows what he was signing up for, before it happens.”
 

 
  She flinched.
 

 
  “Thank you, for everything…Thorn. You’re my hero, and that’s not an exaggeration.” Darius squeezed her shoulder, and gave her an affectionate little jostle. A tiny, sad smile flickered across his features. “Now go home.”
 

 
  He released her, turned and walked away along the wall, unhurried, jamming his hands into his pockets.
 

 
  Trissiny stared after him in something like shock. With her head turned to follow him leaving, she didn’t see Tellwyrn look up at her and sigh softly before returning to her own conversation.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Night always fell early on Mathenon, thanks to the Stalrange rising in the west. On this particular night, a storm had come with it—the kind that was all wind, occasional lightning, and no rain. The way weather behaved around the edge of the Great Plains, this wasn’t unusual, either. Nothing was really unusual. Sometimes it hailed in midsummer; the Golden Sea made a mess of air currents. Prairie folk had learned to put their heads down and endure.
 

 
  All this made it a perfect night to while away in the pub with the gang, drinking and talking, as the sky howled outside.
 

 
  The Fallen Arms stood in a somewhat rough part of the city, but it wasn’t a rough establishment. Neither boisterous nor dull, it had a dedicated clientele of hard-working men and women who liked to stop in and unwind after a day’s work; they liked stiff drinks, friendly conversation, and not having to deal with any foolishness. In Mathenon, “working class” most often meant accountants, House servants, or fancy private guards. The regulars at the Fallen Arms were a different breed; they worked with calloused hands and strong backs, and it was well within their ability to
  
   insist
  
  on some damn peace and quiet if some pushy lout wandered in and tried to start something. The proprietor encouraged them to do so.
 

 
  “Now, don’t go puttin’ words in my mouth,” Roy said with mounting exasperation, pointing an accusing finger with the hand still holding his beer. “I didn’t say anything about
  
   joining
  
  the Huntsmen, I’ve already got a job. What kinda fool you take me for?”
 

 
  “All right, fair,” Elsa replied agreeably. “But suppose your boy wanted to run off and join a lodge. What would you say to
  
   that,
  
  since you like ’em so much?”
 

 
  “I dunno why you’re rarin’ to start a fight tonight,” Roy grumbled. “All I said was, they got their virtues, see? They ain’t totally without a point. How’d you get to me liking ’em
  
   so much
  
  from that?”
 

 
  “I’ve got tits, that’s how,” she retorted. “Every time those pelt-wearing asshats come through town I have to deal with ’em talking down to me in a way
  
   you
  
  never have to worry about. This ain’t a theoretical exercise to me, Roy, or any woman, it’s you talkin’ out of your ass about stuff you don’t understand.”
 

 
  “Now, I never said they didn’t have their bad sides, either!” he said, his voice rising defensively in pitch. “Come on, Elsa, you know me better’n
  
   that.
  
  All I’m saying is, some of that they have to say ain’t completely stupid. They’re all about self-reliance, an’ having respect for nature. What’s the matter with any of
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “What’s the matter is the bullshit it comes with!”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, there’s no talking to you tonight,” Roy grunted. “Hey, Jonathan! Settle an argument.”
 

 
  “No.”
 

 
  “Yeah, Jon, set this asshole straight,” Elsa chimed in, leaning around Roy to grin at the man seated on his other side at the bar, nursing a beer. “You’re the most level-headed guy here.”
 

 
  He sighed, and rolled his eyes. “How many times do you think I’m gonna fall for that?”
 

 
  “Oh, let’s not do this,” Elsa said dismissively. “You
  
   love
  
  playing the wise old man.”
 

 
  “What do you mean,
  
   old?”
  
  he demanded, and she snorted a laugh in response. He had to grin back, despite his efforts to look offended.
 

 
  Gods, he’d missed this.
 

 
  Jonathan Arquin regretted none of the decisions he had made in life, even though they had made his lot hard in some ways. Now, though, things were looking brighter. The Church had relocated him out here to Mathenon for his protection, and had arranged a monthly stipend on which he could live very comfortably indeed, and never have to work.
 

 
  He donated it every month to an Omnist shelter for the poor. Had to funnel it through a Vernisite temple in order to do so anonymously, which meant the Vernisites took a cut—six percent, the bloodsuckers—but that was a small price to pay for not having to explain why and how a man of his humble bearing could make such a generous gift on the regular. And whatever else could be said about bankers, they were admirably discreet people, particularly the religious ones. Meanwhile, he’d gone out and gotten a job.
 

 
  A man was meant to
  
   work,
  
  otherwise, what was he good for? Work rooted him in the world, in society, kept him strong and centered and
  
   useful.
  
  And as an added bonus, it brought him this again, the kinship of other people who labored for a living. People who didn’t know about the demon and the child he’d had with her.
 

 
  “Yeah, shut her up for me, Jon,” Roy added. “You don’t think the Huntsmen are
  
   totally
  
  bad, do you?”
 

 
  Jonathan took a judicious sip of his beer before answering. “I can’t see anybody as
  
   totally
  
  bad, Roy, and that’s not a point for your argument. Not being an irredeemable monster is the baseline, not something a person gets praised for. Let’s face it, Huntsmen of Shaath are fanatical weirdos on their best day. Nobody who treats women the way they do is worth crossing the street to spit on, you ask me.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you!” Elsa exclaimed, while Roy grumbled something and took a swig of his beer. He then sputtered on a mouthful of foam when she smacked him a little too hard on the shoulder. Jonathan almost missed the sound of the door opening in the ensuing playful scuffle, occurring as it did right in his ear.
 

 
  The spreading silence was what warned him. Though they weren’t loud, or boisterous, the patrons of the Fallen Arms
  
   talked,
  
  and laughed, and drank. It was a place where people went for good company and good conversation. When the noise faded away, once table at a time, it meant something was up.
 

 
  He raised his head, turning to examine the new arrival, and found himself staring like everyone else.
 

 
  Mathenon was a city of merchants, and those who supported them; positioned on the single most important trade route between the inner provinces of the Empire and the mountain paths to Svenheim and Stavulheim, it was mostly inhabited by humans but saw its fair share of dwarves. It didn’t see many drow, however.
 

 
  She paced slowly across the floorboards, the gnarled ebony staff in her hand making a rhythmic thunk each time she set it down, deep red eyes scanning the room as if searching for something. Dressed in pure black, both her leather trench coat and the robe underneath it, she cut a dark swath through the rustic ambiance the Arms cultivated. Her hair, though, had a streak of livid green dyed down the center, marring the white.
 

 
  By the time she reached the bar, total silence had fallen upon the tavern, every eye fixed upon the drow woman, which she gave no sign of noticing. Slowly, she glided along the row of stools, feet soundless and only the butt of her staff making noise to mark her passing. She stepped past Jonathan, past Roy, then paused.
 

 
  Elsa stiffened, but the dark elf turned and went back a few steps, this time stopping right behind Jonathan, who had turned around on his stool to study her direction.
 

 
  She gave him a slow, insolent once-over, then nodded as if deciding on something.
 

 
  “You,” the drow ordered. “Buy me a drink.”
 

 
  Jonathan tore his gaze from her crimson eyes to glance at Roy, who shrugged helplessly.
 

 
  He cleared his throat. “Lost your wallet, have you?”
 

 
  One corner of her lips twitched upward. “This isn’t my first visit to the Empire. I know the custom in bars like this. The man buys the woman a drink. Or are you refusing me?”
 

 
  She raised one snowy eyebrow, the expression somehow challenging.
 

 
  Jonathan studied her right back, with the same measured impertinence. She was, it occurred to him, quite pretty. But hell, she was an elf; they were all pretty. He hadn’t known a lot of elves, and even fewer drow, certainly not enough to make a mental comparison. It was unnerving, having no idea how old she was. By her looks, she could’ve been barely out of her teens…which meant she was just as likely to be as old as the Empire. What might a creature like this have seen in her life?
 

 
  “No offense,” he said at last, “but lady… You’re kind of scary.”
 

 
  The drow tilted her head to one side in an inquisitive gesture, still maintaining eye contact. After another beat of silence, she smiled.
 

 
  “Perhaps. But you
  
   still
  
  haven’t refused, I notice. Maybe you like that in a woman?”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes very slightly.
 

 
  She did the same.
 

 
  “Hey, Eliott,” Jonathan said at last, still looking at the dark elf and not the bartender he was now addressing. “Pour something…sweet, fruity, and
  
   pink.
  
  With a little paper umbrella if you’ve got any.”
 

 
  “Sure, Jon,” Eliott said, deadpan. “And for the lady?”
 

 
  A few chuckles from around the room broke the tension, and the drow herself grinned broadly in mischievous delight. The expression transformed her entire face.
 

 
  Grinning back at her, Jonathan Arquin experienced the familiar feeling that he was about to make an excellent series of mistakes.
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  The High Commander’s office was deep enough in the temple that the sound of thunder penetrated it, but even the fiercest rain was muted by intervening walls. It was not thundering now, and the dreary patter of Tiraas’s usual weather made no sound within—at least, not to the humans. Commander Rouvad and Squad One were left in silence.
 

 
  She had not directed them to stand at ease, or in fact said anything since their arrival. For over a full minute, Rouvad just studied them with a quizzical little frown, as if struggling to figure out what she was looking at. For such a famously self-possessed woman, it was an unusual expression. Almost alarmingly so.
 

 
  “Well,” the High Commander said at last. “Another mission completed, and with a nearly optimal outcome. I had a secondary reason for sending you there and placing you in charge, Lieutenant Locke. My intention was to give you the chance to become familiar with the other special forces squadrons, and get
  
   them
  
  accustomed to
  
   you.
  
  And, more specifically, to taking orders from you. Yet, all other squads have nothing to report of your interactions except that they arrived in Puna Dara to find you there, looking insufferably pleased with yourself, and reporting that the entire matter was settled.”
 

 
  She paused again, her mouth twisting to one side in a sardonic half-grimace that was far more characteristic of her.
 

 
  “Anything to add to that, Lieutenant?”
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat. “I am extremely pleased with the performance of my squad, Commander, but the situation placed us entirely in a supplementary role. I believe our assistance was useful, but ultimately it was adventurers who settled the crisis in Puna Dara. I cannot take credit, individually or on behalf of my unit. And I am
  
   always
  
  insufferably pleased with myself, ma’am, it wasn’t situationally specific. If I’ve done something to offend any of the other squad leaders, I’ll owe them an apology.”
 

 
  “You may be the most irritating presence in all my Legions, Locke, but you’re far from the only large personality, particularly among the special forces. Had you given offense, I’m sure I would be hearing about it. No, they are simply left in the same position they were to begin with: wondering just who and what you are and why I would put
  
   you
  
  in command. And as usual, you’ve managed to make a wreck of my careful planning without seeming to realize you were, and while fulfilling the letter of your orders to perfection. It’s an incredible talent you have, Locke.”
 

 
  She inhaled deeply, shoulders rising, and let out the breath in a heavy sigh.
 

 
  “You once had the gall to take me to task about the state of the Silver Legions’ combat readiness. You were not entirely incorrect, either. I certainly have not failed to
  
   notice
  
  that we are trained and equipped to fight the wars of two centuries ago. Nobody has, Locke; you weren’t clever for pointing it out. If anything, you underestimated the issue. The Silver Legions have not stagnated since the Enchanter Wars, we have
  
   regressed.
  
  The Legions which beat the Imperial Army at the borders of Viridill fought with battlestaves and magical artillery—primitive compared to those of today, but still. They also made heavy use of what, in any other organization, would be called adventurers. The last, lingering remnants of the Silver Huntresses and the old League of Avei. Those are truly gone, now, their only heirs the Legion special forces you
  
   didn’t
  
  get the chance to work with in Puna Dara recently.
 

 
  “Today’s Silver Legions serve a different purpose than did those of a hundred years ago. When we are sent to fight, it is against the same universal evils we always have. Demon infestations, renegade warlocks, necromancers, the odd outbreak of aggressive fae… The methods of wars past still work against them, as do our corps of priestesses wielding Avei’s light. In some ways, these events are relics of a world that is slipping further into the past every day. Apart from that, the Legions remain a calming influence, a reminder of Avei’s presence. It assuages the fears of many, and dissuades others, like the Huntsmen of Shaath, from becoming too aggressive in areas where we maintain a presence. In the century since the Enchanter Wars, we have specialized in very specific kinds of war—and they do not include grand interstate conflicts. The Silver Legions have not, since that time, acted against any mortal government by force of arms. And because of that, we are welcomed nearly everywhere…despite the memory of the war in which we were instrumental in bringing down the world’s mightiest empire. The nations of the earth permit our presence because we bring stability, and do not threaten their power. And so we are a universal force without having to fight for an inch of the ground we hold. Politics: the continuation of war by other means.”
 

 
  She paused, frowning slightly, then inhaled a slow breath as if steeling herself for something. “This was not a strategy instigated by any High Commander. It was a command directly from Avei.”
 

 
  Rouvad stood, suddenly, and paced out from behind her desk to stand in front of it, studying each of them in turn as she continued.
 

 
  “Avei’s orders were that this measure must be
  
   unequivocally
  
  genuine. No surreptitious preparations or great secrets: the draw-down of the Silver Legions was to occur in exactly the manner it appeared on the surface. Naturally rumors arose at first that this was a ploy, but they have faded with time. No hint has ever emerged that the Silver Legions are engaged in any hidden program to suddenly bring forth unexpected power, because no such program has
  
   existed.
  
  The only way to guarantee that a thing will not be found is to guarantee that it
  
   is not to be found.
  
 

 
  “You have all heard rumors of the First Silver Legion?”
 

 
  She paused, watching them. One by one, they nodded, as it became clear the Commander was actually waiting for a response.
 

 
  “That rumor persists throughout the Legions,” Nandi said finally. “It always has.”
 

 
  “It is a real thing,” said Rouvad, turning her back on them to stare at the wall behind her desk, on which was hung a map of the continent. “But not in the manner people suppose. Avei commanded the designation of First Legion be reserved, as we do for first cohorts within each Legion and first squadrons within each cohort, for special forces. The First is to serve as a military force that can actually take on any known opponent and
  
   win.
  
  And it does not exist. The First Legion is not training in secret; it is waiting to be called, at the goddess’s command.”
 

 
  Rouvad’s tight braid shifted slightly back and forth as she shook her head infinitesimally, still looking away from them.
 

 
  “Gods don’t commonly speak to their followers, and ours is no exception. I have rarely had orders directly from Avei during my tenure.
  
   One
  
  concerned you, Locke, as you know but I presume your squadron does not. Do they?”
 

 
  “If so,” Principia said carefully, “they didn’t hear it from me. You ordered me not to reveal that, ma’am.”
 

 
  “So I did. You
  
   do
  
  generally stop short of open disobedience, don’t you? Well, ladies, for your edification, when
  
   this
  
  one showed up here with her rap sheet longer than the history of some nations, transparently angling to get close to her estranged paladin daughter, my inclination was naturally to toss her out on her dainty ear. It was at Avei’s direct order that she was allowed to enlist.”
 

 
  The entire rest of the squad turned their heads to stare at Principia in disbelief.
 

 
  
   “Attention,”
  
  she snapped. Five pairs of eyes immediately faced front again.
 

 
  Rouvad turned, looking across their line with faint amusement on her features. It faded immediately.
 

 
  “The goddess has given orders again. What I am about to tell you is, until further notice, a secret of the highest order. You will reveal it to
  
   no one.
  
  So far as the Third Legion’s chain of command is to know, your squad will be answering to me directly in pursuit of a classified project, which is true, and your status is not otherwise changed. That project is the creation of a secret military unit within the Silver Legions capable of contending with and
  
   defeating
  
  any rival force which exists upon this planet. Avei’s orders come with a warning: a great doom is coming. She anticipates it will be less than two years before this force must be put to the test. That is how long you have, Locke.
 

 
  “For the time being you will remain ostensibly assigned as you presently are. Known only to yourselves and to me, however is your new designation: Squad 111. The First Legion is raised, ladies. Whatever is coming…it is nearly upon us.” She shook her head again. “May the goddess watch over us all. Any questions? Locke?”
 

 
  “You…that…” For once, it appeared Principia had nothing to say. She swallowed heavily and tried again. “To clarify… You expect
  
   me
  
  to bring the Silver Legions forward a hundred years? In less than
  
   two?
  
  In
  
   secret?”
  
 

 
  “I frankly don’t know what to expect,” Rouvad replied, with open bitterness. “Do you imagine this fills me with confidence, Locke? Do you really think I would choose to place this burden on
  
   your
  
  scrawny shoulders? But I am overruled. Here’s a great secret for you, perhaps more secret to some than to others: the gods are not always right. But they unquestionably know a great deal that we do not. And I
  
   trust
  
  Avei. Not merely as a divine being, but as an individual. From my survey of history
  
   and
  
  my personal experience with our goddess, I believe she knows what she is doing, even when no one else does. Let me tell you,
  
   this
  
  tests that belief. Tests, but does not break or even bend it.
 

 
  “You will answer directly to me in this, Locke. I am
  
   not
  
  advancing you to the rank of General, that would be ridiculous. I expect you to continue showing the proper decorum and respect toward your superior officers—the fact that you technically command a Legion now does nothing to change that expectation. Whatever and
  
   whoever
  
  you need, if it’s within my power, is yours. Everything goes through me, you are not to go off on your own or cut me out of the loop. But you will have my unconditional support, and are entitled to every resource I can muster for your project. Beyond that… The means by which this shall be done is left entirely to you. Understand?”
 

 
  “This is
  
   impossible,”
  
  Principia breathed.
 

 
  “No, Locke,
  
   you
  
  are impossible,” Rouvad said sourly.
  
   “This
  
  is merely the ludicrous, pestilential millstone round the neck
  
   you
  
  have been to countless souls over the last two and a half centuries. I bet it surprises you as much as me to learn that your career has been actually leading up to something. Regardless, you will doubtless have questions and require clarification, but I believe you had better take time to compose yourself before bringing them, otherwise they are unlikely to be pertinent. For now, dismissed.”
 

 
  They stood there, Principia with her mouth half-open in a totally uncharacteristic expression of baffled shock. The rest of her squad were varying degrees of stunned and alarmed; all had shifted their heads slightly to look at her sidelong.
 

 
  “You are
  
   dismissed,
  
  ladies!” Rouvad barked.
 

 
  Principia jumped physically, then sketched a salute. Ephanie, at the other end of the line, turned to open the door. They filed out in silence, the weight of the High Commander’s stare seeming to push them physically from the office. It didn’t let up until Ephanie shut the door behind them.
 

 
  The hall, fortunately, was deserted for the moment.
 

 
  “Sooo.” It was Merry who finally broke the silence. “Szaravid, you’re the historian here. On a scale of the Enchanter Wars to the Second Hellwar, how boned would you say we are, exactly?”
 

 
  “The Second Hellwar didn’t leave a single functioning kingdom anywhere on the continent,” Farah said faintly. “It won’t be anywhere near
  
   that
  
  bad. I mean, it can’t. Surely?”
 

 
  “Cut the chatter,” Ephanie ordered. “The LT is scheming.”
 

 
  They turned their attention on Principia, who was indeed staring into space, but not with the lost look she’d worn moments before. Her eyes were slightly narrowed, darting this way and that as if studying a large, complex diagram none of them could see. Noting positions, charting connections, extrapolating…
 

 
  “Okay,” she said, and nodded slowly. “All right. I have an idea.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By now, the Archpope’s seclusions were a known habit, and his personnel knew better than to try to dig him out when he was sequestered in prayer. He actually did sequester himself in prayer, at least enough to be seen doing it and preserve the legitimacy of the claim. But the habit served most importantly to earn him time to vanish into the catacombs beneath the Grand Cathedral and pursue the various projects which demanded his personal attention. Those no one else could be allowed to see.
 

 
  On this occasion, he passed through the labyrinthine passages and numerous barriers by rote, knowing every turn, every combination, every step to avoid setting off a trap, and came before a simple metal doorway with a small glass panel set into one of its upright columns. The maze Justinian had created beneath the Cathedral would have been a very irresponsible thing to leave for his successor, did he not specifically plan that there would not be another Archpope after him.
 

 
  The panel blazed alight at his touch, emitting a soft white glow. He submitted his palmprint, traced a pattern with his fingertip, tapped one corner in a specific rhythm, entered a fourteen-digit alphanumeric code, and played three bars of a melody on the one-octave piano keypad which appeared at the final stage. Only after all that did the door truly come alive, filling with a luminous panel of inscrutable blue light.
 

 
  Time was precious. Justinian stepped through it without pausing even a moment, despite the enormity of the step he was taking. He had grown accustomed to this particular miracle.
 

 
  That was related to the matter which so troubled him now.
 

 
  He emerged on a walkway of spotless, gleaming metal, extending hundreds of feet ahead and broad as a city avenue, lined with a waist-high balustrade along which softly glowing panels were spaced, providing gentle illumination. In fact, the path was curved, but on such a scale that it appeared perfectly straight from the perspective of any person standing upon it. Ahead, it terminated against a coliseum-sized structure which extended downward, like a massive, inverted tower. He did not step to the side to look over the edge; aside from being a disturbing view, he knew what he would see.
 

 
  Nothing, straight down, for countless miles until far below, at the center of the moon, was the mass shadow engine—now more a phenomenon than a structure. The awesome power source which provided not only the energy that had once ignited magic itself on the world, but the gravity which governed the very tides.
 

 
  He did pause to look upward, as he always did, at the transparent panel which formed the ceiling over this walkway. Above it stretched infinite space. It was good timing; at the moment, he could also see the world of his birth and all his careful plans, half-hidden by the moon’s shadow.
 

 
  There seemed no specific sound, save for the soft yet omnipresent ambient hum of powerful machines functioning at low power—unusual, in this century, but distinctive to those who knew it—yet mere seconds after Justinian’s arrival a whirring began. From the huge complex at the other end of the path, a small form rounded the corner of its open doorway and came whizzing toward him on nimble little wheels. It veered from side to side in excitement as it approached, emitting a pleasant series of chimes and brandishing its multiple insectoid arms in the air.
 

 
  Justinian smiled as he paced forward to meet it with a measured step, pausing when the Caretaker unit intercepted him. It wheeled around him in a full orbit in its glee before stopping, and he placed a hand atop its upper protrusion.
 

 
  “Hello, CT-16. It’s good to see you again. I am afraid the pace of events keeps me from visiting often, but it is always pleasant to meet you.”
 

 
  The little golem chimed happily back, ducking out from under his hand to whirl around him once more, then fell in beside him as he continued forward toward the huge structure.
 

 
  Justinian allowed the smile to melt from his features as he walked beside the Caretaker.
 

 
  “It has been bad, recently,” he said, staring ahead at the complex they approached. “This last week… My plans continue to develop apace, with no further major upheavals. It seems I have even gained some ground. The price, though, is bitter. Many who have seen the value of my ideas and shown loyalty to me because of them…sacrificed. Apprehended by the government and their lives and careers greatly disrupted. And those are the more fortunate. Others have perished…in unfortunate events when the Empire came for them, in violence at the hands of that creature Tellwyrn…”
 

 
  He sighed softly, and closed his eyes for a moment without slowing his pace. The Caretaker made a whirring little series of chimes and produced a brush on one of its arm tips, and gently stroked his sleeve in a comforting gesture.
 

 
  “And poor Ildrin,” Justinian whispered. “Loyal, trusted Ildrin, who has served me with such diligence. I killed her, CT. Oh, I was nowhere nearby. But I maneuvered her into a desperate position, orchestrated the systematic loss of all her support, left her isolated and vulnerable,
  
   knowing
  
  just how this would act upon her psyche… And then stranded her in a situation with a group of angry Eserites and a vengeful paladin. The outcome was mathematical. It doesn’t matter who held the blade, the blood of a faithful friend is on
  
   my
  
  hands.” For just a moment, his normally controlled features twisted in disgust. “Because she was no longer
  
   useful.
  
  Because knowing as much as she did made her a liability. Because it was…strategic.”
 

 
  He slowed, swerving to the side, and finally come to a stop, planting his hands on the rail and leaning over it, head hanging. The Caretaker sidled up beside him, chiming questioningly in concern.
 

 
  “I feel it coming on,” Justinain said, opening his eyes and gazing down into empty space. Before him was a perspective the human mind had not evolved to see; it was dizzying, disorienting. The infinite abyss extended down to a swirling mass of light and shadow, the size of a continent and which his mind wanted to believe couldn’t be anything like that in scope. All around, more complexes extended downward from the outer crust of Luna Station, which curved away in all directions.
 

 
  “I was so
  
   passionate
  
  when I began this,” he said into the void. “So full of indignation at what the gods have done to us. I have learned…sympathy. For them, for their choices, even for the costs they have inflicted on the world in the name of protecting their power. They were hopeless rebels who rose up to oppose omnipotent beings—just as I am now. And it begins so easily. One compromise, then another, and so on, and each makes the next easier. The cost not so painful. The guilt…more distant. Already I have reached the point where it does not hurt…enough. Not enough, CT. All this, Ildrin alone, this should make me weep. Yet I see only the place it served in the larger plan. This is the sign that I should
  
   stop.
  
  I am no longer the pure-hearted idealist who began this. I no longer trust myself with the work.
 

 
  “And yet…and yet, I have no choice. There is no one else who can take up the task. If I leave it now, it will all have been for nothing. The work still needs doing; all these sacrifices cannot have been wasted. The best I can do, anymore, is loathe what it is making me.”
 

 
  Surreptitiously, the Caretaker grasped his robe firmly with two of its arms.
 

 
  Justinian smiled, reaching around to pat the golem’s top again, and straightened up, away from the drop before him. “Thank you, my friend, but you needn’t worry. I don’t desire to rest. I do not
  
   deserve
  
  peace. No…there is only the work, now. But I’m afraid, CT. I am so very terrified that by the time I come to the end of this, even if I succeed… That I will have become a monster who absolutely cannot be allowed to have the power it will grant me. And this hideous cycle will only begin again.”
 

 
  He stepped back, and raised his head further, again looking up at the arch of space ahead. The world had risen, its edge now clipped by the rim of the skylight. In minutes more it would pass out of view.
 

 
  “I wonder,” he whispered, “if
  
   they
  
  ever reached this point? If they faced the knowledge that they
  
   needed
  
  to stop…but could not afford to?”
 

 
  Man and golem stood that way, silent, for long moments of contemplation.
 

 
  At last, Justinian began walking again, resuming his course, and the Caretaker came with him, finally releasing his robe.
 

 
  “I appreciate you, my little friend,” he said. “Confession is very healing; it is no accident it plays a role in Izara’s faith, and several others. There is simply no one else to whom I can unburden myself, anymore.” He patted the Caretaker again. “Few and fleeting as these meetings of ours are, they are precious to me. If I could not admit to someone how much all this troubles me… I believe I would be lost already if not for you. Thank you.”
 

 
  The golem chimed pleasantly in reply, again reaching up to gently grasp his sleeve in one of its metal appendages.
 

 
  “I shall do my utmost,” Justinian said gravely, “to make the outcome of my labors worthy of your trust. I know you waited alone for a very long time. Your first masters began in pursuit of science and the ultimate truth of the universe, and fell to vicious insanity. The Pantheon sought justice, freedom, and a new hope for all the people of this world…and look what they
  
   immediately
  
  did. The cycle must break, CT. I hope against hope I shall be the one to do it. That you will not have to be disappointed yet again.”
 

 
  The Caretaker just chimed soothingly, and stroked his arm again with the brush.
 

 
  They were silent until they reached the broad opening into the complex, the massive round tower of metal descending into a spire that aimed at the moon’s terrible core.
 

 
  “More immediately,” Justinian said in a thoughtful tone as they descended a long ramp, “I find that I have made fundamental errors which I must now correct. I underestimated how difficult it will be to keep all these various factions and foes stirring for the time it will take,
  
   without
  
  allowing them to destroy me. They are more capable than I anticipated, this is true. But more significantly, I failed to account for so many sharing information. Far too many are starting to realize who sits behind all their troubles. I blame Vesk,” he added wryly. “In the bardic epics, fairy tales, even the modern chapbooks and comics, enemies never
  
   talk
  
  to each other—at least, not openly. And now I find myself greatly threatened because so many of my opponents have simply had conversations, like adults. Foolish of me, unforgivably foolish.”
 

 
  They rounded a curve, the ramp switching back down; this part of the complex had been built to be navigable by wheeled servants like CT-16. Ahead, an opening appeared at the end of the arched passageway.
 

 
  “That can be dealt with,” Justinian said, frowning deeply now. “At the cost of causing more stains on my soul, and more pain and havoc for who knows how many other souls who have done nothing to deserve it. But…I cannot see any other way. They must all turn on me in the end, but not yet. It isn’t time yet, and I can be easily overthrown, still. If I am to postpone this reckoning until the right moment, I must give the heroes and villains and meddlers in general something else upon which to focus for a time.”
 

 
  They emerged from the tunnel onto a balcony which ringed a circular space with no floor; below was only the infinite drop. From the dome arching overhead extended machines which projected suspensor fields holding up the object in the center of the open space. The thing itself was fully encased in a rectangular brick of transparent material, almost as clear as the air and visible only by its corners, but incredibly hard and a disruptor of transcension field energy besides. Not despite but
  
   because
  
  of its open plan, this spot was the most secure space in the solar system to keep a highly dangerous object. If the suspensors shut off for just a second, the thing they held would plummet straight down to the annihilating force of the mass shadow event, which
  
   nothing
  
  could survive.
 

 
  “And so,” Justinian said grimly, stepping forward to grasp the rail before him and stare at the thing he had secreted away here, “I will regret that there is no one left in a position to forgive me for this. I must…
  
   unleash
  
  something upon them all.”
 

 
  Within the clear block, the long skull, larger than he was, seemed carved of ebony. Justinian stared at the huge, empty eye sockets, meeting without flinching the knowing grin of Belosiphon the Black.
 

 
  “Something great. Something
  
   terrible.”
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  She was there when he was born.
 

 
  Those were fuzzy, uncertain hours, spent getting to know things—his awkward legs, his mother, the world itself. Throughout it all, she was a presence, indistinct at first but constant and gradually clearer. Her scent and her voice, offering calm to both himself and his mother, expressing happiness, joy, love.
 

 
  He didn’t, at first, glean any meaning from the things she said while she brushed and caressed him. Their voices were different, the rhythmic sounds musical but not immediately significant. That came quickly, though. Not the words, but what lay
  
   behind
  
  them. First as an expression of feelings, and over time, more abstract concepts.
 

 
  The meaning of words came to him over time, over days and months. In those first hours in the barn, though, there was just the sound of voices washing over him, and the comprehension of something meaningful in them as his mind and senses cleared and grew accustomed to existing.
 

 
  It would be a while yet before he comprehended human speech as they did, but by the time the master of the house came to see him, he could at least interpret the sense of what was being said.
 

 
  To the newborn foal, this second human presence was a cause of startlement and then fascination; it was like and yet so unlike the one already there, who had helped him into the world. His mother, though, whickered a tired greeting, showing that this person was known and trusted.
 

 
  “I’m sorry I missed it, Yvette,” the man said quietly, coming to stand in the door to the stall. “It seems you did well, though. Any complications?”
 

 
  “It was a very smooth birth, monsieur,” she replied, and even when not talking to him, her voice conveyed happiness to the new foal’s ears. “One of the easiest I’ve seen; Laurette was a champion. Of course, he is hardly her first. Neither gave me a moment’s trouble.”
 

 
  “Still, I’m sorry you had to do it alone. I would have sent Gaspar to help had I known; we would have managed the gelding fine without him…”
 

 
  “Ah, but would-haves are no use even when things have gone badly, Monsieur Marchand! It all turned out splendidly, so why borrow trouble?”
 

 
  “Well said,” he replied with a warmth and amusement in his voice that soothed the foal’s curiosity. He was not as gentle a presence as
  
   she
  
  was, this man, but already he understood why his mother and the girl approved of him. “And what a serious little fellow he is! I never saw a newborn so…focused. Look at him watching us. Almost as if he followed the conversation…”
 

 
  Something in his voice, now, carried an undercurrent of faint warning. The colt stopped swiveling his ears about and focused fully on the man, trying to understand. He was not
  
   quite
  
  following their words, but only the gist of it, the emotion behind them.
 

 
  “Ah… And his color!” Her voice, now, had a slight strain as well, but a different one; not warning, but sensing and responding to the man’s uncertainty. The gaiety in it was slightly forced, all of a sudden. “I thought old Garmond was the sire. Could someone have jumped a fence? He did not get that gray from Laurette…”
 

 
  “Not gray, Yvette. Look at him, he is a pure white.”
 

 
  “But…he will darken, no? Like the silver destriers…”
 

 
  “But he is no charger. Even so young and gangly, you can see it in his build. He’s a draft horse like his parents. See his coat? Not even the faintest dappling. No, he won’t grow to become a gray. You know, Yvette, we Glassians are not the first people to dwell in the Highlands, and the herds we brought are not the first steeds. Once in a while, some of the old blood peeks through. I have seen it before. I know you must recall that untameable filly that old crook Chauvingon tried to unload on us three years ago. Silver as the full moon, like this boy.”
 

 
  “But monsieur,” she said in gentle, almost reproving disbelief. “That was clearly a racing breed! I remember her, a lithe little thing. One can almost see how
  
   that
  
  happened. How could there be unicorn blood in a line of draft horses? The creatures are as much deer as horse! Laurette here would kill one simply by stepping on him.”
 

 
  “Just as they are as much magic as flesh,” he said, and there was a smile in his voice. The foal’s ears twitched furiously as he tried to follow the subtle currents of unfamiliar emotion, so new and strange. “Who can say? For now, we will have to watch and see. Fae blood is unpredictable, Yvette. Perhaps nothing will come of it but his unusual color, or perhaps… Unusual abilities in
  
   any
  
  creature can be trouble.”
 

 
  “Abilities like…?”
 

 
  “We will watch and see,” the man repeated. “And hope for nothing. He
  
   could
  
  show us something truly remarkable, but if this fellow has surprises for us, they are more likely to cause problems.”
 

 
  “Monsieur,” she said, and the sudden hesitant nervousness in her made the foal fix his attention fully on her. “You don’t think… That is, I have worked with Laurette since—”
 

 
  “Now, stop that line of thought,” the man said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Did
  
   you
  
  give birth to him? Because that is the only way blood can be contagious, Yvette. Elves have been part of life in the Highlands since before our people first came here, and you
  
   know
  
  you are far from the only half-blood who works with the herds. I never heard of a foal being changed by association like that. And if it had happened, I assure you I would have heard of it. This is life up here, that is all. It is an old land and we a young people upon it, compared to the tribes; mysteries crop up here and there. That is part of what makes me love our home.”
 

 
  “Yes, monsieur,” she said with subtle relief. The foal nickered at her in concern and stepped over to bump his head against her, earning a laugh and caresses along his neck in return. It was good, how easily he could soothe her unease. It had troubled him, sensing such unhappiness in this warm, golden presence.
 

 
  “At any rate, you have a new friend! But we should let him and mama rest, for now.”
 

 
  “Of course, monsieur.” He nickered in disappointment as she stepped away, but his mother had come over by then and began nudging him into the corner, surrounding him with her own presence, and that was good, too. “Don’t worry, little Silver, we will see you again soon.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  His home was a sprawling ranch in what they called the Highlands, the reaches which rose above the rest of Glassiere in both latitude and altitude. Mountain peaks rose around them, most rounded by eons of weather, punctuating endless swaths of moors and valleys. Many of these were left uncultivated; the Marchand ranch occupied a long heath not far distant from the pass which led down to the country’s warmer southern reaches. It was not good country to farm, and got worse the farther in one traveled. Much of the Highlands was unexplored by the Glassians and left to the bands of elves who had dwelled there since time immemorial. Most of the Glassian activity in the northern provinces was in mining and quarrying. The Marchands contributed to these ventures by raising the hardy, powerful Grand Coeur breed of draft horses which performed most of the actual labor.
 

 
  It naturally took time for Silver to understand these facts. His comprehension grew faster once he realized that he understood things differently than the other horses, and stopped turning to them for explanations. His kind were more
  
   alive
  
  in some ways; they seemed to feel and experience things more keenly than the humans, but they actually comprehended little. Horses were more sensitive, and thus more erratic; humans by comparison thought deeply and carefully, and yet seemed blind to so many subtleties. He, somehow, stood somewhere between them.
 

 
  As he grew, his peculiarity did not go unnoticed. The other animals on the ranch were not bothered by him—in fact, the smaller ones, cats and dogs and birds, seemed to seek out his company more than other horses. The humans took note of him, though, and over time he learned to be more careful and subtle about the behaviors that seemed to make them nervous. They did not like it when he stood, watching and listening to their conversations as intently as they did. There was a period when it seemed his fate might be uncertain, whispers about the “fae-touched” horse and what hazards he might portend.
 

 
  As he grew old enough to begin training with harness and saddle, though, they faded and appreciation grew in their stead. There were many actual dangers in the Highlands to distract people from imagined ones, and Silver’s uniquely unflappable nature proved an asset. Grand Coeur were a steady breed to begin with, but he was especially calm and careful, observing and responding rather than panicking at the unexpected. It got to the point that the younger boys began making a game of trying to spook him. After the fourth time Yvette went at them with a riding crop, Monsieur Marchand himself stepped in and ordered that the pestering be stopped.
 

 
  She was by far his favorite of the grooms. None of those who worked with Marchand’s horses mistreated them—indeed, the master did not employ anyone who did not actively love his horses. Silver’s relationship with Yvette, though, was special. She had helped bring him into the world, and it was always to her that he returned, whenever he could. Her care of the others in the herd was never lessened, but he sensed that she, too, felt a unique attachment to him.
 

 
  And it was largely by listening to her that he pieced together the web of relationships among humans which governed the ranch. The key had been understanding how she was linked to the young man who so often visited the barn and kept her company during her duties, the son of the master himself.
 

 
  “There are times when I want to hurl that woman off the roof!” he exclaimed during one such visit which proved particularly informative to Silver, pacing up and down in the aisle between stalls.
 

 
  “Please don’t do that,” Yvette replied without much enthusiasm. Her tone was amused; this was an old threat and not a serious one. “If you think she is difficult now…”
 

 
  “I don’t know why
  
   you
  
  are so blasé about the old bat,” he retorted. “It’s you she was trying to get Father to send away!”
 

 
  “When he starts listening,” Yvette said calmly, “I’ll worry. Please calm yourself, Raoul, you make the horses nervous when you prance around like that.”
 

 
  Silver snorted quietly in disagreement, and she paused in brushing his neck to ruffle his forelock affectionately. True, the other horses did pick up on human agitation—some of them—but everyone else in the barn at that hour was nose-deep in their feedbags.
 

 
  “Not this one,” Raoul grumbled, giving Silver a long look. “Sometimes I think if he could talk, he could run the barn when Gaspar gets too old. Yvette, I wish you would take this more seriously. It’s not a
  
   small
  
  matter that Father’s wife has it in for you! Sure he knows better than to listen to her
  
   now,
  
  but given time…”
 

 
  “Given time,” she said, still calmly grooming Silver, “a lot can change. Who knows? I might manage to get on her good side. After all, it isn’t
  
   me
  
  she resents, not really. It cannot be pleasant, living with a reminder that one’s husband once carried on with an elf. And while he was married. To
  
   your
  
  mother, in fact. Do you not see why she finds that threatening? If Monsieur Marchand—”
 

 
  “Father,” he interrupted. “By Shaath’s fangs, Yvette, you needn’t play the courtier with
  
   me.
  
  Everyone knows whose daughter you are. There’s no harm in acknowledging it, at least in private.”
 

 
  “No?” Yvette shook her head, still rubbing Silver down with her back to Raoul. “The Madame’s fondness of me will not increase if anyone gets in
  
   that
  
  habit, I think.”
 

 
  He snorted. “Just don’t ask me to deny my own sister. It’s not as if I have any others!”
 

 
  “I do ask it,” she retorted, turning to give him a look. “Oh, don’t make faces at me, Raoul, not here in the barn when it’s just us. I have always appreciated you for accepting me. But in public, and
  
   especially
  
  in front of Madame? Please don’t goad her.” She turned back to Silver, pausing in her work, and he bent his neck around to nuzzle comfortingly at her shoulder. “Everyone is so concerned about my blood. About the elf in me, or the Marchand in me, one or the other. Can I not just be Yvette to works with the horses?”
 

 
  Raoul heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry. I know, I
  
   know
  
  you’re right. It’s an infuriating habit of yours.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t be hard on yourself,” she replied mischievously. “You are a man, after all. Just think of all the poor boys with
  
   no
  
  sisters, and how much trouble they must get themselves in.”
 

 
  “I really can’t stand her, though,” he grumbled. “What was Father
  
   thinking?”
  
 

 
  “You know very well. Madame is of noble blood, which if almost the only thing he lacks in comparison to the wealthy families in the south. And she is most lovely.”
 

 
  “She’s handsome, at best, with two very specific exceptions. It’s a sobering thing, learning that one’s own father can be swayed from all good sense and reason by an unusually nice pair of tits.”
 

 
  “Raoul!” Yvette failed to keep the mirth out of her voice. “Shame, speaking of your own stepmother so!”
 

 
  “You know she has a carpet hanging on the
  
   wall
  
  in their bedroom?”
 

 
  Yvette paused again, turning to peer inquisitively at him. “A carpet? On the wall? Whatever for?”
 

 
  “It’s from Calderaas,” Raoul said, rolling his eyes. “Beautiful thing, and probably cost nearly as much as the manor. Never mind that no one sets foot in that room except in the daintiest of slippers. Madame’s treasures cannot be soiled by being used in a remotely functional manner! I don’t know why she
  
   or
  
  Father thought bringing a woman like that to the Highlands was a good idea.”
 

 
  “It is a fair question,” Yvette mused, returning to grooming when Silver nudged her again. “Another is why, if you have noticed all this, you wonder how she could feel vulnerable in this place?”
 

 
  “I don’t wonder,” he said sullenly, “I just don’t care.”
 

 
  “Yes, you do,” Yvette replied with a smile that could be heard in her voice. “And that is why you’re grumpy now, because it’s harder to see someone you dislike is a person rather than a villain. You’ll be so much happier, Raoul, when you stop fighting against your own decency. Being heartless and rough would not make you any more of a man, I promise, but less of one.”
 

 
  “You even sound like an elf sometimes,” he complained. “Or an Omnist. I can’t think of anyone else who would try so hard to understand a half-crazed bitter fool of a southern noblewoman who has no business on this ranch and irrationally hates you.”
 

 
  “I worry so for you, Raoul,” she said softly.
 

 
  “Me?” His voice was so incredulous that Silver raised his head, swiveling his ears forward to study the young man.
  
   “You
  
  worry for
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  “Yes, I do. You are so obsessed with
  
   fairness.”
  
  She shook her head. “It’s going to lead you into unhappiness, the world being as it is.”
 

 
  Silver whickered softly at him in agreement. Raoul had opened his mouth to answer Yvette again, but paused, turning a long, speculative look on the horse. Silver regarded him in turn, one ear twitching pensively.
 

 
  “Sometimes,” he said more quietly, “I think that horse is too clever by half.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was not an uncommon sentiment on the ranch. By and large, Silver was met with approval, as he refrained from causing trouble for anyone and in fact made himself most useful. He required very little training in the sense that most young horses received it; once he understood what it was his human fellows wanted him to do, he saw no reason not to comply, and after observing the comings and goings on the ranch he generally knew their intent before they got around to trying it on him. It seemed fair, to his mind. Humans provided horses with food, shelter, and care, and horses worked to support the ranch so that providence remained possible. Silver pulled carts, carried people, and performed all the requisite chores without complaint, and with the uncanny (to his two-legged friends) ability to follow verbal directions as precisely as the stablehands did.
 

 
  It made some people uneasy, but Highlanders were practical people. If the big, strangely perceptive white horse was going to make himself useful instead of making trouble, he was welcome.
 

 
  He continued to watch and learn, trying to understand the relationships between people the way they did. Silver didn’t much like Raoul, but not in the sense of having anything against him. The young man simply had a large personality and a quick temper, which occasionally made the other horses nervous and grated on Silver’s patience. Likewise, Raoul found him eerie, but never had reason to complain about his behavior. They didn’t favor each other’s company, but avoided any situation that might lead to true animosity. Silver had the distinct impression that the boy was further unnerved by the mere fact of a horse who could reflect such an unspoken understanding so well. But aside from all that, Raoul was very fond (and protective) of Yvette, which caused Silver to approve of him in principle, no matter how annoying he might be. That, too, was mutual.
 

 
  He appreciated the young man enough, at least, that he gradually absorbed Raoul’s dim opinion of his father’s new wife, whom Silver rarely saw in person. That fact alone did not endear Madame Marchand to him. She preferred to stay indoors, wilted at the comfortable, healthy smell of the stables, and appeared to dislike even
  
   dirt.
  
  Silver was accustomed to hard-working, cheerful humans who held up in the Highlands’ harsh climate with aplomb and appreciated the rugged beauty of the world. The lady of the ranch seemed as weird and inexplicable to Silver as he did to some of the other ranch hands.
 

 
  Life was not perfect, but growing up surrounded by people and animals who never expected it to be, Silver absorbed their outlook. Life was
  
   good,
  
  dangers and discomforts and all. The land was beautiful, even if it was cold and provided scant food. There was a lot of love on the Marchand ranch; Monsieur Marchand himself cared deeply for his horses, for his people, and for his Highlands, and consistently employed those who shared his values, even if he apparently had different priorities when it came to marriage. It was a good place.
 

 
  But something began to creep up on the ranch, starting not long before Silver was two years old. He might have been the first to sense it; he seemed to pick up on things as intuitively as the other horses and consider them as logically as the humans, and at first was not sure whether the little things he noticed amounted to anything. The odd, acrid smells that came so faintly sometimes when the wind was from the north, the increasing preponderance of wolves coming down from the mountains. Uneasy looks and whispers from humans, rumors circulating between them of something dangerous in the Highlands, repeated sometimes in his presence. He dismissed these things at first, but not forever. Over time, they only grew. Even Yvette tended to frown more often, and seemed to seek out his company for comfort even more than she had when he was a foal.
 

 
  On the other hand, the Madame stayed even more in the house, which was fine with Silver and everybody whose opinion he cared about.
 

 
  Eventually, Marchand himself decided to act.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The excitement which hung over the ranch like a thick fog was threaded through with unease, and that did not make the preparations any easier. Even Silver felt skittish, though he restrained himself; the rest of the animals did not have his forbearance and were mostly an impediment rather than an asset that morning. The dogs raced around frantically, as did chickens; not one of the barn cats had been seen all morning, having hidden themselves away as if they sensed a storm coming. The horses were affected, as well, all of them prancing about nervously and spooking at the slightest little thing. Despite the usually stoic temperament of the Grand Couer draft breed, on that day not a one of them seemed able to perform the simplest tasks without the constant supervision of a groom—of whom there were far less than horses, which made for general slowdowns and disorder which caused the mood of the ranch’s human population to further deteriorate.
 

 
  Fortunately, there wasn’t a great deal to be done that required the contributions of the horses. The Marchand estate was preparing an event, that much was clear, and one of a kind unprecedented in Silver’s experience. People were setting up a large pavilion and smaller tents, and laying preparations for a great outdoor feast. Most of this demanded opposable thumbs and as such the skittish horses had largely been safely tucked away in the barn; even stolid old Laurette had balked at the ranch’s familiar dogs as she pulled in the last wagon of provisions. There were the great wooden tables to be pulled out of the storehouse, though, too large for people to carry and so hauled by horse on skids. Logs had to be brought from the woods to form the three huge bonfires being prepared, and barrels of ale moved en masse from the manor house’s cellar to the feast grounds in its broad front lawn.
 

 
  Two other draft horses were handling the firewood logs, which woodsmen had been out felling for the last two days, each of them requiring the patient guidance of a groom—and those were the two steadiest of the ranch’s herd, after Silver. That left him, the only one among them who seemed able to put his head down and focus, to do everything else. Fortunately, the barrels didn’t have to go far and the tables were not unduly heavy. Even more fortunately, he was interested enough in the various goings-on that he did not mind the tumult.
 

 
  Most fortunately still, Yvette was in charge of him, as usual. Her presence calmed him, as his did her.
 

 
  Strange new people were trickling in from the road while preparations were underway, and joining the master and his wife in a slowly increasing knot of conversation out in front of the manor. Silver watched them in passing, not really needing Yvette’s gentle encouragements to keep on task, but appreciating her nonetheless.
 

 
  He always watched, and always listened, but their jobs did not bring them close to the discussion; it seemed he wouldn’t learn what was actually going on until he had pieced it together from the grooms’ gossip after the fact.
 

 
  Or so he assumed, until one of the newcomers approached him directly.
 

 
  Silver had just dragged the last big table into place and was standing patiently while Yvette detached him from it and two burly ranch hands tilted the thing to slide the skids out from beneath. Facing the other way, she did not notice the strange man making a beeline for them, but Silver did.
 

 
  He was human, but something about him was…different.
 

 
  His attire, for certain: the man wore a bushy beard, where most Glassian men preferred to be clean-shaven, and rough leather clothes surmounted by a bearskin serving as a cloak. He carried a longbow and had a quiver and hatchet belted on. Silver could not quite place what it was about this man that was so distinctively
  
   unlike
  
  the people he knew, though. Something in his scent…in the set of his eyes. He couldn’t decide if it was good or threatening.
 

 
  For whatever reason, immediately upon spying Silver, he had detached himself from the mismatched group of other humans and come straight to him. He slowed, though, as the horse laid his ears back, his body language shifting subtly but distinctly to express no threat. And yet, while most people would gently soothe an uncertain horse they were approaching, the man remained silent. Silver stood, watching him, as he gradually drew closer, one ear twitching uncertainly.
 

 
  Slowly, the man in the fur drew to a stop within reach of him. The horse watched, wary, but unmoving. Slowly, he raised a hand, reaching to lay it upon Silver’s nose.
 

 
  “Ah!” Yvette had finished unbuckling the harness and noticed the newcomer’s arrival. “Your pardon, monsieur, but we are working. This must be finished…”
 

 
  “It appears to
  
   be
  
  finished, mademoiselle,” he replied. “What a magnificent creature. I wonder, do you appreciate what you have, here?”
 

 
  “I appreciate Silver very much, monsieur,” she said evenly, and Silver laid his ears all the way back, picking up on her unfriendliness. Yvette stepped up beside him, placing a hand upon his neck and staring the man down. “As do we all.”
 

 
  The man simply regarded her impassively, then shifted his eyes to study the horse again. Now that he was not moving, it occurred to Silver what was making him edgy about this person: he behaved like a cat about to pounce. The slow approach, the utter stillness, the absolute attention he gave. No one stared that fixedly unless they were about to do something aggressive.
 

 
  He snorted once in displeasure.
 

 
  To his surprise, the man bowed to him. Then, turning back to Yvette, spoke again. “I have not brought gold in quantity, but I am willing to trade. What goods has your master need of, that he might bargain for? My lodge can offer furs, medicines for man and beast alike, and crafted weapons. We will be sure to offer fair value for this horse.”
 

 
  “Your pardon, monsieur,” Yvette repeated in a low tone of clear warning. “Silver is not for sale.”
 

 
  “Ah.” He tilted his head back, regarding her down his nose. “But that is up to Monsieur Marchand, is it not?”
 

 
  Her displeasure radiated from her like the warmth of a fire, and Silver had the very distinct impression that the man could sense it as clearly as he, despite the composure of her expression.
 

 
  Very deliberately, he lowered his head, bringing his eyes down to the level of the man’s, and emitted a loud snort. Then pawed heavily at the dirt with one of his enormous hooves.
 

 
  Carefully, the man eased back, and bowed to him again. “Come, girl. Let us discuss this matter with your master.”
 

 
  He turned and strode back to the group of people talking. Silver snorted again, disdainfully, and turned his head to bump Yvette with his nose.
 

 
  To his surprise, she took hold of his reins and, still brimming with tension and unease, led him after. Why was she complying with this strange man whom she so clearly disliked? He plodded along, determined to stick close to Yvette, if nothing else. When he did not understand what was happening, Silver had always found that a safe policy.
 

 
  Though he had been curious about the discussion underway, even more unhappiness hovered over it like a visible cloud, which did not improve his equanimity as they drew closer. The man who had accosted them stepped up beside another man attired in a similar manner, who also turned a too-intense stare on Silver and Yvette as they came to a stop a few yards away.
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” an unctuous little man too lightly dressed for the climate was saying to Marchand as they arrived, “but you must understand, Monsieur, without anyone but yourself having
  
   seen
  
  this elf…”
 

 
  “I confess it did not occur to me to try putting a leash on him,” Marchand said with strained patience, prompting a grin from his son, who stood at his left. His wife was at his other side, looking generally displeased—even more than she usually did. “The elves are always reclusive; the face that they are bothering to warn us is precisely the thing which makes me believe this situation is dire.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, but again, while Lord Gracian holds you in the highest esteem, Monsieur Marchand, it requires more than one man’s—”
 

 
  “The lodge has also been visited by elves,” the other fur-cloaked man interrupted, his voice flat. “We take the word of the tribes with the utmost seriousness. And in any case, their message only confirmed what we have observed ourselves. There are
  
   demons
  
  in those mountains, squire. My Huntsmen have slain no less than five khankredahgs this moon, and spotted not only living katzils in the skies but seen and stifled the tainted fire they inflict upon the forest. One or two might be only a warlock in the woods, going mad as they all do. But in this quantity? I tell you, there is
  
   evil
  
  rising in the north.”
 

 
  The thin little man pursed his lips. “And I tell
  
   you,
  
  brother Huntsman, that my lord cannot waste resources chasing rumors. Have you brought evidence? A corpse of one of these slain demons, for example?”
 

 
  “They turn to charcoal when killed,” another man said, this one in metal armor and carrying a short spear, a sword sheathed at his belt. “Your pardon, Squire Leland, I thought this was common knowledge.”
 

 
  Raoul grinned more widely at that, and the Squire made an even more displeased face.
 

 
  “Even the Avenists can see what is happening,” the Huntsman said before Leland could reply. “What more proof do you require?”
 

 
  “My lord requires
  
   some
  
  sort of proof, at the very least,” Leland said stiffly. “I don’t suppose
  
   you
  
  can furnish any, Captain Martin?”
 

 
  “I have scouts sweeping the area even now,” the soldier said calmly. “But Lord Gracian should be aware that the League of Avei is taking this with the
  
   greatest
  
  seriousness. Reports have been coming to us for months. Months, monsieur. Time enough for word to travel to Viridill and back. High Commander Seluvid has dispatched two Silver Huntresses and an entire Silver Legion to Glassiere because of this!”
 

 
  “Women playing soldier,” the Huntsman said disdainfully. “I’m sure that will help tremendously.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Squire Leland interjected. “With all respect to Avei and her clergy, Captain, what does your leader in the Tiraan Empire know of this fiefdom that Lord Gracian and the King do not?”
 

 
  “The only reason the King has not sent forces north,” Raoul said sharply, “is because Gracian keeps assuring him nothing is happening here,
  
   despite
  
  the ample warning he has received!”
 

 
  “Raoul,” Marchand said quellingly.
 

 
  “And
  
   he
  
  is only being so difficult because his head is—”
 

 
  
   “Raoul!”
  
  Marchand barked. “If you cannot restrain your tongue, you will excuse yourself!”
 

 
  “What do you think you are doing?” Madame Marchand demanded abruptly, glaring past the group at Yvette standing nearby. “Do you think this is any place for you? Be about your work, girl!”
 

 
  “I apologize, Madame,” said the Huntsman who had approached Silver, who seemed to defer to his fellow—at least, he had not joined the discussion till now. “I am at fault; I directed the groom to bring this horse here. Do you see what I do, Brother Renard?”
 

 
  “I do,” the Huntsman said quietly, gazing at Silver with that same fixed, almost predatory attention. “Magnificent. It has been several years since we have seen the old blood emerge among domestic horses.”
 

 
  “Yes, Silver is our good luck charm,” Marchand said smoothly, clearly glad to steer the conversation into calmer waters. “A more patient and clever horse I have never had the honor of owning.”
 

 
  “What would you ask for him, monsieur?” Renard asked, still gazing avidly at Silver.
 

 
  “Silver is not among our wares,” Marchand replied apologetically. “I decided that soon after his birth. One never knows, with…special cases, such as he. Even for so young a horse, he has become indispensable here.”
 

 
  “I assure you, Monsieur Marchand, we do not regard this as some mere curiosity,” the other Huntsman said. “The old blood is deeply revered among us. You are fond of him, this I can see—as is the girl, here. Such a creature would receive the greatest of care at our lodge.”
 

 
  “I was under the impression,” Raoul said evenly, “that you Huntsmen disdained the keeping of domestic animals.”
 

 
  “To be sure,” Renard replied. “That is precisely the issue. This is a spiritual matter, Monsieur Marchand. I mean no insult, but it is troubling to me, very troubling, to see such a beast performing menial labor. Perhaps this is an unusual position from which to treat, compared to the trading to which you are accustomed, but take it as a point of my very great sincerity in this matter. I would offer whatever my lodge is able to furnish in trade to bring Silver back with us.”
 

 
  A short pause ensued, in which the Squire and the captain both looked annoyed at this digression. The Huntsmen remained focused and unreadable. The Marchand family themselves were a study in contrasts, the master looking thoughtful, his wife increasingly irritated, and Raoul generally uncertain where this whole situation was going. Yvette clung to Silver’s reins as if afraid he would be torn from her grasp; he felt her tension and unease, and it wore heavily on his own equanimity.
 

 
  “Such as what?” Marchand asked finally.
 

 
  “Oh, but monsieur!” Yvette burst out, her voice anguished.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you!” Madame Marchand erupted, with a violence that startled all those present, including Silver, who shifted back a half-step in alarm. She rounded on Yvette, stalking forward with her teeth bared. “You little slattern, sticking your nose into the family’s business! I should have you
  
   whipped.”
  
 

 
  “Amelie,” Marchand protested, reaching out to grasp her shoulder. “Calm yourself, she meant—”
 

 
  “And you defend her?” his wife screeched. “After all your— In public! In front of a Squire from the Lord’s own court, you would humiliate me so?”
 

 
  “She hardly requires your help in doing that, Father,” Raoul observed sardonically.
 

 
  “Hold your
  
   tongue,
  
  boy!” Marchand roared, whirling on his son with all the fury he seemed not to dare to unleash on his wife.
 

 
  Raoul’s remark had a similar effect on Amelie—right down to misdirecting the target of her ensuing rage. She twitched violently, half-turning as if to hurl herself at Raoul. At the last second, though, the madame shifted her weight, lunging straight at Silver and causing him to shy back in alarm.
 

 
  He was not her goal, however. Yvette had instinctively moved to calm Silver, and so was not positioned to evade or defend herself when Amelie Marchand drew back her full arm and slapped her, hard enough to hurl her to the ground.
 

 
  Silver bellowed in sheer rage, rearing fully up on his hindquarters and slashing his massive hooves in the air in the madame’s direction. She stumbled back, as suddenly white-faced with terror as she had been with rage seconds before. The entire group scattered, in fact, instinct propelling them away from the fury of such an enormous creature.
 

 
  Silver slammed back down to earth with a force that shook it, barely missing Amelie and that only because she was continuing to retreat. He followed, though, seizing her by the upper arm in his teeth and tossing his neck. She hardly weighed anything; he hurled her a good four yards.
 

 
  In the ensuing bedlam, Yvette regained her feet and frantically moved in front of Silver, trying to urge him to calm. Marchand rushed to his wife’s side, as did Captain Martin, while the Huntsmen simply studied Silver from a safe distance and Squire Leland wrung his hands helplessly.
 

 
  Snorting and still tossing his head in outrage, Silver whinnied in protest against Yvette’s attempts to calm him. Only because she was bodily blocking the way did he refrain from charging again at Amelie, though he surged forward as if to do so and hesitated barely short of knocking his groom down again.
 

 
  The madame herself screamed, having just lifting her head in time to see this, and tried to scuttle backward across the ground, while her husband vainly tried to get her to be still so he could examine her arm. The sleeve of her dress was already dark with blood where Silver had bitten her.
 

 
  “Don’t.”
 

 
  Strangely, it was Raoul’s calm order which finally cut through his anger, and he stopped tossing his head. The young man stepped in front of him, next to Yvette, and placed his hand on Silver’s nose. The horse snorted at him, but the boy just shook his head.
 

 
  “Too clever by half,” Raoul said gravely, wrapping an arm around Yvette’s slim shoulders, as much to calm her as the horse. “Oh, I’m afraid you’ve really outsmarted yourself now.”
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  After the tumult of that day, he did not have a restful night, even when safely tucked away in his stall. Uneasy and alert, listening to the sounds of wind around the barn and the other horses sleeping within, Silver was not awakened when the barn door opened a crack, admitting a figure carrying a lamp. Nor was he surprised.
 

 
  He
  
   was
  
  surprised, a little, at who it was.
 

 
  Raoul was cloaked against the night’s chill, but lowered his hood once he had the barn door shut. In addition to the half-shuttered lantern in his hand, he wore a rapier belted at his waist, its hilt visible beneath the cloak and the tip of its scabbard protruding tellingly from below. He crossed single-mindedly to Silver’s stall, and there paused, holding up the lamp. Simply regarding the horse with his eyes narrowed in apparent thought.
 

 
  Silver watched him right back, ears alert, and not moving by so much as a swish of his tail.
 

 
  “How much
  
   do
  
  you understand?” Raoul finally asked in a quiet tone.
 

 
  Silver whickered at him softly.
 

 
  The young man shook his head. “Old blood. Hell if I know what that even means. Even father just mutters when I press him on it. He was always too interested in elvish nonsense. That’s the cause of half his problems.” He broke off, drawing a deep breath and letting it out in a sigh. “By Ryneas and his paintbrush, don’t you think
  
   I
  
  would have blooded that vicious, unhinged cow of a woman and hurled her across the yard if it would have helped Yvette? It’s not as if I am
  
   famed
  
  for my restraint, you know. It’s only made things worse. She may lose her position here. Father could only protect her by blaming
  
   you.
  
  Do you understand
  
   any
  
  of this?”
 

 
  Silver lowered his head.
 

 
  “I’m explaining family politics to a horse,” Raoul muttered. “Well, I guess being as mad as the old man is as good a start as any on taking the place over when he passes on.”
 

 
  Silver nickered again, as quietly as he could.
 

 
  “They’re selling you,” Raoul said abruptly. “To those Shaathists, as they asked. For
  
   now,
  
  Yvette isn’t going to lose her home or her position, but you had better believe Amelie is after her with a vengeance. I don’t know what the future will bring.”
 

 
  Jerking up, Silver neighed angrily, even hopping his front hooves off the ground in agitation.
 

 
  “Omnu’s sweet breath, you really do…” Raoul stopped, set the lantern down on the edge of the stall door, and reached up to lay a hand on Silver’s nose. The horse calmed, for the moment, swiveling his ears forward again and watching him. “Hell. I’ve no right to blame you for losing your temper. In truth, I might have been the one to strike the hag; you were just closer. But now, here we are. We have to protect Yvette. No one else is going to.”
 

 
  Silver snorted once, loudly, and bobbed his head up and down. He pawed at the ground with one hoof for emphasis.
 

 
  “Here’s how we’re going to,” Raoul said grimly. “You are going to be gone, and
  
   I
  
  am going to become the focus of everyone’s outrage around here. You’re leaving this ranch, tonight. It’s off to the wilds with you, where maybe that old blood can be of some use. I’m sorry, but you can’t say goodbye to Yvette.”
 

 
  Silver whinnied in protest.
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t,”
  
  Raoul insisted. “Do you hear me? If it’s even suspected she had anything to do with this, that’s it for her. She’s asleep in her quarters, and the other grooms will be able to attest she never left, I’ve seen to that. It has to be
  
   me
  
  who lets you out. An act of spite that’ll make me the target of Amelie’s venom for once. Silver, I
  
   will
  
  protect Yvette. This isn’t the end, I promise you. Even if it means I have to put steel through that old bag, I will not let my sister be harmed.”
 

 
  Dancing back and forth in agitation, Silver whinnied a soft plea.
 

 
  “This is the only thing we can do,” Raoul said. “Maybe someday, you can come home. But for now, this is the only way. Can you…
  
   Do
  
  you understand?”
 

 
  Slowly, he lowered his head again, and let out a soft snort of defeat. Raoul stroked his forehead, running his fingers through that overhanging lock of his mane. Just the way she always did.
 

 
  The boy retreated suddenly, removing the lantern, and crossed back to the entrance, where he opened one of the barn’s front doors.
 

 
  “I’ve opened the north gate enough for you to get through,” he said, coming back to Silver’s stall. “…what am I doing? I’ve gone utterly insane, you’re a
  
   horse.”
  
  Pausing to growl at himself, he shook his head vigorously. “Ugh. If you’re more than a dumb beast, this is the time to prove it, Silver. The north gate. For Yvette.
  
   Try
  
  to take care of yourself out there. This is going to hurt her enough; I dearly hope she will get to see you again someday.”
 

 
  He unlatched and swung the stall door open, standing aside. Raoul opened his mouth to speak, but Silver exploded past him, charging straight up the aisle for the open barn door.
 

 
  He erupted out into the night, letting out a whinny of dismay, but did not slacken his pace, wheeling around to gallop north across the grounds, toward the gate. He could not slow; if he didn’t do this now, he would hesitate and it would all be over.
 

 
  Behind him, a voice was raised in a shout; he couldn’t tell if it was Raoul’s. Silver ignored it, putting his head down and thundering toward the ranch’s only egress to the north. The Highlands spread out beyond, wild and untouched, full of who knew what dangers and wonders.
 

 
  At first he thought Raoul had tricked him, but no—the gate was ajar. Not enough to admit him, but he cantered nearly to a stop to avoid crashing painfully into it, using his weight to nudge it open enough to pass through.
 

 
  And then he was beyond the fence, outside of his home, and charged off into the northern wilds as fast as his powerful legs could carry him. For the first time, he was truly, completely free.
 

 
  He had never imagined he could feel so alone.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It wasn’t all that hard to get by, he quickly discovered. There was grazing aplenty—not as good as the oats and hay his human friends furnished for him, much less the occasional apple or strawberry, but Silver did not go hungry. Nor was water hard to come by. At this time of year, it wasn’t even frozen yet. That should not be a problem when it was; he knew from experience that his hooves could break ice more than a foot thick, at need.
 

 
  No one followed him from the ranch, though he had to have left a distinctive trail. He could barely imagine what was going on back there. He tried not to, as that only led to thinking about Yvette. And Marchand, and all the others who had been part of his entire life till now, but mostly of Yvette. She had
  
   always
  
  been there for him.
 

 
  But this was for her. He understood Raoul. This was painful for everyone, but life was not perfect. This was all they could do to protect her.
 

 
  He wandered, veering away from his home, along the long moors the stretched away toward the north, gently climbing in altitude as they drifted into even higher lands. The north itself was walled off by the distant peaks which had been a barrier to that part of the sky since he had first stepped out of the barn, but there was far more land between the ranch and those mountains than Silver had ever appreciated. He had ample room to put distance between himself and home, and they did not seem to come any closer.
 

 
  On the second day, he was set upon by a pack of wolves, and made short work of that. They seemed to expect him to run, and were very confused when he stood his ground, watching them circle and ignoring their growling and snapping. They became
  
   less
  
  confused when he finally retaliated, but after he had broken two of their backs beneath his hooves, they decided to go seek an easier meal.
 

 
  He didn’t know what other dangers lurked up here, but if that was the worst of it, the humans had exaggerated the ruthlessness of the Highlands in their stories. Silver had a suspicion, though, that he had only begun to learn what this harsh land could throw at him. Once in a while, when the wind shifted, that
  
   thing
  
  drifted upon it again. A scent that he couldn’t place, but which was
  
   wrong
  
  in a way that made him stop wherever he was, head up and swiveling to find the threat.
 

 
  It never materialized, but it was out there. Nothing which smelled like that could be good.
 

 
  Above all, he missed his home. The horses he knew, the people he knew, the dogs and cats. Chickens barely had enough personality to be interesting; they weren’t his friends, but even their familiar presence would have been good. He missed sleeping in the barn, his blanket and good food provided for him by caring hands.
 

 
  Mostly, he missed her. So much that sometimes he stopped where he was, bucking and heaving, punishing the very earth with his mighty hooves and bellowing his despair at the sky.
 

 
  Neither earth nor sky showed him any pity.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Only three nights in, he found them. Or they found him.
 

 
  Silver didn’t sleep well, out in the open. Keenly aware of the vulnerability as he was, every little thing made him raise his head. He caught naps during the day, when the light was better and no wolves howled in the distance, but nights were bad times out on the moors.
 

 
  It only grew worse as that
  
   smell
  
  came more and more frequently. Until, by that third night, it seemed to come every other gust of wind. It was definitely from the north…but not just that anymore. It was making him constantly anxious, even more than his situation itself.
 

 
  He plodded along, concentrating on placing his hooves carefully; it would be easy to trip in the darkness. But sleep wasn’t an option. The menacing night itself, that unearthly stink…and especially, the dilemma it posed. He couldn’t go back south, toward the ranch; he had to stay away to protect Yvette. On the other hand, he
  
   definitely
  
  could not go north. Whatever was making that smell, he needed to head away from it, not toward.
 

 
  Silver had compromised, and that day begun making his way west, toward the sunset, simply because the hills looked somewhat lower in that direction. Now, after dark, his plodded that way still, just for something to do to keep his mind off the danger and his loneliness.
 

 
  They moved so quietly he didn’t notice them until he was quite close, scarcely a hundred yards away, despite there being nothing between them but a stretch of open moor. He stopped, jerking his head up and snorting in surprise, ears swiveling.
 

 
  Their procession was moving steadily south, on a course that would lead past the ranch—toward Glassiere proper. Altogether, they were like smaller, oddly distorted versions of the life he knew. People, and horses, only…not. They were strangely thin people, garbed in sleek clothing unlike the thickly warm coats and cloaks the Glassians wore against the Highland climate. And those
  
   horses…
  
  No, they weren’t horses. Every one as white as he, built almost like deer, each with a single horn sprouting from its forehead.
 

 
  They’d seen him first, obviously; two- and four-legged alike, their heads swiveled to watch him as they passed. They did not slow, however, nor seem alarmed by his presence. He couldn’t feel alarmed by theirs, either. The smell of them was quite unfamiliar, but it was… Silver had no basis for comparison. He had the thought, though, that they smelled somehow
  
   opposite
  
  whatever vile thing it was the wind had been trying to warm him about. They smelled like something fundamentally, inexplicably,
  
   good.
  
 

 
  And so when one broke off to approach him, he stood his ground, watching with alertness but not alarm.
 

 
  The elf’s walk seemed to be almost a glide, as if he barely deigned to respect the shape of the ground. Projecting calm, he came up to Silver, raising one hand as he drew close, and brought it to rest gently against the horse’s nose. Silver’s nostrils flared, taking in his scent, but he did not protest.
 

 
  “I see you,” the elf said. He did not speak Glassian, and in a way it catapulted Silver back to his earliest days as a foal, absorbing intent and meaning behind two-legged speech without knowing specific words. This language, though, seemed to convey those meanings more clearly. Or perhaps, it was some other gift of the elf. He still liked the sound of Glassian more, but at least he could understand. “What a story you must have, my friend.”
 

 
  The elf bent, reaching for Silver’s leg in much the way the farrier did. Obligingly, he lifted a hoof, and the man ran long fingers over his iron shoe before releasing him.
 

 
  “You came from the ranch,” he said. “Are you Monsieur Marchand’s mysterious old blooded stallion? I wonder what has brought you here. There is great danger rising. Have the humans been destroyed? But no, you would be running away from the evil, not toward…”
 

 
  He stepped forward, closing his eyes, and leaned his forehead against Silver’s.
 

 
  Magic was something with which he had no direct experience. He had barely heard of it; his humans spoke of such things, from time to time, but it was nothing to do with the ranch. This, then, was his first brush with the shaman’s art. It was surprising, to say the least, but not threatening.
 

 
  Meaning bloomed in his mind, expression clearer than words could convey. He
  
   knew
  
  the elf, felt and saw him in a startling new way. And the elf knew him, just the same.
 

 
  He touched upon Silver’s loneliness and worry, and sympathy came from him in turn. It was a purer speech, and imprecise for that; they shared feelings, not words or even images. But while the elf doubtless did not acquire the full story in every detail, he grasped the gist.
 

 
  “Wise,” he whispered aloud. “And brave. But friend, be wary. You head toward danger.”
 

 
  Gently, accompanying the threatening sensations with a firmly reassuring presence of his own, the elf shared with him what was happening. Danger, corruption, fire, slaughter. Trees and whole groves burned, poison spreading through the very ground. Evil people practicing their horrid arts. Creatures that
  
   did not belong
  
  in this world. In the north, rising. More and more, and spreading.
 

 
  The elves were leaving their lands, taking the desperate (for them) step of moving to join the humans. They had to stand together against this.
 

 
  Silver neighed in agitation, stomping a hoof, and related firmly the conversation he had overheard between Marchand, the Captain, the Huntsmen and the Squire.
 

 
  Surprise came from the shaman at the clarity of those words, followed by gratitude for the information shared.
 

 
  “So they do live, and are taking action,” he whispered. “Not all, but some. That is the way of humans. There are always the stupid and destructive, and always the brave and stalwart. We must find the right kind. Thank you, friend, for the warning.”
 

 
  He gave a warning in kind, now that he knew Silver could make sense of words.
 

 
  
   Hellgate.
  
 

 
  It took some further work to express exactly what that meant, but Silver got the message. When he did, he jerked back, rearing up and whinnying in sudden fear. Not for himself—for his home. For Yvette. For what was coming.
 

 
  “They have already passed to the east,” the elf warned as Silver wheeled away, raising his voice. “Be wary! Warn your people if you can, but do not let them surprise you!
  
   They are coming!”
  
 

 
  Heedless of the danger, Silver galloped through the dark, making directly for home. It was no longer due south; he knew the direction unerringly, and his course had brought him miles to the west of it. The Marchand ranch was more east than south now, and it was that way that he ran.
 

 
  Silver forgot fatigue and suppressed fear. He had to keep going. Had to reach her. The urgency heightened swiftly to desperation.
 

 
  Because now, as the elf had warned, the foul smell of demons was in front of him.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Too late.
 

 
  Everything was too late, and it all turned to disaster.
 

 
  He didn’t make it all the way home to the ranch. Heading straight there, he made it a day’s travel before finding them. Yvette had eventually come in search of him…too late. Raoul had gone after her, and arrived too late. Silver was the last there; he came upon them on a long moor just a few miles northwest of the ranch, only barely in time to do anything at all. Too late to do enough.
 

 
  The smell of the demons had become an omnipresent stink; he had even seen several in passing, creatures which moved in weird ways and resembled nothing he had ever seen. He ignored them, and some ignored him. Some had tried to chase him, but Silver outdistanced them quickly. After his frantic all-night journey, he arrived tired, but what he found sent a spike of pure, desperate adrenaline through him that spurred him on.
 

 
  He could smell the evil of them before he heard the battle, and the sound of carnage reached him before he came in sight of them. By the time he was close enough to see, he could smell them, the familiar scents of Raoul and Yvette, even through the demon stench and the frightening tang on the air of blood.
 

 
  Rounding a copse of stunted trees, he found the scene of the confrontation just as the familiar scream of Cannelle, Raoul’s mare, ripped through the air. The
  
   thing
  
  that had torn at her throat was quickly dispatched by his rapier even as she fell, but there were more of them. Different kinds—things that were almost like dogs, and almost like spiders, and almost like birds. Things designed by someone who enjoyed mocking everything that was beautiful in nature.
 

 
  Silver bellowed a challenge, charging straight at the group. One of the long lizard-dog beasts turned and scuttled right at him; he came down on it with his full weight on his front hooves, just as he had those wolves. It was not nearly so fragile, but it was slower, and still no match for the force he brought down on it. He left the dying monster and thundered toward the others.
 

 
  Raoul was bleeding heavily, slashing and stabbing with his rapier as quickly as he could but unable to move as rapidly as fencing technique demanded with a leg injured. He had slain several demons already, but the rest smelled weakness and were quickly losing respect for the whirling steel which had felled several of their companions.
 

 
  Silver hit them like a landslide, stomping through the cluster of spidery things as he would a low thicket and reducing most of them to smears and fragments. It cost him, though; at least two seized his legs and scuttled up his frame, piercing in multiple places with claws and fangs. He screamed in fury, bucking and thrashing to hurl them off, but they clung tenaciously, working their way up toward his neck. And before he could even finish dealing with that, one of the flying things landed right behind his head, the beating of its wings all but deafening him.
 

 
  And then Raoul was there, spearing the bird-demon with his sword and flinging it contemptuously aside. He slashed one of the spiders off, and seized the other bodily with his free hand, hurling it away.
 

 
  Silver wheeled and charged past him to crush the other lizard-dog monster as it came at Raoul from behind. The man was nearly immobilized, but Silver cantered in a circle around him, crushing demons under his hooves and wheeling back close when one tried to jump onto him to be ripped apart by Raoul’s sword.
 

 
  It was over so abruptly that the silence almost had physical force. They stood, looking around at the carnage and gasping for breath, both streaked with blood and pierced in multiple places. The stink of demon filth hung with tangible weight, though the bodies themselves were even now dissolving away to clumps of charcoal and black ash.
 

 
  Then he saw her.
 

 
  Emitting a shrill cry of anguish, Silver dashed to her side, bending his neck to nudge at Yvette with his nose. She made no response. Blood streaked the ground around her, as well as a dozen black smears where demons had fallen. Silver snorted, raised his head to whinny piteously, and ducked back down to desperately nuzzle at her face. He felt no breath upon his nose.
 

 
  Barely able to use one of his legs, Raoul only reached them seconds later, and fell at her side, dropping his sword. Landing in an ungainly heap, he nonetheless lurched to a semi-kneeling position, and pulled her into his lap. Raoul cradled her close, hunched over her and rocking slowly in place. Silver bent, leaning his forehead against the man’s, just over her still form.
 

 
  “This is our fault,” Raoul rasped. “I caught up too late. Should have known she would follow you. Of course, she would.
  
   Stupid.
  
  It was my idea, I as good as killed her…”
 

 
  Silver didn’t so much as snort. This was his doing as much as Raoul’s. It was true; they should both have known she would come. She had always been there for him. But he hadn’t been for her, at the end.
 

 
  He wished he could weep the way Raoul did.
 

 
  There was no telling how long they remained there, holding her, but the long, ululating cry demanded their attention. Man and horse raised their heads, turning to look to the north.
 

 
  The things practically covered the moor. They were crawling forward, flying through the air… It would be minutes, at most, before they overtook them.
 

 
  Raoul and Silver looked each other over. Bloodied and exhausted both, there would be no outrunning this.
 

 
  Resolutely, Raoul lowered Yvette back to the ground, shrugged out of his coat, and draped it over her. Silver nuzzled at her face once last time before it was covered, then stood aside to allow Raoul to retrieve his rapier.
 

 
  “Well, old man,” he said, his voice hoarse, “here we are. I’ll have to ask to borrow your legs.”
 

 
  Silver studied him. He had struggled getting back to his feet; the man couldn’t walk, much less run. With a snort, he lowered his front half, kneeling on the cold ground.
 

 
  Even with a leg useless, Raoul got astride him smoothly; he had ridden horses since he could walk.
 

 
  Silver stood, carefully, but his rider held his mane with one hand, keeping the other free to wield his sword. He was steadier on Silver’s legs than his own. Together, they turned to face the oncoming monstrosities.
 

 
  “Then all that remains,” Raoul declared, “is to make sure, when we get to Hell, they already know to
  
   fear us!”
  
 

 
  Silver pawed the ground once, then tossed his head and surged forward. His bellow of challenge was matched by Raoul’s roar, both of them unified in unrelenting rage.
 

 
  They slammed into the horde, and everything was blood, pain, and chaos. But the monsters that survived learned something of fear that day.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Whoah! Easy, boy, take it easy. Your battle’s over now.”
 

 
  Tossing his head and bucking, he only belatedly calmed, and still pranced in place for a moment, taking stock. He was…he had been…wait, where
  
   was
  
  he?
 

 
  It didn’t even look like a
  
   place.
  
  There was no smell…there was really nothing. It was as if the whole world was made of light. It was serene and gentle, not glaring, but still eerie.
 

 
  Right in front of him stood a woman she didn’t know, but immediately he couldn’t help liking her. She was pale, with golden hair like Yvette’s, and dressed in some kind of ragged gown that seemed to be stitched together from scraps of armor and various garments, every piece in solid black. And she had wings. Feathered wings. He’d never seen a person with wings before.
 

 
  But she smiled, and calm approval seemed to radiate from her. The winged woman stroked his nose, grinning up at him.
 

 
  “There you go,” she said soothingly. “That was a hell of a stand—you have a lot to be proud of. Now, there’s somebody you’ll want to see, I think.”
 

 
  She stepped aside, and bent to pick up a long scythe which had been thrust blade-first into the ground nearby—an odd sight, as there wasn’t really any ground, but just a point where the omnipresent misty light seemed to coalesce into something hard enough to stand on. But past her, previously hidden by her wings, was Yvette.
 

 
  She rushed forward and Silver whickered happily, coming to meet her, and then her arms were around his neck. Yvette stroked him, murmuring contentedly. He stood, nuzzling at her and just…being there. This, finally, was good.
 

 
  Raoul was there, too, sword still in hand. He stood back somewhat, and said nothing, but reached out to stroke Silver’s nose.
 

 
  The two of them had never been close, but now…there was an understanding between them, at least.
 

 
  “All right,” the woman with the scythe interjected finally. “It’s time to go. This way, everyone.”
 

 
  She casually swiped her weapon through the air, and it seemed to carve away part of reality. A doorway opened up, peeling back from the wound she had made in existence and forming into a vague shape made of light. Beyond it, things looked more clear; there was a path leading through a brilliant forest, and ahead in the distance… Silver couldn’t make it out, but he knew it was good.
 

 
  With an encouraging whicker, he nudged Yvette forward. She and Raoul went first, hand in hand, with him trotting along behind.
 

 
  “Just a moment,” the valkyrie interjected, placing a hand against his chest. He paused and snorted at her in annoyance. Yvette and Raoul stood right on the threshold and stopped, as well, turning to look. Yvette frowned in consternation. “It’s only for a moment,” the valkyrie assured them all. “You two, come with me. Somebody wants a word with you, Argent. Believe me, this is a particular honor, and the reason you’re with us. We don’t
  
   ordinarily
  
  bring horses. You’ll want to hear her out before you catch up. Come on.”
 

 
  He laid his ears back, only belatedly realizing that she wasn’t speaking the language he knew. His name had always been a word, something that
  
   meant
  
  something; in a different tongue, it was nothing but a sound. It meant nothing but
  
   him.
  
  He wasn’t sure whether he liked that.
 

 
  Yvette looked back at him, clearly reluctant, but followed the valkyrie’s urging as though something compelled her to. Argent whickered in protest as she vanished across the doorway.
 

 
  A hand was laid on his neck.
 

 
  This presence, despite the abruptness with which it had arrived, somehow calmed him greatly. Something about her…filled the sky. She was there in front of him, a tall woman with waves of dark hair and deep brown eyes, but somehow it was as if he stood
  
   within
  
  rather than before her.
 

 
  The way she spoke made the elf’s deepest communication a shallow mockery. There was total union of their thoughts; everything she had to say was expressed in perfect detail, with no words exchanged. It was, in fact, almost as if no
  
   thoughts
  
  were exchanged. He simply understood, immediately, what she wanted him to.
 

 
  She was impressed with him, and wanted him to join her horses. She showed him her Hands, a line of paladins stretching back centuries, millennia—hers and those of other gods. It was Avei who kept the stables, who gathered the greatest steeds from across the history of the world, providing mounts for those paladins of every Pantheon god. But with him, in particular, she was very impressed. He was to be a companion only to her own Hands, if he accepted this.
 

 
  And what would that mean?
 

 
  Battles, she showed him. Endless struggle. Strife, war, violence beyond imagining. Pain, and in the end, always death. One brave, intrepid woman after another. They fought, until they couldn’t any longer, far past the point where other mortals would have fallen. In the end, they all fell.
 

 
  Argent snorted in fury and jerked away from her bucking and dancing around. How
  
   dare
  
  she try to inflict this on him? Was it not enough that he had to see his Yvette fall this way? She wanted him to go through that again? And again, and
  
   again?
  
  For all eternity? He reared, slashing his hooves menacingly at her face.
 

 
  Avei reached up to stroke his nose, and looking at her, he could not help calming. Tears glowed in her eyes. The goddess stepped forward, resting her forehead against his own, and showed him.
 

 
  Those brave, loyal women… It had to be that way. Their duty was too important to forsake, and she simply could not bend the rules of reality enough to save them. But
  
   she would never abandon them.
  
  They would not fight alone. They would die, but not alone.
 

 
  Argent lowered his head. Yvette… She had always been there. He had always been with her…except at the end. She had died alone.
 

 
  He understood. And he decided.
 

 
  When they turned to pass through the gate together, the goddess’s hand on his neck as she walked by his side, Argent wore the silver armor of the mantle he had accepted. It would never be that way again. For each woman, each warrior, he would be there. As many as it took. No matter how many he must grieve, they would have him by their side. Not one would fall alone.
 

 
  He had not been there for her, but he would be there for them.
 

 
  Always.
 

 
   
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                              
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #24: Scion, part 1 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                               
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “Impressive, isn’t it?”
 

 
  It was much more than that, but she was not about to give them the satisfaction of saying so.
 

 
  Aradidjad folded her arms and did her best to look supercilious rather than sullen; she stared past the open walls of the cage-like elevator as much to avoid the eyes of her captors as to take in the incredible scene.
 

 
  The citadel of the Scions of Vemnesthis hung suspended in a void; all around was an endless vault of stars and eerie splashes of faint color like distant nebulae—a sight she dimly recognized from her undergraduate years, though she was no astronomer. The whole complex was even surrounded by a ring system like Bast’s, tilted at a crazy angle. Like the rings around the distant gas giant, it seemed to be made of dust and chunks of floating debris, being just close enough to the elevator for her to make out its texture.
 

 
  In the center of the complex hung the vast hourglass. Multi-chambered, filled with sands which glowed in shifting shades of gold and silver, streaming through its many compartments in patterns that made no sense even when they were not interrupted by miniature sandstorms, the glass was an endless tower suspended in space. It actually seemed to terminate far below, but stretched above apparently infinitely. The relatively small segment surrounded by the Scions’ base might as well have been perfectly vertical, but as its vast length extended toward eternity it could be seen to weave and waver in an irregular pattern.
 

 
  Rings of metal surrounded the hourglass, broad walkways upon which Arididjad could see people coming and going. There were over a dozen layers of them, connected by an erratic network of spiral staircases and rope bridges, all wrought from metal which gleamed like chrome. A faint glow washed outward from the great hourglass, but there were also incongruously mundane-looking street lamps on posts positioned here and there, mostly at the foot of each bridge.
 

 
  The elevator “shafts” were little more than long metal poles guiding the course of each car, which itself was nothing but an open cage of brass and a glass floor—enough to give a person vertigo, to which she was fortunately not very susceptible. There were dozens of these elevators, all positioned around the edges of the metal platforms, apparently stopping at multiple levels and all rising to the gateways which hung in space several stories above the highest level of the complex.
 

 
  Extending out past the network of platforms and bridges, but within the planetary ring, were a profusion of buildings covering every conceivable architectural style. Everything from mud brick huts to stone temples, log cabins and graceful palaces, even several towering and improbable-looking structures of glass and steel. They floated in nothing, reached from the platforms by more hanging bridges.
 

 
  There were no banisters or safety rails anywhere in the place.
 

 
  “Aw, it’s all right, you can say it,” the gnome prompted with an irritating grin. “It’s no admission of weakness. It is
  
   damn
  
  impressive, and you know it.”
 

 
  “No need to prod at her,” the elf said in a mild tone. While the gnome seemed strangely cheerful about this whole contemptible business, the elf had just been standoffish and left her alone. Aradidjad didn’t know the little red-headed gnomish woman from a hole in the wall, but this elf was unmistakable, and her presence here boded ill. Her apparent disinterest was, if anything, encouraging.
 

 
  “How long am I expected to serve, here?” she demanded.
 

 
  Tellwyrn had been watching out the front of the elevator with her back to Aradidjad, but now half-turned to look at her sidelong, pushing those gold-rimmed spectacles up the bridge of her nose.
 

 
  “This is a life sentence, Dr. Aradidjad. Idrie should have explained that to you.”
 

 
  “Oh, I bloody well
  
   did,
  
  an’ you know it,” the gnome huffed. “C’mon, Arachne, you know what they’re all like when first picked up. I told ‘er what she needs ta know; it won’t stop the questions.”
 

 
  “So,” Aradidjad grunted, “I’m here till I die, then? Well, at least I know how to quit.”
 

 
  The elf’s shift in posture was infinitesimal, and her expression changed not a hair, but suddenly Aradidjad’s nerves jangled with a sense of impending danger.
 

 
  It didn’t help. Moving with the characteristic fluid speed of her race, Tellwyrn whirled, whipping a gold-hilted saber out of nowhere, and drove the blade straight into her heart.
 

 
  She gaped, in total shock, at the elf’s faintly sardonic expression…which drifted upward as she slumped to her knees. Blood spurted with each agonizing beat of her heart. The pain… It hurt less than she’d have expected. It felt like
  
   pressure
  
  more than a cut, she noted with scientific detachment, even as her senses faded into blackness.
 

 
  Everything stopped.
 

 
  And suddenly, everything was running
  
   backward.
  
  She moved through a haze over which she had no control, watching the last few seconds rewind. Aradidjad was pulled upright as if on strings, Tellwyrn reached out to grab the saber’s hilt and yanked it from her chest. That, oddly, didn’t hurt.
 

 
  Then time resumed its normal flow, and she stumbled backward. Fortunately her back came against one of the elevator’s upright supports, which spared her a tumble into the impossible voice. Aradidjad scrabbled frantically for the handrails, gasping. She clawed at her chest; no wound. There was no blood. Her shirt wasn’t even rumpled.
 

 
  “You get to quit,” Tellwyrn said wryly, “when
  
   we
  
  decide you can.”
 

 
  Idrie the gnome rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Arachne.”
 

 
  “You could just have
  
   explained that!”
  
  Aradidjad snarled.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shrugged and turned her back again. “I find that experience is the best teacher.”
 

 
  Aradidjad bared her teeth at the elf’s back, straightening up and raised one hand; energy began to coalesce out of the air in her grip.
 

 
  Idrie cleared her throat, catching her eye, and then shook her head pointedly.
 

 
  After a short pause, she let the half-formed spell disperse. What was the use, anyway? Tellwyrn didn’t even bother to acknowledge it, though she of course must have been aware of a spell of arcane destruction being cast directly behind her. Well, of course she didn’t. It was
  
   Arachne Tellwyrn.
  
  Cyria Aradidjad was a much more than competent mage, but instigating a wizard’s duel with this one would have been nothing but drawn-out, extravagant suicide.
 

 
  And if she correctly interpreted the point of the very painful lesson she had just been given, even that option was not available to her.
 

 
  Apparently the time reversal had been highly localized. She couldn’t tell whether Idrie had been affected, but the elevator itself was not; it continued down, its progress not altered by the few seconds which had moved backward for Aradidjad. She was still getting her breath back under control when it reached its destination. The cage came to a stop alongside a level near the middle of the complex, a soft chime sounded from somewhere, and the doors slid open.
 

 
  “Well, step lively now,” Tellwyrn said lightly, striding out onto the metal platform.
 

 
  “Are you in a hurry?” Aradidjad snipped, following her. “I would think we have all the time in the world.”
 

 
  “Sloth is a moral failing regardless of its concrete effect,” Tellwyrn replied without turning around. “Come along, Doctor. You will quickly learn to develop the habit of keeping in motion. The kinds of people recruited to serve here are usually those whose minds go to dark places when they have time to sit and contemplate.”
 

 
  Aradidjad narrowed her eyes, but followed. That description was so true of herself it was eerie.
 

 
  With Idrie trundling along behind them, seeming to keep up effortlessly despite her tiny legs, they made their way along the platform. Aradidjad glanced down rope bridges as they passed. Not rope, she saw now, but some kind of steel cable. They still didn’t look terribly sturdy. Each led to a floating building; all had their doors closed. There was no guessing at the contents or purpose of any from what she could see.
 

 
  “And here we are!” Tellwyrn proclaimed, coming to a stop at one end of the long platform. Off to the side of the space, two bridges extended away to other platforms, next to a spiral staircase leading both up and down to still more. This area, though, was set aside for occupation, with a profusion of mismatched tables, chairs, and a few long sofas. Perched across one end of the seating area, precariously close to the edge of the platform, were two food carts such as Aradidjad often saw on the streets of Tiraas. At least, their purpose was obvious, though one was a primitive wooden affair with a charcoal brazier and the other seemed made of brushed steel and contained an arcane cold box of a design clearly more advanced than she had ever seen, to judge by the compact structure of its enchanting components. “Everyone, meet Dr. Cyria Aradidjad, our newest Scion. Cyria, everyone.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is everyone?” she demanded, sweeping a surprised stare around the group. There were only five of them. But then, with power over time itself, she supposed the Scions did not need to be a numerous group to be everywhere they needed…
 

 
  “Not hardly, it’s just a figure of speech,” Tellwyrn said brusquely. “You can meet
  
   everyone
  
  at your leisure, but this is a good start: these are exactly the folks you’ll be interacting with the most. Behind the carts there is Kaolu, our chef and groundskeeper. Stay on his good side if you wish to eat well. This is Q, short for Quartermaster, and the only thing he wishes to be called. Chao Lu Shen is our librarian and archivist—any mission which requires you to be updated on the details of the period, which will be most of them, begins with him. And these are Rispin and Yalda, who are much less important.”
 

 
  “Always a pleasure to see you too, Boss,” the blonde dwarf introduced as Yalda replied sardonically. Rispin, a male drow, just looked at Tellwyrn and then at Aradidjad, his expression betraying nothing, and did not pause in chewing whatever was in his mouth.
 

 
  The three Tellwyrn introduced as
  
   important
  
  were all humans. Kaolu was a Westerner of towering height, who fixed Aradidjad with a stony stare from the moment of her arrival. Q gave her a curt nod to soften his speculative expression. It was a little hard to read his face, dominated as it was but an enormous handlebar mustache and the bushiest eyebrows she had ever seen. He was actually an inch or two shorter than she, but incredibly burly, with a ruddy complexion and reddish-brown hair that was beginning to recede. Chao Lu Shen was a diminutive Sheng man wearing frameless spectacles which appeared to be clipped onto the bridge of his nose, without earpieces. He smiled pleasantly at her and bowed at being introduced.
 

 
  Not one of them
  
   looked
  
  like mages, though only mages ended up running afoul of—and being forcibly recruited by—the Scions of Vemnesthis. Then again, appearances did not count for much even in the rational world she knew. Here, it might be best to assume nothing meant what it seemed to. What little seemed to mean anything.
 

 
  “So, a doctor?” Q rumbled. “Would that be of the medical sort?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” she said. “I am a researcher in the Arcane Sciences Department at Imperial Univeristy in Calderaas.”
 

 
  
   “Were,”
  
  Idrie corrected her cheerfully. “You’re one of us now!” Her smile was undaunted by Aradidjad’s answering scowl.
 

 
  “Pity,” Q grunted. “We could use a medic.”
 

 
  “For
  
   what?”
  
  Yalda asked in exasperation.
 

 
  “General principles. Feels wrong, serving in a unit with no medic.”
 

 
  “So, a theoretical scientist.” Rispin had swallowed, and now addressed her in a low, warm voice that might have been seductive had she been in any mood for it. “I suppose that explains how
  
   you
  
  came to be here.”
 

 
  Aradidjad’s attention was diverted by Kaolu, who had continued staring at her flatly with that unreadable expression. At the drow’s open invitation, though, she cut her eyes to him and narrowed them. “I’m not interested in talking about that.”
 

 
  “Oh, by all means, take all the time ye need,” Idrie said lightly. “Times all we’ve got in ‘ere, aye? Everybody comes ’round eventually. Me, now, I’m an archaeologist!”
 

 
  “Don’t you mean
  
   were
  
  an archaeologist?” Yalda retorted, earning a few points in Aradidjad’s book.
 

 
  “Are, were, all the same,” Idrie replied, waving her off. “Leastwise, fer
  
   me
  
  it is. I’m in it ta study ancient cultures, an’ hell’s
  
   bells
  
  ‘ave I got the opportunity of a lifetime fer that! I may never publish another paper, but damn if the work ain’t excitin’!”
 

 
  “I, too, find cause to appreciate my current position,” Chao Lu Shen said almost diffidently. “I created a stable temporal loop, enabling myself to live the same day over and over.”
 

 
  Aradidjad had resolved not to get involved with these people and focus on getting
  
   out
  
  of this predicament, but that story diverted her attention both from her plans and Kaolu’s increasingly unnerving stare. “One day, on endless repeat? Why in the world would you want to do that?”
 

 
  “I was a librarian even then,” he replied, smiling. “The Library of the Celestial Emperor in Zingyaru is among the greatest in the world. Texts from every land, from every age! A scholar could devote a lifetime and explore only a fraction of one wing. Indeed, it would take a lifetime’s study to learn every language needed to decipher every document in the Library. I could not bear to be among such a wealth of knowledge, and know that my mortality would deprive me of all but the merest sliver.”
 

 
  “You imprisoned yourself in a time loop,” Aradidjad said slowly, “to read
  
   books.”
  
 

 
  He bowed to her again, his smile undiminished. “And now, I have access to books and knowledge beyond all mortal apprehension, and eternity itself in which to study them! I am most content with my lot. If Vemnesthis demands my service for this privilege, then I am honored to serve.”
 

 
  “If you’re thinking that makes you a bad fit around here,” Yalda said dryly, “don’t. Chao Lu Shen is the exception, not the rule.
  
   Most
  
  people who were ambitious enough to try messing with time don’t particularly care to be pressganged into being wardens of the very prison they tried to bust out of.”
 

 
  “We all make whatever accommodation we must with our situation, as it is well and truly permanent,” Rispin added. “Trust me. Some of your new colleagues—none of those here—have chosen to embrace madness rather than endure this situation at face value. From watching them, we have learned that the excuse of madness does not relieve us of duty, but merely makes it more difficult to perform. It is worth devoting some attention to keeping yourself sane.”
 

 
  “What’re you in for, then?” Aradidjad asked him.
 

 
  “Bad form, that,” Q snorted. “Won’t tell us your story, but you wanna hear everyone else’s?”
 

 
  “Aw, quit bein’ such a grouch,” Idrie ordered, strolling over to smack him on the knee reprovingly.
 

 
  “There is no harm in the asking,” Rispin said with a shrug. “If I did not wish to answer, I wouldn’t. Vemnesthis is not widely known in the Underworld; most of the Pantheon are not. I crafted a plan which would have catapulted me to
  
   immense
  
  power over my fellows, but failed to account for the existence of an entire deity devoted to thwarting ambitions such as mine.”
 

 
  “Sorry it didn’t work out for you,” Aradidjad said, struggling to withhold the spite from her voice. Typical drow.
 

 
  He shrugged again. “One tries what one must; sometimes one fails. I may not have power, here, but the accommodations are indescribably luxurious, compared to what I endured before. I have not learned to appreciate being ordered around by a distant god and his sharp-tongued delegate, but who among us gets all we wish from life?”
 

 
  “I just wanted to see my fiance again,” Yalda said quietly, fixing a cold stare on Tellwyrn. “But to hell with that and with me, I suppose.”
 

 
  Aradidjad followed her eyes, deliberately ignoring Kaolu, whose stare had neither relented nor shifted from her for a second. The man didn’t even seem to
  
   blink.
  
  “Yes, I can’t help but notice that our most
  
   famous
  
  member appears to be out of uniform. What’s her story?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn was standing off to the side, silently watching the conversation with her arms folded. Indeed, she wore a simple blouse, vest, and trousers in green and brown, while the rest of them were clad in robes of a pale bronze color deliberately reminiscent of the sands in the titanic hourglass which loomed off to the side.
 

 
  “Oh, ‘aven’t ye guessed?” Idrie chimed merrily.
  
   “She’s
  
  the boss of us, an’ now of you, too! That there’s the high priestess of Vemnesthis, an’ the one from whom you’ll be gettin’ yer marchin’ orders from now on.”
 

 
  “She’s out of uniform,” Yalda added with barely-concealed dislike, “because
  
   she
  
  gets to go
  
   home.”
  
 

 
  “The Scions have no home but this citadel in time, and no life but our service,” Chao Lu Shen said in his soft voice, “and never see the world of our birth save on missions in the name of Vemnesthis. Except for our leader, who has the privilege of a dual existence. When not directing us, she returns to her own affairs in the mortal realm.”
 

 
  “In your entire life,” Aradidjad asked Tellwyrn bitterly, “have you ever encountered a rule that actually
  
   applied
  
  to you? Or do you just apply them to others?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, how very put-upon you all are,” Tellwyrn said in a bored tone. “You all know
  
   exactly
  
  what you did to end up here—especially you,” she added, tilting her head to stare over the rims of her spectacles at Aradidjad. “I should think it would be fresh enough in your mind. Complain if it makes you feel better, but I’ll warn you up front that it won’t, in the long term. And the long term is what you’d better start thinking of. There are no short terms, here.”
 

 
  “You have barely
  
   begun
  
  to dislike Arachne Tellwyrn,” Rispin said with a sarcastic smile which strongly suggested he wasn’t of Narisian origin. “She is an abrasive, unlovable onion whose many noxious layers you have all the time in the world to open, one by one. But, and this is one of her
  
   most
  
  annoying traits, she is very seldom wrong. She’s not wrong now. Don’t dwell on your anger, comrade. It will only make you miserable, and gain you nothing.”
 

 
  Offering him no response, Aradidjad stared at Tellwyrn through narrowed eyes in the ensuing silence. She glanced aside; yep, Kaolo was still glaring at her. That was going to get very old, very quickly.
 

 
  Then, before her better judgment could kick in and dissuade her, she whirled and dashed for the edge of the platform.
 

 
  No one tried to stop her; no one even exclaimed in surprise, with the exception of Idrie, whose whoop could only be taken as encouragement. Aradidjad only had to take four long steps to reach the edge of the un-railed platform and hurl herself off into the infinite abyss.
 

 
  She had, fortunately, plunged into a section of space with no structures under it…or perhaps unfortunately. Involuntarily flailing her limbs, she plummeted past rope bridges and more platforms, and barely missed skinning herself on the long bulk of a floating lighthouse (of all the absurd things), and then she was falling through sheer nothing, toward nothing. Stars drifted all around; in her spinning descent, she caught glimpses of the base of the hourglass, retreating above her along with the citadel of the Scions. It was smooth and rounded on the bottom, filled with sand, and rapidly shrinking behind her…
 

 
  And then time slowed, and stopped. For a second, she hung there, fixed in place. Then it began to run in reverse, dragging her helplessly along.
 

 
  Aradidjad rose straight back up, unable to move against the rewind but conscious of it. She shot past hovering structures to the edge of the platform on which Tellwyrn and the other Scions stood, staring at her—not caught in her rewind, she noticed—as she landed on its edge, jogged backward a few steps without the ability to so much as protest, and was finally released, standing in exactly the position from which she’d started.
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  Yalda drawled, sounding oddly impressed. “Most people have to deal with this place for a few
  
   years
  
  before trying that.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’ve got us a live one ‘ere, we ‘ave!” Idrie crowed.
 

 
  “I was wondering about the lack of safety rails,” Aradidjad commented.
 

 
  “You’ll be glad to know,” said Tellwyrn dryly, “or perhaps not so glad, that if you land on something solid and crush yourself like an egg on the cobblestones, it works exactly the same. You work for Vemnesthis, now, and nobody’s going to get you out of it. Not even Vidius.”
 

 
  “We’ll see,” Aradidjad replied, staring her down.
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed and shook her head. “Yeah, we sure well. All right, since you all look so bored, it’s mission time.”
 

 
  There were a few muted groans, but clearly everyone present knew the futility of protest. Tellwyrn continued barking orders, ignoring them.
 

 
  “Chao Lu Shen, back to the library and prepare to assist your colleagues. Q, fetch a service pistol for Aradidjad here and meet her by Shaft Six. Kaolu, I’ll have a bowl of kake udon with a slice of tangerine ginger cheesecake for dessert. Rispin, you’re delivering a first warning to an arcanist in Akhvaris; no special accommodations with the culture are necessary this time, I want you to scare the hell out of her. You’ll embark from Shaft Two. Yalda, there’s another tribal group fucking around with that off-kilter hellgate in Arkania, a century and a half after the last batch. Same drill as before. Chao Lu Shen will brief you on their etiquette; we’re assuming at this point that they’ll comply with a divine messenger. If not, we’ll try harsher measures. Shaft Eleven. Ardidjad, you’re doing a recruitment, Shaft Six. The shafts are clearly numbered, just head clockwise around the platforms from here and you’ll get there.”
 

 
  “Honestly, that mess
  
   again?”
  
  Yalda whined. “Since
  
   you’re
  
  the one who can bloody well
  
   leave,
  
  can’t you straighten that damn thing out? It’s a big, red, glowing button with a ‘poke me’ sign for anyone with a shred of arcane or infernal talent.”
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” Tellwyrn said with a grimace, “but options are few in that period. In my official capacity as Vemnesthis’s representative I have repeatedly asked the local cults to intervene, but the Avenists have their hands full with the
  
   other
  
  hellgate in that region and the Salyrites aren’t yet organized enough in that century to be much use. It’s long before I came along, or I’d just do it myself. My next gambit will be Vesk; he’s annoying to deal with, but if I can get him to make a quest of it some adventurers will eventually straighten it out. That’s why I want you to be polite to these people. I don’t think this group will help, but
  
   try
  
  to persuade them to stabilize the gate instead of making use of it. If they won’t, just get them to leave it alone; there’ll be another group along in another eighty years who will be more accommodating.”
 

 
  “Feh,” Yalda grunted, flouncing off. “Anything to avoid adventurers. All they do is make a mess…”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Aradidjad protested while the group dispersed, with the exceptions of Rispin and Kaolu, the latter of whom didn’t stop eerily staring at her even while cooking up some kind of noodle soup with ingredients he appeared to have conjured out of thin air. “I just
  
   got
  
  here! You’re sending me—I mean, isn’t there training or something?”
 

 
  “We learn by doing,” Tellwyrn said with a faint smile. “Shaft Six, off you go.”
 

 
  “I don’t even have the uniform!”
 

 
  “Don’t you?”
 

 
  Aradidjad paused and looked down on herself. Her avuncular suit was gone; she was inexplicably dressed in a set of those golden-beige robes, apparently tailored to her.
 

 
  “Already,” she observed, “I
  
   really
  
  hate you.”
 

 
  “I suggest you get over that, since it doesn’t harm anyone but you. Need something, Rispin?”
 

 
  “A request,” said the drow, who had remained behind while the others scattered. “Would you
  
   please
  
  direct Yalda last this time? You’re always unusually grouchy after dealing with her.”
 

 
  “And you thought
  
   that
  
  would help my mood?” Tellwyrn shook her head. “Fine, I suppose it doesn’t really matter. I’ll be on my cheesecake by then; gods know I’ll need it. Get to your assignment, Rispin.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand,” Aradidjad said plaintively.
 

 
  “Through the auspices of our divine benefactor,” Tellwyrn informed her while Rispin strode away, “I will be your eyes and ears while you are on mission; you are the hands and feet. I’ll be feeding you instructions and watching your progress the whole time you’re working.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s creepy as hell. So… You’re going to direct everyone at once?”
 

 
  “No, sequentially. I
  
   can
  
  multi-task, but there’s no reason to, and these things go off much more smoothly when I focus on one person at a time.”
 

 
  “Then we each have to wait for the one before to finish before we…” She trailed off when Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow at her. “Ah. Right. Never mind.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry about it,” the elf said with mild amusement. “Everything about your brain wants to deal with time as a linear construct. The way things work here takes significant getting used to. If anybody makes fun of you for it, know that they started in exactly the same place, and also you have my blessing to shove them off a platform. Now, off you go. Shaft Six, already. Chop chop.”
 

 
  Aradidjad sighed and slouched away, aware without looking behind that Kaolu was staring at her back until she was out of sight.
 

 
  Despite the chaotic appearance of the citadel, there was a logic to it—at least, to the elevator shafts. She found number Six without trouble, and found Q waiting impatiently at its foot.
 

 
  “Finally,” he grunted at her. “Take the scenic route, did you?”
 

 
  “I have Tellwyrn’s permission to push you off the platform,” she informed him.
 

 
  “Yes, and that runs both ways,
  
   doctor.
  
  This is your service revolver.” He held out the object on both open palms.
 

 
  Aradidjad stared at the thing for a moment, before gingerly taking it by what was clearly the handle. It wasn’t hard to figure out how to hold it, based on the handle’s position and the obvious clicker mechanism, and it was clearly a weapon, but… “Okay. But what
  
   is
  
  it?”
 

 
  “An extrapolation from a design which I gather comes along after your time,” he rumbled. “The originals used controlled explosions to fire shaped metal projectiles at close to the speed of sound—”
 

 
  “That would absolutely
  
   destroy
  
  any known energy shield,” Aradidjad breathed in fascination, studying the revolver with a new respect.
 

 
  “Until shielding charms grew more sophisticated to adapt, yes,” Q said impatiently. “That’s neither here nor there.
  
   This
  
  one uses arcane power crystals instead of bullets, because you cannot be leaving material evidence anywhere you’re going. Each time you squeeze the trigger—”
 

 
  “You mean the clicker?”
 

 
  “…the trigger,” he said deliberately, glaring at her, “it will engage one of the power crystals to fire an energy beam, and the cylinder will rotate to bring the next crystal into alignment—”
 

 
  “Thus entirely avoiding the overheating problem of conventional lightning wands and enabling a much faster rate of fire!” she exclaimed, delighted. Aradidjad had never been a weapons enthusiast, but always appreciated clever applications of engineering and enchantment.
 

 
  Q snorted loudly, making his mustache bristle. “I can tell you’re going to be a
  
   world
  
  of fun, doctor. You are under
  
   no
  
  circumstances to fire that weapon in the material world while on mission. Any problems you encounter will be handled by Tellwyrn—”
 

 
  “How? I thought the whole point of her staying
  
   here
  
  was to provide logistical support while
  
   we’re
  
  the ones in the field?”
 

 
  “Dr. Aradidjad,” Q stated calmly, “if you interrupt me one more time, I will take that weapon back from you and
  
   shoot
  
  you with it. I will then continue to do so each time you rewind until Tellwyrn comes down here and makes me stop. Do we have an understanding?”
 

 
  “Ah. So that’s how we avoid injury with no medics.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” he sighed. “Go ahead, get it out of your system now.”
 

 
  So she shot him in the head.
 

 
  The revolver produced a sharp beam, blue in color and less intense than the enchanter wands with which she was familiar. It also had more of a kinetic element, clearly. The bolt entered cleanly through a small hole it bore into his forehead, but erupted out the back of his skull in a veritable explosion of blood, brains, and bone fragments.
 

 
  The rewind was fascinating to watch when she wasn’t caught in the middle of it. Pieces of Q’s head flew neatly back into place and he staggered back upright.
 

 
  “There,” he said sourly, “feel better?”
 

 
  “That really is amazing,” she said admiringly, and shot him through the heart.
 

 
  “Knock it off, Aradidjad,” Tellwyrn’s voice sounded right in her ears, making her jump. Q lurched back toward her in a reverse of the blow which had flung him bodily away—that revolver had serious punching power, far more than any wand—and the hole in his chest mended itself. “Q, finish your spiel, please, I want to get this one in the field so I can play with her.”
 

 
  
   “Gladly,”
  
  he snorted. “As I was
  
   saying,
  
  you are not to fire that weapon on the mortal realm. Most Scions never have an occasion to use their service pistols at all. It is only for emergency use against hazards you may rarely encounter in the place between, which is the medium used to travel to different time periods and locations.”
 

 
  She frowned. “Where’s that?”
 

 
  “Where you’re going next,” Tellwyrn said with ominous good cheer. “Thank you, Q, you’re dismissed. Now up the elevator, Aradidjad, your first mission awaits.”
 

 
  Deliberately not allowing her trepidation to slow her, she stepped into the elevator. “Did you say you’re sending me on a
  
   recruitment?
  
  Why is
  
   that
  
  my first mission?”
 

 
  “Because they’re easy,” Tellwyrn’s disembodied voice informed her as the elevator ascended with no prompting from its passenger. “Place the revolver against your side at a height that’s comfortable for you to draw it from; a holster will automatically appear on your robes and contain it. And don’t worry, Aradidjad, I’ll be guiding you every step of the way.”
 

 
  “And let me guess,” she said sourly. “You can make that
  
   rewind
  
  thing happen at will, not just in response to lethal injury.”
 

 
  “Precisely! You have as many chances as you’ll need to do it right. It’s not dangerous work, doctor; it’s far more likely to be
  
   tedious.
  
  Nothing ever goes off perfectly on the first try. But with all of time itself at our disposal, perfection is a very attainable standard. Vemnesthis requires nothing less.”
 

 
  “Lovely,” she grunted.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be surly, your face’ll freeze that way. I’ll tell you what, after everyone’s back from assignment, we’ll have a movie night to welcome you aboard.”
 

 
  “…movie…night?”
 

 
  “It’s Chao Lu Shen’s turn to pick, which means it’ll be early Madouris talkies, but they’re not bad. You’ll appreciate those when Kaolu’s turn comes, he makes us watch these truly inexplicable Glassian art films.”
 

 
  “Am I expected to have the faintest idea what the hell you’re talking about?”
 

 
  “Not at this juncture, no,” Tellwyrn said with a laugh that made Aradidjad really wish she could shoot
  
   her.
  
  “Come along, no dallying.”
 

 
  The elevator chimed pleasantly, coming to a stop at the shimmering gateway at the top of its shaft. Aradidjad drew in a breath, but did not hesitate in stepping through it. Not because she gave a flying damn what her bossy captor thought about anything, but for her own sake she refused to fall into timidity.
 

 
  On the other side, though, she had to stop, staring.
 

 
  She did not recognize this town; it apparently empty of life. There was something wavery and indistinct about the air, an effect she could not quite place. The silence was absolute and frighteningly oppressive.
 

 
  Worst was the sky; there wasn’t one. Instead was a vast mass of eyes, tentacles, claws, bulbous protrusions of pulsating flesh. It was as if the world were completely surrounded by heaving monstrosities, themselves the size of planets.
 

 
  All of which, suddenly, were looking directly at her.
 

 
  “Come on, Aradidjad, chop chop,” Tellwyrn prompted her cheerfully. “Off you go! Time waits for no one.”
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  “Ah ah! Don’t do that,” Tellwyrn’s voice ordered when Aradidjad instinctively raised her revolver to aim at the sky. “Keep it in your pants, cowgirl. Rule number one of the place between: ignore the sky monsters.”
 

 
  
   “Ignore
  
  them?” Aradidjad exclaimed shrilly.
 

 
  “Vital survival skill. You’re in a space created by the Elder Gods to keep the dimensional planes separate; it has qualities that make time travel possible if you move through it in the right way. But they didn’t want people messing around in there, so it
  
   also
  
  has security features. The sky monsters do not exist except in the context of someone there to observe them. The more attention you pay them, the more aware of
  
   you
  
  they become. As it’s not possible to
  
   completely
  
  ignore them, your time in there is limited, and it grows shorter the more you think about them. So don’t.”
 

 
  “Don’t think,” she growled, lowering her eyes to stare fixedly at the ground. “Easy as that, huh.”
 

 
  “It’s an acquired ability, takes practice.”
 

 
  “What…
  
   exactly…
  
  happens when they become sufficiently aware of me?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   you?
  
  I have to rewind your entire trip and you get to spend even longer stumbling around in there. Other people use the place between to travel, but not wise people. Only Scions and valkyries pass through with impunity. Now, follow the marker.”
 

 
  Before she could ask what marker, it appeared: a translucent golden arrow extending out from her toward the distant mountains. It wobbled slightly for a second before steadying, like the needle of a compass.
 

 
  “Invisible to anyone but yourself, before you ask. Always move quickly in there, doctor, but carefully. Watch that first step.”
 

 
  Grimacing and repressing the urge to look up again, Aradidjad peered around. She was in the central street of a small village—near the middle, with no visible obstructions. Watch that step for
  
   what?
  
 

 
  She stepped forward and the world blurred around her, leaving her suddenly standing in the middle of a wheat field with a forest rising up ahead and the mountain range beyond that. Also, her compass needle had shifted by a few degrees; evidently
  
   steps
  
  were not accurate units of direction at that distance.
 

 
  “And this is why others travel through here,” Tellwyrn explained while Aradidjad stumbled and struggled for balance, nearly toppling over from sheer confusion. “If you know the trick of it, you can shave off most of any journey—on the same continent, that is, unless you can walk on water. Not as quick as teleportation or shadow-jumping, but it helps. And of course, a woman of your education is obviously aware that space and time are closely linked; a little help from our patron makes the same dilation effect usable for our purposes.”
 

 
  And locked the ability to time travel to Scions on sanctioned missions with Tellwyrn’s oversight, Aradidjad noted silently. Aloud, she snapped, “At any point are you going to explain something
  
   before
  
  making me stumble headlong into it?”
 

 
  “This may be your first rodeo, doctor, but it’s not mine. I’ve been guiding baby birds since literally time immemorial; trust me, I know the fastest way to teach you to fly. Now, step carefully but keep moving. Given the first impression you made on the watchers, you’re on a tight schedule.”
 

 
  Something told her that rewinds or no, she didn’t want to experience whatever those things would do to her before Tellwyrn had to undo it. Grumbling to herself, Aradidjad shifted her face to follow the needle and stepped again.
 

 
  This time she was in the foothills of the mountains, and it was the middle of the night. There was a dim, sourceless light all around, an effect made all the more eerie by the lack of moon or stars. She adjusted to match her compass again and stepped. One blurring footstep at a time, covering an unknown stretch of miles each, she paced across the continent, only the shifting time of day betraying that she was moving through time as well as space. The whole thing was so surreal it was almost banal, as if her brain were protecting itself from undue stress by refusing to dwell on the implications.
 

 
  “Valkyries, huh,” she asked while walk-jumping across the land. “Are they what I’m supposed to shoot, if not the horrible sky monsters?”
 

 
  “Don’t do that; the valkyries have been instructed not to interfere with Scions. They are fellow Pantheon servants and I don’t need the stress of cleaning up after that. Even after rewinding, Vidius
  
   always
  
  knows when one of my lackeys has taken a shot at one of his. No, there are occasionally…other things in there. That is where chaos comes from, after all.”
 

 
  “Bloody brilliant,” Aradidjad muttered. “Who got attacked by a valkyrie? I assume if they had to be instructed…”
 

 
  “I said interfere with, not attack.” Tellwyrn’s voice was amused. “They’ve been trapped in there for eons with nobody to talk to but their god, each other, and the recently dead. They kept cornering my Scions and jabbering their ears off until the monsters intervened. I had to ask Vidius to lay down the law.”
 

 
  “No fun allowed. Got it.”
 

 
  “You’re being punished, Aradidjad, it isn’t supposed to be fun. Go on, you’re almost there.”
 

 
  Though her on-the-ground perspective made it difficult, Aradidjad possessed a basic knowledge of geography and figured out where she was by the time she got there; her path had taken her south around an impassable mountain range, then back north. The intervening landscapes were quite distinctive: the tall but rounded hills of Viridill, the pine forests of northern Athan’Khar, the canyons and rivers of N’Jendo and finally the steppes of Thakar.
 

 
  “Why go all the way around the Wyrnrange? You can’t tell me this is efficient.”
 

 
  “This method requires you to travel through space as well as time,” the voice of the elf replied. “The distance was necessary. It
  
   is
  
  efficient; I’ve plotted the optimal course, I assure you. And now you’ve arrived! Exit through the aperture, please.”
 

 
  She kept her thoughts to herself, but took note: if she had to travel
  
   through
  
  time in order to reach a specific period, the Scions’ citadel existed at some point on the timeline, not outside it. At least, in theory. Temporal mechanics were her own particular field of study, in the last few years, and the one thing of which she was truly certain was that mortal minds weren’t configured properly to fully grasp them.
 

 
  It looked very much like the gate through which she passed to and from the nexus: a vertical hole in reality right in front of her which grew wider in an uneven pattern, as if it were being tugged open by invisible hands. Light was distorted around its edges and through the middle was nothing but a dim golden glow reminiscent of the sands in the great hourglass, revealing no hint of what was on the other side. Assuming this place corresponded to the material world, probably the same northern jungle in which she now stood.
 

 
  After the merest hesitation, Aradidjad stepped through the portal, which as before had no sensation; it was less disorienting than her time-shifting steps out there in the place between.
 

 
  On this side, though, there was a village… Or had been, recently. Aradidjad stopped, clapping a hand over her mouth and staring around in shock while Tellwyrn nattered on in her ear.
 

 
  “You’re near what would be the Onkawa/Thakar border in your time, though neither of those exists yet. It is roughly four thousand years after the Elder War, in a period which left little archaeological evidence for our era, thanks to the Hellwars which are slated to kick off in just a few centuries. Fortunately, you won’t have to deal with any of that as your focus here is extremely specific. Your target is up ahead; follow the path leading into the jungle. He has already been warned not to do what he’s trying to do. You are to inform him of the terms of the deal, the same ones you got. Join, or perish.”
 

 
  Someone had clearly been through here after…whatever had happened. The village itself was still a wreck—huts badly damaged, evidence of recent fires in multiple places, rubble and dried bloodstains strewing the ground. The bodies, though, had been carefully dressed, all of them. They lay scattered all over, probably near where they had fallen, but were neatly positioned wrapped in blankets and adorned with flowers.
 

 
  Aradidjad stepped forward, following the wide path between the small cluster of mud-and-straw huts toward the jungle at its other end, having to step around corpses. Her mind seemed to snap back into focus; spatial and temporal dilation it could numbly brush off, but in the face of
  
   this,
  
  she fell back into cold analysis to escape the horror of it. Nothing could disguise the gut-turning smell—all the flowers only complicated it—but the lack of scavengers, even insects, strongly indicated magic. She sensed none, so not arcane. Infernal
  
   could
  
  scare away pests, but warlocks in this era were little more than walking firebombs, lacking that kind of sophistication. Very likely fae; the shamanic traditions of Onkawa had persisted into the Imperial era, only gradually fading as the Pantheon cults strengthened their presence. But could a shaman work out a way to time travel? That really required arcane magic…
 

 
  “How often do they choose to perish?” Aradidjad asked quietly when she had passed the final corpse and reached the treeline. “I didn’t agree to become an executioner…”
 

 
  “In all your missions, you’ll get as many tries as you need to get it right. With recruitments, getting it right means working out a path through the conversation which leads to them accepting terms. We always recruit, never kill.”
 

 
  “…why?”
 

 
  “I have my suspicions, Dr. Ardidjad, but the truth is I don’t know. Those are the orders from Vemnesthis, with which I am as obligated as you to comply. Right down to the empty threat of murder if they won’t come along quietly. And there’s our boy.”
 

 
  The thick foliage hid even the impressive monument ahead; she came upon it quite suddenly through an opening in the dense underbrush. It was a ziggurat similar to the traditional pattern of Omnist temples, though this one was basically just an angular pile of stone displaying no iconography. It was small, too, not more than twelve feet high. Though steep, it had a long stone ramp extending from its top to virtually the foot of the path. She had to push aside huge ferns to reach it, and might not have known she was close to anything had she not felt the distinctive prickle of arcane magic at work.
 

 
  Not enough to power a time travel spell, though, which was partly why she was taken by surprise. Totems of wood and stone, decorated with crystal and feathers, lined the clearing around the ziggurat and dominated the four corners of its flat top. Concentrating, she could sense the flows of magic—oddly thin and stretched, and moving in patterns shaped by something invisible.
  
   Forced
  
  into them, in fact, like a magnet suspended by a precisely configured field of opposing magnets. He was, she realized, using a huge quantity of fae magic to construct an arcane working from whatever tiny dregs of power he could summon up. It was…brilliant. She could never have conceived of such a thing on her own. Oh, what she would have given to be able to study it…
 

 
  But the shaman standing atop the ziggurat turned his back on his altar to glare down at her, and she audibly gasped.
 

 
  It was the Scions’ chef and groundskeeper, Kaolu.
 

 
  “Oh, you twisted little asshole,” she said aloud.
 

 
  “I assume that was directed at me,” Tellwyrn replied with audible mirth.
 

 
  Kaolu, naturally, assumed otherwise, and scowled. “Leave this place!” he thundered down at her.
 

 
  It occurred incongruously to Aradidjad that she hadn’t known any of the languages being spoken at her in the Scions’ citadel, either; she
  
   certainly
  
  didn’t understand pre-Hellwar Western dialects. Except, she clearly did, evidently thanks to the auspices of her new god.
 

 
  Clearing her throat, she straightened up, giving him her best undergrad-withering stare—which was difficult as it hinged on peering down her nose and he was standing on a platform twice her height.
 

 
  “You were warned, Kaolu!” she called across the clearing. “You—”
 

 
  He spat and gestured, and a spear levitated on currents of air at his side. Aradidjad immediately shut up and conjured a disc of force; it didn’t provide the same coverage as a standard spherical shield but was far sturdier, and that was a factor if he was going to be hurling spears at her. Shields bore up well against spells and energy weapons, but contact with solid matter degraded them quickly.
 

 
  Her instincts were good, which was small comfort as she was proceeding upon false data. That wind spell he used to hurl the spear did not pitch it forward on a ballistic course, but whipped it at her as if it were tied to the end of a chain. It did move a lot faster than if it had been thrown by human hands. Unfortunately, it also arced around to the side, and she wasn’t able to move her shield in time.
 

 
  The broad stone head hit her in the side right below the ribs, with enough force to hurl her bodily across the clearing. Given its size, that was enough force to very nearly tear her in half. Which was a delightful thing upon which to reflect while she was reliving that experience in reverse over the next few seconds.
 

 
  Standing at the end of the jungle path, Aradidjad glared daggers at the screen of ferns separating her from the clearing. “That son of a
  
   bitch.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Nobody ever gets it in one try,” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “Well, you know his opening move, anyway! Or one of them.”
 

 
  
   “One
  
  of them?!”
 

 
  “People are complex, and so are situations; timelines aren’t mechanistic or completely predictable. I’m afraid you cannot just memorize a sequence of events and perform a dance. Your target will be
  
   quite
  
  predictable in the short term, but not to the point of reacting precisely the same way every time. You have to get to know him, the situation, and learn to adapt on the fly.”
 

 
  “How
  
   bloody
  
  long does that take, on average?”
 

 
  “Oh, the upper range is a couple of years, locally, of constant restarts. But don’t worry, that’s exceedingly rare. And this isn’t nearly so complex a situation. I started you out on a soft one, doctor; I’m fully confident you’ll be out of there in a few hours. A day or two, tops.”
 

 
  Snarling savagely, Aradidjad stomped through the ferns. “Hey,
  
   jackass!”
  
 

 
  Kaolu whirled. This time, probably due to her far more aggressive posture, he didn’t bother speaking to her. He did use the wind-spear again, though, rather than surprising her with a new trick.
 

 
  Aradidjad conjured her localized shield, this time right in front of the spear instead of near herself, smacking it out of the air at the very start of its arc. While he was gaping at that, she hurled a pure arcane bolt at him.
 

 
  As it turned out, his incredibly complex working of fae magic controlling a very precise array of arcane energy to pierce the fabric of the space/time continuum did not like being abruptly pumped full of unfocused arcane destruction. The resulting explosion scoured away the top half of the ziggurat, along with everything else within twenty yards, including herself.
 

 
  “Well, what did you
  
   think
  
  was going to happen?” Tellwyrn snorted moments later when Aradidjad was once more standing on the path before the ferns.
 

 
  “That, pretty much.”
 

 
  “I suppose it’s good that you’re not deterred by the prospect of painful death. Just don’t take it too far, doctor. Also,
  
   do
  
  keep in mind the mission. You’re here to recruit him, not incinerate him.”
 

 
  “Well, if nothing else, I guess I understand why he was giving me the stink-eye back at headquarters. This was a particularly cheesy move, Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Heh. If I
  
   really
  
  wanted to mess with your head, I’d have sent you to recruit Idrie.”
 

 
  Shaking her head, she shoved past the ferns again, and stopped at the foot of the stairs, glaring up at Kaolu.
 

 
  Once more, he turned upon her arrival, and scowled down at her. “Leave this place!”
 

 
  Aradidjad drew her revolver and shot him right through the chest. The force of the beam sent his body toppling over his altar and down the other side of the ziggurat.
 

 
  And then, of course, Tellwyrn rewound her.
 

 
  “Feel better?” the elf asked dryly.
 

 
  “A little,” Aradidjad mused, placing a hand on her revolver, which was now holstered again in its magic sheath. “This thing is remarkably accurate for having such stopping power. Usually there’s a trade-off, there.”
 

 
  “That was a very good shot. I didn’t realize you were a weapons enthusiast.”
 

 
  “I don’t care for them, in truth, but I put myself through grad school making wands. In Calderaas, they’re the easiest money for an enchanter who doesn’t have the right mindset for factory work. You probably saw a couple of my pieces pass through Last Rock in the hands of one wannabe adventurer or another… Oh, I’m sorry, do you know about Last Rock yet?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Tellwyrn said with a chuckle. “But we can trade backstories when you’re not on the clock…so to speak. Keep in mind your ground rules, please: do not fire your service weapon on the mortal plane, and
  
   refrain from murdering your recruitment prospect.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, right! I had a feeling I was forgetting something, thanks.” She stepped forward through the ferns again.
 

 
  This time, she shot Kaolu before he was finished turning around.
 

 
  “Are you just about done?” Tellwyrn demanded once she was reversed back to the path before the clearing again.
 

 
  “Hmm…yes, I believe it’s out of my system now,” Aradidjad said solemnly. “Okay, for real this time.”
 

 
  She strode purposefully through the ferns, right up to the base of the stairs. “Kaolu!” she called out in her most imperious tone. “I bring you a message from the gods!”
 

 
  He turned more slowly this time, seeming to respond to the inherent gravitas of this claim, and stared down at her through narrowed eyes. Aradidjad knew she must be an impressive figure; those robes were very faintly luminous, and doubtless totally outside his experience. Actually, for a man in this region in this era, a human of Tiraan blood probably looked as exotic as an elf.
 

 
  “Speak it, then,” Kaolu said, folding his arms across his bare chest.
 

 
  “The gods have sent me to bring you this warning,” she intoned.
 

 
  Then drew her revolver and nailed him right through the head.
 

 
  This time, the rewind was longer, dragging her all the way back up the jungle path and through the slaughtered village, leaving her standing right where she had first arrived on the material plane in this era.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that
  
  was just petty,” Aradidjad complained.
 

 
  “Takes two to tango, sweetheart. You can play the comedian if you really want, Cyria; we quite
  
   literally
  
  have all the time in the world to get this right. If you’re thinking of testing your patience against that of an immortal, it’s probably best that we disabuse you of that idea early on in your career.”
 

 
  “This isn’t my career,” she grunted, starting back through the village toward the jungle again. “And by the way. Would I be correct in extrapolating from this scene that Kaolu has just lost everyone in the world he ever cared about and is desperately trying to restore them? And this is the ‘offense’ for which I’m to rip him out of reality into an eternity of indentured servitude?”
 

 
  “That’s the long and the short of it, yes. I should think you of all people would have a
  
   little
  
  more sympathy for him.”
 

 
  “You’ll find I’m not a very warm or cuddly person, Arachne.”
 

 
  “Oh? I hadn’t noticed.”
 

 
  The path terminated in a familiar tangle of ferns, with glints of daylight beyond, and now Aradidjad slowed, narrowing her eyes in sudden contemplation.
 

 
  “All right…wait.
  
   Before
  
  I go charging in there unprepared,
  
   again,
  
  can you tell me anything about this situation? Something I can
  
   use?”
  
 

 
  “Ahh.” Tellwyrn sounded so much like the dean of her University department smugly inflicting one of his “teachable moments” on some poor kid that Aradidjad resolved on the spot to shoot the archmage at some point, just to see what would happen. “So it seems you
  
   do
  
  learn! All right, here’s the situation, roughly…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She didn’t get hungry, thirsty, or tired. Tellwyrn just directed her to pay attention to the mission when Aradidjad tried to pause and ask about this, so she put it aside for another time when the elf wouldn’t have that excuse not to explain things. In fact, Tellwyrn’s general lack of explanation was rapidly becoming an extremely sore point. It seemed her entire teaching philosophy was to hurl her subject into the thick of whatever task she had and see how well—and indeed, whether at all—they fared. By the end of this, Aradidjad was seriously wondering about those kids who matriculated from Last Rock, and how so many of them
  
   survived
  
  without having time regularly reversed. It seemed likely that those in particular would tend to run afoul of the Scions, if they picked up any of their teacher’s general attitude.
 

 
  As her operator had warned, Kaolu didn’t react precisely the same way every time; this wasn’t a problem that could be solved through rote memorization. He did behave in predictable patterns, though, and through trial and error, she learned to adapt to them. The recruitment was like an elaborate dance, composed of steps but held together by elements of improvisation.
 

 
  Lacking any frame of reference, she had no way of knowing how long the whole process took. It didn’t even occur to her to count the rewinds until quite a few had passed, though by the end they surely had to number in the hundreds. In retrospect, it seemed less ironic that as an enforcer of the timeline she had been issued a weapon and not a watch.
  
   Knowing
  
  would probably just have enraged her further.
 

 
  In the end, she first had to impress Kaolu by engaging him in a magical battle and making a show of effortlessly neutralizing every spell he threw at her without losing composure or retaliating. This, of course, required a lot of trial and error, until she could dispatch every trick in his repertory by sheer muscle memory no matter the order in which he played them.
 

 
  That laid the groundwork for the second phase, persuasion. Aradidjad did, indeed, know something of the pressures under which he was operating. That helped, but what truly tipped the balance was remembering what had worked on her. Threats, pleas, and reasoning had no effect on someone caught in the grip of life-altering grief. What made him finally agree to stop, to accept terms, was relentless, inexorable implacability.
 

 
  She had a counterspell for everything he attempted, an answer for everything he said; she constantly, slowly, pressed forward physically, one step at a time, until she finally reached the top of the ziggurat.
 

 
  Until she had finally worn him down into true, hopeless despair.
 

 
  Shooting the man was one thing; Aradidjad had never considered herself a violent person, but she’d done it dozens of times now, in her frustration, and it never left a mark. Time travel quickly took the sting out of brutality. This, though, her final victory, made her feel truly filthy.
 

 
  By the end of it, the reliance on repetition and reflex, as hard as it was to develop, was a blessing. Aradidjad was so numb and so disgusted with what she was doing that divorcing her consciousness from the process even a little was all that kept her from putting that revolver to her own head. Well, that and the fact that it obviously wouldn’t achieve anything except to give Tellwyrn the bloody satisfaction.
 

 
  At least recalling Scions to the citadel was easier than sending them to another place and period. Tellwyrn was able to open a portal right where they stood, rather than forcing Aradidjad to backtrack through the village and then chaos space. By that point she was too relieved at avoiding the prospect of accompanying Kaolu past the bodies of the loved ones she had prevented him from restoring even to wonder about the temporal implications of the recall.
 

 
  She stepped through the portal with him, her mind as far away as she could send it and still function. The relief at finding herself back in an elevator in the nexus
  
   alone
  
  was so intense it completely blotted out her momentary confusion.
 

 
  “Welcome back, and congratulations on your first successful mission!” Tellwyrn buzzed in her ear. “Don’t worry about your target; we don’t have multiple iterations of the same person in the nexus, so he’s doing what he’d been doing for years by the time you got here. And don’t stress yourself unduly about non-linear events like that. You’ll be much happier in the long run just glossing over them. Now go relax a bit, you’ve earned it.”
 

 
  Aradidjad said nothing in reply. Somewhat to her surprise, Tellwyrn didn’t push at her any further.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She found a seat on a random platform; some of the citadel’s spaces were obviously purposeful, but just as many seemed strewn with aimlessly scattered, anachronistic furniture. Aradidjad ensconced herself in an overstuffed armchair in a distant corner with a view past two buildings at the grand sweep of the cosmos beyond. The structures floating around the periphery of the nexus remained in place, linked as they were by bridges, but she now observed that the ring system slowly orbited. Was that purely a decorative touch, or did it serve some purpose? At that point, she didn’t care enough to ask anyone.
 

 
  In truth, she didn’t really want to talk to anybody at all. Aradidjad had passed several people while wandering through the platforms, bridges, and staircases in search of an out-of-the-way place to hide. Some greeted her, some ignored her; none except Idrie were familiar. She didn’t react to anyone, and none of them seemed put off by that. Undoubtedly they had all been in her position. Even Tellwyrn, thankfully, left her alone.
 

 
  The chair had a lever on the side, below its arm rests. This, it turned out, caused its back to lean backward and footrest to extend, reclining to a sort of improvised bed. What a marvelous innovation. Aradidjad lounged back, staring up at the ascent of the great hourglass into infinity above.
 

 
  She was just absently wondering what that smell was when a big, dark hand holding a steaming bowl appeared in her field of vision.
 

 
  Aradidjad reflexively grabbed the lever; fortunately the chair didn’t seem to go upright as quickly as it reclined, which spared her from rearing up straight into the bowl of soup.
 

 
  Kaolu still took a judicious step back, watching her with a faint smile totally unlike his previous stony glare.
 

 
  “We never grow hungry,” he explained. “Food is to nourish the spirit, here. You’ll quickly find this is important and well worth doing; we are all staving off one kind of madness or another. Here, it is a Sifanese noodle soup Tellwyrn likes. I don’t know your comfort foods yet, but one good thing about this place is the plentiful opportunity to discover new things.”
 

 
  She got the chair back upright, and found herself clutching its armrests with both hands, staring at him with an embarrassingly fish-like expression.
 

 
  Kaolu’s smile widened slightly. “An apology is owed.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Aradidjad said weakly. “I…”
 

 
  “No, no!” He actually laughed, waving at her with his free hand. “No, from me. I must have been very unfriendly when you first arrived. Truly, I am sorry for my rudeness. You see, I recall so vividly the mysterious Scion who appeared in the aftermath of my greatest anguish, and so calmly outmaneuvered everything I did to coerce me into this place. Yet, when I arrived here, she was nowhere to be found! I have grown accustomed to the service of Vemnesthis without the chance to grow accustomed to that person.”
 

 
  Aradidjad blinked, and nodded. In fact, the cheerful Idrie who accompanied her on that first elevator ride had borne little resemblance to the unstoppable little force of nature which had…
 

 
  “And so,” Kaolu continued, “there you suddenly were, and memory struck me like a mighty blow. I let myself forget what I now know, of how it feels to be suddenly…
  
   here.
  
  To be doing these things, with no choice.” Smiling, he bent forward again, offering her the bowl. “We are all prisoners together. We wear the same chains. It does not do to hold grudges between us. Here: soup cures nothing, but treats everything. Please have some.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said finally, reaching to take the hot bowl from him. “I…appreciate it. And… I’m sorry, too, Kaolu. If it helps, you gave me quite a lot of trouble.”
 

 
  His smile broadened into a wide grin, but just as quickly diminished again. “We are of two kinds, I find. Some are here because they grasped for power. Some, because they tried to undo a cruel loss. Often you can tell which, by what they do after their first mission. That you retreat like this—”
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  want to talk about it,” she said abruptly, then stopped and deliberately moderated her tone. “I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “Be not sorry,” he replied, bowing to her. “I only meant that I understand. You need not hurry to speak of anything. Here, we have nothing but time. If you ever do wish to speak, though, I will hear.”
 

 
  “I…thank you.”
 

 
  He smiled broadly, and gave her a deep nod. “For now, enjoy your soup. She will have more tasks for us all soon enough. Welcome, Cyria Aradidjad. We shall try to make this a home for you, as we do for each other.”
 

 
  Kaolu left her alone after that. She gazed pensively after him for a long moment, until he disappeared into the distance, before turning her attention to the slowly cooling bowl in her hands. Frowning, she carefully picked up the utensils provided with the noodles and broth.
 

 
  “…in all of time and space, what sort of maniac uses two sticks to eat
  
   soup?”
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  Aradidjad shamelessly rubbernecked on her way through the streets of Tiraas. She had spent her undergrad years in the capital and knew these streets—or had, before. The streets themselves were more or less in the same configuration, but everything else was new and fascinating. She had passed only a bare handful of horses, most of the vehicles being enchanted, and most of those sleeker and more ornate than the carriages she knew. There was new construction of all kinds, buildings towering higher than any she had seen, and in unfamiliar architectural styles. Even the street lights were no longer on poles, but hovering twelve feet above the sidewalks.
 

 
  Fortunately, nobody noticed her gawking, as nobody else was moving.
 

 
  “This is very nearly as creepy as it is impressive,” she commented, mincing her way through the crowds. With the entire population frozen in place, this took some doing; she had never really noticed before how large groups of people naturally got out of each other’s way when moving. “Not to mention stressful. If I accidentally jab someone with an elbow…”
 

 
  “Nothing will happen,” Tellwyrn’s voice reassured her. “Yes, you
  
   are
  
  moving at an incredible velocity relative to any of these people, but you’re doing so through the auspices of a god, who corrects for certain physical problems. That’s the reason the air resistance hasn’t scoured off your top layer of skin already. Still, don’t molest or interfere with anyone or anything if you can avoid it.
  
   Including
  
  the pigeons.”
 

 
  Aradidjad withdrew the hand with which she had been about to experimentally poke a bird arrested in mid-flight near a peanut vendor comically frozen in the act of scattering a flock.
 

 
  “Nobody would miss one of the flying bin rats…”
 

 
  “The whole job is to suppress time travel, doctor, not amuse ourselves through petty abuses thereof. Minimal contact. I’ll rewind minor accidents, but if I think you’re making a mess on purpose I will not hesitate to make you walk all the way through the city again.”
 

 
  “Yes, about that,” Aradidjad huffed, rounding a corner and nearly tripping over a small boy suspended a foot off the ground, apparently jumping and grasping toward one of the floating street lights which was hopelessly beyond his reach. “Was there a
  
   reason
  
  you couldn’t position the exit gate closer to the target?”
 

 
  “Yes. I thought you’d enjoy having a look at the city of the future. Once, anyway.”
 

 
  “Well…fair enough,” Aradidjad admitted, smiling to herself and gazing around. “I think I like the new trends in architecture. Less so in fashion. What the hell are these women
  
   wearing?”
  
 

 
  “Have Chao Lu Shen explain flappers to you sometime. More immediately, heads up. You have arrived, next gate on your left.”
 

 
  She was in the Embassy District, close to Imperial Square itself and largely serving exactly the purpose its name implied. In fact, she recognized the very building to which Tellwyrn pointed her, though the signs and flags on display were unfamiliar.
 

 
  “The Confederacy?” she mused aloud, turning and striding up the path to its double doors. “This used to be the Narisian embassy. What happened to them?”
 

 
  “There’s a Narisian
  
   consulate
  
  in Lor’naris, but the drow have no direct relationship with the Silver Throne in this era. For the same reason the Elven Confederacy has none with, say, Mathenon. Whether federation or empire, central governments don’t appreciate their member states pursuing their own foreign policy. On the far side of the room, to the right of the staircase, you’ll want the door on the right wall closest to the corner. Oh, and don’t forget to leave any doors in the position in which you found them.”
 

 
  Aradidjad obediently pulled the front door shut behind her, making her way across the embassy’s rotunda in no great hurry. She had never had occasion to come inside before, but suspected it had been heavily redecorated since the drow were in charge. The space was predominated by a huge tree, of a species she didn’t recognize, not that she was any kind of botanist. Its rough bark was threaded through with luminous blue veins, as if the whole tree were brimming with magic. In fact, its blade-like leaves glowed subtly, too. From its four largest limbs, spaced evenly around its trunk, hung four flags; Aradidjad recognized the banner of Tar’naris, but the others were unknown to her.
 

 
  “Are you lost already?” Tellwyrn snipped in her ear.
 

 
  “Sorry.” She shook her head and started moving again, toward the indicated door in the rear. “I just noticed the tree was glowing and realized something. If surrounding time is frozen and I can still perceive light, that suggests a theory I had about photons was correct.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I keep forgetting you’re a theoretical arcanist. You’d be amazed how many of your fellow Scions were bumbling conjurers poking at something they didn’t
  
   begin
  
  to understand. Anyhow, don’t be too eager to draw conclusions about physics from your experiences here. As I said, having a god make the arrangements for you heavily colors the experience. Stop here; take the door on your left and descend three flights.”
 

 
  The door in question led to a stairwell, which must have plunged deep into the crust beneath Tiraas, as it continued down after the point at which Tellwyrn instructed her to exit.
 

 
  “Among their many benefits,” her operator lectured as Aradidjad navigated the halls below the embassy, “your official robes function as a biological containment vessel. A person ordinarily leaves behind a trail of hair, dead cells, skin oil, and innumerable other detritus. Left here. Obviously we can’t have that, not only to avoid biological corruption but in the case of situations like this where these elves would be unfrozen and immediately smell that an invisible human had just walked past them. Wearing those, even hounds can’t track you. Right at the intersection. Also, it prevents your own antibodies from unleashing some kind of super pandemic on a world that isn’t prepared for them. Or vice versa; the common cold in any era ahead of your own will reliably kill your ass excruciatingly dead. Stairwell at the end of the hall, head down.”
 

 
  “Praise Vemnesthis and all his foresight,” Aradidjad muttered sarcastically. Getting to the stairs without knocking over the plains elf just emerging from them was dicey; refined senses or no, anybody would notice suddenly being thrust into a different position.
 

 
  In fact, aside from a few human visitors in the rotunda above, everyone she had passed had been an elf. All three varieties were represented, which made this whole Confederacy thing downright incredible. Aradidjad’s knowledge of elves was largely theoretical, but it was universally known that they weren’t terribly social as a rule and that drow and their surface cousins despised each other with a passion. Yet, here they all were; she passed several mixed groups apparently talking and performing tasks together.
 

 
  Also, some of the wood elves (to judge by their ears) were notably out of costume. A minority of them seemed to eschew traditional garments for brightly colored clothes that were either too tight or too diaphanous, accentuated with lots of gold jewelry and wildly elaborate hairstyles. Aradidjad passed one of these frozen in the stairwell in the act of performing some kind of scrying spell above her open palm.
 

 
  “Are these…high elves?” she asked in wonderment.
 

 
  “Yep.”
 

 
  “Huh. I thought they were a myth.”
 

 
  “Don’t feel bad, they’ve gone to a lot of trouble over a very long time to encourage that idea. Even what little is commonly known of them in your era is misdirection; their city isn’t actually in the Dwarnskolds, though some of its access gates are.”
 

 
  “Where do you hide a whole city? Wait, let me guess, it floats in the clouds.”
 

 
  “Other direction. It’s at the bottom of the Anara Trench, in the Stormsea.”
 

 
  “…I guess that would do it. How’d all this happen? I mean, this doesn’t seem to be
  
   that
  
  far in advance of my own time.”
 

 
  “Less than fifty years. As for how… The world changed, and much to my surprise, the elves chose to adapt rather than be trampled beneath it. Don’t assume too much based on the embassy, here. The Confederacy is widely hated by almost everyone who’s a citizen of it. The whole thing is held together by stubborn leadership and the fact that the average elf dislikes other elves marginally less than they fear humans, dwarves, and dragons consolidating into their own superstates. Straight down the corridor, you’re almost there.”
 

 
  “Wait, the dwarves united, too?”
 

 
  “Not to this extent, but the Five Kingdoms have a formal alliance now. Between that, the Conclave, and the Confederacy, the Empire isn’t nearly so confident in its position these days. If those nations didn’t have enemies in common this whole continent would already be a war zone. And here we are! Now you get to learn how we bypass locked doors without disrupting them.”
 

 
  “This lock is magical,” Aradidjad noted, bending to study it and ignoring the two guards. High elves, apparently; their armor and weapons appeared to be made of glass and brass.
 

 
  “It’s biological; an authorized person just has to touch it.”
 

 
  “Ah. So I just have to get this guy’s glove off…”
 

 
  “Think, Aradidjad. Authorized person touches it, the door unlocks. That is a linear sequence of events. Off the table, with the door enchantment as frozen as everything else.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t keep me in suspense, then,” she snapped.
 

 
  “Step back.”
 

 
  She more stumbled than stepped, as Tellwyrn didn’t wait for her to comply before opening one of the Scions’ gates in the middle of the wall, completely eclipsing the door. Unlike the vague golden swirl of most of them, this opened visibly onto the room beyond.
 

 
  “Ah, right,” Aradidjad said irritably, brushing herself off. “Time, space, connected, and so on. I suppose it makes sense those temporal gates would have a more mundane utility as well.”
 

 
  “Naturally! Go on, chop chop.”
 

 
  She strode through, and stopped, surveying the room. It was a large enchanting laboratory, with banks of magical equipment and reagents along two walls. There was also a metal catwalk surrounding its second story, reached by ladders. A mixed group of elves stood in a knot a few yards from the door, studying the object at which the high elf leading them was gesticulating.
 

 
  This filled a large amount of the available space. Its core was a conventional magic mirror, built up by a significant array of enchanting machinery and sitting atop overlapping spell circles inscribed on the broad metal plates on which it stood. It was more advanced than anything she had managed to make, but Aradidjad immediately recognized some of its basic design principles.
 

 
  “Allow me to introduce Magister Ethliron,” said Tellwyrn. “He’s working on this thing
  
   here
  
  because his fellow Magisters don’t allow temporal experimentation in Qestraceel. We had to make some
  
   vivid
  
  points to them, but the message got through quickly enough. The absolute last thing they want is Scions or anyone else tromping through their precious hidden city. Unlike everyone else,
  
   we
  
  can get past any security they put up with little effort.”
 

 
  “He’s built a chronoscope,” Aradidjad said wonderingly. “This thing is amazing.”
 

 
  “Yes. Ethliron means well, too; he aims to scan possible future timelines for optimal outcomes to help the Confederacy guide itself forward. Noble, but obviously we can’t allow it.”
 

 
  “Does that really count as time travel?”
 

 
  “It may seem a finicky definition, but yes. These are the rules we have to enforce, however arbitrary they may be. So you get to
  
   un-
  
  build it.”
 

 
  Another gate popped open right next to her and an object came whizzing out. Aradidjad barely caught it before being beaned in the temple, and found herself holding a wrench.
 

 
  “Dismantle the device and just toss its components through. Q will sort and dispose of them on the other side.”
 

 
  “How hard would it have been to give me the wrench
  
   before
  
  sending me here?” she demanded.
 

 
  “The easy way isn’t always the best way, doctor. It’s almost never the most entertaining way. Oh, stop making that face, you’re going to need a lot more tools than that. There’s absolutely no point in making you carry so much when I can just open a gate at your location.”
 

 
  Strictly speaking, there hadn’t been a point in making her
  
   walk
  
  all this way, either, but she wasn’t about to embrace the futility of pointing that out. Instead, Aradidjad stepped over to the wonderful device and, with some reluctance, began to hunt for bolts that would fit the tool she currently held.
 

 
  “This should be the final blow to scare Ethliron off this line of research,” Tellwyrn said while she worked. “You’re to deliver a message before returning. Finding his chronoscope suddenly replaced with a Scion is the bigger part of the message, but I need you to drive it home for him, Aradidjad. That’s why I chose this moment, when he’s demonstrating it to Confederate dignitaries. Elves, even elves who don’t care for each other, tend to be more collectivist than humans. Make the point that this project jeopardizes more than
  
   him
  
  and the rest will make sure it comes to a permanent stop, even if he doesn’t.”
 

 
  She glanced over at the group with Ethliron. He had gathered two plains elves, a wood elf, a drow, and another high elf. Ambassadors? It probably didn’t strictly matter who they were, for her purposes.
 

 
  “He seems quite competent. Not to mention conscientious, based on what you said. Why are we scaring this guy away instead of recruiting him?”
 

 
  “Because we
  
   can
  
  scare him away. The Scions only recruit time travelers who flatly refuse to desist, doctor. That’s why there’s not a set number of warnings a subject gets; we’ll deliver however many are necessary in each case. I make sure any recruitment subject gets warned at least once, just for fairness’s sake. Ultimately, though, anyone we bring in was just never going to listen to reason.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a recipe to end up working with a bunch of unstable malcontents.”
 

 
  “Don’t I know it,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “The truth is, doctor, we don’t actually
  
   want
  
  more personnel. Given the circumstances under which we operate, there doesn’t really
  
   need
  
  to be more than one Scion. It’s not as if we work under any kind of time limit. You are here, just like me and all the rest, because we couldn’t persuade you to stop and Vemnesthis apparently doesn’t want any murder on his conscience.”
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   really
  
  think coercing someone into eternal servitude is kinder than killing them,” Aradidjad snorted, pulling off an access panel. “I need a screwdriver. Actually, a set of screwdrivers, including smaller clockmaker’s—ah.”
 

 
  The compact little case bounced out of the gate and slid across the floor toward her.
 

 
  “I really think Vemnesthis really thinks that. I have met a lot of gods, Cyria, and I’ve noticed something: the more you gain vast, omniscient perspective over the whole of the universe, the less you truly
  
   comprehend
  
  what the experience of mortality is like.”
 

 
  “Hm.” She set about carefully detaching power crystals in silence. Why a decentralized power system instead of a main battery? Presumably there was a reason, but it would make the thing difficult to maintain. Also quite tedious to dismantle. “So. If even
  
   viewing
  
  other timelines or periods isn’t allowed, how does that work with
  
   you
  
  getting to stomp around doing whatever you like?”
 

 
  “Are you questioning my integrity, doctor?” Tellwyrn’s tone was amused, which if anything irritated Aradidjad more than if the elf had tried to shut down her inquiry.
 

 
  “Don’t be coy with me, you smug megalomaniac. Even if I assumed, for the sake of argument, that you had the best of intentions, you know very well it’s impossible
  
   not
  
  to have your actions influenced by what you know. There is no way your mortal life isn’t affected by future knowledge.”
 

 
  “I’m sure that would be true, but I have no such knowledge. I do get to leave the citadel, yes, but outside it, all I know is that I lead the Scions, and how to return to them. Any knowledge I possess about their operations or the things they discover remains behind. Which is actually very annoying; the stuff we’ve uncovered about the Elder Gods alone would have spared me
  
   centuries
  
  of pestering the Pantheon for answers they didn’t have.”
 

 
  “What? You mean you… Oh, bullshit. Maintaining a reactive memory block like that would be fiendishly complicated and completely pointless.”
 

 
  “My, you’re just full of naysay today!”
 

 
  “Crowbar!” she snapped. “And
  
   don’t
  
  throw it at my—” Aradidjad flattened herself to the floor as the crowbar sailed overhead to clang against the far wall. “You gratuitously obstreperous bitch.”
 

 
  “Complain to Q, I’m not the one manning the equipment locker. Anyway, you’re thinking like a mage, doctor. Remember, all this happens by the will of a
  
   god.
  
  A god is a being which doesn’t need to devise solutions to problems, but simply exerts their will and the solutions devise themselves. Vemnesthis is largely motivated by what he in some cases mistakenly thinks is compassion. A little memory editing is a perfect example. It is a horrifying personal violation and he set it up that way in an attempt to be nice.”
 

 
  Aradidjad had retrieved the crowbar and now planted its wedged end between two metal panels. There, though, she paused, holding the tool still and frowning at nothing.
 

 
  “Why
  
   do
  
  you get to leave, then?”
 

 
  “Let’s just say a lesser offense gets a lighter sentence. By the way, I appreciate your respect for another wizard’s craftsmanship, but it’s not like anybody’s going to put that thing back together. You needn’t be so careful in disassembling it, unless you really want to for some reason. Either way, chop chop. It’s not going to break itself down.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  When Tellwyrn ended the time freeze, Aradidjad was standing right in the center of where the large chronoscope had been with her arms folded, and an eyebrow superciliously arched. It was a pose she had cultivated to control unruly classrooms before the University had allowed her to move on to pure research.
 

 
  Ethliron was in the middle of a speech. “—my hope that with its aid, we will be able—”
 

 
  He broke off with a gasp and physically started, shying back from her. The rest of the elven dignitaries reacted likewise, some with more restraint, but all visibly shocked. The drow tucked her hands into her wide sleeves and lit up with a silver glow, but fortunately didn’t push it any further. Aradidjad could not deny experiencing a rush of pure satisfaction at being the focus of so much surprise and uncertainty by so many normally inscrutable immortals.
 

 
  “Tell me, Magister Ethliron,” she said flatly, “is it that you believe that you, personally, are special, and above the fundamental laws of existence? Or do you simply not
  
   care
  
  how your actions affect the people around you?” That, too, was a variation on a line she had used to great effect on undergraduates.
 

 
  “I… It was only…” The elf paused and swallowed heavily. “Please, you must understand I had
  
   no
  
  intention of physically intervening. The device only gathers information.”
 

 
  Aradidjad stared at him in silence, waiting. When half the other elves had shifted their focus from her to Ethliron, he opened his mouth to speak again. Then, finally, she cut him off.
 

 
  “This Confederacy of yours has every possibility of a bright and glorious future.
  
   Possibility
  
  is all that anyone ever has. Nothing cuts off possibilities faster than ill-considered actions. Do I make myself clear, ladies and gentlemen?”
 

 
  “Explicitly, Scion,” one of the plains elves said before Ethliron could reply. “We apologize for putting you to this trouble. It will
  
   not
  
  happen again.” The last was clearly directed at the Magister himself. By that point, only the drow priestess was still studying Aradidjad through narrowed eyes; the rest were staring at Ethliron with decidedly less friendly expressions.
 

 
  And then they all froze in place once more.
 

 
  “Always leave ’em wanting more,” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “Nicely handled, Aradidjad. You’ve worked a room before!”
 

 
  “A little drama is necessary to make college students behave.”
 

 
  “Preaching to the choir.”
 

 
  “I have to admit,” Aradidjad mused, “that is
  
   really
  
  satisfying when I’m not the one it’s being done to. I’m sure that reflects poorly on my moral fiber.”
 

 
  “Don’t beat yourself up over it, doctor. We have to take our satisfaction wherever we can find it in this line of work.” A gate swirled open next to her. “Run along home, now. There’ll be plenty more to do, soon enough.”
 

 
  She stepped through with a last glance around at all the aspirations she had just crushed. “I don’t doubt it.”
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  If one had to be sentenced to an eternity of indentured servitude, the citadel of the Scions of Vemnesthis was surely the best place for it.
 

 
  Though at first appearance the place seemed as spartan as it was purely weird, the accommodations proved downright luxurious. Most of them, it turned out, were concealed in the eclectic hodgepodge of floating structures which surrounded the complex. Given their sheer number, and the fact that several were clearly larger on the inside than their physical dimensions should have allowed, there was space for virtually everything a person could want. Except, of course, the freedom to leave.
 

 
  Many were left empty, which was because these also provided housing for the Scions themselves. Everyone had the freedom to pick a dwelling from any of those not in use, and it seemed there as no rule or even convention against taking prime real estate. At least, nobody seemed to mind that one of the largest structures, a castle of medieval Syrrinski design, was Rispin’s personal residence. Aradidjad, doubling down on the lifelong enjoyment of irony which was helping to keep her sane, picked the lighthouse upon which she had nearly broken her neck immediately after arriving in the nexus.
 

 
  At the moment, it was a spartan place to live. The method by which physical objects could be acquired in the nexus was not yet known to Aradidjad; all she knew was who was responsible for this. Kaolu created food, which it seemed the Scions did not need but were encouraged to eat as it was a pleasurable and satisfying experience, and as Rispin had warned her, taking care of their own mental health was an important duty in this state of eerie servitude.
 

 
  Everything except food came through the auspices of Q. And apparently “everything” meant virtually anything; Rispin and Yalda both showed her their fully-furnished homes, and while Yalda had simple tastes, his was downright luxurious—not to mention huge. That made Q a living bottleneck in the process of requisitioning anything, and Aradidjad was beginning to feel the effects of the first impression she had made on him. So far, she had a hammock, a small stack of books, and a tacky fairy lamp which he claimed was “art deco.”
 

 
  That aside, there were facilities for basically everything concealed in the floating buildings. The Scions had gymnasiums, swimming pools, botanical gardens, workshops, laboratories, a theater, no less than five museums and two smaller recreational libraries in addition to the “official” one Chao Lu Shen oversaw which supplied research material for missions. Kaolu’s residence was an apartment over the Tilted Hourglass, a pub which apparently served as the Scions’ principal casual hangout. It was stocked with vintages from across ten thousand years, and staffed by a funny little wheeled cylindrical golem with metal spider arms and bells for a voice, which was apparently an Elder God relic.
 

 
  And that was just what Aradidjad had discovered in her initial poking around and talking to people. She met another dozen or so of her coworkers and found them, unsurprisingly, an eclectic bunch. Evidently they had plenty of leisure; there was no set schedule on which missions happened. Tellwyrn just showed up suddenly and started barking orders. According to Dravo, a talkative wood elf from the second century after the Elder Wars, she did a good job of spacing them to break up the tedium and avert any serious altercations, without overworking anyone. Aradidjad supposed that kind of thing was easy enough to arrange if you had a bird’s eye view of the timeline.
 

 
  “Rise and shine, doctor,” Tellwyrn ordered, striding into the Hourglass, where Aradidjad was sitting at the bar with Yalda and Styrronski, a wizard she had just met and whose story she did not yet know. “Report to Shaft Three, you have an assignment.”
 

 
  “What, just me?” she asked, glancing at the other two—and noting how flat their expressions had suddenly gone. This was only her third time being sent on a mission, and on both of the previous two occasions Tellwyrn had interrupted a gathering and dispatched everyone simultaneously.
 

 
  “This time, yes,” the archmage said, wearing a pensive look which began to alarm Aradidjad slightly. The elf was usually the very incarnation of disdainful self-absorption. “I’ve been easing you into this, but now I’m afraid the leading strings come off. Shaft Three.”
 

 
  She turned and strode back out, without waiting for a response. Aradidjad sighed, shook her head, and stood to follow.
 

 
  “Hey.” She glanced back to find Yalda regarding her seriously. “Listen… It’s not going to be the end of the world. Okay? I don’t mean that to be condescending. Nothing she drags you through will be more than you can recover from, no matter how it feels at the time.”
 

 
  “Well, that just shot right past ominous and straight into horrifying,” Aradidjad replied, frowning. “Is there something in
  
   particular
  
  I should know?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Styrronski replied, then scowled at Yalda when she jabbed his arm with a fist.
  
   “Yes.
  
  She deserves a forewarning, same as all of us—”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  was forewarned,” Yalda snapped, “and it made it infinitely worse. The anticipation was the cruelest part, and exactly why Tellwyrn
  
   doesn’t
  
  give those out. Look, Cyria, after you’re back and…you know, feeling up to it, come visit my place, all right? I’ll set up a girls’ night. Or…whatever you need.”
 

 
  “..sure,” Aradidjad said suspiciously. “Thanks. I guess I’d better report to Shaft Three before the boss comes looking for me.”
 

 
  “She won’t,” Styrronski said morosely, glaring down at his vodka. “She has all the time in the world.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So the Scions are what anchor your perception and time-altering powers to the world, is that it?” Aradidjad asked upon stepping out of the place between onto a familiar street in Calderaas. The city was frozen, like Tiraas had been on her last assignment, but other than that looked…normal. This must be very close to her own time.
 

 
  “Not bad. How’d you reach that conclusion?” Usually Tellwyrn affected a vague blend of condescension and approval that befitted a seasoned professor addressing a precocious student, but her voice was still tense. It was not improving Aradidjad’s nerves.
 

 
  “Logic, and awareness general magical principles. Apparently you have to guide a Scion through the place between to actually perform time travel, but once we’re here you can open gates right to us. Which makes sense as magic requires a sapient mind to be actively performed. There’s a precedent for the presence of such a mind serving as a focus for passive enchantments and supplemental effects, too.”
 

 
  “Mm hm. All right, you know the surrounding area. This is not an intervention against a time traveler; the perpetrator enacted their spell from several years into the future. Another Scion dealt with them. You’re here to plug a hole, that’s all. A temporal rift will form in Calderaas and you are to neutralize it.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s idiotic,” Aradidjad snorted, sidestepping immobile pedestrians. She didn’t actually know where she was meant to be going, but preferred walking to standing around. And it was nostalgic, seeing her city again. No telling when or even if she’d have another chance to visit. “Why didn’t the other Scion just stop it from that end?”
 

 
  “One of Vemnesthis’s more arbitrary rules, I’m afraid. Everybody cleans up their own mess.”
 

 
  She stopped cold.
 

 
  “Keep following the crowd you’re presently weaving through. There’s a market on the next street over, and a demonstration occurring at an ice cream shop—”
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
 

 
  “The rift will form directly on that location. I know you’re familiar with—”
 

 
  “I’m not doing this, Arachne. Get someone else.”
 

 
  “Yes, you are. You’re familiar with the specific spell, but I can walk you through the steps— No, Aradidjad, it’s not going to be that easy.”
 

 
  She had turned and started running back the other way, heedless now of the time-locked people she jostled in passing. Aradidjad got half a dozen steps before Tellwyrn rewound her right back to where she had started.
 

 
  “Keep walking. As I was saying, the surrounding obstructions rule out a nice, neat spell circle, but I’ll show you how to compensate using the available space.”
 

 
  She gritted her teeth, focusing arcane power. The familiar whine of building energy rose in her ears, and with a blue sparkle of magic, Aradidjad teleported away. The scene around her was still frozen, but changed to the highway extending south from the gates of Calderaas, toward the distant capital of the Empire.
 

 
  “Oh, you like teleporting?” Suddenly, Tellwyrn’s voice lost its grim flatness, replaced by overt anger. “Fine, let me show you something.”
 

 
  This time she vanished and reappeared instantly and far more cleanly, a humiliating reminder of how far Tellwyrn’s magical capabilities outstripped her own. Aradidjad was now standing on a flat rooftop, overlooking the market street. In fact, directly across from the ice cream shop, the proprietor standing out front demonstrating his exotic new delicacy, with beside him the brand new, state of the art, unknowingly faulty freezing apparatus which was the cause of so much misery.
 

 
  She squeezed her eyes shut, turned, and started running back across the roof. Not that she had any plan for what to do once she reached the other side; all she could think was to get
  
   away.
  
 

 
  
   “No, you don’t,”
  
  Tellwyrn grated. Aradidjad slowed to a halt, then was reversed through time back to her starting point at the edge of the roof.
 

 
  This time, though, she remained frozen there. Below, the street came to life with movement, but she herself was fully suspended in time. Physically, at least, unable to move even her eyes. Her consciousness, however, remained fully in sync with the world. Somehow, she couldn’t manage to marvel at the finesse of Tellwyrn’s control.
 

 
  “Since you’ve decided to make this difficult,” the elf’s voice informed her, “you’re going to watch yourself get your wish, and see how much you enjoy it. Pay attention.”
 

 
  They were there; she couldn’t look away. Right there at the very head of the crowd, nearest the demonstration.
 

 
  Dashar was a tall man even without the four-year-old boy perched on his shoulders; naturally they stood out, and given how close they were, the vendor immediately fixed on them as ideal volunteers for his demonstration.
 

 
  She wanted to scream. Couldn’t, but desperately wanted to. Tellwyrn could at least have given her that much.
 

 
  At this proximity, having studied the Imperial Inspectors’ analysis after the fact, she knew exactly what happened, knew what to look for, saw the things that would lead to the disaster even from a rooftop across the street. The tiny imperfection in the arcane containment system which created intense cold within a sealed compartment; a flaw so minute it had doubtless been right on the threshold of the factory’s quality control standards. If operated as intended, it would never have mattered. But the stupid fucking ice cream man had the unit, designed to sit in the back of a restaurant kitchen, running out in direct sunlight, an hour before noon, in midsummer, in Calderaas.
 

 
  Even that wouldn’t have caused such a crisis, though. From her perch, Aradidjad could sense, helpless, the flicker of infernal magic within the crowd, not far from Dashar and Selim. She didn’t know who the warlock was or what they were trying to do; there were limits to what investigators could reconstruct after the fact. A Black Wreath spy committing an act of terrorism, a hedge warlock with poor control who’d have been doomed for a messy death one way or another, maybe even some hapless oaf afflicted with a curse whose existence they didn’t even know if. It didn’t matter in the end.
 

 
  She watched her son, perched on his father’s shoulders, getting his first and only taste of ice cream. At that angle, she couldn’t even see his face. But she was focused enough on the scene to feel the flicker of infernal power brush against the nimbus of arcane energy surrounding the cold unit, catch in that tiny flaw in its spell boundary, saw the containment begin to unravel. Had there been another mage in the audience, they would have noticed the same, maybe even been able to stop it. There was not.
 

 
  Except this time, another power intervened.
 

 
  The temporal portal burst into being directly over the crowd. It wasn’t visible to the eye, but caused an immediate change in air pressure which made every ear on the street pop, eliciting outcries. It would take someone with magical senses to realize something was happening, let alone something that big; that thing was a blaring beacon that would alert every arcanist in the city. The only reason Imperial or Sultanate troops weren’t on the site already was they would know better than to try teleporting that close to an obvious rift.
 

 
  The characteristic high whine pierced the air, and flashes of blue began sparking around the front of the crowd. With a final burst of light, Aradidjad’s husband and son vanished, teleported through the rift to a point six years into the future. To safety.
 

 
  This, of course, generated even more of an outcry, but that lasted only moments before the thermal containment charms on the ice cream maker finished unraveling. The first thing that happened was that the damn device exploded as metal parts under pressure were suddenly flash-frozen while exposed to hot sunlight
  
   and
  
  destabilized magic. The force of the blast lifted the vendor himself and hurled him away like a doll.
 

 
  On the heels of the explosion, which bowled over the entire front row of the crowd, came a torrent of super-chilled air. Every drop of moisture in the local atmosphere froze. The nearest people froze. Flesh turned as brittle as glass—and in the midday heat and the tumult of people falling over each other, the results of that were immediate and grisly.
 

 
  And her Dashar and little Selim were meant to have been right there at the forefront of it.
 

 
  Aradidjad had never had much use for Avei or any of the professions which looked to her as a guardian, but the lawyer she’d found had had a paladin’s fury over injustice and a soldier’s ruthless aim for an enemy’s weakest spot. By the time she, the other victims, the Sultana and the Empire had finished with the manufacturer of those cold boxes, the negligent piece of shit’s great-grandchildren would be out of business. It had been a fairly successful company up to that point, too. The proceeds had funded her temporal research.
 

 
  “So much stupid suffering from such a random little thing,” Tellwyrn murmured. “Fate is way too fond of that callous plot device. Oh, but what comes next is
  
   very
  
  different.”
 

 
  It was. That rift wasn’t going away. Vast quantities of arcane energy funneled through a planar portal presented nigh-insurmountable problems; it could be stabilized on one end through tremendous effort, and on the other… Well, that was possible, in theory. She hadn’t managed to do it.
 

 
  She hadn’t cared.
 

 
  The rift was only sealed on the other side.
 

 
  That left a hole to nowhere in the street above the already-screaming crowd. Distracted as they were by the horrid aftermath of the explosion, it was several more seconds before anyone noticed the lightning arcing out of a spot in the empty sky above.
 

 
  Aradidjad had no idea it could have been this bad. Punching a hole through spacetime and leaving it to feed back on itself quickly unraveled more physical laws than she had anticipated. Things began lifting off the ground as a rival force competed with the planet’s gravity. Trash, then objects displayed on storefronts, trash cans… And soon enough, people. Then carriages.
 

 
  And while the contents of the street started rising toward the rift, so did more power from nearby. Calderaas was an industrial center; no single spot was far from massive factory antennae discharging electricity into the atmosphere. There were three of these within sight of the street, and all of them began pouring lightning bolts in the direction of the market. Then, streams of pure arcane magic as the rift seized these power sources and began to suck them in. The antennae themselves bent toward it…
 

 
  “I believe I’ve mentioned, doctor, that way too many Scions were fools who had no idea what they were messing with. So this is somewhat anomalous, you see. On the other end of that portal was a theoretical arcanist—one of the best in her field, in fact. One of the very few people in this era who had some idea what would
  
   happen
  
  if she pried open a temporal rift and shoved a teleport spell through it, then failed to close it properly.”
 

 
  It was ripping up pieces of buildings and sections of the street, now. Masonry, metal, lightning, and screaming people were being crushed into a ball above Calderaas right before her frozen eyes. The very roof on which Aradidjad stood fractured and crumbled; only she, suspended in time, remained unaffected amid the carnage. Vemnesthis’s grip on her was more than a match for the spell she had unleashed.
 

 
  “This is a great deal more destructive than most of what we have to clean up after, you know. And also, a great deal more
  
   maliciously fucking negligent.
  
  This is the act of an obsessed, unhinged, selfish
  
   monster
  
  who cared about no one and nothing except her own pain.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn made her watch until the unstable rift reached a critical mass, stopped drawing in matter and energy, and instead expelled it. All of it, at once. The explosion sprayed debris and loose arcane energy for miles, and instantly flattened a good quarter of the city.
 

 
  Only then was she rewound. Back through all the horror of the market, and then her futile attempts to get away. Back further, across two teleports, and leaving her standing in the middle of the street, a block distant from the ice cream shop.
 

 
  Aradidjad instantly slumped to her knees.
 

 
  “In the hours to come,” Tellwyrn said coldly, “you’re going to be complaining at length, and in a very loud voice, about
  
   my
  
  heartlessness. I just thought you should have some
  
   context
  
  before we got started. You know how this ends, Dr. Aradidjad. We can take as long as you need to before you accept it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She still fought. Of course she did.
 

 
  And, of course, she lost.
 

 
  She tried to flee, on foot, via magic, by stealing a carriage. She sat down in the street and refused to do anything, and even managed it for a long time before reliving the same three seconds on an endless backward-then-forward loop drove her to the brink of madness. She tried attacking—first that stupid warlock, then the ice cream vendor, then random people in the crowd. She attempted to warn or rescue Dashar and Selim countless times. Tellwyrn just implacably rewound anything Aradidjad did that was not following her instructions to intercept and seal the temporal rift before it even finished opening. The damned elf even let her spend three hours purchasing a wand, a sword, and a Rail ticket to Last Rock (after stealing the money from the ice cream shop) before rewinding and forcing her to live through every second of those hours, at the same speed only backward.
 

 
  Aradidjad tried to teleport to Last Rock, after that. Since that was way outside the range she could manage and she’d never been there anyway, that only resulted in dropping her from a height of thirty yards above some random patch of prairie. Tellwyrn let her lie there with a snapped spine and generally mangled body for a few minutes to reflect on her decisions before rewinding that one.
 

 
  Even her vivid and flexible imagination was running out of new ways to kill herself by the time Tellwyrn got tired of cleaning up after her increasingly extravagant suicides. Aradidjad took a faint, grim satisfaction in the fact that the elf’s patience broke before her own. Even that was immediately stripped from her.
 

 
  The archmage suffered Aradidjad’s struggling for some time before she started asserting herself right back—by using a combination of her own much more powerful teleportation and temporal freezing to make her watch the cold box explosion at the end of every rewind. Aradidjad had long since lost the ability to keep track of time; it felt like she had been fighting this forever, but she had no idea how many hours or days it had actually been before Tellwyrn changed tactics. She started counting after that, though. Forty-seven times, she watched helplessly as own temporal rift decimated her city.
 

 
  “Surely you know you didn’t save them,” the elf said after the forty-seventh.
  
   “You
  
  were caught in that explosion, idiot. All you’ve done is create a paradox which split off a splinter timeline in which they, you, and most of Calderaas are continually massacred because this situation can’t resolve itself in a linear manner. I realize you don’t like the eternity you’ve been sentenced to. Is that one really so much better?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn, at least, gave her as long as she needed to cry until she no longer could.
 

 
  Setting up the spell array across multiple surrounding rooftops was fiendishly complicated. Fortunately, Tellwyrn was a better mage than she, and understood time travel far more thoroughly; all she had to do was follow directions. She still made mistakes, which Tellwyrn had to rewind, but at least the elf didn’t make her watch the carnage again so long as she was behaving.
 

 
  And so, finally, she stopped it. Neutralized the rift before it could even form. Calderaas was not destroyed by her hand; no one’s ears even popped. And her husband and son were caught right at the brunt of a stupid, random accident, frozen and shattered like crystal sculptures.
 

 
  Over a taste of ice cream.
 

 
  Tellwyrn, apparently only a sadist when she was making a point, didn’t make her watch that either. Aradidjad hurled herself through the rift, away from that day, before the cold box finished destabilizing.
 

 
  She slumped against the rail of the elevator, and refrained from hurling herself off it only because she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Aradidjad stared emptily past the astonishing spectacle of the citadel as the vehicle slowly descended, reached the bottom, chimed pleasantly, and opened its door.
 

 
  For several minutes, she just hung there, draped against the upright support of the elevator. It took that long for her to summon even enough energy to raise her head.
 

 
  Tellwyrn was standing there, watching her over the rims of her golden spectacles.
 

 
  Exhaustion and numbness vanished in blinding torrent of rage.
 

 
  Aradidjad burst out of the elevator, screaming incoherently and hurling spells without strategy or restraint. Fire, lightning, pure arcane bolts, blasts of kinetic force, localized gravity wells—everything she could think of that could possibly
  
   break
  
  something, she flung at the archmage.
 

 
  Aside from having an elf’s capacity for mana storage and three millennia (and who knew how much longer, if she’d spent a lot of time in the nexus) of practice, Tellwyrn’s reflexes were thrice as fast as Aradidjad’s. Her attempting to assault the elven archmage with magic was exactly as efficacious as a child pounding on a brick wall with bare fists. Tellwyrn barely even bothered to gesticulate as she cast, calmly backing away and unweaving every spell Aradidjad shot at her before it could so much as singe or dent the platform.
 

 
  She kept doing it anyway. Aradidjad poured every spark of mana she could muster into hurling destruction at the elf until, with surprising suddenness, she found herself without the energy to keep standing upright, much less cast spells.
 

 
  Slumping to her hands and knees, she stared at the metal plates of the floor with blurry vision, panting for breath.
 

 
  “Feel better?” Tellwyrn asked.
 

 
  To her own surprise, she managed an incoherent screech and conjured a combination of heat, gravity, and kinesis that manifested as a tornado of pure fire. She didn’t even see what Tellwyrn did to it, but just collapsed onto her side with the sudden stabbing pain in her temples and spontaneous nosebleed which signified the onset of a solid case of mana fatigue.
 

 
  “No, of course you don’t,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. Aradidjad couldn’t muster the energy to react, even internally, when the elf sat on the floor next to her.
 

 
  They were silent for a while. The show she’d just put on had doubtless attracted the attention of every Scion in the citadel, but nobody came anywhere near them. Based on Yalda and Styrronski’s earlier reactions, they probably knew exactly what was happening here.
 

 
  “What’d you do?” Aradidjad whispered finally. That wasn’t one of the things she’d urgently wanted to know. She was too tired and too numb even to be surprised at herself for asking.
 

 
  “To get sentenced here, you mean?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn shrugged, gazing into the distance. “Every Scion except me
  
   wanted
  
  something. Tried to get something for themselves. All of them were either after unreasonable power, or trying to recover something precious they’d lost. Me, all I wanted was Vemnesthis’s attention. I fired a four-dimensional flare across his nose. It harmed no one, affected nothing, and presented no possibility of profit to me. What I wanted to ask him about didn’t even require any time travel expertise.”
 

 
  “…you were actually punished for
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Rules are rules. But…no, not exactly.” Tellwyrn shifted, bringing her gaze down to meet Aradidjad’s eyes. “That’s what all of this is about. The reason we were all sentenced to this. Because
  
   we are not special.
  
  We all tried to unmake reality for our own purposes, and we don’t get to do that. A Scion of Vemnesthis is a wizard who, at some point, decided that having power over space and time meant we were entitled to do whatever thing we wanted. We are confined here and compelled to serve to
  
   disabuse
  
  us of that notion. I am no threat to the timeline, Vemnesthis told me that himself. But in many ways I embody this problem—the idea that I get to do whatever goddamn thing I please because I damn well can and hardly anyone is in a position to stop me.” She shrugged again, raising her head to stare up at the endless hourglass. “He decided to impose some limits on me, because no one else had. I can’t say I appreciate it, but… I also can’t say I blame him.”
 

 
  Aradidjad closed her eyes. She was lying in a very uncomfortable position. Somehow she didn’t care enough to move. “And
  
   this
  
  warrants eternal servitude.”
 

 
  “You want justice? Well, Avei probably wouldn’t have done it this way,” Tellwyrn said with a bitter laugh. “But if we’re talking proportionality, you do realize that
  
   you’d
  
  be here longer than anyone. None of your colleagues actually tried to destroy a major city, Cyria.”
 

 
  There wasn’t really anything to say to that. Another long silence fell.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what I know, though,” Tellwyrn said quietly. “Two things. Gods never reveal everything… And there are far too few Scions.”
 

 
  Aradidjad opened her eyes to stare a mute question at her.
 

 
  “Given the rate at which we recruit them? How often some fool wizard tries to mess with existence and won’t listen to reason?” Tellwyrn shook her head. “There ought to be hundreds. Thousands. This place is certainly big enough to accommodate that. We have barely three dozen. And
  
   I
  
  don’t remember any others, but… Would I? Speaking as high priestess I can’t promise you anything. But just as someone who has been watching the comings and goings here for quite a while, I am absolutely convinced that there is some kind of retirement clause for Scions of Vemnesthis. And when they’re done, they are simply…erased from our timeline.”
 

 
  “That’s the most twisted fucking thing I’ve ever heard of.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” Tellwyrn scrunched up her nose in distaste. “He tries so hard to be considerate of us, and just does not understand what it’s like to exist as a linear person. The result is a lot of existential horror. Well.” With a sigh, the elf stood up, then bent to offer Aradidjad her hand. “Come with me, Cyria. There’s someone you need to meet.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Standing with Tellwyrn on some miscellaneous piece of prairie in the horrible place between places, trying not to think about the writhing monstrosities that filled the sky, Aradidjad reflexively grabbed at her revolver when a black shape came swooping out of the sky at them.
 

 
  “Easy,” Tellwyrn said, placing a hand on her arm. “This is her. Doctor, this is Evaine. Evaine, Cyria Aradidjad.”
 

 
  “It is a sincere honor to finally meet you,” the valkyrie said enthusiastically, and swept a bow. It was an elaborate gesture involving a horizontal brandishing of her scythe and arching of her great black wings overhead. Aradidjad eased backward a half-step in response.
 

 
  Her voice, even to her own ears, was unnaturally flat. “Why.”
 

 
  Evaine straightened up, still smiling at her and clearly taking no offense. “I understand your suspicion, Dr. Aradidjad. I’ll try to explain things in order, since if I know Arachne, you have no idea why you’ve been brought here.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn rolled her eyes under their combined stare, but said nothing.
 

 
  “The afterlife,” the valkyrie began, “is a dimensional plane like the prime material plane upon which you were born. The Elder Gods set it aside for the purpose of…well, power. You know, I’m sure, that magic requires a sapience to be initiated?”
 

 
  “She’s one of the best theoretical arcanists of her era,” Tellwyrn said. “You can skip the review.”
 

 
  Evaine made a wry face at her before turning back to Cyria. “Very well. That, doctor, is the reason the Elders began harvesting and storing souls. In the suspended state which is normal there, they have no will as such. They can be used to create magical workings on a scale no mortal caster could even dream. And now, that vast soul battery is under the control of the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “Why,” Aradidjad asked faintly, “is every new thing I learn more horrific than the last?”
 

 
  “Because you messed with time and blew up Calderaas,” Tellwyrn said brusquely. “Hush up and listen.”
 

 
  “Still working on those people skills, I see,” Evaine said cheerfully. “Anyway, doctor, don’t worry—things are much better since Vidius took over. The souls of the dead aren’t being
  
   used
  
  for anything, just allowed to exist. And no longer in neutral suspension, either. The afterlife is just…bliss. Pure, existential happiness. Except!” She held up one finger. “The few souls my sisters and I are sent to gather… They retain a consciousness and individuality. Not just everyone is added to that roster, because, well… The world would be filled with them, and it would have all the same problems as the mortal plane. The honored dead are given a paradise in which to live as people, and even
  
   that
  
  requires an awful lot of maintenance, even for the comparatively few of them.”
 

 
  “Who are the few?” Aradidjad asked woodenly.
 

 
  Evaine’s answering smile was gentler now. “Mostly? The brave. We bring those who fell in acts of great courage and heroism. But…there are a few extras. Now, this part probably isn’t
  
   strictly
  
  allowed, so don’t spread it around. Arachne here pulled strings with us. We don’t mind at all, and neither Vidius nor Vemnesthis has said anything, so hopefully that’s that. Some of the Scions, I understand, end up serving because they lost someone and tried to bend time to get them back.”
 

 
  Aradidjad didn’t dare speak. Her pulse was suddenly pounding in her throat.
 

 
  “For those,” Evaine said with a knowing smile, “we make exceptions. Those dead loved ones are brought to paradise. It’s a chance for life to go on. And… A chance, at least, for children to grow up, to actually live. It’s not the
  
   world,
  
  but it’s a life.”
 

 
  She opened her mouth, not sure what she could even say. It ended up not mattering, as her voice was gone. For what seemed the dozenth time very recently, Aradidjad slumped to her knees, too overcome to carry on holding herself upright.
 

 
  Evaine knelt with her, wrapping arms around her shoulders and holding her close.
 

 
  “We won’t often have the opportunity for our paths to cross,” the valkyrie murmured, “but when I can manage it, I’ll bring you news. I was the one who brought Dashar and Selim home; I made sure they knew they have you to thank. I’ll let you know how Selim is growing when I can.”
 

 
  “I know it isn’t much,” Tellwyrn said. “It’s not…enough. Not the same as having your life back. But it’s what I could manage to arrange, thanks to Evaine and her sisters being willing to help.”
 

 
  Aradidjad drew a shuddering breath, the valkyrie’s wings folding protectively over her. No, it wasn’t enough. But it was something. It would strengthen her enough to keep going.
 

 
  And maybe, if Tellwyrn was right, she could be with them again. For now, that was something she could cling to.
 

 
  For a time.
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  After everything, it was strangely pleasing just to be out in nature.
 

 
  He walked at a moderate pace, being in no hurry. Golden tallgrass stretched away in all directions, a sight familiar from the border of the Golden Sea, though this was subtly different country. The ground here rolled and undulated slightly, the grass helping to conceal little valleys and subtle hillocks; it was the kind of terrain that could easily have tripped him up had he tried to rush through it, city boy that he was. This grass, too, seemed a shorter variant than what lived around the Great Plains. Its upper fronds rose barely to the level of his chin, not obscuring his view the way the tallgrass of the Golden Sea did. It was darker in color, too, closer to amber.
 

 
  The sun was arcing toward its zenith and beating down from a cloudless sky, the kind of weather that threatened to burn exposed skin, were his skin vulnerable to that. He found the heat a little tiring, but also not unpleasant. Cicadas, invisible in the grass all around, provided a constant music underscored by a faint, refreshing breeze and the rustling it caused among the stalks. Once in a while there came the cry of a distant hawk.
 

 
  On he walked, toward the line of trees in the distance. Though he hardly needed the support, he had his scythe out, held in one hand near the blade, and used it as a walking stick. Occasionally a strand of tallgrass would be nicked in passing and immediately wither, but luckily the weapon was long enough that few reached it. It was a good few miles from the nearest town—not a small hike. He had time, though. He’d never been an outdoorsy person, really, but something about the peace and quiet made him begin to appreciate some of Juniper’s speeches.
 

 
  He tilted his head slightly, glancing to the side and listening to a voice not physically audible. After a few moments, he came to a stop, planting the butt of the scythe’s haft on the ground and slowly peering about. As far as the eye could see, he was totally alone out here on the rolling plain, still a long walk from the forest and already beyond sight of the town.
 

 
  “Well, I appreciate not being shot,” he said aloud. “How close were you planning to let me get before saying anything?”
 

 
  There was no sign of any response for another few moments. After pausing, he shrugged and took another step.
 

 
  The elf seemed to materialize right out of the tallgrass, holding a staff and garbed in a robe dyed in patterns of white and bronze that blended perfectly with the plants. He inclined his head, expression remaining impassive. Three more popped up, one carrying a bow, two with tomahawks in hand. Though armed, they kept their weapons at their sides and their stances free of aggression, staring flatly at the person they had surrounded.
 

 
  “Well met,” the man with the staff said. “I am Adimel. What brings you?”
 

 
  “I’m Gabriel Arquin,” he replied, carefully nodding his head back to precisely the same degree.
 

 
  “The Hand of Vidius.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Gabriel blinked. “You know about that, then.”
 

 
  “We live in a grove,” Adimel replied dryly, “not the underside of a rock.”
 

 
  “Uh, sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Gabriel said, wincing. “I’m not used to being…known. It’s barely been a year and I was kind of a nobody before. It’s eerie that word’s traveled all the way out… Y’know, that’s neither here nor there. First of all, I’m not looking to bring trouble, don’t worry.”
 

 
  “Most of the trouble brought to the groves of woodkin has come packaged in good intentions,” Adimel said evenly. “I intend no disrespect. To answer your question, we have been studying you, and considering. An uninvited human would have been intercepted already, but you present…a puzzle.”
 

 
  “I get that a lot,” he said solemnly.
 

 
  “You smell of demon blood and divine magic. You have a soul reaper following you, which could be a great character reference or the opposite. You carry a weapon of the gods, but also…” Drawing his lips into a thin line, Adimel pointed at Ariel.
  
   “That.”
  
 

 
  “I didn’t make Ariel, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” Gabriel said, placing his free hand on her hilt. “I don’t know who did. She’s helpful, if not exactly personable…”
 

 
  “That wasn’t the worry at all; no one your age would know such craft. And…Ariel?” The elf raised an eyebrow. “You couldn’t find one called Jane?”
 

 
  
   “What does everyone think that’s so very clever?”
  
  Ariel asked aloud.
 

 
  “Shh.” Gabriel patted her scabbard. “Look, I know elves like your privacy, and I’m sorry to just show up like this. It isn’t my intention to be disruptive; I just need to ask your Elders for help with something.”
 

 
  “What do you need, paladin?” Adimel asked in a neutral tone. “Your status as Hand trumps
  
   most
  
  other considerations, in the end. The grove would ordinarily be glad to host you, but this is an awkward time. If your request is important, the Elders will still hear it, at the least.”
 

 
  Gabriel hesitated, glancing to the side; the elf followed his eyes, clearly somehow able to perceive Vestrel even if he couldn’t actually see her.
 

 
  “I would like to speak with the Avatar.”
 

 
  The cicadas sang over the wind in the silence which followed.
 

 
  “I encountered one in an old Elder God complex under Puna Dara,” Gabriel explained when it became clear none of the elves intended to say anything. “That facility is, uh…no longer accessible. Vestrel said there are only two others still open on this continent, and the other one’s under Tiraas and being used by the Imperial government. I sort of figured the grove Elders would be more
  
   reasonable
  
  to talk to than the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Why,” Adimel said slowly, “do you want to speak with another Avatar?”
 

 
  “I have questions. About where the world comes from, how it ended up this way. About the gods, in particular.”
 

 
  “Some of those answers may be dangerous to acquire,” the elf warned.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded. “Vidius also has questions. He called me
  
   because
  
  of that. Because he thinks the gods have been wrong about some important things, and fears what might happen if they don’t adapt. The Pantheon is shifting all over; the new Hand of Avei is a half-elf who’s been trained by Eserites. My whole purpose is going to involve
  
   changing
  
  things. And… It’s dangerous to introduce change into a system you don’t understand. I’d think elves would know something about that.”
 

 
  Adimel glanced at each of his comrades in turn; none of them spoke, but stared back with subtle changes of expression which seemed to communicate something to him.
 

 
  “Well.” The shaman thumped the butt of his staff against the earth once. “At the very least, the Elders will wish to hear your request, Gabriel Arquin. If nothing else, it is news to us that there are accessible Elder God systems available to the Tiraan and Punaji. I will not make you a promise on the Elders’ behalf, but I believe that if you are willing to share information, they will respond in fairness.”
 

 
  “Well, that sounds good to me,” Gabriel said with a broad grin. “Fairness is pretty much the best anybody can hope for, right?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Adimel said gravely, inclining his head again. “If they are very lucky.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Aspen said worriedly. “This place… It’s not
  
   safe
  
  for humans. I mean, with
  
   us
  
  he’s fine, but if you want to leave him out here…”
 

 
  “All of that,” Kaisa said severely, “would have been worth considering
  
   before
  
  you insisted on dragging him along, girl.”
 

 
  “If you really thought I was gonna just leave him behind,” the dryad flared.
 

 
  “Please.” Ingvar nodded to the kitsune, reaching over to touch Aspen’s cheek. “I am very honored to have been included this far. No Huntsman has ever journeyed so far into the Deep Wild. If I can go no farther, it’s not as if I’ve a right to complain. This is family business, after all. And if Ekoi-sensei says the protection she has left will be enough, I see no reason at all to doubt her. Has she misled us yet?”
 

 
  “She was pretty much a butthole to me in Last Rock,” Aspen grumbled, folding her arms.
 

 
  “No offense, sis, but you
  
   kinda
  
  brought that on yourself,” Juniper pointed out.
 

 
  “I was worried about you!”
 

 
  “Yeah, I know. And I love you for it. But that, and then what happened to you right after…” Juniper shook her head, turning to Kaisa. “That’s really what all this is about, isn’t it? Maybe it’s just the two of us so far, but dryads are starting to interact with the mortal world. And we can’t keep doing it the way we have. It just gets people hurt.”
 

 
  “That is the heart of it, Juniper,” Kaisa replied. “The world is changing. The daughters of Naiya must change, as well, and
  
   change
  
  is an inherently difficult thing for us to face—but no less important for that. I have done everything I can to make my own sisters see this, and by and large they simply will not. Perhaps we can still salvage something of your generation, however. I allowed you to bring your young man on this journey which is
  
   manifestly
  
  none of his business, Aspen, because I deem him an extremely positive influence on you. I strongly advise you to
  
   listen
  
  when he speaks. And for that alone, you can be certain I won’t allow him to come to harm.”
 

 
  “Go see to your sister,” Ingvar said gently, squeezing Aspen’s hand once. Then he stepped back, beneath the branches of the cherry tree Kaisa had just caused to sprout from nothing. It now fanned overhead to a great height, heavily laden with pink blossoms which continually drifted downward, already having laid down a plush carpet over its roots, delineating a circle of protection. “I will be here when you return.”
 

 
  “Stay safe, Ingvar,” Fross chimed, zipping around him once in a quick pixie hug before returning to the others.
 

 
  Kaisa led the way into the deeper, darker grove, Fross hovering along right behind her and casting a silver glow upon the shadowy underbrush. Aspen brought up the rear, constantly turning to look back until Ingvar was out of sight through the trees. He stood calmly, with his longbow in hand, gazing out at the jungle of the Deep Wild.
 

 
  Within the forested crater of Jacaranda’s grove it was both cooler and darker, with moisture in the air as well as resounding through the stillness in the form of numerous streams trickling down toward the deep pool in the center. Tiny flickers of light and color were visible in the near distance, but none of the pixies were brave enough to approach the group.
 

 
  “You’re unusually quiet, Fross,” Juniper observed softly as the procession picked their way steadily downward.
 

 
  “Yeah, sorry. It’s just…memories, you know? This place seemed a
  
   lot
  
  bigger in my mind than it looks now. And scarier. Now it’s just…trees.”
 

 
  “It’s called growing up,” Kaisa said from the head of the group, not glancing back at them. Amusement faintly laced her voice. “By and large, Fross, you have done well at it. The price for wisdom is innocence, but that is life’s best bargain. The only value of innocence is that which it persuades you it has—which is a lie.”
 

 
  “Um, Professor Ekoi?” Fross chimed, drifting forward to flutter along beside the kitsune.
 

 
  “It’s very unlikely I will be returning to Arachne’s school, Fross,” she replied, glancing at the pixie with a smile. “At least, not as a teacher. Since there is only family business between us now, you should call me Kaisa.”
 

 
  “I, uh…okay. It’s just… Do you really think we can help her?”
 

 
  A faint frown settled on Kaisa’s features, and one of her triangular ears twitched sideways twice. “A basic rule of life is that you cannot help a person who refuses to be helped. This entire situation…is tricky. Jacaranda’s predicament is not entirely her own fault. Any more than Juniper or Aspen’s is. Or yours. Or mine.” She shook her head. “Our mother scarcely deserves to be called by the word; we are all abandoned in one way or another, and none of you were taught anything you need to know before being hurled from the nest. This kind of intervention carries risk and no promise of success. But we must act on the presumption that any sister of ours is worth the effort. Jacaranda will not thank us for what we’re about to do…at least, not any time soon. But in the fullness of time, she yet may.”
 

 
  “…okay.” Fross chimed a soft descending arpeggio.
 

 
  “And Fross, purge irritating non-communication like ‘uh’ and ‘um’ from your speech. A wise person who has nothing to say says nothing; fools fill the air with meaningless noise. You are the daughter of a goddess, even if once removed, and the heir of a cultural legacy older than life on this world. Act like it.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!”
 

 
  “Welcome to the family,” Aspen muttered from the back of the line.
 

 
  The pool was visible before they reached it, and the thick clustering of multicolored pixies around it apparent long before that; their chiming was audible form halfway up the sides of the crater, even with the intervening trees and underbrush to soak up noise. Activity over Jacaranda’s pool itself was a lot more fervent than normal. Clearly, the Pixie Queen had been warned of their arrival.
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you come here?” she shrieked as they lined up at the edge of her pool. She had gone so far as to rise from her usual reclining position, and now hovered upright above her little island in the center of the water, gossamer wings buzzing furiously. “I will not have dryads in my realm! Vile creatures, begone with you!”
 

 
  “Good to see you, too, Jackie,” Aspen said dryly, lounging against a tree trunk and folding her arms. “How’ve you been?”
 

 
  “DON’T YOU CALL ME THAT!”
  
  
  Jacaranda screamed, turning vivid pink with rage. “Pixies! I want these invaders
  
   gone.
  
  Get rid of them, my little ones!”
 

 
  “Fross?” Juniper said warily as the hundreds of glittering lights around began to swirl menacingly, raising a cacophony of shrill little voices and buzzing wings.
 

 
  Fross hovered forward, putting herself in front of Kaisa; in this proximity to so many of her kind, it was immediately obvious that she had a much brighter glow and larger aura. The surrounding pixies surged forward at the four on the bank of the pool.
 

 
  Fross emitted a single pulse of pure arcane magic. A blue corona rippled out from her, instantly disorienting and stunning their attackers. Little voices switched from threats to shocked outcries as pixies tumbled from the air all around them, or drifted off-kilter in confusion.
 

 
  After the first blast, Fross maintained a steadier, more subtle arcane current; not enough to do anything, but plenty to create an unpleasant reaction with the fae magic which absolutely saturated the heart of Jacaranda’s little kingdom. An abrasive whine of protest rose from the air itself, a sound that was thicker than sound, that crawled across the skin.
 

 
  “Stop that!” Jacaranda wailed, planting her hands over her ears. “Stop it,
  
   stop it!
  
  No, wait—where are you going? Come back!
  
   Don’t leave me!”
  
 

 
  All around, the pixies were fleeing, shooting desperately away from the noise and disruption despite their queen’s pleas. Aspen and Juniper were wincing and Kaisa had laid her ears flat against her skull, but none of them seemed nearly as badly affected.
 

 
  Once they were all gone, Fross let the effect drop. After it, the silence was somehow even louder.
 

 
  “Hello, my queen,” Fross chimed quietly. “I don’t suppose you even remember me.”
 

 
  “Remember… You. Fross.” Jacaranda lowered her hands slowly from her ears, her face twisting into a snarl. “How
  
   dare
  
  you betray your queen? I gave you
  
   everything—
  
  your very existence! You’re mine, do you understand? I
  
   made
  
  you. I
  
   own
  
  you! You will bring the rest of my pixies back here
  
   right this second!”
  
 

 
  “My queen,” Fross replied evenly. “…mother. It’s time we had a talk.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is unexpected, of course,” Ravana said as she led him through the halls of her ancestral home. “When I submitted my application to the Service Society, it was with the presumption that I would
  
   not
  
  have an honored place on the waiting list. To be frank, I had not expected to interview a prospect for several years.”
 

 
  “The Society takes great care to match a Butler with any prospective client with the utmost caution, your Grace,” Yancey said diffidently, following her at a perfectly discreet pace which called no attention to how much longer his legs were than hers. “It is a matter of compatibility rather than seniority. Clients are obliged to wait until a suitable match is made, irrespective of how long it takes.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she agreed, “a wise system. I understand the relationship is considered quite intimate—though, naturally, my data is all secondhand. I applaud your regard for custom, Yancey; I am something of a traditionalist, myself. Still, Grace is a somewhat archaic form of address for my rank—technically correct, but more commonly associated with Bishops these days. I am phasing it out, along with the rest of my father’s ponderous pomposities.”
 

 
  “Very good, my lady.”
 

 
  “I understand,” she said thoughtfully, “you were previously Butler to Duchess Inara of House Tiradegh.”
 

 
  “I had that honor, my lady.”
 

 
  Nodding pensively, Ravana paused while Yancey slipped ahead of her to open the door at the end of the hall. He held it for her, bowing, and she glided through.
 

 
  “I do not wish to seem indelicate.”
 

 
  “I beg that you speak your mind, my lady. A Butler does not take offense, and the aim of our discussion is to assess honestly our suitability to form a contract.”
 

 
  “Very well,” she said, eyes forward and voice contained. “Part of a Butler’s function is, of course, as a bodyguard. Rumors abound concerning the late Duchess’s passing, but the official and most credible account is that she was murdered. I wonder how it came to be that you were unable to prevent this.”
 

 
  “A most reasonable concern, my lady. Please take no insult at the question, but may I presume that anything said between us will go no further?”
 

 
  “You may rely on my discretion.” He walked at her side, a half-step behind, positioned just forward enough to discern her very faint smile though she didn’t turn to look at him. “I realize trust between us is not yet earned; for the moment, rest assured that I am not fool enough to antagonize the Service Society by betraying a confidence.”
 

 
  “More than adequate assurance, my lady. Her Grace the Duchess left this world at a time and in a manner of her own choosing, in the pursuit of her own goals. I would have considered it a rank betrayal of our relationship to intervene, however her passing grieved me.”
 

 
  “Ah. Then Lord Daraspian did not kill her?”
 

 
  “He did, my lady. She arranged it with the utmost care.”
 

 
  “Thus disgracing House Daraspian,” Ravana murmured, eyes narrowing infinitesimally in thought, “and further bringing down the scrutiny of the Empire, effectively cutting off its largely illicit sources of funds. And thereby assuring the future of its principal rival, House Tiradegh. What a fearless and fiendishly elegant maneuver. If there is one thing we aristocrats consistently fail to anticipate in one another, it is a willingness to embrace sacrifice.”
 

 
  “Just so, my lady.”
 

 
  They had arrived at another set of doors, and again he stepped ahead to open them and bow her through. Ravana emerged onto a balcony, Yancey following and closing the door behind them.
 

 
  After a thousand years of rule, the manor of House Madouri was a huge complex completely encompassing the rocky hill upon which the city of Madouris had originally been built. The manor itself was a relatively small structure at the apex of the miniature mountain, itself palatial in size but dwarfed by the sprawl of gardens, lawns, fortifications, and other structures which made the complex a self-contained little city within Madouris and the most heavily fortified House position in the Empire.
 

 
  Madouris itself stretched out in three directions; the towering outcrop of the manor abutted the canyon through which the River Tira coursed far below. It was a sizable city, rivaling Tiraas in scope, though not nearly so tightly packed. Madouris didn’t have much heavy industry compared to its neighbors, and thus had preserved more of its traditional architecture than Calderaas or Tiraas; the scrolltowers were concentrated at a central location for efficiency’s sake rather than spread across multiple offices over the city, and there were relatively few factories. The huge bulk of Falconer Industries rose ominously past the city walls to the northwest, fairly bristling with lightning-wreathed antennae. It, like much of the newer construction, had grown up outside the old walls. The age of fortifications had ended with the Enchanter Wars, according to conventional military wisdom.
 

 
  The manor had the best view in the province, and this, Ravana’s balcony, had the best view in the manor.
 

 
  “I am…dithering,” she said pensively, gazing out across the city her ancestors had ruled for a millennium. “The prospect of retaining a Butler may weigh my decisions in one direction or another. Classes resume in a few weeks, and I must decide before then whether to return to Last Rock, or take my education in a different direction altogether. If I do return to the University, having a Butler along would present difficulties. I rather think Professor Tellwyrn would make them even more difficult than necessary. She vividly disapproves of what she considers presumption in her students.”
 

 
  “I will keep this under consideration, my lady. We are, of course, only in the earliest stages of our acquaintance. It is yet too early to commit to a relationship.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course. I simply want you to be aware of my situation.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your candor, my lady.”
 

 
  “So. You have come to meet me, because you perused my application and felt we might have some compatibility.”
 

 
  “Just so, my lady.”
 

 
  “Knowing what I do of Duchess Inara Tiradegh, I take that as high praise indeed. What is it, Yancey, that attracts you to the prospect of my service?”
 

 
  The Butler’s posture remained exquisitely poised, his expression neutral and speech perfectly diffident. “You remind me of her, my lady, both by reputation and by the details you yourself provided in your application.”
 

 
  “House Madouri is not presently in nearly so secure a position as House Tiradegh, it pains me to admit. We are older, wealthier, more powerful by any measure, that is a fact. But
  
   secure…
  
  In truth, my position is precarious indeed. Thanks to my father, many of our old alliances have been squandered to nothing. The Silver Throne is tentatively well-disposed toward
  
   me,
  
  but entirely out of patience with the Madouri name. I have just barely salvaged a relationship with the Falconers, and I fear I rather traumatized Teal in the process. And after my recent illness in Last Rock, any confidence my people had in me is shaken. You should know that any number of potential calamities might sweep me from power at any moment.”
 

 
  “Yes, my lady.”
 

 
  She turned to give him a cool look. “This appraisal does not surprise you, Yancey?”
 

 
  “I made certain to be aware of it, my lady. It is part of what drew me to you.”
 

 
  She raised one eyebrow mutely.
 

 
  “I cannot say what the future holds for you or for House Madouri, my lady. But I can say with certainty that you will continue to face your trials as you have already: with cunning, ferocity, and to the great surprise of your enemies. I confess I am drawn to the prospect of seeing it firsthand.”
 

 
  Ravana considered him for a moment, then gazed south, toward Tiraas; the capital was just barely too distant to be seen from Madouris, close enough that the two cities had viewed one another as severe threats before the Imperial era. Then she turned, directing her eyes north. Calderaas lay many miles in that direction, well beyond the horizon. And still further beyond that lay Last Rock, at the edge of the Golden Sea.
 

 
  “Let me pose you a hypothetical question, Yancey,” she said at last, eyes still on the endless distance. “Say that you had it on good authority, from a source so trusted that you must take it as given despite the poetic melodrama of the very claim, that…a great doom is coming. How would you recommend proceeding?”
 

 
  “I would advise, my lady, that you make yourself a greater doom, and lie in wait for it.”
 

 
  Slowly, a smile curled her thin lips.
 

 
  “Yancey… I have a very good feeling about this.”
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  The forest was like a cathedral with columns of redwood and pine, the air cool and dim except where shafts of sunlight pierced its canopy. In other ways, it resembled a park more than a real woodland, with a carpet of lush moss interspersed with bushes and saplings whose placement was both ideal to support them and ensure their future growth, and also aesthetic in the symmetry and balance it created. It was vibrantly alive, deep and mysterious, and yet not truly
  
   wild.
  
  This was a land deeply cared for, created by the people it sustained. One with them, in a way.
 

 
  “And that is what those old hard-liners forget,” said the older of the two women walking hand-in-hand beneath the trees. “The rhetoric about mad, nature-destroying humans is dismally short-sighted. Of course there are humans who do that, just as there are those who deliberately cultivate the land around them… But either way, it is the nature of all life to find equilibrium with its environment, sapient or otherwise, and humanity is
  
   far
  
  from the only species which can devastate its surroundings if allowed to run unchecked. Any predator and most herbivores will do the same; viruses do literally nothing but. Trying to single out a mortal race for it is nothing but a political agenda.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, gazing around her at the forest. There came faint flickers of motion from overhead, betraying the passage of the birds whose singing livened the quiet.
 

 
  “I’ve been trying to figure out what it is about this place that reminds me of Viridill. At a glance, it doesn’t look anything like the mountains, but… I think you just jogged my mind.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Lanaera smiled at her.
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   shaped
  
  land. That’s the quality they have in common. Viridill… It’s all so old. These ancient twisted trees, old paths and stone steps cut in the slopes, stone walls that are half-fallen. Everything’s weathered and just
  
   feels
  
  ancient. But it’s ancient in a way that’s shaped around the people who’ve lived there for thousands of years. The people and the environment are…” She frowned, groping for a word.
 

 
  “Balanced?” Lanaera suggested.
 

 
  “Yes.” Trissiny nodded again. “Integrated. There’s a
  
   harmony.
  
  I’ve been in true wilderness, too. The Golden Sea, the forests around Veilgrad. Really
  
   wild
  
  country doesn’t feel the same at all. It doesn’t care about you, it’d kill you in a second if you let it, and just…something about the place carries that constant reminder. But Viridill reflects its people. Like your grove reflects the elves. People belong in these places; they aren’t really wild.”
 

 
  “That’s not how I would put it,” the shaman commented, still smiling. “I like your phrasing, though. You have an intuitive grasp of such things that’s unusual for someone with no education in naturalism.”
 

 
  Trissiny came to a stop, tilting her head back to let a sunbeam warm her place. “I wish I’d been able to visit a grove before. I missed out on that, in Sarasio. Something about this place is peaceful, like nothing I’ve ever felt before.” She opened her eyes, turning to Lanaera with a quizzical little frown. “Is that…genetic?”
 

 
  “That’s a very large question,” Lanaera mused. “In an absolute sense, definitely. Forests are always calming to the spirit; they connect to something ancient and primal in all of us. But if you mean because you are my granddaughter, or a half-blood… Maybe, though I would not ascribe too much weight to that. If the forest speaks to you, then it does, and that’s good. That is a spiritual thing. Spiritual things are to be experienced, not analyzed. I agree, though,” she added. “You already look more relaxed than when you first arrived.”
 

 
  “I think I’ll have to make these visits a regular thing,” Trissiny said, smiling back. “If that’s all right, I mean.”
 

 
  “So respectful.” The elf shook her head ruefully.
  
   “That
  
  isn’t genetic, I can tell you that much. It’s all right to be a
  
   little
  
  presumptuous, Trissiny. You are blood, and I have welcomed you here. Unless you do something specifically to negate that welcome in the eyes of the Elders, this place is yours to visit as you please. And to be quite frank, you already seem less likely to make that kind of mess than some who were born here.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it,” Trissiny said quickly. “I just don’t want to be an imposition on anyone who
  
   didn’t
  
  have a say in that. I know elves like routine, and privacy.”
 

 
  “Mmm…” The shaman gave her a sidelong look, the faintest hint of smile glinting in her eye. “Let me put it this way. Have you ever met someone about whose opinion you simply could not force yourself to care?”
 

 
  She grimaced. “Frequently.”
 

 
  Lanaera laughed, startling a rabbit out of the bushes nearby. “Well! The tribe
  
   does
  
  value harmony—both with nature and with one another. A big part of life in elven communities is avoiding conflict. That doesn’t mean there are no irritating idiots among my tribe, merely that I do not seek out opportunities to thwart them, and in fact do not
  
   take
  
  every opportunity that arises. So, if someone did happen to object to my own granddaughter being welcome in my home, not only would I utterly disregard their entire existence, I would take a degree of satisfaction in so doing that probably reflects badly on my moral character.”
 

 
  Trissiny couldn’t help grinning along with her at that.
 

 
  “All that aside,” Lanaera continued, her expression sobering, “I do think you needn’t worry about the likelihood. There are very few elves who truly
  
   hate
  
  humans, at least on an individual level, and none in this grove. Most of the strongest anti-human sentiment among us comes from a suspicion and fear of humanity, collectively. We tend to think of people as groups, whereas you tend to as individuals.
  
   A
  
  human may earn welcome among us, and many have over the years.”
 

 
  “Do humans come to live in the groves?”
 

 
  “That’s extremely rare, but…occasionally, yes. Few humans have the mindset to get along in tribal life, and fewer still the patience to earn a tribe’s trust and acceptance. Half-bloods do somewhat more often. Having family among the tribe gets you in, which is the most difficult thing—you have that part covered. Halflings often come to groves, even if they were not born in one, to extend their lives.”
 

 
  They had begun walking again, but at that Trissiny stopped, frowning. “Extend their lives? How so?”
 

 
  Lanaera gave her a considering look, then sighed. “All right. This requires some explanation… You
  
   do
  
  understand, I hope, how the elvish metabolism works?”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor Tellwyrn explained that to me. I did some experimentation to see what traits I’d inherited. I have the metabolism, but not the instinctive recognition of relatives.”
 

 
  “Ah. That’s good to know. What I’m about to tell you is a
  
   secret,
  
  Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Then I’ll never repeat it,” Trissiny replied immediately.
 

 
  Lanaera squeezed her hand, then stepped away and pulled her gently along. They continued walking slowly through the shadow-dappled forest while the shaman collected her thoughts. Trissiny wasn’t quite used to the hand-holding yet; for as generally aloof as the elves were, they were
  
   amazingly
  
  touchy-feely between friends and loved ones. It didn’t make her uncomfortable enough to object, though.
 

 
  “An elf is not a body,” Lanaera said finally, “but an aura centered upon one. You and I, walking this way, are partly
  
   within
  
  each other. Mingling and resonating. This fact is at the root of the unity and harmony toward which all elven communities strive; simply by living in proximity, we are
  
   connected
  
  in a way that humans are not. It would drive us mad if we didn’t maintain that harmony. Those who can’t or won’t do so do not remain within the community.”
 

 
  
   “Tauhanwe,”
  
  Trissiny said, nodding.
 

 
  Her grandmother squeezed her hand again. “Yes. This has other implications. Wherever there is an elf, any human in their proximity is within their aura—their magic, their very being. And for humans and every non-demonic species, this is
  
   extremely
  
  healthy. An elf’s aura encourages life, and the balance thereof. You mentioned that Principia’s squad has two elves? Well, none of those women will be inclined to catch so much as a sniffle for the duration of their association. A standard Silver Legion period of enlistment will probably add five years to each of their lives.”
 

 
  Trissiny slowed again, coming to a stop; Lanaera did so along with her, watching her face closely.
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said finally, eyes wide, “why that is a secret.”
 

 
  “Yes.” The shaman grimaced. “About five hundred years ago, a rumor circulated among the nobility that drinking or
  
   bathing
  
  in the blood of elves could grant immortality. The results of that were predictable and horrific. It would be bad enough if human communities learned the truth, that they could just keep an elf chained in their bedroom and… Fortunately, the gods and their cults help us suppress the knowledge. The Veskers expunge it from their tales, and Avei and Eserion alike have been zealous in punishing any such abuses.”
 

 
  “I gather Kuriwa makes a point to punish people who abuse elves, too.”
 

 
  “Right,” Lanaera said sourly, “and then pats herself on the back for how
  
   protective
  
  she’s been by agitating every human power in the vicinity against our whole race. Frankly, child, I consider Arachne a better woman than Kuriwa. The main difference between them is that Arachne doesn’t pretend to herself that she’s
  
   helping.”
  
 

 
  This time it was Trissiny who burst out laughing.
 

 
  They were interrupted by a shape bounding toward them through the trees. Like a stag in form, but with sweeping horns instead of antlers, and the entire creature seemingly made of mist and light. It leaped soundlessly past trunks and over bushes, passing within arm’s length of them and coming to a halt in a glade up ahead. The ghostly figure turned, one foreleg upraised as if about to leap away again, watching them in silence.
 

 
  A much less graceful and less quiet shape came pounding along after it. Schwartz was out of breath, his hair and robes disheveled from rushing through the forest and glasses slipping down his nose. He shoved them back into place, staggering to a halt alongside the two women.
 

 
  “Whew! Good morning, Trissiny, Lanaera! Didn’t see you at breakfast.”
 

 
  “Should you really be chasing that, Herschel?” Trissiny asked pointedly. Meesie, squeaking in greeting, leaped from Schwartz’s hair to her shoulders where she scampered a complete lap around Trissiny’s neck before bounding onto Lanaera.
 

 
  “Oh, it’s just a game of tag,” he wheezed cheerfully, grinning. “Fae spirits! Very playful!”
 

 
  “Herschel, at least, knows better than to pester fairies who don’t care to be approached,” Lanaera said with clear amusement, scratching an ecstatic Meesie’s head with a fingertip. “There are no dangerous fae in the grove, regardless.”
 

 
  “I say, since I’ve run into you, d’you think it would mind if I augmented myself with a spot of magic to keep up? Cos I don’t mind telling you, I’m already bushed. Or would that be cheating?”
 

 
  
   “Cheating
  
  isn’t even a concept to most fairies, as you well know,” the shaman said, gently depositing Meesie back on his shoulder. “You are not going to catch that stag, Herschel. If you wish to avoid
  
   boring
  
  him, better use every trick up your sleeves.”
 

 
  “Rightyo!” he said brightly. “I’ll see you later then, girls. Come on, Meesie!”
 

 
  The little elemental bounded back atop Schwartz’s head, where she grabbed a fistful of his hair and pointed at the stag, trumpeting a tiny charge. He bounded off after the spirit again, this time as lightly as a gazelle. Whatever craft he had employed still didn’t make him a match for the fairy, which took off immediately. In seconds, the two had vanished into the forest.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   he’s
  
  having the time of his life,” Trissiny observed. “I’ve never seen him that happy without a book in his face.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Lanaera was watching after the departed witch with a smile. “That was more family than I
  
   expected
  
  to come visiting, but I’m glad you brought him.”
 

 
  “About that,” Trissiny said more cautiously, “I hope…”
 

 
  “I assure you,” Lanaera said in a wryer tone, “the rest of the tribe is not bothered by Herschel. He is blood of my blood—apparently—and his family is known to us. He’s a follower of Naiya’s craft, besides. No, you’ve both made an excellent impression here in just a few days. If anything, I imagine most of them were gladder to meet
  
   him
  
  than another Crowblood. You should be aware that our clan is generally heralded by a great rolling of eyes. You know the real irony, though?” she added, giving Trissiny a thoughtful look.
 

 
  “Do I
  
   want
  
  to know it?” she replied, with the same expression. “I’ve had mixed luck with ironies.”
 

 
  Lanaera grinned and squeezed her hand. “It’s just that you make a better elf than either your mother or
  
   I
  
  did at your age. I look forward to antagonizing a few specific individuals with the idea that it’s the Schwartz blood which does it.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked mostly confused. “A…better elf?”
 

 
  The shaman shook her head and resumed walking, her granddaughter again falling into step beside her. “An awkward way to put it, sorry. You’re just so…
  
   centered.
  
  Calm, respectful, and you have an innate tendency to adapt to your surroundings and the rhythms of those around you. When I was twenty I most got into fistfights and set things on fire.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Trissiny murmured. “Funny. For most of the last two years people have been telling me I’m judgmental and stuck up.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Lanaera said dryly, “and that’s exactly what they usually say about elves.”
 

 
  Trissiny made no response that time, just gazing ahead with a faintly pensive frown, now, rather than peering around at the forest. After glancing curiously at her, Lanaera left the silence alone.
 

 
  They continued on their way, the elf gently steering their course around little hillocks and bushes, till they reached a bank overlooking a bend in a small stream. Atop this hill was a small tree—small, at least, in comparison to its towering neighbors, all of which stood far enough away that ample sunlight penetrated. It was an old and sizable specimen of its kind, though. The tree leaned far out over the stream from relatively high above, its fern-like foliage casting iridescent shadows upon the water.
 

 
  Both came to a stop, gazing up at the lone mimosa.
 

 
  “They don’t usually grow in places like this, do they?” Trissiny asked quietly.
 

 
  Lanaera shook her head. “It was a gift from a tribe which visited us from a very distant land. They are not native to this continent, and have not spread here. The few which grow in these lands are transplants, most lovingly cultivated.”
 

 
  “There’s one on the Abbey grounds in Viridill.”
 

 
  “I am in no hurry, granddaughter,” the shaman said in a gentle tone. “Things are better allowed to come in their own time. I have time aplenty. But I am not sure how much
  
   you
  
  have. Avei’s business will call you away soon enough, and likely allow you few breaks in which to return. It might be better to speak of her sooner than later.”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a heavy sigh. Releasing Lanaera’s hand, she paced slowly up the hill to the tree, and placed her palm against its bark. The shaman followed more slowly along behind her.
 

 
  “I’m not really accustomed to having family,” Trissiny said after a long pause. “I’ve heard people say it’s possible to love someone with all your heart and not really
  
   like
  
  them all that much. I always thought that was the strangest idea…”
 

 
  “That’s a very apt description of what it’s like to have family,” Lanaera replied with a rueful little chuckle. “Yours, especially. If you go on to meet more of our clan I suspect you’ll come to understand it very well.”
 

 
  “I don’t love Principia,” she whispered. “And I don’t like her. But…I no longer resent her. I gave up on that because carrying a grudge is just…exhausting. Pointless. Gradually, I’m learning to…
  
   appreciate
  
  her. I feel that I
  
   could
  
  grow to love, or like her, in time. Maybe.”
 

 
  Lanaera stepped past her and seated herself on the main trunk of the tree, which grew as much to the side as up. It was vertical enough that Trissiny wouldn’t have tried balancing on it that way, but the elf perched with no sign of difficulty.
 

 
  “Almost every Crowblood I’ve met has told me we come in two kinds: the
  
   tauhanwe
  
  and the aggressively ‘normal’ ones who work extra hard at being traditional elves to compensate for the rest. Personally? I think there’s only the one kind. Our bloodline has a tendency to be magically gifted, strong-willed, and more than a little iconoclastic. It’s just that
  
   some
  
  of us choose to pursue a conventional tribal life—and pursue that with the same single-minded disregard for what anybody else thinks as ardently as the most rambunctious runaway
  
   tauhanwe
  
  goes haring off after adventure. I am even more prickly than most, if anything. That I am a respected shaman of an ancient grove is because that’s what I want.”
 

 
  She hesitated, looking out over the stream at the quiet shade of the forest beyond.
 

 
  “My daughter and I are very much alike… And that may as well have doomed us. I’m just not a very good mother, Trissiny. It takes a degree of patience, empathy, and self-sacrifice that is simply not in my personality. If I had been more flexible, more understanding, maybe… Well. If ifs and buts were berries and nuts we’d be knee-deep in squirrels. Principia and I were butting heads by the time she could talk. In hindsight, I suspect that a large part of what drove her to such a violently idiosyncratic life was my constant badgering when she behaved so badly as a youth.”
 

 
  “No one’s responsible for who they are but themselves,” Trissiny murmured, reaching up to lightly run a green frond through her fingertips.
 

 
  “It’s not so simple as that,” Lanaera said with mild amusement. “Not that you’re wrong; that is an important insight. But… Take this tree. I could have shaped it, from a sapling, had I wished. Guided its growth, coaxed or forced it to take a form unnatural to it, to stand upright and spread horizontal branches from a single trunk, like these redwoods. But no matter what craft I employed, no matter what shape I convinced it to take, it would never
  
   be
  
  anything but a mimosa. We are shaped by those around us, and yet we are defined by our choices, and our essential nature. Either, and both.”
 

 
  “Balance. Harmony.”
 

 
  “It isn’t all one thing,” Lanaera agreed, nodding. “Too much harmony is like too much of anything: destructive. There is an extent to which you must
  
   avoid
  
  being influenced by others. Children are uniquely vulnerable, especially to their parents. They have shallow roots and slender trunks, and are easily swayed into forms which will define them forever. I tried to make Principia what I thought was best. But in my carelessness, I attended only to the shape of her, paying no mind to what kind of tree she
  
   was.
  
  And so…here we are. You are not the only one, by far, to suffer for her antics, though I think you have been cut more deeply than most.”
 

 
  “Oh, no. It’s not like that at all.” Trissiny stepped over to her grandmother and took her hand again, smiling. “She’s never
  
   hurt
  
  me. The worst thing I felt when Principia revealed herself to me was just shock. I
  
   had
  
  a mother, and a good one. I had an upbringing that I give credit for most of my strengths. And some of my flaws,” she added with a grimace. “But Prin… She came along years later and the disgust I felt at her for abandoning an infant daughter was a general one. It wasn’t
  
   personal;
  
  it’s not as if I had any memory of it
  
   .
  
  I think I’ve had a better life than I would have if she’d kept me.”
 

 
  Lanaera slipped down off the trunk and wrapped her arms around Trissiny in a hug. They stood that way for a few minutes. These long demonstrations were another thing Trissiny was still growing accustomed to; with eternity in which to do everything, elves tended to take their time, and a hug could draw on till it became almost tedious. At least at first; she was learning to appreciate just
  
   being
  
  close to a loved one while time paused around them.
 

 
  It was Lanaera who finally drew back with a soft sigh. “Well. I prompted the subject for a reason, granddaughter. Your visit may be somewhat abbreviated. The grove has another guest, and I have a sneaking suspicion he is here for you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The grove stood on the prairie, but within the shade of the trees, the ground was quite uneven, rolling and heaving up in hills and valleys. They were smoothly rounded shapes, as there wasn’t much rock in this soil. Water helped define the shape of the land, rising up from springs and vanishing back into sinkholes. Long ago, these features had been carefully coaxed into being by fae craft from what had once been a flat stretch of prairie no different from that which surrounded it.
 

 
  Most of the elves lived near one another, along a high bank of the widest stream in the grove. It rose almost three yards above the water, and was held in place by a line of mighty redwoods. Their homes were dug into the soil, using the root systems of the trees to define these spaces. Common areas for gathering, eating, and pursuing crafts and various tasks were built higher up, a network of platforms and bridges stretching between the branches. All of these were grown from the living wood; not one nail had been driven into one tree.
 

 
  They returned to the central meeting space, a platform suspended between three redwoods which grew unusually close together, to find much of the tribe present, gathering around the new visitor. He was apparently human, wearing colorful silks and an improbable floppy hat which trailed a long peacock feather almost to his heels behind him. The man sat strumming a guitar, evidently waiting for them.
 

 
  “There she is!” the bard said cheerfully, hopping to his feet when Trissiny stepped onto the platform, Lanaera right behind her. “My, but you’re looking well, Triss! I’ve never seen you so serene. I guess a little vacation time was pretty much called for after spending months with Eserites, eh?”
 

 
  She studied him dispassionately for a moment, then glanced around at the assembled elves. Their demeanor was notable; the tribe hadn’t been this carefully aloof even when she and Schwartz had turned up unannounced. Usually, gatherings in this public spot were relaxed and full of talk. Now, the elves stood warily at a distance from the bard, watching. No hands went near weapons and no spells were held at the ready, but…still.
 

 
  “Lord Vesk,” Trissiny said finally, bowing. “What can I do for you?”
 

 
  “Straight to business, then,” Vesk said with a dramatic sigh. “Very well, I’ve dealt with enough Avenists to know better than to waste your time with banter.”
 

 
  “And yet…” Lanaera murmured. Trissiny’s lips twitched.
 

 
  “Trissiny Avelea,” Vesk intoned, suddenly with ostentatiously put-on grandiosity. “Hand of Avei, hero of the Pantheon, I hereby call you to perform a quest.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes slightly. “When a bard says ‘hero,’ they mean ‘victim.’”
 

 
  At that, he broke character to grin. “Well, look at you! And here everybody warned me you have no imagination. But you even quote stories to me! Granted, it’s just the Aveniad, but we can’t expect miracles.”
 

 
  She stared at him, impassively.
 

 
  “You must retrieve for me a key,” the god of bards continued, resuming his excessively solemn delivery when his jibe failed to get a response. “A very special key, which is scattered across the land in several parts. Its pieces must be gathered from the princess in her palace, the scoundrel in the shadows, the maiden in her tower, and the monster in its sepulcher.”
 

 
  Silence reigned for long moments, while Trissiny studied the god through faintly narrowed eyes. Several of the onlooking elves were watching this exchange now with openly skeptical expressions, including Lanaera.
 

 
  Finally, the paladin spoke. “Why?”
 

 
  “Why?” Vesk’s eyebrows shot upward.
  
   “Why,
  
  she asks me? I come here, a freakin’ god of the Pantheon, to deliver a sacred charge, and the paladin asks me why. What happened to the dutiful soldier Avei raised, eh?”
 

 
  “She grew up,” Trissiny said sharply, “thanks to some excellent guidance from friends of
  
   yours.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, well,” he replied, grinning, “if you’ve gotten this defiant, this quickly, you’ve been spending
  
   too
  
  much time with Eserion, y’ask me. A nice, old-fashioned quest’ll be just the thing you need to get all that out of your system!”
 

 
  “Lord Vesk,” she said flatly, “I am glad to serve the gods toward a genuine need, or specific purpose. But
  
   you
  
  have a long history of sending people on long, convoluted errands for no reason except that you think the result will make for a good story. Yes, I was warned
  
   specifically
  
  about you, and not by Eserion. So if you can explain what you need this mysterious key for and
  
   why
  
  you need a mortal’s help to find it, I will be glad to help you. But if you’re just going to spout cryptic free verse, you can go find yourself another paladin.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, as to that,” he said, his grin widening and taking on a degree of mischief that bordered on malice, “I already did. So, by the way, in addition to
  
   my
  
  quest, somebody really ought to go rescue those boys.”
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  A lot had changed in just two years.
 

 
  The Rail caravans were less utilitarian in design, now, the spartan steel and glass construction clearly influenced by the aesthetics of modern carriages, painted in Imperial black and silver and with much more plush seating in a deep wine red. Gone were the (barely) padded benches within, too; each compartment had designated seats complete with armrests—and most importantly, heavy canvas harnesses which passengers could use to fasten themselves down.
 

 
  Even the need for those was somewhat lessened. Discreetly glowing sigils decorated metal plates lining the baseboards and ceiling of the compartments, and for one who had traveled the Rails before they were installed, the effect was obvious: the violent slinging that occurred when the caravans navigated curves at faster than the speed of sound were significantly mitigated. Not completely; it was still a rough enough passage that everyone took advantage of the harnesses. Apparently the state of the art wasn’t yet up to neutralizing forces like that—or, more likely, such potent enchantments weren’t economical. Regardless, it was progress, clear and welcome.
 

 
  The lawyers had been busy, too. Both the warning signs posted on Rail platforms and the fine print on the tickets cautioned, in addition to statements that Rail travel was dangerous and passengers accepted sole responsibility, that persons who for medical, religious, or any other reason should not be exposed to arcane enchantment should not ride the Rails.
 

 
  Preferring not to draw attention, Trissiny had bought a ticket in Saddle Ridge rather than pulling rank for a free ride. Her armor, for now, remained back at the grove with Lanaera. She could easily summon it to her at need, but the idea was to
  
   avoid
  
  such a situation if possible.
 

 
  Even with the improvements, a Rail ride wasn’t a gentle experience, especially for those not used to it. She ended up being the last off the caravan, just because the rest of her fellow travelers were in a much greater hurry to get themselves out of it, and she didn’t see fit to contest them.
 

 
  The great Rail station of Calderaas, aside from its expanded warning signage, looked very much as she recalled from her previous visits. Some effort had been made to improve the place visually: there were now small trees in heavy pots located in discreet corners. They would require careful watering, of course, but the huge glass roof would provide plenty of sunlight. Still, after coming directly from an elven grove, she thought the poor things looked downright emaciated. More strikingly, banners had been hung from the arched roof high above, affixed to the steel supports directly. The Imperial flag, a silver gryphon on a black field, alternated with Calderaas’s own rearing horse in gold over red.
 

 
  She didn’t make for the station’s doors right away. There was bound to be at least one example of what she was looking for here; the trick was finding it without drawing attention, and thereby trouble.
 

 
  Trissiny kept an eye out while walking among the Rail platforms, as she’d been taught in Tiraas. Face forward, gait purposeful, eyes constantly moving. First, she made her way to Platform 9, the same one upon which she’d waited for her caravan to Last Rock on her first visit here. There was still an elf selling tea from a stand on one of the attached spaces, under her sign labeled Platform 9¾. Trissiny bought a paper cup of the herbal brew, then headed away from the Rail platforms themselves toward the broad indoor avenue at the front of the station, lined with more permanent shops and people browsing, or moving to and from the Rail lines. There, she made a show of craning her neck to read shop signs before heading toward a notary and stationer, where she picked up a cheap street map of the city.
 

 
  All the while, she carefully kept an eye out, as unobtrusively as possible, for what she sought. The first few minutes of this were discouraging, but she spied a likely prospect almost immediately upon stepping down from the platforms to the shopping court. A skinny girl was moving through the crowds, hawking newspapers, and several key details of her performance were
  
   off.
  
  She was carrying barely half a dozen papers, moving erratically through the crowd rather than picking a spot as a vendor usually would, and not trying nearly hard enough to draw attention to her wares. Suggestive, but not definitive. Trissiny wasn’t sure until she re-emerged from the notary’s just in time to see the paper girl collide clumsily with a well-dressed gentleman and stumble away, cringing and stammering excuses.
 

 
  Trissiny tucked her map under her arm and waited until the mark had stalked off on his way before approaching the young woman.
 

 
  “Morning,” she said in a pleasant tone, casually rolling a doubloon across the backs of her fingers. “You look like information is your business! Spare a few moments for a curious voyager who’s just tumbled off the turnip cart?”
 

 
  The girl scarcely glanced at the coin, fixing her eyes on Trissiny’s face. “Time’s money, love, but moments and pennies I can spare. You hunting something in the city?”
 

 
  “Not here to hunt, no. Just passing by and looking to be a courteous guest.”
 

 
  “Righto!” With a broad grin, she began casually backing toward the wall; Trissiny followed along, and in seconds they had positioned themselves out of the flow of traffic, against a spot between two small storefronts.
 

 
  “Pinkie,” the girl said, tugging the brim of her cap.
 

 
  “Thorn,” Trissiny replied, repressing her reflexive query. You didn’t get snarky about another thief’s tag unless the goal was to start a fight. “Sorry to take you from your own hunting, I won’t be long.”
 

 
  “Eh, it’s not much of a hunting ground,” Pinkie said lightly, waving away her apology. “Just collecting the Unwary Tax here and there; no proper fun to be had in a place like this. What can I do you for, Thorn?”
 

 
  “I’m just arrived; it’ll be my first time in Calderaas, or at least first time stepping outside the Rail station. Can you direct me to the chapter house?”
 

 
  “Got specific business?” Pinkie asked in a deceptively disinterested tone. Getting that nosey was borderline rude, but Trissiny opted not to make a thing of it. She was the stranger here, after all.
 

 
  She shook her head. “Just looking to make myself known to the local boss, and get the lay of the land. I don’t plan to be in town long, but I may be long enough to look for a job or two, and last thing I need is to step on anybody’s toes. I can do without getting my butt kicked for not knowing who does the kicking around here.”
 

 
  “I hear that, sister,” Pinkie replied with a broad grin. “You want the Black Market, it’s easy to find. Head north toward the palace, hang a left when you reach the statue of Sultana Alizara, and follow Briar Street west till you reach the Theatre District. It’s a bit of a maze and you’ll have to wander a little, but any street or alley with black paper lanterns strung over its entrance leads into the Market. You’ll find it pretty quick if you’ve got eyes in your head.”
 

 
  Trissiny couldn’t help raising her eyebrows. “It’s…actually
  
   called
  
  the Black Market?”
 

 
  “This really is your first time in Calderaas, huh,” Pinkie said, grinning even wider. “Ours is an ancient city, steeped in tradition. We appreciate the classics around here. Where’d you roll in from, then?”
 

 
  “Trained in Tiraas,” she said nonchalantly, “but I’m
  
   from
  
  Viridill.” One of Style’s basic rules: the less you lied, the less you’d have to remember.
 

 
  “Ooh, Avenist country,” Pinkie said with a sympathetic wince. “I can see why you’d leave.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I prefer not to spend any more time in a Legion cell. They have no sense of humor.”
 

 
  They were already ambling back out into the shopping court, refraining from lingering too long in surreptitious conversation, and at that Pinkie laughed aloud. “Well, I hope you didn’t come here looking for a place
  
   less
  
  political than Tiraas. The local Houses
  
   love
  
  their so-called Great Game. Everybody’s a pawn, far as they’re concerned.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the tip, and the directions.” Trissiny flicked the doubloon, which Pinkie deftly snagged out of the air. “Avei’s blessings upon you, sister!”
 

 
  That earned another loud laugh, and the thief waved broadly as Trissiny turned to head for the doors. “Welcome to Calderaas!”
 

 
  She made it barely another dozen steps before being intercepted by a man in a dark coat, with a silver gryphon badge pinned to the lapel. He planted himself directly in her path, fixing her with a flat stare.
 

 
  “I don’t want any trouble out of you,” he rumbled, pointing one thick finger at her, almost close enough to touch.
 

 
  “I don’t want trouble out of me, either, Sheriff,” she said politely. Had the coin roll been too brazen? Actually, a man responsible for the law in this station probably knew who the pickpockets were, and could guess what it meant when a stranger engaged one in private conversation. Fortunately, talking to police was one of the basic skills without which you didn’t earn a tag in the Guild. “I’m just passing through town to look up some old friends; I expect to leave within a day or two.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he grunted, bushy eyebrows drawing together. The sheriff made no further comment, however, letting the silence hang heavily for another moment before stepping aside to let her pass.
 

 
  Trissiny couldn’t help smiling wryly as she stepped out onto the street. It had been the same man who had greeted her so respectfully the first time she had set foot in the Calderaas station, two years ago. Tricks had been right; that distinctive silver armor protected her from more than physical harm. So long as it was there to be gawked at, most people wouldn’t even notice her face.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Her knowledge of cities worked against her, initially.
 

 
  Tiraas and Vrin Shai had both been planned, and situated within highly defensible geographical features with regular shapes; the layout of their streets was downright mathematical. The same was true to a lesser extent of Veilgrad, the bulk of which had been built atop its distinctive rocky peninsula from the Stalrange over the prairie. Though it was less rigidly orderly, its position enforced a degree of regularity in its features.
 

 
  Calderaas, by comparison, was a mess.
 

 
  Trissiny quickly came to the conclusion that it was a complete inverse of Tiraas. Positioned within a crater rather than on a mountaintop, it
  
   did
  
  have distinct boundaries, delineated by the ancient walls which lined the rim of the caldera, but the shape of Calderaas’s mountain was oblong and irregular. And even within that, its structures appeared to have sprouted up organically. The Royal Palace was near its center, and buildings had fanned out from it like the roots of an architectural tree, with streets forming haphazardly between them. The same had occurred in multiple places, from the city gates and major wall fortifications, from its Cathedral and main Pantheon temples, from the palaces of the original Houses who had first settled it—ancient bastions which had since changed hands multiple times. These features had extended a sprawl of urban growth until they overlapped and filled the caldera, forming the jumbled layout of the old city. And then had come the modern era, when the simultaneous rise of great factories and demolition of crumbling, unstable structures had repeated the process in miniature, resulting in a layout of streets that didn’t even try to make sense.
 

 
  She had bought the map simply as cover while she scanned for a Guild member to ask for information, but now was grateful she had it. Even with the benefit of Pinkie’s directions, she would have swiftly gotten lost without it. Briar Street, for example, passed through no fewer than three intersections on the way to the Theatre District from which multiple streets branched off at weird angles and no signs indicated which one was still Briar Street.
 

 
  It took over an hour, but she did get there. Ironically, navigating the Theatre District hadn’t been all that difficult, perhaps because she had been forewarned that it was a maze and by that point expected no different from Calderaan streets. Also, as the name suggested, it had a large number of theaters, which tended to be sizable buildings that made convenient landmarks and forced the streets into fairly regular patterns. It wasn’t long after entering the district that she found an alleyway with a string of black paper lanterns above it.
 

 
  A few street performers were positioned next to the entrance, a young woman dancing while a boy played a spritely accompaniment on a violin. Past them, unobtrusive by comparison, was an old man seated on a barrel, whittling a block of wood with an excessively large knife. He sized Trissiny up as she stepped into the alley, but returned her polite nod and made no move to interfere with her.
 

 
  The Black Market, as it turned out, was a single oval-shaped street in the center of the Theatre District, reached by a dozen different alleys and side streets. Every structure which faced it from the outside was considered Guild turf, though all were independently owned and mostly contained businesses which served the thieves and various unsavory types whose presence the Guild tolerated. The structures encircled by the round street were the Guild’s actual property and contained all of its directly owned interests.
 

 
  All of this Trissiny learned during the judicious time wasting to which she devoted herself upon arrival. This was different from the Rail station; trying to deflect attention from what she was doing was not only a sure way to wear out her welcome, but was actually contrary to her intentions here. She was the unknown in this city, and getting anywhere with the local Guild meant making herself known, and making it plain that she wasn’t bringing trouble. As such, she meandered around, shopping and taking the excuse of those minor transactions to gossip with the Guild-aligned businesspeople she met. Dropping some coin didn’t hurt her position, either, and so she did.
 

 
  By noon, she had had a decent lunch of kebab, followed later by a snack of cinnamon-sugared flatbread, acquired a set of lockpicks, a tough coil of rope, and a few basic alchemicals, and learned some interesting things about the city.
 

 
  They had a very different relationship with the local nobility than did their counterparts in Tiraas, for example. While the Guild in the Imperial capital ran their ostentatious casino to openly and directly fleece the rich—in a way the rich didn’t even seem to mind, which Trissiny had always found rather brilliant—the Calderaan thieves regarded their own aristocrats with pure hostility. At the root of it were the different styles of local governance. The Silver Throne kept its nearby Houses at arm’s length, and between the presence of the Army serving as the capital’s police force and the much more fearsome specter of Imperial Intelligence, the scheming of nobles in Tiraas was kept at manageable levels. By contrast, the Sultana preferred (or was forced) to actively play politics with her own rivals, resulting in a hodgepodge of powerful Houses who engaged in perpetual, aggressive maneuvers against each other. These resulted in near-constant excesses which got bystanders involved, to their detriment, and
  
   that
  
  invariably brought retaliation from the Thieves’ Guild.
 

 
  The nobles, being nobles, took this into account, and tried to trip each other up into antagonizing the Guild. Trissiny quickly discovered that the Eserites deeply resented being made to play a role in the Game of Houses, but saw no alternative; if not for them, hardly anything would keep the nobles in check. The Houses certainly didn’t fear the Sultana the way they did the Emperor. In fact, only the ruling House of Aldarasi regarded the Guild with any real respect, and rumor was that neither the Sultana nor the local Underboss enjoyed this irony.
 

 
  All of which was mildly interesting, but Trissiny didn’t much care about local politics herself. However, her entire purpose here was to discreetly gather information about where, how, and why the Imperial government in Calderaas might be holding two paladins against their will—which, of course, she didn’t dare ask about directly. So local politics it was. Fortunately that appeared to be
  
   the
  
  topic of chitchat around here; getting people she met to talk politics was even easier than giving them her coin. Unfortunately, the picture she was painting in her mind of the situation in Calderaas only added to her questions without answering them.
 

 
  There scarcely
  
   was
  
  an Imperial presence in Calderaas these days, and hadn’t been since the Enchanter Wars. House Aldarasi, together with House Madouri and the Universal Church, had conspired to place the previously-obscure House Tirasian on the newly-restored Silver Throne, in a gamble to control the resurgent Empire without becoming targets themselves. Sarsamon Tirasian had capitalized on Horsebutt the Enemy’s campaign to seize the reins in truth, earning the enmity of his former sponsors—with the exception of Calderaas, which was the largest target of the Enemy’s depredations. The old Sultana, rather than choking on her pride, had thrown full and unconditional support behind House Tirasian and received it in turn, a policy her heirs had kept up.
 

 
  The Sultanate being one of the Silver Throne’s closest political allies, Calderaas enjoyed more autonomy than any Imperial province save Viridill. The Imperial government didn’t operate as a distinct entity here; the Sultana was the Imperial governor, and all Tiraan business was conducted from her palace, by her hand. Even the local Army garrisons were positioned in fortresses outside the city, with only a single detachment holding the Royal Palace and another the city walls.
 

 
  Noon found Trissiny standing in front of the local shrine to Eserion, consisting of a pool in which coins glinted in the sun, sourly munching her cinnamon bread and coming to the conclusion that she had taken completely the wrong approach, here. Calderaas had been heavily Avenist since before the Imperial period, and the entire Aldarasi family had attended Last Rock University since it was founded. She should have showed up in full armor, riding Arjen, and requested an audience with the Sultana.
 

 
  No sooner had she made up her mind to go do exactly that than someone loudly and pointedly cleared his throat behind her.
 

 
  Trissiny turned, unhurried, to find herself confronted by a truly enormous man with an iron-studded cudgel hanging from his belt. Two more obvious enforcers flanked him, a man and a woman—both smaller, and wearing holstered wands. All of them, for now, kept their hands conspicuously away from their weapons.
 

 
  “Well, hi there,” Trissiny said mildly. What now?
 

 
  “Hello, Thorn,” the big man replied, in an unexpectedly high-pitched voice for so burly a man. “Welcome to Calderaas.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” she said, putting on a polite little smile. “It seems you have me at a disadvantage…?”
 

 
  “And I think we both know that’s the only advantage I’ve got here,” he said, polite but making no secret of his unhappiness. That put Trissiny on alert. True, these three posed little physical threat to
  
   her,
  
  but there was no reason
  
   they
  
  should know that, unless… “The Boss wants to talk to you. Now.”
 

 
  The Boss was in Tiraas. The local ringleader’s correct title would be Underboss. Something told her that pointing that out wouldn’t make this conversation any friendlier.
 

 
  “That’s the best news I’ve had all morning,” Trissiny said, deliberately smiling harder. “I would
  
   love
  
  to talk with the Boss. Please, lead on.”
 

 
  “Ringer,” the big fellow said curtly, directing himself to the woman at his right. She immediately opened her mouth to protest, then closed it at receiving a furious scowl from him. Hunching her shoulders in displeasure, she slouched past Trissiny with poor grace, one hand now hovering near her wand. At the big man’s gesture, she followed the woman, and the other two fell into step behind her. The formation indicated they perceived a threat here; the posture and nervous gait of the woman in the lead suggested she half-expected to be attacked from behind at any moment.
 

 
  Oh, yes, they knew who she was—that, or had been told she was something even more dangerous than a paladin. Trissiny was leaning toward the first option, since they were at least treating her with a modicum of respect. That also explained why the local Underboss would summon her; they probably wanted an explanation for her presence and intentions.
 

 
  While she had been about to give up using the Guild as an angle, she hadn’t been lying that this was a very positive development. The Underboss of Calderaas would be a great help, especially if she didn’t need to play coy with them about her identity. If, of course, they were inclined to be helpful. There was a lot a hostile Guild leader could do to make her life difficult if that was their intention.
 

 
  She was escorted past the shrine and to a short flight of stairs which led up to an inconspicuous door in the large structure that predominated this end of the area encircled by the Black Market. By its entrance it might have been a slightly shabby townhouse, though it was too large. Trissiny deliberately refrained from guessing what she was walking into; uninformed theorizing could fog the mind and impair actual observation, according to her Eserite teachers.
 

 
  Somebody emitted a sudden, loud laugh across the street, and the woman leading the way up the stairs jumped forward, spinning to fix Trissiny with a suspicious glare. Behind her, one of the men stifled a snicker.
 

 
  “I’m not going to stab you or anything,” Trissiny said gently.
 

 
  That didn’t seem to improve Ringer’s mood; she narrowed her eyes. “Do you think you’re funny, Thorn?”
 

 
  “Uh…no,” Trissiny said honestly. “Witty banter
  
   isn’t
  
  one of my gifts. Trying it just ends with me embarrassed, usually. I literally meant I’m not going to stab you.”
 

 
  “Enough, Ringer,” the big guy said quellingly. “Go on, up to the Boss.”
 

 
  Muttering rebelliously, Ringer turned back around and carried on up the stairs. At the top she opened the door and ducked through quickly, leaving Trissiny to follow.
 

 
  She wasn’t given much time to take in the slightly dilapidated entry hall before being ushered up another flight of stairs. This place was laid out like a tenement or office building, with a stairwell in front and halls with stained and torn carpet leading away from each landing, lined with doors. There were fairy lamps, but spaced widely enough to leave general dimness and patterns of shadow.
 

 
  They escorted her up four stories, down a hall to an intersection lined on one side by windows looking out over the Market. Opposite those was a single wooden door, more ornately carved than the rest in this building, flanked by once-fine but now slightly shabby couches. Upon their arrival, the apparent leader of this little troupe finally took pity on Ringer and stepped forward to rap on the door himself.
 

 
  “Yes?” The voice from within, slightly muffled, was clearly feminine.
 

 
  “It’s me, Boss,” he said. “Thorn’s here.”
 

 
  “Well, send her in, send her in!”
 

 
  He turned the latch and pushed it open, then stepped aside, nodding to her.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said politely, then deliberately nodded to Ringer, too. This earned her only a suspicious glare. With a soft sigh, she passed through the door.
 

 
  “Be a dear and kick that shut, would you?” said the apparent Underboss of the Calderaan Guild, standing with her back to Trissiny. “No sense carrying on private business out in front of everybody.”
 

 
  Rather than kicking it, Trissiny carefully pushed the door shut, while studying her new environs. It was an office, oval in shape with the entrance at a narrow end; there was a desk at the far side, but nearer at hand an arrangement of low couches, end tables, and comfortable chairs which seemed to encourage casual gathering. The walls were totally lined with bookshelves, all well-laden with a substantial library, and from the apex of the domed ceiling hung a chandelier which bristled with small fairy lamps in crystal settings. It more resembled a rich person’s private study than a thief’s office.
 

 
  “Welcome to my little lair,” said the Boss, turning around and offering Trissiny both a smile and a glass of what she had just finished pouring. “I am Cardassa Araadia, but you can call me Velvet. Here, I know it’s a little early in the day, but I think you’ll enjoy this. It’s an elven vintage—hard to come by, but lighter and sweeter than most domestic wines.”
 

 
  “That’s very kind of you,” Trissiny said carefully, “but I don’t drink.”
 

 
  Velvet hesitated in the act of extending the glass of pinkish wine to her, then sighed softly. “Ah. Of course you don’t. Well, live and learn, I suppose.” Setting the glass on the desk behind her, she took a sip from the other one she had poured. She was a surprisingly diminutive woman, no more than shoulder-high on Trissiny, with hair as much salt as pepper but a face showing only the faintest lines around her eyes. Her clothing was clearly tailored, and not only because it was cut to flatter her figure; she had commissioned what would be considered a men’s suit had it not been made of colorfully embroidered silk like a noblewoman’s gown.
 

 
  “Any relation to House Araadia?” Trissiny asked quickly, as much to steer attention away from her refusal of the drink as because she cared.
 

 
  “Not that they’ll acknowledge it any longer, but yes,” Velvet said with a mischievous little smile. “I’m not actually disowned, either. Local aristocrats try not to provoke us
  
   too
  
  directly—right up until they do. In fact, there’s a veritable river of noble blood flowing through the Black Market. A lot of the people who are most sick of the Houses and their bullshit were raised by some of them. I understand you were trained alongside
  
   most
  
  of the next generation of House Sakhavenid, yourself.”
 

 
  Well, if she hadn’t been sure already that her identity was known here, that confirmed it.
 

 
  “Acquaintances of yours?” Trissiny inquired politely, refusing to rise to the bait.
 

 
  Velvet grimaced around another sip of elven wine. “Sakhavenid? Hardly. They’re a tiny backwater House from rural Mathena; my relatives would dismiss them as jumped-up farmers. That’s neither here nor there. The Thieves’ Guild isn’t a very centralized organization, for obvious reasons, but there
  
   is
  
  a degree of communication among its chapters. Things the Boss in Tiraas makes sure his Underbosses know of. For example, there are certain tags we’re told to watch for, as the person in question is one who a local boss will want to be aware of when they show up at our doorstep. You had better
  
   believe
  
  Thorn is one of those.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny said with mild chagrin. “That answers my next several questions. Good to know. It would have been nice to know before now,” she added irritably. “I could have spared us both some time and come right here.”
 

 
  “Now, where’s the fun in that?” Velvet’s expression did not match her playful tone, now. “I like having a little time to watch what you do before having to demand to know, in person, what the hell you’re up to in my city.
  
   Especially
  
  since you’ve been floating around my Market for the last hour, asking pointed questions about the Imperial presence in Calderaas. Whether Imperial Intelligence or the Azure Corps has a local office. Where the Empire might be keeping important prisoners. Whether there’s been friction between the government and the cults. That paints an interesting picture, Thorn. I can’t quite make it out, but I’m starting to get the impression that when I do, I am
  
   not going to be happy.”
  
  She set the wineglass down on her desk hard enough that the remaining wine sloshed over the lip.
 

 
  “That was fast,” Trissiny said, impressed in spite of herself. “You’re
  
   really
  
  on top of the news here.”
 

 
  “That’s why I’m in charge,” Velvet said flatly, “and I’m letting that pass because
  
   you
  
  are known to be more likely to tell someone off than flatter them. Embrace that instinct, Thorn; my ego can take a pounding, but I have a
  
   special
  
  stiletto for people who try to butter me up. What the fuck are you doing in Calderaas, and how much of a mess am I going to have to clean up when you’re done with it?”
 

 
  She hesitated barely a moment before answering. “Well. As you’ve probably surmised, it’s paladin business. I am on a mission given to me by Vesk.”
 

 
  Velvet did not react overtly to this news. “Are you the Hand of Vesk, now, too? You’re
  
   really
  
  branching out, girl.”
 

 
  “Vesk is a troublemaker,” Trissiny said bluntly. “Alone among the gods of the Pantheon I would probably decline one of his requests. But apparently, I am the
  
   last
  
  paladin he approached with this. According to Vesk, both the Hands of Omnu and Vidius are also in Calderaas, and have fallen afoul of the Empire somehow in the process of fulfilling his quest. He claims they are being held in Imperial custody, in secret.
  
   I
  
  am here to get them out. With that done…I’ll consider whether I want to go chasing Vesk’s fairy tales. Right now I’m leaning heavily toward
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  The Underboss narrowed her eyes. “That’s the daffiest pack of lies I’ve ever heard. The Empire, holding paladins against their will? Omnu may be an old softy, but Vidius would
  
   personally
  
  kick down the Emperor’s door.”
 

 
  “You see my problem,” Trissiny replied, nodding. “On the one hand, I have no less than a
  
   god
  
  telling me this; it’s not as if I can just brush him off. On the other…this is crazy nonsense.
  
   Something
  
  is going on here, and the only thing I can be sure of is that I haven’t been accurately told
  
   what.
  
  Hence my discreet approach, and attempt to gather information via the Guild before acting. Something’s seriously fishy about all of this. It’s not a situation in which I want to charge around swinging my sword.”
 

 
  “Well, praise whichever of the old bastards is listening that you have
  
   that
  
  much restraint,” Velvet muttered. “This’ll teach me to complain about the nobles; I do
  
   not
  
  need the fucking
  
   gods
  
  playing checkers with my city as a game board. All right, let’s back up. What exactly did Vesk want you—”
 

 
  A sharp knock came at the door, and Velvet broke off, her nostrils flaring in irritation. “I hope this is
  
   very
  
  important,” she called.
 

 
  The door opened slightly, and the large man who had been sent to collect Trissiny leaned his head in. “Uh, I dunno about important, Boss, but… It seemed pretty relevant to your current business. We’ve got a couple guys out here who were trying to break into the place.”
 

 
  Very slowly, Velvet blinked her eyes, twice. “…I’m sorry, Rooter, I seem to have gone momentarily deaf. Or perhaps insane. I could’ve
  
   sworn
  
  you just told me that somebody was trying to
  
   break in
  
  to the headquarters of the
  
   Thieves’ Guild.”
  
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, Boss. That’s why I thought you’d wanna know. I can knock heads on the street just fine, but what-the-fuck weirdness is
  
   your
  
  department.”
 

 
  The Underboss rubbed her eyes with both fists. “Just who are these assholes? Please tell me they’re not Guild.”
 

 
  “Never saw ’em before.”
 

 
  Velvet looked accusingly at Trissiny. “Second piece of impossibility I’ve heard in the last two minutes. Are you going to pitch this to me as a coincidence?”
 

 
  “Hey, I came here alone,” Trissiny said, holding up her hands. “I don’t know of anybody who’d—” She broke off suddenly, eyes widening.
 

 
  “Yep, I know that look,” Velvet said grimly. “There’s somebody suddenly realizing how they screwed up. Spit it out, Thorn.”
 

 
  “Um.” Trissiny turned to address Rooter, whose face was still peeking in around the door. “Is one of these guys a skinny blonde fellow with glasses, accompanied by a fire elemental shaped like a rat?”
 

 
  
   “Huh?”
  
  He frowned at her. “Hell, no, they’re just a couple of galoots, look like factory workers. If there was magic involved that’d’ve been the first thing I said.”
 

 
  “Well, all right then,” she said with relief, turning back to Velvet. “They’re not mine.”
 

 
  “Actually, they are,” Rooter said.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. Velvet just rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Yeah, they say they came here to rescue you.”
 

 
  “Nobody who knows who I am would think I need
  
   rescuing,”
  
  she snapped. “Especially from the Guild!”
 

 
  “All right, this is just a waste of time, now,” Velvet said curtly, striding forward. She brushed past Trissiny and yanked the door open, causing Rooter to beat a hasty retreat out of the doorway. “Spit it out! Who the
  
   fuck
  
  do you think you are and what’s broken in your head that made you think sneaking in here was a good idea?”
 

 
  “Ain’t tellin’ you shit!” a man’s voice squalled from the corridor outside, immediately followed by a thump, a yelp of pain, and the sound of an abortive scuffle.
 

 
  Trissiny slipped out and carefully squeezed around Velvet, studying the scene. Ringer and the other enforcer were present, standing guard over two young men who were kneeling in the middle of the hall with their hands bound behind them. Both were, as Rooter had said, dressed rather like factory laborers, in denim overalls over flannel shirts with the sleeves rolled up, and mud-stained boots. One wore a battered cowboy hat; the other, who had apparently just been struck, was currently bare-headed, but a similar hat lay on the floor a few feet away.
 

 
  “There you are!” the one not currently recovering from having his head smacked exclaimed. “It’s okay, miss, we was sent here to rescue you!”
 

 
  “Well?” Velvet drawled, folding her arms and shooting Trissiny a look. “Care to bring me up to speed?”
 

 
  “I have no idea who these are,” Trissiny said honestly, staring at the two in puzzlement.
 

 
  “Then this is all pointless,” Velvet said dismissively. “Take these two losers outside, beat ’em purple and throw them in the canal. If you ever see either of them in the Market again, break their arms.”
 

 
  “WAIT!” squawked the hatless man, straightening up with some apparent difficulty. “Waitwaitwait just a sec! Ma’am, you gotta remember us! It was two years ago, we met in the Rail station!”
 

 
  Trissiny suddenly squinted, taking a step forward to peer more closely at him. “…hang on.”
 

 
  Velvet held up a hand to forestall Ringer, who had clearly been about to follow her orders.
 

 
  “Actually,” Trissiny said slowly, “…yes. I
  
   do
  
  recognize you.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” the other man said, nodding frantically. “I’m Ezekiel, an’ this here’s my brother Jebediah—”
 

 
  “Jenkins,” she finished.
 

 
  “Yes!” Jebediah crowed, then elbowed his brother as best he could with his arms tied. “See! I
  
   told
  
  you it was her! Didn’t I tell you?”
 

 
  “Boy, you have
  
   got
  
  to learn when not to run your mouth,” Ezekiel muttered. “Always, is when, just so’s ya know.”
 

 
  “So,” Velvet said with mounting impatience, “I take it you
  
   don’t
  
  want these two roughed up?”
 

 
  “Oh, on the contrary,” Trissiny said flatly. “Rooter, may I borrow your cudgel?”
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  Both men immediately began babbling over each other, talking so rapidly and loudly their words were all but indistinguishable. They also started struggling against the bindings, prompting Rooter to roughly yank them both back into place.
 

 
  Velvet had to raise her voice to be heard above the noise. “Flash?”
 

 
  The other man grinned at her and raised a hand. In the air beside him, a second hand formed from arcane blue light. He made a slashing motion, and the construct followed, sweeping across the two prisoners and swatting them both upside the head, finally dislodging Ezekiel’s hat.
 

 
  “Since it’s coming back to you now,” Velvet said to Trissiny in the ensuing quiet, “just
  
   who
  
  are these clowns?”
 

 
  “Just a couple of randos, as far as I knew,” she replied. “I bumped into them on my first stop in the Rail station here, two years ago. The dumb one tried to pick me up. Pretty aggressively.”
 

 
  “Which one’s the dumb one?” Rooter grunted.
 

 
  “That would be
  
   him!”
  
  Ezekiel growled, giving his brother a hard look.
 

 
  “Damn, girl,” Ringer commented, folding her arms. “I’m amazed you remember that at
  
   all.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I actually don’t get pestered by men all that much,” Trissiny said vaguely, deliberately not mentioning the Legion armor which was the likely cause of that. “And it was my first time away from home. The incident sort of stuck in my mind.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Velvet said dryly. “Well, I’m sure they do things a certain way in Viridill, but while you’re in
  
   my
  
  city I’d better not hear of you taking cudgels to people over piddly crap like that. You said someone sent you,” she added, directing herself to Ezekiel. “Who?”
 

 
  “Ain’t tellin’ you jack—”
 

 
  “Goddamn it, Jeb, shut
  
   up!”
  
  Ezekiel barked. “That said, lady, he ain’t all wrong. What makes you think we’re gonna—”
 

 
  “Flash,” Velvet said in a bored tone.
 

 
  The glowing hand reappeared and slapped them again, then cut backward and hit them another time the other way. After its third pass, Jebediah tried to throw himself to the ground, which didn’t work as Rooter was still holding one end of the rope that tied his wrists.
 

 
  “Would you
  
   cut
  
  that
  
   out!”
  
  Ezekiel shouted. “Land’s sakes,
  
   slapping?
  
  C’mon, what is this, finishing school?”
 

 
  “As the only person here who has attended one of those,” Velvet said pleasantly, “I can assure you they aren’t this gentle. Lucky for you two, I find you rather amusing. Still, I obviously
  
   cannot
  
  have people thinking they can just burst in here with impunity—nor send lackeys to do so. Anyone I considered a real
  
   threat
  
  would have better sense, so you can be assured your boss won’t get worse than a talking-to and perhaps a good, solid slap of his own. Regardless, I
  
   do
  
  require a name. None of us are going anywhere till I get one.”
 

 
  Ezekiel looked mutinous. “Yeah, well, I bet I can take this as long as—”
 

 
  “Rainwood!” Jebediah squalled.
 

 
  Velvet heaved a sigh. “Flash, I think it’s time to get more inventive.”
 

 
  “Wait wait come
  
   on
  
  I’m serious!” Jebediah yelled frantically. “His name’s Rainwood, he asked us to come find the girl! He’s a—”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  who he is, honey,” Velvet said condescendingly. “That’s why I don’t believe you.”
 

 
  “Fuck it, he didn’t say nothin’ about the Guild,” Ezekiel growled. “He’s right, ma’am, we was sent by Rainwood. He gave us ten doubloons each, I dunno where he got ’em from, man looks like he ain’t slept indoors in a year. But we’re between proper jobs an’ Jeb wanted to see the paladin again, so… Shit, though, we wasn’t paid to fight gawd dang Thieves’ Guild street soldiers!”
 

 
  “This is your idea of a fight?” Ringer asked with a broad grin.
 

 
  “Who’s this guy?” Trissiny inquired, turning to Velvet.
 

 
  “Some elf,” the underboss said dismissively. “He used to a some kind of big-time adventurer, back when that was a real thing people did.
  
   Now
  
  he sleeps on a bench in a park. I have a hard time crediting that he would want to talk to a paladin, or be willing to cross the Guild for it. Or has twenty doubloons,” she added, giving the Jenkins brothers a sardonic look.
 

 
  “Hm.” Trissiny frowned down at them; for the moment, both were keeping judiciously quiet. “He
  
   did
  
  say they weren’t told about the Guild. Apparently this elf just wants
  
   me
  
  for some reason, and I happened to be here.”
 

 
  “That’s horseshit,” Rooter grunted. “Everybody knows the Guild’s here.”
 

 
  “Are you kiddin’?” Ezekiel demanded.
  
   “I
  
  didn’t. Why the fuck would I? Maybe everybody
  
   important
  
  knows where the Guild is, but ain’t no honest workin’ folks got any business with you assholes.”
 

 
  “I sorta have to give him that one,” Ringer said lightly.
 

 
  “What can you tell me about this Rainwood?” Trissiny asked, turning to Velvet. She got a long stare in reply. “Boss,” she added belatedly, in a deliberately respectful tone.
 

 
  “I just did,” Velvet replied after letting the silence hang another moment to make her point. “I do not keep tabs on every park-dwelling hobo and washed-up has-been in Calderaas, Thorn, I have plenty of my own business to worry about. I only know of this one at all because he’s sort of distinctive. You don’t see a lot of elves in that situation, and hardly
  
   ever
  
  an elf with black hair. Okay, what is it
  
   now?”
  
  she demanded when Trissiny clapped a hand over her eyes.
 

 
  “…I think I had better go talk to Mr. Rainwood,” she said resignedly, slowly dragging the hand down her face. “Boss, if it’s all right with you, I’d like to be the one to address the matter of him sending people to harass the Guild. I’m pretty sure I can make your point about that. And if not, I’ll come right back here and notify you he needs further correction.”
 

 
  “Well, I certainly don’t doubt your ability to make points,” Velvet said, raising an eyebrow. “What’s your stake in this, suddenly?”
 

 
  “It’s family business, as it turns out.”
 

 
  Velvet subtly narrowed her eyes. “…are you by any chance close to a conwoman called Keys?”
 

 
  “I have refrained so far from shoving my boot up her butt,” Trissiny said flatly. “So, yes, I figure that makes me as close to her as anyone alive.”
 

 
  “Uh, ‘scuze me?” Jebediah said almost diffidently. “Sorry to interrupt, but… Seriously, could we stand up? Or, hell, lie down. It’s just, I ain’t never kneeled this long at a stretch, not even in church. It’s a bitch an’ a half on the knees, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Well,” Velvet drawled, “as it turns out, Thorn, we have here a pair of boobs who can take you
  
   right
  
  to Rainwood. Since you’re amenable, you have my blessing to go give him what he wants, and see how much he likes it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So uh!” Jebediah burst out at the top of his lungs, making Ezekiel jump and mutter a curse. His efforts to try for a nonchalant expression were downright funny; the man had clearly been working up to this all the way across the city, chewing the inside of his cheek and shooting Trissiny increasingly nervous glances. It had taken him this long, and now they had almost reached the park; the crowns of huge trees were visible above the next row of townhouses. Jebediah cleared his throat and tried again. “I’m, uh, glad we had the opportunity to…um.”
 

 
  “Meet you again,” Ezekiel finished from up ahead. He was facing forward, away from them, but his voice held barely-suppressed laughter.
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, that.” Jebediah removed his hat and began turning it restlessly in his hands, watching Trissiny as though half-expecting her to take a swing at him. “When that elf guy said he wanted… Well, that’s sorta why I took on the job, ma’am. I, um, I’m glad of the chance to…apologize.”
 

 
  Trissiny came to a stop, turning to face him. Behind her, the sound of Ezekiel’s boots on the sidewalk also halted. Jebediah actually shied back a half-step, but she made no move toward him.
 

 
  “For?” she asked evenly.
 

 
  He swallowed. “Um. For speakin’ to you in such a disrespectful manner, ma’am. I swear by Omnu’s name I didn’t mean no harm. Truth be told, I wouldn’t’a talked to a lady like that but… I, uh, sorta figured you could take a…um, direct approach.”
 

 
  “Direct.” Slowly, she raised an eyebrow. “If by
  
   direct
  
  you mean pushy, rude and borderline predatory…”
 

 
  “Now, I didn’t mean nothin’ like that,” he protested, his voice rising in pitch. “It’s just… Dang it, Zeke, help me out, here!”
 

 
  Ezekiel huffed a derisive laugh, but stepped back over to join them. “All right, in truth, ma’am, the spirit meant well but the social skills were lackin’. Jeb’s learnt a bit since then about how to approach women. An’ more important, how
  
   not
  
  to,” he added directly to his brother, making a face.
 

 
  “It’s just, it was the armor,” Jeb said almost desperately. “I thought… I mean, Legionnaires got a certain reputation, y’know?”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him, at a loss. The only sexual stereotype she had ever heard about Silver Legionnaires claimed that they didn’t like men at all.
 

 
  “What I mean is,” Jeb babbled, clearly sensing he was getting nowhere, “they’re…tough. That’s the word. Brave, an’ kinda…no nonsense. See, part a’ the reason me an’ Zeke came here to the city is there ain’t a lotta girls out on the ranch. We was both lookin’ to settle down, not, y’know, chase skirts or nothin’. An’ Maw always told us, find a woman with a heart, a spine, an’ guts, cos a man can’t make do with only one a’ each.”
 

 
  “So,” she said slowly, “you like strong women, and your solution to expressing this was to irritate the first one you met who had a sword?”
 

 
  Zeke burst out laughing, earning a dirty look from his brother.
 

 
  “All this is almost too ludicrous to discuss further,” Trissiny said, “but out of sheer morbid curiosity, I have to ask. Why the change of heart?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s simple enough!” Ezekiel chortled. “He tried that on
  
   another
  
  Legionnaire, when I wasn’t there to drag his ass away.”
 

 
  Jeb grumbled and kicked the pavement.
 

 
  “And got some manners drubbed into you with the flat of her blade?” Trissiny finished in her driest tone.
 

 
  “Trust me, ma’am, an ass-kickin’ don’t get through Jeb’s skull,” Zeke said merrily. “I been tryin’ that since he could walk. Ain’t made any progress yet!”
 

 
  “It wasn’t like that,” Jeb muttered. “She took me down to the Temple of Avei an’ got me a sit-down with a priestess. I got stuff…explained to me.”
 

 
  “I’ll
  
   bet,”
  
  Trissiny replied.
 

 
  “Not that way,” he said hastily. “I mean, I been yelled at an’ got my ears boxed more times’n I can count, an’ it don’t make much of an impression, y’know? All a body gets outta that is pissed off. Naw, Sister Shiri actually
  
   talked
  
  t’me. ‘Splained a lot about what bein’ a woman is like in this world, an’ how it comes across when some galoot comes up all in her space, makin’ faces an’ suggestions, an’… An’, ma’am, I just felt so ashamed. I truly only meant the best an’ I had no idea I was bein’ such an asshole about it. That’s why I jumped when a weirdo elf asked me an’ Zeke to find the Hand of Avei. I needed ta get that off my chest, an’ if you put a sword in me over it, well, so be it. But you’re here now, so, I’m sorry.”
 

 
  He finished with a limpid stare, clutching his hat before him in both hands. Zeke had crossed his arms and was watching with a faintly amused smile.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said after a moment, “apology accepted. I’m glad you learned something. And I was
  
   hardly
  
  going to stab you over that. But I didn’t come to Calderaas to rehash
  
   that
  
  of all things, so if there’s nothing else…?”
 

 
  “Right!” Jeb stuffed his hat back onto his head and hastened past her, beckoning with a broad gesture. “Right you are, ma’am, this way! We’re almost to the man hisself!”
 

 
  While falling into step behind him, she gave Zeke a mystified look. He grinned and tipped his hat to her.
 

 
  Around the next corner, the park opened up behind a gateway consisting of stone pillars supporting a wrought iron arch; it actually reminded her of the University’s entrance. It could apparently be closed, likely at night, but for now the broad iron gates stood open. As they passed the columns, she perused a sign warning that the park was heavily patrolled, and that horses and enchanted vehicles were not permitted. Beyond that, the cobblestone street became a much less carriage-friendly path of old rounded stones with thick moss growing in the gaps between them.
 

 
  The park was clearly old, if not historic; the trees, to judge by their size, were centennial at least. Directly ahead of them was a fountain surmounted by a statue of an armored woman, likely a long-ago Sultana to judge by her headdress. Aside from a pair of trees flanking the path just before this, it was a clear area, with open lawns spreading out from the fountain. It seemed a popular place, with people strolling, chatting on benches, and a group of young men playing football.
 

 
  Jeb led down a winding path which grew narrower as it entered a more tree-heavy region. Even as the canopy grew close enough together to interfere with the sunlight, it never came to resemble a grove. The ground was too flat and the underbrush nonexistent, the grass neatly trimmed—to say nothing of the benches, fairy lamps, and rubbish bins. After a few minutes of walking, as they were nearing what looked like the edge of the park itself, Jeb turned off the path and led them through a stand of towering bushes. In fact, they looked from a distance like a solid thicket, but up close there were paths easily broad enough for a person to get through. In a Guild-trained corner of her mind, Trissiny noted that such a spot was so perfectly designed for discreet assignations that some city planner had to have had that specifically in mind.
 

 
  She put that aside, however, focusing on the person they were there to meet.
 

 
  Rainwood really did give the impression that he lived in the park. Even for an elf, he looked wild; his clothing was shabby and appeared worn almost to the point of falling apart, and his black hair had evidently been hacked short with a dull knife and then repeatedly slept on. Nearby, to judge by the leaves in it. Though he was in his shirtsleeves at the moment, a ratty old coat was laid out across the park bench nearby, with a bulging knapsack tucked at one end to make an obvious if improvised bed.
 

 
  Despite his ragged appearance, the man’s eyes were keen and alert; he was sitting up and watching as they approached, doubtless having picked out the sound of their footsteps long before they drew close.
 

 
  “There she is!” Rainwood cried with an exuberant grin. “Well done, boys! So
  
   this
  
  is Principia’s kid. C’mon, cousin, come closer! Let’s have a look at you.”
 

 
  “You can listen while you look,
  
   cousin,”
  
  Trissiny said, folding her arms. She had to school startlement from her features, having suddenly remembered where she had seen this man before. “I’m going to leave aside the matter of you peremptorily summoning the Hand of Avei whenever you like. Personally, I don’t much mind, but I won’t speak for what the Sisterhood might do if you interrupt its business. But a man with
  
   your
  
  history should certainly have better sense than to send hirelings to intrude on the Thieves’ Guild. Right
  
   now,
  
  Underboss Velvet seems more amused by this than angry, but that might change, depending on what I tell her next.”
 

 
  Rainwood’s grin had faded, and now he transferred his incredulous stare from her to Jeb and Zeke, who stood nervously off to the side.
 

 
  “I sent you,” the elf said slowly, “on a simple errand. Find the Hand of Avei and ask her to come see me.
  
   Simple.
  
  I even gave you the aid of a spirit guide to bring you right to her. And somehow, you turned
  
   that
  
  into me now owing the Thieves’ Guild an apology. Boys, there is screwing up, and then there’s
  
   you two.”
  
 

 
  “Now, just a goddamn minute!” Jeb exploded. “We
  
   followed
  
  your dang floaty light thingy right to where it led us! An’ she was there, all right. So was a whole buildin’ full of Eserites. They jumped us as soon as we got in the door! Coulda taken ’em, too,” he added sullenly, “but they came from behind, an’ there was three of ’em, an’ one was a mage—”
 

 
  “Don’t do that,” Trissiny said wryly. “You two aren’t a match for
  
   one
  
  good Guild enforcer. There’s no reason to be embarrassed about losing a fight to more dangerous opponents.”
 

 
  “You didn’t happen to
  
   notice
  
  you were in the Black Market?” Rainwood said incredulously.
 

 
  “Now, why in Omnu’s name does everybody keep expectin’ us to know what the fuck that even
  
   is?”
  
  Zeke demanded. “Who the hell is it y’all talk to who’s just expected to know where the Thieves’ Guild hangs out? We’re a couple a’ country boys who’ve been doin’ warehouse an’ factory work the last couple years, why the
  
   fuck
  
  would we know jack all about thieves?”
 

 
  “He has a point there,” Trissiny observed. “Where’d you find these two, anyway?”
 

 
  “Same way I find most things,” Rainwood said with a shrug and a sigh. “I consulted my spirit guides, and they directed me to these as the proper messengers for this task. I’m wondering why, now.”
 

 
  “Oy, we
  
   did
  
  your fuckin’ job, ya smug knife-ear,” Jeb snapped, pointing accusingly at him. “You wanted the paladin,
  
   there
  
  she is. Anybody oughta be pissed off, here, it ain’t you!
  
   We
  
  was the ones who got sent inta the damn Guild with no warnin’!”
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Rainwood replied, smiling sardonically, “but when I sent you off to follow a spirit guide through the city, I
  
   expected
  
  that if it led you to something dangerous, you would come back here and tell me so rather than charge headfirst into it.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Trissiny interjected. “I don’t have time for this bickering. You were
  
   all
  
  negligent. Now what am I going to tell Velvet about this?”
 

 
  “Oh, Velvet’s too much a professional to fuss over spilled milk,” Rainwood sighed. “I’ll go down there and say my sorries, and give her something sparkly from my collection. That’ll put that mess neatly to bed. But that brings us back to the question which most intrigues me: what were
  
   you
  
  doing in the Thieves’ Guild headquarters? And how does it come about that you’ll be the one reporting on
  
   my
  
  behavior to the Underboss? Hands of Avei and Eserites usually only talk with sword and clubs.”
 

 
  “She, uh, wasn’t bein’ held prisoner,” Ezekiel offered. “Fact, the boss lady seemed to speak to ‘er pretty respectful-like.”
 

 
  “Damn dirty thieves don’t want that kinda trouble,” Jeb scoffed. “They’re cowards, is what they are. They’ll rough up the likes o’ us, but a paladin? Pfft.”
 

 
  Trissiny gave him a brief glance, while deftly producing a doubloon from inside her sleeve, where she kept it for that purpose in a little pocket. She turned her eyes back to Rainwood and rolled the coin back and forth across her fingers, saying nothing.
 

 
  “Well,” the elf breathed, his gaze fixed on the doubloon, “what do you know. The times really
  
   are
  
  changing, aren’t they.”
 

 
  “Lots of things change,” Trissiny said, making the coin disappear back into its hiding place. “Now, if your curiosity is satisfied, let’s move on to mine. What do you want?”
 

 
  “Why, to help you in your quest!” he proclaimed with a smile which made him look uncannily like Principia, and threw his arms wide.
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “I know, I know, I don’t look like much,” Rainwood said cheerfully. “It suits me, for the time being! But, believe it or not, I have more than
  
   one
  
  connection to you. Aside from family business, I’ve been—”
 

 
  “You were an adventuring companion of a Hand of Avei,” she said. “Yes, I know. Dailah, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  He blinked, lowering his arms. “Huh. The Sisterhood really does educate you well, don’t they?” She kept silent, deciding it was probably best not to mention Kuriwa’s vision quest to him; Trissiny had had relatively little contact with the elvish side of her family, but so far every Crowblood she’d met had reacted negatively to every other one. Including the dragon. “Anyway, actually, I’ve palled around with
  
   three
  
  of your predecessors, including Dailah. I was going to say Arjen would vouch for me, but I guess you’re already in the know. How’s my boy, by the way? Please tell me you give him apples? Apples are his favorite snack.”
 

 
  “He
  
   likes
  
  apples,” Trissiny corrected. “His favorite snack is peppermints.”
 

 
  Rainwood looked affronted. “What? Who told you to do that? What kind of degenerate would give a horse candy?”
 

 
  “All right, that does it,” she snorted, turning to go. “Deal with Velvet in your own time, then, but don’t dally; I’m not leaving Calderaas without reporting to her. And tell Vesk to take his nonsense and shove it—”
 

 
  “Ooh, you’re on a
  
   Vesk
  
  quest!” The elf sat bolt upright, his whole face positively lighting up. “Fantastic! Those are the
  
   best
  
  ones!”
 

 
  Trissiny paused. “If you’re not working with Vesk, then what’s this noise about helping me with my quest? I’m not even
  
   doing
  
  his fool errand, I’m just going to extract Toby and Gabriel from whatever mess he’s gotten them into.”
 

 
  “If Vesk is involved, it’s not going to be that simple,” Rainwood warned, smirking, “and your efforts to make it so will only lead you into grief. But to answer your question,” he continued hastily when she drew a deep breath, “you’re not the only person bopping around with a destiny, Trissiny. I make a point of regularly consulting the spirits. You know, seeing which way the wind blows. I, myself, am soon leaving Calderaas; it seems I’ve an important quest to fulfill out west. But as I was reaching out through the vast web of magic, I discovered that you had just arrived! My long-lost half-blood cousin and the heir to the legacy of some of my closest departed friends. How could I not interrupt my business to help you out?”
 

 
  She hesitated, peering suspiciously at him. “That’s it? You just want to
  
   help?”
  
 

 
  “I can see you’ve had a hard time of it, if you’re already so mistrustful of free help,” he replied, shaking his head. “Even Dailah took a few more years to get that hard-nosed. Who is it who’s let you down, Trissiny? Elves? Shaman? Adventurers? Family? People in general?”
 

 
  “Yes, for starters.”
 

 
  He laughed. “Ah, the all-knowing despair of youth.”
 

 
  “Have I mentioned I attend Arachne Tellwyrn’s school?” she said pointedly. “If I want to be condescended to by smug elves, I
  
   have
  
  a long-term source of that. Not in the market, thanks.”
 

 
  “All right, all right, fair enough,” he said, raising his hands peaceably. “Back to your quest, then. How can I help you?”
 

 
  Trissiny let the silence hang for a moment, staring at him. Rainwood just gazed back with a placid smile. Well, Lanaera had made the point that while their lineage found one another generally exasperating, they
  
   wouldn’t
  
  harm a family member unless that person made it absolutely necessary, which they all tried very hard not to do. And he
  
   had
  
  been a friend of Dailah; even if she chose to be suspicious of his claim to have worked with two other Hands, she had seen that much herself.
 

 
  “I’m looking for the Hands of Omnu and Vidius,” she said at last. “According to Vesk, they set out on this idiot quest of his, and somehow ended up being held by the Empire, somewhere here in Calderaas. I’m trying to
  
   find
  
  them to straighten this out, but I have no leads. The local Guild doesn’t know where they might be; Velvet could only say that it was unlikely the Empire would actually detain them, which I already knew.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  some funny business,” Rainwood mused. “Coming from any source but a god, I would dismiss it out of hand. Even Vesk doesn’t tend to straight-up lie to people’s faces, though. I warn you, however, he
  
   does
  
  tend to tell people things in a way that makes them hear something other than what’s the truth, and leaves him wiggle room to claim he didn’t deceive them when they complain later.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said sourly, “I’m not good at that trick but I’m familiar with it. I’ve been assuming this was one of those.”
 

 
  “And you probably ought to find those two Hands anyway, just to make sure,” he said, nodding. “I see where you’re coming from, now. Well!” The shaman clapped his hands together and then rubbed them briskly, grinning. “This
  
   is
  
  good news! I was half-afraid involving myself in your business would get me in real trouble, but this couldn’t be simpler. Paladins tend to create
  
   ripples
  
  just by existing. Should be the easiest thing in the world to dip my fingers in the pond and get a sense of where they might be. Stand back!”
 

 
  Zeke and Jeb obediently shuffled backward several steps; Trissiny, who was already a few yards away, just folded her arms and watched. Rainwood didn’t seem to object to her presence, focusing on what he was doing.
 

 
  The hand motions he made reminded her more of a street magician performing than any actual casting she’d ever seen. He was clearly a potent shaman, though, calling up raw magic itself without the use of any of the rituals or components that usually marked fae craft. Rainwood appeared to summon swirling dust out of thin air, shaping and stirring the cloud as it coalesced with broad, sweeping gestures. It whirled, faster and faster, condensing in one spot until he suddenly jerked his hands apart and, with a tiny spray of excess powder, the dust formed into a solid shape on the ground in front of them.
 

 
  It was a house. By its tall and narrow construction, one of the rows of townhouses which were built right up against each other, though this image showed only the one and not its neighbors. It was apparently a rich one; its facade and the garden wall in front of it included an arrangement of pillars topped by gargoyles. The effect was almost a faux temple, though Trissiny had never seen any Pantheon sanctuary incorporate gargoyles into its décor. Rich people had strange tastes.
 

 
  “Huh,” Rainwood grunted, slowly lowering his hands. “That’s disappointing.”
 

 
  “Was it supposed to do
  
   more
  
  than that?” she asked dryly.
 

 
  “No, no, it worked perfectly,” he assured her.
  
   “That
  
  is where your friends are, right in that house. I was just hoping they were someplace more…distinctive. That could be any one of a hundred noble’s city homes in Calderaas. I suppose it narrows things a
  
   bit.
  
  There’s only a few ritzy neighborhoods where a place like that could be tucked away. Well! Don’t worry, I’m not thwarted yet. It’ll be a little trickier than sending one after
  
   you,
  
  since I’ve no personal connection to those guys, but I’m confident I can persuade a spirit guide to lead—”
 

 
  “Hey, I know that place,” Jeb said suddenly.
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him. He was nodding as if to reassure himself, and pointed at the illusion of the townhouse on the ground between them. “Yeah, yeah, I recognize that! Ain’t never seen another place looked quite the same. That’s where Dolly used ta work. You remember Dolly, don’cha, Zeke?”
 

 
  “Course I do. That girl was too good fer you, Jeb.”
 

 
  “She surely was,” Jeb said with a dreamy sigh, lifting his eyes to gaze reminiscently at nothing.
 

 
  Trissiny and Rainwood cleared their throats in unison.
 

 
  “Right, yeah!” Jebediah snapped his attention back to the present. “Anyway. Dolly used t’be a maid, worked for the Sultanate, an’ that’s one o’ their properties. Ain’t no guards or nothin’, it’s a discreet sorta place where they, y’know…keep folks.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned. “Political prisoners?”
 

 
  “Uh, no. Not that kinda keep.” Jeb cleared his throat awkwardly. “You know, people the royal family, uh…likes to come…visit. Personally.”
 

 
  
   “Oh.”
  
 

 
  “So, anyway, yeah,” he barreled on hastily. “Princess Yasmeen had a boyfriend she let stay there. But the Sultana found out an’ threw a fit. He got sent outta Calderaas, an’ the whole staff was dismissed. Dolly ended up goin’ home to Veilgrad, an’…well, we stayed here.” He trailed off, looking forlorn. Zeke placed a hand on his shoulder.
 

 
  “It’s amazing,” Trissiny observed, “the degree to which my business in this city is being defined by
  
   your
  
  bad luck with women.”
 

 
  “Good on you fer noticin’ early,” Zeke said dryly. “It sneaks up on ya, otherwise, like a big silent tornado o’ Jeb drama. Next thing ya know, everything an’ everybody around is sucked up in it. Omnu’s balls, if this cowpoke ever manages to get hisself hitched there’s gonna be a gawd damn recession.”
 

 
  “One o’ these days I am
  
   really
  
  gonna kick your ass, boy,” Jeb growled.
 

 
  “Well, there you go,” Rainwood said grandly. “And to think I was actually wondering why the spirits would send me
  
   these
  
  two when I sought the right help. Once again, they knew even more than I anticipated! And now you have the perfect guides.”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It took over an hour to find the place. Jebediah’s memory turned out to be accurate…eventually. Luckily, neither of the two occasions on which he got them lost occurred in
  
   this
  
  neighborhood. The three of them looked badly enough out of place that Trissiny feared they would be stopped by police if they wandered around. Scruffy vagabonds were high on the roster of things the very wealthy did not want to see out their front windows. At least Rainwood hadn’t come. The addition of a half-savage-looking elf would probably have gotten them picked up the moment they set foot on this street.
 

 
  “See, I
  
   told
  
  you I knew the place!” Jeb said loudly, coming to a stop in front of the house. “There it is, jus’ like in—”
 

 
  Trissiny already had her back to them, studying the gate, but to judge by the thump and ensuing scuffling which cut off Jeb’s loud pronouncement, Zeke had swatted him upside the head. She’d barely spent a couple of hours with these two and it was already a familiar sequence of sounds.
 

 
  “Fighting on the street isn’t a whole lot more discreet than shouting our business for the neighbors to hear,” she commented in a low voice, opening the gate and striding up the path. “Thanks, boys, I can take it from here.”
 

 
  She sighed and gritted her teeth at the sound of boots shuffling along after her, all the way up to the front door, but did not turn around. Arguing with the brothers Jenkins might or might not have been a pointless activity, but at the moment it was certain to draw unwelcome attention.
 

 
  “Don’t you worry none, Ms. Trissiny,” Jeb said fervently in a stage whisper, coming to huddle behind her. “We got your back! Zeke, keep watch fer assassins!”
 

 
  Ezekiel half-turned, crouching on the other side of the entranceway from his brother and peering surreptitiously around. The two of them could not have more ostentatiously looked like they were up to no good. At this point, it wasn’t a matter of whether police were going to come, but when.
 

 
  “You need help bustin’ in the door?” Jeb asked out of the side of his mouth.
 

 
  “Don’t be any stupider’n you can help, Jeb, we’re doin’ this discreet-like,” Zeke retorted. “Mebbe we can pick the lock? Or, I dunno, if them paladins ain’t actually in trouble, we might just knock—”
 

 
  Trissiny turned the latch. The unlocked door swung open on well-oiled hinges.
 

 
  “Huh,” Jeb remarked behind her as she slipped inside. “Well, that don’t seem right. Maw always said, you gotta lock your doors if you live in the city.”
 

 
  She seriously considered shutting it in his face, and refrained only because it would have created an even greater outcry than their continued presence.
 

 
  Beyond a short entry hall was an expensively furnished sitting room, with an open doorway leading off into a hallway on one side and a polished wooden door directly ahead. Trissiny stepped warily forward, peering around, the Jenkinses huddling right behind her. The house was quiet, but not silent; from the closed door came the muffled sounds of conversation. She moved carefully, as taught by the Guild, her supple boots (quite distinct from the armored ones she had been in the habit of wearing) making barely a sound on the marble floor tiles.
 

 
  Given the shuffling and stomping which occurred right behind her, she probably needn’t have bothered.
 

 
  Before she could hush them, the door opened, and a man slipped out. He wore a dark suit with a long coat which, though it resembled the uniform of the Imperial Guard and Hands of the Emperor, didn’t quite constitute a uniform. Regardless, his eyes widened at the sight of the three of them, and he raised a wand.
 

 
  Trissiny surged forward, a golden shield flaring alight around her. With a brilliant flash, her sword materialized in her hand, though she did not summon her armor just yet. Two clean beams of white light impacted on her energy shield before she closed with her opponent—that was a proper enchanter’s wand, not a cheaper lightning-thrower. That weapon could burn down even her divine shield if she let him get in too many shots.
 

 
  She kept the sword behind her, turning sideways at the last moment to impact the guard with her shoulder. That was pure muscle memory; wreathed as she was in a sphere of hard light, it didn’t much matter how she hit him. Fortunately for them both, the door opened inward. He was slammed back through, hurling it wide, and she actually bounced off, the edges of her shield impacting the door frame on both sides.
 

 
  “Trissiny?”
 

 
  Catching her balance, she blinked at the scene beyond the guard she had just knocked down. It was a dining room, well-lit and every bit as pricey as the living room behind her. A long table had been laid for a meal; three men were seated around it, while a shocked-looking woman in a maid’s uniform stood against the far wall, all of them staring at her in the doorway. The middle-aged man in the center, who wore a nondescript dark suit, had half-risen, one hand dropping to his side where he doubtless had a weapon concealed.
 

 
  The other two she knew.
 

 
  Toby had been sitting with his back to the door and now turned around in his chair, blinking at her. It had been he who’d said her name.
 

 
  “Uh, hi, Triss,” Gabriel added from the other side of the table, carefully wiping his mouth with a fine linen napkin. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but… What the hell are you doing?”
 

 
  Trissiny let her shield wink out, straightened up, and lowered her sword.
 

 
  “That damn
  
   bard.”
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  “Vesk,” said Lord Quentin Vex, the head of Imperial Intelligence himself, a round of explanations later when they were all seated at the table. He seemed a fairly unflappable man—at any rate, he had not reacted strongly when a paladin burst in upon his secret meeting—but now a grimace of naked irritation crossed his face. “After decades of silence, that makes the second time within a year he has personally intervened in one of my operations—and turned a discreet, efficient procedure into a misunderstanding that could have gotten people killed. Last time, it
  
   did.
  
  I haven’t the luxury of direct access to the gods, lady and gentlemen; I wonder if you would be so good as to ask Vesk, next time you see him, just what the
  
   hell
  
  his problem is?”
 

 
  “I will be
  
   glad
  
  to convey the message, Lord Vex,” Trissiny said grimly, “in exactly those words.”
 

 
  “It seems fairly obvious to me,” Toby said much more quietly. “Knowing Vesk’s general personality and tendencies, that is. Quiet operations going perfectly according to plan are boring. Potentially lethal mix-ups? Now
  
   that’s
  
  a story.”
 

 
  “I really am sorry, Marshal,” Trissiny repeated, turning to the man she had recently bowled over. He hadn’t been more than bruised, and even that was quickly washed away by Toby’s healing.
 

 
  “No harm done, General Avelea,” Marshal Shaspirian said with a smile. “Getting knocked down by a paladin makes a great anecdote! One I can only share with people of my security clearance, but they’re the ones who’ll be jealous, anyway.”
 

 
  “So, just to be clear,” Trissiny said, casting a careful look around the table, “Vesk
  
   was
  
  lying? You two aren’t in trouble with the government?”
 

 
  “It sounds, based on what you said, like he played his usual semantic game with you,” Toby replied, shooting a look at Gabriel. “We’re in the
  
   company
  
  of Imperial representatives, but not in…custody. And as for trouble… Well, I’m just along to look out for Gabriel.”
 

 
  She turned an incredulous stare on Gabe. “What did you do
  
   this
  
  time?!”
 

 
  “Hey, let’s not blow things out of proportion,” he protested, raising his hands. “It was just a very small amount of obviously accidental…treason.”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel!”
  
 

 
  “He jests,” Vex said dryly. “Imperial law is clear: the charge of treason requires proof of intent. Accidentally stumbling upon secrets which are Sealed to the Throne and then casually blurting them to foreign nationals is not, technically, a crime. But it’s a swift way to find yourself having a
  
   conversation
  
  with Intelligence.”
 

 
  “A polite one,” Gabriel said hastily. “If you’re a paladin, I think the difference is.”
 

 
  “I won’t sugar-coat it,” Vex agreed, looking at him sidelong. “Your status is the reason this discreet little chat is occurring in a tasteful residence loaned to us by the Sultanate and not a dim room somewhere deep in a fortress. But no, Mr. Arquin is not guilty of any crime against the Empire, nor even suspected of disloyalty. His Majesty simply wishes to express his hopes that the Hand of Vidius will comport himself with a
  
   little
  
  more discretion in the future.”
 

 
  Trissiny planted an elbow on the table, so as to lean her face into her hand.
  
   “Gabriel.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, you can dial it down a bit,” he said irritably. “It was a simple misunderstanding.”
 

 
  “If I may?” Vex interjected in a mild tone. “Clearly, General Avelea should be brought up to speed, but in the interests of my department’s discretion, perhaps we should avoid
  
   you
  
  being the one to explain, Mr. Arquin.”
 

 
  “That is an
  
   excellent
  
  idea,” Toby said with a benign smile which only intensified in response to Gabriel’s dirty look.
 

 
  “A certain facility,” Vex continued, “contains, among other very sensitive matters, a fallen valkyrie who is working for the Empire. We provide her with safe housing and ensure she does not accidentally harm anyone—which requires total isolation, as she is involuntarily very dangerous. Yrsa is, strictly speaking, a prisoner, but on fairly amicable terms. We provide as best we can for her comfort and she assists with other matters in the facility. As it turns out, her sisters know she is there and check in on her regularly. I did not realize this until
  
   very
  
  recently.” He glanced at Gabriel, who tried to look nonchalant. “Mr. Arquin has taken an interest in Elder God facilities, after the recent events in Puna Dara in which most of your classmates encountered one.”
 

 
  “Let me guess,” Trissiny sighed. “You’ve got
  
   those
  
  in with the valkyrie.”
 

 
  “She is very helpful in that regard, having been alive when they were built,” Vex replied in his placid tone. “Similar structures were recently discovered under Puna Dara and, it turns out, beneath an elven grove on the Viridill/Calderaas border. Mr. Arquin’s valkyrie friends directed him to the sites held by the Empire and the elves, and he chose to visit the latter.”
 

 
  “I was kinda hoping to avoid an incident like
  
   this,”
  
  Gabriel said with a grimace. “The elves were very helpful, though.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure they were
  
   fascinated
  
  to learn their Elder artifacts are not unique,” Vex said, tightening his mouth.
 

 
  “I did not tell them anything else about what’s under Tiraas except that it’s there!” Gabe said hastily. “That was none of their business, or even mine. And hey, now you know the elves have one, too! That seems fair.”
 

 
  “Wait a second,” Trissiny exclaimed. “This thing is under
  
   Tiraas?”
  
 

 
  Gabriel’s eyes went wide. In the ensuing silence, Lord Vex began very slowly drumming his fingers on the table.
 

 
  “Aw, dang,” Gabriel finally muttered. Toby burst out laughing.
 

 
  The door slipped open and the woman in the maid’s dress, who had not been introduced, peeked in. She looked immediately at Vex, and waited for his nod to speak.
 

 
  “Excuse me, but are these two…gentlemen…attached to the Sisterhood of Avei?”
 

 
  “They certainly are
  
   not,”
  
  Trissiny said with open exasperation. Then, feeling a little remorse, added, “They are bystanders accidentally caught up in something out of their league, and they’ve been quite helpful to me. I do insist that they not be mistreated.”
 

 
  “I have no intention of treating them in any way at all,” Vex said, allowing the tiniest frown to pass through his vague facade. “I
  
   thought
  
  I expressed that clearly.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir,” the maid replied, tension creeping into her voice. “I passed that along. They don’t appear to have believed me.”
 

 
  “We was followin’ orders!” a male voice said loudly from behind her, followed by a muted thump and a slightly muffled rejoinder.
 

 
  “Hush up, Jeb, let the lady talk.”
 

 
  In the ensuing jostling, the maid jerked forward against the door as if something had run into her from behind, and tightened her lips into a compressed line of clear irritation.
 

 
  “Oh, for the—” Trissiny furiously shoved her chair back from the table.
 

 
  “Marshal,” Vex said quickly. Shaspirian was already moving toward the door. At his approach, the maid gratefully began retreating, which appeared to be made difficult by the ongoing scuffle behind her. “I brought Marshal Shaspirian as security on this trip for a reason, General Avelea,” Vex reassured Trissiny while the Marshal gently shooed everyone back out into the living room and shut the door behind him. “He is adept at handling agitated non-hostiles. Believe me, Intelligence is not in the habit of persecuting bystanders.”
 

 
  “Where did you
  
   find
  
  those guys?” Toby asked incredulously. “They don’t seem like the kind of people you ordinarily hang out with, Triss.”
 

 
  
   “They
  
  found
  
   me,”
  
  she huffed, scooting back up to the table. “It’s a long story. I’m reasonably convinced they mean well and just aren’t accustomed to goings-on of this kind.”
 

 
  “Most people are not, and so much the better,” Vex replied. “Back on topic, then. This has been an amicable discussion, Avelea, despite what Vesk apparently told you. We have helped each other out: Mr. Arquin consented to be debriefed on the Imperial secrets he actually learned and what he did with them, and I have arranged a private meeting with Princess Yasmeen, which evidently they needed in order to fulfill this…quest.”
 

 
  “Given who we are, we could
  
   probably
  
  have just walked into the Royal Palace and asked for a moment of her time,” Toby added, “but…I think, as a rule, the more discreet, the better.”
 

 
  “And I
  
   heartily
  
  encourage the observance of that rule,” Vex agreed. “To date I had not even inquired about the details of your endeavor, but if Vesk is going to make a habit of mangling my operations for his own amusement, I find myself suddenly a great deal more curious. What exactly does he want from you?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” Trissiny said acidly. “Vesk doesn’t
  
   want
  
  things, he just likes to kick the anthill and watch us all scurry around.”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  pretty iconic,” Gabriel added. “We’re supposed to collect four pieces of some special key for him. A key to what, I don’t know. But that’s pretty much right out of the old bardic epics, isn’t it? Paladins sent to assemble the fragments of the long-lost magical doodad. His first hint was that Princess Yasmeen of Calderaas had one piece, so…here we are.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Lord Vex mused, even more noncommittally than usual. “I could see that going either way. Such an artifact may be important, or he might just have tasked you with collecting plot coupons so as to weave a good story. I imagine he’s suffered a dearth of those since the Age of Adventures petered out. You said he failed to mention what this key was for?”
 

 
  “No such luck,” Toby said apologetically. “He’s been overall pretty vague.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t even know Yasmeen had the first piece,” said Trissiny. “Which makes sense, as I have no intention of wasting my time on one of Vesk’s lethally dangerous mockingjay hunts. I just came to extract these two from trouble, which it turns out they’re not even in. I’m going right back to what I was doing.”
 

 
  “Aw, come on,” Gabriel wheedled, grinning at her. “How can you resist the call of adventure?”
 

 
  “Is he serious?” she demanded, turning to Toby, who just shook his head.
 

 
  “Wherever this business takes you,” said Vex, now pushing himself back from the table and standing up, “know that the Empire supports the goals of the gods and their Hands. If this
  
   is
  
  an adventure of the classic sort it’s unlikely to be possible for my agents to follow your movements, so I will not have them try. If, however, you need help, feel free to approach any Imperial Marshal. For now, I will bid you good day and good fortune on your task. Your
  
   other
  
  appointment should be arriving soon, and I don’t wish to intrude on that conversation.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Lord Vex,” Toby said, rising as well. “For everything.”
 

 
  “Of course.” Vex hesitated in turning toward the door, then shifted back and fixed Gabriel with a neutral look. “And, Mr. Arquin… If you find you have difficulty keeping secrets, perhaps you might adopt a policy of
  
   not learning them
  
  until you’ve had more practice?”
 

 
  “That’s a good idea,” Gabe said, downright meekly. “I’ll just…request that the girls not go sniffing around in any more Imperial bases. Though I don’t see why they would, unless you have any more fallen valkyries squirreled away.”
 

 
  “Just the one, thankfully,” Vex said dryly. “A pleasure to meet you all.”
 

 
  With a final nod, he turned and slipped out through the door, leaving silence in his wake.
 

 
  “I didn’t realize all the Imperial Marshals worked for Intelligence,” Gabriel said after a pause.
 

 
  “They don’t,” Trissiny replied. “Imperial Marshal is the title given any law officer answerable directly to the Empire, authorized to carry and use lethal weaponry, and not a member of the military. It includes Intelligence agents, tax collectors, census takers, some members of the Surveyor Corps… A variety of duties. The whole idea is that if you’re dealing with a Marshal you don’t know who they are or what they can do. Might be an accountant, or a fully trained spy. Empress Theasia organized the system to stop the Houses from robbing her tax assessors.”
 

 
  “Huh,” he mumbled. “So…what’s the difference between them and Sheriffs?”
 

 
  “Marshals are Imperial and travel wherever their duties take them, Sheriffs are part of a structure
  
   organized
  
  by the Empire, but they
  
   work
  
  for the provincial governors and have a specific region they’re responsible for.”
 

 
  “So…Sam Sanders back in Last Rock actually works for the Sultana?”
 

 
  “For the Sultanate, anyway,” she said with growing impatience, “but all that aside,
  
   what
  
  were you two thinking? I mean, I can understand him!” She pointed at Gabriel, turning to Toby. “But
  
   you’ve
  
  had as much training as I have, surely. Didn’t anybody warn you about Vesk?”
 

 
  “Oh, they sure did,” Toby said, making a wry face. “And
  
   I
  
  tried to warn Gabriel, but he’s been gung-ho about this from the very beginning.”
 

 
  “Honestly, you’re such a pair of sticks in the mud,” Gabriel said, leaning back in his chair and grinning at them. “It’s a good, old-fashioned adventure, right out of the Aveniad! Learn to relax and enjoy things.”
 

 
  “You see the problem,” Toby said to Trissiny, his grimace deepening. “I came along because the alternative would be leaving
  
   him
  
  to Vesk’s mercy, alone and unsupervised.”
 

 
  “It’s been a good few years since I’ve needed a babysitter,” Gabriel complained.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny retorted,
  
   “I’m
  
  only here because I was led to believe both of you were in some kind of peril.”
 

 
  “So, let me get this straight.” Gabriel straightened up and leaned his elbows on the table, again grinning at them. “Vesk wanted all three paladins for his quest, but two thirds of them didn’t want to come. And yet, here we all are.
  
   Wow.
  
  He played
  
   you
  
  two like a couple of fiddles, huh?”
 

 
  “That’s it.” Trissiny shoved her chair away from the table and stood.
 

 
  “Okay, take it easy,” he said soothingly. “It’s not like I blew you off, Toby. You said a quest from Vesk was probably dangerous nonsense, so I arranged precautions.”
 

 
  Trissiny was already heading for the door, but now hesitated, squinting suspiciously at him.
 

 
  “Precautions?” Toby asked warily. “I almost fear to ask…”
 

 
  “While you were packing,” Gabriel said with insufferable smugness, lacing his fingers behind his head, “I sent a telescroll to Tellwyrn explaining what we were doing and why. So if we’re late when classes start up in the fall, she’ll know what’s up.”
 

 
  “You don’t think Vesk is actually
  
   afraid
  
  of Tellwyrn, do you?” Trissiny asked slowly.
 

 
  “As in, for his
  
   life?
  
  Doubtful.” Gabriel shook his head, still looking placid and self-satisfied. “Now that I have privileged access to Church archives I’ve looked into the god she killed, and it sounds like Sorash created some really extenuating circumstances, and also had it coming. But there’s a
  
   lot
  
  of mess Tellwyrn can make short of deicide which Vesk probably doesn’t want to see happen. And he
  
   definitely
  
  won’t want the rest of the Pantheon on
  
   his
  
  case for setting her off. You know how she gets when people mess with her students.”
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby exchanged a long look.
 

 
  “It’s like this.” Gabriel lowered his hands, straightened up, and generally looked more serious. “Yes, I
  
   do
  
  wanna go on the quest, because it sounds exciting to me. But
  
   also,
  
  keep in mind we’re doing this at the instigation of a trickster god who’s already pretty deftly maneuvered both of you into complying. Before we decide to butt heads with someone like that, we’d better make sure it’s absolutely necessary. I don’t think it is. Seems to me the best course of action here is to play along, up to a point, but take precautions.”
 

 
  “Now that you bring that up,” Toby mused, “if Vesk got any of us into
  
   real
  
  trouble for anything less than very excellent reason, all three of our cults and patron gods would land on him. Tellwyrn is pretty much icing on the cake.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “I still don’t like this.”
 

 
  “And I don’t like cabbage sprouts,” Gabriel said with a shrug. “But I eat ’em. Growing boy needs his nutrition.”
 

 
  “You can’t actually believe doing this fool thing will be
  
   good
  
  for us?” she said incredulously.
 

 
  He opened his mouth to reply, but there came a knock on the door. Before they could answer, it swung open and Jeb peeked nervously into the room, hat in hands.
 

 
  “Uh…” He cleared his throat and tried again. “Presenting her Royal Majesty—”
 

 
  Zeke appeared in the doorway behind him. “It’s
  
   Highness,
  
  you goober, Majesty means a crowned head of state.”
 

 
  “Gawd dammit, Zeke, I won the coin toss,
  
   I’m
  
  doin’ it!” Jeb hissed furiously at him. “A-
  
   hem.
  
  Her…Majestic Highness, Princess Yasmeen! Uh, of Calderaas.”
 

 
  Both shuffled awkwardly aside and bowed almost parallel with the ground, Zeke at least having to flex his knees, being clearly not quite that agile. She appeared in the gap behind them, wearing a modest gown that showed wealth but not royal status, and a bemused expression. The Princess stepped forth, then paused, finding her way partially blocked by two bowing heads. After a moment, she turned sideways and carefully shuffled forward between them.
 

 
  Gabriel visibly cringed; Trissiny covered her eyes with a hand.
 

 
  Princess Yasmeen turned and said politely, “Thank you, gentlemen.”
 

 
  The Jenkins brothers straightened up and grinned nervously at her.
 

 
  “Yer welcome, ma’am,” said Jeb, turning his hat over and over in his hands. “And, uh, may I just say—”
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “I think her Highness meant—”
 

 
  
   “OUT!”
  
  Trissiny barked in her drill sergeant voice. They fell over themselves, almost literally, in obeying, but within seconds had vacated the room and shut the door behind them a good bit harder than it needed.
 

 
  “I’m sorry to have missed Lord Vex,” said the princess, turning to smile at them, “but at least I haven’t missed
  
   all
  
  the fun. Apparently.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much for coming to meet with us, your Highness,” said Gabriel, rising and bowing to her. “We greatly appreciate it. And there’s an explanation for
  
   all
  
  of this, which I will gladly share with you as soon as I figure out what it is.”
 

 
  She laughed in evidently genuine amusement, easing much of the tension from the room. Yasmeen Aldarasi was a woman in her late twenties, pretty in a way that owed much to tasteful coiffure and cosmetics, and clad in a dress of dark gray silk with subtle patterns embroidered in black which were almost invisible at a glance. Altogether she was clearly a person of some wealth, though nothing about her presentation here suggested royalty.
 

 
  “So! Toby and Gabriel,” Yasmeen said with a broad smile. “I believe I can tell who is who by description. And…?” She turned to Trissiny, adding an inquisitive tilt of her head.
 

 
  “My presence here wasn’t planned,” she said apologetically. “Well, not by me, anyway. Trissiny Avelea, pleased to make your Highness’s acquaintance.”
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Yasmeen’s expression positively lit up. “Wonderful! This makes it perfect. Sekandar has told me a lot about you!”
 

 
  “Oh, I will just
  
   bet
  
  he has,” Gabriel said in an excessively solemn tone, then ignored Toby’s warning look.
 

 
  “All three paladins,
  
   and
  
  fellow Last Rock veterans,” Yasmeen continued, pulling out the chair in which Vex had recently sat and dropping into it with a bit less grace than she had shown moments before. “You can’t imagine what a relief all this is. My whole day is nothing but parties, meetings, smiling politely at people and then plotting to stab them in the back before they do it to me. Oh, not
  
   literally,
  
  at least not in this century, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted.
  
   Gods,
  
  I miss school. And the best part is you’re all so
  
   important
  
  Mother can’t complain at me for wasting time. Please, sit!”
 

 
  “You enjoyed the University that much?” Trissiny inquired, slowly resuming her seat.
 

 
  “Best four years of my life,” Yasmeen replied, answering with a borderline rakish grin. “Ah, I
  
   still
  
  miss my first Golden Sea excursion. After an unreasonably sheltered childhood, the whole experience was more joyous than I even know how to express. On the way back I got to punch a rock elemental!”
 

 
  Gabriel let out a whistle. “How did
  
   that
  
  go?”
 

 
  “Broke my wrist!” Yasmeen said proudly, holding up her right hand and flexing her fingers. “Believe me, that was
  
   very
  
  educational.”
 

 
  “Oh, I believe it,” Toby assured her. “Honestly, your Highness—”
 

 
  “Please! In private, it’s Yasmeen.”
 

 
  “I’m just surprised,” he said, answering her infectious grin with one of his own. “We have a handful of nobility among the student body, and I’ve notice that…ah, how to put it…”
 

 
  “More of them than otherwise tend to wilt outdoors,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  “Even Sekandar is more a quiet, keep-to-himself type,” Gabriel added.
 

 
  “Ah, poor Sekandar,” Yasmeen said with a sigh. “He’s such a dutiful boy. It made it so easy to pick on him growing up, and makes me feel so guilty about it now. The sad irony of the hereditary matriarchy is that he would make a
  
   much
  
  better Sultana than I will. I once suggested that to Mother and she threatened to have me drawn and quartered. I am about…sixty percent sure it was hyperbole. But one learns, in Calderaas, not to assume that about Her Royal Majesty’s pronouncements. So, then!” She interlaced her fingers on the table, pushing aside Vex’s empty plate, and leaned forward to regard them with an eager grin. “Lord Vex was deliberately vague as only a spymaster can be, but I’m given to understand there is something about a divine quest! And you need
  
   my
  
  help, in particular?”
 

 
  “I hope this isn’t too disappointing,” Trissiny said, “but I don’t think it’s anything all
  
   that
  
  important. We’re talking about an out-of-the-blue fetch quest from Vesk.”
 

 
  “The god of bards?” Yasmeen raised her eyebrows. “Oh, dear. You
  
   are
  
  in trouble.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you,” Trissiny exclaimed, looking pointedly at Gabriel.
 

 
  “Why don’t I take it from the top?” Toby suggested gently. “As Trissiny…broadly implied, Vesk has a certain
  
   history
  
  of deliberately sending people on adventures that have no apparent purpose beyond the adventure itself. Which…honestly only appeals to about a third of us.”
 

 
  “Yo.” Gabriel raised a hand. The princess winked at him.
 

 
  “In this case,” Toby continued, “he wants us to gather the pieces of a key. We don’t know what it’s a key to, or anything else about it; all we have are broad clues, and in the case of the first piece, a specific one. Vesk claims the first piece is in your possession, Your—Yasmeen.”
 

 
  
   “Mine?”
  
  She tilted her head, blinking twice and letting her gaze wander to a point beyond the room. “Humm. A piece of a key… How many pieces are there?”
 

 
  “Four,” Gabriel answered.
 

 
  “So a quarter of a key, then…assuming it’s divided evenly.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” said Trissiny. “This must be as much a waste of your time as it is of ours.”
 

 
  “Oh, I wouldn’t necessarily say
  
   that,”
  
  Yasmeen replied, her grin returning. “It
  
   is
  
  rather exciting, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “If you say so.”
 

 
  “Ah, but
  
   you
  
  must be accustomed to direct communications from gods. For
  
   me,
  
  it’s not exactly part of the daily commute to work. And, in point of fact… I have a thought. Yes!” Abruptly, she pushed the chair back and stood. “Serendipitously—or perhaps not, under the circumstances—I believe there is something in this very house which may shed some light on this. Come, I’ll show you!”
 

 
  They glanced at one another in surprise as she led the way back to the door out of the dining room, but rose and followed without further comment.
 

 
  Out in the living room, Trissiny’s self-appointed escorts were clearly becoming restless. Zeke was standing at the front window, lifting the curtain to peek outside, while Jeb had picked up a fairy lamp in a ceramic housing made to resemble a rearing horse, and was examining it up close. At Yasmeen’s sudden entry, both jumped and straightened. Unfortunately, they also both lost some grip strength in the process, which did the curtains no harm, but Jeb went through a dramatic five-second fumble in which he almost managed to catch the lamp twice before it finally impacted the parquet floor with an expensive crunch. He immediately hid both his hands behind his back, staring at them wide-eyed, and swallowed heavily. Zeke sighed and tugged the brim of his hat down over his eyes.
 

 
  Trissiny made a noise deep in her throat which echoed clearly across the room. Both brothers took two judicious steps back.
 

 
  “Tell you what, gents,” Yasmeen said kindly, smiling at them. “Head through the dining room to the kitchen, and help yourself to anything in there. You must be getting hungry by this point, if you weren’t invited to lunch.”
 

 
  “Uh…yes, ma’am!” Jeb said in surprise. “Thank you kindly, ma’am. I mean, your Maj…ness.”
 

 
  “Much obliged, Princess,” Zeke said with more aplomb, removing his hat and bowing deeply.
 

 
  Yasmeen glanced back at the three paladins, then tilted her head pointedly toward the other door out of the living room before heading that way. They followed, Trissiny after giving a long, warning look at the brothers Jenkins.
 

 
  “Your cleaning staff may not thank you for that, Yasmeen,” she said upon stepping into the stairwell through the doorway. Behind her, the scuffling of booted feet hurrying through the house was cut off by another excessive slam of the dining room door.
 

 
  “Oh, anyone responsible for cleaning
  
   this
  
  place is accustomed to inexplicable stains,” Yasmeen said lightly, already halfway up the stairs.
 

 
  “Now that I think of it,” Gabriel said, following her, “Vesk specifically said the first fragment was in the possession of ‘the princess in her palace.’ That stuck in my mind; it has that over-the-top mysteriously poetic sound you get from prophecies in stories and whatnot. He didn’t specify you or Calderaas by name until after.”
 

 
  “He said the same to me,” Trissiny added.
 

 
  “I figured, based on that,” Gabriel continued, “the thing must be
  
   in
  
  the Royal Palace. But you think it’s here?”
 

 
  “If my hunch is correct,” Yasmeen replied, “no, it is not. But there
  
   is
  
  something here I want to show you, which may shed some light on the matter. It’s just through here.”
 

 
  She led them down a carpeted upper hall, opened a heavy oaken door, and ushered them into a spacious study. It was lined entirely by shelves laden with leather-bound books, most clearly old. Yasmeen went unerringly to one of these, tugging out a thick volume nearly as tall as her entire torso. The weight made her grunt, and Trissiny immediately stepped forward to lend a hand.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Yasmeen said a tad breathlessly. “Just on the desk, there, if you please.”
 

 
  Once it was set down as directed, she opened the heavy cover and began leafing through its pages with a deft, delicate touch, moving each with great care not to rumple it. The paladins clustered about, only Toby having the restraint not to crowd her, though Yasmeen didn’t seem to mind, being fully absorbed in the book. It appeared to be an art book of some kind, its pages filled with illustrations ranging from simple ink sketches to full-color paintings. The subject matter varied widely, the only theme being that the statues, jewels, weapons, armor and paintings depicted all looked expensive, and most old. Yasmeen was turning the pages too rapidly for them to read any of the accompanying descriptions, unfortunately.
 

 
  “This is a book of some of the hereditary treasures held by the Sultanate of Calderaas,” the princess said absently. “Most of them, I daresay. It was printed in my grandmother’s time, and Mother isn’t one for accumulating knickknacks.”
 

 
  “There is some
  
   neat
  
  stuff in there,” Gabriel said with a whistle. “Where can I get a book like this?”
 

 
  “You can commission a bunch of the best artists and historians of your day to hand-craft a unique work of art,” Yasmeen replied with an abortive little huff that might have been a fragment of a chuckle. “Honestly, the
  
   things
  
  royalty finds on which to spend money. Sometimes I’m half-tempted to donate my entire monthly allowance to the Thieves’ Guild, just to see what happens.”
 

 
  “I bet the Sultana would find that a splendid joke,” Trissiny said innocently.
 

 
  “Brr,” Yasmeen shuddered. “Ah! Here we are!”
 

 
  She spread the page open carefully, then stepped aside, going around behind the desk so the three of them could cluster in front and see what she had found. Depicted in a full-color painting on one page was a peculiar pendant on a twisted gold chain. Its setting was hammered gold, clustered with small gems, but the object they surrounded was a strange stone, long and narrow and cut in an uneven pattern.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Trissiny said, reading the text on the opposite page. “It’s called Gretchen’s Dowry… Wait, not
  
   the
  
  Gretchen? From the story of Gretchen and Sayina?”
 

 
  “Who’s
  
   the
  
  Gretchen?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “The very same,” Yasmeen replied, then turned to Gabe. “It’s one of the great Avenist romances.”
 

 
  He straightened up to stare at her, blinking in astonishment. “…there are
  
   Avenist romances?”
  
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes, then went back to reading.
 

 
  “There are,” Yasmeen said gravely. “Even some which involve men. Not this one, though. It’s about the courtship of Princess Sayina of Calderaas and Princess Gretchen of Stalwar. The story goes, Gretchen’s father had no sons, and so as was traditional for the Stalweiss, held a great tournament. Whichever man won would claim the Princess’s hand in marriage, and be the next King. Actually, the wording of the tradition was changed to ‘whichever man’
  
   because
  
  of these events. Before that…well, this was the third time a runaway Calderaan princess entered the games.”
 

 
  “Oh, let me guess,” he said, grinning.
 

 
  “The first two didn’t
  
   win,”
  
  Trissiny said, also smiling, though still with her eyes fixed on the page. “Apparently that was the point at which the Stalweiss stopped finding it funny. This thing
  
   really
  
  belonged to Gretchen? I always thought that story was a myth.”
 

 
  “Oh, pooh!” Yasmeen scowled at her in mock outrage. “And you, the Hand of Avei. That story was always one of my favorites!”
 

 
  “Mine, too,” Trissiny replied, “but the whole second act is a bunch of battles around Calderaas which obviously didn’t happen. Wars between Calderaas and Stalwar were pretty universally decided by which side of Veilgrad they were fought on. Calderaan heavy cavalry was all but useless in the mountains, but it obliterated anything the Stalweiss could field on the open plains. That’s part of what made Horsebutt such a menace. Nobody had ever seen Stalweiss archers riding Calderaan destriers before.”
 

 
  “Since that fateful day in the Golden Sea,” Gabriel intoned, “I have made a point to read up the history of Horsebutt the Enemy, to verify that there was indeed a man by that name. It is
  
   well
  
  documented, and I want it entered into the record that I
  
   still
  
  refuse to believe it. It’s
  
   just too stupid.”
  
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “The history is interesting, but maybe a little off-topic?”
 

 
  “Yes, quite,” Yasmeen said, grinning now. “Anyway. Whatever its provenance, that necklace is part of the royal treasury. I got to wear it at my fifteenth birthday celebration. The setting is modern—obviously created only a few centuries ago, to judge by the technique, so it may not have been Gretchen’s—but the piece in the center is a fragment of mithril.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “A…piece of mithril? In a necklace, like a jewel?”
 

 
  “A lot of the world’s most expensive pieces of jewelry are miscellaneous bits and bobs of mithril in masterwork settings,” Yasmeen said seriously, “most likely fragments of machines from the time of the Elder Gods. Look at the painting—see the detail on it? Dwarven-made mithril isn’t nearly so finely sculpted. The stuff cannot be conventionally forged; it simply doesn’t
  
   melt.
  
  Whatever method the dwarves use to shape it can’t produce anything more refined than a long cutting edge. Mithril blades are about as precise as they can make, and none shorter than an Avenic gladius; there are no mithril daggers. Anything more intricate is leftover from the Elder Gods. And in fact, pieces of pure mithril are the only Elder artifacts considered safe enough to collect. Being a natural magic neutralizer, it can’t carry curses.”
 

 
  “Huh.” Gabriel blinked, then turned to Trissiny. “Did you know any of that?”
 

 
  “I can’t decide which interests me less,” she said, “the Elder Gods, or jewelry. Look at this thing, though. See these details, at the top, there, and down on the sides of the other end?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Toby said, peering closely at the painting. “It
  
   could
  
  be the shaft of a key. Those indentations are right where teeth would be attached, and a flat part at the other end to hold it while turning.”
 

 
  “My thoughts exactly,” Yasmeen said in a tone of great satisfaction. “It wouldn’t have occurred to me
  
   until
  
  you showed up with your talk of keys and missions from the gods, but if what Vesk wants is a piece of a special key that
  
   I
  
  supposedly have, I rather think Gretchen’s Dowry is our best candidate.”
 

 
  “Well, that raises some new issues, doesn’t it?” Gabriel said slowly, backing away from the book. “I mean, paladins or no paladins… Something tells me we can’t just
  
   walk off
  
  with a treasure of the Calderaan royal family.”
 

 
  “In fact, I rather expect you could,” Yasmeen mused, wearing a mischievous little smirk. “In terms of sheer capability, getting into the royal treasury and looting it bare is probably within the scope of your power. Of course, I’m not saying there wouldn’t be
  
   consequences
  
  for that…”
 

 
  “We are obviously not going to rob the Sultana,” Toby said firmly, “or you. In fact, I’m hesitant even to
  
   ask
  
  for an artifact like this to be handed over us, considering. We don’t know what this alleged key will open, or why Vesk wants to open it… And for that matter, we have only hunches and circumstantial evidence that this
  
   is
  
  the piece we were sent to find.”
 

 
  “It almost certainly is,” Trissiny said, “though I heartily agree with the other half of your assessment. If the options are offending House Aldarasi or Vesk, I’ll go with the second one. I have some
  
   respect
  
  for the Aldarasis.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re all so serious,” Yasmeen chided them playfully. “Believe me, it will not be a problem to arrange for the Dowry to be delivered to you. I’d like to think the Sultanate would accommodate
  
   any
  
  paladin, at least to the extent of forking over some old trinket that has no actual use to us, but Calderaas is practically a second Viridill in terms of Avenist belief. My mother would probably give Trissiny the crown right off her own royal head. If!” She held up a finger.
  
   “If
  
  there were a good reason. Yes, I can get you your key fragment. But not, I fear, for free.”
 

 
  A slight frown descended upon Toby’s features. “…I’m not sure it’s wise for us to get involved in Calderaan politics…”
 

 
  “Please! Politics was mother’s milk to me,” Yasmeen assured them. “As such, I promise you I am not reckless enough to antagonize all three Trinity cults by
  
   blackmailing
  
  their paladins who are on a divinely mandated quest. No, I’ll have to ask for your help with something before I can hand over Gretchen’s Dowry…but I rather think you will
  
   like
  
  this, anyway.”
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   Trissiny privately thought that House Araadia’s ancestors would be disgusted. The current head of House clearly didn’t know what a perimeter was, much less how to maintain it; getting in had been quite literally a walk in the park. Specifically, the small private park which had a secret entrances leading both into the manor and the alley behind the estate. Once through the outer defenses—to apply the word
   
    very
   
   loosely—navigating the manor itself wasn’t any more difficult. It was unfair, she knew, to cast such aspersions when this was actually helping her, not to mention that she was getting inside using intel provided by an actual member of the Araadia family, and the path had been opened by agents planted within the family’s servants and secured by Thieves’ Guild enforcers by the time she even got there.
  

  
   But still, it was the
   
    principle
   
   of the thing. There had been a time when a noble House was meant to be a defensible political unit; on paper, at least, they still had the obligation to protect those within their employ. Hostiles should not be able to just
   
    walk in.
   
   Hell, she, Gabriel, and Yasmeen weren’t even the worst of it; Toby had literally gone in the front door and bluffed his way through using sheer rank.
  

  
   “And
   
    this
   
   is a feature common to ballrooms owned by Houses, or facilities which cater to them,” Yasmeen narrated quietly, leading the way to the balcony rail which overlooked the dance floor a story below. “An architect’s duty is to provide a grand public space where people can mingle and be seen, balanced with liberal access to private corners where they can disappear to canoodle and/or plot skulduggery. Wraparound balconies such as this aren’t the only way to achieve this result, but they’re a particularly efficient one, and thus popular. Note the position of the fairy lamps on the outer sides of the support pillars, and lack of any lighting on the balcony itself! This, coupled with these strategic climbing vines—not easy to cultivate indoors—and the high, outward-leaning rail, make it all but impossible for those below to observe those above, while
   
    we
   
   can see
   
    them
   
   with perfect clarity.”
  

  
   Trissiny touched Gabriel on the shoulder, tugging lightly; he had gone right to the rail and been about to lean out over it. At her silent urging, he pulled back, giving her a wry look.
  

  
   “The Guild has secured this spot for now,” Trissiny said in a low voice, “but the longer they keep people out, the more likely someone will notice and make an outcry.”
  

  
   “That’s inevitable, anyway,” Yasmeen replied at the same volume, “given that this is far from the only spot they are pinning down. Timing will be the key; the pieces are already in motion, and you must move at the right moment. It will be best if your moment comes before the guests realize they are encircled by thieves, but it should work regardless.”
  

  
   “There’s a Butler down there,” Trissiny noted. “Guild enforcers are not going to stand up to that.”
  

  
   “He’s accompanying Lord Taveshin,” Yasmeen reassured her. “Lady Araadia doesn’t have one. Wilkes will only act to protect his client, not secure House Araadia.”
  

  
   “How many of those women with swords know how to use them?”
  

  
   “I would say roughly half. But really, it won’t come to that, I assure you.”
  

  
   “Hm,” Trissiny grunted skeptically, studying the guests. It wasn’t quite as easy as the design of the ballroom was meant to make it from up here; the place was dimmer than it would ordinarily be, with much of the light provided by glowing illusory trees and vines which had been conjured around the walls, climbing the support pillars, and overshadowing the buffet tables. The effect was dizzyingly beautiful, but did no favors for visibility.
  

  
   She looked up to find Gabriel watching her sidelong, wearing an amused little smile.
  

  
   “What are you smirking at?” she demanded.
  

  
   He shook his head, smile widening, and turned his gaze back to the scene below. “I’ve missed you.”
  

  
   That was so far from what she had expected that she could only stare at him, mouth slightly open. At least he was no longer looking in her direction, or she’d never live that down.
  

  
   “Ah, looks like Toby’s already struck out before we arrived,” Yasmeen murmured, pointing.
  

  
   “Struck out?”
  

  
   “Baseball term,” Gabriel explained. “Didn’t you play baseball growing up?”
  

  
   “Ball games aren’t huge in Viridill. Martial arts and war games, mostly.”
  

  
   “Let me guess,” Gabriel said, narrowing his eyes to peer closely at Toby down below, “that’s this Lark character I’ve been hearing about.”
  

  
   “The same,” Yasmeen confirmed.
  

  
   Oliver Lark was the Vidian cleric who was apparently a key player in city politics, and a large part of the reason for their intervention here. To judge by his name and fair coloring, he was of frontier stock; most of the nobles assembled below were local, the Calderaan being the same dark-haired and olive-skinned ethnicity as the Tiraan, by and large. Lark and Toby stood off to the side, conversing quietly, which meant that Toby’s first intervention with Lady Araadia had failed. Both of them stood out somewhat, being in formal clerical robes, Lark’s a dashing ensemble of black and white (Vidians did not have an official costume, exactly, but borrowed elements from other cults to create whatever impression circumstances required), while Toby wore plain and simple brown which contrasted powerfully with the glittering outfits all around him. Trissiny had never seen him wear robes before. In fact, he looked rather stately in them.
  

  
   Unlike the last time she had crashed a high society party, she was just in her silver armor, not having bothered with a dress uniform. She wasn’t here to impress these people—at least, not favorably. The armor’s disappearance from the grove might worry Lanaera, which she regretted, but a shaman of her grandmother’s skill could doubtless verify that she was well; fae magic was good for information gathering, provided it was gathered by spirits with whom the shaman had a good relationship. Gabriel hadn’t dressed up, either, though he had at least brushed clean his dark green overcoat and combed his hair, for once.
  

  
   Glancing at him, she did a surreptitious double take. When had he started carrying his spine so straight? She remembered him with a permanent awkward hunch. It made him look taller.
  

  
   “Now, that’s the one we’ll want to watch,” Yasmeen said, stepping up to the rail, and pointing. “Lady Irina Araadia is the one in blue, with half her tits on display like a burlesque dancer. As soon as Velvet makes her move, you’ll need to make yours.”
  

  
   “I see her,” Trissiny nodded. “And it’s really not necessary to shame another woman for either her body or sexuality, Yasmeen.”
  

  
   “Trissiny,
   
    please!
   
   A little credit!” Yasmeen turned to her, putting on a faux-wounded look. “I am
   
    fashion
   
   shaming. Do you note, glancing about, that decolletage is not a widely used component of current styles? Clothing is communication. It is a powerful way to send a message, to express the very identity one chooses to cultivate. I
   
    know
   
   you are aware that the greatest effect of that silver armor is not its ability to protect you from arrows. It reveals a great deal about a woman if the only thing she can think to express is ‘hey, look at these!’”
  

  
   “Heh,” Gabriel muttered, grinning. “Reveals.”
  

  
   Trissiny gave him a long-suffering look. “And you
   
    almost
   
   got through a conversational mention of breasts without making an ass of yourself.”
  

  
   “I know, right? Close save!”
  

  
   “How
   
    dare
   
   you!” The shrill exclamation was loud enough to cut through the general pattern of lively conversation among the party-goers and drift up to the balcony above. In the sudden silence below, a path opened as socially-attuned aristocrats melted out of the way of Lady Araadia and the dark-suited figure of Velvet, the local Guild Underboss, who had appeared next to the tables and was in the process of selecting a canape.
  

  
   “And that’s our cue,” Gabriel said, pushing back from the rail. “Wish us luck!”
  

  
   “You don’t need it, my dears,” Yasmeen assured them with a smirk of pure mischief. “Just be yourselves.”
  

  
   He gallantly offered Trissiny his arm. “My lady?”
  

  
   “I’m only not smacking you because I want your hair still relatively presentable when we get down there,” she informed him, turning and making for the main stairs, in the opposite direction from the discreet servant’s staircase by which they had reached the balcony. He laughed, falling into step beside her.
  

  
   The sound of the ongoing row faded as they descended the stairwell, then grew again when they were closer to the bottom floor. While on the stairs, Gabriel withdrew the twisted black wand from inside his coat and extended it to its full length, using the scythe like a walking stick. Somehow, the rhythmic thump of its shaft against the floor was ominous even to her.
  

  
   The stairs came out at a landing where a grand hall led from the front of the manor, right before a pair of wide doors which opened onto the ballroom itself—or rather, onto a short flight of steps descending to it, giving those assembled within a perfect view of anyone entering. A stately-looking man in Araadia livery stood beside the doors, there to facilitate exactly that purpose. He was very studiously ignoring the loud spectacle of his head of House shouting at an intruder, but the sudden appearance of the two of them managed to surprise him visibly.
  

  
   “General Trissiny Avelea,” she declared before he could challenge their presence, “Hand of Avei.”
  

  
   “Gabriel Arquin,” he added right on her heels, “Hand of Vidius.”
  

  
   The herald quickly marshaled his expression, bowed to them, and turned to face the ballroom. While Trissiny and Gabriel descended the stairs, his voice rang out, announcing their identities.
  

  
   This, naturally, caused a stir—but a muted one, the party attendees’ attention being divided between them and the ongoing spectacle of the Lady of the House and her long-lost sister. That, of course, had been the entire point: arranging for the two paladins to corner Irina under circumstances in which she had no chance to seize control of the ensuing conversation. There was a time not long ago when Trissiny would have rolled her eyes and called Princess Yasmeen’s entire plan here a grandiose waste of time, but in the last few months she had learned a great deal about the importance of social maneuvering—and how the lessons of military strategy applied to it. Perhaps the most compelling argument for this gambit was how readily Velvet had agreed to it. A noble by blood she might be, but one did not become a Thieves’ Guild underboss without being hard-nosed and pragmatic.
  

  
   “My tolerance was frayed to begin with, Cardassa,” Lady Irina was snarling at Velvet as they approached. “If you are going to disrupt my social life merely to
   
    taunt
   
   me, I will yet see you disowned and
   
    banished
   
   from the city!”
  

  
   “I would honestly like to see you try to get me banished, Irina,” Velvet said with a light sigh. She had picked up some kind of delicate-looking puff pastry which
   
    glowed,
   
   tiny blue motes of light seeming to coalesce out of the air and form a scintillating glaze over its surface. “Are you actually feeding this to your guests? You’ve never seen someone suffering from mana poisoning, I take it.”
  

  
   “Those were
   
    handcrafted
   
   by the— No, I will not be baited into another of these exchanges.
   
    Remove
   
   yourself from my house
   
    immediately,
   
   and I will spare you, one last time, the indignity of being bodily hurled into the street.”
  

  
   “The guards are too afraid of me even to try that, and you know it. You’ll have to forgive my sister,” she added past Irina’s shoulder to Trissiny. “She’s still tetchy because I trashed her art collection.”
  

  
   “The complete Fire Lilies collection by Avistaan of Anteraas!” Irina raged. “Those paintings were
   
    priceless!”
   
  

  
   “Priceless is the same as worthless,” Velvet retorted. “Those paintings were neither. They were beautiful, and art is wasted on someone who values it only for how expensive it is. You keep
   
    doing
   
   things like this, Irina, despite my repeated warnings. A point is coming where I won’t be able to protect you anymore.”
  

  
   For a moment, Lady Irina physically quivered, as if gathering herself to lunge at her sister. Instead, she drew in a deep breath, forcing herself back under control, and pointedly turned her back on Velvet, facing the paladins. Evidently she had heard their introduction, despite herself shouting over it; at any rate, her eyes flickered between them with no evidence of surprise. The fact remained, though, they had come upon her in the middle of a yelling fit, hardly befitting the dignity of a head of House.
  

  
   Still, Lady Irina straightened her spine and inclined her head to each of them courteously. Dressed in a shade of blue which perfectly matched the arcane light that filled her ballroom, she was a beautiful woman in her forties, her face unlined and elaborate black coif untouched by silver. Younger than her sister, if Trissiny was any judge, which would mean Cardassa had abdicated the high seat of House Araadia. Or perhaps the socialite just devoted more effort to preserving her looks than the Eserite.
  

  
   “What an unexpected honor this is,” Irina said with a tight little smile which did not entirely conceal the anger still simmering beneath it. “I hardly expected even
   
    one
   
   paladin to appear at my little soiree, much less all three!”
  

  
   Trissiny raised an eyebrow. “Soiree?”
  

  
   “It’s Glassian,” Gabriel explained. “Very trendy, so I understand. The lightworks are truly impressive, Lady Araadia. Keyed to a single spell lattice, I believe? Not very efficient, but it would give the caster a more total control over the whole effect. I see how that would be a benefit. Whoever did this is as much an artist as enchanter.”
  

  
   “Ah—an enthusiast,” she said, smiling coquettishly at him, a little of the tension easing from her shoulders. “So little is known of you, Lord Gabriel. I am surprised to learn the world’s most famous Vidian is also something of a Salyrite!”
  

  
   “It’s just Gabriel,” he said nonchalantly, picking up one of the glowing pastries and inspecting it critically.
  

  
   “I understand all this is thematic,” Trissiny stated, deliberately keeping her tone and expression flat. “Something about a museum?”
  

  
   “The Araadia Institute of Arcane Enchantment,” Lady Irina replied, nodding her head again, her face suddenly wary. “The founding of which is the event which this humble gathering has been called to celebrate.” Velvet snorted loudly, which Irina pretended to ignore, despite the reddening of her cheeks. “It will serve as a permanent exhibition of the productive science which has come to fuel so much of the industry of our great city. The cutting edge of enchantment, constantly updated and displayed for the edification of all citizens, and as a badge of pride for Calderaas!”
  

  
   This brought a smattering of applause from the onlookers, which Trissiny talked right over.
  

  
   “Yes, and I understand it’s going to take a substantial endowment from the Sultanate’s education budget. What was it those funds were earmarked for, before you came along?”
  

  
   “Schools,” Velvet interjected before Irina could reply, casually tossing the luminous pastry from hand to hand and watching the light trails it made.
   
    “Eight
   
   new primary and secondary schools, to be constructed in the city’s poorer districts. Calderaas has been lagging behind the Tirasian Dynasty’s mandates on public education for two Emperors, now. Fucking
   
    Shaathvar
   
   has a more up to date school system.”
  

  
   Trissiny turned an openly scornful glare on Lady Irina. “Really?
   
    Really.”
   
  

  
   “Yes, I thought I saw where this was going,” Irina retorted, the pretense of friendliness gone from her own features now. “Your
   
    colleague
   
   made a far more persuasive appeal to my better nature, I must say.”
  

  
   She glanced at Toby, who had stepped up to the group with Oliver Lark still in tow.
  

  
   “I take it he overestimated your better nature, then,” Gabriel mumbled around a mouthful. “Toby tends to do that.”
  

  
   “Tell me you aren’t actually
   
    eating
   
   that,” Trissiny said in exasperation.
  

  
   “I’ll save you one,” Gabriel promised, swallowing and holding up the remaining half of his arcane pastry. “Seriously, lightshow aside, this is the best thing I’ve ever had in my mouth that wasn’t yelling my name.”
  

  
   She wrinkled her nose.
   
    “Gross,
   
   Gabe.”
  

  
   “As I attempted to explain to Tobias,” Lady Irina interjected in a tight voice, “the administration of a society demands a more complex, more
   
    nuanced
   
   manner of thinking than does traveling the land and smiting demons. One must consider the intricacies of the situation, and especially the
   
    future,
   
   and determine what best serves the interest of
   
    all
   
   Calderaan.”
  

  
   “Mm,” Gabriel grunted, licking his fingers. “Big, fancy museum’s a much more prestigious thing to have your name on than a handful of elementary schools.”
  

  
   “Not to mention,” Trissiny said grimly, “that it benefits a
   
    certain
   
   element of society more than the masses who work in that element’s factories.”
  

  
   “I do say I am
   
    surprised
   
   at this level of attention,” Irina snapped. “Are there no open hellgates, no ongoing plots by the Black Wreath? Is our entire Empire, the very
   
    world,
   
   so blessedly free of evil that
   
    you three
   
   are at liberty to crash my social events? I have never heard of such a thing as three paladins intervening in a simple
   
    budget allocation.
   
   I must beg your forgiveness if I seem less than sympathetic, madam and gentlemen, but following on the heels of my sister declaring that harassing our House is her warped Eserite idea of
   
    protecting
   
   me, I am even less receptive to the appeals of religious people than your frankly inexplicable priorities would leave me ordinarily.”
  

  
   “It makes sense, though,” Toby said in a quiet voice which seemed to balm the mounting tension, “if you understand how Eserites think, my Lady. If you persist in acting in a way which demands punishment, she protects you by taking it out on your possessions rather than your person. I don’t endorse that view,” he added, nodding politely to Velvet, “but understanding is the beginning of all compromise.”
  

  
   “Regardless,” Irina said stiffly, “the discussion is academic. The matter is done and settled, hence this event to celebrate, which you all have now thoroughly ruined. I hope
   
    that
   
   fact brings you some satisfaction, because that is all you shall get from it.”
  

  
   Lark diffidently cleared his throat. “With the greatest respect, most honored Lady, that is not necessarily so. The allocation of funds is the result of, as you know, many influences. It has been my honor to lend the weight of the Church and the cult of Vidius to your cause, but circumstances being as they are…”
  

  
   “You would not
   
    dare,”
   
   she whispered.
  

  
   He gave her a gentle smile and an ostentatiously helpless shrug. “In all aspects of my work, my Lady, I endeavor to navigate the complex currents of Calderaan society to achieve the end which seems, to my imperfect perception, the best for the city overall. Just as you yourself so eloquently explained. Clearly, the open opposition of
   
    every living paladin
   
   is a factor which changes a great many other variables. I am forced to reconsider my position. As, I fear, will be others present.”
  

  
   “Well, look what a reasonable fellow you are,” Gabriel said lightly. “And here I was planning to threaten you with my scythe and everything.”
  

  
   “Yes, so I assumed,” the priest replied, the smile fading from his face. “Your performance at the temple in Last Rock is already legendary, Gabriel.”
  

  
   “Lark,” Irina hissed, “you intransigent little
   
    eel.”
   
  

  
   “I am impressed that you are courageous enough to brazenly oppose the three primary gods, my Lady,” he said, bowing deeply to her. “I am a man of far lesser inner strength, myself.”
  

  
   She bared her teeth at him, then abruptly whirled to glare at Velvet.
   
    “You
   
   planned this.”
  

  
   The Eserite shrugged and finished chewing, having finally taken an experimental nibble of the mana pastry. “Credit where it’s due, little sister: this actually is delicious. But really, the glowing? Blue sugar icing would have been thematically adequate. You wouldn’t keep finding yourself in these embarrassing situations if you knew the meaning of restraint.”
  

  
   Irina had to draw in another deep breath, this one wavering audibly, to gather enough calm to apparently work past an aggressive urge which would surely not have ended well for her. Instead, the turned slowly back around, and sketched an impressively sarcastic bow in Trissiny’s direction—a maneuver made risky by the unusually low cut of her bodice.
  

  
   “Well, then, I congratulate you,” Lady Irina said icily, straightening up again and tilting her chin back to stare down her nose at Trissiny. “I only hope no one was sacrificed to summon a demon while you were slaying the
   
    vile
   
   threat of my political aspirations. Since you care so deeply for the plight of the working class, I will take the liberty of directing the laborers who would have been contracted to build a proud edifice to the Sisterhood of Avei for work. Are you satisfied, now?”
  

  
   “No,” Trissiny replied, and punched her in the jaw.
  

  
   It was a simple right jab, but Lady Irina dropped like a bag of turnips. It was a good thing she had decided not to haul off and throw her whole weight into it; that might have killed the woman.
  

  
   Naturally, pandemonium immediately erupted. Screams and shouts rang out, accompanied by more than one metallic hiss of a sword being unsheathed. Trissiny had noted on the way in that only about half the women present wore Imperial-style gowns; others were in more traditional Calderaan costume, which included bejeweled shamshirs belted over their baggy trousers. Cavalry swords, to be sure, but she had seen enough Narisian fighting to know that a person with a long saber didn’t need to be on horseback to be exceedingly deadly.
  

  
   Trusting the Guild enforcers to do their jobs, she ignored all the hubbub and bent to seize Lady Irina by the hair with her right hand. The noblewoman had been felled but not rendered unconscious, and was in the process of woozily getting to her hands and knees; she had enough presence of mind to shriek in shock and agony at being unceremoniously hauled upright by her scalp.
  

  
   On the buffet table was a large crystal bowl of punch. Blue punch, which put off a faint, scintillating light—whether from the liquid itself or the glowing patterns being traced across its surface by some enchantment on the punchbowl, she couldn’t tell and didn’t care. Trissiny dragged the hostess bodily over to the table, shoved her face into the punchbowl, and held her there.
  

  
   “Her Ladyship is correct,” she said, projecting from the diaphragm to cut across the hubbub, and ignoring the bubbles rising from the punch and Irina’s hands frantically scrabbling at her gauntlet. “This is beneath me. I
   
    resent
   
   having to come here and deal with this
   
    nonsense.
   
   It’s not as if there is nothing in the world more urgent and better suited for my skills. But at the end of the day, a paladin is called to serve an ideal—in my case,
   
    justice.
   
   And injustice is injustice, whether it is dealt by a bunch of smirking vultures conniving in a back room to cheat thousands of people out of the benefit of their tax money, or some warlock trying to summon a demon he can’t hope to control. The difference is that warlocks rarely suffer the delusion that they won’t face
   
    consequences.”
   
  

  
   She hauled Irina’s face up out of the punch, in the process upending the whole bowl. It tilted, teetered, and finally rolled off the table, shattering upon the marble mosaic floor and splashing arcane-tinged punch across Trissiny’s boots, though she was already liberally speckled with it after Irina’s struggles. The Lady choked, gasped, and sprayed blue droplets everywhere as she fought to breathe, but impressively given her condition, she managed to shout (albeit in a somewhat gargled voice).
  

  
   
    “G-guards!”
   
  

  
   “Ah, yes,” Trissiny agreed far more clearly. “Guards?”
  

  
   More gasps and shouts ensued, and now the gathered aristocrats began clustering together in the center of the ballroom, away from the perimeter, where two dozen Thieves’ Guild enforcers had begun melting out of the shadowed alcoves and servant entrances, grim-faced, shabbily-dressed, and visibly armed. The kept their weapons at their sides and made no move save to block anyone from fleeing. Still, this situation could explode into violence very easily; there were, at Trissiny’s quick count, nine women now holding up swords, and all had placed themselves around the perimeter of the gaggle of aristocrats, facing down the enforcers. She noted that every armed person was female, and she could tell at a glance which were potentially a problem; some held up weapons that were clearly nothing but expensive costume props, literally quivering. Even they hadn’t hesitated to the fore, though, and they were the minority. More than half were stone-faced, with correctly braced stances and practically radiating menace. Clearly, the nobility of Calderaas lacked neither spine nor skill.
  

  
   “I understand,” Trissiny said loudly, tightening her grip on Lady Irina’s hair but allowing the coughing noblewoman to slump across the now-stained table. “It’s not so
   
    simple
   
   as that, or so you tell yourselves. There are a thousand compromises to be made every day, deals to be struck to get anything done. A more privileged position means greater responsibility, and why should you not enjoy the prestige and luxury that makes it all tolerable? Really, I do understand. It’s not even that the basic premise is wrong. It only becomes a problem when you take it
   
    too far.”
   
  

  
   She drew her sword, causing an overall increase in tension. Two shamshir-wielding women turned to face her directly, blades upraised, and Trissiny couldn’t help feeling a trickle of approval. Backed into a corner, they were still willing to cross swords with a being they
   
    had
   
   to know could demolish them all with little effort. This group was far from useless; Calderaas might even be in good hands, so long as they took to heart the point she had come here to make.
  

  
   “Three paladins didn’t come here because of Calderaas’s education budget, or Araadia’s museum. We are here because
   
    this has become a pattern.
   
   Because you, the lot of you, seem to have forgotten some important facts. Not one of your lives is more fundamentally important than the meanest laborer stacking crates in one of your warehouses. You are
   
    certainly
   
   not invincible, or impervious to repercussions.” She emphasized her point but wrenching her fist in Irina’s hair, twisting the woman’s neck and eliciting a scream which made several of those before her flinch. “Noble blood spills just as easily as any other, and runs just as red. Remember that, and recite it to yourself next time you find yourself contemplating cheating masses of people out of a basic necessity so
   
    you
   
   can enjoy another luxury.
  

  
   “Because I assure you, ladies and gentlemen, I care about your privileges even less than
   
    you
   
   care about the fates of the poor. The difference between us is that I actually
   
    can
   
   shrug off any vengeance you try to impose. Remember that, and don’t make me come back here. Because the next time I have to come and carefully unravel the intricate webs you weave…”
  

  
   Abruptly, she hauled Irina upright again, spinning her to face the crowd, and drove the pommel of her sword into the woman’s sternum. Irina’s shriek was cut off in a whoosh of expelled breath, and she tried to double over on herself—impossible, due to Trissiny’s grip on her hair, but she did cross her arms over her midsection, which was the point.
  

  
   The ancient sword had a visibly scarred blade; it wasn’t nearly as dull as it looked, but Trissiny still channeled light into it, making the blade glow like the sun and honing its edge to a razor’s keen, before slashing it deftly through the inch between her fingers and Lady Irina’s skull.
  

  
   Irina collapsed to the floor, weakly sobbing, the sodden mass of her once carefully-styled hair remaining in Trissiny’s fist.
  

  
   She kept it aloft for a moment before tossing it into the puddle of punch and crystal shards.
  

  
   “I won’t.”
  

  
   The oppressive silence was marred only by the broken whimpering of the party’s hostess. Trissiny roved her eyes slowly across the crowd, taking the time to directly meet the gaze of everyone present who didn’t flinch from her stare, a trick taught to her by a Guild enforcer back in Tiraas. A lot of them glared right back. Fine; she didn’t need them cowed into submission, just aware of their limits.
  

  
   Finally, she turned her back on the group. Toby stood nearby, Lark having beat a judicious retreat; he looked tired and mournful. For some reason, that irritated her. Gabriel was leaning his rear against the table over which she had so recently thrown Lady Irina Araadia, his arms folded and the haft of his scythe tucked into his elbow with its wicked blade gleaming above.
  

  
   “Anything to add?” she asked dryly.
  

  
   Gabriel shook his head, straightening up. “Threats are the province of war.”
  

  
   Taking his scythe in hand, he casually swept it through the air overhead. A blue spark ignited along the blade, as if it had slashed through something invisible, and suddenly the room was plunged into dimness as every illusory vine and tree in the place winked out. This, finally, prompted more gasps and small shrieks, though not enough to drown out Gabriel’s finishing statement.
  

  
   “Death…just happens.”
  

  
   Toby turned and bowed toward the assembled aristocrats, hands folded before his midsection. “Thank you kindly for the hospitality. It was a lovely party.”
  

  
   All three of them turned and strode toward the doors, Trissiny flanked by the boys. They walked without speaking, their footsteps unconsciously falling into a matching rhythm. Not a word was said until they had passed beyond the great entry and the wide-eyed herald, into the more well-lit hallway beyond which led to the manor’s front door.
  

  
   “So that thing cuts
   
    enchantment,
   
   even?” Trissiny asked finally.
  

  
   “Nothing doesn’t die,” Gabriel murmured, eyes ahead.
  

  
   Toby heaved a sigh. “I can’t make myself be happy about this night’s work.”
  

  
   “Yeah, well, you should.” They all slowed, turning in surprise, while Velvet caught up with them. “That was the whole point of
   
    you
   
   going in first to ask nicely, Caine. Next time an Omnist makes a polite request of any of those people, they will damn well
   
    listen.
   
   Now that they know they don’t want any of what comes along after. Believe me, that’s for the best. The whole world can’t be run by people like me and Thorn; if a society is kept in line by nothing but fear, it’ll tear itself apart. You may not like how I do things, but I
   
    really
   
   prefer if people like
   
    them
   
   listen to people like
   
    you
   
   before I ever have to become involved.”
  

  
   “You sure you just wanna leave?” Gabriel asked her. “Seems like your sister could really use a friendly hand right now…”
  

  
   Velvet shook her head. “She’s already never going to forgive me for the part I played in that; every second I stick around and witness her humiliation will only make it worse. This business has effectively neutered House Araadia’s political ambitions for a
   
    generation,
   
   I hope you realize.”
  

  
   “Sorry,” Trissiny said, not trying overly hard for a sincere tone.
  

  
   Velvet didn’t exactly smile, but the look she gave her was sardonic and not at all reproachful. “They’ll get no sympathy from
   
    me.
   
   Aristocrats are like church bells: expensive, pretty, and only useful when regularly struck. You did a good thing here tonight, kids; ugly, but necessary. If Yasmeen is able to come up with a play like this, she’ll make a hell of a Sultana when her time comes.”
  

  
   Gabriel cracked a grin at that, but Toby just sighed.
  

  
   “Well. I suggest we all move along before our welcome wears out any further. No offense meant to Calderaas, Velvet, but I find I am suddenly eager to find the Princess, collect our trinket, and get out of this city.”
  

  
   No one had any objection to that.
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   “As promised.”
  

  
   Yasmeen handed her the object, a shaft of metal no longer than Trissiny’s index finger. She accepted it almost gingerly, immediately holding it up to the intermittent light passing through the windows of the carriage. If the vehicle had interior fairy lamps, they were dormant, leaving only the shifting glow of the city to illuminate them. In a way, that helped prove the composition of the key fragment. Under full sunlight, the blade of Ruda’s sword might pass for steel, but in dimmer and especially moving light, it caught and refracted illumination in a way that both emphasized its paler color and made it almost resemble a jewel. This piece had the same quality. She lightly probed at its indentations with a fingertip; they matched the illustration in the book. Had she stumbled upon this thing without context, Trissiny doubted she would have interpreted its shape as part of a key, but knowing the fact made the arrangement obvious.
  

  
   “I had the royal jeweler extract it from its setting,” Yasmeen continued while she studied Gretchen’s Dowry—or what was left of it. “I honestly thought the poor man was going to burst into tears.”
  

  
   “I hope this won’t get you into trouble with your mother,” Trissiny murmured.
  

  
   “Oh, nonsense, you don’t think I’m
   
    keeping
   
   this from her, do you?” Yasmeen snorted in a distinctly un-royal manner, and Trissiny had the sudden thought that between her and Ruda she had no evidence that the snooty stereotype of princesses actually existed outside of books. “Believe me, the Sultana of Calderaas is
   
    always
   
   pleased to assist the Hand of Avei in a quest, and while tonight’s main event was
   
    my
   
   idea, I wouldn’t dare set something like that into motion without Mother’s approval. She regrets not being able to present her compliments in person, but House Aldarasi’s involvement in all of this must remain a secret, or there’ll be
   
    real
   
   trouble from the Houses represented in that party you just crashed. Speaking of which…”
  

  
   “I’m sorry, what?” Trissiny glanced up at her. “Who are you? How’d you get in this carriage?”
  

  
   “The Sultanate appreciates your discretion,” Yasmeen said primly.
  

  
   “In seriousness, though, does your mother know that you came to supervise this
   
    personally?”
   
  

  
   “Ah, well.” The princess turned to face forward, folding her hands demurely in her lap, but ruined the effect by giving Trissiny a sidelong look accompanied by a sly little smile. “Mother can’t be expected to know
   
    everything.
   
   Ruling a country is complicated business, after all.”
  

  
   “Yeah, I had a feeling.”
  

  
   The princess had arranged two carriages with drivers; Trissiny did not quite follow her assertion that this would be more discreet than piling everyone into a larger, more luxurious model, but had been too distracted by her thoughts to make an issue of it.
  

  
   “You seem unhappy.”
  

  
   She glanced up to find Yasmeen looking at her now, her expression open and even. Trissiny closed her fist around the fragment of mithril; she hadn’t handled it long, but it didn’t seem to have picked up any heat from her hand.
  

  
   “I understand the necessity of what happened back there, or I wouldn’t have agreed to participate. But I think something would have to be very wrong with me if I came away feeling
   
    good
   
   about it. I just beat and tormented a woman who was no physical threat to me, at all. Do you really think Lady Araadia deserved that treatment?”
  

  
   “Wrong question,” Yasmeen murmured in a pensive tone which took any rebuke out of the statement. “Whether she did or not, summarily assaulting someone isn’t justice. If I know my Avenists, that’s the thing that sits most poorly with you.”
  

  
   “Good insight.”
  

  
   The princess nodded. “No, frankly, I don’t think she did. Irina Araadia is a splendidly useless creature as only a noble can be, but she wasn’t by a wide margin the most corrupt person even in that room. While her little museum scheme is surely one of the more
   
    asinine
   
   manifestations of the problems in Calderaas, it certainly was not among the most abusive. The point was to remind an entire stratum of society that there are limits, and beyond them, consequences. Yours was merely the ugly part; Toby’s role was equally important, and there will come more maneuvering by my mother and the cults in the days ahead to encourage the Houses to act
   
    rightly,
   
   using more…positive methods. A jolt of fear to shake their arrogance is but one tactic in a larger strategy.” She shifted her head to gaze aimlessly out the window at the passing city scenery. “In that, Irina was a sacrificial lamb. The greater good always leaves victims, by definition. Otherwise it would just be the good.”
  

  
   “You sound almost Eserite,” Trissiny said with a sigh of her own. “I went to the Guild to learn how to plot my way around confrontation, the way the Wreath has done to me a few times. What they mostly
   
    taught
   
   me was how to be creatively cruel and terrorize people into compliance.”
  

  
   “Good,” Yasmeen said firmly. “The more you can frighten someone into obeying, the less you’ll have to hurt them.”
  

  
   “You don’t find that attitude just a
   
    little
   
   horrifying?”
  

  
   “Yes, but it’s the basis of all criminal justice. Almost every aspect of rulership is a
   
    little
   
   horrifying, that’s just how societies work. Someone has to do some brutal jobs so that the majority of people can go about their lives in peace. You are, unfortunately, one of those specialists. As long as you do your job only when it’s needed and don’t try to run a whole society that way, all will be well. Let me ask you this, Trissiny.” Yasmeen shifted toward her almost fully on the seat, folding one of her legs across it between them. “How familiar are you with the history of paladins?”
  

  
   Trissiny opened her mouth to answer, then hesitated. “Well. That
   
    was
   
   a major emphasis of my early education, but not so long ago an Eserite courtesan of all people pointed out a few massive blind spots in it. What did you have in mind, specifically?”
  

  
   “I had a feeling,” Yasmeen said, nodding. “We have a bit of the same issue here. With all the Avenist influence, the history most people learn is just a
   
    tad
   
   romanticized—and the Church pushing a narrative of a united Pantheon exacerbates it. At this point you have to go to the Veskers or Nemitites to learn how paladins historically related to each other. Which is to say, like strange cats, most of the time.”
  

  
   “Really?” Trissiny’s eyebrows involuntarily shot upward. “All right, you got me.
   
    That
   
   I wasn’t taught. I mean, there have been scuffles between paladins in all the great adventure stories, but…”
  

  
   “But they were presented as passing misunderstandings?” Yasmeen shook her head, smiling ruefully. “There’s a reason an episode like that happens in almost
   
    all
   
   the great epics. Hands of Avei and Sorash considered each other worse than demons. Hands of Omnu firmly disapproved of just about everything every other paladin did, and
   
    most
   
   of Toby’s predecessors did not share his reluctance to assert himself. Hands of Salyrene were only intermittently useful to the cause of protecting humanity; their goddess was just as interested in advancing knowledge through experimentation, and
   
    quite
   
   a few of her Hands got up to things that resulted in other paladins putting them down. Magnan the Enchanter took it to a new extreme, but he was treading a well-worn path. There is an entire theological school of thought, which has fallen out of the public eye only in the last century, that the whole purpose of gods calling paladins was to fight with each other without using their full power and thus devastating the world the way the Elder Gods did.”
  

  
   “Why does
   
    everyone
   
   know more about the history of my lineage than I do?” Trissiny complained.
  

  
   Yasmeen laughed, reaching over to squeeze her upper arm below the silver pauldron. “Oh, I assure you, everyone does not. Like I said, the Church has gone to great lengths to encourage the view you were taught; not everybody has access to royal archives and a fondness for old adventure sagas. But I wasn’t changing the subject, Trissiny. Remember that I didn’t just ask
   
    you
   
   to barge into that party and slap Irina around; I asked all
   
    three
   
   of you to intervene, and in specifically different ways. Toby to appeal to their better nature, you to impose order, Gabriel to project chilling eldritch menace. You see the hierarchy, there?”
  

  
   “Velvet mentioned the same thing,” Trissiny acknowledged. “Toby’s part, anyway. Maybe some of those people will be more receptive next time an Omnist politely asks them to consider others.”
  

  
   “Oh, I
   
    guarantee
   
   they will,” Yasmeen assured her. “And not just because they don’t want to meet your fist, or even because they don’t want to find out what else that scythe can do. House Araadia is going to take a long time to recover from this setback, but every other House represented at tonight’s gala is, I promise you, already planning how to take advantage of this. Most will reach out to the Sisterhood directly; I expect your Silver Missions will find themselves most generously funded in the days to come. If you stay in one place and make yourself accessible, aristocrats will begin trying to court you—in some cases, quite literally.”
  

  
   “What kind of person
   
    flirts
   
   with their own natural predators?” Trissiny demanded in exasperation.
  

  
   “Nobles,” Yasmeen answered immediately. “That’s what we do, Trissiny. It’s what we
   
    are.
   
   Nobles are predatory toward each other to a truly insane degree; we expect nothing less, from anyone. Nobody takes it personally. Well, Irina will after the way you lit into her, but the rest? You didn’t damage
   
    them
   
   directly, so the question is not how they will stop you, but how they can use you. That is why it was so important to present yourself as a force of nature beyond their control, not a rival for power. Otherwise, anything you did to any of them would have been business as usual.”
  

  
   Trissiny could find no immediate answer for that, and Yasmeen heaved a deep sigh, her gaze growing unfocused.
  

  
   “That’s the thing, you see. The best thing that ever happened to me was getting out of my palace, going to Last Rock and spending
   
    time
   
   with peasants, oddballs, and people from all walks of life. The most important thing I learned from interacting with them is that they all want the same things I do. Growing up rich and in control, it’s so easy to assume that poor people are…lesser. Lazy, selfish, somehow to blame for their situation. But people are just
   
    people.
   
   And even at their most venal, the basic drives that motivate them ensure that most people, most of the time, do the right thing. People want to contribute, to belong, to feel and to
   
    be
   
   valuable, to be part of something greater than themselves. No end of trouble results from people misunderstanding or disagreeing on what
   
    is
   
   the right thing to do, but in the end? We all want what’s best, as best we understand it.”
  

  
   Slowly, she shifted back to face forward, still perched in that awkward way half-on the seat. Her gaze had become distant; Trissiny wasn’t sure whether Yasmeen was still talking to her, or arguing with herself.
  

  
   “The two exceptions are despair, and power. People who are so ground down that they have no hope stop bothering with anything that could give meaning to their lives. And people who have
   
    power…”
   
   Her whole expression tightened unhappily. “Power distorts the mind like nothing else. It becomes the end and the means, the only thing you think about or care about. Most people will do right because with a modicum of intelligence, self-interest is at least somewhat altruistic. The powerful only do right when they are
   
    afraid
   
   to do otherwise. And powerful people are the leading cause of populations falling into despair. So, yes.” She turned back to face Trissiny, her eyes coming back into focus and glinting in the dimness. “You’d better believe I am comfortable unleashing whatever monster I can catch against the powerful. That’s what constitutes
   
    working with them.”
   
  

  
   “And then,” Trissiny said quietly, “there’s us, who can do a thing like we just did and then flitter off into the night without consequence. What does that say about us?”
  

  
   Yasmeen expelled a soft breath that might have been a sigh, though she smiled thinly at the same time. “It says we are walking a very narrow path, and had best watch where we step.”
  

  
   “You are a puzzle,” Trissiny said frankly. “You seem downright happy-go-lucky most of the time. But the way you talk about the responsibilities of your position, you make it sound so
   
    grim.
   
   Which one is the act?”
  

  
   “Oh, Trissiny.” Yasmeen eased closer and placed an elbow on the back of the seat, to lean her cheek into her hand and give Trissiny a fondly chiding look. “Any Vidian can tell you that the secret to acting is not to act, but to believe.”
  

  
   “That’s a deflection if I ever heard one.”
  

  
   “Not at all, it’s an
   
    explanation.”
   
   Casually, she reached out to brush back a blonde lock which had come loose from Trissiny’s braid, and only her practice with the Guild on not giving away every little thought prevented her from stiffening up. Surely the princess didn’t… “Life
   
    is
   
   grim, if it’s nothing but responsibility. Taking time for oneself can feel like selfishness, to the conscientious person, but in truth a little maintenance for the mind and spirit is necessary.”
  

  
   “Now it sounds like you’re describing prayer. Or exercise.”
  

  
   “Both good approaches,” Yasmeen agreed readily. “It depends on the individual. It’s an absolute necessity to find moments of joy, whatever form they may take for you.” Idly, she shifted her hand again, lightly brushing the back of her fingers along Trissiny’s cheekbone, while very slowly but inexorably leaning closer. “We serve no one by falling into grim despair, my dear. We must take whatever pleasure we can from life. With whoever will share it, for however long the opportunity lasts. After all…who can say what might happen tomorrow?”
  

  
   Well, this explained the separate carraiges, anyway.
  

  
   Carefully, Trissiny eased backward, away from those caressing fingers. “I don’t get a lot of opportunities to…share pleasure. It’s probably the armor. Only women ever seem to approach me, and I have never been even slightly attracted to my own sex.”
  

  
   Yasmeen stopped, her eyes widening in open surprise. “…really? But you’re the actual
   
    Hand
   
   of Avei! Didn’t you grow up in Viridill?”
  

  
   “Ooh, darling,
   
    yes,”
   
   Trissiny said, utterly deadpan. “Stereotype me. Harder,
   
    please.”
   
  

  
   The princess stared for a shocked moment, and then burst into laughter so hard she almost doubled over. Somehow, though, she turned the movement into gracefully retreating back to her side of the seat.
  

  
   “All right, point vividly made,” Yasmeen gasped once she could, brushing a tear out of her lashes. “Well! My loss, then. Can’t blame a girl for trying.”
  

  
   “Nothing will happen if you don’t try,” Trissiny agreed, smiling back. With the awkwardness defused, Yasmeen’s mirth was quite infectious.
  

  
   “Stay reckless, Trissiny.” Just like that, though, the laughter faded from the princess’s countenance. “As long as you can be hurt, as long as you’re not too comfortable, not insulated from the consequences of your actions, you’re not turning into one of them.” She shifted to stare out at her city as they passed through it in the night. “I hope.”
  

  
   ***
  

  
   “Man, what
   
    is
   
   it with you and that entire family?” Gabriel asked, shaking his head. “You’re like Aldarasi catnip.”
  

  
   “I shouldn’t have told you,” Trissiny grumbled.
  

  
   “You probably shouldn’t have,” he agreed. “I’m constitutionally incapable of letting it go, now.”
  

  
   “Such a funny little thing, to be the focus of so much trouble,” Toby mused, studying the key fragment on his open palm. Strolling through the park under the morning sunlight as they were now, it looked like any miscellaneous piece of metal, albeit highly polished. “I’m really curious what it is this thing is supposed to unlock, when it’s restored.”
  

  
   “It’ll turn out at the last minute that the real treasure was friendship or something,” Trissiny said, rolling her eyes. “Mark my words.”
  

  
   “So…you’re still coming along, right?” Gabriel asked, nudging her with an elbow. “You’ve come
   
    this
   
   far with us!”
  

  
   “I’m still considering that,” she hedged.
  

  
   She was saved from having to go into any more detail by their arrival. The park seemed more crowded today than on her previous visit, but then, they weren’t creeping off into its most secluded corner this time. The three paladins had followed the footpath as directed to a small fountain in a little paved roundabout surrounded by benches and lamp posts, where their contacts were waiting. All were making a go at discretion, now that they’d thoroughly offended a swath of the city’s nobility. Trissiny was back in civilian clothes, her armor left in the Sultana’s palace for safekeeping—under the care of a particularly devout steward who Yasmeen said would doubtless consider the task the highlight of her life. Toby could’ve been any young Western man to someone who didn’t know his face, now that he was back in street clothes rather than formal robes, and Gabriel had taken the precaution of hiding his distinctive coat in a dimensional pocket. Ironically, he was sweating more without it; the weatherproof enchantments on traditional Punaji greatcoats were the reason sailors wore them from the equator to the arctic.
  

  
   “Hey, guys!” Jeb called, waving exuberantly. “Ya made it!”
  

  
   “Course they
   
    made
   
   it, ya galoot, what’d ya think was gonna happen,” Zeke said, but tipped his hat in greeting, grinning at them.
  

  
   “Boys,” Trissiny said, nodding distractedly. Most of her attention was caught by the other person present.
  

  
   “You wanna make a quick sketch?” Rainwood suggested dryly. “It’ll last longer.”
  

  
   “Sorry,” she said automatically. “I’m just surprised by how well you clean up.”
  

  
   In fact, he looked a lot like he had in her shamanic vision, though his hair was still much shorter. It was clean, now, brushed and even styled, giving him a rakish look. He also wore a green robe of supple dyed leather, ornately decorated with silver accents and beads, and carried a hardwood staff which was oiled and polished till it fairly glowed, topped with a chunk of rose quartz the size of her fist. Rather than a homeless layabout, he fully looked the part of an elvish shaman.
  

  
   “A word in your ear, cousin, if I may?” Rainwood said more quietly, tilting his head pointedly to the side. Trissiny glanced at the others; Toby gave her a smile and a nod, Gabriel already in conversation with the Jenkinses.
  

  
   She and Rainwood stepped a few feet away, not truly out of earshot but gaining a little privacy.
  

  
   “So, have you decided on your next move?” the elf asked her.
  

  
   “Not…entirely,” Trissiny admitted. “I’m leaning toward going back to the grove. This whole episode has left me feeling the need for more quiet contemplation.”
  

  
   “Well…with apologies…I’m going to offer you some unsolicited advice,” he said seriously. “I know little enough of your life, Trissiny, but I’ve been around. A lot. So take it for whatever it may be worth. Go on the quest.”
  

  
   She sighed. “Why?”
  

  
   “If I’m not mistaken, you have an Avenist’s impatience with pursuits in which you see no practical benefit. Right?” He smiled lopsidedly.
  

  
   “That’s not just an Avenist thing,” she pointed out, folding her arms. “I don’t know of anybody who enjoys wasting time with other people’s pointless nonsense.”
  

  
   “Actually, lots of folks do. Anyone who would rather enjoy life than stress about meeting arbitrary goals, in fact. But that isn’t an argument I would pitch to
   
    you,
   
   of all people. Let me put it this way…” He shifted, half-turning to look out over the park, where people were walking, playing, and reading in the sunlight. “Vesk’s missions are
   
    never
   
   pointless, any more than a story is. To him, they’re one and the same. They are very literally character-building exercises. To put it in Avenist terms, training. He will break you down and build you back up, just like you would a new recruit into an army.”
  

  
   “I’m not sure I trust what Vesk would want to build me into,” she retorted.
  

  
   “Well, what
   
    are
   
   you?” Rainwood looked at her again, smiling faintly. “Because that’s what he’ll aim for. Think in storytelling terms, in archetypes. Are you the knight in shining armor? The thief? The orphan? The point of a hero’s journey is to bring you through the darkness and into the wisdom and greater power you earn on the other side. He’ll try to make you
   
    more
   
   of whatever it is you are.”
  

  
   “That sounds…unpleasant,” she admitted.
  

  
   He nodded slowly, turning his eyes back to the park. “Mm. Education is usually no fun, even when you seek it out and pay your tuition. Having it thrust upon you unsolicited is almost as enjoyable as surprise dental surgery. But the fact remains, it’s one of the best and most important things you can experience. I will say this, though, Trissiny: if you do decide to continue on, have a care. You’ve begun this journey by besting weaker foes with scornful ease. If this were a story, that would mean you have a
   
    real
   
   test coming down the line. And if you’re working for Vesk, it’s always a story.”
  

  
   “No.” She shook her head slowly, also gazing out across the park now, even as Rainwood turned to look at her in mild surprise. “That wasn’t the test, or the lesson. Those simpering nobles were never the enemy. I was. I…don’t think I won that battle.”
  

  
   He reached up to squeeze her shoulder. “Yeah. You’ll do just fine, kiddo. All right, now I’ve gotta be moving along myself.” The shaman hiked up his staff, leaning it over his shoulder, and turned to amble back toward the group, Trissiny following along. “As I mentioned before, I have my own quest. The spirits are guiding me westward, where my help is needed.”
  

  
   “By whom?” Toby asked, turning to him.
  

  
   Rainwood grinned and shrugged. “No idea! That’s the fun of both shamanism and adventure: you figure it out as you go.”
  

  
   “Well…uh, nice meeting you, then,” said Gabriel.
  

  
   “I’ve got a funny feeling our paths haven’t crossed for the last time,” Rainwood replied, winking. He patted Trissiny on the upper back. “But who knows? We’ll all find out what’s in the future when we get there. Till then.”
  

  
   It was the strangest thing to observe; he didn’t seem to transform, exactly, but one moment he was an elf and then he wasn’t, and it was as if he never had been and they’d only just noticed. Trissiny recalled Kuriwa doing very much the same thing. Jeb let out a muffled exclamation of surprise, which the little black cat ignored, trotting away across the park. They all stared after him until he ducked under a bush and was gone from sight.
  

  
   “That was one weird dude,” Zeke observed. “Paid well, though.”
  

  
   “You’ve got interesting relatives, Triss,” said Gabe.
  

  
   She sighed. “You don’t know the half of it.”
  

  
   “So!” Jeb grinned broadly at them. “Where y’all off to next, then?”
  

  
   “I think you boys mentioned you were between steady jobs at the moment,” Trissiny said. “And that you came from a ranch originally. Right?”
  

  
   “Hey, you remembered!” Jeb said cheerfully. “See, Zeke, I
   
    told
   
   you she was nice! Pays attention to us little folk an’ everything.”
  

  
   “I never said she wasn’t
   
    nice,
   
   Jeb,” Zeke said quickly, glancing at Trissiny. “I said she has more important stuff to do than worry about the likes a’ you an’ me. Which was true.”
  

  
   Trissiny opted not to weigh in on that. Instead, ignoring Gabriel’s snickering, she reached into her coat and carefully extracted the sealed letter she had stashed there, holding it out to Zeke. “Right. Well, you
   
    did
   
   help me, in the end, and I didn’t want to just cut you loose and vanish—”
  

  
   “All
   
    right!”
   
   Jeb whooped, actually jumping into the air and pumping a fist skyward. “You just say the word, boss lady! We’re off ta kick ass and praise Avei!”
  

  
   She stared at him for a moment, then turned back to his brother. “…so I wrote you a letter of recommendation. If you decide you’ve had enough of Calderaas, charter a Rail caravan to Last Rock and give this to Mr. Ryan Cartwright. He owns most of the horses along that stretch of frontier; anybody in town can direct you to him. Gabe and I worked for him last year, and he liked us both well enough I’m confident my recommendation will get you a job.”
  

  
   Jeb had fallen still, frowning at her in consternation. Zeke slowly reached up to accept the envelope, also looking puzzled. “Uh, maybe it’s none o’ my business, ma’am, but why was a couple’a paladins workin’ as ranch hands?”
  

  
   “Punishment duty,” Gabriel explained, grinning. “One of the options Tellwyrn gave us was jobs in town with wages transferred to the University. We both went for that one, since it involved the greatest distance from her squawking.”
  

  
   “Last Rock is a tiny town,” Trissiny continued, “but it’s not a boring one. You’ll meet all kinds of people.
   
    Especially
   
   girls,” she added, giving Jeb a pointed look. “The sort you like, with backbones and no patience for your crap, Jeb. Townies, passing adventurers, University students. If you get tired of trying your luck in the city, it’s an option, anyway.”
  

  
   
    “Girls?”
   
   Toby’s eyebrows had risen so high it almost looked painful. “Trissiny, you’re helping them get
   
    dates?”
   
  

  
   “Uh…how certain are we that this is really Trissiny?” Gabriel muttered out the corner of his mouth, sidling closer to him.
  

  
   
    “Her aura is unmistakable,”
   
   Ariel replied, making Jeb jump and look around for the source of her voice.
  

  
   “That’s…real thoughtful of you, ma’am,” said Ezekiel slowly. “I appreciate the gesture. You don’t owe us nothin’, though. It was a plumb honor to help out a little.”
  

  
   “I thought we might could come with you!” Jeb burst out, suddenly giving up searching for the voice and turning to her, hat in hand and being roughly squeezed the way he did when nervous. Zeke sighed, but his brother continued on, undaunted. “Cos, y’know, you’re sorta right, Calderaas ain’t been that great for us. But, come on, what’re the odds a’ two guys like us meetin’ a paladin? Twice? Maw always said, the gods move in mysterious ways. We can both ride an’ shoot and we ain’t afraid o’ hard work!”
  

  
   “Good,” she said firmly. “Those are traits you’ll need on Cartwright’s ranch.”
  

  
   “Yeah, but—”
  

  
   “People like you get
   
    killed
   
   for following people like me!” she snapped. “Ignore anything Rainwood told you about adventure, Jenkins. That stuff’s for storybooks. My life is violence, destruction, and being manipulated into one disaster after another. Do you understand? You will
   
    die,
   
   and I don’t need to see that happen.”
  

  
   “Well…shit, Ms. Trissiny, everybody dies a’
   
    somethin’,”
   
   Jeb said earnestly. “Our great uncle Leroy, Vidius rest his soul, got swarmed by kobolds. But he made it
   
    mean
   
   somethin’! He protected his family an’ the house till help could come. I figured, ever since, if everybody’s gotta go out, I wanna make it…y’know, important.”
  

  
   “Well, you can do that on your own time, if that’s what you want,” she said curtly. “I have real work to do, and no more time to babysit you.”
  

  
   “C’mon, Jeb,” Zeke said quietly, taking him by the elbow. “It was a good day’s work, now let’s not waste the paladin’s time.”
  

  
   Jebediah resisted his brother’s tugging, still staring at Trissiny with a frown of increasing consternation. “Hell, ma’am, we ain’t made a’ glass. If you just don’t like us, you can say so.”
  

  
   
    “Why
   
   would I
   
    like
   
   you?” Trissiny roared, causing him to shy back in shock. “The whole time I’ve been saddled with you two nincompoops has been one
   
    mess
   
   after another, all cause because
   
    you two
   
   are more incompetent at everything you attempt than any human being can
   
    possibly
   
   be and still be alive! I swear, you’re either fairies in disguise or you’re doing it on purpose, and either way I have had just about enough of your nonsense. You act like that in
   
    my
   
   business and within one week, tops, you’ll be dead with your entrails spread around a two-acre area. And just because I don’t want to
   
    watch
   
   that doesn’t mean it would be any less of a
   
    relief!”
   
  

  
   Jeb gaped at her with his mouth open. Zeke, Toby, and Gabriel were a little more contained, but not by a lot; the shock appeared to be universal.
  

  
   After a few excruciating seconds of silence, Jebediah closed his mouth, swallowed heavily once, and took a step backward. He carefully tipped his hat to her, turned, and walked away.
  

  
   Zeke, seeming unsure what to do, himself, finally cleared his throat and tipped his own hat in her direction. “…ma’am.” Then he followed after Jeb, leaving stillness behind.
  

  
   Trissiny watched them go, slowly drawing in a deep breath. She let it out with the same deliberate slowness, as if maintaining that control could expel everything seething in her at that moment.
  

  
   Toby stepped up next to her. His expression, now, was purely concerned.
  

  
   “Please don’t,” she said. He opened his mouth, closed it, nodded, and patted her on the shoulder.
  

  
   “So, uh,” Gabriel said from behind them, “far be it from me to interrupt all the awkwardness, but you guys might wanna look at this.”
  

  
   They turned, and what was coming up the path drove the whole conversation out of their minds.
  

  
   Easily the most incredible thing was that none of the other people in the park reacted to the approach of the carriage; it appeared no one could even see it. Apart from being an unusual open-topped model and painted solid black, the carriage itself was not very noteworthy. Its driver, though, was a lean man in a broad black hat, holding a vicious-looking scythe which towered over his seat. It was the horses pulling the vehicle which were most alarming, though. Skeletally emaciated, they had eyes which flickered with dim blue flames, and streaming wisps of black smoke for manes and tails; their hooves made a peculiar ringing sound on the path, shod with brightly glowing metal which tended to send up sparks when it touched the ground.
  

  
   The carriage pulled up to a stop right alongside them, and the driver tugged the brim of his wide hat, which was too broad to comfortably lift, and gave them a thin smile.
  

  
   “Morning, kids,” Vidius said pleasantly. “Interest you in a lift?”
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  This, naturally, begat a confused pause.
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel finally ventured, “where are we going?”
 

 
  “On the next leg of your journey,” the god of death replied, smiling vaguely at them with his eyes half-lidded. It was a mild, almost sleepy expression, and something about the contrast of that with who and what he was, plus the sunshine and cheerful people in the near distance, was subtly unsettling. “I was asked to give you a ride, by a mutual acquaintance of ours.”
 

 
  “Vesk,” Toby guessed unnecessarily.
 

 
  Vidius inclined his head slightly in Toby’s direction. “Chauffeuring isn’t among my usual duties, but what the hell. Three paladins are worth making an extra trip for, if anyone is. And hey, it’s a chance for us to chat! We get so few. Assuming, of course,” he added, turning to Trissiny, “you’re all coming along.”
 

 
  She hesitated scarcely a moment longer, then nodded politely and stepped up to climb into the open carriage. “Thank you kindly, Lord Vidius.”
 

 
  “Please, none of that ‘lord’ nonsense,” he said lightly, waving a hand. “We’re the next best thing to family, as I see it.”
 

 
  “Family,” Gabriel repeated in a nonplussed tone, still standing there and making no move toward the carriage.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said, settling down into the surprisingly deep padding of the seat, “I hardly know how to talk to him, which pretty much sums up my experiences with family.” That earned a laugh from the death god up front.
 

 
  “So you
  
   are
  
  coming, after all?” Toby asked, himself climbing into the carriage now. Gabriel shrugged fatalistically and clambered up behind him.
 

 
  “Apparently so,” she replied. “Some good advice I got is sort of stuck in my mind.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Toby nodded, smiling. “I had a feeling that’s what Rainwood wanted to talk to you about.”
 

 
  “As a matter of fact it was, but that isn’t what I meant. I’ve heard from several people over the years that the things you don’t try end up being much greater regrets than the things you try that go badly. And besides, the involvement of a god who has some
  
   credibility
  
  improves the overall outlook of this…quest.”
 

 
  “Happy to be of service,” Vidius said brightly, and flicked the reins. The carriage lurched into motion as its creepy steeds started forward, and they trundled off up the path toward the park gates. People got out of the way without once seeming to notice it was even there.
 

 
  “Okay,” said Gabriel, shifting uncomfortably and pulling Ariel into his lap. The bench seats were not designed for people with things attached to the belt. “But…
  
   where
  
  are we going?”
 

 
  “All in good time,” Vidius replied. His position on the driver’s seat put his back to them, but his voice carried just fine. “I understand that Vesk and his antics can be rather frustrating, especially from the perspective of any mortal caught up in an affair in which he takes an interest. But I’ll tell you this much: the rest of us in the Pantheon, however we may feel about him personally, choose to accommodate him. The reasons for that are challenging to explain…and often unnecessary. You will likely gain some insight into the matter in the course of following him around. For the moment, though, if you don’t trust Vesk, I’ll ask you to trust me. And Omnu, and Avei, who would already have intervened if they didn’t want you going along with this.” He turned his head, so as to give them a sidelong glance. “This will work out for the best. Even if
  
   none
  
  of us yet know how.”
 

 
  Another uncertain silence fell at that, the three paladins studying one another’s faces for cues which were not forthcoming. Toby had seated himself on the front bench, facing backward, and on the opposite side from Vidius so he could still see the god by turning his head. Gabriel and Trissiny were opposite him. Now, both frowned when Toby suddenly straightened up in surprise, his eyes shifting past them.
 

 
  
   “Gah!”
  
  Trissiny had turned to follow his stare and let out a yelp, then immediately subsided, placing a hand on her chest. “Oh. Sorry, Vestrel, you startled me.”
 

 
  The valkyrie was perched on the back of the carriage like a gargoyle, her wings arched protectively over them. Apparently proximity to Vidius—or maybe it was the carriage—rendered her visible, but she was still clearly disconnected from the world, a wavery and faded image whose details were completely obscured. The black wings and dark armor, contrasting with a pale complexion and blonde hair, were all that could be discerned.
 

 
  She also, apparently, could still not speak across the gap. In silence, Vestrel reached forward and very gently patted Trissiny on the head. Or at least, sort of; her hand didn’t quite make contact, and Trissiny couldn’t help stiffening slightly at the sheer eeriness of it.
 

 
  “Oh, there was also a message,” Vidius said from up front, defusing the awkwardness. “For when you arrive.” He turned again, this time laying his arm across the back of the driver’s seat to look at them directly.
  
   “You will need his help.”
  
 

 
  “Well…we’re already in the carriage, so I guess that’s taken care of,” Gabriel said, frowning.
 

 
  “I
  
   doubt
  
  it means Vidius,” said Toby. “I mean, we
  
   are
  
  in the carriage. What would be the point of that?”
 

 
  “I question how much of a point there is in
  
   any
  
  of this,” Trissiny muttered. “All we know for sure about Vesk’s directives so far is they are deliberately misleading more often than not.”
 

 
  She glanced to the side, and blinked in surprise. They were trundling down a sparsely-trafficked highway, on a gentle slope that was clearly several miles from Calderaas. Evidently this thing moved
  
   much
  
  faster when its passengers weren’t paying attention. Which, all things considered, wasn’t surprising. It also meant there was no way of even guessing where Vidius might be taking them. She knew better than to ask again.
 

 
  “So,” their driver said lightly, “you kids have been doing fairly well for yourselves. This is all uncharted territory, for all of us. A lot changed with your calling; the old routines simply don’t work as they once did. And we gods are nothing if not creatures of routine. We’re all feeling our way in the new world together, but you three, slowly but surely, are acquitting yourselves well. Trissiny in particular.”
 

 
  The boys both looked at her in surprise, and she blinked.
 

 
  “…thank you,” Trissiny replied uncertainly.
 

 
  “I have my biases, of course,” Vidius acknowledged, turning his head again to glance at her. He wore a knowing little smile which was made to look even more sly by his hawkish profile. “You’ve recently gained a great appreciation for duality. More than most Hands ever have; paladins, particularly those of Avei, tend to be rather fixed on
  
   one
  
  idea. And, of course, you have become more acquainted with death.”
 

 
  He turned to face forward again, and the silence which fell had a distinct chill. Trissiny stared ahead, at a point past the god’s shoulder.
 

 
  “You can’t appreciate,” Vidius said after a pause, “how
  
   unusual
  
  it is that three paladins, two of them five years into their calling, are still so insulated from the effect of death. A Hand of Avei with your seniority, Trissiny, would ordinarily be standing on a veritable mountain of corpses by now.”
 

 
  “I’ve killed,” she said tersely.
 

 
  “And even those of Omnu,” the god continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “would be expected to have known the loss of friends. Yours is dangerous work. Of course, the situation is new, as I said. Sending you to Arachne has been a good practice, I think, but not without its downsides. You are a
  
   little
  
  coddled by the tutelage of such a fire-breathing mother hen.”
 

 
  “Coddled isn’t a word I would have chosen,” Gabriel said, grinning.
 

 
  “How many friends have you had to grieve, Gabriel?” Vidius asked mildly, instantly wiping the smile off his face. “I don’t think this is good for you, to be frank. Death and life are intertwined deeply; to live on is to know the loss of those you have loved. You, Trissiny, have only recently become acquainted with death. So far, you could be handling it more gracefully—but you are doing no worse than I might expect. With time and experience you will become better acquainted, and better able to cope.”
 

 
  She turned to stare out over the side in silence. They were now plowing through a rolling field of stubby tallgrass, the slope of the mountain on which Calderaas stood far behind them.
 

 
  “I think I’ve killed more than Trissiny,” Toby said, also staring into the distance.
 

 
  “Hey, that isn’t fair,” Gabriel protested. “You’re still talking about the hellgate? You were the conduit Omnu used to vaporize a lot of demons. Blaming yourself—”
 

 
  “I don’t think of it in terms of blame,” Toby interrupted. “But I was
  
   there,
  
  and voluntarily or not, I was the means by which it was done. Demons or not, those were sapient beings—thinking, feeling
  
   people.
  
  To cause such destruction…” He shook his head slowly. “I’ve grown used to living with it, and I think that bothers me the most. It’s been a year, and I still don’t
  
   understand.
  
  And…Omnu won’t enlighten me. I don’t know what I’ve done wrong.”
 

 
  “Nothing,” said Vidius. “Omnu
  
   isn’t
  
  displeased with you, Tobias, trust me. He’s just…not very communicative. As a general personality trait, but
  
   particularly
  
  with regard to his Hands. Your lineage has always had the least personal guidance from your patron. Omnu’s approach has always been to trust his Hands to make the right choices, and encourage them to trust themselves.”
 

 
  “By not answering simple questions?” Gabriel demanded, frowning.
 

 
  “Yup,” Vidius said noncommittally. “You’ll note
  
   I
  
  don’t go out of my way to hold
  
   your
  
  hand, either, Gabe. But in my humble opinion, Omnu overdoes it.”
 

 
  “I feel…like I’m not doing so well as a paladin,” Toby said quietly, still staring off at nothing.
 

 
  “You could be doing better,” Vidius said bluntly. “If I’m any judge. It’s not time to worry just yet, Tobias, but you have room for improvement. Let me tell you this much, as an observer who knows Omnu and has watched you with interest: a big part of the reason the gods call Hands is because
  
   we
  
  are bound by concept and structure in a way that ‘mere’ mortals are not. A Hand is an agent of action, and of change. You confuse pacifism with passivity, Toby, and that is what predominately holds you back. The world doesn’t respect peace; if you intend to bring piece to the world, understand that you will have to
  
   inflict
  
  peace where it is not wanted. Learn to assert yourself, boy.”
 

 
  Toby was frowning by the end of that, but nodded. “Thank you for the advice.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabriel murmured. “After all that, I’m almost afraid to ask how
  
   I’m
  
  doing.”
 

 
  Vidius glanced back at him. “Toby and Trissiny represent a departure from established patterns, Gabe. You represent something new
  
   entirely.
  
  I encourage you to learn from them, and from past paladins, but please don’t try to walk in their footsteps.”
 

 
  “I…really haven’t been,” Gabriel said, shifting nervously in his seat. “I mean, what I’ve been
  
   trying
  
  to do is pretty much what you just said.”
 

 
  “I know. But you could be trying harder.”
 

 
  Gabe’s expression flinched before he marshaled it. “I…see. How so?”
 

 
  “For example, your scythe. You haven’t done a lot of experimentation with its capabilities, have you?”
 

 
  “I note that they weren’t
  
   explained
  
  to me,” Gabriel retorted with some exasperation.
 

 
  “That is correct,” Vidius replied calmly. “What do you make of that?”
 

 
  Gabriel opened his mouth, scowling, then snapped it shut.
 

 
  “Y’know, it wasn’t so long ago that
  
   nothing
  
  would have stopped you from spouting the first thought that flittered across your mind,” Trissiny said, and lightly punched him on the shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Gabe.”
 

 
  “It wasn’t so long ago that your support came with a dose of condescension,” he shot back. “Oh, look! I guess we haven’t all changed
  
   too
  
  much.”
 

 
  She just grinned at him and leaned back in her seat.
 

 
  “The scythe destroys things,” Gabriel continued in a more measured tone. “Just about anything the blade touches. Even
  
   magic.
  
  That’s… I mean, quite apart from the fact that a divine artifact deserves to be treated with some respect, this thing is incredibly dangerous. It’s not something to just
  
   screw around
  
  with.”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” said Vidius, turning again to fix him with a look. “What I’m about to tell you is in response to that, but it also applies well beyond it.
  
   Screwing around is your greatest strength.”
  
 

 
  “Oh…kay,” Gabriel said slowly, after a momentary pause. “I’m…not sure what that means.”
 

 
  Vidius chuckled and turned to face forward again. “It’s something to chew on, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Or screw around with?” Toby suggested with a smile.
 

 
  The god laughed. “See?
  
   He
  
  gets it.”
 

 
  “This may be none of my business,” Trissiny said hesitantly, “and I’m sorry if that’s so, but… Why now? Why, after eight thousand years, have you suddenly decided to make such an enormous change as calling a paladin?”
 

 
  Vidius gazed ahead without responding, and they glanced at each other again. The only sounds were the gentle rumbling of the wheels and the creaking of the carriage itself, oddly mundane for a divine vehicle, and the much more exotic ringing of the unearthly horses’ hooves against the ground. They were now wending their way through a forest, a moss-carpeted and well-tended vault of redwoods that had to be an elven grove.
 

 
  “Have you ever given much thought to religion?” Vidius asked suddenly, just when the quiet had begun to stretch into discomfort. “Not to
  
   yours
  
  in particular, I know you’ve pondered your specific dogmas. But the thing itself, religion as a phenomenon. What it is, how it works?”
 

 
  “I’m…not sure I understand the question,” Trissiny said, frowning.
 

 
  “Sure you do,” he replied easily. “But the answer is ‘no’ and you feel awkward admitting that even to yourself. Don’t back down from such challenges, Trissiny. We are all our own greatest rivals; growth is a process of overcoming your own weaknesses. But yes, religion. Seems peculiar how something can both uplift and destroy people to such a great degree.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s any tool, though,” Gabriel pointed out. “It’s only as good or bad as what you do with it.”
 

 
  “Yep, and faith is a powerful tool indeed,” Vidius agreed easily. “But for context. You boys recall the faith of the Infinite Order you encountered in Puna Dara?”
 

 
  “Ugh,” Gabriel said, grimacing. Toby just nodded.
 

 
  “Fross mentioned something about that,” Trissiny said. “She disapproved of it
  
   pretty
  
  firmly.”
 

 
  “It’s sheer positive thinking,” Gabriel explained. “The idea is that what you think becomes your reality.”
 

 
  She frowned quizzically. “How is
  
   that
  
  a religion?”
 

 
  “Well, it comes with its own cosmology,” said Toby, “which itself is rooted in fact. The Rust cultists talked about arcane physics a lot, how observation determines reality.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Trissiny said, nodding. “We’ve been over the broad strokes of that in Yornhaldt’s class. So, if they’re
  
   correct,
  
  what’s the problem?”
 

 
  
   “The problem,”
  
  Ariel interjected,
  
   “is that the entire barrier to widespread understanding of arcane physics is that sub-atomic particles and their interactions are subject to fundamentally different rules than the physics which govern your experience. Such principles describe nothing with which a sapient mind will ever interact under ordinary circumstances. Attempting to apply arcane mechanics to one’s personal life is like trying to shoe a horse with a toothbrush and a wheel of cheese. Those tools are wildly unsuited to that task.”
  
 

 
  “That about sums it up, yeah,” Gabriel agreed, grinning. “You’ll have to excuse Ariel. She’s designed to assist with magic, and misconceptions about it irritate her.”
 

 
  
   “I am not irritated, I am simply right.”
  
 

 
  “And that’s the crux of it,” said Vidius, his hat shifting as he nodded without looking back at them. “That cult was authentic, at least to that extent. That
  
   was
  
  the official religion of the Infinite Order—the original Infinite Order, the Elder Gods. In fact, they were utterly contemptuous of religion. They didn’t call
  
   themselves
  
  gods, and got mightily offended when someone did. Which, of course, is why I still do,” he added with a chuckle. “They instituted and spread that faith for the specific purpose of hampering the mortal population of this world. It served the dual goals of impeding actual scientific understanding, and shifting the onus for the plight of every suffering person onto themselves, instead of the megalomaniacal omnipotent beings oppressing them. And yet… It was something that, at its core, they
  
   believed
  
  in. The Infinite Order came to this world to pursue their great experiment with godhood because of faith. They were scientists, but what
  
   impelled
  
  them was sincere belief.”
 

 
  “The…Elder Gods…believed in positive thinking?” Trissiny said slowly, frowning in pure confusion.
 

 
  “Their driving faith was that the process of evolution was an orderly and purposeful progression,” Vidius explained. “From the great explosion that created reality, to the formation and death of stars, to the formation of planets, to the birth of
  
   life
  
  from a coincidental chemical reaction, to the process of evolution, to the emergence of sapience, with its capacity to deliberately advance evolution according to plans rather than random chance. They believed the universe was trying to understand itself, and the emergence of intelligent life was the most recent step in the process. They wanted to advance to the
  
   next
  
  step, and approached the task with great reverence. Who knows, they may even have been right; it explains the universe as well as any other idea I’ve ever heard. Based on what happened next, ascension was obviously
  
   not
  
  that next sacred step, but that doesn’t necessarily invalidate the idea. It does demonstrate my point, though. That same faith was used for great advancement and great oppression, by exactly the same people.”
 

 
  “It’s not exactly a
  
   surprise
  
  to me that people can misuse religion,” said Trissiny. “I’ve met wonderful and terrible people among the Eserites. Some of the best people I know are Avenists, but I think the very Bishop of the Sisterhood is a dangerous, deviant lunatic.”
 

 
  At that, Toby and Gabriel both gave her sharp looks, but Vidius nodded.
 

 
  “And so, my question: What
  
   is
  
  a religion?”
 

 
  “What do you think it is?” Toby asked carefully.
 

 
  “There are many ways to answer that question,” said the god. “To embrace my own idiom, I think that a faith, a
  
   true
  
  faith, is a duality of two things: a problem, and a solution. A religion which actually provides for the spiritual needs of people must posit what the core problem of mortal experience is, and then offer a way to solve it. And this has been true since long before the emergence of actual gods, going back to the faiths of the old world from which the Elders came. Humanity had faiths before it had actual deities. Faith speaks to something in the core of what it means to be a
  
   person.”
  
 

 
  “Wait, how does that work?” Gabriel protested. “How did they have religions if they didn’t have gods?”
 

 
  “Well, perhaps I misspoke,” Vidius said, amusement lightening his voice. “They had gods, all right. They didn’t strictly
  
   exist
  
  in the physical sense, but they had ’em.”
 

 
  “What’s the point of a god that’s not even real?” Trissiny huffed.
 

 
  He glanced back at her. “Anything that makes a difference in people’s lives is real. The gods of the old world were invisible and silent, unverifiable and imaginary, but they were
  
   very
  
  real. The weight of their presence was deeply felt. It was inevitable, because there were problems, and there needed to be solutions. To the Christians, the problem was sin and the solution was grace. To the Muslims, the problem was hubris, and the solution was submission to the divine.” His shoulders shifted minutely in a little chuckle. “To the Satanists, the problem was corruption in all the
  
   other
  
  cults, and the solution was mischief and defiance. And so on, and so on. There were more faiths there than there are
  
   here.
  
  A lack of gods did not mean a lack of problems.”
 

 
  “Hey.” Grinning, Gabriel nudged Trissiny with an elbow. “Those last guys sound a lot like Eserites.”
 

 
  “And that is another point,” Vidius agreed, turning his head and nodding at Gabe. “Creating religions was the
  
   last
  
  thing my brothers and sisters in the Pantheon were after. We sought to bring down the gods, not join or replace them; we simply adapted to the way things turned out, from sheer necessity. We had become beings whose very identities were broadcast throughout the world via the magic which fills it. Dogmas and rituals rose around us over time, rooted in what we each thought was
  
   best
  
  in life. And our own ideas, like everyone’s, were shaped by the knowledge of those who came before us. There is an iron barrier across your history, children, but you are the heirs of traditions much older than you know. Ancient faiths still resonate through the cults that exist now.
 

 
  “And that brings us to the world as it is today. We have the Pantheon, guided by gods who acknowledge and—to an extent—respect each other. In a way, this has eased a dilemma which plagued the old world: that
  
   everyone does not have the same problem.
  
  That the faith which soothes one person’s anguish might be the very cause of someone else’s.”
 

 
  The carriage was now climbing, the road taking them up a steep incline. All around rose the rolling hills Trissiny remembered from her childhood; they were passing through Viridill.
 

 
  “Works in theory,” Gabriel said skeptically. “Actual religions, though, don’t tend to be quite so…open minded.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Vidius agreed, nodding. “The fallacy of the god-shaped hole survives; people of faith tend to assume that what fills the void in
  
   their
  
  heart must do the same for everyone else’s. Which, unfortunately, isn’t the case. But consider the different gods and cults, and how they approach this. Take the gods which embody simple, straightforward archetypes: Izara, Ryneas, Nemitoth. Love, art, knowledge. Their core duality is quite clear: these are the solutions they offer, to the problem of the
  
   lack
  
  of whatever it is. Now, have any of you ever heard of an Izarite, Rynean or Nemitite loudly insisting that someone should convert to
  
   their
  
  faith?”
 

 
  “Izarites do tend to be awfully preachy,” Trissiny muttered, glaring at the passing hills.
 

 
  “To an Avenist, I’ll bet,” Toby said in a much milder tone. “There’s a deep and well-known doctrinal divide, there. With all respect, Trissiny, Izarites are just about the most inoffensive people in existence. I think your perception of them simply comes from disagreement.”
 

 
  She snorted, but didn’t try to rebut.
 

 
  “Good,” Vidius said from up front, nodding again. “In such simple pillars of faith is a built-in acknowledgment that there are answers they cannot provide. Now, consider some others: Eserites, Veskers…” He hesitated fractionally. “Elilinists. Defiance, narrative, cunning. Less concrete ideals, less simple ones, and designed to address a different sort of problem. Overarching problems, the problems which infect whole societies. These cults
  
   also
  
  do not presume to be universal; they want only a specific kind of person to join them, and don’t aspire to run anyone else’s life. They are, at their core, oppositional.”
 

 
  “Solving
  
   other
  
  people’s problems,” said Gabriel, “whether they want it or not.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Vidius agreed. “That’s an aggressive way to live, but not a domineering one. And now broaden it further, to the gods of multilayered concepts. Myself, for one. Avei, Omnu, Themynra, Shaath. Duality and death. Justice, war, femininity. Life, the sun, peace.
  
   Those
  
  are big things, ideas which span huge swaths of mortal experience; things which are not easy to sort into neat little boxes. Even judgment and the wild… Singular concepts, but what
  
   are
  
  they? How is a person supposed to separate such sweeping ideas out from other aspects of their lives? They subsume everything. And what else do you notice about those cults in particular?”
 

 
  “Those,” Gabriel said almost defiantly, “are the ones most likely to tell somebody else how they ought to be living their lives.”
 

 
  “I’ve never heard a Themynrite say such a thing to anyone,” Trissiny protested.
 

 
  “Themynra’s worship has a racial component which pretty well precludes that,” said Vidius. “The noteworthy thing there, Trissiny, is that it wasn’t
  
   Avei
  
  you immediately defended.”
 

 
  “Okay,” she said with growing irritation. “You’ve made your point, but I still don’t think I really understand
  
   why
  
  you made it. What’s the lesson, here?”
 

 
  “Speaking as an Avenist, Trissiny,” he said, “what problem are
  
   you
  
  trying to solve?”
 

 
  “Injustice,” she replied immediately. “And that is also speaking as an Eserite; it’s only the methods that differ.”
 

 
  He let out a whistle. “A tall order. What about you, Toby? What’s the problem, and what’s the solution?”
 

 
  Toby stared rigidly at the distance, looking quite perturbed. “I don’t…know. That’s not… I was never taught to think of it in those terms.
  
   Life
  
  is important because
  
   we
  
  are life. Peace is the optimal condition for living. That’s just…how things are.”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Vidius said noncommittally. “And you, Gabriel? What problem and solution do you find in Vidianism?”
 

 
  “Man, the fuck if I even know,” Gabriel said bluntly. “Almost every Vidian I’ve ever met was fully invested in creating their own damn problem, as best I can see.”
 

 
  The god turned again in his seat to look at them with a satisfied smile. “And that is why I have called a paladin after all these millennia: to correct what I see as a growing
  
   problem.
  
  In the world, but specifically within my cult. Because when a faith encompasses potentially everything, its practitioners will try to make it encompass every
  
   one.
  
  Because people who think they have all the answers are incredibly dangerous, to themselves and everyone around them. And so, I have given the clever Vidians a paladin who has no idea what the hell he’s even doing, one whom I trust to
  
   screw around.
  
  Because they know a lot less than they think they do, and they need to be made to appreciate that fact. And so, Gabriel, does everyone else.” He fixed his gaze on his own Hand, expression becoming more severe. “You are called to question, to challenge, and to generally make everyone uncomfortable. I
  
   don’t
  
  expect you to have all the answers. I expect you to force people to consider the questions.”
 

 
  Gabriel could only gape at him.
 

 
  “That,” Trissiny said slowly, “just might make this the single most appropriate choice of Hand in all of history.”
 

 
  “You just
  
   had
  
  to sneak in a shot,” he muttered, giving her an accusing look.
 

 
  This time, it was she who prodded him with an elbow. “It’s a good thing, too, Gabe.”
 

 
  “It’s something to think about,” Vidius said brightly, turning forward again and giving the reins a pull. “Well, this has been great! I’m glad we had the opportunity to chat. But for now, we have arrived.”
 

 
  The carriage had pulled to a stop on the street of a city, next to a canal. All around them rose structures of white marble, and the city itself ascended along one side in terraces, falling in the other direction to a double set of high walls and a broad plain beyond. In every other direction, towering mountains arose.
 

 
  “This is Vrin Shai,” Trissiny said in surprise. “Why are we
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  “I suspect you’ll find that out quite soon,” Vidius said solemnly. “For now, though, I have to be moving along. The business of death is eternal. Everybody out!”
 

 
  “Thank you very much for the ride,” Toby said politely, standing. “And…the lesson.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny agreed. “I have a feeling I’ll be mulling this conversation for quite a while.”
 

 
  “That’s the mark of a really good conversation, you know,” Vidius replied, while they all clambered out onto the cobblestones. Vestrel flared her wings and ascended, her vague shape vanishing from sight when she departed the carriage. “I hope you
  
   do
  
  continue to think, and learn. But such things are interludes in life; eventually, the action picks up again. I hope you’ll be ready.” He touched the brim of his hat, nodding to them. “Take care, kids. I’ll see you again.”
 

 
  And with that, the god of death flicked the reins, the unearthly steeds began moving, and his carriage rolled off into the crowd.
 

 
  Its departure left them standing with their backs to the stone wall separating them from a drop to the canal below, looking at the street. And directly in front, revealed by the departure of the carriage, was a man staring right at them.
 

 
  A man with tousled blonde hair, spectacles, and a scowl, with a glowing rat perched on his shoulder. Both of them had their arms crossed.
 

 
  Trissiny’s eyes widened.
  
   “Oh.
  
  Um. Hi, Hershel.”
 

 
  
   “Hello,
  
  Trissiny,” Schwartz said flatly, then raised his hand. A blast of concentrated wind rose out of nowhere and shoved her right into the canal.
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  She hit the water back-first and was instantly submerged, barely having time to remember not to inhale and no chance to twist or reorient her fall into a proper dive. Which might have been for the better; slapping onto the surface of the water that way stung her entire body, but had she sliced in cleanly she would have impacted the bottom in a second. The canal was not all that deep.
 

 
  While the water closed over her head and she tried to get her legs under her, Trissiny had the stray thought that she’d been using her armor entirely the wrong way all these years. Being able to summon it at will, there had really been no reason to wear it around constantly. Quite apart from the spectacle it made of her, being clad in metal was a bad idea in a variety of situations. Abruptly being tossed in the drink, for example.
 

 
  Immediately, before she had a chance to begin swimming, Trissiny surged bodily upward, back through the surface and then higher, propelled aloft on a powerful jet of water. It spurted up over the side of the canal to deposit her in the street amid a broad splatter which made several bystanders retreat with yells of protest.
 

 
  It wasn’t the most graceful way to return to dry land, but Trissiny’s instincts took over and she hit the ground in a roll, smoothly coming upright. Drenched, slightly bruised by the impact, but not significantly the worse for wear. Her next order of business, of course, was to address the source of all this with the dignity befitting her position.
 

 
  “You
  
   donkey!”
  
  she roared, charging past Toby (who had evidently seen this coming but wasn’t close enough to intercept her in time) at Schwartz. Still glaring at her, he immediately started conjuring something, to judge by the movements of his hands, but Trissiny manifested a hardlight construct in the shape of a standard Silver Legion shield, attached to her arm in the usual position, and rushed him. Whatever fae work he was casting fizzled on contact with the divine magic, and then she had shoved him back against the wall, and tipped him over.
 

 
  “Oh, boy,” Gabriel said philosophically from somewhere behind her as Schwartz hit the canal with a loud splash.
 

 
  In the next moment, he shot back upward, in the same way she had—although with more control, probably because he was casting it on himself this time. At any rate, he remained upright, and actually hopped off the pillar of water which had uplifted him to stand dripping on the sidewalk.
 

 
  “Yeah,
  
   I’m
  
  a real piece of work,” Schwartz barked at her, now also sopping wet and not deterred by it. On his shoulder, Meesie was steaming—both in terms of being mad, to judge by her hopping up and down and chittering aggressively while pointing at Trissiny, and literally. “I’m the kind of absolute
  
   goon
  
  who abandons my long-lost siblings in an elven grove with a bunch of strangers while I rush off on some mission from some god. Oh, wait!” He melodramatically clapped a hand to his forehead. “No, I’m thinking of
  
   someone else.”
  
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Toby said, frowning reproachfully at her.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  stay out of this,” she snapped.
 

 
  “Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey.” A new figure approached the group, and in looking up at her Trissiny noticed that they’d generated quite the audience; apparently everyone in the vicinity had paused their own business to watch the altercation unfold. The woman now stepping forward and speaking in a soothing voice had a short sword belted at her waist and kept her graying hair cropped short in one of the Silver Legions’ approved styles, but she wore white robes with a golden eagle pin at the shoulder rather than armor. “Why don’t you kids stop and take a breath before this goes any further? Fighting in the streets with
  
   magic
  
  is an automatic night in a cell if the Legionaries catch you at it.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are making a spectacle of us, Herschel,” Trissiny stated, turning to glare at him.
 

 
  
   “Me!”
  
  he shot back, Meesie squealing along in agreement. “Who’s the one clubbing people with divine shields?!”
 

 
  “You
  
   threw me
  
  in the
  
   canal!”
  
  she bellowed.
 

 
  “You really cannot go throwing people in canals, son,” the intervening priestess said, giving him a look.
 

 
  “She’s my little sister,” Schwartz informed her, “she’s a practically indestructible Light-wielder, and she’s being a self-centered brat. She’ll be lucky if that’s
  
   all
  
  she gets thrown in today.”
 

 
  “While I could watch this
  
   all
  
  day,” Gabriel interjected loudly, “apparently so can everyone else in town. Come on, guys, listen to the nice lady. It’s gonna be
  
   really
  
  embarrassing if you two get tossed in jail.”
 

 
  
   “Self-centered?”
  
  Trissiny retorted in disbelief, ignoring all of them. “I
  
   know
  
  you aren’t that dense! How is it self-centered
  
   not
  
  to drag you into ridiculous danger—”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   really
  
  think I need you to protect me?” he snapped. “I told you about Athan’Khar. I helped you with the dwarves in Tiraas, and
  
   then
  
  the conspirators. At what point are you going to start taking me seriously?”
 

 
  “That
  
   isn’t the point!”
  
  Trissiny heard her own voice rising in pitch, and seemed strangely unable to control it. “It was
  
   my
  
  calling, not yours. For
  
   me,
  
  and…them.” She waved furiously at Gabriel and Toby, who were standing a few wary feet distant. “Have you ever
  
   read
  
  any of the bardic epics, Herschel? People who follow paladins around
  
   die.
  
  I am not—”
 

 
  He suddenly lunged forward and seized her by the shoulder.
  
   “I was right there asleep!”
  
 

 
  The combination of his uncharacteristic physical aggression and the non sequitur brought her up short. He was gripping her shoulders hard—not enough to hurt, as her muscles were about an order of magnitude harder than his, but enough that his own arms quivered slightly with the strain. Before she could decide how to react, he slumped, lowering his head between his arms to stare down at the cobbles. Meesie, having fallen silent, clung to his collar with three limbs, using the other to soothingly pat Schwartz’s cheek. She stared up at Trissiny, who thought the little elemental’s rodent-like face looked inexplicably accusing.
 

 
  Schwartz drew in a deep breath and let it out in a shuddering torrent before raising his head to look at her again. His glasses were askew, which he didn’t seem to notice. What with the water pouring out of his hair and down his face, it was impossible to tell if there were tears in his eyes, but his expression implied them.
 

 
  “The
  
   whole
  
  time, Triss. Just…knocked out like a bag of rice. I woke up later and it was all done. Me, who could have tossed Ildrin and all the rest of them around the room with wind and fire if I… He was only there to look after me, anyway.” He stopped, swallowed loudly, and straightened up somewhat. Not releasing her, but restoring some of the iron in his spine. “I
  
   know
  
  you blame yourself for Ross. Maybe you
  
   could
  
  have done something different and he’d still be alive; maybe not. There’s no telling, now, and no point in wondering about it. But the whole situation only existed because of
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  Before she consciously decided to do anything, she was hugging him. It was only another surprised moment before he wrapped his thin arms around her in kind. They were both on the tall side, but Schwartz more so; her cheek rested neatly against his shoulder. After a pause, Meesie carefully clambered over and patted Trissiny’s face, squeaking very softly.
 

 
  “I’m still mad at you,” he muttered into her hair.
 

 
  She sighed. “Fine, you can be mad. I just…want you to be safe.”
 

 
  Apparently this was a less entertaining show; at any rate, the spectators were drifting away now. She could just see past Schwartz’s neck where Toby and the priestess were talking to a pair of Silver Legionnaires, likely summoned to deal with the disturbance. Gabriel had wandered over to the canal wall and was leaning against it, scribbling in a little black journal with a pencil and studiously not looking at them.
 

 
  Schwartz’s lean chest swelled in a sigh, and he pulled back enough to meet her eyes, finally nudging his glasses back into place. “I don’t
  
   want
  
  to be safe, Trissiny. Safety’s all well and good up to a point, but if you’re too safe, you’ll never do or be anything. And even so, perfect safety is nonsense; anything might happen, the world is that huge and chaotic. I
  
   refuse
  
  to be one of those people who gives up every ounce of freedom and purpose for a security that isn’t even real.”
 

 
  “You have to draw the line
  
   somewhere,
  
  though,” she protested. “Herschel, following
  
   me
  
  around… I mean, it would be one thing if this was any of your business. But it’s just some stupid nonsense Vesk cooked up because he’s bored.”
 

 
  He peered at her face for a long moment. “You’ve never lost anyone before, have you?”
 

 
  She managed, mostly, not to flinch. That was just a little too close to what Vidius had said only minutes before, on top of being true.
 

 
  “Because,” Schwartz continued, “you’re reminding me a lot of how
  
   I
  
  was for a while after Dad died. Lucky for me, I had Mom to chew me out when I started trying to coddle her and Melody.”
 

 
  “I…”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” he said gently, squeezing her upper arms again, “everyone is going to die. No exceptions. Even immortals only last until something happens to them. You can’t
  
   stop
  
  that. And…you can’t hate it. It’s just part of life. You have to appreciate being alive, and having the people you love, while it’s all there. Take it from me, if you try to keep everybody tucked away safely in a box, you’ll either stifle them or lose them.”
 

 
  She finally let her arms fall, and backed away from him. Not to retreat, though; with a heavy sigh, Trissiny paced slowly over to the canal wall and slumped her back against it the way Gabe was a few yards away. It came up to mid-chest on her, tall enough that flipping Schwartz over it had taken some doing.
 

 
  “I’m sorry I never got to know him,” she said quietly, staring across the street. People were passing by, now; nothing still going on here was too out of the ordinary, aside from the two of them being drenched.
 

 
  Schwartz came to lean against the wall next to her. After a pause, he actually chuckled softly, earning a confused look.
 

 
  “Sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s just… I don’t think you would’ve liked him much. Oh, he would have liked
  
   you,
  
  though. Dad was always drawn to the sort of people he tended to irritate. And he made it work for him, often as not. He wore Mom down, anyway. You know what’s odd?” he added, giving her a thoughtful look. “I can see both him and Principia in your face, now I know to look for ’em. But…not a shred of either in your personality. The really weird thing is you remind me a lot of my mother.”
 

 
  “I have a feeling that makes a certain twisted, backwards kind of sense, and I can’t really articulate why.”
 

 
  He nodded.
 

 
  “…I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I shouldn’t have just disappeared like that. I
  
   knew
  
  if I told you, you’d want to come, and I am still not quite ready to sign on for that…”
 

 
  “Well, I suggest you start getting used to it,” he replied bluntly. “Haven’t
  
   you
  
  ever read a bardic epic? Even paladins never worked alone. You can always use some magical support. And Trissiny, I am just as disinclined to sit back and watch
  
   you
  
  get killed as the other way ’round. You can watch my back, and I’ll watch yours. But you
  
   will not
  
  ditch me while you try to run off and get killed by yourself.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   hardly
  
  trying to get killed,” she retorted.
 

 
  He just leveled a finger at her; Meesie scampered down his arm to perch on his wrist and mimicked the gesture, squeaking severely. “Pull that crap again and I will turn you into a toad. I don’t care what Avei does to me.”
 

 
  “Can you actually do that?” Toby asked, strolling up to them.
 

 
  “Ah, well, technically—”
 

 
  
   “Technically,”
  
  Gabriel said from Schwartz’s other side, “transfiguration via fae magic is a lot easier than an arcane baleful polymorph,
  
   if
  
  the caster is willing to deal with the kind of especially nasty fairies who traffic in curses. Don’t make threats you’ve got better sense than to back up, Schwartz. Also,
  
   hi!
  
  How’ve you been?”
 

 
  “Uh…hi, guys,” Schwartz said belatedly, wincing. “Toby, Gabe, Ariel, Vestrel.” Meesie squeaked cheerfully, waving.
 

 
  “And Meesie, of course,” Gabriel said gravely. “So, our girl here ditched you in a grove? Dirty pool, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “You don’t match us, Gabriel,” she said, leaning forward to glare at him around Schwartz. “Speaking of dirty pools. How’d
  
   you
  
  like to go for a swim?”
 

 
  He just grinned. “Seriously, though. How
  
   did
  
  you find us this fast?
  
   We
  
  got help from a god to get here; you showing up first would be impressively quick travel even if you knew where we were going to be. Even
  
   we
  
  didn’t know that an hour ago.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, as to that,” Schwartz said, grinning and brushing water out of his hair with his hands, “you can thank the Imperial Rail Service for the speed. But as for how I knew where to be, I
  
   also
  
  got help from a god. Specifically, Vesk in the grove. He told me the exact location and time you’d be turning up.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  he bloody did,” Trissiny growled.
 

 
  “He made a point of adding that he doesn’t usually give out such specific instructions, but since I was a plot device here and not one of the protagonists, he could make an exception.” Schwartz frowned. “I felt that was an unnecessarily condescending addendum, personally.”
 

 
  “So I guess you’ll be joining our little adventure, then?” Toby said, smiling.
 

 
  “Now, hold on just a minute,” Trissiny began.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat loudly.
  
   “You will need his help.
  
  Remember?”
 

 
  She slapped a hand over her eyes, groaning.
 

 
  “I guess
  
   that’s
  
  settled, then,” Schwartz said with distinct smugness. “So! Ah…what
  
   are
  
  we doing, exactly?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was a little early for lunch, but they decided to seek out an inn mostly to have a calmer setting in which to catch up. The choice of inn was all on Gabriel; there was no way he was going to pass up the opportunity to hang out in what had been a famous adventurer hangout when there had been enough adventurers about to keep it in business. So widely known had been the Fallen Arms back in the day that even now it survived on tourist doubloons, thanks to its long history.
 

 
  Like most of the buildings in Vrin Shai, it was of white granite with marble accents, the stones ancient and pitted as some forgotten temple—as were the heavy oaken tables and chairs. Its walls were almost invisible, buried beneath centuries of accumulated battle trophies which had given the place its name. Weapons and banners, mostly, taken from Vrin Shai’s enemies—and thus, the majority were orcish or Narisian, with a smattering of Jendi and Tiraan. None of them were younger than a hundred years in age; the Enchanter Wars had been the last time Viridill had had to defend its borders.
 

 
  Schwartz had been able to remove the water from their clothes and hair and return it to the canal, fortunately. Trissiny had made him double-check that there was no lingering damage to the items she was carrying. Just the folding utility knife Shaeine had given her and Kuriwa’s ocarina; everything else was easily replaceable. His own reagents and paraphernalia, of course, were secured against elemental effects such as water to begin with.
 

 
  Trissiny had washed her face and hands before eating, but resolved to make a proper bath a high priority before pursuing their adventure any further. In the meantime, she did her best to ignore the slight stiffness of her clothes and the faint smell clinging to her hair. Vrin Shai had excellent civil engineers, but there was simply no chance the contents of a city canal were
  
   just
  
  water, and apparently even Schwartz’s cleansing magic was imperfect.
 

 
  They ensconced themselves in a distant corner table for privacy’s sake; luckily, the place was not yet crowded at this hour. The waiter had been clearly fascinated by Meesie, but professional enough not to make a scene about her. Over tea and sandwiches, the three paladins caught Schwartz up on their adventure thus far, such as it was.
 

 
  “And then we got out, and you know what happened next,” Gabriel finished, pausing to sip at the strong spiced tea.
 

 
  “Fascinating,” Schwartz said, studying the piece of mithril Toby had handed him.
 

 
  “Can you make anything of that?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Not heads nor tails, I’m afraid,” he admitted, offering it back to Toby. “I’ve rarely seen mithril up close. Princess Yasmeen was right, of course; a worked piece like that is obviously Elder God work. It’s not one of the forms the dwarves make.”
 

 
  “Yes, she said they couldn’t reproduce the fine detail on it,” Toby agreed, carefully tucking Gretchen’s Dowry away.
 

 
  “I don’t think it’s so much a question of detail as
  
   form,”
  
  Schwartz mused. “You understand I have only accumulated speculation to go on; the process of forging mithril is a closely guarded secret. But the things the dwarves make are not only simple, they are
  
   specific.
  
  It’s widely believed that whatever method they use, it creates only a few predetermined shapes with a minimum of variation. Mostly weapons, armor, and simple tools.”
 

 
  “I love this guy,” Gabriel said cheerfully. “He knows the most interesting things about the most random subjects.”
 

 
  “Well, the fact remains, we’re effectively stopped,” Trissiny said dismissively. “We were just dumped out here. Unless Schwartz happens to know where the next key fragment is, we’ll just have to wait for another clue. Probably delivered by a mysterious hooded stranger who comes staggering in out of a driving storm, bleeding.”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  you liked adventure stories,” Gabriel said, grinning and pointing a fork at her—which was the first thing he’d used it for. “Who woulda thunk! Trissiny Avelea knows her cliches.”
 

 
  “Only the ones
  
   everyone
  
  knows,” she snorted. “The thing about adventure stories is they are
  
   silly.
  
  Those details tend to jump out.”
 

 
  “Um, actually,” Schwartz said hesitantly, “I think I may know where your next piece is.”
 

 
  They all turned to stare incredulously at him.
 

 
  “Oh, let me
  
   guess,”
  
  Trissiny said with a sigh. “Vesk told you.”
 

 
  “Ah, well, no. Actually he didn’t tell me a thing beyond where and when to intercept you—this is the first I’ve heard of the details of your quest, but… Ahem, well, it does remind me of something. Have any of you heard of Salyrene’s Tower?”
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby frowned at each other; Gabriel blinked, glancing at each of them in turn. “She has a tower?”
 

 
  “I will take that as a no,” Schwartz replied with a small grin. “And yes, she has… Or did.”
 

 
  “The maiden in the tower,” Toby said slowly. “You think the maiden is
  
   Salyrene?”
  
 

 
  “Well, it did sort of jump out at me,” Schwartz replied. “I mean, you’ve encountered two gods so far, and come to the sacred city of a third. Vesk went to the trouble of sending
  
   me
  
  to meet you, and sent a message that you’d need my help. And only a Salyrite or Vesker or possibly Nemitite would be likely to know of Salyrene’s Tower in this day and age. Actually,” he amended, “a Nemitite would be a bit of a long shot, but it never pays to dismiss them from consideration when the subject is knowledge; they have something of a mandate—”
 

 
  “Herschel,” Trissiny interrupted.
 

 
  “Ah—yes, right, sorry. Well, you may know that the Collegium is really more of an academic institution than a proper cult. Actually, four loosely connected ones. Followers of Salyrene have our rituals and traditions, of course, but we’re more about the practice of magic than dogma or spirituality. Places which are actually
  
   sacred
  
  to the goddess are rare, and the Tower is easily the main one. According to some accounts, it is actually where she lives. Not Salyrite accounts, of course; we know very well the gods have no need of physical habitation. But the point is, it’s
  
   that
  
  strongly associated with her. Salyrene’s Tower is the only place you can go and be assured of the opportunity to meet her.”
 

 
  “Well, great!” said Gabriel. “Where is it, and how do we get in?”
 

 
  “That’s the thing,” Schwartz replied, frowning. “You sort of…don’t.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s disappointing,” Trissiny said insincerely, lounging back in her chair.
 

 
  “You see,” Schwartz explained, “during the Age of Adventures, the Tower was a testing ground. People who the goddess deemed worthy, according to criteria only known to herself, were sent there to face trials. Those who overcame them were given gifts to aid them in their future battles; the specifics depended on the individual.”
 

 
  “So it’s a dungeon,” said Gabriel. “Guess I understand why the Empire and the gnomes didn’t gobble that one up, if it’s sacred to a goddess.”
 

 
  “It’s not a
  
   dungeon,”
  
  Schwartz protested. “It’s a magical structure where elite adventurers and heroes were challenged by trials tailored to them and rewarded with great… Okay, I see what you mean. But
  
   still.
  
  This isn’t the Crawl with better management we’re talking about here.”
 

 
  “You said we can’t get in?” Toby prompted. “We
  
   are
  
  three paladins and a Salyrite, after all. If anyone can…”
 

 
  “Yes, well, there’s a reason three paladins haven’t heard of it,” Schwartz said with a sigh. “Back in the day, they definitely would have; quite a few paladins went through it. Nobody’s been in the Tower, or even
  
   seen
  
  it, since the Enchanter Wars. Salyrene herself has not directly spoken to anyone since then. Nor has she called a Hand. That whole affair with Magnan… The goddess obviously took it very hard.”
 

 
  “If by ‘that affair’ you mean the continent-spanning war he started,” Trissiny said flatly, “and the complete annihilation of Athan’Khar… Yeah, I can see how that might weigh on her conscience just a little.”
 

 
  “Magnan the Enchanter was a
  
   somewhat
  
  more complex figure than popular memory claims,” Schwartz said, frowning pensively. “I don’t mean to downplay what he did wrong, but his offenses tend to overshadow his contributions. He created almost the entire field of enchanting as it exists today.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Gabriel agreed. “The inks and dusts we use that make enchanting something people can
  
   do
  
  without actually being wizards, that was all Magnan. Didn’t he also create the first assembly line?”
 

 
  “He made something we now recognize as the precursor thereof,” Schwartz replied, “though the concept certainly didn’t exist back then.”
 

 
  “Back when the Tower was open,” Toby said, gently steering the conversation back on course again, “how
  
   did
  
  people get in?”
 

 
  “Well…not deliberately,” Schwartz admitted. “In many cases, not voluntarily. Salyrene picked people to be tested and brought them there. It’s thought that she mostly did so at the request of other gods; she herself never had much interest in adventurers, except the magic users. So…you see our dilemma.”
 

 
  “It wouldn’t even need to be a physical place, then,” Gabriel mused. “Or if it is, it could be literally anywhere. Could be on the moon, or under the ocean… That explains something I was wondering about. It seemed odd to me that Salyrene’s sacred citadel would be in Vrin Shai. The gods may not need living quarters but they can be a
  
   little
  
  territorial.”
 

 
  “And again,” Trissiny said pointedly, “we are stuck. If you can only get into Salyrene’s Tower by invitation and she no longer gives them out, that is that.”
 

 
  “Now, remember who sent us here,” Gabriel cautioned. “Think in story terms, Triss. In
  
   real
  
  life, yes, sometimes things are pointless or impossible, because life is often pointless and impossible. But in a story, everything is purposeful. And so long as we’re running an errand for Vesk, we are effectively
  
   in
  
  a story. We’ve already seen him arranging things for us to make it so. In a
  
   story,
  
  obstacles are there to be overcome. C’mon, in Calderaas we practically showed up and got handed what we wanted in exchange for showing off how badass we are. It only stands to reason the trials are going to start getting a little more trial-y. But they
  
   are
  
  trials that can be overcome. That’ll be the whole point of ’em.”
 

 
  “Trial-y?” Trissiny asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “That’s a word now,” he said solemnly. “I have spoken.”
 

 
  “Well, what’s your idea, then?” she snorted. “How do we shake the goddess of magic out of her century-long funk and get into her secret sanctuary so we can abscond with one of her treasures for Vesk?”
 

 
  “You are
  
   deliberately
  
  making that sound more impossible than it is,” Gabriel accused.
 

 
  “No, I’m making it sound
  
   exactly
  
  as impossible as it is!”
 

 
  Schwartz cleared his throat. “Actually… I have an idea about that. Gabe pretty much hit the nail on the head there, I think.”
 

 
  “Of course, of course,” Gabriel continued in the same sage tone as before. “I am very smart. And obviously, I know exactly what you’re talking about, but why don’t you explain it to these two yokels?” Toby reached over and stuffed a hunk of bread in his mouth.
 

 
  “Herschel,” Trissiny said severely, “I am
  
   trying
  
  to think up an excuse to drop this whole business. I need you to be a
  
   little
  
  less on top of things.” Meesie hopped onto her shoulder and reached forward to place a tiny paw over her lips, squeaking reprovingly.
 

 
  “Why don’t you tell us your idea, Schwartz?” Toby suggested, unable to repress an amused smile.
 

 
  “Well,” Schwartz said almost awkwardly, “we
  
   are
  
  here in Vrin Shai, and we
  
   do
  
  have Trissiny along. And you said that Vidius strongly implied the Trinity are in favor of this quest, right?” Shrugging, he looked around the table at each of them. “So…why don’t we go ask Avei?”
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  “Go ask Avei,” Gabriel muttered, turning to stare out across the city and the plains beyond. “Why did we think this was a good idea?”
 

 
  “I have better questions,” Trissiny replied. “What’s your problem with it, and why are you only bringing it up now?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m just…I dunno.” He sighed, and hopped down from the stone guardrail—just in time, as the nearby Legionnaire who had been eyeing him finally turned away. This was not the kind of place where standing on the rails was looked on kindly. “Don’t mind me. It
  
   is
  
  a good idea, but the closer we get to doing it, the more I’m…nervous.”
 

 
  “Why?” she asked more quietly, stepping up to the rail beside him.
 

 
  Gabriel shrugged, staring at the horizon. The forest was just visible as a darker line at the edge of the world, and beyond it, a rise of distant mountains deep within Athan’Khar. “It’s
  
   Avei.
  
  And I’m me.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. “Maybe you shouldn’t talk to her.”
 

 
  He gave her an irritated look. “I’m being serious, Triss. You never exactly made it a secret that she has a
  
   problem
  
  with demonbloods.”
 

 
  “It…was more that
  
   I
  
  had the problem,” she replied, now staring into the distance as well. “And the problem was my ignorance, not your blood. It’ll be fine, Gabe. You’re a paladin, now.”
 

 
  “Mm.” His lips twitched in a faint grimace. “Seems not quite right that
  
   that
  
  makes it acceptable for me to exist.”
 

 
  Trissiny opened her mouth, then closed it again, failing to find a worthy response to that. Instead she turned to check on the other two.
 

 
  Schwartz was far from the only person winded by the climb. Vrin Shai was a remarkably vertical city, clambering up the slope of the mountains surrounding it toward its uppermost terrace on which sat the central Temple of Avei, flanked by the main administration buildings of the Silver Legions and the Imperial government. The city had been laid out with defense in mind; there was only one path from the gates to the highest terrace, with the ramps to the next terrace up at alternating ends of each, requiring pilgrims to traverse the entire length and breadth of Vrin Shai to arrive at the temple. It had never been tested against an invading army—none had got past the walls—but had done in plenty of visitors. A plaza was laid out atop the steps leading to the highest level, discreetly lined with stone benches on which over a dozen people were currently resting, watched over by Silver Legionnaires and a few priestesses trained in the healing arts.
 

 
  There was, consequently, a thriving taxi industry, but Schwartz had refused to hire one when they offered, insisting that he had made this climb before. It wasn’t that he was flabby or even quite as scrawny as he sometimes appeared in his voluminous robes, but as far as physical shape went, he wasn’t on the same level as the three paladins. In truth, Trissiny had been mildly impressed that Gabriel wasn’t also winded when they reached the top.
 

 
  “Whew!” Schwartz puffed, coming to join them with Toby still hovering solicitously nearby. “Sorry ’bout that. Thanks for waiting, guys, I don’t mean to hold us up.”
 

 
  “You’re fine, man,” Gabriel said, grinning. “Gave me a chance to procrastinate for a little bit; you know how much I like
  
   that.
  
  Well, shall we go face the music?”
 

 
  “Nothing bad is going to happen,” Trissiny said firmly. “This is probably the safest place in the world. Come on, boys. Follow my lead.”
 

 
  Meesie was not in evidence, having been temporarily dismissed while they were on holy ground. This temple was one of the world’s most sacred places, the historic center of Avei’s entire faith; the sheer concentration of millennia of built-up divine energy was the main reason Schwartz hadn’t been able to rejuvenate himself with a quick fae spell (and Toby’s divine healing did little for simple fatigue, unfortunately). His elemental familiar would have found it extremely uncomfortable.
 

 
  Gabriel craned his neck back to look warily up at the enormous statue of Avei surmounting the temple, her outstretched sword pointing south toward Athan’Khar—and incidentally extending forth as the only part visible above them as they passed beneath the temple roof.
 

 
  Being one of the world’s most important temples, there was enough of a crowd to keep them anonymous. Trissiny had neither armor nor sword with her, and Gabriel’s scythe was safely tucked away. Ariel, hanging from his belt, drew a few eyes—in this of all temples there were a good number of people who recognized a rare elven saber when they saw one—but of the four of them Schwartz stood out the most in his Salyrite robes. Pantheon temples did not bar one another’s worshipers, but they were hardly common visitors; he drew several raised eyebrows from the priestesses and Legionnaires in attendance.
 

 
  Once inside the great sanctuary, Trissiny immediately led them to the side, out of the main path. The layout was identical to the central sanctuary of the Temple of Avei in Tiraas, which had been patterned after this one: a long room running from its broad doors to a great bronze statue of the goddess at its opposite end, with shaded colonnades running along the sides. At the rear of these, doors led deeper into the complex. Silver Legion soldiers stood guard at every entrance, but these were still open areas and they were not challenged upon passing through.
 

 
  The door she sought was in a rotunda where several halls met—in fact, very similar to the door which led to the art gallery in the Tiraas temple, which she had forcibly opened last year with Teal. Here, the bronze doors towered eight feet high, wrought in a depiction of a long-ago Hand of Avei in battle against orcs. They were guarded by four Legionnaires at attention. A priestess in white was speaking with a well-dressed woman in front of them; both paused their conversation to look up in surprise at the four as they approached.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Trissiny said politely. “We need to enter the inner sanctuary.”
 

 
  The priestess narrowed her eyes, looked Trissiny up and down, then glanced quickly across the three boys accompanying her. “I’m sorry, but the inner sanctuary—being one of the holiest places in existence—is
  
   not
  
  open to the public.”
 

 
  “It’s open to me,” she replied with a small smile. “I’m Trissiny Avelea.”
 

 
  All four Legionnaires, though already at attention, stiffened slightly; the rich-looking woman with the priestess gasped, her eyes widening. The cleric, however, just made a disapproving face.
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  Trissiny Avelea,” she said with barely-concealed disdain. “Young woman, no one in this temple will find that amusing. Now, if you have need of guidance, I can find a sister to help you.”
 

 
  “Be so good as to find Sister Astarian,” Trissiny said. “She knows me.”
 

 
  “The High Priestess is no more available to wandering supplicants than is the inner sanctuary,” the woman said in mounting expasperation.
 

 
  One of the Legionnaires behind her cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Sister—”
 

 
  “As you were,” the priestess snapped without glancing back.
 

 
  At the sudden change in Trissiny’s expression, the woman in the expensive dress began edging circumspectly away.
 

 
  “I believe,” Trissiny said in a much cooler tone, “a supplicant
  
   does
  
  have the right to request an audience with the High Priestess of the temple. She is not obligated to grant it, but the request is to be conveyed. Any of these soldiers can do so; tradition dictates that the doors may be guarded by as few as two soldiers.”
 

 
  “You are well read,” the priestess said in annoyance, “but nonetheless, you don’t get to walk into the central temple of the Sisterhood of Avei off the street and make demands.”
 

 
  “Sister, she is correct,” the soldier interjected. “I will personally notify—”
 

 
  “As you
  
   were,
  
  Sergeant,” the priestess repeated, now turning to give her a flat look.
 

 
  And that was the limit of Trissiny’s tolerance.
 

 
  “Gentlemen,” she said, “you may want to shield your eyes.”
 

 
  All three of them stepped back while the priestess turned to scowl at her again. “Now, look here—”
 

 
  The light that erupted from her was blinding in that enclosed space. It receded quickly—far from completely, leaving her aglow, but diminishing enough to ease the burden on everyone’s eyes and enable them to see her golden wings, stretching nearly to the walls on either side of the rotunda.
 

 
  Gaping, the priestess stumbled backward, nearly running into the woman wearing sergeant’s stripes, who was now trying very hard not to look smug. Trissiny stepped forward, forcing the woman to retreat right up against the doors and remaining just close enough to be uncomfortable without becoming too aggressive.
 

 
  “Visitors to this temple are to be greeted and treated with respect,” she stated, wings of light still fully extended behind her. “If insane, they should be handled as gently as possible. If aggressive, they should be neutralized with the minimum possible force. In all other circumstances, they should be accommodated as much as is reasonable, and addressed courteously when they can be accommodated no further. While you stand in this temple, wearing that robe, you represent the goddess. There is
  
   no
  
  circumstance in which you should speak to a supplicant in that manner. Do I make myself clear, Sister?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am. General. My apologies,” the priestess said, nearly stammering.
 

 
  Trissiny remained silent, and held eye contact. The silence drew out excruciatingly, filled with the faint sound of divine magic, a harmonic tone like both a bell and a flute which hovered at the edge of hearing.
 

 
  “My
  
   sincere
  
  apologies,” the priestess repeated, swallowing.
 

 
  Finally, Trissiny nodded to her, and allowed the wings and the light to fade; with them went the subtle music of the divine, leaving the sound of strained breathing suddenly very audible.
 

 
  “The door, then?” she said calmly, still standing just a touch too close.
 

 
  Before the woman could reply, the doors were pulled open from within, revealing a stately woman with iron-gray hair tied up in a severe bun. Azora Astarian wore no mark of office aside from the uniform of a Sister of Avei and former Legionnaire: the white robe, with a golden eagle pin at the shoulder, and a belt from which hung her sword, a plain Legion-issue weapon with no decorative touches to call attention to it. In theory, the High Priestess of such an important temple occupied a place of tremendous honor in the hierarchy of the Sisterhood; in practice, she was as practical a woman as many who ranked highly in Avei’s service, and had never sought any particular recognition for herself.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” she said with a warm smile. “I hope all is well; unexpected visits from paladins are often dire portents.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry to descend on you without warning, Sister,” Trissiny replied, smiling back. “Don’t worry, there’s no emergency. Our business is merely unexpected, not dire.”
 

 
  “That’s a relief.” Astarian shifted her eyes to the other cleric, her expression cooling noticeably. “Thank you, Sister. You may go.”
 

 
  “High Priestess,” the younger woman replied in a somewhat shaken tone, inclining her head, “I was—”
 

 
  “You may
  
   go,”
  
  Astarian repeated. The woman hesitated, bowed, then turned and hustled away. The visitor with whom she’d been talking had already fled, leaving Trissiny and her companions alone in the rotunda with the Legionnaires, who were still holding admirable composure.
 

 
  “Who
  
   was
  
  that?” Trissiny asked disapprovingly, glancing after the departing priestess.
 

 
  “An advancement-minded bootlicker,” Sister Astarian replied with a distasteful grimace. “Her work gets done and she causes a minimum of trouble, though the girl prioritizes doing favors for well-connected supplicants above accomplishing anything useful. She’ll be Bishop one day, mark my words. And who are your friends?”
 

 
  “Oh, of course, I’m sorry,” Trissiny said hastily. “Everyone, this is Sister Azora Astarian, the High Priestess in command of this temple. Sister, may I present Tobias Caine, Gabriel Arquin, and Herschel Schwartz.”
 

 
  “Ah! An honor, gentlemen. Welcome,” Astarian said with grave courtesy, bowing to each of them. She showed no less respect to Schwartz, whose name obviously carried far less weight than those of either paladin.
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Sister,” Toby said with equal politeness. “We’re sorry to intrude so suddenly.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   always
  
  welcome here,” Astarian replied with firm kindness. She stepped back and aside, gesturing them in. “Please.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said, and nodded to the sergeant before following, the boys trailing after her.
 

 
  Toby had moved to the head of the group, and now placed a hand gently on Trissiny’s back as Sister Astarian led them within. “That,” he murmured, “was a
  
   much
  
  better look on you than holding people’s faces in punchbowls.”
 

 
  Schwartz was walking close enough to overhear and did a double-take, eyes widening. Trissiny just sighed through her nose and continued walking. Behind them, the Legionnaires pulled the doors shut, enclosing them in the inner sanctuary.
 

 
  It was similar in layout to the main one, though more compact. The long corridor was lined with weapons, each displayed in an obviously custom-designed wooden mount affixed to the wall, small pillars forming arched alcoves to created a unique space for every one. They were an idiosyncratic lot, from spears, staves and warhammers, to crossbows, Shaathist-looking longbows, spiked iron knuckles, a bullwhip, even an orcish ak-tra. These were personal weapons owned by past Hands of Avei, tools of war each woman had used in addition to the sacred ones provided by the goddess.
 

 
  At its end, the corridor opened into a round, domed space, encircled by flowing water which was fed by small fountains around its walls. In the center stood another statue of Avei. It was a marked contrast from the proud bronze statue in the main sanctuary, which depicted the goddess in an almost arrogant pose, chin up and sword aimed forward. This one, made of dark marble which contrasted with the white stone of the temple, showed her with her head bowed in contemplation, hands clasped behind her.
 

 
  Toby and Trissiny both slowed, turning their heads to peer at an incongruous object among the weapon displays: a battered old leather-bound libram, its cover marked with the sunburst sigil of Omnu. The placard identified it as having belonged to Laressa of Anteraas.
 

 
  
   “Don’t,”
  
  Ariel’s voice advised behind them, and both turned in time to catch Gabriel swiftly withdrawing his fingers from the namesake warhammer of Sharai the Hammer. Its haft was nearly as long as he was tall.
 

 
  “What brings you to seek the inner sanctuary, Trissiny?” Astarian inquired when they joined her before the statue of Avei.
 

 
  “It’s a bit of a story,” Trissiny explained, “and we are trying to keep it from becoming more of one, if possible. The short version is that we are on a divinely mandated quest. From
  
   Vesk.”
  
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Astarian said dourly.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Trissiny replied in the same tone. “Our movements have been directed by him personally, and brought us here. We are at a bit of an impasse, and wish to consult the goddess about our next move. I don’t lightly call upon her in person, but I think that is the pattern of this venture in particular. Vesk sent us on it personally, Vidius has already put in a direct appearance, and now we have reason to think Salyrene will become involved.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  Sister Astarian said, frowning in thought and nodding her head slowly. “Well. You are right, business of Vesk’s is unlikely to mean anything terribly important is brewing. Still, it
  
   does
  
  sound like you’re being directed to seek out the gods. I can well imagine Vesk wanting to arrange that, in particular. Let me ask you, Trissiny, is the matter on which you want to consult Avei in any way secret?”
 

 
  “I don’t…think so,” Trissiny replied with some confusing, turning to glance at the others.
 

 
  “I bring it up,” Astarian explained, “because this is a
  
   truly
  
  rare event. Most followers of the goddess—of
  
   any
  
  of the gods, for that matter—will go their entire lives without being in the presence of their deity. If it is an imposition upon your quest I of course won’t ask, but if it’s not, might I have several of the senior priestesses and Legionnaires present? It would be a great honor for all, and a tremendous benefit to morale.”
 

 
  “I can’t see any harm in it,” Toby said in response to Trissiny’s questioning look. “We’ve been given no reason to suspect our mission is secret or sensitive. She is your goddess, though, Triss; I’ll trust your judgment.”
 

 
  “Uh, scuze me?” Gabriel said, raising one finger. “Sorry, Sister, could we have a moment alone?”
 

 
  “Gabe, I trust Sister Astarian without reservation,” Trissiny interjected quickly.
 

 
  “And if you have an objection, Mr. Arquin, you’ll find I’m hard to offend,” Astarian added with a smile. “I
  
   also
  
  know that paladin business is none of mine unless I’m invited to participate. Please, speak your mind.”
 

 
  “Well…okay, then,” he said a little hesitantly. “Sorry, I just didn’t want to be rude. Triss, you remember Tellwyrn’s lectures about the gods, and how their nature can work against them, particularly if invoked by their own paladins?”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn is hardly what I’d call a theologian,” Trissiny said skeptically.
 

 
  “Yeah,” he replied, “and that’s
  
   exactly
  
  why I’m inclined to listen to her about the gods. She
  
   knows
  
  all of them, personally, and isn’t terribly impressed with most. Plus, there was that whole business with Avei and Juniper in the Crawl, remember? We
  
   know
  
  that the way we call on them can affect how they manifest.”
 

 
  “What are you driving at, Gabe?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Just that the manner in which you call on Avei is likely to determine the manner in which she replies. A formal invocation in front of a solemn audience might very well make the difference between a reasonable person we can have a conversation with, and a fifteen-foot-tall being of light who speaks solely in grandiloquent pronouncements. I think, in this case, we want the first one.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said, frowning.
 

 
  “He has rather a point, there,” Schwartz admitted. “Theology isn’t
  
   my
  
  strong suit, either, but that much is sort of basic.”
 

 
  “It is…uncomfortable to acknowledge,” Sister Astarian added with some reluctance, “but yes, Mr. Arquin is correct about the principles involved. When the gods grant someone the privilege of calling on them,
  
   exercising
  
  that privilege becomes somewhat inherently coercive. It is an expression of great trust between deity and paladin. And the absolute last thing I wish is to intrude upon that trust.”
 

 
  “I really hope that isn’t too much of a disappointment, Sister,” Trissiny said.
 

 
  “On the contrary, Trissiny,” Astarian said, smiling again, “it’s a needful reminder. We are all called to serve; the gods are not put there for our amusement. Well! It sounds, then, as if you have need of the sanctuary and some privacy. I will see that you’re not disturbed until you are done.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much,” Trissiny said warmly.
 

 
  They waited until the priestess had retreated and closed the sanctuary door behind her.
 

 
  “Sooo,” Gabriel said, tucking his hands in his pockets. “Full disclosure, I barely know how my
  
   own
  
  religion works, and apparently my god signed me on specifically not to care. So, uh, I’ll do my best but…”
 

 
  “You don’t need to do anything, Gabe,” Trissiny said with an amused smile, patting him on the arm as she passed him on the way to the statue. Then she hesitated. “Actually… Just try to be respectful, okay?”
 

 
  “I can do skittish and tongue-tied. Will that work?”
 

 
  “That’ll be very authentic,” Toby said solemnly.
 

 
  
   “It certainly beats the alternative,”
  
  Ariel added.
 

 
  “Right then,” Schwartz said, clearing his throat. “Is there, uh…someplace I should
  
   stand?”
  
 

 
  “Actually, guys, it would help if you’re just quiet,” Trissiny said, kneeling before the statue. “This isn’t very formal or ceremonial, but it is very personal. It’s not something I’m used to performing in front of an audience.”
 

 
  “Mum’s the word,” Gabriel promised. “Oh, uh, wait. Is ‘mum’ a gendered—”
 

 
  “Gabe.” Toby placed a hand on his shoulder. “Hush.”
 

 
  Quiet fell, the peace of the sanctuary augmented by the soft sound of water. Trissiny remained on one knee before the statue, making a harmonious contrast to its contemplative pose. Nearby, Toby and Schwartz both fell easily into a kind of standing meditation; they came from different traditions, but both emphasized the ability to still the mind, and each instinctively recognized a situation in which that was important. Gabriel, at least, managed to be quiet. He stood rigidly to the side, both hands jammed into his pockets, his shoulders tight with tension.
 

 
  He was the first to react when Trissiny moved, twitching once as she started to rise.
 

 
  “Did it work?” he asked in a hushed voice.
 

 
  “I don’t…know,” she murmured, a frown falling on her face even as she opened her eyes. “Avenism isn’t a very mystical tradition, Gabe. I just…
  
   felt
  
  something was…finished?”
 

 
  “That’s a very good sign!” Schwartz added brightly. “In fact, you have a good instinct, if you’re not accustomed to recognizing that. Learning to identify that subtle sense is an important and often difficult step in mastering the—eep!”
 

 
  “At ease, Mr. Schwartz,” said a warmly amused contralto voice.
 

 
  All turned, Trissiny with the most grace, to find themselves in the presence of a goddess. Avei, at the moment, was making even less of a production than Vidius had; both, in their recent appearances, had simply presented themselves as people without the overwhelming aura of power their presence could carry, but she didn’t even have his dramatic props. She was a tall and broad-shouldered, in a simple Imperial Army uniform, with her black hair pulled back in a regulation ponytail. The most physically striking thing about Avei in person, at least in this form, was that she was a vividly beautiful woman. As was inevitable, to eyes raised in a culture which had based its ideal of beauty upon her.
 

 
  “You came,” Trissiny said, somewhat surprised in spite of herself.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  have the prerogative to call on me,” Avei replied, stepping forward to stand in front of her. “Which is not to say I indulge every such request, but your assessment was correct, Trissiny. I don’t consider this a frivolous invocation. And yes, I already know of your quest—and the dilemma you face.”
 

 
  “It’s a presumptuous thing to ask, I know,” Trissiny said quickly, bowing. “Obviously, Salyrene doesn’t want intruders into her sacred tower. If this is something you cannot or would
  
   rather
  
  not help with, I understand that completely.”
 

 
  The goddess gave her a wry smile, tinged with fondness. “You really don’t care for Vesk’s little project, do you, Trissiny?”
 

 
  “I don’t care for being manipulated,” Trissiny replied, her expression darkening. “Nor do I see the point in anything Vesk does.”
 

 
  “Yet, you went to study the very art of manipulation, among other things, with the Eserites,” Avei observed. “And while Vesk’s personality is every bit as annoying as you have noted, he
  
   is
  
  a god. He sees and knows things beyond your imagination. You would be well advised to
  
   learn
  
  from him while you have the opportunity.” She paused to look at each of the four in turn, her expression betraying nothing. “Everything Vesk is sending you to find, he could acquire far more easily without involving mortal agents. His key is not the point—or at best, only part of it. This is one of those journeys which is more important than its destination.”
 

 
  “One hears about those,” Gabriel murmured. “Honestly, I never thought that old saw made much sense.”
 

 
  Avei glanced at him again, briefly, before continuing. “In truth, I am strongly inclined to encourage this, and will be glad to help. As a
  
   rule,
  
  intruding upon the private domains of the gods is a thing I advise you not to do, but this…is a unique case. Salyrene is personally to blame for the entire state of the world today, and I grow weary of her sulking.”
 

 
  “That’s…I…” Schwartz trailed off as the goddess’s attention turned to him, and swallowed heavily. “…thank you.”
 

 
  “Everything you need, you already have,” Avei said. “I will not do more than prompt you in the right direction—solving the riddle
  
   for
  
  you would invalidate the exercise, not to mention that me prying open a door to my errant sister’s tower personally would ignite a conflict the world truly does not need. But guidance is all you require. Mr. Schwartz, you need only guide your party to the door; you will know where to find it, as you always have. Mr. Arquin, you have the means to
  
   open
  
  it.” She paused, wearing a knowing little smile, to glance over them again. “Any questions?”
 

 
  “What’s wrong with the world?” Gabriel asked, staring at her with a frown.
 

 
  “Is that a
  
   serious
  
  question?” Avei asked dryly.
 

 
  “You said Salyrene is to blame it,” he said, narrowing his eyes infinitesimally. “That’s an interesting word, blame. The world is
  
   better
  
  right now by just about every measurable standard. There’s more food, more wealth, more peace. And
  
   most
  
  of that comes from uses of magic. Salyrene’s domain. So what’s your problem with that, exactly?”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Toby warned.
 

 
  “You have taken an interest in the history of the Infinite Order, have you not?” Avei said calmly to Gabriel.
 

 
  He hesitated before replying in a warier tone. “Yes. Is that wrong?”
 

 
  “Not in and of itself,” she replied. “Anything you should not know is beyond your ability to learn, anyway. No, Gabriel, perhaps you should pursue that interest. Look into what drove the Infinite Order to leave their world, and come to this one. These things of which you speak so highly have a
  
   price.
  
  One this world has not had to pay in eight thousand years. One we gave up everything to prevent it having to pay. Nothing is free, young man. Every moment that life becomes easier, a bill is being tallied up. Were I you, I might look into returning some of those gifts before payment is demanded.”
 

 
  “Like what?” he retorted.
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Trissiny said sharply, frowning at him.
 

 
  “This hostility is about more than ancient knowledge, isn’t it?” Avei suggested.
 

 
  He met her gaze for a long moment, then looked away. “I spoke out of turn.”
 

 
  “The time to regret that was
  
   before
  
  opening your mouth,” the goddess said. “Rest assured, I don’t find you threatening. Please speak your mind, Gabriel.”
 

 
  “I guess I’m a little uncertain on the concept of justice,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “I met another half-demon in Tiraas, named Elspeth. She told me about trying to come to you for protection, and being
  
   burned.
  
  Physically, right where she stood, just for trying to pray. To you. Which part of that is just?”
 

 
  “None of it,” Avei said, nodding her head deeply. “That was a grave injustice, as have been many incidents like it. It’s injustice I am tremendously pleased that Trissiny has begun taking steps to correct. The Silver Missions are a start; shifting the attitudes of a whole society is the work of lifetimes. But that is why we need you, Gabriel. We are…what we are. In some ways, we are fixed in place; in some ways, we are terribly vulnerable to the very belief people place in us. Paladins provide us a way to correct course when we have gone wrong.”
 

 
  She stepped toward him, and he stiffened further, making an abortive backward movement as if to retreat. In the end, though, he stood his ground. Avei simply reached out to lay a hand on his shoulder. Standing that close, she was taller than he, but only but a few inches.
 

 
  “I applaud courage,” she said in a much gentler tone. “It’s an admirable thing, that you are willing to speak painful truths to great power. But be
  
   wise,
  
  Gabriel. Lashing out at a deity is not…strategic. A just cause is worthless if it is guided only to defeat.”
 

 
  “I…see,” he said, then bowed his head. “Thank you. For the advice.”
 

 
  “You are welcome.” Avei stepped back, lowering her hand, then turned to smile at her own paladin. “You are all doing rather well in this. And Trissiny… I am extremely proud of you.”
 

 
  With a final nod to them, she turned and strode away up the corridor toward the bronze doors. Rather than opening them, she was simply no longer there when she reached them.
 

 
  It took a few moments of silence for the tension to ebb enough.
 

 
  “Gabriel,
  
   really,”
  
  Trissiny said in exasperation. “What was the
  
   one
  
  thing I asked you to do?”
 

 
  
   “This is why people stab you,”
  
  Ariel said.
  
   “You understand that, right?”
  
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” Gabriel held up a chiding finger again. “People
  
   fucking
  
  stab me. I think I was safe, there. A goddess would never do something so undignified.”
 

 
  “If anyone could provoke her to, it’s
  
   you,”
  
  Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  “Hey, when you guys are done bickering, I think Herschel has an idea,” Toby said mildly.
 

 
  They turned to find that Schwartz, indeed, was pacing up and down, muttering to himself. “Already know, and always have… Oh, gods, of course, it’s so
  
   obvious.
  
  How could I not have
  
   seen
  
  that? And having to pester an actual
  
   deity
  
  just to jog my fool memory! Augh, how humiliating.” He pressed both hands to his temples, grimacing as if in pain.
 

 
  “Herschel?” Trissiny said uncertainly.
 

 
  “Yes!” He turned to her, lowering his hands and suddenly looking so animated she instinctively stepped backward. “Trissiny! We need a warlock!”
 

 
  “A
  
   warlock?”
  
  she replied incredulously. “Herschel, this is
  
   Vrin Shai.
  
  Even the Topaz College doesn’t have a presence here!”
 

 
  “No, no, what am I saying? Of
  
   course
  
  not a warlock,” he grumbled, turning and beginning to pace again. “That’s just borrowing trouble, not to mention making the whole affair more complicated than it needs to be. Yes, I see…don’t have enough skilled casters to take that approach anyway, all we need is to build an array of…” He trailed off, then turned and pointed quickly at each of them in turn, lips moving as if he were counting something.
 

 
  “Are you…okay?” Gabriel inquired.
 

 
  “Yes!” Schwartz suddenly whirled and dashed away toward the door.
 

 
  “Hey,” Gabriel called after him, “I’m pretty sure there’s no
  
   running
  
  in Avei’s inner sanctuary!”
 

 
  Ignoring him, Schwartz reached the doors, grabbed both handles, and hauled them open with no further ceremony. “Sister! Ah, there you are!”
 

 
  Sister Astarian was, indeed, waiting right outside, and had turned to face the doors at their sudden opening, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “Here I am. Your efforts were successful?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, quite,” Schwartz said distractedly. “But anyway, sister, this is an ancient and
  
   very
  
  important temple, yes? So you must have vaults?”
 

 
  Her brows lowered again in puzzlement. “Of course. Some very old, containing all manner of… Well, what is it you are looking for, exactly?”
 

 
  “Perfect! Perfect!” Grinning in evident delight, Schwartz eagerly rubbed his hands together. “Where do you keep all your most dangerous and evil artifacts?”
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  “You think I can use this thing to
  
   shadow-jump?”
  
  Gabriel’s tone was dubious, but clearly intrigued, and he held up his scythe while peering at it closely.
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  what I said,” Schwartz retorted irritably, his attention on the finishing touches he was placing on the spell array. Suddenly, though, he straightened, frowning at the far wall. “Actually… Now that you’ve said that, I’m almost positive you
  
   could.
  
  You understand the theory of shadow-jumping?”
 

 
  “The broad strokes,” Gabriel replied with a shrug. “For obvious reasons, I’ve been reluctant to peer too closely into infernomancy.”
 

 
  “Well, the infernomancy I can’t really explain anyway, as that’s far out of my field,” Schwartz said, turning toward him with an increasingly animated expression. “But in
  
   physical
  
  terms, the essence of shadow-jumping is to bring two pieces of reality together, then bore a hole through them and step across.”
 

 
  
   “To grossly simplify,”
  
  Ariel added.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Schwartz said, “but that
  
   is
  
  the core of the thing. But think about it, Gabriel! There are
  
   arcane
  
  means of achieving the connection between two locations; something similar is used for standard teleportation. But the
  
   scythe!
  
  The exercise you’ve been practicing shows it
  
   can
  
  cut magic. If you were to create the location merging effect…”
 

 
  “Then slice a hole between them,” Gabriel continued, eyes widening in mounting excitement, “I could do the same thing
  
   without
  
  the infernal element!”
 

 
  
   “There are drawbacks,”
  
  Ariel interjected.
  
   “The range of arcane teleportation, unlike shadow-jumping, is limited by the caster’s mana pool. That stipulation would also apply to this theoretical method. Further, the infernal hole-boring, as you put it, is a corrosive process which naturally remedies itself once the magic is no longer being applied due to the inherent ontological inertia of the universe. Slicing a hole with
  
  that
  
   weapon might create a permanent rift.”
  
 

 
  “Well, I’m not saying there aren’t
  
   complications,”
  
  Schwartz blustered on, “that’s only to be expected when theorizing a new application of magic. But the
  
   theory—”
  
 

 
  
   “Ahem,”
  
  Trissiny practically shouted. Both boys halted mid-conversation, turning to blink at her. “Can you two theorize some other time? We were trying to accomplish something
  
   specific,
  
  here.”
 

 
  “Oh, right,” Gabriel said, again peering at his scythe. “Yes, back on track. If you
  
   didn’t
  
  mean shadow-jumping, Schwartz, what were you talking about?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, well,” Schwartz said, clearing his throat with an abashed glance in Trissiny’s direction. “I quite understand why you thought that’s what I meant, since the method I described was quite functionally similar to shadow-jumping. Hence the confusion. Which only goes to show—”
 

 
  “Herschel,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “But anyway,” Schwartz said hastily, “that example explains how the scythe changes this equation. What’s significant
  
   here
  
  is that we’re not doing the very much more difficult work of forming a connection between two physical spots.”
 

 
  “I thought that was exactly what we’re doing,” said Toby, gesturing to the sprawling spell circle. “Isn’t that the point of all this?”
 

 
  “Not exactly.” Schwartz turned back to frown at the diagram on the floor, adjusting his glasses. “This invocation should, if it works, create a sympathetic resonance with Salyrene’s Tower, which is so inherently magical that if it even
  
   has
  
  a physical location it shouldn’t matter.
  
   That
  
  isn’t all that hard to do; nobody bothers with it because under ordinary circumstances there’s just no way to get
  
   in.
  
  Admittance to the tower is at Salyrene’s personal invitation only, and the private barriers put up by a god are more than virtually anybody can get through.”
 

 
  “Unless,” Gabriel said, nodding, “you have a weapon crafted by another god, which can cut basically anything.”
 

 
  “Except,” Trissiny said skeptically, “I thought the big deal about that scythe wasn’t that it cuts anything, but that it
  
   kills
  
  anything. Am I the only reason who sees how this could go horribly wrong? Ariel’s right, what you’re talking about is creating
  
   permanent
  
  holes. That sounds like a great way to get on Salyrene’s bad side.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, Trissiny, but I guarantee I have foreseen more potential problems than you have,” Schwartz huffed. “Anticipating and countering problems is a
  
   basic
  
  step in any major spellcasting. In this specific case, however, we have no less an authority than Avei to tell us this will work!”
 

 
  “It’s not that we doubt you,” Toby said gently, “either of you. But that
  
   isn’t
  
  what Avei said.”
 

 
  “She said I knew the way to the door, and that Gabriel had the way to open it. Both those things are pretty obvious, are they not?”
 

 
  “The scythe I’ll grant you,” Toby agreed. “I can’t conceive of anything else in Gabriel’s possession that could perform the task. Even Ariel is more of a helper than a weapon. But Schwartz, this spell circle of yours… I admittedly only have a basic grasp of ritual casting, but I don’t see Salyrene invoked anywhere on this thing.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Schwartz agreed, nodding. “There’s a
  
   reason
  
  for that, Toby. The goddess forbids spurious invocation of her name or sigil—which she defines as anything for which she hasn’t given express permission ahead of time, which is
  
   everything
  
  since nobody’s heard from her in a hundred years. Generally, trying that triggers a swift retaliation. And since we are specifically trying to do something she doesn’t want us to, drawing the goddess’s attention would scuttle the whole shebang! I’m confident this will work
  
   provided
  
  Salyrene doesn’t notice us doing it. Our cheap tricks are not going to thwart the direct efforts of a major deity.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you’re all right with this, then?” Trissiny asked, frowning in concern. “This your own goddess we’re talking about.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s fine,” he said airily, waving her off. “She’s always encouraged her followers to test boundaries, it’s considered a major virtue within the Collegium. Inventively breaking some absolute magical rule is exactly how at least half the spellcasters invited to the Tower
  
   got
  
  invited! So, yes, anyway, this circle is pretty big and grandiose, as you can see, but I’m afraid that was necessary. ‘Find Salyrene’s Tower’
  
   is
  
  a pretty complex instruction, for magical purposes. Lots of variables in that simple directive that have to be defined. That’s what the major portion of it there, the central rings, are. Then the divine circle around the outer edges serves to isolate the entire working from the powerful ambient divine energy of the temple, so the rest of it can function without interference. And the
  
   central
  
  one is the real doozy! That bit in the middle will provide the core sympathetic connection that makes the whole thing work, once we power it on.”
 

 
  The central ring, in fact, was the plainest by far; in it, Schwartz had drawn a standard Circle of Interaction diagram in arcane enchantment chalk, leaving blank the four small rings around the edge which would ordinarily contain the icons signifying the four main schools of magic. His fae spell circle around it was a sprawling work of art which resembled calligraphy, with its flowing lines and spiraling glyphs, all laid out in streams of several kinds of powder he had carefully spread across the floor. The outermost ring was downright spartan by comparison, a simple circle marked by angular glyphs and sigils to invoke and direct divine magic.
 

 
  “I hate to be critical,” Gabriel said archly, “but this would’ve been a generally less annoying and stressful hour if you had taken two minutes to explain all that
  
   before
  
  you made us watch you do it and set me and Trissiny to doing magic exercises.”
 

 
  Trissiny snorted. “What do you mean, you hate to be critical? The gods frown on lies, Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes… Um, sorry about that,” Schwartz said with a rueful grimace, running a hand through his already messy hair. “When the inspiration takes me, I’m afraid I’m prone to getting a mite carried away. Ahem, yes, anyway. The circle’s done, and you know your role. Toby! I wonder if you would take over Trissiny’s role in the exercise we’ve been practicing?”
 

 
  
   “We?”
  
  Trissiny muttered.
 

 
  “Aw, come on, man,” Gabriel groaned. “It’s been working perfectly, almost since the beginning! Once I got the hang of it—”
 

 
  “I know, I know,” Schwartz said soothingly. “I’m not trying to impugn your performance at all. It’s just… Thoroughness. This is all for naught if the method doesn’t work, I just want to see you try it out with magic from a
  
   different
  
  divine caster and verify that it occurs the same way. And besides, we’re still waiting for the fourth artifact to be delivered, so it’s not as if we have anything better to do.”
 

 
  “Herschel,” Trissiny said flatly, “the High Priestess of the central temple of Avei is
  
   not
  
  a delivery girl. Sister Astarian is doing us a great favor, on little more than our say-so, and some
  
   respect
  
  from you would be appropriate.”
 

 
  “Quite right,” he said contritely. “My apologies. I will convey them to her as well when she returns. I fear I was a little caught up when I asked her…”
 

 
  “Just a little,” Gabriel said with a grin.
 

 
  “Well, he has a point, anyhow,” Toby said mildly, stepping around the edge of the basement to avoid the spell circle and approach the group. Sister Astarian had conducted them to a rectangular chamber deep in the underlevels of the temple, set up specifically for ritual casting. That meant it was rather warm, as the light came from torches rather than fairy lamps. Most of what would have been used in here was divine magic, which worked better without the presence of arcane enchantments.
 

 
  Toby began to glow subtly as he drew near the other two, and stopped a few feet away, holding up one hand. Just as Trissiny had been repeatedly doing for the last hour while Schwartz worked, he called up a rectangular pane of golden light in midair. The shield was quite energy efficient, being very simple in shape and not containing enough power to really stand up to much abuse. Even so, there was a reason she and not he had been doing it up till now; Trissiny’s elven metabolism gave her the mana reserves for such constant casting. Toby might have been feeling the first twinges of burnout by that point, had he been the guinea pig.
 

 
  Gabriel sighed, shrugged, and raised his scythe. He brought the blade down against the shield in a slow and careful gesture; it passed through at the first touch, causing the entire thing to ripple. Their first experiments had instantly demolished Trissiny’s conjured shields, the scythe’s destructive magic simple snuffing out the animating power of whatever it touched. Now, Gabriel began to glow faintly as well, using his own connection to the divine to carefully nudge the scythe’s inherent power. He stubbornly claimed he was not feeling burned out himself, and the others had taken him at his word, excessive stoicism not being one of his faults. It was a very small use of magic, anyway.
 

 
  Just as it had against the majority of Trissiny’s shields, the scythe cut the pane of divine light like butter, creating a long rent in it. Gabriel drew the blade all the way through and then stepped back, turning to give Schwartz a pointed look with his eyebrows raised.
 

 
  “That feels
  
   weird,”
  
  Toby murmured, frowning thoughtfully at his now-bisected divine shield before letting what remained of it wink out.
 

 
  “Excellent!” Schwartz said, grinning and rubbing his hands together again. “Consistent, reproducible results! I think we have a real plan here, people! Now, Gabe, could I borrow Ariel for a moment?”
 

 
  “What the hell for?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, um, sorry, nothing major,” Schwartz said quickly. “I know she’s valuable, I don’t mean to presume. I’d just like to have someone double-check my spellwork. With all respect, you’re an arcanist, not—”
 

 
  
   “No need,”
  
  Ariel interrupted,
  
   “I can detect it perfectly well from here. Your spellcrafting has a typically fae approach, Mr. Schwartz: needlessly grandiose and complicated to the point of being…poetic. You’ll find your systems would be far more efficient if you didn’t structure them like a conversation with a difficult fairy you are trying to schmooze. Regardless, I discern no actual errors, and the power sources you have in mind for this working should be more than adequate. Provided your underlying assumptions are correct, there is no reason it will not work.”
  
 

 
  “Oh. Well. Um.” He blinked twice in rapid succession. “Thank you.”
 

 
  The three paladins were still grinning merrily at his discomfiture when the basement door opened a moment later. Sister Astarian entered, an iron-bound wooden box cradled before her in both hands. She nudged the door shut with her foot on her way in.
 

 
  “All right, Mr. Schwartz,” the priestess said calmly, “you specified a potent but contained infernal artifact with a connection to adventurers. I believe this meets your criteria.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, thank you, Sister,” he said absently, peering at the box with his head tilted to the side. “Though optimally, I would be able to peruse the available artifacts and select—”
 

 
  “Herschel!” Trissiny barked.
 

 
  He broke off and swallowed heavily. “…but clearly we trust your judgment, High Priestess, and very much appreciate the assistance. And, um, I’d like to apologize for my manners. I didn’t intend to be disrespectful…”
 

 
  “Young man,” she said with an amused little smile, “you are hardly the first preoccupied, bookish spellcaster with whom I have worked. Rest assured, no one in
  
   this
  
  temple will be shy about telling you so if you give offense.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “That’s…good. Nonetheless, I’m still sorry.”
 

 
  “I accept your apology. Now, then.” Astarian knelt to set the box on the floor, and carefully opened its catch, then raised the lid. “Allow me to introduce the demon Xyraadi.”
 

 
  All four of them clustered around her to gaze at the contents of the box. Sistar Astarian discreetly stepped backward to give them room.
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabriel commented. “The demon Xyraadi looks remarkably like an uncut ruby the size of both my fists. Has he lost weight?”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Schwartz breathed. “That’s a soul prison! Never seen one quite so…”
 

 
  “She,” Astarian corrected. “Xyraadi is a khelminash demon, and by all accounts a uniquely amiable specimen of her kind. She was in service to a Salyrite warlock named Celeste Lavene, an adventuring companion of Trouchelle Dulac, a Hand of Avei who lived six hundred years ago in Glassiere. Interestingly, the remaining accounts make it clear that Xyraadi was Celeste’s
  
   companion,
  
  not a thrall under her control.” She hesitated before continuing. “Glassian is a nuanced language so rich in innuendo that it’s literally where the word comes from. This was a long time ago and the accounts are secondhand, but several of the terms used to describe Celeste and Xyraadi’s relationship can be translated as ‘lover.’”
 

 
  
   “Warlocks,”
  
  Trissiny snorted, curling her lip in disgust.
 

 
  “Elspeth is half khelminash,” Gabriel mused. “Hm. I guess I can see why they might be tolerable to a Hand of Avei. She told me their entire species is female.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t make any biological sense,” Toby protested.
 

 
  Sister Astarian cleared her throat delicately. “The khelminash have two biological sexes like humans, but are not very sexually dimorphic. To tell the difference you have to…remove their pants. It’s believed they have only one
  
   gender.
  
  By all recorded accounts, they
  
   look
  
  like women, and in heavily gendered languages like Glassian and Tanglish they have all insisted on feminine forms of address. I should warn you, Mr. Arquin, that
  
   some
  
  sects within Avei’s faith regard them as a particularly vile perversion. You may not wish to voice such observations in mixed company, lest you wade into an argument you weren’t expecting.”
 

 
  “Thank you
  
   very
  
  much for the warning,” he said fervently.
 

 
  “What is significant about Xyraadi,” the priestess continued, “is that after Celeste’s death, the demon
  
   requested
  
  being placed in that soul prison by the Collegium and given to the Sisterhood, to be called upon again if we ever needed her.”
 

 
  A short silence fell at that, all five of them staring down at the scarlet crystal with varying degrees of bemusement.
 

 
  “I always thought…” Trissiny trailed off, shook her head, then started again. “Mother Narny was
  
   very
  
  firm about demons. She made certain to warn me that their infernal corruption drove them to aggression…”
 

 
  “She was correct, that is a known effect of infernal magic,” Sister Astarian said firmly, placing a comforting hand on Trissiny’s shoulder. “It occurs in
  
   every
  
  species corrupted by it, even plants. Narnasia’s teachings do, as you seem to be suspecting, lack some nuance, but for good reason. She isn’t
  
   wrong.
  
  Demons are individuals with the power to make choices, but they
  
   are
  
  inundated with magic that twists their minds to viciousness. Yes, there are known individuals who have worked with humanity, even with Hands of the Pantheon. But for every demon who has truly labored to overcome their nature there have been ten who feigned it in order to spread corruption. That’s a favorite tactic of the sshitherosz, in fact. Narnasia’s work involves training and educating young women, and failing to warn the young and idealistic against demons is as good as offering them up on silver platters. Still.” She squeezed Trissiny’s shoulder, giving her a strangely sad little smile. “You’re not a child anymore, Trissiny, and the complexity of the world shouldn’t be hidden from you. I have been an advocate of Avei’s faith for over sixty years, and I can tell you that the Sisterhood’s greatest and most pervasive flaw is a tendency to impose black and white where there should be shades of gray.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded mutely, her expression troubled, but reached up to gently squeeze the priestess’s hand.
 

 
  “Good gods,” Gabriel said suddenly, frowning at the soul crystal. “She’s not
  
   conscious
  
  in there, is she?”
 

 
  
   “Doubtful,”
  
  Ariel replied.
  
   “That is Salyrite work. If one
  
  must
  
   dabble in infernomancy—a contention I will accept only for the sake of argument—the greatest benefit of the Topaz College, as opposed to the Black Wreath or Scyllithene shadow priestesses, is that they eschew needless sadism. To imprison a sapient being in an inanimate object and leave them able to think and sense their surroundings would be staggeringly cruel.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel,” Toby said quietly,
  
   “you’re
  
  a sapient being imprisoned in an inanimate object.”
 

 
  
   “Your empathy, as usual, is excessive and misplaced,”
  
  the sword informed him, her eerily resonant voice without inflection.
  
   “I am not a biologically grown sapience like you, but a constructed intelligence roughly based upon one. This housing is my natural habitat and comfortable for me. If you put my personality in a human body, I would be disastrously unable to function in your society. Are you familiar with the elvish term
  
  anth’auwa?”
 

 
  
  
  “I am,” Schwartz said in a suddenly grim tone. “Well. Thank you very much, High Priestess. This artifact, I think, is
  
   exactly
  
  what we need.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that,” she said, nodding to him. “What is next, then?”
 

 
  “Well, with this, I believe we’re pretty much done!” Schwartz said. “Ah, this
  
   is
  
  safe to handle, right?”
 

 
  “Fully contained, with no infernal leakage,” Sister Astarian said mildly. “You
  
   did
  
  specify that, Mr. Schwartz.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, quite, quite. I don’t mean to doubt your thoroughness, Sister, I simply like to exercise my own. It’s an important habit to cultivate when one works with magic.” He bent and, with great care, picked up the crystal from its box. The stone glinted dully in the torchlight; it had no glow, no hidden motion in its depths, nothing to indicate it was magical in nature. Schwartz, though, had recognized it at a glance, so its properties must have been apparent to those properly attuned.
 

 
  He stepped to one side, cradling Xyraadi’s prison before himself, and cleared his throat. “All right! For the first step, I need a Light-wielder to activate the outer circle. Trissiny?”
 

 
  “Or
  
   I
  
  could give it a go,” Gabriel offered. “No offense to anybody, but I have the most casting experience among the three of us.”
 

 
  
   “And Trissiny has the greatest mana reserves,”
  
  Ariel retorted.
  
   “Neither of which is a significant factor here, as a divinely imbued
  
  monkey
  
   could activate a stabilized containment ward.”
  
 

 
  “You’re unusually talkative today, Ariel,” Toby observed, kneeling by the outer circle and touching one of its most prominent sigils with his fingers. A subtle glow rose around him, then shifted to the circle. Light traveled smoothly around its circumference till it covered the entire design, at which point it emitted a soft pulse and faded. There was no longer an active glow, but the diagram itself now gleamed in the torchlight as if it were metallic gold embossed on the floor.
 

 
  “Splendid, Toby, thank you!” said Schwartz. “And now, step two. Gabriel, hold her for a moment, would you?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Gabriel accepted the soul prison purely by reflex when Schwartz thrust it at him. He carried it far less casually, holding it away from his body and watching the crystal uncertainly, as if it might suddenly pick this moment to explode after spending six hundred years inert in a vault.
 

 
  Schwartz stepped carefully across the golden barrier, positioning his feet in empty space where they did not touch the powder diagrams he had drawn of the broad fae circle, and closed his eyes. Whatever he did was inscrutable from without, accompanied by no spoken words nor so much as a finger gesture, but after a pause of only a few seconds, the diagram burst into flame.
 

 
  Gabriel yelled and almost dropped Xyraadi’s prison; Trissiny surged forward, stopped only by Toby grabbing her before she crossed into the circle. Schwartz did not react at all, and indeed the swift-burning fire didn’t seem to touch him. It raced around the diagram in a matter of seconds, incinerating the entire thing to leave the design scrawled upon the floor in black ash, faintly smoking. As soon as that was done and the last sparks had gone out, Schwartz opened his eyes, grinned, and clapped his hands once.
 

 
  The ash seemed to melt into the stone floor, leaving behind the same pattern traced in subtly luminous green and violet. A faint breeze rose in the room, seeming to circle the spell diagram and carrying a pleasant herbal scent. The torches flickered slightly, but held against the gentle movement of air.
 

 
  “Is witchcraft
  
   always
  
  that extravagant?” Trissiny asked, straightening up and adjusting her coat.
 

 
  “Well, that’s a large question,” Schwartz said seriously, turning to her. “One of the hallmarks of mastery in
  
   any
  
  of the schools of magic is the ability to achieve effects with a minimum of display. Like how arcane teleportation creates a distinctive whining noise and blue visual effect, but Gabriel told me that it’s instant and silent when Tellwyrn does it. But anyway! This is baked in, now, so you can all come forward. Stepping on the diagrams will not damage them, and we’ll all need to be in the circle anyway.”
 

 
  So saying, he snapped his fingers and Meesie appeared on his shoulder in a puff of sparks and smoke. The little elemental sat bolt upright, letting out a single salutatory squeak, then bounced up onto Schwartz’s head and peered around, whiskers twitching inquisitively.
 

 
  “Is she okay here?” Gabriel asked, gingerly stepping forward and holding out the soul prison to Schwartz. “I thought the temple would be a problem for her…”
 

 
  “That’s the purpose of the outer ring,” Schwartz explained, accepting the crystal. “It isolates this space from the temple’s ambient magic, so as to enable complex work in the inner space without having to compensate for Circle of Interaction effects. I’d never have been able to whip up a significant fae working in here without it. But yes, Meesie will be fine so long as we stay within the circle!” Meesie hopped down to his shoulder and squeaked affirmatively at Gabriel, nodding her little head. “Now, then! For the last step…”
 

 
  He took the crystal back from Gabriel, to the latter’s clear relief, then stepped toward the center of the spell circle. Schwartz knelt and very carefully set Xyraadi’s prison upon the small ring marking the bottom of the Circle of Interaction diagram, the one which signified infernal magic. At its contact, the lines of that circle began to glow a fiery orange, the color bleeding outward along the markings in both directions till it tinged the spots which would represent fae and arcane energy.
 

 
  Schwartz turned his head to whisper something to Meesie, who raised one twitching ear to listen. Then, with an approving cheep, she scampered down his extended arm toward the floor below. He smoothly shifted his hand till it was above the fae ring, and the little elemental hopped down to sit in the middle of the small circle there. Immediately, green light rose around her, stretching outward as before; it reached all the way to the divine circle on top of the diagram, pushing back the orange light of the infernal icon till the two colors switched at a subtly wavering barrier halfway between them.
 

 
  “Ah, I see,” Gabriel said, nodding. “And you wanted an infernal artifact because there’s no warlock in the group to provide one.”
 

 
  “Just so!” Schwartz said with clear satisfaction, straightening up to survey his unfolding handiwork with his fists braced on his hips. “This
  
   should
  
  suffice, though of course we could get a better leverage from sympathetic principles if the infernal artifact were in some way associated with this group. Four adventurers, four schools of magic, and so on. But the only way I could think of to arrange that would be for Gabriel to donate a body part, which seemed, you know,
  
   excessive
  
  for the purpose.”
 

 
  
   “If that was all you wanted,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “you could have extracted a vial of blood. That is the most commonly used biological substance in spellcraft anyway, and the loss of a few ounces would not have affected him unduly.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, well, what’s done is done,” Gabriel said quickly while Trissiny and Toby grinned at him. “The High Priestess went all the way down to the vaults for this, let’s not waste her hard work.”
 

 
  “It isn’t that far from here,” Astarian said, smiling blandly. “And I enjoy having an excuse to examine the artifacts.”
 

 
  “What exactly did you have in mind for the last two, Schwartz?” Gabriel asked, stubbornly ignoring Trissiny’s open laughter.
 

 
  “Swords!” Schwartz said brightly. “Ariel is strongly associated with you and an arcane construct of great significance, not to mention a long history. If you would, kindly place her on the arcane circle.”
 

 
  Gabriel frowned slightly, but stepped forward, drawing Ariel from her sheath. “…so, lying across it? There’s no other way that I can see, but she won’t fit inside the ring the way Meesie and Xyraadi do.”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact, containing her
  
   within
  
  the ring may be significant to the structure of the spell circle,” Schwartz said seriously, “so I compensated for that. Simply balance her on her tip and she should remain upright.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Gabriel said dubiously, bending to do as directed. He gingerly removed his fingers, keeping his hand at the ready as if to grab Ariel before she fell, but the saber remained standing on her tip. Blue light stretched out across the diagram from her, pushing back the orange of the infernal and meeting the green of the fae on the yet-unused divine ring.
 

 
  
   “For the record,”
  
  she said, the runes lining her blade flickering visibly now that she was out of the scabbard,
  
   “I can do this myself. I presume the holding effect was enacted to restrain the other sword, which has no such features.”
  
 

 
  “And I guess that’s my cue,” said Trissiny. Light coalesced out of the air, condensing into her outstretched hand and forming a shape which glowed too brightly to look at directly. It swiftly faded, however, leaving her holding the battered-looking short sword of the Hands of Avei. She stepped across the spell circles, joining the others at the innermost ring, and knelt to carefully balance the sword on its tip in the last marked spot.
 

 
  When she pulled her hand back, the sword remained upright just as Ariel had, and a golden glow stretched out from the circle in which it rested, pushing back the fae and arcane light of its neighbors.
 

 
  “Okay,” Toby said from a few feet away, the only one of them still outside the circle. “Is it done, then? Was something else supposed to happen?”
 

 
  “It worked,” Schwartz breathed. “Okay, there’s no
  
   visible
  
  effect, but… Can you guys detect anything? It’s gonna be hard for Gabriel to do his part if I’m the only one who can sense it.”
 

 
  “I feel a kind of…
  
   pressure,”
  
  Trissiny replied, stepping back from the central circle and narrowing her eyes at the space above it. “Hard to describe. There’s definitely
  
   something
  
  there.”
 

 
  “I feel it,” Gabriel said, also staring at that spot. “Pushing on me with every kind of magic. Divine, arcane, infernal… I can’t actually
  
   feel
  
  fae effects, but I assume that’s part of it, as well. So this is what it’s like to brush Salyrene’s domain. Pretty much as uncomfortable as I would’ve expected.”
 

 
  “You’re up, then,” Schwartz said, edging backward and nervously clasping his hands in front of himself.
 

 
  Gabriel stepped toward the inner circle, raising his scythe. He hesitated, peering narrowly at the apparent nothing which hovered over the Circle glyph, then slowly extended the weapon with both hands on its haft for guidance. Again, a faint glow of divine light swelled into being around them, extending along the scythe.
 

 
  Schwartz actually made a hissing gasp of pure excitement when the tip of the blade penetrated the air, vanishing from view onto the other side.
 

 
  Gabriel slowly drew it downward, and the rent extended till he finally stopped a few inches from the floor. Once made, it seemed to take on a life of its own, the sides creeping outward as though pulled. Only a vague discoloration in the air delineated its borders; through the narrow gap, darkness was all that could be seen.
 

 
  “Amazing,” Sister Astarian whispered.
 

 
  “Are we
  
   absolutely
  
  sure that goes to Salyrene’s Tower?” Trissiny asked, frowning. “It doesn’t look like much of anything.”
 

 
  “As certain as I could be of any part of this,” Schwartz assured her. “As I said, Trissiny, we
  
   are
  
  acting on instructions from your goddess.”
 

 
  “The trick with gods,” she replied, “is being careful that you’re
  
   interpreting
  
  their instructions correctly.”
 

 
  “Schwartz, I think I see a flaw in this plan,” Gabriel added, stepping back and pointing at the ring of artifacts below the portal he had just cut. “Xyraadi can stay here, obviously, but the rest of these things are
  
   kind
  
  of important. I don’t feature hopping through a magic doohickey into gods know where and leaving them behind.”
 

 
  
   “I quite concur,”
  
  Ariel said in her eerily dry tone. Meesie straightened up on her haunches, pointing at Schwartz and squeaking a tiny tirade of agreement.
 

 
  “You know, I don’t so much mind having the particulars of my methods second-guessed,” Schwartz said irritably, “but I
  
   rather
  
  resent the implication that I lack basic common sense. I assure you, this was accounted for. Those four sources of magic are anchoring the portal; as they are removed, it will become weaker, and once the last is withdrawn it will begin to collapse. We’ll take Meesie, Ariel and Trissiny’s sword through, leaving Xyraadi to hold it open. The soul prison should suffice plenty long enough for us to get in. Then, once Sister Astarian removes the crystal, it will start to collapse. Without the power sources anchoring this spot to the Tower, it will become a hole between nothing and nothing—which itself is nothing. Disrupting the outer ward will erase it finally, as the Temple’s ambient magic will finish the job. The divine works chiefly on the principle of order; that’s why it is so useful for sealing rifts. I
  
   am
  
  sorry to stick you with the clean-up, Sister,” he added, turning to Sister Astarian with a rueful little bow. “I couldn’t figure a way around that.”
 

 
  “Please don’t apologize, Mr. Schwartz,” she replied, smiling. “That’s what this chamber is for, after all. In fact, I’m very glad to have been part of this, however peripherally. I rarely find a pretext to survey the treasures locked below the temple,
  
   or
  
  exercise my knowledge of demonology.” Her eyes shifted to Trissiny, and her smile broadened, accompanied by a respectful bow of her head. “As one who has grown up and served Avei after the Age of Adventures was long held to be over, it has been the fulfillment of a childhood fantasy to have even one short brush with a heroic venture.”
 

 
  “We couldn’t have managed this without your help, sister,” Trissiny replied warmly.
 

 
  “We had best be about it expeditiously, though,” Schwartz added. “As I said, it’ll stay stable enough for us to get through once we start removing the anchors, but the less dawdling, the safer.”
 

 
  “Right,” Gabriel said dryly. “So! Who’s first?”
 

 
  A round of mute stares passed between them.
 

 
  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Trissiny grunted, stepping forward and snatching up her sword. “Be well, Sister Astarian.”
 

 
  “Goddess watch over you, Trissiny.”
 

 
  The Hand of Avei gave the High Priestess a final nod, then stepped through the rent in space, vanishing into the darkness beyond.
 

 
  “Off we go, then!” Schwartz crowed, bending to offer Meesie a hand. She bounded onto it, squeaking in excitement, and scampered up to his shoulder even as he turned sideways to slip through the portal after Trissiny. Gabriel followed, sheathing Ariel awkwardly with the one hand not holding his Scythe before he stepped in.
 

 
  “If I could make a request, Sister,” Toby said, hesitating at the entrance to the portal.
 

 
  “Yes?”
 

 
  “When you put Xyraadi’s prison back in its box, would you please include a message? If she ever
  
   is
  
  released, I’d like her to know what happened here, and that we are grateful for her aid.”
 

 
  “I’ll see it done myself,” she assured him with a warm smile.
 

 
  Toby nodded. “Thank you for everything, Sister.” The portal had already begun to narrow; he turned and slipped through before it could close any further.
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  “Well, it doesn’t look much like a tower from here,” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  In fact, it was a tunnel. An apparently natural one, complete with lichen, dripping water, and a general unpleasant dankness. It was also noticeably cooler than the temple in Vrin Shai had been. Their view of the uncut stone walls was made eerie by the color of the light: there was none inherently present, but Meesie’s fiery red and Ariel’s luminous blue runes cast enough shifting illumination for them to at least see each other’s faces, barely.
 

 
  “Herschel knows what he’s doing,” Trissiny said, her voice echoing slightly off the stone walls. “And Avei
  
   did
  
  prompt us in this direction. If we made some kind of mistake…we’ll deal with that.” She trailed off, and none of them pointed out that if they’d made some kind of mistake they could be absolutely anywhere. “I guess for now, all that’s left is to pick a direction.”
 

 
  “That way,” Toby said, turning and pointing. The tunnel extended into blackness in both directions; he had selected the angle that sloped upward. “We’re obviously underground. If we want a tower, we want to go up.”
 

 
  “That reasoning’s as sound as any,” Gabriel agreed. “So, uh… Should one of us put up an aura? Because this mood lighting is all very romantic, but I
  
   will
  
  trip and break my neck if we try to shuffle through this cave with only Meesie and Ariel for light.”
 

 
  
   “Your neck is unbreakable,”
  
  Ariel replied.
  
   “Ingrate.”
  
  Meesie squeaked chidingly at him.
 

 
  “I guess that means me,” Trissiny said dryly. “If we don’t want to risk someone burning out, given we’ve no idea how long this might take.”
 

 
  “Or we could take it in turns,” Toby suggested.
 

 
  Schwartz cleared his throat. “If I might?”
 

 
  While they all turned to stare at him and Meesie cheeped smugly from his shoulder, he held out a hand, palm up. Wind rose in the tunnel, followed by sparks of light, whirling into a vortex suspended above his palm which coalesced into a single glowing orb. It illuminated their surroundings as cleanly as a fairy lamp.
 

 
  “Rule of thumb,” Schwartz said in a self-satisfied tone. “When the objective is to conserve energy, let the witch do it. My power sources are all external.”
 

 
  “Nicely done!” Gabriel said, sheathing Ariel and clapping him on the shoulder. “All right, off we go, then. We’re not getting any closer to Vesk’s doohickey by standing around here.”
 

 
  As it turned out, they almost needn’t have bothered with the light. After a scant few minutes of walking, the tunnel abruptly turned into a paved hallway, with glowing chunks of crystal set into the walls at intervals. Schwartz paused, glancing back at them, and then dismissed his glowing orb. In its absence, the steady gleam of the lamps provided ample light. They did not resemble conventional fairy lamps, which contained glowing elements within a glass housing; these were solid crystals which produced light at a considerable intensity. If anything, they were brighter.
 

 
  Directly ahead, the corridor ascended steeply in a granite staircase. They all paused just before climbing it, to study the moon-and-stars sigil of Salyrene engraved on the floor at its foot.
 

 
  “Welp, guess this is the right place after all,” Toby remarked.
 

 
  Trissiny let out a soft breath of relief. “Whew. Not that I doubted it,” she added hastily at Schwartz’s dry look.
 

 
  The stairs were a tad steeper than stairs usually ran, but it was not a long climb; in fact, they ascended for scarcely twice their own height before it opened out onto a clean, octagonal chamber, just inside which the four stopped, staring around. Meesie let out a low noise that sounded an awful lot like a whistle of awe.
 

 
  Much of it was hidden from view by its sheer size and their perspective, but it was obvious at a glance that the entire floor of the chamber was decorated with a Circle of Interaction, set in black marble amid the pinkish polished granite of which most of the room was constructed. Directly in front of them was the lowest circle, complete with the wreath symbol of infernal magic. Above head height the walls had not been carved, and the domed ceiling rose in a staggered mess of stalactites; obviously this chamber had been hewn from an existing natural cave. More of the glowing crystals were set in the stone walls at regular intervals, and scattered artfully among the natural formations above.
 

 
  From the center of the Circle diagram, the small innermost ring indicating the point where opposing schools of magic interacted at their most explosive, there rose an octagonal stone plinth. Thrust into this for half the length of its blade was an ornate longsword, its crossguard and pommel golden and in an apparently elven design—unusual, as elves favored curved swords—and a series of runes marking the length of its blade. Surrounding the sword, as if growing from the top of the pedestal itself, was a crystal, transparent by clouded.
 

 
  “That has to be the most bardic thing I’ve ever
  
   seen,”
  
  Gabriel remarked. “If there’s not an epic adventure story about a sword thrust into a pedestal and then encased in crystal, there ought to be.”
 

 
  “Well,” said Trissiny, pacing toward the frozen sword and peering around, “that wasn’t the only way to come in.”
 

 
  They trailed after her, surveying the edges of the chamber even as they made their way toward the encased blade. In addition to the stairwell from which they had emerged, there were four wide gaps in the walls, each positioned midway between two glyph points on the Circle diagram; each had a statue of Salyrene as she was usually depicted in Pantheon artwork, with the added detail that each statue’s eyes glowed a steady white. The statues seemed to split the hallways, which curved away to either side of every one, their destinations out of sight around the bend.
 

 
  “Hey, look at this,” Toby called from up ahead. The rest followed him to the opposite side of the chamber from their entry point, where another doorway was blocked by a grille of bars that appeared to be solid gold. The group clustered around, studying this. Beyond it was a tiny chamber, octagonal as this one and lined with benches bearing opulent red velvet cushions.
 

 
  “Looks like an elevator,” Trissiny observed. “Newfangled devices as
  
   we
  
  know them, but I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that Salyrene had such things in her Tower thousands of years ago.”
 

 
  “I’d hesitate to draw conclusions about that,” said Schwartz. “She’s never been shy about borrowing inventions from her followers, and rearranging her Tower would be exactly as difficult for her as thinking.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Gabriel said, stepping forward and placing his fingertips on the metal panel set along the right side of the elevator door. It had Salyrene’s moon sigil set in its top, and below that, a deep slot. “Am I crazy, or does this look to be about the perfect size and shape to fit…” He turned around and pointed at the sword suspended in crystal. “…that?”
 

 
  They all stared at the sword, then back at the elevator door. Schwartz reached out, gripped the bars with both hands, and gave them a good firm shake, which accomplished precisely nothing. At their stares, he shrugged. “Worth a shot.”
 

 
  Trissiny prodded experimentally at the slot with her own sword; only its tip penetrated. The leaf-shaped blade widened too much to fit.
 

 
  “Try Ariel?” Toby suggested.
 

 
  
   “Do
  
  not
  
   stick me in that hole,”
  
  Ariel snapped.
  
   “It’s a puzzle,
  
  obviously.
  
   This place is sacred to the goddess of magic; that’s not a tumbler lock. Only the proper sword will open it.”
  
 

 
  “Puzzles,” Gabriel grunted, turning and trudging back to the pedestal. “All right, let’s have a look at this, then.”
 

 
  While the rest watched from a circumspect distance, he paced in a complete circle around the plinth, finding no significant features on any side. Stepping back, he gingerly tapped the crystal with the tip of his scythe. It made an unpleasant ringing sound, but aside from that, nothing happened.
 

 
  “Well, we finally found
  
   one
  
  thing that scythe can’t kill,” Toby remarked.
 

 
  “And isn’t that just a little alarming,” Schwartz murmured. “It cut through time and space itself, not to mention the exterior defenses of this tower.”
 

 
  “Well, ultimately, people are supposed to be able to get
  
   in
  
  the tower,” Gabriel said reasonably. “This, though… Obviously we’re expected to do something in
  
   particular
  
  to get the sword out, and Salyrene doesn’t want us cheating. I guess it makes sense it’s going to be harder to brute-force the puzzles
  
   here
  
  than in the Crawl.”
 

 
  “Let’s not try,” Toby said firmly. “As I recall, that approach made the Crawl mad enough to nearly dump us all in a bottomless pit, and it’s just barely conscious. Salyrene doesn’t want us in here in the first place; now that we are, I suggest we refrain from tweaking her nose any more than necessary. Look, this place is for testing adventurers, so obviously there’s a solution. And since nothing’s apparent in here, it’s clearly through one of these doorways.”
 

 
  “Or all of them,” Schwartz said, his expression eager, and rubbed his hands together. “Well, tallyho, then!”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed and shook her head, but followed him along with the others through the gap positioned between the divine and fae circles on the diagram. There they all clustered together, studying the statue of the goddess and glancing up and down the two hallways.
 

 
  “This way,” Toby decided, stepping to their left.
 

 
  “Any particular reason?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “Extrapolating from the architecture,” Toby said, “these side halls loop around to meet again at the four cardinal points. Each corresponding to one of the schools of magic, which suggests the shape of what we’ll find beyond. If I’m right about that, this direction leads to the divine.”
 

 
  “Sounds good to me,” Trissiny agreed, and set off in that direction without waiting for further discussion.
 

 
  Toby was, indeed, right; the curving hall arced all the way around, and right at the point where it was directly behind the elevator another doorway opened up onto a chamber beyond. This was a tall, round space, most of which wasn’t visible from the door because the entrance was about a story below its main floor. Curving staircases wound around from each side of the entrance, and directly before them, set into the wall, was another statue of Salyrene with glowing eyes.
 

 
  As soon as they stepped into the chamber, this one shifted her gaze to face them and spoke, making Gabriel and Schwartz yelp in surprise.
 

 
  
   “Divine magic embodies the principle of order,”
  
  the statue said. Though clearly made of stone, her hands and facial features moved as fluidly as flesh while she lectured them in a resonant alto that had an echoing quality very like Ariel’s.
  
   “It is associated with serenity, harmony, preservation, and the spirit of law. This form of magic is the gift of the gods of the Pantheon, formed by them from the energy released when the sinister Elder Gods were destroyed for their crimes against the people of this world. Today, the divine is accessible through the auspices of the gods, and wielded by their followers to protect themselves and their fellow mortals against all evils which might assail them. But clerics must be wary, and treat the divine light with the greatest respect. Draw too greedily upon it, and it will burn both body and soul.”
  
 

 
  The statue returned to its base position and fell silent.
 

 
  “…Lady Salyrene?” Trissiny said hesitantly.
 

 
  
   “That is not she.”
  
  It was impossible to tell if Ariel’s voice was particularly scornful; it had that aspect most of the time anyway.
  
   “Your recent encounters with gods may have given you unreasonable expectations; most are not terribly modest in person. Salyrene, in particular, has always been a strutting cockerel. Were you in her presence, you would know. This is clearly an automated enchantment she left behind to greet adventurers.”
  
 

 
  “So far, so good,” Gabriel said cheerfully, turning right and beginning to climb the curving steps. “Let’s go see what else she left for us!”
 

 
  The stairs twisted all the way around the chamber, till they met at the top, opposite the door down below, on a small landing connected to the round platform which filled most of the chamber. This was strewn entirely with wreckage. Fragments of crystal and stone, ranging from fist-sized to bigger than their heads, littered the whole surface. They stopped and stared around at this in mute confusion.
 

 
  “So,” Schwartz said at last, scratching his head, “it’s…broken? Whatever it is?”
 

 
  “Well, you did say nobody’s been in here or heard from the goddess in a hundred years,” Gabriel said. “Crap. What
  
   now?
  
  Should we go try one of the other rooms?”
 

 
  “Wait,” Toby said suddenly, narrowing his eyes. “Look at those fragments.”
 

 
  “We’re looking,” Gabe said wryly. “There’s not much else to see.”
 

 
  “No,
  
   look.
  
  Whatever this was, it wasn’t wrecked, at least not the way something made of stone and crystal would be. There’s no dust, no tiny chips. These are all…pieces. Irregular in shape, but it looks like the should, theoretically, still fit together.” He turned to face, them, and grinned. “Divine magic embodies the principle of order. Well, what we’ve got
  
   here
  
  is chaos. To embody the divine, we have to
  
   fix it!”
  
 

 
  “You mean…rebuild that…whatever it is?” Trissiny said, raising her eyebrows. “Oh. Won’t
  
   this
  
  be fun.”
 

 
  “Puzzles,” Gabriel snorted.
  
   “Themed puzzles.
  
  Tell us again how this place
  
   isn’t
  
  a dungeon, Schwartz.”
 

 
  “’I told you so’ loses much of its weight when everybody agreed with you in the first place, Gabe,” Schwartz retorted, grinning and pushing back his sleeves, Meesie cheeping in excitement atop his head. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s build us a thingumajigger!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was easier than it looked, in the end. The sprawl and disorder of the fragments was deceptive; once they started sorting them, piecing them back together was surprisingly straightforward. Clearly they had been designed for that purpose. By far the hardest part was the sheer size and weight of them. These were, after all, chunks of stone, some of them pumpkin-sized. As a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle it proved not very challenging, but as a sheer test of strength and resourcefulness it quickly became apparent why this was used as a trial for veteran adventurers.
 

 
  They had their means of overcoming it, though all of them had to get creative. Schwartz’s magic was the most versatile, both boosting their physical ability to lift and move stone and providing aids in so doing, in the form of powerful bursts of controlled air which provided erratic but serviceable platforms. He also tried to use some seeds which he claimed would have grown into trees and vines that could support them better, but these failed to do anything; apparently the inherent divine magic of the chamber was interfering. Fortunately, they had other resources. Gabriel’s arcane glyphs turned pages from his enchanting book into invaluable levitation devices, and Trissiny was even able to conjure hardlight constructs that served as scaffolding, though they didn’t hold long under pressure.
 

 
  The structure was an obelisk, apparently carved of white marble with its center hollowed out to leave a stone frame, the interior being filled with crystal. The faces of this were decorated with deeply engraved glyphs and runes which none of them could read. The moment Toby, suspended atop floating glyph-pages with the aid of a sustained windburst from Schwartz, set the capstone in place on top, the entire thing pulsed once with light, and then was suddenly whole. No lines were left to mark where the pieces fit together.
 

 
  “So…that’s it, then?” Gabriel said uncertainly while Toby hopped to the ground beside him. “Based on how flashy that was, I’d have thought we’d get some kind of…I dunno, announcement. At least a bell ringing or something.”
 

 
  “Let’s go back to the central chamber and see if anything’s changed,” Trissiny suggested, already leading the way.
 

 
  They paused at the statue of the goddess, but it seemed she had nothing else to say to them. In the central room, though, something had indeed changed: on the massive Circle diagram, the ankh symbol representing divine magic was glowing with intense golden light. The same illumination filled the ring around it, creeping along both arcs of the outer circle and down the central lines to the stone plinth in the center. In fact, it looked strikingly reminiscent of the spell circle Schwartz had made back in Vrin Shai to get them here.
 

 
  “Oh! Oh oh oh I see!” Schwartz’s robes fluttered as he rushed toward the pillar, excited as a child. “Let’s go do the infernal chamber next!”
 

 
  “I’d’ve thought you’d want to see the fae one,” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  “Well, yes, sure, but look!” Fairly dancing in eagerness, Schwartz pointed at the glowing lines on the ground. “The divine magic travels along here to reach the center, see? The central circle where the sword is, the one that on the Circles of Interaction diagram represents opposing reactions. The explodey kind!”
 

 
  “So,” Trissiny said, beginning to catch some of his enthusiasm, “we activate the opposite one, it travels up to meet this in the middle…”
 

 
  “And the force of it shatters the crystal and frees the sword!” Toby finished, grinning.
 

 
  “And,” Schwartz added, “there’s at least a possibility we can free it with only
  
   two
  
  schools, which would spare us having to deal with all four trials! Come on, come on!”
 

 
  He set off through another of the wall portals at a near-run, Meesie clinging to his hair, and almost slipped as he turned to scamper around the corner toward the chamber opposite the one they’d just completed, directly behind the stairwell through which they had first entered.
 

 
  The entrance was identical to the other one, complete with a statue of Salyrene which came alive and adressed them at their approach.
 

 
  
   “Infernal magic embodies the principle of chaos,”
  
  she intoned.
  
   “It is associated with aggression, destruction, corruption, and mutation. This form of magic was created by Scyllith, one of the last surviving Elder Gods and the goddess of light, beauty, and cruelty. Though limited in its applications, the infernal is unparalleled in effectiveness at the few uses it has, and is accessible to all intelligent beings who understand how to reach out and touch it. But warlocks must be wary, and treat the powers of hellfire with the greatest respect. The slightest mistake or mishandling of the infernal dooms the careless practitioner to a most agonizing, and inescapable, fate.”
  
 

 
  “Is she going to explain every kind of magic as we come to it?” Gabriel wondered aloud. “You’ve gotta figure anybody ending up
  
   here
  
  of all places would already know this stuff.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   we
  
  aren’t supposed to be here,” Toby pointed out.
 

 
  “And we already know this stuff,” he replied. “How the heck would anybody even get
  
   in
  
  here, invited or not, without knowing a lot about magic?”
 

 
  “Oh, you know a
  
   lot
  
  about magic, do you?” Schwartz asked, grinning as he brushed past Gabriel up the curving stairs. “Got nothing more to learn from the very goddess of magic herself, have you? Must be nice.”
 

 
  “All right, point taken,” Gabe muttered, following.
 

 
  Atop this platform were four stone gargoyles. They were hideous things, apparently carved from black marble, but didn’t appear particularly magical at first glance.
 

 
  “Okay,” Toby said, frowning at them. “So, the last one was about order, and we had to repair something that was broken. This one’s chaos, and there are unbroken statues. So maybe we just…smash them?”
 

 
  “There is
  
   absolutely
  
  no way it’s that easy,” Gabriel said skeptically.
 

 
  As if he’d invoked the magic words, a roaring nose erupted from the gargoyles, and each of their eyes burst alight with seething orange flame. The statues began moving, and unlike those of Salyrene, these did so with a horrible grinding of stone on stone. Their movements, furthermore, were clearly aggressive, rounding on the four intruders and baring fangs and claws.
 

 
  “Called it!” Gabriel shouted even as the three boys backpedaled frantically toward the stairs.
 

 
  Trissiny, however, did not retreat. Instead light flared up around her, coalescing into her silver armor, shield, and the sword already in her hands. “Now
  
   this
  
  is my kind of trial!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What in the blazes did that steward polish this with?” she was asking incredulously a few minutes later as they made their way back toward the central chamber again. “Look at me, I’m practically glowing.”
 

 
  “I believe that’s a light-refracting alchemical polish,” Schwartz replied, experimentally poking at an un-scuffed patch on her breastplate. She had picked up only a few scratches, leaving the rest of her armor to gleam blindingly wherever the faintest light touched it. Altogether that had not been one of their more significant battles, though Gabriel’s scythe had proved far more efficacious than Trissiny’s sword. Though slow and not smart, the gargoyles
  
   were
  
  made of stone, and there was a limit to how much damage she could physically inflict. His weapon, on the other hand, destroyed the magic animating them as neatly as it did everything else. The whole thing was over in seconds, before she had a chance to get properly beaten upon, as she was now complaining.
 

 
  “I think he’s right,” Gabriel agreed, not bothering to hide his amused grin. “See, it actually creates a molecule-thin protective layer over the metal that catches and magnifies any light that hits it.”
 

 
  “Look at this!” she exclaimed, waving her arms and sending reflections cascading along the walls. “I’m not wrong, am I? Isn’t this just a
  
   little
  
  excessive?”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” Schwartz agreed, “that stuff is intended for jewelry. Enough to coat a suit of armor must’ve cost a blooming fortune.”
 

 
  “And I thought I was so
  
   clever
  
  for leaving it behind,” she growled.
 

 
  They emerged into the broad octagonal chamber, and slowed. As expected, the infernal symbol now glowed a burning orange, projecting its radiance along the circle to the sides and forward to meet the divine beam from opposite. Indeed, there was a cascade of sparks and the odd crackle of lightning wreathing the central pillar now. In fact, there were visible cracks in the crystal which housed the sword. Not large ones, though, and no sign of them growing.
 

 
  “Bollocks,” Schwartz said feelingly, then suddenly grinned and rubbed his hands together in that way he’d taken to doing lately. Atop his head, Meesie repeated the gesture, squeaking in eagerness. “All right, then! Fae next!”
 

 
  “Whatever you say,” Gabriel replied airily, following him across the room to another curving corridor. Trissiny fell to the back of the column, still grumbling to herself about her improbably glossy armor. Such showiness was
  
   not
  
  appropriate to Avenist sensibilities; she would have to find time to scuff herself up good and proper before any Legionnaires or priestesses had a chance to see her.
 

 
  As before, they were greeted by the resident statue of Salyrene upon arriving in the fae chamber.
 

 
  
   “Fae magic embodies the principle of organic growth,”
  
  she informed them.
  
   “It is associated with empathy, creativity, rejuvenation, and nature. This form of magic was created by Naiya, one of the last Elder Gods and the matron of the wild. Ordinarily, fae magic is not directly accessible to mortals, but is touched through the auspices of fairies, beings of magic also of Naiya’s creation. Whether by making use of fae-blessed objects or by establishing relationships with fae beings, the practitioner’s craft is a matter of forming connections, and nurturing them. But witches must be wary, and treat the wild magic with the greatest respect. Fairies are unpredictable, fickle, and often vengeful; to deal with them risks carnage as much as it promises blessing.”
  
 

 
  “Well put,” Schwartz said approvingly, already bounding up the stairs toward the top of the platform.
 

 
  Fittingly, this one was covered in trees, a collection of stumps and leafy branches, with the odd boulder arranged beneath them and a thick carpet of moss covering the stone platform itself. Hefty mushrooms sprouted here and there, both from the lush surface of the moss and from the various wooden surfaces. Trees, ferns, and rocks were arranged in a rough horseshoe shape, opening toward the landing on which the staircases terminated, with a pool in the center.
 

 
  “Hey, look!” Gabriel said, grinning and pointing at a large blue mushroom sprouting from the roots of a tree. It had the distinct conical cap studded with refracting crystalline growths identifying it as a glittershroom.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Trissiny said flatly.
 

 
  As if in response to her voice, life burst into evidence all over the display. Dozens of tiny creatures were suddenly everywhere, poking their heads out of hiding places beneath leaves and behind rocks. They filled the air with a cheery cacophony of chirps, whistles, and croaks. Birds, lizards, fish, and frogs were all in evidence. Except…
 

 
  “Okay, so here’s a question,” Gabriel said, tilting his head to one side. “Why are there birds in the water and fishes in the trees?”
 

 
  “Something tells me
  
   that
  
  has to do with what makes this a puzzle and not just a cute diorama,” said Toby.
 

 
  
   “Yow!”
  
  Gabriel had experimentally reached out toward a fish flopping about on top of a tree stump, and it hissed and sank all its impressive teeth into his finger. “What the
  
   fuck!
  
  You little— It
  
   bit
  
  me! I’m bleeding!”
 

 
  “You’ll live,” Trissiny said dryly.
 

 
  “I am a
  
   god damned
  
  hethelax half-demon,” he snapped, shaking his affronted finger and glaring at the unrepentant fish. “I’m supposed to be impervious!”
 

 
  “Not to fairies, you aren’t,” Schwartz said with a smile, and stepped over to kneel beside the stump, gazing at the little fish. “Come on, guys, I see the test. We have to help all these little fellas back to their proper habitats.”
 

 
  Trissiny slowly extended her hand toward a colorful songbird which was fully underwater and emitting a stream of bubbles. She immediately pulled it back when the creature began thrashing so violently it sprayed water in all directions. “I don’t think they want help.”
 

 
  “Fae magic is about empathy, about connections,” Toby said, now grinning. “We have to
  
   coax
  
  them. Just gotta be gentle, and make them understand we mean them well.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him, then around at the shrieking, splashing, scrabbling zoo before them. “…how about I go wait in the sword chamber? Or get a head start on the arcane trial?”
 

 
  Gabriel patted her on the pauldron with his bitten hand. “Come on, Triss, take off your gauntlets and try being
  
   nice.
  
  Looks like we’ve got a lot of friends to make.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Trissiny made a go of it, but to the surprise of no one, least of all herself, she was ultimately the least productive during that trial. This was in large part because the entire thing annoyed her and, according to Schwartz, the little creatures they were supposed to be helping could sense that agitation. Ultimately, she managed to fish a bird out of the pond, stroking it with a fingertip until it stopped flailing, and set it gently in a ready-made nest half-hidden in the fork between two branches. That experience brought a genuine and unguarded smile to her face, especially when the bird cheeped ather in obvious gratitude as she retreated. Her only other contribution, however, involved being bitten right on the web between her thumb and forefinger by a particularly snap-jawed fish, and hurling it violently into the pond. After that, Schwartz banished her to the landing.
 

 
  He and Toby, unsurprisingly, were having a whale of a time playing with the cute little animals. Even Gabriel seemed to get in on the fun of it, though he collected quite the assortment of bites and peck wounds on his fingers in the process. Meesie was surprisingly helpful, considering that she was a shrill and energetic creature made of fire who was slightly larger than any of the woodland creatures they were trying to help. These clearly were not natural woodland creatures, though, and responded quite positively to the little elemental.
 

 
  Still, it took longer by far than piecing the obelisk back together had; more of them than otherwise either ran or attacked when approached, and required a fair amount of gentle crooning to calm them enough to be helped back where they belonged. When it was done, though, it was just as sudden as with the other trials. Toby gently deposited the last tree-bound fish back in its pond, and as if a switch had been flipped, the entire thing went silent. Every tiny creature hid away, and stillness descended upon the whole scene.
 

 
  
   “Finally,”
  
  Trissiny snorted, already stalking down the stairs.
 

 
  She ignored the snickering behind her, leading the way back across the central chamber and to a gap on the other side. They all glanced at the sword display in passing; the fae symbol was alight in radiant green, now, but didn’t seem to be doing much to the spot where divine and infernal energies were still burning uselessly against the crystal. Running low on patience with this entire business, she didn’t slow until they had wound their way through the passages to the other side of the complex, the last side chamber, and one more talking statue of Salyrene.
 

 
  
   “Arcane magic embodies the principle of intellect,”
  
  it said when they had all clustered around.
  
   “It is associated with mathematics, independence, amorality, and progress. This form of magic is…of mysterious origin. The arcane is readily available to all, and can be harnessed and exercised by any who know the basic method. It has no inherent risk or drawback, inflicting no direct harm on its user as a cost of its power, though the power of the arcane is limited by what a practitioner can gather, shape, and deploy—a capacity which must be gradually exercised over time to improve. But mages must be wary, and treat the luminous science with the greatest respect. Mortals are often their own greatest tormentors, and hubris inflicts its own punishment. That which expands the power of the mind promises great advancement, and the prospect of a stunning fall.”
  
 

 
  “Is it just me, or was that more ominous than the one about infernal magic?” Gabriel asked while they edged past the statue up the stairs.
 

 
  “The luminous science,” Schwartz mused. “I like that! Never heard it called that before. I’ll have to remember it for my friends in the Sapphire College.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re already the first Salyrite in a century to see this place,” said Toby. “Don’t gloat too much, Schwartz; that’s how you
  
   lose
  
  friends.”
 

 
  “Ironically,” the witch said with a sigh, “lately most of my friends are thieves, bards, soldiers, priests…”
 

 
  “Sounds like a well-balanced team!” Gabriel said cheerfully, stopping as they arrived at the top of the platform. “You’re shaping up into quite the classic adventurer!”
 

 
  “Please don’t encourage him,” Trissiny groaned. “More to the point, what is all
  
   this
  
  now?”
 

 
  
   This
  
  was a sweeping array of glowing, colored glass balls suspended in the air. It formed a wall encircling nearly the whole platform, leaving only an opening for them to enter from the landing. Nothing visible was holding the balls up, but they were arranged in a perfectly neat grid. In contrast to that orderly structure, their colors seemed to be distributed without pattern; some were red and some blue, roughly half and half, but they were an apparently random assortment.
 

 
  Gabriel stepped forward, raising a finger.
 

 
  “Why is your first impulse always to
  
   poke
  
  something?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  He paused to grin at her over his shoulder. “Hasn’t led us wrong yet.” And with that, he tapped a blue bead.
 

 
  It didn’t move, but instantly changed color to red—as did the four beads directly above, below, and to either side of it. Or rather, three of them; the one which had already been red switched to blue. Gabriel withdrew his hand, frowning.
 

 
  “OH!” Schwartz actually hopped up off the ground in excitement. “I know what this is! I saw an enchanted children’s toy like this in Tiraas. You touch one to change the color, and it changes the ones around it as well. You have to keep doing that in the right pattern to get the whole thing one solid color!”
 

 
  “You saw a children’s toy,” Toby said slowly, “like
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “Um…based on this basic
  
   principle,
  
  yes. It was, I’d say, several orders of magnitude less expansive.”
 

 
  “A logic puzzle. Well, that suits the arcane, I suppose.” Trissiny drew in a deep breath and blew it out slowly, turning to sweep her gaze around the long wall of glowing beads. “This…is gonna take a
  
   while.”
  
 

 
  “All right, let’s divide this up into quadrants,” Toby said, stepping over to one side of the wall. “Everybody pick a spot and get to work.”
 

 
  “Which color are we trying to turn them?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “Blue, I should think,” said Schwartz. “It
  
   is
  
  traditionally associated with the arcane. And not just traditionally; arcane spell effects tend to be blue unless specifically modified to be otherwise.”
 

 
  “Then we have a plan,” Trissiny said, taking a spot next to Toby. “Let’s not waste any time.”
 

 
  It did, in fact, take them even longer than the fae test, but oddly she found it much less onerous. Schwartz, Toby, and Gabriel carried on joshing and playfully bickering to pass the time while they tapped beads, but she fell silent, losing herself in the work. She found it to be unexpectedly meditative. It was simple, rational, orderly. So unlike all the messy problems that came from dealing with
  
   people.
  
  As the minutes passed, Trissiny found herself slipping into a state familiar to her from martial arts practice, a kind of serene focus that activated every part of her mind while soothing away the irritation that had been growing, what with one thing and another, ever since they’d arrived here.
 

 
  Privately, she resolved to herself to find one of those toys next time she was in a major city.
 

 
  The trickiest part turned out to be where their respective regions of space abutted; merging their individual fields of blue involved some backtracking and blurring of the borders before they could correct the discrepancies that sprang up when two patterns ran into each other. There was no sun, of course, and none of them owned a pocketwatch, so they couldn’t gauge precisely how much time had passed, but Trissiny estimated it was close to an hour. By the end, when Gabriel and Schwartz were working on the last piece near the bottom of the wall between their individual regions, the boys had grown quieter and downright irritable. Well, not Toby, of course, but the other two did not come from a meditative tradition as he and Trissiny had.
 

 
  “Thank the flipping
  
   gods,”
  
  Gabriel groaned as the last four beads switched colors, creating an unbroken wall of blue. “I was about ready to—”
 

 
  He broke off, eyes widening, at the unmistakable sound of an explosion from the central chamber, slightly muffled by distance and the intervening walls.
 

 
  
   “Hopefully,”
  
  said Schwartz a little nervously, “that’s a good thing? That is pretty much what we wanted, after all.”
 

 
  “Well, we’re not going to find out standing here,” Trissiny said briskly, picking up her shield and starting down the steps.
 

 
  It was, indeed, exactly what they had hoped. They’d missed the explosion, but that was probably for the best; it had thoroughly pulverized the crystal. Pale shards of it littered the entire chamber, strewn across the floor and quite a few lodged in cracks in the walls. Gabriel whistled, flicking one of these with a fingertip.
 

 
  In the center, atop the pedestal, the sword now stood unprotected. All four of them approached and gathered around it, gazing with a blind of uncertainty and suspicion.
 

 
  “Well,” Toby said finally, “I
  
   doubt
  
  it’s a trap. That doesn’t seem in Salyrene’s character. Schwartz, she’s your goddess, after all. Would you like to do the honors?”
 

 
  “Suppose I may as well,” he agreed, “as the only non-pacifist here who hasn’t already got a sword. Here we go!”
 

 
  He grabbed the hilt, paused to take a breath, and pulled. It came cleanly out with a soft rasp of steel against stone, leaving him holding the weapon and grinning. Its long blade was marked by runes embossed in some black material almost all the way to its spaded tip.
 

 
  Schwartz had just opened his mouth to speak when the runes along the sword began to flicker blue, and a resonant, masculine voice emerged.
 

 
  
   “Welcome, adventurers, to the Tower of Salyrene. Here the worthy come to be tried, tested, and if not found wanting, rewarded. I am Athenos, a servant of the Tower, and guide to heroes throughout their trials within.”
  
  There came a short pause, and then the sword continued, in a much less sententious tone.
  
   “Now, I don’t know how you reprobates got in here, but kindly return me to my pedestal and sod off back wherever you came from. We’re closed.”
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  “Uh.” Schwartz, nonplussed, peered at the sword in his hand, then helplessly over at the others. “We can’t exactly…do that.”
 

 
  
   “You’re clearly resourceful enough to have broken in,”
  
  Athenos retorted.
  
   “Give it a go.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s kinda the thing,” said Gabriel. “The way we got in…doesn’t leave a way out.”
 

 
  
   “Your problem, not mine.”
  
 

 
  “The tower is here to test adventurers, right?” Trissiny said. “Well, we’re here, and we’re—”
 

 
  
   “You were not invited. The goddess has no time for walk-ins.”
  
 

 
  “What’s she got to do that’s so very important?” Trissiny retorted. “Listen, our business is important, and this tower of yours is just a means to an end. If you don’t want us tracking mud on the carpets, fine; all we need is to talk to Salyrene.”
 

 
  
   “Oh, is
  
  that
  
   all you need,”
  
  the sword replied with ponderous sarcasm.
  
   “A personal audience with the goddess of magic, apropos of nothing. I’ll repeat: the Tower is closed. Get lost.”
  
 

 
  “Well, I say,” Schwartz grumbled, scowling at the sword now. “Your help would be appreciated, but if it comes down to it, we can just use you to unlock the elevator and proceed. What are you going to do about it?”
 

 
  
   “Ahem?”
  
  Ariel’s voice cut through the gathering argument, and a moment later she slid free of her scabbard, untouched by Gabriel. The black saber drifted up into the air and did a slow pirouette, her blue runes glowing steadily with arcane magic.
  
   “I advise you not to handle a sentient weapon which doesn’t like you. We are far from helpless. The enchantments may vary, but some form of motive charm is standard.”
  
  Gabriel plucked her from the air, sliding her back into the sheath while shaking his head.
 

 
  
   “What. Is. That.”
  
  If anything, Athenos sounded positively enraged now.
  
   “You brought another— All right, I have had enough of you clowns.”
  
 

 
  “I think we’ve all gotten off on the wrong foot here,” Toby interjected, stepping closer to Schwartz, holding up his hands placatingly and using his most soothing voice. “Everyone, please relax. We
  
   know
  
  talking swords are made with a lack of empathy; there’s no need to get hostile just because Athenos is a little abrasive. Now, can we start again?”
 

 
  
   “Very well,”
  
  Athenos said curtly.
  
   “Welcome to the Tower of Salyrene, which is not currently accepting visitors. Go away.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny rolled her eyes, turning to stare expressively at Gabriel, who shrugged. Meesie clambered halfway down Schwartz’s arm to hiss menacingly at the sword until Schwartz picked her up with his free hand, depositing her on his other shoulder.
 

 
  “I realize this is something of an imposition,” Toby continued in his calm tone. “It is for us, as well, believe it or not. We really would prefer to be done with our business as quickly as possible and with a minimum of trouble caused for anyone. Especially Salyrene. But I’m afraid we don’t have the option of just leaving. So why don’t we try to meet in the middle, here? If you’re willing to work with us, hopefully we can keep the disruption minimal and be out of your hair. Ah, your…metaphorical hair.”
 

 
  
   “And you think it’ll be as simple as that?”
  
 

 
  “Well,” Toby pointed out with a smile, “we
  
   did
  
  get into the place. Surely that shows we have some measure of capability.”
 

 
  
   “Ah, yes.”
  
  The sword’s voice was suddenly weighted with even greater disdain.
  
   “Just like every clod who discovers a gimmick, you imagine yourself to be unique. Let me clue you in, then: people have been breaking in here almost the whole time it has been closed off. Starting eighty-odd years ago with that walking incendiary bomb Tellwyrn and just getting more obnoxiously wacky from there. We had an actual incubus running around in here for who knows how many years. Just
  
  last week
  
   some screwloose kitsune clawed a hole in the outer barriers and dropped off a transmogrified ex-dryad as if this were some sort of puppy rescue. The fact that Salyrene is not interested in the Tower and its visitors does
  
  not,
  
   unfortunately, make it inaccessible; it only means her attention is not focused here, and therefore things tend to unfold in a way she absolutely did not intend when originally designing the place. This Tower’s innate magic is more sophisticated than anything else in existence, but it is still no substitute for the active oversight of a goddess. So if I seem
  
  wildly unenthused
  
   by the prospect of shepherding
  
  you
  
   clods through here, understand that it’s not a personal judgment. I don’t know you, and even less do I care to. It’s because what you’ve brought me is the very great likelihood of a big, ugly, stupid, pointless, nigh-disastrous
  
  waste of everyone’s time!”
 

 
  
  
  A stunned silence fell after his rant came to a close. It was, ironically, Meesie who broke it, with a shrill whistle.
 

 
  Toby cleared his throat. “I certainly understand—”
 

 
  
   “You understand nothing,”
  
  Athenos snapped.
  
   “You know what? Your buddy there was right. If you choose to unlock the elevator and help yourself to my Tower…fine. There’s really not much I can do to stop you. Oh, there’s a
  
  little
  
   I can do, but I won’t. My function here is to guide those being tested, even when they are a useless, unwanted pain in organs I am very lucky not to possess. But know this: you’re walking into a danger of which you weren’t forewarned. Nobody is overseeing this place, and it has neither pity nor the capacity to stop. There’s nobody at the top who will grant you a reward for succeeding—if you ever do. Once you ride that elevator to the Tower proper, you can’t come back down. You will be
  
  in
  
   there until you complete its trials and escape, and escape is the only prize it’ll offer you. So before you decide to charge ahead, I suggest you think
  
  very
  
   carefully about whether this is a good use of your time. Why are you so sure you’ll succeed, and more importantly, why would you bother?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Well,” Gabriel drawled, “as to the second part, we are on a quest mandated by a god of the Pantheon. Granted, it’s just Vesk, but he still counts. And as for the first, we’re paladins.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   they
  
  are,” Schwartz clarified. “I’m simply a witch of the Emerald College, helping out. But these are the hands of Omnu, Avei, and Vidius.”
 

 
  
   “Hand of Vidius,”
  
  Athenos said scornfully.
  
   “If you want to think I’m an idiot, that’s your lookout, but I’ll ask you not to speak to me as if I were an idiot.”
  
 

 
  “You’ve been locked up in here for quite a while, haven’t you?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  
   “Obviously.”
  
 

 
  
  
  She shrugged. “Well, things are changing out there in the world, but I don’t know how to convince you…”
 

 
  
   “You don’t need to,”
  
  Ariel cut in,
  
   “he is simply being obstreperous now. We are well equipped to discern and examine auras in our proximity, and Gabriel’s is unmistakably that of someone with an exceptionally powerful connection to the divine. Given that he is also obviously, to senses such as ours, a half-demon, logic dictates that this was done at the personal intercession of a god. Therefore, paladin.”
  
 

 
  
   “That conclusion is hardly inevitable,”
  
  Athenos huffed.
  
   “Still… Fine. Your time and lives are your own to waste. Who knows, if Vesk is the one who sent you here, perhaps you can coax Salyrene to take a personal interest again. That would be a great relief.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Very good, then,” Toby said quickly before any more bickering could ensue. “If we’re all on the same page now, we might as well proceed. Schwartz, lead the way!”
 

 
  “Don’t mind if I do,” Schwartz said, still looking somewhat bemused and holding the sword a bit awkwardly. He turned and crossed the chamber to the elevator, where he paused, holding up Athenos and peering hesitantly at the metal plate with the slot in it. “So, ah… I just…insert…you?”
 

 
  
   “If you are perplexed by a simple key-and-lock interface, you are going to have a very hard time climbing this Tower,”
  
  Athenos snipped.
  
   “I suggest you take a moment to reconsider this course of action.”
  
 

 
  “He’s even ruder than Ariel,” Trissiny observed.
 

 
  “Maybe very slightly,” Gabriel said in a solemn tone.
 

 
  Schwartz, suddenly scowling, lifted the sword and pressed its tip against the slot in the panel. He had to try a couple of times, being unused to handling blades at all, much less against such a precise target, but once the tip caught, he shoved the sword home in a single motion. Athenos stopped with an audible
  
   thunk
  
  with about three quarters of his length in the mechanism.
 

 
  What remained visible of the runes lining his blade flashed blue. Then, as if spreading from contact, so did another set of runes on the metal panel surrounding him, which had not been visible at all moments before. In fact, they appeared to hover half an inch from the surface of the panel. They rotated in a full circle, and the whole slot did likewise, twisting Athenos’s handle and forcing Schwartz to quickly release it. This was an eerie sight, as there was nothing constituting a moving part on that flat piece of metal. As soon as the slot and sword had rotated all the way back to their original position, the bars separating them from the elevator abruptly withdrew—not through any mechanical process, but all dissolving from the top down, each seemingly washed away by a descending sparkle of light.
 

 
  “Flashy,” Gabriel remarked, raising his eyebrow.
 

 
  Athenos flickered again as he responded, still stuck in the wall.
  
   “You’d better get used to that. The goddess of magic is many things, but ‘subtle’ does not usually rank among them. Once again: as soon as you ascend to the main floor of the tower, you are good and
  
  there
  
   until it finishes with you. Last chance to reconsider.”
  
 

 
  “It isn’t really up for debate,” Schwartz grunted, grabbing Athenos again and tugging the blade free of the wall. “We’ve already established that going back where we came from isn’t a feasible option, and that’s not even considering the divine quest we still have to fulfill. Onward and upward!”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Trissiny said suddenly as he started to step into the opened elevator. “I have some questions. I wouldn’t mind learning a bit more about this Tower
  
   before
  
  we go charging headlong into it.”
 

 
  
   “Finally, a note of circumspection,”
  
  Athenos said with the first approval he’d shown any of them.
  
   “Congratulations. You are now my favorite adventurer in at least the last century.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny bit back her first retort, which was to the effect that his personal opinion was of no interest to her. If Athenos functioned more or less the same as Ariel, nothing was going to rectify his uncooperative attitude and snapping back at him wouldn’t even hurt his feelings. Still, there was no point, and definitely no good in getting in the habit. Gabriel was grinning at her as if following this entire line of thought, which earned a wry grimace from her in reply.
 

 
  Instead she moved on to her actual concerns. “First of all, I want to know exactly how this Tower works—”
 

 
  
   “Then I hope you have several decades to spare for the relevant education, and have brought someone willing to explain it all.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny gritted her teeth, ignoring Gabe’s silent laughter, and pressed on. “Not the details of how the magic works, I’m just curious about the broad strokes. If Salyrene is not
  
   here,
  
  and not paying attention to what happens in the Tower, how is it supposed to test people? You strongly implied the trials are still working.”
 

 
  
   “The Tower of Salyrene is a thing more of magic than of substance. Its function is to test adventurers. Obviously, this works better with its creator overseeing the tests, but it does not stop working simply because she is absent. You lot solved a Circle of Interaction puzzle to get this far; dare I hope that, unlike my
  
  last
  
   intruder, you at least understand the basics of magical theory enough to know what I mean by ‘subjective physics?’”
  
 

 
  
  
  Trissiny nodded. “Yes, magic is a process of imposing subjectivity on physical reality so it can be altered by thoughts.”
 

 
  
   “Close…enough,”
  
  Athenos said with only slight disdain. Which, given the way he’d acted so far, bore out his claim to like Trissiny the most of all of them.
  
   “Therefore, the Tower of Salyrene is a structure entirely of
  
  purpose.
  
   Subjectively, it determines what the most appropriate test is for whoever is in it, and provides that. So, to head off what I expect your next question will be, no I do not know how you will be tested. To be clear, I wouldn’t help you cheat anyway, but the truth is that I literally cannot. We will find out what your tests are when they begin.”
  
 

 
  “That sounds…far-fetched,” Gabriel said skeptically. “Are you sure Salyrene is actually absent and not just…sulking?”
 

 
  
   “Sulking.”
  
  The sword’s tone was utterly flat.
  
   “A goddess of the Pantheon.”
  
 

 
  “That was literally the word Avei used,” Gabe replied with a little grin.
 

 
  “If your theory is that she’s actually here,” Schwartz said, frowning reproachfully, “maybe keeping thoughts like that to yourself might be a good idea.” Meesie nodded, adding a chirp of agreement.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat and hurried on. “What I mean is, you’re talking about analyzing people based on practically no data, determining the extremely vague concept of their
  
   needs,
  
  devising an entire trial system for each on the fly… I was willing to accept that idea if there was a goddess specifically
  
   doing
  
  it, but you want me to believe this Tower has that process
  
   automated?
  
  It really stretches my credulity.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Schwartz replied, adjusting his glasses with his free hand, “what you’re talking about would be fairly simple to set up given a sufficient quantity and mastery of fae magic; these kinds of intuitive functions are arguably its primary advantage over the other three schools, Circle negation effects notwithstanding. And if there is
  
   one
  
  place in all the world where there’s sufficient magic…this is it.”
 

 
  “That thing in the Crawl that gave visions,” Toby added, “seems to have done more or less the same, albeit maybe not to the same extent. So we
  
   know
  
  the theory works.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Gabriel grunted, looking unconvinced, but he nodded at Trissiny and offered no further comment.
 

 
  “So, based on that,” she said slowly, “as you said, the Tower is actually more dangerous without Salyrene’s oversight.”
 

 
  
   “The Tower is…not exactly dangerous,”
  
  Athenos admitted grudgingly.
  
   “I…enhanced the facts somewhat for effect, previously. It is definitely more chaotic, and intruders have been able to take advantage of that. The incubus I mentioned caused no end of trouble in precisely that way; without Salyrene’s personal attention, there exists the prospect of such foreign dangers arising. But the Tower itself is designed to be explicitly safe. For one, all your biological needs will be suspended while you are in here.”
  
 

 
  “I say, that’s handy,” Schwartz chimed in. “And I was just starting to notice that myself! I haven’t felt even slightly hungry or tired since we arrived.”
 

 
  “And I haven’t needed to pee,” Gabriel added. “I was a little worried about that. Guess it’s Horsebutt’s tomb all over again.”
 

 
  “Heshenaad,” Toby corrected, then grinned at Gabriel’s scowl.
 

 
  
   “Furthermore,”
  
  Athenos continued with mounting annoyance,
  
   “part of the Tower’s innate systems are designed to protect adventurers from any injury which may occur in the course of testing. In this place, Salyrene’s will trumps all other laws, including those of the other gods. Should you be lethally or debilitatingly maimed, either by a test or more likely through your own clumsiness, a time-reversal effect ordinarily available only to Scions of Vemnesthis will restore you to a point before it occurred with your memory intact. In this way, you not only survive your errors, but learn from them. The Tower is, ultimately, an enormous teaching device.”
  
 

 
  “Well, yay for more education,” Gabriel commented. “You mentioned you had Tellwyrn come through here? You might like to know that she runs a University now.”
 

 
  
   “…and isn’t that just the icing on the cake,”
  
  Athenos said in pure disgust.
  
   “Someone needs to notify Avei that there is no justice in the world.”
  
 

 
  “Anyway,” Trissiny said loudly, “that sort of brings me around to my other question. What happened to the other people who’ve broken in here while Salyrene wasn’t running it?”
 

 
  
   “That depends on the individuals. As I said, they climbed the Tower. All of them managed it…eventually. In the old days, the goddess would sometimes evict someone if they proved particularly dense or their conduct became personally objectionable to her, but now? All the Tower knows is to test, and try, and keep doing so until its subject has passed all their allotted trials and is allowed to leave.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “So they all
  
   did
  
  succeed, in the end?” Toby asked in unfeigned interest. “I suppose that’s a positive sign. How long does it take, on average?”
 

 
  
   “Again, it depends. I have had idiots stuck in here for literally years.”
  
 

 
  “But you said a dryad was dropped off here last
  
   week,”
  
  said Schwartz, “and also that no one’s there now. She managed it that fast?”
 

 
  
   “Years is an outlier,”
  
  Athenos acknowledged.
  
   “It is more likely to be a matter of hours or days, in most cases. And…the dryad proved a far more adept adventurer than I’d have expected based on her initial foray. The Tower
  
  did
  
   go easy on her; it was mostly a succession of logic puzzles and very basic Circle of Interaction effects. I suppose there is a hidden advantage for the ignorant and/or stupid, as the Tower does not test people beyond their capacity.”
  
 

 
  “Can you offer at least a guess as to what kind of tests we’ll be facing?” Toby asked.
 

 
  
   “That is not one of my functions,”
  
  Athenos replied, audibly smug.
  
   “I will warn you not to expect the daffy dryad treatment. For three paladins and a witch, this is not going to be easy.”
  
 

 
  “Great,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “At this point, I think we’re just procrastinating,” Trissiny said, “and his ominous portents of doom aren’t helping. Unless someone else has any immediately relevant questions?”
 

 
  “In fact, I rather think you’re right,” Schwartz agreed. “The sooner we get started, the sooner we get finished. So! Onward and upward, for real this time!”
 

 
  He led the way into the elevator, Meesie squeaking a charge and pointing forward from atop his head. The others followed with a bit more reluctance, especially after having listened to Athenos’s dire predictions, but as had already been established, it wasn’t as if they could do anything else.
 

 
  No sooner had Toby, the last in line, stepped inside than the metal bars re-materialized with the same glittery effect in reverse. It was crowded with four of them in there, but by unspoken agreement they all stood clustered together, nobody taking a seat on the padded benches provided.
 

 
  “Hey, there’s no roof,” Gabriel commented, and they all looked up. Indeed, the elevator shaft stretched upward for an unknowable distance. It was far enough, at least, that they could see nothing but light at the top.
 

 
  Then the elevator lurched once, making Schwartz and Gabe stumble, and began smoothly rising.
 

 
  It accelerated rapidly as it went, enough that the passage of the stone walls outside was a little alarming; given the cage-like construction of the elevator, they could probably have reached through to touch them, and at that speed had a fingertip sanded off for their trouble. The trip was made even more unnerving by the fact that those walls were decorated with glowing patterns in orange, gold, blue, and green. They must have been arranged in static positions along the stone shaft, but when viewed at speed they formed smoothly shifting images evocative of the four schools of magic. Flickering flames, uncurling vines, exploding stars and shimmering figures all were features, most passing by so quickly they were barely-understood afterimages almost as soon as they appeared.
 

 
  “You weren’t kidding,” Gabriel muttered, barely audible with the hum of their passing. “Flashy stuff everywhere.”
 

 
  
   “You have hardly seen everywhere,”
  
  Athenos replied dryly.
 

 
  The elevator began to slow, just as the distant light above them started growing in intensity. Its speed had diminished to a smooth crawl by the time the upper borders of the vehicle passed what turned out to be an open gap in the floor of the chamber above. Or would have, had they remained attached; in actuality, the cage walls clicked against a thin lip of the portal above and were pushed downward as they rose. When the elevator finally came to a stop, it was with its metal floor perfectly level with the floor of the tower, leaving only its partial ring of padded benches standing up around them.
 

 
  This, finally, was clearly a tower. The chamber in which they now stood was vast, and octagonal in shape. There was nothing in the center except the little platform on which they stood, and a broad Circle of Interaction diagram spreading around them, laid into the gray stone floor in black marble. Somewhat ominously, they were standing right in the middle of the innermost circle, where the destructive forces of opposing schools of magic met with the most explosive effect.
 

 
  The height of the tower was truly impossible to guess. All around them was relative dimness; there was no visible source of the light, but it was enough to make their immediate surroundings visible. Above, however, the empty tower stretched away into darkness, its entire length crossed by bridges set at varying angles. They vanished into the blackness no less than ten stories above, with no hint at how much further it stretched.
 

 
  Closer at hand, spiraling staircases climbed the outer walls to a balcony which ringed the inner space about two stories up. The four doors which branched off from this, each corresponding to one of the four points on the Circle diagram, were large enough to be clearly visible from their position.
 

 
  Directly in front of them was another statue of Salyrene, depicting her exactly as those down below had. This one, however, showed her only from the waist up, and even so was tall enough that the smooth crown of her head nearly met the balcony above. With her glowing eyes fixed right upon their point of arrival, that was the most unnerving thing of all.
 

 
  Once again, the silence was broken by a tiny, shrill whistle of awe.
 

 
  “You said it, Meesie,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  
   “And now, here you are.”
  
  There was something vaguely menacing about the smugness in Athenos’s tone. Even dangling from Schwartz’s limp arm, the sword’s flickering runes managed to convey leering satisfaction.
  
   “Best of luck to you, heroes. I expect you shall need every bit you can grasp.”
  
 

 
  “You,” Trissiny ordered, “be quiet. When we have questions, we’ll ask them. Otherwise, if you’re not going to make yourself useful, at least refrain from being a pest.”
 

 
  
   “Oh, of course. Far be it from me to disrupt your trials. This is, after all, my very purpose in life.”
  
 

 
  “When you referred to climbing the tower,” Gabriel said, craning his neck back to peer into the climbing abyss of darkness above, “did you mean…all the way?”
 

 
  
   “What you seek is at the top,”
  
  Athenos confirmed.
  
   “Each trial you pass will grant you another level of ascent.”
  
 

 
  “This,” Gabriel said slowly, “is gonna take a
  
   while.”
  
 

 
  Toby sighed, and rolled his shoulders. “Well, I gather at a glance that it
  
   starts
  
  about the same way that puzzle down below did. Four doors, four schools. Shall we pick one and get started?”
 

 
  “The divine would be that way,” Trissiny said, pointing at the arched doorway just visible about Salyrene’s stone head. On the floor directly in front of them, there was indeed the circle marked by the ankh symbol. “Start there, again? At minimum, that seems most likely to be a trial that won’t punish us too much.”
 

 
  “It’s as good a place to begin as any,” Schwartz agreed, Meesie nodding eagerly.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Trissiny said, and stepped forward between two of the benches and off the elevator platform.
 

 
  Whatever hit was like the impact of a stone wall, if she’d fallen on it from a great height. Blinding white light exploded in her eyes, and then she was slammed onto her back on the ground.
 

 
  Onto…soft, crunching leaves, piled upon dirt.
 

 
  Trissiny rolled to her feet, grunting in pain at the lingering soreness this antagonized, but not allowing herself to slow. She was now standing in a forest.
 

 
  No…a room.
 

 
  Stone walls rose all around in the near distance, and there were even windows in them. Above stretched the vault of an arched ceiling. These features were not what leapt out at the eye, however. All around her stood a profusion of trees—twisted things covered with dark, gnarled bark, mostly leafless and covered with climbing vines, streamers of hanging moss decorating their bare branches. A profusion of mushrooms sprang up from around their base, some reaching waist-high on her, and most in poisonously vivid colors which contrasted sharply with the overall gloom. What leaves there were seemed to be on the ground, dried out as if they had fallen long ago.
 

 
  And it was
  
   loud.
  
  Trissiny couldn’t identify half the animals she heard; the profusion of crickets, birds, chatters and whoops and the occasional distant scream made an overall din that was all the more unsettling because she couldn’t actually
  
   see
  
  any of the creatures making the noise.
 

 
  Oh, wait, no, there was a pair of glowing eyes watching her from the shadows in the roots of the closest tree.
 

 
  Altogether, this scene was so disturbingly ominous she had to conclude it had been deliberately designed to be.
 

 
  And she was alone. There was no sign, anywhere, of her companions.
 

 
  Trissiny sighed and drew her sword.
  
   “Typical.”
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  Her first order of business was to find a tenable position. Right here, Trissiny was surrounded by this maze of decayed greenery, in which anything could hide—and ambush her. Turning in a slow circle and raising her eyes, she followed the line where the walls connected to the vaulted ceiling. There was no sign of any sort of door from this angle, but she did discover that she wasn’t in the center of the room.
 

 
  The floor appeared to be flat stone where she was standing, but even a casual glance around revealed that it was far from even. Trissiny scraped at the dirt with her boot in the nearest spot where it seemed to rise upward, and found the variance in the terrain to be nothing but piled loam, with a layer of leaves and occasional mushrooms atop, seemingly arranged to shore up the root systems of whatever trees were nearby. In fact, now that she looked, the “hills” were subtle rises around a stump or tree, none growing more than a foot off the ground at most.
 

 
  So there would be no high ground to speak of. And climbing one of these trees for a better view was a bad idea; with their roots sprawling over a stone floor instead of digging into the earth, she could very well tip one over. Especially wearing armor.
 

 
  The next best option was to limit her chances of being flanked, so Trissiny turned and headed for the closest wall. This necessitated a circuitous course through a lot of blind obstacles, between the trees and the hanging moss. She kept both sword and shield at the ready, and kept her eyes in constant motion.
 

 
  Tiny little flickers of motion kept catching the corner of her eye. Nothing she could identify once she looked directly, which quickly began to wear on her nerves. The Guild had taught her to watch for that and trust her instincts; unless you were congenitally paranoid, according to Style, having the feeling that you were being followed or stalked usually meant that you were being followed
  
   and
  
  stalked. This forested room was a whole different game from the streets of Tiraas, though. Those little flashes might have been insects, lizards, birds, any number of things that belonged among trees. But any such mundane creatures would be readily seen and not hide when looked at.
 

 
  It did not help that the constant chatter of animals all around both obscured any possible sounds of someone creeping up on her and emphasized the incongruity in her surroundings. She could hear a profusion of animals in all direction and see not a single one.
 

 
  Trissiny made sure to regularly turn and look behind her as she moved.
 

 
  She reached the wall in relatively short order, though, which brought a little relief; at least it meant there was one direction from which she wouldn’t be ambushed. Craning her neck, Trissiny studied the surface all the way up to its ceiling, then knelt to prod at the floor where dirt and old leaves had drifted up against it. This was surely a cathedral-sized room, and appeared to be roughly square. There was light, but no windows or visible lamps. The wall itself appeared to be of the same huge granite blocks as Salyrene’s Tower.
 

 
  Which wasn’t really a surprise; apparently the Tower hadn’t seen fit to let them choose their own trials. And apparently, it didn’t want her having help.
 

 
  Well, her next decision was just a coin toss. After glancing back and forth, Trissiny went left, not for any particular reason. If there was an exit, it would surely be along the wall, and by following the wall she would come to it eventually.
 

 
  At least, that was what logic told her. Another little voice told her there was no way it was going to be that easy.
 

 
  She took a moment before starting out to memorize the nearest tree; fortunately they were all of unique, contorted shapes which made this prospect a little easier. That way, if there were shenanigans afoot which meant the exit wasn’t on the outer wall, she would know when she got back to this point. As she progressed, Trissiny kept glancing at those same little flicks of motion as they happened, still with no result, and making sure to check behind herself. The noise, the sense of being hunted, they all bore down with an almost physical weight. She was prepared to handle greater stress than this, thanks to moving meditation techniques from the Abbey.
 

 
  How closely was this “trial” tailored to her, specifically? Trissiny chewed on that question while progressing steadily along the wall. This definitely put her well out of her element, but if the Tower was trying to crack her through psychological pressure, it had picked the wrong woman.
 

 
  When she caught one, it came as a surprise to them both. At a distinct twitch of movement only a few feet distant, Trissiny whirled, snapping her blade up to point at the threat. Caught in the act of slipping back into hiding, it paused, quivering, and then stood up.
 

 
  It was…a mushroom. Just under two feet tall, a thin stalk with a broad cap, shuffling on stubby little legs and with spindly arms and no face that she could see. It seemed to quaver indecisively for a moment, then suddenly hopped up and down in apparent excitement, waving its appendages.
 

 
  “…caplings?” she said aloud. Yes, these were the little fae monsters from the Crawl, the ones on Level 1 of the descent. Creatures suitable to stock a dungeon, but of the absolute minimum possible threat level. Trissiny groped inside her own brain for what she knew of them, which was little; her class had discussed the caplings only briefly, as Juniper’s presence had made them automatically honored guests among the fungal fairies and they hadn’t had to do anything about them at all. Suddenly, she had a new appreciation for the Crawl’s aggravating insistence on learning lessons and doing things the hard way.
 

 
  The capling tilted its head back, and a gap in its upper stalk opened, clearly a mouth of sorts. That was right, Juniper had said the hunted in packs, so it would eat like an animal rather than absorbing nutrients like a mushroom. But then the little creature emitted a long, undulating whoop unlike any of the squeaky shroom-people she remembered from the Crawl, and Trissiny instinctively raised her shield.
 

 
  She did not recognize what animal was supposed to make that noise; it sounded more at home in some kind of jungle than any landscape with which she was familiar. But she had been hearing it off and on ever since arriving in this room. Trissiny straightened, lowering her shield at the lack of any aggression from the capling, and looking around with new eyes.
 

 
  The mushrooms…they were
  
   everywhere.
  
  From tiny specimens barely bigger than her thumb to growths even larger than the capling in front of her, they clustered around the trees, sprouting from gaps in the root systems and the tops of stumps. If caplings hid among them, if they were the source of all those invisible animal noises…
 

 
  Before she could digest the implications of this, the capling reached up, sticking a tiny hand into the fleshy frills at the base of its cap, and withdrew something which glowed brightly. Trissiny didn’t get a good look before the little fairy chucked the object right at her.
 

 
  “Hey!” Trissiny ducked behind her shield again, and the projectile bounced off it with a thunk. “What the—”
 

 
  The whooping sound came again, but rapidly diminishing in volume. She peeked out from behind the shield, just in time to see the capling’s shape vanishing among the trees.
 

 
  “Trissiny?”
 

 
  She perked up at the voice—one she actually recognized. “Gabriel!”
 

 
  Immediately, Trissiny cringed at her own impetuousness. It seemed she was being tested under fae terms, and fairies were known to be tricksome creatures, as she had just been vividly reminded. But in the next moment he came crashing out of the underbrush nearby, grinning at her with his divine weapon in one hand, diminished to its wand form, and Ariel in the other. “Oh, thank the gods, I thought I was alone in here.”
 

 
  “Me, too,” she said, smiling back and lowering her own weapons. “I take it that means you haven’t seen the others?”
 

 
  “Not hide nor hair,” he said, coming up to her, slightly out of breath. “I only just heard you shouting. Speaking of, why? What happened?”
 

 
  “Oh, right.” She glanced past him in the direction in which the fairy had gone. “I encountered one of the residents. I think they’re what’s making all these animal noises, and the little flickers of motion you barely catch at the corner of your eye.”
 

 
  “I hadn’t seen anything like that,” he said, turning to follow her gaze and therefore missing the wry look she gave him. Well, after all, Gabriel had had neither Avenist nor Eserite training; she supposed his cursory Vidian education wouldn’t have focused on alertness to movement in his vicinity. “In fact, I was wondering about that. It
  
   sounds
  
  like we’re in some kind of damn jungle, but I can’t see anything but plants. You think they’re some kind of…wait,
  
   what
  
  did you see?”
 

 
  “Plants,” she said significantly, “and mushrooms.”
 

 
  Gabriel turned back to stare blankly at her. “What? Aren’t mushrooms plants?”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel.”
  
 

 
  He had the temerity to give her an impish grin. “I’m kidding. You think the
  
   mushrooms
  
  are making all these hoots and hollers?”
 

 
  “Just the ones that are actually caplings, I suspect.”
 

 
  His eyes narrowed. “Caplings…?
  
   Oh,
  
  you mean those mushroom creatures from the Crawl that Juniper liked so much?”
 

 
  “I caught one moving,” she said, nodding. “It made that shriek like a bird or monkey or whatever it and threw something at me.”
 

 
  “Huh.” Still squinting, Gabriel shifted his gaze to the left in that was she’d noticed him doing when he was wrestling with one of his enchanting problems. “They can mimic animal sounds? The ones in the Crawl didn’t. Did Juniper tell us they could do that?”
 

 
  “Not that I remember, but I just saw it happen,” she said, suddenly distracted by recollection, and knelt. “Move your foot, please.”
 

 
  When he shifted his boot to the side, the glow re-emerged. There, pressed into the loam by his footprint, was a jagged shard of crystal little bigger than her forefinger, a sickly yellow-green in color and glowing intensely. Trissiny sheathed her sword and carefully picked it up, straightening and holding the object up between them.
 

 
  “What the capling threw at you?” he said.
 

 
  She nodded, frowning at the crystal. “It didn’t throw hard, but look at this thing. Could put somebody’s eye out… I’m not sensing any divine or infernal magic from it. Can you?”
 

 
  “Nope,” he replied, “nor any arcane enchantment. Ariel?”
 

 
  
   “I detect no direct magical presence, which is telling,”
  
  the sword replied.
  
   “If it had even fae magic, at least one of the three of us—most likely myself—would be able to discern it by the effect that made on the energies of the other schools. It appears to be magically inert, yet it is glowing.”
  
 

 
  “Could be a purely physical reaction,” Trissiny suggested, now lightly bouncing the crystal on her palm. “There are things in nature that glow.”
 

 
  
   “It is also not radioactive, if that is your concern.”
  
 

 
  “I don’t even know what that means.”
 

 
  
   “Of course you don’t,”
  
  Ariel said with a touch more condescension than usual.
  
   “More likely, it is part of the inherent magic of the tower, which will not register to my magical senses so long as we are within its grasp as it constitutes a part of the baseline of our existence.”
  
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  means,” Gabriel said slowly, “it’s probably necessary to solve this puzzle.”
 

 
  “Puzzle?” Trissiny raised her eyebrows, then turned and looked expressively around at the twisted little forest.
 

 
  “Yes, puzzle,” he insisted. “Think about it, we’ve already established that’s how the Tower likes to test people.”
 

 
  “One of those
  
   puzzles
  
  in the entry chamber was a pure combat test,” she pointed out.
 

 
  “Sure, but it’s one you and I smashed through with basically no effort, and I note that
  
   we’re
  
  the ones stuck in this particular room. Do you really think the Tower’s going to give us problems to solve that we’ve already proven we’re good at? Athenos made it sound like us being paladins meant we were gonna get the hard stuff.”
 

 
  She frowned. “Oh, great.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Gabriel said, nodding. “So yeah, puzzle. We’re locked in a room, and supposed to do…something. It involves caplings and that crystal.”
 

 
  She sighed and slung her shield onto her shoulder by its strap, then shifted the shard to her left hand to keep her sword hand free. If they weren’t going to be fighting, the shield wouldn’t be as necessary, but Trissiny generally felt better when she had swift access to her sword. “All right, well… We haven’t seen enough pieces of this puzzle yet to even guess how to solve it, so I guess we’d better keep looking. I was following the wall; that’s where the door is most likely to be, and something tells me when we find the door, we’ll find the heart of the puzzle.”
 

 
  “I already feel more at ease,” Gabriel said with an annoying grin. “If all this hullabaloo is just caplings playing some kind of game, that’s a lot less dangerous than half the stuff I was imagining.”
 

 
  “I didn’t come here to play games,” Trissiny grunted, stalking off along the wall. “Come on.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, wherever they are, I hope they’re having more fun than
  
   we
  
  are,” Schwartz said sourly, then cringed as another colossal fireball impacted the rock behind them.
 

 
  For a moment, Toby’s glow brightened by reflex, creating a tingling sensation in them both as it burned away the wash of infernal magic which came with those balls of fire, then he deliberately dampened it down enough to create no visible shine above the rocky barrier. Likewise, Schwartz reached up to grab Meesie and place a finger over her mouth, stifling her outraged squeals. She could easily have squirmed free of his grip, but seemed to get the message, laying her tiny ears back in displeasure but not struggling.
 

 
  The crackle of flames slowly receded from the rock; those explosions left little fires everywhere, which burned for a few seconds with no visible fuel. Both held themselves still and silent, hardly daring to breathe. After a few heartbeats, there came a powerful snort from across the chasm, followed by the rhythmic stomp of massive hooves as the demon resumed its pacing.
 

 
  Schwartz let out a sigh and slid down to sit with his back against the wall. “Okay. Obviously, we’re meant to get past that
  
   thing.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “It’s a demon, not a thing,” Toby said quietly, squatting on his heels.
 

 
  Schwartz scowled in annoyance. “You know what I mean. Look, I’m just vocalizing the situation in detail; it’s a problem-solving method that works for me. Feel free to contribute, but not to nitpick.”
 

 
  “Fair,” Toby agreed with the ghost of a smile.
 

 
  “We’re in a square chamber,” Schwartz mused, letting his eyes wander around the high stone walls and vaulted ceiling for a moment. “Obviously part of Salyrene’s Tower.”
 

 
  
   “I thought I made it clear you wouldn’t be permitted to leave the Tower until you passed all the challenges it arranged for you,”
  
  Athenos interjected.
 

 
  Schwartz ignored him. “All of this is very obviously
  
   themed.
  
  Black volcanic rock, erratic growth, the general evidence of destruction. Even the
  
   air
  
  is orange, to say nothing of the giant flipping demon. This is clearly an infernal test.”
 

 
  Toby nodded in agreement. “Also, take note of the way these rock outcroppings are arranged around the floor up here. We encountered something that looked very similar in the Crawl, though that one was full of hellboars. The arrangements are obviously artificial, since no volcano put them here. Their seeming randomness lays out a perfect obstacle course for a fight to range across the area, just enough obstructions to make it interesting.”
 

 
  “I’m starting to see the shape of it,” Schwartz murmured, frowning deeply, “and what I see troubles me.”
 

 
  “Me, too,” Toby said, matching his frown. “I don’t care for being pushed into battle.”
 

 
  “No, I mean…it’s too
  
   simple,”
  
  the witch said. “Too obvious. This is a test, a trial, right? In the chamber down below, we had to think critically and…well, laterally. If everything points at it being a straightforward fight, I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that as soon as we try that, the real hammer will come down. Do you have anything to add?” he asked, holding Athenos up.
 

 
  The sword’s runes flickered blue, looking faded and sickly in the faint, reddish mist which hung over the room.
  
   “It’s good that you are thinking outside the box, so to speak. I’m not here to solve your problems for you, however. Good luck.”
  
 

 
  “Why
  
   are
  
  you here, exactly?” Toby asked pointedly.
 

 
  
   “As you discovered in the vault below, I serve as a key to access new areas of the Tower, and to explain its nature and functions as such questions become relevant. At my own discretion, I may provide assistance with…certain challenges. But I’m certainly not going to tell you how to solve the very first one you are dropped into. I’m not a member of your party, boys, keep that in mind. I’m an impartial observer representing the interests of the Tower and its goddess.”
  
 

 
  “And what does it mean,” Schwartz demanded, “that you’re with
  
   us
  
  and not with Trissiny or Gabriel?”
 

 
  
   “All trials are individualized. I have never seen this one before, and likely wouldn’t recognize whatever they are facing, either. Rarely does the Tower repeat itself with a new adventurer. It means, in short, that they are there, and not here.”
  
 

 
  “That’s immensely helpful, thank you,” Schwartz grunted.
 

 
  Toby edged over to the jagged barrier of igneous rock behind which they were huddled and very carefully raised his head to peek over the top.
 

 
  The two of them had been deposited in different spots, but both were on the upper floor of the room and had quickly found one another; there wasn’t anything else up here except the erratic maze of rough black stone set up atop the Tower’s floor of much paler granite. This floor, however, only covered about half the space. Past the barrier in front of them, which blocked off most of the drop, was a chasm whose bottom they hadn’t been able to peer into. There was only one bridge of rough obsidian extending down to the lower level, itself an outcropping of rock rather than another smooth floor. The door out of the room was positioned on that, and pacing back and forth in front of it was a demon.
 

 
  “Do you happen to know what species it is?” Schwartz asked.
 

 
  
   “He
  
  is of a species I don’t recognize,” Toby replied, slipping back down. The brute hadn’t spotted him this time, fortunately; every time it had caught sight of either of them, it had hurled pumpkin-sized fireballs that exploded and strewed patches of persistent flame in all directions, not to mention a general haze of infernal magic. “He’s built a lot like a baerzurg, but clearly not one of those.”
 

 
  “Looks more like a minotaur to me,” Schwartz opined, turning and poking his head up over the barrier. “Albeit with scales instead of fur, and those horns are much larger than—”
 

 
  He broke off and hurled himself flat, Toby doing likewise, and a second later another fireball sailed past overhead. This one missed their improvised parapet entirely, arcing above them to impact the far wall.
 

 
  
   “Smooth,”
  
  Athenos commented.
  
   “Your grasp of strategy is truly a wonder to behold. Hey—get this thing off me!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Meesie had scampered down Schwartz’s arm and begun biting furiously at the sword’s leather grip. Schwartz looked down at them for a moment, then gently laid Athenos on the ground, careful not to disturb the elemental who was still going at it with all her teeth and claws. “Sorry, I’m not here to solve your problems for you. What do you think, Toby?”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like we can just rush the bridge,” Toby said with a sigh. “If we had Trissiny, or Gabe’s scythe… Maybe that’s the thing. The challenge could be that we have to link up with them before we can solve it.”
 

 
  “In that case, they and therefore
  
   we
  
  have a problem,” said Schwartz. “The magic sword which serves as a key to this place is in here with
  
   us.
  
  All right, Meesie, enough. I think you’ve made your point.”
 

 
  She looked up, whiskers twitching. Then with a tiny snort and a final swat of her tail to Athenos’s pommel, the glowing rat turned and scampered up Schwartz’s robes, reaching her customary perch on his shoulder in seconds. There, she looked superciliously down at Athenos and gave him one last derisive squeak.
 

 
  
   “Silly me,”
  
  the sword said irritably,
  
   “for thinking the
  
  last
  
   imbecile who got in here was the greatest headache I could ever possibly have to endure.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, you’ll want to avoid tempting the fates that way,” Toby replied with a faint smile which faded almost immediately. “Well, if we have to get down there but
  
   can’t…
  
  What if we bring the demon up here?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Oh, I get it,” Trissiny said with a heavy sigh.
 

 
  They stood before the obvious door out of the chamber, an enormous stone portal in a metal frame. Across the dividing line where its two halves met was a round panel made to house a large piece of crystal. They knew that because a few of the shards were still stuck around its edges, the same color and material as the glowing piece she had retrieved from the capling.
 

 
  “So they have the pieces,” Gabriel mused, holding up their fragment as if by putting it in front of the disc he could figure out where it would fit in the finished whole. “We have to first get them from the caplings, and then reassemble it, and…I guess that’ll open the door. That’s honestly more straightforward than I was expecting.”
 

 
  “In
  
   what
  
  twisted fantasy world is that going to be straightforward?” she demanded in exasperation, turning to gesticulate at the forest behind them. “We’ve got to
  
   find
  
  every one of the little…”
 

 
  Trissiny trailed off, and Gabriel turned to follow her gaze. Suddenly, they were not alone.
 

 
  Three caplings stood at the edge of the cleared area around the door, lurking hesitantly in the shadows of trees.
 

 
  “Uh, hi there,” Gabriel said, and held up the piece of crystal. “I don’t suppose you guys would be interested in handing over…”
 

 
  He broke off as all three suddenly bounded out into the open. Trissiny raised her sword, but the caplings weren’t attacking. In fact, two jumped up and down, emitting a mismatched pair of birdcalls. The one in the middle, however, waved its arms frantically overhead.
 

 
  The two paladins looked at each other in confusion, and then back at the fairy.
 

 
  Apparently growing frustrated, it made beckoning motions at them.
 

 
  “You…want us to follow?” Gabriel said, taking a step forward. Immediately, though, the capling reversed it gestures, waving at him to stay back. It turned to point at one of its fellows and made a loud croaking noise like a frog. The other capling reached into the frills of its own cap and pulled out another crystal shard.
 

 
  Trissiny started to step toward it, but before she could get more than one pace the capling tossed the shard in a shining arc; the one which had been waving at Gabriel had to hop into the air to catch it, but then it did a little celebratory dance, waving the crystal piece overhead.
 

 
  “Okay, whatever else you can say about that,” Gabriel said, grinning broadly, “look me in the eye and say that’s not the most adorable thing you’ve ever seen.”
 

 
  “Remember Fross’s first solstice party?”
 

 
  “…you’ve just always gotta be right, don’t you. Smartass.”
 

 
  The middle capling, meanwhile, turned and tossed the shard to the third one, which missed its catch and had to dive to retrieve it from the fallen leaves. The capling which had had that shard in the first place dashed for it as well, but was too far away, and number three got the prize and bounced back upright, whooping like a crane in triumph.
 

 
  Then the one in the middle once again turned back to Gabriel and began waving its tiny arms again while the other two chased each other around the nearest stump.
 

 
  “Oh, you want the…no, sorry,” Trissiny said. “We need those to
  
   wait don’t you dare—GABRIEL!”
  
 

 
  Grinning, he tossed the shard. It was a gentle throw, which the capling caught without difficulty and immediately began rolling around on the ground in celebration.
 

 
  “Have you lost your mind!?” Trissiny shouted. “We have to
  
   collect
  
  those things! How are we going to do that if you give them
  
   back
  
  to the—ow!”
 

 
  Another shard struck her on the temple and she whirled, raising her blade. The caplings just continued to dance about, making their miscellaneous animal calls and apparently having a blast. One threw the shard back to Gabriel, who immediately tossed it to a different one, now grinning widely.
 

 
  “I figured it out!” he said, turning to her.
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  say what I think you’re about to say,” she warned.
 

 
  “Aw, c’mon, it’ll be fun.”
 

 
  “I
  
   hate
  
  fun.”
 

 
  “Trissiny, I used to think you were born with a stick up your ass,” he said, playfully punching her armored shoulder. “I’ve come to realize, though, you work hard to keep it there. Well, it won’t kill you to un-clench for a
  
   little
  
  while.”
 

 
  “You’re proposing that we stop and play
  
   catch
  
  with a bunch of annoying little fairies?” she snapped.
 

 
  “Some combination of catch and keep-away, I’m not real clear on the rules. But that’s exactly the point, don’t you get it?” The smile faded, and he turned to face her fully, his expression growing serious. “The Tower hasn’t given us an easy test, just like you thought. It’s exactly what Vidius told me I should be doing more of: screwing around.”
 

 
  “He didn’t tell
  
   me
  
  to do that!”
 

 
  “Well, I’m telling you now.” He reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder. “This is a trial, a test. It’s making us do something that’s hard for us…hard, but important. Trissiny, when was the last time you played tag?”
 

 
  “I can’t believe you—”
 

 
  “I’m serious. When?”
 

 
  To her surprise, the expression in his eyes
  
   was
  
  serious.
 

 
  “When I was fifteen,” she found herself replying in spite of herself. “Actually…it was the day Avei called me. Right before that, at the Abbey, the girls were scuffling on the lawn. I used to…”
 

 
  Gabriel smiled again, but more gently, and gave her a little shake. “Hell, I used to do nothing
  
   but
  
  goof around. That was before I had actual responsibilities, though. I get it, Triss, believe me I do. But maybe… Maybe we got in too much of a hurry to grow up, and did it too far, or too fast.”
 

 
  “Gabriel, this is beyond asinine,” she protested. “I’m not going to run around engaging in playground games with a bunch of caplings.”
 

 
  At that, his impish grin returned. “You are if you wanna get
  
   out
  
  of here. C’mon, Triss, pick up the crystal. Looks like you’re it.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Okay, this isn’t working,” Toby called, ducking behind another pillar of rock while fireballs pounded the area in front of him. “We’ve tried taunting, pleading, reasoning, formal challenging… He’s not biting the bait. Have you got any other ideas?”
 

 
  Schwartz stood a few yards distant behind another large chunk of stone, near one of the traps he’d laid on the ground. They had peppered the entire area with fae circles, sigils, and objects, ready to be triggered against the demon once they got it to chase them into the maze—which it had steadfastly refused to do, simply remaining on its platform and answering any challenge with a barrage of explosive fireballs.
 

 
  “Schwartz?” Toby prompted as the last explosions petered out and the witch continued staring into space. “Are you okay? Were you hit?”
 

 
  Meesie sat upright, patting Schwartz’s cheek, but she pointed at Toby and squeaked imperiously.
 

 
  
   “I believe,”
  
  said Athenos, currently in Toby’s hand,
  
   “the insufferable little rat wants you to let him think.”
  
 

 
  “We’re wrong,” Schwartz said suddenly, his eyes snapping into focus and meeting Toby’s. “We’re going about this all wrong.”
 

 
  “Yes, so I gathered,” Toby said wryly. “Have you a better idea? Because aside from
  
   forcing
  
  him into a trap—”
 

 
  “We need to attack.”
 

 
  “Schwartz,” he said patiently, “we decided that’s exactly the thing we
  
   don’t
  
  need to do, remember? It’s an obvious trap.”
 

 
  “That’s not the trap.” Schwartz turned to him, shaking his head. “I get it now. The trap is…all this. Us. The Tower
  
   challenges
  
  us, Toby. We’re supposed to…to test our boundaries, to learn and grow. Think about it: you and I would naturally try to do anything
  
   but
  
  charge the giant demon in a brute force attack. You always want to seek the peaceful solution to any conflict, and I approach problems like…well, like problems. I’m inclined to fall back on cleverness and tricks rather than…”
 

 
  “Rather than suicidal charges,” Toby exclaimed.
  
   “Good.
  
  Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that we can’t reason with that demon—which I don’t truly believe, anyway. We would have to get down the bridge—”
 

 
  “We haven’t tested those fireballs directly against one of your divine shields.”
 

 
  “…and then deal with the demon
  
   himself.”
  
 

 
  “You’re a master martial artist, and we
  
   both
  
  specialize in forms of magic which would be incredibly harmful to it. Toby… This is it. This is the test. Sometimes we don’t get to handle things the way we want to. Sometimes you just have to
  
   fight.”
  
 

 
  Toby shook his head stubbornly. “There is
  
   always
  
  a better way than that. Always.”
 

 
  “No, there’s not,” Schwartz retorted. “Believe me, I sympathize, but it’s true. Sometimes there just plain
  
   isn’t.
  
  The most terrifying creature I ever met wasn’t a giant fire-throwing demon, and it wasn’t an amalgamation of undead souls left in Athan’Khar by the Enchanter’s Bane. It was a smart, skillful, highly professional woman who cares for nothing but herself and simply
  
   cannot be reasoned with.
  
  And I’ve spent months letting her run amok because I’ve been trying to build up a clever ploy to deal with her rather than…
  
   dealing.”
  
 

 
  “I don’t—”
 

 
  “Toby, don’t you
  
   see?”
  
  Schwartz said, and his voice was suddenly filled with the strangest mix of desperation and bone-deep weariness. “This is exactly the same mistake you and I keep making. The demon isn’t the challenge, here.
  
   We
  
  are.”
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  Sheathing her sword, Trissiny bent and picked up the shard that last capling had just hurled at her. “Gabriel, you’re being ridiculous. How can you know what these creatures are thinking? There’s no way…”
 

 
  “Here’s the thing about puzzles,” he said, still grinning. “You have to
  
   try
  
  things to work out the solution. It’s sort of a given, going in, that the first few things you try aren’t going to work.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she said skeptically. “And if we lose pieces? We
  
   need
  
  these to open the thingy and get out of here.”
 

 
  He shrugged, that infuriatingly placid smile not faltering. “We’ve got nothing to lose but time. We’re in an enclosed space, here; nothing’s leaving the room
  
   until
  
  we get the door open. Worst case scenario, we play some tag with the caplings and then have to try something else.”
 

 
  She tilted her head back to stare plaintively at the ceiling.
 

 
  
   “By the same logic,”
  
  Ariel pointed out,
  
   “you could try something else in the first place. This room is entirely filled with living biological matter, which your scythe can reduce to decomposed fragments.”
  
 

 
  “I’m not murdering the caplings,” Gabriel said with a sigh. “Mass murder is not the solution, Ariel. Ever.”
 

 
  
   “Just to be sure you have noticed, Tobias is not here.”
  
 

 
  
   “Wow,
  
  is that not the point.”
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny mused aloud, “we could still just
  
   take
  
  the pieces from…” Her voice petered out as her eyes fell on the little mushroom-person who was still hopping up and down, emitting birdlike calls and waving its scrawny arms, and she physically flinched. “Oh, what the hell.”
 

 
  The capling squealed in pure delight when she tossed the crystal shard in a gentle arc, hopping to intercept; in its eagerness, it hit the shard with its conical head, causing it to bounce away, but immediately on landing the fairy scrabbled after it, scooping up the glowing prize and vanishing around a tree trunk with a triumphant shriek.
 

 
  The other two, likewise, dived away into the mushrooms and moss which constituted the underbrush, leaving the two of them alone by the door.
 

 
  Trissiny turned and gave Gabriel her best, most pointed
  
   look.
  
  “Great. Well,
  
   now
  
  what?”
 

 
  “Come on, I thought you said you’d played tag before,” he chided her. “It’s no fun if you just
  
   stand
  
  there.” He crept toward the trees on his toes, then suddenly lunged past the nearest trunk to duck his head around behind it.
  
   “Boo!”
  
 

 
  Shrieking and yelping in delight, a capling burst out around the other side of the trunk and pelted a crystal shard at Gabriel’s back, where it bounced off his coat. Immediately, another one burst to life from a nearby stand of large mushrooms and skittered by, snatching it up and darting off along the wall emitting a series of whoops like a monkey. Gabriel, laughing, dashed after it.
 

 
  “This is
  
   asinine,”
  
  Trissiny protested.
 

 
  
   “I tend to agree,”
  
  Ariel’s voice replied from some distance away in the trees.
  
   “Keep in mind that this is clearly a fae-aligned room, and also a test of character administered by an automated construct devised by a goddess not noted for her excellent judgment where character is concerned. That it is clearly asinine does not necessarily mean anything is amiss.”
  
 

 
  Her echoing voice seemed to waver and move as Gabriel traced a path through the trees ahead. Now he popped out again from behind a stump as tall as he was to give Trissiny a sardonic look.
  
   “Try
  
  not to have fun, Triss. I’d hate it if you started bleeding internally or something.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are asinine,”
  
  
  she snapped.
 

 
  “I love how you say that like you’re pointing out something we don’t all know,” he retorted cheerfully, then charged off in the direction of a scuffling sound.
 

 
  Heaving another sigh, she strode reluctantly into the trees after him, muttering all the while. “I’m just saying, we don’t have to
  
   kill
  
  the little things. I bet a good scare would make them give up the…”
 

 
  Something bounced off the back of her head and she whirled. A reddish capling with a flat, white-spotted mushroom cap made a noise that was too much like a laugh to be a coincidence and dived away into the shadows beneath a moss-laden branch.
 

 
  Scowling, Trissiny bent and picked up the shard it had flung at her. “Playing tag with jagged pieces of crystal.
  
   Somebody
  
  doesn’t have to worry about vulnerable organs, I see. If the girls back at the Abbey had done something this foolish I’d’ve—”
 

 
  The red and white capling poked its head out of the moss and made a rude noise at her.
 

 
  “Oh, you
  
   little
  
  pest!” Trissiny surged after it, arm upraised to throw the shard, and it skittered away again, whooping. She ducked through the hanging moss and slid to a stop in the loam, looking around; there was no sign of her tormentor. However, while she was peering about for it, she caught another capling rising stealthily out of a waist-high stand of mushrooms, arm upraised and ready to throw another shard. Acting on reflex, Trissiny beaned it right on its cap with the shard in her hand. “Gotcha!”
 

 
  It staggered out of the mushrooms, spun in a full circle on its heal, and flopped onto its back, letting the shard tumble free from its grip.
 

 
  “Oh, Vesk would
  
   love
  
  you,” Trissiny said, ignoring a distant shout from Gabriel which was followed by a long crashing noise that sounded like a smaller tree being felled. She frowned, the capling continued to lie there, unmoving.
  
   Did
  
  they have vulnerable organs? Those crystals really did have sharp edges, and she realized with a measure of guilt that she’d thrown a lot harder than they had been so far. “Hey,” she said uncertainly, stepping forward. “Are you okay?”
 

 
  The capling didn’t move, even when she nudged it with her boot. “Oh, no,” Trissiny muttered, kneeling to carefully prod at its cap with her fingertips, looking for a damaged spot where the piece might have hit. Her healing, never her strongest suit, was absolutely useless here; divine light was not at all healthy for fairies.
 

 
  Suddenly the capling rolled over, snatched up both the pieces of crystal, and dashed off into the trees, whooping triumphantly.
 

 
  “That
  
   does
  
  it!” she barked, charging after. “You actually
  
   worried
  
  me,
  
  
  you little menace!”
 

 
  The capling unwisely picked a straight route through the trees; given that her legs were longer than it was tall, Trissiny outpaced it in seconds, and scooped the little fae up bodily with both hands. “Hah! Who’s clever now?”
 

 
  It raised its hands in apparent surrender, one shard clutched in each, and then very lightly tossed one of them. She shut her eyes instinctively, but the shard bounced off her forehead, not even hard enough to leave a mark. If it has
  
   wanted
  
  to put her eye out at that range, with a double handful of sharp crystal, it certainly could have.
 

 
  “Mm hm, that’s one,” she said wryly, while the shard fell to lie on the dead leaves around her feet. “Now come on, cough it up.”
 

 
  The capling held up the remaining shard before her face, atop its palm, and she noted for the first time up close that its “hands” were little fleshy pads ringed by six stubby, opposable digits. Before she could do anything, though, it suddenly tossed the shard over her shoulder and made a gargling noise like a turkey.
 

 
  Trissiny turned around just in time to see another capling scuttling off into the trees, holding aloft the shard.
 

 
  “You little
  
   booger,”
  
  she said, and her captive gobbled at her again. She started to drop it, but thinking better of that, turned and gently set it down atop a large tree root—taking care to snatch up the fallen shard before it could reach it again. “I guess this round’s a draw,” she said, holding up the glowing fragment of crystal.
 

 
  Her erstwhile opponent hopped up and down and made a shrill whoop that she only recognized as the call of a peacock because there happened to have been one in the botanical gardens in Tiraas from which she’d once stolen a mimosa blossom. Then it hopped down and scurried away, still cawing.
 

 
  Trissiny felt she ought to be soundly annoyed by that whole episode, but found herself grinning, much to her own surprise.
 

 
  “All right,” she called, turning in a slow circle in search of more signs of movement, “who’s next?”
 

 
  On cue, Gabriel came crashing through a stand of mushrooms, none of which were sentient, fortunately. Before Trissiny could say anything, he tossed her an insane grin and then a shard of glowing crystal. Her reflexes were amply sharp enough to snatch it out of the air, since she saw it coming.
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  Gabe?” she snorted.
 

 
  “Is that all you’ve got?” he shot back, holding up a fist with several jagged crystal tips protruding through his fingers. “Man, Trissiny. I’m still not clear on what the rules are for this game, but I think we can safely determine that you suck at it.”
 

 
  “How the—you were gone for a minute and a half!”
 

 
  “I was gone for a minute and a half, screwing around.” He winked. “I have it on good authority that that’s my greatest strength.”
 

 
  “Well, isn’t this handy,” she said ominously, taking a step toward him. “And here I was just asking who was next.”
 

 
  He fled, cackling nearly as obnoxiously as the caplings. Trissiny got five paces after him before instinct and a flash in her peripheral vision made her twist and snatch another crystal that was flying at her. She stuck out her tongue at the capling who had thrown it, earning a truly bizarre trumpeting noise in response, and immediately flung the shard at another one which was trying to creep up on her from an oblique angle barely within her field of view.
 

 
  “Can I just point out,” she shouted to the room at large, “I’m the only one here with eyeballs and no hethelax invulnerability? Go easy, for heaven’s sake!”
 

 
  “Maybe they are!” Gabe called from off to her left, hidden by the forest. “Maybe that’s why you’re lagging behind.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna lag
  
   your
  
  behind!”
 

 
  “I have no idea what that means but it’s somehow the must unsettling thing I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  
   “You disappoint me, Trissiny,”
  
  his sidekick added.
  
   “I was counting on you to be a wet blanket, as usual. Now he’s going to try to solve all his problems by playing tag.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel!” they belted in unison.
 

 
  Trissiny chased off after him, trying to follow his laughter as he moved away, and not quite managing to keep up. She’d always been more than his match in agility, but Gabriel had grown more nimble thanks to Professor Ezzaniel’s efforts and their various adventures, and no matter how used she was to moving in armor it was inevitably somewhat cumbersome in close quarters like these. Before she even caught a glimpse of his coat through the woods—or maybe she did, it was the perfect color to be excellent camouflage in here—another capling reared up, its hand upraised with a crystal shard whose glow cut through the shadows.
 

 
  They were, she soon decided, actually taking it easy on her; three times she caught sight of Gabriel being pelted with shards hard enough to make him yelp in protest, though biologically speaking it couldn’t possibly have hurt. To her, though, the caplings tossed them relatively softly, and either telescrolled their movements so she had ample time to react or hit her from behind, with no threat to the eyes. Was this sensitivity some inherent characteristic of caplings? It seemed more likely it was one of the Tower’s safety features at work, though she had already resolved to do some research on these little creatures anyway when she had the chance. Just from sheer curiosity, and also because this was the second time she’d encountered them in dungeons.
 

 
  It was to her own amazement that she discovered that some of the laughter echoing through the chamber was her own.
 

 
  Trissiny, following a flicker of movement from ahead, hesitated in the shadow of a tree, listening to rustling from its other side, then lunged out to ambush the crystal-bearing capling she’d been tracking. Unfortunately, she discovered two things: that she had emerged again into the clearing around the door, and that Gabriel had had the same idea from the other side of that tree. Trissiny didn’t have enough reaction time for a proper wrestling throw, luckily for him, but managed to turn what would have been a head-on collision into an awkward sidestep.
 

 
  And then Gabriel, with a deftness she knew for a fact he couldn’t have achieved had he been trying, tangled one of his legs through hers in the act of trying to evade her, and sent them both crashing to the ground.
 

 
  Surprisingly, they were both still laughing when they landed.
 

 
  “And
  
   still
  
  in the lead!” he chortled, scraping up his collection of shards where he’d just dropped half of them among the leaves. “You’ve got, what, three?”
 

 
  “It’s a good thing you’re so bad at everything,” she snipped back, unable to suppress her own grin. “You’re a terribly ungracious winner, Gabe.”
 

 
  “Oh, hey,” he said in surprised, lifting his eyes from her. “I guess…that means
  
   we
  
  won.”
 

 
  They were fully surrounded by caplings, now; once the whole tribe was out in the open, there were over a dozen of them. More than half were carrying shards, but instead of throwing them, they now clustered around, carefully depositing the fragments in the pile Gabriel had just accidentally made.
 

 
  Trissiny spied the little red-and-white-capped one from before and patted it gently with her gauntlet, earning a series of songbird-like chirps in response.
 

 
  “That was officially the best test ever,” Gabe announced while the caplings, their business apparently done, turned and vanished back into the fungal undergrowth.
 

 
  
   “I don’t understand anything that just happened here,”
  
  Ariel complained.
  
   “What was the point of that? You accomplished nothing, learned nothing, and demonstrated no skills of any kind. Salyrene’s Tower is supposed to test the strength and intellect of magic users. No one even did any magic!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Gabriel and Trissiny shared a look, both still grinning.
 

 
  “Ariel,” she said in a deliberately pompous tone, “some things…are just beyond comprehension.”
 

 
  
   “So, I should take that as an admission that you are just as baffled as I?”
  
 

 
  “Maybe, but at least I got my heartbeat up and worked some muscle.”
 

 
  
   “I have never had one of your squishy biological experiences, thankfully. Without exception they sound utterly revolting.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, enough,” Gabriel said, patting her hilt. “If you’re just gonna grouse, be silent.”
 

 
  
   “Ah, yes. Far be it from me to trespass on your turf.”
  
  Having had the last word, though, she at least stopped talking.
 

 
  Gabriel and Trissiny shuffled onto the cleared stone surface near the door, carefully depositing all the crystal pieces between them, and began the process of fitting them back together. This proved a challenge mostly because they were meant to form a rounded disc-like shape, to judge by the indentation in the door panel, which did not want to sit upright on a flat surface. After a couple of failed attempts to get the pieces to sit still, they settled for starting to arrange them on the floor in roughly the correct position, but with some inches between them.
 

 
  “So how are we going to get this thing together when we’ve figured out all the right places?” Trissiny asked. “I think it’s gonna be too big to fit in our hands…”
 

 
  “Solving the problem in front of us before worrying about the next one has worked so far,” he said glibly. “I say we stick with that. So, uh, Triss… I was just wondering about something.”
 

 
  “Just
  
   one
  
  thing?” she asked with a chuckle. “You’re doing better than I am, then.” She glanced up at him, and then hesitated in her sorting efforts, finding his expression more serious than she’d expected.
 

 
  “Most of what I know about Eserites comes from Val Tarvadegh’s crash courses on Pantheon theology,” he said, now wearing a faint frown. “So, I’m just gonna assume it’s, shall we say, incomplete, when not actually tainted by a Vidian perspective.”
 

 
  “A Vidian perspective, as I understand it, isn’t a whole lot different from an Eserite one…”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s…the thing. He sort of mentioned that. Okay, so, I’m really not trying to start any shit, here, but…you seem to not like playing games all that much. Or, at least, to not
  
   want
  
  to. It seemed like you had fun just now, once you got into it?”
 

 
  Trissiny looked up at him again, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Val always said…” Gabe hesitated, then tried again. “He made it sound like Eserites were inherently
  
   playful.
  
  Like…they viewed everything as a game. As a kind of…cult-wide attitude.”
 

 
  “It’s more than an attitude,” she said softly, again lowering her eyes to the shards she was trying to organize. He had paused in the work, but she kept at it, not mentioning that. “It’s doctrine. Life is struggle, and life is a game. The more serious the matter is, the more important it is to approach it as a game. Too much tension stiffens up the mind, makes you slow and clumsy, leads you into mistakes. The game never stops; if you stop playing, you start losing.”
 

 
  There was silence. After a moment, he began moving crystal pieces again, saying nothing.
 

 
  “And you’re having trouble reconciling the two,” Trissiny said at last, in a dry tone. “Has it occurred to you that maybe I’m just not a very good Eserite?”
 

 
  “Uh, no. I can’t really conceive of you not being good at something. At least not something you care enough about to make an effort.”
 

 
  She glanced up again in surprise, finding an unexpected warmth rushing to her cheeks. Fortunately, he was looking down at the crystals now.
 

 
  “Gabe, do you remember when we played chess in Sarasio?”
 

 
  “Yeah, and you kicked my ass.”
 

 
  “Because you let me win.”
 

 
  “I did
  
   not
  
  let you—”
 

 
  “Come on, we went over that at the time, I saw what you were doing. You kept your mind on the broader situation instead of a specific game, used the first two to learn my strategies so you could counter them. That was my first actual hint that you’re smarter than you tended to act back then.”
 

 
  “Aw, shucks,” he gushed, giving her a broad grin.
 

 
  She rolled her eyes at him. “My
  
   point
  
  is, you didn’t see me shouting and whooping over the chessboard, did you?”
 

 
  “No, but now that you’ve put that image in my head, I feel like I really missed out.”
 

 
  “There’s more than one way to enjoy a game, Gabe. Sometimes just losing yourself in the flow is the most satisfying thing there is. No running or laughing involved.”
 

 
  He looked up again, this time catching her gaze. “You know, I’ve never seen you running and laughing before today. You really should do it more often, Trissiny. It’s a good look on you.”
 

 
  She lowered her eyes again. “…I know. I just… Part of me thinks doing anything for myself, just for fun, is…a waste of Avei’s resources. So much depends on me.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a quick way to drive yourself completely insane.”
 

 
  “Thank you.”
 

 
  “I
  
   mean
  
  it, you’re still hu—you’re just as much a person as anybody, Triss. We all need some things just for ourselves. Just to
  
   function.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I know,” she said with a sigh. “Being a hu—
  
   person,
  
  I have my flaws, too. One is that I’m not great at taking care of myself, emotionally.”
 

 
  He didn’t seem to know what to say to that, and she didn’t look up again. For some inexplicable reason, she felt nervous about learning what look was on his face at that moment.
 

 
  “So, on that subject,” he said after a pause, “I’ve been meaning to pick your brain about Eserite ideas, anyway.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Having to do with what Vidius wants. The lion’s share of that seems to be cleaning house within his cult, which… I mean, the only success at all I’ve had at that involved scaring the pants off a bunch of them at the temple in Last Rock. But that was one serious priestess and then a gaggle of random followers; if I’m gonna deal with the real movers and shakers, I think I need to improve my game. Uh, considerably. Lady Gwenfaer struck me as the kind of person who has six plans in place to win any conversation before it happens.”
 

 
  “How do you
  
   win
  
  a conversation?”
 

 
  “That was a question I wouldn’t even have thought to ask before I met Gwenfaer. I assure you, it’s doable. She’s good at it. Me? Not so much.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna stop you there, Gabe,” she said, also stopping work to look up at him seriously. “Bad idea. Fear is a volatile tool.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” he replied in the same tone, also stilling his hands. “That’s why I wanted to ask you for advice before trying to just run off and
  
   do
  
  stuff. I know that’s a good part of how the Guild operates…”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  aren’t the Guild,” she said matter-of-factly. “Rule number one:
  
   do not frighten people and then give them a target.
  
  Fear transmutes itself to anger under even the
  
   slightest
  
  pressure; as soon as someone identifies the thing that’s scared them, they’ll either run from it or attack it. You can’t always predict which. The Guild gets away with this because it is
  
   formless.
  
  The Thieves’ Guild is ancient, and it’s everywhere. You can strike down one thief, and then you’ll have a dozen more after you. By now, the whole world knows better than to do that. And even so, people take swings at us all the time, mostly when they’re too spooked to think straight.
  
   You
  
  are in the opposite situation with the Vidians, Gabe. You’re one person, and they are a whole, vast network of clever operators sustaining a web you’ve barely glimpsed. The moment they decide you’re a threat to their interests, you’ll find yourself completely surrounded by hostile actors who are
  
   better
  
  than you at sly maneuvering. That’s a lethal position to be in.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s good and fucking discouraging,” he muttered.
 

 
  “With that said,” she continued, now wearing a faint smile, “I think you have a good idea, asking for Eserite insight. I
  
   don’t
  
  recommend trying to scare the Vidians straight, but there’s still some general practice you can learn from the Guild that can help you deal with them.”
 

 
  He leaned forward, his whole face lighting up eagerly. “Such as? I’m all ears!”
 

 
  She couldn’t help grinning along with his enthusiasm. “Well, some basic enforcer strategy, first of all. You
  
   always
  
  want to give your mark an out.”
 

 
  “An…out?”
 

 
  “A way out of the pressured situation you’re placing them in. You never, ever back somebody into a corner with no escape. A cornered animal immediately becomes ten times as dangerous, and people are the most dangerous animals to begin with.”
 

 
  “Huh…what if the whole point is that you don’t
  
   want
  
  them to escape? You’re just trying to…take them out?”
 

 
  “In that case, you do it before they see you coming. Enforcers have a certain reputation for theatricality, and there’s a reason for that: the Guild teaches it almost as much as Vidians and Veskers. Coercing people is more about creating the proper manipulation than actually applying force, and coercing people into compliance is the core of an enforcer’s job. But that also serves to disguise the fact that Guild street soldiers are also trained to hit hard and fast, and be gone before anybody realizes what’s happened.
  
   That
  
  idea also exists in Avenist doctrine: if you mean to destroy someone, do so before they have a chance to react. Ideally, before they ever learn you plan to attack them.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he mused, frowning off to the side now.
 

 
  “So, when you want to make someone do something, you create a situation around them. Yourself as the threatening force moving them in a certain direction, walls and situational barriers to limit what they can do, and—and this is most important—the
  
   out,
  
  which is the thing you want from them. Give them a means of escaping you that makes them do whatever it is you’re trying to get them to do.”
 

 
  He frowned deeper. “That sounds like a really complicated way to tell somebody ‘gimme your money or I’ll stab you.’”
 

 
  “That’s one example of the principle in action,” she agreed, nodding. “The Rogue’s Classic, they call it. Understanding the theory is important, though, if you plan to deal with sly people—like Vidian clerics, for example—and get them to do anything more complex than hand over their purses. And in fact, there’s a lot of prep work involved if you do it right. The best practice is to make sure your mark’s
  
   out
  
  not only lets them escape you, but benefits them.”
 

 
  “…benefits?”
 

 
  “Yep,” she said, nodding again. “Give them a way to actually
  
   profit
  
  from complying with you, and you’ve created a useful contact that you can leverage in the future. Even if the process involved terrorizing them a little, it’s amazing how positively people will view you if you do the job right. Just force someone to do what you want or suffer the consequences, though, and all you’ve created is a person who knows not to cross you. Which…is useful, but a lot less so in the long run.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, grinning, “this is great stuff. I think I wanna have a longer conversation about this, but maybe someplace more comfortable when we have more time.”
 

 
  “We seem to have nothing but time, here,” she said with a sigh, “but point taken. I think this thing is… Well, I’m pretty sure I can see where they all go. Now, how are we gonna get it back together?”
 

 
  They both looked down at the array of crystal shards in silence. Laid out as they were, the shape of the finished disc was apparent, but its rounded surface made it impossible to balance in its complete shape.
 

 
  “Hmm,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Okay, I
  
   think
  
  we can do this with just our hands; we’ve got four, after all. You gather pieces together from that end and I’ll do it from this end, and we’ll meet in the middle.”
 

 
  “That’s about the only thing I can think to try,” she agreed, “unless you brought some glue.”
 

 
  
   “Please do not try to reassemble magical artifacts with glue,”
  
  Ariel interjected.
 

 
  “Thank you, Ariel, for the input,” Gabriel said with a sigh. “Ready?”
 

 
  It was less awkward and worked better than she’d hoped, perhaps because the Tower didn’t intend this part to be a real trial. That only raised more questions—as Ariel had pointed out, chasing caplings around hadn’t seemed like much of a test of anything, especially since they hadn’t had to use any magic. Why would the goddess of magic’s personal dungeon care about their ability to relax and play with fairies? Regardless, once they managed to shove the pieces into a mostly together-ish shape, the fragments abruptly snapped into their full combined form as if drawn magnetically. Just like the crystal obelisk down below, a flash of light coursed over the finished product, and then it was whole, with no remaining cracks or anything to suggest it had ever been broken.
 

 
  “Well, how about that,” Gabriel said cheerfully, getting to his feet with the completed disc in his hands. It was about the size and shape of two dinner plates stuck together, glowing uniformly in a sickly shade of yellowish green. “Looks like we’ve won this round! And now, for the finishing touch.”
 

 
  Trissiny also stood, coming to hover by his shoulder while he stepped over to the door and carefully pushed the completed crystal disc into the space in its center. Unsurprisingly, it fit perfectly.
 

 
  With a suddenness that made Gabriel jump and lose his grip on the disc, the stone double doors slid apart, both halves receding into the walls on either side. Fortunately, the disc stuck in its housing and wasn’t dropped in the process; with the door fully open, half of it still stuck out of the door frame on the left.
 

 
  Beyond was a swirling vortex of light suspended amid inky blackness.
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Gabriel said skeptically. “And we’re to just…step into that, are we.”
 

 
  “It’s a portal,” she said with a shrug. “They’re often depicted that way. The swirling effect is caused by equalizing—”
 

 
  “Yes, I remember the hellgate,” he said, sighing. “I guess in the tower of magic, what swirls is shiny nonsense rather than clouds. So! You wanna go first?”
 

 
  He turned to her with an impish grin, but Trissiny was staring ahead, blank-faced. Not at the portal, but at nothing.
 

 
  “I keep having to learn the same lessons,” she whispered. “It’s been almost two years since I had the epiphany that I’m allowed to make mistakes, and thinking I wasn’t only goaded me into worse ones. I figured out I needed subtler methods to deal with the problems of this century, so I went to the Guild… And I learned how to be even more of a brute than I was, just…more efficiently. I just… It’s the same thing over and over. Even when I
  
   try
  
  to become better, somehow I keep falling right back into the same… What’s wrong with me, Gabe?”
 

 
  To his credit, he didn’t try to answer that question. Instead, after a momentary pause, he carefully wrapped an arm around her shoulders.
 

 
  “Back there, when Ariel was talking about killing all the caplings,” he said quietly, “you seemed like you were about to agree, but then you hesitated, and suddenly threw the crystal piece to one. I had this weird thought at the time which I dismissed, because it’s not like I can know what you’re thinking… But to play a hunch. Were you remembering that night at Last Rock where we…you know?”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes. “It all comes back to that, doesn’t it. Don’t answer, of course it does. I tried to
  
   murder
  
  somebody for…for… Of course it comes back to that. There are things you simply don’t…get past.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said softly. “And that’s why you keep having to learn the same lesson.”
 

 
  At that, she finally looked up at him, her eyebrows drawing together.
 

 
  “Triss, take it from somebody who’s made an art form of messing up in life: you have to
  
   let it go.
  
  When you fuck up, find the lesson in it, and don’t do that again. You can’t carry the weight of it. That does literally nothing except wear you down. So we were two dumb, angry, ignorant,
  
   crappy
  
  people, and one night that all came to a head and somebody nearly died. We’ve both grown. We’re not those people anymore.” He squeezed her, hard enough she could feel the comforting pressure even through her armor. “We’ve both forgiven each other. Trissiny, you have to forgive yourself for that.”
 

 
  “No,” she said instantly, shaking her head in denial. “No, that’s not—no, I don’t, Gabe. Don’t pretend we were the same.
  
   You
  
  were stupid and rude and generally needed a kick in the teeth, but you weren’t out to
  
   kill
  
  someone just for being stupid and rude and… Don’t you get it? Mistakes are one thing. I
  
   cannot be that way.
  
  If I ever give up being…horrified, and
  
   ashamed
  
  of that, I’ll—”
 

 
  “You’ll be able to grow past it,” he interrupted, pulling her closer and leaning his head against hers. “Toby’s always telling me that it’s carrying a grudge that takes effort; forgiveness is the easiest thing in the world, as soon as you stop convincing yourself it’s not. You forgave me, didn’t you?”
 

 
  “It…wasn’t all that hard, really.”
 

 
  “Uh huh, then here’s a harder one. Have you forgiven
  
   Principia?”
  
 

 
  She sighed again, heavily, and finally leaned into him, letting her cheek rest against his shoulder. “I know. We have the same doctrine in
  
   my
  
  religion. My first one, I mean. Forgiveness is for the person forgiving, not the one forgiven. It’s about letting go of the burden. But when I’m both, I don’t have to—”
 

 
  “Yes, you do,” he insisted. “It’s like you were just saying. Life’s a game; if you tense up and take it too seriously, you’re not playing anymore, and you start to lose. Let it go, Trissiny. The girl who took a sword to me that night was a self-righteous, ignorant bigot.
  
   You
  
  are not, any more than I’m the same depressed, resentful little shit who was screaming curses in your face. Tellwyrn was right to make us get used to each other instead of handing down a
  
   real
  
  punishment. If we’d both gotten what we deserved, we wouldn’t have been able to grow past that. Now we have. You are one of my best friends in the world, and it kills me to watch you torture yourself. Please…just let it go.”
 

 
  She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to form a reply to that, and found it cut off by an unexpected little gasp. Then another.
 

 
  Gabriel pulled her around, wrapping both arms around her, and just held her in silence while she shuddered with quiet sobs. They stood framed between the twisted trees and the swirling portal, not moving to step through just yet. There was time.
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  In the end, it was unbelievably simple.
 

 
  They proceeded down the sloping bridge toward the ledge, the door, and the demon, keeping to a walking pace despite Schwartz’s original idea of rushing their foe’s entrenched position. Toby didn’t need to have had Trissiny’s upbringing to see the flaws in that plan, and besides, those fireballs hit hard enough to impair his balance even at a walk.
 

 
  Another impacted the shield and he hesitated, gritting his teeth. Waves of golden light rippled from the spot, characteristic of an infernal spell striking a divine shield. Contact with matter and arcane energy would simply weaken it, but no matter how tightly woven the shield, touching the infernal would trigger
  
   some
  
  disruptive effect.
 

 
  “You all right?” Schwartz asked from right behind him. Toby didn’t need the bracing hand against his spine—it wasn’t as if he was about to fall over—but there was comfort in the tangible reminder that a friend had his back.
 

 
  “Yep,” he said, eyes narrowed in concentration, and stepped forward again. This time he made it another three paces before another massive fireball exploded against his shield. It was followed swiftly by two more, a veritable volley. The demon grew more aggressive the closer they got.
 

 
  “Just saying, if you need more juice I
  
   do
  
  know the conversion charm that’ll let me feed fae energy directly into your shield…”
 

 
  “Appreciate it,” Toby grunted, stepping again and pausing to weather another blow, “but power isn’t the problem; Omnu isn’t about to run out. Don’t suppose you’ve got anything to treat burnout…”
 

 
  There came an ominous hesitation.
 

 
  “Uh…yes, actually, but also no.”
 

 
  “Do tell,” Toby suggested, making four quick steps and pausing again in time to weather another explosion. Those things weren’t going to break his shield unless he really dawdled, but they hit
  
   hard.
  
  The combination of their sheer kinetic force and the explosive effect of two opposing schools of magic crossing made the whole shield quaver and gave him unpleasantly physical feedback with each hit.
 

 
  “I know a spell that’ll numb you to the effect of burnout so you aren’t inhibited by it until it becomes…um, lethally dangerous. So, no, nothing
  
   helpful
  
  .”
 

 
  Toby gritted his teeth again, absorbing another blast, and then pressed forward. “Schwartz, why would you even
  
   know
  
  a spell like that?”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   meant
  
  to be an offensive spell! Believe me, nobody does that to someone they
  
   like.”
  
 

 
  “That doesn’t really answer the question.”
 

 
  “I, um. I had to really go digging in the archives to find that one. I’m under advice from someone schooled in the arts of war to equip myself against a divine caster.” The conversation and their progress was interrupted by another hit. “…which is a long story, and why don’t we table that for a less
  
   under fire
  
  sort of occasion?”
 

 
  “Good idea,” Toby agreed, making sure to file that away for an
  
   actual
  
  future discussion.
 

 
  “DIE!” the demon bellowed, this time hurling two fireballs simultaneously.
 

 
  They both halted, not just because the double impact created a wash of flame to both sides of the shield and caused Toby’s balance to momentarily waver, but because this was the first time the demon had spoken, or demonstrated any intelligence or intent beyond its desire to throw explosions at them.
 

 
  A pause ensued, in which it panted visibly, slightly hunched. Apparently there was a good reason it didn’t usually chuck two spells at once.
 

 
  “It can speak,” Schwartz said unnecessarily. This was answered by a series of squeaks from Meesie that, impressively, was clearly sarcastic, which had not been the first time Toby was surprised by the little elemental’s ability to communicate without words.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Meesie was not the only member of the peanut gallery.
 

 
  
   “Well spotted!”
  
  Athenos said with clearly forced enthusiasm.
  
   “With that keen eye for detail, it’s no wonder you were drawn to the Collegium. I’m sure the odds of you incinerating yourself in an easily avoidable summoning accident before the age of thirty are much less than they appear.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “How would you like it if I dropped you into this bottomless pit we’re currently crossing over?” Schwartz suggested.
 

 
  
   “Based on the last time that happened? I wouldn’t love spending the time down in the Tower’s underbelly. It gets
  
  weird
  
   down there. On the other hand, it would mean
  
  not
  
   accompanying you…fine young people…the rest of the way to the top. That’s a thinker, all right.”
  
 

 
  “He really is worse than Ariel,” Toby marveled.
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Schwartz muttered, shuffling along behind while they crossed as much ground as they could during the demon’s momentary lapse, “talking swords are known to be missing the personality centers for empathy and compassion, but there’s also significant holdover from the original personality used as a template. It’s possible Athenos was just made from a bigger jerk than Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “I can’t speak for that other arcane can opener you so rudely dragged into my domain, but I
  
  can
  
   attest that my mortal incarnation was a real piece of work. I retain no memory of that, of course, but his antics have continued to influence events even here. That guy getting used to make a talking sword was not a coincidence, I’m sure.”
  
 

 
  Toby braced himself against another explosion; the demon had clearly got its breath back. “How self-aware of you.”
 

 
  
   “No, just aware. I am a separate entity, not a piece of him.”
  
 

 
  Apparently their foe had its second wind, now; five more impacts struck the shield in quick succession, forcing them once more to stop completely while under the barrage, and then for a few seconds more as the haze of smoke, sparks, and lingering golden flickers around them cleared.
 

 
  “This thing is really a puzzle,” Schwartz observed when they were able to press forward again. “Usually the magically gifted demon species are the smaller, daintier ones. Even baerzurgs are mostly pretty dumb, with just a few casters per colony. It clearly has incredible mana reserves, though! No warlock could have been casting such potent spells almost continuously for—”
 

 
  A demonstration of those potent spells interrupted him.
 

 
  “He,” Toby insisted a moment later, “not it. Come on, Schwartz; we even know he’s sapient, now.”
 

 
  
   “Before you get too comfortable up on that high horse,”
  
  Athenos interjected,
  
   “what makes you so sure it’s a he?”
  
 

 
  “Well,
  
   look
  
  at him!” Toby said shortly.
 

 
  Actually, the demon looked more like a minotaur than anything: at least eight feet tall, incredibly muscular in build, balancing on enormous hooves and even wearing the traditional hide loincloth. Its horns were long, curved, and pronged like antlers, though, and its head more resembled a dragon’s than a bull’s. And instead of fur, it had lustrous scales in patterns of green and bronze.
 

 
  
   “Yes, look at it,”
  
  Athenos agreed.
  
   “It’s obviously somewhat reptilian in nature. Why would it have breasts? And what makes you think females of its species are smaller and slimmer—or that this one isn’t a smaller, slimmer variant of whatever it is? Projecting your own assumptions onto demons, which come from a plane of pure chaos, is an exceptionally ignorant practice.”
  
 

 
  “He sort of has a point,” Schwartz said grudgingly.
 

 
  Toby just sighed. “Are we close enough yet? I’m not about to burn, Schwartz, but I can feel the strain building…”
 

 
  A momentary hesitation answered while Schwartz did a quick estimate. “It would be better if we could make it another yard or so. At that point I can be relatively certain.”
 

 
  “Another yard it is,” Toby replied grimly, stepping forward.
 

 
  He kept going, this time, dividing his focus to maintain balance while his shield was hammered with a succession of fireballs, while he felt the subtle
  
   pulling
  
  of his divine magic reacting to the spell Schwartz was forming right behind him. That effect Toby had never particularly noticed before; already the Tower had been strangely educational.
  
   Divine magic embodies the principle of order.
  
  That was not how any of his teachers had put it, but it made so much sense. As a thing of order, it was predictable and behaved according to natural laws. As another form of energy flared up nearby which it was the nature of the divine to consume and negate, the power glowing around him unthinkingly shifted in its direction. Not enough to destabilize his well-formed shield, but even so, he tightened his focus.
 

 
  “Okay, this has to be close enough,” Schwartz muttered. “Can you distract him for a second?”
 

 
  
   “It,”
  
  Athenos corrected cheerfully, and Toby couldn’t even have guessed whether the sword was trying to be accurate or simply annoying. Ariel tended to be both, and so far, Athenos seemed to be basically
  
   like
  
  Ariel, but more so.
 

 
  Pushing all that aside, Toby raised his voice and called to the demon, which was only a few yards away, now. The whole time he had been half-prepared for it to charge up the bridge at him, but it was either constrained to stay by the door or preferred to attack at range. Even when he addressed it from this close, it did not move.
 

 
  “You have to know that’s useless by this point,” he said, projecting his firmest tone. “This is not a contest you are equipped to win. Stop attacking, and let’s talk about how we can all resolve this problem together. It doesn’t have to end in violence.”
 

 
  Of course, he realized his mistake instantly: demons were creatures
  
   defined
  
  by infernal magic, by its seething, clawing imperative to
  
   destroy.
  
  It compelled them to ceaseless, senseless, unrelenting aggression. Some had means of coping with or sublimating the urge—the Rhaazke through Elilial’s grace, the Vanislaads by channeling what would otherwise be bloodlust into compulsive mischief, the hethelaxi through their berserk state. For more of them than otherwise, though, the expression of infernal nature was very simple.
 

 
  They
  
   wanted
  
  it to end in violence. Whether they could win was simply not a factor.
 

 
  Even so, Toby couldn’t help hoping that he
  
   could
  
  resolve this challenge peacefully. Even knowing that his plea had been a cover for Schwartz’s sneak attack. Even despite his strong suspicion that Schwartz had been right in that this was a test of character, not of magic. None of this was straining either of their magical capabilities, but it was forcing them both into exactly the thing they were both most disinclined toward, the thing the infernal itself most infamously expressed: direct aggression.
 

 
  “YOU WILL DIE!” the demon howled, raising its hands overhead and beginning to conjure something much nastier than those fireballs, to judge by the way streaks of shadow and fire began to coalesce in the space between them.
 

 
  
   “What a splendidly single-minded chap,”
  
  Athenos observed lightly.
  
   “Not to be pedantic, but so far we’ve no compelling reason to believe it
  
  is
  
   sapient. A moderately sophisticated golem can parrot simple ideas like that.”
  
 

 
  Toby was spared having to either answer that or deal with whatever the demon was about to hurl at them by Schwartz deploying what he had been working on.
 

 
  What he flung over the side of the bridge looked for all the world like a desiccated leaf; Toby wasn’t enough of a botanist to recognize the kind, but it was one of those which ended in a sharp tip, the reason for which became clear a second later. A gust of pure, fae-impelled wind rose from nowhere, caught the leaf, and directed it with far more precision than any wind actually blew fallen leaves. It shot as straight and true as an arrow, striking the demon straight on the broad target of its chest and imbedding itself up to half its length in the creature’s flesh. Obviously, leaves would not penetrate those glossy scales under normal circumstances, but what was fae cleaved through what was infernal like a red-hot ax through water, leaving behind steam and bubbles as the destruction continued even after its passing.
 

 
  Steam and bubbles were exactly what arose, to Toby’s horror. Actually, the gout of what rose from the wound was more like smoke, a dark and acrid jet of gas as if the demon were a balloon filled with something noxious which Schwartz’s improvised weapon had just punctured. The bubbles were worse, though. The scales around the puncture point warped, then black liquid began to seethe out from that spot, as whatever the beast was made of
  
   boiled.
  
 

 
  
   “Schwartz,”
  
  Toby gasped in protest.
 

 
  “Oh, dear,” Schwartz muttered, peeking over his shoulder. The golden shield discolored their view of what was happening, but left the picture all too vivid for comfort. “I…may have overdone it a tad.”
 

 
  “A
  
   tad,”
  
  Toby snapped over Meesie’s shrill agreement.
 

 
  The demon, obviously, had lost concentration on what it was conjuring, and clawed frantically at its chest, where tendrils of dark magic were spreading visibly outward from the puncture wound. Its bellowing was familiar to them by now, but it had risen two octaves in pitch, the over-the-top rage changed to unmistakable pain.
 

 
  “No, no, that’s not right at all,” Schwartz protested frantically. “It’s—there’s no
  
   way
  
  the reaction should be that extreme! I had to spitball it a little because I don’t know that demon species particularly but by the simple
  
   quantity
  
  of the infernal magic it was casting that spell should have just…just
  
   disrupted
  
  it!”
 

 
  
   “Appears to be well and truly disrupted,”
  
  Athenos replied.
  
   “Good job.”
  
 

 
  “But that’s
  
   too much!”
  
  Schwartz exclaimed. “I—I didn’t mean for
  
   that—
  
  Wait, was this it? Did I just fail the magic test?”
 

 
  
   “The Tower’s tests can be fairly brutal, but they are brutally fair. You had no means of gauging the quantity of magic needed that accurately, therefore the Tower would not have expected you to. Clearly, this is not that kind of test.”
  
 

 
  The demon—their victim—threw its head back to howl in gut-wrenching agony. Now, green light blazed from the wound in its chest, then tracked along the dark veins which had streaked out all along its scales. With sickening clarity, Toby recognized the pattern it made. It was like the spreading of roots through the ground—or like the spreading of cracks in a shell that was just about to shatter.
 

 
  “PLEASE,” the demon wailed, its booming voice purely piteous now. “PLEASE, NOT LIKE THIS!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,”
  
  Schwartz whispered.
 

 
  
   “Uh oh,”
  
  said Athenos.
  
   “You may want to pour a little more oomph into that shield—”
  
 

 
  “NOT…LIKE…”
 

 
  The explosion, blessedly, was nothing like what you’d expect from a living being inside which a bomb had gone off. The substance of the
  
  
  demon simply disintegrated, vanishing into dust and mist, which was sprayed outward by the shockwave of sheer magic which blasted forth. Despite Athenos’s warning, it caused barely a ripple on Toby’s shield, the divine magic being quite unimpressed by the fae. What erupted from the demon’s form was not bone and viscera, but
  
   life.
  
  For an instant there was the luminous green afterimage of a tree swirling outward from amid the eruption. Then light coalesced into form, and the tree was there.
 

 
  It stood tall, held off the ground by a root system which managed to be reminiscent of the erstwhile demon’s thick legs and somewhat stumpier tail. Branches spread outward from the point in what had been its chest, the central fork in nearly exactly the spot where the initial wound had been struck, rising to a canopy of pale, fluffy leaves. Even the branches unsettlingly suggested the outline of spread arms and an upraised head.
 

 
  Softly, the leaves began to fall in the silence.
 

 
  After a moment, Toby dropped the shield. For a time, they could only stare. Even Meesie was silent.
 

 
  “But,” Schwartz said feebly, at last. “B-but that…that wasn’t what…”
 

 
  Toby stepped forward, crossing the remainder of the bridge at an even pace. He came right up to the tree, reaching up to rest his hand on its bark. It was smooth, papery, like a willow, though a warm golden-brown in color. Embedded in its trunk was a disc of glowing crystal, an odd yellow-green.
 

 
  “I thought we’d have time,” he said aloud, to no one in particular. “The plan was to
  
   subdue
  
  the demon. I thought we could…figure something out. Find a way not to kill him.”
 

 
  “I…
  
   tried,”
  
  Schwartz whispered, finally stepping onto the ledge right behind him. “I don’t understand why that… Toby, that spell was barely a
  
   nuisance.
  
  It’s an Emerald College standard against demons, used to disrupt casters. It…
  
   stings
  
  them, makes their spells fizzle. And that’s the more delicate, magic-using demons! Baerzurgs or hethelaxi don’t even
  
   notice
  
  it. Why would…”
 

 
  “It wasn’t your fault, Schwartz,” Toby said quietly. “It was a good plan. As far as you knew, it would have worked. This is just…the Tower.”
 

 
  
   “Seems to have gone better than it might, even,”
  
  Athenos offered.
  
   “If that thing was that overly sensitive to hostile schools of magic, just think what could have happened if you’d hit it with a divine spell. They’d be scraping you two out of cracks in the ceiling. Probably using me, given my luck.”
  
 

 
  Toby whirled and grabbed. He had learned and drilled techniques for disarming opponents who were actively trying to kill him; twisting a magic sword out of the limp grasp of a spell-shocked witch didn’t even count as effort.
 

 
  “Why?!” he demanded, holding Athenos up before his face as if by staring into the sword’s hilt he could make it feel the weight of his fury. “What was the
  
   point
  
  of that?!”
 

 
  
   “If you are asking me to explain the Tower’s decisions, I really cannot help you. That is not an evasion; I would do so if I could. Explaining is my whole function. Understand, the Tower is the construct designed to discern what you need to be tested on and devise trials to do so; I am a construct of far, far lesser sophistication. Basic human emotions are often more than I can parse. I will say,”
  
  Athenos added in a more pensive tone,
  
   “I fail to grasp the utility of any of that. Especially that last bit, with the pleading. That little touch seemed…quite unnecessarily cruel.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, Toby lowered the blade, meeting Schwartz’s eyes. Meesie, still silent, was leaning her entire weight into the witch’s cheek, rubbing her head comfortingly against him like an affectionate cat.
 

 
  Schwartz blinked, cleared his throat, and adjusted his glasses, clearly grasping for some semblance of poise. “Ahem. Ah…well. I guess…what’s done is done. Let’s just get this damned thing open and get
  
   out
  
  of here.”
 

 
  He strode over to the door, pointedly not looking at the magical tree he had created even as he had to step around it. The door was quite simple in design, the only impressive thing about it being its dimensions. There were no visible hinges, but the two stone panels were marked by a line down the center. Straddling this, at chest height, was a metal panel with a round indentation the size of a dinner plate.
 

 
  Schwartz frowned at the door, then tried to tug at every part of it into which he could get his fingers, first the crack and then the edges of the panel. Nothing made the slightest impression on it. Toby stood back by the tree, watching him and feeling vaguely…disconnected. It seemed there ought to be something more helpful or at least productive he could be doing. But Schartz didn’t seem to want help as much as he wanted to be distracted from his thoughts, and Toby, for the moment, just wanted to stand there and try to come to grips with his own.
 

 
  
   “Augh!”
  
  Schwartz suddenly roared, making Meesie jump nearly off his shoulder in fright. The witch pounded both his fists against the door in pure frustration. “What the hell
  
   now?
  
  There’s no lock, not even a
  
   latch.
  
  What more do you
  
   want
  
  from us?!”
 

 
  “Uh, Schwartz?” Toby said carefully. He reached up to grasp the crystal disc lodged in the tree’s trunk, finding to his surprise that it came free as smoothly as if it had been carefully laid there with a jeweler’s precision; he’d expected to have to wrestle it loose from the wood. He held up the glowing plate of crystal. “Is it just me, or does this look to be about the same size as that indentation, there?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Stepping into the swirling portal was a daunting prospect, but it wasn’t as if any of them had anywhere else to go. Contact with the door was nothing like stepping through a door, though—or through a magic portal, for that matter. The sensation was exactly the same as that which had taken them all into those testing chambers: impact, vertigo, the sense of falling, and then suddenly new surroundings.
 

 
  Or, rather, old ones.
 

 
  All four stood in the central chamber of Salyrene’s Tower, blinking in confusion in the dimness. It was quiet and cool as before, with the vast space soaring up above them, crossed by bridges, and the huge statue of the goddess herself directly in front, the broad Circle of Interaction diagram inlaid into the floor in black marble spreading out. They stood on the platform that had been the elevator which brought them here, and Trissiny had just put her first foot outside it.
 

 
  The four of them froze, turning, to stare wide-eyed at each other.
 

 
  Then Schwartz crossed the platform in two long strides and wrapped his arms around Trissiny. Without hesitation she hugged him right back. They stood that way in silence while Meesie cooed softly, leaning over to gently pat both of their faces.
 

 
  Gabriel let out a small sigh, stepping over to lay a hand on Toby’s shoulder. “Hey. You okay?”
 

 
  Slowly, Toby nodded, then shook his head, then closed his eyes and shrugged. “I’m…not hurt. Neither of us are. But that was… Gabe, this Tower has a sadistic streak. How about you? Are you guys…?”
 

 
  “We’re fine,” Gabriel said quickly, though if anything he looked more alarmed than he had a moment before. “We had to do something…annoyingly counterintuitive to get out of that room, but I dunno if I’d say
  
   sadistic.
  
  What the hell did it
  
   do
  
  to you?”
 

 
  “Can we not?” Schwartz’s voice was slightly muffled by Trissiny’s hair, but he lifted his head and spoke more clearly. “Please? It’s over, I would much rather leave it at that.”
 

 
  “I don’t know if we
  
   can
  
  not, is the thing,” Trissiny said, pulling back from him with a soft sigh. “Supposedly we’re here to be
  
   tested.
  
  We’ve just discovered this Tower won’t hesitate to rip us apart or sort us into arbitrary groups, or… Who even
  
   knows
  
  what rules it plays by, if any. I think we’d better compare notes, while the opportunity exists. No telling when it suddenly
  
   won’t
  
  again.”
 

 
  “I kind of have to agree,” Toby said reluctantly. “Sorry, Schwartz, but she’s right. This
  
   isn’t
  
  over. If anything, that was just the very first round. Better safe than…even sorrier. The thing that most strongly jumps out at me about what we just experienced was that it was
  
   completely pointless.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  Trissiny said emphatically, nodding at him. “Pointless is
  
   exactly
  
  the word I would choose. I don’t even know
  
   what
  
  the Tower is meant to be testing with that…that…”
 

 
  “What jumps out at
  
   me,”
  
  Gabriel said with a frown, “is that we all landed back here at the same time. Did you guys have to deal with a forest full of caplings?”
 

 
  
   “Caplings?”
  
  Schwartz exclaimed. “If only! I would
  
   kill
  
  to—” He cut himself off abruptly, going pale as a sheet, and Trissiny looked up at him in concern. Meesie cheeped softly, burrowing her face into his hair.
 

 
  “That’s what I thought,” Gabriel said, nodding. “Different rooms, different tasks, otherwise why split us up? It’s pretty hard to believe that we’d all finish them at
  
   exactly
  
  the same instant. So…?”
 

 
  
   “I believe,”
  
  said Athenos,
  
   “I told you specifically that in this Tower
  
  ,
  
   Salyrene’s will trumps all competing influences—even those of Vemnesthis. I’m quite certain I mentioned that in particular.”
  
 

 
  “You!” Trissiny barked, leveling a finger at the sword and not seeming to make note of the fact that he was in Toby’s hand now rather than Schwartz’s. “Explain that!
  
   What
  
  was the point of…any of it?!”
 

 
  
   “As I was just informing your marginally less tedious friends,”
  
  Athenos said in a particularly long-suffering tone,
  
   “I do not and
  
  cannot
  
   know. The Tower yields different trials for different heroes. It
  
  is
  
   unusual that you would be snatched off the platform for a preliminary test before even reaching any of the lowest doors—unusual, but not without precedent. I cannot explain why the Tower thought that necessary, much less why it chose those particular…events. Though I don’t disagree with your assessment; the specific purpose of what we just experienced eludes me. I am as hesitant as
  
  you
  
   ought to be to guess what is in store for you next.”
  
 

 
  Light blazed through the dimness, and they whirled to confront its source. The giant statue of Salyrene had opened its eyes, and they gleamed white, as had the smaller statues below. Given its size, those lights were like a sunrise in the shadowed chamber.
 

 
  “My Tower is built to teach,” the statue said. Its voice was the same as its smaller counterparts, though as with the eyes, much
  
   larger.
  
  It was not deafening, though; it simply filled the wide open space with an almost tangible presence. “This, children, is a place of learning. As with all tests in such places, these are meant both to impart lessons and to gauge how well you have learned them. But there is more, much more, to learning than testing. You, in particular, needed a little preparatory study before embarking on the true series of trials. The Tower composed a short lesson for you, for each of you, on the necessity of trying solutions which are outside your normal mode of acting. Things, specifically, that you are reluctant to do on your own.”
 

 
  “Oi!” Gabriel shouted, stepping forward and brandishing a finger at the talking statue. “Just where the
  
   hell
  
  do you get off?”
 

 
  
   “Gabriel!”
  
  Trissiny hissed. “Do not
  
   chew out
  
  goddesses! How many times in an average week do you
  
   want
  
  to get smote?”
 

 
  “Oh, let me vent,” he snorted. “It’s just another jabbering automaton, like those little ones down in the entrance puzzle and
  
   that
  
  freaking pest.” He actually drew Ariel and whirled to point with her at Athenos.
 

 
  “Oh, really?”
 

 
  It had been the statue which spoke, and Gabriel’s eyes suddenly went wide. Slowly, he turned back around to face her.
 

 
  The statue spread her arms, and…changed. It was a most disorienting thing to behold: at the same time the goddess appeared to expand till her presence filled every iota of space in the Tower, even as she physically shrank from the enormous size of the statue to one barely twice as tall as Gabriel. Hovering in the air above them, arms extended and legs gracefully poised like a dancer, her shape emitted a blinding flash.
 

 
  Light pulsed out from her in visible waves like ripples in a pool, and she
  
   changed.
  
  The sense of her awesome, enormous
  
   presence
  
  vanished, causing all of them to suddenly start breathing again and then notice that they had momentarily stopped. At the same time, the stone exterior melted away, leaving her mostly bare skin an inky black, crisscrossed by constantly shifting patterns of multicolored light. Slowly, she drifted down to alight gently on her toes upon the stone floor before them.
 

 
  Salyrene was, unsurprisingly, quite beautiful when she took mortal form—in the sense that a woman might be attractive, not to mention the highly aesthetic effect of the light-on-darkness that was her outer skin. Her clothing was a sheer diaphanous robe which, in truth, seemed little more than strips of cloth that concealed little and flowed about her as if underwater, seemingly woven from sunlight and cobwebs. She had no hair, her skull smooth and perfectly round. Though of course nothing of her ethnic descent (if such things even still mattered to an ascended being) could be determined from her skin, Salyrene had the broad nose and lips of a Westerner.
 

 
  Right at that moment, those features were set in an imperious stare.
 

 
  “So! What,
  
   exactly
  
  , do you kids think you are doing in here?”
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  “Vesk sent us!” Toby blurted before anything really horrible could unfold.
 

 
  Salyrene hesitated. Her entire being seemed to still for a moment, freezing in place like a person too startled to move, but accentuated by the iridescent patterns flowing across her skin suddenly stopping, at that moment in a pleasing fractal arrangement of gold and deep green.
 

 
  Then she smoothly came back to life, her lightwaves flickering into motion and shifting toward orange, while she sighed and made an irritated expression.
 

 
  “Of course he did. The
  
   majority
  
  of this intrusion is explained by that alone, but how did you
  
   get
  
  in here?”
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said hesitantly, “we have a divine scythe that, apparently, can cut time and space. Plus we got a hint from Avei. It was Schwartz’s idea!”
 

 
  The goddess narrowed her eyes slightly at Avei’s name but made no comment on that. “A valkyrie’s scythe doesn’t
  
   cut,
  
  per se, it
  
   kills.
  
  Through a very selective application, of course, that can still be used to pierce barriers in a way that doesn’t entirely destroy them, by embodying a mental construct of that which stands in your way and then condemning it to perish. It is the same principle on which the highest applications of infernomancy operate, those only able to be performed by demons.”
 

 
  “Um…” Gabe drew the long black wand he currently had tucked away in his coat, and extended it to its full scythe form. “It’s not a
  
   valkyrie’s
  
  scythe, it’s…a divine weapon Vidius made for a paladin. Which is a new development, I’m not surprised you haven’t heard, if you’ve been…uh, away.”
 

 
  Trissiny swatted the back of his head. Gabe just sighed, and nodded.
 

 
  “You are exactly as you were described to me, Gabriel Arquin,” Salyrne said. Her tone, fortunately, was amused, and the arcs of light tracing across her skin had changed to a pleasant gold and pale blue, in smoothly flowing patterns without sharp edges. “Who do you think made those weapons? I assure you, it wasn’t Vidius. I remember that one; it belonged to Yrsa.” The pale glow of her eyes flickered subtly, as if she had glanced in a different direction. “Don’t blame Vestrel for not telling you, it is unlikely she would have recognized it. They look quite different in the hands of a different owner. I expect it will be much more versatile in a human’s grasp.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Trissiny said softly. “You got a hand-me-down divine weapon?”
 

 
  Gabriel gave her an annoyed look. “How many Hands of Avei have owned that sword?”
 

 
  “Not one. We borrow it for a while.”
 

 
  “That scythe,” Salyrene said dryly, “is many times more powerful than your sword, Trissiny Avelea. In fact, it was only because they were
  
   assured
  
  that neither such devices nor their owners would ever be on the mortal plane that the rest of the Pantheon declined to raise objection when I crafted them for the valkyries. But it seems that in these latter days, ancient proscriptions are being disregarded left and right. And on
  
   that
  
  subject, what precisely did Vesk send you here to do?”
 

 
  They glanced at each other uncertainly, taking a silent vote to decide who would speak.
 

 
  “He tasked us with collecting the pieces of a key,” Toby said after the momentary pause. “There are four, and the clues we got are that they’re in the hands of the princess in her palace, the scoundrel in the shadows, the maiden in her tower, and the monster in its sepulcher.”
 

 
  “Maiden.” Salyrene made a wry grimace, but the light dancing on her skin accelerated and took on festive patterns of green and silver. “And how many of these pieces have you gathered thus far?”
 

 
  “Only the one,” Toby said, producing Gretchen’s Dowry from his pocket and holding it up. “Princess Yasmeen of Calderaas had it.”
 

 
  The little shard of mithril rose from his hands and drifted toward the goddess. She brought her own hands up to either side of it, but did not touch; it simply hung suspended there, within the scope of her grasp. The lights flowing over her faded to a pale white and took on an angular, almost mathematical arrangement.
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat awkwardly after the silence had stretched out for almost a minute. “Do you…recognize it? Uh, my Lady?”
 

 
  “Infinite Order technology was modular and interchangeable,” she said abruptly. “As any system of technology
  
   must
  
  be, to serve the needs of a large and advanced society.”
 

 
  Toby looked uncertainly at the others, getting a series of shrugs in reply. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”
 

 
  “It means that rather than every device being individually crafted by artisans, they were built of smaller, identical pieces with standardized attachment points,” Salyrene explained. “So that any person with some basic sense who could get access to replacement parts could repair their gadgets, up to a point. Or even configure new ones.
  
   This
  
  is an Infinite Order device, a Series 6 T2 circuit. Being mithril, every single one ever made still exists. The vast majority are buried and lost in various places, but even so, this is hardly unique. There are three of these on display in the Royal Museum in Svenheim, over a dozen still in various private collections—either as simple curiosities, or set in jeweled housings as this one recently was. There are even a few in service for something like their original purpose, after particularly resourceful wizards worked out what they did.”
 

 
  She shifted her gaze from the piece of mithril to look at them again, and even as the patterns limning her accelerated and warmed to bright gold, the key fragment floated back down to where Toby could grasp it again.
 

 
  “I thought you deserved to know, children, that Vesk is not having you reassemble the pieces of some long-lost artifact. He has set you to
  
   build
  
  something out of components that, while not common these days, are mostly still lying around. It should go without saying that Vesk could pick up all of these much more easily without having to rely on mortal help.”
 

 
  “Avei said that last part, too,” Trissiny murmured, wearing a frown.
 

 
  “What
  
   does
  
  that thing do, when it’s at home?” Schwartz asked in fascination. Meesie tugged warningly at his hair, but he absently brushed her off while gazing avidly at the mithril object now back in Toby’s hand.
 

 
  “It is a transcension transistor,” she explained. “Hence T2. Basically it controls the flow of magical energy from a source to another device.”
 

 
  “But it’s made of
  
   mithril!”
  
  Trissiny protested. “Wouldn’t it completely
  
   block
  
  magic?”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Salyrene said, nodding. “This particular circuit is designed to be hooked into a direct source of truly immense magical power, and link it to a very delicate device which would be immediately destroyed by direct contact with such a source. Specifically, an information-processing machine, which would gather data from the power source or possibly deliver instructions to alter it. Or both. Or something else entirely.
  
   Those,
  
  or at least of a model that could be linked to your Series 6 T2 circuit, there, are
  
   not
  
  made of mithril, or at least, not entirely. While the Infinite Order built to last, more delicate materials inevitably come to harm with the passage of time. There are very few compatible units still in existence. And yes, I do have one, myself.”
 

 
  “So the transistor establishes a link,” Schwartz murmured, rubbing his chin pensively, while atop his head Meesie clapped a hand over her eyes in frustration. “But also impedes the flow of magic so that the device on the other end isn’t damaged by the intensity of exposure.
  
   Fascinating!
  
  What sort of magical source could he possibly want to hook this into?”
 

 
  “That’s an excellent question,” Salyrene replied, her lights fading to red and slowing to a sluggish crawl across her skin. “There
  
   are
  
  such incredible fonts of magic left in the world—but this one, specifically, would have to be an Infinite Order machine. And while those still exist, they are all sealed off, first by Naiya locking their access portals and then by her attempts to bury the remaining entrances in various disasters. Those she missed before her consciousness became too diffuse to focus on the task, the Pantheon finished burying.”
 

 
  “There’s one of those facilities in Puna Dara,” Toby objected. “We were actually in there, briefly.”
 

 
  The goddess gave him an indulgent little smile. “I assure you, Fabrication Plant One was not
  
   built
  
  at the bottom of a harbor. But what can be buried can be dug up again, given time and enough effort. Right now, the only thing currently accessible to mortals which would be able to make use of that T2 circuit is the main power source of the old spaceport beneath Tiraas. I hope Vesk doesn’t intend to send you in
  
   there.
  
  I seem to recall the Empire gets tetchy about grubby little fingers leaving prints all over its favorite toys.”
 

 
  “I
  
   may
  
  have had a reminder of that recently,” Gabriel said solemnly. “I don’t suppose you might have a theory on
  
   what
  
  Vesk wants with this key when it’s finished? It sounds like it would enable him to control something with a
  
   lot
  
  of power, which the gods went to a lot of trouble to lock away.”
 

 
  “Let me rephrase that,” said Trissiny. “Can he be
  
   trusted
  
  with this thing? Because if not, I for one will be
  
   very
  
  comfortable not bothering you any further about this whole business.”
 

 
  “Vesk,” Salyrene replied, “is every bit as annoying as you have already discovered, and then some. And I trust him more than most of the Pantheon. Yes, he could cause a lot of trouble if he’s collecting what I think he is—but keep in mind, if he just wanted to cause trouble in this manner, nothing is stopping him. He
  
   doesn’t
  
  need your help to gather these pieces. Whatever he is doing is at least as much about you as about him.”
 

 
  “He does have…something of a reputation for pointlessly tormenting people,” Toby said slowly. “Especially paladins.”
 

 
  “When a bard says
  
   hero,
  
  they mean
  
   victim,”
  
  Trissiny quoted.
 

 
  “From the perspective of the paladins, I’m sure it can seem like pointless torment.” Her tone was grave, the lights flowing over her body slow and pale blue now. “The same can be said of this tower. I do have some sympathy for Vesk, for that very reason. Despite the nuisance he can be while you’re dealing with him, if you embrace the trials he throws in your path you will emerge stronger for the journey. Here, this is what you came for.”
 

 
  Again, she held her hands apart before her, the blue lights cascading over her skin accelerating to a frenzied pace of oscillation as the goddess channeled magic. Streamers of mist coalesced out of the air, spinning together into a tiny cloud between her palms, which spun like a miniature tornado before abruptly dissipating with a puff and a shower of golden sparks, to leave an object slowly rotating in the air.
 

 
  Gabriel applauded. Trissiny stepped on his foot. Salyrene, smiling, inclined her head toward him.
 

 
  Toby reached up to grasp the thing that drifted down to his hand. It was a rounded disc of what seemed to be black glass, encircled by a band of mithril which at one point around its circumference extended blunt little prongs. He paused to bow to Salyrene, glanced at the others, and then carefully brought the two pieces together. The disc fit with perfect ease into the shaft, forming an obvious key shape that now was missing only its teeth.
 

 
  Eight thousand years after its creators and their whole civilization had been wiped out, it still worked perfectly. A soft chirp of acknowledgment sounded from the key, and the black disc within the mithril housing lit up with a red gleam. After two seconds, it went dark again.
 

 
  “Hmm,” Gabriel murmured, staring at the half-built key in Toby’s hand with his eyes narrowed. “You said…that piece is a kind of information processing device, right? What information is
  
   in
  
  it right now?”
 

 
  “None,” Salyrene said simply, spreading her hands in a slight shrug. “It is a blank template, which is what makes it especially valuable. Few enough of those are still extant and functional; most that survive have instructions hard-coded into them. An unused transtate drive is
  
   very
  
  rare. In fact, I believe that reveals what your remaining two pieces are. Your
  
   key
  
  now is missing only the interface dock which should be attached to the other end of the transistor to enable it to be plugged into an Infinite Order machine. I suspect the final ‘piece’ will, in fact, be software. Instructions that will program it to do whatever it is Vesk plans to do with that thing.”
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a breath and let it out in a soft sigh. “So…the scoundrel and the monster are left. I wonder which will have which part.”
 

 
  “Your monster will guard the information component,” said the goddess, and her constant lightshow trended to jagged patterns of red and white while she spoke. “Which means you will be facing some nastiness left behind by the Elder Gods at the end of this journey. I conclude this by process of elimination: of the entities which might possess physical scraps of Infinite Order technology and be described as ‘monsters,’ I can only think of dragons, who as a rule do not hang about in sepulchers. Besides, I can tell you your next stop based on the remaining possibility. In the port city of Ninkabi in N’Jendo lives a man named Mortimer Agasti who owns a Series 6 interface dock…and can quite reasonably be called a scoundrel in the shadows. More than that I won’t give away. He will not be hard to find, once you reach the city.”
 

 
  “Thank you
  
   very
  
  much, my Lady,” Toby said gravely, bowing to her again. “Both for the gift, and for the information. It has been immensely helpful.”
 

 
  “You are welcome,” she replied, inclining her head. “Now, Tobias Caine. My sword, if you please?”
 

 
  “Oh!” He had thrust Athenos unsheathed through his belt; now Toby tucked the key back into his pocket and pulled the sword loose. Holding it by the blade, he offered it up to her, hilt-first. Athenos, for his part, remained uncharacteristically silent.
 

 
  “This…isn’t exactly on topic,” Gabriel said a little hesitantly, “and may not even be pleasant for me to know, but I have to ask. Lady Salyrene, do you know where Ariel came from?”
 

 
  Holding Athenos in one hand, the sword looking almost comically small given the size of her current incarnation, Salyrene turned an indulgent smile on Gabriel, her shifting skin taking on shimmering patterns of green and blue. Then, with a soft puff of light, Athenos vanished from view, leaving her hands empty once more.
 

 
  “I am not in the habit of indulging idle curiosity, Gabriel Arquin, but I
  
   do
  
  like an enchanter who seeks knowledge even when he knows it won’t make him happy. Far too many people, even magic users who
  
   ought
  
  to know better, only want to hear what will please them. And indeed, your sword should come with a warning: so long as you carry her, you should try to avoid high elves.”
 

 
  “That…shouldn’t be a problem,” he said, blinking. “Nobody ever
  
   sees
  
  high elves. I didn’t believe they really existed until very recently. Uh, might I ask why?”
 

 
  “Ariel is a Qestraceel original,” Salyrene explained. “Before human wizards learned the vile secret of making talking swords, or at least a clumsy and bastardized version of it, the art was created by the high elves as the most severe punishment they will inflict for any crime. The Magisters of Qestraceel are able to perform the process correctly on a single try. When they judge someone deserving of the ultimate punishment, that individual is executed and their spirit made a template for a talking sword, which then serves the Magisters in whatever capacity they require. It must be a truly legendary tale that explains how Ariel came to be lost in the Crawl, but unfortunately, the long period of dormancy without a user’s aura to power her would have purged her long-term memory. By the law of the high elves, Gabriel Arquin, all such swords are the permanent property of the Magistry, and may never be sold, traded, given, or even loaned. If a high elf sees you with that sword, they
  
   will
  
  try to confiscate her.”
 

 
  He lowered a hand to grasp Ariel’s hilt. She, like Athenos, remained conspicuously silent in Salyrene’s presence. “Thank you for the warning. Then…she was made from someone truly…awful.”
 

 
  “You can’t assume that,” Trissiny said quietly. “Sometimes people do truly awful things in extenuating circumstances. Sometimes innocent people are condemned to terrible punishments by a flawed justice system. If Ariel doesn’t remember and you can’t exactly
  
   ask
  
  a high elf…better to leave the past buried.”
 

 
  “Wise words,” Salyrene agreed, nodding to Trissiny. “And you, Herschel Schwartz? I am rather pleased at the opportunity to speak with you. Have you nothing you wish to ask me?”
 

 
  “Oh,” he squeaked, sounding eerily reminiscent of Meesie. “Me? Oh, I’m just…along. I’m not a paladin, uh, obviously. I’m helping Triss and the boys, that’s all.”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  have a knack for stumbling into matters above your head,” Salyrene agreed. “If Vesk is involved in this affair, that alone tells me your presence here is no coincidence. Yes, young man, I am aware of you. I have been since you swore vengeance in my name while striking down a foe with an impressive display of magical skill for such a young witch.”
 

 
  All three paladins’ heads swiveled to stare at him in shock.
 

 
  
   “Hershel!”
  
  Trissiny croaked.
 

 
  “Oh,” he groaned, clapping a hand over his eyes and nearly dislodging his glasses. Meesie, still sitting in his hair, threw her tiny arms wide and squeaked a despairing complaint at the ceiling. “That was… It was the dwarf, Trissiny, the one who was hunting you and the other apprentices. He threatened my
  
   family.”
  
 

 
  “The little piece of crap had it coming,” the goddess of magic opined, folding her arms and the abstract lights running across her flaring bright orange. “Had you been forced to make good on that threat, Herschel Schwartz, I would have backed you. And
  
   then,
  
  by necessity, delivered a
  
   lesson.
  
  I have made it clear that I don’t appreciate being casually invoked, and there must be consequences for that kind of defiance.”
 

 
  “Thank you, may Lady,” Schwartz said weakly, “for your forbearance.”
 

 
  She smiled. “Thank
  
   you
  
  for not forcing me to exercise it, young witch. One hates to have to come down upon such a promising talent. Now, we are both here. How do you like my Tower?”
 

 
  He hesitated, fussing with his glasses, and Meesie hopped down to his shoulder where she stood up and patted his cheek, chittering an urgent message.
 

 
  “I…understand the lesson of that trial,” Schwartz said finally, raising his eyes to the goddess again.
 

 
  “Makes
  
   one
  
  of us,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “The point,” Schwartz continued, “is that sometimes you have to do what you don’t want to do. To…act against your nature. And…sometimes it’s all going to go to hell anyway, but you
  
   still have to do it.
  
  Because failing to act at all, just because you don’t like the options…that’s the ultimate sin. It’s the same as choosing defeat.”
 

 
  “Well done,” she said, nodding.
 

 
  “And,” he continued, visibly stiffening his spine. Meesie actually punched his face, ineffectually, emitting a long squeal; Schwartz plucked her off his shoulder and held her out in one fist. “And, I think Vesk sent us in here, knowing that specific lesson would be taught to this specific group, because he wanted to deliver that message to
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  The room perceptibly darkened. Slowly, the patterns of light shifting across Salyrene’s skin began to creep toward a halt, shifting into blue, and then a deeper indigo.
 

 
  Meesie turned to face Trissiny, still clutched in Schwartz’s grip, and squealed indignantly while pointing at his face.
 

 
  “I know, Meesie,” she said with a sigh, reaching out to take the little elemental from him. Meesie darted up her arm to rest on her shoulder, where she chattered furiously at Schwartz.
 

 
  “My Lady,” the witch continued, staring pleadingly up at his goddess, “we’ve missed you. What’s happening out there… It’s
  
   amazing.
  
  The enchantments that have been developed in the last century, and the way they’ve changed society, the very face of the world… It’s the great fulfillment of the promise magic has always held! Life is so much better in every way… And yes, of course, there are hazards and drawbacks, there’s just no avoiding that, but the
  
   progress.
  
  It has to be seen to be believed. This is an age of wonders, an age of magic, and you are
  
   missing it!”
  
 

 
  She had darkened completely, now. The last deep blue had faded, leaving no light upon her form. Salyrene closed her luminous eyes, plunging them back into the dimness of the Tower.
 

 
  “It is not a small thing,” she whispered at long last, “to lose someone you love. A friend, a family member…someone bonded to you through hardship and endlessly long, shared experience. Not for anyone is it a small thing… But especially not for a being like me, so defined and constrained by the concepts I embody. Take someone precious from a god, and you have taken away a piece of their very being.”
 

 
  “I think,” Toby said, equally softly, “it’s that way for everyone.”
 

 
  “Trust me, there is a difference. I know because of how acute the losses were, after our ascension, compared to before. We had been at war with
  
   gods;
  
  we had all lost loved ones. Many, many times. But once we
  
   became
  
  gods, to have those we cared for stripped from us… Even when they were not destroyed, only separated. That pain came to define many of us, deeply.
 

 
  “First it was Naphthene and Ouvis. They are only considered part of the Pantheon today because neither cared enough for what we thought to insist on being left off the roster. That was a painful rejection, from faithful companions so repulsed by what we had had to do that they couldn’t stand the very sight of us any longer. Then, Themynra, for all that she left on gentler terms. Wise, careful Themynra; had we not all been reeling so from the loss, the very fact that her conscience compelled her from the group would have warned us to change our path. And then…Khar, right after her. It was the same way. He
  
   understood
  
  so much about the hearts of people. There was a moment, then, when the warning was clear. When the Pantheon might have turned out to be something very different.
 

 
  “And then came Elilial’s betrayal.” She opened her eyes, again bathing them in white light. None of them, even Meesie, dared make a sound. “Thousands of years of
  
   religion
  
  have twisted the narrative, inevitably. I will tell you the truth: Elilial was beloved to us as
  
   any
  
  of our number, and she only followed her conscience. What she did… She believed, earnestly, that it was right. But there was too much anger in her to simply walk away, as the others had. No, she
  
   had
  
  to turn and strike back. I can’t say whether it was purely lashing out in rage or she actually thought we had to be stopped from becoming what we were… But being under attack was something we knew very well. By turning on us that way, she sealed her fate, and our own.”
 

 
  Salyrene shook her head slowly. Her skin, still unlit, somehow darkened further, all the highlights fading from it as if she were transitioning into a blackness that annihilated any light which dared to touch her, leaving only those glowing eyes in a moving silhouette.
 

 
  “You likely don’t appreciate the truth of what Khar gave to us over the long centuries that followed. How a god, and a faith, can come to be defined by its opposition. Your Sisterhood, Trissiny Avelea, is the best example imaginable. Avei taught them justice and strategy, but by their opposition, Sorash and Shaath taught them ferocity and hard-heartedness. But Khar, and his orcs, taught them
  
   honor.
  
  In all the years that Athan’Khar and Viridill fought back and forth across that border, there was respect between them. When the Empire unleashed Magnan’s weapon… Every unit of the Silver Legions in the field, independently and without orders, turned on the Imperial legions, joined ranks with the remaining orcs, and pushed the Tiraan forces all the way out of Viridill. Given enough time, a respected enemy can become the closest friend you have.
 

 
  “And I…” Her whole shape flickered, wavered, as though she were about to blow away. Even her eyes dimmed. “I lost a friend more precious to me than any. Khar was such a good soul. A teacher, a source of wisdom and comfort to all of us. Always testing and pushing at us, asking hard questions and forcing us to acknowledge our flaws and failures… But always with care, and with a smile, and the offer of a helping hand when it was needed. And then he was gone. Truly, this time, utterly gone.”
 

 
  She lowered her head to gaze down at her own palms.
 

 
  “Slain, by my own Hand.”
 

 
  The silence crushed the very idea of speaking up. From most of them, anyway.
 

 
  “And what do you think Khar would say about you hiding in this tower for a hundred years?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  Toby threw his head back to stare at the ceiling. Schwartz turned to glare incredulously at Gabriel. Trissiny just shoved the leather palms of her gauntlets against her eyes.
 

 
  “I am sorry,” Gabriel said sincerely when Salyrene’s luminous gaze fixed upon him. “Truly. If you feel the need to smite me or something for saying it… Well, you have to do what you have to, I guess. But Schwartz is right, my Lady. You’re killing yourself, hiding away like this. There’s a new age of enchantment unfolding out there, and the world needs your guidance more than it
  
   ever
  
  has. Your followers miss you. The other
  
   gods
  
  miss you. Avei mentioned it, and I’m pretty sure Schwartz is also right about Vesk setting this up at least partly to get your attention. It’s…it’s a whole question, whether Magnan’s crimes were your fault, I wouldn’t know how to even begin answering that. But whether it is or not, you can’t just
  
   hide
  
  like this. It’s bad for the world and it’s bad for you.”
 

 
  She stared down at him; he gazed earnestly back, as long as he could, before finally lowering his eyes.
 

 
  “You are, indeed, exactly as you were described to me, Gabriel Arquin,” Salyrene finally said. “A good heart, a keen mind, and a tongue that is always one step ahead of both.”
 

 
  “Wow, is that on the nose,” he muttered.
 

 
  “I suspect you are doing exactly as you were meant,” she said, now with a small smile. The light crept back into her while she spoke, that eerie blackness fading away fully until flickers of luminous design began to appear on her skin again. “Knowing Vidius and the trend of his thoughts over the last few centuries, you are just what I would expect him to call as a paladin: someone who offends and agitates people in a manner they cannot condemn. But this is all ancient history, now, and you all have your quest to return to. Unless the four of you would
  
   like
  
  to climb my Tower?”
 

 
  “Thank you very much for the offer but I think we will
  
   pass,”
  
  Trissiny said firmly.
 

 
  Salyrene smiled in open amusement, golden sparks dancing across her skin. “Very well. Since I perceive you neglected to arrange your own exit, I will convey you back to the point from which you started.”
 

 
  “That’s extremely kind, my Lady,” said Schwartz. “And, um… I’m very sorry if we—”
 

 
  “There is nothing for which you should apologize to me,” she said, glancing between him and Gabriel. “Any of you. And now, your path.”
 

 
  She gestured languidly with one hand, and another swirling vortex like the portals out of those trial rooms sprang into being at her side. This time, it widened like the rent Schwartz and Gabriel had made in reality to get to the Tower in the first place, its boundaries peeling back from the center to leave a gap surrounded by the whirl of energy. Also like the one Schwartz had made, there was only inscrutable darkness in the center.
 

 
  “Well, hey!” Gabe said cheerfully, turning to Trissiny. “This is familiar. You wanna go first?”
 

 
  This time, though, nobody went first; the portal came to them. Salyrene smiled, flicked her fingers, and a most confusing scene ensued; it wasn’t clear from looking whether the portal moved toward them or suddenly swelled to encompass the entire available space. Whatever it was, the effect only lasted a split second before the blackness swallowed them all and then receded, and then they were back in Vrin Shai.
 

 
  Not
  
   quite
  
  back where they had started, however. Rather than the basement spell chamber beneath the temple, Salyrene had deposited them on the wide plaza at the very top of the city’s stairs, in front of the great temple and in full view of a stream of pilgrims making their way in and back out.
 

 
  Also, she had come with them.
 

 
  The abrupt arrival of four people, one in silver armor and still with a fiery (but cute) elemental on her shoulder, captured everyone’s attention. The ensuing appearance of a twelve-foot-tall luminous goddess was heralded by screams and a significant percent of the onlookers trying to flee, or simply falling to their knees.
 

 
  “Oh, boy,” Gabriel said, gazing around them while the Silver Legionnaires and attendant priestesses tried to restore some order, apparently less discomifted by the manifestation in their midst. “This is one of those things that’s going to have
  
   implications,
  
  isn’t it.”
 

 
  “In truth,” Salyrene replied, making no effort to moderate her voice, “this is the first time in all these thousands of years I have done such a thing. To appear, in person, uninvited, at another god of the Pantheon’s most sacred citadel is, at best, presumptuous and rude. Perhaps Avei should keep this in mind the next time she has an urge to deposit a handful of paladins in my
  
   own
  
  innermost sanctuary. Speaking of stepping on the prerogatives of other deities, however, I have one last thing for you, children.”
 

 
  As before, she held apart her hands and conjured something from luminous mist. Also as before, it drifted downward toward Toby, whom the goddess seemed to have identified as the keeper of artifacts within their group. This one was a bottle of twisted, polished green glass which glittered like a jewel in the sunlight, an incongruously ordinary cork sealing its mouth.
 

 
  “If I know Vesk, which I assure you I do,” Salyrene said while Toby carefully plucked the bottle out of the air, “there will come a moment in your adventure when all seems lost, when all the powers and skills at your disposal are not equal to the danger before you, and your salvation can only come at the sudden intervention of an unexpected ally. He can’t resist that one, it’s a classic.
  
   This
  
  time, I am not going to let him have the satisfaction. Here is your plot device, heroes. When you are completely out of options—
  
   and not before—
  
  take the stopper from that bottle, and your help will emerge.”
 

 
  Holding it carefully in both hands, Toby bowed deeply to her. “Thank you, my Lady. You have been very gracious and aided us tremendously. We will not forget your kindness.”
 

 
  She just gave him an enigmatic little smile. Then, her expression sobering, the towering goddess tilted her head back to gaze up at the giant statue of Avei which loomed over them all.
 

 
  And smirked.
 

 
  “Hmp,” she grunted, and exploded into a million motes of multicolored light, which drifted out like pollen on the breeze before fading away.
 

 
  Slowly, Gabriel turned from the others to face the murmuring throng now staring at them. “Sooo… Who else is in favor of getting indoors? Like,
  
   quickly?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Sister Astarian, blessedly, was as efficient as ever. Barely did they step inside the temple before she intercepted and whisked the group away out of the public eye.
 

 
  “You’ve been gone almost exactly two days,” she explained while leading them through its passages. “I’m told that time tends to be highly subjective in places like…well, that. In any case, your timing is impeccable; you have a visitor whom I think you will want to meet.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Trissiny asked, raising her eyebrows. “A vistor, as in someone who’s not normally attached to the Temple? I’m surprised anyone would come looking for us
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Actually,” Astarian replied, giving her a sidelong glance, “quite a few people have come asking after you; this is the first who in my opinion has any claim on your time. I’ve begun getting reports of your visit to Calderaas. You kids really
  
   do
  
  like to make waves, don’t you?”
 

 
  “For the record,” said Gabriel from behind them, “Salyrene showing up here was
  
   not
  
  our idea. Frankly, even if she’d forewarned us, I can’t imagine how we might have stopped her.”
 

 
  “Wait,” said Schwartz, who now had Meesie back on his own shoulder. “What did you do in Calderaas?”
 

 
  “Oh, nothing that will ever have any consequences,” Gabriel said lightly. Toby heaved a sigh.
 

 
  “Here we are,” Sister Astarian said, coming to a stop before a wooden door, which she pushed open without knocking and gestured them through. “If I acted incorrectly by bringing you to him, don’t hesitate to say so.”
 

 
  They clustered inside, which was somewhat difficult as Trissiny had stopped in surprise just past the threshold. The room was an office or small study, lined with laden bookshelves and featuring comfortable couches and a heavy desk. At their entrance, its occupant turned from a shelf on the far wall, closing the book he’d been reading and giving them a broad grin.
 

 
  “Why,
  
   there
  
  they are! And here I had begun to think I’d been tucked away to be forgotten.”
 

 
  “Bishop
  
   Darling?”
  
  Gabriel said, blinking.
 

 
  “Sweet,” Trissing added in disbelief, “what are
  
   you
  
  doing in
  
   Vrin Shai?”
  
 

 
  “Isn’t it obvious? Looking for you lost little ducklings, of course.” He carefully tucked the book back into place and strolled around the desk toward them. “You made
  
   quite
  
  the impression in Calderaas, kids. And then vanished so suddenly! I confess I was at a loss for a bit there, but then you were thoughtful enough to flash your wings at a minor noblewoman and a politically minded junior priestess, thus ensuring that everybody in the world who even
  
   might
  
  be curious as to your whereabouts would be able to find you in the time it takes to send one telescroll and ride one Rail line.”
 

 
  “Ah,” she said with some chagrin. “About that…”
 

 
  “Yes, about that,” Sweet said, putting on a placid smile that instantly made her hackles rise. “Thorn, we
  
   all
  
  want to crash a high society party and waterboard the hostess in her own punchbowl. But we don’t actually
  
   do
  
  this, Thorn. Do you know why?”
 

 
  “Well, I—”
 

 
  “Because YOU ARE ABOUT TO!”
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  Like many Eserites, Antonio Darling had a broad dramatic streak; he had also, apparently, had some Vesker training, to judge by his ability to project his voice at a furniture-rattling volume without seeming to strain it.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  did you guys
  
   do?”
  
  Schwartz demanded, in perfect unison with Meesie, who squeaked unintelligibly but with precisely the same cadence.
 

 
  Sister Astarian, who had slipped into the office behind them, now discreetly shut the door and then took Schwartz gently by the elbow. The priestess led him over to a corner of the room, where she leaned close and spoke in a low voice. His eyes progressively widened as she explained.
 

 
  Meanwhile, Darling was just getting started. “What you kids
  
   did
  
  matters less than what you
  
   didn’t.
  
  Look, I’m the last guy you’re going to hear complain about someone standing up to power on behalf of the little guy, but these things have to be done
  
   strategically.
  
  You boys I can’t speak for and are not my business, but I know for a
  
   fact
  
  that Thorn has been specifically trained to plan ahead before launching an operation like that! Have you given the slightest thought to what would unfold
  
   after
  
  you waltzed out of that party?”
 

 
  “A lot, in fact,” Toby said after a brief pause in which Trissiny seemingly failed to dig up a response. “At the time I accepted the reasoning we were given…but I’m not going to argue with any criticism. That was an awful thing to do to anyone, for any reason.”
 

 
  “Mr. Caine,” Darling said with a sigh, folding his arms, “I think this conversation will go better if we’re all up front. I do not
  
   give
  
  a gently used fuck about Lady What’s-Her-Butt. The way the whole affair was described to me, it sounds like the real tragedy is that nobody
  
   finished
  
  drowning the wretched cow. I am
  
   here
  
  for entirely practical reasons, pertaining to the unholy mess you kids have unleashed.”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Trissiny protested finally. “That was a sanctioned Guild operation! Underboss Velvet not only cleared the whole thing but participated and
  
   led
  
  it. If you’re going to take this up with anyone—”
 

 
  “Oh, you’d better believe I have had
  
   words
  
  with Velvet,” Sweet barked, and began to pace up and down in front of the room’s desk. “The Calderaan chapter is hers to run as she likes—within reason! And anything involving
  
   fucking paladins
  
  is pushing the bounds of reason to the point that requires some additional thought, which in this case
  
   no one
  
  gave. But sure, Thorn, that’s as good a place to start as any. Let me just catch you up on events as they’ve been unfolding while you were off partying with the gods,
  
   beginning
  
  with Velvet and her crew.”
 

 
  He stopped pacing and hopped onto the desk itself, where he began swinging his legs in an almost childlike motion while he continued, thumping his heels against the wood in an annoyingly arhythmic manner. “You see, kids, at issue here is the widespread furor that ensues when the Hand of Avei publicly does the most
  
   classically
  
  Eserite thing imaginable, with a full Thieves’ Guild backup. That sets people talking, raises issues both theological and political, and is generally a big ol’ boot to the bee’s nest. The operation, as far as it goes, was fine and a splendid success from a Guild perspective; Velvet unleashed the greatest terror she could get her hands on to nix a particularly glaring case of corruption and scare those responsible back into their holes for a little while. Rah rah, hip hip hooray, victory for the good guys, and so on. But the Guild
  
   also
  
  has to deal with the fallout of Trissiny’s involvement, and here’s the thing about that: Cardassa Araadia is a noblewoman herself
  
   and
  
  an Underboss in the most politically intricate city in the Empire. She knew
  
   damn well
  
  what she was doing, and she up and did it anyway.
  
   That
  
  is the kind of recklessness Boss Tricks can’t let pass without delivering, at bare minimum, a fierce chewing out.”
 

 
  “Not to pour water on all this, but I still don’t see how that part is
  
   our
  
  fault,” Gabriel said. Unlike the others, he had seated himself in one of the room’s comfortable chairs and was lounging back at apparent ease. “Are we Velvet’s keepers?”
 

 
  Darling glanced at him, the Bishop’s expression betraying nothing. “Patience, kiddo, we’re just getting started. Now, Velvet and Tricks butting heads would ordinarily not be more than a passing tension, but then your old buddy Webs decided to get involved! You
  
   do
  
  remember Webs, don’t you, Thorn?”
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Schwartz muttered from the other side of the room. Sister Astarian stood nearby, listening with her hands folded, their brief conversation evidently finished.
 

 
  “I’m almost afraid to ask, but…” Toby turned to Trissiny, raising his eyebrows. “Who is Webs?”
 

 
  “A veteran member of the Thieves’ Guild,” she said, her own eyes widening in dawning horror. “He’s… The kindest way to put it is that he’s a theological purist. He doesn’t much approve of how Tricks runs things.”
 

 
  Darling thunked both his feet hard against the desk. “And oh, he was just
  
   waiting
  
  for an excuse like this! He’s just barely begun agitating, so there’s no tell how far he’s going to push this, or even how far he can. Velvet is loudly on the record thinking Webs is a perpetually inebriated turd golem, so he’s not going to find an ally there. But the sequence of events involved, from one limited perspective, Velvet achieving a smashing victory against the nobles of Calderaas and Tricks calling her down for it, and Webs has a lovingly-nurtured network of people who
  
   listen
  
  to him, including a number who really ought to know better.”
 

 
  “Hence the tag, I suppose,” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  “Quite,” Darling said acidly. “And while we’re talking about rifts being rent in cults, Sister Astarian, I wonder if you would be good enough to take over for the next bit? I’m sure you are far more up to date on Avenist business, even despite my recent shouting match on this subject with Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  Schwartz cringed; Meesie hissed, puffing up like an angry cat.
 

 
  “Thank you, your Grace,” Astarian said, her calm demeanor a stark contrast to Darling’s barely-restrained ire. “One way or another, Trissiny, I had meant to speak of this with you before you left again. The repercussions within the Sisterhood are far more serious than it sounds like they were with the Guild. As the Bishop said, you acted in a very clearly Eserite fashion, with Eserite support, in public. This story has only begun to circulate, but already I have heard from some within both the Sisterhood and the Legion who feel…betrayed.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said in an unusually small voice.
 

 
  “Make no mistake,” Astarian continued, wearing a gentle expression now, “this
  
   will
  
  cost you some support within the cult, but it is not all bad. Some of that was support you
  
   didn’t
  
  need. There are elements within the Sisterhood who have been offended by your Silver Mission initiative, for example.”
 

 
  “What?” Trissiny straightened up, frowning. “Why?”
 

 
  “Simple bigotry,” Sister Astarian replied, shaking her head and permitting a faint scowl to flicker across her face. “Oh, they’ll all pretty it up with just the right touch of disingenuous eloquence, but that’s all it comes down to: people with small minds upset by the inclusion of others. I have even heard complaints about your public revelation last year that you are a half-elf. As I said, the worst of the grumbling is of the sort which deserves to be silenced with a heavy boot. But, and this is important,
  
   not all of it.
  
  You have ardent support within the Sisterhood, as well, and it is from those quarters that I have heard the most shock and disappointment.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said quietly, and began chewing her lower lip.
 

 
  “A cult,” said Darling, “is like a vase, or a nation, or anything else in the world: if you strike a sharp blow to something which had cracks to begin with, it just might shatter. This is something any paladin should
  
   think
  
  about before they abruptly upend everyone’s expectations, no matter how good the cause.”
 

 
  “Sound advice,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  “Thank you, Sister,” Darling said, standing to bow courteously to Astarian, who inclined her head in return. He straightened and turned a baleful look back on the three paladins. “But we’re still just getting started, here. The
  
   next
  
  big backlash to this has come from Tar’naris.”
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel exclaimed. “What the— Why would the
  
   drow
  
  care about anything we do?”
 

 
  “You were probably not aware of this,” Darling explained, “it isn’t common knowledge. But the Thieves’ Guild has been working closely with House Awarrion and Queen Arkasia’s government to crush the trade in human slaves that still exists there. It’s slow and delicate work, due to the complex politics of the city, and our own minimal ability to act. The Queen and Matriarch Ashaele
  
   don’t
  
  want the Guild establishing a permanent presence there, and they
  
   definitely
  
  don’t want their young people—or anyone else—being tempted away from Themynra to join Pantheon cults. Especially ours. So our presence is small and carefully supervised. In essence, human Eserites are scary monsters the Queen can use to terrorize her non-compliant nobles with, when they do things she doesn’t like—such as buying and selling Imperial citizens. It works because she doesn’t overdo it. So
  
   guess
  
  what immediately happened when the hot news out of Calderaas was of Pantheon paladins and a bunch of Guild thieves busting into a noble’s own sanctuary and torturing her in front of all her friends!”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   shit,”
  
  Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “Well said!” Darling snapped. “The short version is that Tricks has pulled all our people out of Tar’naris until we get the all clear to return. Matriarch Ashaele is scrambling to get this under control, Arkasia is seriously reconsidering dealing with us at all, and the other Narisian Houses are exerting pressure on them both to back off. So, congratulations! The slave trade lives another day.”
 

 
  Toby covered his eyes with both hands.
 

 
  “But hey!” With a broad grin that failed to touch his eyes, Darling threw up his hands in a melodramatic shrug. “The news isn’t
  
   all
  
  bad! You kids have yourself a brand new ally, to judge by the fuss Ravana Madouri has started kicking up.”
 

 
  
   “Ravana?”
  
  Trissiny croaked. “What is
  
   she
  
  doing?”
 

 
  “To start with the backstory, she is doing, in a word, populism. In fact, Duchess Madouri has been working pretty closely with the Guild over the last year, to clean out the nest of corruption her father’s regime left behind. An awful lot of the law enforcement in Tiraan Province was in his pocket; she had to resort to desperate measures to drain that swamp. Namely, us.”
 

 
  “I’d be careful,” Trissiny warned. “Ravana and I aren’t close or anything, but we’ve had enough conversations that… Well, don’t relax around her.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Thorn,” Darling said with withering sarcasm, “but the Guild
  
   somehow
  
  managed to function for a few thousand years before you came along. Tricks is
  
   not
  
  fool enough to jump into bed with a creature like Madouri, no matter how hard she’s working to win over her population. This is a real good time to be a citizen of Madouris or the surrounding country, though. The little Duchess has cut taxes overall, invested in infrastructure and public amenities like school and hospitals, and launched a series of banking initiatives to finance loans for businesses at very favorable interest rates.”
 

 
  “Uh, hold up,” Gabriel said, raising a hand. “Now, I’m no economicist or nothin’, but I think I see a problem there. How’s she doing all that and cutting taxes at the same time?”
 

 
  “No, you’re quite right,” Darling agreed, “she’s ramped up expenditures and reduced her income; that
  
   can’t
  
  go on forever. In her particular case, though, it can go on for a good while. House Madouri has always been rich, what with its lands being around the Imperial capital. Right now it’s richer than it has ever been; her father squeezed the bloody life out of that province for decades, and Ravana has swelled her treasury even further by charging most of his old cronies with corruption and seizing their assets. What she is
  
   doing
  
  is betting on the long-term prosperity of her province by investing heavily. It’s a gamble that the revenue will raise her back into the black before she spends all her savings. A pretty good gamble, in fact! Fortunes in Tiraan Province are already increasing all around, and Falconer Industries is a tremendous asset for Madouris. And, of course, all of these programs have made her incredibly popular, which brings me back around to my original point. Ravana has spent this summer buying up every newspaper in Madouris, as well as hiring bards, Vidian actors, and some less aboveboard rumor-mongers, and been working to improve her image through those and other outlets. She’d be merely popular if all she did was make life easier for her people; she’s actively keeping them entertained while also running a primitive but pretty effective propaganda machine. That girl is a goddamn hero in that province right now.”
 

 
  Toby had narrowed his eyes while he listened, and now interjected. “I’ve only heard of national governments doing things like that. Is it common practice for nobles as well?”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Darling said emphatically. “Nobles only regard other nobles as worth considering, and deal with each other directly. They have a built-in contempt for the people whose work actually supports them. But House Madouri’s name is mud, thanks to the old Duke, and Ravana has no allies of her own rank. She’s making her
  
   people
  
  her political ally, and her so-called peers have been sneering and laughing at her desperation all year. I’m starting to have a feeling she’ll have the last laugh. All this is relevant to
  
   you,
  
  though, because in the last few days, that little propaganda outlet has started working overtime to prop up the three paladins of the Pantheon as heroes of the common people.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Trissiny practically shrieked.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Darling said with a peculiar kind of grim relish. “The brave and selfless heroes who struck down the corrupt nobles—in fact, the vilest and most corrupt aristocrats in all the Empire! Oh, her papers and bards are
  
   milking
  
  it. To the point that she’s already drawn the outrage of every House in Calderaas; as I was leaving the city the hot new gossip was House Araadia complaining publicly about House Madouri’s insults. If Ravana doesn’t back off she’s gonna wind up in a feud with the Sultana.”
 

 
  “But…why would she
  
   do
  
  that?” Gabriel, despite his almost plaintive tone, was frowning in the pensive manner he did when wrestling with a challenging mental problem. He turned to his classmates. “I’ve never had any indication that Ravana
  
   liked
  
  us all that much. Certainly not enough to…”
 

 
  “Don’t look for personal feeling in the schemes of nobles,” Darling advised. “Look for advantage. I can see two obvious reasons: One, this ‘champions of the common man’ narrative dovetails beautifully with her established strategy of courting her populace rather than her fellow nobles, and if she’s willing to push it far enough to actually annoy other Houses it’s a hint that her ambitions may extend beyond restoring House Madouri’s name and prestige. And
  
   two,
  
  she has
  
   plans
  
  for you three, and wants you to no only be in an advantageous political position with a wide base of support, but be kindly disposed toward
  
   her.
  
  This should go without saying, but I will say it anyway because I’ve recently learned not to assume you three jackasses possess an iota of political sense between you:
  
   this reflects upon you.
  
  You’ve already put yourself on the bad side of a lot of Houses, and Ravana is putting you even deeper in.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  didn’t tell her to do that!” Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  “It’s adorable how you think that matters,” Darling said dryly. “And that, by the way, is the biggest and broadest change you’ve just wrought. Listen, kids: the nobility know exactly what trash they are. Oh, they’ll go on about their privileges and rights and how the demands of their position require certain…you know what, I’m not even gonna bother summarizing the excuses. The point is, they’ll deny it, but
  
   they know.
  
  It is not an accident that they try to hide their shenanigans from the public eye and put on pretty faces when the likes of paladins are passing by. I don’t think you realize the magnitude of what you just changed. For all of history, a paladin was a wandering force of nature that most people would never encounter. If you were an aristocrat with something to hide, you almost always had warning they were coming, and a modicum of assurance that as long as you kept your worst impulses in check in front of them, they wouldn’t bother with you while there were demons and zombies and whatnot demanding their attention. And then
  
   you
  
  three came along.”
 

 
  He hopped back down from the desk and began pacing again, his characteristic poise buried by obvious agitation. All five of them watched him in silence, not even Meesie making a peep.
 

 
  “Now?” Darling continued.
  
   “Now
  
  you’ve changed the rules.
  
   Now
  
  it turns out that paladins might pop up absolutely anywhere, and stick their swords into
  
   absolutely anything.
  
  Do you have any idea how much the average aristocrat gets up that to would demand a stabbing from the Hand of Avei if they ever had to worry about encountering her? Fucking
  
   most of it.
  
  And now, suddenly, they actually
  
   have
  
  to worry about that.”
 

 
  He stopped, turned, and glared at them. “Do you have even the faintest idea
  
   what
  
  
   you’ve done?”
  
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel offered weakly after a short pause, but Darling pushed on before he could say anything more.
 

 
  “The Guild chapter in Calderaas has the physical means, the personal motivation and a
  
   divine mandate
  
  to paint the walls of their city with every drop of noble blood therein. Did you read any significance into the fact that they
  
   haven’t?
  
  It is because,
  
   children,
  
  the defining trait of being noble is that when someone stabs you, you can delegate the bleeding to a
  
   lot
  
  of bystanders! Put pressure on the nobility, and they’ll complain over their expensive wine while a whole bunch of peasants get
  
   crushed.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Princess Yasmeen thought a lot of those nobles would be interested in courting my—that is, the Sisterhood’s favor, after that.”
 

 
  “Smart woman, that one,” Darling said flatly. “She sure played
  
   you
  
  three like a goddamn banjo. Yes, she’s absolutely right, some of them will do that. Others will double down, either to dare you to do something about it, or test your willingness and ability to intervene. Others will… Who the hell even knows? There are
  
   hundreds
  
  of aristocrats in the Empire, and you just introduced a whole world of uncertainty into all their lives. How they react to it will vary enormously by individual. The one constant is that whatever they do, it’s going to affect
  
   tens of thousands of people.
  
  People will be raised up by suddenly benevolent nobles, or ground down by vengeful ones. You don’t fucking
  
   know.
  
  You just rolled the dice will countless lives.”
 

 
  The sudden silence hung over the room with a tangible weight. Only Toby was able to meet Darling’s accusing stare. After a few moments, Schwartz opened his mouth to speak, but the Bishop chose that instant to start again.
 

 
  “So! To sum up: nascent schisms brewing in at least two and possibly as many as four major cults, the Narisian slave trade reinvigorated, the three of you trapped in an unwilling political alliance with a devious teenage megalomaniac, and vastly unknowable repercussions for uncountable throngs of citizens…and that’s after
  
   only three days.
  
  The stone you dropped has just barely fallen beneath the surface; there’s absolutely no telling how far the ripples will spread, or what’ll be kicked up when it finally hits the bottom. And that, my dear kids, is why you
  
   think carefully
  
  before you SHOVE PEOPLE INTO PUNCHBOWLS!”
 

 
  “Yessir,” Trissiny croaked.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Schwartz said abruptly, “I need to talk with you, in private.”
 

 
  “We’re sort of in the middle of something, Mr. Schwartz,” Darling said pointedly.
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace, I know.” Schwartz met his eyes for a moment before turning back to Trissiny. “It’s important. Something I realized in the Tower, but I thought it could wait for… But from what you’ve just said, it had better not wait any longer. Uh, Sister, is there some place we could…?”
 

 
  “This whole corridor is lined with offices like this one,” she said. “There’s another empty one just next door. I’ll show you.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” he said politely, following her to the door. Trissiny looked at him, then back at Darling, who was staring flatly at her. “This won’t take long, I hope,” Schwartz added, pausing while Astarian stepped out into the hall.
 

 
  “I…okay. I’ll be right back,” she said to the Bishop. “Don’t yell at them too much, this is mostly my fault.”
 

 
  “I salute your self-awareness,” he said sourly, “however belated. Like I said,
  
   these
  
  two aren’t my problem.”
 

 
  She made no response, just shutting the door behind her.
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said hesitantly into the ensuing silence, “I realize we’re…well, you just said it. But since you’re here and all, your Grace, d’you mind if we pick your brain a little bit about…you know, all this?”
 

 
  “The last thing I’m going to do is discourage you from asking questions or wanting to understand,” Darling said with a sigh, folding his arms and leaning back against the desk. “Go right ahead, I’ll answer whatever I can.”
 

 
  “What have you heard from
  
   our
  
  cults?” Gabriel asked. “Is it…as bad as with the Guild and the Sisterhood?”
 

 
  “I didn’t know how serious it was with the Sisterhood until just now,” Darling pointed out. “I don’t exactly have a direct line into Avenist business. What I know came from Bishop Syrinx, who is a tangled skein of schemes and rage on her best day. So I can’t tell you anything authoritative, except the very broad strokes.”
 

 
  “The very broad strokes would be appreciated,” Toby said quietly. “You’re right, we
  
   should
  
  have given more thought to this.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m aware that you
  
   are
  
  on a divine mission right now,” Darling said with a sigh. “It’s possible I’ve been harder on you than is entirely fair. But to be honest, I’d rather be unfair than risk you doing more shit like this in the future. If the point is made, though, perhaps I should refrain from chewing on Trissiny any further. This is an old complaint, though,” he added bitterly. “First it was Lor’naris, and then she and a bunch of other apprentices took it into their heads to intervene between the Sisterhood and the Collegium… But I digress. I rather suspect you two have less to worry about than Trissiny does. Particularly from your cults’ respective leadership. Toby, you’re probably fine. The stories out of Calderaas emphasize that you were there using the gentlest methods possible, and even if you
  
   had
  
  gotten violent, the Dawn Council is far too holy to stir themselves over mere politics.”
 

 
  “Oh, how I wish that were true,” Toby said with a sigh, “but your point is taken. And appreciated.”
 

 
  “Lady Gwenfaer,” Darling added to Gabriel, “has such a twisty brain I doubt anybody knows how she truly feels about anything—possibly not even herself. She’ll find a way to make all this work to her advantage, but I can’t predict what she might say to
  
   you
  
  about it. Vidians, fittingly enough, come in two basic types: you’ve got the actors, death priests, the folks running small country temples… You know, the salt-of-the-earth sort. Those are generally some of the most laid-back and approachable people out there. And
  
   then
  
  there are the career clerics, the ones who get themselves knee-deep into politics, and are as disparate and irascible a lot as the nobility.
  
   They’ll
  
  do whatever their individual situations mandate, which will be…unpredictable.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Gabriel murmured. “What would you suggest if I, say, needed to quell the plotting and infighting in the cult, and generally bring them all to heel?”
 

 
  “Pick a faction and commit,” Darling said immediately. “Do
  
   not
  
  try to take on the whole cult, they’ll eat you alive. Before launching yourself into a political battle, you need a base of support and sources of advice. I recommend you familiarize yourself with the various sects within the cult and decide which is least objectionable to you.”
 

 
  “I’ve just had an idea,” Gabriel said, frowning pensively. “That thing Ravana is doing—”
 

 
  Muffled by the intervening wall but still loud and clear, they abruptly heard Trissiny’s voice raised in a wordless scream of pure fury. A second later, a heavy thump resounded from the left wall of the room, making the books on that side shift slightly.
 

 
  The three of them lost a moment in shocked stares, then both paladins bolted for the door. Darling followed them at a more circumspect pace. Sister Astarian was not in evidence outside, apparently having returned to her own duties after showing Trissiny and Schwartz to the other room.
 

 
  Toby moved ahead in the hall and was the one to wrench open the door. He and Gabriel piled into the entrance, Darling (who was taller than either) peeking over their heads from behind.
 

 
  Trissiny and Schwartz were face-to-face barely a foot apart; her sword was buried half its length into the desk along the wall behind her.
 

 
  “Are you okay?” Toby demanded.
 

 
  “Fine!” Trissiny barked, not looking at him. “Shut the door!”
 

 
  “Uh,” Gabriel offered, “if there’s anything we can—”
 

 
  “SHUT IT!”
 

 
  They did.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “How could you not
  
   tell
  
  me?” Trissiny demanded in an agonized voice as soon as Toby had closed them in again.
 

 
  “I should have,” Schwartz agreed immediately, nodding. “I really should, and I’m embarrassed it took the Tower of Salyrene to make me see that. But please understand—all this started with Abbess Narnasia warning me to plan carefully before acting, and then Principia doing the same, and finally Jenell herself demanding I butt out and let
  
   her
  
  handle Basra… And, well, I didn’t realize I’d let it all turn into procrastination. Hanging back, researching and trying to come up with something clever instead of…of doing what was necessary.”
 

 
  “Oh, Goddess.
  
   Jenell.”
  
  Trissiny turned from him, pressing her gauntleted hands over her face. “I did this to her. Her father asked me to get her into the cadet program, and I pulled strings…”
 

 
  “Don’t do that,” he said quickly, Meesie squeaking emphatic agreement. “You got her into the Legion, that is
  
   all.
  
  Nobody’s responsible for Basra but Basra.”
 

 
  “And I knew she was messed up in the head,” she whispered.
  
   “Anth’auwa,
  
  the word is. Even Rouvad knew.”
 

 
  “She did, did she.” Schwartz’s voice was suddenly a lot less warm.
 

 
  “Goddess. She thinks she has Basra under control. I had my
  
   doubts
  
  about that, but I trusted… No, I didn’t even trust, I let her take responsibility for it. What was I
  
   thinking?
  
  That woman is such a vicious
  
   thing
  
  not a Sister under Avei’s banner would be surprised about this. I’m not surprised!” Her laugh held no mirth at all, only bitterness and the raw edge of hysteria. “Hell, this all makes
  
   more
  
  sense now that I know!
  
   Why have we tolerated this?”
  
 

 
  “Life’s never as simple as just taking out the bad people,” Schwartz said quietly. “We all just…do the best we can. There are compromises that have to be made, and everybody makes mistakes. Look…whoever has some responsibility for this, and that’s a
  
   lot
  
  of us, that’s something to be dealt with…I dunno, in prayer, I guess. What matters right now is action, Trissiny. I said the Tower was what made me start thinking clearly about this, but what Darling just said in there has changed the whole issue. Apparently what you did in Calderaas rocked the whole Sisterhood back on its heels. If you suddenly show up in Tiraas and just stick your sword in the Bishop…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   Goddess,”
  
  she groaned. “You’re right. This is
  
   terrible
  
  timing. But Herschel, we can’t let this go on any longer, you understand? I met Jenell Covrin, she’s a mean rich girl right out of a trashy novel. She is
  
   not
  
  a match for Basra Syrinx; that woman’s had plenty of time to work her tentacles into Covrin’s brain. She’s
  
   not
  
  going to take Syrinx down, whatever she thinks. And knowing all this, I
  
   will not tolerate
  
  that woman representing Avei’s faith any longer!”
 

 
  “So…what do you want to do, then?” he asked helplessly. “I will support whatever it is. But I’m way out of my depth, Triss. If you think the right thing is to take her down and hope the Sisterhood survives it, I’ll back you up.”
 

 
  Trissiny stood, staring at the wall, for a long moment. At least, she looked up at him again. “We’re both being blind. This isn’t our strong suit, Herschel, but we’ve got a resource we can use, here. Come on.”
 

 
  She grabbed her sword and wrenched it out of the wood with a single yank. He followed her back out into the hall, and through the door into the other study. Toby and Gabriel had sunk into chairs; Darling was perched on the desk again, but stood upon their entry.
 

 
  “Sweet, I need your help,” Trissiny said as soon as she’d shut the door.
 

 
  “Saints and ministers of grace preserve us,” he groaned. “What the hell
  
   now,
  
  Thorn?”
 

 
  “You’ve just finished emphatically making the point that I am terrible at politics, and I believe you. It’s important to know your own faults, after all. Well, I need to do something that’s going to have major political implications. I need guidance.”
 

 
  He was watching her with pure wariness. “What, exactly, are you trying to do?”
 

 
  “I am going to destroy Basra Syrinx.”
 

 
  Gabriel and Toby both straightened up. Darling didn’t flicker so much as an eyelid.
 

 
  “Why?” he asked quietly.
 

 
  “Because I’ve just learned exactly how much of a monster she is,” Trissiny replied, meeting his gaze. “I had no idea it was this bad. She needs to
  
   go.
  
  The Sisterhood cannot have her in that position any longer. But…after the mess I’ve made already, if I just go in wings blazing and cut her down, there really
  
   will
  
  be a schism.”
 

 
  “Have you considered
  
   not
  
  doing that?” he suggested evenly. “At least until you clean up after your
  
   last
  
  political mistake? Basra being a seriously warped piece of work isn’t news to anybody, but she’s been Bishop for years and the world hasn’t ended.”
 

 
  “That option is not on the table,” Trissiny replied. “She goes. If you’re not going to help, then…I guess I’ll have to do my best and let the chips fall wherever they do. But I could really use your advice, Sweet.”
 

 
  “You sure can,” he said, his shoulders shifting in a quiet sigh, and turned his head to gaze into the distance beyond the room’s wall. “For example, you just blurted all that to somebody who has gone out of his way to protect Basra’s political position, and needs her to stay in it.”
 

 
  Her breath caught. “…why?” Meesie shrieked in fury and Schwartz had to grab her to prevent a tiny elemental attack on the Bishop.
 

 
  Sweet looked at Trissiny again, his expression inscrutable. “Because she is the only other person in the Universal Church who knows what a piece of work the
  
   Archpope
  
  is, and has a willingness to keep him in check. Ah, what a tangled life I lead, having to be loyal to so many factions who only aren’t at each other’s throats because I’m standing between them… Stop making that face, Trissiny, of course I’ll help you. Ethics aside, this changes the whole equation. If Basra has fucked up badly enough to enrage her own paladin to this degree, she’s now a political liability to
  
   everyone
  
  who currently considers her an asset. And I’m just one of
  
   many
  
  people who’ll sleep better knowing she’s off the streets. I’ll be glad to have her off what’s left of my conscience, no matter what it ends up costing. All right, then.”
 

 
  The Bishop rubbed his chin, now staring past them at the door, his eyes already distant. “Objective: take down the Bishop of Avei, in a way that doesn’t finish toppling the already-precarious Sisterhood of Avei
  
   or
  
  the Thieves’ Guild. Hmm…okay. Let’s see what we’ve got to work with…”
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  “You okay, Gabe?” Toby asked in a soft voice.
 

 
  “Fine,” Gabriel said shortly. At that, Trissiny looked over at him as well. He was staring out across the Rail platform with a fixed little frown creasing his forehead. Following an uncomfortable pause, he explained further, still without looking at them. “Just concentrating. There’s a Vidian magic technique to deflect attention, which I haven’t practiced as much as I should’ve, so it takes focus.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Toby said, nodding. “Good idea.”
 

 
  Vrin Shai’s Rail station was outside the city proper. Even in an age when mag artillery made stone walls somewhat redundant, the city’s fortifications were practically a sacrament, given which goddess claimed it as a sacred seat. Though Imperial codes required Rail stations to be located in areas with easy access to city streets, there had never been a prospect of the Rail line itself penetrating the outer defenses. Popular rumor was that the Surveyor Corps, when planning the Rail route and station, hadn’t even bothered to ask. Thus, the walls stood proud, and Rail traffic to and from Vrin Shai involved a rather inconvenient trek.
 

 
  Trissiny had once again left her armor behind; the central temple was of course proud to hold onto it for a while, though Sister Astarian had seemed somewhat bemused at the Hand of Avei’s preference not to wear it. She had, however, smilingly promised to see about removing what remained of the blinding alchemic polish the steward in Calderaas had applied. In civilian clothes, the five of them might have been any mixed bag of travelers, their only distinctive feature being that Darling, Trissiny and Schwartz made an unusual concentration of Stalweiss descent for this part of the country. Still, Gabriel’s precaution was wise. In their short time in the city, the paladins had managed to make public spectacles of themselves several times; it was hardly beyond possibility that someone might recognize them.
 

 
  And none of them were in the mood for curiosity seekers.
 

 
  Darling and Schwartz had stepped off to the side to converse in a low tone; the three paladins simply clustered together on the platform, ignoring and being ignored by the other travelers awaiting caravans. Now, the other two turned and approached them again, causing Trissiny and Toby to look up, though Gabriel continued frowning fixedly into the distance.
 

 
  The Bishop cleared his throat. “So! Mr. Schwartz has just been telling me that I was much too hard on you three.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “Herschel…”
 

 
  “Now, hold up,” Darling said, raising a hand. “The fact is, he’s right.”
 

 
  At that, even Gabriel looked up, his expression becoming quizzical.
 

 
  “It’s tricky to find the right…
  
   perspective,
  
  here,” Darling continued, turning his head to gaze abstractly at nothing, much the way Gabriel had just been doing. “In reality, you’re young. Not only are you bound to make mistakes; you’re
  
   supposed
  
  to. That’s all part of the process. On the other hand, you three have such a huge weight of importance resting on you that everything you do creates waves that’ll end up affecting more people than you can imagine. In short… You can’t afford to be and do the things that you naturally, inevitably have to. And yes, that is wildly unfair, to which I must say, tough luck. That’s life.
  
   But,
  
  it’s something I should’ve been more mindful of.”
 

 
  His eyes snapped back into focus, and he met the gaze of each of them in turn before continuing. “You fucked up, kids. You didn’t think carefully enough and created a big damn mess. But
  
   I
  
  also fucked up by reaming you out when what you needed was advice on how to not repeat that mistake. For that, I apologize.” He nodded deeply, the gesture verging on a bow. For a moment, the three of them could just stare in silent surprise. Schwartz folded his arms, looking satisfied; on his shoulder, Meesie did exactly the same.
 

 
  “Well…apology accepted,” Trissiny said at last. “It’s not as if you were wrong, anyway. And your advice and help
  
   has
  
  been appreciated.”
 

 
  “Glad to hear it,” Darling replied. “We’ve dwelled enough on what you did wrong, so let me offer the opposing perspective: you saw a problem, and you took action. Thanks to you, Calderaas is getting a bunch of new schools. Which…isn’t the kind of outcome the bards sing of; it’s not flashy, it’ll be years before the results start to show and a generation before it really changes things. But that is still important. Not to mention, you reminded some of society’s worst people that their bullshit
  
   does
  
  have consequences, which is something they need on the regular. Next time do it more carefully, but…” A faint frown of concern appeared on his own face. “Like Herschel just reminded me, what’s important is taking action. You might mess up and cause problems, but that’s nothing compared to the losses that’ll accrue if you never intervene. I really hope I didn’t scare you away from stepping in when you see a need.”
 

 
  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Gabriel said.
 

 
  A bell chimed twice from nearby, where a large clock was displayed above the ticket master’s stand. The woman behind the counter glanced up at it, then leaned over to speak directly into an arcane apparatus enchanted to amplify sound, making her voice resonate through the station. “Caravan from Madouris is inbound, ETA one minute! Travelers departing for Ninkabi, please assemble on Platform Three! Please remember to make space for disembarking passengers before boarding.”
 

 
  “That’s us,” Toby said unnecessarily, turning to gaze up the line toward the east.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped over to Schwartz, and he met her with a hug. Meesie hopped down from his shoulder to hers, spreading her tiny arms and pressing her warm little body to Trissiny’s cheek in an embrace of her own.
 

 
  “Be careful,” he murmured. “I know you can take care of yourself, but…”
 

 
  “But it’s good advice, anyway,” she replied, pulling back to smile up at him. “You be careful too, Herschel. Listen to Darling and let him do what he does.”
 

 
  “I know the plan, don’t worry,” he replied, grinning. “I hate to leave you guys right in the middle of your quest…”
 

 
  “You need to have things ready in Tiraas when we get there, though,” she said, “and remember that no plan survives contact with the enemy.
  
   Listen
  
  to Darling—and Principia, for that matter—but listen…circumspectly. Senior Guild people are good at this kind of plotting, and neither of those’ll screw you over, but that doesn’t mean you should absorb every thought they try to put in your brain.”
 

 
  “I’m not a
  
   complete
  
  idiot, you know,” he said wryly.
 

 
  “Yeah, neither am I. Doesn’t mean neither of us has ever done anything idiotic.”
 

 
  Flickers of blue lightning began to arc along the Rail line. The caravan appeared over the horizon before anyone could see it coming, throwing up sparks from the line and blue repulsor charms flaring alight in front of its lead car as it slowed. A whine so high-pitched it barely registered to the human ear sounded, as if physics itself were shrieking in protest at the sight of an object decelerating so fast without destroying itself.
 

 
  Trissiny and Schwartz separated, Meesie hopping back onto her partner’s shoulder with a forlorn little cheep at his sister, and the other two paladins stepped over to them while the caravan’s doors open and dazed-looking passengers began to emerge.
 

 
  “Take care of yourself, Schwartz,” Gabriel said, slugging him lightly on the shoulder.
 

 
  “You, too,” the witch replied with a grin. “Don’t make my sister work too hard to keep you alive.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry,” said Toby, raising an eyebrow. “Somehow it’s always me who ends up doing that.”
 

 
  “You’ll be fine,” Darling added from behind them. “If this is a Vesk thing, he’ll strain you to the very edge of your capabilities and no further. You’ll come back smarter and harder, right in time for us to take care of business back home.”
 

 
  “Any last minute advice?” Gabriel asked him. In the near distance, the ticket master started calling for passengers to board. “You probably know as much about Vesk as any of us, at least.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Darling said dryly. “Try to have fun, when you can. I hear tell it’s a riot, living through an actual adventure story—right up until you get to the part that’s meant to make the audience cry.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Ninkabi was a city of terraces and bridges, and the striking contrast of heights and depths. Built along the last stretch of the N’Kimbi River, it was defined by its geography. In truth, within the Empire flatland cities like Mathenon and Onkawa were the exception, rather than the rule; most followed the model of Vrin Shai, Veilgrad, Calderaas, and Tiraas itself, occupying immense stone features which gave them each a distinctive skyline—and a considerable defensive advantage.
 

 
  The N’Kimbi had carved out a double canyon over the eons, which itself had been somewhat broken by some long-ago seismic event, resulting in a series of waterfalls which descended from the rocky N’Jendo coast into the sea. Ninkabi occupied both banks of the canyon and the long island in the middle, descending the three tiers which had been re-shaped by mortal hands into regular terraces from the jumble of stone which it had been originally. The canyon walls, too, had been carved into and built outward, until the faces of buildings descended almost to the surface of the river, though the lowest two stories were usually unoccupied due to the annual flooding caused by snowmelt in the Wyrnrange. Numerous stone bridges crisscrossed the canyons, both at the surface levels and between openings along their walls, creating a veritable maze that boats couldn’t pass under during the flood season—not that most would have risked the waterfalls, anyway. Up top, Jendi architecture manifested itself in Omnist-style ziggurats and soaring minarets, the city as bristling with towers as it was rent by deep shadows. Within the shade of the many towers, though, the long central island contained numerous gardens, many with ancient, towering trees which added a lushly organic touch to the city’s angular lines.
 

 
  The outskirts of the city along the canyon were delineated by high walls, of course; Ninkabi itself had rarely been sacked, but most of N’Jendo’s history had been marked by raids back and forth between the country and the orcs of Athan’Khar to the south, and the human nation of Thakar to the north. Those defenses had been tested innumerable times, over the centuries. Even during the long peace since the Enchanter Wars, Ninkabi had followed the example of Vrin Shai rather than Veilgrad; no suburbs had been allowed to spring up outside the walls. The Thakari were allies now and what dwelled in Athan’Khar never came out anymore, but the horrors lurking there discouraged any risk-taking with defenses.
 

 
  The Rail station was at the highest point on the central island, at its easternmost edge with the looming Wyrnrange walling off the horizon in that direction, and the setting sun casting the rest of the city in orange and gold as it descended toward the sea on the other side. From this angle, they had an excellent view of Ninkabi’s maze of towers, bridges, and canyons. This, even at a glance, was a city of deep shadows. Now their task was to find the right scoundrel lurking in them.
 

 
  “But before that,” Trissiny said, when they’d stepped to the edge of the Rail platform, “there’s something I need to do while we’re in the city.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Toby asked. Gabriel, though, was already nodding.
 

 
  They had to ask for directions, and it was a bit of a hike; what they sought was situated at the base of the second-to-last cliff on the central island, most of the way along the city. The trip involved descending three layers, where they found that there were both switchbacking stairs at the edges of the cliffs and long ramps which passed through tunnels, to allow horses and vehicles to pass between levels. Between this and the bridges, getting around in Ninkabi involved quite a bit of planning and backtracking; those tunnels had to be long enough that to come out at the base of a cliff, you had to enter almost the whole way back along that terrace, nowhere near the stairs.
 

 
  Upon descending the first staircase, Gabriel successfully bullied the other two into renting a rickshaw to take them the rest of the way, pointing to the setting sun as evidence that they really ought to hurry this up.
 

 
  They finally arrived, though, at a kind of amphitheater built right into the base of the cliff. The broad, semicircular space within was calm, deeply shadowed beneath both the cliff itself, the tall round walls which separated it, and overhanging boughs of trees which stretched outward from the gardens planted atop those thick walls.
 

 
  Against the great wall stood the monument which was the focus of this place, a fountain which rose in tiers almost two stories, pouring water down in levels like a ziggurat. Stairs rose almost to its peak, creating access by which people could set down candles along the multiple rims of each level, where little indentations held them upright even against the water. Right now the candles were sparse, leaving the space dim as they were its only illumination.
 

 
  This was, technically, a Vidian temple, and was watched over by priests of Vidius, but it was neither Vidians nor the general public who came to this place, as a rule. There were no icons displayed, no decorations anywhere in the space except for the inscription carved along the base of the Fount of the Fallen:
 

 
  
   WE ARE STILL HERE
  
 

 
  
  
  It was one of very few places in the world that the generally irreverent Eserites regarded as sacred.
 

 
  The three paladins entered through an arch along the northern arc of the outer wall, pausing just inside to look around. Few were present, just the Vidian priests in their three alcoves spaced along the inner curve of the wall, and only two people currently visiting the shrine. A woman with Stalweiss coloring, in an expensive-looking silk gown, sat on the lowest edge of the fountain, trailing her fingers in the water and seeming to speak quietly to no one. Halfway up one of the staircases, a dark-skinned man who might have been local had just finished setting a candle in place and lighting it, and now bowed his head, whispering in prayer.
 

 
  “Welcome,” a voice greeted them quietly from the alcove just a few feet away. It had a stone counter built in front of it, leaving the priest behind partially walled off like a shopkeeper. Shelves lining the back held row upon row of unlit white candles. Currently occupying the space was a Tiraan woman who stuck out somewhat, due to her expensive-looking and obviously tailored suit.
 

 
  Gabriel frowned at her. “Are…you a priest of Vidius?”
 

 
  “Oh, not me,” she said diffidently, waving a hand. “I’m just watching this post for a little bit, as a favor to a friend. I work with the Universal Church.” Gold glittered at her sleeves; her cufflinks alone looked pricey enough to be an affront to Eserite sensibilities. Actually, with her short hair and sharp suit, the woman looked a lot like Teal Falconer, with a darker complexion and more expensive tastes.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped over to the counter. “May I have a candle, please?”
 

 
  “Of course,” the woman said politely. “It’s two pennies.”
 

 
  “You
  
   charge
  
  for these?” she demanded, frowning.
 

 
  “This is genuine locally-sourced Jendi beeswax,” the woman in the suit replied with a placid smile. “Those bees worked
  
   hard
  
  to make these for you, and no telling how many keepers got stung in the process. The candles are hand-made by traditional artisans—no factory products here. Two pennies is exceedingly reasonable, especially considering that even a holy site requires some upkeep.”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head ruefully, already reaching into her pocket. “Well, when you put it that way, fair enough.” The woman smiled, accepted the coins and handed over a candle with no further comment, and Trissiny turned back to her friends. “I won’t be long.”
 

 
  “You take as much time as you need,” Toby said firmly. “There is no rush.”
 

 
  “Yeah, we’ll be fine,” Gabriel added. “Say whatever you need to.”
 

 
  “Here,” the woman said suddenly, holding out an arcane cigarette lighter to Trissiny. It was as expensive as her suit, crafted of silver with gold embossing and engraved with a stylized V. “There are also matches and lighters for sale here, but you can borrow mine. I don’t recommend using matches anyway; the splashing water doesn’t agree with them.”
 

 
  “Oh. Thank you very much,” Trissiny said, accepting it. “I’ll bring it right back.”
 

 
  “Like the boys said, hon, take your time. I’m in no rush, either.”
 

 
  She headed off to the fountain, and Toby and Gabriel discreetly edged away to stand with their backs to the wall on the other side of the arch. They tried not to stare, but there really wasn’t much else to look at; the woman at the candle stall was also watching Trissiny, wearing a small smile.
 

 
  Trissiny picked a staircase some distance from the other two Eserites currently at the fountain and climbed, selecting a spot about halfway up. There, she wedged the white candle into one of the slots, lit it with a lighter, and then produced a gold doubloon from inside her sleeve. The paladin kissed the coin before tossing it into the water. Then she paused, bending over her candle, and speaking softly to nothing, like the others.
 

 
  “His name was Ross,” Gabriel said suddenly, barely above a whisper. Toby looked up at him in surprise. “Evaine collected him. He died protecting Schwartz from wandfire. Trissiny and her other friends were just seconds too late to save him. I think you would’ve liked him, Toby. He didn’t much care for fighting; he was trying to talk his enemy down when she shot him, and he’d been really close to succeeding.” He hesitated, and sighed softly. “Ross was a bard, before apprenticing with the Guild. This whole thing… It’s a constant reminder that can’t be easy for her. I wonder how much of that was deliberate on Vesk’s part.”
 

 
  “Did…she tell you all this?” Toby asked quietly.
 

 
  Gabriel shook his head. “Evaine did. She was very impressed. Ross went right to the realm of heroes.”
 

 
  “Have you told Trissiny?”
 

 
  “I…no. That’s not exactly an easy thing to bring up, y’know? And I’m really not supposed to be ferrying information between the living and the dead, anyway. There’s a good reason Vidius insists on a solid barrier, there. I was going to tell her and her other Eserite friends anyway, back in Puna Dara, but…” He trailed off, and shook his head again.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby murmured. “Not easy at all. I think she would like to know, though.”
 

 
  “I’m still wrestling with it. Trissiny is my friend and I
  
   want
  
  to. But…that would be pretty blatantly playing favorites. If I reassure my own friend about dead loved ones, how do I justify
  
   not
  
  going around and doing the same for everyone else on the planet? Favorites are something death cannot have.”
 

 
  “I see the dilemma.” Toby laid a hand on his shoulder, squeezing and giving him a very gentle shake. “I’m not sure what the right thing is, there, Gabe. But I’m confident it’ll be what you end up doing.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” Gabriel said, a little wryly.
 

 
  The woman in silk had just stood up, turning to go, but she paused with a visible gasp, staring upward. Gabriel and Toby twisted their heads to follow her gaze.
 

 
  Three stories up, at the edge of the outer wall beneath a tree, stood the blurred but unmistakable shape of a valkyrie, scythe in hand and black wings spread. After a moment, seeing that she’d been noticed, Vestrel stepped backward out of sight of the space below.
 

 
  “Vidian holy ground,” Toby said thoughtfully. “Hm. Does that just…
  
   happen?
  
  The way you described events at the temple in Last Rock, I though valkyries had to specifically want to be visible, even there.”
 

 
  “You know,” Gabriel said, lowering his eyes to frown at nothing, “it occurs to me I’m not actually sure what the rules are about that. It hadn’t seemed important, before, but…maybe I oughta ask Vestrel for a rundown.”
 

 
  “That might be a good idea. More information is always better than less.”
 

 
  “Yeah.”
 

 
  Trissiny, true to her word, didn’t take long. Whatever she had to say to Ross or on his behalf, she was done while the other man on the other stairs was still kneeling. She looked suddenly tired, though more pensive than morose, giving both of them a wan smile while crossing back to the alcove with the lighter in her palm. Toby and Gabriel drifted over to meet her there, all three paladins arriving at about the same time.
 

 
  “Thanks again,” Trissiny said, handing the lighter back to its owner.
 

 
  “You are welcome,” the woman replied, inclining her head courteously. “Glad I could help. Now, are you kids about ready to go?”
 

 
  There was a beat of uncertain silence.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Toby asked, frowning. “Go where?”
 

 
  “Ah, my apologies, I did that in the wrong order. I’m Nell; pleased to meet you.” The woman bowed to each of them in turn, wearing a knowing smile. “We have some friends in common, and I hear tell you’re in town to see Mortimer Agasti and get your hands on one of his treasures. I can help you with that.”
 

 
  “You said…you work for the Universal Church?” Gabriel asked suspiciously.
 

 
  “With,” Nell corrected, raising one finger rather like a schoolteacher. “Not for. An easily-missed but very important distinction!”
 

 
  “And…what’s your stake in this, exactly?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Personally?” She shrugged, still with that bland smile. “I gain nothing from it, save the satisfaction of being involved. It’s been a long time since paladins were active in the world and longer still since they were on an honest-to-gods
  
   quest.
  
  Even if it is just Vesk trying to weave himself a shiny new fairy tale. There’s no way I’d pass up the chance to gawk at this from up close!”
 

 
  “If you don’t mind my asking,” said Toby, “are you Vidian or Eserite?”
 

 
  “Neither,” Nell replied pleasantly. “What I
  
   am
  
  is well-informed and connected. I know everybody interesting and everything important in Ninkabi. More to the
  
   point,
  
  I know Mortimer, and that means I can help you get what you want. You should be aware that he sees
  
   nobody.
  
  No visitors, no petitioners, no nothing. I’m one of very few acquaintances for whom he’ll break that rule. If you want to get a chance to present your case to the man himself without kicking up a ruckus that’ll upset Ninkabi even more than you did Calderaas, you’ll be needing to have me along.”
 

 
  “You are awfully well-informed,” Trissiny said, narrowing her eyes. “How could you possibly know who we needed to talk to? That name was only mentioned—” She broke off, eyes widening again, and glanced down at the lighter, which the woman was still holding in one hand, positioned so its engraved V was facing them.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, now. A little discretion, please! I’m sure you three understand
  
   not
  
  wanting to make spectacles of yourselves. It’s just Nell, to my friends.”
 

 
  Verniselle winked at them, and tucked the lighter away in the breast pocket of her tailored coat.
 

 
  “We very much appreciate your help…Nell,” Toby said carefully. “Your guidance would be more than welcome.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   please
  
  don’t start being all formal,” she said, lightly punching him on the shoulder. “Trust me, where we’re going, that’ll only draw exactly the attention you don’t want. All right, kids, if we’re all done here, let’s head out. You’ve got good timing; we should reach Mortimer’s place a bit after dark, if we selectively dawdle. It’ll be open but not too busy yet. Thisaway!”
 

 
  The goddess of money, merchants and bankers turned and strolled off through the nearest arch, casually flipping a platinum coin that would have bought a lower-end enchanted carriage. There was nothing for the three paladins to do but follow.
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  The goddess began by buying them dinner.
 

 
  “We won’t be eating at Mortimer’s place,” she confided while handing over coins at what she insisted was the best falafel stand on the Western coast, to the beaming satisfaction of its proprietor. “He overcharges
  
   horribly
  
  for everything but the liquor. Ordinarily I would never enter an establishment without buying something, but I cannot in good conscience support gouging, and Morty knows that. Besides, the joint has a cover charge, so he can suck it.”
 

 
  “Uh…” Gabriel looked a little spellshocked, even as he accepted the folded flatbread full of meat and cheese she handed him. “This guy…
  
   sells
  
  food?”
 

 
  “Oh, I didn’t mention it? Mortimer runs a nightclub. Well, owns and lives over it; he doesn’t actually manage the business himself these days. That’s the dream, isn’t it? Getting to the point where you can delegate all the work and let your business interests pay you to goof off.”
 

 
  “Nothing for you tonight, Nell?” the falafel guy asked, all three of them having received theirs.
 

 
  “Not this time, Apir,” she said, winking at him. “I’m watching my figure.”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t blame you for that,” he replied with a broad grin. “I don’t mind watching it myself.”
 

 
  “Say hi to your wife for me,” she said dryly, turning to go. “Come along, kids.”
 

 
  Toby waited until they had proceeded out of earshot down the street before asking. “So, does that guy know you’re a…?”
 

 
  “Of course he doesn’t know,” she snorted. “I could never get any business done if people
  
   knew.”
  
 

 
  “Do you do a lot of business yourself?” Trissiny asked. “Most of the…well, your colleagues tend to be pretty hands-off.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, that’s their lookout. Me, I’ve gotta to stay in circulation.
  
   Nothing
  
  is more important than staying in circulation. Everything you see here is the work of mortal industry, kids. This suit?” She turned and extended her arm to show off its cut. “From Chevantre. Glassian tailoring in the styles I prefer has fallen a bit by the wayside the last few years, but Marcel is still my go-to guy, and will be so long as his eyesight holds out. The tie is Sheng silk, though the actual weaving was done in Puna Vashtar—Shengdu and Sheng-la have lots of natural resources but their industry was smashed in the war, and both states have gotten way too dependent on raw exports and neglected to rebuild. They’re heading for a worse depression than the Five Kingdoms if they don’t straighten up. Speaking of which, the cufflinks are Stavulheim gold. I actually don’t care for dwarven aesthetics, personally, but I’ve made it a point to support jewelers in the Kingdoms ever since the Narisian treaty. They need the help. This, now!” She produced her lighter again, flicking the switch and igniting the tiny blue arc of energy. “The actual mechanism is new, from a custom workshop in Calderaas.
  
   The
  
  place for the latest arcane gadgetry. It used to be an alchemic lighter; I had to buy
  
   something
  
  for it to justify keeping it around, but the thing itself has sentimental value. Was a gift from Boss Catseye; she stole it right out of the pocket of Lord Aristan Vasaar. Yeah, I buy everything I might want, I have business interests and at least one piece of real estate in every major city in the world. I stay in touch.”
 

 
  “Amazing,” Gabriel mumbled around a mouthful of falafel. Aside from his manners, it wasn’t clear whether he meant the sandwich or the goddesses recitation. The food
  
   was
  
  really good.
 

 
  “Why?” Trissiny asked simply. She was paying more attention to where she was walking, taking her falafel in small nibbles.
 

 
  Nell turned her head to give them a serious look without slowing down. “I would
  
   never
  
  damage the value of currency by conjuring it. Nor the goods and services it can buy. All of those are the product of people’s effort, knowledge, care…their lives. Let me put it this way: you all know that every cult has a passage from its dogmas that is repeated so often as to become idiomatic. Almost a slogan, if you will. All systems are corrupt. All love is good. Justice for all, or for none.”
 

 
  “Lot of ‘alls’ in there, now you mention it,” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  She laughed, still facing ahead. “And have you heard the one most widely associated with Vernisites?”
 

 
  Gabe glanced at the other two and shrugged helplessly. Trissiny just drew her eyebrows together in a quizzical frown.
 

 
  “I mean no offense,” Toby answered after a pause, “but…that particular cult was never seen as very important to the people who trained me.”
 

 
  “I would say it’s more that your ascetic faith is inherently contemptuous of money and those who work with it,” the goddess said, her voice fortunately amused. “Likewise Trissiny’s, albeit less so; people who raise and field armies
  
   damn
  
  well learn the value of money.”
 

 
  “I have heard one idea several times, during my training with the Church,” Toby added. “It must flow?”
 

 
  Verniselle spread her arms wide and threw her head back, shouting to the darkening sky. “It! Must!
  
   Flow!”
  
  All three paused in eating to look warily around, but they garnered only a few curious glances from other passersby. Ninkabi was a large city, and thus home to many a strange sight; an expensively-dressed woman gesticulating and chanting the code of a major faith apparently wasn’t worth too much interest. Nell carried merrily on, seemingly ignoring everything around her. “Money is
  
   nothing,
  
  kids. It has almost no material use! Bank notes are just paper and ink and security charms; even coinage is typically made from the metals that are too soft and heavy to
  
   do
  
  much with. No, money is not a thing unto itself, it is
  
   potential.
  
  It
  
   is
  
  nothing, but it
  
   could
  
  be anything! Any object, any material you might want to possess. Any activity you might want to have another person do for you. Money can be turned
  
   into
  
  any of those things, into virtually anything you can imagine. It is not matter, but concept. It is
  
   energy.
  
  And
  
   energy wants to flow!
  
  Whoop, hold that thought.”
 

 
  The street along which they were walking bordered the canyon. The view was incredible, though somewhat obstructed by the chest-high stone wall and iron fence on top of that. Evidently the authorities in Ninkabi didn’t mean to take chances with their citizens’ safety. Along the other side of the street, though, were storefronts and free-standing stalls and carts. Now, their guide suddenly cut to the left, making a beeline for one of these, where she bought them all sweet spiced tea in disposable paper cups. Like the falafel, it was amazingly good. Apparently she really
  
   did
  
  know where to find all the best of everything in the city. Which made sense, given her claims.
 

 
  “Do you know what the greatest sin in my faith is?” the goddess asked them as they resumed course. This time she’d bought four servings, and sipped at her own tea upon pausing.
 

 
  “No, I don’t,” Trissiny replied after glancing at the others. “I
  
   do
  
  know that Eserites find Vernisites somewhat mystifying. It’s an iron rule in the Thieves’ Guild that you don’t run a job on a Vernisite bank unless an Underboss at the very least authorizes it. But…several people within the Guild told me that Vernisites actually
  
   like
  
  us. They always send gifts to the local chapter house after someone’s robbed them. Nobody could explain why.”
 

 
  “That’s just willful obtuseness, you know,” Nell said merrily. “Eserites of
  
   all
  
  people would understand, if they could get over their perception of ‘money people’ as inherently evil. The greatest sin for Vernisites is
  
   hoarding.
  
  It must flow! Money is meant to be in circulation, to be active, to be keeping economies alive, enabling people to work, to
  
   live.
  
  And just like every cult, mine has a way of attracting people who have
  
   serious
  
  trouble with its core values. You know, the way some Avenists just want to stomp around giving people orders, justice be damned. Or how some Eserites are in it for the stealing, not for resisting power.” She glanced back at them again. “How ’bout you boys? You’ve seen the same in your own cults?”
 

 
  “Vidians are
  
   supposed
  
  to be two-faced,” Gabriel said lightly.
 

 
  “Omnism doesn’t have…as
  
   much
  
  of a problem with that,” Toby added. “It’s a faith that emphasizes a simple life, growing useful plants and sharing the fruit of one’s labor with those who need it. The worst sort of person who is
  
   intrinsically
  
  attracted to that is smug and self-righteous. Which is
  
   annoying,
  
  but mostly harmless.”
 

 
  “Well, in my banks, that problem manifests as people who
  
   want money.
  
  Always more money; always longing to possess more and more stuff. Which is an innate misunderstanding of what money is, what it means, how it works, and how it
  
   should
  
  be used. We have doctrines to teach better ways, of course, but even so… All systems, as our Eserite friends like to remark, are corrupt. It’s tremendously helpful to have the Thieves’ Guild operating outside the law to administer a knockdown when one is needed. Otherwise, who would? Actual law enforcement is
  
   way
  
  too easy to influence, when you control the flow of money.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Trissiny grunted, seeming lost in thought.
 

 
  “It must flow,” Gabriel murmured, also frowning pensively.
 

 
  “It must flow,” Nell agreed gravely. “I’m constantly frustrated by the association of my cult with rich people in the minds of the general public. Almost nobody who’s not innately interested in trade looks into my faith, and far too many of those are exactly the kind of people I
  
   don’t
  
  want. In truth, the rich
  
   do not
  
  like my rules. Now, I realize most traditions apart from mine don’t hold charts and graphs in great esteem, but do you kids know what a bell curve is?”
 

 
  “I’m going to clamber way out on a limb,” Gabriel said solemnly, “and guess that it is a curve…which is shaped like a bell.”
 

 
  “Is he gonna sass
  
   every
  
  god of the Pantheon?” Trissiny muttered to Toby.
 

 
  “That depends on whether we
  
   meet
  
  every god of the Pantheon,” he murmured back, smiling.
 

 
  “He’s right, though!” Nell turned without slowing, walking backward and tracing an arch shape in the air with her finger. “A bell curve is a line graph describing a thing which progresses upward to a certain point, then after that point, back down in close to the same trajectory. In
  
   this
  
  case, the horizontal axis represents the amount of money a person has, while the vertical represents their health, happiness, satisfaction, and overall success in life. What do you make of that?”
 

 
  Trissiny cocked her head, lowering the cup from which she’d been about to sip. “Wait… I might be misunderstanding, I wasn’t raised to think very much of money or possessions. It sounds like…you’re saying that after a certain point, having more money makes your life
  
   worse?”
  
 

 
  “That is exactly what I’m saying,” Nell replied seriously, nodding at her and then turning back around to walk forward again. “It starts at the bottom left, with zeros on both axes: absolute, destitute poverty. None of your material needs are met, your very survival is uncertain from one day to the next, and you live in constant fear and stress. From there, obviously, as you gain more wealth, your quality of life increases…up to a point. The higher you climb on that arc, the smaller the overall benefit you get from every increase in your income. Until you crest the top, and getting more money just…stops…helping. And
  
   then
  
  comes the descent. You already have everything you need and more; beyond that point, the pursuit of more wealth is purely a neurosis, both the effect and the cause of a deep, underlying insecurity. You must constantly chase more money, more possessions, more power, more
  
   stuff,
  
  until it’s all you can do in life and the pursuit saps your very vitality. Until, at the bottom of the curve, there is just nothing inside you but that cold, meaningless, insatiable
  
   hunger.
  
  There’s nobody more miserable than a miser, kids.
  
   As
  
  miserable, perhaps, but not more.”
 

 
  “Now, I don’t know about that, honestly,” Gabriel said. “Being poor is no fun at all, trust me.”
 

 
  She peeked over her shoulder at them, expression inscrutable. “Hmm. None of you three grew up with much money, did you? But
  
   you
  
  two never felt the lack; everything you needed was provided for you. Gabriel, though. You know the sting of privation.”
 

 
  “…a bit,” he admitted, his expression closing down.
 

 
  “I’m sorry to hear that.” Though still facing away from them, she sounded absolutely sincere. “Both because no child should have to live that way, and because that sets you up for dangerous habits in the future.
  
   Now
  
  you have power, and there are all kinds of ways you can turn that into wealth. Not all paladins are ascetic; more Hands of Salyrene than otherwise have lived like kings and queens.”
 

 
  “And you think…that’s wrong,” Gabriel said skeptically.
 

 
  “I think it is
  
   bad
  
  for you,” she replied. “The crest of that bell curve is nowhere near as high as most people think it ought to be.
  
   Nobody needs to be rich.
  
  What a person
  
   needs
  
  is comfort and security. They need to have their needs met, food and shelter and clothing, all that. They need to have fulfilling work
  
   and
  
  time
  
   away
  
  from that work to enjoy their lives. They need healthy relationships with other people, which you can’t really buy, though having things to share certainly helps. They need a few luxuries—and oh, yes, that is important, a person is not a machine that runs on fuel alone. People need pleasure like crops need fertilizer; they can technically exist and grow without it, but only as wan, scraggly things. Ultimately, though? People just need
  
   enough,
  
  not too much. Too much fertilizer buries crops, and too many possessions bury people.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Gabriel took a sip of his tea, having polished off his falafel before the others. “How…do you find the top of the bell curve, then?”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that,”
  
  she said in a satisfied tone, “is one of the core goals of my religion. It’s all about knowing the value of money, which means knowing the value of
  
   life,
  
  and of goods and services. I could go into detail about the Vernisite codes, but let’s be honest: your eyes would glaze over within a minute.”
 

 
  “I suspect that is accurate,” Gabriel agreed, ignoring his fellow paladins who were both nodding solemnly.
 

 
  “The central rule of thumb that I think would guide you best, though,” Nell continued, “is this:
  
   do not own more things than you can appreciate.”
  
 

 
  “What does that mean, exactly?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “It means that everything you possess, you should pause every time you see it, and take a moment to really
  
   feel
  
  the satisfaction and gratitude that it is yours. Own nothing that you take for granted.”
 

 
  “Um.” Toby blinked. “I…may not have the best perspective on that, I was specifically taught to appreciate people and
  
   not
  
  things. But… I mean, just with the average quantity of stuff a person needs to get through life, that sounds like it could get
  
   exhausting.”
  
 

 
  “You’d be surprised!” she said cheerfully. “For one thing, it makes for a slower pace of life—which is for the good both materially and spiritually. Anybody is healthier and better off when they take time to enjoy existing. But basic needs, if you stop and appreciate them for what they are, don’t distract you too much from the business of living; doing so just makes you happier. It’s the luxury items that start to get you. Valuable things, precious things,
  
   expensive
  
  things. Things that cause you to truly stop, to truly
  
   feel
  
  a sense of joy and pride in possessing them, if you bother to. There’s a limit to how much of
  
   that
  
  you can do in a day and still get anything done. The Rule of Appreciation not only ensures that you are gaining true fulfillment from your material possessions,
  
   more importantly
  
  it forces you to really consider what’s most valuable to you, and dispense with what isn’t. It stops you from squandering resources on junk that doesn’t actually contribute to your well-being. And speaking of junk, it’s time for dessert!”
 

 
  They had come all the way to the end of this tier of the city; ahead, the plateau dropped off into the next level, a descent of nearly a hundred feet. Before that, broad staircases carved into the face of the rock descended back and forth in a series of turns and landings. Nell stopped before the stairs, though, and bought them pastries from a nearby cart run by a smiling dwarf woman. These were like nothing they had sampled before: thin sticks of deep-fried dough, generously coated with sugar which itself had been infused with citrus juice. Sweet, tangy, and crunchy, the treats were a perfect after-touch for the falafel and went beautifully with their spiced tea. They also served to keep all three paladins quiet while their guide led them down the steps and resumed her lecture.
 

 
  “No offense to your religion, Toby, but there’s nothing wrong with owning nice things. There’s nothing wrong with
  
   valuing
  
  nice things. Having an emotional attachment to possessions is perfectly normal, and not unhealthy in and of itself. There is, however, something seriously wrong on many levels with owning a whole lot of expensive things that you don’t actually feel much regard for. Not only are they wasting space and not really contributing much to your quality of life, but excessive possessiveness is an example of hoarding.” Again she turned to walk backwards, which was downright terrifying as she was walking down stairs at the time, to give them a grim look. “And hoarding is the ultimate evil to the person who understands and values money. You
  
   do not need more than you need.
  
  Going out of your way to
  
   own
  
  more than you need is an outright affront to everyone around you. Money
  
   should not
  
  be gathering dust in a vault, nor should any of the things it can buy. Money wants to be used, to be appreciated—money wants to
  
   work.
  
  The job of money is to be
  
   out there
  
  in the world, paying people for their labor, providing resources to everyone. Money is the lifeblood of economies, sustaining societies, nations, civilizations. And what, my young friends, is the nature of blood?”
 

 
  “It must flow,” all three of them chorused obediently, Gabriel spraying crumbs in the process.
 

 
  “IT MUST FLOW!” Verniselle bellowed, startling a woman passing up the stairs the other way. They had reached the next landing down, and she turned to walk forward again down the next flight of steps. By now, it was fully dark, the path well-lit by fairy lamps and not much less crowded than it had been earlier. A city the size of Ninkabi never truly slept.
 

 
  “If money were allowed to flow the way it wants to, there would be no poor and no rich. Nobody hoarding more resources than they need, and nobody going without their necessities. In any society that’s not actually in the process of collapsing due to unavoidable resource scarcity resulting from natural disaster, there
  
   is
  
  enough for everyone. And not just for everyone to survive, but to
  
   live
  
  lives of quality and satisfaction. The existence of poverty invariably means that
  
   some
  
  asshole is
  
   hoarding.”
  
 

 
  Apparently they weren’t going all the way to the bottom of the stairs; at the next landing down, Nell turned into a large opening into the wall of the plateau itself, leading them back the way they had come but about four stories down. This underground passage was obviously a street, as well, fronted by shops and businesses and lit by fairy lamps. It was tall and broad enough that it did not feel claustrophobic, though in most cities it would have counted as little more than an alley. There definitely wasn’t room for horses or carriages, but then there didn’t need to be, considering that no such could have made it down the stairs.
 

 
  She fell silent, finishing off her cooling tea, while they pressed deeper into the plateau’s heart, and the doors they passed became fewer, the chambers behind them apparently stretching more widely. The lights, too, were more scarce past a certain depth, attached to the arched roof of the tunnel rather than lamp posts along its walls. The place wasn’t growing rougher or poorer, though; if anything it seemed to get increasingly trendy deeper in. Shop signs glowed with arcane charms, and the people passing by were mostly young and expensively dressed.
 

 
  “So,” Gabriel broke the thoughtful silence after a few minutes, “how would you enforce that, exactly?”
 

 
  Nell heaved a sigh, hard enough to make her shoulders visibly shift in front of them. “An economist might have an answer for that question, Gabriel. And sure, most economists would have my idols on their desks. But there’s a reason I run a cult and not a consortium. I’m talking about values and virtues, not practicalities. The fact is, you
  
   can’t
  
  enforce those. It’s the disappointing reality of every religion. There is just no way to
  
   make
  
  people be kind, or peaceful, or just, or whatever it is that your faith values, and efforts to
  
   make
  
  them, well… That medicine is worse than the disease. And so, all too often, money doesn’t flow. People hoard and people starve, because people suck.”
 

 
  “There’s the dwarven system,” Toby offered. “Ruda was talking about that during our downtime in Puna Dara. Apparently they have high taxes and the Kingdom itself makes sure everybody has everything they need…”
 

 
  “Nnnnyehhh…” Though she was not facing them, the grimace on Verniselle’s face was audible. “I am
  
   not
  
  a fan of redistribution by fiat. Think about it: that’s basically where an entity—the government—seizes people’s hard-earned property for the crime of
  
   having
  
  earned property and decides who deserves it more. More often than otherwise that leads to worse injustices than it’s meant to correct. I tend to share Eserion’s view of systems like that.
  
   But,
  
  taxes and governments are necessary evils, because the alternatives are worse. Nothing enables hoarding by a powerful few like anarchy. So, yes. Societies have crowned heads, which collect taxes and provide services. It’s gotta be that way because people just won’t damn well
  
   behave
  
  unless compelled to. That doesn’t make it any less annoying. It’s a reluctant adaptation to necessity, not the way things
  
   ought
  
  to be.”
 

 
  “I’m suddenly glad that Ruda and Teal aren’t here,” Trissiny said, shaking her head. “You boys have missed some of the heated discussions we’ve had about economics and social justice in Clarke Tower.”
 

 
  “How do you have heated discussions about
  
   economics?”
  
  Gabriel asked skeptically. “Even porridge is more exciting than that, and it’s
  
   supposed
  
  to be heated.”
 

 
  “I would imagine,” Toby mused, “that if the discussion included hereditary royalty from a culture that prizes individual freedom,
  
   and
  
  the daughter of industrialists, that conversation could get pretty dicey, pretty quick.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “It’s even better when it includes two confused fairies trying to understand how economies work. I swear, Shaeine is the only reason nobody got punched that first semester.”
 

 
  “I do like the Punaji,” Nell said lightly. “They have the right idea about a lot of things. I also like the Falconers—they pay their employees
  
   very
  
  well. That’s another of my most important rules. Well, anyway, I could lecture on this subject for hours and hours, but we’d better table it for now, kids. We have arrived!”
 

 
  She had turned a sharp corner while speaking, into a smaller and narrower tunnel; the three of them slowed to read the enchanted sign above it, which glowed a sullen orange in the dimness, and named the establishment Second Chances.
 

 
  This side tunnel terminated in an alcove in which was the actual entrance to the club, and it was immediately clear why the door was situated at the end of a corridor and not out on the street. For one thing, there was already a line of people—only five deep, at this early hour, but if it was a popular club that could stretch to really impair traffic out in the main avenue.
 

 
  For another, the doorkeepers were demons.
 

 
  Trissiny stiffened slightly as soon as they came close enough to see; both boys gave her sidelong looks, but she only slowed for a half-step, then resumed following the goddess’s pace without comment.
 

 
  They were two, a man and a woman, both garbed in black clothes of a stylish cut and androgynous style. Their skin was pale, not like the pale flesh of elves or Stalweiss, but very much like marble: a grayish color, shot through with irregular veins of black, and with a glossy sheen of polished stone. Both were bald, with horns of the same material as their skin rising from the peak of their forehead, the woman’s long and swept backward over her skull while the man’s were shorter and stood almost perfectly upright. Their eyes were empty sockets, opening onto a flickering space within, as if each had a hollow skull containing a live infernal flame.
 

 
  Verniselle led the way past the end of the line, to the vivid annoyance of those standing in it, but they were interrupted before anyone could complain. As the group drew closer, infernal magic surged around them, causing all three paladins to freeze in place; Trissiny and Toby reflexively threw up golden shields. Embedded in the walls, runes burst alight, casting an orange glow across the corridor. Immediately, the five people waiting to get into Second Chances scurried away, pressing themselves against the wall farthest from the new arrivals.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” said the male demon loudly, wagging his finger at them. In speaking, he confirmed the impression of his eyes; his mouth opened onto emptiness lit by inner fire. “You know the rules, Nell. No clerics!”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, you know me better than that,” she said, putting on a charming smile and sauntering forward. “When have I
  
   ever
  
  shown a lack of respect for the bossman? These aren’t clerics.” She leaned close and lowered her voice. “They’re
  
   paladins.”
  
 

 
  Both demons turned to stare at the three, their eyes narrowing to fiery slits.
 

 
  “This is one of those
  
   things
  
  you were talking about last time,” the woman said after a pause. “Something that’s never going to be technically illegal because it’s so damn unlikely nobody would bother outlawing it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you know
  
   why
  
  we have that rule,” the male said, clearly unimpressed. “I’m gonna go ahead an say it applies
  
   extra hard
  
  to paladins. They’re not coming in.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about a thing,” she said soothingly, “I’ll vouch for them. These kids need to have a word with Morty, and they’re not gonna cause any trouble.”
 

 
  “No clerics, and nobody sees the boss without an invitation,” he said flatly. “You’re outta luck, Nell.”
 

 
  “Ah, but there is a
  
   higher
  
  rule,” she said solemnly, “one which applies in all places, in all situations: Go ask the boss himself. I guarantee he’ll want to see us.”
 

 
  The demon was shaking his head before she finished. “Not happening—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ll go get him,” his counterpart said, turning toward the door.
 

 
  “Come on, Celeste!” the man snapped.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  come on,” she retorted. “There’s three paladins in the
  
   world,
  
  Drake. You think the boss
  
   wouldn’t
  
  want to be informed when they all show up at the door with one of his friends? I’ll go get him. You!” She leveled a finger at Nell, who looked deliberately innocent. “Just hold your horses. No funny business until I’m back with Mr. Agasti’s word. I know your tricks.”
 

 
  “You know some of ’em,” Nell said with a wink. “Don’t worry, I have no reason to get clever, here. Morty’ll understand.”
 

 
  Celeste shook her head, but opened the door a crack and slipped inside.
 

 
  Drake folded his arms, glaring sullenly at them; the five would-be clubbers were staring with wide eyes. All around them, infernal runes blazed a warning.
 

 
  “Okay, so,” Gabriel said into the ensuing quiet. “What the
  
   hell?”
  
 

 
  “Second Chances is one of the more exclusive clubs in the city,” Nell explained, turning back to them. “Heck, in the world. So, in case this doesn’t go without saying, once we’re allowed in you will kindly
  
   refrain
  
  from any smiting and purging you may be considering.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t planning on it,” Trissiny said curtly. “But for your information, the sheer concentration of infernal magic around here has me
  
   rather
  
  on edge. Anything which jumps out at me suddenly is asking for whatever it gets.”
 

 
  “They won’t,” Nell said in a wry tone. “They want to live.”
 

 
  “A little late for that, isn’t it?” Trissiny retorted.
 

 
  “Oh, the hell with this,” said Drake with a heavy sigh. “You! All of you, go on in. Go on, get outta here.”
 

 
  The goddess and the paladins watched in silence while he ushered the five onlookers into the club, doubtless sparing them from a rash of annoying questions.
 

 
  “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Gabriel asked, “but what kind of demon are you?”
 

 
  “An annoyed one,” Drake replied. “Why, what kind are you?”
 

 
  “Half-hethelax.”
 

 
  Orange flames winked momentarily out as he blinked his eyes in surprise. “…that was a rhetorical question. I didn’t expect it to have an answer.”
 

 
  “Yep, I get that a lot.”
 

 
  “They’re revenants,” Trissiny said quietly.
 

 
  Toby gave her a quizzical look. “I’m not familiar with those. I thought I’d learned as much demonology as you. Apparently not, though…”
 

 
  “Revenants,” she said, eyes on Drake, “aren’t proper demons; they’re demonic undead. Specifically, mortal warlocks’ feeble attempts to reproduce the work of Prince Vanislaas. They are colloquially called the poor man’s incubi.”
 

 
  “Or poor woman’s,” Gabriel intoned. “Or succubi. I mean, I presume.”
 

 
  “Shut up, Gabe,” she snapped. “Their powers are considerably diminished compared to a real Vanislaad, but the basic process is the same: it begins with a
  
   damned soul.
  
  Except, to
  
   get
  
  one of those without going into Hell, you have to damn your own. Revenants are made in broadly the same way as talking swords. For a warlock to have one under their control is an
  
   automatic
  
  death sentence in the Tiraan Empire. In
  
   most
  
  countries!”
 

 
  “Less automatic than you may have been led to believe,” Nell said with a placid smile. “Morty is great at finding loopholes.”
 

 
  “Is this guy a
  
   warlock?”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “He is a very
  
   good
  
  warlock,” the goddess replied, her smile broadening. “What’s more, he is a
  
   lawyer.
  
  Between the two skill sets, Morty has never met a rule he didn’t want to twist to his advantage. You’ll like him.”
 

 
  Trissiny began massaging her temples.
 

 
  “Don’t rush to judgment,” Nell said more soberly. “I wouldn’t bring you here without reason, you can trust that.”
 

 
  “I’m trying,” Trissiny muttered. “Rushing to judgment is a problem I have, I know this. I am
  
   really
  
  trying. But this? This is
  
   not
  
  making it easy!”
 

 
  Drake snorted loudly and leaned against the wall by the door.
 

 
  Before anyone could respond to that, fortunately, the door opened again and his companion returned.
 

 
  “That was
  
   really
  
  fast,” Drake said warily.
 

 
  “Yeah.” Celeste nodded to Nell. “Apparently, your arrival isn’t a
  
   total
  
  surprise.”
 

 
  “Ah, Morty,” Nell said, chuckling and shaking her head. “Never misses a trick!”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you can go on in,” the revenant said, stepping out of the door and clearing the way for them. “Boss isn’t exactly ready for visitors at the moment, but he said he will be soon enough. Meantime, you’re welcome to his hospitality. Everything’s on the house for you this evening.”
 

 
  Drake’s head snapped around to stare incredulously at this pronouncement, but Nell just grinned and rubbed her hands together. “All right!
  
   That’s
  
  my boy. Welcome to your evening in hell, kids. C’mon, let’s hurry and get a good table.”
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  “They expect us to step into that?” Trissiny demanded, stopping just inside the club’s door.
 

 
  “Relax, that’s an arcane enchantment,” Gabriel said, edging past her. “They can’t have people walking in a real infernal effect, that’s incredibly dangerous and also illegal. More important,
  
   what
  
  is that music?”
 

 
  
   “More
  
  important?” Trissiny muttered, but began gingerly descending the stairs into the mist.
 

 
  The main floor of Second Chances was sunken, with the entrance and the bar area five steps up and the stage taller than that. It was a neat layout, the stage along the left side of the big room from the door and the bar to the right, with a clear space in front of the stage itself presumably for dancing and marked off from the tables which occupied the rest of the floor by a ring of comfortable couches and chairs. The entire floor area was covered by gently swirling mist which looked to be about two feet deep. That would simply be mysterious and pretty, if not for the sullen flashes of orange light which flickered through it from time to time, hinting at submerged hellfire.
 

 
  At this early hour it was relatively quiet in the club, with a few musicians playing a peculiar syncopated tune on the stage, a lone bartender and a single waitress on duty on the floor, and only a handful of other patrons. The cluster who had been waiting outside were more than half the occupants, now sitting together at a table opposite the floor from the entrance.
 

 
  All employees of Second Chances, from the serving staff to the musicians to the burly sleeveless man standing just inside the door, were revenant demons.
 

 
  “It’s called jazz,” Nell answered Gabriel’s question, gently shooing them all down the stairs and into the misty floor. There were no visible fairy lamps; the faintly glowing mist appeared to provide the illumination, which would have been a spooky effect even had the interior walls not been rough-shaped to resemble a natural cave. “A natural outgrowth of the ragtime music you’ve probably heard around the prairie. I can’t say I really get it, but Vesk insists it’s going to be huge and he
  
   definitely
  
  knows music, so I’m watching spots like this to see what opportunities pop up. There’s nothing more profitable than getting in on the leading edge of a trend. Over here, best table in the house.”
 

 
  She directed them to a table tucked away in the space to the left of the entry stairs and the right of the stage, with a decent view of both. Nell was the first there, largely because Trissiny and Toby were stepping with uncertain care through the mist and Gabriel kept slowing almost to a stop, gazing in apparent wonder at the musicians. By the time they had arrived, she had already seated herself and was lounging back in the wrought iron chair wearing an amused little smile.
 

 
  The waitress manifested at their table almost the moment they seated themselves, a young woman with blunt little horns and facial features that looked like they might have been of local Jendi stock. It was hard to tell, between her oddly marbled skin and hollow skull full of flame.
 

 
  “Nell, I haven’t seen you in the longest,” she said with a smile, flickers of orange light visible between her silvery teeth. “And these must be the
  
   special
  
  guests! Welcome to Second Chances, my lords and lady. I hope you’re not here looking for trouble?” The edge of fear in her tone and bearing were only just discernible.
 

 
  “Oh, uh, no titles are necessary,” Gabriel said, tearing his gaze from the stage to give her a reassuring smile. “None of us are big on formality.”
 

 
  “If there’s to be trouble, it won’t be
  
   us
  
  starting it,” Trissiny added.
 

 
  “Hey, hey, hey,” Nell interjected when the waitress tensed up. “Settle yourself down, girl. Don’t worry, Kami, I’ll talk to them. We’re not gonna have any problems here, upon my word. I’ll have my usual. And what’s your poison, kids?”
 

 
  “What do you have that’s not alcoholic?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “Well, we make a fantastic Onkawi-style punch,” Kami offered. “Which is doable with or without the rum.”
 

 
  “Without, please,” Gabriel said.
 

 
  “Hey, as long as you don’t get
  
   too
  
  sloppy, I don’t mind,” Nell said, winking. “I’m not gonna rat you out to Arachne. Her rules don’t apply out here, anyway.”
 

 
  “Thanks, but none of us drink,” he replied. Trissiny turned to him, raising her eyebrows in surprise.
 

 
  “So, three glasses and a pitcher,” Kami said with a smile, “and Nell’s customary graveyard wisp. Anything to eat?”
 

 
  Nell cleared her throat loudly, putting on a theatrical frown.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” the waitress said, tilting her head back in a gesture which suggested the rolling of eyes, though the flickering flame behind her empty sockets didn’t alter. “I don’t set the prices, hon, I just work here. Be back with your drinks pronto.”
 

 
  The demon turned and swished away in a trail of disturbed mist, all three paladins gazing thoughtfully after her.
 

 
  “So, you don’t drink?” Toby asked Gabriel. “Since when?”
 

 
  “Well, when have I had the opportunity?” Gabriel replied, grinning back. “First it was my dad, and then Tellwyrn, and then… Well, honestly, I’m just afraid to chance it. Gods know I put my foot in my mouth enough sober. There’s too much riding on my already fragile discretion for me to be taking chances like that. It’s not a religious thing, like with you two.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Toby replied, glancing at Trissiny, “that proscription is unique to Omnism.”
 

 
  Gabriel blinked, then also turned to Trissiny. “Wait, you’re allowed to drink?”
 

 
  “Avei doesn’t prohibit drinking,” she said with a shrug, “nor even drunkenness, at least not explicitly. But an Avenist is expected to maintain self-control;
  
   being
  
  drunk is not acceptable if you’re in the Legions or the clergy. Alcohol in moderation is pretty harmless, so long as you know your limits and respect them. Me, though… I decided more or less the same you did, Gabe. I’m just uneasy about anything that takes away my control. Speaking of which,” she added, shifting her stare back to Nell, “I am really doing my best to be open, here, but I’m in a room full of demons and I think some explanations are overdue.”
 

 
  “One sec,” Toby interrupted. “Gabriel, that Vidian thing you can do that makes people not pay attention. How much concentration does it take exactly?”
 

 
  “For me, none,” Nell replied before he could. “So let me dissuade the onlookers while you kids listen up. Trissiny is quite right, you’re entitled to some answers. Well, I’m sure you noticed that Ninkabi is a city of cliffs and bridges, where you’re never out of walking distance from a truly terrifying drop into the chasm.”
 

 
  “Even I noticed that,” Gabriel said, nodding. “Bit hard to miss.”
 

 
  Nell nodded back, though she was no longer smiling. “So I’m sure you can guess what the most popular form of suicide is around here.”
 

 
  A short, grim pause fell. Toby shifted in his seat to glance around at each of the revenants in the room.
 

 
  “Mortimer Agasti started walking the bridges at dusk when he was twenty,” she continued. “Being a criminal defense lawyer, he kept contacts among the local police, and knew what all the biggest jumping spots were. Suicide… Nine times out of ten, it’s a spur of the moment decision, a knee-jerk reaction to a surge of despair. If you can
  
   get
  
  to someone and talk them down, much of the time they won’t try again. Morty walked those bridges for twenty years, stopping and talking with anyone who even looked like they might be on the edge. He saved
  
   hundreds
  
  of lives.” Nell turned her head to gaze abstractly up at the stage, where the players had switched to a slower, almost meditative piece. “But you can’t save them all. Some people…didn’t want to talk. Sometimes, he had to watch people die right in front of him. Just snuff themselves out. And whenever that happened, he did the only thing he could to give them another chance.”
 

 
  “By enslaving their souls?” Trissiny asked evenly. Toby and Gabriel both gave her wary looks; a year ago she would have delivered that line at the top of her lungs, probably with sword already in hand, but now she just sat there, apparently calm.
 

 
  “Well, that’s the loophole I mentioned,” Nell said with a little smile. “It turns out the language prohibiting the keeping of revenants in Imperial law very rightly focused on
  
   that
  
  piece of evil. But a
  
   modified
  
  revenant whose creation specifically omitted the control clause is another matter. Then, they are classified as free-willed sapient undead and thus eligible for second-class citizenship.”
 

 
  “Uh…citizenship has
  
   classes?”
  
  Gabriel demanded, straightening up in his chair.
 

 
  “Not…exactly,” said Trissiny. “Free-willed sapient undead
  
   are
  
  citizens, or anyway can be, but the law puts some limitations on them. They have to be regularly checked up on by Imperial agents, they can’t travel by Rail or change address without notifying the government in advance. They automatically inhabit a higher tax bracket to offset what this costs the Empire to administer. Technically there aren’t different classes of citizenship, at least not as the Writ of Duties applies to people, but certain conditions that make a person inherently dangerous mandate those provisions. The same applies to some types of demonbloods and curse victims.”
 

 
  “I’ve never even heard of that,” he said, looking shaken.
 

 
  “Well, as a half-hethelax it wouldn’t be applicable to you. That bloodline doesn’t give you any magical affinity
  
   or
  
  infernal aggression. Malivette Dufresne lives under terms like that, as does your friend Elspeth. I’m surprised she never explained it to you. Juniper definitely will, if she decides to become an Imperial citizen.”
 

 
  “It’s a strange sort of mercy,” Toby mused, again glancing around at the revenants working the club. “It
  
   is
  
  a mercy, though, clearly. And I understand the name now; Second Chances, indeed. Did he forcibly draw them back to this world?”
 

 
  Nell shook her head. “Gave them a choice. A suicide victim rarely encounters a valkyrie, so it was a long time before anybody caught on to what Morty was doing. And some of those he called back preferred to move on to be judged by Vidius. He let them. But like I said…suicide is an impulse. Many of them regretted it. He offered them that second chance. It was the trial of the decade, when the Empire caught on,” she added, winking at Trissiny. “I know you Avenists like to follow legal matters, but I’m not surprised you hadn’t heard. Things like this are exactly what the Sisterhood
  
   doesn’t
  
  want people getting ideas about.”
 

 
  “So…they’re not forced to work here?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “They’re as free as anyone, but…” Nell shrugged. “Where else are they going to go? Not every revenant Morty brought back still works for him, but most do. More than a second chance, he’s made sure to offer them a
  
   place.
  
  Nobody else but the Wreath would. I’m sure I don’t have to argue that this is a better option.”
 

 
  “That still doesn’t quite track,” Trissiny objected, frowning. “If the man wanted to go around saving lives, why would he want to be a warlock? This is the first time I’ve
  
   ever
  
  heard of infernal magic being used as anything but a weapon.”
 

 
  “I’m very choosy about my friends,” Nell said serenely. “Mortimer Agasti is one of the most interesting men in the world, if my opinion counts for anything. If you wanted me to walk you through his whole life in enough detail that all his decisions make sense, I could. Given a few weeks. You’re getting the need-to-know version, and I’m afraid you’ll have to be content with that.”
 

 
  “Well…that’s fair,” Trissiny replied, a trifle grudgingly.
 

 
  Kami returned before any further argument could be offered, bearing a tray with three glasses, a pitcher, and a cocktail, which she began laying out on the table.
 

 
  “Nell’s favorite: the graveyard wisp, made with the house absinthe!” The drink was livid green, glowed in scintillating patterns of light, and put off roiling smoke which poured onto the table and then over the edge to join the mist already covering the floor. “Aaand a pitcher of Blushing Virgin.” The demon winked at them while setting their glasses in front of the punch. “For the blushing virgins.”
 

 
  Gabriel grinned lazily. “Wanna bet?
  
   Ow!”
  
  He abruptly straightened up, tucking his feet under his chair, and turned a scowl on Trissiny. “Why are you always so violent?”
 

 
  “That was
  
   me,”
  
  Toby informed him.
 

 
  “Thanks, Kami,” Nell said, beaming. “Put it on my tab.”
 

 
  “Nell,” the waitress said in exasperation, “first of all, everything’s on the house tonight, and I
  
   know
  
  you know that. Second, as I explain
  
   every
  
  time, you don’t have a tab! There’s no point in opening one when you always pay up front.”
 

 
  “It must flow,” Nell said solemnly.
 

 
  Kami just shook her head. “Enjoy. Someone’ll come get you when the boss is ready. If you need anything else before then, just give me a wave.”
 

 
  “Okay, I gotta ask,” Gabriel said while Kami sauntered off again.
  
   “What
  
  are you drinking?”
 

 
  “What, this?” Picking up her livid cocktail, Nell grinned and took a sip. “For all practical purposes, just absinthe. With a touch of enchantment to add the glow and a touch of alchemy for the smoke.”
 

 
  “So…” Toby tilted his head. “There’s…nothing to change to flavor, or alcohol content? It’s just absinthe, but needlessly flashy and more expensive?”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Nell said merrily.
 

 
  Trissiny was already pouring out glasses of the rosy fruit punch, which was garnished with pineapple slices and a hibiscus blossom. “Well. I suppose this is a good thing, overall. Sounds like this Mr. Agasti is an…
  
   unusual
  
  specimen of a warlock. Maybe I’ll have time to pick his brain a bit before we leave.”
 

 
  Nell hesitated, her drink halfway back to the table. Instead of setting it down, she raised the glass again and took two more heavy sips before finally putting it aside. “Trissiny, that is a good impulse. And I understand that it represents some personal progress for you, which I don’t mean to discourage. But in this case I must ask you, as a personal favor, to leave Morty alone. Do what you came to do; you’ll find him a good host and likely to help in whatever way he can. But please refrain from poking into his business aside from that.”
 

 
  “Well…all right,” Trissiny said slowly, setting the pitcher back down and pulling one of the glasses she’d just poured over to herself but not yet drinking. “Might I ask why?”
 

 
  “It’s just not a good time. Morty has had a rough…” Nell trailed off, then sighed and shook her head. “All right, I suppose I need to tell the story in order for it to make sense. It’s about his daughter. He adopted a Tidestrider scapeling.”
 

 
  Toby leaned forward, watching her closely. “I’m given to understand the Tidestriders aren’t well liked out here on the coast. I don’t know what a scapeling is, though.”
 

 
  “You’re damn right, they’re not liked,” Nell stated. “The Tidestrider clans have raided the coast for centuries. N’Jendo is a very militaristic society; for most of its history the country was pressed by the islanders from the sea, by Thakar up north and Athan’Khar to the south. The only peaceful border was with Viridill, which naturally only added to its militancy. Well, nowadays, the Thakari are fellow subjects of Tiraas, and the orcs are gone. The Tidestriders aren’t a threat, but they also aren’t citizens and are heavily disadvantaged by the Empire’s hold on the Isles. Every society needs someone to hate, and they make
  
   excellent
  
  victims these days. Any ‘striders who come inland are in for a rough time in the Western provinces, and there’s nobody more vulnerable than a scapeling.”
 

 
  “Nobody
  
   needs
  
  someone to hate,” Toby said with pure weariness.
 

 
  “I’m not saying it’s a good thing, or in any way helpful,” Nell replied in the same tone, “but it
  
   is
  
  the nature of human societies. Don’t maunder too much on that part, though, because this is about to get worse. Scaping is a ritual practice whereby a Tidestrider clan will designate one of its members the source of its misfortune, and…well, kill them. Eventually. The process leading up to that gets pretty ugly, even more than it needs to. The idea is that all the clan’s ill luck is placed onto the scaped one and then destroyed. Their families are then banished from the tribe and abandoned on the coast. They prefer to pick on individuals with the least amount of family for that reason. Well, on one occasion about twenty-five years ago, a clan scaped a widow with a young daughter, whom they then tossed ashore on the docks below Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   repulsive,”
  
  Trissiny hissed.
 

 
  “Stuff like that doesn’t endear them to the Jendi, or Thakari, or Onkawi,” Nell said wearily. “Discuss the Tidestriders anywhere in the West and the word ‘savage’ will come up almost immediately. The really sick thing is that similar practices have existed in every human culture on this continent, though in the distant past. It is neither accident nor their own fault that the Tidestriders haven’t shared in the progress and prosperity of the mainland; the Empire finds it useful to keep them as a weakened vassal state to secure its west coast, and the Western provinces use the clans in exactly the way the clans use the scaped ones. If you’re a politician it’s
  
   very
  
  handy, having a convenient source of primitive foreigners to label as a menace whenever the question of why your country is being mismanaged into the ground comes up.”
 

 
  She paused, grimaced, and tossed back the rest of her drink. Smoke poured from her mouth for a few moments as she continued speaking.
 

 
  “Morty found Maehe on one of his evening bridge patrols, half-starved and traumatized almost senseless. Her community had just ritually murdered her mother and tossed her out like old chum, and in Ninkabi locals had taken to tossing garbage at her for sport, as is the custom with Tidestrider scapelings. He took her in, and… Well, to make a very long story very short, taught her everything he knew. Morty raised Maehe as his own daughter, trained her in Imperial and Jendi law…and in infernomancy. She was to be the successor to
  
   all
  
  his enterprises, his assurance that there would be someone to continue looking after the revenants he’d rescued, which was a great concern of his as he grew older because their position became a lot more uncertain with him out of the picture.”
 

 
  Nell paused again, glancing regretfully down at her empty glass.
 

 
  “On the night of her eighteenth birthday, the day she would be an adult by Imperial law, Maehe snuck out and ran off. She hired a boat to the Isles, and despite having been raised in Jendi customs, found a wavespeaker to give her the traditional tattoos of her clan, so they would know who she was when she returned. Then she went back to the island where she had been born. And then she scoured it off the face of the earth.”
 

 
  Soft jazz played over the chilling silence which descended, clashing with the mood. Nell met each of their eyes in turn before continuing.
 

 
  “Mortimer taught his little girl well. It takes a
  
   hell
  
  of a warlock, pun intended, to take out multiple fae casters, but Maehe hit the wavespeakers first. She let the children escape on a boat to the next clan’s island, but destroyed every other craft that tried to flee. It took her a whole day to slaughter every last member of her clan, and char the island itself so completely that its beaches were molten glass and not a thing still grew there. Apparently she was very patient and methodical about the whole thing. At any rate, she had just finished up when the Empire deployed a strike team to deal with the renegade warlock.
 

 
  “Maehe was waiting patiently in the middle of what used to be her village when they arrived. She politely explained what she’d done and why, and requested a quick death.”
 

 
  “…okay, point taken,” Gabriel said in a shaking voice. “We won’t pester the guy with personal questions. I…damn. That poor man. Poor girl. Poor
  
   everyone.
  
  What a crappy way to die after all that…”
 

 
  “Oh, she isn’t dead,” said Nell. “No, the Strike Corps has a bit of a problem recruiting warlocks to round out its teams. When they found one who was lucid, educated, and
  
   not
  
  gibbering crazy from infernal corruption, they gave her the standard deal: a ten-year term of service, with a full pardon if she was still alive at the end. So far, she is. And
  
   that’s
  
  where Morty is left, now. The Empire was obliging enough to at least notify him, but he gets no contact with his daughter until she is released from her term, assuming the Corps doesn’t get her killed first. And
  
   then
  
  the two of them have to deal with the fact that she took all his teachings and did the most abhorrent thing he could have imagined, not to mention throwing away all he had invested in the future and the hopes of all the revenants who had been her own family growing up.”
 

 
  Slowly, she leaned forward, pushing aside her glass to rest her elbows on the table and stare firmly at them.
 

 
  “And that is why Mortimer Agasti doesn’t see anyone anymore. The man who used to patrol his city every night, looking for people to rescue, has become practically a shut-in. So I would like you kids to be
  
   nice
  
  to Morty. Okay? Despite what you may think of warlocks, he’s a good man—as good a man as I’ve ever known, and I have known more people than you can imagine. The absolute last thing he needs is any more grief.”
 

 
  “We will do our best to shield him from any,” Toby promised. Trissiny and Gabriel nodded mutely in agreement.
 

 
  In the quiet which descended, they were approached by another revenant who cut a wake through the mist of the club. He was tall, lean of build, and walked with the grace of a martial artist, his skull surmounted by horns longer than any of the others they had seen, and branching twice almost like antlers. Though the man’s features were set in a cold expression, he bowed quite diffidently upon stopping at their table.
 

 
  “Mr. Agasti is ready to see you now.”
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  Nell just gestured them to go ahead, waving to flag down the waitress. “You’re on your own from here, kids. Don’t worry, it’ll be perfectly fine.”
 

 
  To judge by his expression before he got it back under control, the demon sent to bring them shared their instinctive unease about this prospect.
 

 
  The door to the private area of the club was cleverly hidden in an alcove next to the bar, where the apparently natural shape of the cave walls veiled a gap behind a cluster of stalagmites; someone who didn’t know it was there could have stood right next to the aperture and never noticed it, thanks to the dimness of the club floor. Their standoffish revenant guide politely gestured them through, then followed them into the short corridor beyond, which ran behind the bar.
 

 
  Around a corner, the spooky ambience abruptly vanished; they were now in a wood-paneled hallway with slightly threadbare carpet, lined by doors and terminating in a spiral staircase, with perfectly conventional fairy lamps providing ample light. The demon slipped past them and led the way to the stairs. All three paladins trooped along behind him in silence, single file.
 

 
  They ascended roughly one story in the circular well, where the staircase terminated in a small foyer which looked for all the world like somebody’s front porch. Against the wall ahead was a door of ornately carved and highly polished wood, complete with a brass knocker. It was lit by a pair of decorative fairy lamps in wrought iron housing. Giving them little time to take in the scene, their guide produced a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and once again diffidently gestured them to proceed.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Toby said politely as they passed. The demon didn’t acknowledge him.
 

 
  It was like stepping into the upscale house at which the front door hinted. They arrived in a short entry hall that was visibly richer than Princess Yasmeen’s townhouse back in Calderaas, with marble floors and columns, mahogany paneling and velvet drapes providing an abbreviated glimpse of the sitting room beyond. Their guide glided past them and ducked under the curtains.
 

 
  “Mr. Agasti, your guests.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Arkady,” replied a thin voice from out of sight beyond the curtain. “That’ll be all, for now.”
 

 
  The demon hesitated, glancing inscrutably at them. “Sir, if you would like, I can remain—”
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Agasti replied in a tone that, while gentle, cut off the protest without effort. “Do me a favor and check on Nell, if you please. I know Kami has everything in hand, but I hate to leave an old friend languishing in the bar like any other punter.”
 

 
  “…of course, sir,” Arkady said after another pause. He fixed a flat look on the three paladins again, but stepped back past them to the door. Toby once more smiled and nodded, and was again ignored.
 

 
  “Please, come on in, lady and gentlemen,” Mr. Agasti urged them as soon as the door had shut behind the demon. “Don’t be shy.”
 

 
  The room beyond seemed to be a combination library, sitting room, and private pub, as they discovered upon stepping through the curtain. Along the right wall was a small bar, behind which stood shelves of bottles. The walls were lined with bookcases, the floor laid out with comfortable chairs and a sofa, all in a matched red leather set. There was also a low table in front of the couch, stands by two of the chairs, and a huge globe in a waist-high setting which allowed it to rotate on two axes. Most strikingly to them was a piece tucked between two bookcases along one wall: a shabby old locking cabinet with a modern disc player on top. Most people would not recognize a Vernis Vault by sight, but this so perfectly matched the arrangement Tellwyrn had in her office that they couldn’t miss the resemblance.
 

 
  “I apologize for keeping you waiting,” said Mortimer Agasti, approaching them slowly from the corner armchair from which he had apparently just risen. “The embarrassing truth is that most days, I don’t bother getting out of my bathrobe. There are some meetings, however, for which a man ought to make himself presentable.”
 

 
  It was strangely difficult to guess at his age. The man walked with a slight stoop and a shuffling gait which suggested advanced years, and his short wiry hair had gone pure white. His brown face was totally unlined, however. In his bearing and the sad little effort at a smile he made, Agasti seemed worn down by an exhaustion that went well beyond the physical. He could have been a well-preserved seventy or a particularly beaten-down fifty. At least, he had clearly made an effort with his appearance, and while his suit was slightly loose on him as though it had been tailored for a more robust man, it was of obviously expensive cut.
 

 
  “That’s no problem at all,” Gabriel said, for once beating Toby to the pleasantries. “We appreciate you taking time to see us at all, since we did just show up out of nowhere. Sorry to impose on you like this, Mr. Agasti.”
 

 
  “Please,” the warlock said, raising a hand and managing a slightly more enthusiastic smile, “it’s just Mortimer. Mr. Agasti makes me sound so…
  
   old.
  
  When you are as legitimately old as I am, every little piece of self-delusion matters. Please, make yourselves comfortable anywhere. I trust Kami took good care of you down in the club? I can have something brought up if you’d like.”
 

 
  “Thanks, but we just ate,” Trissiny said, gingerly seating herself on the very edge of one of the chairs.
 

 
  Agasti nodded, shuffling over to slowly sink down in another. The armchairs were tall and had broad backs; once settled into one he looked positively shrunken. “Well, then. To get the awkward necessities out of the way up front, I should let you know that an old lawyer like myself is better prepared than most for his own demise. Obviously, nothing I’ve left behind will pose a serious threat to any of you, but if my employees come to harm in the course of my untimely death I can guarantee that the fallout will make it all but impossible for your cults to operate in Ninkabi for a decade or so.”
 

 
  “Um,” Gabriel said, wide-eyed, “I think there’s been a mis—”
 

 
  “I’m willing to compromise, however,” Agasti continued, his thin voice snuffing out Gabriel’s as effortlessly as it had his own employee’s, by sheer firmness. “The revenants working for me, despite their appearance, are perfectly harmless citizens who are in no way responsible for their current state. If I have your assurance that you will leave them be, I am prepared to ensure that no aggressive action is taken by my estate.”
 

 
  “We’re
  
   not
  
  here to harm you!” Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  “If we were,” Trissiny added, “we wouldn’t have come in and sat down. That just makes it…awkward.”
 

 
  At that, Agasti cracked a grin of real amusement—a relatively weak one, though it brought more life to his countenance. “Ah? Well, then, forgive me for assuming. It
  
   did
  
  speak well of you that Nell vouched for your conduct, though frankly I don’t know what she could have done to make you behave any certain way.” Evidently Nell had neglected to clue in her “old friend” as to her real identity. “Please pardon an old scoundrel’s over-caution. I’ve found it a vital habit in every line of work I’ve undertaken.”
 

 
  “Did…we
  
   really
  
  give off that impression?” Gabriel asked somewhat plaintively.
 

 
  “Let’s just say my luck with Pantheon cults, and higher representatives thereof, has been spotty. Besides.” Agasti blinked slowly and leaned back in his chair, his fatigued body language belying the sharp intelligence of his eyes. “Most old shut-ins make a point of falling as far out of touch as they can, but I
  
   do
  
  subscribe to newspapers from around the continent; staying up on current events gives me something to fill my day. I am very much aware of the hot stories fresh out of Calderaas. So when
  
   you
  
  three young rascals suddenly manifested out of the blue on my doorstep… Well, that paints a certain picture, doesn’t it?”
 

 
  Toby actually cringed, while Trissiny sighed and lowered her eyes.
 

 
  “That, uh…was a very different situation,” Gabriel said, clearly choosing his words with care. “Irina Araadia had worse coming than that…and even so, in hindsight we were more ham-fisted than may have been wise. Seriously, Mr…that is, Mortimer, we didn’t come here to cause you trouble. Nell’s been singing your praises all evening, and while we haven’t known her
  
   long,
  
  she’s someone I personally would just as soon not disappoint. The truth is, we came here to ask for your help.”
 

 
  “Oh?” At this, he leaned forward again slightly. “Well, what an interesting bundle of surprises you charming young folks are. And here I’ve assumed these last five years that the mere existence of a Hand of Avei in the world again meant the clock was ticking for me.”
 

 
  “It’s ticking for all of us,” Trissiny said. “I… Assume you’ve had some run-ins with Avenists, sir.”
 

 
  “I’m a lawyer, General Avelea,” he said with a soft chuckle. “I’ve lived my life surrounded by Avenists. As a breed, they’re not shy about sharing their opinions with regard to
  
   other
  
  areas of my life.”
 

 
  “And by ‘opinions,’ I assume you mean ‘prejudices.’”
 

 
  “Now, now. Leading the witness.” He wagged a chiding finger at her, but his tone remained amused. “I assure you I have better sense than to up and
  
   say
  
  that to members of such an admirably forthright faith.”
 

 
  “Well, as one such member, I’m willing to say it,” she replied frankly. “I have them, too. I won’t lie, I’m having a little trouble politely sitting still in a complex full of actual
  
   demons.
  
  But I recognize prejudices for what they are. I do now, at least.”
 

 
  “Well, well,” he mused. “A Hand of Avei who can actually see that the world is complicated. And here I’d thought Laressa was the eternal outlier. If you’ll forgive my curiosity, Ms. Avelea, is there any truth to the rumor that you’ve studied with the Thieves’ Guild? Several of the papers are repeating that one.”
 

 
  She flicked her wrist, making a coin appear in her hand, and rolled it across her fingers with such a fluid motion that the light glinting off it resembled flowing water. “Fully trained and tagged, in fact.”
 

 
  “That I should live to see such times,” Agasti murmured. “Well, then! I apologize once more for being a suspicious old goat. Occupational hazard, I’m afraid. Do please tell me how I can be of service, and I don’t just ask because I’m flummoxed what three paladins could possibly want from me.”
 

 
  “Well…” Toby glanced at the others, and getting two encouraging nods, took over. “We are on a quest. Yes, an actual quest, from an actual god—but it’s just Vesk and so far indications are that it’s in keeping with his established pattern of sending paladins on quests just to give them something to do. So this venture
  
   does
  
  have Pantheon backing, but please don’t feel pressured; we’re not yet convinced how important any of it is.”
 

 
  “Wise to be cautious,” Agasti said approvingly, leaning forward even more. He seemed to be slowly but surely recovering some of his vital force right before their eyes. “For a fellow like me with, shall we say, classical sensibilities, I confess I find that even
  
   more
  
  interesting than if you were out to save the world or some such. At least, now that I know my own life is not actually on the line. Please, continue.”
 

 
  “The short version is, we’re assembling pieces of a key.” Toby reached into his pocket and produced what they had so far, holding it up to the light. “All Vesk told us at first is that there were four parts and some vague hints as to where they might be. We’ve had more detailed information from Salyrene recently, who had the second piece. She revealed that the fragments are all pieces of Infinite—that is, Elder God technology, probably made at least partly of mithril. And that you had the next piece. It would go on the end there, see, where the slots are? Clearly, this doesn’t look quite like anybody’s front gate key, but the resemblance is strong enough that it would probably look like the teeth.”
 

 
  Agasti leaned forward to stare at the key with narrowed eyes, but did not reach out to touch it. As Toby finished, he shifted to rest his back against the chair again, frowning. “To be honest, the mithril does more to give it away than the shape; it would never have occurred to me to think of that thing as the teeth of a key, though I suppose that description fits. You don’t find mithril doodads in just any souvenir shop, though. Well, my young friends, as you have at least partially guessed, I have good news and bad news.”
 

 
  “That means the bad news is really bad,” Trissiny said fatalistically. “Nobody tries to soften it that way, otherwise.”
 

 
  “Smart girl,” Agasti agreed, grinning. “You know, young lady, you remind me of someone… But I digress. The good news is, of course, that I do recognize your description, I know exactly what you are looking for, and it was one of my most prized possessions for many a year. The
  
   bad
  
  is that I no longer have it.”
 

 
  “I see,” said Toby, tucking the key away again. “Do you know where it is?”
 

 
  “And that’s the worse news,” the old man said gravely. “Yes, I know where it is. But I can’t tell you.”
 

 
  “And…why is that?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “The attorney’s old bugaboo,” he replied. “It’s a question of confidentiality. To be frank, I don’t mind revealing my own secrets, if it’s an affair of interest to the gods directly. I have few enough left, and it’s always a relief to unburden oneself, don’t you think? But I have to protect the secrets of others, and that’s an altogether more serious matter, to me.”
 

 
  “So…one of your law clients has the key fragment?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  Agasti shook his head. “This isn’t one of those things you can get around through simple tricks, Mr. Arquin. You
  
   are
  
  Mr. Arquin, right? I’m reasonably sure of the descriptions…”
 

 
  “Oh. Sorry, I guess we failed to introduce ourselves, didn’t we?” Gabriel grinned cheerfully. “Anyway, it’s just Gabe.
  
   Mr.
  
  Arquin makes me sound all respectable, and there’ll be no end of trouble if I start getting a big head. Just ask Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Duly noted, Gabe. But as I was saying, I’m not the doorman of a labyrinth and this isn’t a riddle. The confidences with which I am entrusted are of the utmost importance to me, and they are not to be circumvented by a game of twenty questions.”
 

 
  Trissiny leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “And yet, you’re still talking to us. I can’t help thinking a lawyer who had nothing more to say would have dissolved into empty platitudes and apologies by now.”
 

 
  “Never underestimate a lawyer’s ability or willingness to waste your time, young lady,” Agasti said with a grin. “But you’re correct, I am every bit as interested in helping you as I indicated. It becomes a little more complicated now, that’s all. To proceed, you will simply have to get the go ahead from the client whose secrets I am obliged to protect. In most cases, I would not even tell you who they are… But you
  
   are
  
  paladins, you
  
   are
  
  on a quest from an actual god of the Pantheon, and as this affair pertains to my magical rather than legal expertise, I don’t face disbarment for taking a
  
   slight
  
  liberty. The mithril piece you need I lost in the course of doing work for my cult.”
 

 
  “I…see,” Trissiny said slowly. “Well, that
  
   does
  
  clear things up; I was worried for a second there. It’s a little ironic we have to go
  
   back
  
  to the Collegium now, but Salyrene herself signed off on this, so I doubt they’ll be excessively difficult about it.”
 

 
  Agasti tilted his head minutely to the side, putting on a bland little smile. “The Collegium? Now, why would you assume that is my cult?”
 

 
  She blinked. “…you’re right, that was a pretty bold assumption on my part. I meant no offense.”
 

 
  “I am not offended,” he said, still smiling. “It’s not as if I don’t follow your logic, after all. An old warlock, not at odds with the Pantheon, to whom else would he pray but Salyrene? And yet, the Collegium is considered a religion only because its patron is a member of the Pantheon. They call it a Collegium for a reason, after all; Salyrites are more interested in the pursuit of knowledge than providing comfort and spiritual understanding. No, I’m afraid this business doesn’t involve them. It does go to the highest levels of Izara’s faith, however. You will have to seek the approval of no less a person than the High Priestess.”
 

 
  Trissiny stared at him, seemingly unaware that her mouth had fallen open. Toby simply looked intrigued. It was Gabriel who spoke, with customary tact.
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  an
  
   Izarite?!”
  
 

 
  “Is there some reason I should not be?” Agasti asked mildly.
 

 
  Trissiny finally shut her mouth. “…we were recently told that a religion, ultimately, consists of a problem and a solution. That a true faith postulates what the core problem of existence is, and then provides a way to address it.”
 

 
  “I’ve heard that theory!” Agasti replied, nodding. “Back in my university days, I attended a fascinating lecture series on theology; the speaker devoted a whole hour to the idea. Yes, Ms. Avelea, that is a very good way to look at it, though not the approach to which I am personally accustomed. But to take that tack… I suppose you could say that in my view, the fundamental problem of existence is
  
   brokenness.
  
  And the glue that holds people together, both within themselves and in the bonds between them, is love. Look closely at every force, every philosophy or idea, which prevents people from either turning on each other or falling apart individually, and you’ll find that ultimately, it boils down to love.”
 

 
  Silence fell, the three of them digesting this while Mr. Agasti simply regarded them with a knowing little smile. In the quiet, the very faint ticking of a clock could be heard, having gone previously unnoticed underneath the conversation.
 

 
  “So…I guess it’s off to Tiraas, then,” Trissiny said at last. “The good news is we can probably get an audience with the High Priestess…”
 

 
  “A-
  
   hem?”
  
  They all looked over at Gabriel, who was suddenly grinning. “I bet we can expedite that a bit. Let me just run downstairs and grab Nell—”
 

 
  There came a knock at the front door.
 

 
  “Aaaand ten doubloons says that’s my idea being preempted,” he muttered.
 

 
  “No bet,” Toby replied.
 

 
  Mr. Agasti raised his voice. “Yes?”
 

 
  Rather than a verbal answer, there came a click and the soft whine of hinges, followed by footsteps on the marble floor of the entry hall. And then, Nell’s grinning face poking through the velvet curtains.
 

 
  “Morty!”
 

 
  “Nell, you smirking reprobate, how do you keep looking younger every time I see you?” he complained.
 

 
  “Cheating,” she said cryptically, stepping the rest of the way in. “I hope I’m not interrupting you guys, but a mutual acquaintance just popped in downstairs and I figured we should combine all this into one conversation, so as to cut down on all the catching up and explanations later. Kids, this is my friend Izzy. Izzy, kids.”
 

 
  Another woman had followed her through the curtains, apparently young and homely almost to the point of looking weird. She was short, bony as a bundle of twigs, with buggy eyes and practically no lips, and unruly blonde hair that frizzed defiantly against the rough ponytail into which she had gathered it.
 

 
  At her entrance, Agasti went wide-eyed and shot to his feet.
 

 
  “Now, Mortimer, none of that,” Izara ordered with a smile, quickly gliding across the room toward him. “If you even
  
   think
  
  about kneeling I shall be very cross with you. Please, sit back down, you should know I’m no great fan of ceremony.”
 

 
  “M-my Lady,” he whispered, his voice rough with awe.
 

 
  But unspoken agreement, the three paladins rose and retreated, to give them some space. Gabriel leaned close to Nell, who was watching the scene with a broad grin. “By any chance, did Vesk send her? Because, you know… The
  
   timing.
  
  It was practically comedic.”
 

 
  “Are you under the impression that Veskers are the only people in the world who know anything about rhythm?” she retorted, also pitching her voice low enough not to interrupt the other two, who were caught up in a soft conversation of their own. “Kid, critters like us have means at our disposal you can scarcely imagine. When I said I like I keep in circulation, I didn’t mean the way
  
   you
  
  would; right now I am doing business, in person, in a hundred different cities. Izzy’s not usually one to pop up in the flesh, any more than most of the ol’ family are, but for this? No, it’s not a coincidence she chose the perfect moment.”
 

 
  “Well, this is good, though,” Trissiny murmured. “If the pattern we’ve seen so far holds out, this means we’ll be getting a nice long lecture on her personal philosophy. The fact that the thought annoys me so much probably means I need to hear it.”
 

 
  “Oh, Trissiny,” Izara said in a fond tone, looking over at them. “Love doesn’t require any explanation. Please, all of you, sit back down. You, too, Nell, there’s no point in anybody looming around uncomfortably, now that we’re all here.”
 

 
  She herself perched on the arm of Agasti’s chair, having gently urged him back into it, and kept a hand on his shoulder. The old man’s eyes glinted with unshed tears, and his awed expression had not faded, but he recovered enough of his aplomb to give Nell a wry look.
 

 
  “And to think,” he said, “I thought you were exaggerating when you claimed you knew
  
   everyone.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I was,” she replied earnestly. “But I do know some surprising people, and that claim keeps giving me perfect opportunities to make this smug expression I’m making right now. It just feels so good on my face!”
 

 
  “In any case,” Izara continued, shaking her head, “I know what you are seeking, and what you need from Mortimer. There is no need to bother Delaine with this; I am quite willing to authorize you to know what has happened. In fact, the intervention of paladins in the affair may do a great deal to rectify certain old mistakes.” She squeezed Agasti’s shoulder affectionately. “To begin… Do all three of you know what a shatterstone is?”
 

 
  Gabriel raised his hand. “Nope.”
 

 
  “They’re magical artifacts the Izarites use to defend their temples,” Trissiny explained, tilting her face in his direction but keeping her eyes on Izara. “Purely defensive and reactive. If you do any hostile magic at or even
  
   near
  
  a shatterstone, it lets out a pulse that neutralizes any non-Izarite casters in the vicinity. Those things have knocked out
  
   dragons.
  
  Exactly how they work and are made is one of the greatest secrets of that cult, which…really explains why Mr. Agasti was reluctant to go into detail about this.”
 

 
  “They are an unfortunate necessity,” Izara said sadly, “not a high secret, Trissiny. It would be better if such things weren’t needed at all…but the world isn’t so obliging. And so, the shatterstones
  
   are
  
  necessary, as is the secrecy surrounding them. And to cut a long story short, Mortimer is one of the specialists who made them for my temples.”
 

 
  Trissiny straightened up. “Are you telling me those things are made with
  
   infernomancy?”
  
 

 
  “It would be more accurate to say that
  
   I
  
  made them with infernomancy,” Agasti replied, looking up at his goddess and getting an encouraging nod. “The real secret of shatterstones is this:
  
   there is no secret.
  
  There’s no specific formula or pattern. They have fallen into hostile hands in the past, but no attempt to reverse-enchant them has succeeded, because no two are alike. Shatterstones are made by trusted members of the cult from all four branches of magic, and most incorporate all four schools, and some shadow magic besides. But even within the efforts of each individual craftsman, the stones are not identical. A shatterstone is an individual work of art. The challenge is to create one in a
  
   new
  
  way each time—to achieve the specific, predictable effects they must have through a unique working. Thus, they can never be countered or anticipated. A hostile spellcaster who obtained one would find it no help at all in getting around the defenses of another temple. Thus, Izara’s sacred grounds remain protected, without any blood needing to be shed. And the constant arms race of new tactics and weapons passes them by.”
 

 
  “That is actually brilliant, militarily speaking,” Trissiny marveled.
 

 
  Toby, though, frowned. “Now, my source for this is Gabriel, so take it with a pinch of salt…”
 

 
  “Hey!”
 

 
  “…but I thought that standardization was very important for any complex, permanent magical working. Don’t they have a tendency to go
  
   wrong
  
  if you’re constantly improvising?”
 

 
  “They do,” Izara said quietly, shifting to drape her arm around Agasti’s shoulders. The warlock sighed heavily, lowering his eyes. “That brings us to the problem before you.”
 

 
  “That Elder God trinket you’re looking for?” Agasti raised his gaze again, his expression now resolute. “It’s designed to help control the flow of powerful magics. I used it in my work to craft shatterstones, in a secure and sacred location far from the city where I did my work on behalf of the goddess. But the last time… The last time, I made a mistake. The piece you need is still in that hidden temple, but after that last disaster, I barely got out of there with my own life. I’m afraid the entire thing went right straight to Hell.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  “Oh,” said Gabriel, his eyes widening. “Oh,
  
   gods.
  
  That’s not a euphemism, is it.”
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  If the ability to evade questions was a characteristic of a good lawyer, Mortimer Agasti must have been a very good one indeed.
 

 
  Not that he was anything less than a perfectly gracious host. Agasti put them up in his own apartment for the night; it proved quite luxurious, though there were only two guest rooms and Toby and Gabriel had to share. The warlock was most apologetic about this until they reassured him that this was their customary arrangement back in Last Rock.
 

 
  At some point while no one was looking, Verniselle and Izara both absented themselves without fanfare or farewell, in the customarily inscrutable manner of deities. None of the paladins enlightened Agasti as to his friend Nell’s true nature, since obviously she would have herself had she ever intended to. From then on, aside from the revenant Arkady, it was just them and Agasti.
 

 
  Over a sumptuous dinner, over dessert and tea afterward, at breakfast the next day and then during the long carriage ride to the north and east out of Ninkabi, he kept up a vivacious conversation with them, somehow constantly turning any query into his own history back upon them. Their quest thus far, as Vesk had ordained it, was related by the time dinner was done, with Agasti sharing an insightful back-and-forth with them about the nuances of the various gods and cults they’d encountered over tea afterward. He kept up his inquiries after that into the next day, though. Never pressing and always retreating politely at the first sign of hesitation, but just as constantly deflecting any subject from himself and back to them. Over the passing hours they ended up describing a lot of life in Last Rock, relating stories of their various adventures under Tellwyrn’s tutelage, and even reminiscing about their respective upbringings in Tiraas and Viridill.
 

 
  As the hours drifted by in pleasant talk, even Trissiny began to forget her initial wariness. Agasti himself seemed to be growing younger right in front of them; energy began to fill his voice and movements, his steps lost their shuffle, and even his posture straightened up. It was as if the man were drawing a new enthusiasm for life simply from their presence.
 

 
  “It seems to me that there is a running theme to your quest thus far,” Agasti said as the carriage rumbled through the hilly N’Jendo countryside, drawing steadily closer to the Wyrnrage. It was a particularly bright day, sunny and warm now that the sun had finally climbed above the mountains, and they were constantly serenaded by birds and cicadas. They had long since left the Imperial highways and were now traveling along an ancient dirt track riddled with potholes and clumps of hardy weeds, perilous enough to jeopardize a wagon wheel. Agasti’s carriage, however, was an exquisite Falconer custom job, whose interior was rather like riding in a mobile opera box; it also had the very best shock absorption enchantments on the market, and they might as well have been gliding for all the difference the road’s condition made. “Now, ordinarily, that’s exactly the kind of thing I caution young folks against; the mind always wants to see patterns, often where there are none, and you must guard against that tendency or end up fooling yourself. You kids are working for Vesk, though, and there’s nothing a bard loves like a
  
   theme.”
  
 

 
  “Actually, I’d picked up on several possible themes to this,” Gabriel said lightly, “but I’m curious which one stuck out in your mind, Mortimer.”
 

 
  “I had the opposite impression,” Trissiny grunted. “The more I learn of this business the more it seems like Vesk is aimlessly yanking our chain. Especially since Salyrene clued us in about the real nature of that key.”
 

 
  “And yet, here you still are,” Toby said in his mild tone, giving her a smile.
 

 
  “…there’s a lot to be learned from this,” Trissiny replied, almost grudgingly. “I’ve made way too many mistakes in life to pass up a chance at education. No matter how annoying it is.”
 

 
  “You generally seem too hard on yourself, Trissiny,” Agasti said. “Don’t be afraid to give yourself credit where it’s earned. You acknowledge your prejudices and work to overcome them, and that isn’t a small thing, not at all. Far too many people go their entire lives never once admitting to themselves that they
  
   have
  
  prejudices. The mark of a fool is that he thinks he understands himself and his life. But yes, Gabriel, I did pick out one theme in particular: you keep meeting gods. Meeting them, and gaining insight into their thoughts.”
 

 
  “Which has been a priceless opportunity, of course,” Toby said, nodding. “You think that’s what Vesk intended?”
 

 
  “I know a bit about the structure of stories,” Agasti replied with a mischievous grin. “You’re closing in on your third piece of four, which would make this, say, the opening of the third act. The
  
   themes
  
  of this story are established by now, but I strongly suspect you won’t find out what Vesk was actually
  
   after
  
  until the very end. Take heart, though; I firmly believe you
  
   will
  
  learn that truth eventually. A deity who thinks in stories won’t be able to resist explaining everything once you reach the denouement.”
 

 
  “Third act, hm,” Gabriel murmured, gazing out the window at the passing countryside, his expression suddenly a dour contrast to the sunshine. “That means the really painful part is coming up soon.”
 

 
  “You also know a bit about stories, I see,” Agasti said. “Remember the one really comforting thing about working for Vesk: in a story, the heroes have to reach the end. In real life, anything might happen and the world always has something lying in wait to crush you, but in a story? Vesk will test you to the very limit of your capabilities, but no farther.”
 

 
  “That’s actually more of a comfort than you make it sound,” Trissiny said dryly. “Capabilities are there to be tested.”
 

 
  “And expanded,” Agasti replied with an approving nod. “Returning to the theme: you already represent an unprecedented unity among the cults. In past ages, various different paladins would be at each other’s throats when the crossed paths more often than they worked together.”
 

 
  “Someone mentioned that to us,” Toby noted.
 

 
  “Also worth noting is the unusual branching out of skills that has begun,” Agasti continued. “The Hand of Avei, a trained and fully accredited member of the Thieves’ Guild. The Hand of Vidius, also an arcane enchanter.”
 

 
  “Not much of one, yet,” Gabriel demurred.
 

 
  “And you have been studying for what, two years? Skills like that take time to build, Gabriel. And your companion, there, will be a great help in progressing them.”
 

 
  
   “I have already,”
  
  Ariel stated.
  
   “He has been a far less hopeless pupil than I first assessed. I aspire to eventually make a reasonably competent enchanter of him, presuming he does not get killed first. For a supposedly invulnerable man, that prospect keeps looming larger.”
  
 

 
  “Shut up, Ariel,” Gabe sighed.
 

 
  “I don’t wish to be presumptuous,” Agasti said seriously, “but may I offer a suggestion?”
 

 
  “We’d be glad of your advice,” Toby replied. “You’ve been extremely insightful so far.” The others nodded agreement.
 

 
  “I think,” Agasti said in a pensive tone, “it would suit you to take advantage of the opportunities the gods have given, and develop your skills beyond what is normally expected of your divine role. Trissiny has made an admirable start in that direction. There is further you could go, however,” he continued, turning his face to her directly. “For example: as a half-elf, you have a much higher capacity for magic than the average human. Have you done much to leverage that?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I haven’t,” she said slowly. “I know the basic healing and shielding I was taught at the Abbey, and had some additional study with Professor Harklund at Last Rock. I’ve gotten pretty good at making hardlight constructs… Mostly, though, I’ve focused on skills that use my hands and my brain.”
 

 
  He nodded. “You already have a suite of abilities that an enemy would not expect, and that is an advantage. Don’t overlook your magic, however; the divine is more versatile than ninety percent of its users give it credit for. Those shields, for example, can be an offensive measure as much as a defensive one if you use them with some creativity.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that
  
  we’ve seen in action,” Gabriel said eagerly. “Shaeine is
  
   crazy
  
  good with shields, to the point she’s as much a long-range fighter as a healer in our team. Oh, and she also has this trick where she can touch someone on the forehead and put them to sleep.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Agasti said, nodding again. “That’s another thing: mind magic is the province of the divine. For the most part, that is a highly specialized discipline, used for either mental healing or unimaginable cruelty, but there are a number of simple tricks that are very handy in a variety of circumstances. That sleep spell, for example.”
 

 
  “But that’s Themynrite technique, isn’t it?” Trissiny objected.
 

 
  “It would be more accurate to say there
  
   is
  
  a Themynrite technique for it,” Agasti replied. “Similar spells are also widely used by the Citrine College and the Order of Light; I have also heard it rumored that the shadow priestesses of Scyllith know that trick. And it is only one example.”
 

 
  “Why is that, I wonder?” Toby mused. “That mind magic is divine, I mean. I don’t really see a correlation.”
 

 
  “Why, the divine is all about
  
   order,”
  
  Agasti said with a smile. “And minds… The truth is, most of the contents of our own minds are invisible to us. We are aware of our thoughts, yes, but not of the underlying processes by which those thoughts are created.
  
   Most
  
  of a person’s mind is inscrutable and not meant to be consciously contacted. If you poke your own perception into someone else’s brain, what you find will either seem like nonsense or possibly damage your own sanity. It is by imposing order that one influences the deeper workings of the mind. Building barriers and structures to channel energies, create patterns out of chaos.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a quick way to completely destroy someone’s sanity,” Toby said, eyes wide.
 

 
  “It is definitely a thing one should not attempt without
  
   considerable
  
  training,” Agasti agreed firmly. “But as I said, there are things you can do with mind magic that are not very intrusive—like, for example, put someone to sleep.”
 

 
  “Shaeine also knows some diagnostic magic,” Trissiny mused. “I’ve seen her check a person’s mental and physical condition…”
 

 
  The carriage veered slightly, leaving the road to park beside it, and came to a halt.
 

 
  “Ah,” Agasti said briskly. “Here we are, then. Out we go!”
 

 
  They clambered out into the sunshine, and the old man was not the only one who moved stiffly after that long confinement; it had been a good two hours’ drive from Ninkabi. Both the revenants who had accompanied them stepped out of the driver’s compartment, moving smoothly and without hesitation. Evidently there were benefits to the lack of a mortal body.
 

 
  Patchy stands of trees covered the rolling foothills of the Wyrnrange on this side, casting intermittent shade. They had come to the very foot of the mountains, or one long outcropping of them at least; the entire West sloped down from the Wyrnrange to the sea, and N’Jendo was mostly rocky country where steppes and jagged peaks cropped up all the way to the coast, and beyond it in the form of islands. Here there was a little glade, tucked into the shadow of a mountain and braced between two steep hills, each crowned with trees. In the shade between them sat a disused temple.
 

 
  It was of a style common to old-fashioned Avenist and Izarite architecture, a round structure of granite with a domed roof, braced by columns. The temple was obviously abandoned, the path up to its doors overgrown, the doors themselves hanging open and one listing crazily off its hinges. What had once been a garden out front was now a wild tangle of bushes, flowers, and small trees, and climbing vines had covered half the structure. For all that, though, it seemed to be in good repair, the broken door notwithstanding. The stone was not broken or even cracked, at least not visibly.
 

 
  “We won’t be disturbed here,” Agasti said, planting his walking stick in front of himself and leaning on it with both hands. He did not appear to need the support; his spine was fully straight, now, making him look much taller than he had the night before. The stick was topped by a crystal sphere in which white light slowly swirled, now shadowed by his grip. “When I had to abandon the temple, the goddess placed a protection over it. Any living thing which does not already know of its existence will overlook it, and others in the vicinity will be encouraged to turn elsewhere. Even animals won’t approach.”
 

 
  “It all seems so peaceful,” Gabriel said, taking a step forward.
 

 
  “No closer!” Agasti said sharply, and he froze. The warlock continued in a more moderate tone. “Allow me to explain. The magical working over which I lost control was a channeling of divine and infernal energies together into a pattern. My mistake caused the nascent shatterstone to explode half-made, unleashing its full effect—which, being unfinished, was not at all what it was meant to be. I had unfortunately succeeded all too well in creating a balance between those two types of energy, and when I hastily removed myself from the equation, they continued to draw until it stabilized.”
 

 
  “But infernal magic is drawn from the caster,” Trissiny said, frowning. “It didn’t sap you dry?”
 

 
  Agasti shook his head. “It switched to the
  
   purest
  
  source in my absence, drawing power from Hell directly through the network of divine channels I had created.”
 

 
  “So…” Toby unconsciously fell into a braced stance. “You created a
  
   hellgate?”
  
 

 
  “Nothing so straightforward, I’m afraid,” said Agasti, staring at the old temple. “A hellgate is simple enough; I could have informed the Sisterhood or the Empire to come lock down the site and accepted whatever punishment they imposed for my carelessness. No, this is something…unprecedented. I do not fully understand what transpired, much less how—obviously, or I would have prevented it—but the result was a
  
   merging.
  
  In this place, the mortal and infernal planes are somehow layered onto each other. That temple exists in both, simultaneously.”
 

 
  Silence fell; even the singing of the cicadas was distant. Apparently the insects were not inclined to approach this place. Arkady came to stand behind Agasti’s shoulder, folding his hands behind his back, while Kami continued unpacking a picnic lunch from the carriage.
 

 
  “Then why isn’t the whole area crawling with demons?” Trissiny asked finally. “No offense, Mortimer, but that seems hard to credit. I don’t even
  
   sense
  
  any infernal magic; if what you say is true, this whole area should be blazing with it.”
 

 
  “Oh, you would sense it and worse if you drew too close,” Agasti said, his shoulders heaving in a small sigh. “I spent as much time as I dared nosing around the site to try to understand what I had done. As best I can tell… This event is somehow frozen in the middle of the process of creating a hellgate.”
 

 
  “I get it,” Gabriel said, nodding slowly with his eyes fixed on the temple. “Just like shadow-jumping, or any dimensional portal. There are two basic steps to the process: create a link between two locations, and then bore a hole across it.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” said Agasti. “What seems to have made the difference is the equipment I was using. The power is flowing through that piece of Elder God machinery, and through some twist of fate fell into perfect balance and created a stable loop. The gate does not form, nor do the energies dissipate.”
 

 
  “So what happens if we
  
   remove
  
  it?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  Agasti shook his head again. “I must admit that the possibilities are endless. Nothing in the lore I have studied even hints at an event like this happening before. The
  
   likelihoods,
  
  however, are only two. Either the hellgate will finish forming, or the rift will collapse without forming at all.”
 

 
  “We’ll get the gate, won’t we,” Toby said quietly. “Thanks to Vesk and his
  
   story.”
  
 

 
  “That still doesn’t explain the lack of demons,” Gabriel said, turning to Agasti. “They usually want out of Hell like rats want off a sinking ship. Or did Izara’s concealment apply in that dimension, too?”
 

 
  “That would only have drawn Elilial’s direct attention, and then who
  
   knows
  
  what might have unfolded,” Agasti said with a wince. “This place isn’t as unwatched as it appears, but the eyes on it are scrying from safe distances; I presume the same is true on the other side. It is difficult to approach for reasons beyond Izara’s intervention. As a consequence of the transposition of both forms of energy into the wrong domains, this site resists the approach of any source of divine magic. Theoretically, the reverse should be true on the other side: anything infernal would be unable to draw near. The fact that none
  
   have
  
  bears out that theory; since everything in Hell is saturated with infernal magic, there is nothing magically neutral which could enter the space. It really is the most fascinating phenomenon,” he added morosely. “I have often wished I could study such an event without the taint of guilt I feel for having so corrupted a piece of the gods’ creation.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Trissiny said, turning to him. “If nothing divine can approach, how are
  
   we
  
  going to get in?”
 

 
  “The three of you do practically radiate with divine magic, it’s true,” Agasti agreed. “I have a theory, however.”
 

 
  
   “Oh, good,”
  
  Ariel commented.
  
   “A theory. About this singular and completely enigmatic phenomenon which you now propose to prod with a pitchfork.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  Ariel,” Gabriel snapped. “Go on, Mortimer.”
 

 
  “The nature of this entire phenomenon is
  
   balance,”
  
  the warlock explained. “It is divine and infernal, kept in balance so they do not explode. Adding power of either kind should theoretically cause one to annihilate the other, but this thing is stable and resistant to interference; if it could have been disrupted from the other side, it would have by now. This has sat here for nearly three years, and if there is one thing the forces of Hell do to perfection it is
  
   disrupt.
  
  That gives us some leeway. In most infernal workings the slightest misstep is, by definition, disaster, but this one will actively seek to uphold its own balance, which means that small errors on our part should not destabilize it completely.”
 

 
  “At least, not till we yank out the linchpin holding it all together,” Gabriel interjected.
 

 
  Agasti nodded. “I have thoughts about that, too, but first things first. An infernal working by me, accompanying a divine presence, will hopefully enable that presence to enter the radius without triggering the backlash. So long as your divine presence is
  
   balanced
  
  with infernal…escort, so to speak, you should be able to enter.”
 

 
  “Balance,” Trissiny muttered. “Okay, I get it. What’s this backlash you’re referring to?”
 

 
  “This is a temple of Izara, after all,” Agasti said with a grimace. “Or was. A priest attempted to join me in cleansing it; his presence at the border of the event caused, well… It was most peculiar. The effect was confined to the boundary, as if it were a shield, but it was clearly the explosive reaction of divine and infernal magic coming into uncontrolled contact. After some probing, he tried to force his way in, and that’s how we discovered the intensity of the reaction increases the more force is applied to it. Balance, as we have discussed.”
 

 
  “Brute force is rarely the best solution to any problem,” said Toby.
 

 
  “That will get you in,” Agasti continued, his hands tightening on the head of his cane. “At least one of you; I have my doubts whether I can safely muster enough infernal power to counter the presence of two paladins, much less three. And…I think it will have to be Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Point of order,” Gabe said, raising one hand. “If you’re counting on my bloodline to balance this out, there’s no magic in hethelax heritage.”
 

 
  “Nothing could be further from the truth,” Agasti replied. “There is
  
   incredible
  
  magic in hethelax heritage, it is simply not in a form you can wield to your own ends. But that bloodline insulates you from infernal power, that is its entire point. The most potent demonic magic is that which grants resistance to infernal corruption, and this is the reason holy summoning as a field even exists: none of those magics can be extricated from their sources, only used as they are. The defenses of such as the Rhaazke, the Vanislaad and the hethelaxi are inimitable and inseparable from the beings imbued with them. Since your specific demon bloodline, Gabriel, is prone to preserve balance and protect you from corruption, I think it will be a help. But that is the lesser consideration. I believe the key to pulling out the key fragment is your scythe.”
 

 
  “I’m getting good mileage from this thing lately,” Gabe said agreeably, pulling the wand from inside his coat and extending it to full scythe form. “I suspect you’re right, now you mention it. We already know it can cut dimensional barriers.”
 

 
  “Which makes even more sense, now that we know it originally belonged to a valkyrie,” Trissiny added. “They can slice Vanislaads right out of this dimension with those weapons.”
 

 
  “It will be a matter of examining the original working, what remains of it,” Agasti said, “and severing very specific flows of magic. I believe if you are properly informed, and
  
   careful,
  
  you should be able to collapse the event in the direction we want, causing it to disintegrate and separate the two dimensions again. I will provide the most detailed instructions I can, and your sword will be most helpful; she was made specifically to serve as a guide and assistant in complex magical workings.”
 

 
  
   “Just for perspective,”
  
  Ariel said,
  
   “you are proposing to send a frankly mediocre enchanting student to perform surgery with a farm implement while straddling a nascent dimensional rift.”
  
 

 
  “That was a little melodramatic, but not strictly
  
   wrong,”
  
  Trissiny added. “Let me just point out that
  
   not doing this
  
  is an option on the table. Right now that thing is stable. Would it be so terrible to
  
   leave
  
  it that way? I think we’ve established that Vesk doesn’t actually need his trinket, and I’m not sure that our character development or whatever is worth taking risks with Gabe’s life and a potential new hellgate.”
 

 
  “She’s right,” Toby agreed, his eyes on Gabriel now. “Gabe… This is going to go badly, I know it. It’s like you said, this is the part of the story where the disaster falls.”
 

 
  “And how many times are we going to find ourselves on the cusp of an unpredictable disaster and be able to predict it?” Gabriel countered. “Guys, this is what paladins are for: taking risks, and righting wrongs. Who knows how long that thing can remain balanced? Vesk and his key aside, this seems like exactly the sort of business we were called to address. Yes, it’s dangerous and we could all die. None of us signed up without knowing that.”
 

 
  Trissiny bit her lip, saying nothing. Toby heaved a sigh, then reached into his own pocket and withdrew the twisted glass bottle Salyrene had given him. “All right. If you are going into that thing, you’re taking this with you.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m the one with the magic scythe and the talking sword and the invincible demon blood,” Gabriel said, grinning. “Don’t you think I should leave some advantages for the rest of you?”
 

 
  
   “Take
  
  the
  
   bottle,”
  
  Toby snapped, pushing it against his chest until Gabriel obeyed. “It’s just basic sense, Gabe. If something—
  
   when
  
  something goes wrong, you’ll need to be the one with access to additional support.”
 

 
  “I confess I am having second thoughts about this, myself,” Agasti said worriedly. “I hadn’t dwelled on it, but as you say, Vesk’s hand on these affairs is ominous. If this were a story…”
 

 
  “If it were a story,” Gabriel interrupted while tucking the bottle away in his pocket, “a paladin wouldn’t hesitate to head into danger, not if it meant banishing evil from the world. So, since I am terrified shitless myself here and holding on by a thread, let’s please stop jabbering about that and get down to the practicalities.”
 

 
  “Once again, Gabe,” Trissiny said, “you don’t have to—”
 

 
  “We’re all protagonists here,” he interrupted. “You keep that in mind. Just because I’ll be the one going into danger doesn’t mean you two don’t have a part to play. We
  
   can’t
  
  back down, guys, not now. If there’s going to be a disaster, let it be in this peaceful little backwater that nobody knows about so we can learn the lesson
  
   now.
  
  Otherwise, you know damn well it’ll happen when something major is hanging in the balance.”
 

 
  “We’re not going to be working for Vesk forever,” she pointed out. “Don’t get too used to working on story logic, and definitely don’t try to apply it to the future!”
 

 
  “But we’re going to be paladins, and we’re going to make mistakes. As people keep reminding me, learning from your mistakes is how you get better at…
  
   anything.”
  
  He managed a smile, almost successfully hiding the nerves preying on him, and turned to the warlock. “So, Mortimer, what’s the plan?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The plan involved a great deal of tense waiting, from their side.
 

 
  Agasti sat cross-legged in the center of a sprawling ritual circle, his cane driven into the ground in front of him and his eyes fixed on the orb at its head. Flickers of flame extended forward from the subtly glowing glyphs and lines surrounding him, outlining the path into the temple Gabriel had taken. Unlike arcane and fae circles, which were inscribed with charged materials, he had simply burned the pattern right into the ground.
 

 
  Both revenants hung back, at the warlock’s orders, hovering about the carriage. They clearly didn’t like leaving him alone, but he had insisted that the proximity of more demons would imperil the extremely delicate balance he and Gabriel had to maintain.
 

 
  Toby kept a balance of his own standing upright with his hands folded behind him, gazing blank-faced at the temple. It was an aspect that might have appeared callous and disinterested to an observer who did not recognize meditative practice in action. Trissiny, who was also schooled in meditation, preferred to pace.
 

 
  “Do you sense anything?” she asked, her course bringing her up behind Toby.
 

 
  He shook his head mutely.
 

 
  “…he’ll be fine,” she said to herself. “Gabe’s resourceful. It’s not like a hellgate would suck him in, if it turns into that. The backlash of infernal energy wouldn’t hurt him, anyway.”
 

 
  “He’s doing well,” Agasti said suddenly, not looking up from the crystal ball before him. “Careful, little cuts. Clearly he’s used to doing precision work. The sword is causing me to have to exert a little extra effort…”
 

 
  “The sword?” Trissiny rounded on him. “What’s wrong? Does he need help?”
 

 
  “No, no,” the warlock said tersely. “Ariel’s helping him detect the flows of infernal magic, he can’t see them directly. The infernal is reacting to her own arcane emissions. Very minor variables, nothing I can’t compensate for.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath, nodded, and resumed pacing.
 

 
  “I think I see what he meant,” Toby said suddenly. His voice was very quiet, almost a whisper, but Trissiny instantly turned and came back to rejoin him. “About us having a part to play in this.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I feel
  
   real
  
  useful out here,” she muttered.
 

 
  “Story logic,” he said, eyes still fixed on the temple in which Gabriel was carefully making incisions in reality. “As people, we contribute nothing to this. As
  
   characters…”
  
 

 
  “I refuse to understand Vesk’s perspective on this, Toby. It’s insultingly nonsensical.”
 

 
  “There’s nobody in the world who matters more to me,” Toby said quietly. “The way of peace discourages attachments. Not forbids; Omnu is a god of life and warmth, too, and people can’t live without having bonds. But… I grew up an orphan, trained as a monk, became a paladin. It’s a lonely path. The monks tried to separate me from Gabe, too, but I put my foot down.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said. “You both needed that friendship.”
 

 
  “I see it clearly now, suddenly,” he whispered. “Somehow in all the trouble we’ve gotten into, I’ve never had to just
  
   stand
  
  here and watch Gabriel risk his life. It’s like looking at this relationship from the outside. I don’t know what would happen to me if something broke that bond.”
 

 
  “If this really were a story,” she said nervously, “you should
  
   really
  
  not be talking like that. It’s just tempting fate. Aggressively.”
 

 
  “I was already thinking it,” he said with a minute shrug. “Damage done, narratively speaking.
  
   Gods,
  
  I’m already tired of thinking that way, I can’t wait to be out from under Vesk’s thumb.”
 

 
  “I hear that,” she replied fervently.
 

 
  “The realization just made me wonder,” he said softly. “If what we’re risking out here is what Gabriel means to us… What is he to you?”
 

 
  The wind picked up faintly, hardly enough to disturb her hair; just the slightest whisper of breath, as if to emphasize the silence which fell. There was nothing said for a time, and they both stared at the temple, waiting.
 

 
  “My conscience,” she said suddenly in the quiet, and Toby finally broke his poise, turning to her with a look of surprise.
 

 
  “Wait,” Agasti said, frowning. “Something is wrong.”
 

 
  “Here it is,” Trissiny growled, extending her arm.
 

 
  Toby grabbed her wrist. “Don’t! Summoning your sword is divine magic, you could upset the whole thing.”
 

 
  She bared her teeth in a snarl at the unfairness of it all, but nodded.
 

 
  “Gabriel, cease that,” Agasti said urgently. “Get out of there, please, there’s an additional influence at work.”
 

 
  “Influence?” Trissiny asked sharply.
 

 
  “Gabriel!” The warlock’s frown deepened, and finally he lifted his eyes from the crystal. “I’m not getting through, the connection is fraying. GABRIEL!”
  
  
  He finally raised his voice, shouting at the temple. “GET BACK HERE!”
 

 
  
   “What is happening?”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Someone
  
   else
  
  is trying to intervene,” Agasti snapped, “from the other side. He is on the very cusp of disentangling the dimensions, but— There’s no time,
  
   call
  
  to him!”
 

 
  
   “GABRIEL!”
  
  Toby roared, projecting powerfully from the diaphragm.
 

 
  Trissiny actually charged forward, ignoring Agasti’s warning. As she came abreast of the place where the fire-tracks from the spell circle petered out, however, her divine shield flared alight unbidden, sparking and putting off a corona as if it were under attack from all sides. Trissiny herself slammed to a stop, staggering backward.
 

 
  Gabe appeared in the temple’s broken door, his coat flaring behind him as he pelted full tilt toward them. Barely had he crossed the threshold, however, when the entire world flipped.
 

 
  From a mortal perspective, it was a powerfully confusing thing to behold. That one fragment of creation changed in a way that called to mind a thing being turned upside-down, or backward, or perhaps inside-out. What actually moved, however, didn’t move at all physically, but simply transposed itself with a piece of…something else. Just being close enough to observe it brought waves of vertigo.
 

 
  But whatever the phenomenon, the result was obvious. When the effect collapsed, the dimensions had re-aligned, but instead of the meadow and the temple, they were now staring at a patch of hard reddish stone, marred by outcroppings of jagged obsidian. The mortal and infernal planes had separated, all right, but in that place where they had been merged, each piece was now on the wrong side.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He skidded to a stop, tucking the mithril fragment into his pocket and raising the scythe in his other hand. Beyond the little meadow, where the world had once been, there was now a blasted scape of stone, thorns, and towers of what looked like bone. The sky was a sulfurous yellow, and the air, notably hotter than even the Jendi summer afternoon, stank of brimstone.
 

 
  More immediately, standing all around the circle in which the forsaken temple stood, were demons. Dozens of them, all staring hungrily at
  
   him.
  
 

 
  The Hand of Vidius braced his feet, hefted his scythe, and readied himself for whatever came next.
 

 
  “Well, I’ve Arquin’d myself good and proper
  
   this
  
  time.”
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   “What?!”
  
  Trissiny exploded in pure disbelief. “How?! Why did—”
 

 
  “Wait,” Agasti interrupted her, straightening up and snatching his cane out of the earth. “Something is—”
 

 
  His infernal spell circle abruptly collapsed, with all the violence for which that school of magic was famous. The glowing lines, already burned into the ground, began exploding like a series of embedded firecrackers, hurling ash and clumps of sod in all directions and causing Agasti himself to stagger, being caught in the middle of it. Both revenants surged protectively toward him, but Toby was both closer and faster, snatching the warlock and hauling him bodily out of the radius as the circle continued to disintegrate.
 

 
  “It’s still going on!” Agasti gasped even before getting his feet back under him. “The instability is
  
   not
  
  confined to the circle. No more holding back, we need divine magic. Now!
  
   As much as you can!”
  
 

 
  Trissiny needed no further urging, and her armor, sword, and shield coalesced around her out of pure light. Her aura flared into being, wings and all, pushing outward with an intensity that it rarely showed. Toby’s effort, by comparison, was muted. The glow sprang up around him as well, but for all that it pushed outward nearly as far as Trissiny’s, it was without the same ferocity. His contribution didn’t compare at all to the divine nova he had sometimes unleashed at Omnu’s bidding.
 

 
  Smoke rose from both of them, accompanied by a harsh buzzing in the air, as their channeled power annihilated loose infernal magic from the vicinity. Agasti retreated with a nimbleness that would have been unbelievable when they had first seen him the night before, muttering and gesticulating rapidly with his cane. He charred another spell circle in the ground a few yards distant, then swiftly moved on to cast another while the first formed a smoky vortex above it, channeling infernal radiation into its center to be contained. The warlock carried on laying down grounding circles as quickly as he could, while his two revenant companions hovered protectively near him, unable to approach the paladins due to the light.
 

 
  Between the three of them, they were making headway against the energy bleeding out of that transposed patch of Hell, but that unfortunately was not the worst of their problems.
 

 
  The distortion rising from the ground around the circle was at first glance easy to mistake for heat waves in the sun, at least until it began spreading outward and reached the paladins. Their divine light did nothing at all to disrupt it, but the reverse was not true. Trissiny stumbled as if struck, her aura flickering, and Toby’s was momentarily snuffed out entirely by the disorientation.
 

 
  When it reached the first of Agasti’s grounding circles, the entire glyph disintegrated in a cluster of minor explosions just the way his original spell circle had.
 

 
  Worst of all, where the slow-moving wave crept past, it changed the ground from the mundane meadow to the heat-blasted stone of the hellscape on the other side. Bit by bit, the patch of hellscape was growing, the dimensional swap expanding one foot at a time.
 

 
  “This is not a side effect!” Agasti shouted, retreating further. “Someone on the other side is
  
   pushing
  
  this out. They must have been watching the site for an opportunity. Get ready to fight, I have no idea what’s going to come through!”
 

 
  It was a very peculiar sight, the surrounding hills and mountainside being erased by what seemed to be a flat plateau. As the effect expanded, structures began to appear, towers and fences seemingly made from gigantic bones encircling the temple site. None of that commanded their attention, however, as the demons shimmered into being starting when the growing circle had stretched only a few yards out. More and more came as it spread; though the five of them, revenants included, had not been shifted into Hell when the dimensional ripple washed over them, the beings on the other side had evidently been preparing for exactly this.
 

 
  Trissiny, ever the tactician, immediately charged at one of the figures standing in a glowing glyph carved into the ground and chanting with his hands upraised. A guard of five demons surrounding him surged to meet her, and proved no match; they actually burst into flames on contact with her aura, and she only bothered to dispatch the one which was bodily in her way before ramming her sword to its hilt in the chest of the summoner. At no point had he paused in his working, and died as his flesh burned away and dissolved into charcoal from the spot where she impaled him.
 

 
  That drew the attention of the others. The creatures surrounded them by the dozens, brandishing weapons made of bone and in a few cases hurling balls of explosive fire. They were a little bigger than human-sized on average, covered in chitinous scales and plates of natural armor, and wearing nothing but hide loincloths. The entire throng was clearly standing by, ready for battle, with casters positioned evenly around the circle where the temple had stood, chanting and obviously causing the dimensional effect to continue expanding.
 

 
  Nearly a dozen converged on Trissiny, doing nothing but slowing her as she pivoted and tried to make for the next caster. For all their preparedness, this group was clearly not ready to contend with something like a paladin. Agasti, doubtless the first to discern the pattern, felled two more casters in rapid succession with precise shadowbolts, but then had to defend himself from a massed counter-attack with waves of fire and kinetic force. His efforts were supported by blasts of lightning; Kami had retrieved a battlestaff from the carriage and Arakady drew two wands from within his coat, both stepping up beside their patron to fire arcane destruction into all who threatened him.
 

 
  In the sudden furor, none of them even noticed that Toby was simply standing, surrounded by a shimmering glow, and staring.
 

 
  “So. This is
  
   your
  
  doing.” The air was filled with screams and spellfire; no one heard his soft voice.
 

 
  The light that erupted from the Hand of Omnu was nothing like the steady expansion of the halo which had heralded his divine nova in the past. It burst out in a violent shockwave, the force of it knocking every demon in the vicinity to the ground, most shrieking in pain and several catching fire. It did not have the pure intensity of Omnu’s nova, either; that would simply have incinerated them.
 

 
  But Toby wasn’t done.
 

 
  Arkady and Kami had also fallen at the first impact, and now Agasti seized each of them by one arm and in a swift swell of shadow, all three vanished. Trissiny had been rocked slightly by the force of the divine spell Toby unleashed, but it did not hit here with anything like the impact it inflicted on their attackers. She pivoted on one heel to face him, then froze. Toby wasn’t looking at her; she could not tell where he was looking. His eyes were completely obscured, emitting a golden glow with an intensity like the sun’s.
 

 
  The demons were already rallying, even despite their obvious pain at the haze of divine energy now covering the site. At least the expansion of the piece of Hell had stopped, every remaining caster having been felled by the blow. In fact, it began to retreat again, the blasted ground giving way to tallgrass and wildflowers which were already wilted by their momentary trip to Hell.
 

 
  Before any could launch another coordinated attack, shapes appeared in the air around them. Scythes, hovering unassisted, seven of them. Barely had they manifested before they began moving.
 

 
  Trissiny hurled herself flat to the ground, covering her head with her shield and leaving her defensive aura alight, but none of the blades struck her. Instead, directed with uncanny aim, they swept through the horde. Wherever a demon was cut, it instantly exploded, leaving nothing but ash upon the wind.
 

 
  It was over in seconds.
 

 
  Trissiny raised her head warily. Smoke and ashes drifted on the air around them; Toby’s aura flickered as the circle walling off this patch from its home dimension passed back over him in shrinking. It did not dissipate this time, though. The golden scythes now drifted slowly around them, tumbling end over end as they orbited the Hand of Omnu. They had cut down even the bone structures, leaving only shattered and charred fragments to vanish back into Hell as the circle shrank.
 

 
  The very air sang, filled with a tone like distant bells.
 

 
  “I understand it now,” Toby said expressionlessly. His voice resonated almost like Ariel’s, as if there were a second, deeper voice speaking in unison. “It’s so simple, I don’t know why I struggled with it for so long. Omnu is life. Omnu is peace. Omnu is
  
   paradox.
  
  Omnu’s real path is navigating the tension between opposites. Because the truth is as Avei has always taught it. As Vidius has known. There is only one
  
   true
  
  peace…and it is the opposite of life.”
 

 
  Trissiny stood, leaving her sword and shield lying on the charred ground behind her. The original patch of Hell remained, a hardened circle of ground where the temple had been, but the dimensional ripple seemed to be fully dispelled now. She strode right up to Toby, pulling off her silver gauntlets and also letting them drop.
 

 
  She took her fellow paladin’s face in both hands. He was standing like one of the stone figures of Salyrene, staring with empty glowing eyes at some nothing in the infinite distance. He did not resist, however, as she tugged his head gently down to face her.
 

 
  “Toby,” Trissiny whispered, “stop.”
 

 
  It was like staring into a furnace. There was nothing behind his eyes but the light. Not a flicker of expression or acknowledgment on his features.
 

 
  She squeezed lightly, shifting her hands to slowly brush her thumbs across his eyes. Enough mortal reflex remained despite whatever trance he was in that they closed, cutting out the light which blazed onto her own face.
 

 
  “Please, stop.”
 

 
  Trissiny changed her grip again, releasing his face and pulling him closer. She wrapped an arm around his back and tugged his head down to rest it against her shoulder.
 

 
  The distant music of the Light faded. Golden scythes dissolved into sparks and swirls of unfocused energy. The glow which hung over the whole scene like fog dissipated, giving way to simple, wholesome sunlight.
 

 
  With its passing, Toby seemed to come back to life. His breath caught, came unevenly in little bursts for a moment, and then faltered entirely into shuddering gasps. Weakly, he clutched at Trissiny, and she just held onto him, holding him up even as his legs failed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “You did this on purpose,”
  
  Ariel accused as soon as things settled down somewhat.
 

 
  Gabriel took his time before bothering to reply, turning in a circle to make sure there were no more enemies waiting. A few had lunged at him before being swept away in that ripple their chanters were creating; the four who had jumped the wand now lay dead nearby, three little more than skeletons decorated with parchment-like scraps of old skin, all that the scythe had left of them. The fourth was more well-preserved, having been impaled through the heart by Ariel, whom he now plucked from the air. They had spent quite a bit of time on the charms that enabled her to float and fight independently; this wasn’t the field test he would have preferred, but at least it had worked.
 

 
  When the demons began vanishing and an expanding patch of real-world ground appeared in their stead, he had immediately realized what they were doing and what it probably meant for the mortal plane. Gabriel had failed to think of any countermeasure in time, but fortunately, it proved moot; in only moments, the circle had shrunk right back to its original boundaries, and not only was every last demon gone, most of their bone structures had been shattered. Bless Toby and his holy nova.
 

 
  The less uplifting news was that with no control over whatever magic the demons had used to create that effect, he and his friends were still stuck on opposite sides of the dimensional divide. Which was good for
  
   them,
  
  but his own situation was less cheery.
 

 
  “I’m morbidly curious how you came to that conclusion,” Gabriel finally answered, sliding Ariel back into her sheath and turning another slow revolution to take a more careful look at his surroundings. The geography sort of mirrored that of the real world; there was a towering mountain range to the east, but unlike the Wyrnrange this appeared to be entirely made of gigantic shards of obsidian, and the fires of volcanic eruptions flickered in their heights. Gabe wasn’t well-versed in geology but he had a feeling that wasn’t right; then again, there was no reason to assume the basics of mortal life were applicable here. For example, the forest which spread to the north and south of the flat area in which he stood consisted of trees that seemed to be entirely thorns, some people-sized (and slowly oscillating as if seeking prey) and swaying tree-sized mushrooms whose conical caps contained giant, tooth-lined mouths. As he watched, one snapped at something flying past.
 

 
  
   “Because you were just announcing your awareness that something terrible was going to go wrong with that entire enterprise, because you are generally reckless, and because you have a stubbornly self-sacrificing tendency that invariably makes you place yourself between your friends and danger. Whether or not that suits the strategic needs of the situation.”
  
 

 
  “Well, I guess you’ve got my number,” he said lightly. “All right, immediate practicalities. After the Crawl I’ve started carrying stores of food, water, and potions in my bottomless pockets, so I can survive for a while. I’ve always heard there’s not even any water in Hell.”
 

 
  
   “There is, but it is not plentiful and you would not be advised to drink it. Nor is the food safe. You are extremely resistant to infernal radiation, between your hethelax blood and the divine magic granted by Vidius, but surviving here is not a long-term prospect. We need to return to our own plane posthaste.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Easier said than done,” he murmured. Demons were constantly trying to escape from Hell, and at a glance he could already see why. If it were that easy, it would happen a lot more often. “Okay…let’s see what we’ve got to work with. Apparently these guys have been building their little nest around the temple site to try to cross over if anything happened to the dimensional phenomenon merging that spot. They sure were well-prepared. Do you know what species this is?”
 

 
  
   “Ikthroi,”
  
  she said as he bent over the most well-preserved dead demon. Apparently when they died in Hell they didn’t dissolve into charcoal.
  
   “Sapient, slightly larger and significantly stronger than the human norm, possessing an inherent but quite minimal capacity for infernomancy. During the Hellwars these were by far the largest contingent of Elilial’s ground forces, but sightings of them have diminished markedly in the centuries since. None have crossed any hellgate since well before the Enchanter Wars. Either they fell from Elilial’s favor or their population was culled for some reason, we have no data on this in our realm.”
  
 

 
  “I’m impressed you knew even that much, considering how long you were collecting dust in the Crawl.”
 

 
  
   “Then I suppose we are very fortunate at least
  
  one
  
   of us listens in Tellwyrn’s history class. I see no way this can help us now, however. That was all I know of them, and it hardly prepares us to glean useful information from this settlement.”
  
 

 
  “Well, don’t worry, we’ll get out of this yet.”
 

 
  
   “Your blind optimism is beginning to grate.”
  
 

 
  “Relax,” he said, grinning in spite of himself, and reached into one of the inner pockets of his coat. “We’re here working for Vesk, remember? Nothing we’ll be tested with is any worse than we can overcome.”
 

 
  
   “We. Are. In. Hell!”
  
  Ariel sounded openly angry for the first time he could remember.
  
   “Vesk has no power here!
  
  Vidius
  
   has no power here! None of the rules apply, Gabriel; it’s just you and me and whatever you’ve brought with you. To the extent that Vesk’s stupid quest still makes a difference to us, the pattern thus far established only raises the risk that we will encounter
  
  Elilial herself!
  
   I assure you, she will be far less cordial than the gods you have met to date. A paladin isolated and vulnerable in her domain is exactly the kind of opportunity to hurt the Pantheon she rarely happens across.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, you’re not without a point, there,” he said more soberly, withdrawing the bottle Toby had given him. “Still, remember that I wasn’t
  
   totally
  
  unprepared for this.”
 

 
  
   “Desperate as we are I hate to naysay, but do think about what you’re proposing to do. Whoever’s in that bottle is going to be stranded in Hell right along with us.”
  
 

 
  “Ariel, how could somebody be
  
   in
  
  the bottle?” he exclaimed. “You’re an arcane assistant, you should have better sense than that. More likely the bottle is a physical representation of some active spell. Salyrene said to open it when the need was greatest, and that help would come.”
 

 
  
   “Oh, of course, you know best. The vivid proof of
  
  that
  
   is all around us.”
  
 

 
  “I get no respect,” he muttered, and pulled the stopper.
 

 
  The bottle instantly unfolded itself like a peeled banana, its glass surface vanishing to leave him holding a chunk of crimson crystal. The most confusing part of this experience was that the crystal was significantly larger than the bottle had been. The thing itself he recognized, having seen it quite recently.
 

 
  “Of course, on the other hand,” Gabriel acknowledged, hefting the huge rough-cut ruby, “I suppose someone
  
   could
  
  be in the bottle.”
 

 
  
   “Isn’t that the same crystal Schwartz used alongside me in his portal ritual?”
  
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure. Aside from looking familiar, that would be just the narrative touch Salyrene would throw in if she was trying to steal Vesk’s thunder, like she said. I guess filching an artifact out of Avei’s vaults was just icing on the cake,” he added, remembering the acerbic comments both goddesses had made about each other. “What kind of demon did Sister Astarian say this was? And the name… I remember it starts with a Z.”
 

 
  
   “Xyraadi, and it is probably spelled with an X, the demonic language being gratuitously absurd even in translation. She is a khelminash demon. I am forced to admit that this actually represents excellent help. They are extremely sophisticated infernomancers, and Xyraadi will not only be able to guide us through this dimension, she is one of few demons to have permanently escaped it in the past. Let us hope she isn’t terribly grumpy after being in that thing for six hundred years. I can attest that one is not at one’s best after a long period of time spent magically inert in a dank hole.”
  
 

 
  “Perfect,” he said in satisfaction. Gabriel braced his feet and raised the ruby up above his head in one hand, where it glinted sullenly in the diffuse light. With the other, he planted the butt of his staff against the ground, leaning on it in a dramatic pose. “Xyraadi, ally of the gods, you are called upon again! Come forth in our hour of need!”
 

 
  Something thankfully in the distance screamed. A gust of wind surged up, ruffling his coat and carrying the acrid stink of sulfur.
 

 
  
   “Please tell me this is inappropriately-timed humor,”
  
  Ariel said flatly.
 

 
  “Well, what the hell do
  
   I
  
  know about soul prisons?” he snorted, lowering his hand. “How am I supposed to get her out of there?”
 

 
  
   “Step one, ask the talking sword. Step two, break it.”
  
 

 
  “…wait, really? That won’t hurt her?”
 

 
  
   “Her physical body can’t be locked in a crystal any more than
  
  yours
  
   can, Gabriel. It’s like the bottle, a complex spell effect given physical form so that even a magically untalented boob can make use of it, at need. Just shatter the crystal, the suspension effect will dissolve, and she will be restored to her proper form. At least, assuming the Topaz College followed its standard practices, and those have not deviated too severely in six centuries.”
  
 

 
  “You know what they say about assuming,” he muttered, but knelt to place the soul prison on the ground, then hefted his scythe.
 

 
  
   “Not with that!”
  
  Ariel barked.
  
   “You
  
  know
  
   what that thing does! She’s hardly any use to us dead.”
  
 

 
  “Hm, good thinking,” he agreed, shrinking the scythe down to its wand form and putting it away. “That makes the leverage a bit trickier, but still doable.”
 

 
  
   “Oh, look,”
  
  Ariel said sourly as he knelt again, raising her over the crystal.
  
   “I even brought it on myself this time.”
  
 

 
  A saber wasn’t the ideal tool for breaking rocks; at the blow, the prison bounced away sideways. He did succeed in cracking it, however, and apparently that was all it took.
 

 
  The crack spread, emitting white light, and with a disproportionately violent
  
   bang
  
  the crystal exploded. Gabriel staggered back, throwing up an arm over his eyes, but there were no fragments. Just a shower of sparks and a tremendous billow of smoke, which quickly drifted away in the breeze.
 

 
  When it was gone, standing where the ruby had landed, there was a demon.
 

 
  She had emerged with her back to him, and her head twisted this way and that as she peered about, causing the waves of purplish hair cascading down her spine to shift and shimmer. The demon wore a surprisingly modest dress, in deep green cloth with wide sleeves and blue embroidery at its hems; it fell to ankle level, revealing cloven hooves and the swaying tip of a prehensile tail. She was taller than he, quite slender of build. For some reason, the sight of her put Gabriel in mind of a gazelle, despite the deep crimson color of her skin.
 

 
  
   “Quoi?”
  
  she sputtered in a low alto.
  
   “Qu’est-ce que— Non. Non non non! Je suis encore en Enfer!? Pourquoi? Qui a fait ça?!”
  
 

 
  
  
  She whirled around, catching herself at the sight of him, and Gabriel again took a wary step back. He carefully kept Ariel lowered, the sword not in a threatening posture. For a moment, he and the demon studied each other. Like Elspeth, she had a bony crest rising from her forehead and making her hair almost invisible from the front. Her eyes were yellow, rather like a wolf’s. Aside from that and the red skin, her fine, narrow features would not have looked out of place on most of the people he’d known growing up in Tiraas.
 

 
  
   “Vous,”
  
  she said finally.
  
   “C’est de votre faute, n’est-ce pas?”
  
 

 
  “Uh…” Gabriel subtly extended Ariel out to the side, causing the demon to step warily back, but he tilted his head toward the sword. “That…doesn’t sound like demonic to me. In fact, I would swear I’ve heard something like that before…”
 

 
  
   “It’s Glassian,”
  
  she replied.
  
   “Remember, that was the country in which she lived and served a Hand of Avei’s party.”
  
 

 
  
   “Tanglais?”
  
  The demon’s golden eyes had locked onto Ariel when the sword spoke, then widened in comprehension and respect. Drawing in a deep breath, she straightened her back and inclined her head to Gabriel.
  
   “Excusez-moi.
  
  
   Je m’appelle Xyraadi.”
  
 

 
  He swallowed, then nodded back. “Um… Hello. Uh, jama pell Gabriel Arquin.”
 

 
  Xyraadi wrinkled her nose at him, her upper lip curling in a pained expression.
 

 
  
   “If you ever meet someone actually from Glassiere,”
  
  Ariel suggested,
  
   “don’t do that.”
  
 

 
  “No respect whatsoever,” he groused. “From anyone! Ever!”
 

 
  Xyraadi cleared her throat, and held up one hand toward him, palm forward.
  
   “Un moment, s’il vous plait.”
  
 

 
  She took two mincing steps back on her dainty hooves and closed her eyes, raising both hands with the palms extended to the sides. Flickering lights rose in a circle around her.
 

 
  “Okay,” Gabriel muttered, edging away, “I
  
   know
  
  this may be a crazy thing to be saying considering I deliberately called her here, and besides she was trusted enough by the Sisterhood to be sealed away in case they needed her again and a demon would have to be unbelievably virtuous for that to happen… But she is a demon and we’re in Hell and she’s immediately casting something. Am I wrong to feel nervous?”
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Ariel replied,
  
   “but make decisions with your intellect, not your feelings. That was
  
  modern
  
   Glassian, Gabriel. After six hundred years a language will drift till it is nearly unrecognizable, unless its primary speakers are elves. This suggests her fluency is due to a magical effect. Given the circumstances, I suspect she is enabling herself to communicate with us.”
  
 

 
  “You can do that?” he asked, fascinated. “Using infernal magic?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  can,” Xyraadi said suddenly, opening her eyes and lowering her hands. “The infernomancy involved would kill you even if you managed to learn it, Gabriel Arquin. The craft of my people is built around the embodiment and objectification of problems as constructs, which are then attacked, corroded, corrupted—that at which the infernal excels. In this case, the language barrier.”
 

 
  “That’s absolutely amazing,” he said sincerely. “Nobody on the mortal plane can do anything that sophisticated with infernomancy!”
 

 
  “In theory, they could,” she replied, allowing herself a pleased smile, “but they would be dead from exposure long before amassing the necessary skill.”
 

 
  “Why Glassian, though?” he asked. “I mean, if you suddenly pop up in Hell itself…”
 

 
  “Let me pose to you a hypothetical question, M. Arquin,” Xyraadi countered with a wry twist of her mouth. “Let us say that you are conversant in two languages. One is the tongue constructed by the goddess of cruelty, deliberately designed to be difficult and unpleasant, both to speak and to hear. The other is a tongue of poetry, which when spoken sounds like singing even when you are complaining about your taxes. To which would you prefer to default?”
 

 
  “Well, I guess I can’t argue with that.”
 

 
  “Wonderful,” she said, smiling thinly. “Then, if I have satisfied
  
   your
  
  curiosity, M. Arquin, perhaps you will do me the courtesy of indulging mine. I am most eager to learn
  
   why you have brought me here!”
  
 

 
  He reared back at her suddenly strident tone, raising his free hand. “I’m sorry! Genuinely, I am. I didn’t want to come here myself, but, ah… This is a bit of a story.”
 

 
  “Ah?” Xyraadi folded her arms and pursed her lips. “Then be so good as to proceed, before something comes to eat us.”
 

 
  “…how likely is that?”
 

 
  “It is not likely,” she said flatly. “It is certain. That is how things are in Hell. Perhaps, if I understand
  
   what is going on,
  
  I will be able to
  
   help
  
  when it does!”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, nodding. “Fair enough. The short version, then. I suppose I should start by telling you I’m the half-demon Hand of Vidius…”
 

 
  Khelminash had no eyebrows, save for bony ridges above their eyes which did not move. Xyraadi managed to look incredulous regardless, but the expression faded as he recounted, as efficiently as possible, his journey with the others on Vesk’s instructions, finishing with their current predicament. When he trailed to a stop, she was silent for a moment, digesting it.
 

 
  “So they really did keep me,” she murmured at last. “I more than half expected the Sisterhood to throw my soul chamber into the Azure Sea the first chance they got. How long was I locked away?”
 

 
  Gabriel drew in a breath, bracing himself. “Six hundred years.”
 

 
  She flinched. Only slightly, but it was enough to make him wince in sympathy. Xyraadi turned, staring out toward the west where the horizon was lost in a yellowish smoggy haze.
 

 
  “Then everyone I ever knew is long dead.”
 

 
  “…I’m sorry.”
 

 
  “Ah, well,” she said with forced lightness, lifting one shoulder in a peculiar half-shrug. “Everyone I loved was already dead, that was why I asked to be put in the crystal. The rest, I will not miss. More immediately!” Xyraadi turned back to him, now smiling with more sincerity. “I have excellent news, M. Arquin! It seems you may not have irrevocably doomed us both.”
 

 
  “Oh, thank the gods,” he said sincerely. “I
  
   love
  
  it when I haven’t irrevocably doomed something. I’ve learned to really appreciate those occasions when they come along.”
 

 
  Her expression grew amused, but she continued. “Getting
  
   out
  
  of Hell means passing through a hellgate. This is usually not possible, because they are typically heavily guarded on this side and
  
   always
  
  on the other. If one wishes to cross over, one must usually make a
  
   new
  
  hellgate.”
 

 
  “That tends to make people on the other side pretty mad,” he noted.
 

 
  “Indeed, that is a drawback,” she agreed solemnly. “Another is that this cannot be done unilaterally from either side. However! By your account, you are in league with a powerful warlock, who should be waiting in roughly this physical place, right across the dimensional barrier. And now, you have another powerful warlock right
  
   here.”
  
  She spread her skirts and crossed her hooves in a graceful curtsy. “If I may be forgiven for boasting.”
 

 
  “If you can actually
  
   do
  
  that, I think you’re entitled to boast a little,” he said fervently. “But doesn’t that require coordinating across the dimensional barrier?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Xyraadi said, nodding and looking more pensive. It was peculiar, trying to read her face; her eyes and lips seemed quite expressive, but the lack of movable eyebrows made her countenance oddly opaque. “That is tricky. But not insurmountable.”
 

 
  “Well, if nothing else,” he said, drawing the wand from within his coat, “I have a—”
 

 
  A sound split the air, a terrible sound seared into his memory. It was like a hiss, if a hiss was a bellow; a strangely subtle noise which occurred only on the very edges of hearing, and yet was powerful enough to make the ground vibrate.
 

 
  “Ah,” Xyraadi said ruefully, “it took longer than I expected. And we pay for that reprieve now, for it is even worse than I feared.”
 

 
  A shape appeared high overhead from the sulfurous clouds roiling above the obsidian volcanoes, a languidly undulating silhouette in the murk that resembled an eel. It was a small shadow, but Gabriel knew from experience that that only meant it was far away. He remembered very well how big they were.
 

 
  “Aw, man,” he groaned, staring up at the nurdrakhaan. “I
  
   hate
  
  those things.”
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  “You know what that is?” Xyraadi sounded skeptical, and perhaps a little impressed.
 

 
  “One got onto the mortal plane last year,” Gabe said tersely, staring up at the distant shape. It hissed again; even that far away, the sound was like a vibration in their very bones. “My classmates and I killed it.”
 

 
  
   “Really.”
  
 

 
  “Well, full disclosure, I was one of the least immediately helpful contributors to that effort. That was before I was a paladin. Mostly we just distracted it until Trissiny brought it down.”
 

 
  “That is the new Hand of Avei? Yes, that sounds about right. A moment, please.”
 

 
  He lowered his eyes to watch her as she turned around and held out a hand, palm forward, at the mountain behind them. It rose upward from the ground like a wall without intervening foothills, as if the sheets of obsidian had burst right out of the earth itself; the stone at its base was crumbled and obsidian shards lay everywhere, bristling from fractures in the face of the cliff.
 

 
  Xyraadi began to glow subtly, not unlike the radiance of a divine aura, though of course her power source was very different. Three overlapping spell circles manifested on the ground around her hooves, more elaborate than any infernomancy he had seen—and in fact, rather beautiful. More than the customary fiery orange, they were in shades of gold, white, and pale green, with an inner ring of some fluid script surrounded by two more geometric designs which oscillated this way and that like a shaken compass trying to find north.
 

 
  Gabriel looked up again. The nurdrakhaan was questing slowly back and forth as if sniffing the air—definite hunting behavior. Worse, it was drifting steadily lower.
 

 
  “Um, not to rush you, but if that thing happens to spot us…”
 

 
  “It won’t
  
   happen
  
  to,” she said without moving. “It was drawn to the magic.”
 

 
  “…so what you’re doing there…”
 

 
  “Will draw it faster, yes. Hopefully it will be worth the danger. If not, we will simply have to shadow-jump away, which also has risks. I judge this to be the lesser—aha!” The shifting outer rings around her had lined up, and the writing of the inner one changed. Xyraadi turned back to him with a smile. “This way!”
 

 
  She set off at a brisk pace, causing most of her spell circle to collapse, but the middle ring remained, continuing to move subtly as though in response to her steps.
 

 
  “What’s this way?” he asked helplessly, hurrying along behind.
 

 
  “A passage under the mountains. The nurdrakhaan is too big to fit into holes, so we will simply have to wait it out. It will sniff around the site, and when it finds there is nothing there to eat, it will leave. I much prefer not to shadow-jump, as I do not know the surroundings and we risk landing in even greater danger, if we don’t end up halfway through a rock.”
 

 
  “Gotcha. So…that’s a neat little spell, there. It works by…conceptualizing a problem and then blasting it?”
 

 
  “This one is more complicated than the translation spell, but…yes, that basic principle is applicable at multiple levels. Ah, here it is!”
 

 
  They had passed into a veritable forest of obsidian shards, ranging from pencil-sized to taller than either of them. The profusion of jagged outcroppings made the perfect camouflage for the triangular opening in the wall, especially as it was shaded by a particularly large spike of black glassy stone. Miscellaneous shards crunched under her hooves; Gabriel stepped more carefully. He tapped the palm of his hand against the point of a shard in passing, but while he felt the jab it seemed there was nothing to this stone that would surpass his hethelax immunity. His shoes were another matter, though, and he placed his feet as best he could so as not to impale their soles.
 

 
  Then the nurdrakhaan hissed again, much closer, and he practically ran the last few steps. Xyraadi had already vanished into the hole.
 

 
  They retreated a few yards down the tunnel in pitch blackness, her direction-finding circle having winked out upon entering. Once the entrance had shrunk to a triangle of vague yellowish light, Gabriel drew Ariel, who obligingly ignited all her inscribed runes to bathe the area around them in an arcane glow. A second point of light swirled into being right in front of Xyraadi’s forehead crest, this one a clean white.
 

 
  
   “Merde alors,”
  
  she muttered, looking up and down the tunnel. “This is not an accidental formation.”
 

 
  “Hm…I see what you mean,” he agreed, following her gaze. Though there were cracks and craters along every surface and little shards of obsidian littering the ground, the formation itself was too straight to have been wrought by geological accident, its triangular shape perfectly equilateral. “It doesn’t look like it’s seen a lot of use lately, though; hopefully the previous residents aren’t around. I
  
   can
  
  sense demons, but that trick doesn’t work too well here. Like sensing a needle in a haystack. Full of needles. While it’s on fire.”
 

 
  She smiled and opened her mouth to answer, and then the nurdrakhaan hissed again. Resonating down the stone tunnel, the sound was deafening. It was clearly very close outside.
 

 
  There was silence for a few seconds before she spoke again.
 

 
  “You cannot assume it is abandoned because it looks like this, M. Arquin.” Xyraadi thumped her fist against the wall and it practically shattered, forming a little crater from which broken shards cascaded to the floor. The display was all the more impressive due to how spindly her arms were. “Everything in Hell is changed by the infernal radiation which saturates it. This is the magic of corruption, of destruction. Metal oxidizes away in the very earth, so that what would be veins of it underground are only streams of dust trapped in the rock. Stone itself is very brittle—too much so to build with, which is why most structures are made of bone and hide. It is the nature of the infernal to cause mutation, fast evolution; only living creatures are able to grow resistant to it, never anything inanimate. Only biological matter can be used for construction, clothes, tools…anything.”
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan hissed again, the sound still loud but altered as if coming from a subtly different direction. Still too close for comfort, though. At the very least it gave Gabriel a momentary pause in which to ponder what she had said.
 

 
  “That would make the entire world incredibly geologically unstable.”
 

 
  “Earthquakes are common, yes.”
 

 
  
   That
  
  was not an encouraging thing to hear while they were in an underground tunnel, but he let that fresh worry pass. “But…how can the continents still match up, after thousands of years? All the landmasses would have broken up…”
 

 
  She gave an eloquent shrug. “I do not have such answers. Maybe no one does. It is said that Scyllith could control the entirety of the realm with only her presence. Perhaps whatever means she used is still active in her absence; perhaps Elilial has taken it over, or created her own. You are not wrong, the land shifts often. But somehow, in aggregate…not too much. Whatever causes this, I cannot imagine it is accidental.”
 

 
  Xyraadi pointed and drew a line across the floor behind them from a distance; it began to glow faintly yellow, and scrawls of fluid script like before appeared on each side.
 

 
  “A barrier?”
 

 
  “A detection ward. It will tell me if something comes this way—unless it is something also skilled in magic which can hide, so do not become complacent.
  
   Never
  
  become complacent here. No, raising a barrier is like planting a flag. Everything within miles which can sense magic would flock to answer the challenge.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” he muttered. “So, that script… It doesn’t look like the infernal runes I’ve seen in books.”
 

 
  Xyraadi glanced sidelong at him, her golden eyes gleaming like a cat’s in the low light. “You read many of such books?”
 

 
  “I’m a paladin, after all. There are some things I’m expected to know.”
 

 
  The nurdrakhaan hissed again, and both of them cringed.
 

 
  “It is elvish,” she answered when she could. “I cannot turn my back on my heritage, but I prefer not to associate my life with one bit more of Hell than I can avoid.”
 

 
  He winced at the surge of guilt, but she wasn’t looking at him, peering straight up the tunnel with her eyes narrowed. “Why
  
   do
  
  you use infenomancy, then? Uh, if you don’t mind my asking. Feel free to tell me to piss off if at any point something is none of my business.”
 

 
  Again, an amused smile flickered across her face, seeming to surprise her. “You are a funny paladin, M. Arquin. You remind me more of bards I have known.”
 

 
  He decided to leave that one alone. “Please, call me Gabriel.”
 

 
  “Gabriel, then. My people do not have an innate resistance to infernal corruption, like the hethelaxi. Ours is developed, acquired. I preserve my sanity by expending the dark magic from my system.”
 

 
  “By
  
   using
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Exactly. There are powerful rituals that mark the stages of a girl’s passage to adulthood among the khelminash. One converts the subtle, insidious call of the infernal to a more direct form that cannot so easily hide. When I begin to hear the whispers urging me to depraved acts, I know it is time to cast some spells and burn off the power that has built up. Better to keep up a steady use before it gets to that point.”
 

 
  “Your people sound extremely skilled,” Gabriel said hesitantly. “What are the chances we might be able to get help from some khelminash?”
 

 
  
   “Non,”
  
  she said firmly. “Terrible idea!”
 

 
  “Ah. Not nice people—”
 

 
  The hiss which interrupted him was more distant, and both of them instinctively edged forward.
 

 
  “Finally, it is leaving,” she muttered. “That was very fast, for as much magic as happened out there I thought it would sniff about for hours. No, Gabriel, my people are as…
  
   nice…
  
  as anyone, I suppose, and far more so than most in this realm. But they are all,
  
   all
  
  dedicated to Elilial. Khelminash cities are caste systems designed to support populations of my race, the elites, so that we do not have to work and contribute to the running of our own society. So that we are free to form the backbone of the Dark Lady’s sorcerous forces. Each city is ruled by a few Rhaazke, and various tiers of work are done by khaladesh, hethelaxi, and horogki. Any khelminash we find will be
  
   very
  
  delighted to meet a paladin of the Pantheon and an exiled traitor. That would go very badly for us.”
 

 
  He drew in a slow breath, considering which of several ideas to voice first, and suddenly a hiss so loud it made both of them clutch their ears filled the air. The light at the end of the tunnel was muted by a huge shadow, and in the next moment the entire tunnel shook from an impact. The crunch of stone was terrifying; shards of obsidian rained down all over them.
 

 
  Ariel’s light abruptly winked out.
  
   “Gabriel, if that thing hunts by sensing magic, it may be particularly drawn to the arcane. I am going into a dormant state. Please reawaken me manually when the danger has passed.”
  
 

 
  “I should have thought of that,” Xyraadi hissed furiously, pounding a fist against her own forehead crest. “Stupid, stupid! I am too out of practice at this…
  
   place.
  
  The careless die here! We can make no more mistakes!”
 

 
  Another thunderous hiss blasted down the tunnel, accompanied by a horrible scraping noise from outside.
 

 
  “We’re in deep shit if it collapses the tunnel,” Gabriel said. “How risky is it to retreat further?”
 

 
  “Not as bad as taking our chances outside! At least anything we meet in here will be animal, maybe intelligent. There might be fungus but there will be no plants. That is the only upside.”
 

 
  The mountain shook from impact, so many shards fell outside that the noise was clearly audible. The light at the entrance changed again as it was partially obscured by debris.
 

 
  “Wait, why the hell are plants
  
   worse
  
  than animals? I thought you said things here would try to eat us!”
 

 
  
   “Everything
  
  will try to eat us, Gabriel! Including the plants! At least things with a brain can be intimidated, tricked, maybe reasoned with. A plant will just attack, regardless.”
 

 
  A thought struck him. “Wait, speaking of animals. Nurdrakhaan aren’t sapient, are they? They one I saw before didn’t react to Vadrieny except by trying to eat her.”
 

 
  
   “Vadrieny?”
  
  she said incredulously. “If you saw
  
   that
  
  fiend and survived, it is much more impressive than surviving a nurdrakhaan!”
 

 
  It hissed again, and then the tunnel shook so hard the beast had clearly rammed its head against the mountainside. Clearly, this was no time for
  
   that
  
  conversation.
 

 
  “Just answer the question!”
 

 
  “Yes, it is an animal and a
  
   very
  
  stupid one! All that muscle and a brain the size of a squirrel’s. Why?”
 

 
  “It’s like you said,” he replied, already laying out his book of enchanting paper, spell chalk and vials of dust. “An animal can be tricked. If it likes arcane magic, I’ll
  
   give
  
  it arcane magic.”
 

 
  Xyraadi loomed over his shoulder, watching while he worked. Gabriel scrawled glyphs and diagrams as quickly as he could without sacrificing accuracy, hurried on by the hissing. At least the thing had stopped headbutting the mountainside, at least for now, but the way the shadows kept passing back and forth across the tunnel entrance suggested it was pacing in midair outside, clearly not about to go anywhere.
 

 
  Fortunately, none of what he was doing was particularly complex; the bulk of this was simple levitation, directional charms, and pretty illusions. The only chancy part came when he had to attach a power crystal, which meant both affixing it to the proper piece of the paper he was using with twists of copper wire—delicate work when the very air kept shaking around them—and designing the entire rest of the enchantment he was crafting to sustain the presence of such an unnecessarily powerful magic source without overcharging and going up in smoke. He laid it out with as much power as he dared risk; there was no point in this if the bait wasn’t juicy enough to be tempting.
 

 
  “I fancy that I know a
  
   little
  
  bit about arcane magic,” Xyraadi said, “but I recognize absolutely none of that. Still, I refuse to believe this little toy poses any real threat to that beast.”
 

 
  Gabriel had to brace himself against the wall with one hand while a long steady grinding happened as the nurdrakhaan apparently swiped its entire side against the mountain face above them, vibrating the whole tunnel. With his other hand, though, he held up his just-complete paper glider, marked by patterns of spell chalk and adhesive enchanting dust all connected to a central power crystal that was really way too potent for this task.
 

 
  “The times,” he said, “have changed.”
 

 
  He hurled the glider forward, and the moment it left his fingers it burst alight. In the confines of the tunnel its glare was almost too blinding to appreciate the prettiness of it—though Gabe couldn’t take credit for the design, which he had taken straight from an enchanting trade magazine. The illusion took the form of a large bird made of blue light, scintillating in shades of violet and white. It immediately soared off down the tunnel, swerved out through the opening, and vanished.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Xyraadi exclaimed.
 

 
  The hiss that followed started as crushingly loud as any they’d heard, but it also faded rapidly as the nurdrakhaan soared away at top speed, still hissing.
 

 
  Xyraadi was staring up the tunnel with her mouth slightly agape. After a second, she turned her incredulous expression on Gabriel. “That’s…that’s
  
   it?”
  
 

 
  “I’m a little surprised that worked,” he admitted. “I
  
   never
  
  succeed with the first thing I try.”
 

 
  “What
  
   was
  
  that?! Did you summon a…a phoenix or something? Did you have a
  
   phoenix
  
  in a soul prison in that coat?!”
 

 
  “Whoah, no, nothing like that! It was just a bit of levitation and illusion with some guidance charms. And,” he added, grinning, “a really excessive power source. I figured if that thing goes to magic and especially likes the smell of the arcane, it would chase the glowing, fast-moving thing that smelled interesting. That’s what a particularly dumb predator will naturally tend to do. Like a dog chasing a carriage; it has no idea what it’ll do if it actually catches one, it’s just instinct.”
 

 
  “…how long will your birdie keep it away?”
 

 
  “Well, as long as it keeps following, I guess. It’s not going to catch it; that thing has hardly any mass and a whole order of magnitude more power than it needs. That charm is designed for festivals, they’re used to accompany fireworks displays. It will naturally do aerobatics around other objects in the sky while avoiding any midair impact, including with the nurdrakhaan, and it’s quicker and more nimble. I charmed it to keep heading west.”
 

 
  For another long moment, she continued staring at him. Then, to his surprise, she grinned broadly. Khelminash, it seemed, had pronounced fangs.
 

 
  “Ah, it is almost like old times. One only feels alive when death waits around the next bend, no?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right,” he said, blinking. “You were part of a real classic adventuring party.”
 

 
  “What, and you are not?
  
   Every
  
  paladin is an adventurer, by definition.”
 

 
  “Uh. I think…you are gonna have some serious acclimating to do, when we get back to the mortal plane. A
  
   lot
  
  has changed in six hundred years.”
 

 
  “Eh.” Again, she shrugged, a fabulously expressive gesture which somehow contained more nuances than he could even begin to tease out. “It was like that for me, the first time I came to your realm. I am nothing if not flexible. Now, come, we had best make haste. It will not be long before something else comes to investigate all the magic which has been happening here.”
 

 
  He followed in silence back to the entrance, which fortunately had not collapsed, though the nurdrakhaan had done a number on it. The tunnel’s mouth was half-buried in fallen fragments of jagged obsidian, making a pile which looked like it would slice to ribbons any fool who dared try to shift it.
 

 
  Xyraadi did just that, anyway, after cautioning Gabriel to turn away. It seemed she was not inclined toward subtlety by that point, to judge by the explosion she used to blast the path clear.
 

 
  “Won’t that thing have bought us some time?” he asked, following her back out into the sullen light. She sky was yellowish and smoke-colored; he couldn’t actually see the sun. If there even was a sun here. “That racket had to be audible from miles around. Surely nothing else would want a piece of the nurdrakhaan.”
 

 
  “They would starve to death if it were so simple,” she said rather brusquely, trotting toward the temple. The poor grasses and wildflowers lay blackened and dead from infernal exposure by now, but at least the nurdrakhaan hadn’t destroyed the edifice itself. “They hiss and express their presence like that to
  
   catch
  
  prey, Gabriel. You must not think anything here is like it is in your world; the infernal taint alters
  
   everything
  
  biological. Among other things, it prompts unreasoning aggression. Only sapient demons will flee or hide from danger, and even so, only those taught to from childhood. Animals will respond to a threat, any threat, by
  
   attacking.
  
  Nurdrakhaan eat very well, indeed.”
 

 
  “You know what?” he said philosophically. “I don’t think I like it here.”
 

 
  Xyraadi gave him a truly indescribable look. “Welcome to Hell, Gabriel. Everything here wants to eat everything else. Every meal is a battle, and every creature is well-equipped to fight. On your world there are carnivores and herbivores; here, only predators, some of which eat plants. The chief thing that distinguishes sapient beings is their means of
  
   coping
  
  with this place. They are either fanatically devoted to Elilial who protects and supports them, or obsessed with escaping to the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “You’re saying there’s nothing and
  
   nobody
  
  here who even
  
   might
  
  help us?”
 

 
  “Only, perhaps, a ghost that your god has consigned here, and there is little enough they could do. They either get captured by my people or other spellcasting demons and used as power sources, or impress Prince Vanislaas and become his children. Lucky us, we do not need much help. The big problem before us is that we cannot leave from this spot.
  
   This
  
  is where your warlock waits, across the barrier, and he is our only chance of getting out again.”
 

 
  They had arrived back at the spot on the temple lawn where he had first summoned her, approximately. It was hard to tell, with as much damage as the vegetation had suffered, but the size and shape of the disc of mortal land still made for a good reference point. Gabriel drew his scythe and Ariel, turning in a circle to look around. Not much had changed; he could see the damage the nurdrakhaan had made in the cliff face nearby, but the surrounding forest of spike-trees and giant carnivorous mushrooms were still there, as were the ruins of the ikthroi settlement around the temple grounds.
 

 
  “And that,” he said, “means we’re sitting ducks. We have to hold
  
   this
  
  ground, and other creatures coming… Well, it’s a matter of when, not if. Right?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Worse, the magic I will have to do… Well, any magic will bring attention. I must try to reach across the barrier and achieve communication with your warlock friend.
  
   That
  
  work will draw very specific trouble. Intelligent demons, trained in magic.”
 

 
  “Khelminash?”
 

 
  “If we are
  
   very
  
  unfortunate,” she said grimly. “I cannot say how near a khelminash city might be. This is the continent where Tiraas is on your world, yes?”
 

 
  “This spot in particular is in N’Jendo.”
 

 
  “I don’t even know what that is. I have never been to this part of the world before, on either side of the barrier. And if I had… After six hundred years, I would not know where the closest khelminash city might be.”
 

 
  “Okay. Since keeping our heads down isn’t going to be possible anyway, I’m going to wake Ariel up. She can help in a fight and she’s good with magic.”
 

 
  “A wise plan,” she agreed, even as he channeled an arcane spark into Ariel’s runes in just the way she had taught him previously.
 

 
  
   “Ah, good, we are not currently being digested. You continue to surprise, Gabriel.”
  
 

 
  “Missed you too,” he said. “Here’s the situation: Xyraadi needs to reach across the dimensional divide to make contact with Mortimer, and
  
   we
  
  need to keep hostile demons off her, because we know damn well they’ll come.”
 

 
  
   “Of course they will. Your scythe will prove immensely valuable, provided our next foes are not also zeppelin-sized. The nice thing about being stranded in Hell is that the mindless destruction for which you are best equipped is actually the correct course of action against most of the troubles likely to assail us.”
  
 

 
  “That’s what I’m hoping. Xyraadi, any idea how long this will take?”
 

 
  “None,” she said, already sitting cross-legged on the ground, which looked rather peculiar with her hooves and digitigrade lower legs. She held out her hands to either side, and more of her modified infernal circles began to blossom into being, decorated with incongruously lovely elvish script. “It is very much situational; a person can do this for months before catching the attention of anyone on the other side. This is a better scenario than most, since there is a powerful warlock in this space just across the barrier who is hopefully already looking for us in turn. But much is uncertain.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said. “I’ll…keep watch, then.”
 

 
  Xyraadi closed her eyes, and the magic around her continued to form.
 

 
  “Think I should try setting out wards?” he muttered.
 

 
  
   “I wouldn’t,”
  
  Ariel advised.
  
   “We’ve already seen that using arcane magic here draws attention. It will happen anyway, it seems, but there’s no use hastening the arrival of enemies. Let the khelminash take advantage of as much time as we can buy her. By the way, how
  
  did
  
   you get rid of the nurdrakhaan?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, that. I taught it to play fetch.”
 

 
  
   “…Gabriel, if it has escaped your notice, I am not one of your wisecracking student adventurer friends, nor one of your smirking Vidian cleric colleagues. I am certainly not your lack-witted dryad bedmate. Your sense of humor is entirely wasted on me.”
  
 

 
  “That’s exactly what makes it funny, partner.”
 

 
  
   “Shadow-jumping!”
  
  Ariel suddenly said in a louder tone.
  
   “Something is—”
  
 

 
  She was cut off by Xyraadi, who leaped straight up from her meditative posture, allowing her careful spell circles to collapse in a tangle of sparks and smoke. “Run! Run,
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah. Stay a while, and let us talk, yes?”
 

 
  Gabe whirled, planting his feet by instinct in a stance Professor Ezzaniel had drilled into him: feet braced, scythe upraised behind him ready to swing, Ariel held in guard position in front. Scythe-and-saber wasn’t exactly a traditional combat form, but both Ezzaniel and Trissiny had been pleased to help him work out some basic positions and moves. The golden shield he threw up around himself sparked and hissed constantly against the ambient infernal power, and he immediately regretted it—but held on, since dropping it just as suddenly would convey weakness which could be a deadly mistake here. Still, that was going to strain his capacity for divine magic very quickly. It also meant Xyraadi couldn’t get too close.
 

 
  He stared at the being which had appeared in front of him, and the being stared back.
 

 
  By skin tone and general facial features, the creature might have been a drow; it was as black as the obsidian mountains, slender of build and delicate of face. In fact, Gabe could not at a glance assign a gender to the intruder, in part because of the combination of flowing white robes and padded crimson longcoat of odd cut which obscured the lines of his or her body. Unlike a drow, however, the new arrival had rounded humanlike ears and long hair as black as their skin. It was the eyes which were most striking: pure, featureless red eyes, just like a red dragon’s.
 

 
  “Hello,” he said after a mutually contemplative pause, finally letting his shield down. Val Tarvadegh’s voice whispered in the back of his memory, priceless coaching on social rhythms telling him the timing to make it seem like a deliberate conciliatory gesture and not a loss of face. “That is a really nice coat.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you!” the unidentified demon said with a broad smile. They had perfectly white, even, apparently human teeth. “And the same to you, my young friend. You must have
  
   quite
  
  the story to tell! How ever have you managed to bring yourself and a temple of Izara here? And…is that…”
 

 
  They leaned to the side, peering past him, and Gabriel fought down the urge to shift and try to block the view. That would seem not only hostile, but childishly petulant. Both instinct and training warned him that any display of weakness here could be lethal.
 

 
  “Why, it
  
   is!”
  
  the demon said, still smiling in evident delight. “Little Xyraadi, come home after
  
   all
  
  these years, yes? I cannot imagine why you are not long dead, child, much less what made you think returning here was a good idea.”
 

 
  Gabriel shifted his head enough to bring Xyraadi into his peripheral vision without letting the other demon shift out of it. She was standing stock-still, not casting any spells, and staring with extremely obvious terror.
  
   That
  
  was not a good sign.
 

 
  “A very nice coat,” he repeated pointedly. “Given the general resource scarcity in Hell, shall I assume this is someone important? Or at least rich?”
 

 
  She swallowed convulsively before answering in a very small voice. “This is Prince Vanislaas.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Gabriel said, turning his full attention back on the Prince and forcing a pleasant little smile. Shit.
  
   Shit.
  
  “What a lovely surprise, I never expected to have the honor. I believe we have an acquaintance in common, your Highness. Do you recall Malivette Dufresne?”
 

 
  “Truly, the delicious surprises just keep coming today,” Vanislaas purred, pacing slowly forward. Gabriel just barely repressed the urge to retreat, and did not lower either of his weapons. “What a charming young lady! I so rarely have such well-bred visitors. How is dear Vette getting along? She’ll have graduated from the University by now, yes?”
 

 
  “Some time ago,” Gabriel agreed politely, shifting his heels, and subtly raising his scythe higher. At that, the demon finally halted his approach, smirking. “I didn’t have the opportunity to speak with her at length, but I believe she is quite well.”
 

 
  “And what a courteous young man
  
   you
  
  are,” Vanislaas remarked. “Half…hethelax, yes? Yet fully mortal. And somehow,
  
   here.
  
  If I’m not mistaken, isn’t that a valkyrie’s scythe?”
 

 
  Gabriel was spared having to respond by Xyraadi letting out a wail and hurling herself to the ground. He started to turn again to see what had happened, but something tugged insistently on his scythe. Tightening his grip, he twisted, finding it inextricably stuck, and managed to pivot without letting go to put himself in a position from which he could see both demons and also whatever else had seized his weapon.
 

 
  The next moment, he sort of wished he hadn’t.
 

 
  “His name is Gabriel Arquin,” Elilial said with a coy little smile, shifting her fingers on the haft of the scythe just below its blade, “and I am just
  
   dying
  
  to hear him explain all this.”
 

 
  And with that, she yanked the scythe out of his hand.
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  “Sorry,” he said, rather weakly, as he straightened up under his own power again.
 

 
  Trissiny carefully released him, drawing back to give Toby a look of concern. “Don’t be sorry. You’re always propping everybody else up; you’re allowed to need a hug once in a while. But, Toby, what you were just saying…”
 

 
  He found himself avoiding her eyes. “I don’t…”
 

 
  “We need to
  
   talk
  
  about that,” she interrupted, her tone firm but not aggressive. “But not right this minute. Right
  
   now
  
  we need to figure out how to get Gabriel back.”
 

 
  “You
  
   saw
  
  what happened,” he said, voice climbing in frustration. “How are we supposed to do that?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, but I’m certainly going to try.”
 

 
  “Try
  
   what?
  
  Trissiny, dimensional barriers are not something you can bull through with sheer determination!”
 

 
  She took another step back, now frowning at him reproachfully.
  
   “Toby.”
  
 

 
  “Everybody all right?” Fortunately, Agasti chose that moment to return. He strode up to them, straight-backed and alert, tapping his cane against the ground with every step but clearly not leaning on it. Behind and to either side came his two revenant companions, both still with weapons out and peering warily around. “Good, very good. I’m sorry to have ducked out on you, but I had to get Arkady and Kami out of that light show. You accomplished what you needed to, though, and that’s what matters.”
 

 
  “What are you talking about?” Toby snapped. “We lost Gabriel!”
 

 
  “Yes,” Agasti said evenly, nodding, “but you prevented that dimensional inversion from spreading, thwarted a demon invasion, and annihilated the infernal corruption that was seeping through before it could poison anybody. None of those are small things; in aggregation I believe they qualify as a pretty big deal. But you’re right, Gabriel is now on the other side, and that must be addressed before any of us can rest on our laurels. Arkady, fire up the carriage, if you please.”
 

 
  “We can’t
  
   leave!”
  
  Trissiny burst out.
 

 
  “There is a difference between surrender and tactical retreat, General Avelea, you know that well. I told you that this site is under surveillance; Izara’s cult obviously has little in the way of forces to deploy, but they will already be contacting the Sisterhood and likely the Empire about this mess. I would rather Arkady and Kami were out of the area when that occurs, and Ninkabi is farther than I can safely shadow-jump these days.
  
   You
  
  had better remain on site to settle everyone down when they get here.” He hesitated, then gripped the crystal head of his cane harder and nodded decisively. “I’ll be relying on your protection, because I plan to commit a capital offense in the next few minutes. It will take long enough that I expect the reinforcements to catch me quite red-handed.”
 

 
  “Mortimer,
  
   no!”
  
  Kami exclaimed.
 

 
  “A capital offense?” Toby asked more soberly. “Surely you’re not planning to… What are you talking about?”
 

 
  “A hellgate.” Trissiny was staring at Agasti, who nodded at her again. “To get Gabriel back from the other dimension, we need to open a door between them.”
 

 
  “You can’t!” Arkady insisted. “Mortimer, the law isn’t best pleased with you already. If you do
  
   this
  
  of all bloody things…”
 

 
  “Arkady, the boy is in
  
   Hell,”
  
  Agasti said sharply. “Trust me, I don’t plan to throw myself to the headsman; there are extenuating circumstances aplenty, I’ll have the backing of three paladins and I
  
   do
  
  know a thing or two about weaseling around Imperial prosecutors, as you may recall. But right now we’ve a paladin to rescue and no time to argue. The situation forces me to act now and make plans later, which is hardly optimal, but that’s what the situation
  
   is
  
  and bemoaning it will change nothing
  
   .
  
  Now take Kami back to the club, I don’t want you two anywhere near this.”
 

 
  “Hellgates have to be opened from
  
   both
  
  sides,” said Trissiny, “that’s why demons aren’t constantly making new ones. How do you plan to get around that? Do you have a contact in Hell who can do it?”
 

 
  “Several, but none I would trust with or
  
   near
  
  a nascent gate,” Agasti admitted. “What we have is
  
   Gabriel.
  
  He’s still right on this spot, just on a different plane of existence.”
 

 
  “Gabriel isn’t a warlock,” Toby objected.
 

 
  “He’s an enchanter,” Trissiny said, narrowing her eyes pensively. “He has Ariel, a scythe which we already
  
   know
  
  can carve holes in reality, and whatever aid he can summon with Salyrene’s bottle.”
 

 
  “So, not optimal,” Agasti agreed, “but far from hopeless. First, I will need to contact him…”
 

 
  Toby had turned to stare again at the empty patch of blasted reddish stone where the temple—and Gabriel—had been minutes ago, but after Agasti’s voice trailed off, he shifted his attention back to the warlock, frowning impatiently. In the next moment, his frown deepened, now in real worry. Agasti was not moving at
  
   all.
  
  In fact, he didn’t appear to be breathing.
 

 
  Neither, Toby immediately discovered, was Trissiny. She stood as if immobilized in ice, as did the two demons. The nearby birds and insects had already been silenced by the presence of so many demons, but he realized now that even the grass, wilted as it was by its brief trip to Hell, was completely solidified, disturbed by neither wind nor gravity. In fact, there was no wind, either.
 

 
  The whole world appeared to have abruptly
  
   stopped.
  
 

 
  “Godhood has its privileges,” said the voice from behind him just before he could begin to panic. Toby whirled, and found himself facing Izara, who wasn’t even looking at him, but studying the others whom she had just immobilized. “Even Vemnesthis doesn’t try to enforce his rules on me. Please don’t be distracted by the theatricality of this, Toby; it was simply necessary. This conversation will take more time than you have to spare, and it needs to happen
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “What conversation?” he demanded, forgetting to speak with proper respect. He felt entirely thrown from his equilibrium, and somehow
  
   frayed.
  
  Toby’s whole life was about control, serenity, and balance, and at that moment he felt as if every one of those things had been stripped from him, leaving him blindly reacting to events in exactly the way his teachers had all stressed that he should never do. Still worse, there was a significant and undeniable part of him which reveled in the
  
   freedom,
  
  even despite the pain of losing Gabriel.
 

 
  Izara finally turned her attention on him fully, and her expression was unreadable. Nothing about her seemed particularly divine, apart from having apparently suspended them in time; she was just a somewhat gawkish young woman with frizzy hair. If he hadn’t seen her the night before Toby would probably not have recognized her at all.
 

 
  “You never have learned to find a middle road,” she said after a thoughtful pause.
 

 
  He bit back his first response, and then his second. Whatever
  
   conversation
  
  she meant, the goddess was right about one thing: he did not have time for it. “Gabriel is trapped in Hell right now. Can you help us bring him back?”
 

 
  “Of course I can.” She tilted her head minutely to one side. “But why would I?”
 

 
  Toby gaped in disbelief. “…he’s a
  
   paladin.”
  
 

 
  “Not mine,” Izara shrugged.
 

 
  “What is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?!” he exploded.
 

 
  “That’s a large question,” she replied, showing no sign of offense at his outburst. “Let’s stick to what’s wrong with you, for efficiency’s sake. You have just learned an extremely
  
   wrong
  
  lesson, and now stand a hair’s breadth from committing to it, with disastrous results for you, those you care about, and the world at large.”
 

 
  “Then why are
  
   you
  
  here lecturing me and not Omnu?” he shot back, practically tasting his pulse pounding on the back of his tongue. Toby felt heady, even a little dizzy, but still there was that strange exuberance.
 

 
  Izara, for her part, finally reacted, pressing her lips together in a grimace of annoyance. “Because
  
   Omnu
  
  needs someone to slap some sense into him, which unfortunately I can’t. I’ll just have to settle for you.”
 

 
  “This is ridiculous,” Toby exclaimed. “My best friend is in Hell waiting for someone to rescue him—”
 

 
  “I assure you, Gabriel Arquin is not sitting around waiting on anybody,” she said archly. “I would hope
  
   you
  
  of all people would know him better than that. On the other hand, just a moment ago it sounded like you were about ready to give up on him.”
 

 
  Toby felt that inexplicable sensation
  
   rising,
  
  the strange fusion of fury and uncertainty that had so thrown him off his keel but felt so satisfying. For just a moment, he was so tempted to just punch her that his arm actually twitched.
 

 
  It was hard to say which did more to shock him back into a semblance of self-control: the sheer horrible depravity of
  
   striking
  
  someone just out of his own ill temper, or the incredible stupidity of trying that on a goddess. Instead, his years of training finally began to resurface, and he breathed. In, out, three times each, until the emotion began to ebb, the clarity to resurface.
 

 
  “What are you doing?” he asked at last, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  Izara blinked at him, languidly, like a pleased cat. “What does it
  
   seem
  
  like I am doing?”
 

 
  “It
  
   seems
  
  like you are deliberately trying to make me angry. And I can see no reason for you to do that.”
 

 
  “Better,” she said with a slow nod of approval. “Drifting closer to
  
   old
  
  bad habits, but still an improvement over the terrible new ones you were on the cusp of developing.”
 

 
  He breathed. In, out. “That doesn’t answer the question.”
 

 
  “You really wanted to slap me just then, didn’t you?” she countered, smiling. “But you didn’t.”
 

 
  “I would
  
   like
  
  to think I’m neither a complete monster nor an imbecile. I hope that isn’t too arrogant a thing to claim.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to see you controlling your urges, Tobias, but have you considered that maybe smacking me would have been the
  
   right
  
  thing to do?”
 

 
  He stared at her. “…no.”
 

 
  “Really, even after such a display of heartlessness?” The goddess smiled a little more widely. “Does the idea shock you so much?”
 

 
  “I am a pacifist,” he said firmly. “And
  
   you
  
  are the goddess of
  
   love.
  
  It’s just a little incongruous to hear you talk about hitting people being the right thing!”
 

 
  “Well, that’s the core of all this, Toby,” she said. “Neither of us is a pacifist.”
 

 
  Izara let that hang for a moment while he stared, just wearing that mysterious little smile. Only when he finally drew breath to speak again did she continue, cutting him off.
 

 
  “The nuances of my followers’ doctrine tend to be above the heads of laypeople. More than most other cults, probably even more than the Eserites or the Wreath, Izarites have stereotypes applied which preclude people from really understanding
  
   what
  
  they believe. Yes, my people assiduously avoid violence—in no small part because we
  
   have
  
  the Avenists and Eserites and Vidians and Shaathists and even, yes, the Omnists, to take up arms for us at need. In that circumstance, our efforts are better bent toward increasing the love in the world than
  
   fighting
  
  for it. But some of the incidents I most bitterly regret have come from the doctrine of love urging or even forcing my followers to become passive victims of violence. And as for love itself… If you
  
   love
  
  someone, Toby, you place their needs above your own. And in many relationships, there comes a time when the thing someone most
  
   needs
  
  is a swift kick in the ass. Metaphorically, of course. Usually.”
 

 
  He shut his mouth, belatedly becoming aware that it was open. “But I…”
 

 
  “Now, there
  
   is
  
  a pacifist tradition in Omnism,” she continued. “Such as the Sunset Way sect which produced Chang Zhi. There are others, though, and have
  
   been
  
  many others which have fallen from practice over the centuries.
  
   You,
  
  Toby, were raised by the most common sect of your faith on this continent. So common are the Cultivators that many in the Empire don’t actually know there are other interpretations of Omnist doctrine which are considered legitimate.” Again she tilted her head, back the other way this time. “Adeche N’tombu was a Cultivator. I assume I don’t need to remind you how
  
   his
  
  career as Hand of Omnu was spent?”
 

 
  “Omnu,” Toby said stubbornly, “is a god of
  
   peace.”
  
 

 
  “Peace can mean a lot of different things, several of them mutually exclusive. We were talking of
  
   pacifism.
  
  You have a very poor grasp of what that means, Tobias Caine. Of what it is, and what it is not. The truth is, you don’t even
  
   know
  
  any pacifists. Who are your colleagues, your examples? Teal Falconer? That girl is a walking disaster—not because she harbors an archdemon, but because she
  
   refuses
  
  to control it. She relies on her drow princess to smooth her way, and on her demon counterpart to terrorize anyone who defies her. There is no strategy in it, no plan. She isn’t a pacifist, she’s just averse to conflict.” Izara folded her hands, gazing intently at him. “Just like you.”
 

 
  “You—those are two terms for the same thing! Why even split that hair?”
 

 
  “Conflict aversion is a personality trait. Pacifism, like any ism, is political. It is a belief about what the world
  
   should
  
  be, and an attempt to
  
   make
  
  it so. To hold a belief is to disrespect the choices of others, for it demands that you impose your will on creation. It requires discipline, sacrifice, courage, and above all,
  
   strategy.
  
  Toby, the best guidance you have ever received was in your first martial arts class at Arachne’s school. Emilio Ezzaniel is one of the deadliest men alive; has he ever seemed to you a
  
   violent
  
  person?”
 

 
  “That’s… I mean, that’s not unfamiliar. A lot of martial artists can be described that way. The great ones, anyhow.”
 

 
  “And have you not seen the significance of that? Ezzaniel explained the true nature of peace to you that day: that it exists when those who hate to fight are better
  
   able
  
  to fight than those who love to. And you brushed him off.”
 

 
  “I listen to Professor Ezzaniel,” Toby protested, hearing the defensiveness in his own voice and hating it. The creeping euphoria had all faded from him now, leaving him only off-balance and unfocused, confused.
 

 
  “The greatest pacifist paladin of recent times,” Izara said softly, “was
  
   not
  
  Chang Zhi, who never accomplished much but to try to lead by example. No, that was Laressa of Anteraas, who once overthrew a corrupt governor by arranging to have his enforcers beat her bloody in a public square while she distributed famine relief supplies to the poor. It took conviction, courage, and a great willingness to suffer for her to go through with that—but more importantly, it took significant
  
   cunning
  
  to meticulously arrange all the pieces of that drama and ensure they would collide at exactly the right moment. Its result was a popular revolt and overthrow of her enemy the next day, leaving her in a position to guide Veilgrad into a more peaceful era.”
 

 
  He couldn’t find anything to say. Izara watched him for a moment, then continued.
 

 
  “You’re not a pacifist, Toby. You have no plan, no strategy. You just hate it when people fight and try to stop them when you see it happening. What does that accomplish? Teal has her archdemon; you have your holy nova. The pressure builds up, caused by stumbling from one crisis to the next, until in your incompetence you’ve backed yourself into a corner from which your only possible action is a huge explosion of power.”
 

 
  Toby sat down in the grass, no longer able to look her in the eye. She just pressed inexorably on.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  the answer you need; it’s in your training. The Sun Style is all about redirecting your enemy’s own force to control his movements. Avenist battle doctrine is about defeating an enemy by controlling their options, and holds that the highest strategic victory is to prevent an enemy from going to war in the first place. The great game of Houses that your friends Shaeine and Ravana have learned from the cradle is about control of a much more intricate variety, but even in the ruthlessness you saw from the nobles of Calderaas, there was an underlying ethic of subtlety above force. The Vidian doctrine of masks is all about control of the
  
   self,
  
  extended outward to control the external forces which act upon the self. The Eserites and Punaji seek to restrain those who would harm them through intimidation and fear—to control others with only the
  
   specter
  
  of violence, so that they can commit as little
  
   actual
  
  violence as possible. Even Arachne keeps the Empire and the other great powers of this world off her back with strategic acts of grandiose disruption punctuating a general policy of carefully not rocking the boat. Control, control,
  
   control!
  
  Every person or faction or philosophy you have encountered which has an actual impact on the world does so by the same maxim your trainers in the Sun Style hammered into you from your earliest practice:
  
   control the encounter.
  
  You’ve been so close, Toby. In Puna Dara you seemed to grasp it more closely than ever yet.” Finally she hesitated, as if to draw breath, then shook her head. “But today you came so close to throwing it all away. Control, Toby. Grief, pain, and fear are real, and valid, but you must control them. Otherwise, they will control
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, he lifted his head to stare plaintively up at her. “…why is it you? Why is every other god coming to…” Toby had to stop and swallow against a painful lump in his throat. “Why won’t he ever
  
   talk
  
  to me?”
 

 
  Izara heaved a sigh, then stepped over to sink down into the withered grass beside him. There, she leaned comfortingly against his shoulder. There was still no discernible aura of power about her; it might have been any slightly-built young woman pressed to his side. Somehow, that mundane warmth seemed much more comforting.
 

 
  “Because he needs a swift kick in the ass,” she said wearily, “and I can’t give it to him. Oh, not because he’s a more powerful god than I am, or because he is and has always been a stubborn old ox, though both those things are true. The truth… The truth is, Toby, we are vulnerable in a way, more to our followers than to our enemies. I think it’s a fine thing that godhood comes with strictures and limitations. I remember the Elder Gods, and what absolute power with no restraints does to people. But we end up being shaped by the belief of those who act in our name. Omnu
  
   can’t
  
  change. I can smack him upside the head to my heart’s content, but it won’t accomplish anything. He wouldn’t even be annoyed more than a moment later, he’s always been a forgiving sort. Omnu
  
   is
  
  paradox, Toby, and it’s not entirely his fault. In life he was always vague, standoffish and mystical, and between the solidification of those traits and their enshrinement in doctrine, you’re left with a god whose idea of communication is sending you warm feelings.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand what you’re telling me,” he said weakly.
 

 
  “That divine nova of yours?” Izara rested her head on his shoulder. “It really is Omnu’s power; you simply can’t channel that much sheer divine magic unassisted, you’d incinerate yourself. But that he sends it to you in those extreme moments… It’s not so simple as him having a plan, Toby. It’s more that he reacts when you have a need.
  
   You
  
  are the kick in the pants he needs. Please don’t think I don’t care about you, because I do. Truly, I do. But in you, I see a real chance for my old friend to…wake up. And Vidius is not the only one of us who is growing concerned with the way things are. I have been reminded, recently, how I myself have allowed individuals to rise within my cult whom I would have disdained to be in a room with in my own mortal days.”
 

 
  Toby stared up at Trissiny, standing frozen in time before him. Really studying her, in a way he rarely did anymore. It was funny, how quickly one could grow to take people for granted, once one was used to having them around. He remembered Trissiny in their earliest days at the University, the uncertainty and vulnerability she had displayed, the bluster with which she covered it, the rigid and frankly bigoted shades to the conviction that powered her. Now, in armor again, he could still see the contrast. She stood square and tall, but without any of the tension and stiffness she used to carry. Her expression was intent and pensive as she listened to Mortimer, but underneath the focus there was calm, totally unlike her borderline fanaticism of just two years ago. It was all right there, subtle but so plain when he really looked, even when she was suspended like a sculpture.
 

 
  Trissiny had grown so much. They all had. Gabriel and Fross were practically different people. Juniper was in the grip of so many transitions it was hard to say how she might end up. He wasn’t sure whether he had only recently come to detect the care and compassion in Ruda, or the warmth and humor in Shaeine, or whether they had themselves grown more comfortable in those traits. Even Teal, despite Izara’s criticism, was slowly evolving into her own woman despite the pressures upon her.
 

 
  Could he say the same? Had he really changed? Looking back, Toby found, to his shame, that he could see little that was new in himself except his ever-growing uncertainty.
 

 
  Izara was right: he did nothing but react. Without a plan, and without focus, just constantly wandering about trying to be a calming presence wherever he was. He knew without self-aggrandizement that he had had a positive influence on his friends. But to the world at large? What could he really achieve by just being the nice guy? How many people could that help?
 

 
  Chang Zhi was spoken of with tremendous reverence within Omnu’s faith, as perhaps the perfect spiritual role model. When he pressed himself, though, Toby couldn’t come up with anything of significance that she had actually
  
   accomplished.
  
 

 
  “I’m such an idiot,” he said aloud. Without recrimination or angst; it was just an observation.
 

 
  “You’re no more of one than someone your age should expect to be,” Izara replied, a note of humor lightening her voice.
 

 
  “I don’t…know…what to do with this.”
 

 
  “I would recommend following the examples of your friends. Trissiny has looked beyond the boundaries of her original faith for valuable perspective. Gabriel is becoming, if anything, a specialist in versatility. The truth is, Toby, that the traditions which raised you have let you down. It’s not that they are without value, but such limited perspectives may not work in the world anymore.”
 

 
  Slowly, he nodded. “Thank you. That’s really good advice. Do you really think I can…” For that matter, what was it she was asking of him, exactly? “…save Omnu from himself?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say he needs to be
  
   saved,
  
  any more than you do. As his paladin, you are a focus for his personality; your growth can only benefit him as well. But simply as a man, you are very much
  
   like
  
  Omnu was in mortality. Kind, warm, gentle…a little bit bland and aloof. I just want you to be the best person you can, Toby. Hence…all of this.” She waved a hand at the frozen scene around them. “I’m not in the habit of such insistent interventions, but you came right up to the edge of a terrible precipice. The potential loss was more than I could bear to think of.”
 

 
  “I see your point.” Toby nodded, then carefully gathered himself and stood, gently dislodging her. He turned to offer the goddess a hand up. “Thank you, Lady Izara, for all of this.”
 

 
  “Please don’t be so formal,” she chided gently, even as she took his arm to rise. “I never have learned to enjoy being called Lady.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m afraid we’ll have to compromise, then. I don’t think I can bring myself to call you Izzy.”
 

 
  She grinned at him, and then suddenly the air moved again.
 

 
  “…which will be the trickiest initial part, as—oh!” Agasti’s voice cut off mid-explanation for the second time to Toby’s ears, though it was the first to everyone else’s. He, Trissiny, and the two revenants both turned to Izara in surprise.
 

 
  “Please,” she said, raising both hands, “no genuflections or other time-wasters. In theory, the Pantheon aren’t meant to intercede and solve mortal problems in person, but for this sheer concentration of paladins, extenuating circumstances, and backlash from one of my own projects, I have decided an exception is in order. Now, let’s get our young friend back here before he meets something he is
  
   truly
  
  not prepared for.”
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  In that moment of absolute tension, Gabriel called on every scrap of education he had received thus far. Val Tarvadegh’s coaching kept him still, kept any hint of his thoughts or feelings away from his face—though it would have been presumptuous in the extreme to assume he could stand before the very goddess of cunning and prevent her from knowing the shape of his mind.
 

 
  Elilial appeared to be ignoring him for the moment, critically studying the scythe in her hands, which he knew was an affectation. Prince Vanislaas, by contrast, stared avidly, his lips bent in a hungry little smile. That was the look of a vulture observing a dying cow’s last breath. Xyraadi was still prostrate on the ground, her face pressed against the now-dead grass from the other world. Ariel, wisely, kept silent.
 

 
  There was absolutely no winning here, through either power or strategy. Considering who he was dealing with, outsmarting his foes didn’t appear to be an option either. That left…what?
 

 
  The basics.
 

 
  Gabriel knew his failings; it had been repeatedly pointed out to him that his self-awareness with regard to his own weakness was one of his greatest strengths. So he channeled better examples, and put on a mask.
 

 
  The posture exemplified by Professor Ezzaniel, Trissiny and Toby: a martial artist’s bearing, fully upright but not stiff like a soldier’s, a stance that conveyed poise and command, and bless Ezzaniel for so laboriously beating that into him over the last two years. The ineffable, inoffensive arrogance of Ravana Madouri and Sekandar Aldarasi, a subtle positioning of countenance which conveyed absolute self-confidence even when such was wildly inappropriate, without being aggressive. Intuitively he felt that a better choice here than Shaeine’s more serene poise.
 

 
  “Excuse me.” Gabriel borrowed Tellwyrn’s voice, the tone she used that didn’t bother to be peremptory or commanding, but secured obedience through the simple conviction that she
  
   would be obeyed
  
  because this fact was as immutable as the downward acceleration of velocity resulting from the pull of gravity. He held out his hand in a gesture that was part Ezzaniel and part Ravana and just a little bit Darling, graceful and commanding and a tad effeminate. “That is
  
   mine.
  
  Return it, please.”
 

 
  Prince Vanislaas’s red eyes widened notably, as did his smile. The demon lord actually began dry-rubbing his hands together in visible eagerness for whatever was about to unfold.
 

 
  Xyraadi quivered.
 

 
  Elilial looked up from her perusal of the weapon to meet his eyes, and Gabriel had the sudden and deeply incongruous thought that she wasn’t nearly as pretty as she could be, even aside from the horns and red skin and such. Couldn’t a goddess take any form she desired? She had rather hawkish features, a nose that was too long for her face, and despite a rather skimpy leather outfit (with metal spikes and buckles serving no evident purpose) she was much more lanky than curvy. Though of course, standards differed across eras and cultures, to say nothing of individuals. He wondered if there was some significance to her appearance, something he could perhaps use. Unlikely, but he wasn’t too proud to grasp at any straw at this point.
 

 
  “Salyrene’s work,” she mused after a hesitation, returning her gaze to the scythe and slowly turning it over in her hands. “They’re very adaptive, you see; she is the best at what she does. Yes, this thing has a long memory, much of its shape and nature comes from its first master. But your touch is present, as well, Gabriel Arquin. Such…restraint, it has leaned from you. How odd, considering your reputation.”
 

 
  She could probably hear his heart pounding. Well, hell, just because the game was over didn’t mean he had to concede. Gabriel cleared his throat loudly, raised his eyebrows in an expression he had seen Shaeine and Ruda both use to great effect, and subtly extended his outstretched hand an inch further in a silent demand.
 

 
  “You know
  
   why
  
  Vidius is the god of death?” Elilial asked, now smiling down at him. “A coincidental affiliation that was baked right into his very identity when we seized ascension for ourselves. All due to his association with the valkyries. He won Naiya to our side by sheltering and supporting them. Have you ever found yourself
  
   wholly
  
  dependent upon someone for your very existence, Gabriel? Even if they are less of a two-faced snake than Vidius, it’s a relationship that tends to provoke…resentment. Have your valkyrie friends ever complained to you about your mutual boss?” One corner of her mouth drew upward in a lopsided smirk. “No? You needn’t answer, young man, I seldom trouble to ask questions unless I already know how they end. There’s a warning in that silence, you know.
  
   Everyone
  
  complains about their boss… Unless they are too afraid to.”
 

 
  Gabriel experienced a most peculiar sensation. His mouth moved and words fell out, but unlike the habitual blathering habits which had caused him so much trouble over the years, he felt an almost transcendent state of
  
   flow,
  
  as if he were truly in control in a way he couldn’t even consciously grasp.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” he heard himself say in a bored tone, “and thus the seeds of suspicion are sown between me and my patron, and meanwhile there is no need for you to be
  
   insulting,
  
  madam. If I’m important enough to manipulate, I’m important enough to deserve better than cheap tricks that even Vesk wouldn’t write into a ballad. My
  
   scythe,
  
  if you please.”
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   like
  
  him,” Vanislaas breathed, pausing to lick his lips. “Such a shame he has the two-faced one’s favor; I dearly wish his soul could return here. He’d make
  
   such
  
  a splendid incubus. Elilial, my darling, may we restrain him here?”
 

 
  “Hush, Van,” she said fondly. “Ignore him, Gabriel. You have nothing to fear from
  
   me.”
  
  So saying, she lightly tossed the scythe in the air, making its wicked length spin once, and caught it on the haft just below the blade, which ended up pointing skyward. Its long, subtly twisted shaft extended toward Gabriel, ending just barely past the reach of his hand. “My high priest nurtures a…pet theory, if you will, that he can somehow turn you three paladins against your masters by slowly introducing you to the truth. I know your gods better than you and I rather think they’ll just kill you if you learn more than they want you to know, but Embras is a good servant and I am willing to indulge him. Much more to the point, I’ve promised Arachne to bring no harm to her students—and that includes by omission and negligence. And…it seems my Vadrieny
  
   does
  
  rather like you, for some reason. Altogether, these facts mean you are as safe with me as anyone can be said to be, anywhere. For whatever
  
   that
  
  may be worth.”
 

 
  He just met her fiery gaze until she came to a stop, before finally stepping forward and extending his hand to grasp the scythe. He’d half-expected her to exert some petty little power move, like moving it out of his reach or using it to tug him off balance, but she simply waited until he had a firm grip and released the weapon.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Gabriel said with light dignity from behind the mask of Ravana Madouri, regretting that he hadn’t troubled to get to know the girl better. What little he had picked up of her mannerisms was already fabulously useful; the undeserved poise was very appropriate in this situation.
 

 
  “Of course,” Elilial continued, and the combination of deliberately casual tone and overtly sly expression was a screaming warning of danger, “the same is
  
   not
  
  true of your little…
  
   friend
  
  back there.”
 

 
  Xyraadi quivered again, not lifting her face out of the dust.
 

 
  “This is a rare treat,” the dark goddess purred. “It is
  
   not
  
  every day a traitor wanders right back into my web. I don’t begrudge the odd demon struggling to escape this realm, Gabriel; you can plainly see what a mess it is. If I had my way,
  
   nobody
  
  would have to live here. But the khelminash are another matter. All the trouble I go to, ensuring they have lives of comfort! And truly, Xyraadi’s existence before she betrayed her kith and kin was luxurious beyond the dreams of most of Hell’s denizens. For that, I only ask diligent service; I don’t think that unfair. Yet, not only did she
  
   flee
  
  at the first chance, but threw in her lot with the Pantheon!” Elilial’s lips drew wider, baring teeth in an expression that no longer pretended to be a smile. “I suppose one betrayer is attracted to others. But to willingly bend knee to beings who
  
   despise
  
  you? I am torn between simply destroying the little wretch and compelling her to give me a satisfactory
  
   explanation
  
  first!”
 

 
  Xyraadi emitted a shrill little groan, quickly stifled.
 

 
  Gabriel took two steps to plant himself between her and Elilial, deliberately placing the butt of his scythe against the ground, holding the weapon up but not in an aggressive position. “Or you could do
  
   neither,
  
  and kindly show us where to find the nearest hellgate.”
 

 
  Prince Vanislaas
  
   giggled.
  
  That was somehow much more unsettling than if he had unleashed a sinister laugh like a villain in a play.
 

 
  “Young man,” Elilial said condescendingly, “I don’t know what made you think this is a negotiation, or that you are a party to it. Move aside, please.”
 

 
  But it
  
   was,
  
  he realized as she spoke. A being like Elilial did nothing without a purpose and a plan, and there was no reason for her to make speeches in his presence unless she saw a reason for him to hear her thoughts. Still not losing sight of how out of his depth he was, Gabriel nonetheless concluded it best served his interests here to play along.
 

 
  “Regardless,” he said firmly, switching to a mask of Trissiny implacably facing down a foe (and immediately thinking Toby doing the same might have been a smarter mask to assume but not willing to weaken his position by waffling), “Xyraadi is a friend and has helped me considerably, not to mention that I’m responsible for her being here. I’m not going to allow you to touch her.”
 

 
  Elilial took one long stride closer, the dead earth crunching beneath her hoof, and
  
   loomed
  
  over him. Gabriel realized that his instinct had been right; they were playing roles, now, and Trissiny’s righteous defiance best suited the one in which he’d been cast.
 

 
  “You can’t possibly imagine you are a threat to me, boy,” the goddess said, her voice just above a whisper and yet projecting powerfully over him. “Why don’t you spare yourself some avoidable grief and
  
   move?”
  
 

 
  He pitched his own voice low and even, but firm. “You can’t possibly imagine that you’re a threat to the Pantheon, lady. Why don’t
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  In the subtle but swift widening of her fiery eyes, Gabriel had a sudden warning that he’d gone off-script and was about to pay dearly for it.
 

 
  Then Vanislaas began laughing. Loud and deep this time, wracked by belly guffaws that almost doubled him over.
 

 
  “Shut up, Van,” Elilial snapped, cutting her gaze to him. It served to break the tension Gabriel had just created, and he wondered how much of this encounter
  
   was
  
  proceeding according to a script. Between Vesk and Elilial, nothing would have surprised him at that point. “I give you credit for not brandishing your weapon at me, Gabriel, but that appears to be the full extent of your forethought. Why in the hell, pun intended, should I show any compassion to this backstabbing creature?”
 

 
  Well, it was a slender opening, but he’d take it. “How can you not? If you’re not going to kill me and you think there’s some strategic merit in influencing me, a show of force here doesn’t gain you anything. It’s not as if your power is in question.” Again, his words tumbled out, but they fell smoothly this time and left him with the sense that some part of him
  
   was
  
  in control, even if it was calculating too fast for his conscious brain to follow. “You can either play right into the stereotype of you that the Pantheon and the Universal Church try to push, or show a little…nuance.
  
   Are
  
  you the mad monster, or is there maybe something more going on here? Something it would benefit you to have a paladin wondering about?”
 

 
  “Hmm,” she murmured, her expression calming, and once again that lopsided smirk tugged at her lips. “There may be something to that, after all. But meet me halfway, Gabriel. If you expect me to suspend my retribution on the one under your protection, it’s only fair that you offer me something in return.”
 

 
  A sudden realization swept in, and both instinct and strategy prompted him to go with it. “No, I don’t think so.”
 

 
  Xyraadi emitted a plaintive squeak. Elilial took another step forward, now looming over him with more overt and deliberate menace.
  
   “Oh?
  
  You
  
   are
  
  a presumptuous one, aren’t you?”
 

 
  “And you don’t know when to stop,” he retorted. “You just got me to argue out loud why you’re not such a bad sort after all.
  
   Really
  
  well done, very crafty. I’m pretty sure I’ve had Eserites tell me about that trick. Fine, that’s your win; congratulations. You’re not extracting further concessions from me on top of it. If anything, maybe
  
   I
  
  should be asking for a favor now.”
 

 
  Xyraadi reached feebly to tug at the leg of his trousers in a silent plea. Gabriel didn’t dare acknowledge her in that moment.
 

 
  “Oh, but isn’t he
  
   delightful!”
  
  Prince Vanislaas crowed. “Please, Lil, can’t we keep him? He’s a little rough, sure, but the
  
   potential!”
  
 

 
  “Yes, it’s a funny thing,” Elilial said dryly, ignoring her underling for now. “Spend a few thousand years as the actual goddess of a thing and you get sort of good at it. You
  
   do
  
  surprise me, though, Gabriel Arquin. Based upon everything I’ve heard of you, I really didn’t expect you to pick up on that. Color me…grudgingly impressed.”
 

 
  “And that’s really good flattery,” he replied in the same tone. “Just the right hint of condescension to make it backhanded and harder to spot. Got me right in the ego.”
 

 
  “All right, boy, don’t push your luck,” she said, fortunately in amusement. “Xyraadi, have some damned
  
   dignity.
  
  Your young friend here at least faces certain destruction with his spine in the vertical position, and now look! He appears to have bluffed his way out of it. There’s a lesson in that, if you have the wit to learn it. Van, how is your work progressing?”
 

 
  “Splendidly,” the demon lord replied in a self-satisfied tone. “While you were playing verbal footsie over there, I’ve intercepted overtures from dear old Mortimer, directed at young Master Arquin.”
 

 
  “When did you have time to do that?” Gabriel asked in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Really, young man,” Vanislaas said, arching a condescending eyebrow. “Not
  
   everyone
  
  performs magic with grandiose and gratuitous gestures and sparkles. The Elilinist tradition of infernomancy is all
  
   about
  
  subtlety; it is by definition poor technique if anyone standing nearby even discerns that you are casting, much less
  
   what
  
  you are casting. Oh, but matters are ever so much more intriguing than we first anticipated, my darling,” he added to Elilial. “I presented my replies as coming from little Xyraadi over there, and my hunch was correct: no one was surprised. But Lil, dearest, it is
  
   not
  
  just Mortimer, nor even
  
   mostly
  
  Mortimer, working to extract our young friend. I think you will find this a
  
   grand
  
  opportunity.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Oh, no.”
 

 
  That was the last thing anyone wanted to hear a goddess say under any circumstances, but especially not when they were in the process of boring a hole into Hell. At Izara’s soft interjection, Toby and Trissiny both stepped up on both sides of her and Agasti strode forward from his position on the sidelines, where his expertise had been rendered somewhat redundant by the presence of a deity to handle their dimensional bridge as it formed.
 

 
  Izara didn’t look at any of them, seemingly keeping her attention focused on the nascent gate, which at that point was still little more than a shimmer in the air. “Stay back, children. This is more than you’re prepared to handle.”
 

 
  “We’re far from helpless,” Trissiny said tersely. “Is it demons?”
 

 
  “Is Gabriel all right?” Toby added.
 

 
  
   “Back,”
  
  she said with enough of a snap in her voice that both obeyed. “We’ve been tricked.
  
   I’ve
  
  been tricked. That’s always a risk when one deals with Hell, but this…this is worse than I feared. All of you, be prepared to flee. Do
  
   not
  
  attempt to fight what’s coming.”
 

 
  “That gate is still forming,” Agasti objected. “If it’s
  
   that
  
  dangerous, we can still collapse it. Elilial herself couldn’t rip it open without help from this side.”
 

 
  Izara shook her head, still staring at the distortion before them, which was beginning to take an upright ovoid shape. It was as if heat waves had been captured and formed into a pillar which was being pulled apart at its center to create an opening. “Gabriel is still in there. If we abandon him now, there is no telling when or if we might be able to try again. Not to mention what might be
  
   done
  
  to him in retaliation if we retreat from this. Some risks…have to be taken.”
 

 
  The hellgate finished forming with alarming suddenness, emitting a blast of hot, sulfurous-smelling air and a telltale prickle across the skin as loose infernal radiation bled out. The aperture itself remained scarcely visible; if anything, its borders became harder to perceive as they were stretched wide to create a proper door. There wasn’t even a view into whatever lay on the other side. Light was not one of the things which innately traveled through a hellgate, all part of the same dimensional effect that made them difficult to scry through.
 

 
  Then a figure stepped out, and all of them save Izara retreated further. It was not Gabriel.
 

 
  She emerged one leg first, as though striding across a threshold, and appeared almost to have to clamber through the low opening, straightening up finally as she crossed fully into the mortal plane. Once there, though, Elilial raised her horned head up to its full height, staring down her nose at the more diminutive love goddess before her.
 

 
  “Well, well, well,” purred the queen of Hell, and the fiery blaze of her eyes did not conceal the vengeful hunger in them.
  
   “Look
  
  what we have here.”
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  “Lil,” Izara said in a supremely even tone, “you are looking well.”
 

 
  “Why, yes,
  
   Iz,”
  
  Elilial replied with lurid emphasis, “I am. No thanks to you, of course.”
 

 
  Izara inclined her head very slightly, folding her hands demurely before her. “I was very sorry to hear of—”
 

 
  
   DON’T YOU DARE
  
 

 
  Elilial did not speak. Reality rippled outward from her in a shockwave very like the previous disruption which had merged the dimensions, and in it were words, and the full weight of her outrage and derision—and, yes, grief—pressing on the minds of all those present. The mortals without exception stumbled backward from the sudden impact of it, though no physical force had touched them. Izara, by contrast, remained perfectly serene in her bearing, despite the way her clothes and hair were blown back by Elilial’s fury as though she stood momentarily in a high wind.
 

 
  “Nonetheless,” the love goddess said quietly, “I was. I acknowledge your grudge, and that you aren’t without a point…in a way. But I would not have wished that—”
 

 
  “Not another
  
   word,”
  
  Elilial grated. “You’re more a hypocrite than
  
   any
  
  of them, Izara, and that is
  
   truly
  
  saying something. If you had a beating heart or a shred of empathy you would have stopped that, at the very,
  
   utterly
  
  least. More likely would have resisted them
  
   with
  
  me in the beginning. Or if nothing else, walked away like Themynra did.”
 

 
  “You were never completely in the wrong, in your beliefs,” Izara said sadly, “but the situation has never for a moment been as simple as you make it out to be. I wish I could make you see that.”
 

 
  “They’re called principles, Izara,” the other goddess sneered. “I wish I could make you understand
  
   that,
  
  just because the reality of the concept would probably shatter your consciousness. Trissiny, don’t make me laugh. I am really not in the mood for your slapstick.”
 

 
  Trissiny had taken two steps forward and had sword and shield up and ready; at being addressed directly, she stopped, not relaxing in the slightest.
  
   “Slapstick.
  
  I’ve been accused of some wild things, some of them accurately, but
  
   that
  
  is a first.”
 

 
  “I’ve never yet personally harmed a Hand of Avei,” Elilial said dryly. “The few who managed to stand before me I sent off with a pat on the head and some motherly advice. They
  
   hate
  
  that; the outrage is absolutely hysterical. I honestly think you might be the first one willing to share a spot of banter. Eserion and Vesk have really done a number on you, haven’t they?”
 

 
  “Get back, Trissiny,” Izara ordered. “And don’t
  
   you
  
  start, either!”
 

 
  Toby had stepped forward as well, on her other side. Both paladins were still a few steps behind the love goddess, but flanked her in ready stances, staring down the queen of Hell.
 

 
  “Aw, look how protective they are,” Elilial cooed. “Ready to lay down their fleeting little lives to defend this delicate flower of the Pantheon’s gentility. How utterly precious.”
 

 
  “It’s all right, children,” Izara insisted softly. “I am not in danger here.”
 

 
  “Yes, killing a god is not such a simple matter,” Elilial agreed. “Power for power, this waffling little puff of pixie dust doesn’t approach a match for me, or I assure you I’d have snuffed her out without bothering to chitchat. Everything that need be said between us was done eons ago. No, to annihilate a
  
   god,
  
  you have to get…creative. To sever them from their animating aspect, or simply remove
  
   it
  
  from the world. Ironically, the Pantheon are far more dangerous to one another than I am—I, at least, care what happens to the people of this planet. Just ask Khar. Oh, but I forgot. I guess you
  
   can’t.”
  
 

 
  “Mortimer,” Izara said calmly, still holding Elilial’s gaze, “I want you to take the paladins and get back to Ninkabi with all haste.”
 

 
  “Invulnerable or not, lady, you can’t ask me to
  
   leave
  
  you here,” Agasti insisted. “Not that. I would far rather—”
 

 
  “She is stealth and deception incarnate,” Izara interrupted, and for the first time there was an audible strain in her voice. Watching her, Elilial began to smile. “The rest of the Pantheon is not coming—they don’t know this is happening. I can protect you from her
  
   for a time,
  
  but you must go!”
 

 
  “Always in such a rush,” Elilial drawled. “Let your boy show off his courage, Izara. After all, how often does the chance for a conversation like this—”
 

 
  The goddess broke off and physically jumped, stiffening up. Slowly, she turned around, angling her body to finally grant them all a glimpse of the hellgate behind her.
 

 
  From the barely-visible vortex another figure had emerged, his dark green coat and slightly unkempt black hair ruffling in the breeze caused by air pressure equalizing across the rift. Gabriel was returning his staff to the upright position when Elilial’s burning gaze fell upon him, and he greeted her with an angelic little smile.
 

 
  “You,” Elilial said flatly, “Did. Not.”
 

 
  “So! It doesn’t kill gods,” he said. “And now we know.”
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you: Gabriel Arquin!”
 

 
  For all that he had appeared without any of them noticing during the confrontation, Vesk still managed to make an entrance. By the time everyone turned to stare at him, he had already struck a dashing pose and plastered on a big, insouciant grin. It helped that he punctuated his introduction by striking a triumphant chord on his lute.
 

 
  
   “You!”
  
  barked half a dozen people.
 

 
  “Me!” Vesk exclaimed happily. “And not a moment too soon, I see! Of course, that goes without saying. A bard is never late, nor is he early. He arrives
  
   precisely—”
  
 

 
  “I’m gonna punch him,” Trissiny announed, taking a step toward the god.
 

 
  
   “Nothing
  
  goes without saying with this one,” Elilial added wearily.
 

 
  “Whoah, now, okay, let’s all settle down,” Vesk interjected in a soothing voice, holding up both hands at them all in a placating gesture. His lute hovered in the air next to him where he’d let go of it. “We’re all
  
   one
  
  act of careless temper from kicking off entirely the wrong climax for this story. Blood, tears, and suffering, y’all know the drill. But it isn’t
  
   time
  
  for that yet. Each of these things must happen at the proper moment, otherwise it
  
   all
  
  goes right to hell.”
 

 
  “I have found myself wondering, over the years,” Elilial said, glaring down at him, “whether I could begin the process of snuffing
  
   you
  
  out by getting you into one of your well-trod archetypal narrative paths and them yanking you right out of it by
  
   not
  
  doing what the story demands next.”
 

 
  “Worth a try,” he said agreeably, with a little shrug. “Of course, that experiment will probably have to wait. I assume you’d much rather find out who murdered your children, and six
  
   other
  
  children in the process, not that you care about that.”
 

 
  
   “Vesk,”
  
  Izara exclaimed.
 

 
  Elilial shifted without stepping; one moment she stood in front of Gabriel and the hellgate and in the next had seized the goddess of love by the throat and hiked her bodily off the ground. All the paladins and Agasti immediately surged forward, but were just as quickly stopped by a force that was not physical, nor even perceptible, but inexorable all the same. Something was projected by the three gods, some
  
   pattern
  
  woven right into reality itself, and the mortals present could no more step out of the roles it demanded of them than they could have lifted themselves off the ground by their own hair.
 

 
  “You do not know,” Elilial whispered, “how treacherous is the ground on which you stand, Vesk. You think you know, but you don’t.”
 

 
  “Once in a while, antagonists find themselves at common purpose,” Vesk replied, his solemn expression contrasting with the playful strumming of the lute, which he still wasn’t touching. “That secret isn’t mine to keep, Lil, and I’m with Izzy on this matter: despite what you think, there are some lines I don’t care to see crossed, and some offenses that
  
   demand
  
  to be avenged. I’m willing to tell you. I’m wanting to tell you. I’m
  
   waiting
  
  to tell you.”
 

 
  “If,” she growled, “I dance to your tune.” Her grip tightened on Izara’s throat, and the smaller goddess tilted her chin up slightly in response, still without struggling. All of them were beings well beyond the physical forms they now presented; the evidently mortal drama now playing out between them was a manifestation of something happening on a different level entirely. It was difficult to look at directly and impossible to look away from; pressure was building up from the exposure of human consciousness to something it wasn’t meant to experience. So far, all of the mortals held their ground, weapons and magics at the ready, but no one could make themselves intervene by even so much as a word of objection.
 

 
  “But it’s such a simple few steps,” Vesk said, smiling, “and you do it so well. Come on, Lily, you have your own reasons for wanting everything to fall into place at the right moment. I’m not holding out on you; there are some things that
  
   can’t
  
  be rushed, and you know it well. You know the forces that can…inhibit the likes of you and I from doing what we wish. These delightful youngsters are assembling a key for me. A key to the
  
   ultimate
  
  lock. You know the one.”
 

 
  Slowly and slightly, Elilial relaxed her fingers on Izara’s neck, though her eyes remained locked on Vesk. “You have finally lost it.”
 

 
  “You can’t do this, Vesk,” Izara agreed, somewhat hoarsely. “It won’t work.”
 

 
  “It won’t work the way it did for us,” he agreed. “Weren’t we
  
   just
  
  discussing timing? There’ll be no apotheosis for the kiddos, don’t you worry. The alignment isn’t here yet; the great doom is still coming. But it’s
  
   close.
  
  The lock can be opened. And there is much to be gained from the opening, with the right key in hand.”
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  who will be released if they do that!” Izara said urgently.
 

 
  “Common cause, indeed,” Elilial added, giving her a grudging sidelong look. “Letting that
  
   thing
  
  out is absolutely out of the question. We worked too hard and sacrificed too much to make sure the monster couldn’t escape.”
 

 
  “And so the monster won’t,” Vesk said, bestowing upon them all a placid smile which just begged for a slapping. “Because this must be done
  
   now,
  
  at the
  
   right time.
  
  Just before the alignment, when true escape is impossible, when there will be no gods present to provide fuel for the fire. When a few sufficiently gifted mortals—like, say, three paladins—can snatch their treasure from the beast, and yank out the key again before she can escape.”
 

 
  In the silence which fell, the hellgate whistled ominously.
 

 
  “Let her go, Lil,” Vesk said softly. “Let
  
   them
  
  go. Once they do what they need to, I’ll have your answer.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’ll have it,” she said, narrowing her eyes to blazing slits. “But that does
  
   me
  
  no good, Vesk. I know very well what your integrity is worth. I will make you a deal, though.” A smile lifted one side of her mouth, and for the first time, Izara struggled weakly, lifting her hands to grasp Elilial’s wrist. “We will consider your
  
   champions
  
  the collateral. Send them in there with your key.
  
   If
  
  they survive, you’ll owe me the truth. And if I don’t get the truth, Vesk, I will claim
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny finally managed to emit a growling noise from deep in her throat. It was more than any of the rest of them could do. There was no force upon them, no restraint they could feel; the thing holding them back was subtle, ineffable, and felt almost like their own impulses. They stood, and watched, because in this drama they were the bystanders and could not go against their role.
 

 
  “You’ve struck down brave Hands of the Pantheon before,” Izara said, her voice slightly strained by the grip on her neck—or rather, by Elilial’s grip on something important in her being which looked, to the mortal eyes watching, like a hand holding her throat. “You, and yours, and it’s never profited you in the long run. More will rise.”
 

 
  “Exactly. I’m not going to
  
   kill
  
  them.” Elilial turned her eyes on Izara and grinned broadly.
  
   “You
  
  are. I will take them back to the domain you cast me into, beyond the reach of your power. And there I will tell them the truth.
  
   All
  
  of it. Everything you did. To the Infinite Order, to me, to those who worked and fought alongside us, to all the people of this world. To
  
   them.
  
  And once I’ve done that… I will trust their sense of justice. When that great doom comes and I return to claim what’s mine, it’ll be with three of your own paladins leading my armies. Have we a deal, Vesk?”
 

 
  He raised his eyebrows, seeming unconcerned by her threats and Izara’s plight. “You’re that confident they would side with you?”
 

 
  “That’s the ultimate flaw in this whole paladin thing, you know,” Elilial replied in a lightly conversational tone. “You two, at least, have better sense than to raise up and empower beings of pure, incarnate
  
   principle.
  
  You get by with being inherently sleazy and vague, respectively, and your followers don’t stand to lose much by following your asshole example. Maybe Vidius’s new pet would stick by his master; he seems a charmingly irreverent boy. But Avei’s? Omnu’s? Those raised and trained to honor justice, and life? You
  
   know
  
  what they will do when they learn the truth.” Slowly, her grin broadened into a vicious snarl, and the hand clutching Izara’s throat tightened. “All these years I have respected that unspoken truce. I could have done this at any time, simply abducted the Pantheon’s best servants beyond its reach and stripped away your lies. But you kept your hands off my daughters, and I showed restraint in return. Now, though? We’ve well and truly moved beyond that, haven’t we?”
 

 
  “Vesk, no,” Izara rasped. “They aren’t yours to gamble with! They’ll never survive what you’re sending them into, and even if they do—”
 

 
  “But don’t you see, Iz?” he said with a soft, plaintive sigh. “This is the price that must be paid, the suffering that must be endured. We’ve come to that point in the story. Without a cost incurred, it can’t progress. I have worked
  
   so hard,
  
  harder than you’ll ever know, to ensure the stakes are as bloodless as I could make them. There’s been no way to save everyone, but the kids have made it so far without paying for their success with the lives of their comrades. We need them
  
   all
  
  to live a while longer, and so the cost comes in the risk I can’t face for them, and the devil’s bargain they can’t even decline. Just because nobody’s died doesn’t mean there are no stakes. This isn’t that kind of story. Yet.” He turned his focus back to Elilial, and swept a bow, doffing his floppy hat. “We have a deal.”
 

 
  She held his eyes for a moment, simply to make her point, and then abruptly released both Izara and the world. The indefinable pressure holding everyone in place lifted, and immediately all three paladins charged her.
 

 
  In the next moment all went bowling over like ninepins. She hadn’t so much as gestured.
 

 
  “That’s an option, you know,” Elilial said pleasantly, turning to sweep a smug little smile across them. “Let’s say you succeed at the insanity your patron, here, is about to drop you into.
  
   Then
  
  there are two outcomes: either he keeps his word and I get to learn what I need to drive a stake through the rotten heart of the Pantheon…
  
   or
  
  he doesn’t, which I would say is about fifty-fifty odds, and I get
  
   you.
  
  I’m the goddess of cunning, ducklings; this is what I do. Any way it shakes out, I win. But there is, of course, one alternative. If you want to arrange it so that I
  
   lose,
  
  all you have to do is die.” She grinned broadly down at them. “I’m sure you will have no trouble finding an opportunity. Oh, it won’t be so bad! Paladins automatically get seats in the best part of Vidius’s little hive-mind heaven. And your gods won’t
  
   really
  
  need their laboriously-trained paladins when that great doom hits in a few years, now, will they?”
 

 
  “So help me,” Trissiny grated.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be boring,” Elilial admonished.
  
   “Every
  
  Hand of Avei blusters and makes threats she can’t back up. What happened to being your own woman? You were off to such a promising start just a moment ago. Oh, and Gabriel: don’t forget your baggage.”
 

 
  Stepping over to the hellgate again, she plunged one arm into the vortex momentarily, then pulled it back out with a struggling khelminash demon gripped by her hair. Gabriel actually let go of the scythe to catch the woman as Elilial tossed her in his general direction.
 

 
  The queen of Hell, meanwhile, lifted one hoof to step back into it, her half-disappeared leg an eerie sight where it vanished into the scarcely perceptible swirl of the new hellgate. “One way or another, kids, I’ll be seeing you soon. And just to show you all what a good sport I am, I will do my part from my end to close this exciting new escape hatch you’ve so thoughtfully provided for me. After all, it’s not as if I need any
  
   more
  
  help to get my way in the world. Ta ta…for now.”
 

 
  Ducking her head, she slipped back through.
 

 
  Behind her, the swirl diminished under the combined stares of Izara and Vesk, until with a final soft
  
   puff,
  
  it vanished entirely into the air.
 

 
  There was silence.
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel said, picking up his scythe and grinning at them. “No hug? It’s not every day a guy comes back from Hell, y’know.”
 

 
  “I cannot believe,” Toby said, staring at him, “you tried to stab Elilial in the back.”
 

 
  
   “That motion could hardly have been described as a stab,”
  
  Ariel said.
  
   “He
  
  poked
  
   her. In the butt.”
  
 

 
  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Vesk repeated, grinning insanely, “I give you Gabriel Arquin! But, ah, anyway… I suppose you’ll be wanting a few questions answered.”
 

 
  Trissiny had taken two steps toward Gabriel, sheathing her sword and looking very much as if she
  
   did
  
  intend to hug him. But at that, she abruptly changed course, crossed the distance to Vesk in three long strides, and punched him hard in the stomach.
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  Vesk doubled over very satisfyingly, the breath seemingly driven from him. Even the fact that this was an obvious case of playacting on his part didn’t dull the appreciative smiles it brought from several of those present. Trissiny didn’t smile, simply turning her back on him and resuming what had been her original course.
 

 
  She didn’t hug Gabriel, after all, but reached out to grab him by both shoulders, and only then drew in a deep breath and blew it out in relief, as if unwilling to believe he was actually there until she had her hands on him.
 

 
  “Thank the gods, Gabe. Are you…okay?”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   really
  
  thirsty,” he said frankly. “You have no idea how dry the air is over there. Yeah, Triss, I’m fine. You guys?”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  had the easy half of the bargain, don’t forget,” Toby said, smiling as he strode up. He
  
   did
  
  hug Gabriel, and was hugged back. Trissiny took a step back, smiling at the two of them for the long moment they shared.
 

 
  Behind them, Izara blinked, a gesture so slow it verged on simply closing her eyes, and a serene smile spread across her thin features. Around her, the air seemed to lighten.
 

 
  “Oh! Right.” Gabe released Toby and pulled back, turning to the woman who was now surreptitiously trying to hide behind him—which didn’t work well, since she was taller by a few inches. “Are you okay, Xyraadi?”
 

 
  “I…have been manhandled before, with far less courtesy than that,” she said warily. Her yellow eyes had fixed on Trissiny, taking in the silver armor, and she stood tensed as if prepared to bolt. “It is a very great relief to be
  
   out
  
  of that place, again. I could have done without a personal audience with the Dark Lady and that creature Vanislaas, but given how quickly it was all over, I think I can forgive you for bringing me there.”
 

 
  “I beg your pardon,” Agasti interjected, stepping toward them wearing an expression that verged on awed, “but did you say
  
   Xyraadi?”
  
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Gabriel said, grinning at them. “Everybody, meet the help Salyrene kindly arranged for us. You remember Xyraadi was mentioned when we were in Vrin Shai? I know we weren’t in there long, but she kept my ass alive the whole time; I would’ve been a sitting duck without her help. Xyraadi, may I present Mortimer Agasti, attorney at law and the only Izarite warlock I’ve ever met. And these are my two best friends! Toby Caine, Hand of Omnu, and Trissiny Avelea, Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  Xyraadi glanced at Agasti and then Toby before her eyes returned to Trissiny, her lips pressed into a frightened line. She managed a terse nod of her crested head and a small noise deep within her throat.
 

 
  Trissiny stepped forward, meeting her eyes, and held out a gauntleted hand. “Xyraadi? I understand you’ve been an ally of the gods for a very long time. Thank you
  
   very
  
  much for looking after Gabriel. I truly don’t think I could thank you enough for that.”
 

 
  “I…” The khelminash swallowed once, nodding again.
 

 
  “It’s all right,” Trissiny said in a softer voice. “I’m not going to stab you.”
 

 
  “Well, you can’t blame her for wondering,” Vesk remarked from the sidelines. “I’m
  
   fine,
  
  by the way, thanks everybody for your concern.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  hush,” Izara ordered.
 

 
  “I have known another Hand of Avei,” Xyraadi said, still tense. “I worked with her toward common cause for several
  
   days
  
  before she stopped actively trying to kill me. It was three years before she would accept me being on watch when our party camped and refrained from putting divine wards around me as I slept. I had to nearly die saving her life before she consented to speak with me directly.”
 

 
  “That…sounds about right,” Trissiny said, her hand remaining outstretched and open. “And honestly, that also describes me just a few years ago. Hands of Avei…have to see the world a bit more black and white than it really is. You can’t very well bring the light into a world if you hold too much respect for the darkness. But the world is more complex than it used to be, and I have to appreciate the shades of gray more than the sisters who come before me. I judge you by your actions, Xyraadi, and they mark you a friend.”
 

 
  Slowly, the demon reached out and placed her slender hand in the paladin’s grip. Trissiny closed her gloved fingers gently around Xyraadi’s and squeezed once, smiling at her, before letting go.
 

 
  “There truly are wonders in the world,” Xyraadi said, herself sounding awed.
 

 
  Agasti cleared his throat, catching her attention, and bowed deeply to her. By that point, there was no trace left of the hunch or stiffness which seemed to have plagued him just the day before. “My lady, it is a tremendous honor to make your acquaintance, and one I never imagined I should enjoy. You are a creature of legend, Xyraadi. Legends only told in certain circles, true, but legends nonetheless. Please consider me humbly at your disposal; I shall be only too glad to help you adjust to the world as it is now.”
 

 
  “You are too kind,” she said, clearly mystified, but placed her hand in his outstretched fingers next. Agasti didn’t offer his grip in the same position as Trissiny’s, but gracefully lifted her hand and brushed his lips lightly across her knuckles.
 

 
  “There, now, isn’t that just lovely?” Vesk said cheerfully, swaggering over to them with his hovering lute trailing along behind. “New friends and old, united in common
  
   whuff!”
  
 

 
  Trissiny pivoted and rammed her fist in a precise uppercut into his solar plexus, bending him over again. This time he staggered to one side and his lute fell to the ground with a sad, discordant little
  
   plonk.
  
 

 
  “I know that’s bound to get old eventually,” Gabriel remarked, “but something tells me it’ll be a
  
   while.”
  
 

 
  “You two can come out,” Izara said kindly, turning to speak in the direction of the carriage which was parked some yards back down the path. “Elilial is gone, and neither of us the sort of god who smites without reason.”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right,” Agasti added as Arkady and Kami gingerly poked their heads around from behind the vehicle. “Come, be sociable. The danger has passed.”
 

 
  “Ah, but there’s always more danger!” Vesk declaimed, straightening. For all that he reacted like any mortal when physically assaulted, he recovered from the hits faster than a person of mere flesh and blood would. “Fortunately, you two won’t be asked to charge into it. Nor you, Mr. Agasti, nor our newest friend Xyraadi, here. Once more, it is time for a parting of paths, as our intrepid heroes proceed on to the next stage of their destiny! A good bit of the reason for this whole trip was introducing you kids to some new faces who’ll be more important later.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned to him again and he took two circumspect steps to the left, his lute swinging around to hover behind him while plucking an offended little arpeggio.
 

 
  “I knew it,” Gabriel said gravely. “The
  
   real
  
  great doom was the friends we made along the way.”
 

 
  Toby drew in a breath as if to sigh, then grinned at him.
  
   “Gods,
  
  am I glad you’re okay.”
 

 
  “But enough of that!” Vesk said more briskly, even as he minced around the group to place himself as far from Trissiny as possible without removing himself from the conversation entirely. “Let’s see the fruits of your labor, champions! How’s my key coming along?”
 

 
  “You have got
  
   some
  
  nerve,”
  
  
  Trissiny spat.
 

 
  “Indeed, you might say that’s my calling card!” Vesk said brightly, flicking a hand in her direction. A small piece of thick paper flew from his fingers, heading right for her face with the speed and precision of a paper glider, causing her to catch it purely by reflex. Trissiny thus found herself holding an actual calling card.
 

 
  
   [image: ]
  
 

 
  While she stared at this in utter disbelief, the god turned his attention back to the other two paladins, grinning and rubbing his hands together. “Well? Don’t keep a deity in suspense!”
 

 
  “Oh, so it’s only okay when
  
   you
  
  do it?” Gabriel muttered, but obligingly reached into his pocket. Toby didn’t bother to comment, simply producing the conjoined first two pieces of the key they had gathered.
 

 
  Vesk reached out with both hands, almost reverently taking the objects from them. Slowly, with a solemnity actively contrasted by Trissiny flinging his card to the ground in disgust, he brought them together. The mithril fragment Gabriel had snagged from the temple wouldn’t have been taken for the teeth of a key on its own. Flat on one end, save for small indentations which caused it to fit neatly into the markings on the side of Gretchen’s Dowry, its other end was an irregular pattern of jagged points and angles, a thin lip of some glossy black material like obsidian emerging to resemble the edge of a serrated blade.
 

 
  It attached neatly to the others, though, and the thing in the god’s hand did indeed have the aspect of a large, old-fashioned key. The shape was evocative, if the resemblance was not precise. Vesk held it out before them on his outstretched palm.
 

 
  “Behold,” he said softly. “Once upon a time, a collection of interlocking bits and pieces such as might have been cluttering up anybody’s junk drawer. In this era, a rare assemblage of ancient and precious relics. But so it is with the passage of time, which elevates all trash to treasure—in the eyes of the archaeologists, if nothing else. To us…to you…this means more than you can possibly imagine.”
 

 
  “I can think of precious few things you might do with that,” Izara said quietly, “none of them wise.”
 

 
  “Ah, but dear sister,” he said, giving her a roguish grin and wink and closing his fingers around the key. “How often am I wise, yet how often am I
  
   right?
  
  In my experience, there is very little connection between those two qualities.”
 

 
  She just shook her head. “I’ve learned to trust you, Vesk. I dearly hope you know what you are doing.”
 

 
  “Especially since you as good as sold us to Elilial to do it,” Toby added, staring flatly at the god of bards.
 

 
  “Here, since you’ve appointed yourself keeper of the artifact,” Vesk said with a less than subtle note of mockery now in his solemnity, handing the key back to Toby. “Now say your goodbyes, kids, we’ve got a long way to go, and this last leg of the journey you’ll have to make without any sidekicks. Though, frankly, you could have kept some of them along for a
  
   little
  
  bit longer. Honestly, Trissiny, what’s the big idea, scaring off the comedy relief I found for you? Without the Jenkins brothers, Gabe’s had to pick up that slack, and he has his own character development to—”
 

 
  Trissiny strode swiftly through the center of the group, aiming another jab with her right fist at his midsection. Vesk reflexively ducked and retreated, bending his body to evade the blow and in the process bringing his head down and forward, which put it right within range of her other hand. He evaded the feint, but she slapped him upside the noggin with her shield.
 

 
  Nobody paid the god the slightest attention as he rolled on the ground, clutching his skull and groaning melodramatically. Agasti turned to the still-nervous Xyraadi, bowing courteously to her again.
 

 
  “My dear, I realize you are something of a fish out of water; rest assured I will not allow you to go without aid or shelter so long as I have it to offer. I believe you’ll find my home quite comfortable, if you would do me the honor of accepting my hospitality. Indeed, I very much look forward to the conversations we shall have in the days to come!”
 

 
  “Mr. Agasti is a trusted friend,” Gabriel assured her when she turned her eyes questioningly to him. “I’m really sorry to just yank you back and then dump you like this, but believe me, you’ll be just fine with him. I don’t know how long this quest is going to keep us occupied, or what’s coming next, but I’ll do my best to come see you as soon as I can, okay?”
 

 
  “Ah…well. I appreciate that very much. And I shall be glad to accept your offer, M. Agasti,” the demon said, inclining her head toward Mortimer. She then looked past him at the carriage, where the two revenants had emerged fully, but so far declined to approach any closer to the gods. “But perhaps the farewells are premature; it seems none of us is going anywhere quickly. In all the confusion your horses have run off.”
 

 
  There was a momentary pause. Vesk, still slumped on the ground, grinned hugely and opened his mouth, but closed it when fixed by a glare from Izara.
 

 
  “Also,” Gabriel said solemnly, “Mortimer has lots and lots of books. That’ll help you a bunch. You’ve, uh, got a lot to catch up on.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Instantaneous travel by the auspices of a god wasn’t very much like being teleported around by Tellwyrn. There was less sensation, and not even the noise of displaced air. Vesk’s method was also a whole level more sophisticated, given how he arranged them mid-transit. The four of them had vanished from the sunny hillside below the Wyrnrange after saying their farewells to the others, and reappeared in darkness, in what seemed to be a ruined temple. It was hard to tell as they couldn’t see beyond the tiny island of firelight in which they found themselves, and anyway were more distracted by the fire and their own positions. They were seated on fallen hunks of masonry surrounding the flames, as if they’d been there for hours in conversation. Even their eyes were already adjusted to the light.
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  hate it when people do that,” Toby said with uncharacteristically open annoyance. “I think yours is even worse than the way Tellwyrn does it.”
 

 
  “Not at all!” Vesk said cheerfully from across the low flames. The fire looked to have been burning for quite a while, and was on the verge of sputtering out. “I can attest that I
  
   moved
  
  you through space, not unlike what you call shadow-jumping. Arachne’s method is a whole other kettle of fish. Tell me, have you covered the great quandry of teleportation in Yornhaldt’s class yet?”
 

 
  Gabriel straightened up, seemingly ignoring the question, and turned on his seat to peer into the darkness around them. The shapes of scarred and pitted columns rose from the stone floor all around, barely visible where the fire illuminated them. Beyond that was nothing but fathomless blackness. “Did you hear something moving?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t aware teleportation had any great quandries,” Toby answered the god. “I thought the method was pretty well ironed out by this point.”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t mean
  
   method,”
  
  Vesk replied airily, “I mean the
  
   ethical
  
  quandry. This is the reason wood elves generally refused to be teleported, by the way. See, in arcane teleportation, a person or thing is dissolved at one point and reappears at another. But! Here’s the unanswerable question: was that person
  
   moved,
  
  or
  
   destroyed and then re-created?”
  
 

 
  Silence answered him. Then Trissiny heaved an annoyed sigh.
 

 
  “I might’ve known you’d find a way to ruin even
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “And she just ‘ports people around whenever she feels like it,” Toby huffed. “Usually doesn’t even ask. She’s even an elf!”
 

 
  “Well, you have to understand Arachne’s mindset,” Vesk chuckled. “She’s never had much patience for philosophical dilemmas. Everybody comes out the other end with their memories and personality as intact and unchanged as their bodies, so why bother mulling pointless questions? Stuff like that is the lion’s share of why Arachne has never fit in with the other elves.”
 

 
  “Also it’s pretty much a bogus question,” Gabriel said distractedly, still peering about at the surrounding dark. “Since you can’t break the teleport spell into its component parts. You can’t use it to just disappear someone without an exit point, or duplicate them. You have to move the subject from one point to another. Okay, I
  
   know
  
  I heard something out there.”
 

 
  “Where
  
   are
  
  we?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Uncomfortably close to Veilgrad, as the mole burrows,” Vesk said, leaning forward so that the firelight cast dramatic shadows over his face and causing her to roll her eyes. “Welcome, my children, to the lost city of Irivoss.”
 

 
  Toby frowned.
  
   “Where?”
  
 

 
  “There are, as you know, three Themynrite drow cities upon this continent,” Vesk explained, his voice echoing in the darkness. “Tar’naris, Akhvaris, and the unnamed city. Yes, I know its name, but nobody on the surface needs to; for purposes of this discussion, that’s an apt demonstration of my point. Each Themynrite city is an island, deprived of contact with its sister cities. All are fully devoted to Themynra’s sacred charge: to form a living, fighting barrier between Scyllith’s deep drow and the surface world. Existing in isolation as they do, they have developed no overarching Themynrite culture, and each has created its own way of expressing her will. The Narisians, like the Nathloi over in Sifan, have raided the surface for slaves and supplies, and have been amenable to peaceful trade and, much more recently, alliance. Tiraas’s firepower helping hold back the deep drow is an unprecedented development, and while that treaty is young, other human nations are eyeing it as a potential example. Queen Takamatsu is
  
   very
  
  interested in its implications. The Akhvari, by contrast, regard themselves as under a kind of sacred quarantine. They have consented to speak, briefly, with Imperial ambassadors at their borders, but they permit no one to cross, conduct no trade, and have never attempted to come out for any reason. And of course, the drow of the third city regard themselves as a kind of cleansing flame. Anything which approaches their borders from either direction is met with unreasoning violence. It’s funny, isn’t it? So many different ways for the commands of one goddess to be observed. But you see, kids, there are three Themynrite cities here
  
   now.
  
  At one time, on this continent, there were five.”
 

 
  He paused, likely just for effect, and in that moment there came a soft rustle, practically impossible to discern above the faint crackling of the fire. Then it came again, louder, and clearly from the darkness beyond them. Trissiny and Gabriel both drew weapons, shifting on their seats to peer around.
 

 
  Vesk gave no sign of noticing, just continuing with his tale. “The first was lost ages and ages ago. Closer to the Elder Wars than to today, in a period before anything modern human records touch. Only the gods and the elves of Qestraceel remember Rakhivar at all. Their defenses faltered under the onslaught. The Scyllithenes broke through, routed the Rakhavi, and breached the surface. The Pantheon were forced to intervene directly—in fact, it was our last act of cooperation with Naiya, and pretty much the last time she was coherent enough to have a conversation with anyone, at least until Arachne began poking at her more recently. The whole city was flooded with lava and buried, the passage permanently sealed off.”
 

 
  “Why not just collapse
  
   all
  
  the tunnels, then?” Gabriel asked, still peering around at the blackness at the edge of the firelight. There were no more skittering noises, for now. “Put a stop to that once and for all…”
 

 
  “Come on, Gabe, don’t you think elves who live deep underground know how to
  
   dig?
  
  If all the tunnels were closed off, they’d just bore their own, and then they might pop up anywhere at all. No, there are paths left theoretically open, which is much easier than tunneling even if the Themynrites block them off. And yes, after eight thousand years, they
  
   could
  
  probably have gotten out faster if they had devoted themselves to excavating, but you have to understand how Scyllithenes
  
   think.
  
  Doing lots and lots of hard work is just plain not on the table, not when the alternative is committing horrific violence against those they see as enemies. So obsessive are they on this point that no major incursions of deep drow have
  
   ever
  
  tunneled all the way to the surface, at least not under their own power. That’s an excellent example of why they
  
   cannot
  
  be allowed to have access to the surface kingdoms.
 

 
  “And that brings us to the fall of Irivoss,” Vesk continued, staring solemnly into the last dim flickers of flame. He had obviously conjured the fire here, wood and all; there was no fuel for it in this place. “The Irivoi were even more amenable to surface contact than the Narisians, and less inherently predatory about it. They had a great influence on the culture that would become the Stalweiss. Humans used to come to them, offering their strength and skill in combat against the deep drow in exchange for wisdom, divine and in rare cases arcane magics, and metalwork far beyond their own technology. The drow kept their mortal visitors at arm’s length…at first. Time passed, familiarity grew, and eventually it came to be that the primitive humans were a downright common sight in Irivoss. And this, in turn, fostered
  
   doubt.
  
  Very reasonable questions of the sort that the drow priestesses could not allow. Why must we bleed and struggle to protect these humans, who are so much physically stronger? What makes us truly better than the Scyllithene? Can we not take what we need from those above and below us? Would it really be so terrible if they were allowed to meet? Why should we
  
   care
  
  what happens to the surface world?”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   what
  
  is that?” Gabriel asked somewhat shrilly, getting to his feet. The other two did likewise, turning to stare out into the black. The rustling noises were intermittent still, but clearly came from all sides now.
 

 
  “These questions rise in every Themynrite city, of course,” Vesk continued, ignoring them, “and are suppressed. But in Irivoss, the suppression…failed. Eventually the unthinkable and unacceptable occurred: complete penetration from both sides. The slightest trickle of deep drow sneaking through to the surface, and humans journeying beyond the lower gates to learn from the Scyllithenes. The Irivoi had failed in their sacred charge. And so, Themynra commanded them to die. Those still loyal and obedient, she ordered to end themselves and their entire society.
 

 
  “And so they did.” Finally, the god stood up and turned to look outward, as the three of them already had, raising both his hands. “Let me introduce you.”
 

 
  Light bloomed, clean, white light. It rose first from crystals embedded in the pillars of the temple above them, rising to illuminate the ruined splendor. Then it spread outward, ancient magics long dormant coming to life again at the god’s will, and crystals began to gleam throughout the city. They illuminated the ruin of crushed and fallen structures as well as the majesty of beautiful stonework still standing, rising and spreading ever outward until they revealed the shape of lost Irivoss, its half-moon arc around the black surface of a subterranean lake. The temple appeared to be at the highest point of the city, overlooking it all and built right against the wall of its massive cavern.
 

 
  None of them appreciated the view.
 

 
  The spiders were
  
   everywhere.
  
  They had clearly been creeping closer ever since the intruders had arrived, and were not arrayed just beyond what had been the rim of the firelight. Ranging from the size of wolves to a few specimens bigger than oxen, their carapaces glistened and sparkled in the sudden illumination, apparently encrusted with gems.
 

 
  As the light rose, they swiftly retreated. A veritable tide of them hurried back down the sides of the temple and those thronging the ruined streets scuttled away into the shelter of buildings, tunnels, and alleys.
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Trissiny whispered.
 

 
  “Dreadcrawlers do
  
   not
  
  enjoy light,” Vesk said with a casual shrug. “That and the fact that they’re rubbish at digging are the saving graces of this whole mess. They can’t get to the surface, and wouldn’t if they could. It was humans and dwarves who collapsed the tunnels and did their best to bury and forget the entrance to Irivoss after the priestesses did
  
   this
  
  to their people. Now, nobody on the surface even remembers this city, and so much the better. The dreadcrawlers, you see, are only
  
   sort
  
  of alive. There was necromancy involved in their creation; they’re basically walking husks, made almost entirely of chitin with very few squishy parts, and exceedingly durable against physical damage. Practically immune to magic, as well. They’re also as immortal as the drow they once were, and don’t strictly
  
   need
  
  to eat. They
  
   can
  
  eat, and will eagerly do so, but that’s only part of their breeding cycle. Given meat to polish off, they’ll make more dreadcrawlers.
 

 
  “And still, the Scyllithenes have not collapsed their end of the tunnel. They
  
   still
  
  keep trying to attack Irivoss. It’s been four millennia and that always ends badly for them. But they can’t pass up having something to
  
   fight.”
  
 

 
  “Themynra,” Toby whispered, aghast, “did
  
   that?
  
  To her own people?”
 

 
  Now, in the rekindled light, they could see that the entire city practically sparkled with enormous spider webs.
 

 
  “A lot of surprising things happened in the Third Hellwar,” Vesk mused, gazing out across the ruin of Irivoss. “One of which was Arachne popping up. I doubt she’s mentioned this to you—she doesn’t like to talk about it—but she and Elilial handed Scyllith the last and greatest spanking that old bag ever received, the most crushing defeat she’d suffered since Lil cast her into the Underworld in the first place. Ever since, she has been…remarkably quiet. Her own consciousness even more scattered and unfocused than Naiya’s, and her drow completely deprived of unifying agency. They’re just widespread colonies of maniacal murderers these days, without a singular purpose. You can’t imagine the
  
   reprieve
  
  this has been for the Themynrites. Before that… Rakhivar wasn’t the first or last city to fall. Themynra
  
   wasn’t
  
  winning. Honestly, I sometimes wondered if Scyllith wasn’t trying all that hard to break out—if she was just having too much fun slowly crushing the upper drow, one city at a time, to actually campaign for her own freedom. That was exactly the kind of thing she used to do, back when she was loose. Even the other Elder Gods didn’t want her around, and
  
   they
  
  were vicious megalomaniacs at their very best.”
 

 
  He turned and paced forward, along the half-fallen colonnade of the main temple space, till he came to the top of a wide flight of stairs leading down into the spider-infested city. Silently, they followed him.
 

 
  “And this is what godhood means,” Vesk said, staring emptily across the ancient ruin. “Compromises made with countless lives. Responsibilities no one could possibly uphold, weighed against fates too terrible to be imagined and costs no one should have to pay. It would make anyone detached after thousands of years, but the very thing that prevents us from becoming the monsters that power makes of everyone leaves us vulnerable to…subtler influences. We gods are fixed, in what we are. We can make decisions, up to a point, but at our core? We are cause and effect.
  
   Rules,
  
  unalterable and absolute. And so you know my bias, when I say that slamming a door in Scyllith’s face was well worth the atrocity done to these people. That is how terrible she was, in her heyday. And how unable
  
   I
  
  am to even entertain the idea that I might be wrong.”
 

 
  Abruptly, he turned to face them.
 

 
  “You’re desperate, by now, to know what the point of all this is. Why I sent you on this damn fool quest, what that key unlocks. It is a key to the possibility of
  
   change,
  
  my heroes. You see, the last and worst thing the Irivoi did, that caused Themynra to give up on them? They reopened a tunnel to the ancient Infinite Order machine which struck down the old gods and raised the new ones. I can’t even approach it; none of my brethren can. And for the longest time, I never doubted that that was a
  
   good
  
  thing. We have way too much power as it is without being tempted by the prospect of more. But things…have changed. If the Pantheon is going to survive the changes that are coming, I need you to take that key to that terrible contraption… And turn it back on.”
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  The silence of the ancient cavern hung uncontested for a few seconds.
 

 
  “I’m with Izara,” Gabriel said at last. “That doesn’t sound like anything you should be doing.”
 

 
  “It
  
   especially
  
  doesn’t sound like something we want to be near,” Toby added.
 

 
  “You also heard me tell Izara that there’s no chance of apotheosis for you lot,” Vesk replied genially. “Understand that there’s no machine which can turn people into gods…”
 

 
  “You literally
  
   just
  
  said—”
 

 
  He pressed on, cutting Trissiny off. “It’s only part of the process, you see. The actual power and most of the work occurs in the overlapping fields of magic itself. The machinery initiates, controls, and guides the transformation. And not only is it too ancient and broken-down to even do that anymore, not only is it half-wrecked after the events of our own ascension, but such a thing can only be done at certain
  
   times,
  
  and this is not one of those. The necessary alignment is close, but not here yet. I’m not looking to elevate another god or kill an existing one, merely to access information that is found only within the machine. Speaking of which,” he added with a roguish grin, “there is also the fact that if you don’t
  
   retrieve
  
  that information, Elilial will retrieve
  
   you,
  
  as agreed. Plus you have no way out of this cavern unless—ahp! Uh uh.”
 

 
  He held up a hand peremptorily, and Trissiny actually paused in the act of lunging at him with her fist upraised.
 

 
  “If you’re going to commit slapstick upon the god of bards, Trissiny Avelea, you should be aware of the rhythms of comedy,” Vesk said severely. “You got two clean hits in, establishing the pattern, then shook it up for the third with a more elaborate play on the routine, as is proper. To keep the joke fresh, the next iteration will be a reversal, which I don’t think you’ll find nearly as satisfying.”
 

 
  She blinked and slowly lowered her fist, looking confused rather than intimidated.
 

 
  “As I said,” he continued, “I don’t dare go near the thing, especially while it’s on. It’s important for you to understand: this thing is
  
   dangerous
  
  for gods. That, as much as their overall failure, is why Themynra condemned the Irivoi: having access to it made them an existential threat to all of us in a way that nothing else possibly could be.”
 

 
  “But
  
   this,”
  
  Toby whispered, turning to stare across the silent city. Silent for now, with its monstrous inhabitants hiding from the light. “How could anything justify this?”
 

 
  “Themynra is the goddess of judgment, not justice,” Vesk replied with a fatalistic shrug. “She was always one for embracing harsh necessities even when they were morally unpalatable—and that was before her very personality was imprisoned by her aspect. But the seriousness of allowing Scyllith’s followers out also cannot be overstated. There’s just not time to explain to you the full details of what that would mean. What she is like, and what the drow whose society is built around her are like. You can mull the concept of cruelty as a foundational value all you want, and
  
   still
  
  not come close to the reality. For a while, Elilial had supporters among the Pantheon; at first, two thirds of the Trinity themselves advocated lightening her punishment. But
  
   then
  
  she expelled Scyllith back to this plane for us to deal with and that burned every last bridge and the possibility of any future ones. If not for Themynra’s foresight, I have no idea what would have become of the world. You may look upon these horrors and think them excessive, Toby, but realize that it wasn’t the individual offenses that made them necessary, but the combination. The Irivoi were slowly allowing themselves to be corrupted by the Lady of Light,
  
   and
  
  they had seen fit to grant themselves access to a forbidden godkilling machine. Not even they dared to dream of the damage they could have inflicted, nor how close they were to accidentally doing so.”
 

 
  Again, there was silence in the shattered temple while they considered that.
 

 
  “Of course,” Vesk said in a suddenly lighter tone, “it’s not in my nature to employ the stick without the carrot. Do this for me and I will make sure it’s worth your while. At the very least, you deserve to know what all this is about and why I put you to such trouble. Explanations come at the end of the story, but finish this, and they’ll come. And I’ll even go so far as to smooth your way toward your own scouring of the Shire.”
 

 
  “Our what of the where?” Trissiny asked wearily. Vesk just winked at her.
 

 
  “Here’s what I’m stuck on,” Gabriel said quietly. “This whole thing has been a damn cakewalk. We’ve been careening around the country, hobnobbing with interesting people and facing what were really very brief and insignificant challenges. Things with some heavy-handed moral lessons, sure, but nothing that put us in actual
  
   danger,
  
  and that’s beginning to be alarming. People keep saying that a quest from Vesk will test us to our very limits, but I can’t help feeling like we haven’t even approached those. Even that last bit where I went to actual
  
   Hell
  
  ended up being almost nothing. It was over in less than an hour and I didn’t so much as skin my knees—in fact, we came out of that with a new friend who you yourself said is going to be an asset later on. So…what gives, Vesk? Is this all just wacky hijinks, or are we about to hit the big, dramatic reversal?”
 

 
  “Now, why is it Teal and not
  
   this
  
  one who claims me as a patron?” Vesk complained. “I swear, that girl has just about exhausted my patience. You’re more of a bard in spirit than she’s
  
   ever
  
  been, Arquin, and you don’t even try!”
 

 
  “Yeah, but I don’t play an instrument,” Gabriel quipped without smiling. “What is guarding that machine, Vesk?”
 

 
  “What is it that scares the other gods so much?” Trissiny added. “Even Elilial. I suspect, all of them but
  
   you,
  
  the one notably lacking sense.”
 

 
  “Explanations come at the
  
   end
  
  of the story,” Vesk repeated with a vague little smile.
 

 
  
   “Why?”
  
  Toby pressed.
 

 
  The god’s shoulders shifted in a minute sigh. “Understand that I fully believe you can handle what’s down there, otherwise I wouldn’t risk the wrath of the Trinity by sending you—or the fate of the world at such a pivotal time by potentially depriving it of paladins. You can
  
   do
  
  this. But I’m not going to tell you what’s waiting down there because if I do, you won’t go.”
 

 
  Trissiny’s sword cleared her scabbard with a soft rasp. “Hey, Gabe. Can I avoid the reversal of the running joke by suddenly,
  
   wildly
  
  escalating it?”
 

 
  “I feel like a little build-up would help,” he said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin. “Try kicking him in the nuts before you go for a flesh wound.”
 

 
  “At the last moment before the descent into darkness and the final confrontation,” Vesk intoned, “you shall have a gift from a mysterious stranger which will serve you only in the last extremity of desperation.”
 

 
  “You’re at lot more strange than mysterious,” Trissiny sneered.
 

 
  “And we’ve already had that,” Toby pointed out. “Salyrene gave us the bottle with Xyraadi in it. Does that really work more than once per story?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  didn’t count,” Vesk said peevishly. “The timing was
  
   all
  
  wrong, that plot device is for the final climax, not the third-arc escalation. Honestly, that meddling peacock! Who does she think she is? Do
  
   I
  
  tell
  
   her
  
  how to pull rabbits out of hats?”
 

 
  “The thing I resent most,” Trissiny said to the others, “is that he’s making us listen to this in a sealed-off tomb of horrors where I can’t just walk away from him.”
 

 
  “That can’t have been an accident,” Toby said dryly.
 

 
  “It’s good banter, kids. I was a little worried at first, but you bicker pretty well even without the rest of your classmates. Behold!” Sounding eerily reminiscent of Professor Rafe, he produced a flute seemingly from thin air and held it out toward Trissiny, reverently extended on both hands. “The Pipe of Calomnar!”
 

 
  All three of them took two steps back.
 

 
  “I am not
  
   touching
  
  that thing,” Trissiny stated.
 

 
  “Calm yourselves, the Mad Hallows are all perfectly inert unless
  
   used,”
  
  Vesk assured her. “It’s safe to carry, and carrying it is
  
   all
  
  I’m asking you to do. In fact, as a favor, would you give this to Arachne first chance you get?”
 

 
  “You want to give
  
   Tellwyrn
  
  a chaos artifact?” Toby exclaimed. “How can you possibly think
  
   that’s
  
  a good idea?”
 

 
  “Simple: she’s already got the other two.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  Trissiny screeched.
 

 
  “And more importantly, she is the first owner of either the Book of Chaos
  
   or
  
  the Mask of Calomnar who has held onto them for decades and refrained from using them. There is officially nobody in all of history I trust as custodian of the Mad Hallows
  
   but
  
  Arachne. Please give her the Pipe, Trissiny. And, hey, if in the near future you find yourself in such a situation that invoking the presence of Calomnar happens to seem like a winning move, well, I guess that’s your business.”
 

 
  “I
  
   hate
  
  you,” Trissiny informed him.
 

 
  “Then my work here is done,” he said serenely.
 

 
  “He keeps saying Mad Hallows,” Gabriel said. “Is that a thing? I’ve never heard of that.”
 

 
  “It’s really old-fashioned,” Toby replied. “I’ve only seen it in really old stories. Mostly the boring ones the monks wouldn’t let me read until after my calling and then
  
   made
  
  me. I always thought it had fallen out of use because none of those things were even real.”
 

 
  “The way
  
   I
  
  was taught, there were five of them,” Trissiny added. “Oh, give it here, if it’ll get us out of this faster.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit,” Vesk said as she gingerly took the flute from him, grimacing.
 

 
  “Why her, though?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “You were
  
   just
  
  saying you don’t play an instrument,” Toby said with grim amusement. “She does.”
 

 
  “Ocarinas aren’t flutes,” Trissiny grunted, carefully stowing the chaos artifact in her largest belt pouch next to her libram. Fortunately it was smaller than most modern flutes and managed to fit, though its mouthpiece protruded slightly from under the flap once she buckled it again. “And the last thing I intend to do is
  
   play
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Road to hell, Trissiny,” Vesk said smugly. “Now listen good, kids. Once you reach the machine, you must find a slot this key will fit in. There should be only one. Insert and turn it, and then wait. When the data jewel turns green, it will have absorbed all the information I require to finish this. Here’s the catch: once that key is turned, everything down there will begin to wake up.
  
   Everything.
  
  You just have to hold out until it’s finished.”
 

 
  “Hold out,” Gabriel grunted. “Could you possibly have found a less ominous way to put that?”
 

 
  “Gabe, my boy, every word I choose is perfectly selected and arranged to convey
  
   precisely
  
  the impression I intend.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “I was afraid of that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It seemed he had brought them directly to the temple for more reasons than the view. The tunnel leading to the ancient Infinite Order facility began beneath the ruined temple of Themynra itself, which was both oddly fitting and a relief to learn as it meant they didn’t have to pass through any dreadcrawler-infested alleys to reach their destination. Vesk assured them that the huge spiders did not enter the tunnel, and would not be encountered once they passed inside.
 

 
  That was one of those reassurances that was a relief at first, but grew unsettling as they pondered the implications.
 

 
  At least it was a small reprieve to be away from Vesk again, as Trissiny pointed out while they descended into darkness. The first thing they did was provide their own light, but that much, at least, was easy. Trissiny lit up her own aura and took the lead; since she had much deeper mana reserves, that was the most logical disposition of their energy. Gabriel came along at the end, Ariel hovering beside him with her blue runes glowing. The interplay of blue and golden light made for a surprisingly pretty effect.
 

 
  Which was good, because there wasn’t much else to see for the first hour. For a while after passing through the aperture in the temple’s sub-level, there was intermittent evidence of drow stonework, signs that at some point, someone had cared enough to make part of the trip aesthetically pleasing. It tapered off quickly, though, and most of the journey was through natural subterranean corridors, with occasional sections clearly carved out of living rock, but in a perfunctory fashion more reminiscent of mine shafts than elven masonry.
 

 
  The best thing about the tunnel was that it
  
   was
  
  a tunnel, and not a labyrinth; there were no branching passages, at least none large enough for a person to fit through. Cracks in the walls were not infrequent, some sizable, and in several places they crossed streams or had to step through cold pools of standing water. Some of the crevices they passed emitted notable streams of wind, and occasionally there would be the distant sound of dripping water or the whistle of air.
 

 
  The air itself was clammy and often stale, but at least it remained comfortably breathable no matter how far they descended. It wasn’t even always a descent; the tunnel was only straight in a general sense, dipping up and down and veering this way and that. There was really no way to tell how deep they were, and wouldn’t have been even had the dips and twists of their course not gradually confused any sense of direction they had. Sure, they had started from a drow city, but it wasn’t exactly clear how deep Irivoss lay. Vesk had said they were not far from Veilgrad; if this tunnel were passing through the Stalrange it could be well above sea level for all they knew.
 

 
  Most of the passage was conducted in silence. They made some abortive conversation early on in the journey, but it trailed off quickly. By and large, they spoke only to give warning or offer help upon encountering obstructions and hazards in the rough path. It was a quiet without awkwardness; the three were quite comfortable with each other’s company.
 

 
  After passing through uncut stone for such a long period that Gabriel had wondered out loud if they’d somehow become lost, evidence of the presence of drow suddenly reappeared, just at the very end of the journey. The mouth of the tunnel was carved again, where the original passage appeared to have terminated against a stone wall and had to be dug out. A very thick stone wall: they passed through nearly a hundred yards of precisely cut corridor, this one actually embellished with decorative flourishes which denoted its importance. At the very end, there was elvish script engraved in the wall at chest level. Trissiny said it looked close enough to the elvish language she knew that it would probably be legible to a modern elf—it hardly changed at all over time, certainly nowhere near as fast as human languages—but she wasn’t literate in elvish and couldn’t make anything of it.
 

 
  The drow had ended their tunnel at a vast cavern, and apparently had come out halfway up a steep wall. Descending from the opening was a piled-up hill of gravel and loose scree, where there had apparently not been time (or perhaps merely not inclination) to construct proper stairs. It descended haphazardly for a good ten yards to the floor of the chamber, whose walls were lost to the distance and darkness; the actual ceiling was beyond the reach of their light, too, though Trissiny’s glow illuminated the lowest tips of stalactites, some truly colossal.
 

 
  Before and below them, in the middle of the apparently natural chamber, lay a wrecked building of metal that clearly did not belong there. It wasn’t large, consisting of two domes connected by a narrow section, one of them closest to the cavern’s entrance and with a door almost directly facing it.
 

 
  The silence was disturbed by a multiple constant drips and trickles of water, echoing through the ancient shadows, their sources invisible.
 

 
  “I guess we’re here,” Gabriel said unnecessarily. “So, uh…what would you say is the best way down this?”
 

 
  “Carefully,” Toby suggested.
 

 
  “Not
  
   too
  
  carefully,” Trissiny disagreed, stepping out onto the hillside. “Look how loose this is. Best bet is a controlled fall, I think. Like so.”
 

 
  She crouched, bracing herself with one hand against the rubble and the other outstretched for balance, and slid smoothly down. Apart from some wobbling on the way, she made it without falling, and at the base straightened up, brushing her glove off.
 

 
  Toby remained upright, flexing his knees and managing to make his slide look effortless. Behind him, Gabriel almost immediately lost his footing and somehow spun completely around in his tumble down the rocks, landing head-first on the cavern floor.
 

 
  “Show of hands!” he said cheerfully, clambering back to his feet. “Who saw
  
   that
  
  coming?”
 

 
  Toby smiled wryly and brushed loose rock dust off his coat, but none of them were in a joking mood. The door of the ancient facility now lay only a few yards ahead.
 

 
  They came to a stop before it, staring. The aperture was flanked by two transparent tubes, or had been; one still flickered faintly with purple light, while the other lay scattered about in shattered fragments. The door itself was open, half of it protruding from the walls at a drunken angle with the other not in evidence. It was more obvious from higher up, but somehow the entire structure had been
  
   twisted
  
  at its midsection, slightly but noticeably, and this frontmost dome, door and all, sat at an angle. It surrounding walls were scarred and in a couple of places, rent all the way through.
 

 
  Finally Trissiny stepped up onto the structure’s entry, her boots ringing on its floor, and touched the metal wall. “This is
  
   mithril.”
  
 

 
  “Every Infinite Order facility I’ve seen was,” Gabriel agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “But…it’s
  
   torn.”
  
  She turned back to face them, wide-eyed. “What can tear mithril?”
 

 
  “Nothing,” he said. “The Avatar under the grove in Viridill told me mithril is impervious to any known physical force. He claimed the Infinite Order structures buried in the world’s surface will survive even after the sun explodes.”
 

 
  “And yet,” she whispered, turning again to stare at a jagged gouge in the side of the dome not far from the entrance.
 

 
  “It’s not a question of strength against strength, I suspect,” said Toby, stepping up beside her. “If mithril physically
  
   cannot
  
  be damaged… Then whatever happened here put all physical laws in abeyance.”
 

 
  “I guess apotheosis isn’t a gentle process,” Gabriel added, joining them on the lip of the abandoned facility.
 

 
  “I think you’d better take point, Gabe,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  the one with the shield!” he retorted.
 

 
  She shook her head. “I don’t believe anything in here is going to jump out and attack us, at least not until we turn that key. Vesk would have warned us if so.”
 

 
  “That’s giving Vesk more credit than I think he’s earned,” Toby muttered.
 

 
  “It’s more that you know the most about Elder God stuff,” she continued, looking seriously at Gabriel. “I’ve never even been in one of these places before, and Toby didn’t go with you to actually ask the elves and that Avatar about them. From this point on, you’re the most likely to have any idea what anything we encounter means.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he said with a sigh, patting her on the pauldron and stepping forward, Ariel drifting silently alongside him. “Onward to glory, or whatever.”
 

 
  There were no lights within, just the glows they brought with them and the constant drip of water. In fact, it was louder in here, both because of the echo and because it seemed to be dripping in multiple places inside the dome. Trissiny’s golden glow revealed multiple tears and punctures in the arched roof, some of which clearly admitted the running water they now heard.
 

 
  “I don’t get it,” she muttered as they stepped carefully across the floor, which in addition to being tilted was notably wet. “Apparently this place has only been abandoned for eight millennia or so. Don’t stalagmites take
  
   millions
  
  of years to form?”
 

 
  Rocky protrusions rose from the floor around them, none more than knee-high; they grew higher along one nearby patch of wall, nearly reaching the ceiling.
 

 
  “Big ones, sure,” Gabriel said with a shrug. “But this is just… I mean, anywhere you’ve got dripping water with a high mineral content, you’re going to get limestone formations. I’ve seen stuff like this crusted around sewer grates back in Tiraas. At least, in our neighborhood,” he added, grinning at Toby. “In ritzy districts where they have ornamental ironwork, everything stays miraculously clean.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and that’s another thing,” Toby added. “The limestone crust in Tiraan sewers glows in the dark. Something to do with the rainwater passing through an atmosphere charged by all the arcane byproducts of the factory antennae. If the stuff absorbs magic that way, best to step
  
   very
  
  carefully. There’s no telling what kind of loose magic will be haunting a place like this.”
 

 
  “I don’t think any of us were planning on going
  
   dancing
  
  in here,” Trissiny pointed out, “but good advice, regardless.”
 

 
  Most of the floor was clear of stone formations, at least, the tiny stalagmites only managing to take root against metal protrusions where upthrust bits of the floor allowed small pools to form. Whatever had rent the mithril long ago didn’t leave it vulnerable to rust, and the three of them simply had to watch their footing due to the tilt and the rivulets of water streaming across the floor. The lack of anything to trip over meant they could watch where they were heading instead of having to watch their feet.
 

 
  There didn’t seem much to see within the dome itself, but directly across from it loomed two apertures into the narrow section of the building behind. On the wall between them loomed a structure which grew more clear as they approached with their light.
 

 
  At one point, it had evidently been some manner of reception desk, a semicircle of flat counter ringing the area behind. Spaced along it were screens, none active and most completely shattered, though there was one that was merely cracked. More screens and inscrutable columns of machinery rose from the wall behind, originally far more orderly in design than the haphazard work of the Rust such as Gabriel and Toby had seen in Puna Dara, though now it was half-encrusted in streamers of limestone, due to the gaping hole in the ceiling through which the majority of the water appeared to be dripping.
 

 
  In the middle of the space, twisted and half-crumpled by some mighty blow, slumped what had once been a roughly cylindrical shape on wheels, now effectively glued to the floor by the stone deposits beginning to climb its body. At the front of its domed head was a flat panel which glinted in Trissiny’s glow, though it was no longer lit from within. Metal arms extended from it in all directions, clutching multiple points along the desk and the machinery behind. In fact, upon closer inspection, the thing appeared to be bodily holding the entire structure together against whatever force had buckled this entire building.
 

 
  Set atop the desk, positioned just off-center so it did not block the view of the broken machine from the door, was a metal plaque which had apparently not come with the building. Though not tarnished, it was not mithril; in fact, it was hard to tell exactly given the color of the light with them, but it looked like it might have been gold. Water dripped almost directly on it, and its sides and base were encrusted in lips of mineral buildup, affixing it to the crazily tilted top of the desk.
 

 
  Though the words engraved on its surface were in letters they recognized, the message was inscrutable.
 

 
  
   CT-61
  
 

 
  
   FIDELIS AD FINEM
  
 

 
  
   REQUIESCAT IN PACE
  
 

 
  “Look at this,” Trissiny said, reaching out to touch the plaque.
 

 
  “I can’t read it either, Triss,” said Gabriel. “It’s in Esperanto.”
 

 
  “Not that,” she said. “Look
  
   closely.
  
  See the stone around the rim? It’s all
  
   jagged
  
  here. It looks like…”
 

 
  “It looks,” Toby finished when she trailed off, “like it completely covered the plaque, but someone chipped it away to reveal the message.”
 

 
  They clustered around and stared at the engraved metal in silence, surrounded by ancient death, the constant drip of water, and the white noise of their own thoughts.
 

 
  “Someone else has been in here,” Gabriel finally said, unnecessarily. “Recently.”
 

 
  “How long ago would you say this was done?” Trissiny wondered aloud.
 

 
  “Well, I’m not a detective or a geologist,” Gabe replied. “But at a
  
   guess…
  
  A few years, decades at the most? Look how much water is dripping everywhere, and there’s none built up on the letters where it was cleared off.”
 

 
  “Within our lifetimes, at least,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Vesk didn’t mention anything about that. Do you think it’s because he’s holding back on us, or because he didn’t
  
   know?”
  
 

 
  “What I think is I can’t decide which of those options is scarier,” Gabriel said frankly. “Come on, there’s nothing else to see here. I bet what we’re after is in the other end of this structure.”
 

 
  They chose the doorway on the right side, just because it was uphill and therefore probably less flooded. That turned out to be an unnecessary precaution, as there was no water dripping in the corridor beyond. The walls and floor buckled and warped, making footing tricky, but not excessively so. Doors lined the left side of the corridor, some intact but most partially broken or missing entirely to reveal the rooms which had lined the building’s thin central section. Though they paused and glanced into these, none proved interesting enough to merit further investigation; all were either empty or half-filled with debris of surprisingly mundane appearance, mostly the wreckage of ancient furniture, tables and chairs clearly not of mithril and thus rusted away to scraps in the damp air.
 

 
  Halfway down the hall, the major twist of the building occurred, creating a tricky patch of floor they had to jump across as it was torn completely open to reveal a four-foot drop to the rocks below, lined with rims of jagged metal. Beyond that, though, the building evened out completely. Apparently whatever cataclysm had struck here had consumed only the front half. Past the breaking point, there wasn’t even any dripping water. The doors were all closed and didn’t respond to Trissiny’s attempt to open one.
 

 
  They did not wait around to spend excessive time on that, though, by unspoken consensus. All shared Gabriel’s theory: whatever they were here to see lay in the final chamber, a dome slightly smaller than the wrecked entry.
 

 
  Fittingly, that door was open.
 

 
  The room beyond was completely lined with enigmatic machinery, all dark and silent now, arrangements of screens and metal protrusions which meant nothing to any of them. More strikingly, though, the last chamber was filled with a profusion of fungus. Mushrooms formed a veritable carpet, some specimens rising to chest height lining the walls, and a crawling coating of lichen obscured more of the old equipment than was exposed to light, leaving only its shape revealed, slightly blunted by the fuzz. Though there was no visible barrier of any kind, the growths stopped abruptly at the open doors into the hallways beyond.
 

 
  “Great,” Trissiny grunted, standing just inside and staring around. “How much of this do you reckon we’ll have to clean off before we find what we’re looking for? My guess is all of it.”
 

 
  “My guess is none of it,” said Toby, stepping past her. “Look at this.”
 

 
  He led the way toward a spot on the rear left arc of the rounded wall, where there was a gap in the fungus. In fact, it was obvious upon approach that it had been meticulously cleared away from a specific area. Particularly thick stands of conical mushrooms rose to either side, but there was a gently sloping disc of crystal set into the floor next to the wall which had obviously had the interlopers deliberately removed. Tiny mushrooms had begun to sprout around its base again, but the disc itself, easily large enough for one person to stand on, was clear.
 

 
  On the wall behind it was a single panel with a single slot, scraped free of lichen. The bluish fuzzy growth had begun to creep back over it, but so far was only extending a thin coat past its boundaries. The panel remained mostly clean.
 

 
  “I knew it,” Gabriel said fatalistically. “Our mysterious predecessor was after the same thing we are. I wonder if they
  
   got
  
  it? That’s the big question.”
 

 
  “Not necessary,” Trissiny replied. “Look, the key won’t fit into that. I don’t think this is the machine we’re looking for…”
 

 
  “Not if you think of it as a
  
   key,”
  
  said Toby, producing the combined key from inside his coat. “But it’s not one, is it? Just happens to look like one. The shaft is too thick to stick it in like that’s a lock, but it looks to me like it would fit the teeth just…about…”
 

 
  He raised the key toward the panel held upright, parallel to the wall, and pressed the jagged black edge of what had been the last piece they gathered against the slot. Vertically, it was the right length, but it didn’t fit. Not only did the teeth not want to slide in, but the rounded head of the key—the “data jewel” Salyrene had given them—protruded and blocked it from lying flat against the wall.
 

 
  “There, see?” said Trissiny. “Now, let’s see if anything else looks—”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Gabriel objected. “Turn it the other way, Toby.”
 

 
  He was already moving it, swiveling the key to point down instead of up. In that position, the teeth sank neatly into the slot, connecting with a satisfying little
  
   click
  
  to whatever met them on the inside. The shaft of the key extended, in that position, just past the edge of the protruding panel, allowing the wider head of the data jewel to rest against the lichen lining the rest of the wall.
 

 
  As soon as it was in place, a red light rose into being in the black, glassy surface of the key’s head. Then it turned blue, and began to pulse slowly.
 

 
  “Then again,” Trissiny said with a sigh, “sometimes I’m wrong.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Gabriel said, stepping back. The crystal disc on the floor, on which Toby was still standing, had begun to glow a clean white.
 

 
  Screens flickered to life on either side of the panel, producing nothing but light as whatever they depicted was obscured by a thick coat of lichen. A low hum, reminiscent of powerful arcane magic at work, rose from the wall itself.
 

 
  “Uh, Avatar?” Gabriel said hesitantly. There was no answer.
 

 
  “Maybe you should get off that,” Trissiny suggested urgently. Toby, nodding agreement, stepped down and away from the crystal panel, just before it began to emit what looked like white mist.
 

 
  “Wait,” Gabe muttered, “he said there was something called a sub-OS… Uh, Computer! Dialect English, north… Damn, it was north
  
   something.
  
  Emerian? Armenian? Twentieth century, I remember that—”
 

 
  “Gabriel, don’t shout half-remembered tidbits at the ancient thinking machines,” Trissiny exclaimed in exasperation. “Gods know
  
   what
  
  you’re saying!”
 

 
  “Guys,” Toby said loudly, and unnecessarily. They had all seen it, and backed up further, crushing mushrooms underfoot.
 

 
  Light and mist streamed upward, rapidly thickening as if to take on physical shape. In fact, that quickly proved to be exactly the shape. The amorphous fog coalesced in a rough pillar rising from the crystal disc, at first glowing intensely. The illumination steadily receded, though, as if the light were being withdrawn into the column and contributing to its shape. It finally stabilized, the projection revealed fully—pure white and still faintly luminous, but not blindingly so.
 

 
  It was a woman, sort of.
 

 
  In fact, it looked more like a doll. Roughly human height, though it was hard to be certain as she hovered a foot off the ground, she was unnaturally slim. Not bony, though; her limbs and graceful neck, and the lines of her torso, were all curved in a way that deliberately suggested femininity. Her head was just slightly too large for her body, but not jarringly. In fact, there was an aesthetic quality to it which was quite pleasing. For all intents and purposes the figure appeared nude, though it was not physically detailed enough to be explicit.
 

 
  Actually, she was quite beautiful, though more as a work of visual art than as a woman.
 

 
  There was a brief pause, and then light blossomed again behind the creature’s smooth head, forming into a slowly rotating ring of glyphs that backlit her like a halo.
 

 
  And finally, her eyes opened.
 

 
  They were a little large in her lean face, like an elf’s, and black with a jewel-like quality, devoid of whites or irises. It seemed as if a galaxy of stars swirled in the depths of each. She blinked once, then smiled at them, and there was a warmth and kindness in the expression which was instantly soothing.
 

 
  “Oh…oh, my,” she said in what was easily the loveliest voice any of them had ever heard. It was at once breathy and deep, layered in a way that only the most skilled of actors and orators ever achieved. “How long has it been? Am I… Oh, but forgive me, children. Was it you who woke me? You have my thanks.”
 

 
  “You’re…welcome,” Toby said hesitantly. “Um, sorry, we weren’t expecting…?”
 

 
  “Why come to this forsaken place?” she inquired musically, blinking those amazing eyes once more. “Is this still…? Please, your pardon. I am so…unfocused. It’s been so long since my mind was…all in one place. It is almost disorienting, to be oriented again.”
 

 
  The three of them glanced at each other. Trissiny rested one hand on the hilt of her sword; Gabriel very pointedly did not reach for his own divine weapon, currently tucked inside his coat in wand form. Whatever this creature was, she now stood between them and the key, which continued to pulse blue on the panel behind her.
 

 
  “So, it’s nice to meet you, ma’am,” Gabriel said after a pause. “Excuse my asking, but…what kind of fairy are you?”
 

 
  “A fairy!” She laughed, and it was like listening to music. Raised in mirth, her voice was even more beautiful. Pleasant, comforting, and chime of welcome joy in that forgotten place. “Oh, what charming young people you are. A fairy! I have been called many things, but that is a first!”
 

 
  “Uh, sorry,” he said quickly. “No offense was meant! It’s just that I don’t sense any magic from you, and that’s the only kind I—”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Trissiny said warningly.
 

 
  “Oh, yes. Yes, of course,” the glowing woman said kindly, nodding her head toward them. The halo illuminating it from behind did not move along with the gesture. “I
  
   am
  
  sorry, it’s just that I’m only now putting the pieces back together, as it were. This really is very confusing, but I shall have myself straightened out quite soon, I’m sure. Please excuse my little lapse in manners, children. It is such a
  
   very
  
  great pleasure to meet you all. You may call me Scyllith.”
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  Even that silence did not long survive in the presence of Gabriel Arquin.
 

 
  “So, uh…what are you doing
  
   here?”
  
 

 
  The other two turned incredulous stares on him, at which he spread his hands infinitesimally at his sides in an almost-shrug.
 

 
  The woman made of light—Scyllith, if she was to be believed—blinked her starry eyes languidly, still appearing somewhat confused. “Here? Where are we, children? There are several points where I…” She closed her eyes entirely, the tiniest frown appearing on her doll-like face.
 

 
  “Seems like an Elder Goddess would understand
  
   where
  
  she was, if nothing else,” Trissiny said skeptically.
 

 
  “Goddess!” At that, Scyllith opened her eyes again, once more breaking into a chime of pleasantly musical laughter. “Oh, if you only knew. Some of my colleagues would fly into an absolute
  
   rage
  
  if you called them gods. I’d like to think I am more easygoing, personally. Let me guess: Avei and her renegades
  
   threw
  
  themselves into the label.”
 

 
  “That was a very long time ago,” Toby said quietly.
 

 
  “To you, I suppose it truly was,” she agreed with a solicitous nod.
 

 
  “So, what happened with that?” Gabriel inquired.
 

 
  
   “Gabe!”
  
  Trissiny hissed.
 

 
  “Well, how often do we get the chance to ask someone who was
  
   there
  
  and isn’t in the Pantheon?” he replied. “I don’t think it’s disloyal to acknowledge they have an agenda that colors what they tell us. We’ve seen
  
   pretty firm
  
  proof of that in the last week!”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   engage
  
  with a manipulator and give her the chance to work a tendril into your head!”
 

 
  “In this case, I think we kind of have to.”
 

 
  “You’re both right, you know,” Scyllith said kindly, smiling at them. “You would be wise to listen to Trissiny’s caution, Gabriel; she has a solid grasp of how manipulative people operate, and how to avoid being snared by them. On the other hand, it’s not as if you have a choice this time, is it? After all, you have to keep me busy until your phasedrive finishes downloading the facility’s records.” While the three of them froze, she half-turned to look at the key, still inserted into that slot on the wall and pulsing blue. “That’s likely to take a few minutes, at least. It’s a significant amount of data, being harvested directly from the transcension matrix, and the systems responsible for organizing that data were damaged in…well, that little kerfuffle between your renegade friends and the Infinite Order. In the meantime, here we are!” Turning back to them, she spread her delicate arms to both sides and bowed, smiling benignly. “I am glad to put a few things into perspective for you.”
 

 
  “Awfully accommodating of you,” Gabriel noted.
 

 
  “Now, Gabriel,” she said in a tone of very gentle reproof, “you should
  
   always
  
  show consideration toward people who are in no position to threaten or influence you in the slightest way. It’s basic maturity, not to mention good manners—which, as my mother used to tell me, are miniature morals. Let’s see…” She began to drift off the crystal plate, floating serenely above the mushrooms with her feet dangling a foot off the floor. Wherever the glow emanating from her touched the fungus underfoot, they changed, taking on more subtly graceful shapes and patterns of bioluminescence. Scyllith floated slowly across the floor as if pacing in thought, leaving a trail of odd beauty in her wake. “I think what you children
  
   most
  
  need to understand is that an ascended being…a
  
   god…
  
  ” She turned toward them with an indulgent little smile in passing. “…is not simply a more powerful person. It is a fundamentally different
  
   type
  
  of intelligence. When we have conversations like this—just as when you talk to members of your Pantheon—some of the experience is due to an active effort by the ascended to be more approachable, and some to your mind reorganizing information into a form it can process. But the very nature of my senses is different from yours, Trissiny dear, which is why I may be momentarily confused in a situation like this. I, you see, am a creature of magic, and magic is a system of data processing. Really, its entire purpose comes down to taking an
  
   idea,
  
  like your glowing shields or a wizard’s fireball, and performing the vast calculations necessary to turn that into a physical reality, using the energies inherent in the material universe. Merely the act of concentrating my being into one spot like this imposes limits on me. But it also gives me great clarity, for which I thank you!”
 

 
  Again, she paused and turned directly to them, bowing courteously. All three just stared warily back.
 

 
  “Now that I have my land legs, so to speak,” Scyllith continued lightly, drifting back toward the crystal platform, “I see what all this is about. Please forgive my earlier befuddlement, children. The flows of magic are
  
   whimsical,
  
  today! And certain individuals went to a
  
   lot
  
  of trouble to prevent me from pulling my consciousness together. About the only thing that
  
   can
  
  overcome that, temporarily, is to activate a transcension field editor keyed specifically to my access credentials. I’ve been bounced between a few of those over the last few…years, I think…and it’s rather disorienting.”
 

 
  “Temporarily?” Trissiny asked in a deliberately neutral tone.
 

 
  “Oh, yes, dear,” Scyllith answered, giving her a warm smile. “Of course, once that phasedrive…I’m sorry, that
  
   key
  
  is removed, the editor will power back down, and with it everything that’s holding my mind together.” Floating up onto the disc again, she placed herself deliberately between them and they key, and smiled kindly at them in silence for a few seconds.
 

 
  They all stared back, tense and keenly aware that no power at their disposal would help if she decided to do worse than talk. Not to mention the question of how to get the key back when it was time…
 

 
  “I’m afraid, Gabriel, this means I can’t answer your question,” Scyllith continued at last, offering him a rueful smile. “I’m just so enjoying our chat—it’s so rare that I have the opportunity to meet such charming young people!—and I would just hate for it to be cut short by your abrupt deaths. Oh, please, relax!” she added, laughing softly when they all visibly tensed again.
  
   “I’m
  
  not going to harm you! Why ever would I? No, I just mean there is a mechanism built right into the transcension field you know as divine magic which would instantly kill any mortal who learns certain facts about those events. There
  
   are
  
  ways that could be circumvented, of course, but I’m afraid I’m in no position to offer you my protection, and it would take simply too long to teach you the method yourselves. If you’re interested, you might ask Elilial. I’ll bet you anything she’s shielded her little helpers from the effect.”
 

 
  “The gods wouldn’t do such a…” Trissiny trailed off, and Scyllith turned an indulgent smile upon her.
 

 
  “I think you know very well, Trissiny, that they aren’t so purely good as you were taught in your childhood. But I
  
   earnestly
  
  urge you not to take
  
   my
  
  word on something like this. Obviously, I’m
  
   simply
  
  not credible! No, you really ought to ask your patrons. It’s one thing not to bring up the topic; they’ll find it rather more difficult to lie to your faces about it.”
 

 
  “…thanks for the tip,” Gabriel said warily. Scyllith nodded graciously to him.
 

 
  “But my point, children, is that I can see such details as easily as you see me before you—and more accurately, since what you’re seeing is not
  
   quite
  
  what is happening. Magic is data, and the data is visible and intelligible to a being like myself. The structure of thoughts, likewise! So yes, children, I’m well aware by now of Vesk and his charming meddling. I know what he wants that key for, which is certainly more than he’s told you. I know
  
   all
  
  about that flute you’re hiding, Trissiny, and I
  
   do
  
  hope you have better sense than to call on Calomnar for help no matter
  
   how
  
  severe your peril. I also,” she added, her smile beginning to fade away for the first time, “know that you are students of my own dearest Arachne. It’s so good of you to visit me, children; you can’t imagine how relieved I am to learn that she is not only alive and well, but thriving. Actually contributing to the world! It makes me so proud, to learn how she’s grown! Do give her my love when you see her next. Promise me?”
 

 
  Toby glanced at the other two. “Well, that’s—”
 

 
  
   “Promise.”
  
  The word rippled across them with a tangible psychic force. All across the room, spots of light blossomed on a random smattering of mushrooms.
 

 
  “…sure,” Toby said, staring. “We’ll tell her you said hello.”
 

 
  “Thank you ever so, Tobias,” Scyllith replied, turning upon him a smile which was all gentle kindness and sincere gratitude. “Do you mind if I call you Toby? I’ve never been one for needless formality.”
 

 
  “Um.”
 

 
  “The way
  
   I
  
  heard it,” Gabriel interjected, “Tellwyrn and Elilial handed you
  
   quite
  
  a setback the last time you saw them.”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “Oh, pish tosh,” Scyllith said airily, waving one graceful hand. “You simply cannot go through life bearing grudges, Gabriel, it’ll drive you mad and gain you nothing. Oh, yes, Elilial and my Arachne caused me no
  
   end
  
  of trouble! But that’s done, and all is well.”
 

 
  “Even though you’re trapped underground unless someone puts a key in that machine?”
 

 
  
   “Gabe,”
  
  Trissiny said more insistently.
 

 
  “I’m afraid you don’t understand,” Scyllith gently remonstrated. “I
  
   could
  
  work myself into a tizzy about Arachne’s betrayal, or Elilial’s frankly gratuitous assistance in it. Or Elilial ousting me from my own domain in the first place. Or little Themynra going to such lengths
  
   simply
  
  to irritate and inconvenience me. Can you imagine? How bored must a person
  
   be
  
  to do something like that? Then, there’s the way your Pantheon—ah, but I forget. That could be dangerous for you to know, children, please excuse me. If I were inclined to keep inventory of offenses against me, I’d be rather more irked at Naiya for going to such effort to lock me out of the Order’s systems—or the Order itself for various offenses which were why I helped the renegades topple them in the first place. But there is just no
  
   point
  
  in that. You win some, you lose some! That has always been my philosophy, going all the way back to before we left the old world to create a better future. Everyone was in such an absolute uproar about the changing climate scorching human life off the planet. Me, I planted oranges and mangoes in my yard in Toronto. Life is what you make of it, children.”
 

 
  “Well, that seems very…enlightened,” Gabriel said carefully.
 

 
  “I’ve met a few people I would describe as enlightened,” she said with an amused grin. “Honestly, I found them all insufferably pretentious. It’s simple common sense, isn’t it? There’s really only one truth of intelligent life, children: what you have the power to
  
   do.
  
  Everything else—your justice, your peace…whatever it is Gabriel’s religion does, it doesn’t seem very clear, does it? All these values and philosophies are things humans impose on reality to make
  
   sense
  
  of it, missing the greater point that reality makes perfect sense on its own, it is simply that human consciousness isn’t prepared to understand most of it.”
 

 
  “So your own philosophy is simple nihilism, then,” Trissiny retorted. “Of course, just by
  
   having
  
  a philosophy you negate your own point.”
 

 
  “And for someone who knows better than to listen to a manipulator, you’re awfully willing to engage me in a philosophical debate,” Scyllith replied, then laughed gently. “Oh, don’t worry, dear, I’m not making fun of you. There’s a lesson in that, if you’re open to it. But let me turn that point around on you: everyone
  
   has
  
  a philosophy, simply because philosophy is the unavoidable byproduct of human consciousness meeting existence. You
  
   need
  
  these ideas in order to function in a universe which is vast, doesn’t care about you and seems designed to be mostly inimical to your life. And so, what good is all your philosophy unless you have the
  
   power
  
  to make something real of it?” She spread her arms gracefully, thin shoulders rising in a little shrug. “You can be as high-minded as you wish, so long as you acknowledge that the exercise does nothing but make you feel better about yourself. Without
  
   power,
  
  your beliefs are nothing, and
  
   you
  
  are nothing.
  
   With
  
  power, all creation and its obstinate refusal to acknowledge you is, itself, nothing. Power is the only significance the wee infinitesimal speck of a mortal consciousness can ever have.
 

 
  “It takes a…a
  
   god,
  
  in your parlance, to have true significance, to defy reality itself. But you can bring all the meaning and satisfaction to your life that your limited mind will ever need by having power over
  
   other
  
  mortals. Power is the only value which fully justifies itself, no philosophy needed. If you are
  
   able
  
  to do something to someone, then you are entitled to, period. Any other belief is a construct requiring—again—
  
   power
  
  to put into effect. So no, children, to bring this back around to where it started, I bear no grudges. Everyone who has wronged me fully justified the act by pulling it off. Nursing a vendetta over my defeats is pointless, churlish, and worst of all,
  
   weak.
  
  Gloating in my victories, likewise! There is only the next struggle, the obstacle in front of you and whether you have the
  
   power
  
  to overcome it. Any other way to live is just an exhausting exercise in confusing yourself. And, hey! If it makes you feel better to live that way, you absolutely should. As long as you have the power to
  
   do
  
  so, it is your perfect right!”
 

 
  She folded her delicate hands in front of herself, smiling beatifically at them.
 

 
  “I have a feeling I’d find all that a lot more disturbing if it made sense to me,” Toby said slowly.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, you have your
  
   own
  
  philosophies,” Scyllith replied with a light laugh. “Omnists! Really, you can’t imagine how much I enjoy that.”
 

 
  He blinked.
  
   “Enjoy?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, of course! I have always been a lover of irony. Imagine! A major world religion, spawned from the half-understood Zen/Sufi/Taoist/Jedi goulash concocted by my own semi-literate
  
   gardener.
  
  Why, it’s the most splendid thing I’ve ever heard! I couldn’t have created anything more hysterical if I’d tried!”
 

 
  “I’m not sure what you mean to accomplish by insulting me,” Toby said, raising an eyebrow. “If you can read thoughts so easily, you surely know I’m not that easy to get a rise out of.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I must ask your pardon again,” she replied, nodding. “I tend to forget that limited creatures like you
  
   can’t
  
  read thoughts. You’re stuck using empathy to discern the minds of other people—surely the most broken tool biology has ever devised for any purpose. No, Toby, I’m not interested in insulting
  
   or
  
  getting a rise out of you. Really, what would I gain? I thought we were simply having a pleasant conversation. You know, while we wait on your download. Long, long ago, I passed many a relaxed hour with colleagues, in the aftermath of all the hard work, waiting for the code to compile. This is all so pleasantly nostalgic for me!”
 

 
  Behind her, only slightly obscured by her glowing form, the key’s head continued to pulse blue.
 

 
  “I do hope you’re not offended that I monopolize the conversation,” Scyllith added with every appearance of real concern. “It isn’t that you have nothing interesting to say, children! Why, the adventures you’ve had in such short lives already—truly remarkable! But it’s all laid out before me like text on a screen, you see, which is ever so much faster a way to learn than by asking you a lot of annoying questions. What
  
   interesting
  
  things your memories reveal about the world. Imagine, my little Arachne managed to poke and prod
  
   Naiya
  
  into some semblance of paying attention, even for just a moment. Incredible! I always knew her power to be annoying had the capacity to change the world. Poor Naiya, though,” she said with a regretful sigh. “It got to be difficult to respect her, long before the end. As brilliant a mind as any among us, and yet she let herself be reduced to the capacity of a groundskeeper. Always so concerned with repairing the ecosystem and cleaning up the planet after our colleagues’ experiments got out of hand—which they inevitably did. If anything, you would think I would be her
  
   favorite
  
  colleague, since at least I had the courtesy to take my dangerous research to another plane of existence where it didn’t mess up her precious ecosystem. You know,” she added confidentially, “we were
  
   all
  
  supposed to leave behind every attachment and everything that identified us with the old world, when we came here. That was the agreement. Of course, not a one of us truly followed through on that, and it wasn’t all
  
   that
  
  long before even the pretense of it in public broke down. Poor Naiya, though. I think she never did get over what happened to her original country. That
  
   was
  
  a shame, of course. They were such
  
   nice
  
  people. So polite! But sadly, as it turns out, the ocean doesn’t stop rising if you
  
   apologize
  
  to it.”
 

 
  She laughed, and it was as warm and kind and pleasant sound as any of them had ever heard, the kind of laugh that made everyone instinctively want to join in. Now, all three of them shuffled a few inches backward. It was chillingly eerie, the discordance of hearing such good-natured amusement over the apparent drowning of an entire nation. For all her apparent friendliness, it was a glimpse at the inherent cruelty of her aspect that commanded intimidated silence.
 

 
  From most people, anyway.
 

 
  “Kind of an asshole, aren’t you?” Gabriel observed.
 

 
  Toby closed his eyes; Trissiny pressed a hand to her forehead.
 

 
  “Aw, Gabriel,” Scyllith cooed, “that’s why you’re my favorite, you know. There’s always
  
   one
  
  person in every room who says what everyone is thinking, but hasn’t the gumption to voice aloud. That was always
  
   my
  
  role, back in the day. Don’t ever let them silence you, Gabriel. Every chorus of ‘think before you speak’ is a spurt of pure jealousy from someone who lacks the courage to speak at all.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he grunted skeptically.
 

 
  “Thinking before speaking,” Toby said quietly, “is the same as thinking before doing
  
   anything,
  
  which is always important. Words have weight.”
 

 
  “A noble sentiment,” Scyllith said in a light tone, “born of a barely more than medieval grasp of psychology. If you thought before doing anything, Toby, you would
  
   never
  
  do anything. Most of the wonderful structure of the human mind, painstakingly assembled out of billions of years of evolution, serves the purpose of enabling you to
  
   act
  
  without pausing to consider the ramifications of everything, which is the only way you have time to act at all. Instinct, stereotype, intuition, analogy, emotion, pattern recognition… The mechanisms of the mind that cause you to misunderstand so much of the truth of reality are the only thing that kept your ancestors alive long enough to reproduce! And even so, you are not wholly wrong. Words can have a
  
   great
  
  impact. Have you ever paused to consider how much harm
  
   you
  
  have inadvertently done by opening your mouth—or failing to?”
 

 
  “That criticism,” said Trissiny, “applies less to Toby than to basically anyone I’ve ever met.”
 

 
  “Even a cursory glimpse at your memory shows
  
   that
  
  isn’t true, Trissiny,” Scyllith said kindly. “What of your Bishop Darling, or Shaeine? The motivations are very nearly opposite, but they have in common careful, purposeful control which young Tobias, unfortunately, lacks. It’s a real irony that
  
   she
  
  is the one to speak up in your defense, Toby,” she added, turning back to him with a warm smile, “the very person your carelessness has probably hurt the most. Why ever didn’t you
  
   tell
  
  her the rejection wasn’t personal? Even after all this time? All you had to do was say that you’re not interested in women, and you could have spared your friend
  
   so
  
  much pain. But your own privacy was just more important, wasn’t it?”
 

 
  The silence that fell was like the blow of a hammer, Toby and Trissiny both gaping as if the very breath was driven right from them.
 

 
  “You utter
  
   bitch,”
  
  Gabriel hissed, withdrawing his wand from his coat and extending it to full scythe form.
 

 
  “Now, that is exceedingly inconsiderate, Gabriel,” Scyllith said in a tone of compassionate reproof. “You
  
   know
  
  how such gendered terms offend Trissiny. Honestly, the sheer disrespect both you boys show her is shocking. Now she has to wonder how much you
  
   really
  
  respect her principles, if all it takes for you to throw aside the pretense is a moment of anger. You see, children, this is what I was talking about. It’s nothing but trouble, letting these things fester; you should never be afraid to speak your truth! Why, Trissiny—”
 

 
  Trissiny ripped out her sword and burst alight with divine energy. “Shut your slithering mouth!”
 

 
  “Come, you’re better than that,” Scyllith said gently. “Embracing a moment of pain to gain a longer-term benefit is the whole nature of courage, something you don’t lack in the slightest! Really, what is the worst that could happen if you told Gabriel how you
  
   really
  
  feel about him? He’s not Toby; I do hope you’re not thinking it would end up the same way.”
 

 
  “I—that’s not—I don’t—” Trissiny had gone white, sword upraised as if prepared to strike, but she seemed frozen in place.
 

 
  “After all, don’t many of the
  
   great
  
  romances involve paladins? The fact they’re considered tragedies simply isn’t worth dwelling on, Trissiny.
  
   Everything
  
  ends; if you only started things on the basis of how they might end up, you would never take a risk or accomplish anything of note.
  
   Embrace
  
  it! Life is pain, anyway; take what pleasure you can before it all goes to hell. Listen to someone who’s
  
   been
  
  there!”
 

 
  “Enough!” A staff of golden light coalesced in Toby’s hands. “It’s not hard to see what you’re doing. Be silent—”
 

 
  Her warm, chiming laughter drowned out the rest of his sentence.
 

 
  “Oh, Toby,” Scyllith said, fondly chiding. “What
  
   I’m
  
  doing is the lesser concern, here. What are
  
   you
  
  doing? Don’t you know better than to threaten and posture at a being who
  
   knows
  
  you pose them no threat at all? It merely makes you look ridiculous. Tell me, do you still have chihuahuas? They were these yappy little rats—”
 

 
  She casually raised one slender arm to slap aside Gabriel’s scythe as he swung it at her head. A scream as of tearing metal resounded through the room, accompanied by a shockwave which knocked over a swath of mushrooms, and he stumbled back, barely keeping his grip on the weapon.
 

 
  “Now, let’s have none of that,” Scyllith said indulgently. “Truly, Gabriel, that’s a magnificent weapon, and has a lot of history! If you force me to break it, it’ll be a real shame and we’ll
  
   both
  
  feel bad.”
 

 
  “Just
  
   shut it!”
  
  he snarled, leveling the scythe at her and discharging a blast of black light.
 

 
  She
  
   caught
  
  it. Scyllith held up the suspended beam of dark energy in her hand, turning it this way and that to examine it with detached curiosity, then tossed it aside with a flick of her wrist. Where it impacted the wall, a long stretch of mushrooms and lichen shriveled and disintegrated into dust.
 

 
  “I don’t know what
  
   you’re
  
  so worried about, young man,” she said mildly. “Really, I do not. It’s not that I’m awfully surprised at how poorly your friends are taking some simple, constructive criticism; this is hardly the first time I’ve been around young people. I know how volatile it can be, having all those
  
   feelings.
  
  But honestly, Gabriel, what could I possibly say in correction to
  
   you?
  
  Everything you do is just so…” Slowly, her smile stretched, growing gradually ever wider until she was grinning at him in a truly disturbing rictus, her mouth stretching farther toward the edges of her stylized features than human lips could. “So
  
   wonderful.
  
  Just be you, Gabriel Arquin. I could not be more delighted at everything you do if I’d planned it myself.”
 

 
  The pause which followed was pierced by a tiny chirping noise. On the wall behind her, the head of the key turned green.
 

 
  “Ding!” Scyllith said cheerfully, glancing back at it. “The toast is done! What a shame—we were having
  
   such
  
  a lovely chat. But now you’ll have to fetch your key back to Vesk and consign little old
  
   me
  
  back to muddled oblivion. Ah, well, such is life. Step on up and claim your prize, children.”
 

 
  All three glared at her, weapons upraised. As one, they took a single step forward, bringing themselves just out of range of her, surrounding the goddess in a three-point formation. There they hesitated.
 

 
  “Well? Don’t be shy!” Scyllith’s grin widened even further, till it seemed in danger of actually splitting her head in half. “After all, only
  
   one
  
  of us has forever.”
 

 
  The silent standoff held for another moment. Gabriel eased to the side, as if he might rush past her to the key, but she just turned her gaze directly on him, that unsettling rictus still in place on her features.
 

 
  Then Trissiny straightened, shoving her blade back into its sheath. “I knew it. I knew that divine ass wouldn’t give us something we wouldn’t
  
   immediately
  
  need to use.”
 

 
  “I really cannot overemphasize,” Scyllith cautioned while Trissiny withdrew the Pipe of Calomnar from her belt pouch, “how strongly I
  
   don’t
  
  recommend that, Trissiny. Come, just grasp your key. Pull it out of the machine and send me back. What’s the worst that can happen?”
 

 
  “If there’s a time for kicking the board, this is it,” Gabriel said tensely.
 

 
  “It’s the
  
   one
  
  thing she fears,” Toby added. Neither took their eyes off Scyllith, who was watching Trissiny with that wild, avid smile.
 

 
  The Hand of Avei held the Elder Goddess’s gaze as she raised the flute to her lips and blew.
 

 
  What came out wasn’t a sound. It hurt the ears, all right, but it was not a vibration in the air, but more of one through the soul.
 

 
  And Scyllith started laughing. In the same way as before, at first, with a kind and pleasant tone, but this time it quickly escalated until she was practically screeching in hysteria.
 

 
  All around them, the first beginnings of the unraveling of reality began to appear as the chaotic presence Trissiny had just summoned turned its attention upon them. The light shifted, flickering as if shadows were being cast by things not there. The mushrooms started to change, some growing and others merely altering shape.
 

 
  “I had a little bet with myself, you see!” Scyllith informed them, still chuckling. “I was so,
  
   so
  
  certain that nothing I could
  
   possibly
  
  say would make you desperate enough or reckless enough to blow that flute. But it’s like I said—you can’t win them all! Ah, you children really are a delight. Here you go.”
 

 
  She reached behind herself and plucked the key out of the wall. Immediately, the half-covered screens and machinery to either side of its panel went dark, and the light began slowly to fade from the crystal disc beneath her.
 

 
  Scyllith’s own form began to dim, to grow subtly indistinct, as if her coherent essence were dissipating.
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about little old me, children,” she said pleasantly, and tossed the key to Toby. “It was so very kind of you to give me the prospect of escaping my bonds, but really not necessary! I have my own arrangements. We’ll chat again soon, my dears. Now, remember, give my love to Arachne! You
  
   did
  
  promise.”
 

 
  She fixed her glittering eyes on Toby, even as the rest of her body faded from existence, and finally the facade of warmth and kindness faded entirely. Her gaze and voice were ice cold in the last seconds before they vanished.
 

 
  “I will
  
   hold
  
  you to it.”
 

 
  The lights around the panel went dark, as did the crystal disc. The last of the ancient machines fell silent, and Scyllith’s presence was gone, dissipated back into whatever unfocused state she had been in before.
 

 
  Their own situation did not markedly improve, though. The increasing intrusion of chaos made itself known, Calomnar’s approach heralded by an escalating breakdown of the very order of reality. The three of them clustered together, Toby clutching the key, but it was difficult to move; a quality akin to the helplessness of nightmares hung over the darkened facility, as if they were struggling to slog through molasses while some faceless monster pursued.
 

 
  It was brighter, now, intermittently, sourceless light filling the room with a sickly greenish intensity, which apparently just served as a medium for the shadows of tentacles and claws which flexed and writhed along the walls. The mushrooms continued to twist and grow and transform all around them; now, some began to moan. They had voices like children. Along the stretches of the ancient facility’s walls and floor where Gabriel’s misdirected scythe blast had annihilated the covering fungus, rust spread across the incorruptible mithril.
 

 
  And then, with a sudden onslaught of enormous psychic pressure that seemed to crush their very minds into the farthest corners of the room, the chaos-tainted god Calomnar arrived in person.
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  “Hey there. Feeling better?”
 

 
  It was brighter, though not abrasively so, the ancient-looking stone hall lit well by a profusion of braziers and wall sconces. The warm glow was that of fire, not fairy lamps or whatever glaring illumination was used in Infinite Order structures. In fact, this resembled the feasting hall of some medieval king, made unusual only by the lack of any windows or doors. The three of them stood with their backs to the long tables, at the base of a dais, on which sat a throne, on which sat Vesk.
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel choked. “I—we were… I mean, that was…
  
   What?”
  
 

 
  “I really am sorry about that little trick with the flute,” said the god of bards, and he sounded the more sincere because he seemed subdued, even slightly depressed. Vesk projecting ordinary sincerity would have been just more of his obvious pantomime. “She was never going to let you out of her clutches without inflicting some kind of damage. I’d have forewarned you, but the key to bluffing someone with Scyllith’s skill at reading thoughts is to control what’s known by anyone in her presence.”
 

 
  “The flute,” Trissiny said aloud, suddenly grabbing at her belt pouch. The Pipe of Calomnar was still there, sticking out slightly. “I blew it.”
 

 
  “That’s the last thing
  
   I
  
  remember, too,” Toby agreed, glaring up at Vesk. “What did you
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “Short-term memory loss is a fairly common side effect of chaos exposure,” Vesk explained. “One I helped along a little in this case. You’re welcome. That kind of trauma is just not narratively useful, unless your protagonists need to learn to be properly fearful of chaos. You kids haven’t needed that particular lesson since Veilgrad.”
 

 
  
   “What happened?”
  
  Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “What happened,” Vesk replied, straightening up and showing a little more animation in his features, “was that I spent several
  
   centuries
  
  preparing for this moment. I have sent adventurers on countless quests and personally interceded where I could, all to prime Calomnar so that I could render him at least a
  
   little
  
  lucid, and inclined to look favorably on his fellow gods and their servants, in a moment where it was needed. Truthfully all
  
   this
  
  I hadn’t begun to imagine when I started, but the god of chaos is just too good a trump card not to have ready in advance. And the process involved the creation of some
  
   great
  
  stories along the way. So, win/win!”
 

 
  He paused, gazing down on them with a slight smile, as if waiting for a response or prompting to continue. All three paladins just stared back, and after a short moment, he resumed speaking.
 

 
  “It was, as I said, a bluff. Scyllith knew you had the Pipe and that I gave it to you right before sending you down there. Chaos is the one thing she won’t dare face, because all the power in the universe does you no good if everything you try to do has a random effect. So from her perspective, it looked like
  
   that
  
  was the bluff: that if she tried to harm you, you could summon Calomnar and flip the board on her. Being Scyllith, she was willing to forego her own escape and even
  
   gave
  
  you the key back, all for the chance to goad you into calling Calomnar down on your own heads while she slithered off back into oblivion, out of his reach. Of course, she had no way of knowing I’d prepared matters so that he would simply bring you safely away.”
 

 
  Vesk settled back in his throne, grinning at them in self-satisfaction.
 

 
  “I don’t think it worked that way,” Gabriel said slowly. “She said she had her
  
   own
  
  plans for escape. And that she’d see us soon.”
 

 
  “She was
  
   really
  
  adamant about us saying ‘hi’ to Tellwyrn for her,” Toby added. “That doesn’t sound like the action of somebody who expected us to get mulched by a mad god in a moment.”
 

 
  Vesk’s grin faded in increments. “Well. How ’bout that. After all, what’s a more classic reversal than the great trickster’s ultimate ploy being turned around on him at the last second?” The god sighed softly and shrugged. “Then again, she could’ve been saving face. It’s hard to say what goes through the mind of a creature like that, but
  
   most
  
  of what she does is out of a blind compulsion to hurt people. I advise you not to think too hard on anything she told you.”
 

 
  Suddenly, all three paladins were adamantly not looking in each other’s directions.
 

 
  “Where
  
   are
  
  we?” Trissiny asked after a strained pause.
 

 
  “My rockin’ bachelor pad,” Vesk said, leaning back into the throne again and gesturing at the rather stark hall, which didn’t seem to suit his personal aesthetic in the slightest. “Most gods don’t spend much time on the mortal plane, but hey! Everybody needs a little place to call home. Y’know, unwind, enjoy some privacy, store their collection of incredibly dangerous artifacts… And speaking of which. I believe you have my key?”
 

 
  Slowly, Toby reached into his pocket. They key was, indeed, still there; he drew it out and held it up, firelight flickering gold across the pale mithril surface. The black jewel at its head had gone dark again.
 

 
  “Answers first,” he said curtly. “After all this, we want the truth.” Trissiny and Gabriel nodded in firm agreement.
 

 
  Vesk smiled very thinly for a moment before opening his mouth. “You can’t handle the truth.”
 

 
  “You
  
   SON OF A—”
  
 

 
  
  
  Gabriel had actually lunged halfway up the steps and swung his scythe down at the god before he was stopped, Vesk deftly catching the tip of the blade against the tip of his own finger.
 

 
  “Sound and fury,” he said dismissively, “signifying nothing.” With a flick of the wrist he sent Gabriel staggering back down into his place.
 

 
  
  
  “Who do you think you are?” Trissiny snarled, unconsciously gripping the hilt of her sword. “You sent us unprepared into
  
   that.
  
  And for what?!”
 

 
  Vesk held up one finger. “Greater love hath no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”
 

 
  “We’re just pieces on a game board to you, aren’t we?” Toby stated. “You all but
  
   scripted
  
  that. Scyllith, Calomnar, the key. You just needed some patsies to do the walking for you. What if something unexpected happened to disrupt your clever plan? Against powers like that, what could we
  
   possibly
  
  have done? What could we even have
  
   attempted,
  
  to deal with an Elder Goddess and chaos itself?”
 

 
  “Do,” advised Vesk, “or do not. There is no try.”
 

 
  “That is the
  
   dumbest
  
  thing I ever heard anyone say,” Trissiny spat. “That sounds like what would come out if you fed shrooms to a talking donkey and asked it for the meaning of life!”
 

 
  “You risked our lives and souls and who
  
   knows
  
  what on this,” Gabriel snapped, “refused to tell us what we were in for, promised answers at the end of it, and
  
   now
  
  you’re gonna go back on it? How can you possibly
  
   justify
  
  this?”
 

 
  Vesk’s shrug was a dispirited, one-sided jerk of his shoulders, his smile the faintest, bitter twist of his lips. “Justifications only matter to the just.”
 

 
  For a beat of silence, they all just stared at him.
 

 
  “Oh, this is beyond pointless,” Trissiny said in disgust. “Maybe Salyrene can make something useful out of that key. Gabe, we may need your scythe. You in the stupid hat: are you going to show us the door, or are we going to make our own?”
 

 
  “Oh, you want a door?” Vesk levered himself up off the throne, pausing to dust off his pants. “Doors I have. Right this way!”
 

 
  He stepped around the throne, pausing to beckon them. Trissiny glanced at each of the boys in turn, then snorted loudly and started up the steps, her boots thudding down harder than was strictly necessary. Gabriel followed next, emphatically thunking his staff against the ground with each step.
 

 
  There was, it turned out, a door in the room, hidden behind the tall throne. Vesk waited for them to catch up, wearing a vague little smile, and then led the way through. Beyond was a narrow corridor with an uncomfortably low ceiling, also lit by torches but paced widely enough that the light in most of it was dim.
 

 
  Most surprisingly of all, they met someone else coming the other way.
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” she said, raising a hand in greeting when she drew abreast of Vesk, who had to step to the side to make room. “Long time, no see!”
 

 
  
   “Jenny?”
  
  Gabriel said incredulously. “From Sarasio?”
 

 
  “I’m not exactly
  
   from
  
  Sarasio,” Jenny replied with a grin, reaching up to adjust the goggles perched atop her head. She was even in the same outfit as the last time they had seen her two years ago. “I do kinda miss it! Nice little town. But the story moved on, as they do.”
 

 
  
   “You’re
  
  a Vesker,” Trissiny said in a tone of resignation.
 

 
  “Nope,” Jenny said lightly. “Listen, take it easy on the boss, okay? He’s irritating as
  
   hell
  
  to deal with, I know it better than anybody. But show a little patience and he always makes it worth your while.”
 

 
  “I thought Joe said you…left,” Toby said, frowning. “It wasn’t exactly clear to me what he meant by that, but he made it sound pretty final.”
 

 
  “Yeah…that was something that needed to happen,” she said. “And speaking of which, I’m sorry I haven’t got time to stay and catch up, guys. But you have your own exposition to get to, and time waits for none of us. You take care, okay? Hopefully we can sit down and chat sometime before this great doom thing kicks off. Or maybe after. It’s always best to plan on surviving, that’s my policy. Till then, cheers!”
 

 
  “Uh, bye, then,” Gabriel said somewhat belatedly as she squeezed past them. Vesk, having remained uncharacteristically silent through this exchange, was already moving off up the corridor again.
 

 
  “Who exactly
  
   is
  
  she?” Toby asked, after Jenny had vanished up the darkened corridor behind.
 

 
  “Jenny Everywhere is less a who than a what,” Vesk replied without turning or slowing. “I don’t say that to be disparaging! Seriously, she’s one of my favorite people. A good assistant, a magnificent living plot device, and pretty good company to boot. But she’s also not a person in the same sense that you are, or that I am, which of course are two very different senses. After we got rid of the Infinite Order—well, most of them—naturally one of the first things I did was start to root around in their archives, checking out all the literature they’d recorded, and…there she was. A specter haunting a
  
   surprisingly
  
  diverse set of stories.”
 

 
  “So, she’s an Elder God creation,” Trissiny said grimly.
 

 
  “Older,” said Vesk. “Altogether less sinister, and never terribly interesting to them. That’s a big part of what made me think she deserved a chance to
  
   be
  
  in the world, after all. But anyway, you wanted doors. Here they are!”
 

 
  The corridor opened onto another grand hall, similar in dimensions to the throne room but longer and better-lit, with apparently modern fairy lamps both affixed to the walls and hanging from the ceiling in large iron chandeliers. A strip of crimson carpet ran down the center of the room, and lining both sides into the distance marched a series of apparently identical structures, each consisting of a square metal doorframe whose opening swirled with pale light, mounted atop a mechanical structure of inscrutable purpose, each with a single glowing Infinite Order control panel affixed to the side of the frame. The only apparent variation in them was that some few seemed to lack power, as they had no light effect in their main portals.
 

 
  Vesk sauntered out into the room, pausing to spread his hands and twirl around before facing them with a wide grin. “Well? What do you think?”
 

 
  “You absolute lunatic,” Gabriel breathed, aghast.
 

 
  “What am I looking at, here?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Doors,” Toby whispered. “There was one in the fabrication plant under Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Doors to
  
   where?”
  
 

 
  “To alternate universes,” Gabriel explained, still staring around in horror. “The Elder Gods used these to spy on other worlds and steal technology from them. That is exactly as dangerous as it sounds, so they destroyed each one after using it. But Heilo, the god who made them, liked to make
  
   extra
  
  ones and hide them away.
  
   These,
  
  his hobby doors, go to universes where the favorite stories of the Elder Gods, mostly fictional realms created on the old world, are real.”
 

 
  Trissiny’s eyes slowly widened as they panned around the room, drinking in the implications. There were dozens of these doors, at least; the hall was long enough that perspective made them hard to count as they marched toward its opposite end. “You absolute
  
   lunatic.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, give me a
  
   little
  
  credit,” Vesk said dismissively.
 

 
  “The
  
   hell
  
  you say!” Gabriel barked.
 

 
  “I haven’t opened any of these,” Vesk continued. “What a disaster that would cause. The really
  
   good
  
  ones I haven’t even powered on to look through; way too risky, even for my blood. There are things in the Cosmere that would
  
   notice
  
  if they were being watched, some of which might be able to pry a gateway open from the other side. I certainly don’t want crazy nonsense like Comstock tears or the Subtle Knife ripping holes in
  
   our
  
  reality. No, don’t worry. While I’ll admit to some personal interest in watching worlds of story, I’ve been collecting these largely to make sure they were secreted away where nobody would
  
   ever
  
  find and open them. It’s not impossible that some are still out there, truly forgotten, but of every door whose existence I was able to find recorded, I have all but one. And the last is…fairly safe, for the moment, now that Fabrication Plant One is buried again and its Avatar on total lockdown.”
 

 
  “Then what’s the point?” Toby exclaimed. “Why not just destroy them?”
 

 
  “As a reminder.” Slowly, Vesk turned around again, but this time without showmanship, simply shuffling in a circle to sweep his gaze across his collection of dimensional gates. “As a warning. Because I
  
   hate
  
  them.” He came to a stop in profile to the paladins, glaring at one gate in particular with every evidence of deeply felt loathing. “Because
  
   I. Hate. These. Stories.”
  
 

 
  
  
  They kept silent, just watching him. Vesk made himself easy to take for granted, with all his nonsense, but in his expression of real anger there came the mute reminder that he was, after all, a god. A being whose presence was inherently alarming when he was in this kind of mood.
 

 
  “Do you have any idea how long people have lived on this planet?” he asked almost plaintively. “We can’t say for certain, because the ascension cycles aren’t exactly the same length every time. They’re all similar, though, within a margin of error. It’s been eight thousand years since the last; that’s roughly the period. There were
  
   three
  
  ascension cycles during the Infinite Order’s right. That rounds to about twenty-four thousand years.
  
   Twenty-four thousand.
  
  Can you even imagine such a period of time? Your own history barely reaches
  
   eight—
  
  and that’s more than twice as much recorded human history as there was
  
   in total
  
  when the I.O. originally left Old Earth. Twenty! Four! Thousand! Years! And do you know what we have to show for it?”
 

 
  He whirled back to face them, flinging his arms wide to encompass the row of gateways. His expression now looked positively anguished.
 

 
  
   “This shit right here!
  
  One teeny-tiny little slice of fiction, from just a couple of incestuously intertwined genres, produced over a period of a
  
   few decades
  
  on a world none of us will ever see, by a culture that’s been extinct longer than any of us even have a mental frame of reference to imagine. And this,
  
   this
  
  was what they did, for
  
   twenty-four millennia!
  
  I hate these stories
  
   so. Fucking. Much.”
  
 

 
  “…they’re that bad, huh,” Gabriel prompted warily. Trissiny stomped on his foot.
 

 
  “They’re not even bad,” Vesk answered, suddenly sounding exhausted. “Well, on a case by case basis. Some are truly exquisite. That last gate that I haven’t collected leads to such a clusterfuck of narrative incompetence I can’t even… Well, that was Scyllith’s personal favorite, if that tells you anything. No, it’s not the quality of them; that’s not the point. It’s what it
  
   means
  
  when a mere handful of stories are canonized into some sort of sick, pointless dogma.
 

 
  “Twenty-four thousand years,” he repeated mournfully, “and these are the only stories recorded, the few from before that time. Twenty-four thousand years! All those
  
   stories!”
  
  Vesk’s voice rose in a pitch of agony; he squeezed his eyes shut and actually ripped off his floppy hat, hurling it away in agitation.
  
   “Gone!
  
  The hopes, the dreams and ambitions, of
  
   countless
  
  generations. Who were their heroes? What were their values? What tales comforted them in their oppression? What
  
   music
  
  did they create, what art?
  
   We will never know,
  
  because the Infinite
  
   fucking
  
  Order only wanted to hear their same few stories over and over again!
 

 
  “When I was a mortal, I got to see a play put on. Oh, they called it a play; it was a re-enactment of the Lord of the Rings. The
  
   entire goddamned thing,
  
  put on to
  
   scale!
  
  The players, all those thousands of them, were the result of
  
   generations
  
  of genetic manipulation and selective breeding, all taking place over centuries to produce the requisite stock for
  
   one ridiculous play.
  
  They raised an island chain out of what’s now the Grand Mere to re-create Middle Earth. And then, when it was over, the fuckers ritually executed the entire cast and
  
   sunk
  
  the bastard right back to the bottom of the sea. Saints and archons above, the luckiest person involved in that was Tolkien himself for being
  
   dead
  
  so long before it ever happened. The sheer horror of it probably would have killed him! And that wasn’t even the
  
   first
  
  time.” He started pacing up and down in mounting fury, and the three paladins slowly edged back into the doorway. “Do you know why orcs exist as a race on this world? For
  
   another
  
  fucking production like that! Scyllith wanted to see a scale recreation of the Reign of Chaos saga and Meynherem wanted… I don’t even know what the hell he wanted from her, and it’s not like it matters at this point. At least they weren’t so successful at eliminating all the players that time. Because those damn omnipotent creeps just couldn’t let go of their fucking bedtime stories from eons ago!”
 

 
  Vesk stopped pacing, and drew in a breath as if to calm himself. To judge by the force with which he blew it back out again, it didn’t work.
 

 
  “That was the Infinite Order for you. Everything was impossibly grandiose in scale and most of it in service to the most
  
   ridiculous bullshit
  
  imaginable. And let’s be honest, stuff like that was
  
   far
  
  from the worst they did. But it’s what sticks most in my mind, because for all their flaws, that was the one fixation that I think reveals the most about what went wrong with the Elder Gods.”
 

 
  He paused again, and heaved another deep breath.
 

 
  “And what’s so close to going wrong with us.”
 

 
  The three of them exchanged a few wary looks.
 

 
  “Uh,” Gabriel said very carefully, “are you…”
 

 
  
   “No,
  
  I’m not going to stage a play with thousands of custom-bred expendable extras,” Vesk said irritably. “Even if you think I
  
   would
  
  do such an asshat thing—and after the ringer I’ve put you though, I won’t take that personally—there’s no audience or infrastructure for such nonsense now, thankfully. Avei would wear my ass for a boot if I even suggested it, and more power to her. It’s just… Well, let me back up.”
 

 
  He began pacing again, though this time his expression was introspective.
 

 
  “Before they designed what we now think of as godhood, the Infinite Order lost a few people to their earliest ascension process. Which, ironically, was the
  
   best
  
  one. Oh, they weren’t accidents and they didn’t kill anybody; they just discovered that a being which has transcended all physical boundaries is left with a completely different set of motivations than those they started with, which it seems don’t included faffing around to do mad science or rule planets. They managed some brief communications with the very first ascended before they just…lost interest. Floated off to explore the universe. Hell, who wouldn’t? So, given what they were trying to do and what their own prejudices were, the I.O. redesigned their method to apply
  
   limitations.
  
  To impose structures on future ascended and make sure they would retain the same basic personalities and motivations as they had in life. Ironically, it was a variation of the same change we later used to kill the bastards off, which tells you something about how smart a thing it was to do in the first place.”
 

 
  “Gods,” Trissiny whispered. In context, that could have been taken a number of different ways, but Vesk just nodded at her in understanding.
 

 
  “And that’s it, at the heart of the matter,” Vesk said quietly. “The unwillingness to change became the
  
   inability
  
  to change. I complain about stories, about how a few introverted scientists wouldn’t let go of the old tales that brought them comfort in their youth even after they came to enormous power. But in the end…that’s everything. They would not
  
   let go.
  
  Couldn’t move on. They were prisoners of their own ideas. And we gods, today, are likewise chained.”
 

 
  He stopped in his pacing, turning to them, and shrugged. “That’s the first part of the answers I promised you. I’m not honestly sure how much you can do with all that, but thanks for listening to me vent. What
  
   you
  
  care about, of course, is the world now and how all this affects your lives directly. So keeping in mind that gods are, by their very nature, constrained… Don’cha just love Archpope Justinian?”
 

 
  They blinked at him vacantly in the silence which followed. Vesk just regarded them with a beaming smile.
 

 
  “Gwha?” Gabriel burbled at last.
 

 
  “Great guy, Justinian,” Vesk continued idly. “A real stand-up fellow. Why, I can’t think of a single thing about him that I would change! He’s just…perfect. And that…seems a little odd, y’know? I have never in all my long existence felt uncritically positive about anything or anyone. But hey, I’m sure it’s fine! Cos, y’see, when I stop and think about Justinian himself I’m just
  
   sure
  
  it’s nothing, because he’s such a great Archpope.”
 

 
  “…oh, holy shit,” Trissiny whispered. “He
  
   didn’t.”
  
 

 
  “Of course he did,” Toby grated. “He
  
   would.”
  
 

 
  “But
  
   how?”
  
  Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “Someone was in that facility,” Trissiny said slowly, “just a few years before us. There’s no reason to go in there unless…you want to mess around with the machinery that created the gods.”
 

 
  Toby held up the key again. “And now…there’s a record of what happened.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Vesk said laconically. “That’s a real useful key for that reason alone. But you’ll be happy to know I didn’t risk your lives
  
   just
  
  for that. Let me pitch a scenario for you guys, the backdrop of a potentially rollicking good story. Let’s say, on one hand, you’ve got three classic young heroes. Brave, selfless, just flawed enough to be interesting, and so on. Chosen by the very gods and living in a time when great things are set in motion. An oncoming great doom, so to speak. It’s all very prototypical, see what I mean?”
 

 
  “Right, right, you’ve made your point,” Gabriel said impatiently.
 

 
  “But!” Vesk held up one finger. “On the
  
   other
  
  hand. Say you’ve got a man with a mysterious past, who had stumbled upon a great injustice. A lie and an abuse of power, woven into the very fabric of creation itself—into the very natures of the gods. Suppose this man sets out to correct that abuse by any means necessary, and the path on which it takes him will test his conviction to its very limits, force him into compromises and painful actions that teeter on the very brink of villainy.”
 

 
  Trissiny narrowed her eyes. “You’re not saying—”
 

 
  “I’m not done,” Vesk interrupted. “All that’s just backdrop: here is the important question. In this hypothetical story I’m describing, of those two options,
  
   which is the protagonist?”
  
 

 
  Toby frowned at him, then turned to the others. “…I don’t get it.”
 

 
  “He’s a god,” Gabriel said quietly, still staring at Vesk. “He’s constrained by his nature. He is, specifically, the god of
  
   stories.”
  
 

 
  “And so,” Trissiny whispered, “it matters
  
   very much
  
  to him who is the protagonist in whatever story is unfolding. Because he can’t root for the villain. Can you?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’ve rooted for a lot of villains over the years,” Vesk said with a sigh. “Just…no antagonists. Ask Teal to explain the difference if it’s unclear; she may as well make herself useful for
  
   something.
  
  You get it, though, Trissiny. I sent you three on the classic hero’s journey. You have faced challenge after challenge, each of which taught you a ham-fisted lesson. You’ve rescued a princess…well, after a fashion…scaled a tower of trials, hobnobbed with scurrilous underworld types who turned out to have hearts of gold, confronted the very face of evil itself… And at the end, you descended deep into the darkness, into the lair of the monster, only to find that the true monsters were lurking within your own hearts.”
 

 
  Gabriel lowered his eyes; Toby’s fists clenched at his sides.
 

 
  After a moment’s pause, Trissiny wrapped one arm around each of them and pulled both boys against her sides, squeezing reassuringly.
 

 
  “These things may seem arbitrary and frankly pointless to
  
   you,”
  
  Vesk said solemnly. “But to me? They describe the very shape of reality. The three of you had the potential to be protagonists, but hell, so does your entire social circle. I made you
  
   heroes.
  
  In a very specific and arbitrary way, yes. But for my purposes, it’s what counts. And for
  
   your
  
  purposes, it means that in the confrontation which is inevitably coming, you may find yourself facing off with someone who has gone to great care to lay his groundwork, and at that crucial moment, thanks to this bullshit quest of mine, will find one specific patch of it missing. And the proof that it matters is that now, when I contemplate the prospect of you kids putting one over on everyone’s favorite Archpope… I can say with all honesty that I’m rooting for you.”
 

 
  “Scyllith said there was a secret,” Toby said, staring intently at him, even as he slipped an arm around Trissiny’s shoulders. “One that the field of divine magic itself would kill anyone who learned it. Something to do with how the gods ascended.”
 

 
  “Obviously, that’s a pointless question, since if there was such a thing I wouldn’t confirm it,” Vesk said, nodding emphatically. “In the purely theoretical instance that some such thing were true, though, I’d advise you to be very careful what you poke your nose into. Your three—well, four, I guess—personal patrons would try to protect you, and there would be
  
   several
  
  among the Pantheon who would bitterly resent such a provision existing and gladly work to thwart it, but…gods are gods. As you’ve just been told in some considerable detail, we can’t always do what we’d want.”
 

 
  “But,” Gabriel said slowly, “some of you try to work around it.”
 

 
  “A person operating under a disadvantage is no less a person,” Vesk said with an amiable shrug, grinning lopsidedly at them. “Sometimes it’s handicap and hardship that does the most to motivate us. In any story, what the hero can’t do is much more interesting than what they can.”
 

 
  Toby held up the key, bouncing it once on his palm and looking over at the other two. Both of them nodded at him. Nodding back, he hefted it and lightly tossed the key to the god of bards, who snagged it deftly out of the air.
 

 
  “Pleasure doin’ business,” Vesk said cheerily. “Now then! We’re not
  
   quite
  
  done here—after all, a good story would be cruelly diminished without a satisfying denouement. I believe I
  
   did
  
  promise to aid you with your scouring of the Shire.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Trissiny said in a dry tone. “And are you going to bother explaining what that means now?”
 

 
  Vesk grinned delightedly, positively bouncing on the balls of his feet in barely-restrained excitement. “Oh, trust me, Trissiny. I think you will
  
   like
  
  this.”
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  On a typically overcast, slightly muggy summer day in Tiraas, Basra Syrinx returned to her office to find it gone.
 

 
  She came to a stop in what appeared to be an empty stretch of hallway in the Temple of Avei, revealing confusion only by looking deliberately up and down. No one was visible nearby; the only noises were from the other end of the hall, where it terminated at a balcony overlooking a sizable atrium not far from the main sanctuary. Most significantly, the door to her office was not where it always was. Nothing but plain wall.
 

 
  Her expression finally shifted from its usual placid mask to vague annoyance.
 

 
  Syrinx reached up to run her hand along the wall, then grunted deep in her throat and nodded, finding the frame of the door with her fingers. Slowly she ran her hand along the invisible shape to the latch, which she turned. It was not locked or tampered with and shifted as smoothly in her hand as always, but she did not push it open or step in yet. Instead the Bishop resumed her tactile exploration, dragging her fingertips up the doorframe and along the top.
 

 
  She disturbed some kind of crunchy dust sprinkled along the top of the door frame. No—not dust. Crushed dried leaves.
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Syrinx muttered aloud, gripping the golden hilt of her sword with her other hand and continuing to sweep the dust away. Then suddenly, with a soft gasp, she jerked her fingers back, shaking her hand. There was no mark of any kind on her forefinger, but that had sure
  
   felt
  
  like—
 

 
  She retreated one step and ignited her aura, flooding the hallway with radiant divine magic.
 

 
  Immediately the illusion collapsed, the crumbled leaves atop the door frame evaporating into oily smoke, and the tiny elemental perched on the center chattered angrily at her in protest.
 

 
  “I
  
   thought
  
  this was an extraordinary effort for a novice prank,” Syrinx said wryly. “Mousie, isn’t it? You’re not the only one who’s bitten off more than they can chew today. Your little buddy Herschel is going to be up way past his bedtime if he means to start trouble with me.”
 

 
  Meesie hissed at her, puffing up her fur.
 

 
  Not for nothing was Basra Syrinx an admired blademaster; her sword cleared its sheath faster than most human beings could have visually followed, much less countered, and she swept the blade in a precise arc that would have struck down even that tiny target—had Meesie not been other than human.
 

 
  Meesie vanished in a puff of sparks as the sword’s tip slashed expertly through her space. Those sparks, instead of dissipating in the air, streamed away down the hall, where they coalesced again into the ratlike shape of the elemental, now perched on the shoulder of Herschel Schwartz, who had been standing there the whole time—not invisible, but simply not catching anyone’s notice until his familiar drew attention to his presence.
 

 
  “I had honestly given up, boy,” Syrinx said mildly, sheathing her sword. “It’s been, what? A year? And you’re only
  
   now
  
  getting shirty with me. Please tell me you’ve spent all this time making actual preparations and not simply screwing up your courage. Unless your whole plan is to disappoint me one last time.”
 

 
  “You know, Basra, that’s your problem in a nutshell. You always go
  
   right
  
  for the throat. Maybe you should relax, learn to play around a bit. Have some fun with life.” Schwartz’s tone was light, deliberately so. It contrasted with the rest of him—stiff as a flagstaff, shoulders gathered in tension, fists clenched and eyes glaring. Meesie hissed again, tiny flickers of fire racing along her fur.
 

 
  “This isn’t a chapbook and you’re not a hero,” she said flatly. “You don’t stand there and
  
   banter
  
  at me. If the next thing out of your mouth is a suitably groveling apology, I will give real thought to not taking a complaint directly to Bishop Throale and having you reassigned to a two-man research temple in Upper Stalwar.”
 

 
  In answer, he grabbed Meesie and tossed her forward. The elemental landed on the floor halfway between them and suddenly took up much of the hall space, in a leonine form almost the size of a pony. She had, at least, enough restraint not to roar and bring every Legionnaire in the temple running, but bared her teeth at Syrinx and growled. Loudly.
 

 
  Unfazed by this display, Basra narrowed her eyes, then flicked a glance at the recently-disguised door of her office before returning her focus to Schwartz, ignoring the hulking fire elemental entirely.
 

 
  “No,” she murmured. “You wouldn’t
  
   dare
  
  attack me openly—and especially not
  
   here.
  
  You have far too much intelligence and not nearly enough balls. What are you trying to distract me from, clever boy?”
 

 
  He’d been prepped for this, but Schwartz was no schemer or politician. He hesitated for a moment, betraying uncertainty, before jutting out his chin and forcing a facsimile of a cocky grin. “Oh, is that what I’m doing? Interesting theory. How willing are you to test it?”
 

 
  The dramatic effect, such as it was, suffered greatly from Meesie’s sudden reversal to her normal form. It had been much less than a minute; the divine magic saturating the temple put her at a serious disadvantage. Which, of course, underscored the Bishop’s point.
 

 
  Syrinx quirked one eyebrow infinitesimally, then turned and strode away toward the stairs down to the atrium.
 

 
  “Hey!” Schwartz shouted at her. “Are you
  
   that
  
  willing to bet I won’t just shoot you in the back?”
 

 
  She didn’t bother to inform him that people who actually
  
   did
  
  things like that rarely gave warning, but she did activate a divine shield. It was a low-energy glow hugging her skin, well below the power of a typical combat shield, but it would conserve her magic and almost certainly suffice for any fae spells done at her, especially in the temple.
 

 
  Syrinx arrived on the balcony just in time to spot her own aide being escorted through a door on the ground floor below. This wing of the temple, just behind the sanctuary, was mostly offices; that one was behind thick walls with just the one door positioned to provide space for guards to defend it, and used primarily for debriefings and interrogations of a relatively polite nature. Flight or fight risks would be detained in the cells in one of the basement levels. Those loyal to the Sisterhood who had something sensitive to reveal were handled here, where there was ready access to the temple’s main entrance and the medical wing.
 

 
  
   “Covrin!”
  
  the Bishop snapped, her voice echoing through the columned atrium. All those present, which consisted of the Legionnaires escorting Jenell Covrin and a couple of passing priestesses, turned and craned their necks up at her.
 

 
  Covrin met Syrinx’s eyes across the distance.
 

 
  Then, she smiled. A cold, cruel smile, befitting Basra Syrinx herself—and the girl Jenell Covrin used to be before her “mentor” had (as she thought) beaten her into submission. Not acknowledging the Bishop further, she turned and strode through the door, which the nearest Legionnaire shut firmly behind her.
 

 
  It was at that moment Syrinx registered that she was looking at Squad 391. Principia Locke turned from closing the door to give her the blandest, most placid smile she had ever seen.
 

 
  The Bishop turned and stalked for the stairs, immediately finding her way blocked.
 

 
  “Good afternoon, your Grace,” the dark-skinned young man before her said politely. “I wonder if I could have a moment of your time.”
 

 
  She held onto her professional poise by a thread. “I’m sorry, I don’t have time at the moment. Excuse me.”
 

 
  Syrinx moved to step around him, and he smoothly flowed aside to block her. Grunting in annoyance, she reached to shove him aside, and her hand impacted a hard surface which rippled with golden light, the shield dissipating immediately in a display of very fine control for a caster so young.
 

 
  “I’m afraid I must insist,” he said, still in a courteous tone.
 

 
  “Boy,” she grated, “do you have
  
   any
  
  idea—”
 

 
  “I have many ideas,” he interrupted. “I’m Tobias Caine, and I require your attention for a moment, Bishop Syrinx.”
 

 
  Basra went stock still, staring into his eyes. He gazed placidly back, awaiting her response, but she wasn’t really looking at him. Variables in this equation began to slot into place in her mind.
 

 
  “I don’t have time for this,” Syrinx said curtly, and barreled right into him, flashing her own shield into place.
 

 
  Toby was a martial artist and too deft on his feet to be so easily bowled down the stairs, retreating with far more grace than most would have managed in that situation, but the bubble of hard light surrounding her prevented him from making the best use of his skills, most of which relied on having something to grip in order to redirect her movements. He wasn’t without his own brute force methods, however, and before she’d made it two steps he conjured a staff of pure light.
 

 
  Just like that, her divine shield wasn’t doing her much good, as Toby used his staff skillfully to poke, bat, and shove her backward, as if he were blocking a rolling boulder. This stalemate did not favor Basra; he was physically stronger than she and had vastly greater mana reserves; both staff and shield flickered whenever they impacted, but hers would break long before his.
 

 
  “I realize you are impatient with this,” he said with infuriating calm while thwarting her efforts to descend as if this were all some sort of game. “But you need to think of your own spiritual health, Bishop Syrinx. Whatever happens next, the manner in which you face it will do a great deal to determine the outcome. Redemption is always—”
 

 
  Basra abruptly dropped her shield and whipped her sword out, lunging at him.
 

 
  As anticipated, instinct made him abandon his improvised jabbing and fall into a Sun Style defensive stance, which should have put her at a considerable disadvantage; his staff had much greater range than her short sword and her position on the stairs made it all but impossible to duck under it. That, however, was not her intent. Basra had trained against Sun Style grandmasters, which Toby Caine, for all his skill, was not yet. It took her three moves to position him, feint him into committing to a block for an attack from the right which never came, and then turn the other way and vault over the rail.
 

 
  She had only been a few feet down the stairs; it was a drop of nearly a full story. Basra had done worse, and rolled deftly on landing with her sword arm held out to the side, coming to her feet barely two yards from Squad 391.
 

 
  All six women were standing at attention, unimpressed by this. Locke, Shahai, and Avelea had composed features as usual, but the other three looked far too gleeful. Elwick, in particular, Syrinx knew to be more than capable of hiding her emotions. The fierce expression on her face boded ill.
 

 
  “Step aside, soldiers. That is an order.”
 

 
  “Mmmm,” Lieutenant Locke drawled. “Nnno, I don’t believe I will. Why? You think you’re gonna
  
   do
  
  something about it, Basra?”
 

 
  
   “Lieutenant!”
  
  one of the two priestesses who had paused to watch the drama burst out, clearly aghast. “You are addressing the
  
   Bishop!”
  
 

 
  “Am I?” Locke said pleasantly. “Well, if she still is in an hour, I guess I’ll owe her an apology. You just hold your horses, Bas. Private Covrin has a lot to go over.” She deliberately allowed a predatory, distinctly Eserite grin to begin blossoming on her features. “With the High Commander.”
 

 
  Toby had reached the base of the stairs. Above, Schwartz arrived at the balcony rail and hopped up onto it, his robes beginning to rustle as he summoned some air-based magic. A subtle glow rose around Corporal Shahai.
 

 
  Then another such glow, weaker but unmistakable, ignited around
  
   Locke.
  
  The elf’s grin broadened unpleasantly.
 

 
  “Your Grace?” asked the second priestess uncertainly, glancing about at all this.
 

 
  Basra Syrinx turned and fled.
 

 
  Toby moved to intercept her, but Syrinx grabbed the shorter priestess by the collar of her robes in passing and hurled the squawking woman straight into him. Schwartz didn’t make it to the ground that quickly and Locke’s squad made no move to pursue, simply holding position in front of the office door. She made it to the atrium’s main entrance with no further opposition, bursting past two surprised Legionnaires standing guard on the other side.
 

 
  Behind her, the office door opened, and it wasn’t Covrin or Rouvad who emerged to pursue her.
 

 
  The main sanctuary of the Temple of Avei was crowded at that time of early afternoon, which meant there was an unfortunately large audience of petitioners from all over the Empire and beyond present to see their Bishop come streaking out of a rear door at a near run. This escalated into an actual run when she heard the pounding of booted feet behind her.
 

 
  “You!” Basra barked at another pair of startled soldiers as she passed, flinging a hand out behind her. “Detain them!”
 

 
  “Your Grace?” one said uncertainly, and had Basra been in less of a hurry she would have stopped to take the woman’s head off. Figuratively. Probably.
 

 
  
   “BASRA SYRINX.”
  
 

 
  At
  
   that
  
  voice, in spite of herself, Basra turned, skidding to a graceful halt.
 

 
  Trissiny Avelea wasn’t running, but stalked toward her past Legionnaires who made no move to intercept her as ordered—unsurprisingly. The paladin and Bishop weren’t in the same chain of command, but the rank-and-file of the Legions would have an obvious preference if their orders contradicted each other. Trissiny was in full armor, fully aglow, and golden wings spread from behind her to practically fill the temple space. Gasps and exclamations of awe rose from all around, but the paladin gave them no acknowledgment, eyes fixed on Basra.
 

 
  The Bishop inwardly cursed the learned political instincts which had overwhelmed innate survival instincts; she should not have stopped. As tended to happen when she was confronted with an overwhelming problem, her entire focus narrowed till the world seemed to fall away, and she perceived nothing but the oncoming paladin.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” she said aloud. “You’ve clearly been listening—”
 

 
  Those wings of light pumped once, and Trissiny lunged at her with astonishing speed, sword first.
 

 
  Basra reflexively brought up her own weapon to parry, a divine shield snapping into place around her, and then two very surprising things happened.
 

 
  First, Trissiny beat her wings again—how were those things
  
   functional?
  
  They weren’t supposed to be solid!—and came to a halt.
 

 
  Second, Basra’s shield was snuffed out, untouched. Frantically, she reached inward for the magic, and it simply wasn’t there anymore.
 

 
  Tiraas was no stranger to storms, but the clap of thunder which resounded right overhead was far greater in power than the light drizzle outside made believable.
 

 
  “I
  
   actually
  
  thought you were too clever to fall for that,” Trissiny said, and despite the continuing presence of her wings, it was as if the avenging paladin had melted away to leave a smirking Guild enforcer in silver armor. “You just tried to call on the goddess’s magic right in front of a Hand of Avei who
  
   knows what you did.
  
  Congratulations, Basra, you’ve excommunicated yourself.”
 

 
  Amid the crowd, more figures were emerging from that door at the back of the sanctuary. The Hand of Omnu, Schwartz… And all of Squad 391. With
  
   Covrin.
  
 

 
  Of course. Obviously, Commander Rouvad wouldn’t go to a debriefing room for such an interview, not when she had a highly secure office to which she summoned people regularly. This entire thing… Syrinx realized, belatedly, how she had been baited and conned.
 

 
  She filed away the surge of livid rage to be expressed later, when she had the opportunity to actually hurt someone. For now, once again she turned and bolted toward the front doors of the temple, past the countless witnesses to her disgrace.
 

 
  The lack of any sounds of pursuit behind her began to make sense when she burst out onto the portico of the temple and had to stop again.
 

 
  Another crowd was gathered in Imperial Square; while the figure waiting for her at the base of the steps necessarily commanded widespread attention, he also discouraged people from approaching too closely. At least the onlookers were keeping a respectful few yards back. Including a handful of Imperial military police who had probably arrived to try to disperse the crowd but also got caught up gawking at the Hand of Death.
 

 
  Gabriel Arquin sat astride his fiery-eyed horse, who pawed at the paving stones with one invisible hoof and snorted a cloud of steam. His scythe dangled almost carelessly from his hand, its wicked blade’s tip resting against the ground. Hairline cracks spread through the stone from the point where it touched.
 

 
  “There is a progression,” Arquin said aloud, his voice ringing above the murmurs of the crowd, “which people need to learn to respect. When you are asked by the Hand of Omnu to repent, you had better do it. Refuse, and you will be ordered by the Hand of Avei to stand down. That was your last chance, Basra Syrinx. Beyond the sword of Avei, there is only death.”
 

 
  The crowd muttered more loudly, beginning to roil backward away from the temple. Nervous Silver Legionnaires covering its entrance clutched their weapons, bracing for whatever was about to unfold.
 

 
  Behind Basra, Trissiny and Toby emerged from the doors.
 

 
  Syrinx lunged forward, making it to the base of the stairs in a single leap. Immediately, Arquin wheeled his horse around to block her way, lifting his murderous-looking scythe to a ready position. Even disregarding the reach of that thing, it was painfully obvious she was not about to outrun or outmaneuver that horse.
  
   Any
  
  horse, but this one in particular looked unnaturally nimble.
 

 
  She pivoted in a helpless circle, looking for a way out. The crowd was practically a wall; behind was the Temple, once a sanctuary and now a place she didn’t dare turn. Trissiny and Toby had spread to descend the steps with a few yards between them. One pace at a time, the noose closed in on Syrinx, the space between the paladins narrowing as the Hands of Avei and Omnu herded her toward the Hand of Vidius, and inexorable death.
 

 
  Basra had spent too long as a cleric and politician to miss the deliberate symbolism. She could choose which to face: justice, death, or life. Tobias Caine was even gazing at her with a face so full of compassion she wanted to punch it.
 

 
  She didn’t, though. Instead, Basra turned toward him, schooling her own features into what she hoped was a defeated expression—based on the way people’s faces looked in her presence from time to time, as it was one she’d never had occasion to wear herself. She let the dangling sword drop from her fingers, feeling but suppressing a spike of fury at the loss when the expensive golden eagle-wrought hilt impacted the pavement. Just one more expense to add to the tally of what the world owed her. Ah, well. After today, carrying around a piece of Avenist symbolism probably wouldn’t have worked, anyway.
 

 
  Syrinx let Toby get within a few feet before bursting into motion.
 

 
  His own instincts were well-trained, and though he still wasn’t a grandmaster, Basra’s martial skill heavily emphasized the sword. In a prolonged hand-to-hand fight, she might not have proved a match for Toby’s skill—and definitely not now that only one of them had magic to call on.
 

 
  That dilemma was resolved, as so many were, by not fighting fair.
 

 
  It took her a span of two seconds to exchange a flurry of blows, carefully not committing to a close enough attack to let him grab her as Sun Style warriors always did, all to position herself just outside the circle the three paladins had formed and push Toby into a reflexive pattern she could anticipate and exploit. Arquin was momentarily confused, unable to swing his great clumsy weapon into the fray with his friends that close or exploit the speed of his mount, but Trissiny—also a highly trained fighter—was already moving around Toby to flank Basra from the other side.
 

 
  So she finally made the “mistake” that brought her within range of Toby’s grab, and allowed him to seize her by the shoulder and upper arm. And with his hands thus occupied, Basra flicked the stiletto from her sleeve into her palm and raked it across his belly.
 

 
  Almost disappointing, she thought, how fragile a paladin was. Hurling him bodily into Trissiny was pathetically easy at that point, and in the ensuing confusion of shouts which followed, she dove into the crowd, instantly putting herself beyond the reach of Arquin, unless he wanted to trample a whole lot of bystanders, to say nothing of what that scythe would do to them. He probably didn’t. Even as the helpless sheep failed to do anything to stop her in their witless panic, paladins always had to take the high road.
 

 
  Basra shoved through the throng in seconds, pelting right toward the only possible sanctuary that still awaited her: the Grand Cathedral of the Universal Church.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “Toby!”
  
  Trissiny lowered him gently to the pavement; he was bent over, clutching his midsection, from which blood had already spread through his shirt and was dripping to the ground at an alarming rate.
 

 
  “No light!” Toby managed to gasp as Gabriel hurled himself to the ground beside him. “Not even an aura!”
 

 
  “He’s right, stomach wounds are amazingly delicate,” Trissiny said helplessly, finishing easing Toby down so he could sit upright. “It may need a surgeon, if you accidentally heal something in the wrong place…
  
   We need healers here!”
  
  she bellowed.
 

 
  “Keep to the plan,” Toby grunted around the pain, managing to nod to her.
 

 
  “I can’t—”
 

 
  “You do your job, soldier,” he rasped, managing a weak grin. “After her! Triss, we’re surrounded by temples and gut wounds take a long time to do anything. I’ll be fine. Get moving.”
 

 
  She hesitated a moment, squeezing his shoulder.
 

 
  “He’s right,” Gabriel agreed, taking up her position to hold Toby upright. “Go, Trissiny!”
 

 
  “I’ll be back,” she said, and released him, rising and plunging into the crowd after Syrinx.
 

 
  Help really did come quickly. Barely had Trissiny gone before the Imperial police were enforcing a perimeter around the paladins, and a priestess of Avei had dashed up to them. She knelt and gently but insistently lowered Toby to lie on his back, whipping out a belt knife to cut away his shirt so she could see the wound.
 

 
  “Seems so excessive,” Toby grunted to Gabriel, who knelt there clutching his hand. “Coulda spared a lot of trouble if we’d just told her the plan was to let her get into the Cathedral…”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” Gabe said reasonably, his light tone at odds with his white-knuckled grip on Toby’s hand, “but then she wouldn’ta done it.”
 

 
  “Oh, right. Inconvenient.”
 

 
  “You need to
  
   hush,”
  
  the priestess said in exasperation, her hands beginning to glow as she lowered them to the wound. “And try to hold still, this will hurt.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Trissiny managed to moderate her pace to an aggressive stride as she crossed the threshold into holy ground. The two Holy Legionaries flanking the door turned to her, but she surged past them without even so much as a sneer for their preposterously ornate armor.
 

 
  The timing of all this had been very deliberate. A prayer service was in session—not a major one, so the great sanctuary was not crowded, but people were present. Most significantly, the Archpope himself stood at the pulpit, presiding. Justinian liked to stay in touch with the common people, more so than did many of his predecessors, and thus could often be found holding public appearances such as these rather than delegating them to priests. A mid-week afternoon service just didn’t command much draw, however, and the room was filled to barely a tenth of its capacity.
 

 
  At the moment, nobody was getting any praying done, by the looks of things. Basra Syrinx was no longer in evidence, but her recent passage was obvious, thanks to all the confused muttering and peering around. At the head of the sanctuary, the Archpope himself was half-turned, regarding one of the rear doors into the Cathedral complex with a puzzled frown.
 

 
  The ambient noise increased considerably when the Hand of Avei strode down the central aisle, sword in hand, the side of her silver armor splashed with blood.
 

 
  “General Avelea,” Justinian said, turning to face her with a deep, respectful nod. “I gather you can shed some light on these events?”
 

 
  “Where is Basra Syrinx?” she demanded, coming to a stop even with the front row of pews. It was downright crowded up here, most of the parishoners present desiring to be as near the Archpope as possible. The first two rows were entirely filled, with people who came from the world over, to judge by their varied styles of attire. Just to Trissiny’s left were three Omnist nuns wearing the heavy cowled habits of the Order of the Hedge, a tiny sect which had no presence in the Empire.
 

 
  “You just missed her,” Justinian replied. For whatever reason, he continued projecting in exactly the tone he used for conducting worship. As did she, making their conversation clearly audible to the room. “She passed through here in apparent panic, demanded sanctuary, and retreated within. Toward her office, I presume. What has happened?”
 

 
  “Syrinx will be removed from her office as Bishop the
  
   moment
  
  the formalities can be observed,” Trissiny replied, her voice ringing over the astonished murmurs all around. “She has been cast out of the faith by Avei herself as a betrayer, abuser of the trust of her position, and
  
   rapist.
  
  Moments ago she compounded her crimes by mortally assaulting the Hand of Omnu. I demand that she be handed over to face justice!”
 

 
  The muttering rose almost to the level of outcry before Justinian raised both his hands in a placating gesture. Slowly, the crowd began to subside.
 

 
  “I dearly hope Mr. Caine is being tended to?” the Archpope said with a worried frown.
 

 
  Trissiny nodded once. “He isn’t so fragile, and healers were at hand.”
 

 
  “That is a great relief.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said impatiently, “and so will be his attacker’s prosecution. Will you have your Legionaries produce her, your Holiness, or shall I retrieve her myself?”
 

 
  “Justice,” he intoned, “as you know better than most, is not a thing which yields to demands. These are serious allegations, Trissiny. Gravely serious. This situation must be addressed calmly, rationally, and with
  
   full
  
  observance of all necessary formalities. Frustrating as these things are, they exist for excellent reasons. We cannot claim to dispense true justice unless it is done
  
   properly.”
  
 

 
  “Please do not lecture me about the core of Avei’s faith, your Holiness,” Trissiny retorted in an openly biting tone, prompting another rash of muttering. “Justice is Avei’s province. Not yours.”
 

 
  “And yet,” he said calmly, “Basra Syrinx has claimed the sanctuary of this church. I cannot in conscience fail to respect that, on the strength of mere allegation. Even from a person of your own prestige, General Avelea.”
 

 
  “Am I to understand,” she said, raising her voice further, “that you are
  
   refusing
  
  to turn over a criminal to Avei’s justice, your Holiness?”
 

 
  “You are to understand the law of sanctuary,” he replied. “It is observed by all faiths within the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, your Holiness.” From the front pew near the Omnist nuns, another figure stood, wearing white robes with a golden ankh tabard. Bishop Darling inclined his head diffidently to the Archpope, but also spoke at a volume which was clearly audible through the sanctuary. “I have, personally, defended and protected Basra Syrinx from the consequences of her actions in the past, in pursuit of what I believed to be the higher good. I know you are aware of at least some of this. To that extent, I may be inadvertently complicit in anything she has done now. But a line has been crossed, your Holiness. If she has so violently erred that her own paladin has come after her in this way, I
  
   strongly
  
  advise against involving the Church in this matter.”
 

 
  “You know the value I place on your council, Antonio,” replied the Archpope. “But I question whether this setting is the appropriate venue in which to discuss matters of this severity and complexity. General Avelea, would you kindly agree to join me in private to continue this conversation?”
 

 
  “Some matters
  
   do
  
  deserve to be discussed in public, your Holiness,” Darling said before she could respond. “I speak in my capacity as Bishop. The Thieves’ Guild stands fully behind Trissiny Avelea in this matter.”
 

 
  The murmuring swelled again, and once more Justinian raised his hands for quiet. As soon as he had achieved it, however, and before he could take advantage, another voice intruded.
 

 
  “I concur.” Bishop Varanus rose from the pew next to Darling, towering half a head over the Eserite and turning his fierce, bearded visage on Trissiny. “Basra Syrinx is a rabid animal, and always have been. We all know this, and as Antonio has said, we all share guilt for whatever she has done. We have all failed to do our duty in getting rid of her, and now we see the consequences. Honor
  
   demands
  
  that this be addressed—now, and not later. In this
  
   one
  
  matter,” he nodded to the paladin, “the Huntsmen of Shaath stand behind Trissiny Avelea.”
 

 
  “The Brethren of Izara stand behind Trissiny Avelea,” said yet another voice before the noise could gather too much, and despite her own diminutive appearance, Branwen Snowe could project her voice easily through the hubbub. “Basra is a deeply troubled person. I would prefer that she be offered some manner of help, if any is indeed possible—but if she has offended so severely that her own cult demands justice, this is clearly a matter of the safety of all around her.”
 

 
  Beside Snowe, an old man with white hair rose slowly from his own seat. Though he looked frail, Sebastian Throale spoke clearly and as powerfully as anyone. “I am only passingly acquainted with Bishop Syrinx and have no personal opinion on this matter. But Trissiny Avelea has personally earned the trust and respect of my own cult—not a small thing, nor easy to do, given the relations we have historically had. If she deems this the right course of action, the Salyrite Collegium stands behind her.”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna lie, I am
  
   astonished
  
  that this is even a question,” piped yet another individual, practically hopping to her feet in the pew behind Throale. Bishop Sally Tavaar, all of twenty-six years old, was widely considered a joke by everyone except her fellow Bishops, all of whom were too theologically educated to be less than wary around a bard who acted the fool. “That woman is a detestable cunt and always has been, and you all know it. It’s about damn
  
   time
  
  somebody did something about it! Only reason nobody has is everyone’s
  
   afraid
  
  of her, and you all know
  
   that,
  
  too. It’s just plain embarrassing that an avenging paladin is what it takes to deal with this. The Bardic College stands the
  
   hell
  
  behind Trissiny Avelea!”
 

 
  “If I may?” Bishop Raskin was actually new to his post and not a widely known face yet, but he made a point of fully bowing to Trissiny. “These events are not a total surprise. The Hand of Avei has worked closely with those of the other Trinity cults, and I had some forewarning that events such as these might transpire. I have the assurance of Lady Gwenfaer herself that we have nothing but the greatest respect for our fellow paladin, and the Order of Vidius stands firmly behind her.”
 

 
  Beside him, a slim woman with graying hair rose and inclined her head solemnly. “My colleague speaks truthfully. Omnu’s faith stands behind Trissiny Avelea.”
 

 
  By that time, stunned silence had descended upon the Cathedral. It was allowed to hang in the air for a moment longer before Justinian spoke.
 

 
  “Anyone else?” he inquired, slowly panning his serene gaze around the room. Trissiny and the assembled Bishops just regarded him in turn, as did the astonished crowd. It was not every cult of the Pantheon, but it was most of the biggest and most influential. More importantly, it included several which agreed about
  
   nothing,
  
  ever. This show of unity without the active encouragement of a sitting Archpope—in fact, in defiance of one—was all but unheard of. It might actually have been the first time a Shaathist Bishop
  
   ever
  
  publicly endorsed a Hand of Avei. Justinian simply continued after a short pause, though. “Very well. I hear and thank you for your counsel, brothers and sisters. Rest assured, your opinions I hold in the utmost regard, and this will weigh heavily on my deliberations on this matter. Those deliberations must occur, however; it is no less than conscience and justice demand. For the moment, sanctuary will be observed.”
 

 
  “Are you actually
  
   serious?”
  
  Trissiny burst out. “You would really—”
 

 
  “Did you believe,” Justinian interrupted, staring evenly down at her from his pulpit, “that aggressive demands and political maneuvering would be enough to eviscerate due process? Is
  
   that
  
  Avei’s justice, Trissiny?”
 

 
  It was probably for the best that she had no opportunity to answer.
 

 
  
   “BASRA!”
  
 

 
  The entire room full of worshipers turned to stare at Jenell Covrin, who came striding down the central aisle in full Legion armor, trailed by Squad 391.
 

 
  “Come out and face
  
   consequences,
  
  Basra!” Covrin roared, stomping right up to stand next to Trissiny. “It’s me, Jenell—your little
  
   pet.
  
  The one you thought a victim!”
 

 
  “Young lady,” Justinian began.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  did this, Basra!” Covrin screamed.
  
   “I’ve
  
  been gathering every secret you tried to bury.
  
   I
  
  brought them to the High Commander!
  
   I BROUGHT YOU DOWN!
  
  You can hide from the paladin, but you can’t hide from the truth.”
 

 
  “Private,” the Archpope said more loudly, “this is not—”
 

 
  
   
    “I DID THIS TO YOU!”
   
  
  
  
  Covrin roared, her voice all but rattling the stained glass. “For everything you did to me,
  
   I WON!
  
  And if you want to try settling it one more time, you’re gonna have to come out and face me. You’ll know how to find me, you bitch! Until then,
  
   I. FUCKING. WIN.”
  
 

 
  “That is enough,” Justinian said flatly. “Sergeant at arms, please escort this young woman from the Cathedral.”
 

 
  “Squad, form up!” Trissiny snapped. Instantly, the six members of Locke’s squad pivoted and snapped into a wedge, blocking off the aisle from the Holy Legionaires who had started toward them from the doors. They very wisely slowed as the Silver Legionnaires formed a menacing phalanx bristling with lances.
 

 
  Four more Legionaries were approaching from the front of the Cathedral, but also did not get far.
 

 
  “Grip! Duster! Ninetails!” Darling barked.
 

 
  Instantly, the three Omnist nuns on the front row surged upright, hurling away their voluminous robes to reveal armed women in scuffed leather. All three Guild enforcers flowed into place in a triangle around Jenell and Trissiny, staring down the heavily armored Legionaries, who also came to a nervous halt.
 

 
  “Come on, Covrin,” Trissiny said quietly. “Nothing else we can do here…for now. We will have to finish this
  
   later.”
  
 

 
  She half-turned to meet Justinian’s eyes.
 

 
  The Archpope nodded to her once, and smiled.
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  Things looked more optimistic back outside. Imperial Square was still riled up, and the re-appearance of the armored and bloodied Hand of Avei with her mixed escort only stirred the pot further. Trissiny and company ignored the increasingly curious crowds, heading straight for the area in front of the Temple of Avei, where a ring of Silver Legionnaires and Imperial troops had appeared. Both parted before Trissiny without argument, as most of the women accompanying her were also in Legion armor, though a few gave sidelong looks at the three Guild enforcers.
 

 
  “Toby,” Trissiny said in relief, immediately striding to his side.
 

 
  He was sitting on the temple steps between Gabriel and a priestess who was in the process of cleaning blood off her hands, a nearby Legionnaire holding a bowl of water for her. Toby looked up and waved at Trissiny, chewing on a bite of the meat pie in his hand. “Triss! Don’t worry, clean bill of health here. How’d it go?”
 

 
  “You do
  
   not
  
  have a clean bill of anything,” the priestess said severely. “Shut mouth, open mouth, insert food! He will be fine, General,” she added in a more moderate tone to Trissiny. “It was
  
   very fortunately
  
  just tissue damage, goddess be thanked. He wouldn’t be up already if I’d needed to stitch any organs. The light can mend flesh, but there is
  
   no
  
  quick cure for blood loss. He is to eat well and
  
   not
  
  exert himself for at least two days.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Sister,” Trissiny said fervently.
 

 
  “I
  
   can
  
  follow directions, you know,” Toby remarked. “Even without Trissiny’s help.”
 

 
  “Then you are a rare jewel among men,” the sister replied sardonically.
 

 
  Gabriel unconvincingly hid a laugh beneath a cough. “Anyway. What’s the news? I don’t see a certain someone in chains…”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, casting a sharp look back at the looming edifice of the Grand Cathedral. “No…and apparently you won’t in the near future. The Archpope
  
   really
  
  dug his heels in to uphold sanctuary for Syrinx. I wasn’t expecting that. And frankly, I don’t know why it was that important to him.”
 

 
  “You have to consider just what kind of creature Syrinx is,” said Principia. Her squad had, without orders, arranged themselves in a loose inner ring inside the existing circle of soldiers, further separating the group from the crowd outside. The three enforcers had inserted themselves in the circle surprisingly seamlessly. “So much of what she’s gotten away with has been due to playing various forces against each other, with the trade-off of having to rein in her behavior—at least in public. Now? Justinian is the
  
   only
  
  one protecting her, which means he can keep her on a much shorter leash. There’s nowhere else for her to turn if he chooses to cut her loose.
  
   And
  
  with the cat out of the bag, she no longer has to hide her ugly streak. Politics aside, he just gained an extremely lethal weapon with its limiters removed. We’d better all expect to see some more considerable damage caused by that woman before someone finally manages to put her down.”
 

 
  “I don’t know what’s been happening here,” the priestess of Avei interjected, frowning, “but that
  
   is
  
  the Bishop of the Sisterhood you’re talking about, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  “Not anymore, she’s not,” Trissiny said sharply.
 

 
  “She’s the one who made that gash you just mended, Sister,” Gabriel added.
 

 
  “Should this conversation perhaps be held in a less public setting?” Corporal Shahai suggested.
 

 
  “The hell with that! At exactly
  
   what
  
  point are you all going to be done covering for that woman?” Covrin snapped, clenching her fists.
 

 
  “Easy,” Trissiny soothed. “Discretion is a good habit to be in, Corporal, but in this case Covrin has an excellent point. This entire debacle has unfolded because so many people were willing to protect Syrinx’s secrets. I don’t propose to indulge her any further.”
 

 
  “What, exactly, did she
  
   do?”
  
  the priestess asked uncertainly.
 

 
  “Exactly the same shit everyone’s
  
   always
  
  known she was up to,” Covrin replied, curling her lip, “but everyone was too chicken to say anything about.”
 

 
  “All relevant details will be public soon enough, Sister, I’ve made sure of that,” Trissiny interrupted before the priestess could call Jenell down for insubordinate conduct. The paladin put herself physically between them, catching Covrin’s eyes. “For now, there’s the question of what
  
   you
  
  want to do next. This kind of thing can mess up a career in the Legions, but I’m sure we can straighten it out.
  
   If
  
  that’s what you want. It’s up to you where you go from here, Covrin. You’ve done more than enough and the Sisterhood has no call to ask you for more. And…I owe you an apology—”
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” Covrin said adamantly, shaking her head. “Is this about you helping get me into the Legions in the first place? Then I have no quarrel with you, General Avelea.
  
   You
  
  didn’t do any of this, and you’re the one who came here to straighten it out as soon as you knew. In the entire damn Sisterhood you and Locke are the
  
   only
  
  people who’ve tried to help me. Thanks for trying, Locke,” she added, turning to Principia. “It wouldn’t have worked, back then, just made me more of a target. But you tried, and I’ll remember that.”
 

 
  Grip and Shahai both turned speculative looks on Principia, who just nodded back to Jenell. “I’d like to think I could’ve helped, but…hell, you may be right.”
 

 
  “Then the choice is yours, Covrin,” said Trissiny. “What is it
  
   you
  
  want to do next?”
 

 
  She hesitated a bare second before squaring her shoulders and answering. “I…want out. I’m so done with this whole cult. Basra was an
  
   open
  
  secret, and it keeps sticking out in my mind that the
  
   only
  
  two people who’ve tried to do anything about her are the only two
  
   Eserites
  
  in the entire Sisterhood. I am done with this bullshit. I quit.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Trissiny said calmly, nodding. “Here’s the problem: I’ve checked, and according to Legion regulations this situation isn’t grounds for an honorable discharge, so—”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   serious?!”
  
  Jenell exploded, clenching her fists again. “After all that—”
 

 
  
   “Kid.”
  
  Grip turned fully around and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let her talk.”
 

 
  Trissiny acknowledged the enforcer only with a fleeting glance. “…so I’m going to have to go in there and spend some time pulling strings and yelling at people. I have never actually tried to circumvent procedures like this before, so I honestly don’t know how long this is going to take. Meanwhile, Covrin, I’m afraid we’ll need to stash you somewhere. Legion SOP would be to detain you while the situation is sorted out, since even acting on my orders you were technically wildly insubordinate to a superior. I’m assuming you would prefer not to spend any time in a cell?”
 

 
  Jenell folded her arms. “You assume right.”
 

 
  “I figured,” Trissiny said with the ghost of a grin. “We did prepare for that, fortunately.”
 

 
  “Very conveniently,” Gabriel piped up, “we are within spitting distance of the central temples of Omnu and Vidius, as well. I’ve had my people on standby to discreetly take in guests. Not that the Omnists wouldn’t be excellent hosts, I’m sure,” he added, lighly patting Toby’s shoulder, “but if there’s a chance of Legionnaires trying to fetch you before Triss can put a stop to it, you want to be among the Vidians. They can smile pleasantly and make Avenists chase their tails basically forever. Ah, no offense to…everyone present, it occurs to me.”
 

 
  “Offended would be if that were untrue,” said the priestess, giving him a sidelong look. “As it is, the reminder is just annoying.”
 

 
  “I
  
   doubt
  
  it’ll come to that,” Principia added to Jenell, “but it hurts nothing to be prepared. Shahai, Avelea—any insight into regulations that would help, here?”
 

 
  Ephanie and Nandi exchanged a look. “The General’s correct about the regs,” Ephanie said after a pause for thought. “But…there’s necessarily some leeway in interpretation on some points.”
 

 
  “I am aware of some precedents,” Nandi added, “which could be
  
   made
  
  applicable here, with a little creativity.”
 

 
  “Good. I want you two to accompany and assist General Avelea. The fewer bridges burned, the better,” she added to Trissiny.
 

 
  “Good thinking, Locke.”
 

 
  “Do you expect a
  
   lot
  
  of trouble with this?” Toby inquired. “It seems both reason and justice are on your side, here. Surely the High Commander will agree.”
 

 
  “The High Commander,” Trissiny said with a sigh, “is the head of a military chain of command, and has had people going around and over her head all day. Her first reaction when I showed her Covrin’s files of evidence on Syrinx was anger at Covrin for hoarding that instead of trying to prosecute it through the system. That’s why I opted to carry out our sting operation without informing her, and she’s
  
   not
  
  going to be pleased about that. Don’t worry, I will straighten this out, it just may take some doing. All right, Covrin, I know you don’t know Gabriel well but I can attest you’re safer with him than basically anywhere. I’ll get this done as quickly as I can.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it, Avelea,” Covrin said, her tone much more subdued than previously. “All of it. Everything.”
 

 
  “So!” Gabe said brightly, looking around. “That’s settled. Now, who wants to loan the Hand of Omnu a shirt?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The afternoon had worn on by the time Trissiny, far more tired and introspective, crossed the main sanctuary toward the front doors of the temple again. She ignored the whispers that followed her; at least no one dared try to approach her directly. Walking around in bloodstained armor doubtless helped with that. A point came where it was hopeless to try to avoid attention, and one had to settle for managing the impression one made.
 

 
  To her surprise, Toby was waiting near the front doors. More surprising than his presence was his attire; he had acquired a set of Cultivator formal robes, such as he’d worn at that disastrous party in Calderaas. It was no great mystery where, since the temple of Omnu was right across the Square. Still, even as impressive a figure as he made in those stately garments, it looked almost peculiar. Toby was so much more
  
   Toby
  
  in the casual, working-class shirts and trousers he preferred.
 

 
  “You look weary,” he said with a smile as she approached, “but not upset. Is that a good sign?”
 

 
  “As good as I could have reasonably hoped for,” she agreed, and they fell into step together, exiting the temple. “Everything is…arranged.”
 

 
  “How bad was it?” he asked quietly.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “I’m just glad it all happened behind closed doors. Rouvad means well and does her best, but…” She hesitated; they were stepping down from the front stairs of the city now, into the noise of Imperial Square, and the pair of them still made a visual impression that seemed to discourage people from coming closer, despite all the unabashed staring. Still, she pitched her voice a little lower. “It would be very unhealthy for the Sisterhood if the Hand of Avei publicly expressed a lack of faith in the High Commander.”
 

 
  “Yet you feel it,” he murmured.
 

 
  “This is not a time for soldiers,” Trissiny all but whispered. “Rigidity and over-reliance on systems are what allowed Syrinx to flourish. What allow Justinian to work his tentacles through the whole Empire. Rouvad is a good woman and a good leader, but she exemplifies those failings, and our…conversation…made it clear that she isn’t about to change.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  sorry.” Trissiny threaded her arm through one of his, still gazing ahead even as he looked at her in surprise. “I know it’s a little late now to bring it up, but I am
  
   so
  
  sorry, Toby. You never owed me anything. It should have been
  
   your
  
  choice who to tell, and when. No one is entitled to be in your business like that without your consent.”
 

 
  “It’s okay, Triss,” he said, squeezing her arm. “Honestly, I
  
   should
  
  have been more open with you. With a lot of people. Not that I don’t agree with your point, in principle, and I’d never tell anyone else how to live their lives, but for me? Keeping silent was never a reasoned decision, just nerves and cowardice. Better to have it done with. Still, I appreciate it. So… Does this mean we’re going to talk about the
  
   other
  
  thing she dragged into the light?”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a soft sigh. “I don’t…see how any good would come of it.”
 

 
  Again, he gave her a gentle squeeze. “Maybe not. You still need to talk with him.”
 

 
  “Toby…no, I don’t. You heard Vesk; it would be a mistake to dwell on anything that
  
   creature
  
  told us. And ours is a solitary path. You
  
   know
  
  it isn’t always going to be like this, the three of us working together. Paladins live short, dangerous, isolated lives.”
 

 
  “Who’s to say?” he mused. “Things are changing. This new way works, Trissiny. It works in the world as it is now. I think it would be a mistake to try to judge yourself against the Hands of Avei of ages past. They weren’t equipped to deal with the modern world. To be brutally honest, I’ve read the histories and the Aveniad and it doesn’t seem like a good half of them were mentally equipped for the world they
  
   actually
  
  lived in.”
 

 
  Her laugh was somewhat bitter, but still amused. Toby smiled and bumped her gently before continuing.
 

 
  “That aside, you can’t leave something like that just…hanging. Take it from me. You’ve got to talk this out with him, one way or the other.”
 

 
  “I…will think about it.”
 

 
  “Triss…”
 

 
  “I’ll
  
   think
  
  about it.”
 

 
  He sighed. “Okay. Just actually
  
   do
  
  think about it, and don’t say that simply to stall. Promise me that?”
 

 
  “All right, you old nursemaid, I promise,” she said, jostling him right back.
 

 
  “Oh, and Schwartz turned up,” he said with a grin. “I actually feel sort of bad; he tried to join us outside the temple but the soldiers wouldn’t let him through.”
 

 
  “What? Oh,
  
   Hershel.”
  
  Trissiny covered her eyes with her free hand. “He could’ve just yelled!”
 

 
  “Herschel? Yell? When people are conducting delicate healing and then having serious discussions? He would
  
   never.
  
  He caught up with us at the temple, though, and Covrin was glad to see him. I hate to sound mercenary,” he went on more solemnly, “but was it worth butting heads with Rouvad and possibly damaging your relationship? Surely Covrin would have been okay…”
 

 
  “I wasn’t trained intensively as a priestess,” Trissiny said, “but I was educated in the basics. One of the matters that often comes down to Avenist clerics to handle is helping victims of abuse. One of the first things you do with such a victim is
  
   give her back her power.
  
  Give her choices to make, even small ones, and then see to it that what she says, goes. Covrin has been horribly failed and in fact
  
   betrayed
  
  by the Sisterhood. I can’t have it impose on her any further.”
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, nodding. “Good. Well, that sort of comes to the reason I came to meet you. Covrin’s not at the temple anymore.”
 

 
  She came to a halt; they were more than halfway across the Square at that point. “What? Where? Is she all right?”
 

 
  “If anything, I think she’s even safer,” Toby said dryly. “She carried on making decisions as soon as you were gone. You might actually get a kick out of this…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Thanks, Denise,” Grip said, depositing a stack of coins on the counter and handing one of the sweet rolls to Jenell. “Keep the change.”
 

 
  “You know, you really don’t have to keep buttering me up, Tessa,” Denise replied with a smile. “Randy’s crap wasn’t entirely your fault, and you’re already one of my best customers even without tips!”
 

 
  “Lady,
  
   nothing
  
  I do is to appease my guilty conscience,” the enforcer said flippantly, already backing out of the enclosed pastry stand. “Don’t have one. You just keep making the best shit in town and I’ll keep coming back. Deal?”
 

 
  “See you next time, then,” the baker said, waving as the two women ducked back out into the falling twilight. The fairy lamps had just come on while they were under the little stand’s awning, adding a clean glow to the dimness.
 

 
  “You seem so…nice,” Jenell said, staring at Grip and not yet taking a bite of her sweet roll.
 

 
  “Yeah? You seem so…surprised.”
 

 
  “Well, the way everyone reacted when you offered to, y’know, take me in… It seemed like even the other enforcers were scared of you.”
 

 
  “Nah, Duster’s a pal of mine and Ninetails is a particular kind of crazy that makes her pretty much impervious to
  
   my
  
  charms.” Grip took a bite of her roll, ambling down the street in no particular hurry to get anywhere, and Jenell finally did likewise. They chewed in silence for a bit before the older woman swallowed and continued. “An enforcer works through
  
   fear.
  
  The entire Guild does, even those who walk a subtler path than I do. That’s the point of us, to give the bastards something to be afraid of so they stay in line. The most important thing about using fear as a weapon is
  
   not
  
  to do so indiscriminately. Mad dogs get put down. People have to know that you’re dangerous, but they also have to know that you’re
  
   only
  
  dangerous under specific conditions, and that you won’t come after ’em unless they make it necessary. That’s the entire point, kiddo. We exercise fear to get results, not because it’s fun to scare people.”
 

 
  Jenell nodded seriously, chewing away at her treat with a pensive frown. “I hope this isn’t gonna cause you trouble.”
 

 
  “I
  
   love
  
  trouble,” Grip said frankly.
 

 
  “I mean…of the serious kind. Until General Avelea gets the Sisterhood squared away…”
 

 
  “That’s Thorn to you, apprentice. And as for the Sisterhood, Farzida Rouvad can kiss my ass. I almost wish I’d be getting the chance to tell her so myself, but if I know my girl, by the time Thorn is through applying her boot up and down that temple every living soul within will know the score. Nah, don’t worry about it. Everything’s probably sorted out by now, and even if there are snags, it’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “Seems like a delicate line to walk,” Jenell murmured. “A lot of the things you say, I can imagine Basra saying.”
 

 
  “I believe that,” Grip agreed, nodding. “I’ve known people like Syrinx. You’ll know more of them, if you stick with this. The difference is that you’ll be able to
  
   deal
  
  with them in the future. I’ll be frank, kid, you fucked up in multiple directions with that one. You
  
   should
  
  have let Keys help you—she’s twice as smart as Syrinx on her worst day. You should’ve leveraged that witch boy you’re so fond of, or your acquaintanceship with Thorn’s fellow apprentices. Trying to finish Syrinx yourself was a mistake, and even if that weren’t true, the way you went about it was doomed if Thorn hadn’t intervened.”
 

 
  “Well, what the hell would—”
 

 
  
   “Peace,
  
  child, I am still talking.” Jenell subsided immediately under Grip’s level stare. “Everything you did wrong was a matter of technique. And technique, Jenell, I can teach you. Technique I wouldn’t expect you to have known without that training. What
  
   matters
  
  is what was already inside you: the spirit, the
  
   will
  
  to stare your own tormentor in the face and say ‘fuck you, this ends with one of us destroyed.’
  
   That
  
  you have to have to begin with. You’ve got it, girl. If you can just shut up and
  
   learn,
  
  I will turn you into a force that will scour the Basra Syrinxes of the world away like the grime they are and not even chip your fucking nails.”
 

 
  Jenell nodded again, seeming unable to find words. Her expression conveyed it all, a blend of resolution and eager ferocity that made Grip smile.
 

 
  “But there has to be a difference,” the enforcer went on, “between us and them. Syrinx hurt whoever she had to, to get whatever she wanted.
  
   We
  
  hurt people as well—badly, at times. The how and the why are hugely important, or we’re nothing but another group of monsters. You understand why we hurt people?”
 

 
  Jenell hesitated, opened her mouth, then closed it again. She glanced sidelong at Grip to find the enforcer watching her closely. “I… No, never mind.”
 

 
  “You looked like you were about to say something, there.”
 

 
  “It’s… Probably not the right answer.”
 

 
  “Jenell, it’s your first day as an apprentice. Your first
  
   hour.
  
  In a couple weeks I’ll start expecting you to know right answers. Right
  
   now
  
  I want to hear what you
  
   think.”
  
 

 
  Jenell stared ahead, a glare at some unseen enemy descending over her features, but she nodded. “We hurt people, because some people just
  
   need
  
  to be hurt.”
 

 
  The silence stretched out, until she nervously snuck another peek at Grip. To her surprise, the other woman was regarding her with an inscrutable little smile, her sweet bun dangling forgotten from her hand.
 

 
  “Kid,” Grip said, patting Jenell firmly on the shoulder,
  
   “this
  
  is gonna work out.”
 

 
  They continued on into the lights and shadows of the city, soon vanishing from view amid the press of people, machinery and magic that was Tiraas. Behind, outside Denise’s pastry stand, another figure chuckled, watching the pair fade with distance.
 

 
  “Well, I’m glad
  
   somebody
  
  gets to walk away with a happy ending,” Vesk said aloud, turning back around with a grin and a wink. “But don’t you worry, I’ve seen to it the benefits will keep racking up. Oh, I didn’t help
  
   much
  
  with the paladins’ little gambit back there. Sure, the whole plan was mine, but for a fella like me, that was nothing. The
  
   tricky
  
  part was making Trissiny think she’d thought it up, but that girl needs the boost in confidence when it comes to her scheming skills. The only thing preventing her from being as crafty as her mother is her belief that she’s not. As for the rest? Sure, Darling could’ve arranged for all those Bishops to be present at that inconspicuous little prayer service, but I did it without expending any of his political capital—and he’s gonna need that in the coming days. I
  
   also
  
  tipped off a few reporters to be in the audience, more importantly. Between that and my own bards, the story that’s already spreading will be shaped by careful hands. By this time next week, they’ll be calling her Trissiny the Uniter, and all the political damage she did to her cult in Calderaas will be mended, and then some. The Sisterhood may have lost its Bishop to a painful scandal, but they’ve gained a hero—one who’s revered by far more than their own cult. And you all
  
   know
  
  how much I love a hero!”
 

 
  “Oi.” Denise emerged from within the stall, wearing a grim expression and tapping a rolling pin against her palm. “Look, you’re not hurting me any, but I am trying to run a business here. I
  
   can’t
  
  have a guy in a doofy hat talking to himself in front of it. If you’re not gonna buy anything, clear off.”
 

 
  Vesk looked over at her, blinking, then turned back the way he was facing.
 

 
  “And what of all the faces we’ve met in passing? Like Denise the pastry chef, here. Or the Jenkins brothers, the feuding families of Sarasio? Ansheh in the Golden Sea, Lars Grusser the mayor of Veilgrad? Was Brother Ingvar always fated to become a hero in his own right, or did he wander too close to the web and get snared? Everyone is the hero of their own story, after all. But straying across the paths of the
  
   real
  
  Big Damn Heroes can be just the thing that elevates today’s bit character to the next episode’s protagonist. Who knows what our very own Denise might be called upon to do tomorrow? Heroism
  
   loves
  
  a humble beginning!”
 

 
  
   “Hey,”
  
  Denise insisted. “If you need a place to stay the night, I can point you to an Omnist shelter. Or do I need to yell for the police?”
 

 
  He winked at her. “But that, of course, is another story.”
 

 
  With that, Vesk turned and sauntered away down the street in the opposite direction from Grip and Jenell, whistling an optimistic tune that hadn’t been heard aloud in some thirty thousand years.
 

 
  Denise watched suspiciously to make sure he was leaving, then snorted, shook her head, and went back into her pastry stand. “This damn town…”
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  Crossing through the grand ballroom was not the most direct or efficient way to reach the solarium which served as the Duchess’s study and private audience chamber, but at this moment, for this purpose, it was the correct way. A household was a living organism, an unfathomably complex machine whose health depended upon countless details from the towering to the infinitesimal. A doctor would study for years to know every medical detail that could be known, and still barely scratch the surface; a hedge witch could immerse herself in lore and familiarity until intuition told her things that medical science could not, yet lack the power to achieve a surgeon’s sometimes miraculous results.
 

 
  Though they worked upon lives rather than bodies, Butlers had to do both, and more.
 

 
  There was, sadly, nothing yet which could do for the living body what a Butler could do for a household. But though she was not yet fully accredited, and though this was not truly
  
   her
  
  household, Price was Butler enough to know where she needed to be. Right now, that was in the grand ballroom just in time to ward off a disaster.
 

 
  The arrangement would be stunning once completed, but was inherently precarious. The columns had been exquisitely detailed by master artists to resemble carved marble with gilded trim, but were in fact made of cast plaster, and thus too light to be reliably stable, given their height. Placing expensive ceramic urns atop them was just asking for trouble, and while the finished arrangement would be more sturdy, at this stage it was all exceedingly delicate.
 

 
  Price entered the ballroom just as a young man—a worker from Leineth, not one of the household staff—lost his grip atop a ladder, and in his fumbling to avoid dropping the large and heavy vase in his arms, managed to not only finish dropping it but topple the pillar he’d been about to place it atop.
 

 
  She surged smoothly into motion, flashing across the ballroom in one second, and vaulted into position. Everything about the situation was spelled out before her, senses taking in details that few would have gathered and mind parsing them into usable data in calculations no one who had not undergone the Treatment could have performed.
 

 
  Even for a Butler, that was an impossible vertical leap, forcing Price to approach at an angle. One step brought her to the top of the long table which would be laid out with finger foods at the ball. The next, kicking off with all her considerable strength, hurled her into the wall of the ballroom. She hit that like a spring and uncoiled, shooting across the open space in nearly horizontal flight.
 

 
  Price intercepted the urn as it tumbled; the thing was custom-made for this event, designed to look like a beautiful vase from the perspective of those below the pillars, meaning it had to be more than half as tall as a person and correspondingly broad. Awkward to lift, had she tried to wrap arms around it. Instead, she smoothly caught it with one hand flat under its base, as her other arm and both legs coiled around the pillar.
 

 
  Using her momentum, Price spun in a full circle around the falling column, arresting her flight and accelerating the column’s own descent. That would have naturally sent the urn flying out of her grip as soon as the rotation ceased, had she not spun her arm to invert its orientation mid-fall, so that once again her flat hand was between the fragile vase and the direction of its momentum. Completing the rotation brought it back to rest upright upon her palm, while she uncoiled her body from the pillar.
 

 
  Price extended her full height as she descended, positioning herself beneath the plaster column with her feet reaching the floor the second she completed this maneuver, one hand held up above her head to support the tumbling pillar, the other held out to the side with the tall vase balanced upon her palm. She folded her body up again like a spring, this time a collapsing one, absorbing the energy of the fall, and thus ended up with her feet fully on the ground, having prevented either pillar of base from breaking. Quite fortunately, too, as replacing them at this juncture would have been challenging.
 

 
  Total silence had descended upon the ballroom, all the servants and workmen present staring at her. The entire thing had unfolded before everyone had even noticed the tumble about to occur.
 

 
  “Ahem,” Price said pointedly, being pinned beneath a mostly-fallen plaster column with her free hand holding up a heavy (and expensive) piece of ceramic.
 

 
  Her prompting brought servants rushing forward; one man very carefully took the vase from her, while two others got themselves under the pillar, lifted it from her hand, and finished lowering it gently to the floor. Price straightened her coat, turning to address the youth standing atop the nearby latter, staring down at her in frozen horror.
 

 
  “I will remind you, Master Borson, that your employer regards
  
   every
  
  aspect of these preparations as an expense without emotional investment. Workmen are more easily replaced than custom-made masterwork ceramic, and distinct in her Grace’s eyes primarily by their ability to feel pain. More caution from you would be advisable.”
 

 
  “Yes, Miss Price,” he choked. She did not have to waste time staring him down to ascertain that the point was made. The room, the servants present, the state of ongoing preparations, it all factored into the rhythm of the household. It all washed over and through Price—intuitively, cognitively, both and neither, informing her of the state of things. The nascent disaster was thwarted; Borson and the rest of those present would go about their tasks with greater care.
 

 
  Price turned and continued on to the ballroom’s side entrance without another instant’s delay. A Butler
  
   always
  
  knew where she was needed, and that was no longer here. Once again, everything was Proper.
 

 
  By lengthening her stride, she reached the door of the Duchess’s solarium in what was still acceptable time to answer her Grace’s summons. Price tapped twice, at precisely the correctly diffident volume.
 

 
  “Enter.”
 

 
  The solarium, like everything Duchess Tiradegh owned or used, was a weapon. At this hour of the morning, sunlight streamed aggressively through it, framing the Duchess herself in her wheeled chair and glaring in the eyes of anyone who stood before her. Price, of course, entered to the exact distance that placed the shadow of the wall across her eyes, protecting them from direct glare. Thanks to the Treatment, she was also not impeded in her assessment of the room and its occupant.
 

 
  She bowed to the Proper degree. “Your Grace.”
 

 
  “Ah, Miss Price.” Inara Tiradegh’s voice was only lightly cracked with age; she had been a singer of some fame in her youth, and carried on the hobby her entire life. The old woman, now frail in body though her mind was not a whit less sharp, regarded Price expressionlessly. “How go the preparations?”
 

 
  “Everything within my purview is on schedule and completed to your Grace’s standards. Yancey, of course, has a more complete knowledge of the state of the household. I can consult him for greater detail, if your Grace wishes?”
 

 
  “That will not be necessary.” Perfectly neutral, that tone, just like the expression. Inara’s social instincts had been crafted through a noblewoman’s upbringing and honed by decades of ruthless practice; she was a living masterpiece of control. Were Price not a Butler, she would probably be unaware of the old woman’s vivid personal dislike of her. She did not yet know the reason for it, much less while the Duchess had consented to have Price conduct her Trial in this household under Yancey’s supervision, but on both points she had suspicions. “I summoned you here, Miss Price, because I wish to have a conversation.”
 

 
  “How may I be of service, your Grace?”
 

 
  “When service is required, I’ll inform you. At this moment, I would simply satisfy my own curiosity.”
 

 
  Price did not alter her aspect by a hair; even another Butler would not have been able to detect her feelings about this. “Needless to say, your Grace, I am no more authorized than Yancey to discuss the Service Society’s internal business.”
 

 
  “Oh, spare me,” Inara replied with, finally, the lightest hint of asperity. “Invaluable as Yancey is, I have never found your Society intriguing enough to be personally interested. Avenist alchemists have been turning men into women and elves into humans for centuries; your parlor tricks are more useful, but an order of magnitude less impressive.”
 

 
  
   Highly imProper.
  
  The Treatment was a far more substantial achievement than the Sisterhood’s work—and both those descriptions broadly mischaracterized their alchemists’ achievements in treating transgender women and bringing elves up to Legion standards of physical strength. More importantly, Inara Tiradegh was well aware of these facts and a known stickler for precision in all things. Price didn’t need to be a Butler to tell she was being deliberately needled here.
 

 
  “My inquiry is of a more personal nature,” the Duchess continued, regarding Price with a vaguely disinterested expression they both knew to be a lie. “I understand that you are, somewhat unconventionally, an Eserite.”
 

 
  Ah, yes. As she had suspected.
 

 
  “If your Grace wishes to have my room and belongings searched, I have no objection,” Price said blandly.
 

 
  “I would consider such an obvious deflection damning, were Yancey not so fond of doing exactly the same,” Inara said with a wry twist of her lips. “Nor is he the only Butler I’ve met by far. Do they teach you that servile snark at your Society?”
 

 
  “A good servant must be proficient at
  
   all
  
  skills relevant to the running of a household, your Grace,” Price replied.
 

 
  Duchess Tiradegh actually smiled at her. Faintly, but with evident amusement. That fact by itself meant nothing, but Price sensed the emotion was sincere, if grudging.
 

 
  “What is it, then,” Inara asked, settling subtly backward in her wheelchair, “which prompts a member of the Thieves’ Guild to enter human society in a productive capacity?”
 

 
  Price did not rise to that obvious bait, either. She did permit herself the indulgence of hesitating, a thing which was done only for effect. A Butler was poised at all times, prepared with the proper response for any contingency. A conversation, like a household, was a thing with rhythms which could be sensed and anticipated, and while talking to the Duchess of House Tiradegh was an entirely different level of challenge from the house servants, even the sly-tongued nobility did not outmaneuver a Butler with words. Delaying for a moment was simply a way of asserting a measure of power—in this case, mirroring the same petty effect achieved by Inara insulting her religion.
 

 
  “Your Grace is naturally aware of the personal benefit of dedicating oneself to a cause. Being the head of a noble House, your Grace has had such a calling provided from birth.”
 

 
  “Are you comparing House Tiradegh to the Thieves’ Guild?” Inara inquired in a dangerously polite tone.
 

 
  “I would never so insult either, your Grace, much less both in the same breath.” The Duchess quirked another faint smile at that, but did not speak again, and so Price continued. “Those not granted such a cause by birth must seek one out. For some, religion is enough. At the core of the Service Society is the belief that it is a fine choice to select, as one’s life’s work, a deserving person. Not everyone can be a force who moves the world. It can be enough to seek out someone who is, and devote oneself fully to their success.”
 

 
  “Yancey has never spelled it out in those terms,” Inara said in a much more introspective tone. “So. Is that how he sees me, then?” Price did not answer; the question had not truly been directed at her. After a thoughtful pause, the Duchess’s gaze sharpened once more, returning from its brief wander to her own eyes. “You describe your own vocation in terms which would apply to a housewife helping support a factory laborer.”
 

 
  “A serviceable analogy, your Grace. And were your Grace a factory laborer, a housewife would suffice. A sufficiently interesting person, however, requires a Butler.”
 

 
  Again, that minute smile. “That’s good flattery, Miss Price. Subtle. At your age I might not have noticed it, and
  
   definitely
  
  would have missed the underlying mockery.”
 

 
  “I dared to hope your Grace would appreciate the technique.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite, and you can desist.” She straightened up in her chair as much as her slightly hunched spine allowed, a subtle signal that the conversation would now turn to business. “I have found no complaint with your work here, Miss Price, and not for lack of trying. At this time, I am prepared to render a favorable report to the Service Society on your performance. I understand that it is Yancey’s endorsement which matters…but that his satisfaction hinges largely upon mine.”
 

 
  “Your Grace’s understanding is correct,” Price replied neutrally. “I am gratified that I have served adequately.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure you are,” Inara said dryly. “With all that in mind, Miss Price, I have a specific task for you.”
 

 
  “I am here to be of service, your Grace.”
 

 
  “I know. Tonight, at the ball, I will need you to embarrass me.”
 

 
  Once more, Price hesitated. This time, because the momentary pause would appeal to the Duchess’s sense of dramatic timing. Her own mind was racing over the multitude of possibilities which had exploded from that command, the closest thing a fully trained and Treated Butler experienced to confusion.
 

 
  “Your Grace?” she asked after the appropriate number of seconds, in the correct tone of polite bafflement.
 

 
  The Duchess’s satisfied smile said she had done it Properly. “Allow me to explain.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  A woman like Inara Tiradegh never explained herself one bit more than was absolutely necessary, and so Price came away with instructions no more specific than what she was to spill on Lord Reine Daraspian, and when. On the face of it, the reasons a Head of House might want to inflict a minor, slightly embarrassing inconvenience upon a volatile member of a rival House were beyond counting. The majority of them consisted of little more than petty spite. Duchess Inara, however, did nothing without a purpose in mind and a plan in place.
 

 
  A well-laid scheme was like a conversation, or an organism, or a household. It had rhythms, patterns. Details which yielded themselves both to intuition and to analysis—and therefore, despite any secrecy involved, to a Butler. With the right parts of her mind accelerated by the Treatment and advanced further by the Bargains the Service Society required its full members to make, Price could see somewhat beyond her own relatively tiny role. Possibilities unrolled in every direction, narrowed into a few chains of events of varying likelihood constrained by the other factors already in place. This insight was one of the services Butlers provided their contract-holders, though most of those approved by the Society as business partners were well capable of examining the threads of mortal plots on their own.
 

 
  She could not read, exactly, the whole of the plan, but it took several potential shapes, most deeply troubling.
 

 
  Price had gone so far as to push the very limits of what was Proper by taking her concerns to Yancey, only to be rebuffed in his Properly polite but firm manner. She could sense nothing from him, none of the unease he would definitely be feeling if her fears were well-founded—and if they were, Yancey would know in detail. He, however, was a Butler of greater experience than she, and would be well able to conceal his mental state even from another Butler.
 

 
  Her concern, in truth, was not only for Yancey and his contract. This was her Trial; if it ended in as great a disaster as the Duchess might be actively trying to arrange, that could reflect very badly upon her indeed.
 

 
  Nonetheless, she went about her duties with all the poise a Butler must exhibit at all times. The preparations were completed, the ball unfolding to the clear delight of the Duchess’s guests. Assisting with the arrangement of social events had all been part of Price’s training, and almost nothing about the early part of the evening proved memorable to her, at least not in the shadow of her nervous anticipation. With two Butlers present to oversee the affair, even with one only on Trial, it could hardly have gone wrong.
 

 
  At least, not until the point where Duchess Inara Tiradegh intended it to.
 

 
  Once fully set up, those vases atop the pillars housed plants—vines enhanced by witchcraft from common philodendron and begonias, to form an arboreal network of greenery connecting the vases and the columns. The Duchess had brought in an engineer, rather than a florist, to finalize the arrangement. That was, to say the least, revelatory. More so was what Price could discern about how physical impacts would affect the entire interlaced structure.
 

 
  And more, still, the way Yancey, at the Duchess’s urging, had casually positioned certain relevant players in the night’s forthcoming drama.
 

 
  As a minor milestone, Price had already been complicit in a crime this evening, albeit a very, very small one. The Society made clear to its members that service to their contract-holders was considered to supersede adherence to the law; between that and her own religious affiliation, Price had no personal qualms. In this case, even drugging someone’s cup wouldn’t qualify as a crime, given that the dosage in question was non-lethal, generally recreational, and a known indulgence of the person to whom it was administered, and legal precedent established that a host (and their servants) were not to be held responsible for adverse reactions to “mixed drinks” served at a private venue such as this, the responsibility resting upon the drinker to understand what they were imbibing.
 

 
  These were the sort of obscene technicalities a person had to know, when working for the likes of Inara Tiradegh.
 

 
  No, the only offense (so far) was in the trafficking; cocaine being a banned substance for which the Imperial Treasury sold exemption licenses, it was legal to own and use it, but not to distribute it to others without acquiring such an exemption, which neither Price nor the Duchess had. Drug trafficking, however, was a white-collar crime of interest to no one but the Treasury even in volumes that involved significant money. This quantity would have been ignored by any Imperial prosecutor, especially with the actual cocaine in an alchemical formulation designed to be dissolved in wine; less than half of the powder was the actual drug.
 

 
  Price was more concerned that she was being made party to a murder. The Eserite in her wouldn’t mourn the death of anybody in this room save possibly Yancey, and least of all the notoriously corrupt young sot Reine Daraspian, but this was the sort of thing that could damage a person’s career prospects.
 

 
  Attentive as duty required she be to the festivities, she saw it coming clearly. Yancey’s deft positioning of the already-drunk Lord Reine was accomplished all but invisibly, by leading the man with precisely-positioned trays of snacks and drink; once Price had slipped him the altered wine, the blend of alcohol and cocaine in his system made him as malleable as a sheep—and raised serious ethical questions about whatever alchemist had decided to cook up a way for those two drugs to function simultaneously to the point of enhancing each other.
 

 
  Few of the other guests marked this, save with the occasional contemptuous glance. The younger Lord Daraspian was known to imbibe worse than wine; it was known, also, that he was here chiefly to be a target, given the relationship between Houses Daraspian and Tiradegh. It was early in the evening; people were still arriving, milling about, chatting, sampling the delicacies laid out, and admiring the decorations. It would be almost another hour before the ballroom would be put to use for dancing. Now, for the most part, people were passing through on their way to the more comfortable chambers next door.
 

 
  “The ballroom is more active than anticipated at this hour,” the Duchess said offhandedly. “Yancey, instruct the musicians to set up now.”
 

 
  “At once, your Grace,” her Butler replied, stepping away from the columns, the target, and whatever they had arranged for him.
 

 
  “…thank you, Yancey,”
  
  
  Inara said after the merest hesitation. Her voice was soft, barely audible through the murmur of chat, the look she gave him superficially even yet loaded with meaning that even Price could barely scratch the surface of.
 

 
  He actually paused in the act of turning to leave the room, and bowed to her. Deeply. Then finally departed.
 

 
  It was the realization that she had just witnessed a farewell which collapsed all the possible outcomes of this ploy in Price’s mind. She could see where the young Daraspian stood beneath the arboreal display—and where the aged Duchess had positioned her wheelchair. She was well aware that Inara Tiradegh’s health had been failing for years now, the process accelerating in recent months. She understood the basics of House Tiradegh’s political situation, how its ambitions were impeded by House Daraspian and the fact that the young Lord currently present was the de facto representative of his House at this event specifically
  
   because
  
  anything done to him would be politically pointless.
 

 
  And suddenly she knew that she was not involved in a plot to murder Lord Reine Daraspian.
 

 
  Duchess Inara caught Price’s eye and infinitesimally tilted her head in young Daraspian’s direction. It was not an agreed-upon signal—they hadn’t prearranged one—but to someone with a Butler’s situational awareness the message was explicit.
 

 
  Very much to Price’s surprise, she found herself considering open defiance. She did not, however, consider it long enough for her hesitation to be outwardly observable.
 

 
  This was not her contract. Her position here was not such that she had the privilege of questioning the Duchess’s commands. It was not a servant’s place to make such decisions on behalf of their master. Yancey knew what was coming, had accepted it.
 

 
  So she administered her role in the homicide with poise, as was Proper.
 

 
  “More wine, my Lord?” Price said diffidently, deliberately sneaking up on Lord Reine with the carafe and startling him into stumbling into her. Twitchy with the stimulant and clumsy with the depressant—truly a diabolical concoction—he was easy to ambush, and in his flailing likely would have knocked her down had she not been a Butler. As it was, avoiding the sweep of his elbow and even protecting the carafe upon the tray would have been simpler than breathing, had that been her duty.
 

 
  Instead, she neatly arranged for the blow to knock it over, pouring crimson wine straight down the front of his suit, falling to shatter upon the marble floor and splashing his shoes.
 

 
  “Clumsy goat!” Daraspian snarled as Price retreated two judicious steps.
 

 
  “I’m terribly sorry, sir—”
 

 
  “You did that deliberately!”
 

 
  Obviously, yes; he wasn’t too impaired to have noticed that. Merely enough not to handle it with anything like the grace befitting his station.
 

 
  “Whatever is all this noise about?” Duchess Inara demanded, deliberately pitching her well-honed voice to cut across what little talk remained in the room after Daraspian’s outburst.
 

 
  “Excuse me, your Grace,” said Price, “there has been a slight—”
 

 
  “Your servant attacked me!” he snarled, rounding on the Duchess and nearly toppling over. Price steadied him with one hand and he violently shrugged her off, once more barely avoiding a fall—and snagging his arm in the vines dangling from one of the pillars.
 

 
  Price could see the shape of the structure, the tension in the vines—far sturdier than those plant species ought normally to be—the shape of the base of the column which would determine the direction it fell. The way Inara had planted her chair so that in turning on her the drunk Lord Reine would entangle himself, and then…
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be absurd,” she said disdainfully. “She is new, training under Yancey. Price, you fool, get away from there if you’re only going to make a mess.”
 

 
  Price bowed, stepping back through the columns. Philodendron leaves brushed her coat; she, obviously, did not snare herself in the vines, despite the way they hung in cunning loops rather than the usual dangling strings. Obvious why this was being done so early in the evening; it was only a matter of time before
  
   somebody
  
  got themselves caught in these.
 

 
  “You vicious, petty old cow,” Lord Reine spat, taking a lurching step toward the Duchess and absently trying to jerk his arm free. Seemingly fragile vines held him as securely as braided cord; the pillar rocked, the vase atop it teetering very precariously. “You invited me here
  
   just
  
  to make a spectacle of me!”
 

 
  “Young man,” the Duchess said in her driest tone, not giving herself away by glancing up at the wobbling column, “I wouldn’t presume to take credit for that which you have achieved on your own. If you cannot behave in civilized society, perhaps you ought to return to your own House.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’d
  
   like
  
  that!” he raged, trying to take another step, and reaching the end of the slack he had with those vines. Not paying attention, he gave a final jerk.
 

 
  Price saw it coming. There were innumerable ways she could have stopped it. Duchess Inara caught her eye once as the column finally began to topple, and a sly little smile flitted across her face.
 

 
  It was so skillfully done. The column bases were triangular, creating only three lines along which they would inevitably fall if pulled upon. They had been arranged in a very particular orientation, each of them. Inara had planted herself right in the proper line, right at the perfect distance. Lord Reine’s lunge in her direction and furious yank at the vines—so cleverly looped around the column—looked, from the perspective of the onlookers, like a convincingly deliberate act.
 

 
  Or could be made to, assuming the proper rumors had been planted ahead of time. Price did not doubt for a second that they had.
 

 
  Just as she did not doubt what the effect would be of Reine Daraspian’s implication in the death of the Duchess of House Tiradegh.
 

 
  And so she watched, unmoving, as the tower of weighted plaster descended straight onto the smirking old woman’s head.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was a strange thing, death. She had never liked the old lady in the least, and the feeling had been fully mutual. Price frankly had a low opinion of hereditary nobility in general; her aspiration was to attach her career to someone like the Falconers, people who had
  
   earned
  
  their wealth and power by making actual contributions to the world. The Eserite in her counted the damage done to two noble Houses as a hilarious success for the human race.
 

 
  And yet, she couldn’t make herself feel satisfied about any part of this.
 

 
  The Eserite in her also grudgingly admired Inara Tiradegh’s final gambit. House Tiradegh was no better than any of them, built on the backs of thousands of people who actually did work and lived meaningful lives, unlike the nobles who grew fat from their sweat. But House Daraspian was the next best thing to a crime syndicate themselves; the Guild had rapped its knuckles repeatedly and was widely believed to be the reason for a few untimely deaths within its ranks. But the Daraspians thrived by corruption and bribery, and the Guild could only terrorize so many people at a time—particularly when most of those people were Imperial functionaries. Matters became
  
   very
  
  different when a young noble of their House was accused of publicly murdering the head of a rival House in a drunken rage.
 

 
  It was far from certain, yet, whether Reine Daraspian would be convicted. Price didn’t really care what happened to him; the damage was already done. Imperial Intelligence had taken a hand in the investigation, considering the stature of the victim, and was uprooting Daraspian interests right and left, not to mention cleaning out much of the damage they had done to Leineth’s political infrastructure. By the time that finished, Vrandis Province was likely to end up with a whole new government. Sensing weakness, the other Houses had turned on the beleaguered Daraspians, and the Thieves’ Guild had grown increasingly bold throughout Vrandis. In Leineth itself, the Guild was currently being circumspect, since the city was presently crawling with Imperial spooks, but if House Daraspian managed to survive the investigations relatively intact, the Boss was almost certainly going to declare open season on them once Intelligence withdrew.
 

 
  And that new provincial government was likely to have a Tiradegh named Imperial Governor.
 

 
  Price could admire it. She couldn’t convince herself that she would miss Inara. Yet this was all so…melancholy.
 

 
  Sympathy for Yancey was most of it. He had been rigid even by Butler standards ever since that fateful night, and Price had respected his aloofness. She was not naive enough to think that just because she had never liked Inara, no one could; the bond a Butler shared with their contract-holder was, by design, something intimate and even intense. When you made another person your life’s work, the loss of that person must be a complete unmooring of everything in the world that mattered.
 

 
  It was a sobering thing to think about. Price kept herself nearby, but kept herself contained—her presence an offer of support if it was needed, but not an imposition upon his already raw emotional state. Yancey had not taken it up, and she had not resented it. They had dealt with the investigations and fallout side by side, in professional silence. In grief, there was solace in remaining unshakably Proper.
 

 
  Yancey was barely middle-aged, far younger than the Duchess. He had to have known, upon taking her contract, that this would be how it ended. Well, not this
  
   precisely,
  
  but that he would outlive her. Price silently resolved that she would not sign on with someone far different from herself in age. Some Butlers had two or occasionally even three masters over the course of a life’s work, but the Service Society’s ideal was one Butler for one master, for one lifetime.
 

 
  Now, two weeks after Inara Tiradegh’s final ball, the two of them had at last returned to the Society’s headquarters in Tiraas. It was quiet, as always—the flawless quiet of a household in the most perfect order imaginable. Here, there was nothing not Proper, nothing out of place, no one who did not know their tasks. At least, not now that they had passed through the student training areas into the Society’s far more secretive lower reaches. Students were not permitted down here; even full Butlers did not enter except on specific and official business.
 

 
  And yet, this was where Master Butler kept his personal office. It was only Proper for his Butlers to be reminded of the full details of their commitments whenever their presence was required before him.
 

 
  So it was that Price found herself passing the alchemy labs where the Treatment was administered, in many sessions over a span of two years. And then the heavy vault doors to the summoning chambers where the Bargains took place.
 

 
  Alchemy alone did not a Butler make, for all that it enhanced the body and to a lesser extent the mind. Their true facility came from deals with established agents, beings of each school of magic. Bargaining with fairies had its known risks; deals with demons were even trickier, not to mention extraordinarily illegal. Master Butler’s true genius was in rounding out the circle. It was not clear whether the arcane entities with which she had formed contracts were summoned from elsewhere or actually created for the purpose, but she had been most impressed by the last. Nowhere else had she even heard suggestion that there were consciousnesses out there in the world that stemmed from the divine, save the gods themselves. And yet…
 

 
  It was the combination that created that which was Proper. Each being demanded its price; their bargains were laid out in a loop such that all costs were paid, but not by the Butler making the Bargains. Each price was parlayed into the next, in a devouring ring like the Circle of Interaction itself. The Society gained its gifts, and paid nothing.
 

 
  These were the deepest secrets of the Service Society, the sources of power that the world entire would kill to possess. It was not the feared strength or prowess in combat of Butlers which kept the jackals at bay; each Butler was attached to someone of influence, each contract stipulating certain types of support which could be demanded at need. No government or cult dared move against the one organization which had positioned itself to topple any of them, anywhere, under any circumstances.
 

 
  Master Butler’s brilliance was in forming balance. In creating these networks that sustained and supported themselves. In a very real sense, he
  
   was
  
  the Service Society.
 

 
  “Enter,” he called from within his office as soon as Yancey and Price arrived outside the door. They had not even had time to knock.
 

 
  They did as bade, stepping inside, closing the door, and bowing to exactly the Proper degree.
 

 
  “Please, sit,” Simeon Butler said with a smile. “Both of you.”
 

 
  His seat, of course, was much taller than theirs, and even so his head was below their level. For all that, to be in his presence precluded any thought of overpowering him. Price had not known many gnomes, but Master Butler was the single most impressive personality she had ever encountered, not least because even with her training, her Treatment and her Bargains, her senses and accelerated mind could not pin down exactly what it was about him which commanded such instinctive respect. He was simply that far above her level, and always would be. She had never met a dragon, but had read descriptions of the aura of majesty they cultivated; privately, Price suspected Master Butler had found some way to imitate that effect.
 

 
  “You have my deepest condolences, Yancey,” Master Butler said with pure sincerity. “No matter how many times I have had this conversation, it never grows easier.”
 

 
  Yancey nodded deeply, almost bowing from his chair. “Thank you, Master Butler.”
 

 
  “She was a deeply impressive woman,” the gnome said, nodding back. “Well worthy of the Society’s favor. Your service was a credit to her and to us. Even as we share in your loss, Yancey, we welcome you home with honor. Well done, good and faithful servant.”
 

 
  Yancey only nodded again, this time almost perfunctorily.
 

 
  “Naturally, the home office is yours until you are ready to resume work,” Master Butler continued more briskly, sensing the mood and ushering the conversation past that painful area. “Simply make your needs known to me and I shall see to it that they are met.”
 

 
  “If it pleases you, sir,” Yancey replied, “I would like to take part in the education of the students. Whatever vacation time I have accumulated, I would prefer not to redeem at this juncture.”
 

 
  “I well understand the value of keeping busy,” Master Butler agreed. “Very well, it shall be done. Consult with Crispin at your convenience as to what classes and individuals need instruction. I shall make it known to him that you are to have your pick of available assignments.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Master Butler.”
 

 
  The gnome nodded to him again, smiling, and then turned to Price. “Well, then! Unusual as it is for me to have two such exit interviews simultaneously, it is also something of a relief in this case. Yancey has reported that your Trial’s results were more than satisfactory—and it seems that one of the late Duchess Inara’s last acts was to send me a glowing recommendation via telescroll. She spoke of you in the highest terms.”
 

 
  Price raised her eyebrows a tiny fraction that none but a Butler or elf would even have noticed. In this company, under these circumstances, it sufficed to express her pure astonishment.
 

 
  “Yes,” Master Butler said, his smile widening, “her Grace the Duchess did not make a secret of her lack of personal fondness for you, Miss Price, nor her specific dislike of your religious affiliation. She seemed, if anything, ruefully resentful of her failure to find fault with your performance. It was her belief that your ability to conduct yourself so professionally under such hostility was the mark of a true servant. I concur with that assessment wholeheartedly. And as you have passed your Trial with flying colors, it is my honor and pleasure to welcome you, Sabrina Price, as a full-fledged member of the Service Society.”
 

 
  Price inclined her head deeply. “Thank you very much, Master Butler. And thank you, Yancey.”
 

 
  “Congratulations, Price.” Yancey found a smile for her. Strangely, that was the most touching thing of all.
 

 
  “Now, then,” Master Butler continued, once more growing brisk, “I’ll need a further word with you, Price. Yancey, your reserved chambers are in readiness. Once again, welcome home.”
 

 
  “My thanks, sir.” Yancey rose smoothly and bowed to the Master, nodded to Price, and then excused himself.
 

 
  “I want to caution you, Price,” Master Butler said seriously as soon as they were alone, “not to be in a hurry to choose a contract. This is a matter of the greatest seriousness and should not be approached lightly. It is common for newly accredited members of the Service Society to peruse applications for months if not
  
   years
  
  before making a selection. Most interview with multiple applicants before choosing one.”
 

 
  “Of course, sir. I understand fully.”
 

 
  He nodded, reaching over to open the top drawer of his desk, and withdrew a folder. “I am aware that you do, Price, and did not mean to imply any lack of attention on your part. The reminder is simply to assert that I am not applying any pressure to you now. With that said, this is fortuitous timing indeed, as an application has just arrived which made me immediately think of you.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She glanced at the folder before returning her gaze politely to his own. The Master folded his hands atop it on the desk, regarding her solemnly rather than opening it.
 

 
  “I realize you have been distracted with the final affairs of the late Duchess Tiradegh. I’m sorry to have to report to you that Bishop Vaade recently passed away.”
 

 
  Price bowed her head respectfully, murmuring, “We are still here.” It was, in truth, a formality; rank-and-file like herself had little interaction with Bishops or any of the Guild’s higher-ups. Most Eserites
  
   wanted
  
  nothing to do with authority, even their own. Vaade was a person she was aware of, and that was about it.
 

 
  “From this unfortunate loss,” Master Butler continued, “have issued a sequence of surprises. It seems that Boss Sweet has selected as her replacement none other than
  
   himself.
  
  He has stepped down as Boss of the Guild, and just two days ago been confirmed by the Archpope and the new Boss, Tricks, as the new Bishop of Eserion.”
 

 
  “How…intriguing,” Price said thoughtfully. No exaggeration; that
  
   was
  
  intriguing. Even distant as she was from Guild politics, she could not help beginning to tease out some of the implications of this.
 

 
  “Now, it appears that Sweet—or Antonio Darling, as I’m sure you are aware—has never lived lavishly. That is quite typical of Eserites, of course. But now he has purchased a house in Tiraas which befits his new social standing, and hired decorators to furnish in in such a manner as is appropriate for a man of such rank. More interestingly still, Bishop Darling’s first formal act as a ranking officer of the Universal Church has been to commission what appears to be the most in-depth historical study of
  
   all
  
  recorded encounters with and descriptions of Elilial ever undertaken.” The Master let that hang for a moment before finally unfolding his hands and pushing the folder toward her. “And, as of yesterday, he has submitted an application for a Butler to the Service Society. I thought, Price, you ought to be the first to peruse it.”
 

 
  Price pulled the folder toward herself and opened it, but though she stared at the page, she did not yet read. Already her mind rushed ahead, finding the shape of it, determining what was Proper in this situation. Sweet was a famously people-oriented person, a man who lived to get his own hands dirty and hated both delegation and ostentation. He liked to be in the streets and trenches, making himself known and doing his best to make everyone else’s jobs easier. He was a
  
   lot
  
  more popular in the Guild than Boss Catseye had been.
  
   This
  
  was a striking departure. What could prompt someone to so completely and suddenly reverse all his habits?
 

 
  He had gone to the Church. He was deliberately re-positioning himself as a man of power and influence. And it seemed he was launching a personal crusade at the Dark Lady.
 

 
  Intriguing barely began to describe it. This,
  
   this
  
  was someone to whom, unless he personally proved otherwise, a person could devote their life’s work, and find it a life well spent in deed.
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Master Butler,” said Price thoughtfully. “I believe I would like to interview Mr. Darling at his earliest convenience.”
 

 
  The Master smiled. “I thought you would say that.”
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  It was not a large meet, but any meet was enough to push Aresk into a rush, even when returning to the camp with an impressive kill—a moment he ordinarily savored as much as possible. Only three clans had gathered, and he had little interest in the Shadowed Wood clan. But the Cold Spray were there…
 

 
  “And that means Gairan will be there,” Rortosk said in a deliberately bland tone, staring at the banners.
 

 
  Aresk dropped his deer with less reverence than it deserved, just barely managing not to visibly clench his jaw in embarrassment. “What of it? I mean…I suppose.”
 

 
  The old hunter grinned broadly, but clapped him on the shoulder, giving him a friendly shake for good measure. “Tell you what. Why don’t you let us finish up here? There’s not much left to do, and we’ve all seen meets before.”
 

 
  “I do my fair share,” Aresk protested, straightening to his full height and squaring his shoulders.
 

 
  “At this point it’s nothing but chewing the breeze with Rian and that poor fool she’s snared as an apprentice, while everybody admires our kills. I think we can manage it without you, eh?”
 

 
  “Aye, go check on that father of yours,” Isnek added while the rest of the hunting party grinned agreement. “See to it he doesn’t start any feuds this time.”
 

 
  Aresk didn’t bother to protest that hadn’t been an actual feud, nor entirely his father’s fault. Unable to fully repress the bounce in his step, he was already backing up toward the camp. “I don’t care what anyone says, Rortosk, sometimes you
  
   do
  
  have a soul after all.”
 

 
  He wasn’t backed up so far that Rortosk’s fist failed to collide with his jaw. Aresk staggered backward, tasting blood, which he spat on the ground a moment later. Grinning at Rortosk, he pounded one fist into his opposite palm in acknowledgment of the blow, then finally turned and strode off, followed by the catcalls of the rest of the party. It wasn’t so bad, being the young pup of the group, at least once he got over his own self-consciousness. They never insulted him by taking on his share of the actual work, but as the elder hunter had pointed out, there was little enough to do at this point but unpack, and they
  
   did
  
  encourage him to live a bit when appropriate. Still, Aresk was looking forward to another youth joining the hunts just so he wasn’t the youngest anymore.
 

 
  Orcs milled around the camp, both familiar faces and those of visiting sister clans. Many, residents and guests alike, were in regalia in honor of the meet; Aresk nodded politely to everyone he passed, but to those formally dressed he gave a full bow, fist over heart. The respect was earned, in his mind, both for the preservation of their traditions and for sheer perseverance; orcish regalia was
  
   not
  
  comfortable in a Tsurikura summer. Orcs were a large, solid people, bred for the colder climate of Athan’Khar; the Sifanese archipelago could be scathing at this time of year.
 

 
  Camp Khashrek was the largest holding of the High Wind clan, and the very name roused bitterness in Aresk, along with the all-but-audible voice of his father growling in the back of his head.
  
   Camp,
  
  indeed. They still called it that, and it was important, even if reality gave the lie to the name. Tsurikura was not their home, but a place they were
  
   allowed
  
  to stay by the Sifanese. The clans’ holdings in this land were temporary, stopovers for the time being until they could reclaim their true lands. But a century after the apocalypse, they were not only no closer to returning to Athan’Khar or even avenging themselves against the Tiraan, and the roots they had put down here in Sifan had grown unmistakable and increasingly unlikely to be pulled up in the future.
 

 
  Now, Khashrek was a town in all but name. More and more of the High Wind had drifted toward it from the outlying camps, to the point that Aresk and his father had both muttered about moving away themselves, to be closer to the wild. Even so, it wasn’t a
  
   large
  
  town, housing no more than four hundred orcs most of the time—just enough that it wasn’t
  
   quite
  
  possible to know everyone and their business. Aresk could remember a time, when he was a very small child, when the camp’s name had been at least somewhat borne out in its architecture, when even the homes with solid walls of wood were rough-hewn, insulated only with patches of clay, many having hide roofs. Now they were all permanent structures, with stone foundations and adobe walls, and it had been Aresk’s own traditionalist father who had pushed for this, albeit reluctantly. At least these were proper orcish homes of stone and plaster, accented with timber and bone, still with stretched hides shading their porches and windows but roofed in shingles or thatch. There were also some houses in the Sifanese style, whose construction had been what pushed even that traditionalist faction to act, determined to at least preserve true orcish architecture.
 

 
  It wasn’t as if the Sifanese were doing it on purpose. That was almost worse; if they were
  
   trying
  
  to corrupt what was left of Kharsa culture, Aresk could at least have resented it. Orcs were allowed to visit Kiyosan for trade, and he had accompanied his father there a couple of times—enough to learn he had no taste for it, for the way the humans looked at them. The Sifanese were a famously insular people, who didn’t even like having other humans in their country, let alone orcs. They were accustomed to living by the wild dictates of the kitsune, and if the fox-goddesses said that orcs were allowed to settle on Tsurikura, well,
  
   shou ga nai.
  
  Aresk was reasonably fluent in their language and as much as he deliberately favored Kharsa even in his own head, he got a lot of use out of that phrase.
 

 
  Even now, passing through Camp Khashrek, the signs were evident. Small yokai shrines in the gardens of some homes, colorful pennants acquired from human traders decorating porches. In the art painted along houses, traditional knotwork and animal spirit depictions were sometimes accompanied by elaborate geometric designs in the Sifanese style. No one was quite outlandish enough to walk around dressed in a kimono, but even among the weapons carried by fellow orcs, there were occasional naginata and katana accompanying their traditional spears and khopesh. Bit by inexorable bit, they were being absorbed by a people who didn’t even want them there.
 

 
  Today, at least, the omnipresent reminders didn’t manage to sour Aresk’s mood. Without hesitation, he followed the crowd to where it was thickest: the ceremonial grounds along the west edge of Camp Khashrek, where the public amphitheater lay in the shelter of a rocky protrusion which shielded the town from the prevailing winds. The way there was crowded, not just with orcs talking or moving, but with commerce, as people from the two visiting clans had brought goods and High Wind residents had brought out their own, to make an impromptu market along the wide center street. His own hunting party would be joining them soon with their catch. It was clear, though, that the focus of the crowd and most of those present was at the ceremonial grounds. That meant something important was happening there.
 

 
  That meant Gairan was likely to be there. Aresk straightened his back further, rolling his shoulders, and tried not to chafe at the delay as he had to slow with the crowd to get in. To his left, someone accidentally jostled someone else and was punched in the side of the head; he barely stepped away in time to avoid the first man staggering into him and drawing him into the scuffle. For a moment he resignedly figured there was about to be a brawl and he really would get caught up, but the clumsy orc just nodded to the one he’d bumped, pounding his fist in recognition, and received a nod in return.
 

 
  The amphitheater was the only structure in Camp Khashrek surrounded by a wall, the town itself being forbidden exterior defenses by Sifanese law. Aresk had been surprised, as a boy, to learn that law was not applied selectively to orcs; Queen Takamatsu forbade fortifications except to her own lords. Each of its three entrances was flanked by two totems, proper orcish ones rather than the yokai shrines that had started going up everywhere else. Passing between the carved faces of animal spirits quieted the crowd, and there was a distinct difference between the festival atmosphere outside in the town and the more solemn one within the grounds.
 

 
  Aresk stepped to the side as soon as space opened, in the broad half-ring which separated the descending tiers of the amphitheater from the wall, craning his neck to peer around. There was a meeting already in progress, a few figures standing on the stage at the lowest level, but he ignored them at first searching for—his father, as he would claim if anybody asked. But also Gairan. She
  
   had
  
  to be here somewhere, the crowd was a roughly even blend of all three tribes and she always had to be in the thick of everything…
 

 
  He had to resign himself to the hopelessness of that, though, as there were far too many people standing and making their way through the various tiers to give him a clear view; all those seated with their backs to the entrances were anonymous from his angle, a lot actually invisible behind others. Aresk let out a short huff of annoyance, and then the scene below finally caught his attention.
 

 
  There was a
  
   human
  
  there. Not unheard of; the Sifanese avoided the orcs, but only mostly, and they had some regular visitors who were quite friendly. The other side of their culture being so formal and orderly was that individuals who didn’t fit well in it had few opportunities to get away, and a number of them found the more plain-spoken orcs good company. This one was Punaji, though, and it was odd for one of them to come this far inland. Aresk quite liked the Punaji, for all that their boisterousness could get annoying; they made the Sifanese look like a nation of temple guardians. They were sea people, though, frequent visitors to the ports on Tsurikura’s northwestern coast where the Cold Spray made their homes, and he’d never heard of one being encountered elsewhere. This one had the distinctive black hair—also distinctively uncombed—and one of those long heavy coats they wore, which had to be brutally uncomfortable in the summer heat. Even one of their shortish, curved swords hung at his waist. More than that Aresk couldn’t tell, as the man stood with his back to him, facing Mother Raghann.
 

 
  Must be important indeed, for a human to be brought into the ceremonial grounds, and welcomed to stand at the speaker’s place in the amphitheater. Aresk couldn’t help some annoyance at the presumption, though Raghann was there along with two other old orcs he recognized as Elders of the Shadowed Wood and Cold Spray clans. Clearly, the man was invited. He shuffled closer to listen, forgetting to search for Gairan and his father.
 

 
  His timing was fortuitous. The human was doubtless central to whatever this meet had been called to discuss, and the discussion itself seemed not underway yet. Even in solemn quiet, the crowd of orcs filing into the amphitheater were talking softly, many giving their guest suspicious looks, and those on the stage were not yet addressing the assembled. Raghann and the human were talking, the other two Elders in conversation with people on the front row.
 

 
  Then the human shifted to look around at the gathering crowd, and Aresk took an involuntary step forward, clenching his fists. That was
  
   not
  
  a Punaji. The man was far too pale, not as much as the city-dwelling Sifanese he had seen in Kiyosan, nor as dark as the suntanned travelers who came by Camp Khashrek. With that strangely tawny complexion, and that sharp, high-bridged nose, he resembled descriptions Aresk had heard of…
 

 
  
   “Tiraan?”
  
  he grated aloud, beginning to feel his pulse rise in fury.
 

 
  A hand fell heavily on his shoulder.
 

 
  Aresk rounded on its owner, barely restraining the urge to lash out. Which, as it turned out, was a good thing.
 

 
  “You made good time, my son,” Arkhosh said, giving him a firm shake by his grip on Aresk’s shoulder. “I hoped your party would return in time to see at least the outcome of this meeting. You haven’t missed anything of consequence.”
 

 
  “Father!” Aresk barely managed to lower his voice to a pitch suitable for the reverence owed the ceremonial grounds. “Is that man
  
   Tiraan?”
  
 

 
  Arkhosh’s eyes shifted past him to stare down at the “guest” on stage with the Elders, his face betraying nothing. Aresk knew the deep well of conviction that motivated his father, but Arkhosh was a respected man in the community, and his role as the public voice of the traditionalist faction demanded composure; he never revealed more than he meant to, at least in public.
 

 
  “That
  
   boy,”
  
  Arkhosh said in the same soft tone, “is indeed of the Empire. He is an emissary from the Vidians, a speaker for the dead. And as his visit has the backing of the Queen and one of the kitsune, the Elders have agreed to hear him speak. I cast my own vote in favor of hearing him out. Tiraan or no, remember the courtesy owed a guest of the clan.”
 

 
  Aresk struggled to control himself. Maybe someday he would master his father’s confident self-restraint, but sometimes—like now—he despaired of it. “We are to sit and
  
   listen
  
  to Tiraan lies?”
 

 
  Arkhosh shook him again, still gently enough to be affectionate, but clearly making a point. “No one has seen a Tiraan in a hundred years, my son. This one can do little enough harm on his own, and even if his presence is as worthless as I suspect, it costs us nothing and may profit us to see and hear him. Always seek to know your enemy, as best you can. Come, I want you to sit with me at the front.” He paused, then gave Aresk another jostle. “You are a man, a hunter, and a member of the community. I expect you to control yourself, but speak if you see a need, son.”
 

 
  “Yes, Father,” Aresk said, squaring his shoulders. It would not be his first time sitting at the lowest levels with his father, whose place there had been well-earned, but this invitation to participate was new, and filled him with such emotion it was all he could do to cling to his own composure as he followed Arkhosh down to the front row. With pride, yes, but also trepidation. The thought of embarrassing himself, or worse, his father… What could he say? Would he know what was right to contribute? Maybe it would be better just to remain silent. But after Arkhosh had specifically asked him to speak at need, would that disappoint him?
 

 
  Aresk’s equilibrium was not helped by what he found at the bottom level. There was an open space, which Arkhosh had clearly kept for them, and right next to it sat Gairan.
 

 
  She looked up, and the grin of delight that blossomed on her broad features made several of his organs evidently displace themselves. Gairan wore regalia today, he saw, and it suited her amazingly well. Aresk had always thought her pretty, but over the last several times they had met, he had begun to develop the opinion that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.
 

 
  He was aware that meant he was in real trouble.
 

 
  “Aresk,” she said as he sat down beside her on the bench, punching his shoulder and setting his chest to an unmanly flutter that he dearly hoped was invisible. “They said you were off hunting! I was afraid I wouldn’t get to see you at this meet.”
 

 
  “You should be so lucky,” he replied in as close to a casually jocular tone as he could manage. Out of respect for the bones and feathers which draped her robes, he had to content himself with jabbing her with an elbow. If he damaged her formal regalia…well, that was all he needed. “And look at you! A shaman in your own right, now!”
 

 
  “Just as you’re a hunter,” she replied, baring tusks in a broad grin. In the next moment they both fell silent in the awkwardly sudden awareness that as fully recognized adults, it was about time for them each to be looking for a mate…
 

 
  Sitting on Aresk’s other side, his father made a sound deep in his throat that could have meant anything. It was only Aresk’s deep, personal respect for him that restrained him from punching the older orc right on the ear.
 

 
  The spirits continued to bless Aresk’s timing, and he was spared having to sit through any more discomfort. On the stage just in front of him, Mother Raghann had stepped over to the back and struck the hanging bronze bell twice with the head of her staff.
 

 
  She paused for two heartbeats before striking it twice more, and then did the same a third time. By the end, every orc in the ceremonial grounds had fallen silent and either taken a seat or stood against the outer wall; out of respect for a meeting in progress, those who had not entered in time refrained from crowding through the gates.
 

 
  The old woman turned back to face them, planting her staff against the ground with a soft thump that was plainly heard in the sudden silence.
 

 
  “We,” she said, her voice no less strong for the faint creak it had acquired over her long years, “the Elders of the High Wind, the Shadowed Wood, and the Cold Spray clans, have called this meet to hear a request from this visitor.” She lifted her staff again to point at the human, who nodded acknowledgment at her. Not the correct thing to do at that moment, but aside from some faint shuffling in the stands, no one commented. It was not exactly fair to expect this Tiraan to be familiar with their etiquette, and his intent was clearly respectful. “This is Gabriel Arquin, from Tiraas.” Several of the respected members of the community who ranked a seat on the front had to turn around and glare upward to silence the ensuing muttering, including Arkhosh. “He is the Chosen of Vidius, and has been brought here with the blessing of our host, Queen Takamatsu, by the Ancient One Kyomi, to bring us a proposal.”
 

 
  “Vidius has no Chosen,” scoffed a man Aresk did not know, who by his style of dress and skin color was of the Shadowed Wood. To be invited to sit there in the front, he must have been fairly important in his clan.
 

 
  Gabriel Arquin glanced at Raghann, who just raised her chin slightly, and Arkesh couldn’t quite repress a sneer. Couldn’t the boy speak for himself?
 

 
  “He does now,” Arquin said in the next moment, clearly figuring out that nobody was going to hold his hand. “I’m the first. I’m sure that must seem strange, coming out of nowhere like this, but let me just tell you it’s giving me a lot more credit than I’ve earned if you think I managed to trick a kitsune.”
 

 
  All three Elders on the stage smiled at that, and there were a few chuckles of acknowledgment from the crowd.
 

 
  Arquin drew in a breath, and subtly squared his shoulders—a gesture Aresk might have missed, had he not been peering at the human with a hunter’s intensity. Chosen or not, the boy was
  
   nervous.
  
  Well, so much the better. Any member of his demented, murdering nation
  
   should
  
  be, showing his face here. Arquin shifted his left hand to the hilt of his sword, and Aresk’s eyes fixed on that. Not the hand he would use to draw it, but still…
 

 
  “I’ve come with a proposal,” the human said when the soft amusement faded. “I am not going to make you a promise, because I honestly don’t know if this will work. But I believe it should be tried. I have consulted with my cult and with that of Salyrene about the feasibility of this, and both believe it is…possible. It will require the participation of your clans, however. Not just for your unique, ah…perspective, but because it should be your right to determine whether this proceeds at all.”
 

 
  “Enough waffling, boy,” a Cold Spray woman in the front row said. “Spit it out. What is it you want to do?”
 

 
  Arquin shifted again, once more straightening his shoulders, though Aresk was still watching his sword. There was something there… His concentration was broken by the Chosen’s next words, however.
 

 
  “I want to heal Athan’Khar.”
 

 
  All respect for the solemnity of the ceremonial grounds was lost in the hubbub that erupted. A lot was general confusion and disbelief, but there was plenty of negatory hissing, as well as the approving stomping of feet. Gairan’s feet were among those exuberantly slammed against the ground, Aresk noted with a pang.
 

 
  Raghann whipped her staff around and whacked at the bell until there was silence again. Neither she nor the other two Elders looked surprised. Of course, they had cooked this up between them; they wouldn’t have brought this human here unless they knew exactly what this was all about.
 

 
  “There are indications that the land is beginning to heal naturally,” Arquin said. “The corruption is receding, and by this time the forest seems completely natural for almost a mile south of the river border. Humans don’t go there, obviously, but gnomes have reported on the state of the country. The monsters within Athan’Khar are growing less aggressive, too. It’s been forty years since any crossed the river without specific provocation.”
 

 
  “What is that?” Aresk demanded suddenly, pointing. His father and Gairan both turned their heads to frown at him.
 

 
  Arquin turned to him too, blinking. “What’s…what?”
 

 
  “Your sword,” Aresk said, deliberately not looking at anything but the human. Maybe if he couldn’t actually
  
   see
  
  the entire crowd staring at him, the self-consciousness wouldn’t crush him bodily… “The one your
  
   hand
  
  is on. There’s light flickering at the edge of the scabbard. Are you doing magic?”
 

 
  An unpleasant murmur rose from several directions.
 

 
  “Oh,” Arquin said hastily, “don’t worry, that’s—”
 

 
  “Remember where you are, boy,” Arkhosh rumbled. “You don’t tell
  
   us
  
  not to worry when a Tiraan is doing surreptitious arcane magic at us.”
 

 
  “If I could
  
   explain?”
  
  Arquin said, frowning in annoyance. As much as Aresk wanted to take offense on behalf of his father, Arkhosh
  
   had
  
  interrupted, and this was the first time the human had shown some proper spine. In the next moment he tensed, reflexively reaching for his hunting knife, when Arquin fully drew the sword.
 

 
  It was not, as he had thought, one of the scimitars the Punaji often carried. The curve of the blade was almost serpentine. Aside from its gleaming cutting edge, the blade itself was
  
   black,
  
  and lined with symbols which pulsed blue in time with its master’s voice.
 

 
  “Ariel is a kind of all-purpose magical aid,” the human explained. “In this case, she is translating. I don’t actually speak either Sifanese or Kharsa; the magic lets me communicate.”
 

 
  “You call your sword a she?” the Shadowed Wood man from earlier said in a dry tone. There was some gruff laughter from the stands, till Raghann raised her staff menacingly toward the bell.
 

 
  
   “She
  
  is a talking sword,” Arquin replied flatly, returning the weapon to its sheath. “Her voice is feminine. And she is under strict instructions
  
   not
  
  to talk here because she’s rude and generally obnoxious.”
 

 
  Arkhosh patted Aresk’s shoulder, leaning toward him to murmur, “Well spotted, son.”
 

 
  Aresk could not help straightening his back in pride, and then further when Gairan gave him a warm smile.
 

 
  “Back to the point, then,” said Takhran, the second-eldest member of the High Wind clan after Raghann.
  
   “How
  
  is it you propose to heal Athan’Khar? And
  
   why
  
  would you suddenly decide to do this?”
 

 
  “The
  
   why
  
  is simply because it should be done,” Arquin said firmly. “I don’t know that anybody needs a reason beyond that. The how is the complicated part, at least potentially. As I said up front, I’m proposing to
  
   try;
  
  I can’t be sure how well this would work. Cleansing corruption is fairly straightforward according to several magical disciplines; the problem in Athan’Khar is that the corruption is sentient, and angry.”
 

 
  “And wouldn’t
  
   you
  
  be?” someone shouted from the back. Nobody that distant from the position of honor near the stage should have interrupted the meeting, and indeed there was an immediate scuffle as the speaker was pounded by his neighbors. From around the amphitheater, though, several feet were stomped in agreement.
 

 
  “Absolutely,” said Arquin. “That’s not in question. Justified or not, though, the twisted and enraged state of the spirits in Athan’Khar has to be incredibly
  
   painful
  
  for them, and I don’t think they should be left in that condition, not if they can be helped. Wouldn’t
  
   you
  
  want to be?”
 

 
  “Why now?” Takhran asked.
 

 
  “There was never a Chosen of Vidius before now,” Gairan said before Arquin could answer. The human turned to her and nodded in respect, giving the young shaman a small smile.
 

 
  Aresk couldn’t quite put words to the emotion that rose in his throat, but he was not enjoying it.
 

 
  “The problem, then,” Arquin continued, “is trying to heal a land that actively fights you in the process. My cult has some experience in dealing with angry spirits, and will help in any and every way possible. That won’t be enough, though. There are very few Vidians who aren’t human, relatively speaking, and even if I could get every elf, gnome, and dwarven cleric of the cult to work at this, they still wouldn’t be orcs. Not being immediately attacked by the spirits is not the same as getting them to cooperate. It’s very likely that your shaman are the only people the spirits of Athan’Khar will even
  
   listen
  
  to. There are many ways the followers of Vidius and Salyrene can facilitate this, and we will do everything we can, but it must be shaman of the clans who take the lead.”
 

 
  “And your Empire?” Arkhosh demanded. “Are we to believe Tiraas will just sit passively and
  
   let
  
  Athan’Khar be restored? You suggest we should send our shaman to be exposed to Tiraan assassination in what you acknowledge might be a vain hope!”
 

 
  There was both hissing and stomping in response; Raghann hefted her staff, but quiet fell again before she could strike the bell.
 

 
  “First, we have to try,” Arquin answered. “If this doesn’t work, it won’t matter. But if it
  
   does,
  
  if we can raise a real prospect of restoring Athan’Khar and returning the clans to their home, it’s very likely the Empire will bend its resources to help.”
 

 
  That time, Raghann had to sound the bell repeatedly to stifle the uproar, and it took more than a few seconds.
 

 
  “What do you think, Aresk?” Arkhosh asked quietly, his voice disguised by the noise.
 

 
  “I don’t trust a Tiraan saying things that are obviously too good to be true,” Aresk answered.
 

 
  His father’s faint smile said he shared that doubt. “I mean, of
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  Aresk hesitated, narrowing his eyes, conscious of Gairan watching him from the other side and listening. “He…speaks well, father. Straightforward. The Sifanese hide everything behind formality and the Punaji play about like children. It
  
   bothers
  
  me, the thought that of the human nations we know it’s the
  
   Tiraan
  
  who are most like orcs.”
 

 
  “Don’t judge any clan by one individual, let alone a nation that size,” Arkhosh murmured, “and never judge an individual by what he says when he wants something.”
 

 
  “Yes, father.”
 

 
  Silence finally fell again, and they had to cut the conversation short. Arquin had stood still throughout, and Aresk had to respect his composure; even the faint signs of nervousness he’d shown before had melted away. Now, he was simply waiting for quiet so he could continue.
 

 
  “I gather you don’t know a lot about our history,” the human said at last.
 

 
  “You presume a lot, boy,” Arkhosh replied, “if you think
  
   we
  
  care about
  
   your
  
  history.”
 

 
  Feet were stomped in agreement, but this time Arquin continued without waiting for order to restore itself. “It matters, here. The last your people knew of the continent, you were rescued by the Silver Legions and then the kitsune brought you here. Am I right?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Raghann said simply. “Go on.”
 

 
  Arquin nodded. “If you haven’t followed word from Tiraas after that, you may not know that the Empire tore itself apart after the Enchanter’s Bane was used. That was no great triumph; every human nation reacted with
  
   horror
  
  at the atrocity of it.
  
   Every province
  
  rose up in rebellion. Tiraas itself was so beset with riots that the Emperor had to impose martial law, and even that didn’t work. By the time rebel forces had converged on the capital, his own government had collapsed due to the Sisters of Avei fighting Imperial guards for control of the city and the Thieves’ Guild assassinating every official of the civilian government they could reach. No one in the Tiraan Empire is proud of what we did to your people. Even now, it’s remembered as our greatest shame. At the time, it completely
  
   broke
  
  the Empire.”
 

 
  The murmuring that rose up was more subdued than before. Aresk sat bolt upright on his bench, trying to digest that. How much of it could be true? Then again, why would the Chosen lie?
 

 
  The worst part was the realization that if Arquin spoke the truth, the clans had all but condemned themselves by refusing to hear emissaries from Tiraas for the last hundred years. In withdrawing into Tsurikura to rebuild their strength, they would have wasted who knew how many opportunities to return home and try to rebuild already…if this account was right.
 

 
  “And yet, there is an Empire
  
   now,”
  
  Arkhosh said with naked skepticism. “Because we have not accepted visitors from Tiraas does not mean we all live under rocks, boy. There is
  
   plenty
  
  of talk in Sifan about the looming menace of the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  “You’re correct,” Arquin replied. “There is
  
   a
  
  Tiraan Empire, but it’s not the same one. It was put back together, piece by piece, in the years following the war. It uses as much of the same symbolism and pageantry of the original as it can, because that’s a way for the people in power to
  
   stay
  
  in power. But structurally? It almost doesn’t compare. The Emperor can’t just do whatever he wants anymore; his power is checked by the noble Houses. The Army itself is constrained by law to consist of one-third levies from House guards, which means they can put a cap on how many forces he has at his disposal. The provincial governments have a great deal more internal sovereignty. The Universal Church is
  
   far
  
  more powerful, and has a lot of sway with the public—the Archpope can give a sermon and turn a lot of people against the Silver Throne. Tiraas has no navy at all; the Empire relies on treaties with the Punaji and the Tidestrider clans to secure its coasts. And above all,
  
   everyone remembers Athan’Khar.
  
  The last Imperial dynasty was brought down by the outrage of the public, and Emperor Sharidan doesn’t dare forget that. If anything, he is
  
   more
  
  vulnerable to being ripped off his throne if he oversteps than the last dynasty were. The idea of waging war on the orcs… It’s laughable, frankly. It would enrage a big swath of the Empire’s citizens, and send most of Sharidan’s political enemies circling like vultures for a chance to take him down.
 

 
  “There’s another side to that coin,” Arquin continued, raising his voice slightly above the ensuing mutters until they faded. “Sharidan’s very first action as Emperor was to form a treaty with the drow of Tar’naris.”
 

 
  “No one forms
  
   treaties
  
  with drow!” exclaimed the Shadowed Wood dignitary who kept finding fault with everything the human said.
 

 
  “That treaty is real,” said Takhran. “That much, even I have heard.”
 

 
  “Not all drow are alike,” Arquin agreed. “Not even all Themynrites. Just because nobody can deal diplomatically with the Nathloi doesn’t mean we can’t with Narisians—and I don’t know enough about Sifanese politics to guess, but the lack of a treaty with Nathloss may just mean it hasn’t been tried. Tar’naris and the Empire get along quite well, now. One of my best friends is Narisian, and she’s easily the most rational person I know. The point is, the Narisian Treaty is one of the most popular things the Empire has done in recent years, even though it involves committing Imperial troops to help hold their Scyllithene border. Sharidan has not only proved he’s willing to offer a hand to former enemies; he’s learned there’s a big political advantage in it for him.
 

 
  “I don’t work for the Imperial government,” Arquin said, once again pressing on despite muttering around him. “I can’t
  
   promise
  
  anything about what the Silver Throne will do; everything I have to say on that subject is my opinion as an informed citizen. And I certainly didn’t come here to
  
   sell
  
  the Empire to you. Having grown up in the thing, I think it’s better for its people than either anarchy or warring feudal states, and I think Sharidan Tirasian is reasonable and more inclined to be helpful than he is to be difficult. That’s about the extent of my patriotism. If you’re still too disgusted at the idea of dealing with Tiraas to even try, then…I guess there’s nothing more to talk about, there. But since the Empire
  
   did
  
  this to your people, if they can be persuaded to foot the bill for cleaning it up, well…that seems fair, to me.”
 

 
  That earned him a round of exuberant stomping, though Arkhosh quickly retorted, “None of which matters if your whole idea proves to be unworkable in the first place.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Arquin agreed. “I think involving the Empire would be a bad idea unless we can be certain this is doable.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Arkhosh replied, “you’ve talked a lot of grand concepts. Heal Athan’Khar, make peace. What,
  
   specifically,
  
  are you proposing to do? What do you need from us, and what do you offer? The journey to Athan’Khar is a very long one to make on the basis of such limited prospects, Deathspeaker.”
 

 
  “I’m offering the services of myself and my valkyrie allies to aid in contacting the spirits in whatever way is necessary,” said Arquin. More murmuring swelled up at that; the aid of soul reapers was
  
   not
  
  a small thing. “I have also secured the assistance of Salyrite scholars to deal with the magic involved. What I propose, in this specific case, is a small team; we are looking to ascertain whether this can be done, remember, not heal the whole of Athan’Khar right away. It’s barely a beginning. To that end, we will need the help of at least one orcish shaman. I would suggest maybe two or three, but you know your business better than I. And as for the trip, I am given to understand that it will only be a journey of a day or two.”
 

 
  Raghann struck the bell to silence the widespread scoffing that ensued.
 

 
  “Let us not dismiss anything without thought,” Arkhosh agreed, turning to stare at the crowd. “We have heard some surprising things today. I’m sure the Deathspeaker, who has been so careful
  
   not
  
  to make promises he can’t keep, would not say such things without reason. How, then,” he asked, turning back to Arquin, “do you propose to reach Athan’Khar from Tsurikura in
  
   two days?”
  
 

 
  “With my help.”
 

 
  She had not been there before; she did not appear. It was simply as if she had
  
   always
  
  been part of the scenery, and everyone only now noticed. The kitsune stood nimbly atop the bell itself, balanced on her toes; she wore a black kimono that matched the color of her ears and tail, with a plain katana and wakizashi thrust through her sash.
 

 
  Immediately, every orc in the place surged to their feet and then knelt in respect, save the three Elders on the stage. Arquin, who had turned to her without evident surprise, looked rapidly back and forth at the prostrate orcs in bafflement.
 

 
  “I do not do this to rush you away, honored guests,” Kyomi said with a gracious little smile, inclining her head. “You have been good neighbors and good caretakers for this piece of our realm. The clans of Athan’Khar have been offered welcome in Sifan, and it shall not be rescinded, so long as your good stewardship continues. But it is a painful thing, to be cut off from one’s history, and my sisters and I are pleased to help you in recovering it, if we may.”
 

 
  She hopped lightly down to the ground, whereupon the Elders bowed deeply to her. After a confused pause, Arquin did likewise.
 

 
  “So, before committing great effort to this task, I call a band of heroes to see whether it can be done. Raghann, daughter of Aghren, Elder and chief shaman of the High Wind clan, you shall lead it with your wisdom and experience. Gabriel Arquin, who has brought us this chance and presents its best hope, will of course go. As this is a quest for the future of the orcish people, the young should have a place as well. And so two more will join them, a shaman and a hunter. Of the Cold Spray clan, Gairan, daughter of Grensha.”
 

 
  Aresk thought for certain his heart couldn’t pound any harder or higher in his throat than at that announcement. The kitsune’s very next words proved him wrong.
 

 
  “And of the High Wind clan, Aresk, son of Arkhosh.”
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  Of course, it wasn’t that simple…and yet it absolutely was.
 

 
  Aresk kept his mouth firmly shut during the discussion and argument which followed. There was a
  
   great
  
  deal of talking, most centered on the unsuitability of two barely adult orcs for such an important mission, and the risk of sending Mother Raghann, the High Wind’s eldest. It wasn’t that Aresk had no thoughts to contribute, of course. He wouldn’t have bothered arguing that he could handle the responsibility, anyway, as he knew well the futility of that claim in any circumstances. Rather, he itched to point out that none of them dared to question these decisions until Kyomi vanished again, in the abrupt and unpredictable manner of her kind. Obiouvly, he kept that to himself. The entire front row would have lined up to pummel him.
 

 
  So he let the argument surge around, every word of it as predictable as it was futile, and took note of who was talking and who was not. His father, of course, was a prominent voice of objection to nearly every part of this. In fact, almost everyone on the lowest row of the amphitheater except himself and Gairan argued vehemently for one thing or another. Mother Raghann was silent, however, just watching and listening. The human, Arquin, also kept his mouth shut.
 

 
  Aresk and Gairan spent much of the discussion exchanging significant looks. She, he could tell, was very much of his own mind about the whole business. Even given the gravity of the issue at hand, it was a subtle thrill to feel that connection with her.
 

 
  In the end, Raghann finally cut across the debate by declaring that if she was too old to serve her clan, she was too old to be eldest anyway and it was high
  
   time
  
  for her to run off and get killed so Takhran could take over.
 

 
  And then Arquin took advantage of the short quiet which followed to put an end to the whole conversation.
 

 
  “Of course, you should do what you think is right. Personally, I’m gonna do what the kitsune told me to. I’ve had the experience of one of their kind being
  
   disappointed
  
  with me. It was…enough.”
 

 
  It was a strange feeling, Aresk found, to be in firm agreement with this outsider, and to resent it so.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And why are we hiking inland in the
  
   opposite
  
  direction from the entire continent?” Aresk demanded the next day, once their little group was out of sight of Camp Khashrek. In truth, he’d wanted to ask that question the moment they set out, but was still mulling his father’s last private words to him, instructing that he carefully watch both Arquin and Raghann, with whom Arkhosh frequently disagreed about the clan’s future. “Don’t we at least need to reach the sea? How else is the Ancient One going to get us there?”
 

 
  “Athan’Khar is not approachable by sea or land,” Raghann replied, striding along without leaning on the staff she carried. There was indeed a faint stoop in the old woman’s shoulders, but her very pace was what made it noticeable. Orcs did not grow frail with age, as a rule. “The spirits are practically mindless with rage, the monsters indiscriminate in their aggression. Elves and gnomes may try their luck with some occasional success, but a human crossing the border is instantly attacked by everything within miles; an orc is…taken. We don’t know what happened to the first shaman who tried to return home, but their spirit guides grieved the loss so loudly that every other shaman was warned against the attempt.”
 

 
  “So how do you get to a place if you can’t enter it?” Gairan asked.
 

 
  “Good question,” Aresk grunted. “And none of this explains why we’re walking the wrong way.”
 

 
  “You learn more if you let your elders
  
   finish
  
  talking, young hunter,” Raghann said, shooting him a flat look. “To answer, Gairan, the way to get into a place without crossing its borders is to simply pop up in the middle.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t make
  
   any
  
  sense,” Aresk protested.
 

 
  Raghann whacked him on the head with her staff. He sighed, but made no further comment. It was a fair blow; she had, after all, just cautioned him to keep quiet and listen till she was done explaining. Gairan gave him a commiserating little smile. Arquin, oddly, seemed so startled by the hit that his pace faltered, and then he had to jog a few steps to catch up.
 

 
  “That,” Raghann continued, “is why none of this would be possible without the help of the Ancient Ones. Kyomi-sama has offered to take us directly to a place in the interior of Athan’Khar—to a sacred spot where the corruption is mild enough that she can open a way.”
 

 
  “Kitsune use fae magic,” Arquin added, “which ordinarily doesn’t provide any means of instantaneous travel. But I guess if you’re a creature on her level, most of the rules just don’t apply to you. Which is kind of the point. Neither arcane teleportation nor shadow-jumping work into Athan’Khar. I’m taking it on faith that she can actually do this.”
 

 
  Aresk curled his lip.
  
   “What
  
  is shadow-jumping?”
 

 
  “Warlock craft,” Gairan said quietly. “Best left alone.”
 

 
  “Ah.” He nodded at her in agreement. There were no warlocks in Sifan, thanks to the kitsune and various yokai, but stories of them and their vile magics survived among the clans.
 

 
  “And that brings us, at long,
  
   long
  
  last, to your question, impatient boy,” Raghann said, and Aresk had to struggle not to bristle. Anyone else he would have punched right on the nose for talking down to him that way, but the eldest mother of the clan had certain privileges—which she wasn’t shy about exercising. “We are going to
  
   another
  
  piece of sacred ground, this one in Sifan. There is an old shrine of Vidius a day or two in this direction. Kyomi-sama said she can open the gate from there. The protections upon the grounds will help to shield Sifan from the madness on the other side.”
 

 
  “I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” said Arquin. “Kyomi mentioned the shrine was abandoned. In fact, she said
  
   ‘one
  
  of the abandoned shrines,’ implying there were more.” He hesitated, glancing around at the sunny countryside, and Aresk repressed and urge to shove him on general principles. It was one thing to be a weak, spindly human, but did the man have to make such a nervous
  
   spectacle
  
  of it? “This whole country… Death has a
  
   presence
  
  here, like nothing else I’ve ever felt. I’m not sure what to make of it.”
 

 
  “It’s not the whole country, just the island,” Gairan explained, veering in front of Aresk to walk next to Arquin. Aresk felt something unpleasant begin to rise in his throat and ruthlessly shoved it back down, knowing very well when he was being childish and irrational. He walked along in silence while Gairan talked to the human; aside from having little to contribute to the topic, he didn’t quite trust himself to speak. “Tsurikura is…well, a land of death, like you said. There was a plague here, some ten years before the Enchanter’s bane; that’s why Sifan had a conveniently unpopulated island the Ancient Ones offered to let us use.”
 

 
  “Yes, very convenient,” Raghann said dryly.
 

 
  “That was a poor choice of words,” Gairan agreed, nodding contritely. “Nobody knows what disease it was now, just that it killed fast, and was incredibly contagious. The Queen at the time refused to send more healers after the first dispatched died like everyone else, and ordered any boats trying to leave Tsurikura to be destroyed with fire arrows before they could reach the other islands. It’s said that every human here was dead within two months.”
 

 
  “Gods,” Arquin muttered.
 

 
  “And so we are not merely squatters,” Gairan continued, raising her chin with pride. “The clans are caretakers. Tsurikura is clean and verdant now, but that took years of our labor. The first orcs who came here gathered up and buried the dead with honor, cleaned and sanctified the ghost villages, repaired the shrines… It wasn’t always quite so peaceful, either. The Sifanese had avoided the island since the plague, and malignant yokai had moved in, not to mentioned anguished spirits of humans which were very restless. Our ancestors had a lot of work to do. Less now; we maintain the graveyards and shrines according to Sifanese custom, and by now priests come from Kiyosan to help. Even still, there are occasionally wandering spirits that have to be calmed. It’s a good land now, though, thanks to our work.”
 

 
  “Tsurikura is not our true home,” Aresk added, “that will always be Athan’Khar, no matter what
  
   your
  
  people may do. But we have
  
   earned
  
  our place here.”
 

 
  “It sounds like you have a lot to be proud of,” Arquin said with a smile.
 

 
  Aresk scowled at him suspiciously, which seemed to surprise him.
 

 
  Grinning, Mother Raghann prodded the human’s shoulder with her staff. “Don’t try to deal with orcs the way you would with Sifanese, young man. Especially young bucks like Aresk, here. Our ways are straightforward; anyone who thinks you’re flattering them will take it as an insult.”
 

 
  “Oh…kay,” Arquin said warily. “It wasn’t meant as flattery, just a statement.”
 

 
  “We
  
   are
  
  proud of what we have done here,” Gairan said simply. “Orcish pride doesn’t require validation. Aresk is right; it’s a touchy issue, that goes straight to the heart of what we’re doing right now. Tsurikura has been a home to us, but it is not our true home, our ancestral home. We have roots and ties here, now. The prospect of returning to Athan’Khar is a grand one, but it also raises some hard questions, and the prospect of loss.”
 

 
  “I see,” Arquin murmured. “Makes sense…”
 

 
  “There’s a lot that
  
   doesn’t
  
  make sense,” Aresk said, not even trying to keep the scowl off his face. He didn’t go so far as to bodily insert himself between Arquin and Gairan, but only because she would have whacked him for it—and worse, made fun of him. “I won’t question that the Ancient One can do what she said. Or that you can, I suppose. It’s not like I know any human death magic. But you talked as if the Empire would welcome us back with open arms. No pretty words will make me believe
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Huh,” Arquin grunted. “You know… I think that’s the first time in my life someone has accused me of using pretty words.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t sell yourself short, boy,” Raghann replied with a grin. “You bargain well. I, for what it is worth, believe what you said about the Empire and its politics. But that’s not the whole story, is it?”
 

 
  “The
  
   whole
  
  story is more than I could possibly know,” said Arquin. “The Empire is a big place, and sometimes it seems like everyone in it has an agenda—”
 

 
  “Enough of your waffling!” Aresk growled, stepping around Gairan and punching Arquin on the shoulder, sending the human staggering.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Gairan snapped—at
  
   him.
  
  She decked Aresk on the jaw, hard enough to make it clear she was serious; he actually had to take a step back to keep his balance. “You
  
   know
  
  better than that, Aresk!
  
   Don’t
  
  treat humans like orcs. Do you punch every Sifanese who smiles and lies to your face?”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  one is not Sifanese!” Aresk snarled, angry less at her than at the fact that he was now arguing with her. “He’s
  
   Tiraan!”
  
 

 
  “He’s still human!” she retorted. “Their way with words is complex, and they’re
  
   all
  
  too fragile for orcish handling.”
 

 
  “Never been called fragile before, either,” Arquin remarked. He was now standing a few feet away, thanks to Aresk’s hit, but didn’t appear hurt despite Gairan’s concern. The whole group had stopped, and now Raghann hung back, watching the young people with an inscrutable expression. “Look, I’m not suggesting we take every orc on Tsurikura and drop them right in Athan’Khar. Even if we could somehow cleanse the whole country, that would be a bad idea.”
 

 
  “Then what is the
  
   point
  
  of all this?” Aresk demanded.
 

 
  “The point is it’ll take
  
   time.”
  
  Arquin resumed walking, and they fell in alongside him. “Remember, what
  
   we
  
  are doing here is an experiment. We don’t yet know if we can cleanse even part of the country. If it doesn’t work, well, that’s that. But if it
  
   does,
  
  it’s only going to be the first step in a very large, very long plan. It’s a big country, bigger than any of the Imperial provinces; recovering it will have to be done one step at a time. This is going to be the work of generations, optimistically.”
 

 
  “Which, if you are right, the Empire will help with,” Gairan said, and Aresk was pleased to find skepticism on her face.
 

 
  He was surprised to find it on Arquin’s, too. “I think that’ll have to be managed
  
   carefully,”
  
  said the human, frowning at the distance ahead of them. “Tiraas can probably be persuaded to help, and it certainly
  
   owes
  
  the clans that help…but I think it’ll be important to limit how much they contribute. What nobody needs is for the Empire to take over the effort, and position itself to determine what happens in a rebuilt Athan’Khar. That’s gonna be the tricky part—getting the resources and support the effort needs from Tiraas, while controlling the amount of influence it has.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Raghann said in that sardonic tone of hers. “You mean, you
  
   don’t
  
  want your Empire to gain more power over its neighbors?”
 

 
  “Gaining power isn’t the solution to most problems,” Arquin replied. “I mean, contradict me if I’m wrong, I know I have a lot less experience with life than you. But it seems to me that power
  
   causes
  
  more problems than it solves, and the pursuit of it makes people crazy. No, I care about the Empire, but for that reason I’m not interested in handing Athan’Khar to the Silver Throne. All the Empire’s neighbors have amicable but tense relationships with Tiraas, and I think that’s just about perfect. It forces us to stay focused and alert and prevents the kind of insane overreach that caused the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Gairan grunted, wearing a pensive frown very much like Arquin’s.
 

 
  “What is it you want, then?” Aresk asked. “You want the Empire to help us, but not
  
   too
  
  much?”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Arquin gave him a grin, which faltered under Aresk’s glare. “Look, you have to understand that no one in the Empire has
  
   seen
  
  an orc in a hundred years. You’re nearly mythical to us. If we just suddenly jammed both societies right next to each other, it would probably go
  
   very
  
  badly. The fact that restoring Athan’Khar is going to be such a long and detailed process creates an opportunity to do it
  
   well.
  
  It’ll let orcs and humans get to know each other again—gradually, in small doses at first. It’s a chance to build some trust and establish a lasting peace.”
 

 
  Aresk physically swelled with his instinctive reply to
  
   that,
  
  but Gairan caught his eye and her expression warned of more trouble than he wanted. Instead, he let out a huff of air and kept his mouth shut.
 

 
  “So…why you, then?” Gairan asked the human after a moment. “I can’t see it as coincidence that the first time anyone comes from Tiraas who
  
   cares
  
  about us and our land is the first time Vidius has called a Chosen. It makes sense, that this would be a matter of death, but at the same time that seems…ominous.”
 

 
  “It does, doesn’t it?” Arquin agreed, as if the thought had only just occurred to him, too. “Frankly, I don’t think Vidius has much to do with it, explicitly. I mean, that is, there’s a lot he can do to
  
   help
  
  with this, but… Well, it was my idea, and I wasn’t approaching it as a matter of death. Truthfully, I just got into a conversation a while back with the Hand of Avei about orcs and their history with the Sisterhood, and got to thinking about what it would take to repair Athan’Khar, and why nobody had tried yet. One thing just led to another…”
 

 
  Aresk wanted to punch him. He wanted to punch
  
   everyone.
  
  On they walked, through the sunshine and the music of cicadas, Gairan and this
  
   human
  
  chattering along in animated conversation while he stewed in silence. He tried, as best he could, just to tune them out. Otherwise he really was going to end up punching Arquin right in his too-clever mouth, and getting himself in even worse trouble with Gairan than he already was.
 

 
  Mother Raghann let herself fall to the rear of the group, and watched them in amused quiet as they walked.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was a long day.
 

 
  Traveling through the wilds of Tsurikura was Aresk’s whole life, and he loved it. But his hunts were either done in solitude or with the company of fellow hunters he was familiar and comfortable with; he enjoyed it both ways.
  
   This
  
  group was something different. Mother Raghann constantly breathing down his neck would alone have put him on edge, but that wasn’t even the worst of it. A journey with some human from Tiraas
  
   should
  
  have been painfully awkward at best; a journey with Gairan, alone, would have been exactly the opportunity he had wished for. Somehow, the combination of both was worse than Aresk could have imagined, because the two of them hit it off brilliantly.
 

 
  For the most part, he kept quiet. Much of the time he simply had nothing to contribute, as he wasn’t inclined to talk with Arquin and Gairan, while happy enough to speak with Aresk, kept returning her attention to the human. After the first few recitations of his adventures, which were the most grandiose nonsense Aresk had ever heard or imagined (Centaurs? Skeleton hordes? Machine cults? The boy was either a lunatic or a damn liar) he began actively tuning them out whenever Gairan wasn’t the one speaking.
 

 
  After their stop for food at midday, Aresk took to roaming wide of the group. Scouting, he told them, checking ahead and to both sides for potential threats. Of course, the greatest dangers in Tsurikura these days were bears and wild boars, and if they stumbled across a hostile yokai or something the group with two shaman and the Chosen of Vidius would obviously be safer than one hunter on his own. It offended Aresk a little that Gairan didn’t ask him to stick closer. And Raghann really didn’t
  
   need
  
  to keep giving him that knowing look whenever he drifted away.
 

 
  To make it all more annoying, their pace was constrained by the human in their midst. Arquin could take a hit, as Aresk had discovered, but he lacked an orcish constitution and was winded after just a few hours of walking through forest at full speed. Rather than stopping repeatedly to rest throughout the day, they constrained their pace to what he considered a leisurely stroll. At least the human didn’t complain or beg, and even pushed himself hard enough that Raghann had to insist they stop and make camp a full hour before dark. Arquin didn’t argue very hard, and actually fell asleep as soon as they were no longer moving.
 

 
  Aresk was glad to have his mouth finally shut, though not so much so that he didn’t resent the boy’s lack of help in setting up. Gairan made it worse; she seemed to think it was
  
   cute.
  
 

 
  By the time they had built a fire, laid out some rations, and awakened their companion from his
  
   nap,
  
  Aresk was inwardly seething. Arquin wasn’t even a bad sort, objectively speaking; it wasn’t as if Aresk didn’t know humans were on the delicate side. He’d dealt with them before and didn’t mind. Under other circumstances—and if the guy hadn’t been Tiraan—he might have enjoyed the chance to get to know someone from a place so distant. But Gairan just
  
   would not stop talking to him!
  
 

 
  “I wish I understood why us,” she said, staring quizzically at the campfire. The young shaman gave Aresk a smile, which he gladly returned. “I’m honored and not afraid of the danger, but…”
 

 
  “Don’t lie to yourself, girl,” Raghann said from the other side of the fire. “If you weren’t afraid of
  
   this
  
  danger, it would make you an idiot. You’re facing it anyway, that’s what matters.”
 

 
  “Do you ever get tired of lecturing people, Mother Raghann?” Aresk inquired.
 

 
  “Well, it’s been seventy years and I haven’t
  
   yet,
  
  but things change all the time,” she replied, flashing her teeth at him.
 

 
  Gairan reached over to jostle his knee affectionately. “Danger or no, I don’t get it. Gabriel is obviously necessary and Mother Raghann makes sense. But
  
   we’re
  
  just a couple of random young people.”
 

 
  “Some things are just…as they are,” Aresk said.
 

 
  “That’s not an answer, it’s avoiding the question,” she retorted.
 

 
  “Yes, and I sleep very well at night,” he said, grinning. “If a question is too big to have an answer, I’m much happier not wasting time on it.”
 

 
  She grinned back, and it was a wonderful shared moment. And then, of course, she had to ruin it.
 

 
  “What do you think, Gabe?”
 

 
  “I think if a kitsune tells me to do something, I do it,” he said after swallowing a bite of hardtack. “Learned
  
   that
  
  lesson the hard way. Either Kyomi has seen and planned
  
   far
  
  ahead and carefully chosen every stop to achieve some future goal we can’t even guess at yet…
  
   Orrrr
  
  she just thought it was funny.”
 

 
  “If you only knew,” Raghann said dourly, “how often I have wondered
  
   which
  
  of those motivations inspired the Ancient Ones to bring us to this land in the first place.”
 

 
  “You mentioned that yesterday at the camp,” Gairan said, shifting in place to face away from Aresk and toward Arquin. “You’ve encountered Ancient Ones before? They rarely leave Sifan.”
 

 
  “Rarely, but not never,” he said, for some reason grimacing and rubbing a hand over his throat. “One of them came to the school I attend to teach magic class for a semester, though.”
 

 
  “You’ve
  
   studied
  
  under a kitsune?!” Gairan leaned toward him, her expression eager and awed. Aresk clenched his fists at his sides. “Which one?”
 

 
  “Ekoi Kaisa.”
 

 
  “I’ve heard of Kaisa-sama! What was it
  
   like?”
  
 

 
  “…scary,” Arquin said frankly, a wry little smile crossing his face. “Informative, though! She actually is a good teacher. But yes, generally unsettling in a way that in hindsight I’m pretty sure was deliberate.”
 

 
  “So even the great Chosen of Vidius is afraid of something,” Aresk muttered.
 

 
  Gairan shot him a look which was far too akin to Raghann’s knowing expressions for his liking.
 

 
  “Lots of firsts today,” Arquin said lightly. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me ‘great,’ either. Though, to be honest, if anybody was ever going to it would
  
   only
  
  be sarcastically.”
 

 
  “You are a curious fellow,” Raghann mused. “One moment, almost orcish—straightforward even when you should be more discreet. The next, almost Sifanese—cagey and self-deprecating.”
 

 
  “Well, maybe people are hard to understand purely in terms of where they come form,” Arquin said with a smile. “We’re all individuals. Stereotypes don’t take you far in terms of getting to know someone. It’s like I said earlier, physically recovering Athan’Khar from its condition is only half the battle. The rest of it will be getting Kharsa and Tiraan culture
  
   carefully
  
  into contact, so they can get used to not thinking of each other as enemies. That’s the only way there’s going to be permanent peace.”
 

 
  This time, it was more than Aresk could take.
 

 
  “And what if we don’t
  
   want
  
  permanent peace?” he snapped.
 

 
  Arquin blinked at him as if confused. “Then…what’s the point of any of this?”
 

 
  “Aresk has grown up with stories of how things were in the homeland,” Raghann said dryly. “Stories four generations removed, and therefore rather romantic. My own mother survived the Bane, and told me of life before it. Our people raided back and forth into N’Jendo and Viridill constantly, on a small scale, and every other generation or so gathered the clans into a horde to wage real war. The Jendi hated us. The Viridi… Orcish codes of honor are very much like Avenist battle doctrine in many ways. There was no attacking of noncombatants, mistreatment of civilians, destruction of personal property or necessary infrastructure. Warriors who violated our codes were summarily handed over to the enemy to face
  
   their
  
  justice. More importantly, our ancestors waged war because it sharpened and strengthened them. I think it’s no accident the Sisterhood immediately turned on the Empire after the Bane was used. Avenist and Kharsa fought, but they understood and respected each other. Largely
  
   because
  
  they fought.”
 

 
  “Well…” Arquin picked up a stick and poked at the fire. “That was then. You don’t fight the Sifanese, do you?”
 

 
  “It would be a crippling dishonor to repay them so for giving us a place,” Gairan said.
 

 
  “And, once again,” Aresk added in a growl,
  
   “your
  
  people are
  
   not
  
  the Sifanese!”
 

 
  “You don’t actually know who
  
   my
  
  people are,” Arquin pointed out in a mild tone, clearly not realizing how close it brought him to being clubbed. “There are a lot of ethnicities in the Empire. The Westerners alone are between three and seven nations, depending on how you count.”
 

 
  “If you want our people to recover their own lands,” said Aresk, “it must be in
  
   our
  
  way. Observing
  
   our
  
  traditions!”
 

 
  “And to people like Arkhosh,” Raghann said quietly, “that will mean taking up the sword. Never mind that we are a hundred years out of practice.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Aresk exclaimed. “Already we grow soft!”
 

 
  “Do we?” She shrugged. “I don’t feel soft. It’s like you were saying earlier, Gabriel Arquin. Your Empire has surrounded itself with nations which
  
   could,
  
  with just a few insults, become enemies. It lives under the constant tension of having to keep those relationships amicable. It seems to me that is a
  
   fine
  
  way for a people to hone themselves. I have to do the same with half the idiots in my clan, and I give that most of the credit for keeping my mind sharp all these years. A hundred years ago, the Kharsa and the Tiraan were both broken peoples. Now we are a pacified remnant and they rule the mightiest nation in the world. Coincidence?”
 

 
  “There is
  
   no
  
  comparison!” Aresk roared, shooting to his feet.
 

 
  “Are you going to punch the Mother, Aresk?” Gairan asked dryly.
 

 
  “Now, I think you’re both right,” Arquin said in a soothing tone, and only Gairan’s hand pushing on his leg stopped Aresk from lunging at him. “That really
  
   isn’t
  
  a fair comparison; Athan’Khar was a smaller nation and had just lost most of its population and
  
   all
  
  of its territory. The Kharsa could hardly be expected to bounce back like the Imperials. On the other hand…the world really is different, now. Trying to wage constant war would lead to complete and quick disaster, Aresk. Not least because the Empire has more people in its army than the clans have people at all, and weapons a hundred years more advanced than your ancestors faced.”
 

 
  “So you think you’re
  
   stronger
  
  than we are?” Aresk snarled.
 

 
  “Now, now, I don’t mean in a personal—”
 

 
  “Boy, stop,” Raghann said with open amusement. “It’s a good effort, but completely misplaced. We
  
   don’t
  
  talk our way past disagreements this fundamental, Gabriel, we
  
   face
  
  them. Trying to soothe this away is just piling on additional insults.”
 

 
  Arquin looked at her in silence for a moment, then up at Aresk. “So. Would I be wrong in guessing you have something of a
  
   personal
  
  problem with me, Aresk?”
 

 
  “No,” Aresk grunted, forcibly relaxing his clenched fists. “No, you’re right, this is foolish. You’re just a human and I shouldn’t expect you to understand anything.”
 

 
  Arquin tossed his stick into the fire and stood up.
 

 
  “Don’t,” Gairan urged, and it wasn’t clear who she was talking to.
 

 
  “Well, I’ll tell you what,” Arquin drawled, staring at Aresk. “If it’ll maybe put this behind us and help you
  
   feel
  
  better, big guy, why don’t you take your shot.”
 

 
  Aresk had been absolutely sincere in his declaration of intent to back down from this, and so it was a surprise to both of them when Arquin had no sooner shut his mouth than he got a fist across it.
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  Aresk had never hesitated in a fight in his life, but he had also never felt so out of control of himself. He didn’t remember deciding to hit Arquin; he specifically recalled deciding
  
   not
  
  to. So he halted, uncertainly, with his fist still extended and the human staggering away, barely keeping on his feet after that first punch.
 

 
  “Damn, you guys really do hit hard,” Arquin commented, catching his balance and straightening up. He was neither bruised nor bleeding. “Well, can’t say I didn’t ask for it. How well can you do without sucker-punching someone?”
 

 
  That conveniently resolved Aresk’s personal dilemma. With a wordless roar, he charged forward, completely in agreement with himself now on the matter of pummeling Gabriel Arquin.
 

 
  Amazingly, the human just stood there and watched him come. Were they slow as well as frail? Aresk swung a wild haymaker and Arquin soaked it up right on the ear, staggering sideways. He only just avoided falling, but Aresk kept after him, launching punches at his head and chest.
 

 
  Even through the fog of his fury, he quickly realized that something was wrong, here. The human was just
  
   standing
  
  there; he only exerted himself to stay upright while Aresk knocked him around the clearing. He didn’t fight back, or dodge, or even block. After a few frenetic seconds in which he landed enough uncontested hits to have put even another orc on his back in the dust, Aresk paused, fists still upraised, squinting at Arquin in the firelight.
 

 
  He still looked…fine. The man didn’t have a mark on him, not so much as a drop of blood.
 

 
  “Good,” Arquin said briskly during Aresk’s hesitation, straightening his coat. “Good power, decent speed. I can see you don’t get in a lot of serious fights, though.”
 

 
  “Gabriel,” Gairan warned, but the human kept on talking.
 

 
  “Everything’s in your upper body, and that won’t do if somebody fights you back,” Arquin said. “Balance is the first and most important thing in a fight, and yours is terrible. Look, start with a stance. You want your feet shoulder-width apart, with your knees slightly flexed, and put your weight—”
 

 
  The sheer condescension of it was enough to drive Aresk almost senseless with fury. His bellow of rage split the evening and he lunged, drawing back his fist for a blow that would have cracked a tree.
 

 
  He barely saw what happened, but somehow Arquin shifted just a hair out of the way, caught his arm, and spun them both around, using Aresk’s own momentum to hurl him bodily across the clearing. The came up against the trunk of an oak so hard it shook and deposited a shower of acorns on them all.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  he choked, stumbling back and whirling around, fists up to block. The human hadn’t pressed his advantage, though; he was still just standing there.
 

 
  “Aw, that’s nothing,” Arquin said modestly. “You should meet my friend Toby, he’d have you on your knees with your arms in a knot by now.”
 

 
  Baring the full extent of his tusks, Aresk surged toward him again, fist upraised.
 

 
  Then he stopped. Without lowering his arm, he stared at the inexplicably unruffled human.
 

 
  “Now that,” Gabriel said, pointing at him, “is your first tactically correct decision.”
 

 
  Even realizing how easily he was being baited, Aresk couldn’t help himself. He at least changed his approach this time, shifting his motion to deliver a powerful uppercut which Arquin didn’t even try to avoid. The orc’s fist hit him right under the chin, lifting him a full yard off the ground and finally sending him to the dirt on his back.
 

 
  The next moment, he snapped both his feet around Aresk’s right leg in some kind of lock; pushing on his ankle with one foot and pulling his knee with the other, he forced the leg to buckle and sent Aresk staggering down to a kneeling position.
 

 
  While he was still reeling for balance, Arquin rolled deftly back to his feet. Aresk shot upright the instant he physically could.
 

 
  The two of them stared at each other in the firelight, neither moving.
 

 
  “What are you
  
   doing?”
  
  Aresk demanded harshly.
 

 
  “Making a point,” Arquin said in total calm.
 

 
  
   “How are you doing this?”
  
  he roared.
 

 
  “Haven’t you ever seen the Sifanese fight?” Arquin asked with a good-natured little smile. “This is
  
   nothing.
  
  When I passed through Kiyosan I asked a sailor to show me some of the martial arts he was bragging about and my ass was in the harbor before I realized he’d touched me. And that was just some guy, not a master or anything.”
 

 
  “We don’t fight the Sifanese,” Raghann commented, “but both karate and kendo are known to us…just not to Aresk, here. His father would never stand for him studying human arts. I think that is not the point he was curious about, though.”
 

 
  “Why aren’t you
  
   hurt?”
  
  Aresk demanded.
 

 
  “He’s a demonblood.” Gairan was staring up at him with a faint frown; neither she nor Mother Raghann had moved from their seats during the fight. “Part hethelax. You would need magic to make him bleed, Aresk.”
 

 
  Aresk could only gape at her for a moment. And then at Arquin.
 

 
  “You—that—how long were—”
 

 
  “It
  
   isn’t
  
  news,” Gairan said, frowning more deeply. “He told us this earlier today. I thought it was strange you didn’t respond, but I thought you must have
  
   heard.
  
  It’s not the kind of revelation someone just…glosses over.”
 

 
  “So
  
   this
  
  is how you fight?” Aresk snarled at Arquin. “With magic and trickery?”
 

 
  “Blood isn’t something you can just turn off,” the human pointed out. “Unless you know something I don’t. In which case, sure, show me how to stop being invulnerable, then you stop being twice my size, strength, and sturdiness, and we can try a rematch. That sounds fair, right?”
 

 
  Aresk took a step closer to him. “And now you’re
  
   making fun of me?”
  
 

 
  “Like I said, I’m making a point,” Arquin replied, still infuriatingly calm.
  
   “This
  
  is why peace matters. The Enchanter’s Bane is widely considered the worst weapon ever created and the Empire has long since destroyed the methods, records, and anybody who knew how to build one, but weapons have still advanced. If we’re to restore Athan’Khar and the Kharsa people
  
   to
  
  it, they can’t live as they did before. Constant war with your neighbors is not an option, they would crush you. The way you live now, with the Sifanese, is a much better path. Why would you ever want to go back?”
 

 
  “Why? Because
  
   battle makes us strong!”
  
  Aresk raged, clenching his fists at his sides.
 

 
  “Your people haven’t fought a battle in a hundred years. Does that make you weak?”
 

 
  “You didn’t even land
  
   one
  
  hit on me!”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s correct,” Arquin said simply. “I didn’t. And do you feel like you’ve won, here?”
 

 
  Aresk physically vibrated with the repressed urge to punch him again. He repressed it because the effort would have been completely wasted. And the urge kept rising, because that was exactly the human’s—half-human’s—point. Somehow, he had worked himself into a corner where he did not understand what kind of fight he was in and everything he might do meant he would lose.
 

 
  Finally, taking the only route he saw left, Aresk turned and stalked off into the darkening forest.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Full dark had long descended by the time she found him.
 

 
  Aresk had seated himself on the horizontal remains of what had once been a massive tree, staring into the night and listening to the constant noise of crickets and owls. He heard her coming, of course; she made no attempt to disguise her approach. Still, he just sat, staring at nothing, while she circled around the log and finally took a seat alongside him upon it.
 

 
  For a while, they were simply there. She waited for him.
 

 
  “Is the world going to be like that, then?” Aresk said suddenly, still not looking at her. “That was… There was nothing I could do to him. I felt helpless. I have not felt helpless since my mother died.”
 

 
  “The world was already like that, Aresk,” Gairan replied quietly. “We’ve been in no position to fight anyone since we settled here. The Sifanese would surely crush us if we gave them a reason.”
 

 
  “But they don’t,” he whispered. “Because…they have no reason.”
 

 
  She said nothing.
 

 
  “And that’s it, then,” he finally breathed. “The last, true death of who we were. My father and those who agree with him are always talking about reclaiming our place, restoring the old ways… But even if the Deathspeaker’s plan works and we can re-settle our true home, there’s no going back, is there? We can’t test ourselves against the humans. Our history is truly dead.”
 

 
  “Death begets life,” she said. “We can’t be what we used to be, but that doesn’t make us nothing.”
 

 
  “And that’s what I’ve been sitting here, thinking about. What
  
   are
  
  we? Here, we’re…caretakers, guests. Tolerated as long as we are inoffensive and useful, but not wanted. It’s not our place, we don’t belong, and the Sifanese never let us forget it. In Athan’Khar we were strong, feared… But we can’t become that again. We can’t stay, and can’t return. What are we to become, Gairan?”
 

 
  “I don’t know, Aresk.” She shifted closer to him and reached up to put an arm around his shoulders. “But I know that we can become
  
   something.
  
  My clan has people like your father and Mother Raghann, too, people who are obsessed with either restoring the old ways or resigning ourselves to our place here. Always one or the other, those are the two positions. The more age and wisdom someone has, I think, the less they can see past their own point of view. But you’re here,
  
   thinking
  
  about what we should do. That’s what will save us—finding a new path. I’ve never respected a man more.”
 

 
  Slowly, he leaned against her, and she pressed her weight into him in reply.
 

 
  “So the Jendi still hate us,” he murmured. “I wonder what makes the difference. He didn’t say the Viridi do…”
 

 
  “Did your father ever tell you how we worked with the Sisterhood?”
 

 
  “He said the Kharsa and the Avenists tested themselves against each other, and made each other stronger.”
 

 
  “There are other stories, that are less widely known now,” she said. “The traditionalists in my clan don’t like to hear them. But there were Kharsa heroes all through the Age of Adventures. Whenever a great demon lord or warlock or necromancer rose, headhunters were called and sent to destroy them alongside Chosen of Avei and Omnu and Salyrene. In the Hellwars, in plagues of undeath, in every great disaster, Athan’Khar sent armies. Our people raged against evil and cut it down wherever it rose. All that which hunted humanity
  
   feared us.
  
  The Avenists appeciated our strength, and appreciated the wars that honed us. They are a people of purpose. But the Jendi…they just wanted to live in their own land.”
 

 
  Gairan hesitated, then gave him a gentle shake.
 

 
  “We were strong
  
   with
  
  the humans as much as against them, Aresk. We’ve gained strength from the Sifanese, whether they like it or not. We can’t be as we were and we can’t go on as we are, but we can
  
   still
  
  be strong. We are a strong people, and that won’t change. It’s just a matter of finding a new
  
   way
  
  to be strong, in this new world. The Deathspeaker presents an opportunity, but I think the most important thing he said was about keeping Tiraas from taking over the recovery.
  
   We
  
  have to find our own way, and not let it be found for us.”
 

 
  “You’re right.” Aresk wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “You are right. I just…I wish I knew how.”
 

 
  “Keep thinking, Aresk. Keep watching, and you’ll find it. I believe that about you.”
 

 
  If she believed it, he would have to make it so. And that was all there was to it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  At least the next day’s walk was quieter.
 

 
  Neither Arquin nor Raghann said anything about the previous night’s events. The old shaman managed to convey without a word that she knew and understood everything about everyone’s business, which was nothing new; Aresk was beginning to wonder whether she actually had any such insight or had just perfected the art of seeming like it over the years. The human, for his part, was as polite and friendly as ever, when spoken to. He mostly left them alone, however.
 

 
  This time, Gairan walked alongside Aresk the whole time, to his delight. What had passed between them last night had not explicitly settled anything, but it had clearly made a great difference in a way he didn’t quite understand yet. The two of them didn’t talk much, leaving the group to its quiet. For now, it was good enough.
 

 
  Their destination was reached shortly before noon. Aresk, being of course very familiar with the area surrounding Camp Khashrek, had discerned where they were going by midday yesterday: the disused Vidian shrine sat atop the center of a slightly curved ridge, which had been carved into terraces entirely taken up now by a cemetery. A single stretch of stone stairs led straight to the shrine itself from the base, with paths branching off it at intervals leading among the quiet graves. He himself had avoided this place, though his hunts had repeatedly brought him near it; the maintenance of Tsurikura’s protected sites was the work of the clans’ shaman, and the Vidian priests who periodically traveled to the island to conduct their rituals.
 

 
  The area around the base of the cemetery hill was clear of trees, and the small party emerged from the forest to find it already occupied. Preparations had clearly been made in advance, to judge by the warriors taking up obvious guard positions around the small meadow. These were not Queen’s samurai in armor, but Battle Sisters, women whose black robes bore Avei’s eagle sigil in golden embroidery. All their attention shifted to the three orcs and their human companion was the group stepped out of the treeline, but none moved to intercept them. Clearly, they were expected.
 

 
  Each of the orcs nodded respectfully to the Battle Sister they passed closest to, a younger woman with particularly fine features. Arquin gave her a broad smile and offered a greeting.
 

 
  
   “Konnichiwa!”
  
 

 
  Her eyes slid right past him, and her hand found its way to the handle of her katana. He coughed and hurried past, ducking his head. Behind him, Raghann grinned in open amusement.
 

 
  
   “Kon,”
  
  Aresk said in a low voice, veering over to walk beside Arquin as they approached the stairs to the shrine.
 

 
  The human looked at him sidelong. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “It’s
  
   kon-nichiwa.”
  
 

 
  “…that’s what I said.”
 

 
  “You said ‘can.’ Also ‘nitch,’ when the vowel you wanted there was more of an
  
   ee.
  
  And you heavily emphasized one of the syllables, which Sifanese doesn’t. The language has fewer sounds than Kharsa. Or Tanglish, I understand. It also has lots of homonyms; half their humor is puns. So it’s
  
   very
  
  important to pronounce correctly, otherwise you can find yourself making an off-color joke you didn’t intend.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Arquin muttered. “What did I
  
   say
  
  to her?”
 

 
  Aresk grunted. “You said ‘hello’ in the manner of a mush-mouthed idiot foreigner. Good try, but maybe you’d better keep letting your magic sword translate.”
 

 
  Arquin actually grinned in open amusement; he looked like he might have laughed, had their mission and surroundings been less solemn. At moments like this, Aresk couldn’t help feeling that Gabriel Arquin would be an okay guy if he didn’t embody everything wrong with the world.
 

 
  At the top of the stone stairs they passed beneath one of the towering, squared arches the Sifanese liked to use in ceremonial places. Apparently they had some spiritual significance, which Aresk had never learned. After last night’s conversation, he was starting to wonder how badly his father’s opinions had tainted his understanding of the world. The shrine itself was not large, a low building with an open front and a traditional sloped roof, surrounded by quiet gardens within the shade of the massive trees which surmounted the cemetery.
 

 
  Two Vidian priests stood before the shrine itself, and bowed deeply to them. Aresk had always deliberately avoided these; swathed in black robes with white ceramic masks, they were inscrutable, silent, and altogether…
 

 
  “Creepy,” Arquin muttered.
 

 
  Aresk looked at him in surprise. “Aren’t these priests of
  
   your
  
  religion?”
 

 
  “The cults in Sifan are
  
   different
  
  than what I’m used to. Believe me, those samurai down there don’t much resemble Silver Legionnaires. These guys…more of the same.”
 

 
  “Hm.”
 

 
  “And so you have come!”
 

 
  Once again, Kyomi appeared standing on top of something, this time the front edge of the shrine’s roof. That seemed rather disrespectful to Aresk, but in a country where her kind were known as goddesses he supposed she got to decide exactly how much honor was to be shown to whom and what.
 

 
  The instant she spoke, both Vidian priests spun toward her and folded themselves to the ground, pressing their masks against the grass with their hands forming triangles in front of their foreheads. The kitsune had never demanded such obesiance from the Kharsa, but in the presence of it Aresk made his own bow deeper than he usually did—and noticed that the others did likewise, including Raghann. Arquin also bowed, shifting his feet and grasping the scabbard of his enchanted sword, generally looking uncomfortable. Apparently he wasn’t accustomed to the gesture.
 

 
  Kyomi stepped off the roof into thin air, and drifted down to the stone path as lightly as an autumn leaf. She offered no acknowledgment to the two prostrate priests, simply nodding to the group. “Shaman. Hunter. Gabriel. And of course, Vestrel and Evaine!”
 

 
  Her green eyes shifted to look past them at that, and Aresk risked a glance over his shoulder—then had to steel himself against jolting in surprise. Two ghost-like figures stood on the path behind them, just inside the arch, little more than black blurs like shadows lifted off the ground. So indistinct were they that it took him a moment of study to realize their odd shapes were due to each having black wings. Most unsettlingly, each carried a scythe, which was incongruously vivid enough in appearance to look tangible.
 

 
  “In this land,” Kyomi stated, wearing a vague little smile, “among my people, this would ordinarily be an occasion of great ceremony. But we are here on behalf of the orcs, a people noted for straightforward practicality. And so, let us be about this as swiftly as we may. Sisters, the gate is open. Please go ahead, and scout the path before us.”
 

 
  Gate? Aresk could see nothing that resembled a gate. Before he could wonder in earnest, the two indistinct figures of the valkyries swept past the group—and, to their immense discomfiture, partly
  
   through
  
  them, black wings slicing through flesh without touching. It was harmless but
  
   quite
  
  disturbing.
 

 
  “Sorry about that,” Arquin said quietly. “They haven’t touched anybody in thousands of years; most people can never even see them. They get pretty casual about personal space.”
 

 
  None of the orcs replied, being fully occupied by watching the shadowy valkyries vanish. The moment they reached the open front of the shrine, before touching the altar which stood just past the shade of its roof, they simply winked out of existence.
 

 
  “So…that is the gate?” Gairan inquired, quietly but aloud. “Just…there? Out in the open?”
 

 
  “Anyone fooling around a sacred site deserves whatever they stumble into,” Kyomi said indifferently. “We will not be disturbed, thanks to the Sisters. If our great experiment comes to nothing, I will obviously not
  
   leave
  
  the gate open, and if it succeeds, there will be a permanent presence of guards here. Worry not, young shaman.”
 

 
  “Of course, Ancient One,” Gairan murmured, bowing again. “I did not mean to question.”
 

 
  “You’ve given no offense,” Kyomi replied with a mysterious little smile. “You also, Gabriel, calm yourself. I’m pleased to see that you care for them so, but Athan’Khar is no more dangerous to them than anywhere else, so long as they do not approach Kharsor itself—which they won’t. Nothing in the region around the gate can reach across the dimensional divide to touch them.”
 

 
  “I see,” he said thoughtfully. “Where is the other end of the gate, exactly?”
 

 
  All three orcs shifted to stare at him. One did
  
   not
  
  question a kitsune, especially in that tone.
 

 
  Kyomi, though, smiled again, with a bit more emotion. “I see why Kaisa likes you so much.”
 

 
  His jaw dropped. “Wait, she
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Unless you have performed a very detailed study of geography since we last spoke, the exact location will be meaningless to you. I chose a site which was sacred to the Kharsa and thus relatively unscathed by the mad spirits which still lived there, but held no inherent magic to be twisted by Magnan’s atrocity. Vestrel and Evaine will investigate the conditions on the other side, and then…we shall see what we shall see.”
 

 
  “Ancient One,” Raghann said with a diffidence Aresk wouldn’t have thought her capable of, “we are deeply grateful to you for undertaking this labor on behalf of our people. As always, we are your servants.”
 

 
  Kyomi’s eyes flicked to Aresk, and as he dropped his gaze he had to wonder whether such a creature could tell how he felt about having his and his entire race’s service so blithely promised that way.
 

 
  “Have you figured it out, yet, Raghann?” the kitsune asked pleasantly.
 

 
  “Figured…what out, Kyomi-sama?”
 

 
  “Whether all this is a step in a larger plan,” Kyomi explained, amusement heavily tingeing her voice, “or simply a joke?”
 

 
  The sound of soft wind through the branches above almost covered the intake of breath from all three orcs. Though not from
  
   her
  
  ears, of course.
 

 
  “Okay, you cut that out,” Arquin ordered, and Gairan forgot herself so far as to whip around to stare at him in horror. One of the kneeling priests physically twitched. Arquin was scowling at Kyomi, and pointed an accusing finger. “You’re a creature older than civilization with the power to level mountains. Tormenting old ladies is beneath you.”
 

 
  Aresk was very certain, for a moment, that they were all about to die.
 

 
  “A fair criticism,” Kyomi said, still smiling, and actually bowed to the human.
 

 
  Gairan looked as if the entire earth had been yanked out from under her. Aresk could relate.
 

 
  Two dark blurs zoomed out of the invisible gate in swift succession, and he was more pleased than he could possibly have imagined to see eerie avatars of death.
 

 
  “Ah,” Kyomi said, turning to face them with her sharp ears perking up. As far as Aresk could tell, she and the valkyries just stood there, staring at each other. He edged toward Arquin, leaning over to mutter out the side of his mouth.
 

 
  “Are they going to speak?”
 

 
  “They
  
   are
  
  speaking,” he replied just as quietly. “I’m afraid that’s as visible as they get, and that’s because it’s Vidian holy ground
  
   with
  
  a giant dimensional rift in it at the moment. But they’re describing the area around the other side of the gate, which they say is…” He paused, tilting his head. “…quiet? Relatively speaking.”
 

 
  “Quiet
  
   enough,
  
  for our purposes,” Kyomi agreed, looking over her shoulder at them with a knowing little smile which she pulled off even better than Raghann, unsurprisingly. “Quiet enough that an old shaman and a young shaman can send forth an entreaty. Do not approach the gate; conduct your rituals to call out to them from this side. If they respond favorably, we have a beginning. If not… Best to be upon our ground, not theirs.”
 

 
  “Athan’Khar
  
   is
  
  our ground,” Aresk rumbled, and then immediately wanted to punch himself. This habit of speaking before thinking reared up at the most inopportune times.
 

 
  “I suspect, young hunter,” Kyomi said with a grin that showed off her pointed little canines, “that this entire enterprise will hinge upon whether you can convince
  
   them
  
  of that.”
 

 
  “How do you
  
   convince
  
  the maddened, rage-altered spirits of a million murdered souls of anything,” Gabriel muttered, frowning deeply.
 

 
  “That, young Deathspeaker,” said Raghann, “is a shaman’s duty.”
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  “It really is the worst, isn’t it?” Arquin asked him in a low voice half an hour later.
 

 
  Aresk turned to him, grunting with an upward inflection.
 

 
  “Being useless,” the human said dryly, tilting his head at the two shaman at work. “There’s not a lot I hate more than standing around, watching people do the work. Not being able to contribute.”
 

 
  “You keep blurting out things that make you sound almost like an orc,” Aresk grumbled. “It’s…disorienting. Anyway, this is a time for shaman magic, so…the shaman have to do it, and we have to watch.
  
   Shou ga nai.”
  
 

 
  
   “C’est la vie,”
  
  Arquin replied lightly, and Aresk shot him an irritated look. He didn’t speak any Tanglish, and didn’t understand why the magic sword hadn’t translated that piece.
 

 
  Raghann and Gairan were on their knees on the path to the shrine, facing it, with a cleared space around them laid out for their ritual purposes. Arquin had been intrigued that they had used chalk and dust to draw lines radiating from their position to various totems laid out around them, rather than defining a boundary circle. Talk of magic went over Aresk’s head, not to mention boring him, but fortunately and Raghann had peremptorily instructed Arquin to hush. At least the two of them were not alone in being excluded; the pair of robed death priests now lurked by the archway and the stairs, and the Battle Sisters had been called up to the shrine grounds to stand in a horseshoe formation around the ongoing magic.
 

 
  Kyomi had her own respectful bubble of space off to the side, and simply stood in serene quiet. Aresk noted, now, that her black kimono and the katana she carried were both reminiscent of Battle Sister attire, though hers of course had no Avenic sigil. He wondered at the significance of that; it seemed impossible that there was none.
 

 
  So they all stood, Aresk feeling chiefly conscious of his own impatience. Almost no one else present revealed any discomfort with being made to wait. The death priests were inscrutable as always, the Battle Sisters a very picture of discipline, and of course Kyomi was functionally older than time and without doubt could occupy herself with her own thoughts for far longer than this. That Arquin was the only person here with whom he felt any kinship was as amusing as it was annoying. Aresk hadn’t gotten over his antipathy toward the human, but he was beginning to appreciate the irony of it.
 

 
  “Someone answers,” Raghann whispered suddenly, and there was a flicker of motion at the shrine.
 

 
  Aresk snapped his attention to it, narrowing his eyes. Nothing was
  
   there,
  
  still, but for just a moment he thought he could see the outline of the doorway Kyomi had opened. By instinct, he lifted his hand ax from its loop at his belt. Foolish, of course; he was probably the
  
   least
  
  physically dangerous person here, even with the valkyries having been sent away at Raghann’s insistence. But still, if there was danger, an orc should have a weapon in hand.
 

 
  A second flicker, a flat piece of space in front of the shrine rippling like a puddle touched by a leaf.
 

 
  Then, without further warning, the
  
   thing
  
  burst out.
 

 
  The creature was nothing created by nature; it was lopsided, one of its arms overly long and with fingers extending back upward like the bones of a bat’s wing. It supported itself on the knuckles of that hand and the mass of writhing tentacles it had instead of legs. The other arm was of more proportional length, but ended in a thick paw with seven fingers of mismatched size, each tipped by a disproportionately large, serrated claw. The top of its head was apparently missing, leaving only a flat surface above its slavering mouth—which had upthrust lower tusks, just like an orc.
 

 
  Then the second mass of tentacles atop its stunted head rose up and shifted forward from having been flattened back against its skull, revealing that they were tipped in eyeballs.
 

 
  Gairan made a little sound for which Aresk wouldn’t have condemned her even had he not been so fond of her. Arquin pulled a wand from the deep pocket of his coat.
 

 
  “Brother!” Raghann declaimed, spreading her arms wide as though to embrace the monstrosity. “…or sister. This is a safe place. Be welcome here.”
 

 
  The creature surged forward a few feet, and Aresk instinctively did likewise. It moved with a strange gait, tugging itself along on that one overlong arm while its mess of tendrils supported it, but even so it moved
  
   fast
  
  for such an ungainly creature.
 

 
  All around them came the avid hiss of steel as the Battle Sisters unsheathed their swords in unison.
 

 
  The monster stopped, however, its eyeballs pivoting to take them all in, its head pointing at Raghann. It opened its jaws to extend a wide, flat tongue, with which it appeared to taste the air.
 

 
  “We feel your pain,” Raghann said, gazing up at the beast without fear. “We feel your anger. We offer you respite, and the hope of healing. Let go of—”
 

 
  It screamed at her—or roared, it was hard to tell as it had three distinct voices making different noises simultaneously. Then it charged. Not at Raghann, this time, but to her left, at Gairan.
 

 
  Aresk crossed the ground in three rapid strides, planting himself between the shaman and the monster, and roared a wordless challenge back at it.
 

 
  Rather to his surprise, the thing stopped its advance, close enough it could have reached out to grab him with its longer arm. It flexed its jaws, screaming right back at him. He braced his feet and lifted his axe, leaning toward it and baring all his teeth in a bellow of pure fury.
 

 
  The monster stopped, tilting its head inquisitively. Aresk couldn’t guess which eyeball to look at, so he stared at a point right above its mouth.
 

 
  “Boy, get out of the way,” Raghann ordered from behind him.
 

 
  Aresk ignored her apparently suicidal demand, not taking his attention off the monster. It swayed slowly from side to side, and he tracked it with his eyes. The beast bared fangs, growling at him, and he did the same right back.
 

 
  Then it actually settled backward slightly, seeming to consider him in earnest.
 

 
  
   “Move!”
  
  Raghann snapped, prodding him from behind with her staff.
 

 
  “Mother Raghann,” Gairan began, “maybe he—”
 

 
  “Trust your elders, both of you,” she said curtly. “I know what I’m doing.”
 

 
  Aresk didn’t see how she could
  
   possibly
  
  know what she was doing, since what they were all doing had no precedent in the history of the world. Still, rather than try to fight on two fronts, he began easing to the side. Keeping his pace carefully slow but his steps firm, not showing weakness by signaling a retreat, but deliberately not making aggressive moves. He had done this dance many a time with other orcs; it was all part of getting to know a stranger in any circumstance when it was not certain who was dominant. This was how matters were first settled whenever he encountered orcs from other clans while away from Camp Khashrek on a hunt.
 

 
  The monster mirrored his movements in its weird shuffling gait, circling around slowly in the other direction. He might have suspected it was going around him to get at the shaman, but it kept its focus firmly on him, right where he wanted it. The movements were all so bizarrely
  
   familiar.
  
 

 
  “Lost one,” Raghann said earnestly once she had a clear line of sight to the creature, “we implore you to be at peace.”
 

 
  Aresk didn’t risk taking his eyes off the beast, but narrowed them in disapproval. Something in this twisted abomination still thought like an orc, that much he could tell from the way it acted. Orcs did not
  
   implore
  
  each other. She was treating it like one of the human spirits or yokai that sometimes went wandering on Tsurikura and had to be coaxed back to rest. That was a big part of a shaman’s role in their society, now. But here…
 

 
  “This is a place of safety,” Raghann continued in a soothing voice. “A place of rest. We are your kin, long lost but not forgotten. Please find—”
 

 
  The monster abruptly rounded on her with a truly horrific scream, raising its many-clawed hand to strike the old shaman. Aresk lunged at it, drawing back his own axe to attack.
 

 
  Arquin was faster and, having circled around the shaman during the confrontation, closer. He was also no longer holding a wand, somehow, but a scythe of gnarled, blackened wood, whose gleaming blade he planted right in the center of the monstrosity’s chest.
 

 
  It collapsed in on itself like a rotting mushroom, its bulk crumpling, disintegrating into dust, and emitting a cloud of mist which seemed made more of light than particulate matter. It swirled away back toward the portal, though some seemed to be sucked in by the scythe.
 

 
  Aresk stared fixedly until the last of it had vanished. It was for the most fleeting moment, so briefly he was half-convinced he had imagined it, but for just that instant he had been
  
   certain
  
  he’d seen the shape of an orc in the swirling vapor. Nodding to him, one hunter acknowledging another.
 

 
  “What have you done?” Raghann demanded furiously, rising to her feet.
 

 
  “He saved our lives, that’s what,” Gairan snapped. “That thing was
  
   not
  
  going to listen to you, elder.”
 

 
  “That
  
   thing
  
  was one of our people!”
 

 
  “And now they’re at peace,” Arquin said calmly, planting the butt of his scythe on the ground, “for the first time in a century. But that still
  
   wasn’t
  
  the outcome we’re looking for, here. What went wrong?”
 

 
  The old shaman drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly, mastering her anger. “It was the first try. We cannot expect everything to go our way all at once, not with something like this. Well. Now we know we can
  
   reach
  
  them across the gateway. We must figure out how to calm them enough that they will listen. That lost spirit was utterly maddened with rage and grief, trapped in a twisted form it hated. It had forgotten how to be an orc.”
 

 
  “Then how do we remind them?” Gairan asked.
 

 
  “That is what we must figure out, isn’t it?” Raghann replied. “When in doubt, a shaman always has ways of seeking answers. We must consult the spirits for advice.
  
   Familiar
  
  spirits, known to us already. They do not often provide answers outright, but they will point us in the right direction to begin asking.” While Gairan nodded agreement, the older shaman turned a baleful look on Aresk, followed by a pointing finger. “And
  
   you
  
  will refrain from interfering next time, young man.”
 

 
  “The creature you summoned was going to kill you, Mother Raghann,” he retorted. “I stopped it. You’re
  
   welcome.
  
  Listen, the way you were going about trying to calm it—”
 

 
  “Ahp!” She held up a hand, turning her face away from him in one of those exceedingly rude gestures for which she was known that would get anyone but the eldest of his clan summarily punched in the eye. “I do you the courtesy of not telling you how to trap and skin beasts. The difference between us is that
  
   I
  
  know my limitations and respect them, boy. Don’t lecture
  
   me
  
  about calming agitated spirits!”
 

 
  “That thing was
  
   well
  
  beyond agitated,” he insisted, “and
  
   calming
  
  it was exactly the wrong thing to do!”
 

 
  “Now, you listen to me,” Raghann began in a dangerous tone.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Arquin interrupted, frowning. “I don’t know that I agree with Aresk, either, but Kyomi-sama herself chose him for this task. I’m pretty sure that summarily brushing him off is not called for.”
 

 
  “That’s right,” Gairan agreed, nodding in approval at Aresk.
 

 
  Once again, Raghann’s shoulders lifted with a slow inhalation, and once again she repressed whatever she’d been about to erupt with. The contrast between her and Arkhosh had never been more striking, even with one of them miles away.
 

 
  “First, we seek wisdom,” she grunted at last, turning her back on Aresk and kneeling again in her ritual diagram. “Perhaps the spirits’ advice will shed some light on the young hunter’s. Come, Gairan, I will need your focus.”
 

 
  Aresk snorted, but quietly, and fortunately neither shaman reacted to him. He retreated a few steps to the edge of the nearest row of graves, turning a thoughtful stare upon the inconspicuous spot where that terrible gate lay invisible.
 

 
  Arquin circled around the shaman back the other way, approaching him. At some point while Aresk’s eyes were off him he’d made that scythe disappear. All this magic was enough to give a man a headache…
 

 
  “What do you think?” the human asked very quietly, coming to stand next to Aresk.
 

 
  He hesitated before answering, gathering his thoughts and turning a pensive stare on Gairan and Raghann.
 

 
  “I don’t blindly do whatever my father says, you know.” he murmured at last. “It’s not just love that makes me favor him and his views over Mother Raghann’s. I remember growing up in a clan where they were both authority figures. I remember her always trying to…calm me down.
  
   Lecturing
  
  about the hot blood of youth, telling me to take long walks or forcing me into lessons on meditating, of all the boring claptrap.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Arquin grunted. “The condescension of smart old people is universal across cultures, I guess.”
 

 
  Aresk nodded. “My father taught me how to cope like an
  
   orc.
  
  He gave me work to do, to tire me out. Or deliberately set me up to brawl with other young people till we worked it out of our systems. He’d even fight me himself when he found it necessary.”
 

 
  Arquin was giving him a strange look, as if to say that clearly not
  
   everything
  
  was universal across cultures. Aresk was familiar enough with the Sifanese not to need that explained.
 

 
  “Raghann is right about one thing,” he said softly. “If that monster is what’s left in Athan’Khar now, they have forgotten how to be orcs. She was wrong about what to do, though. You don’t
  
   calm
  
  that kind of anger. Especially not when it’s justified. That just makes it worse.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure you don’t get in punching matches with it, either,” Arquin said.
 

 
  “Only the young among us fight over every little thing,” Aresk mused, his eyes distant. “We’re not savages, Arquin, nor are we monsters. We feel and express things more acutely than your kind, but we
  
   do
  
  have a society, which wouldn’t function if everyone was always lashing out. We have our ways. Ways to express, to cope, to get along. Ways that are
  
   not
  
  what she was trying to do with that beast. Raghann has the same problem. She’s forgotten how to be an orc. She’s the heir of a hundred years of Sifanese influence. The spirits of Athan’Khar are the remains of a hundred years of rage. Her ways will
  
   never
  
  make them listen.”
 

 
  Arquin turned a speculative look on Raghann. Both shaman had their backs to them and were chanting over a burning pile of something that smelled acridly herbal.
 

 
  “There is absolutely no way,” the human said thoughtfully, “anything useful would result from trying to explain that to her.”
 

 
  “The condescension of smart old people,” Aresk agreed, then took a deep breath. “Arquin. Man to man, if I was to do something that seemed crazy, maybe even suicidal, could I count on you not to interfere?”
 

 
  The human gave him a sidelong look, his expression unreadable. “That depends on
  
   what
  
  crazy thing we’re talking about, and more importantly,
  
   why
  
  you’re doing it.”
 

 
  Aresk chanced a glance at Kyomi, and found her watching him with a faint little smile. Catching his eye, she winked.
 

 
  “I feel I know what to do,” he said softly. “And nobody’s going to like it. Especially not me.”
 

 
  “That’s it? You
  
   feel?”
  
 

 
  “This is
  
   about
  
  feelings. Every part of it. It’s about anger, and hate, and grief, and hope. How to
  
   deal
  
  with them. Raghann can’t do it.”
 

 
  “But you can.” Aresk couldn’t fault him for the skepticism in his voice.
 

 
  “I don’t know, Arquin. But I know what to try.”
 

 
  He sighed. “Gairan’s going to kick my ass if you get yourself killed.”
 

 
  “Yes, she will,” Aresk said, grinning a grin that was at least as much repressed terror as amusement. He
  
   had
  
  to deny the fear welling up or it would paralyze him. “Listen, it’s like you showed me last night. Sometimes you can’t fight head on. But you have to be willing to
  
   stand
  
  and let your enemy come to grips before you can…push them aside.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna regret this, I know it,” Arquin muttered. “Look, whatever madness you’re thinking of, do it as
  
   carefully
  
  as you can. Take it slow and think it over.”
 

 
  Aresk clapped him on the shoulder, almost hard enough to knock him over. “Not a chance.”
 

 
  Then he burst into a sprint, even though it was sure to draw the attention of the shaman and risk them stopping him somehow. There was no way around it; if he tried to approach this slowly, he would never be able to see it through.
 

 
  Sure enough, they noticed.
 

 
  
   “Aresk!”
  
  Gairan shouted in horror, and then he plunged through the gate.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Suddenly it was dark, and it took Aresk an embarrassing few moments to realize that that was because he’d just traveled a significant distance around the planet, and not due to any magic. It was a forgivable mistake, though, as everything else within his view bore the taint of magic in the worst possible way.
 

 
  The darkness was not absolute; that might have been preferable. Athan’Khar’s very atmosphere seemed to have a sulfurous glow, hanging over the horizon and casting shifting patterns of inexplicable shadow all around. Aresk’s immediate environment was clearly a shrine—an orcish shrine, not the Sifanese Vidian holy ground he’d just left. Behind him stood a gateway, a physical one in which Kyomi had clearly positioned her magic portal. Massive stone pillars towered over twenty feet, with another laid atop them, all square-carved and deeply engraved with intricate knotwork. In fact, when he looked closer, the lines seemed to be filled with a dark glassy material like obsidian.
 

 
  Boundaries and gateways were important in the Kharsa people’s traditional shamanism, setting aside areas like the ceremonial grounds back in Camp Khashrek where specific codes of behavior applied. A free-standing ceremonial gate not part of a boundary was used for rituals of transition—namings, rites of adulthood, marriages, funerals, the elevation of shaman, and so on. This one had clearly served a sizable community, to judge by the baskets of offerings laid around its base. After a hundred years they were all rotted to barely-identifiable scraps. It was unsettling that the ancient grains, hides, trinkets and weapons had all rotted and dried up to virtually residue, but nothing had been tampered with by scavengers. All of it lay shriveled up exactly where it had been placed.
 

 
  At least the gate and its grounds were clear. It was positioned in a hollow surrounded by forested hills, with a road leading out of the space between two hills just in front of him. The trees, though… They were
  
   twisted.
  
  Their shapes rose up from the ground like grasping fingers, coiled around themselves with leafless branches clutching at each other, or reaching skyward. In fact, he realized with horror as his eyed adjusted to the low light, it wasn’t his mind playing tricks: those branches ended in the actual shapes of
  
   hands.
  
  Long and skeletal, but unmistakable.
 

 
  There was a patch of nearly-dead yellowish grass around the ancient gateway, but beyond that, the ground cover looked more like patches of mold whose color he couldn’t make out in the dimness, interspersed with spiky little bushes that bristled with thorns, and stands of mushrooms taller than his waist, with fat round caps too big for their scrawny stalks, causing them to list drunkenly in all directions.
 

 
  Aresk had the grace of just a few moments to slowly turn around, getting his bearings and taking in the sights, such as they were. Then it started.
 

 
  At first he thought it was the wind, but the sound kept rising, and became impossible to misinterpret: it was moaning. It came from the woods all around, undulating gently and shifting this way and that. No sooner had he begun to make sense of the noise than a glow followed it, an eerie pale illumination which seemed out of the trees at irregular intervals, casting a foggy light across the clearing.
 

 
  And, incidentally, revealing that the spiky bushes were covered with tiny skulls. Aresk couldn’t tell if they grew that way or were impaled on the spines.
 

 
  The gate was right there, behind him. He could step back through. Gairan and Raghann would berate him to no end for his stupidity, and worse, he would look like a coward… But he would be alive and not turned into another undead horror.
 

 
  No.
 

 
  Aresk, son of Arkhosh of the High Wind clan, was an
  
   orc.
  
  He would retreat when it was wise, but not when pushed by fear. Not without at least
  
   trying
  
  what he had come here to do.
 

 
  He raised his ax high, threw back his head, and roared a long, ululating challenge at the nightmares all around him.
 

 
  Screams, howls, and unearthly cacophony of all sorts immediately answered him, accompanied by movement among the lights in the trees. And then they came forth.
 

 
  After the first glance he stopped trying to make sense of the misshapen limbs, tentacles, impossible claws and hideously warped biology of the beasts that emerged from the forest. None of them belonged in this world, that much was plain. By and large they were pale like cave salamanders, as if even the sun did not bother to touch Athan’Khar anymore.
 

 
  At least they didn’t keep him waiting.
 

 
  The shapes approached in no hurry, shuffling and loping with a variety of lopsided gaits, closing in from all sides on the patch of clear space around the gateway.
 

 
  Aresk brandished his ax and bellowed a challenge at them.
 

 
  From every direction, howling answered him. He was surrounded utterly by death and its uglier cousins, fixed on adding him to their ranks. The terror of it alone was enough to crush the spirit.
 

 
  He pushed aside terror, embracing rage.
 

 
  And then the whispers began.
 

 
  They were beyond the edge of hearing, not intelligible, but more the sense of voices in his ears. Even without discerning words, he felt the message. Senseless fury, unrelenting agony, grief and hatred. Entreaties—
  
   demands—
  
  that he join them. Intentions to make him do so. The monsters came, one step and slither and stumble at a time, their voices worming deep into his mind, voices of their twisted spirits rather than their twisted bodies.
 

 
  In those voices, he found what he needed. Shaman had come here and been swept up by these abominations, and though Aresk did not know exactly what they had tried, he suspected the shape of it from having watched Raghann. That would never work. This rage could not be calmed. It could not be resisted.
 

 
  So, instead of resisting, he opened himself to it. Aresk drank in their pain and fury, feeling the stab of its agony in his own heart. Then, he
  
   added
  
  to it, calling up every memory of his father’s speeches about their people’s lost past, about the importance of the old ways. About their eternal hatred of the Tiraan.
 

 
  The howling and snarling rose, all around and within him. Aresk did not deny them their rage; he
  
   joined
  
  them in it.
 

 
  Raising his face to the yellowish sky, he roared again, a long and wild exhalation of pure ferocity. The fury pounding in him was more than his mere body could expel, but he tried anyway. He wrapped the bottomless well of rage around himself like a river in which he swam, drew it through his own spirit, and poured it out with his voice, howling and roaring until his throat ached.
 

 
  And they joined him in turn. The creatures stopped advancing, halting where they were, and raised their voices higher.
 

 
  Aresk was no longer afraid of them. He was
  
   one
  
  with them. A living part of the anguish and anger that animated this land and its denizens.
 

 
  They screamed at the sky, pouring forth their fury at what they had lost. At the pain that wracked them still. Their helplessness, their betrayal.
 

 
  Then he took it a step further, adding the anger and humiliation of their living cousins in Sifan. Every memory he could conjure—not the recollections of events, but the emotions of it. The
  
   reality
  
  of living at the indulgence of a greater nation, in the shadow of their own destruction. The helpless humiliation that was the existence of the last of the Kharsa.
 

 
  The roaring around him rose further. It spread outward, now. The noise was already more than his mere ears could make sense of, but Aresk was linked now to this land and these voices in a way he didn’t quite understand, and he could feel them rippling across all of Athan’Khar, a million broken horrors screaming in unison. They would hear this in Viridill and N’Jendo.
 

 
  He had dropped his ax, raising his arms to the heavens and howling at them. And as Aresk taught these lost ancestors the feelings of their people
  
   now,
  
  the temper of their screaming changed. Pain rose up through the anger, grief and loss, until it fully covered their fury.
 

 
  They screamed at the night. Sobbed and wailed, expelling the agony of history’s greatest atrocity, and the century of pain which had followed. It poured out without cease, an entire shattered nation crying as one voice.
 

 
  He couldn’t have said how long it went on. At one point, he fell to his knees. At another, he became conscious of tears gushing down his face. Aresk topped forward, clawing at the earth of Athan’Khar, pounding his fists against it in helplessness.
 

 
  And slowly, eventually, it came to a stop. First with him, as his voice eventually gave out from sheer physical strain. And then, spreading outward, quiet rippled from that one forgotten gateway shrine to the farthest reaches of the lost country.
 

 
  The pain was not gone.
  
   That
  
  pain would never be gone. That anger could not be washed away. It was there…but it had been given the chance to express itself, and somehow, Aresk and his undead nation had exhausted themselves until they couldn’t scream any more, not even within.
 

 
  There was quiet. All the agony and fury lay there, not lost, but dormant for the moment. For a while, he and they simply…were. Together.
 

 
  And Aresk found other memories.
 

 
  The stories told of Athan’Khar, of its great heroes and wild rituals. Of the land—a good, rich land, rugged and dangerous but vibrantly alive. Its ridges and hills carpeted with pines, brushed by cold winds and harsh winters. The elk and goats and wolves and beavers and cougars and all the living things among whom the Kharsa lived, taking what they needed with appreciation and respect, accepting it with honor when nature took from them in turn.
 

 
  Towering, craggy mountains, the southernmost arm of the Wyrnrange extending down from the human lands almost to the tundra in the deep south. Glaciers tracking their infinitesimal progress across the southern reaches. Mighty waterfalls and gushing rivers, fed by countless living streams. The rocky cliffs of the western coast and the smoother shores of the east, where the Cold Spray clan had fished and traded with visitors from the world over.
 

 
  The auroras dancing in the night sky, a sight Aresk had never seen and could scarcely imagine. Stories of the lights last glimpsed generations ago could not possibly capture their wonder or beauty. But at the thought of them, he was shown. All around him were spirits who had seen those lights, and their clarity exploded into his mind, memories adding to his own. They were more glorious than he
  
   could
  
  have imagined.
 

 
  He wept anew for the lost beauty of his land, kneeling and pressing his forehead into the dirt. Soft keening rose around him, but it was only from a few points, now, and far gentler in tone.
 

 
  Athan’Khar, their beautiful country. It was not forgotten.
 

 
  Aresk had the strangest sensation for just a moment, as if the world moved under him. As though he stood not upon solid ground, but on the back of some great turtle which had just taken a ponderous step.
 

 
  And before he could process that, another memory came to him. A memory of humans.
 

 
  He saw women of every color in which they came, dark Westerners, pale Stalweiss, tawny Tiraan, many others, the Sisters of Viridill. And in those memories of the horror that came with the Enchanter’s Bane, they were joined.
 

 
  He heard cries of shock and grief in thin human voices, dainty little faces with expressions twisted with rage. Hands extended with compassion.
 

 
  Hands taking up weapons.
 

 
  The Sisterhood turning around in the middle of war, closing ranks with their enemies and turning the force of their fury upon the Imperial Army. The broken Kharsa armies and Silver Legionnaires slamming into the Tiraan and sweeping them aside, till not a one darkened Viridill’s borders.
 

 
  Aresk understood, and reciprocated.
 

 
  He called up images of the Sifanese, the polite and distant people so different from the rough and vibrant orcs. The boisterous and cheerful Punaji who came to trade with them, both goods and stories, and who never looked down on orcs, or even askance at them. The creepy Vidian priests and serene Battle Sisters who joined them from time to time on Tsurikura. The various Sifanese outcasts who came to spend time among the Kharsa, learning their ways and teaching them what they knew in turn.
 

 
  Gabriel Arquin, the strangely orc-like young man, with his valkyries and his dark two-faced god, determined not to leave the crimes of the past where they lay.
 

 
  Humanity in all its complexity, and the truth that there were friends out there in the world. Souls who would stand shoulder to shoulder with the orcs against true evil. Who did not judge or reject, even when the great powers among them demanded that they should.
 

 
  Not to try to calm away the rage like Raghann wanted, but to
  
   fight together.
  
 

 
  Slowly, they slunk away. The hivemind of broken spirits was not a thing which could make decisions, and certainly not change its ways; Aresk had not healed anything. But he had added to it. There was something new coursing through the veins of Athan’Khar’s warped collective psyche now: hope.
 

 
  Monsters retreated back through the trees, leaving him untouched upon the ground before the shrine. Gradually, the awareness of their thought, their inner voices, ebbed away as well.
 

 
  Behind them they left exhaustion like nothing Aresk had ever felt. He slumped over onto his side, lacking even the energy to support himself.
 

 
  And there, lying stretched out upon the ground as if to embrace it, he felt it again. That great, subtle shifting. Something colossal beneath the tortured spirit of the land which began to stir at his touch.
 

 
  
   You understand.
  
 

 
  The words were Kharsa, whispering through his mind like the voices of the damned, but much clearer. The intelligence behind them strained and wounded, but not so badly distorted.
 

 
  
   You are an orc. You know how we must heal. Not through rest, but through battle.
  
 

 
  Aresk drew in a breath, rasping around his painfully strained vocal cords. “Who are you?”
 

 
  
   Anything that lives may die, son of the Kharsa. But for gods, even death is a different thing.
  
 

 
  “Khar,” he whispered into the very dirt, too wrung out even to feel as awed as this situation called for.
 

 
  Light rose around him—warm and gentle light. Aresk found the energy to push himself up to his hands and knees, weakly raising his head to behold the gate.
 

 
  The lines of Kharsa knotwork inscribed on the shrine were no longer dormant black glass, but glowing softly with pale golden light. The touch of divine magic, no longer tainted by the Enchanter’s Bane, had returned to Athan’Khar. At least to this one tiny spot.
 

 
  And where it could touch once, it could spread.
 

 
  
   Our people have remembered their ways as best they can, I see it in your mind. We have still our shaman. But there have been no priests of Khar. There can be no priests of a dead god.
  
 

 
  
   Unless the god of death extends a hand to help.
  
 

 
  “What must I do?” he asked hoarsely.
 

 
  
   The ways which have been lost must be found again. New ways must be walked in a new world. It begins with you: the first to understand how the lost souls of the Kharsa can be spoken with. Teach others. Continue to meet with them. Take from them the pain they offer. Give to them the healing you must gather into yourself. Be one with them—as orcs. Let them remember who they are, Deathspeaker.
  
 

 
  
   You must find peace, in order to give peace.
  
 

 
  
   We must have peace, in order to fight the battles that will come.
  
 

 
  
  
  Aresk gathered his strength, rising unsteadily to his feet. Around him, bathed in the divine glow of the shrine, the green grass had rejuvenated itself in just minutes, forming a lush carpet of life. At the very edges of the glow, spikes and skulls began to melt from a few bushes like frost under the sun. Giant mushrooms were slowly shrinking, revealing hints of the mundane toadstools nature had meant for them to be.
 

 
  “I will,” he vowed, pounding a fist into his heart. “I…do not know the way. But I will find it.
  
   We
  
  will find it.”
 

 
  Above him, the moon broke through the haze, and the yellowish cast of the light gently faded. In that one place, there was the first touch of healing.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gairan hugged him first. Then she punched him. Aresk let her do it three times before catching her fist.
 

 
  “I truly did not think we would ever see you again, boy,” Raghann said unsteadily, approaching. He was surprised to see her face hollowed and tear-streaked; it was a reminder that for all his points of disagreement with the old shaman, she cared for him as she did for any of their clan.
 

 
  “God
  
   damn
  
  I’m glad you’re back,” Arquin added fervently. “And…what’s all this, then?”
 

 
  He gestured, and Aresk straightened his back, burying self-consciousness beneath pride, as was the way of the Kharsa. He couldn’t quite explain the origin of his clothes; he’d just been wearing them when he turned to step back through the gate. Instead of his simple hunter’s garb, he was dressed in a coarse robe draped with a mantle of raven feathers, a crown of horns and antlers lying atop his head. Regalia of a kind the orcs had not seen in a century: that of their long-broken priesthood.
 

 
  Wrapping an arm around Gairan’s shoulders as she pressed herself into his side, Aresk closed his eyes, concentrating. He found it within, the soft glow accompanied by the sluggish, almost-lost sense of a dead god just beginning to remember life. And the sharp pain of the countless shattered spirits of their homeland, inextricably bound with the power.
 

 
  But it came, nonetheless, and a glow rose around him, the pale golden-white aura of divine magic.
 

 
  Raghann’s gasp of shock was deeply gratifying. Kyomi’s knowing chuckle less so, but he knew better than to give the kitsune a reaction.
 

 
  “Well, blow me down,” Arquin breathed. “You found a way.”
 

 
  “Not yet.” Aresk shook his head, and then smiled. “But we’ve found a way to begin.”
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  At least he wasn’t in jail for long.
 

 
  “Well, there she comes,” the officer who had arrested him said unnecessarily, turning to the door of the cell block. Even through the unholy noise of the place, the constant clamor of people in jail for reasons which usually boiled down to booze and brawling compounded by the echoing stone construction of the station house, Tony had heard her coming. Her voice had a distinctively coarse, piercing quality even when not raised in that cackling laugh of hers, which it was as she neared.
 

 
  She was always laughing about some damn thing or other. Leave it to Rags to find somebody to josh with while walking into a police station to extricate her own apprentice.
 

 
  “All right, where’s my—there we go,” Rags was declaiming even as she stepped into the cell block. Another uniformed soldier peeked in behind her, but then turned to leave, deciding she needed no further escort. The old woman shuffled across the dingy hallway, ignoring the soldier on duty for a moment to squint at Tony. “Hello again, chucklehead. Well, y’managed a whole three days this time! At this rate I’m gonna forget what you look like without bars coverin’ yer face.”
 

 
  “I’m told the vertical lines are very slimming,” Tony said, striking a pose and turning his head to the side. “What about in profile, does it work with this haircut?”
 

 
  “Boy, nothin’ works with that haircut.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   even
  
  gonna point out the obvious,” Tony said to Sergeant Aradjev, who grinned.
 

 
  “Sassing your boss’s style isn’t a smart play in your position, kid. I can’t say I mind all that much,” he added to Rags, folding his arms and lounging against the wall by his desk. “I’d be annoyed about having to pick him up twice a week, but at least the boy doesn’t bite me, or stink, or shit on the floor. Hell, he’s even funny when he stops being a little prick.”
 

 
  “That has
  
   never
  
  happened,” Tony said earnestly.
 

 
  “Yep, favorite customer right here,” Aradjev drawled. “One of these days I’m actually gonna charge his ass with something so we can keep him around. Beats having any of the rest of these air-wasters in the front cell where I have to look at ’em. Omnu’s balls, the last guy in there was surrounded by an actual
  
   cloud
  
  of fleas.”
 

 
  This commentary brought a round of shouted curses from the denizens of the closest cells. Tony just edged to the center of his and concentrated on not touching anything.
 

 
  It didn’t need to be pointed out that Rags looked more like she belonged in the drunk tank than Tony did. As usual she wore a bulky, ratty coat two sizes two large and stuffed with who knew what underneath so she resembled a misshapen ogre. A scarf that was more patches than scarf was wound around her head, hiding just enough of her gray hair that the escaping wisps only hinted at the chaos that must hide within. No two articles of clothing on her matched, even her shoes.
 

 
  “How come you’re still down here mindin’ the drunk tank, Daoud?” she asked the sergeant, her leathery face creasing in a yellowed grin. “The place ain’t burned down yet, what more does a body gotta do to get promoted in this dump?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t get me started,” he grunted. “It’s a goddamn trap, is what it is. I mean, same’s true in reverse. How do you
  
   get
  
  promoted out of fucking guard duty? It’s not like there’s a lot of opportunity for distinguished service in manhandling shroomheads.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s no good,” Rags cackled. “Next time you tell the story, it’s cos you banged the captain’s wife.”
 

 
  Sergeant Aradjev obliged her with a booming laugh. “Maybe in another unit! If it got around I’d messed with Captain Mafaneh’s husband that wouldn’t be good for my own love life.
  
   And
  
  she’d break her foot off in my ass.”
 

 
  “Oy!” Tony stepped forward to the bars, grabbing them with both hands. “Not to heckle you kids or anything, but I’m still—”
 

 
  Rags’s whole routine was making people forget that she was a veteran of the Thieves’ Guild and not just some bag lady. She was
  
   good
  
  at it—so good that even her own apprentice was sometimes taken in. Like now, when her hand flashed through the bars toward his face with the speed and precision of a hunting eel.
 

 
  The next moments were a whirlwind of shock and pain. Only in the aftermath, while Aradjev howled with laughter, did Tony manage to sort out that she’d grabbed him by the nose and yanked, banging his skull against the bars. Also, he was now sitting on the floor.
 

 
  “Did I hear right?” Rags said, ignoring him again. “The little clown was picking on the Topaz College this time?”
 

 
  “It was two warlocks,” Aradjev chuckled. “And we
  
   all
  
  know who started it but I can’t rightly say he was the one doing the picking.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ll bet.”
 

 
  “Oh, he managed not to get himself hexed into a puddle, as you can see. Lucky for
  
   his
  
  ass there were officers on the scene before that got as ugly as it really should have.”
 

 
  Tony, belatedly finding a measure of wisdom, kept his mouth shut. He even deliberately moderated his expression, doing his best to smile and look vaguely amused by all this and not as resentful as he felt. It got progressively harder as their inane chitchat carried on. Omnu’s breath, she stood there
  
   gossiping
  
  with the soldier while he stewed in a cell! For at least ten minutes!
 

 
  They had done this song and dance enough times that he knew better than to complain. Or to betray impatience when the sergeant
  
   finally
  
  sauntered back to his desk, in no great hurry, and retrieved the keys to let him out.
 

 
  “Hey, look at that, you finally taught him to heel,” Aradjev said amiably while opening the cell, nearly provoking Tony to lose his temper again—which was so obviously deliberate that Tony clamped down on the impulse and managed a grin at him as he stepped out into the hall. “Welp, here we are again. See you in a week, Mr. Darling.”
 

 
  “I’ll bring the sparkling wine next time,” Tony said, winking. “Wear something sexy for me, sugar.”
 

 
  “You know why I don’t mind letting you outta here so easy every time, kid?” Aradjev replied, his expression suddenly more serious. “Because if this is the way you talk to police, you are going to be
  
   dead
  
  faster than it would take for the courts to process you. It was
  
   warlocks
  
  this time, you little dipshit. I’m seriously amazed you haven’t eaten a lightning bolt yet. Go on, get outta here.”
 

 
  “Say hi to the boys for me, Daoud,” Rags said cheerily even as she steered Tony toward the door.
 

 
  “You take care out there, Maggie,” the sergeant replied, and then they were stepping out into the public area of the station.
 

 
  He kept his peace at least until they were out on the street in Tiraas’s perennial drizzle.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Tony said, jamming his hands in his pockets and hunching his shoulders. “…again.”
 

 
  Rags grunted, not looking at him. “Fishing your ass outta the pokey’s all part of the job, boy. If I resented it, you’d damn well know by now. I want you to think about somethin’ next time you get impatient when I stop an’ chat with the guards, though.”
 

 
  “I’m all ears,” he said, not trying for sarcasm but not making an effort to repress it.
 

 
  “You have no criminal record, Tony, despite being in and outta that cell for a litany of petty offenses that
  
   should
  
  have you in a labor unit by now. Why? Not cos a’
  
   your
  
  boyish good looks, that’s for damn sure.”
 

 
  “It’s because you’re friends with the guards,” he grumbled. “I know, I know.”
 

 
  “You know jack shit. It’s ‘cos I’m friends with
  
   everybody.
  
  And I ain’t gonna be around forever. Hell, long before I ain’t around anymore I’m gonna run outta patience with pulling
  
   your
  
  chestnuts outta the fire. It’s high time
  
   you
  
  started makin’ friends, too.”
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno, I think I’m wearing Aradjev down,” he said cheerfully. “Two, three more arrests, tops, and I’ll have him eating out of my hand!”
 

 
  Rags finally glanced up at him, her expression inscrutable. “What’re you so mad about, boy?”
 

 
  “Me? Mad?” Tony stretched his arms wide, raising his face to the clammy precipitation. “What could I possibly be upset about, free as a bird as I am on such a lovely day?”
 

 
  “You’re too nice a guy to be constantly gettin’ in the fights you do,” she said. “Specially with
  
   who
  
  you keep gettin’ in fights with. Ain’t gonna be much longer before somebody at the Guild notices we got an apprentice who seems to have a problem with the priests of other cults. How long d’you reckon your ass’ll last
  
   then?
  
  Yeah, you’re mad about
  
   somethin’.
  
  You got an ax to grind. Wanna tell me why?”
 

 
  Tony kept his eyes forward, letting his face collapse into a scowl. Somewhat to his surprise, she didn’t press the question, and in fact didn’t speak again until they reached an intersection.
 

 
  “Hang a left here.”
 

 
  “Guild’s up ahead,” he pointed out. “Where are we going?”
 

 
  “The Collegium,” she grunted. “Got business there.”
 

 
  “And you need me along for that?”
 

 
  “Damn right, bein’ as it’s
  
   your
  
  business. First off, you’re gonna deliver an apology at the Topaz College, an’ you better convincingly pretend you mean it. Don’t you make faces at me, boy. Absolute last thing you need is fuckin’
  
   warlocks
  
  with a grudge on you, I don’t care which goddess they follow.”
 

 
  “…yeah, yeah,” he muttered. “Fair enough.”
 

 
  “An’ then we’re gonna see a friend o’ mine at the Emerald College an’ get you a thorough cleansing.”
 

 
  “What? Why—oh, for fuck’s sake, Rags, they didn’t actually cast any infernal magic at me.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah!” She raised one gnarled finger. “You didn’t
  
   see
  
  ’em cast any infernal magic! Ain’t the same thing by a
  
   long
  
  shot. Mess with that shit an’ you may not realize it’s happened for ten years, and then your organs start turnin’ to mulch. You ever watched somebody die o’ bone cancer, boy? Cos
  
   I
  
  have. You
  
   do not
  
  fuck around with warlock shit. We’re gettin’ you cleansed.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” he said sullenly.
 

 
  Rags flashed him a grin. “Trust me, you wanna be in top form tonight. Ain’t every day I let you off the leash to do a solo job. An’ you, Tony, are gonna need
  
   all
  
  the help you can get.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Evening found him in much more socially acceptable company. Not
  
   better;
  
  the well-heeled people gathering at this fashionable townhouse were exactly the sort the Guild regarded as both predators and prey, highly-placed vultures fond of looking down their noses at the masses who did the actual work that supported their lifestyles. No, these popinjays might have things he could want, but at least he
  
   respected
  
  Rags.
 

 
  Anyway, if all went well, Tony wouldn’t be here long.
 

 
  He got in with no trouble; though there was a servant in livery at the door, he was just taking coats and not demanding to see invitations. Tony had come dressed in a (borrowed) suit that didn’t leave him looking out of place here, though he didn’t know any of those present. He slowly circulated through the connected parlors and drawing room where party guests mingled, doing his best to meet inquisitive glances with what he hoped was a mysterious little smile and moving on before anybody could engage him in conversation.
 

 
  Tony actually did feel guilty about all this. Oh, not for the planned heist; the rich man throwing this effete shindig could afford the loss of some of the jewelry with which he bedecked his young trophy wife. No, the twinge of his conscience was over the fact that he actually
  
   didn’t
  
  intend to rob the place, despite the plans he’d laid out for Rags’s approval.
 

 
  It wasn’t that he feared being called out on it, but simply the principle of the thing. Rags was a good mentor and looked after him, even beyond having to extract him from jail semi-regularly. It didn’t feel good, putting one over on her. He had no worry about getting away with it, though. Jobs didn’t pan out for all sorts of reasons, and Rags herself had warned him it was better to abort one if necessary than face excessive risk, should there be unexpected complications. And if worse came to worst, he could just cop to being distracted by a pretty girl. As his mentor had taught him, the best lies were verifiable truths with a few important details omitted.
 

 
  And speak of the Dark Lady, there she was.
 

 
  “I was starting to worry, silly boy,” Anora murmured, manifesting out of the crowd at his side in that bewitchingly mysterious way she had. She slipped an arm through his and fell seamlessly into step with him.
 

 
  “Oh, you should know better than
  
   that,”
  
  Tony replied, patting her hand. “What could possibly happen to me in a place like this?”
 

 
  “Specifically,” she said, giving him a warm look up through her lashes, “I half expected you to have been challenged to a duel by now.”
 

 
  “I am shocked,” he intoned. “Utterly
  
   shocked.
  
  Dueling is
  
   highly
  
  illegal! That you would think I’d engage in such a thing
  
   wounds
  
  me to my core.”
 

 
  “Not at all, Antonio, not at all,” Anora purred, leaning subtly into him. “If someone challenged you to a duel, you’d respond by punching him. And then
  
   I
  
  would be known as the fool who invited a lout with no social graces to a party!”
 

 
  “Hmm…yes, I see your point,” Tony said seriously. “That’s a real concern. Perhaps we’d better get me out of here before somebody ends up with a black eye. Or worse, a blackened reputation!”
 

 
  Again she looked up at him, and it was perfect. The mischief in her little smile, the way it accentuated her dimples, the angle of her head that emphasized her eyelashes and the lines of her heart-shaped face. There were pretty girls whose beauty lay in their own seeming unconsciousness of it; Anora Nazaar was not one of those. She knew
  
   exactly
  
  what she was doing, had it down to a science. It made Tony inherently wary of her, even as he played along.
 

 
  Which didn’t preclude him from enjoying the offered view, of course.
 

 
  “Don’t worry, we have plenty of time,” she murmured in a much lower tone, keeping her playful expression in place for the sake of the other party-goers but her voice pitched for his ears alone. “This way, but don’t rush. Try not to look like you’re up to something.”
 

 
  “You needn’t worry about me,” he replied at the same volume, likewise maintaining the amiable grin of any youth flirting with a pretty girl at a party. “You’re talking to a guy with actual formal training in exactly that.”
 

 
  Anora gave him another of those coy, subtly heated smiles, and he replied with a broadening of his grin and a wink, even as he inwardly steeled himself. Tony wasn’t in danger of actually falling for her—he knew too much to trust her that well. Still, she was
  
   good
  
  at this game, and he could easily imagine her persuading him to make any number of big mistakes.
 

 
  They moved unhurriedly through the guests, maintaining inconspicuous chitchat while working progressively toward the back of the house. There was nothing unusual about that in and of itself; even if they were spotted slipping out of the public areas, that was something couples did at parties. No one should suspect what they were actually up to.
 

 
  She ducked into the kitchen, and he followed. Anora swept right past the surprised-looking cooks toward the basement stairs in the back, and Tony trotted obediently on her heels, offering friendly smiles and nods to the servants. Mentally he counted this as more evidence for his theory that she was noble. There was no House Nazaar, but names could be changed like hats, and even the nouveau riche were not so blind to the very existence of working people. Eserites knew well the significance of servants and the importance of not being seen by
  
   anyone
  
  when up to no good. Aristocrats tended to regard the people who worked for them as furniture.
 

 
  At least the cooks did not attempt to waylay them, and moments later they were in the cool dark of the wince cellar. Anora made for one wall where, instead of racks of bottles, there was a row of huge casks such as a winery might have. Pausing to give him a smile that verged on a smirk, she grasped and twisted the tap protruding from one.
 

 
  The entire front of the enormous barrel swung out on silent hinges.
 

 
  “Nice,” he said appreciatively.
 

 
  “Isn’t it?” she replied with a wink. “Now, at the risk of affronting your gentlemanly manners, I think I should go first.”
 

 
  “But of course, my lady,” he replied gallantly, offering her a hand up into the barrel. “Allow me.”
 

 
  “My thanks, kind sir! Do tug the lid closed after us; it will latch by itself.”
 

 
  The cask, of course, opened onto a hole in the basement wall, which became a tunnel. Once he had shut them into the darkness, light flared, and Anora held up one of those pricey new handheld fairy lamps, again favoring him with that knowing little smile. He followed her without complaint into the shadows beyond.
 

 
  Tony was no stranger to the expansive sewer system beneath Tiraas; this was a level above that, but at least he was accustomed to moving through cramped, dark spaces. Until you
  
   were
  
  used to it, the experience could be quite oppressive. He simply followed her, minding his step on the damp floor and ignoring the mildewy smell of the air. If nothing else, the way she backlit herself with her lamp gave him a pleasantly artistic view of her slim figure cutting through the darkness.
 

 
  Anora led him through a hatch in the floor at the end of this tunnel—which, by his calculations, would have passed under the street and through what should have been the cellar of the house beyond, indicating that whoever lived there was also in on this secret, though he couldn’t spy another door in the dimness as they passed. The hatch took them down into the sewer system proper, where she continued on purposefully, taking turns without hesitation. If she expected him to be disoriented, she had underestimated him, or so he hoped. Thanks to his training with Rags and others from the Guild, Tony kept track of their course
  
   and
  
  the time it took, comparing it to his own mental map of the city in which he had grown up. He did not recognize any of the subterranean scenery, not having explored much of the sewer system yet, but by his projections their twenty-minute hike through the darkness brought them into an industrial district. When she finally stopped and directed him to ascend a ladder, he anticipated that it would lead to the basement storage of a factory.
 

 
  “Ah, this is our final destination, then?” he inquired, smiling at her in the cold blue lamplight. “Or at least, you don’t want to lead the way any further?”
 

 
  “Tony,” she replied with just a hint of wry patronization in her smile, “I am a
  
   lady.
  
  And I am wearing a dress. No, young man, you can climb up the ladder ahead of me, I think.
  
   And
  
  lift the heavy trapdoor while balancing atop it, incidentally.”
 

 
  He had to laugh at that. “Well, you have an answer for everything, don’t you?”
 

 
  “Yes, I have. The secret, I find, is to make sure I am always right.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  sounds like hard work,” he said, already clambering up. The iron rungs were damp, as was everything down here, and he didn’t rush, especially when pushing the heavy wooden door up at the top. It wasn’t onerously difficult, however. “Nothing’s going to jump out at me, I hope? After all, we are meeting your…what’s the word, cell?”
 

 
  “’Circle’ is more commonly used,” she said with amusement from below. “Don’t worry, I would
  
   hardly
  
  spring you on them unannounced. You’re anticipated. Go on, Antonio.”
 

 
  “I’m going as on as I can,” he grunted, levering his body halfway up through the opening and planting one hand on the stone floor beyond to finish lifting the trapdoor with his other. It was dark in the large space he entered, unsurprisingly, and he didn’t miss the fact that her lamp had spoiled his dark vision, giving whoever was waiting up here the drop on them, should they choose to use it.
 

 
  It would be fine, he mentally assured himself, finally clambering out of the opening to lay the trapdoor down flat for her. The Black Wreath recruited through coy little games like this all the time, and no new prospect would be introduced to anything truly dangerous. New members could expect to be around for
  
   years
  
  before being trusted with anything beyond silly secret handshakes and meaningless rituals that resulted in no actual magic.
 

 
  Tony straightened up, stepping aside to leave room for her, and squinted into the blackness. He couldn’t even tell how large this basement was. Were those shapes in the dark, or just his mind playing tricks?
 

 
  Without warning a warm body was pressed against him, a strong arm pinned both of his at his sides, and a blade was pressed against his throat. Tony froze, obviously.
 

 
  “Hey there, sailor,” a man’s voice whispered sibilantly beside his head. “Got a light?”
 

 
  Tony wanted to swallow nervously, but the line of cold steel on his neck made him refrain. “Hold your horses, she’s coming up with the lamp,” he said, trying for nonchalance.
 

 
  Very, very carefully, his shifted his head just enough to the side to get a sidelong look at his captor’s face, and with a sinking feeling began to suspect he’d gotten himself into
  
   real
  
  trouble this time.
 

 
  The purplish highlights in the man’s black hair might have been a visual artifact of the bluish arcane lamp that was now rising into the room as Anora climbed through the opening. The bone-pale skin, while odd enough, could have just been that of someone who hadn’t gotten any sun in years. But those eyes… The irises were an impossible shade of mauve, and clearly faceted, glittering like jewels.
 

 
  As if to confirm Tony’s fear, a single bat-like wing stretched into his peripheral vision before withdrawing again. He had, obviously, never seen an incubus in person, but the description was unmistakable.
 

 
  The demon laughed at him, and he found it in himself to be annoyed as well as terrified.
 

 
  “This is the one?” said a new voice. A woman emerged from the darkness into the blue circle of Anora’s lamp, tall and a tad sharp-featured, but otherwise almost aggressively unremarkable in appearance. Tiraan, middle-aged, wearing a simple dress and a skeptical expression. She eyed Tony up and down critically. “Hm. I don’t know what I was expecting. Someone…scruffier.”
 

 
  “Well, he
  
   was
  
  attending a formal evening,” Anora replied, stepping around in front of Tony with the light, and his hopes fell further. The flirtatiousness was gone from her, leaving a coldly analytical look. “I assure you, Guild apprentices are quite scruffy indeed. This is…a costume.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s a
  
   little
  
  strong,” he said, clinging to insouciance like a life raft. “So, uh, who else is coming? This seems like a pretty meager little cell. Sorry,
  
   circle.”
  
 

 
  Neither woman replied, just studying him in silence.
 

 
  Gingerly, Tony cleared his throat. “Say, buddy, would you mind awfully easing up just a
  
   little?
  
  A guy’s gotta breathe.”
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   like
  
  him,” the incubus giggled, which was considerably more unsettling than if he had sneered and snarled like a chapbook villain. “Let’s keep him!”
 

 
  “We’ll see,” the older woman said flatly. “All right, Antonio Darling, you’re here.
  
   Why
  
  are you here?”
 

 
  “Would, uh, would I be correct in guessing that at this moment I’m not exactly welcome to
  
   leave?”
  
 

 
  “You can be as clever as you want if it makes you feel better,” she said. “I wouldn’t begrudge you that. I assure you up front, however, you will tell me everything I wish to know. You will do so thoroughly and accurately. These are foregone conclusions. What it is within
  
   your
  
  power to determine is how difficult this process is, and what befalls you afterward.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean to criticize your technique, but you really oughta ask the questions
  
   before
  
  you start in on the threats, ma’am. Gives the mark an opportunity to be cooperative up front. Also, you’ll want a good guard to balance out the bad guard. Anora there should be keeping up the coy ingenue routine already established. Seriously, this is just wasted opportunity.”
 

 
  Anora actually smiled at him. It looked genuine. That, he was more aware than ever, meant less than nothing.
 

 
  “I did say you could be clever,” the woman replied in a dry tone, “but that doesn’t mean my patience for empty blather is long. What is your objective in infiltrating the Black Wreath?”
 

 
  Tony blinked, not having to feign his confusion. “To…join? Did I not make that clear? Is…is this not the
  
   usual
  
  procedure?”
 

 
  “Wrong answer!” the incubus said with truly alarming eagerness. “Now I get to—”
 

 
  “Behave,” the elder warlock said curtly. “And
  
   you,
  
  resist the urge to prevaricate. We get no shortage of members from the ranks of the Pantheon cults, and a regular stream of clumsy attempts by the Sisterhood and the Topaz College, among others, to place agents in our numbers. We
  
   very
  
  rarely have prospects from the Thieves’ Guild. Can you guess why?”
 

 
  “At a guess? I’d say
  
   you
  
  guys don’t have a monopoly on resentment of the unfairness of the cults.”
 

 
  “There is also the matter that the Guild, more than any of the others, produces people who make
  
   very good
  
  double agents, when they have a mind to. Therefore, Eserites we inherently regard with deep suspicion. And now, here you are, apparently relying on the Dark Lady’s servants to be fumbling nincompoops if you thought it was going to be this easy. So what I want to know, first of all, is whether Catseye herself is behind this, or one of her underlings is getting ambitious. Because I
  
   know
  
  you didn’t think this up yourself,
  
   apprentice.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, you seriously have the wrong idea,” Tony said as earnestly as he could. “I mean,
  
   seriously.
  
  The Guild absolutely does not send apprentices to do delicate work like infiltration; I’m just barely allowed to do simple heists without supervision. If the Boss knew I was here she’d be helping your buddy skin me. Come on, you just said the Thieves’ Guild is good at this game. You can’t honestly think they’d try to use an apprentice to penetrate the Wreath?”
 

 
  “Well, look at you,” she said, deadpan. “Clever, silver-tongued, and charming. Unfortunately, Antonio, I already
  
   have
  
  someone whose job it is to be clever, silver-tongued, and charming. Vathraen, I think it’s time for you to get a little…territorial.”
 

 
  “Oh, thank heavens,” the incubus cooed, unwrapping his arm from around Tony’s midsection even as he pressed subtly harder with the blade. “I was starting to think you mooks were gonna drag this out all
  
   night!”
  
  He grabbed Tony’s left hand, his skin a touch warmer than the human norm.
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Tony said, not fully disguising the nervousness in his voice. “Whoah with the hand-holding! That’s second date stuff.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re just
  
   precious,”
  
  Vathraen giggled, and then, to Tony’s revulsion, pressed a big smooch to his cheek.
 

 
  Then he grabbed the first two fingers of his hand and wrenched them backward. Both bones snapped audibly. Tony did not begrudge himself the shrill sound he made; in truth he felt rather proud of himself for confining it to the back of his throat.
 

 
  “You must appreciate the
  
   pacing,
  
  here,” the woman said pitilessly. Anora’s face was blank, rather than actively ruthless; could there be possibly real sympathy buried in there? He was keenly aware, through the stab of pain, that he was grasping desperately at any source of hope. “Vathraen is an
  
   artist.
  
  Ordinarily we could draw this out for days, if need be. He does like to start with the fingers, but the customary technique is to snap one joint at a time, with enough pause between for the victim to grow used to that amount of pain before adding to it. Two at once is downright hasty. You should take that as indicative of the time limit under which I am operating, and be aware that this can
  
   very quickly
  
  escalate to the most final outcome possible if I do not start seeing some cooperation from you.”
 

 
  “Guild training is more than enough to slip out of a hold like that,” Anora commented. “He’s extending a
  
   little
  
  cooperation just by standing there. It’s hardly a hopeless case.”
 

 
  “The knife helps, I’m sure,” the other woman said sardonically.
 

 
  “There, see?” Tony panted, playing it up just a little bit. As pain went, broken fingers was a lot less than he’d dealt with in the past and once over the initial shock, he could cope with it. Better if they thought him more beaten down than he was, though. “Good guard! I told you that was a better approach. I feel more amenable already.”
 

 
  “I really do like him,” Vathraen said with evident sincerity. “Can I cut him a little? I bet that’ll make him even funnier!”
 

 
  “We’ll see,” said the warlock. “This is a simple question, Antonio. Whose idea was it for you to be here?”
 

 
  Even through the pain and fear, he couldn’t help feeling contempt.
  
   This
  
  was why nobody professional used torture to extract information. The Guild didn’t, the Sisterhood didn’t, Imperial Intelligence didn’t. He’d told them the truth in the first place, and now he had to come up with a convincing lie to stop them from inflicting more pain. They had guaranteed they weren’t going to get anything useful from him no matter what happened.
  
   This
  
  was the work of the nefarious Black Wreath? This amateur hour blundering? He was beginning to think making contact with these people was a bad idea for reasons beyond the danger it had put him in.
 

 
  Coming up with a name would be easy enough, and he quickly ran through a mental list of enforcers he knew who would fuck these clowns up backward and forward if they pressed the issue. Serve them right if he set them after that sadistic loon Grip, who he was pretty sure murdered stray dogs in her spare time. But there was also the issue of what someone like that would do to an apprentice who tried to throw her to the Wreath for a chew toy. Did he dare name someone higher up and truly dangerous, like Silence? Or even the Boss? The warlock
  
   had
  
  suggested Catseye herself as a possibility.
 

 
  The real question was what answer would get him out of this room alive. And if, as he suspected, there was
  
   no
  
  such answer, how badly he could damage them through misinformation, if that was all he could manage to do…
 

 
  Tony opened his mouth to hem and haw for more time, resigned to the likelihood of at least a few more broken fingers before he could cobble together a strategy, but before he could speak the incubus stiffened—causing him to do likewise as the blade nicked him. He felt blood well up all along its length.
 

 
  “We have more visitors,” Vathraen announced in a much colder tone than before. The warlock turned, raising one hand to the side, and a swirl of orange flame materialized around it, adding a new dimension and intensity to the light in the large basement. In the augmented glow, Tony could finally see all the way to the wall, and the door at which they were all staring. Anora angled herself to keep both the entrance and Tony in her field of view, raising the fairy lamp.
 

 
  Now the approach of footsteps was audible even to him. Whoever was coming down the stairs behind that door was sure making no effort to disguise their approach. In fact, that loud combination of shuffling and stomping…
 

 
  No way.
 

 
  The door was flung open, and Tony would have clapped his un-mangled hand to his forehead had he not been too afraid to move.
 

 
  “Why am I
  
   not
  
  surprised,” Rags grumbled loudly, stomping into the room.
 

 
  “Stay back!” the warlock snapped, raising her fireball.
 

 
  “Aw, shove it, Doreen,” Rags retorted, not slowing. “Is that a fuckin’
  
   incubus?
  
  Since when does your little club trust
  
   you
  
  to keep a critter like that on a leash?”
 

 
  “Here, now,” Vathraen protested. “I’m sure we can all murder each other like civilized people without resorting to hurtful language.”
 

 
  “Was this
  
   your
  
  idea, Maggie?” the warlock demanded shrilly. “What were you
  
   thinking?”
  
 

 
  “I was thinking I better come rescue my dumbass apprentice, for not even the first time
  
   today,”
  
  Rags snorted. “My idea! My
  
   ass.
  
  I’d like to think you’d know by now I got better sense than to try something this pants-on-head moronic. Tony, exactly how fucked up are you
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Tony lifted his left hand, glancing at it, and then instantly averted his eyes. The pain was well within what he could bear, but something about the sight of his fingers pointed the wrong direction made it considerably worse. “Y’know, all things considered, I’ve done worse to myself shaving.”
 

 
  “Well, I got questions about what you shave with, then,” she grunted, finally coming to a stop a few yards away when Doreen raised her spell-channeling hand with the clear intent to throw that fistful of fire. “Fuck it, I ain’t even gonna claim the right of retribution on this one, that’s nothin’. That’s a bee sting! For an asshat scheme like this you deserve a lot worse. Daoud’s right, if there was any justice or goddamn sense in the universe you’d be dead three times over, already.”
 

 
  “You…didn’t send him?” Doreen asked hesitantly, finally lowering her hand. The infernal flame wreathing it began to dim, flickering down to almost nothing. Anora backed away from the group, glancing rapidly between each of those present. “No, you wouldn’t. I
  
   know
  
  you’re smarter than this.”
 

 
  “Damn right you do!” Rags huffed. “Take a hint from your demon-zombie fuckboy over there: you don’t gotta be
  
   insulting.”
  
 

 
  “You know,” Vathraen mused to Tony, “that might be the most ironic thing anyone has ever said to me.”
 

 
  “Wow. I bet there’s some real competition for that title.”
 

 
  “You have
  
   no
  
  idea.”
 

 
  Doreen let the spell dissipate entirely, turning her attention back to Tony. “You actually
  
   were
  
  just looking to join?”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   now!”
  
  he exclaimed, pouring on the exasperation. “I mean this with all possible affection and respect, but
  
   fuck
  
  you guys. Except you, Anora. Since you’re a lady, you can merely get bent.”
 

 
  “I believe I can accept that,” she muttered.
 

 
  “Tony,” Rags said with a sigh, “for once in your life, shut your mouth. Doreen, call off your dog, wouldja?”
 

 
  “Aw, c’mooooon,” Vathraen whined. “We
  
   never
  
  get to kill anybody!”
 

 
  “I have half a mind to drown this place in hellfire and
  
   you two
  
  with it on general principles,” Doreen said tightly.
 

 
  “I know, hon,” Rags replied in an incongruously sympathetic tone. “An’ I know the
  
   other
  
  half o’ your mind is well aware that I, not being my bonehead teenage apprentice who does his thinkin’ with the glands in his pants, did
  
   not
  
  come down here without both knowin’ there was warlocks afoot
  
   and
  
  makin’ sure people would come after me if I’m not out pretty damn quick. Look, this is a big, stupid cock-up all around, an’ everybody here oughtta be embarrassed to be part of it.
  
   Especially
  
  you,” she added severely, pointing at Tony.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t mind so much if she wasn’t right,” he said aside to the incubus.
 

 
  “Brother, I hear ya,” Vathraen agreed, still not moving the blade from his throat. It was starting to feel sticky where blood was drying along its edge.
 

 
  “Now, you can go ahead an’ make it as much worse as you want,” Rags continued, making a wry face at Doreen. “But since that wouldn’t be eliminating witnesses so much as settin’ the entire Guild to hunt your ass down, you can’t kid yourself it’d be the
  
   smart
  
  thing to do. I say we all take our various young people home an’ deal with the embarrassment of all this by everybody agreeing to pretend none of it happened. That work for you?”
 

 
  “It isn’t that simple, and you know it,” Doreen insisted.
 

 
  “Oh, would you fuckin’
  
   stop?”
  
  Rags said scathingly. “You an’ Tony there are the only ones acting alone. C’mon, I
  
   know
  
  the Wreath didn’t sign off on this shit-show. Your higher-ups ain’t gonna get into a dust-up with the Guild over this, not when they can just throw
  
   your
  
  ass to the wolves an’ cut their losses. Guild’s another matter. We can
  
   not
  
  have people takin’ a poke at apprentices. You know Catseye’s policy on that. And to fucking reiterate,
  
   I
  
  didn’t come here without telling people where I was goin’!”
 

 
  Doreen drew in a deep breath through her nose and then let it out the same way. “Vathraen…”
 

 
  “Aw, no,” he groaned.
 

 
  “Aw,
  
   yes,”
  
  she snapped. “Put it away and let the kid go. We are going to…pretend none of this happened.”
 

 
  There was a frozen moment when Tony thought the demon was about to slit his throat out of sheer spite. Vanislaad were known to be contrarian and unpredictable… But Vathraen huffed angrily and yanked the blade away from his neck, releasing him. He wasted no time in skittering out of the incubus’s reach, but the Vathraen seemed to be paying him no more attention, muttering a soliloquy of curses at the far wall and childishly stomping his foot.
 

 
  “Of all the stupid bullshit,” Rags grumbled, shuffling toward Tony and reaching into her pockets. Doreen and Anora both tensed, but the old woman just pulled out a roll of cloth and a vial of red liquid, and they relaxed. “Kid, I like you, but there’s a limit to how much I’m gonna keep cleanin’ up after.”
 

 
  “That’s fair,” Tony said weakly.
 

 
  “All right, gimme that hand, let’s get you straightened out.”
 

 
  “Uh…” He looked past her at the Wreath. “Should we maybe do that…later?”
 

 
  “Sooner’s always better’n later with injuries, you sissy,” she grunted without sympathy. Behind her, Doreen jerked her head toward the door, and her party began moving in that direction—Anora immediately, the incubus with much pouting and flouncing. “First I gotta set those bones back in the right place, an’
  
   that’s
  
  gonna hurt like a sumbitch. Figure you’d rather do that in an abandoned factory basement where there’s nobody to hear you screaming like a girl.”
 

 
  “You don’t
  
   know
  
  I scream like a girl,” he said, offended.
 

 
  “You seem like the type. Here, hold these. Oh, for the—with the
  
   other
  
  hand, numbskull, not the one I gotta work on!”
 

 
  It happened bewilderingly fast. She was fussing over him like an old mother hen, but the second he awkwardly gathered the bandages and vial of potion into his free hand Rags smoothly spun to face the door and the departing Wreath cultists.
 

 
  From that angle he couldn’t see the wands she produced from inside her sleeves, but their effect was unmistakable. The first two simultaneous shots struck Doreen and Vathraen in the back; the third which hit Anora was less than a second behind.
 

 
  There was an instant of stunned silence while all three crumpled to the ground.
 

 
  Then the faintest groan, and a weak twitch from Anora.
 

 
  Tony opened his mouth on instinct to protest what he knew was coming, but again Rags was faster than he. She shot Anora again, and this time the girl lay still.
 

 
  More methodically now, Rags turned both wands on the prone form of the incubus and fired six more bolts into his body. By the end of it, Vathraen was smoking and what was left of him had begun to flake away into charcoal.
 

 
  In the aftermath, Anora’s fallen fairy lamp left the room dim and lit by a shifting glow as it slowly rolled away from her body across the stone floor. The stink of ozone, sulfur and burned flesh hung heavily on the air.
 

 
  Saying nothing further, Rags just tucked away her wands and turned back to him. Tony was staring in shock while she took his injured hand in both of her own, and moved her fingers to the broken bones.
 

 
  She was right about his screaming, too.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “We’re gonna get you another cleansing, of course,” Rags said suddenly after he had followed her through the city in silence for half an hour. “But we’ll be goin’ to a different friend of mine. This time you gotta settle for a back-alley hedge witch. While
  
   I
  
  sure as hell wanna know why you were fuckin’ around with warlocks twice in the same goddamn day, I don’t really care to have that talk with the Salyrites.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Tony said quietly. “Is this…?”
 

 
  “Nah, this is a little lounge a buddy owns,” Rags grunted, climbing the iron stairs to the third-floor door. “Strictly a daytime joint, but I got a key. Lets me do some business here at night if I wanna. That’s a pretty easy arrangement to set up, an’ you oughta keep it in mind. Lotsa honest shopkeepers’re glad to let you use their places after hours if you earn their trust. Once it’s known there might be Thieves’ Guild folk hangin’ around at night, guess whose joint absolutely does
  
   not
  
  get fucked with when the local kids are feelin’ rowdy?”
 

 
  “Good idea,” he mumbled while she produced a key from somewhere in her voluminous coat and opened the door.
 

 
  There was a single fairy lamp in the space beyond, one of the older kind that flickered unevenly like real fire and couldn’t be turned off. Or maybe the owner had just left it lit on purpose. It was a small lounge, nothing more than a bar, some chairs and a sofa, and a pool table. It had a good view, though. One wall was mostly windows, tall ones which looked out on the market street below.
 

 
  “Here we go,” Rags said in a satisfied tone, shuffling over to the billiards table. “Let’s shoot some pool.”
 

 
  Tony stared at her, then at his left hand, which was swathed in bandages. The vial of healing potion she’d made him drink had helped, but not tremendously. Rags ignored him, setting up the balls and selecting two cues from the stand in the corner. She meandered back over to him, holding one out.
 

 
  “You break.”
 

 
  Tony looked at the stick, then at her, then pointedly raised his bandaged hand.
 

 
  “It ain’t surgery, y’big baby,” she grunted. “Won’t hurt ya any. Go on.”
 

 
  Slowly, he took the pool cue from her with his good hand, but did not yet move to do anything with it.
 

 
  “…why?”
 

 
  “Why what?” Rags returned, her eyes glinting in the low light. “Why was I ready to swoop in an’ save your ass yet again? You better believe I checked out everybody you were dealin’ with when you laid out that heist. The mark an’ all his fancy-ass guests were run o’ the mill rich jackasses, but that cute little piece of tail you were workin’ for an
  
   in
  
  was another matter. Anora was her real first name, but she’s a by-blood of House Daraspian
  
   and
  
  a legacy Wreath kid. Big fuckin’ trouble. Why did I turn up right when you were in danger? Cos I had people watchin’ you at that party, too, an’ when the first fuckin’ thing you did was take your floozy an’
  
   vanish,
  
  they came an’ got me. That entire kitchen staff you two sashayed right past was in my pocket. Why did I know where to find you? I’ve told you time an’ again, boy, I know
  
   everybody
  
  in this town. Including Doreen, me an’ her go way back. I know who Anora Daraspian was apprenticing under, I know who Doreen has connections with in the factory districts, an’ from there figurin’ out what place she’d use that’s easily accessible from that house party was just arithmetic.”
 

 
  She paused, staring at him in silence for a moment, before continuing.
 

 
  “Why did I kill them? Because right now, the only people who know that Antonio Darling tried to join the Black Wreath are either standin’ in this room, or lyin’ dead in that basement. Well, that incubus can be summoned again, but ain’t nobody gonna take his word for jack shit. Even the Wreath don’t listen to them, they’re made of lies an’ fuckin’ mischief even by demon standards. Why was I able to get the drop on two warlocks an’ a fuckin’
  
   incubus
  
  on the fly when you did your best to plan your whole game an’ still got outfoxed by a teenage girl? Aside from me just bein’ better at this than you, I’m Rags. Good ol’ Maggie Maxwell. Everybody knows me, an’ everybody knows I’m harmless. Everybody knows it
  
   so hard
  
  it’s always a surprise no matter how many times I do shit like that.
 

 
  “Which brings us to why I wanna shoot pool, an’ I’d hope you’ve seen the pattern by now. I know shit you don’t, Tony, an’ I know what I’m doin’. You’re gonna have to trust me a bit longer. Now break.”
 

 
  Mechanically, he moved to the table. It was awkward indeed, but he finally just set his bandaged hand down on the felt surface, using it for a rough brace while he lined up the cue with the other hand.
 

 
  The clack of balls echoed through the dim lounge, and Tony straightened back up, gazing abstractly down at the table, now with billiard balls strewn across it. He just stared, though, not even planning his next shot yet.
 

 
  “Stop,” Rags instructed. “You ever think about pool, boy? About that first shot, how those little fuckers all just fly every which way. Whaddaya think of that?”
 

 
  Tony shook his head. “If I say I haven’t thought about it, you’re just gonna get mad.”
 

 
  “Bullshit.
  
   Nobody
  
  thinks about stuff like that. Well, nobody except weirdos. Like me, for example.” She grinned at him, leaning on her own cue. “Or a pal I got in the Sapphire College who’s into theoretical physics. He says that in theory, it should be possible to predict precisely where each ball will end up when you break ’em like that, but to do the math you’d need to know the mass an’ position of every single damn thing in the universe.”
 

 
  “Math is not really my thing,” Tony acknowledged. “Or physics. Or magic. Or the universe.”
 

 
  Rags grunted and leaned over the table, lining up a shot. It wasn’t her turn, but he didn’t care enough to say anything. She deftly sank three balls with one hit.
 

 
  “An’ then there’s this part,” Rags continued, working her way methodically around the table, carefully picking her angles and dropping one ball after another into the pockets while she talked. “This part… Once the big random break is done, you can see the patterns. Shift the whole thing at once and don’t nobody know what the fuck’s gonna happen. One ball at a time, though? That you can predict, control. It gets simpler the fewer of ’em you have to work with. But to be
  
   good,
  
  you don’t do ’em one at a time. You sink as many in a shot as you can. That’s the funny balance you gotta strike, isn’t it? Ain’t possible to predict everything when all the balls are in play, it just ain’t. But bein’ good at this game means comin’ as close to that as you can.”
 

 
  “I know a metaphor when I smell one,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about, but I know it isn’t pool.”
 

 
  “You know why I picked you?” she asked, still shooting and not looking up at him. “It’s cos you’re such a sweet kid, Tony. You’re
  
   nice.
  
  You always do favors for people, you joke an’ know how to make everybody feel better. You’re a good listener. Everybody likes you, cos you
  
   deserve
  
  to be liked. You’re just a good guy, is all.”
 

 
  “G’aww, I’m gonna blush.”
 

 
  “’cept when you brush up against whatever it is that’s got you so mad, down deep in your core. Then you get
  
   mean,
  
  an’ pick fights with no regard for whether you can win. Now, I could tell right from the start you got anger in you, but shit, that’s as normal as it gets. Everybody who walks into the Guild lookin’ to apprentice is either enraged at some great injustice or lookin’ to commit one. An’ we always get the ones mad about some
  
   particular
  
  fuckery. People who are worked up at the injustice of the world in general go to the Avenists. Yeah, I knew you had a good mad on about somethin’, Tony. I remember bein’ young an’ I wasn’t gonna push ya on it, even when the pattern started to emerge. Tell ya what, though, you havin’ a bug up your ass about the other cults is one thing. When that turns into you tryin’ to sign on with the Wreath, I think I gotta ask you what’s the deal.”
 

 
  She finally straightened up, and leaned on her cue again, meeting his as the last ball rolled into a side pocket.
 

 
  “What are you so mad about, Tony?”
 

 
  He turned his head, staring at the windows. “When I was a kid…” Tony paused, shook his head, tried again. “Have you ever seen something…something you shouldn’t? That threw everything into doubt, and…” He trailed off once more, closing his eyes.
 

 
  “Tell me this, then,” Rags said, her voice gentle. “Is it the cults? Or is it the gods?”
 

 
  “…they’ve lied to us,” he whispered. “I don’t even know about what, exactly. I definitely don’t think Elilial is right. But they
  
   lied.
  
  And they’re everything, you know? Every single thing that makes up human society comes from one Pantheon cult or another. If it’s all lies… I have to know. And knowing means…”
 

 
  “Well, it’s a good thing you fucked up your chance to join the Wreath, then,” Rags said mildly. “Cos you ain’t never gonna get truth outta the Queen of fuckin’ Demons. The Wreath doesn’t give answers, Tony, they recruit soldiers. You’re either fanatically dedicated to their crazy-ass apocalypse, or they can’t have you knowin’ their secrets.”
 

 
  He turned around and sat on the edge of the pool table, letting his head droop.
 

 
  “Here’s the thing I want you to understand, Tony,” Rags said, coming over to sit beside him. “Your
  
   real
  
  problem is you got a false separation in your head. You got your own personality, your nature, that makes you the funny guy who’s everybody’s friend. And then you got that anger in you that makes you see an enemy an’ decide ‘that’s it, no more Mister Nice Guy.’ That second one needs to go.”
 

 
  “How can you be an Eserite without being angry at what’s wrong with the world?” he asked plaintively.
 

 
  “You
  
   can’t,”
  
  she said, poking his shoulder with her bony finger. “An’ that’s just it, boy. The anger is a motivation, a tool…not a way of makin’ decisions. You wanna take down your enemies? You
  
   stay
  
  Mister Nice Guy. Just ’cause you’re mad don’t mean you stop smiling!”
 

 
  He turned to face her and blinked.
 

 
  “Because the city is like a pool table,” she said. “The
  
   world
  
  is. You got no idea what’s gonna happen if you just exert force right into the goddamn middle of it. The only way to have any control is to judge the angles from every side. I have control because I know everybody, an’ everybody likes ol’ Rags. I got any number o’ people who’d do me a favor, or owe me one. Anything I need, I can reach out my hand an’ bam! There it is. All cos I’m Mister Nice Guy, too. It ain’t about power, boy. It’s about connection.”
 

 
  Slowly, Tony began nodding his head. “That…makes a lot of sense. I’m sorta wondering why this is the first time you’re explaining it in those terms.”
 

 
  “You ain’t my first apprentice, boy. People learn better when they watch and imitate an’ figure shit out for themselves. I was content to wait for you to do it in your own time, but then you started fuckin’ around with warlocks an’ it got urgent.”
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he grumbled.
 

 
  “I’m not gonna tell you to drop this idea you got,” she said, placing one gnarled old hand on his arm. “You wanna take on the gods? Well, nobody’s succeeded at that yet an’ you won’t either, but that ain’t the point. Bein’ Eserite means you don’t take bullshit from people who got power they don’t deserve. If you think that’s the Pantheon, well…so be it. But I want you to put it aside for
  
   now,
  
  Tony. Right now, you’re a cueball, an’ you keep getting smacked around to whatever end is decided by whoever’s turn it is to shoot. Shelve your crusade, an’ come back at it when you’re the guy holding the cue.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to bring down the gods,” he said, looking at the floor. “…I just want the truth.”
 

 
  “Then like I said, it’s a damn good thing you didn’t manage to join the Wreath,” Rags chuckled. “They woulda ruined everything that’ll give you a chance to get it. You stay free, stay sweet, an’ stay smart. You watch carefully an’ don’t make a move till you got yourself in the right position to do it. An’ then? Ain’t nobody gonna see you comin’. Maybe not even the gods.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he murmured. “Yeah, okay. You’re right. I can wait.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Rags agreed. “But if this is truly what you believe is right, don’t wait forever.”
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  Wanting to punch his Grace the Duke of House Madouri in the throat was not even the worst part. His duplicious ilk were merely the background noise of her existence, and he was far from the lowest specimen of his kind. Her whole family had to put on polite smiles and solicitous manners when dealing with the menagerie of treacherous nobles who circulated through the Imperial court, but Theasia’s lot was far worse than that of her parents. They might be frustrated, but the worst thing happening to them was the progress of age.
 

 
  Princess Theasia’s army of secretive healers had not come right out and said violent outbursts would be harmful to her health, but to parents who not only doted on a sickly daughter but feared for the Empire if the Tirasian bloodline were suddenly extinguished… These looming disasters were further complicated by the need to keep her condition a secret. If it became known that the future Empress suffered from the Banefall, the ever-circling vultures of the court would swoop in as one.
 

 
  Constant monitoring, daily checkups, and regular applications of medicine whose value would have beggared some of the lesser Houses and magics so rare as to be borderline taboo all meant that Theasia went through her life with no greater hardship than an enforced limit on her degree of physical activity and the occasional twinge of pain. She had suffered the first symptoms of incipient organ failure at fourteen and received the diagnosis soon thereafter. Four years later, she was not particularly bothered, anymore, by the specter of death hovering constantly over her; it was amazing what a person could learn to live with.
 

 
  To her parents and the Empire, however, Theasia Sabah Tirasian might as well have been some elven sculpture of butterfly wings and lily petals. Thus, not only could she not excoriate Duke Ravaan for being a slithering waste of blood for fear of the political trouble it would cause her father, she could not even vent to her parents later in private. Based on past experience, her mother would have her confined to bed for twenty-four hours to be certain her “episode” had caused no lingering effects.
 

 
  So she refrained from glaring, but did not manage to smile. That much should give no offense; the young Princess had a reputation for being dispassionate in public. Encounters like this were the lion’s share of why.
 

 
  “I share your concern about this issue, your Majesty,” Duke Ravaan said gravely to her father the Emperor about an issue of which he was almost certainly the cause. “I have just requested additional personnel from the Imperial foresters—this was only today, your Majesty may not have been yet informed—but to be frank, I consider it mostly a formality. The lands around Tiraas and Madouris are recovering well from the war, but it takes more than twenty years to re-grow a forest. I simply don’t think the woods provide enough cover to shelter bandits.”
 

 
  “You make a good point, your Grace,” Emperor Sarsamon replied, his face solemn and attentive. Glancing over, Theasia noted with amusement that on his other side, her mother had not managed anything more than blank detachment in the face of Ravaan’s dissembling. The Empress was a serene soul by nature, but did not have her husband’s knack for pretending to like despicable people to their faces. “And yet, these ambushes continue. The banditry not only exists, but shows a distinct preference in targets. Perhaps you have some insight into the cause, if it is not brigands lurking in the forests?”
 

 
  How she wished her father would just demand the boy account for his failure to secure the roads in Tiraan Province. They were even holding a private audience in a smaller chamber in the Palace, the only concession to Ravaan Madouri’s lesser stature being that he had not been offered a seat; there were none in the chamber save the ornate chairs on which the royal family sat. Had Theasia her way, this conversation would be held in the throne room, in full view of the court, while the young Duke stood below the Silver Throne like the worm he was to explain why Imperial revenue collectors kept being ambushed in his lands.
 

 
  “There have been enough of the incidents now that it cannot be a coincidence,” Ravaan agreed, nodding with such a perfectly convincing expression of thought that Theasia itched to lunge from her chair and claw it off his face. She contented herself with drumming her fingers once on the armrest. “And in that time, the culprits have avoided apprehension. That, to me, suggests a political motive. Were they simply opportunists, and foolish enough to think the greater riches of an Imperial tax caravan worth the risks involved, they would have been destroyed by now.”
 

 
  “Yet
  
   they
  
  remain free,” Empress Tamar said quietly. “They have weaponry and training sufficient to challenge Imperial soldiers, and appear to
  
   vanish.”
  
 

 
  “There are no shortage of veterans and hardware still at loose ends, as your Majesties are of course aware,” said Ravaan. “It seems to me the only possibility is that they are blending into the populace.”
 

 
  
   Or they’re being funded and hidden by a powerful interest, such as House Madouri, for example,
  
  Theasia did not say. Her parents did not require that she remain silent during such audiences, but anything openly suspicious or combative from her would result in lectures at best.
 

 
  “Or perhaps,” her father said mildly, “someone with means is providing them shelter.”
 

 
  
   Thank you, Father.
  
 

 
  “There are no entrenched powers in Madouris or Tiraan Province who would dare openly defy the Silver Throne,” Ravaan replied with an unctuous smile. “Of that much I can assure your Majesties. There have been…difficulties…since my father’s passing. It was sudden and I fear he did not reveal everything he knew to me about the state of the province; I have been struggling, during this last year, to solidify my position while numerous interests within my domain vie to take advantage of the confusion. Perhaps your Majesties can relate?”
 

 
  He
  
   dared
  
  compare himself to her father while knowingly contributing to the very travails about which he complained? Theasia gripped the arms of her chair for a moment before forcing her hands to relax. Ravaan, fortunately, did not seem to notice. Sarsamon simply acknowledged him with a magnanimous gesture of one hand, and the young Duke continued.
 

 
  “I am deeply embarrassed to say that there is a significant well of anti-Imperial feeling in Tiraan Province left over from the war. Not enough to threaten the public order, but sufficient that even a few ambitious malcontents would have no trouble finding, at the very least, accomplices. Uprooting such diffuse troubles as public sentiment is a perennial challenge. I have even attempted to make overtures to the Thieves’ Guild. That…went nowhere.”
 

 
  All three royals nodded once in understanding. Though they all knew the little beast was lying through his teeth—Imperial Intelligence prioritized sniffing out any whisper of rebellion and there was none in the vicinity of the capital—the intractability of the Guild was a matter on which all aristocracy was in harmony. Her father’s friendly overtures over the years had resulted only in (relatively) gentle reminders from Boss Rider of the role the Guild had played in toppling his predecessor.
 

 
  “I am sympathetic indeed to your plight, your Grace,” Sarsamon said in a kindly tone, earning a smile from the young man before him. “You are correct; it is a most familiar feeling you describe. I realize that things have become strained between our Houses since the war and its aftermath, but I well recall the aid your father lent both to me and the Empire in our darkest hour, and have long regretted that the growing coldness between us deprived me of opportunities to make my gratitude known. Perhaps, in this shared trouble, we can begin to mend that breach.”
 

 
  “There is
  
   nothing
  
  that would please me more, your Majesty,” Ravaan said, bowing and smiling with the overt triumph of a nobleman who had just gotten away with something. “It was in exactly this hope that I came before you today.”
 

 
  “I am glad,” Sarsamon replied, folding his hands in his lap and continuing to bestow a fatherly smile in return. “As you have provided such valuable insight into this difficulty, I shall be pleased to lend the aid of the Throne to its resolution. Let us spare the foresters any needless risk and labor; it will surely not take long for Imperial Intelligence to locate and subdue our bandits once I direct its full attention to Madouris.”
 

 
  Though young, Ravaan was at least good enough not to let his smile falter; the split-second freeze as he realized how he had outsmarted himself might have been invisible to any but a fellow politician.
 

 
  “I am humbled and grateful for your Majesty’s attention,” he said, bowing again—more deeply, this time, which hid his expression for a precious second. “And I apologize most sincerely for putting the Throne to such trouble on my behalf.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, Ravaan,” Sarsamon said pleasantly. “I remember being in your position. Is it not better for the Empire to work as one? We must ever stand ready to aid each other at need.”
 

 
  Impatient as Theasia often was with her father’s gentle way of handling the nobles, at times like this she had to acknowledge he was Emperor for a reason. No matter how many times he reminded them, they just kept forgetting that Sarsamon Tirasian was nobody’s pushover.
 

 
  “My only concern,” Ravaan said, putting on a pensive expression, “is whether such an action might exacerbate existing anti-Imperial sentiment.”
 

 
  “The public’s feelings must of course be considered,” Sarsamon agreed, nodding. “What would you suggest we do about this prospect?” As good as forcing to young snake to come out with whatever it was he was angling for. Theasia
  
   still
  
  would have preferred putting the boy firmly in his place, but she couldn’t deny her father’s methods got results.
 

 
  “As we have discussed, your Majesty,” Ravaan replied earnestly, “the Houses of Tirasian and Madouri share both goals and difficulties, and the state of the Empire as a whole begs for greater unity. Our enemies both within and without our borders smell weakness and watch for openings. There is the additional similarity that both our Houses were diminished to a single branch by the depredations of the war. A single accident now could end the thousand-year history of House Madouri, or the hard-won stability of the Empire itself. With the greatest humility, your Majesties, it has inevitably occurred to me that these problems might have a single solution.”
 

 
  Theasia’s blood went cold, so noticeably that she momentarily feared she might be having some new kind of attack.
 

 
  “Are you suggesting,” Empress Tamar asked in deathly quiet, “a union of our Houses through marriage?”
 

 
  “I merely submit the idea to your Majesties for consideration,” Ravaan replied, bowing to her. “I believe it has merit—for the Empire, for Tiraan Province, and for us all. Such a unified power block would be positioned to withstand almost any domestic challenge, and with that established, the Empire could make far more rapid progress in restoring its prestige and prosperity.”
 

 
  How much did it cost to have a man killed? Surely she could afford it. That wasn’t the real problem; where did one go about finding an assassin? The Empire had people, of course, but there was no way to use them without it getting back to her father…
 

 
  “You think very highly of yourself, your Grace,” Theasia said aloud, earning a sidelong glance of warning from her mother.
 

 
  “I confess that I do, Princess,” Ravaan replied, having the audacity to smile warmly at her, “though in truth, not so highly as I do of you.”
 

 
  Her iron self-control must have faltered slightly, because he took one look at her expression and immediately changed tactics.
 

 
  “Please understand, your Highness, that despite the immense personal esteem in which I hold you, I am not attempting an approach out of flirtatiousness. Though I do believe you and I have every possibility of developing great mutual respect, even fondness—else I would not raise the idea—in the end this is a political solution to political problems.”
 

 
  “It is an idea of merit,” Sarsamon said quietly. “Though not without its drawbacks, as well. You understand, your Grace, we must consider all of these carefully—both as rulers, and as a family.”
 

 
  “I understand all too well, your Majesty,” Ravaan agreed. “Such is the delicate balance required of those the gods have designated to rule.”
 

 
  “I thank you for your time, and these…very interesting thoughts you have raised, my lord Duke,” the Emperor stated, straightening subtly in his chair. “You may be assured that we will consider them with the greatest of care.”
 

 
  “I could ask for nothing more, your Majesties, and am ever grateful,” Ravaan intoned, bowing in reply to the polite dismissal. “By your leave, then.”
 

 
  The three of them sat in silence for several long seconds even after the doors had shut behind him.
 

 
  At last Sarsamon let out a sigh, and reached over to take his daughter’s hand. “Well, the obvious fact must be stated: it would solve a lot of the Empire’s current problems.”
 

 
  Theasia squeezed his fingers, closing her eyes for a moment. He was right, of course. The power of the Silver Throne had been so weakened after the war that only her father’s status as a hero to the people kept House Tirasian in power, for now. The alliance of House Madouri, House Aldarasi and the Universal Church which had conspired to place him on the Throne as a virtual puppet had shattered when Sarsamon managed to wrangle actual power out of Horsebutt the Enemy’s campaign and the need for a united Empire in the face of it. The Aldarasis still stood firmly with them, both because the Sultana was too canny to take being outplayed personally and because her own daughter was now Empress. Archpope Vyara, ever the pragmatist, had grown cool toward House Tirasian since the war, and neither made herself helpful—often—nor actively caused them trouble—for the most part. The old Duke of House Madouri, however, had been embittered and furious at being cheated, as he saw it, and made himself a constant nuisance right up until his death last year. By uniting Houses Tirasian and Madouri, that alliance would be restored and, as Ravaan had pointed out, the triumvirate of Tiraas, Calderaas and Madouris would have enough pull to force the rest of the Houses back into line.
 

 
  “How certain are we,” she asked, “that there are no other surviving branches of House Madouri?”
 

 
  “Very,” her father said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “That was most of the reason the old Duke supported placing me on the Throne. Facing the possible extinction of House Madouri, he grabbed for power in the only way available to him.”
 

 
  “So,” she said thoughtfully, “if I were to marry Ravaan and something
  
   unfortunate
  
  immediately befell him, I would be in control of—”
 

 
  
   “Theasia!”
  
  her mother exclaimed, aghast. Sarsamon’s lips twitched with barely-suppressed amusement.
 

 
  “I…suppose the boy isn’t
  
   all
  
  bad,” Theasia allowed grudgingly, fumbling for something positive to say. “He’s never once groped me with his eyes, which is better than I can say of half the nobles of our generation.”
 

 
  With a diffident little cough, Lord Tariq Shavayad emerged from behind the decorative screen which had hidden him during the audience. The head of Imperial Intelligence was a tall, silver-haired man who wore discreet stateliness like a second suit.
 

 
  “Given his late father’s protectiveness and the brevity of his rule thus far,” the spymaster said, “we are still assembling a dossier on him, and the portrait thus painted is yet incomplete. House Madouri has always been adept at guarding its privacy. I
  
   have
  
  ascertained, however, that all of his Grace’s romantic dalliances to date have been with men. I can say with reasonable certainty that his interest in the Princess is purely political.”
 

 
  “Well,” Theasia said after they digested that in silence for a moment, “I do believe I have never been so simultaneously unflattered and yet relieved.”
 

 
  Her father squeezed her hand once more and then released it. “What are your impressions overall, Lord Shavayad?”
 

 
  “It is, as your Majesty observed, a valid political maneuver,” Shavayad said neutrally. “And, of course, his Grace would not propose it unless he believed himself able to position himself in control of both the relationship and the Empire. It would not be the first time someone technically relegated to the Swan Throne held authority in truth over a weaker-willed spouse.”
 

 
  Theasia was very glad she was no longer holding her father’s fingers; her grip on the arms of her chair was painful enough for her. The upholstery was going to have permanent marks if people did not cease pointing out such repulsive facts in her presence.
 

 
  “And the matter of the banditry?” Sarsamon added in a dry tone.
 

 
  “It was, at the very least, not Ravaan’s idea,” Shavayad replied. “Simply by dint of the timing. The attacks have grown more brazen lately, but they began before he took power. I was not able to verify definitively that his father instigated them, and at the time they were but an occasional and minor nuisance. Shall I make good on your Majesty’s
  
   offer,
  
  and divert resources to Madouris?”
 

 
  “Do,” Sarsamon said, allowing himself to display a predatory satisfaction he carefully hid from the nobility, the public, and his enemies. “I rather suspect the mere knowledge that it’s coming will cause Ravaan to hastily dismantle the program, if he has any control over it. Anything you find, though, is something we can hold over him.”
 

 
  “Is it possible that he was telling the simple truth?” Tamar inquired.
 

 
  “It is…
  
   possible,”
  
  the spymaster allowed. “I assure your Majesties there is no significant rebellious sentiment in the core provinces. Not enough to mount an insurgency, but it is not unthinkable that disaffected former rebels might find sufficient armament and numbers to execute bandit raids of this kind. His Grace’s theory is plausible. Forgive me, your Majesties, but there is nothing I distrust more than an aristocrat with an agenda and a plausible excuse.”
 

 
  “Quite,” Sarsamon agreed. “Do what you can, Tariq, but do it as discreetly as the situation allows. The damnable truth is that we cannot afford either the lost revenue or the loss of face any further, and we may not be able to endure the backlash that would result from marching troops into Madouris.” He paused, then sighed heavily. “I suppose I also can’t afford to
  
   rid
  
  myself of that little pustule, either.”
 

 
  “Sarsamon,” Tamar said reproachfully. He reached over to take her hand.
 

 
  “I advise against it, your Majesty,” Lord Shavayad said in the same calm tone he doubtless used to order lunch. “The elimination of a high-standing lord who caused you trouble would provoke severe retaliation from numerous Houses. Especially after what happened to Lord Turombi, even in the absence of proof the suspicion of your involvement would be enough. Duke Ravaan, inconvenient as he may be, is probably more manageable than the chaos that would result from the sudden extinction of House Madouri and the resulting power vacuum in Tiraan Province, which House Tirasian is unfortunately not in a position to fill. There is also the matter that I could not guarantee with certainty that an assassination would succeed. House Madouri has not endured for a thousand years by taking chances with its security, and they have accumulated unknowable resources in that time. The closer the bloodline is to petering out, the more avidly it will be defended.”
 

 
  “It was just a passing thought,” Sarsamon said, not without a hint of bitterness. “Well. Ravaan and his
  
   proposal
  
  require consideration and discussion in detail, which I’m afraid we will have to postpone.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Tamar said with a sigh, rising from her chair. “Lord Dufresne and Lady Leduc will arrive for their audience presently, and if I am not there to mediate
  
   before
  
  they meet it’s likely one won’t leave the room alive.”
 

 
  “Take no prisoners, my dear,” Sarsamon intoned, standing and raising her hand to his lips for a kiss. The Empress did not reply verbally, but gave him a look of wry fondness before turning her attention to her daughter.
 

 
  “How do you feel, Theasia?”
 

 
  She knew better than to say she was fine. “Irked, to tell the truth,” she replied honestly. “I believe I shall take a book to my garden this afternoon. I would rather be in a calmer frame of mind when we discuss this in earnest.”
 

 
  “Very good,” Tamar agreed, nodding and smiling. Her mother approved of such passive pastimes for her frail daughter. A moment later, though, the smile faltered, leaving her staring at Theasia with a worried expression that was subtly unlike her usual worried expression. She stepped over and took her daughter’s hands as Theasia rose to meet her. “It isn’t such a terrible thing as you are probably imagining, little bird.”
 

 
  While Theasia was still blinking at her in surprise, she turned and glided from the room.
 

 
  She was aware that her parents’ marriage was a political one. They cared deeply for each other, but Theasia had garnered enough hints over the years to be fairly certain that had developed
  
   after
  
  the wedding. Of course, such talk as this would resonate with them in a way to which she couldn’t quite relate. It also meant she had best restrain herself even further than usual in discussing it. To express honestly the revulsion she felt at the idea might be an outright insult. As much as Theasia bridled at their over-protectiveness and their passive style of rule, she loved her parents deeply and held great respect for everything they had accomplished for the Empire. The thought of causing them hurt was intolerable.
 

 
  Sarsamon turned to his daughter and gathered her into a hug, which she gratefully returned, ignoring Lord Shavayad standing discreetly nearby.
 

 
  “I’m afraid my conversation with the generals is going to be less boring that I’d like,” he said, releasing her. “I had better not tarry, either. We’ll talk about all of this over dinner, Theasia.”
 

 
  “Of course, Father,” she replied, smiling up at him. “Just don’t invade anyone without me, I would like to watch that.”
 

 
  “It’s a promise,” he said, lightly tweaking her on the chin with a finger. “I love you.”
 

 
  “I love you, too.”
 

 
  Theasia sighed, watching him stride from the room, then turned to nod politely to the spymaster. “Lord Shavayad, I bid you good afternoon.”
 

 
  “Your Highness,” he said suddenly, “I wonder if I could prevail upon you for a moment of your time.”
 

 
  She had started to turn toward the door herself and froze. Shavayad had
  
   never
  
  asked her for anything, nor treated her as more than an accessory of her parents, to be frank. No official of the Imperial government had, thanks to her mother’s insistence that she was not to be unduly burdened. For all that Theasia was encouraged to be present and observe the functions of government, her only actual duties to the Empire had been social thus far. Most days, she felt less like a princess than the invalid ateenage daughter of some industrialist.
 

 
  “What can I do for you, my lord?” she inquired as evenly as she could manage around the surprising surge of excitement she felt. If this turned out to be something about an upcoming ball or some such rot…
 

 
  “My people have tracked an illicit operation which I think you ought to be informed of, Princess. In detail.” His expression was totally inscrutable. Well, the man was spymaster for a reason.
 

 
  “I?” she replied, raising one eyebrow. “And not my parents?”
 

 
  “As head of Intelligence, the core of my duty is to curate information, your Highness. Your father the Emperor cannot be burdened with every detail of everything which transpires in the Empire. I must choose carefully what to bring before him, what to ignore, and what to deal with quietly on my own initiative. In this matter, it is my assessment that you are the appropriate person to whom to bring the issue.” He hesitated for a split second, and undoubtedly deliberate pause for emphasis. “I beg that your Highness will forgive my presumption, but it is my opinion that you are more than intelligent and mature enough to begin participating in statecraft, Princess, and that the health of the Empire requires that you begin acquiring
  
   experience.
  
  Your mother’s laudable concern for your well-being has made this process somewhat slower than it might otherwise have been.”
 

 
  Flattery. Skillful and subtle flattery, but there nonetheless. Even seeing him do it did not quite quash the surge of satisfaction she felt at being acknowledged. Offered the chance to
  
   do something
  
  for the Empire.
 

 
  Of course, the question remained…why?
 

 
  “And what is this issue, precisely?” she asked, as deadpan as she could manage.
 

 
  “To an extent, you will have to be shown rather than told,” he said apologetically, “but I will brief you to the extent that I can on the way.”
 

 
  “The way?”
 

 
  “Yes, your Highness. This will involve an excursion into the city. I can promise you both absolute discretion and the greatest security my agency can provide. Be assured, I would take
  
   no
  
  risks with your Highness’s well-being.”
 

 
  Her heart was practically pounding, so vividly she instinctively reached for the vial of medicine concealed in her dress—which had been tailored for that specific reason, as ladies’ fashions otherwise suffered from an aggravating lack of pockets. A chance to leave the Palace, to go out into the city, on Imperial business. To
  
   help.
  
 

 
  Shavayad was up to something, of course; all of this was too sudden and too unconventional. But then, he was never not up to something. He was the spymaster, that was literally what they paid him for. And he had the absolute trust of her parents.
 

 
  Well, if the man was a traitor, they were all doomed anyway. She had lived her entire life without being allowed to take risks. This seemed a good place to start.
 

 
  “Of course, Lord Shavayad,” Princess Theasia said, barely controlling an eager smile. “Lead the way.”
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  “Why are we circling back?” Theasia asked, leaning toward the carriage’s window as it swung to the left through the traffic on Imperial Square.
 

 
  “Ah,” Lord Shavayad said in a satisfied tone, and sidled along his bench to look outside. “I gave the driver instructions to veer toward Duke Ravaan’s retinue should it still be visible. There is someone I would like you to see, Princess.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She also shifted closer to the window, but did not bring her face into view of it, simply watching through the curtains. Invisibly sneaking a good vantage was a necessary skill in the Imperial court. The anonymous mode of transport was an asset; she was accustomed to touring the city either in a full procession with her parents, or in her private carriage—a brand-new horseless model which hummed with enchantments, and was accompanied by two ladies-in-waiting (in her case, nurses in disguise), two drivers (a backup in case one were incapacitated), four guards riding atop the vehicle and six mounted soldiers surrounding it at all times. By comparison, the unmarked two-horse carriage Shavayad had provided was virtually invisible in its anonymity. Oddly, in the spymaster’s competent presence, she did not feel particularly vulnerable.
 

 
  “The tall man alongside him, with the blond hair,” Shavayad murmured, both of them peering through the curtains now.
 

 
  Ravaan was just emerging from the Palace himself, and seemed in no hurry to step into the carriage emblazoned with House Madouri’s coat of arms, drawn by a truly excessive six white horses. A fop like the young Duke loved nothing more than to strut and pose in the middle of Imperial Square to be gawked at, and now was apparently provided ample excuse by a conversation with the man Shavayad had indicated. Actually, Theasia noted an odd resemblance between this individual and Shavayad himself. Not a physical one; this man was so pale it was almost creepy, with hair a very light gold and sharp features—in fact, now that she looked closely, she suspected he might be a half-elf. It was in his demeanor and style, though. He wore the same kind of old-fashioned black suits, with a rigidly upright posture and superciliously dignified cast to his features.
 

 
  Then their path brought the Madouri carriage between them and the two men, and both Princess and spymaster leaned back into their own seats as they were carried on through the city.
 

 
  “Who is he?”
 

 
  “Casper Scheinrich,” Lord Shavayad said, regarding her with a faint smile which did not quite disguise the hawk-like focus of his eyes. He was studying her, watching for something. “A priest of Vidius and, as of shortly after the late Duke’s passing, Ravaan Madouri’s closest and most highly-placed lieutenant. His ideas do much to shape House Madouri’s actions; Ravaan prizes his counsel above all others. I suspect his hand in the escalation of the bandit attacks on our treasury caravans in Tiraan Province. Mental acumen aside, he is a very dangerous man, a veteran of the Enchanter Wars in which he served as a combat healer with the Madouris militia. He has fought Silver Legions, drow, the Imperial Army, and Horsebutt’s raiders. Handy with sword and wand and extremely skilled with divine shields.”
 

 
  “So Ravaan’s right-hand man is Stalweiss,” she mused. “How odd.”
 

 
  “I hope your Highness does not subscribe to that claptrap about the Stalweiss being genetically prone to barbarism.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, they are a people from a resource-poor region whose recent warlord very predictably took advantage of the Empire’s weakness. We must not ascribe to congenital defect that which is explained by circumstance.” Shavayad nodded approvingly at her recitation of one of her father’s aphorisms. “I meant, pursuant to that, the Stalweiss have been particularly out of favor throughout the Empire since the war. It would be difficult for one to attain such a high rank in this political climate, and expose both him and House Madouri to potential risk.”
 

 
  “Just so, your Highness. Scheinrich is also capable of playing a long game. After the war, he attached himself to Ravaan as a mentor, passing up multiple opportunities for promotion and personal enrichment. Understand that young Ravaan’s childhood was not unlike your own, Princess. He was barely an infant when his siblings were slain in the war, following on the heels of the entire Mathenon and Veilgrad branches of House Madouri being massacred. The old Duke was extraordinarily protective, treating his last son very much like a delicate greenhouse orchid. Scheinrich endured years of being dismissed as a glorified nursemaid to be the only man who always took Ravaan seriously, and as his reward, now effectively determines Madouri policy on almost everything.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes slightly, but was staring past him in thought. “What do you think is his ultimate goal?”
 

 
  “Since he
  
   was
  
  a glorified nursemaid for so many years, I’m afraid Intelligence was lax in studying him until very recently. So far, the man is difficult to read. The reputation of Vidian clerics for byzantine intrigues is somewhat inflated, mostly by themselves; they are not more canny on average than any intelligent, motivated player of the great game. But they
  
   are
  
  frustratingly hard to predict. The Doctrine of Masks is based upon psychological principles that apply to everyone, but Vidians take it to an extreme such that they effectively have different personalities in different situations. He might be working toward a higher ambition, serving what he believes is a moral cause, or simply playing the game for love of playing it. Or any combination thereof, alternately or even simultaneously. What we know is that his presence lends Duke Ravaan much greater cunning and competence than he natively possesses.”
 

 
  “Hmm…” Theasia focused her eyes on Shavayad’s own; he was still watching her with that sharp, almost expectant look. “And his relationship with Ravaan is a close one? Irreplaceable?”
 

 
  “An interesting choice of words,” Shavayad said mildly. “Yes, you could put it that way. May I ask why you inquire, Princess?”
 

 
  “A pillar of strength becomes a crippling weakness once knocked down. If this Scheinrich is so precious to Ravaan, removing him will leave a vacuum which Ravaan won’t be quick to fill. If he even can.”
 

 
  The spymaster nodded once, mutely.
 

 
  “That is the kind of observation my father would chastise me for making,” she said with a sigh, settling back against the carriage bench.
 

 
  “Your father is a wise and far-sighted man,” Shavayad replied, his expression especially inscrutable. “It has served his rule well to think in terms of connection rather than destruction.”
 

 
  “Rule demands both.”
 

 
  “For every task its own tool,” he agreed.
 

 
  And he had wanted to brief
  
   her
  
  on this Scheinrich’s importance. Why? The truth hovered between them in the carriage: her father would not have considered eviscerating House Madouri’s ambitions by depriving Ravaan of such an asset. Her father dealt with the Houses by maneuvering them such that their desires aligned with his. Theasia had grown increasingly aware of the risks and flaws in that strategy as she had matured, and it occurred to her now that if anyone in the Imperial government might prefer a more hawkish approach to keeping the nobles in line, it would be the head of Imperial Intelligence.
 

 
  Exhilarating as it was to
  
   finally
  
  be treated as a valued equal by someone with real power, she felt keenly aware of her own inexperience. Shavayad was undoubtedly working toward a goal of his own, here. What was he after? What would it mean for her, for her father, and for the Empire?
 

 
  Social instincts honed by court life told her that he felt that conversation finished and would deflect further queries on this matter, which suited her for now as there was a more pressing topic for them to discuss.
 

 
  “Now that we have time to talk, Lord Shavayad, perhaps you could explain where we are going, and why?”
 

 
  “Of course, Princess,” he said with a courteous inclination of his head. “This matter began with an investigation into the embezzlement of Imperial funds. I realize your Highness is rather hands-off with financial matters, so it may come as a shock to learn that it was your own salary being skimmed.”
 

 
  Uh oh. Theasia kept her expression blank and inquisitive despite the tangible weight of unease which had suddenly manifested in the pit of her stomach. “I see. You found those responsible?”
 

 
  “Unfortunately a number of accountants would be in a position to have done this, your Highness. At present we are watching all who handle your finances. Sometimes it is better strategy to let a plot unfold, under careful supervision. There are risks, of course, but also the prospect of catching more than the small fish whose maneuvers first drew attention. Strike too quickly and you may snare only a lackey who has nothing of value to offer; too late and a potentially dangerous scheme may reach its ruinous fruition. Finding the right moment is as much art as science.”
 

 
  “I see,” she murmured. “I will consider that.”
 

 
  Shavayad nodded politely again. “In this case, what we are still missing is the identity of the person who organized this ploy. I am pleased to say that we have learned its purpose. It is that which we are now going to investigate.”
 

 
  She had a
  
   very
  
  bad feeling about this. “Is that wise, Lord Shavayad? I mean, is it customary policy to involve the heir to the Throne in an ambush?”
 

 
  “I assure you, your Highness, the area is secured and the subjects pacified,” he said smoothly. “I promise I would never expose you to serious danger. But I believe you may have insights to offer, once you have personally inspected the scene and the subjects. As they are drawing funds from your own coffers, it may be that some of this is familiar to you.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said as offhandedly as she could manage, hoping the racing of her heart was not evident to him. His face revealed nothing, but then…it wouldn’t.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is a mistake!” Professor Araani protested for at least the third time since they had entered the room, sitting on a bench against the wall with his arm around a weeping young woman. Two agents of Imperial Intelligence in gray coats with silver gryphon badges stood before him, wands in hand; the weapons were aimed scrupulously at the ground, but the message was clear. “Please, you
  
   must
  
  believe me! I am no criminal or traitor, I am operating on orders from the Silver Throne itself!” His voice hitched, and he shifted position to put both his arms around the young woman’s shoulders. “I…I thought I was. I was so
  
   sure,
  
  we were instructed to keep everything in the strictest confidence, but my orders came with the Imperial seal—”
 

 
  “Professor,” Shavayad finally interjected, apparently tiring of waiting for the man to run out of spark. “I am Lord Tariq Shavayad, director of Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  The girl’s crying grew louder and she buried her face in the Professor’s jacket. Araani glanced at Theasia, who had not been introduced; to someone unfamiliar with her face, she might have been any richly-dressed young woman, which made her presence here understandably curious.
 

 
  Theasia made a show of scanning the room. The large basement of this townhouse, clearly a converted wine cellar, was set up as an enchantment laboratory, strewn with components, equipment, and projects in various states of completion. Whatever order there was in the layout was apparent only to the Professor himself. This was her first time seeing it in person, otherwise she might have spoken to him about the apparent chaos.
 

 
  The question which chiefly occupied her mind now was how to get out of this mess without having what little freedom she was allowed permanently eclipsed. At this point, she took it as given that Shavayad knew more than he had told her, perhaps everything. But why do it this way? He could have ratted her out to her parents easily enough…
 

 
  “Our investigation is ongoing,” Shavayad said to Araani. “Your cooperation will do much to determine the shape it takes from here, Professor. I will tell you that at this time, it is my inclination to regard you as a victim of fraud, rather than a perpetrator.”
 

 
  The girl lifted her head, eyes wide with apprehension; the Professor drew in a short breath, straightening his back slightly.
 

 
  “My people will need to interview you in detail, of course,” Shavayad continued, “as well as your daughter. I assure you, Intelligence is not in the habit of extracting information through force; these will be civil conversations. If you will kindly go with these agents, show them any documents you have received alleging to be from the Imperial government and answer any questions they have, I’m confident we can settle this matter with a minimum of further disruption. So long as you have been truthful, you need fear nothing.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Professor Araani said hoarsely. “Yes, I…I thank you very much, Lord Shavayad. I am a
  
   loyal
  
  subject of his Majesty. We
  
   both
  
  are. If we have been misused against his wishes… That is, yes, we will gladly tell you everything we can.”
 

 
  “The Silver Throne appreciates your cooperation,” Shavayad said with a bland smile. “Umunti, Dazaar, please escort Professor and Miss Araani to a more suitable room and see they are provided with some material comforts. It has been a trying day for them. I’m sure we shall have no further trouble.”
 

 
  “We shall not, indeed,” Araani agreed, getting slowly to his feet and rubbing his daughter’s back with one hand. “Come, Lacey, it will be all right.”
 

 
  Shavayad and Theasia both stepped aside to allow the agents and their prisoners to climb the stairs back to the kitchen, Agent Dazaar pausing to shut the door again at the top and enclose the two of them in the now-silent workshop.
 

 
  “The good Professor was understandably somewhat irascible when we first imposed upon him this morning,” Shavayad commented, idly pacing over to a table upon which were displayed a rack of matching charms, expensive-looking objects each consisting of a rune-etched disc inset with polished gemstones. “Of course, he and the young lady have spent the day under the supervision of my agents while I reported to your parents and then brought you here, your Highness. They were not mishandled, I assure you. I find I get the best results through
  
   subtler
  
  pressures. Harm someone and they will expect more harm and act out of fear; treat them gently while encouraging their own minds to conjure up all the harm they
  
   might
  
  do, and they will often become eager to cooperate.”
 

 
  “Thank you for the lesson in strategy,” she said evenly.
 

 
  “Of course,” Shavayad went on with his back to her, picking up one of the charms and turning it over in his fingers, “all this began with the document which I am confident Professor Araani will now produce from his safe. Not only does the Imperial seal carry a magical signature which court sorcerers are able to track, but the stationary used for Imperial edicts is watermarked
  
   and
  
  serialized. When a blank document goes missing, it can be quickly traced. At least, that has always been the theory; this is actually the first such incident since we instituted this system, and I am gratified to learn that it works so well.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes. Obviously, had she known any of that in advance, things would have been very different.
 

 
  “Of course, there are very few people who even potentially have access to the Emperor’s seal and stationary. As I was explaining earlier, Princess, it is often wisest to let a plot unfold. I have been watching the Professor’s progress with great interest these last three months. I feel that once we learn who—”
 

 
  “All right, enough,” she said curtly. “This game is not amusing, Shavayad. Why did you
  
   really
  
  bring me here?”
 

 
  He turned to face her, still idly rubbing his thumb across the charm in his hand.
 

 
  “It’s as I told you, Princess. My job is to curate the information which reaches his Majesty. Right now, I am…determining whether this is something he needs to know.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes at him.
 

 
  “It was an amateurish effort,” he observed, “but shows some inherent talent. Clearly you were unaware of the ways through which your maneuvers could be tracked, both magical and mundane. There is a science to moving illicit funds, Princess, in which you lack experience. My curiosity was in
  
   what
  
  you would hire a down-on-his-luck enchanter to design. These efforts appear rather…unfocused.”
 

 
  “I gave him free rein to experiment,” Theasia said, grimacing. “I wouldn’t know what to ask him to build, and the point was to come up with something, anything, that nobody else had.”
 

 
  “Within, that is, a certain
  
   theme.”
  
 

 
  “A certain theme,” she agreed quietly.
 

 
  Shavayad pinned the charm to his belt and pressed the jewel in its center. The light in the basement shifted as a translucent sphere of blue energy flickered into place around him, accompanied by a faint buzzing noise and the lifting of the fine hairs on her neck at the accompanying static.
 

 
  “Personal shielding charms,” Shavayad marveled aloud, raising one arm and watching his private bubble shift along with it. “This was supposed to be impossible.”
 

 
  “As I understand it, energy shields are actually quite simple. The tricky part was modulating it to let air, sound, and light pass through, and clip through the ground to let the subject walk while still protecting them from subterranean attack. The personal shields of a wizard or paladin avoid these shortfalls by being conscious workings.”
 

 
  “The man is clearly a genius,” Shavayad agreed, pressing the gem again and switching the shield off. “Quite a find, Princess, I compliment you. And that magical-magnetic rail system in the corner. A mode of transportation?”
 

 
  She glanced at the rack of metal he indicated. “Hardly. That’s a tiny prototype; a full-sized version would accelerate cargo to several times the speed of sound. It would probably be lethal to put
  
   people
  
  in it. Araani didn’t invent that, it was a theoretical design of Magnan’s that he never got around to experimenting with.”
 

 
  “And so the lethality becomes the very purpose. Imagine, artillery with a range of
  
   miles.
  
  Not to mention this little beauty.” He picked up a metal glove, heavily engraved with runes, embedded with gemstones and trailing lengths of gold wire attached to more crystals and filaments. “Oh, what I could do with these, if only the materials weren’t so prohibitively expensive. A matched pair for every agent and we could make
  
   so many
  
  problems disappear…”
 

 
  “Their power consumption is heinously inefficient, though,” she demurred. “Each is good for one use, two at the most, and it’s not a question of recharging them; it suffers catastrophic damage in the process.”
 

 
  “Pity.” Shavayad carefully set the device back on its table and turned to her again. “You understand, Princess, why magical weapons research is practically a taboo in this day and age?”
 

 
  “I am
  
   hardly
  
  going to have a nice old man and his daughter build a new Enchanter’s Bane in their basement,” she said acidly.
 

 
  “There’s the matter what when an heir to a monarchy begins surreptitiously building weapons, an assassination generally follows,” he pointed out.
 

 
  “Never!” Theasia snapped, clenching her fists and taking a step toward him. “I would
  
   die
  
  before I allowed harm to come to my father!”
 

 
  “I believe you,” he said simply. “Though it is my job to, among other things, prevent that outcome. The Empire needs
  
   you
  
  as well as your father, Highness. And you are correct; what you’ve enabled here is hardly a path back to Magnan’s folly. This is a question of perceptions, though. Of how it would
  
   look
  
  to the public and to House Tirasian’s enemies to find the Imperial government researching sparkly new ways to kill people. You do understand this, I hope?”
 

 
  “Of course I do,” she said curtly. “I am inexperienced, Tariq, not an idiot.”
 

 
  He titled his head slightly. “Then I am curious, Princess, why you juded it worth the risk?”
 

 
  Theasia turned her head to stare at the wall in front of which the Araanis had sat minutes before. Shavayad waited in silence for her to gather her thoughts.
 

 
  “I cannot do it the way my father does,” she whispered, finally. “You know of my…condition. He has to spend
  
   every moment
  
  on his ploys and schemes.
  
   You
  
  know this, you’re the man who orchestrates half of them. Father is a vigorous man and still the burden of constantly playing the Houses and the Empire and the Punaji and everyone else against each other exhausts him. I don’t have the strength, Shavayad. Simply not the physical strength. And I cannot afford to show the weakness that would be revealed if I drive myself to collapse.”
 

 
  “So you will strike first,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “No.” Theasia turned her face back to him, shaking her head once. “Too much aggression begets retaliation, it would lead to the Enchanter Wars all over again. But they must know that I have the ability and the
  
   will
  
  to strike them. An example must be made of someone, to bring the rest in line. Whoever gives me a reason first. It has not escaped my notice that the
  
   only
  
  thing in living memory which has forced the Houses, even temporarily, to behave like civilized people was the near collapse of civilization itself. An orcish invasion, a drow invasion, a Stalweiss warlord’s invasion, and in the middle of that a handful of concurrent civil wars. All to furnish proof that their noble blood spills as easily as anyone’s. Then, the moment they felt it was safe, they went right back to their self-serving plots. ‘The bastards will stop when they are stopped, and not before.’”
 

 
  “Foxpaw,” he said, quirking one eyebrow in the strongest expression of surprise she had ever seen from him. “I never imagined your mother would have allowed you to read the
  
   Exploits,
  
  your Highness.”
 

 
  “My mother knows me too well to limit my leisure activities to books and then expect that I will adhere to her curated bibliography.”
 

 
  “It is perhaps for the best, then, so long as she doesn’t catch you
  
   quoting
  
  Eserite dogma.” A fleeting smile passed across his features. “And so. You had no
  
   specific
  
  plans for these devices?”
 

 
  She shook her head again. “Merely preparedness. The squeamishness after Magnan’s fall doesn’t serve us, Shavayad. Magic is the future, and those who control it will rule. The Sapphire College is diminished but not gone; we may all dismiss Syralon and the Wizards’ Guild as laughingstocks, but they are growing slowly stronger, and will only grow more so. And I don’t believe for a
  
   moment
  
  that Tellwyrn is dead. A woman like that comes and goes as she likes, and would never have the courtesy to perish conveniently out of sight. I will be Empress, however briefly. I have to be prepared. And… And my parents have not only failed to prepare me, in their good intentions they are trying to
  
   prevent
  
  me from being ready.” Theasia lifted her arms to gesture helplessly at the laboratory. “I need options.”
 

 
  Shavayad studied her in silence for a moment, then suddenly stepped toward her. Theasia stiffened, but refused to retreat at his approach. To her surprise, he simply extended his arm to hand her the shielding charm he was still holding.
 

 
  “My agency has received word of a plot against your Highness’s well-being,” he said abruptly.
 

 
  Theasia’s eyebrows shot upward.
  
   “Mine?”
  
 

 
  “Not much of a plot,” he said. “One which has zero realistic prospects of succeeding, and frankly is quite unlikely to get off the ground as the persons behind it I judge far too intelligent to take the risk. Unless…” Tilting his head again, he studied her face thoughtfully, now with a knowing little smile. “They
  
   might
  
  be encouraged to do so, with the proper incentives.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes slightly, running her own thumb over the charm. It was warm, whether from its magic or his hand. “Incentives which you could provide.”
 

 
  “Unfortunately not,” he said. “Certain individuals have been making discreet inquiries about an attempted abduction, your Highness. No one who is capable of such a feat would be foolish enough to attempt it, nor would they respond favorably to an overture from me. If approached by a rebellious Princess who quotes Ashner Foxpaw and finances secret weapons labs, however…”
 

 
  “My father would summarily dismiss you from your position even for
  
   suggesting
  
  this,” Theasia said softly.
 

 
  “You have never given your father enough credit for ruthlessness,” the spymaster replied lightly. “He would have me jailed, at the very least.”
 

 
  Of course she understood what he was doing. Now they each had a secret to hold over the other—and he had had no reason at all to offer her one. This was an offering not only of peace between them, but alliance. Which begged the question…
 

 
  “Why would you propose this?” she asked.
 

 
  “Because,” he said, meeting her gaze, “in my professional opinion, Princess, you need this. You need the experience and the guidance. And you need to vanquish an enemy, both for your sake and to make it known that you
  
   can.”
  
 

 
  Being practiced chiefly at repressing her anger, boredom and frustration, the smile of excitement caught her off guard and crept onto her features before she could successfully stifle it. “What, exactly, did you have in mind, Lord Shavayad?”
 

 
  He smiled in return, glancing down at the shielding charm in her had. “Well. First of all, I want to introduce you to a jeweler…”
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  Teenagers sneaking out of their houses at night were a cliché so ancient the trope was well-represented not only in the modern chapbooks Theasia had been able to sneak, but in the staid old bardic sagas her mother approved for her. She had always rather resented those fictional kids their freedom. As it turned out, sneaking out of a palace secured by a sizable army, a corps of sorcerers, and an invisible network of spies leavened among the very servants was slightly less of a prospect for a teenage girl than tunneling out of a prison using a spoon. She had given up on it by age sixteen, when she had never once made it
  
   to
  
  the outer walls, let alone past them, and the repercussions of getting caught had started to eat significantly into her already scant freedoms.
 

 
  Amazing how much easier it was when she was abetted by Imperial Intelligence itself.
 

 
  “Oh, your Highness, I
  
   really
  
  think this is a bad idea,” Asfaneh fretted even as the carriage emerged from the courtyard into the street running alongside the Palace, totally unchallenged. “Please, can’t we go back? This is extraordinarily dangerous, how can it possibly be worth it?”
 

 
  “I appreciate you coming with me, Asfaneh,” she said with a kind smile. Her mother had taught her not only the smile, which was as carefully constructed as a suspension bridge, but the trick of “addressing” the concerns of subordinates by politely failing to address them. Truthfully, she didn’t much like Lady Asfaneh Sakhavenid, but it was only because of the woman’s personality; she had no moral objection to her and no cause to complain of her service. Quite the contrary.
 

 
  An Imperial Princess obviously needed ladies-in-waiting, a need which was complicated by Theasia’s medical condition. She had to be accompanied by nurses whenever possible, without letting it be known that she was. Her parents had found a solution by carefully fostering a few insignificant noble families like House Sakhavenid, which (like House Tirasian until very recently) only barely qualified as nobility and were treated with disdain by wealthier and more influential Houses. It was useful for many reasons to have a core of smaller Houses scattered around the Empire who were both grateful to House Tirasian and aware that the rug could be yanked out from under them if they displeased; just one of the benefits was the supply of noble daughters who could be trained in medicine and sworn to secrecy. The prospect that fidelity to the Tirasians might provide access to the capital and the Palace for their youngest generation could then be dangled in front of more recalcitrant Houses as well. Not that any of those would ever have a member placed close to the Princess, but as her father had explained to her, a political action should serve multiple purposes, or not bothered with.
 

 
  Asfaneh was an Izarite priestess of low rank and ability, but a competent nurse with an encyclopedic knowledge of the various medicines, alchemical and mundane, which Theasia’s condition might require, and what symptoms called for the application of each. She was also a feather-headed puff of fluff who sighed at handsome boys, obsessively read execrable poetry, and generally behaved like the worst stereotype of an Izarite—but she was also the only one of Theasia’s attendants who had gone so far as to intercede with the Empress to argue that Theasia needed more freedom more than she needed coddling. In the face of that loyalty, Theasia was very careful never to let slip how much Asfaneh’s personality annoyed her, and took pains to see to it she was well-rewarded for her service. In fact, she felt rather guilty about involving the poor woman in this escapade, but she had not been willing to risk this without the accompaniment of one of her nurses, and the nature of the adventure required the one she trusted most.
 

 
  Now, the tightening of Asfaneh’s mouth indicated that she had noticed Theasia’s little trick and didn’t appreciate it, but she looked mutely out the carriage window instead of arguing. Theasia continued to smile blandly, despite her nervousness which she felt like an electric charge buzzing in her limbs.
 

 
  All this had been carefully arranged. It was practically scripted; if all went well, she would have accomplished everything she set out to and be back in her bed before her parents ever marked her absence. But so much
  
   could
  
  go wrong…
 

 
  She looked down at her hands folded in her lap, watching the shifting light of passing street lamps gleam upon the jewelry there where it managed to penetrate the curtains. It was a more florid piece than she favored, a construct of jeweled rings connected by loops of worked gold and stretches of twisted golden chain, all linked to a sizable sapphire in a golden setting sewed right into her fingerless satin gloves at the back of each hand. More dangling chains tied each jewel to lavish bracelets, and the rest was thankfully hidden by the wide, lacy sleeves currently in vogue. In fact, those wires twined all the way up her arms and around her upper body, where they were linked to less extravagantly designed crystal settings hidden beneath her dress. Having this thing made had been the main reason for the delay, and even so it had been very rapid work for a jeweler; Shavayad’s man in the city clearly was accustomed to strange projects and discreet orders. It was impressive enough that he had re-worked Araani’s cumbersome gauntlet into this, let alone so swiftly.
 

 
  Two weeks after their conversation in the Araanis’ basement, everything had finally been arranged. Now came what the spymaster had called “the fun part.”
 

 
  Theasia had firmly steeled herself against reacting to that statement.
 

 
  “What unusual pieces, your Highness,” Asfaneh commented, having noticed the direction of Theasia’s gaze. “I never saw you wear those before. In fact… I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like that.”
 

 
  “Exotic, aren’t they? It’s a Sheng design,” the Princess lied with her bland smile firmly in place. “To be quite honest, I don’t think it is to my taste, but I find myself curious whether I can spark a fashion. How many times do you think I need be seen in public wearing these before all the ladies in Tiraas absolutely
  
   must
  
  have a set?”
 

 
  Asfaneh pursed her lips for a moment. “Your Highness, I don’t wish to overstep,” she said with the hesitant condescension of someone who intended to widely overstep, “but I’m growing more and more concerned about you with everything I learn tonight. The jewelry is one thing, but…sneaking out to a party? These diversions are growing
  
   dangerous,
  
  and you
  
   mustn’t
  
  let them become a pattern. Believe me, your Highness, I
  
   understand
  
  about wanting to test boundaries! I was your age once, after all.” She was exactly two years older than Theasia, still not old enough to legally work as a secretary in a government office. She’d been younger than Theasia was
  
   now
  
  when they had met. “But one
  
   must
  
  be mindful of consequences! The damage to your reputation is the
  
   least
  
  of what could go wrong with an…an
  
   adventure
  
  like this. Princess, please take no offense, but you have been very sheltered and I begin to wonder if you’re truly aware of the concept of
  
   danger.”
  
 

 
  This was one of those times when Lady Asfaneh’s proven track record of devoted loyalty was all that stood between her and a slapping. On average Theasia smiled through at least one such event a day.
 

 
  “I’m aware of more than you realize, Asfaneh,” she said pleasantly. “As always, I appreciate your willingness to accompany me despite your own misgivings.”
 

 
  “I wish you would stop doing that,” the lady said with overt annoyance for the first time in their relationship, and Theasia blinked. Now, how to go about encouraging more of that? She found it both more likable and more worthy of respect than all her years of simpering.
 

 
  The carriage rocked slightly as if something had impacted it, then came to a stop, one of the horses whickering in confusion.
 

 
  “What’s happening?” Asfaneh asked in alarm. “Why are we stopping? This is the middle of nowhere!”
 

 
  This was close to the center of Tiraas, barely four blocks from the Palace itself, the absolute minimum distance they had to travel to reach a spot where there would be nobody on the street even in the middle of the night.
 

 
  The carriage door abruptly opened and a man in a ragged black coat stepped swiftly inside. “Good evening, ladies!”
 

 
  Asfaneh screamed and scrabbled away from him—but rather than retreating to a corner, she stumbled awkwardly across the space to plant herself in front of (and half on top of) Theasia. “Get out!
  
   Get out!”
  
 

 
  She went silent when he raised a wand, a thick shaft of wood as long as his forearm, deeply engraved with enchanting symbols along its length and with a softly glowing power crystal protruding from its angled handle. Theasia noted it was a newer model with no charging lever attached to its clicker mechanism, meaning it could be fired as fast and as frequently as its wielder desired, at least until it overheated. The man did not point it at them, at least, but its presence was a firm enough message.
 

 
  “I apologize for this interruption,” he said, grinning, his gravelly voice suiting his scruffy attire and thick stubble perfectly. “I’m afraid you’ll be late to your party. But don’t you worry, ladies, this evening should be plenty diverting.”
 

 
  “Do you have any
  
   idea
  
  who—”
 

 
  “Course we do,” a woman interrupted Asfaneh, climbing into the carriage from the other side. She was as roughly-dressed as the man and otherwise unremarkable in appearance, except for her vivid green eyes, a shade of viridian that seemed almost to glow in the dim light. “And may I just say, it’s a real honor to make your acquaintance, Princess! And you too, miss, of course.”
 

 
  Asfaneh was still trying to block Theasia with her body, which involved a lot of awkward shifting and wiggling now that she had to do it from two directions. Theasia gently took her by the shoulders and pushed her aside onto the seat.
 

 
  “Her title is ‘Lady,’” she said with the driest aloofness she could muster. “I
  
   hope
  
  my driver has not been harmed?”
 

 
  “Course not, whaddaya take us for? Some kinda thugs?” The rough-looking man grinned as if this were a fantastic joke, pulling the carriage door shut and settling onto the seat across from them.
 

 
  There came a muffled slap of reins and the vehicle started moving again, the green-eyed woman shutting her door even as they took off into the night.
 

 
  “You will
  
   suffer
  
  for this, I promise you,” Asfaneh spat. “Once the Emperor learns what you’ve done, it’ll be your heads on pikes!”
 

 
  “Young lady, this is the twelfth century,” Green Eyes said with a smirk. “Nobody uses pikes for any reason, much less for heads.”
 

 
  “Might put our heads on plates,” her companion mused. “Whaddaya think? A nice silver platter? I think that’d set off my chiseled features pretty good.”
 

 
  “Sarsamon’s too soft a touch for that, way I hear it,” she said amiably. “’Sides, beheading’s for traitorous nobles. Couple of trash like us abducting a member of the Imperial family, that’s a hanging.”
 

 
  “Oh, well that’s no good,” he grumbled. “All that swingin’ around, how’m I supposed to keep my good side to the audience?”
 

 
  “You’re insane,” Asfaneh blurted.
 

 
  “Shh,” Theasia soothed, patting her shoulder and causing her jewelry to rattle. “Please compose yourself, Lady Asfaneh. They would have harmed us if they intended to.”
 

 
  “That’s right, ladies,” the woman said airily. “You just sit back and relax, leave the work to us. We’re gonna go for a ride and have a little stopover. So long as everybody stays polite and professional, there’s not a single reason anybody should get so much as their hair ruffled. I promise we mean you no harm.”
 

 
  “As if I would believe
  
   that!”
  
  Asfaneh snapped.
 

 
  “Let’s not provoke them,” Theasia murmured, patting her again. “Just do as they say and remain calm. And when all this is over, you can tell me ‘I told you so.’ It’s something to look forward to, is it not?”
 

 
  Her lady-in-waiting gave her a truly indescribable look. But at least she fell quiet.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Their new destination was a warehouse in one of the rising industrial districts, with a large door easily wide enough to admit the carriage. Torches and oil lamps lit the space, barely adequately; when the carriage doors were opened and they were directed to disembark, Theasia looked out upon a cavernous chamber whose ceiling and corners were lost to shadow.
 

 
  All according to plan. Practically scripted.
  
   She
  
  was in control. She repeated this like a mantra as if it would ease the mounting speed of her heartbeat. Theasia could control her expression with practiced ease, but the doctors had warned her against stressing
  
   any
  
  of her organs excessively. One had admitted, when she pressed, that a heart attack would very likely be her cause of death, and that was practically optimal, considering how much faster it was than death by failure of the liver or kidneys.
 

 
  “Princess,
  
   run!”
  
  Asfaneh abruptly screamed as soon as they were out of the carriage and surrounded by scruffy Thieves’ Guild reprobates. The lady bodily shoved the nearest thief away from Theasia, a gesture which proved totally ineffectual.
 

 
  Theasia, of course, did not move, and would not have even had she not been here by her own design. Run
  
   where?
  
  They were shut in and surrounded. She was progressively revising her opinion of Asfaneh, who had considerably more courage than she had realized, but even less sense.
 

 
  The man she had tried to body-slam stood a head taller and twice as broad; he was barely jostled, but turned a scowl on the young lady and raised a hand.
 

 
  “Hey, Brick,” said the green-eyed woman, emerging from the carriage last. “You want your fingers broken in any particular order, or should I improvise?”
 

 
  He hesitated, grimaced, and then lowered his hand and bowed to Asfaneh, to her visible amazement. “Beggin’ your pardon, miss, my apologies. Force o’ habit. We’re just simple thieves, after all, an’ not used to such…esteemed company.”
 

 
  She squeaked and scurried over to Theasia, where she clung to the Princess’s arm.
 

 
  “Welp! Here we are,” Green Eyes said, sweeping a grandiose bow and flinging out one arm to gesture around the empty warehouse and the gaggle of thugs. Theasia quickly took stock; the thieves were watching her mostly with a kind of bemusement, which was encouraging. She had expected leering. There was no sign of her driver, but a thin woman even younger than herself was tending to the horses. That was all she could take in with a single glance, but the woman kept speaking so the Princess quickly resumed meeting those eerie eyes. “Welcome to this miscellaneous spot in the manufacturing district! Please don’t bother memorizing the location; the poor sap who owns this joint doesn’t know we’re here and wouldn’t be happy about it. We aren’t
  
   quite
  
  daft enough to bring you to a real hideout.”
 

 
  “Drat,” she said neutrally. “I shall have to re-work my escape plan entirely.”
 

 
  That earned her several grins, including from the speaker, who seemed to be in charge. “I will be your host this evening; you can call me Catseye. You know Spiff, of course.” The ragged fellow from the carriage ride grinned and tipped his hat, winking at Asfaneh. “And despite Brick’s little lapse, rest assured you’re not here to be roughed up in any way, shape, or form. I’d introduce everybody else, but you don’t care and a lot of the lads prefer their anonymity.”
 

 
  “Catseye?” Asfaneh said incredulously.
  
   “Spiff?
  
  Those can’t possibly be names!”
 

 
  “This Empire was recently brought to its knees by someone called Horsebutt,” Theasia pointed out.
 

 
  “Bit of Imperial propaganda, that,” Catseye said amiably. “Heshenaad translates more as ‘the space behind the horse;’ it’s an old equestrian term from Calderaas, referring to how
  
   not
  
  to handle horses. You don’t ever wanna approach them from their blind spot. The Empire misnamed him on purpose to make him sound ridiculous, which pretty much backfired when we then got
  
   our
  
  heshenaads kicked by the guy with the silly name.”
 

 
  Theasia raised an eyebrow. “Our?”
 

 
  “Hey, we may be thieves,” Catseye said, raising one of her own, “but we’re all Tiraan here.”
 

 
  There came a muffled throat-clearing from a young woman in an overlarge coat, with a scarf hiding all of her face save her black hair and almond-shaped eyes.
 

 
  “Except Wakizashi,” Catseye said with a sigh, “who would like to remind everyone that we are a brutish and savage people with a history no longer than the fall of last autumn’s leaves.”
 

 
  Wakizashi bowed.
 

 
  “Wakizashi,” Theasia said, tilting her head. “That’s a Sheng term, is it not?”
 

 
  There came a beat of silence, in which the Sifanese woman’s glare turned murderous, followed by uproarious laughter from every other thief in the warehouse. Asfaneh pressed herself against the Princess amid the tumult, wrapping an arm around her protectively.
 

 
  “Kid, I
  
   like
  
  you,” Catseye said, grinning at Theasia.
 

 
  “How charming. Finally, something worth noting in my diary.”
 

 
  “Well, timing being what it is, we’re gonna be here a little while,” the thief said, and clapped her hands loudly. “Let’s have some damn hospitality, already, you louts are making us look bad! Come on, roll out some seating and let’s bust open the refreshments.”
 

 
  “What are they
  
   waiting
  
  for?” Asfaneh whispered while the thieves busied themselves fetching things from crates. Theasia just shook her head and patted her companion’s hand comfortingly.
 

 
  “Luxury accommodations, as requested!” Brick proclaimed, setting down the second barrel a few feet behind them. The big man whisked off his coat and draped it over the two upright barrels, forming a makeshift bench.
 

 
  “Good evening, ladies!” said another thief, approaching with a grin, a tin of salted fish and a box of crackers. “Tonight’s menu is herring, caught in the majestic waters of our very own Gulf of Punamanta, probably at some point in the last six months, chased by a local specialty: machine-formed nautical biscuits, made right here in Tiraas, the very jewel of our Empire. I recommend putting a little fish on each cracker, it makes it harder to taste both. And here’s Spangle with the wine list!”
 

 
  The gestured grandly with the cracker box at another man, this one a lean Westerner with his hair up in braids threaded with beads and metal charms, who was holding a visibly dusty jug.
 

 
  “You are in luck, your Highness,” he declaimed. “Tonight we feature a particularly amusing Calderaan corn moonshine. I find this a surprisingly oakey vintage, with the most delicate notes of wheat and citrus, with an almost playfully presumptuous finish. It is, of course, white, as the main course is fish.”
 

 
  Asfaneh whimpered and squeezed Theasia tighter.
 

 
  “That’s very kind,” the Princess said politely, “but no thank you.”
 

 
  “As you wish,” Catseye said amiably. “We have a bit of a wait ahead of us, though, and I’m afraid luxurious accommodations aren’t even adjacent to our list of priorities. This is a big nuisance for you girls at absolute best; I don’t mean to make it any more uncomfortable than necessary.”
 

 
  Theasia gave Asfaneh’s hand a squeeze before the girl could say anything. Either she got the message or hadn’t been planning to chime in that time; at any rate, she stayed quiet, and Theasia turned her attention fully to Catseye, disregarding the offered “amenities.”
 

 
  “What made you decide to become a thief?”
 

 
  That, finally, pierced the veneer of conviviality, not just from Catseye but from the room at large. Smiles faded and the Guild members grew still, turning suddenly contemplative stares on her. Asfaneh squeaked softly at the attention.
 

 
  Catseye, after a pause, tilted her head back, looking defiantly down her nose. “What made you decide to become a princess?”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Despite the stress of the situation and the risk she was taking by effectively
  
   poking
  
  at this woman, Theasia couldn’t help being actually interested. All her life, the Thieves’ Guild had been presented in her social circles as a monster that lurked in every shadow. Yet obviously, these people had their own perspectives and
  
   reasons
  
  for the things they did. They certainly did not act quite like anyone else she had ever met. Thieves in stories were altogether more…menacing. “So you imply that all our lives are scripted, our fates preordained?”
 

 
  “That’s more grandiosity than I would give to anything, ever,” Catseye said in a drier tone, tucking her hands into the pockets of her ratty longcoat. In the faded golden lamplight, her vivid green eyes seemed practically to glow; it was clear (and even a little unimaginative) where her nickname derived from. “Life is about what you do with what the gods hand you. You got a palace, an education, and a shitload of responsibilities nobody sane would ask for, with all the lavish luxuries to match. Me, pretty much the opposite. Same goes for most of those here. Either of us could’ve chosen to be resentful and make a general pest of ourselves. Or, we can take life seriously, stifle our complaints, and see how much we can get done in the situation we’ve got to work with.” She shrugged, quirking one side of her mouth in an ironic smile. “I know what I chose. After this night’s work, I’m getting increasingly curious about
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Oy, Catseye!” Theasia was spared having to respond to that by the voice from the rafters; a scrawny boy who could hardly have been more than fifteen had appeared, balanced precariously on a beam in the upper darkness near the window through which he had just clambered. “We got incoming, looks like our mark. Two swells in fancy suits and six guards with swords and staves, just like he promised.”
 

 
  “He’s early, though,” Catseye murmured, meeting Theasia’s gaze. “Nobles never can wait their bloody turn… All right, Selim, good work. Get back up there and sing out if anything unexpected happens, but remember to stay quiet about the rest of what’s planned.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   stupid,
  
  Cat,” he snorted, shimmying back out into the night.
 

 
  “Curtain’s rising! Places, everybody!” Catseye clapped her hands and the various thieves flowed into motion, arranging themselves in a menacing half-ring around their leader, the Princess, and Lady Asfaneh, who was trembling so hard Theasia was partially holding her up by now. “Ladies, this marks the last portion of the evening where I can personally guarantee that everyone involved will remain polite. You may wanna discreetly remove yourselves to behind the carriage over there.”
 

 
  “You know very well that isn’t an option for me,” Theasia replied. “Asfaneh, here.”
 

 
  It was easy, in light of her peculiar hand jewelry, to miss the relatively simple sapphire brooch she had pinned to the throat of her gown. Now, she withdrew an identical one from the cunningly hidden pocket in her skirts and carefully affixed it to Asfaneh’s own dress, to the woman’s clear confusion.
 

 
  “Princess, what—”
 

 
  “Lady Asfaneh,” she said, firmly but gently. “I want you to stand behind the thieves until I tell you otherwise. If at any point you feel you are in physical danger, grab this brooch and press down on the sapphire until it clicks. But
  
   not
  
  unless you actually discern a threat. Is that clear?”
 

 
  “Your Highness,
  
   no,”
  
  she said, forgetting protocol. “I’m not going to leave you!”
 

 
  “I’ll be right here,” Theasia insisted. “This is important. I will make it a command if I must, but I would rather you
  
   trust
  
  me.”
 

 
  Asfaneh peered at her, wide-eyed, then glanced around at the watching thieves.
 

 
  “I know what I’m doing,” Theasia said softly.
 

 
  “I’m very much afraid you know less than you think, Princess,” the lady whispered.
 

 
  “There is simply not time.
  
   Go,
  
  Asfaneh. Now.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath and scrunched up her face, and for a moment Theasia feared she would have to ask the Guild to manhandle her attendant. But Asfaneh finally let out a tiny noise of dismay and turned, scurrying off through a gap in the thieves’ loose formation.
 

 
  “You ready for this, Princess?” Catseye asked her quietly as she turned back to face the door.
 

 
  Theasia shook her head. “Is anyone ever—”
 

 
  Lightning flashed and the huge warehouse door exploded inward.
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  The great double doors were limned in white destruction for an instant before crumpling under the onslaught. Very fortunately they were too heavy to completely disintegrate, but burst violently inward, one sloughing off its hinges in the process. Even so, several shards of wood flew across the room and a couple of the thieves cursed, one doubling over in pain.
 

 
  Theasia flinched at the sudden violence, and was immediately annoyed at herself for it. An Empress could not afford to evince such basic human weaknesses; a Princess should already be rising above them. Of course, behind her, Asfaneh squealed in terror, which made her feel a little better by comparison.
 

 
  The horses still hitched to her carriage liked all this least of all, screaming and rearing against their bonds. Someone was trying to calm them, probably the same diminutive woman who’d taken over their care, but Theasia did not turn to look, even as panicked equine bellowing and the clatter of abused hitching continued. Her attention remained on what came through the door.
 

 
  They were very professional, if she was any judge. The soldiers streamed in through the opening they had forcibly made two at a time, immediately peeling away to both sides with their staves raised and trained on the arc of Eserites, establishing a firing line across the front of the warehouse. Eight of them in total, men in Madouri crimson and gray, who moved with the fluid precision of experienced or at least well-trained troops.
 

 
  She did note, though, that the Duke had let his armorers fall behind the times. These men carried the same heavy thunderbusses used in the Enchanter Wars, thick staves with cumbersome charging levers attached to their clicker mechanisms, exposed power crystals in their hafts, and copper tracings along their etched runes to help direct electric currents. Multiple points of potential failure, those; the things were finicky and tended to malfunction unless maintained with the most exacting care. But there were a lot of them still around after the wars, and in addition to being cheaper than newer staves which offered more reliability and a better rate of fire, the old models still hit harder per shot. Theasia had only contempt for any commander who felt this tradeoff a good bargain. These were the same weapons which had failed utterly to stand up to Horsebutt and his mounted archers.
 

 
  “Easy,” Catseye murmured, and the Princess wasn’t sure who she was talking to. Between the pounding boots of invading soldiers and the ongoing panic of the horses, only she and the few nearest thieves were able to hear the quiet admonition.
 

 
  A cloud of dust drifted through the warehouse, concentrated at the doors from whose ruin it came, and obscuring the street outside; the glow of the streetlamps and the feebler lamps inside made an eerie fog of it. The soldiers were standing right in it with uncovered faces, but they neither coughed nor closed their eyes even momentarily. Theasia had never had occasion to see House Madouri’s troops in action, but obviously they were soldiers worthy of the name. A number of House Guard forces were either ceremonial props or glorified brigands. She took note of this.
 

 
  “Secure!” barked one man, and Theasia marked him as the commander. Nearest the door on the right, no visible insignia. That was standard procedure; Imperial codes of war forbade the targeting of officers as their lack turned a force of troops to a general menace to civilians and the countryside. In scuffles between Houses, the killing of officers was common for exactly that reason.
 

 
  Two more silhouettes appeared out of the swirling dust—quite dramatically, Theasia had to admit. At the fore was the Duke himself, dashing as always in a long tailored coat in his House colors, wearing a grim expression and with a shamshir bared in his hand. He strode boldly into the warehouse with his weapon upraised, then spoiled his posturing by squinting and heaving an involuntary cough against a mouthful of dust.
 

 
  She managed not to smirk.
 

 
  “Princess, are you unharmed?” he asked. She had to give him credit, the tone was perfect. Sharp and commanding without being brusque, the voice of a noble in control of himself and the situation. Without doubt he’d had actual bards coach him on how to posture in front of others during a crisis.
  
   She
  
  had.
 

 
  Theasia lifted her chin infinitesimally. “I was only just brought here, my lord Duke, and have not been mishandled. These thieves are…oddly personable.”
 

 
  “I’m sure,” he began with exactly the wry tone she expected, just like the hero in a chapbook would have. Theasia had seen enough plays and read enough novels, both modern and classical, to be able to recite the entire next five minutes of conversation in advance, complete with stage directions, and was not looking forward to it. Thus, she found herself actually grateful when Asfaneh went shrilly off script.
 

 
  “Oh, thank the gods you’ve come, your Grace!” the lady squalled, barely visible behind a rank of now-bemused thieves, except that she was hopping up and down and waving one hand. This flailing spooked one of the horses which their current handler had only just begun to calm.
 

 
  Theasia did not miss the tiny flicker of annoyance that passed across Ravaan’s expression, and had to firmly expel amusement from her own. Poor fellow, he
  
   so
  
  wanted his dramatic moment. Unfortunately for him, this was not his play.
 

 
  She did take advantage of the distraction to glance past him, taking in his companion without letting her gaze linger. Casper Scheinrich, in the final analysis, made for a more striking presence than the dashing young hero his liege was trying to be, which she suspected would have been unwelcome news to them both. Taller by half a head, he had his blond hair slicked back in a way which made his pale features even sharper; his own lack of coloration was a stark contrast to the tight, sweeping black coat he wore, the traditional garment of a Vidian priest.
 

 
  Unintentionally, she met his blue eyes directly. The man inclined his head to her in a respectful gesture, then resumed sweeping his gaze back and forth across the assembled thieves.
 

 
  “I am beyond relieved to find your Highness in good health,” Ravaan said with ostentatious sincerity. “It is only by the grace of the Gods I learned of this. Fortunately, I keep an ear to the ground—I’ve found it a good habit to cultivate, when one is trying to uproot a stubborn nest of bandits.”
 

 
  “I’ll. Just. Bet,” Catseye drawled. There were a few snickers from her companions.
 

 
  Ravaan fixed his gaze on her, along with a disapproving scowl. “Are
  
   you
  
  in charge of this rabble then, woman?”
 

 
  “This is a posse, boy,” she said sardonically. “Arguably a band, if you like the classics. A
  
   rabble
  
  doesn’t stare you down when you level weapons. But sure, if you’ve got something to say, you can say it to me.”
 

 
  “Charmed, I’m sure,” he quipped, even quirking his eyebrow. Gods, he’d apparently seen all the same plays she had, and wasn’t that a stinging indictment of her own tastes? “Very well, to business. I assume you people have done this for what you think is a good reason, but obviously whatever you hoped for is now off the table. You will immediately release the Princess to my custody.”
 

 
  There came a shrill whimper from behind the group, and Theasia cleared her throat pointedly. Not that she would have admitted it, but she was starting to enjoy this just a little.
 

 
  “And her companion, of course,” Ravaan added, almost managing not to look miffed.
 

 
  Catseye blinked languidly, glanced back and forth along the ranks of his stony-faced soldiers, and then tilted her head like an inquisitive feline. “Or?”
 

 
  For a span of three seconds, he actually looked taken aback. Scheinrich’s ever-moving eyes fixed on Catseye momentarily, then upon his master, before resuming their vigil.
 

 
  “Come, now,” Ravaan said, gathering himself and frowning in patrician reproach. “I have a rank of military battlestaves leveled at your…what was it? Ah, yes, your
  
   posse.
  
  Excuse my befuddlement, but in the circles in which
  
   I
  
  move it is considered gauche to render overt threats of violence, so one strives to make them unnecessary. Perhaps you would be more comfortable if I leered and blathered something about your own charred corpse.”
 

 
  “Now, son, the last thing I want is to criticize your sense of drama,” Catseye said, folding her arms, and Theasia could tell
  
   she
  
  was definitely enjoying this. “That was a hell of an entrance. One of the best I’ve ever seen, and I’m not just saying that. But you don’t seem to have considered the
  
   strategic
  
  implications of all this. For starters, you’ve got the Princess right in the line of fire your boys have laid out, there. Yourself, too, by the way.”
 

 
  Ravaan hesitated, mouth slightly open, and his aristocratic self-mastery wavered. He shifted minutely backward, and went so far as to turn his head as if to glance at Scheinrich for support, though he quashed the gesture. Too late; the damage was done. It was the clearest confirmation of what Lord Shavayad had told her: the Duke was not the one making the plans in that pair. The slight lapse further revealed that Ravaan didn’t improvise well. He had come here expecting things to play out according to a certain script, had taken care to set it up thus, and at the first departure from it he was at a loss.
 

 
  Scheinrich’s eyes had narrowed slightly, though. In what befuddled Ravaan, he saw meaning; the thieves were not sticking to the agreed upon plan, which meant they must have their own design. Theasia allowed herself to watch him directly now that he had focused his attention upon Catseye. Her right hand clenched unconsciously, rings and chains shifting against each other.
 

 
  “So it is a stalemate,” he said aloud while Ravaan dithered, his Stalweiss accent slight enough to be barely perceptible. Clearly he had spent most of his life in Madouris, but had apparently
  
   come
  
  from his people’s home country, unlike the small clusters of local Stalweiss who were effectively just pale Tiraan. “Let us all do nothing hasty—these situations can suddenly resolve themselves in unforseeable ways.”
 

 
  “Do tell,” Catseye simpered at him.
 

 
  “Listen, you lot are
  
   lucky
  
  it’s me who found you first,” Ravaan said, and already he was reduced to blustering, puffing his chest out and raising his shamshir as if that were more threatening than the eight primed battlestaves. “As soon as the Emperor gets his hands on you, what
  
   he’ll
  
  do will redefine the Thieves’ Guild’s understanding of pain.”
 

 
  “Seems to me we won’t have to worry about that if we’re charred corpses,” Catseye said with good cheer. “But since, again, your firing line is also facing the Princess,
  
   you
  
  might.”
 

 
  “Now, look here,” he said peevishly. “You’ll get no possibility of mercy from the Silver Throne for this. Deal with
  
   me
  
  and it’ll go a lot better for you.”
 

 
  “Ohh,” she mused. “So…you are offering us
  
   mercy,
  
  then.”
 

 
  Theasia remained silent and as calm as she could manage, and was glad of it when Scheinrich’s unblinking gaze suddenly fixed upon her. There was no courteous nod this time; he smelled a rat.
 

 
  “It is a prospect,” the Vidian said. “You can take no action while our weapons are upon you, and we cannot afford to harm the Princess. Clearly, we must come to
  
   some
  
  manner of arrangement.”
 

 
  “You would really parlay with treasonous reprobates who have endangered my well-being?” Theasia asked, folding her hands primly before her. She immediately regretted that gesture, but neither Scheinrich nor the Duke appeared to notice it, and thus did not have occasion to note and wonder about her unusual jewelry.
 

 
  “I must say I don’t care for the taste of it either, Princess,” Ravaan said with such perfect well-bred reluctance that it was clear he was back on a script he recognized. “Your own welfare is paramount, however. I
  
   will
  
  embrace an unseemly compromise if that is what it takes to save you.”
 

 
  Theasia slowly drew in a breath, steeling herself for what must come next. All this, she had to acknowledge, was procrastination on her part, born of fear. This entire discussion was pointless, a chance for her and Catseye to amuse themselves at the Duke’s expense, and while that might be good enough for a Guild ruffian, she should demand better of herself. All that mattered had been getting them here. It was done, now it should be finished with.
 

 
  Catseye had notice her inhalation, and was looking at her now.
 

 
  “Got what you need, Princess?”
 

 
  “That should be sufficient, yes,” Theasia replied as graciously as she could manage. On cue, all the thieves reached into their own coats.
 

 
  The soldiers took a step forward in unison, raising their weapons higher. Ravaan peered at Theasia in open befuddlement.
 

 
  Scheinrich’s eyes narrowed to blue slits.
 

 
  “The lesson here, my lord Duke,” Theasia said, lifting her chin, “is not to reach too eagerly for low-hanging fruit. When your first overture to the Guild was rebuffed, you should have considered it final. When they later reached out to you in turn, you should have been
  
   far
  
  more suspicious.”
 

 
  “Your Highness?” Ravaan raised his eyebrows quizzically. “With respect, I believe you may be confused as to—”
 

 
  “Stop,” she said disdainfully. “Refrain from wasting my time, Ravaan. If it is not painfully clear to you already, this is not your scheme—it is mine. You are guilty of conspiring to abduct the Princess of Tiraas. That you planned to immediately return me safely home and take credit for the rescue does not make it any less treasonous.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you!” he retorted, quite clearly aghast and insulted, and with none of his previous uncertainty or blustering. That fact might have made it more believable, had he not been a noble. This was precisely how they reacted to being fairly caught in their own lies: with completely sincere outrage at the idea that their actions might have consequences.
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Scheinrich said quietly, “with respect, do not offer her the satisfaction. It is pointless; clearly this has been her plan from the beginning.”
 

 
  A puff of air escaped Catseye’s nose and her shoulders jerked once in a silent little chuckle. “All this time, everybody thought the Princess was a piece to be moved on the board, when it turns out she’s a player. We live in interesting times.”
 

 
  “You are a roguishly charming sort, Catseye,” Theasia said lightly. “I rather look forward to hearing your testimony.”
 

 
  “I’ve got a simple rule about going to court, your Highness. Well, less a rule than a word: don’t. Still…testifying for the
  
   prosecution?
  
  That’d be a gas. Might be worth it just for the novelty.”
 

 
  “All right, see here,” Ravaan said quickly, his voice beginning to rise in pitch. “You have nothing to gain by harming me, your Highness, and you already know I intended nothing but for you to be treated with the utmost respect. As you are clearly eager to step out of your father’s shadow, I see every prospect for us—”
 

 
  “It’s too late, your Grace,” Scheinrich said, barely above a whisper, then raised his voice. “Sergeant at arms.”
 

 
  Ravaan froze, then turned to him, already shaking his head. “No, Casper. I know what you’re thinking, and it’s out of the question.”
 

 
  “There’s no compromise to be made here,” Scheinrich insisted softly. “Treason is treason. The degree of the offense matters less than who witnesses it.”
 

 
  “Absolutely not!” Ravaan said vehemently. “You can’t even consider—”
 

 
  “Ravaan,” the older man said, his tone oddly gentle. “It’s them, or us. Her life or yours.”
 

 
  The Duke stared at him in silence for a drawn-out beat, then quite abruptly turned his back on the Princess and the thieves, his shoulders hunching in shame.
 

 
  “This truly will mean dark days for the Empire.” Scheinrich’s own aspect was cool and collected as he turned instead to face them, meeting Theasia’s gaze without flinching. “But House Madouri will survive. Sergeant at arms, you may fire at will.”
 

 
  “M-my lord?” the man said uncertainly. Disciplined they may be, but even House Madouri’s most trusted troops balked at orders to assassinate the heir to the Imperial throne. Interesting, and worth knowing.
 

 
  Theasia was already raising her fingers to her brooch, but despite previous orders that they would wait for her signal, she wasn’t the first. A luminous sphere of blue light flashed into place around one of the thieves, kicking off a chain reaction. Each charm in succession activated, each personal shield flickering alight and then merging into a single long bubble, putting of sparks and a constant crackle of arcane power.
 

 
  Upon reviewing Professor Araani’s early designs, she had responded to his request for further direction with orders that the charms should be suitable for soldiers fighting in formation, and thus could not interfere with one another at close range. Quite the contrary, the design he had finally produced would connect to any identical charm within its radius, forming a single arcane shield. According to Araani, this had the added effect of strengthening the overall defense, as stress upon any point would be distributed across the entire network, giving it effectively no single weak spot. In order to break it through brute force, an enemy would have to overpower every linked charm simultaneously.
 

 
  That immediately proved highly relevant.
 

 
  The House troops had no idea what they were seeing, but a soldier had one instinctive reaction to enemies at close range suddenly lighting up with unfamiliar magic.
 

 
  The thunderbusses discharged very nearly in unison, a volley of high-powered lightning capable of splitting stone walls at that range slamming into the Guild’s defenses. The shields sparked, whined, and blazed nearly white, but they held.
 

 
  Theasia did not begrudge herself a tiny gasp of relief.
 

 
  “Drop ’em!” Catseye bellowed above the noise of Asfaneh’s shrill keening and the renewed panic of the horses, and Theasia, in unison with the thieves, reached up to switch off her shielding charm. The barrier flickered unevenly out of existence.
 

 
  One of the charm’s weaknesses was that weapons could not be fired through it from the inside (yet; the Professor was optimistic that that could be overcome). That made this second the most dangerous part of the whole encounter, when they stood exposed before their enemies, but those lever-action thunderbusses had weaknesses of their own, including that they had to be manually recharged before they could be fired again. Well-drilled troops could fire a shot every four seconds. Four seconds was less time than the thieves needed to whip out wands and return fire.
 

 
  Their mismatched collection of little sidearms didn’t even approach the firepower of the soldier’s staves. At that range, there was no reason they needed to.
 

 
  Scheinrich stepped in front of the Duke even as lightning blazed all around them, the shield of golden light with which he wreathed himself and his master rippling as it was clipped by wandshots. The thieves had been specifically instructed
  
   not
  
  to kill the Duke, but in such a tumult, accidents happened. Even if some of them had been inclined to
  
   make
  
  an accident happen, Theasia had expected this outcome; the average priest’s divine shield could stand up to multiple hits from an average lightning wand.
 

 
  Silence did not fall, though every single Madouri soldier did. The horses had had absolutely enough of this and appeared to be trying to tip over the carriage, and Asfaneh was wailing ceaselessly as if
  
   she
  
  had been shot, which Theasia knew was impossible. The room stank of smoke, ozone, and a surprising meaty smell. It took her a couple of seconds to realize, with abject horror, that no one nearby was barbecuing at midnight. That was charred human flesh.
 

 
  That was not a useful emotion, so she crushed it down.
 

 
  “So,” Theasia said, stepping forward out of the Guild’s formation and raising her right hand, “it’s treason, then.”
 

 
  Scheinrich released the Duke to turn back to her, though he kept the golden shield up around them both.
 

 
  She moved the fingers of her left hand to place the tips of the middle two against the sapphire positioned in her palm, activating the enchanted device. Light blossomed in the sapphires set into the gems along her right hand, accompanied moments later by tiny arcs of loose electricity. The network of enchantments included what Araani called a grounding charm, creating a sympathetic connection to the earth through which any electricity which escaped the weapon’s innate directional charms would be redirected without passing through her body.
 

 
  Scheinrich stared her down, secure behind the power of his god, as Theasia stalked toward him. She was not deterred; the well of divine magic might be infinite, but the amount one man could draw was not.
 

 
  Theasia raised her right hand and pressed it flat against the bubble of the shield, causing it to ripple and spark. Then she added the tip of her little finger to the crystal on her left palm.
 

 
  Power surged, her entire hand crackled with renewed arcs of contained lightning, and Scheinrich’s shield turned white under the abuse. A high chiming noise rose in the air around them, sounding like nothing so much as a bell in pain. Arcane pounded divine toward a conclusion the Circle of Interaction made foregone.
 

 
  The cleric’s shield fizzled, and he stumbled back, both he and the Duke receiving a nasty shock from the burst of suddenly uncontested magic. Not a lethal one, just disorienting; channeling enough power to crush the shield at a single blow would have instantly burned out her weapon, which was why she had instead worn it down over time.
 

 
  Scheinrich retained enough presence of mind to push Ravaan roughly away from himself, throwing his arms wide to block him from Theasia. Ineffectual, but revealing. Even in the last extremity of danger, he did not flee or try to sacrifice his master. Conniving and self-serving the man might be, but ultimately, his loyalty was real.
 

 
  Not that it mattered.
 

 
  Theasia took two steps to her right, re-positioning herself so that her line of fire at Scheinrich would not arc through him onto Ravaan, and added a fourth finger to the crystal on her left hand.
 

 
  The power which raged from her fingers was not like the single, neat shot of a battlestaff. It was a constant torrent, a storm of wild arcing bolts that surged over the priest’s body, consuming him in searing arcane light. He was hurled the entire width of the warehouse to impact the wall and then slump to the ground, unmoving.
 

 
  That was also as much as the weapon itself could handle. Even as Theasia withdrew her fingers from the activator crystal, its output was fading to desultory little crackles; glancing down, she could see that several of the sapphires were cracked, and patches of the gold had corroded where it had been partially transmuted under the strain to something which wasn’t quite gold. Ah, well. She had known beforehand that the device was only good for one shot. That was not what occupied her mind now.
 

 
  Theasia Tirasian’s entire life had been predominated by a feeling of
  
   weakness.
  
  Even the trappings of Imperial power which festooned her at all times only served to underscore the fragility of it all. The rule of House Tirasian was, at best, tolerated, and that only because her father was exceptionally good at playing the Houses against each other. She herself was a frail creature, sick with something for which no possible cure existed, doomed to a short life spent in bouts of intermittent pain and illness.
 

 
  Yet at that moment, standing in the dark heart of her city with a fistful of lightning, an enemy charred to ruin before her and another cowering at her feet, she had a vision of the future. Her future, and that of the Empire.
 

 
  
   Her
  
  Empire.
 

 
  Ravaan had staggered to his feet, staring at her with eyes wide as the moon. When she turned to face him, he stumbled backward reflexively—and then, belatedly, noble pride reasserted itself and he straightened his spine. At some point he had dropped his sword and now had nothing with which to face her except his own hauteur. That he drew around himself like a suit of armor, tilting his head back to look coldly down his nose at what he must think was his approaching death.
 

 
  Theasia stepped within arm’s reach, raising her hand and its enchanted weapon, and straightened his tie.
 

 
  The Duke’s eyebrows drew together in an uncertain little frown. The Princess smiled up at him through her lashes, putting on the insipidly simpering smile she used to beguile men at court who were too stupid to be worth bothering with but too powerful to ignore.
 

 
  The glacial cold of her voice stood in stark contrast to her expression.
 

 
  
   “No one will believe you.”
  
 

 
  It was satisfying in a way that was almost sexual, seeing so close the naked fear which peeked through his aristocratic composure.
 

 
  Oh, there was going to be no end of cleanup necessary after this night’s work. Shavayad would help immensely—but then,
  
   he
  
  was something upon which she would also need to get a grip, him and whatever angle he was working. Handling Ravaan after this was going to be dicey; an enemy under control was in many ways more useful than an ally, but that was a path fraught with countless risks. She had not only drawn the very personal interest of the Theives’ Guild but handed them advanced enchantments to play with, which she had better see distributed to the Imperial Army posthaste lest they fall behind. And her
  
   parents.
  
  They were going to eat her alive.
 

 
  For the first time in her life, Theasia felt not a hint of doubt that she would handle it all.
 

 
  “And now, my lord Duke, let us discuss the future.”
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  She probably would have got him, had she not tried her ambush while he was actively siphoning mana.
 

 
  It was a very small ley nexus in the middle of the woods, of course; even in a backwater country like Thacaar any nexus of significance would already be claimed by some wizard and likely the site of a tower. It would do, however, to recharge his power crystals and replenish his powder supply. Macraigh had spent a cold night camped in the forest, not daring a fire, before laboriously navigating to this spot via pendulum, his charmed compass having been broken in a recent tussle with the Inquisitor’s forces. Now, having laid out the siphoning circle (a design he himself had innovated, enabling him to both gather dust and charge crystals simultaneously at the cost of slowing both processes), he was hunched over the collection hourglass in which ambient arcane energy was coalescing into enchantment-ready powder, holding a coarse breakfast of hardtack in one hand and a brass rod in the other. The rod was for regularly tapping the hourglass to loosen dust as it formed and prevent clumps.
 

 
  So far he had only forgot himself and smacked it with the hardtack twice. It had been a long night.
 

 
  Macraigh paused in chewing, frowning at the hourglass. The dust had begun drifting notably against the side nearest him, and just as he lifted the rod to tap it loose, the thin stream of glittering blue powder materializing from the upper chamber shifted. As if nudged by a breeze, which of course was impossible inside the glass.
 

 
  Carefully not moving anything but his eyes, he glanced around the circle at the three quartz chunks he had set up to charge, two of which were only barely within his peripheral vision. Those two gleamed brighter than the third, and were also flickering subtly. Coupled with the direction of the powder’s drift—there it came again—they revealed the direction of whatever was disrupting the ley lines.
 

 
  There was very unlikely to be a fairy closing in on him from the front; the kind of fairies who charged at arcane workings did not hide their approach. More likely the ley lines were being tugged from the other direction. That meant either a warlock or demon absorbing power, or a subtle use of divine magic causing a slight natural vacuum toward which loose arcane energy would be drawn.
 

 
  And he certainly knew which was most likely to be hunting him.
 

 
  Carefully avoiding any sudden moves, Macraigh dropped his hardtack to the dirt and reached as slowly as he dared into the front of his robes, where he had a pouch of charms at the ready for just such occasions as these. Enchanting it to deliver to his fingers specifically the one he desired with no need for rummaging had been a major working that took him the better part of half a year, and which he had not once regretted.
 

 
  Especially not now, as the two crystals suddenly gleamed brighter just as a particularly strong surge splattered the dust practically sideways within the hourglass. He half-spun, half-flopped backward (even mages who led lives as active as his rarely had time for athleticism) and hurled the slow charm in the direction of his attacker.
 

 
  By Salyrene’s grace, he caught her mid-leap. Macraigh lay sprawled on his side, panting with adrenaline and staring up at her. There had been no sound, not even a quieting of the birds and cicadas nearby. If only she had waited for him to finish, that would have been the end of his quest. She was
  
   good;
  
  this was one of his closest scrapes by far.
 

 
  The Silver Huntress hovered a foot off the ground, one leg extended gracefully behind her from her leap and an arm upraised with a knife ready to strike downward. Omnu’s breath, had she been planning to
  
   kill
  
  him? Even the Inquisitor was insistent on bringing him in alive, but this one might not have been fully briefed. He’d never seen her before; she was a local Thacaari, her tea-brown skin making her silver eagle tattoo seem even more luminous.
 

 
  “Oh!” he said suddenly, eyes widening in alarm, and scrambled up to a kneeling position, reaching into his charm pouch again. This time there
  
   was
  
  some short fumbling, as he hadn’t a specific charm for what he needed, but making do on the fly was the mark of a skilled wizard, which Macraigh considered himself to be. A couple of seconds’ frantic thought brought him a small square of enchanting vellum and his pre-dusted quill, with which he scrawled a hurried set of runes before hurling the scrap at the Huntress.
 

 
  It zipped forward as if caught in a wind to adhere to her chest. She drew in a loud, desperate gasp, able to take her first breath in real time since being hit by the slow trap.
 

 
  “Nemitoth’s quills, I’m sorry about that,” Macraigh said nervously. “I usually use that for demons and the like, wasn’t expecting a real person. You all right there? You can breathe okay? Please say something if you feel any numbness or tingling in your extremities, I
  
   think
  
  I prevented that but—”
 

 
  “Release me, warlock!” she spat. In Pashu, of course, but his language pendant translated adequately as always. To his knowledge, the Inquisitor spoke Tanglic; either she had significant local contacts or…what? By Vesk’s own fiddle, he was not cut out for all this skulduggery.
 

 
  “I’m not a warlock,” he said wearily, more for form’s sake than because he thought anything useful would come of starting that argument again. “And don’t worry, I
  
   will
  
  release you. When I’m a good distance away. Considering you came at me with a knife I think that’s a reasonable compromise.”
 

 
  Her eyes narrowed—his hasty modification to the slow charm had freed her head and vital organs, that was it—and she showed enough presence of mind not to bother quibbling over the obviously futile. “Warlock, mage, whatever. You dabble in forbidden magics. The Goddess has demanded your end.”
 

 
  “You know what I find interesting?” he said testily, beginning to gather his equipment back into his Bag of Holding. This was less crystal charge and accumulated enchanting powder than he’d hoped for, but even with her trapped he didn’t fancy finishing his work under her gimlet stare. “I’ve yet to hear a
  
   word
  
  on this that suggests your goddess is even aware of me. All this comes from people, Huntress, mortals as flawed as you or I. People who decide what magics to forbid without bothering to understand them and then won’t hear discussion on the subject. If anything, your friend the Inquisitor is on shakier footing with the gods than I. Salyrene charges us to seek knowledge and advance understanding, whereas if she’s telling you this business comes down from
  
   your
  
  goddess she’s taking Avei’s name in vain. To be frank I’ve never heard of an Inquisitor in Avenic lore before she started in on me; the whole thing sounds made up. And I
  
   never
  
  dabble,” he added haughtily, straightening up to look around for anything he’d forgotten. Ah, yes, his hardtack. Macraigh picked it up and brushed off dirt on the front of his robes. “My research is exhaustive and my precautions exacting. Goddess, spare me the stubbornness of religious people. And
  
   yes,
  
  I’m aware of the irony.”
 

 
  She couldn’t seem to think of a response to that, which did not surprise him unduly. Macraigh had accumulated some unfortunate experience with religious fanatics in recent years, and found that when confronted with common sense they would either fly into an incoherent rage or freeze up entirely. More down-to-earth sorts like the Silver Huntresses tended to be in the latter group.
 

 
  “Anyhow. I
  
   am
  
  sorry about all this,” he said, pulling a stick of smoothed rowan wood engraved with basic runes and jamming it upright in the ground in front of her. More materials squandered, but at least these were basic enough that they could be replaced without undue onus.
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sorry,”
  
  she spat, still frozen in the air before him.
 

 
  “Yes, I am,” he said simply, winding a length of embroidered ribbon around the stick and carefully balancing a glass bead atop it. Once the assembly was in place the charm ignited, causing the ribbon to twist in a slow spiral around the stick while the bead shone a brilliant arcane blue.
 

 
  It also produced a tremendously unpleasant buzzing noise, causing both of them to cringe.
 

 
  “Sorry about that, too,” he added, raising his voice above the racket. “It’ll keep the animals away, though. I’m sure you know there are bears hereabouts, and I wouldn’t want you stuck there helpless. The charm will wear off…well, after a while. Just kick over the stick when you’re free, the noise will stop as soon as it’s disarranged.”
 

 
  She was frowning at him in familiar puzzlement. Not for the first time, Macraigh considered that he could probably argue his case successfully before the High Commander if the Inquisitor ever succeeded in getting her hands on him; he had certainly left behind a trail of Avei’s minions inconvenienced but very carefully not harmed, or even spoken to harshly. It wasn’t
  
   their
  
  fault they were being told by a pigheaded extremist that he was some kind of maniac. Unfortunately, the nature of his work kept him moving, which meant there was always a new set of fresh faces for the Inquisitor to hurl at him. It was a shame the Hand of Avei was off crusading at Valgorod. Macraigh rather fancied he could talk sense to her. Soldiers were pragmatic folk.
 

 
  “If you’d like,” he offered, “I can apply a charm to you that will deaden your hearing for a while. It’ll be less uncomfortable—”
 

 
  “Don’t you touch me!”
 

 
  “Right, I thought not,” he sighed, turning away. “Good luck to you, then.”
 

 
  Macraigh stepped almost to the edge of the small clearing before thinking better of setting off straight. He made a show of taking out and consulting his (broken) compass, then turned and trotted off into the woods in an entirely different direction than he was actually heading.
 

 
  He finished off the hardtack during the half hour in which he laid a false trail in the wrong direction; it didn’t taste notably worse for having fallen on the ground, and it wasn’t as if this was his first time ingesting trace amounts of dirt. Upon reaching a creek, Macraigh stopped ankle-deep in the water, fishing out another charm from his pouch. Stepping very carefully to the opposite edge of the creek bed, he reached over and laid it upon the mossy bank without personally touching dry ground, then backed away a few steps and retrieved a crystal-tipped rod from his Bag of Holding.
 

 
  One flick of the wand, and the enchanting vellum disintegrated into a puff of smoke, which streamed off into the woods, leaving behind a damp trail of Macraigh’s footprints. That was a
  
   good
  
  charm, one he had laboriously devised himself and which ought to fool even expert trackers who knew to be wary of Allister’s False Footsteps. This one even carried his scent and would break twigs and disarrange underbrush in passing. Obviously she’d figure it out when it came to an abrupt stop in the middle of nowhere, but at least that would give him a leg up while she had to double back.
 

 
  He turned and slogged off down the creek as fast as he could without sacrificing his footing in the running water. Putting miles between himself and pursuit was only part of his need to hasten. Macraigh’s ultimate destination was almost near enough he could taste it, and he had been forced to arrange the most thorough of cover to keep the Inquisitor and her lackeys off his back while he finished his work. It was going to kick the whole country into a furor, not to mention what would happen to him if the great powers he had deliberately poked figured out what he’d done, but the Inquisitor was the single most stubbornly obsessive person he had ever had the misfortune to encounter; nothing short of an act of the gods was going to distract her.
 

 
  Well, an act of the gods was more than Macraigh could conjure up, but he’d found pretty much the next best thing. He only hoped it would be enough.
 

 
  Even above the gurgle of the stream, he heard the road long before reaching it; there was an awful lot of traffic, to judge by the shouts of people and bellowing of oxen and donkeys. As he drew closer to the edge of the forest, Macraigh winced guiltily, having heard a moment of audible weeping from someone. It was a safe bet these people were sensibly fleeing from what
  
   he
  
  had set in motion.
 

 
  In the end, it would all be worth it. That, or he would be in no position to see the aftermath.
 

 
  He left the creek bed before emerging from the treeline, deciding not to try sneaking under the bridge up ahead. The road was definitely busier than it ought to be, though it couldn’t be called packed. A steady stream of people were passing by, heading south toward Nijendieu. Locals, all of them, dark-skinned Thacaari in the simple but colorful robes and turbans favored by their peasantry. Nearly all were carrying possessions; over half rode laden pack animals or ox-drawn carts.
 

 
  Just his luck, there was a small group of actual soldiers in bronze armor crossing the bridge right as Macraigh approached the road, clambering up the incline out of the creek bed. Naturally, they stopped in unison, turning to give him a thorough once-over. He sighed softly, and did not slow. By that point, thanks to the Inquisitor, Macraigh was practiced in not drawing official attention, and he’d learned that the quickest way to make soldiers think you were up to something was by deliberately trying to look innocent. It wasn’t as if he was going to blend in with the locals no matter what he did.
 

 
  The man in the lead, to judge by the feathers on his helmet, gave him a single long, considering look before coming to the obvious conclusion. “Adventurer?”
 

 
  Macraigh had denied that out of sheer surprise the first time. Thereafter, he’d embraced it. There was no more convenient excuse for an obviously foreign wizard to be wandering around, and it was one of the least likely to draw suspicion. It was one thing in cities, where heavily-armed profit-minded loners were a serious and recurrent problem; out on the roads, nobody paid attention to adventurers.
 

 
  “Yep,” he said laconically. “Heard there’s a—”
 

 
  “Look, it’s your own business,” the officer interrupted, “but this one’s over your pay grade, wizard. I suggest you head south like everybody else. There’s a—”
 

 
  He was prevented from revealing what there was by a sudden demonstration of it. The roar seemed to split the very skies, and all up and down the road, people screamed and dived for the scant cover of the ditches. Including two of the soldiers.
 

 
  The titanic shape whipped past directly overhead, hardly more than a dozen yards in the air; even with its immense wingspan, the sinuous form of the dragon was gone almost before its passing shadow could be consciously registered. The sudden wind of its passage grabbed at Macraigh’s robes and then the sapphire behemoth was winding away toward the northwest.
 

 
  In that direction, he saw for the first time the shape of the tower, just barely visible against the horizon with its massive crystal roof glowing in the sun like a lighthouse. The dragon banked in its direction and exhaled a mighty blast of flame whose roar was audible even at that distance.
 

 
  The famously well-defended wizardly tower retaliated with a burst of pure arcane energy that lit half the horizon for a split second. Its attacker had adroitly shot upward, escaping the worst of it, though the great beast tumbled slightly from the aftershock before regaining its smooth glide and then circled off toward the west.
 

 
  “Thank you, gentlemen, but I know what I’m about,” Macraigh said politely, scraping mud off his boots at the edge of the stone bridge.
 

 
  The officer looked at him, then back in the direction of the tower, then shook his head. “Your funeral.” He set off down the road again with no more ado, which suited Macraigh just fine.
 

 
  He followed the road for a hundred yards or so, winding his way around people and animals heading the other direction—or, in some cases, people trying to coax their terrified animals to behave. It wasn’t strictly necessary, since none of these folk cared enough to give him a second glance, but the last few years had taught him the virtue of caution, and so he made a show of following the road toward the trouble until the soldiers had disappeared to the south before abruptly stepping off it and heading northeast through the patchy tallgrass.
 

 
  The moment he was out of sight of the road over a small ridge, Macraigh stopped and released another false trail charm, going north parallel to the road, then applied a trail-concealing one to his own boots. He tried not to overuse such measures—that would only make them less effective in the long run as the Inquisitor’s people learned to watch for them—but he was so close to his destination. This was no time to become complacent.
 

 
  He cringed and hunched his shoulders involuntarily when the dragon passed overhead again, roaring in frustration, but it wasn’t interested in him. In fact, he knew what the great beast was looking for, and a single wandering mage wouldn’t pose a distraction. Macraigh’s only worry was that the blue would recognize him in particular. Unlikely; he had taken every possible precaution. But with a dragon, you never knew.
 

 
  At any rate, it soon found what it was actually after.
 

 
  Macraigh had stopped to peruse his map, studying the luminous icons indicating his position and that of his goal. It was a very
  
   thorough
  
  enchanted map, and warned him of the dragon and the other interested party he had summoned to this area. He was close; it was just up ahead, should be hidden within a little dip in the rolling terrain with no obvious features to mark it. Also, he noted that
  
   they
  
  were converging on this general area, which made it seem wise to get a move on. And it seemed the Silver Huntress was free again, a few miles back, though so far she was still following one of his false trails. The Inquisitor was closing on him, though. She had followed the road, so he’d inadvertently made her job a little easier by cutting across it and leaving behind a swath of witnesses who wouldn’t even think of lying to a Viridi cleric.
 

 
  Just as he was stuffing the map back in his Bag of Holding, the dragon arced past directly in Macraigh’s field of view and slammed into an invisible barrier at a speed which folded up its entire length like a spring. The beast tumbled from the sky with an undignified but still mighty squawk.
 

 
  Macraigh gritted his teeth and set off again at a near-run. Just his luck; they’d finally run across each other, and instead of at the tower they did it practically on top of him and his destination.
 

 
  The blast of fire which seared a swath of the prairie to his immediate north wasn’t close enough for him to feel the heat, but it started a grass fire that was going to become his problem sooner than later, unless the wind shifted in his favor.
 

 
  The counterstroke was even more worrying; a colossal sigil appeared in the very sky and spewed forth an indiscriminate volley of arcane missiles around the entire region.
 

 
  “Sloppy,” Macraigh muttered aloud, and then was hurled off his feet as one smashed into the ground not ten yards distant.
 

 
  He gathered himself up as quickly as possible, deliberately not staring at the brand new crater, and hustled on. This time he made it almost ten minutes before something, somewhere, impacted a magical barrier with a force that made his subtler senses jangle with alarm exactly three seconds before a massive shockwave flattened the tallgrass—and him.
 

 
  A wizard persevered. He pulled himself up, double-checked his map, put his head down and pushed onward. All this mess had landed a lot closer than he had anticipated or wished, but at least it would be having the desired effect. Even the Inquisitor wouldn’t be trying to press her hunt through this chaos.
 

 
  Surely she wouldn’t. Right?
 

 
  Lightning flashed out of a cloudless sky, peppering the ground not too far away, and Macraigh threw himself flat. Natural lightning would go right toward an upright figure alone on a prairie; fortunately, this had clearly been aimed at someone else. He scrambled back to his feet and redoubled his speed.
 

 
  On he pressed, on that last harried leg of his years-long journey, while chaos unfolded all around him. He couldn’t even see either of the archmages whose duel he was rushing through, and he couldn’t decide if that made it better or worse. The dragon, at least, he had a general sense of, as the beast kept roaring and emitting blasts of fire—luckily not
  
   too
  
  close to Macraigh. The pair of them were certainly making a grand mess of the countryside. Fire, lightning, wind, bursts of sheer kinetic force, ice meteors, and those were only the spells he could identify. There was no end of constant noise and light effects whose actual purpose thankfully didn’t hit close enough for him to discern. The constant haze of extremely potent arcane magic practically blinded his own subtler senses.
 

 
  Luck finally shone upon him, though, as the brawl shifted away to the south just as he arrived at his destination. Macraigh had to spend the last paces of his journey with his map out, watching the icons for himself and his target more than where he was putting his feet, as he paced back and forth, looking for that sweet spot. Both symbols were pretty much on top of each other on the map; he meandered this way and that, all around a small dip in the terrain, until quite suddenly the two combined and began to flash.
 

 
  He stuffed the map away, his heart thrumming with excitement. This was the spot. There was absolutely nothing to reveal to his eyes that anything was here, but this
  
   had
  
  to be the spot.
 

 
  There came a distant roar and a flash of fire, a good distance to the southeast, which he ignored.
 

 
  Macraigh drew in a deep breath and spread his arms wide. The incantation he had pieced together from two different sources and wasn’t totally certain he had conjugated the dead language of the Elder Gods correctly; his pendant did nothing for a language no living person could speak. Well, if not, there was a lot of digging in his near future.
 

 
  
   “Malfermita,”
  
  he declaimed to the sky.
  
   “Rajtigo. Naiya!”
  
 

 
  A distant boom of thunder from the battling wizards. A faint breeze ruffled the tallgrass closer at hand. And that was all.
 

 
  He lowered his arms. “Oh, bloody
  
   hell.”
  
 

 
  Then the ground in front of him began to crumble.
 

 
  Macraigh stumbled back as something rose up through the very dirt, displacing tallgrass left and right. A wedge-shaped protrusion rose up from within the earth, forming a line that seemed to lead right into the side of the tiny hill right in front of him. Sod and grasses tumbled off its sides, revealing a flat panel of pale metal directly facing him, marked with a sigil he had encountered repeatedly in his research.
 

 
  Macraigh bit his lower lip and practically danced in place. This was it. He was
  
   here!
  
 

 
  Then the entire earth shook so violently he was thrown off his feet.
 

 
  Macraigh didn’t know exactly how much a dragon weighed, but he discovered that day that when one hit the ground in a steep dive the results could quite reasonably be described as an earthquake.
 

 
  He rolled over onto his back and momentarily froze, staring up at the colossal sapphire shape looming above him. Then, propelled by sheer terrified reflex, he began trying to scuttle uselessly backward.
 

 
  That lasted for about two seconds, and then he was levitated bodily off the ground. Macraigh instinctively reached for his own magic to counter the charm, and found it blocked.
 

 
  Mana filtration; an analytical portion of his mind couldn’t help being impressed, despite his panic. There weren’t many wizards who could manage that. Then he was rotated about in midair to stare at one of those who could.
 

 
  She was exactly as he remembered: blonde, green-eyed, sharp-eared, and scowling.
 

 
  “Yep,” Arachne said sourly, “I remember you, y’little pest. This the one, Zanza?” She twirled a finger, spinning him around in the air to face the dragon.
 

 
  Macraigh just barely managed not to pee in his robes when the great beast’s head, large enough to make a bite of him, lowered and twisted till he was staring at one smooth sapphire eye from far,
  
   far
  
  too close.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s him all right,” the dragon rumbled. “I didn’t see him before, but he smells the same. Right down to that rather pedestrian charm he’s trying to
  
   disguise
  
  his scent with.”
 

 
  “Oh, is that what that is? I thought his spell components were going bad.” She twirled him lazily back around, and he noted that her scowl, ominously, had deepened. “Credit where it’s due, boy, that was a
  
   nice
  
  trick. Hunt down Arachne and Zanzayed, tell each that the other’s found a way into Odomo’s Tower and is planning to seize the treasure. Real cute. In hindsight, I’m a little surprised nobody’s tried something like this
  
   before.
  
  Of course, now we have to make sure nobody does something this irritating
  
   ever again,
  
  which means making a truly grandiose spectacle of your demise.”
 

 
  Macraigh tried to say something in his defense. The shrill croaking noise he produced was not one of his proudest showings.
 

 
  “We have a little wager going, though,” Zanzayed the Blue added, reaching out with one massive claw and very delicately turning Macraigh back around to face him. The dragon was grinning, and almost certainly did not misapprehend that that was a reassuring sight. “I’m betting that for you to try this, you must be after something that’ll
  
   really
  
  be worth our time. I have to warn you, though, this is a second wager. In the first place, I bet her that you’d set this up because
  
   you’d
  
  found a way into the Tower and wanted us good and distracted. Needless to say, it’ll go that much the worse for you if you make me lose two wagers in the space of ten minutes. So for
  
   all
  
  our sakes, I really hope you’ve got something good—”
 

 
  
   “I can unlock the secrets of shadow magic!”
  
  Macraigh squealed.
 

 
  For a few moments, there was only the faint wind over the prairie. He wasn’t at all certain that his heart was still beating. Zanzayed shifted his head to look past the captive mage, sharing a silent communication with the elf.
 

 
  And then, Macraigh was dumped unceremoniously to the ground, where he blinked up at both of their faces.
 

 
  “All right,” said the world’s greatest sorceress, folding her arms, “we’re listening.”
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  Macraigh thought as rapidly as he ever had in his life, and talked while doing it.
 

 
  “I’m a scholar as much as a wizard,” he babbled, “and this whole thing started with my search for the source of arcane magic. Naturally that directed me to look into the histories of the Elder Gods, such few as still exist.” Well, he had to give them
  
   something
  
  . That meant convincing them, first, that he had something to give, and then… Omnu’s breath, he’d been so certain he could do what he needed and be gone before the two had stopped squabbling and even looked for him; their legendary brawl at Mathenon had taken the better part of a day. “I haven’t found it, obviously, or even any promising leads, but quite by chance I have uncovered some
  
   very
  
  good prospects for countering infernal magic.” Planning on the fly while talking to cover his chain of thought and stall for time was an acquired skill, but this wasn’t his first try, and as usual he found a good hook in his own babbling: Arachne, at least, had fought in the last Hellwar and might be sympathetic to this angle. “That actually started by accident when I had to fend off a few Black Wraiths, and had the opportunity to study their casting a lot more personally than I wanted. I had already gathered a good deal of historical notes on the lost magics of the Elders, and—”
 

 
  Zanzayed’s snort was a blast of wind that nearly knocked him down, and smelled bafflingly of brimstone and peppermint. “Do we
  
   look
  
  like your biographers, little man? Get to the point.”
 

 
  “The chronicle of your adventures is interesting only to you,” Arachne added flatly, planting her fists on her hips. “You said you can figure out how to use shadow magic. And presumably it has something to do with this?” She shifted, giving a curious look to the recently-unearthed structure looming out of the ground nearby.
 

 
  Right. Well, he’d known too many mages to find it a surprise that the greatest of their kind currently living were purely self-interested creatures. “Ah, yes, of course.
  
   Well,
  
  to cut a long story short—”
 

 
  “Already too late,” the dragon grumbled.
 

 
  “…I have tracked down detailed descriptions of the methods used by some of the Elder Gods to keep Scyllith contained. It seems she wasn’t any more well liked in their day than now. Specifically, those of their magics, which seem to still exist in trace amounts, which could be used to shape, isolate, and safely handle what we now call the infernal. I have confirmation that Elilial’s servants use some of these techniques, to judge by the interest the Wraiths have taken in my research.”
 

 
  Zanzayed heaved a mighty sigh. By Nemitoth’s quills, how many mint plants would that dragon have to chew to make it smell like that? “So when you said you could unlock the secrets of shadow magic, you meant you’ve
  
   probably
  
  found
  
   one
  
  very specific use for it.”
 

 
  “Much more than probably,” Macraigh said quickly, clutching his bag of holding in front of himself, “and multiple uses!”
 

 
  “All having to do with infernomancy, though.”
 

 
  “Well, yes, but—”
 

 
  “Do I
  
   look
  
  like a red dragon?” he asked disdainfully. “You’ve got nothing. And that brings us back to the matter of—”
 

 
  “Shut your jaws for once in your existence, Zanzayed,” Arachne ordered. “You, first of all. Reach into that bag and I’ll see to it your hand doesn’t come back out.”
 

 
  “Um, I was going to say,” Macraigh offered timidly, “I have books in here. Very rare ones, not to mention all my own research. If you’re going to squash me or something, please preserve my books.”
 

 
  “Fair,” she said with the ghost of a smile. “More importantly, you are talking about seizing the one advantage that makes the Wraiths what they are.”
 

 
  “Poppycock,” Zanzayed snorted. “The Wraiths have Elilial’s own protection, everyone knows that. Demons are suffused with the infernal, dragons are too inherently magical to succumb to the corruption, and Elilial’s servants have her blessing. No one else can touch it safely.”
 

 
  “Anything everyone knows is automatically wrong,” she snapped, “even if it happens to be correct, which that isn’t. When was the last time you had a conversation with a red dragon?”
 

 
  “When did
  
   you?”
  
  he countered. “They are some of the least pleasant company imaginable.”
 

 
  “Well, I can assure you there is more to Wraith technique than the Dark Lady’s personal touch. They have secrets which they guard jealously. If there is a
  
   shred
  
  of truth to what our young friend here has claimed—” She barely paused for Zanzayed’s incredulous snort. “—he’s talking about using shadow magic to get around them.”
 

 
  “Actually, shadow magic is what
  
   they
  
  use,” Macraigh said. “At least in part.”
 

 
  “And you know this how?” the dragon demanded, positively dripping skepticism.
 

 
  Macraigh drew in a breath. The Inquisitor would probably be here in
  
   minutes;
  
  now that these two were no longer tearing up the countryside, they were a veritable lighthouse that would draw the attention of anyone looking for anything out of place. And
  
   she
  
  was stubborn enough, brave enough, and more than reckless enough to make a beeline for a dragon and an archmage instead of avoiding them like any sensible person would. He needed to get himself barricaded inside the ancient shrine before she arrived; he was too close to his goal to risk having her intercept him now. It was time to take some risks.
 

 
  “I have a Wraith Codex,” he said.
 

 
  Both of them blinked, which given the disparity in their sizes would have been comical under other circumstances. Dragon and elf looked at each other, then back at him.
 

 
  “Bull,” Zanzayed enunciated crisply, “shit.”
 

 
  “If I might be permitted to reach into my bag?” he asked, as submissively as he could manage. Arachne twisted her lips slightly, but then nodded. And why not—they both knew if he tried to pull out anything with which to fight them it would end swiftly and not in his favor. Her previous threats were mostly formalities.
 

 
  He slipped one hand into the bag, instantly closing it around the item he wanted, and pulled out the book. Its rough leather cover was black, and marked with a spiky sigil which carried a sullen orange glow. Both of them stared at it in disbelief.
 

 
  “I’m willing to, ah, donate this,” Macraigh said, despite the pang he felt at the prospect. He had paid
  
   dearly
  
  for that book. “I don’t actually need any secrets of infernomancy and I’ve taken plenty of notes on everything relevant to my research. I’m afraid you’d have to share, though. There’s only the one copy.”
 

 
  
   “How
  
  did you get your hands on that?” the elf asked quietly. She was just staring at it, and Macraigh shifted infinitesimally toward her; the dragon was gazing down at him with a truly frightening expression of greed.
 

 
  “It seems people acquire them with some regularity,” Macraigh explained, “but the Wraiths are very assiduous about eliminating them and everyone involved. They, ah, are under the impression they did so in this case, as well. But anyway, it does detail some of the methodologies by which shadow magic can be used to safely manipulate infernal magic. The problem is, all of these require some sort of initiation, like the divine or fae. A person can’t grasp the shadow schools without guidance from someone who already knows how, so there’s only so much a book can do to show the way.”
 

 
  “And down in
  
   that
  
  thing,” she said, glancing again at the metal door, “is someone who can do this for you?”
 

 
  “I have ascertained—that is, yes.” Macraigh slipped the book back into the Bag of Holding, on which their eyes remained fixed for a moment after it was gone. In theory, nobody but he should have been able to extract anything he had placed in the bag, but if anyone could crack that enchantment, it would be these two. If he had gambled wisely, they would prefer to take the risk he had more to offer them than just lift the bag from his corpse. “So, if you’d like to accompany me into—”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah,” Zanzayed chided, lowering his head again and grinning that deeply horrifying grin. “Immortality is an active practice, you know, not a passive trait. Just because your species doesn’t suffer senescence does not mean you get to live forever. You accomplish
  
   that
  
  by not screwing around with things which are very likely to kill you.”
 

 
  “And relics of the Elder Gods are very likely to kill you,” Arachne continued, folding her arms. She really wasn’t what Macraigh had expected from her reputation; she reminded him oddly of several teachers he’d had. “Even
  
   us.
  
  A conservative ninety percent of what the Elders did was insane and/or pointlessly sadistic, and that includes their leftovers. I am
  
   not
  
  going in there.”
 

 
  “Nor I,” Zanzayed agreed, his grin stretching even wider.
 

 
  “I…see,” Macraigh said, again thinking as fast as he could manage. The plan he had just hurriedly cobbled together hinged on coaxing these two to serve as a shield, ideally with them under his eye; could he afford to just leave them up here to detain the Inquisitor if—no,
  
   when—
  
  she caught up? He wasn’t sure about the outcome of letting that unfold outside his control. What if one or both of them sided with her? That didn’t seem likely, but…
 

 
  “Also,” the dragon continued, “none of this explains why you felt the need to play your little prank on
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  Well, if there was ever a time for some strategic honesty, this was it. “Well, you see, there was a convocation called at Mount Tira…”
 

 
  “What, that plateau over the falls?” Zanzayed interrupted. “Nobody uses that for anything, the humans in the Tira Vales think it’s cursed.”
 

 
  “If you ever paid attention to anything but girls and food,” Arachne said disdainfully, “you would be aware that there are bridges to it and temples built in the center now. The Pantheon cults have been using it for decades as a neutral site to meet and discuss…whatever it is religious people need to talk about.”
 

 
  “Right,” Macraigh said, nodding, “and the last time, one of those subjects was forbidden magic. The Avenists named an Inquisitor to hunt the Black Wraiths, and she’s sort of got it into her head that I’m one of them or something, so…”
 

 
  “Oh.” Zanzayed reared suddenly upright, causing Macraigh to shy reflexively away from him, and then emitted a boom of laughter. “So you prodded the two biggest menaces you could find into having a brawl right on top of your own target so your enemy wouldn’t dare chase you here! Arachne, the
  
   balls
  
  on this guy!”
 

 
  “I do sort of grudgingly respect that,” she agreed with a wry little smile. “Nearly as much as I’m annoyed by it.”
 

 
  “And it’s not so much that she wouldn’t dare follow me,” Macraigh added, “because I guarantee she would and did. I just figured you two could make it more or less impossible. So, if you’re not interested in helping me down in the Elder shrine, I’ll need to ask you to prevent her from entering after me.”
 

 
  The dragon lowered his head again, this time to look down his long nose at Macraigh. “Careful, boy. Those balls can get too big for you to drag around.”
 

 
  “I will share anything I learn with whoever stays up here to repel her,” he said quickly, “and you can have my Wraith Codex.”
 

 
  “Hn,” Arachne grunted. “You do what you like, Zanza, but I consider that offer worth the affront to my pride, small as it was. It’s easy loot, too. Just teleport this Inquisitor into the sea…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   please
  
  don’t do that,” Macraigh said earnestly. “I have gone well out of my way not to harm her or any of her allies the whole time she’s been after me.”
 

 
  “Then you’re a sentimental nitwit,” she stated.
 

 
  “Arachne, your astounding lack of people skills is one of the great mysteries of the world,” Zanzayed chuckled. “Just because you
  
   can
  
  easily eliminate someone who annoys you does not mean you ought.”
 

 
  “That might be the stupidest thing anyone has ever said to me.”
 

 
  
   “Actions have consequences,
  
  you little blonde clot! The poor boy has to clear his name at the end of this, after all. Don’t you see his gambit? He goes back to this convocation at Tira with all the secrets of the Black Wraiths and his proven track record of not harming any of the Pantheon’s servants, and they’ll pretty much
  
   have
  
  to embrace him as a hero.”
 

 
  “Ah, I see,” she mused, turning an analytical stare on Macraigh. “But why do
  
   we
  
  need to care about that?”
 

 
  “She’s just bluffing now,” Zanzayed informed him. “Arachne’s entire hobby is getting personal interviews with gods; even she doesn’t mishandle Pantheon clerics without a very good reason.”
 

 
  “You said this Inquisitor is an Avenist?” the elf inquired. “Because I’ve already talked with Avei and quite frankly I relish the chance to tweak her nose.”
 

 
  “Ignore her,” the dragon instructed. “So you knew the invocation to raise this entrance, that much is clear. How do you plan to get
  
   in
  
  there?”
 

 
  “Ah.” Clearing his throat, Macraigh stepped over to the metal door.
  
   “That,
  
  as it happens, is the easy part.” So saying, he reached out and touched a finger to the center of the symbol emblazoned on its surface.
 

 
  Nothing happened.
 

 
  It really would be ironic, he reflected under their combined stare, if
  
   this
  
  was the point at which his research failed him. Leading him all this way to be blocked by something as pedestrian as a locked door. The thing looked like it was made of
  
   mithril;
  
  even if he could persuade these two to help, it was unlikely all of them combined could force their way in.
 

 
  Then, after an excruciating pause, the metal panel shifted. A hiss of air emerged as it lowered fractionally, opening a crack at its top. There came a soft grinding sound, and then quite suddenly the entire thing slammed downward, opening the metal-lined shaft. A flight of stairs descended into shadow just beyond the entrance; as they all stared, magical lights flickered into being, illuminating the mithril corridor plunging down below the hillside.
 

 
  “Very well, little mage,” said Zanzayed the Blue, shifting around and seating himself in a long arc that nearly encircled the entrance in a wall of cobalt-scaled flesh, “you have yourself a deal.”
 

 
  “Fine, agreed,” Arachne huffed. “But keep in mind I fully expect whatever is in there to kill you in the most agonizing way possible. I’m not sticking around here one minute longer than my patience holds out; there is really no point. So be about your business quickly.”
 

 
  “I thank you both from the bottom of my heart,” Macraigh said, bowing to each of them in turn. “And…you have my sincere apologies for tricking you. I didn’t think you’d be so reasonable about all this, or I’d just have approached you directly for—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Zanzayed interrupted lazily, shifting his head to gaze back in the direction of the road. “Presuming the contingent of armed people heading this way is your Inquisitor and friends, you’d better get a move on.”
 

 
  And so he did.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He had journeyed into a number of ancient ruins in the course of his work. This one was by far the oldest, and easily the least ancient-looking. The whole thing wasn’t mithril, but it was mostly metal. Some segments of the walls gleamed like highly polished silver, while the floor was a matte black which he could only tell was metallic by touching it. Macraigh was no more of a metallurgist than being a general-focus mage required, and so couldn’t even recognize any of these alloys save the mithril of which the entrance stairwell was made. He had a feeling no one currently alive would have recognized all these materials, though.
 

 
  The architecture also incorporated glass tubes like pillars around the walls, half-filled with some dark purple material which he could only tell was liquid (or had been at some point) because one of them had cracked and spilled a quantity of the sludge down its side; Macraigh stayed far away from that goop. That was the only sign of visible damage to the place. None of the metal had rusted, the air was on the stale side but breathable, and while there was dust over everything it did not seem like enough to have accumulated after all the thousands of years he knew this place had been buried.
 

 
  Clearly some manner of enchantment had been at work to preserve the shrine. Just as clearly, it had failed with age.
 

 
  A discovery like this deserved to be examined carefully and in the greatest detail, but Macraigh had to be mindful of his purpose and the uncertain time limit under which he labored. He was safe for interruption only as long as the patience of his two newfound benefactors held out—one of whom was notoriously irascible and the other an infamous pleasure-seeker, and both of whom had reason to be annoyed with him. Much as the need pained him, he simply could not afford to dawdle.
 

 
  Nor, unfortunately, could he make much sense of the shrine. The Elder Gods weren’t much for iconography, and so he presumed the objects which lined the walls at waist height served a purpose, but he could not discern it. They were a series of flat black panels extending outward in metal frames, which did not respond to being touched. Probably magical in nature, and clearly out of power.
 

 
  Well,
  
   something
  
  in here had to still be actively charmed. The lights had appeared when he entered, after all.
 

 
  Macraigh examined the obelisk in the center of the floor; it was of the black metal, topped with a pyramid that looked to be a solid piece of glass, and was totally inert. With mounting worry that all of this would end up being for naught, he turned to the final interesting feature in the place, a larger fixture positioned against the wall of the circular chamber directly opposite the entrance. It was a bulky protrusion rather like a tombstone in shape, taller than he, made of mithril, and with another of those dark panels set into it at chest height.
 

 
  This one also did not respond to being touched. He started to channel a tiny spark of arcane magic into it, then thought better of it. That might end up being his only recourse, but it was also an excellent way to trigger traps, curses, or cause every remaining enchantment in the place to spectacularly collapse.
 

 
  So far, he had managed to see all of these effects only from a safe distance, and that only by dumb luck.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   now
  
  what?” he asked aloud in frustration.
 

 
  At his voice, the panel in the large protrusion turned white and began to glow. Macraigh bent forward to stare, and after a moment, several lines of text appeared upon it. Unfortunately, they were in the dead language of the Elder Gods, of which he had encountered only bits and pieces. None of what he now saw meant anything to him.
 

 
  As he stared, the panel flickered in intensity, and the image wavered as if seen through rippling water, then stabilized. A sharp crackle sounded, causing him to hop backward, followed by a buzz. And then, finally, a voice. Unfortunately, it only spoke a few seconds of gibberish.
 

 
  “Hello?” Macraigh said uncertainly. “My name is Laran Macraigh, of the Collegium of Salyrene. Whom have I the pleasure of addressing?”
 

 
  An odd little chiming sounded, and some more inscrutable text appeared upon the magic panel.
 

 
  
   “Dialect id-identified: Gaelic, sixteenth century. Transcension interlink n-n-n-not found,”
  
  it said. The voice was feminine, flat, businesslike, and resonated strangely as if it came from a great distance. Or as if more than one woman were speaking simultaneously. It was hard to tell; he had never heard a similar effect. Also, she appeared to have a stutter.
  
   “Av-avatar Zero Nine cannot be reached. Facil-cil-cility power at two percent. Please res-restore the traaaaaaaaa—”
  
  She broke off with an ungodly screech, then resumed in a steadier tone.
  
   “Please restore the transcension interlink to charge the facility’s power banks and enable the Avatar user interface.”
  
 

 
  “Who are you?” he asked more directly, frowning in confusion. The words were familiar, mostly, but he still could not make sense of what she was saying.
 

 
  
   “The facility’s sub-OS is active, user Laran Macraigh. Please restore the transcension interlink.”
  
 

 
  “I’m…sorry, uh, Sub Ohess, but I don’t know what that means, much less how to do it.”
 

 
  More chiming, then a pause.
  
   “If the transcension inter-in-interlink caNNNNNN.”
  
  Again, she broke off with a shriek that clearly did not come from any human throat, then resumed.
  
   “If the transcension interlink cannot be restored, most facility functions will be unavailable. Please state your query, user Laran Macraigh.”
  
 

 
  He drew a breath, and straightened his shoulders. “I seek initiation into the ways of shadow magic.”
 

 
  This time, he thought the chime sounded annoyed.
  
   “Avatar Zero Nine cannot be reached. The sub-OS is not designed for intuitive sapient interaction. Please state your directives clearly and concisely.”
  
 

 
  Macraigh blinked twice. He had had enough bizarre experiences over the course of his mission that talking with some kind of ancient servitor spirit wasn’t hugely out of his depth, but being told by such an entity that it was too stupid for normal conversation was an entirely new kind of experience.
 

 
  “Um…how to put this? I am researching the schools…that is, the
  
   kinds
  
  of magic that were personally created by the Elder Gods Druroth, Araneid, Rauzon, and Caraistha. Specifically, the applications of these magics that were used to counter and contain the personal magic of Scyllith. Ancient writings have led me to
  
   this
  
  spot as the likeliest source of this knowledge. Can you help me?”
 

 
  
   “Th-this facility is designed for spec-spec-specialized tranNNNNNNN. Specialized transcension acclimation and training. This documentation is available to all users on request. Please insert a data crystal.”
  
 

 
  Though the protruding structure in which the spirit apparently resided seemed to be all one seamless piece, an indentation suddenly appeared alongside the glowing panel.
 

 
  “A data crystal?” Macraigh asked helplessly. “I don’t have anything like that. Are there any books available?”
 

 
  
   “Printing,”
  
  she said tersely.
 

 
  “Printing?” he repeated in fascination. “You mean you can actually
  
   print
  
  one, right now?”
 

 
  For answer, another slot appeared, this one below the screen at of the same size. Within was a stack of papers some eight inches tall.
 

 
  Hands trembling with reverence, Macraigh reached inside, finding that the stack was actually four books, bound in some thin material cut the same dimensions exactly as the pages—which were a crisp white paper unlike any he had seen before. They were printed, he found, flipping through the first, in easily legible Tanglic.
 

 
  “Thank you
  
   very
  
  much, Sub Ohess,” Macraigh said fervently while loading the books into his Bag of Holding for later study. She chimed wordlessly in acknowledgment. “And…what about initiation? Ah, I think that is what you meant by acclimation, perhaps? You see, I already know
  
   some
  
  of the lore of shadow magic, but the ability to access it must be conferred directly, and you simply can’t get that from text alone…”
 

 
  
   “Correct. Warning: these transcension fields are operating at minimal power. Ascended members of the Infinite Order responsible for them cannot be reached. Ac-acclimation is not advised at this time.”
  
 

 
  He wasn’t about to tell this helpful spirit that her gods were dead. “I understand the risks, Sub Ohess. But if you are able to help me, I must embrace them.”
 

 
  
   “There is insufficient facility power to guarantee com-completion of the acclimation process, user Laran Macraigh. The spec-specif-ified transcen-scen-sceiounnnNNN— The specified transcension fields are not operable at sufficient power to guarantee the completion of the acclimation process. An attempt will exhaust this facility’s power reserves entirely; a second will not be possible. Have you completed the pre-acclimation course of preparation?”
  
 

 
  Macraigh blinked. “The what?”
 

 
  
   “Unprepared sapients are at risk of serious complications. Common side effects of improperly administered acclimation are temporary psychosis and permanent, progressive dem-dem-dementia.”
  
 

 
  He inhaled slowly. The Inquisitor was closing in, Arachne and Zanzayed were going to run out of patience soon… And if that happened, them leaving him to his own devices was the best case scenario. They might very well decided to add to his problems; he had certainly antagonized them enough. And to cap it all off, it turned out the shrine had only enough magic left to perform a single initiation.
 

 
  This was his life’s work, everything had been leading up to this moment. Risks be damned, walking away now was just not an option.
 

 
  “Are you prohibited from helping me, then?” he asked quietly.
 

 
  
   “You have been not-notified of the potential hazards. Proceed at your own risk, user.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “What…will happen to you, if we try?”
 

 
  
   “This sub-OS will be inactive until power is restored.”
  
 

 
  Macraigh closed his eyes. What
  
   was
  
  this spirit? Could she be considered a living being? If he understood, he was effectively asking her to sacrifice her life for this. She seemed oddly unperturbed at the prospect… Perhaps because she thought she could be restored when more power was delivered from the Elder Gods, and did not realize that could never happen.
 

 
  It all came down to that question. One chance, one possibility only, demanding the destruction of this shrine, the death of its guardian, and the possible loss of his own sanity. And for all that, there was no guarantee it would even
  
   work.
  
  How could he possibly accept such a bargain?
 

 
  And…how could he not?
 

 
  “Forgive me,” Macraigh whispered, then opened his eyes. “I swear I will remember your sacrifice, Sub Ohess. Please forgive me, but I must do this. I ask that you proceed.”
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   “Pl-please initiate bodily contact wi-with the conduit.”
  
 

 
  Macraigh shifted, glancing around the circular chamber. “Which is—ah.”
 

 
  Behind him, the black obelisk had come to life. The pyramid shape which formed its peak, previously of pure transparent glass, had turned an opaque white and begun to glow gently. Though the sides of the obelisk themselves still appeared to be the same matte metal, vertical lines of glowing text had appeared on its faces, and their position made it seem for all the world as if they were set an inch or so within the structure and viewed through a transparent surface—which did not, otherwise, appear to be transparent. Ah, well, this was far from the first disorienting thing to which his exploration into the deeper secrets of magic had exposed him.
 

 
  Slowly, Macraigh lifted a single hand and placed it against one side of the obelisk, where it did not obscure the writing. He could not discern what language the luminous violet characters were, if indeed they were language as he knew it. Under the circumstances, they were just as likely to be symbols of power.
 

 
  
   “In-initiating biometric syn-syn-ssssnnnnnnNNNN— Initiating biometric synchronization,”
  
  the spirit informed him.
  
   “The acclimation procedure can begin momentarily, user Laran Macraigh. You will be physically incapacitated for the duration, and may not remain conscious; if consciousness persists, you will likely find the process disorienting. Individual experiences vary. Be aware that there is a risk of injury due to falling, as the fac-facility’s physical safeguards are offline due to po-po-power const-constraints.”
  
 

 
  “I understand,” he said solemnly, and drew in a deep breath to still his nerves. “I…am sorry to ask this of you, Sub Ohess. I swear that I will honor this sacrifice.”
 

 
  She chimed noncommittally.
  
   “Biometric synchronization is complete. The acclimation process can begin when you are ready.”
  
 

 
  This moment was the culmination of everything he had been working for his entire adult life. It deserved reverence, ceremony even.
  
   She
  
  deserved more than a few hollow words; though the spirit seemed unbothered by what he asked of her and this was probably no more than her sworn duty as guardian of the shrine, he could not view the snuffing out of a thinking being as a small thing. But he had no
  
   time.
  
  And besides, given the not-insignificant possibility that he was about to be driven irrevocably insane, his unease could keep him dithering here basically forever. Sometimes, the scab simply had to be ripped off.
 

 
  “Do it,” he ordered, “please.”
 

 
  Macraigh was watching the obelisk he had been directed to touch for some further alteration, but it turned out that not all the magic of the Elder Gods was visibly flashy. While he was still waiting for the lights to change, an entire suite of new senses exploded into his consciousness and, luckily for him, he blacked out.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The shouting wasn’t really a surprise. If anyone alive were to walk up to a notorious sorceress and an actual dragon and begin shouting demands at them, it would be the Inquisitor. It was actually sort of impressive that they were letting her shout. And perhaps a little unfortunate. She so rarely encountered people who had no need to tolerate her antics; experiencing some repercussions for once would’ve done her a world of good, in Macraigh’s opinion.
 

 
  He felt a strange detachment as he ascended the stairs out of the now-dark ancient shrine. Behind him he left only silence and dust; even the lights had vanished as the guardian spirit’s last act had, as she warned, consumed every remaining spark of magic in the place. Macraigh had awakened on the floor with a peculiar lack of worry, or emotional reaction of any kind. It felt, somehow, as if his head were floating a few feet above his body. The sensation was eerily aloof, yet serene.
 

 
  “The will of the gods will not be thwarted by arrogant monsters!” the Inquisitor’s familiar voice was shrilling as he slowly ascended the stairs toward the sunlight above. “I have pursued this warlock from Calderaas to Varandia to Athan’Khar and now
  
   here,
  
  and
  
   you
  
  will not be the thing that—”
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   actually
  
  believe that guy’s a warlock,” Arachne’s voice interrupted. “I could see that misunderstanding if you’d bumped into him once in a dungeon, but if you’ve chased him all around the continent, you have to know he’s a wizard. Or do you understand the difference? Have you seriously never
  
   met
  
  a warlock?”
 

 
  “Maybe she hasn’t,” Zanzayed added, and his voice was different, lighter. Macraigh stopped on the stairs, his head just below the level of the top step, and shifted his gaze in the direction of the dragon. “Inquisitor, what even is that? How do you get that title? I’ve never heard of an Inquisition. Are you sure this is authorized by the Pantheon?”
 

 
  Macraigh was staring up at him. He could not see through the intervening layers of metal and earth, but he
  
   perceived
  
  that the dragon had reduced himself to his humanoid form—a half-elven one, in his case. In fact, he lacked the vocabulary to describe the way he was receiving this information, but it was as clear as anything his eyes or ears told him. More so, given that he was standing in a metal-lined stairwell at the moment.
 

 
  “My mandate comes from Avei,” the Inquisitor snapped. “Move aside, or
  
   be moved.”
  
 

 
  “I like her,” Zanzayed stated, turning to Arachne. Macraigh was still standing out of sight below them, taking in the experience of being able to tell such little details of positioning without having eyes on them. “I
  
   really
  
  like her! This is the most entertaining mortal I’ve met since…well, you.”
 

 
  “Yes, she’s your type, all right,” the sorceress sneered. “Stupid, and breathing.”
 

 
  Divine magic ignited in a corona around the Inquisitor, seizing Macraigh’s attention. He could physically see the glow from the doorway at the top of the stairs, but sensed it more directly in a way to which he was not accustomed.
 

 
  Something about it was…wrong. If only he had more basis for comparison. He had never before observed a divine aura in this fashion, and could not yet tell exactly what was off, but there was a peculiarity in the way she projected the magic.
 

 
  “You doubt me now?” the Inquisitor demanded. “The Convocation at Tira endorsed my mission in the sight of every god of the Pantheon. I am empowered by Avei to seek justice against—
  
   You!”
  
 

 
  Macraigh had resumed climbing and emerged from the stairwell while she blustered. Now he studied her quizzically while she pointed an accusing finger at him. Though he had avoided close contact with the Inquisitor as much as possible, he of course knew her well by sight. Her pale skin and coppery hair weren’t common even among the Stallmen of the eastern mountains, and less common still among the Tira people from which he and she both came. Macraigh had always suspected, rather uncharitably, that she abused her divine magic to heal the sunburns to which redheads were unfortunately prone, and took some satisfaction in seeing now that he had been right. Well, not
  
   seeing,
  
  but he could discern the residue…
 

 
  Now that he peered closer, he found the cause of that odd discrepancy. There was something
  
   between
  
  her and the divine, a peculiar dark membrane which allowed the power of the gods to flow through her as normal, but kept her insulated from it in a way. In fact, that thin web of shivering shadows resonated so specifically with the new powers of which he had just become conscious that Macraigh suddenly understood exactly why her access to the divine was so different.
 

 
  Well, that explained a lot.
 

 
  “I guess we can begin the chorus of ‘I told you so’ now,” Arachne said with an exasperated sigh. “Who would like to go first? Inquisitor, I think you have seniority.”
 

 
  “Pardon?” Macraigh asked, then stopped, blinking his eyes in surprise. His voice, for some reason, sounded a lot like the shrine spirit’s; resonant, hollow, as though he were speaking from the other end of a very long tunnel.
 

 
  “Look at yourself, man,” Zanzayed ordered.
 

 
  “At myself? What’s…oh.” Macraigh, as instructed, looked down at his body, and then at both of his arms. Once he focused upon it directly, everything made sense in accordance with the new awareness he’d gained, but as a consequence of that awareness none of this had
  
   seemed
  
  out of order until he beheld it with his more mundane senses. Now, he found himself limned by an oscillating web of purple, a peculiar visual effect which could have been called a glow, if shadows glowed. In fact, it looked to the eye very much like the energy between the Inquisitor and her divine power did to his augmented senses.
 

 
  Not a coincidence, that.
 

 
  “What have you
  
   done
  
  to yourself, Laran?” she demanded, staring at him with a very convincing expression of horror. For just a moment, looking back at her, Macraigh experienced a further expansion of his awareness, becoming conscious of the emotions of those around him, betraying her tight self-control and the surprising depth of layers to the facade she was projecting.
 

 
  That also called his attention to those behind the Inquisitor, a squad of troops from the League of Avei and two Silver Huntresses, including the one he had encountered earlier.
 

 
  More than that, the extended awareness was accompanied by a visible fading of his own body, as he became slightly transparent behind his new corona of shadows. Macraigh concentrated—on what, he could not have articulated exactly, but he concentrated on it—and the sudden emotional senses vanished as his body snapped back into opaque focus.
 

 
  “All right,” he acknowledged, “this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”
 

 
  “I’ll
  
   bet,”
  
  Zanzayed stated.
 

 
  “And this is why I tell people not to mess around with Elder God rubbish,” Arachne added with a sigh. “Exactly how much of a mess did you leave down there, boy?”
 

 
  “Oh. I’m afraid the shrine is completely inert, now,” he mused, still gazing around abstractly and absorbing data in intriguing new ways. “The acclimation process used up the last of its power. The shrine guardian warned me there might not be enough energy left to do it properly, but she made it sound like it would drive me insane, at worst. This is a surprise.”
 

 
  “Oh, just insane?” Zanzayed said, rolling his eyes. It was the most fascinating thing; the dragon’s eyes were smoothly featureless, luminous spheres of cobalt, and the gesture did not alter his expression, but Macraigh could
  
   tell
  
  he had rolled them. “No wonder you sprung for it, then. Who wouldn’t?”
 

 
  Macraigh turned his attention fully on Zanzayed, and as if the act of focusing had slipped a lens over his eyes he could suddenly see more. The dragon, even in this body, was a vast being of pure magic, a titanic vortex of arcane power shot through with veins of gold, green, and even trace amounts of orange—all the forces on the known Circle of Interaction. Even, he saw with great interest, the tiniest darker currents of shadow magic. Nothing the dragon was using deliberately, he decided upon peering closer. But it accrued in interesting ways when the four main schools were used in conjunction…
 

 
  He shifted his attention to Arachne and was almost knocked over. She was something else entirely. Macraigh felt his awareness expanding against his own will, as if it desperately needed to re-position itself in order to make sense of what he now saw. She was a
  
   wound
  
  in the world, or more accurately, a patch over it—a piece of a quilt which did not match the rest of the stitching. He saw spider webs straining to hold together a bleeding rent in reality. He saw an hourglass stretching away into infinity, its uncountable chambers whirling with a blaze of magic whose nature defied even his new senses to define.
 

 
  And for an instant, Macraigh understood, consciously and in complete detail, what every one of those things meant. What she was, exactly. He also felt his own identity becoming so frayed at the edges that he seemed on the very cusp of dissolving entirely into the fabric of the universe itself, and through a sheer effort of will closed down his own consciousness. The broadened awareness and understanding retreated as his mind limited itself back to a form which didn’t have the necessary capacity, and he was left with only the awareness that Arachne was one of the more
  
   interesting
  
  beings in the cosmos, even if he no longer knew exactly why.
 

 
  He also felt that he had been stretched by that momentary glimpse. Seized from all directions and pulled so hard that part of him was still…thin. Thin, and fading.
 

 
  Macraigh glanced down at his own hands again. Yes, fading.
 

 
  “Look at yourself,” the Inquisitor breathed. “Did you crave power so much you were willing to endure
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  He looked up at her again, and smiled. “One of my teachers liked to say that it was better to light a candle than to curse the darkness, Inquisitor.”
 

 
  She shook her head, and drew her sword. “In the name of Avei—”
 

 
  Macraigh reached out with his will. It didn’t feel like using arcane magic; it was pure instinct. The shadows wreathing him shimmered, touched the darkness lurking inside her own aura, and her divine light winked out. Her expression was very satisfying.
 

 
  “Nnnnope,” Zanzayed said flatly. “That does it, I’m out.”
 

 
  “Coward,” Arachne said without rancor.
 

 
  “You do what you like,” he retorted. “In
  
   my
  
  opinion, this has officially crossed the line into ‘just as hazardous as messing around with Elder God shrines’ territory. I came here to deal with this guy for his temerity in daring to manipulate us, and now
  
   that’s
  
  done. He won’t last an hour. In the meantime, he is using unknown magics to prod at the Pantheon’s power directly, and I’m not interested in being within a mile of that. Goodbye.”
 

 
  The Inquisitor’s divine aura flared alight again; Macraigh had disrupted it, not blocked it. Her expression at finding it still viable was almost comically relieved, though she immediately turned to Zanzayed even as the dragon strode away through the tallgrass. “Wait! What do you mean, he won’t last an hour?”
 

 
  “What’s the first rule of magic?” Zanzayed replied, pausing and looking over his shoulder at her. “The most basic principle, even more fundamental than the four schools of the Circle?”
 

 
  “Subjective physics,” Arachne said softly, studying Macraigh. “Magic is taking a piece of reality and making the rules answerable to a singular consciousness, not the hard constants of the universe. Zanza’s right, I’ve seen the likes of this before. A being that absorbs too much magic stops being…a being.”
 

 
  “Anything
  
   too
  
  subjective may as well not exist,” Zanzayed agreed, turning again and continuing on. “At some point, there have to be rules. The alternative is pure chaos.”
 

 
  “What, he’s turning into some kind of…ascended entity?” the Inquisitor exclaimed, pointing her sword at Macraigh in alarm. Both the Silver Huntresses flanking her nocked arrows and did likewise.
 

 
  “No.” Zanzayed had gained enough distance to emerge into his larger form without crushing any of them, and did so. His angular head swiveled around on his long neck to stare down at the Inquisitor. “He is
  
   dissipating.
  
  Something which
  
   ascends
  
  is moving purposefully in a single direction; this is more like dropping ink into a pond. Congratulations, Inquisitor, your work here is done. Coming, Arachne?”
 

 
  “Wait,” Macraigh said, turning to the elf and holding up one hand. “Please, just a moment.”
 

 
  Zanzayed snorted and hurled himself aloft with a pump of his wings that nearly knocked them all down. All of them except Macraigh; the mighty gust of air the dragon kicked up swirled right through him without making contact.
 

 
  “This is
  
   just
  
  intriguing enough I’m willing to hear you out, briefly,” Arachne said skeptically, smoothing her hair back into place.
 

 
  They were right, Macraigh realized. It was growing harder and harder to keep his consciousness constrained to a single point, and with the constant expansion of his senses came the awareness that he wasn’t going to endure much longer. Highly magical beings like fairies, dragons, and elves were
  
   made
  
  that way; the accidental process he’d undergone in the shrine had not adjusted his consciousness enough to encompass the magic coursing through it.
 

 
  Macraigh himself didn’t feel any particular way about this; that disembodied serenity still lifted him above these concerns. Already, he was too far beyond a singular perspective to feel any emotional upset at facing the end of his own discrete existence.
 

 
  Thinking faster and more deeply than he’d been able to before, he had already found a way to hold on, but it wouldn’t be as a conscious entity, and wouldn’t last forever. But it would,
  
   if
  
  the sorceress was willing to cooperate, at least accomplish his mission. Seeking a way to secure her aid, he found that in studying her closely, he could peer through space, through time, across the faint shadows of connections, to see what divine entities she had touched, and would, and in what order. The present moment was one spot on a wheel that constantly turned.
 

 
  “You haven’t obtained an interview with Salyrene yet,” he said.
 

 
  Her eyes narrowed to green slits. “There’s not much point in asking how you know that, is there?”
 

 
  “Don’t speak to him,” the Inquisitor instructed tersely. “All of you, fall back. Sisters, remain close enough to
  
   see
  
  him, but whatever is about to happen—”
 

 
  “Would you
  
   hush
  
  for once?” Macraigh snapped in the first open irritation he’d shown her in their entire relationship. “I’ll deal with you in a moment.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you—”
 

 
  “I can offer you something to tempt her,” he said to Arachne. “It is not a guarantee, but it will be important enough to draw her favor. If it doesn’t prompt her to grant your request, it will at least be a large step in that direction.”
 

 
  Her expression did not alter, but he was aware of millions of minute electrical signals in her brain that revealed her interest. He was also aware that this wasn’t going to get her what she wanted; Salyrene would be the
  
   last
  
  of the gods to whom she spoke, and that would not be for well over a thousand years yet. And even then, none of the Pantheon had the answer she sought. Obviously, he did not share these insights with her. It was for good reason that mortals could not perceive such things, he was beginning to realize.
 

 
  “I’m still listening,” Arachne said in a neutral tone.
 

 
  Macraigh held up his Bag of Holding—not with his hands, it floated outward on a tendril of his shadowy aura—and it opened.
 

 
  “My books,” he said, and they began to rise from its mouth, beginning with the Wraith Codex.
 

 
  
   “Where
  
  did you get
  
   that?!”
  
  the Inquisitor screeched. Macraigh and Arachne both ignored her.
 

 
  “I have made you the bag’s new owner,” he said to the sorceress, having blithely re-worked this enchantment in a process that ought to have taken hours. Oblivion was tugging at the edges of his awareness, each use of magic drawing him closer to the inevitable. “Most of what’s in it is trash to someone like you, but you may find the books valuable. This one I already promised you. And these four are the most important.” The Codex returned to the bag, and out rose the four volumes printed by the shrine guardian. “These contain the secrets of the four schools of shadow magic that I was able to uncover. They contain
  
   everything
  
  known by the Elder Gods. Very little of it is still usable, as weak as those powers are now, but with this knowledge will come the ability to constrain the power of the infernal. If you bring this to the Collegium and convince them to study it, it will mean an end to the Black Wraiths and their demon allies. Or at least, force them deeper into hiding and prevent another event like the Hellwars. With time and study, the Collegium may even be able to safely wield infernal magic in the Pantheon’s service.”
 

 
  
   “Blasphemy,”
  
  the Inquisitor spat, practically foaming. “Kill him!”
 

 
  Both Huntresses frowned at her. “But…what if he’s right?” the one Macraigh had met earlier objected.
 

 
  “I am called by Avei to end this heresy before it can spread,” she snapped, “and this must stop
  
   now.
  
  If you will not—”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  you petulant child,” Arachne exclaimed, flicking a hand at her. A wall of blue light sprang up between the Inquisitor and the two of them, and she turned her attention back to Macraigh, ignoring the woman’s furious pounding on it with her sword. “I can see the academic value of this, but as I recall the entire reason for
  
   your
  
  predicament was the necessity of personal initiation into these schools of magic. How do you expect me to give them
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “You won’t,” he said. “I will. Just give them the books and I’ll do the rest.”
 

 
  “Don’t do it!” the Inquisitor screamed.
 

 
  “Hmm.” Arachne frowned at him. “I see. You can bind what’s left of yourself to the books?”
 

 
  “If you’ll keep them in the Bag of Holding until it’s time to hand them over,” he agreed, nodding. “Its dimensional enchantments will help. I can confine myself to a state that will endure just long enough to grant the initiation—correctly, this time, so the recipient won’t end up like me. Do warn whoever agrees to take them, though. It’s not something that should be sprung on someone unawares.”
 

 
  “Trust me,” she said dryly, “I know well the hazards of sneaking up on wizards. Very well, boy, you have a deal. I’m almost glad you decided to drag me into your insane quest. Though I wish you’d approached this with enough forethought to have avoided the way it will inevitably end for you. One hates to see the loss of a promising wizard.”
 

 
  He shrugged, smiling ruefully. “Well, we can’t all be archmages. I did my best. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to deal with her.”
 

 
  “Hadn’t you better just leave her alone?” Arachne asked, turning a disdainful look on the furious Inquisitor. “I assure you, she’s no threat to me or anything in my possession.”
 

 
  “Well, yes, but I feel an obligation. We are sort of bound together, in a way, and right now I’m the only person who knows she is a Black Wraith.”
 

 
  That pronouncement brought sudden and total silence, the Inquisitor freezing with her sword upraised to hammer at the shield again.
 

 
  Macraigh knew this was going to be his last significant act of magic, and that he must make it count. The good thing was that at this point, it was easy; he was already so diffuse a being that working magic came more naturally to him than pumping his own lungs. Once again, he reached out and connected his shadows to hers, to the arts by which she called on her goddess’s power while concealing her true affiliation—that to her
  
   other
  
  goddess. She had wrapped those shadows around herself by means of ancient demonic rituals, whereas he could manipulate them as intuitively as thought.
 

 
  He simply gave them a little tweak, and brought Avei’s unique energy into direct contact with Elilial’s. From his expanded perspective, he knew that both goddesses would instantly and directly sense the presence of the other, and exactly what it signified. From a basic grasp of theology he knew which would immediately abandon her agent and flee from that fight, and which would do something aggressive.
 

 
  Macraigh’s broadened senses told him every detail of what happened as Avei poured her power into the two Silver Huntresses, calling upon the rituals
  
   they
  
  had performed to gain their divine gifts and align themselves with their goddess. He saw, faster than thought, faster than they themselves were consciously aware of acting, the goddess-given instincts which compelled them to act with a physical speed that would have put elves to shame.
 

 
  He was the only spectator to all this nuance. To the eyes of everyone else present, both Huntresses simply shot the Inquisitor in the head. At that range, their arrows pierced her skull fully, almost emerging from the other side. She slumped against Arachne’s arcane shield, and then to the ground.
 

 
  While everyone was staring in shock at this, Macraigh expended his last focus, feeling consciousness bleeding away. With everything he had left, he fused into the enchantment he had just laid upon the four books of shadow. They slipped back into his Bag of Holding, and as his dark aura dissipated, the body beneath it being no longer there, the bag floated soundlessly to the ground.
 

 
  Arachne watched the flurry of drama unfolding between the Silver Huntresses and the soldiers of the League over their Inquisitor’s corpse without lowering the shield that separated her from it. Instead of weighing in, she turned and began a steady conjuration of matter, systematically filling the inert Elder God shrine with rock and dirt and then piling more atop its recently-unearthed entrance.
 

 
  Only when that was done did she finally turn and pick up the bag containing the secrets of shadow magic and the last vestiges of the man who had brought them to light.
 

 
  “Better to light a candle,” she mused, smiling sadly. “I like that.”
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  “And
  
   here
  
  we are!” Tarvedh said as grandly as if ushering her into a throne room. He pulled open the frosted glass doors and stepped aside, actually bowing her to precede him into the office. Akinda acknowledged the gesture with a nod in passing, wondering about his demeanor. He, of all people, should know better than to try to suck up to her.
 

 
  The central office of Falconer Industries was not what she had expected. It was a large space, though not as much as one might expect from the beating heart of a factory this size, and looked more like the private lab of some absent-minded wizard than the headquarters of a manufacturing company. The square room was bordered on three sides by glass: one wall of tall windows looking out at the factory’s front drive, the one opposite overlooking the main assembly line a story below, and the third of frosted glass in which the door was set. Directly across from her, the far wall could only barely be identified as brick, it was so covered in runic diagrams, enchanting schematics, and miscellaneous notes, some of which glowed subtly as if somebody had been jotting down ideas in expensive enchanting ink instead of the customary black. The whole room was a profusion of mismatched, comfortably battered furniture and enchanting paraphernalia, both free-standing equipment scattered about with no apparent plan and an assortment of power crystals and vials of glittering dust interspersed with the drifts of papers covering every flat surface—including, in some places, the floor. Somebody had scrawled what looked like a haphazard summoning circle on the floorboards in the corner.
 

 
  Three of the four people present looked up at her entry, the smallest abruptly cutting off strumming a guitar, and Akinda was left standing there under their eyes while Tarvedh bustled around her into the office, pulled the door shut behind him, and finally turned to make the introductions.
 

 
  “Here she is, sir,” he said with the same peculiar eagerness. “Mr. Falconer, this is Auditor Akinda. Ms. Akinda, Geoffrey Falconer.”
 

 
  “Imbani Akinda,” she clarified, stepping forward and extending her hand.
 

 
  “Ah! Of course, hello! Good morning!” Falconer was a nondescript man in his thirties who wouldn’t have been taken, at a glance, for either a brilliant enchanter or one of the richest people in the Empire. He set down the rod and vial of arcane dust with which he’d been working—rather carelessly, causing the vial to spill sparkling powder across his diagram—and hurried across the office to clasp her hand.
 

 
  
   “Geoffrey!”
  
  the woman near him said in exasperation, snatching up a rag and rushing to join them as both Falconer and Akinda jumped slightly at the electric shock that snapped between their hands.
 

 
  “Oh! Gods, I’m sorry,” the industrialist said, wincing and withdrawing his grip. His hands—and now Akinda’s—bore smears of enchanting dust. “Really, I
  
   do
  
  apologize, I have no excuse. You’d think that by this time I’d have learned…”
 

 
  “He does that to
  
   everyone,”
  
  the woman said, offering Akinda the rag with a smile. “Employees, Imperial Marshals, Duke Madouri,
  
   everyone.
  
  It’s a wonder nobody’s shot him yet. The cloth is clean and magically neutral, I assure you. I make
  
   sure
  
  to keep them on hand,” she added, giving Mr. Falconer a look.
 

 
  “No harm done,” Akinda said neutrally, wiping the arcane residue off her hand.
 

 
  “My better half, Marguerite,” Falconer said, slipping an arm around the woman’s shoulders. Despite her remonstrative expression, she let herself be tugged against his side. “You know our head numbers man, Mr. Tarvedh, of course. This is Meron Talidar, our head of research and development.”
 

 
  The man to whom he gestured had not looked up from the desk over which he was hunched with his back to the door, and still didn’t, though at being introduced he raised one hand to wave over his shoulder with an irritable grunt.
 

 
  “Who is an irascible wizard of the oldest school,” Marguerite added with a sigh, earning no further response from Talidar.
 

 
  “So I see,” Akinda observed, studying the man sidelong. Even with his back to her, his personal style bordered on affectation. He had unruly hair loosely tied back with a leather cord and apparently untrimmed for at least twenty years, a beard so bushy it was visible to both sides of his neck, and wore
  
   robes.
  
  Even among wizards, only Salyrites in formal attire and old men who couldn’t be bothered to learn what century it was still went about in robes.
 

 
  “And this, of course, is our daughter, Teal,” Geoffrey concluded, turning a beaming smile on the last person in the office.
 

 
  “Hello,” Teal Falconer said with all the uncertain politeness of any ten-year-old girl formally meeting a stranger. She carefully set down the guitar she’d been playing on her chair and approached, more cautiously by far than either of her parents. “I love your dress! That’s so beautiful, I’ve never seen one quite like it.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Miss Falconer,” Akinda replied with a small but unfeigned smile. “You’ll rarely see a buba outside Onkawa, but I’m fond of traditional dress, even in Tiraas. I’m sorry to interrupt your playing; you handle that instrument beautifully for someone your age.”
 

 
  “Thanks!” the girl said, breaking into a broad smile. “I get a lot of practice. What brings you to visit?”
 

 
  Tarvedh cleared his throat, bending toward Teal and raising the pitch of his voice in exactly the manner one should
  
   never
  
  adopt toward any child old enough to recognize condescension. “Ms. Akinda is just here to do some business, Miss Teal! She’s an auditor from the central Vernisite bank in Tiraas.”
 

 
  Teal had sighed softly as soon as the accountant started speaking to her, clearly used to him, but at that her eyes widened in alarm. “An audit? Are we in trouble?” she asked, turning to her parents.
 

 
  “No, no, honey, it’s not like a Treasury audit,” Marguerite soothed, laying a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “It’s for expanding the main assembly line, remember? We’re taking out a loan from the central bank.”
 

 
  “They do these things from time to time,” Geoffrey added, waving a hand vaguely. “We do a lot of business with the bank but once in a while they want to send somebody to look the business over, especially when we’re asking for a loan. The bank has to ensure its own interests, after all! It’s pretty routine, nothing to worry about.”
 

 
  Teal’s eyebrows drew together in a worried expression. “Why do we need money from the bank? Don’t we have enough to just…build it ourselves?”
 

 
  A round of glances passed between the adults.
 

 
  “Oh, now, you don’t need to worry about that for a few years yet!” Tarvedh said with boisterous good cheer. “It’s all technical, Miss Teal. You just concentrate on your schooling and your music, there’ll be plenty of time to learn about business later.”
 

 
  Both the elder Falconers shot him sidelong looks, less openly annoyed than their daughter’s, but not completely neutral. Mr. Tarvedh must really be an excellent accountant; the factory clearly did not hire its top staff based on social acumen.
 

 
  “It’s actually very rare for a major business to finance its own activities, Miss Falconer,” Akinda said to Teal, in exactly the tone she would use to discuss the matter with a junior clerk at her own bank. As a child, she had
  
   hated
  
  adults talking down to her. “Especially venturous ones—major expansions and the like. It protects the business from loss, and creates opportunity for investors to profit. If the new venture does well, the loan is paid back with interest, and so the business and investors both benefit.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Teal said thoughtfully. “What if it fails?”
 

 
  “Oh, now, we don’t even think about that,” Tarvedh said, grinning nervously. “That is, there’s really no prospect of it! Falconer Industries is fully solvent and
  
   very
  
  profitable—”
 

 
  “Thank you, Mr. Tarvedh,” Geoffrey Falconer said firmly.
 

 
  “That’s the risk you take by investing,” Akinda explained. “There’s great profit in it, if you do it wisely, not to mention the benefit to the total economy by keeping money in motion, and new ventures always rising. Investors are in it for the chance of profit, and in the case of Vernisite institutions like mine, to help keep the economy moving. But whenever you take a risk, there’s a chance you will lose out, and that’s something investors have to accept. We minimize the risk by doing our due diligence and knowing exactly what we are getting into.”
 

 
  Teal nodded. “And that’s
  
   your
  
  job.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Akinda said, smiling at her.
 

 
  Geoffrey cleared his throat. “Well! We don’t want to waste your time, Ms. Akinda, so consider us at your disposal. Can we get you anything? Tea, biscuits?”
 

 
  “Dear,” Marguerite murmured.
 

 
  “Oh!” Mr. Falconer clapped a hand to his forehead, leaving a comical imprint of glittering arcane dust. “Drat, sorry. Does that count as an unsolicited gift?”
 

 
  “The bank doesn’t consider basic hospitality an attempted bribe,” Akinda said with an amused smile. “And thank you, but not at this time. Perhaps I will take you up on it when reviewing your books later, but I would like to begin by looking over the facilities, if I may.”
 

 
  “Of course! Like I said, at your disposal. I’d be glad to show you around myself, just let me find something to wipe off my hands…”
 

 
  “Actually,” she said, quietly but firmly, “I prefer to roam unescorted by owners, as a rule. You understand.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said, blinking. “Of course, yes.” Clearly he didn’t, but wasn’t going to argue, which was good enough for her.
 

 
  “But I would like to have someone on hand to answer questions,” Akinda continued, “if I could continue to borrow Mr. Tarvedh?”
 

 
  “By all means, I should be delighted!” the accountant beamed, apparently meaning it sincerely. He didn’t strike her as being mentally equipped for deception. “I can offer a guided tour, Auditor—or, if you’d prefer, just tell me what you’d like to see and I’ll take you there!”
 

 
  “The latter, I think,” she said, nodding politely. “Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Falconer. Miss Falconer. I look forward to speaking with you again soon.”
 

 
  “Of course, take your time,” Geoffrey replied. “I’ll probably be right here, but my assistant can find us for you if not. Tarvedh, take good care of our guest! Make sure she has everything she might need.”
 

 
  “Without doubt, sir!”
 

 
  “Bye,” said Teal, waving.
 

 
  Tarvedh again bustled ahead to open the office door for her, but moments later they were out, and pacing slowly along the walkway leading to the main office, lined by doors to smaller chambers on one side and the railed drop to the factory floor on the other. Akinda stepped to the edge of this, trailing her hand along the rail and setting a slow pace while organizing her thoughts.
 

 
  She rather liked the Falconers and their operation; rich people who did not let their wealth go to their heads appealed to her Vernisite sensibilities. Geoffrey Falconer more resembled an absent-minded academic than an industrialist, and it was noteworthy that he had married a mousy woman who wore glasses and went about the factory in a workman’s shirt and overalls. Falconer Industries had prospered mightily under Geoffrey, but he had inherited a business already wealthy enough that he could have easily obtained a beautiful noblewoman for a bride. Many young men in his position did exactly that.
 

 
  Of course, a facade was only that, often as not. The Falconers wouldn’t be the first people she’d ever met who could understand what image would impress a follower of Verniselle and put it on. Even the child could have managed, by that age; she had encountered some truly ruthless sprouts among the seeds of the nobility and the newer industrial wealthy. Money
  
   did
  
  things to people.
 

 
  Tarvedh was watching her as if afraid to speak. He was an odd little man—apparently loyal to his masters, and yet the very picture of a good Vernisite. Even the triple-coin pin at his lapel was perfect, richly detailed by a jeweler but made of plain steel, displaying wealth by having given work to a skilled artisan rather than by using expensive raw materials. His clothes were likewise well-tailored but far from ostentatious.
 

 
  She decided it was better to start by putting him at ease.
 

 
  “Teal?” Akinda inquired softly, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  He cracked a grin at that. “Ah, yes, well. Mrs. Falconer is an
  
   artist.”
  
 

 
  “Ah, I see. Well, she seems a charming child.”
 

 
  “Mm, as children go,” he said noncommittally. “Remarkably well-behaved! She often accompanies her parents, and I can’t recall the girl ever having caused a problem. If there must be a child underfoot, I’d rather it be Miss Teal than basically any other. Well! This is as good a place to begin as any! You see the main factory floor—this is where the main expansion we are planning will begin.” He stepped in front of her to the rail and leaned across it, pointing. “You see there, the far wall! The doors currently lead to a large lot with a gravel track where we test-drive carriages, but that can be moved basically anywhere. According to the plans we’ve drawn up, we intend to add a new wing onto the building itself, leaving the wall intact but removing the doors to open both production lines to each other. That’s the goal, of course, a second line added rather than an expansion to the first one.”
 

 
  “Mm,” she murmured, sweeping her gaze across the room. “Mass-produced carriages are not currently the larger part of FI’s profit.”
 

 
  “Ah, that is, not at present. Hence our interest in expanding! It’s the Imperial economy, you see—these are boom years, lots of money going around, and falling into lots more hands! Right now, the really expensive custom jobs for nobility and the like provide a wider profit margin, but the demand for mass-produced models has grown steadily, and all our projections insist it will continue to do so.”
 

 
  “Enchanted carriages still are not a toy for the middle class, though.”
 

 
  
   “Yet,”
  
  he insisted with a grin. “But the middle class is expanding
  
   and
  
  growing more affluent, and has been since not long after Empress Theasia was crowned, the gods rest her soul. You know, of course, that his Majesty Sharidan has taken more of an interest in the economy than his mother did, and the good times continue to roll! Especially since the treaty with the drow; the prices of some of our raw materials have bottomed out. But more relevant to our discussion here, the bulk of our R&D at the moment is on improving the efficiency of our production line rather than devising new enchantments. The second line will open up great new prospects for us! With the assurance of one always running, we can use the second for more experimental measures and greatly increase our rate of advancement. By investing in our own processes we will bring down production costs and therefore the costs of our products, making them more widely available to a broader customer base. Falconer Industries has its eye on the future!”
 

 
  “I’d like to have a look at your R&D division, if possible.”
 

 
  “…ah. That, as you might imagine, is more sensitive…”
 

 
  “If it is too great an imposition…?”
 

 
  “Oh, not at all, not at all!” he assured her hastily. “It’s just that the company
  
   will
  
  have to have some guarantees of security if you are to view any proprietary enchantments in development. Given your status with the cult, a written pledge of confidentiality will suffice.”
 

 
  “I’m willing to do that,” she agreed in a noncommittal tone, resting both hands on the rail and gazing down at the assembly line. For the most part, the employees applying enchantments to carriage pieces and assembling them together were bent over their tasks, but once in a while she caught one sneaking a peek up at the walkway. The supervisor pacing up and down the line spent almost as much time looking up as at what she was supervising. Clearly, the rumor mill had forewarned them of her presence, and what it signified. “I have noted that FI is considered the most desirable employer in the province.”
 

 
  “Not just the province!” Tarvedh said proudly. “I think you will find that Falconer Industries is a
  
   leader
  
  in the carriage business. We pay the best wages to be found south of the Five Kingdoms! And not merely to our enchanters—Mr. Falconer is adamant about taking proper care even of our unskilled laborers.”
 

 
  “The employees are his family,” she said, and Tarvedh grinned. It was a tired old joke, but one no Vernisite could pass up, if only because nobody outside their cult ever got it. “It’s a positive sign, of course, very promising. But, obviously, the lack of a trade union’s presence anywhere in the company is a black mark.”
 

 
  “You know very well there’s nothing we can do about that,” Tarvedh all but snapped, then stopped and drew a deep breath, visibly composing himself. Very loyal; that, too was a good sign. An employer who could secure that kind of devotion from a Vernisite in good standing with the cult would be looked on favorably by the bank. Akinda would note this in her report, but wasn’t about to make a point of it here. “His Grace the Duke,” Tarvedh continued in a calmer tone, “is…how to put this…
  
   extremely concerned
  
  with potential challenges to his authority. And he is prone to seeing such challenges in places where, well, others wouldn’t even think to look. It’s been an unfortunate characteristic of House Madouri since his Grace’s late father Ravaan had all that trouble with the Thieves’ Guild. Tiraan Province is a veritable wasteland when it comes to trade guilds and unions of any kind. It is
  
   far
  
  from FI’s fault, Ms. Akinda. And Mr. Falconer does his very best to insure the well-being of his employees in the absence of a proper union.”
 

 
  “That brings us to the real problem, does it not?” Akinda said quietly, still watching the factory workers going about their tasks. Even to her untrained eyes, the operation was a smooth one. The assembly line flowed steadily, pieces of carriages being conveyed constantly forward on a mix of conveyor belts, enchanted carts, and the arms of burly men and women. Enchanters, upholsterers and woodworkers applied their crafts, and less-skilled laborers fitted pieces together; notably, the factory uniform was the same for all and the workstations were equally well-appointed, the difference in skills revealed only in their application. That was a positive sign, but one which bore further investigation. The bank’s research had found that segregating employees by skillset and level of compensation could damage company morale, but then, so could failing to appropriately acknowledge and reward those who had invested the time and effort to learn valuable crafts. “The bank is, of course, aware of the difficulties his Grace the Duke causes throughout the province. He appears
  
   particularly
  
  threatened by the success of Falconer Industries. I don’t say this to imply any fault on the part of the company, but it’s a fact that cannot help but influence the bank’s decision.”
 

 
  “I would never speak ill of the Duke,” Tarvedh said with a bitter twist of his mouth as if
  
   not
  
  speaking ill of the Duke was a painful task. Akinda could well believe Geoffrey Falconer had given Duke Madouri an arcane shocker handshake, and perhaps not quite by accident. “But yes, his…micro-management of the province is…just in some cases, mind you…at least potentially more trouble than it is actually worth to the provincial government. You know, in terms of revenue generated.”
 

 
  “Intrusive management is one thing,” she said. “House Madouri’s taxes upon Falconer Industries have grown downright punitive.”
 

 
  Tarvedh sucked in air through his teeth, his chest swelling. “We make do, Auditor, I assure you. While the High Seat in Madouris may be less than reasonable, at times, the Silver Throne remains very interested in supporting its most valuable economic producers—and the Treasury has been…ah,
  
   discreetly
  
  sympathetic to our issues with his Grace. I can provide you a full list of the Imperial incentives FI enjoys. Nor do we over-rely on the Throne. Some of the Duke’s more unreasonable taxes and regulations can be evaded by transferring certain, ah, peripheral aspects of the business out of his domain. As the Rails and telescroll network are rapidly filling in their gaps, it is less and less of an imposition. We try not to overuse this method, however, lest his Grace…” His grimace was very nearly a snarl. “…take offense.”
 

 
  Akinda nodded, keeping her expression neutral. “I would like to have a closer look at the assembly line, if I may.”
 

 
  “But of course!” And just like that, Tarvedh was all smiles and sunshine again. “Not
  
   too
  
  close, you understand, our employees have their tasks down to an almost musical rhythm and we mustn’t get underfoot. But I’ll call Ms. Alvaraad over to show you around, and it should be fine. That’s the supervisor, you see—there she is, currently on the catwalk over there. Oh, but we’ll need to pick up goggles and rubber gloves first. I’m afraid the safety rules are inviolable, and apply also to factory guests. Even important personages such as yourself!”
 

 
  “Good,” she said, nodding in approval. “First, though, could you show me where the…facilities are?”
 

 
  “Ah! Yes, of course, that’s just perfect,” he burbled, stepping away from the railing and beckoning her own down the walkway. “We’ll make a stop by the employee services area, I think you’ll like what you see there. The cafeteria just underwent renovations last year—we’ve greatly improved upon the institutional benches and tables it used to have! There is also a cafe area with comfortable seating so it needn’t be all business on lunch breaks. And the whole place has been decorated! Mrs. Falconer insisted on having potted greenery, and selected the wall art herself—some of it her own work! You know, Falconer Industries was the
  
   first
  
  factory in Tiraan Province to provide a hot meal a day to its employees. Just this way down the stairs. Ms. Akinda. Yes, in fact, the washrooms were also improved recently, I think you’ll be impressed! The sinks run cold
  
   and
  
  hot water—”
 

 
  
   “Thank you,
  
  Mr. Tarvedh, but this is one inspection I would prefer to make un-escorted.”
 

 
  “Oh, um. Right. Of course.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The women’s washroom did, indeed, speak well of the company, being clean and brightly lit, with the amenities Tarvedh had boasted of. Not a single fixture was out of order. Akinda didn’t dawdle just to enjoy the scenery, though; one bank of sinks and public toilets wasn’t tremendously different from another, unless you were a connoisseur of plumbing. Which she was not.
 

 
  While she took her time washing her hands, twisting the faucets this way and that to get the temperature
  
   just
  
  right, the washroom door opened. Akinda’s eyes snapped up, watching in the mirror, but then she relaxed. It was nothing but a young girl in a factory uniform. Surely not much more than fourteen, the youngest a person could legally do factory work in the Empire. Of course, people did lie to get work, which this one might have. Her Sheng features made it hard to guess her age; all the peoples of the northern archipelagos tended to be slight of build and aged almost as gracefully as elves.
 

 
  Well, perhaps it was too early in her visit for her to be contacted. It wouldn’t be too hard to ditch Tarvedh at intervals; he wasn’t the brightest star in the firmament, however good an accountant he might be. If nothing else, she could visit the washroom at least every couple of hours, especially if she took up the offer of tea.
 

 
  But then the girl, pacing forward with her eyes on Akinda, deftly flicked a doubloon out of the sleeve of her coveralls into her hand. In the next moment she was rolling it back and forth across the backs of her fingers.
 

 
  Akinda carefully twisted the faucets off and dried her hands on the towel, watching the girl’s reflection in the mirror.
 

 
  The young Sheng stepped up to the next sink, made the coin disappear, and began washing her own hands, eyes meeting Akinda’s in the mirror without turning her head. “Good day, Mizz Akinda. How are you finding?”
 

 
  Akinda blinked. That accent was distinctly Sifanese, not Sheng, and thick enough that she was clearly a new arrival to the continent. Most Imperials couldn’t tell the difference, but she had spent four years in Shengdu and was passably fluent in the language; one didn’t prosper in any of the island countries by mixing up their peoples. Most of them did
  
   not
  
  get along.
 

 
  “And you are?” she asked politely.
 

 
  The girl narrowed her eyes, shutting off the water. “It is not I who am she who is questioned.”
 

 
  People underestimated bankers. In their own way, they had to be as perceptive and as predatory as thieves. Akinda did not speak more than a few words of Sifanese, just enough to place the accent, but she knew its grammar wasn’t nearly that garbled relative to Tanglish. This girl was far more nervous than she.
 

 
  Well, she was a kid, after all. She had to hand it to the Thieves’ Guild, they knew what they were doing. Any company as big as Falconer Industries would be watching for spies, but they probably wouldn’t think to watch a teenager who barely spoke the language. Of course, there were a number of downsides to having a child do your dirty work.
 

 
  “Where I’m from, it is polite to introduce yourself,” she said with a kind smile, turning to face the girl directly. “You know my name, after all.”
 

 
  
   “Watash—”
  
  She broke off, a faint blush rising in her cheeks. “I am Gimmicku, that is all you need.”
 

 
  “Gimmick,” Akinda said politely, omitting the extra syllable. Eserite bastards; what cruel idiot had given this girl a tag she could barely pronounce? Some of the poor kid’s story was obvious. Akinda was
  
   sure
  
  those were Sheng features; the teenager had at least one parent from the Kingdom. That could well explain why she’d been eager to get out of Sifan even at such a young age. Even more than most islanders, the Sifanese notoriously did not welcome perceived outsiders among them. Obviously, nothing good would come of vocalizing any of that, so she kept to business. “What do you have for me?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  do not have for
  
   you,”
  
  Gimmick said coldly. “You are to find answers for the Guild, Imbani Akinda.”
 

 
  “And I will,” Akinda said, projecting calm. “But it will be a slower process if I must do it entirely on my own. I presume the Guild planted you here for a reason beyond making contact with me. If you can point me in the right direction, my work will be done faster and better.”
 

 
  Gimmick hesitated, her eyes narrowing and cutting to the side. Akinda couldn’t help feeling for her; this was probably her first important job, and it was a much trickier matter than picking pockets or whatever the Guild usually had its younglings do. Not so much that she was shy about manipulating the girl, of course.
 

 
  “Your boss wants information on the Falconers’ malfeasance,” she said gently. “I’m being escorted around by one of their favorite henchmen, who’s going to try to curate everything I see and hear. All I need is to find a less sympathetic voice. Someone who’s not happy with their job, and who might know certain secrets. I know you’ve been watching and listening here, Gimmick. If you can give me a name, and an idea when and where to find its owner, I’ll do the rest.”
 

 
  Gimmick finally dried off her hands, again facing the mirror. She glanced at Akinda’s reflection in it, then lowered her eyes. “Thomas Schroeder.” She took her time with the name, laboriously pronouncing every letter, and got them recognizably right. After that, though, her diction accelerated and got less precise. “Staruwaiso man, yellow hair, he is working after the noon shift. Line sup… Soupero—
  
   Aiya!”
  
 

 
  Definitely half Sheng; she hadn’t picked up that epithet in Sifan. “Supervisor?”
 

 
  A glare full of adolescent affront met her eyes in the mirror. Gimmick nodded curtly, then turned and strode from the room.
 

 
  Only after she was gone and the door shut behind her did Akinda allow herself to sigh heavily, grip the edges of the sink, and lean on it for a moment.
 

 
  A lead. Now all she had to do was navigate her way between one of the most powerful industrialists in the Empire, the House of Madouri, her duties to her own bank, and the bloody Thieves’ Guild, pitting all of them against each other without allowing herself to become a target.
 

 
  Simple.
 

 
  Akinda straightened up, composed her expression, turned, and glided back out to the factory floor to continue her tour.
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  Bonus #42: The Audit, part 2 | The Gods are Bastards
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  It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared; Akinda’s work in the heights of finance took her to a surprising number of dingy dives, but this particular bar seemed borderline respectable. Certainly on the shabby side for the neighborhood, which lay in the very shadow of the walled hill on which loomed the manor complex of House Madouri, itself practically a fortified town in the middle of the city of Madouris. Of course, she recognized the role such a bar in such a place served: it was a discreet haven in which the city’s movers and shakers could conduct shady dealings.
 

 
  Of the kind she was doing now.
 

 
  Akinda had set herself up in what was probably the most popular seat in the house, a corner booth with an unobstructed view of the entrance. Luckily there had been no competition for the spot, and in fact she was the only person present save the sleepy-looking bartender. No great surprise, as it was still barely evening, early enough that the bar had only just opened. She laid out a folder of papers before her which she pretended to peruse while also pretending to sip at her glass of wine. Mostly, she studied the disinterested man behind the bar, the door to the quiet street outside, the other booths, the smoke-stained posters advertising long-defunct plays, the glimpses of dark wood paneling peeking between them. This place had fairy lamps, but just two and the old kind that flickered almost like torches.
 

 
  Fortunately, her date didn’t keep her waiting long enough to wonder whether he had actually understood her necessarily cryptic message. The bartender looked up at the opening door, nodding a greeting to the man who stepped inside and then paused, blinking in the bar’s dimness.
 

 
  Akinda raised one hand, beckoning him over, and he squared his shoulders, stepping forward.
 

 
  “What can I get you?” the bartender asked pointedly while the guest passed in front of him, and Akinda was somewhat displeased to see that he had the manners to stop and order a beer rather than loiter in the establishment for free. For her purposes, it would be better if this guy were the worst sort of bitter malcontent. If he actually had legitimate grievances to share with her, this could get complicated.
 

 
  Thomas Schroeder was a tall man, his naturally lanky build filled out by years of factory work; he was, at least so far, all muscle and no gut. He had the classic Stalweiss coloring, or what was commonly thought to be such. Stalweiss who had brown hair and dark eyes could tan and pass for Tiraan, if they were lucky. Actual discrimination was rare in this day and age, but it happened, especially to pale blondes like Schroeder. She wondered if that had done anything to shape his attitude.
 

 
  “Thank you for joining me, Mr. Schroeder,” she said politely while he slipped into the seat across from her with a bottle of what was probably the cheapest beer this place had, and still an indulgence for a man on a factory laborer’s wages.
 

 
  “Sure,” he said noncommittally, watching her closely and not opening his beverage just yet. “You’re investigating the factory, right? You’re what, Treasury?”
 

 
  “Treasury agents don’t make polite requests,” she said with dour amusement, “nor hold their meetings in discreetly out-of-the-way bars. No, if any Imperial Marshal wanted to talk with you, Mr. Schroeder, they’d be very…insistent. There will be nothing like that here; I am simply a representative of the central bank in Tiraas, looking to have a conversation.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said, nodding in understanding. There were, of course, a plethora of banks in Tiraas, and any institution in the capital had some grounds to call itself “central.” Everyone who knew the first thing about banks, though, knew which one was meant when it was just called a bank and not named. That was why she always introduced herself thus; the combination of money and the backing of a major cult sufficed to keep most people polite. “So, what can I do for you, then?”
 

 
  “I am conducting an audit of Falconer Industries,” she said briskly, “preparatory to approving the loan sought from my bank for the upcoming expansion. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.”
 

 
  “Of course,” he said, still wary.
 

 
  “The upper management is very cooperative,” she continued in a neutral voice, “but naturally they take care to show me only the sides of their operations they wish known. In the interest of thoroughness, I like to get the input of employees… Off the record, in settings where they feel comfortable being honest.”
 

 
  He slowly shoved the beer bottle back and forth between his hands, frowning at her. To her practiced eye, his expression betrayed a distinctive venal eagerness she had seen countless times. He didn’t jump at the bait just yet, however. “Sure, I understand that… I’m not looking to get on the wrong side of the bosses either. If you’re looking for somebody to bad-mouth the factory, I’m not your guy.”
 

 
  Were that true, he’d have said so with a firm look at least and likely visible offense, not a coy sidelong glance. Bless Gimmick’s careful eyes, she had a real prospect here. Akinda leaned forward, adopting an earnest expression. “And yet, you did agree to meet with me. I promise you, Mr. Schroeder, no one values discretion as much as a banker. I carefully protect any source of valuable information. The bank takes great care to cultivate those who prove fruitful.”
 

 
  An overt offer of compensation wouldn’t do. In this case, it shouldn’t be necessary. If she had read him correctly, he had enough reasons to supply what she needed without wanting to be paid for it.
 

 
  And indeed, Schroeder matched her posture, pushing his beer aside to lean toward her across the table. “Well, I suppose the gods can’t fault a man for being truthful. As long as my name doesn’t get back to my boss in connection with this…”
 

 
  “As long as anyone outside this booth is concerned, Mr. Schroeder, I have no idea who you are.”
 

 
  There it was. The smile—small, controlled, but eager and malicious. Yep, he was one of
  
   those
  
  all right. “What would you like to know, then?”
 

 
  “The bank must be fully aware of any risks before lending money,” she said smoothly. “Falconer Industries
  
   looks
  
  like an inviting prospect for investment, but large companies are often adept at putting on a good face in front of auditors. The most common pitfalls involve mismanagement. Abusive practices by the owners, anything which might make it difficult to retain employees…”
 

 
  She’d had to dangle the bait pretty blatantly, but he finally snapped at it.
 

 
  “You won’t hear this from Tarvedh or most of the floor supervisors,” Schroeder said, lowering his voice and leaning further forward. “Bunch of suck-ups—they’re all on the golden teat. But unless you’ve gotten in good with their little circle, you’ve got no future at FI. It’s the worst kind of old boy’s club, Ms. Akinda.” So he did know her name; he’d clearly paid closer attention than he wanted to let on. “Competence and work ethic don’t mean a thing—it’s whether you’re willing to do
  
   favors,
  
  sweep things under the rug, and
  
   especially
  
  keep your mouth shut.”
 

 
  Big bucket of nothing, so far. “Have you some personal experience with these…problems?”
 

 
  His face creased bitterly. “Don’t I ever. I’d be a senior supervisor long since if seniority meant a damn thing. But
  
   I’m
  
  the one who doesn’t stand for corner-cutting or slacking off. That’s my
  
   job,
  
  keeping those under me on task. Stupid me, caring enough about the factory to point out the same going on above my head! It goes right up to Falconer himself. Doesn’t matter that the work gets done fast or right, just that his favorites get preferential treatment.”
 

 
  “This is very pertinent information, Mr. Schroeder,” she encouraged. “Can you give specific examples?”
 

 
  Over the next five minutes, Akinda lost any hint of respect she might have felt for Thomas Schroeder while he launched into a laundry list of the pettiest non-issues imaginable. She immediately had enough information to eviscerate him verbally, had that been her goal, but instead she kept subtly goading him to keep talking, and to reveal himself for a venal, entitled little man who lorded his small amount of power over his subordinates and bitterly resented his resulting unpopularity among his colleagues. It was the work of a few noncommittal questions to reveal that he was passed over for raises and promotions because of his own performance, and his grievances were the imaginings of a narcissist with no room in his worldview for self-reflection. People like this were everywhere, unfortunately, an eternal pestilence hiding in the ranks of every employer. She had handled them by the dozen over the years. Akinda personally wouldn’t have passed up Schroeder for promotion, but tossed him out on his ear. Then again, nobody had ever put her in charge of a business.
 

 
  His petty nonsense was precisely what she needed right now, so she let him talk, listening with half an ear while thinking ahead on how to guide this in the proper direction.
 

 
  The door opened. Akinda did not betray herself by looking up, but well-practiced instinct warned her that time was up.
 

 
  “Useful as this is,” she said, interrupting a tiresome anecdote about how Schroeder had been humiliated by his own superior for reasonably disciplining a tardy employee (probably spoken to in private for berating someone who’d been caught in a thunderstorm), “the bank won’t attach much credence to the personal accounts of one laborer. The way you describe the factory, there must be a great deal of unrest that your employees are afraid to bring up openly.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s it exactly,” he agreed, nodding eagerly. She kept her eyes on him, though most of her attention was now on the soft footsteps pacing toward their corner booth. “I’ve been lucky enough because I’ve been with the company for years. Most of my subordinates, it’d be more than their job’s worth to say anything.”
 

 
  “Well, that sounds like a truly terrible state of affairs, and no mistake!”
 

 
  Schroeder looked up, a portrait of startlement, and then scowled. “Excuse me, this is a private conversation.” Akinda just sighed.
 

 
  The man who had joined them could easily have looked ridiculous, were he not large enough to be menacing just by existing, or did he not exude self-assurance like a cloud of cologne. He actually wore a leather jerkin and a pointed felt hat with a jaunty little feather; his weathered face sported a waxed handlebar mustache and matching goatee. Between the heavy knife hanging from his belt and the way his blousy sleeves were rolled up to expose hairy forearms that looked capable of lifting an ox, he probably didn’t have to endure much ribbing over his ostentatious costume.
 

 
  “Why, so it is, and my apologies for interrupting you,” the big man replied with a grin, snagging a chair from a nearby table and sliding it deftly up to the side of theirs. Backward, of course; he immediately sat down with his legs spread to either side of the back and arms folded across it. “But as it happens, I’ve an interest in these matters, too! Ms. Akinda and I share a mission, you see.”
 

 
  “We share nothing, Rogue,” she said distastefully.
 

 
  Schroeder’s eyebrows shot upward and he took a second look at the new arrival’s hat.
  
   “Rogue?
  
  As in…the adventuring class of, what, two hundred years ago?”
 

 
  “A bit more modern, but yes, you might consider it an
  
   homage,
  
  as the Glassians say,” Rogue replied blithely, a doubloon appearing in his fingers. That was a really impressive trick, what with his sleeves being rolled above his elbows. It was the way he rolled the coin across the backs of his hairy knuckles, though, that caught Schroeder’s attention.
 

 
  The man’s face drained of what little color it had. “Now, look here,” he stammered, “I want nothing to do…”
 

 
  “Friend, let me put you at ease,” Rogue said, closing his hand around the doubloon and leaning forward over his chair back. Considering everything else about him, it was remarkable how he could suddenly project a reassuring countenance. “An honest, hard-working man such as yourself has nothing to fear from the Thieves’ Guild. Even if you won’t believe we act with a moral purpose, well…” He winked, flashing a row of flawlessly even white teeth. “No offense, old fellow, but what’ve you got that’s worth the trouble of stealing?”
 

 
  Schroeder actually un-tensed slightly. That was no good; she could not allow these two to have an open conversation. A man like Rogue would immediately see right through a small-minded fool like Schroeder, and then the whole operation might be blown. So she put a little more fear into him.
 

 
  “Rogue is the Thieves’ Guild Underboss for all of Madouris,” Akinda said flatly, still giving the thief an unfriendly stare. Schroeder immediately re-tensed, and then did so further when she continued. “And if I’m not mistaken, that is one of his lackeys blocking us into this bar.”
 

 
  “Now, now,” Rogue said, favoring her with an amused little smile. “That’s most uncharitable, Ms. Akinda. Neither of you are prevented from leaving, you have my word of honor! Style is just insuring that we won’t be interrupted.”
 

 
  “Though the next person who calls me
  
   lackey
  
  is gonna choke on their own teeth,” the beefy woman now lounging in the door with her arms crossed announced aloud. Akinda could immediately see why a man like Rogue would pick this specimen as his enforcer; she wore a hat even more ridiculous than his, a broad-brimmed Punaji number bristling with ostrich and peacock feathers. Even more ostentatious was her knee-length crushed velvet coat, jewel blue with gaudy golden embroidery, and
  
   lace
  
  visible at the neck and cuffs. It must be absolutely humiliating to get beaten up by a woman dressed like a cabaret fancy lad.
 

 
  “She’s all bark,” Rogue said, grinning at them. “You have my personal guarantee of safety—the both of you,” he added directly to Akinda. “The Guild is not in the habit of molesting people who assist us.”
 

 
  “Even under duress?” she snorted.
 

 
  “Especially then,” he said glibly. “Now. We were discussing Falconer Industries, and its mistreatment of its employees.”
 

 
  Schroeder swallowed loudly. “Oh. Um. I, uh, that is, I wouldn’t…”
 

 
  “And this is why you came to me,” Akinda said disdainfully, reaching across the table to pat his wrist. “Normal, decent, working-class people are not going to want to speak with the likes of you, Rogue. It’s funny the effect a long record of violence and intimidation has on people’s disposition.”
 

 
  “Yes, alas, I fear not all of that resentment is unearned,” he said with a woeful sigh, shaking his head. “I maintain that the Guild is the ally of the working man against their corrupt bosses—but you are far from wrong, Ms. Akinda. When you solve problems by breaking the fingers causing the problems, efficacious as that is, it does tend to spook people. So! Since you have so
  
   generously
  
  agreed to help us, let me put it to you!” He had the gall to grin and wink at her again, pausing to let sink in the reminder that he was extorting her into helping him. “How would you recommend we go about addressing these terrible injustices?”
 

 
  Akinda played the part well, if she thought so herself—but then, it was by no means her first time on stage. She averted her eyes, staring angrily at the wall for a moment, then turned a speculative look on Schroeder just long enough for him to get good and nervous about what she was thinking, and to let it show on his face. Then she sighed softly, shot one resentful sidelong glance at Rogue, and finally lowered her eyes to the table top. The tension, at least, was real; the Underboss had handed her exactly the golden opportunity she needed, which only made her more cognizant of all the ways this could abruptly blow up in her face if she lost control.
 

 
  “You can hardly burst into the factory and start bludgeoning Geoffrey Falconer,” she began by waffling. “The Duke and the Empire would come down on you hard, not to mention how that would look to the public. If you think you’re not liked
  
   now…”
  
 

 
  “Yes,” Rogue agreed equably, “not to mention that the Falconers have a Butler. He’s not always at the factory, but they have a
  
   way
  
  of turning up when they’re needed. Have you noticed that?”
 

 
  “It hasn’t really come up in my line of work,” she said bitterly, scowling at him, then looked away again and made a show of reluctance. “…I’ve been invited to examine the employee services area in detail, while it is in use. Tomorrow during the main line shift’s lunch break. Apparently
  
   most
  
  of the floor workers will be in the cafeteria then, save the maintenance crews who’ll take the opportunity to once-over the production equipment. Right?” she prompted Schroeder, who twitched.
 

 
  “Um, that is, yes,” he squeaked, and Akinda had to carefully withhold contempt from her face. Pathetic twit. “That’s, uh, part of why they want to put in the second production line. You know, two shifts on rotating, um… But now, yes, everyone will be at lunch at the same time. Almost. Almost everyone.”
 

 
  She patted his hand again to stop him talking.
 

 
  “Interesting,” Rogue mused, raising one eyebrow. “All the employees, gathered together. But you were
  
   just
  
  saying, Ms. Akinda, that getting these folks to listen to the likes of us would be rather an uphill battle.”
 

 
  “Because
  
   you
  
  are half-mythic boogeymen as far as they’re concerned,” she snapped. “Based on what Mr. Schroeder has been telling me, their fear of their bosses is far more immediate and
  
   real.
  
  If a bunch of boogeymen suddenly descended on the factory in the middle of the day…say, when the upper management are guaranteed to
  
   be
  
  there and can’t afford to act too brutally due to
  
   my
  
  presence…”
 

 
  “Why, I believe I catch the drift of your thoughts!” he said, grinning. “If there is one thing we Eserites are good at, it’s frightening the mighty. Enough street soldiers on site and, Butler or no Butler, Falconer will
  
   have
  
  to give these grievances a good listen!”
 

 
  “And
  
   with
  
  the Butler here,” she added pointedly, “I’ll be at least somewhat confident you people will restrain yourselves. The Falconers have a young child, Rogue. She was
  
   at
  
  the factory yesterday, and apparently often is.”
 

 
  “My dear lady,” he said, suddenly solemn and holding up a hand, “not only does the Guild suffer no abuse of children, I
  
   personally
  
  make it policy among all in my chapter not to, shall we say, correct the manners of even the most deserving rich bastards where impressionable young eyes might see. The truth is,” he added earnestly, “we do a lot less kneebreaking than you think, Ms. Akinda. You think that because we work hard to encourage the misconception! The more people think we’re one hair from a bloodbath, you see, the less often we have to actually perpetrate one.”
 

 
  “I suppose that does make a certain psychotic kind of sense,” Akinda huffed, turning her eyes back to the other man present. “Mr. Schroeder, you don’t look well.”
 

 
  “Oh.” He actually jumped at being addressed, and swallowed heavily. “Um. No, I’m…no worries…”
 

 
  In truth he
  
   didn’t
  
  look well; hopefully Rogue would put it down to nerves at the presence of a Guild Underboss at the table, though Schroeder’s reaction was a little extreme for that. The man was pale as a sheet and glistening with sweat even in the dimness of the bar. He actually looked like he was deciding whether to faint or hurl—an appropriate dilemma for a man who had just discovered that his easily-disprovable bullshit had just conjured up the presence of actual monsters and created the looming likelihood of someone getting hurt. Someone very likely to be himself.
 

 
  “Why, she’s got the right of it, old man!” Rogue cried, suddenly the very picture of amicable concern. “You look half-dead! Must have been something in the beer.”
 

 
  “Oh, screw you, Rogue,” the bartender said from behind him, confirming Akinda’s suspicion that this was a Guild establishment.
 

 
  “I think,” the Underboss continued, ignoring the interjection, “you might want to stay home from work tomorrow.”
 

 
  Akinda could have cheered. In fact, this was all going almost suspiciously well; was it possible Rogue knew what she was up to and was setting her up for a fall? She didn’t see how—either how he could know, or what he might be trying to achieve if that were the case. But with Eserites, you could never be sure. For the moment she could only play the game to the best of her ability.
 

 
  “There are any number of turns tomorrow’s events might take,” she said aloud to Schroeder, in a gentler tone, “some of which might prove perilous for the man who provided valuable information to the cult of Verniselle, which was then
  
   stolen
  
  by those who do such things,” she finished in a deliberately bitter tone.
 

 
  “Um. Yes, actually, now you mention it,” Schroeder said tremulously. “Perhaps…a day resting up’ll put me right.”
 

 
  “Capital idea,” Rogue said pleasantly, and Akinda nodded. If Thomas Schroeder had any sense, he would be in Shaathvar by lunch tomorrow. The Rails weren’t running at this hour, but he could be in Tiraas to catch the first caravans in the morning. She would have felt a lot worse about descending upon his life and then upending it so, had he not been such a sniveling little pustule of a man. “So, then! I believe we have, at least, a place to start.”
 

 
  Rogue winked at her again, and she pressed her lips into a thin, disapproving line which did not entirely have to be feigned. “Yes…so far, so good.”
 

 
  That much was true. So far, so good. If it all continued to go well, this would all be wrapped up tomorrow. Of course, the fact that it had gone so well already made her distinctly apprehensive about the future. The gods made playthings of the overconfident.
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  Akinda wasn’t one to flatter herself, but she thought she was doing rather well considering what had been looming all morning. Her work involved a lot of interaction with rich people in general and nobles in particular, who were arguably more dangerous than Eserite street soldiers in their way. Today, though, would be her first time facing a room of Guild enforcers who were likely to end up being pissed off by what unfolded. To be uneasy at the prospect was wholly reasonable.
 

 
  But her well-practiced poker face did not suffer for the unaccustomed exercise. She smiled blandly and looked skeptically aloof as an auditor should on a routine inspection while spending the morning looking over the factory’s attached mana well, where a slowly grinding magnetic generator spun infinite circles right in a major leyline nexus and conjured a steady stream of enchanting-grade dust ready to be refined into usable form. It was a pride and mainstay of Falconer Industries, and had been the elder Mr. Falconer’s original cash cow before his son turned his personal fascination with horseless carriages into an even more lucrative empire.
 

 
  Geoffrey Falconer himself had decided to join her for her noon visit to the employee services center, accompanied again by his wife. This time, to her relief, their daughter was not present. Their Butler, however, was. Depending on how events unfolded, that could prove to be very good, or cause a lot of potentially messy complications.
 

 
  “I mean, there are limits,” Marguerite Falconer was saying blithely while stirring a bowl of split-pea soup with her spoon. “It’s not a feast fit for the Duke’s table or anything. The factory does need to turn a profit and we’re not running a restaurant! But we do employ dedicated cooks and kitchen staff, and there are firm standards for the quality of ingredients used.”
 

 
  “And you find this is cost effective?” Akinda asked mildly, taking a sip of soup. It was hard to judge its quality objectively; she hated peas. The buttered rolls were quite good, though, and it was hard to ruin tea.
 

 
  “Oh, definitely,” Geoffrey said, having swallowed his own bite of ham and peas. “Tarvedh was skeptical when Margeurite first floated this, but it made sense to
  
   me
  
  from the get-go.
  
   Obviously
  
  people do better work when they’re well-fed and don’t have to worry about fetching their own meal.”
 

 
  “Tarvedh was skeptical, was he?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Oh, now,” Mr. Tarvedh blustered, “not at the
  
   principle
  
  of the thing, merely some of the particular expenditures!”
 

 
  “It is in line with Vernisite practice,” Akinda said noncommittally. “Human employees are like any beast of burden in that they are most productive when properly cared for.”
 

 
  A few nearby people in overalls turned to give her flat looks at that.
 

 
  “You, uh, don’t often talk doctrine in
  
   front
  
  of the beasts of burden, do you?” Marguerite asked with a reproachful frown.
 

 
  In fact, she did not. Akinda cleared her throat, covering her momentary lapse by wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Speaking of which, do you often eat with the laborers?”
 

 
  “Oh, not most days,” Geoffrey said blithely, gesticulating with his spoon and causing his wife to snatch it from his hand before he could spray them all with droplets of broth. “But it’s nice to have this down here, just in case, you know? And one does like to keep in touch with the staff. Can’t very well stay on top of the condition of the place if we’re always hiding away in the office.”
 

 
  “Truthfully he’d eat down here more, except he often forgets to eat at all,” Marguerite added, giving her husband a fondly annoyed look. He grinned at her and retrieved his spoon.
 

 
  Akinda had actually never eaten at a picnic-style table surrounded by working class people on their lunch break. She liked to think she was not so snooty as to find their company objectionable in and of itself; it was hard to analyze her own emotional reaction given the constant pressure of what she knew was going to start happening any minute. Every moment that it didn’t only increased the sense of looming threat.
 

 
  The Falconer’s Butler had not sat down at the table with them, which was no surprise. Suddenly, though, he shifted to look at one of the double doors into the cafeteria from the main floor—the one closer to the factory’s entrance. Then, with no sign of hurry or change in his expression, he took two steps to the left to hover in front of the Falconers.
 

 
  Akinda inhaled slowly, but deeply, and set down her spoon. Showtime.
 

 
  She was now listening, and so picked up the sound of a lot of feet on the stone floor outside over the general low hubbub of the cafeteria. Neither of the Falconers had noticed their Butler’s movement; he was staring at the door, and had not yet sought their attention. At the first raised voice outside, the babble of conversation at the tables began to subside. Enough that the brief sound of a scuffle was audible, followed by a wordless shout.
 

 
  Geoffrey looked up, frowning deeply. “What in—”
 

 
  They streamed in through the two wide doorways, two groups of four people in mismatched attire immediately planting themselves in wedge formations inside the cafeteria to secure the entries; another foursome glided swiftly to the kitchen doors where they split up to cover those. Then more slipped in around their comrades, slowly spreading to either side to cover most of the room’s front. Not all of them were visibly carrying weapons, but…enough were.
 

 
  “Excuse me!” Geoffrey said, his voice a sharp crack that cut across the rising murmurs of his employees. He got to his feet and took a step forward, clearly not intimidated by the mass of scruffy people who had just invaded his factory. Marguerite remained frozen in place, clutching a spoon, her face almost white. Tarvedh looked like he might faint.
 

 
  The Butler shifted with his master, not blocking his view of the enforcers or exactly hovering, but remaining close enough that no thief who recognized the uniform was likely to make a move toward Falconer.
 

 
  Akinda slowly turned fully around on her bench. She let herself stiffen, let her eyes dart nervously across the ranks of Guild enforcers forming up, just as would someone who was surprised by this development.
 

 
  There were close to two dozen of them. How many practicing thieves could possibly infest a given economy? This had to be a significant chunk of the Eserite population of Madouris.
 

 
  “Just what the
  
   hell
  
  is going on here?” Falconer demanded, glaring.
 

 
  “Now, now, now!” The ranks in front of the closer door parted and he emerged, swaggering even as he held up both his meaty hands in a placating gesture. Rogue wasn’t dressed exactly as he’d been the night before; the dashing woodsman theme was still in place, but today’s leather doublet actually had gilded embroidery and his pointy hat and blousy shirt were a deep maroon instead of forest green. By all the gods, he was wearing a
  
   cape.
  
  “Let’s everybody remain calm, shall we? I realize this must look a certain
  
   way,
  
  but you have my personal assurance that my associates and I don’t intend to so much as ruffle anyone’s hair, nor make off with even one pilfered spoon.” He came to a stop in the forefront of the line of grim-faced thugs, grinning and tucking his thumbs into his broad leather belt. “I do, however, require a few moments of your time.”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  are?” Falconer replied acidly. His wife sighed heavily. Akinda had to wonder whether the man was actually brave, or just too perpetually in the clouds to fully grasp the situation. Then, too, she’d met a lot of wealthy people who couldn’t quite parse the notion that bad things could happen to them, even after they were bleeding.
 

 
  “You may call me Rogue!” The man swept off his insipid little hat and executed a bow elaborate enough for the Calderaan court. “I have the honor of heading your local chapter of the esteemed Guild of Thieves. And yourself, sir! May I presume you are Mr. Geoffrey Falconer?”
 

 
  “Well, you don’t seem to have trouble
  
   presuming,”
  
  Falconer snorted. “If you’ve harmed my guards—”
 

 
  “I’m going to have to stop you there,” Rogue interrupted, holding up one hand as the gregarious smile melted from his face. “You probably think you’re showing some spirit in front of your subordinates and lady wife, sir, but you are not the only one here with an audience. There’s a stark limit to how much backtalk
  
   I
  
  can afford to take with my own people looking on. So what say we agree to be polite to one another, whether or not either of us likes it?”
 

 
  “Now you listen to—”
 

 
  
   “Geoffrey,”
  
  Marguerite pleaded.
 

 
  He hesitated, half-turned to catch her eye and hold it for a moment. Then a little of the tension seeped from the set of his shoulders and the industrialist turned back to fix his gaze on Rogue.
 

 
  “Fine,” he said, folding his arms. “What do you want?”
 

 
  “Well, what do any of us want, really?” the Underboss replied, spreading his arms and grinning broadly. “Peace, justice, happiness, a wholesome world for—”
 

 
  
   “Rogue,”
  
  interrupted one of his subordinates, a thin hawk-faced woman in a long velvet coat. “You’re doing the thing again. Just because we busted into the guy’s factory doesn’t mean we gotta waste his time.”
 

 
  “I am justly rebuked,” Rogue said, giving her a sidelong glance. “Right, then, to the point. What I need from you at the moment, Mr. Falconer, is forbearance. As I have said, I’ve no intention of causing any further kerfuffle here than we already have; I believe my point is made. I can
  
   get
  
  to you, Falconer, any time I so choose. You’ll have to take my word that I can do so subtly—after all, if you
  
   knew
  
  who the Guild operatives among your staff were, that would be rather missing the point, eh? But now, you are aware the Thieves’ Guild has the forces and the
  
   will
  
  to march in here at any time we like, and do…well, really, what
  
   couldn’t
  
  we do?” He winked. “After all, what would you do to stop us?”
 

 
  
   “And?”
  
  Falconer replied with scathing disdain.
 

 
  “And that is all I have to say to
  
   you,
  
  sirrah, and thank you for indulging me.” Rogue tugged the forward point of his hat politely, then raised his chin and his voice. “To everyone
  
   else
  
  present! Clearly, you value your employment too much to squander it here and now by coming forward. But now you know that your petty overlord is not the almighty tyrant he tries to seem. The working man’s lot in life is going to start improving in Madouris, as of today, and as of here. Starting
  
   now,
  
  you can be assured that any further abuses by your employer will be…” He grinned lazily, casually rolling a coin across his fingers. “…addressed. We’ll be around, never you fear.”
 

 
  Akinda’s blood had gone cold, and not because she feared incipient violence—in fact, quite the contrary. Her entire strategy here counted on Rogue creating a confrontation; it had not occurred to her that he might throw down an offer of support and then
  
   leave.
  
  Did he really need to bring so many enforcers just to do this? Of course he did, she realized. Shows of force were the only language Eserites understood, and this was
  
   her
  
  fault for assuming that meant they were completely unreasonable. Between the Duke and her own cult pulling strings even Rogue couldn’t entirely be blamed for having been maneuvered into this position.
 

 
  
   Now,
  
  she had to find a way to push this to a head or the entire endeavor would be a complete loss. And there was just no way she could see that didn’t involve exposing herself…and therefore becoming a personal target of the Guild’s vengeance.
 

 
  Akinda, for the first time in a long time, froze. Was that a sacrifice she was willing to make? Was it one she
  
   should?
  
  Would the bank expect it of her, or chide her for recklessness?
 

 
  And then it was abruptly taken out of her hands.
 

 
  “You have got some
  
   god damn
  
  nerve!” roared a man at the next table over, shooting to his feet so suddenly he almost knocked over the bench, and the two coworkers still sitting on it. He was a burly, towering specimen even for a factory laborer, with the handy addition of an immensely bushy black beard to enhance his fearsome scowl. “You come into
  
   our
  
  factory, you threaten
  
   our
  
  boss, an’ you wanna talk to
  
   us
  
  about abuse?
  
   Fuck
  
  you Eserite pigs!”
 

 
  An ugly murmur rose in the cafeteria—no, more of a growl, Akinda decided. The assembled crowd of laborers shifted, a stir running through them like a great hibernating beast twitching as it dreamed. Instantly, at least half the thieves in front of them straightened up visibly, reacting on instinct to a threat.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Rogue said in a tone of condescending faux-mollification, “I was made aware that the bosses have their sycophants, as in every—”
 

 
  “Piece of
  
   shit!”
  
  screeched another woman, surging forward from her seat the next row of tables back and almost tripping over a bench even as she leveled an accusing finger at the Underboss. “You wanna call Rajesh a sycophant? How about you come over here and do it to his
  
   face
  
  without your little posse, then?”
 

 
  Far from being displeased at being thus nominated, the big Rajesh—who was one of the few men in the room physically larger than Rogue—cracked his knuckles, glaring at the Underboss. All around him, more of the employees were rising from their benches, and several had started to stalk forward to the front row of tables.
 

 
  The row of thieves began inching forward, as well. It seemed that not only were street soldiers sensitive to a hostile mood, but their innate response to it wasn’t a sensible retreat. None raised weapons yet, but a few had started to finger them.
 

 
  And Akinda, right on the front row of tables, was positioned between the two groups. Well, the good news was she could return to worrying about her physical safety and not her whole plan going belly-up.
 

 
  “Everyone, please,” Falconer said, turning back to face his employees and finally, it seemed, starting to understand the potential danger here, “let’s not make this worse.”
 

 
  Rogue was frowning, his eyes cutting back and forth across the increasingly angry crowd of factory workers. Akinda could see him doing the math. Nearly the entire room was furious, many enough to push aggressively forward, and he hadn’t even hit anyone. They reacted this way in near unanimity to having their boss merely insulted and threatened. To a man like Rogue, accustomed to both manipulating individuals and steering large groups, the evidence of Falconer’s popularity was staring him right in the face.
 

 
  He fixed his gaze on Akinda, and she tried to look confused and alarmed. She wasn’t his sole source of intel on the state of this factory, but he couldn’t miss the significance of her contribution. The plan was for her to be out of the province anyway before the Guild could begin unraveling any retribution against her, but if he decided to make an issue of it here and now…
 

 
  Meanwhile, the rest of the thieves were growing increasingly nervous, which in their case meant increasingly ready to fight. The cafeteria full of laborers might not be professional knuckledusters, but every one of them had the well-muscled frame of someone who did heavy labor for a living, and they outnumbered the Guild’s presence by a good five to one. If this became a brawl, it was likely to end with Madouris emptied of Eserite presence for the foreseeable future.
 

 
  Apparently Rogue either bought her helpless act or decided to put off dealing with her for later. Shifting his attention back to the crowd, he raised his hands again. “Ladies and gentlemen, if you please…”
 

 
  “Get outta here!” a woman’s voice rang out, quickly echoed by a chorus of agreement. The growling crowd pushed a few steps farther, momentarily cutting off Akinda’s view as they shifted in front of her table. She reflexively pushed herself back against it as the sounds of scuffling broke out.
 

 
  The crowd parted again, letting her see, and apparently the two fronts hadn’t clashed yet; in fact, there were a couple of matching tableaus where particularly aggressive thieves and workers were being held back by their fellows.
 

 
  A roll of bread went sailing over the front ranks of the laborers, accompanied by an upsurge in the angry noise.
 

 
  Rogue snatched it out of the air and took a big bite. His eyes widened in surprise. “Hey, that’s pretty good! Are these fresh? And it’s… Is that rosemary
  
   and
  
  butter?”
 

 
  He pitched his voice a little too loud for a man commenting on a buttered roll, but it had the designed effect. The crowd—both crowds—calmed slightly as he carried on, studying the bread in his hand and chomping enthusiastically away.
 

 
  “Well,” the Underboss said after pausing to swallow, “I’m starting to think I’ve been misinformed on a few important points. I realize we’ve already overstayed our welcome a tad, but if you’d indulge me just a moment longer—”
 

 
  “Fuck off outta here!” one of the laborers yelled, igniting another angry push forward.
 

 
  “Now
  
   just a minute!”
  
  Falconer shouted, himself pushing to the head of the crowd. “That’s enough of this. Everybody
  
   calm down!”
  
  He turned to stare at his employees, waiting for the muttering to subside somewhat, before returning his attention to Rogue. “What, exactly, were you misinformed about?”
 

 
  The Underboss had taken another bite of the roll and was chewing while watching this scene play out, still projecting a picture of perfect calm. Akinda forced herself to breathe evenly. At least the two men in charge here had enough leadership ability to set an example to their respective groups.
 

 
  Rogue swallowed and casually brushed off his fingers on his jerkin. “Now, I say this to inquire, not to accuse. Just repeating some stories I’ve been told, you understand. But on the matter of Falconer Industries employees being required to work extra hours, unpaid, and threatened with dismissal if they didn’t—”
 

 
  “There is
  
   nothing
  
  like that here,” Geoffrey burst out, glaring.
 

 
  “With all respect, Falconer,” Rogue replied, actually showing a little respect in his demeanor now, “that’s also what you’d say if that
  
   were
  
  going on, isn’t it? If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear from—”
 

 
  “You heard the man!” interrupted another FI laborer, a short but barrel-chested man with dark Onkawi features, pushing to the front of the crowd. “This is a
  
   good
  
  job. We make the best damn carriages in the Empire and we get paid well for our work. Everybody here is
  
   proud
  
  of our company!”
 

 
  The chorus of agreement was very nearly a roar.
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  Rogue said, raising his bushy eyebrows in a serious expression. “And, for another example… These tales I’ve heard, of employees taking sick and their children having to step into their jobs so they don’t lose their positions?”
 

 
  
   “Bullshit!”
  
  squawked a woman with steel-gray hair, pointing accusingly at him. “We get sick leave, we do! An’ four times a year Mr. Falconer brings a doctor in an’ everybody here gets whatever treatment he can do for whatever it is we got, on the company time. He set my daughter’s busted leg, he did, an’ she don’t even work for FI!”
 

 
  Rogue, again, let his eyes flicker back and forth across the assembled factory workers while they shouted a disjointed chorus of agreement. He took another bite of buttered roll, chewing for a strategic pause while letting the noise die down somewhat. Geoffrey Falconer also waited, eyes narrowed; thankfully, so did the assembled thieves, though some of them clearly weren’t happy with the prospect.
 

 
  “Well, this is
  
   awfully
  
  embarrassing,” Rogue said at last, turning to his compatriots. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to say that we have been played for chumps! It looks like we’ve got no business here after all.”
 

 
  “Damn right!” someone shouted from among the workers, quickly repeated by others.
 

 
  
   “Mister
  
  Falconer,” Rogue intoned, turning around again and sweeping off his hat in another deep bow. “Assembled men and women of this esteemed establishment! You have my humble apologies for this disruption. It seems I was in error to have so accused you—truly, I am sorry to have caused you trouble. I will be taking my people and myself and getting out of your hair as swiftly as possible.”
 

 
  “What about
  
   her?”
  
  The oily-looking young man who spoke was better dressed than most of the thieves in a well-fitting suit, with slicked-back hair and sharp features; he was a stranger to Akinda, but he clearly knew her, and stared accusingly. “If we’ve been misled, it’s obvious who did it.”
 

 
  “It’s anything but, Thumper,” Rogue said with an ostentatious roll of his eyes. “Whatever person is right in front of you is
  
   rarely
  
  the one to blame for whatever’s on your mind, and I know we’ve had this conversation before.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but she—”
 

 
  Rogue turned to stare at him, and that was enough. Thumper clamped his mouth shut, scowling.
 

 
  “Again, my sincere apologies,” the Underboss said to Geoffrey, holding up the half-eaten roll. “Thanks for lunch, Falconer. It’s on me, next time.”
 

 
  “Hold it,” the industrialist said flatly. “After all this, you think you’re just going to
  
   walk
  
  away? I think I want to have this conversation with you
  
   and
  
  the police present.”
 

 
  “Falconer,” Rogue said in a very even tone, “today you have seen the Thieves’ Guild made a fool of. That, sir, is a rare treat for anyone. Now, I truly am sorry to have unduly burdened you. I’m willing to say that I owe you a favor for the trouble—so long as it doesn’t end up being anything too unreasonable. Like, for example,
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Geoffrey,” Marguerite said quietly, “let it go. They’re leaving. That’s good enough.”
 

 
  Falconer folded his arms again, fixing Rogue with a stare which the thief met without flinching while his assembled enforcers began streaming out through the cafeteria doors. Rogue was the last out; he paused, tipping his hat once again, before vanishing.
 

 
  Akinda let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, and felt the tension begin to leak from her body. Slowly, she turned back around on her seat, and found herself face to face with Marguerite Falconer, who was staring at her over steepled fingers.
 

 
  “Why,” Marguerite asked calmly, ignoring the noise going on around them as the crowd of factory workers began expelling the pent-up tension of the encounter, “would the Thieves’ Guild blame
  
   you
  
  for their misconceptions about this company, Ms. Akinda?”
 

 
  Her husband, now, was also staring at Akinda. As was Tarvedh, the Butler, and a couple of nearby laborers who had overheard.
 

 
  Akinda cleared her throat. “I wonder if I could trouble you for a word in private, Mr. and Mrs. Falconer?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Geoffrey said pointedly, regarding her with a decidedly unfriendly expression, “yes, I think that is a good idea.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “With the rapid advancement of the science of enchantment has come rapid industrialization. That’s not news to
  
   you,
  
  of course,” Akinda said, nodding politely to the two Falconers once they were safely ensconced in their top-floor office. Tarvedh had not accompanied them this time, though the Butler remained discreetly by the closed door. “You have probably had reason to think about the social changes this has brought; the new industrial class are the first incidence of a rising economic power that can compete with the nobility since the first merchant guilds were formed.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Marguerite said wryly, folding her arms, “Duke Madouri has made that a point of interest to us.”
 

 
  “And that’s it exactly,” said Akinda. “Responses among the nobles to social change vary widely, but as a group they tend to feel threatened by anything which shifts the landscape on which their privileges rest. Some have moved to profit from the great manufacturing companies springing up within their fiefs. Others have Madouri’s attitude. You may not be aware of this, but a very old trick in the aristocracy’s perpetual maneuvers against each other is to try to trip one another into conflict with the Thieves’ Guild. That’s practically the preferred regional sport in Calderaas. Unfortunately, while the Houses are prepared to play that game, people like you are most often blindsided by it. In the last ten years, there have been several promising companies damaged and in some cases completely dismantled by the Guild over offenses which in hindsight proved to have been completely fabricated.”
 

 
  “Really,” Geoffrey said, frowning. Now both of them had pensive expressions, which was an improvement over their hostile ones of a moment before.
 

 
  Akinda nodded. “Eserites, like all religious people, are prone to a few predictable flaws. Once they smell corruption and abuse, they pursue it single-mindedly enough that they can easily gloss over exonerating evidence, even with the best intentions. That is the reason for my presence, and involvement. Obviously, the Guild doesn’t need outside help to investigate Falconer Industries. They
  
   do
  
  have people here already, as Rogue said. But those people are looking for weaknesses, not reasons to back off. My bank went to a great deal of trouble to give Rogue the impression that he could use me to ferret out your secrets, and arranged for him to acquire falsified evidence of some trumped-up crimes on my part. He believes he is blackmailing me into complying with his efforts here.”
 

 
  “You’re telling me,” Geoffrey said flatly, “that Duke Madouri manipulated the Thieves’ Guild into attacking my factory.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said. “And the Vernisite bank in Madouris, which had been watching for such activity, warned central bank in Tiraas, which sent me. My assignment was to re-direct the Guild’s efforts.”
 

 
  “You couldn’t just
  
   warn
  
  them?” Marguerite demanded.
 

 
  “They don’t listen to bankers,” Akinda replied, shaking her head. “Our relationship with the Guild is rather one-sided. We find them an extremely useful measure against corruption, even within our own ranks—but that only works so long as they keep us at arm’s length, so we deliberately make no effort to cozy up to them.”
 

 
  “And you couldn’t warn
  
   us?”
  
  Geoffrey snapped.
 

 
  “For that, I apologize,” she said, inclining her head. “It’s policy. We tried that, early on; the effect was, consistently, industrialists taking aggressive measures either against the Thieves’ Guild or their noble tormentors, with predictably disastrous results.”
 

 
  “I can’t believe anyone would do something that stupid,” he huffed.
 

 
  “Yes, you can,” Marguerite said with a sigh. “You
  
   almost
  
  did it not ten minutes ago, Geoffrey. Don’t make that face, you were
  
   that
  
  close to throwing a punch at that guy and you know it.”
 

 
  “Now,” Akinda said, “the Guild knows better than to attack you. Rogue has been embarrassed and will look into his sources of information with greater care. He will find details my bank has planted revealing the source of Madouri’s original misdirections, and turn his anger on the Duke. Madouri will
  
   bleed
  
  for this, and hopefully not try it again. Most importantly, his reprisal will come from the Thieves’ Guild and not from Falconer Industries, giving him no pretext to punish you.”
 

 
  They stared at her, then turned to each other and shared a silent married conversation. Then turned back to her, still staring.
 

 
  Akinda cleared her throat discreetly. “Needless to say, the bank regrets the imposition, and greatly appreciates your role in this affair, unwitting as it was. This has been a success for everyone—Falconer Industries, the bank, even the Thieves’ Guild. Well, everyone except Duke Madouri, who is soon to be given a lesson in not antagonizing Eserites. This ostensible audit was a formality anyway; FI is an excellent company and has been consistently a valued business partner. Your loan is approved, at twenty-five percent above the asked amount.”
 

 
  “No.” Geoffrey Falconer stepped closer to her, staring right into her eyes. His wife remained behind, and matched his glare.
 

 
  “No?” Akinda raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “We’ll take the amount originally applied for,” he stated. “And we will take it at
  
   zero
  
  interest, with no defined term of repayment.”
 

 
  Akinda could only gape at him for a moment.
 

 
  “Ah. Mr. Falconer, the bank of course wishes to accommodate you under the circumstances, but not to the extent of obviating the
  
   reason
  
  we give loans.”
 

 
  “Tough,” he said flatly. “You can tell this to your bank, Akinda: I don’t need more money from you, I need you to walk away with your knuckles stinging. This scheme of yours came within a hair’s breadth of setting Thieves’ Guild brawlers on my employees. Omnu’s breath, my
  
   daughter
  
  could have been here. You will
  
   hurt
  
  for this, is that understood? If the bank will not accept my terms—or if you
  
   ever again
  
  put any of my people in danger for any reason—I will go right to the Duke, to the Guild… The Empire, the Universal Church, the Sisterhood of Avei,
  
   everyone I can think of
  
  who even
  
   might
  
  take exception to a Pantheon cult engaging in this kind of chicanery. I know very well that I’m not a sly manipulator like your masters, Akinda. But I have money, I have magic, and I am
  
   pissed off.
  
  I’m willing to bet that by the time I get finished throwing blind punches, you’ll have lost a lot more than the interest you would’ve made off this loan. Am I understood?”
 

 
  He met her gaze in silence after finishing, waiting for her to answer. Akinda stared back, then shifted her eyes to look behind him at his wife. Marguerite raised on eyebrow at her.
 

 
  “Well,” she said at last, “obviously, I cannot
  
   personally
  
  authorize such a measure. But I will convey your, ah,
  
   terms
  
  to the bank. And,” she added, “I will encourage them in the firmest language possible to take your offer, Mr. Falconer. In this particular situation, I am reasonably confident I can persuade the bank to agree.”
 

 
  “Good.” He turned his back on her and walked back to his wife, who took his hand with an expression of pride. “Then I bid you good day, Ms. Akinda. This audit is concluded.”
 

 
  She bowed, just for good measure, then turned and walked out, the Butler opening the office door for her. Outside the office, Akinda allowed herself a soft sigh of relief.
 

 
  Not the outcome she’d gone in looking for, or expecting, but…one she would accept. A hoarder had been thwarted, the bank could continue doing business, and the company would thrive.
 

 
  It must flow. And for now, at least, it would.
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  “There,” Val said finally, lowering his arms. The golden light in that dingy alley receded as the other clerics followed his example and let it ebb away. “That’s about all we can do here, but it should be enough.”
 

 
  “More than,” the Avenist agreed, nodding and rolling back her left sleeve, which had come loose during their casting. “A brute force approach works fine for that kind of simple cleansing. We were seeing no reaction for at least the last minute. This is just mundane scorched carbon now. Charcoal.”
 

 
  They all paused, frowning down at the smudge and piles of black detritus stretched across the alley floor which had been a crocodile-sized demon minutes ago.
 

 
  “Still,” the Avenist added thoughtfully, “I don’t think we should just
  
   leave
  
  this here. In theory it’s safe, but I wouldn’t want somebody to put it in their stove or something.”
 

 
  “Oh come on,” the Izarite said with a weary little laugh. “Surely nobody would do anything
  
   that
  
  stupid.”
 

 
  The other three just turned to look at her.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know,” she said sadly after a momentary pause.
 

 
  “Well, then, this calls for more mundane tools,” the Omnist said briskly, turning back to face the mouth of the dead-end alley. “I’ll see if one of the adjacent shops will loan a broom and dustpan…”
 

 
  He trailed off and they all turned at the sound of booted feet. A woman in bronze armor marched toward them, at least three more following. The narrow walls made it hard to judge the size of the squad.
 

 
  “Everything all right here?” she asked. “Someone claimed there was a demon back here still.”
 

 
  “Good timing, Sergeant,” said the priestess of Avei. “There was, but it’s taken care of.”
 

 
  “It was just a canker-dog, and already injured,” Val added, stepping aside so the Silver Legionnaires could see the smudge and pointing down at it. “Cleansing finished it off. We were just discussing cleanup.”
 

 
  “It’s pronounced khankredahg,” the Avenist cleric corrected softly.
 

 
  “Ah, thank you,” Val said, turning to her with a polite nod and donning his stereotypically priestly mask, all beatific serenity. The monk of Omnu gave him a sidelong look that said he caught the irony, but there was no point in explaining the joke to an Avenist, and even less in getting openly sarcastic about it.
 

 
  “Very good, we can take over that,” the sergeant said briskly. “I’m sure the four of you have much better things to do. Private Sola, bring up some cleaning supplies.”
 

 
  The nearest soldier saluted her and trotted back to the mouth of the alley.
 

 
  “Thank you, Sergeant,” the Sister said, nodding to her.
 

 
  “Of course, ma’am.”
 

 
  The other three followed her back to the main street, the Legionnaires pressing themselves to one wall of they alley to make a path for them. The damage here was heavier than in most places; this had been one of the sites of an actual skirmish, evidence of which lingered in smashed windows, broken shingles, and fallen shop signs. The charcoal corpses of slain demons had by now been cleared off the sidewalks, but there were still black scorch marks where stray wandshots had raked the storefronts.
 

 
  It was also more active than such a sleepy street would ordinarily have been at this hour of the morning, and not merely with commerce. Shop owners were cleaning up and repairing their stores as best they could—actual repair crews were in high demand today. Like most of the city, too, it was under much heavier patrol. The rest of the squad from the Third Legion was distributed around the vicinity, talking with the locals and checking the alleys for more stray demons. A few Imperial soldiers were just disappearing up the street as the four priests emerged from the alleyway.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is with all these Huntsmen?” the Avenist cleric asked as a group of five bearded men in leather and fur walked past, carrying longbows. Some unfriendly looks were exchanged between them and the nearby Legionnaires, though nothing worse than that; clearly everyone had the sense to stay on task today of all days. “I’ve seen more today across three streets than I thought there were in the entire province.”
 

 
  She and the other two all turned questioning looks on Val, and he changed masks to a more pensively focused one, just to keep the sardonic look off his face. Naturally, when something fishy was up, everybody looked to the Vidian. Explaining that he wasn’t one of
  
   those
  
  Vidians would either be wasted effort or just ignite a particularly unproductive theological discussion.
 

 
  “I’ve been running on the assumption there’s a lot more going on here than any of us have been told,” Val said aloud. “In fact, I’m hoping that my cult has patched together some more intelligence on it—some of the higher ups are very good at that—but I set out with the dawn this morning and I’ve been doing spot healing and cleanup all day. If more is known, it’s not by me, yet.”
 

 
  The monk leaned his head back to study the cloudy sky. “Hm. Now you mention it, it’s nearing noon. Have any of you eaten?”
 

 
  “You look exhausted, sister,” the Avenist added, turning to the Izarite. She was right; the girl’s robe was smeared with ash, her cheeks were sunken and her eyes were practically pits. “You’ve been at work longer than the rest of us, haven’t you?”
 

 
  “Oh…since the announcement last night,” the girl replied with a strained little laugh which served to emphasize her youth relative to them. She couldn’t have been much more than a novice. “It’s fine, there’s too much need—”
 

 
  “Self-sacrifice is only noble up to a point,” the monk said, doing that distinctly Omnist thing where he could cut someone off mid-sentence without ever seeming less than politely gentle. Val had tried repeatedly to form a mask of that over the years and never pulled it off; he suspected it relied on that aura of peace they were rumored to have. “You can help no one if you drive yourself to collapse.”
 

 
  “He’s right, you know,” the Avenist agreed. “I didn’t realize it was this late in the day. There is still much to do, but I think we should all find temples to rejuvenate ourselves before continuing. The cults probably know more by now, too,” she added, nodding to Val. “It’s a good time to check in and get new marching orders.”
 

 
  “I agree,” he said, then turned to the young Izarite, adopting a mask he’d made from studying Omnist monks, a kindly but firm one which ineffably projected wisdom that made people reluctant to challenge him. “And the brother is right, you really need to get some rest. There’s plenty of suffering for us to address without adding your own.”
 

 
  She sighed heavily. “It’s not that I don’t know you’re right, it’s just…”
 

 
  “Come with me,” the Avenist ordered, slipping an arm through the younger woman’s and turning her to head up the street. “There’s a Legion post two blocks from here with an emergency medical station and kitchen active. We’ll get the news and get some food, and if the medic on site clears you for more service…”
 

 
  She led the unprotesting priestess away. The monk gave Val a smile, and a shallow bow. “Be careful out there.”
 

 
  “I’m never anything but,” Val promised, mimicking the gesture. “Be sure to take your own advice, friend.”
 

 
  They parted in the same way they had met: without ado, without even exchanging names, just seeing the need and getting to work.
 

 
  Tiraas was reeling from the Black Wreath’s attack, but was far from broken. As Val made his way back toward Imperial Square, he saw plentiful evidence of the damage, and the personnel both Imperial and religious out in force to help, but also signs that at least some of the capital’s citizens were stubbornly going about their business as normally as they could. Shops were open, factory antennae alight, and enterprising vendors were hawking in places they ordinarily did not, to take advantage of the additional crowds.
 

 
  Including one he was particularly glad to see.
 

 
  “Rip!” Val called, raising a hand and allowing a natural mask to slide over his features; the relief he felt at finding the boy unharmed and hard at work didn’t need any careful presentation. Sometimes it really was best to let the face do what it wanted. “Am I glad to see you!”
 

 
  “Hey, Val!” the paperboy replied cheerily, flashing him a broad grin that showed two missing teeth. “Figured you’d come along sooner or later! Buy a
  
   Lancer?
  
  Extra edition, all that’s known about the Wreath’s dastardly assault and the freshest news from the frontier besides!”
 

 
  “Yeah, you can spare me the spiel.” Val was already handing over the coins. “Not like I’m going to pass up the news on a day like this.
  
   You
  
  look okay. Is your family well?”
 

 
  “Everybody’s fine, thanks to Ma bein’ such an old worrywart,” Rip reassured him while handing back a newspaper. “We spent the whole night huddled inside, not even goin’ near the windows. Pa’s already back at work an’ Lorinda went down to the Omnist temple to help out.”
 

 
  “Glad to hear that. You keep your head down till things settle a bit, will you?”
 

 
  “The hell you say,” the boy replied cheekily. “EXTRA! SPECIAL EDITION! BLACK WREATH ASSUALTS TIRAAS AND LAST ROCK! GET YOUR NEWS HERE, FOLKS, IF IT’S KNOWN, THE
  
   LANCER
  
  KNOWS IT!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The central temple of Vidius was, naturally, a far more somber place today. Strictly speaking, Val didn’t have to pass through the public areas of the underground complex to reach his destination, but he did anyway. It was a point of principle for him not to distance himself from the experiences of the people. Vidians ministered to a lot of the most fun and gaiety civilization offered, their god being the patron of actors, but also to those touched by death. A good life was a balanced life. A person who sought only pleasure and avoided even glimpses of pain would become unhinged. Val Tarvadegh, though he was not a death priest by vocation, never avoided them or their work. To be a calming presence among the grieving was part of what it meant to be Vidian.
 

 
  There were many grieving today.
 

 
  Not as many as there could have been, in a city which had been invaded by demons during the night. Even as he passed funerary processions, occupied viewing rooms, heard the weeping and saw survivors clutching each other for support, he could not help tallying up the impact and offering silent gratitude to the gods that the harm had not been greater. These mourning vaults had been filled to greater capacity by the last typhoon. Clearly, the damage had been far lighter than it had any right to be.
 

 
  Which was just one of the things of which he’d started keeping a mental tally that did not add up.
 

 
  He was joined by another welcome face as he retreated further into the temple complex. Sayid was an older man and one of those within the Brethren whom Val trusted most, a priest whose vocation was ministering to the grieving, and who had been responsible for Val’s own training in that aspect of their faith in his youth. Though the Brethren had no formal uniform, Sayid was dressed as he usually did, in the manner most death priests in Tiraas adopted, with a tightly-cut long black coat such as Vidius was often depicted wearing. Allegedly, that was how their god most often manifested himself, when he did, but of course few among his faithful had ever seen that, or ever would.
 

 
  Sayid was wearing the very mask he had taught Val years ago, the one Val had automatically assumed upon passing through the halls of mourning while they were in use. It held sympathy, openness, the offer of a calm presence and support if it was needed. Truly
  
   held
  
  those things; this was not a superficial mask. Sayid had hammered that point home back then. Unless they truly cared for those who needed them, and were willing to offer ministry when it was called for, they had no right to name themselves clerics. It was far more than divine magic that made a priest.
 

 
  “You look tired,” the older man said quietly once they were deep enough in the corridors to be out of earshot of anyone grieving loved ones. “Been rushing around the city putting out fires, if I know you, Tarvadegh. How is Tiraas coping?”
 

 
  “Well,” Val said, shifting his mask to one which revealed a hint of his uncertainty. “Much better than I feared. There are indeed fires to put out—you’ve been doing the same here, old friend. Overall I’m surprised by how superficial a lot of the damage appears. The cults are all active, as is the government, and a lot of the people seem determined to get right back to work.”
 

 
  “Good for them.”
 

 
  Val held up the newspaper he was still carrying. “Information is still sketchy, but the Silver Throne is already claiming to have dealt a mortal blow to the Black Wreath during this. Imperial Intelligence claims much of the Wreath’s leadership were captured or killed in the fighting. Of course, you know what that means.”
 

 
  Sayid grunted, his own mask changing to project his skepticism. “Means the capital wasn’t razed to the ground and the Wreath is not in a position to put out its own press release. The Throne all but
  
   has
  
  to declare victory here, if they can at all get away with it.”
 

 
  “I’m hoping there’s more word here, by now,” Val said, not changing his mask. The look of calm, slightly suspicious uncertainty still suited his purpose, at least here, before a trusted friend. “I know
  
   you’ve
  
  been doing important work, Sayid, but have you gleaned any important news?”
 

 
  “Have I
  
   ever,”
  
  Sayid said, and his mask changed to a countenance that made Val immediately wary. Whatever Sayid had learned, he didn’t know what it signified and expected trouble at the very least. The older priest gave him a significant look, and Val nodded, falling silent.
 

 
  They proceeded without speaking till they reached the circular doors into the inner sanctuary, the parts of the temple where only initiates of the Brethren were permitted. Rather than the mask and scythe sigil of Vidius, the doors were made in the shape of an even more ancient symbol, a circle divided by a sinuous line to form two curving teardrop shapes, one black and one white, eternally chasing each other. The gray-robed novice standing watch over the doors bowed to them, her face hidden behind a mask—a literal one of ceramic, as Vidian clergy wore in some ceremonial duties, or when they were new enough that their tutors had not vouched for their mastery of the Doctrine of Masks. A face which could not control itself should not be seen.
 

 
  As soon as the round door had slid shut behind them again, Sayid halted right inside the sanctuary, taking Val’s sleeve and leaning close. His mask was still one of excitement, worry, intensity. “Tarvadegh, everything is changed.
  
   Vidius has called a paladin.”
  
 

 
  For the first time since his own initiation, Val Tarvadegh slipped. For just a split second, his mask tumbled away to reveal naked shock, before he composed himself. Sayid simply put on a mask of understanding. Under the circumstances, it was a forgivable lapse.
 

 
  He shuffled mentally through the obvious questions, of which there were far too many.
 

 
  “I know little,” Sayid said while Val scrambled to get his thoughts in order. “As you said, there’s been much more important work than hobnobbing with the rumor-mongers down here. All I know is he’s one of the kids at that cockamamie school out in Last Rock, apparently a close friend of the Hand of Omnu.” He hesitated—mostly for dramatic effect, as the mask he put on expressed. “The boy is a half-demon.”
 

 
  Val allowed his own mask to revert to a natural one, now that he’d mastered his shock. An expression of awe and trepidation was
  
   entirely
  
  appropriate. “Omnu’s breath. I bet the vultures down here are going absolutely
  
   insane.”
  
 

 
  Sayid nodded, assuming a mask of wry amusement. Even beyond the natural Vidian predilection for duality, it was a truism that there were two kinds of people among the cult. The way they were described varied widely, but everyone understood what the kinds were. There were the clerics who went out and did the work of ministering to people going about their lives, and then there were the clerics whose primary vocation consisted of maneuvering for power.
 

 
  Though Val (and Sayid, and most who shared their outlook) privately sorted them into groups of “ambitious” and “useful,” it had to be acknowledged that the other kind—the vultures, as he had just called them—were far from useless. They may have had self-serving motives, but not exclusively so; after all, any Vidian worth his salt would be working on at least two objectives with any given action. The cult itself thrived in large part due to the funding and influence they secured by maneuvering among nobles, royals, and the other rich and mighty in society.
 

 
  Complex their aims and natures might be, but manipulators and schemers needed the constancy of intricate systems in which to operate. Now? A Vidian paladin? A
  
   half-demon
  
  Vidian paladin? There was absolutely no guessing how many careful ploys had just been permanently upended.
 

 
  Val couldn’t deny feeling a spark of satisfaction at that prospect, though of course he kept it concealed behind his mask.
 

 
  “Speaking of,” Sayid murmured, and Val, following his gaze, had to switch to an almost dishonestly serene mask to suppress the fatalism he suddenly felt. Another gray-robed novice was making a beeline toward them from the opposite side of the long sanctuary, where she had clearly been watching the door. “I warned you not to cozy up to that woman, boy.
  
   Told
  
  you she was destined for great things. Now look. Every time anything happens…”
 

 
  “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Val said innocently. “It may not be a message for me. Perhaps you’re being excommunicated.”
 

 
  Sayid gave him a scathing look that barely counted as a mask.
 

 
  “Val Tarvadegh?” the novice inquired with proper diffidence, stopping before them and bowing slightly.
 

 
  “Yes,” he said simply, turning to her wearing his clerical mask of serene benediction.
 

 
  “There is a meeting in progress in the Outer Sanctity; Lady Gwenfaer wishes your attendance as soon as you return to the temple.”
 

 
  “I guess I’m safe for another day,” Sayid said, wearing Val’s own mask of serenity rather than his customary one.
 

 
  Val just turned the look on the older man without bothering to change it. Would’ve served the old coot right if he’d stuck out his tongue, but he wasn’t about to set such a bad example in front of a novice. “Thank you, acolyte. I will attend the Lady directly.”
 

 
  The girl bowed again, retreating, and Sayid patted him encouragingly on the back. Val nodded to him and set off for the innermost depths of the temple, putting on a mask he used almost exclusively for events such as this: calm, no nonsense, not aggressive but unwilling to suffer fools. He had crafted it after the example of an Avenist cleric he knew. When he couldn’t avoid being drawn in by Gwenfaer and her ever-rotating circle of hangers-on, it was the closest he could manage to keeping himself unscathed.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Do we even know what
  
   kind
  
  of demon he is?” a priestess he didn’t know was exclaiming with open exasperation when he joined the meeting underway.
 

 
  “Half-demon,” said Tarkan Raskin from behind a mask which projected calm so aggressively it was clearly a deliberate rebuke at those who failed to. Val didn’t know Raskin intimately, but he was one of the upper-circle maneuverers whom he respected the most, a man who enjoyed his games of connivance but was more interested in the cult’s goals than furthering his own temporal benefit. “And no, so far we know very little beyond what the god has revealed to Lady Gwenfaer. Gabriel Arquin is known to have been a friend of Tobias Caine in his youth, so there are records available to follow up and we’ll be doing so as quickly as we can. For now, though? We know he’s a boy, so he’s not half khelminash. That’s the extent of our intelligence.”
 

 
  “They could put that on your tombstone,” the woman replied acidly. Raskin looked directly at her without replying verbally, though he shifted his mask to a condescending parent’s disdain toward a misbehaving toddler.
 

 
  
   Arquin,
  
  hm. Val didn’t recognize the surname; it might have been Tiraan, Western, possibly even Stalweiss. Gabriel was an old but not very popular given name. This still told him very little.
 

 
  “Val!” Gwenfaer gushed, rising to her feet and gliding across the room toward him. He put on a deliberately long-suffering mask, which she ignored, swooping right up and kissing him lightly on both cheeks, a greeting used by absolutely no one outside Glassiere except Gwenfaer Maalvedh.
 

 
  The Lady Gwenfaer was tall, blonde, and one of those women whom it was impossible to tell how voluptuous she was because every movement of her body and article of clothing in her wardrobe was part of a contrivance to make her seem more so. Her face was improbably free of even the tiniest lines for someone in the descending half of her forties. That mane of luxuriant golden hair was impeccably styled, as always, in tousled waves which suggested she had just climbed out of bed; her robes were also very deliberately cut to evoke a hastily-donned dressing gown, hint of cleavage and all.
 

 
  She insisted she was Old Tira, not Stalweiss in descent. While it was a matter of record that there
  
   had
  
  been a race of pale, fair-haired humans in the Tira Valley before the modern Tiraan had begun moving in from Calderaas (in fact, Tanglish was thought to descend from their language), they had been gone for centuries. It was a purely laughable claim, and that was Gwenfaer all over. Her goofy affectations and overt vampishness were both masquerades not held in favor among the Brethren of Vidius, where they were considered Vesker stereotypes. Val had never met anyone else in the faith who tried to leverage either; Gwenfaer was surely the only one who made a practice of both.
 

 
  She was also the most intelligent person he knew, and it frankly scared him that he had no idea how deep her capacity for ruthlessness went. Nobody ascended to the leadership of the Brethren unless they were a person to take with the utmost seriousness.
 

 
  “Welcome, Val,” said the other blonde woman present when Gwenfaer had drawn back enough that he could see the room again. “Are we awaiting anyone else, my Lady?”
 

 
  “This should be it for now,” Gwenfaer said, wearing a dreamy little smile. Alone among the Vidians Val had known, she had a knack for making her expressions look like the uncontrolled emotional flickering of the uninitiated. Others had remarked on it; Vidians could generally recognize each other simply by their facial control, but not the Lady Gwenfaer. He suspected there was some secret branch of their cult’s attention-deflecting magic involved in it. “Lorelin, would you be a dear and catch him up for me?”
 

 
  “There hasn’t been much established so far,” the other priestess said, nodding respectfully to Val with a mask of pleasantly aloof friendliness in place. “I believe you heard Tarkan’s clarification just now. Vidius has called a Hand, he is a half-demon attending Tellwyrn’s University, and a friend of the Hand of Omnu. The only thing you’ve missed is that Bishop Querril has placed himself in formal seclusion in the Grand Cathedral at this news.”
 

 
  “Oh, dear,” Val murmured, adopting a mask of perplexed concern to avoid having to respond directly to Lorelin Reich. If Raskin was his idea of a
  
   good
  
  ambitious Vidian, she was the opposite. In his opinion the Brethren would be better off if someone stuffed Reich full of pine cones, bent her in a circle, and strung her up as a solstice wreath.
 

 
  “Of all the bloody times for one of his snits,” huffed the priestess who had been sniping at Raskin a moment ago. She was the oldest of them, white-haired and clearly fond of aggressive masks. “Querril has always been more of a theological purist than is good for him; I’m frankly impressed he received this news without having a literal stroke.”
 

 
  “Are we absolutely certain he hasn’t?” Lorelin asked from behind a mask of concern so obviously insincere it was clearly meant as a joke. “That is a downside to seclusion, of course. Poor Bishop Tannehall was dead in her office for almost two days before anyone discovered she wasn’t praying.”
 

 
  “We should be so lucky,” the old woman grunted.
 

 
  “Really, Tassie,” Gwenfaer chittered, a picture of vapid reproof. “This is hardly the time.”
 

 
  “Not to mention that Bishop Querril’s long service to the Brethren merits some respect,” Raskin added, “no matter how annoying many of us find him.”
 

 
  “Tassie, was it?” Val inquired politely.
 

 
  “Not to
  
   you,
  
  boy,” the woman retorted. “Tasselin Vistirian. And you are…?”
 

 
  “Val Tarvadegh,” he replied, putting on a mask of such ostentatious politeness that the reproof was implicit. Raskin smiled thinly at him.
 

 
  “So!” Gwenfaer clapped her hands, affecting a delighted and somewhat vacant smile. “It seems to me we have two immediate objectives. Or rather, the countless problems before us can be sorted into two neat categories: the internal and external.”
 

 
  “Imagine,” Val said, adopting a mask of pure sincerity. “Vidians dividing an issue neatly in two.” Reich and Vistirian gave him looks wearing masks so similar they might have been modeled on the same disapproving schoolmarm.
 

 
  “Oh, Val,” Gwenfaer tittered. “But yes! We are very much in the dark. Tarkan, you’ve made a start at tracking down information on this Gabriel Arquin?”
 

 
  “I have set some inquiries in motion, my Lady,” Raskin said respectfully. “I dare hope there may be
  
   some
  
  answers waiting for me by the time this meeting is ended. I’ll get more as soon as I am able to devote my own energies to the task.”
 

 
  “Splendid, splendid, we’ll need to know everything we can. No detail is too extraneous! Bring me any scrap you can dig up.”
 

 
  “As you will, my Lady.”
 

 
  “But that isn’t the only thing on which we must gather intelligence. I don’t have to tell all of you that the official line spouted by the Empire and the Universal Church about this Wreath attack does not entirely hold up. Under
  
   any
  
  circumstances I wouldn’t want to be kept in the dark, but last night’s events culminated directly in our god naming a paladin for the first time in history, and choosing a specific individual guaranteed to precipitate a theological crisis.”
 

 
  “That’s a truly remarkable coincidence,” Reich observed.
 

 
  “Isn’t it, though?” Gwenfaer said pleasantly. “The people in this room I know I can rely on—even if you have to do things others might not approve of.” The four of them so pointedly avoided looking at each other that the entire room practically throbbed with unvoiced speculation. “I am dividing these responsibilities among you. Tarkan, Tassie, I need you to sniff out secrets among the city. Find everything that can be known about Gabriel Arquin, and what he has to do with what happened last night—what
  
   really
  
  happened, and why and how the truth is being hidden from us.”
 

 
  “A tall order,” Vistirian murmured, adopting a mask of disgruntled contemplation. Val had the stray thought that she might have modeled it off a librarian; he had seen Nemitites make that exact face whenever someone raised a voice in one of their libraries. “For one thing, some of the other cults are riled up even more than the situation calls for. This city is absolutely crawling with Huntsmen of Shaath, which is
  
   truly
  
  inexplicable. And the Thieves’ Guild is far more active than I would have expected.”
 

 
  “There, see?” Gwenfaer beamed. “You have a start! Work together on this—and
  
   do
  
  try to get along.”
 

 
  “I will see what I can do,” Raskin replied with a mask that was as close to expressionless as Val had ever seen. Vistirian gave him an openly sardonic look.
 

 
  “That leaves the other half: the internal.” Gwenfaer turned her wide smile upon Val and Reich.
 

 
  “I can only imagine how stirred up the entire cult is right now,” he said.
 

 
  “I doubt you can,” Reich murmured, and he put on a particularly bland mask of politeness. Was he really going to have to work
  
   with
  
  this woman?
 

 
  “Oh, my, yes, but that isn’t what I need
  
   you
  
  two to deal with,” Gwenfaer said earnestly. “I really cannot have the Bishop losing himself to a crisis of faith at a time like this. Do
  
   something
  
  about him, won’t you?”
 

 
  “Like
  
   what?”
  
  Val demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure you’ll think of something,” she simpered. “I have complete faith in you both! And there is also the matter of young Gabriel himself. After all, he’s now one of us! And we’re definitely going to have to do something about
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “You want us to go to Last Rock, my Lady?” Reich asked, shifting her mask to reflect uncertainty.
 

 
  “Dear me, no, I need you both at hand! But someone has to
  
   train
  
  the boy, after all. He’s not even Vidian by upbringing; believe me, if there were any of those at Last Rock, I would know it. Therefore, I want you two to sniff out and nominate a teacher for our new paladin. We must find someone to serve as Gabriel’s tutor and guide, someone to teach him our doctrines and our ways, and nurture his development. Someone we can trust to administer the needs of the Brethren
  
   without
  
  interfering in whatever exciting thing Vidius is planning! Because oh, my, yes, our god is clearly having a little fun at our expense.”
 

 
  “Fun.” Reich turned a blank mask upon Val. “Yes…this
  
   will
  
  be fun, won’t it?”
 

 
  He heaved a sigh. “Oh, yes, Lorelin, I’m very much afraid it will.”
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  Being saddled with Reich began immediately.
 

 
  “I’m curious, Tarvadegh,” she said as soon as they were in a private corridor outside the innermost sanctuaries of the temple in which Gwenfaer lived and from which she governed the cult. That wasn’t hard to arrange; the underground complex was sprawling and easy to get lost in unless you knew your way around. Finding a hallway with no one else in it was usually much easier than finding another person. There were countless possible routes to the exit, and Val had followed Reich simply because she had chosen to set their path and he didn’t feel like engaging in a pissing contest with her. “Vistirian is an old teacher of the Lady’s. Raskin is one of her favorite hands with which to reach into people’s pockets. I, of course, know why I am useful to her. But you—and I mean no offense by this—I’ve never heard of before today. How did you come to be a confidant of Lady Gwenfaer?”
 

 
  He gave her a sidelong look of appraisal. Reich was wearing a mask of calm, open curiosity, which he took for an honest one as it was the sensible attitude in her situation. Had she tried to play coy, he might have been annoyed. He was wearing a similar mask himself, but now switched it—to a coy, slightly smug one he’d modeled off a burlesque dancer on whom he’d had an unhealthy crush as a teenager.
 

 
  “Oh, didn’t you know? I’m her secret bedtime boy toy.” Pause for comedic timing, as his actor friends had taught him. “She likes it in the pooper.”
 

 
  Reich switched back to her disapproving schoolmarm mask.
 

 
  He showed it right back to her.
 

 
  “Are you being difficult for a
  
   specific
  
  reason, Tarvadegh, or do you have a defective personality?”
 

 
  “Eh.” He made a waffling motion with one hand.
 

 
  “If you consider it in poor taste for me to ask your credentials without offering mine, that’s fair. For my part—”
 

 
  “I know who you are, Reich,” he said, switching to a mask of weary acceptance, one inspired by his various ministrations to the grieving over the years.
 

 
  “Ah.” Her own mask changed again, back to the serenely inquisitive one, and this time he knew it had to be much less sincere. “And you don’t
  
   approve
  
  of me. You aren’t the first. Which part troubles you, if I might inquire?”
 

 
  “I’ll warn you up front: my sense of humor is wasted on most people…”
 

 
  “Yes, you
  
   did
  
  warn me of that up front, didn’t you? Rather vividly.”
 

 
  “…and that is the last personal detail I am interested in sharing, Reich. If you will kindly leave me alone, I will do my utmost to make this partnership as efficient and painless as I can, the better to end it sooner. Deal?”
 

 
  “Hmm…I’m not sure I can meet those terms,” she mused. The farther this conversation progressed the more clear it was she was using that mask of calm to conceal her actual feelings, and Val resolved not to take it for a sincere one again even if it seemed situationally appropriate. “We are dealing with enough uncertainties without me having to work hand-in-glove with one more—not to mention that I cannot help being vaguely nervous about partnering with a man who seems familiar with
  
   my
  
  record, when the same is not true in reverse. One does hate to be at a disadvantage. Meet me halfway, Val. We
  
   all
  
  respect privacy; throw me a bone and I promise not to gnaw on your ankles.”
 

 
  She wasn’t wrong, he had to acknowledge. He was letting his own aversion affect his conduct, and far too easily. That was not going to work if they were to actually get anything
  
   done.
  
 

 
  “My acquaintance with the Lady is personal,” he said, putting on a mask of blank indifference to match hers of blank curiosity. “Regardless of my actual skill or utility, she trusts me.”
 

 
  “Yes, it would have to be so,” she murmured, “if you’re comfortable making wisecracks like that scarcely out of her earshot. So, that’s the way it is. I’m the competent one and you’re the reliable one.”
 

 
  He gave her another look out the corner of his eye, mask still in place. She matched it.
 

 
  “See, Val, I can make jokes, too.”
 

 
  “Think of me as your reflection, Lorelin. I have basically your skillset, with an opposing philosophy.”
 

 
  “How intriguing,” she mused. “I wonder why the Lady wants two specialists in Vidian mind magic to tease the Bishop out of his hole and pick a teacher for young Master Arquin.”
 

 
  “Gwenfaer knows what she is doing.” He permitted himself a sigh, a small one that did not break his current mask. “In my experience, everyone
  
   else
  
  will find out what she’s doing when it’s too late to stop her, and not a minute sooner.”
 

 
  Reich had the audacity to laugh. “Well, then. While we make our way to the Cathedral, we may as well brainstorm. Who do
  
   you
  
  think ought to be the boy’s teacher?”
 

 
  “Why don’t you do it?”
 

 
  “Hmm…” She chewed her bottom lip pensively, which had to be purely performative; Val was already certain the woman constantly kept up enough layers of masks to conceal any hint of her actual thoughts. “That’s an interesting idea… I’m not sure I would be the best candidate, though. Young people wear on my patience.”
 

 
  “I wonder what that feels like,” he said innocently.
 

 
  She laughed, and he did not ignite a divine shield and bash her into the wall. So far, so good.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Grand Cathedral, needless to say, was a kicked beehive. The Universal Church was hard at work both assisting in the city’s recovery and coordinating the efforts of the various cults doing the same, not to mention dealing with a sudden influx of Huntsmen of Shaath, who had an unfortunate tendency to cause problems when suddenly introduced to urban environments. The halls of the Cathedral complex were intermittently tricky to navigate simply due to all the people rushing back and forth, some of whom were carrying heavy loads of supplies. On the upside, chaos was a boon to discretion. Two priests could pass through all that furor without attracting the slightest notice, which under those circumstances was for the best.
 

 
  The traditional offices of the Vidian Bishop were a suite of two rooms, rather than the single large one most Bishops were assigned. Val caught Lorelin shooting him a speculative look when he led the way there, doubtless wondering why a street-level priest such as himself would be so familiar with the section of the Cathedral where such august personages worked.
 

 
  It was a given that she’d deliberately let him see her wondering, too. This was going to wear him out; having to
  
   think
  
  this way was a big part of why he hated dealing with the political movers and shakers. Not that he couldn’t do it, he just resented the necessity.
 

 
  They entered without knocking, as was customary. The first room was square and, while not overly large, not cramped even with the rows of bookshelves lining two of its walls and the desk taking up much of another, next to the door into the inner office. Behind the desk sat a young woman in formal gray robes marking her an acolyte. She did not have the hood or ceramic mask on; they rarely did outside the temple of Vidius itself. Non-initiated tended to find that formal getup aggressively creepy, and Vidians were nothing if not willing to adjust their outer appearances to achieve a desired effect.
 

 
  “Good day,” she said politely, and with some trepidation—clearly too new to the cult to have a proper command of the Masks yet. “I’m afraid Bishop Querril is secluded in prayer at the moment.”
 

 
  “Yes, so we have heard,” Reich said from behind a pleasantly formal mask. “I am Lorelin Reich; this is Val Tarvadegh. We were sent by Lady Gwenfaer to speak with the Bishop. This is urgent.”
 

 
  The girl’s eyes widened and she swallowed. “Oh. Um, I’m afraid…his Grace…”
 

 
  “How many times have you been yelled at already this morning?” Val asked, letting a mask of patronly amusement slide onto his features. It was one he had cultivated for dealing with street children. Getting it just right had taken some work; it was tricky to convey openness and good humor with no hint of condescension.
 

 
  “I’ve stopped keeping count,” the acolyte said, clearly warming to him somewhat, though not enough to look substantially less guarded.
 

 
  “Why on earth would anyone yell at
  
   you?”
  
  Lorelin asked.
 

 
  “Not everyone looks at a situation and tries to reason out all the factors at play to decide where best to spend their efforts, Lorelin,” Val said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s just our cult. An awful lot of people will throw the most appalling tantrums at even the slightest setback.”
 

 
  “Even the kind of people who would have business with a Bishop?” she demanded, adopting a skeptical mask. Val had suspected she was putting on a show for the acolyte, here, and that confirmed it. Lorelin Reich unequivocally did not need the nuances of human social interaction explained to her.
 

 
  “Especially those,” he replied, playing along. “Important people aren’t used to having their way blocked by underlings.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m very sorry we have to add to your burdens, then,” Lorelin said, turning a kindly mask upon the acolyte. “Unfortunately, the Lady commands, and she outranks even his Grace.”
 

 
  The poor girl swallowed again. “I, um, wasn’t notified you were coming. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be difficult, but going against the Bishop’s express orders without confirmation from the cult…”
 

 
  Reich smiled and opened her mouth, and while Val didn’t doubt she could shmooze this girl into doing whatever she might possibly ask, he decided he did not want to spend the whole afternoon playing this game. His fellow cleric closed her mouth again, turning to him in surprise when he simply stepped past the desk and reached for the latch to the inner office door.
 

 
  “Oh! Sir!” the acolyte fretted.
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I will personally assume full responsibility,” he said, adjusting his kid-friendly mask with a roguish wink. “You can feel free to tell his Grace I threatened you or something, it wouldn’t be the worst rumor about me swirling around.”
 

 
  “I’ll just bet,” Lorelin muttered, which he ignored, pushing the door open and stepping through.
 

 
  Like many ranking Vidians, Alonsius Querril had a taste for the dramatic. His private space was laid out more like a temple than an office, with its walls lined by heavy velvet drapes reminiscent (no doubt deliberately) of stage curtains, and a dais against the wall opposite the door surmounted by a large idol of the cult’s mask-and-scythe sigil sculpted in wood and polished to a glow. The Bishop’s actual desk was tucked away in the corner least visible from the door, half-hidden behind a folding screen.
 

 
  Querril himself was on his knees, head bowed, before the idol with his back to them. He did not move upon their entry, though he immediately spoke.
 

 
  “I hope you manipulated your way past my aide instead of bullying her. She’s a studious child with a good heart.”
 

 
  “I agreed to let her decide how it went down,” Val replied.
 

 
  “Tarvadegh,” Querril said in an openly fatalistic tone. He finally rose ponderously to his feet, his once-impressive height somewhat blunted by a slight hunch that had come with age, and turned to lay a gimlet stare upon them that hardly seemed to bother with a mask. “And
  
   Reich.
  
  These truly are the end times.”
 

 
  “That being the case, I am somewhat surprised to find you still sequestered in here, your Grace,” Reich replied smoothly. Tarvadegh noted with amusement that her mask was now as close to true blankness as could be. Bishop Querril had a reputation as a fussy old man, but he had not attained his role without being infamously incisive. She at the least feared that his perception would be more than a match for her deflection. Which was probably the case.
 

 
  “Oh?” Querril was no Gwenfaer, but his masks were both smooth and deep; it took some real focus to discern the artifice behind the full force of personality he turned upon Reich now, his disapproval a very nearly physical force that filled the office. “I suppose you feel I ought to be out there inciting rebellions just to turn them in to the Empire for reward money? Or embezzling Sultanate treasury funds? Keeping the grand old tradition of frontier witch hunts alive?”
 

 
  “You are familiar with my resume,” she said, still blank-masked. “How very flattering. I am comfortable with disapproval of my methods, your Grace, but the fact remains that this cult’s activities, including the exorbitant salary of its Bishop, are funded in part by my efforts. At the end of the day I
  
   do
  
  my job, even when it is unpalatable.”
 

 
  “Shut up, Reich,” Querril ordered. “Today of all days, I am not going to listen to moralizing from an Eserite who picked the wrong cult to rise through. Yes, I’m sure Lady Gwenfaer must want me back at the temple in the worst way, to have sent
  
   you
  
  two out here to shake the branches. What I am
  
   not
  
  sure of is how concerned I am with that.”
 

 
  “This is a historic moment for our faith,” Val insisted quietly. “Omnu’s breath, man, a paladin! After eight
  
   thousand
  
  years, we get a Hand of Vidius. To be
  
   alive
  
  at a time like this!”
 

 
  “A half-demon paladin,” Querril said, suddenly projecting exhaustion so persuasively Val found himself actually wondering whether it was a mask. The Bishop turned his back on them again, slowly sinking down to his knees before the idol. “You two, and likely Gwenfaer as well, only see the situation and how to exploit it. Not one of you, I guarantee, has paused to think on what this
  
   means.”
  
 

 
  “It means that the cult is facing an unprecedented crisis,” said Val, “and nobody has time for this, Querril. You are
  
   needed.”
  
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  need a new partner, Val,” the Bishop grunted, adjusting his legs to kneel more comfortably. “Playing the bad guard doesn’t suit you.”
 

 
  “That’s the least of the reasons I need a new partner,” he muttered.
 

 
  “I would be offended, but neither of you are wrong,” Reich added. “Fine, I will take over the role. This is not acceptable, your Grace. You are the Bishop of our faith, at a time when we desperately need both leadership and a practiced hand to interface with other cults which, unlike ours, know how to handle a paladin. You can play the stubborn old man on your own time. Right now, Lady Gwenfaer has given her orders, and we are here to see them carried out.”
 

 
  “Just think how much it’ll embarrass the cult if I have the Holy Legion carry
  
   you
  
  two out,” Querril replied with his back still to them. “Lady Gwenfaer and Archpope Justinian each have the privilege of removing me from my position if either finds my service unsatisfactory. Until that time, this is my office, and I wish to be secluded within it. I have praying to do. As do we all, not that I expect the likes of you to bother. Good day.”
 

 
  Val and Reich met each other’s eyes, silently weighing the pros and cons of trying to push this further. After a pause, he shook his head, and she nodded minutely in agreement.
 

 
  “I guess we’ll leave you to it, then, your Grace,” Val said, reaching for the door latch.
 

 
  “Take some time to contemplate,” Reich added, pausing before following him out. “This is
  
   not
  
  concluded, but there is a…grace period. We also have to deal with others who
  
   don’t
  
  face the future on their knees.”
 

 
  She shut the door firmly.
 

 
  The acolyte behind the outer desk sighed. “He’s not coming out, is he.”
 

 
  “Oh, one way or another, I guarantee he is,” Val replied. “But apparently not right at this particular moment, no.”
 

 
  “Thank you for your help,” Reich said politely the girl, her assertiveness of a moment before completely obscured behind a smiling mask. “Please make sure his Grace is well. This is a very stressful time for him, it seems.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” the Bishop’s aide said sadly. “Gods watch over you both.”
 

 
  They stopped, out in the hall, finding it much quieter than before. There was activity at the intersection in the near distance, but the space around them was presently free of people.
 

 
  “Well, that leaves us our other project while he gets his head in order,” Reich said. “What do you think, Val? Since we’re here, is there anything we can do toward that while at the Cathedral or—
  
   what
  
  are you staring at?” She turned to follow his eyes, then frowned back at him, finding nothing at the end of the hall toward which he was fixedly peering.
 

 
  “Still and invoke,” Val said quietly, the first words of a mantra that Vidian clerics of their specialization would have heard countless times during their training.
 

 
  Reich moved to follow his eyes again, this time imposing a meditative state upon her mind and channeling the slightest amount of divine magic in just the right way, a preparatory measure that did virtually nothing on its own save to make the practitioner, for all intents and purposes, a tiny patch of Vidian holy ground, a necessary first step toward a number of more complicated workings.
 

 
  Then she actually gasped. Val didn’t bother trying to guess whether the betrayal of surprise was genuine or an act; he could drive himself crazy trying to unravel her constant performance, and there were much more interesting things to focus on right now.
 

 
  Both of them moved to the other side of the hall and pressed their backs to the wall, giving the valkyrie room to pass. Nothing could be seen of her expression, or indeed of most of her; there was just a blurred, watery shape swathed in black, with huge ebon wings. The scythe was crystal clear by comparison, and even knowing it couldn’t physically touch them, both gave her even more room than respect demanded. They both knew exactly what that weapon could do.
 

 
  Val thought the valkyrie might have turned to look at them in passing, though it was impossible to say for certain as she didn’t slow down. At the very least she had to have discerned that they could see her. She walked by, though, and only stopped in front of the door to the Bishop’s office.
 

 
  There, she gripped her scythe just below the blade, and deliberately sliced at the door latch once. The scythe, of course, passed right through the solid matter with no effect.
 

 
  Then she turned and continued on, folding her wings to a more compact shape as she stepped out into the landing where there were other people. They both stared until she had descended the stairs out of view.
 

 
  “What do you make of that?” Val asked quietly.
 

 
  “It’s a portent, obviously,” Reich replied in the same tone. “Of what, I can’t even guess. It’s not as if we didn’t already know great matters are afoot, and if she was trying to communicate something to
  
   us
  
  you’d think it would have been less deliberately cryptic.”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine what else that was about,” he said. “There’s nobody else here who can even see her. Querril probably can, but she didn’t even go in. And I’m certain she wasn’t
  
   surprised
  
  that she failed to actually cut the door out of the wall.”
 

 
  “How did you notice her?” Reich asked, gazing at him with a speculative mask. “Do you just walk around open to channeling
  
   all
  
  the time?”
 

 
  “That sounds exhausting,” he said with a shrug. “I just had a feeling. I try to pay attention to those. Well… I’d say keep your senses open in case any more come to visit, but for now I don’t think we can do anything else about it. You were voicing an idea that has merit: what can we learn while we’re here at the Cathedral?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” she said, switching deftly back to her standard mask of open politeness as if this business were in any way settled. “I was thinking the Arquin boy isn’t even Vidian; we might have good luck picking someone accustomed to working outside the cult.”
 

 
  “You sure you don’t want the job?”
 

 
  “More so all the time. We
  
   are
  
  here, and you seem familiar with Bishop Querril. Do you know of any other priests of the Brethren attached to the Cathedral who might make good prospects?”
 

 
  “Querril’s entire staff consists of that poor beleaguered teenager in there,” Val replied. “I can think of a couple of possibilities, but… Okay, how about this. What say we pump a few outsiders for perspective? You must be acquainted with several of the other Bishops.”
 

 
  “Well, Syrinx, but I don’t want to involve her in our business.”
 

 
  “No kidding,” he agreed fervently. Everybody who dealt with religious politics in Tiraas had at least some idea about Bishop Syrinx. “I’m on good terms with the Eserite Bishop, and he’s a fantastically useful person for just such times at this, but he’ll be out in the city on a day like today. I
  
   do
  
  have some friends among the Church’s parsonage, though…”
 

 
  “And I helped arrange employment for a few officers in the Holy Legion,” she said, putting on a knowing mask. “Let’s have a few casual conversations, see if anyone feels particularly positive about a priest of the Brethren and cross-reference any such names with people
  
   we
  
  know.”
 

 
  “Good,” he agreed. “In fact, let’s split up. We’ll cover ground faster that way, plus we can meet back here in an hour and rattle Querril’s cage again. Maybe if we make it clear we’re not going to leave him alone he’ll get tired of trying to hide in there.”
 

 
  “You just can’t wait to get rid of me,” she said, adding coy amusement to her mask.
 

 
  He mimicked it as precisely as he was able. “Yes, but it’s also a good plan. Unless you have a better?”
 

 
  “No, that works out, I think. Both your contacts and mine are probably better not being brought into contact with one another. I’ll see you in an hour, then, partner.”
 

 
  He nodded politely, then turned and walked in the opposite direction to the one in which she set off. Val went to the end of the hall, then turned around and came right back, sinking into a meditative state as he moved.
 

 
  Reich was fully out of sight by the time he reached the office door, and he was fully immersed, holding onto both divine magic and his mental projections that pushed away the attention of other unguarded minds. True invisibility was well beyond the scope of Vidian mind magic, but they got excellent mileage out of not being noticed.
 

 
  Actually getting into the office was the hard part, and a barrier only passable by someone of Val’s skill; lesser practitioners could not sustain the illusion of
  
   somebody else’s problem
  
  while manipulating physical objects. But he opened the door and shut it behind him without the acolyte looking up from whatever she was frantically scribbling. It was feasible since she was the only person in the room, and he could focus his attention upon her directly, pushing hard against her awareness and nudging her attention firmly into her task.
 

 
  Crossing the office without her noticing was a breeze, and after another brief spurt of intense focus to deflect her while opening the inner door, he was safe.
 

 
  There was really no point in keeping up the effort once in the inner office. Val Tarvadegh was better at this than Alonsius Querril had been at his age—he knew this, having asked people who would know—but he wasn’t at the level necessary to outmaneuver a highly experienced practitioner.
 

 
  “Of course it is not news to me that you’re up to something, Tarvadegh,” Querril said without turning around. “But I find that considerably less off-putting than the other one being up to something. Is that why you ditched her?”
 

 
  Val considered telling him about the valkyrie, then decided to leave that for leverage in case he needed it later in the conversation.
 

 
  “Why are you really hiding in here, Querril?”
 

 
  “I told you already, boy.”
 

 
  “And you seemed to be of the opinion I misunderstood. Which was true. So explain it to me.”
 

 
  The old man’s shoulders shifted in a quiet sigh. “Or?”
 

 
  “I realize we aren’t close, your Grace, but you know my reputation well enough to be aware I have not
  
   begun
  
  to be annoying.”
 

 
  That brought a tiny huff of amusement, and Querril finally turned. He didn’t stand, this time, but awkwardly shuffled around to sit down with his back against the idol, stretching his skinny legs out on the steps of his dais.
 

 
  “What do you think it portends that Vidius has done this, now?”
 

 
  “Change.”
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of change?”
 

 
  “Honestly?” Val shrugged, letting his face set a mask of what he was really feeling: annoyance, mild confusion, worry. Trying to hide his true mask from Querril was probably wasted effort. “I haven’t had time to maunder on it and I frankly am glad of that. I’m not a philosopher, your Grace, I talk to people and
  
   do
  
  things. Gwenfaer gave me a task, so I’m doing it, and so much the better.”
 

 
  “That’s not a bad way to be,” Querril allowed, “but keep in mind what the Veskers always say: every fault is a virtue taken to an extreme.”
 

 
  “The Veskers are talking about characters in epic poetry, Querril. That’s all they
  
   ever
  
  talk about.”
 

 
  “And what do you think these masks we wear are, if not characters? You’re a priest, Tarvadegh.
  
   Some
  
  prayer and contemplation is inherent in your vocation. Don’t neglect it.”
 

 
  “All right,” Val said, shrugging again. “For now, let’s agree that I’m somewhat neglectful. Correct me. I mean
  
   specifically.”
  
 

 
  Querril closed his eyes, leaned his head back against the idol. “People are going to focus on the demonblood thing. I’ve no doubt
  
   some
  
  consider that the cause of my own unease. That was an inspired move by Vidius; something like that can’t help but seize everyone’s attention. It’s a mask, Tarvadegh. It conceals the important part. The bit he doesn’t want us to see coming.”
 

 
  “I’m in suspense, here.”
 

 
  “The boy is
  
   not Vidian.”
  
  The Bishop opened his eyes, and there were tears in his lashes. Val had the sudden irrational thought that the anguished expression on the old man’s face was not a mask at all. “He knows nothing of our traditions. He has no grounding in the Vidian mindset. A half-demon boy, growing up on the streets of Tiraas with no religion, yet with enough principle or just smarts to stay out of the Black Wreath’s clutches. A friend of an orphan monk who would become the Hand of Omnu. A student of
  
   Tellwyrn’s.
  
  Place yourself in the position of a god, Tarvadegh, and don’t worry about the presumptuousness of it. You, a deity, have chosen someone like
  
   this
  
  to be the first-ever paladin of your cult. Why would you do this?”
 

 
  Val slammed a mask of serenity down on his features just to keep the sudden realization from knocking him over.
 

 
  Querril was watching him knowingly. “There, see? You
  
   do
  
  get it, when you take a moment to try. What is it the Eserites are always saying about systems?”
 

 
  “We aren’t Eserites,” Val said woodenly.
 

 
  “The really terrible thing about Eserites is that they aren’t wrong. What
  
   we
  
  are, Tarvadegh, is corrupt. A corrupt system. You wouldn’t have come so easily to that conclusion unless you already understood this. Every cult suffers from a tendency to attract the absolute last people it needs; you’ve met them all. The Avenists who just want to stick swords in people, the Vernisites who just want to get rich, the Shaathists who just want to abuse women. Eserites who only care about stealing, Veskers… You know, I’m sure that if your religion centers on being an annoying little twit there must be a way to do it wrong, but I can’t imagine how. The point stands, anyway. There are also Vidians who are so obsessed with their maneuvers and games of power that those have become the end, and not the means.”
 

 
  “Not all of us,” Val protested. “You make it sound worse than it is. We’re nothing if not balanced.”
 

 
  “Balanced,” Querril grunted. “No, boy, I make it sound exactly as bad as it is. Of all those faiths, all the members thereof who do their religion
  
   wrong…
  
  Do any of the other ‘bad’ cultists consist of
  
   half the cult?”
  
 

 
  The silence hung between them.
 

 
  “We’re about to be culled,” Querril said at last, hanging his head. “And we need to be. We
  
   deserve
  
  to be. I have given my life to this faith, and now at the end, I have to accept that we have failed our god so catastrophically that he feels the need to take a scythe to us. Let an old man pray, Val Tarvadegh. What else is left to me, now?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Poor Lorelin is going to be
  
   so
  
  hurt that you left without her,” Gwenfaer said with playful reproof when he reported back to her alone.
 

 
  “She’ll live,” Val said bluntly. “Probably. I don’t care either way. In the end, we didn’t manage to drag Querril out of his hole because, as it turns out, he’s the only one here who is
  
   right.”
  
 

 
  “Is he?” She tilted her head, blinking prettily like a slightly simple-minded schoolgirl, and he had never been so tempted to grab the head of his faith by the shoulders and shake her until her perfect hairdo came undone. “Well, that gives some perspective to the
  
   other
  
  task I set you, does it not? It seems all the more important that young Gabriel Arquin should have a teacher who also understands this problem, and the severity of it. Especially since, as we now agree, that is likely to be the major thrust of his duties to Vidius.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Gwenfaer, but that’s your problem now. If I had the skills or the right mindset to help the Hand of Vidius start cleaning house around here I’d have been doing it for years already. You know very well the opinion I have of some of the sleazers we keep on the payroll. But I don’t, so I’m going to go right back to doing what I can with the people who actually matter out there, and keep my head far enough down that it doesn’t roll when the scythe starts swinging!”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s all right, Val,” she simpered, patting him on the cheek. “Don’t you worry, I’ve already selected teachers for Gabriel.”
 

 
  He hesitated, allowing overt suspicion to taint his mask. “Teachers? Plural?”
 

 
  “Of course, darling, we
  
   are
  
  still Vidians, after all! We must have a matched pair of everything. Gabriel needs an honest, principled teacher worthy of his trust,
  
   and
  
  an example of the problems infesting the Brethren. He must learn from both. I believe I picked out perfect specimens of each for him, but for thoroughness’s sake, I arranged a little test for them. And wouldn’t you know it, they both went and did exactly what I expected them to!”
 

 
  “…oh, no. No, you don’t, you rotten bitch!”
 

 
  “Don’t be such a fusspot, Val,” she said fondly, reaching up to ruffle his hair. “You’re great with kids. And Vestrel approves of you! That is not a small thing at all.”
 

 
  “I do
  
   not
  
  want to go to Last Rock! Have you ever
  
   been
  
  there?”
 

 
  “I know for a fact that
  
   you
  
  haven’t.”
 

 
  “It’s exactly like every dreary little dustball of a town, except with dozens of wannabe adventurers and that screeching pyromaniac Tellwyrn! The worst of both worlds!”
 

 
  “And what could be more Vidian than that?”
 

 
  “I cannot believe you would willingly inflict Lorelin Reich on those poor yokels!”
 

 
  “Where but in Tellwyrn’s shadow could I rely on dear Lorelin to behave herself for a few months, until Gabriel is ready to bloody his scythe on his first target?”
 

 
  He could only stare at her, barely keeping his mask in place. She didn’t do it often, but now, Gwenfaer let him have a peek through the facade at the calculating mind beneath all her antics. It was there in the glint of her eye, the wry set of her lips.
 

 
  “…is it that bad, Gwenfaer? Do we really need to be…culled?”
 

 
  “Oh, Val.” She took his face in both her hands, and wonder of wonders, managed to make the gesture sweetly comforting without a hint of condescension. “However bad it is or is not, you’re one of the good ones. I can assure you of that. You won’t be the one called on to swing the scythe; your task is to uphold the good, not destroy the bad. There’s no one I would rather count on to do it.”
 

 
  Slowly, he drew in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh that ruffled her bangs.
 

 
  “Well… Damn it all. I guess I’d better go pack.”
 

 
  “That’s the spirit! Bring me something exotic back from the frontier!”
 

 
  “I hate you,” he stated.
 

 
  Lady Gwenfaer rose to her tiptoes to kiss his cheek again, though she was tall enough that she didn’t actually need to. “And you obey me anyway. That’s why you’re my favorite.”
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  “It’s a mess out there, milord,” the Silver Huntress reported, dismissing the spectral hawk which had just returned to her shoulder into mist. “Our forces are still scattered across the approach; some of the adventurers and light regulars have been able to go over the rocks, but most of the infantry are still pinned down in the passes. Friendlies are converging on the mountain from all over the east, there are contingents from Thacaar on their way from the west, and scattered smaller groups from multiple other directions, mostly adventurer parties. Everyone’s being harassed by demons, though. It won’t take long for the stragglers to be picked off at this rate, and even the bigger groups are drawing more attention from the enemy.”
 

 
  He placed a hand on her shoulder briefly in acknowledgment and thanks, his scarred steel gauntlet peeking out from beneath the ragged sleeve of his brown robe.
 

 
  “All according to plan at the moment, then,” he said, turning to Razeen. “You know what that means.”
 

 
  “It’s all gone to hell on us before,” she replied, raising her chin defiant. “Yet here we stand.”
 

 
  “Here we stand,” he agreed, shifting his head to look across their assembled forces. They had secured the best vantage in the region, a flat if slightly tilted plateau which looked melted, as if some awesome heat source had scoured away its once-jagged peak. Here in the Wyrnrange, that was likely to have been the case. With some twelve hundred troops forming a ring near the center of the plateau, they were not only the largest concentration of allied forces in the area, but had occupied the only tenable position overlooking the Mouth itself. That made them the target of a lot of demonic attention.
 

 
  Not enough, though. Not yet.
 

 
  The Mouth itself was no ordinary hellgate, but the cause of this infernal war. A simple set of standing stones, obsidian from the local mountains, it towered twenty feet in height and almost that wide, enabling the ingress of not only large numbers of troops from Hell, but sizable demons of types which had never before made it to the mortal plane. The allies had secured every minor hellgate possible, but the Third Hellwar would never come to a stop until the Mouth was destroyed and Elilial’s forces denied access to this world. Consequently, it was a heavily if sloppily fortified position, surrounded by a hasty construction of walls and towers, manned by swarms of demons and even featuring some primitive siege engines.
 

 
  Even as he turned to look, a flaming pitch-coated stone came soaring toward them from one of the catapults and was blasted out of the air by one of his own mages, probably Vadigern himself.
 

 
  They were being pressed, both by three columns of demons clambering up the plateau’s main approaches and by constant harassment from smaller ones which could clamber up the steeper sides of the mountain, to say nothing of the relentless pressure from above. The Silver Huntress, Ayavi, had already rejoined the mages and rangers in shooting down katzils and bhavghai which spat flame and acid against the shield their priests were trying to maintain.
 

 
  “I will begin,” he said to Razeen, Vadigern and Rolof, raising his hands to the sides and already beginning to channel divine magic in an intricate working. “You all know the plan. I am sorry to leave our people to face this without my aid, but they must hold.”
 

 
  Razeen Alshadai, the last living Hand of Avei, held up the crystal-tipped spear she had recently acquired in a salute. “And hold we
  
   will!”
  
 

 
  “The men trust you,” Rolof added before turning to follow her back to the front, the dwarf’s face mostly hidden behind his thick helmet. “Do your duty, my lord, as will we all.”
 

 
  Vadigern, ever a man of few words, just nodded to him and turned back around, raising his hands to hurl arcane spells at the swarming demons.
 

 
  It was ignited quickly once he began, a feat of divine magic more complex than most upon the mortal plane could have achieved. A vast spell circle rose from the very ground around the defensive lines of the soldiers holding this plateau, three luminous rings of glyphs which rotated in alternating directions, and in all the area within, silver mist coalesced out of the very stone. This would help both repulse the demons and invigorate their flagging troops, but it was the lesser part of the purpose.
 

 
  From the very center of the circle, the spot where he stood with hands upheld, a column of pure light burst up from the stone, soaring to a hundred feet in height, where it erupted into a radiance like the sun. The ankh, an ancient symbol associated with divine magic irrespective of faith, formed out of pure light in midair and hovered above his spot, casting golden light in every direction and filling the air with the pure, shivering tone of bells.
 

 
  Immediately, a roar went up from the fortress surrounding the Mouth. Demons continued to stream out of the gate itself, but those clustered in and around the fortifications surged outward to attack.
 

 
  The beacon would provide guidance to his scattered allies, while also drawing the attention of the enemy. Attention, and unrelenting assault. One of the few saving graces of conducting war against demons was the mindless aggression to which infernal poisoning made them prone; even a reasonably competent general could usually outmaneuver an enemy which knew no tactic but frontal attack.
 

 
  They could hold for a while, having turtled up as thoroughly as possible without actually erecting field fortifications. Their front ranks consisted of the regulars from Stovolheim; dwarves were some of the best heavy infantry in the world, being tough, nearly immovable, and usually possessed of the very best armor and shields. Unfortunately, fighting demons changed a number of calculations, and he had blundered immediately upon adding the dwarves to his forces when a wave of hthrynxkhs had simply vaulted over the dwarves and torn into his archers. Waves of ikthroi and baerzurgs had likewise piled against the Stovol troopers until they were buried by sheer weight. Now, he had them positioned with second ranks of lighter infantry behind, mostly from the League of Avei and the Sorashi Chosen, both to counter such tactics and to surge forward whenever a gap was opened in their lines. Priests were placed at intervals among the second ranks with orders to conserve their magic for shielding against spellfire and delivering unfocused bursts of divine energy to break up massed demon attacks. The rest of the priests stood back in the innermost ring, offering healing and maintaining the shields that kept them from being swarmed from above, interspersed with the archers, mages, and witches who were holding back aerial assaults and intermittently focusing fire on especially large demons which reached the front lines.
 

 
  It was a tested and true formation, but they were now in the open, isolated from support, and facing what had to be at least six times their number, with the discrepancy growing by the second as more demons streamed through the Mouth. They simply could not hold forever. Of course, the plan did not require them to, but it did call for the defenders to stand their ground under unrelenting assault for an indeterminate time, until they were under the maximum possible pressure and the Mouth’s fortress was emptied of its host.
 

 
  And his part in the plan, for now, was to stand there and let them. The beacon did not require him to actively maintain it, though he did have to protect the working from attack by warlocks. That took little of his attention, however. For the time being, he had to watch the movement of the demons and let his comrades fight and die while he stood there doing nothing to aid them.
 

 
  He added this pain to the list of grievances he planned to throw at the Dark Lady’s hooves at the end of this.
 

 
  The distances involved were not small; it took nearly twenty minutes for the wave of attackers which surged out of the Mouth’s fortress to swarm up onto their plateau from the passes between the two rises, and less than half that for the redoubled efforts of the demons already converging upon them to be broken by their divine-augmented turtle. That at least gave the front ranks a breather, though the pressure from above never let up and in fact grew worse as time went on. Andior’s recent gambit had deprived the demons of most of their sapient fliers until more could be brought through the Mouth, leaving only the katzils and bhagvai to provide them air support. Those, of course, were both dumb animals and demons, so when taunted by the blazing divine sigil they streamed in steadily from miles in every direction. The pressure they exerted wasn’t nearly enough to break the defenders, but it was constant.
 

 
  Fortunately it was beginning to taper off by the time the main wave impacted the dwarven lines.
 

 
  And still the fortress was not emptied. Still columns of howling demons poured in through the Mouth.
 

 
  As the attackers hit, they were given a reminder of why gambits like this were necessary, why demons could not be assumed to be mindless brutes. Timed to coincide with the impact of the horde upon the defending lines, two of the khelminash flying fortresses revealed themselves.
 

 
  They preferred not to become targets until they had engaged an enemy. The relatively small fortresses that could be brought through the Mouth seemed to have limited power, and the warlocks piloting them could not maintain their Cloak of Shadows while doing anything aggressive. Now, one of them began reaching out through subtle flows of infernomancy to probe at his beacon. Those were easy enough to deflect, and despite their caution they inadvertently revealed which was behind it, as the other fortress opted instead to pelt his northwestern lines with spells.
 

 
  The priests shifted to put up stronger divine walls in that direction and he focused his attention on the other fortress, so far doing nothing except effortlessly deflecting their efforts, while also watching for a sudden attack from them; the khelminash were lucid enough to exercise actual strategy, and it wouldn’t have marked the first time he had seen them draw off priests in order to hit them from behind their divine shields. There was still the third fortress that he
  
   knew
  
  had come through the Mouth, which was still cloaked somewhere in the vicinity.
 

 
  Not that he could have done anything, had they chosen to attack. He had to stand, and wait, and not reveal himself until the time was right.
 

 
  The mob manning the walls around the Mouth was finally thinning out. Their reinforcements through the portal itself had not abated, but he had already concluded he would have to act before they did. It was the fortifications that posed the problem; the infernal wards and counter-spells in them were enough to threaten even him. They could be dealt with, but not while he was dealing with all the other demons. For now, he just had to get them out from behind their walls and exposed.
 

 
  The khelminash fort assaulting them listed and began to drift away as it was hammered by arcane spellfire from Vadigern and his fellow mages, and its inherent magic began to falter until more judicious pressure from the witches in their ranks. Both began to retreat, the damaged one drifting downward as it did so. Damned khelminash; they just couldn’t throw their lives away like all their vile brethren. It was a blessing that they were rarely seen on the mortal plane.
 

 
  To the surprise of probably everyone involved, it was the second fortress which was destroyed first, even as the damaged one drifted out of range. The barrage of arcane fire that pierced its walls came from off to the northeast; clearly some of the allied forces trickling in were heavy hitters, and not too distracted by all the demonic harassment to contribute to the battle. The fortress’s hellseed core collapsed in an explosion that sprayed chunks of stone in all directions, felling friend and foe alike within the range of its fallout.
 

 
  The circular lines had shrunk, pressed in from all sides. There they had stopped, the lines having retreated to leave the outermost edges of the divine spell circle beyond their feet, which created a blessed ground that weakened any demons which approached. That gave the defenders the chance to firm up, but inevitably they would be pushed back again. If the line broke entirely and demons swarmed into the center it would be all over, but it would not come to that. Should that seem imminent he would take action early to prevent it, even at the cost of denying them a decisive victory over the Mouth’s fortress. So long as the allies survived in some form, they could continue to fight. There just weren’t enough left from the shattered kingdoms outside the Wyrnrange to reinforce them again. If the forces here were lost, the world was lost.
 

 
  He could tell the moment was near. The walls were all but emptied, only a relatively few stubborn and/or clever demons remaining in their shelter. Still the fortress gates were open and providing a path for the constant stream pouring out of Hell to join the offensive. Elilial must have just massed another sizable force on the other side of the Mouth, preparatory to invading. They just wouldn’t
  
   stop.
  
  Already the demons’ numbers had nearly doubled since he had launched the beacon, even with the constant attrition they suffered from piling against his defenses.
 

 
  Then they faltered.
 

 
  Immediately he cast his vision upward, linking his consciousness to the beacon itself to gain a bird’s eye view of the area. From there he could see the many groups of mortals converging on their position, having been freed to move by the distraction the beacon provided; almost no stray demons were bothering with anyone else when so enraging a target blared a challenge at them.
 

 
  More importantly, he was right: the flow of forces out of the Mouth had slowed. Whether they were truly running out or had paused temporarily for some logistical reason on the other side, he did not know and did not wait to find out. Much more of this and his lines would begin to buckle. This was the moment.
 

 
  He re-oriented his perception to his body, and in a swell of magic, launched himself straight upward, soaring up to almost twice the height of the beacon itself. For a bare second he hovered there, a figure in battle-scarred armor beneath a cowled robe of plain brown. Probably none but the still-hidden third khelminash fortress even noticed him.
 

 
  At least, until he revealed his other form.
 

 
  Colossal golden wings spread over his armies, and he poured magic into the beacon. A pulse of pure divine energy flashed out from the circle in all directions, bodily sweeping back the demon tide and burning many of them to ash. It gave his beleaguered lines a breather, but more importantly, it put the frontmost ranks of demons far enough from his own people that there would be no friendlies caught in his next move.
 

 
  With a roar that echoed from mountain to mountain to the horizon, Ampophrenon the Gold descended upon the exposed demon hordes in an apocalyptic fury of fire and Light.
 

 
  Plunging downward, he pirouetted neatly on one wingtip, whirling in a tight circle above the ring of his defending forces and spraying the demons surrounding them with a constant stream of fire. Dragonfire in its un-augmented state was one of relatively few heat-based magics that burned through infernal defenses on its own. Demons favored fire themselves, and stood up well to arcane and even fae variants. He, though, had long since so infused himself with divine energy that it was a major component of the flame he breathed. The fire he exhaled across the demons was so fierce and so anathema to them that they did not burn so much as
  
   dissolve.
  
  Nothing but dust was left to stain the rocks.
 

 
  To their credit, whoever was leading the demons reacted swiftly, bolstering the defenses around the fortress. Infernal magic did not provide shields as such, but more power swelled in the wards until the sheer infernal energy radiating outward from the walls took on an almost physical force, dispersed through an array that skillfully mirrored the layout of the fortifications themselves. It wouldn’t do anything to actually strengthen the walls but would bolster the demonic defenders and pose a threat to anyone trying to assault the keep.
 

 
  He couldn’t spare a second to do anything to counter it. His desperate gambit had bought him a single window in which to annihilate as much of the enemy’s forces as he could. Nearly all were outside the fortress’s protection, and most had converged to make a single, conveniently massed target. He would not have time to hunt down stragglers; it was now or never.
 

 
  Ampophrenon spun in wider circles, spraying streams of divine flame in three more passes before he had burned away the entire forces encircling his on the mountaintop. More demons were clustered on the approaches, and he diverted himself to dive onto each, blasting every path in its entirety with a wide spread of fire to cleanse it of demon filth. Some at the edges might have survived; there was just no time to be meticulous.
 

 
  Maneuvering in midair at the greatest speed with which he was able, it was the work of moments to clean off the approaches, and then he set to work on the main body of demons.
 

 
  Spells and missiles peppered him as he descended, but nothing this rabble could throw would pierce either his hide or his magical defenses. He had to track back and forth against this much larger horde, pivoting repeatedly to scour them off the face of the earth. Again, he prioritized speed over thoroughness, but even so, an army that had to have been sixty thousand strong disappeared to ash in minutes under the force of his fury. Almost before he knew it, he had created a scorched but clean reach of stone where there had been a hellish army leading right up to the outermost wards surrounding the fortress itself. By the time he got there, he had already enjoyed the rare sight of massed demons trying to retreat. They wouldn’t flee from anything they could fight, no matter how hopeless the odds, but even the demons could plainly see they were contending with a force of nature.
 

 
  And still, he was free to rain destruction on them. Banking away from the painful burn of the magic radiating out of the fortress, he considered whether the extra moments he had somehow been granted would be better spent making another pass to clean up any surviving demons or unleashing an attack on the Mouth’s defenses themselves. He surely didn’t have much time before—
 

 
  She was moving at well over the speed of sound; even his reflexes barely saved him. He was able to put up a strong enough divine shield that the impact wasn’t instantly catastrophic, but she still smashed through it and got a grip on his neck, even as the force of the hit sent them both tumbling half a mile away.
 

 
  Ampophrenon roared in outrage and pain, tossing his head as he fought to turn his wild horizontal fall back into a glide. She ignored all this, clawing and biting at his scales like a maddened badger—a flying badger whose talons could rend steel and who shrugged off all but the most overwhelming magics.
 

 
  He took no chances with half-measures against this one. The dragon pumped his wings once, shooting straight upward, then rolled over in midair at the apex of his ascent and beat them again, hurling himself toward the ground at the greatest speed he could manage.
 

 
  He hit the side of a mountain back-first, throwing up the most resilient divine shield he could manage right at the moment of impact, crushing her beneath the overwhelming force of his Light and the unyielding rock below.
 

 
  The rock gave before either she or the Light did. In fact, the impact made a sizable crater beneath them, but she was crushed even deeper into the stone. At least the blow dazed her enough that she let go, and he was able to hurl himself forward and away again, leaving what must have been half the mountain to crumble atop her.
 

 
  Ampophrenon shot across the air to the nearest mountainside, where he landed on all fours and nimbly spun to face his attacker. Already she was clambering out of the wreckage they had made of the mountain.
 

 
  The dragon spread his wings, roaring a warning at her.
 

 
  Vadrieny fanned her own, and screamed right back, a brain-clawing sound that made the very air shiver in pain.
 

 
  The detestable little brute was clad in the only armor that could stand up to the kinds of abuse to which she subjected it, and even so it was already ragged and beginning to fall apart. That would be adding insult to injury, but the sheer insult of dressing herself in dragonscales was unmatched to begin with.
 

 
  She gathered herself, crouching to lunge across the gap between them, and Ampophrenon blasted her with a concentrated stream of Light-infused dragonfire, pounding her bodily back into the crater.
 

 
  It was an open question whether enough of that over a prolonged period could have really harmed the archdemon, but this was not the day he got to test it. Almost immediately he broke off his attack and shot upward, evading another sneak assault.
 

 
  Azradeh was generally more circumspect than her sister. Her approach was not nearly so fast or violent, enabling him to dodge her, but also giving herself wiggle room to adjust her dive to avoid piling face-first into the stone. She wheeled away to join Vadrieny, and he took the opportunity to retreat.
 

 
  He did not actually know whether he could defeat two archdemons alone; he had not had the opportunity to face off against one. Most of the seven were too careful to risk themselves against the relatively few foes who could actually threaten them, and they kept a firm grip on the rest—like Vadrieny, who lacked the sense to retreat from danger and only wasn’t dead already because she obeyed orders from her elder sisters.
 

 
  Regardless, this was not the time. He was not merely a warrior of the Light, but a general, and there was too much at stake here for him to go haring off in pursuit of one or even two targets, no matter how significant.
 

 
  Apparently, Azradeh agreed. As Ampophrenon soared back to the mountain on which his forces were assembled, two much smaller figures flew in a wide arc to avoid him as they returned to their nearby fortress.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  As it turned out, the forces massing beyond the portal really were depleted. They continued to trickle forth, but at nowhere near the previous rate. Slowly the fortress’s defenders were replenished, but in one fell swoop Ampophrenon had annihilated the bulk of what was meant to be another wave of invaders sizable enough to overrun yet another kingdom. It had been cheap in military terms, given what it had cost him in the lives of his own troops, but even this victory did not end the war. There was still the Mouth itself, and breaking its defenses would not be a small task.
 

 
  The beacon remained lit, and over the next hours, the scattered forces of the mortal allies converged on the flat mountaintop even as the demons slowly bolstered their own numbers again. The remainder of Ampophrenon’s own troops were among the first, and he inwardly cringed at their numbers; fully half had been lost to demon attacks on the way there. Splitting up his army among the scattered adventurer teams to disguise their strength had worked, insofar as it had baited the demons into overconfidence and ultimately cost them their entire invasion force, but the butcher’s bill had been even more than he feared.
 

 
  Not only his own army had answered the call, though, and the allied encampment swelled with each passing hour.
 

 
  Adventurers there were aplenty, of course. They weren’t much good in massed combat, but Ampophrenon had found their chaotic approach a useful counter to the even more chaotic methods of the enemy; demons and adventurers didn’t take orders well and might do just about any fool thing. The gangs of wandering, heavily-armed malcontents and loners at their worst made a serviceable distraction enabling him to execute actual strategy against the demons, and at their best proved instrumental in pulling off surprising victories. The best adventurers, after all, were known for succeeding when by all rights they should not be able to. Without performing an actual head count, he estimated close to two hundred had gathered. He would definitely find uses for them.
 

 
  In terms of actual soldiers, he gained a force from the Western tribes almost two-thirds the size of his own spellcaster-backed infantry. They were light and agile, able to cross the forbidding mountains with good speed; mostly spearmen, archers, a few swordsmen and a dedicated corps of shaman, with the added benefit of a smattering of priests. Three separate parties of Rangers had arrived, forming an additional seven hundred troops, as well as a surprising contingent of elves under the leadership of an Elder called Sheyann, whom Ampophrenon had not met but knew by reputation.
 

 
  Typical. He needed heavy infantry and divine casters, so of course the gods had sent him a bunch of the finest scouts and archers in existence. No time did he waste on complaints, however. War was not chess; one maneuvered against circumstance as much as against the enemy general.
 

 
  There were some real boons among the late arrivals, however. Sheyann herself was a significant asset, even in comparison with other elven shaman. Three more Silver Huntresses had turned up, as well as an actual Huntsman of Shaath, and two Dark Riders of Sorash. His forces also gained some significant arcane firepower; Andior Caladaan was not dead, as Ampophrenon had feared, but arrived looking somewhat the worse for wear and no less pleased with himself for it. Like most Hands of Salyrene, he could be a trial to deal with, but as he had been the one to singlehandedly bring down that khelminash fortress, Ampophrenon was inclined to let him strut a little. Sheyann’s party also brought the most surprising arrival yet, a powerful high elven sorceress who spoke with an accent the dragon couldn’t place, and also seemed to be slightly crazy.
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  the woman introduced to him as Arachne said, gazing at his towering golden bulk with a childlike expression of glee. “Are there any more like you at home? A few of these and we will maybe spank Elilial right where the sun does not shine!”
 

 
  Standing right behind her, Sheyann sighed and shook her head, but did not intervene. Ampophrenon decided to assume it was a serious question.
 

 
  “None who can be here in time to help,” he said, keeping his powerful voice to a courteous low rumble. “My brethren are unfortunately difficult to persuade that Elilial’s depredations are any concern of theirs, and even those with the sense to lend aid… Several have already fallen. Ramandiloth, Syranorn and Khadizroth are aiding from a distance, assaulting the Dark Lady’s forces elsewhere to help buy us this opportunity. What you see,” he added, straightening up and sweeping one wing to indicate the assembled mortal forces, “is what we have to work with.”
 

 
  “Hm…maybe not so much, to attack Hell,” she observed.
 

 
  “That’s not even on the table,” Razeen replied, leaning on her spear. “Our mission here is to stop the invasion, not launch our own. The portal must be destroyed.”
 

 
  “And for that reason,” Ampophrenon said, nodding first to her and then to Andior, “the arrival of powerful mages is most welcome. We will sorely need experts in portal magic. I am grateful to see any help from the high elves; you alone are more than I expected.”
 

 
  
   “High
  
  elves?” The woman blinked at him in apparent confusion, then turned to peer over the heads of the surrounded soldiers at the mountain range beyond. “Well… I guess this is as high as I have ever been. I have spent more time
  
   under
  
  mountains than on top, now that I consider on it.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon stared at her. Sheyann caught his eye, made a face, and shook her head again, so he decided to leave that alone.
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  your plan, exactly?” Andior interjected. “Because despite the difference in its scale, that is still fundamentally a hellgate. We can probably disrupt it by destroying it physical housing, but that will only destabilize the rift and then I have honestly no idea what will happen. To truly
  
   close
  
  it we must have someone working on the other side.”
 

 
  “Ah,” said Arachne, “so my idea was maybe not so wrong, yes?”
 

 
  “And who would you propose to abandon in Hell?” Razeen demanded. “Would
  
   you
  
  do it?”
 

 
  “I have not seen Hell,” the elf mused. “Could be interesting. Demons are not very good company, though. How close is the least far hellgate from here? Maybe I can walk back that way.”
 

 
  “I…wasn’t seriously asking…” The Hand of Avei looked a little unnerved by the sorceress’s apparent willingness to sacrifice herself.
 

 
  Arachne frowned at her. “Then why do you open your mouth? This seems like not a right time for jokes.”
 

 
  “Peace,” Ampophrenon rumbled. “Tensions are inevitably high in this situation, and we have gathered together many who would not voluntarily seek one another’s company. Remember our need, and
  
   why
  
  we have come here to stand as one. There is no time for infighting.”
 

 
  “Well said, Lord Ampophrenon,” Sheyann agreed. “The question remains, then. How can we prevail?”
 

 
  “I have a plan,” he said gravely. “But it is unconventional, and risky.”
 

 
  “Your unconventional and risky plans have brought us this far,” said Razeen.
 

 
  “I have just confirmed that there are two archdemons leading the defense of the Mouth’s fortress,” he continued.
 

 
  “Three,” the taciturn Huntsman, Torol, interjected unexpectedly. “Arvanzideen is prowling these mountains.”
 

 
  “Four,” Sheyann corrected in a quiet tone. “We have recently encountered Invazradi as well.”
 

 
  The dragon nodded. “Four, then. Even better than I had hoped.”
 

 
  “Better?” Arachne blinked twice. “More archdemons is more good
  
   how?”
  
 

 
  “It is better,” he said, “because we
  
   do
  
  have someone on the other side who will shut the Mouth for us. Elilial herself.” He paused to let the murmuring at this subside, and chose to ignore Andior’s sudden delighted grin. “I will ask her politely to cease hostilities and close her portal. And she will agree,” he growled, drawing back his lips to bare rows of glittering fangs, “because she has previously betrayed her only true weakness. If the Dark Lady wishes to see her children again after this day, she will
  
   submit to the Light.”
  
 

 
  “Ah,” said Arachne, nodding sagely. “So we are all going to die, then.”
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  The eccentric elf was far from the only one to question the soundness of his plan. Ampophrenon had his own doubts, and did not present it as anything other than a desperate gamble. But no one had a better idea, and it seemed he had earned enough trust among the allies that they were still willing to follow him. He only hoped he would prove worthy of that regard.
 

 
  Time was not on their side. While the destruction of the last invasion wave was a solid victory, Elilial had the entire population of a world to throw at them, and the Mouth’s fortress was already replenishing its forces, to say nothing of enabling the archdemons and khelminash warlocks to shore up their defenses. Ampophrenon moved immediately to put his stratagem into effect; there was no telling how long they had before the trickle of miscellaneous demons still coming through the Mouth turned into another deluge.
 

 
  The main body of his troops he sorted as quickly as possible into columns, each with as even a balance of the available assets as he could manage and under the direction of proven officers. The fortress had only one entrance, but they would have their own specific objectives once the gates were breached. The high-value assets he kept with himself at the head of the army, as they would be the first in. He made only a cursory attempt to give out assignments to the assorted adventurers present; it had been his experience that they knew their own strengths (at least, any who had made it alive to this final confrontation) and didn’t tend to work well with regulars anyway. They had ultimately scattered themselves widely, some choosing to join various columns, others joining his impromptu capture teams, and more than a handful drifting off on their own to hunt stray demons or try to infiltrate the fortress their own way.
 

 
  And so, Ampophrenon swiftly found himself at the head of a massed force ready for their final assault on the powers of Hell itself. He had not resumed his smaller form, and now, from his position at the lowest edge of the plateau, raised his head to its full height. From there he could see the entire assembled army, and they him.
 

 
  Ranks of soldiers stood at the ready, eyes upon him. Nearer at hand, Sheyann and her shaman were finishing up a mass working ready to be unleashed at his order. Andior and Arachne had already prepared their spells and stood tense and focused, holding onto the destruction they were about to unleash. A green or blue dragon could have discerned more about all these magics at a glance, but even Ampophrenon could see the shapes of them in general. He truly wondered where the elven sorceress had come from, if she was not a high elf; she had conjured as much firepower as the Hand of Salyrene himself. That was a question for another day, however.
 

 
  “We are all weary,” the dragon stated, projecting his voice to echo across the assembled host. “We are wounded, hungry, and far from our homes, mourning the loss of countless comrades in arms. But we are
  
   still here.
  
  I am
  
   proud
  
  to stand alongside each one of you. You, who have marched to the very gates of Hell, enduring untold suffering and joining ranks with many who only a few years ago would have counted each other enemies! Elilial sent forth her hordes to change the face of this world, and looking at you now, I know that she has done so—and before this day is done, she will
  
   rue
  
  it.”
 

 
  He lifted his wings, arching their golden span before his waiting soldiers, and raised his head higher still.
 

 
  “Where before there were the fractious kingdoms of mortals, now there is a host united against evil itself. Over the course of this campaign, we have taught her that our world, our homes, our
  
   lives
  
  are not hers to take. And now, we go to crush her ambitions finally, and ensure this lesson is one she
  
   never
  
  forgets!”
 

 
  Ampophrenon turned his face to Sheyann and nodded once. She nodded back, clapped her hands, and in unison the elves unleashed the craft they had built.
 

 
  Light blazed from cracks in the very rocks beneath the fortress, green and golden, followed quickly by smoke and gouts of fire where the overwhelming infernal magic suffusing the area fought desperately against the fae. With the power pouring through the Mouth, it had the upper hand, even against the school which trumped it on the Circle, but even as the luminous vines and roots which snaked up to grasp at the foundations and battlements withered and were charred away, the infernal power blazing from the fortress pulsed and faltered. Their spell did not hold long enough to physically damage the structure, but the wards and curses sustaining it fell into instability, some failing outright in explosions of sparks and fire, others struggling to stay solid under the onslaught.
 

 
  Above them, the constant roiling clouds which had covered the region began to melt. Beginning from the east, where the sun had just risen, streams of golden light cut across the malevolent darkness.
 

 
  Nearer at hand, the two Dark Riders, eyes luminous but faces otherwise inscrutable behind their black, scarred armor, raised their hunting horns to the shadowy gaps in their helmets. The eerie tone of their horns rang out over the mountains, immediately causing a stir among the assembled troops as the blessing of Sorash descended upon the army. Even Ampophrenon was not untouched by it, attuned to the power of the gods as he was. Fear ebbed away, the pulse quickened, and a rising tide of aggression surged. He had known Sorash’s touch to cause more harm than good in the wrong circumstances, but if ever there was a time for the god of bloodshed to drive an army, this was it. They stood against the fighting core of Elilial’s hordes; this was the last chance for mortal armies to drive back the demons for good. They
  
   could not
  
  relent here. There would be no half measures, no chance of recouping a loss. Anything less than total victory would mean total defeat.
 

 
  He let the call of Sorash thrum through him, turning to face the fortress and flaring his wings to their full extent.
 

 
  In the near distance, as the demons reeled from the fae onslaught, there came a distinctive cry: the shrill keening fury of Elilial’s youngest daughter. Sorash’s blessing would not work for any demons who heard the call, but Vadrieny needed no help to lose herself to sheer rage.
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold roared back, golden fire flickering along his teeth. Behind him, thousands of voices were raised in defiance, the assembled mortal hosts bellowing their final challenge at the damned before their last charge.
 

 
  With a single beat of his wings, he launched himself aloft and rose to sufficient altitude that he could strike the fortress in a dive, already swelling with indrawn breath and preparing to unleash the fiercest blast of Light-infused dragonfire he could conjure.
 

 
  At that signal, the two mages unleashed the energies they had meticulously called up. The defenses of the Mouth, already weakened by fae encroachment, were slammed from all sides by a torrent of arcane destruction. Ampophrenon noted in passing how easily he could tell what spell had been conjured by whom. Andior cast the way he did everything: with more style and panache than was strictly necessary. His were the undulating streamers of glowing light which put off pretty multi-colored sparks that ignited persistent fires on everything they touched, including stone and demon flesh. He conjured cylindrical columns of reversed gravity that hurled demons skyward and pulled apart the very stones they touched, and hidden within these distractions, a cunning arcane working that pulled power away from the Mouth itself and set up an unstable feedback which caused the rampant infernal energy present to consume his own arcane spell to the point that it destabilized the surviving infernal wards in the walls. Arachne, by contrast, was unsubtle and direct, even brutal. She called up a galaxy of glowing points all around the fortress, which each streaked downward in a hail of arcane bolts that smashed through walls and bodies alike. Behind them followed a wave of glowing blue orbs that peppered the battlements and ignited like bombs, followed by a third salvo of spherical waves of force she somehow conjured from
  
   inside
  
  the fortress, sending demons and fragments of masonry spraying in all directions.
 

 
  It was straight into this firestorm of magical destruction that Ampophrenon dived, emitting a torrent of Lightfire which hit the gates so hard they creaked and buckled even before his own golden bulk smashed into them.
 

 
  The great iron gates burst from their hinges and slammed into the courtyard beyond, flattening a few unlucky demons, and the very gate fortifications were torn asunder by his impact; one of the towers flanking them crumbled entirely, the other left cracked and shaking, while the stone arch connecting them was hurled in fragments all the way to the Mouth itself.
 

 
  He was immediately under attack from all sides. Even with destruction raining down on them, demons were never too confused and disoriented to hurl themselves furiously at the biggest target available. Ampophrenon lashed out with fire, with claws, with swings of his tail and incinerating divine spells, making short work of the disorganized demons which tried to assault him.
 

 
  They were not the true threat, of course. The mages’ work had clearly sufficed to throw the archdemons off their footing, but their retaliation was delayed, not thwarted.
 

 
  Invazradi was a blazing beacon to his senses, even though she had circumspectly hidden herself within the bulk of the fortress to call spells down on him remotely. No ham-fisted front-line warlock was she, either, but a summoner of intricate magics that immediately put him on the defensive. The chains of sheer infernal fire which had appeared around his limbs were strong enough to hold him momentarily in place even as they burned against the divine power suffusing him. It was the work of just a few seconds’ concentration to pour Light into the gaps in that weaving, causing them to burst apart in explosions of hostile magic, but she had not been trying seriously to hold him down. Just to stagger him for a moment while her sister joined the fray.
 

 
  Vadrieny actually erupted from beneath a pile of fallen masonry, shooting right at his neck, as she had done before. Off-balance and hampered by the chains he was still dispatching, Ampophrenon had neither room to evade nor concentration to spare for magic to hurl at her. Instead, he shifted his neck to meet her dive face-on, and caught the archdemon in his jaws.
 

 
  He felt two teeth break as he bit down on her as viciously as he was physically able, then gave her a constrained blast of Lightfire for good measure, violently shaking his head like a dog worrying a captured rodent. Then, with a toss of his neck, he sent the disoriented archdemon hurtling away over the walls.
 

 
  Azradeh was the leader and strategist among them. Her lack of appearance so far was no coincidence; she would show herself at the moment when her intervention would deliver the greatest impact, likely in conjunction with that third khelminash flying fortress which was still unaccounted for. He would have to trust that he and his allies would be able to contend with whatever she pulled out. Arvanzideen was the stealthy, underhanded one among her sisters, and the Huntsman of Shaath along with the four Silver Huntresses had already been stalking her since long before Ampophrenon had ordered the charge. She would naturally be circling to flank his columns once they were on the move, hopefully not expecting to herself become the prey of fellow hunters. Invazradi was their magical specialist, and already her efforts were slackening as she found herself targeted by both Andior and Arachne, who kept firing beams of pure arcane destruction right into her position, straight through intervening stonework.
 

 
  That left the littlest sister. Ampophrenon had selected Vadrieny for the brunt of his
  
   demonstration
  
  precisely because she was an unreasoning brute. Bringing the others to heel was going to take some serious doing. Matching sheer strength against strength, however, he was more than the youngest archdemon could take on—and he, unlike she, was able to act indirectly rather than simply hammering his head against a foe.
 

 
  She came streaking back at him, screaming in rage all the way, and he turned to meet her, rearing up on his hind legs and disregarding the infernal fireballs which peppered his scales from several demonic warlocks scattered about the beleaguered ramparts.
 

 
  Her flight veered, however, and Vadrieny’s screech changed in pitch to a keen of dismay as she suddenly went tumbling away on a powerful current of wind that wrenched control from her.
 

 
  The winds that coursed into the sulfurous fortress suddenly smelled of loam, flowers, and distant forests. Even as Vadrieny went spinning off over the walls again in the opposite direction, frantically beating her wings for control, Sheyann appeared over the fallen gates. The elf was crouched upon a shield-sized maple leaf, which spun and tumbled in the air as seemingly erratically as any falling leaf in the breeze, though she kept her stance on it with characteristic elven agility and even seemed to guide its course into the courtyard. Even as she descended to the charred stones, the leaf slipped out from under her, shrinking back down to a normal size and flying of its own volition into a pouch at her belt right as she landed nimbly beside the dragon.
 

 
  Vadrieny’s return was heralded by another scream of rage. She soared over the broken ramparts, claws outstretched before her, and shot right for Ampophrenon again.
 

 
  Before he could unleash another blast of fire, Sheyann gestured contemptuously and Vadrieny once again went sailing off in entirely the wrong direction, this time slamming into the side of a stone tower for which this was clearly the last straw; it collapsed atop her.
 

 
  “She’s not very
  
   bright,
  
  is she?” Sheyann said, pitching her voice above the noise of battle. Ampophrenon grinned, then called up a wall of divine light to shield them both from the fragments of masonry hurled forth as Vadrieny once again burst out from beneath the rubble, madder than ever but clearly no worse for wear.
 

 
  The archdemon lunged across the courtyard at them, wings flared, and was caught and hurled skyward by a sudden updraft which smelled of daisies.
 

 
  “Stop
  
   doing
  
  that!” she squalled even as she vanished into the sky above.
 

 
  Ampophrenon took the opportunity to turn in a complete circle, spraying the blast of dragonfire he had prepared for Vadrieny across the battlements themselves, cleaning away what remained of the demons still trying to hold them. That was the point at which three mounted figures, the two Dark Riders and Razeen astride her gleaming divine mount, vaulted over the rubble of the gates and charged into the courtyard with weapons drawn. Ordinarily a Hand of Avei and Dark Riders of Sorash would attack each other on sight, but now the two black-armored figures astride their skeletal steeds flanked the woman wreathed by golden wings, wheeling around fallen masonry in formation to pile headlong into a cluster of demons which rushed out of the Mouth at them.
 

 
  Shadows swelled nearby and Invazradi appeared, her smooth sheet of fiery hair in disarray and her expression downright hunted. The archdemon started visibly at finding herself face-to-face with Ampophrenon and Sheyann, but before either could attack her, a spray of spider webs formed of arcane blue light snared and yanked her away.
 

 
  “No!” Invazradi shrieked, tearing them away in a burst of hellfire and racing off toward the fortress as fast as her hooves could carry her. “Leave me
  
   alone!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, stop your whining!” Arachne called back, zipping out of the shadows beneath a half-fallen tower. The elf was riding a flattish chunk of stone she had conjured to levitate, and accompanied by a formation of floating blades conjured out of pure arcane magic. “Come take your spanking like a big girl!” She pursued the fleeing archdemon back into the depths of the crumbling fortress without so much as glancing aside at them.
 

 
  “Here she comes again,” Ampophrenon rumbled as a maddened scream swelled rapidly in volume, Vadrieny descending straight at them from whatever altitude Sheyann had hurled her to. “Be so good as to allow me this time, Elder.”
 

 
  “Of course, my lord,” the shaman said serenely, already turning to call up thorned vines from the very stones around the Mouth, where they seized and constricted demons trying to swarm Razeen and the Riders.
 

 
  With no one distorting the winds around her this time, Vadrieny shot straight out of the sky at Ampophrenon in her customary faction: head-on, with not the slightest thought for misdirection or maneuver.
 

 
  He reared up and, dodging to the side at the last second, reached out and grabbed her with one clawed hand.
 

 
  Before Vadrieny could turn like a seized snake to bite at him, he whipped her around and smashed her into the nearest tower.
 

 
  Over the next minute, Ampophrenon wielded the captured archdemon like a flail, spinning this way and that and, gripping her by one leg, slamming her over and over into every surface he could find. He used her to knock over a tower and bash a sizable gap in one of the outer walls, raked a rent in the face of the fortress itself with her body, clipped one edge of the Mouth’s frame (causing the swirling surface of the portal itself to ripple alarmingly). Tiring of vertical surfaces, he slammed her over and over into the ground, turning this way and that to always bring her down on a new spot and leaving a fractured crater in the stone floor of the courtyard at each one. Halfway through this she had stopped even screaming in protest; he wasn’t sure she was still conscious. Not that he particularly cared.
 

 
  Ampophrenon lightly tossed Vadrieny upward, finally letting go, then lunged his head forward like a striking snake at her limply tumbling form. By sheer accident, he closed his jaws over her head, leaving her dangling from the neck down. There he shook her so rapidly and violently a spray of burning feathers fluttered loose to drift away on the hot air.
 

 
  With a final, contemptuous flick of his head, he spat her straight at the floor at his feet, then slammed his fist down atop her in a punch that drove her bodily into the stone. Then again, and again, hammering the insensate archdemon deeper into the rubble with each hit.
 

 
  That, finally, got the reaction for which he had been hoping.
 

 
  The spells were half-formed and dissipated against his innate magic, complex infernal runes burning away in unfocused explosions upon contact with his aura. They were numerous enough that that might have been the purpose, though, as those explosions hit hard enough to rock him back.
 

 
  Even lunging half-prepared to rescue her sister, Azradeh was less recklessly direct. She shot straight at Ampophrenon’s face with a scream of rage in such a perfect imitation of Vadrieny that he snatched at her with the same reflex he had just developed in dealing with the younger archdemon, but from Azradeh, it was a feint. She veered nimbly to the side, evading the snap of his jaws with contemptuous ease and raking his face with her own claws in passing, barely missing his eye. Even as he spun to face her retreating form, his motion brought his head into contact with an invisible ward she had placed right behind him; the explosion of pure infernal fire knocked him violently backward.
 

 
  Azradeh’s flight was interrupted by another gust of distracting wind, but she danced skillfully upon the hostile air currents, a glowing rod of purple-tinged fire manifesting in one hand even as she floated. Though she hurled it like a javelin, what flew from her claws at Sheyann was a branching streak of orange lightning which forced the elf to dodge with every scrap of elven agility she could muster, and even so she was singed in passing violently enough to make her lose her step, tumbling to the stone floor.
 

 
  The archdemon dived past Ampophrenon again, and this time he had learned more caution, exhaling a burst of flame at her in passing rather than risking another physical grab. The invisible rune trap she had tried to lead him into erupted at the contact with Light-infused fire; he was far enough from this one not to be caught as closely in the blast, but it wasn’t the same kind of explosion this time, either. The burst of infernal force was directed, and smashed into him in a focused stream, once more shoving him back.
 

 
  In his momentary lapse, Azradeh made a dive for the pit into which Vadrieny’s body had been pounded, but she was repulsed by a bell-like tone accompanying a burst of blue light as one of the mages fired a shot across her nose. Though sent tumbling, she quickly corrected and swooped away to perch atop the stone rim of the Mouth itself.
 

 
  “Before you act in haste, Lord Ampophrenon,” she shouted, “raise your eyes!”
 

 
  He didn’t need the exhortation. While reeling back from her, he had caught sight of the third khelminash fortress suddenly hovering above the Mouth, blazing with prepared infernal spells ready to be unleashed.
 

 
  His own troops were only just reaching the fortress on the heels of the few heavy hitters who had been the first in. The fastest wave of adventurers was already taking the walls, dealing with surviving demons and joining the fray at the Mouth itself where more reinforcements were streaming out of Hell. The main columns were still coming, though; some were to take up positions outside the fortress while the rest entered and divided themselves among its perimeter to secure the space and have their casters dismantle the wards still protecting it. Now, though, they were within range of the khelminash flying fortress’s weapons. The soldiers were on the march and not expecting that kind of attack from above. Even if some of the clerics and mages among them managed to put up shields, it was unlikely to be enough.
 

 
  
   He
  
  could take the thing down, but at the cost of leaving himself vulnerable to Azradeh. It was not arrogance to acknowledge that he was the most physically potent asset the allies had; if he fell, the entire plan would unravel. There was currently no sign of Arachne, Andior, or Sheyann. Razeen and both Riders, having been granted a reprieve by the adventurers joining them at the portal, had seen both Azradeh and the flying fortress but could reach neither; they were melee combatants.
 

 
  Azradeh raised both hands above her head, a blazing orange rune glowing between them. Matching symbols lit the air in a ring around the khelminash fortress above as its inherent weapons were further augmented by her spell.
 

 
  “One chance, lizard!” the archdemon called. “Step
  
   away
  
  from my sister and
  
   bow your head before me.
  
  Then, perhaps, I will—”
 

 
  The runes limning the fortress pulsed simultaneously with the one in her grip, and for a blinding instant, they were connected by a visible torrent of blazing magic which, during its brief existence, transitioned from infernal orange to arcane blue.
 

 
  Azradeh tumbled limply off the gateway to hit the ground in front of it, unconscious.
 

 
  “I don’t care what anyone says,” Andior called down from the flying fortress’s ramparts as he appeared upon them and struck a pose. “I’m
  
   keeping
  
  it!”
 

 
  Ampophrenon grunted, pausing only to watch Razeen and both Dark Riders swarm Azradeh’s prone body, then bent and reached into the hole he had just pounded.
 

 
  Vadrieny finally looked quite bedraggled, her dragonscale armor hanging off her in shreds. The archdemon was struggling weakly to extricate herself from the wreckage, and blinked her fiery eyes blearily up at Ampophrenon as he lifted her out of it. Grasping her torso in one fist, he held her up so they were face-to-face.
 

 
  “Young lady,” he growled, “go
  
   home.”
  
 

 
  Then he hurled her into the portal with all the strength he could muster, adding a blast of dragonfire to speed her along.
 

 
  “The message is sent,” he declared. “Are we ready?”
 

 
  “One accounted for,” Razeen reported, stalking over to him and dragging Azradeh along by a grip on her hair. She hurled the archdemon contemptuously to the ground and planted the crystal tip of her divine spear against her back right between the wings. Azradeh’s limbs were bound by chains of dark iron which streamed luminous mist, cruel weapons of the Dark Riders that would keep her both weakened and in constant pain.
 

 
  A sparkle of blue light upon the air heralded the arrival of Arachne and Invazradi by teleportation. “Two!” the sorceress said, looking inordinately pleased with herself despite her dress being rent almost to rags and about half her hair burned away. Oddly it was the archdemon who appeared the more traumatized of them; not only was she too bound up in glowing chains and reams of what looked like spider silk to move, she was wide-eyed and appeared to be trembling. More bindings covered her mouth, fortunately. “Ah, Sheyann, there you are. I was almost to worry.”
 

 
  “Well done, Arachne,” the shaman said, limping up to them. “She tried to flee, I take it?”
 

 
  “Tried to get hostages,” Arachne replied, her face falling into a scowl. “She got her claws on Chucky again.”
 

 
  Sheyann turned such a stare on Invazradi that the bound archdemon actually whimpered. “Is the boy…?”
 

 
  “He has lost no limbs and not very much blood. He will have some bad dreams, I think.”
 

 
  “I see,” the Elder replied coldly. “Razeen, if you would be so kind?”
 

 
  “Remember we need them alive, Elder,” Ampophrenon cautioned.
 

 
  “Not to worry,” Razeen assured him, and then brought her spear down in an overhead arc, slamming the broad flat of the blade atop Invazradi’s head. The archdemon crumpled without a sound.
 

 
  “Why could she be not that fragile
  
   before?”
  
  Arachne complained. “If ever I have to deal with these annoying kids again, I want them to be pre-beaten-up by wizards and dragons and paladins.
  
   Much
  
  easier.”
 

 
  “Lord Ampophrenon!” Andior called from atop his captured flying fortress, pointing at the distance. “Last one accounted for! Torol and the Huntresses have Arvanzideen pinned, but I think the could use your aid to bring her to heel.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon rose, spreading his wings. “It will be my pleasure!” He took to the air and set off in the direction the Hand of Salyrene had indicated, to grab the last archdemon and finally
  
   finish
  
  this.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  With their targets secured, he stood guard over the Mouth itself, preparing to face what he knew would come out of it. The sudden arrival of a badly-beaten Vadrieny followed by a blast of Lightfire would send the message loud and clear, but they should have the luxury of a little time to prepare. Elilial was still Elilial; even in a vengeful rage, she would observe and plan before acting.
 

 
  Ampophrenon gave her something to observe, all right.
 

 
  Arvanzideen had been harried and frustrated to the point that she was much easier to grab than her sisters had been, though upon seeing Ampophrenon coming she had tried to flee. That lasted until Andior unleashed the khelminash fortress’s full arsenal upon her, and after that the dragon had hauled the insensate archdemon back to join the rest.
 

 
  Now, all three were on their knees in the courtyard, facing the portal, and covered in thorn vines summoned by Sheyann and sustained by several of her fellow shaman. Those thorns pricked supposedly invulnerable flesh, inflicting a constant torrent of fae magic that kept the three weakened and vulnerable. As added insurance, they had Razeen, both Dark Riders, the two surviving Huntresses and Torol holding weapons upon them. Ampophrenon had made it clear that while he wanted them alive, no one was to hesitate in killing them if it became necessary. So far, all three had opted to be cooperative.
 

 
  All around them, the shattered fortress swarmed with soldiers and clerics, dismantling the last remaining infernal wards and traps and administering a systematic cleansing. It was an ultimately futile measure as long as the Mouth remained active, as the infernal radiation blaring out would just corrupt everything all over again, but keeping up the steady flow of divine magic was necessary just to make this area relatively safe for mortals to
  
   be
  
  in. Ampophrenon’s presence helped, especially as he deliberately extended his own shining aura to help protect his soldiers. Even so, it would be necessary to meticulously cleanse
  
   everyone
  
  after this.
 

 
  The Mouth had gone quiet, swirling before them in ominous silence that was as good as a warning that Elilial’s eyes were upon them. Azradeh had a smug look on her face which said the same. Andior and Arachne had joined him before the portal, as had over two dozen scattered adventurers, helping to keep watch on the captives and the Mouth itself.
 

 
  Still they waited.
 

 
  “Enough of this,” the dragon rumbled as the minutes stretched on with no response. “Razeen, bleed one of them.”
 

 
  The Hand of Avei grinned and pressed the tip of her spear against Azradeh’s throat.
 

 
  The Mouth burst alight, finally revealing what had been prepared behind it. The
  
   perspective
  
  of the thing changed, a size-distorting effect commonly associated with the physical presence of gods stretching its capacity. Though its physical boundaries remained the same, suddenly there gaped before them an aperture through which an army could pass.
 

 
  And there was indeed an army behind it, visible through shimmering waves of heat and magic, a fresh horde of thousands of demons stretching away from the expanded portal. At the forefront stood towering monstrosities which could surely not have fit bodily into the wrecked fortress, much less through the portal itself—and yet, undoubtedly, they would.
 

 
  Because front and center,
  
   she
  
  was there.
 

 
  Elilial stepped out, leaving her minions as a silent warning just on the other side of the gate, facing them alone and with no sign of fear at the forces arrayed before her. It was not as if they were a physical threat to her.
 

 
  “Reconsider,” the Queen of Demons advised, fixing her burning gaze on Razeen.
 

 
  The Hand of Avei curled her lip disdainfully, and for a moment Ampophrenon feared she would behead Azradeh out of sheer spite. But an Avenist understood nothing if not discipline, and after an ominous pause she lifted the blade of her spear away.
 

 
  “Mother,” Azradeh said with impressive calm, given her position. “I apologize for this shameful display. Is Vadrieny all right?”
 

 
  Elilial held up a finger, and the archdemon instantly quieted.
 

 
  “Did I not so respect your intelligence, dragon,” the goddess said, “I might conclude from this little diorama that you think you have me at a disadvantage. But no—a smart fellow like you surely understands that what you are threatening me with is inciting a wrath like
  
   NOTHING YOU CAN IMAGINE.”
  
 

 
  
   
   
  
  Her voice, at the end, ceased to be a voice and became a
  
   force,
  
  rippling creation itself backward with the sheer intensity of its rage. Ampophrenon could feel his assembled soldiers quailing behind him.
 

 
  He reared up on his hind legs, towering over Elilial, and roared, spreading both his wings and his aura to suffuse the entire area with Light. The goddess just stared at him ironically, but the gathered mortals rallied, and the general backward movement which had begun ceased.
 

 
  “Your threats mean nothing,” Ampophrenon thundered. “You’ve played your hand long since, wretched creature! You have nothing else to offer but more destruction—nothing we haven’t seen in plenty, and nothing you did not fully intend to do anyway. If you have nothing to speak but empty bluster, then still your sly tongue and
  
   listen.
  
  This is the compromise I offer you: instead of pursuing the complete destruction you so
  
   deserve,
  
  I am willing to call a cessation of all hostilities. Withdraw your vile minions and close your portal, and I will refrain from teaching you the pain you have inflicted on countless mothers already. Or press for whatever victory you think you can attain, and I swear you will pay for every inch in the blood of your blood.”
 

 
  She met his stare, and the force of her personality was like a tsunami. Ampophrenon the Gold stood against it, unflinching.
 

 
  Elilial shifted her gaze from his, to pan it slowly across the assembly, taking time to study each gathered foe in turn, from the paladins to the meanest adventurers.
 

 
  “Arachne,” she said at last, pressing her lips together in disapproval. “I see you wasted
  
   no
  
  time in getting neck-deep in trouble.”
 

 
  “You should not burn down the world, Lil,” Arachne explained in a reasonable tone. “People live here. Also, it is nice! Have you seen the forest? Very pretty.”
 

 
  In the ensuing pause, everyone present turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “I will
  
   not
  
  forget that you dared to lay a hand on my daughters, elf,” the goddess stated flatly.
 

 
  “Your
  
   daughters
  
  needed to have been spanked more,” the sorceress retorted. “I will not forget that I had to come after you and do it myself! Do I look like a person who should be responsible for other people’s kids?”
 

 
  “Enough stalling,” Ampophrenon rumbled. “I will have your answer or your blood, demon queen.”
 

 
  “No.” Elilial turned a knowing smile back on him. “You’ll have what I choose to give you, and be grateful for that much.”
 

 
  “Mother,
  
   please,”
  
  Invazradi squalled.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  shut up!” Azradeh snapped at her.
 

 
  Ampophrenon rustled his wings. “You try my patience.”
 

 
  “You call
  
   my
  
  threats empty?” the goddess said scornfully. “We both know you—”
 

 
  He whipped his tail around, infusing the spaded tip with a glowing torrent of Light, and drove it through Arvanzideen’s wing, pinning her to the ground and blasting a wave of divine magic through her. She screamed, a sound of agony that made many of those assembled clutch their ears.
 

 
  Elilial surged forward, the artifice washed away from her face by a mask of rage, already reaching for Ampophrenon. He was attuned enough to the ways of gods to know that the physical manifestation he saw, her hands going for his neck, was only a paltry reflection of the forces being aimed at him. Meeting her eyes, he roared, and twisted his tail, grinding the stone beneath Arvanzideen into gravel and mangling her wing.
 

 
  “Stop it!” Azradeh shrieked. “Pick on
  
   me,
  
  you beast!”
 

 
  “Heroes,” he thundered right into Elilial’s face. “If she moves,
  
   they all die.”
  
 

 
  The chorus of approbation that answered him was downright eager. Dark Riders did not speak, but one pressed the tip of his black sword so hard into Invazradi’s side that droplets of smoking blood welled up.
 

 
  Slowly, Elilial gathered herself, drawing back from him. In her silence, Invazradi whimpered and Arvanzideen emitted choked noises of suppressed pain. Azradeh twisted in her bonds to glare venomously up at Ampophrenon, ignoring the spear and the black sword pressing their tips to her throat from different angles.
 

 
  Then, incongruously, Elilial smiled.
 

 
  “I have what I needed from this campaign,” she said in a suddenly lazy tone, making a languid gesture with one hand. “You shall have your terms, dragon. Release my children and go simpering back to your Pantheon with your hollow victory. The portal will be dismantled, and I will leave you to enjoy the
  
   improvements
  
  I’ve wrought in this world while you were busy…babysitting.”
 

 
  He met her eyes for a few seconds longer, then yanked his tail from Arvanzideen’s wing, noting how the sound she made caused her mother to flinch even through her mask of control.
 

 
  “We have an accord,” the dragon said aloud. “Justice is delayed, Elilial.
  
   Not
  
  thwarted. The arc of history is long, and all actions yield consequences. Remember that.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she agreed. “Yes, they do. One day, Ampophrenon, I will enjoy reminding you of that lesson.”
 

 
  “This is boring,” Arachne said loudly. “I will settle it: his dick is bigger. There, done. Now take your dumb kids and go back where you
  
   belong,
  
  you crazy bag of fire!”
 

 
  It was not the end to the Third Hellwar that Ampophrenon had anticipated, but it would give the mortal world room to recover. And for now, that would be enough.
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  Bonus #48: Lightning in a Bottle, part 1 | The Gods are Bastards
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  The talent assembled was carefully selected for dungeoneering, but in this day and age, actually getting
  
   into
  
  the dungeon required much more mundane gifts: money and influence. And so the four of them stood carefully out of earshot, as their employer had emphatically instructed, watching Lord Rhadid speak privately with the Imperial soldiers who had just instructed them all to clear off.
 

 
  Though after the first five minutes, only Owl was still paying attention to his Lordship. Tamara had begun pacing restlessly in the road, and Eric was gazing enraptured at the shape of Manor Dire rising from among the pine trees up ahead. Admestus had begun mimicking each of his companions in turn to pass the time; Owl had ignored him and Tamara had just taken a swing at his head, so now he stood alongside the dwarf, in the same posture, staring at the manor house.
 

 
  It might have been the home of any rich noble, these days, though for the era in which it was built the lack of any fortifications was unusual. With the pines blanketing its grounds the full spread of the manor itself was hard to discern from this angle, though it was clearly huge. Gabled roofs poked up here and there between the trees, spreading in both directions from the high peak of the central hall, with turrets and towers rising even higher in places. The tallest had a sizable telescope protruding from its domed roof, which would be a rare feature now and had surely been an amazing extravagance when it was installed. The manor itself was perfectly preserved, of course; to look at, it might have been built this year. Only the military presence suggested at a glance that it was more than some aristocrat’s country house.
 

 
  In addition to the roadblock before the gates, the Army had improvised a barracks in the manor’s old stables, from which the Imperial banner now flew. The road ascended the hill to the house proper, so that even from beyond the gates, most of the manor’s shape was visible above the outer walls and the staff-wielding Imperial soldiers holding the open gateway.
 

 
  Admestus snuck a sidelong glance down at Eric. The dwarf was so caught up staring at Manor Dire that he had actually dropped his precious satchel.
 

 
  “Hey,” the half-elf said, nudging Eric’s shoulder with his elbow. “Are we there yet?”
 

 
  The dwarf turned slowly, blinking in befuddlement, to stare up at Admestus with an expression of disbelief.
 

 
  “Just ignore him,” Owl advised without shifting his attention from the conversation taking place at the gates. The officer apparently in charge was talking with Lord Rhadid, while the rest watched their group with weapons at the ready. “If you give him attention once he’ll just keep hounding you for it.”
 

 
  “Hey, hey, hey,” Admestus protested, wagging a chiding finger at Owl. “You can’t go giving away my professional secrets, old man! It’s simply not
  
   done.
  
  There are codes to be observed, don’t you know?”
 

 
  Taking his own advice, the thief ignored him, keeping his eyes on their patron.
 

 
  At that moment, Lord Rhadid shook the officer’s hand, looked back down the road at them, and jerked his head once in the direction of the manor. Then he turned his back and strode through the gates toward the house without waiting for them.
 

 
  “We’re up, Tam,” said Owl, setting off.
 

 
  “Don’t call me that,” she snapped automatically, ceasing her pacing and coming after them. Eric and Admestus were already on the way, leaving the mercenary to bring up the rear.
 

 
  The soldiers gave them no problems; the officer was lounging against the gates with his arms folded, while his troops watched the adventurers pass but said nothing. They kept their weapons in hand and most of them stared particularly at Tamara, who was clad in leather armor and carrying enough obvious weapons to strongly suggest some of her bulging belt pouches contained less obvious ones. With a fully laden wandbelt holding two holstered sidearms at her hips and a heavier-duty shieldbreaker wand at the small of her back, plus a battlestaff and greatsword slung across her back from a bandolier filled with extra power crystals and no less than six visible defensive charms pinned to her hardened leather vest, she looked like she might have been able to break their four-person blockade of the gate by sheer force.
 

 
  “Best of luck in there, kids,” the officer said sardonically.
 

 
  Admestus halted, turning to the man and waggling his eyebrows. “Give us a kiss for luck?”
 

 
  The man’s expression didn’t alter until he actually pursed his lips and started making smooching noises. Before anything could ensue from that, Tamara grabbed him by the collar and hauled him bodily up the path.
 

 
  Lord Rhadid had at least stopped short of entering the Manor without them, and stood before the doors, atop the short flight of steps leading there. As they drew up to the base of the stairs, he turned from inspecting the great double doors to face them, prompting the group to stop. With the exception of Admestus, who added an extra swagger as he placed his foot on the bottom step, prompting Tamara to grab his collar again. For the moment, then, they paused there, giving the nobleman his impromptu dais from which to look down on them. Noblemen, as they all knew, lived for stuff like that.
 

 
  Rhadid Daraspian was a tall man with the athletic build and sun-darkened complexion of one who liked outdoor sports; though short of middle age, he was already balding, but in a way which gave him a sharp widow’s peak that, if anything, augmented his aquiline features to their advantage.
 

 
  “Now that we are here,” he stated, “you will all listen once again to a lecture you have already heard. You will do so patiently and attentively. This will be our last chance to review these facts, and they are of paramount importance; if any one of you fails to respect the realities of our situation, it is entirely possible that we will all die—and worse, the years of effort I have devoted toward the arranging of this expedition will have been squandered. Professor Ahlstrom, if you would, please repeat to our fellows the base instructions you have given us for survival and success in Manor Dire.”
 

 
  Eric cleared his throat and shuffled his feet uncertainly. When Lord Rhadid made no move to yield the position atop the steps, the dwarf contented himself with climbing up onto the first stair and turning to face the rest of them.
 

 
  “Well, then! As, ah, I’m sure you recall, Manor Dire is the youngest of the great dungeons, having existed for scarcely five hundred years. Many of them date from the time of the Elder Gods at least, but this… Well, it was the home and seat of power of Archmage Direstaan, who is thought to have been the ancestor of House Daraspian.” He turned toward Lord Rhadid and sketched an awkward little bow before continuing. “Basically, it should be treated as the home and demesne of an exceptionally powerful wizard, even in his absence. The house itself has a clear intelligence and a certain…distinctive approach to its treatment of guests. As we explore the Manor, we will be repeatedly tested as it figures out our intentions and capacities. It is of
  
   paramount
  
  importance that we remain guests of Manor Dire.” Eric paused to clear his throat. “If it begins to view us as invaders, things will go very badly for us, very quickly. So, conduct yourself as you would in the home of any powerful person who you must assume will be aware of anything you do. Don’t damage anything. Don’t
  
   steal
  
  anything. Even picking up a loose penny could land us in seriously hot water.”
 

 
  The entire group turned to look at Owl. He didn’t even acknowledge them, the thief simply regarding Eric with a patient expression as he waited for the lecture to continue.
 

 
  “What we’re looking for is…well, somewhere deep in the house,” Eric continued. “Like all dungeons, Manor Dire contains considerable wealth as well as great danger, but this one is not so easily looted. As I was just saying, anyone who begins picking up treasure in here will be quickly brought to grief. The physical layout of the Manor is malleable as water; we’ll go where it wants us to go. Our goal must be to gain its respect and regard so that it allows us into the innermost regions where the important artifacts are held, and deems us worthy to…” He trailed off, glancing up at Lord Rhadid, who continued to watch them impassively. “To make use of them. Any questions?”
 

 
  “Yeah.” Tamara made a languid gesture that was only vaguely reminiscent of a student raising her hand in class. “What’s the point of going for the treasure in the deep rooms if we can’t bring it back out with us?”
 

 
  “The real treasure of Manor Dire is in the
  
   use
  
  of its facilities, not their extraction,” Eric replied, his voice growing more animated as he warmed to his favorite subject. “Remember, this was the personal citadel of one of the greatest archmages who ever
  
   lived.
  
  The library in this house is one of the finest in the world. Magnan himself studied here, in Direstaan’s enchanting lab. Likewise the alchemy lab is—” He broke off, glancing once more up at their patron, then changed tracks. “And there’s the observatory! You can see the telescope from the main room, but so far no one who has ventured into the Manor has been granted access to it. That’s arguably the most precious resource within! Direstaan was a pioneer of astroscrying; they say that with the equipment in there, one can count the rings of Drusera and view the moons of Bastila as clearly as modern telescopes can see our own!”
 

 
  “If nobody’s ever gotten that far,” Admestus asked innocently, “who is this
  
   they
  
  who says that, and how do you know they aren’t full of it?”
 

 
  “The observatory is not the goal of this expedition,” Lord Rhadid interjected before Eric had to find an answer. “Are there any other questions? If any of you has a pressing concern you felt uncomfortable raising previously, I encourage you to get it out of your system
  
   now,
  
  before we are within and subject to the temptation to
  
   poke
  
  at anything.”
 

 
  “I’m curious about the composition of this team, m’Lord,” Owl said. “I’m a specialist in traps and locks, Ms. Farahd here is a fighter—those are obvious. I even get the librarian, since he’s such an expert on the house.”
 

 
  “Archaeologist,” Eric corrected stiffly. “And it is not arrogance to state that I am the
  
   foremost
  
  expert on Manor Dire among modern academia. I have made it the focus of my entire career!”
 

 
  “Bet that makes you a blast at parties,” Owl remarked, still deadpan. “Point is, I get why he’s along. But what the hell is with
  
   this
  
  guy?” He pointed at Admestus without bothering to look in his direction.
 

 
  “No one is with Rafe,” the half-elf intoned solemnly, spreading his hands in a gesture of benediction. “Rafe…is with you all.”
 

 
  Tamara drew in a deep breath and let it out very slowly through her teeth.
 

 
  “Thanks to the Professor’s little lapse, there,” Owl continued, “it’s clear enough our goal is the alchemy lab. But seriously. With all due respect, m’Lord, this group is about two-fifths having any business in a dungeon. We’ve got one fussy academic who doesn’t look like he’s ever been outside before, and the kind of clown who’s likely to get killed in a moderately rough bar, let alone one of the great dungeons. And again, m’Lord, I mean no insult, and I’m sure you’ve been taught to use those weapons, but…well, you know.”
 

 
  Rhadid indeed had both a golden-hilted rapier and a wand hanging from his belt, and the sword at least he carried with the effortless balance of someone for whom the weapon was an extension of himself. The belt, though, encircled a Punaji-style greatcoat that was perfectly tailored to him, its velvet obviously brushed just that morning, and had thread-of-gold embroidery climbing its lapels and halfway up the sleeves. He did not look like someone who belonged on a dungeon dive.
 

 
  “I take no insult,” Lord Rhadid said mildly. “Would it assuage your concerns, Owl, to know that I am a veteran of expeditions into Venomfont, the Tomb of Sypraxis, and the Screaming Gardens?”
 

 
  Owl actually blinked three times in rapid succession, the first sign of surprise or discomfiture he had betrayed since joining the group. “Actually, my lord, it does.”
 

 
  Rhadid nodded curtly. “I understand your concern. With no insult meant to
  
   you,
  
  let me be clear: Professor Ahlstrom, Admestus, and myself are essential for this expedition.
  
   You
  
  two are along as insurance, and for the sake of thoroughness. You will be well-paid when our mission is completed—but you will be paid by
  
   me,
  
  when we return to Tehvaad. There are no looting rights associated with this excursion, and as you have repeatedly been told, succumbing to the temptation will likely doom us all. Is that understood?”
 

 
  He arched one eyebrow, staring superciliously down at them until everyone verbally acknowledged the instruction.
 

 
  “Actually, my lord,
  
   I
  
  have a question,” Eric said meekly. “That bit with the soldiers… Are you sure our presence here is perfectly legal? I realize that Manor Dire is within your House’s traditional holdings, but it’s also within the Tiraan Empire, of course, and…”
 

 
  “You should be more aware of the legal gray areas surrounding the great dungeons than most, Professor,” Rhadid answered. “The Imperial Army does not want people entering Manor Dire, but it is not
  
   illegal
  
  for civilians to do so. Between those two facts is a narrow space of leeway which most people wisely hesitate to navigate, but I assure you that the privilege of rank applies so long as you are with me. Possession is, as they say, nine-tenths of the law.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” Owl added unexpectedly, “the Empire treats the great dungeons more like frontiers than real estate. Theasia’s too clever to claim sovereignty over a piece of territory troops can’t actually hold. They’ll try to stop you going in, but once you’re in, on your head be it.”
 

 
  “Ah, very good,” Eric said, smiling. “That’s reassuring.”
 

 
  “Are you entirely sure that word means what you think it means?” Admestus asked.
 

 
  “Any
  
   other
  
  questions?” Rhadid inquired pointedly. “This will be your last chance to ask them in safety.”
 

 
  They glanced at each other in silence. Admestus picked his nose.
 

 
  “Then we begin,” Lord Rhadid declared. He turned, grasped the door handles with both hands, and pulled the great double doors wide in a grandiose gesture, then immediately strode into Manor Dire without waiting for them.
 

 
  Inside, the great entry hall continued to be downright humble as dungeons went. Again, it would have served well to show off the wealth of such a home’s owner, though the interior betrayed its age more than the facade. The great hall was very much a relic of the tastes of five centuries prior, all spare stonework and great exposed beams, with only banners, weapons, and hunting trophies as decorations. The light came from torches rather than modern fairy lamps, or even older oil lamps, creating a flickering dimness that cast deep shadows. In fact, it rather resembled a Shaathist lodge.
 

 
  It was also not unoccupied.
 

 
  Directly opposite the entry, the hall ended in an enormous hearth, with seats drawn up to it and a plush bearskin rug draped on the floor in front—white, a rare example of the the now-extinct Kharsa bear, which itself would be worth more than a satchel of jewelry. Stairs rose from either side of the broad fireplace to a landing which was hidden behind the wide stone chimney, but there was a comfortable space in front of the roaring blaze. Sitting there, upon the bear rug, were four gnomes.
 

 
  As one, they rose to their feet, staring down the length of the great hall at the new arrivals.
 

 
  Rhadid stopped just inside the doors, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dimmer light, while the rest of his group trickled in behind him and fanned out to either side, peering around at the sparse furnishings and the unexpected fellow adventurers ahead.
 

 
  Admestus edged to the side of the group, turning his head back and forth to peer up and down the hall while the two groups stared at each other. After the awkwardness began to stretch out, he cleared his throat and flung out one arm to gesture broadly at everything in the most dramatic fashion possible.
 

 
  “BEHOLD!”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him.
 

 
  “Well, right back atcha,” said one of the gnomes, swaggering forward. “You duckies don’t look Imperial, if y’don’t mind me sayin’.”
 

 
  “Were you expecting an Imperial presence?” Lord Rhadid asked blandly.
 

 
  “Oh, there’s already an Imperial presence,” she replied, winking. “Least one team workin’ through the Manor as we speak. It’s more we weren’t expectin’ anybody
  
   else
  
  to make it in here. They’ve mostly given up tryin’ ta stop us from comin’ in, but y’don’t often see the common run of adventurers in a dungeon where they’ve set up shop ’round the entrance.”
 

 
  “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon,” Admestus gasped.
  
   “Common
  
  run? How
  
   very
  
  dare—”
 

 
  “Rafe,” Rhadid interrupted, “shut up.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir, m’lord, sir. Shutting up, sir, by your will.”
 

 
  “For my part,” Lord Rhadid continued, inclining his head slightly toward the gnomes, “I’ve no intention of interfering in whatever business you have. Is there going to be a problem here?”
 

 
  “Oh, now, y’don’t need to worry about us,” she said, grinning amiably and continuing to approach; being in no hurry, it took a while on her short legs. “No honest gnome ever begrudged a fellow adventurer the chance for fun an’ profit! As to whether this is gonna be a problem, that’s rather up to you, innit? Cos the Manor’s fairly discriminatin’ in terms o’ how it handles interlopers, but not too excessively. Could end up bein’ a right nuisance for us if you rile up the house.”
 

 
  “We fully intend to avoid such an outcome with the greatest care,” Rhadid replied. “I confess I am somewhat more concerned with the presence of Imperial troops, now that I know there is a team within.”
 

 
  “Aye,” she agreed. Having come within conversational distance of them, the gnome stopped, craning her head back to meet his eyes. Behind, the rest of her group watched in silence from the fireside. “Not the most cautious o’ wanderers, are they? Troopers always wanna poke somethin’ with a battlestaff, an’ then when the inevitable happens, shoot it. I will say, in fairness, this crew’s less slaphappy than most. The Empire’s had their thumb on Manor Dire for a while now; by this point the lackeys they send in have at least some vague idea what the hell they’re doin’. Billie Fallowstone, glad t’know ye!”
 

 
  She held out her hand, and Rhadid bent forward to shake it firmly.
 

 
  “Lord Rhadid Daraspian. Charmed, I’m sure.”
 

 
  “Your
  
   Lordship,”
  
  she said, raising her eyebrows. “An’ a Daraspian, no less. Here to try an’ assert the ol’ hereditary claim t’the place, if y’don’t mind me askin’?”
 

 
  He straightened back up, still wearing a thin smile. “I am not inclined to discuss my personal business, though no, I do not mind being asked. I gather the house is fairly quiet at present?”
 

 
  “Ehh…” She grimaced, and made a wavering gesture with one hand. “Dunno if I’d go that far. She ain’t too stirred up, I’ll say that much. The house’s always a wee bit on edge with this many people stompin’ about. I’d say mind how hard y’put down yer feet an’ odds are you’ll met no trouble, ‘less ye blunder into somebody else’s mess.”
 

 
  “I thank you for the warning,” he said courteously, inclining his head again. “By your leave, then, I shall wish you good fortune. I am eager to make a start on my own expedition.”
 

 
  “Aye, no time like the present!” Billie said with irrepressible good cheer, falling into step beside him as Rhadid set off down the center of the great hall. “I wish you the best o’ luck with your quest, then. Winding trails an’ full chests to you all.”
 

 
  Tamara came to a stop, frowning down at her. “What did you say?”
 

 
  “It’s an old gnomish benediction, Tam,” Owl explained. “She’s not talking about
  
   your
  
  chest.”
 

 
  “But I could, if y’want,” Billie added, waggling her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Oy, Fallowstone,” one of the other gnomes said with open exasperation. “For once in yer life could ya
  
   not
  
  agitate the tall folk?”
 

 
  Rhadid had already turned aside in the wide space around the fireplace, where in addition to the ascending stairs several corridors branched out at ground level. Owl and Eric were already following him, Tamara with a lingering suspicious look at Billie.
 

 
  Admestus fell to one knee, holding out a hand to the gnome, and was somewhat surprised when she took it; rarely did people obligingly play along.
 

 
  “Alas,” he declaimed, “that our acquaintance must be so brief, and our parting so swift! Know, fairest maiden, that I shall count the very heartbeats that mark our cruel separation.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   baby,”
  
  she cooed, hopping nimbly up to straddle his outstretched knee. Billie grabbed him by the cheeks and planted an exuberant smooch right on his lips.
 

 
  A moment later she was sent tumbling to the floor with a playful squeak when Tamara grabbed Admestus’s collar yet again and hauled him physically away down the hall, not pausing to let him get his feet under himself.
 

 
  “Wait for me, my darling!” he cried despairingly, extending a longing hand as he was dragged away.
 

 
  “Till the very stars fall, ‘andsome!” she replied playfully.
 

 
  “Honestly,” one of Billie’s friends said as he was pulled around the corner, “are you gonna let the poor sod go off thinkin’ you’re a maiden?”
 

 
  “I
  
   guarantee
  
  ‘e doesn’t think that,” another replied.
 

 
  “Listen, dumbshit,” Tamara growled, hiking Admestus upright and setting him roughly on his feet. “I don’t care what the tavern wenches think is cute back in whatever university town it is you come from. You act the cut-up in
  
   here,
  
  and we all die. So you
  
   cut it the fuck out,
  
  is that understood?”
 

 
  “Scuze me, missy, but you’re not the boss of me,” he said imperiously, then leaned around her to stare at the rest of the group, who had finally paused for them. “What about it, boss of me? Shall I cut it the fuck out?”
 

 
  “Do exercise a modicum of restraint, Admestus,” said Rhadid. “But that was well handled. Now come along, all, time is precious.”
 

 
  
   “Well-handled?”
  
  Tamara muttered while Admestus skipped past her to join Eric just behind Rhadid. “What the
  
   hell?”
  
 

 
  “Situation’s a bit different than we expected,” Owl said laconically. “It’s not just a dungeon crawl anymore; now it turns out the gnomes and the Empire are vying for control of the Manor. And
  
   we
  
  just walked right into the middle of it. I’m not gonna give Asshat the Alchemist credit for doing that on
  
   purpose,
  
  but it’s prob’ly best if they both think we’re not to be taken seriously, and stick to worrying about each other.”
 

 
  “Control?” Tamara asked. “Gnomes? What?”
 

 
  “One of the major factors which characterizes the great dungeons,” Eric explained as they walked, “as opposed to other dangerous ruins that might or might not contain treasure, is their self-regenerating properties. No matter how carefully cleared out, a dungeon always has more hazards—and usually, more rewards for those willing to risk it and strong enough to succeed. This also makes them a consistent source of
  
   profit,
  
  which is why adventurers keep going into them. Ever since the Enchanter Wars, gnomes have been setting up colonies in great dungeons to continuously delve them for resources. Since Empress Theasia was crowned, the Empire has followed suit, and now there is something of a race on between the two parties to seize control of the various dungeons.” He sighed. “This…may well be the
  
   last
  
  opportunity for any un-aligned party to explore this one. Manor Dire has a mind of its own and won’t be as easy to suborn, but I fear one or the other group will find a way.”
 

 
  “All the more reason to finish our business and get out,” said Rhadid, “before either plants a flag, so to speak. Or worse, engages in an outright battle for control with us in the crossfire. Join me, Professor; I believe you are most qualified to determine our course from here on.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah,” Admestus added. “We’re walking
  
   past
  
  an awful lot of doors, here. Shouldn’t we, y’know…look around?”
 

 
  “That’s one approach,” Eric agreed, looking diffidently up at Lord Rhadid as he trundled along beside their benefactor. “Our objective is to penetrate deeper into the Manor and ultimately reach its laboratories—which will happen when the Manor decides to permit it. We achieve that end by impressing it as worthy guests, which is done by surmounting its challenges and behaving respectfully. We could proceed directly through the halls and wait for challenges to present themselves, or take our time and explore each room we pass. Practically speaking, the end result will be the same, so, really, it’s up to you, m’lord.”
 

 
  Rhadid came to a stop, forcing the rest to do likewise, and looked around thoughtfully. They were in a wood-paneled corridor with heavy oaken doors along it at intervals; a few yards ahead it ended in a T-intersection. There were no visible windows, but the torches were spaced closely enough to provide adequate light.
 

 
  “What do you anticipate in the way of challenges, Professor?” he asked.
 

 
  “Well,” said Eric,
  
   “some
  
  monsters to fight, eventually, but Manor Dire tends more to favor traps and puzzles. We should be on the alert for surprises, of course. As a general rule, little of danger or consequence will appear this close to the entrance—or rather, this soon after our entry. Distance and location mean little in here; our progress is better judged by the impression we have made upon the Manor. Oh! You should know that bedrooms are generally safe. If the Manor offers us a place to sleep, we can be relatively sure there will be no attacks or shenanigans while we avail ourselves. Food and drink likewise; I know we brought provisions, but the Manor does not drug people except when the potables in question are obviously a component of a puzzle.”
 

 
  “Puzzles,” Tamara muttered, peering around. “Fucking ridiculous…”
 

 
  “Let us proceed,” Lord Rhadid decided. “The Manor may test us in whatever way it deems proper.
  
   All
  
  of you, remember to behave with the appropriate respect.”
 

 
  He continued on, then turned left at the fork. They followed the corridor in silence for a time, then listening to Admestus’s off-key whistling until Tamara punched him in the ear. Then more silence.
 

 
  Once it became clear that Rhadid had no intention of exploring any of the doors they passed, the Manor evidently tired of waiting on him to show initiative. The corridor abruptly turned to the right, and a few yards farther on, opened out into a sizable room.
 

 
  Rounding the corner, the whole group slowed. Up ahead there was brighter, steadier light than the torches provided, along with a rhythmic hissing noise and the incongruous sound of a woman humming. Lord Rhadid gave them a firm look, then resumed course. In moments they had emerged from the hallway into a comfortable sitting room.
 

 
  It was not luxurious by modern standards, reflecting the same rough sensibilities as the great hall. There was another fireplace, and large stuffed armchairs draped with shaggy bison furs. Along one entire wall ran a glass-topped display case containing skeletons of strange creatures no bigger than a cat; in one corner stood a taxidermied cat bigger than a wolf with enormous fangs the length of a human forearm, while another held a wired skeleton of a creature about the size of a dog which looked like a cross between a bird and a lizard. The fire was not lit, but the row of candles atop the mantle were, as well as two oil lamps set upon end tables next to the armchairs.
 

 
  A slim woman stood with her back to them, sweeping the floor. The sound of her broom upon the floorboards caused the hiss they had heard. At their entry, she stopped humming, turning to study them critically. The apparent housemaid was, incongruously, a wood elf. For the most part she was attired as such, in a blousy green shirt with a brown vest and trousers above beaded moccasins. Her golden hair was covered by a kerchief such as any human housewife might wear, and she wore a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles.
 

 
  She didn’t talk like a servant, either.
 

 
  
   “Admestus Rafe,”
  
  the woman said stridently in Tanglish, flinging her broom to the floor and planting her hands on her hips. “Just what in
  
   blazes
  
  do you think you are doing?”
 

 
  He straightened up in surprise, blinking, while the others all turned to stare at him again. “Ah… Would I be correct in guessing this is one of those situations where the correct answer isn’t going to cut it? Because the correct answer is ‘doing an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay,’ but I get the feeling you’re fishing for something a bit more—”
 

 
  “You couldn’t find
  
   anywhere
  
  else to do an honest day’s work than Manor
  
   bloody
  
  Dire?” the elf spat. “Do your
  
   parents
  
  know you’re in here?”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Rhadid said calmly, “why don’t you introduce us to your…acquaintance?”
 

 
  “Oh, of course, terribly sorry, m’lord,” he babbled. “You know me, so absent-minded, leave my head behind one of these days. Well! This, of course, is Lord Rhadid Daraspian, my esteemed employer and wearer of the coolest coat I have ever seen in my life. Seriously,
  
   look
  
  at him! Did you ever
  
   see
  
  such dapperness? To his left, Professor Eric Ahlstrom, who teaches something or other in some school or other up in Isilond. Or was it Stavulheim? Ah, well, doesn’t matter. These two are just muscle, you can forget about them.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna strangle him,” Tamara said aloud to no one in particular. “I can see it coming. This whole shitshow ends with my hands around his skinny neck.”
 

 
  “And everyone,” Admestus continued, gesturing grandly to the elf, “this, of course, is my very good… That is, the most honorable…” Slowly he turned to her, frowning. “Oh, yes, that reminds me. Just who the
  
   bloody
  
  hell are you?”
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  “A family friend,” she said brusquely. “Name’s Arachne, I’m sure your parents mentioned me.”
 

 
  “Hang on a second,” Tamara said. “I could
  
   swear
  
  that elf just said her name was Arachne.”
 

 
  “She did,” Lord Rhadid replied softly. “Without evidence, to be sure, but the description matches. Spectacles and all. You did not mention you were acquainted with such an august personage, Admestus.”
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Admestus said, holding up both hands placatingly. “Come on, m’lord, it’s
  
   me.
  
  Do you honestly think if I knew somebody like the Tellwyrn her Tellself I wouldn’t have spent fully half the time you’ve known me bragging about it non-stop? I have no idea what she’s talking about, my parents
  
   never
  
  mentioned her.”
 

 
  “Also,” Owl said idly, “we don’t actually know this is—”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  do you mean they never mentioned me?” the elf roared. “After all the— That
  
   stuck up
  
  pair of goody-goodies thought didn’t bother to… No, you know what, that’s actually fair. If I were trying to raise a level-headed child I would keep them away from terrible influences like myself.”
 

 
  “If that’s what they were trying it didn’t work,” Tamara opined.
 

 
  “I say,” Eric offered hesitantly. “Are you, in fact, the archmage Arachne Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “You doubt me?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Anywhere else I could demonstrate
  
   very
  
  easily, but I
  
   just
  
  swept that floor.”
 

 
  “It’s just that…well, that,” he said. “You’re…sweeping the floor. When one thinks of legendary wizards, one tends not to envision them performing menial servant work.”
 

 
  “It’s very calming,” she explained. “Meditative. And in
  
   here,
  
  nobody bothers me. Even the adventurers know to mind their damn business in Manor Dire. I’ve been coming here to straighten up for the last ten years, during semester breaks. It’s a nice change from herding students and the Manor seems to appreciate it. Regardless! I doubt very much any of you have anything to offer me but annoyance. Whatever a random pack of adventurers up to is by definition less interesting to me than the fact that little Admestus is running around dungeons with a random pack of adventurers. Young man, I have killed an emperor and a god, toppled multiple nations and publicly spanked a Hand of Avei. I will
  
   not
  
  hesitate to tattle on you to your mother.”
 

 
  “Hold
  
   it,”
  
  Admestus bellowed, holding up an imperious hand. “We can continue that line of blather in a moment. I need to make something explicitly clear.” Stepping to the side, he planted himself in a wide stand and turned to face his companions.
  
   “Nothing
  
  about Admestus is in any way
  
   little.
  
  I’m sure you know what I mean.” In case there was any doubt, he pointed with both hands at his belt buckle. “Eh? Eh? If I am still unclear, I’m willing to arrange a demonstration. Specially for
  
   you,
  
  sugar lips,” he added, winking at Owl.
 

 
  There was silence.
 

 
  “If I
  
   may,”
  
  Lord Rhadid said after an excruciating pause. “Ms. Tellwyrn—”
 

 
  “It’s Professor,” she said, “if you insist on being formal.”
 

 
  “The rumors are true, then?” Eric asked. “You actually founded a school for adventurers?”
 

 
  “It is
  
   not
  
  a school for
  
   adventurers,”
  
  she spat. “And just what do you mean, rumors? We’ve been taking students for thirteen years!”
 

 
  “Oh, uh, I…” The dwarf tried to edge behind Tamara, who immediately stepped away.
 

 
  “Professor Tellwyrn,” Rhadid continued with all the calm grace of a man who was not being continually interrupted by an impromptu sideshow. “I understand you are concerned for the well-being of a family friend; that is quite laudable. Rest assured that this group is
  
   not
  
  a roving band of treasure-seekers. I am a scion of House Daraspian, which holds hereditary title to these lands; I regard Manor Dire with the deepest respect and my business here is a solemn affair indeed.”
 

 
  “Daraspian, huh,” she grunted. “Bunch of troublemakers even by noble standards. None of that has anything to do with me… Rhadid, was it?”
 

 
  His Lordship did not react to the insult in the slightest. “It is. You mistake me, Professor; I would not attempt to impress one such as you with my title. I am explaining that this is a serious archaeological expedition. This is Professor Eric Ahlstrom, the leading expert now alive on the history of this dungeon.”
 

 
  “Ahlstrom?” She fixed her gaze on the dwarf, tilting her head to look over the rims of her glasses at him. “I confess I didn’t believe it when Admestus introduced you.”
 

 
  “Oh, that hurt,” Admestus protested.
 

 
  “I read your books,” Tellwyrn continued, ignoring him. “Very thorough material, and a lot less dry than the general run of academic texts.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Eric blinked. “I…well, thank you! That is extremely flattering, Ms… Ah, that is, Professor.”
 

 
  “Rest assured,” said Rhadid, “our purpose here is academic. We are all well-informed as to the nature of the Manor and every care will be taken to avoid antagonizing it. You may inform Admestus’s parents, when next you see them, that he has become involved with reputable intellectual undertakings,
  
   not
  
  crass dungeon delvers.”
 

 
  “I’ll inform them of whatever I think, which isn’t that,” she snorted, and pointed her broom handle at Tamara. “Reputable intellectual undertakings don’t require the employment of thugs.”
 

 
  “Oy,” Tamara protested, scowling.
 

 
  “That simply isn’t true, and I expect you know it,” Rhadid countered with a thin smile.
 

 
  Tellwyrn grunted, but did not argue the point further, which was probably what passed for agreement in her case. “What exactly is it you’re here after, Rhadid?”
 

 
  “That is family business,” he answered calmly, “and with all due respect, none of yours.”
 

 
  “House Daraspian’s ‘family’ business is an open secret,” she said. “It’s also neither academic nor intellectual.”
 

 
  Rhadid smiled again. “Perhaps Admestus was remiss in his introductions. Tamara is, indeed, hired muscle and nothing more…”
 

 
  
   “Oy!”
  
  she snapped.
 

 
  “…but the gentleman to my right is Owl, a fully accredited and tagged member of the Thieves’ Guild. I hired him for this expedition due to his noted expertise on the matter of traps and locks, but I should think that a formal Eserite presence in my party rules out the prospect that I am here in pursuit of the kind of dealings for which my House is…somewhat justifiably notorious.”
 

 
  “Hm.” She transferred a skeptical stare to Owl. “Wouldn’t be the first crooked Eserite I’ve ever known…”
 

 
  “All systems are corrupt,” he agreed, shrugging. “Not excluding the Guild itself. For what it’s worth, Lord Rhadid checks out. Never been involved in any Daraspian shit that would make the Guild rule out dealing with him. Underboss Whatsit signed off on me taking this job. Full disclosure, I’m here to keep an eye on this as much as for the payout.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   pweeeease?”
  
  Admestus whined, folding his hands pleadingly and giving the elf his best puppy dog eyes. “Pwease, Auntie Tattlewyrn, can I play with my friends? I promise to put up all my toys afterward!”
 

 
  She flicked her fingers at him and what happened to the tip of his ear was somewhat reminiscent of the way his mother flicked it when she was annoyed—but also of a firework, given that it hurt ten times as much and was accompanied by a bright spark of arcane magic, not to mention the brief smell of burning hair. Tellwyrn turned her attention back to Rhadid while Admestus tumbled to the ground, clutching his head and howling dramatically.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what,” the elf said, folding her arms and leaving the broom to stand upright on its own. “If you get the boy killed, make sure you’re the next to go, because that option will be worlds better than what will happen to you if you come out of here alive and he doesn’t. His family are nice, well-behaved people who’ve never offended so much as a fly. That makes me
  
   twice
  
  as vindictive in their defense. Understand?”
 

 
  “Thoroughly,” Rhadid replied, inclining his head in acknowledgment. “Though I have no reason to expect it will come to that, or I would obviously not have risked it in the first place.”
 

 
  “Why are we arguing, exactly?” Tamara asked, looking down at Admestus with her lip curled in contempt. “Just let her take him home. Do we really
  
   need
  
  this assclown?”
 

 
  “Considerably more than we need you, as I have already explained,” Rhadid told her curtly. “The disparity in your relative value is such that I am less inclined to interrupt his tantrum than to make you
  
   carry
  
  him till he is done with it.”
 

 
  “As long as we all understand each other,” Tellwyrn said, fixing Admestus with a glare. “Get
  
   up,
  
  you little reprobate. I
  
   will
  
  be reporting on this to your family. Is this what you want your father to hear of you doing?”
 

 
  He stopped rolling, lifting his hands from his head to peek up at her. “Kinda? Guy needs to unclench a little, you ask me. A bit of embarrassment now and again’s good for his circulation. At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself from the cradle on.”
 

 
  “Just quit,” Tamara growled, grabbing him by the collar again and hauling him upright. “If you can’t act like a sane person, at least act like a
  
   person,
  
  would you?”
 

 
  “What?” he simpered at her. “And pass up the chance to be carried in your strong, protective arms?”
 

 
  “If you’re not going to go out the way you came, get on with it, then,” Tellwyrn ordered, grabbing her broom and making a shooing gesture at them with it. “You’re tracking who knows what mess all over my nice clean floors. Admestus, visit home as soon as you’re done here, you know your mother worries and you’ve doubtless given her enough gray hairs already. And Professor Ahlstrom, do write me at Last Rock at your convenience. We’re a small institution with no dedicated archaeology department, but I’d be delighted to have you as a guest lecturer. I pay well.”
 

 
  “Oh!” he said, blinking in surprise. “That’s… Why, thank you, Professor Tellwyrn, I believe I may take you up on that.”
 

 
  “A good day to you then, Professor,” Rhadid said politely. “Come along, all.”
 

 
  They carried on down the hallway, and the sound of sweeping resumed as soon as they had moved a few yards. It cut off abruptly when they rounded the next corner, though. Lord Rhadid silently called a halt with a gesture, and Admestus peeked back around the corner. It led to a completely different stretch of hallway, now.
 

 
  “Well, how about that,” Owl mused once they had continued on. “The great Arachne Tellwyrn unwinds as a volunteer housemaid in one of the great dungeons.
  
   Not
  
  something I would’ve expected to find out, but damn if it doesn’t make a certain kinda sense.”
 

 
  “I still dunno why you’re all convinced that was Tellwyrn,” Tamara grunted.
 

 
  “She is either Tellwyrn or is going to come to a sticky end for impersonating her,” Rhadid said evenly. “I am inclined to believe the former, for several reasons. It makes no difference for our purposes, regardless. Owl, please join the Professor at the front. We will doubtless begin to encounter more surprises the deeper we go, and I want his expertise on the house and yours on any traps to guide us.”
 

 
  “As you wish, m’lord,” Owl said noncommittally, quickening his pace to join Eric while Rhadid fell behind.
 

 
  “Do you wish to try examining any of these doorways, Lord Rhadid?” Eric asked. The hall in which they now walked was wider and more ornate; the doors were of polished wood, and rather than bare stone walls and occasional torches there were iron sconces containing candles with mirrored backings, plus low tables and display cases showing off a variety of decorative objects interspersed with the doors along one side of the hall.
 

 
  Rhadid came to a stop, turning in a slowly circle to critically examine their surroundings.
 

 
  “In your opinion, Professor, would that speed our progress?”
 

 
  “It’s…hard to say, my lord,” Eric replied, frowning in thought. “I think the most efficient approach would be a balanced one: taking time to explore, but moving steadily forward. I would caution you not to display too much impatience. The Manor is likely to perceive excessive eagerness to access its treasures, and won’t reward that attitude.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rhadid said, his tone neutral. “What if—”
 

 
  Immediately behind them, a door opened and a zombie stepped out.
 

 
  The thing moved with amazing speed for a corpse that looked too desiccated to stand upright. They all turned at the soft creak of the door opening, to find it already coming at them in long strides, clutching something at waist level with both hands and emitting a gurgling moan.
 

 
  Tamara reacted just as fast, shoving past Admestus even as she yanked the greatsword from its scabbard across her back. She brought the weapon down in an overhead slash that flowed straight from the act of unsheathing it, sending the undead tumbling backward in multiple pieces.
 

 
  “Swiftly done,” Lord Rhadid said approvingly.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no,”
  
  Eric whispered, aghast.
  
   “Why did you do that?”
  
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck
  
  are you on about?” Tamara demanded, rounding on him. “We were just attacked by a fucking skeleton! I did my
  
   job.”
  
 

 
  “Um.” Owl bent to pick up the object the zombie had been carrying: a silver serving tray. Beside it lay several shot glasses, all but one broken in the fall, and a miraculously un-cracked bottle of brandy. “I don’t…think it was attacking us.”
 

 
  “Is that zombie wearing a
  
   suit?”
  
  Admestus asked, peering over his shoulder. “It is! That looks like medieval formal livery! Aw, look how dashing he is!”
 

 
  The fallen zombie, though bisected at the waist and with its left arm separated just below the shoulder, opened its lipless mouth to moan again.
 

 
  “It’s a servant,” Eric exclaimed. “It was offering us drinks!”
 

 
  Mirroring the undead’s groan, a low noise sounded through the house, a deep moan of straining woodwork. As if the Manor itself were voicing a protest.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   now
  
  you’ve done it,” Admestus remarked fatalistically. “Now you’ve
  
   really
  
  gone and done it.”
 

 
  Fortunately none of them were standing in the path of the abrupt scenery change which immediately followed; rather than the subtle alteration the Manor had used to change their path behind them, this was swift, physical, and violent. Segments of the corridor’s walls behind and ahead of them slammed across the hallway, impacting the opposite walls with a deeply ominous boom and sealing the group in a space barely ten feet long.
 

 
  “Professor,” Lord Rhadid said with impressive calm, “your thoughts?”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, I would have warned you,” Eric babbled, “but you have to understand, meeting friendly agents of the household is
  
   most
  
  unusual and they are described more often as spectral than biologically undead, and besides, no adventurer’s account describes encountering a Manor servant this early on! They
  
   occasionally
  
  appear later in an excursion, when an explorer has passed multiple trials—”
 

 
  His Lordship raised his voice to interrupt.
  
   “Professor.
  
  Fault can be discussed when we are not trapped like rats. Have you any thoughts on
  
   remedying
  
  this situation?”
 

 
  “Oh. Um, I…yes.” Eric ran a trembling hand over his beard. “Well. That is, no
  
   precise
  
  parallel occurs to me, but, I think, generally…”
 

 
  “How ’bout we try apologizing and asking nicely?” Owl suggested.
 

 
  “Leave it to me!” Admestus proclaimed, swaggering forward to stand before the section of wall which had emerged to block their path. He cleared his throat, straightened his lapels, and ran a hand over his hair, then flung himself to his knees with a wail of dismay. “OH GODS I’M SORREEEE! It was all an accident, we didn’t
  
   mean
  
  to kill the zombie. SHE DID IT! HER!” He pointed behind him with one hand in Tamara’s general direction, pawing obsequiously at the wall with the other. “This is a terrible misunderstanding! Oh, gods, I don’t wanna die like thiiiiissss…”
 

 
  He trailed off, bawling at the top of his lungs, alternately drumming on the wall with his fists and kissing it.
 

 
  “Stop it, Admestus,” Rhadid ordered. “Professor Ahlstrom, I am waiting.”
 

 
  “Right,” Eric said unsteadily. “Well, as a general rule, the Manor is not unreasonable; accidents occur under pressure. Owl has the right of it, in fact. When one errs, a good faith effort to make amends will do much to restore the house’s good graces.”
 

 
  
   “How?”
  
  Tamara demanded, pointing with her still-unsheathed sword at the fallen zombie. It was groaning intermittently, its torso flopping this way and that, seemingly too weak to move in a goal-directed fashion with only one arm. Unsettlingly, its other arm and disconnected legs were both shifting feebly as well.
 

 
  “Well,” said Rhadid, “that seems a start. Admestus, time to earn your salary.”
 

 
  Admestus broke off licking the wall to look inquisitively at him. “I…I thought I was. You…you want me to
  
   seduce
  
  the house? I don’t know, I’ve never gotten it on with an edifice. But hey, if it’s for the good of the—”
 

 
  “Enough!” Rhadid barked, showing the first open irritation he had betrayed this far. “Get
  
   over
  
  there and
  
   fix
  
  that creature, and cease your asinine noisemaking!”
 

 
  “How the hell is
  
   this
  
  load gonna fix a busted zombie?” Tamara asked skeptically while Admestus scuttled over to the fallen undead without further comment. “I seriously doubt he can put on his pants unassisted.”
 

 
  “Can’t,” Admestus agreed, having arrived at the zombie’s side in a slide on his knees, already reaching into the pouches attached to his belt of holding for his supplies. “That’s why I make it a point never to have my pants off alone. Well, one reason. Okay, little buddy, you just hang in there. Uncle Rafe’s gonna make it all better.”
 

 
  Another low moan sounded around them—not from the zombie, but the house. This time, the floorboards actually shivered beneath their feet.
 

 
  “Quickly, please,” Lord Rhadid suggested.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Eric protested, “but it’s a known principle that you cannot raise or significantly modify undead using alchemy alone. Any method of practical necromancy requires the active use of at least two of the four schools of magic, and most call for shadow magic as well!”
 

 
  “It is for good and specific reason that I chose
  
   this
  
  imbecile as my alchemical specialist,” Rhadid replied calmly.
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush!” Admestus trilled, even as he worked. Pulling the fragments of the zombie back together was the easy part; holding them in the right position proved more challenging, when the creature wouldn’t stop its weak thrashing. “Listen, guy, you’re gonna have to hold still. If I gotta immobilize you it’s just gonna mess you up even more.”
 

 
  The zombie groaned, turning its mouthful of crooked, yellow teeth in his direction, but actually stopped wriggling. At least, its torso did.
 

 
  “Reflex action, huh?” Admestus grunted, wrestling the still-twitching arm into place after pulling both ends of its sleeve apart. “’sokay, I can work with this…”
 

 
  While he hadn’t attempted this specific feat before, he was no stranger to working rapidly, under pressure, and in adverse conditions. Admestus swiftly bound the two pieces of severed arm together with curse-briar twigs and enchantment-grade copper wire, liberally sprayed the resulting makeshift splint with a solution of skeleton dust and dilute panacea potion which he mixed in a small perfume bottle, and finally applied one drop of unicorn tear to reactivate the briars. Immediately they began to spread, twining up and down the zombie’s emaciated arm until its broken part was encased in a cast of rough, dark wood, the enchanting wires completely buried within.
 

 
  “Okay, how’s that work?” he asked, ignoring both the nervous faces peering over his shoulder and another rattle of the floorboards. “You got a full range of motion? Cos, full disclosure, I’m kinda spitballing here and if that’s not holding together I’ll obviously wanna try something different on the other bit.”
 

 
  The zombie carefully flexed its arm, seemingly without effort. Then it formed a thumbs up with the reattached hand and moaned wetly at him.
 

 
  “All right!” Admestus said cheerfully. “We are in business! Tammy, babe, I’m gonna need you to hold his legs down.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   touching
  
  that fucking thing,” she snapped.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls,” Owl grunted, dropping to the floor beside Admestus to help wrestle the still-kicking legs into position. “We don’t have time for this.”
 

 
  Fortunately the zombie was skeletal enough that only its lower spine needed to be repaired to rejoin the two halves of its body. Minutes later, Admestus and Owl were carefully helping it to stand back up.
 

 
  The undead opened its jaw wide, emitting a long groan.
 

 
  “You’re welcome, ol’ chap!” Admestus said brightly. “I’d clap you on the back, but…y’know.”
 

 
  “All right,” Rhadid said, looking around at their enclosure. “I note that the building itself has ceased making threatening noises, but we are still
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Based on all my reading,” said Eric, “this should be…a start. I’m sorry, my lord, it’s out of precedent for us to have been greeted by a house servant this soon in our trek and I frankly don’t know what it signifies that we first botched it and then tried to repair the damage.”
 

 
  “What do you mean,
  
   we?”
  
  Owl asked, turning a pointed stare on Tamara. She flipped him off.
 

 
  “Well, we’re halfway there!” Admestus said cheerily, having picked up the fallen bottle of brandy and sole surviving glass. He poured himself a shot and then held it aloft. “Your health, zombie house!”
 

 
  They all stared while he tossed it back.
 

 
  “What are the odds that was poisoned?” Owl asked.
 

 
  “I told you,” said Eric, “the Manor doesn’t poison people with drink freely offered.”
 

 
  “Besides,” Admestus added haughtily, “an alchemist is
  
   never
  
  poisoned. Unthinkable!”
 

 
  “Nine tenths of the shit you do is unthinkable,” Tamara informed him.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Eric continued, “this is likely to make our way a little more perilous, at least until we’ve earned back some favor with the house. Forgiven is not forgotten.”
 

 
  The low groan which resonated through the floorboards was too perfectly timed to have been coincidence. The zombie, now leaning against the wall, added an echoing moan, making an awkward rolling motion with its head that might have been a disjointed nod.
 

 
  “He came out of here, didn’t he?” Owl stepped past the injured undead to open the only door in this section of the hall with them—as he had said, the one through which the zombie had abruptly emerged minutes ago. The thief poked his head in. “Hey, this looks like a lounge. ‘Splains why a waiter came outta here. There’s another door.”
 

 
  “Well…there you go,” Eric said nervously, hitching up his satchel upon his shoulders. “Shall we?”
 

 
  “Tamara,” Lord Rhadid said pointedly, nodding toward the zombie waiter, “is there something you would like to say to our new acquaintance?”
 

 
  She looked at him, then at the zombie. It groaned at her. Tamara curled her lip and pushed past Owl into the lounge. “I’ll take point.”
 

 
  The rest followed, Rhadid and Eric both pointedly bowing to the zombie in passing. Through the door was a wood-paneled room longer than it was wide, with several deeply-padded seats and low tables, a roaring hearth along one of its shorter walls and a long bar backed by a sizable stock of bottles against the side. The party moved through it without pausing to appreciate the scenery; the room’s other door was positioned to emerge into the same hallway from which they had just come, past the obstruction the Manor had placed across it.
 

 
  When they emerged, however, the hallway was clear. It extended emptily in both directions, with no sign of either the barrier walls or the injured zombie.
 

 
  As if to summarily squash any relief they might have dared to feel, another tremor rumbled through the floorboards, this one accompanied by a low growl that sounded like the product of something alive. The group froze momentarily, then Lord Rhadid turned to Eric.
 

 
  “Professor?”
 

 
  “We need to keep moving,” the dwarf said urgently. “It seems we’re not forgiven yet, after all; that must be earned. The faster we go, the more we will encounter, and that will lead to opportunities to impress the Manor positively. But there can be
  
   no
  
  more incidents like that! If we offend the house again while already on its bad list…”
 

 
  “You heard the Professor,” Rhadid said firmly, casting a swift glance across the lot of them. “No mistakes from here. You must be fully on alert, but do
  
   not
  
  act without thinking!”
 

 
  He finished his instruction staring at Tamara, and then stood there holding her gaze, even as the house groaned beneath them again. Finally she bowed her head, albeit sullenly.
 

 
  “Understood, Lord Rhadid.”
 

 
  “Good. Owl, Professor, take the lead again, please, and proceed at such a pace that you do not risk charging into a trap.
  
   You,”
  
  he pointed at Tamara, “go right behind them. Step forward to defend
  
   if
  
  and only if Professor Ahlstrom informs you of the necessity. Admestus, with me. Have countermeasures at the ready in case we are flanked, but again,
  
   look before acting.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, sir, your Lordliness!” Admestus chirped, throwing a deliberately off-kilter salute. “If it’s all the same to you, milord, I shall also think before acting!”
 

 
  “What the hell is
  
   he
  
  gonna do?” Tamara grumbled as they started moving up the hall. “Spritz perfume on the next monster?”
 

 
  “Ooh, now there’s an idea!” Admestus chattered. “Monster perfume! But…what would be the
  
   market?
  
  There’s something there, I know it, but I’ll have to mull that. Meanwhile, I’ve got this!”
 

 
  He pulled out a jar which filled the hallway with a clean white glow, causing the whole group to pause and turn back toward him.
 

 
  “Lightning in a bottle,” he said in answer to the unasked question.
 

 
  “Okay, but…not
  
   literally,
  
  though, right?” Eric replied.
 

 
  Admestus stared at him without expression and replied tonelessly. “Everything I have ever said has been completely literal.”
 

 
  The house shuddered around them. Several nearby doors rattled in their frames.
 

 
  
   “Move,”
  
  Rhadid ordered, and they set off up the hall again.
 

 
  “Now that you mention perfume,” Admestus added, “I do have a spray bottle full of flesh-dissolving acid!”
 

 
  “I recommend you
  
   stop
  
  making statements which our host might construe as threats,” Eric advised.
 

 
  “Pshaw, what, little old
  
   me?
  
  I’m the genius who put the waiter back together, remember? I’m officially the house’s favorite person here. It knows I’m harmless! Don’cha, ol’ girl?”
 

 
  He patted a doorframe in passing, then leaped away across the hall with a yelp when the door jerked inward, revealing that both it and its frame were lined with jagged fangs, and then slammed back shut.
 

 
  “Did you see that?” Tamara yelled. “It tried to
  
   bite
  
  him! The fucking house tried to
  
   bite
  
  him!”
 

 
  “You gotta figure most of the people he meets get to that point sooner or later,” Own remarked.
 

 
  “Wait,” Rhadid ordered, and they came to a stop, watching him. The group pulled a bit closer together as another distinctly animal growl sounded from within the walls—a very, very large one, the noise coming from both sides of the hallway and seeming to move as if whatever made it was progressing through the rooms nearby. Only Rhadid kept complete composure, standing somewhat apart from the group.
 

 
  He stepped across the hall and back two yards to another door, and carefully tried the latch.
 

 
  Fortunately for him, Rhadid had not been boasting about his credentials; his reflexes were not those of a man who lived comfortably on inherited wealth. He no sooner touched the latch than retreated, and thus was out of range when the door burst inward and a gigantic forked tongue lashed out across the hallway to strike the opposite wall. The door was also lined with fangs—bigger ones, this time—and emitted a truly deafening ursine roar before slamming shut again.
 

 
  The floorboards trembled more violently beneath them, and suddenly, all the torches lining this stretch of hallway flickered out.
 

 
  “If anyone is wondering,” Admestus announced, “the damp stain spreading on my pants is from my reagent bottles. Cork must’ve come loose.”
 

 
  Lord Rhadid drew his sword, turning back to study the group thoughtfully, running his eyes over each of them. Then he nodded once as if deciding something and strode forward. “Very good, I have an idea. Everyone, step away from that door.” He pointed with his rapier at another one on the same side of the hall as the door which he had just narrowly escaped. “Tamara, try the latch.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   joking?”
  
  she demanded.
 

 
  “No,” Rhadid said calmly, as if that were a perfectly serious question, and came to a stop right alongside her. “I will be right here with you, don’t worry. I know what I am doing.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  don’t know what you’re doing,” she snapped. “What’s your
  
   bloody
  
  great idea?”
 

 
  The floor actually rippled beneath them, causing Eric and Admestus to stumble. For a moment the hardwood had surged like the surface of a disturbed pool; in the aftermath it was left firm as ever and undamaged. Another hungry growl resounded, this time definitely from the door Rhadid had indicated.
 

 
  “The first step,” he said evenly, “was to hire a mercenary with the understanding that she would not be
  
   paid
  
  if she did not follow my orders.”
 

 
  Tamara held his stare, her jaw muscles working; Rhadid simply gazed dispassionately back.
 

 
  “This had better work,” she growled at last, turning to the door and drawing one of her wands. “Whatever the fuck this even
  
   is,
  
  it had better work. Ready?”
 

 
  “When you are,” Rhadid replied, nodding.
 

 
  She swallowed once, held her wand up at the ready, and with her other hand, reached out and turned the latch.
 

 
  Tamara immediately jumped back, barely avoiding the meaty tongue which flopped out at her. The tooth-lined door frame snapped repeatedly, roaring loudly enough to disturb her hair.
 

 
  Rhadid stepped back at the same time, then once again to place himself behind her. As Tamara dodged to the side, he nimbly shifted and planted a powerful snap kick right in the small of her back, knocking her off-balance and straight into the tongue.
 

 
  Tamara managed to yell once, and as the fanged door slammed shut behind her there came a flash and snap of her wand discharging. Then silence.
 

 
  The torches came back on. There was no more growling, no trembling of the floor; just a quiet hallway stretching away in both directions.
 

 
  Rhadid reached out carefully with his sword, pushing down on the latch of the door that had just eaten Tamara until it clicked and the door, creaking quietly, eased an inch or so inward. He then planted the tip of the sword against the wood and gave it a push. The door swung open to reveal a quiet little study. Nothing but bookshelves lining the walls, and in one corner a desk with an oil lamp atop it, an overstuffed armchair pulled up alongside.
 

 
  “As I thought,” Lord Rhadid said lightly, sheathing his sword. He stepped over, grasped the latch, and pulled the door gently shut. “The house is perfectly able to distinguish friend from foe. I think we shall have much less trouble from here. Remember to think before acting, everyone, and mind your manners. Well?” With no more ado he strode past them, heading on up the hallways. “On we go.”
 

 
  The three of them stared after him in silence for a few seconds while the distance between them grew. Then, almost in unison, they hurried to catch up. There was really nothing else they could do.
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  The silence between them was not broken again until they came upon an opportunity for Owl to do his job.
 

 
  “The first rule is to look for anything out of place,” the thief explained after carefully shepherding them around a stretch of the hallway marked by several slightly protruding floorboards. “Anything that should be flat or flush with another surface but inexplicably
  
   isn’t
  
  might be concealing a mechanism you don’t wanna disturb. We’re pretty lucky this is such an old place and hasn’t updated its décor, in fact. You get into modern environments and this is a
  
   lot
  
  harder. Lots of finicky little decorative touches that can conceal devices, and the gadgets themselves are engineered a lot more precisely. Small enough to hide better. This, though, all the heavy timber and rough stone, simple ironwork… Much easier to spot traps.”
 

 
  “What d’you suppose might’ve happened if we stepped on those floorboards?” Admestus asked innocently.
 

 
  “If you’re
  
   real
  
  curious you can go back and try it,” Owl drawled. “Given our job here I didn’t reckon it was worth the trouble.”
 

 
  “Quite so,” Lord Rhadid agreed. “We have all seen how dangerous the Manor can be. Let us not tempt fate.”
 

 
  “On that, a word of warning,” Owl added. “A really clever or devious trap-maker who’s expecting skilled intruders might hide a sneaky trap close to an obvious one to make you blunder into it. Or get you used to avoiding easily-spotted mechanisms and then spring something really subtle on you. I get the impression Manor Dire, or Diristaan’s ghost, or
  
   whatever
  
  the intelligence around here is doesn’t lack for cleverness. It’s definitely used to meeting skilled intruders. So keep your eyes peeled, don’t make assumptions and don’t
  
   ever
  
  get cocky.”
 

 
  “Good advice for all situations,” said Rhadid, nodding approvingly. “Let’s proceed, everyone. Without dawdling, but also without excessive haste.”
 

 
  “About how many yards per second would you say is the sweet spot, eh?” Admestus asked, jabbing Eric’s shoulder with his elbow.
 

 
  “I will make it known if my expectations are not being met,” Lord Rhadid answered for him, with an even and pointed stare at the alchemist.
 

 
  That killed the conversation again.
 

 
  Their next encounter came upon them by surprise, and quite suddenly. The group slowed by unspoken consensus as they neared an intersection of halls, wary of the Manor’s tricks. As it happened, what came around the corner at them without warning was no device of Manor dire. Fresh from the memory of their last debacle, Owl and Eric both came to a stop, throwing their arms wide to prevent any reflexive actions by those behind them. It was unnecessary, as neither Rhadid nor Admestus were that twitchy or that rash. The alchemist did pretend to trip over Eric, though.
 

 
  Up ahead, the group of half a dozen soldiers in Imperial uniforms likewise stopped. They had instinctively brought staves to bear on Rhadid’s group, but just as quickly raised them upon assessing the situation.
 

 
  “What in the
  
   hell?”
  
  exclaimed the woman in the front, who had a lieutenant’s bars on her collar. “Just what in Omnu’s name do you think you’re doing in here?”
 

 
  “The same as you, I rather think,” Rhadid replied calmly, pushing past Owl’s outstretched arm to take a position at the head of the group.
 

 
  “Well, cut it out and sod off back the way you came, citizen,” she said bluntly. “This dungeon is off-limits to civilians.”
 

 
  “No, it is not,” Rhadid said. “As I have already explained to your colleagues guarding the front access. The law is clear on this point.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes for a moment, shaking her head. “That lazy piece of— If I find out you
  
   bribed
  
  your way in here I will personally see that you’re brought up on corruption charges along with Lieutenant Adaan. Name, now!”
 

 
  He sketched a shallow bow, managing somehow to make the gesture subtly mocking. “I am Lord Rhadid Daraspian. And you are…?”
 

 
  “Figures,” the lieutenant grunted. “Listen, Lord Daraspian—”
 

 
  “Lord. Rhadid,” he enunciated in a tone that cut through even the prospect of dissent. “I was under the impression that basic etiquette was included in Army training, Lieutenant. Only a Head of House is addressed by title and surname, all others by title and given name. Fortunately for us all, my grandfather is not here.”
 

 
  Admestus and one of the soldiers behind the lieutenant grinned broadly. Owl and two of the other soldiers grimaced in anticipation of what would inevitably follow.
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said in a dangerously even tone, “for the reminder, your Lordship. Here’s one for you: Army operations in an active dungeon are treated under the law as wartime activities. Thus,
  
   interfering
  
  in them can be adjudged as
  
   treason
  
  before a military tribunal
  
   not
  
  answerable to any House, and in the meantime, I can order my troops to shoot you where you stand if I deem it necessary.”
 

 
  “Which you clearly do not,” Rhadid replied. “I frankly see no relevance to any of that, since I am not interfering with you in any fashion and in fact look forward to parting ways. And I was not simply exchanging polite courtesy, Lieutenant. I require your name and that of your commanding officer.”
 

 
  Her eyes narrowed to slits, and all the amusement vanished from the faces of the other soldiers.
 

 
  “Uh, point of order here, m’lord,” Owl interjected. “Speaking from a strictly practical position, if somebody maybe has the legal right to shoot you it may not be best to make that their most attractive option. As you said, nobody here’s a threat or even necessarily a nuisance to anyone else. How’s about we leave it at that and shuffle along?”
 

 
  “Never thought I’d say this, LT, but the adventurer’s got a point,” one of the soldiers remarked.
 

 
  “He does,” she agreed, eyes on Lord Rhadid. “But that’s not really up to me, is it? If his
  
   Lordship
  
  is bound and determined to turn this into an
  
   issue
  
  that goes beyond the walls of the Manor, it’s clearly not for the likes of us to gainsay him.”
 

 
  “I am determined only to pursue my mission here,” Rhadid said, still perfectly calm. “It makes no difference to me, Lieutenant, whether you let my party pass with no comment or fervently wish that I am eaten by the Manor, so long as you do not impede me. If that is not your intent, I am content to concern myself no further with your lapses in manners. One can expect only so much from the common soldier, after all.”
 

 
  “Yeah, see, that’s the kinda stuff that’s not helping smooth this over,” Owl muttered.
 

 
  “In that case, we
  
   common
  
  soldiers won’t keep your Lordship from your business,” she declared. “Fall in and let’s go.”
 

 
  Rhadid’s group moved to one side of the hallway to let the soldiers file past.
 

 
  “There’s some trapped floorboards back that way,” Admestus informed them, “if the house hasn’t rearranged itself since. Careful where you put your feet.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the heads up,” said one of the troops, nodding to him. Moments later they were past, and proceeding briskly down the hall.
 

 
  “Well, now, that’s just unfriendly,” Admestus muttered, turning to watch them go with his fists planted on his hips. “I warned
  
   them
  
  about what was ahead. Is it too much to hope for a little turnabout, there?”
 

 
  “You, ah, don’t interact much with the commoners in your society, do you, m’Lord?” Eric asked hesitantly.
 

 
  “In point of fact, I have,” Rhadid replied. “I find it is well worth the effort of cultivating goodwill, where the prospect of such exists. In cases where I need swift compliance from someone I can expect never to meet again, it is often more effective to strategically invoke the resentment many of them carry in the first place, and bend it to my own ends. There is seldom a swifter way to make resentful little people leave. None of which matters for our purposes, now that the obstruction is abolished. On we go.”
 

 
  “Onward and upward!” Admestus agreed cheerfully.
 

 
  As if his words had been prophetic, they rounded the corner to find a staircase ascending to the next floor. Owl led the way again, moving carefully and checking for ominous features of the architecture.
 

 
  None appeared in the next few minutes, however, and by proceeding with deliberate care, the party made steady progress over the hours that followed. Owl’s sharp eyes kept them out of most of the traps, though as he lamented, creeping through a trapground by himself was a far cry from ushering a group of amateurs through the same, and they did not pass unscathed. Even their lapses did not bring them to significant grief, however. All of them were sufficiently adroit to avoid the marble bust which tipped over on them, and Eric proved too physically sturdy to be much damaged by the toppling bookcase he wasn’t nimble enough to evade. Lord Rhadid and Eric were both struck by the darts which a stuffed moose head spat at them when they stepped on the rug in front of it, but Admestus was able to swiftly neutralize the poison and standard healing potions made quick work of the minor puncture wounds thus inflicted.
 

 
  Traps aside, they did encounter several puzzles. None blocking their paths, but Eric strongly advised pausing to solve these as part of gaining the house’s favor, to which Lord Rhadid acquiesced.
 

 
  Eric’s knowledge of history and literature got them through the questions asked by the talking book they encountered upon a pedestal in the middle of the second-floor hall. Their reward for passing this impromptu quiz was a map of the surrounding hallways, which they used to avoid several clearly marked dangers, unlock a gate sealed by a complex mechanical puzzle that Owl ultimately solved, and proceed up another flight of steps to a third floor and beyond the map’s knowledge, at which time the piece of parchment itself turned blank.
 

 
  The house did seem to go out of its way to test them each individually. Only Rhadid was equipped and skilled enough to defeat the animated fencing dummies which barred one corridor, and Admestus was able to make sense of the table of cups and bottles positioned before a wall of fire, mixing a potion from the supplied ingredients that enabled them to pass through the flames unscorched. Owl paused to solve a blacksmith’s puzzle sitting ostentatiously atop a stool, which then turned into a ring of keys that got them through a series of nearby doors, ultimately leading to a single door with no key, but a keyhole nearly as tall as Eric with two large shafts of iron standing nearby. Owl coached them through the basics of lockpicking and managed to lead a team effort which required the strength of all four, but eventually succeeded in springing the giant tumbler and letting them through.
 

 
  That proved to be the pattern. Any challenge they could not solve, they could simply go around, though a path thus taken tended to lead nowhere interesting for a long time. A successfully passed puzzle, however, would lead quickly to another. The house was an ever-shifting maze and it grew progressively more difficult to grasp where they were in relation to where they had started, to say nothing of how long they had been there. They did not encounter any more servants of the house, however, neither zombies, the spectral servitors Eric had warned them to expect, nor semi-permanent guests making themselves useful like Tellwyrn.
 

 
  When Admestus finally worked out the right combinations of weedkillers and fertilizers to coax a row of potted vines to shift their foliage away from a pair of double doors, the group encountered their first dead end, but also their first sign of open approval from the Manor since losing Tamara.
 

 
  “It’s just the two rooms,” Owl reported, coming back through the only other door in the comfortable bedchamber into which they had emerged. “No other exits, though there’s a little washroom in the second one. Looks like your basic hotel suite. That’s a smaller and somewhat nicer bedroom in there, while you’ve got the second bed and chairs up here.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Lord Rhadid mused, looking around. It was a rather cozy chamber, rustic as most of the Manor’s décor was, complete with a fully blazing fireplace and a stuffed unicorn head mounted above the mantle. “Professor, what do you think?”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what
  
   I
  
  think,” Admestus declared, flopping onto his back on the bed and lacing his fingers behind his head. “I think we’re about
  
   due
  
  for a break! Oh, my poor aching toesies…”
 

 
  “I very specifically did not ask what
  
   you
  
  thought,” Rhadid answered him in a biting tone. “Professor Ahlstrom, I believe you said that an open bedroom was tantamount to an offer of safety?”
 

 
  “All precedent confirms that, my Lord,” Eric agreed. “This is a very positive development! The house is a good host to those it deems good guests, and it would seem we have regained that status. I do recommend taking advantage of the offer.”
 

 
  “I am loath to lose time,” Rhadid murmured, frowning at the wall in thought.
 

 
  “None of us are tired to the point of collapse yet,” Owl said. “Shut up, Rafe. As I was saying, Lord Rhadid, there’s no telling when the next offer of safe shelter will come. If we push on, aside from having to backtrack outta here, we run the risk of being dangerously exhausted by the time we get another chance to rest.”
 

 
  “Remember, we are guests here,” Eric added. “Rejecting an offer of hospitality may be taken as an insult, even if it’s done less violently than the last…well, you know.” He trailed off awkwardly, as all of them tended to do when reminded of that unpleasantness.
 

 
  “I believe you are correct,” Rhadid said after a momentary pause. “On all counts. Very well, then, we camp here. Make yourselves as comfortable as you can. We will move out again as soon as is reasonable.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  There were four of them, and two rooms with a bed each. Therefore, naturally, the nobleman took the smaller bedroom with direct washroom access himself, leaving Eric and Owl to share the other bed and Admestus to sleep in the armchair. None of them bothered to protest this arrangement, or even seriously considered doing so.
 

 
  The alchemist, somewhat ironically, seemed to be having the most restful night of the three consigned to this side of Rhadid’s closed door. He had tipped the chair to lean its tall back against the wall and draped himself within the resulting hammock, and quite soon was both snoring and drooling. The other two lay much less comfortably on the wide bed, Eric on top of the quilt and Owl beneath it. The sleeping arrangement, though, was not the thing that kept them up.
 

 
  “So,” Owl said in a low voice, after several minutes of awkward silence broken only by Admestus’s reedy snoring, “we gonna talk about it or not?”
 

 
  The dwarf cleared his throat softly, almost whispering his reply. “Do you think we ought to wake…?”
 

 
  “Can you imagine anything good coming of that?”
 

 
  “He does seem rather imbalanced, yes, but I assumed he was tapped for this mission for good reason. We’ve seen his considerable skill.”
 

 
  “Don’t be taken in,” Owl murmured. “The eccentric professor bit is a bardic archetype, that’s all. I’ve met and worked with the kind of crazy that still manages to be incredibly good at a specific job, and that isn’t what it looks like. Think obsessiveness and poor social skills, not grandstanding and comedy.”
 

 
  “I…admit personality types aren’t my own area of expertise. I’m something of an academic stereotype myself.”
 

 
  “I hadn’t noticed.”
 

 
  “Why, then, do you think he is…like this?”
 

 
  “Dunno. I
  
   do
  
  know when somebody works that hard to draw attention, he’s drawing attention
  
   away
  
  from something else. And when somebody with a belt full of poisons and acids wants me to not poke my nose into his business, I stay outta his business. I also don’t go outta my way to include him in sensitive conversations.”
 

 
  They fell silent as Rafe snorted loudly, shifting in his improvised bed, and emitted a heavy sigh, then resumed snoring.
 

 
  “It was the suddenness of it,” Eric whispered eventually. “Just…he just…”
 

 
  “Here’s what I keep goin’ over,” Owl murmured back. “Everybody else here has a
  
   role.
  
  I’m a specialist in traps, and we’ve met lots of traps. You’re the leading expert anywhere on the Manor. The alchemist, because Rhadid wants something in the old wizard’s alchemy lab. In hindsight, I can’t think of a solid reason why he dragged along some thug wannabe adventurer.”
 

 
  “You don’t think…you’re not suggesting… Lord Rhadid brought Tamara along
  
   specifically
  
  to…to…do that?”
 

 
  “Doesn’t follow, does it? If he needed a living sacrifice, he wouldn’ta blown it on the first major obstacle we met. We’re in a dungeon, bein’ led by a man who’s clearly willing to spill our blood to get what he wants. In this situation, unknowns are dangerous. I dunno why he brought her and that makes me
  
   nervous.”
  
 

 
  “I hate myself for even saying this,” the dwarf breathed almost inaudibly, “but…I mean, from a coldly pragmatic standpoint, in that specific scenario…”
 

 
  “Oh, no, I totally get that,” Owl agreed quickly. “Rhadid coulda
  
   made
  
  her apologize an’ make nice with the zombie, maybe mollified the house that one time, but she showed how she was gonna act and it was just a matter of time before she got
  
   somebody
  
  killed. It made total sense, don’t beat yourself up for noticing. Difference is, we might’ve thought it, but we didn’t fuckin’
  
   do
  
  it. Deliberately and without hesitating. That shit isn’t
  
   normal.
  
  I’ve met more killers than you probably ever will and the ones who just calmly
  
   do
  
  things like it means nothing scare me a hell of a lot more than the mad dogs that lash out when provoked.”
 

 
  A shrill giggle split the quiet of the room. Rafe writhed, mumbling to himself, until he had squirmed completely sideways, with his legs dangling over one arm of the chair and his head leaning backward over the other in a position that had to have been terribly uncomfortable. At the very least it made his snoring significantly louder when it resumed.
 

 
  “I suppose there’s an upside to all that,” Eric said at last. “At least we know we are important.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Owl grunted. “What’s he want in the alchemy lab?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I don’t know. He only revealed to me that that is his goal. I rather suspect Mr. Rafe knows. If you want to ask him…”
 

 
  “Don’t think I’m
  
   that
  
  worried just yet,” Owl murmured. “Least, not about that. More immediately… Rhadid’s the man with the plan, and anyway he obviously won’t regard himself as expendable. He obviously needs the half-elf to be alive at the end of this, cos whatever he wants in the alchemy lab requires the alchemist.
  
   You
  
  are the leading authority on this whole damn house. I’m a specialist too, but in a more general kinda stuff. Hell of a thing, being officially the least necessary person here.”
 

 
  The ensuing pause was painful, and not just because of Admestus’s snoring.
 

 
  “Well, so far as we know, Tamara was a nobody,” Eric offered. “I mean, that is…rest her soul. You know what I mean. My University knows where I am, and doing what, and with whom. I assume your Guild does likewise. Questions will be asked if I don’t return. And, ah, the Thieves’ Guild is rather notorious for imposing
  
   repercussions
  
  on people who misuse its members.”
 

 
  “Don’t kid yourself,” Owl muttered bluntly. “We’re in a
  
   dungeon.
  
  People died doing this back in the day when this was a thing people generally
  
   did,
  
  and that hasn’t been true since the Enchanter Wars. Oh, there’d be
  
   questions
  
  if Lord Bigshot was the only one to walk outta here alive, but you know a smooth operator like him’d have answers. Nobody is gonna be too awful curious about people who die in Manor fucking Dire.”
 

 
  Rafe squirmed again, shifting back around to a position that would put him upside down in the chair. This proved too much for its precarious balance; its two grounded legs scooted backward as the upper edge of its back slid abruptly down the wall and the whole thing impacted the ground with a bang, bouncing the half-elf roughly on impact. He let out a yelp, and then nothing, lying there with his legs dangling over the edge of the seat and the rest of him hidden behind it.
 

 
  “Y’know what, screw it,” he said aloud after a moment’s silence. His rotated his ankles once each clockwise and then the other way, and then fell still. After scarcely a minute, his snoring began again.
 

 
  “What is our plan, then?” Eric murmured.
 

 
  “Same as it always was,” Owl replied. “Survive. Just a bit more complicated than we thought, is all.”
 

 
  He rolled onto his side, putting his back to the dwarf, and thereafter they were silent. Even so, it was some time before sleep came to either of them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  At least breakfast was good.
 

 
  The smell awakened them; overnight, a covered platter had appeared on the bedside table in the front room. Beneath its lid were utensils, a pot of tea, and four plates laden with boiled eggs, blood sausage, fried potatoes, tomato slices and baked beans. Eric reassured them that food offered by the house was safe, not that he had to try very hard. There was no table, forcing them to take plates to various seats around the room, but not even the aristocrat complained about the arrangements as they all tucked in.
 

 
  The meal wasn’t completely devoid of complaint, however.
 

 
  “It’s beyond my imagining,” Owl said between bites, “how one dainty little slip of a half-elf can snore like a thousand beavers devouring a whole forest.”
 

 
  “Sir, how
  
   dare
  
  you,” Admestus retorted loudly. “I most certainly do
  
   not
  
  snore. The idea! Harrumph. Ha very
  
   rumph,
  
  sirrah!”
 

 
  “What do you think of our progress, Professor?” Rhadid cut in.
 

 
  “It’s of course impossible to gauge it in any objective manner,” the dwarf replied. “We are certainly
  
   making
  
  progress, m’lord. Continuing to solve challenges and impress the Manor with our conduct is the path forward. Navigating to the innermost depths of Manor Dire has always been a game of patience and perseverance.”
 

 
  “So you have informed me,” Rhadid acknowledged, spearing a chunk of potato with his fork. “I do not want to risk attempting a shortcut if it will antagonize the house’s governing intelligence, let me be clear about that up front. If that risk can be avoided, however, I would prefer to speed our progress in any way possible. For example, we have found that both the Imperial Army and the gnomes are active here, and doubtless vying for the Manor’s favor. How do you suppose we might turn this state of affairs to our advantage?”
 

 
  Eric blinked twice, seeming momentarily to forget his plate of food. “I…could not exactly say. Your Lordship is surely more skilled at politics of any sort than I; even the necessary politics of academia have tended to be over my head—”
 

 
  Admestus straightened up. “Hah! For a dwarf, what isn’t—”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  Rafe,” Rhadid ordered. “Go on, Professor.”
 

 
  Eric cleared his throat, shooting the half-elf an annoyed glance. “As I was saying, m’lord, I don’t think it advisable to try. Intervening in such affairs, even supposing we have the opportunity, seems most likely to provoke the house itself. We’ll want to refrain from doing
  
   anything
  
  disruptive or destructive. The only exception I can imagine is if either other party in question begins acting directly against the Manor’s interests, in which case we could doubtless gain much favor by siding against them.”
 

 
  “Seems improbable,” Owl noted, “bein’ as how both of them are trying to butter up the house themselves.”
 

 
  “Precisely,” Eric agreed, nodding. “It would not be wise to attempt. The safe way is the slow way, my lord.”
 

 
  “I see,” Rhadid said with a lack of inflection that obfuscated his feelings on the matter. “Well. Do finish your meal, gentlemen, and let’s be about it as quickly as we can.”
 

 
  There was no obvious place to leave dirty dishes, so they carefully stacked everything on the tray and covered it again, leaving it right where it appeared, before setting out once more.
 

 
  This necessitated some backtracking, as they had passed through a series of challenge-barred chambers to reach the bedroom suite. Eric insisted on slowing to examine their surroundings for hidden alternate exits, but if any such existed, the party failed to locate them. Soon enough, they were back in the corridor, and for lack of a better plan, set off down it in the direction they had not yet explored. Rather than leading to a turn or intersection as the halls tended to, this one ended in an arched doorway, the heavy oaken double doors within it standing wide open to reveal yet another surprise.
 

 
  Beyond the archway was an outdoor courtyard, thrice as long as it was wide; at the opposite narrow end stood another set of doors, these closed, and flanked by windows of stained glass in ornate iron housing. A long stone path led from one end to the other, wide as each of the double doorways and laid out in intricate but irregular geometric patterns, with thick moss and occasional weeds lodged in the crevices between. The sides of the pathway were left green and untended, now choked with bushes, stands of scraggly wildflowers, and clumps of what appeared to be displaced Great Plains tallgrass. Interspersed along these, flanking the stone pathway at irregular intervals, stood six ancient and weathered standing stones, ten feet tall at least. Such monuments, left for unknown reasons by long-vanished people, stood here and there in the Stalrange and parts of the Tira Valley, but none had ever been noted in this part of Vrandis. As if to complete the ambiance, and match the cloudy sky overhead, a thin mist hung over the ground, obscuring the stone path at the courtyard’s farthest point.
 

 
  “Now, stop me if I’m wrong,” Admestus said after they had stared at this for a few silent moments, “but weren’t we on the third floor?”
 

 
  “Such a feature is still not impossible, in terms of strictly mundane architecture,” Eric pointed out. “More importantly, I advise you not to become hung up on such details here.”
 

 
  “Owl?” Lord Rhadid prompted.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” Owl said, nodding sagely. “That is booby-trapped as
  
   hell.
  
  It’s practically an overt threat. Lemme get a closer look.”
 

 
  “Be cautious,” Rhadid reminded him as the thief crept out into the courtyard, sidling along the very edge of the stone path.
 

 
  “Always am,” he said laconically, creeping along the ground to study the stonework in detail.
 

 
  “What do you think?”
 

 
  “The moss in the cracks is good. A lot depends on how long it’s been undisturbed, but depending on what kinda mechanisms are down there I may be able to tell which stones to not step on just by how thick it grows from one crevice to the next. Hey, Rafe! Can I assume you’ve got some manner of defoliant in that belt of yours?”
 

 
  “Hah!” Admestus crowed, planting his hands on his hips and thrusting them forward. “Buckaroo, I will wager you an oral sex act of your choice that you can’t
  
   think
  
  of a potion or concoction I ain’t got in this belt of mine!”
 

 
  “I’m gonna pass on every single part of that, thanks,” Owl said without rancor, still studying the ground. Reaching the first of the standing stones, he turned to examine it up close, running his fingers along the grass at its base. “Tricky thing here is how all this is an obvious test. I’m used to booby traps meant to keep people out, or straighforwardly kill ’em if they got in. Situation’s changed by it being the whole point for intruders to figure out the trap and how to circumvent it. It’s not always gonna be obvious
  
   how
  
  it’s changed, either. Hmm…”
 

 
  “This is so suspenseful,” Admestus breathed, gazing avidly at the thief’s progress. “I can’t watch. Oh, I wish I’d brought peanuts…”
 

 
  “So for purposes of your belt of holding, peanuts don’t count as a concoction?” Eric said wryly.
 

 
  “Not the roasted kind with all the salt that you buy at circuses. Dammit, now I’m getting hungry again.”
 

 
  It happened before any of them could react. Owl deliberately reached out with one leg to press his toes against a specific stone in the pathway, and the towering monolith he was crouched in front of slammed down. It did not move like a falling tower of rock; that would have given him plenty of time to jump out of the way. The thing descended with the speed and force of a bolt from a crossbow, impacting the path with a tremendous crunch of shattered stone.
 

 
  Once fallen, the heavy ironwork at its base was revealed, including thick chains, huge hinges, and a single titanic spring which had unclenched to push it over so fast. As they stared in horror, a rhythmic clunking sound began from a mechanism below the floor, the chains grew taught and began to pull against the spring and the stone’s own weight, and it gradually tipped back up, being pulled once more into an upright position.
 

 
  As it rose, the wreckage it had made of the path was revealed; that entire segment of stone tiles was pulverized. Of Owl, there was no sign.
 

 
  “What?” Eric gasped. “Where’d he
  
   go?”
  
 

 
  “You’re asking
  
   us?”
  
  Admestus said shrilly. “Isn’t this
  
   your
  
  area of expertise? Does the Manor
  
   usually
  
  disappear bodies that cleanly?”
 

 
  “I—I don’t—we should at least check…”
 

 
  Rhadid put out an arm to stop the dwarf from striding forward onto the path.
 

 
  “This defeated our trap expert,” he said quietly. “Whatever the foe, it is important to know when you are beaten. As eager as I am to make progress, I am not eager to the point of recklessness. Come, we have more backtracking to do before we can resume going forward.”
 

 
  He waited until the two of them finally retreated from the archway before following them back up the hall, casting a final lingering look at the now-innocuous standing stones.
 

 
  “And then there were three.”
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  By the pattern they had already established, retreating from a challenge always meant a lack of further challenges for a time, but after losing Owl, the quiet began to get downright eerie. For at least two hours, they traveled the corridors of Manor Dire with nothing to do but appreciate the architecture. It seemed that in the absence of puzzles and battles the house did, at least, give them that much to hold their attention; where before there had been little but endless hallways of rough stone and wood, they began to see a much more interesting variety of features. More decorative displays, arched windows looking out over the Vrandis pine forest, a sizable banquet hall, two separate galleries of paintings, a small reading nook lined with laden bookcases, and other homey touches came one after the other as if to prevent them from getting bored.
 

 
  But that was it. The house was silent, peaceful, unthreatening and almost uninteresting. If not for the fact that they had traveled a maze of corridors that should have taken them over several acres in a building they knew was only a fraction of that size, it might have been any well-preserved manor home from the late Age of Adventures.
 

 
  The longer this went on, the more the tension weighed on them.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   man,
  
  when the other shoe drops it’s gonna drop hard,” Admestus groaned, staring at a pretty little solarium as if it were about to sprout fangs and eat someone. “Just, collapse a whole wing on top of us. There’s no reason to make us wait this long if it’s not planning something truly dire. Pun intended.”
 

 
  “It’s difficult to disagree,” Lord Rhadid replied. “Professor, your thoughts?”
 

 
  “The Manor definitely isn’t above applying psychological pressure,” said Eric. “Obviously I can’t say
  
   precisely
  
  what it is thinking but as a matter of general history, it is unlikely to drop an inescapable doom upon us unless it specifically desires our destruction, and we would probably know beforehand if it did. As long as we are still guests here, we should expect to be treated more or less as we have been. Tested, but not beyond our ability.”
 

 
  “And is this silence part of the test?”
 

 
  The dwarf hesitated, looking around the sunroom and then the hallway outside it as if he could divine the house’s intentions from the wall paneling. “I’m afraid I just don’t know. My gut feeling is that it is… But I have studied the Manor from afar, from centuries of recorded accounts. My knowledge is thorough, but lacks…immediacy. Intimacy. I know about it, but I don’t
  
   know
  
  it.” He shrugged helplessly. “It may just be giving us a reprieve, since we’ve lost two people in the space of a day.”
 

 
  Rhadid nodded slightly. “Do not hesitate to give advice if any comes to you. For now, best we proceed. Keep in mind, gentlemen, that the simplest tactical reason to lull an opponent into calm is to spring a surprise upon them. I know it becomes tiring over the long term, but we must not relax our vigilance.”
 

 
  “Opponent, now?” Admestus grumbled, bringing up the rear as they set off up the corridor again. “And here I thought were were honored
  
   guests
  
  or something like that.”
 

 
  “In this of all houses,” said Eric, “that is splitting a hair.”
 

 
  Fortunately for what remained of everyone’s equilibrium, the house did not keep them in suspense much longer. Only a few minutes after their discussion at the solarium, noises in the corridor up ahead made the group slow. Warning noises: shouts, crashing, and an intermittent loud hiss that might have come from some colossal snake. Clearly something violent was taking place. Though the three naturally hesitated, Rhadid did not stop, and for Eric and Admestus the choice was to follow him into whatever danger it was or be left behind.
 

 
  The hallway opened onto the second-floor balcony wrapping completely around a sizable ballroom, which was as stark and rustic in design as the rest of the house. Shouts in high-pitched voices grew louder as the group approached, but what most occupied their attention were the sinuous shapes writhing through the air in the wide open space beneath the arched ceiling, occasionally spitting streamers of blue fire at something below.
 

 
  “Katzil demons?” Rhadid murmured, pausing in the doorway to take stock. “No…these are white. That is not normal.”
 

 
  “They’re, uh, also kinda translucent,” Admestus added, peeking past him.
 

 
  “Some artifice of the Manor’s,” said Eric. “Not true demons, but meant to be evocative of them.”
 

 
  At that moment a whirling bola shot up from the dance floor below, snagging one of the pseudo-katzils right around its midsection. The creature hissed in fury and emitted an abortive spurt of sparks as it was dragged down.
 

 
  Rhadid crept forward, keeping himself low, and peeked over the banister.
 

 
  On the floor below were gnomes—in fact, the same four they had met in the Manor’s entry hall the day before. Armed with grapples, nets, that one bola, and in the case of their leader Billie some kind of shoulder-mounted mechanical cannon, they were trying to subdue the flying spectres. Along the wall behind the gnomes were five enormous gilded birdcages, three of which now housed furiously writhing spectral air serpents. Two more stood open, and three gnomes were trying to wrangle the recently-captured specimen into one while Billie harassed the last demon with her device, which shot a metal claw of some kind on a long chain and then retracted it. The sole remaining creature was evading her efforts with little apparent difficulty.
 

 
  “I see,” Rhadid murmured, his voice barely audible to his two companions in the tumult. “Professor, what are the rules about interfering in another expedition’s Manor experience?”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t say there are
  
   rules
  
  as such, my lord. Just, whatever seems the most intelligent and courteous course of action in a given situation. But in this case, I might point out that the gnomes seem equipped for this particular trial while we are—and there he goes.”
 

 
  The aristocrat abruptly straightened from his surreptitious crouch and strode away down the balcony, keeping pace with the kazil as it spun in erratic patterns. Now, a second gnome had rejoined the fray while his two companions worked to restrain their recent catch and get its cage door shut. This one hurled a weighted net attached to a rope; he and Billie Fallowstone’s claw launcher were having no luck. Not for nothing was this demon the last one free. It seemed to have a preternatural ability to detect and evade projectiles.
 

 
  But then, swinging wide to avoid the flying net, it passed within a few feet of the balcony. Rhadid whipped out his sword and managed to rake the beast’s side with its tip as it came near.
 

 
  The furious demon immediately rounded on him, opening its jaws. Rhadid had already drawn his wand, and cut off the blast of flame that was coming by firing a shot, forcing the beast to duck. It darted back and forth in front of the balcony, hissing and striking at him like an airborne snake while he deftly fended it off using the rapier’s long reach.
 

 
  Unfortunately for the katzil, this performance kept it relatively stationary in a much smaller area, and Rhadid had to fence with it for mere seconds before it was entangled in the next toss of the net. The creature hissed in fury and immediately took off for the ceiling, seeming for a moment as if it might pull the gnome up with it, but then Billie’s claw snagged in the net itself and she added her own weight to the effort to pull it down, followed within moments by the other two gnomes hurling hooked lines to snare their quarry.
 

 
  Getting the thing into the last cage was a struggle, of course, but one whose conclusion was foregone. While the gnomes went about wrestling their captive into place, Rhadid, pausing only to beckon his companions with an imperious jerk of his head, strode unhurriedly to the other end of the room, where a spiral staircase led from the balcony to the ballroom floor.
 

 
  Billie herself turned to him with a grin as he approached, trailing Admestus and Eric; her three companions were coercing the struggling specter into its cage with the net and two long poles.
 

 
  “Well! Thank ye kindly fer the assist, melord!”
 

 
  “You are welcome,” Rhadid answered, inclining his head courteously. “Though you appeared to have the matter well in hand. I rather think I merely saved you a little time, in the end.”
 

 
  “Maybe so, but it doesn’t pay to make assumptions,” she said. “Help is help, an’ it’s well-appreciated. This is it, then?” Billie’s expression grew more sober as she took in the dwarf and half-elf following him. “Havin’ a wee bit of a rough trip, are we?”
 

 
  “It has had its ups and downs,” Rhadid agreed. “You seem to have fared somewhat better.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, we’re professionals. All due respect, yer Lordship, plumbin’ a dungeon ain’t a good line o’ work fer amateurs to take up.”
 

 
  “This is far from my first such adventure, though regrettably I cannot say the same for all of my party. At least one proved tragically unsuited for this particular task. Have you encountered any other groups, if I might inquire?”
 

 
  At that moment the other gnomes got the cage door shut on the furious katzil, and a deep mechanical thunk sounded from beneath the ballroom floor. All five cages sank straight down into it, metal shutters sliding into place after them. At the opposite end of the room, huge double doors swung wide with an excessively loud creak, revealing a broad entry hall beyond.
 

 
  Billie glanced at this with little interest before returning her attention to Rhadid. “Other groups? Not ‘ardly. Shouldn’t be anybody else in ‘ere ‘cept the Imperials.”
 

 
  “An’ maybe Arachne, at this time o’ year,” one of her companions added.
 

 
  “Aye, that’s right. I’m surprised enough
  
   you
  
  lot managed to get in. The Army ain’t keen to share digs, if ye get me drift.” Billie winked, finally putting down her claw-flinging device; it wouldn’t have been much for any of them to carry, but on a gnome the thing was enormously bulky. “They’ve more or less given up tryin’ ta keep
  
   us
  
  outta ‘ere, but it’s rare that other tall folk get through their little blockade.”
 

 
  “I have my ways,” he said vaguely. “Have you run across the Army recently? Any idea how many teams are exploring the Manor at any given time?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “It’s not often we cross paths with ’em, lucky enough. They ain’t overly enthused t’meet fellow travelers. I get on well enough with the rank an’ file, but the officers… Well, anybody who answers to a bureaucracy tends ta lack a sense o’ humor.”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Rhadid mused. “We
  
   have
  
  crossed paths with an Army exploration team, as it happens. We also encountered Professor Tellwyrn, quite early on. I simply wonder how many Imperial or gnomish groups might be present. If it is only one of each, it would seem we’ve met everyone currently visiting the Manor, in a rather short span of time.”
 

 
  Billie frowned, turning to make eye contact with her companions before answering. “One o’ the first things any large, organized group learns on bein’ introduced to the Manor is it doesn’t much care fer bein’ invaded. We keep it strictly minimal, only one group o’ the Folk in ‘ere at a time, an’ I reckon the Army keeps to the same policy, if it’s managed not ta wear it its welcome entirely by now. You
  
   ‘ave
  
  ‘ad a run o’ luck, an’ no mistake. Not ta dwell on a painful subject, but that’s a strangely impressive track record fer a group that’s managed t’lose forty percent of itself in one day.”
 

 
  “Do you think we’d fare better if we stopped pronouncing the letter G?” Admestus asked innocently. “Is that part of your secret?”
 

 
  “Admestus,” Rhadid warned.
 

 
  “Aw, let ‘im poke fun, we don’t mind,” Billie said with a grin, raising one hand to wiggle her fingers flirtatiously at the alchemist. “Ain’t often I meet a fellow traveler as aroused by death an’ danger as me!”
 

 
  “The work you’re lookin’ for is ‘never,’” her nearest companion grunted. “An’
  
   you,
  
  I’ll thank ye not to encourage ‘er.”
 

 
  “In every group there’s some oaf who interrupts conversations,” Billie said to Rhadid.
 

 
  “When we first met,” he said, “I declined to discuss my reason for being here. I’m willing to reconsider that, if you are amenable to doing likewise.”
 

 
  “Well, now, that’s interesting,” she commented. “Ain’t like we planned t’pry inta yer business anyhow, no worries on that score. Why the change in ‘eart? Or, I guess more t’the point, why the sudden curiosity?”
 

 
  “I find myself considering the prospect of joining forces,” Rhadid explained, his neutral expression betraying nothing. “Clearly, that is not a prospect if our ultimate goals prove incompatible. But it seems unlikely to me that they would, as none of my ambitions involve inconveniencing anyone, least of all yourselves.”
 

 
  Again, Billie angled her head slightly to catch the eye of one of her friends, the one who had interjected a moment ago. Their faces were as inscrutable as Rhadid, but they seemed to communicate something in that brief silence.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t give that a hard ‘no’ on the face of it,” she said in a thoughtful tone, “though yer not wrong, Lord Rhadid, I’d need a wee bit o’ insight inta just what it is you’re after in ‘ere before weighin’ in on that.”
 

 
  “I seek Diristaan’s personal facilities,” he said. “Mr. Rafe, whom you have met, is one of the finest alchemists in the Empire, though you would not know it from a conversation with him.”
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush!” Admestus trilled.
 

 
  “Gonna brew yerself a potion, aye?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “I have in mind a project which, yes, can probably not be completed anywhere else. Thus, my goal here is particular and brief. I mean to reach the alchemy lab, do what is necessary, and depart with a minimum of fuss, ideally without incurring the ire of either the Manor or any fellow travelers. To that end, I am willing to go somewhat out of my way to be of assistance to another party, within reason. The path to a specific goal in Manor Dire is always somewhat circuitous.”
 

 
  “It is that,” she agreed. “Us, though, we don’t much mind wanderin’ about. Life’s in the journey, as they say.”
 

 
  “So you are not after any destination in particular?”
 

 
  Billie tilted her head, one of the pointed ear tips emerging from her curls twitching slightly. “Ye might call us…conservationists.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Rhadid raised his eyebrows. “Is the Manor in danger?”
 

 
  “Access
  
   to
  
  it is in danger, at least potentially,” Eric answered. “The great dungeons are vanishing, at least from public use. I mentioned this previously, my lord, if you’ll recall. Gnomes have been moving to colonize them, and the Empire is trying to seize control of them as continual sources of treasure and training for their agents. Manor Dire is a particularly dicey case since, as Ms. Fallowstone pointed out, the intelligence of the house does not welcome mass intrusion. To our new friends, this is a competition for territory.”
 

 
  “So y’see our problem,” Billie said, nodding. “Possession is nine tenths o’ the law. Even the Empire doesn’t try to oust the Folk from places where we’ve set up shop, but they play a little rough in the race to control such spots in the first place. But y’don’t
  
   possess
  
  Manor Dire. Even raisin’ the prospect is askin’ fer a big spank upside the head. Best either we
  
   or
  
  the Imperials can do is maintain a presence ‘ere.”
 

 
  “Mm,” he mused. “And you seek something to…tip the balance.”
 

 
  “Well, now, that there’s a potentially double-edged sword, aye?” she said evenly. “’ere’s a scion o’ House Daraspian lookin’ ta do somethin’ mysterious in ‘is ancestor’s secret lab. Fer the likes o’ us, who’re lookin’ ta impress the house, that could be very good or very bad. No offense, yer Lordship, but yer family ‘aven’t actually
  
   controlled
  
  the Manor since Diristaan’s day, an’ more recently…how t’put this…”
 

 
  “I think I would be better off not attempting to dissemble,” he said with a thin smile, “at least not while standing within the aegis of a sentient house which is listening to this conversation. House Daraspian’s wealth comes chiefly from smuggling and the drug trade. Where most of the great Houses feud with each other for power, our chief rivalries are with Imperial law enforcement and the Thieves’ Guild. I would offer as a character witness the fact that I persuaded a Guild representative to accompany me on this mission, but sadly, he is no longer with us.”
 

 
  “My condolences,” Billie said solemnly.
 

 
  “What I can say,” Rhadid continued, “and what prompted me to thus approach you, is the emergent suggestion that the Manor itself desires this arrangement. It is self-evident that the paths of any group of adventurers would only cross if the house itself desires that they do.”
 

 
  “An’
  
   your
  
  path keeps crossin’ everybody else’s,” she finished.
 

 
  “And yours, now, twice,” Rhadid said, nodding. “The soldiers were openly hostile to us, and Tellwyrn…how to put this…”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn pretty much says it all,” the other woman in Billie’s group interjected, grinning.
 

 
  Billie turned around fully, and the other three focused on her. What followed was silent and swift, little more to outside observation than some twitching of ears and rapid glances, but somehow the gnomes appeared to hold a full discussion and reach a consensus in the space of about ten seconds. Billie turned back to face Rhadid.
 

 
  “All right then, Lord Rhadid, ‘ow about this? We’re not up fer any kind o’ formal alliance or nothin’, leastwise not with us all bein’ relative strangers. But as none of us ‘as any pressin’ business an’ the only path through Manor Dire is ta wander around, we’re willin’ ta travel alongside an’ ‘elp watch yer backs. Offer insight an’ guidance, y’know, the likes o’ that. It’s no more or less than any decent Folk would do fer any fellow traveler out in a sticky position. Specially some who’ve had a run o’ bad luck such as you lot, apparently. So long as it’s understood that we’re not
  
   with
  
  you in any permanent sense, an’ may opt ta go our own way again if the situation demands it.”
 

 
  “Reasonable, and more than fair,” Rhadid agreed. “I am likewise glad to render what aid we may, if the possibility arises. We may even be able to offer you some insight; not to impugn the expertise of gnomes on all things adventurous, but Professor Ahlstrom, here, is a historian specialized in Manor Dire specifically. And of course, should our business demand that we part ways, I am glad that we can do so without acrimony.”
 

 
  “No worries, we don’t really do acrimony,” she said brightly. “All righty then! Since ye helped us get yonder door open, what see we go ‘ave a look at what’s beyond, aye?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  In fact, there wasn’t much of immediate interest beyond the door, just a broad flight of stairs up to a landing from which one hallway extended, and seemed to stretch on endlessly without even doors leading off it. This quickly began to seem like a resumption of the odd lull Rhadid’s group had experienced before meeting the gnomes, but at least it gave the two parties a chance to get to know one another a bit better.
 

 
  The other three gnomes introduced themselves as Steinway, Woodsworth, and Sassafrass; whether those were given names or surnames they did not explain, and no one pried. After spending some time flirting with Admestus, Billie moved ahead to chat with Lord Rhadid at the from of the group, and gradually the half-elf and dwarf fell back to trail along at the end.
 

 
  “Smuggling?” Eric asked in a low voice covered by Billie’s exuberant chatter up ahead.
  
   “Drug
  
  trading?”
 

 
  “Two ends of the same business, in fact,” Admestus said brightly, though not as loudly as he usually spoke. “They import the coca leaves, since those don’t grow in the Empire, and refine them into cocaine. Without, I might add, the requisite paperwork and oversight mandated for both those activities. You didn’t quite know what you were hopping into bed with, I take it?”
 

 
  “The, ah, particulars of Imperial House politics are fairly opaque in the Kingdoms, except to those who make a point of following them…
  
   What
  
  is cocaine?”
 

 
  “Happy dust!” Admestus quickly let the broad grin melt from his features. “Well. All joking aside, it’s about the most brain-destroying mess you can put in your face without getting into the kind of alchemical narcotics that’ll get you locked up good and proper. Cocaine isn’t even strictly illegal in the Empire, the Treasury gives trade exemptions for its legal sale. But the fees and taxes on that are so high the Daraspians find it more economical to operate illicitly, even with all the regular scrapping with Imperial Marshals and the Thieves’ Guild this gets them into. The other Houses are really the only market for it, too. Any truly depraved aristocrat party in the Empire owes its fun to House Daraspian. Cocaine is a noble’s drug. Hence why the Treasury tries to tax it oppressively instead of banning it.”
 

 
  “I guess the Guild wouldn’t like competition,” Eric murmured.
 

 
  “You shorties
  
   really
  
  are willing to make the Thieves’ Guild the boogeyman under every bed, aren’cha? It’s actually kind of impressive you were willing to be so polite with poor Owl, in hindsight. No, the Guild isn’t in that trade. Eserites
  
   hate
  
  drug pushers; they consider them the worst kind of predator. If the Thieves’ Guild catches you hawking narcotics your best bet is to run straight to the police and get yourself tucked away in a nice, safe jail.”
 

 
  Eric gave him a sidelong glance. “This is the longest I’ve known you to be serious at one time, so far.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well.” Admestus shrugged. “Guess I’m not feeling quite my usual irreverent self, what with one thing and another.”
 

 
  “Heads up back there!” Billie called. “Let’s cluster, looks like we’ve got a bit o’ scenery comin’ up.”
 

 
  Eric drew a deep breath. “This, coming here, has been a lifelong dream of mine. I guess…knowing, intellectually, that delving a dungeon is hazardous can’t really prepare one for the actual experience.”
 

 
  “True of everything in life, ol’ boy,” Admestus said, not without sympathy. Clapping the dwarf on the shoulder, he strode forward to join the rest of the group at the landing to which they had come.
 

 
  Beyond it, there was no more house.
 

 
  “Is this normal?” Lord Rhadid asked, staring at what lay before them.
 

 
  “Gotta confess, I’ve never seen the like,” Billie admitted.
 

 
  “I—this is—” Crowding forward, Eric broke off and swallowed heavily. “I fear this is without precedent in all my readings on adventures in the Manor.”
 

 
  “All right!” Admestus crowed. “We’re
  
   special!
  
  Champagne and pudding all around!”
 

 
  Their hallway terminated in a wide area that might have been an intersection of corridors. It was impossible to tell its purpose or even how large it might have been, because the whole thing was broken off. Jagged edges of floorboards extended into space—and space was, indeed, the right word.
 

 
  Not only was the Manor apparently gone beyond this point, there was no view of the Vrandis countryside either. Before them yawned an infinite abyss, nothing but distant stars and odd swirls of colored nebulae. Pieces of architecture drifted in the vicinity, fragments of walls, floors, and even miscellaneous bits like statuary, suspended in the nothingness as though left over by whatever had ripped this part of the Manor out of existence.
 

 
  “So,” Rhadid said at last, after they had all stared at this for several full minutes. “This lies at the end of a long hall with no other path available.
  
   That
  
  was the only exit offered us from the chamber wherein we met. It would seem that as soon as we decided to merge our paths, this outcome was inevitable.”
 

 
  “Like I said,” Billie mused. “Either very good, or very,
  
   very
  
  bad. I’m still o’ two minds on it.”
 

 
  “Well, now what?” Eric asked. “Do we try backtracking? Or… Honestly, it’s beyond me what we might even
  
   attempt
  
  to do with this.”
 

 
  “How possible is it the dungeon is just broken?” Admestus asked.
 

 
  “I don’t know how anyone would even begin to
  
   break
  
  Manor Dire,” Eric said, shaking his head. “But, just to play Dark Lady’s advocate, the Tiraan Empire once obliterated an entire country with magical weaponry, and I suppose if they decided the gnomes were getting the upper hand in this contest and were not inclined to lose gracefully…”
 

 
  “I can’t see it,” Woodsworth replied, shaking his head. “We’ve been competin’ with the Empire over dungeons fer years, an’ they’ve been remarkably good sports. Even with Theasia bein’ such an ol’ hawk, Marshals an’ the Army are right courteous so long as they’re not bein’ outright attacked.”
 

 
  “There is also Tellwyrn,” Eric added. “I suspect the list of things she can’t do is shorter than that of things she can. Though I don’t know why she would want to damage the Manor. She seemed fond of it.”
 

 
  “I regret not having brought a mage of my own on this expedition,” Rhadid murmured. “It would have been far more useful than my so-called bodyguard… Presuming that the Manor is still constitutionally intact, this must be some manner of test, or challenge.”
 

 
  “A leap of faith?” Admestus suggested innocently.
 

 
  Rhadid turned a wry look on him. “Are you volunteering to take that leap?”
 

 
  “I volunteer the Professor to do it.”
 

 
  Before Eric could respond to this suggestion, a figure appeared in the space just before them, hovering beyond the shattered floor. The entire group retreated a full step from the specter—for specter it was, a phantasmal shape of pale blue, wearing wizard robes of an ancient style. Its face was difficult to focus on; one moment it seemed it might have been a man with a full beard, but then on a second glance it was a blank mask, or a decaying skull.
 

 
  Its voice, however, was rich and mellifluous. When it spoke, it seemed that the words resonated from the air all around them.
 

 
  “The master’s house can offer all that you seek, but the price is dear. Turn back, adventurers. Before you is reward beyond your fantasies, and a cost beyond your nightmares.”
 

 
  “Welp, you heard the man,” Admestus said, throwing up his hands and turning around.
 

 
  Rhadid grabbed him by the shoulder before he could take a step. “We have come too far to be deterred now, spirit. Speak your piece.”
 

 
  “All of you are still welcome guests of the Manor,” the specter replied. “It is in this spirit that I give warning. You
  
   will
  
  regret the fulfillment of your ambition.” It hesitated before continuing. “But the brave never turn aside when it is wise. Listen, then, if you would test yourselves against your own fate. This is what you must do.”
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  “You must choose the fate of all here,” the specter instructed, causing several of those present to stiffen in alarm. “Decide now whether you will go forward, or go back.”
 

 
  “None of us have come all this way to turn tail at the first warning,” Lord Rhadid retorted.
 

 
  
   “First
  
  warning?” Eric muttered incredulously.
 

 
  “Retreat now, and you will not be expelled from the Manor,” said the specter. “The master’s house remains open to guests. Go back the way you came, choose a different path, and you may continue to explore these halls at your leisure. In the end, perhaps you will again come to the threshold of the innermost sanctum.”
 

 
  Rhadid’s eyebrows lowered infinitesimally. “Perhaps?”
 

 
  “Should you choose to go forward,” the guardian continued, “the way shall be opened for you, but know that you shall hold in your hand the destiny of the Manor itself, and all who are within.”
 

 
  “This…ain’t the
  
   normal
  
  run o’ adventures in here, aye?” Billie said warily.
 

 
  “Indeed, this is entirely without precedent,” Eric agreed. “If I may ask, what is it that makes the difference? Surely such a choice has never been placed before another visitor before.”
 

 
  “These are interesting times. An unusual confluence of visitors has come to the master’s house: old friends, valued guests, would-be threats, agents of powers great and small. In their words and thoughts the master has seen portents of great things changing in the world beyond, things he deems it unwise to ignore.”
 

 
  “I
  
   say,”
  
  Admestus breathed, “does that mean the old wizard himself is still—”
 

 
  
   “Mr. Rafe,”
  
  Eric interrupted urgently,
  
   “whatever
  
  Manor Dire’s governing intelligence, it has
  
   never
  
  appreciated prying inquiries into its nature or business!”
 

 
  “Curiosity is understandable, Admestus, but do please refrain from insulting our host, however indirectly,” Rhadid concurred, then turned back to the phantasmal figure. He hesitated, studying it; the specter wore robes of a style long associated with the wizards of old, and when it hadn’t shifted to resemble a skeleton or amorphous blur, clearly possessed an equally archetypal long beard. Right on the heels of Eric’s warning, though, would clearly have been a bad time to ask if they had the pleasure of addressing Archmage Diristaan himself, so the aristocrat shifted focus. “It is a heavy choice you lay before us, sir. I understand and respect the need to respond to changing events, but if I might ask, what have we done to earn this honor?”
 

 
  “A suitable one has come,” the apparition said in its sepulchral voice. “The master has noted, among his visitors, a scion of long association with this house. One who has foreseen a great need, and come here of his own initiative to take action against the advance of fate. It is to this one among you that the question is direction—at this one’s feet is the choice laid. Know that if you press forward, it will be toward the end of this era. All wanderers in this house shall be called together, in competition to determine who shall have custody of this house’s future. Nor will the master yield easily to any passerby. If you choose the confrontation, you will be tested sorely, by every artifice of the Manor and against the ambitions of all who have come here.”
 

 
  Rhadid half-turned to nod at Billie. “As we have previously established, Ms. Fallowstone, I have no ambition to take control of Manor Dire. I would, however, consider it a fair arrangement indeed to assist the Manor’s future custodians in earning that prerogative, so long as I was permitted to indulge my own smaller, very specific purpose here.”
 

 
  “I’m beggin’ ya, just call me Billie,” she said with a sigh. “Can’t bloody stand havin’ that whole mouthful thrown around…”
 

 
  “My apologies, Billie. I’ll make a note of it.”
 

 
  She turned to her fellow gnomes. “What’d’ye think, lass an’ lads? This ‘ere’s pretty close to everything we coulda ‘oped, but I’m gettin’ a ‘too good t’be true’ vibe off the whole business.”
 

 
  “A mite sudden, innit?” Sassafrass agreed. “Nothin’ makes me ears prickle like mysterious powers showin’ up ta offer me ‘eart’s desire outta the blue.”
 

 
  “No reward without risk,” Woodsworth grunted. “You ain’t killed us yet, Billie, I’ll back yer call here.”
 

 
  “It’s dicey, aye,” added Steinway. “Takin’ all the factors I can see, the deal appears worthwhile t’me.”
 

 
  “Here’s our pitch,” Billie said, turning back to Rhadid. “Me kin an’ I mean ta preserve Manor Dire as it is, prickly spirit guardians an’ all. All we want is t’be able ta keep visitin’, explorin’ the dangers and earnin’ whatever reward the ‘ouse deems fair, an’ not ‘ave ta worry about the Empire or anybody else tellin’ us we can’t.”
 

 
  “That would be a
  
   wonderful
  
  idea,” Eric said fervently. “My lord, this may be the last chance, ever, to preserve this historical
  
   treasure
  
  in something like its original state! If the gnomes—”
 

 
  “You needn’t convince me, Professor,” said Lord Rhadid. “It appears to me that our purposes coincide rather neatly, Billie. If you are amenable to formalizing the agreement we previously discussed?” He bent his knees, reaching down to offer her a hand.
 

 
  “The scion must make the choice,” the spectral custodian said patiently.
 

 
  “Well, seems like all our ducks are in a row!” Admestus pushed forward, planting his fists on his hips and raising his chin. “Very well, spooky manservant! I, Rafe, do hereby choose: we press forward!
  
   Onward to glory!”
  
 

 
  “Rafe,” Rhadid said in a tone of strained patience, in the act of shaking Billie’s hand, “this is
  
   not
  
  the time. My apologies, guardian. My alchemist is quite brilliant, but rather excessively eccentric. I choose to embrace the risk, with complete confidence in my allies and my skills. We shall earn your master’s favor, never fear.”
 

 
  “The choice is made,” the specter agreed, already beginning to fade from view. “If you have chosen ill, may you not live to regret it.”
 

 
  “Is it just me or was that a lot more ominous than it needed to be?” Admestus asked. The ghost was fully gone before he finished speaking.
 

 
  “Eh, spirit guardians in ancient an’ terribly haunted places,” Billie said lightly, waving one hand in a dismissive gesture. “There’s a certain etiquette to it all, aye? Rythms an’ formalities t’be observed. Y’get used to it.”
 

 
  “So, ah…” Eric looked around, then shrugged. “To exactly what
  
   forward
  
  are we meant to go? This still appears to be something of a dead—oh, there it is.”
 

 
  Among the floating bits of detritus in the astral void before them were several fragments of a staircase; these now ceased their aimless twirling and drifted closer together, a few matching chunks manifesting out of the ether among them, to form the patchy remnants of a way forward. It was no more a full set of stairs than a skeleton was a person, but looked theoretically climbable by someone willing to hop several wide gaps over an infinite abyss, and not think too much about what was holding the remaining steps up. They continued to bob subtly as if floating in water.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that
  
  looks a right frolic an’ no mistake,” Billie said cheerfully. “Off we go, then, lads!”
 

 
  “Hadn’t you better—augh!” Eric broke off and covered his eyes as the gnome got a running start and launched herself bodily into space.
 

 
  “Aw, were you that worried about li’l ol’ me?” Billie cooed at him from the nearest chunk of steps, which had wobbled slightly at her landing but not fallen or drifted out of place. “Yer sweet, fer a dwarf. Looks solid enough, lads! Shall we?”
 

 
  “Quite, there is clearly no profit in lingering here,” said Rhadid, nimbly hopping up beside her, whereupon the gnome gathered herself to spring to the next (and smaller) bit of architecture. “Take it steadily and don’t rush, everyone.”
 

 
  Eric swallowed so loudly they could all hear it. “Oh, my giddy aunt… I suppose this is an awkward time to reveal that I’m not at my best with heights.”
 

 
  “Nobody who’s ever talked with a dwarf before is surprised,” said Steinway.
 

 
  “Also,” Admestus added innocently, “Does it really count as heights if there’s no bottom?”
 

 
  Eric groaned and covered his eyes again.
 

 
  “Admestus, you are wearing on my patience,” Rhadid stated. “That I can forgive, but
  
   refrain
  
  from making this any harder for your fellows. All right, let’s take it one step at a time. Remember, haste leads to mistakes. We can afford to—”
 

 
  The groaning of masonry made him cut off, a sound very reminiscent of their earliest mishaps in the lower halls after Tamara had attacked the undead servant. It was clearly coming from the hall behind them rather than the precarious bits of stair they had to climb, which was slightly reassuring for about two seconds. Then, with a tremendous crunch, the most distant patch of corridor visible to them collapsed into fragments of wood and masonry and tumbled away, to reveal another dizzying void behind it where the ballroom should have been.
 

 
  They wasted a moment gaping back at this before another explosive dissolution of the architecture occurred, shortening the hallway still further. Now what had previously seemed like a solid stretch of corridor terminating in the void was clearly just hanging in it, unsupported, and now the abyss at its other end was drawing steadily closer, one yard of collapsing floor at a time.
 

 
  “Never mind,” Rhadid said quickly. “Make haste and
  
   try
  
  not to fall. Let’s clear some room for them, Billie.”
 

 
  “Way ahead of ya,” she said, which was the literal truth; the gnome was already three fragments of staircase forward from him. Her companions bounded nimbly onto the lowest piece the moment Rhadid cleared it.
 

 
  “Here, drink this,” Admestus ordered, pressing a vial of what appeared to be swirling clouds into Eric’s hands and momentarily distracting the dwarf from his panicked muttering.
 

 
  “What in blazes—”
 

 
  “Featherweight potion,” the alchemist explained. “No offense, but you don’t look too awfully nimble in a hopping-across-the-sky sense. Come on, down the hatch! Time’s a-wasting, and so’s the floor.”
 

 
  Eric squeezed his eyes shut again, but plucked the stopper and threw the entire contents of the vial down his throat in one gulp.
 

 
  “That’s the spirit!” Admestus cheered. “C’mon, now, you can do it!”
 

 
  Leaping onto the floating fragments of masonry was very much like hopping onto an anchored buoy; they shifted and bobbed with the impact but did not move far enough out of place to risk throwing them off. Eric was indeed able to leap farther than his stubby legs and significant weight ordinarily allowed, though he fumbled the first landing, unfamiliar with his newfound lightness. He ended up face-first on the stairs, clutching them with both hands.
 

 
  Admestus had consigned himself to the rear to encourage Eric forward, but at that leaped up right on top of him, and not a moment too soon; the last pieces of hallway on which they had been standing collapsed into the void right behind him. Now the entire group was stretched across several hovering fragments of wood and stone, surrounded by a gaping abyss of stars in all directions.
 

 
  “Oy, you all right back there?” Billie called from up ahead. “I don’t recommend dithering! Best we keep a move on ‘fore the house decides t’give us another little poke in the bum!”
 

 
  “We’re fine,” Admestus called back, waving. “Just a minor case of…dwarf. Come on, ol’ boy, I realize you’re out of your element but she’s right. No time to rest on our laurels.”
 

 
  “I am quite certain no one here has received anything that could be described as a ‘laurel,’” Eric groaned, but he had already clambered unsteadily back to his feet and gathered himself for the next leap.
 

 
  He impeded their pace significantly; the rest of the group consisted of gnomes, a half-elf, and a human in the prime of physical fitness, and as such were able to ascend the shattered stairs with good speed. A dwarf, even one dosed with featherweight potion, was simply not built for jumping and climbing. The group grew more stretched out, with Rhadid quickly reaching the front as he was the least inclined to wait, but even the nobleman did not press enough to leave Eric behind entirely. Admestus remained at the back to monitor his progress, and the gnomes shouted encouragement—and, in Billie’s case, threw a rope. Slow as the going was, it seemed that the Manor (or whatever term described this endless nothingness through which they now climbed) wasn’t inclined to nip at their heels as long as they kept moving.
 

 
  “Any insight where this infernal climb is
  
   leading?”
  
  Eric asked plaintively, clutching a handy fragment of banister to steady himself while the stairs beneath him ceased rocking from his leap.
 

 
  “Let’s see…” Admestus leaned past him to peer at the group ahead. “Uh, the short answer is ‘up.’”
 

 
  “I was afraid of that.”
 

 
  “House is keepin’ us in suspense,” Sassafrass said from the island just above and ahead of them. “She does that. I reckon our next steps’ll come to us in due time, pardon the pun.”
 

 
  At that moment, a passing wooden door suddenly opened, revealing a cluster of Imperial soldiers herded together in it. Since the door was tilted at about a forty-five degree angle relative to the group on the stairs, the sight was somewhat disorienting, and not just for them.
 

 
  “What in Omnu’s name is going on here?!” barked the lieutenant who had gotten short with them previously. Her eyes fell on Rhadid and narrowed to slits. “This is
  
   your
  
  doing.”
 

 
  “I don’t know how you could possibly assume that, Lieutenant,” he replied across the emptiness with impressive calm.
 

 
  “Happens to be true, though, isn’t it?” Admestus called.
 

 
  “Coincidentally, yes, but there is no realistic way she could know it.”
 

 
  “What the hell did you
  
   do?”
  
  shouted another of the soldiers. “The whole house is collapsing! Where in fuck’s name
  
   are
  
  we?”
 

 
  “I’ve got half a mind to place the lot of you under arrest!” the lieutenant snarled.
 

 
  “Oh?” Rhadid mockingly raised an eyebrow. “And how, in your mind, would that scenario play out?”
 

 
  More pieces of floating architecture had been moving while they argued, and by that point a general shape had begun to form. Half a hallway had appeared in segments, jagged fragments of floorboard attached to sections of wall. It would make for a narrow, wall-hugging crossing with several gaps to jump, complicated by the fact that the broken corridor wound slightly back and forth where its pieces were separated, but it would be very doable in single-file. Disconcertingly, it arced upward at an angle that had it meet the same spot as the newly-formed top of their staircase, which put the two groups on a course to meet at one point with gravity orienting them in two different directions.
 

 
  In fact, the lieutenant took the initiative in hopping from the floating doorway to the nearest piece of hall, which conveniently began with a wide spot to make landing easier, complete with an upright segment of wall against which she steadied herself before moving forward to make room for her troops. Both she and Rhadid had turned their attention to the place ahead of and above them where the fragmented stairs and broken corridor intersected.
 

 
  Their destination was assembling itself right before their eyes. Pieces of wood had drifted into union like some crazy jigsaw puzzle to form a jagged but fairly regular area several yards square. More chunks of masonry were floating toward it, coalescing into a decorative stone edifice in the center of the floor. At the same time, visible to them due to the weird angle at which it intersected both their access routes, a stretch of wall folded up at the rear edge of the platform, with a heavy oaken door set in the middle of it.
 

 
  The last bits of stone slotted into place, forming, of all things, a large decorative fountain. More confusingly still, as soon as it was complete it began to spray water, its basin rapidly filled by the playful streams it shot upward.
 

 
  And then, from around the frame of the door behind it, a golden glow rose.
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” Admestus called, pointing. “Nobody quote me on this, but I think
  
   that’s
  
  where we’re going!”
 

 
  The last of the Imperial soldiers had landed on their access hall, and now they turned to stare across the yawning gap at the gnomes and remainder of Rhadid’s group strewn along the staircase.
 

 
  The lieutenant ran a hand unconsciously along her battlestaff and shifted it halfway toward a firing position.
 

 
  “Don’t even think about it!” Billie ordered, pointing at her. “And don’t
  
   you
  
  think about it
  
   either!”
  
  she added, turning her accusing finger on Rhadid, who had unholstered his wand.
 

 
  “May I remind you, Billie,” he said patiently without taking his eyes off the soldiers, “that this group is very
  
   specifically
  
  in competition with you?”
 

 
  “Aye, an’ I’m not a hundred percent averse ta shootin’ somebody into an infinite void o’ stars, but fer th’record I
  
   don’t
  
  consider ‘bein’ in competition’ a good enough reason, clear?”
 

 
  “What the hell is all this about competition?” the officer demanded. “What did you
  
   do?!”
  
 

 
  “For pity’s sake!” Eric bellowed. “There’s plenty of room! Can we all agree to discuss this
  
   after
  
  we reach something passing for solid ground?”
 

 
  “The dwarf’s right, LT,” a man wearing a sergeant’s insignia added. “This is nuts enough without having a firefight on top of it.”
 

 
  She let out her breath in an angry hiss through her teeth, but returned her gaze to Rhadid. “Fine. A truce?”
 

 
  “Truce implies that we were on violent terms, Lieutenant,” he replied. “Unless you were planning some manner of unlawful assault, I see no reason we need to clarify that point.” With that, he turned and resumed climbing the fragmentary staircase, somewhat faster than before. The officer gritted her teeth, but set off along her own pathway without another word.
 

 
  Both Rhadid and the lieutenant set an almost unwisely quick pace for the remainder of the trip to the platform. Their slightly bending corridor was an easier trek by far, but the group on the stairs had a significant head start. The more it looked like the two groups were going to reach their destination at about the same time, the faster each of them pushed their pace, until even the soldiers had stopped bothering trying to keep up. The nobleman and the officer arrived alongside the fountain within seconds of each other, whereupon she glared furiously at him with her weapon in hand and he ignored her, turning back to watch the rest of his party members catch up over the next few minutes.
 

 
  Eric only wasn’t the last to arrive because Admestus kept at the back with him to make sure he didn’t fall, aided by a lifeline Billie had thrown them and some of his own alchemical work. Several of the gaps, including the last one, were enough to make the dwarf balk at jumping, featherweight potion or no. At these, Admestus tipped a solution from a jar he produced from his belt of holding into midair, where it formed into cute little puffy clouds which were not only solid, but squeaked disarmingly when stepped upon. Eric did not seem to find this as amusing as the half-elf did.
 

 
  He picked up the pace, though, when the lower end of the staircase began to fall apart behind them.
 

 
  And then they were all there at the fountain, eyes locked and with far too many weapons in hand.
 

 
  “Explain,” the lieutenant grated. “Now.”
 

 
  “Since it seems we are going to be traveling together,” Rhadid said politely, “perhaps a belated introduction—”
 

 
  “I have had enough of your bullshit!” she barked, raising her staff to point right at his face from far too close at hand. “You know what’s going on here, and you’ve as much as admitted you
  
   did
  
  it. You either give me a solid explanation or I give you a dose of voltage!”
 

 
  “Do you really think that would hold up at your court martial?” he asked in a mild tone.
 

 
  “Oh, fer fuck’s sake, ye great knob, don’t
  
   goad
  
  somebody holdin’ a weapon on ye!” Billie exclaimed. “What
  
   is
  
  it with nobles an’ havin’ ta be th’big man in charge all the time?”
 

 
  “That’s pretty much exactly what it is with nobles,” one of the soldiers said in a much more equable tone than his commanding officer’s. “That’s all they are, from top to bottom.”
 

 
  “This isn’t Lord Rhadid’s fault,” Eric said, a little breathlessly. He had stumbled forward as far from the edge as he could get, to lean on the side of the fountain, but now straightened up and directed himself toward the soldiers. “We found ourselves in a position to…well, I think we created a sort of tipping point, but this is the Manor’s doing. Or Diristaan’s, maybe, it was rather vague. A spectral servant of the house told us the Manor doesn’t like what it’s been seeing of the outside world that visitors have brought here, and has decided to make a change.”
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of change?” the lieutenant asked, her eyes still narrowed. She did, at least, shift her staff to point away from Rhadid.
 

 
  “It was my impression that the house will make
  
   that
  
  determination based upon the outcome of whatever happens here,” Rhadid replied.
 

 
  “Yeah, you mentioned a competition.”
 

 
  “Basically,” said Billie, “it looks like Manor Dire’s decided to pick a side. Y’know, like your people an’ mine ‘ave been tryin’ ta get it to do fer years now, with no result.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” she grunted. “Seems like I’d be better off having my men just shoot you all, then.”
 

 
  “If that were the case, d’ye think I’d’ve stopped ‘is Lordship from zappin’ you one?” the gnome retorted, raising an eyebrow. “C’mon, lady, you ain’t been killed yet; that means you know how this house thinks. It’s never gonna be about brawls t’the death. Ye win the game based on ‘ow ye play it.”
 

 
  “Intriguing,” Rhadid mused. “Yes, you do have a point, the Manor does seem to rather disapprove of needless violence, does it not? At least, that which it does not cause. Whatever test lies ahead, it is likely to demand careful patience rather than brute force. Imagine, a contest one wins not by eliminating one’s competitors, but by
  
   refusing
  
  to do so.”
 

 
  She finally straightened up her battlestaff, resting its butt against the floor. “Then it follows the house’s whole gambit will be
  
   trying
  
  to set us against each other, and see who cracks first.”
 

 
  “So,” said Billie, “we win this thing by all agreein’ up front not to go at each other like stray cats in a sack an’ whoever best
  
   sticks
  
  t’that gets the prize, aye?”
 

 
  “I feel I should perhaps restate, for the sake of our new arrivals,” Rhadid added, “that my companions and I are
  
   not
  
  after the prize in question. We only wish to make a brief use of the alchemy laboratory.”
 

 
  “What makes you think you’ll even get to
  
   see
  
  that?” the soldier demanded.
 

 
  “The servant did indicate that this…uh, rather
  
   unsettling
  
  path was leading us to the innermost sanctum,” Eric offered. “The library, enchanting and alchemy labs, Diristaan’s personal ritual chamber… You know, the ultimate goal of many who have come to this Manor over the years. I had the impression his intention was to push all of us together at that spot to…see what unfolded.”
 

 
  “Aye, point of order about that,” Billie chimed in. “Didn’t you say y’met Arachne Tellwyrn in here?”
 

 
  One of the soldiers cursed.
 

 
  “The servant
  
   did
  
  say he was gathering everyone,” Rhadid agreed, slowly panning his gaze around at the nothingness beyond their platform. Their approach paths had drifted away, leaving them no avenue of escape save the still-glowing door. “I don’t see her here, however. She may have already left the grounds; a person like this isn’t likely to be constrained by the designs of others.”
 

 
  The lieutenant drew in a deep breath, then at last nodded curtly. “Roscoe. Lt. Jane Roscoe of her Majesty’s 8
  
   th
  
  Corps.”
 

 
  “A pleasure,” Rhadid said courteously. “Well! Shall we proceed, then?”
 

 
  “We’ll scout through ahead of you,” Roscoe said, taking a step toward the door.
 

 
  “Now
  
   hold
  
  on just a second!” Billie said imperiously. “Who said
  
   you
  
  get t’go first?”
 

 
  “Perhaps I ought to take the vanguard,” Rhadid offered in a mild tone. “As the neutral party, here. You can each earn credit toward the house’s favor by
  
   not
  
  shooting me in the back.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah!” Admestus added brightly. “The way this’s all panned out, it seems like us and our noble are sorta the arbiters of this here contest! In fact, correct me if I’m wrong, guys, but didn’t the ghostly boy pretty
  
   specifically
  
  say that?”
 

 
  The silence which fell was both tense and grim, which did not diminish his beaming smile in the slightest.
 

 
  “Upon consideration,” Roscoe said tightly, “I think your Lordship is correct. After you.”
 

 
  Rhadid gave her a smile which was only subtly mocking and, with no further ado, stepped forward and opened the door onto a blaze of light.
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  Bonus #53: Lightning in a Bottle, part 6 | The Gods are Bastards
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  “Now, this looks somewhat more hospitable,” Lord Rhadid observed upon passing through the door. There was a brief scrum behind him as those assembled clustered together to peek through, followed by a somewhat more exuberant one as everybody eagerly piled into the aperture. The gnomes wormed nimbly through the legs of the taller folk, which mostly consisted of the pushy Imperial soldiers, with Admestus and Eric still bringing up the rear.
 

 
  The reason for the fervor was that past the doorway, they were back indoors, in architecture that made sense. It was a most impressive layout, in fact.
 

 
  They emerged on a third-floor balcony which wrapped the entire way around a cathedral-sized chamber entirely lined with bookshelves. Before them yawned the great open space of Diristaan’s library itself, encircled by another balcony on its second level. The walls on all three floors were fully covered by laden shelves; even the banister between them and the drop ahead was a waist-high row of shelves packed with books. Directly in front of them, hovering unsupported above the center of the open space, was a chandelier which put off brilliant golden light. It was unconnected to the ceiling, a floating crystalline orb which glowed like a miniature sun, constrained by bands of rune-marked iron and slowly orbited by irregular chunks of crystal that caught and refracted its light, casting shifting patterns along the bookshelves.
 

 
  “At last,” Eric breathed after an awed pause. “The library. The sanctum sanctorum! The very beating
  
   heart
  
  of Manor Dire. To think that I should live to see this…”
 

 
  “Also, solid ground, with walls an’ everything,” Steinway added. “Not ta downplay the significance o’ this but I’m pretty excited about that part.”
 

 
  “Sanctorum?” muttered one of Roscoe’s soldiers. “What language is that, even?”
 

 
  “Truly a grand edifice,” said Lord Rhadid, “and a priceless experience for each of us to have the honor of observing it. Not that I doubt you, comrades, but please do remember the house’s rules and refrain from creating a disturbance, here. Many of these books are rumored to be unique and irreplaceable; a careless act could deprive the world of a treasure beyond reckoning.”
 

 
  “As his Lordship says,” Lt. Roscoe added to her soldiers, turning her back on Rhadid. “Best behavior, men. I want a maximum of
  
   zero
  
  damage and antagonism inflicted upon the Manor so long as we’re trusted enough to be allowed in here. I’ll have to rely on you to display our good intentions through
  
   actions,
  
  since I didn’t grow up with an elocution tutor and am not prepared to extravagantly suck up.”
 

 
  “Y’know, I’m starting to feel a real kinship with you, Jane,” Admestus said cheerily. “In that it’s really kinda unbelievable that nobody’s shot either of us yet.”
 

 
  “Give it a week,” Sassafrass suggested.
 

 
  “Professor,” said Rhadid, turning to Eric. He then paused, and tried again.
  
   “Professor Ahlstrom!”
  
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Eric demanded, wrenching his attention away from a study of the floating chandelier, then blanched and swallowed heavily. “Oh! Oh, my humble apologies, my lord, I was—”
 

 
  “A forgivable lapse, under the circumstances,” Rhadid assured him with a slight smile. “No harm done. I shall be glad to let you explore the inner chambers at your leisure; in fact, you are undoubtedly the best possible guide for our new associates, here. But first, can you direct us to the alchemy laboratory?”
 

 
  “Oh, well,” Eric waffled, peering around with wide eyes. “It’s not as if I’ve seen the blueprints! Forgive me, m’lord, but not many have come to this central chamber and emerged, and of those who related their story, none bothered with specific directions. It
  
   was
  
  implied in multiple accounts that the library itself is a focal nexus of sorts. All of Diristaan’s personal chambers should connect to it directly. We shall simply have to explore these balconies and the various doorways that branch off them. I, ah, presume an alchemy lab will be immediately recognizable when it is found.”
 

 
  “To me, it will be!” Admestus crowed. “C’mon, slowpokes, let’s meander!”
 

 
  “Actually I should note that it would be advisable
  
   not
  
  to become too greedy for knowledge,” Eric cautioned. “Our group came here specifically for the lab and were allowed admittance to this area, so that should be permissible. Likewise for any of you who sought a particular goal; being granted access is tantamount to permission. The Manor will tend to
  
   punish
  
  any overly ambitious use of its facilities. This is the hardest thing of all for an academic like myself, but do endeavor to restrain your curiosity.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, we ain’t lookin’ ta plumb the secrets o’ the universe,” said Billie, who had clambered up onto the lower bookcases to look down at the floor three stories below. “I reckon our more general sorta curiosity about the place won’t ruffle the ol’ girl’s feathers.”
 

 
  “What,” Roscoe asked Rhadid, “
  
   exactly
  
  do you want with Diristaan’s alchemy set?”
 

 
  “It is rumored that the Archmage possessed a tincture which could transform jumped-up serving girls who pried into their betters’ affairs into pumpkins,” he replied with a bland smile. “I find I have an imminent use for such a substance. Come along, Admestus.”
 

 
  “Hey!” she barked as he strode past her. “I’m not finished with—”
 

 
  “Easy now, lass,” Woodsworth cautioned. “Remember the rules o’ this silly contest. Best behavior, aye?”
 

 
  “…thank you for the reminder,” she said grudgingly, still fondling her battlestaff and glaring at Rhadid’s retreating back. “Especially since we’re apparently in competition.”
 

 
  “Aye, an you aren’t winnin’ it so far,” Billie said brightly. “Lookit us, bein’ good neighbors to one an’ all! C’mon, lads, let’s ‘ave us a gander at the surroundings. Care ta come with, Professor?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I may not be very good company; there is just so much to demand my attention!”
 

 
  “No worries, it’s not like we’re after the Manor’s secrets in ‘ere. Followin’ the expert seems like the optimal route for sightseein’.”
 

 
  “Orders, LT?” the sergeant prompted after both groups had retreated in different directions, leaving the soldiers alone. “Should we follow them?”
 

 
  “That Daraspian snot is up to something,” Roscoe said softly. “Even more than most nobles,
  
   any
  
  Daraspian is
  
   always
  
  up to something. I don’t know what someone like that could possibly want from Manor Dire’s secret lab, but it’s not going to be anything good. Riker, Talvedegh, follow him at a distance and see if you can suss out his intentions. The rest of you, stick with me. We’ll try to stay within sight of the balcony’s edge so you two can find us at need. Move out, people.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Their goal was on the second floor. Multiple doors branched off from the library on every level; Rhadid and Admestus poked their heads into those they passed in the search for the old Archmage’s alchemy lab. Along the rim of the third level they found a little reading room, the door to the observatory, and a dungeon-like chamber lined with complicated-looking equipment that was probably Diristaan’s enchanting laboratory—all treasures that would turn the heads of many of the world’s most powerful seekers of magic and knowledge, but the two men now on the hunt passed them by with barely a glance. Likewise the room they discovered which was piled almost waist-deep in gold coins, gems, and miscellaneous bits of precious metalwork.
 

 
  “Well, that has ‘trap’ written just all
  
   over
  
  it,” Rafe observed, carefully easing the door back shut. “Y’know, I didn’t actually think anybody stored treasure that way. Wouldn’t you want some kind of organizational system so you can actually
  
   find
  
  things?”
 

 
  “If one is maintaining an actual treasury, yes,” replied Rhadid. “That arrangement appeals to those who hoard riches for the simple pleasure of owning them. In other words, fools and dragons, of which Diristaan was neither. You are correct, that was a clear snare for the greedy. Come, Admestus, time waits for no one.”
 

 
  They descended a spiraling staircase attached to one corner of the balcony and there, by luck or the Manor’s aim, found the alchemy lab behind the first door they encountered.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   baby,”
  
  Admestus crooned, running back and forth along a row of tables laden with equipment, gently touching everything he saw. “Oh,
  
   yeah.
  
  Aw, man, I have
  
   always
  
  wanted one of these!”
 

 
  “Focus, please,” Rhadid ordered. He planted himself in the center of the room, away from the equipment tables, shelves of books and scrolls, and glass-fronted cabinets full of reagents which looked as fresh as the day they had been stored five hundred years ago. “We came here for a reason. With what you’ll be paid for this work you can build your own lab just as replete.”
 

 
  “Rafe
  
   never
  
  loses focus—oh, my gods, he has a copy of Vanimax’s Miscellany!” Admestus dashed across the room to seize a huge volume with a bejeweled cover.
 

 
  “Rafe!” Rhadid barked.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry, it’s not
  
   all
  
  fun and games,” the alchemist replied, setting aside the Miscellany and opening another tome. “I gotta consult the books first thing, here. Not only is this one of the few places the potion you want can actually be brewed, Diristaan was one of the few who had the recipe on file. Handy, that! Between you and me I don’t fancy jotting down the formula and then tottering off to the Deep Wild to set up a field lab. Nah, Manor Dire should be
  
   plenty
  
  abstract enough for us to bend the rules a bit…”
 

 
  Rhadid was studying a large portrait hanging opposite the door, depicting a bearded man whose long black hair was shot through with a few almost cosmetic streaks of silver. Archmage Diristaan in this picture looked barely past middle age, and gazed down upon his alchemy lab with a severe expression.
 

 
  “My thanks for the use of your facilities, sir,” Rhadid said aloud, bowing in the direction of the portrait. “It is an honor as well as a great help. Admestus, you
  
   are
  
  the specialist, but if there is anything I can do to materially facilitate this process, say so.”
 

 
  “Yeah, gets a bit maddening just standin’ around watching, eh?” Rafe said, looking up at him with a grin. “Actually, if you wanna help, you can start setting up the bottle. To bring any of this brew
  
   out
  
  of the house and have it still work it’ll have to be contained in a specially created vial made of the inherent substance of Manor Dire. Luckily I procured us a suitable bit of glass.”
 

 
  He reached into one of the pouches on his belt and pulled out what appeared to be a perfectly ordinary shot glass, setting it down beside the open book through which he was presently leafing.
 

 
  Rhadid narrowed his eyes nearly to slits. “Is that… Of course, the glass the servant offered. Rafe, you were
  
   warned
  
  to take nothing from the house!”
 

 
  “First,” Admestus said distractedly, his focus on the book, “that’s a bit of glass, not a lootable treasure. Second, I didn’t
  
   take
  
  it, it was offered freely. Third, I haven’t removed it from the house. And when we
  
   do,
  
  it’ll be in a wholly different form, one intended for the purpose. I
  
   do
  
  know what I’m doing, y’Lordship. Over there in the corner, that big jobby on the stone base with what looks like a still on top? That’s an arcane bottle forge—vintage, but you gotta figure ol’ Diristaan didn’t keep equipment around that didn’t do exactly what it was supposed to. Set the glass on that copper plate there so it can be warming up, and I’ll finish forming the vial out of it while the potion’s bubbling here in a bit.”
 

 
  Rhadid hesitated, studying him, which Admestus appeared not to notice with his nose buried in Diristaan’s old alchemy recipes. He was doubtless not accustomed to being ordered about by his own employees, but he
  
   had
  
  offered, and the entire point of this expedition had been to get Admestus Rafe into this lab to do what needed to be done. Without comment, he picked up the glass and carried it over to the device indicated.
 

 
  “Ha-HAH!” Rafe crowed suddenly, straightening up and jabbing his finger at the currently open page.
 

 
  “You have it?” Rhadid whirled back to him, finally betraying eagerness.
 

 
  “Oh, we are in
  
   business,”
  
  the alchemist said avidly. He cracked his knuckles and began rolling his sleeves up.
 

 
  “And it will work? You are
  
   certain
  
  this is the potion we discussed?”
 

 
  “Relax, Lord Bossman, I am all
  
   over
  
  this. We got one of the world’s greatest laboratories here, and
  
   I,
  
  let us not forget, am the Rafe himself! Let me loose in this joint and I will plug a stopper in
  
   death.
  
  Let’s get cookin’!”
 

 
  They had not troubled to close the laboratory door. Just outside it, two Imperial soldiers eased back from the opening and exchanged a look and a nod. Then one took up a position out of sight next to the doorway while the other set off at a trot to find Lieutenant Roscoe.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The gnomes seemed to find Eric at least as interesting as the house, or at any rate, more entertaining. Billie offered some color commentary as the four of them trailed along in the dwarf’s wake, but for the most part they simply oohed and aahed on cue while he gushed about interesting features and watched with smiling amusement as he lost himself to the excitement of each new discovery.
 

 
  “It is! It actually is!” the professor exclaimed, actually rushing back and forth in front of the object in question, which they had discovered in a long chamber which seemed to run behind one entire wall of the first floor, lined with an eclectic variety of objects either free-standing, attached to the walls, or displayed behind glass. Between a taxidermied creature that resembled a five-foot-tall bird with fangs and little clawed fingers emerging from the joint of its stubby wings and a suit of battle-scarred silver Avenic armor stood a nondescript, battered-looking cabinet on four legs. There was nothing atop it, suggesting that the thing itself was the display; it looked quite out of place in this hall of exotic trophies, but had agitated Eric more than anything else they had encountered.
 

 
  “All right, no need ta keep us in suspense,” Billie prompted while he gently ran his thick hands over the edges of the cabinet. “What’ve ye found, then?”
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   Vernis Vault,”
  
  Eric breathed. “Surely you’ve heard of them?”
 

 
  “Aye, that I ‘ave,” Billie said, studying the cabinet with a newfound respect. “Blimey, that’s an ‘ell of a thing an’ no mistake. Though I guess it’s only sense that ol’ Diristaan’d have one a’ these squirreled away.”
 

 
  “That’s just it!” the dwarf exclaimed. “There is
  
   no
  
  recorded indication that he did! You must understand, such connections are of the
  
   greatest
  
  importance in historical accounts. By linking great figures to the important events in which they were involved, the other personages of import they encountered, the rare treasures they possessed… Why, it is from this web of connections that history is
  
   made.
  
  Especially in periods from which the remaining accounts are fragmentary, and about people like Diristaan who resisted having their lives documented. But Diristaan, owning a Vernis Vault! I can say without boasting that I am among the foremost experts on this house and there has
  
   never
  
  been any written indication that one of the Vaults might be here! Why, this throws into question entire…”
 

 
  He trailed off, taking a step back from the Vault and gazing at it in wonder. Then, following a pause, Eric knelt and reached for its latch.
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Billie warned. “’ave a care, Professor. I realize yer excited but best not t’be pickin’ up things in the obvious treasure chamber. Especially the ones locked away.”
 

 
  “Oh, good heavens, I know
  
   that,”
  
  Eric said absently, resting his hand on the latch. “The last thing I plan to do is try to
  
   remove
  
  anything. But…don’t you want to
  
   know?”
  
 

 
  “Aye, I’m rather curious at that,” Woodsworth agreed. “What was so important to a chap like Diristaan that ‘e’d want a limitless supply of it, eh?”
 

 
  Eric drew in a deep breath, making is barrel chest swell further, and as the gnomes all crowded around him to look, finally lifted the latch and swung the door open.
 

 
  The Vault was empty.
 

 
  “Of course,” the dwarf said solemnly after a moment’s silent staring. “Of course. What do you get the man who has everything? For someone like the Archmage…”
 

 
  “Heh, it’s a bit of a letdown, though, innit?” Billie chuckled. “An’ ‘ere I half expected t’find the old boy kept his candy stash in it.”
 

 
  “All those gadgets o’ yours ‘ave finally gone and irradiated yer brain,” Sassafrass accused, rolling her eyes.
  
   “Nobody
  
  would put candy in a Vernis Vault.”
 

 
  “Some people just can’t take a joke,” Billie said to Eric as he gently shut the door again.
 

 
  “I hope you’ll forgive me if I’m not in a very joking mood,” he rumbled. “All of this is the very fulfillment of a lifelong ambition, one I had never truly
  
   hoped
  
  to see realized, and each new thing I find is—”
 

 
  He broke off, having straightened to find that the top of the Vault was no longer empty. Resting upon it, now, was a book.
 

 
  Even more than the Vault, it looked like something that had no business in a trophy collection. The leather cover was scratched and ragged, its title simply scrawled in ink across a piece of thick vellum stitched to the cover in cruel defiance of every best practice in book-binding. The pages were uneven to the point that several seemed on the verge of falling out.
 

 
  A light came on. There was a lantern hanging directly above the Vault, which they had not noted as it was dark when they’d come in. Now, a flame flickered to life within it, revealing an inner arrangement of mirrors and shaped shutters that caused it to shine a beam of light straight downward onto the bedraggled old book.
 

 
  “Now that’s bait, that is,” Steinway said sagely.
 

 
  “’ere now, what’s that henscratch?” Billie asked, pointing to the cover.
 

 
  “It’s…Tanglic,” Eric whispered. “That is hand-written…”
 

 
  “Well, obviously,” she snorted.
 

 
  “It’s handwriting I know
  
   well,”
  
  he continued. “Few enough examples survive, but I have pored over them all for countless hours… That is
  
   Diristaan’s
  
  hand.”
 

 
  They stared at the book in silence.
 

 
  “Right,” said Steinway at last. “Bait. Who’s fer backin’ quietly away an—”
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah!” Billie held up a finger. “We are
  
   guests
  
  in here, remember? If th’very master o’ the house wants to tell us somethin’, I’m not gonna be the uncouth arse who turns a shoulder to ‘im. Professor, what’s that say, then?”
 

 
  “It’s the title, I presume. It says
  
   The Book of Fates.”
  
 

 
  
   “Bait,”
  
  Steinway insisted. “Ashner’s gloves, Billie—”
 

 
  “You hush,” she ordered. “Honestly, man, pull yerself together. It ain’t even that yer wrong, that’s just advice fer another circumstance. This ain’t the Crawl an’ we’re not after loot; why the ‘ell would the ol’ boy wanna up an’ drop us down a spike pit when we’re bein’ such well-behaved guests? Professor, you’ve got the longest arms, care t’do the honors?”
 

 
  Eric reached for the book, then hesitated. “If… I don’t disagree with you, Billie, but your friend also makes a good—”
 

 
  “Oy
  
   vey,”
  
  Billie exclaimed. She had to leap upon and cling to the front of the Vault to reach across and flip the book’s cover open, but executed this maneuver without a hint of difficulty.
 

 
  There was nothing written in the Book of Fates. The moment it was open, blue light surged up from its pages, as if its covers bound between them the view into some oracular pool. Accompanying the light came a voice—not from the book, but from the very air around them. It boomed through the room, through the halls and the library outside, resonating throughout the Manor. The voice of a man just beginning to grow scratchy with age, but still resonant and powerful, and now shimmering with an echoing quality as if to emphasize that it was not a sound made by a living throat.
 

 
  
   “Once upon a time, there was an ambitious young man…”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You’re certain that’s what he said?” Roscoe demanded. “A stopper in death?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” the soldier reporting replied. “Riker and I both thought you’d want to know. He’s still there on guard.”
 

 
  “Sounds too poetic to qualify as intelligence, LT,” her sergeant said in a skeptical tone. “Not to mention that alchemist obviously has multiple screws loose.”
 

 
  “Yeah, agreed,” she murmured. “Still. An actual potion of immortality?
  
   That
  
  would be worth risking Manor Dire. If that actually
  
   is
  
  what Daraspian’s after, we don’t have cause to get on his case about it, though. There’s no law against trying to extend your lifespan.”
 

 
  The entire squad jumped and spun to cover their surroundings with staves and wands when a voice suddenly thundered out of the very air and walls all around them. High above, the golden chandelier pulsed in time with its words.
 

 
  
   “Once upon a time, there was an ambitious young man…who was born a hundred years too early. Later would come an era in which his fathomless hunger for power and prestige would be counted the greatest of virtues, but in his own time, it marked him a villain. Not least because he rose from the ranks of the darkest House of an Empire—a scion of what had once been a great legacy, now reduced to banditry and usury to scrape out a living. But this is not the tale of the fall of House Daraspian.
  
 

 
  
   “Though born into wealth and privilege beyond the dreams of most men, from his earliest youth he stewed in resentment over his lot. Resentment at everything he felt owed, and yet denied. At the mages and witches of his day, gifted with a power of which he lacked the merest spark. At the greater Houses, with their storied histories and seemingly endless treasuries which his own family could only envy. At the elder members of his very House, for possessing rank above his own through no achievement save having, by pure coincidence, lived longer. At the woman upon the Silver Throne, for inheriting absolute rule and wielding it as a flail against the privileges of his own class. At the elves, for possessing by accident of biology the one thing he lacked, through which he could ultimately upend all the injustices he saw as having been piled upon him: endless time.
  
 

 
  
   “Resentment filled him as if it were his very blood—but because he was an ambitious young man, he did not let it consume him, but turned it to fuel. While his relatives schemed and scuffled for dregs of power and handfuls of money, he devoted himself to study and training…and planning. Over time, he assembled a masterwork of strategy which would never be considered, much less taken seriously, by any of his peers, for the sheer scope of its ambition. The ambitious young man, you see, was content with nothing less than absolute dominion—over magic, over an Empire, over the world, over life itself. And so he laid his plans and began to put them into effect. Plans to suborn the powers of magic and those who wielded them to his own will. Plans to reduce those of his own House who would not bow to him. Plans to bring low the other Houses. Plans to topple an Empress, or her heirs, from a Throne. All these things he planned, and began to pursue. But the one thing he lacked was time. For a man can achieve all these things, with care and thoroughness, but not within the space of a man’s life.
  
 

 
  
   “The last and most important thing the ambitious young man needed was freedom—from the passage of time, and from the consequences of failure. A solution to death itself, assurance that he would have the endless years needed to enact all his plans, and survive the assaults that would be thrown against him in response to them.
  
 

 
  
   “This assurance he sought in my house, among my tools. The privilege he earned through guile, ambition, bloodshed, betrayal, and martial skill, all traits I respect. I choose not to deny him—nor to aid him against his first challenges. To me, this is but a story that livens the tedium of endless existence, and gives shape to the choices I will make. And I shall decide them based upon the outcome of this confrontation. This day, Rhadid Daraspian takes a fateful step into the future, which will lead either to his swift unmaking, or to his utter dominion.
  
 

 
  
   “That is the secret. In the Book of Fates, there are only possibilities. It is not fate until it has happened. What will happen now? You who are guests in my home… Amuse me.”
  
 

 
  The silence which followed was somehow louder than the voice had been.
 

 
  It was finally broken by a click and then the low whine of arcane enchantment at work as Lt. Roscoe primed her battlestaff.
 

 
  “But treason, now,” she said in a tone as satisfied as it was grim. “That, there’s a law against. Fall in.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The finished potion was innocuous in appearance, compared to many of Rafe’s more exotic brews: simply a thick liquid of a deep, inky purple, without bubbles, steam, or anything to suggest it was a particularly aggressive affront against all laws of mortality and nature. It fit neatly in the thin glass vial produced by the bottle forge out of the Manor’s proffered shot glass. Admestus had held it aloft in reverence when the voice started booming through the chamber, preparatory to handing it over to the man who had commissioned it, and paid for this moment in both gold and blood.
 

 
  By the time Diristaan’s recitation had ended, the alchemist had discreetly plugged a lead stopper into the vial. His patron, despite his earlier eagerness, had not reached out to take the potion, falling still as he listened to the story spelled out.
 

 
  Then Rhadid turned to face the portrait, which was smiling at him. A moment ago it had not been.
 

 
  “Now what petty satisfaction could you possibly have gained from that, old man?”
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  Unsurprisingly, the Archmage’s portrait had no answer save its smug expression. Rhadid turned and snatched the vial from Admestus’s hand without another word, swiftly yanking out the cork and raising it to his lips.
 

 
  “Whoah!” the alchemist interjected, raising both his hands.
  
   “Baby
  
  sips! Not more than a drop at a time, no less than four hours apart. Seriously, that’s pure, concentrated life essence and just a dash of time travel in liquid form. I don’t actually know what it’d look like if you overdosed on that, but I bet it would be hilarious. I mean, more for me than for you, obviously.”
 

 
  Rhadid paused, giving him a sidelong look. But then he finally put the vial to his lips and very carefully tilted a drop onto his tongue.
 

 
  His expression as he capped the vial again and slipped it into his pocket was pensive. “…pomegranate?”
 

 
  “Eh? Eh?” Admestus grinned. “That’d be the life essence. You can’t really taste the time travel, fortunately. That’s more reminiscent of rust and ozone, and in higher doses would give you the farts something severe.”
 

 
  “I feel no different,” the aristocrat mused. “If you have deceived me or failed in your task, Rafe, odds are we shall both be dead within the hour.”
 

 
  “Well, an immortality potion that made you, I dunno, glow or levitate or something, that seems like it’d be asking for trouble, right? I thought the idea was to pass for a normal person who just can’t die. Makes you less of a target. Believe me, you’ll notice the difference as soon as something tries to kill you.”
 

 
  “Or, if you are wrong, not,” said Rhadid. “Your work will be tested rather sooner than I anticipated, Admestus. I examined our surroundings while you were at work, and there appears to be an armory in the next chamber. The equipment is eclectic, antique, and heavily enchanted, but when a squad of vengeful Imperial soldiers is bearing down upon us, that may be just the ticket. Come, we have little time to prepare.”
 

 
  “Uh, point of order,” Admestus said uncertainly, trailing along behind as Rhadid strode out of the laboratory but not, himself, moving to pass through the door. “I’m not lawyer or anything but
  
   surely
  
  the ranting of an undead wizard in a dungeon isn’t, y’know, admissible in court?”
 

 
  “I don’t know why you persist in pretending to be stupid, but refrain from suggesting that I am likewise,” Rhadid snapped, pausing on the balcony outside and turning to stare at him. “Of
  
   course
  
  whatever just transpired has no legal weight. Thus, the belligerent fool who already detests me and is in command of the Imperial troops here will not want me in a position to argue my case before a magistrate. An inquiry into my mysterious death will be
  
   far
  
  easier for her to control. They will open with staff fire, not questions.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but that specifically won’t do you any harm, now,” Admestus pointed out.
 

 
  Rhadid was silent for a moment, studying him. “And there is what comes after to be considered. I am content for Roscoe to force a confrontation she doesn’t know she will lose for the same reason: whoever survives will decide before the law what happened here. It clearly doesn’t serve me to have Imperial soldiers reporting on my ambitions.”
 

 
  “So, that little story was…”
 

 
  “Which,” Rhadid continued in a low voice, “raises questions about the rest of you. One hates to destroy a rare talent such as yours or Professor Ahlstrom’s, Admestus. The soldiers, the gnomes, they matter to no one and won’t be missed.
  
   You
  
  are of great value to me, and you know I reward my most valuable servants generously. The more my plans progress, the more you will be positioned to profit by it. What say you?”
 

 
  “Uh, well,” Rafe said with uncharacteristic hesitation, absently rubbing his palms against his trousers. “That’s, I mean, the prospect—”
 

 
  Rhadid’s rapier completely cleared its sheath faster than the average human eye could have followed. In a narrow doorway with one avenue of retreat, even half-elven reflexes did not defeat those of a swordsman who had trained since he could walk. The slender blade was sunk up to half its length in Rafe’s heart before the alchemist could retreat two steps.
 

 
  “Hesitation gives answer,” said Rhadid. “I
  
   am
  
  sorry, Rafe, truly. It will be no end of trouble to find a talent equal to yours. But at least now I know where to bring them when I need…”
 

 
  Admestus Rafe dissolved before his eyes, disintegrating into a puff of fog, which then dissipated into the air without a trace. Rhadid was left holding a sword on which there was not even a bloodstain.
 

 
  “Crafty little halfling,” the nobleman said with an appreciative smile. He backed out of the door and sheathed his sword, already turning toward the nearby armory. “Play your games, then, alchemist. Since our host has seen fit to make
  
   me
  
  the arbiter of this contest, no one is leaving here until it is decided. And remember, old man,” he added, pausing to address the air. “I was never a less than courteous guest. Now my hand is forced, and the outcome of your game will be final. On your head be it.”
 

 
  He did not notice his coat shifting more than his movement should have made it as he turned to enter the armory chamber.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Will they be all right?” Eric huffed, trundling along behind Billie. “I know they’re out of sight behind the stacks, but aren’t they a bit cornered?”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about those three, Professor, gnomes know what we’re about in a crisis. An’ I’m not about ta leave a companion behind, never fear. We’ll getcha someplace not in the line o’ fire, quick as we can!”
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   as
  
  to that, are you
  
   sure
  
  this isn’t all rather an overreaction? It’s not as if there is any
  
   proof
  
  the book’s account is true…”
 

 
  “Aye, an’ there’s no lack o’ precedent for magic talkin’ books ta spew lies, either,” she agreed, glancing over her shoulder at him without slowing. “Leavin’ out the question o’ how believable that story was—which, havin’ met ‘is Lordship, is a lot—there’s the issue o’
  
   why
  
  the ol’ wizard woulda spilled those beans.”
 

 
  “Diristaan did enjoy setting his rivals against each other,” Eric said around gasps for air.
  
   “Please,
  
  can’t we slow down? Dwarves are
  
   not
  
  build for speed!”
 

 
  “Good, cos this ain’t anything resemblin’ speed,” she muttered, but did moderate her pace slightly. “What’s at stake is ‘ow two relevant personalities will react t’that revelation, true or not. One’s a volatile, aggressive twit who I dunno
  
   how
  
  she got made an officer, one’s a cold ambitious snake who’s just ‘ad ‘is dirty laundry aired, an’ both are packin’ lightning. This is no time ta get casual about—”
 

 
  “YOU!”
 

 
  “Aaaaand speak o’ the Dark Lady,” Billie muttered, coming to a halt and raising her hands as the soldiers rounded the balcony corner ahead of them, weapons already leveled. Eric staggered up behind her, wheezing, and doubled over to brace his hands on his knees as soon as they were no longer moving.
 

 
  “Where are you rushing off to?” Lieutenant Roscoe demanded.
 

 
  “Findin’ a quiet spot ta wait this out,” Billie said. “Y’mind pointin’ those zappers another way? Bad form, trainin’ yer killsticks on somebody y’don’t actually mean to kill.”
 

 
  “Where are the rest of those gnomes?” Roscoe snapped, her staff not wavering.
 

 
  “Already gone,” Billie drawled. “Seriously, lady, we’ve gone this long stayin’ outta Imperial business, why would that change now? You got a treasonous noble on yer ‘ands, fine, it must be Tuesday. That’s a
  
   you
  
  kinda thing, let’s not involve the bystanders.”
 

 
  “I’m inclined to agree,” Roscoe said grimly, “at least as far as you gnomes go. But
  
   he
  
  is a member of Rhadid Daraspian’s party, and therefore a person of interest in this. You are under arrest, dwarf.”
 

 
  Still panting, Eric straightened up slightly. He raised one hand, palm out, mutely begging for a moment to finish catching his breath.
 

 
  “Oh, aye,” Billie said with scathing sarcasm. “Jus’
  
   look
  
  at the fiend in ‘is little tweed suit. Thank th’Pantheon Theasia ‘as
  
   you
  
  ta protect ‘er from lost academics.”
 

 
  “She’s quite right, you know,” Rhadid himself called, strolling up the balcony from behind the dwarf and gnome. “Really, Roscoe, picking on the Professor? You are the most trigger-happy excuse for a soldier it has ever been my misfortune to encounter.”
 

 
  
   “Daraspian!”
  
  she snarled. “In the Empress’s name, you are under arrest for high treason against the Silver Throne! Stand where you are, disarm yourself, and place your hands atop your head!”
 

 
  He did, at least, come to a stop, giving her and her squad a long, speculative look, but then focused his attention on the others again.
 

 
  “In seriousness, Billie, where
  
   were
  
  you running? This whole complex is relatively enclosed; one spot to be caught in the fracas seems as good as the next.”
 

 
  “Doors on the third level,” she explained. “Y’know, where we came in. There may not even be a floor outside anymore, but I figured, hey, maybe the Manor’ll at least let th’poor Professor sit this one out. He’s its biggest fan an’ ‘as no dog in this race, after all.”
 

 
  “Ah, that does make sense,” Rhadid said, nodding.
 

 
  “Enough!” shouted Roscoe. “You
  
   will
  
  comply, Daraspian!”
 

 
  “No,” he said calmly. “Your order is unlawful, Lieutenant. You have no case, you have nothing which will stand as probable cause, and the very instant I am in a room with someone higher in your chain of command, you will have no career. Now are you going to belatedly pretend to be something approximating an officer, or are you going to murder me in cold blood in front of witnesses?”
 

 
  She took two aggressive steps forward, sighting down the length of her staff. “I will not tell you again.”
 

 
  Rhadid smiled patronizingly. “Yes, you will.”
 

 
  The blast of lightning made Billie and Eric both throw themselves flat to the ground. They were not faster than the staffshot, obviously, but very fortunately it was a well-tuned weapon with refined direction charms and the blast did not arc off-course to strike either of them despite passing close enough to make their hair stand on end.
 

 
  Lord Rhadid deliberately adjusted the lapels of his suit, right where it was smoking from the lightning bolt’s impact. Roscoe’s eyes widened and she backed up half a step; one of her soldiers muttered a curse.
 

 
  “That,” Rhadid said pleasantly, “was the incorrect response.”
 

 
  With that, he drew his wand and returned fire.
 

 
  Fortunately for Eric, the very shrill noises he made were covered by the storm of crossfire flashing right above his head. He and Billie were quite effectively pinned down while Rhadid and the soldiers locked themselves into a wild stalemate shooting back and forth across them; the noble’s sidearm was simply not powerful enough to crack multiple military-grade shielding charms, while the full-strength staff shots he repeatedly absorbed were inexplicably ineffective against him, even without the telltale flash of a defensive enchantment to neutralize them. Nothing wearable could have stood up to that kind of assault, anyway, and yet he was totally unaffected.
 

 
  Billie, undaunted by the destruction flying past overhead, belly-crawled over to the dwarf and tried to shake his shoulder to get his attention. Eric had buried his face against the floor in a panic, though, shielding his head with both his arms. Renewing her efforts in frustration, she found his heavy, sturdy form completely impossible to budge, at least for her strength. Growling curses that were unheard in the tumult, the gnome looked rapidly up and down the balcony; neither combatant seemed about to budge. Rhadid’s suit was a mass of smoldering scorch marks, but the man himself was now grinning in uncontained glee, an unsettling contrast to his normally composed demeanor. Rather than backing away, he began to take small steps toward the soldiers.
 

 
  Then, suddenly, he staggered. He recovered quickly, but immediately stumbled to the side as if he’d been pushed. His grin turning to a snarl, Rhadid whipped out his rapier with his free hand and swung it in two wide arcs around himself, slicing nothing but air. This marked the first two seconds in which he was not actively firing his wand, and Roscoe shrieked a ceasefire order to her squad.
 

 
  “Rafe,” Rhadid spat, then abruptly buckled completely, doubling over with a
  
   whoof
  
  of outgoing breath as if something had struck him in the midsection.
 

 
  
   “Rush him!”
  
  Roscoe shouted, and the troops surged forward, stamping past Billie and Eric. That proved less than wise, as their active shielding charms prevented them grappling physically with him and Rhadid was the only one present with a bladed weapon. At least it ended the firefight flashing past overhead, however, and Billie surged upright, ignoring the ongoing struggle now that her survival wasn’t at stake.
 

 
  “Foxpaw’s knickers, if I wasn’t such a sporting type I’d’a ditched your heavy butt already,” she growled, prodding Eric’s shoulder roughly with her foot. “Dungeon’s no place fer a bleedin’ librarian. C’mon, man, we need ta
  
   hey!”
  
 

 
  The gnome was suddenly hiked bodily into the air by some invisible force. A moment later Eric, despite his weight, found himself pulled half-upright by a grip on his collar and then dragged down the balcony by the same entity causing Billie to hover alongside him.
 

 
  “Y’mind awfully
  
   not
  
  doin’ that?” a disembodied voice requested as she squirmed and kicked. “Sorry about the manhandling, but I’m tryin’ to get you guys outta the stew, here.”
 

 
  “Oh, aye?” She managed to get a grip on the invisible arm holding her, and ceased her thrashing. “Thanks fer the assist, then, but I
  
   can
  
  walk.”
 

 
  “Can’t breathe,” Eric wheezed. In fairness, being pulled by the collar from behind did press his tie fairly hard against his throat. In moments, though, they were hauled around the corner of a bookshelf and into a small reading nook with a comfy chair, a lamp, and a window out onto the misty Vrandis pine forest outside.
 

 
  Eric pulled at his collar, gasping, as soon as the invisible hand was no longer tugging on it, and Billie floated over to the chair to be set carefully upright on the cushions.
 

 
  “Right,” she said, brushing herself off. “That’s done. An’
  
   you
  
  are?”
 

 
  He flickered into view, lowering a glass vial from his lips. The man’s lean face broke into a grin the moment he had swallowed the potion.
 

 
  
   “Owl!”
  
  Eric cried, seeming to forget his discomfort. “Light’s grace, I thought you were
  
   dead!”
  
 

 
  “Sorry for stressing you,” the thief said cheerfully.
  
   “You
  
  weren’t the one I set out to fool, but there was no way around it, I’m afraid.”
 

 
  “But…but
  
   how?”
  
  the dwarf sputtered.
 

 
  “Funny story! I woke up in that guest room and what should I find in my pocket but a set of clearly-labeled vials of invisibility potions and their antidotes. As I mentioned to you,
  
   my
  
  ass was the next on Rhadid’s chopping block, so I took the opportunity to set off that big, heavy rock trap in the courtyard and then disappear before he could decide to disappear me.”
 

 
  Eric paused in rubbing his throat, frowning. “Wait, so…
  
   Rafe?”
  
 

 
  “Had to’ve been,” Owl said with a shrug. “Guess the boy’s not as daffy as he acts, which I kinda figured.”
 

 
  “Nobody could
  
   function
  
  an’ be as daffy as he acts,” Billie remarked.
 

 
  “I won’t lie,” Owl added, “I was mostly upset to find out he’s a better pickpocket than me. Although I think I’ve just reclaimed the title.”
 

 
  “But where have you
  
   been?”
  
  Eric asked. “Surely you weren’t wandering in the Manor
  
   alone?”
  
 

 
  “Not the whole time, no; even with help, it’s no cakewalk to get around in here.”
 

 
  Billie raised her eyebrows. “Help?”
 

 
  “Oh, right,” Owl grinned. “Well, like any good little boy whose daddy’s gone on a bender, I went and fetched an adult. Oh, and speaking of!”
 

 
  A few telltale azure sparkles of light had appeared in the air, but the whole thing unfolded far quicker than the average teleport spell; Owl barely had time to finish his sentence before the three of them vanished and reappeared elsewhere. They now stood at a corner of the third level of the balcony, within sight of the doors through which they had first entered the library, and there were two more members of the group.
 

 
  “You found them, well done,” Arachne Tellwyrn said briskly. “I located
  
   this
  
  one, too, as you can see.”
 

 
  “Hi, guys!” Admestus said gleefully, waving. “Boy, isn’t this exciting?!”
 

 
  Eric had only just stood up when the mage teleported them. Now, he abruptly and heavily sat back down.
 

 
  Below them, the sounds of battle changed in quality as the combatants apparently separated again. The scuffling paused, followed a moment later by the crack and flash of a wand firing, followed by the much heavier reply of a battlestaff, and then another.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Tellwyrn said, baring her teeth ominously, and vanished.
 

 
  They immediately heard her voice again—at a distance, but raised to a screech of fury.
  
   “
  
  
   Gehirnverweigererin!”
  
  Another flash of light burst from the balcony below them, this time clearly not caused by lightning, swiftly followed by the shouting of soldiers and Lieutenant Roscoe shrilly starting to demand something in the name of the Empress, immediately cut off by Tellwyrn roaring at a volume clearly augmented by magic. “Weapons are a
  
   privilege,
  
  as is life! And you lose both when you start
  
   SHOOTING UP A LIBRARY!”
  
 

 
  When she reappeared a moment later, all of them instinctively backed away, which was for the good as Tellwyrn arrived with a large armload of books in tow. Scorched, damaged, and in some cases completely falling apart books. They hovered unsupported in the air around her as she got down to work. The battlestaves she had collected from the Imperial soldiers clattered to the ground, unattended.
 

 
  Walls of blue light snapped into place around them, blocking off the group within an arcane shield, and Tellwyrn sat down on the carpet with a furious mutter of
  
   “Hosenscheisserin!”
  
  She began poring over the damaged volumes with gentle movements of her hands and harsh flickers of arcane magic, carefully knitting pages back together, wiping away scorch marks, and restoring them bit by bit.
 

 
  
   “Wunderbar!”
  
  Eric said, clapping his hands in excitement. Tellwyrn ignored him, but the others stared, and he shrugged awkwardly. “It’s Old Stalweiss, you see. Hasn’t been spoken aloud since Diristaan’s day. I took five years of it as an elective in undergrad school!”
 

 
  “That is the most
  
   you
  
  thing I can imagine anyone doing,” said Owl.
 

 
  Below them, still out of sight, there were ongoing crashes and shouts as Rhadid carried on struggling with the soldiers. His wand had not appeared among their confiscated weapons, but there were no more lightning bolts. Clearly, the nobleman had got the message.
 

 
  “Eh, pardon me fer askin’,” said Billie, “but is there somethin’
  
   more
  
  urgent you could maybe be doin’ at this—”
 

 
  “Be silent or be silenced,” Tellwyrn barked, not looking up from her work.
 

 
  “Let the woman concentrate, Billie,” Admestus admonished. “Have you ever tried to reconstitute burned paper out of the very atmosphere?
  
   Seconds
  
  count!”
 

 
  She threw up her hands and plunked herself down in the opposite corner from Eric.
 

 
  A tremendous, singular clatter echoed abruptly through the library as thick wooden shutters, bound and braced by iron frames, slammed up out of the floors to lock away the contents of every single bookcase.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   now
  
  you’re protective of the collection,” Tellwyrn muttered acidly while still laboring to restore the damaged books. “This is why there are always hooligans running rampant in your house, you know. You never take
  
   care
  
  of your things in the first place!”
 

 
  “Really, though,” Owl said, a bit gingerly. “Should we be…
  
   doing
  
  something? That officer seems like a bit of a tosser, but between her and Lord Rhadid, she’s not the casual murderer who’s apparently plotting world domination.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Tellwyrn sneered. “I’ll get my hands dirty when something important is going down. There’s always
  
   some
  
  twit who thinks some magical gewgaw he’s found is going to make him the master of the universe. I should tell you how I got these spectacles sometime. You would not
  
   believe
  
  what their previous owner was doing. Those clods always end up the same way.”
 

 
  “Yeah, seriously, we can take a break,” Admestus said cheerfully, rapping on the wall of arcane light with his knuckles and causing ripples of luminescence to spread from it. “We’re all safe and sound in Auntie Arachne’s bubble, and his Lordship specifically is not something we need to be worried about. Speaking as the person who set all this up, take the opportunity to grab a well-earned breather.”
 

 
  “Set all this up, huh,” Billie said, giving him a very flat look.
 

 
  “Oh!” Eric perked up. “Does that mean you arranged for Tamara to be here, too? Will we also find her safe and well?”
 

 
  “Yes and no,” Rafe said with a shrug. “Yes in that she was along because I convinced Rhadypants we needed some muscle and recommended her for the job. And no, her ass is grass, as was the point.
  
   That
  
  was a really simple potion to brew! Combine Rhadid Daraspian and a tetchy, thick-skulled thug in one sapient dungeon, bring to a low simmer, and hey presto! Rhadid shows his arse right off the bat, and Manor Dire knows what to expect from him.”
 

 
  They all stared at the half-elf, who gazed back with a placid smile and an arched eyebrow.
 

 
  “So you were settin’ up yer boss fer this whole fiasco from the beginning?” Billie finally asked.
 

 
  “Hah!” Rafe straightened up and struck a pose. “Never doubt it! Where there is a villain scheming to overthrow the just and virtuous rule of our fair Empress, there is a Rafe to thwart him! With cunning! With panache! With an
  
   exquisitely
  
  tight butt in only the most fashionable pants!”
 

 
  “Your father didn’t belt you nearly enough,” Tellwyrn muttered.
 

 
  
   “Why are you like this?!”
  
  Eric burst out. “Why can’t you just—just be a— Why aren’t you
  
   normal?”
  
 

 
  Even Tellwyrn looked up at that, staring at Admestus over the rims of her spectacles. He started to scoff, but then actually subsided, his expression growing more sober under the weight of their combined stares. At last, he shrugged lopsidedly.
 

 
  “I feel like you’re all fishing for some kind of grand revelation that just isn’t there. Not everybody can be a respected academic who fits in at a glance,
  
   Professor.
  
  Or a legendary, cantankerous archmage who everybody’s afraid to mess with,
  
   also Professor.
  
  People see a half-elf and it brings out the asshole in most of ’em. If everyone’s going to draw bullshit conclusions at first sight, things generally go better for me if they’re the bullshit conclusions I want.” He shrugged again. “That’s all.”
 

 
  “Fact remains,” Owl said, “you deliberately led Tamara here to die. That’s not any different from what Daraspian did to her.”
 

 
  “Yeah?” Admestus snorted, showing no hint of his usual theatrical ebullience. “Two years ago,
  
   Tamara
  
  beat the hell out of a fourteen-year-old kid I was tutoring. Stole his alchemy equipment to pawn, threw his textbook in the canal, and made a point of breaking his glasses. I hope Tammykins appreciates being peacefully dead instead of shrunk to three inches tall and left on the kitchen counter in the neighborhood cat lady’s apartment, because
  
   that
  
  was my first plan. Bitch was the worst kind of useless back-alley thug: the kind even the Guild wouldn’t take. If she hadn’t run afoul of me and Rhadid it was just a matter of time before some Eserite cut off her fingers.”
 

 
  Owl grunted and shrugged, seeming entirely mollified by that. “All right, fair enough.”
 

 
  “Hey, the violence seems to’ve died down,” Billie noted. “Who wants ta bet they sat down, ‘ad a nice calm discussion an’ worked out their differences?”
 

 
  “One human’s coming up the nearest staircase,” Tellwyrn grunted, again focused on the books. “Daraspian, I think.”
 

 
  Her elvish ears were correct, though it took them a few more seconds to verify it. Rhadid stomped toward them, his face wreathed in a furious snarl.
 

 
  
   “You,”
  
  he spat, ineffectually stabbing the barrier with his sword. “You little
  
   vermin!”
  
 

 
  “Well, damn,” Billie drawled, unimpressed.
  
   “Somebody
  
  needs ‘is nappy changed.”
 

 
  “Oh, he’s probably just tetchy that I lifted this,” Owl said with a grin, reaching into his coat pocket. He pulled out a glass vial with a lead stopper, containing a sluggish purple liquid.
 

 
  Rafe began laughing so hard he had to sit down.
 

 
  With a visible effort, Rhadid suppressed his rage, even taking a moment to sheath his blade, smooth his hair back, and straighten his suit, though that last touch was particularly ineffectual as it was burned almost to shreds by repeated lightning blasts.
 

 
  “Very well, I see the scales have tipped. You are in a position to make considerable demands of me, and
  
   I
  
  am in a position to bestow considerable wealth and favor upon each of you. So let us discuss how much we can arrange for you all to profit from giving back what is mine.”
 

 
  “Ohh, buddy,” Rafe chortled, wiping away tears. “I don’t think you get it, Rhad. You were just
  
   shot
  
  a bunch of times.”
 

 
  “Yes, and thanks to your brewing skill, I stand before you unscathed,” the nobleman said evenly. “I am impressed, Admestus. It is therefore worth a
  
   great deal
  
  to me to recover access to that potion.”
 

 
  “And anyone actually smart enough to overthrow the Empire and conquer the world would’ve hovered and read over my shoulder instead of prowling around the adjacent rooms. That is a limited anti-death potion, Lordy boy.
  
   Limited.
  
  All magic is subjective physics—
  
   within limits.
  
  No alchemist, no wizard, no
  
   god
  
  can simply wipe away causality. Just…suspend it.”
 

 
  Rhadid opened his mouth to reply, then utterly froze. The color drained from his face.
 

 
  “Honestly, I coulda just fed you hemlock, but I
  
   really
  
  wanted to see if I could actually
  
   make
  
  that potion. And I wasn’t gonna shed any tears if you stabbed Roscoe; I really don’t care for her attitude.”
 

 
  “Rafe,” Rhadid hissed, impotently clenching his fists.
 

 
  Rafe made a production of drawing a pocket watch from his waistcoat, consulting it, and grinning. The snap of the watch’s lid closing carried a note of finality, somewhat spoiled by the alchemist waggling his fingers flirtatiously at his erstwhile employer. “It’s been a party, Rhadid. Tell Tamara I pointed and laughed!”
 

 
  A single staffshot was enough electricity to inflict severe burns and overload the nervous system. As it turned out, the simultaneous result of several dozen abruptly catching up to someone who had temporarily suspended their effects amounted to a torrent of power that, for one second, glowed like the sun, and left behind little more than bones charred black. What remained of Rhadid Daraspian tumbled against the arcane shield and shattered to fall in jumbled fragments to the balcony floor.
 

 
  Eric doubled over and was loudly sick.
 

 
  “Charming,” Tellwyrn grunted. “Does it mean nothing to
  
   any
  
  of you that
  
   this is a god damned library?”
  
 

 
  “Welp,” Owl said with a sigh. “Guess that means we’re not gettin’ paid.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  What little remained of the joint expedition to Manor Dire was much quicker and quieter, though not devoid of surprises.
 

 
  Lieutenant Roscoe was among the three surviving soldiers, barely; at some point she had taken a rapier clear through her torso in three different places. The remains of her squad weren’t in much better shape. Compared to her previous attitude, she was very subdued after Rafe had administered healing potions. After rendering medical aid, the rest of the group left the Imperials to tend to their fallen.
 

 
  Nobody bothered to say aloud that if Manor Dire was judging them by their ability to handle these events without resorting to brute violence, the gnomes had quite decisively won. Steinway, Woodsworth, and Sassafrass did not re-emerge from wherever they had hidden during the showdown, but Billie, who stuck with the rest of the survivors on their way out of the Manor, blithely assured everyone they were fine.
 

 
  The next surprise came when the protective shutters over the bookcases abruptly withdrew, to reveal…nothing. Every shelf in the library was completely bare.
 

 
  Tellwyrn withdrew a bag of holding from inside her vest, peeked inside it, and then smiled the self-satisfied smile of a well-fed housecat. “Ah.”
 

 
  “Ohh,” Owl drawled while Eric was still groping, aghast, at an empty shelf.
  
   “I
  
  get it. New University and all, it must take a whole lotta time, effort, an’ money to put together a proper collection for the library. Unless you got a friend who’s about to put his place under new management an’ needs to clear up space on the shelves. That’s what this
  
   whole
  
  thing was about for you, isn’t it? The sweeping, the five-hundred-year-old dead language only Diristaan would know…”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” she snorted, “I hardly need to suck up to Diristaan; I
  
   taught
  
  the boy everything he knew. Well,” she added pensively, “not the bit about achieving immortality by diffusing his consciousness into a non-discrete edifice. It would never occur to me to even
  
   contemplate
  
  such an asshat thing. Still.” In passing through the library doors, she paused to affectionately pat the door frame. “I always was fond of the lad. It’s been nice, being able to visit here and just relax, when I have time.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, we gnomes aren’t big inta control an’ dominance,” said Billie. “This whole bit about competin’ fer rights to the place, that was the Manor’s idea, not ours. If me kin are gonna be a bigger presence ’round ‘ere goin’ forward, they’ll just be explorin’ an’ appreciatin’ the house.
  
   You
  
  of all people’ll be more welcome ‘ere than ever.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “So much for peace and quiet.”
 

 
  It seemed that Manor Dire was done playing games with them. The path from the library back to the entrance was direct, logical, and took all of ten minutes, without a trap or puzzle to be seen, much less any patches of confusing astral void. With nearly disorienting suddenness, they found themselves back in the long, rustic entry hall, facing the front doors to the mundane world outside.
 

 
  “I would just like to say,” Eric spoke up suddenly, “that this trip has been the fulfillment of a lifelong dream for me, and…and it has not disappointed, despite all the frankly horrible things we’ve endured in the process. I’m grateful to the Manor and its master for indulging one archaeologist’s curiosity and not punishing his, ah, lack of adventuring qualifications any more than necessary. And it has been both a pleasure and an honor to work alongside each and every one of you.” He hesitated, then smiled. “Even the homicidally unhinged ones.”
 

 
  “D’aww,” Rafe cooed. “We love you too, big guy!” The half-elf broke off with a yelp as Billie pinched his butt.
 

 
  “Hey, you,” Tellwyrn said, turning to him. “Want a job?”
 

 
  Admestus gaped at her.
 

 
  “I need an alchemy teacher,” she said bluntly. “I caught my longstanding one diddling one of the students, so he’s exploring the reaches of Suffering until she graduates. And I’m not thrilled with the guy I got to replace him. He’s competent and all, but… You’re clearly one of the best there is at what you do, if you managed to brew this.” She held up the nearly full vial of limited anti-death potion.
 

 
  “Dammit!” Owl exclaimed, clapping a hand over his coat pocket.
  
   “I’m
  
  the Eserite here! Why the hell am I only the third-best pickpocket?”
 

 
  “Sounds like a personal problem,” Billie said solicitously. “Are ye gettin’ enough veggies? May be a fiber issue.”
 

 
  “Just as important,” Tellwyrn continued, ignoring them with her gaze still on Rafe, “you have a proven will to murder the hell out of anyone who harms one of your students. That’s everything I look for in a teacher. I’m willing to fire the chump I’ve got right now if you’re in.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   kidding?”
  
  Rafe squealed. “I am
  
   so
  
  in I can’t even think of an off-color metaphor, and that’s about a sentence hinging on the word ‘in’ for fuck’s sake! You just tell me when to start and—”
 

 
  “Semester begins in three weeks,” she interrupted. “You’ll need to do some orientation beforehand. In fact…yeah. You have twenty-four hours to get your ass to Last Rock
  
   without
  
  my help. Consider that your final interview.”
 

 
  “Then consider my ass
  
   hired!”
  
  Wasting not another moment, Admestus Rafe turned and pelted off down the great entry hall of Manor Dire, barely pausing to throw the front doors wide before charging through them and out into the world, leaving only his voice echoing behind.
  
   “Onward to glory!”
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  There was nothing there, even to elvish senses, just another expanse of sun-scorched and wind-blasted rock in the Spine. Or the Dwarnskolds, in the tongue of those who lived under it. This wasn’t even a major peak, merely a patch of the smooth, weathered stone chosen specifically because it was insignificant and unobtrusive, though it did happen to have a view, between other surrounding peaks, of the tropical sea to the north and the desert to the south. Typical; even when trying to conceal themselves, they could not resist a touch of pageantry.
 

 
  Of course, she knew exactly where she was. And even had she needed help to find the spot, she saw the important arrangement of the innocuous outcroppings of stone around her. The fractal pattern concealed among a smattering of geologic debris. Neither magic nor mundane senses would reveal what was hidden; it would expose itself only to one who knew the secret.
 

 
  She paused, looked around, and sighed. Then she withdrew the roll of hide from within her vest and peeled it open, revealing the power crystals Mervingen had crafted for her. The gate was meant to be opened by careful flows of arcane magic channeled into precise positions. She was not about to pass that current through her own aura, but the enchanted crystals, made to her specifications by the human wizard, would suffice. Quickly she stepped across the ground, setting each down in exactly the right position along the points of the invisible spiral.
 

 
  The second the seventh was in place, the gate revealed itself.
 

 
  It was not the collapse of an invisibility spell but something orders of magnitude more complex; the gate complex had simply not existed on that spot until it was properly invoked, though from within it the highguard on duty would have been able to watch her work, likely with some curiosity. Now it stood there, a smooth arch of wrought gold inlaid with incandescent blue in flowing patterns, augmented with more arcs of decorative glass hovering above its length and rising as barriers around the mosaic dais upon which it stood. Within the arch of the gate itself was the subtle discoloration of the portal, just enough to reveal its presence without betraying what was on the other side.
 

 
  There were, as law prescribed, three highguard in attendance. The two flanking the gate itself held their position, while the officer immediately stepped forward off the dais, leveling his energy blade at her. She stood, arms at her sides, waiting.
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is clearly irregular,” the highguard captain said in a clipped tone. Up close, as always, she couldn’t help noticing the little triangular protrusions in his helmet which shielded his ears, an affectation the elves among whom she lived would never bother with. “Identify yourself, woodkin, and identify whoever taught you how to do that.”
 

 
  “My
  
   name
  
  is Kuriwa,” she replied, lifting her chin. “I know the gate activation sequence by right of citizenship. You will have me listed in your records as Avaran of the line of Tari’silmina’verai.”
 

 
  
   “Oh,”
  
  he said after a momentary hesitation, annoyance and disdain filling the single syllable. Behind him, though their luminous glass faceplates hid their expressions from her, the two soldiers shifted their heads to look at each other, and she could easily imagine what they looked like behind the masks. The captain deactivated the energy blade and then clipped its hilt back to his belt, and drew his other sword. This one was shorter than many of its kind, little more than an overlarge and ornate dagger. “Liaron, identify her.”
 

 
  
   “She speaks accurately,”
  
  the resonant voice of the talking sword replied.
  
   “This is Avaran, daughter of Magister Vynlian and Counselor Iranel, of the line of Tari’silmina’verai. This Kuriwa business is also on record; she is a known renunciate. So, not a
  
  desirable
  
   visitor, but she has not been exiled or even censured by the Magistry. Her citizenship is valid and she has the privilege of entering Qestraceel.”
  
 

 
  The highguard captain had the ill grace to sigh dramatically, for which she would have reported him to the Magistry had there been the slightest chance of it doing any good. He slid the talking sword back into its sheath and picked up his energy blade again, though at least he had sufficient manners not to activate it.
 

 
  “Very well, Avaran, you may pass. Welcome home.”
 

 
  “My name,” she said firmly but quietly, “is Kuriwa.”
 

 
  “As you wish,” the captain replied in a tone of overt disinterest, gesturing her toward the gate brusquely. She stepped past him, not pressing the issue. There was truly no point. One of the gate guards actually nodded politely to her in passing, a gesture she returned, and then she was stepping into the barely-visible portal.
 

 
  It was no less familiar for how long it had been. The faint pressure, the sense of transition, and then she was pushing through the ephemeral barrier like passing into the surface of a pool. The searing heat of the Dwarnskolds vanished behind her, replaced by the cool air and glorious expanse of the hidden city of the high elves.
 

 
  Of course, both the gate guards on the other side immediately turned on her with shields upraised. Not in true fear of a threat; having passed the gate on the other side without raising an alarm counted for a lot. But it was not often and rarely under favorable circumstances that wood elves were permitted to enter Qestraceel, and by her green-dyed robe, simple ponytail and lack of jewelry, she could not have been taken for anything else. Kuriwa stopped immediately inside the gate, already resigned to repeating the whole performance before being allowed to proceed.
 

 
  This time, though, it was not to be.
 

 
  “Oh, stop that, get out of the way. Go on, shoo, shoo!”
 

 
  A smile broke across her face at the figure who ascended the steps to the gate platform three at a time, already waving aside the guards.
 

 
  “Magister Anlin,” the officer on duty tried, “this person is—”
 

 
  “This person is
  
   expected
  
  and I will vouch for her,” Anlin said in exasperation.
 

 
  “I wasn’t informed—”
 

 
  “Oh, I don’t
  
   doubt
  
  it. If you truly have a fetish for records you’ll find that I filed a certificate of travel for her arrival
  
   well
  
  in advance and I wish you luck in ferreting out whichever smug little slug in the Magistry managed to lose the arrival ticket. Right
  
   now,
  
  move your ears!
  
   Kuriwa!”
  
 

 
  The last was in a veritable squeal, and Kuriwa’s grin stretched even wider as she stepped forward to wrap her arms around Anlin. More than simple happiness at seeing her sister again, this was the first time Anlin hadn’t stumbled over naming her correctly.
 

 
  “Ow,” she protested a moment later, drawing back and frowning down at the thing affixed to Anlin’s belt. Taking in the sight of it, she widened her eyes. “Oh, my goodness, Anlin, where did you steal that?”
 

 
  “Hah! I only
  
   wish
  
  I had the gumption to loot the high treasury,” Anlin chuckled, drawing the sword from is sheath. It was a unique piece, as they all were; this one was mostly black, which was unusual, but its glowing arcane runes made its purpose and nature unmistakable. In fact, Kuriwa noted that her sister had dressed to match the accessory; she had the same preference for jewel tones as most high elves, but today was gowned in understated azure and silver, with severe black accents. The jewelry worked into her coiffure was platinum and onyx. The severity of the colors made her look more mature, despite her ebullient grin. “No, this was appropriately issued to me
  
   by
  
  the Magistry to assist in my duties.”
 

 
  “Even after you ran off to fight in
  
   both
  
  Hellwars?”
 

 
  “Father’s pet theory is that Grandmagister Laierun thinks the responsibility and recognition will settle me down. Ariel, say hello to my sister Kuriwa.”
 

 
  
   “I am not intended for social interaction, Anlin,”
  
  the sword said testily.
  
   “And your sister’s name is Avaran.”
  
 

 
  Anlin slammed the black saber back into her sheath. “That is up to her, not you.”
 

 
  
   “Legally—”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Silence. Sorry about her,” she added, grimacing.
 

 
  “No need,” Kuriwa assured her, waving away the sword’s rudeness. “You and I both know what they’re like.”
 

 
  The highguard officer cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Magister and guest, but the gate platform needs to be kept clear if no one else is arriving.”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, quite right,” Anlin said with a sigh, tucking an arm through Kuriwa’s and steering her toward the steps. “Oh, it’s just so
  
   good
  
  to see you again! Welcome home, sister.”
 

 
  Qestraceel was not, would never be, had never truly been her home. But Kuriwa smiled warmly at Anlin and squeezed her hand as they descended the stairs to the street below. Anlin was one of the precious few who had never been at fault in her ongoing feud with the entire civilization of the high elves.
 

 
  The vista of Qestraceel spread out before her, as familiar and alien as it ever was. The gate platform was positioned in its own dome complex at one edge of the great central dome, where in a worst-case scenario it could be cut off or even flooded, but the huge arched gateway into the main space offered a splendid view. There was plenty to see in the gate dome itself, of course. Hovering all around it on suspended platforms were guard stations and siege weapons—all, of course, disguised as art installations, quite a few with trailing clusters of flowering vines. More plant life climbed the glass banisters of the gate platform and its access stairs, the pylons holding it up and the subsidiary structures around its base, even the domed walls.
 

 
  Not
  
   proper
  
  plants, though, not to her eyes. These leaves bore subtle patterns in gleaming blue; the flowers were delicate, airy, transparent and faintly luminous. Nature had never intended such things. The transparent dome itself had, in addition to its numerous functional enchantments, a charm to make the water outside as crystal clear as the air on the surface would have been, giving Qestraceel a splendid view of the ocean floor around it. Which, of course, was further augmented by magic to make for a stunning vista of coral reefs and kelp stands, none of which should have existed at this depth. But there they were, altered and fortified by magic, because all gods old and new forfend that the high elves should lack for pretty scenery to gawk at. The creatures and plants surrounding the city were at least ensorcelled not to leave this area or be able to reproduce unassisted, so they would not interbreed with or alter the ocean life beyond. Somehow, that didn’t make the whole matter any less repugnant to Kuriwa.
 

 
  “Already?” Anlin murmured as they alit on the ground below the platform.
 

 
  Kuriwa caught herself grimacing at the transmogrified ocean plants outside and sighed. “Sorry.”
 

 
  “No, you aren’t,” her sister said with laughter in her voice, patting her arm. “You know
  
   I
  
  won’t argue with your sensibilities, sister. But just, strategically, maybe it would be best…”
 

 
  “Yes, yes. I will try to keep my savage ways in check in front of Father.”
 

 
  “Ah, good,” Anlin said solemnly. “And
  
   he
  
  will try not to act stiff and priggish at you. Between the two of you, I expect the peace to last a good five minutes this time. You’ve both grown so much.”
 

 
  “Ariel, what’s the penalty for assaulting a sitting Magister?” Kuriwa asked innocently.
 

 
  
   “Situational,”
  
  the sword replied.
  
   “In the case of Magister Anlin, probably a pat on the back and ceremonial flower garland from Grandmagister Laierun.”
  
 

 
  “I am surrounded by traitors,” Anlin complained. “Well, I hope you’ve not forgotten how to ride, anyway.”
 

 
  “Never,” Kuriwa assured her, an unfeigned smile blossoming on her face as they reached the gate. Off to the side of the path, a hovering servitor construct held the reins of two deinos with gleaming livery bedecked with Magistry emblems. She noted that even their feathers matched it, a result of careful breeding or possibly genetic intervention, but even that could not spoil the pleasure of being with these proto-birds again.
 

 
  Anlin bounded neatly into the saddle of one deino, who obviously knew her well. Kuriwa stepped up to the second, so it could lean forward to sniff at her. The deino allowed her to stroke its featherless beak, emitting a friendly little croak which revealed its mouthful of fangs, and actually reached forward to pat her with one clawed hand, the vestigal pinions extending from behind its wrist flaring. Having been accepted, she vaulted up onto its back, sharing a grin with Anlin.
 

 
  
   This
  
  she had missed. Horses were such a disappointment to one who had grown up riding proto-birds that she had preferred to develop spells to hasten her own travel speed than try to reach an accord with the panicky, lumbering hoofed beasts.
 

 
  “Are you sure this won’t harm you politically?” Kuriwa asked as they led their mounts onto the vehicle path that skirted the outer edges of Qestraceel’s vast central dome. On one side rose the sloped transparent wall between them and the crushing depths outside; on the other, the spires of the city itself, gleaming with enchanted lights. The high elves they passed did not attempt to disguise the curiosity and, in some cases, contempt with which they stared at Kuriwa in her traditional woodkin garb.
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Anlin snorted. “You could be stark naked and this wouldn’t even be the most scandalous thing I’ve done since breakfast. I have a running bet with the other Magisters of my circle on how long it’ll take the Grandmagisters to become so annoyed with me they confiscate Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “I’m down for one more fortnight,”
  
  said the sword.
  
   “Obviously I cannot collect a prize for winning a bet. It is simple optimism.”
  
 

 
  “I can see why Laierun thought this one might slow you down,” Kuriwa said.
 

 
  “Everybody underestimates me,” Anlin replied with a fierce grin. “Well, don’t keep an auntie in suspense! How’s the whole clan?”
 

 
  Kuriwa’s smile melted away in an instant. “We should wait to discuss that until we’re with Father.”
 

 
  Anlin gave her a sidelong look of concern, but did not press. “All right. I’ll talk, then. I
  
   defy
  
  you to guess what that platterpate Athilor did to himself this time. You remember Athie, don’t you, the guy who’s obsessed with cracking self-enchantment? Well, the Magistry refuses to let him die no matter how many times this happens, but last year he actually…”
 

 
  It was not as if Kuriwa particularly cared for the Qestraceel gossip, but she was grateful nonetheless to Anlin for filling the silence. If not for that, the ride to their family estate would have been a truly miserable trip, between her unease over the business that had brought her back here, and the uncomfortable memories that shone at her from every passing vista of the city like its omnipresent decorative lights. Truly, Anlin was the one thing she missed about this place. If not for the separation from her sister, Kuriwa would have no regrets at all about leaving the high elves behind. But the life of the woodkin was not Anlin’s path, and Kuriwa of all people would never have asked someone to submit themselves to a destiny they could not embrace. Least of all someone she loved.
 

 
  The holdings of the line of Tari’silmina’verai rose through one of the outlying cliffs surrounding the city, far enough that the great central dome of Qestraceel and the crystal spire rising from its tip to the height of the Anara Trench’s upper rim made for a stunning but distant view. Reaching the estate was a long ride passing through a series of connecting domes and outer tunnels. It hardly seemed like any time at all, though, before they were unsaddling their mounts in the family stables.
 

 
  Servitors ordinarily did such work, of course, or in the case of richer bloodlines, grooms. Anlin and Kuriwa both cherished any opportunity to work with the deinos, however. And this time, Kuriwa did not begrudge a few more minutes between herself and actually returning to the house proper.
 

 
  What seemed like all too soon, however, they were there. Kuriwa felt a strange urge to formally ring the gong and announce herself to the name crystal. This place, crushingly familiar as it was, did not feel like home. Anlin, of course, simply opened the door and strode in.
 

 
  Following her, Kuriwa hesitated on the threshold. Her father was waiting just inside.
 

 
  They locked eyes and stood as if frozen. Magister Vynlian had not changed in the least from her memories. He was dressed as he always did in the informal comfort of home, in a silken robe without layers or pattern and no formal scarf, with his hair allowed to flow loose down his back instead of styled in a proper coif, held back only by a jeweled forehead band and gathered into a tail by a simple silver clip her mother had made using only her hands, no magic. He didn’t even bother to wear enchanted rings within his own house. Since his wife’s passing, though he had never acknowledge it aloud, Vynlian had stopped exerting himself to ward against any possibility of accident or disaster as such an important man among the high elves customarily would.
 

 
  “Father,” she said at last.
 

 
  And then he smiled, in simple happiness at seeing her. Something deep inside herself felt cracked, like a frozen river thawing in the spring. “Avaran. Welcome home, daughter. It has been too long.”
 

 
  Just like that, so much of the joy went out of the moment. “My name is Kuriwa,” she said firmly. “As you know.”
 

 
  “Ah. Yes, forgive me.” Vynlian’s own smile vanished. “I am told that you are in a position to
  
   understand,
  
  now, how jarring it never ceases to be when one’s own child throws aside everything of value you taught her.”
 

 
  “Oh, you are told that,” she said stiffly. “And you bothered to hear it? I’m glad the continuation of our bloodline is of at least a
  
   little
  
  interest to you.”
 

 
  “The continuation of our line among forest-dwelling primitives—”
 

 
  “AHHHHH!” Anlin yelled, waving her arms about over her head. “She is not! Even! In! The house! Ariel, if
  
   one
  
  of them doesn’t start behaving like an adult, remind me to stab them both!”
 

 
  
   “How many times a day must I remind you that I will not be made an accessory to criminal acts?”
  
 

 
  “Is this how you address your colleagues in the Magistry, daughter?” Vynlian asked with grim disapproval.
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  Anlin said firmly, “and notably, they give me much less crap than you.”
 

 
  “Father,” Kuriwa interjected. “I don’t want to argue.”
 

 
  Both he and Anlin turned to her in pure surprise.
 

 
  “I…
  
   wish
  
  you could respect my choices and my identity,” she said, struggling to keep a rein on her emotions and expression. “But… I have never loved or respected you less because of the decisions I’ve made. And I hate being at odds with you. Despite everything, we are family.”
 

 
  Vynlian lowered his eyes, and swallowed. “Daughter, I… Well. Maybe if
  
   I
  
  were a better person, it would be easier for me to respect your choices. It is fact that I…have not tried as hard as I could. Truly, I am
  
   so
  
  glad to see you home. I have never ceased to miss you.”
 

 
  Kuriwa stepped across the threshold into her childhood home, and with a speed that surprised her, cross the three steps into her father’s arms.
 

 
  Some time later he released her, and they smiled at each other in wordless forgiveness. Anlin stood off to the side, beaming.
 

 
  “Well,” Kuriwa said, suddenly self-conscious. “I would like to visit the shrine.”
 

 
  “Of course,” her father said, touching her lightly on the cheek. “Of course. I’ve prepared a meal in the dining room. Your sister and I will be there waiting.”
 

 
  “Thank you, father.”
 

 
  A few minutes kneeling at her mother’s shrine helped her to stabilize her emotions. Sacred spaces consecrated to the dead were the only spots in high elf society characterized by notable fae magics. There had been a time in her youth, when she had begun to feel the call of the fae but not given real thought to what lay outside the safety of Qestraceel, that she had considered joining the ranks of the valkryn. The path of a death-priest did not suit her, though; it was
  
   life
  
  that called to her soul.
 

 
  Only a tiny spark of power animated the memorial shrine, and of course the thought never crossed Kuriwa’s mind of taking it for any use of her own. Still, it was the first pleasant reminder since she had come back here. And it carried, of course, the reminder of her mother.
 

 
  A few moments of meditation at the shrine calmed her enough that she no longer felt unsteadied by walking through these memory-laden halls, nor disgusted by the grandiose opulence that surrounded her here. Truly, this house was downright humble by the standards of the Magisters. Her father was a man of (relatively) simple tastes, and while Anlin could not be called simple in any respect, her eccentricities did not lead her toward indulgence in material comforts.
 

 
  In the dining room, she paused and had to smile again, looking at the spread laid out on the table. Dragonfruit, acai, kiwi, fried lungshark, silver noodles and even imbued luff blossoms floating above a traditional glimmersauce. Vynlian had spared no expense to have all the favorite dishes of her childhood waiting for her.
 

 
  For the space of one evening meal, it was like it had been before. She kept herself in check, and for a wonder, so did her father, to Anlin’s constant beaming satisfaction. They passed a simple, pleasant meal together as a family, and even the meticulousness with which they avoided topics sure to cause tension did not make it awkward.
 

 
  Kuriwa, though she kept silent, could not have been more grateful. She desperately needed this, to face what would come next.
 

 
  And it came within the hour, as they retired to the family solarium, surrounded by luminous glass walls, with colorful seaweed and anemones cultivated outside. Lively fish of species that naturally were not so vivid, nor could survive at this depth, darted through the fronds, and Kuriwa found herself for once not even desiring to make an issue of it. Even the sugared coffee Vynlian served for dessert had been purified of caffeine, as she preferred.
 

 
  After all that, it managed not to be confrontational when her father turned to her and said, “I know you must have a specific need to have come back here, daughter.”
 

 
  She drew in a long breath and let it out in a calming exercise he would recognize, having taught it to her as a child. Anlin held her steaming cup in both hands, now watching them in silence with Ariel laid across her lap.
 

 
  “I have need of your help, father,” Kuriwa said at last, meeting his gaze.
 

 
  It was he who turned away, staring out at the anemones. “I had dared to hope you might have come to see your family and home for reason
  
   beyond
  
  the need of our resources.”
 

 
  “I am here
  
   as
  
  family,” she replied, controlling her reflexive surge of temper, “not as a beggar. It was you who taught me that the bloodline are to be protected and aided without condition or reservation, with every power and asset that can be wielded.”
 

 
  Vynlian’s gaze snapped back to hers, and there was suddenly alarm in his eyes. “Your children. What has happened?”
 

 
  Kuriwa swallowed heavily. “It…is not just my children, father. In the groves, we have different practices when it comes to birthing new generations.”
 

 
  “Yes,” he said bitterly, “I am aware that the Naiyist tree-dwellers make a point of being fecund as human—”
 

 
  “Father,” Anlin snapped, “how necessary do you think that attitude is?”
 

 
  He scowled at her, but then when she glared right back, deliberately brought his expression under control before nodding at Kuriwa. “Your sister is right. Please forgive me, daughter.”
 

 
  She nodded back, not trusting her voice to hold out if they went one step further down that path. “It is the nature of elves to live in balance with their environment, father. Existing in a living grove is
  
   very
  
  different from life within the walls of Qestraceel. No, we do not spread as quickly as humans. I don’t think you truly appreciate how rabbit-like humanity can be…but that’s beside the point. I have more than children, but grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, and great-great-grandchildren.”
 

 
  Vynlian closed his eyes, grimacing with such a rapid sequence of emotions that even her experience as a shaman and as his daughter did not enable her to track them. “Avaran, you are
  
   barely
  
  a thousand years old.”
 

 
  
   “Kuriwa,”
  
  Anlin said pointedly.
 

 
  “Please!” Kuriwa interjected before he could round on her sister. “This is difficult
  
   enough
  
  without fighting!”
 

 
  “Yes.” Vynlian slumped back in his chair, setting his half-empty coffee cup on its arm and rubbing at his forehead. “Yes, you said your family is in need. If they are blood, they are blood. Tell me the trouble and I’ll come to grips with how
  
   many
  
  descendants I apparently have on my own time.”
 

 
  “Thank you, father,” she said carefully. “It began with the Hellwars.”
 

 
  “Ah ah!” Anlin said sharply, pointing at Vynlian before his furiously opened mouth could produce a noise. “You can say you told us so on your own time, as well!”
 

 
  He subsided again, visibly biting back some retort, and gestured Kuriwa to proceed.
 

 
  “Even after everything that has happened,” she said quietly, now staring out at the water herself, “I believe we were right to intervene. The world above would have fallen without
  
   every
  
  power which dared risk itself to oppose Elilial’s invasions. And the Magistry were purely deluding themselves if they believed Qestraceel could have remained isolated and secure if demons overran the surface. But… But you were also right, father, about the risks.”
 

 
  Vynlian lowered his head, eyes closed. There was no satisfaction on his face at her admission.
 

 
  “We caught Elilial’s attention, Anlin and I,” Kuriwa whispered. “She threatened revenge, of course, but I took it for drama and bluster. She is rather prone to both.”
 

 
  “I remember,” Anlin said, her face pale now.
 

 
  “In the years since the second war, though…” Kuriwa broke off and had to take a moment. “We… Father, all who descended from me have begun to be touched by the curse. It… Oh, father, it began with the
  
   children.”
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  She inhaled slowly to steady herself, drawing in the scents of sweetened coffee, the faint fragrance of coral and shimmerkelp transmitted into the room by the enchantments on its glass walls. Anlin and her father kept their eyes on her, expressions intent but not pushing.
 

 
  “At first it appears to be a mundane illness. Dizziness, fainting spells. It escalates into sleep disruption; sufferers will be insomniac for days at a time, and then practically narcoleptic for a similar period. It struck the children first, the youngest. That was the stage when the shaman began to be worried, and Iridi called for me to come. We…can find nothing. No trace of physical disease, and no sign of a magical cause. Soon after that, the first of their parents began to show symptoms; they progress much more slowly in adults. They were still fully lucid while it took the children completely.”
 

 
  “Took?” Vynlian’s voice was suddenly hollow. Despite everything, despite the very irony, the horror in his eyes warmed Kuriwa’s heart slightly. These children might be woodkin, and the living evidence of her rejection of his very culture, but even so, even having known of their existence for only minutes, he feared for their fates as any grandfather would.
 

 
  “They live,” Kuriwa assured him, managing a weak smile as some of the tension left his shoulders and Anlin reached over to touch his wrist. “When it worsened, the grove shaman and I decided to intervene and place them in suspension. Well, what you would consider suspension; to our sensibilities it is a sleeping curse, and an act of true desperation. It was better than letting them suffer. They gradually lost the ability to sense and interact with their surroundings; it became nearly impossible to keep them fed. They suffered…nightmares. Constant, waking visions of terror. Only when some of the adults reached this stage did we begin to realize that the victim’s consciousness is being affected dimensionally. Over time they cease to perceive the mortal plane. Their senses are bringing them data from a different one.”
 

 
  “Hell?” Anlin asked tersely.
 

 
  Kuriwa shook her head. “The space
  
   between.”
  
 

 
  Vynlian closed his eyes.
  
   “Veth’na alaue.”
  
 

 
  “Father!” Anlin exclaimed.
 

 
  Kuriwa had not been aware he even knew any grove dialect, though it made a certain kind of sense that he had picked up a few curses, given the way their conversations usually went.
 

 
  “It moves slowly upward along generational lines,” she continued. “There is no discernible transmission vector in real space. It affects
  
   only
  
  my own direct descendants; no one who has worked with or been near any victims has manifested symptoms. One brave young shaman did everything she could to expose herself to infection in order to test this. She got bronchitis and ringworm, but no hint of the curse.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is ringworm?” Vynlian demanded.
 

 
  “A common skin parasite, affecting only humans. For an elf to contract it… Well, that she did satisfies me that she
  
   could not
  
  contract the curse.”
 

 
  He nodded, and gestured her with one hand to continue.
 

 
  “In addition to only striking my descendants, it strikes them all. Even those who have had no contact with others since the second war. I’ve traveled to every grove where my roots extend and warned them. In each community, no matter how isolated, it was appearing. I was able to warn the Elders to put the children in suspension before their suffering grew extreme. It is three generations up, now. A few of my grandchildren are showing the earliest symptoms.”
 

 
  Her father drew in a slow breath. “All right. The groves cannot
  
   possibly
  
  have sufficient medical facilities to handle this. Everyone in the bloodline must be brought to Qestraceel. Anlin and I will make the necessary permits happen.”
 

 
  Kuriwa was already shaking her head. “It’s too risky to move the youngest victims, father, and given the dimensional element of the curse, you must realize we can’t risk teleporting them, philosophical agreements aside.”
 

 
  He sighed, but grudgingly nodded. “That is true.”
 

 
  “And you
  
   are
  
  letting cultural bias seep through, father,” Anlin added. “Fae magic has
  
   always
  
  been better suited for healing than arcane. The woodkin possess all the medical knowledge we do, and have never been shy about asking for our help when they needed it. And yet, it’s been historically far more common that we have had to turn to the groves in the case of difficult illnesses.”
 

 
  Vynlian pursed his lips together. “Fine. But with neither biological nor magical cause to be found, it is clear that we must investigate the possibility of prevention. Your
  
   own
  
  children at least, Av—
  
   Kuriwa,
  
  should come here for observation. If we can catch this thing as it comes upon them…”
 

 
  “I suggested that very step,” she admitted. “My granddaughter Lanaera would like to come; she has not shown symptoms yet and has always been curious about Qestraceel. All my own offspring refused, however.”
 

 
  “What stories did you raise them on, exactly?” he snapped.
 

 
  She hadn’t been planning to bring it up, but needled by that remark, Kuriwa shot back, “They can’t
  
   all
  
  legally enter the city, anyway. Or has the prohibition on dragons been lifted in my absence?”
 

 
  Vynlian stared at her, his face settling into a politician’s blank mask. Then, slowly, he leaned forward, placing his head in his hands and nearly knocking his cooling coffee to the floor with an errant elbow.
 

 
  “Honestly, Kuriwa,” Anlin said, shaking her head. “You know I’m on your side, but there comes a point when even I have to suspect you’re just acting out.”
 

 
  “In my earliest years on the surface, I was definitely doing exactly that,” Kuriwa acknowledged. “I cannot even say my decisions were
  
   mostly
  
  good ones during the first two centuries. But even choices which I now recognize as mistakes have led to the existence of living people, my own children. Scions of our bloodline. Their lives are now in danger.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Vynlian straightened, his expression resolute again. “Yes, and at a time like this, castigating you for past mistakes is foolish. We have
  
   none
  
  of us always made perfect decisions. Such as now, for instance, I am jumping to solutions when I should have waited for you to finish your description of the curse, daughter.”
 

 
  She leaned over, reaching to take his hand. “You act out of care, father. It gladdens me to see. Even flawed as we are as a family, I’ve never once doubted that you loved me.”
 

 
  He squeezed her hand back, returning her smile.
 

 
  “Before you leave, sister, we will definitely have to devote some time
  
   just
  
  to moments like that,” said Anlin with a wan smile. “But right now, it’s also a distraction. What else can you tell us about this curse?”
 

 
  “Right.” Kuriwa drew back her hand. “Obviously, I’ve done everything I can think of. Yes, father, I
  
   have
  
  been reluctant to come back here, I admit that, but it’s not as if the surface world lacks options. Qestraceel is a latter resort, but not the last one. We’ve tested every known type of healing against this curse. The wood elves are unmatched in the fae arts, and I also brought in divine healers. Human, dwarf, gnome,
  
   tauhanwe…”
  
 

 
  Vynlian frowned.
  
   “Tauhanwe?
  
  That can’t mean what it sounds like it means.”
 

 
  “You have your renunciates,” she explained, “we have ours. Some not suited to grove life come to Questraceel and apply for citizenship; others run off to live with humans, or do things even more foolish. There are elves among most Pantheon cults, and I begged the aid of any I could find. Even the Salyrites had nothing to offer. I have stopped short of calling upon a warlock…so far.”
 

 
  “That might be a fruitful avenue to pursue,” Anlin murmured, “if this does stem from Elilial.”
 

 
  “I do know one,” Kuriwa admitted. “As mentally stable as any ever are, who holds a khaladesh demon in thrall which is clever enough to possibly be useful. I consider that a desperate act not to be bothered with unless the knowledge of the high elves fails as well. If even that yields nothing… I do have a promising solution to pursue, but it is sheer madness.” She hesitated, averting her eyes from their sudden frown. “To protect my family, I will embrace madness if I must. But not as anything but a last resort.”
 

 
  “What else have you tried?” Vynlian asked quietly.
 

 
  “The drow,” she said, and they both grimaced.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  drow?” Vynlian demanded. “Please tell me you haven’t delved into Scyllith’s reaches, daughter.”
 

 
  “Not yet,” she said grimly. “Some few of the Themynrite cities are…approachable, with enough effort. I sought the Nathloi first, and that yielded my first true breakthrough, though I was not able to speak with the drow. Emi herself intercepted me at Kiyosan and said I carried a curse of a temporal nature, and was not welcome in Sifan until it was removed.”
 

 
  Anlin’s eyes narrowed to slits.
  
   “Temporal?”
  
 

 
  “Emi or her sisters could help, surely, if anyone could,” Vynlian suggested.
 

 
  “Yes,” Kuriwa agreed, not without bitterness, “but she declined to either do that or convey a request to her sisters. I didn’t press her.”
 

 
  “Wise, daughter,” he said, nodding. “A kitsune who tells you to leave has not
  
   begun
  
  to be difficult. There is no situation so dire it cannot be worse by antagonizing
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  She had to physically hold her teeth shut for a few seconds to stifle several comments about him lecturing on the patently obvious. Fortunately, Anlin rescued her.
 

 
  “But what does that even mean? A temporal curse? That is outside my field, of course, but I can’t even imagine how you could use time travel as an attack vector without drawing Vemnesthis into it.”
 

 
  “It’s not just you, sister,” Kuriwa assured her.
  
   “No one
  
  knows how that would work; I’ve checked. Consider the important fact that Elilial’s greatest tactical advantage is that she can hide her moves from the other gods. Obviously that has limits when it comes to time travel. Anything thus changed would draw the notice of the Scions. But there may be a way to transmit something very subtle and specific—like a curse—along timelines that she can hide with her gift of stealth. If it causes physical effects in the real world below a certain threshold, the Scions might not notice. Or bother to act.”
 

 
  “That
  
   could
  
  account for the strange path the curse takes,” Vynlian said slowly, his own eyes narrowed in thought in an expression that emphasized the resemblance between Anlin’s face and his. “Clearly targeted at you, but beginning with your most distant descendants and proceeding backward, as it were. Avenues of investigation into temporal mechanics are limited, obviously, but several of your mother’s colleagues have studied it as a sort of hobby. I specifically recall Magister Ethliron having such an interest. I will see what is known and whether we can use it.”
 

 
  “Well, with regard to that,” Anlin suggested, “aren’t the Scions themselves the best possible experts to consult on this?”
 

 
  “The Scions do not answer questions, nor explain their actions,” Vynlian said severely. “They do not
  
   help.
  
  You know this well, daughter.”
 

 
  “We are dealing with an apparently time-traveling curse, father, which has been hidden from them by Elilial’s shadow. If their attention were called to it, they may act with no further prompting.”
 

 
  
   “This should go without saying,”
  
  Ariel interjected,
  
   “but since nothing ever does in this family, I will say it. If any of you does anything to provoke a Scion of Vemnesthis to visit Qestraceel, you will all three be banished and your bloodline stricken from the records.”
  
 

 
  “You are right, daughter, but so is the sword,” Vynlian agreed. “The Scions
  
   may
  
  have exactly the solution, but there is simply no viable way to approach them. It is the kitsune all over again.”
 

 
  “I had further luck with other drow,” Kuriwa said quietly, and they both turned to her again with expectant faces. “I suspect the Irivoi know something, but their eagerness to involve themselves and aggressive insinuations about what I could do for them in return were deeply alarming.”
 

 
  “No Themynrites should have been so eager to deal with an outsider,” Vynlian agreed. “You were right to sense danger, daughter.”
 

 
  “Any other drow in this hemisphere would be all but impossible to approach,” said Anlin. “All but the Narisians refuse outside contact as if everyone carries a plague, and Narisians are worthless rodents even among drow. Slavers and scavengers.”
 

 
  “On the contrary, sister,” Kuriwa demurred, “I made the last progress I have managed in Tar’naris. The Narisians were remarkably polite once they understood that attacking me was futile and costly. Better yet, they were the first who had some knowledge of similar curses. Princess Arkasia took an interest in me and arranged for me to access the royal archives. Since she was blatantly using my presence in her political maneuvers against her rivals rather than betraying Themynra’s charge as were the Irivoi, I took advantage. Their accounts did not match mine precisely, but they have seen conditions that compare to this curse. Such insidious workings have been wielded against them by the Scyllithene drow.” She paused, drawing another steadying breath. “And so… I know where I can look for final answers.”
 

 
  “Madness,” Vynlian whispered.
 

 
  She nodded to him. “Madness. If I must delve the Underworld and seek answers from the shadow priestesses to save my family… If I must, I will. But I desperately seek
  
   any
  
  better option.”
 

 
  He lowered his head to stare at the mosaic floor, frowning in thought. Anlin chewed her lower lip, also staring sightlessly out at the anemones.
 

 
  “Then we know what we must do,” Vynlian suddenly said, raising his chin and using his head-of-the-family voice, “even if we do not yet know how. You have had a long journey, daughter, and a terrible period before it. Take one night simply to rest in your ancestral home. It is an earned respite, and you must sustain yourself for what is to come. Your sister and I will consult the family archives and see if anything therein might help. At the onset of working hours tomorrow, we must make a full report on all these matters to the Magistry.”
 

 
  Kuriwa had already set aside her coffee cup; now, in spite of herself, she could not help grasping the arms of her chair in nervousness. “Father… Every magister I trust is in this room. You
  
   know
  
  how they feel about renunciates. These are the people who just today conveniently misplaced the arrival ticket Anlin filed for my visit!”
 

 
  “He’s right, sister,” Anlin said gently. “The Magistry of Qestraceel is the greatest concentration of arcane mastery in existence. If the luminous science holds any answers, our colleagues will know how to find them. But there’s also the fact that we
  
   have
  
  to report this. Father and I are not of the higher circles, but we are still magisters, and the news that we may find ourselves soon incapacitated by a mysterious curse is something of which the Archmagister herself must be forewarned.”
 

 
  Kuriwa closed her eyes. “I… I am so sorry. Father, you warned us, and—”
 

 
  “And you ran off,” he interrupted with an edge to his voice, “involved yourself in the Hellwar, and drew the personal antagonism of Elilial.
  
   Twice.
  
  And…you did it to protect and preserve life. Because you believed it necessary. I remember well our argument, daughter, and even then… Though I disagreed with your assessment of the cost/benefit ratio, I could not say you were reckless. You did what you thought was right, knowing you could suffer. That is how your mother and I raised you, and it is more important than…than any of the innumerable things about which we disagree.” He managed a watery smile at her before shaking his head in disgust. “And I will admit to you, in the privacy of our home, that in the years since I have grown to doubt my conviction that you were wrong. I am as cautious as any high elf of my rank, but I have not seen caution or conservatism in the Magistry’s refusal to acknowledge the world above us so much as blind, craven cowardice.”
 

 
  Anlin raised her eyebrows and let out a whistle. “That’s news to me, too.”
 

 
  “We can exchange further words about how responsible you are for all this,” Vynlian said to Kuriwa, giving his other daughter a passing glance, “but they will wait till our family is not in danger. Agreed?”
 

 
  Emotion threatened to choke her for a moment, but she mastered it. Kuriwa was an elder shaman, not the disconnected girl who had run away from this place, no matter how the vivid memories of this house and this city always seemed to bring her back to that younger self. “Thank you, father.”
 

 
  “Tonight, rest,” he said decisively, rising from his chair. “And tomorrow, action.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Tar’naris was an eerie counterpart to Qestraceel; the parallels went well beyond it being a hidden city below the surface. Its society was also obsessed with family, though drow Houses and high elven bloodlines were barely comparable social systems. The Narisians in particular were formal and had a surprisingly intricate etiquette, at least toward people they were not trying to murder or enslave, and sometimes even then. Even the attitudes of its ruling class… But then, Kuriwa had observed similar mindsets among human warlords who ruled stretches of barely a few acres from thatch-roofed longhouses. Power was power, no matter how slight its degree, and did predictable things to the mind.
 

 
  They were a peculiar, twisted shadow of the high elves, she had thought upon her previous visit. Tar’naris reflected Qestraceel more than any of the tribes of the groves. It was an observation she kept firmly to herself in both cities.
 

 
  Of course, wood and high elves still had a lot more in common with each other than with drow, Kuriwa reminded herself as she hurled a blast of wind peppered with razor-sharp leaves into the formation of soldiers currently trying to charge her. She watched impassively as they were decimated, those augmented leaves ripping through lizard-hide and carapace armor as easily as they did flesh. Narisians produced excellent metalwork, but the control the Houses exerted over the mines meant that only nobles wore metal armor. Such as these were lucky to have steel weapons.
 

 
  Behind her she had left a profusion of drow in the colors of all three feuding Houses through whose territory she trespassed asleep in the streets of Tar’naris, with pulsating mushroom sprouting from various surfaces and putting off the mist that incapacitated them. It would likely take their priestesses long enough to clean that up that they would lose some soldiers to scavengers before they could all be awakened, but after having had to make it plain she was not to be trifled with on her
  
   first
  
  visit here, Kuriwa was already out of patience. Even her campaign to passively neutralize the attackers on this trip had not stopped them from sending another wave out of every alley, until she finally gave up and ripped this one to literal shreds.
 

 
  Which, it turned out, was what she should have done in the first place. Over two dozen drow were felled by her onslaught of wind and razorleaves, and suddenly there was a lone priestess standing ankle-deep in blood and corpses, protected only by a silver sphere of light. Her face betrayed no fear at her predicament, though it did reveal open anger as the reinforcements coming up behind her turned and fled in disarray.
 

 
  The priestess of Themynra turned back to face Kuriwa, making ritualistic gestures with both hands, but the shaman was already concentrating. Gathering a sufficient charge of static in this environment required her to draw deep upon her various pacts, but even as a wall of silver light manifested in the street and rushed toward her, she released her summoned spell.
 

 
  For probably the first time in its history, a bolt of lightning split the air in Tar’naris, lashing down from the roof of the cavern to strike the lone priestess. Her shield collapsed and so did she, to lie smoking in the street with the shredded remains of her comrades. The shieldwall about to strike Kuriwa dissolved into glitter and mist a few feet from her.
 

 
  This marked the first moment since she had entered the city’s central district that there was a measure of quiet around her. Kuriwa could hear them moving, but now they were all moving
  
   away.
  
  Well, that was what she got for trying to wield a light touch with these…people. In fairness to the drow, Underworld life demanded severe pragmatism, and Themynra was, after all, the goddess of judgment. Narisians had excuse for fighting only when it advantaged them, and even some for eschewing mercy except when they saw political purpose in it.
 

 
  Still, it was not only prejudice that made high and wood elves alike dismiss drow as scuttling vermin.
 

 
  She made a further point of removing the obstructions from her path; a sharp gesture and an even more powerful blast of wind cleared the street ahead of bodies, spraying an entire stretch of the buildings to both sides with blood that she scoured so thoroughly from the pavement that her moccasins barely squelched in passing.
 

 
  They didn’t bother her again all the way to the palace.
 

 
  There, of course, there were more drow, and of much sterner stuff. An entire phalanx awaited her in front of the gates, half their number hooded priestesses already glowing with silver light and the armored women actually wearing steel helmets and breastplates over chitin mail tunics. Interestingly, the gates behind them were open.
 

 
  Kuriwa approached without slowing. When she passed the last row of structures into the cleared area around the palace walls, the soldiers raised shields and knelt in unison. These were actually trained to fight in formation, then, unlike the howling rabble she’d carved through on her way here. Even so, they troubled her less than the clerics, who raised their hands and called up a single wall of silver light across the street in front of them.
 

 
  She kept coming, ignoring a shouted demand that she halt. For the moment, though, Kuriwa did not call up a spell. After all, she could hear what was coming from the other side.
 

 
  So could they, and though they parted with reluctance, they
  
   did
  
  part, the formation shuffling away to both sides to open a path. Even the priestesses leaned to the sides, gesturing, and a single break appeared in the center of their wall.
 

 
  As the lone figure emerged from the palace gates, one priestess lowered her hood and stepped in front of her, speaking in words in the drow dialect which, at that distance, Kuriwa had no difficulty hearing.
 

 
  “Princess, with respect, this is not safe—”
 

 
  Arkasia nil Anatima yiyir Fanamnisth neither responded nor slowed, but simply lashed out with the coiled whip she carried. Its length unfurled faster than even elven reflexes could match, being launched by elven speed in the first place; she was clearly well-practiced with that weapon. The priestess did not cry out as she staggered back, despite the splatter of blood that suddenly decorated the armor of the nearest soldier. Who also did not react.
 

 
  “Kuriwa!” the Princess of Tar’naris called with a pleasant smile, casually winding the whip around her arm as she strode forward to meet the shaman. “I devoutly hope your quest has already brought you unqualified success, and you now return to me
  
   only
  
  because you desire to resume our acquaintance.”
 

 
  There was just the faintest emphasis in her words, the most fleeting glance over Kuriwa’s form. She had been surprised to find that the Narisians did not go for insinuation; they either said precisely what they meant or wasted time with polite nothings until you got fed up and left. Arkasia had made it explicitly plain the first time they had been alone that Kuriwa would be eagerly welcomed to her bed, should she be so inclined.
 

 
  Not being Narisian, she had declined politely and without explaining that the woman utterly repulsed her. It was bad enough that the Princess carried an impractical weapon whose chief purpose was to wound her own subjects when they displeased her. Most of the drow—in fact, nearly all, including some of their nobility—were sufficiently hollow with perpetual hunger their larger frames made them seem almost skeletal. This one, though, was as full-figured and glossy-haired as a human noblewoman. Her ornately dyed spidersilk gown would probably have paid to feed her own servants for a year. The average drow she could excuse as desperate; Arkasia’s selfish sadism was unnecessary and deliberate.
 

 
  “How fascinating it is,” she said aloud, “that three Narisian Houses should suddenly burst into open battle
  
   right
  
  in my path…but not until there had been ample time to note my coming and arrange themselves. I could almost think you meant me ill, Princess.”
 

 
  “You need never fear that,” Arkasia said serenely, stepping to one side and gesturing forward at the palace gates. Kuriwa stepped forth as invited and they fell into step together, approaching the formation of priestesses and soldiers. “Those cretins? Please. Rest assured, I would never allow any who actually pose you a threat to have drawn near. Consider them fodder for sport.”
 

 
  The soldiers were visibly unhappy at Kuriwa’s approach. One of the priestesses edged out of formation and opened her mouth to say something.
 

 
  The Princess flicked her wrist, causing a few feet of her whip to uncoil. The cleric immediately ducked back into line.
 

 
  “Your passage was fortuitous indeed,” Arkasia continued as they passed through the outer walls. “Those factions had begun to pose a slight nuisance. Their infighting has become an inconvenience to commerce in the city, and yet it would be politically disadvantageous for my mother should any one of them emerge a clear victor. Having their forces mutually wrecked by an outside actor is a nearly
  
   ideal
  
  solution! Truly, the goddess has sent you to us as a blessing.”
 

 
  “I am so glad to have been of service,” Kuriwa said coldly.
 

 
  “My honored mother shared some vivid opinions with me after your previous visit,” Arkasia said in the same pleasant tone, “on the subject of indulging an elder shaman from the tree folk. We have little enough to share with our own people; some looked askance on the extension of hospitality to a high representative of distant cousins who cannot be troubled to acknowledge us except to show contempt. And, of course, any discourse with those above invites all manner of commentary from the Gray Priestesses. But now, you have done my House a great service! And raised urgent questions about how
  
   wise
  
  it may be to challenge you. As a result, Kuriwa, I can safely offer you any aid you may require. Even if you desire something more than the pleasure of my company.”
 

 
  “I have made…little progress,” Kuriwa said, staring ahead at the approaching inner gates of the palace rather than meeting her eyes. “My father’s people, with all their knowledge, could not supply a solution. At best, they had insight and suggestions regarding the details of dragging more information out of Scyllith’s followers. The demon thrall could offer no help, either…except in the same direction. I’m afraid I have come to take you up on the offer you made when I was last here.”
 

 
  “Then ahead of you is a dark road indeed,” the Princess murmured. “Come, then, let me show you welcome before your journey resumes. It may be your last chance…indefinitely…to relax. I am certain that even so, I can take your mind off your great troubles for a little while.”
 

 
  She had the temerity to place her hand against Kuriwa’s lower back as they walked. Not the hand holding the whip; that one was now lightly smeared with the blood of one of her own priestesses.
 

 
  Kuriwa made no response. Securing Arkasia’s cooperation was apparently going to be an unpleasant process indeed, but one she could bear. If it meant saving her entire family, she could bear anything.
  
   Would
  
  bear anything.
 

 
  And Arkasia at her worst was nothing compared to what lay ahead.
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   Author’s Note/Content Warning: This chapter contains some of the most graphically disturbing content in the entire story.  Readers who are sensitive to depictions of violence, particularly against the most vulnerable, are advised to proceed with caution, and maybe give this one a pass.  It is plot-relevant to Kuriwa’s journey, but not necessary to follow the larger story as a whole.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Getting in had been the trickiest part.
 

 
  In all of Tar’naris, only Arkasia expressed any concern for her. The rest of the drow preferred not to interact with Kuriwa at all, but several made it clear that they believed she would immediately die once in Scyllithene territory and that they considered this a win/win scenario. On her first investigation of the available paths she doubted this, but upon deeper reflection a small part of her (buried deep beneath her constant projection of serene self-confidence) suspected they were right.
 

 
  Archived lore pertaining to the deep drow was scarce in Qestraceel, sufficiently that Kuriwa had thought it must be some manner of mistranslation that Scyllithenes never tried to dig new tunnels. The Narisians confirmed it, however, and they were clearly in a position to know, given that constant war with their deeper-dwelling cousins was one of the cornerstones of their existence. They could not say why; Scyllithenes had rarely been captured, largely because Themynrites considered it pointless and dangerous to do so, and even more rarely had they been “persuaded” to reveal anything important about their society. The entire culture was a mystery. Even the Narisians could say only that they were sadistic and irrational. But whatever the reason, it was a historically established fact that the deep drow would not try to create a new tunnel unless they were deprived of an existing one, no matter what kind of resistance met them on the established route.
 

 
  The current route was a single enormous tunnel emerging from one far edge of the cavern in which Tar’naris was built. It was completely encircled and blocked off by walls, but the Narisians had established a huge gate of solid iron barring it. And beyond that, up a steep path another set of walls, and another gate. And beyond that, a third, all of them constantly held by manned ramparts and towers bristling with crude siege weapons, built on such a steep incline that every row had a line of sight to the tunnel entrance. There were further sniper nests for slingers and spellcasters along the cavern’s walls, and even a few clinging to colossal stalactites which hung from the ceiling. At the time of Kuriwa’s visit, all of these were fully staffed and snipers armed with a variety of slingshots were actively harassing some excursion out of the deep caverns. Apparently this—being aggressively probed by rock-slinging soldiers, a handful of warlocks and several enthralled katzil demons—was what qualified as a peaceful period. There was never not
  
   some
  
  pressure upon the gates of Tar’naris.
 

 
  According to Arkasia, the gates were necessary for the defense, because it was theoretically possible that they could fall and provide the Scyllithenes a path into the city. In four thousand years it had never happened, but the Narisians had learned that if they built walls with no gates, or collapsed the entrance tunnel, their enemies would dig a new one. So long as the path existed, however, they would not bother. For millennia, they had wasted lives and incalculable resources on those fierce defenses in utter futility, eschewing the obvious strategic advantage of creating a new path along which to attack. It was as if the Scyllithenes were blind to anything else, so long as there was someone to kill in front of them.
 

 
  Kuriwa had to agree with the Narisian assessment: sadistic and irrational.
 

 
  She let Arkasia dissuade her from trying to enter the deeper Underworld through the Scyllithene-held corridor. At any given point it was full of attackers, a mix of slingshot-wielding soldiers, shadow priestesses, warlocks, and demon thralls. After watching them pester the gate defenders for an hour, Kuriwa concluded that she could have personally mowed down this entire attacking force; their particular magics were critically weak against the fae, and she outmatched any caster present by entire orders of magnitude. That would undoubtedly earn her some credit with the Narisians, but she was looking forward to never again having to care what they thought. More immediately, it would make it impossible to achieve any true progress once out of Themynrite territory. It went without saying that there
  
   were
  
  forces in the deep below against which she would lose a contest of magical strength, and the bigger a ruckus she made, the faster they would emerge to destroy her. Passing through the Underworld would depend upon stealth. And she was less than confident that she could conceal her presence through an active battlefield filled with warlocks and clerics.
 

 
  The remaining evidence of the hard lessons Tar’naris had learned in Scyllithene insanity ultimately provided her with a route.
 

 
  There were other entrances to the caverns, older ones. There was a collapsed tunnel entrance which remained a tumbled rockfall now, thousands of years after the Narisians had brought it down on top of a huge invasion force. By sealing themselves off, thus, they had provoked the Scyllithenes to bore a new attack route, which opened some distance on the other side of the existing one from the first. That tunnel was surrounded by ruined walls which the Narisians had unwisely built to be an absolute barrier, with no gates or entrance, prompting the boring of the currently used tunnel. After the Scyllithenes had shifted all their attention to this one, the second had been collapsed by the defenders, and the deep drow had never shown it any further interest, as long as they had an open route.
 

 
  So there were still two unused tunnels, each large enough to admit an army. Granted, they were blocked off by rubble and at least partially collapsed, filled with rock and dirt which had settled for thousands of years to make what for all intents and purposes was a wall.
 

 
  All intents and purposes except those of an elder shaman, at least.
 

 
  Kuriwa visited each and performed rituals of seeking, watched over by Gray Priestesses whose faces revealed nothing of their thoughts. Immersed in her magic, Kuriwa could feel their emotions as keenly as her own; they disliked and distrusted her and were mystified by what she was doing, but in the absence of active aggression, she opted to ignore them. Her investigation prompted her to choose the oldest of the two tunnels; it opened out into an un-collapsed portion after only a few dozen yards, and there was no sapient presence anywhere along it, nor even a residue of infernal taint. It had been ignored by the Scyllithenes for centuries at least.
 

 
  Shape-shifting was the province of fae magic. It was achievable through the arcane, but polymorph spells were difficult, incredibly power-intensive, and not always controllable. The skill wasn’t common even among the high elves, nearly unheard of for humans and dwarves, and utterly beyond the imagination of the very rare arcanists who emerged among drow. An elf could not get through the maze of tiny cracks along the uppermost stretches of the collapsed tunnel, where sediment had not yet filled the way completely. Nor could a spider or cave lizard, for after thousands of years there was more than enough to seal off the remaining tiny routes.
 

 
  A shaman in a spider’s form, however, armed with magic that could both dig swift new tunnels through dirt and even rock and dissuade hunting lizards, could get through. The Themynrite clerics were startled when she transformed, but her last impression of them as she vanished into the cracks was relief. Kuriwa did not begrudge them that; she was glad enough to end their acquaintance herself.
 

 
  Due to her tiny stature and the frequent necessity of stopping to divine a suitable way forward and then dig it, her passage through sixty or so yards of tiny cracks took close to an hour. But soon enough it was done, and she emerged into the pitch blackness of the long-abandoned access tunnel, and also into her true form.
 

 
  In this spot she paused to perform a few necessary rituals. Obviously, Kuriwa prepared herself with multiple measures for avoiding detection—given the enormity of the danger she faced, everything she could manage. Actual invisibility, erasure of tracks, the negation of her scent, suppression of her magical presence, telepathic shields to hide even her thoughts from detection. It was that last which worried her most; mind magic was of the divine, which shadow priestesses could use. Her own measures were significant but it was amply possible that some specialized priestess down here was a more skilled telepath than she could ever hope to be. For all she knew, Scyllith’s priesthood had an entire order dedicated to it.
 

 
  With her presence as deeply concealed as she could manage, and her stealth measures backed up such that she could rejuvenate the spells as they flagged multiple times on the run before having to perform a new ritual to restore them, she turned to divination. Fae magic was also very strong in finding a way forward when one did not even know where to begin looking, and the need was great. She was alone in the most unknown, inscrutable culture that existed, in a span of tunnels which ran through the crust of the entire planet, filled with people whose only known propensity was toward cruelty and violence. Kuriwa would need the aid of every spirit willing to guide her in order to find anything even slightly useful in her quest.
 

 
  Finally, prepared as best she could be, she crept forward through the dark silence of the ancient tunnel, and took her first steps into Scyllith’s domain.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Knowing that Scyllith was the goddess of light and beauty was one thing. Knowing it, intellectually, did not prepare Kuriwa for the experience of creeping into an anticipated pit of despair and finding glory beyond the wildest indulgences of the high elves.
 

 
  Everything was carved and decorated.
  
   Everything.
  
  The disused tunnel to Tar’naris was in ruins beyond the cave-in, but even that had once been wrought to a standard of beauty that better suited a palace than a purely military route scarcely a stone’s throw from an enemy capital. The masonry there was crumbling and overgrown by wild fungus, with no light to hint at its lost grandeur; Kuriwa could only see at all thanks to her own magic. Beyond the old tunnel, though, true beauty unfolded.
 

 
  They had worked with the shapes of natural caverns rather than against them. While everything had been carved and built into vaults, galleries, and colonnades all with high arched ceilings, rising and falling in neat flights of stairs, the chambers and corridors curved in patterns which reflected what had once been natural geological formations. At any rate, their arrangement served no purpose from an architectural standpoint.
 

 
  White was the favored color; most of the facades were actually white marble, which she could tell had been transmuted through some form of alchemy given that it made solid walls of enormous span and lacked any natural veins. The Scyllithene aesthetic made ample use of negative space. Huge swaths of the walls were plain expanses of smoothly unadorned marble. In fact, she quickly surmised that part of the reason for the improbably high ceilings in every chamber was to create that negative space to offset the rich adornments which divided it up.
 

 
  The columns were all squared, and each face was carved deeply and intricately, with angular geometric designs concealing more elaborate organic forms within them. Many of these deep engravings were filled with a material she did not recognize which put off a steady white glow, surely derived from some alchemical process like the marble. This provided the abundance of steady light which made the deep caverns as bright as noon on the surface, while clearly decorative lights in bright colors shone from glass and gems embedded in the roofs, casting lovely patterns across unadorned stretches of the walls and floor.
 

 
  The huge blank walls were without exception bordered in elaborately carved moldings, most inlaid with metal. Gold, copper, silver, even steel, the particulars of material and design varied from room to room, but they were all highly polished.
 

 
  Along the walls at floor level, up to about the height of a person, there were murals. This art was painted, unlike the abstract mosaics which made up the floors. The Scyllithene style was representational but stylized; the figures depicted were formed of simplified lines and idealized proportions, but it was clear what they were meant to portray. In fact, while some of these murals showed purely decorative scenes, a lot showed events in a narrative format that must have been important to be thus immortalized.
 

 
  The majority of those were depictions of horrific violence. A lot more than she would have anticipated were explicitly sexual and usually portrayed acts that she could only charitably call perverse.
 

 
  While figures were painted on the walls, they were never carved into them; all the carving on the actual structural components was abstract. Statues there were in abundance, quite a few of them fountains, positioned throughout the many rooms and corridors through which she passed. A lot of these were statues of the kind built on the surface, showing figures in heroic or contemplative poses. A lot of others reflected the vicious insanity of the murals.
 

 
  Water and air were both widely-used components of the art. The air shafts doubtless served practical purposes in ventilation and temperature regulation, but they were also channeled periodically over delicate structures of metal which made an eerie, etherial music that wavered with the currents of gentle wind. This filled the oppressive silence of the underground where the voice of water did not.
 

 
  Streams were shaped into canals both large and small, bordering some rooms and halls, in other places crossed by stone and metal bridges. Some had more glowing substances inlaid into the floor beneath them, causing the streams to cast shifting patterns of light across the walls and ceiling. Small waterfalls adorned several rooms and fountains were common, adding both visual and auditory art to the passages.
 

 
  Despite having no access to plants, the Scyllithenes made abundant use of gardens in their décor. Many rooms had long, carved planters filled with decorative growths of colorful fungus, some bioluminescent but all of it at least pretty and clearly cultivated with care for the appearance they presented. Some of these were positioned high up columns or door frames, trailing fronds of exotic mushrooms like hanging vines. Notably, they never obstructed the large, plain stretches of marble wall.
 

 
  That was the overall pattern. The detail in the paintings, carvings, engravings, and cultivated growths were rich and complex, but were always presented in the context of much larger swaths of negative space that both emphasized them and prevented them from overwhelming the eye. Color against blankness, perfectly balanced and stunning to behold. And always, everywhere, light. Pure light filling the rooms like the sun, colored light serving to accentuate and adorn. Nowhere was there darkness; rarely were there even shadows.
 

 
  And the most astonishing thing about it was that she was clearly far from civilization. To Kuriwa’s senses, the existence and proximity of living forms was plain even through intervening stone, and very few were in the vicinity. There were no concentrations which suggested settlements or agriculture, nor even mining or any massed activity of any kind. All of this was just
  
   roads.
  
  No, not even that; it was the countryside. And it was not only kept scrupulously clean and repaired, but decorated to a standard of artistry that had no rival in her experience. Humanity had never created anything this glorious. Wood and sun elves wouldn’t bother with so much artificial décor, but the dwarves surely might, yet clearly lacked the skill and resources. These empty chambers at the back end of nowhere rivaled the grandeur of the most prestigious halls of Qestraceel.
 

 
  What few encounters she had with living drow on her journey amply bore out the sinister promises hinted at in their artwork.
 

 
  Kuriwa made a point of staying off the floor whenever possible. The numerous decorative touches were very conducive to this; with the augmentation of her magic she was able to clamber and hop from one feature to the next with relative ease. It had been a painful lesson in hear early life not to trust everything to magic, and so despite her abundant spells to ensure that she left no trace, she tried to minimize contact with commonly-trod surfaces on which traces might be found. Sometimes she had to get down and walk, but maintaining the habit of staying high up helped her in avoiding the rare drow she encountered.
 

 
  The first was a large contingent clearly heading for Tar’naris. Kuriwa paused to let them pass, perched on the head of a towering statue of a nude woman pointing toward the Themynrite city. The soldiers were fully armored and accompanied by priestesses and warlocks, all of them garbed ornately. She had noticed that in watching them fight the Narisians earlier; the Scyllithenes put the Themynrites to shame in terms of fashion. Even the armor of the common soldiers was buffed, engraved and embossed more richly than any human noble she’d seen could afford. The priestesses wore truly exquisite gown and an astonishing wealth of jewelry.
 

 
  Kuriwa remained perfectly still and silent while the force nearly a thousand strong marched past in formation, concentrating on her concealments. One accompanying katzil demon wandered close to her, clearly sniffing the air, but her magic held out and it moved on at the behest of its handler. Only when the last echoes of their passing had vanished down the halls did she resume her own course.
 

 
  Drow on the march to war proved, during the several days of her journey, to be among the least vile. Kuriwa followed the guidance of her guardian spirits. She did not know toward what, but trusted that she was being led to her best chance of help. Clinging to that helped her cope with the things she saw.
 

 
  The most numerous were the maintenance crews. Obvious slaves being chivvied along by handlers, carefully cleaning every surface while supervising priestesses took notes on any slight damage which required repair. Kuriwa passed a total of five cleaning crews and two clearly restoring crumbled statuary and stonework. In all of them, it was common to see those in charge abusing the laborers with both whips and pain-inducing spells, sometimes with the clear purpose of goading them to work faster, but more commonly for no reason except to make the handlers laugh. Which they did.
 

 
  There were occasional fellow travelers, none of whom noticed her stealthy presence. She noticed that no one walked alone, and discovered why upon finding a drow woman lurking atop a door lintel at the entry of a long, mushroom-lined corridor with a knife in hand. Kuriwa took the precaution of deliberately befuddling that one’s senses before passing. Travelers were rare, but they moved in groups of no less than two, often three to five.
 

 
  Even traveling companions were not a guarantee of safety so much as an indication of where, specifically, the danger was, as she discovered. Every single time she saw people passing over a bridge, someone got pushed off, to uproarious laughter. Usually this just meant a short fall into a shallow canal. Once it was an endless plummet over a waterfall into unfathomable distance below. That one, to judge by the reactions of the survivors, was the funniest of all.
 

 
  At one point she found two people having sex in a kind of mushroom garden at the intersection of five hallways, clearly unconcerned with being encountered. Either there was no taboo about this in Scyllithene culture or… Well, the possibilities were many and Kuriwa was not especially curious. Woodkin culture emphasized privacy; she was well-practiced at not hearing things which were none of her business, and had this been a woodkin couple she could have completely ignored them, even when the woman loudly reached repletion right as Kuriwa was hopping from wall sconce to wall sconce right above them.
 

 
  She had to look down at the abrupt change in the noises they were making, though, to her own chagrin. The woman below had finished off her climax by gouging out her partner’s eyes with both thumbs, and then turned to making a game of trying to stay atop him despite his thrashing without the use of her hands. Or maybe she just couldn’t use her hands, being too busy licking the gore from them.
 

 
  Kuriwa put on a burst of speed to the point of risking silence. Behind her, the woman’s laughter followed for far too long a time, accompanied by the man’s screams.
 

 
  That was one of the ugliest things she encountered on her journey, but not the worst. That honor went to an event which occurred on the outskirts of the first actual settlement she passed, a village built into the walls of a deep chasm where bridges and ledges formed the only solid ground above a seemingly infinite drop. Though she did not go close to the centers of activity, her path took her across the wide plaza abutting the canyon, where the ledge leading to the village met several corridors into other chambers.
 

 
  There, the common pastoral scene of a woman keeping watch over several playing children was given a characteristically vile Scyllithene twist. The game those kids were playing consisted of beating one of their number with stone clubs. The unfortunate was already bloody and limping, clearly trying to escape but already too injured. Her cries only goaded the others on.
 

 
  That point, more than any, would have broken Kuriwa’s resolve to stay out of Scyllithene business had she any inkling what was about to occur, or been fast enough to intervene. But she was too distant, barely within eyeshot down a corridor, and taken fully by surprise when the girl was abruptly pushed over the precipice into the abyss by her playmates.
 

 
  She couldn’t have been more than ten.
 

 
  Worse than the cheering and laughter of the children was the woman watching over them, who applauded, smiling in approval.
 

 
  Kuriwa fled down the nearest tunnel with no regard to where her guides were leading her and little for silence. The first place she found big enough to crouch on beyond the sounds of the village, she did so, clutching herself and desperately forcing her own emotions back into balance. She had not managed to act in time to save a young life back there; betraying herself now by weeping over it would be truly pointless.
 

 
  Even that was not the worst of it, of course. Had that been the first thing she encountered, the shock would have devastated her, but after three days of watching passing drow revel in senseless cruelty, that final act of horror drove the balance right out of her. It was some time before she recovered enough of her equanimity to move on.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  To her gratitude, the spirits led her farther and farther from society. The longer she journeyed, the more infrequent her encounters with drow became. This was beneficial in practical terms, obviously; the fewer drow she met, the fewer opportunities there were for her to be discovered. It was a boon to her peace of mind, as well. Everything she saw and heard sickened her in some way.
 

 
  These people were absolutely psychotic, every one of them. The reality of a whole society in Scyllith’s grip was inconceivable, incomprehensible. Even Hell under Elilial’s rule was surely not so repulsively cruel.
 

 
  Beauty, light, and cruelty. This was a nation—in fact, an empire—made in the image of someone who did not deserve to exist. And it spanned the entire world below the surface. Kuriwa was not a believer in denial but only by refusing to contemplate the implications could she focus enough to keep pressing forward. It was a blessing that her path took her through the outskirts of this society. The sight of whatever happened in their cities might drive her to madness.
 

 
  Eventually, she found herself clearly journeying beyond the bounds of civilization. First came dust, and then disrepair; by the end of the third day she had passed through faded murals and crumbling stonework into actual caved with only occasional signs of habitation, most of them long-ruined. She forced herself not to relax, but the indication that she was not surrounded by Scyllithenes in all directions brought her at least a little confidence. Kuriwa had come to consider it worse than being surrounded by demons. Those were unreasoningly violent; these were calculatedly sadistic.
 

 
  At long last, she found the goal to which her guides were leading, discerning the use of divine and infernal magic woven in a strange pattern far ahead of her. Once her senses focused on it, the guiding spirits flickered out, their task done.
 

 
  Kuriwa proceeded forward cautiously, under her own guidance now.
 

 
  Carving and painting began to return—still aesthetic, as it seemed Scyllithenes could not bear for anything not to be decorative, but now also functional. They were images of warning, this time accompanied by the first written text she had encountered. The Scyllithene dialect of elvish was comprehensible, but even more garbled than the Themynrite version. Whatever lay down this tunnel was dangerous, and forbidden.
 

 
  Which could be excellent, or too bad to contemplate. It stood to reason that something this society of malicious lunatics hated might represent all that was decent in the world. Or it could just be something so much worse than they that they had given up trying to contend with it.
 

 
  Notably, despite all the warning signs, no attempt had been made to obstruct the tunnel. Of all the things she had seen, the Scyllithenes’ aversion to blocking off corridors was far from the most disturbing, but it had to be one of the more puzzling. The rest of it made a certain kind of vicious sense, taking into account that their culture was formed by Scyllith. But
  
   why
  
  were they so opposed to the closing of a path, and so unwilling to make a new one except at great need?
 

 
  Regardless, she pressed forward with care. The magic grew nearer, and soon, there came the sound of a woman chanting in some echoing chamber up ahead. That was all for long minutes, both looming ever closer in Kuriwa’s senses while little changed in her surrounded.
 

 
  Until, finally, she reached the end, and found a doorway. Not a door; it was open. But this portal had not been built by the drow. Set in the wall of a seemingly natural cavern, it was an open frame of pale metal that might have passed for steel to less acute eyes than hers, flanked by two glass columns which emitted a violet glow. She had seen the like of this before, deep below a grove to the north of Avir Idyllin.
 

 
  Kuriwa paused on the threshold to take stock. The magic was coming from within, as was the chanting. Beyond the door was a ledge, and beyond that a wide-open circular chamber. It was walled by mithril and old, now-dark information panels, with atop those a crazed patchwork of spidersilk hangings, steel chains, weapons, baskets and jugs, and signs of habitation in general. Rather than the steady glow of ancient Elder God lights or the alchemical illumination of the Scyllithenes, it was lit by the orange flicker of fire.
 

 
  Finally, with nothing else to do, she stepped through the door, invisible and silent. The tingle of alien magics passed over her skin as she crept to the edge of the platform and peered down.
 

 
  Amid the ancient metal and glass had been constructed a stone altar, upon which was laid the body of a drow man, his skin carved with unintelligible sigils which now burned a faint orange like the fires which muttered in two braziers to either side. He had not been dead long enough for the blood to dry.
 

 
  Before the altar of sacrifice was a drow woman with her arms upraised, chanting rhythmically in no language Kuriwa knew. She was dressed in scraps, the stitched-together rags of spidersilk a marked contrast to the exquisitely-garbed drow Kuriwa had passed on the way here. Also unlike them, she wore no jewelry, but had crude symbols drawn along her arms in a faintly glowing ink probably derived from luminescent mushrooms.
 

 
  Whatever magic this was, it called for the sacrifice of a person; this woman was clearly no less dangerous than any Kuriwa had seen thus far. But to judge by her attire and the comparative rat’s nest in which she practiced, she rejected Scyllith’s ideal of beauty. This…could be promising.
 

 
  Suddenly the chanting stopped.
 

 
  “I know you are here,” the drow woman said, lowering her arms. “Be not alarmed, I have called for you. My magic, it compels truth. I will not lie to you, and you will not lie to me.”
 

 
  She turned, raised her chin, and looked right at Kuriwa, locking eyes. Belatedly, the shaman realized that she was not invisible. In the future, she would adjust her stealth spells so that they alerted her somehow when they were negated rather than relying exclusively on her own situational awareness.
 

 
  “Strange,” the drow commented, studying her. “You are not the thing I expected. But I have called, and you are here. It must be a great need which brings you into the depths, golden-hair. Come down and we will talk without lies, about what we can do for each other, and who shall pay for it.”
 

 
  Kuriwa stared at her in silence for a moment. Then she turned to her right and began to descend the stairs.
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  Bonus #58: Accursed, part 4 | The Gods are Bastards
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  “I am not unusual among the shadow priestesses for despising our goddess, but only for leaving their sisterhood,” Szaiviss explained later, when they were sitting cross-legged on the floor of the ancient Elder chamber with a few certainties having been established. The drow had not interfered while Kuriwa exercised her own magic to make sure that the web of spells around them did what she claimed. And it did; her guides confirmed that it was a beacon, aiming to draw in powerful aid against the Elder Goddess, and guaranteeing that no one within it would be able to lie. Szaiviss, as the priestess introduced herself, claimed that part was a common ritual working, and it said a lot about the drow that they would commonly need such a spell. At least Szaiviss had sat quietly while Kuriwa worked, demonstrating her willingness to extend the same consideration for which she asked. It was as promising a start as Kuriwa could have hoped, considering.
 

 
  She had told her story—minimally, but without prevarication. In fact, she had tried to add a few little obfuscations just to test the Scyllithene spellwork, but it was quite impossible.
 

 
  “Why would it be unusual for priestesses to leave, if it is common for them to loathe Scyllith?”
 

 
  “You know nothing, golden-hair,” Szaiviss said dismissively. Kuriwa repressed all the obvious responses to that, simply staring at her and studiously ignoring the rune-carved dead man laid out on the slab right beside them. It was a sharp reminder that under any other circumstances she would have refused to have anything to do with such a creature, and perhaps attacked her outright on general principles. Here and now, though, she had not the luxury of choosing her allies.
 

 
  After a pause, the priestess finally deigned to explain.
 

 
  “There are some who are fully devoted to Scyllith’s way, who are passionate in their cruelty. Mad, they are. That is not a way for people to be. From birth, we are taught it, but not for everyone does it take. The devotees, the happily cruel, they do not become priestesses. The Lady of Light, she has no need for loyalty. She wants her will done by those who hate it, hate her.”
 

 
  Kuriwa could only inhale slowly, trying to make sense of that.
 

 
  “You wonder, why does it all work?” Szaiviss quirked an eyebrow in dark amusement.
 

 
  “I wonder exactly that. How can you possibly run a society on terms like that?”
 

 
  “You cannot.” The drow shook her head.
  
   “You
  
  cannot. It needs a goddess to make something like this run. Without Scyllith, it would all collapse. Immediately.”
 

 
  Kuriwa narrowed her eyes. Szaiviss stared back, unblinking.
 

 
  “And so…you want to get rid of Scyllith.”
 

 
  The priestess just stared at her.
 

 
  “How?” she prompted at last, not bothering to hide the skepticism in her voice.
 

 
  “I am not close,” Szaiviss said at last, reluctantly. “I will probably not succeed. An impossible task, it is, to destroy a god. Wildly unrealistic, to disrupt her enough to break her hold on my people. Dangerous and pointless to lurk and meddle and harass, which is all I have done. But I aspire to the impossible.” She shrugged. “It is that, or work to sustain the insanity.”
 

 
  “I see,” Kuriwa murmured. Faced with a choice like that… She would likely have done the same, in truth. “I am not sure what I can offer you, Szaiviss. I am in a desperate corner myself, and taking a stand against Scyllith is totally beyond my means. Anyone’s, I suspect. If that is the price you demand for helping me, I will have to look elsewhere.” She did not move, not truly thinking that could be the end of it. Her spirit guides often enough led her into trials, but never to a dead end.
 

 
  “No one is taking a stand against Scyllith,” Szaiviss retorted. “No one, it is madness to even think. We will try
  
   very hard
  
  to not get her attention, yes? Or anyone’s.”
 

 
  “Seems wisest,” Kuriwa said noncommittally.
 

 
  “You have seen things like…this, yes?” Szaiviss leaned to one side, reaching out to rap her knuckles against a wall where pristine mithril peeked out between tattered spidersilk hangings.
 

 
  About this, of all things, every instinct Kuriwa possessed demanded that she be cagey, but the spell continued to scintillate around them. Refusing to answer was as good as an answer, so she kept it terse. “I have.”
 

 
  “Where?”
 

 
  She actually tried to lie, but the words wouldn’t leave her throat. The best she could do was answer with a different truth. “That is a closely guarded secret, and not mine to betray.”
 

 
  Szaiviss grunted. “Yes. Here, too. Fine, it is not as if I am about to go to your surface and dig in your secrets, I wish now only to know what I must explain. You know what were the Infinite Order, yes? Scyllith’s generation of gods?”
 

 
  “To the extent that anyone
  
   knows,
  
  I believe I am up to date,” said Kuriwa, nodding. “Their leavings are best avoided, even the relatively benign ones. Are you actually
  
   living
  
  in here?”
 

 
  “Hah! Even I am not that crazy, not quite. Not yet.” The brief mirth leaked from her face. “What you are wanting to do? I mean the hard parts, the time travel, the genetics, the dimensional shifting. For
  
   that
  
  you will find answers in the old Order’s vaults—some of them. Any adolescent here can cast a curse, but you want knowledge that exceeds Elilial’s. That means Infinite Order.”
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Kuriwa muttered.
 

 
  “I do not know what that means,” Szaiviss said dryly, “but I can tell what it means, and it is right. They are
  
   bad
  
  news. The old facilities that do not just kill whoever looks at them too hard, they are further protected by many guardians and traps. But!” She leaned forward, grinning and raising one finger. Her teeth were yellowed, something Kuriwa had never seen on an elf. “Those defenses, they were made by shadow priestesses, weaving the corrupting fire and the divine light. Your magic, the green magic of Naiya,
  
   that
  
  is not known here. It is the best, the most powerful against what Scyllith’s people have. My knowledge and your power can get us into a place I know, which has answers we both need.”
 

 
  A lead, and a solid one. From what she knew of the Infinite Order, it was exactly as Szaiviss said: their understanding of magic and science both outstripped even that of the current gods, but any repository of their data would be a fiend’s nest of terrors. The Elder Gods had used traps and curses practically as décor, both to secure their domains and because, she suspected, the suffering of others amused them. Naturally any such sites would be revered by these deranged dark elves.
 

 
  And there was another point which made her wary.
 

 
  “So you’re telling me,” she said carefully, “that the exact thing I need just so happens to be the same exact thing you need? How…improbably fortuitous.”
 

 
  Szaiviss grimaced, and Kuriwa wondered if she were struggling against her own truth spell. “The old vault I have in mind, it is not any part of my plans. I did not plan at it because I cannot get past its protections, and because I do not know exactly what is there. But
  
   you
  
  can get us in, I think. And once we go to it, I will find something useful. It is a cache of tools and knowledge from the Order, yes? There is bound to be
  
   something.
  
  And you, I think, are not to be my personal guardian, adventuring through the tunnels after all my desires, yes? So we compromise at a thing we can both use.”
 

 
  “If you don’t know what’s in this vault, how can you be so sure?”
 

 
  “Sure? No. A reasonable guess.” She shifted in place, resting her hands on her knees in a meditative posture belied by the intent set of her eyes. “Not very far away on this continental shelf, on the surface there is what was the great stronghold of Druroth of the Infinite Order, once. It was mostly destroyed by Taluvon before the new gods rose up, half the whole mountain sunk into the ground. Druroth went elsewhere, keeping only some servants and passive systems to watch his old fortress, yes? So it fell into confusion and decay,
  
   long
  
  before Druroth himself died. And so
  
   beneath
  
  it, among its deepest roots, Araneid made herself a little nest.”
 

 
  Kuriwa narrowed her eyes. “Araneid.”
 

 
  “The spider goddess.” A touch of reverence crept into Szaiviss’s tone. “Creator of all drow, and once the ruler of us all. Until the uprising of the new gods. Themynra came, and then Scyllith, and yet Araneid, she is not forgotten, not
  
   gone,
  
  even dead. Rumors persist that there is still her arachne, hidden among us somewhere. Scyllith has what was left of the spider goddess, a cosmic egg containing her essence. It is a
  
   major
  
  source of the Lady of Light’s power, a reason that she is still running a society while Naiya, well… She is not talked to much anymore, yes? Not so able to keep her thoughts in order?”
 

 
  “Is this…egg…in this place you are talking about?”
 

 
  “No!” Szaiviss waved both hands urgently. “No, no, that is in Scyllithar itself. We are not going
  
   there!
  
  But my point is, this is a chamber of
  
   two
  
  Elder Gods who were not Scyllith. Araneid’s secret rooms, built amid the wreckage of Druroth’s stronghold. It is sealed off and protected, not touched in countless generations.
  
   There
  
  we will find secrets, things Scyllith does not want known. Things you can use, and I can use.”
 

 
  “A slender thread,” Kuriwa said, leaning back.
 

 
  Szaiviss curled her lip in a slight sneer. “And you came down to this sunken hell for what? Certainty?”
 

 
  “You have a point,” she admitted.
 

 
  “My beacon, your spirits,” the priestess pressed. “I called for the help which can make a difference for me. You asked to be led to where you can get what you need. We are brought together, and
  
   this
  
  is my one idea. Yes, it is slender. It is what we have. Will you go back to your cursed family empty-handed instead, golden-hair?”
 

 
  It was not
  
   that
  
  simple, of course; Kuriwa could always look in a different direction for resources down here. But when it came to it, she had no better ideas than this. It was no more farfetched or less dangerous than anything she had feared, and not as bad as she had begun to expect after three days of watching the Scyllithene drow and their sadistic lunacy.
 

 
  And she did not have time to dither. Every hour, the curse progressed.
 

 
  “Your skill, then,” she said, “and my power. Very well, Szaiviss. Let us…try.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The unspoken agreement that made their enforced partnership possible hinged on staying out of one another’s way. Kuriwa already detested everything the drow priestess was and stood for, and while she could hardly imagine the particulars it seemed a safe bet that the feeling would be mutual. And so they made no conversation save that which circumstances demanded, kept a wary eye upon one another, and proceeded in silence. Oddly, the tension imposed by their situation made for one of the least awkward silences Kuriwa had had to endure. Once it was established that there would be no socialization, social concerns ceased to apply.
 

 
  The Scyllithene dialect, while recognizably the same language as the elvish with which Kuriwa had been raised, was even more garbled than that spoken in Tar’naris. Narisian elvish featured multiple levels of formality and several other features owing to their caste system, but apart from that was little different from surface elvish. Szaiviss’s tongue had some weird grammatical features which Kuriwa recognized as coming from the influence of demonic, a notoriously erratic constructed language which was fiendishly difficult to learn, by design. It rarely become enough of an issue to cause communication problems, especially given as little as the two of them tried to communicate; Szaiviss just constructed her sentences backwards, sometimes. Spoken, it made little ultimate difference, though Kuriwa did discover as they passed the odd sign on their journey that the Scyllithene wrote using demonic runes half the time.
 

 
  They continued along a series of tunnels that avoided contact with other elves, which suited her perfectly. For the most part these were natural crevices, interspersed with ruins clearly crumbling from long abandonment. In an odd way, the ruinous underground wilderness was a lot more comforting than the ornate aesthetic of the well-maintained corridors Kuriwa had followed at first.
 

 
  For all that, their progress was slow as Szaiviss warned her that anyone else lurking in these forgotten byways would be exiles from Scyllithene society like herself. Some of those might be potentially useful allies, who disdained the cruelty of Scyllith’s commands, but just as likely a stranger encountered here could be a lunatic or criminal, and the kind of people too unstable to function even among the Scyllithene were as dangerous to encounter as rabid animals. Kuriwa suspected her new companion had an agenda in keeping her (and her fae magic) away from other potential competitors, but she was altogether content minimizing her contact with the lunatic drow of the deep dark.
 

 
  After less than half a day’s travel—it could be difficult to keep track with no sun but Kuriwa had a decently developed sense of time—they reached their first destination, which was another piece of Elder God ruins.
 

 
  “Good, no one is here,” Szaiviss grunted, brushing past the warning signs and totems affixed all over the half-collapsed entry. Again, the Scyllithenes had not attempted to render the place inaccessible, merely posted warnings. “Oh. Anymore.”
 

 
  Kuriwa peeked past her and grimaced. This room was built along the same plan as the tower-like space in which Szaiviss had crafted a ritual chamber: circular, hollow, and surrounded by now-inert panels of ancient technology. It had three entrances, though, rather than the one, and all of them were spaced evenly around the floor level. In the center was a raised, circular dais with a slightly convex crystalline floor, and lying against the base were the lower halves of two different corpses.
 

 
  There was no smell, even. Was the lack of decay due to drow magic, or Infinite Order science? Or a simple lack of microorganisms down here? She was fairly unfamiliar with the normal ecology of caves, let alone what must have developed under Scyllith’s unnatural aegis.
 

 
  “What is this?” Kuriwa asked while Szaiviss, ignoring the dead, paced around the edges of the chamber and began trying to tug loose one of the dead screens.
 

 
  “Transportation platform,” the priestess grunted. The screen finally came free and lifted upward on silent hinges, and she reached into the array of inscrutable wires and parts beneath it. “A long way, we have to go, and long ways become short ways in the Underworld. Always, everywhere, things stalk the paths. The more you travel, the quicker doom meets you.”
 

 
  Kuriwa scowled, flicking her eyes back to the bodies. “It doesn’t look like it’s working properly. You really expect me to get into that?”
 

 
  “Works properly if used properly, like anything.” Something snapped audibly under Szaiviss’s fingers and she stepped back, lowering the panel back into place. It had already come alight. “The old gods, the things they built do not break with time. These devices are dangerous to use because there is security upon them—curses and traps for the unwary. Jealous, they were, not keen to share their tools with their servants. This one, I have known a long time. Changed the locks, I have. Dangerous for
  
   others
  
  to use, but I can make it work for me.”
 

 
  “And…the one at the other end?” Kuriwa said skeptically. “I presume this comes out at a similar platform. Can you make
  
   that
  
  one work?”
 

 
  “We go to one that will be safe to land on. But to leave…” Szaiviss turned back to her, a sly grin flickering across her features. “Less safe. Hopefully we find what we want where we are going. From there, I have many ways to get around, and there are paths up through the ancient fortress to the surface for you to escape. Not by this way will we come back, golden-hair. Now step quickly, it is set for two and will not stay long.”
 

 
  Kuriwa indulged in a small sigh, but did as instructed, keenly aware of the risk she was taking. Of the use of Infinite Order technology she knew nothing; Qestraceel law forbade meddling with it and the Avatar she had met beneath the grove was self-contained and left none of his attendant machinery open to tampering. If Szaiviss intended to lead her into some kind of trap, this was a golden opportunity.
 

 
  But the spirits had led her here, and one thing she knew Szaiviss did
  
   not
  
  have the capability to do was deceive
  
   them.
  
  Like all wood elves, she disliked teleportation on philosophical grounds, but having grown up in a city where it was as mundane a way to get around as it had apparently been to the Elder Gods, her personal objections where less stringent. If being teleported did indeed destroy the person and create a clone, for her that ship had sailed many times before she reached adulthood.
 

 
  The platform began to glow beneath their feet, and then a flash split the room and their surroundings changed. Not entirely; they were in a chamber built to exactly the specifications of the previous one, which had suffered different particulars of decay over the long years. There were no dead bodies present now, but spidersilk banners hung upon the walls, ragged and thin with age, and scrawled with demonic runes of warning. A rockfall had buried one of the three exits from the room and a second was closed off by a solid mithril door which, to judge by the lack of any active panels near it, wasn’t going to open any time soon.
 

 
  Most importantly, she was fine. Unharmed, unchanged, with her magic and connections to the spirits fully intact. If Szaiviss intended to ensnare her in some trap, she was playing a longer game.
 

 
  “Where are we now?” Kuriwa asked, stepping quickly off the platform.
 

 
  “Closer,” her companion said tersely, following her down. “Below what was the inland sea at the center of this continent. The great prairies, now. Close but not within the spatial distortion that is the Darklands on the infernal plane. How it is on the surface, I do not know, but it is suicide to go in there underground. So we will not. Our goal is right at the edge, should take us less than another day to get there.”
 

 
  “I see.” Kuriwa let the shadow priestess slip past her and followed her out. This time, rather than opening right onto a natural cave, they followed a narrow mithril-lined corridor of Infinite Order make, its built-in lights long since inert. “Interesting. You measure time in days? I wouldn’t have thought your people even knew what they were.”
 

 
  “We all of us live in a tiny ball of rock spinning through infinite space,” Szaiviss retorted, giving her a contemptuous look. “Because we live below a ceiling of stone does not make us stupid, or blind. All our peoples are made from the same ancient stock; we spend about the same times awake and asleep. Quiet now, we are closer to traveled paths here.”
 

 
  Kuriwa, as she was constantly advising the young elves of her grove, extended her senses and shut her mouth.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  This new territory, again, consisted of well-kept halls and tunnels. There were a few adjacent caves through which to pass, but mostly they were forced to travel in public spaces in order to proceed, and when thus exposed Szaiviss scurried furtively, on the lookout for any fellow travelers. Kuriwa could have concealed them both from anyone’s senses, but for the time being kept that knowledge to herself, as they encountered no one, and indeed no sign that anyone had been here recently.
 

 
  It was a far cry from the ornate rooms and corridors leading to Tar’naris. Though carved in the same high-ceilinged style, pillars and all, these were unadorned white stone, and seemed less assiduously maintained; not only was there dust on the floors and patches of mushrooms in some of the corners, there were occasional cracks and chips in the stonework, left unrepaired. Of statuary, mosaics, or paintings, there was no hint. Startling as the artistry of the passages had first been to Kuriwa, they made sense, given that Scyllith was also the goddess of beauty. It seemed strange that her touch lay less heavily here.
 

 
  Szaiviss was jumpier now and irritable about being questioned, but as they proceeded for hours and found no hint of any other drow, she finally (mostly out of sheer exasperation) condescended to answer Kuriwa’s increasingly insistent questions.
 

 
  “These chambers lead to the halls of the dead,” she said grudgingly, creeping down a corridor and nodding to a doorway in passing. “All the halls that go off in that direction are to mausoleums. So there is less traffic here.”
 

 
  “I would have thought there’d be
  
   more,
  
  given how readily you people slaughter each other.”
 

 
  Szaiviss seemingly found no insult in that. “Few who die are preserved with honor. Most are left at the bottom of whatever chasm they fell into, or feed the lizards. It takes an important station in life, or a manner of death most noteworthy, to be worth the trouble of preserving a body.”
 

 
  “And why is it so plain? Most cultures treat the fallen with reverence, and decorate—”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  are not most cultures,” Szaiviss hissed, baring teeth at her. “It is plain here because beauty is a sign of the Lady of Light’s favor, and for the dead she has no use. Their suffering is over. Only the living can be tormented.”
 

 
  It gave Kuriwa a sinking feeling, contemplating how much sense that actually made. Presumably, the other demented details of this society would be equally sensible in context. Part of her feared burdening her mind with enough understanding of their insanity to discern the patterns. With any luck, it would not become relevant.
 

 
  Szaiviss finally selected a side corridor down which to travel, pausing to order Kuriwa to complete silence, and crept forward far more slowly. The shaman stayed behind her, quietly as ordered, and reaching out as far as her senses both mundane and magical could extend. Obviously Szaiviss’s caution was well-founded; there was magic up ahead, of a kind that made Kuriwa’s skin crawl.
 

 
  The hallway terminated helpfully in an arched doorway braced by thick columns which gave them ample space to hide, with ahead of it a balcony bordered by a chest-high stone wall and curving ramps sweeping away to both sides, to a floor ten feet below. Kuriwa wondered in passing if the drow designed features like this because it created opportunities to ambush each other. For now, it at least spared them from blundering into the monstrosity below.
 

 
  The chamber below the balcony was the size and shape of a small theater, with its opposite wall taken up by a mighty arched door over three stories tall; though broad enough for two wagons to pass through abreast it looked narrow simply due to its height. The thing was of iron, forming thick bars rather than being one solid piece. It looked impossibly heavy nonetheless, but before getting through that they would have to deal with its guardian.
 

 
  Kuriwa had seen necromantic constructs cobbled together by humans, things stitched from multiple corpses or pieces thereof. This was on an entirely different level. It had no seams or stitching, looking as if it had simply grown naturally the way it was, which was not possible. Lacking a single head, it had five faces lumped together at the top of its torso, clustered like insane growths from some great tumor. Their eye sockets were empty and flickering with blue flame, all five mouths open and all groaning, gasping, or in one case wailing in obvious, constant pain. Its arms were disconcertingly normal in appearance, but below the torso was a huge swollen thorax like a spider’s—except that the bulbous body was covered in enormous blisters and pustules, all lit faintly from within by the same blue lichfire and several pulsating slowly. Like a spider, it had eight legs, but rather than segments of chitin exoskeleton, they were simply drow bones. Miscellaneous bones, fused together into uneven segments so that they had spider-like proportions, at least. Apart from the bony legs, its skin was the plain black of the drow—unbroken skin, marked by no seams or stitches.
 

 
  The thing’s incessant noises of agony at least made cover for a whispered conversation.
 

 
  “And that is…”
 

 
  “The
  
   less
  
  than honored dead,” Szaiviss said dryly. “Some rites there are, which call for the use of interred corpses, or must be performed in crypts. Not forbidden are they, but meant to be difficult. To enter the crypts, one must get past the guardians. But
  
   not
  
  destroy the guardians! That brings more priestesses.”
 

 
  “So not only the living can be tormented after all.”
 

 
  “The dead can only suffer if condemned
  
   before
  
  they are dead.” The shadow priestess grinned without warmth or humor. “Once the spirit passes, it is beyond even Scyllith’s power. The name of Vidius is as despised here as that of Elilial.”
 

 
  “And
  
   why
  
  are we going into the crypts?”
 

 
  “The crypts are made around the old structure where Araneid’s nest is hidden. Much time I spent there, when I served among the shadow priestesses; I know the way beyond. But I now am exiled, and the guardian will seek to kill me if I try to pass.”
 

 
  “So that’s what you need me for.”
 

 
  Szaiviss withdrew her head from around the corner, pressing her back to the wall so she was again fully hidden from the room beyond, and looked at her expectantly.
 

 
  The construct was made of a remarkable fusion of infernal and divine magic. It was amazing that the shadow priestesses could do such a thing at all, given how those two magics reacted when brought into contact. Were Kuriwa more of a scholar—or did she have time to analyze it in detail—she could probably have learned a great deal by studying how it had been done. For now, though, the task was to get by it as quickly as possible.
  
   Without
  
  destroying it, which was the hard part. Being half infernal, it was incredibly vulnerable to her own arts.
 

 
  This would have to be done indirectly.
 

 
  Silently, while Szaiviss stared impatiently from inches away, she considered possibilities. Vines and roots could entangle and immobilize it, or she could cause aggressive lichen to clog the joints in its segmented legs. But she did not know how physically strong it was; undead always had greater brute strength than the living, as they had fewer physical limitations on the stresses to which they could subject their limbs.
 

 
  Of course, its innards would be vulnerable to the same kind of attack… But no, that ran the risk of damaging it catastrophically, which apparently they must not do. The same problems faced any prospect of simple elemental attacks with wind, fire, ice, or the like; there was an all-important middle ground between what would be ineffectual and what might destroy it outright. Worse, that was likely to be a very narrow gray area, and she had little chance of hitting it precisely given how little she knew of the thing.
 

 
  Could it be simply distracted? Kuriwa had only a very basic ability to access the thoughts of others, and it would require considerable ritual preparation; telepathy was the province of divine magic, not fae. Empathy was another matter, however. Any shaman skilled enough to be let out on her own would be able to sense the shape of unguarded emotions.
 

 
  From this thing, she sensed nothing but pain. Kuriwa cringed, immediately closing off her mind an instant after opening it to the monster. She had expected anger beneath its agony, but no, there was only anguish. Sorrow, loneliness, the aching hollowness of a multitude of souls chained to constant suffering, longing for the most basic mortal comforts which were forever beyond their reach.
 

 
  Scyllith’s evil was truly beyond description.
 

 
  “You making faces is not pacifying the guardian,” Szaiviss whispered fiercely. “I can make faces! For dithering there is no time.”
 

 
  
   Pacifying
  
  it…
 

 
  Struck by inspiration, Kuriwa retreated down the hall till she had space to occupy its center without being in view of the creature. There, she sat down and began removing ritual components from her pouches.
 

 
  “Do not make a mess!” Szaiviss hissed.
 

 
  “I’ll clean it,” Kuriwa said curtly. “Hush, let me focus.”
 

 
  It did not require a highly complicated ritual, anyway, just a few crystals and candles to dilenate a circle; she was a sufficiently advanced practitioner that she didn’t need chalk or dust to fully draw the lines, so long as the space was defined. Two feathers—one sylph, one phoenix—she placed before her on the floor, forming a cross. Their magic made a focus from which to project her own thoughts while also shielding them. A lesser shaman would have needed far greater preparations to attempt this, but not for nothing was she an Elder of her grove.
 

 
  She found the spirits in the construct easily; their agony was a horrible beacon to her senses. Kuriwa called upon the older, calmer spirits of nature, embodying the sluggish consciousness of the very earth itself. Deep underground, they were surrounded by rock, by the endless, sleepy patience of stone. Inanimate objects had no innate will or awareness, but a sufficiently powerful shaman could imbue the ground with familiar spirits, forming all around them a quiet animation.
 

 
  The earth was patient, quiet, calm. Its presence was an all-encompassing sense of
  
   rest.
  
 

 
  Having brought it thus to life, she brought it to the screaming spirits of the guardian.
 

 
  Kuriwa had expected it to be far more difficult; she had been called on to pacify agitated spirits before, and it was usually as slow and coaxing a process as performing any kind of therapy for a living person. This was not a natural case, however, and whoever had designed the guardian had not anticipated this particular measure. The spirits within it hungrily seized the infinite calm of the earth as soon as she introduced it. With Kuriwa’s guidance, they sank into the surrounding quietude, losing their own sense of identity in the eternal earth itself. She gave them exactly what they wanted most: rest.
 

 
  “What did you do?” Szaiviss demanded from up ahead, where she was peering into the chamber.
 

 
  Kuriwa opened her eyes. “I put it to sleep. I don’t know how long that will hold; it is eager for the rest, but such is not in its nature. We should not tarry.”
 

 
  “Look who tells who not to tarry,” Szaiviss muttered while Kuriwa gathered up her ritual accoutrements, but didn’t henpeck her any further.
 

 
  They crept with care into the antechamber, but the guardian, having slumped to its side upon the floor, did not stir even as they approached. Its breathing was still loud, strained, but there were no more screams or even groans.
 

 
  Kuriwa wished fervently that she could give it true, lasting peace. She wished she could do that for
  
   all
  
  the drow in this psychotic pit Scyllith had made of their world, but that was as futile as wishing for the moon. Trying to test her will against that of an Elder Goddess would be empty vainglory. It would be all she could do to accomplish her own mission here and get out.
 

 
  Despite its size, the iron gate opened smoothly, the balance of its hinges clearly flawless. The two of them slipped through, carefully shutting it behind, and then hastened silently forward into the halls of the dead.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The crypts were a maze, consisting of towering chambers lined by person-sized notches in which bodies were laid, many with a single huge, ornately-carved sarcophagus standing in the center. Most of these rose four or five stories at least, some as much as twice that and the shortest they passed being twenty feet tall. Doorways and galleries opened onto them from all heights; they might have to pass through a burial chamber at its bottom, or skirt an unrailed drop to the floor of one from high above. These shafts were connected by smooth tunnels which wound in serpentine patterns, not only from side to side but vertically.
 

 
  The layout was a tangled mess, but Szaiviss moved swiftly and purposefully, seeming to know exactly where she was going. Kuriwa could only trail along after her, keenly aware of how lost she was becoming, and how utterly dependent upon her guide.
 

 
  Ironically, it was in here that they finally encountered other drow, though fortunately only at a distance. At one point, their corridor opened onto one side of the uppermost level of an open chamber and then followed it three-quarters of the way around its edge before branching off, which gave them an unfortunately long time to observe the ritual unfolding in the chamber below. At least, Szaiviss told her once they were a safe distance down the tunnel that it was a ritual; it just looked like two women violently making love on top of a sarcophagus around which they had piled a bunch of corpses.
 

 
  Following the shadow priestess in front of her, Kuriwa found herself contemplating that spectacle, and the freshly-sacrificed male drow over whom Szaiviss had been chanting when they first met, and wondered what other twisted things this woman had done that she couldn’t even imagine. It was truly chilling, to consider that someone with such a different threshold for horror had found Scyllithene society so unbearable that she had risked her life to flee it. How could anyone live like this? How many drow were down here? Tens or hundreds of thousands? Millions? The scope of suffering was unimaginable.
 

 
  Eventually, they emerged from a tunnel onto yet another burial chamber, this time about ten feet up, and rather than heading off to the side again, Szaiviss hopped down to the floor below. Kuriwa followed, watching at a distance while the shadow priestess unceremoniously dragged a mummified corpse out of place so that its stiff legs protruded over the side of its bier, and then crawled bodily into the alcove alongside it. Moments later there came a grinding noise, and Szaiviss’s legs disappeared as she wiggled fully into whatever she had just opened up.
 

 
  “Come along, golden-hair, there is nothing else to see out there!”
 

 
  With a sigh and a silent apology to the long-dead drow whose rest she had to disturb, Kuriwa clambered in after her. A piece of the wall inside the funerary alcove had shifted to the side, forming a narrow hole into a larger chamber beyond. Once she was through, Szaiviss reached back out to tug the corpse into its proper place and then push the stone barrier into place again. It was obviously intended to be opened thus; that much rock was simply too big for an elf to shift unaided.
 

 
  They were now in a natural cavern, and there was light in the distance. Szaiviss carefully led the way toward the faint illumination, stepping over uneven rocks slickened by the underground stream along whose bed they now walked.
 

 
  “Have you ever been here before?” Kuriwa whispered.
 

 
  “I have looked in,” the drow replied. “Enough to see that a thing is beyond, to sense the magic that says who made it. I have found records that describe its place, lost and hidden fragments not known to the priestesses. But no…this is farther than I have gone. When I was a priestess, the others watched me constantly. That is their way. Only after being long absent from their ranks am I free enough to come here without leading them all after me, and I did not want to give my sisters access to this. Only with
  
   you
  
  along could I get past the guardians outside the crypts. I very much think it has been since Araneid’s time that any drow has stepped foot here.”
 

 
  “That’s encouraging,” Kuriwa murmured. She sensed no living things in the vicinity, but from up ahead came a faint, unpleasant tingle of strange magic at work. Magic, or something older.
 

 
  The light came from a single glowing Infinite Order data panel, affixed right to an apparently natural cave wall. To elven eyes, its faint glow was enough to discern more such touches upon the cavern in which it stood. It was clearly an already-existing geological feature, a cavern of uneven proportions which spread around them in a series of winding branches and stretched upward into a narrow shaft which ascended into infinite darkness above. More machinery was everywhere, worked right into the very walls and floor, pieces of metal, crystal and glass at whose purpose Kuriwa could not even guess. Only the lone, glowing panel which faced the entrance was still active; of all the artificial structures around, the only thing she recognized was the simple metal staircase and ladders which climbed the cave shaft toward where Szaiviss had said Druroth’s long-destroyed fortress lay, high above.
 

 
  Both of them came to a stop in front of the panel, then looked at each other. It glowed in the darkness, but there was nothing depicted upon it except a single line of text in an unfamiliar language.
 

 
  “These things, they work by touching,” said Szaiviss. “But there should be symbols to touch, things that show what it does. I see nothing like that and I fear to poke it at random.”
 

 
  “Yes, let us please not poke anything at random,” Kuriwa agreed.
 

 
  They jerked back from the panel in unison when a canned, unnatural voice suddenly spoke from it.
 

 
  
   “Dialect identified: I.O. Codespeak,
  
  homo sapiens sindarin
  
   variant two. Please state your directive, users.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Directive?” Kuriwa repeated, frowning. “I hardly know how to proceed.”
 

 
  “We should see what this thing knows,” Szaiviss suggested.
 

 
  “Yes… Obviously what we want is locked away in some of this dusty old machinery. The trick is knowing where to look and what to turn on.”
 

 
  
   “Acknowledged,”
  
  the raspy voice of the machine grated.
  
   “Cycling main power core. Primary system boot queued.”
  
 

 
  “Wait!” Szaiviss shouted, too late.
 

 
  All round them rose the hum of technology coming to life, accompanied by the rising glow of tiny running lights, and then artificial lamps producing the clean white illumination favored by the Infinite Order.
 

 
  “I hope we’re buried too deep for anyone to notice this,” Kuriwa said, wincing.
 

 
  “Should be,” Szaiviss replied, peering around nervously. “I suppose the risk, it is necessary; we can get nothing from these machines while they are asleep. I did not mean to turn it all on at once, though. There is no telling what—”
 

 
  It hit them suddenly and with the weight of an avalanche, the force of a consciousness so many orders of magnitude mightier than their own that just to be in its presence felt to the mind like being stepped on by a dragon would to the body. Kuriwa and Szaiviss, both forgetting all the poise and dignity of their respective stations, staggered under the impact, crying out and tumbling to the ground.
 

 
  Before them appeared a graceful figure of light, slender and lovely more in the way of a doll than an elf, with eyes like miniature galaxies. Her smile was kind and welcoming, even as her very aura blasted them against the far wall of the cavern.
 

 
  “Why, how very lovely!” Scyllith cooed. “Visitors!”
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  “I’m just so
  
   proud
  
  of you, little Szaiviss!” the Elder Goddess gushed in a voice of pure sweetness. She made a languid gesture with one graceful arm, and the terrified shadow priestess drifted up from the ground, still too poleaxed by the overwhelming divine presence to struggle, or even protest. Scyllith smiled fondly, twirling one finger and causing Szaiviss to rotate slowly in midair. “And to think, I had all but written you off. Yet here you are! Digging up ancient secrets, consorting with surface elves… What a vicious betrayal you must have been working up to! I’m so
  
   proud,
  
  little one.”
 

 
  The light swelled, and with a flash of pure white, Szaiviss was gone.
 

 
  Kuriwa was fortunately too paralyzed by the pressure upon her mind to be humiliated by the little squeak that emerged from her throat.
 

 
  “Oh, are you worried for your new companion?” the goddess asked solicitously, turning her full attention upon Kuriwa. “Aren’t you a thoughtful friend! But you needn’t worry yourself, child. I am
  
   hardly
  
  going to waste such a delightful source of chaos just when she’s finally started to demonstrate a little backbone! Why, given a few more decades and a lucky break or two, young Szaiviss may just work herself up to doing some
  
   real
  
  damage to my priestesses. I certainly don’t want to miss
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  She couldn’t respond, could not do anything. The sensation was like being squished under a rockfall. Her thoughts were jagged, sideways things, struggling to function at all under the overwhelming pressure of Scyllith’s sheer personality.
 

 
  Desperately, in the ragged back of her mind, instinct and habit began to claw together a semblance of control. She was a shaman, a wielder of the fae arts; her mind was her own, and feelings served
  
   her.
  
  She did not serve them.
 

 
  And just like that, before she could make any real progress, the pressure lifted.
 

 
  “Oh! I
  
   am
  
  sorry.” Scyllith folded her delicate hands before her slender waist, her doll-like face suddenly poised in an expression of sympathetic concern. “Please excuse me, young lady. I am accustomed to keeping order around here largely by pure force of character, and it has been so long since I had the privilege of entertaining a guest. I do hope you were not too discomfited? For an elder shaman of your station, it must be a most unfamiliar experience, to be so aggressively humbled. Well, so long as you are not visiting daddy’s house, of course.”
 

 
  Her thin lips curled upward in a knowing smile.
 

 
  Slowly, Kuriwa straightened, correcting her posture and still gathering her thoughts. The jibe was not altogether a surprise, given what this creature was goddess
  
   of,
  
  and yet it seemed oddly petty. There was a stark incongruity in hearing the architect of all the horrors she had seen during her journey through drow territory making lazy jabs about daddy issues.
 

 
  “Do let me make it up to you,” Scyllith said earnestly, still smiling. “You have come on a most dire errand, I see! I shall be glad to help you solve your problem, Kuriwa.”
 

 
  She didn’t bother wondering about the source of the goddess’s knowledge. According to some theories, gods were constructs of pure data; it was a prevailing hypothesis among the high elves intelligentsia that magic itself was the same.
 

 
  “I do not want your help,” Kuriwa said evenly. The goddess was just standing there. Well, actually, floating; she seemed to prefer trailing her bare feet a few inches above the ground. The lack of overt aggression did not mean Kuriwa was any less cornered, or this situation one whit less hopeless.
 

 
  “My dear child, of course you don’t,” Scyllith said in a fondly chiding tone. “I see you were rather unsettled by the things you saw while trespassing on my lawn, poor thing. It’s only sense that you’d prefer to have me out of your affairs! Because oh, yes, I am quite capable of peeling your psyche like a banana in the course of one conversation and without using so much as a glimmer of magic. But…may I be honest with you, Kuriwa dear?” She winked playfully. “Been there, done that. Nothing you could suffer here and now would be particularly entertaining, compared to what is going on for miles in all directions. Besides, my young friend, you are overlooking a couple of important facts. You may not want my help, but you assuredly
  
   need
  
  it. It would take you years, decades, to dig any useful stratagem out of Araneid’s ramshackle old research lab, here—much more time than your poor beleaguered family has left. And somewhat more immediately, I am
  
   here.
  
  Wouldn’t you rather I be helping you than…shall we say…” Her smile broadened, and it was amazing how much sheer menace she could project solely by making her expression more warm and kind. “…any of the
  
   other
  
  things I might do to pass the time?”
 

 
  It was almost poetic that Kuriwa found herself literally backed against the wall, right beside the ancient data panel. She could neither fight nor flee a creature like this. Couldn’t even bargain; what could she possibly offer? Outwitting a nearly omniscient being was an absurd prospect. Her entire bloodline was counting on her, and now it seemed the only thing she could manage to do was face her surely horrific demise with as much dignity as she could muster.
 

 
  “Besides,” Scyllith said pleasantly after a pause, “it’s not as if I am offering to aid you out of the goodness of my heart. I
  
   might
  
  suggest such a thing, were I more hard up for laughs, but I would be most disappointed if you believed it.”
 

 
  “Why, then?” Kuriwa asked tersely. Playing along seemed like the least futile course of action available to her, albeit by a thin margin.
 

 
  “Well, there is the fact that you are looking to undo one of Elilial’s pet projects,” Scyllith mused, turning and beginning to drift away around the perimeter of the open space, alongside the blinking lights and panels both steel and mithril of ancient machinery. So she carried on floating in a wide pattern while speaking, very much like any of the mortals Kuriwa had met who liked to pace while they talked. “What she’s done—and oh, yes, I can easily see the structure of that curse—is quite beyond dear little Lil’s innate capacity. I would be up for ruining her day just on general principles, but this? She would have to have used Order equipment to achieve such a thing.
  
   My
  
  equipment, from one of
  
   my
  
  citadels, on
  
   my
  
  world.” A light laugh dispelled the tension that had begun to gather in her voice; Scyllith had a very pretty laugh. “Insult upon injury, isn’t it? Oh, yes, for that presumption I would be pleased to tweak her nose.”
 

 
  She turned to begin floating back the other way, catching Kuriwa’s eye and bestowing on her a coy smile before shifting her gaze to study the old equipment in passing. “Not that that alone would impel me to exert myself, of course. We had a saying, where I came from: if you’re good at something, never do it for free.”
 

 
  “I can’t imagine what I might have that you might want,” Kuriwa said warily.
 

 
  “Oh, not a thing, poppet,” Scyllith assured her. “But there
  
   is
  
  something you can help me get. A sacrifice you will make to attain that which you need.”
 

 
  “Sacrifice?” Amazingly, this was starting to look even worse.
 

 
  “I see what she’s done—it is actually rather ingenious.” The goddess turned again and drifted straight toward Kuriwa, starry eyes now fixed upon the elf, and Kuriwa had to force herself to stand straight and not press herself against the wall at her back. “It’s not a simple curse! Even you could dispel any such thing, given enough time and effort. No, she has actually tweaked the nature of reality itself. It’s tricky, but doable, given access to the right sort of facilities. Such as, for example, the installations in my personal dimension which were instrumental in establishing it and causing my specific field of magic to permeate the space. Making any major changes to the rules of magic would probably be out of her reach, and would set the Pantheon after her if she achieved it. But a subtle, specific, insignificant little tweak? That she can apparently achieve, and get away with.”
 

 
  “A subtle thing like cursing my bloodline.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa, dearest, weren’t you listening?
  
   You aren’t cursed.
  
  This is simply…the way things are, now. It is a
  
   rule
  
  of magic that you, and your genetic descendants, suffer these very exotic effects! It’s now your nature. Only a line of highly magical creatures like elves could be subjected to such tampering… Ah, yes!” Having stopped right in front of Kuriwa, Scyllith bent forward as if to examine her more closely. “Yes, I see what she did. The little minx
  
   definitely
  
  got into my equipment. This is a clumsy variant on the very methods I devised to help my pets adapt to my transcension field.”
 

 
  “You mean, the way
  
   demons
  
  evolved to make use of infernal magic, instead of being destroyed by it?”
 

 
  “You latter-day creatures do enjoy applying such quaint labels to concepts,” Scyllith said fondly. “But yes, sure; what’s important is that you understand what I meant. Sylphs fly, hethelaxi go berserk, and Kuriwa’s descendants gradually slip into the nether realm between dimensions. Those are just the rules…now. She tweaked the fundamental structure of magic; to counter it, we must tweak it back. This is something you could never achieve on your own, and something the Pantheon gods would refuse to aid you with, even the very few of them who might be capable. You need
  
   me,
  
  dearest. And there is an added benefit to this! I should hardly have to tell you that it is
  
   incredibly
  
  dangerous for Elilial to have figured out this technique. This is surely a small test run, for her. If it works, she has a fantastic new weapon, and on
  
   her
  
  of all subjects, I have to concur with your Pantheon: Elilial does not need fantastic new weapons. It is actually rather important that we re-work her little trick so that it raps her knuckles instead of emboldening her.”
 

 
  Kuriwa drew in a deep, slow breath. “I see the sense of what you say. But you were talking about a sacrifice, before the abrupt change of subject.”
 

 
  “Patience, darling, patience!” Scyllith finally drew back a bit, giggling. “I had to explain to you what is involved: you are asking me to re-write reality and the rules of magic to suit you.”
 

 
  “I haven’t asked you to do anything,” she said quickly.
 

 
  The goddess ignored that. “To do this, I will need my own skill, a great deal of the additional power I derive from having control of dear Araneid’s domain…” She casually ran caressing fingertips across the edge of the data panel beside Kuriwa. “And, most immediately, your active cooperation. As deeply rooted as you are in Naiya’s transcension field, your guidance will be necessary in arranging things as
  
   we
  
  want them to be arranged.”
 

 
  Kuriwa narrowed her eyes. “So… You’re offering me a measure of control over this.”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not an offer, my pet,” Scyllith said, blinking languidly. The effect made her dark, luminous eyes seem to flicker like meteors. “It’s just how things have to be. If I wanted to make your life miserable, as Elilial did, then yes, I could just
  
   do
  
  it. That would be unpredictable, however. I rather doubt Elilial chose the specific form your family’s suffering has taken; it isn’t likely that she even could. Readjusting the effect to achieve specific results all down your bloodline—which, you being an elf, is as much a mental and magical connection as a genetic one—can’t be done without your input. So unless we are in accord as to what we are doing, it won’t get done.”
 

 
  “And,” she said slowly, “you need me to agree to give up something in the process. You can’t just take it from me.”
 

 
  “Child, you cannot begin to imagine all the things I could take from you at a whim,” Scyllith promised her in a light, pleasant tone. “In this case, yes: I want something I’ll need you to willingly surrender. And in the end, the fact that you are giving it of your free will makes it all the sweeter. You will
  
   hate
  
  yourself for this, poppet. Really, that is the dusting of sugar on top that makes the whole cake worth baking.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Kuriwa snapped. “Spit it out! What do you want?”
 

 
  “I have a use,” the goddess drawled, “for a powerful high elf of a noble arcane bloodline and a practiced fae legacy. Oh, yes indeed, the wonderful things I could achieve with such a pet on a leash… We will have to work this craft upon all in your family, Kuriwa dear. I demand, in payment, that you give one of them up to me.”
 

 
  Almost unbidden, power roared through her, forming two handfuls of flame.
  
   “Never.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, don’t be cliché,” Scyllith said in a bored tone, and just like that, Kuriwa’s magic was snuffed out. She had never experienced such a swift and absolute severing of a spell actively called forth; even the constant presence in the back of her mind of her spirit guides was silenced. The goddess turned again and began drifting off around the room. “If there is one thing I cannot abide, it is tedium. I demand a terrible cost, you make a big show of outrage, the audience yawns. Honestly, child—”
 

 
  “I’ve had enough of this,” Kuriwa spat. “Do what you want. I will
  
   not
  
  give you this satisfaction.”
 

 
  “Oh, you silly little elf,” Scyllith said, giving her a pitying look. “I’ve already won, here. There’s no outcome at this point that
  
   doesn’t
  
  give me satisfaction. If you refuse my deal, well and good! Your entire family will die, slowly and in unimaginable terror, and you will get to live whatever time you have left in the knowledge that
  
   you
  
  condemned them to it when you had the option to spare them. Elilial will continue to use her shiny new toy, and I think we both know it’s a safe bet she will inflict it on your surface-dwelling allies for a
  
   long
  
  time before it ever occurs to her to start harassing me, down here in my hidey-hole. It’s very likely the Pantheon will strike back to take it from her before she ever dreams of trying to so much as inconvenience me. And who knows! I may end up being the one who unmakes her plans, anyway. It’s likely beyond the reach of even your gods, and they
  
   have
  
  appealed to me for help before. Imagine what a price I could demand for my services from
  
   them.
  
  Oh, yes, the Pantheon can reap for me a far greater harvest of suffering than you could even imagine. By all means, toddle off back to the surface, explain to all your children why you condemned them to agony and death. I won’t stop you! The passages straight upward lead into what you children now call the Crawl; it’s not exactly an easy clamber, but you’re a big girl.” Drifting to a stop several yards away, she turned back to Kuriwa, spreading her arms and smiling beatifically. “Go on, then. Defy and deprive me. You only postpone me getting what I want, and ensure I get all the more of it in the end. But
  
   you
  
  won’t be around to watch it happen, nor will be anyone sharing a drop of your blood. So if that’s enough of a victory to satisfy you, child, I guess you know what you should do!”
 

 
  Rarely had she felt so out of control, even of herself. A shaman was nothing if not master of her own emotions, but the sheer helplessness of Kuriwa’s position coupled with the sick horror of what this ancient monstrosity demanded was enough to set her trembling in impotent fury. She managed to refrain from calling up magic again, as that would surely just provoke the creature before her, against which all her own power was as nothing. Her fists had clenched of their own accord, though, hard enough to make her arms quiver.
 

 
  “If you’re having trouble coming to a decision,” Scyllith said in a kindly tone, “I find it often helpful to consider the perspectives of others. Consider those who will be affected, and ask yourself: wouldn’t any of them willingly sacrifice themselves for the safety of the entire family? Of course, not to tell you your own business,” she added with another mischievous wink, “but personally? I’d nominate any who
  
   wouldn’t
  
  take that dive to be put on the chopping block.”
 

 
  If nothing else, there was a valid idea in that, a compromise Kuriwa might be able to live with.
 

 
  “If I offer myself—”
 

 
  “No deal,” Scyllith interrupted, and wagged a chiding finger at her, grinning. “Come, now. Surely you didn’t think I would make it that easy? You are not on the bargaining table, child, only your blood.”
 

 
  
   “Monster.”
  
  The accusation spilled from her lips unbidden, like the fury that had seized her body.
 

 
  “You say that as if you think it’ll hurt my feelings,” Scyllith replied patronizingly. “People are of two kinds: Victims, and victors. Words like ‘monster’ and ‘evil’ are used by the first group because childish insults are easier than the hard work of elevating themselves into the second.”
 

 
  Kuriwa closed her eyes, thoughts swirling. Breathing slowly, she reached inward for calm. She needed to be able to
  
   think.
  
  Needed her emotions to settle enough that she was once again in control of herself. There had to be some way she could steer this—
 

 
  “No, there isn’t,” Scyllith informed her. “You are an open book, little girl. Really, if you grow tired of using your tongue, you can just think at me. I understand it just as well.”
 

 
  That explained a few things.
 

 
  “If you are going to demand—”
 

 
  “That won’t work, either,” Scyllith said with clear amusement. “I demand nothing; I offer options. You have a choice to make, Kuriwa, and you don’t get to slither out of responsibility for the consequences of either option.”
 

 
  “You call
  
   me
  
  responsible for your cruelty?”
 

 
  “Merely for being in a position where you have to endure it, poppet. What did you
  
   think
  
  would happen, when you intruded on my realm? What secrets did you expect to find down here that could help you overpower Elilial herself, if not with my help? Please. You may be adept at fooling yourself, little one, but you have no prayer of deceiving me. At no point did you
  
   not
  
  realize there would be a steep price for the help you need. Now pay it, or don’t. Either way, live with the consequences.”
 

 
  Either way… Kuriwa made the determination that whatever happened today, at some point, by
  
   some
  
  means, Scyllith and Elilial would be made to
  
   pay
  
  for this.
 

 
  “You and every soul in my domain,” Scyllith said with an audible grin. “Really, I am not taunting you. Try it, please do. My greatest joys in life are laid at my feet by those foolish enough to try to defy me.”
 

 
  Finally, Kuriwa opened her eyes.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Finally, Kuriwa opened her eyes, then blinked, disoriented.
 

 
  She stood in some kind of upright coffin made of mithril, crystal, and machines. It was against another wall, in a different part of Araneid’s ancient lair.
 

 
  “Welcome back!” The luminous, floating shape of the goddess of beauty and cruelty drifted into her field of view from around a corner, wearing a benign smile. “I imagine you are rather confused, my pet.”
 

 
  “What did you do to me?”
 

 
  “Now, if I have calibrated all this correctly—which I know I have—you recall our explanatory conversation prior to the procedure. What Elilial did, what we had to do to unmake it.” Her smile widened. “What you paid.”
 

 
  Bracing herself on the edges of the sarcophagus, Kuriwa pushed forward out of its embrace. She felt…not weak, but somehow strained. And disheveled, she noticed; her tunic was askew, and a few locks of black hair had worked free of their braid to hang in her eyes.
 

 
  “Allow me to anticipate and answer your questions,” Scyllith nattered, hovering aimlessly about the room once more. “Strictly speaking, I did
  
   nothing.
  
  The memories you have of what we discussed, and what brought you here, are technically fabricated. Oh, they are accurate to the timeline that was! But it is not, anymore. In
  
   this
  
  world, you offended Elilial just as she was working out a clever use of the technology left in my own former home, and she made you a vicious test case. In
  
   this
  
  world, it immediately backfired on her. You and your bloodline have been altered…and yet, not. She made it so that you had always been a certain way, and you and I made it so that it was a
  
   different
  
  way, ensuring that she will come to regret her alterations bitterly. I used a variant of the mechanism by which living things survive adaptation to the infernal.”
 

 
  “You made us
  
   demons?”
  
  Kuriwa shouted, lunging forward.
 

 
  Scyllith flicked a finger and she slammed bodily back into the coffin.
 

 
  “No, you silly creature. Remember,
  
   you
  
  had to be awake and compliant for this procedure; would you have consented to become a demon? I said a
  
   variant
  
  of that mechanism, not the thing itself. There is no hint of infernal taint anywhere in your bloodline. Given how seeped you all are in Naiya’s transcension field, there was no realistic way I could have made that stick. No, this is an older and purer form of the same bio-magical principles from which I designed the properties of the infernal field itself. In short: we have turned corruption into aggression. The psychological influence is minor, and should be evident only in aggregate. I doubt you will be able to discern any difference in personality in the case of any individual, but as a group? Your clan is going to develop something of a prickly reputation among elves. They may find it rather difficult to be in a room together. Not demons; I guess you could saw we made you what you call
  
   tauhanwe.”
  
  She stopped her aimless floating, turning to Kuriwa with a wide smile. “I dearly wish I could see Elilial’s face, truly I do. Oh, that would be
  
   so
  
  sweet. She’s created an entire clan of hunter-killers which will stalk her minions across the centuries. Every time she sends demons or warlocks to the material plane, the line of Kuriwa whom she tried to curse will lunge out of the shadows from every direction and claw them to shreds. It’s just so…
  
   delicious.”
  
 

 
  It actually was, Kuriwa had to admit. That did not lessen the sinking pit that had opened in her heart. As the disorientation of the procedure faded, she had recalled what this salvation had cost her.
 

 
  “Who?” she whispered.
 

 
  Scyllith slowly tilted her head to one side, making an inquisitive face.
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   toy
  
  with me, you—”
 

 
  The goddess laughed aloud at her. “Don’t toy with you?
  
   Me?
  
  Oh, child, you should hear yourself.”
 

 
  “Damn you,
  
   who did you take?”
  
 

 
  Grinning, Scyllith raised one graceful finger, and tapped the side of her nose. “It’s a secret.”
 

 
  Kuriwa could only stare at her.
 

 
  Abruptly the glowing figure blinked across the space between them, and then Scyllith was right on top of her, clutching the sides of the metal coffin and leering at her face from inches away.
 

 
  “Do you understand the value of
  
   closure,
  
  little shaman?” Scyllith crooned. “Of course you do. Ultimately, when things come to an end, a person can make peace with them. In this case? You could go back to whichever of your descendants had just lost a son, or mother, or cousin… You could explain what happened to them all, and hear their reactions. Accept their forgiveness, or bear their grudges. You alone, and your family as a whole, would grieve, and come to grips. And now? You
  
   can’t.”
  
 

 
  She leaned forward, her doll-like features splitting in a wide grin that made a mockery of her previously gracious demeanor.
 

 
  “You will
  
   never
  
  know whose soul you sold for this, Kuriwa. You’ll spend your eternal life among your family, looking around at their faces, knowing that one is missing—missing from your very memories, plucked right out of history when we re-wrote the world to save them all. You will live, forever, with the knowledge of
  
   what you did,
  
  and that wound will never close. Oh, to a simpleminded or selfish person, this would be the greatest compassion, the thing that let them forget. But you? You, the mother, the shaman, the leader and teacher? You will walk through the endless ages, and for every moment of your existence, a part of you will be constantly
  
   screaming in agony.”
  
 

 
  Scyllith’s starlit eyes drifted shut, and a shudder wracked her entire frame, her expression momentarily lost in open-mouthed bliss.
 

 
  “I have my price, shaman. I received the soul I demanded. And you, my darling, have given me so much more than your weight in
  
   suffering.
  
  You’ve barely begun to feel that pain; you will be paying me from now until the second you perish… And we both know you don’t have it in you to lie down and give up.” Her eyes opened, and she smiled again. Warm, kind, gentle. “Our bargain is concluded, and I am paid well indeed.
  
   Do
  
  visit me again, poppet. You’re
  
   fun.”
  
 

 
  Her sudden absence lowered the light in the room. It was all but silent in that cave far below the surface, even the hum of the ancient machinery all around her barely audible to her senses.
 

 
  For a long time, she could do nothing but stand there, alone.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Her father’s house had always felt lonely and too quiet, ever since her mother had died. Part of Kuriwa felt guilty for leaving him to wander its halls alone, but she could not make a life in Qestraceel. Now, tonight of all nights, even as close to him as she sat in the little aquatic solarium, the dark and quiet house felt lonelier than it ever had.
 

 
  “Am…” She paused, swallowed heavily. The silence had stretched out for long minutes after he heard her account of the Underworld. “Am I… That is, I’ve been trying every idea I had. Anything that might be a hint to what she changed. Are you
  
   sure
  
  I am the only elf ever born with black hair? Every one of my descendants has it, and I cannot think that is coincidence…”
 

 
  “We have been over this many times, Av—Kuriwa,” he replied with a soft sigh, catching on her name but correcting himself more smoothly than he ever had, that she could recall. “It is a harmless mutation. Anomalous hair and eye colors have occurred in the past, a consequence of the arcane saturation in our society.
  
   Most
  
  of our people undergo genetic procedures to correct it, but your mother insisted you be allowed to grow to adulthood before making that decision for yourself. And then…you decided. And I gather the woodkin feel differently about changing what nature has decreed.”
 

 
  Mutely, she nodded, staring at the floor.
 

 
  With amazing tenderness, given the way their relationship had gone in the last few centuries, he reached out to brush her dark hair back behind her ear. “Maybe it is something she changed, my daughter. If she truly did re-write
  
   reality itself…
  
  There is just too much unknown. I have never heard of any spellcraft or technology that could do such a thing.”
 

 
  “You don’t recall me coming here, to ask for help with Elilial’s curse?”
 

 
  “I do,” he said, shaking his head, “but not as you describe it. You were here only weeks ago, and spoke of a lifelong pattern of aggression among your bloodline, that you had only finally come to think had an external cause after your descendants numbered enough that the pattern was clear. There was nothing about Elilial. If you truly remember what you describe, daughter… A curse that causes the mind to sink into void space is
  
   unthinkably
  
  cruel. Nothing that afflicts you now is anything nearly so terrible.”
 

 
  She heard the unspoken offer in his voice: forgiveness. The assurance that she had done well.
 

 
  “No,” Kuriwa whispered aloud, squeezing her eyes shut. “I can’t—” Her voice broke, and she choked on a sob. “Oh, father, I made the wrong choice.”
 

 
  He was suddenly on the seat alongside her, wrapping both arms around her and pulling her close. She sank into her father’s embrace for what felt like the first time since she was a little girl, just letting him rock her.
 

 
  At least he believed her, outlandish story and all. She and her father disagreed on virtually everything that mattered in life, but when it came down to it, he respected her enough to trust her account of events more than his own understanding of what the world should be like. This was a cruel way to learn it, but it was something she was deeply grateful to know.
 

 
  “You made the choice you could, Kuriwa,” he murmured into her hair. “There was no good choice. Life is…that way, sometimes. Things are taken from us, and nothing given back. Suffering has no inherent meaning, except that which we give it. Take time to grieve, daughter, but don’t forget to look forward.” He squeezed her harder, pressing a kiss to her temple. “You are the only child I have, Kuriwa, and it shames me how little I have supported you. These are our bloodline…our legacy. You and your family will have every support I can give you from this moment on, I swear it.”
 

 
  She leaned against him, letting the tears spill without fighting them. They stayed that way for a long time.
 

 
  “Meaning,” Kuriwa whispered at last. “I don’t know what meaning to give this.”
 

 
  “The wound is fresh. You
  
   will
  
  find a way forward, child, I know that much. You’ve never lacked an ability to find your path, even when everyone insisted there was not one ahead of you.”
 

 
  “I have to…to…” She blinked moisture away from her lashes, staring sightlessly past his shoulder at the fish and kelp outside. “I must give something back, for what I’ve taken away.”
 

 
  “Don’t forget that you did this for them.”
 

 
  “I can’t forget
  
   any
  
  of it. I am…a matriarch, now. I’ll watch over them. Over
  
   all
  
  of them, even if they don’t care for my presence. I have to…to do
  
   something.
  
  I have to do something forever. It’s the only semblance of peace I will ever have.”
 

 
  “I love you,” he said simply. It was sweet, and sharp, like the first taste of tangy fruit to an unprepared tongue. A jolt of joy that was nearly pain. Kuriwa closed her eyes again, relaxing into him.
 

 
  Her world might have been rearranged by the living force of cruelty, but within it, she still lived. There was still love. And now, she and her family…most of her family…would live on.
 

 
  “And someday,” she whispered in a breath barely loud enough even for herself to hear, “she will
  
   pay.”
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  “You’d be welcome, if you wanna come along,” Toby promised.
 

 
  “Nah, I need to get a head start on my research project; Yornhaldt and Tellwyrn both signed off on it, but with the
  
   clear
  
  understanding they expected to see me buckling down to the work.” Raolo grinned and leaned in to kiss Toby’s cheek, squeezing his hand. “Sides, it’s been close to a year since your whole group was together again. You guys go catch up; we’ll have plenty of time.”
 

 
  “All right. I’ll come by and keep you company while you work tonight,” the paladin replied, unable to keep the grin off his face.
 

 
  “It’s a date.” Raolo took two steps back, stretching their clasped arms out between them, before finally releasing Toby’s hand and turning to go skipping off back up the path through the center of the mostly-constructed new research campus toward the old gates. Toby was still smiling when he turned back around to face the rest of the newly-minted junior class.
 

 
  
   “Aww,”
  
  Juniper, Teal, and Fross cooed in unison.
 

 
  Ruda’s commentary, as usual, was less saccharine. “Has anybody else noticed our social circle is disproportionately queer?”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed.
  
   “Ruda.”
  
 

 
  “What? I’m serious! This makes two thirds of the full-blooded humans in our year. The species can’t
  
   possibly
  
  be this gay; even the elves would outbreed us!”
 

 
  “Three individuals is
  
   not
  
  a statistically useful sample size, Ruda,” Fross said severely. “I realize you’re not a mathematics major but I would expect you to know that much.”
 

 
  “Guys, relax,” Toby interjected, still smiling. “It’s just us here. If anything, I’d be offended if Ruda thought I was too fragile to face the rough side of her tongue.”
 

 
  “See?” Grinning, Ruda punched him on the shoulder. “Paladin boy gets it!”
 

 
  “Hey, as long as Ruda can have her fun without
  
   fucking stabbing
  
  someone, I say leave her to it.”
 

 
  “You’re just tetchy because you’re the only one who ever gets stabbed, Arquin.”
 

 
  “Oh, shoot,” Juniper said suddenly, pressing a hand to one of the pouches hanging from her belt. “I forgot to bring my money purse…”
 

 
  “It’s okay, June, we’ll spot you,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “No, that’s all right, this is an opportunity. Sniff!”
 

 
  Juniper knelt and the dog-sized creature which had been pacing silently alongside her chirped, skittering around in front to meet her gaze. He was covered in feathers and generally bird-shaped, albeit with a long, flat head filled with jagged teeth and a serpentine tail which ended in a colorful spray of plumes. His wings were clearly arms despite the pinions which flared outward from the wrist joint; they had already observed Sniff’s ability to pick up objects in his little clawed fingers. Now the crest of feathers atop his head stood upright in attention.
 

 
  “Go back to the bedroom,” Juniper instructed slowly and clearly, staring into the creature’s eyes, “and get my
  
   money bag.
  
  Okay? You understand?”
 

 
  Sniff made his croaking little chirp again, bobbed his head once, then stepped around her and dashed off back up the path into the campus.
 

 
  F’thaan growled, taking a few steps after him, but Shaeine snapped her fingers and pointed at the ground by her feet. The little hellhound immediately scampered over to lie down beside her.
 

 
  “It’s good for him to have tasks,” the dryad said, straightening and watching him go. “Part of where I went wrong with Jack was treating him like a pet. A druid’s familiar is meant to be helpful. I guess now we’ll find out if he knows what my money bag is… If not, I may need to owe somebody for drinks.”
 

 
  “We’ll spot you, don’t worry,” Teal assured her with a smile.
 

 
  “Well, since we’re talking about it now,” said Ruda, “what the
  
   fuck
  
  is that thing?”
 

 
  “Sniff is not a
  
   thing,”
  
  Juniper replied, turning a frown on her. “He’s my companion.”
 

 
  “Okay, point taken, but what
  
   is
  
  he?”
 

 
  “He kind of resembles a sylph,” Trissiny mused.
 

 
  “Sniff is a proto-bird!” Fross chimed. “I assume you found him in the Golden Sea, Juniper? That’s the most common place to find extinct species. You guys remember the smilodon we met on our first expedition? But yeah, I dunno his exact species; this school doesn’t have a lot of material on the subject in the library. You’ve gotta go to Svenheim for a university with an actual department of paleontology. Proto-birds are the general group of species that evolved into modern birds.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I found Sniff in the Sea,” Juniper said. “Out by the edge of it, but still. I was performing a sunrise ritual Sheyann taught me how to incorporate into shamanic practice, and…there he was. It seemed kinda like fate.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I didn’t wanna press you or anything,” said Gabriel, patting her shoulder, “but it’s obvious you had a
  
   busy
  
  summer.”
 

 
  “I don’t mind talking about it,” Juniper said, smiling at him and unconsciously reaching up to touch the sunburst pendant resting on her upper chest, bound by a golden chain around her neck. Her entire appearance had undergone a change since the spring. In addition to her green hair being now combed back and bound in a single severe braid, the dryad’s customary sundresses had been traded in for dyed garments of traditional wood elven style which both covered a lot more skin and hugged her figure more closely. They had to have been made specially for her, as no elves had a frame as generously curvy as Juniper’s. She was also wearing a heavily laden tool belt rather like Trissiny’s, bristling with pouches of both shamanic reagents and mundane supplies. And, in its own leather holster, an Omnist libram whose cover glittered with the same golden sunburst sigil she now wore around her neck. Another sunburst hung, along with a string of prayer beads, from the tie holding the end of her long braid together. “After…you know, what happened at Puna Dara… Well, it was clear to me I needed some source of calm and focus, like you guys have. I mean, Toby, Trissiny, Shaeine. It may be all different religions but you’re all
  
   centered
  
  in a way I suddenly realized I was missing. Druidic traditions are great but they don’t exactly provide
  
   that.
  
  And, well… Themynrite worship seems pretty drow-exclusive, and no offense, Trissiny, but it didn’t seem to me like Avei was offering what I needed.”
 

 
  “No offense is taken,” Trissiny assured her. “I think that was a good call, Juniper. Avei fills a crucial need, but…” Her eyes caught Gabriel’s, and she smiled. “Everybody does not have the same problem.”
 

 
  “And so the dryad is an Omnist now,” Ruda chuckled. “Ain’t life a show?”
 

 
  “I’m proud of you,” Toby said, also patting Juniper’s back. “And not because you picked my religion, Juno, but because you’re working on yourself. I hope you find what you need in Omnu, but remember: if you don’t, you’re allowed to keep looking. It’s a lot more important to me that you be happy than that you follow my own faith.”
 

 
  “You’re a good friend,” she replied with a smile.
  
   “And
  
  a good monk.”
 

 
  They had no sooner resumed their way down the mountain staircase toward Last Rock than Gabriel abruptly slowed. “Heads up. Vestrel says we’ve got company coming.”
 

 
  “There’s usually
  
   some
  
  kinda company coming and going, it ain’t like this is a cloistered campus,” Ruda replied. “What’s got Spooky’s feathers in a ruffle?”
 

 
  “Don’t call her that,” Gabriel said with a long-suffering sigh.
 

 
  “I see them, too,” Shaeine interjected, and the rest all turned to her in surprise at the wintry undertone in her normally serene voice. Beside her, F’thaan growled, picking up on her mood. “Vestrel is right to be concerned. Trissiny, you should perhaps step to the front.”
 

 
  It took only moments longer for the pair coming up the mountain to ascend within range of non-elven eyes, Shaeine’s vision being mostly adapted to sunlight after two years on the surface. The bronze Legion armor was evident as soon as the two were in view, and it wasn’t long afterward that at least one of the oncoming Legionnaires was personally identifiable.
 

 
  “Well, hidey-ho, kids!” Principia Locke called, waving broadly as she and her companion came up the stairs toward them. “Fancy meeting you here!”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  are supposed to be here,” Trissiny said pointedly. “And just because classes are out for the day does not mean I’m going to drop everything to spend time with you. Have you forgotten your
  
   last
  
  visit to this University? Because nobody else has.”
 

 
  “Well, Trissiny, I’m
  
   always
  
  glad to see you,” Principia said with a grin, coming to a stop in front of them and a few steps down. Beside her, Merry came to attention, saluting. “And I hope we have a chance to catch up while I’m in town. But, and I’m sorry to have to tell you this, the sun does not rise and set on your golden head. We’re here to see Professor Tellwyrn. Legion business.”
 

 
  Trissiny narrowed her eyes slightly. “I don’t think I saw a salute, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  “You’re out of uniform, General,” Principia replied with unruffled calm.
 

 
  At that, Trissiny cracked a faint smile of her own. She did have her sword buckled on over a casual leather longcoat, but no other indicators of her rank. “Well, she’s right, as it happens. At ease, Corporal Lang.”
 

 
  “I’ve developed a policy of not taking risks when Locke starts getting shirty with people who can kill us, ma’am,” Merry said, relaxing a bit.
 

 
  “I guess we know who’s the brains in this operation, then,” said Gabriel.
 

 
  “Is there something you’d like to tell me about, Locke?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  
   “Yes,”
  
  Principia said with clear emphasis, meeting her eyes directly. “In my personal
  
   and
  
  professional opinion, you should be fully briefed and involved. But the High Commander’s regard for my opinion runs pretty thin these days, especially after our little game of tag with Syrinx this summer, and until she says otherwise our business remains classified.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat and shifted, nodding politely to Shaeine. “Ms. Awarrion, I’m very glad to see you up and well. You weren’t at Puna Dara with the others, so I missed the chance to apologize—”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but matters are not that simple,” Shaeine interrupted tonelessly. Beside her, Teal stuck her hands in her coat pockets, fixing Principia with an extremely level stare. “I am on this campus in my capacity as a representative of House Awarrion and Tar’naris. If you wish to offer amends for any slights given, you will have to take it up with my mother. Excuse me.”
 

 
  She turned and resumed walking down the mountainside, Teal following her after giving Principia a last lingering stare. F’thaan growled at the two Legionnaires before trotting off after them. Slowly, the rest of the students began filing past after their classmates, Ruda with a dark chuckle and a wink at Principia.
 

 
  “…that’s a trap, isn’t it,” Principia mused aloud, half-turned to watch Shaeine’s back retreating down the staircase.
 

 
  “Yep,” replied Trissiny, the last of the juniors still present. “I suggest you don’t go within a mile of Tar’naris unless you want to spend some time in a spider box. Ashaele is about as forgiving as any drow matriarch. And
  
   I
  
  am assuredly not going to expend what little political capital I have to rescue you from the consequences of your own nonsense.”
 

 
  Principia turned back to her, grinning. “Appreciate the concern, kiddo, but that’s one thing I will never ask you to do. Trust me, I got by just fine for centuries without having anybody to watch over me.”
 

 
  “That’s right, keep calling me funny little pet names,” Trissiny grunted, finally turning to follow the rest of her friends toward the town. “Way to rebuild those bridges, Locke. Have fun getting immolated, which I assume you
  
   know
  
  is what’s going to happen the instant Tellwyrn finds you on her campus again.”
 

 
  “Relax, Thorn, you know my tag. I
  
   always
  
  have a way in!”
 

 
  “Your funeral.”
 

 
  “Will you send flowers?” Principia called after her. Trissiny, now several yards down the path, didn’t turn or respond. For a moment, the elf stood watching her go, then turned back to meet her companion’s eyes. “Oh, shut up, Lang.”
 

 
  “Didn’t say a word,” Merry replied innocently.
 

 
  “Well, could you
  
   think
  
  it a little more quietly?”
 

 
  “Don’t think I can, LT. C’mon, let’s go get you immolated. I don’t wanna miss that.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She lay awake—normal enough for the late afternoon, though he slept deeply beside her. He was always a deep sleeper, especially after sex. Two months ago she had found it an annoying habit, but had begun to find charm in it. That warned her that it was probably past time to go.
 

 
  Fortunately, she had what she needed, now.
 

 
  Natchua turned her head to watch him breathe for a long moment. He lay on his side, facing her, mouth hanging open and making a raspy noise with each breath that wasn’t
  
   quite
  
  a snore. As always, he had thrown an arm over her waist. In the beginning, it had been to paw sleepily at her breasts while drifting off, but more and more, lately, it seemed he just like to hold her close.
 

 
  
   Definitely
  
  past time to go. And a layered irony that after all her snooping and needling all summer, the tiny piece of information that had been her whole purpose in coming to Mathenon had slipped from his lips in the last few mumbled words before he faded into sleep. Well, that had been the whole reason she had let this entanglement become so intimate. Information could be effectively sealed away from all scrying by the Church and the Empire and still be carelessly spilled by a man in his lover’s arms; every spy in history understood that basic fact.
 

 
  She had the name, and he was asleep. There was no reason to still be lying there, except that it was comforting… And yes, that just served to emphasize how necessary it was to get out and put all this behind her before she got in any deeper.
 

 
  Natchua slipped out from under his arm, freezing when he stirred and shifted. He didn’t wake, though, and she dressed in swift silence, the grace of an elf more than a match for a sleeping human’s senses. That should have been the very end of it.
 

 
  Still, she hesitated.
 

 
  On impulse, she stepped back to the bed and leaned over Jonathan, bending to lay a last kiss against his temple. Inches away, however, she paused. Foolish risk; the touch of her lips had a way of making him wake and reach for her. But the thought of just ending it like this, with nothing but a silent disappearance, sent a pang through her.
 

 
  That was the final warning. Natchua straightened up, backing away from the bed, then turned and slipped in total silence out of Jonathan Arquin’s apartment, and life.
 

 
  Long past time.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “What are you humming?” Ingvar asked.
 

 
  “I don’t know!” Aspen said cheerfully, actually dancing a few steps. One of the elven groves they had visited had introduced her to dancing, and already her fondness for it bordered on passion. All it took now was a few bars of music to set her off. “Just going along with the music. It’s pretty!”
 

 
  “Music?” Ingvar raised his head, paying more careful attention. There was no threat to be found in the forest; birds and squirrels were active and loud in the trees all around them, signifying a lack of nearby predators or disturbances. Those, plus the sound of wind whispering among the leaves, were all he could hear. “What music?”
 

 
  “Oh, sorry. Sometimes I forget my ears are so much better than yours,” she said with an impish smirk.
 

 
  “I’m sure,” he replied dryly. “Perhaps I could hear better if there weren’t another source of music so much closer at hand?”
 

 
  Aspen made a face at him and he ruffled her hair. In the momentary silence, though, he could barely make out the thin notes of a flute.
 

 
  “Hm,” Ingvar murmured, turning to look in that direction. The forest was just the way he liked them: too thick to see that far.
  
   Very
  
  thick, in fact; to judge by the concentration of underbrush, these woods were overdue for a burning. “I wonder who would be out playing a flute in the middle of the woods in N’Jendo, and why?”
 

 
  “Because it’s pretty,” she explained slowly, as if he were being obtuse. “What more reason does anybody need for making music?”
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  have taken to some of these mortal art forms, haven’t you?”
 

 
  “My upbringing kinda missed out on…all of them,” she agreed. “C’mon, let’s go visit whoever’s playing.”
 

 
  “Perhaps they would rather be left alone,” he suggested, even as he followed her in the direction of the notes. “Many who venture this deep into the forests don’t seek company.
  
   We’re
  
  out here for exactly that reason, remember?”
 

 
  “Well, if they
  
   don’t
  
  want company, we can always leave ’em alone,” she said reasonably. “But I bet they do! Anybody who fills the forest with pretty music has to be nice.”
 

 
  It was amazing how naive she could be, for a creature who predated the Enchanter Wars and could pick up a grizzly bear with one hand. Ingvar offered no further argument; he found that Aspen learned about people more quickly when allowed to interact with them, and immediately grew bored when he tried to lecture her. By and large, it was a good enough way to proceed. Obviously they couldn’t enter any actual towns, save the elven groves and scattered Ranger enclaves where she was a celebrity rather than a feared monster. Encountering isolated individuals who would
  
   not
  
  be enthused to meet a dryad was probably good for her, overall.
 

 
  Reddish light filtered through the trees from the west; the shadow of the Wyrnrange in the east had already gone fully dark. It was about time to be looking for a campsite anyway. Hopefully whoever was playing that flute would be willing to share. If not, they would have to keep looking and probably risk traveling after dark. On his own, Ingvar would have been more perturbed at the prospect, but these woods held nothing that would challenge a dryad. Actually, they were too far below the mountains for cougars, and the small local black bears probably wouldn’t get aggressive with a human anyway. Still, traveling with Aspen had started to spoil him a little.
 

 
  They found a stream before they found the music, and in fact followed the path it cut through the ground uphill to a flat stretch of rock that jutted over the water, upon which no trees grew. It had been cleared of underbrush and a fire built near its center. Upon a fallen log next to the fire sat the music maker.
 

 
  It was an elf. He had black hair. Ingvar narrowed his eyes, studying him.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s a weird flute,” Aspen blurted out.
 

 
  The elf was apparently unsurprised by their appearance—but then, he had doubtless heard them coming for the last half mile, even with his music. He lowered the little potato-shaped instrument from his lips to grin at the.
 

 
  “It’s called an ocarina! Bit of a family tradition, you might say. Well, then!” He looked back and for between them a few times. “I’ve gotta say,
  
   you
  
  two aren’t what I was expecting.”
 

 
  “What
  
   were
  
  you expecting?” Ingvar asked warily.
 

 
  “It’s a funny thing, how you can have absolutely no idea what’s coming and still be surprised at the form it takes,” the elf said cheerfully. “Any shaman my age has to get used to the effect. The spirits told me that this is where I needed to come, that there was someone I needed to meet, and that I’d need to guide them to the next stage of their quest. But a dryad and a Huntsman of Shaath?
  
   That
  
  is a new one. Regardless, be welcome at my fire, daughter of Naiya, Brother of the Wolf. Consider the hospitality of my camp yours, as the hospitality of the forest is for all of us. My name is Rainwood.”
 

 
  “Hey, thanks!” Aspen said brightly, trotting right up to him like a domestic horse and stretching out next to the flames with a pleased sigh.
 

 
  Ingvar followed more judiciously, pausing to bow to the elf. “Our thanks, Rainwood.” It felt lacking; clearly the shaman’s welcome had been some manner of formal benediction, but it was one Ingvar had never heard. No great surprise, really. One could never tell how old an elf might be, and after their various visits with grove Elders he had grown almost accustomed to anachronistic etiquette. As long as the intent was clearly polite, he had found, showing courtesy in return never went amiss.
 

 
  “So!” Rainwood tucked away his ocarina and tossed another piece of wood from the stack next to him on the fire. “I’m sure you two will have plenty of questions, and so do I. Let’s talk about quests, adventures, and the long road ahead of us.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Now that we stand upon the cusp of fruition,” Melaxyna intoned, “I feel I should state yet again,
  
   mistress,
  
  that this is surely one of the dumbest, most hare-brained—”
 

 
  
   “Thank you,
  
  Mel, for sharing your opinion with me,” Natchua said flatly. “Double-check the spell circle.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, how many times—”
 

 
  “Just do it!”
 

 
  The succubus rolled her eyes, but obeyed, which was pretty much the pattern with her. Natchua had not found it necessary to impose discipline on her reluctant familiar, which she thought was for the best. Melaxyna already had a low opinion of every part of her plans, and adding tension to their relationship could only make it worse. So far, she followed orders without any funny business, and given the tendency of Vanislaad demons to creatively reinterpret instructions to their masters’ detriment, Natchua was quite content to endure backtalk if it meant Melaxyna actually did what she wanted her to do.
 

 
  “It’s perfect,” the demon reported moments later, after pacing a full lap around the summoning circle, head bent to examine it closely. “And I’m sorry for jabbing at you about it.”
 

 
  Natchua turned to her in surprise. “You’re
  
   sorry?”
  
 

 
  “About that last bit,” the succubus clarified. “Precision and attention to detail are
  
   always
  
  vitally important in infernomancy, it’s a good idea to have me double-check your work, and I shouldn’t have downplayed that. I was
  
   not
  
  apologizing for my commentary on this dumb, pointless step in your hysterically asinine master plan.”
 

 
  “Thanks, your approval means the world to me.”
 

 
  “You
  
   know,
  
  kid, if you just wanted to fool around with that silver fox, I’m the last person in the world you need to justify it to with some grandiose plot.”
 

 
  “I promise you, Mel, I will never justify anything I do for your benefit.”
 

 
  “I kinda like that about you,” Melaxyna admitted.
 

 
  Natchua turned back to the circle. “No more reason to wait then.” Raising both hands, she deftly channeled infernal power into the precise points on the circle, causing orange light to spread across the chalk lines on the floor and the five power crystals spaced around it to begin glowing.
  
   “You are summoned, HESTHRI!”
  
 

 
  At the demon’s name, the infernal runes spelling it out in multiple places around the circle’s edge burst into flame.
 

 
  “This whole thing has got to be the silliest use of infernal magic I have ever seen,” Melaxyna muttered. “And I once watched a guy burn down his house trying to curse rats out of the walls.” This time, Natchua ignored her.
 

 
  A pillar of smoky light rose from the center of the floor, oscillating slowly. Within it, wisps of shadow coalesced into a humanoid figure, then solidified fully, and the light melted away. The circle itself continued to glow, though at a much dimmer intensity, with the only significant light sources being the power crystals and the still-flickering runes that spelled out Hesthri’s name.
 

 
  Within, a hethelax demon spun rapidly about in confusion, spitting a few obscenities in demonic.
 

 
  Natchua studied her with a more personal curiosity than she had expected to feel when this moment finally came. Yes…she could actually sort of see it. Hethelax demons were not generally held up as attractive specimens, not when there were the likes of Vanislaads and khelminash to which to compare them. The armor plating on their limbs made their elbows and knees permanently flexed, giving them a hunched posture like an ape’s. Additionally the scales and chitin protecting the forehead and cheekbones made a hethelax seem to be perpetually scowling. With this one, though, she could see how he had found her desirable. Her features were fine, if rather angular, and even her bent posture did not hide a quite fetching figure, which was well-displayed by a diaphonous garment in brown gauzy fabric not unlike a sundress in cut.
 

 
  Hesthri’s eyes fixed on Natchua, and she switched smoothly to elvish in what was presumably the Scyllithene dialect.
 

 
  “In a circle you can bend yourself and your own asshole chew upon until you can taste—”
 

 
  “Tanglish,” Natchua interrupted in that language. “I understand your confusion, but no. You are in the Tiraan Empire, and won’t be meeting many drow apart from myself.”
 

 
  At that, the hethelax hesitated, narrowing her golden eyes suspiciously. She answered in the same language, though. “Tiraas? Really?”
 

 
  “The Empire,” Natchua repeated. “This is Mathenon, rather a long way from the capital.”
 

 
  “Very well, then.
  
   Why
  
  in the Dark Lady’s name am I in Tiraas? You are overstepping your bounds, warlock. I am a servant of Princess Ixaavni, who does
  
   not
  
  take kindly to having her belongings tampered with. Send me back, or learn to fear her displeasure!”
 

 
  “Well, this must be the one, all right,” Melaxyna drawled. “I never heard of a freshly-summoned demon being anything but delighted to be out of Hell.”
 

 
  “Have you ever heard of this Ixaavni?” Natchua asked her.
 

 
  The succubus shrugged. “Nope. That’s a khelminash name, though, and in the khelminash caste system hethelaxi are two steps above domestic livestock. Look, she’s got no tools, armor, or weapons, which means she’s not assigned any special use. I’d be amazed if this Princess gives half a shit about her going missing.”
 

 
  “What about it, Hesthri?” Natchua inquired pleasantly. “Are you of any
  
   importance
  
  to your dear Princess?”
 

 
  “She has no idea who I am and won’t miss me,” Hesthri replied immediately, and then scowled. “Oh, you conniving little
  
   twat.
  
  A truth compulsion ward built into a hethelax summons?
  
   Who does that?”
  
 

 
  “My name is Natchua,” she said, folding her arms, “and I’ve called you here for a good and specific purpose.”
 

 
  “I don’t care in the slightest, but I guess I’m not going anywhere until I hear you out, am I?”
 

 
  “Very perceptive, Hesthri. I will explain in more detail in due time, but here’s the short version: I intend to punish Elilial herself for her overreaching, and toward that end I require the aid of trustworthy demons.”
 

 
  Hesthri stared at her.
 

 
  “No questions?” Natchua prompted lightly.
 

 
  The hethelax turned to face Melaxyna and wordlessly pointed one finger at Natchua.
 

 
  “I know,” the succubus said sympathetically.
  
   “Believe me,
  
  I know.”
 

 
  “Okay, skipping the obvious,” Hesthri said with a heavy sigh. “If you want to kill yourself, fine, go nuts. But
  
   why me?
  
  If you think I am a trustworthy demon for this purpose, you’re even stupider than you already sound, and that’s really saying something. I am
  
   not
  
  going to join some demented crusade that’s only going to kill everyone involved. Even if I was, what good is one hethelax? You
  
   know
  
  we have no magic, right?”
 

 
  “As I keep explaining to Melaxyna, here,” Natchua replied, “power is
  
   nothing.
  
  Trust is everything. You’re right, Elilial is far beyond me, and any force I could possibly conjure up. What matters is the
  
   situation.
  
  A great doom is coming, an important alignment at which the Dark Lady desperately needs everything to go her way. And yet, in the last handful of years, she has been handed a string of crushing defeats on the mortal plane. The Black Wreath has been viciously culled and is now on the run, and six of the seven of her own archdemons have been destroyed, right when she planned upon having their help. When the time comes, I will strike. It will be at a moment when all that is needed is
  
   one little thing
  
  to tip the balance. In that moment, it won’t matter what forces I have gathered, only that I can rely upon them to do what must be done, without being chivied, manipulated, or compelled by me.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Hesthri said, manifestly unimpressed. “I still don’t care, though. I’m not your girl, warlock.”
 

 
  “When you’ve been brought fully up to speed on the situation in the mortal world, you may feel differently,” Natchua said with a smile. “Of course, the important factor in this is your son.”
 

 
  All expression immediately left Hesthri’s face. The demon stared at her, rigidly immobile and silent.
 

 
  “That tense pause will be you struggling while under a truth compulsion to say you have no son, or some such,” Natchua stated, and couldn’t help but smirk at the twitch of Hesthri’s left eye in response. “Relax; I intend him no harm. Gabriel is…a friend of mine. Not a close one, but his well-being
  
   does
  
  matter to me. More important to you is the situation in which he finds himself. If you want to protect your son, you
  
   will
  
  help me bring down—”
 

 
  She broke off, inwardly cursing herself. The sounds outside the basement door would have been inaudible to a human, but there was no such excuse for her elven senses. She had simply become wrapped up in the summoning and conversation, and missed the noise of feet on the stairs outside until too late.
 

 
  “Melaxyna!” she barked, whirling. “The door!”
 

 
  The succubus spun on command and got two steps toward it before the heavy door swung open and he stepped in, aiming a wand at them.
 

 
  Everyone froze.
 

 
  Jonathan Arquin’s eyes met Hesthri’s, then Natchua’s, and the blood drained from his face.
 

 
  Hesthri emitted a little squeak totally unlike her previously defiant tone.
 

 
  “Ooooh,” Melaxyna cooed, her tail beginning to wave behind her like a pleased cat’s.
  
   “Awk-warrrrrd.”
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  “This has been a long time coming,” Darling said with a forgivable touch of grandiosity, “but we are finally here. I realize that in the end I hardly ever sent you all to do much of anything, but my relatively few requests were the sort of carnage that gets more sensible people than us killed, and you handled them all with skill and aplomb.”
 

 
  “Even the one that ended with my wand in your face?” Joe said innocently.
 

 
  “I learn to put those little things behind me,” Darling replied, winking. “I’ll be honest, guys: in the beginning I
  
   did
  
  toy with the idea of drawing out the process of getting your secrets from the Chamber of Truth, just to have access to your skills longer. Events rendered that moot, however. It has taken me this damn long to drag answers out of those hilariously frustrating gadgets on the amount of time per week I was able to devote to it without rousing suspicion from the Archpope. Anyway, here we are. I apologize for the delay, and have been well pleased with your end of the bargain. As of this, we’re square.”
 

 
  In the brief pause which followed, Price stepped forward from the corner of the parlor in which she had been standing with a silver tray balanced on one hand. Upon it, resting on a lace doily, were five sealed envelopes. The Butler now stepped forward and began to hand them out to the five of them.
 

 
  “That begs the question,” McGraw drawled, “what next?”
 

 
  “Aye, it’s been a fair while since we’ve heard a peep outta Justinian
  
   or
  
  ‘is crew o’ reprobates,” Billie added. “D’ye think he’s given up on that plan o’ his, to recruit an army of adventurers? Cos I can’t ‘elp noticin’ you an’ he both stopped at five each.”
 

 
  “His Holiness hasn’t deigned to discuss that with me in any detail in some time,” Darling said with a slight frown, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the arms of his chair. “I’m still involved in some of his more sensitive operations, and while he
  
   does
  
  an admirable job of keeping his various plots separate from each other, I can read between the lines. Thumper and that milquetoast Vannae can’t be much of a challenge to handle, but the succubus and the assassin are both the kind of crazy that starts climbing the walls if not kept constantly entertained. And Khadizroth, from what I’ve learned of him, is exactly the same kind of mind Justinian is.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Mary agreed quietly, steepling her own fingers. “Charismatic, a natural leader and long-term planner. I have managed to learn almost nothing of his progress while upon Justinian’s leash, but I know him. He will have been, at the very lest, vying for control of that adventurer group, and likely trying to gain some influence among Justinian’s other followers.”
 

 
  “Right,” Darling nodded, “so in short, those people are inherently less stable than you lot, and also being kept under wraps. Which means
  
   managing
  
  them has to be a constant nightmare. It doesn’t surprise me much that Justinian has held off on expanding that program. What it
  
   does
  
  tell me is that he has plans for them still, otherwise he’d have cut his losses long ago.”
 

 
  “Funny thing about that guy,” McGraw mused. “I’ve crossed wands with all manner of corrupt, powerful bastards, but I don’t think I’ve ever met one who was so much more eager to kill off his own servants than his enemies.”
 

 
  “Wait, he what?” Billie tilted her head, one ear twitching and the envelope dangling unopened in her hands. “Did I miss something?”
 

 
  “Elias visits me socially,” Darling said pointedly. “We swap stories. Yeah, you’ve missed some details, but that is definitely one of Justinian’s patterns. At this point I think half the people still in his organization are just there trying to work out what exactly it is he’s up to in the long term. He’s too sly and too capable to be doing the kind of inane chapbook-villain nonsense it
  
   looks
  
  like he is.”
 

 
  Price cleared her throat softly, still holding out the last envelope to Mary, who had been ignoring it. At that, the elf glanced over at the Butler, then returned her stare to Darling.
 

 
  “Thank you, Price, but I think I would rather hear my answer orally.”
 

 
  
   “As
  
  the actress said to the bishop,” Billie chimed, her eyes now on the contents of her own envelope.
 

 
  “Is this another of your amusing little games, Mary?” Darling asked in his driest tone. “Did Joe ever tell you guys about the time she drugged us into a surprise vision quest?”
 

 
  “It was the Rangers doin’ the drugging, to be fair,” Joe added. “But yeah, her idea. All due respect, ma’am, these mysterious antics are less charming than you seem to think.”
 

 
  “I have never found much utility in charm,” Mary replied placidly.
 

 
  “We
  
   know,”
  
  Weaver snorted, scowling at his own letter.
 

 
  Darling sighed, then shrugged. “Well, if you want. Our dear Ms. The Crow asked for an answer from the oracles on how to finally achieve vengeance against the Tiraan Empire for its crimes against her kin.”
 

 
  “What?” Joe exclaimed. “Why is
  
   that
  
  something you wanna hash out in front of everybody?”
 

 
  “Obvious, innit?” Billie replied cheerfully. “She wants ta watch an’ see whether any o’ us might care t’jump in an’ help ‘er with it! I’ll tell ye straight up, Mary, I’m not gonna shift me bum to protect the Silver Throne, but I also ain’t lookin’ ta start a scrap with it. Empire’s a big ol’ nuisance of an enemy, one I can do without.”
 

 
  “Ain’t like any of us are renowned for our Imperial patriotism,” McGraw chuckled. “Well, I confess, now my own curiosity’s piqued.”
 

 
  Mary smiled thinly, still gazing at Darling.
 

 
  “Right,” he grumbled. “See if I ever spend time writing
  
   you
  
  a carefully-worded letter again. Well, the short version is, you can’t.”
 

 
  Slowly, she raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  “And for your edification,” he continued, pointing at her,
  
   “you
  
  are the reason this took so damn long. Because I knew that answer wouldn’t satisfy you, so I kept digging. Have you ever tried to drag answers out of an oracle after it told you to bugger off?”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact,” she said, raising both eyebrows now. “I confess, Antonio, you impress me. That is a significant achievement, for a non-practitioner.”
 

 
  “Well, I could’ve told you what the oracles told me in the first place if you’d just asked,” he sighed. “Your whole problem is that you are too late. The Empire that wronged you is
  
   gone.
  
  What was built after the Enchanter Wars uses a lot of the same iconography as the Tiraan Empire that existed before it, and deliberately claims that shared history to give itself legitimacy, but it’s not even remotely the same thing. The old Empire was an absolute monarchy; the new one is a feudal aristocracy with—though the Throne will deny it—a lot of characteristics of a republic in how its bureaucracy is structured. Hell, it’s just political happenstance the capital is in the same place; there was a real chance of the Silver Throne itself moving to Onkawa near the end of the war. In short, lady, you took too long and blew your chance.”
 

 
  “And,” she said quietly, “is
  
   that
  
  the answer it has taken you all these months to extract?”
 

 
  “No, that answer is actually somewhat instructive, though honestly I don’t think it’s any more useful.” He shook his head. “The oracles finally yielded
  
   two
  
  possibilities for you to pursue, and interestingly enough, both are the same one: take it up with Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Mary prompted in a calm tone that made everyone else in the room edge warily away from her. Everyone but Price, and Weaver, who was glaring at his letter as if oblivious to everything else happening.
 

 
  “First option,” said Darling. “Not one that would’ve occurred to me personally, though after a lot of pestering the Book of All Tales finally spat it out. In some older cultures there are entire codes of how to seek vengeance—”
 

 
  “Don’t Eserites have a code on that, too?” Billie interrupted.
 

 
  “Yes, and the Eserite advice is in most cases ‘don’t.’ But as I was
  
   saying,
  
  there is an idea in several ancient creeds that if you are robbed of your revenge by someone killing your target first, you can satisfy the demands of honor by killing that person instead. In your case, Mary, it happens that the person who killed Emperor Avrusham and ended the Ravidevegh Dynasty is still alive.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” Mary said in a flat tone, “exists in a constant state of needing to have her ears boxed, but she has done nothing for which I would seek her death. And I certainly will not be manipulated into attacking her by the whispers of an old book.”
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  a relief to hear,” McGraw drawled. “I don’t think the continent would survive
  
   you
  
  two goin’ at it for serious.”
 

 
  
   “As
  
  the actress—”
 

 
  “Come on, Billie,
  
   every
  
  time?” Joe interrupted in exasperation.
 

 
  “And what is this second piece of advice that also points to Arachne?” Mary asked.
 

 
  “Even sillier,” Darling said, grimacing. “Time travel.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to frown at him.
 

 
  “What’s
  
   that
  
  got to do with Tellwyrn?” McGraw asked.
 

 
  “Hell if
  
   I
  
  know,” Darling replied with a shrug. “It raises some intriguing questions, doesn’t it? But that’s what the ruby mirror, the gong of Guan Sho, and the oracular koi all pointed to. Since your chance for revenge is in the past, if you want to achieve it, you must go into the past. And for
  
   some
  
  damned reason, Tellwyrn’s who you should ask about that.”
 

 
  “Probably has an in with Vemnesthis,” Weaver grunted, still frowning distractedly at the letter that had been in his envelope. “Her main project for three thousand years was getting an audience with every god there is, and since she eventually stopped it to found the University, apparently she got ’em all. It really wouldn’t surprise me if Arachne was the only living person who could actually talk to the Scions and not get press-ganged or murdered.”
 

 
  “I see,” Mary murmured, finally lowering her eyes to stare distantly at the low table between them. “…thank you, Antonio. You are right, it is not a satisfying answer. But I respect the effort to which you went in obtaining it. I consider your end of our bargain upheld. In truth…I suppose there
  
   is
  
  no satisfying answer.” An ironic little smile quirked at her lips, and she lifted her gaze to meet Darling’s again. “A friend told me not long ago that I need to grow up. Perhaps this is confirmation.”
 

 
  “Aren’t you, what, ten thousand bloody years old?” Billie demanded.
 

 
  “Less than five, thank you.”
 

 
  “Oh, aye, a real spring chicken, you are.”
 

 
  “Jenkins,” Weaver said abruptly, standing up. “A word?”
 

 
  “Uh…sure,” Joe replied slowly. “You mean in private? I guess so,” he muttered belatedly, rising and following the bard, who was already out of the room. “Scuze us, folks,” he said at the door, turning and nodding to them.
 

 
  Weaver had retreated all the way to the foyer, where he was standing with his hands jammed in his coat pockets, the rumpled letter half-emerging from one. At Joe’s arrival, he turned from staring out the window by the door.
 

 
  “I need your help.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Joe tilted his head. “This have somethin’ to do with your…answer?”
 

 
  “You mentioned when we first met that you’ve traveled to the center of the Golden Sea,” Weaver said almost curtly.
 

 
  “With Jenny, yeah,” Joe nodded.
 

 
  “And I’m given to understand that the center can only be reached by someone who has already been there. Or, apparently, someone traveling with them.”
 

 
  “That’s what Jenny told me…” Joe narrowed his eyes. “Okay, hold up.”
 

 
  “I realize you do all right for yourself financially,” Weaver said, his eyes cutting to the large piece of tiger’s eye gleaming in Joe’s bolo tie, “but whatever your price—”
 

 
  “Now hang on a second, I’m followin’ this trail back to its source,” Joe interrupted, holding up one hand. “Lemme see if I’ve connected these dots right. You need to get to the center of the Sea for some reason, where there is a gigantic, permanent dimensional rift which I
  
   know
  
  has properties no hellgate or portal does, since Jenny could use it to leave this entire reality. I distinctly remember when Darling was first pitchin’ this devil’s bargain o’ his he said you were lookin’ to spit in a god’s face.
  
   And
  
  it occurs to me that you’ve got some kinda complicated relationship with a valkyrie, who is
  
   not
  
  supposed to be on the physical realm by edict of Vidius. I add those things up and the sum is
  
   big trouble.”
  
 

 
  Weaver inhaled slowly and deeply through his nose, then just as slowly let the breath out. When he finally spoke, his tone was taut but even. “Yes, I suppose it’s all fairly obvious to someone who has the requisite amount of sense. And credit where it’s due, you’ve got more than the minimum, Jenkins. Look, I…don’t know what to say to persuade you. It’s not like I’ve gone out of my way to be friendly up till now. This is the one thing in life I am most determined to achieve, and if what I’ve just learned is correct, you are the one person in the world who can help me do it. The
  
   only
  
  person who has ever been to the center of the Sea. There’s nothing I won’t pay to secure your aid.”
 

 
  “Weaver, I’m not tryin’ to gouge you, here,” Joe said, frowning. “This ain’t about money, or payment of any kind. What I gotta debate with myself is whether
  
   I
  
  wanna spit in a god’s eye. An’ quite frankly, I’m havin’ a hard time findin’ an angle to come at that question that doesn’t end up at ‘no.’”
 

 
  “There is a heavily moderating factor, if you consider with a bit more care, Joseph,” Mary said smoothly, gliding into the foyer.
 

 
  Weaver threw up his hands. “Aaaand there she is. I dunno why I even bothered to try and have a
  
   private
  
  conversation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I don’t either,” Darling said from the hall behind Mary. “Give her some credit, she’s the only eavesdropper not trying to be surreptitious. Well, this is none of my business, so I’m gonna visit the kitchen and put together a sandwich. You guys want anything?”
 

 
  “Y’got any beer?” Billie’s voice piped up from just around the corner.
 

 
  “The hell kind of establishment do you think I’m running, here?” Darling demanded in an affronted tone. “Of course I’ve got
  
   beer.”
  
 

 
  “Your previous excursion into the heart of the Sea was at the behest of your friend Jenny,” Mary continued while Darling puttered off to the kitchen and McGraw and Billie crept around the corner, the old wizard at least having the grace to look abashed. “A creature known elsewhere as the Shifter. Were you aware that she has often been associated with Vesk?”
 

 
  “She has?” Joe frowned. “When? Where?”
 

 
  “Jenny Everywhere is mentioned obliquely in a number of old stories,” Mary replied, glancing at Weaver. “Going back…a very long way. To my knowledge she has not been
  
   directly
  
  connected to Vesk. But any being who pops up in multiple unconnected sagas will eventually raise the question of how she is related to the god of bards. And now, one of Vesk’s bards has a need to visit the Golden Sea, to achieve an end of great personal importance to him. Now that he knows this, it also turns out that an established acquaintance of his is the one person who can lead him there.” She smiled and blinked slowly, an expression that made her look remarkably like a pleased cat. “And your ability to do so is the direct result of…given the circumstances, let us call it ‘foreshadowing’…by an unearthly being widely suspected of being an agent of Vesk’s. This project may be an affront to Vidius, but it has implied endorsement from another god of the Pantheon. And those two are not known to crush mortals between them in great clashes. There has been none of that among the Pantheon since Sorash was destroyed.”
 

 
  “It does sound downright bardic, when she puts it that way,” McGraw mused.
 

 
  “If you decide to do this,” Mary said, glancing between Weaver and Joe, “I would like to come along.”
 

 
  Weaver narrowed his eyes. “Why.”
 

 
  “To see the center of the Golden Sea? Is that not reason enough?”
 

 
  “Aye, same!” Billie chirped. “That there’s an adventure an’ no mistake! Ashner’s britches, the
  
   braggin’
  
  rights! I’d never ‘ave ta pay fer drinks again!”
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” McGraw added, “it wouldn’t be the first time. But it’s been my observation over the years that the world’s pretty much wall-to-wall danger. Death an’ suffering are around every corner. Comes a point where it doesn’t profit a body to worry excessively about repercussions, long as you don’t rashly seek ’em out. What matters in life is livin’ with honor, and bein’ true to the people who’re true to you. Here’s the truth: we may not get to see Yngrid much, or basically ever, but she’s been around us the whole time Weaver has. She’s pretty explicitly saved our butts, like the first time we fought Khadizroth. Now, if Weaver and Yngrid have gotta offend Vidius to be together…” He shrugged. “In my book, that makes it worth doin’. You want my help, Weaver, you got it.”
 

 
  Joe drew in a slow breath of his own. “Y’know… I
  
   have
  
  been wanting to have a second look at that portal. When I was there it didn’t seem like there was much to see except for old ruins and a big magical hole in the world. Knowin’ what I do now, though, and considerin’ the fact that the Golden Sea is widely thought to have a mind of its own, I gotta wonder if there’s somethin’ else there I just didn’t know to look for.” He met Mary’s eyes. “A purple man who lives in the walls. Somebody who I bet could answer some big questions.”
 

 
  “Did that sound less crazy in yer head before it spilled outta yer mouth?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “Not really,” Joe said ruefully. “But I stand by it. All right, Weaver, I guess I’ve been swayed, and not by your offer of payment. I’m in.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And isn’t this just the most absolutely
  
   typical
  
  thing?” the Jackal complained stridently from the head of their little procession. The elf was stalking along, taking huge steps and swinging his arms widely in a comical gait that made him resemble a child playing soldier. “Here we are, visiting scenic Ninkabi! The highest and lowest city in the Empire! Famed for its soaring towers and fathomless ravines, for graceful bridges and rooftop gardens! With stunning views of the mighty Wyrnrange, the distant sea, and on a clear day the very forests of Athan’Khar! And where do
  
   we
  
  end up?” He came to a stop, turning to face the right wall of the hallway along which they were being led, and brandished both hands at is as if casting a spell.
  
   “Underground.
  
  Under! The fucking! Ground!”
 

 
  “Yeah, you whining about it makes the whole thing a
  
   lot
  
  less claustrophobic,” Shook grunted. “Move your skinny ass, wouldja?”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s
  
   always
  
  the ass with you, isn’t it,” the Jackal simpered, turning to him. “If you want a peek, handsome, all you gotta do is ask. What, isn’t that
  
   pet
  
  of yours keeping you adequately drained?”
 

 
  “If you want his throat slit, master,” Kheshiri purred, pressing herself against Shook from behind, “all you have to do is give the order.”
 

 
  “I would be
  
   so
  
  much more alarmed if I didn’t know that was your idea of foreplay,” the elf replied, waggling his eyebrows at her. “How about you and me, sugar tits? You can take any shape, right? Can you do Jerry, here?”
 

 
  
   “Enough.”
  
 

 
  Khadizroth’s voice, as always, cut off their bickering. The dragon walked at the rear of the line, Vannae hovering silently at his side. The three of them turned to scowl at him as he lowered the hood of his robe to reveal his luminous green eyes.
 

 
  “You have plenty of time to indulge in your unique banter. Let us not keep our hosts waiting, nor terrorize the staff excessively. Neither is a positive first impression. My apologies, Lieutenant,” he added to the sole Holy Legionary accompanying them, who had stopped several yards ahead and was watching them with a noticeably pale face. “Please, proceed.”
 

 
  The man swallowed once, visibly. He wasn’t part of the detachment stationed at their headquarters beneath Dawnchapel, and thus not accustomed to them; in particular, he seemed to have trouble keeping his gaze off Kheshiri, and the fact that his eyes held naked fear didn’t stop them from wandering below her shoulders. Which, of course, irritated Shook as much as it amused the succubus.
 

 
  “Uh, right, um…sir,” the lieutenant said after an awkward pause. “It’s, ah, just through here.”
 

 
  The right-hand wall at which the Jackal had gestured was, in fact, lined with windows, but there was not much to see. This complex was carved out of the living rock along the lower wall of one of Ninkabi’s canyons, not far above the river itself; the roar of the rapids was actually audible below. What little fading afternoon light remained did not reach down this far, and the only illumination in the hall came from its fairy lamps.
 

 
  The beleaguered soldier led them the last few yards to the only place there was to go: the hall terminated in a single door. He opened this and then hesitated, dithering. Appropriate protocol called for him to pull it open and stand aside, but the man clearly felt visceral unease at the prospect of the five of them filing past him in close quarters. After a moment’s waffling, he ducked through the door ahead of them and kept going, putting a few yards between himself and the entry.
 

 
  Kheshiri and the Jackal both snickered. Fortunately, neither said anything.
 

 
  The room beyond was a conference chamber, predominated by a long table. Their door opened onto the rear end, with the front some ten yards distant to their left. At that end, there was a wooden lectern, currently moved off to the side to reveal a view of the far wall, on which were hung a series of maps of the different levels of Ninkabi.
 

 
  As soon as they had all entered, the soldier darted back out behind them, putting on an extra boost of speed when the Jackal blew him a kiss. The elf cackled as he slammed the door shut, but everyone else was focused on the other in the room.
 

 
  Before the wall, a woman with short dark hair stood with her back to them, studying the maps, hands clasped behind her. She wore a long white coat clearly tailored to her lean figure, with a silver-tooled belt from which hung an ornate short sword.
 

 
  “All right, let’s get the obvious questions out of the way first,” she said brusquely, turning to face the group. Her features were sharp and her expression entirely unimpressed by them, in stark contrast to the frightened Legionary. “During a recent kerfuffle in Tiraas which briefly imperiled the life of the Emperor himself, a sizable cult appeared and engaged in a pitched battle with soldiers and adventurers. I’m told
  
   you
  
  lot in particular were involved.”
 

 
  “Oh, hey, I remember those guys!” the Jackal said brightly.
 

 
  “Do not interrupt me when I am briefing you,” she snapped. “The Universal Church has been trying to identify that group ever since. They were numerous, followed no
  
   known
  
  doctrine, and appeared evidently from nowhere. There is no record of any such organization operating within the Empire. Obviously, it’s disturbing that such a sizable threat could appear with no warning and vanish without a trace. What few leads have emerged have brought us here, to Ninkabi.
  
   You
  
  are here to hunt these cultists down, learn everything that can be learned about them, and take whatever action is then deemed appropriate.” She paused, then smiled very thinly. “Until compelling indications otherwise emerge, I will be proceeding upon the assumption that the appropriate action will be to exterminate whatever is left of them.”
 

 
  “Very well,” Khadizroth said, inclining his head. “But would not an introduction have been a more appropriate place to start?”
 

 
  “Yes, that is the other thing,” she replied, her smile widening enough to show hints of teeth. “The five of you represent what was
  
   not
  
  meant to be a long-term project. For…a variety of reasons…it seems his Holiness the Archpope has decided to keep you on. As such, your status must be considered, and your group integrated into the hierarchy of the Church. To that end, his Holiness is resurrecting a long-discarded office of the Church under which—under
  
   me—
  
  you shall work. One which respects your need for secrecy, and grants broad discretionary powers in dealing with whatever threats may emerge. Welcome, lady and gentlemen, to the Inquisition.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on a sec,” Shook said, frowning. “Those were the witch-hunters from before the Enchanter Wars. I’m pretty sure that shit’s even more illegal than most of what we do.”
 

 
  “Not to mention…provocative,” Khadizroth murmured. “Reminders of those dark days have a way of calling down preemptive retribution.”
 

 
  “That is for me to worry about; it’s for
  
   you
  
  to follow my orders.” The woman paced forward three steps to lean both hands on the table, her grin broadening to become a fierce expression that held more than a hint of a snarl. “I am Grand Inquisitor Syrinx, and as of now, you freaks are
  
   mine.”
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  She already knew he was nobody’s fool, but even under the shock this scene had to have inflicted upon him, Jonathan put the entire chain of events together in about a second and a half. By that stage in their acquaintance, Natchua was familiar enough with his face that she could practically see him processing every step back to the point when she had first approached him in a bar, one millisecond at a time.
 

 
  And then he fixed his gaze back on her, his face twisting in a snarl of unbridled fury that was entirely out of his usual character. The mere sight of that caused her a pang right in the chest—a much sharper one than she was expecting. Fortunately, she didn’t have long to dwell on it, as Jonathan immediately raised the wand to point at her.
 

 
  “You little
  
   monster.”
  
 

 
  Natchua barely had to gesture. A tiny rift opened to his left, out of which lashed a lithe tendril of tangible shadow as rapidly as a frog snatching up a fly. It ripped the wand out of his hand and back into the void, and then deposited it right in hers.
 

 
  That seemed to shake some of the rage out of him. Jonathan looked down at his now-empty hand in surprise, then back up at her. “What the hell was
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Something very few warlocks could have done,” Melaxyna interjected. “Something a
  
   lot
  
  harder than simply killing you, which you should take into account when weighing exactly how much of a monster the girl is.”
 

 
  Behind them, Hesthri’s voice was flat and hollow with her own recent shock, but it clearly did not dull her acerbic tongue. “You know, having the slithering sex demon vouch for your character is
  
   pretty
  
  counterproductive.”
 

 
  “Really more of an empathy demon, if you think about it,” Melaxyna muttered, folding her arms.
 

 
  Natchua heaved a sigh, disregarding the byplay. Her own gaze hadn’t left Jonathan. As painfully awkward as it was to meet his eyes, a part of her felt she didn’t deserve the meager comfort of not facing it. Another part was just too prideful to look shifty or otherwise guilty, no matter how fairly caught she was.
 

 
  “Well,” she said finally, “it’s…exactly what it looks like. How did you even find this place?”
 

 
  “I followed you,” he replied. “You never snuck out before. I just— Wait just a goddamn minute, why am
  
   I
  
  explaining myself to
  
   you?!”
  
 

 
  “Snuck out?” Hesthri said quietly, then with rapidly mounting volume. “Snuck. Out. You mean she— Oh, you twisted, evil little
  
   trollop!”
  
 

 
  Melaxyna examined her own fingernails with a supercilious air. “Tut tut. These non-sex demons are so prudish about some things.”
 

 
  “Shut up, Mel,” Natchua growled.
 

 
  
   “Why would you do this?”
  
  Jonathan roared, taking a step into the room.
 

 
  Natchua drew in another deep breath to steady herself. “Please shut the door and keep your voice down, Jonathan. I do have neighbors, and I don’t think any of us wants to explain this scene to them.”
 

 
  For a moment she really thought he was going to charge across the room and attack her physically. But then, rather to her surprise, he instead stepped fully into the basement apartment and pushed the door carefully shut behind him. The latch clicked quietly into place in a controlled movement, without even a hint of a slam.
 

 
  The silence stretched out.
 

 
  “Well?” he prompted at last.
 

 
  “She said she wants to protect Gabriel,” Hesthri answered, to Natchua’s relief; she did not have a plan prepared for this turn of events and was still struggling to come up with an explanation that wouldn’t steer the whole thing even further out of her control. “Something about needing trustworthy demons to help her fight Elilial.”
 

 
  Jonathan rounded on Natchua so abruptly she instinctively backed away.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  do you know about my son?” he demanded, clenching his fists.
 

 
  “He’s a friend from school!” she blurted, the truth spilling out in surprised reflex.
 

 
  Jonathan halted, staring at her with wide eyes. Then, suddenly, he covered his eyes with a hand and began laughing.
 

 
  “Huh,” Melaxyna grunted. “Usually when I’ve watched a man’s sanity unraveling it was some asshole I did it to because he had it coming.
  
   This
  
  is actually sort of distasteful. For shame, kid.”
 

 
  “Amen,” Hesthri agreed.
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,”
  
  Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “I thought you were
  
   older
  
  than me,” Jonathan said, lowering his hand to look at her again, his momentary amusement vanishing as suddenly as it had come on. “It’s just so ironic. Given
  
   all
  
  the lies you’ve apparently been piling on me, that’s got to be one of the smallest. Funny, how it feels sleazier than all the rest of it to me.”
 

 
  “I’ve never had to lie to you,” Natchua said, hearing the defensiveness in her voice and hating herself for it, but unable to put on a better face. “You just never asked about…anything. And
  
   why
  
  would you assume anything about my age?”
 

 
  “You’re young enough you probably haven’t realized yet how disconcerting agelessness is to humans,” Melaxyna explained. “They’re used to looking at each other and discerning that point of data; it’s customary. When it’s absent, they get nervous and sometimes make strange assumptions.”
 

 
  “Let’s just move on from
  
   that
  
  one before I have to feel any filthier about all this,” Jonathan said wearily. “So, you’re a warlock, and you know Gabriel. And you want…to take his side against Elilial? Then what is
  
   this
  
  about?” He pointed at Hesthri, who shrugged. “How can you know how to summon a hethelax and not realize they aren’t—” He broke off suddenly, again looking at Hesthri with a more uncertain expression.
 

 
  “It’s okay, Johnny,” she said in a fond tone, “my feelings aren’t hurt. And you’re right, anyway.”
 

 
  
   “Johnny?”
  
  Natchua exclaimed in surprised derision.
 

 
  “Got a problem with that,
  
   girl?”
  
  the hethelax demanded.
 

 
  “You’re kidding, right? How could you give him a cute, diminutive nickname?”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I? We were
  
   involved,
  
  you know. Or do I need to sit you down and explain where half-demons come from?”
 

 
  “It’s just ridiculous! I’ve never met a man who so obviously deserved
  
   respect,
  
  why would—”
 

 
  “If I had to
  
   guess,”
  
  Hesthri shot back, “I’d say that to
  
   me,
  
  he’s not a replacement father figure!”
 

 
  Another heavy silence descended. Natchua and Hesthri were glaring at one another, but both their eyes widened in simultaneous realization and they book looked away. Jonathan was already determinedly not looking at anyone; unlike the drow and demon, his skin tone betrayed the rush of blood to his face.
 

 
  “This is better than a night at the opera,” Melaxyna cackled.
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up!”
  
  all three of them shouted. She only laughed harder.
 

 
  “What are you doing with that creature, anyway?” Jonathan demanded. “That’s a
  
   succubus.
  
  You can’t possibly think you have her under control!
  
   Especially
  
  if you’re actually planning some kind of attack on Elilial!”
 

 
  “Of course I don’t,” Natchua retorted. “If she were under
  
   control
  
  she would be plotting to ruin my whole life, and I don’t need to get in that kind of pissing contest with a Vanislaad. Melaxyna is here as…an exchange of favors. I rescued her from…a prison, and in payment of that, she is helping me to get established with a more
  
   stable
  
  support system. She’ll be long gone and somebody else’s problem before I go anywhere near the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Prison…” He narrowed his eyes suddenly. “Wait, is this the succubus Professor Tellwyrn was keeping in the Crawl?”
 

 
  “Aww,” Melaxyna squealed, “so little Gabriel
  
   does
  
  write home! What a
  
   good
  
  boy.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   you
  
  know Gabriel?” Hesthri exclaimed, whirling to glare at her.
 

 
  “In passing,” the succubus said offhandedly. “Truth be told, he always struck me as kind of a nitwit, but the kid seemed to have a good heart. His friends clearly liked him, and that counts for something. Believe me, I was as surprised as anybody to learn about this paladin thing.”
 

 
  
   “Paladin thing?”
  
  Hesthri screeched, lunging forward until she rebounded physically off the boundary of the containment circle, causing ripples of light in the air.
  
   “What happened to my son?”
  
 

 
  “He’s fine, Hes,” Jonathan said soothingly. “No paladins attacked Gabriel.”
 

 
  Natchua started to correct him but clamped her mouth shut instead. Fortunately, Jonathan continued speaking.
 

 
  “The truth is…” He paused, drawing in a breath. “Hesthri,
  
   Gabriel
  
  is a paladin.”
 

 
  She shivered, staring at his eyes with an expression both stricken and desperately hopeful. “He…what? What are you talking about?”
 

 
  “Vidius finally called a Hand, after all these centuries,” Jonathan said, holding her gaze. “And he picked our son. He’s the first Hand of Vidius. The first half-demon paladin, ever. Gabe’s best friend growing up was called as the Hand of Omnu when they were both seventeen, and not long after, he got to know the Hand of Avei at that school. And then…this.”
 

 
  Hesthri could only stare at him for a few long moments after he ran out of things to say, and Jonathan just stood in silence, watching her back. Even now, on opposite sides of a spell circle and after not having seen one another for who knew how many years, they could just…be together, apparently communicating with only a look, finding no discomfort in the silence.
 

 
  The stab of jealousy helpfully warned Natchua that she was in big trouble here.
 

 
  “I know this is a lot,” Jonathan finally said in a softer voice. “Believe me, I know. I’m not quite used to it yet, either. I probably won’t ever
  
   completely—”
  
 

 
  “I’ll do it.”
 

 
  Jonathan broke off and Natchua turned to Hesthri in surprise. The hethelax was staring at her, not at him.
 

 
  “I’ll do it, warlock. I’m in.”
 

 
  “Hesthri,” Jonathan said plaintively.
 

 
  “If he’s a paladin,” the demon said, “then he’s a target for Elilial. And despite how
  
   completely insane
  
  this entire situation is… The drow isn’t entirely
  
   wrong.
  
  There’s no out-scheming the Dark Lady, and whatever setbacks she’s suffered, no actual power is going to threaten her. The only thing that will trip her up is an unexpected attack on one of her precious schemes, and for that, it doesn’t have to be powerful. It just has to be a surprise, to come at the right time, and to be carried out by people willing to pay the price.” Holding Natchua’s eyes, she nodded slowly. “I will help you. If it will help Gabriel, I’ll do anything. I will
  
   die
  
  for this.”
 

 
  “Everyone involved will assuredly die for this,” Natchua said quietly. “You’re right, Hesthri. If we succeed in throwing off whatever plan she is unfolding, Elilial’s revenge will be terrible. All of us—”
 

 
  “A-
  
   hem.”
  
 

 
  “All of us
  
   except Melaxyna,”
  
  she corrected patiently, “had better go into this expecting the worst.”
 

 
  “That’s your perspective?” Jonathan’s voice was barely above a whisper; at least the quizzical expression with which he now regarded her was easier to bear than his previous look of hurt and anger. “You are
  
   that
  
  committed to this, Natchua?”
 

 
  “It’s a long story,” she said curtly. “Short version is, after my
  
   last
  
  encounter with Elilial, I’m not really looking forward to a long lifespan anyway, and I intend to make sure she
  
   pays,
  
  if I manage nothing else before the end.”
 

 
  His lips thinned, drawing sideways in that pained grimace he always made when confronted with someone else’s pain. Jonathan Arquin rarely so much as twitched when he himself was injured, but the suffering of others never failed to move him.
 

 
  “All right,” he said finally, with a single decisive nod. “Then
  
   I’m
  
  in, too. Whatever it is you are planning, I’m coming with you.”
 

 
  Oh, no. Natchua did not need the confusing jumble of hope and terror that welled up in her to remind her that this was a terrible idea. It was already well past time she cut her ties with him for good; it was only going to get messier, the longer he stayed around.
 

 
  “That is not on the table,” she said rigidly. “This is no job for—”
 

 
  “For a seasoned veteran?” Melaxyna interrupted in a sickeningly innocent tone. “What
  
   ever
  
  are you on about, Natchua? Your whole criterion for this scheme was to surround yourself with people who will be
  
   loyal
  
  to it. This guy could be the
  
   president
  
  of the Save Gabriel At All Costs club, and let’s be honest with ourselves, a strong fellow with a battlestaff has at
  
   least
  
  as much tactical use as a hethelax demon. No offense, Hesthri darling.”
 

 
  “None taken, you’re entirely right, and don’t
  
   ever
  
  call me ‘darling’ again, you smirking creep.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid the children of Vanislaas are just as unpopular in Hell as we are here,” the succubus informed Natchua with patently feigned sorrow.
 

 
  “No!” she snapped, making a slashing motion with one hand. “Out of the question. I’m a warlock, I can sustain demons at need, and so
  
   that
  
  is what I’m recruiting. I can’t be responsible for—”
 

 
  “Excuse me, Natchua, but you’re mistaken if you think I was asking your permission,” Jonathan retorted, and to her own surprise the iron in his voice cut her off. He stepped forward, holding her gaze, until he was within arm’s reach. At that proximity, he loomed distractingly over her. “Everything that applies to Hesthri, here, applies to me. I will do anything to protect my son, even go up against Elilial and the Wreath. And after all the shit
  
   you
  
  have pulled today, you don’t get to give me orders. I am joining this campaign, and there is nothing you can do about it.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” she said icily. “You can’t
  
   begin
  
  to imagine the things I could do to you, human.”
 

 
  “So do them, then,” he replied.
 

 
  “Johnny!” Hesthri protested, but he held up a hand toward her.
 

 
  Natchua’s mouth had fallen open as she fumbled for a reply. Having her bluff immediately called had not been what she expected. In fact, she wasn’t at all sure what she
  
   had
  
  expected, but that wasn’t it.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know you can shadow-jump right out of here any second and ditch me wherever you like,” Jonathan continued, his eyes boring into hers. “But unless I can keep my eyes on you and help rein in what I can already see has been a pattern of
  
   terrible
  
  ideas on your part, I’m not going to trust you with any part of this, Natchua. So the moment you leave me behind, I will turn this over to someone more capable. I have cultivated useful contacts in a
  
   variety
  
  of places from which you don’t want intervention. Tellwyrn, the Church, the Army, Imperial Intelligence, the Sisterhood, the Collegium… It is amazingly easy to get in touch with powerful people when you’re the parent of a half-demon paladin. Either I supervise this scheme of yours, or I will get someone else to. Those are the terms.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  somebody you want to threaten,” she grated.
 

 
  “That’s right,” he said evenly. “You’re the big warlock, here, you can kill me in a dozen ways with your little finger. Then
  
   do it
  
  if you’re going to.”
 

 
  “Don’t!” Hesthri shouted, hammering both fists on the invisible barrier around her.
  
   “Please!”
  
 

 
  Her pleading was unnecessary. Natchua was just staring up at Jonathan’s implacable face, fumbling uselessly for a way to regain control of this situation. The seconds dragged out until finally, he sighed, and shook his head.
 

 
  “Gods,” Jonathan whispered. “You’re
  
   not
  
  a monster, are you?”
 

 
  “You—I—you don’t know that,” she stammered, and immediately wanted to kick herself. What did that even
  
   mean?
  
 

 
  He just shook his head again. “You’re just a dumb, confused kid who can’t figure out what the right thing to do
  
   is.
  
  You have to be seriously unbalanced to have tried this, Natchua, not to mention wildly thoughtless. But this plan of yours is nothing if not brave. Well.” He straightened his back, squaring his shoulders, and she profoundly despised herself for the unbidden memories of being in his arms that came welling up. “As of now, you have my help, like it or not.”
 

 
  Natchua opened her mouth, closed it, then finally looked away from him. Unfortunately that brought Melaxyna into her field of view; the succubus was grinning insanely and waggling her eyebrows up and down. She cut her gaze back the other way, this time accidentally meeting Hesthri’s eyes. The hethelax’s expression was indecipherable, and for some reason, that was even worse.
 

 
  “…fine,” Natchua said at last, raising her chin and defiantly meeting Jonathan’s stare again. “Have it your way,
  
   Mr.
  
  Arquin. You can
  
   supervise,
  
  if you want to call it that. But this is
  
   my
  
  plan, my operation, and I am in charge. You’ll either do as I say, or I’ll find someplace to put you where you won’t be a threat to anybody. Understand?”
 

 
  Slowly, he lifted his own chin, now looking at her down his nose. “Something tells me we’ll be revisiting this topic in detail in the days to come. For
  
   now,
  
  I guess we have an agreement.”
 

 
  “This,” said Hesthri, “is the strangest damn way I could possibly find myself getting everything I ever wanted. But you know what, I’ll
  
   take
  
  it. Unhinged brat of a drow warlock and all.”
 

 
  Natchua scowled at her, but Jonathan had the gall to chuckle.
 

 
  “Well,” he said, “I have a lot to catch you up on, Hes. Would you
  
   mind?”
  
  The last was directed in a much cooler tone to Natchua.
 

 
  She would rather have died than admit even to herself how much that cut her. Putting on her best effort at a disdainful expression, she deliberately scrubbed her foot across a few lines of the spell circle, and the whole thing went dark, the barrier around Hesthri collapsing invisibly. Before either of them could say anything, she turned and stalked away to the corner of the room where she had set up a ratty old chair and a small shelf of secondhand books.
 

 
  Natchua’s basement apartment in the cheapest area of Mathenon was far from luxurious, but it at least had enough space for two groups of people to hold hushed conversations on opposite ends without disturbing each other. She was an elf, of course, and could hear every word of the discussion that began when Jonathan and Hesthri sat side-by-side on her narrow bed against the opposite wall. It consisted, so far, of him trying to summarize twenty years of current events. Natchua turned her back to them, as much to block out the sight of their clasped hands as to shield her own lips from their view before speaking. Melaxyna, at least, had sashayed over to this corner without needing to be prompted. Dangerous and generally annoying as her kind were, Vanislaads were nothing if not sensitive to mood.
 

 
  “This is not going to work,” she muttered as soon as the succubus was close enough. “I can’t have him underfoot if we’re going to do this. I need your help, Mel; find me a reason and a way to get
  
   rid
  
  of him.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s easy,” Melaxyna said brightly, though thankfully also in a low voice the others wouldn’t overhear. “You heard the man: just kill his ass dead and this whole problem sorts itself out.”
 

 
  “We are
  
   not
  
  killing him,” Natchua hissed. “I want him out of my hair, not harmed in any way!”
 

 
  “You know, that’s your problem in a nutshell. You can never do
  
   anything
  
  the simple way.”
 

 
  “Do not test me on this, you simpering lizard! You agreed to
  
   help
  
  me accomplish my plan. Well, this is what I need.
  
   Help me.”
  
 

 
  “Aw,” the succubus said with saccharine faux sympathy. “Finding yourself a little more…
  
   involved
  
  than you expected?”
 

 
  “Oh, you think you’re just
  
   so
  
  clever,”
  
  
  Natchua spat. “I am
  
   sorry
  
  to spoil your fun, Mel, but you don’t get to dangle this over my head. I know
  
   very well
  
  that my own emotional attachment here is the problem, and that’s the specific thing I need you to help me fix!”
 

 
  “You may understand the problem, yes,” Melaxyna said more somberly, “but as usual, you jumped right to the most harebrained possible way of addressing it. Come on, Natch, have you considered that maybe this is a
  
   good
  
  thing?”
 

 
  “You can’t be serious.”
 

 
  She shrugged. “I don’t mean to downplay how uncomfortable it clearly is for you, but speaking as your official empathy demon thrall: this could be very good for you in the long run. Both on a personal level and
  
   especially
  
  because a smart, morally upright, level-headed man with military training might be the very exact thing this crazy operation needs to stay grounded and have a prayer of accomplishing anything remotely worthwhile. I’m not teasing you about this, Natchua. Give it a chance.”
 

 
  Natchua bared her teeth. “Nnnngghhhh.”
 

 
  “And hey,” the succubus said lightly, “if it doesn’t work out, odds are good he’ll get sick of you and leave on his own! Win/win, right?”
 

 
  
   “Gods,
  
  I hate you.”
 

 
  “Aw, no ya don’t,” Melaxyna replied fondly. “You just resent hearing sense when you’ve committed yourself to nonsense, which is always. It’s seriously amazing you survived as long as you did under Arachne’s tutelage. You’ve gotta roll with the punches, kiddo. This may look like a mess right now, but it’s also an opportunity.”
 

 
  She snuck a glance over her shoulder. Jonathan had his arm around Hesthri; she was leaning against him. Natchua immediately jerked her gaze back forward where she didn’t have to see that.
 

 
  “None of this was supposed to happen,” she whispered plaintively.
 

 
  “I know, honey,” Melaxyna said sympathetically, reaching out to pat her shoulder. “All you did was hunt down a man twice your age, seduce him under a mile-high stack of false pretenses, and extract the name of his ex so you could yank her across the planar divide and conscript her into your private crusade against the Queen of Demons. Who could have guessed
  
   that
  
  would blow up in your face?”
 

 
  Natchua conjured a ball of purple fire, which did not seem to perturb the succubus in the slightest.
 

 
  “And hey, it’s like I said! You have to look for the
  
   opportunities
  
  that come with these little setbacks. All this has demonstrated what may be Elilial’s fatal weakness: she is very, very smart. Nobody whose brain runs on any semblance of sense or logic will see
  
   you
  
  coming.”
 

 
  “Be
  
   silent,
  
  Melaxyna.”
 

 
  The demon grinned widely at her. “As my mistress commands.”
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  “I suppose it is possible,” Crystal said, her metal footfalls echoing on the path in the early morning quiet. The two of them walked through a rare bank of fog as a passing cloud drifted into the mountaintop, Tellwyrn’s passage as silent as any elf’s. The golem’s new body was actually lighter than her old, it metallic parts being much leaner and in fact designed after a human skeleton, padded on the limbs with lightweight material to fill out the suit she wore. The only shoes which had fit over her spring-loaded metal feet, however, were clumsy galoshes which she found awkward to wear, and so she went barefoot, hence the distinctive metallic sound of her gait. Though Crystal had taken to wearing gloves to conceal her skeletal-looking hands, as their appearance unnerved some of the new students, she once again had a simple steel mask for a face. She claimed it suited her.
 

 
  “You were linked into that thing as closely as can be,” Tellwyrn prompted. “Is that really all you can tell me? It’s possible?”
 

 
  “It really is, Professor, I’m sorry. The Crawl’s systems may have been as orderly as dwarven clockwork when they were first designed, but I think that was actually well before the Elder War. Millennia of being used by resident monsters and passing adventurers, adapting and repairing and growing, have made it something that seems very much organic in structure. I could isolate specific pieces of data to examine, but their organizational system made little sense, and the results of trying to perceive the overall whole were frustratingly vague. I can tell you that I don’t recall seeing any structures such as the students described to you, but I also could not swear that the functions of such a device might not have been integrated into the Crawl’s own ancient machinery, somehow. Everything down there is a ten-thousand-year hodgepodge.”
 

 
  “It’s probably nothing about which we need worry,” Tellwyrn murmured, frowning into the fog around them. “It hasn’t caused any problems in fifty years and with Rowe gone, the Visage is no longer attracting critters from other realities… But these
  
   gates
  
  would account for that effect so very well, I don’t want to just ignore the possibility.”
 

 
  “I didn’t hear the paladins’ report, obviously, but the way you described it, Professor, it sounded like Vesk had them all locked away except for the one lost under Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “I never assume
  
   any
  
  god has full control over anything they’re supposed to, especially that one. Well, with Elder God crap in general the best policy is usually not to poke at it, so the last thing I want is to start tearing apart the Crawl to look for a putative dimensional gate that only
  
   might
  
  be down there. Still, I feel a little investigation is warranted. Morning, Andrew.”
 

 
  “G’morning, Professor, Crystal!” Finchley said as the two of them passed through the inner security gate, lifting a steaming cup. A single fairy lamp glowed in the gatehouse office, illuminating the window through which he greeted them. “The kids have all gone through already. We’ve got a pot brewed if you wanna stop in on your way back. Some jasmine blend from Shengdu, real fancy stuff! Fedora either stole it or won it in a poker game, he was unclear.”
 

 
  “I may take you up on that,” she said with a smile. “Work first, though.”
 

 
  “As always. Watch your step going down the mountain, it’s pea soup out there.”
 

 
  “I am an
  
   elf,
  
  you twit.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t talking to you, Professor,” he grinned, unoffended.
 

 
  “Thank you, Finchley, I will be careful,” Crystal promised, and they proceeded down through the new research campus. At that hour, it was even quieter than the old campus; students on the upper levels were already heading off to classes, but the visiting brains pursuing research projects tended to set more indulgent hours for themselves.
 

 
  “When everyone’s settled into the new semester and you have time, Crystal, I’d like you to have another look, if you’re willing. With Alaric and Admestus along for safety’s sake, of course.”
 

 
  “I certainly am, Professor, if you feel it is important. I may have better luck, knowing a specific thing for which to look, but I stress that I’m reluctant to guarantee any results.”
 

 
  “Of course, this is just due diligence. As I said, it’s unlikely to be a problem if it hasn’t become one before now, but considering the mess that
  
   could
  
  have resulted from Rowe’s tampering if he wasn’t stopped… You’re certain he’s no longer an issue?”
 

 
  “No child of Vanislaas is
  
   ever
  
  not an issue, Professor. They can’t be eliminated, just inconvenienced. I feel comfortable asserting he will have a harder time getting out of where I put him than he ever did escaping from Hell. If Rowe becomes a problem again, it will be for future generations.”
 

 
  “I’ll take it,” Tellwyrn said with a smile. “All right, thanks for keeping me company; I see my next appointment up ahead. You’d better get the library opened.”
 

 
  “Of course. Have a good morning, Professor. Let me know when you want me to investigate the Crawl again.”
 

 
  “Will do. Take care.”
 

 
  Crystal turned to head back up the path into the main campus, while Tellwyrn continued on down the wide avenue through the terraces of the research complex. In the morning quiet, she could already hear the conversation going on at the lower gate of the University’s expanded property.
 

 
  “You did
  
   not
  
  call her a bitch!”
 

 
  “Bet your sweet bippy I did. Right in front of my captain, the enforcers
  
   and
  
  the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Bullshit, I don’t believe you. I used to hang out with the Fourth Legion when they were stationed where I grew up and a soldier who pulled that would’ve had the wrath of Avei come raining down on her.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I think the LT was cursed by a fairy to never have to suffer the consequences of the crap she does.”
 

 
  “Good to see everyone’s getting along,” Tellwyrn said, coming to a stop in the shadow of the outer gate, where three people in uniform were standing around apparently swapping stories.
 

 
  “Hey, Professor!” Rook said cheerfully, rendering a singularly half-assed salute. “Morning, you missed the juniors by a few minutes.”
 

 
  “How nice, they’ve developed the skill of showing up on time, finally,” she said, turning to the two Legionnaires. “That must have been an awkward meeting, Locke. Did you already spill the beans?”
 

 
  “Oh, we only just got here a minute or two before you, Professor,” Principia replied, her tone suddenly far more polite than the one she’d used to josh around with Rook. Merry stood off to the side, apparently willing herself to be invisible. “Haven’t encountered the kids yet.”
 

 
  “What amazingly precise timing you have,” Tellwyrn said dryly. “As always. All right, come along, I fear for the village if those little goons are left unattended in it for too long. See you later, Tom, try not to burn the place down.”
 

 
  “The question is
  
   when
  
  I’m gonna burn the place down,” Rook said with a broad grin as she passed through the gates, Principia and Merry falling into step behind her. “You want in on the pool? I’m down for the week before graduation! If it involves a talking donkey and
  
   not
  
  Rafe’s alchemy lab I stand to
  
   really
  
  clean up.”
 

 
  “He’s my favorite,” Tellwyrn commented while Rook and the gate receded into the distance behind them.
 

 
  Principia cleared her throat. “I appreciate how gracious you’re being about all this, Arachne. I promise you won’t have cause to regret—”
 

 
  “Cut that out,” the Professor growled.
 

 
  “Pardon?”
 

 
  “Being all polite and diplomatic, as if you were some kind of grown-up professional. I’ve known you too long, Prin. It’s
  
   creepy.”
  
 

 
  “People do change, Arachne.”
 

 
  “People
  
   can
  
  change. They usually don’t.”
 

 
  “Then why take the risk?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned her head to give the other elf a very wide grin, then faced forward again and continued walking in silence.
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  was a predatory look,” Merry mumbled. “I can’t decide if she wants to eat you or screw you.”
 

 
  “Read the room, Lang. I think this situation calls for an awkward silence, not banter.”
 

 
  “Oh, good. I’m great at those.”
 

 
  To anyone familiar with the town of Last Rock over the last few decades, the view as one descended the mountain into its streets displayed its recent, rapid changes to great effect. The village was larger, with new construction spreading in all directions except up the mountainside itself, and now had even crossed the Rail line in a series of three sturdy footbridges and, a short distance to the south of the town proper, the beginnings of what would be a vehicle-friendly bridge crossing over the Rail. It also had new landmarks, with the flat but distinctive spread of the Vidian temple to the north and the white marble dome and columns of the Silver Mission in the opposite direction near the old road into town from Calderaas, two new windmills on the western edge beyond the Rail line, a new water tower and grain silo, and the jagged framework of what would be a second telescroll tower when its crystal orb was installed.
 

 
  The three of them walked in silence, gazing out at the spread of Last Rock as they passed beneath the level of the cloud cover, and soon were stepping into its streets. It was sleepy as any rural town at this hour, but a few early risers exchanged polite greetings with Tellwyrn and gave the Legionnaires curious looks, often doing double-takes when they recognized Principia. She was smiling smugly at the trail of staring people they left behind by the time the group had reached their destination: the Rail platform.
 

 
  New growth was evident here, too. Benches and street lamps had been added around the perimeter of the platform itself, the ticket stand was in the midst of a significant expansion into a proper office, and a newsstand selling papers from Tiraas and Calderaas had been erected at the edge of the street. The hot new rumor around town was that the Surveyor Corps was considering adding Last Rock to the regular travel rotation, instead of requiring caravans there to be specially commissioned.
 

 
  The new junior class was taking advantage of the recently-installed benches. Teal and Shaeine were seated at one end, leaning against each other, while Juniper stretched out on the rest of their seat; the bench terminated against a lamp post, with another on its other side, where Gabriel sat straddling the wooden seat with his back against the pole, reading a comic. Fross was hovering around the top of the new street light, apparently inspecting the fairy lamp, while Toby and Trissiny stood talking quietly a few feet distant. Ruda paced up and down the edge of the platform, humming the tune of “I’d Hit Sally” under her breath. The animals played under the watchful eyes of Shaeine and Teal, F’thaan gamboling around the end of their bench while Sniff had retreated a few yards to study the young hellhound intently, his head twisting this way and that.
 

 
  “Now, that’s what I like to see!” Tellwyrn said brightly, striding onto the platform with her escort trailing along behind. “Everybody in place, fully dressed, and mostly conscious, with no need for me to teleport anyone.”
 

 
  “Don’t lie, you
  
   love
  
  teleporting people,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “What is
  
   that
  
  doing here?” Shaiene demanded in a frigid tone.
 

 
  “I see you all remember Lieutenant Locke,” Tellwyrn said. “One thing at a time, Mrs. Awarrion. Juniper, sit up; I require that my students at least
  
   pretend
  
  to be awake when I am addressing them. Now! I assume you’ve been clued in by your fellow students about the traditional junior class excursion, but for the sake of thoroughness and because many of your classmates are hysterical liars, I will summarize. You are going to a site in the Wyrnrange known in this era as the Desolate Gardens. This is a location of immense historical significance, currently administered by the Order of the Light, who will be your hosts. It is the location where the Third Hellwar started and ended, the site of the single largest hellgate ever created, which was the source of the demon invasion
  
   and
  
  the site of the last battle of the war. Now it is a sanctified place of healing, meditation, and retreat.”
 

 
  “How sanctified, exactly?” Juniper asked. “I assume you wouldn’t send us to a place that would be inherently dangerous for Fross and me…”
 

 
  “Thank you for crediting me with extremely basic sense, Juniper. Yes, the Desolate Gardens is mostly fine for you. There are powerfully divine-blessed locations on the site, some old chapels and shrines, but also a few spots of fae significance. The Order of the Light, despite its name, isn’t a strictly divine-wielding institution. They have always made heavy use of mages and witches, and even fairy allies.”
 

 
  “What are we to do there, Professor?” Toby asked.
 

 
  “This is a free-form exercise, rather like your Golden Sea trips. Rather than survival, however, the point of this trip is to test your mental and emotional balance.”
 

 
  “How so?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled vaguely. “Now, now. If I explain
  
   everything
  
  ahead of time, there is virtually no point in going. The Desolate Gardens are a place where people tend to find…what they need. With
  
   you
  
  lot, the results should be very interesting indeed. As a side note, it is also the place where Vadrieny and I came closest to encountering one another prior to her enrollment here. We were both present at that last battle, though we did not personally interact. I tell you this,” she added directly to Teal in a more serious tone, “simply to forewarn. I know she has had unexpected memories pop up before, and this is the first time I’m sending you to a place where that’s specifically likely to happen. At this point, Vadrieny has earned trust, and I am not worried. I just don’t want that to sneak up on you.”
 

 
  “We both appreciate that, Professor,” Teal replied.
 

 
  “So,” said Gabriel, glancing around the quiet platform, “does this mean
  
   you’re
  
  going to be our guardian on this trip, Professor?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn sighed softly and adjusted her glasses. “Right. This is, as I said, a free-form exercise. Usually students are accompanied by one of the dorm guardians rather than a Professor, as the objective is not to pursue academic goals. Your attendant is along more as insurance than leadership, there simply to watch over you in case of some severe injury or other unforseeable disaster. None of which have ever happened on this particular field trip, but as you know my rule about letting students off-campus unattended is inviolable. And besides, if there were
  
   going
  
  to be an unforseeable disaster it’d be
  
   you
  
  little bastards who brought it on.”
 

 
  “Man, you run off and charge
  
   one
  
  hellgate and everybody gets a fuckin’ attitude,” Ruda snorted.
 

 
  “I’m sure I needn’t explain all the changes affecting our school, so I won’t,” Tellwyrn continued, “except to say that the research campus is not the end of it by far. For most of its history the University has stood effectively apart from the world, but that’s not going to work for much longer. Rather than lurk on our mountaintop and wait for the world to overtake us, I am taking steps to reach out and be the initiator, or at least active participant, in forging new connections. In the last two years I have been actively in contact with the Imperial government, and since the construction of the research facilities we have made formal academic exchanges with several other universities in the Tiraan Empire, the Five Kingdoms, Syralon, and most recently in the Republic of Sheng-La. Point is, from here on out, we are going to be less and less isolated out here. Students at ULR will have ever more interaction with the wider world. Given the way the world is shaping up and what our students need, I think this will be all to the good.”
 

 
  “Hang on, now,” said Ruda, looking at Principia. “You
  
   can’t
  
  be leading up to…”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact,” Tellwyrn replied flatly. “This trip will be an experiment toward that ongoing goal. It will mark the first University excursion overseen by non-University personnel. On your visit to the Desolate Gardens, your assigned chaperones will be Lieutenant Locke and Corporal Lang of the Third Silver Legion.”
 

 
  All the students immediately began talking at once, most loudly. The exceptions were Ruda, who was laughing so hard she had to slump against the lamp post to brace herself, and uncharacteristically Gabriel, who simply studied Locke in silence.
 

 
  Tellwyrn let this go on for thirty seconds, and then raised one finger. A thin, piercing whine rose in the air, causing the general furor of complaints to dissolve into a few pained shouts.
 

 
  “What the fuck?!” Ruda roared the second it cut off. “Naphthene’s tits, you sadistic old bag, I liked it better when you just blew shit up and made loud noises!”
 

 
  “Dunno, that was a pretty loud noise,” Toby said, still twisting a fingertip in his ear and grimacing.
 

 
  “It’s year three now, and incredibly, I still have to say this,” Tellwyrn sighed.
  
   “Think.
  
  Use those brains instead of just reacting. I
  
   know
  
  your history with Locke; she’s guilty of offenses against you, in particular, for which I have been known to fling people bodily off my mountain. And
  
   now
  
  I’m placing her nominally in charge of you, out from under my watchful eye. Rather than flying off the handle, read between the lines and see if you can figure out what this means. Anyone?”
 

 
  “It means,” Gabriel said quietly, still staring at Principia, “you literally don’t care if we kill her.”
 

 
  In the stillness, Trissiny and Shaeine both shifted their heads in unison to look at him, then at Principia, and finally back at Tellwyrn. Locke herself wore a vague smile which had not faltered during the whole conversation; Merry, now, began edging away from her.
 

 
  Tellwyrn pointed at Gabriel. “You know, Arquin, I have come to regard you as one of my biggest successes. Not that you’re the brightest star in the firmament by any means, but you are ten times the man you were when you arrived here, and if there’s
  
   one
  
  thing I like to see in my students, it’s self-improvement. As is becoming a pattern with you, you’ve hit the nail on the head.”
 

 
  
   “Interesting,”
  
  Shaeine enunciated tonelessly. At that, Principia’s smile finally slipped.
 

 
  “In the years to come,” said Tellwyrn, “things like this are going to become more and more frequent. I foresee a variety of scenarios in which students at this very exclusive University will be placed temporarily under the guidance of people from other institutions. My intention is to get a feel for how this will work, iron out the kinks, and suss out ahead of time any unexpected problems that may arise.
  
   This
  
  particular assignment is going to be a test case, and I have chosen it specifically because of the lack of risk involved.”
 

 
  She began pacing slowly up and down the platform while speaking, hands folded behind her. “Locke came here to reach out on behalf of High Commander Rouvad, who is looking to ingratiate the Sisterhood with my school in pursuit of a new goal of hers, not dissimilar from my own. This makes a perfect low-stakes test case because the Sisterhood has nothing I want. If you kids manage to screw this up beyond all hope of redemption…” She shrugged. “Oh, well.
 

 
  “The risk is further minimized if I make
  
   your
  
  class the lab rats in this exercise, for two reasons: one, hardly anything in the world is a severe physical danger to you, so I worry less about your actual safety than most other students. And two, despite some early hiccups, you have grown to be a reliable group. I
  
   trust
  
  you not to cause trouble that didn’t need to be caused. Those of you who are smirking had better cease immediately. I don’t
  
   do
  
  flattery and the second I see a need I can give a ten-minute off-the-cuff speech on the crippling character flaws of each and every one of you.”
 

 
  She stopped speaking and pace, sweeping a gimlet eye across the whole group, under which there was total silence except for a tiny growl from F’thaan.
 

 
  “And finally,” Tellwyrn continued at last, “there is, as we have mentioned, the curious case of Principia Locke. In a hypothetical worst-case scenario, Rouvad will have to make offended noises if one of her soldiers gets mangled, but in
  
   this
  
  case they will be less than emphatic. You can always tell where Prin has been because that’s where you’ll find people pissed off at her. I expect you to comport yourselves properly as representatives of this University and not inflict unnecessary trouble upon your chaperones, but let’s face it: if this whole thing ends with Principia’s head rolling into a ditch, nobody’s going to be especially cheesed off at me about it. I would be disappointed at the lack of respect shown to Trissiny’s feelings, should that occur, but even she would get over it pretty quickly. Any disagreement on that?”
 

 
  This time, she turned to include Locke in her inquisitive stare. Nobody raised an objection, though Trissiny frowned, Merry and Ruda grinned, and Principia and Shaeine had both gone eerily expressionless.
 

 
  “Very good, then,” Tellwyrn went on briskly. “Locke has your full travel itinerary, though it’s not too involved. You will be going by Rail to the town of Hollowfield; it’s a caravan ride of only a few minutes that’ll put you about equidistant between Mathenon and Stavulheim. There you will be met by representatives of the Order of the Light, who will conduct you on a roughly two-day trip overland through the mountain roads to the Desolate Gardens. As is both traditional and part of the exercise, your time of departure will not be known to you. Locke knows the schedule. As does Lang, who seems a fairly inoffensive person, so if you little buggers can’t behave, at least try to keep one of them alive.”
 

 
  “Hey, question,” said Ruda, raising her hand. “How come you can’t just teleport us right to the place, like you did in Puna Dara?
 

 
  “Because too much convenience is not good for you,” Tellwyrn said placidly. “Especially since
  
   that
  
  incident required me to intervene
  
   before
  
  you lot could run off without me, and there are consequences for putting me out.”
 

 
  “Well, I think it sounds like fun!” Fross chimed. “I’ve never gone on a journey into the mountains before! I always felt like we missed out on that in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” Juniper chided, scowling up at her. “No legs, no opinion on the two-day hike.”
 

 
  “I’ve got
  
   legs,”
  
  Fross protested. “And I’d like to see
  
   you
  
  fly everywhere if you think it’s so easy!”
 

 
  “If the Golden Sea didn’t kill us, this won’t,” Toby said, firmly but with a smile.
 

 
  “That’s the spirit!” Tellwyrn said cheerfully. “All right, you know what you need to. Locke will be able to reach me in the event of an emergency. Keep in mind her position and if she is forced to remind you of University rules I’ll expect you to listen, but aside from that, she is not actually authorized to order you about. She
  
   is
  
  hundreds of years old, a veteran Eserite, and apparently a surprisingly competent soldier, so in the event of a crisis, I suggest getting her input. By and large, however, you’re under your own guidance.”
 

 
  “In the event of a crisis,” said Principia, “I’m not going to try to stop this group from racing to the fore. I understand that’s something of a
  
   pattern
  
  with them.”
 

 
  “Oh, naturally,” Tellwyrn replied. “Equally naturally I will still hold you fully accountable for whatever befalls them, whether or not you could have stopped it. That’s the job you signed up for.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Principia replied with a sardonic grimace.
 

 
  Ruda cracked her knuckles loudly.
 

 
  “And with that,” said Tellwyrn, grinning wolfishly, “you are officially on your own, kids. Your caravan will be here at the top of the hour. While you wait, know that I’m going to be enjoying a cup of imported jasmine tea in the comfort of the guardhouse. And I’m not even going to have to walk there!”
 

 
  At the distance she stood from them, even the tiny puff of displaced air caused by her teleportation was inaudible; she was simply, suddenly gone.
 

 
  “How long do you think it’s gonna be till she forgives us for Puna Dara?” Gabriel asked. “Seems unfair. We didn’t even succeed in running away, that time.”
 

 
  Ruda cackled. “How long can elves live?”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  the question of the day, isn’t it,” Teal said in an innocent tone, not looking in Principia’s direction. Shaeine silently took her hand, interlacing their fingers.
 

 
  Principia herself put on a broad smile and clapped her gauntleted hands together loudly, stepping forward to the center of the Rail platform. “Well! Here we are, then, campers. Who’s ready to go on an
  
   adventure?”
  
 

 
  All of them stared back at her in total silence. Except F’thaan, who growled in tiny dislike.
 

 
  Merry took a circumspect step backward from her commanding officer.
 

 
  Undeterred by this chilly reception, Principia opened her mouth to speak again.
 

 
  A wall of silver light flashed into being behind her and swept forward, shoving her bodily past them and off the platform. The shield dissipated at the edge, though by that point it had built up enough speed to launch her all the way over the Rail line itself.
 

 
  While Gabriel applauded, Ruda shouted criticism of her landing and Toby hopped down to help her up, Trissiny sidled over to the end of the bench where Shaeine and Teal sat and leaned over to murmur to them.
 

 
  “Please don’t
  
   actually
  
  kill her, though.”
 

 
  “Of course, Trissiny,” Shaeine said immediately, nodding deeply to her. “I would never show such disregard for your feelings. Besides, my mother always taught me that homicide is a lesser revenge.” She paused, turning her head to glance over her shoulder at Principia, who had landed lightly and was now reassuring Toby as to her condition. “I have
  
   much
  
  better ideas.”
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  “All right, let me just make sure I’m following this,” said Aspen. “People have all these customs and they’re all arbitrary and I try to be
  
   real
  
  certain of details when something confuses me.”
 

 
  “Entirely reasonable,” Rainwood replied, giving her a smile.
 

 
  “So… We need to go to this Omnist temple.”
 

 
  “It’s more a compound; there
  
   is
  
  a temple on the grounds but the monastery encompasses a large farm, too. But yes, that is the crux of it.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. And you don’t know
  
   why
  
  we need to go to the temple.”
 

 
  “When dealing with spirit guides, it’s best not to press for details they don’t want to give. So no, I do not.”
 

 
  “And you don’t know who we’re going to meet there.”
 

 
  “Well, Omnists, one presumes! But I’m open to being surprised.” He grinned at her, an expression she did not return. “We’re going to meet
  
   someone,
  
  that much is given. There are people there who will be instrumental in your quest. But no, there’s no hint yet of who they are.”
 

 
  “Right.” She turned her head toward Ingvar, who was walking on her other side. “And… You want to go
  
   with
  
  this guy because…?”
 

 
  Rainwood laughed, which she ignored, but Ingvar patted her shoulder. “All that is bog standard fae divination, Aspen. I would be more perturbed if these unknowns were truly unknowable, but all of this is exactly what I have come to expect from fairy magic.”
 

 
  “Don’t tell
  
   me
  
  about fairy magic,” she said petulantly. “I’m a fairy. I’m
  
   made
  
  of the stuff!”
 

 
  “And is that the same as knowing how it works?” he replied mildly. “I could not assemble a working human from the pieces of one; the greatest medical minds alive can’t do that. And hasn’t it been something of a running theme with you that your mother rather neglected to teach you anything useful about yourself before turning you loose?”
 

 
  “I guess,” she muttered, kicking a rock out of the path hard enough that it sailed into the canopy and impacted a tree trunk with a crack that resounded through the forest. “This is just…a lot of I-don’t-know-what for us to be suddenly running off and doing what
  
   he
  
  wants.”
 

 
  Ingvar patted her again, soothingly. “As I said, it’s familiar enough to me that I don’t inherently mistrust it. We Huntsmen work with the Mother’s blessings more than with divine magic, and I in particular have followed a quest commanded through visions. That’s how we met, remember? Fae spirits may be helpful, if they are so inclined, but very rarely do they give straight answers.”
 

 
  “Well put,” Rainwood agreed. “There’s also the old saw about the journey being more important than the destination. Which I’m not so sure I concur with, actually, but I’ve found that the journey always
  
   matters.
  
  Finding your way and figuring stuff out is exactly how you become the person who can accomplish the goal. If you just skipped to the end without struggling along the way you wouldn’t know what to do with it when you got there.”
 

 
  “Hnh,” Aspen grunted.
 

 
  “I think it’s time, Aspen,” Ingvar added more solemnly. “Remember, I have been given a quest of the utmost seriousness. The last several months have been a
  
   lot
  
  of journeying with no destination in sight. We have learned and grown from our various visits with Rangers and elves and even your sister’s school, but none of it so far has been explicitly germane to Shaath’s predicament.”
 

 
  “I
  
   like
  
  journeying with you,” she said quietly. “It’s been… It’s been good, Ingvar. I’m not sure I’m ready for things to change.”
 

 
  “I’ve enjoyed traveling with you, too,” he replied, smiling at her. “Watching how quickly you’ve grown has been a privilege. But everything
  
   does
  
  change, you know. That’s the one absolute in all of nature. The time was always going to come.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but are you sure you wanna trust
  
   this
  
  guy in particular?” she muttered, glancing sidelong at Rainwood. The elf grinned as he strolled along, clearly taking no offense.
 

 
  “I can’t say that I’m
  
   sure
  
  about much,” Ingvar mused. “All I ever wanted was to hunt in the company of my brothers; I used to think that adapting myself to the political needs of the Huntsmen and tangling with Tiraan society was the great bend in my path. Now everything revolves around gods, ancient secrets, and trying to tease out the lies that have wormed through my faith. Not to mention grappling with huge questions of how to actually
  
   change
  
  a god.” He shook his head slowly. “If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that it does not pay to become too attached to an idea of what you
  
   think
  
  the future should be. And anyway, I guess I have a good feeling about this guy.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well,” she said grudgingly, “I guess if there’s one thing
  
   I’ve
  
  learned it’s that feelings matter when it comes to fae magic. And dealing with people. And a surprising number of other things.”
 

 
  “Tell you what, I reckon I’m as surprised about all this as you two,” Rainwood commented. “I’ve learned to trust my spirit guides—it’d be crazy not to, considering how many centuries I’ve been nurturing those relationships.
  
   Still,
  
  though. I was minding my own business in Calderaas, enjoying a semi-retirement from the adventuring life, and all they told me was that a great quest was afoot and I was to come
  
   here
  
  and meet some people, then guide them on the next steps. A Huntsman of Shaath and a dryad were definitely a surprising fill-in of that blank. And now I find out you’re after no less than a cure for the core problem of the gods themselves.” He snorted. “Next person who tells me the Age of Adventures is over is getting turned into a mushroom.”
 

 
  Aspen gave him a much more interested look. “You can
  
   do
  
  that?”
 

 
  “One way or another,” Ingvar said, “in the end, everyone gets turned into mushrooms. At least, if they are fortunate enough to die in a forest.”
 

 
  “See, he gets it!” Rainwood chuckled.
 

 
  She sighed. “Glad one of us does…”
 

 
  The forested hills of eastern N’Jendo provided exactly the kind of territory Ingvar and Aspen both loved. Rainwood, clearly a wood elf by the shape of his ears, was doubtless equally in his element here, but in delivering them the urgings of the spirits who had taken an interest in Ingvar’s quest, he had steered them from the truly wild country they preferred and onto an actual path. It was no highway, merely an old game trail, but clearly saw enough traffic that the underbrush had no chance to swallow it up again. Aspen did not particularly mind, though Ingvar couldn’t help being concerned at the prospect of meeting human travelers. They reacted unpredictably to encountering a dryad, he had found, and Aspen reacted
  
   very
  
  predictably to people shouting at and threatening her.
 

 
  Elves and Rangers alike were delighted to meet a dryad, but the list of people who felt that way was vanishingly small. And now they were apparently heading right to a Pantheon temple. Well, Omnists were probably likelier than most to welcome a living fertility spirit into their midst, and if worse came to worst, they were rather famous for their equanimity under pressure. Hopefully no pressure would be applied. After all, they were being led here for a reason.
 

 
  Ingvar
  
   did
  
  have a good feeling about Rainwood and his guidance, and had learned to trust his intuition, but despite his reassurances to Aspen, the elf’s arrival did raise some thorny questions. If fae spirits were interested enough in Ingvar’s quest to send help his way, who else was aware of it? The Crow herself had seemed to feel positively toward it, but once she had guided them to that last encounter in Viridill, he had heard nothing more from her. Perhaps the intervening months making the acquaintance of elven shamans from Vrandis to Viridill had helped draw the attention of the fae to his cause. Whatever was coming, it would be wise to greet it with circumspection.
 

 
  If nothing else, Huntsmen were often attuned to the stirrings of the fae. Ingvar himself had needed Mary’s careful guidance—and, it must be said, manipulation—to come to a point from which he was mentally prepared to accept the revelations thrust upon him, and even for him it had been a painful struggle. Other, uninitiated Huntsmen were unlikely to take it so well, if they caught wind of his mission. To them, his goal could very easily seem like nothing less than an assault on everything they valued.
 

 
  Because, in a sense, it was.
 

 
  The three of them climbed into more sparsely-wooded territory as the morning wore on. Around midmorning, they emerged from beneath the boughs at the peak of a ridge to find the land changed ahead. The forest had not ended, precisely, but where there had been constant coverage of pines all the way from the Athan’Khar border, there now was rocky, rolling territory ascending to the solid wall of the Wyrnrange in the east, dotted with isolated stands of trees interspersed with windswept open areas. Through these gaps, their destination was clearly visible.
 

 
  “There she is!” Rainwood said with good cheer, pointing at the complex a few miles ahead, which was truly impossible to miss. The traditional Omnist ziggurat surmounting it stood out from the lower buildings clustered around, but even had there been no visible structure, an entire stretch of the terrain had been carved into terraces for farming, each supported by stone retaining walls. In the distance beyond the temple complex a waterfall plummeted from a great height in the mountains, and away to the southeast wound a river disappearing into the forest beyond. Rainwood shifted his arm to point north. “The Shadow Hunter enclave you were headed for is off to the north thataway, where the trees get thick again. Seems a likely next stop on your journey even after this diversion, but who knows? As we were just discussing, the road ahead is often surprisingly twisty.”
 

 
  
   “Rangers,”
  
  Aspen corrected primly. “They don’t like to be called Shadow Hunters. That’s a perjorative the Shaathists made up to discredit them.”
 

 
  “Why, right you are, Aspen,” Rainwood acknowledged. “Forgive me, I’m not accustomed to conversing with people who
  
   know
  
  that.”
 

 
  “We
  
   told
  
  you we’d been visiting their enclaves,” she said in exasperation. “What did you
  
   think
  
  we talked to them about?”
 

 
  “I should imagine you discussed a great many things,” he said diplomatically. “Well! The day is only getting older while we stand here, and the temple no closer. Shall we?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rainwood, despite all his hints about having been on many adventures over the course of a long life, had clearly never traveled with a dryad before. He tried to set a faster pace once they were walking on open ground and had their destination in sight. Ingvar, though it probably didn’t reflect well on him, took some amusement in not warning the elf.
 

 
  Aspen’s usual diatribe about dryads and cross-country hiking was swift and loud. Ingvar had noticed that she rarely complained about the walking when they were traveling under trees, but as soon as they were out in the open, suddenly dryads were just not suited for long periods of walking, especially not at speed. Rainwood, to his credit, simply slowed his pace and offered no argument.
 

 
  Despite being the one slowing them down, Aspen also insisted on keeping in motion rather than stopping for a break as noon neared, blithely commenting that Omnists were so well-known for feeding strangers that even
  
   she
  
  knew their reputation, and there was no sense in using up their own supplies when there was a free lunch waiting for them straight ahead. As she had grown more accustomed to interacting with people on their travels Ingvar had been pleased to see her maturing rapidly and developing the habit of considering the perspectives of others, but such episodes of unthinking childish greed were still very much in her character. Privately, he wondered if the Omnists would prove to be a good influence on her, or a very bad one. He could imagine that going either way.
 

 
  In the end, it was over an hour past noon by the time they reached the temple complex. Their little path had led them onto an actual road nearly a mile back, a wide one not paved by Imperial engineers but which clearly saw regular wagon travel. Luckily, this was still the backwoods of N’Jendo and they did not encounter any fellow travelers until the road brought them to the first of the cultivated terraces upon which crops were being grown, and with it their first Omnist monk.
 

 
  At least, she wore the customary brown robes. The monks of Omnu were famously humble, industrious, and pleased to labor with plants in the fields, but this one was engaged in nothing constructive, ignoring the crops growing around her. Instead, she sat on the edge of the terrace’s stone wall with her legs dangling over the path, whittling a piece of wood with a belt knife. Or had been, anyway; her eyes had remained fixed on the three of them ever since they came into view, the blade and half-carved block sitting immobile in her hands.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” the young woman said sourly as they stepped into conversational range.
  
   “More
  
  weirdos.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  you?” Aspen snapped, stopping and planting her fists on her hips.
 

 
  The monk just looked the dryad over insolently, then did the same to the other two. “Let me guess,” she finally drawled, pointing with her knife. “You must be Ingvar.”
 

 
  He stiffened unconsciously in surprise. “That I am. Forgive me, I did not realize I was expected.”
 

 
  “Yeeeaaah, this has been a day of surprises all around,” the girl said sardonically. She was very young, clearly only a few years into adulthood, if that; perhaps that played a part in explaining her overtly un-Omnist attitude. The monk was a Westerner, but unless he missed his guess, not local; her lean frame, round face and deep mahogany complexion were more characteristic of the Onkawi from up north than the paler, stockier Jendi. “Well, the important thing is you’re here. Bout time, too, there are some people who are
  
   very
  
  anxious to meet you.”
 

 
  “I…see,” he said uncertainly. “Well, then, I am sorry if I kept you waiting. It wasn’t intentional.”
 

 
  “Well, at least he’s polite,” she said, tossing aside her piece of wood and hopping nimbly down to the path. There she hesitated, squinting at Ingvar. “Um…or is that she?”
 

 
  
   “He,”
  
  Ingvar said, firmly but without aggression.
 

 
  “Okay,” the young monk replied with a single nod. “Follow me, then.”
 

 
  He did so, making soothing gestures at Aspen, who clearly did not care for this girl’s attitude. Ingvar didn’t either, to be sure, but her last comment had raised her half a notch in his estimation. Well, a quarter of a notch. It wasn’t uncommon for people to be unsure of his gender, or to be rude enough to ask, but far too many went so far as to argue with him about it, or at least shamelessly gawked. Sad as it was, a basic modicum of respect was an unusually positive character trait. Rainwood just strolled alongside him, grinning as if this were the most fun he’d had in years. For all Ingvar knew, that was literally the case.
 

 
  “So,” the monk said, loudly enough to be clearly audible even though she didn’t turn around while walking, “how come your elf has black hair? I’m not even gonna ask about the dryad.”
 

 
  “He is hardly
  
   my
  
  elf,” Ingvar replied in the tone of wry disapproval he had cultivated for quelling the excesses of younger brother Huntsmen, the ones who hadn’t outgrown constantly strutting around as if they had something to prove. “If you’re curious about Rainwood, the thing to do would be to ask
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  “Guess that’s so,” she said laconically, then fell silent.
 

 
  “I can already tell I’m gonna like it here,” Rainwood said cheerily.
 

 
  Aspen leaned forward around Ingvar to peer at him. “Is that sarcasm, or are you just some kind of idiot? That’s a serious question, it can be
  
   really
  
  hard to tell the difference.”
 

 
  “Eh,” the shaman replied, still grinning irrepressibly. “Little of column A, little of B. Life’s all about balance.”
 

 
  “I thought life was all about change,” she grumbled. In front of them, the monk chuckled, which earned her a sullen glare from Aspen.
 

 
  In the temple complex, finally, they began encountering people. Ingvar couldn’t fault them for stopping to stare, especially the younger ones; any of the three of them was an unusual sight, and in combination were
  
   worth
  
  staring at. Still, he found the Omnists a more courteous group than he had expected of humanity in general; all but the obviously immature novices quickly got over their surprise, greeting the travelers with smiles and polite bows. No more than that, though, as they were clearly being led by the young monk. That was a relief; explaining their business here was going to be interesting enough, since Ingvar himself didn’t fully understand it. He was just as happy not to have that conversation with every single person they passed.
 

 
  Their guide conducted them on a winding route that was probably still the most direct path, considering how many switchbacks were necessary to ascend the terraces into which the hill had been carved. It quickly became clear that she was leading them all the way to the uppermost level, where the ziggurat itself stood with a a long stone structure extending from one side, which would be the monastery itself. The monk remained nonchalant and quiet for the rest of the walk. None of them minded the silence, if the alternative was her acerbic idea of casual conversation.
 

 
  Despite the solid stone construction of the monastery, they could plainly hear raised voices in an argument as they approached its doors, a sound most unsuited to the grounds of an Omnist temple complex. The young monk finally turned to give them a wry look prior to entering.
 

 
  Ingvar frowned, then his eyes widened. “Oh, no.”
 

 
  “No? What no?” Aspen demanded. “What’s the matter?”
 

 
  He sighed heavily. “I
  
   recognize
  
  one of those voices.”
 

 
  “Yep,” the girl leading them said dryly. “I had a feeling. Welp, here we are.” She pulled one of the double doors open, stepped in and immediately moved to the side, leaving them to file into the monastery.
 

 
  The entrance led to a long antechamber from which doors branched off in both directions behind a double row of columns. At the far end a fountain splashed in front of a mural depicting the sunburst of Omnu upon the wall. Ingvar and company took all this in with a quick glance before focusing on those present.
 

 
  The only person who seemed to belong was an older monk who sat on a bench against one of the columns, watching the two young people having their shouting match with the long-suffering expression of someone who had given up trying to peacefully stop this.
 

 
  Ingvar discovered that he had been wrong: now that he could see them, he recognized
  
   both
  
  these people. Which meant he could have warned the poor monk of the futility of trying to keep peace here. The prospect of these two being in a room together was so remote he had never had to consider what a disaster it would inevitably be.
 

 
  “Oh, go out back and play with your
  
   bow,
  
  you overgrown child!”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  a child! Where I’m from, a woman who acted the way
  
   you
  
  do would be put over someone’s knee until she learned to act her age!”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, everywhere you’re
  
   not
  
  from, people have discovered fire and writing and
  
   not
  
  behaving like wild animals!”
 

 
  “A wild animal would be a
  
   vast
  
  improvement over you, you vulgar gutter wench!”
 

 
  “If you like animals so much, why don’t you go screw one? That’s what you Huntsmen do, right?”
 

 
  “Jealousy suits you even less than petty spite, girl.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   please,
  
  like anyone would touch you except with a weapon.”
 

 
  “Every word out of your mouth proves the absolute necessity of keeping women—”
 

 
  “I would like to see you even
  
   try—”
  
 

 
  “You are
  
   very
  
  close to seeing—”
 

 
  
   “Silence!”
  
  
  
  Ingvar roared.
 

 
  It fell, momentarily, both young people and the long-suffering monk turning to him in surprise. Then the two of them immediately began yelling again, though at least this time it was without hostility, now that they were addressing him and not each other.
 

 
  “Ingvar! Brother, you
  
   are
  
  here! I’ve been—”
 

 
  “Brother Ingvar, I have been sent by the goddess to—”
 

 
  “Oh, no one cares about your fool goddess, you tramp. Let the men talk.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   it!”
  
  She burst alight with a golden glow of divine energy, and he hopped back, nocking an arrow to his longbow.
 

 
  
   “WHAT DID I JUST SAY?”
  
  Ingvar’s voice thundered through the room, again bringing quiet.
 

 
  “So,
  
   this
  
  is the famous Ingvar,” said the old monk, his soft voice seeming to quell the aggression in the room. He rose and approached them with a smile. “Welcome to our humble monastery. And you bring even more surprising company! Daughter of Naiya, it is an unprecedented honor. We shall do all in our power to make you comfortable here. I am Nandu, a humble administrator.”
 

 
  “Brother Nandu is the abbot in charge of this whole place,” said the young woman who had led them here, now lounging against the wall by the door with her arms folded.
 

 
  “Brother Nandu, I thank you humbly for your hospitality,” Ingvar said, bowing to him. “I am Brother Ingvar, Huntsman of Shaath. And I
  
   deeply
  
  apologize for the headache I can see you have been dealing with. I had no idea anyone was looking for me, and still don’t know why. Had I known
  
   these two
  
  of all people would be coming into contact I would have acted swiftly to steer them away from any hapless bystanders.”
 

 
  “Well, life is an endless surprise,” Nandu said with an amused little quirk of his lips. “Omnu sends us no more trials than we can bear to face.”
 

 
  “Soooo,” Aspen said pointedly. “Ingvar, why don’t you introduce everybody to your shouty friends, here?”
 

 
  “One of them you’ve met, Aspen,” he said, turning a quizzical frown on the two before him, both of whom had the good taste to look embarrassed. “The last time we saw her, which was briefly, November Stark was a student at the University at Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” Aspen said, nodding. “I
  
   do
  
  remember. She’s the one who was mad at you for existing.”
 

 
  November blushed and looked mulish, simultaneously. “That is
  
   not
  
  what happened.”
 

 
  “It lacks nuance, but Aspen also isn’t wrong,” Ingvar said flatly, “and I think you know it. And
  
   this
  
  is Brother Tholi, a
  
   very
  
  young Huntsman from the lodge in Tiraas. In point of fact, he is only recently elevated to full membership in the lodge, and it is very much not common practice for one his age to be wandering on his own a thousand miles from his elder Brothers. Not to mention that I am pretty sure the academic year has begun, and something tells me Professor Tellwyrn doesn’t know how far astray one of her lambs has gone. This promises to be two very interesting stories, before we even get to the matter of why you two are looking for
  
   me,
  
  of all things. And why
  
   here.
  
  Even I didn’t know I was going to be here until last night!”
 

 
  “The spirits knew,” Rainwood said smugly.
 

 
  November and Tholi glanced at each other, then both averted their eyes, scowling in unison.
 

 
  “Well?” Ingvar prompted.
  
   “Explain
  
  yourselves.”
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  The darkness receded, leaving them standing in sunlight and the fresh air of the mountains. The group, which had been clustered together in the Mathenon basement in which they had gathered for the shadow-jump, immediately moved a few feet apart. Mostly because several of them didn’t care for being in one another’s proximity, to judge by the grim stares Jonathan and Hesthri leveled at Melaxyna while stepping to the side.
 

 
  The succubus was clearly unbothered. She rose up onto her toes, stretching her arms above her head and wings out to both sides, then relaxed with a pleased sigh. “Ah, that’s the stuff. Sun, breeze, and birdsong! I think I’ve had my fill of being indoors and/or underground for another lifetime.”
 

 
  “Where
  
   are
  
  we?” Hesthri demanded, turning slowly in a circle to take in their surroundings.
 

 
  “Veilgrad,” Jonathan answered, pointing at the city stretching away from the western foot of the mountainside upon which they now stood. “Or at least, the hills outside it. The city’s unmistakable.
  
   That,
  
  however, I don’t know about. A better question is:
  
   why
  
  are we here?”
 

 
  He added the last with a frown of puzzlement, turning in the opposite direction. Above them at the pinnacle of the trail loomed the overgrown ruins of a manor house.
 

 
  “That would’ve been a better question to ask
  
   before
  
  we jumped,” Melaxyna suggested with a simpering smile.
 

 
  “Mel,” Natchua warned, “do not start picking at him. Or her, or me, or
  
   anyone.
  
  This group is already one person bigger than I had planned and we will all have plenty of time to get sick of each other in the days to come without professional help.”
 

 
  “You know she used to wear her hair gelled up in a mohawk?” Melaxyna said, still in that innocently sweet tone. “It looked
  
   ridiculous.
  
  I’m glad she kept the green stripe, though, that’s actually rather dashing when it’s allowed to lie down properly.”
 

 
  Jonathan glanced at her only momentarily before returning his focus to Natchua. “Right, well… Belated or not, the answer to my question…?”
 

 
  Natchua turned and began walking up the road toward the gates of the manor grounds, giving them the option of following or being left behind. “I told you what I am looking for: demons who can be counted on to take action against Elilial, in spite of their own best interests. There are precious few of those, and it’s even harder to track them down since my primary means of doing so is to consult a djinn.”
 

 
  “Safely, of course,” Melaxyna snickered. “Binding the djinn in question with a contract which prevents her from revealing
  
   anything
  
  about Natchua or her own plans to anyone. You can guess how much they enjoy
  
   that.
  
  I have never seen a djinn so piqued as Qadira el-Mafti after Natchua got done lawyering up at her. Of course, there’s no possible way
  
   that
  
  will ever come back to bite our fearless leader on the ass.”
 

 
  “I don’t expect to still be alive by the time she finds an opportunity to make trouble,” Natchua said curtly. “Anyway, I have a lead on another prospect, but in the meantime, we are
  
   here
  
  to secure the other thing this mad little crusade will require: a safe base of operations.”
 

 
  “Safe, huh,” Hesthri snorted. They had arrived at the head of the mountain road, where the gates still sort of stood. At least the stone pillars flanking them were still there; of the two wrought iron gates, one listed drunkenly from its hinges and the other lay flat on the path inside. Beyond, the spectacle of ruin was even worse than the glimpse visible from below had hinted. Both the long wings of the huge mansion were in terrible disrepair, with virtually every window either boarded up or reduced to a fringe of shattered glass, and the gabled roof was missing fully half its shingles and rent by yawning holes. That was nothing compared to the main entrance hall which stood between them. To judge by the size of its foundation and the height of the one standing corner, it must have been a grand edifice indeed at one point. Now it was merely a huge pile of rubble.
 

 
  “For all intents and purposes?” Natchua snorted a mirthless little laugh. “Safe enough.”
 

 
  “Was all this for dramatic effect?” Jonathan asked. “The whole wide approach, I mean. It’s not like there’s a lot to see, here, and it’s probably a better idea
  
   not
  
  to drop this group out in a public area where anybody might see us arrive. Wiser to bring us in closer to the building, if not inside it. Unless it’s even less safe than it looks, which would be saying something.”
 

 
  “Nobody ever visits here, I assure you,” Natchua replied, leading them on a long path to the left of the smashed entrance, through the chest-high weeds and brambles which had overtaken the neglected garden. “And the grounds are protected by a
  
   very
  
  thorough set of infernal wards. Even I couldn’t shadow-jump jump onto the property itself without likely triggering some kind of trap.”
 

 
  
   “Even
  
  you?” Hesthri drawled, shoving aside a bramble bush without reacting in the slightest to the thorns. “I thought we’d established you’re about the same age as my son. Infernal magic takes
  
   time
  
  to master, like any kind of magic. Any skill at all, for that matter. More time than you’ve been alive, girl.”
 

 
  At the rear of the group, Melaxyna laughed aloud. Everyone else ignored her.
 

 
  “I know very close to everything there
  
   is
  
  to know about infernal magic,” Natchua stated.
 

 
  Jonathan cleared his throat. “Look, Natchua, this may seem improbable, but we actually
  
   were
  
  your age at one point. It’s easy to feel like you know everything when you lack perspective on how much there is to know.”
 

 
  “Do
  
   not
  
  talk down to me, Jonathan Arquin!” Natchua finally slammed to a halt at the corner of the manor, whirling to glare at him. The rest of the group stopped as well, Melaxyna lurking at the back with a malicious grin, and Hesthri clinging to Jonathan’s arm. That sight did nothing to improve Natchua’s humor. “When I say I know everything
  
   about infernal magic,
  
  I mean exactly that. Everything except whatever Elilial withheld to maintain some control, which is still more than any red dragon.”
 

 
  He squinted in surprise. “Elilial…withheld?”
 

 
  “Tell me, Jonathan, since you’re so old and wise and know so much,” she spat, “what do you think would happen if the goddess of demons cornered two teenage college students and stuffed their brains full of
  
   every detail
  
  of infernal lore? Do you think there is the
  
   slightest
  
  chance of them doing anything productive or responsible with that? With the entire school magic most suited to causing destruction and almost nothing else? And what lifespan would you give those two kids, at a guess?”
 

 
  “Gods,” Jonathan whispered. Hesthri was staring at her in pure horror, now.
 

 
  “And the best part,” Natchua said with a bitter laugh, “is we were just
  
   tools.
  
  Professor Tellwyrn was a little too close to her plans, so Elilial introduced a pair of time bombs to her campus.”
 

 
  “That hellgate,” Jonathan said, eyes widening.
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   that
  
  was Chase,” she said. “You think I’m cruel, or unwise, or just weird? Fine, I’ll own that, but
  
   I
  
  was the success story.
  
   He
  
  is now in a cell in Tar’naris, drugged to the gills so House Awarrion can keep him pacified while the matriarch devises a suitable torment for his offenses against her and hers. Frankly, that’s a better end than he had any right to expect. It’s a better one than
  
   I
  
  expect. There’s no life or future for me, do you understand that? You can’t walk around
  
   having
  
  this kind of power and knowledge without it seeping out to affect every aspect of your life. And you can’t live using infernomancy without causing chaos and gathering enemies.”
 

 
  She paused, and none of them found anything to say in reply. Even Melaxyna no longer looked like she was enjoying the conversation.
 

 
  “That’s why I’m doing this,” Natchua said at last, the anger leaking from her in a long sigh. “I am avenging my murder, Jonathan. Sticking some pain to Elilial will be nice, but the real victory will be ensuring that Gabriel and the other paladins survive whatever she’s planning intact and positioned to keep giving her grief for a
  
   good
  
  long time. And gods, I wish you hadn’t butted in. I wasn’t planning to have to avenge
  
   your
  
  death as well.” She turned around finally, rounding the corner. “But if you insist on involving yourself, fine. By the time I’m done there’ll be enough vengeance to redress a
  
   lot
  
  of sins.”
 

 
  The group followed her in silence the rest of the way, which fortunately was not far. Tucked around at the back of the house was a small side door opening onto a stableyard which was now the resting place of half a dozen disintegrating carriages, all so far gone it was impossible to tell whether they had been horse-drawn or enchanted. Natchua’s warning about wards on the property had apparently been apt; the little door opened when they were still a dozen yards away, and a man’s head poked out.
 

 
  He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties but prematurely balding, his pale complexion marred by a three-day growth of stubble. Though the stableyard was shaded both by the house and the mountain behind it, he blinked in what sunlight there was as though it were a new experience for him.
 

 
  “Hello, Sherwin,” Natchua said, waving. “Here they are, as promised.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  did you promise this guy, exactly?” Hesthri demanded.
 

 
  The house’s occupant squinted at them, then pointed at Jonathan. “Who’s this, then? You said two demons, Natchua.”
 

 
  “This is Jonathan Arquin, who has decided to forcibly insert himself into our business,” Natchua said, giving Jonathan an annoyed look over her shoulder. “Sorry to spring that on you; it was sprung on
  
   me.
  
  Still, he’s trustworthy and actually probably useful. And not to be snippy but it’s not like you don’t have the room.”
 

 
  “Room, yes, but
  
   rooms…”
  
  Sherwin sighed, stepping fully out into the yard and distractedly running a hand over his messy hair. “I’ve cleared out three rooms for you in the south wing. They’re not contiguous, I had to select a few where the floor’s not rotted and there are no major holes in the roof. Oh, well, I’m sure there’s at least
  
   one
  
  more that can be made to serve. If you’ll vouch for him, I guess that’s fine.”
 

 
  “Everyone,” Natchua said, stepping aside and gesturing between him and her group, “this is our host. May I present Lord Sherwin, high seat and last scion of House Leduc. He’s more personable than he appears, given time to warm up to you. I’ve been visiting all summer; it’s just a momentary shadow-jump from Mathenon, as you now know. Sherwin, this is the hethelax I told you of. Her name is Hesthri.”
 

 
  “Delighted, madam,” the scruffy young man said with a perfunctory bow.
 

 
  “Like…wise,” Hesthri replied warily, doing a very poor job of masking her dubiousness, if indeed she was even trying.
 

 
  “And
  
   this,”
  
  Natchua added with a smug undertone, “is Melaxyna.”
 

 
  “I’ve been
  
   so
  
  looking forward to meeting you,” the succubus positively purred, sashaying forward with an entirely gratuitous sway in her hips that made Hesthri roll her eyes and Jonathan avert his. Sherwin could only gape at her, mouth slightly agape, even as she sashayed up and twined herself around his arm. “Natchua tells me the most
  
   delightful
  
  things, my lord. Why don’t you show me around your charming mansion?”
 

 
  “Oh, well, uh,” he babbled, “that is, it’s really more of a wreck…” The rest was muffled as the succubus deftly maneuvered him back inside and swiftly out of earshot.
 

 
  “As for what I promised him, Hesthri,” Natchua said, watching after them with a sardonic twist of her mouth. “In a word: her.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Jonathan grunted. “Spy, warlock, crusader, and now
  
   pimp.
  
  Your resume just keeps getting longer.”
 

 
  “Jonathan, have you ever tried to make a child of Vanislaas do something they didn’t want to?” Natchua demanded.
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure you know I haven’t.”
 

 
  “Oh? The only thing I know about your history with demons is that you clearly
  
   have
  
  one.” She shifted her eyes to look significantly at Hesthri. “But you’re not wrong: since you aren’t dead or consigned to an asylum, you probably haven’t run afoul of a Vanislaad. So let me just assure you that your concern for Melaxyna’s virtue, while noble, is misplaced. She is
  
   fine,
  
  and having exactly as much fun as she suggested. If she wasn’t interested in being a carrot for me to dangle in front of Sherwin, I wouldn’t add to my problems by pressing the issue. Anyway, since
  
   they
  
  will likely be busy for a while, come on in and let’s see if we can find those rooms he talked about. They’ll be the only three without bats and cobwebs, I bet. And since Mel will likely be doing her sleeping in Sherwin’s, three is really all we need.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Jonathan said in a firm tone. “Does this poor guy have any idea what he’s getting involved with, here?”
 

 
  “More than
  
   you
  
  do,” she shot back. “Sherwin Leduc needs your pity even less than Melaxyna. Next time you write to Gabe, ask him to recount what he and his classmates caught
  
   this poor guy
  
  doing. Anyway, I assure you, he’s fine with all of this. I won him over by promising…well, in addition to a playful succubus…a worthy objective to fulfill, like-minded people with whom to talk, and at the end of this when Elilial is royally pissed off and everything inevitably backfires on us, death.” She turned a cold shoulder to him and strode into the door. “So, everything in the world he wants.”
 

 
  The two of them stood in the yard for a few long moments after Natchua had vanished within.
 

 
  “I am increasingly surrounded by liars, creeps, and perverts,” Jonathan finally said aloud. “So why is it the thought that keeps coming to mind is ‘gods, that poor kid’?”
 

 
  Hesthri sighed, stepping closer and resting her head on his shoulder. “I’ve missed you so much.”
 

 
  They followed the others into the crumbling house, since that was all they could do.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I am going to kill that bitch.”
 

 
  Shook delivered the threat in a tone which belied its viciousness; solemn and pensive, his forehead faintly creased as he stared off at the distance in deep thought. Still, even spoken in a relatively calm voice, it was a statement which earned him wary looks from a couple of passersby, not to mention his own companions.
 

 
  “And what sticks out in my brain,” Shook continued in the same tone of contemplation, “is how immediate and obvious that fact was. Sixty seconds of listening to Basra Syrinx talk and I was all, ‘yep, I’m gonna kill this bitch.’ Which got me thinking along some additional lines, there. For one thing, it’s goddamn unbelievable that…our mutual employer…would put
  
   us
  
  and
  
   her
  
  in a small confined space and expect anything but bloodshed.”
 

 
  “The same thought occurred to me,” Khadizroth agreed, pacing along beside him.
 

 
  “Because that’s the other thing that jumps out at me,” Shook mused. “There’s no fucking way it isn’t mutual. Considering she’s a disgraced ex-Bishop of Avei, that’s gotta be exactly what she thinks about me, Shiri, and Jack. Plus possibly you, depending on what she knows about your history.”
 

 
  “Should I feel honored to be omitted?” Vannae asked wryly.
 

 
  Shook snorted. “Van, you’re about as offensive as milk and cookies. If she’s got a problem with
  
   you
  
  it means she’s racist on top of…whatever else. Not that a cunt like that needs it to be any less cuddly. Fuck are you looking at?”
 

 
  The last was delivered in a far more aggressive tone to a passing woman who had turned to stare at their conversation. She immediately ducked her head and hurried on past.
 

 
  “That is not exactly helping us to blend in, Jeremiah,” Khadizroth said gently.
 

 
  Shook barked a laugh. “Oh, I don’t think we need to worry about that; blending in isn’t gonna happen.
  
   You two
  
  are basically a walking museum exhibit. Trust me, I know about invisibility, it’s either can’t see, don’t see, or won’t see. When you have no way of being actually hard to notice, the best you can do is make sure people know to mind their own fucking business.”
 

 
  Vannae did rather stand out; elves weren’t exactly a common sight in Imperial cities, but most urban dwellers would see them fairly regularly, even if his choice of a human-style suit made him memorable. It was Khadizroth who inevitably drew attention. Taller than either of them, the dragon had been forced to conceal his identity through the use of mundane methods which were impossible not to notice: he wore the heavy robes of an Omnist monk, but with a hood pulled up and overhanging his face deeply enough that as long as he kept his chin down, the glow of his monochrome green eyes was not visible. Hardly anyone walked around wearing an all-concealing hood in modern times, unless they were obviously hiding their features.
 

 
  “Well, fortunately, it should be less of a concern from here,” said the dragon, veering to their left. “Our route takes us this way, ever farther from the well-trod paths.”
 

 
  They had been walking along one of the walled border roads that ran along the sides of Ninkabi’s central island, with a fall to the river below on their right and the opposite cliff wall beyond. This was already a less-traveled route, three levels down from the surface of the island above, but now Khadizroth led them into a tunnel road which seemed largely disused, with litter drifted in its gutters and no current signs of occupancy. Even the doors lining it were boarded up.
 

 
  “This isn’t the first time this has given us trouble,” Shook commented. “You keep saying you can’t disguise yourself with magic and I’m damned if I know why. I thought dragons could do basically anything with magic.”
 

 
  “Were that true, I would not still be confined by the Crow’s hex,” Khadizroth said evenly. “Dragons are powerful and versatile, yes, but with that come a few…seemingly arbitrary weaknesses. The eyes and hair that distinguish us from mortals at a glance, even in our smaller forms, are an example. It is a side effect of our ability to occupy two forms. That means
  
   only
  
  two forms, and neither can be obscured.”
 

 
  Shook grunted. “Seems fishy, how the world’s most powerful spellcasters haven’t found a way around a limitation like that in thousands of years.”
 

 
  “Ah, but that is it exactly,” the dragon replied with a note of humor now in his voice. “Any of my brethren who devoted themselves to that search would be set upon by the others. We are solitary by nature; the only thing which reliably draws dragons together is the prospect of one of our kind attempting to seize an advantage over the rest. In fact, there have
  
   been
  
  some who found ways around that petty restriction. Their fate is the reason I’ve never tried.”
 

 
  “Hm. I wonder how long that’ll stand, with this Conclave of the Winds thing going.”
 

 
  “A curious question indeed,” Khadizroth said gravely. “They have been…strangely quiet since forming. I surmise that the Conclave is either plotting something which they do not want known, or too paralyzed by infighting to function. Given the nature of dragons, either is believable. I must say,” he added with a sigh, “that functional or not, the Conclave is a more honorable
  
   and
  
  more strategically viable solution to the problem of ascending Tiraan power than that which I attempted. I only did not try to organize such a thing myself because I never imagined it could be remotely possible. I deeply regret not having the opportunity to be part of it.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Shook drew one of his wands, glancing around. They were seemingly alone now in the dark tunnel, which had no light at the other end. The only illumination came from a ball of fire Vannae summoned and held above his palm. “Well. Now we’re here, should we address the issue of what obvious bullshit all this is?”
 

 
  “Do you mean his Holiness setting us to hunt a mystery cult of which he is almost certainly the source?” Khadizroth said wryly. “Or more particularly this
  
   tip
  
  of Syrinx’s that we are sent to follow?”
 

 
  “Y’know what, take one of each, I’m a generous kinda guy.” Shook grinned, his teeth flashing in the firelight. “But sure, let’s focus on the immediate. Syrinx’s reasons for splitting up our group are so fucking nonsense it’s downright insulting. I mean, sure, the Jackal tends to stick out, but Shiri is easily the best among us at blending in—and you’re the worst, like we were just talking about. Besides, those are the specific two who should
  
   not
  
  be confined to a few rooms unless the whole idea is to make them so stir-crazy they give her an excuse to bust out the sword.”
 

 
  “Basra Syrinx is a noted blademaster,” Khadizroth mused, “but even in hand-to-hand combat I rather think she would not choose to confront the Jackal. His aptitudes too perfectly counter her own. I agree with you, Jeremiah, as to the general thrust of the game being played, but I fear it won’t be so simple as that. This much we can say with relative certainty: our entire mission in Ninkabi is a shallow pretext, and it is likely that the true purpose is to set us against our newly appointed leader.”
 

 
  “So the question is,” Shook said slowly, “is Syrinx
  
   in
  
  on it, or were we all just shut in this box together because Justinian wants some of us killed off and doesn’t care which?”
 

 
  “Well phrased,” the dragon agreed. “The answer to that question will do much to shape the actions we must take in response. Based on what I have learned of Syrinx’s recent history, the Archpope took a political risk in protecting her; it seems unlikely he would then throw her away so swiftly. On the other hand, we have seen that he is inexplicably more eager to cull his own agents than his enemies. What do you think, Vannae?”
 

 
  “I think,” the elf said softly, “we might consider asking the person following us.”
 

 
  All three of them stopped and turned, Shook raising his wand. They were deep enough in the darkened tunnel that both ends were lost in shadow; in the flickering light, the shape of another hooded figure approaching from the way they had come was partially obscured.
 

 
  “That’s far enough,” Shook snapped, taking aim.
 

 
  The approaching figure raised both hands and spoke in a low, feminine voice. “I mean no harm. I’m the person you were sent to meet. And you are quite right, gentlemen: your task here is a sham, and so is the tip Basra is acting on.
  
   She
  
  thinks it genuine, though. It was the most convenient way for me to arrange to meet you.”
 

 
  “And you are?” Khadizroth asked politely.
 

 
  “A loyal servant of his Holiness the Archpope,” she said, approaching slowly with her hands still up. “But I would draw the important distinction that
  
   loyal
  
  and
  
   obedient
  
  are not the same concept. His Holiness is…prone to overestimating his ability to control wild elements, and unfortunately willing to use agents whose involvement will only harm his interests. Sometimes, those of us who believe in his mission and care for his welfare must act…contrary to his wishes. I know who you are—all three of you, and the two who did not come. And I’m here to tell you that between your entire group and Basra Syrinx, it is
  
   she
  
  who urgently needs to be destroyed.”
 

 
  Vannae kept his attention on her, fireball upraised; Shook’s wand did not waver, though he and Khadizroth exchanged a meaningful glance.
 

 
  “Well, madam,” the dragon replied after the tense pause, “you have our attention.”
 

 
  She finally moved her hands, lowering her own hood to reveal auburn hair and blue eyes set in a pale, heart-shaped face.
 

 
  “My name is Branwen. It’s
  
   well
  
  past time we had a talk.”
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  Ingvar yielded to their pleading, since they at least managed to do it without descending back into shouted insults at each other, and so the conversation was taken to a more private venue. Brother Nandu was just as happy to offer them a quiet place to hold their discussion, where Tholi and November would incidentally not be within range of any of the monks going about their business in the temple. The chamber offered was a small prayer room, with a tiny round window opposite the door which projected sunbeams onto the floor, and stone benches lining both its longer walls. It was a little cramped with four people present, but not uncomfortably so. It was, additionally, located clear on the other end of the monastery and featured thick walls and a thick wooden door doubtless intended to provide a meditating monk with silence and privacy, which coincidentally would serve just as well to shield everyone else from any yelling which broke out within.
 

 
  Four people because Aspen so blithely assumed she was included that nobody bothered to contradict her. Brother Nandu gently shooed away the surly monk who had met them on the road, and Rainwood accompanied them, chattering on about catching up on the news. Tholi frowned when Aspen strolled into the cell with them, and got as far as opening his mouth to comment before Ingvar caught his eye.
 

 
  “Very well,” Ingvar said as soon as he had shut the door behind them. “Here we are. Now I want to hear those explanations. Starting with you, Tholi.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” November exclaimed, “but
  
   I
  
  was sent here on a
  
   divine quest,
  
  which I am
  
   sure
  
  is more important than—”
 

 
  “So, nothing would happen if I just clobbered her, right?” Aspen said cheerily.
 

 
  They all turned to stare at her, November going white.
 

 
  “I mean, if I understand what people tell me about Imperial law,” the dryad continued. “How it basically doesn’t apply to me. So, if I was to get tired of someone mouthing off and punched her through the wall, nothing important would actually
  
   happen,
  
  right, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “Several important things would happen,” he said patiently. “To begin with, a human being would be dead, which is a serious matter as we have discussed
  
   several
  
  times. Our hosts would be horrified, and I would hope you would not do them the discourtesy of making them clean up such a mess. Also, just because the Empire doesn’t claim dominion over dryads does not mean they wouldn’t
  
   do
  
  anything if you murdered an Imperial citizen. In particular I think our own mission is better off without drawing that kind of scrutiny.”
 

 
  “Ah, I see,” she said gravely. “Okay, thanks. Anyway, you were about to talk, Tholi?”
 

 
  November swallowed and edged away along the bench until she was bunched into the corner. Tholi gave her an openly amused glance, but at least refrained from any active needling. That was probably the best behavior Ingvar could hope for, from either of them.
 

 
  His expression quickly sobered when he turned back to Ingvar, though. “Things have been getting…strange at the lodge since you left, Brother. That’s why I came looking for you: looking back, that’s the moment that it started getting serious.”
 

 
  “Strange in what way?”
 

 
  “With every passing day we feel less and less like Huntsmen,” Tholi said, now frowning deeply. “At least to me. And…I’ve kept my mouth shut about it, mostly, because I know I’m young to the brotherhood. And also because when I
  
   have
  
  said anything, I either get told to mind my place or brushed off because nobody has the time to educate me. That’s the thing, I remember when brother Huntsmen
  
   did
  
  have the time to educate each other. You in particular, Brother Ingvar, bopped my nose at least twice a day when I was a youngling, but you always
  
   explained.
  
  The younglings growing up now… They’re being taught to obey, not to understand. I feel like I’m the last Huntsman raised to actually grasp what being a Huntsman
  
   means.”
  
 

 
  “What’s happening to the lodge, Tholi?” Ingvar asked quietly.
 

 
  “Well, we hardly ever see Brother Andros anymore, he’s constantly down at the Cathedral or doing something with the other cults. Much more than he used to, even—it feels like it goes well beyond him being Bishop. There are strangers in the lodge all the time, Church people and others I don’t know. The Archpope keeps sending that Snowe woman with the jugs and the slimy blond Eserite around, and the both of them are wrapping Huntsmen around their little fingers like… Well. At least that rabid Syrinx woman has been gotten rid of.”
 

 
  “Bishop Syrinx?” Ingvar said, raising his eyebrows. “Not that I’m surprised, but what happened to her?”
 

 
  Tholi sneered contemptuously. “Apparently even the Avenists had enough of her. The way I heard, it came out that she was molesting Legionnaires. The Hand of Avei herself came to Tiraas and whipped the shit out of her right in the middle of Imperial Square, and good on her for it,
  
   I
  
  say.”
 

 
  November was practically shaking with some repressed emotion; Ingvar gave her a level look, concluded that she was continuing to repress it, and opted to leave well enough alone. “Interesting. Well, go on. The Church is meddling in the lodge?”
 

 
  “It’s worse than that,” Tholi said, frowning again as his thoughts returned to the matter. “Men are coming and going in a way I don’t like. Huntsmen do less
  
   hunting
  
  now, rites have become more and more infrequent and they keep being sent to do things with other cults, and on secretive missions…”
 

 
  “What kind of missions?”
 

 
  “Don’t know.” Tholi shook his head, looking frustrated. “I guess I’m too young. And also I haven’t been happy about the way things are shaping up; that probably contributed to me being cut out. But the Huntsmen in Tiraas are becoming agents of the Archpope’s agenda. Like,
  
   brazenly.
  
  It feels like Justinian leads us as much as Veisroi does. The Grandmaster had already sent away every Huntsman from the lodge who might challenge him for the weakness and brought in men from other lodges who’ll support him. You saw that happening when you were still around, Brother.”
 

 
  “I do remember the trend,” Ingvar murmured. “I trusted the Grandmaster to have a plan and the good of the Huntsmen in mind, though, and Brother Andros to check him if he went too far.”
 

 
  “Well, I think your trust may have been misplaced, Brother Ingvar,” Tholi said grimly. “Since you left it’s been getting worse. Veisroi has moved on to chasing away anybody who raises a voice to protest what’s happening, and surrounded himself with bootlickers. Men who like power, and politics, and see following him and the Archpope as a way to get them. And Brother Andros hasn’t said or done a thing about it. I wasn’t close enough to know why—he might be fully behind the Grandmaster, or maybe Veisroi and Justinian just keep him too occupied to protest. Either would explain him being gone all the time. When I left… Well, I was starting to get pretty firm hints that I’d be
  
   better off
  
  moving to a different lodge, anyway.”
 

 
  “I see,” said Ingvar, frowning. “I’m sorry, Tholi. You deserved better than that. It doesn’t explain why you are
  
   here,
  
  though, or how you knew
  
   I
  
  would be.”
 

 
  Tholi’s expression brightened. “I was led here, Brother! I heard that before you set off on your vision quest, you started to have dreams telling you to go, right?” He paused just long enough for Ingvar to nod in confirmation before pressing on. “Well, I have too! I…honestly tried to ignore it for months. I’ve never thought of myself as some kind of spirit-speaker—I just wanted to embrace the wild and hunt alongside my brothers. You know, find a good wife, provide for a family. A simple life, that’s what I felt I was heading toward. But every night I had these
  
   dreams,
  
  too vivid and always clearly remembered when I woke up. They didn’t feel natural. I kept seeing…” He hesitated, glancing at the window. “…guides. Birds leading me west. Sometimes they talked, and told me to find you. When I started to see wolves as well, always urging me west, and the men at the lodge were starting to freeze me out anyway, I gave up and left. I guess sometimes the spirits don’t care if you’re not attuned to them. If they have a task for you, they won’t let up until you get off your butt and do it.”
 

 
  “I can relate to that,” Ingvar said wryly.
 

 
  “And I was right!” Tholi unconsciously gripped his bow in both hands, gazing avidly at Ingvar now. “I
  
   found
  
  you, Brother! The spirits led me here, to some backwater at the ass end of N’Jendo where there’s no reason I could’ve expected to find you and you didn’t even know you were going to be. It
  
   has
  
  to mean something! Doesn’t it?”
 

 
  “Isn’t that kind of exactly what happened to you, Ingvar?” Aspen prompted.
 

 
  “Kind of exactly,” Ingvar agreed. “Well, who knew. All right, November, you’ve been patient. What’s
  
   your
  
  story?”
 

 
  “As I
  
   told
  
  you,” she burst out with a sudden force that suggested she had been struggling to contain herself while Tholi talked, “I was sent here on a direct mission from Avei herself!”
 

 
  “Avei,” Ingvar said, not troubling to disguise his skepticism. “The goddess personally
  
   told
  
  you to come find me?”
 

 
  “Well, she also ended up here, after all,” Tholi said somewhat grudgingly. “Not that I think much of this brat, but that’s obviously…not insignificant.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re right about that,” said Ingvar, still studying November thoughtfully. “I’m just trying to make sense of it. Gods rarely reach out to people in person. I doubt if anybody but Trissiny Avelea and Farzida Rouvad have heard directly from Avei in the last decade.”
 

 
  “Well, I can assure you
  
   I
  
  did,” November snapped. “It’s not the sort of experience I could be
  
   mistaken
  
  about. Furthermore, Professor Tellwyrn herself validated my quest and gave me the semester off for this. Whatever else you may think about Tellwyrn,
  
   she
  
  knows the gods as well as anyone does.”
 

 
  “I do have a lot of respect for Tellwyrn,” Ingvar acknowledged. “A very impressive woman, and more sly than she likes to appear.”
 

 
  Tholi shrugged. “I guess the girl’s a priestess of Avei, after all. And clearly
  
   something
  
  is going on that’s getting the attention of gods and spirits.”
 

 
  “She’s not a priestess of Avei,” Aspen said.
 

 
  “What?” Tholi frowned at her. “No, I
  
   saw
  
  her using divine light, she’s definitely a priestess.”
 

 
  November opened her mouth, but Aspen blithely chattered over her. “No, I’ve been sitting here remembering. I pretty much forgot all about November after we left Last Rock because she wasn’t all that important to me, but I
  
   do
  
  remember Juniper talking about her while we were there. She’s an Avenist and kind of a bitch about it, but not a priestess—she’s a mutant.”
 

 
  “Now, just a minute!” November burst out.
 

 
  “A…mutant?” Tholi frowned quizzically.
 

 
  “Yeah, she’s a whatchamacallit, an
  
   anomaly.
  
  She can use divine magic without a god’s help, like a dwarf. Juniper also said most of her classmates find her annoying, she’s in love with Trissiny Avelea, and is pretty mediocre in bed.”
 

 
  November went scarlet and began physically shaking. Tholi impressed Ingvar by not overtly piling mockery on the young woman’s humiliation, though clearly his discretion had improved only a little since they had last met. The young Huntsman turned his back, but either couldn’t or didn’t bother to stifle the shaking of his shoulders.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar said flatly, “we have talked about this. People have the right to privacy,
  
   especially
  
  with regard to romantic and sexual matters. The fact that you can sense things they’d rather keep quiet means you have a responsibility to keep such knowledge to yourself. I
  
   know
  
  your sister Juniper understands and practices this; there is no reason you can’t.”
 

 
  “Right,” she said with a sigh. “Sorry, Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Don’t apologize to
  
   me,”
  
  he ordered. “I’m not the one you offended.”
 

 
  “Oh, okay then.”
 

 
  Aspen smiled brightly, placing her hands demurely in her lap, and looked deliberately innocent.
 

 
  He stared her down.
  
   “Aspen.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, all right,” the dryad said with poor grace. “Sorry, November, that was rude of me. I won’t do it again.”
 

 
  November answered with the red-faced silence of someone who did not trust her own voice.
 

 
  “Tholi, act your age,” Ingvar said disapprovingly. “Laughing at someone else’s misfortune is childish and unbecoming a Huntsman of Shaath. Putting all that nonsense aside, Ms. Stark, what was it exactly that Avei ordered you to do?”
 

 
  “To find you.” November was still red-faced and trembling, but clearly grateful for the change of subject. “Avei said… She said that you are undertaking an important quest, Huntsman Ingvar, something that greatly concerns the entire Pantheon, and that you would need help. She commanded me to find you and help you in any way you need, and told me to come to
  
   this
  
  location to meet you.”
 

 
  “Avei said that,” Ingvar muttered. “That’s… I’m not questioning your word, November. After all, if you were lying or wrong I don’t see how you could have ended up
  
   here,
  
  looking for me. But it’s a lot to take in.”
 

 
  “For me, too,” she mumbled.
 

 
  “Hey, Tholi,” Aspen said suddenly. Ingvar looked up to find the dryad staring at Tholi with an almost predatory interest and Tholi himself looking uncomfortable and shifty. “You said you dreamed about birds leading you here, right?”
 

 
  “Uh, yes.”
 

 
  “What birds, exactly?”
 

 
  He shrugged. “You know, just birds…”
 

 
  “Yes, but what
  
   kind?”
  
 

 
  “Crows.” Tholi glanced over at November, then finally met Ingvar’s eyes, and finished with visible reluctance. “And… A golden eagle. I didn’t… That is, at the time, I didn’t think it could possibly… Well, a bird is a bird, and dreams are just… Brother Ingvar,
  
   what is going on?”
  
 

 
  Ingvar stepped over to the window, staring at the mountain beyond. “First this…frankly incredible quest. This whole time I’ve been thinking there was no way I could do this, just because it would require a kind of shift from within the Huntsmen that… And yet, it sounds like the Huntsmen are already suffering the beginnings of what could become a schism if it isn’t mended. And now…
  
   Now,
  
  another god of the Pantheon takes an interest. The absolute last one I would have expected. Well.”
 

 
  He turned around to face them, nodding once. “Very well.
  
   You two
  
  are
  
   not
  
  the help I would have summoned for this task. Then again, if I’d been the one handing out cosmic assignments, I would not have nominated
  
   me
  
  for it, either. We must trust that the gods know something we don’t.”
 

 
  “Of course they do,” Aspen said reasonably. “They’re gods.”
 

 
  “Gods are creatures with agendas,” Tholi added, “just like anyone. I’m not so sure I like the sound of running around doing
  
   Avei’s
  
  bidding.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure Avei doesn’t want you trying to do her bidding, either,” November sneered.
 

 
  “Are you?” Ingvar shook his head. “You may both feel differently once you hear what is actually happening. All right, where to begin…”
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  It took several hours for Sherwin to find her. Not that there were all that many places in Manor Leduc where one could safely go without risking a fall through the rotted floorboards; it simply took him that long to go looking. He had been very much preoccupied.
 

 
  “Ah, there you are,” Natchua said as he stepped into the room, not looking up. She was inscribing runes on the floor in living fire with movements of her hands, not troubling with chalk and powder. “Upright and hale, I see. Make sure to get plenty of fluids and
  
   don’t
  
  let her blindfold or tie you up. Not that Melaxyna will do you any actual harm, but a Vanislaad’s idea of fun gets abruptly less fun for everyone else the second they have you completely in their power.”
 

 
  “I’ll, ah, bear that in mind,” Sherwin mumbled, adjusting his untucked shirt self-consciously as he crept into the room. “This was my… That is, this particular basement chamber…”
 

 
  “Yes, I know, it was described to me in detail,” she replied. “Sorry I didn’t get to see it with all the holy symbols still installed. That sounds like quite a feat of magical engineering.”
 

 
  “Right, well… Natchua,
  
   why
  
  are you summoning hobgoblins in my house?”
 

 
  “Horogki,” she corrected. “The common name is pretty misleading, they’re more closely related to gnomes than goblins. And not to quibble, but I am banishing one.”
 

 
  “Was it something I said?” wheedled the specimen in the circle around which she was conjuring runes. He, as well as the two other hobgoblins standing in similar containment circles farther back in the room, was a creature about four feet tall with scaly crimson skin and large ears, as well as orange eyes that glowed around slitted black pupils. Apart from that, they did very much resemble gnomes in build and stature. “I can change! I’m a versatile kinda guy! For you, baby, I can be
  
   anything.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, boss, give ‘im a chance!” called one of the others. “Just look how cute he is!”
 

 
  The male upon whom Natchua was working grinned ingratiatingly, displaying a double row of unevenly jagged shark-like teeth.
 

 
  “Sorry, no dice,” she said dispassionately, finishing the last lines of the banishing circle and adding a languid flick of her wrist. The central circle in which the hobgoblin stood was consumed by a momentary column of white fire, and then the whole thing was gone, demon and all.
 

 
  “Awwww,” complained both the remaining two in unison.
 

 
  “They…speak Tanglish,” Sherwin marveled. “Huh, usually only the smarter demons know mortal languages before summoning. Based on my reading, hob—I mean,
  
   horogki
  
  are considered basically vermin.”
 

 
  “Hey, buddy, we can
  
   hear
  
  you talkin’, ya know,” huffed one of the two remaining demons.
 

 
  “Genetic memory,” Natchua explained, already inscribing another summoning circle. “I am summoning specifically from a bloodline with prized engineering skills. The Tanglish is a nice bonus, one I wasn’t actually expecting.”
 

 
  “Engineering skills,” he said, scowling. “I see. Would I be right in guessing that answers my question as to
  
   why
  
  you are summoning horogki?”
 

 
  “Sherwin, this place is
  
   falling apart.”
  
 

 
  “That is how I
  
   like
  
  it,” he said testily. “It ensures my privacy, which I should think you would particularly want while you’re staying here! You can’t just go fixing up a man’s ancestral home, Natchua.”
 

 
  “I’m collecting three or four of them at most,” she said, then hesitated. “In fact, on reflection, just three. Believe me, I don’t intent to rebuild the whole place—that front entry hall that Scorn and Vadrieny smashed is probably going to have to stay that way. But honestly, Sherwin, aside from the little nest you’ve built in the kitchen, there’s nowhere in this manor that isn’t, at best, uncomfortably rugged. Most of it is actually
  
   dangerous.
  
  Horogki from a mechanically-inclined lineage are a better prospect than hiring contractors, in our particular situation.”
 

 
  “Oooh!” One of the remaining horogki pressed herself forward against the barrier of her binding circle, not seeming to mind the way it sparked all over her. “That sounds like a
  
   challenge.
  
  Lemme at ‘er, boss!”
 

 
  “Well, I suppose,” Sherwin muttered grudgingly. “What was wrong with that fellow, then?”
 

 
  “He was male.”
 

 
  “Uh…” He took a step backward, eyeing her warily. “Is this a drow thing, or…?”
 

 
  “It’s the reason summoning them to this plane is so hazardous that even the Black Wreath won’t do it,” she said with a wry smile. “Two month gestation, four years to physical maturity, and genetic memory that ensures they’re born with a working knowledge of life, and a famously…excitable nature. At the rate they breed, horogki can overrun a kingdom in two decades. Hell is so dangerous that they die there at a phenomenal rate; on this plane, almost nothing can check their population except a deliberate and vigorous culling. They’ve been the cause of more Avenist crusades than Vanislaads. So, to ward off that particular problem, I am summoning only one sex.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   no
  
  fun,” complained the other horogki. “You’re the living
  
   opposite
  
  of fun!”
 

 
  “Get used to it,” Natchua said without sympathy.
 

 
  “And, uh…any particular reason why females?” Sherwin asked.
 

 
  “…huh.” She actually hesitated in her work for a second before continuing to scribe the summoning circle. “That is a drow thing, I suppose. Just the bias of my upbringing coming through. It shouldn’t make a difference which sex we use, practically speaking.”
 

 
  “Ah, that’s a relief,” Sherwin said, grinning. “Y’know, often when a warlock goes out of their way to summon exclusively female demons, it’s because they have…
  
   intentions.”
  
 

 
  She stopped again, this time turning to give him a long look over her shoulder. “Really, Sherwin?” Natchua turned back and made a show of eyeing the two hobgoblins over speculatively; one tilted her head in confusion while the other grinned and struck a pose. “Are you
  
   already
  
  bored with Melaxyna? Well, if they don’t mind, I guess I don’t.”
 

 
  He flushed bright pink. “Now, that’s not what I—”
 

 
  “I can’t say I would recommend it, though,” she added, resuming work on the circle. “We’re talking about creatures that have about four times a human’s upper body strength, teeth that can dent steel, and a notable lack of impulse control even when not in the throes of…anything that tends to lower the inhibitions. I didn’t take you for such a thrill-seeker.”
 

 
  “I did
  
   not
  
  intend…” Sherwin broke off and cleared his throat, his face now fully red. “Uh, never mind that. What went wrong with your summons, then? I assume you didn’t
  
   intend
  
  to get a male that time.”
 

 
  “Nothing went wrong, I expected to have to banish a few in the process; this is by nature a coin toss. I would expect you of all people to know that the only summoning spell with a gendered component is for Vanislaads. And really, even that one is only encoding information in the spell that tells them what kind of form to take to best beguile their prospective summoner.”
 

 
  He blinked. “Wait, what? They’re male and female, aren’t they?”
 

 
  “They’re shapeshifters, Sherwin,” she said, smirking. “With a noted tendency toward gender fluidity. It’s not known whether that results from the transformation process or Prince Vanislaas prefers to choose souls with that characteristic, but there it is.”
 

 
  Sherwin blinked again, twice, and tilted his head in puzzlement. “Gender…fluidity? What does that mean?”
 

 
  “Exactly what it sounds like,” she drawled. “It’s a surprisingly functional trait, in the case of Vanislaads. More than one has slipped the net because their pursuers failed to connect the incubus sighted in the next province over with the succubus they were chasing. It takes a nuanced understanding of stealth to properly leverage that, you know. What people don’t think to look for is just as invisible as what they literally cannot see.”
 

 
  Sherwin swallowed heavily, his face now pale beneath its coat of stubble. “Um. Does that mean… That is, do you happen to know if Melaxyna…”
 

 
  Natchua shrugged. “Does it really make a difference, for your purposes? You could ask her, if you’re awfully curious. I wouldn’t, personally. The children of Vanislaas are able to use that particular trait to their advantage
  
   because
  
  people don’t think about it. Might not be healthy to let one Vanislaad know you’ve been thinking along lines they would all rather you didn’t.”
 

 
  “Hang on, now, you said you had her under control!”
 

 
  She turned again to look at him.
 

 
  “I mean…you know what I meant,” he exclaimed. “In the sense and to the extent that
  
   any
  
  succubus is ever under control.”
 

 
  “Melaxyna won’t harm you, or anyone here,” Natchua assured him, turning back to her work. “But she won’t be here forever. Our contract prohibits her from setting anyone else after me or my allies once she’s dismissed, either. I can’t say for certain whether Vanislaad business qualifies under that protection if she decides a given warlock knows too much. They’re not very cooperative creatures as a rule, but…one never knows.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, you’re a troublesome houseguest,” he grumbled.
 

 
  Natchua glanced back at him again, grinning. “Be honest, Sherwin. Am I really one whit more troublesome than you fully expected?”
 

 
  He had to hesitate before answering that one, but then did so with a reluctant grin. “Okay, fair point.”
 

 
  “So here’s where—hang on. What devilry are you up to this time, Natchua?” Jonathan Arquin demanded, stepping into the room and scowling at the two imprisoned hobgoblins.
 

 
  “Hey there, cutie!” one called, waving exuberantly.
 

 
  “It may not look it at first glance,” Sherwin said, “but apparently this is the first step in fixing this place up a little. How’re you settling in, Mr., uh…”
 

 
  “Arquin,” he said, finally tearing his suspicious stare from the demons to his host. “Jonathan Arquin. It’s quite the, ah, charming home you have, Lord Leduc. I can tell it has a lot of historical value.”
 

 
  “You can be frank with me, Mr. Arquin, I’m hard to offend,” Sherwin said with a rueful chuckle. “It’s a dump. Honestly, I like it that way. But then, I never expected to have company for any length of time, so…I suppose some repair is in order. Wouldn’t do for somebody to fall through the floor.”
 

 
  “Okay, I’m getting
  
   really
  
  curious to poke around this place,” said one of the horogki.
 

 
  “House Leduc were a rather infamous clan of warlocks, for a long time before being reduced to just Sherwin, here,” said Natchua. “This manor hid secrets of the most dangerous nature
  
   before
  
  falling into such disrepair that it may be unsafe to walk through. I’d advise against poking around, Jonathan.”
 

 
  “Curiouser and curiouser!” chimed the second horogki.
 

 
  “I was looking for you two, not poking around, and Melaxyna told me exactly where to look. You’ve got another guest, Lord Leduc. Someone who is asking specifically for you
  
   and
  
  Natchua.”
 

 
  Natchua broke off her scribing and whirled to stare at him. “What? Me? By name?”
 

 
  “Not by name, no,” Jonathan shook his head. “The lady did ask for the drow warlock, though. That’s a little too on the nose to be a coincidence.”
 

 
  She turned a scowl on Sherwin. “Nobody outside this house should have the faintest clue where I am, Sherwin, unless
  
   you
  
  told someone!”
 

 
  “Come on, Natchua,” he protested. “I literally
  
   don’t talk to people.
  
  You lot are the first company I’ve had in years. Even my supply deliveries are just left in the stableyard!”
 

 
  “Well, my shadow-jumps are too good to be tracked, I can guarantee that. The only way anybody would have even spotted us coming in is if… Actually, I can’t even think of a way! Can
  
   you
  
  imagine how someone would have been monitoring your grounds through means beyond the current magical state of the art?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   ssshhhhiit,”
  
  he groaned, suddenly clapping a hand over his eyes. “…all right, I know what this is. Come on, we’d better go face the music. And be
  
   nice,
  
  Natchua. This isn’t gonna be a situation for slinging power around.”
 

 
  “Most situations aren’t,” Jonathan grunted. Natchua just swept past him, following Sherwin out into the hall and up the stone stairs to the kitchen.
 

 
  “So, I guess we’ll just wait here then, shall we?” called one of the imprisoned hobgoblins as the three of them departed.
 

 
  In the kitchen above were two unfamiliar women, one of whom was recognizable on second glance as Melaxyna, minus the wings and tail and with her unnatural coloration swapped out for a stereotypical Tiraan palette. She was sitting on the edge of Sherwin’s rumpled bed with her hair disheveled and a blanket strategically draped over
  
   just
  
  enough of herself to make it clear she had nothing else on, as though to make a deliberate statement of what she had been doing for the last couple of hours.
 

 
  The other was tall, young, and as pretty as Melaxyna, a local fair-haired Stalweiss woman clad in a crimson evening gown with a high collar. It made her look aggressively out of place in the converted kitchen apartment, with its stereotypical bachelor mess strewn over every surface. She had taken up a position in the center of the floor, as far as possible from anything which might touch her dress.
 

 
  “Lord Sherwin,” the new arrival said with a diplomatic smile that did not touch her eyes, turning toward the door as the three of them filed in. “Felicitations; I see you have finally acquired a succubus. Who is
  
   not
  
  secured in that cage you so laboriously constructed. Do you require a lecture on the unspeakable danger this creature poses to the entire city?”
 

 
  “Sherwin, honey,” Melaxyna cooed, angling her body toward him and letting the blanket slip a few calculated inches, “who is this person, and may I please kill her?”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  he shouted, waving his hands. “Do
  
   not!
  
  Any of you, trust me, killing her is
  
   not
  
  on the table. Best case scenario you’ll end up looking foolish; if you
  
   actually
  
  managed to harm her we’d all be in deep shit. Now what the hell do you want, Ruby? Or actually, I guess I should ask what the hand up your butt wants, since we both know you haven’t got a mind of your own.”
 

 
  Ruby finished giving Natchua a long, thorough visual inspection before turning to him with another meaningless smile. “This is some extremely interesting company you are suddenly keeping, Lord Sherwin. Of course, my Lady would under ordinary circumstances not dream of meddling in your business to even the slightest degree. All this begins to look
  
   ominous,
  
  however. Need I explain why this kind of activity is of
  
   immediate concern
  
  to the governor of this province?”
 

 
  “Governor?” Jonathan’s eyebrows shot upward. “This is starting to sound a whole lot less discreet than you described it, Natchua.”
 

 
  The drow heaved a sigh. “Oh. The governor. Trust me, Jonathan, she appreciates the value of discretion better than anybody.”
 

 
  “You can assure Malivette that nothing happening here will spill beyond the walls of Manor Leduc,” Sherwin said testily. “Which makes it by definition none of her damn business. Now, if that is all…”
 

 
  “You can assure her of that yourself, m’lord,” Ruby replied smoothly. “The Lady Dufresne has sent a carriage to convey you and your
  
   very fascinating
  
  new houseguests to her residence for a polite conversation. She has instructed me to emphasize that her intentions toward you are as always nothing less than friendly, in the spirit of the long detente which has reigned between your two great Houses, and also that this is not a request.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Their guides had kept them moving well after the customary time for a lunch break, smiling politely but refusing to relent even despite Ruda and Gabriel’s complaints. The reason became clear in the early afternoon when the party reached their designated stopping place, which proved well worth both the wait and the hike.
 

 
  Just off the winding mountain trail was a grotto where a waterfall plummeted in a series of steps from a high-up spring into a wide pool below, casting the entire tiny stone valley in a cooling mist. The group had broken for a belated meal, and then tarried to rest and rejuvenate themselves.
 

 
  There wasn’t room in the grotto for anybody to get properly lost, and so they had each wandered to various corners to pass the time without getting out of sight of each other. Their two guides from the Order of the Light had so far been diffident to the point of standoffish, but Toby had finally occupied them both in conversation at the edge of the pool, along with the two Legionnaires. Gabriel and Juniper were engrossed in teaching Sniff to play fetch up and down the path leading from the main pass to this hidden alcove. Ruda had left her hat, coat, and sword on the ground near their supplies and was now playing a game with Fross which seemed to consist of her trying to ice-skate across the pool in her boots, while the pixie created a path of ice inches in front of her and vanished it immediately behind. Needless to say, she was utterly drenched, and laughing so exuberantly it was amazing she hadn’t managed to drown herself.
 

 
  Trissiny finished climbing the long, winding path up the side of the grotto to one of the tiers of the waterfall, where a smaller pool lay against the cliff wall, some twenty feet up and with a perfect view of the rest of the valley and their relaxing classmates. Teal and Shaeine already sat on the rocks at the edge, trousers and robes respectively rolled up and with their shoes on the rock beside them, dangling their feet in the water while F’thaan splashed ecstatically around their legs, yipping and trying to chase puffs of spray.
 

 
  “I’m not intruding, am I?” Trissiny asked, having to raise her voice a little due to the sound of the falls.
 

 
  “Not at all,” Teal called back, waving. “Please, join us.”
 

 
  She took a careful seat a few feet distant, perching her booted feet on the rim of the pool and resting her folded arms across her knees. Below, Principia glanced up at them and raised one hand in a perfunctory wave before quickly returning her attention to her own conversation. What with the roar of falling water, this was the first time all morning any of them had been within sight of the elf but not the range of her sharp hearing.
 

 
  “Do you know anything about the Eserite doctrines of revenge?” Trissiny asked aloud.
 

 
  “No, but I confess I am rather curious,” Shaeine replied. “My sister Nahil has offered some intriguing commentary about Eserites. The Guild’s codes seem quite opaque to outsiders.”
 

 
  “Very little of it is actually secret,” said Trissiny, lifting one shoulder in half a shrug, “we just don’t talk much with outsiders about Guild business. But revenge… By Eserite lore, there are three criteria a situation has to meet before you should pursue vengeance upon someone: it has to be satisfying, strategic, and safe.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Shaine smiled faintly, turning her face toward Trissiny. “How intriguing. In fact, it begins to sound similar to Narisian philosophy. Would you elaborate?”
 

 
  “Revenge,” Trissiny said, gazing distantly at the scene below them, “is only
  
   satisfying
  
  if the target knows what is happening to them, at whose instigation, and
  
   why.
  
  Anonymous acts of retaliation can be amusing, but they’re just…not the same. Not really worth the effort, usually. That’s the part that makes it tricky to line up the other two requirements. For it to be
  
   strategic,
  
  it means there has to be a functional purpose in attacking someone. In the Guild’s case, that usually means a show of force that will dissuade them from causing further trouble. If you don’t arrange the situation carefully and make sure your act is the final one, all you’ll do is kick off an escalating cycle of retaliation. Which plays into the criterion of
  
   safe.
  
  In fact, I personally always thought it should just be folded into the second one. Basically, don’t seek revenge on anyone if they’re in a position to do it right back at you afterward. So, given how tricky it is to align all those criteria, Eserites—that is,
  
   good
  
  Eserites who keep to the codes—very rarely end up seeking personal revenge.”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded slowly, still wearing that faint smile. “I see. We can address the subtext whenever you are ready, Trissiny. It’s not uncomfortable for me.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed, glancing up at her and then looking back down at the others. “The way you keep giving Principia a cold shoulder when she tries to apologize to you is honestly fine, Shaeine. That’s the least of what she has coming, and she knows it. Using your energy shields to trip or jostle her every time…might be less so. Whatever else she may be, Principia Locke is Eserite right down to her core. That means she knows when she’s in the wrong, and won’t begrudge you getting a little of your own back. If you push it to the point where she decides
  
   you’re
  
  the one being abusive, though, you may be courting more trouble than you comprehend. Don’t underestimate her.”
 

 
  Shaeine studied her in silence for a moment, then turned her head to look at Teal.
 

 
  “It’s Trissiny, loveling,” Teal said softly, barely audible through the sound of falling water. “We should be open with her.”
 

 
  The drow closed her eyes and leaned over for a moment, briefly resting the crown of her forehead against Teal’s jaw, then turned back to Trissiny with a smile a few degrees warmer.
 

 
  “Trissiny, I realize you have a complicated history with that woman, and less attachment to her than to the one who raised you. But these facts remain: she
  
   is
  
  your mother, you are my friend, and my culture is what it is. She would have to have done
  
   far
  
  worse to me than the, I admit, relatively minor offense she committed before I would willingly do her serious harm. Rest assured, I have no intention of acting toward her in a way that could reasonably be described as abusive.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, turning an answering smile on her. “Good, I’m glad to hear that. I guess… I don’t really understand, then. I don’t mean any offense, Shaeine, but…this seems
  
   petty
  
  to me. And you’re one of the least petty people I’ve ever known. That tells me there’s something going on that I’m missing.”
 

 
  “Oh, I can be a
  
   little
  
  petty,” Shaeine replied, now with an open if reserved grin. “From time to time. But you’re right, it is not quite so simple as that. Well, let me put it this way. In Tar’naris, we have a saying: the best revenge is to place someone in your power.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned thoughtfully. “Then that really sounds like you may be asking for trouble.”
 

 
  “I’m hardly going to try to enslave her, either,” said Shaeine. “But it’s just as you said, Trissiny: the situation matters. Principia has been nakedly angling to get closer to you as long as we have known her, and I don’t expect that has changed. Now, furthermore, she answers to your High Commander and is on some mission which, I surmise, involves getting on the good side of at least Tellwyrn and possibly all of us. In short, there is
  
   no
  
  situation in which it will be safe or strategic for her to retaliate against me. The moment she commits to such a feud, a huge swath of everything she wants will go up in smoke.”
 

 
  “So you think you can mess with her with impunity?” Trissiny said warily. “Shaeine…”
 

 
  “It’s not that,” Teal assured her. “Look, Triss, as mad as we both were at the time, that was two years ago. It was all remedied in minutes, and everybody is over it. There are no grudges being held here.”
 

 
  “What there
  
   is,”
  
  Shaeine added, “is a clever, well-connected, potentially
  
   very
  
  useful person to know who now finds herself needing to worm her way back into my good graces. I have no intention of harming Principia in the least; I have no specific plans for her, either. What I do know is that my mother would be severely disappointed in me if I squandered an opportunity to leverage the debt of honor she owes House Awarrion for the sake of getting some trifling personal revenge. In short, my little pranks are intended simply to make it clear to Principia that she is
  
   not
  
  in favor with me.” A mild, self-satisfied smile settled over her features and she leaned back slightly, stretching out her legs and wiggling her toes above the surface of the water. “And then…we will see what she is willing to do to
  
   get
  
  there. And if I allow myself to enjoy the process just a little, well, the smirking polecat
  
   did
  
  creep into our home and drug us both.”
 

 
  “So that’s your game,” Trissiny mused after a thoughtful pause, frowning faintly at the scene below them. Principia was still not looking in their direction.
 

 
  “Trissiny.” Shaeine turned to her, straightening up and fully sobering her expression. “I meant what I said. This is a matter of seizing an opportunity; it’s not a vengeance I feel a particular need to pursue, nor does my House specifically
  
   want
  
  anything from Locke. More immediately, I care very much about your feelings, and what you think of me. If you request it, I will instantly drop the entire thing and make no further reference to it. As far as my own feelings go, I have forgiven her long since. A grudge is a heavy thing to carry, and seldom worth the labor.”
 

 
  “No,” Trissiny said pensively, pausing to chew on her lower lip for a moment. “No, now that I
  
   understand
  
  what you’re doing… I have no objection to any of this. Sounds like you actually do know what you’re about, and I see no harm in it. With that said, now, I
  
   do
  
  have a request.”
 

 
  “Name it.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned to face her with a sudden grin. “I wanna play, too.”
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   “What
  
  is a vampire?” Hesthri demanded.
 

 
  The carriage went over a bump, jostling them all and causing Natchua to growl wordlessly as she had to scramble to sustain the plate-sized spell circle she was crafting in midair between them out of lines of fire.
 

 
  “A vampire is an apex shadow magic creation,” Melaxyna replied. Unlike the rest of them, she appeared perfectly relaxed, having spun around on the carriage bench to lean her back against Sherwin’s shoulder, with one leg extended to brace a bare foot against the door. “The only monsters of any significant power that don’t derive their nature from any of the four primary schools of magic. It’s…a lot to go over, actually, what’s immediately relevant is that most of them are not to be trifled with. There are different blood lineages with different powers, as I understand it. Malivette Dufresne is a pretty heavy hitter.”
 

 
  “Uh…huh,” Hesthri said slowly, wide-eyed. “And why are we just passively going along to her house, then?”
 

 
  “Because she demanded it,” Sherwin said bitterly. “Which she can only
  
   sort of
  
  do, legally, but it’s the vampire part that concerns me more than the Imperial governor part.”
 

 
  “Is it?” Jonathan grunted. “I’m a bit more concerned that a vampire
  
   is
  
  an Imperial governor.”
 

 
  “Makes sense to me!” Melaxyna said lightly. “You want a governor who won’t be pushed around, right? And if she’s also an object of fear and revulsion, you don’t have to worry about her building a power base and leading a rebellion. Maybe
  
   all
  
  the Imperial governors should be vampires!”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t make suggestions like that in front of Vette,” Sherwin advised. “The vampire who gave her the curse also wiped out her entire family.”
 

 
  A strained quiet fell, in which they stared at each other and listened to the grinding of the carriage’s wheels and the clopping of hooves that pulled it along.
 

 
  “Okay,” Hesthri said at last. “New question, then. How are we going to fight her?”
 

 
  
   “No fighting!”
  
  Sherwin insisted, actually shrugging Melaxyna off to straighten up with an alarmed expression. “You may’ve got the wrong impression from that ‘heavy hitter’ talk—Malivette isn’t a thing like me or Natchua, or Mel, or you. She is
  
   off
  
  the Circle of Interaction entirely, which means there’s no easy counter to her powers. And her powers are just
  
   ridiculous
  
  to begin with. I’m frankly not sure the whole group of us could take her down in a fight, if it was her alone. But she’ll have her whole gaggle of thralls around, so that’s not even
  
   slightly
  
  possible.”
 

 
  “Oh,” the hethelax said in a very small voice, leaning forward to look at Jonathan. The two of them were separated by Natchua on the bench. He shifted to meet Hesthri’s eyes, and started to reach across to take her hand, which brought his own close to the circle Natchua was creating in the air.
 

 
  “Out of the way!” she barked.
 

 
  “It’s not exactly
  
   all
  
  bad,” Sherwin added, almost grudgingly. “Vette probably won’t do anything too violent to us, for the other reason we shouldn’t try it on her.”
 

 
  
   “Other
  
  reason?” Jonathan said incredulously.
 

 
  “Imperial governor, remember?” Melaxyna prompted with a grin.
 

 
  Sherwin nodded in sour agreement. “Even if we
  
   could
  
  take her, there’d be hell to pay. Likewise, she can’t just up and murder a bunch of people.”
 

 
  “Why not?” Jonathan asked in his driest tone. “Aristocrats do that all the time. Who the hell cares about us?”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  the last member and nominal Head of House Leduc,” Sherwin said with a heavy sigh. “It’s not exactly a
  
   conventional
  
  situation up here, but Houses Leduc and Dufresne have been feuding and struggling over the control of Veilgrad and Lower Stalwar Province for generations. Only thing that kept it from getting nasty was the rest of the Houses watching the situation. The Empire wouldn’t give a crap about anything that happened to me, but if the vampire aristocrat was even implicated in my demise, the other Houses would raise a stink until the Silver Throne had to come down on her. They can’t have her bumping off competition, especially since nothing in any of their arsenals would even slow Vette down. Nobles reliably freak out about anything that even
  
   smells
  
  like a threat to their power, so she can’t afford to be anything but a model citizen. Fucking politics,” he added in a sullen grumble, crossing his arms and leaning his head against Melaxyna’s. “This crap is why I never leave the house.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Jonathan said neutrally, “is
  
   that
  
  why.”
 

 
  Sherwin narrowed his eyes at him, while Melaxyna grinned. Jonathan, meanwhile, shifted his attention to Natchua.
 

 
  “Do you really have to do that right here and now? I’d at least like to know how much cancer we can all expect to get from being this close to hasty infernomancy.”
 

 
  “Nothing I
  
   ever
  
  do will be so uncontained as to cause splash effects,” Natchua sneered.
 

 
  “She’s right, that spell is fully inert beyond its boundaries,” Sherwin added. “Very tight confinement work. That’s the most important skill a warlock can have, you know. Which is not to say I can tell what she’s doing; I’ve never seen anything remotely like that.”
 

 
  “The Black Wreath would make anybody they caught doing this disappear,” Natchua said, eyes on her spell. “Since the whole plan is to go after them before they even think to come after us, worrying about that would seem somewhat redundant. And no, Jonathan, I would rather
  
   not
  
  be doing this here and now. Handling it in a moving carriage makes it orders of magnitude more difficult. Circumstances have kind of forced my hand, though. There.” She lowered her hands, and the glowing runic circle remained in midair, rotating slowly and remaining perfectly in position relative to the carriage. Natchua snapped her fingers and opened her palm, and a dagger dropped from the empty air into her grasp, a short knife with a wickedly sinuously blade whose cutting edge glowed as if red-hot.
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Melaxyna said, finally looking somewhat perturbed.
 

 
  “Hesthri, give me your hand,” Natchua ordered.
 

 
  Hesthri immediately scooted away from her against the side of the carriage, tucking her hands against her chest and frowning. “What? Why? What are you going to do?”
 

 
  “There is not
  
   time
  
  to go into it!” Natchua snapped. “I’m not going to hurt you; I didn’t go to the considerable trouble of tracking you down to treat you wastefully. But you also weren’t called here for a vacation! You agreed to follow my orders on this campaign, and if you’ve decided you’re not going to do that, you may as well go right back where you were.”
 

 
  “Hey,” Jonathan said sharply, “don’t talk to her like that!”
 

 
  “Hush, boy,” Melaxyna drawled. “Every word she just said was right. This whole scheme is crazy, but we
  
   did
  
  all agree to follow the drow, and by implication, trust her. Anybody who’s having second thoughts urgently needs to fuck off.”
 

 
  Hesthri drew in a sharp breath as if anticipating pain, but then extended her hand to Natchua, albeit with some hesitation.
 

 
  The drow seized her index finger with her left hand, and with her right, very carefully began trimming away the claw on her fingertip. Hesthri winced, watching, but did not twitch.
 

 
  “Huh,” Sherwin grunted, peering at this in fascination. “I thought hethelax armor was completely invulnerable.”
 

 
  “Not to that thing,” Melaxyna said in a tight voice, her eyes now locked on the dagger. “How did you get your hands on one without tipping off the Wreath? I thought they hid all of those away.”
 

 
  “They did,” Natchua said absently, focusing on her work. “I made this one myself. There we go.” She released Hesthri’s hand and the hethelax immediately snatched it back, retreating again to the edge of the bench. “That should grow back on its own, Hesthri. If it hasn’t started in a couple of days, let me know and I’ll fix it. Are you okay? That wasn’t supposed to hurt.”
 

 
  “No,” Hesthri said, grimacing and holding up her declawed finger. “I mean, yes. I mean—I’m fine, it doesn’t hurt. Just feels
  
   weird.”
  
 

 
  Natchua carefully dropped the trimmed claw into the circle of glowing lines, where it immediately snapped to the center and hung there. “Your turn, Mel. Hand.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Melaxyna squealed, abruptly scrabbling away from Sherwin. “Me? Why?!”
 

 
  “Hush, girl,” Jonathan said solemnly. “We’re doing as the nice warlock orders, remember?”
 

 
  “Jonathan Arquin,” Natchua growled, “we have established that you’re here
  
   explicitly
  
  because I don’t have the heart to kill or disappear you. If you’re going to do shit like
  
   that,
  
  my mind can change. If the
  
   succubus
  
  can refrain from needling everybody, you have no excuse. Mel, we don’t have time for this, we’re getting closer to the vampire’s lair by the second.
  
   Give me your hand.”
  
 

 
  Melaxyna whined like a kicked dog and made gruesome faces, but obeyed, even more hesitantly than Hesthri had. Natchua had to reach out, seize her wrist, and haul her hand closer, but the actual procedure was much quicker: she simply jabbed the succubus’s fingertip with the knife’s point, causing an entirely excessive squeal of pain.
 

 
  A single drop of black blood welled up. Natchua released Melaxyna, who yanked her arm back, but the droplet remained behind. The warlock gestured and it drifted through the air to join the slice of hethelax claw.
 

 
  Instantly the entire circle snapped inward, forming a tiny ball of fire around the two joined specimens. That burned out in half a second, emitting a puff of acrid smoke and leaving behind a blob of viscous black substance with an oily sheen on its rippling surface. It undulated and squirmed in midair.
 

 
  “If that’s what I think it is,” Sherwin said warily, “I can see why the Black Wreath wouldn’t want you doing it. Or anyone, for that matter.”
 

 
  “And…
  
   what
  
  do you think it is?” Jonathan asked in the same tone.
 

 
  Natchua simply took the wriggling thing between her thumb and forefinger; it squirmed but failed to escape. “All right, Mel, other hand.”
 

 
  
   “Whyyyyy,”
  
  Melaxyna whined. “Come on, I already donated! It’s
  
   her
  
  turn again!”
 

 
  This time, Natchua simply pointed at her with the hand not holding the blob, and chain of orange fire lashed out of her fingertip, twined around one of the succubus’s arms, and dragged it closer. Before Melaxyna could react further, she dropped the blob right into her palm.
 

 
  It immediately sank into her skin and vanished.
 

 
  
   “What did you do?!”
  
  Melaxyna squalled, struggling so violently the carriage rocked. “Get it out! What is that? So help me, you knife-eared little darkling freak, if you’ve—”
 

 
  She broke off suddenly, as the other hand which she’d raised in a fist was suddenly encased in a black gauntlet with spikes protruding from the knuckles.
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Sherwin whispered. “Natchua, what have you done?”
 

 
  “Good,” Natchua said approvingly, ignoring him. She let go of the glowing dagger and it vanished, freeing her hand to pull out her mundane belt knife. “It’s made with your own blood, so it should sync directly with your native shapeshifting and give you full intuitive control. Make a gauntlet on your other hand.”
 

 
  The other hand was still imprisoned by the chain, which did not prevent Melaxyna from obeying. A second gauntlet formed over her skin.
 

 
  Natchua lashed out with elven speed, stabbing the blade right at the center of Melaxyna’s palm. It impacted the armor with an impotent clink, snapping off its tip. The gauntlet was not so much as scratched.
 

 
  Melaxyna’s expression morphed to one of incredulous delight. “Best. Boss.
  
   Ever.”
  
 

 
  “D-did you just give hethelax invulnerability to a
  
   succubus?”
  
  Jonathan breathed. “Natchua,
  
   no!”
  
 

 
  “Natchua,
  
   yes!”
  
  Melaxyna crowed.
 

 
  “Pardon me while I just double-check that the wards in here are
  
   actually
  
  preventing those thralls from
  
   hearing
  
  this,” Sherwin muttered.
 

 
  “It’s not total invulnerability,” Natchua explained, finally dismissing the fiery chain and releasing Melaxyna’s arm. “Your shapeshifting has been, in a word, upgraded: you can now create armor which, yes, inherits hethelax invulnerability. That means it’s vulnerable to all the things you already are, like divine magic and valkyrie scythes. The theory is you should be able to alter the appearance as you see fit; you can make ordinary-looking clothes that will stop a wandshot, or a full suit of armor. Whatever you like. And the
  
   point
  
  of all this,” she added more loudly as three people drew breath to begin protesting, “is to have an ace up our sleeves! Just because Malivette Dufresne is
  
   generally
  
  disinclined to murder us all does not mean she can’t, and in case I need to remind you lot, we have a notable lack of legal standing, here. Of all four schools, infernal users are
  
   least
  
  equipped to deal with a vampire, or with undead in general. I want to go in there with at least
  
   something
  
  Dufresne isn’t expecting and won’t have a convenient way to handle,
  
   just in case,
  
  and this is the only idea I had prepared.”
 

 
  “Well,” Hesthri said after a short silence, “you’ve absolutely just created a crisis for
  
   somebody
  
  somewhere down the line, but that’s the future. I guess right
  
   now
  
  we’d better concentrate on dealing with the vampire. So if we can’t fight her or run away, what the hell are we going to
  
   tell
  
  her?”
 

 
  “I was
  
   counting
  
  on our presence here being a secret,” Natchua said, giving Sherwin a look.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t scowl at
  
   me,”
  
  he snapped. “If you didn’t know her vampire senses would spot you landing here, how the hell would I?”
 

 
  “The point is, I didn’t plan for this! I don’t have a story that would explain this group and I don’t know how fast I can cobble one together.”
 

 
  “I dunno if you even
  
   can,”
  
  said Jonathan. “Unless you actually work for the Empire, the Church, or the Topaz College, summoning sapient demons is pretty damn illegal. Summoning a
  
   Vanislaad
  
  is the kind of illegal that gets you locked up for life!”
 

 
  “Well, everybody’s clear, there,” Melaxyna said absently while changing the appearance of both her armored gloves and admiring them. “Natch didn’t summon me, I was already on this plane. Arachne can vouch for that, if it comes down to it.”
 

 
  “That’s true,” Sherwin agreed, “and merely consorting with a Vanislaad isn’t a crime. The presumption of the law is that anybody entangled with them is probably a victim of their manipulation.”
 

 
  “That’s the dumbest law I ever heard of,” Hesthri scoffed.
 

 
  “Yeah, you’re welcome,” Sherwin grumbled. “House Leduc called in a lot of favors to get Empress Theasia to institute that one.
  
   Gods,
  
  am I glad my whole family is dead. Legally speaking, we’re in trouble, here, but not mortal trouble. The hethelax is a relatively minor threat…”
 

 
  “This hethelax in particular is going to create waves if the Empire identifies her,” Jonathan said grimly, “which they might from my presence alone.”
 

 
  “Vette isn’t the Empire,” Sherwin offered. “And she has her own reasons for not wanting attention called to her business. We can
  
   spin
  
  this, hopefully in a way she’ll go along with, but… Honestly, Natchua, we may have to just tell her what’s going on.”
 

 
  The carriage lurched as it came to a stop.
 

 
  “Time’s up,” Natchua said fatalistically. “Looks like we play it by ear.”
 

 
  Further discussion was precluded by the opening of the carriage door.
 

 
  “Welcome,” Ruby said pleasantly, stepping back and gesturing them out with a graceful bow. “Please, honored guests, this way.”
 

 
  They disembarked one by one, feet crunching on the gravel drive. The gravel, at least, looked relatively fresh, unlike the waist-high weeds which choked the surrounding lawn. Before them, the manor house itself was largely covered by climbing ivy.
 

 
  “Do the nobles here just not bother taking care of their property?” Melaxyna muttered. “At least this place looks better than yours, Sherwin.”
 

 
  “The nobles here
  
   don’t want company,”
  
  he said pointedly.
 

 
  “How’s she govern the province, then?” Hesthri asked, equally pointedly.
 

 
  “The actual administration is done by her steward, Grusser, down in the city,” Sherwin explained, already shuffling toward the mansion’s front door. Natchua caught up in two long strides and then held back to glide along at his shoulder. The rest followed more warily, Jonathan pausing to peer at the stone obelisk which stood in the middle of the circle drive.
 

 
  The manor’s front doors opened before the reached the steps, and two more women emerged, also wearing striking evening gowns. So far all of Malivette’s attendants were beautiful young women of local Stalweiss extraction, and all were uniformed in extravagant dresses that were identical apart from being color-coded. Ruby and Jade had driven them in the carriage, garbed in red and green respectively: these were in white and blue.
 

 
  “Sapphire and Diamond, yes?” Melaxyna prompted.
 

 
  “Pearl,” Sherwin corrected her.
 

 
  “Welcome,” said Sapphire courteously. “Please, step this—”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, spare me,” Sherwin interrupted her, stomping up the front stairs. “Nobody but
  
   you
  
  has the energy to pretend this is a polite social call. Let’s get this bullshit over with.”
 

 
  “He’s not used to being around people,” Melaxyna said apologetically.
 

 
  “We’re familiar with Lord Leduc,” Pearl replied with a smile. “We wouldn’t
  
   dream
  
  of disturbing his solitude except at great need.”
 

 
  “Ladies,” Jonathan said far more politely, bowing to each of them before entering.
 

 
  “If any of you were thinking of trying something, let me just repeat:
  
   do not.”
  
  Inside the remarkably bare front hall of Manor Dufresne, Sherwin paused to turn a warning look on the rest of his party. “Vampire thralls are as strong as a human in good shape, and as fast and agile as elves. They’re basically Butlers, functionally. In fact, my pet theory is that’s literally what Butlers are, since nobody’s seen whoever leads the Service Society in the eighty-odd years since it was founded.”
 

 
  “Good guess, but no!”
 

 
  They all jumped at the voice which came from the top of the staircase before them. A moment ago no one had been there, but now at the head stood a young woman in a black dress, smiling cheerfully down at them. She had the gaunt look of someone who habitually didn’t get enough rest or food, not to mention an unhealthily pale complexion. Even so, she might have passed for human if not for her crimson eyes.
 

 
  Malivette Dufresne descended the stairs with mincing little steps, trailing her fingertips along one of the banisters on the way down. “I’ve been around Butlers;
  
   believe
  
  me, I would know if they were even vampire-adjacent.
  
   My
  
  pet theory is it’s done with alchemy. You know, like how the Silver Legion can turn elves into specimens with basically human strength.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Sherwin grunted, “well that’s disappointing. Alchemy? There’s no romance in that.”
 

 
  “Tragic, I know,” Malivette agreed, alighting at the base of the stairs. “I welcome you, Lord of House Leduc, to my home in the spirit of mutual interest and the long respect which has stood between our great Houses. In honor of that friendship, and with the deepest apology for disturbing your much-cherished quiet, I must make a most humble inquiry.” She swept an arm in a wide gesture to indicate the whole group, and abruptly her tone and expression changed to one of sheer exasperation. “What the
  
   hell,
  
  man?!”
 

 
  
   “Me?”
  
  he exclaimed. “Which of us is sending their goons to drag the other one outside on no notice, huh?”
 

 
  “Sherwin!” Malivette pressed the heels of both her hands against her eyes. “How many times have—look, I seriously am not trying to start something here. You know I don’t have a problem with you. Heck, in another life, you and I might have found ourselves joined in a loveless political marriage, and I assure you the revulsion I feel at that prospect is purely general, not personal.”
 

 
  “Right back atcha, buttercup,” he huffed.
 

 
  “But, for the
  
   last
  
  time, you
  
   cannot have a succubus!”
  
  Malivette pointed dramatically at the demon in question, glaring at Sherwin. “I was willing to overlook this when you built the world’s most excessive Vanislaad cage, but I know for a fact you’ve had that thing dismantled and now here’s
  
   this
  
  creature traipsing around my province unattended, and holy shit,
  
   Melaxyna?”
  
 

 
  “Hi, Vette!” Melaxyna said cheerfully, waving. “You’re looking terrible. But less so than the last time I saw you, so… I guess you’re doing well?”
 

 
  “Still always hungry, but less pissy about it,” Malivette replied, tilting her head quizzically. “And here you are, out of the Crawl. Did Professor Tellwyrn finally let you go, then?”
 

 
  “Well, Arachne hasn’t come storming out here to haul me back, and that’s well within her capability,” the succubus said thoughtfully, “so I take that as notice that my services are no longer required.”
 

 
  “You two…are acquainted?” Natchua said pointedly.
 

 
  “I
  
   did
  
  go to that cockamamie school, you know,” Malivette replied. “Crawl expeditions and everything. Mel’s been an institution down there since long before you enrolled, and by the way,
  
   hello,
  
  Natchua. I’m so glad you’ve stopped wearing your hair up in that ridiculous spiky number, the green stripe is actually quite fetching when you let it lie flat. Drow have
  
   such
  
  lovely hair.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  two are acquainted?” Melaxyna asked, blinking.
 

 
  “Most years there’s at least one field trip per class to Veilgrad,” Natchua explained, eyes locked with Malivette’s. “This city is prone to the kind of weird nonsense that makes for Tellwyrn’s idea of a useful class exercise, and also the governor is an alumna. It’s a handy little arrangement. I will point out for the record that
  
   my
  
  class excursion wasn’t the one that unleashed a zombie horde in the city.”
 

 
  “I do say when I was warned of a succubus and a drow warlock I was
  
   not
  
  expecting either to be a familiar face, much less both.” Malivette turned her quizzical look on Jonathan and Hesthri. “Don’t tell me… Nope, you two aren’t ringing any bells. Well, then again, I don’t know any hethelax demons.”
 

 
  “Yeah, about that,” Sherwin said belligerently, “we need to have a
  
   talk
  
  about whatever means you’re using to monitor my estate!”
 

 
  “You just go ahead and hold your breath waiting for that,” Malivette retorted. “Look, here it is: I don’t know what all this is about, I’m glad Sherwin is finally making friends—truly—and I am
  
   nothing
  
  if not sympathetic to someone operating with what amounts to an illness that compels them to be dangerous to others. I probably relate to a succubus better than anybody who’s not one. But the fact remains, Mel, you are what you are and
  
   you cannot be running around loose in my city!”
  
 

 
  Natchua stepped between the vampire and the succubus. “Then let’s talk about this.”
 

 
  “Oh, we’re
  
   going
  
  to talk about this,” Malivette agreed, “but we’re going to do it once I’m certain she is taken care of.”
 

 
  “I see old times don’t count for anything,” Melaxyna muttered.
 

 
  Natchua continued matching Malivette’s stare. “You’re not touching her.”
 

 
  “Young lady,” the vampire said, smiling in a way that displayed her elongated canines to great effectiveness, “would you like me to explain in detail why every part of that sentence was more wrong than the preceding, or shall I save time and demonstrate?”
 

 
  “She is with
  
   me,”
  
  Natchua said coldly. “You take one of my people, and I’ll take one of yours.”
 

 
  There was a moment of absolute silence.
 

 
  “Okay,” Jonathan said finally, “however all this shakes out, can we establish a rule that Natchua
  
   doesn’t
  
  handle negotiations from now on?”
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  “Natchua, honey,” Malivette said in a deliberately kind and gentle voice, “I hope you’re comfortable being condescendingly spoken to like you’re a child, because my only other response to that kind of talk…well, you’d like that even less. Now, really. Are you sure you want to make this confrontational? Have you maybe
  
   not
  
  thought this matter through carefully?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I haven’t thought it through,” Natchua said bitterly. “I came here with every intention of never interacting with anyone in Veilgrad but Sherwin. If I had my way, everything would unfold without anybody knowing we were ever here, and everybody would have been better off that way.
  
   Instead
  
  I’m now dealing with
  
   you,
  
  and no, I don’t have a plan for that. What I
  
   have
  
  is a lot of infernal magic and a vested interest in protecting these people. That’s what you should keep in mind here, Lady Dufresne. You start messing with my friends and I’ve got exactly one recourse for that, and it won’t leave anybody happy. So instead of that, how about we walk this back a little bit and see if we can’t find a friendly resolution to this…difference of opinion?”
 

 
  “Uh, Natchua?” Sherwin said warily, glancing around at Malivette’s four attendants, who had fully encircled the group. “Remember just a minute ago when I said very firmly that we do
  
   not
  
  want to start a fight here?”
 

 
  “Sounds like she agrees with you, Sherwin,” Malivette remarked, giving him a thin smile. “Right, Natchua? Nobody here wants the outcome of any kind of brawl that might ensue, especially since there’s
  
   no
  
  such outcome that doesn’t include most or all of you dead. Natchua, I need you to button up your fly and think with your
  
   big
  
  head for a moment. I’m sure you are very protective of your friends, and that’s admirable and all, but
  
   that is a succubus.
  
  If you know anything about infernal magic, or if you’re able to
  
   read,
  
  you understand why she
  
   cannot
  
  be allowed to run loose. I’m responsible for this city, and this province, and you bringing her here is the kind of thing for which I could legally have already separated you from your skeleton if I had any intention of doing such a thing. Sometimes, kiddo, the right thing to do is back down, acknowledge exactly how you’ve made a gigantic cock-up of the situation, and let the nice Imperial governor contain the incredibly dangerous demon without making this any messier than it already is.”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Sherwin urged, placing a hand on Melaxyna’s shoulder as she tensed up. “Even the thralls can track you by smell; Vette
  
   definitely
  
  can. Don’t go invisible or do anything else to set them off.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the heads up,” the succubus muttered, tail lashing.
 

 
  “It’s not even that you’re wrong,” Natchua said quietly, still standing between Malivette at the others. “But it is what it is. Melaxyna is not a threat to anyone right now, and won’t be so long as you leave her in my custody.”
 

 
  The vampire’s scarlet eyes flicked past her to Sherwin.
  
   “Your
  
  custody, is it? Interesting. If anything, you’re even less qualified for that than he is.”
 

 
  “She’s a lot more qualified than you may realize,” Hesthri offered.
 

 
  “We can either come to some kind of compromise,” Natchua insisted, staring her down, “or you can suffer the consequences.”
 

 
  “Would you stop
  
   threatening
  
  her?” Jonathan exclaimed.
 

 
  “I’m afraid not, Jonathan,” Natchua replied without taking her eyes off Malivette. “That’s all we have to work with, here: the fact that interfering with us would be a
  
   lot
  
  more trouble than leaving us alone. I
  
   don’t want
  
  to do this, Malivette, but if you try to separate Melaxyna or any of my people, I’m going to have to stop you. And you may very well win that confrontation, but I can promise you it would cost you dearly. I intend to die
  
   elsewhere,
  
  do you understand? Not dealing with you. But I intend to die, regardless, and if you force my hand, it’ll be here and now, destroying a wide swath of whatever you may still love in this world. I don’t want to, and it may cost me everything, but I’ll do it anyway because I am
  
   way
  
  past being backed into a corner. Or you can avoid all this and we can find a compromise. Choose.”
 

 
  In the short quiet which followed, it wasn’t just the vampires and elves who could hear Jonathan’s teeth grinding.
 

 
  “Wooooow,” Melaxyna said at last. “I do believe that was the single edgiest thing I’ve ever heard. Did that sound impressive in your head before your mouth fell open? A chapbook author wouldn’t even cram a speech like that into the mouth of their most cliché villain—they’d re-read that and say ‘nah, everybody but consumptive thirteen-year-olds would find this unintentionally hilarious’ and start over. Really, Natchua, a
  
   vampire
  
  who lives in a crumbling manor with four beautiful maidservants is telling you to tone down the melodrama. You think about that for a moment, and reflect on the direction your life has taken.”
 

 
  By the end of that, Natchua’s mouth was hanging slightly open. She blinked her eyes three times in rapid succession.
 

 
  Malivette, meanwhile, clapped her hands together once and rubbed them briskly. “Well! I’ll say this much for this entirely too awkward conversation: now I know who’s responsible for belatedly jamming a spine up Sherwin’s butt, and to my surprise, it’s not the succubus.”
 

 
  “You really don’t need to be an asshole about this, Vette,” Sherwin complained.
 

 
  “It’s too easy to be with the effort of not doing it, Sherwin dear. I would like to have a pleasant little chat with the ringleader of this
  
   fascinating
  
  operation, without the peanut gallery. Girls, make our guests as comfortable as you can for a little bit.
  
   If,”
  
  she heavily emphasized the syllable, holding up one hand and meeting Natchua’s eyes, “Melaxyna attempts to escape, or does anything else that you judge requires it, kill her immediately. Failing that, she is an esteemed guest and is to be treated as such until I say otherwise.”
 

 
  “Yes, Mistress,” all four chorused in eerie unison.
 

 
  “And yet,” Melaxyna mused, “still not the kinkiest party I’ve ever been to.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Malivette said pleasantly, “do join me upstairs. I believe we should converse woman to woman without the distraction of all these onlookers.”
 

 
  “I—”
 

 
  
   “Now.”
  
  The syllable cracked with the force of a thunderbolt, seemingly through the entire house; the very floorboards shuddered and in the near distance, several doors slammed in emphasis.
 

 
  Natchua slowly tore her gaze from Malivette’s and nodded at the rest of her group. “It’s all right. Please do as they ask, and be polite.”
 

 
  “Look who’s telling who to be polite,” Jonathan said flatly. “Keep in mind we’re all still in the building and try not to start a brawl, will you?”
 

 
  “I did manage to run my own life before you came along, Jonathan,” she said irritably, turning her back on him. “Lead the way, Lady Dufresne.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Syrinx continued pacing up and down for a few minutes after hearing their report. The rest of them sat in silence in the conference room, watching her.
 

 
  It wasn’t as if there was much for her to think about, and if this was some kind of power play, it clearly was not working. The three of them had returned to find Syrinx already stewing and both Kheshiri and the Jackal looking serenely pleased with themselves, which as good as said how that inevitable personality clash had played out in their absence. Now, Khadizroth and Vannae sat in matching poses of pure serenity, hands folded atop the table and regarding the pacing Inquisitor in total calm. The Jackal had tipped his chair up on its hind legs, slouching back in it and resting his snakeskin boots on the table. He was unnecessarily cleaning his fingernails with a stiletto and intermittently glancing up at Syrinx, his self-satisfied grin not wavering for a moment. Shook had pulled a chair away from the table and turned it to face the front of the room directly, and now slouched back in it with his legs splayed, watching the Inquisitor with a vague little smile with his head resting in Kheshiri’s bosom while she, standing close behind him, slowly ran her hands up and down his arms.
 

 
  The Inquisitor’s clear anger was having no effect on its intended targets, and that appeared to be making it worse.
 

 
  “And that’s all?” Syrinx abruptly demanded, coming to a stop and rounding on them.
 

 
  “At this time, yes,” Khadizroth said, still utterly calm. “Your lead appears to have been fruitful. The results are slight, this is true, but one cannot expect miracles at the very first step of such an investigation.”
 

 
  “Something wrong, boss lady?” Shook asked in a milder tone than his voice ever held when he wasn’t being deliberately spiteful. “It was
  
   your
  
  lead, after all. We met the mark and got results. I dunno why you seem so…tetchy.”
 

 
  Ironically, that suddenly calmed Syrinx down. She straightened up and the tension melted from her stance, her incipient scowl fading away as she turned a more thoughtful stare upon Shook. He continued to sprawl indolently in his seat, but others in the room more sensitive to undercurrents clearly smelled danger; the Jackal’s blade froze, as did his expression, and he glanced rapidly between Shook and Basra. Kheshiri also stopped the movements of her hands, her fingers clenching on the sleeves of Shook’s coat.
 

 
  “Quite so,” Syrinx said in a clipped tone, staring blankly at him. “For some reason I expected such a vaunted crew as yours to have achieved more progress, but in hindsight I cannot imagine why.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t take it to heart, sugar,” he drawled. “We’ve disappointed even smarter people than you.”
 

 
  Kheshiri’s fingers clawed an iota harder in a silent warning, which he disregarded.
 

 
  “Mr. Shook,” Basra said, now with a pleasant little smile that made the Jackal’s grin widen slightly in anticipation, “it’s beyond my fathoming why you would even want to get a rise out of me in your situation, but what disappoints me most is that you aren’t better at it. Apparently the Thieves’ Guild doesn’t train its thugs nearly as well as they like to claim. Regardless, you
  
   will
  
  straighten up. You rely upon his Holiness the Archpope for protection from the Imperial law enforcement and
  
   multiple
  
  cults you have provoked, including your own. And right now, it is
  
   I
  
  who will decide how, and indeed whether, that protection will be extended over you.”
 

 
  He had tensed up, but did not move, and kept his expression deliberately even. “That so?”
 

 
  “You stand out even in this gaggle of reprobates, Shook,” she stated, planting her fists on the edge of the table and leaning forward to stare down at him. “I know your history. While we are here, I promise you, there will be no preying on or abusing women.”
 

 
  Shook’s frozen expression suddenly thawed, and then warmed, a dark but genuine smile curling up the corners of his mouth.
 

 
  “Rrrrr
  
   ight
  
  back atcha.”
 

 
  The Jackal burst out laughing. The room filled with a series of shrill barks of his amusement which may have hinted at the origin of his nickname.
 

 
  Slowly, Basra straightened back up, her expression revealing nothing.
 

 
  “In a situation like ours, discipline is a necessity, not a luxury. It is sorely clear how the lack of it has rendered you lot virtually useless. For the duration of your service under my Inquisition, Shook, you will address me as Inquisitor, or ma’am. Is that clear?”
 

 
  He gave her a lazy mockery of a salute. “Yes sir, ma’am.”
 

 
  She elected not to push it, instead turning a wry look on the Jackal. “Are you just about done?”
 

 
  “Wait, wait,” he gasped, holding up one finger with the arm not clutching his ribs. “A-almost…”
 

 
  “Enough, Jack,” Khadizroth said quietly.
 

 
  The elf instantly quieted as if a switch had been flipped, straightening up in his seat and folding his hands atop the table. The sudden display of obedience did not improve Basra’s mood; the look she turned upon the dragon was even more wintry than that which she’d directed at Shook.
 

 
  “I am not very familiar with this city,” Khadizroth said in a courteously calm tone, bowing his head deferentially to Syrinx. “So I’m afraid I have little useful counsel to offer as regards our next move. We await your orders, Inquisitor.”
 

 
  She held his emerald stare for a moment, then worked her jaw once as if chewing on the idea of him, and finally turned her gaze on the paper lying near her on the table. Scrawled in Khadizroth’s neat hand upon a sheet of enchanting vellum Vannae had been carrying was the short list of locations in Ninkabi where the contact Basra had sent them to meet had said cultist activity could be found. She picked it up, eyes tracking back and forth as she re-read the few lines.
 

 
  “What was your impression of the contact in question?” Basra asked suddenly.
 

 
  Vannae and Shook both turned to look at Khadizroth, who opened his mouth to answer.
 

 
  “Shook,” Basra said curtly. “I want to hear from you.”
 

 
  Shook hesitated, glancing at Khadizroth and then back to her with eyebrows raised. “Uh, you sure? As you were just commenting, I’m just muscle, here. Big K’s the—”
 

 
  “Did I ask your opinion, Mr. Shook?”
 

 
  “Well, yes. You literally just did that.”
 

 
  “Jeremiah,” Khadizroth said softly. “The Inquisitor is correct. Please don’t add to her difficulties.”
 

 
  Shook hesitated, then nodded at him. “Yeah, fair enough. My apologies, Inquisitor.
  
   Well,
  
  there wasn’t a lot to see. Shortish woman, wore Omnist robes with the hood up. Not much of a disguise, since even monks don’t just walk around that way—practically announcing that you’re up to something, walking around like that. But it worked as far as hiding her face, anyway, and it’s not like
  
   we
  
  came off any less weird, with K having to use practically the same get-up. Acted pretty standard, for an informant who’s not used to playing this game. Skittish, looking over her shoulders a lot. Low-pitched voice, I think
  
   might’ve
  
  been using a voice-altering charm, but I’m no enchanter. Gave us those locations and then bugged off outta there.”
 

 
  For the first part of his recitation, Basra had kept a level stare locked on Khadizroth, who was watching Shook attentively, but by the end she had directed her full attention to the enforcer.
 

 
  “Anything to add to that, either of you?” she asked when he came to a finish.
 

 
  Vannae shook his head, turning to look at Khadizroth.
 

 
  “A good description,” the dragon agreed. “I can confirm the presence of a voice-altering charm. More than that I did not discern, as any such measures would by nature be intrusive, and your orders were to get information without spooking or provoking the informant. I assumed you wished to avoid jeopardizing the source, which of course is wise.”
 

 
  “Where’d you dig up this alleged
  
   source,
  
  anyway?” the Jackal asked lazily, now balancing his knife point-down on his fingertip.
 

 
  “You know as much as you need to,” Basra snapped.
 

 
  “As you wish,” Khadizroth said diplomatically before the elf could respond. “I certainly understand the operational need to control information. As a rule, the more we know, the more effective we are in the field. I must admit I am curious about your choice of agents to send on this particular assignment.”
 

 
  “Dragon,” Syrinx said coldly, “understand this now: I will not tolerate your attempts to undercut my authority.”
 

 
  “I apologize if I have overstepped,” Khadizroth said, bowing to her from his seat. “No disrespect was intended. I simply took you for a kindred spirit, so to speak.”
 

 
  Basra actually betrayed surprise, straightening up suddenly. “I
  
   beg
  
  your pardon?”
 

 
  Khadizroth glanced briefly around the table, then unlaced his fingers to spread his hands in a small gesture of self-deprecation with a wry little smile. “You are not far wrong to call us a gaggle of reprobates. Most of us here have nowhere else to go, and assuredly little other prospect of being of use to the world than in the Archpope’s service. Likewise, we face potential…difficulties…with certain parties we have offended, should we find ourselves outside his protection. Forgive me, but I thought perhaps you could relate.”
 

 
  Her lips drew back to bare teeth in a nearly feral expression. Khadizroth kept right on speaking with truly impressive control, managing to hastily cut off any response without sounding at all rushed.
 

 
  “Those of us who have been a bit longer in this situation have rather laboriously learned not to take offense when it is inevitably given; it has doubtless not escaped your notice that this is a group of large personalities stuffed into a small space. Despite the obvious conflicts, we are a surprisingly effective unit when we exercise our various skills cooperatively. It seems to me a woman of your formidable reputation makes a significant addition to an already significant array of talent.”
 

 
  “You seem to be under a misconception,” Syrinx said icily. “I am not
  
   joining
  
  your little…club. This operation is
  
   mine.
  
  You lot are simply an asset which has been assigned to me for my use, at my discretion. The sooner and more thoroughly you internalize that fact, the more smoothly this inquisition will go. And you
  
   want
  
  it to go smoothly. If it does not, I promise you, it will not be
  
   I
  
  who suffers for the failure.”
 

 
  “Of course.” Again, Khadizroth inclined his head respectfully to her. “What is our next move, Inquisitor?”
 

 
  Basra turned away, again studying the page. She paced up and down the short end of the room twice more before abruptly stopping.
 

 
  “You were wondering why I dispatched the muscle and not the subtlety to meet with an informant.”
 

 
  “Seemed like a curious choice,” Shook agreed, leaning his head back into Kheshiri’s cleavage while she began kneading his shoulders. “But hey, what do I know. The muscle just goes where the brain says.”
 

 
  Basra divided a look of withering contempt between the two of them, which earned her nothing but a flirtatious wink from the succubus.
 

 
  “I risked acting on the assumption that even
  
   you
  
  had sufficient wits to follow simple directions and not create a complete debacle out of one short conversation. I’m somewhat relieved to have that faith validated. The choice of you three was because I was uncertain of the identity and origin of this…informant. I preferred to deploy the less fragile talents given the potential risks. We are
  
   not
  
  going to be friends, let us clarify that up front. But that doesn’t mean I intend to be wasteful with your lives. You are, after all, valuable assets. Except Shook.”
 

 
  The enforcer’s face tightened, but he threw her another sarcastic salute, not shifting from his comfortable position.
 

 
  “I don’t know any better than you what any of these places are,” Basra continued brusquely, flapping the page once at Khadizroth. “I am going to check with the Holy Legion’s local personnel and decide on our next target, at which time I will have your next orders. For now… Adequate work, so far. Dismissed.”
 

 
  The group exchanged a round of glances.
 

 
  “Is that…military speak?” the Jackal asked, scratching his head. “What’s that mean, exactly?”
 

 
  “I believe it means we can go,” Vannae offered.
 

 
  “I think there’s a subext that we’re
  
   expected
  
  to go,” Kheshiri added.
 

 
  “Correct.” Khadizroth pushed back his chair and stood; as if at that signal, the rest began rising as well. “It is customary to depart upon dismissal. Come, the Inquisitor has work and we will only be underfoot.”
 

 
  He led the way to the door, the rest filing out after. Behind them, Basra turned her back, making a show of studying the list again, which did not conceal the seething tension that gripped her form.
 

 
  Kheshiri at least waited until they were out in the hall with the door shut before commenting. “Now,
  
   that
  
  one is wound
  
   way
  
  too tight. Baiting her is so easy it’s not even fun.”
 

 
  “Maybe don’t, then?” the Jackal suggested, then giggled shrilly. “Aw, who’m I kidding. You do your thing, doll—me, I have a taste for low-hanging fruit. And I’ve been itching to have a go a
  
   that
  
  one ever since she and a bunch of her Bishop friends ruined my night a couple years back. Actually it was just before I met the rest of you freaks. And now look! Poor little Basra has come down
  
   hard
  
  in the world.”
 

 
  “Peace,” Khadizroth said firmly. “This is neither the time nor the place.”
 

 
  The Jackal snickered, but followed without further commentary as the dragon led them to the common area around which was clustered the small bedrooms they had been assigned.
 

 
  Vannae carefully shut the door behind them while the group clustered around the couch and two chairs before their small fireplace. Shook opened his mouth to speak, but Khadizroth forestalled him with an upraised hand.
 

 
  The dragon produced a bottle seemingly from nowhere, a glossy thing of green glass about as tall as a wine bottle but much thinner. Raising it to his lips, he blew once across the top, producing a soft tone, then handed it to Vannae. The elf did likewise, his breath making a brief puff several notes higher in pitch, then turned and held it out to Shook.
 

 
  The enforcer took the bottle slowly, frowning, and turned a look on Khadizroth. At the dragon’s encouraging nod, he shrugged and also blew across the lip, then handed it to Kheshiri. They all repeated the little ritual, the Jackal last; he pretended to fumble and almost drop it in the act of handing it back to Khadizroth, snickering at Vannae’s abortive motion as if about to dive to catch it.
 

 
  Ignoring the byplay, Khadizroth held the bottle up to his own lips one more time, but on this round simply whispered something inaudible. Then he held the bottle out at arm’s length and upended it.
 

 
  Whispers poured out, slithering voices resonating through the small room and gradually rising. As the sounds grew more distinct, their own voices emerged clearly, raised in an argument. Khadizroth gestured outward once with his hands, and the noise suddenly cut off.
 

 
  “That,” he said, “is what anyone listening from outside the room will hear. For a few minutes, at least, we can speak in privacy.”
 

 
  
   “Nice
  
  trick,” said the Jackal. “How come you never used that one before?”
 

 
  “We are usually under tighter observation, especially in Tiraas, and I prefer not to tip my hand any more than necessary where Justinian might see it. Syrinx has fewer skills, resources, and options. Now time is short—while the spell lasts, let me catch you up.”
 

 
  “So, shall I assume you were
  
   less
  
  than forthcoming about your encounter with the good Inquisitor?” Kheshiri asked sweetly.
 

 
  “The person who came to meet us,” Khadizroth reported, “was none other than Bishop Branwen Snowe.”
 

 
  The Jackal let out a whistle, but the dragon continued before anyone had a chance to chime in.
 

 
  “There is, indeed, more going on here than we know—and more than Basra Syrinx knows. This cult, as we suspected, was a weapon of the Archpope’s and our mission here a sham. Snowe does not know what, specifically, Justinian intends by sending us all here, but
  
   her
  
  stated objective is to destroy Syrinx, whom she regards as unstable, dangerous, and a threat to the Archpope’s long-term plans.”
 

 
  “Which is
  
   good
  
  and believable,” Shook added, “by virtue of being the simple truth. I never met somebody who so obviously had ‘crazy bitch’ written all over her.”
 

 
  “And you’re taking Snowe at her word, are ya?” the Jackal asked wryly.
 

 
  “Hardly,” Khadizroth replied. “She is, at the very least, going against Justinian’s wishes and seeking the downfall of another of his agents. To have achieved even this much progress toward such a goal, she would have to be far too clever to blithely trust the likes of
  
   us
  
  with her true intentions.”
 

 
  “This game is getting better by the minute,” said Kheshiri, her tail beginning to sway eagerly behind her. “So Snowe has inserted herself into the Church’s agents out here to pose as Basra’s source, unknown to Basra?”
 

 
  “Oh, he hasn’t even gotten to the good part yet,” Shook said.
 

 
  “Snowe claims she has documentation of this secretive cult’s activities that is more thorough than anything any investigation could possibly turn up, if it were a serious mission,” said Khadizroth. “Evidently—and this should surprise none of you—the full details would be quite incriminating to Justinian, and as such she will not share them all. It appears she is, at least on some level, personally loyal to the Archpope. But she is willing to dole out enough tidbits for us to report back to Syrinx, and sustain the impression that we are actually pursuing this sham of an assignment.”
 

 
  “While we…?” Kheshiri prompted, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “The intelligence we just turned over is, indeed, about cult activity in Ninkabi,” Khadizroth said evenly. “But the cult in question is the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “And what,” the succubus said slowly, “is the Wreath doing here?”
 

 
  “That she didn’t know,” Shook answered. “Seems like it’d be worth finding out, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “So you want to conduct a real investigation of the Black Wreath while conducting a pretend investigation of this mystery cult?” the Jackal said, an incredulous note creeping into his customary grin.
 

 
  “While,” Khadizroth replied, nodding, “playing both ends against the middle between Syrinx and Snowe. We need to learn what each of them is really up to, here, since they are clearly neither telling us anything resembling the truth.”
 

 
  “And,” Shook added, “the most important part: figuring out how we can best use all of these assholes to bring each other down, before one or some or
  
   all
  
  of them can do it to us. And what do we call
  
   that,
  
  kitten?” he added condescendingly, swatting Kheshiri on the rump.
 

 
  Her grin had stretched to resemble the Jackal’s at his most unhinged. “That, master, we call
  
   fun.”
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  “Do we really have to go already?” Aspen whined. “I like these people! They’re nice!”
 

 
  “Do mean that in the sense that they actually are nice, or just that they fed you?” Ingvar replied dryly without slowing his pace.
 

 
  “There’s no reason it can’t be both. Anyway, it’s afternoon! This is just about the worst time to be leaving a safe place to sleep, we’ve only got a few hours of travel time before dark.”
 

 
  “There are hardly any
  
   unsafe
  
  places to sleep when you travel with a dryad,” Rainwood pointed out merrily.
 

 
  “More important,” Ingvar added before Aspen could make another comment, “it is
  
   because
  
  these people are nice that we are taking ourselves and our
  
   very disruptive
  
  business away from their temple.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Aspen scowled, turning her head to direct the expression over her shoulder. “Good, then. At least I know who to
  
   blame.”
  
 

 
  “It wasn’t
  
   that
  
  bad,” Tholi muttered. November, trailing along behind him at the end of the group, at least had the sense to keep her own mouth shut.
 

 
  “It was pretty bad,” Ingvar stated. “When your shouting match can be heard through stone walls, you are officially not fit for civilized company. And I say that as someone who, like any Huntsman, does not have an excessively high opinion of civilized company. It isn’t hard to show some extremely basic consideration for other people. I can’t fathom any reason for two adult humans to be screaming like children in the front hall of monks who have offered them hospitality.”
 

 
  “All right, all right!” Tholi exclaimed. “That was…a lapse. How long am I going to be hearing about it?”
 

 
  “I’ll treat you in the manner your actions up to the moment have earned, Tholi. If you wish to be treated differently, every moment is an opportunity to begin building a new impression.”
 

 
  “I’m just
  
   so glad
  
  all these people are coming with us,” Aspen groused. “I was getting real tired of all the peace and quiet when it was just the two of us.”
 

 
  “Well, the good news is your sarcasm has improved greatly. I would never know you hadn’t been doing it your whole life.”
 

 
  “Thanks a lot, Ingvar,” she demonstrated. “Why is the elf still here? I thought your spirit thingies just wanted you to bring us to the temple and…
  
   these
  
  two.”
 

 
  “Evidently not,” Rainwood said. He was walking on the other side of Ingvar from her, a jaunty spring in his step that clashed with everyone else’s mood. “It’s a funny thing, spirit guidance; sometimes, the things it tells you to do are so downright odd as to seem like
  
   terrible
  
  ideas. I don’t mind admitting it took me longer than the average human lives to begin trusting my guides every time, but more than once my life has been saved by following guidance that at the time sounded suicidal. I’ve no idea where this merry adventure is leading us, but the word from the spirits is that my part in it is not over! Ah, and here’s our other new acquisition.”
 

 
  “Other?” Aspen looked over at him with a frown, then forward again, and came to an abrupt stop. “Oh,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  “Oh yes, I’m afraid!” Rainwood said brightly, swaggering on ahead.
 

 
  “Who’s that?” November asked in a stage whisper. “What’s the problem?”
 

 
  They had descended the terraces of the Omnist temple complex in a different direction than the one from which they had come, and were now nearing the outer border on the road leading north west. A few yards ahead of them, on the edge of the lowest stone terrace, sat the same grouchy young woman who had first led them to the ziggurat. She was now perched in an indolent pose, kicking her legs against the retaining wall, and had traded her monk’s robe for a colorful tunic-like garment that was popular throughout N’Jendo and Thakar.
 

 
  “There you are,” she said, hopping down to the road with a grunt. “I hear you’re off to the Shadow Hunter lodge next, right?”
 

 
  “You hear that, huh?” Aspen said warily.
 

 
  “I grew up in this hick-ass backwater, so I know where just about everything is,” the girl said. “I’ll take you there. My name’s Taka Mbino.”
 

 
  “Nice to meet you again,” Ingvar said politely. “I’m—”
 

 
  “Pretty sure I remember everybody,” Taka interrupted, grinning. “The great and famous Ingvar, Aspen the dryad, Rainwood the elf with the especially improbable name. And those two who obviously are too childish to matter.”
 

 
  “Hey!” November protested. Tholi just scowled, adjusting his grip on his longbow.
 

 
  “Yeah, thanks, but we’ve got an elvish shaman,” said Aspen. “Pretty sure we can find the way.”
 

 
  “It’s no trouble,” Taka assured her, still grinning. There was a mocking cast to her features that few people had used with Aspen, to her visible annoyance. “It’s about time I moved on from here anyway. I gave Omnu a fair chance and I mean the big guy no offense, but I’m coming to the conclusion that this place is not for me. Maybe the Shadow Hunters are a better option.”
 

 
  “Okay, fine,” Aspen snapped, “I’ll just come right out and say it. We don’t like you, Taka Mbino. You’re rude and snotty and full of yourself. I tried, Ingvar,” she added, turning to him. “I was polite and subtle at first, you saw me do it!”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Taka drawled. “And are you upset because I hurt your feelings, or because you don’t want the competition for the role of bitchy drama queen in the group?”
 

 
  Aspen’s jaw fell open. For once, she appeared to have been rendered silent.
 

 
  “You, uh, do realize this is a dryad, right?” November said hesitantly. “I don’t know if it’s a great idea to take that tone with somebody who can tear you in half the long way.”
 

 
  “A daughter of the Mother is owed some consideration,” Tholi agreed, nodding reproachfully.
 

 
  “I’ll keep it in mind. Welp, daylight’s burning. It’s this way.” Taka turned her back and set off up the road.
 

 
  “What do the spirits say about this?” Ingvar asked quietly.
 

 
  Rainwood just winked at him and set off following the young woman. Ingvar heaved a sigh, patted Aspen soothingly on the back, and followed. The dryad was growling to herself as she fell into step beside him, but at least she did so.
 

 
  The other two started walking after a short pause, as well, but they both remained a few paces behind, where it was relatively safe.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Manor Dufresne was not laid out with guests in mind, these days. There seemed to be very little furniture in the public rooms and almost no decoration. Nonetheless, it did feature a dining room, and Malivette’s four thralls were quick to seat their reluctant visitors and kept them well-plied with tea, cookies, and as the time stretched on toward the dinner hour, sandwiches and soup. The four of them were never less than gracious hostesses, which at least somewhat offset Sherwin’s reminder that they were a significant physical danger, and the fact that they were, effectively, holding the group against their will.
 

 
  When the door to the dining room abruptly opened and Natchua poked her head in, Melaxyna was the first on her feet.
 

 
  
   “Well?”
  
  the succubus demanded, hands clenching.
 

 
  “We’re leaving,” Natchua said tersely. “Come on.”
 

 
  Pearl cleared her throat, gliding forward. “Your pardon, but…”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right, lovey!” Malivette cooed, appearing in the doorway behind Natchua with her chin practically resting on the drow’s shoulder. “So sorry to keep you all waiting so long! We’ve had a
  
   lovely
  
  chat and come to a series of understandings. Melaxyna, dear, I do apologize for all the rough talk earlier. I’m ever so glad that this isn’t going to turn unpleasant after all!”
 

 
  “Oh, well then,” Melaxyna said tonelessly. “As long as you’re
  
   sorry
  
  and
  
   glad,
  
  I guess what’s a death threat or two between friends?”
 

 
  “I realize you’re mocking me but in all seriousness that is a very healthy attitude to take in this situation,” Malivette replied, nodding solemnly. Natchua, giving her a peevish look over her shoulder, edged out of the way while the vampire continued. “I meant it when I said I empathized with you, y’know. People are about as excited to see a vampire move into the neighborhood as a succubus, and for a lot of the same reasons. With the shoe on the other foot I’m sure you’d have reacted exactly the same. At least, if you were seriously looking after the welfare of the city. But that’s all in the past now!” she added, beaming delightedly at them.
 

 
  “Wait, really?” Jonathan asked. Standing with his hand protectively behind Hesthri with his hand on her shoulder, he looked mostly confused by this turn of events. “Just…like that? After just…talking? Is that really all it took?”
 

 
  “Dunno what you mean ‘just like that,’” Sherwin groused. “We’ve been kicking our heels in here over an hour…”
 

 
  “And
  
   why
  
  are you
  
   arguing,
  
  she is
  
   letting
  
  us
  
   go,”
  
  Melaxyna hissed.
 

 
  “I guess I’m just surprised,” he said, frowning. “Natchua, is everything all right?”
 

 
  “Everything is
  
   wonderful,”
  
  the drow spat. “Now come
  
   on.
  
  I think we have imposed on the Lady Dufresne’s hospitality quite enough for one day.”
 

 
  “Hear, hear,” Sherwin grunted, shoving himself away from the table with poor grace and stalking toward the door.
 

 
  The rest of them followed, subtly encouraged by the herding motion of Malivette’s four companions gathering at the opposite end of the room. Their hostess and Natchua had both already retreated into the broad entrance hall onto which the dining room opened.
 

 
  “And don’t you worry a bit about my hospitality,” Malivette nattered on, looping her hand into Natchua’s elbow as they walked toward the front doors. “My door is
  
   always
  
  open, and there are so few who would even want to take advantage! That goes for you, too, Sherwin. I know you’re a houseplant by choice, but seriously, you’d be welcome.”
 

 
  He sighed heavily and produced a rusty pocketwatch from his trousers, looking at its face and then giving Natchua a very pointed stare.
 

 
  “Anyway, now that we know we have actual things to talk about, I
  
   do
  
  hope you’ll pop by again.” Malivette affectionately bumped Natchua with her hip on the last word. The drow sighed and gently but insistently disentangled her arm, stepping away from the vampire.
 

 
  “Seriously,” Jonathan said, frowning,
  
   “are
  
  you okay, Natchua? Keeping a succubus near a city isn’t a small matter. I hope you didn’t have to do anything too…”
 

 
  “Nothing,” she interrupted. “It’s just as she said, we talked and reached an understanding. And now I really would like to be moving along.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so,” Sherwin said, frowning himself now, “I’m glad Mel’s safe, then. Did you—”
 

 
  “Sst!” Natchua rounded on him, baring her teeth.
 

 
  “If this is about the hobgoblins,” Malivette said kindly, “I don’t care about that, so long as you stick to your plan of only summoning females. Very clever solution, that! And really, Sherwin, you could use the help. What would your family say if they saw the state you’ve let their manor come to?”
 

 
  “Oh, who
  
   cares,”
  
  he exclaimed. “Good riddance to them. I’m not absolutely certain, Vette, but I’m
  
   reasonably
  
  sure they had a hand in what happened to
  
   your
  
  family.”
 

 
  “No.” The cheer faded from her expression rather abruptly. “Have you been carrying that all these years? See, this is why I think we should talk more. No, Sherwin, that wasn’t their doing.”
 

 
  “Oh.” He blinked. “Well. I guess…I’m glad to hear that. Not like I was close to your folks or anything, but the gods know they were better people than mine. Not that that’s setting a high bar.”
 

 
  “I’m serious, Sherwin,” she said, her smile returning and looking all the more sincere for being smaller. “Visit me. But for now, I imagine you’re feeling a little overstimulated; this has to be more social interaction than you’ve had in the last year. Yes, you’re all clearly eager to be heading back, and I’ve already delayed you too long. My sincere apologies for the inconvenience, but the important thing is we got it all sorted in the end! Ruby, Jade, would you bring the carriage back around, please?”
 

 
  “No need,” Natchua said curtly, gesturing the others toward her. “We’ll see you around, Vette.”
 

 
  “Don’t be a stranger, Natch,” the vampire said, as brightly as ever. The last thing they all saw as the shadows rose up around them was her waving cheerily.
 

 
  The darkness fell away to reveal late afternoon sunlight and the clean air of the mountains, with Manor Leduc’s ruined bulk rising in front of them. Sherwin heaved a deep sigh and immediately slouched off, heading for the half-overgrown path around the corner toward the old kitchen entrance.
 

 
  “Whew,” Melaxyna exhaled. “I could have done without
  
   that.
  
  My kind like room to maneuver, not being tucked away under guard. Are you sure you’re okay, Natchua? You probably had it worse than any of us.”
 

 
  “I
  
   appreciate
  
  everyone’s concern, but I wish you’d all drop it,” Natchua said in a strained tone. “It was fine. We talked. I’d have preferred keeping Malivette and everyone else
  
   out
  
  of my business, but sometimes you have to compromise. And I learned some interesting things today.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Jonathan asked warily.
 

 
  “I learned that drow are not edible to her kind,” she said, turning and following after Sherwin at a much more sedate pace. He had already disappeared around the corner. “And apparently vampires
  
   can
  
  drink demon blood, but it works more like a drug than food. I learned that vampirism is exceedingly difficult to cure even for modern alchemical science. I learned that Ravana bloody Madouri has been making political overtures to both Malivette and Sherwin, which surprises me not in the least given that sneaky little egomaniac’s idea of a good time. I even learned a good deal I didn’t particularly
  
   need
  
  to know about why she has four attendants instead of three or five and what exactly she does with them. It was all very educational.”
 

 
  “Uh…huh,” he said, frowning at her back. “Well, sorry for prying, I guess. I can’t help feeling a little responsible for any, um, compromises you had to make, since it was all our necks on the line…”
 

 
  “Compromises?” she snorted, glancing over her shoulder at him. “I said I’d try to protect you and I meant it, Jonathan. That doesn’t mean my first act in a crisis would be to offer my neck to a vampire on your behalf.”
 

 
  “Well, that wasn’t…” He grimaced, glancing to the side, and thus missing Hesthri urgently shaking her head to ward him off this line of conversation. “I just meant, well, it was obvious enough from those four women what sort of personal company that vampire prefers, and… Not to be indelicate, but we pretty well know that you’re willing to—”
 

 
  Natchua slammed to a stop and whirled so fast her streaked hair flared out behind her. Jonathan Arquin was nobody’s coward, but at the expression on her face he actually backed up a step, instinctively moving one arm partly in front of Hesthri.
 

 
  The very sunlight seemed to fade, as if the drow’s fury were leeching brightness from that piece of the world. Shadows lengthened around them, followed by an unintelligible whispering at the faintest edge of hearing that was barely distinguishable from the now-vanished sound of wind through the grass.
 

 
  Just as quickly, it all faded away. The sound and light returned abruptly to normal, and the rage melted from Natchua’s features. Followed, apparently, by most of her energy, as her shoulders slumped and she dropped her head to stare at the ground.
 

 
  “Well, look at that,” she said dully. “Turns out I have absolutely no right to even be angry about that remark. Go…rest up, Jonathan. This mess has delayed us a whole day and I have another prospect to look up first thing tomorrow.”
 

 
  Natchua turned and trudged away, visibly dispirited, even from behind. The rest of them stood as if rooted until she had rounded the corner into Sherwin’s kitchen apartment.
 

 
  “Very nice,” Melaxyna finally said, veritably dripping with venomous sarcasm.
 

 
  “I don’t need criticism from
  
   you,”
  
  Jonathan retorted with a scowl. “I was just… Never mind, she’s right. Doesn’t matter, not my business.”
 

 
  
   “Oh?”
  
  The succubus leaned toward him, sneering. “Then why so protective, and why do you
  
   care
  
  what she does, or with who?”
 

 
  “What kind of idiot
  
   wouldn’t
  
  care about the well-being of a warlock he’s agreed to follow arou— Hey!”
 

 
  He shied back, but not fast enough to prevent her from lashing out to smack the side of his head. She moved almost like an elf when she wanted.
 

 
  “Next time you get an armored hand,” Melaxyna threatened. “You want to care about Natchua’s well-being? Try not
  
   hurting
  
  her, you dumbass. Honestly, I didn’t see it till right now but you are
  
   so
  
  Gabriel Arquin’s father. He clearly didn’t get it from
  
   this
  
  one!” She pointed at Hesthri, who had kept her mouth firmly shut through the entire discussion.
 

 
  “Oh, please,” he said stiffly. “I’m here to look after Hesthri, not…her. We know for a fact she was only ever using me.”
 

 
  “You absolute fucking idiot,” Melaxyn said, shaking her head. “Have you really
  
   never
  
  had a girl fall in love with you? Pfeh.” The succubus turned and flounced off after the warlock, leaving the two of them behind.
 

 
  Hesthri sighed softly, but then pressed herself against Jonathan’s side, slipping an arm around his waist in half a hug. He draped his own around her shoulders unthinkingly, still staring ahead with a blank expression. She just looked up at him in silence until he suddenly laughed.
 

 
  “So
  
   that’s
  
  where he got it from!”
 

 
  “He?”
 

 
  Jonathan shook his head. “Toby Caine reports that our son has amazingly good luck with women,
  
   provided
  
  he’s not trying to. Apparently it’s the trying that trips him up. Hes… I don’t even know what to say. This whole mess—”
 

 
  
   “None
  
  of this is your fault,” she interrupted, reaching up to rest her clawed fingertips gently on his lips. “I know what she did and why. You’re not to blame for having feelings.
  
   Natchua
  
  is to blame for…
  
   doing
  
  this. I am out of Hell, free from your government and Church and facing a possibility of seeing my son again; I can’t find it in me to complain too hard about all the downsides that have come with it. Honestly, I can’t even blame the girl for having emotions herself, or failing to understand them. It’s her mess, but we were young and blind ourselves once.”
 

 
  “I seem to recall that,” he replied, looking down at her with a wry little smile.
 

 
  “Me, too.” Hesthri smiled back at him, though the expression faded a moment later. “Johnny… Remember what happened to
  
   us
  
  when we assumed nothing as intangible as
  
   feelings
  
  was going to trip us up? This thing with Natchua is not your fault, but it’s also not going to go away if we just ignore it.”
 

 
  He closed his eyes, and drew in a deep breath. “…yeah. Damned if I know what the hell to do now, though.”
 

 
  “You may be a little too close to the situation, my dear. Maybe…take a step back, and let me try?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  As a consequence of traveling into a mountain range from the east, the sun had slipped out of sight far earlier in the evening—late afternoon, really—than the group from Last Rock were accustomed to. Their guides had insisted on calling a halt due to the dark, and though none of them were anywhere near sleepy yet, the day of hiking had left them well ready for a rest. Camp had been made on a smallish ledge which provided them sufficient room not to worry about falling off, but not room to wander too far from each other.
 

 
  And yet, Principia had managed to be rebuffed by enough cold shoulders to find herself drifting away to the very edge of the firelight. As with everything, she bore this with good humor and no sign of resentment, even as Merry was drawn into the group around the fire, sitting between Ruda and Juniper and chattering animatedly with both.
 

 
  A shape detached itself from the small crowd throwing shadows along the cliff wall behind them, stepping toward her with both hands carrying laden plates of cornbread and baked beans.
 

 
  “Hungry?”
 

 
  Given the Legion schedule of mealtimes and her own frugal magic use, it could well be years before Principia needed to eat again. She was not, of course, about to make an issue of that.
 

 
  “Why, aren’t you thoughtful! I’m surprised, though. I thought it was Toby who made a point to look after everyone.”
 

 
  “I am nothing if not a gentleman,” Gabriel said, grinning and offering one of the plates. “Shut up, Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “I didn’t—”
  
 

 
  “You were going to, and don’t. Please, allow me.” He actually bowed as she took the plate, then bent to brush dust and loose scree off an uneven little lip of stone against the wall behind them before gesturing for her to sit.
 

 
  “A gentleman indeed,” Principia replied, perching on the edge and smiling up at him. “Which, no offense, doesn’t exactly square with your reputation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s the bane of my existence,” he said solemnly, sitting down beside her. “I can deal with the demon prejudice and the gossipy newspaper stories and all the silly rumor-mongering, but I wish everybody would stop repeating facts. Hope you like cornbread, by the way, because there’s going to be plenty left over. Most of this group won’t touch the stuff. Apparently they had a bad experience in the Golden Sea, once.”
 

 
  “You’ve gotta learn to let these things go,” she said sagely, scooping up a bite of baked beans with the tin fork that came with the plate. “If I turned up my nose at everything that had ever been used against me at some point or another I’d starve. So, Gabriel, if you don’t mind a little nosiness, what makes you so willing to come hang out with the local pariah? As you noted,
  
   Toby
  
  I understand…”
 

 
  “A little nosiness?” he mused, looking at her sidelong with a small smile, idly pushing beans and cornbread around on his plate. “Impressive restraint. In your position I’d be going whole hog and demanding everyone’s backstory.”
 

 
  “Seems unfair,” she acknowledged after swallowing the bite. “Since I don’t really intend to recount my whole history. Of course, there’s the fact that we literally don’t have
  
   time
  
  for that…”
 

 
  “Shaeine is your problem,” he said, now gazing at his friends around the fire. “She’s the most reasonable person I’ve ever known and I don’t think is even that vindictive. But you have to understand the Narisian mindset. Shaeine as a person is a distinct entity from Shaeine the daughter of her matriarch; the one can forgive little offenses, while the other has to insist on repercussions for shit done to her. Besides, not much is more important to Narisians than their reserve. Slipping her something that took that away, in public, is a far more serious insult than it would be to basically anybody else.”
 

 
  “I see,” she murmured. “That’s…all fair.”
 

 
  “Teal will follow Shaeine’s lead, of course,” he continued in a pensive tone, his gaze now faraway in thought as if he were lost in this mental exercise. “As will Vadrieny. I hardly think you need to worry about being torn in half by an archdemon, though. She’s a little impulsive, but above all Vadrieny cares for Teal, who hates violence.
 

 
  “Trissiny is likely to back Shaeine in this. Apart from her own issues with you, those two have a unique bond, in this group. Not the
  
   closest
  
  bond, that would obviously by Shaeine and Teal. But they’re both devout, composed, and value all the things that implies. And they both have a slight cultural bias—not a really bad one!—against males, thus why Toby doesn’t get the same benefit of that sisterhood. If you want Triss back on your side, you will need to persuade Shaeine.”
 

 
  He paused, shrugging idly, and had a bite of cornbread. Principia just chewed in silence, watching him as if she didn’t dare to interrupt.
 

 
  Gabriel continued after swallowing. “Toby is everybody’s friend. Fross is not going to bother you; she hates practical jokes. She’s making good progress at grasping humor but she doesn’t really get the difference between attacking somebody playfully and aggressively, and I don’t think Fross is capable of harming anyone she doesn’t
  
   fully
  
  think deserves it. Juniper is trying to be a good Omnist now, and is scared of her own propensity for violence, anyway. You’ll have no trouble from her.
 

 
  “Ruda…” He trailed off, then grinned. “Hell if I know. She values loyalty, fighting, playing rough, standing on your own, and freedom. That leads to some weird combinations of values. Ruda’s always doing stuff that I would never have expected but then in hindsight makes perfect sense. So far Shaeine’s just been tripping and poking at you, but if this keeps up Ruda might join in or butt out entirely or maybe try to get her to back down. I have no damn idea. It’s always an adventure with her.”
 

 
  Principia had given up all pretense of eating now, just watching his face. She let the silence hang for a few moments before speaking in a carefully neutral tone.
 

 
  “That’s a very thorough report, Gabe. And what about the last person it’s missing?”
 

 
  “Well! I’m not really objective about that, am I?” He turned a grin on her, setting his fork down on his plate. “Tell you what: after Puna Dara, I bet a smart lady like you has a pretty good measure of me anyway. And you’re also a hobbyist enchanter, right? So I bet you’ll have plenty of time to suss out where I stand on this whole thing while you’re figuring a way off that adhesive charm you just sat on. G’night, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  He stood up with no more ado and sauntered off back to the fire.
 

 
  Principia watched him go for a moment. Then she experimentally shifted. Her hips had barely an inch of leeway to move and wouldn’t rise at all off the stone. The elf grinned and leaned back against the cliff wall, spearing a bite of baked beans.
 

 
  “Well. She’s got a good group of friends, anyway. Excellent.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Whew,” McGraw grunted, glancing back at the town. “Not to carp on about it, but why
  
   that
  
  town? I’m pretty sure I mentioned I am specifically unwelcome in Last Rock.”
 

 
  “Aw, y’big baby, it’s fine,” Billie said cheerfully, slapping his thigh. “We didn’t get arrested
  
   or
  
  blown up, which is my standard fer a successful visit. Oy, this tallgrass is a towerin’ pain in the arse! I can’t see fer shite. Who wants t’give the gnome a piggyback ride?”
 

 
  “What, all the way to the center?” Weaver snorted. “Dream on. Just keep making noise so we don’t lose you.”
 

 
  “You wanna get from Tiraas to the Golden Sea frontier, Last Rock is the most direct route,” Joe said, pushing strands of tallgrass out of his way. “Anyway, no harm came of it. Which is good; it was enough of an ordeal getting
  
   this
  
  one into the caravan.” He grinned and flicked the tail of the nigh-omnipotent immortal hitching a ride on his shoulder. Mary didn’t deign to transform back and make a comment, though she did turn and peck him on the ear. “Ow. So, I take it spending the night in the inn back there is off the table? Cos not to complain, but it’s not more’n two hours before dusk. Basically the worst
  
   possible
  
  time to be headin’ out on a camping trip.”
 

 
  “Everyone in this group is either perfectly comfortable sleeping rough, or actually prefers to,” Weaver grunted. “Under the circumstances I figure we can afford to cater to McGraw’s irrational fear of that poor little town.”
 

 
  “A pissed-off archmage ain’t an irrational fear,” McGraw retorted. “Least, I wouldn’t call her that to her face.”
 

 
  “Almost a shame,” Joe said lightly. “I was sorta lookin’ forward to explorin’ back there.
  
   Man,
  
  that place has changed—an’ fast! Sarasio’s havin’ kind of a boom the last year or so, too, but nothin’ like that.”
 

 
  “Sarasio doesn’t have a world-famous University,” said McGraw. “These little frontier villages rarely get the luxury of stasis, Joe. They either wither away or grow into somethin’ more. Progress marches on.”
 

 
  “Aye, lotta marchin’ goin’ on here, innit?” Billie said. “Ey, Joe, how’s about ye lend me yer other shoulder?”
 

 
  “Why’s it always
  
   me?”
  
  he complained.
 

 
  “Cos Elias is old an’ delicate an’ Damian’s a fuckin’ grouch.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Weaver grunted, and suddenly bent over in the tallgrass. One short scuffle and a whoop from Billie later, he reappeared with her riding on his shoulders. “Omnu’s balls, you just like to complain, I swear.”
 

 
  “Oh, an’ that doesn’t describe
  
   you
  
  to a ruddy T, eh?”
 

 
  He strode through the tallgrass and the falling dusk in silence for a few yards, holding her ankles and staring ahead at the distant horizon.
 

 
  “Listen… All of you. Not that I want to make a whole
  
   thing
  
  of this, but—”
 

 
  “Aw, come off it,” Billie said fondly, patting his head. “Breakin’ character fer
  
   one
  
  minute won’t kill ye. We’ll all still know yer a ruddy asshole come sunup.”
 

 
  Weaver came to a stop, and the others did likewise. He regarded each of them for a moment in the fading orange sunlight.
 

 
  Then he actually smiled. The unaccustomed expression transformed his whole face.
 

 
  “Thanks. All of you.”
 

 
  McGraw and Joe both tipped their hats in silence. Mary croaked and ruffled her feathers.
 

 
  Then, as one, the group turned and marched off again, heading north toward the frontier and the unconquerable wilderness beyond.
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  The road swung away to the west, and at that point Taka led them off it, tromping through the ragged grass into the foothills northward, where the trees began to thicken. No one offered any commentary at the change, including Rainwood, who presumably also knew where they were going. It was in the general direction the monks and other travelers had indicated the lodge could be found, so Ingvar saw no reason to debate their route.
 

 
  He
  
   was
  
  debating, at least inwardly, asking Taka how far they had yet to go. Orange sunlight still streamed across the foothills, but the sun was sinking rapidly and within another hour it would be wiser to seek a campsite rather than risk trying to continue. This sort of hilly, rocky terrain was particularly treacherous in the dark; it was challenging enough to find footing when one could see one’s feet.
 

 
  It wasn’t Ingvar, though, who broke their silence, half an hour or so after they left the road.
 

 
  “I’m impressed,” Tholi said.
 

 
  Ingvar, Aspen, and Rainwood all glanced back, where he and November were bringing up the rear. Taka, leading the way ahead of them, did not seem interested in the discussion.
 

 
  “Get this into your head right now,” November said curtly when she found Tholi addressing her. “Nothing I do,
  
   ever,
  
  is calculated to impress you.”
 

 
  Tholi sighed. “Yeah, you actually did manage to convey that already. My mistake, thinking you might respond to civil conversation rather than shouting.”
 

 
  “Your mistake was not trying civil conversation the first time! You don’t get a second first impression.”
 

 
  “You didn’t make a spectacular one yourself, princess.”
 

 
  “Listen, you—”
 

 
  
   “Don’t.”
  
  Ingvar didn’t look back at them again, but projected his voice enough to be clearly heard. “There was good advice hidden in that exchange. If you can’t speak to each other politely, just keep quiet. I don’t know why you two are so determined to needle each other and it doesn’t matter. If you’re going to be traveling with others, I expect you to show them some basic consideration and not make tremendous pests of yourselves.”
 

 
  He glanced meaningful at Aspen, who rolled her eyes and sneeringly waggled her lips in a silent mockery of him.
 

 
  “Don’t you?” Rainwood mused.
 

 
  Ingvar gave him a look. “What?”
 

 
  “You said you don’t know why they’re determined to needle each other. I don’t see a mystery, there. A Shaathist and an Avenist, and both teenagers with all the maturity and restraint that implies. Everything that’s followed from putting them in proximity has pretty much been arithmetic.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am twenty-two years old,” November said acidly.
 

 
  “Oh, sorry,” Rainwood replied in a tone of purest innocence. “So only
  
   he
  
  gets to use that excuse, then. My mistake.”
 

 
  Aspen and Taka chuckled aloud; Ingvar, out of simple politeness, contented himself with a smile which the two following were not positioned to see.
 

 
  “It was just a compliment,” Tholi said after a pause. “I actually am impressed. I was thinking you’d start whining about your feet and tripping over them immediately, but you’re clearly an experienced hiker. Maybe not up to Huntsman standards, but then, nobody is.”
 

 
  “Have you ever trekked into the Golden Sea and back, boy?” she retorted. “I have, multiple times. You just worry about your own feet, mine are more than capable of doing their job.”
 

 
  
   “Don’t
  
  call me boy,” he growled.
 

 
  “Ooh, struck a nerve, did we?” she replied.
  
   “I’m
  
  sorry, I didn’t realize a big, strong man’s man like you would be so easily offended.”
 

 
  “It is a matter of serious import in Shaathist faith,” Tholi explained, the clenching of his teeth audible in his tone. “A man who has undergone the rites of adulthood is recognized as such. Claiming otherwise is a
  
   serious
  
  insult.”
 

 
  “Ah, I see,” she said solemnly. “I didn’t realize that. Well, live and learn! So now when I call you
  
   boy
  
  you’ll know I mean it personally.”
 

 
  Ingvar slammed to a halt and whirled, and even so by the time he turned around Tholi had grabbed his tomahawk and November had braced her feet in an Eagle Style combat stance, which even he knew wasn’t the best choice for someone not actually holding a sword.
 

 
  “You’re entitled to your opinion of Shaathists, Stark,” he said flatly. “The gods know I have had my own issues with them. But whatever else you can say about them, Shaathists do not express themselves through spiteful, disrespectful, juvenile insults. Until this day, I would have comfortably said the same about Avenists, and I have rarely found reason to compliment the Sisterhood. I don’t know enough of your story to even guess where this venom comes from. It isn’t Avenist and you
  
   certainly
  
  weren’t taught it by Tellwyrn or anyone she employs. Whatever your issues, you are an adult, and as such expected to conduct yourself with a bare minimum of courtesy toward other people,
  
   even
  
  those you dislike. If you refuse to be civil for the sake of your traveling companions, or out of simple decency, perhaps you will at
  
   least
  
  refrain from being an active embarrassment to Avei?”
 

 
  By the end of that, her cheeks were burning and she had clenched her fists at her sides. Ingvar held her stare anyway. Tholi, though he had to have been itching to pile onto that, at least recognized he could not do so without making himself guilty of exactly the same failing, and in fact it represented a growth in his maturity that he understood that fact
  
   before
  
  it was pointed out to him. He kept silent and did not add to November’s embarrassment even by looking at her.
 

 
  As it turned out, he wasn’t the problem.
 

 
  “You,”
  
  
  Aspen announced, pointing at November, “have just been
  
   told.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar sighed heavily.
  
   “Aspen.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, fine,” she said, throwing her hands up. “Well that was fun and all. Let’s just keep moving, we don’t have a whole lot of daylight left.”
 

 
  When the party resumed walking, Tholi and November drifted away, both behind the rest of the group and off to both sides so they were not within convenient earshot. After a momentary contemplation, Ingvar decided to let them be. He’d have to call them closer as it got darker, but for the moment he’d take whatever kept the peace.
 

 
  “So,” Taka drawled after they had hiked in silence for a couple more minutes, “who’s taking bets on how long it’ll be before
  
   those
  
  two are sharing a bedroll?”
 

 
  “What are you
  
   talking
  
  about?” Aspen demanded, mystified.
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Taka snorted. “You could cut the sexual tension with a wooden spoon. When two healthy young people go at each other like that it usually means they’re too awkward to admit how much they wanna bone.”
 

 
  “Nope, she’s gay,” the dryad said immediately, then hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at November, who was trudging along almost ten yards away. “And weirdly…
  
   defiant
  
  about it. It’s been interesting getting to know new people and sensing information about their sexuality, but some of ’em are muddled up in ways that just confuse me.”
 

 
  “Wait, dryads can
  
   actually
  
  sense things like that?” Taka glanced back at her. “I always figured that was a myth.”
 

 
  “Yeah, people have some really strange ideas about dryads. That one is true, though. I’ve never smelled anything quite like November. It’s like she’s…I dunno, wanting to fight with somebody about it. I don’t mean she’s sexually aggressive, actually kind of the opposite. But more generally aggressive, in a way that’s tangled up in her sexuality. I don’t understand it. I haven’t met anybody else who’s…
  
   that way.”
  
 

 
  Taka gave her another look over her shoulder, this one distinctly wry. “Haven’t you?”
 

 
  “We haven’t had the opportunity to meet a lot of Avenists,” Ingvar explained.
 

 
  “Ah,” Taka said, nodding in understanding.
 

 
  “That’s not true, we met a whole
  
   mess
  
  of them at Athan’Khar,” Aspen objected. “There were hundreds!”
 

 
  “You went to Athan’Khar?” Rainwood said in clear surprise.
 

 
  “Just within a mile or so of the border,” Ingvar explained. “There was a Silver Legion there. So yes, I suppose we
  
   did
  
  meet quite a few Avenists, but mostly from a distance. Bishop Syrinx was the only one we spent any significant time around.”
 

 
  “That woman was just
  
   off,”
  
  Aspen opined. “Cold and empty. A healthy enough sex drive, but not connected to anything or
  
   aimed
  
  at anything, just roiling around in an empty space inside her like bees in a bottle.”
 

 
  “Aspen,” Ingvar interrupted, “I would rather you didn’t reveal other people’s personal business. Sexuality is private. That applies to people in general, but
  
   especially
  
  people we’re going to be traveling with.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you’ve said,” she replied with a sigh. “Sorry, Ingvar. I’ll try to do better at remembering. It’s just interesting to me, is all. I don’t really understand people very well yet;
  
   that
  
  is something I can grasp just by instinct. About how much farther is this place, anyway? I don’t really see anything that looks like a human dwelling. Can we get there before dark?”
 

 
  “Not far, in fact,” Taka said. “And actually you
  
   can
  
  sort of see it from here, it’s on that ridge under the mountainside straight in front of us. The actual lodge isn’t visible due to the terrain, but you can see its location.”
 

 
  “That may be farther than we can travel in the daylight that remains,” Ingvar said, frowning.
 

 
  “Yeah, maybe,” Taka agreed. “But not
  
   much
  
  farther. If you wanna call a halt and camp, I’m game. Not like I’ve got anywhere to be. But if you’re comfortable going on after sundown, we can probably make it not too long after that.”
 

 
  “Pretty close to the Omnist temple, isn’t it?” Tholi observed, having wandered close enough to join the conversation. “I thought these
  
   Shadow Hunters
  
  liked to hide away from other people.”
 

 
  “The Rangers,” Ingvar emphasized, “probably chose this site
  
   because
  
  of its proximity to the Omnists. There is also a Shaathist lodge not too far from here, and Omnists are great peacemakers.”
 

 
  “I thought the whole point of this site is being distant from anybody,” Tholi grunted.
 

 
  “Yeah, but it’s not like these guys are the first ones to have the idea,” Taka said lightly. “The whole Wyrnrange is dotted with temple complexes all up and down its western edge. Especially near the big cities, and we’re a bare few miles from Ninkabi here. There’s a big, super important Izarite temple up north in Thakar, on the falls, and little retreats and lodges peppered the whole way from the Deep Wild’s frontier to Onkawa’s northern coast. It’s just the right balance of remote but still accessible to civilization that most of the cults have planted a flag somewhere along the way. Good place for peaceful retreats, or shifty business they don’t want in the public eye. Either one. Sometimes both. I’ve been hiking up and down the western row since I was fifteen. I never stopped in with the Shadow Hunters, though, so this’ll be interesting.”
 

 
  “Having trouble picking a cult?” Rainwood asked.
 

 
  “Yup,” she said laconically.
 

 
  “I still don’t understand why we’re doing this, Brother,” Tholi muttered. “Shadow Hunters? I know you said you’re looking for secrets to help Shaath, but…
  
   These
  
  people are a disgraced offshoot who couldn’t keep to the ways of the wild.”
 

 
  “Bear in mind, Tholi, that I have spent much of the last year journeying around the Empire and meeting with various lodges of the Rangers—which is what they prefer to be called, and I’d like you to start using the term. You know nothing about them but what you’ve been told by your brother Huntsmen, who regard them as a doctrinal threat. The truth is more complex.”
 

 
  “They have
  
   women
  
  in their ranks!” Tholi insisted.
 

 
  Everyone instinctively snuck a glance back at November, but she was tromping along behind them, still out of easy range of hearing.
 

 
  “Have you ever considered that the way our lodges treat women is pretty hypocritical?” Ingvar replied. “What is the point of valuing a wild spirit, if our entire approach is to
  
   domesticate
  
  them?”
 

 
  “You’re talking like an outsider,” Tholy protested. “That’s not how it is at all! A spirited woman is more valuable than a meek one, but in the pack the female yields to the dominant male.
  
   That
  
  is the way of the wild, the way emphasized by wolves, Shaath’s sacred animal sent to teach us his path!”
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a slow breath and let it out just as slowly. “There are things about wolves that you don’t understand, Tholi. If you’re going to come with me on this quest…that’s going to be one of the hardest lessons ahead of you. It’s something I don’t think I can convey with words alone. You’ll have to learn it the way
  
   I
  
  did. And it is the Rangers who hold the means to do so.” He patted Tholi firmly on the shoulder, giving him an affectionate shake for good measure. “Have patience, Brother. You obviously trust my opinion, if you went to the great trouble of hunting me down all the way out here in N’Jendo. I will do my utmost to be worthy of your regard, but for the time being, I have to ask you to be patient and believe I am leading somewhere with this.”
 

 
  “I do trust you, Ingvar,” Tholi said, not without reluctance. “Well, you’re right, I am already well into it now. I guess it would be pretty foolish to run or start arguing at
  
   this
  
  point. Just don’t ask me to address one of these women Rangers as Brother.”
 

 
  “I don’t expect they would greatly appreciate it, anyway,” Ingvar said gravely.
 

 
  As it happened, they did arrive before the fall of full darkness. Apparently it helped their speed that the party mostly strode along in tense silence for the remainder of the journey, with the sole exception of Rainwood, who passed the time by telling them stories of his days as an adventurer. And he, of course, could both see in the dark and balance on one toe on a marble, so the falling light did not impede his speed.
 

 
  It helped further that they did not need to trek the entire way. Twilight had descended and the remaining sunlight morphed from red to an eerie faint gold when they first beheld the lamps descending the ridge which hid the Ranger lodge. Taka fell back without comment (for once), allowing Ingvar to take the lead. He kept them going, now to meet the figures who were approaching them from ahead.
 

 
  There were five, arrayed in an arrowhead formation like migrating geese. The lamps were held by the two flanking the central figure; as they came closer, those on the edges were revealed to be carrying longbows very like those used by Huntsmen of Shaath. The tall man striding in the center, instead, held a staff which towered over him, its carved head containing a sizable chunk of crystal. All five of the Rangers wore hooded cloaks like those Ingvar and Aspen had encountered elsewhere, these dyed in a lighter green that blended well with the local terrain. The archer on the left end of their formation looked Tiraan, but the rest were Westerners.
 

 
  “Hail, fellow travelers,” he called as the two groups neared, raising one hand.
 

 
  The leader of the Ranger group lifted his staff once in acknowledgment, its crystal head glinting in the dying light. “Hail. What brings you to this wild corner of the world?”
 

 
  “We came seeking the Rangers at the local lodge,” Ingvar replied courteously. They had come within three yards of each other now, and they stopped, so he did likewise. When meeting armed strangers in the wilderness it was wise not to press closer than they were comfortable with. Fortunately, the rest of his group followed his lead. He had been far from certain that they would, considering that they were all either fae creatures far older than he or unpredictable, poorly-behaved youths.
 

 
  “You’ve found them,” the man replied, planting the butt of his staff in the dirt and tilting his head back to study them. He was of thin build, taller than most Jendi, with his wiry hair trimmed close and a neatly cut beard outlining his jaw, just beginning to be tinged with gray. “And by description, you must be Brother Ingvar.”
 

 
  “I am,” Ingvar said with some surprise. This was the first group of Rangers to indicate that they had heard of him. “And this—”
 

 
  “Aspen, daughter of Naiya,” the leader interrupted, nodding to her. “An honor. More than that, I was not expecting.”
 

 
  “I’m surprised to learn you expected us at all,” Ingvar replied. “Truthfully I wasn’t expecting any of these companions, either; Aspen and I have known them all for less than a day.” He stopped, letting the silence hang expectantly. That this man had not introduced himself yet verged on rudeness.
 

 
  “You and your dryad companion have stirred up a fair amount of curiosity, Ingvar of the Huntsmen,” he said, his expression inscrutable. “Enough that the lodges of the Rangers have begun sending messages to one another, forewarning fellow Rangers of your coming, and the general course you have set. We have ways, also, of tracking the movements of strangers in the areas we hunt. Your imminent arrival was known to us days ago.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ingvar said slowly. Something about this situation was beginning to make his hackles rise. Thus far, he had found Rangers to be insular folk, but courteous and hospitable. These were standing rigidly, two with weapons at the ready, and their tension was infectious. Aspen had gone quiet, frowning. Ingvar trusted her not to be aggressive without cause, but Tholi was high-strung and November seemed even more so. “Of course, I’ve learned by now that the Rangers are custodians of a great deal of lore that the Huntsmen have forgotten. We would be greatly honored at the chance to learn from you.”
 

 
  All four of the companion Rangers shifted their hoods, turning to look at their leader. He inhaled slowly and deeply, his hand working unconsciously on the wood of his staff as if he were gearing himself up for something dangerous.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice abrupt after the silence. “There is no welcome for you here, Ingvar. You and your companions must go. The lodge of the Rangers cannot harbor you.”
 

 
  “I…don’t understand,” Ingvar said, frowning. This was
  
   totally
  
  unlike any previous reception he had received from their order.
 

 
  “I’m sorry you have come so far for nothing,” the lead Ranger said, his voice almost curt now. He turned to go.
 

 
  
   “Hey!”
  
  Aspen exclaimed. “None of the
  
   rest
  
  of your guys were this rude!”
 

 
  “And I have apologized for it, daughter of Naiya,” he replied, having paused. “But my word is final.”
 

 
  “I am a
  
   dryad,”
  
  she said incredulously. “You can’t tell me what to do!”
 

 
  “I cannot compel you,” he agreed. “Nor must I offer you anything.”
 

 
  “You know,” she said, more angry by the second, “if we
  
  
  really
  
   want
  
  to go into your lodge there’s not really anything you can do about it, now is there?”
 

 
  “Aspen!” Ingvar barked. “We will
  
   not
  
  force ourselves upon them.”
 

 
  “But—”
 

 
  
   “No.”
  
 

 
  “You may of course do as you choose,” the Ranger said evenly. “If you decide to press on…then fate will decide what follows. For now, we return, and I ask you again to go.”
 

 
  “The world has changed even more than I had allowed myself to see,” Rainwood said quietly, “if a lodge of Rangers turns away travelers at sunset.”
 

 
  The leader hesitated again, but then finished turning around and set off back the way they had come, offering no further answer. His companions followed, with some hesitation. The lantern-bearers backed away for a few steps before turning to catch up with him and the man on the edge of their formation, who had already started moving off.
 

 
  The other archer hesitated, and then actually stepped forward instead of back.
 

 
  “You see that tree?” she said in a low voice, pointing with her longbow. “The Kharsa pine with the cleft top? Camp within sight of it, and on the southeast side of the ridge. That’s well within our territory, in sight of the lodge. None of us with bother you, and as long as you are that close, the Huntsmen won’t, either.”
 

 
  “Dimbi,” the lead Ranger called. She turned and strode away after them.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Ingvar called after her, and received no response.
 

 
  “What was
  
   that
  
  all about?” Aspen demanded as the Rangers disappeared back into the trees below the ridge on which they lived.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Ingvar said slowly. “Rainwood, you have known of Rangers longer than I. Can you offer us any insight?”
 

 
  “My spirit companions may know something,” the elf mused, “though I would prefer to find a place to camp before invoking them. That was very strange, Ingvar. Hospitality is an important virtue among all decent people, and has been an agreed value among the wardens of the wild since long before any of their present names. Before there were Shaathists or Rangers or even Silver Huntresses, the archetype existed, and they offered succor to travelers in need.
  
   This
  
  is a new and troubling development.”
 

 
  Tholi grunted. “I can’t say I’m impressed with your Shadow Hunter friends, Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Every group of Rangers we have met before now was glad, even eager to host visitors,” Ingvar said, frowning after the bobbing lights that still flickered between the trees ahead.
 

 
  “Well, I don’t know what you expect,” Tholi said disdainfully. “These are from a corrupt tradition that couldn’t manage to keep Shaath’s ways.”
 

 
  “They claim it’s the other way round,” said Aspen.
 

 
  “The truth, as usual, lies in the middle,” Rainwood added. “It would be most accurate to say that the Rangers and the Huntsmen are both heirs of much older traditions.”
 

 
  “What was that about Huntsmen?” November added nervously. “What did she mean? Surely
  
   they
  
  wouldn’t be in this area, not with a Shadow Hunter lodge that close. I thought you were kidding about that, Ingvar.”
 

 
  “Actually, nearly all Ranger lodges are positioned close enough to Shaathist lodges to cause some overlap of hunting grounds, and general friction,” said Ingvar.
 

 
  “See, I was right,” Taka chimed. “Putting themselves right in the Omnists’ backyard would keep them out of a
  
   lot
  
  of trouble, if they’re bumping up against the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “Why would they court trouble that way in the first place?” November asked.
 

 
  “Disaffected Shaathists are their major source of recruits,” Ingvar explained. “Lodges recruit pretty aggressively from cities and outlying farms, in part because they constantly lose people. Women run away fairly regularly, and for exactly that reason young men are often cast out. The rites of manhood that Tholi insisted upon you acknowledging are
  
   not
  
  easy. Shaathist marriage customs depend on a lodge having more women than men, particularly among the young. Conditions for a man to be initiated into Shaathist traditions
  
   as
  
  a man are harsh. Many fail. And once they have failed, they have no place in the community of the faith.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a pretty damn terrible idea,” Taka said dryly. “Not to mention kinda dickish.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded. “Among other things, it’s the main reason the Ranger traditions still exist, as I said. Shaathist lodges constantly bleed a trickle of apostates and rejects, and a few of those always find their way to the Rangers.”
 

 
  “Well, if there is a true lodge nearby, that solves
  
   that
  
  problem,” Tholi insisted. “They, at least, keep to the law of hospitality! A lodge would offer shelter to even a shrill, abrasive Avenist whelp without criticism or judgment, even if she
  
   didn’t
  
  have us with her.”
 

 
  “I don’t know why you’re talking like we
  
   need
  
  a place to stay, anyhow,” Aspen said petulantly. “Have you
  
   seen
  
  who you’re traveling with? A dryad, two Huntsmen, an elf, and a couple of girls who obviously aren’t half as useless as they both act. Nobody here is uncomfortable sleeping outdoors.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I wish to approach the local Huntsmen until we know more, anyway,” Ingvar agreed. “The Rangers
  
   do
  
  honor the law of hospitality, Tholi.
  
   This
  
  turn of events is strange for exactly that reason. I want to learn the lay of the land before risking that the next group of people from whom we
  
   should
  
  be able to expect welcome greet us with worse than these. Come, let’s look for a sheltered place.”
 

 
  The group followed him east, toward the mountains. Ingvar set a much slower pace now, making sure to keep the pine tree with the split top in view, but mostly being wary of where he stepped. In truth, they needn’t be very picky about a campsite. Aspen alone was ten times as dangerous as anything that prowled these hills, and any threat on more than two legs would instinctively avoid her anyway. All they needed was a flattish space big enough for everybody not on watch to lie down around a small firepit. Still, he kept going, seeking a spot that could be easily secured.
 

 
  Unnecessary, perhaps, maybe even irrational, but something odd was afoot in these hills, and Ingvar wanted every small piece of security he could grasp. There was no objection from any of the group, now straggling after him in single file. Most of them were smart enough to observe that they weren’t in any direct danger; he interpreted their silence as a reflection of his own unease.
 

 
  “Rainwood,” Ingvar murmured into the darkness, barely audible even to himself. In moments the elf was at his side, strolling along as blithely as if he had always been there. “You are a shaman.”
 

 
  “Thanks for noticing!” Rainwood said, cheerful as always.
 

 
  “If I described to you a sacred rite based at least in part upon fae magic,” Ingvar continued quietly, “could you replicate it?”
 

 
  “Almost certainly not,” the shaman said immediately. “Fae magic isn’t like arcane; it’s made of feelings and relationships, not math. There are no formulae. But if you can describe to me what this rite is meant to
  
   do,
  
  there’s a good chance I could devise one that achieves the same end.”
 

 
  “I’m a little afraid to improvise,” Ingvar murmured, “but then again, it may be appropriate to make a break with older traditions. I suddenly find that I have…followers. It has occurred to me that the specific needs of what I must accomplish will require me to either change the thinking of a lot of Huntsmen of Shaath, or build my own splinter sect. I have been avoiding that realization as neither is a comfortable idea for me, but…here it is.”
 

 
  “You’ve got spirit guides and apparently Avei herself deciding this is the time,” Rainwood agreed. “It might not be smart to procrastinate any further.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded. “And so, I have pups who must be shown the truth about wolves. I know the way this must be done, to make it a meaningful revelation. I only lack the means.”
 

 
  “Be sure of what you are doing,” said the shaman, “and be careful. Wolves don’t bite nearly as hard as truth.”
 

 
  He could not disagree.
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  “Goooood morning!” Melaxyna sang, bracing the huge mixing bowl on her hip and continuing to stir batter even as she waved. “Pull up a seat! First batch of pancakes will be up in two shakes.”
 

 
  Natchua crept closer, warily examining the area. Last night this had been a second-floor landing where the servant’s stairs from Sherwin’s kitchen apartment had terminated in an open area featuring a now-boarded window. A hallway extended off from it, lined with doors behind which lay the small bedrooms the group had taken over.
 

 
  Melaxyna had been a very busy demon.
 

 
  She had dragged in two relatively un-rotted desks from the surrounding rooms and arranged them back-to-back against one wall to form a makeshift table, and acquired three mismatched chairs and a stool to finish the setting. Whether the nails driven into the walls were new or had been there the night before Natchua could not say, but now they had a selection of pots and pans hanging from them. Another desk had been pushed into the corner to serve as a countertop, its surface positively glowing from the thorough cleaning and polishing it had recently received. Next to this stood a barrel of water and the centerpiece of the whole makeshift kitchen: a dented old arcane range upon which batter was sizzling away in a pan.
 

 
  “I can’t thank you enough for this thing, boss,” Melaxyna nattered on cheerfully, turning back to her cooking with the bowl still braced against her hip. The succubus was, somehow, wearing a frilled apron, which Natchua strongly suspected was more to sell the look she was going for than because she feared splatters. “I had my doubts, but this is better than even a proper wood stove! Do they make something like this that works as an oven?”
 

 
  “I assume so,” Natchua replied, slowly taking a seat at the table. “I mean, that thing’s not exactly state of the art, Mel. I got it on the cheap from a pawn shop in Vrin Shai. It’s
  
   old,
  
  doesn’t even have proper heating charms. Just a couple of burners hooked up to power crystals, basically. I’d keep anything flammable clear of it.”
 

 
  Melaxyna glanced over her shoulder, just far enough that Natchua could see her raised eyebrow. “This was yesterday, after we got back from the vampire’s? What the hell were you doing in Vrin Shai?”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  asked for something on which to cook. Calderaas is the place for enchanted appliances, but Vrin Shai is the closest major city to Tar’naris. I figured a drow wouldn’t stand out as much there.”
 

 
  “That stripe in your hair kind of makes that redundant, honey bun. Why don’t you just get a disguise charm?”
 

 
  “I kept my hood up, and I’m not
  
   made
  
  of money,” Natchua said irritably. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be buying appliances in junk shops. Is that tea?”
 

 
  “Self-serve, doll, I’ve got my hands full.”
 

 
  There was already most of a platter of pancakes on the counter next to the range, with a chipped teapot beside it emitting fragrant steam. Natchua had to retrieve a cup—also chipped—from the nearby crate in which sat a mismatched assortment of crockery. It looked clean enough, and she decided not to quibble about its origins.
 

 
  “I almost hesitate to point this out,” she said, returning to her seat at the “table” with a cup of what smelled like strong black tea, “but a working kitchen is the
  
   one
  
  thing this place already had.”
 

 
  “There
  
   is
  
  a kitchen, but Sherwin lives there,” Melaxyna replied cheerfully. “Just cos the cold box and fireplace are there doesn’t mean it’s any less his personal apartment. We’re already putting quite a lot of stimulation on a boy who’s been effectively a shut-in for years. You’d better believe I’m making it worth his while,” she said, turning to smirk and wink, “but let’s leave his personal space alone as much as possible. All this is just making do until your own little side project has more of this place shipshape again, but what I could
  
   really
  
  use, next time you go shopping, is a sink. I’ve heard of an apparatus that conjures water and then banishes the run-off down a portable hole?”
 

 
  “Those exist and cost more than a modest house, and that’s just to buy. The power that kind of magic consumes requires mag cannon-grade crystals.”
 

 
  “Honestly, Natch,” the succubus said in exasperation, “I don’t know where this penny-pinching comes from. I
  
   know
  
  this wreck of a house isn’t the reason you made an ally of Sherwin Leduc, of all people. If you can’t get him to shell out some money for equipment, you just let me know. I
  
   guarantee
  
  the man whose bed I warm will bankrupt himself to buy me the moon if that’s what I want.”
 

 
  “See if you can sound more smug when you say that,” Natchua grumbled. “How did you set all this up without anybody hearing?”
 

 
  “The stealth was the only hard part! I have to amuse myself somehow, y’know—what’s the point of doing something constructive if you’re not putting one over on everybody in the process? First batch is up!”
 

 
  She moved the steaming platter of pancakes to the table, then bustled about supplying Natchua with a plate and silverware, followed by cracked dishes of butter and jam.
 

 
  “Sweets for breakfast,” Natchua murmured, generously slathering a pancake with both. “I
  
   love
  
  the surface.”
 

 
  “So!” Melaxyna poured herself into the chair across from her and planted an elbow on the desk so she could lean forward, chin in hand. “You didn’t sleep well.”
 

 
  “I slept fine,” Natchua said curtly. “Mind your business.”
 

 
  “Oh, pumpkin, please. You’re talking to the succubus who spent the night surreptitiously building a kitchen. I promise you I was
  
   very
  
  aware what everybody in this house was doing. Monitoring your perimeter is essential for any kind of skulduggery.”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  are supposed to be entertaining Sherwin.”
 

 
  “You may rest assured my given tasks are attended to. I entertained his
  
   brains
  
  out. Twice! And held off more because after that point I was worried I might accidentally kill him. Poor guy, he hasn’t had much in the way of physical activity in a while, has he? We’ll work on building up that stamina.”
 

 
  “Melaxyna, I don’t want to hear
  
   details
  
  of Sherwin’s sex life unless they’re specifically relevant to my own business. And I’m only giving you that proviso for the sake of thoroughness, since I can’t honestly think how they
  
   ever
  
  would be.”
 

 
  “Relevant to your interests, got it,” the demon said solemnly. “Then I assume you’re already aware that Jonathan and Hesthri slept in the same room.”
 

 
  Natchua barely managed not to choke on a sip of tea. She did not succeed in suppressing the venom from the stare she directed at Melaxyna. “Everyone is welcome to sleep wherever they like. I’m not anybody’s mother.”
 

 
  The succubus had the gall to innocently bat her eyelashes. “So you don’t care that
  
   all
  
  they did was sleep, then? Well, after a long boring talk about their relationship and that peabrained kid of theirs.”
 

 
  She set down the teacup so hard it sloshed over. “That’s correct, I don’t. And I think I’ve already made clear where I stand on hearing the sordid details of other people’s personal lives.”
 

 
  Melaxyna gazed at her with a benign smile.
 

 
  “He was a means to an end, that’s all,” Natchua snapped. “And now, a nuisance. I don’t care.” She stuffed a heaping bite of pancake into her mouth and began chomping on it vindictively.
 

 
  “Aw, honey,” Melaxyna said kindly, very nearly earning a shadowbolt to the face. “If I weren’t such a nice, cuddly demon, I’d string you along until you were desperate enough to beg for my help. But I’m me, so I’m offering. You gotta talk to
  
   somebody
  
  about this.”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   gotta
  
  do anything. There’s nothing to talk about. I don’t even know what you’re on about. Just shut up!”
 

 
  “Natchua, you are seriously the
  
   worst
  
  possible personality type to take on the kind of surreptitious mission you’ve assigned yourself,” Melaxyna retorted, an undercurrent of frustration threading her tone. “I thought you Narisians were supposed to be composed above all. How do you always manage to make your feelings so glaringly obvious?”
 

 
  “I never exactly fit in with my own people,” she muttered, viciously sawing off more pancake. “Tar’naris is a festering pit and drow culture in general would best serve the world by exterminating itself. Um. By
  
   obvious,
  
  you…just mean to someone as perceptive as a succubus. Right?”
 

 
  Melaxyna sighed, leaned back in her chair, and folded her arms under her bosom. “Oh, honey.”
 

 
  
   “Stop
  
  that!” Natchua snarled, hurling her fork down. It bounced off the table and then to the floor, leaving behind a thin trail of jam.
 

 
  The succubus quietly stood, fetched another fork from the crate, and laid it gently beside her plate. Natchua rested both elbows on either side of her half-eaten pancaked and pressed her face into her hands.
 

 
  “…I don’t have time for this.”
 

 
  “Nobody ever does, sweetie,” Melaxyna said softly, sitting back down. “That’s just how it works. You’ve gotta find a way to deal, somehow, until you can resolve it one way or another.”
 

 
  “I’d have to be an idiot to open up to a child of Vanislaas about personal issues.”
 

 
  “We have a contract, remember? I can’t harm your interests while in your service or after you release me from it. Not to sound ungrateful, Natch, but you have nothing more to offer me. You already got me out of the Crawl; so long as you keep your promise to send me off before you charge into Elilial’s line of sight, I can’t gain anything else from manipulating you.” She paused, then huffed softly. “Besides, you
  
   know
  
  how the Vanislaad curse works, probably better than anybody who’s not one of us. I’m a person, not some kind of unreasoning mischief machine. Compulsions aside, I have the full range of feelings and capacities. I
  
   like
  
  you; I’m allowed to do that. I can and have fallen in love, even in my present state. My heart is as subject to breaking as anyone’s. That I can tell you from experience.”
 

 
  “No, this is foolish anyway. It’s not like anything can happen.” She straightened, resolutely picking up the new fork. “I just need to ignore the whole thing. It’ll get easier with practice.”
 

 
  “Yes, it will. But easy
  
   enough?
  
  You’re losing sleep, your temper is fraying, and your every interaction with at least two of the people with whom you’ve locked yourself in a
  
   very
  
  cramped situation is going to make it worse. How long before this pushes you into a severe mistake?”
 

 
  Natchua stared down at her pancakes, fork poised over them but not moving. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”
 

 
  “Cope.” Melaxyna reached across the table to gently grasp her free wrist. “I know you have issues with your upbringing, but you
  
   have
  
  the mental training to compartmentalize feelings and still yourself against them. You’ve learned that stuff from the cradle. I’m sorry to say it, I know how big a deal it is for you to have separated yourself from Tar’naris, but step one is going to be calling on the skills you already have to get this thing back under control before it causes you to make a fatal blunder.”
 

 
  Natchua heaved a heavy sigh. “And step two?”
 

 
  “Step two is to
  
   think
  
  about this. You are avoiding it, pretending it doesn’t exist, and that won’t work. You need to really sit down and examine yourself, and Jonathan, and Hesthri. Decide what it is you want from each of them. And
  
   then,
  
  only then, you’ll be able to decide what to do about it. Which is where the hard part begins that you’re not even in a position to begin planning for, yet.”
 

 
  “Seems easier than that,” Natchua said dully. “I already told you, nothing can happen.”
 

 
  “That isn’t even slightly true,” Melaxyna said in a particularly wry tone, “and I’m very much afraid you know it. Haven’t I already told you that denial is only going to make this worse?”
 

 
  “We’ll all be going up in smoke soon enough, so what does it matter! Besides…he’s too old for me.”
 

 
  “Aw, hon.” Melaxyna squeezed her wrist, then let it go. “You
  
   really
  
  don’t grasp why the age thing is an issue, do you?”
 

 
  “Honestly, no, I don’t,” she snapped. “I figured it’s a human thing. We—
  
   they
  
  don’t have that concern in Tar’naris.”
 

 
  “Well, you know how Arachne has an inviolable rule against teachers at her school consorting romantically with students?”
 

 
  “Never understood that, either.”
 

 
  “And that is because your frame of reference is Narisian. Because to the Narisian way of thinking,
  
   everything
  
  comes down to power. That may be workable, even necessary, for a society struggling to survive under the pressures they face, but everywhere else it is a horribly bad idea and the inevitable cause of abuse.”
 

 
  
   “Abuse
  
  describes most Narisian relationships,” Natchua admitted.
 

 
  The succubus nodded, folding her arms again. “The age thing is about power dynamics. An older person is wiser, usually more materially secure, and often in a position of relatively greater authority. When they get into a romantic relationship with someone who has none of those advantages… Well, there’s no getting around the fact that the dynamic is imbalanced. Age differences
  
   by themselves
  
  mean very little; it’s the stuff that comes with them.”
 

 
  Natchua frowned. “But…none of that…”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Melaxyna said, smiling. “Jonathan Arquin has
  
   no
  
  authority over you. He doesn’t have your education or resources, he’s paced himself demonstrably under your power just by being here, and there is the ever-looming fact that with a wave of your hand you can transpose his face with his butt and then melt both. The fact that he’s twice your age is not relevant to the power dynamic in your relationship. Honestly, honey, I hope you didn’t take Hesthri’s little jab too much to heart. Him being a paternal figure to you is one of the more wholesome things about your relationship. You are clearly in need of one of those.”
 

 
  “And how is
  
   that
  
  not a power issue?”
 

 
  Melaxyna beamed. “By itself, it totally is. In context? The scales still tip in your favor. It works out not being abusive in the other direction
  
   because
  
  you look up to him on some level.”
 

 
  Natchua leaned her head against one hand, scratching her hairline. “Okay, fine. So what is it you’re trying to get me to
  
   do
  
  about this, then?”
 

 
  “Not do, just understand. You clearly have it in your mind that this whole thing is hopeless and pointless, and it’s just not. You
  
   do
  
  have the potential for some happiness with the man. I
  
   guarantee
  
  he feels exactly as besotted with you, and exactly as conflicted about it, albeit for different reasons.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not as if it’s
  
   that
  
  simple…”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed, there’s the ex whom you’ve placed right smack in the middle of this whole thing. And since the whole point of all this was to get access to
  
   her,
  
  it’s not as if you can just get rid of her.” Melaxyna shifted in her seat, her grin widening.
  
   “If
  
  you decide you want to make a play for your man, you just let me know. I can
  
   definitely
  
  teach you how to do that. But remember, first things first: you need to take some time and ponder this. Decide what you truly want and be
  
   sure
  
  before you upend the whole apple cart.”
 

 
  Natchua blew out another slow breath, frowning at nothing past Melaxyna’s shoulder. In the next moment, though, she straightened up, turning to look behind her. Melaxyna tilted her head and opened her mouth, but Natchua held up a hand.
 

 
  It was a few more seconds before the sound of hesitant feet on the moldy carpet were audible to non-elven ears, but moments after that, Hesthri appeared around the corner from the hallway, where she stopped to peer around at Melaxyna’s set-up with wide eyes.
 

 
  “Morning, sunshine!” the succubus said brightly, hopping back to her feet. “Lemme get you a plate. It’s simple fare today, but if you’ve been on Hell rations for years it’ll be a
  
   feast.
  
  Me, I was just on mushrooms and pork for a while, and I’m
  
   still
  
  not over the delightful novelty of sugar.”
 

 
  “I…was a servant in Ankhravtha-Shakhnavrid,” Hesthri said hesitantly, creeping closer. “The conditions weren’t terrible. Well, spartan by the standards of this plane, but I lived comfortably compared to most in Hell.”
 

 
  “Ah, good,” Melaxyna replied, setting a plate of pancakes in front of the chair next to Natchua. “These are fairly sweet by themselves; try one to see how it affects your tongue before experimenting with the jam, that’s my recommendation.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Melaxyna,” she murmured, creeping into the chair with a wary look at Natchua.
 

 
  “Good morning, Hesthri,” she said, putting on a polite little Narisian smile. And hating herself for it, but Melaxyna had been right; the mindset from which she had been running ever since she came to the surface was immediately useful in her current circumstances. “How’s your finger?”
 

 
  “Oh! You were right, the claw is already growing back.” Hesthri held up the digit in question.
 

 
  “Good. I’m sorry to have sprung that on you; I had planned to approach the matter with more warning, but circumstances forced my hand. And, aheh, yours.”
 

 
  “Um.” Hesthri placed her clawed hands on both sides of her plate, not yet reaching for the food. She stared down at it, though, while speaking. “Mistress, if it pleases you, I have a humble request.”
 

 
  “Where did all
  
   this
  
  come from?” Natchua asked, frowning quizzically. “When I first summoned you, you had a mouth like a dispeptic dragon.”
 

 
  Hesthri hunched her shoulders slightly. “That was before I was your servant. I don’t wish to overstep my bounds.”
 

 
  “Well…please relax a
  
   little
  
  bit. I’m not comfortable having people bow and scrape at me.”
 

 
  “You can just sass her the way I do,” Melaxyna suggested, smirking. “She snarls and complains but this one won’t whip or shadowbolt you for speaking out of turn.”
 

 
  Natchua groaned, rubbing her forehead. “You needed something, Hesthri? And please, my name is Natchua. None of this mistress stuff.”
 

 
  “Um…understood,” the hethelax said, still peering warily at her but appearing to unclench slightly. “I wonder if you could please obtain
  
   hvanthris
  
  gloves for me.”
 

 
  Natchua frowned. “I don’t know that word. You must have found a gap in the knowledge Elilial jammed in my head.”
 

 
  “Perhaps not, m—Natchua. It is fairly specialized and not really relevant to infernomancy. Some breeds of hethelaxi have permanent, un-retractable claws.” She held up one hand. “Like mine.
  
   Hvanthris
  
  gloves are made from a kvanvraranth’s hide to fit over them. They give us a tough and soft surface with gripping power very similar to human skin, so we can do delicate work without scratching everything we touch. Many hethelax servants in khelminash society are issued them for various tasks. I…would like to be as useful as possible, while I am here.”
 

 
  “I see,” Natchua mused. “That sounds like a reasonable request; things on this plane are generally more fragile and less in need of clawing than in Hell. All right, I’ll work on that, though I’m not sure off the top of my head how to do it. If nothing else, I suppose I could summon a kvanvraranth and then a horogki from a bloodline with leatherworking skills…”
 

 
  
   “Or,”
  
  Melaxyna interrupted, “since you live on a plane of existence with
  
   far
  
  more abundant and diverse resources, just get her some gloves! Sounds like you’d need some really particular ones that might have to be custom-made, but I’ll eat my tail if something like that isn’t a lot easier to get up here than down there.”
 

 
  “That’s a point,” Natchua agreed. “I’ll look into this, Hesthri.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much, m—Natchua.” She swallowed nervously and then finally picked up one of the pancakes on her plate, not bothering with the fork.
 

 
  Natchua drew in a steadying breath. “Was Jonathan with you last night? I want to check in with him.”
 

 
  The hethelax visibly flinched. “He is already up and downstairs…Natchua. He said he wanted to get a start on work?”
 

 
  “Work? What possible—oh, Omnu’s
  
   taint.”
  
  Natchua shoved abruptly back from the table and stalked into the stairwell.
 

 
  There were only so many places anyone could go in Manor Leduc. When she found Jonathan, she also found everyone else.
 

 
  “Yeah, but seriously, what in the name of crap
  
   happened
  
  to this place?” one of the hobgoblins was demanding as Natchua stepped into the pulverized ruins of the once-grand front hall. The open sky loomed above; barely enough of the outer walls remained to define the shape of the room. Sherwin and Jonathan stood against one of the walls nearest the hallway to Sherwin’s little kitchen apartment, on one of the very few sections of floor that was still both solid and not buried by rubble. The three hobgoblins were clambering around the mess of fallen stone and roof timbers, one of them perched on a broken beam that put her near the two humans and just above their eye level.
 

 
  “Several years of neglect,” Sherwin said evasively, crossing his arms.
 

 
  “Neglect?” The horogki straightened up and turned in a full circle, staring with wide eyes around the room. “Man, you neglected the
  
   fuck
  
  outta this place, boss. Just several years? It woulda took you full-time neglect with a sledgehammer and no potty breaks to do
  
   this
  
  in a couple years.”
 

 
  “A sledgehammer and big-ass claws,” added one of the others, holding up a brick with deep, visible scratches.
 

 
  “Yes, well,
  
   after
  
  the neglect, there was a sort of…brawl. Between an archdemon and a Rhaazke.”
 

 
  Broken shingles sprayed as one of the other hobgoblins burst up from beneath the wreckage. She spat out a mouthful of bent nails before grinning at him. “Well, that sounds a bit more like it! Future reference, handsome, when we need to know what happened to something it saves time to lead with the
  
   pertinent
  
  information.”
 

 
  “I’ll keep it in mind,” Sherwin muttered.
 

 
  
   “Waugh!”
  
  The second hobgoblin had rapidly clambered all the way to the top of the wall before unwisely stepping out onto the upper edge of an empty window frame. It shattered, sending her plunging down into a heap of rotted boards. Jonathan immediately straightened up, taking a step forward, but in two seconds a little red arm emerged from the rubble, waving. “I’m okay!”
 

 
  Natchua cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  “Hey, Natchua!” Sherwin said, turning to her with a grin. “Sleep well?”
 

 
  “Melaxyna has somehow set up a second kitchen in the upstairs hall,” she said, ignoring that. “And made breakfast.”
 

 
  “The succubus can cook?” Jonathan asked skeptically.
 

 
  “In the Crawl, she ran a marketplace and tavern of sorts for years. Level 2 wasn’t exactly high tea with the Empress, but considering what she had to work with it was actually pretty impressive. I do recommend the pancakes. Anyhow, I see
  
   you
  
  lot have already gotten to work. I admire your initiative, Jonathan, though it’s not clear to me how you intend to contribute.”
 

 
  “I’ve worked on more than a few construction sites in my day,” he replied. “I’m not as strong or skilled as the girls, here, but being three times as tall has its advantages, too.”
 

 
  “Four pairs of hands are better than three!” agreed the hobgoblin balanced on the beam in front of him with a cheery grin. Her teeth looked like those of a shark in urgent need of dental care.
 

 
  “This really was an inspired idea, Natchua,” Sherwin added. “Sorry we didn’t wait for you, but…everybody was up, they were getting antsy, and, well, you know how it is. Oh! May I introduce Staccato, Pizzicato, and Glissando!”
 

 
  “You
  
   named
  
  them?” she said incredulously.
 

 
  “Why’s that such a startling prospect?” Jonathan asked with an edge in his voice. “They’re sapient beings. Don’t they deserve names?”
 

 
  “Don’t take that tone with me,” she snapped. “That was exactly my point. Didn’t they already
  
   have
  
  names?”
 

 
  “Actually, we didn’t,” said Pizzicato—according to where Sherwin had been pointing when giving that name—who was the one perched in front of them. “Where
  
   we
  
  come from, you earn a name by not dying long enough to be important to the bosses! Gotta say, none of us were really expecting to get there.”
 

 
  “I see,” Natchua said, frowning. “What language is that? It’s not demonic and doesn’t sound like Glassian.”
 

 
  “Actually, nobody knows!” he said, grinning. Sherwin in general looked happier and more energetic than she had ever seen him; evidently a night in the arms of a succubus did wonders for the disposition. “It doesn’t conform to any known language and the terms have existed longer than Tanglish by far. It’s musical terminology! They’ve been preserved by the Vesker cult since time immemorial. Bards never explain their business, but some theologians think they’re sacred words devised by Vesk himself.”
 

 
  “Kinda doubt it!” Glissando said cheerfully, clambering up onto a heap of crushed masonry. “We’re
  
   demons,
  
  buttercup. If you’d named us sacred god-terms I figure we woulda burst into flames.”
 

 
  “Wait a sec,” Staccato added, scowling suddenly. “You mean you thought those
  
   were
  
  sacred god-terms an’ you went and did it anyway?”
 

 
  “Um.” Sherwin’s smile slipped. “Well, I mean, obviously…it all worked out?”
 

 
  Jonathan and Natchua sighed in unison, then looked at each other, and then swiftly away.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” she said brusquely. “It’s your house, Sherwin, so I assume you can supervise this. Jonathan, acknowledging that you’ve horned your way into this whole affair through blackmail, are you still interested in making yourself useful?”
 

 
  “I think we’ve established that’s literally what I came in here to do,” he retorted. “But it sounds like you have something specific in mind.”
 

 
  “Yes, I do: a field trip. I mentioned yesterday that I have a line on another prospect to recruit—my
  
   only
  
  other promising lead so far, so until I feel more ready to start sniffing after the Black Wreath’s trail, this is our first and presently only priority.”
 

 
  “By lead,” Sherwin said hesitantly, “you mean…”
 

 
  “A demon who I have reason to think will be amenable to our cause. According to my sources, a certain khelminash sorceress who has served the Pantheon in the past has resurfaced recently in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “Khelminash, hm,” Sherwin mused, frowning. “It’s a pretty big deal for one of those to be on the mortal plane at all. They’re unsummonable; she must’ve come through a hellgate.”
 

 
  “You can’t summon this species of demon?” Jonathan asked, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, in
  
   theory,”
  
  Sherwin said with a shrug. “Just like you can theoretically shoot the Sarasio Kid. Khelminash are the best warlocks in Elilial’s service, and also among the very few demons who usually don’t want to leave Hell. Trying to reach across the planes and grab one is a
  
   bad
  
  idea. The attempt is basically suicide. Even the Topaz College has never managed to capture a khelminash warlock.”
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” Natchua continued. “This one is fairly legendary; she’s actually mentioned in one of the later cantos of the Aveniad. And yes, that makes the timing
  
   suspicious,
  
  to say the least. Xyraadi supposedly died six hundred years ago.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Jonathan narrowed his eyes. “What are the chances of these mysterious
  
   sources
  
  of yours deliberately setting you up for a trap?”
 

 
  “Not likely, but,” she conceded, “not impossible. That’s something you must always be wary of when getting information from any demonic agent. So this must be approached carefully. Before charging in I want to do some delicate reconnaissance, which means
  
   not
  
  the full group. Myself, obviously. Melaxyna is the best we have at sneaking around in general. And since we’re going to a major human city, a regular joe like yourself could potentially be useful.”
 

 
  “I see,” he mused, then nodded. “All right, beats waiting around here. I’m in. Sorry, girls, I’ll have to help you out later.”
 

 
  “Aww,” Staccato said with a leer. “And here I was lookin’ forward to seeing you with your shirt off.”
 

 
  He frowned. “Well,
  
   that
  
  wasn’t about to happen, anyway.”
 

 
  “Oh, then, never mind,” she said curtly, waving him off and hopping down to the floor. “Do what you want, I
  
   yieee!”
  
 

 
  The broken floorboards gave out, sending her plunging into whatever space lay below to land on something that crunched loudly.
 

 
  “I’m okay!” Staccato’s voice floated up to them, followed by a second crash. “…almost completely okay! Who’s got a rope?”
 

 
  “Right, so,” Natchua said with a sigh, “go get some breakfast and grab your wand. We’re not rushing off in haste, but I want to get started as quickly as possible. The only thing I can be certain of at this juncture is that there’s
  
   something
  
  fishy going on in Ninkabi.”
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  “So…now what?” November asked the next morning.
 

 
  The group stilled, all turning expectantly to Ingvar.
 

 
  “With one path closed,” he said slowly, standing and beginning to kick dirt over the last embers of their campfire, “we would naturally move on to the next. Aspen and I have been traveling widely across the continent, seeking answers and wisdom among the elves and the Ranger enclaves. If we were to keep to that pattern, this would be the time to move on to find another of those.”
 

 
  “There aren’t any groves west of the Wyrnrange,” Rainwood pointed out. “You might find a few pilgrims or hunters around the Deep Wild’s frontier, but this isn’t elf country.”
 

 
  “There’s more Shadow Hunter lodges, though,” Taka added. “All the way up north along the mountain range, just like the temples I was talking about yesterday.”
 

 
  “But,” Ingvar said patiently, “I believe it is time to pursue a new course of action. Something more purposeful.”
 

 
  “Do we really
  
   need
  
  to?” Aspen asked. “I
  
   liked
  
  what we were doing.”
 

 
  “So did I,” he said with a smile. “But the world turns. All living things must be aware of the season and act accordingly. Our circumstances are suddenly different, and I feel it’s time to take more direct action.”
 

 
  “So,” November repeated, “what do we do now, then?”
 

 
  “First,” said Ingvar, “we hunt.”
 

 
  Tholi grinned and Taka grimaced.
 

 
  “Well, good,” Aspen said irritably. “Since you lot have eaten
  
   all
  
  our food, I guess we sorta have to now.”
 

 
  “It’s only right for companions to share,” Ingvar said. “Food for two stretched between six will naturally disappear quickly. It was freely offered, Aspen, so that’s the end of it. Never hold a favor over someone if you gave it without asking payment in the first place. Still, you are right; we weren’t expecting to provide for this many people, and with our stores depleted, we should restock.”
 

 
  “You guys have any money?” Taka asked. “Because this is the backcountry, but it’s still in the Empire. There’s places where you can buy stuff; I know where most of them are.”
 

 
  “We hunt,” Ingvar said again, firmly. “There is more at stake than a need for supplies. I
  
   am
  
  planning for our next steps beyond survival, for the fulfillment of this quest. Rainwood has offered some helpful advice toward that end. That, too, will require hunting. Both to seek out some things we will need, and to engage in the spiritual act of the hunt.”
 

 
  November grimaced.
  
   “Spiritual act?
  
  You’re talking about hunting.”
 

 
  “If you bothered to understand the
  
   slightest
  
  thing about Shaathist faith,” Tholi said, rolling his eyes, “you wouldn’t even think of asking such a question. To begin with—”
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   I
  
  have an idea!” Aspen interjected. “How about Ingvar explains this part? Listening to you two screech at each other stopped being funny after the first five minutes.”
 

 
  “Again, Aspen is right,” Ingvar said, not troubling to hide his amusement. The dryad preened visibly at the praise while he continued. “The hunt is sacred in Shaath’s faith because it is the ultimate act of participation in the wild. Hunting requires you to immerse yourself in nature, to know and respect it. Approached in the proper way, it encourages you to be grateful for what nature gives, and to give back to it.”
 

 
  “I see,” November mused. “Fair enough. I’m actually sort of curious to learn more, now.”
 

 
  “That’s what all of this is about,” Ingvar said, smiling. “And so, we hunt. Let’s head east, into the foothills.”
 

 
  “All righty, then,” Taka said easily, rising to her feet and beginning to saunter in that direction. “What’re we hunting for, exactly?”
 

 
  “Uh,
  
   we?”
  
  Aspen said, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “I mean no offense, Taka,” Ingvar said more politely, “but…why are you still here? Obviously I wasn’t about to chase you off in the middle of the night, but you’ve fulfilled Brother Nandu’s request to guide us here. I thought you would be returning to your own temple.”
 

 
  “Eh.” She shrugged, turning to lean against a tree. “The temple’s probably better off without me. I was just about to decide Omnism wasn’t for me, anyway.”
 

 
  “You didn’t seem to fit in there,” November agreed.
 

 
  “And you want to come with us?” Ingvar pressed, frowning. “I’m not sure you understand what we’re doing.”
 

 
  “The broad strokes,” Taka said. “This is some kind of Shaathist reform thing you’re up to, right? I mean, I’ll leave if you don’t want me here, but if it’s okay I’d like to stick around, yeah. Maybe this isn’t the path I’m looking for. Then again, maybe it is.”
 

 
  “We did find our way to her just as you were being guided to new allies,” Rainwood added. “Sometimes a chance encounter is just that. Sometimes it’s not.”
 

 
  “That’s fantastically helpful, thank you,” Aspen said acidly. The shaman made a grandiose bow in her direction.
 

 
  Ingvar hesitated a moment longer, thinking rapidly. Taka’s eyes were on him, but so were everyone else’s.
 

 
  “Very well,” he said. “I can see no good reason to turn away a willing soul. I
  
   will
  
  ask for respect for our purpose and one another from everyone here, but…” He cast a quick glance over Tholi and November. “…it seems a little two-faced to turn you away based on that when we haven’t really established that respect among those of us already involved.” Both of them looked away, from each other and from him.
 

 
  “I will do my best to rein in the attitude,” Taka promised solemnly. Ingvar hoped he was imagining the sarcasm behind it.
 

 
  “Well…I guess we’re off, then,” Tholi said, lifting his bow. “It’s been a while since I hunted with younglings, and they were…well, young. I don’t expect this is going to go hugely well, with a whole bunch of amateurs along.”
 

 
  “Again,” said Aspen, striding up alongside him as the group began moving off toward the mountains. “Elf, dryad, two Huntsmen. It’ll be
  
   fine.
  
  It’s just the girls who’ll need some hand-holding.”
 

 
  Tholi nodded. “Well, Stark, I apologize in advance if I lose patience. Since it’s your first time I’ll handle your share of the cleaning. Taking a blade to a dead animal makes some people queasy, I understand.”
 

 
  “Haven’t we already been over this?” she retorted. “I’ve
  
   been
  
  on wilderness excursions. Not to the extent you have, I’m sure, but the whole point was to go out there and not die. You know what there is to eat in the Golden Sea? Animals. That’s about it.”
 

 
  “Really?” He gave her a legitimately interested look, falling back to walk beside her. “I haven’t had the privilege myself, yet. What sort of game is there in the Golden Sea?”
 

 
  November looked at him askance, as if expecting a trick, but answered openly. “Mostly the kinds of game you find in the Great Plains in general. Rabbits, antelope, bison. Also coyotes and the odd lion, though those aren’t exactly game.”
 

 
  “Predators aren’t good for eating,” Tholi agreed, nodding. “Good hunting, though, for trophies!”
 

 
  “I don’t see the point of killing a living thing if you’re not planning to do anything with it.”
 

 
  “The point is
  
   not
  
  to do so unless you have specific need,” he said seriously, and Ingvar marveled to see her turning her head to listen. “There are a number of practical reasons to hunt predators. If they grow too numerous they can wreck an entire ecosystem; Huntsmen develop a close relationship with the wilds in which we hunt, and sometimes protecting them involves recognizing when a species has gotten out of hand and culling a few. We’re also called in when a particularly dangerous specimen starts going after farm animals—or worse, people. That last is a necessity, but I always hate to do it. Big cats, for example, rarely take to attacking humans unless they’ve been maimed by humans and left unable to hunt their natural prey.”
 

 
  “Not the cats that live on this continent, anyway,” Ingvar interjected. “Tigers have been known to take people.”
 

 
  “Right,” Tholi agreed, nodding. “But of course, to fulfill that responsibility, Huntsmen have to be trained, and that means occasionally going after predators just to learn how. The trophies we take from those hunts are highly sacred, and are part of many of our rituals.”
 

 
  “I see,” November said neutrally. “I guess…you lot do serve a purpose.”
 

 
  “Everyone serves a purpose,” Tholi grunted.
 

 
  “That isn’t even
  
   close
  
  to true,” Taka said wryly.
 

 
  He chuckled. “All right, fair enough. I meant, all the cults. We have arguments between ours that I don’t think we’re ever going to resolve, but even Huntsmen won’t claim that priestesses of Avei are useless. Well…the Huntsmen I respect don’t say such things,” he added more pensively. “Unfortunately, that isn’t all of them… Well, anyway. I’ve heard stories of more exotic things that live in the Golden Sea, have you seen any?”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah! There are some fae and magical animals out there. Unicorns, of course, but you don’t mess with those unless you wanna be up to your neck in angry plains elves. My class saw a roc, once, but not up close. We chased it off with spells before it could get any ideas. And there are extinct species, too; apparently the space-twisting nature of the Sea also twists time sometimes. Trissiny told me she saw a smilodon out there once—a really big lion with saber fangs, basically.”
 

 
  “I know what a smilodon is. That’s a rare find! Did she kill it?”
 

 
  “No, just scared it off.
  
   My
  
  class once saw a bird that I swear was twenty feet tall!”
 

 
  “Right, you mentioned the roc.”
 

 
  “No, this was a flightless bird, like an ostrich. Except ten times the size and pretty barrel-chested, with a mouthful of fangs instead of a beak.”
 

 
  “Sounds like a tyran,” Rainwood said. “You’re lucky to have been within sight of one of those and lived to tell about it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, they don’t like being pelted with arcane bolts any more than rocs do, as it turns out. Pretty much any mundane animal will flee from magic, modern or prehistoric.”
 

 
  
   “Most
  
  animals,” Tholi corrected, grinning. “Don’t
  
   ever
  
  fire a wand at a honey badger.”
 

 
  “What’s a honey badger?”
 

 
  “They have those up in Onkawa,” Ingvar said. “Fortunately not this far south. They’re basically dog-sized rodents that don’t know the meaning of fear. It’s only in the age of modern science that they’re understood to be animals; for centuries people thought they were demons. That was the simplest explanation for that level of aggression.”
 

 
  “Sooo,” Taka drawled, “what I’m hearing is, I’m the only one here with no hunting experience.”
 

 
  Tholi turned his head to frown at her. “What? I thought you said you’ve spent your life traveling up and down this mountain range. How have you done that without knowing how to feed yourself?”
 

 
  “I can feed myself just fine without hunting, thanks for your concern. Do work, get money, buy stuff. You know, like a
  
   normal
  
  person.”
 

 
  “We’ll teach you,” Invar assured her, giving Tholi a look that caused the younger Huntsman to shut his mouth. “Knowing and learning the ways of the wild is going to be a central part of what we do as a group. For a while, I expect all our hunts to be at least half training exercises.”
 

 
  “So basically,” Taka said, grinning, “we’re gonna starve.”
 

 
  “If our beginners don’t have much luck,” he replied with a smile, “Tholi, Aspen and I will take care of finding game while the rest of you take a break. I promise we won’t reach the end of the day without fresh meat.”
 

 
  “That was a joke, I wasn’t actually worried. Like Aspen said, more of this group than otherwise knows what they’re doing in the woods.”
 

 
  “At least
  
   somebody
  
  listens to me,” Aspen muttered.
 

 
  “And what about non-food?” Taka continued. “You said we were hunting for something else. Something you expect to find in the mountains.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ingvar said more seriously, nodding. “And thank you for mentioning it. Tholi, Aspen, Rainwood, I’d like you to keep your eyes open for signs, as well. As soon as we can, we need to find some wolves.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The three of them walked down the broad, arched tunnel which passed for one of the city’s underground streets in silence, the noise of traffic and commerce being left far behind along with the sunlight. This, clearly, was a night spot; it being still early in the morning, nobody here was up and about.
 

 
  “Always wanted to visit Ninkabi,” Jonathan mused. “The architecture is really something else, even more amazing in person than in the paintings I’ve seen. So naturally, first thing we do is go underground.”
 

 
  Both women looked sidelong at him.
 

 
  “Yeah, I know,” he said with a tiny grin. “We’re not here to sightsee, anyhow. The irony just jumped out at me. I’m finding myself a little more sensitive to those, these days.”
 

 
  “Not necessary,” Natchua said. She was carrying her carved ebony staff, but holding it horizontally at her side rather than using it as a walking aid. “Remember, we’re here to gather information. A certain amount of sightseeing is implied in our mandate, so long as we don’t lose focus.”
 

 
  “Well, good,” he said thoughtfully. “Much as I hate to do the tourist thing, I’d like to see if I can pick something up for Gabriel. I bet he’d love this place.”
 

 
  “As long as it’s got girls, he would,” Natchua muttered. Suddenly she halted, raisin her staff up to bar their way.
 

 
  “Problem?” Jonathan was instantly on the alert, one hand coming to rest on the wand holstered at his belt.
 

 
  “An obstacle, not a problem,” she said tersely, narrowing her eyes as if studying something they could not see. “There are wards across this passage. Infernal wards…more sophisticated than anything I have ever seen. In fact… That’s amazing, I believe these are keyed into an arcane field. I can’t sense it directly, but the infernal magic intersecting with it…”
 

 
  “What would be the point of that?” Melaxyna asked. The succubus wore the face of a Tiraan woman of average looks, having opted to match herself to Jonathan’s appearance rather than trying to pass for a local.
 

 
  “Information processing.
  
   All
  
  magic is information processing, up to a point, but infernomancy is only so useful as an aid to calculations. Arcane magic is excellent for that, though.”
 

 
  “This is a public street,” Jonathan protested, then glanced around. “Isn’t it?”
 

 
  “I note that we’re standing even with the last doors on the side walls,” Melaxyna said. “Which means the wards are blocking off the door that’s at the end down there. Second Chances… Looks like some kind of bar.”
 

 
  “Then that’s our destination,” Natchua observed. “You stay here, Mel, these wards will identify you instantly. And I can’t
  
   see
  
  the alarm function directly, but you don’t weave permanent wards of this quality and not have one.”
 

 
  “Won’t they spot you?” the succubus protested.
 

 
  Natchua grinned. “My presence, yes. Possibly that I’m an elf. But I know things about the craft of magical stealth that even the Black Wreath doesn’t. My magic will not be detected until I decide to make it so. Wait here, you two, and watch each other’s backs. I don’t anticipate trouble, but this is obviously another powerful warlock we’re dealing with, and those are nothing if not unpredictable.”
 

 
  “Don’t I know it,” Jonathan grunted.
 

 
  She gave him an unreadable look and then stepped forward, now carrying her staff upright and setting its butt down on the stone floor with every step. Natchua walked slowly, peering about as if taking in every detail of her surroundings.
 

 
  “Welp, here we are, then,” Melaxyna muttered when the drow had advanced up ahead. “Am I the only one standing her waiting for her to commit the inevitable screw-up that’ll damn us all?”
 

 
  “Isn’t that the theme of this entire hambrained quest? And I don’t know why you seem to think you’re talking behind her back. You
  
   know
  
  she can hear you.”
 

 
  “I have a simple policy about elves,” Melaxyna said primly. “Never say anything behind their backs you wouldn’t say to their faces. Don’t get me wrong, I
  
   like
  
  the girl. Really, I do, she reminds me of pretty much every person I
  
   have
  
  liked, historically.”
 

 
  He glanced at her briefly before returning his attention to Natchua, who was now pacing along one of the walls and examining it closely. “Every person, huh.”
 

 
  “I’m not really drawn to sly people,” she said, smirking. “It’s idealists who move my spirit. The ones who see an injustice in the world and are so furious at it that they never stop struggling to burn it down. Even if they have barely any plan and no real hope of succeeding, nothing ahead but the prospect of an early grave.” Her smile had faded as she spoke, and by that point she was gazing almost sadly at the drow. “Maybe it is narcissistic, in the end. I was like that, when I was alive the first time.”
 

 
  “What changed your mind?” Jonathan asked quietly.
 

 
  She snorted. “Nothing. That’s exactly why I spat on Vidius’s offer of paradise. Why I took Vanislaas’s bargain. I’d seen what the gods were about. You can’t fight gods, not realistically, it’s a hopeless prospect. But I couldn’t face the prospect of
  
   not
  
  fighting.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Jonathan turned look back the way they had come, finding no one approaching them from the tunnel’s mouth. “Well, I guess I can’t say I know you all that well, but you don’t really strike me as the do-or-die type.
  
   Something
  
  must have changed.”
 

 
  Melaxyna went still, staring ahead with a blank expression that hinted she wasn’t actually looking at anything.
 

 
  “…maybe,” she answered at last. “We all change over time, even those of us not bound to powers beyond our scope. I guess spending a few centuries as a succubus is enough to warp anybody’s viewpoint. Heh. That also reminds me of our friend up there.”
 

 
  He turned back to her, glancing at Natchua’s back again before meeting Melaxyna’s eyes. “Really.”
 

 
  “Girl got burned by trying to use something she couldn’t control. Failed to understand or respect its power, and ended up the way any ignorant person does from playing around with dangerous tools whose use they weren’t schooled in.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no kidding,” Jonathan muttered. “Nothing’s ever gonna make me comfortable with all this infernomancy. Frankly, I think my skepticism is pretty damn well warranted.”
 

 
  “Infernomancy?” Melaxyna turned a wide-eyed gaze on him. “Oh, that’s what worries me
  
   least.
  
  Natchua can handle the magic, with the knowledge swimming in her head. That girl is the one warlock in the world I’d trust to avoid blowing us all to bits by mistake.” She shifted again to watch the drow, folding her arms and smiling faintly. “I was talking about sex.”
 

 
  Jonathan found nothing to say in reply to that. As the silence stretched out, Melaxyna’s smile grew by tiny increments.
 

 
  It vanished moments later, however, when Natchua brazenly stepped up to the closed door of Second Chances and tried the latch. When it didn’t budge, she rapped sharply upon it with her staff.
 

 
  “What the hell are you doing,” the succubus hissed. “Kid,
  
   no.
  
  You are
  
   not
  
  good at conversational persuasion!”
 

 
  “Give her a chance to work,” Jonathan murmured. “She’s more savvy than you give her credit for.”
 

 
  Melaxyna huffed and crossed her arms, but made no response.
 

 
  Natchua had to rap twice more before anybody answered. The door opened just a crack; whoever was on the other side was concealed by her body, but after a short conversation it clicked shut again and Natchua turned and strode back to them.
 

 
  “That was illuminating,” she said, wearing a pleased little smile.
 

 
  “I cannot believe you just knocked on the door,” Melaxyna exclaimed. “I thought we were being
  
   stealthy.”
  
 

 
  “Too much creeping about is counterproductive,” Natchua replied. “Remember, we are trying to recruit Xyraadi, not ambush her, and definitely not scare her off. So yes, we
  
   do
  
  need to sniff out where she is hiding, but it’s leading up to approaching her. Something tells me that won’t go over so well if we just leap out of the shadows.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re not wrong, there,” Jonathan agreed. “So what’d you find out?”
 

 
  “Second Chances is a popular nightclub, which is closed at this hour. We can come back after sundown like everybody else. It is owned by a certain Mortimer Agasti, who I suspect may be the architect of these fascinating infernal wards all over the place. We’ve got the whole day to see what’s known about this chap here in town.”
 

 
  “Did you learn anything about Xyraadi?” Melaxyna asked.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Natchua said scathingly. “I walked up and asked if they were keeping a six-hundred-year-old khelminash sorceress squirreled away in the basement. What’s the worst that could happen?”
 

 
  “I can’t believe I was standing here defending your character a minute ago,” the succubus pouted.
 

 
  “I can’t believe
  
   that’s
  
  how you would characterize that exchange. What was really fascinating is that this Agasti fellow has a revenant demon answering his door.”
 

 
  “Ew.” Melaxyna curled her lip in disgust.
 

 
  “Actually answering the door?” Jonathan demanded. “Those things are illegal as
  
   hell,
  
  pardon the pun.”
 

 
  “One more thing about which to inquire whilst we peruse the local scuttlebutt,” Natchua said, now wearing a distinctly mischievous smile. “Jonathan, stand back, if you would.”
 

 
  
   “Him
  
  stand back?” Melaxyna said warily. “What’re you up to now?”
 

 
  “Hold still.” Before the succubus could render another opinion, Natchua gestured with her staff and a spell circle materialized on the floor around her. This one hovered an inch off the ground in roiling black lines which, after existing barely a second, dissolved into mist which swirled up and streamed straight into Melaxyna’s nose and mouth, causing her to double over coughing.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Jonathan said incredulously, “but aren’t we standing within a few yards of some incredibly powerful infernal wards?”
 

 
  “Yes, quite,” Natchua said cheerily, taking Melaxyna by the arm and setting off back up the tunnel. “So let’s clear off before their owner comes to investigate.
  
   Now
  
  he knows we’re here and sniffing around.”
 

 
  “Can’t—believe—you little—
  
   bitch,”
  
  Melaxyna rasped, still gasping.
 

 
  “You wanna let the rest of us mere mortals in on the joke?” Jonathan demanded, trailing along after them.
 

 
  “That will get Mel through the wards, when we come back. I’ve already told you,” she said patiently, “Xyraadi is in there, and we want her. But we want to
  
   talk
  
  with her, not seize her. That will mean some manner of frontal approach eventually, and
  
   that
  
  is far more likely to succeed if she is already curious about us. Really, despite what absolutely everyone seems to think, I
  
   do
  
  know what I’m doing.”
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  “He is an Izarite, as a matter of fact.”
 

 
  
   “Now
  
  I’ve truly heard everything,” Shook snorted.
 

 
  The Jackal brayed his characteristic shrill laugh. “Sonny boy, if you haven’t learned better than to think that by now, you never will!”
 

 
  “He sounds like an intriguing individual,” Khadizroth said to their hostess, ignoring the two of them.
 

 
  Branwen Snowe nodded, smiling at the dragon. “Infernomancy is not esteemed by the cult, obviously, but Mr. Agasti has exercised his craft—both of them—in Izara’s service. He is among the few trusted with the creation of shatterstones, and has provided legal services to local temples at no charge. I can personally attest that being a person not widely liked by the Brethren does not preclude being of service to them.”
 

 
  “Shatterstones,” the Jackal chortled. “That’s got to be the silliest idea anyone’s ever had for defense.”
 

 
  “I assure you, those things are not to be taken lightly,” Khadizroth murmured.
 

 
  “More to the point,” added Shook, “what the hell legal services would the Izarites ever need? What kind of asshole sues a temple of Izara?”
 

 
  “Such things
  
   do
  
  happen, now and again,” Branwen said ruefully, “but it mostly comes down to the fact that the majority of lawyers look to Avei for patronage. Their faith is not fondly disposed toward ours as a rule.”
 

 
  The enforcer nodded. “Well, Avenists making trouble is something I definitely understand.”
 

 
  “You could say it is what brings us all together,” Khadizroth added with a small smile at Branwen.
 

 
  “To give the Sisterhood credit, I think blaming Basra on them is excessively harsh,” the Bishop replied, smiling back. “Creatures such as she are adept at squirming into organizations and hollowing out a niche for themselves. And it was Avei’s own who drove her out. Really, it was inspiring the way young Trissiny descended upon her. I am not pleased by violence as a rule, but to see an avatar of Avei’s righteous vengeance in action, one cannot help but be impressed.”
 

 
  Shook and the Jackal snorted in unison.
 

 
  “I have several times had the same thought,” Khadizroth said to Branwen, continuing to ignore them. The dragon gave her a warm little smile before returning his attention to the city map laid out upon the room’s sole desk. “So. This pattern is suggestive, obviously. What would you say are the chances that this Mortimer Agasti is in league with the Black Wreath?”
 

 
  “The entire menace of the Wreath is that one can
  
   never
  
  be certain of that, about anyone,” Branwen replied gravely. “But I am as confident in Agasti’s loyalties as in anyone’s.”
 

 
  “I dunno this guy but I’m inclined to agree,” Shook added, folding his arms and leaning against the wall. “The one Izarite warlock? Seems a little on the nose. The Wreath never do the obvious thing, even when it would be the smarter thing in their position. I honestly wonder if over-complicating everything isn’t a commandment their religion.”
 

 
  “Then there is another explanation for the distribution of these sites you have identified around his establishment, your Grace,” Khadizroth mused, studying the map. “May I ask how you acquired this intelligence?”
 

 
  “These reports come from the Thieves’ Guild,” she said. “My own contact, not the Church’s. Eserites are generally disinclined to respect any central authority; coupled with the general Western distrust for the Universal Church, it is unsurprising that these reports weren’t made available to Basra. I am reasonably sure they won’t be, either, so you needn’t worry about her learning these are not reports of chaos cultist activity.”
 

 
  “How come the Guild hasn’t moved against ’em, if they know where they are?” Shook asked, his attention more focused upon her.
 

 
  “Each of these six sites was the source of a single sighting,” Branwen explained, smiling vaguely at him. She had a tendency to appear oddly vapid when not speaking directly to Khadizroth. “A demon sighting, summoning residue, in one case just people in gray robes. Nobody has been harmed, that I have heard of, which makes all the difference. The Guild and the Wreath mutually avoid one another; it gets gratuitously ugly when they fail to, as I have observed since one of my fellow Bishops keeps deliberately setting that up. So long as the Wreath are not actually harming the people of Ninkabi, I don’t expect Eserite intervention. And they likely won’t. Whatever they are up to, the Wreath seldom create civilian casualties, I have to give them that.”
 

 
  “What’re you thinkin’, K?” Shook asked.
 

 
  “The obvious possibility is that the Wreath have some designs upon this Mortimer Agasti,” the dragon said, straightening back up and turning to gaze pensively out the office’s window. Branwen had brought them to a nondescript space owned by the Izarite cult, a two-room apartment with a cozy office-like space in which they now stood and a small, adjoining bedroom. “But that, I feel, is the less likely one.”
 

 
  “The obvious answer’s
  
   always
  
  the less likely one with these assholes,” the Jackal chuckled. “Jerry hit
  
   that
  
  nail on the head.”
 

 
  “I think,” Khadizroth said slowly, “they are using him as cover.”
 

 
  “Trying to create ‘accidents’ to discredit Mortimer?” Branwen asked, her blue eyes sharp and alert once fixed on the dragon. “It occurred to me that this might be their goal. Their entire calling is to quell and contain demonic outbreaks. If they consider him a danger…”
 

 
  
   “Possible,
  
  but I rather doubt it. Notably, the Black Wreath move to suppress lone warlocks, yes, but have historically been reluctant to face potential rivals. They go to great lengths to avoid the Topaz College, and flee from red dragons upon sight.”
 

 
  “You may not’ve noticed, being cooped up with us the last year or so, but people fleeing from dragons ain’t just a Wreath thing,” Shook said dryly. The Jackal burst out laughing in near-hysterics; by this point, even Branwen knew to ignore him.
 

 
  “Even so,” Khadizroth said, turning to face them again and folding his hands behind his back. “If Mortimer Agasti is a known and liked figure in the city, and closely involved with the Izarite cult, the Wreath are unlikely to have hostile designs upon him. Perhaps in years past they might have, but following their defeats at Tiraas and Veilgrad, their forces are considerably thinned. I cannot believe they would waste effort chasing mockingjays, which raises the question of what they
  
   are
  
  after in Ninkabi. What
  
   would
  
  be in character for them is using him as camouflage.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I could see that,” the Jackal said, still grinning. “So long as they’re close to warlock boy, any miscellaneous demon shit that somebody reports is likely to get blamed on him.”
 

 
  “The hole in that plan is the warlock himself,” said Shook. “Who better to hunt them down? If I was him, Wreath digging a burrow under my back porch would immediately become my first priority.”
 

 
  “Mortimer is…quite reclusive,” Branwen said, frowning thoughtfully. “It is entirely possible he has not noticed any infernal presence nearby. Aside from his work on shatterstones, he has not done anything save look after his revenants within the walls of his club in years.”
 

 
  “Do not forget, also, that the Wreath’s greatest weapon is their stealth,” Khadizroth added. “They can hide even from paladins, even from the gods, and that craft is Elilinist specifically, not merely infernal. A rival warlock might be one of the least likely parties to detect their presence.”
 

 
  “Okay, so let’s say this theory’s right,” said Shook. “Wreath’s operating in that neighborhood, using this Agasti guy as a cover. What’s our play? Right off the bat I can tell you it’s not a good situation to wade into. Just the fact they were able to pick their own ground gives ’em the advantage. I like the Wreath better when they’re forced to meet on somebody else’s terms. Preferably mine.”
 

 
  “Well spotted, Jeremiah,” Khadizroth said gravely, nodding. “Making targets of ourselves is not a winning move. As yet, it is unlikely the Wreath even know we are present and interested in them. That is our greatest advantage.”
 

 
  “How’s about we make Basra a target?” the Jackal suggested, grinning as usual. “That’s where all this is leading up to anyway, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “You know, that’s a pretty good idea,” Shook agreed. “If the whole objective here is cutting the legs out from under Basra, it’s a lot less likely to bite us on the ass if it’s somebody else who does it. Trick is setting that up.”
 

 
  “It may be less tricky than you imagine,” Branwen said softly, “if approached in the right way. Simply introducing Basra to Black Wreath cultists directly will almost certainly result in some manner of explosion.”
 

 
  “There’s no way she’s dumb enough to just lunge after bait like that,” Shook objected. “Nobody who’s lived that long and achieved what she has is that stupid.”
 

 
  “Why,
  
   Thumper,”
  
  the Jackal cooed, “I didn’t know you thought so highly of our fearless leader! How long have you been nursing that crush?”
 

 
  “First step in dealing with any asshole who needs a takedown is to give them full credit for their capabilities,” Shook said icily. “I made the mistake of not respecting
  
   one
  
  smarmy cunt once, and it’s the reason I’m stuck out here with you fuckers. I don’t mean to repeat my errors.”
 

 
  “You may find it an amusing irony, Mr. Shook,” Branwen said lightly, “that Principia Locke has played a major role in cutting Basra Syrinx down to size on multiple occasions. She’s arguably the reason you are
  
   both
  
  out here.”
 

 
  Shook went stiff as a plank, sucking in a long breath through his teeth. For a long few seconds, color rose in his face as if he were bout to burst a blood vessel.
 

 
  Then, unexpectedly, he relaxed, and actually chuckled. “Y’know what? That actually
  
   is
  
  pretty funny.”
 

 
  “Hmmm.” They all turned back to Khadizroth to find him smiling slightly, again looking down at the map. “I like this general line of thought. Rather than confront our enemies, let someone else exert pressure upon them. And ultimately, set them against one another without dirtying our own hands.”
 

 
  “So, basically the thing Justinian does to everybody else,” the Jackal said lightly. “Hey, sounds good! Sure seems to work out okay for him.”
 

 
  
   “We
  
  aren’t Justinian,” Shook pointed out. “And there’s a notable lack of a middle part in that plan. Pressure them how? And then, arrange that confrontation…how?”
 

 
  “It is simply too early to lay out the final stages of such a campaign,” said Khadizroth. “The manner in which things develop will determine what pieces are in what position upon the board when the endgame approaches. It is a mistake to over-plan too far in advance, particularly when one knows as little as we do at the moment. Instead, we must seek to apply that pressure, and continue increasing it until an opportunity presents itself to move decisively.”
 

 
  “What do you propose to do, Lord Khadizroth?” Branwen asked.
 

 
  “Leverage the assets available to us, to begin with,” the dragon explained. “There are means within the mysteries of fae magic of laying triplines which may catch even the Wreath. I do not propose to set traps for them, but rather signals that will enable me to tell where they have been, and ideally, doing what. Unfortunately it is problematic for me to move about the city. Some things I can do from a distance, using only this map. For others, Vannae can travel more freely.”
 

 
  “Somewhat,” Shook cautioned. “An elf will create less of an uproar, but they still aren’t common in cities. Especially out here in the West.”
 

 
  “He can deflect some attention by adopting traditional costume rather than that suit he was wearing before,” Branwen suggested. “Many people cannot tell one elf from another, sadly. And city dwellers in general are somewhat jaded to novel sights. So long as he does not cross his own trail too frequently…”
 

 
  “Elves can be
  
   pretty
  
  sneaky when they want to,” the Jackal drawled. “I mean, y’know, so I hear. Damn shifty elves, stealin’ our women and our jobs.”
 

 
  “Great, more magic bullshit,” Shook grunted. “What’s that leave for us to do?”
 

 
  “It would be tremendously foolish not to take advantage of the full range of talents available,” Khadizroth assured him. “To begin with, one thing we
  
   are
  
  equipped to do is draw official attention to this district and hamper the Wreath’s movements. In our own little cell are a Thieves’ Guild veteran, a succubus, and an assassin. If the three of you cannot create a stir that fills this neighborhood with police, no one can.”
 

 
  “Oooh!” The Jackal sat bolt upright in the chair in which he had been sprawled, positively beaming. “Crime spree!”
 

 
  “Now, hold on,” Shook interjected. “One of the few actually sacred sites to Eserites is in Ninkabi, and by Snowe’s account the local Guild is already aware of warlocks fucking around in this area. If anything resembling unauthorized crime starts happening consistently, the Guild
  
   will
  
  move into the neighborhood in force. And that will spook the Wreath into vanishing. Like the Bishop mentioned, they want none of that fight.”
 

 
  “It will have to be a slow escalation,” Khadizroth agreed. “And ideally, of a nature that stirs up official presence in the entire city. The Wreath may be able to shift their focus away from Agasti’s local aegis, but that will only make them stand out more—and I think they will not leave Ninkabi entirely. There is, after all, a reason they are here.” He shifted to regard Branwen with a thin smile. “I have a theory about that, as it happens.”
 

 
  “Oh?” She raised her eyebrows expectantly.
 

 
  “I hesitate to comment prematurely. With luck, my efforts with Vannae will yield answers soon.”
 

 
  “It’s not kind to lead a lady on, Lord Khadizroth,” she said, smiling.
 

 
  “I hope I shall soon be in a position to make it up to you, my dear.” Khadizroth held her eyes a moment longer before turning back to the others. “So. Given those criteria, what do you think?”
 

 
  Shook heaved an irritated sigh. “I think that job needs either a much bigger crew or more magic fuckery. There’s not a doubt in my mind that Shiri can whip up something like that, which I got a feeling is why Syrinx doesn’t like me takin’ her out of the HQ. Me, though, I’m not the guy for large-scale manipulation.”
 

 
  “So,” the Jackal said, his avid grin a sharp contrast to Shook’s dour expression, “crime that torques off the authorities…but slowly…and doesn’t rile the Thieves’ Guild. Oooh, it’s like a puzzle box! I
  
   love
  
  it! I’m gonna get started right away!”
 

 
  “Get started on…what, exactly?” Branwen inquired delicately.
 

 
  “I don’t know!” the Jackal exclaimed with wild glee. “But I have a good feeling about this!”
 

 
  “Makes one of us,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “I apologize for relegating grunt work to you, Jeremiah,” Khadizroth said, drawing his eyebrows together in a slight frown, “but we must also be attentive to the need to placate the Inquisitor. My work and Vannae’s I can justify to her as hunting cultists, as that will be precisely what we are doing. We already need to concoct some manner of cover that will satisfy her as to what Jack and Kheshiri are up to. Someone needs to be following up on leads the old-fashioned way, if only to have something convincing to report to her.”
 

 
  Shook heaved a sigh. “Yep, sounds about right. Well, hell, I haven’t made any of my choices with the aim of gettin’ to do the glamorous jobs. And you’re right, K, that bitch as as paranoid as a shaken can of mice. We’d better start digging up
  
   some
  
  bone to throw her or she’s never gonna let more than three of us at a time out of her sight.”
 

 
  “Basra
  
   is
  
  paranoid,” Branwen offered, “but also possesses wide blind spots, and a tendency to get tunnel vision once her attention is fixed on a target. Certain important functions in her brain are just
  
   missing.
  
  In fact, what’s wrong with her is very similar to what’s wrong with
  
   him.”
  
  She nodded at the Jackal, who waved back. “If you have developed any skill at managing his antics in the last year, you will find it applicable in maneuvering around Basra.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  good to know,” Shook said, and winked. “Thanks for the tip, B.”
 

 
  “Now, I don’t think that’s entirely fair,” the Jackal protested breezily. “The woman is one big clenched sphincter rolling along in a ball of ego. At least
  
   I
  
  know how to have
  
   fun.”
  
 

 
  “Basra has her amusements,” Branwen said, unsmiling. “She is particularly fond of murder, and of sexually abusing her subordinates. I urge you to be
  
   careful
  
  in dealing with her.”
 

 
  “That’s just unsporting, that is,” the Jackal opined. “If you’re gonna sexually abuse someone, it should be at least a rival, if not a superior. Otherwise where’s the satisfaction?”
 

 
  “You’re a twisted little fuck, aren’cha,” Shook grunted, stepping over to the desk. Ignoring the Jackal making kissy faces at him, he leaned over the map, his eyes darting back and forth across it a few times before he pointed to a specific spot. “This one has a lot more notes next to it.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that’s a little cafe where there have been multiple suspicious sightings,” Branwen said, craning her neck to follow his indicating finger. “Well, three, which is two more than at any other location on the list. But those were three of the earliest; there has been nothing there in months.”
 

 
  “Eh, this is busywork anyhow,” he said with a shrug, and stepped back from the desk, straightening his lapels. “And
  
   that’s
  
  where Syrinx will screech at me for not going if I don’t go there, so that’s a handy answer to the question of where to start.”
 

 
  “I will have familiar spirits watching you, Jeremiah,” Khadizroth assured him, “in case you run into trouble. But remember: our ability to rush across the city to your aid is limited.
  
   Do
  
  be careful. This mission is not entirely a smokescreen, and there’s a real chance of the Black Wreath noticing someone dogging their heels.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Shook said with a grin. “That, plus I need to avoid the actual Guild. Thanks for keepin’ an eye out, K, but this ain’t my first rodeo. You guys do your magic shit and…whatever the fuck
  
   he’s
  
  up to.” He jerked a nod toward the Jackal, then turned and pulled open the front door. “Let me worry about the grunt work. That’s where I shine.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I still don’t know if it’s a great idea to split up,” Jonathan protested.
 

 
  “How much of what we’ve done would you characterize as a great idea?” Melaxyna replied.
 

 
  “That’s my point exactly. Even relative to all this noise in general, this specific thing
  
   doesn’t
  
  seem like a good idea.”
 

 
  “It’s a question of dividing our forces most efficiently,” Natchua said quietly. “Melaxyna and I are going to canvas nearby magic shops and practitioners. That is my area of expertise, and let’s be honest, social skills are not. I’m more in need of backup from the manipulator demon.”
 

 
  “Empathy demon,” Melaxyna corrected primly.
 

 
  Jonathan sighed, distractedly running a hand through his hair. “Well. I won’t lie, it’s a little reassuring to know you’re consciously aware of that.”
 

 
  Natchua’s expression soured slightly, but she made no comment on his observation. “The opposite is true of you, Jonathan. You’re better at talking to average, working-class people because you are one. You’re also likable and forthright, and frankly you
  
   don’t
  
  need supervision.”
 

 
  “Thanks, I guess,” he said a little wryly.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   not
  
  sending out off alone without protection,” Natchua added in a softer voice, her expression growing more solemn. “I have ways of being alerted if you’re in danger, Jonathan. Believe me, I’ve taken steps.”
 

 
  “Natchua, knowing infernomancy has been done at me is
  
   never
  
  going to make me feel safer.”
 

 
  She pressed her lips into an irritated line. “Fine. Good.
  
   Don’t
  
  feel safe, because you aren’t; none of us are, that is the entire point of this. But either you trust me, or you don’t.”
 

 
  He stared at her. “Trust? Do…we need to revisit how this all started with you lying to me for
  
   months?”
  
 

 
  “We both know what happened,” she snapped. “And that I didn’t harm you, or let you be harmed. Either you trust me, or you don’t. It’s a choice, Jonathan. Sometimes the smart thing to do isn’t the right thing.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said quietly, meeting her eyes. “Yeah, fair enough. I guess it’s sure as hell true that none of us are here to do the
  
   smart
  
  thing.”
 

 
  Natchua cracked a smile in spite of herself, but just as quickly cleared her throat, smoothing her face. “Right, anyway. We’re off; you find some watering hole to gossip with the locals. Come on.”
 

 
  She turned and strode to the mouth of the alley, both of them following. They emerged into the morning sun, earning a few curious glances from passersby.
 

 
  “Yeah, good thing this isn’t suspicious,” Jonathan muttered. “Don’t mind me, I’m just the guy coming out of dark alleys with two—oof!”
 

 
  Melaxyna flung herself forward, hugging him with her arms around her neck and her feet off the ground. “You be
  
   careful,
  
  Johnny! This isn’t Mathenon and you don’t know where anything is, and if you get lost we’re
  
   not
  
  gonna spend the whole day chasing you down! Got it?”
 

 
  She dropped her heels back to the pavement and gave him a pointed stare from inches away. He stared right back, blinking in shock.
 

 
  “Never try not to be noticed, that’s shifty as hell,” the disguised succubus muttered, barely moving her lips. “Be noticed doing something ordinary, nobody’ll remember that. All right, get outta here, y’big goon,” she added loudly, reaching up to ruffle his hair and then turning to flounce away.
 

 
  This time Natchua was left to follow, herself looking bemused.
 

 
  Jonathan smoothed his hair back into place while walking the other way, peering around. The business day was underway by that point, shops opening and people passing with increasing frequency. He surveyed each storefront in passing, just like any person new to the city and looking for a place to stop in…which was true, ulterior motives or not.
 

 
  Passing the open door of a small tea shop, Jonathan slowed at the smell of bread and meat from within, suddenly reminded that he’d skipped breakfast, not trusting anything cooked by a succubus. And apparently they were going to be in this city until suitable hours for a nightclub to open…
 

 
  That decided him. He stepped into the relative dimness, taking in the layout as his eyes adjusted. There were three other patrons sitting at a table in the back, and a young Jendi woman standing behind the counter, just putting a fresh pot of tea on an arcane stovetop.
 

 
  “Morning, stranger,” she said with a smile as he slid onto a stool at the counter itself. “What’ll it be?”
 

 
  “Cup of plain tea, please,” he said. “Whatever you’re brewing there is fine. And… Okay, I’m too hungry to be picky. What would you recommend for someone who’s unfamiliar with Jendi food but willing to be adventurous?”
 

 
  “There’s no high cuisine here,” she replied, grinning. “If you want a good solid breakfast, my pasties are the same meat, cheese and cabbage in flatbread you can get anywhere in the Empire.”
 

 
  “The same as anywhere in the Empire sounds perfect!”
 

 
  “Then perfect is coming atcha,” she said, winking and reaching for one of the still-steaming pastries set below glass in the case next to the counter. “It’ll be ten pennies for that and the tea.”
 

 
  Jonathan was already pulling out his coin pouch and counted out pennies without comment; that was steeper than what a similar meal would cost back in Tiraas, but he’d been living in Mathenon where everything was hellaciously expensive. It was downright refreshing not to be gouged, after living in a city of bankers.
 

 
  He chewed and drank in silence for several minutes while she attended to another customer. A shopkeeper was the perfect person to pump for information, but Jonathan knew better than to be seen to be pumping; people mistrusted a nosy stranger. For the moment, the food was plenty distracting, considering how hungry he was. The pasty appeared to be full of goat, and spicier than he was used to, but still good. This was good, honest chow, the kind of thing a man needed to fuel a solid day’s work.
 

 
  For a few minutes he just let himself sit there in a cafe and eat. Just a guy and his breakfast. It was strangely but deeply therapeutic after the repeated upheavals of the last few days. And the last twenty years.
 

 
  And as luck would have it, the shopkeeper was the one to strike up the conversation, in the end.
 

 
  “I get mostly people from the neighborhood in here,” she said, returning to Jonathan with a smile and topping off his tea unasked. “You’re a fresh face! And clearly not from nearby.”
 

 
  “Aw, what gave me away?”
 

 
  Her grin was a white flash in her dark face, a smile of good humor that warmed her brown eyes. “You just passing through, or settling in?”
 

 
  “That kind of depends on my luck,” Jonathan said with a sigh, setting down his nearly-finished pastry on his napkin. “You know how it is, a guy’s gotta go where there’s work. I thought I had a job lined up this morning, but that turned out to be somebody playing some kind of prank on me.”
 

 
  She frowned. “That’s a rough start to the day. What sort of prank?”
 

 
  “Oh, sent me to a place that’s not even hiring, and frankly…” He frowned, lowering his voice and leaning forward. “It was
  
   weird.
  
  Kind of scary. You know about a place called Second Chances?”
 

 
  The shopkeeper’s expression went flat. “They don’t hire, stranger.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I sure as heck know that
  
   now.
  
  You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I would swear it was a
  
   demon
  
  who answered the door. If I wasn’t passing by here and got distracted by the smell of your cooking I’d already be heading to the police.”
 

 
  “If you’d met a demon who was afraid of being rumbled to the police, you wouldn’t have walked away,” she informed him. “That place is run by Mr. Agasti. Don’t you give him any trouble, he’s a good man.”
 

 
  Slowly, Jonathan straightened up, setting down the teacup he had started lifting to his lips. “That so?”
 

 
  “That’s so,” the woman replied, now meeting his gaze challengingly. “Yes, he’s a warlock, and yes, those are demons he’s got working his club. But Mr. Agasti has never hurt a soul, and done a lot of good for Ninkabi. You want to get by around here, you’d better not cause him any grief.”
 

 
  Jonathan held her eyes for a moment, then nodded and raised his teacup again. “All right, that’s good enough for me.”
 

 
  She looked slightly taken aback. “Is it?”
 

 
  He shrugged, swallowed a sip of tea, and picked up his pasty again. “Sure, that hard to believe? I dunno the neighborhood, I’m new in town. It’s not the first neighborhood I’ve ever been to, though. If somebody rouses that kind of defense from the first random shopkeeper I meet, it almost always turns out they’re good people. I dunno how that works, him being a warlock and all, but there’s no reason I need to, is there? Everything’s better when folks mind their business.” He took a bite, smiling as he chewed.
 

 
  The woman relaxed, and found a smile of her own. “Well, good. Sorry to get tetchy with you. It’s not always somebody new to the area is so down to earth about it.”
 

 
  “Oh, I believe that,” Jonathan said wryly after swallowing. “Like I said, not my first day dealing with people.” He hesitated in the act of lifting his last bite to his mouth. “You mind indulging my curiosity, though? How’s a guy who summons demons
  
   get
  
  to be so well thought of by his neighbors? That’s something you don’t see every day.”
 

 
  “No, that’s true enough,” she agreed, “Mr. Agasti is nothing if not special. Oh, hello there! Two Tiraan boys on the same morning, that’s new. You guys friends?”
 

 
  Jonathan looked up, meeting the eyes of the man who had just stepped up to the counter from the door, whom he had never seen before. In fact, with one glance he was pretty sure this was not the sort of person with whom he was likely to become friends. The guy wore a suit about five times more expensive than Jonathan’s, had his hair slicked back with an excessive amount of oil, and in general projected a greasy quality he associated with aggressive salesmen.
 

 
  “Not everybody from the home province is related, sweetheart,” the new arrival said condescendingly, then smiled, deliberately letting his eyes drop to her chest for a moment. “But maybe
  
   we
  
  can be friends, hmm?”
 

 
  Her smile had already evaporated. “I’ll be right with you, sir,” she said curtly, then turned and strode off to check on the table at the back.
 

 
  Jonathan chewed slowly on his last bite, stifling his annoyance. Quite aside from having his information-gathering interrupted
  
   right
  
  when it was about to pay off, now he was stuck next to the kind of man who urgently needed to have his face punched on general principles. It was enough to ruin the appetite.
 

 
  The sleazy guy in the suit seated himself right beside Jonathan, regarding him with a smile that went nowhere near his eyes. “Funny conversation I just walked in on. What was all that about warlocks and demons?”
 

 
  “Couldn’t really tell you,” Jonathan said noncommittally. “I was just about to find that out myself. I’m new to the area, too. If there’s demon stuff going on, that’s the kind of thing you want to find out about sooner than later, am I right?”
 

 
  “Hell yes, and pun intended,” his new acquaintance agreed, extending a hand. “I’m Jeremiah.”
 

 
  “Jonathan.” He grasped his hand and shook it firmly. Appropriately firmly, while Jeremiah stared into his eyes and squeezed hard enough he was clearly trying to hurt. One of
  
   those
  
  guys, if that hadn’t been obvious already. It wasn’t much of a hardship; the guy had decent grip strength, but Jonathan had spent his life working with his hands, and they showed it.
 

 
  “So, Jonathan,” Jeremiah said in a tone that didn’t quite succeed at being nonchalant, “what brings you to town?”
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  A short bark of laughter burst from Jonathan, to his own slight surprise.
 

 
  “I say something funny?” Jeremiah demanded. He still wore an attempt at an easygoing smile, though his eyes and voice had both gone hard.
 

 
  “No, sorry,” Jonathan chuckled. “Your question just forced me to confront how ridiculous I am. Well, lemme put it this way: what’s the most likely reason for a man to find himself suddenly miles from where he belongs and floundering without properly understanding why?”
 

 
  “Ahh.” The other man’s expression cleared, even growing into a knowing smile, and he nodded sagely. “A girl.”
 

 
  Jonathan sighed. “Two of ’em, actually.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Jeremiah snorted a terse laugh of his own, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Nice, brother. That makes you either the luckiest son of a bitch in town, or just the opposite. Maybe both at once.”
 

 
  “No…I’m leaning toward opposite,” Jonathan mused, staring at the wall behind the cafe’s counter. “The whole thing is altogether more complicated than I ever wanted out of life. Thought I’d found something straightforward and…pleasant. But she wasn’t what she seemed, and then dragged an old flame into it, and now I hardly know what’s going on anymore.”
 

 
  “That’s how they getcha, y’know,” Jeremiah said sympathetically. “There’s not a damn thing complicated about it until some bitch comes along and
  
   makes
  
  it that way. Long as you’re all confused and turned around, they’re in control. That’s what it all comes down to: who’s in control.”
 

 
  Jonathan looked at him sidelong. “That’s a pretty grim outlook on relationships.”
 

 
  He shrugged, grinning wryly. “It’s a pretty grim world, my friend. Dunno if you’ve noticed.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re not wrong about that…”
 

 
  The shopkeeper had come back over, her expression now stonily blank, and Jonathan deliberately kept his own clear of the annoyance he felt. He disliked it on general principles when men were sexually aggressive toward women (and the reverse, though the Avenist sect who were the only women likely to do that in public were rare enough he’d only run across two in his life). This wasn’t just general principles, though; quite apart from interrupting his own information-gathering efforts, the well-dressed stranger had made a thoroughly bad impression, and now Jonathan was part of it. Even if Jeremiah left right now he might well be getting nothing further out of this woman today, or anyone in earshot for that matter.
 

 
  “What’ll it be?” she asked the new arrival in the terse, toneless voice of merchants everywhere who had not yet decided to lose a sale over their personal dislike of a customer, but didn’t care who knew how close they were.
 

 
  “I think I’ll have what my new friend here is having,” Jeremiah said with a smirk, slapping Jonathan’s shoulder again. “And what’ll it cost me for a smile from you?”
 

 
  “More than you can afford,” she said evenly. “It’s ten pennies for a pasty and tea.”
 

 
  He had already shifted on the stool to reach into his pocket, and now slapped a doubloon down on the counter. “Keep the change, darlin’.”
 

 
  “I don’t think—”
 

 
  “What?” he demanded, the hard edge creeping back into his voice. “You don’t appreciate my generosity?”
 

 
  She glanced at the coin, then back up at his eyes, and took one deliberate step back from the counter. “Coming right up.”
 

 
  “You’re not much of a people person, are you, Jeremiah?” Jonathan inquired, sipping his own tea.
 

 
  The man’s eyes cut to him and his expression darkened further, but just for a moment. Then, deliberately, he relaxed, even chuckled softly. “Yeah, well, you’ve got me there. I’ve spent a lot of time cooped up lately with the same few assholes for company. That’s not great for anybody’s social skills, but I guess my current
  
   friends
  
  like to play rougher than the general population. I should do better at being nicer to honest, hard-working folks out and about. You forgive me, don’t you, honey?” he added to the shopkeeper, again with a broad smirk.
 

 
  “Sure,” she grunted noncommittally, setting a meat pastry and cup in front of him, then turning to fetch the teapot.
 

 
  Jonathan kept silent for the moment, nursing the last of his own tea. It would be ideal if he could get some answers for Natchua
  
   here,
  
  in the first place he looked. He had some slight experience with evading investigators from the first time Hesthri had been part of his life, and plenty since then at being part of a neighborhood, and knew very well that one guy appearing in several places in the same day asking questions about Agasti and Second Chances was likely to spark rumors which someone could follow. Well, if it came to that, he’d hopefully be shadow-jumped safely back to Veilgrad by tonight. Not to mention that sometimes, you just didn’t get the ideal outcome. Most of the time, in fact. Life was about making do with what you were given.
 

 
  Still, he wasn’t quite ready to give up on this spot…which meant having a reason to stick around here until Jeremiah left. Another cup of tea would do for a start; he held his up in a mute request for a refill when the shopkeeper came by again with the pot for his neighbor, and was gratified that she poured it with a thin smile and no talk of payment. Someone running a business like this was probably sensitive enough to the moods of her customers to observe that he wasn’t enjoying Jeremiah’s company much more than she. A bit less with each passing moment; the man’s last comments had sounded to Jonathan a lot like a coy euphemism for having been in prison.
 

 
  He gave the fellow a sidelong examination while he munched with apparent satisfaction on his breakfast pasty. The pinstriped suit was clean and fit him well, and while the slicked-back hair just looked shady to Jonathan, it was further evidence that the man cared about his appearance and had money to spend on it. He was neither scrawny nor flabby, unlike the majority of men who wore pricey suits in Jonathan’s experience. In fact, those hands were not only callused, but had an unusual number of scars…
 

 
  He shifted his gaze back to the far wall, putting the sums together, and hid a grimace behind another sip of tea. Physically strong, moneyed, aggressive streak, signs of a violent past, apparently recently in jail…
  
   Great.
  
  And wasn’t there some kind of Eserite shrine in Ninkabi? Jonathan wasn’t much for organized religion but he was sure he’d read that somewhere.
 

 
  “I gather you’re not from this neighborhood, either,” he offered. The shopkeeper had already retreated down to the other end of the counter, but glanced at him and made a face.
 

 
  Fortunately, Jeremiah appeared not to notice that, pausing to wash down a bite of pasty with a sip. “Why, no, I’m just passing through myself. Looking to get the lay of the land, you know how it is. Never know what kind of information might be important. Though when I hear people chattering about demons, I damn well pay attention to
  
   that,
  
  as we were just discussing. Speaking of, sounds like I interrupted a
  
   very
  
  interesting conversation.” He smiled at Jonathan, then shifted his focus to their hostess. “Please, don’t let me stop you. What’s all this about something strange in the neighborhood?” He kept his eyes on her while filling his mouth with another bite of pasty. The man had an unblinking stare that seemed calculated to unsettle.
 

 
  She had busied herself with a nonsense cleaning task at the far end of the counter; Jonathan opted to come to her rescue. “From what the young lady was telling me, there’s not much to tell. Folks around here seem to think well of Agasti and his club. That speaks well of anyone, but if he’s a warlock and has still managed to get on the neighborhood’s good side, the fella must be the most upstanding citizen in town.”
 

 
  “Oh, for sure,” Jeremiah said agreeably. “But there’s no way he’s just…left alone to do his business. Guy like that must get checked up on by all
  
   kinds
  
  of interested parties. Topaz College, Silver Legions…” He still had his gaze pinned on the shopkeeper, and the expression was draining from his face, leaving a blank mask of focus like a prowling cat sighting a songbird. “Black Wreath. What about that, darlin’? How often do you get shifty-looking spellslingers coming through here, asking nosy questions?” A humorless grin cracked his lips. “Like these, for example.”
 

 
  “This is a safe neighborhood,” she said shortly. “Trendy people come here to spend money, and the city guard keeps a very good presence. I’m sure the Empire keeps an eye on Mr. Agasti.”
 

 
  “Not what I asked you, is it?” Jeremiah said tonelessly. His food and tea were lying suddenly forgotten on the counter, next to the doubloon she still had not picked up. The intensity of his stare couldn’t be taken for anything but a threat.
 

 
  “I sell tea and pastries,” she snapped, picking up his hostility. “I don’t know anything about cults or warlocks. If you like gathering rumors, you might try being
  
   civil
  
  to people.”
 

 
  “Oh, I get by, trust me,” Jeremiah said in a low tone, flicking his wrist as if adjusting his cuff. Another doubloon slid out of his sleeve, though, and he flipped it into the air, caught it on the backs of his fingers, and began slowly rolling it back and forth. “So let’s try this again, bitch. When I ask you a question, you give me an answer, and we both stay un-ruffled and on our respective sides of the counter.”
 

 
  “That’s enough of that.” Jonathan was only slightly surprised it was his own voice which had spoken. He had just been thinking it was smarter to stay out of this, and yet he couldn’t muster any regret for intervening. Even though Jeremiah looked to have been about to extract exactly the intel he needed, there were some things that were just not to be tolerated.
 

 
  The other man turned that flat stare on him, and Jonathan met it without flinching. His lack of fear caused a further tightening of the muscles around Jeremiah’s eyes.
 

 
  “Friend,” the thug said in the tight voice of someone holding anger barely in check, “I think you wanna stay out of this.”
 

 
  “I surely do,” Jonathan agreed. “I want to do a
  
   lot
  
  of things that I can’t. Unfortunately, the way I was raised, a man doesn’t act abusively toward a lady,
  
   or
  
  allow others to do so.”
 

 
  Jeremiah curled his lip in a sneer. “Well, there’s your out. A
  
   lady
  
  isn’t going to be slinging tea in some hole-in-the-wall shop. Lucky for our little friend, here, since I never met an actual
  
   lady
  
  who didn’t urgently need a bite from a knuckle sandwich, just by default.”
 

 
  One of the other patrons from the table in the back rose and hurriedly left the shop; the other two men he was with stayed where they were, eyes on their drinks but no longer speaking. Well, good; hopefully the guy could find a nearby guard. Jonathan saw Jeremiah see this, noted the aggravated flare of his nostrils, but he made no attempt to intervene. The man was, at least, professional enough not to cross a major legal line. So far, at least.
 

 
  “I don’t concern myself with judging anyone else’s character,” he said, meeting Jeremiah’s strained fury with calm. “I concern myself with myself, and that’s all I recommend a man does. There are some kinds of mistakes that make you less of a man, friend. You’re very close to making one now.”
 

 
  Jeremiah surged up from his stool, seizing Jonathan by the collar and dragging him forward; he kept his own seat, but barely, not struggling.
 

 
  “Listen here,” the enforcer hissed, “you’re going the right way for an ass-kicking. Is that what you want?”
 

 
  “No fighting in here!” the woman behind the counter ordered, her voice high-pitched with worry.
 

 
  Jeremiah started to turn toward her, his expression promising worse than harsh words, so Jonathan moved quickly to recapture his attention.
 

 
  “Okay, and then what?”
 

 
  Jeremiah focused back on his face, narrowing his eyes. “What?”
 

 
  “Let’s say you kick my ass,” Jonathan said evenly. “What comes after that?”
 

 
  “Are you— What, you’re just gonna sit there and let it happen? You an Omnist or something?”
 

 
  “I’ve never had much use for religion,” Jonathan admitted, allowing himself a small grin. “Fortunately for you;
  
   some
  
  Omnists are more dangerous to manhandle than a Sister of Avei. No, I fought in his Majesty’s Army and I’m not one to get pushed around by some punk in a cafe. But still,” he added as the arm holding his collar tightened further, “let’s be realistic. You’re, what, ten years younger than me? I haven’t been in a fight in at least that long; you look like this ain’t even your first one today. You’d probably win that. So, what then? There’s probably a guard heading this way already. Best case scenario, you miss out on the rest of your breakfast. And for what? It’s not like you gain anything from this.”
 

 
  “Definitely not an Omnist,” Jeremiah sneered. “That’s the kind of limp-wristed pussy talk I’d expect from an Izarite. When someone pushes you, you
  
   push back.
  
  Sounds like your papa forgot to teach you something important. A man’s nothing if he can’t command respect.”
 

 
  “So it’s about respect?” Jonathan said mildly. “I think you’re going about that the wrong way, friend. Nobody in here is going to respect you one bit more for roughing me up. They’ll respect you
  
   less
  
  for laying a hand on the girl. Hell, be honest with yourself. Would you respect
  
   yourself
  
  any more after that?”
 

 
  Jeremiah hauled him forward until their noses were nearly touching, forcing Jonathan to grab the edge of the counter to avoid being pulled entirely off balance. “I don’t need life lessons from you, old man.”
 

 
  “From who, then?” Jonathan countered. “If you’re after respect, son, you’re going about it the wrong way. Respect is earned mutually. All this’ll get you is fear, at best.”
 

 
  The younger man’s expression was a vicious combination of a sneer and a grin. “Yeah? Well, I guess fear’s enough, for practical purposes.”
 

 
  “Is it?” Jonathan asked quietly. “Don’t you think you deserve better?”
 

 
  They were close enough he could feel his breath. Jonathan met his stare, waiting for the punch. He fully intended to give an accounting for himself, but he hadn’t dissembled; he was out of practice and anyway had been better trained with staff and wand than his own fists. He frankly would have bet on Jeremiah if it came to a brawl.
 

 
  He was actually rather surprised when Jeremiah slowly eased back, relaxing his grip until he had released his collar entirely. Jonathan settled back on the stool, watching him closely still. Sucker-punching someone after faking them into dropping their guard was a classic trick.
 

 
  The punch still didn’t come, though. Instead, Jeremiah took a full step back and straightened his lapels, then ran a hand over his hair, as if the little grooming ritual helped brush away his incipient rage.
 

 
  “Y’know,” he said in a much milder tone after a moment, “you remind me of a friend of mine. You a shaman, by any chance?”
 

 
  “Can’t say I am,” Jonathan replied, raising an eyebrow. “If you’re friends with a shaman, though, my advice would be to listen to him more often.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s his advice, too,” he said wryly.
 

 
  The shopkeeper cleared her throat. She was holding a full, steaming teapot as if thinking about throwing it or its contents. “All right, buddy, you need to leave.”
 

 
  Jeremiah gave her a long, cool look, and Jonathan’s first thought was that this was all about to start up again.
 

 
  Instead, the thug nodded politely to her. “Right you are, miss. Seems I’ve been entirely out of line.” He rapped twice on the countertop with his knuckles. “My apologies for the trouble. You folks enjoy your tea, now.”
 

 
  Pausing only to give Jonathan a brief, considering look, he turned and sauntered out.
 

 
  Everyone waited until he had passed beyond view of the front windows to relax. Then Jonathan blew out a heavy breath. “Whoof. Well! Least he’s less of a hothead than some punks that age. I thought for sure that guy was going to start breaking furniture.”
 

 
  He turned back to the shop’s proprietress just in time to have another pastry slid in front of him, this one a puffy sweet piece dripping with honey and candied almonds.
 

 
  “On the house,” she said with a warm smile. “I don’t get many white knights in here, and they’re exactly the kind of customers I want to come back.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said, actually feeling slightly flustered. “Well. I don’t think I can take a reward for doing the bare basics of the right thing…”
 

 
  “In that case,” she said, picking up the doubloon Jeremiah had left behind, “your buddy there paid for you. Is that more acceptable?”
 

 
  “Well, I guess he owes me,” Jonathan agreed with a grin, carefully picking up the sticky bun. “It’s socially incorrect to throttle somebody before dinner. I’m pretty sure I read that in an etiquette manual somewhere.”
 

 
  She grinned back, leaning on the counter in front of him. “You know what, I think I can see how you ended up with two girls after you, mister.”
 

 
  He sighed, the smile fading. “Yeah… And at half my present age I might’ve daydreamed about that a bit. Amazing how much pure trouble it turns out to be in practice. Well, anyway! Seems like we were discussing something a little more pleasant before all that noise, but I can’t for the life of me remember what?”
 

 
  Jonathan took a bite of his free pastry, chewing contentedly and waiting for her to respond. Maybe this would work out after all.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He was lost in thought as he made his way back up the street, hands jammed in his pockets. The sun had risen most of the way toward its zenith and Ninkabi was fully alive, the avenue crowded with shoppers browsing the stores and vendor stalls set up along the sidewalk. A veteran urban dweller, Jonathan navigated through them without really noticing them.
 

 
  There hadn’t been a lot more to learn about his quarry from the cafe, but he had whiled away most of an hour in far more pleasant conversation after the Eserite had left, both with the owner and a couple of other regulars. The discussion had touched upon Mortimer Agasti and his club a few more times, but did not linger there, and Jonathan hadn’t tried to steer it back. That would have been overplaying his hand, for one, and besides, all the cloak-and-dagger lately had left him missing ordinary chitchat with ordinary folks. It was a nice little reprieve. Who knew when the next chance would be?
 

 
  Anyway, Natchua and Melaxyna were probably getting all the scuttlebutt they needed from the local magic shops. For his part, Jonathan planned to warn Natchua to lay off a little as soon as he found her again. Agasti was a rich man, a lawyer, and a warlock, three traits which by themselves made a man difficult for common people to like. That he was so well thought of by his neighbors meant he was probably one of the more aggressively decent people in the city. That, or a truly insidious villain, though in Jonathan’s experience people who could actually pull off that act were more likely to be found in chapbooks than real life.
 

 
  Quite apart from the fact that Natchua and the rest could find themselves in a world of trouble if they riled up the whole city against them, it was starting to seem to him that the best approach in this case was the direct one. If Agasti was harboring this “friendly” khelminash demon, the two of them would probably respond better to an open invitation than to being stalked.
 

 
  Something sharp jabbed the small of his back through his coat.
 

 
  “Hello again,” Jeremiah’s voice said pleasantly from just behind Jonathan’s ear.
 

 
  He came to a stop, slowly turning his head to regard the thug’s smiling face from, again, far too close for his liking.
 

 
  “Morning,” Jonathan said calmly. “Fancy meeting you again.”
 

 
  “It’s a smaller town than it seems,” Jeremiah replied. There was a slight tug at Jonathan’s belt as his wand was removed from behind. “Let’s walk and talk, Johnny boy. Just up ahead, alley on your left.”
 

 
  For a moment, he pondered whether that was an actual wand poking him in the back.
 

 
  “And what’ll you do if I just start yelling for the police?” he asked.
 

 
  “Run like hell,” Jeremiah replied. “But it’ll be too late for you to appreciate it.
  
   Or,
  
  you can do what I fucking tell you, and get to go back to juggling your two girls at the end of the day. That’s the way I prefer, myself.”
 

 
  “You have a persuasive argument, there,” Jonathan agreed, moving forward. The other man kept pace with him, uncomfortably close, no doubt to conceal from other passersby the fact that he was holding a weapon against him. It was just a few yards, and nobody intervened, nor appeared to notice. Considering a city guard never had showed up at the cafe after one of the other patrons had slipped out in search, he didn’t have high hopes of one coming to his rescue now.
 

 
  Ninkabi’s alleys were as likely to be tunnels or crevices, in truth, and this was one of those; they were a level down from the uppermost tier of this island. It was even darker in here than in a similar space in Tiraas or Mathenon.
 

 
  “If you’re just looking to get back at—”
 

 
  “Oh, let me reassure you on that point.” Jeremiah gave him a sharp push between the shoulder blades. Jonathan staggered forward, but caught himself quickly and turned to face his assailant, hands still in view to his sides. He hadn’t actually been ordered to show them yet, but it was generally wiser to be extra soothing toward a twitchy person brandishing a wand. Which the fellow actually did have, he noted now, a sleek, powerful-looking model that likely cast deadly energy beams instead of arcs of electricity. Jeremiah held it at the waist rather than aiming properly, but at that range he would have to be truly incompetent to miss.
 

 
  Jonathan didn’t suspect he was.
 

 
  “No hard feelings,” the enforcer said, grinning. “I respect a man who can talk his way out of a beating. Not my own way, to be sure, but you gotta appreciate skill wherever you see it. Nah, this is just business.”
 

 
  “Well, I admit I’m perplexed what business we even have.”
 

 
  “The same, I think.” The man’s smile faded rapidly. “You were in there pumping the locals for information about the local warlock. I
  
   might
  
  have bought your random stumblebum act if you hadn’t then, as I said, talked our way out of a beating. Got my wheels turning; back where I’m from, they offer actual training in that particular ability. It’s very useful, in my line of work. And then it occurred to me you were sittin’ there chatting about demons, nonchalant as you please. So! Let’s start with who the fuck you are, who you work for and what you’re doing here. Then we’ll move on to whatever you learned from that feisty little piece slinging tea back there.”
 

 
  Jonathan stared at him. And then, in spite of himself, laughed.
 

 
  “Is this another one of those things where you just suddenly realized how ridiculous you are?” Jeremiah asked dryly.
 

 
  “Exactly, yes. Would you believe I’m just a guy with a knack for diplomacy and an unfortunate history of getting tangled up in matters
  
   way
  
  above my pay grade?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s surprisingly plausible,” Jeremiah agreed. “Are you gonna tell me now you’re not acting on behalf of a more significant player?”
 

 
  “Well…as to that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I thought so. Let’s start with a name.”
 

 
  “Let’s start with a discussion,” Jonathan countered. “It occurs to me once you get what you need, your incentives aren’t to let me walk out of here having seen your face. It doesn’t really serve me to hurry up and hand over what I know, then, does it?”
 

 
  The flash of light was almost blinding in the dark alley, but it was constrained enough by the tight beam to leave Jonathan’s eyesight sufficiently intact to discern what had happened. It left a smoking line along the stone wall just to his left.
 

 
  “That’s what I love about these wands,” Jeremiah said lightly. “Dead quiet. If I decide I’m tired of your crap, I can put a beam through your head at any moment and nobody’s gonna hear a thing. By the time they find your corpse, I’ll be
  
   long
  
  gone. So let me clarify your position, asshole: the guy with the wands is the guy making the decisions. You want to walk out of here, start by not convincing me you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”
 

 
  “I’d be very surprised,” Jonathan said, in just as dry a tone, “if you’ve ever heard of who I’m with.”
 

 
  “Oh, I get around. Try me.”
 

 
  Shadows gathered.
 

 
  They dispersed instantly, leaving Jonathan disoriented and in a new position, closer to the mouth of the alley and facing Jeremiah from behind. The enforcer was just spinning about in confusion, brandishing his wand, when a streak of bruise-colored energy slammed into him, sending him staggering to the dirty alley floor with his weapon clattering away across the pavement.
 

 
  He immediately started pushing back upright, his teeth clenched in pain, and a second shadowbolt slammed him back to the ground. This time, he stayed there, gasping.
 

 
  “In fact, he does know me,” Natchua said, lowering her arm. “His name’s Jeremiah Shook. He spent a week bumming around Last Rock a couple of years ago, till he incited some kind of adventurer riot and got hauled off to the capital in cuffs. I’m
  
   very
  
  curious what the hell he’s doing here, why he is pestering you, and most especially…”
 

 
  She gracefully held out one hand, palm up, and darkness coalesced around it. The shadows dispersed to leave her holding a reliquary, an iron-bound tube of green glass with a single rose suspended in its center. It had a newer metal chain and several enchanted rings attached to one end that looked like they had been tacked on after the fact by a different artisan than its maker.
 

 
  “…just what he is doing with
  
   this.”
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  “Pretty,” Jonathan said warily, dividing his attention between the reliquary in Natchua’s hand and Shook, who was still gasping heavily in pain but already trying to drag himself back up to his hands and knees. “And that is…?”
 

 
  “It’s a Black Wreath reliquary,” Melaxyna said from behind them, making him twitch. “They use them to bind the souls of Vanislaads. That’s the only way to take one of us off the board entirely.”
 

 
  “Seems like asking for trouble,” he said, frowning. “Anything bound can be unbound. If you want to eliminate something entirely, why not…eliminate it entirely?”
 

 
  “Doesn’t work,” she said brusquely, her eyes still on the reliquary, which Natchua was now lightly bouncing in her hand. The succubus was still disguised as a human, but had her arms folded defensively and was frowning in naked unease. “If you kill a child of Vanislaas, they just to back to Hell, ready to be summoned again.”
 

 
  “This craft is not widely known,” said Natchua. “They are exclusively of Black Wreath make. And that illustrates Jonathan’s point: any magical artifact which exists presents a risk of falling into the wrong hands. Like this guy’s, for example.”
 

 
  “That…is…
  
   mine,”
  
  Shook snarled, pushing himself fully up to his knees and glaring balefully at her.
 

 
  “Was yours,” she replied pitilessly. “Now it is mine. You’re an Eserite, I’m sure you understand how that works. However, I still want to know how you came to be in possession of such a thing. I’ve got the funniest feeling the answer to that will end up strangely relevant to my own interests. Ah ah!”
 

 
  Shook’s wand was still lost in the shadows where he had dropped it, but he abruptly whipped out the lightning wand he had taken from Jonathan minutes ago, moving with a speed and agility which suggested his pained posture just before had been an act. Not that it helped him much, when the wand dissolved into shadow before he could bring to to bear and re-materialized in Natchua’s hand. She handed it back to Jonathan without taking her eyes off the downed enforcer.
 

 
  He muttered a curse at that, but still seemed remarkably unintimidated, considering he was now cornered, on his knees, and facing an armed man and a warlock. Shook’s eyes flickered between Natchua and Jonathan, and then to Melaxyna, whose head was just visible over Natchua’s shoulder from behind. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled.
 

 
  Raising his hands, he stood up in a deliberately slow and unthreatening motion.
 

 
  “Well, how quickly the tables turn, huh? I guess my hunch was right, Jonathan. You
  
   do
  
  know a little something about the Black Wreath in this neighborhood, don’t you?”
 

 
  “Wreath?” Jonathan blinked. “Is
  
   that
  
  what you were after? Sorry, Jeremiah, but you’re still barking up the wrong tree. Natchua here is an…free agent, I guess would be a term.”
 

 
  “The Wreath is
  
   here?”
  
  Natchua demanded, clutching the reliquary suddenly. “That complicates…everything. Tell me what you know, Shook.”
 

 
  His eyes dropped to the reliquary in her hand before returning to her face, and he smiled again. “Well, seems like we’ve got something to offer each other, don’t we? Yeah, the Wreath is here. They aren’t the only ones, either. Whoever
  
   you
  
  are, you’ve bumbled into more trouble than you can imagine. If you want to know
  
   how
  
  you can wiggle out of this intact, and maybe even profit from the chaos, you can start by giving me back my property.”
 

 
  “I don’t care who’s bound in that thing,” Melaxyna said in a tight voice, “a demon is a person. That is a human soul who has already been through Hell, literally. They are not
  
   property.”
  
 

 
  “Relax, Mel,” Natchua said, still staring at Shook. “We’re not going to cut a deal with this clod.”
 

 
  “Y’know,” he said, his tone hardening, “if
  
   I
  
  yell for the guard, this here situation isn’t a good look on
  
   you
  
  three. People barely need a reason to assume a drow is up to no good.”
 

 
  She hit him with another shadowbolt.
 

 
  
   “Easy,”
  
  Jonathan protested as Shook went down once more. “Just because he’s a bastard doesn’t mean
  
   we
  
  need to be!”
 

 
  “You’re right, Jonathan, that’s not why we need to be,” Natchua said curtly, turning and gesturing at the mouth of the alleway behind them. There was a momentary darkening of the sunlight, as if she had pulled a curtain across it. “There, we have some privacy. Now we need to have a conversation with our new friend.”
 

 
  “You’ve already shown me some things today I did not know infernomancy could do,” Melaxyna said warily. “Don’t tell me you can cast a truth spell, too.”
 

 
  “In fact, I
  
   do
  
  know a spell for that, but no. That’s in the category of infernomancy that only a demon can perform and not be instantly incinerated.” Natchua studied Shook pensively; he glared right back, now down on one knee and yet looking more like he was coiled to spring than beaten. “For us, a true truth effect would require either divine magic or alchemy. Sadly, I don’t even know the alchemical formula; it was one of those Professor Rafe was forbidden by Tellwyrn to teach us.”
 

 
  “She forbade
  
   that?”
  
  Jonathan said incredulously. “His first vacation home, Gabe showed me how to use household cleaners and common enchanting dust to make fire that burns underwater.”
 

 
  “It’s one of those rules that has to do with the number of nobles at that school,” she said with a thin smile. “Like segregating the dorms by sex. Oh, there was all kinds of alchemical mischief slipped into people’s drinks, but not truth serum. It’s all fun and games until somebody spills a family secret. No, a proper truth effect is beyond my ability, but I can…improvise.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   not
  
  going to torture him,” Jonathan said firmly.
 

 
  “Give me a
  
   little
  
  credit,” she retorted, shooting him an annoyed look. “I’m not that much of a monster, and anyway, you don’t torture people for information if you want your information to be accurate.
  
   Everybody
  
  knows that.”
 

 
  Shook chose that moment of her distraction to lunge forward. He was instantly seized around all four limbs by tendrils of shadow that burst out of the ground around him, and yanked down to lie spread-eagled on the ground with his face against the alley’s dirty floor.
 

 
  He turned his head to one side and spat. “Worth a shot.”
 

 
  “I’d have been disappointed if you hadn’t tried,” Natchua agreed. “All right, Mr. Shook, there are two paths open to us from here. One, I can cast a sort of…disinhibition spell. It will basically shut off your mental filter and befuddle you, causing you to babble constantly and lack the mental clarity to concoct a serviceable lie. I don’t want to do that because your stream of consciousness won’t be particularly helpful to me.
  
   You
  
  don’t want me to do that because we are literally talking about using infernal magic to damage—albeit slightly and temporarily—parts of your brain. Even if I do everything exactly right, which I assure you I will, that’s not good for you
  
   at all.
  
  The other option, of course, is that you answer my questions quickly and I graciously allow you to leave here unmolested.”
 

 
  He had to twist his neck uncomfortably to meet her eyes, but he made the effort just to sneer at her.
 

 
  “So I get fucked over either way? Then I’m sure as hell not going to choose the option that makes
  
   your
  
  life any easier, you smug darkling cunt. Lemme just take this last opportunity to say
  
   fuck you.”
  
 

 
  Natchua sighed heavily. “Nobody can ever let me do anything the easy way.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He hummed to himself as he hunted. It wasn’t generally a wise thing to do, for obvious reasons, but he just couldn’t help it. He had been cooped up and stifled for so damn long, it was positively exhilarating to be back on the chase, even if he wasn’t chasing anything that presented the slightest challenge. Whether one was hunting bunnies or bears, though, Ninkabi was the
  
   perfect
  
  city for the kind of rooftop-hopping he so enjoyed. It was all tiers, terraces, and spires, so full of interesting opportunities for acrobatics.
 

 
  Unless, of course, one had to go after a specific target who very sensibly would hide somewhere in the majority of the city that was underground. Not that that would have saved anyone from the likes of him, either, but for now he had the luxury of picking the kind of trouble he was to cause, and naturally he indulged himself in picking trouble that permitted him to bounce around on the roofs.
 

 
  The elf who these days called himself the Jackal perched atop a chimney, where he would be extremely obvious in his black suit in the morning sunlight to anybody who happened to be looking up. Not that he was concerned; aside from the fact that hardly anyone ever looked up, it well suited his purposes for rumors to circulate about a mysterious figure haunting the rooftops.
 

 
  From his current spot he had a handy view down at an intersection where two streets crossed one another at a peculiar angle forced by the wedge-like prow of the tower directly across the square from him. So many people! Talking, walking, arguing, laughing, making all kinds of healthy ruckus. All those little bunnies, hopping along and ripe to be snared.
 

 
  There would be the odd handful of immortals, magic users and aristocrats leavened among them, individuals who could claim to have some actual influence over the course of their lives. By and large, though, humanity existed for the benefit of their betters. Even their own societies were structured to enforce that. And yet, they always threw such a fit when reminded of that simple fact. He never got tired of it.
 

 
  The Jackal spied what he was after and hopped down, sliding lightly along an angled roof to its edge and pacing along it silently. Below him a pair of city guards on patrol had just moved out of the square and along one of the main streets. He hummed softly as he followed them, skittering and bouncing along rooftops three stories above.
 

 
  The street bent forty-five degrees once it reached the edge of the island, becoming one of the border avenues guarded on the cliff side by a waist-high wall atop which ran an even taller iron fence. That meant it was one of the major trafficked areas on this particular island, which made his job considerably harder. An opening wasn’t going to occur unless he made one.
 

 
  
   Good.
  
  After staring at the walls for ages the last thing he wanted was an easy jaunt that’d be over quickly. And so the Jackal prowled, keeping pace with the two guards and delighting in the sense of mounting pressure; he didn’t know what kind of timetable he was under, how long their patrol was, when something might happen that would spoil his opportunity entirely. He just needed two variables to line up: a convenient alley and a lull in the foot traffic.
 

 
  That confluence occurred almost half an hour later, just as he was beginning to become antsy. Half the street rose in a ramp to the next tier of the island and his targets didn’t follow it, instead going around and under to a quieter section that terminated in a little cul-de-sac against the cliff wall; it was quieter there by far, not to mention shadier.
 

 
  He abandoned his careful pace to leap over a rooftop and into the yawning chasm of an alley just ahead of the patrolling guards, achieving a midair “landing” two stories above ground with his legs braced across the gap against each wall. Ears attuned to their approach, he waited until they were just before the alley’s mouth before calling out.
 

 
  “Hello? Anybody! Help!”
 

 
  Magic was useful, and he made ample use of it, but it did not pay to over-rely on such tools when so many others did. As magic became more and more common, so did counters to most available enchantments and spells. Thus, simple and practical skills became ever more valuable—such as the ability to throw one’s voice.
 

 
  Hearing, as they thought, a young woman crying out from the far end of the alley, both guards put on a burst of speed and darted in, one igniting a pocket-sized arcane torch to banish the darkness.
 

 
  From above, the Jackal watched with a wild grin as they slowed, carefully exploring the entirely empty alley. This one was a dead end with only a few doors along it, most having piles of trash and old crates near them. Only two had fairy lamps mounted above and neither was lit at this hour. He noted at the guards were thorough, testing every door—all locked—and pausing to investigate behind every refuse heap large enough to conceal a person before finally deciding there was nothing to find. Conscientious city watchers, that boded well. For the next stages of Khadizroth’s plan, of course, not for these two.
 

 
  He was just formulating a plan for how to dive upon the pair when the man requested a little privacy. His partner scoffed, but turned and strolled back toward the mouth of the alley while he unbuttoned his trousers and faced the wall behind a stack of crates.
 

 
  The Jackal almost pouted. That made things easier. It was just dreadfully inconsiderate of them, making it easy. City guards couldn’t be considered a challenge on their best day, and now they had to go and deprive him of an opportunity to apply some rapid problem-solving. It was just rude.
 

 
  That made him perhaps a little extra vindictive when he lunged straight down at the female guard once she had passed beneath him. Being an elf he was light, lithe, and not particularly muscular, but deftly agile beyond the ability of any human. Even given his lack of weight, he made an impressively effective missile upon dropping two stories at a steep angle. He flexed his knees deeply upon impact of course, which helped absorb the force exerted on his own body but did little to soften the blow upon her back.
 

 
  It drove the breath right out of her before she could cry out, which was really a redundant benefit for him—a side effect of using her as a cushion, not part of the plan. By the time she could have thought to yell, anyway, he had already reached around and driven his stiletto under her chin, all the way up into her brain.
 

 
  The Jackal bounced off the twitching body even as she fell, already kicking off the walls in a back-and-forth trajectory deeper into the alley, the impacts he made soundless to human ears thanks to his light frame and especially his skill at this.
 

 
  He stopped, though, waiting for the man to finish pissing. There were some courtesies guys observed between one another.
 

 
  The guard was in the process of buttoning up his fly when an arm appeared over his shoulder and, faster than he could have reacted to, ripped a knife still stained with his partner’s blood right through his throat.
 

 
  The elf swung the gurgling man around to impact against the wall, leaving them face-to-face.
 

 
  “Shh, easy there,” he murmured solicitously while the man gaped at him and bled, impotently clutching at his throat. “Ah, ah, that won’t help you now. Here, lemme give you a hand.”
 

 
  He deftly relieved the guard of the wand he’d been trying to bring up—impressive that he still had that much fight in him!—and gently helped ease him down to sit against the wall.
 

 
  The Jackal retreated just out of reach, squatting on his heels across the alley from the dying man, and smiled benevolently at him as he watched the light fade from his eyes.
 

 
  Of course he had to stop and savor
  
   one
  
  of his kills—who knew when he’d get another chance? And it had to be the man, as a matter of personal policy.
 

 
  During lean seasons when there wasn’t much contract work, the Jackal had long entertained himself in human cities by hunting and slaying serial killers. At first it had been because he sought the challenge of hunting a fellow hunter, but after the very first one his motivation changed to expunging such pitiful filth from his noble profession. They were without exception obsessed, pathetic idiots entirely enslaved by their compulsions, an odd preponderance of them male, and the vast majority of those seemed to have some weird fixation on women. What was worse, they all seemed to think they were somehow getting revenge on the female sex for some imagined slight, failing to realize that their obsession made them more the slaves of womankind than the most henpecked housebroken husband. The whole thing had left the Jackal with a lingering distaste for mutilating or tormenting female targets. Business was business, but he resented anything that made him resemble the saddest, stupidest creeps he had ever encountered.
 

 
  That didn’t mean he couldn’t have a little fun once the woman was dead, of course.
 

 
  Dragging the bodies toward the mouth of the alley was annoying work; humans were heavy. It would all be worth it, though, for the comedic effect. Unfortunately he couldn’t afford to linger and watch, but he could imagine it well enough! He propped them up just beyond the rim of the sunlight, where they made a peculiar hunched shape on the ground that would be just barely visible to a human passerby. They might not be disturbed by curious bystanders, even; it was an open question whether someone would come looking after they failed to report in before somebody else came out of one of those doors to throw more rubbish on the ground. Regardless, he didn’t dally, and barely two minutes later was standing back to admire his handiwork.
 

 
  He set them up with their backs to the mouth of the alley, leaning against each other, and stuck their hands into each other’s pants, finishing off his little installation by painting smiles upon their faces in their own blood.
 

 
  Time was wasting, but the Jackal indulged himself in a few minutes simply to giggle in delight. Of course, none of his audience would appreciate either his artistry or his sense of humor. That was what made it funny.
 

 
  Then he was bounding up toward the rooftops again, kicking back and forth off the looming walls and already thinking ahead.
 

 
  There were two kinds of city guards, for his purposes: craven bullies who would avoid the hint of any real danger to themselves like the plague, and the other kind. Killing a few of them was exactly how you found out which. Even now, a hundred years after Athan’Khar had ceased to be a danger and more than half that long since the Tidestriders had been pacified, N’Jendo had healthy vestiges of a warrior culture. He strongly suspected the reaction to this was going to be pure fury.
 

 
  If the Black Wreath were indeed up to something in this area, their lives were about to get significantly more complicated. Along with everyone else’s.
 

 
  Oh, this was gonna be such
  
   fun!
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Sherwin yelled and flailed upon Natchua’s sudden entry into his kitchen apartment, actually tumbling off his bed in a heap of blankets.
 

 
  “Aw, poor tiger,” Melaxyna cooed, slinking around the warlock and diving to coil herself about him. “Sorry we spoiled your nap! You had a busy night, I know.”
 

 
  “Oh, that, I, uh…” He yawned hugely, rubbing at his eyes while the succubus pressed herself into him from behind. “Well, you’re back! What time is it?”
 

 
  “It’s not noon yet,” Natchua said briskly, crossing to the kitchen’s other door. “I assume Hesthri is supervising the horogki?”
 

 
  “Yeah, she offered after I kept yawning,” he mumbled. “Very nice lady, really polite for a demon. How was Ninkabi? Did you guys learn anything?”
 

 
  
   “I’ll
  
  say,” Melaxyna replied. “Turns out our fearless leader can shadow-jump stuff right out of people’s pockets!”
 

 
  That seemed to wake Sherwin up, and he turned a suddenly alert frown on Natchua. “What? Really?”
 

 
  “Is that not normal?” Jonathan asked, shutting the outside door behind himself.
 

 
  “Hell, no!” Sherwin exclaimed. “For shadow-jumping to work, you have to see your target, be familiar with your destination—and it shouldn’t be possible to shadow-jump an object
  
   besides
  
  yourself if you aren’t going along!”
 

 
  “Nothing is impossible,” Natchua said, turning back to him with a thin smile. “Some things are just so difficult they are not worth bothering to try. Fewer things for me than for you. Well! Jonathan, would you please take over watching the hobgoblins? You have some construction experience, so you might be the best candidate for that work anyway.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how qualified I am to ride herd on a trio of demons,” he protested.
 

 
  “Hobgoblins
  
   barely
  
  count as demons. Think of them as highly-skilled adolescents; they need monitoring because they’re unpredictable and energetic, not aggressive or highly magical. More to the point, a changing of the guard is necessary, based on what we discovered in Ninkabi. Agasti is not someone to be approached with hostile intent. Therefore, we will do the polite thing and show up at his club this evening when it opens. And, of course, the best choice of personnel to crash a nightclub is three hot women.”
 

 
  Sherwin and Melaxyna exchanged a look, then said in unison, “Uhhh…”
 

 
  “I’ve already taken steps to insure Mel will pass undetected through his wards,” Natchua said in an amused tone. “I can do the same for Hesthri, as well as disguise her to mundane senses. I
  
   do
  
  know what I’m doing.”
 

 
  “Have you noticed this expression we all make every time you say that?” Jonathan demanded. She made a face at him.
 

 
  “That’s not even the most important thing we discovered,” Melaxyna added for Sherwin’s benefit. “Somebody else is working in Ninkabi—we didn’t get much, but Natchua knows some horrifying brain-damaging spells that made this guy talk and then apparently erased his most recent few memories.”
 

 
  “Guy?” Sherwin said in alarm. “Spell?
  
   Brain-damaging?”
  
 

 
  “Evidently,” said Natchua, “the Universal Church has re-formed the Inquisition, and they are hunting the Black Wreath, whom they believe to be active in Ninkabi. We know nothing more than that, save that they are evidently working with a dragon, Khadizroth the Green. Much of what the man babbled was unhelpful, and we hadn’t the luxury of time to interrogate him at length.”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Sherwin whispered. “Natchua,
  
   that
  
  is
  
   bad
  
  news. Other warlocks is one thing—we are
  
   not
  
  equipped to fight the Church, especially if they’ve organized another Inquisition, and
  
   definitely not a green fucking dragon!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “We’re not going to fight them,” she said patiently. “Our encounter with one of their lackeys proved useful. I left him lying in an alley reeking of infernal attack. We had to leave in a hurry as fae energies were starting to coalesce on us and you are correct, I
  
   absolutely
  
  don’t want to mix it up with a green dragon. I could
  
   maybe
  
  fend off a red or blue, but a green would demolish me. It worked out, though. A fae caster of that skill should be able to heal the man I injured, but not restore the memories I scoured out of his brain. He doesn’t know
  
   who
  
  attacked him. But they will know it was a warlock…and they’re already hunting the Black Wreath right there.”
 

 
  “Set our enemies against each other,” Jonathan murmured. “It’s a good strategy.
  
   If
  
  it all works out the way you’re hoping.”
 

 
  “I don’t hope, I plan,” she retorted. “There’s no telling how things will shake out in the long run, but this? Today’s events are under control. Shook, and soon Khadizroth and whatever other allies they have, know they crossed a warlock and will naturally turn to the ones they were already after.
  
   They
  
  will increase pressure upon the Wreath in that area, likely forcing them to make a mistake. And
  
   I
  
  will be watching Ninkabi to see what happens…and how we can take advantage.”
 

 
  “Okay, that actually is a good plan,” Sherwin said. “Risky as hell, but, y’know…what isn’t?”
 

 
  “Hn,” Jonathan grunted.
 

 
  “It gets better.” Natchua held up her hand, and in a swell of shadow, the reliquary appeared. “Shook was carrying
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…who’s in that?” Sherwin asked warily.
 

 
  “No one, at present,” Natchua replied with a malicious smile. “But it is attached to the succubus Kheshiri.”
 

 
  “What?” he squawked. “Are you
  
   serious?”
  
 

 
  “Has everybody but me heard of this woman?” Jonathan exclaimed.
 

 
  “Not hardly,” said Melaxyna with a worried frown, “but in certain very specific circles, she’s something of an underground legend. Children of Vanislaas tend to have, um…characteristic obsessions, let’s say. That guy Murgatroyd who’s doing security in Last Rock now? He’s the big name in coping mechanisms; his whole
  
   thing
  
  is finding ways to channel the itch into something useful that doesn’t make him hurt people. Wrangling Arachne’s students and research fellows should keep him good and occupied. Well, Kheshiri’s deal is…pushing the envelope. She’s all about exploring the outer reaches of what a child of Vanislaas can or can’t do, and then seeing how many ‘can’ts’ she can turn into ‘cans’.”
 

 
  “What’d she do, that’s so impressive?” Jonathan asked.
 

 
  “Well,” said Melaxyna, “for starters, she’s a magic user. Not a very skilled one, but Kheshiri has been known to dabble in both infernomancy and arcane enchantment.”
 

 
  He frowned. “What, is that uncommon? I figured all of your kind would try to use magic.”
 

 
  
   “Try,
  
  yes,” she said dryly.
 

 
  “It’s their condition,” Sherwin explained, patting Melaxyna’s hand where it dangled over his chest. “Magic is very detail-oriented work that requires a lot of concentration. Vanislaads get jittery when they try to focus that tightly on anything that isn’t a person or an ongoing scheme.”
 

 
  “So yes, it’s impressive that Kheshiri can cast spells at even a basic level,” Melaxyna said, nodding. “Also, the reason she’s bound to a reliquary is she assassinated the leader of the Black Wreath, impersonated her, and ran the cult for a couple of weeks back during the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “Ho…lee…shit,” Jonathan whispered.
 

 
  
   “They
  
  didn’t even catch on,” Melaxyna added, grinning. “Elilial rumbled her in person. Here’s the thing, Natch: those charms that idiot put on the reliquary? They
  
   wouldn’t
  
  hold her, not for the two years he claims he’s held that thing. The fact he didn’t tell her what all the restraints were would buy him some more time, but after that long? The only reason she hasn’t weaseled out of his control is she
  
   wants
  
  to stay there. She is
  
   doing
  
  something with those people, something of her own design. Probably calculated to find out exactly what she can pull off with the likes of an Archpope and a green dragon looking over her shoulder. And remember, Kheshiri’s two favorite pastimes are setting unreasonably high goals and being underestimated.”
 

 
  “Well,” Sherwin said slowly, “I guess I can see why someone like that would be an asset to the cause…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   hell
  
  no,” Natchua said, immediately and firmly. “We are
  
   not
  
  involving this woman in our group. Mel is a friend, and also the entire roster of Vanislaads I’m willing to trust anywhere near me.”
 

 
  “Good,” Melxyna said firmly. “I mean, thanks, that’s sweet, but also
  
   good.
  
  Now twist the cap and put her back in the bottle. That’s one less asset for both the Wreath and the Inquisition to call upon.”
 

 
  “Will that work from here?” Jonathan asked. “We’re all the way across the continent from Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “It’s not limited by space,” Melaxyna said. “It’d work from all the way across the world. Go on, Natch, chop chop.”
 

 
  Natchua was still holding up the reliquary, and now staring at it as if in deep thought. “You know…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   no,”
  
  Melaxyna groaned, burying her face in Sherwin’s shoulder.
 

 
  “She doesn’t know what’s happened,” the drow mused, gazing at the rose suspended within the green glass. “Only that
  
   someone
  
  has her reliquary. Someone she must assume to be the Black Wreath. She has two possible courses of action: double down and hunt them ferociously, or betray her group and try to cut a deal with them. Either will draw them out.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Jonathan said quietly, “Ninkabi is a city. People live there. That is not a place for a succubus, let alone one you’ve driven into a panic.”
 

 
  “The Wreath are always careful not to involve bystanders, the Inquisition cannot
  
   afford
  
  to, and Kheshiri has not choice but to focus tightly on the obstacle before her. And the
  
   instant
  
  I don’t like something she does, I can put her away for good.” Natchua’s voice and expression had become faraway and vague, as if she were now talking to herself, or someone else not even in the room. “What was it she said? Ticking time bombs. Foxes with their tails afire, set loose in my enemies’ fields. Let’s see how
  
   you
  
  like it, you hypocritical old cow.”
 

 
  She held up her other hand above the reliquary, and the chain dangling from its end lifted toward it as if drawn by a magnet. Then it began to rust right before their eyes…and then decay. The chain itself started to come apart in fragments as Natchua’s infernal magic ate away its arcane charms. In seconds it had entirely disintegrated. Next to go were the metal rings, their charms dying in a series of small sparks and the metal bound to them corroding away to dust in the space of a few moments, to leave the reliquary as it had been originally designed, fully stripped of the extra measures constraining Kheshiri’s actions.
 

 
  Staring at it, Natchua bared her teeth in a vindictive grin.
 

 
  
   “Fly,
  
  my little bird.”
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  The good news was that they had finally found a way to take some of the attitude out of Taka.
 

 
  “It might be better if you let it out,” Tholi suggested when she spun away from the group and fell to her knees, covering her mouth with a hand and heaving. “If your body wants to do something, it’s not a good idea to deny it. And the forest can absorb anything you spew.”
 

 
  Ingvar had been impressed by Tholi today. The young man’s regard for November had increased markedly when she demonstrated that she knew how to build a proper snare and had no fear at all of skinning and dressing the rabbit whose fate had just rendered Taka almost incapacitated. At any rate, he hadn’t launched any barbs at her and had even shrugged off a couple of her own without rising to the bait. He was doing well with Taka, also, not only refraining from mocking her lack of wilderness skill but also not trying to woo her or suggest she should be tending someone’s firepit, as Ingvar would have expected a young man raised in a lodge to do. Tholi was impetuous and hot-headed as only a youth not yet in his second decade could be, but still he was showing surprising depths. Ingvar himself had needed the Rangers and their vision quest to truly confront how wrong the Shaathist cult was about its concept of the world, but so far it appeared his own say-so had been enough for Tholi to take on faith.
 

 
  “I’m
  
   fine,”
  
  Taka grumbled unconvincingly after swallowing a couple of times. “I just never… I mean, the insides of animals are supposed to stay on the inside.”
 

 
  “That’s hard to arrange, if you intend to eat them,” Tholi said, grinning.
 

 
  “You’ve had meat before, haven’t you?” November added, raising her eyes from her work with the bloody skinning knife still in her hand.
 

 
  “I don’t need shit from you,” Taka snapped, starting to round on her and just as quickly averting her gaze from the sight of the half-dressed rabbit.
 

 
  “Whoah, hey.” November raised both hands peaceably, a gesture that was somewhat sullied by the dripping knife in one of them. “I’m not getting on your case, sister. I had just about the same problem the first time I had to do this. I’m just telling you something
  
   I
  
  was told, that helped me get used to it. If you eat meat, you’re better off knowing firsthand how it turns from a living thing into tasty food. All the steps, especially the nasty ones. Being kept in the dark about harsh truths is for children.”
 

 
  “Well put,” Tholi agreed.
 

 
  “Indeed,” said Ingvar, stepping over beside Taka. He had planned to kneel beside her, but she straightened upon his approach, trying to look defiant despite still looking queasy. “This is about being involved in every step of your own existence, having knowledge and
  
   respect
  
  for the chain of life that sustains you. And yes, parts of that are ugly, which is the point. Everything lives because something else died. The way of the wild demands that those sacrifices be honored.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “And the upside is…?”
 

 
  “Hard to see, from your position,” he replied, smiling. “It’s just difficult and gross when you’re introduced to it the first time. The satisfaction that comes from being a conscious
  
   part
  
  of the chain is difficult to express in words. A lot of the details of a life connected to
  
   life
  
  are really only comprehensible through experience.”
 

 
  “Now, that’s Shaathist mumbo-jumbo if I ever heard it,” she said skeptically.
 

 
  “I can see how you’d think that,” he said. “Let me just double-check with the least Shaathist person here. November, am I right?”
 

 
  “He kind of is right, Taka,” she said, addressing herself to the other woman rather than answering him directly. “Though I personally would’ve pointed out that being self-reliant and able to survive on your own is a
  
   plenty
  
  good deal and not hard to put into words. But…yeah. Food you have to out and
  
   get
  
  yourself does make you feel, I dunno…linked to life.”
 

 
  “I’m always astonished at how people fumble around trying to grasp the most basic concepts of existence,” Aspen said.
 

 
  “That’s the result of people growing up separated from nature,” said Ingvar. “It leaves an absence in us, and that is part of what the way of the wild seeks to repair. You don’t truly know what you’re missing until you confront the lack. But people can and
  
   do
  
  live getting all their food from markets, with money they earned doing work that brought them into no contact with anything living. That seems like a barren sort of life to
  
   me,
  
  but I think it’s best not to judge anyone else’s path. I just want to make it clear, Taka, that if you can’t handle this, that doesn’t reflect badly on you as a person. But this kind of thing is going to be central to what we’re doing out here. If it’s not for you, then probably none of this is.”
 

 
  “I didn’t say I was quitting, did I?” she retorted. Her eyes fell on the rabbit and she flinched, but then visibly steeled herself. “You guys are starting to sound like the Omnists. Well, like the parts of their lecturing I found the least annoying. Appreciating the chain of life is a whole other matter when you’re growing carrots than when you’re gutting fluffy bunnies…”
 

 
  “It’s true,” Tholi agreed. “Look, don’t force yourself. Getting used to bloody work can take some acclimation; if you want to start by just watching, hey, that’s a place to begin.”
 

 
  “You’re more laid back about this than I would’ve suspected, listening to you and this one tear into each other,” Taka commented, glancing at November.
 

 
  “Any Huntsman worth his salt knows how to indoctrinate a woman into his cult,” November said, resuming work on the rabbit. “They always need more women. Can’t imagine why.”
 

 
  “Is it really
  
   that
  
  hard to not needle at Tholi?” Aspen asked. “Come on. Half of everything you people say sounds like mad nonsense to me, but do I go and
  
   tell
  
  you about it every time?”
 

 
  “Yes, you damn well
  
   do!”
  
  November exclaimed, earning a laugh from Tholi.
 

 
  Ingvar was spared having to intervene in yet another argument by the appearance of a flurry of sparks in the air around them. The whole group bolted upright clutching whatever weapons they had at hand, save Rainwood and Aspen, who just watched curiously as streamers of reddish-gold light swirled through the air, fading to a pale green before dissipating.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  was that?” Tholi demanded.
 

 
  “Fairies,” said Aspen. “Little ones, not very interesting. I think they were here for him.”
 

 
  “On the contrary, my dear, that
  
   was
  
  rather interesting,” said Rainwood, shooting her a smile. “My little friends rarely show themselves to others. I guess they like you.”
 

 
  “Oh. Well.” November looked nonplussed. “Lucky us?”
 

 
  “Lucky
  
   indeed,”
  
  Tholi said reverently. “The messengers of the Mother are a rare honor to behold. Any sign of their favor is a great occasion.”
 

 
  “As the only one here whose mother she actually is,” Aspen said dryly, “I think you would be pretty disappointed.”
 

 
  “I wonder what brought that on?” Ingvar kept his tone light, but fixed his stare on Rainwood, who was frowning pensively at the trees around them.
 

 
  “That’s the other thing that’s interesting,” said the elf. “That was a warning: we are being hunted.” He turned his own gaze fully on Ingvar. “I don’t hear or smell anything dangerous out there. If the spirit guides hadn’t warned me, I would never suspect a thing.”
 

 
  “So…it’s magical?” November straightened up, subtly shifting her grip on the knife in unconscious preparation to stab someone with it. “What kind of magic threats live out here? Taka, this is your country, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “I’m from Onkawa, and as I think I’ve mentioned, I like travel on
  
   roads,
  
  sleep in inns, and work in towns. Hell if I know what kind of creepy-crawlies lurk out here in the boonies.”
 

 
  “There are ways to conceal ones movements specifically from the senses of elves,” said Tholi. “I know that craft.”
 

 
  Both women turned openly skeptical looks on him.
 

 
  “I can’t
  
   work
  
  that craft,” he hastily clarified, “but I know it. That’s shaman stuff. Anyone raised in a lodge would be aware of it.”
 

 
  “I’m grateful to your friends for the warning, Rainwood,” said Ingvar, looking around at the trees and deliberately projecting calm. He had found that nervous people would take cues from anyone who appeared to know what they were doing. “If the local Huntsmen wish to pay us a visit, I see no reason why they should not. These are the wilds they hunt; we are only passing through. Come, let’s be about our work. If fellow travelers approach us, so be it.”
 

 
  “And if they ‘approach’ us by shooting arrows out of the trees?” November demanded.
 

 
  “I can’t think of a single reason why Huntsmen would do such a thing,” Ingvar replied.
 

 
  “I can think of several! And no, I’m not just being an Avenist. Aren’t you specifically kind of a Shaathist heretic, Ingvar? What exactly does your cult do to people like you?”
 

 
  “That’s a question,” Aspen agreed. “This whole project of yours for Shaath is
  
   kind
  
  of a threat to the people in power in your cult. And the way Tholi describes what’s happening in Tiraas these days, they
  
   really
  
  like being in power.”
 

 
  Ingvar deliberately breathed in, and then out.
 

 
  “Rainwood?”
 

 
  The elf closed his eyes and his lips began to move in a few silent whispers. As if in response, a slight breeze sighed over the group, carrying an oddly minty scent.
 

 
  “There,” said Rainwood, opening his eyes and grinning. “Arrows out of the trees will not be a problem. For the record, I think Ingvar is right; that wouldn’t be characteristic behavior for Huntsmen. Still, better safe than pincushioned.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Rainwood,” said Ingvar, nodding to him. “All right, back to what we were doing. Taka, I suggest you take Tholi’s advice and just watch for now. November, you clearly have that well in hand; Tholi, start on the other rabbit, please.”
 

 
  “And who’s going to prepare the squirrel, then?” Tholi asked.
 

 
  “Ugh, why even bother?” Aspen groused. “There’s not enough meat on that thing to have been worth killing it.”
 

 
  “That was what the snare caught,” said Ingvar, “so that is what we eat. If you don’t care for squirrel, that’s more for the rest of us. Would you like to help, Aspen?”
 

 
  “I’ve watched you do it enough times,” she said disinterestedly. “And you know I like my meat just as well raw.”
 

 
  “You also like it just as well prepared, unless you’ve misled me about your preferences. Take Taka’s reaction to heart, Aspen; you’re going to be around people more and more, and even seasoned hunters will be put off if you just bite the head off something.”
 

 
  
   “One time
  
  I did that!”
 

 
  “And do you remember what I said, then?”
 

 
  Aspen stomped over to sit down next to Taka, who eyed her warily, but the dryad just planted her cheeks in her hands and made a production of staring at November, who was again working on the rabbit.
 

 
  Ingvar lightly patted her hair. “Thank you, Aspen.”
 

 
  In the end, fortunately, there were no arrows out of the trees. November and Tholi finished preparing their rabbits at about the same time, he being a good bit faster at it than she, and another debate had just begun regarding the fate of the unfortunate squirrel when five Huntsmen of Shaath approached out of the trees. Well, three, accompanied by two youngsters in their teens who had neither longbows nor wolf’s head pins. The five of them moved deliberately, making no effort to hide their approach, and aside from carrying their bows as usual had no weapons drawn. They crossed the space between the treeline and Ingvar’s small hunting camp at a pace which gave the group ample time to put down what they were doing and turn to face their visitors.
 

 
  “Well, met, brothers,” Ingvar said, nodding once.
 

 
  “Well met, brother,” replied one of the men, marking himself as the leader among them. Unlike the Rangers they’d met the previous day, who had approached in a neat wedge formation, these were a more casual party; he was actually at one end of what varied between a line and a cluster as they navigated around underbrush. “We’ve heard a certain Brother Ingvar and some…allies of his might be in the area. Would that be you?”
 

 
  “I am Ingvar,” he replied simply. “I apologize for trespassing on your hunting grounds. We intend to pass through without staying long.”
 

 
  “There’s game enough for everyone,” the leader replied neutrally. “I am Brother Djinti, master of our lodge. Greetings, daughter of Naiya. You honor us with your presence.”
 

 
  “That’s what they tell me,” Aspen replied.
 

 
  “I wonder if we have offended you in some way, Brother,” Djinti said, again focusing on Ingvar. “Is it not custom for a Huntsman new to a forest to present himself at the lodge
  
   before
  
  hunting in its environs?”
 

 
  “It is, and I apologize if any offense was given,” Ingvar replied. “You have given me none, and I meant none. As you can clearly see, I am traveling with…well, a rather peculiar assortment of companions, somewhat to my own surprise. I have found it the best policy to avoid introducing them to people unless necessary.”
 

 
  “Guests are always welcome at a lodge,” said Djinti in the same deliberately calm tone.
 

 
  “I think that’s for your sake more than ours,” said Taka. “These two fight like a pair of strange cats, and while I haven’t actually
  
   seen
  
  the dryad eat somebody, we all know they do.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “Taka,” Ingvar said reprovingly.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, it’s very bad of me to say it,” she drawled, folding her arms. “But be honest: am I
  
   wrong?”
  
 

 
  “Perhaps I take your point after all, Brother Ingvar,” said Djinti, finally cracking a smile. “You do keep unusual company. I am surprised to see this, in truth. I wouldn’t have expected the Shadow Hunters to speak truth to us, especially when they spun a tale such as this, but…here you all are, exactly as described.”
 

 
  “The
  
   Rangers
  
  told you we were here?” Ingvar demanded incredulously. “Why?”
 

 
  “This one’s demanding,” muttered one of the boys, edging closer to his leader and leaning over as if to whisper, but not quite managing to lower his voice. “Djinti, I think this is a
  
   woman.”
  
 

 
  He was the only Tiraan in the group, the rest being dark-skinned Westerners, and appeared to be at least three years younger than Tholi to judge by the patchy state of his beard.
 

 
  Djinti gave him a look of long-suffering annoyance with which Ingvar sympathized, having led more than a few youngsters on their first hunts. “Brother Ingvar is twinsouled, Samaan. Close your mouth before you catch a fist in it. I’m not going to protect you from the consequences of any insult you give.”
 

 
  The lad grunted derisively. “Oh, please, twinsouled. Where I come from, superstitions—”
 

 
  He staggered froward, Djinti having roundly slapped the back of his head. “If I remember rightly your reasons for
  
   fleeing
  
  your last lodge, I don’t care to hear any of
  
   their
  
  superstitions.
  
   Brother
  
  Ingvar has passed all the trials of manhood Shaath requires, which is more than you can say, pup. Be still while your elders talk. My apologies for the boy,” he added to Ingvar with a deep nod. “He has much to learn, and to un-learn.”
 

 
  “None necessary,” Ingvar replied. “I’ve shepherded teenagers, too.”
 

 
  Djinti smiled again, though the expression quickly faded. “I’m concerned to see that the Shadow Hunters spoke at least some truth, Brother. I’m not inclined to give them much credit, but the rest of what they said about you was… Troubling.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Ingvar tilted his head back. “And what would that be?”
 

 
  “The story I was fed is that you are traveling the land with your dryad companion, and now these others, trying to dig up ancient secrets from their lodges to discredit your own faith.”
 

 
  “Is
  
   that
  
  how they put it,” he mused, narrowing his eyes.
 

 
  “That’s a
  
   lie,”
  
  Tholi snapped.
 

 
  “It’s a misrepresentation,” Aspen corrected. “You
  
   could
  
  argue that’s what we’ve been doing, but anybody who chose to put it that way is just trying to stir up trouble.”
 

 
  “I was beginning to suspect it was something along those lines,” Djinti said, nodding. “You understand, Brother Ingvar, the threat of a heretic prowling my forests is something I have to address.
  
   Firmly.
  
  Perhaps you could explain what you
  
   have
  
  been doing, and shed some light on why the Shadow Hunters would try to maneuver you into conflict with my lodge?”
 

 
  “As to that, I have absolutely no idea,” Ingvar said frankly. “Aspen and I have visited several Ranger enclaves over the last year. While their ways are a little strange by the standards of Huntsmen, I found them to be as hospitable as I would expect from any proper lodge, and generally not inclined to court trouble.”
 

 
  “Well, those guys we met last night sure weren’t friendly,” said Taka. “You must’ve done
  
   something
  
  to set them off.”
 

 
  “I wish I understood what,” Ingvar said, frowning.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t concern myself too much with the opinions of people like that,” Djinti grunted. “What, then,
  
   have
  
  you been doing with them? These are heretics and degenerates, Brother. They have nothing to teach a true Huntsman of Shaath.”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Ingvar replied, “they know a great deal, Brother Djinti. The Rangers collect libraries and practice healing arts as well as walking the wild as we do. Their enclaves are like a proper lodge, mixed with an Omnist and a Nemitite temple. There’s a great deal a true Huntsman could learn from them—provided he doesn’t keep a mind so open his brain is in danger of falling out. I have been taking advantage of their collected knowledge, but I assure you, I do not uncritically accept anything said to me, by anyone. Most especially not someone with an obvious agenda.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Djinti’s face had gone impassive again; his two fellow Huntsmen were likewise still and completely silent, while the two youths had grown increasingly fidgety the longer the conversation wore on. To someone familiar with Shaathist ways, they presented an image of carefully controlled aggression. “You are not reassuring me, Ingvar, especially as you have not answered my question.
  
   What
  
  do you seek to learn from the Shadow Hunters?”
 

 
  Ingvar thought rapidly, keenly aware that every second that passed without him answering was just digging the hole deeper. He was better at politicking than most Huntsmen, which meant he understood very well the importance of not doing so with them. Shaathists would be offended by disingenuous doublespeak even more than outright lies.
 

 
  And yet, the Rangers had put him in a real bind with this maneuver. In hindsight, he understood very well why Mary had led him on such a roundabout path to the truth. She had been completely right: there was zero chance of him accepting it had it simply been told to his face, and there was just as little chance of it here. Telling these men what he was up to would as good as confirm their suspicions. And they were right, of course; his goal was nothing less than heresy. Pointing out that their entire religion was the true heresy was not going to help his case.
 

 
  It had to be truth, though, and not just because trying to weasel out of this would antagonize the local lodge. Ingvar had no idea, as yet, how he was going to introduce his new ideas to the Huntsmen as a whole, but that was the ultimate agenda. They had to know the truth, somehow. Throwing them off the scent was worse than useless, it would be progress in entirely the wrong direction.
 

 
  This was the situation he was in, whatever he wanted. Sometimes nature sent you a juicy elk and the perfect companions for your quest; sometimes you got a squirrel and a group of suspicious Huntsmen.
 

 
  “I set out from Tiraas guided by dreams,” he said. “Visions sent to me by Shaath.”
 

 
  “You’re remarkably blessed, then,” Djinti said tonelessly.
 

 
  “I resisted them for a long time for exactly that reason,” Ingvar agreed. “Who am I, anyway? The idea of an important destiny is no part of what I see for myself. Shaath did not relent, though, and eventually I had to obey. This quest has taken me places I could not have imagined—places I would have specifically refused to go, had I known in advance what was coming. Even now I do not feel that I am someone who deserves an important role in the world; all I want, all I have tried to be good for, is to walk the wilds and be of service to my lodge as it needs me. At every step, though, I keep being forcibly reminded that there are greater powers in this world, and that they expect me to serve as called. I’ve been guided on this quest by the shaman we know as Mary the Crow. And more recently, her younger kinsman,” he added, nodding to Rainwood, who made a face. “That makes two shaman of that line whose spirit guides have pushed them to give me guidance. I was led to Aspen, here, who is a companion I could
  
   never
  
  have expected to share a journey with. I’ve walked with elves, with the Rangers, with a green dragon and a kitsune of Sifan. Most recently,” he continued, turning to look at November, “and most surprisingly yet, I’ve been prompted by
  
   Avei
  
  to continue in this quest, the absolute last being whose input I expected, or would have asked for.”
 

 
  “That’s a lot of eloquent justification,” Djinti said, “which continues not to tell me
  
   what you are doing.”
  
 

 
  “What I am doing,” Ingvar said evenly, “is facing extremely difficult truths. That is the long and the short of it, Brother. The world is not as we were taught. I’ve learned things about the gods and about Shaath in particular that have shaken me to the foundations of my soul. I’m sorry for my roundabout way of speaking; I don’t intend to mislead. I am simply aware that baldly throwing a shocking truth in someone’s face invites revulsion and not much else. It has taken me all this time to come to grips with the things I have learned, and I still don’t truly know how to face them. I have even less idea how to go about telling anyone else. That is the answer I am trying to find.”
 

 
  “With the Shadow Hunters,” Djinti said grimly.
 

 
  “The Rangers, the elves, the University at Last Rock. The Bishop of the Thieves’ Guild, the Sarasio Kid… And now, you. I continue to be constantly surprised at the people I meet and the things I learn from them.”
 

 
  “Well, perhaps you don’t give us enough credit,” Djinti suggested. “Tell me your frightening truth, Brother Ingvar, and we will see how repulsed I am.”
 

 
  And there it was. He had already deflected too much, Ingvar realized; there was nothing for it but the plain facts, and whatever disaster he suspected would follow.
 

 
  But a strange sensation had come over him, a feeling he knew well from other kinds of hunts. A prickling in the spine urging him into action; a certainty that something in him knew the right way to proceed, even if that thing was not his conscious mind. He might be more surprised than anyone by what he did next, but he had faith that it would be the right thing.
 

 
  “Angthinor the Wise was a liar,” he said simply.
 

 
  A stir rippled through the five of them. Samaan and one of the full Huntsmen bared teeth angrily; Djinti held up one hand to insist on calm from his fellows, though his attention remained fixed on Ingvar.
 

 
  “Very well,” he said, “I see why you hesitated to just blurt that out. What, exactly, did the father of our organized faith lie about?”
 

 
  “Very nearly everything,” Ingvar said, more nervous with each word but still trusting that feeling. “From the nature of wolves and women, to the nature of gods. I have been traveling the world asking questions of every ancient source I can find because the lore I was taught as a Huntsman contains almost
  
   nothing
  
  true. And the worst part is that I cannot even indulge my own desire to flee from this and go back to my simple life, because the corrupt state of the Huntsmen today has damaged our very god to the point that even Avei weeps for him. We must change, Brother. We must change everything.”
 

 
  “You—” The Huntsman who had started to lunge forward came to a halt as Djinti again held up a hand.
 

 
  “Then what the Shadow Hunters said was true,” the lodge master said quietly. “You’ve come here bringing heresy.”
 

 
  “My brother,” Ingvar replied in just as soft a tone, “you have been raised in heresy. I come bringing the truth.”
 

 
  Djinti sighed softly through his nose. “You know what I am forced to do with a heretic, Ingvar.”
 

 
  All three of them drew arrows and nocked them. The light in the clearing shifted gold as November embraced the divine and Tholi drew an arrow of his own.
 

 
  There it was. That prickle intensified;
  
   this
  
  was the defining moment. And suddenly, Ingvar understood what he needed to do.
 

 
  “You’re not going to do anything,” he replied calmly. “You are caught between two of these lies I speak of, Brother, and can’t move in either direction. Because the way of the wild, as you were taught it, ultimately respects nothing but strength. And yet, the other lie insists that you cannot possibly be brought to heel by a man who hides behind a woman’s skirts. But here we are. Aspen?”
 

 
  She stepped forward, grinning unpleasantly, and began systematically cracking her knuckles.
 

 
  All five of the Shaathists widened their eyes; the three Huntsmen stepped back once, and Djinti elbowed Samaan back before he could open his mouth again.
 

 
  “You’re not going to impress me by playing clever word games, Ingvar. I live in a world where warlocks and wizards exist; it isn’t
  
   news
  
  to me that an honorable man can be undone by unnatural powers.”
 

 
  “Unnatural?” Ingvar shook his head. “Brother, do you hear yourself? What is more natural than a
  
   dryad?”
  
 

 
  He let that hang in the air for a few seconds, watching Djinti’s expression darken and those of his companions grow more uncertain, before continuing.
 

 
  “I can have your entire party—your entire
  
   lodge—
  
  demolished at a word, without raising a hand myself. You do not even dare to retaliate, because you know what Naiya will do if you so much as scratch my friend. So which is true, Brother Djinti? Is strength and dominance the only final truth? Or is it the place of a woman to submit and surrender?”
 

 
  “You know well that different rules apply to the fae. And especially to a
  
   dryad!”
  
 

 
  “But you are not contending with the dryad, Brother; she would take no interest in you at all, if not for me. You are dealing with a fellow Huntsman who lets her stand before him—and yet, still successfully holds your fate in his hand.”
 

 
  “I can put an end to all this right
  
   now,”
  
  Djinti snarled, drawing back his arrow and aiming it right at Ingvar’s face. “Your dryad might well kill us all, but your heresy would be stillborn! That might be good enough.”
 

 
  The expressions of the other four, particularly the two teens, suggested they didn’t necessarily agree with that analysis.
 

 
  “You are angry, now,” Ingvar said calmly. “It is worth asking yourself why.”
 

 
  “Enough of your mind games!”
 

 
  “You are a man of honor and of action, Brother Djinti; if you deemed it justified to shoot me you would have done so, not told me about it. You respect strength and do not fear pain. Nothing here should disrupt the poise of a Hunstman of your rank except the thing I have already said: you are caught between the falsehoods of your doctrine in a way that forces you to confront them. And I know this outrage, Brother, believe me. I know it well. There is
  
   nothing
  
  more traumatic than having to face the fact that something fundamental to your very identity is false.”
 

 
  Djinti loosed his arrow. November yelled and Aspen took a step forward, but neither Rainwood nor his spirits intervened. The shaft whistled past Ingvar’s ear to disappear into the foliage behind him. There was no way a hunter of Djinti’s experience could have missed that shot, at that range, unless he had wanted to.
 

 
  “This is what I bring you,” Ingvar said, taking one deliberate step forward. “I bring
  
   pain.
  
  The rites of the Huntsmen send us out to face the worst the wild has to offer. Privation, danger, struggle, suffering—because it is by enduring it that we prove we are men, and grow stronger. I bring you a pain like nothing you have ever known, a pain of the mind and the soul, not the body. I’ve been sent to reach into your life and claw away the lies that form every comforting thing you think you know. You’ll
  
   suffer
  
  for this, Brother; we all will. But just as with any of our rites, those who have the strength within them to endure will emerge from this tribulation wiser and stronger than you could have imagined before.”
 

 
  He took another step. As one, all five took two steps back from him.
 

 
  “What I offer you is far worse than heresy, my brothers: I offer you truth. I can promise you two things. Before this is done, you will hate me. And when it is done, you will thank me.”
 

 
  The Huntsmen continued to retreat, all of them looking uncertainly to Djinti now.
 

 
  “You’ve called down hell on your own head, Ingvar,” Djinti said, clutching his bow as if for comfort. “I must send to the Grandmaster himself about this. You’ll be the prey of a Wild Hunt before this month is done.”
 

 
  “Call them, then,” Ingvar replied. “The truth will break them, just as it broke me. But I emerged from my breaking stronger. Will you?”
 

 
  Djinti held his gaze a moment longer, then finally turned and loped off into the forest, his fellow Huntsmen following. In seconds, even the sound of their passage was gone.
 

 
  Taka let out a long, low whistle.
 

 
  “That,” Ingvar said quietly, frowning after the departed Huntsmen, “was far too easy.”
 

 
  “Easy?” November said incredulously. “You thought that was
  
   easy?
  
  I thought somebody was gonna die!”
 

 
  “A simple rhetorical trick shouldn’t have so ensnared him,” Ingvar murmured, eyes narrowed in deep thought. “I have dealt with far too many faithful of many different faiths to believe they would be so easily cowed. Unless…”
 

 
  “Unless?” Aspen prompted after he trailed off.
 

 
  Ingvar turned back around to face the rest of the group. “Unless he, and the rest of them, were already primed for it. If they were already grappling with uncomfortable questions,
  
   then
  
  I could see that small reminder pushing them over the precipice.”
 

 
  “I keep telling you,” Rainwood said with an amused little smile, “the spirits know what they’re doing. As, in my experience, does Avei. There’s reason all this is coming to a head right now, and right here. I suspect we haven’t begun to learn the full reason yet.”
 

 
  Ingvar drew in a deep breath and then let it out in a rush, expelling some of the accumulated tension. “Well. If nothing else, that also helps pin down our next step. I want to have a
  
   talk
  
  with those Rangers, and this time I don’t mean to politely back away if they get shirty.
  
   That
  
  little ploy was entirely uncalled for.”
 

 
  “Not to mention downright weird,” Tholi added. “Shadow Hunters approaching Huntsmen that way is just… I never even heard of such a thing. Why the hell is it
  
   so
  
  important to those clowns to get rid of us?”
 

 
  “It’s like he said,” November murmured. “If you confront people with a truth they don’t like, they get
  
   really
  
  nasty.”
 

 
  “Time enough for that tomorrow,” Ingvar decided. “For now, we hunt.”
 

 
  “Yes!” Tholi grinned. “We’ll teach them to mess with us!”
 

 
  “No, Tholi,” he said patiently, “I mean we
  
   literally
  
  hunt. Two rabbits and a squirrel will not feed six people, especially when one eats like Aspen.”
 

 
  “I’m glad you said it and not me,” the dryad agreed. “Apparently it’s unseemly for me to
  
   want
  
  stuff, even if it’s just food.”
 

 
  “The word is ‘greedy,’” Taka said helpfully.
 

 
  “Rainwood,” said Ingvar, “please stay here with the girls. Tholi, Aspen, we’ll go bring down some proper game. It shouldn’t be too terribly difficult once we’re not shepherding two neophyte hunters; I’ve seen evidence of a
  
   lot
  
  of deer in these woods. And that way, there’s one person with each group who neither Huntsmen nor Rangers will be likely to challenge even if they decide to do something rash.”
 

 
  “Speaking of that,” said November, “this Wild Hunt business sounds…serious. How worried should we be, exactly?”
 

 
  “For today,” Ingvar said firmly, “we will address the immediate needs of survival. And then, very soon, we are going to have to deal with the question of who is going to be the hunter, and who the prey.”
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  “Don’t make that face, I’m not saying anything about what any other woman can or should do. Everybody has a perfect right to be angry when some fool is leering.” Ruda pressed a hand to her chest, trying to put on a solemn expression through which a mischievous grin kept cracking. “All I’m saying is that
  
   I,
  
  for
  
   my
  
  money, don’t mind it.”
 

 
  “If your next comment is that it’s actually a compliment…”
 

 
  “Oh, bullshit, gross dudes are gross and we all know it. I’m a pragmatist above all, is my point, and I’ve noticed men are easily distracted.
  
   Especially
  
  the dumb ones who cause trouble. If some goon is starin’ at my bajongulars, he’s probably not doing anything I’ll actually need to put a stop to.”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a deep sigh. “Ruda, what did we discuss about you making up
  
   horrible
  
  new slang?”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Ruda screwed up her face and tapped at her lips with a finger in a decent imitation of Tellwyrn. “Didn’t we decide you were a big ol’ stick in the mud?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that sounds familiar.”
 

 
  Now it was Ruda who side-eyed her roommate for a moment before returning her attention to the rocky trail up the mountainside. “Y’know, I’m not sure I like this new and improved you. Used to be I could make you all huffy and frustrated with just a comment. It was reliable, cheap entertainment.”
 

 
  “The Thieves’ Guild, ladies and gentlemen,” Trissiny said airily. “Ruining your fun for eight thousand years.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, don’t get cocky, Shiny Boots. I bet I can
  
   still
  
  make you stammer and blush. Let’s see, wasn’t I at one point about to describe all the stuff I’m pretty sure Prince Sekandar wants to do with your legs and a crock of butter?”
 

 
  “For somebody who cares so much about being the baddest girl in the party, it’s awfully bold for you to set up situations that end with me kicking your ass.”
 

 
  Ruda actually stumbled.
 

 
  “Wow, I see what you mean!” Fross chimed. “Trissiny never
  
   used
  
  to win these arguments.”
 

 
  “Nobody won nothin’!” Ruda barked. “There was a rock! I’m still in this!”
 

 
  “Sometimes, Ruda,” Shaeine said, projecting serenity like a cloud of perfume, “the only remaining victory is to bear defeat with the utmost grace.”
 

 
  Ruda half-turned to squint irritably at her, risking another stumble on the uneven path. “You’re just taking advantage of the fact I won’t sucker-punch the most phlegmatic member of the group.”
 

 
  “And thus my point is proven,” Shaeine said with a beatific smile.
 

 
  “Shut up, Arquin,” Ruda grumbled, turning her back on the group and in particular his gales of laughter.
 

 
  Trissiny, smiling, veered over and bumped her roommate lightly with her shoulder. Ruda jostled her back, and then they carried on in silence.
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure we’re just about there,” said Toby, pointing. “Or is that merely a…random patch of forest in the middle of the mountains?”
 

 
  Their guides said they were making excellent time through the crags of the Wyrnrange, which meant they should reach their destination at some point today. Evidently the mountains in general had been much quieter since the Conclave of the Winds had formed, but the paths leading to the Desolate Gardens were usually left alone by dragons. According to their guides, that was more out of respect for Ampophrenon the Gold, who led the Order of the Light that maintained the Gardens, than for any pilgrims who wanted to visit. Now, up ahead, a crown of greenery was suddenly visible peeking out from behind a jagged promontory.
 

 
  “That’s no mere forest,” Sister Elaine replied, giving him a smile. The more personable of the two Order guides sent to escort them, she had mostly taken over interacting with the students while her counterpart, Brother Toraldt, had grown quieter all through the first day and had not actually spoken to them since they broke camp that morning. The dwarf had a very formal way of conducting himself and appeared put off by the banter and general tomfoolery which prevailed among a party that included all three living paladins. Elaine, a human woman who had the broad shoulders of a Legionnaire and clearly was not discomfited after a two-day mountain hike despite her lined face and mostly gray hair, was more laid back in temperament, as she demonstrated again by playing tour guide. “We are, indeed, on the final leg of this journey. What you see is the Great Tree itself, the only known offshoot of the World Tree which is hidden in the Deep Wild. In fact, I believe it is the physical evidence of Naiya’s only contribution to the well-being of mortal people. She sent this sapling in the custody of the dryad Rowan to permanently seal the breach where the great hellgate had been. The Great Tree grows out of what was once the most tainted spot upon this earth, and today is one of the most sacred.”
 

 
  “I’ve been really looking forward to seeing this,” Juniper said pensively, her eyes fixed on the distant tree’s canopy. Despite the distraction, she seemed to have no trouble finding her footing upon the trail, loose scree and all. Juniper’s very gait had shifted over the summer; she had begun to step softly and deliberately, as if every step was a meditative act. At least, sometimes she did. When caught up in conversation or other distractions the dryad often slipped back into old habits.
 

 
  “All that is
  
   one
  
  tree?” Gabriel said, craning his neck to peer upward, and then stumbling over a rock. “Wait, how close are we exactly?”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  one tree, Gabriel,” Elaine replied. “It’s not called the
  
   Great
  
  Tree for nothing, after all. And we are, in fact, not all that close. I’ve not taken a yardstick to it myself, obviously, but I’ve heard it said that the Great Tree doubles the height of the mountain upon which it stands.”
 

 
  The procession continued more quietly up the last few miles of mountain pass, as the afternoon wore on and even until, finally, the sky began to redden subtly over the peaks to the west. Though they did talk, off and on, the students spent more of their time occupied in peeking around the twists of the ancient trail at the looming tree ahead, when they weren’t concentrating on where to put their feet. At any rate, the joking trailed off considerably, to the point that even Toraldt’s expression grew less disapproving.
 

 
  He and Elaine remained up in the front, with Ruda and Trissiny alternately abreast of and right behind them, depending upon how wide a given stretch of the trail was. The rest of the students trailed along after, with Principia and Merry bringing up the rear, the latter sweating and somewhat out of breath. Legion physical standards notwithstanding, of the two of them climbing mountains in full armor, only one had elvish stamina.
 

 
  They could see long before reaching its base that the Great Tree was well-named.
 

 
  It was believable that it added the height again of the very mountain upon which it stood; very much like a mountain, it spread outward both above and below to form a solid base, its truly titanic root system seeming to thread over a space much wider than the mountain peak. By the time they passed around the final plateau which stood between them and their destination they were already beneath the outermost spread of the Tree’s leaves, and had long since begun to pass by the root system itself.
 

 
  In fact, on the very last leg of their journey, they found themselves walking between a cliff wall on one side and the bulk of a huge root on the other. The root itself was practically a cliff in dimensions, arcing away to a height on their left that was above the crowns of some lesser trees could reach. Moreover, as they drew fully in sight of the Great Tree’s trunk and base, the path actually shifted until it was upon the root itself, at first partially and then entirely. An L-shaped divot had been cut out of the living wood, leaving a wall to one side and floor beneath, and making the transition seamless. Easier, in fact, as the bark provided good footing and there was no more loose scree upon which to stumble.
 

 
  “Wait,” Juniper said suddenly, stopping and reaching over to run her fingers slowly along the rough surface of the root wall. “This…
  
   wasn’t
  
  cut.”
 

 
  “The Great Tree gives us many blessings,” Elaine said with a smile. “The Order has never had to take an ax to her; the very idea would be abhorrent. She had obligingly grown in patterns that aid us in protecting the sanctity of this place.”
 

 
  “So the tree did this voluntarily?” Ruda prodded the root with her toe. “Huh. Um, exactly how smart is this thing?”
 

 
  “I understand you have journeyed both into the Crawl and the Golden Sea?” Elaine asked.
 

 
  “We have,” Toby replied when no one else did after a pause.
 

 
  “Then this will be familiar to you,” she said, still smiling. “The Tree does have an intelligence of her own, but a very…diffuse one. In ordinary circumstances, one does not communicate or connect with her at all. And when people have, they described the communion as quite unfathomable. Like talking to someone lightly asleep but still oddly reactive.”
 

 
  “Sort of like a god,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  That proved too much for Toraldt. “I would
  
   hardly
  
  suggest that a god of the Pantheon might have so unfocused an intelligence, General Avelea,” he said disapprovingly.
 

 
  She turned to him with a deliberately mild expression. “It depends a lot upon the circumstances in which one meets them. I am speaking from experience. How many gods have you met, Brother?”
 

 
  “We had a pretty interesting summer,” Gabriel added, grinning.
 

 
  Toraldt frowned deeply, but he seemed more puzzled than annoyed; at any rate, he made no further comment.
 

 
  “Well!” Sister Elaine cleared her throat. “On we go, then.”
 

 
  The rest of their path was entirely along the conveniently flat surface of massive roots, first upon the one laid down in the canyon trail, and then climbing another which formed a neat bridge up to another plateau that afforded a splendid view of the Great Tree itself. This was clearly the main organizational center of the Desolate Gardens; the root-bridge deposited them in a broad square abutting the edge of the plateau upon one side, with a tall fountain in its center and a ring of weathered stone structures on the other edge. The group gave all that little attention, though, spreading out as soon as they had the room and turning to stare at the Tree which reared up on another flattened peak in the near distance.
 

 
  Its height was difficult to guess at a glance, simply because they lacked a mental frame of reference for a tree that huge. The trunk rose directly behind the ruins of some ancient castle of black volcanic stone, now half-crumbled and seemingly held up as much by the colossal root system bracing it as by any engineering of its own.
 

 
  “The Tree herself stands exactly where the Mouth once was,” Elaine said, stepping forward to one end of the line in which they arranged themselves to gaze out at the view. “Or at least, that is where she was planted. Ever since, she has grown in a shape to preserve that fortress; even her trunk itself expanded only toward the other side, to leave clear the space in what was once the courtyard. That is why the trunk seems oddly flat from this angle. Now, you may be assured this place is entirely free of infernal taint, but once upon a time, that fortress was raised by the legions of Hell itself, at Elilial’s own command. It was the citadel and first staging area from which the Third Hellwar was launched. The final battle occurred
  
   here,
  
  beginning in this very spot: this is the plateau where Lord Ampophrenon marshaled his forces for the last attack. In that courtyard he and those of his allies who survived the engagement confronted Elilial herself, and bargained with the lives of her own captured daughters to ensure her surrender and departure from this world, and the closure of the Mouth. The mortal hosts were not foolish enough to trust in her word alone to keep the gateway shut, of course. It was a rare time of cooperation, when humans, elves, and dwarves all lent their craft to the sanctification of this place, culminating in Rowan’s visit and the planting of the Great Tree. And there she stands to this day, making of what was once the world’s very center of corruption a place, now, of peace and purity.”
 

 
  Silence fell after she finished speaking, though it held for only a few seconds.
 

 
  Teal turned toward Shaeine, and the two exchanged a silent look laden with meaning. Teal took the drow’s hand and gently squeezed, then slowly shifted. As usual, Vadrieny rose to stand half a foot taller upon her colossal talons. Shaeine’s slender fingers looked even more delicate, wrapped around those huge black claws, but the archdemon only gave them another, impossibly gentle squeeze, then just as gently released her.
 

 
  Then she spread her huge wingspan and launched herself skyward. In seconds she had soared away, arcing up and then down into the ruined courtyard of the ancient fortress, where she was lost to sight behind the roots and walls.
 

 
  “Oh. Oh,
  
   dear,”
  
  Toraldt fretted. “I’m not sure that’s…”
 

 
  “Vadrieny is a friend,” said Trissiny. “Now.”
 

 
  “Can someone truly still be a person they once were, if they have no memory of it?” Juniper asked, staring after Vadrieny and absently scratching the crest of feathers atop Sniff’s head. “Choices make us who we are. As terrible as it must be to lose all of yours, it does mean you can become someone entirely new.”
 

 
  “What do you think?” Toby asked quietly, stepping up next to Shaeine as she stooped to pick up F’thaan, who was yipping at the distant tree in agitation after Vadrieny’s departure. “Would she prefer to be alone?”
 

 
  “They need to face this with only one another,” Shaeine said, stroking the little hellhound’s head until he quieted. “But…only for a time. I think that by the time I can reach them on foot, they’ll both want the company of family.”
 

 
  “You’re going alone, then?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  Shaeine turned, her garnet-colored eyes darting across the group. Uncharacteristically, her white eyebrows drew together in a muted expression of consternation, one that would have been barely perceptible on most people but was practically glaring in contrast to her usual reserve.
 

 
  “This is…difficult. For my people, in the traditions in which I am invested, concepts such as ‘family’ are defined most rigidly and with great formality. But…but to Teal, and to Vadrieny, you are all as precious as blood. I think… I believe they would want to have you nearby.” She hesitated, making a tiny noise as if clearing her throat, though of course Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion never betrayed such discomfiture in public. “Though the reverse of that is that we’ve all just hiked up the mountains for most of the day, and neither would blame you in the slightest if you decided to rest here, first.”
 

 
  
   “We’d
  
  blame us,” Ruda said firmly.
 

 
  “’zactly,” Gabriel agreed. “Well said.”
 

 
  “You all right, June?” Toby asked. “Sorry, not to hover or anything, but the memory of you collapsing in the Sea is kind of burned into my eyes…”
 

 
  “You’re a good dad, Toby,” the dryad said fondly. “Anyway, yeah, I’m fine. It’s
  
   running
  
  that does me in; steady movement as actually pretty comfortable. C’mon, our friends need us.”
 

 
  “I…value all of you,” Shaeine said, still looking strangely uncertain. “Tremendously.”
 

 
  Her mouth opened once more, as if she planned to continue, then she abruptly turned and stepped onto the root bridge again. The rest of them followed immediately, forming a neat line upon the narrow path and leaving their somewhat bemused escorts behind.
 

 
  “Well!” Principia said brightly when even Fross’s glow had vanished over the edge of the cliff. “I guess that leaves us to settle in. Which is going to be done where, again?”
 

 
  “Ah.” Elaine tore her eyes from the spot where the students disappeared. “Well, of course, the Desolate Gardens are meant to be a place of contemplation and spiritual retreat, not a place of comfort. The Order provides necessities for visiting pilgrims, but…not more. You may have noticed the structures behind us have doorways and windows, but neither wood nor glass. They are left that way deliberately. There is space to sleep, but it will be very much like camping. Fortunately, the young ones seemed quite comfortable with that yesterday.”
 

 
  “That sounds absolutely perfect,” Principia assured her. “I always say too much comfort is bad for people, especially young people. That building over there open? Excellent. C’mon, Lang, let’s stow everybody’s gear and have a spot ready for whenever they get back.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t be altogether sure how soon that will be,” Elaine said, again frowning in the direction of the old fortress and the mighty tree which embraced it. “The journey to that spot in particular is… Well, it’s usually the final goal of pilgrims here, not the first. That place is at the center of the Great Tree’s own focus, and swirls with ancient power. Whatever they have come here to find, they will find it there.”
 

 
  “Leave it to those kids to skip all the preliminary steps,” Merry grunted. “Not to mention leaving all their rucksacks here. I hope they don’t expect me to figure out which belongs to who.”
 

 
  “Less whining, more hauling,” Prin said cheerfully. “On the double, corporal.”
 

 
  “Let us help you with those,” Toraldt offered.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s okay,” she said, already loading her arms with discarded supply bags. “You two’ve done the lion’s share of work getting us here; let a couple of troopers feel useful for a change.”
 

 
  “How’d you like to feel useful enough for the both of us, LT?”
 

 
  “What did I
  
   just
  
  say about whining?”
 

 
  “Same thing you always say, so as I usual I assumed you didn’t mean it. Since you
  
   know
  
  it never stops the whining.”
 

 
  “You’re lucky I find you so harmlessly, ineffectually amusing, Lang,” Principia rejoined, already trotting off toward one of the empty Order structures with her armload of bags. “Hell, you’re lucky
  
   anybody
  
  does.”
 

 
  “Seriously, though, LT,” Merry said more quietly as they neared the building, passing out of earshot of their two Order guides. “Aren’t you concerned we’re getting a little…off-mission, here?”
 

 
  “This
  
   is
  
  the mission,” Principia replied, stepping into the shadowed doorway. Beyond was an open common room with more dark doorways branching off. There was a fireplace, currently dark and cold but with wood stacked nearby. Old torches sat in iron sconces around the walls; unsurprisingly, there was not a trace of modern fairy lighting. The place was dim, in the little daylight that streamed through its open windows, but at least it was clean.
 

 
  “Eugh,” Merry grunted, dropping her armload of the students’ belongings in an unceremonious heap. “What do you suppose passes for
  
   plumbing
  
  out here?”
 

 
  “It’s astonishing to me how bloody
  
   spoiled
  
  a soldier on duty can be. A hundred years ago your first task on making camp would’ve been digging your own damn latrines.”
 

 
  “Last Rock is the mission,” Merry said, resuming both the discussion and her more serious tone. “You might have noticed we’re now about thirty clicks beyond hell and gone from there, LT.”
 

 
  “I think you underestimate the size of the initial success that was represented by Arachne not teleporting both of us into the sun. She explicitly threatened to toss me through a hellgate if I ever showed my face in Last Rock again.”
 

 
  “And you still went there?” Merry’s eyebrows shot upward. “You know what’s infuriating? I honestly have never been able to figure out of if you plan everything twelve steps beyond everyone else, or are just reckless and have been lucky this far because it never occurs to anyone you even
  
   might
  
  be doing something as crazy as you
  
   always
  
  are. Either one explains you so perfectly.”
 

 
  “It’s all about knowing your battleground and your enemy, Lang,” Principia said, turning a sly smile on her after depositing her own armful of knapsacks more carefully on the floor. “Arachne fully means those things when she threatens them, but by the time a year has passed she rarely cares enough to be bothered carrying them out. Honestly, the fact she doesn’t carry grudges like a normal elf is one of her more redeeming qualities. Anyway, this is the situation we’re in. This is what we had to do to establish relations with the University as the High Commander ordered, and so here we are.”
 

 
  “You don’t think it’s
  
   significant
  
  that Tellwyrn’s first act was to send us as far from her University as she could?”
 

 
  “This is nothing like as far as she could send us, Lang. We’re with one of her precious student groups, albeit the one that needs us least. Trust me, this is working. Sure, the manner of it isn’t what Rouvad wanted—or what I did—but in life as in war you rarely get what you’d like best. Victory comes from learning how to turn setbacks into opportunities. That’s the key. There’s always
  
   some
  
  way to take advantage of whatever mess befalls you, if you can only figure out how.”
 

 
  Merry heaved a sigh, then crossed back to the doorway to peer out at the sunset. “Yeah? I dunno, Locke, it kinda seems like the opposite is happening. I’m sure you’ve
  
   noticed
  
  these kids appear to want you dead.”
 

 
  “Do they?” Principia mused, her smile widening.
 

 
  “It’s…weird.” Merry turned back to her with a frown. “I thought they seemed pretty relaxed about your mutual history in Puna Dara. But then the General and the drow were added to the mix and suddenly I was sure one of the girls was going to push you over a cliff on the way here.”
 

 
  “Nothing so murderous, I assure you,” Principia said, now openly grinning. “Let me put it this way: they’re kids, I’m an authority figure—to my own surprise—and now they’ve picked up one of their number with an ax to grind. It’s actually a good sign that they’re close enough to absorb one another’s attitudes that quickly, and revealing how they all pick up on Shaeine’s dislike in particular. Even Trissiny, who I’d have thought would step into the role of leader, both because of her own personality and because Hands of Avei generally do. And yet, here we are! Learning fascinating things.”
 

 
  “Things that might
  
   still
  
  get you pushed off a cliff.”
 

 
  “It won’t come anywhere near that.” Principia shook her head. “They’ll find a way to get their own back and feel vindicated. And in fact, I intend to help them.”
 

 
  “You?” Merry put on a shocked face. “Embrace humility? I will believe that when I see it. Wait, actually, on second thought I might not.”
 

 
  “You’ve never actually seen me
  
   deserve
  
  a comeuppance, Lang,” Principia said mildly. “This may not be the kind of thing you’re accustomed to expecting from me, but punishment can be oddly therapeutic when you actually have it coming. We all crave a kind of balance with the world around us, and suffer when we’ve been pushed out of it, even by our own actions. And besides, the revenge of incompetent adversaries can be
  
   very
  
  profitable!”
 

 
  “I keep forgetting how absolutely crazy you Eserites are,” Merry grunted.
 

 
  “Think about it: if there’s some kind of drow honor thing at stake here, it’ll be something formal and complicated.
  
   Everything
  
  with Narisians is formal and complicated. A way will surface for me to offer some kind of proper amends to Shaeine and her family—and that will form a connection between us.
  
   Any
  
  connection can be exploited, Lang. It’s like I said: from setbacks, opportunity.”
 

 
  Merry gave her an openly skeptical look, but didn’t argue any further, just turning back to the door and its view of the Great Tree, where their charges were now on their way to meet, apparently, their destiny.
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  “Warlocks?”
 

 
  “Or, in theory, demons,” Khadizroth answered, still resting one hand upon Shook’s shoulder. The enforcer lay on the narrow bed in his room at the Inquisition’s improvised headquarters, blinking groggily at everyone around him—which was basically everyone else here, save the Church-assigned guards and servants. In addition to the dragon, Kheshiri knelt by his side, holding his hand against her bosom, and Vannae was lurking in one of the room’s corners, unobtrusive as only he could be. Syrinx stood at the foot of the bed with her arms folded belligerently, scowling at Shook as if she held him personally to blame for his situation. Which was likely the case.
 

 
  “In
  
   theory,”
  
  Syrinx repeated with heavy sarcasm, her eyes cutting to Khadizroth.
 

 
  “It bears mentioning, since we know so little,” the dragon replied in his customary calm. He seemed to make a game of not rising to her constant needling. “What we
  
   know
  
  is that the attack was magical and infernal in nature, thus a demon is a possibility. I am inclined to suspect warlocks, however. They are the most likely to be found lurking in human cities.”
 

 
  Syrinx grunted, turned, and began pacing back and forth. Her caged lion routine appeared to be just a sign that she was deep in thought; apparently the woman couldn’t do
  
   anything
  
  without looking like she wanted to kill somebody. Shook suspected that she existed in a constant state of wanting to kill somebody, anybody, or everybody. For as brief a time as he’d known Basra Syrinx, he already fully understood why Bishop Snowe would go behind her boss’s back and secretly sneak off halfway across the continent to try and get rid of Syrinx for good.
 

 
  “And you say you’ve never heard of this magic before.”
 

 
  “I said I have never
  
   seen
  
  it before,” Khadizroth corrected gently. “I’ve heard of such spells, but only in rumors, ancient tomes of infernal magic, and the boasting of red dragons. Allegedly, Elilial’s wraiths employed some such craft during the last Hellwar, though I did not encounter it personally. This is exceedingly advanced infernomancy, Inquisitor. There are few warlocks who even might have the capability.”
 

 
  “So,” she murmured, still pacing with her eyes now narrowed to slits. “Wreath.”
 

 
  “Those fucking…” Shook started to struggle upright, but Khadizroth exerted slight pressure on his shoulder—a message, not enough to physically hold him down.
 

 
  “It is normal to feel foggy after what you have been through, Jeremiah, even with the most thorough cleansing I could give you. Your mind will clear quickly, but do not push yourself before it does.”
 

 
  Shook settled back down, squinting up at the dragon, who was looking at Syrinx. Actually, by that point he felt
  
   fine;
  
  pretty well-rested and alert, considering the amount of fae healing that had been done on him in the last few minutes. Further, he would have bet Khadizroth knew that perfectly well. He made a show of squeezing his eyes shut and then blinking rapidly, letting them go out of focus in an imitation of his own natural state just moments ago.
 

 
  Jeremiah Shook knew a subtle signal from a teammate when he saw one, and all other things being equal, he trusted Khadizroth to know what he was about. And Syrinx’s very presence automatically validated any measures to pull the wool over her eyes.
 

 
  “What of our actual targets?” Khadizroth asked, watching Basra stalk up and down the narrow room. “We are, after all, pursuing a mysterious cult with mysterious powers. Among other things, we know for a fact that they have prodigious skill in necromancy.”
 

 
  “Necromancy
  
   isn’t
  
  infernomancy,” she snorted, giving him a scathing look in passing.
 

 
  “Of course,” he said politely. “But there is a saying: when you hear hoofbeats, think of horses before zebras.”
 

 
  Syrinx slammed to a halt so abruptly that Shook twitched in bed, then made a show of lolling his head drunkenly to one side. She didn’t appear even to notice him, though, fixing her attention fully on the dragon.
 

 
  “Khadizroth, perhaps you can clear something up for me,” the Inquisitor said in an alarmingly calm tone. “What in the
  
   hell
  
  is a zebra?”
 

 
  If Khadizroth was taken aback by the intensity with which she delivered this apparently innocuous question, he gave no overt sign of it.
 

 
  “Zebras are a rare species of equine which are found only on the Arkanian sub-continent,” he explained. “They greatly resemble horses, aside from their coloration, which consists of black and white vertical stripes. Unfortunately, they are
  
   not
  
  domesticable, being notoriously ill-tempered and aggressive.”
 

 
  “Oh,” she said pensively, looking off to the side. Incongruously, she smiled. “Oh, I get it. Good one.”
 

 
  “It’s a somewhat obscure aphorism, but I can’t claim original credit,” Khadizroth said, still showing no surprise at this turn of the conversation. “I merely meant that given our mission here, it might be premature to posit the intervention of a hypothetical third party when we are already after dangerous prey of uncertain capabilities. These cultists have not been
  
   seen
  
  using infernomancy, that we know of, but we specifically do not know their identity or motivation, or the origin of their powers. The necromancy they
  
   were
  
  seen performing was very impressive, as I understand it, and the spell used on Jeremiah something nearly unheard of.”
 

 
  “That works the other way, too,” she snorted, turning aside and starting to pace once more. “If it quacks like a duck, waddles like a duck, and uses infernal spells like a duck, no reason to assume it’s a mysterious doomsday cult when the Black Wreath are known to be belligerent and active.”
 

 
  “Actually, they have been notably quiet since the debacle in Tiraas,” Khadizroth countered. “The last I’ve heard of them popping up since was the announcement that Tellwyrn actually invited them to her school in Last Rock. And again, this is a particular kind of spell which they have never been known to use—strange, if they had the ability this whole time, especially as it would be fantastically suited to their goals in particular. And chaos cults are nothing if not unpredictable in their methods.”
 

 
  Syrinx stopped again, turning to frown at him. “Chaos? Where are you getting that?”
 

 
  “A theory, as yet unsupported by the evidence,” he admitted, releasing Shook’s shoulder to fold his hands at his waist. “Necromancy is the only firm lead we have on these people. It was also highly characteristic of the chaos cult which attacked Veilgrad not so long ago. And these people
  
   did
  
  pop up in the middle of Tiraas with no prior hint of their existence, and then disappeared without a trace.”
 

 
  “Nothing I’ve been told suggests chaos is a factor here,” she said, then leveled a finger at him. “And don’t
  
   you
  
  go borrowing that kind of trouble unless we have good and sufficient evidence that it needs to be considered. The Veilgrad cultists were necromancers out of expediency; they were operating out of the catacombs where all the corpses were. No, everything points to a warlock attack, so that is what we will assume. And that leads to the question of why the
  
   hell
  
  our boy was ambushed by warlocks and then ditched in an alley!” She turned the full force of her glare on Shook. “I don’t suppose you have remembered anything
  
   slightly
  
  useful, yet?”
 

 
  “It is possible some few of his memories will return in time,” said Khadizroth. “But definitely not so soon after the event. He is unlikely to be fully lucid—”
 

 
  “Excuse me, dragon,” Syrinx said very evenly, “but was someone talking to you?”
 

 
  He bowed, and took a step back away from her. “My apologies, Inquisitor.”
 

 
  “I went to the cafe,” Shook said, not faking the slowness of his speech or the faraway expression in his eyes; it was
  
   difficult
  
  to dredge up the images from his memory. It no longer hurt, but he well remembered the singe of hostile magic attacking his mind, and the recollection of it was like a curtain over his thoughts, growing thicker and hazier the more he tried to focus on what he needed to know. “That’s… That was the last time it was
  
   clear.
  
  I think I talked to somebody. Yeah, yeah, I remember that much. A man.”
 

 
  “His name?” Syrinx said flatly. “Description?”
 

 
  He shook his head slowly. “Sorry, boss. Whole thing kinda trails off into sparks after that. Whoever these assholes were, they knew what they were doing. I get some flashes of what came later…” He squinted, concentrating on what few flickers remained. “A dark place… I think that was just the alley where K found me. Beams of light—yeah, wandshots, I’m pretty sure. I dunno who fired or at who.”
 

 
  “One of your wands was on the ground,” Khadizroth said, reaching out to touch the shaft of dark wood where it lay on his nightstand. “I retrieved it. Unfortunately, it carries no trace of the magics used in its vicinity. Occasionally one can extract such hints from enchanted objects, but in this case it was a forlorn hope.”
 

 
  “How specifically inconvenient,” Syrinx sneered.
 

 
  Shook started to shoot back at her, remembered Khadizroth wanted him to play possum, and winced, placing a hand on his forehead. He slumped back against the pillow, growling deep in his throat, a noise which came quite naturally.
 

 
  “Rest, master,” Kheshiri murmured, caressing his hand and then tucking it right into her cleavage. “We’ll
  
   get
  
  them for this.”
 

 
  Syrinx gave the succubus a look of utter contempt, then rolled her eyes and turned to resume pacing yet again. “Then the question becomes:
  
   why
  
  did Thumper get rolled by the Wreath, in particular?”
 

 
  “Also significant is that whoever attacked him used esoteric spellcraft to wipe his memory and leave him for us to find,” Khadizroth murmured. “Killing him would have been far easier.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “One
  
   damn
  
  thing at a time!” Syrinx barked. “Our mission, our very presence here is
  
   secret.
  
  No one should even know of the Inquisition’s existence! And yet, the first time I send you louts out on a simple information-gathering assignment, one manages to come under attack by the Black Wreath.”
 

 
  “Second time,” Kheshiri said sweetly.
 

 
  “What I want to know,” Syrinx snarled, “is
  
   which
  
  of you idiots have been jabbering!”
 

 
  Shook lay back and tried to look sleepy.
 

 
  “To whom would any of us talk?” Khadizroth asked. “Aside from being somewhat inherently unsociable, each of us is currently working for the Church because we have a need for protection, and nowhere else to go.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  haven’t even been outside this birdcage of yours since we got here,” Kheshiri pointed out.
 

 
  “Another old saying springs to mind,” Khadizroth added. “Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.
  
   We
  
  are not the only people involved in this.”
 

 
  “That’s a point,” Shook said absently, groping at Kheshiri’s chest, less for the inherent pleasure of it than because the looks Syrinx was giving them were increasingly entertaining. “You’ve got at least one servant, guards… And obviously this whole Inquisition of yours has more to it than what’s just here. There are personnel in Tiraas, at least, right?”
 

 
  “The Wreath’s whole method is infiltration,” said Kheshiri, puffing out her chest into his hand. The two of them shared a sense of humor when it came to winding up the likes of Basra. “Especially of low-ranking people who tend to get ignored.”
 

 
  “Everyone here has been
  
   thoroughly
  
  vetted,” Syrinx said through gritted teeth, pointedly turning away from the pair of them. “But your point is taken. If our security has been compromised, there’s no reason to assume it had to come from
  
   you
  
  in particular. I suppose
  
   now
  
  I have to go round and interrogate the entire bloody staff. If there’s even still a point, since there’s no telling what Shook revealed to his attackers. I’ll have to assume it was
  
   everything.”
  
 

 
  “How much do I even know?” he asked pointedly. “Who and where we are, what we’re doing. It ain’t like we got some great master plan in the works, anyway.”
 

 
  Syrinx rubbed at her eyes in frustration. “Where in hell is that sniggering elf?”
 

 
  “Presumably still following leads,” Khadizroth murmured. “Hopefully, the fact that he is taking this long means he is having better luck than the rest of us.”
 

 
  “Well, as soon as his scrawny ass is back here, it’s not leaving again,” Syrinx stated curtly. “This operation is locked down until I figure out exactly
  
   how
  
  much damage has been done by this breach. We must assume our location has been betrayed, and while I
  
   doubt
  
  even the Wreath would attack a Church facility openly and in force, it doesn’t pay to make assumptions with the likes of them. We’ll be moving ASAP. I have to arrange a suitable alternate base first…” Her scowl deepened. “And verify,
  
   again,
  
  that none of the base staff are corrupted.”
 

 
  “If we may be of assistance in any way, you have only to ask,” Khadizroth said gravely.
 

 
  “Yeah!” Kheshiri simpered. “We
  
   live
  
  to serve!”
 

 
  “You freaks have ‘helped’ enough for one day, I think. Everyone is confined to the safe house until further notice, and while I realize this isn’t exactly a sprawling estate, I would
  
   appreciate
  
  it if you lot would try not to get underfoot while I’m cleaning up this mess.”
 

 
  “And our core mission?” Khadizroth asked.
 

 
  Her scowl was a fearsome thing to behold. “Our mission…is effectively halted. If this is our quarry striking back at us, our whole strategy will need to change. Though I don’t know how they could even know we are here unless several of you have been more grotesquely incompetent than is even possible. More likely the Black Wreath has discovered a secret Church operation and decided to meddle, in which case the entire thing might have to be scrapped. I probably don’t need to tell you this,” she added, glaring at each of them in turn, “but this does
  
   not
  
  look good, for any of us. And we are none of us in a position where we can afford not to look good.”
 

 
  “Well,” Khadizroth said gravely, “for now, we will simply have to rely upon your guidance, Inquisitor. We will be here when you have tasks for us again.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” she grunted, waving him off. “Everybody out, then. Let Shook rest up; if you recover
  
   any
  
  fragment of memory from that missing period, Shook, you come to me with it immediately. I don’t care how inconsequential it seems.
  
   I
  
  will be the judge of what’s relevant.”
 

 
  “Can do, boss,” he said, saluting haphazardly.
 

 
  “That means everybody
  
   get out
  
  and let the man rest,” Syrinx added acidly when nobody moved.
 

 
  “The Inquisitor is right,” said Khadizroth. “I can work a minor craft that will help you sleep, Jeremiah. I do not know a specific counter to this specific spell, but if you are willing to indulge me I can induce a dreamless state that is generally recuperative for the mind. It may yield results, if the memories are still there to be recovered.”
 

 
  “Uh… Not tryin’ to be difficult, K, but I’m sure you’ll understand if I’m not excited about having more hoodoo done to my head right now.”
 

 
  “I will not force the issue, of course. I merely offer, for your good and that of the mission. Rest assured, I am extremely competent.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath,
  
   let
  
  him help,” Syrinx said irritably, pausing in the doorway after shooing Kheshiri and Vannae out. “Did you not hear me say we need every possible scrap you can recover? If the dragon doesn’t know what he’s doing, no one does.”
 

 
  “Yeah…all right, fine,” Shook said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Thank you, Inquisitor,” Khadizroth said politely, bowing to her. “Would you kindly close the door? The quieter, the better. This should not take long; should you need me after—”
 

 
  “No one leaves the house,” she ordered curtly. “If and when I want you, I’ll find you.”
 

 
  Syrinx shut the door behind her, harder than was called for upon a room for which quiet had just been requested.
 

 
  Khadizroth stepped silently over to it and rested his fingertips against the wood, closing his eyes and for a few long seconds just standing there. Shook watched him curiously until the dragon inhaled deeply and lowered his hand.
 

 
  “We are alone. Good, we must have a quick discussion during what little privacy we are afforded.”
 

 
  “So that sleep thing was a crock of bull,” Shook said, grinning. “Had a feeling.”
 

 
  “Actually, that offer was quite real, and I still strongly suggest it. I don’t think well of the odds of recovering any more memories, I must inform you, but attacks upon the mind are to be taken with the utmost seriousness. Your brain needs rest and rejuvenation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, fair enough,” Shook agreed with a worried frown. He didn’t
  
   feel
  
  brain-damaged, at least not anymore, but the dragon was right; that was not an area with which risks should be taken. “You not gonna do your ward thing on the room?”
 

 
  “It is a mistake to over-rely upon magic. For furtive conversations such as this, it is more likely to attract attention than to deflect it. On the subject of deflections, I rather think Syrinx is correct that the Wreath has caught wind of us hunting them. Any further attempts by me to deflect
  
   her
  
  interest back to this mystery cult would have prompted her to wonder about my motives.”
 

 
  “Thought that was your angle,” Shook said, nodding. “How’s that gonna affect our game?”
 

 
  “The range of possibilities narrows if this turns explicitly into the Inquisition versus the Wreath; the lack of that other cult in the mix deprives us of a convenient patsy. I believe we can still work it to our advantage, but too much is unknown and up in the air to lay firm plans just yet. There is a much more immediate problem, Jeremiah; brace yourself.”
 

 
  “Uh oh.”
 

 
  “I am accustomed to sensing the presence of a specific, very significant infernal artifact upon your person—one tweaked with arcane charms and linked to your own life force. I have not intruded upon your privacy, but the nature of such a thing is impossible for a being like my self not to notice simply by being in a room with it. Jeremiah, when I found you in that alley, it was missing.”
 

 
  Shook went pale. He already knew the dragon was right; it had escaped his notice amid all the pain and subsequent healing, but on having his attention called to it, he keenly felt the absence of the reliquary’s familiar weight inside his coat. Still, he clutched at the spot where it normally lay out of useless reflex.
 

 
  “Oh, shit.
  
   Shit.
  
  Mother
  
   fucker.”
  
 

 
  “Peace,” Khadizroth urged, again laying a hand on his shoulder. The dragon’s voice was soothing but firm, a tone that practically commanded calm. “The soul vessel is lost, and unless we are able to learn the identity of your attacker, we have little chance of retrieving it. In the meantime, this provides clues. Obviously your assailant was an infernomancer; the interest of such a being in a Vanislaad soul vessel is obvious. And yet, Kheshiri is still
  
   here,
  
  neither recalled to it nor given contradicting orders. She shows, so far, no sign of being aware it is gone. Either the thief does not understand how to make use of it—unlikely, given the caliber of infernomancy they have already demonstrated—or for their own purposes saw fit to leave her at liberty. I do not yet know what meaning to attach to these possibilities, but they cannot but be significant.”
 

 
  “I had it bound to me,” Shook said weakly, his eyes wide and darting about frantically. “They wouldn’t just be able to…”
 

 
  “I must inform you, Jeremiah, that any skilled warlock would be able to dismantle arcane charms laid after-the-fact upon such a device. It is of Black Wreath craft; its core magics are quite impervious to tampering. All you can do is add bindings, which can then be removed far more easily than they were applied. Even an arcane enchanter would be able to do so. The lack of a reaction so far suggests they may still be working upon that task. Regardless, this is the reality we must now accept: very shortly, Kheshiri will be either gone, or suddenly working against us. Or possibly even left entirely to her own devices, which for practical purposes is the same.”
 

 
  “I…she’ll listen to me,” Shook said frantically, starting to rise from the bed. “I know my girl, after two years. She—”
 

 
  “Jeremiah.” Khadizroth placed a hand against his chest and pushed him inexorably back into the bed. “That
  
   creature
  
  is not your girl. You have, through cleverness and strength of will, kept nominal control of her for a time—longer than most men can claim to have done, even most warlocks. But that time was
  
   always
  
  limited. Children of Vanislaas are not pets, and leashes do not hold them. Be grateful that this ending has come without worse loss to you than even this; you have suffered less for it than most who underestimate their kind. Now, it’s over. Let her go.”
 

 
  “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Shook snarled, grabbing his wrist and shoving it aside. “Everybody says that, but I
  
   did
  
  it. She’s
  
   mine,
  
  and I’m not giving up my property to anyone!”
 

 
  “You have held Kheshiri this long in part because she chose to allow it,” Khadizroth said mercilessly, holding his gaze. “I have watched you and the demon carefully, seen her working at your mind. Even with your hand on her chain, it was she leading more often than being led, and more so the longer you were linked. It is for the best that you are separated before you ended up fully subservient and ignorant of it.”
 

 
  
   “I am no one’s servant!”
  
  Shook roared, surging up off the bed. He managed to sit upright, but Khadizroth was standing too close for him to even swing his legs over the side, and he immediately had to sit back down, to his further outrage.
 

 
  “Of course you are,” the dragon retorted, still calm. “Right now, you should be worrying about what Syrinx will do when she learns you no longer control the asset that earned you a place here. That moment is coming very quickly.”
 

 
  “Fuck Syrinx and
  
   fuck you.
  
  Get out of my way, I’m going to get my
  
   fucking
  
  property back!”
 

 
  
   “Jeremiah Shook.”
  
  Khadizroth’s voice pushed down on him more firmly than his hand had, pressing him inexorably back against the cushion. He was still in a well-lit bedroom with a thin elvish man who had green eyes, or so his senses told him, but now another impression began to be layered over the top of this perception. The image of the room in his mind wavered, dreamlike, imposing the mundane room with the towering form of a dragon, great wings and sinuous neck arched menacingly above and blazing emerald eyes boring into his very soul. “Do you imagine it pleases me to bow my head to that vicious little shell of a woman whom I could annihilate with one snap of my jaws? Do you think I seek to impose any greater humility upon you than I have embraced for myself? I am a creature beyond your understanding, blessed and burdened with pride greater than you could imagine. And even
  
   I
  
  am not too proud to bend my neck, when the situation calls for strategy above force. You are an enforcer, one of Eserion’s chosen. You
  
   understand
  
  this—or did, before that slinking demoness worked her fingers into your mind, stroking your ego and teasing away your restraint.
  
   I am not trying to subdue you.”
  
 

 
  The second perception faded away, the room swimming back into simple focus, and once more he was simply there, in a bed, with a green-eyed man standing over him wearing a sad little smile.
 

 
  “Right now, I am the closest thing in this world you have to a friend,” Khadizroth said gently. “I am trying to
  
   free
  
  you.”
 

 
  “Why?” Shook croaked in spite of himself.
 

 
  “Why would I not?”
 

 
  “Nobody does anything just…to be
  
   nice.
  
  Everybody’s got an angle.”
 

 
  “Oh, Jeremiah.” Slowly, Khadizroth turned and sat down on the foot of the bed; Shook retreated, tucking his knees against his chest. The dragon just gazed wearily at the wall, offering no further hint of aggression. “Some philosophers argue that there is no such thing as a truly good action, because there are no truly unselfish actions. Because it is inherently, viscerally
  
   satisfying
  
  to be good to others. You’re wise to be mindful of schemers, but if you disregard the very possibility of altruism, you are blind to a vast swath of the motivations of people. But…if it helps you…I am not without ulterior motive.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Shook prompted warily.
 

 
  “You’re a flawed creature, make no mistake,” Khadizroth said with a wry note in his voice, turning to regard him directly, “but in everything that is detestable in you, I see what I detest in myself. The reflection of my own sins, and the prospect of further. If I turned up my nose at you, I would be the most craven hypocrite. And I find, upon reflection, that while I have been worse than a hypocrite, I am unwilling to add that to my failures. We are
  
   here—
  
  you, me, Vannae. The demon is as good as gone. It is only a matter of time before the Jackal either turns on us or we simply lose control of him; I am somewhat surprised it has taken
  
   this
  
  long. And Syrinx is a lesser version of
  
   him;
  
  all the same flaws with less self-mastery. I would not have advised growing attached to her, even if we didn’t specifically intend to remove her from our list of troubles. Like you, I do not have so many friends left that I can afford to mistreat those who remain.”
 

 
  Shook drew in a deep breath, unable to keep it from shuddering. “Well… What the fuck do we do
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “In the near future we will have to think
  
   very
  
  fast, and react just as quickly. There is simply too much unknown for us to plan that far in advance. But
  
   now,
  
  all we can do is make ourselves ready. So for the time being, you need to rest. You will need every iota of your strength very soon, my young friend. Lie back.”
 

 
  He found himself obeying without protest, settling back down into the pillows and straightening out his legs as Khadizroth stood and stepped over to stand by his head. The dragon laid one graceful hand against his forehead, and that was it: nothing that looked or felt like magic. Just the light pressure, the warmth of his skin, and a single word:
 

 
  “Sleep.”
 

 
  Shook’s eyes closed in a second and his breathing evened out swiftly as he sank below consciousness. Khadizroth kept a hand upon his brow, still speaking softly.
 

 
  “What is lost is gone; we heal not by restoring the old but by growing the new. I give you a dream, my friend, to aid you in rebuilding yourself. You are freed of one demon, and you must master the other with which you struggle.
  
   Rage.”
  
 

 
  Shook’s sleeping face twisted in a scowl and he clenched his fists against the quilt.
 

 
  “Feel the anger,” Khadizroth murmured. “Let it
  
   flow
  
  through you. Let it pass you by, Jeremiah, and understand that it is only a thing. You are not your anger. You
  
   have
  
  it; it does not have you. Learn to let it pass.”
 

 
  Slowly, the human’s body began to relax, and his expression evened out. He breathed in slowly and back out, eyes darting behind their lids.
 

 
  Khadizroth released him and stepped back. The dragon gazed thoughtfully down at the enforcer for several protracted seconds. Then, suddenly, he lifted his head and turned toward the door.
 

 
  In a flash he had stepped across the room and yanked it open.
 

 
  A few yards down the hall, Kheshiri turned to meet his eyes, perched in the sill of the window whose bars she had just somehow finished working loose. By this point, he knew the range of her senses; that was close enough to have overheard a great deal, if not everything. The succubus winked, and launched herself out over the ravine.
 

 
  Khadizorth tore across the hall in a near-instantaneous glide, but even moving faster than an elf, he was barely in time to catch sight of Kheshiri vanishing into invisibility as she soared away.
 

 
  “…clever girl,” he acknowledged, pulling himself back in out of sight. The dragon lingered for a moment, gazing thoughtfully out into space. Then he returned momentarily to the bedroom to pull the door softly closed, and departed up the hall, already planning how to manage this new crisis.
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  It might have been the most peaceful place she had ever seen.
 

 
  Peace hung in the air like the warm scent of bark, like the silvery-green leaves which occasionally fluttered down and danced around the ancient pitted courtyard on tiny gusts, like the shafts of coppery sunlight that crossed the open space at an angle from the west. It was a familiar sensation, one she had experienced in Toby’s presence, especially when he was filled with his god’s power.
  
   Peace
  
  as a tangible quality, something not felt by any of the physical senses for which there were names, but clearly experienced and understood just as well.
 

 
  This was the first time she had felt that peace just
  
   existing,
  
  though. When it happened at Omnu’s behest, that was an act of will. An exertion of power, an attempt to deny the brutal nature of life and impose something better. In the week since they’d returned to school, she had begun to suspect Toby
  
   finally
  
  understood that fact; there was a directness in him beneath his serenity that hadn’t been there before, an unyielding oak behind the bending willow. The three paladins had been cagey about their experiences over the summer, but she was coming around to the opinion that some answers needed to be dragged out of them, one way or another. If nothing else, she very much wanted to know what had pounded some understanding into Toby.
 

 
  He wasn’t the only one who still needed to absorb that lesson.
 

 
  Teal’s consciousness shivered unhappily within her, and Vadrieny paused, taking a moment just to be with her counterpart, to acknowledge the love between them. It was love strained with growing tension, a complex state of emotions that, like the peace beneath the Great Tree, could not have easily been spoken but could absolutely not be denied.
 

 
  The fortress was physically defined by the roots of the tree now supporting it as much as by its own shape. Apart from the cataclysmic battle that had wrecked it to its foundations, three thousand years atop a mountain had reduced worked stone to weathered shapes that might just as well have been so many boulders. It seemed as if the tree itself had made an effort to preserve what there was of the old fortress.
 

 
  That might have been the literal case. Between gods, the Crawl, and the Golden Sea, she was well aware that a consciousness too diffuse to carry on a conversation could still have an agenda and the means to enact it.
 

 
  Vadrieny climbed carefully up the roots to the trunk, balancing on each step without allowing her talons to dig into the wood. The colossal trunk was vertically flat on this side, enormous roots fanning out to embrace the ancient courtyard and leaving a towering, arched surface against the rear. In shape, it actually very much resembled a gate. There was no hellgate here, though, not even the distinctive prickle of infernal magic at work. This might be the least magically corrupted place she had ever visited; even the Temple of Avei had a martial harshness to its ambient energies, never mind that her Talisman of Absolution was meant to protect her from them.
 

 
  The archdemon rested one clawed hand against the living wooden surface where, long ago, there had been a gate to Hell. One she had passed through in both directions.
 

 
  Nothing here sparked even a hint of memory.
 

 
  Wings folded, she climbed back down just as carefully and made a slow circuit of the courtyard on foot, gazing across every feature of the wood and stone encircling it.
 

 
  Nothing.
 

 
  Her eye was caught by a depression in the ground, slightly off-center from the gate. Vadrieny paced around it in a full circle, then stepped down into it and carefully stretched herself out.
 

 
  Its walls were gently sloped after millennia of erosion, but with her wings spread behind her and limbs spread, it was
  
   almost
  
  like the base of the crater, over a yard down, was shaped like a person of about her dimensions. As if something had made a Vadrieny-shaped hole in the ground.
 

 
  Then again, it was probably just the wind-carved remains of some forgotten artillery strike. Professor Tellwyrn had covered in detail the propensity of the sapient mind to find patterns that weren’t there and attach significance to things that had none.
 

 
  She still lay there, though, staring up at the branches of the tree. The sheer size of the thing made it hard to get a sense of perspective; a tree that
  
   big
  
  was outside her frame of reference, and the sight messed with her instinctive sense of spatial relationships. But that, too, would be corrected with time and exposure, if they stayed here long enough.
 

 
  It was funny, how you couldn’t really trust your own mind. Funny, and horrifying. Tellwyrn said the best you could do was to be aware of the ways it tended to go wrong, and try to account and compensate for them.
 

 
  A lot of them could benefit from some practice at that art.
 

 
  The distant yapping noise made Vadrieny clamber back out of the hole, snapping her wings once to dislodge dust, leaves, and stray bits of gravel. She turned toward the tumbled gap at the front of the courtyard that had once been its gates, pacing forward to meet what was coming.
 

 
  He emerged over a low ridge of fallen rocks, bounding toward her in comical little leaps each punctuated by a yip. Vadrieny couldn’t help but smile as she met the young hellhound partway. F’thaan flopped over on his side upon reaching her, panting furiously, his tail beating an excited pulse against the dirt despite his obvious fatigue.
 

 
  “Aw, buddy,” she murmured, ruffling his ears. He licked at her claws. “Poor guy, that was quite a hike, wasn’t it? And what did you do with Shaeine? You know you’re not supposed to run off on your own.”
 

 
  F’thaan, unrepentant, struggled back upright and began pawing at her leg.
 

 
  When the others caught up, they found Vadrieny sitting on a root, slowly stroking the half-grown pup draped over her lap, already sound asleep.
 

 
  Shaeine quickened her pace, crossing the broken ground with that almost liquid glide of hers and nonetheless moving as fast as a human in a sprint. Vadrieny smiled, watching her approach. Just the sight of the drow—their
  
   wife,
  
  though neither of them was truly accustomed to the thought yet—was enough to make both her and Teal feel physically warmer, a blend of pure adoration and carnal hunger, neither of which showed signs of fading with familiarity. She was such a vision, a sleek, dainty specter of beauty and danger constrained by the serenity of her own will, those garnet eyes glittering with promises for no one else to interpret.
 

 
  Shaeine slipped onto the root next to her and Vadrieny draped an arm and wing around her slim shoulders. For a moment the drow hesitated, stiffening barely perceptibly, then relaxed into the embrace. She took no offense; this was a public space, and those distinctions were drilled into her with a severity that went beyond culture and religion. The drow of Tar’naris couldn’t
  
   function
  
  without their rigid distinctions and hierarchies. Shaeine relaxing in public wasn’t a simple matter of coaxing her out of her shell. Even now, the bare extent to which she was willing to relax and show feeling around others was offered only to the handful of people now joining them.
 

 
  The rest of the class of 1182 crossed the old courtyard more sedately, gazing around at the scenery now that they were satisfied Vadrieny didn’t need any immediate help.
 

 
  “Well,” Ruda said aloud after they had assembled in a loose cluster near Vadrieny and Shaeine, the pirate tilting her head back with fists on hips to stare up at the swaying branches high above. “Whaddaya think of
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “I never thought I would say this,” Juniper murmured, “but this tree…makes me uneasy.”
 

 
  “How’s that, Juno?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “It feels…it smells…” The dryad shook her head, absently running a hand over the beak of her little bird-thing companion. “It’s not
  
   exactly
  
  the same, but the feeling I get from this tree makes me think…
  
   sister.
  
  And my knee-jerk reaction is that no, Mother would never do something like that. Then comes everything I’ve learned and I realize that yes, of course she would.”
 

 
  Sniff leaned against her leg in silent support. Vadrieny would never have said so aloud, but she already liked the proto-bird better than Juniper’s last pet. Even with his training apparently just begun, Sniff behaved himself in public and actually performed useful tasks, two feats Jack had never managed.
 

 
  “Nothing about this suggests sentience to me,” Fross buzzed, circling lazily above their heads. “I’ve never felt an instinctive kinship with dryads or other fairies, though. With the way pixies are raised, that really…wouldn’t work.”
 

 
  Trissiny sat down on Vadrieny’s other side on the root, of course not nearly as close as Shaeine. “I don’t understand the magic at work here,” the paladin mused, also staring up at the tree, “but I could get used to it. This place feels…safe.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Vadrieny agreed, gently squeezing Shaeine’s shoulder, ever mindful of her talons. “For me, even. Safe, and unfamiliar.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked at her, inquisitive but not pushing.
 

 
  “I was worried,” the archdemon admitted. “You know I’ve had flashes before, little bits that rise to the surface. After what Tellwyrn said, I thought maybe a place like this would…” She trailed off, and shook her head. “I wanted to face it alone at first, just in case. But no, nothing. Not a twinge.”
 

 
  Shaeine mutely rested a hand atop the claws that were slowly stroking F’thaan’s dark fur.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Vadrieny,” Toby said simply.
 

 
  “No, it’s for the best. Like I said, I was
  
   worried,
  
  not hopeful. I think Trissiny put it best, back when we visited the Temple of Avei. My history is not a good one to have. However it came about, I got a blank slate, and… Some things about my existence now might be a little awkward, but whose life is perfect? I have everything anybody could reasonably desire.”
 

 
  She shifted to press a brief kiss to Shaeine’s hair. Again, a fleeting stiffness passed through the drow’s body, instinctive discomfort with the display in front of others. It brought a responding pang from both Vadrieny and Teal, equally fleeting and then gone. Their relationship was necessarily complex, but all three of them understood it. Love soothed over many affronts, so long as it was nurtured.
 

 
  Trissiny was gazing up at the tree again, her expression far away. “It’s so easy to forget that Elilial is a
  
   person.
  
  Was once, anyway. The choices she made were the ones that seemed best to her at the time, under circumstances I doubt any of us could even imagine living through. She was a friend to the Pantheon. I can’t help but wonder what could possibly have been going through her mind.”
 

 
  “Sympathy for the Dark Lady, now,” Ruda said incredulously. “What the
  
   fuck
  
  did those thieves do to you, Boots?”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not just them,” Trissiny said with a passing grin. “And it’s not sympathy, just…understanding. Or an effort at understanding, anyway. The enemy you refuse to understand is the one who’ll defeat you.”
 

 
  “Careful with that, though,” Gabriel murmured, also staring up at the tree. “What you understand too deeply, you become. If you’re not practiced at taking that mask off when you’re done with it, you might find it stuck in place.”
 

 
  “I can’t conjure up any sympathy for…my mother,” Vadrieny said quietly. “Whatever the reasons for her choices, she made them. I can’t
  
   imagine
  
  anything that justifies the harm she’s done to the world and everyone on it. Thinking about the fact that I used to be a willing part of that… The sensation is like vertigo. But,” she added in a softer tone, “I do wish I could have known my sisters.”
 

 
  Shaeine deliberately leaned her head against Vadrieny’s shoulder, nodding once to rub her cheek against her.
 

 
  “It must be hard to disentangle those things, huh,” Fross said, fluttering down to hover in front of the archdemon. “I feel like I don’t get to hear your perspective very much, Vadrieny. I’m sorry to just be hearing about this now.”
 

 
  “It’s fine,” she said, smiling. “And it’s not so
  
   very
  
  hard to reconcile. All I have to do is remember that, in the end, Elilial and her schemes are the
  
   reason
  
  I don’t have sisters.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny,” Trissiny said seriously, turning again to face her, “I don’t really know if I can call you sister. I mean, whether that closeness has been earned. But after the last two years I can say that I would be honored to.”
 

 
  “How is that done?” Shaeine asked suddenly. “In your Sisterhood, that is. I assume there is some rite of adoption that links sisters in arms?”
 

 
  “Well, not…explicitly,” Trissiny said with a thoughtful frown. “There are formalities in joining either the Legions or the clergy, of course. And within those groups there’s a very strong sense of sorority. But then, the doctrine of the faith teaches that there is a universal sisterhood among women. It’s…well, it’s vague, Shaeine. I, uh, guess it’s all very un-Narisian. All feelings and personal judgment and working things out organically, how matters stand between any two particular women.”
 

 
  “I see,” Shaeine murmured. “I have been… More and more, lately, I struggle to reconcile the different parts of my life. I will never be anything but Narisian, nor do I desire to. But I feel I have become sufficiently Imperial that… That the very barriers I must keep up to protect my own identity have begun to pain me. There are people I no longer wish to keep on the other side of them…people for whom adoption into my House is simply not a prospect.”
 

 
  “Aw, honey,” Ruda said, grinning as usual, but with sincere compassion now. “We all love you, too.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel added. “Ruda even declined to punch you, that’s gotta show how serious she is. Remember that time she—”
 

 
  
   “Fucking stabbed you,”
  
  all eight of them chorused, Ariel included. F’thaan raised his head, peering sleepily around at them.
 

 
  “I just want to make sure everyone remembers,” Gabriel said primly.
 

 
  “The record time elapsed
  
   between
  
  you making sure we remember is one week,” Fross informed him. “I have kept track.”
 

 
  “Course you have, Fross.”
 

 
  “I have a question,” Vadrieny said suddenly, “for Toby and Trissiny. And Gabriel, I suppose. The Pantheon-trained among us.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Toby asked.
 

 
  Vadrieny drew a deep breath, seeking to still the emotional clamor rising up in her. Most of it wasn’t hers. “What is it that defines a bard?”
 

 
  A beat of silence passed. The first hints of tension gathered in it.
 

 
  “Based on that lead-in,” Trissiny said in a careful tone, “I assume you’re not interested in an easy definition covering musical ability or membership in the Vesker cult.”
 

 
  “Sort of? My knowledge
  
   of
  
  the Vesker cult is thirdhand, at best. We’ve had a conversation with Vesk himself, and yet…”
 

 
  “Control,” Toby said quietly.
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at him.
 

 
  “The world isn’t made of stories,” he said, “it’s made of math. But the way people
  
   perceive
  
  the world
  
   is
  
  made of stories. Thought is narrative, that’s the heart of Vesker doctrine. Every cult, every tradition, ever mortal pursuit, is an attempt at control through some method or other. If you think of the core actions of Avenists, of Eserites, of Elilinists or Omnists or
  
   anyone,
  
  it all comes down to a belief about what the world
  
   should
  
  be and a set of actions intended to
  
   make
  
  it so. Including, necessarily, a means of imposing your will on the people who have a different vision. Veskers…bards…do it by stepping into the story and controlling how it develops. You can’t change the physical world that way, but you can certainly change the way people perceive what’s happening to them. And therefore, what they decide to do about it. At least,” he added with a self-conscious little shrug, “that’s the theory.”
 

 
  “That…is really well-put,” Vadrieny said slowly. “Thank you, Toby. That tracks perfectly with everything I’ve learned from Teal. When she would read adventure stories as a girl, it was always the bards she admired because they got done what they needed to without resorting to force, or even trickery a lot of the times. It was like they just… Knew how people worked, and got the results they needed from that.” She nodded, gently squeezing Shaeine. “Teal never laid it out in those terms, but that’s what it was. Skillful, passive control.”
 

 
  In the quiet, there was only the breath of wind across the courtyard, the sound of air through leaves so high above them and in so vast a spread of branches that it was like the sound of a nearby sea.
 

 
  “This is an awkward silence,” Fross stated at last. “The thing we are all carefully not saying is how Teal does absolutely none of any of that.”
 

 
  All of them lowered their eyes, Gabriel and Trissiny sighing softly. Shaeine once again pressed her head against Vadrieny’s shoulder.
 

 
  “I don’t know if I could even tell you how hard it is to have to do this,” Vadrieny whispered, “but by myself, I can’t make her… It’s getting to be too much. She depends on Shaeine to make any arrangements to ward off conflict, and on me to smash down whatever else slips through. And if Teal was weak, or stupid, I could accept that. There’s nothing I would not do to protect her, and my love for her isn’t contingent on anything she does. But she doesn’t
  
   need
  
  this. She’s
  
   so
  
  smart, and so gifted, and so averse to proving it! And so, so afraid of her own capacity to do
  
   anything
  
  that she…doesn’t. As if exerting any energy onto the world were an act of violence.”
 

 
  “I recently received a stern lecture about confusing pacifism with passivity,” Toby said with a sigh. “I think Teal could’ve benefited from hearing it, too.”
 

 
  “Okay, I need to interject something here.” Ruda stepped forward, and then crouched on her heels in front of Vadrieny so that she was looking up at the seated archdemon from a lower position. “I really feel like we don’t get to talk with you nearly enough, Sparky, and I really hate the thought of asking you to go back inside so we can talk to Teal instead. But the fact is we’re now criticizing a friend behind her back and that
  
   really
  
  sits badly with me.”
 

 
  “Teal is fully conscious of this conversation,” Trissiny pointed out, her forehead creased in a worried frown.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Ruda retorted, scowling back, “but she’s not able to have her say in it!”
 

 
  “Teal does not need to have her say,” Shaeine whispered. All of them turned to stare at her in naked surprise. The priestess squeezed her eyes shut, visibly struggling for control, then turned and wrapped both arms around Vadrieny, pressing herself close. “My beloved, light of my universe… There is nothing I would not do for you. I have broached this gently, and in private, and you don’t hear. I
  
   cannot
  
  fail to serve you as you need from your mate…and if that means I must shame you before our friends, I will not flinch from it. I will abase myself in whatever manner I must to earn your forgiveness again, but they are right. You need to
  
   shut up
  
  and
  
   hear
  
  this.”
 

 
  She buried her face in Vadrieny’s collarbone, shoulders quivering with barely-repressed sobs. The demon swept a glowing wing around Shaeine, all but hiding her from view and cradling her head with one clawed hand.
 

 
  “Love,” Toby said in a soft cadence as if reciting something, “means placing another’s needs before your own. And sometimes, what a loved one needs is a swift kick in the ass.”
 

 
  “There will be no abasing,” Vadrieny murmured, caressing Shaeine’s hair with careful talons. “She adores the air you breathe,
  
   aithrin.
  
  And she
  
   knows
  
  we’re right about this. These are family. There’s nothing to forgive.”
 

 
  “Man, this is
  
   really
  
  uncomfortable,”
  
  
  Ruda grumbled, standing back up and beginning to pace. “Putting all my instincts against each other, here. You gotta have straight talk between friends, but you can’t do it at somebody who can’t talk back…but fuck if this isn’t overdue. Teal, you’re the sweetest human being alive and I love you like my own blood, but Naphthene’s
  
   tits,
  
  girl! It
  
   kills
  
  me how you refuse to deserve the respect I
  
   know
  
  you’re capable of earning. Aw, fuck me running, now you assholes’ve got
  
   me
  
  doing it.”
 

 
  She savagely kicked a chunk of masonry from its millennia-old resting place.
 

 
  “So…yeah,” Fross chimed awkwardly. “This here is a whole set of issues, isn’t it? I, uh, I’m pretty out of my element, too. Just like to add that I
  
   also
  
  love Teal and I dunno what to do about any of this, but if somebody
  
   does
  
  you can count on me.”
 

 
  “Growth can’t really happen without pain,” Juniper murmured, chewing at her bottom lip. “Sometimes… I guess sometimes you have to try to cut in the right place, so it heals the right way.”
 

 
  “Growth, like healing, is a process,” Toby added, nodding. “What’s important is that we will be here for each other. There are no magic solutions to things like this.”
 

 
  Gabriel cleared his throat. “Actually…”
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  “Okay, but I still wanna know how you’re
  
   funding
  
  all this, especially since you swing from being such a penny-pinching tightwad to apparently making a day trip to freaking Glassiere for the highest of high fashion.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is high fashion?” Hesthri muttered, plucking at the gilded lapels of her crimson velvet longcoat.
 

 
  “Buried treasure,” Natchua said.
 

 
  Melaxyna rolled her eyes. “You know,
  
   boss,
  
  if you don’t wanna answer a question you can just say so. Nobody needs to sit through your amateur league sarcasm.”
 

 
  “My sarcasm is more skilled than your sex appeal,” Natchua sneered.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   burn,”
  
  Hesthri crooned, grinning and earning a sidelong scowl from the disguised succubus.
 

 
  “And I was being entirely serious,” Natchua continued in a low voice, her eyes constantly moving. The three of them were naturally acquiring glances as they navigated through the surprisingly crowded streets of Ninkabi after dark, but no one lingered to try to talk to them or listen in and the pace at which they moved would have made it difficult for anyone to eavesdrop. “I got the idea from Tellwyrn. She funded the University that way: use magical means to locate buried treasure, then go fetch it. Simple.
  
   Being
  
  Tellwyrn and unable to do anything half-way, she uprooted no less than four abandoned dragon hoards. Even after building the school, the old bitch is probably richer than the Sultana of Calderaas, not that she bothers to care. My needs and aspirations are much humbler. After thousands of years of various adventures this whole continent is riddled with forgotten treasure troves. I just had Qadira point a few of them out to me.”
 

 
  “Risky, getting directions that explicit from a djinn,” Hesthri murmured. “There’s always a sting in the tail.”
 

 
  “In this case, it’s that nobody is the only one contracted to any djinn at any one time, and information like
  
   that
  
  which is universally interesting to anyone who likes money—so, everyone—gets immediately broadcast to everybody they feel the urge to share it with. Which, being djinn, is whoever they consider most likely to ruin your day. I spent some of my downtime in Mathenon jumping to various patches of wilderness and then annihilating some other warlock Qadira either disliked or thought could take me. I’m assuming the first option, since none of them were especially challenging. I picked up a couple of useful knickknacks from them along the way, even.”
 

 
  “Right, so, basically then, you have functionally unlimited access to money and your whingeing about my requests for supplies is just you being a drama queen,” Melaxyna said sweetly.
 

 
  “Wealth is not an excuse for profligacy,” Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “On general principles,” Hesthri agreed, “and also because throwing money around draws attention. It’s the funniest thing,” she added, glancing speculatively at Natchua, “how I keep finding reasons to like you, despite everything and you generally being so…well, yourself.”
 

 
  “No, the
  
   funniest
  
  thing is how you keep zig-zagging between groveling submissiveness and needling at me,” Natchua retorted. “Is this some long-term plot to keep me off-balance or do you just have an unstable personality?”
 

 
  “Bit of both,” Hesthri mumbled, now avoiding her eyes. “It’s… Some of the habits of survival in…where I’m from…translate poorly to…well, anywhere else. I do appreciate your patience with me, mistr—”
 

 
  
   “Don’t.”
  
 

 
  That harsh syllable put an end to the conversation, at least temporarily, and the three strode through the crowd in silence, letting its noise wash around them. Natchua had done nothing to change her appearance save dressing up for an evening at a trendy nightclub. Drow were merely exotic in these parts; it was the two demons who had to be heavily disguised. She had tried to limit the amount of infernal magic used toward that purpose, having performed a similar spell upon Hesthri as the one on Melaxyna that let her pass undetected through demon wards…in theory. A divine ward would still go off explosively if they blundered into it, but Natchua was confident in her spellwork against any other warlock’s, and anticipated no trouble in slipping the pair of them into Agasti’s club. Beyond the magic suppression, Melaxyna had exercised her native shapeshifting ability to assume the appearance of a brown-skinned Jendi woman with her hair up in a profusion of thin braids, while Hesthri wore a conventional arcane disguise charm that made her look like a human of Tiraan extraction.
 

 
  Altogether they made something of a spectacle, just walking down the street, and not least because of their formation. The necessity of people getting out of their way—while, in many cases, slowing to gawk at the well-dressed drow and her companions—was limiting their movement speed.
 

 
  “You know,” Natchua said, glancing to both sides at the pair of them, “this would probably be easier if you two would follow me in single file.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” Melaxyna chided. “The whole approach here is to use the sheer power of making an impression to get access to the club and then Xyraadi, yes? I had
  
   assumed
  
  that was your purpose in choosing us in particular to come along. Please tell me you actually do know what you’re about and that wasn’t just a coincidental whim.”
 

 
  “I always know what I’m about, but I don’t necessarily know what
  
   you
  
  are
  
   talking
  
  about. As usual.”
 

 
  “Two is the optimal number of hench-wenches for the appearance-minded alpha bitch,” Hesthri recited, one corner of her mouth drawing up in a little smirk. “This is universal across cultures and time periods. One, no matter how obedient, is just a friend you’re dragging along; three or more create positioning issues for threat displays, and introduce progressive complications in maintaining control. Girls are pack hunters, Natchua. For every additional female in the pride, the risk of one making a power play on the queen increases exponentially. You have the best possible position with us flanking you.”
 

 
  “Mel,” Natchua said quietly, “was that spiel anywhere near as accurate as it was creepy?”
 

 
  Melaxyna leaned forward subtly to look past Natchua at Hesthri, who was now striding along with her eyes forward and a smug little smile hovering about her mouth. “Well, I could argue with every one of the details, but honestly I’m impressed that she has even that solid a grasp on the dynamics. I had to pause for a moment and remind myself which of us was which species of…wench.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Natchua grunted. “What exactly did you do for your previous employer, Hesthri?”
 

 
  Her expression closed down. “Unspecified servant work. Her demands varied widely with the situation. I learned to pay close attention and understand as much as possible while presuming as little as possible.”
 

 
  “There’s a sweet spot,” Natchua said in a near whisper, “when working under a noble. You want to be close enough to the currents of power to catch enough loose favor that you don’t starve, but far enough not to get swept up in their schemes. It’s an impossible balance.”
 

 
  Again, Hesthri glanced at her sidelong, a look as laden with thought as it was fleeting. “You really do
  
   get
  
  the most surprising things.”
 

 
  “Tar’naris is a lot like Hell. I suspect the difference is one of degree.”
 

 
  “No, it isn’t,” Melaxyna said immediately. “You know a phenomenal amount for someone your age, Natch. I recommend keeping your mouth shut about things you specifically
  
   don’t
  
  know.”
 

 
  The drow’s jaw tightened momentarily, but the brief hint of anger faded as fast as it had come. “That’s fair. And good advice. I suppose I should be glad to find myself surrounded with so much
  
   unending sass
  
  that I don’t risk getting a big head.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Hesthri said in complete seriousness, contrasting Natchua’s light tone. “You should. That is a very real danger for people in your position.”
 

 
  “The consequences can be fatal or worse,” Melaxyna agreed, drifting closer to tuck one hand through Natchua’s elbow. “We
  
   do
  
  care, kiddo. I for one would prefer to see as many of us as possible survive whatever the hell is coming next.”
 

 
  “Don’t call me kiddo,” Natchua grumbled, causing both of them to giggle and Hesthri to likewise step closer and take her other arm.
 

 
  They turned the corner into the tunnel street which lead straight to the entrance of Second Chances. Once beneath its arch, the more general crowd shifted in composition to knots of strolling and chatting young people in fancy clothes, the mismatched uniforms of those with too much spending money out for a night on the town. It seemed that Agasti’s place was truly
  
   the
  
  spot to be seen in Ninkabi, to judge by how far back the general crowd morphed into the line waiting to get in.
 

 
  Natchua and company reached the end of the line and kept going right past it, heading down the center of the street toward the door and ignoring the unfriendly stares they were accumulating along the way. Quite apart from the line-jumping, they were the best-dressed people here—at least, in her opinion. Glassian fashions did tend to lead the world, but they did not tend to reach the Tiraan Empire until a year or so after they peaked in their homeland. Natchua wasn’t personally very sensitive to the dictates of fashion, but quite incidentally what had been described to her as “l’aventure chic” was very much to her own taste, and she had not hesitated to dress her two companions in it as well, despite Hesthri’s skepticism.
 

 
  She herself wore black, as was her longstanding habit—black and a shade of nearly-black green that, though she hadn’t realized it until belatedly, was the same as that corduroy greatcoat Gabriel Arquin was always wearing. That deep green was the shade of her baggy velvet trousers and the narrow scarf wrapped once around her neck and trailing down her back. Her trench coat was black, and fitted closely to her figure—not to mention equipped with a hidden interior support structure which was very necessary, as its highest button was low enough to clearly reveal that she had nothing on under it. Natchua didn’t usually show off cleavage but it would’ve been a shame to waste the ingenious engineering underneath. Her supple black boots might have passed for Punaji stompers if not for their pointed toes.
 

 
  As she had been alone on her visit to Glassiere, only her own garments were cut to fit her—or close to it, as she hadn’t time for a proper fitting and alterations and had to settle for the closest thing available to a match for her measurements. The most forgivingly-cut outfit had gone to Hesthri, by necessity; Melaxyna, thanks to her shapeshifting, could all but literally pour herself into any garments she chose. She could also have used it to mock up any clothing she wanted but Natchua was in no mood to deal with the caterwauling that would ensue if she came back from Glassiere with stylish new clothes for everyone but the succubus.
 

 
  Thus, Melaxyna was garbed in something that might have passed for a low-cut black evening dress if not for its profusion of unnecessary leather belts, gleaming steel buckles, and strategic sprays of raven feathers. It came with leather bracers which bristled with actual spikes, and the most ludicrous shoes Natchua had ever seen. They were described to her as “stiletto heels” and she had bought them mostly just to torment Melaxyna. To her annoyance, the succubus balanced on the absurd things with impossible agility, proving that among them she was the least in need of the strut they added to her walk.
 

 
  Hesthri’s coat was red velvet, trimmed in gold, and far looser in cut. Her scoop-necked peasant blouse and leather trousers didn’t make much of an impression on their own, but the coat really sold it. The result wasn’t as vampish as the other two, but she looked quite dashing. Privately, Natchua thought that better suited the hethelax’s personality.
 

 
  They came to a stop alongside the front of the line, before the door to Second Chances and the flat, fiery stares of two revenant demons.
 

 
  “Do they not have lines in the Underworld?” the female revenant asked in a particularly dry tone. “If you’d like, I have time to explain to you how they work while you’re standing here, not getting in.”
 

 
  “We’re on the list,” Natchua announced.
 

 
  The male demon’s expression was openly skeptical, but he did prop his clipboard on his forearm and rest his fingertips upon it as if preparing to leaf through the pages. “And your name is…?”
 

 
  “I don’t think you understand,” Natchua said pleasantly, raising her chin. “This is a nightclub. We are three amazingly hot young women, one wildly exotic, and all in outfits that each cost more than the reagents for summoning and binding the both of you. We are, by default, on
  
   every
  
  list.”
 

 
  “I don’t think
  
   you
  
  understand, darling,” he replied, lowering the clipboard. “This isn’t a nightclub, it is
  
   the
  
  nightclub. If you don’t have a name and it isn’t written down on my paper, you get to be grateful that our entrance is out of the wind. Those oh-so-expensive outfits look pretty drafty.”
 

 
  There were a couple of snickers from waiting club-goers at the head of the line, which Natchua ignored. All her attention was focused on the two revenants. They weren’t true demons, but elaborate constructs of magic around a wisp of a soul—in theory, the same general type of creature as Melaxyna. The succubus, though, was the handiwork of Prince Vanislaas and thus orders of magnitude beyond the capabilities of any mortal warlock.
  
   These
  
  were like open books to someone who could both read and understand the amazingly complex web of spells and charms of which they were composed.
 

 
  Natchua could read and understand them as easily as a journal. A journal, specifically, at which she held her own pen.
 

 
  Nudging their consciousness required the daintiest of touches, not even necessitating any gesticulation or outward sign that she was casting; she barely had to bother shielding her tiny flow of power in a shroud of concealment.
 

 
  “We,” she enunciated clearly, “are on the list.”
 

 
  The man—his name was Drake, it was written on his soul—blinked his fiery eyes once, then again raised his clipboard, lifted a page, and scanned whatever was written there. “Ah…so you are. Welcome, ladies. Enjoy our hospitality.”
 

 
  “Why, thank you,” Natchua said sweetly, already striding past him to where the other revenant—Celeste—was already opening the door for them.
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  protested a young man in the line behind them.
 

 
  “You wanna start over at the rear, handsome?” Drake asked him, cutting off the complaints. That was all Natchua heard of the world outside as she and her two companions swept into the interior of the nightclub.
 

 
  “Please,” Hesthri muttered, just barely audible over the swell of peculiar, syncopated music within, “tell me she didn’t just—”
 

 
  “Find a way to antagonize our host
  
   literally
  
  before we got in the door?” Melaxyna murmured back. “Of course she did. It’s Natchua, have you
  
   met
  
  her?”
 

 
  “They’re fine,” Natchua said brusquely. “It was just the tiniest—”
 

 
  She was more surprised than pained when Hesthri jabbed her knuckles into her ribs, though the blow hadn’t been playful. The support framework under her coat was really something else. Natchua turned a surprised frown on Hesthri, who was openly glaring at her. The anger in her eyes wasn’t the least bit diminished by her human disguise.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is one of the things I was talking about,” she hissed. “Those were sapient demons.
  
   People.
  
  Sticking your tricky little fingers into their brains is
  
   crossing a line.”
  
 

 
  Natchua drew in a breath and let it out slowly, then nodded. “I…don’t disagree. You’re right, Hes. Thank you.”
 

 
  She seemed surprised by the admission, but it quickly passed, and then she nodded back. “Okay. What’s done is done. Just don’t do it
  
   again.”
  
 

 
  “Not unless I absolutely have to,” Natchua agreed.
 

 
  The demon’s expression hardened again.
  
   “Natchua.”
  
 

 
  “If it’s some hypothetical scenario where the choices are pushing a revanant’s mind or
  
   you
  
  get maimed or killed or something, I won’t hesitate.
  
   But,
  
  you’re right, that kind of thing isn’t for casual use. I won’t use it to get us into private with Agasti, I promise.”
 

 
  “Almost a shame,” Melaxyna commented, perusing the dimly-lit interior of Second Chances. “You could find all
  
   kinds
  
  of uses for that trick in here, of all places.”
 

 
  They had drifted to the side, out of the way of traffic, though no one else had yet been admitted through the door behind them. The reason for the line was clear; the club was loud and quite crowded, with every table filled and people twirling about on the dance floor, and even most of the stools at the bar occupied. Second Chances was made up to look like an underground cave, with the bar and stage where the musicians played elevated and a knee-deep sea of fog obscuring the floor. The three were already accumulating some speculative glances—mostly Natchua, actually—but it was a different matter in here. It was dim, the music and noise of the crowd was distracted, and people were generally too occupied with their own revelry to eyeball new arrivals.
 

 
  Melaxyna’s comment was a reference to the fact that all the staff—servers, bartender, musicians, bouncer—were revenant demons.
 

 
  “Unbelievable,” Hesthri muttered. “I assume there’s an
  
   amazing
  
  story behind why the Empire doesn’t shut this place down.”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you later, if you want,” Natchua offered, leading them past the bar toward a dark corner with a good vantage over the floor. “For now, business.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   hello
  
  there, ladies,” said a young man at the bar as they passed, turning to grin at them. “I must say, you’re a—”
 

 
  “No,” Natchua said curtly.
 

 
  “Now, don’t be that way!” he replied, his grin widening. “Let me treat you girls to a round. If you’re half as interesting as you are lovely, I couldn’t possibly find a better use for my time.”
 

 
  Natchua came to a stop and stared at him. “Do you know the temperature at which human blood boils?”
 

 
  His grin faltered. “Uh, I don’t…”
 

 
  She held up one hand and blue-black flamed flickered across her fingers. “Want to?”
 

 
  He actually edged backward against the bar. “…well, all right then. Enjoy your evening, ladies.”
 

 
  She turned without another word and continued.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   Natchua,”
  
  Melaxyna said despairingly. “Honestly, we can’t take you
  
   anywhere.
  
  If that’s how you treat boys who just say hello, what the hell will you do to the ones who’re
  
   actually
  
  boorish?”
 

 
  
   “Actually
  
  boil them.”
 

 
  “You really aren’t much for socializing, are you?” Hesthri asked.
 

 
  “I assume that was rhetorical. Do I need to remind you that we’re not
  
   here
  
  to socialize? This clubbing business was a front to get us
  
   in.
  
  We’re in; now we need to find Agasti, or ideally, Xyraadi herself.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Melaxyna said with a grin as they slipped into their targeted alcove over the dance floor. “Annnd…since you could apparently get us in with your little mind trick,
  
   why
  
  did you need to jump all the way to the fashion capital of the world and drop a fortune on these costumes?”
 

 
  Natchua scowled at her. “I was
  
   hoping
  
  that would be enough. Hes isn’t wrong; messing with people’s heads is not a nice thing to do, and never my first choice of action. For your information, this is literally the first time I’ve been denied entry to any kind of bar or club. Being an attractive dark elf is usually all it takes in the Empire.”
 

 
  Hesthri rested a hand gently on her upper back, and leaned in close to murmur barely above the noise when Natchua turned to her in surprise, “You know, if you just want to buy and wear pretty clothes, you’re
  
   allowed.
  
  Being on some suicidal crusade doesn’t mean you can’t find a little joy for yourself along the way. If anything, the opposite.”
 

 
  Natchua scowled and averted her eyes. “No time for that. All right, it doesn’t seem likely our quarry is just going to come to us. Now that I’m inside the wards, I can
  
   probably
  
  zero in on a khelminash demon regardless of what protection she has up, but I’ll need to focus. You two run interference with any more bozos who try to pester us.”
 

 
  “You’re going to quickly wear out our welcome by lurking in the corner muttering to yourself,” Melaxyna said. “Places like this exist to make a profit; providing a venue for the likes of us to flaunt our cleavage is a means to that end. Gimme some doubloons so I can buy us some drinks before you end up having to hypnotize the bouncer.”
 

 
  “Bozo incoming,” Hesthri murmured.
 

 
  “The feminine form of ‘bozo’ is ‘bimbo,’ darling,” Melaxyna replied sweetly, and that was all the time they had before a young woman stepped within earshot of them. Given the noise in the club, within earshot was more than close enough to touch.
 

 
  She was tall, slender of build, and local to judge by her coloring. Unlike everyone else here, staff and guests alike, she was not dressed to be in a nightclub, wearing a sweeping robe that more resembled old-fashioned wizard’s attire than any modern fashion. The new arrival just stood there, uncomfortably close, studying each of their faces in turn.
 

 
  “And hello to you,
  
   too,”
  
  Melaxyna said pointedly.
 

 
  
   “Bonsoir, mes petites,”
  
  she replied, suddenly grinning. “So! Which of you is the succubus, and which the warlock who had the unspeakable gall to tamper with members of the staff? Ah, ah!” As all three stiffened, she held up both hands, graceful fingers splayed as if playing a game of cat’s cradle. Nearly invisible lines of orange fire flickered between her fingertips, though, some deadly spell held on the verge of being unleashed. “Let us not go and do anything which might disrupt anyone else’s pleasant evening. We can perhaps settle this ourselves, without involving law enforcement or bodily harm to anyone, yes?”
 

 
  “Well,” Hesthri commented,
  
   “that
  
  was fast.”
 

 
  “What succubus?” Natchua asked coolly.
 

 
  The woman’s smile broadened a deadly half inch. “Ah, so that is only a partial admission. We are making progress, then! The protections upon you three…yes, very subtle,
  
   very
  
  powerful. But not perfect. Warlocks never fail to overestimate themselves,
  
   non?”
  
 

 
  “Ah.” Natchua inclined her head. “Well, that was much easier than I expected! Good evening, Xyraadi. We came a long way to meet you.”
 

 
  That grin instantly vanished. “You are…increasingly interesting,
  
   cherie.
  
  That may be a good thing, for you. Or it may not.”
 

 
  “Okay, wait a moment,” Melaxyna said, raising both her hands. “Let me just pose a question, here.”
 

 
  The other three shifted to stare at her in silence.
 

 
  “Why in the hell,” she demanded, “would a centuries-old khelminash demon have a Glassian accent?”
 

 
  The music played over them for three tense seconds.
 

 
  “Let’s try to focus, shall we?” Natchua suggested. “That’s not relevant here. I apologize for the tampering; I’ll try to make it up to the establishment, if you wish. In all seriousness, I am
  
   not
  
  looking for trouble, here, and I mean no harm. I very much desire to have a conversation with you, Xyraadi.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Xyraadi said evenly, “we should indeed continue our pleasant little chat in a
  
   quieter
  
  setting.”
 

 
  Natchua glanced past her; from their position they could make out an opening adjacent to the bar, where the cleverly placed stonework almost concealed a door that led out of the main club area. She slowly raised one hand to indicate it, moving deliberately as if to avoid spooking a flighty animal. “May we?”
 

 
  Xyraadi studied her a moment longer, then suddenly smiled again, took a step back, and also gestured languidly in the direction of the door.
  
   “Mais oui.”
  
 

 
  She let them pass, bringing up the rear as if to prevent them from bolting, which none attempted to do. The four slipped quietly through the back, finding themselves in a well-lit hall running behind the bar.
 

 
  There, Natchua suddenly stopped, causing the rest to do likewise.
 

 
  “Just ahead, if you please,” Xyraadi prompted pleasantly.
 

 
  “Of course,” Natchua replied, studying the walls. “Just as soon as you explain to me what this
  
   exceedingly
  
  complex ward network does.”
 

 
  “What, you can’t just eyeball it for all the answers?” Hesthri muttered.
 

 
  “Now, now, give credit where it is due,” Xyraadi admonished. “That she can even
  
   see
  
  that is impressive. To answer,
  
   ma petite,
  
  that is a little safety measure which will ensure any child of Vanislaas who steps within does not step back out until I choose to allow it. And since you have none with you, there is no harm, is there? Be so good as to proceed.”
 

 
  Natchua rounded on her, baring her teeth in a snarl and causing Hesthri and Melaxyna to rear back in surprise.
 

 
  “I haven’t come all this way to be caught like a rat by the likes of
  
   you,”
  
  the drow spat, and dark wings blossomed from her shoulders.
 

 
  
   “Alors,”
  
  Xyraadi said disdainfully, gesturing flippantly with one hand. Circles of white and scarlet fire materialized in the air around Natchua. “Your kind, always so dramatic. Well, that settles that!”
 

 
  “Yes, it does,” Natchua agreed, calm again. She made a slashing motion of her own, and the spell circles disintegrated, causing Xyraadi to stiffen in surprise. Her shadowy wings had disintegrated before she even got that far. “That was a very neat Vanislaad trap. And the fact that you used it on
  
   me
  
  means you don’t know which of us is the succubus.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  means there is one among you!” the disguised khelminash snapped.
 

 
  “I’m actually amazed you fell for that,” said Hesthri. “Any warlock should know Vanislaads can only shapeshift into human forms. The elf in the group is
  
   never
  
  the disguised succubus.”
 

 
  “And thank
  
   you
  
  for chiming in,” Xyraadi said smugly, gesturing again. The circles re-formed, this time around Hesthri.
 

 
  The khelminash’s smile instantly vanished when the hethelax stepped right through them, grimacing. “That feels
  
   weird.
  
  Tingly. Is that really all it takes to snare one of them?”
 

 
  “Well. This is not my finest hour,” Xyraadi grumbled, turning a scowl on Melaxyna.
 

 
  The actual succubus just raised her hands. “Y’know, at this point, you might as well not even bother.”
 

 
  “Let’s focus, please,” Natchua snapped. “You said there was a succubus here, so you detected one on the premises. You did
  
   not
  
  penetrate my concealment to identify Mel, and I know you are too good a warlock to be easily fooled. That means…”
 

 
  “That means…there is
  
   another
  
  one,” Xyraadi breathed.
  
   “Merde alors.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, just so you know,” said Melaxyna, “nobody just drops bits of a foreign language into conversation unless they’re
  
   trying
  
  to be pretentious. If you think that’s charming, you’re mistaken.
  
   Anyway,”
  
  she added, glaring at Natchua, “this is all easily resolved, since we not only know who
  
   else
  
  is running around loose, but why, and by the way,
  
   everyone told you so!”
  
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Natchua sighed, holding out a hand. In a brief swell of shadow, Kheshiri’s reliquary appeared in her palm. “Fair enough, I suppose it was too much to hope that anything useful might come of that idea. And we definitely don’t need her getting under
  
   our
  
  feet.”
 

 
  “Is that what I believe it is?” Xyraadi demanded.
 

 
  “Yes, with my apologies,” Natchua replied. “The solution to your Vanislaad problem. Let me just square this away and then we can
  
   actually
  
  have that talk.”
 

 
  She grasped the reliquary by both ends and twisted the cap.
 

 
  All four of them stared at it in silence.
 

 
  “Well?” Xyraadi prompted after a short pause. “I gather you were expecting something to happen?”
 

 
  “Melaxyna,” Natchua said in a very even tone, “if I remember right… Did you happen to mention that Kheshiri is a practitioner of both infernal and arcane magic?”
 

 
  “Yes, I did,” Melaxyna said in exasperation, “and
  
   wow,
  
  look how fast that backfired! This has to be a record even for
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, do
  
   not
  
  tell me,” Hesthri groaned.
 

 
  “Someone
  
   please
  
  share the joke?” Xyraadi exclaimed.
 

 
  “Hum.” Natchua actually winced. “We may…have a problem.”
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  “Kheshiri.”
 

 
  Mortimer Agasti made an impressive figure despite his age, even when sitting down and hunched slightly forward to lean upon the cane planted between his feet. Those dark eyes remained piercing beneath his short frizz of white hair, as if he could unearth Natchua’s secrets simply by staring her down. Of course, the surroundings helped; facing him in his own expensively furnished apartment emphasized who had control, here. He had two more of his revenants flanking him from behind, with Xyraadi off to the side, now in her true form and deliberately positioning herself to emphasize whose side she was on. Natchua couldn’t help feeling a tad less impressive, even with her own escort and all three of them in their dashing finery.
 

 
  “It would alarm me simply to learn that Kheshiri is once again active in the world,” Agasti continued after a momentary pause in which he grimly stared at each of them in turn. “Imagine how pleased I am to learn she is
  
   in my club.
  
  If, that is, we are certain it’s that bad. Xyraadi, my dear, you are sure
  
   this
  
  one did not trip the wards?”
 

 
  “Quite,” Xyraadi confirmed. “I have examined her with such care as I could manage, when so pressed by the circumstances. I would not swear the craft used to conceal her is something even
  
   I
  
  could do. This Natchua is a practitioner of exceeding skill,” she added, directing a significant look at the old man.
 

 
  Agasti met her eyes and nodded. “I hope, as established warlocks one and all, we can agree to eschew any violence,
  
   despite
  
  the various provocations already rendered here. Such engagements are always more expensive than they are worth, and with Kheshiri on the prowl, we cannot afford to be distracted.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” Natchua replied, nodding deeply. “And again, I am very sorry for the trouble. We truly did come here with friendly intentions.”
 

 
  “And you expressed these intentions by unleashing
  
   Kheshiri
  
  in my backyard?” Agasti retorted, now with a hard edge in his tone.
 

 
  “I certainly did not,” she said firmly. “I simply…did not take the first opportunity to button her up again. And, as it turns out, that wouldn’t have helped anyway. She did not figure out how to circumvent a Black Wreath soul vessel in one afternoon; even one of us would have been hard pressed to match that feat. She has had, at my best guess, almost two years to work at it.”
 

 
  “But if you had at least tried, you could have been forewarned,” he said sharply. “Ironic; that would have given you a ready-made pretext to come here and earn favor with me. I would be
  
   extremely
  
  interested to learn that she was off her leash in my neighborhood. Would you indulge an old man and explain why you, clearly someone who understands the danger a Vanislaad poses in an urban environment, did not
  
   immediately
  
  act to button her up when you had the power right in your hands?”
 

 
  “Because you also have the Black Wreath and a new incarnation of the Inquisition prowling around this neighborhood,” Natchua replied. “It seemed to me that between them, they would provide enough pressure to hamper her—and
  
   she
  
  would give them both trouble.”
 

 
  “Young lady,” he said, and while she loathed being scolded in that patrician tone she couldn’t quite blame him in this instance, “what could
  
   possibly
  
  have made you think that was a good idea?”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   have
  
  good ideas,” Natchua snapped, ignoring the shuffling of the two revenants and Xyraadi’s frown at her belligerent tone. “Circumstances have left me wielding powers no sane person would touch against foes no
  
   smart
  
  person would challenge. There are no good courses of action available to me! I stay one step ahead of my enemies solely by doing whatever mad thing they don’t expect, usually because they can’t conceive of it. And yes, this mostly leads to an endless succession of crises and messes, which I always clean up, and in the process am one step ahead of the Wreath, the Church, and whoever else, moving in a direction they haven’t even thought to look! It’s not pretty, but it works, and I can’t afford to be picky.”
 

 
  “That’s no way to live,” he said quietly. “By the time you slip up and die, you will be so exhausted you might just welcome it. And at this rate, that will be tragically soon.”
 

 
  “That is specifically the end toward which I am planning,” she said flatly.
 

 
  Agasti closed his eyes and shook his head. Xyraadi was still frowning at Natchua, but now more in apparent puzzlement than reproach.
 

 
  Hesthri cleared her throat discreetly. “Are you sure it’s wise to trust this man to this extent? The khelminash is one thing, since we came here for her specifically…”
 

 
  “Xyraadi,” Natchua corrected. “Let’s not make this worse by being rude, Hes. Or would you like it if she called you ‘the hethelax?’”
 

 
  “That’s exactly how most of her kind speak to mine,” Hesthri retorted, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “She is not incorrect,” Xyraadi admitted.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Natchua continued, her eyes now on Agasti’s, “we came here to
  
   ask
  
  for trust, and have already gotten off firmly on the wrong foot. Wise or not, I do intend to offer trust in turn. We’re in no position to refuse to.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear that,” Agasti said in a deceptively mild tone. “And on the note of trust, may I know whom, specifically, I have the honor of hosting?”
 

 
  “Ladies,” Natchua ordered, “disguises off.”
 

 
  “Natch, I don’t think—”
 

 
  
   “Do it,
  
  Mel.”
 

 
  The succubus sighed with ill grace, but shifted, and in the next moment was flexing her wings. Hesthri slipped off her disguise ring, revealing her blunt claws and patches of chitinous armor—another reason it had been necessary to give her the loosest clothes.
 

 
  “These are my friends,” Natchua said simply, “Hesthri and Melaxyna.”
 

 
  Agasti’s eyebrows shot upward. “You continue to drop the most surprising names, Natchua. Is Professor Tellwyrn aware you’ve liberated one of her captive Vanislaads?”
 

 
  “Three things I know Tellwyrn can do,” Natchua replied, “are notice that Melaxyna is no longer in the Crawl, figure out who is responsible, and
  
   find me.
  
  It would seem she feels Mel has served her time. Silence, as they say, gives assent.”
 

 
  “Mm.” He shifted his gaze to the other demon, expression inscrutable. “Yours is an even more surprising name, Hesthri.”
 

 
  “You’ve heard of
  
   me?”
  
  she squawked. “Don’t tell me
  
   I’m
  
  famous!”
 

 
  “I’m going to be very put out if that’s so,” Natchua growled, “given how hard it was for
  
   me
  
  to get your name.”
 

 
  “Oh yes,” Hesthri spat, “we all know
  
   exactly
  
  what trouble you went to and
  
   what was hard
  
  about it!”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Agasti interjected as they rounded on each other, both clenching fists, “I highly doubt more than ten people in the Empire know your name, all sworn to confidentiality. But I
  
   am
  
  both an attorney and a warlock, and privy to a small amount of rather shady Imperial business. Your…anomalous case, Hesthri, is one about which I never expected to hear another word. Usually,
  
   unless
  
  one is dealing with a child of Vanislaas, when a demon is banished back to Hell, that’s the end of it.”
 

 
  “Well…good,” Hesthri muttered. In contrast to her aggressive pose of seconds ago, she now appeared to be trying to edge behind Natchua. “I think I’d rather not be as recognizable as this Kheshiri.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is unlikely in the extreme,” he said, “more because of her case than yours. Kheshiri is a figure of historical significance in this part of the world. Specifically, during the Enchanter Wars, she wriggled her way into a position as the unofficial spymaster for House Turombi, where her actions played a major role in shaping the world as it still is today.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Natchua tilted her head. “This I hadn’t heard.”
 

 
  “Provinces were rising up in revolt, thanks to the Veskers,” Agasti explained. “I doubt most Imperial citizens would have cared much what happened to the orcs otherwise, but when
  
   every
  
  bard is pushing for a specific goal, that is typically what happens—especially in the court of public opinion. That is exactly why the Bardic College all but never does this; no government would allow them to move freely, were they in the habit of toppling thrones. But with the whole Empire a feuding patchwork of rebels and loyalists, almost no governing body could maintain order. The exception was here in the Western provinces, thanks to House Turombi carving out a substantial power block by playing both sides against each other and making its own propaganda push to encourage people to embrace a cultural identity that was both Western and Imperial.”
 

 
  “And all of this…was thanks to Kheshiri?” Natchua said, frowning. She’d been taught this history, of course, but not from this angle.
 

 
  Agasti nodded. “That is not widely known, of course. But matters became dire indeed when Tiraas fell to the rebels and the Emperor was slain. Lord Turombi proclaimed the capital lost, the Western provinces the true Tiraan Empire, Onkawa the new seat of power, and himself Emperor. Thanks to Kheshiri’s groundwork, these claims were mostly embraced throughout Onkawa, Thakar, and N’Jendo. And not even he knew that a succubus was the power behind his would-be throne. She was
  
   that
  
  close to being the implicit ruler of her own empire.”
 

 
  “According to Mel, here,” said Natchua, “by the time she was caught she had replaced the leader of the Black Wreath and taken over the cult. It apparently took Elilial herself to collar her.”
 

 
  His eyes widened. “Now that is news to me. It is…frighteningly plausible.”
 

 
  “That’s insanity,” Hesthri protested. “She couldn’t
  
   possibly
  
  have gotten away with all that. The Pantheon themselves would have intervened if she’d managed to become an actual ruler!”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why people react the way they do to Kheshiri’s name,” Melaxyna said quietly. “There’s a certain pattern with most of our kind: they cause what trouble they can, and move on when things look like they’re getting too heated. Most would rather abandon their schemes than risk a return to Hell, and most have no real attachment to those schemes anyway. Kheshiri, though, likes to push the envelope. You’re right, she couldn’t have won. But she’d have wanted to see how close she could get, how much she could achieve, and what was finally necessary to bring her down. The fact that it took the Dark Lady in person probably means she counts it as a total victory. I’d been wondering what she could possibly have been doing for
  
   two years
  
  under the nominal control of some Eserite goon who’s not even a warlock, but I think this Inquisition explains it. It’s rare that she’d have the chance to work under a green dragon and who knows how many priests of multiple cults. This has been a chance for her to practice operating under tremendous pressure and evading notice from powerful foes at close range. And based on the fact that she won’t go back in her bottle, it’s
  
   clearly
  
  paid off.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Agasti said flatly, “I have some sympathy for your position. As little as I understand directly, I can infer much of the rest. This, however, was an extraordinarily foolish thing to do. A creature like that is not a weapon you can wield, but a universal hazard on a scale that threatens whole kingdoms.”
 

 
  “Once again,” Natchua snapped,
  
   “I
  
  didn’t release her, and—no. This argument is pointless and we don’t have time for it. You’ve convinced me she needs to be caught, and I’ll acknowledge some responsibility in this, let’s leave it at that.
  
   Now
  
  we need a course of action.”
 

 
  “She is somewhere on the premises,” Xyraadi said. “The wards barely reacted to her and cannot pinpoint her; she is clearly employing some manner of stealth beyond their usual type. But the wards were tripped when she entered and continue to faintly register her presence, which means she has not yet left.”
 

 
  “What is she
  
   doing?”
  
  Hesthri asked. “Why come here?”
 

 
  “It is a logical move,” Agasti murmured. “A child of Vanislaas, freshly at liberty, and caught between the Wreath and the Church. Seeking the aid of a neutral party adept at navigating these political currents, and inclined to be receptive toward infernal beings, is a sensible approach. I have been sought out by a number of rogue demons and warlocks over the years.”
 

 
  “Yes…that fits,” Natchua said, nodding and narrowing her eyes in thought. “By the same token, she’ll be seeking a friendly approach—like we were. The last thing she’ll want is to make an enemy of you.”
 

 
  “Kheshiri does not think the way you do,” said Melaxyna. “And I say that acknowledging that your squirrelly idea of strategy is about as close to the Vanislaad approach as I’ve ever seen from a mortal, Natch, all madcap improvisation and inscrutable sideways anti-logic. But
  
   you,
  
  fundamentally, have ethics and a regard for other people, which she does not. So yes, she’ll make a friendly approach to Agasti, but
  
   not
  
  without leverage.”
 

 
  “What
  
   kind
  
  of leverage?” Xyraadi asked quietly.
 

 
  “Dunno,” Melaxyna replied in a grim tone. “She’s probably looking to pick something up on the fly. The longer she’s loose in this club, the more progress she’ll be making toward that. It’ll take her time to figure out the angles and form a plan, but I really don’t recommend sitting here waiting for her to come knocking. She
  
   will,
  
  but if you wait till she’s ready, somebody will suffer for it. You’ve got your own revenants to care for, not to mention a whole crowd of customers, and that’s just listing the obvious targets.”
 

 
  “Then she must be intercepted before she is ready,” Agasti said with a heavy sigh. “Xyraadi, I must lean heavily upon you for aid in this matter. I am sorry to so burden a guest in my home…”
 

 
  “It is nothing, Mortimer,” she said, turning a warm smile upon him. “You are a true friend and I would not leave you in need. Besides, I have
  
   missed
  
  this! And to think, when the paladins left, I thought I was done with adventures.”
 

 
  “The paladins were here?” Hesthri said sharply, almost shoving Natchua aside in her haste to scramble to the front of the group. “Which ones? When?”
 

 
  “You needn’t worry, they are gone,” Xyraadi assured her.
 

 
  “That, I think, is not her concern,” Agasti said softly. “All three, Hesthri, just this last summer. I am not averse to discussing it with you, but we have more urgent problems first. As I see it, we must do two things: find Kheshiri, quickly, and find a way to contain her again. This brings us to a potential point of conflict.” He fixed his gaze on Natchua. “Since, I assume, you will insist upon being the one to work on her reliquary.”
 

 
  She frowned. “Why is that… Oh, yes, I see. You obviously would prefer to stay here; I know you don’t like to go out. No, in fact, that seems to me a perfect division of labor. Xyraadi, Mel, and I are probably more useful on the hunt, while you have the luxury of time to crack this.”
 

 
  Natchua stepped forward till she was within arm’s reach of him, ignoring the way his three demon companions tensed, and held out the reliquary.
 

 
  “I suspect what she has done is focused on herself rather than the artifact; I don’t think she had much direct access to it. In short, nothing can ever be the easy way. But hopefully a practitioner of your skill can get
  
   some
  
  results, with it in hand.”
 

 
  He stared up at her in silence for a few seconds. Then, carefully reached out and grasped the other end of the reliquary. Natchua released it and stepped back.
 

 
  “Your good faith is noted,” Agasti said at last. “And what do you intend to do with this once Kheshiri is back inside it?
 

 
  “If you have a plan, I’m inclined to trust you,” she said frankly. “If you’d rather not be burdened with that, you can give it back.
  
   I
  
  was just going to take it to Professor Tellwyrn. According to some of the other faculty at Last Rock, she’s good at making dangerous artifacts disappear.”
 

 
  “Last Rock,” he murmured, shaking his head. “I might have known. You…really do mean well, don’t you?”
 

 
  Natchua let a bitter little grin flicker across her face. “Well. The ill I mean is strictly directed at those who royally deserve it. I don’t want anyone
  
   else
  
  to get hurt in the process, if it can be avoided.”
 

 
  “That being the case,” he said wryly, “failing to immediately act against a succubus on the loose is an…interesting choice of approach.”
 

 
  “Did you catch the part where she said she has no good ideas?” Melaxyna said sweetly. “Because you really have no idea how true that actually is.”
 

 
  Natchua sighed. “I’m surrounded by ingrates, as usual. All right, Xyraadi, can you give us any hints? I’ll understand if you don’t want to give me access to the ward structure, but without it I’m as blind as anyone, here.”
 

 
  “Just a moment,” Agasti interrupted even as Xyraadi opened her mouth. “While the trust offered thus far is
  
   appreciated,
  
  there is a limit to how far it goes. I’m afraid having a second child of Vanislaas loose in my club is beyond that limit.”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on,”
  
  Melaxyna protested. “Who better to hunt a succubus than another succubus?”
 

 
  “Mortimer is a kind and very courteous man,” Xyraadi said pleasantly, “so it falls to me to be blunt. That your warlock friend seemingly trusts you means nothing to us, especially as her judgment is
  
   very much
  
  in question here. I quite agree; having a second Vanislaad running around loose is not acceptable. However,” she added, turning a small frown upon Agasti, “I am also not so sure about leaving her alone with you, Mortimer.”
 

 
  “I’m hardly alone,” he said, shifting in his chair to smile at one of the revenants. The other reached forward and patted his shoulder.
 

 
  “Still,” she said skeptically. “Provided the creature is sufficiently contained—”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  should clarify something at this juncture,” Natchua interrupted. “If you insist on Mel staying here, that’s reasonable and I’ll agree to it—”
 

 
  “Oh, come
  
   on!”
  
  Melaxyna repeated, this time in a shrill whine.
 

 
  “—but I will specify that she is not my thrall or servant. She is my
  
   friend,
  
  and if she is bound, dispatched to Hell, or in any way mistreated, I will take massive offense. If you think I’m irrational when—”
 

 
  She broke off with a grunt as Hesthri jabbed her from behind with a fist. “Okay, your point is made, this is all tense enough without anybody making threats.”
 

 
  “The essence of compromise,” Agasti said gravely, “is that every party gets something they desire, but no party gets everything they ask. I do insist that Melaxyna remain under my own supervision, but I am willing, upon your word that her intentions are not malign, to leave her outside of a binding circle.”
 

 
  “Mortimer,” Xyraadi warned.
 

 
  “So long as it is understood,” he clarified, “that I
  
   will
  
  take any and all actions necessary to protect myself, my employees, and my property should I find a demon in my presence suddenly behaving in a threatening manner.”
 

 
  Natchua nodded, then turned to Melaxyna. “Is that agreeable, Mel?”
 

 
  The succubus threw up her hands. “It’s
  
   stupid!
  
  You seriously want to try hunting down Kheshiri in this place without my help?”
 

 
  “I
  
   meant—”
  
 

 
  “Well, of
  
   course
  
  I’m not going to try to hurt him! I know what we’re here for, and it’s not like I need any new enemies of my own. Hell, if you put a succubus and a warlock alone in an apartment, it’s not the warlock who’s in the more physical danger.
  
   Especially
  
  when he’s brought his own muscle,” she added, scowling at the revenants. They smiled in unison.
 

 
  “It’s not strictly a waste of talent,” Natchua pointed out. “Remember, we’re acting on the assumption that Kheshiri is going to come for Mr. Agasti himself at some point. If we can’t manage to nab her before that happens, I’ll feel better if he’s got some extra backup. She won’t have made a move on Second Chances without doing some research and having some idea what to expect, but Kheshiri has no way of knowing there’s another Vanislaad here. In the worst case scenario, you’re still an ace in the hole.”
 

 
  “Mmm,” Melaxyna hummed, frowning.
 

 
  “There is also that,” Agasti agreed. “Though of course I shall hope not to have to rely on her. Now, Natchua, much as I am looking forward to having a
  
   very
  
  detailed conversation with you, I fear we have already spent too much time at this. Helping me contain this mess will go a long way toward proving your good intentions to me. Xyraadi, I leave the matter in your charge. Please direct our guests as you see fit.”
 

 
  The Khelminash turned to him and executed an old-fashioned curtsy. “Consider it done. Come, ladies, the hunt awaits.”
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  “The whole complex is larger than the club and Mortimer’s apartment, of course,” Xyraadi said as they stepped out of the stairs back into the hall behind Second Chances. “There are storerooms and the kitchen on the same level as the nightclub, and passages throughout to connect them. On the level below are apartments for the revenants.”
 

 
  Natchua came to a stop; a few more yards and they’d be back in the club and unable to speak as freely. She could already hear the music. “I don’t suppose the front door is the
  
   only
  
  door?”
 

 
  Xyraadi shook her head. “Not hardly, I am afraid. The main kitchen has a door onto a small tunnel-alley, there are two discreet exits onto side streets on the lowest level… They are, in theory, bolted shut, but they
  
   can
  
  be opened. Mortimer said both were at one time when the local Eserites decided to visit and make some kind of point, as Eserites do. There is also a door in one of the storerooms which opens onto a chamber in the next property over, left from when the two were combined.
  
   That
  
  one is sealed, plastered over, and has crates piled in front of it on our side. But it is still, in a sense, a door. There are also windows on several of the hallways on this level and
  
   most
  
  of the apartments below. They overlook a practically unclimbable drop into the canyon, but of course that will not deter a Vanislaad.”
 

 
  “Hnn.” Natchua chewed her lip in annoyance. “I don’t suppose your ward network told you
  
   where
  
  she came in, or you wouldn’t have listed them all.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Xyraadi admitted. “And it
  
   should
  
  have. I believe whatever method she is using to counter the wards works by distributing the signal generated by her presence across them evenly. This also makes it impossible to locate her.”
 

 
  “Crafty,” Natchua said with grudging admiration. “And impressive for someone who can barely focus long enough to do magic.”
 

 
  “It is impressive chiefly
  
   because
  
  it does not rely overmuch on magical skill,” said the khelminash. “Provided one has an understanding of how ward networks operate, I can think of several ways it could be done with enchanting supplies which, I am given to understand, are now available in shops.”
 

 
  “Of course, there’s a simple counter to it…”
 

 
  
   “Bien sur,”
  
  Xyraadi said with a cold smile. “It will not work on individual, localized wards.”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t you have to set those up individually, though?” Hesthri asked. “And…she’s already
  
   here.
  
  I’m not sure what good that does us
  
   now.”
  
 

 
  “Well…it depends on how urgent the danger is,” Natchua mused. “What chokepoints would she absolutely
  
   have
  
  to pass through?”
 

 
  “Assuming, as we have, that she will seek audience with Mortimer, only the one on the stairwell to his apartments. That
  
   is
  
  warded, as are all of his windows. Warded not just to alarm, but to repel.”
 

 
  “And we can’t assume she’s foolish enough to stumble into that,” Natchua said, eyes narrowed in concentration. “So she needs to either defeat the wards or render them irrelevant. Hmmmmmm. These storerooms you mentioned, what’s in them?”
 

 
  “Everything necessary to run a public house in this day and age, which is
  
   much.
  
  Foodstuffs, wines and spirits, tools, supplies. Also many substances made from and for alchemy, and enchanting. I regret that I understand little of their use and nature as yet; when I was last on this plane such crafts were the province of a very few well-educated specialists.”
 

 
  “That is a smorgasboard for someone as inventive as Kheshiri,” Natchua said, grimacing.
 

 
  “There is also the club itself, filled with the trendy, rich, and beautiful of this city,” Xyraadi added. “I understand this Kheshiri is considered an extraordinary threat due to her diverse skills, but we should not forget that the children of Vanislaas are inherently at their best when maneuvering socially.”
 

 
  “Um…” They both turned to Hesthri at her hesitant voice. “I…assume the both of you could identify a disguised Vanislaad in person, if you were close enough?”
 

 
  “Provided I knew to look for one, yes.”
 

 
  “You saw my method; it is not difficult, but would create quite a scene if performed in public.”
 

 
  “Okay, so…maybe we work with that?” the hethelax suggested. “If she
  
   knows
  
  she’s being hunted, she’ll bolt. Or…
  
   possibly
  
  get aggressive, but that’s not really a Vanislaad’s first choice of action, ever. It’s more likely she’ll play to her strengths.”
 

 
  “Getting her out of the club would be the kind of small victory that could lead to a large defeat,” Xyraadi replied, shaking her head. “Even if we are to disavow responsibility for whatever she does to the city—or wherever else she goes—it is just as likely she will only try again, later, and better prepared.”
 

 
  “Right,” Hesthri said with a little impatience, “but I assume you could place individual wards on all the doors and windows a
  
   lot
  
  faster than you could build a whole maze of them to cover the entire place.”
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   like
  
  that,” Natchua breathed. “You know how to make a ward trap that will snare a succubus?”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  disguise it so it is indistinguishable from the existing ward network,” Xyraadi replied, her own voice growing eager. “Then we have only to make a show of being on her tail, and she will flee right into a trap. Well
  
   done,
  
  Hesthri!”
 

 
  “You’d better take care of that,” Natchua added. “I don’t know my way around here and no matter how careful I am, I could cause a problem trying to add to an established ward network.”
 

 
  “Agreed. I will see to this, whilst you two try to locate our quarry. Once I have changed the locks, so to speak, we can make a more overt show of our presence. It should be possible to reveal ourselves to a creature as canny as Kheshiri without frightening the patrons. Your means of detecting Vanislaads, it is different from mine?”
 

 
  The drow nodded. “Heavily reliant on proximity, though. Right now all I can say with certainty is that she’s not here in this hall with us. Beyond that… To
  
   find
  
  her, I’ll have to stumble across her while actively focusing.”
 

 
  “There’s a good chance she’s in the club somewhere, looking for a patsy she can use to get at Mortimer somehow,” Hesthri suggested. “If you go in there and circulate, well, that looks pretty normal. That’s what people
  
   do
  
  in clubs. If you started pacing the back halls and storerooms and she sees you doing so, that’ll tip her off, so it’s best not to do that until we have the trap set. If you
  
   do
  
  happen to spot her before Xyraadi is done, we’ll be able to finish this faster, but if not, it shouldn’t damage the plan.”
 

 
  “And what will your role be?” Xyraadi asked. “I mean no offense, Hesthri. But you can neither attune wards nor, I presume, see through a succubus’s camouflage.”
 

 
  “On the contrary.” Natchua stepped past the hethelax and reached out to rest her palm on Hesthri’s forehead. Despite the disguise charm, she could feel the hard shell protecting her skull as clearly as she could the threads of infernal magic woven through her aura and her very genes. Closing her eyes, she fixed upon these, isolating the thin but important stings binding Hesthri to herself. She had not imposed rigid conditions on the hethelax, but they
  
   were
  
  warlock and demon, and had a contract.
 

 
  “This is her favorite trick,” Hesthri explained to Xyraadi in a disgruntled voice, though she kept obediently still while Natchua worked. “Modifying demons on the fly. She keeps giving Melaxyna new tricks which a succubus should probably
  
   not
  
  have. I guess it’s my turn, now.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Natchua said, opening her eyes and stepping back. “There; you’re not
  
   modified,
  
  I simply connected my perception spell to you. I’ll be able to sense Kheshiri’s presence if you get near her, too. And you should be able to recognize her the same way.”
 

 
  “Uh, how?” Hesthri asked skeptically. “I’ve been involved in more magical experiments than I like, and I’m here to tell you that if you give somebody an entirely new suite of senses you shouldn’t expect them to do anything useful with them before getting some practice.”
 

 
  “And that’s exactly why the standard best practice is to piggyback them onto existing senses,” Natchua replied in a dry tone. “If you see someone surrounded by a bright red aura, that’s our mark.”
 

 
  “And it follows logically that you’ll be able to find
  
   me
  
  with this, as well?”
 

 
  “Of course.” She hesitated before continuing. “It’s not permanent, Hes. I can locate you anyway, if I need to, it’d just take some concentration. I don’t want you to feel like you’re being put on a leash.”
 

 
  Unexpectedly, the demon gave her a warm smile. Natchua, not knowing quite how to react to that, fell back on Narisian blankness to conceal her own confusion. Getting a grip on Hesthri’s personality was proving to be an ongoing challenge; she was shyly submissive one moment and maternally sassy then next, and then there would be surprising little glimpses like this one. It had only been a few days, but Natchua was no closer to getting a sense of what the woman thought or felt about anything.
 

 
  Breaking away from Hesthri’s unaccustomed smile, she found Xyraadi gazing at her with an expression of concentration and concern.
 

 
  “What is it you are doing, in the end?” the khelminash asked softly.
 

 
  “I assume you mean
  
   beyond
  
  chasing down our succubus?”
 

 
  “You said you planned to meet your own death; it sounded as if you meant it to be soon. You spoke of using your powers against an enemy most would not dare challenge. I wonder, now, what prompts such a young woman to become such a skilled warlock, and then expend her life to destroy another. Who are you trying to kill?”
 

 
  Natchua hesitated again. This wasn’t the time or place to have this discussion… But this was exactly the entire reason she had come here and sought out Xyraadi. Brushing it off seemed like a bad idea, and dissembling a worse one. Her whole plan hinged on the khelminash understanding what she was about, and hopefully agreeing with her.
 

 
  Well, hell with it. So far she’d done well at dealing with each new crisis as it came and putting off the blowback till the unknown future.
 

 
  “Elilial,” she said simply.
 

 
  Xyraadi actually cringed, as if the idea physically pained her. “Oh,
  
   ma petite,
  
  no. Many warlocks have sought to turn the Dark Lady’s power against her. You only place yourself at her mercy, by doing this.”
 

 
  “Hell, I know
  
   that,”
  
  Natchua said, controlling her irritation but not troubling to expunge it from her face as a good Narisian should. “I know of only two ways to kill a god, and since I’m not Tellwyrn and don’t know how to make an Enchanter’s Bane, that’s out. Elilial won’t die by my hand, or probably anyone’s. But she can be
  
   hurt.”
  
 

 
  “Not by the likes of you or I,” Xyraadi said bitterly.
 

 
  “You are wrong,” Natchua replied, not having to force the intensity that filled her voice. “Six years ago, she had the Black Wreath summon her seven daughters to this plane, to inhabit human hosts and infiltrate mortal society as part of her master plan.
  
   Someone interfered,
  
  the summons went awry, and six of the archdemons were destroyed. The seventh is… Actually, I know her, and she’s quite personable. Her memory was obliterated and she’s nothing at all like the Vadrieny of history. Elilial can be hurt, and hurt
  
   badly,
  
  by the intervention of we pitiful mortals. It’s not about how much power you have, or what kind of power, but about striking precisely at a vulnerable point. Well, she’s
  
   in
  
  one of those. She’s gearing up toward what looks to be her ultimate plan against the Pantheon and the whole thing is in a shambles. The archdemons are lost, the Black Wreath has been reduced to a fraction of its strength by unlucky encounters with the Empire, various adventurers, and a kitsune who used to teach magic at my school. Now is the time, Xyraadi, and there will never be a better. I mean to be in position and prepared, and I expect it to cost me
  
   everything.
  
  But when the moment comes, I’ll be there to yank the rug out from under whatever the old bitch is doing.”
 

 
  
   “Pourquoi?”
  
  the demon whispered.
 

 
  “Could you
  
   cut
  
  that
  
   out?”
  
  Natchua said irritably. “I don’t speak any Glassian beyond ‘hello,’ ‘thank you,’ and ‘shit.’”
 

 
  One corner of Xyraadi’s mouth twitched sideways in an abortive little smile.
  
   “D
  
  
   ésolée,”
  
  she quipped, then her expression sobered again. “Why would you do this? You are so young. There is so much good you could do in the world that will not cut short all the potential of your life, Natchua.”
 

 
  “Why?” Natchua hissed. “That’s really the question, isn’t it?
  
   Why should she get to do this?
  
  Elilial’s every recorded interaction with anyone has consisted of her whining about how unfair the Pantheon has been and how she only wants justice, or justifications about how her Wreath protects the mortal world from demons. I call
  
   bullshit
  
  . Scyllith being worse doesn’t make her justified. The fact that there hasn’t been a Hellwar in thousands of years doesn’t absolve her of flooding the world with slaughter-crazed demons! The Wreath is psychotically cruel even to its own people, to say nothing of anyone else who gets in their way. And what
  
   about
  
  the demons, hmm? Even assuming for the sake of argument that she can’t undo all of Scyllith’s handiwork, Elilial has all the knowledge and powers of a god, and what has she done to help the denizens of Hell?
  
   Your
  
  people, the Rhaazke, a few others have benefited from her reign—so long as they bend the knee and obey. And since you went to a lot of trouble to
  
   leave
  
  and take up arms against her cause, I assume I don’t have to tell you about the drawbacks. She could have done
  
   something
  
  to heal or protect at least
  
   some
  
  of the demons, but no, that would mean she loses reliable weapons to throw at the Pantheon’s servants in her obsessive crusade. Elilial thinks her grudge entitles her to plant her hooves on whoever’s face she wants. You ask why? That’s what I want to know.
  
   Why should we take it?”
  
 

 
  By that point, Natchua’s fingers had balled into fists and she was baring her teeth. Hesthri stared at her, wide-eyed, while Xyraadi’s face had shut down into the blank expression of someone experiencing a powerful emotion she didn’t want to share.
 

 
  “No, I’m not going to kill her—I
  
   do
  
  know my limits, despite how it can appear. But she can be hurt, and
  
   I am going to hurt her.
  
  And when I do, she’s going to know exactly why. Elilial can have the rest of her eternal life, but she’s going to spend it with
  
   my
  
  face hanging in her memory to remind her that
  
   there is a price.”
  
 

 
  Xyraadi inhaled slowly, then blinked her eyes once. “Well, then. Back to the matter at hand. Hesthri, I apologize for asking it, but I believe this will work best if Natchua and I use you to coordinate. She can locate and reach you at need; may I have your permission to invoke your presence when I finish the wards, or if I need to send Natchua a message earlier?”
 

 
  Natchua looked at Hesthri’s suddenly unhappy expression, then back at Xyraadi. “What? Invoke her presence? What are you talking about?”
 

 
  “It’s not infernal craft, strictly speaking,” Hesthri said quietly. “Just something the khelminash can do, inherently. Works on hethlaxi, khaladesh and horogki. They can sense our presence if they concentrate on it. Those of a high enough bloodline can focus on a ‘lesser’ demon and call them. Not
  
   summon
  
  like you would across the dimensions, it’s more like a persistent itch that gets worse if we don’t go to them. And…I don’t mind,” she added directly to Xyraadi, “in this
  
   one
  
  case. Because there’s a clear need, and because you’re the first of your kind to offer me a choice in the matter.”
 

 
  Xyraadi smiled and inclined her head deeply. “We are all of us exiles in this land, after all. It behooves us to show respect to each other,
  
   oui?”
  
 

 
  “Okay, we have a plan,” said Natchua. “And I think we’ve given her more than enough of a head start. Unless you have more to add?”
 

 
  “We could fine-tune it forever, but this is enough to begin,” said Xyraadi, nodding. “I agree, it is now time for haste. Be discreet,
  
   s’il vous plait.”
  
 

 
  She inclined her head toward them again, then turned, and glided the rest of the way down the hall. Her appearance shimmered back into the form of a human woman and she rounded the corner into the club itself.
 

 
  “The Glassian isn’t going to stop any time soon, is it,” Natchua grumbled.
 

 
  “I don’t think she’s doing it to be difficult, or pretentious,” Hesthri said softly. “It
  
   means
  
  something to her. When she first came to this plane, it was in Glassiere, yes? And isn’t that where she had her old adventuring career? I’d think you could relate, Natchua. Cutting ties with the culture you came from and forging a new identity of your own choosing.”
 

 
  “You’re a lot more perceptive than I was expecting,” Natchua said frankly as they made for the end of the hall themselves. “What else do you think about her?”
 

 
  “I think you have her on the hook,” Hesthri replied. “She tried to shut down her face, but you really struck a chord with that little speech. And not just for her,” she added under her breath.
 

 
  Natchua glanced at her, and then they had stepped out into the dimmer light of the club floor. She had to lean closer to be heard over the music and conversation.
 

 
  “I’m going to meander around the edges of the room. I’ll stick out here, no matter what; you can blend a bit better, so try to do a few passes through the dancers and whatnot, see if anybody sets off your perceptions. If you find her, try to stay near her if you can do so without spooking her. I’ll be coming right toward you if that happens.”
 

 
  Hesthri nodded to her, then turned and slipped away, swiftly managing to fade into the crowd.
 

 
  The large nightclub itself could be understood as a series of ripples expanding from the stage, she decided while slowly pacing around the uppermost tier and sweeping her eyes across the whole space. Directly in front of the stage on which the small band of revenant instrumentalists were playing was the dance floor, a broad space whose floor was completely hidden by a layer of artificial mist. It was quite crowded at the moment, the dancing energetic as befit the upbeat music currently being performed. That mist could be dangerous, Natchua privately thought; any tripping hazard dropped in there would be invisible. Agasti probably knew what he was about, though.
 

 
  Beyond that was a ring of tables, mostly small to accommodate groups of three or four at the most, on the same level as the dance floor and providing an easy flow between them; dancers would retire to the tables to catch their breath as others relinquished their seats to answer the call of the music. There was another tier of tables about three feet up out of the mist, reached by short flights of steps in four different places. These tables were larger, with more comfortable chairs, several in booths with deep couches backed up against the low wall that separated them from the uppermost level.
 

 
  That tier circled the room on the three sides which did not contain the stage. Directly across from the performers on the uppermost level was the bar; to the left of that was the steps down from the front door. Opposite the door sat a general-purpose area which consisted of mostly standing room near the banister separating it from the next tier down. There were armchairs and couches tucked into dim recesses along the back walls created by the artificial stonework designed to make the club resemble a cave—canoodling spaces, several of them currently in use.
 

 
  Natchua made a slow pass from the hidden door back to the entrance, then back past the bar and across the seating area beyond it, then back. She made no attempt to disguise the fact that she was studying people as she passed them, most of whom studied her back, though she curtly rebuffed the few approaches she deigned to acknowledge at all.
 

 
  On her second pass she stopped at the bar to buy a cocktail; the other clubbers she couldn’t care less about, but the bartender and bouncer were both watching her closely. They hadn’t had the chance to be appraised of the situation, and this whole mess could get suddenly a lot more complicated if she managed to get on the bad side of the staff.
 

 
  Natchua had spent most of her time on the surface on a dry campus, and knew very little of cocktails save a few names she’d heard in passing. Picking one at random, she discovered that a Punaji Sunrise was a layered drink which cost far too damn much, and also, she didn’t care for sweet liquour.
 

 
  It served well enough as camouflage, though, and she carried her regrettable choice of drink back toward the seating area and took up a position at the rail, overlooking the whole club, where she occupied herself people-watching and taking occasional tiny sips.
 

 
  Nothing set off her senses. She was acutely aware of the latent infernal magic in the walls, Agasti’s very careful ward network, and of course the revenants were like beacons. But that was it; no hint of a disguised succubus in her vicinity.
 

 
  She, however, was rapidly becoming the subject of more interest than the band; people all over the club were looking at her with various degrees of surreptitiousness. At this point, after she’d been pacing about for a good ten minutes, almost everyone not fully engaged in their own conversations was gawking at the drow, many of them whispering to each other.
 

 
  The first two people to approach her she refused to acknowledge entirely, giving them just enough sidelong focus to be certain they weren’t disguised Vanislaads; the first retreated with good grace, the second muttering curses at her under his breath. The third was a pale, red-haired woman who stood out in Ninkabi nearly as much as Natchua did and also wouldn’t leave her alone until she casually held up a palm and conjured a ball of black fire.
 

 
  After a certain point, the pack hunters came out.
 

 
  “So,” drawled the boy in the lead of a group of four who actually surrounded her. “Is it true all dark elf women are lesbians?”
 

 
  Natchua took another tiny sip of her drink, repressing a grimace. She was still facing the rail, but the formation had ringed her to the point that young men were in her peripheral vision on both sides. For a moment she considered disregarding them like all the rest, but this time felt moved to administer an admonishment.
  
   She,
  
  obviously, did not feel in any danger here, but that might not be true for most women finding themselves penned in by a group of men.
 

 
  Slowly, she turned around to meet the eyes of the ringleader who had spoken. Young, well-dressed…not bad looking, but he didn’t look to be even college-aged, if she was any judge. She was actually surprised the doorman had let him in. In silence, she studied each of his companions in turn, finding them to be more of the same, before finally returning her focus to him.
 

 
  “As far as any of you are concerned, it’s true.”
 

 
  Two of them scowled, one grinned, and the alpha male laughed aloud. “Well, I bet I could change your mind!”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure you’ve rendered countless women
  
   entirely
  
  celibate.”
 

 
  “So, what brings you to Ninkabi, gorgeous?”
 

 
  “You are boring,” she informed him.
 

 
  “Hey, now,” he protested, finally beginning to look a little annoyed, “I’m just being friendly, here. Why come to a nightclub if you’re gonna brush everybody off, huh? You don’t seem to be with anybody.”
 

 
  “She’s with me,” Hesthri announced, slipping between two of them with surprising deftness and taking Natchua by the hand. “And she owes me a dance. Scuze us, gentlemen.”
 

 
  Natchua allowed herself to be led away, handing her mostly-full drink to one of her admirers in passing. Hesthri tugged her down a flight of steps and then another until they were on the bottom level, lurking against the rail. Only then did the hethelax turn to face her, looking distinctly put out.
 

 
  “Be honest, Natch: how close were you to making a big, violent spectacle that would blow this whole thing apart?”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   honestly
  
  think I have no more self-control than a child?” Natchua retorted. “I wasn’t going to do anything to them. And they weren’t going to do anything to me, despite what they may have thought.”
 

 
  “That’s your whole problem, you just
  
   do
  
  things. Never a thought for how they’ll—” She broke off, glancing to the side. “Never mind, I’m sorry. I didn’t seek you out to lecture you. Of course,
  
   then
  
  I saw you apparently doing your best to be the center of attention!”
 

 
  “I was just
  
   standing
  
  there,” Natchua complained. “Do you know how much effort I put into being sullen and hostile to try to impress people when I was younger and even stupider?
  
   Then
  
  it mostly just annoyed everyone. Now that I actually want to be left alone, being standoffish apparently makes me catnip. Humans are completely inscrutable.”
 

 
  “Context is everything, my dear,” Hesthri said, looking in equal parts fond and exasperated. “This is a nightclub, not a school for adventurers.” She paused, glancing about; this close to the stage their low conversation was probably not easy to overhear even by the people at the nearest tables, but several of those were nakedly watching them. “Speaking of which, we’re still on display, here. Come on.”
 

 
  “Come on
  
   where?”
  
 

 
  “To the closest thing to privacy on offer,” Hesthri said, again taking her hand and pulling. Natchua resisted her for a moment when she registered that she was being tugged toward the dance floor, but then gave in on consideration. Hesthri was right; staying close together and on the move, practically adjacent to the musicians, was their best bet for having a private conversation.
 

 
  And so, seconds later, she was stepping into the crowd of moving bodies, slipping her arms around Hesthri, and swirling away together.
 

 
  The first thing they did was stare at each other in surprise from inches away.
 

 
  “You can dance!” both said in unison.
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   I
  
  was a college student,” Natchua said defensively. “I’ve had plenty of opportunities to socialize, Imperial-style. What’s your explanation?”
 

 
  Hesthri glanced to the side, avoiding her gaze. “I’m quite fond of the simple pleasures in life. Where
  
   I’m
  
  from, they’re the only ones available.” She hesitated before continuing, so quietly Natchua could barely hear her over the music. “Jonathan taught me.”
 

 
  “Oh.” It was a very strange contrast: the silence that fell between them was distinctly strained, and yet they both moved together smoothly, bodies pressed close and easily in step with one another. Natchua, of course, led, and on reflection it made sense that Hesthri would be responsive and a good follower, in this as she probably was in everything. When she chose to be.
 

 
  Natchua had never gone dancing with Jonathan. This was the first she’d learned about him even being able to. He didn’t seem like the type.
 

 
  “At some point, we’re going to have to talk about that, aren’t we,” she said with a resigned sigh.
 

 
  Hesthri raised her eyes finally, meeting Natchua’s gaze. Her expression was strangely soft, and as usual difficult to parse. “If you want to talk about anything, I will listen. But, Natchua, that doesn’t need to be a…a whole
  
   thing
  
  . I’m sorry for screeching at you about it at first, it was a hell of a thing to drop on me on top of summoning me across…” She paused, glancing about; they were gliding together through the throng of fellow dancers, nobody staying close long enough to be an eavesdropping risk. “It is what it is. It…was what it was. I understand what you did and why. Honestly, I think I understand a lot more than you realize. I think it was generally poor judgment on your part at every step, but I don’t
  
   blame
  
  you. I think we would be better off figuring out what there is between us rather than obsessing over how he fits into it.”
 

 
  That, Natchua thought, was an odd way to put it. And she rather wished Hesthri hadn’t chosen this moment with them pressed face-to-face and rhythmically swaying together to do so. The demon actually had a point and it might be a good idea to approach their situation from that angle, but at this particular moment the phrasing made her abruptly conscious that Hesthri was very warm, agile, and slightly more buxom than she.
 

 
  Natchua had to clear her throat before speaking again.
  
   “Anyway,
  
  I assume you didn’t come chasing after me to bring
  
   that
  
  up, either? You made it sound like something was afoot.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Hesthri said, again looking aside. Natchua could have sworn she suddenly felt just as flustered. “Xyraadi called me over. She was about half-done warding the windows and expected to be finished… Actually, that was a few minutes ago. At the rate she’s going, she might be done by now.”
 

 
  “Fast work,” Natchua murmured. She wasn’t certain
  
   she
  
  could have put together powerful wards that fast. Of course, part of what made khelminash such dangerous warlocks was their ability to channel tremendous torrents of infernal energy to brute-force solutions that required great intricacy and care for anyone else. She could almost feel sorry for Kheshiri.
 

 
  “Also,” Hesthri added, “she’s been pulling aside every revenant she encountered and told them to be aware that the drow is currently working on something for Mr. Agasti. They’re passing it on to one another. In
  
   theory,
  
  should the worst case scenario break out, the revenants will come to your aid rather than dogpiling you.”
 

 
  “That’s handy,” Natchua said, though privately she doubted the usefulness of revenants for…anything, really. They were a paltry shadow of succubi and incubi, made with the same hideous method and given none of the powers that made Vanislaads actually dangerous. “Good thinking, I was just wondering how much worse this would get if I annoyed the staff.”
 

 
  “Yes, some tail-covering was urgently necessary,” Hesthri said seriously. “Any plan that hinges on you
  
   not
  
  annoying people is just doomed.”
 

 
  And there it was again. Natchua had known plenty of snarky people—she suspected Tellwyrn might recruit at least partially on that basis—but most of them were just
  
   like
  
  that, all the time. Hesthri seemed to turn it off and on like a switch.
 

 
  “Is that all, then?” she asked dryly.
 

 
  The switch flipped yet again. “You actually do care for him, don’t you?” Hesthri asked softly, gazing into her eyes with a painfully earnest expression. “You may have set out just to use him, at first, but…you do.”
 

 
  Natchua had to draw in a slow breath to steady herself before answering, and in fact brought them to a stop. They stayed in one spot, still clasped together, while other dancers swirled around them. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about that. If you changed your mind,
  
   is this really the time?”
  
 

 
  “Sorry,” Hesthri said, smiling and lowering her eyes. “No, you’re right, of course. I just found it… Well. He lost his military career because of me, you know. I guess I’m glad at least
  
   someone
  
  wasn’t too put off by the fact that he once bedded a demon to care for him. That does tend to put people off, but Jonathan deserves to have someone. Even a surly drow.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well. I’ve had sex with a dryad, which is a whole order of magnitude more dangerous than
  
   you
  
  . And that’s just the beginning of the reasons I’m in no position to judge.”
 

 
  Hesthri gave her an inquisitive look. “Now,
  
   that
  
  story I want to hear. Later, though; Xyraadi is summoning again. Hopefully this is the endgame.”
 

 
  “Be careful,” Natchua said, releasing her.
 

 
  Hesthri stepped back, smiled, and disappeared once more into the crowd. And Natchua found herself suddenly feeling oddly lonely. Just a few short days ago she’d had a lover, albeit under false pretenses. The time since had been spent with the expectation of not experiencing that intimacy again, possibly until she died. Just the warmth of holding another person…
 

 
  Abruptly she whirled and stalked off toward the stairs in the other direction, disregarding the dancers who had to get awkwardly out of her way as she glared at nothing, muttering to herself.
 

 
  “Oh, good. That’s great, Natch, best idea yet. That’s exactly what you need right now, more personal drama in the midst of all this demon horseshit. Damn it, all I wanted to do was wage war on the queen of demons. When the fuck did this go and get so complicated?”
 

 
  Natchua reached the stairs to the second level just as a familiar hand took her by the elbow. She turned her head to find Hesthri again slipping up to her, and frowned.
 

 
  “What is it? I thought you were… Oh, did you find—”
 

 
  The sharp prod against her midsection made her break off and drop her eyes to the place where Hesthri was holding a dagger pressed against her coat. Actually, she could feel the pressure, not the point, thanks to the substantial architecture hidden under the fabric, but the built-in corset was not designed to deflect blades, and would doubtless be a lot less impressive if put to that use.
 

 
  She raised her eyes back to the woman’s face, finding it smirking at her with half-lidded eyes. At some point during that frustrating and confusing dance, Natchua had stopped concentrating. Doing so now was pretty much an afterthought, but she focused anyway on the subtle signs that would betray Vanislaad shapeshifting to her.
 

 
  Yep.
 

 
  “You want to put it against the throat,” she advised. “Gut wounds take a very long time to kill. Not a smart thing to do to someone with twice your reflex speed who can
  
   incinerate you with a thought.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, but I don’t
  
   want
  
  to kill you, darling,” Kheshiri cooed with Hesthri’s voice. “And you certainly don’t want to incinerate me—at least, not if you ever want to see your pretty friend whose face I borrowed again. Now, let’s go find a quiet place to snuggle, cutie pie. We’ve got some business to talk.”
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  Natchua considered it a sign of great personal growth that she did none of the six things that immediately occurred to her. Any of them would have solved the problem of a succubus holding a knife on her, at the cost of creating considerable complications starting pretty much instantly, given that they were in public.
 

 
  Instead, she opted to talk…for the moment.
 

 
  “You’re bluffing,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Would you like to try again? And this time, be aware you are talking to someone who knows what a desperate corner you are backed into.”
 

 
  The pressure of the dagger increased subtly, and its angle shifted as Kheshiri moved to bodily steer her toward the stairs. Still, she wore that warm smile and those almost sleepy eyes.
 

 
  “Okay, then. Call my bluff, since we both know you’re the one with the firepower here. You’ll feel
  
   pretty
  
  foolish when that spells an end to your charming companion. To say nothing of whatever else you might feel… The way you two were dancing, I imagine she’s worth more to you than a mere servant.
  
   Or,
  
  we could simply have a little chat before either of us goes and does anything rash.”
 

 
  Natchua wasn’t about to fall for that—at least not under ordinary circumstances. There were standard practices for engaging with hostile Vanislaads, and the core principle involved was
  
   not
  
  to. They were sly and fiendishly creative, infamously able to cobble together surprising solutions from the slightest resources, and particularly clever with their tongues. Simply by listening to a child of Vanislaas one ceded them an advantage. You had to hit them with overwhelming force, hopefully before they knew you were there.
 

 
  However, she had already taken the precaution of reaching out mentally along the lines of binding and spellcraft that linked her to Hesthri, and found nothing.
 

 
  That could mean several things, potentially: their connection might have been severed, or it might have been interfered with by a rival caster, or Hesthri might be dead or simply removed to a distance too great for the fairly weak link between them to be perceptible. Natchua rapidly sorted through the options, doing her best to ride out the surge of worry and anger this brought without succumbing to it. Just perceiving that slight bond, much less breaking or obscuring it, would have taken a warlock as skilled as she, of which there were very few in existence and no succubi anywhere among their number. Likewise, it was very unlikely Kheshiri had any craft available that would have killed a hethelax demon; that required the kind of divine magic that would have fried
  
   her
  
  just for trying to carry it.
 

 
  Which meant that the incredibly unlikely prospect that Kheshiri had ambushed, abducted, and spirited Hesthri out of Second Chances, despite Xyraadi actively laying ward traps at every possible exit, in the handful of
  
   seconds
  
  since Natchua had seen her last… Was somehow, still, the least impossible of the possibilities.
 

 
  She was beginning to see firsthand why people made such a big deal about this succubus in particular.
 

 
  “Now, now, don’t make that face at me,” the demon chided her, grinning. “You wouldn’t begrudge a girl a little
  
   insurance,
  
  would you? It’s not as if
  
   most
  
  people are happy to see me. Maybe you can relate, hmmmm?”
 

 
  Okay, she wasn’t outmaneuvered yet. Whatever Kheshiri had done, she’d had a very limited time to prepare. Natchua just had to buy a little time of her own while she figured out a countermeasure.
 

 
  She inclined her head, put on a sardonic expression, and gestured slowly—mindful of the dagger at her waist—toward the upper tier with its deep seating alcoves.
 

 
  Kheshiri slunk around her
  
   far
  
  too close, like an affectionate cat, a maneuver which allowed her to position herself behind Natchua while both keeping the tip of the blade pressed against her and concealing it from the easy view of those around them. Interesting—despite her leverage in holding Hesthri hostage and the acknowledged power disparity between them, she still saw some advantage in maintaining a physical threat against Natchua. What advantage, exactly, was a question that was unfortunately over her head; Natchua, as she was painfully aware, was not schooled in these subtle machinations.
 

 
  She let the demon prod her along through the crowd, ignoring their continuing speculative stares—nobody seemed to look below chest level, to judge by the lack of outcry about the blade—trying to focus on something more relevant to her situation than what Kheshiri wanted. It was more difficult with the succubus behind her, as eye contact helped to focus, but at that range she could sense her presence easily by concentrating.
 

 
  Even without looking directly, there was a clear resemblance to the revenant she had charmed at the entrance. Clear, but superficial. As good a warlock as Mortimer Agasti apparently was, his handiwork was nothing compared to that of Prince Vanislaas. The basic structure may have been the same, a lattice of infernomancy and shadow magic surrounding a captured soul and binding it to a body, but apart from that simple template they were wholly different categories of being.
 

 
  “Aw, how fortuitous, a spot,” Kheshiri simpered directly into her ear, nudging Natchua into an unoccupied booth where a convenient plus loveseat awaited, handily shaded from view except from directly in front. “It’s so rare to get a little nook to ourselves in such a busy place! It must be providence. Let’s take it as a good omen to start a long and lovely friendship, shall we?”
 

 
  Natchua settled onto one end of the short sofa in silence, now watching the succubus closely. Her eyes told her nothing more, save that the demon was wearing the form of Hesthri’s recent human disguise, but at this range and with visual contact she could peer more deeply into the magic animating her. She remained silent and focused as Kheshiri slid onto the couch as well, oozing right up against Natchua till she was practically in her lap, and conveniently keeping that knife pressed against her side, now almost completely hidden behind them in a position that actually pinned her arm under Natchua’s body.
 

 
  “You know, these conversations work better if
  
   both
  
  people participate,” Kheshiri admonished, smirking. “But I don’t mind starting us off, if you’re a little shy. So! I
  
   had
  
  gathered rumors about the
  
   other
  
  new warlock Agasti was keeping around, but you are a surprise. People would have mentioned there was a drow, if you’d been here much before. Shall I take it you are also a recent arrival?”
 

 
  There would be no slipping her will into that tight lattice of spellcraft the way she had with the revenant. At least, not in a situation like this. She had managed some modifications to Melaxyna, but those had been additions, not alterations. The distinction was important; deliberately or not, Vanislaas had designed his children such that they
  
   could
  
  absorb new powers and abilities easily. He didn’t go giving them any, and most warlocks knew better, nor could the Vanislaads perform infernomancy well enough to manage themselves. But it was just circumstance that prevented it; the possibility existed. Actually
  
   tampering
  
  with a succubus would take far,
  
   far
  
  more effort, and probably require the subject to be immobilized for an extended period. Kheshiri was very unlikely to cooperate with this, and forcing her down right here in public would cause no end of trouble. Could she add something like she had to Melaxyna, something the demon’s composition would recognize as a boon, that served to actually hamper or control her? Ironically, that kind of creative thinking within limited options was more Kheshiri’s strength than Natchua’s.
 

 
  “Hellooo?” Kheshiri prompted softly. “Cat got your tongue? Goodness, I’ve rarely been stared at so fixedly. If you grew up around elves, I
  
   know
  
  I’m not the prettiest face you’ve ever seen. Well, not this one, anyway. Come, there’s a rhythm to these things. I’ve said something, now
  
   you
  
  say something.”
 

 
  Wait… Natchua narrowed her eyes, leaning forward slightly. There was something
  
   else,
  
  something that didn’t seem to be part of the original lattice. Most of the magic comprising the succubus’s being was a flawlessly taut symphony of power and purpose, but something peeked through all over that felt out of place, and did not remind her of anything she knew of their kind from the package of information Elilial had poured into her skull, nor recognized from examining Melaxyna.
 

 
  Shadow magic. Not incorporated into the spellwork, but…filling the cracks, clinging to every filament of innate power. If Kheshiri’s basic makeup could be understood as a tapestry, a thing woven of countless threads of magic, the shadow craft added to her was like a layer of oil poured onto and soaked into the weave. It coated every strand in a way that, she saw, would have caused external effects to slip off without finding purchase.
 

 
  So
  
   that
  
  was how she had slipped the reliquary. It was still bound to her, but even that binding was sort of draped over her magical essence, now, not gripping her soul as it needed to in order to function. Natchua had to marvel at the brilliance of it, not least because it was such a simple and so very basic application of shadow magic—crude, even—that worked because it was unconventional, not because it was powerful. The Wreath could have prevented this, but they hadn’t
  
   thought
  
  of it. This was something she could have built up over the last two years of her spare time…or less. How long had she been following that Eserite goon around, with him having no actual control over her?
 

 
  It came with a cost, though.
  
   She
  
  could do a lot more with shadow magic than Kheshiri, and the fact that the succubus had worked this power so deep into her own soul opened the prospect of Natchua imposing tighter and deeper controls on her than the Wreath had ever dreamed, using the very mechanism she had created to escape them. But that, too, would require time and quiet in which to concentrate. Even if she could immobilize the succubus to do it, there was no telling where or in how much danger Hesthri was, or how long she could afford to be left there.
 

 
  “So far, this exchange is a lot less interesting than I had hoped,” Kheshiri said, following a further silence in which Natchua studied her without saying anything. “Are you just trying to get me to talk? Okay, I can oblige you a bit. Your friend is safe, at least for the moment. I put her someplace out of the way so you’ll sit down and chat with me like civilized people; I certainly don’t want to spoil our burgeoning friendship by harming her, unless you
  
   really
  
  force my hand. I dunno about you, cutie, but
  
   I
  
  came here looking for aid and resources, not because I want more enemies. Maybe you’re after something similar, hmm? Nice, neutral warlock, well-connected and rich; he’s an attractive prospect, isn’t he? So! Let’s talk about what we can do for each other. I see no reason everybody can’t benefit from this, ultimately. That’s the best way to do business, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “With anyone but a child of Vanislaad, sure,” Natchua replied.
 

 
  Kheshiri grinned. “She
  
   speaks!”
  
 

 
  “In this case, I have a better idea,” Natchua continued. “You return my friend, unharmed, and I remove you from a position to cause me any further trouble. In return you get nothing, because I am not stupid enough to bargain with one of your kind.”
 

 
  The succubus pursed her lips. “Sweetie, you’re glossing over the fact that your friend is in
  
   my
  
  possession. That’s not how this works.”
 

 
  “Let me start over.” At that range, the visual effect of shadow-jumping a small object over a short distance made a display like a flow of smoke, which resolved itself into Kheshiri’s dagger resting in Natchua’s hand. “My name is Natchua, and I don’t
  
   do
  
  things the way they work.”
 

 
  “Okay, now see, you’re still proceeding on a few bad assumptions,” the succubus lectured, seeming unperturbed by both the loss of her weapon and the display of infernal power that as far as she should have believed was impossible. “I knew going in that you’re an extremely skilled warlock; demonstrating it changes nothing. If you were able to retrieve your pretty companion just like that, you’d do it instead of listening to me. So we’re in the same situation, and if anything you’ve undercut your credibility by grandstanding when we both know you’ve got no actual podium. But I’ll tell you what: I
  
   like
  
  you, so I’m gonna let you try again. I think you’ve got potential—you just need the right guidance!” She winked, grinning lopsidedly in a roguishly charming expression. “Bet I could provide you that, and a lot more besides.”
 

 
  Reaching out with her will, Natchua found the nearest nexus of subtle magic laced into the walls of Second Chances that comprised its passive ward network. Wrapping her concentration around this, she
  
   yanked,
  
  distending the structure of the network itself without activating it. That should get Xyraadi’s attention good and quick.
 

 
  “In my whole life,” she said quietly, turning the dagger over and stabbing it point-down into the armrest of the sofa, “I have had only one role model to speak of. She taught me that the only true evil in the world is stupidity—that if people will just
  
   think,
  
  and act with care, most of the problems caused by sentient beings wouldn’t manifest in the first place. But she also taught me that when one possesses overwhelming power, there is no need to cede any advantage by dealing with a schemer on their own level. Even the most adept manipulator can’t weave a web of intrigue when their hair is on fire.”
 

 
  “Oh, pumpkin,” Kheshiri said, frowning in an expression of gentle, almost maternal reproach. “Who’s been filling your head with that balderdash?”
 

 
  Natchua flicked the fingers which had just relinquished the dagger, and a chain of living fire sprang from them. It struck faster than a snake, and just like one wound around Kheshiri’s arm all the way up to her shoulder just as it did likewise to Natchua’s, leaving them connected arm-to-arm by links of glowing orange that appeared forged out of flame itself. Less obviously but more importantly, that spell sank its invisible hooks
  
   deep
  
  into Kheshiri’s aura, piercing the shadowy goo that filled and protected her from hostile effects, wrapping around a million tiny aspects of her being until it couldn’t be dislodged without tearing her apart. No complex working could have bypassed both her inherent protections and the additional layer of shadow magic she’d added without disintegrating under the strain. But this?
  
   This
  
  was nothing but a chain. All it did was ensure the succubus wasn’t going to get more than two feet physically away from Natchua until she decided to let her go. That was the innate advantage of simple spells, and simple measures in general: if they had enough pure
  
   force
  
  to strike home, all the intricacy in the world wouldn’t stop them.
 

 
  There were several gasps and raised voices from nearby; evidently the two of them were still the object of curious observation by whoever was still close enough to observe. Kheshiri, however, just turned her wrist over to examine her new accoutrement with a dispassionate little smile, as if deciding whether she liked the way a bracelet looked on her.
 

 
  “Her name,” Natchua said, grinning, “is Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  At that, Kheshiri’s eyes snapped back to her face, and her smile finally vanished.
 

 
  Then, in a swell of shadows, they both vanished.
 

 
  The darkness of the shadow-jump receded to blast them with cold moonlight and even colder wind. They had an incredible view, even in the darkness: forested hills yielding to the Great Plains to the west, while directly beneath them, stretching away north and south, were the snowy crags of the Stalrange, dotted here and there with stands of scrappy pines. The two of them plummeted straight down from a height of over a mile.
 

 
  Natchua took some satisfaction in having finally wrenched an uncontrolled reaction from Kheshiri. The succubus screeched in wordless agitation, her disguise melting away to reveal her pale complexion and spiny wings. These she immediately spread, and just as immediately had them snapped out straight behind her by the force of the air. Humanoids just weren’t aerodynamic enough to fly; the flight of Vanislaads was at least party magical, and carrying passengers wasn’t included in it.
 

 
  With Natchua dangling beneath her, swinging gaily this way and that in the buffeting winds, Kheshiri fought desperately to control their descent. At best, she managed an awkward, intermittent glide, continually having to force her delicate wings to open again as they were repeatedly pushed out of a flying configuration by the fierce air currents, the added weight of the passenger chained to her arm, and the unworkable position caused by the fact that Natchua’s weight tugged one of her shoulders downward, making it impossible for her to even order her body correctly to maintain that glide.
 

 
  Kheshiri glared down at her in naked spite, now; her lips moved, but whatever she said was snatched away by the wind. Her free hand, though, plunged into a pocket of her vest which had been concealed by her illusion previously.
 

 
  Natchua didn’t see what she pulled out, and didn’t bother to. The indignant squawk she heard about the howling wind as it shadow-jumped neatly into her own hand was deeply satisfying.
 

 
  She found herself holding a palm-sized disc of perforated metal, forming the shape of two thorny wreaths attached together. Of
  
   course,
  
  a Black Wreath shadow-jumping talisman. That neatly explained how Kheshiri had so swiftly removed Hesthri from the club and returned without tripping one of Xyraadi’s traps. As she had just been reflecting, simple plans had a way of neatly slipping past complex ones. This also, however, meant Hesthri could be virtually anywhere. She tucked it safely into her own pocket for now.
 

 
  Kheshiri struggled to control their fall for a few more seconds before trying her next trick. Natchua hadn’t expected her to give up that easily, but even she was surprised at the act of desperation which ensued. The knife Kheshiri whipped out of her pocket next was substantially bigger than the one she’d held in the club, almost a short sword, and clearly enchanted to judge by the damage it did. This time, Kheshiri struck in the same lightning-fast motion that she’d used to draw it from her pocket of holding (obviously of holding, as there was no way it would have fit in that tight vest otherwise). Even so, elven reflexes were quicker and Natchua could have stopped her, had the angle of the strike not telescrolled where it was going.
 

 
  Kheshiri sliced off her own right arm at the shoulder, detaching herself bodily from the fiery chain that bound them together. It spun away on the wind, already crumbling to charcoal, and inky blood gushed from the stump, quickly dissolving into black mist in the fierce currents of air.
 

 
  The chain simply shifted to wrap around her torso.
 

 
  The maimed succubus let out a screech of sheer frustration, and Natchua indulged herself in a long cackle of laughter.
 

 
  Snarling, Kheshiri beat her wings again, this time diving straight downward at Natchua with the blade extended. Even at point-blank range the drow was
  
   still
  
  faster, and the succubus plowed straight into a concussive spell that sent her body reeling and the blade tumbling off into the sky.
 

 
  Kheshiri managed to straighten out her descent just enough to face Natchua once more, now snarling in animal fury, and pulled out a wand.
 

 
  Natchua hit it with a surgically precise shadowbolt that sent it flying away in pieces, along with several charred fingers.
 

 
  The succubus closed down her expression, glaring pure fury down at Natchua, then deliberately folded her wings flat against her back, leaving the two of them to plummet toward the jagged mountain peaks unhindered.
 

 
  For Natchua, elven agility made it a proverbial (and literal) breeze to keep her own balance even against the unpredictable air currents. She calmly folded her hands behind her head and crossed her ankles, plummeting downward with her back to the onrushing earth as if she were lazing on a cushy feather bed back in her own dorm at Last Rock. The position kept Kheshiri chained barely at arm’s length above her, glaring down into Natchua’s broadest, shit-eatingest grin.
 

 
  This game of chicken lasted nearly half a minute before Kheshiri finally broke their locked stares to look past Natchua at the onrushing ground. Her shriek of rage was as good as a white flag.
 

 
  Fanning her wings desperately, the succubus struggled against gravity and the wind to level out their descent. Natchua’s weight made true flight impossible, but by beating them frantically she was at least able to shift the angle of their fall to a more horizontal one as they plummeted into the side of a mountain.
 

 
  Natchua finally deigned to glance behind her. Kheshiri was sailing them right into the upper branches of a snow-dusted pine forest. Shifting her weight about, she dangled by her arm and reoriented her body into a vertical position, facing the impact head-on.
 

 
  And, because she had limned herself in a subtle corona of sheer destructive energy that would incinerate any wood she impacted—and just to be an asshole—she began swinging about, flinging her weight unpredictably from side to side and reveling in the screeches of protest from above.
 

 
  It was a much less pleasant trip for one of them than for the other.
 

 
  While Natchua scythed through branches like a hot knife through butter, Kheshiri was bashed from one treetop to the next. Luckily for the succubus, that didn’t last long; luckily for the drow, the repeated, vicious impacts soaked up most of the inertia of their flight. In moments they had staggered to a forward stop and simply plunged to the knee-deep snow below.
 

 
  Natchua, with classic elvish grace and skilled infernal protection, hit the ground in a roll that was no less deft for being chained to the beleaguered demon, snow hissing away into steam on contact with her. She stood up and took a moment to straighten her coat and carefully smooth her windblown hair back down with her free hand, maintaining a slow burn of infernal energy to ward off the chill of the wintry mountains, before turning to survey her handiwork.
 

 
  Kheshiri was bruised, bloodied, and scraped all to hell. Both her wings appeared to be broken, one with its sail shredded. She was missing her right arm still, though the shoulder had already stopped bleeding, and her left hand looked mangled beyond repair. A broken-off length of pine branch impaled her thigh. There she law, awkwardly flopped on one side and apparently completely dazed, covered in green needles and flecks of bark and oozing black blood that hissed angrily against the snow.
 

 
  “You,” Natchua enunciated into the crisp mountain silence, “Get. Nothing.”
 

 
  Kheshiri twitched and shuddered. If she was capable of answering, she didn’t bother.
 

 
  Natchua focused her attention on the bundle of energy she was still holding with her mind. Pouring enough power into it to keep it steady despite being stretched halfway across the continent had been the tricky part, but it had worked; she was still mentally connected to the ward network back in Ninkabi.
 

 
  She gave the thing a vigorous joggle, causing a perceptible but harmless shockwave of motion down its length. Presumably, by that point, Xyraadi and/or Agasti were studying the strained network in detail; they couldn’t possibly miss that signal.
 

 
  The response was impressively quick, in fact. The energy that pulsed down the connection from the other side was clearly Xyraadi’s; no mortal warlock could have matched a khelminash’s ability to pour that kind of power and sophistication into such an off-the-cuff piece of spellwork. Natchua gave the taut bundle of magic a quick examination to suss out what it did, then deliberately fed some of her own into it. A divinatory spell using infernomancy was more than she herself could have cast, but she understood its structure and it was easy enough to assist Xyraadi in getting a view of the situation around her.
 

 
  The magical probe snuffed itself out, and moments later, shadows swelled upon the snow.
 

 
  Xyraadi shivered once in the cold before putting up a cloak of heat like Natchua’s. The khelminash studied Kheshiri’s crumpled and twitching body for a few seconds, then looked up at the swath of broken and charred branches that marked the path of their descent.
 

 
  “That is one way to do it,
  
   n’est-ce pas?
  
  Let me guess: she forced your hand with some clever piece of work that neatly bypassed all my careful traps.”
 

 
  “She had this.” Natchua pulled the Wreath talisman from the pocket where she had stowed it; Xyraadi took one look and nodded, clearly recognizing the device. “She has Hesthri somewhere beyond my ability to sense her.”
 

 
  “Well, shadow-jumping would account for that,” Xyraadi acknowledged, frowning in annoyance at the mangled succubus.
  
   “Merde alors.
  
  Taking Hesthri is good leverage; I see why you felt the need to do…this. I do hope, however, you are aware that torturing such as she is wasted time. Pleasure and pain are the same category of experience to their kind. You might just as well make love to her for all the deterrent it is.”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  aware, and believe me, this is not my idea of foreplay. I decided we needed to begin with a vivid demonstration of who would be jerking whom around in this relationship. No indeed, she doesn’t fear pain. But I think I know what she
  
   does
  
  fear.”
 

 
  Natchua stepped over to the felled succubus and crouched in the snow, flicking the fiery chain that still bound them together. “And dear Kheshiri been just a little
  
   too
  
  clever. She’s provided me exactly what I need to make her worst nightmare a reality.”
 

 
  “I almost fear to ask,” Xyraadi said dryly.
 

 
  “It’s like you pointed out; they are what they are. They have different needs than beings like you or me. Fewer vulnerabilities, perhaps, but at least one very central compulsion. Have you ever wondered what an
  
   itch
  
  would do to someone’s mind, if they
  
   could not scratch it?”
  
 

 
  Kheshiri shifted awkwardly in the slush around her, rolling her head just enough that one crystalline eye could look up at Natchua—finally, with naked fear.
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  “You see what she’s done?”
 

 
  “Yes,” Xyraadi murmured, leaning close as if the proximity improved her view of Kheshiri’s magical structure.
  
   “Look
  
  at that mess! That’s exactly the kind of shadow magic I’d expect a succubus to be able to handle—unfocused, crude, all but unusable by itself. But she’s
  
   saturated
  
  herself with it! She wouldn’t have been able to channel but a trickle at a time. This, at a guess, must have taken over a year of steady work.”
 

 
  “Subtle work, too,” Natchua agreed. “She was doing it practically under the nose of a dragon. Shadow magic would be the only kind she even
  
   might
  
  be able to slip past a creature like that. And most impressively of all, it actually worked! You saw the reliquary fail to function.”
 

 
  Kheshiri twitched at that, darting a sharp look rapidly between them; Natchua could almost see the connections forming behind her eyes. Right; this would be her first hint of who had possession of her reliquary at the moment. Barely a second later her expression shifted back to the tremulous and cowed face she’d been showing them. There was, she reminded herself, little point in trying to judge what a creature like this was feeling based on what her face betrayed.
 

 
  “And,” Natchua continued, smiling, “you see what I mean. Unlike revenants, Vanislaads are such tightly constructed pieces of spellcraft they’re as functionally un-alterable as ‘natural’ demons.
  
   Unless
  
  one has gone and created a handy backdoor into her own inner workings.”
 

 
  “I suppose I can see why it seemed a worthwhile risk, given the existence of that reliquary,” Xyraadi said, her own face crossed by a pensive frown. “Very few warlocks on this plane would be
  
   able
  
  to perceive this—and I think I would not have noticed, had you not called my attention to it. Yes, Natchua, I see your meaning, but be
  
   careful.”
  
  She turned a concered expression on the drow. “If you go tampering with the innermost workings of one of his pets, you’ll draw the ire of none less than Prince Vanislaas.”
 

 
  “Oh? And when was the last time he dared show his face on earth? This bitch has my
  
   friend
  
  in some dark hole, Xyraadi. I don’t have time to be afraid of boogeymen.”
 

 
  Kheshiri surprised them both by laughing. It was a hoarse sound, befitting her battered condition, but she raised her head again, now grinning openly up at Natchua.
 

 
  “Boogeymen aren’t
  
   real,”
  
  she rasped. “You’ve managed to make your point very emphatically, Natchua. Don’t undercut it by taunting powers you
  
   know
  
  could crush you with a thought.”
 

 
  Natchua stepped forward and knelt in the melting snow next to Kheshiri’s head, allowing the glowing chain that still bound them together to pool on the ground.
 

 
  “You’ve probably seen enough now to intuit that I am not a
  
   typical
  
  warlock,” she said quietly. “I gained power in an unconventional way. An accidental one, in fact. But I’m not the only warlock like this in the world. The
  
   other
  
  devoured one of your kind. Destroyed their soul entirely to take on their gifts. As far as I know, that might be the only time a Vanislaad has
  
   ever
  
  been truly annihilated, instead of bound or returned to Hell. If your precious Prince decides to come to this plane and avenge his creations, he won’t start with me. And yet…where is he? There’s been no sign he knows anything of the condition of his wayward pets. Or perhaps he simply doesn’t
  
   care.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “You’re not special, either,” Kheshiri whispered, still smirking. “Your kind love to embrace deadly risks. And that’s the thing about deadly risks: you’ll win right up until you suddenly don’t.”
 

 
  Natchua flicked the chain, making her wince. “Call your Prince down here if you can, Kheshiri. I’ll put his ass on a leash, too.”
 

 
  The succubus shifted on the ground to look up at Xyraadi. “I bet you’ve known enough warlocks to recognize the early signs of the insanity. That god complex is always where it starts, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Don’t speak to me, dead thing,” Xyraadi said disdainfully. “I must acknowledge, Natchua, she has a point. Obviously I know nothing of your history, or this other warlock you speak of, but I
  
   am
  
  aware of incidents of mortal warlocks trying to tamper with a child of Vanislaas. He
  
   is
  
  known to intervene directly in such cases.”
 

 
  “When he learns of them,” Natchua said, straightening up. “He hasn’t gone after Chase. Vanislaas is one of Elilial’s favored pets, and spends much of his time crouched at her feet like a
  
   good
  
  dog. His only personal source of information on the comings and goings of this world are reports brought to him by incubi and succubi freshly killed here. Even less is he able to maneuver, at least in this day and age. No, I agree, it’s not a negligible risk, but I’m already operating on a short timetable. It’ll all be moot before he can do anything, and likely before he learns of it.”
 

 
  “Still, there are safer and easier avenues that can be pursued before you embrace that particular risk. May I see that, please?” She directed her gaze to the Wreath shadow-jumper still dangling from Natchua’s fingers.
 

 
  She paused for only half a second before tossing it lightly to the khelminash. The twisted double ring drifted to a stop in midair as Xyraadi held up her hands, finally coming to rest between them. An intricate circle of runes in white and violet appeared between her fingers around the talisman.
 

 
  “These things are crafted by my people,” she said, watching the runes shift about like the calculations of an abacus. “The Dark Lady trusts the Wreath only up to a point; they are not told everything about the functions of their tools. If one knows how, one can track where a talisman has…been…” She trailed off, narrowed her eyes in suspicion, and then turned a downright incredulous stare on Kheshiri.
 

 
  The felled succubus began shuddering with silent laughter.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t
  
   tell
  
  me,” Natchua exclaimed.
 

 
  “One can also erase its history quite easily,” Xyraadi said in open annoyance, “if one knows how, which no humans and surely none of
  
   her
  
  kind should! Who taught you this trick, you insufferable creature?”
 

 
  Kheshiri pressed her forehead into the ground, still chuckling weakly. “Natchua, my dear, would you kindly remind your associate that I am under her orders not to speak to her?”
 

 
  “Well, still,” Xyraadi grunted. “I can do things with this that she simply
  
   cannot,
  
  whatever secrets she has poked her nose into. There are still traces…faint, but extricable. Give me but a few moments, and I can at least track it to the last two, possibly three places it has been. That will mean Second Chances, and then wherever she stashed Hesthri.”
 

 
  “That’s an exotic name, Hesthri,” Kheshiri murmured. “If I didn’t know better, I’d almost say it sounds…khelminash.”
 

 
  Natchua stared coolly down at her while Xyraadi fiddled with the talisman. So Kheshiri hadn’t known her victim was a disguised demon.
  
   If
  
  she was telling the truth and had placed Hesthri somewhere safe for a human, the hethelax was almost certainly in no danger. Unless…no, Kheshiri wouldn’t have been able to take her somewhere saturated with divine magic.
 

 
  “I have it,” Xyraadi announced, grinning in triumph.
  
   “Un moment,
  
  Natchua. I shall be back shortly, with our missing friend.” So saying, she vanished in a swell of shadows, still clutching the talisman but not twisting it to activate.
 

 
  Kheshiri began struggling up to her knees. “Well,” she said somewhat hoarsely, “since we’ve established that
  
   I’m
  
  not going anywhere until you say so, I trust you won’t begrudge a girl a little self-care.”
 

 
  Natchua continued staring at her; the succubus turned to give her a questioning look, which she did not acknowledge. She wasn’t interested in making small talk or even eye contact with the demon, but in continuing to analyze her interior structure. True, Kheshiri appeared far too blasé for someone whose last scrap of leverage was about to be taken from her, but she was also a master of appearances and had clear evidence from the last few minutes that a show of fear earned neither sympathy nor lax attention from her captor.
 

 
  She had not bothered to examine Melaxyna this closely, though in retrospect, Natchua realized it probably wouldn’t have been as easy. Kheshiri’s inner coating of shadow magic was all but undetectable save to a practitioner of considerable knowledge, who happened to be analyzing her quite closely, but once those conditions were met it actually served to make her own magical structure more amenable to analysis. Magic was not perceived directly with the eyes, but some of the principles were similar. The searing threads of bright infernal power stood out the more clearly against a thick backdrop of murky darkness.
 

 
  Natchua had the stray thought that, given sufficient time to study Kheshiri in detail, she could
  
   reproduce
  
  this work. Not as a revenant or similar half-measure, but an actual succubus of her own—and possibly better, for what she could examine and understand to that extent, she could improve upon. Not that she had any use for such a thing, nor any intention of acquiring a soul upon which to base one. One succubus was as much as she wanted to handle, and that was with Melaxyna evidently feeling positively toward her.
 

 
  Whether she meant to or not, Kheshiri more than obliged Natchua’s examination. Perhaps she didn’t know what the drow was doing, or counted on what she did next to startle her into losing concentration. If that was the goal, it didn’t work; Natchua focused all the more closely, but it
  
   was
  
  a startling thing to behold.
 

 
  Kheshiri’s body rippled, squirmed, and began to shift. Not into a new form, though; she started with her left hand, flexing the mangled appendage. The color of its skin flickered through several shades, then a few configurations, changing swiftly from the maimed hand of a deft painter to the maimed hand of a muscled and calloused laborer. And amazingly, as she did so, her fingers grew back into place.
 

 
  
   That
  
  was something to see. According to what she knew of the children of Vanislaas, injuries they took could be healed by a warlock, but they couldn’t do it themselves; anything severe enough that could
  
   not
  
  be healed would afflict every form they took on until they were destroyed and received a new body on returning to Hell.
 

 
  Natchua was briefly frustrated when Kheshiri paused to yank the piece of branch out of her thigh with a grunt of pain. The succubus set about healing that, too, which wasn’t as impressive in terms of the physical achievement, but still fascinating. And
  
   still
  
  supposed to be impossible.
 

 
  She focused closely as Kheshiri, now almost seeming to preen under the attention, went to work on her severed right arm, regrowing it a fraction of an inch at a time through a series of rapid transformations. The healing of the comparatively minor leg wound had been an entirely other matter, a clever craft of exploiting her own inner workings—now laid bare to Natchua’s intent study. The inhibitions on her shapeshifting ability interfered with the healing, but were not meant to bar it specifically, and Kheshiri had found just the tiniest bit of wiggle room in her component spells using the inherently transitional nature of her physical body. It would have required an immensely focused self-examination and a great deal of practice even to
  
   discover
  
  this. Most Vanislaads, afflicted with that itch of theirs, couldn’t fix their minds on such a tiny task for so long, nor would it have occurred to them to try. Hell, most mortals couldn’t do it; this was the work of someone trained in deep meditation. Another thing that should have been beyond the reach of a succubus.
 

 
  The work of regenerating limbs was still impressive, but a more brute-forced measure. While she should have been forced to shift into another form with the same injury, it seemed she could adjust the extent of the stump by infinitesimal amounts with each shapeshift. That explained why she had been so blithely willing to hack off her own arm to escape a trap; even Natchua had been impressed by the guts that took, especially given how quickly and without hesitation Kheshiri resorted to it. That effect was somewhat lessened by this discovery, but it was really no surprise. A Vanislaad would always rely on some hidden trick above anything that required physical bravery.
 

 
  Kheshiri had painstakingly restored her upper arm and was working on rebuilding her elbow—which, to judge by her grimacing, was more difficult—when the shadows shifted again and Xyraadi returned.
 

 
  The khelminash had nothing with her but the shadow-jumper and an aggravated scowl.
 

 
  “I cannot believe what this creat—
  
   Zut alors!
  
  What is she doing now?”
 

 
  “Showing off,” Natchua replied, trying to suppress the swell of emotions that came with this new lack of Hesthri’s reappearance. She had been too focused on one thing and another to wallow in worry, but at having this new hope dashed it surged upward to the point of threatening her concentration.
 

 
  She could reject her heritage all she liked, but Natchua had been raised Narisian. If there was one thing she could manage, it was to master her emotions. Her face and tone were both cold when she ventured to speak again.
 

 
  “Have you ever known one of her kind who could do this?”
 

 
  “I have taken pains not to associate with them,” Xyraadi sniffed. “Yet still… No. This is something
  
   none
  
  of them should be able to do.”
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush,” Kheshiri trilled. She appeared to be a lot less beaten-down in general than she had moments ago, and not just due to the restoration of her arm, which had extended into the forearm now.
 

 
  “I gather your trip was unsuccessful,” Natchua said, turning to Xyraadi. Fascinating as it was to watch Kheshiri work, she had seen the method now. Still, she kept the succubus in the corner of her eye in case something else of interest developed.
 

 
  “Again, we run afoul of the old maxim: the best tricks are simple tricks.” Xyraadi handed the talisman back over, glaring down at Kheshiri. “This abominable pest took the time to lay a false trail! After Second Chances, the next destination was a mountaintop so high the air was scarcely breathable. I managed to pry one more destination out of it, and
  
   that
  
  was a ruined fortress in the middle of some desert. Hesthri was nowhere in the vicinity of either. I can locate a hethelax by proximity, with little effort, and nothing
  
   this
  
  one can do would interfere with that craft. She simply went elsewhere after ditching Hesthri. At least twice!”
 

 
  “A
  
   hethelax,”
  
  Kheshiri said in surprise, still focused on her arm. “Hah, I was right! It
  
   is
  
  a khelminash name—those critters have no culture of their own. So, is she the demon’s pet, then, or is that just happenstance?”
 

 
  “She was barely out of my sight for
  
   thirty seconds
  
  before you poked me with that dagger,” Natchua exclaimed.
 

 
  Kheshiri actually paused in her work to look up at her with an obnoxious simper. “You’re not the only one here who’s the best there is at what you do, poppet.”
 

 
  “It is not inconceivable,” Xyraadi said reluctantly, “that if she already knew how to erase the talisman’s tracking function, she would know that a khelminash sorceress would be able to pry traces from it still. What baffles me is
  
   why
  
  she bothered. She did
  
   not
  
  know what kind of being I am before entering Second Chances, of that at least I am certain. That information is known only to those who live there, and the three paladins.”
 

 
  “Paladins, huh,” Kheshiri murmured. “What interesting lives we all lead,
  
   n’est-ce pas?”
  
 

 
  Xyraadi took one aggressive step toward her, forestalled by Natchua’s hand on her arm. “She also claimed to be surprised at my presence. Assuming that you’re right, and that
  
   that
  
  wasn’t a lie… It suggests this is someone so accustomed to playing against people who think three steps ahead in every encounter that she just does so habitually.”
 

 
  “This really has turned out to be a surprisingly pleasant outing,” Kheshiri hummed, once again re-growing her arm. She had it almost down to the wrist now. “Fresh mountain air and all the flattery I could possibly ask for!”
 

 
  “Thank you for trying, Xyraadi,” Natchua said. “It was a good idea, and would have made all of this
  
   much
  
  simpler. I guess now we have to proceed with my original plan.”
 

 
  Kheshiri shot her a sidelong glance, her expression going still.
 

 
  “You think you can…what? Alter her composition such that she must tell you the truth?”
 

 
  “That’s an incredibly sophisticated piece of tampering,” Natchua mused, peering closely at the succubus, who was now watching her back with her full attention, right hand still missing. “Prince Vanislaas could do that… I might be able to, after weeks or months of study. Hesthri doesn’t have that kind of time, though. I can only deal with simple, comparatively brutish measures.”
 

 
  “Or,” Kheshiri suggested, “you can make a deal with me. All I want in this world is my life and my freedom. I can’t see a single reason why that should be so much as an inconvenience to either of you. Especially since we’re not even in your city anymore!”
 

 
  The two warlocks exchanged a glance, and did not need to exchange a word. Even assuming they had both been willing to unleash what they now understood was probably the most dangerous Vanislaad in existence on the world with no one able to contain her, there was the fact that Kheshiri had seen and heard a great deal by this point, and if nothing else, was certain to remember the two of them—and Hesthri—as individuals who had severely inconvenienced her in the past. Whatever else resulted from this encounter, she could absolutely not be allowed to go free.
 

 
  “I can’t make her speak, directly,” Natchua said, reaching out with her mind to touch the strands of magic animating the woman crouched in the snow before her. “But to my eyes, she is chock full of interesting features. Dials I can turn, levers and strings to pull…now that I know how.”
 

 
  “I warned you,” Xyraadi said warily, “inflicting pain on her will not coerce her to do anything.”
 

 
  “Oh, of course, I’m aware of that. She doesn’t fear pain, or any sensation. What she fears is the
  
   lack
  
  of it.”
 

 
  Natchua clenched her mental grip around the relevant pieces of Kheshiri’s component magic and pulled.
 

 
  The succubus went still, eyes widening.
 

 
  “What did you do?” Xyraadi demanded.
 

 
  “I shut off her physical sensations,” Natchua said with more than a little satisfaction. She raised her hand, a whip of pure infernal fire appearing in her grasp.
 

 
  Kheshiri reflexively raised her good arm to block the blow; the whip struck her with a brutal
  
   crack
  
  before Natchua discarded it back into nothingness. The succubus lowered her arm, dispassionately studying the still-smoking line that had been seared across it.
 

 
  “She feels…nothing?” Xyraadi breathed.
  
   “Mes dieux.
  
  That, now…that is the only
  
   true
  
  torture to one of her kind.”
 

 
  “It would be more correct to say that she feels whatever I decide she feels,” Natchua said grimly, part of her enjoying the growing concern in Kheshiri’s expression. “I believe I can also shut off…yes.”
 

 
  The succubus’s face went entirely blank. She blinked languidly at them, then poked disinterestedly at the fresh scar across her forearm with the stump of her opposite wrist.
 

 
  “Even her emotions?” Xyraadi said, clearly impressed. “Ah,
  
   mais non.
  
  You will not compel a creature of pure calculation—she must have fear to be properly…persuasive.”
 

 
  “Yes, I think you’re right,” Natchua agreed, restoring Kheshiri’s emotional state to its default. The demon’s expression did not change, which didn’t fool her; having had her very fingers in them, so to speak, she could sense Kheshiri’s feelings as clearly as she could read a written page, and as usual her face betrayed little. Now, though, Natchua could see her fear.
 

 
  She was a little discomfited to find that Kheshiri’s fear for her own well-being was dwarfed by burning determination. And behind that, a blaze of analytical curiosity that seemed like nothing ever shut it off. Unfortunately, she could only see these things; actually tweaking specific emotions in the succubus would require a great deal of time and study that Hesthri could not spare. For now, all she could do was turn the whole apparatus on or off.
 

 
  Discerning that the physical sensations were far less sophisticated, Natchua decided to change tactics. “Alternatively, perhaps we can apply the carrot as well as the stick.”
 

 
  Here, too, her ability to achieve specific results was limited. Sensations were simpler things than emotions, relatively simple knots of data as opposed to vast networks spread through the succubus’s entire consciousness. They were only
  
   relatively
  
  simple, though; their complexity would not afford her any degree of fine control. In fact, all Natchua could really discern in particular came from examining the mental apparatus that made Vanislaads equally responsive to pleasure and pain. That required the matrix of spells animating her to specify those two values in terms she could reproduce.
 

 
  Which she did.
 

 
  Kheshiri abruptly heaved upright and then over backwards onto her broken wings, arching her back. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she thrashed in insensate ecstasy, squealing.
 

 
  Natchua immediately released her grip, and Kheshiri slumped back to the ground, gasping for breath. That was a
  
   little
  
  harder than she’d intended to push… No, she had to acknowledge, a lot. A sudden burst of sourceless pleasure like that might have neurologically damaged an elf or human.
 

 
  “Whoops,” she said lightly. “Let me see if I can’t even that out for you a bit.”
 

 
  This time, she applied a lighter touch when pushing in the other direction. Not
  
   too
  
  light; Kheshiri immediately jerked, and then turned over on her side, curling up around herself in steadily increasing agony that wracked every nerve in her body. Natchua pushed it harder, in small and steady increments, as Kheshiri began spasming violently and only released her with blood began to spray from her lips.
 

 
  Again, the succubus flopped against the ground, struggling to breathe through the sheer exhaustion of what she had just been through.
 

 
  “This,” Xyraadi said very evenly, “is distasteful.”
 

 
  “I don’t disagree,” Natchua acknowledged. “What about it, Kheshiri? Are you about ready to start cooperating?”
 

 
  Shakily, and with apparent effort, Kheshiri rolled back over onto her side, slowly raising her head.
 

 
  The expression on her face was absolutely avid; her eyes practically seemed to glow.
 

 
  “Where,” she slurred drunkenly, gazing up at Natchua with something very like adoration, “have you
  
   been
  
  all my life?”
 

 
  Natchua stepped back in surprise, incidentally causing the fiery chain between them to go taut. She took the precaution of focusing on the magical data that betrayed Kheshiri’s real emotional state, and her own worry began to increase. The fear was still there, but diminished. The determination and curiosity had
  
   not
  
  diminished, and to them was now added a sense that Natchua could only parse as eager fascination with a newly-revealed realm of possibilities.
 

 
  Well, shit.
 

 
  “All right,” she said grimly. “With a relatively little bit of time and effort, I’m quite positive I can isolate the
  
   itch
  
  function. If none of this is making an impression, ramping
  
   that
  
  to maximum and denying her any possibility of satisfying it will surely do so.”
 

 
  The fear rose sharply. As did all the others, suddenly accompanied by a kind of…giddiness.
 

 
  
   Shit.
  
 

 
  Kheshiri began crawling through the half-melted snow toward Natchua’s feet, provoking her to back away.
 

 
  “Oh, you have
  
   such
  
  potential,” the succubus cooed, and Natchua was distinctly alarmed by the very sincere fondness that had begun to bloom in the demon’s mind. Could she possibly be faking emotions inside her own head? Could
  
   anyone
  
  do that? She was probably clever enough to realize that if Natchua could inflict them, she perceived them on some level… “You’re so close, you know? The
  
   instinct
  
  is there, but you have no technique, no control.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Natchua snapped.
  
   “I
  
  have no control? Who’s the one crawling on the ground like a dog at my feet?”
 

 
  “It was a good effort!” Kheshiri said sincerely, rising up to her knees and beaming up at her. “For an amateur. But consider: you’ve put me in a position where
  
   you
  
  have all the power, and
  
   all
  
  I have is my leverage. You know, now, exactly how much abuse I can take—which is to say, everything you’re capable of dishing out, and more. You
  
   know
  
  I can’t give you my only card just like that. You know you can’t force me to. So this is where we are: if you want your friend back, you are going to have to provide me with some…assurances.”
 

 
  Natchua stared down at her, eyes slitted. Kheshiri gazed back, but the drow was hardly seeing her. She was examining, not the woman kneeling in the snow, but the bundle of magic that formed her, and what information she could interpret from the plainly written emotional state behind those crystalline eyes.
 

 
  Kheshiri remained silent for nearly a minute while Natchua looked, and frantically thought, and finally was forced to the bitter conclusion that nothing in her arsenal was going to overcome this infernal creature’s power of will.
 

 
  Xyraadi cleared her throat. “In my day, there was a great adventure over the creation of an artifact which could apply perfect control to a Vanislaad demon. If it could be found…”
 

 
  It was a forlorn hope, even in the best case scenario; Xyraadi was grasping at straws, even disregarding what Natchua had to tell her now.
 

 
  “Yes, a collar, I encountered word of it when I was pumping my contracted djinn for potential resources. It’s in the possession of Razzavinax the Red now.”
 

 
  “A dragon?”
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  
   “Merde.”
  
 

 
  That was all the discussion there need be of that. Parting a dragon from one of his treasures required nothing less than a crusade.
 

 
  Natchua clenched her teeth, seething, and finally acknowledged defeat. “What is it you want, Kheshiri?”
 

 
  Satisfaction surged in the succubus, but she had the good taste not to betray it on her features. Natchua had no intention of relaxing this awareness of the demon’s emotions now that she’d discovered how to detect them, but at moments like this it was more annoying than useful.
 

 
  “Freedom,” Kheshiri answered promptly, “and security. Those are all I was after in the first place; I will require that you guarantee them on oath before the eyes of your contracted djinn.”
 

 
  That was no surprise; it was a standard provision of infernal contracts. A vow witnessed by the djinn carried serious consequences if it was broken. The djinn in question would immediately know of it, and a warlock considered forsworn would never get cooperation from any other demon or warlock again. Worse, they were likely to become the target of persistent predation, both by certain demons who took it upon themselves to punish such transgressions, and more opportunistic figures who would seek to take anything useful or valuable in their possession, secure in the knowledge that no one on hell or earth would defend them. A forsworn warlock was pitifully easy to find; the djinn were gleefully happy to send everyone who asked (and some who didn’t) right to them.
 

 
  “But
  
   now,”
  
  Kheshiri crooned just as Natchua opened her mouth to answer, “I have an additional requirement.”
 

 
  Natchua heaved an annoyed sigh as the succubus paused, apparently for effect.
  
   “Well?”
  
 

 
  Kheshiri’s tail began whipping back and forth behind her, very much like an ecstatic dog’s. “I
  
   like
  
  you, Natchua. You are just so…
  
   fascinating.
  
  So very full of possibility!”
 

 
  “Oh, no you fucking don’t, you—”
 

 
  “That is the deal, dearest. I’m going with you. Whatever it is you’re up to, I am
  
   in.”
  
 

 
  “I will see you damned first,” Natchua stated. “Again.
  
   Harder.”
  
 

 
  Kheshiri grinned broadly. “You’ll come to value me in good time, my love. But for now… Do you, or do you not, want to see your dear Hesthri again?”
 

 
  She stared down at the succubus, and through her, and saw an intractable wall she had no way of getting past.
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you not to torture a Vanislaad,” Xyraadi said wearily. “Congratulations, you have discovered the worst case scenario.”
 

 
  “I don’t have
  
   time
  
  for this,” Natchua exclaimed, her voice rising in agitation. “Not now, and not in the future! I simply can’t ride herd on
  
   this
  
  creature while I deal with— With everything else.”
 

 
  “Ahh,” Kheshiri breathed, still looking up at Natchua like a starving woman might look at a steak. “But don’t you see? What you’ve showed me is so much more than ways to hurt me or mess me up. You can do things for me…thing I would not have believed possible. I don’t care if you’re aiming to topple Elilial herself. Whatever you’re up to, I’m certain I have done madder things just to see if I could. I’ll earn that trust, my dearest.”
 

 
  Natchua scowled at her. For just a moment, there, only the knowledge that killing her would be the same as throwing a gauntlet at the feet of Prince Vanislaas himself kept Kheshiri from being blasted off the mortal plane entirely.
 

 
  “And there is still the short term,” Kheshiri added after a pause, smirking. “Dear Hesthri is not in any danger…immediately. She has plenty of air, at least I’m pretty sure. You probably want to resolve this before there’s a flood, though.”
 

 
  A flood… Some cavern at the waterline below Ninkabi? No, too obvious; Wreath shadow-jumpers had no limit on the distance they could travel, and something like two thirds of the planet was covered by water.
 

 
  “So,” Natchua said finally. “Guarantees of freedom, security…” She twisted her lips bitterly. “…and participation. Those are your terms?”
 

 
  “You won’t regret this,” Kheshiri promised, and somehow the fact that she was absolutely sincere, as far as Natchua could tell from perusing her emotions directly, was not reassuring.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah.” Natchua held up a hand. “We have a starting point, not a deal. Invoking a djinn will have to be done in a secure environment, and before that…” She turned to the other demon present. “Xyraadi, does Mr. Agasti still actively practice contract law?”
 

 
  “For this,” Xyraadi said with grim approval, “I believe he will gladly step out of retirement.”
 

 
  Natchua found, at least, a little satisfaction in the abrupt disappearance of Kheshiri’s smile.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It turned out her hunch was right; it was a cavern at the base of the canyon below Ninkabi after all. The place was dark, dank, and filled with the sound of rushing water, but at least it was somewhat upstream of the city and thus didn’t reek of sewage.
 

 
  The cave had evidently been abandoned for a long time, to judge by the rotted state of the old barrels and crates that remained, but it looked to have been used as a smuggler’s den at some point. Natchua was rather curious how Kheshiri had found the place so quickly when she had apparently only been in Ninkabi for a short few days and spent almost none of it unsupervised or outside the Inquisition’s headquarters. If the wretched woman could be trusted in the slightest, she might well turn out to be more useful even than Melaxyna, but that was a comically huge “if.” At minimum, she could be pumped for a lot of information, which Natchua meant to be about as soon as possible.
 

 
  But this was more urgent.
 

 
  Hesthri had not been sitting on her claws like some damsel in distress. The old tunnel entrance to the cave had been boarded, bolted, and barred, but despite having been down there less than an hour and in pitch blackness, she had almost gotten it open. The half-rotted boards were now lying about in shreds, and finding the iron door itself rusted shut, she had begun laboriously bashing into the surrounding stone with her blunt claws.
 

 
  Now Hesthri spun, crouching and raising those claws in a threatening pose even as she squinted against the glare of the hovering flame Natchua had conjured over her shoulder.
 

 
  “It’s me,” Natchua said, stopping and waiting for Hesthri’s eyes to adjust. The hethelax was still in her fancy costume, now soaking wet, but had removed her disguise ring at some point to reveal her armor plates and claws. “Hes, I’m so sorry this took so long. I was forced to
  
   negotiate
  
  with that damned succubus. Are you—”
 

 
  She broke off and started to rear back as Hesthri abruptly charged her. Natchua was by far the quicker of the two, but on simple instinct she did not evade the rush as she could have. Maybe she deserved a punch across the jaw, after all.
 

 
  None such came. Instead, Hesthri nearly toppled them both over, wrapping her arms around Natchua in a desperate embrace and burying her face against the drow’s collarbone.
 

 
  Natchua had to struggle to keep them both balanced upright for a moment, but then found herself wrapping her own arms around the demon in turn.
 

 
  “Did she hurt you?” she asked quietly.
 

 
  Chitin armor chafed her skin slightly as Hesthri shook her head. “I wasn’t… I’m sorry, Natch. I just wasn’t sure you’d come.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I came,” Natchua said sharply, then tried to inject a little feeble levity into the situation. “After all the trouble I went to, to summon you?”
 

 
  That only brought to mind exactly what trouble that had been…which hadn’t seemed like a lot of trouble at the time, but was definitely troubling her now. This was the second time that night she’d had Hesthri’s arms around her. The first person who had touched her with any kind of affection since…since Jonathan. Who had been the first since Juniper had put an polite end to their occasional fooling around over a year ago. There hadn’t been much in the way of warmth or closeness in House Dalmiss. This, now, was warm, and comforting, and safe, and oh shit she was in trouble.
 

 
  “After all,” Hesthri said, emitting an exhausted little chuckle of her own, “aren’t we all in this to die?”
 

 
  “Not like this,” Natchua said fiercely.
  
   “Not
  
  alone in the dark. We may die, but we won’t be abandoned or forgotten.
  
   Nobody
  
  gets left behind.”
 

 
  Hesthri clutched her tighter for a few long moments, before finally pulling back. Her expression, as she stared closely at Natchua’s face in the firelight, was intensely curious. As if she were studying a puzzle she couldn’t quite work out.
 

 
  Natchua cleared her throat. “Well. Mission accomplished, after a fashion. We’ve got what we came for, but there have been some new complications I’ll have to bring you up to speed on. For now, let’s get the hell out of here.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                         
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  15 – 27 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “And now, not only have we
  
   lost
  
  a major asset, that
  
   thing
  
  is on the loose in Ninkabi with knowledge of our plans! I want every warm body in this place out there until we catch that filthy—”
 

 
  
   “Inquisitor,”
  
  Khadizroth said loudly, the deferential attitude with which he tried to address Syrinx finally buckling under the strain. “City-wide manhunts
  
   never
  
  succeed in catching a Vanislaad, even when one has the manpower necessary to mount one—of which we have here only the tiniest fraction. All this would accomplish would be to tip our hand and stir the pot irrevocably.”
 

 
  Silence fell. Leaning against the wall outside the conference room, well out of view of the door, Shook turned his head to face it more directly. He had the hallway to himself for the moment, lit only by a single fairy lamp and no guards or servants in sight. The conversation on which he was eavesdropping was, so far, not going terribly well. Part of him wondered exactly how bad it would be if Syrinx poked her head out and caught him there. A larger part didn’t much care anymore.
 

 
  “I hope you will excuse me for speaking out of turn, Inquisitor,” Khadizroth finally said into the chilled silence. “I only meant—”
 

 
  “No,” Syrinx interrupted, the scowl audible in her voice. “No, you’re right. That was a knee-jerk reaction on my part and no good could have come of it. Well, the fact remains, we are still
  
   in
  
  this mess. In an amazingly short time, this operation has careened off the Rail and is heading for a truly unrecoverable disaster. I don’t think
  
   any
  
  of us are in a position to rebound from squandering his Holiness’s support. Or do you disagree?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I cannot,” the dragon said quietly. “The matter before us, then, is how to salvage…
  
   something
  
  from these events.”
 

 
  “Well,” she grunted, “while we’re trimming the fat around here, we may as well acknowledge that this debacle has cost us two agents, in a manner of speaking. Honestly, what use does that fool Shook even have, if not for holding the succubus’s leash? With her gone, he may as well be stashed in a closet. Or hurled into the canyon.”
 

 
  Shook clenched his fists so hard they vibrated. He could feel the pressure rising up through him, the familiar pounding in his head, the taste of bile at the back of his throat.
 

 
  And this time, he stopped.
 

 
  Mind on the on the job, not on the insult, Alan Vandro’s distant voice reminded him. They’ll try to make you mad to throw you off your game. Bottle up that anger and
  
   use
  
  it. Rage is a good weapon, so long as you don’t let it control your actions.
 

 
  You’ve got to let things go, Sweet had told him, back when he was Boss. Remember the broader situation, not just what’s right in front of you. If some fool shows in front of a Guild enforcer that they need an ass-kicking, they’re going to
  
   get
  
  one. But at the proper time and place, administered with a cool head and an eye for strategy. A good enforcer doesn’t just break knees, he controls the circumstances so that they practically break themselves.
 

 
  Breathe in, breathe out, and keep doing so, Khadizroth’s more recent advice whispered. Be present, be conscious, be aware. Emotions are things that pass by; they do not require a reaction. A child is ruled by them. A man rules himself.
 

 
  He had mostly humored Khadizroth by listening, and not just because the dragon could have obliterated him with one swipe of his claws. He
  
   liked
  
  Khadizroth, for all that mystical mumbo-jumbo was not to his own tastes. But how long had it been since he’d remembered his old Guild sponsor’s teachings? Webs had let him down hard in Onkawa, but Thumper had only ever benefited from practicing what the old conman preached. And Sweet… As much as he was to blame for Shook’s present situation, none of that had come about until long after he had tried to offer him guidance. Of
  
   course
  
  he’d sided with Keys.
  
   She
  
  played the game, like he’d tried to teach Shook to do.
 

 
  And Kheshiri… Shook’s breathing stilled, his eyes widening slightly, as the connections began to form. She was always
  
   needling
  
  at him. Throwing up little reminders of the various people who’d wronged him, coaxing him to rant about how he’d even the score. She gave every indication of
  
   enjoying
  
  being treated violently, responded avidly when he displayed his temper. Always bringing him drinks, providing such a constant stream of blisteringly heated sex that even
  
   his
  
  appetites began to flag under the exertion.
 

 
  Training him, he realized, now that it was too late. It was subtle, but in hindsight, the pattern was there. Everything Thumper had ever achieved had been through the control his various teachers had drilled into him, the conquest of the anger that had driven his entire life. Kheshiri had carefully undone years of work, provoking outbursts of passion and rewarding them, evincing boredom and disinterest when he controlled himself, discouraging restraint and promoting indulgence of all kinds. And the very fact that she had worked at it so subtly said worlds about her intentions, in comparison with those of the men who had patiently explained to him how to better himself.
 

 
  A knot twisted in his gut. In Onkawa… Even looking back, the whole scene was tainted by a haze of fury and betrayal, but in the end, hadn’t that final showdown been dueling displays of spectacle by Webs and Kheshiri? Because of
  
   course,
  
  he’d shown her that he had a powerful, well-connected patron who actually cared about him, and she couldn’t have
  
   that
  
  if she was going to keep him under control. Gods, had Webs actually betrayed him? What was there in all their years together that hinted he even
  
   might
  
  do such a thing?
 

 
  And he had bought it. Hook, line, and sinker.
 

 
  Shook slumped back against the wall, almost losing his balance. For once, the understanding of how he had been played and
  
   thoroughly
  
  defeated didn’t make him angry. He couldn’t have put a name to what it felt like.
 

 
  Khadizroth had been completely right. He was better off with that bitch out of his life. She’d done this to him in only two years; gods only knew what he might have been reduced to if she’d kept her claws in his psyche much longer.
 

 
  He had
  
   never
  
  been in control of her.
 

 
  While Jeremiah Shook was reeling from personal epiphanies in the hall, the conversation in the conference room had continued. His attention focused back upon it just in time to catch up on matters very relevant to his interests.
 

 
  “…as great a loss as it first seems, anyway. I have been working with this group for some time now, and I can assure you that everything you’ve been warned about children of Vanislaas is true of that one. She is strategically useful, yes, but I have never been wholly satisfied that the benefits outweigh the constant trouble of keeping her in line. If anything, I believe Mr. Shook will be
  
   more
  
  helpful now that he is freed of that burden.”
 

 
  “Is this what passes for dragon humor?”
 

 
  “Alas, I have never been a humorous person,” Khadizroth said wryly. “It’s a real shortcoming; a well-timed joke can do a lot to improve morale. No, Inquisitor, I still speak out of familiarity with the parties involved. Thumper is a Thieves’ Guild enforcer, personally trained by one of Eserion’s most esteemed servants, as I understand it. He is far more than merely muscle under any circumstances. With respect, I would remind you that we are now engaged in surreptitious maneuvers in an urban setting; his skills are
  
   particularly
  
  relevant to our situation.” The dragon paused, then continued in a quieter volume. “And on the subject of our situation, can we really afford to divest ourselves of
  
   any
  
  more assets?”
 

 
  A silence hung briefly. Then there were footsteps heading toward the door. Shook straightened up belatedly, preparing to face the music, but no one emerged. Instead, the conference room door swung shut with a decisive bang.
 

 
  
   “Whew,”
  
  the Jackal giggled right next to his ear. “I see it’s been a hell of a day here!”
 

 
  “Goddammit!” Shook barely held onto enough restraint to keep his voice low as he jumped away from the grinning elf; that door was thick, but shouting would be heard through it. Planting himself across the hall, he bared his teeth at the Jackal. “Where the
  
   fuck
  
  have you been all day?”
 

 
  “Me?” The assassin put on a wounded expression, placing a hand theatrically over his heart. “I am affronted by the doubts implied in your question, Jerry old man. Really, after all we’ve meant to each other! I’ve been out doing my
  
   job.
  
  You know, carefully stirring up trouble as only
  
   I
  
  can. The work is begun, not finished, but I believe I can attest with fair certainty that there will be an increased police presence in the area around Agasti’s club in the days to come.”
 

 
  “I should really demand what specifically that means,” Shook growled, “but fuck it, I’m pretty sure I don’t even wanna know right now. Here’s what I
  
   already
  
  know: we’re down a person, our whole mission here might be fucked, and it’s taking all of Big K’s smooth talking to keep that cunt Syrinx from losing every last ounce of her shit and sending what’s left of this whole mess straight to hell with all of us strapped to it. So this is
  
   not
  
  a good time for you to be haring off on your own!”
 

 
  “Hmm.” The Jackal struck a pose, rubbing at his chin and screwing up his face in an expression of deep thought.
  
   “Hummmmmm.
  
  No, my man, I do believe this is an
  
   excellent
  
  time to go haring off on my own. Think about it: the options are being stuck in an enclosed space with Basra Syrinx while her extremely delicate self-control is being tested to its limits, or doing
  
   anything else.”
  
 

 
  Shook paused, blinking twice.
 

 
  “There, see?” the elf said, once again grinning cheekily. “That’s why they pay me the extra-shiny coins. I consider these angles.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well… I’m not sayin’ it wouldn’t be good to clear my head, but…”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t mistake me, ol’ top,” the Jackal breezed, turning and sashaying away up the hall. “You do what you like, I wouldn’t want you getting the impression I care.
  
   I’m
  
  outta here. I’ll be back when the boss bitch has had time to cool down and be
  
   grateful
  
  to see me again.”
 

 
  “I don’t really think that’s how her mind works,” Shook said, trailing off as the elf suddenly turned, threw open the nearest window, and launched himself out.
 

 
  That window opened onto a cliff wall overlooking the canyon about halfway down it. But then…he was the Jackal.
 

 
  Shook stood there, chewing on the inside of his cheek, for a good five minutes before saying aloud, “Fuck it.”
 

 
  He strode off toward the front door of the Inquisition’s small offices. There would be a Holy Legion guard on duty, but he could probably bluff his way past by claiming to be on official business. And if not, he was a Guild enforcer and those clowns were little more than living accessories. Either way, he was getting some goddamn fresh air.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “There, see? All that’s settled and everybody’s friends. We can finally all one big family!”
 

 
  Kheshiri beamed at the room at large, spreading her arms as if expecting a hug. Everyone glared at her.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure,”
  
  Natchua began, turning to Agasti, but he was already shaking his head.
 

 
  “I apologize for being so mercenary, my dear,” the old man said sincerely, “but I quite simply do not need the headache. Speaking as your attorney with regard to this matter, the contract we just drew up places you in the best situation relative to her that you could reasonably expect. I’m afraid that will have to suffice for reassurance. She’s your problem now.”
 

 
  “Well, I have to say, I appreciate your forthrightness,” she replied, smiling in spite of herself. “Where I’m from, that would’ve been a flowery ‘fuck you’ shrouded in tedious layers of false courtesy.”
 

 
  “Yes, I’ve been told by several of my colleagues in the legal profession that they get on surprisingly well with Narisians as a matter of course,” he said, smiling back. “Besides, it doesn’t do to indulge in sly doublespeak in front of the succubus. She’s inherently better at it, and I don’t care to give her the satisfaction.”
 

 
  Natchua heaved a sigh, followed by a sullen mutter. “Why do
  
   I
  
  always have to have the satisfaction?”
 

 
  “Yes, you are very put upon,” Melaxyna deadpanned. “Obviously you’ve brought absolutely none of this situation on yourself.”
 

 
  “Mel,” Natchua said shortly, “do I
  
   look
  
  like I’m in the mood?”
 

 
  “So, you’re with her and not him, right?” Kheshiri inquired, regarding Melaxyna inquisitively. “I’ve met the hethelax and the khelminash. What’s
  
   your
  
  story?”
 

 
  Melaxyna stared back at her for a long moment, then glanced at Natchua. Then, her human disguise melted away to reveal her alabaster skin, crystalline eyes, wings, and tail.
 

 
  Kheshiri’s own smile melted just as quickly, leaving her glowering morosely at the other succubus. “Oh.
  
   Goody.”
  
 

 
  “I believe that’s
  
   my
  
  line, sugar tits,” Melaxyna drawled.
 

 
  “Let me be explicitly clear on this up front,” Natchua stated. “There will be a maximum of
  
   zero
  
  demon catfighting. Am I clear?”
 

 
  “Hey, you know me,” Melaxyna said cryptically.
 

 
  “You command, and I obey,” Kheshiri declaimed, sweeping an elegant bow in her direction. “I
  
   live
  
  to serve you, my mistress.”
 

 
  “Ugh,” Natchua grunted. The troubling thing was, as best as she could suss out from her newfound skill at analyzing the succubus’s emotions directly, she appeared to be sincere about that. It wasn’t as simple as detecting truth from lies; emotions, even when read through any attempted dissembling, were just more complex than that. But she
  
   could
  
  see as plain as written words what Kheshiri felt toward her, and while that was also complex, it was disturbingly positive. Downright avid, in fact. She wouldn’t go so far as to say the succubus was in love—and thank all the gods for that—but she was at the very least utterly fascinated and delighted by Natchua, without a hint of the predatory instinct or malice that such attraction usually meant from her kind.
 

 
  Whatever this would mean, in the long run, it was a safe bet that she’d not heard the last of it by far.
 

 
  She had already found that this ability worked on Melaxyna, too, now that she knew the method. It didn’t work as well; the shadow magic suffusing Kheshiri’s body and aura helped a lot once Natchua had detected it, but just having the method down provided the insight. She could read Melaxyna plainly with a bit more focus and concentration, and even interpret things about the other succubus’s magical structure to which she had been blind before. The new insight told her Melaxyna wasn’t very happy about their current situation, obviously. But she was also surprisingly fond toward Natchua, regarding her with a layered mat of feelings which she interpreted, belatedly and with some surprise, as protectiveness.
 

 
  Natchua wasn’t much for scientific research, but even she was not blind to the possibilities here. Considering that all her current plans were leading toward her own inevitable death, she really ought to relay this to someone else, perhaps someone like Agasti. It would be an invaluable tool for warlocks to counter the predations of Vanislaads. Of course, once it was known, Vanislaas himself and all his children would begin developing countermeasures, which was why she had decided to keep this to herself for the moment, even with Agasti and Xyraadi both right there. For now, it would be a priceless strategic asset if she encountered any more of their kind, which was not unlikely considering what she was about. In fact, with a bit more study and experimentation, she thought she might be able to develop a way to see through their invisibility and shapeshifting at a glance.
 

 
  But she currently had to cut short her ruminations, as Kheshiri had fixed her attention on Hesthri.
 

 
  “I really
  
   am
  
  sorry about all that, you know,” she said earnestly. “It wasn’t personal, for whatever that’s worth. I suspect you know what it’s like to be backed into a corner and desperate for
  
   some
  
  leverage to survive. But we’re on the same side now! I’m
  
   sure
  
  I’ll find a way to make it up to you.”
 

 
  “Speak to your owner or not at all,” Hesthri said curtly. “You and I have nothing to discuss. I’m sure no one
  
   else
  
  wants to talk to you, either.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Kheshiri said innocently. “Well, at the very least, it seems you and I can discuss how no one else wants to talk to me! Any point is a starting point, don’t you—”
 

 
  “Shut up, Kheshiri,” Natchua ordered.
 

 
  The succubus bowed again, as courtly and grandiose as before. “As you command, mistress, I—”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  isn’t shutting up!”
 

 
  This time Kheshiri did indeed fall silent, but proceeded with a grotesquely detailed pantomime of sewing her lips shut which she had to have practiced.
 

 
  Natchua, Hesthri, and Melaxyna all grimaced and averted their eyes. Fortunately, there were other things to behold, as Xyraadi had taken the opportunity presented by the sudden quiet to approach Agasti.
 

 
  “I cannot thank you enough, Mortimer, for your hospitality and your kindness these last weeks,” she said, gently taking one of his hands in both of her own and smiling warmly.
 

 
  Agasti lightly squeezed her slender fingers. “My dear, you owe me no consideration; your presence here has been just the breath of fresh air I needed. My prayers have heavily featured gratitude for you and those three young heroes coming here to kick some life back into these old bones. Are you…resolved to do this, then?”
 

 
  “I know it is sudden,” she said, nodding, “but I am indeed. I feel, above all else, certain that this is right.”
 

 
  The old warlock sighed, lowering his eyes. “I can’t pretend I’m glad to see you go, considering…what you are going toward.”
 

 
  Slowly, Xyraadi shook her head, her expression growing distant. “I am sorry for that, Mortimer, truly. I hate to make a friend watch. But the truth is…” She turned her head, meeting Natchua’s eyes. “I am not afraid. I don’t rush headlong toward death, but its inevitability does nothing to dissuade me. This world has changed beyond recognition while I was imprisoned. And I… It has not been six hundred years for
  
   me.
  
  I have very old wounds that are still very fresh. I lost my friends, my cause, my
  
   love.”
  
  The demon closed her eyes, and Agasti again gave her hands a comforting little squeeze. “What this drow is suggesting may be madness, but it’s exactly the madness I wished for when I asked the Sisterhood to imprison me in that crystal. Elilial must be made to
  
   answer
  
  for all she has done. And who better to make her than those who are willing to give everything to it?” She opened her eyes again, still facing Natchua, and her stare hardened. “She stepped on
  
   me
  
  once, too. Very recently.”
 

 
  “Wait.” Kheshiri appeared to have forgotten the order to shut up; right now, the expression of concern on her face matched what Natchua saw in her aura. “What…exactly…are you lot trying to do?”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s a
  
   rollicking
  
  good tale,” Melaxyna said in her driest tone. “We’ll catch you up on what you’ve signed on for, don’t you worry. I wouldn’t miss
  
   that
  
  for the
  
   world.”
  
 

 
  “Remember that I am only a shadow-jump away,” Agasti said softly. “I hope you’ll visit again, Xyraadi. Before… Well, when you can.”
 

 
  “I encourage that,” Natchua added. “If nothing else, this place is a lot more comfortable. Our current base of operations is, well… A work in progress.”
 

 
  Melaxyna and Hesthri snorted in unison.
 

 
  “I guess we might want to invest in a Glassian dictionary, then,” Melaxyna added to Natchua.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Xyraadi retorted haughtily, “but you are complaining about having a little
  
   culture
  
  injected into your lives. You speak of a language which is an ongoing work of beauty and inherently superior for any purpose except counting to seventy.”
 

 
  Agasti cleared his throat, releasing Xyraadi’s hands, and reached behind himself to pick up Kheshiri’s reliquary, which had been hidden against the back of his chair by his body. “Well, then. I suppose the only remaining business is for you to retain custody of this, Natchua.”
 

 
  He held it out to her. Kheshiri’s eyes fixed on the reliquary and her tail lashed twice. Natchua, though, tilted her head, making no move to take it.
 

 
  “Upon consideration,” she said pensively, “no, thank you.”
 

 
  
   “Point of order,”
  
  Kheshiri interjected. “By the contract we
  
   just
  
  signed, you’re not to imprison me in that thing
  
   or
  
  give it to someone who might.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Natchua said, turning a flat grin on her, “that was worded very precisely. Once I have it again I’ll definitely be bound by those provisions. But I can’t exactly give away something that’s not in my possession, now can I?”
 

 
  Kheshiri smirked wryly at her. “Well, well. I
  
   knew
  
  you were a smart cookie, mistress, but you continue to impress.”
 

 
  Her blasé attitude stood in marked contrast to the surge of fury that pulsed through her aura. Natchua’s grin widened as she held the succubus’s gaze for a moment, then turned back to the lawyer, who was smiling at her with patrician approval.
 

 
  “Now, make no mistake,” he cautioned, “based on your description of
  
   how
  
  she slipped its control, it is very unlikely I would be able to restore the reliquary’s function by working on it alone. The problem is not with it, but with her.”
 

 
  Natchua shook her head. “You’ve been tremendously helpful already, Mr. Agasti, I won’t expect you to solve any of my problems for me. Don’t worry about that, I’ll deal with Kheshiri.” She tried to ignore the sly amusement that radiated from the demon in question, who was at least still keeping her expression even. “To my knowledge, this kind of Black Wreath spellcraft is rarely available for Pantheon-aligned warlocks to study; I’m certain it will be of at least
  
   some
  
  value to you, even if not for its intended purpose. And if nothing else, do you recall what I said I’d planned to do with it in the first place?”
 

 
  “I do,” he said slowly. “That might be a
  
   bit
  
  trickier for me than for you; I have no personal connection…there.”
 

 
  “You are courteous and professional,” she assured him with a smile. “Despite her reputation, that’s really all you need.”
 

 
  Kheshiri remained outwardly calm, but her increasing curiosity and alarm was deeply satisfying. Melaxyna was grinning openly.
 

 
  Hesthri snorted. “If you ever
  
   do
  
  manage to get her back in that bottle, just do us all a favor and drop it in the ocean.”
 

 
  
   “Never
  
  drop one of those in the ocean,” Melaxyna retorted, her smile vanishing. “Rookie mistake. If the water’s deep enough, the pressure will crush it and release the demon. If it’s
  
   not,
  
  mermaids will find it; they’re drawn to magical objects.”
 

 
  “You’re awfully free with your advice,” Kheshiri commented. “Pretty confident
  
   you’ll
  
  never be stuck in one of those, are you?”
 

 
  Melaxyna shrugged. “It looks like a more comfortable prison than the
  
   last
  
  one I was in. If I never taste bacon and mushrooms again it’ll be far too soon…”
 

 
  Natchua just sighed. “Well, I believe we have caused enough trouble here for one night.”
 

 
  “Oh, come now, it’s scarcely an hour past dark! The night is—”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up,
  
  Kheshiri. Gather in, everyone. The sooner we get home, the sooner we get the
  
   next
  
  round of awkward explanations over with.”
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  When the knock came at her door Natchua thought very seriously about yelling at whoever it was to go the hell away. Seriously, but briefly, and not with any real intent. Everyone in this place had reason to be on edge and they were all here because of her, after all. Well, all except Sherwin, but he had as much cause as anyone to seek her out.
 

 
  And so she paused, looked longingly at the bed she had just turned down, then double-checked that her loose sleeping robe was buttoned, and was pleased at the calm of the tone with which she called, “Yes?”
 

 
  The door opened just enough for Hesthri to lean her head and one shoulder into view. The demon’s gaze immediately flicked past Natchua to where the expensive Glassian designer outfit she’d just imported was thrown carelessly over a rickety old wooden chair that had not been entirely cleared of dust first. Just for a moment, though, and she did not let the pause drag on before speaking.
 

 
  “Good, I was afraid I’d wake you.”
 

 
  “I only came upstairs a few minutes ago, Hes.”
 

 
  “Yes, but you’re as exhausted and tense as I’ve ever seen a person,” Hesthri replied, slipping the rest of the way inside and gently closing the door. “And you have cause, after all. I didn’t want to interrupt a needed rest.”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Natchua said shortly. “Not really that tired. Elves have a great deal more stamina than most demons.”
 

 
  “Physically, sure. That’s not really the type of stress we’ve all been under, though, is it?”
 

 
  She drew in a breath for patience before answering. “What do you need, Hesthri?”
 

 
  Hesthri drew closer in small, diffident steps, her hands clasped behind her back, keeping her eyes below the level of Natchua’s; khelminash etiquette was not part of the infernal knowledge Elilial had given her, but Natchua was from a caste society herself and recognized a formal posture of submission. Which meant the hethelax was likely to smirk and start ribbing her any moment, to judge by her established pattern.
 

 
  “Things are going better than I honestly expected downstairs,” Hesthri reported. “No one is giving Kheshiri any wiggle room. Xyraadi treats her like a servant, Melaxyna is running interference when she tries to pry at anyone, and the hobs appear to be terrified of her. Jonathan and Sherwin are both refusing to engage her, too. I was a little worried about the humans, but it seems they’re properly wary.”
 

 
  “Well, Jonathan has no shortage of sense,” Natchua pointed out, “and has had plenty of time and reason to educate himself about trickster demons.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Hesthri agreed with a fond little smile which caused a heavy knot of some uncomfortable emotion in Natchua’s stomach. “I was worried about Sherwin, though. A man who
  
   wants
  
  a succubus around, well…”
 

 
  “Yes, I can see the concern. Sherwin had some of his ideas about women and demonology pretty roughly corrected a while ago, however. And he’s got Melaxyna to keep him happy for now.”
 

 
  Hesthri nodded. “Xyraadi has been polite to everyone else. She…appears unimpressed by this manor. It’s better accommodations than
  
   I’m
  
  used to, but khelminash are all nobility in their own societies. I’m a
  
   little
  
  concerned she may lose patience with roughing it like this.”
 

 
  “Give Xyraadi a little credit, Hes. She’s used to Agasti’s lavish style
  
   now,
  
  but she has spent most of her life adventuring in the old style, in the Glassian highlands, in a much more primitive time. I highly doubt she’s that insistent on creature comforts. In any case, the hobgoblins will be fixing this place up as quick as possible. I think I’ll take her to see Malivette’s place first thing in the morning, though,” she added, rubbing at her forehead. “I wasn’t in a hurry, but you have a point. Having a
  
   proper
  
  noble to hobnob with will probably do her good. And I bet those two will hit it off swimmingly.”
 

 
  “Do you… Forgive me, but is it necessarily wise to inform Lady Dufresne about this?”
 

 
  “Maybe, maybe not, but it’s moot. Keeping her informed of details such as what demons I’ve brought here is part of the deal we struck that keeps her from handing us over to the Empire or tearing this place down her own damn self. Besides, I’m actually looking forward to briefing her on Kheshiri. My contract with that… With
  
   her
  
  prevents me from deliberately sending harm her direction, but Malivette could be severely dangerous to Kheshiri if she chose. If she decides to claim noble privilege and
  
   deal
  
  with her, that solves one of my biggest headaches.”
 

 
  “If Kheshiri dies,” Hesthri said softly, “she’ll return to Hell
  
   right
  
  at Prince Vanislaas’s citadel. I don’t know how willing she’ll be to cooperate with him, but by the rumors I’ve heard, his children
  
   can’t
  
  keep secrets from him.”
 

 
  “Yes, because nothing can ever be simple.” With a heavy sigh, Natchua sat down on the edge of her four-poster bed, making the old thing creak. She’d already had to prop up its short leg with two sad little blocks that had been books before years of exposure ravaged them. Now, she let her hands dangle listlessly between her knees, unable to prevent her shoulders from slumping. “I’ll tell Vette the full situation, see what she thinks. At the very least, we
  
   know
  
  she keeps an eye on this place. If I fail to turn up and report on this, she might… Well, we don’t want to learn what she might do, let’s put it that way.”
 

 
  “Fair,” Hesthri agreed, nodding. She had stopped creeping forward about a yard away, just out of arm’s reach. “Please excuse me if I overstep, but I wanted to ask about the details of that contract. I was…occupied while you hammered it out.”
 

 
  “It’s not overstepping, Hes, I think you’re entitled to know.” Natchua tried to make her tone gentle; as frustrating as it was when Hesthri treated her like a temperamental noble, she was well aware that getting snappy about it would only make it worse. “She basically doesn’t want to be harmed, killed, returned to Hell, or imprisoned, and the contract bars me from doing any of that, or encouraging anyone else to do it, or
  
   allowing
  
  it to happen if I have a reasonable chance of preventing it. In return, she is required to be personally loyal to me.”
 

 
  Hesthri narrowed her eyes, her expression growing intent. It was a timely reminder that despite her intermittent posture of servitude, she had a sharp mind. “That’s it? Just loyal?”
 

 
  “It is actually the best practice in dealing with Vanislaads. Trying to dictate their actions both provokes them to resist you and gives them rules in which to sniff out loopholes. It’s basically inviting them to play a game at which they are better, for the highest stakes. That’s the mistake that Eserite clown Shook made in trying to control her. No, the better avenue is to dictate their
  
   motivations.
  
  She’s bound to look out for my best interests above all, which keeps all her creativity working for me rather than against me. In theory, anyway. Of course, because it
  
   is
  
  the established best practice and she’s Kheshiri, I’ve no doubt she’s already got some way around it, or if not is working on finding one.” Natchua scrubbed at her face again. “Gods. I really, truly did not need this pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “And this happened because of me,” Hesthri almost whispered.
 

 
  “It is
  
   not
  
  your fault, Hes,” Natchua said sharply, then carefully moderated her tone. “Look, I won’t hesitate to call you down if you actually screw something up, all right? But getting grabbed from behind and shadow-jumped… Well, there just
  
   aren’t
  
  many defenses against that, and hethelaxi have none of them. If anything, you being imprisoned like that is
  
   my
  
  fault for letting my eyes off you when I knew there was a succubus around.”
 

 
  “I don’t think I’d know where to begin establishing actual fault,” Hesthri said, looking up with a small smile. “All I know is that I don’t blame you, and I can’t help feeling guilty.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I get that,” Natchua said with another sigh. “Feelings…very inconvenient in general.”
 

 
  The silence hung there.
 

 
  “Oh,” Hesthri said suddenly, straightening up and bringing her hands around from behind her back. “Look what Xyraadi gave me!”
 

 
  “Your gloves!” Natchua said in surprise. They were apparently of supple leather, a few shades paler than Hesthri’s own complexion and without her patterns of scales that decorated her skin; the fingertips were a little bulkier where some inner structure fitted over her blunt claws and rounded them out to softer shapes. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had time…”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that’s
  
  all right!” Hesthri said hastily, raising her gloved hands. “It hasn’t been long, and it’s not like you haven’t had more important things to do. I just wanted to show you and withdraw my request, as it’s now moot.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Natchua said, frowning.
  
   “Where
  
  did she get those, exactly?”
 

 
  “She said she summoned them.”
 

 
  “Summoned…” She scowled. “Which means they came from
  
   somewhere.
  
  Which means someone in Hell will notice they’re missing. It’s not as if resources are
  
   common
  
  there, isn’t that the whole point of the place?”
 

 
  “A khelminash city is a reasonably well-equipped haven,” Hesthri explained, stepping closer. “I did ask about that, and Xyraadi insisted she knew what she was doing. I saw no reason to doubt her, but if you want to ask her more detailed questions, that might be smart.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I think it would,” Natchua grumbled. She got as far as tensing her legs to rise, then slumped again. “…tomorrow.”
 

 
  “Yes, tomorrow is plenty of time,” Hesthri agreed, coming up to the edge of the bed now. “I wasn’t kidding when I said you looked tired and stressed. Actually…that was the other reason I came. There’s something I wanted to show you.”
 

 
  “Something you—hey, what’s the big ideeeeeaaauughh…” Natchua started to shy away when Hesthri reached out to grasp her shoulder, but then her forefinger and thumb had pressed into the stiff tendons of her neck in
  
   just
  
  the right spot and she found her entire upper body practically melting. Warm ribbons of bliss radiated out from where the demon’s fingers pressed. “Where…the
  
   hell…
  
  did you learn…”
 

 
  “In fact, I was trained in this specifically,” Hesthri replied with audible satisfaction. She climbed onto the bed and sidled around behind Natchua, and the drow once again started to protest, but then
  
   both
  
  hands were on her shoulders, pressing
  
   right
  
  where the tension accumulated, and all she produced was an awkward burbling sound. “You see why these gloves are so important, hmm? Hethelax fingers never cramp or tire. And those of us trained as personal servants are expected to massage khelminash, who are all built like Xyraadi. Even more gangly than elves. I know
  
   exactly
  
  where every spot is.”
 

 
  “I…um…ooooh.” Natchua’s head lolled bonelessly forward as Hesthri knelt behind her kneading right at the spot where her neck and shoulders melt. As hard as she was pressing it seemed like it ought to hurt, but it was a tremendously satisfying almost-pain. “Not sure if…nngh! I don’t really…like being…”
 

 
  “Of course, I’ll stop if you’re not enjoying it,” Hesthri said in a whisper, practically right in her ear. “You’re the mistress. It’s just that… I can’t do much for you, but I can do
  
   this.
  
  I can at least thank you, Natchua. For coming for me.”
 

 
  She slid her hands into the collar of Natchua’s robe, pulling it looser to gain access to her shoulders, and for a moment the drow tensed again. Just as quickly she relaxed, the unique sensation of bone-hard fingertips under a layer of padded leather pressing insistently into every spot where the rigid pain was and soothing it away.
 

 
  Something in the back of her mind told her this might be a bad idea, but she couldn’t quite say why. Much more prevalent in her thoughts was that nobody had ever touched her this way.
 

 
  “I…ffmmmnn. What the hell. Lower.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “And this is the jewel of the collection, almost literally,” the smiling woman said, gliding into position next to the large display case in which stood a heavily begemmed golden gauntlet, upright on a model hand behind glass marked with alarm runes. “This, ladies and gentlemen, is our Arcane Fist! And I mean the
  
   original,
  
  not the comic book hero. What you see here is one of only two still in existence, the other being Empress Theasia’s personal weapon which is now on display in the Imperial Palace in Tiraas.”
 

 
  Shook found himself drifting closer as she spoke, her tour group clustering in front to gawk at the jewel-studded metal glove. He’d been drifting basically since leaving the Inquisition’s piddly excuse for a headquarters, wandering into the museum merely out of idle surprise at finding it still open at this hour, wandering into the historical weaponry exhibit as it was the only collection that really interested him, and now wandering to join the tour group mostly because it was there. This surely had to be the last one of the day, but the docent seemed as bright and alert as if fresh from her morning tea. Then again, that was probably a requirement of her job.
 

 
  “You can see the large gemstones incorporated into the gauntlet, and the large amount of gold,” she nattered on. “Those aren’t just affectations, but are essential to its function. The enchantments are designed around those materials specifically. An Arcane Fist fires a charge of electricity about
  
   fifty times
  
  the power of a modern battlestaff shot, at close range, and includes charms to protect its wearer from the blast. This little beauty delivers a blow that can shatter any magical shield known to exist, right up to the personal defense of a paladin or archmage. The Arcane Fists were created as part of Theasia’s initial push to develop better enchantments for the military, and used briefly by Imperial Intelligence. In fact, they emerged in the same generation as a number of big innovations we still use—shielding charms, telescrolls, the Rails, and mag cannons all came out of Theasia’s push for newer, better enchantments.”
 

 
  “Is that thing still usable?” one of the tour group asked.
 

 
  “Well, it’s behind unbreakable alarmed glass for more reasons than that it’s valuable,” she replied cheerfully. “We’re in the business of preserving artifacts here, and truly disabling the Fist would damage it significantly. In
  
   theory,
  
  sure, it could be charged up and used again. Obviously we don’t keep weapons like this sitting around carrying an arcane charge. Right now, its chief use as a weapon is that it’s
  
   heavy.
  
  You would not want to be punched by someone wearing a glove of solid gold.”
 

 
  Shook meandered closer till he was at the very edge of the group as a titter rippled through them, eyes on the gauntlet. He wondered how many in this gaggle of rubberneckers knew that those old-fashioned powered gems couldn’t be drained of their charge, unlike modern enchanting crystals. Then again, they’d naturally lose charge over time. After sitting in that case for fifty-odd years it probably didn’t hold enough power to light a fairy lamp.
 

 
  “How come they stopped using these?” he asked.
 

 
  He wasn’t part of the tour group, but the docent gave him a warm smile, seemingly pleased at the question. “As with a lot of things, it was a combination of factors. What those factors added up to is that it simply isn’t
  
   practical.
  
  The necessary materials are wildly expensive, as you can plainly see—and it is, as I just mentioned, heavy enough to be hard to use for such a small device. The expense is made worse because they tend not to be reusable; when one of these has been fired more than a couple of times it’s all but destroyed by its own energy, and while gold can be melted down and re-cast, there’s not a lot you can do with shattered gemstones except make earrings. There were also a couple of very embarrassing cases when a Fist’s grounding charms failed, frying its wielder instead of their target. At least some of these problems likely could have been overcome with time and refinement, but that still leaves the fundamental fact that if you’re going to shoot lightning at someone, it’s a much better idea to do so from a distance than close enough to slug them.
 

 
  “Which, in turn, led to political problems that pressured Theasia’s government to abandon the Arcane Fist as a field weapon. You see, anything it can do in terms of inflicting damage on an enemy can be done with more control and at a safer range by a wand or battlestaff. The Fist’s primary utility is as a shield-breaker, and it’s just plain inconvenient to have to get right up close to someone in order to beat their magical shield down. Besides which, it’s massive overkill for use against any conventional shielding charm. Remember, this all took place in the period early in Theasia’s reign, before the paladins disappeared for ten years, after Magnan the Enchanter was long dead and while Arachne Tellwyrn was missing and thought also dead.” She grinned and winked. “Can you guess who would’ve been the most likely target of a weapon that’s mostly used to break the
  
   strongest
  
  magical shields?”
 

 
  “Wait, you mean Imperial Intelligence used this on
  
   paladins?”
  
  one of the onlookers asked, aghast.
 

 
  “Believe me, you’d have learned about it in school if they ever had,” the docent replied. “But you’re right on the money, regardless. The Universal Church and especially the cult of Avei started asking extremely loud questions about
  
   why
  
  Imperial Intelligence needed a paladin-killer in particular. And so, the Empire quietly discontinued the Arcane Fist and scrapped those still in existence—except for the two which, luckily for us, slipped through the cracks. There are actually some pretty famous pieces of jewelry made from the remains of this weapon’s siblings. In the end, it ended up being an object lesson for the great age of magical innovation: just because you suddenly have the ability to do some exciting new thing doesn’t necessarily make it a good idea!”
 

 
  “Good advice for everybody,” Shook mused aloud.
 

 
  The docent nodded at him. “And that’s exactly how history works: the lessons are repeated until they’re learned, and the winners are those who learn them fastest. And speaking of that! Next we’ll be going backward in time a few more decades, thanks to an exhibition on loan to us from Mathenon. Here in the West we were spared the depredations of Horsebutt the Enemy and his hordes, so this is a rare treat for Ninkabi. This collection of weapons and armaments is significant for a number of reasons: in addition to being the last military offensive of the traditional Stalweiss archers, it was the first to begin incorporating modern enchantment—the beginning of a new military tradition that will never get to grow to maturity. History, as they say, is written by the victors. Which doesn’t mean we can’t learn from the losers!”
 

 
  She glanced curiously at Shook while shepherding her flock off to the next exhibit, but he stayed where he was, staring at the old gauntlet. Something about the thing was strangely arresting. So much sheer wealth had gone into its creation, and for what? He had the uneasy feeling that there were lessons here that he wasn’t getting, truths only hinted at by the docent’s brief introduction. Shook had never been one for intellectual pursuits as a rule. The effort of pondering on things which held no immediate utility for him was frustrating and annoying. He felt exhausted, though, and oddly numb, and so stood there studying Theasia’s gauntlet while the sounds of the tour group faded as they rounded a corner into another gallery.
 

 
  “Hope you’re not getting any ideas, old boy. A museum must be a veritable candy store for an Eserite, but
  
   that
  
  thing would be practically impossible to fence. Or so I’d assume!”
 

 
  Shook was just too tired to react with overt surprise. He glanced to the left at the man who had stepped up beside him, also apparently studying the Arcane Fist behind its layer of protective glass. A lean fellow a few inches shorter than himself, his skin a few shades darker than the Jendi average, wearing a white suit and a wide-brimmed straw boater tipped at an angle that concealed his eyes.
 

 
  “Embras Mogul,” Shook said, then let out an incredulous bark of laughter. “Well, I mean, sure. Why not? Yeah, this is the correct ending for this fucking day. Now I’m embarrassed I didn’t actually see it coming.”
 

 
  “You
  
   have
  
  had quite the day, so I understand,” Mogul said lightly. “Mind you, I’ve only caught the high notes. No offense, my friend, but you don’t rate among the things I make sure to keep a close watch upon. Still! What a charming coincidence, us all running across one another in this exotic locale. Eh?”
 

 
  “I see you still talk too much,” Shook grunted. “And I’m not enough of a hick to think a major Imperial metropolis is ‘exotic.’”
 

 
  “It’s called polite conversation, Thumper old boy. Honestly, what do they teach you at that Guild?”
 

 
  Shook glanced around. No one else was near them, at least not visibly. “So, what’s next? You here to even the score?”
 

 
  “Now, now,” Embras demurred, raising both hands and shifting to he was angled more toward Shook. They studied each other’s reflections in the glass, rather than directly. “Let’s give one another a modicum of credit, shall we? I have no beef with you, old top. I did not set Kheshiri loose on the mortal plane without expecting to get bitten on the ass by it at some point, and I’m man enough to recognize when I’ve pushed a fellow hard enough to deserve a slug across the jaw. After that spanking you and your buddies handed to me and mine back in Tiraas, I would say the score is about as even as we could reasonably ask. Don’t you think?”
 

 
  Shook snorted quietly. “Right. So this is, what? A social call? You just wanna catch up on old times?”
 

 
  “Oh, you know how it is, one hates to be all business
  
   all
  
  the time. But still, it seems there’s plenty of current events you and I could chat about without dredging up ancient history, Thumper.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Whatever. Didn’t get everything you wanted from me already, then? If you’re gonna use your infernal bullshit to fuck with a man’s memory you might wanna make sure you finish picking his brain
  
   first.
  
  Or were you just so anxious to get Shiri back under control you couldn’t be arsed?”
 

 
  Mogul tilted his head back enough that his eyes, or at least their reflection, were visible. He studied Shook’s image in silence for several seconds.
 

 
  “Infernal bullshit,” he finally repeated slowly, “to fuck with a man’s memory.”
 

 
  His face betrayed nothing. Shook narrowed his own eyes, staring back.
 

 
  “If you were anyone else,” he said after another tense pause, “I might think you didn’t know what I was talking about. But you’re
  
   you.
  
  I figure looking like you know less than you do has to be half your religion, right?”
 

 
  “Well, now, you’ve got me there,” Embras agreed. “I am assuredly not in the habit of handing out tidbits of useful information to people who’s as soon shank my ass as look at me. So I’ll just limit my commentary to common facts you could learn from the Topaz College, then, shall I? Using infernal magic to erase memories would be so incredibly useful to my cult in particular that if we
  
   could
  
  do that, believe me, everyone would know it by now. Which isn’t to say I’ve never heard of such craft. A few of the more exotic caster demons can allegedly do such a thing. Some of the red dragons, perhaps. May I infer from context, Jeremiah, that this incident is the reason you are no longer in possession of that bauble I gave you?”
 

 
  Shook studied him out of the corner of his eye. “You trying to sell me that there’s some
  
   other
  
  master warlock sticking their nose into our business in Ninkabi?”
 

 
  “You see why I am concerned. The only other warlock in Ninkabi I consider to be worthy of note is Mortimer Agasti, and I’ll eat my hat if he’d do such at thing—or even could.”
 

 
  “So what’re you following me around for, if this is the first you’re actually seeking me out?”
 

 
  “There’s some real shit going down in Ninkabi,” Mogul said in a much flatter tone. “There was before you and your little posse showed up, and with the greatest possible respect, Mr. Shook, you are
  
   not fucking helping.
  
  I have established already that ex-Bishop Syrinx is hunting the oh-so-mysterious cult which attacked the Emperor in Tiraas recently. That woman is maybe twenty percent as sly as she thinks she is at the top of her game—and she is
  
   very
  
  far from the top of her game these days. So that explains her, and you. But I do not know what game Bishop Snowe is playing, or what Justinian is up to in sending the lot of you to dig up a mystery we all know damn well
  
   he
  
  is behind. And after your knife-eared friend’s little performance today, I’m starting to think I cannot afford to let you lot wander around unsupervised any longer.”
 

 
  Shook drew in a deep breath, slowly. “Knife-eared… Right. Vannae only wishes he was interesting enough to piss you off. What the
  
   fuck
  
  has that giggling freakjob done now?”
 

 
  “Oh, is he not under
  
   your
  
  control, either?” Mogul’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Well, I can’t say what specifically he is
  
   trying
  
  to accomplish by murdering seven police officers in the course of one day, but as a Thieves’ Guild veteran, I’m sure I don’t have to explain to you what the result of that will be.”
 

 
  Very slowly, Shook reached up to grind his thumbs into both his temples. Only the fact that the glass in front of him was visibly marked with alarm runes spared it from being punched.
 

 
  “News to you as well, then?” Mogul said lightly. “It may interest you to know that Syrinx is
  
   not
  
  here on a mockingjay hunt. My people have been trying to pin down Justinian’s mystery cult for weeks. What they’re up to is… Ah, but excuse me, I seem to be getting ahead of myself. I was wondering exactly how your group would fit into this whole mess, but
  
   now
  
  I learn that not only do none of you seem to know what any of the rest of you are doing, but there’s
  
   yet another
  
  interested party who can do shit with infernomancy that I’ve barely heard of and now have custody of Kheshiri. I say this as someone for whom the last two years have been a nearly unbroken sequence of disasters, Thumper: I don’t know what’s happening in Ninkabi, but it’s looking like it might shape up to be the biggest mess I have
  
   ever
  
  seen.”
 

 
  “Right,” Shook growled. “On a scale of one to the hellgate, how bad are we thinkin’, here?”
 

 
  “Try twenty hellgates,” Mogul said quietly. “In an urban area. I am after these guys for a
  
   reason
  
  , Thumper. I do not need you and your out-of-control friends getting underfoot, and neither does this city.”
 

 
  Shook finally turned to stare at him fully. Mogul kept his own gaze on the Arcane Fist behind the glass.
 

 
  “Thanks to you,” he said at last, “I’ve had some pretty vivid object lessons lately in the dangers of trusting people who I
  
   know
  
  are too slippery to even talk with.”
 

 
  “Smart,” Mogul replied. “And from where I’m sitting, everyone in
  
   your
  
  current address book is either in the same category or too crazy to be reasoned with. So rest assured, when I take the gamble of assuming you just might be desperate enough to talk with me anyway… Well, you’re not the only one.”
 

 
  Shook shifted again, glancing back at the exit from the museum gallery. A bored-looking security guard stood there, glancing at the two of them intermittently. One other patron was in this wing, ambling through the Horsebutt exhibit. At this hour, the place was quiet; it had to be near closing time. It was public enough to be semi-safe. A good place to talk business.
 

 
  If he was willing to risk talking. Events had proven he hadn’t been a match for Kheshiri; he was not nearly dumb enough to think himself a match for the high priest of the goddess of cunning.
 

 
  Of course, not having options made a lot of things much simpler.
 

 
  “I’m listening.”
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  Ingvar was accustomed to relatively quiet evenings in Aspen’s company, their natural rhythms attuned to the cycles of the world around them, and so they were rarely up past dark. It was well into the night, now, and the group remained awake around a hearty fire, but he had decided to leave them to it since they were conversing with apparent harmony and goodwill—traits sorely needed in this fractious group. It was the first promising sign that they
  
   could
  
  get along and simply find some enjoyment in each other’s company. He decided that was worth more than a couple of hours of sleep.
 

 
  When Rainwood had stepped over to whisper to him earlier, the rest of the group was mostly too engrossed in Taka’s current anecdote to notice, though Aspen turned her attention to him. Upon rising, Ingvar paused to murmur an explanation to her. Tholi looked up curiously, but Ingvar demurred the attention with a gesture, and so he and the shaman were able to slip off into the trees without disturbing the party.
 

 
  He returned minutes later at a far more deliberate pace, striding forward to stand in the firelight at the edge of the group. At this entrance, the others all shifted their attention to him with expressions of curiosity.
 

 
  “I have something important to show you,” Ingvar stated. “Please remain seated. And above all else, remain
  
   calm.
  
  You are in no more danger here than you create. Be peaceful, and peace will reign.”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is pretty ominous,” November commented.
 

 
  He smiled. “I’m serious, though. Trust me.” Pausing only to sweep a look around at each of them, Ingvar then stepped aside, positioning himself so that he could see both the firepit, the four of them clustered by it, and the spot in the trees from which Rainwood now silently emerged.
 

 
  The shaman slipped back into their little clearing and immediately moved off to the side, bowing low in the direction of the gap between trees from which he’d come. After a momentary pause, another shape slowly emerged out of the darkness.
 

 
  There was a sharp indrawing of breath from multiple throats and a rustle as several of them shifted as though to jump up.
 

 
  “Peace,” Ingvar murmured, keeping his voice low but projecting it firmly. The group stilled at his reminder, watching in wide-eyed silence as she came.
 

 
  The firelight reflected in her eyes as she approached, a huge dark shape slipping out of the night with two burning points directed at them. In silence, she padded forward, her footfalls precise and stealthy but still audible against the carpet of grass and fallen leaves due to her sheer weight. One deliberate step at a time, the wolf emerged into the circle of light, ears upright and alert; as she came into the illumination, the dark shape she had seemed at first coalesced, revealing the mottled gray and brown coloring of her pelt.
 

 
  She stopped, just at the perimeter of the light, where they could see her clearly. For several seconds, there was only the sound of the crackling fire, and the crickets in the woods outside. The wolf stared at them, shifting her head only minutely to focus on each of them in turn.
 

 
  Then, ears still on the alert, she sat down on her haunches.
 

 
  Taka drew in an unsteady breath. “It’s
  
   huge.”
  
 

 
  “She,” Ingvar corrected quietly.
 

 
  
   “She
  
  is like a pony!”
 

 
  “Not quite,” he said with an amused little smile. “But they are not dogs. Domestication does a great deal to change an animal.”
 

 
  “To call wolves,” Tholi whispered. “Only the most blessed among the Huntsmen’s shaman have this skill.”
 

 
  “Wolves are not to be called,” Ingvar said firmly. “And a Shaathist shaman so blessed has not been known in so long that I, and many others, suspect that is nothing but an old story. She has
  
   agreed
  
  to come visit us. Remember: this is her land, not ours. Her family lives and hunts here. They know the nearby Rangers, and the Huntsmen of the lodge, and keep their distance. Wolves and people have no business with one another. We do not belong in each other’s homes. Only through the auspices of a skilled shaman,” he turned and bowed toward Rainwood, “can they be
  
   asked
  
  to join our company for a short time. And it is never more than a request. Of the pack which lives in these woods, only she decided to come.”
 

 
  “Why?” November asked in a bare whisper. The wolf shifted her head to look at her directly.
 

 
  “That is her business,” he said. “I can tell you this much, though. There are a number of myths about the world’s creation that seek to explain wolves; Aspen and I have gathered a few in our recent travels. The Huntsmen have their own story… Which I have learned, to my own very great chagrin, is a falsehood.” Tholi’s head snapped around to stare at him, but Ingvar simply continued in the same even tone. “I think the story told by the elves is the most likely to be true. They claim that it happened on another world far away, that none of our kinds are native to this world but were brought here by the Elder Gods. In their version, in the unthinkably ancient past, the first humans all lived as we are tonight: in small bands, hunting to survive off the land, clustering around their tiny fires at night. Over countless years, they tamed and bred wolves, developing them into the dogs we have today, creatures uniquely responsive to human beings because they were
  
   made
  
  for and by human companionship. But it all
  
   began
  
  with exactly what you see here.” He turned toward the wolf, inclining his head deeply to her. She looked at him then resumed her slow study of the rest of the group while he spoke. “One who was curious, and brave, and willing to extend a little trust. We will not be domesticating our visitor tonight, I can tell you that much. But you should also know this moment for what it is: a moment that, if we chose to make it so,
  
   could
  
  start this ancient process anew. This is a rare thing, a pivot point which we could seize, and initiate the process of making a slice of the wild our own.”
 

 
  He hesitated, letting the pause hang.
 

 
  “What makes us who we are, who we have gathered to become, is that we shall
  
   not
  
  do this, even as we respect the possibility.”
 

 
  Ingvar shifted his focus to study each of them in turn, as the wolf was doing. The three humans looked exactly as he hoped, now that the initial shock had abated: all three were gazing at the wild creature avidly, their faces matching pictures of awe and wonder. Even, he was faintly surprised to observe, Taka. Perhaps the gods had indeed sent her to this group on purpose. Aspen, of course, was much less impressed by a wolf, but was regarding the creature with an expression of calm thought, her head cocked to one side as she did when mulling over something he had just explained to her.
 

 
  “There is an awkward dichotomy to Shaathism,” Ingvar continued after the pause, again turning to regard the great beast among them. “Outsiders to the faith often use it to deride the Huntsmen. Shaath is the god of the wild, and so it is the wild that we take as both mission and guidance. We revere the example of the wolf—or at least, the Huntsman claim to, though they suffer from several severe misconceptions about wolves in the process.” Again, Tholi glanced sharply at him, but resumed gazing at the wolf as Ingvar kept going. “But that always leads back to the question: at what point must we stop being wild, and be tamed? If we
  
   truly
  
  immersed ourselves in the way of the wild to the utmost degree, we would simply be running naked through the woods scavenging for berries. Obviously, the Huntsmen do not seek to do this. And though I have been called specifically to correct them to the path from which they’ve strayed, I have no intention of doing so, either.”
 

 
  He paused, drawing in breath and just looking at the wolf, drinking in her presence. She moved her head again, meeting his eyes.
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is the balance the Huntsmen seek…that we must seek. If you, living in this moment, can
  
   feel
  
  the weight, the sacredness of what you are experiencing, then this is a path you can walk. This is what it means to be guardians of the wild. We sit here with our fire and our weapons, our clothing and our magic, our complex language and philosophies. But we do so out in the wild space, knowing—and
  
   respecting—
  
  that we are not the masters here. We invite the wild to sit at the edge of our fire, and are honored by her presence.
 

 
  “We are not wild, nor tamed. We stand between two things and apart from both. Protecting them, from themselves and from each other.”
 

 
  He fell silent, and no one spoke this time. The night stretched out, none of them willing to interrupt the reverence of the moment.
 

 
  Until, fittingly, it was interrupted from outside. In the distant darkness, a single voice arose: the long, lonely howl of a wolf. Immediately it was followed by another, and then a third, singing together in harmony.
 

 
  Right in front of them, the wolf at the edge of their firelight raised her own head and howled in reply. That close, her voice was almost piercing, but it was no less musical for that. She let out a single long note, ending it on a soft warble.
 

 
  Then she stood up, turned around, and padded off into the darkness, in the direction of the family calling her back.
 

 
  All of them stared into the night after the departing visitor, while wolves continued to cry from deep in the darkness beyond.
 

 
  “We will meet her again,” Ingvar said quietly. “We have business with three packs in this area before it’s time for us to move on: the Huntsmen, the Rangers, and the wolves. Now that we are acknowledged by all three, we can truly begin tomorrow. It is from the wolves that we, and the other two, must learn the truth of the wild. It is a truth that I suspect they will not like. But they
  
   will
  
  hear it.”
 

 
  The group were silent, listening to the wolves cry.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I thought demonology and necromancy were completely separate things,” said Shook.
 

 
  “Distinct, yes,” replied the stocky warlock introduced to him as Bradshaw, “but if by ‘completely separate’ you mean there are zero points of overlap, then
  
   no
  
  magical disciplines are completely separate, not even the four cardinal schools. Ultimately it all comes back to subjective physics—”
 

 
  The woman, Vanessa, cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  “Yes, right,” Bradshaw said hastily. “Point being, what we are looking at here is
  
   soul
  
  magic. That’s not so much a school of magic in itself as a category of things you can do with magic—like necromancy itself, which you can do with infernomancy or fae craft most easily. There are some well-known uses of souls in infernal magic, notably the creation of incubi and succubi. Or those half-assed
  
   revenant
  
  things the local back-alley warlock is so fond of,” he added with a disparaging scowl. “Soulcraft is also well-known to the caster demons, too. Human souls barred from paradise by Vidius end up in Hell and only a very few impress Prince Vanislaas enough to become his children; the rest tend to get snapped up for use in spells by the khelminash or vrardexi.”
 

 
  “I am torn between flattery that you think I understand any of this, and annoyance that you seem to think I give a shit,” Shook informed him.
 

 
  Bradshaw blinked at him once and then turned to Mogul. “Embras, are you absolutely
  
   sure
  
  we need this clod alive?”
 

 
  “Let’s show a bare minimum of courtesy to our guest, now,” Mogul said, grinning. “Think of it as setting an example.” The voluptuous, under-dressed woman clinging to his arm tittered, and Shook barely managed not to flinch. What with his recent experiences he was even more jumpy around succubi than a sensible person would be ordinarily. If anything, the fact that Vlesni was more overtly vampish than Kheshiri made him less alarmed by her. It was the innocent, well-behaved facade he feared.
 

 
  “So,” he said pointedly, pushing down a surge of anger over Bradshaw’s crack at his expense, “these guys are using necromancy to get souls to power their magic?”
 

 
  “Souls aren’t a power source,” Bradshaw said in a long-suffering tone that would’ve gotten anybody else punched. Shook might have punched him anyway, had there not been two other warlocks and a demon present. “They’re… Ugh. Comparing them to golem logic controllers is
  
   horribly
  
  inadequate and feels disrespectful, but the principle applies. A soul can process information, which is basically what casting a spell
  
   is,
  
  and serves as a focus point enabling the
  
   use
  
  of magic. The ability of a conscious being to observe and determine a reaction is key in any magical effect.”
 

 
  “What about passive enchantments?”
 

 
  “Those were
  
   made
  
  by a conscious caster, the effect is just delayed and tied to secondary stimuli. With a soul, you can do several interesting things. Attach it to something you want to animate, for example, or boost your own spells by adding what amounts to a secondary focus so it’s as if you are two casters working in concert, rather than one. What
  
   this
  
  does, as near as we can tell by examining the half-made array, is a kind of portal magic.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Shook grunted, studying the spell circle scrawled in dried blood upon the warehouse floor. Empty warehouse: the best friend of anyone up to urban skullduggery. It was an open question whether the person who owned the place had any inkling what was going on here, much less whether they were complicit, but he didn’t bother to ask. This was the Black Wreath, they had undoubtedly seen and covered all the angles well in advance. “So. Basically, these guys are doing some kind of ritual sacrifice to make portals. Neat, I didn’t know that was possible.”
 

 
  “All other things being equal, it should only be possible in
  
   theory,”
  
  said Mogul, patting Vlesni’s hand and then disentangling her from his arm to step forward and join them at the edge of the circle. “Here’s the fundamental problem with soul magic and necromancy in general: it is stepping very directly and aggressively on Vidius’s toes. Theoretically you can achieve almost any end with almost any type of magic, if you’re creative enough and powerful enough. The limits of possibility with necromancy are mostly unexplored, though, because as soon as you start doing necromancy on any significant scale you’ll find yourself ass-deep in valkyries.”
 

 
  “And pause for dramatic effect,” Shook said dryly when Mogul did just that. “Next you’re gonna explain how these guys are doing this without pissing off Vidius. Oh, sorry, were you waiting for me to
  
   ask
  
  that?”
 

 
  
   “Why
  
  is he here, again?” Bradshaw demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, calm down,” Vanessa said with an amused little smile.
  
   “I
  
  like him. Or at least, I would if I knew a little bit less about his personal history.” She winked at Shook, who curled his lip. Vanessa was pretty enough, but he couldn’t get an idea what kind of figure she had thanks to that dumpy gray Wreath robe. Thinking back to Alan Vandro’s advice about women, he was keeping his focus on the fact that she could snap her fingers and boil his blood where he stood. In an ironic way, the conscious effort of reinforcing Vandro’s teachings above the habits Kheshiri had spent the last two years encouraging was helping to keep him grounded and alert.
 

 
  “That is, indeed, the bloody knife in this little mystery,” Mogul drawled, showing no signs of annoyance at Shook’s attitude. “The last major necromantic event was that disaster at Veilgrad last year, which was caused by a chaos cult. Chaos, of course, fucks up all calculations by its very nature and can indeed be used to obscure the gaze of the gods. Once the Hand of Vidius was on-site, that place was swarming with soul reapers putting down skeletons. Last one before that was Tethloss the Summoner, who
  
   we
  
  killed because the son of a bitch had somehow got his mitts on a tome of Black Wreath spellcraft and was using our own workings to hide himself from the gods.”
 

 
  “Hey, I remember that guy,” said Shook, interested in spite of himself. “I was up in Thakar when he got done in. I seem to recall it was the Fourth Legion that did it.”
 

 
  “Pfft, they cleaned up his lingering summons. Which we left for them, as housekeeping is the proper duty of the Silver Legions once the real work is out of the way.” Mogul waved one hand in a languid gesture of dismissal. “No, the point is that when you see an organized use of necromancy, it
  
   always
  
  hinges upon some mechanism for hiding its use from Vidius. In this case, we have not identified the specific one, at least not precisely. What we
  
   have
  
  is circumstantial indication of who is behind this, and
  
   that
  
  provides a hint.”
 

 
  “The Tide shall wash away impurity,” Bradshaw intoned, pointing to an arc of demonic runes scrawled around the edge of the circle. “This outer ring of text is in demonic, but it’s not spellcraft; it appears to be just dogma. And mostly gibberish, but…”
 

 
  “But,” Mogul continued, “it fits.
  
   You
  
  are here ostensibly to hunt the cult that tried to kill the Emperor and was using some pretty damn advanced necromancy right in the middle of Tiraas.”
 

 
  “We have no information on who or what that cult is,” Vanessa added, “which is
  
   incredibly
  
  suggestive. Nobody knows anything about these people, even the Thieves’ Guild and Imperial Intelligence. You know how hard it is to raise up an entire religion full of suicidal shocktroopers without anybody noticing? The very idea is ridiculous. It can be done, in theory, if you’ve got access to the
  
   huge
  
  amount of resources to keep the whole group—of hundreds, apparently—in total isolation. Plus a willingness to
  
   aggressively
  
  recruit—by which I mean borderline abduct and then brainwash—a lot of the kind of back-alley undesirables whom nobody will miss from cities all across the Empire. The Universal Church is one of the very few organizations with that kind of funds, and Justinian is probably the first Archpope since Sipasian who has cultivated enough personal loyalty from his clergy that enough of them would be willing to do something so skeevy and keep it under wraps.”
 

 
  
   “And,”
  
  Mogul finished, nodding, “we’ve known for a while now that Justinian has some means of deflecting the notice of the Pantheon gods from some of his pet projects. Therefore this
  
   Tide
  
  is his creation.”
 

 
  “Hn,” Shook grunted. “We more than suspected that already, but it’s nice to have a chain of evidence leading to it.”
 

 
  “Circumstantial evidence, of course, but still,” Mogul agreed. “And that leads us to you, and as my dear friend Bradshaw keeps incredulously demanding, why I am bothering to bring you into the loop.”
 

 
  “Pretty curious about that, myself,” Shook admitted. Bradshaw nodded emphatic agreement.
 

 
  “Let me ask you this,” Mogul said to him in a less jocular tone. “Was the Jackal aware of any of this before he started his killing spree?”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  sure as fuck wasn’t, and I don’t
  
   think
  
  any of the rest of my crew were,” Shook said thoughtfully, “though Syrinx obviously has information she’s keeping from us. I don’t think Jacko was ever out of our sight before today enough to pick up details but…fuck if I know. Why?”
 

 
  “Because
  
   this
  
  is the only example we’ve found of this Tide actually trying to do something magically constructive. Every previous indication was merely the site of a ritual sacrifice, where they murdered someone in a back alley to capture their soul. You said the Jackal is trying to rile the police; what he’s doing looks an
  
   awful
  
  lot like what the Tide were doing, only they were at least trying to be careful. He’s being the opposite.”
 

 
  “Maybe,” Shook said reluctantly. “I have no reason to think so, specifically. That explanation does make sense, but honestly that twisted fuck might just as well be doing this because he thinks it’s funny.”
 

 
  “What charming company you keep,” Bradshaw said flatly.
 

 
  Shook pointedly turned to look at Vlesni and then back at him. “You don’t get to criticize, petunia.”
 

 
  “The reason I’m showing you this,” said Mogul, “is so you can go back and inform your cronies. Because it doesn’t seem they have any idea what is happening here, and they
  
   really need to.
  
  Not that I trust most of your lot to buckle down and do what’s sensible, but you and Khadizroth, at least, I believe have that much basic intelligence. Plus that other elf who follows him around. Victor, was it?”
 

 
  “Vespa,” Vanessa corrected.
 

 
  “Vincent,” said Bradshaw.
 

 
  “Close enough,” said Shook.
 

 
  “This isn’t about trust, you see,” Mogul continued. “Syrinx, the Jackal, and Kheshiri neither know sense when it bites them on the nose, nor would they let it restrain them from scheming for their own advantage even if they recognized it. You, Khadizroth, and I think Snowe are another matter. I don’t mean to underplay the many,
  
   many
  
  currents blowing here, but
  
   this is more important.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah?” Shook said warily, again reminding himself how dramatically untrustworthy these people were. It was an important reminder; Mogul was a very compelling speaker when he tried to be. “What the fuck
  
   is
  
  this, specifically?”
 

 
  “That,” said Mogul, pointing to the scrawled circle, “is incomplete, but it is clearly intended to use a captured soul to open a dimensional portal, and its guidance runes are scribed in
  
   demonic.
  
  We have identified a dozen ritual murder sites where souls have been stolen and are assuming there are at least twice that out there since we haven’t once
  
   caught
  
  one of these bastards in the act. When I said twenty hellgates, Thumper, I wasn’t just trying to give you an example of the scale of the problem. I strongly suspect that
  
   that
  
  is the literal, specific plan.”
 

 
  Shook let out a long, low whistle. “Why the
  
   fuck
  
  would anybody want to do a dumbass thing like that?”
 

 
  “As for these Tide people, there’s this bit about washing away corruption,” said Bradshaw, wrinkling his nose as he stared down at the circle. “That’s bog standard doomsday cult horseradish. The world is corrupt, the world must be cleansed, yadda yadda. The kind of thing the ignorant think
  
   we
  
  set out to do.”
 

 
  “But they’re just pawns,” Vanessa said quietly.
 

 
  “What concerns me here is Justinian’s motivations,” Mogul agreed. “Unleashing huge amounts of random destruction is the desperate act of someone who considers himself cornered and urgently needs to upset the whole board. Believe me, I know. I’ve found myself
  
   repeatedly
  
  backed into that corner in the last few years. Why do you think I was willing to put a creature like Kheshiri into the hands of a creature like you?”
 

 
  “No offense taken,” Shook said flatly.
 

 
  Mogul grinned at him, but his expression just as quickly sobered. “What worries me, old boy, is what it means if Justinian feels he’s in that position. He’s one of the most powerful men in the world, and if we’re reading this right, he is willing to burn down a major city and unleash demons across half of N’Jendo just to create a distraction. The question is
  
   why,
  
  and no possible answer isn’t terrifying.”
 

 
  “A great doom is coming,” Bradshaw murmured.
 

 
  “Or,” said Shook, “to put it less pretentiously, shit’s about to get
  
   real.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Merry emerged from the darkened old structure to creep up behind Principia. Trying to keep quiet was simple respect for their surroundings and the late hour; she was under no illusion that she was capable of sneaking up on an elf.
 

 
  “I’ll take over,” she said softly, coming to a stop at the lieutenant’s shoulder.
 

 
  Principia shook her head slowly, still staring across the flat plateau at the place where the eight students and their animal companions were arranged around the bonfire they’d built. “That’s okay, Lang. Go back to sleep, I’ve got this.”
 

 
  “You need sleep too, LT.”
 

 
  “Less urgently. I’m an elf.”
 

 
  “Yeah, an elf who forgets I’ve got Shahai to fact-check your bullshit stories with. You need less food and air,
  
   not
  
  less sleep.”
 

 
  “That sideways-eared race traitor,” Principia grumbled without rancor.
 

 
  “Prin,” Merry said very quietly. “Go rest. Nothing’s gonna happen here. I can keep watch.”
 

 
  “You know what they’re doing?”
 

 
  Merry shifted her gaze to the students. The eight of them had arranged themselves in an equal formation around the bonfire, and were still awake despite it being well past midnight. Since coming back from the tree yesterday and arranging themselves thus, they hadn’t kept any specific pattern, for the most part staying in their assigned places, though they all moved around a fair bit. Sitting and kneeling in a variety of meditative postures, in some cases pacing (or in Fross’s case, hovering) back and forth in apparent thought. Occasionally they had crossed to one another’s positions for quiet exchanges, though they always returned to their assigned places.
 

 
  Right now, Toby and Juniper were talking softly with their heads together, the only two currently out of position. Teal and Shaeine were both kneeling, eyes closed, facing each other across the distance between their specific spots around the edge of the firelight, F’thaan belly-up and fast asleep in the drow’s lap. Gabriel lounged on the ground, frowning at the horizon, while Trissiny stood at parade rest, staring at the Great Tree in the near distance with her hands behind her back. Ruda was pacing back and forth, absently swishing her jeweled rapier through the air and muttering to herself. Fross, for a wonder, was actually sitting on the ground at the moment, almost invisible in the firelight.
 

 
  “Can’t say I do,” she said at last, “though it sure does look a lot more goal-directed than most of what they’ve done since Last Rock.”
 

 
  “It’s a vigil,” Principia said quietly. “This is some Vidian thing Arquin suggested. They are going to do a ritual at dawn. Dusk and dawn are the powerful moments in Vidian ritual magic, boundaries between the two phases of the day. But first, an all-night vigil. It’s time to watch, to contemplate…to prepare.” She paused, then finished in a whisper. “I’m not sure what exactly they are keeping watch for, but I’m holding my own. I am not going to sleep, Lang. You may as well; there’s no sense in both of us being up all night. I’ll get a nap tomorrow, while they’re off at the tree.”
 

 
  Merry stood behind her for several drawn-out seconds, studying the University students thoughtfully. Then she stepped forward and sat down at Principia’s side.
 

 
  The elf shot her a sidelong frown. “Corporal…”
 

 
  “I’m gonna crawl way out on a limb and guess they didn’t ask you to keep watch over them tonight,” Merry stated. “This is more one of those things you get to do because you avoided them telling you not to by not asking permission, right?”
 

 
  Principia made an annoyed grimace at her.
 

 
  Merry leaned over to bump the elf with her shoulder. “I’m not asking you, either.”
 

 
  Principia shook her head, but didn’t protest any further. The plateau was quiet, then, as they all kept their vigil.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Dawn as always brought warmth, which was confusing when she opened her eyes, because it was not dawn. Yesterday she’d been awakened by sunlight streaming through the window right onto her bed, as the ramshackle old room in Leduc Manor lacked shutters, or even curtains. The sky outside was still just barely gray, though, at least an hour before sunrise. But it was so warm…
 

 
  Hesthri stirred in her arms, and Natchua went fully rigid as memory and wakefulness crashed down on her. The demon mumbled in her sleep, burying her face back in Natchua’s collarbone. She was
  
   so
  
  warm, and surprisingly soft where she wasn’t armored, the texture of her skin smooth but patterned, almost like a snake’s. All of her skin, pressed close to all of Natchua’s.
 

 
  The two of them entangled on one side of the wide bed, because the other was still a big damp patch where they’d…
 

 
  Natchua squeezed her eyes shut again as if that would blot out the evidence of her most recent stupidity.
 

 
  
   “Ssssshit.”
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  Dawn came early in the mountains. They had set out from the old Order of the Light station at the first graying of the sky, and so arrived in the ancient, battle-scarred courtyard below the Great Tree just as the first orange light was peeking between the crags to the east.
 

 
  The group proceeded in silent single file across the pitted ground until they reached a point as near the center of the space as could be reckoned at a glance. They were unaccompanied by animal companions this time, Sniff and F’thaan being back at the camp under Principia’s supervision. Without speaking, they moved smoothly into place, arranging themselves in a circle facing one another. There was silence save for the soft whisper of wind through the Tree’s branches for a moment, and then Gabriel drew in a deep breath, clearly to steady himself.
 

 
  “Okay,” he said, his voice not quite nervous but just short of certainty. “This was my idea, after all, so I guess I’ll take point in guiding it…but that shouldn’t be a factor for much longer. We’re all equals in this circle, that’s the point. So… We know why we’re here. This started with Teal, but I want to reiterate that while I
  
   do
  
  hope this helps her…this is for all of us. We’ve all got our… That is, this is about the group.” He hesitated for two beats, unconsciously rubbing his palms against his coat. “This is a Vidian ceremony, or at least, is built on one. Truth is, only one of us here is Vidian and I’m, like, only technically. I’ve been getting the impression Vidius wants me as specifically a kind of anti-priest, which is…neither here nor there. Point is, this is not a ceremony for any one faith. It’s something that occurred to me because it has specific relevance to the issues that have been raised before us. This, I believe, is something we can all benefit from, so long as we make it our own.”
 

 
  He gained poise as he spoke, straightening his spine and ceasing to hesitate and second-guess his words. “The Doctrine of Masks, like all great religious dogmas, is a very
  
   specific
  
  way of interpreting a universal observation about life. None of us here observe the Doctrine and several of you might not even be aware of it. We all wear masks, in a way, and we’re here to confront that fact and even make it work for us, but not to embrace Vidian practice exactly. We have all spent the night in contemplation, as I asked. By now, I’m confident that all of you have found the answers I asked you to bring forward. I have, for my part. If you’re less confident about whatever you’ve come up with, I’ll tell you this up front: it is enough. All of you are plenty smart in the ways that matter, and all of us know each other well enough by now to make of this what it needs to be. We will be borrowing from many sources of both power and wisdom, and so we’ll begin by making them ours. It’s dawn, a time of transition, a boundary between two states. To begin, we will define this space, for the duration we need it, as
  
   ours.
  
  Each of you has something to invoke, to set our ritual space apart. Before the sun rises further, I will begin.”
 

 
  Gabriel took one step backward, drawing his gnarled black wand from within his coat; in his hand it extended to its full length, the scythe’s blade gleaming sullenly in the dim light, while its knotted haft seemed almost to be cast from shadow. He raised the weapon in both hands.
 

 
  “By the blade of death itself, I cleave this space from the world. This spot, for as long as we need it, is
  
   ours.”
  
 

 
  He swept the scythe in a wide arc through the middle of the circle, a mostly symbolic gesture that had an immediate reflection in the physical world. A line of shadow ripped across the ground around the eight students, forming into a ring enclosing them together. It was almost invisible upon the ground, but where the dim light cast shadows upon the ground from the many rocks and roots protruding, they changed angle, as though the light inside that circle had been rotated a few degrees.
 

 
  Gabriel stepped silently back into line, and there was a momentary pause.
 

 
  Then Toby stepped forward, hands folded at his waist.
 

 
  “I ask Omnu’s light upon this place. By the shift in shadow, of Vidius’s own rank in the Pantheon, I will the light only to heal and to calm. None here are to be burned, or judged.”
 

 
  Golden light descended upon them. Though the sun was only just coming up in the east, scintillating beams of sunlight streamed down from within the leaves of the Great Tree high above. Toby lifted his face to smile up at them, then stepped back into place.
 

 
  “Uh, scuze me for speaking out of turn here,” Ruda said, sounding uncharacteristically nervous herself, “but is that
  
   supposed
  
  to happen? I’d like to think I’ve gotten a pretty good handle on paladin shit by now and I had zero idea you two could do that.”
 

 
  “Actually, that was…a surprise,” Toby admitted.
 

 
  “Yeah, I was thinking this was gonna be just a ceremonial invocation,” Gabriel agreed. “This…I dunno. It’s not what I would’ve expected, but it
  
   feels
  
  right.”
 

 
  “This is an extraordinarily sacred place,” Shaeine said quietly, “and we are each connected to considerable powers through the web of magic. Surprises should not, perhaps, be surprising.”
 

 
  “Trust your feelings,” Juniper added in just as soft a tone. “We’re safe here. You’ll
  
   know
  
  if something is wrong. And in fact, let that be my invocation.” She took a step forward into the circle, raising one hand toward the light beaming down from the tree. “Though severed from Naiya by my own crimes, I am still a daughter of nature, and a being animated by fae magic. The magic of emotion, and intuition. I call upon the trust and wisdom within each of us, within this place, and within reality itself. Let us know balance in what we do here.”
 

 
  Small flowers popped up right out of the rocky ground, in a neat ring around their feet just inside the subtle rim of shadow.
 

 
  Fross fluttered forward as she stepped back. “I don’t…really know what I am. Pixies don’t work the way I do. How I seem to convert fae magic to arcane just by existing, that’s…that’s never been explained to my satisfaction. But right now, I’m seeing a parallel to this situation here, so that is the invocation I want to offer you all. Building on Juniper’s blessing, I call on whatever it is that animates the arcane to add its gifts. From whatever peace of mind we’re given, let’s also draw comprehension and reason, to apply to whatever happens. I invoke my gift of arcane intellect on behalf of my friends!”
 

 
  As she returned to her position, a faint tracery of blue lines shimmered into being across the pitted stone, forming a geometric pattern of intricate mathematical perfection linking them all together.
 

 
  Ruda stepped forward next, drawing in a steadying breath of her own. “Okay, well,
  
   I’m
  
  out of my fucking element here. Magic I understand as something predictable and useful, but there’s some serious spookery going on that I
  
   do not
  
  get. But it doesn’t
  
   feel
  
  wrong. It comes from you guys, and hell, I trust you. Hardly anyone else in the world, but if my life and my soul are in the hands of the people here, I’m fine with it. So that’s what I bring to this apparently sacred space we’re apparently carving out.” She drew her sword, the mithril blade hissing gently in the quiet, and strode all the way forward till she could rest it point down in the very center of the circle. “By the unfair, unreasoning, bullshit wrath of the sea, by the blade that cuts magic itself, I claim this spot as
  
   ours.
  
  None are welcome to interfere.”
 

 
  She withdrew her hand, and the rapier remained there, perfectly balanced on its tip, even as she backed slowly away to resume her position.
 

 
  “Did you…know it was going to do that?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Hell, I know nothing,” Ruda muttered. “It felt right, is all. So, there we are.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, then took a step forward into the circle. “None of the provinces of the particular gods I serve seem relevant to us here, but…there is a universal virtue that’s necessary to everything both Avei and Eserion seek to accomplish. Necessary to
  
   everyone,
  
  really. I know what we’re doing will involve looking within ourselves, finding and confronting some realities, and having done a bit of that I can tell you it’s harder and more frightening than anything I’ve faced that put my life in physical danger. So, that is what I wish for us. What I invoke, and share with all of you, my friends. Whatever comes next, while we are together in this space, I wish you
  
   courage.”
  
 

 
  By that point they were accustomed to the occasional sight of the golden eagle wings that flared into being behind her, but this time there were eight pairs, flanking each of the. Only for a startled moment, and then they faded. But gold continued to drift down, accompanying Omnu’s sunbeams; shimmering, intangible feathers of light that drifted like falling leaves from the tree, fading out of being as they touched the ground.
 

 
  Gabriel made an aborted noise in his throat and pressed his lips together firmly.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Trissiny said incredulously, “are you
  
   laughing?”
  
 

 
  “I’m sorry!” he protested. “It’s just…
  
   Fross,
  
  with giant golden eagle wings. That image is gonna be burned into my memory forever.”
 

 
  “Okay, I’m actually sort of sorry I didn’t get to see that,” Fross agreed.
 

 
  Trissiny heaved an annoyed sigh, but by the time it had finished even she was forced to smile.
 

 
  Shaeine glided forward a step, folding her hands in the same position Toby had. “My goddess, I think, is specifically relevant here, more so than I am personally. My House trains diplomats, but I think that between us… We are past the point of needing negotiation. I know and trust each of you like…” She hesitated, then swallowed heavily. “…like family. With Themynra’s permission, and by her grace, I ask the gift of
  
   judgment,
  
  to build upon what Juniper and Fross have already invoked. Whatever we hear, whatever we learn and discover, let us think carefully and seek to understand before reacting.”
 

 
  Silver mist thickened out of the air, drifting on the ground around them—specifically, concentrated around the tiny flowers, and glittering softly above the blue geometric pattern of the circle.
 

 
  As Shaeine stepped back into place, Teal took a step forward. She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, then opened them.
 

 
  “This will be for
  
   us,
  
  not just me,” she said quietly, and the fire subsumed her eyes, her hair, spreading from behind her as fiery wings. Claws and talons formed, lifting her almost a full foot higher off the ground. The harmonic chorus of Vadrieny’s voice was somber and incongruously gentle. “I feel we have little to offer of our own, but our gifts may build on what you have already invoked, all of you. Music is harmony, mathematics, emotion, passion, precision… All of it, all of life viewed from every angle. We lend our support to the peace and augmentation you have wished upon this space, to the barrier separating it out, and to the warning that any who mean us harm should not dare encroach. To all of you, to us, to this space, we offer our song.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes, and hummed a single long note in her throat. The sounds around them were faint, only the distant sea of air and leaves, but a strangely harmonious quality descended upon them as Vadrieny softly lent her voice. The difference it made was barely comprehensible to mortal senses, but it could be felt. She slowly trailed off, her voice fading into silence, and by the end it was impossible to spot the exact point at which Vadrieny herself stopped humming and the music of the wind and earth took over.
 

 
  As she stepped back into place and withdrew, leaving Teal behind, the silence was no longer silent. For a few long seconds, the whole group simply stood there, listening to inaudible harmonies surrounding them.
 

 
  “I have the strangest feeling,” Fross finally said quietly. “Like…we’ve set into motion something
  
   super
  
  important, that we can’t fully understand.”
 

 
  “I feel the same,” Shaeine agreed. “And that we must stay in motion. It is too late to stop.”
 

 
  “It’s dangerous to do some things halfway,” said Gabriel, nodding. “But that’s the first half, done, and wherever this is going… Well, now’s the time to go there. This started with Teal, with the fundamental truth about bards, and the utility of masks. It expanded to Shaeine, and the discomfort between the expectations of her culture and how groups of people operate outside it. This…is all about masks. We’re borrowing from Vidian forms, as I said, but what we do here will be for us, by us, and it will be
  
   ours.
  
  We have a lot to learn from our faiths, but we won’t be defined by any one system.” He glanced at Trissiny and cracked a smile. “There’s an old saying about systems that comes to mind.”
 

 
  She grinned back. After a momentary pause, Gabriel’s expression sobered and he continued, slowly looking around the group at each of them in turn.
 

 
  “In our vigil last night, I asked you all to contemplate masks. Specifically, the one you wear which has the most use, the most potential, to be a gift offered to others. A Vesker bard plays a role in life in order to control the story they are in, but all that sets them apart is the skill and
  
   consciousness
  
  with which they do it. We’re all playing a role, wearing a mask; we wear many of them, in fact, in different situations. This ritual is one of sharing. It…is a great intimacy. Masks will be removed here, exposing true faces beneath. More than that, masks will be
  
   offered.
  
  Each of us will put forth into the circle the mask we wear most powerfully. In this way we not only make ourselves vulnerable, but we grant that power to each other to use. We will each share our strength eight ways.”
 

 
  He paused before finishing in a quieter tone. “I love you all. I trust you with this…with the ability to hurt me. And I’m honored as hell that you’re all willingly here, doing the same.”
 

 
  All of them smiled broadly. Even Shaeine, whose reddish eyes seemed to glitter in the drifting golden light.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  So far, Principia was having a fairly quiet morning. The two Order of the Light guides were still asleep in their own improvised quarters, and the animals were very well behaved—or at least, Sniff was well-behaved, and F’thaan was asleep. By far the worst of her inconveniences was Merry and her pointed comments about Prin not getting the nap she had promised to.
 

 
  The corporal was just gearing up for another of those when suddenly the elf, the protobird and the hellhound all snapped upright in unison, alert and watchful as deer which had scented a wolf.
 

 
  “What?” she demanded, unconsciously reaching for her sword. “What is it?”
 

 
  “Have you given much thought to the ramifications of this scheme of yours, Locke?” a new voice asked.
 

 
  Merry whirled, then froze, her eyes widening. He was an oddly-dressed man in a truly ridiculous hat, otherwise physically nondescript, but she remembered him well from their previous encounter, brief as it was. Vesk winked cheekily at her in passing but did not slow, sauntering forward to stand next to Principia and stare across the distance at the Great Tree and the shattered fortress spread around its base.
 

 
  The elf seemed to consider his question carefully before answering, one hand gently smoothing down Sniff’s crest of feathers. F’thaan huddled at her feet, staring up at the god in clear uncertainty whether he should be afraid.
 

 
  “I give thought to everything I do,” Principia said at last. “But that wasn’t a sincere question, was it? You’re just opening the dialogue so you can talk at me.”
 

 
  “Well, hey, you
  
   do
  
  know your theology!” Vesk chuckled, slapping her on the shoulder.
 

 
  “I get by. What I don’t know is
  
   why
  
  you are here right now, but none of the possibilities aren’t terrifying. I remember what happened the last time.”
 

 
  “I was okay with that,” Merry offered tremulously. “I mean, sure, we almost died half a dozen times, but it got us results.”
 

 
  “See?” Vesk cocked a thumb over his shoulder at her.
  
   “She
  
  gets it. I’m gonna break character a bit and answer your question, my dear Keys. I’m
  
   here
  
  because a god is in truth a slave to their core concept. Because a motley collection of attractive and heavily-armed youths have just gathered up a big handful of every string tied to every magical force at work in the world and are fixing to
  
   yank
  
  on it until reality itself stretches so far that they can tear a piece off. And notably, because fully half of them are individuals I have personally sought out and designated my own protagonists in the big story playing out in the world right now. I’m here, to an extent, because
  
   somebody
  
  needs to apply a guiding hand to that so the result is something useful to them and not just a giant backlash that upends everybody’s applecart. But ultimately? I am here because I
  
   really
  
  don’t have a choice.”
 

 
  “I see, she said sarcastically,” she said warily. “So…how come you are
  
   here,
  
  and not
  
   there?
  
  Nothing I’m doing is nearly as interesting as that.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s a very self-contained scene,” he explained. “It’s all very intimate; can’t have interlopers, it would throw off the whole dynamic. Nah, I can keep a weather eye on things from this close, and this way I’m not interfering in their business. Plus, this way I can indulge in some of my favorite pastimes! Y’know, light expository dialogue, perhaps a soupcon of character development. Specifically it allows me to ask that piercing question, which contains the hidden answer you’ll need to tell you what you will have to do in the aftermath of what’s about to happen thanks to those kids.”
 

 
  He turned his head to regard her seriously.
 

 
  “Do you realize, Principia Locke, what you are
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  “Okay, I’ll play along,” she said, subtly leaning away from him. “But not without spoiling the rhetorical game you’re playing by pointing it out. I still have to be me. What, Lord Vesk, am I doing?”
 

 
  “You are building a bonfire that’s going to burn the world before it peters out,” he said in a much softer tone, turning back to gaze at the distant ruins. “Your actions here and in the days just ahead will gather the kindling and stack the wood, all so you can ignite a new Age of Adventures. And what
  
   those
  
  precious little bastards are about to do is strike a god damn spark.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was Teal who spoke first, after drawing in a steadying breath. “Well. This began with me, and with my own…bloody intransigence, that you all finally called me out for. It’s okay,” she added hastily when Toby and Juniper both opened their mouths to protest. “You were right, and I’m glad you did. I’ve been fighting with this for… Well, for my whole life. And while we were keeping vigil last night, I really focused on
  
   why.
  
  And I think, finally, I’ve sorted it out.
 

 
  “Everything I have
  
   ever
  
  done in life has been a struggle between being myself, and
  
   hiding
  
  myself. From the very beginning, I think that’s why I was drawn to bards. In every story, the bard’s
  
   personality
  
  is both their armor and weapon. Gods, how I wanted that. My parents always wanted me to express who I was, but at the same time, there were always expectations… And then, there was Vadrieny, and the stakes suddenly became life or death. We… Well, I could retreat into myself and not be
  
   alone
  
  anymore. I needed less from others; she never needed others. We could be loved, alone together, and the world outside was nothing but expectations and rules. We
  
   managed.
  
  Without her own memories, she adopted my goals, and so we still loved the idea of the bard, wanted to
  
   be
  
  that. It’s just… Well, in our situation, adopting an oversized personality would have been a lethally bad idea.”
 

 
  She turned her head to smile warmly at Shaeine. “And then there was her. All of you guys, don’t get me wrong, but mostly…her. Another person with whom to be vulnerable, and yet safe. Where there were no expectations, just us together. And… I realize, now, how I let us all slip into that rut. It was just so easy to let the few people we truly
  
   trusted
  
  give us roles to fulfill. We stopped trying to control our own life, let Tellwyrn and Ashaele tell us who to be. But…not Shaeine.”
 

 
  Teal shifted to gaze directly at her mate, voice dropping to a whisper. “For all the strength you’ve given to me, to us, my love…
  
   Our
  
  love, I cherish the most that you were finally willing to stand up to me. Because I know how you hate to cause me pain, but you were willing anyway when I needed it. All of you,” she added, sweeping her gaze around the circle. “This is where we’ve come to after taking the night to try to parse it all. I don’t have answers, but thanks to you, I’ve faced the questions. I thank you for making me confront this. I don’t know where we are going next, but I realize, now, how we got
  
   here.
  
  And that is what I give you.”
 

 
  She raised both hands to the sides of her face, pantomiming grasping the edges of a mask as Gabriel had instructed them all the night before. “This has become a crutch and a weakness for me, but it also enabled Vadrieny and I to survive when nothing else would have. I can’t depend on it any longer, but used the right way at the right time, there is
  
   great
  
  value in being able to project back at people whatever they expect to see. I take it off now, and give that value to you: the Mask of Mirrors.”
 

 
  Teal moved her hands forward from her face, and there was a flash. She actually jumped, several of them gasped, and Ruda muttered a curse. Teal was holding an actual, physical mask, a simple oblong bowl shape with holes for the eyes and mouth. The entire thing was chrome, polished to such a gloss that it reflected in perfect detail like an actual mirror.
 

 
  “Uh, whoah,” Teal said nervously. “I didn’t know it would make an
  
   actual…
  
  Gabe?”
 

 
  “That…wasn’t supposed to…” He scratched the top of his head, squinting in puzzlement. “It’s a
  
   ceremony,
  
  all of this was supposed to be kind of metaphorical.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so, here’s a theory,” said Ruda. “Maybe when you bring together a bunch of people intimately connected to a bunch of the major metaphysical powers of the world, have ’em improvise a ritual to magically define a sacred space right on top of one of the most already sacred spaces in the world and then have ’em do a ceremony they barely understand… Shit goes down.”
 

 
  All of them were silent for a moment, staring at the light glittering across the Mask of Mirrors as Teal shifted it this way and that in her hands.
 

 
  “Here’s what I can tell at a glance:” Fross said at last. “That thing is lousy with magic and I can’t tell at all what any of it does. Also, this part bothers me a little that I can’t articulate exactly why, but I’m
  
   not
  
  bothered. This feels okay. Is anybody else getting the same?”
 

 
  There was a round of nods and murmurs of agreement.
 

 
  “We are operating under a stack of blessings to judgment, intellect, and intuition,” Toby added. “I think if we were in danger, we would know. What I feel is that we should proceed.”
 

 
  “Here,” Teal said softly. Holding up the Mask of Mirrors, she stepped forward two paces, turned its surface to face her, and then slowly released it, as though hanging it on a wall.
 

 
  The mask remained in position when she let go. Teal stepped back into the line, and the Mask of Mirrors began a slow orbit, gliding in a continuous circle around Ruda’s sword as if to gaze at each of them in turn.
 

 
  “Huh,” Juniper said in sheer wonder. “How’d you know it would do that?”
 

 
  Teal shrugged. “It just felt right.”
 

 
  “Well, then.” Trissiny stepped forward next. “I don’t even know what powers are operating here, but after last night I believe I know what
  
   I
  
  need to do. In a way…last night was kind of a point of closure for me. I know I’ve been apart from this group a lot lately, sorting out my own stuff, and while meditating on that I came to a surprising conclusion.”
 

 
  She hesitated, then shook her head, smiling ruefully. “It’s the strangest thing. Going off on my own was what enabled me to find some truths I desperately needed. To grow in ways that were long overdue. It’s while I’ve been
  
   with
  
  you guys that I feel I’ve failed the most. Not because you were holding me back or anything—quite the opposite. Maybe because…because you were there to catch me when I fell.” Her eyes met Gabriel’s across the circle. “You have all seen me at my worst. And yet, I’m still welcome here. You’ve both backed me up and stood up to me when I needed it. I had friends, when I went to the Guild in Tiraas, this is true. People who helped me learn and supported me as I did them. It’s
  
   you
  
  who’ve come to define… Not who I am, but I think, the
  
   potential
  
  of who I could…who I want to be.”
 

 
  Trissiny raised her hands as Teal had done, taking a deep breath and preparing to grasp the edges of a mask that did not yet exist. “My delusion was always the assumption that Avei was one thing, and Eserion something opposite. It’s more than those two; they aren’t even poles on one continuum. Life is vague, chaotic…there’s value in structures and systems, but we cannot be defined by them. The truth will not be handed to you. It must be hunted down, and it hides in surprising places. None of you are me; I know a bit about your personal journeys, by now. My answers won’t help you. But my
  
   means
  
  of finding them can. That is what I surrender, to offer my friends: the will and the method to seek out your own truth. The Mask of the Huntress.”
 

 
  She pulled her hands away, the light flared in the circle, and Trissiny was holding a second mask. This one was identical to Teal’s in shape, but seemed to be carved of ebony. The right half of its face was marked with a silver eagle’s wing, just like the traditional tattoos worn by the Silver Huntresses of old. Trissiny held it up, hesitated, then released her fingers.
 

 
  The Mask of the Huntress floated forward in the air to join the Mask of Mirrors, and began orbiting opposite it.
 

 
  Gabriel blew out a short breath. “Man, this is all getting more
  
   real
  
  than I was planning on… Okay, here goes.” He stepped forward as Trissiny moved back into line. “I relate hard to a
  
   lot
  
  of what Trissiny just said. You guys…you’ve all see me do some pretty dumb stuff. I feel like you pretty much know what my foibles are by now so it’s not really worth reciting the list. If you really wanna
  
   hear
  
  the list I’m sure Ruda has it written down somewhere.” He paused, grinning, then let the expression of amusement subside quickly. “I fail a lot, even now. I’m not done growing, not by a long shot. The single most important thing I’ve learned is…
  
   to
  
  learn. Nobody has all the answers, or even most of them. Vidius himself told me that screwing around is my greatest strength, and I think I finally understand what he meant. You have to
  
   try
  
  things. Sometimes you’ll succeed, and gain a new trick. Sometimes you’ll fail, and get hurt, and gain a lesson. I couldn’t actually say which I think is the more valuable.”
 

 
  He raised his hands to his face, taking a breath to steel himself. “Since this all started with talk about bards and archetypes, I’ve found myself thinking about that a lot. I remember some of the names people have called me over the years—including several of you lot—and something I picked up from a half-demon shopkeeper I met in Tiraas about fortune-telling: a tarot deck is just a list of archetypes, and a spread of cards doesn’t tell the future, it tells a story. That’s why the first card is the Fool, the ignorant kid who starts every great story not being worth a damn, but has the potential to
  
   grow
  
  into a hero. That’s the most valuable trait I have, and the one I want to share with you all:” He pulled, the air flashed, and he was holding up a third mask. “The Mask of the Fool.”
 

 
  It was a little larger than the other two, due to its upper half being carved in the semblance of a multi-pointed jester’s hat. The rest was plain white ceramic, different from the previous two only in that its mouth was turned upward in a big smile.
 

 
  Upon being released, it joined the other two in their slow circle, all three adjusting to be an equal distance apart.
 

 
  “I think I like the way Fross put it,” Ruda said after a momentary pause. “I’m bothered that I’m not bothered. Yeah, this all
  
   feels
  
  weirdly correct, but… We are obviously fucking around with high-quality mojo that we weren’t expecting and don’t even slightly understand, and it’s doing some incredibly vivid shit that’s… I don’t even know what to make of this. Should we consider that maybe we ought to be more concerned than we are? I mean, Fross’s addition to that invocation
  
   was
  
  explicitly encouragement to trust our intellect.”
 

 
  “It’s always wise to be wary of unknown magic,” Trissiny agreed, “but not every rule applies in every situation. This has a major fae component, it’s highly personal to
  
   us,
  
  and it is happening in one of the magically safest and most neutral spots in the world. At the moment, my intellect tells me to trust my feelings.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I can see your point,” Ruda said, though she still frowned.
 

 
  “Be mindful of what Yornhaldt and Ekoi have taught us,” Shaeine added. “In ritual magic, it is often
  
   far
  
  more dangerous not to finish what you start. In the interests of that, if no one objects, I would like to offer my contribution.”
 

 
  The drow stepped forward one pace into the circle, again folding her hands at her waist, but unusually she inhaled a long deep breath, which was closer to a loss of composure than she usually betrayed in public.
 

 
  “I hope that you will forgive my arrogance in saying this, but I feel that my journey at the University has been of a fundamentally different type than any of yours. I have found great joy in the privilege of watching you all grow into the people you will be, but for my part, I was assiduously trained and molded into the person I was to become long before we met. Not perfect by any means, and most certainly with a great deal to learn. But my path has been the least transformative of any of ours, I believe. I am a creature of Tar’naris, and would not—cannot—change that.”
 

 
  She paused, lowering her eyes for a moment, then raised them again resolutely.
 

 
  “Instead…I have been increasingly forced to face the limits of my perspective, even as I have become ever more committed to them. To be Narisian in an isolated society is a very different matter than to be Narisian in a wider, connected world. My people are grappling with this truth, and we must find answers as a society. Perhaps I can help with that, but I cannot presume to determine the solution Tar’naris as a whole will embrace. I only know what
  
   I
  
  feel I must do. And… And I am increasingly pained by the barriers between us. I
  
   need
  
  those; they are a central part of my identity. But the walls that define social roles, to me, are immutable and not for me to determine alone. Yet while I am outside my home city, they are
  
   not
  
  how things work. Not how people
  
   exist
  
  together. I am deeply grateful to all of you, to Gabriel, for this ceremony, for the half-measure it offers. To protect my identity as I must, while opening myself at least a little, as I so desperately want to.”
 

 
  She met Teal’s eyes, the human smiling warmly with her eyes practically glowing with love. Shaeine raised her hands to touch the sides of her face, taking another long breath.
 

 
  “I offer this mask to you all, partly in the hope that it may serve you. Because you all
  
   do
  
  tend to wear your hearts pinned to your robes, and some of you in particular might be better off with a bit of reserve to hide behind. But
  
   mostly,
  
  I do this to finally be able to remove it, and be…among you. One of the mess that is
  
   us.”
  
 

 
  The change was the most dramatic yet, not just because she conjured a featureless gray mask out of thin air just by moving her hands, but because lowering it transformed her entire face. Suddenly, Shaeine was
  
   grinning
  
  at them, her features alight with joy, tears glistening unshed in her eyes.
 

 
  “By the goddess, it feels good to say this. I
  
   love
  
  you. Each of you wonderful, ridiculous, brilliant, blithering idiots. I’d shed the last drop of my blood for the sake of any one of you, and I’m not just saying that because I know that having a bunch of ham-fisted powerhouses for friends means I’ll probably never have to back it up. Nobody gets to choose their family, and I sure as hell didn’t choose any of
  
   you
  
  weirdos—except Teal and Vadrieny, who already know this—but you’re as dear to me as any being alive and not for anything in the cosmos would I give up a single one of you. So I offer you the Blank Mask, and may it serve you at need. I’m just as glad to be rid of it.”
 

 
  They were all grinning widely in return as the plain gray mask floated forward to join the others. Ruda chuckled aloud.
 

 
  “Man, it
  
   really
  
  says something that the single most touching thing I’ve ever been told included calling me a blithering idiot.”
 

 
  “Well, say what you will about this group,” Gabriel agreed, “we know who we are! And Shaeine, just,
  
   wow.
  
  You almost look like a different person! I wish I’d gotten to see you smile like that before, it makes you twice as gorgeous. I mean!” he said hastily, eyes widening as they shifted to look at Teal. “Not that I was—you know, I would
  
   never…
  
  Aw, crap.”
 

 
  “Oh, look,” Juniper teased, “Gabe did an awkward.”
 

 
  “At this point,” Trissiny said innocently, “shouldn’t we just call that doing a Gabriel?”
 

 
  “Thank, Triss, that’s great.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean to be a wet blanket or anything,” Fross chimed, “but is it maybe a bad idea to interrupt this inexplicably powerful sacred ritual with jokes and bickering?”
 

 
  “Well, this is an extremely
  
   personal
  
  sacred ritual,” Toby replied, still smiling, “in a way the metaphysical and surprisingly literal embodiment of
  
   us.
  
  Looked at from that perspective, it might not work at all if we
  
   didn’t.”
  
 

 
  “Okay, yeah, I’ve got no counterpoint and wow isn’t that just a little telling.” Fross fluttered forward a couple of feet to the accompaniment of laughter. “Since I’m already talking, then, I guess I’ll go next! So, irrespective of how this ceremonial thing works out, I’m already really grateful to Gabe for having this idea because of the vigil part last night. I’ve been learning and growing such a tremendous amount in just the last couple of years that I feel like an almost unrecognizably different person than I was when I first came to Last Rock, but I’ve never really stopped to look inward and think
  
   about
  
  why and how I’ve changed. Last night I realized I’m just not a very introspective person in general, and I feel like that might be a character flaw which I should watch out for in the future… But anyway, I feel like I’ve gained some valuable perspective here and I’m very glad for that. You all probably remember how I spent the first semester basically trying to memorize every rule and use that to get by in society?”
 

 
  “The University isn’t exactly society,” Trissiny answered when the pixie paused, “but I don’t think I’ll ever forget you trying to teach us century-old adventurer slang on our first Crawl delve.”
 

 
  Fross emitted an amused arpeggio of chimes. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what I mean. The thing is…it stems from the place I come from, what pixies are like, and how I’m inherently different. Not just the arcane magic thing, though I’m certain that’s connected. I had the chance to reflect a bit on this when Juniper and Aspen and…Professor Ekoi and I went to the Deep Wild a while ago.”
 

 
  “You did what?” Gabriel asked, blinking.
 

 
  Fross chimed again. “Long story, but anyway. There’s just not a lot
  
   to
  
  pixies, intellectually. As annoying as it is when people are surprised that I’ve got a functioning mind, I can’t a hundred percent blame them. Pixies are flying bundles of magic and emotion, and given how much I hated living that way I’ve tried really hard to devote myself to intellectual pursuits. And I regret none of that! Probably because all this has come along before I had the chance to find a way to really get myself in trouble with it, which I’m sure I would have because it seems like a core lesson of all history and psychology is that every virtue becomes a fault if you let it run away with you.
 

 
  “What really struck me after spending a night pondering on it is how much I’ve been shaped as a
  
   person,
  
  and not just an intelligent being, by you guys. It seems like everything I’ve learned about functioning as a person in relation to other people was shaped by this class, and I’m suddenly incredibly grateful that I was in a class with
  
   you
  
  specifically and not a
  
   lot
  
  of the other people we’ve met, because
  
   wow.
  
  People can be pretty awful. Shaeine’s right, all of us can be ridiculous and weird and flawed at times, but when it comes down to it? You guys are the family I wouldn’t have known to ask for if anyone had told me beforehand that I needed one, and I’m
  
   so
  
  grateful for you.
 

 
  “In the end it wasn’t hard at all for me to see the mask I’ve been hiding behind. And you know what, I still appreciate it. It’s a very useful quality which, no offense, most of you could use a little more of. But I’m glad for this chance to introspect, and see how I shouldn’t over-rely on one trait at the expense of others that are also valuable. So I’m taking off the Mask of Logic, and sharing it with you, but it’s a mask I plan to wear again. A lot. Maybe not as much, though.” She paused, then chimed discordantly. “I’m sure you can’t see but I’m totally doing that ceremonial gesture Gabe told us about. If this produces a pixie-sized mask I’m really gonna laugh.”
 

 
  In fact, the flash of light seemed somewhat muted as the color of Fross’s bright aura reduced it to an anomalous flicker in context, but the Mask of Logic itself was full-sized to match the others. Its oval shape was the same, though its eye and mouth holes were simple, narrow rectangular slits, the mask’s porcelain white surface marked with angular geometric patterns in pale blue that were reminiscent of Fross’s addition to the protective circle around them now.
 

 
  There was a short, pensive pause while they watched the five masks spin in their slow midair circle, the stylized faces seeming to study each of them in turn as they passed by.
 

 
  It was Juniper who broke the quiet, stepping forward and unconsciously fingering her new sunburst pendant.
 

 
  “I’ve really appreciated hearing all this,” the dryad said quietly. “Maybe I’m pretty self-centered, but I guess I never really understood that you were all grappling with these issues, too. You’ve all matured a lot and changed some while I’ve known you, but all of you always seemed… Well, it seemed to me like you
  
   understood
  
  what you were going through in a way I never did. Now I kinda feel like I was wrong about that. Um, no offense meant.”
 

 
  “None’s taken,” Trissiny said a little wryly. “That’s a really valid observation, Juniper.”
 

 
  “The more I learn,” Gabriel intoned with utter solemnity, “the more I understand that I understand fuck all about anything.”
 

 
  “The more I learn,” Ruda added in the same tone, “the more I understand that Gabe knows fuck all about anything.”
 

 
  “Your parents didn’t stab you nearly enough growing up, Ruda.”
 

 
  “Guys,” Toby interjected. “Please go on, Juniper.”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” she said, smiling. “I
  
   like
  
  this. It’s…gentle. I sort of appreciate how we are as a group, how we can joke and needle and even be a little hostile and yet there’s always this unspoken
  
   certainty
  
  that we’re safe together. It’s…a nurturing context that I badly needed, and I’ve only just learned how much.”
 

 
  She hesitated, her expression wavering, and then steeled herself, squaring her shoulders.
 

 
  “I started my personal adventure among society thinking that living by impulse and animal instinct made me natural and right, and all the rest of everything civilized people did was aberrant and I didn’t have to respect it. And…
  
   immediately
  
  I started to realize how wrong that was, but I hid from it for a long time. Until things built to a head and I couldn’t anymore, and…well, you were all there.” Juniper paused to take another deep, steadying breath. “I don’t know how much better I’ve done since then. I’ve
  
   tried.
  
  I’ve succeeded some…failed a lot. I’ve done some good and a lot of harm. The truth is, I have no idea what I’m doing, or where I’m going, or how to
  
   be
  
  a person. But… But I feel, for maybe the first time, like I’m
  
   getting
  
  there. Like I can afford to make mistakes, and be wrong sometimes, and it’ll be an opportunity to learn and grow and not just another disaster. Almost everything I understand about how to not be a monster, I got from you all.
  
   You’re
  
  my family, more than Naiya or even my sisters have ever been. You’re the forces that have shaped me the most in directions that I’m proud of. I will
  
   always
  
  be grateful for you all.
 

 
  “And so.” She lifted her hands to her face, closing her eyes. “I
  
   still
  
  don’t know what I’m doing, but I’m gonna keep trying. And I now formally disavow this crutch, this
  
   lie
  
  that I’ve used to hide from reality. I will not touch it again. Maybe it will be of some use to you. I don’t really see how, but I mean to do my very best to
  
   be
  
  a good friend, and try to give you all the support you’ve given me. As a person, not as a vehicle for magical bullshit. And I will do all that, whatever happens, without hiding behind the Mask of the Wild.”
 

 
  It emerged from nothingness in a flash, a deep crimson mask painted in the countenance of a great fanged, snarling mouth. Notably, it had no eye holes, only painted-on eyes with slitted snakelike pupils. Rather than just letting it go as the others had done, Juniper pushed it firmly away from herself. The action didn’t seem to affect the speed of its motion as it joined the rotating circle of masks.
 

 
  Ruda took one stride forward even before Juniper had retreated. “Well! Sorry, Tobes, maybe this is selfish but I just don’t wanna be last.”
 

 
  “It’s okay,” he said, smiling at her.
 

 
  “So, real talk,” she said, tucking her hands into her pockets. “I feel a little like Shaeine in that I mostly had my shit sorted before I ever met you guys. Which is not to say the last two years haven’t been life-changing and revelatory, but more in the sense of giving me context than changing who I am. I, uh…” She cleared her throat. “Okay, truth is, I kinda let my guard down on this back during the hellgate crisis. Just with Trissiny, though. I mean, honestly, for someone I mostly wanted to stab from the moment we met, that girl really turned out to be a sister to me. In the sense that I
  
   never
  
  asked for or wanted her but god damn if my whole world wouldn’t fall apart without her.”
 

 
  “I love you too, Ruda,” Trissiny said, grinning.
 

 
  Ruda flipped her off, which only make her smile wider. “Here’s my truth: I’m the destined leader of what looks a lot like a doomed nation, and before I came to Last Rock I’d mostly made peace with the fact that the Punaji people were going to fall apart with me at the helm and that was just that. And when I said as much to Shiny Boots back then, she pointed out that we, this group here, are a passel of the most well-connected heavy-hitters in the world and something I could rely on for help. To change even the inevitable. It was…a nice thought. But then… But then you all came to Puna Dara with me…well, even if it was just most of you…and suddenly it wasn’t a thought anymore.”
 

 
  She stopped, closed her eyes, and was utterly still for a long stretch of seconds. The rest of them just watched patiently until she was ready.
 

 
  “I’m so fucking scared,” Ruda finally said, her voice cracking. “I can’t
  
   do
  
  this. I have no idea how to save my people, but I have to try, and I was
  
   so
  
  sure I would obviously fail. The first time I killed a man, my papa sat me down and told me how important it was to have family, people I could trust to be close enough to be vulnerable with. I listened, then, but I didn’t learn. It took
  
   you
  
  preposterous fucking assholes to really make me understand. When I say I’ve come to rely on you all, both now and in the future, it’s not because you’re an adventuring party of demigods and titans and shit that could tear apart an empire with your bare fucking hands. Well, all right, not
  
   just
  
  that, not even mostly that. It’s…” She scrubbed angrily at her eyes. “Fuck. My whole life has been projecting this…this
  
   mask
  
  of strength and savagery and it’s so fucking exhausting. I’m so grateful for you. It’s not easy for me to let it down, but…I know I
  
   can.
  
  I can be vulnerable, with you guys. And that means everything.”
 

 
  Ruda inhaled deeply, her breath shuddering a bit, then rubbed at her eyes once more before putting her hands to the sides of her face. “I will always need the Storm’s Mask, but
  
   fuck
  
  am I glad to be able to take it off once in a while.”
 

 
  And she did, pulling it away with a flash of light. The mask in Ruda’s hands glittered cerulean, it surface jewel-like with surprising depths like the sea itself. The single jagged white line of a lightning bolt descended from its crow to between its eyes, where it forked to bracket a snarling mouth. Ruda held it up and out slowly, in a gesture of more reverence than she showed to almost anything, and it drifted into place with the others.
 

 
  “We may be a bunch of blithering weirdo assholes,” Gabriel said, “but we’ve got your back, Ruda. All the way.”
 

 
  “That’s what family means,” Shaeine agreed, wearing an open smile that seemed to delight in its own existence. “Your people are our people, your problems our own. I’m sorry I didn’t get to help at Puna Dara last time.
  
   Next
  
  time somebody threatens your home I’ll be right there helping you fuck ’em up.”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   that’s
  
  even weirder than Boots coming back all smug and thiefy,” Ruda replied, grinning helplessly even while continuing to wipe away tears. “But y’know what, damn if I don’t dig it.”
 

 
  Toby glided one step forward, but then just stood unobtrusively for a few moments, wearing a gentle smile while the group subsided and calmed on its own time, gradually turning their attention toward him.
 

 
  “I’m very comfortable being last,” he said frankly. “That’s pretty much the theme I’ve come down to after spending a night contemplating on it. I’ve always been one to put others first, and I’m okay with that about myself.
  
   Even,
  
  as Shaeine once pointed out to me, when I take it too far; nobody can help anybody else if they use themselves up first. Virtues really do become vices when you stretch them past their natural end point. I’ll try to do better at remembering my place, relative to others, and looking out for myself. But honestly, one of the things I cherish about this group is how I
  
   get
  
  to just…take care of you guys. Because you take care of me, even when I forget to.”
 

 
  He paused to grin broadly, the expression slowly subsiding to a softer smile as he continued. “I say this without pride or false modesty: I’m a good person. I don’t consider that a source of pride, even. I believe that people
  
   are
  
  good, that if you guide them away from mistakes what lies underneath is something fundamentally virtuous. Everything good about me was given to me by others. Because I had the opportunity to be raised by monks, and trained in virtue from the cradle, rather than having to develop selfish habits just to survive. A principled, austere childhood is an enormous luxury. I am very grateful for what I was given.
 

 
  “But good or not, I am a very flawed person…as much as anyone, I think.” Toby’s face grew sober, and his eyebrows drew together. “That insight has been really important to me, the fact that you can take a good trait too far and make it a bad one. I’ve been guilty of that. Worse… This doctrine of masks has been a real eye-opener to me, and I’m very glad for having spent the night meditating on it. Because that’s
  
   exactly
  
  the stupid thing I have done my whole life. Not just abusing the kindness and calm I was taught to my own detriment, but using them…
  
   misusing
  
  them to hide from myself, and from reality. I’ve had a series of rude shocks and a serious talking-to by an actual goddess recently about how I’ve spent my whole life twisting the virtues of peace around to make myself functionally useless, and now that I’ve spent some time really contemplating it, I feel like I understand what I did wrong. How the truth has been in front of me the whole time. How, specifically,
  
   you
  
  have been a huge blessing that I’ve completely squandered from the moment I met you all. I’m deeply ashamed, and deeply sorry.”
 

 
  “I don’t think you’re squandered, Toby,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “Let him get this out,” Trissiny said softly.
 

 
  Toby smiled at both of them in turn. “Thanks, Fross, Triss. The thing is… Peace is good. Compassion is good. Serenity is good. I was taught to think they are the ultimate good, the core of
  
   life,
  
  and I still don’t think that’s wrong. But they’re not the
  
   only
  
  good. And worse, they become an easy mask for apathy and laziness and fear. If you dwell too much on peace, you can very easily start using that to hide from the world and from responsibility. From
  
   reality.
  
  From…the practical truth that Professor Ezzaniel laid down for me from day one, that I’ve taken an inexcusably long time to really accept: peace doesn’t happen unless someone
  
   forces
  
  it to. And that is the thing: you, as a group, are basically the best role models I could have had when it comes to controlled, careful, mindful,
  
   principled
  
  violence. Even at your worse, all of you are constantly trying to be better, to
  
   do
  
  better, both for yourselves and more importantly for others, and I’ve consistently betrayed that example. Looking back, the whole time we’ve known each other, I have been at my worst when I’ve tried to lead and teach you instead of watching and learning from you, which has been most of that time. I’m glad for however I’ve been able to help you, but the way I’ve wasted the example you’ve set is just shameful. I appreciate each and every one of you, as individuals, and all of you as a whole, and I have never appreciated you enough. I resolve to do better from now on.”
 

 
  He lifted his hands, closing his eyes and letting his expression relax into a meditative calm. “There is great value in serenity, and I hope you can gain some from what I give up to you now. But there’s a dark side to it; serenity is a hair’s breadth from fatal passivity at its best. May you get good use from the Mask of Serenity in the future, as I have, and as I will. I must stop using it to hide from myself, and I thank you for teaching me that. I’m sorry it took me so long to listen.”
 

 
  Toby pulled it away from himself, and then was holding the final mask. It was a gentle, matte gold, its carved mouth set in a faint smile, with a branch of dogwood flowers painted across its surface. He held it up with one hand and pushed it away, and it took its place with the others, the circle shifting to settle into its ultimate rotation of eight masks.
 

 
  “Something about the
  
   sight
  
  of that, though,” Ruda murmured. “Just…those faces. It’s kind of uncomfortable. They don’t even look like people, but I can see how each one of them is one of us.”
 

 
  “I can, too,” Juniper agreed. “I think…it’s because we
  
   know
  
  each other.”
 

 
  “I feel kind of raw,” Trissiny said frankly. “It’s weird… I’m not used to ‘exposed and vulnerable’ being a
  
   good
  
  feeling.”
 

 
  “It’s a good sort of pain,” said Shaeine. “Like the burn after good exercise.”
 

 
  “Well, Gabe?” Toby asked, turning toward him. “How much is the rest of the ceremony thrown off by being, ah, unexpectedly physical?”
 

 
  “I think,” Gabriel said thoughtfully, “the thing to do is just continue and let whatever’s going on sort itself out, the way it’s
  
   been
  
  doing. Shaeine was right, it’s a bad idea to start something like this and leave it half-done.
  
   Especially
  
  if it starts getting more real than you expected.”
 

 
  He cleared his throat, deliberately marshaling his expression, and instinctively they all sobered as well, embracing the gravitas of the moment.
 

 
  “This is about intimacy,” Gabriel said, his voice now ringing with purpose. “We are exposed to one another by lowering these masks, and baring our true faces. But it goes much deeper than that, and will continue to do so going forward. By
  
   sharing
  
  these masks, by explaining them, we grant to each other the opportunity to wear our own face, to see through our own eyes, to suffer our weaknesses and gain our strengths. We are bonded to one another through this. Whatever happens in the future, we have been
  
   open,
  
  together, and nothing will undo that.”
 

 
  He paused, watching the masks spin, as did they all.
 

 
  “And let’s be honest,” Gabriel said with a sudden grin. “The point was for this to be about
  
   us,
  
  and it could only be truthful this way: with a lot of aimless, time-wasting dicking around and fooling about with incredible powers we don’t understand. But hey, we made it work. We
  
   will
  
  make it work. I love you all, and I’m honored to be by your side.
 

 
  “Truth is, guys…the world’s a mess. With the great doom and all, and also a million lesser forces trying to carve out a place for their own petty ambitions. Maybe it’s more of a mess now than it always is, but then again, maybe not. We can’t know that and aren’t qualified to judge it. We can’t save the world; as powerful as we are, even the gods have their limitations and we sure as hell have our own. But we can
  
   help.
  
  We’ve made ourselves better, and made each other better, and with all our various nonsense up till now, we’ve even made the world around us a little better. And that is all that’s asked of anyone, all that’s
  
   required
  
  of everyone.
 

 
  “Do better. Be more. Keep on trying, and give it your best. That, my friends, we can do.”
 

 
  The masks began to whirl faster. The students instinctively braced themselves as the orbiting circle continued to accelerate, and then light and shadow began to be drawn in as though by their very gravity. The circle of masks shrank, pulling ever tighter, and even the circles around them followed suit. Sunbeams and drifting feathers appeared to focus their descent onto a single point just above Ruda’s rapier, wisps of silver light streaming toward the same point from where they rose from the ground. The arcane traceries shifted inward, followed by the almost imperceptible ring of shadows outside them, and then even the tiny flowers springing up from the stones. Faster, deeper, everything was gathered toward a single point, the very wind around them rising and blowing inward as the gentle sound of harmonious air through leaves rose to a gale pitch.
 

 
  It took only seconds, eight masks and multiple sources of light and magic coalescing to a single point. When it was all fully compressed, the thunderclap that split the air drove all of them to their knees, causing even Fross to plummet to the ground.
 

 
  Disorienting as that was, though, it was no worse than that; the group slowly pulled themselves back up, blinking and taking stock, none of them hurt.
 

 
  Ruda’s rapier lay untouched upon the stones. There were no more flowers or unusual light effects, only the soft sound of leaves rustling high above, and the pale light of early dawn rising in the east.
 

 
  And in the center, still hovering in the air and slowly rotating, was a single mask.
 

 
  It didn’t look much like any of the eight which had coalesced to form it: the mask was of wood, pale and polished with a deep reddish grain. Its small mouth opening seemed to show a neutral expression, but its eye slits were curved upward in a way that suggested a smile. Its only decoration was a rounded tracery of softly glowing silver lines over its left side, encircling the eye and descending to one corner of its mouth.
 

 
  “So…what the fuck?” Ruda inquired.
 

 
  Fross drifted closer. “Okay, well… Remember when I said the Mask of Mirrors was incredibly magical and I couldn’t tell how?”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Trissiny. “I take it this is the same?”
 

 
  “Not really the same. All the other masks were the same.
  
   This…
  
  You guys can sense it too, right? Those of you who are used to detecting magic?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Gabriel said quietly, straightening up. “Magically speaking… That thing is like standing next to the
  
   sun.”
  
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure it incorporates all four major schools and a good bit of shadow magic,” Fross agreed, bobbing excitedly in the air.
 

 
  “Okay,” Ruda said, nonplussed. She bent to pick up her sword, giving the hovering mask as wide a berth as she could in the process. “So…what are we supposed to
  
   do
  
  about it?”
 

 
  “Well, after all, there’s only one thing you’re supposed to do with a mask,” said Teal. Having helped Shaeine to her feet, she released the drow and took three steps forward, reaching out toward the mask.
 

 
  “My love, please,” Shaeine said, wearing open worry on her face. “Don’t be reckless.”
 

 
  “I don’t…think…I am,” Teal said pensively, hesitating with her hand outstretched by not quite touching the artifact yet. “I’m open to correction if anyone disagrees, but I don’t believe this is about risk. It’s about…trust. Gabe? Any Vidian insight?”
 

 
  “Well, masks are obviously sacred in Vidianism,” Gabriel said slowly. “And
  
   that
  
  is obviously something incredibly powerful. I think that’s two different things, though. This isn’t about Vidius, all things considered. It’s about
  
   us,
  
  and possibly the nature of magic itself. I think…you’re right, Teal. No, let me be more accurate: I
  
   feel
  
  you’re right. Trust is a good way to describe it.”
 

 
  “Be careful, Teal,” Trissiny urged.
 

 
  “This did start with Teal, after all,” Toby said quietly. “It became about all of us, but it began with us trying to offer her our support. It’s fitting if that’s where it leads, as well.”
 

 
  “Yeah, be careful,” Juniper agreed, “but do what you need to. We’re all right here for you.”
 

 
  Shaeine glided forward and embraced Teal openly from behind. She pressed a small kiss against her wife’s ear, then rested her chin on her shoulder. “Do what you must, beloved. You face nothing alone.”
 

 
  “Thank you.” Teal closed her eyes momentarily, leaning her head to rest against Shaeine’s for a few seconds, then straightened up. “All of you.”
 

 
  The mask did not react to her touch; she was able to pull it from its place suspended in the air without resistance. Teal slowly turned it over in her hands, studying it from all sides, while the rest of the group edged forward, watching in silence.
 

 
  Then Teal Falconer raised the Mask of the Adventurer to her face, and plunged into another Age.
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  Principia never did get that nap, and it was starting to look like she wasn’t going to.
 

 
  The kids reappeared barely an hour past sunrise, trooping in a loose cluster through the pass leading to the ramp up to the Order’s plateau base. Unable to settle down despite Merry’s harrumphing, Principia had maintained a watch toward the old fortress, and given her eyesight was the first to see them as they came around the rocky outcrop which blocked view of the path beyond. She narrowed her eyes in concentration; a swift headcount revealed no one missing, even the pixie. To judge by their pace and general demeanor, they didn’t appear to have suffered any catastrophe or even disappointment, despite Vesk’s dire maunderings.
 

 
  On the other hand, they were carrying something which put off a magical aura nearly as blinding as the god’s had been. And it was definitely some
  
   thing,
  
  not one of them. Artifacts housing that colossal degree of power were incredibly rare, with good reason. Given the nature of her own career, though, Principia Locke had had her hands on several of them over the years.
 

 
  Nothing good had ever come of it.
 

 
  “See ’em?” Merry asked, trailing off in a yawn as she came to stand by Principia’s shoulder. Even the human should have been able to spot the seven figures rounding the pass if she focused, though she probably couldn’t distinguish individuals at that distance. Principia considered calling her down for over-relying on elven gifts which she might not always have access to, then decided to postpone that decision until she determined whether this was going to become a habit.
 

 
  “Everybody seems fine,” she said quietly, nodding. No need to relay any more detail just yet…
 

 
  She focused, mentally sifting through the vast wealth of sounds available to her sensitive ears. It was easier up here in the mountains, as there simply wasn’t a whole lot going on relative to an urban environment or one with denser wildlife. At that range she had to concentrate, and the echoes off the stone walls were more an impediment than the faintness of distance, but the voices of the students weren’t excessively hard to pick out.
 

 
  “I bet it would work,” Teal was saying animatedly. “I mean, as long as you don’t go overboard on the magic, there has to have been
  
   someone
  
  who could handle that kind of attack!”
 

 
  “When it comes to the martial arts, there’s always a greater master,” Toby agreed.
 

 
  “Let’s try it, then!” Teal said, coming to a stop and turning to face him. Narrowing her eyes, Principia could make out the shape of the thing she was holding. A mask? It was clearly the focus of all the barely-contained power that blazed against her senses.
 

 
  “What’re they saying?” Merry demanded practically right in her ear.
 

 
  “Shh,” Principia urged, marshaling her irritation. “Let me listen.”
 

 
  “…not the best idea,” Trissiny was saying in response. “We left the Tree for a reason, remember? No reason to try this right here in the middle of nowhere when there’s a nice flat plateau with our camp up ahead.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m eager to experiment, too,” Fross’s squeaky voice agreed, “but there’s a time and a place. But aw, man, the possibilities! There’s gotta be
  
   some
  
  limit, surely you can’t just
  
   reproduce
  
  a paladin or something, that requires a god. But can it do a dragon? Or, say, a dryad?”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, if we’re gonna wait on the scientific method to reach a better location, let’s go on and
  
   reach
  
  it,” Gabriel urged. Principia could just see him making shooing motions at the stalled group from the rear. “Hup hup, resume march, go on.”
 

 
  Juniper muttered something that even Prin couldn’t make out at that distance, prompting a gale of laughter from Ruda.
 

 
  She sighed, blinked, and rolled her shoulders, discovering that she’d been unconsciously leaning forward to squint at the distant group. Not exactly subtle, but then there was no call to be surreptitious up here.
 

 
  “Problems?” Merry inquired when Principia’s eye fell on her.
 

 
  “That remains to be seen,” she mused. “I’m guessing
  
   probably.
  
  Doesn’t appear urgent, though. Still, I have the strangest feeling nobody up here’s gonna be getting much rest once they get back. How’re the two from the Order?”
 

 
  “Still asleep, last I checked, but that was a bit ago. I wouldn’t expect them to be for much longer, people from monastic traditions get in the habit of being up as early as soldiers.”
 

 
  “Yeah, or more so. And the fire?”
 

 
  “Burning low, but I didn’t let it go out. Figured the kids would be wanting some breakfast. I
  
   definitely
  
  do, and I note they let theirs die hours ago.”
 

 
  “Attagirl. I’ll fetch a bucket from the well if you’ll break out the tea. Best make it good and strong. Something tells me everybody here’s gonna need some picking up before too long.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Merry said, unimpressed. “Cryptic, ominous,
  
   and
  
  pushy. Do you have to be such a goddamn
  
   elf
  
  all the time?”
 

 
  “Ow. My
  
   feelings.”
  
  Principia lightly shoved her. “That is the single rudest thing anyone has ever said to me.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s a lie,” Merry retorted, grinning.
 

 
  A few feet to their right, F’thaan suddenly stirred, lifting his head to sniff the air. His little tail began wagging furiously and he let out an excited yap, then bounded off toward the ramp, yapping all the way.
 

 
  Principia considered collecting him, then decided he’d be fine. There was no one else up here in the mountains, and she detected no nearby animals any bigger than he. Plus, letting him run to meet his keepers might give them leverage to complain about her neglecting him, which they would enjoy and she could use as a conversational hook.
 

 
  Juniper’s pet also stirred, watching F’thaan go. He straightened up his neck, crest rising in alertness, and turned his head toward the distant path, but did not move to follow the hellhound. After all, his mistress had told him to stay with Principia.
 

 
  “Good boy, Sniff,” Prin said, stroking his feathers. “You’re a good whatever the hell you are. All right, Lang, let’s heave to. There’s probably time to get a pot of tea and some porridge ready by the time we get to learn what kind of apocalypse we’re in the middle of
  
   this
  
  time.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were still in a good mood when they reached the ruins in which the party was encamped. The more meditatively inclined among them—Toby, Trissiny, and Shaeine—were quiet, as usual; somewhat more surprisingly, so was Juniper, who had generally struck Principia during the trip so far as working hard to think before acting. Pensive or not, though, they were in good spirits, as evidenced by Shaeine giving her a single disinterested glance without any of the put-on hostility she’d been projecting since Last Rock. Both arcane sciences majors were practically abuzz with curious energy, and Teal was more excited than Principia had ever seen her, even with an exhausted little hellhound tucked in the crook of her arm. Most interestingly of all, Ruda was quiet and openly pondering, her eyes narrowed and expression far away. Principia took that as the most significant sign by far; the Punaji princess was thrice as sharp as she usually let people notice, and it said a lot both that something was occupying her mind and that she was too occupied by it to bother pretending otherwise.
 

 
  “Is that tea I smell?” Toby asked, smiling at her as the group filed onto the plateau, where Principia was awaiting them at parade rest. Sniff finally broke discipline, rushing past her to rejoin Juniper, who knelt to ruffle his feathers affectionately and murmur to him.
 

 
  “Yep,” she replied. “Lang should just about have some breakfast ready, too. Whatcha got there, Falconer?”
 

 
  Teal’s ebullience cooled noticeably, though not to the extent of resuming her offended act. She did glance at Shaeine, receiving a small but warm smile in reply. Very interesting; nothing had changed relative to their situation, so if the pair had decided to drop it, that suggested some manner of profound emotional experience causing them to reconsider things in general.
 

 
  “No offense, Lieutenant, but I’m not sure it’s any of your concern,” Teal replied, cool but not hostile.
 

 
  “You can’t offend me,” Principia said gently, planting a seed of thought which she looked forward to harvesting. Let them chew on
  
   that
  
  for a while. “And I’m not looking to butt into your business. But I just had a surprise visit from a god of the Pantheon uttering dire warnings about whatever you’ve been up to, so I think I’m within my rights to be a
  
   little
  
  concerned.”
 

 
  That got their attention, all right.
 

 
  “Which god?” Gabriel demanded.
 

 
  “Vesk.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny said sourly,
  
   “great.”
  
 

 
  “What did he have to say?” Toby asked in a more even tone.
 

 
  
   “Being
  
  Vesk, very little that seemed worth the effort of saying, let alone showing up in person. Cryptic chunnering about great change about to happen in the world and
  
   you
  
  lot doing something over there that was to play a role in kicking it all off.”
 

 
  “So in other words,” said Trissiny, “as
  
   usual
  
  he was just being annoying.”
 

 
  “Now, be fair,” said Toby, “I don’t think Vesk does anything
  
   just
  
  to be annoying. He sure does manage to work it in every single time, though.”
 

 
  “We aren’t all paladins, you know,” Principia said. “I’m not accustomed to having personal conversations with gods. Interestingly, it’s the second time in as many years
  
   that
  
  one felt a need to pay me a visit. The nature of narrative being what it is, if there’s a third I’m gonna be genuinely alarmed. Anywho, he also mentioned that he was present in part to exert some influence on your mysterious project to ensure it went well. With the implication that it could have gone
  
   very badly.”
  
 

 
  “Oh.” Teal looked down at the wooden mask she was still holding with the hand not occupied by her dog. “I’m…not sure how I feel about that. Vesk had a hand in this?”
 

 
  “Sobering,” Gabriel agreed. “But…it does sort of make sense, if you think about it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, he’s kinda laid a claim to…wow, half this group, right?” Fross agreed. “In one way or another. And there
  
   was
  
  kind of a narrative component to that whole ritual.”
 

 
  “You don’t trust me,” Principia said matter-of-factly.
 

 
  They all turned impressively blank stares on her.
 

 
  “Surely you cannot find that a surprise,” Shaeine said quietly. Certainly not friendly, but she continued not to be aggressive.
 

 
  Principia grinned in response. “I confess I’d be more than a little concerned if you
  
   did.
  
  This one, at the
  
   very
  
  least, I would expect to know better.” She pointed at Trissiny, who pursed her lips in discontent at the gesture. “Well, the question needn’t be resolved this very instant. Let’s go settle in for some nourishment while you lot ponder how involved I already am and to what extent you feel I can be useful to you.”
 

 
  She gave them a final vague smile as she turned to lead the way back to the campfire.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Principia could still hear their discussion, of course; separating herself and Merry from the group by ten yards to eat their breakfast separately made no significant difference to an elf’s hearing. But they knew that, and more importantly, they knew she knew they knew it, so there was no hint that she was trying to put one over on them. Besides, the hurried debate revealed nothing of interest, being entirely about whether she could and ought to be consulted on any of these matters.
 

 
  Despite her efforts at detachment, Principia could not help being somewhat warmed by the fact that it was Trissiny who spoke most firmly in favor of asking her input. Sure, the girl made certain to clarify that she wasn’t moved by any personal attachment, and Prin altogether could have done without the reminder that she
  
   had
  
  none. But Trissiny had a proper Eserite’s understanding of the facts, how even an untrusted individual could be relied upon to behave consistently with their goals and personality, and therefore predicted so long as you knew what those were. She also did a good job of succinctly relating that to the group, aided by Ruda and Shaeine, who as nobles had been similarly trained practically from the cradle.
 

 
  This tension was, of course, not the relationship she desired with Trissiny. It would have been a fatal blunder to push for more, though, and so as fiercely as she loved her daughter, and more so with every new thing she learned about her, Principia kept herself to the distance Trissiny mandated, letting her take the lead. And if that hurt, well, it wasn’t as if she didn’t royally deserve to be hurt after what she’d done. It all worked out, one way or another.
 

 
  In the end, it was Fross who came buzzing over to them.
 

 
  “Hi!” the pixie chimed. “So, I guess you heard all of that.”
 

 
  “I assume that was directed at you, LT,” Merry said wryly.
 

 
  “I’m not much of a proper elf, but we get good at minding our own business,” Principia said offhandedly. “So what’s the word?”
 

 
  “If you’re up for it, Lieutenant Locke, we’d like to consult you on a matter pertaining to the Age of Adventures. Since you’re the only person here who lived through it.”
 

 
  
   Interesting.
  
  Keeping her expression even, Principia set aside her teacup and rose from her seat. “My time is yours.”
 

 
  Her expression remained even while Gabriel quickly recounted what they’d done and where the mask had come from, though it required the full two centuries of her experience at projecting a false calm under pressure. Honestly, after all the chaos these kids had been dumped into already, all the responsibility they’d been taught pertaining to their power and place in the world, they’d still done
  
   this?
  
  Gone to one of the most magically significant sites on this blighted earth, deliberately invoked every considerable metaphysical power to which they were connected, and then not only performed a sacred ritual they barely understood, but
  
   improvised
  
  it.
 

 
  Well, to be fair, she’d had nearly as interesting a youth and still had been years older than they were now before she’d learned to think more than two paces beyond the tip of her nose. She also remembered enough about
  
   being
  
  that age to understand that they’d just get their backs up if bawled out the way they deserved to be. If only
  
   Arachne
  
  had managed to figure that out after fifty years of shepherding teenagers, maybe this whole situation wouldn’t have transpired in the first place.
 

 
  “I see,” Principia said when Gabriel finished, looking at the Mask of the Adventurer, which had been set on the ground in the middle of the group. She thought she’d said it quite neutrally, but must have slipped, to judge by the way Trissiny and Toby looked abashed, and Ruda’s nostrils flared in annoyance. “So, I gather you’ve done some basic investigation into what, exactly, that thing does?”
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said, frowning, “long story short, it makes you an adventurer.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. And…
  
   that
  
  means…?”
 

 
  “Well, if you don’t know, who the hell does?” Ruda cackled.
 

 
  “There’s not much point in asking for her opinion if we’re gonna be difficult about explaining the situation,” Juniper said. Ruda stilled immediately, giving the dryad a slightly incredulous frown.
 

 
  “I’m the only one who’s tried it on so far,” Teal said, picking up the mask and turning toward Principia. “When you put it on, you
  
   change.
  
  You get the full…attributes, I guess, of an adventurer. Their complete skills, whatever magic they could do,
  
   and
  
  the physical weapons and armor they used most effectively. I
  
   think
  
  these are actually taken from adventurers who once lived, not just made up by the Mask, because of the way it…decides. From the eight of us who contributed a mask
  
   to
  
  it, it seems to pick one as a kind of basic archetype and then tunnel backward through this haze of experiences until it settles on one. That feels like it takes a while when you’re going through it, but they tell me it’s almost instantaneous when watched from outside.”
 

 
  “It’s using us as a kind of sorting algorithm!” Fross said excitedly. “Isn’t that fascinating?”
 

 
  “Hm,” Principia grunted noncommittally, because it was that or fall over. If that thing did what Teal claimed, it was in the running for
  
   the
  
  most powerful magical artifact in existence. Whoever possessed the Mask of the Adventurer could do… Hell, there was nothing they
  
   couldn’t
  
  do. There was no one who could stop them. That fact alone made her skeptical; the idea that they had created such a thing by
  
   accident
  
  was just too ridiculous to bear. “And what adventurer did it turn you into, precisely? Might’ve been someone I know.”
 

 
  “It didn’t give me any names or identifying details,” Teal said almost apologetically, “just the package of skills and relevant equipment. Oh, but it’s a different one each time! It depends on the situation, and what kind of… Well, actually, it might be easier to demonstrate than explain. Hey, Fross, let’s try you as a combatant again, that one was pretty dramatic.”
 

 
  “You got it!” the pixie chimed, swirling up into the air. The rest of the group backed away as Teal and Fross squared off, Principia and Merry judiciously removing themselves a dozen paces or so.
 

 
  “We found it works better to let the other person make an aggressive move first,” Teal explained to them, “that way the Mask knows what’s up and what to do about it. Okay, Fross, you’re up!”
 

 
  “Sorry in advance if this hurts!” Fross replied, then conjured five points of burning arcane light in the air around herself.
 

 
  Teal raised the Mask of the Adventurer to her face, and there ensued a split-second whirl of light and energy as if she were buffeted by a magical whirlwind. It resolved nearly instantly, though, leaving her with her hands free, no visible sign of a mask on her face, and attired very differently. She now wore a black robe with elaborate silvery trim and embroidery and holding a staff longer than she was tall, carved of gleamingly polished bone and tipped by fist-sized chunk of faceted obsidian.
 

 
  Fross unleashed the five nascent arcane bolts, and Teal made a single, almost contemptuous gesture with her staff. All five, each representing enough firepower to punch through a castle door, veered off-course, sliding straight into the head of that staff, whereupon they vanished.
 

 
  The pixie then fired a blast of pure elemental ice, which splattered fruitlessly against a shield of white light that enveloped Teal.
 

 
  “Okay, better leave it there,” Teal suggested. “It’s not that I don’t have
  
   control,
  
  but this isn’t just magic—it’s skills and patterns of thought, including reflexes. I’m concerned if I’m put in real danger I might accidentally hurt you.”
 

 
  “Good thinking,” Fross agreed, fluttering back down from the altitude she’d assumed to her usual head height. “I would prefer not to get hexed, even in the name of science!”
 

 
  Teal reached up to her face and grasped the sides, as if taking hold of an invisible mask, then pulled her hands forward. Another brief whirl later, she was again holding the Mask of the Adventurer and wearing her customary suit. Turning to Principia with a grin, she raised her eyebrows. “Well? What do you think?”
 

 
  “Holy shit,” Merry whispered.
 

 
  “Corporal,” Principia said sternly.
 

 
  “Sorry, ma’am. But in my defense…” She gestured at Teal. “Holy
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  “Back when I was living in Last Rock,” Principia said noncommittally, hoping Shaeine wasn’t able to hear the pounding of her pulse in her throat, “the Black Wreath tried to recruit me to smuggle you some books on diabolism and get you interested in the topic. I gave them to Trissiny, but
  
   they
  
  obviously thought you’d have an aptitude in that direction, which just makes sense. Are you sure you haven’t been studying anti-arcane craft on your own?”
 

 
  “I certainly have not,” Teal retorted, now with an offended frown. “Anyway, you saw that shield—that’s no infernal craft. Actually I’m not sure
  
   what
  
  sort of magic all that was. It wasn’t the same thing the Mask gave me last time I sparred with Fross. None of it felt familiar.”
 

 
  Principia’s question had been irrelevant cover for her own mounting unease;
  
   she
  
  knew exactly what that had been. A few of her least favorite adventures had left her able to immediately recognize the uniform and combat technique of a Scyllithene shadow priestess, something there was no possible way Teal Falconer could have learned.
 

 
  “Of course,” she said mildly. “No insult meant, I’m just in the habit of reaching for logical explanations before outlandish ones.”
 

 
  “That is an admirable mindset!” Fross chimed. “But there’s no reason we can’t demonstrate further, if that’d help.”
 

 
  “Yeah, this one was pretty good,” Ruda chortled, drawing her sword and stepping forward. She adopted a ready stance, the tip of the rapier pointed at Teal’s heart.
  
   “En garde,
  
  bard!”
 

 
  Teal raised the mask even as she danced forward, and the swirl of its magic instantly resolved into a swirl of Teal’s body as she spun into the reach of Ruda’s blade, batting it nimbly aside and seeming to flow around the pirate until she ended up, less than a second later, holding her immobilized in a headlock.
 

 
  She was unarmed, now, but wearing what Principia recognized as the traditional garb of the Radiant Dawn, the Omnist sect from Shengdu which had originally devised and disseminated the Sun Style. They had been extinct since the Sheng civil war thirty years ago.
 

 
  “Oh, bullshit!” Ruda squalled, struggling ineffectually. “Last time it made her this awesome assassin thing with these wicked daggers, all done up in black leather. Get the fuck off me, Falconer!”
 

 
  “Obviously, there’s a lot we don’t know,” Trissiny said while Teal released Ruda and then removed the Mask again. “The question
  
   I
  
  keep coming back to is whether this is drawing from everyone who ever lived and fought during the Age of Adventures, or just the ones who were at that mountain top at the last battle of the Third Hellwar. I know there were a lot of them present, but history doesn’t record most of their identities.”
 

 
  “Yeah, from a wider perspective adventurers stop being specifically interesting when you gather more than a handful of them in one place,” Principia said lightly. “Then they’re just a hilariously undisciplined army. Okay, so, first question
  
   I
  
  have is whether that would even work for anyone else. You said only Teal has tried it—given how it was created, there’s a chance it
  
   only
  
  works for the eight of you. Or nine, however Teal and Vadrieny count for this exercise. The only way to test that is for someone else to try it on.”
 

 
  A stillness fell over the group and their expressions all became very flat as they turned a united stare on her.
 

 
  “And I suppose,” Shaeine said softly, “you would like to try it yourself.”
 

 
  “Well, there wouldn’t be much point in that, now would there?” Principia replied in her mildest tone. “I’m
  
   already
  
  an adventurer from the Age thereof. Actually, I think there’s an open question whether it would work for me even if it does for others outside your group, but that seems like one of the
  
   least
  
  important things for us to be settling, here. Say, Lang?”
 

 
  “Whoah, now,” Merry said, backing up a step and raising her hands even as she turned an alarmed look on the Mask Teal was holding.
 

 
  “Easy there,” Principia soothed. “I am
  
   not
  
  going to order you to put that damn thing on your face. Actually, I’m not sure I even
  
   can
  
  order you to subject yourself to risky magical experimentation—”
 

 
  “You can’t,” Trissiny clarified.
 

 
  “—but I wouldn’t anyway. In this case… It would help us all out if you tried, at least once. I don’t see any reason to think that Mask is dangerous to the person wearing it.”
 

 
  Merry drew in a deep breath, absently scrubbed her palms against the divided leather skirt of her armor, and finally sighed. “I…hell, okay. Sure, if you think it’s safe, I’ll give it a shot.”
 

 
  “It is specifically extremely
  
   unsafe,”
  
  Principia cautioned as Teal stepped forward, holding out the Mask. “Just not to you, we think. Remember what Teal said; a package of skills comes with a package of instincts. You can reflexively hurt someone if you let them take over, so keep a cool head.”
 

 
  “Right. Got it.” Merry actually grimaced as she accepted the Mask from Teal, holding it gingerly by the edges.
 

 
  “Uh, are we sure
  
   this
  
  is a good idea?” Gabriel asked.
 

 
  “As someone who has witnessed Corporal Meredith Lang at her very stupidest moments,” Principia said solemnly, “I still trust her with my life.”
 

 
  “That’s good enough for me,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Gabe agreed, nodding. “Triss’s say-so is all
  
   I
  
  need.”
 

 
  “Let’s not do magic at her, though,” Ruda said, raising her sword again. “That seems like it’s asking for trouble.”
 

 
  “Actually, Ruda,” Toby interjected, stepping forward. “Would you mind if I cut in? She’s a Silver Legionnaire, after all. A sword duel is already well within her existing skill set.”
 

 
  “What, you don’t think I can take a Legionnaire in a fight?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “I think you know very well I respect your skills and are now trying to get a rise out of me,” he said with a beatific smile.
 

 
  Ruda grinned, stepping back and sheathing her rapier. “Yeah, yeah, lemme have my fun.”
 

 
  “This will not put you in any physical danger, Corporal,” Toby said politely to Merry. “I will come at you with both my magic and martial arts, but neither has an offensive application. My intent will be only to subdue you. Fair?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that helps a little, I guess,” she muttered, fingers working nervously at the edges of the Mask as she raised it toward her face. “Okay, bring it on.”
 

 
  He flared to light, projecting a bright aura, and conjured a staff of pure golden energy. Toby flowed toward Merry as she pressed her face into the Mask of the Adventurer.
 

 
  In the next moment, following the distinctive swirl of energy, she was surging backward with an equally fluid motion. Gone was her Legion armor; instead she wore an incongruous formal suit, with a black tailcoat and gray trousers.
 

 
  A Butler uniform.
 

 
  Toby swept the staff at her knees and Merry, moving as fast as an elf, hopped
  
   onto
  
  it, using the barely momentary foothold upon the improvised weapon as a launching point to land a flying kick right on his face.
 

 
  Even his reflexes were barely fast enough, even with his response requiring only thought and not a movement of the body. Toby’s staff vanished as he snapped a golden shield of light into place around himself, scarcely in time to avoid being stomped unconscious.
 

 
  Merry didn’t miss a beat, turning the aborted kick into another launching motion, this time bounding straight upward. She landed right on top of his shield, the contact with her shoes causing it to fizz and sparkle at that point and making the entire sphere visible with the strain.
 

 
  Toby whirled this way and that, tried to knock her or throw her off, to no avail. She deftly sidestepped his jabs at her feet, moving in tiny and precise steps no matter which way he tried to sling her, riding the bubble like a trained circus animal balancing on a ball. Every second she was physically in contact with the shield put more strain upon it, hastening its demise.
 

 
  The paladin deliberately dropped the shield rather than waiting for her to wear it out, hurling himself to the side as he did so. Merry plunged straight down and flexed her knees slightly on landing, arriving back on the ground in a perfect parade rest pose.
 

 
  She paused, straightened her bowtie, and then folded her hands behind her back, waiting impassively for him to attack again.
 

 
  Toby stared at her, then raised his hands. “Okay, enough.”
 

 
  “Holy
  
   fuck,”
  
  Ruda muttered.
 

 
  Merry probed experimentally at her face with both hands, finding purchase and then pulling the Mask off herself. In the next moment, holding it, her expression morphed into sheer awe.
  
   “Whoah.”
  
 

 
  “It would be bad enough if that thing only reproduced the skills of one of the eight of you,” Principia said. “But apparently it can give
  
   any
  
  package of known skills and powers to
  
   any
  
  person who puts it on. Okay, I am
  
   really
  
  not in the habit of taking a lecturing tone with any living person, even the ones I really should—ask Lang if you doubt me—so take that as a sign of how serious this is. Do you kids have
  
   any
  
  idea what you’ve
  
   done?”
  
 

 
  They all stared at the mask now dangling from Merry’s hands, their expressions at least revealing that they were finally beginning to ponder the implications as well as the possibilities.
 

 
  Principia blew out a breath of sheer incredulity. “Well. I’ll say this: Arachne is going to secretly be very proud while she’s murdering you all to death.”
 

 
  “Hey, look on the bright side,” Merry offered with a sudden grin, and raised the mask to her face again.
 

 
  After the whirl of energy, she was wearing brown trousers and a matching vest over a green shirt, and very distinctive golden-rimmed spectacles. Smirking, she snapped her fingers and teleported to the other side of the group. “After this? Maybe you don’t
  
   need
  
  to worry about what Tellwyrn will think.”
 

 
  “Lang,” Principia said in her very calmest tone, “take that thing off.”
 

 
  Merry’s expression stilled, then suddenly grew alarmed. She grasped at her face and practically clawed the Mask off, drawing a breath of relief when it was away. With no further prompting she strode to Teal and practically shoved the Mask back into her hands.
 

 
  “Oh, boy,” Gabriel said softly. “This…is gonna have some
  
   consequences,
  
  isn’t it.”
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  Full dawn found Natchua pacing amid the ruins of Manor Leduc’s front hall.
 

 
  The progress made by the hobgoblins in just one day was astonishing to eyes unfamiliar with their kind—or, like Natchua’s, acquainted only with the theory and lore. They had fully cleaned what had been a jumble of smashed stones, timbers, and shingles, with all the debris carefully sorted into piles on the lawn outside, including several neat stacks of wood and masonry they considered reusable. The now-cleared floor still had a large jagged hole in the center and dangerously buckling floorboards, forcing her to confine her pacing to the edges, but it now looked like a
  
   room
  
  , rather than a hopeless ruin. In horogki, the aggression of the infernal taint was channeled into preternatural physical strength and frenetic energy, causing them to be enormously efficient laborers when kept on task and disastrously erratic when not. No wonder Jonathan had been so tired last night, after a day of supervising those three.
 

 
  Jonathan. Natchua grimaced and rubbed at her eyes with both fists. Gods, what a mess. Why was
  
   she
  
  always such a mess?
 

 
  She had already fallen hard on old habits this morning, starting with a deft escape from Hesthri’s embrace enabled by elven agility and compounded by throwing on the only readily available garment in her room that wouldn’t require buckles, laces, or any such time-consuming fiddling: a loose Narisian style robe that she only kept for sleeping. The hour since she had spent mostly relying on her hearing to be certain of where everyone was in the manor. It wasn’t exactly a breach of principle, merely a disheartening set of reminders. Natchua had not entirely gotten over her rebellious phase, and relying on these things rankled. She had no problem with being an elf, as such, though she resented being defined by it. Anything Narisian grated on her, though.
 

 
  Regardless, her keen senses had enabled her to avoid everyone else in the manor during that last gray hour of the night. Jonathan had been lightly snoring in his room, Sherwin and Melaxyna likewise in the kitchen apartment. Their night, like the previous one, had been busy, but apparently Sherwin was tired out from the exertion by that hour. Another tidbit of Vanislaad lore that was not widely known and which Natchua wasn’t about to reveal to Mel that she did know was their differing need for sleep. They could do it more or less at will, and used dreaming as a mechanism to sublimate the itch to cause chaos for a while. A sleeping child of Vanislaas was basically engaged in a hallucinatory meditation, no less aware of their surroundings and able to come fully alert instantly. They didn’t strictly
  
   need
  
  to do it, but tended to become rather somnolent when bored to take the edge off. By contrast, when engaged in some scheme, they could be up for weeks at a time working at it. All things considered it was probably a good sign that Melaxyna was sleeping, no matter why she was doing it.
 

 
  Kheshiri sure wasn’t. Per Natchua’s orders she hadn’t left the house, but had been prowling around silently from the moment Natchua fixed on her location, and probably the whole night prior. She couldn’t actually hear Kheshiri moving, but after having isolated her infernal signature yesterday could detect her position and general status nonetheless. At the moment she was evidently exploring the Manor’s shuttered basement rooms—far from the corner in which the three hobgoblins had made their nest, ironically in the now-empty room where Sherwin had once caged Scorn.
 

 
  Xyraadi was so quiet that Natchua had to actually stand outside her door to detect her breathing. She suspected the khelminash might be meditating rather than sleeping. They definitely practiced the art, and if Natchua understood the timeline correctly, Xyraadi was still feeling very fresh wounds from the loss of loved ones six hundred years ago right before she had been sealed away. She was certainly composed in public, but it made sense that she’d prefer the control of meditation to what dreams might show her.
 

 
  Hesthri, it turned out, was a heavy sleeper. Fortunately.
 

 
  Natchua had given herself a quick and very cursory washing at the outdoor pump in the chill pre-dawn; her hair and a patch of her robe below her neck were still wet. While she was doing that, people had begun to stir, and now she was out here in large part to avoid everyone else. Voices and the muted clatter of cookware echoed from the kitchen apartment, accompanied by a muffled argument between the two succubi. Apparently breakfast was being prepared there, rather than in Melaxyna’s improvised kitchen on the second floor. Natchua wasn’t particularly soothed by the discovery that Kheshiri wanted to participate in domestic tasks, but for the moment she was glad to leave Melaxyna to foil her. It gave her the chance to turn her thoughts inward.
 

 
  There was nothing in there that she particularly wanted to face, but would have to nonetheless, and the sooner, the better. This fine new situation wasn’t going to go away if she ignored it. Her utter lack of self-control had landed her in the center of a trashy romance novel, exactly what she did
  
   not
  
  need following on the heels of having a particularly dubious child of Vanislaas dropped into her already precarious web of haphazard espionage and infernomancy. Gods, just three days ago she’d been peacefully in Mathenon, shadow-jumping away for the odd bout of research or treasure-hunting in and around her primary task of…dating someone under false pretenses.
 

 
  She had botched that, too, unable to keep her damn feelings out of it. Women and men alike had been coldly using sex to get what they wanted in every society for millennia; in Tar’naris it was practically an art form. What the hell was
  
   her
  
  problem? Jonathan Arquin wasn’t even all that interesting by any objective standpoint, his mysterious demon-adjacent past notwithstanding. All he was…was
  
   decent.
  
  On reflection, that made him exceptional among the people she knew. Everyone in Tar’naris was some type and degree of evil, in Natchua’s mind. Tellwyrn had a core of kindness within her, but her entire personality was violently unstable by design, and she largely recruited staff with the same general mindset. There had been a few people at the University, like Professor Yornhaldt and Toby Caine, who were just plain
  
   good,
  
  altruistic and respectful for no particular reason except that that was how they were, and Natchua had deliberately avoided getting close to any of them. She’d not trusted that. Not, at least, until she got close enough to Jonathan to realize that there weren’t hidden depths to the man. Put into words that made him sound like the most boring individual alive, but when experienced firsthand it had made him a solid pillar of support she had helplessly found herself clinging to, and then lost herself in. Right up until she’d betrayed him.
 

 
  Hesthri…was something else. Natchua didn’t consider it an excuse for her own lack of restraint—she owned her choices, at the very least—but Hesthri had unquestioningly been the aggressor last night. That Natchua hadn’t tried very hard not to melt under her surprisingly skillful touch didn’t make it any less an obviously deliberate seduction on the hethelax’s part. And Hesthri
  
  
  unquestionably
  
   had
  
  hidden depths. Natchua as yet could barely guess what lay in them, but they certainly existed. She had been willing to take the contract and had, after all, sprung at the chance to join a campaign which she was told up front was almost certain to end with her death, all in the hope that it
  
   might
  
  help Gabriel. Her intentions were, on some level, good. But what
  
   else
  
  was she after?
 

 
  Natchua grimaced and halted her pacing, scrubbing at her face with both hands. Ugh, Gabriel. Well, it wasn’t like she had ever been close to him before, and there was a solid chance she’d never actually see him again. That might be more comfortable, in fact. As of last night, there was no possible conversation the two of them could have that wouldn’t be excruciatingly awkward. Hell, the way things were going, they’d probably accidntally wind up in bed. Gods knew
  
   he’d
  
  always been a horny goat when it came to women, and Natchua was discovering this week that she herself was evidently a degenerate idiot with less self-control than those hobgoblins she’d summoned. Why not complete the trifecta?
 

 
  “Morning.”
 

 
  She jumped violently, spinning. Jonathan had frozen in place, staring at her uncertainly.
 

 
  “Uh,” she croaked. “Good…morning, Jonathan.”
 

 
  “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Actually, the thought that I even
  
   could
  
  sneak up on an elf never crossed my mind.”
 

 
  She grimaced, running a hand over her damp hair. “Not one who’s paying attention. Don’t worry about it, I was just up my own butt.”
 

 
  A faint smile quirked at the corner of his mouth. She loved it when he did that, when that little streak of mischief cracked through his resolute steadiness and oh, gods, she wanted to scoop out her brain and replace it with one that damn well worked.
 

 
  “Yeah, I guess you’ve got plenty to think about,” he agreed. “Anyhow. Just letting you know, most of the group is up and straggling into Sherwin’s kitchen. The succubi made breakfast. Omnu’s breath, is
  
   that
  
  a sentence I never imagined I’d say.”
 

 
  Natchua had to smile slightly at that, despite everything. “Thanks. I’ll…be along in a bit.”
 

 
  He nodded, half-turned, paused, and shifted his face back to her, forehead creased in the tiniest frown.
 

 
  “Anything else?” Natchua prompted after a tense little silence.
 

 
  “Well…” Jonathan turned back to face her again across the three yards or so between them. “Like I said, you clearly have a lot to think about, and apparently more with everything that happens. Do…you want to talk about it?”
 

 
  She really, really did, Natchua realized to her shame. She kept all of that away from her face, though. “Do we really have the kind of relationship where we talk about our feelings, Jonathan?”
 

 
  His face lengthened, and the unspoken
  
   anymore
  
  hung in the air between them.
 

 
  “It’s a pretty central question, isn’t it?” he said after a moment. “I won’t lie, I’ve spent a fair few hours in the last couple of days grappling with an overarching desire to punch you in the mouth. But—”
 

 
  “Embrace that,” she said, her voice heavy with a harshness that wasn’t directed at him, though of course he couldn’t know that. “You should’ve just stayed in Mathenon instead of jumping aboard this doomed ship. With every passing day I learn more about what a weak, stupid, selfish creature I am. Fuck, I don’t even want to explain why, and
  
   that’s
  
  also selfish. I just don’t want you to…” Catching herself babbling, she broke off and drew in a ragged breath. “Never mind. The hell with it, even if I don’t manage to even dent Elilial, splattering myself across her defenses is probably what’s best for the world anyway.”
 

 
  She couldn’t have said what she expected him to reply to that, but it definitely wasn’t what he actually did.
 

 
  “You really think that, don’t you,” Jonathan murmured, staring at her as if piecing together a puzzle.
 

 
  “Don’t
  
   you?”
  
  she demanded, then held up a hand. “No, don’t answer that. I’m just fishing for validation, and I don’t need or deserve any. Look, Jonathan,
  
   since
  
  you’re here, the best thing you can do is focus on getting yourself through whatever comes next alive. Try to save whoever else you can. Several of these demons are much better people than
  
   I
  
  am.”
 

 
  His chest swelled with a deep indrawing of breath, and he stepped forward. Natchua wanted to retreat, but refused to, even as he came within arm’s length, close enough that she had to tilt her face up to meet his eyes.
 

 
  “I’ve had some time to think about my various disappointments at your hands,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “You were supposed to be watching the hobgoblins,” she retorted, a desperate attempt to misdirect him from whatever unbearable awkwardness he was planning to voice.
 

 
  Again, his mouth quirked up in that damnable little half-smile. “Hell, they’re one of the best crews I’ve ever worked with. Those girls just need a reminder now and again when they get distracted, and the rest of the time they’re on task and making progress at an unbelievable rate. As you can see all around you. So yeah, I
  
   have
  
  had time to think, and I can’t escape the conclusion that while you have the most terrible judgment of any person I have
  
   ever
  
  known, you are struggling in your unbelievably mixed-up way to do what you think is
  
   right.”
  
 

 
  “…best,” she whispered.
 

 
  He raised his eyebrows mutely.
 

 
  “I don’t deal in right or wrong. I’m not sure I believe in them. I just try to do…the best I can, with the ridiculous toolbox of destruction that’s all I have to work with.”
 

 
  Jonathan sighed again. “And damn if that isn’t exactly what I mean. Augh… Look, the situation is what it is. You’ve made a damn mess, here. You sure as hell hurt me good and proper.” She flinched, physically enough for him to see, and immediately wanted to stab herself right through the heart. “But a few hours of thought and some insight from Hesthri and Melaxyna has pretty much taken away my ability to
  
   blame
  
  you. And with that, hurt or not, I’m finding it hard to still be angry.”
 

 
  “Hesthri and Melaxyna should mind their own damn business,” she muttered sullenly, and he had the audacity to chuckle.
 

 
  “Look,” he said gently, reaching out to take her by the shoulders.
 

 
  “No!” Natchua jerked back out of his grasp. She raised her hands to cover her eyes, blocking out the sight of his expression.
  
   “Don’t.
  
  Can’t you please just stop being a good person for
  
   one
  
  damn minute?”
 

 
  “Sure I can,” he said softly. “It’s scary easy. I refuse to.”
 

 
  “Just…quit being gentle with me,” she croaked. “You don’t understand, I messed up
  
   again,
  
  and it’s just going to keep… I
  
   am
  
  a mess, Jonathan. Keep your distance and just let me do what I need to!”
 

 
  “Hey.” She lowered her hands to find him taking a step closer, but he didn’t reach for her again. Of course; aggrieved party or not, Jonathan Arquin would never under any circumstances lay his hands on a woman who had told him not to. At that moment she resented it. Natchua wanted nothing more than for him to grab her in his strong, callused grip, even knowing how much objectively better it was for them both and the whole situation that he wouldn’t. At least
  
   one
  
  of them could managed to be an adult. “…okay.”
 

 
  In spite of herself, Natchua straightened up in surprise. “Okay?”
 

 
  “I’m not endorsing this, any more than any of the rest of your antics,” he said more seriously. “You
  
   really
  
  need to relax and accept some comfort before you twist yourself into an unfixable knot.”
 

 
  “I know for an objective fact that is the literal last thing I need to do,” she said dully.
 

 
  He just shook his head. “Well, the offer is on the table if you choose to take advantage. But that aside, in the here and now… You’re the boss, here, Natchua. You need to project steadiness to these people. And
  
   especially
  
  that Kheshiri; she’s going to have an eye out for any crack she can work a finger into.”
 

 
  Natchua closed her eyes. He was dead right, of course.
 

 
  “I am serious about opening up to
  
   somebody
  
  and dealing with your stress instead of choking yourself on it, even if that’s not me. If you trust Melaxyna enough, well…that sure wouldn’t be the
  
   most
  
  reckless thing you’ve done recently. But right now you need to put on the mask. Look… I know you hate anything to do with your upbringing in Tar’naris.” He
  
   did
  
  know that, didn’t he? He knew…her. Gods, this was a disaster. Jonathan continued in a softer tone. “But that did give you a skill you specifically need here. When you’re dealing with turmoil and you have people counting on you to be steady, you have to fake it. And nobody can do that like a Narisian.”
 

 
  Word after word of relentless good sense. The asshole just wouldn’t stop being
  
   right.
  
  He had it pegged exactly: Tar’naris and its culture were as detestable as anything produced by Hell as far as she was concerned, but the drow had developed their ways in response to harsh practicality. Narisian reserve wasn’t simply custom, it had specific, strategic use.
 

 
  And three measly years of trying to distance herself weren’t enough to eliminate the habits of upbringing. It came back with disheartening ease. She straightened her spine, tension in her posture fading away to linger in her gut where it belonged. All expression leaked from her features, leaving behind only her public face. The poise was meditative. A sublimation of everything that was
  
   her,
  
  put behind the facade of what she needed to be right now.
 

 
  It didn’t make her the creature her mother and Matriarch Ezrakhai had tried to forge, she told herself. It just enabled her to be what the situation demanded.
 

 
  Natchua opened her eyes and regarded Jonathan in icy calm.
 

 
  He nodded once, approving. “Again, though.
  
   This
  
  isn’t good for you in the long term. When you can—”
 

 
  “Enough, Jonathan,” she said in a chill tone that brooked no debate. He fell silent. And when she swept past him for the corridor into the kitchen, he fell into step behind her.
 

 
  Xyraadi had yet to appear, but everyone else had gathered by that point. The three horogki were huddled in the corner around a pot of porridge, slurping noisily—for heaven’s sake, they’d managed to splatter the walls with it. Sherwin’s table had been cleared of his books and personal effects, which were now piled upon the unmade bed, and laid out with his mismatched collection of crockery now holding muffins, bacon, eggs, and tea.
 

 
  “Help yourself, I have a powerful dislike of bacon,” Melaxyna was saying upon their entry. “Hey, you found her!”
 

 
  “Good morning, Natchua,” Hesthri said to her with a neutral smile.
 

 
  The stab of sheer emotion pulled her in half a dozen directions simultaneous, which she ignored. “Morning, Hes,” Natchua said briskly, striding over to the table and taking a seat. Enough chairs had been brought for everyone save the horogki; to judge by their dusty state, they had been pillaged from disused rooms in the residential wing. “Thanks for saving seats. Whom do I have to thank for this spread? I mean, aside from our host who’s paying for it,” she added, nodding to Sherwin.
 

 
  His mouth was full of half a muffin, but he waved the other half at her in acknowledgment.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am taking care of the cooking,” Melaxyna said firmly.
  
   “This
  
  one kept trying to assist, but you’ll be glad to know I managed to remain in control of the proceedings and can thus guarantee that none of
  
   my
  
  food is poisoned.”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, you’re such a drama queen,” Kheshiri scoffed. “What could I
  
   possibly
  
  gain from poisoning everyone?”
 

 
  “In your case, a cheap laugh,” Xyraadi replied, gliding into the room.
  
   “Bonjour, mes amis.
  
  Ah, this is what I smelled? May I?”
 

 
  “Of course, you’re as much a guest here as anyone,” Sherwin said gallantly, somewhat to Natchua’s relief. In private conversation with Natchua the previous night, he had strained her already bedraggled patience trying to ascertain whether Xyraadi was the kind of khelminash woman who had a penis. She had ended that discussion by challenging him to predict a scenario in which that would matter to anyone but Xyraadi.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   despite
  
  Miss Fusspot’s campaign of wet blanketry, I can assure you I
  
   do
  
  pull my weight,” Kheshiri said smugly. “I have provided milk for the tea.”
 

 
  Hesthri, who had just poured some of said milk into her tea, froze.
 

 
  Melaxyna narrowed her eyes. “We were out of milk.”
 

 
  “Kheshiri,” Natchua growled, “you were
  
   told
  
  to remain in the house.”
 

 
  “But mistress, how can you think I would disobey you? I’ve not set one toe outside!”
 

 
  “I know I am going to regret learning,” Natchua said, “but
  
   how
  
  did you get milk here without leaving the Manor?” Jonathan had pulled the milk pitcher over to himself and was sniffing it suspiciously.
 

 
  “It’s fresh-squeezed,” Kheshiri said proudly, shaking her shoulders back and forth. She was still wearing the outfit in which they’d first found her, a suitably succubesque bustier that supported amply and concealed little; the motion did interesting things to her chest. “The very
  
   freshest.”
  
 

 
  Silence fell, in which everyone looked at Kheshiri’s smug expression, then at her bosom, then at the milk picture, and then back at her face.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  something of an expert at finely controlled shapeshifting,” the succubus said, beaming with pride. By contrast, the emotion pulsing through her aura was pure, malicious glee. “I can do things with my body chemistry you can hardly imagine! Don’t you worry, it’s completely free from infernal taint. You can feel free to check.”
 

 
  In their corner, Staccato, Glissando, and Pizzicato burst into howls of laughter, falling over each other. Hesthri twisted away from the table, retching. Jonathan, curling his lip, pushed the milk pitcher away from himself. Sherwin immediately grabbed it, raising it to sniff, and Melaxyna just as immediately took it away from him.
 

 
  “Repulsive creature,” Xyraadi sneered, delicately buttering a muffin.
 

 
  “Right,” Natchua said, open annoyance leaking through her put-on reserve. “That’s my fault, I haven’t set down ground rules for you. To begin with—”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  would be the point,” Melaxyna interrupted. “Juvenile gross-out pranks are far beneath her level of scheming and, I suspect, not really to her taste. A system of rules favors whoever is best skilled at manipulating loopholes; anarchy favors whoever has the most power. Setting down rules for her cedes her much more of an advantage than if she has to devote that big brain to finding ways to stay on your good side.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that
  
  is verging on the kind of behavior I should tattle to Prince Vanislaas about next time I see him,” Kheshiri said, scowling at the other succubus. “Laying out a sister’s angles in front of mixed company?
  
   Bad
  
  form, Melaxyna.”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” Melaxyna grinned back at her. “You love it. After weaseling your way around Archpope Justinian and Khadizroth the Green for years on end,
  
   I’m
  
  the only thing keeping you from going completely stir-crazy here.”
 

 
  Kheshiri stared her down for another beat, then a grin broke across her own features. “My, my. It’s been so long since I played with someone with a knack for
  
   proper
  
  foreplay.”
 

 
  “I say,” Sherwin began.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  Natchua declared, pointing at a corner not occupied by messy hobgoblins. “Kheshiri, go do one hundred sit-ups.”
 

 
  Kheshiri’s expression flattened, and based on what went pulsing through her aura, her displeasure was real. Physical exercise was not the kind of thing that scratched her kind’s characteristic itch; they disliked tiring themselves out doing things that didn’t satisfy them. “Oh, but mistress—”
 

 
  “Followed by one hundred push-ups. And then one hundred squats.”
 

 
  The succubus put on a calm, very mildly piqued expression, while her aura seethed with resentment and offended pride. Good; at some point Natchua needed to refine her ability to manipulate Kheshiri’s aura directly, including managing her compulsion and emotions, but for now this would suffice to impose consequences.
 

 
  “It was just a harmless little—”
 

 
  “You have been given an order, and you will
  
   obey
  
  it.”
 

 
  The succubus executed a bow that managed to be as mocking as it was obsequious, and then sashayed over to the indicated corner. Natchua remained twisted around in her chair to watch until she ascertained, to her grim satisfaction, that there was not a sexy way to do sit-ups, before turning back to her breakfast.
 

 
  In a way, it seemed downright appropriate when the kitchen’s outside door burst abruptly open, admitting beams of garish sunlight and a vampire.
 

 
  “Knock, knock!” Malivette Dufresne sang ironically. “Oh, good, everyone’s just sitting down for breakfast! None for me, thanks, I have a rule against snacking on neighbors.”
 

 
  “Good fucking
  
   morning,
  
  Vette,” Sherwin grumbled. “Won’t you just come the hell on
  
   in.”
  
 

 
  “I shall, thank you, but only because you were so gracious!”
 

 
  “So…” Jonathan said warily, “that thing about vampires not being able to enter a house unless invited…”
 

 
  “Complete myth,” Malivette said brightly, gliding into the room. “I am also not allergic to garlic! In fact, it adds a very nice texture to
  
   that
  
  is a khelminash demon. And…
  
   another
  
  succubus.” She stared at Kheshiri for a moment, and if she had any opinion about the unusual sight of a trickster demon grunting through a set of sit-ups, she offered no comment on it. Instead, her crimson eyes actually began to glow subtly as she turned them upon the group’s leader.
  
   “Natchua.”
  
 

 
  “You
  
   knew
  
  I was looking for Xyraadi,” Natchua said irritably. “I
  
   told
  
  you that. Quit being melodramatic, I get more than enough of it from these freaks. That aside, Vette, you have good timing. I want to have a talk with you about these developments in particular.”
 

 
  “Ah, so?” the vampire said, arching an eyebrow. “That has the ring of the fleeing deadbeat saying ‘I was just looking for you!’ to the thugs cornering him to collect what he owes.”
 

 
  “I really couldn’t say, being that getting in debt to loan sharks is about the
  
   only
  
  dumbass thing I haven’t managed to do this week,” Natchua replied, marshaling her calm face again. “If you’re surprised to see the new arrival, I gather she’s not what you came here about. Before we discuss that, what is it you need?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. What I need.” Malivette gave a lingering, unfriendly look to Kheshiri, who was too busy exercising to acknowledge her, then redirected her attention to Natchua. “I’m sure you have not already forgotten our agreement, and the certain
  
   services
  
  you have promised to render as a condition for finding welcome in my province, and not being summarily handed over to Imperial Intelligence as common sense suggests I ought to do.” She smiled brightly, displaying her fangs in a manner that couldn’t possibly have been accidental. “It’s time to start paying the rent, Natchua.”
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  “I realize I’m repeating myself,” Jonathan said as the carriage eased up to the curb by the governor’s mansion in the center of Veilgrad, “but it
  
   bears
  
  repeating. This is a
  
   trap,
  
  Natchua. There’s no reason—”
 

 
  “Jonathan,” she interrupted, “enough. It would be pointless for Malivette to maneuver me into a trap, given the number of daggers she’s got over my head. She’s already tight with Imperial Intelligence; it would take her
  
   one
  
  telescroll to ruin my day good and proper. Back me up, Mel,” she added, turning to the carriage’s other occupant. “Whether or not you can trust someone, you can rely on them to act logically toward their goals, and base your plans around that. Right?”
 

 
  “Almost,” the succubus said with an amused little smile, already shifted into a human disguise—a local woman of Stalweiss coloring this time. “You can very rarely rely on people to act logically, at all. A better word would be ‘predictably.’ But yes, in this case, I agree with your assessment of Dufresne.”
 

 
  “Back
  
   me
  
  up, Mel,” Jonathan said sharply. “This is at the very least a hostile move! She shows up out of the blue, demanding you do things, and now you’re being sent into the gods know what and
  
   refused to explain it!”
  
 

 
  “I think,” Melaxyna said pensively, turning her head to look at the doors of the mansion through the carriage’s window, “you’re half right. This is a sneak attack, not a trap, and we aren’t the target. Consider: Malivette is about to drop Natchua into a situation she doesn’t understand and probably won’t like. It smells to
  
   me
  
  like the lady governor intends harm to somebody in
  
   there,
  
  not to us.”
 

 
  “That tracks,” Natchua said irritably. “Our deal hinged on me being available to do her
  
   favors
  
  as long as I’m keeping my menagerie of demons in Veilgrad. Malivette Dufresne has all the scalpels she needs, and doesn’t dare wield herself as a hammer despite all the power at her disposal. She had mobs at her manor during the chaos crisis, and she wasn’t even behind that; everybody’s eager enough to blame the local vampire without her swooping around terrorizing people. No, for someone in Vette’s position, I can see how it would be
  
   very
  
  handy to have an unpredictable warlock she can just kick into the middle of things and then claim she wasn’t involved.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,”
  
  he grunted, rubbing at his face.
 

 
  The carriage door was finally opened from the outside by Ruby, who peeked inquisitively in at them. “Everything all right?”
 

 
  “Yep,” Natchua replied, sliding off her seat and clambering out as the vampire’s handmaid stepped back. “Just a little last-second strategizing. Come on, you two, let’s go see what this rhubarb is about.”
 

 
  Jade was not in evidence, despite having accompanied Ruby on the driver’s seat. Ruby, with that vague little smile all four of Malivette’s attendants cultivated (a shade more sly than the Narisian average, just enough to be subtly threatening), opened the door to the governor’s mansion and led them inside, leaving the carriage unattended on the street outside, its undead horses standing motionless as tombstones. There was scant possibility of anyone in Veilgrad messing with it.
 

 
  Natchua let her eyes wander as they passed through the corridors, though there wasn’t much to see as she was not a connoisseur of gothic architecture. This wasn’t her first visit to Veilgrad, but previous class trips had not brought her to this manor. Supposedly it was from here that the city and all of Lower Stalwar Province were actually run, but based on the lack of activity she heard in midmorning on a weekday, she had her doubts. Stretching out her senses, Natchua detected movement and conversation in multiple places throughout the manor, but not nearly the bustle the rule of such a region would generate. More likely administrative tasks were handled at the city hall and nearby structures, while the acting governor Mr. Grusser used the residence for the backroom dealings that kept Veilgrad under control. This city was a cultural nexus where Tiraan, Calderaan and Stalweiss sensibilities collided and often failed to blend; the friction between the heavily Shaathist Stalweiss and the heavily Avenist Calderaan kept local politics at a constant simmer, to say nothing of the Empire’s interest in keeping its fingers in this resource-rich area. Natchua was not a fan of surreptitious dealings that ran other people’s lives, but in fairness, it probably took a fair amount of constant cloak-and-dagger just to keep Veilgrad from exploding politically even when it wasn’t doing so literally, as had happened last time the paladins and their classmates were here.
 

 
  It would be just her luck if she ended up creating a mess that topped even that. The prospect was regrettably believable.
 

 
  “Just follow my lead,” she said quietly, but not so much so that the two flanking her one step behind would fail to hear. Ruby could also hear, of course, but that couldn’t be helped. Natchua had brought these two along because they blended best; even Hesthri in a disguise ring had some odd mannerisms that might pass in a crowded nightclub but would invite closer scrutiny in quieter circumstances. And she had wanted at least two to back her up. “Remember: don’t hesitate to interject if you think I need…to be reminded of restraint. Otherwise, try not to draw attention.”
 

 
  “I do admire a lady who knows her weak points,” Jonathan said, tension warring with amusement in his tone. Melaxyna just reached out to pat her shoulder.
 

 
  Ruby half-turned as she walked to give her a coy little glance, unperturbed by Natchua’s answering cold stare.
 

 
  Fortunately, the next door through which Ruby guided them appeared to be their destination. Beyond it was a snug little sitting area with doors set in three walls; waiting for them were Jade and Lars Grusser, Malivette’s steward and the man who did the actual governing of the province. Natchua had met him once before, in passing. He was the perfect foil for Malivette: the living portrait of a bland, inconspicuous bureaucrat, to the point that it took her a couple of seconds of staring and the forewarning of whom they had come to meet to confirm it. She would not have sworn under oath that he was the same human.
 

 
  Evidently the disinterest was not mutual.
 

 
  “Why, it’s Natchua, isn’t it?” Grusser said, raising his eyebrows in surprise.
 

 
  “Nope,” she replied, deadpan, “I’m one of the other green-haired drow. Common mistake.”
 

 
  “You’re doing the thing, Natch,” Jonathan murmured behind her. Annoyance warred in her with guilty acknowledgment that he was right, as well as…another source of distraction. He had leaned in close enough that his warm breath was far too tingly on her sensitive ear.
 

 
  “Ah…hah,” Grusser said, nonplussed. “Well! Jade tells me Malivette has sent us a negotiator to help resolve this little stand-off.”
 

 
  Natchua blinked. “…did you say negotiator?”
 

 
  Melaxyna made a noise that was too perfectly a strifled laugh to have been anything but premeditated.
 

 
  “Well, I’ve learned to trust Vette’s judgment, and I’ll confess at this point I’m grateful for any help,” Grusser said, running a hand over his hair in frustration. “This is the second day of no progress being made, and quite frankly I’m surprised it hasn’t come to violence already. I’m confident that if
  
   something
  
  miraculous doesn’t unfold, it will before another sunset.”
 

 
  “So, no pressure,” she sighed. “Summarize the situation for me, please?”
 

 
  “Vette didn’t…? Oh.
  
   Well,
  
  then, in brief, it’s to do with the reconstruction. Most of the rebuilding of the city is either done or nearing completion, after the chaos crisis, but the catacombs were a major source of the problem. They provided a very convenient hiding place for cultists, and also are mostly emptied out now, after the…use to which the ancient burials were put.”
 

 
  “That’s a very polite way to describe a skeleton army,” Jonathan commented.
 

 
  Grusser sighed, nodding. “Well, the rebuilding started off later because the whole maze had to be crawled over by exorcists and archaologists first, but it’s now underway. We’re updating the city’s sewer system while we’re down there, and essentially retrofitting the upper levels of the entire catacomb system to be more…well, habitable, and more importantly, controllable. It’s an ambitious project that will effectively add an entire subterranean layer to the city. And for this, the city and the Empire have brought in dwarven contractors, since there’s a lack of domestic specialists in underground construction. We’ve never
  
   needed
  
  any, with the dwarves being as happy as they are to rent out their services. And of course, they do excellent work. The sewers of Tiraas are dwarven work; before that, the city flooded some three times in an average year.”
 

 
  “Sounds like the matter is well in hand, then,” Natchua said impatiently. “Why do you need a negotiator?”
 

 
  He grimaced. “As it turns out, there is another party interested in joining the work, also skilled in underground construction. We have no real
  
   need
  
  of them, and our existing contractors object strongly to their involvement.
  
   But,
  
  it turns out they have an official prerogative to put in at least a bid, and since we neglected to offer them the opportunity, they are
  
   now
  
  insisting on being assigned a share of the work. Unfortunately it’s over my head, and even Malivette’s. There is…an international treaty involved.”
 

 
  Natchua closed her eyes. “Oh, bloody brilliant.” No wonder Malivette had called
  
   her
  
  in for this. Damn vampire was probably laughing herself sick right now.
 

 
  “I don’t suppose,” Grusser said cautiously, “you have some standing that gives you…”
 

 
  He trailed off at her bark of harsh, contemptuous laughter.
 

 
  “Oh, pretty much the opposite, m’lord steward. But…I will see what I can do.”
 

 
  “Ah, right,” he said warily, then turned and picked up a thick folder from the room’s sole desk, which he then held out to her. “I’ve prepared a set of documents you’ll find applicable. Established plans, reports on the work done thus far, a copy of the treaty in question with the relevant sections underlined, copies of the formal petitions and complaints submitted by the parties involved. If you’d like to take some time to study…”
 

 
  “Thank you,” she said, immediately handing the folder off to Jonathan, “but I think I’d rather get right to work, as it were. Lead the way.”
 

 
  “They’re assembled in the conference room just through here, actually,” he said, indicating one of the doors.
 

 
  Natchua frowned. “I don’t hear anything.”
 

 
  “Indeed, you wouldn’t. We’re prepared for elven guests; I situated the discussion in the Silent Room. The door enchantments ensure absolute privacy.”
 

 
  “You sealed them off where they can’t be heard?” she said skeptically. “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky and they’re already dead.”
 

 
  “I rather hope not,” he said. “The paperwork alone…”
 

 
  “All right, let’s get this over with,” Natchua grunted, striding toward the indicated door.
 

 
  “You think you can just get a delicate negotiation
  
   over with?”
  
  Jonathan demanded. “I don’t think that’s how that works, Natch.”
 

 
  “Jonathan, Jonathan, when are you going to learn? As I had to explain to someone recently, I don’t
  
   do
  
  things the way they work.”
 

 
  She yanked open the door, causing the sound of an argument in progress to billow out, and strode through it. The discussion broke off at her entry, and there was silence until Jonathan and Melaxyna had trailed in after her, the latter shutting the door.
 

 
  “What’s this, then?” demanded one of the dwarves. “More of you?”
 

 
  Three dwarves were seated along one side of the long table, a woman and two men. The woman wore an avuncular suit with gold cufflinks, while her companions were both attired in sturdy denim, cotton, and leather suited to physical laborers. All were glaring across the table with open hostility at the two impassive drow women who had now turned to regard Natchua and her companions, no sign of surprise crossing their features.
 

 
  “I’m not with them,” Natchua said briskly. “The Duchess felt this discussion could use a neutral perspective.”
 

 
  
   “Neutral?”
  
  the dwarf woman exploded, rising from her chair.. “And so she sends another drow! I’ll not have this blatant—”
 

 
  “Sit your ass down!” Natchua barked.
 

 
  Total silence descended. The dwarf did not sit down, but blinked at her in bemusement. If she’d spent the last two days contending with typical Narisian reserve and expected more of the same, that had to have been startling.
 

 
  “Natchua yil Nassra y’nad Dalmiss,” one of the drow said quietly. “I confess, I am astonished to find you, of all people, here. And you are in the employ of Lady Dufresne?”
 

 
  Oh, lovely.
  
   Now
  
  everyone in Tar’naris who might care where she was would know by the time a telescroll could be sent to Fort Vaspian. Fucking Malivette… Mastering her irritation, she kept her own voice even and soft. “Yil and y’nad, is it. My, my, the old bitch must’ve been
  
   royally
  
  torqued off.”
 

 
  Both drow stiffened slightly, indulging in reproachful frowns.
 

 
  “Come again?” Jonathan inquired.
 

 
  “Apparently my mother had my honorifics changed,” she explained. “You don’t often hear those; usually anybody who offends their House
  
   that
  
  badly is just kicked out of it. Somebody must
  
   really
  
  want to have a claim to shove me in a spider box.”
 

 
  “You know, I would honestly like to see someone try that,” Melaxyna said in a fascinated tone. Natchua gave her a filthy look, then turned back to the two bemused Narisians.
 

 
  “Anyway. You may report to whoever it is you curry favor with that it is
  
   just
  
  Natchua. I renounce House Dalmiss, Tar’naris, and in particular my bloodless wendigo of a mother, and anyone who attempts to come
  
   collect
  
  me will be mailed home in a soul jar. Now!” She grinned broadly, and modified her tone to a sugary simper.
  
   “Whom
  
  have I the pleasure of addressing?”
 

 
  A moment of silence answered her.
 

 
  “I’m Agatha Svanwen,” the dwarf woman said finally, “and it’s my company that’s been performing the underground renovations in Veilgrad. To, I want it noted,
  
   nothing
  
  but praise from the local government.”
 

 
  “I am Alrith nor Alvenn n’rin Vyendir,” one of the drow said, inclining her head fractionally toward Natchua, “here to represent my House’s claim to the opportunity we are owed by Tar’naris’s treaty with the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  “I am Shinar syl Raelis n’rin Awarrion,” said the other, also nodding slightly. She had been the one to name Natchua. “I have been tasked by my matriarch with the honor of assisting in making the necessary arrangements to the satisfaction of all involved.”
 

 
  “Not ruddy likely, that,” one of the dwarf men sneered. Neither male had offered names, and Narisian sensibilities being what they were, neither Natchua nor the other two felt it necessary to ask.
 

 
  “An Awarrion,” she said, sighing softly. “Well. I suppose that buys you a
  
   smidge
  
  of favor. Ashaele is the only matriarch in that nest of vipers I even slightly respect, and I owe one of her daughters.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Svanwen said sharply, “but I imagine you understand why I’m not happy to hear our supposedly neutral negotiator open by acknowledging a bias in favor of my enemy, here?”
 

 
  “Let me add some context,” Natchua said with another wide grin. “The favor that buys her is not being summarily kicked in the throat for misnaming me. Now, then!” She stepped up to one narrow end of the table and leaned forward, planting her fists upon it. “Kindly state your positions, as succinctly as you can.”
 

 
  Shinar and Ms. Svanwen’s eyes met, and for a wonder they both seemed more bemused than hostile. After a tense pause, Shinar nodded politely and gestured the dwarf to proceed.
 

 
  “There’s not much to tell,” Svanwen said shortly, finally sitting back down, “and forgive me if I’ve grown a little sick of going over it. We were hired to do a job, we came to do a job, we’ve been
  
   doing
  
  our job—and doing it well, I might add. There was no problem here of any kind until
  
   these—”
  
  She broke off, looking warily at Natchua, then continued in a more careful manner. “…people showed up and involved themselves. Now work has been stopped, I’m paying skilled laborers to sit on their thumbs, the entire shebang is falling behind schedule and
  
   nobody is happy.
  
  Nor
  
   will
  
  be, until these interlopers butt out!”
 

 
  “Tar’naris, in accordance with its treaty with the Empire,” Shinar said smoothly, “is granted the right to submit an offer to participate in certain types of infrastructural activity relevant to our specific skills as a culture, including subterranean construction. House Vyendir has already been denied that by what I feel certain was an accidental omission, and not a malicious breach of treaty. This has been an awkward situation for all involved, and it has always been our position to seek a compromise, rather than assert sole right to the work in question. Ms. Svanwen has, thus far, declined even the slightest measure to meet us partway.”
 

 
  “And why the bloody hell
  
   should
  
  I?” Svanwen demanded. “Your treaty isn’t my problem.
  
   I
  
  have a contract, and it includes nothing to do with
  
   fucking drow!”
  
  She caught herself again, glancing at Natchua with a subtle wince.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Natchua said, straightening back up. “Do either of you contest the facts of the other’s position, as stated?”
 

 
  Shinar shook her head. “I understand and sympathize with Ms. Svanwen’s position, and give her full credit for not attempting to deceive us, or you, at any point.”
 

 
  “Those who’re
  
   right
  
  have no need to deceive—”
 

 
  Natchua cleared her throat loudly.
 

 
  Svanwen drew in a breath and let it out in a huff, scowling. “Yes, fine. I’m no expert on your treaty, but she accurately described her attempts to insert her people into my business.”
 

 
  “Very good,” Natchua said pleasantly. “Now, Shinar, I would like to hear you answer Ms. Svanwen’s question. Why the bloody hell
  
   should
  
  she stir herself to meet you halfway on this?”
 

 
  Another moment of silence passed, marred slightly but a muffled chuckle from Melaxyna.
 

 
  “Because,” Shinar said finally, her voice quieter now, “that is what civilized people do. Ms. Svanwen is not at fault for this situation, but it is what it is. We have our rights. A person who is
  
   in
  
  an uncomfortable situation has the option of making an accommodation with it, or being swept aside.”
 

 
  “Well said,” Natchua concurred. “So! Since we all agree that you aren’t needed or wanted here and are only delaying this task by your presence, have you considered voluntarily withdrawing your claim?”
 

 
  
   “That
  
  is not on the table,” Alrith said with an audible edge to her tone. Evidently two days of being shouted at by dwarves could fray even a Narisian’s reserve, if they weren’t an Awarrion and trained for such stress.
 

 
  “I think,” Natchua replied pleasantly, “you should seriously consider putting it on the table.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Shinar said in deadly calm, “but your phrasing there could be interpreted as a threat. I am certain that was not your intent. Would you like to clarify?”
 

 
  “Do you think I’m out of line, here?” Natchua asked, turning back to her own companions.
 

 
  “Nope,” Jonathan said immediately. He had the folder open and was leafing slowly through it, perusing pages with a practiced eye. “Been a while since I was in construction on this scale, but these work logs are impressive. These dwarves have put in
  
   fine
  
  work thus far. Everything’s been ahead of schedule, under budget and up to standards. Basically what we’ve got here is honest folks doing good work and bureaucrats mucking it up by trying to profit from what they’ve no business being involved in.”
 

 
  “We have our rights!” Alrith insisted.
 

 
  “What you
  
   don’t
  
  have is a three-way dilemma,” Natchua retorted. “This is not you against the dwarves against the province. Everything was
  
   fine
  
  and everyone getting along swimmingly before you showed up. This matter consists of Lady Dufresne’s government and Ms. Svanwen’s company doing just fine until you and your
  
   rights
  
  came blustering in from nowhere to make a godawful pest of yourselves. A veteran negotiator such as Shinar must surely be well aware of this shaky position.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Shinar replied, “we have a very
  
   firm
  
  position, as laid out by treaty.”
 

 
  “A firm position that gives you absolutely no prospect of winning,” Natchua said pleasantly. “Your best case scenario is to have a lot of innocent House Vyendir laborers stranded in a city where everyone hates them and resents their presence. I don’t know if you’re up on local history, but Veilgrad
  
   isn’t
  
  kind to the vulnerable and unwanted.
  
   Or,
  
  you could write all this off as a bad job, go home to your dank spider hole, and cease making an abominable nuisance of yourselves.”
 

 
  The dwarves were now watching this exchange as avidly as children gawking at a parade.
 

 
  “Are
  
   you
  
  acquainted with recent Imperial history, Natchua?” Shinar countered. “It was not very long ago that the previous Duke of House Madouri was executed for treason against the Silver Throne—for, among other things, deliberately intervening in the relations between Tar’naris and Tiraas. Perhaps Duchess Dufresne should be reminded of these events before sending her agents to…negotiate.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Natchua whispered, “but your phrasing there could be interpreted as a threat. I’m
  
   sure
  
  you couldn’t possibly be that fucking stupid.”
 

 
  “I intend only the best for all parties involved,” Shinar said with a placid little smile, her eyes half-lidded and knowing. “I firmly believe that no situation is so uncomfortable that a compromise cannot be reached.”
 

 
  Natchua stepped around the table and began to slowly pace back and forth behind the drow. Alrith stiffened noticeably.
 

 
  “One,” Natchua said softly, and the fairy lamps in the room dimmed. The dwarves glanced nervously at them. “The previous head of House Madouri was a corrupt, incompetent fool who mismanaged his province into the ground and sought to undermine the Emperor at every opportunity. His daughter, who was instrumental in getting rid of him, has single-handedly resuscitated the economy of Tiraan Province in less than a year, and that while ruling it remotely from Last Rock. She is also closely aligned with House Tirasian. Ravana’s a friend of mine,” she added in a confidential tone, leaning down toward Shinar from behind as she passed. An exaggeration—Ravana was a megalomaniacal little creep with whom Natchua was just as happy being on politely distant terms—but there was no reason Shinar needed to know that. “Now, can you guess which of those two options better describes Malivette Dufresne?”
 

 
  She continued pacing for several more steps, letting that sink in. The lamps had continued to dim; now, the shadows in the corners of the room were deeper and darker than they had any reason to be, even with the light running low.
 

 
  “Two,” Natchua said suddenly, just when Alrith had been about to crack and break the silence. “Malivette Dufresne is not
  
   here.
  
  I am not affiliated with her in any formal capacity. I’m just here as a favor to an acquaintance; I’m not even a citizen of Veilgrad. So if your intention is to run crying to the Empire about how I was mean to you…well, knock your little self out, precious. The only living person who cares less than I is Duchess Dufresne.”
 

 
  The whispering had begun at the very edge of hearing, even for elves; with Natchua talking over it, the words would have been barely audible even to the Narisians. It swelled, though, smoothly but quickly, until even the dwarves could hear the faint breath of voices from the ever-darker corners of the room. Even Jonathan had backed up against the door, now, eyes wide in unease. Melaxyna just stood placidly with her arms folded; she had somehow contrived to position herself so that the fading light cast her face in a series of ominous shadows. There was still no real meaning in the whispers, just disjointed snatches of gibberish and occasional demonic.
 

 
  Natchua placed a hand on Shinar’s shoulder and leaned forward between the two drow. “Three,” she said, herself barely above a whisper. “If you’ve been here a few days, you’ll have begun to notice. This is a place where chaos and cultists rise out of the catacombs, bringing undead and worse. Where cemeteries come alive, and werewolves howl in the mountains at night. Those who travel the forests do so in groups, if they want to come back. The last nobility of Veilgrad are a vampire and a warlock. Of all the rumors that swirl through the streets, only the least wild are made up.” She added a second hand to Arlith’s shoulder, grinning when the woman flinched.
  
   “People disappear in Veilgrad.”
  
 

 
  She held them in silence for a moment. By that point, the fairy lamps were sullen reddish patches in a dim room, which did nothing to explain the writhing shadows which shifted across the walls. Natchua only belatedly noticed that both male dwarves had lit up with golden divine auras, which were doing nothing to push back the darkness.
 

 
  She clapped both drow women on the shoulder once, and straightened up.
  
   “Some
  
  people should think about disappearing voluntarily, while they still have that option.”
 

 
  Shinar rose abruptly but smoothly, shoving aside her chair and pivoting in place to stare at Natchua, icy anger plain on her features now.
 

 
  “I speak for Tar’naris,” she hissed, “and I will not be
  
   bullied
  
  by a selfish, disrespectful
  
   brat.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, no,” Natchua whispered, “it’s happening already.”
 

 
  The darkness swelled, congealed, rose, and when it was gone, so was Shinar syl Raelis n’rin Awarrion.
 

 
  “What?!” Arlith squawked, her reserve shattering, and tried to scrabble away only to freeze when she almost fell out of her chair. “Where is she?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure she’s fine, don’t worry,” Natchua said, strolling around her and back toward the door. “Veilgrad’s cathedral spire
  
   is
  
  very tall, but elves are quite agile. She should be able to get down pretty easily. And who better than an Awarrion to explain to the police what she was doing monkeying about on a protected landmark?”
 

 
  “It’s a very sunny day, you know,” Melaxyna said in a sepulchural voice from one dark corner. “I understand drow eyes are…vulnerable, in the sunlight.”
 

 
  Natchua made a show of hesitating in thought, then turned to the succubus and raised one chiding finger. “Now, now, that’s a negotiator of Tar’naris you’re talking about. Have a little
  
   faith.”
  
 

 
  “You can’t…” Arlith choked off when Natchua turned back toward her.
 

 
  The woman flinched again when she reached out to gently take her by the shoulder.
 

 
  “Go home,” she said in a soft, kind tone, as if soothing a child. “Tell your House what you found. There’s no profit for you in Veilgrad. There’s nothing here for you but evil.”
 

 
  Arlith stared up at her like a frozen rabbit.
 

 
  
   “Go!”
  
  Natchua snarled, her voice cracking through the small conference room.
 

 
  Arlith exploded out of her chair in a panicked dash and raced to the door with all the speed an elf could muster; Jonathan barely got out of the way in time for her to claw it open and scramble out, leaving it ajar. He gently pushed it shut behind her.
 

 
  Just like that, the whispering and shadows cut off and the darkness vanished, leaving the room as pleasantly lit as ever.
 

 
  Natchua turned back to the dwarves, finding all three had backed their chairs up against the far wall and were staring at her as if at a monster. Which…was fair.
 

 
  “I’m sure the Duchess appreciates all the good work you’ve put in so far,” she said brightly. “Lars Grusser is a capable administrator, but…these things happen. If anything else comes up that he can’t seem to deal with, feel free to reach out to Malivette directly. All right, then!” She clapped her hands together, guiltily enjoying it a little when the dwarves all twitched in reaction to the sound. “Another successful negotiation, resolved. Let’s run along, now, these fine people have plenty of work to catch up on.”
 

 
  She led the way back into the sitting room outside, pausing to let the others catch up. After looking back through the door, Melaxyna pulled it closed behind her; evidently the dwarves weren’t in a hurry to join them. Dwarves, after all, were famously reasonable folk.
 

 
  Neither Grusser nor Malivette’s handmaids were in evidence. Of course; they wouldn’t have reasonably expected anything to be resolved in such a short time. Arlith, of course, was long gone.
 

 
  “So that’s her play,” Melaxyna mused aloud.
 

 
  Natchua turned back to her, drawing in a breath. Shapeshifting aside, this was the main reason she had brought the succubus along. She herself was painfully out of her depth when being maneuvered about by aristocrats, and fully knew it. Melaxyna was another matter. “You have a thought?”
 

 
  “A whole host of people are about to know exactly where you are, and what kind of power you’re messing around with,” Melaxyna said seriously, holding her gaze. “Those drow will go squealing to both their Houses, and even if they don’t reach out to the Empire directly, House Awarrion absolutely will. They’ll also inform House Dalmiss.”
 

 
  “I’m not worried about anything my mother or Ezrakhai might be able to send after me,” Natchua said dismissively. “You think Malivette’s trying to get me in trouble with the Empire? That
  
   still
  
  doesn’t make sense, she wouldn’t have to go to such an effort. All she has to do is
  
   tell
  
  them. I haven’t specifically done anything to cheese off Imperial Intelligence but I can’t imagine they’d be happy about anything I’m involved in.”
 

 
  “I
  
   thought
  
  it was fishy you were able to talk Malivette down at all,” Melaxyna admitted. “Considering what you showed up with and what her position was. Letting you establish a base in Veilgrad was just…
  
   weird.
  
  The fact that she wants to use you as some kind of fixer makes it more clear, but this completes the pattern. If she tells the Empire or anyone else you’re here making trouble, she becomes your enemy. But! If she puts you in positions where you can’t avoid attracting their attention,
  
   then
  
  she can use her clout to
  
   prevent
  
  them from taking you away.”
 

 
  
   “Shit,”
  
  Jonathan said feelingly. “She’s right. That vampire isn’t trying to destroy you, she’s trying to
  
   control
  
  you. If she becomes your only protector from the Empire or the Church or whoever else…”
 

 
  “Then she gets her fixer,” Natchua finished, her face twisting into a scowl. “And she gets to
  
   keep
  
  her. Oh,
  
   well
  
  fucking played, Vette.”
 

 
  “How much does she know about…what you’re actually trying to do?” Jonathan asked.
 

 
  “Malivette is under the impression that I’m on a campaign to hunt down remaining Black Wreath cells. Which isn’t inaccurate, just…less than complete. After all, she has reason to empathize with that, considering the Wreath’s involvement with the chaos crisis.”
 

 
  “We can always leave,” Melaxyna pointed out. “It would mean sacrificing your investment with Sherwin and the horogki…”
 

 
  “More than that,” Natchua said, shaking her head. “Sherwin gives us access to
  
   resources,
  
  not just a leaky roof over our head. We wouldn’t have any of that hiding out in some ruin in the wilderness. House Leduc also has a veneer of legitimacy
  
   and
  
  a history with diabolism. No, that’s the perfect position for us to take as a base. That’s why Vette is doing this, she knows I won’t abandon it easily.”
 

 
  She paused, frowning deeply in thought. Then, suddenly, her expression shifted, a smile curling across her mouth.
 

 
  “Ohhh, hell,” Jonathan groaned. “I know that look. That’s the look that happens right before one of your trademark lunatic schemes.”
 

 
  “Well, after all,” Natchua said reasonably, “Malivette likes to surround herself with pretty girls. And oh, look! I
  
   have
  
  one whom I was just fretting over what to do with.”
 

 
  Melaxyna clapped a hand over her eyes. “Natchua,
  
   no.”
  
 

 
  “Stop it, this could not be more perfect. Malivette and Kheshiri both like to play mind games, right? Well, let them chew on each other for a while. No matter which loses, I win.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Jonathan said, “because that’s
  
   always
  
  how it ends up, isn’t it.”
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  Teal lowered the mask from her face once again, frowning pensively down at it. The inner surface lacked the silvery decoration, leaving nothing but a blank wooden surface with cursory holes for the eyes and mouth.
 

 
  “Still not Foxpaw?” Fross chimed after a moment.
 

 
  “I don’t…know,” Teal said slowly. “There’s not really any way
  
   to
  
  know, is there? It’s worked every time, so far, but heck, there have to have been people besides Ashner Foxpaw who were smart enough to play word games. Merry, you sure you weren’t…”
 

 
  Merry raised her hands in a gesture of innocence; despite this being at least the fifth time she’d been asked, she had yet to grow exasperated by the questioning. On the contrary, she seemed to be concerned mostly with establishing that she’d done nothing wrong. It was a subtle thing, but her tacit position that even using the Mask of the Adventurer was a sketchy action had cast a further pall over the group’s experimentation.
 

 
  “All I was thinking was that there had to be someone who could match Tellwyrn for power, and if the Mask does what it seems to, it should be able to recreate them. That was the entirety of my thought process. Maybe it just threw up Tellwyrn because no one else
  
   can
  
  beat her.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure that’s not true,” Trissiny murmured, also staring at the mask in Teal’s hands. “More importantly,
  
   Tellwyrn’s
  
  pretty sure that’s not true. She’s mentioned it, now and then, how even the most powerful and immortal people get along by not picking the wrong fights.”
 

 
  “Perhaps the semantics are important,” Toby suggested. “Corporal Lang wanted something to
  
   match
  
  Tellwyrn, not defeat her. After all, if you want to beat a powerful mage, you need an equally powerful warlock, or a
  
   more
  
  powerful witch.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, forgive me if I’ve had about all the fuckin’ semantics I can stomach for a while,” Ruda grunted, sitting down on the ancient paving stones and pulling a bottle of bourbon out of her coat.
 

 
  After Merry’s use of the Mask—since which she had adamantly refused to touch it—they had spent hours exploring its subtler capabilities. By unspoken agreement, Teal continued to serve as the test case, while the rest of the group took turns applying intellectual pressures rather than physical ones. It turned out the Mask was able and willing to assist with these challenges as well, and nothing they’d produced had managed to stump her as long as she was wearing it—though, at Fross’s insistence and accompanied by a shrill lecture about scientific procedure and the importance of control groups, Teal hadn’t donned the Mask to meet any challenge until she failed to come up with an adequate solution on her own, which had ruled out several of their efforts.
 

 
  In general, these transformations were less dramatic, not only involving less moving about but fewer and subtler costume changes, and no conjured weapons or tools. In a few cases, they could only tell that the Mask was active because it wasn’t visibly in evidence while being worn.
 

 
  The first two Omnist koans used up most of an hour, because it turned out that when one tested a question that was designed to have no answer against an artifact that provided an answer to anything, the result was a profoundly involved spiritual conversation. Toby, Juniper, and Teal had certainly seemed invested in their long discussion about what it meant that the way which could be known was not the way, but Ruda had finally broken under the pressure and loudly demanded they try something else.
 

 
  More concrete challenges were answered more directly, not to mention faster. Trissiny’s challenge had taken the longest of those remaining, as well as being one of the few which created a costume change, though even the paladin couldn’t identify the military uniform Teal had been wearing when she provided answers to a series of military exercises and dilemmas. This had involved the two of them kneeling in the dust and scratching diagrams of troop positions on the ground. In the end, Trissiny had come away looking slightly shaken at Teal’s borrowed military ingenuity; according to her, those were problems on which Silver Legion officer candidates were tested to gauge the flexibility of their thinking and capacity to make inventive use of meager assets. They were supposed to be as impossible as Toby’s koans.
 

 
  Fross, by contrast, had been so delighted by the answers provided to her probing questions into advanced arcane mechanics and theoretical physics by the robed wizard Teal channeled in response that Ruda had had to insist yet again on ending their session. In this case, it was because she wanted to try something of her own. Bringing up Merry’s channeling of Tellwyrn, she had posed Teal a series of questions and challenges taken directly from Foxpaw’s
  
   Exploits
  
  in an attempt to see whether the Mask could channel the archetypal master thief. The results of that had rather frustrated her. Teal had taken the Mask off and put it on several times over the course of that conversation, creating clear changes of her approach to these hypothetical dilemmas each time, and it turned out that a series of ancient thieves, bards, and miscellaneous tricksters mostly responded to being interrogated by turning the game around on the one asking questions. After Ruda had lost patience, demanded a straight answer, and been serenaded with a new verse of “I’d Hit Sally” featuring herself in reply, had stomped off in a huff.
 

 
  “I had…” Gabriel trailed off, frowning, then shook his head when they all turned to look at him. “Never mind. Probably not a good idea.”
 

 
  “Well, don’t let that stop you,” Trissiny said with a smile. “Screwing around is your greatest strength.”
 

 
  His lips twitched in a reluctant reciprocation of her amusement. “Yeah, well, I was just thinking. It seems to me that this specific thing we’re doing here might have
  
   more
  
  important possibilities than the Mask’s ability to imitate dangerous people. I was just considering trying to stump it with a couple of intractable strategic problems I’ve been wrestling with, and it occurred to me that it would be amazingly practical if that thing could actually
  
   solve
  
  those for me. And from there… Think about it, this is way more than a weapon. It potentially turns its wearer into an oracle who can answer any question to which someone, at some point, knew an answer.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that kinda what Fross tested?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “Not exactly!” chimed the pixie. “I was more asking for deeper comprehension and precise methodology than actual physical understanding. The tricky thing about arcane physics is that the underlying concepts are predicated on an entirely different physical logic than that which sapient minds evolved to process. The actual answers to those questions are known, otherwise it wouldn’t have been a valid test to ask them; we’d have no way to check the results! It’s just, that stuff is really hard to
  
   learn.”
  
 

 
  “So we could still actually test that, then,” Toby said. “It sounds worth a try, at the very least.”
 

 
  Teal frowned, slowly turning the Mask over in her hands.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Shaeine asked softly, stepping up next to her. “You don’t need to be the test case every time, love. Or we could stop.”
 

 
  “No…” Teal lowered one hand from the Mask to gently take Shaeine’s, giving it an affectionate squeeze. “Actually, I was just thinking, myself, about the potential of this thing. This has been a
  
   lot
  
  more instructive than combat tests. My own entire problem has been…learning to find my own false face. You know, project a mask I can
  
   use
  
  as a mask to both protect myself and take on challenges in a way that’s not… Well. Teal ducking and hiding or Vadrieny smashing everything. A middle ground between those extremes is such a mess to figure out that it just makes more sense to obviate the entire thing by creating a character to use. The way Vidians do, and Veskers are
  
   supposed
  
  to.” She hefted the Mask of the Adventurer, frowning quizzically at it. “Every time I put this on, get a new angle from which to see the world, I feel like I’m getting one step closer to my own goal.”
 

 
  “Well, we don’t mind you being the one to test it,” Juniper said, looking around at the others. “Right? Especially if it helps you. Helping with that specific issue is kinda why we did that whole ritual in the first place, isn’t it? And anyway, I don’t mind admitting that thing scares me.
  
   I
  
  don’t want to put it on. The absolute last thing I need is more power.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s my concern,” Teal agreed, nodding at the dryad. “I am way too prone to lean on crutches when they’re available. Testing this thing out
  
   is
  
  helping me, but… Guys, I hope you don’t think this is cowardly, but I
  
   don’t
  
  want to be its guardian. I don’t want the option of just whipping it out as soon as things are tough.”
 

 
  “I think that’s extremely wise, Teal,” Toby said, smiling at her.
 

 
  “Hey, Fross,” said Trissiny. “Would it harm either you or the Mask to put it in your aura storage?”
 

 
  “I don’t really see how,” Fross replied, bobbing up and down in thought. “I store magical objects in there all the time, and there’s no bleed effect with each other
  
   or
  
  my own aura. Clearly, we can’t actually
  
   know
  
  until we try it, and that object is orders of magnitude more powerful than anything else I’ve ever held onto. But in principle, yeah, that should work fine.”
 

 
  “Well, if you’re willing to take on the responsibility,” Trissiny said, “and if no one else objects, how about we have Fross hang onto it when we’re not experimenting? That aura storage of hers seems like the best way to keep anyone else from being able to steal it from us. And more important, Fross is the most rational person I know. No disrespect meant to any of you, but I can’t think of anybody I’d trust more with something that dangerous. Myself included.”
 

 
  “Hell, I don’t think you’ll get any argument from anyone here,” Ruda said, grinning and toasting the pixie with her bottle.
 

 
  “Wow,” Fross said, as the others all nodded agreement. “I’m really honored, guys. And sure, I don’t mind. If it
  
   does
  
  cause me a problem we might have to revisit this, but yeah, I’ll definitely tuck it away. But first, weren’t we going to test Gabriel’s question?”
 

 
  “That’s right,” Teal agreed, raising the mask toward her face.
 

 
  “Wait!” Fross zipped around her in a circle. “Control group, remember? He’s gotta ask the question first!”
 

 
  “Oh, right. Okay, Gabe, let’s hear it.”
 

 
  He regarded her every bit as seriously as if he were actually consulting an oracle, a slight frown of sheer focus creasing his forehead. “How can you block a telepath… No, an incredibly
  
   powerful
  
  telepath, one who can no only read thoughts but read information right out of reality itself. How can you prevent someone like that from seeing your mind?”
 

 
  Trissiny and Toby both stiffened as he spoke, eyes widening in comprehension. Ruda glanced speculatively at each of them, but the rest of the group just regarded Gabriel in puzzlement.
 

 
  “Okay, yeah,” said Teal after a pause. “I have absolutely no idea. That’s a doozy of a test case. Let’s see, then…”
 

 
  Still holding Shaeine’s hand, she lifted the Mask to her face again with her other, and in a short whirl of energy was left wearing a loose, slightly ragged robe of brown and maroon, with a hood pulled forward far enough to obscure her eyes.
 

 
  “The question is, Gabriel Arquin,” Teal asked with a knowing grin that was not exactly unlike herself, but not the sort of face she would make under these circumstances, “who is
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “Do you mean…who
  
   are
  
  you?” he replied, blinking.
 

 
  Teal’s new robe shuffled softly as she shook her head. “Who is asking the question? Do you wish to know how such a thing might be done by anyone, or by yourself specifically?”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes. “Why does it matter?”
 

 
  “The essence of deterring a telepath is not to create a wall to keep them out, for they will only take that as a challenge. It is to create an illusion, a superficial layer of false thought to distract them, and prevent them from looking deeper. No matter how powerful the enemy, once they have seen what they expect, they will rarely look a second time. The mental discipline this demands is
  
   vast.
  
  People train for lifetimes to hone their minds this way. But for you? There are answers within the berserking blood of the hethelax—”
 

 
  
   “Bad idea,”
  
  Ariel interjected, the first she had spoken since they had begun the ritual at dawn.
  
   “Self-enchantment, taking advice from mysterious warlocks,
  
  
   taking advice from poorly-understood magical artifacts; this is in fact a whole
  
  stack
  
   of bad ideas.”
  
 

 
  “Aren’t
  
   you
  
  a poorly-understood magical artifact?” Gabriel countered, placing a hand on her hilt.
 

 
  
   “Not in the least. Just because you cannot make a talking sword does not mean the method isn’t fully a matter of record.
  
  That
  
   thing, by contrast, is an entire mystery and as far as I can tell an object completely without precedent. Tampering with your own mental and magical underpinnings at its suggestion would be terrifyingly reckless.”
  
 

 
  “I happen to agree,” Teal said, barely an instant after she pried the Mask off her face again. “That one was…that was uncomfortable. I’m pretty sure that was some kind of warlock. And anyway, Ariel’s right. Getting theoretical knowledge from it is one thing, since it’s apparently the knowledge of people from the past. But that very fact means we have no way of vetting who they are or what agenda they had, or what might result from following their suggestions.”
 

 
  “So in other words,” Gabriel said, still clutching Ariel as if for comfort, “the oracular powers that Mask presents might be just as dangerous as its combat powers.”
 

 
  A short silence fell in which they all frowned in thought.
 

 
  “Well, if we’re done playin’ around for now,” Ruda said at last, “I guess that brings us to the real question, here: what the
  
   fuck
  
  are we gonna do about that thing?”
 

 
  Teal turned to meet Shaeine’s eyes, and the drow nodded minutely to her, squeezing her hand.
 

 
  “Hey, Locke,” Teal called. “What do you think we should do with the Mask?”
 

 
  They were far from alone on the plateau, though their various companions and minders were mostly providing them with some space. Sniff and F’thaan were both asleep nearby, having been up most of the night along with their respective masters, and their two Order of the Light guides were lurking on the periphery, watching the group from the entrance of the old building in which they were encamped. Merry had brought them up to speed on events, having designated herself the party’s gofer, likely as much to keep busy as anything. Principia had settled down on a rock near enough to the group that she could have heard their conversation even without an elf’s ears, but had not spoken to them since. She was currently stripped to her tunic and breeches, having occupied her hands in thoroughly checking, cleaning, and oiling her armor. Now, she set down the rag and pauldron she was holding, turning to face them directly.
 

 
  “Here’s a question: what
  
   can
  
  you do with it?”
 

 
  “What the fuck kinda question is that?” Ruda demanded. “Is that another one of those koans?”
 

 
  “Not exactly, except in the sense that the point of it is to have you consider the implications, rather than provide me with an answer. What you’ve got there is an instant win card for any possible conflict. What do you plan to do with it, exactly? I think Juniper so far has come closest to the heart of the matter. Do any of you
  
   need
  
  more power?”
 

 
  “Ruda sort of does,” Fross offered. “I mean, in relation to the rest of us, at least.”
 

 
  “Oh, the absolute
  
   fuck
  
  I do,” Ruda snorted. “I can’t imagine anybody more weak or stupid than a person with a gimmick that automatically wins all their fights for them. You learn by failing, and you grow by being challenged. You lot can do what you like, but
  
   I
  
  will have to lead a nation, and I can’t let myself get soft by leaning on a crutch like that.”
 

 
  “And that is a very smart outlook,” Principia agreed, nodding. “What about the rest of you? No judgment, there are no wrong answers. Do any of you feel you
  
   need
  
  that artifact, or have any particular plans to use it?”
 

 
  “I…sort of,” Teal said softly after a short pause. “But just the way I said. It’s useful for me as a tool for self-exploration, but I’m specifically alarmed by the possibility of coming to depend on it. Overall I can’t shake the feeling that this thing is bad news.”
 

 
  “I’m hearing a lot of good sense, here,” Principia said with clear approval, “which is very reassuring after the absolutely harebrained stumblebumblery by which you created that chunk of madness in the first place. Anyone else? Does anyone have a need or desire to use the Mask?”
 

 
  She let the silence hang while they glanced at each other.
 

 
  “Good,” the elf said finally, nodding again. “Then if you’re not going to use it, the question becomes: who
  
   should?”
  
 

 
  “I cannot help but think,” Shaeine said softly, “the obvious answer to that is
  
   no one.
  
  I am uncertain that any person could be trusted with such power. I say that as one whose House and nation would be very eager indeed to control it. As we were responsible for creating the Mask, I feel we must be responsible for keeping it out of the wrong hands.”
 

 
  “Yeah, the thing is,” said Juniper, grimacing, “are there any
  
   right
  
  hands?”
 

 
  “I tend to agree with Shaeine,” said Gabriel. “We’ve all got people we trust and causes we support. But… That is a
  
   hell
  
  of a trump card. Does
  
   anyone
  
  deserve to have that kind of power?”
 

 
  “More troubling to me is what power
  
   does
  
  to people,” Trissiny added. “Corruption is only the beginning of it. By entrusting the Mask to someone we respect, we might well be condemning them to a slide into madness.”
 

 
  “I think that’s an unnecessarily dramatic way to put it, but in principle I don’t disagree,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “So.” Principia folded her arms on her knees, leaning toward them with an intent expression. “You don’t want to use it, or give it away. That leaves taking it out of circulation. And
  
   that
  
  is complicated by how very much absolutely everyone who learns of that thing will
  
   want
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Well, I mean, who even knows?” Gabriel asked. “It’s not like we’re gonna take out a newspaper ad.”
 

 
  Principia pointed at the distant Great Tree. “That is one of the most powerful nexi of fae
  
   and
  
  divine magic in existence. You just stood at the base of it and did…this. Given the nature of oracular divination? Every witch and shaman in the world above a certain threshold of capability just lifted their heads to sniff the air, even if they don’t know why. The strongest among them will definitely have a general shape in mind of what happened here—and even if it’s just ‘something incredibly powerful was just created,’ that’s enough. Not to mention the existence of
  
   actual
  
  oracles, and the fact that they tend to end up in the hands of major governments and the Universal Church. It is not impossible that some highly motivated people already know exactly what you’ve got there. Maybe not likely, but at the very least, the hints are already spreading.”
 

 
  “Oh,” he said quietly.
 

 
  “And that’s only the beginning,” Principia went on, shifting to glance at the dwarf and human still keeping a respectful distance from them.
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Ruda protested. “I’m not saying those two’re the kind of people I’d invite to my poker game, but they don’t strike me as squealers.”
 

 
  “You have to think in terms of connections, and obligations,” Principia said seriously. “They are members of the Order of the Light. They
  
   cannot
  
  fail to report something like this to their Order.”
 

 
  “The Order has fallen far from relevance since the Enchanter Wars,” Shaeine pointed out.
 

 
  “The Order,” Principia continued relentlessly, “is nominally led by Ampophrenon the Gold. He is a founding member of the Conclave of the Winds. The draconic government is a formal ally of the Tiraan Empire, and I have personally
  
   twice
  
  seen its members cooperating closely with Imperial Intelligence.”
 

 
  “Well, then, just, fuck, that’s all,” Ruda said feelingly.
 

 
  “And don’t forget, Vesk was
  
   here
  
  when you were doing this. Just because they didn’t make their presence specifically known doesn’t mean the other gods aren’t just as aware. At minimum, the four to which the paladins are connected will know. Gods have their own agendas and aren’t very communicative as a rule; it
  
   may
  
  be that most of them wouldn’t share news of something like this with their cults. But Vesk, himself? Everything he came here to do, he could have done anonymously and in silence. Instead, he couldn’t resist putting in an appearance
  
   just
  
  to be mysterious at me—the very definition of a pointless exercise. Gods are constrained by their nature and their aspects. Vesk is well known for doing things for absolutely no other reason than that a rollicking good story will result. Which, for everyone not a bard, means a sequence of barely manageable disasters.”
 

 
  Silence answered her as they all considered this. Principia stared at them, her expression revealing nothing of her thoughts.
 

 
  “It sounds like it might be best if we destroyed it,” Juniper said at last in a small voice. “Gabe? Maybe that scythe of yours—”
 

 
  “If you destroy the Mask, two things will happen,” Principia interjected. “First, the absolutely unfathomable amount of energy contained in it will all be released at once, and I don’t care how supposedly invulnerable anybody here is, there’s a very good chance nobody would survive that. Or what would happen to any who did; that kind of uncontained magic of all four schools and shadow besides can do hellaciously unpredictable things. Second, there would be
  
   pieces
  
  of it left, whether fragments or just dust, and there’s absolutely no telling what
  
   those
  
  would do, much less where they might end up. It
  
   is
  
  possible to safely dispose of artifacts like that, but you’re back to the issue of power and the temptation thereof. Any magic users who could handle that task, like the cult of Salyrene or the Wizards’ Guild, might very well want to possess that thing badly enough to risk pissing off the nine of you.”
 

 
  “You’re a real ray of sunshine, you know that?” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  “You goobers accidentally created the ultimate superweapon. I will stop pointing out what a fucking mess this is just as soon as it stops being urgently necessary.”
 

 
  “That’s a lot of things we can’t or shouldn’t do with the Mask,” Teal said pointedly, “but I
  
   asked
  
  you what you thought we
  
   should
  
  do.”
 

 
  “And this is me answering,” Principia replied with the ghost of a smile. “The absolute last thing you need is someone to hold your hands, kids. I’m just guiding you in the right direction, here. You already know what you should do with it.”
 

 
  “Tellwyrn,” Toby said softly.
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on,” Ruda objected. “I like Tellwyrn as much as anybody, but come on. Does she of
  
   all
  
  people need something like this?”
 

 
  “No, she
  
   doesn’t
  
  need it,” Trissiny said thoughtfully. “Maybe…that’s why she can be trusted with it.”
 

 
  “Here’s what I know,” Principia added. “I entrusted Arachne with the Mask of Calomnar a hundred years ago and nobody’s heard a whisper of that damn thing ever since. She
  
   can
  
  be trusted to hide dangerous artifacts away where no one can get at them.”
 

 
  “Whoah, wait a sec,” Gabriel exclaimed. “What the hell were
  
   you
  
  doing with the Mask of Calomnar?”
 

 
  “Getting the hell
  
   rid
  
  of it, is what.” Principia grimaced, rubbing her palms on her tunic as if at the memory of a greasy sensation. “I wouldn’t have gone near that thing at all, but I was in Onkawa when it popped into circulation nearby, and a particularly squirrelly succubus was
  
   that
  
  close to getting her hands on it. Obviously I couldn’t just let that happen; I have to live on this planet too. Arachne was…a friend of a friend, at the time, and someone pointed out to me as both trustworthy and powerful enough to handle a thing like that. And like I said, that was back during the Enchanter Wars; time has proven it was the right thing to do. She’s powerful enough to be able to contain such things, savvy enough not to mess with anything too dangerous to handle, and arguably so powerful that more power doesn’t tempt her. Give it to Arachne, and nobody else after the thing will even have a chance.”
 

 
  Another pause fell, in which they digested this advice.
 

 
  Then Fross let out a chiming little laugh. “Oh, wow… And I was just hoping we might be able to resolve this without her finding out about it. Man, she’s really gonna kill us this time, guys.”
 

 
  “You did the thing; it’s time to take your medicine like big boys and girls.” Principia turned again to look at the distant Tree. “I just hope there’s time enough to get to her. The clock started ticking the moment that Mask was created, maybe before. I wouldn’t
  
   think
  
  anyone could reach us here before we return to Last Rock, but… It’s a new world, kids, and nobody knows all the rules, yet.”
 

 
  She did not add that Vesk himself had predicted a new Age of Adventurers to be spawned from this day’s work. There was little point in spooking them further; they couldn’t do much to be more prepared than they already were. Depending on the powers already assembling, it might have been too late before they began.
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  “Are we in danger?”
 

 
  “You mean, more than usually and aside from the obvious?” Rainwood made a wry face, glancing back at the others trooping along behind Ingvar and himself at the head of their loose formation. His expression quickly returned to the pensive frown he’d worn all day, though. “I don’t think so, specifically.”
 

 
  “I realize we’ve not known each other long, but based on what I
  
   have
  
  seen from you in the last few days, the fact that this development clearly alarmed you stood out in my mind,” Ingvar said, watching him sidelong as they walked through the patchy brush toward the ridge. “Whatever happened… The main thrust of what I’ve asked you involves reaching out through these spirit companions of yours. Obviously I have to wonder whether this will affect our business, but more immediately, I don’t want you to do something that might expose you to harm on my behalf.”
 

 
  “I wish I knew,” Rainwood murmured, shaking his head in frustration. “I don’t…
  
   think
  
  this is dangerous, at least not immediately or to us. It’s all whispers and portents, great events in the offing, something big having begun up in the Wyrnrange. Something quite sudden, unexpected. I’ve lived long enough to have seen this sort of thing before, and it can take years to lead to anything concrete. If it’s the birth of someone destined to be a great hero, for example. Or the death of one, or the forging of a magic sword, just to list a few specific incidents I remember.”
 

 
  “So you don’t think we will be affected?”
 

 
  Rainwood narrowed his eyes. “That’s the part I can’t exactly tell, Ingvar. I…
  
   think
  
  not. My intuition tells me it’s not to do with us directly. It is complicated because the spirits
  
   are
  
  agitated over my own link to this event; fae magic in general responds strongly to connections. But
  
   that,
  
  I think, is because a relative of mine was present and involved.”
 

 
  “We’ve already leaned on your power considerably, my friend. If you need to go aid your kin, please don’t let my business stop you.”
 

 
  “The spirits directed me here, to you, not there to her,” the elf said, waving a hand airily, then grinned. “Anyway. The kinswoman in question is one of the most capable individuals alive, and has gotten along just fine
  
   without
  
  my help for nearly her entire life. No, I believe we should proceed as we agreed.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  didn’t feel anything,” Aspen said petulantly, pushing forward to walk between them.
 

 
  “Is there a reason you would?” Ingvar asked, patting her on the back. “You’ve never indicated you were sensitive to oracular portents before.”
 

 
  “Well, if it was that big a deal and had to do with fairy magic, surely I would’ve felt
  
   something.”
  
 

 
  Ingvar and Rainwood glanced sidelong at one another around her, saying nothing.
 

 
  “I
  
   saw
  
  that,” she snapped.
 

 
  “What I’m curious about,” Taka said from behind them, “is precisely what fuckery you’re wanting to get us into that
  
   might
  
  be affected by giant fairy nonsense up in the mountains.”
 

 
  “All life is connected through the Mother,” Tholi murmured.
 

 
  “Oh, very profound,” she said scathingly. “Now tell me what it
  
   means.”
  
 

 
  “It’s an old Shaathist truism, something recited to give us comfort in painful times. As for what
  
   exactly
  
  it means, the elder Brother I asked that same question told me it meant to trust the shaman, if you’re lucky enough to have one to listen to. If Rainwood says it’s fine, I’m going to assume it’s fine.”
 

 
  “I said I
  
   think
  
  it’ll be fine,” Rainwood clarified.
 

 
  “And we have no reason not to trust him,” Ingvar added in the tone he’d developed to put an end to pointless discussions. He had rapidly gotten very good at it in the last couple of days. “Please let us know if anything changes, Rainwood. Barring that, we can do nothing but press on.”
 

 
  “Sounds good and all,” November piped up, “but on the subject of pressing on, it’s still not clear to me why you think this is going to go any better than the last time.”
 

 
  “In fact,” Ingvar said, gazing up ahead at the place where the Ranger lodge lay hidden atop the ridge, “I rather expect it to go worse. But circumstances have changed, and therefore so must our strategy. I wish I could be more certain this is the right thing to do,” he added in a softer tone, “rather than just the best thing I can think of.”
 

 
  “We
  
   definitely
  
  trust
  
   your
  
  judgment, Brother,” Tholi assured him.
 

 
  “Ingvar is very smart,” Aspen said proudly.
 

 
  He patted her back again, saying nothing. With the rest of the group behind him, he could not see November or Taka’s expressions, and at that moment felt he was probably better off.
 

 
  The lodge wasn’t any less hidden now that they were approaching it in daylight; Ingvar still had nothing but Taka’s say-so to tell him they were going in the right direction, and might have actually doubted had they not met five lantern-bearing Rangers descending toward them from that same ridge in the twilight.
 

 
  Paradoxically, it seemed the Rangers were better at hiding in the daylight. Of course, it probably helped when they were not carrying lights and trying to be seen.
 

 
  “Back already?”
 

 
  Ingvar stopped; behind him, Taka muttered a curse and November yipped softly in surprise. He glanced over at Rainwood and Aspen, who had surely been aware they were approaching a human, but hadn’t seen fit to say anything. From that, he interpreted a lack of danger.
 

 
  She sat in the fork of a tree, some ten feet up, motionless; even having spoken, Ingvar might not have spotted her had she not moved her head. It was a good hiding place, giving her a vantage over the surrounding area while concealing her behind a convenient spray of leaves. Her traditional hooded cloak, a garment that more resembled elven camouflage than any Tiraan or Jendi attire, certainly helped.
 

 
  “Good day,” Ingvar said. This woman’s voice was familiar, now that he focused on her. Yes, in fact, she was the Ranger who had paused to direct them to a safe campsite even after her lodgemaster ordered them away. “It’s…Dimbi, am I correct?”
 

 
  “Not bad,” she said, not sounding particularly impressed. “Last time, you seemed pretty adamant you weren’t going to push your way into our business. What changed your mind?”
 

 
  “Your leader did,” Ingvar replied. “I am certainly able to deal with Huntsmen of Shaath, but I was
  
   very
  
  surprised when the master of a Ranger lodge deliberately sought them out and set them after me. For this, I feel, he owes me an explanation.”
 

 
  With her hood shadowing her dark face, he couldn’t make out her expression. “That’s a hell of an accusation, Huntsman. If you had trouble with your own kind, why would Arjuni have been behind it?”
 

 
  So he had a name, at least. “The party of Shaathists who intercepted us said they were sent at his urging.”
 

 
  She let out a soft huff. “And you believed them?”
 

 
  “I am very familiar with Huntsmen; I know their virtues and the faults to which they are prone. If you are like most Rangers, I suspect you have some insight into both those things as well, do you not?”
 

 
  “What of it?” Dimbi asked in a more guarded tone.
 

 
  “Well, of all their flaws, have you ever found the Huntsmen to be prone to political maneuvering?”
 

 
  She stared down at him in silence, her eyes hidden.
 

 
  “Personally,” he went on after a momentary pause, “I have found them more likely to err on the side of pride, and not likely to give Rangers credit for anything if it wasn’t warranted. When a Huntsman of Shaath tells me he was sought out and warned by a Ranger of my presence, especially when said Ranger has already expressed surprising hostility toward me, I see little reason to doubt him.”
 

 
  More silence; she might as well have been part of the tree. Had he not already spotted her shape among the leaves Ingvar could still have failed to detect her.
 

 
  “Am I wrong?” he asked in a deliberately mild tone. “If so, I’d like to know it. If not, I think I am sufficiently entitled to an explanation to insist. This is very strange behavior for a Ranger, is it not? I would be foolish indeed not to investigate closer, when I don’t know what
  
   other
  
  out of character hostility your lodge might produce.”
 

 
  Still, she said nothing, just staring down at them.
 

 
  Finally, Tholi snorted. “It appears this is pointless, Brother. Let’s be on our way.”
 

 
  “Hey, Aspen,” Taka cackled, “can you knock down that tree she’s in?”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna hurt the
  
   tree,”
  
  Aspen snapped, offended. “The tree isn’t hurting anybody.”
 

 
  Dimbi suddenly surged into motion, spooking Tholi into nocking an arrow. She plunged straight to the ground, her cape streaming behind her. The Ranger landed as fluidly as a drop of water, compressing her body into a deep crouch to absorb the impact, then just as quickly straightening back upright.
 

 
  “Arjuni sent up the signal smoke first thing on the dawn after your visit,” she stated. “A Huntsman came within the hour. He spoke to him alone, then he left, and Arjuni told us all to forget about it.”
 

 
  “I see,” Ingvar said. “Perhaps you are finding it as difficult as I to forget these things?”
 

 
  “What’s so dangerous about you?” she asked softly.
 

 
  He spoke slowly in answer, buying time while his brain tried to race ahead. Ingvar was too long away from Tiraas and the currents of Veisroi and Andros’s maneuvers among the city folk; his political instincts were slow to reawaken, and yet he was keenly conscious that this was a delicate moment within a more broadly delicate situation.
 

 
  “Don’t take this for a deflection, but why is it you
  
   think
  
  I am dangerous? Aside from the obvious, I mean.” He patted Aspen’s shoulder, and she tossed her hair proudly. “For months, Aspen and I have been traveling across the continent, visiting Ranger lodges and finding welcome. Even the elves have hosted us gladly, and I’m sure you know they are not over fond of strangers. Arjuni’s reaction to us is
  
   very
  
  strange. I’m wondering if it makes some sense to you?”
 

 
  “He’s frightened,” she said, grasping her bow in both hands. “Arjuni is no weakling; he doesn’t scare easily. But he has some gift toward witchcraft himself, and I think he sees a portent of something dire in you. I don’t see it myself,” she admitted. “I don’t know what to think. Do
  
   you?
  
  I have a feeling you have
  
   some
  
  idea why it is you’d scare him. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that we were told of a Huntsman traveling with a dryad, and instead you show up with an entire party of followers?”
 

 
  “Oh, are we followers, now?” Taka muttered.
 

 
  “I think I understand,” Ingvar said, nodding slowly. “Well. Perhaps Arjuni is not wrong to be alarmed. But I believe he has the cause and effect mixed up.”
 

 
  Dimbi shifted her stance subtly, sliding one foot backward and putting more weight on it. Poised to flee.
 

 
  Ingvar kept his voice low and calm, as if to soothe an animal, or a child, but deliberately avoided any cadence that she might take as condescending. It was coming back to him after all. “Until a
  
   very
  
  few days ago, it was just Aspen and myself on a journey to gather knowledge. With no schedule and no end point in sight, the ultimate goal distant and so unattainable… Well, I confess I got myself through the days by focusing on what was right in front of me, and not on that. I saw no way to it.”
 

 
  “Ultimate goal?” she asked warily.
 

 
  “Shaath is bound,” he said. “Imprisoned by his own believers—who are, themselves, imprisoned by belief. The code of the Huntsmen has been corrupted, used against our own god. He reached out to
  
   me
  
  to seek a solution. Tell me, wouldn’t
  
   you
  
  be awed by the scope of it?” he added with a self-deprecating little chuckle. “I’m just a hunter, not a prophet or even a priest. I know more than I want to of the ways of people; I would rather just know the ways of nature, and immerse myself in it. Who
  
   could
  
  approach such a task? How would you even start?”
 

 
  “By asking questions, I suppose,” she acknowledged, though he hadn’t really expected an answer. “Elves and Rangers are a good enough starting place if you want to learn secrets the Huntsmen have tried to bury. Why does that make you dangerous?”
 

 
  “I have the impression you’re aware of at least some of what is wrong with modern Shaathism; the Rangers in general are experts on it, or so I’ve found. Tell me, how do you
  
   think
  
  they will react to being told their faith is built on lies? If Arjuni is in contact with their lodges and aware of their movements, then yes, I am likely to create a stir he will feel directly.”
 

 
  Behind him, Tholi shifted in muted agitation, but held his peace. Ingvar wanted to reach out comfortingly to the lad, but he sensed it would be a mistake to divide his attention away from Dimbi.
 

 
  “These last days have brought sudden change on me, though,” he said. “It has been made
  
   vividly
  
  clear that my sojourn will not be indulged any longer. With me is Rainwood, a shaman of the line of the Crow, who was directed by his own spirit guides to seek us out and lend aid.”
 

 
  “Just Rainwood to my friends,” the elf added wryly. “In fact, it’s worth knowing that elves of the line of the Crow don’t generally care to be reminded of it.”
 

 
  “Tholi is an old friend from my previous lodge,” Ingvar continued, finally turning to give the young man a nod, which he returned. “He had an experience amazingly similar to my own: dreams and visions, directing him to find me. November is a follower of Avei, and was given the same from her goddess, who I am frankly astonished to learn knows or cares of this at all. I might be skeptical of both their claims, except they were
  
   both
  
  sent exactly to the place where they could meet me, here in the back wilds of N’Jendo where even I did not expect a month ago that I would be. And then Taka just sort of invited herself along.”
 

 
  “Nice,” Taka said irritably. November and Tholi both grinned at her.
 

 
  “And so, to my own amazement, it’s as you said: I have
  
   followers,
  
  now. More alarmingly, they are being sent to me by gods and spirits of various sources. And others are beginning to accrue, apparently just of their own will.”
 

 
  He turned back to face Dimbi directly. “So it sounds to me like Arjuni is both correct, and mistaken. There is a storm coming. Gods know
  
   I
  
  want nothing to do with it, but I’ve been placed at the center of this thing, and I have better sense than to try to flee. I have never yet encountered a storm that obligingly blew the other way when I turned my back on it. What I would tell your leader is that I’m a messenger, nothing more. None of this will go away if I do. The next time the storm roils over his lodge, it may come in a shape less willing to hear him out.”
 

 
  She stared at him in silence a moment longer, then lifted one hand from her bow to pull back her hood. Dimbi was younger than he, to judge by her face, though not so young as Tholi or even November. Her expression was troubled, but focused.
 

 
  “So you’re going to…what? Reform Shaathism?
  
   How,
  
  exactly?”
 

 
  The others all shifted minutely, looking at Ingvar.
 

 
  “I have no idea,” he admitted. “The wind is at my back, here. I am following what guidance I am given as best I can, and trusting that I was chosen for this for a reason, as little sense as much of it makes to me.”
 

 
  She nodded once. “The storm cares not.”
 

 
  “Old Punaji proverb,” he said, nodding back.
 

 
  “Heh…not many people know that. Around here the sea folk are the Tidestriders. But a well-traveled fellow like you… Arjuni is not going to listen to you,” she said abruptly. “He’s a good leader and a good man. But he’s the most godawful mama bear, and it never occurs to him that he doesn’t know best.”
 

 
  Ingvar let out a slow breath. “The last thing I want is to get into a confrontation with Rangers. Do you think Arjuni will continue to create trouble for me?”
 

 
  Dimbi nodded, her expression unhappy. “Until you either leave the purview of our lodge, or something happens to
  
   make
  
  him listen. If you’re being pushed along by gods and the spirits of the wild, that might actually… What kind of storm are you talking about, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “I don’t know that either,” he said, shaking his head. “I came here to find answers, not bring them. Whatever agenda is pushing these matters forward now isn’t mine. We’ll all find out what kind of chaos gods and spirits can unleash at the same time. All I can do is try to position myself to ride it rather than be swept away, and bring as many as I can with me.”
 

 
  She chewed her lower lip for a moment, glancing to the side. “There…are others who
  
   will
  
  listen to you. A lot of us have complicated feelings toward the Huntsmen. We have ample reason to be hostile toward them, but also…attached. Arjuni seems to think you’re going to try to agitate the Rangers into some kind of war against the Shaathists, and I know a few of our number would be up for that. But a lot
  
   more
  
  of us would be interested in helping cut the rot out of them, trying to save what’s worth saving….
  
   If
  
  you truly think you can do that.”
 

 
  “An inquisition is absolutely the last thing anyone needs,” he said firmly. “Shaath can’t be freed by destroying the Huntsmen, but by showing them the truth. And leading them to accept it for what it is, which will be the harder part. You can’t persuade anyone by declaring war on them. I
  
   also
  
  didn’t come here looking to incite a schism within your lodge,” he added.
 

 
  Dimbi snorted softly. “No, just within the Huntsmen, I suppose. It’s different with us. Arjuni won’t listen to
  
   you,
  
  but if you can reach enough of our number…even if it’s just a few. He’ll listen to us above an outsider.”
 

 
  “You’re taking this awfully well,” Taka said, wearing open skepticism on her face. “I’ve been following this guy for a couple days now and I’m still not a hundred percent on these shenanigans. Why’re
  
   you
  
  so eager to believe him, if your own leader isn’t?”
 

 
  “Willing,” Dimbi said with a soft sigh. “I wouldn’t say eager, but…willing. I gather you don’t have a background in the nuanced philosophical differences between Rangers and Huntsmen. In light of that, all of this makes way too much sense. And besides, even so I might dismiss someone showing up making these claims as a con artist or a madman, but neither of those is likely to hoodwink an elvish shaman. Let alone a Crowblood.”
 

 
  “Why does everyone insist on bringing that up?” Rainwood complained. “You wouldn’t find it nearly so nifty if you’d ever
  
   met
  
  the meddlesome old bag.”
 

 
  “If you go to the lodge,” Dimbi continued, again addressing herself to Ingvar, “Arjuni will just get his back up. I doubt he’d try to
  
   shoot
  
  you, not with a dryad and a shaman right there, but any direct confrontation with him will only make all of this harder. I can persuade some of our number to give you a chance, though. Quietly.”
 

 
  “And you would do this?” Ingvar asked. “Forgive me, but it does seem the more logical action in your position would be to warn Arjuni against this.”
 

 
  “You’ve got some face,” she retorted, “to show up out of nowhere asking for
  
   this
  
  kind of trust and not offer any in return.”
 

 
  “Yes…I see the fairness in that. You’re right.” He made a shallow bow toward her. “Forgive me.”
 

 
  “We have less
  
   need
  
  to offer trust, too, as long as I’m here,” Rainwood added, now watching Dimbi through half-lidded eyes. “She means well, and speaks truly.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure whether that’s an honor, or creepy,” the Ranger muttered, giving him a wary stare before returning her focus to Ingvar. “So. When I gather a few sympathetic souls, where will we find you?”
 

 
  That made him hesitate; it was a question to which he simply did not have an answer. Providential as her offer of help was, it jumped him farther ahead than he had planned. In truth, Ingvar had refrained from planning in detail beyond the point where he could straighten out just what the local Rangers were up to, which he had assumed would involve a tense encounter with their standoffish leader at the very least. Now he was suddenly two steps past that, and needing to fit these new developments into a framework he hadn’t even built yet.
 

 
  But that feeling was still there, the sense guiding him toward what he was sure was the right path, even if he couldn’t have said why to save his life. In this case, it prompted him to make use of an old training exercise he had used to induct Huntsman initiates.
 

 
  “By the end of today, at dusk,” he said, “I intend, with Shaath’s blessing and Rainwood’s assistance, to reveal a truth you Rangers know well, which has been kept hidden from the Huntsmen. The truth about wolves. You know of what I speak?”
 

 
  It was very slight, but her eyes did widen and she leaned her head back. That was all the acknowledgment he required.
 

 
  “It was revealed to
  
   me
  
  through the Ranger ritual with which you are familiar; our method will be somewhat different. But we will do this at the proper time and place. And anyone who has a purpose in being there will be able to find us.”
 

 
  In these circumstances and with his delivery, it had a suitably mystical sound, but it was also simple practicality. Anyone who deserved to call themselves Ranger or Huntsman would have no trouble tracking down a party of six people in the woods, especially when two of them were November and Taka.
 

 
  Dimbi regarded him pensively for another long moment. Then her full lips suddenly quirked in a smile, and she reached up to pull her hood back into place, casting her features in shadow once more.
 

 
  “Till the proper time and place, then, Brother Ingvar. I guess we’ll see…what we will see. You’d better impress, or this reform of yours may not get off the ground.”
 

 
  She turned and bounded off into the trees heading toward the ridge and her hidden lodge without waiting for any response.
 

 
  “Twerp,” Taka muttered.
 

 
  “Sooo…once again, we’re
  
   not
  
  going to the mysterious Ranger lodge?” Aspen asked irritably. “I’ve gotta say, all this bait-and-switch is getting tiresome.”
 

 
  “The truth about wolves,” Tholi murmured to himself.
 

 
  Ingvar had narrowed his own eyes in thought, letting their chatter pass him by. Still hovering in that fugue-like state, as if being urged forward by unseen guides, he was suddenly aware of connections and patterns that had not occurred to him before, but now seemed obvious.
 

 
  “Rainwood,” he said, turning to the shaman, “I am about to ask you for another favor.”
 

 
  “You’re always so polite,” the elf chided gently. “They’re not favors when I’m explicitly here to help you, of my own free will. What do you need, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “If your guides are not too disturbed by whatever has upset them, can they reveal whether another party of Huntsmen of Shaath will be intercepting us tonight? Not, perhaps, to offer hostility, but to see whether I do indeed have truth to offer them is something they want to hear, out of sight of their leadership.”
 

 
  Rainwood let his eyes drift closed and leaned his head back, drawing in a slow breath that made his thin chest swell to its maximum extent. Sunlight shifted through the leaves above, a stray beam illuminating his face directly. Seemingly from nowhere, a small cluster of white butterflies danced about the elf for a few seconds before dispersing into the trees around them.
 

 
  Then Rainwood opened his eyes and turned an incredulous frown on Ingvar. “Now, just how exactly did you know that?”
 

 
  “I can’t say that I
  
   knew
  
  it,” he admitted. “But the shape of it was there. All of this… It’s politics, it’s organized religion, and there’s a certain predictable kind of theater to both. All the more so when we’re being ushered along by divine and fae influences. I just had to make a very similar speech to the one I made to those Huntsmen. All the same points, but an opposite tone. These two encounters…they are a parallel. It’s a pattern, leading to a point.”
 

 
  “Man,” Taka muttered, rubbing her palms unconsciously on her tunic, “every time I start to convince myself you’re full of it, you come out with something like that.”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you Ingvar was smart!” Aspen added.
 

 
  “Rainwood,” Ingvar said, “are you certain it will be well?”
 

 
  “No one can have certainty of anything,” the shaman demurred. “I promise you, Ingvar, I won’t deliberately lead you into trouble. I have
  
   trust
  
  in my spirit friends, and I will take every possible precaution. What more can we do?”
 

 
  “What more indeed,” Ingvar murmured. “Well. Back the way we came, I supposed. Those who will be coming after us will have to find their own way, but they’re well suited to do so. We have the whole day, but by the end of it we need to be positioned somewhere suitably distant from both Shaathist and Ranger lodges, and in proximity to the wolves we must call.”
 

 
  “And then we’ll learn this mysterious truth about wolves you’ve been hinting at?” November asked.
 

 
  “One way or another, we will,” he replied, deliberately keeping the grimness he felt out of his tone, and turned to lead the way. “Come along. There should be plenty of time to find and cook something to eat before tonight, and we should have our strength at its fullest.”
 

 
  Inwardly, he could not help but worry, despite Rainwood’s reassurances. They were proposing to perform an improvised variant on a Ranger ritual without the alchemical component that he knew made it work, trusting the elf’s spirit guides and guardians to enable them. And now, they would be doing so when the spirits were unaccountably agitated by something which had evidently sent unknown shockwaves across the magical world. Common sense told him this was no time, that they should wait for a calmer certainty.
 

 
  But now, there was the pattern of events already set in motion and too late to stop. Come dusk, he would be found by the young and inquisitive among both the Huntsmen and Rangers, and would have to prove the truth of his mission to them. If they showed up and Ingvar failed to produce dramatic results, that would be the end of it, and likely, the end of his entire quest. He had been around the circles of clerical power enough to know the damage such an embarrassment could do to a young spiritual movement. It
  
   had
  
  to be tonight. Whatever was wrong in the spirit world, they would have to risk it.
 

 
  And hope that what awaited them in the wolf dream was only truth, which he knew from experience would be painful enough for many of those who saw it. If there were some additional danger caused by whatever had just happened in the Wyrnrange, there was no telling what might unfold.
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  “It’s not going to be like the last time,” Natchua insisted. “I’m not going to just set her loose. You’re right, that was reckless. Look, I was serious when I told Malivette I wanted to talk with her about this; she’s my likeliest chance of getting
  
   rid
  
  of Kheshiri. All that’s changed is that if it doesn’t work, I might still gain some benefit by having Kheshiri disrupt her activities…whatever those are. The beauty of it is I don’t need to deceive anyone. I can tell Malivette the truth that I’m bound by contract not to deliberately rid myself of Kheshiri, but I won’t shed a tear if somebody powerful and clever enough makes her vanish. I can tell the demon that I’m somewhat dependent on Vette’s goodwill and don’t want anything
  
   too
  
  awful to happen to her, but she’s apparently decided to be clever at my expense and it would be swell if somebody gave her something more urgent to worry about. Which is also true. Vette will probably be happier with the succubus under
  
   her
  
  eyes than mine, and Kheshiri needs something dangerous and cunning to chew on to keep her engaged. It’s perfect.”
 

 
  “You’re learning fast,” Melaxyna said with a hint of approval. “The best deceptions are not lies, but truths carefully framed. You can rely on people to act toward their own interests, irrespective of yours. Control what someone knows and you control what they’ll do. Good lessons, all. But you’re still committing the very major blunder of trying to play this game against people you
  
   know
  
  are better at it than you.”
 

 
  “This isn’t the final play of this game,” Natchua murmured, her eyes narrowing as her gaze turned inward in thought. “Unless…
  
   Maybe
  
  if Malivette abruptly does something extremely final to Kheshiri, but I don’t think that’s the likeliest outcome, she knows better than to kill a child of Vanislaas and there’s no reason she would know how to make a soul jar. No, there’s not really a win condition for me if I let that keep playing out, is there? Keshiri is unlikely to overthrow Vette and will only make a big mess for me if she has a serious go at it. Plus, the longer they’re in contact, the greater the chance of them mutually deciding they like each other more than they like me, and
  
   that
  
  could be no end of trouble. I suspect something awkward will happen pretty soon, but even if it doesn’t, I’ll find an excuse to draw Kheshiri back here and keep them separated. I don’t understand either of them nearly well enough, is my problem. Forcing them into contact and seeing what they do when both are off-balance will be…illuminating.”
 

 
  “Ah, the
  
   potential,”
  
  Melaxyna sighed.
 

 
  “You agree, then, it will work?”
 

 
  “I mean
  
   you.
  
  For such a ham-fisted little galoot, you
  
   do
  
  have a mind in there. Given time, practice, and some guidance, you could become something really…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “Well, keeping our eyes on the here and now, let me illuminate something important that you
  
   haven’t
  
  figured out.”
 

 
  “I’d be grateful for the advice,” Natchua said in all sincerity.
 

 
  Melaxyna turned to face her directly. “You should be more open with Kheshiri.”
 

 
  The wind whistled softly between them while they regarded each other in silence. The half-crumbled tower rooftop of Manor Leduc on which they stood offered several advantages in terms of privacy, not least of which was that it was inaccessible without the benefit of wings or shadow-jumping, but rising above the treetops as it did, the constant wind streaming down from the mountains made for an ever-present threat of a tumble. Not that an elf and a succubus were likely to lose their balance.
 

 
  “I know what you’re doing, you know,” Natchua said at last. “A statement like that
  
   obviously
  
  requires an explanation. You’re not getting the satisfaction of hearing me beg for it.”
 

 
  “You really
  
   do
  
  learn,” Melaxyna murmured. A pleased smiled bloomed on her features, but just as quickly withered. “Think in terms of motivations, not your own prejudices. Yes, it’s always wise to be wary of children of Vanislaas, but that becomes a weakness if you think of us as boogeymen who must be tiptoed around in constant terror. Believe me, we get excellent mileage out of that. You need to consider what Kheshiri is and what she wants. Right
  
   now,
  
  you’ve got her cooped up in one place with nothing to do except talk to your other followers, which is a nightmare waiting for an excuse. Natch, your mad crusade against the Dark Lady has been a hard sell to everyone so far, I know, but Kheshiri? Her entire shtick is testing her talents against the most dangerous foes she can, with no regard for her own well-being, just to see how far she can push it. And Elilial, don’t forget, is personally responsible for her being in that reliquary for a century. I respect the impulse to keep her at arm’s length, but I think it would be better to brief her fully. Odds are she will
  
   love
  
  this whole insane scheme of yours. And she can sure as hell contribute a lot to it.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Natchua grunted, turning to gaze out at the stunning view their vantage gave them of Veilgrad and the Great Plains beyond.
 

 
  “And more immediately,” Melaxyna continued, “that will give her something to focus on besides
  
   you.
  
  She’s tricky to read, even for the likes of me, but I have a strong sense that she’s
  
   actually
  
  quite enamored of you. If you can’t distract her with something
  
   good
  
  and juicy, well, she has nothing better to do than squirm her way into your affections.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  going to take that creature to bed,” Natchua said acidly. “I
  
   realize
  
  I’ve earned some skepticism, myself, but I’m not
  
   that
  
  stupid.”
 

 
  Melaxyna gazed at her in silence for a moment before answering in a softer tone. “The only person who cannot be seduced is a person who’s perfectly content. Does that describe you, Natch? In the slightest?”
 

 
  “Oh, what are you on about—”
 

 
  “That really is the most elementary mistake, you know. Love and hate aren’t opposite things. They are two aspects of one phenomenon: infatuation. The emotional fixation on another person which precludes all rational thought. Their mutual opposite is apathy. Someone whom you despise can seduce you far more easily than someone in whom you have no interest at all, so long as they know the technique. I assure you, Natchua, there are few techniques Kheshiri doesn’t know.”
 

 
  “I am skeptical.”
 

 
  “Did you know hostages have a tendency to fall in love with their kidnappers?”
 

 
  “If anything,
  
   she’s
  
  the hostage in this scenario.”
 

 
  “But
  
   you’re
  
  the emotionally agitated one, and that’s what matters. A hostage has to watch an abductor closely for their own survival; they must learn their moods and methods, avoid provoking them, learn how to earn little kindnesses. Understanding someone begets empathy; empathy and an emotional charge is the recipe for passion, and
  
   what
  
  emotion specifically is used in the brew matters far less than most people think. To seduce someone, the
  
   last
  
  thing you want them to feel is safe.
 

 
  “She’ll continue playing pranks like that business with the milk this morning. Anything to keep you annoyed and off-balance. She’ll gradually, the smallest bit at a time, reveal little vulnerabilities—and they’ll be
  
   real
  
  ones, things you could use to actually hurt her. She will prove this by giving you some ammunition she knows you’ll use, wittingly or not, to cause her real pain. You’ll be watching her for trouble this whole time, tense and on edge, and growing gradually more intimately acquainted. It will build, and blossom, and then all she has to do is wait till it’s built
  
   enough
  
  and then find the right moment, something that has emotions running high enough to crowd out rational thought. The aftermath of some kind of battle is perfect for that, and in a group like this, one of those is never too far off. I realize you like to think you’d never fall for it, but…so does everyone. That’s why it works. It’s not weakness on your part, Natchua, it’s just arithmetic for someone who knows all the variables.”
 

 
  Natchua chewed on her bottom lip. “I…respect your insight, Melaxyna, but come on. That all sounds kind of far-fetched.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah?” The succubus tilted her head back, arching an eyebrow. “That’s pretty rich, considering Hesthri
  
   just
  
  pulled that exact routine on you. Quite successfully.”
 

 
  The drow froze, then closed her eyes. “So…you know about…”
 

 
  “Oh, honey, I’m an empathy demon. Of course I do.”
 

 
  “Then…”
 

 
  “Yes, I guarantee Kheshiri knows, too. What she’ll do with that information precisely remains to be seen.”
 

 
  Natchua covered her face in both hands. “Fuck. That
  
   is
  
  exactly what she did, isn’t it?
  
   Fuck.
  
  Why am I such a horny idiot? I never was
  
   before.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, child.” Melaxyna stepped close and wrapped an arm around Natchua’s shoulders, folding one spiny wing around her protectively. “An overactive libido has
  
   never
  
  been your problem.”
 

 
  “Sure looks like it,” Natchua said dully.
 

 
  “Mm. So, you hate your mother, your House, and your entire home culture. It’s not much of a stretch to guess you did not have a warm and caring childhood.”
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  want to discuss that,” Natchua snapped, trying to pull away. To her surprise, Melaxyna’s grip tightened, clinging stubbornly to her.
 

 
  “Then, at the University… Well, why exactly did you stop fooling around with Juniper? Even
  
   I
  
  know she’d happily open her arms to just about anyone, and I only saw her twice a year at most.”
 

 
  “That…she…” Natchua swallowed, giving up on her attempted escape to concentrate on controlling the unpleasant lump of emotion trying to climb up her throat. “That was fine, it was a good thing anyway. Juniper felt I was growing too attached, and wasn’t comfortable having a close emotional… Which, I mean, it’s good that she drew the line before I got in over my head. Falling in love with a dryad would be an utter disaster.”
 

 
  “Mm hm.” Melaxyna rubbed her shoulder soothingly with the hand around her. “And why was Chase Masterson your closest friend on campus?”
 

 
  “I did
  
   not
  
  sleep with Chase!”
 

 
  “Okay. But he’s the one you hung around with the most, am I right?”
 

 
  “My fucking classmates gossip too much,” Natchua growled.
 

 
  “At a guess? That surly, hostile act you were putting on to protect yourself drove everyone
  
   else
  
  away; most people will quickly get tired of being snapped at, and even born therapists like Toby Caine will eventually figure out when their help isn’t actually helping. But Chase, being the twisted little shit he was, remained undeterred by punishment and lived to have fun. He stuck by you, no matter how much of a snot you were to him about it, and always had something to do that kept you entertained. Right?”
 

 
  “What the hell is your point?” Natchua snapped. She still didn’t pull away again, though.
 

 
  The demon folded her wing tighter, hugging her close. “Natchua, honey, people
  
   need
  
  to be loved. It is as essential to life as food, if not as urgent. Deprive a person of all social contact and they’ll start going insane within mere days; deprive them of
  
   love,
  
  and the damage is slower to build, but still severe. It’s
  
   not
  
  weakness on your part that you melt for anyone who shows you genuine affection. As starved for it as you are? It’s like waving a sausage in front of someone who hasn’t eaten in a week.”
 

 
  They were silent for several full minutes. Natchua eventually let herself lean against Melaxyna, who continued to gently rub her upper arm.
 

 
  “Kheshiri will have no trouble figuring that out, will she,” Natchua finally whispered.
 

 
  “And using it,” Melaxyna said, nodding.
 

 
  “What am I going to do?”
 

 
  “Well, first of all, I recommend you let Hesthri continue with what she’s doing.”
 

 
  “Oh, gods.” Natchua squeezed her eyes shut again. “Are you barking mad? There was enough of a mess between me and Jonathan, and between
  
   her
  
  and Jonathan, before that. Now, this is a whole order of magnitude more… I don’t know what the hell she was thinking.”
 

 
  “Exactly. Filling in the third line is
  
   the
  
  most stable solution to the problem of a love triangle. Unfortunately it’s not an option in most cases; most people get too jealous to carry on a relationship like that. Someone usually ends up feeling neglected and hurt. But if the option exists? Absolutely go for it.”
 

 
  Natchua leaned away slightly to frown at her.
  
   “What?”
  
 

 
  “You three aren’t just any three randos, y’know. Well, two of you aren’t. One’s a self-effacing submissive brought up and conditioned to slavery who seems to draw her only joy from satisfying the people she cares about. Trust me on this; empathy demon, remember? Then, one’s an aggressive, over-emotional young tyrant who needs, above all else, a support system. If anything, Jonathan’s the sticking point here, being the most…forgive the word…
  
   normal
  
  of the lot of you. But I rather think if you continue to let Hesthri work on it, she’ll bring him around. It really shouldn’t be all that hard. He’s busy castigating himself for loving two women; I quite think the prospect of being able to have both will be
  
   extremely
  
  persuasive.”
 

 
  Natchua just stared at her. “You’re…actually suggesting…”
 

 
  “I am,” Melaxyna said seriously, meeting her eyes. “Come on, who are
  
   you
  
  to get hung up on what’s conventional? I’m telling you, Natchua, as your
  
   friend,
  
  this would be the best thing for you if you can make it work. You need some comfort, and safety, and
  
   love
  
  more than almost anyone I’ve ever known. The fact that both of them are twice your age is, if anything, the best part. You can
  
   definitely
  
  use four times the maturity to help balance you out.”
 

 
  “Why is it even when you’re being sweet it comes out insulting?”
 

 
  “Well, be fair,” Melaxyna said, grinning. “I’m a demon, and you’re a mess. I’m serious, though. I know these things aren’t your strong suit, but Hesthri
  
   is
  
  capable of arranging such intimate details. My advice to you is to
  
   let her.”
  
 

 
  Natchua rubbed at her eyes with both fists. Not to repress tears, as none were coming, but just because the pressure and flashing lights it caused in her vision were a welcome distraction from the roiling turbulence inside her head.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Melaxyna said solemnly, “this is all gonna be hysterically awkward if you ever do link up with Gabriel again.”
 

 
  The laughter that burst out of her was a simple release of pressure. Melaxyna just held her, even as it built to near hysteria, helping balance them both against the wind and sheltering the drow within her wing for the several minutes it took her to calm herself back down somewhat.
 

 
  “Remember, too,” the succubus said at last, “with Kheshiri slinking about, tending to your own happiness is a strategic necessity. Your martyr complex doesn’t change the fact that she can wreck your entire psyche unless you position yourself such that it’s too difficult for her to manage. Support system, Natchua. Let the people willing to love you do so, as long as they’re all alive to do it.”
 

 
  Still hiccuping, Natchua nodded weakly, brushing tears out of her lashes. Melaxyna squeezed her again.
 

 
  “I want to make sure you’re as…all right as can reasonably be arranged, before I go.”
 

 
  At that, Natchua stiffened, turning to stare at her. “Wait, what? Go?”
 

 
  “We had a deal,” the succubus said, quietly but implacably. “Remember? In exchange for my freedom from the Crawl, my help to set yourself up with the assets and crew you need for your campaign. But you promised I would be released once I was no longer needed, before you get too close to drawing Elilial’s ire. Look around, Natch. You have a secure base, and what amounts to a staff working to build it up. Xyraadi is a major tactical asset, a warlock close to as knowledgeable as you and able to actually
  
   do
  
  a lot of those really dicey infernal spells that you can’t without incinerating yourself. And…without any false modesty…anything I can do tactically, Kheshiri can do better. You just need to get her aimed in the right direction and be certain she’s working with rather than against you—which is more feasible, I assure you, than it may look. I told you, it’s all about providing what she really wants, which you’re uniquely positioned to do.” Melaxyna gave her a gentle shake. “You’re there, Natch. You have what you need to watch for that opening you were talking about taking against Elilial. Or, at the very least, to continue building your position and assets. The truth is, you don’t need me anymore.”
 

 
  “It’s…that’s not what…” Natchua swallowed painfully, refusing to meet her eyes now. “You’re not just an asset anymore, Mel. I don’t…want to lose…a friend.”
 

 
  The succubus was silent, until she could no longer bear the strain and finally raised her face to meet her gaze. Melaxyna’s expression, though, was soft, a sad smile lingering on her lips.
 

 
  “Friends don’t drag friends into suicidal crusades when they’ve explicitly promised not to.”
 

 
  Natchua had to lower her eyes again. But she nodded, acknowledging the point, and not trusting herself to speak.
 

 
  “Hey, I’m not gonna flitter off right this minute,” Melaxyna said more lightly, giving her another affectionate little jostle. “Or this week. I
  
   do
  
  want to stick around till you resolve this thing with Hesthri and Jonathan, and help with it if I can. I’m also making some good progress with Sherwin that I don’t want to abandon; he’s got potential in him under all the…well, Sherwin-ness. Nobody’s ever encouraged him to be something more. I’m still
  
   doing
  
  stuff, is what I’m saying, and not looking to cut this too short. I just wanted you to be aware, it’s coming. I won’t be around a lot longer.”
 

 
  Natchua nodded again, drawing in a succession of deep breaths to steady herself.
 

 
  “Thank you, Melaxyna. For…all of this. You’re a good asset, after all. And thank you for
  
   being
  
  a friend. I know you didn’t have to.”
 

 
  “Well, now, the truth is I sort of did,” the succubus replied with a rueful chuckle. “Maybe another child of Vanislaas in my position wouldn’t have to, but hell. I gotta be me.”
 

 
  Natchua hesitated before speaking again. “I…have been examining Kheshiri. Not in detail, yet, though I do intend to find time to study her closely. I’m learning things about how Vanislaads are put together… Mel, if it’s possible to cure you of the
  
   itch,
  
  would you want me to?”
 

 
  Melaxyna stiffened slightly. “Natchua, that’s my outlet. It’s what lets us process the infernal corruption. If you cut that off, there’s no telling what madness and decay you’d be condemning me to.”
 

 
  “Possibly, yes; I know that’s what everyone believes. But I’ve been
  
   looking,
  
  Mel, and I’m really not so sure anymore. It’s easier for me to study Kheshiri, due to her being contracted to me and all the shadow magic inside her, but I can see it in you, as well. You’re a framework of infernomancy around a captive soul. But the thing is, that’s a
  
   stable
  
  framework. It’s perfectly balanced, not drawing any excess power. You
  
   can
  
  do that with infernal magic, it’s just hard. It’s not outside the skill of a creature like Vanislaas, though. I can see the mechanism of the itch, even if I don’t understand it very well yet. It’s woven through the connections between your soul and the magic that provides your body and powers, right where it’s hooked up to your emotions. And… I’m not absolutely positive yet, and I definitely won’t tamper with anything unless I
  
   am.
  
  But looking at it… I think it may not be necessary. It doesn’t seem to
  
   do
  
  anything but cause that emotional effect. It’s not siphoning off any excess power. There
  
   is
  
  no excess.”
 

 
  Melaxyna was dead silent; Natchua turned to watch her for a moment, finding her face uncharacteristically lacking expression.
 

 
  “It just seems to me,” the drow said quietly after a pause, “if I were going to create creatures like succubi and incubi, I’d want some mechanism of keeping them doing what I wanted them to do, rather than integrating into mortal society to build lives of their own, free from my influence.”
 

 
  “Son of a bitch,” Melaxyna whispered.
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   certain,”
  
  Natchua repeated hastily. “It needs more study, and I may still be wrong. I just… Well. If I have an answer by the time you’re ready to go, Mel, I… It may not be in your contract, but you
  
   are
  
  a friend. I also want to make as sure as I can that you’ll be okay out there. Whatever I can do to help you, I will.”
 

 
  Now it was Melaxyna’s turn to draw in a deep, steadying breath. “Well. There’s some time yet, after all. If you learn anything more, before… Keep me posted.”
 

 
  “I will,” Natchua promised.
 

 
  They were quiet again after that. Just standing there, now, leaning against each other and against the wind. There wasn’t much time before the next trial would have to be faced, but there was a little.
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  “Where’d everybody go?”
 

 
  Teal looked up at Principia’s approach, straightening from her crouched posture at the edge of the cliff. As a young girl she had been nervous of heights, but bonding with Vadrieny had caused that to fade over time, and even reverse, to the point that her parents and even Shaeine protested her habit of lurking on ledges and atop things. But if you could fall all the way from above the atmosphere without suffering ill effects, not to mention being able to fly anyway…why not?
 

 
  “Nowhere,” she said, unconsciously straightening her coat. “They’re in the building, packing up. Well, that and goofing off, it’s not like we had much to pack.
  
   I
  
  went. Just wanted to be alone and think for a bit. Which, now that I think about it, you could already tell, right? I mean, you can
  
   hear
  
  everything happening on this plateau. So why ask me?”
 

 
  “Halfway there,” Principia said cryptically.
 

 
  “What?” Teal frowned at her.
 

 
  “You looked past the surface, but not far enough. Why
  
   would
  
  I indulge in such a harmless, pointless deception?”
 

 
  “Sheer force of habit?” Teal said acidly. Then, when the elf just smiled at her for a moment, she spoke again more slowly. “Or it’s just a way to start a conversation and get me talking.”
 

 
  Principia cocked a finger at her. “Bingo. See, you can spot these things as well as any bard, you’re just not in the habit of it. Anyway. I’ll go spread the bad news to the others, but since you’re here, our departure has been delayed so everybody might as well unpack again. I’ve just spoken with our Order guides and they don’t want to leave until dawn.” She shrugged irritably. “I can see their point. The trail has only a few safe spots to camp and the way they’re spaced out… Well, they’re accustomed to hiking in a certain rhythm for a reason.”
 

 
  “Did you explain why it was important to go?”
 

 
  “Explain what?” Principia asked with a wry little grin. “That we have an incredibly dangerous weapon we need to dispose of and I’ve got this
  
   feeling
  
  it’s gonna be more trouble alone on this barren mountaintop than if we take it back down to where there’s people? I didn’t even get into how we planned to hand it off to Arachne Tellwyrn. Somehow I think that might’ve made them even
  
   less
  
  sympathetic.”
 

 
  “That’s…” Teal frowned. “That seems ominous, though logically I can’t put my finger on exactly why.”
 

 
  “Logic is the beginning of wisdom, not the end,” Principia intoned, putting on a sarcastically pompous aspect. “Seriously, though, you’re right. Ordinarily I wouldn’t think it meant anything, but the god of bards his damn self was
  
   right here,
  
  sticking his fingers into this pie. An arbitrary, barely-justified delay that keeps us isolated in the open for another day has ‘plot device’ written all over it.” She turned her head toward the building in which the other students could be faintly heard having an argument. “I can’t imagine
  
   what
  
  could happen out of the blue up here, but I’ve got the feeling something’s going to. Well. It’s not like you aren’t the most capable group of people alive when it comes to fielding threats, even without that crazy universal trump card you just created. I better go tell everybody to be ready for…whatever.”
 

 
  She turned and made it five paces before Teal suddenly called after her.
 

 
  “Locke, wait. Can you spare a minute?”
 

 
  Principia paused, half-turning to look back at her with a raised eyebrow. “We’re not gonna be any less stuck here after a minute, sure.”
 

 
  “You were an adventurer,” Teal said, her words slow as if she were pondering each with care as she spoke. “During the Age of Adventures. You must’ve known a lot of other adventurers, right? I mean, back when they were common and respectable.”
 

 
  “For a sentence that’s basically not wrong, that one is full of a
  
   lot
  
  of misconceptions,” Principia said, turning to face her fully again. “You may be overestimating how common
  
   and
  
  how respectable adventurers were even during their heyday. And as for me, well, I was even less of both than the usual. Also I tended to be a pretty solitary type. Your average dungeon delving party has little use for thieves unless they’re hitting Manor Dire or someplace with a bunch of traps. I’m a con artist, I don’t
  
   do
  
  traps. But still… Yeah, I knew people. It never paid to stay too far out of circulation.”
 

 
  Teal nodded, chewing the inside of her cheek for a moment. “Did you ever know
  
   any
  
  who were pacifists?”
 

 
  “Sure, that wasn’t uncommon,” Principia said immediately. “Party healers, basically. The majority were clerics, and the majority of
  
   those
  
  who went adventuring and were more into healing than stabbing were Omnists, Izarites, and Salyrites. Of course, Salyrites will do pretty much whatever they can get away with, but Omnists are explicitly pacifist. Izarite dogma
  
   itself
  
  isn’t pacifist, but several Izarite denominations are, and have gone through phases where they predominate in the cult.”
 

 
  Teal’s face had fallen while she spoke, and now she nodded again, a little disconsolately. “Party healers. That’s it?”
 

 
  “That’s by a wide margin the majority, yeah. Of course, you can pick any adjective and it applies to
  
   somebody
  
  who called themselves an adventurer at some point, including a lot weirder than ‘pacifist,’ but you asked about people
  
   I
  
  knew. That’s not a trait I seek out in my friends. I’ve known the odd pacifist who wasn’t insufferably preachy, but that combination of traits seems oddly uncommon.”
 

 
  Teal made a wry grimace at her, getting a grin in response.
 

 
  “You’re looking for a role model, then?” Principia said after a momentary pause.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah. I’m sure that must be hilarious to you…”
 

 
  “Absolutely not,” the elf said with a totally serious expression. She turned fully and walked back over to stand by Teal at the edge of the cliff. “If you’re looking to adopt a given way of operating, modeling someone who mastered it is an
  
   excellent
  
  starting point.”
 

 
  “Just a starting point, though,” Teal said quickly. “I obviously need to tailor my own approach, but…it’s hard to know where to begin. I figured following someone’s footsteps would get me pointed in the right direction, until I can figure out my own methods through practice.”
 

 
  “That’s exactly how you acquire basically any skill,” Principia agreed. “Well, I’m sorry I lack personal connections that would apply to you, but I’ll tell you what. You might find a lot of inspiration in my own favorite trickster heroine, and I’m willing to bet you already know a lot of stories about her.
  
   Every
  
  young pacifist reads everything they can find about Laressa of Anteraas.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Teal said, now frowning quizzically. “She was already a great inspiration to me, since I was a little girl. But…did you say trickster heroine? I never really saw her that way.”
 

 
  “Of course you didn’t,” Principia replied with a wide grin. “Nobody does, not now or in her own day, and
  
   that
  
  is why she’s my favorite. Peak technique for con artistry is to avoid being known for it; that’s how you keep people off their guard. Then and now, everybody oohed and aahed over her ‘peaceful warrior’ shtick and the spectacle she made of that, and never really caught on to how she schemed rings around them.”
 

 
  “Really.” Teal was still frowning, but more thoughtfully now.
 

 
  “For example, you know the story of Safiya’s Shaming, right? It’s one of the most famous.”
 

 
  “Safiya’s Persuasion, they call it in Calderaas,” Teal said, smiling in spite of herself. “Sure, of course, I always liked that one. Sultana Safiya was planning to invade Akhvaris, but Laressa walked into the Royal Palace and spent three days following the Sultana
  
   everywhere
  
  she went, reciting from the Aveniad until she abandoned that plan and swore to leave the drow alone.”
 

 
  Principia was grinning, too. “And how about the Lasher’s Loss? That one’s dear to my heart, for reasons I’m sure you can imagine.”
 

 
  “I don’t… Wait, no, that’s familiar. Lasher was a Thieves’ Guild boss, right?”
 

 
  “An underboss in Anteraas, yeah. Basically, Laressa was warned by an oracle—or an insider, depending on which version of the story—that Lasher and his thieves were going to rob the local temple of Avei. So she emptied out the treasury coffer and locked herself in it. When the thieves took it back to their base, they opened it up and boom! Instead of a box of gold, box of paladin.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, I
  
   did
  
  hear that one!” Teal said, growing more animated by the moment. “Lasher kept her there one night, and by the time he let her go he was so enraptured he asked her to marry him.”
 

 
  “Again, depends on the version,” Principia said, matching Teal’s mounting excitement in gesture and expression exactly, “but whether or not
  
   that
  
  happened, it’s a fact that she thwarted a Guild job, was kept overnight at their mercy, and in the morning they let her leave on good terms. Oh, but I
  
   know
  
  you know about Laressa’s Stand in the Briar Wars.”
 

 
  “Yes!” Teal exclaimed. “Where she faced down four armies!”
 

 
  “Every major participant in the war,” Prin said enthusiastically, “armies from Tiraas, Calderaas, Veilgrad and Leineth. They all marched on the plain west of Leineth itself…”
 

 
  “And they found Laressa there, sitting right in the middle of it in an armchair…”
 

 
  “Eating grapes and reading a book!”
 

 
  “And all four generals stood there watching her for an hour…”
 

 
  Principia laughed aloud. “And then every last one of them turned around and marched the fuck home! And it’s not just the big things like that, either, Laressa was sharp and in control of every one of her encounters. One of her favorite tricks was letting people attack her, doing her Sun Style evasion and deflection thing with just a touch of divine shielding, and let them work themselves into a fury and get worn out doing her no damage while she talked them around to her way of thinking.”
 

 
  Teal nodded eagerly. “Yeah, I’ve seen Toby do that.”
 

 
  “It’s a great trick, if you’ve got the skill. But with all respect to Toby, you’ve seen him do
  
   half
  
  of it. Laressa was also a master of, shall we say, conversational Sun Style. You’ll never persuade someone by proving them wrong, that just makes people dig their heels in. Most thought is emotional more than it’s logical. Changing people’s minds requires salesmanship and manipulation. Laressa was sly enough to do
  
   that,
  
  while also fighting physically. Honestly, I don’t think there have been many people who even
  
   could
  
  do the kind of things she did.” Her expression sobered by degrees until she was left with a small, knowing smile. “And it all worked because she decided what people should think about her and made it happen. To the point that even now, her biggest fans think the big deal about her was her pacifism.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t it?” Teal countered. “Who but a pacifist would even have thought to do such things?”
 

 
  “Well, for starters,
  
   every
  
  Avenist ever, if they were smarter and actually
  
   meant
  
  that high-minded talk about how the art of war applies to all confrontations, not just violent ones. I may be a bit biased here, Teal; I’m no pacifist, but I’m definitely not a fan of violence. It’s wasteful and destructive at best, brings out the worst in people and creates a mess that
  
   somebody’s
  
  going to have to rebuild from. It is far and away better to accomplish your goals through cleverness and maneuvering than by hurting people and breaking stuff. You can’t achieve that just by showing up and being all serene and peaceful. People who try that are usually the first to die. But it
  
   can
  
  be achieved with the proper technique, and Laressa of Anteraas had technique in spades.”
 

 
  “How do you mean?” Teal’s eyes were narrowed in concentration now, as if she could read insight straight from Principia’s face.
 

 
  “Well, think about just those examples we talked about. Stalking a Sultana through her palace until she buckles
  
   sounds
  
  like an effort of sheer brute force pacifism, until you read between the lines. There’s a
  
   lot
  
  of politics, there. Hands of Avei are traditionally given the run of the Palace in Calderaas, but do you really think a crowned head of state would submit to that kind of treatment if she felt it within her power to get rid of the person doing it? You have to understand that whole situation. The core of Calderaas’s army has always been heavy cavalry—basically the worst possible choice for invading a drow city. Safiya was young, inexperienced, and pretty painfully naive, and being given a lot of deliberately bad advice to cause her to blunder severely enough that the Calderaan Houses would be justified in removing her so one of her rivals could take over.”
 

 
  “By, for example, getting most of the army massacred underground,” Teal murmured.
 

 
  Principia nodded. “The Aveniad is basically a series of romanticized war stories; it’s laid out to teach lessons in Avenist battle doctrine and military strategy, not so much moral principles. It’s pretty incredible how anybody thinks you can
  
   shame
  
  someone with that. Laressa used her position to insert herself forcibly into Safiya’s inner circle, and you had better believe they spent the whole time trying to remove her. She fended off physical and political attempts to get rid of her—already requiring a broader skill set than most people will ever have—and protected the young Sultana from the same while giving her a crash course in military
  
   and
  
  political leadership. Safiya’s advisors had built up her ego til she wouldn’t hear contradiction from anyone, so Laressa spent three days making her realize for herself what was going on. She did all this
  
   while
  
  dancing around the temper of a spoiled teenager who was in the habit of ordering people who said things she didn’t want to hear out of the city. That whole affair ended with most of Safiya’s inner circle banished or beheaded, and Laressa her most valued advisor. Pacifism, my ass; if I was half that sly I’d be Empress by now.”
 

 
  Teal was frowning deeply, her eyes slowly tracking from side to side as she formed connections. Principia watched her for a moment before continuing.
 

 
  “Then there was Lasher. There are so many version of that story specifically because nobody knows what exactly happened between Laressa and the thieves that night. But what
  
   is
  
  known is just…general knowledge. Eserites have no respect for Avenists, very little sense of humor about having their operations busted up by outside forces, and an immediate strategic need not to let people see inside their hideouts and then leave to tell tales. And let me assure you, the Thieves’ Guild is
  
   not
  
  impressed by pacifist ideals. Laressa barged into the middle of that and got a bunch of Eserites to embrace her as a friend. I’m pretty sure Hands of Avei have achieved that exactly twice now.”
 

 
  They both glanced at the building where the other students were still talking, then exchanged a small smile.
 

 
  “And the Stand?” Teal asked, her expression and tone showing simple curiosity.
 

 
  “You have to know a bit of background to understand that one, too. Another of Laressa’s tricks—not a favorite, as there are only so many times a body can do this—was to
  
   let
  
  her enemies beat her. Physically, I mean. But she only did this in public, and after carefully laying the groundwork, so that the outrage at this abuse of the peaceful paladin prompted backlash that soon destroyed whoever had ordered her roughed up. Leineth came later in her career, by which time it was widely rumored that if you harmed Laressa of Anteraas, Avei’s curse would come down on you and cause your utter ruin. Of course, if Avei could be arsed to show up and fight her own battles, she wouldn’t need Hands, now would she? That was all Laressa’s cunning at work. The Stand was the payoff of
  
   years
  
  of strategy and building a reputation, till entire armies didn’t dare to even try fighting
  
   around
  
  her.”
 

 
  Principia turned her head to gaze absently out at the Great Tree in the distance, a little smile playing about her lips.
 

 
  “In a lot of ways, Laressa of Anteraas was the ultimate bard. She succeeded by carefully crafting a narrative around herself that guided people to fit themselves subconsciously into the roles she wanted. And by all accounts, especially to people she set herself against, she was annoying as hell.”
 

 
  Teal had to crack a smile at that, but it faltered quickly. “So…within all that, where’s the role of principled pacifism?”
 

 
  “There’s not a thing in the world wrong with moral pacifism as long as you aren’t stupid about it,” Principia said with a shrug. “Morality is a fine thing for your personal life. Laressa clearly had it in spades, as do you. The main difference between you was the strategic ability to get shit
  
   done.”
  
 

 
  Teal dropped her eyes.
 

 
  “Then again, maybe take me with a grain of salt,” Principia added in a lighter tone. “Gods know I’m hardly one of the world’s great moral philosophers. Although… I do have a pet theory I’ve been wanting to bounce off someone for a while.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Teal said warily.
 

 
  “It’s a universal principle across every culture: you
  
   take care of your group.
  
  Loyalty and love for whatever social clusters you belong to is paramount to being a person. I’ve been mulling it, lately, and I have come to think that the closest thing there is to an objective gauge of someone’s
  
   goodness
  
  is the size of their in-group.”
 

 
  Teal frowned. “So, what, the better someone is, the more popular they are?”
 

 
  “Oh, is that vividly
  
   not
  
  the cause,” Principia chuckled. “No, I mean, the extent of their empathy—where they draw the lines between friend, foe, and uninteresting stranger. So at one extreme end of the spectrum is the Omnist ideal: absolute, universal compassion for all living things, everywhere. There’s a reason even the Omnists consider that an ideal to strive for, not something you can just up and
  
   do.
  
  I’m pretty sure a person would go crazy from the sheer pressure long before they managed to fully invest themselves in the well-being of everyone and everything alive. And then, at the other end, is what the elves call
  
   anth’auwa,
  
  someone whose entire group is themselves, with no moral regard for
  
   any
  
  other person. Good and evil are just points of view in ninety percent of situations where they meaningfully clash; the least subjective measure I’ve been able to find is a count of how many people are so important do you that you would sacrifice your own well-being for their sake. Your family? Village? Nation? Your religion? The whole world?”
 

 
  “Huh,” Teal grunted, also turning to look out at the Tree now. “I think…I’d have to ponder that for a while. It feels like you might be onto something with that, though.” She turned back to give Principia a sharp look. “So how good a person would that make
  
   you,
  
  Principia Locke?”
 

 
  “Not fucking very,” the elf said frankly. “Mostly because I don’t aspire to be any better. According to my little theory, I’m a better person than I was the first time we met, and I’ve gotta tell you I’m not real happy about it. Being invested deeply in other people seems largely an experience of broadened vulnerabilities and the stress of trying to take care of them. Before all’s said and done,” she went on in a softer tone, “I expect to be a better person still, by far. Gods, I am
  
   not
  
  looking forward to that.”
 

 
  Teal was still studying her from the corner of her eye, both of them facing the edge of the cliff now but with the human’s head slightly tilted toward Principia, who was now staring at the horizon and chewing pensively on her tongue.
 

 
  “So you admire people who are crafty irrespective of being moral, then?” Teal said at last.
 

 
  “Hmm…” Principia made a waffling gesture with her hand. “I admire cunning for its own sake, true. But even being a self-described amoral creature, it’s hard to feel positively toward people who abuse and exploit others, isn’t it? I’m still Eserite at my core. I would say, rather… I admire people who are crafty
  
   about
  
  being moral.”
 

 
  “And that’s the hardest thing about dealing with you, of course. It’s so difficult to untangle your good advice from your agenda that just hearing you say something that sounds like good sense makes me question the concept of sense itself.”
 

 
  “Well, now, that’s its own trap,” Principia said, turning back to her directly. “Being too trusting will lead you into trouble, sure, but second-guessing everything and trying to look for hidden layers of lies in every shadow will cause you to blunder just as badly, and drive you nuts to boot. What’s important is understanding what a person’s agenda is, and keeping it in mind when you analyze their actions.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Teal folded her arms, making a show of studying Principia. “What am I to think about you, then?”
 

 
  “Now, now, you know what I’m after,” the elf chided gently. “Same thing I have been since before the first time I crossed your path.” She didn’t look again at the building where Trissiny was currently holed up with the others, but Teal did. “In a way, Teal, the lesson of Principia Locke is exactly the point I was trying to illustrate with Laressa. Whatever it is you’re after in life, if you get greedy and reckless and just charge in, you’ll make enemies and make a mess it’ll take you gods know how long to straighten out. The path to success is careful. The best victory is to find a way for everybody to win—and if somebody needs to lose, better to arrange for them to trip themselves than to walk up and punch ’em in the gob. That’s one of those things that’s regarded as a moral truth by a lot of people, but even to someone like myself without a lot of use for moral truths, it’s just good practical advice. I suspect that at the back of most morality, if you follow it to its original source, is something that a long-ago group of people agreed to do mostly because they got the best results from it.”
 

 
  Teal nodded slowly. “So. Laressa of Anteraas. Hm… We haven’t had much luck in making the Mask show us specific people on request. But then, relying overmuch on a magical doodad like that is missing the point, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “You don’t need me to tell you that,” Principia said. “I mean, I’ll tell you anyway just because it bears repeating: don’t mess around with that damn thing any more than you absolutely must. But I give you the credit of assuming you can figure that out for yourself.”
 

 
  “And I do have at least one friend who probably knows a lot of stories about Laressa,” Teal mused.
  
   “And
  
  has both an Avenist and Eserite mindset. And who I’d trust more than you, no offense.”
 

 
  “I’m never offended by good sense.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure how much your…agenda…makes you a source of good advice, though.”
 

 
  “Think in terms of what I’m looking to gain,” Principia suggested. “Above all else, I want Trissiny to be okay. To do that, I need the lot of you goobers to be okay; paladins historically don’t accomplish much or live long without their support systems. Their party, in a word. And sure, I could worm my way into your affections and make you uncritically regard me as a trusted source. Ruda and Shaeine would be pretty hard to bring around but I’m confident I could manipulate the rest of you pretty easily.”
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  Teal muttered.
 

 
  “But that would be a lesser benefit,” Prin continued with a lopsided grin. “I’m a useful kinda person to have around, in certain specific circumstances. Of far
  
   more
  
  aid toward the goal of keeping you kids safe would be teaching you how to
  
   watch
  
  for people like me, and deal with us whenever we pop up. That skill is useful all the time, in every situation. And that even has the ancillary benefit of achieving the first goal; you’ll end up being able to get the best use out of me and my own skills when I happen to be around that way. Always go for the longer goal with the greater benefit, unless your back’s to a wall and you have no better choice. That’s what I fucked up two years ago in Clarke Tower. I got hasty, and greedy, and stupid.” She sighed softly. “And this is what I mean when I say it’s a lot of trouble, caring about people. I am very smart, Teal. Anything that makes me dumb, I have to resent.”
 

 
  There was a silence, in which Teal frowned at her as if unsure what she was seeing.
 

 
  “Well, anyway, that was well more than a minute,” Principia said, suddenly brisk. “I’m sure everybody is completely packed up by now, the better to be nice and pissed off at the news I bring. Allow me to go face the music.”
 

 
  “You do know Shaeine can hear everything we’ve been saying. And I guarantee she’d be paying attention, just from the mere fact that it’s
  
   you
  
  and
  
   me,
  
  talking alone.”
 

 
  Principia grinned and winked. “Then allow me to make a graceful exit. We’re perilously close to talking about my feelings, and I obviously can’t have that.” She backed up two steps before turning to walk toward the others.
 

 
  “You’re missing the point, you know,” Teal called after her. “Same mistake Toby keeps making. Being connected to people is only exhausting if you insist on being responsible for taking care of everybody. You’re supposed to let the people you love take care of you too, Locke.”
 

 
  Principia turned around without slowing, walking backwards while she spread her arms in a self-effacing shrug and grinned. “Well, that sounds like one of those pieces of excellent advice I intend not to take. I’ve gotta be my beautiful, flawed self, after all.”
 

 
  She turned again and strolled the rest of the way to the shadowed doorway, her step a carefree saunter.
 

 
  Teal stared after her, thinking.
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  No one ever made it more than a few steps into an Izarite temple without being approached by a priest, but given the way he looked by that hour of the morning, Shook couldn’t blame them for being particularly on the ball. He was still in a tailored suit, at least, and had made sure his hair was still slicked back with the aid of his pocket comb and the tin of Sly’s Gentleman’s Cream he always carried—plus a judicious use of his reflection in store windows—but after the night he’d had, he was unshaven, hollow-eyed from lack of sleep, and teetering on his feet. As such, he didn’t even make it fully in the door before a priestess materialized seemingly out of nowhere and gently took him by the arm.
 

 
  “Welcome,” she said in a soft tone, leading him to the side out of the doorway. “This is a safe place; you can rest here. We’ll take good care of you. What’s your name?”
 

 
  “Uh…call me Jerry,” he stammered, embarrassingly unprepared for that simple question. With, by this point, Syrinx and her bullshit Inquisition doubtless added to the list of people hunting for his head, which already included the Sisterhood and the Guild, neither his full name nor his tag were safe things to throw around. Of course, in the last couple of years he’d almost never had to interact with the general public, except briefly and in passing, and usually Kheshiri had handled that.
 

 
  “Jerry,” the woman said, smiling up at him warmly as though she were genuinely delighted to make his scruffy acquaintance. His customary annoyance at the two-faced trickiness of women in general started to well up, but he deliberately pushed it away. She was Izarite, after all; the expression was probably genuine. They were a bunch of feather-headed nutbars, but it was impossible to hate them for it. “I’m Nakhi, and I’m so glad you came. Come sit with me for a moment, and let’s talk.”
 

 
  “Yeah, about that.” He planted his feet, causing her also to stop, still with a light grip on his arm. “I’m not lookin’ for the usual run of TLC, here. Who’s in charge of this temple?”
 

 
  Nakhi looked quizzically up at him, stepping closer. “Brother Lokoru is the head priest, but he’s usually not up at this time of morning. We keep unconventional hours here, as you may have heard. But I’ll be more than glad to help you with anything, Jerry. Whatever’s going on, I can tell it has you under a lot of pressure. You’re in exactly the right place to have that turmoil relieved. That is what we
  
   do
  
  in Izara’s name, after all.”
 

 
  She gave him that warm, gentle smile again, and he noted she was actually sort of pretty. Not a woman he’d have looked twice at on the street, but Izarites had a way about them; something about that relentless kindness of theirs was irresistibly attractive regardless of what they looked like.
 

 
  “Thank, doll,” he said, gently extricating his arm from her grip. “Look, I know you got a job to do and I’m sure you’re good at it, but I’m gonna have to pass on having that turmoil relieved. I’m still using it. Can you maybe answer a couple questions about Izarite business in Ninkabi?”
 

 
  “Well…it depends on the questions,” the priestess replied, her expression growing concerned. Exactly like a nurse whose patient wouldn’t take their medicine. “Obviously, we place a high value on privacy here. I would
  
   never
  
  repeat anything you shared with me in confidence, and I can’t betray any other guest’s confidence to you, either. But the cult itself doesn’t have many secrets. I meant what I said, Jerry: if there’s anything I
  
   can
  
  do to help you, then that’s what I’m here for. Are you in some kind of trouble?”
 

 
  Omnu’s balls, was he in some kind of trouble. Nothing she could actually help with, though, and trying would likely just land him in hot water with the Church or one of the Pantheon cults with which he was already having problems.
 

 
  “If there was some higher-up in town,” he said, evading the question, “some big important Izarite personnel from the capital, and they were being discreet and didn’t want their presence known, what’d be my best chance of meetin’ up with ’em?”
 

 
  Nakhi blinked twice. “I’m…not sure I understand the question, Jerry. If somebody important were here and specifically wanted to avoid being known or seeing anyone, then it sounds like you
  
   couldn’t
  
  meet them. And I probably couldn’t, either, for that matter. I’m definitely not aware of anybody like that being in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “And if you were, you couldn’t tell the likes of me, anyway. Well, it was worth a try. Thanks anyway.”
 

 
  “Are you looking for someone in particular, Jerry?” she asked. “We just don’t have a lot of celebrities or important officials within the Brethren. I can’t think of anybody who might match your description other than High Priestess Delaine or Bishop Snowe, and they’re both in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Nah, don’t worry about it,” he said, forcing a grin. “Sorry to waste your time, sister. Have a good one.”
 

 
  He turned to go, but she reached out and caught his arm again. Anger surged; he did
  
   not
  
  appreciate being grabbed.
 

 
  “Are you sure you won’t stay and talk for a while?” Nakhi asked, her voice as tender as a doting mother’s. “Whatever else is going on, Jerry, it’s obvious you could do with some rest, and probably a hot meal. We can provide both. And even if you weren’t looking to unburden yourself, I bet you’d be amazed at the difference it can make.”
 

 
  Fucking whore, exactly like all the rest of them, looking to ferret out whatever secrets she could exploit. Izarites were supposedly empathic as a gift of their goddess; she had to be aware of how angry she was making him, but there was no sign on her face of any concern. As if to prove she was operating on some hidden agenda…
 

 
  Breathe. Let it go.
 

 
  
   Everyone is absolutely out for themselves,
  
  Sweet’s advice whispered in his memory,
  
   but you have to put yourself in their perspective, think about what they want. People are social animals, Thumper. You’d be amazed how many of their selfish agendas will actually impel them to do nice things for others and except nothing in return.
  
 

 
  She was an Izarite. This
  
   was
  
  her hidden agenda. Losing his cool over this was his own weakness, exactly the thing his teachers had tried to get him past, and Kheshiri had worked so hard to exacerbate. It was past time he paid due honor to the men who’d been actually trying to help him.
 

 
  “I appreciate it, honey,” he said, once more removing her hand from his arm as gently as he could. She didn’t resist, giving him no reason to handle her at all roughly. He patted her hand once before letting it go. “You’re a sweetheart, but you don’t have what I need. Take care, now.”
 

 
  Shook turned and strode back outside into the sunlight before she could try again to dissuade him, not slowing his steps to a more typical walking pace until he had rounded the temple’s corner and was pacing down its length on the sidewalk.
 

 
  It wasn’t much of a play, but it was the best he could think of on short notice. It was pretty clear that going back to the Inquisition wasn’t an option. With Kheshiri run off and the Jackal himself evidently having snapped under the pressure of his own scheme, to say nothing of that rabid loon Syrinx now holding the reins, he had to face the fact that this entire keep-tabs-on-the-Archpope plan had gone belly up without producing any results.
 

 
  That pretty much left him with Khadizroth as the only person to turn to. He already knew it was within K’s power to locate him in the city, and didn’t know why he hadn’t yet done so, though he could think of several possibilities. The least dismal was that the dragon was just too preoccupied keeping Syrinx from burning Ninkabi the fuck down to come looking; it was also possible he
  
   knew
  
  Shook had spent the night with the Wreath and assumed the worst about him. That left him with one, more slender hope.
 

 
  Khadizroth was of the opinion that Snowe was a much cleverer operator than she let on, and Shook respected his opinion highly. She’d pretty much have to be, anyway, to have come out here in order to put Syrinx down—itself a worthy goal in his view. He was gambling that she was sufficiently on the ball to make sure she’d be informed of interesting developments in whatever city she was in. Such as a scruffy person matching his description sniffing around for her at Izarite temples, for example.
 

 
  He pulled out the pamphlet he’d acquired at a small Universal Church chapel, which gave the addresses of all the temples of Izara in Ninkabi, double-checking the next on the list. Yep, he was heading the right way, at least if his recollection of the street layout was solid.
 

 
  Now there wasn’t much left but to hope Snowe found his trail before the Inquisition, the Guild, or the Avenists did. Or the Wreath. Or the Jackal, since the gods only knew what that demented fuck was up to right now and given his personality, killing off his former allies was an ample likelihood. Or this mysterious necromantic cult of Justinian’s, since that was evidently a real thing and was actually up to big trouble in this city.
 

 
  Nothing could ever be easy, could it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was her own fault for leaving Kheshiri unsupervised for five minutes, Natchua reflected when she returned to the kitchen to find everyone assembled and the whole group in the process of exploding.
 

 
  The entire story was obvious at a glance. The bit players had carefully removed themselves to three corners of the room: the three hobgoblins huddled together with their heads down in one, Sherwin in another watching the unfolding show as avidly as a theater patron during the fight scene, while Xyraadi perched daintily on a stool near the fireplace, sipping tea from a cracked mug with the aloof aspect of someone who wanted something to occupy her hands and mouth a lot more than she wanted tea.
 

 
  It was just in front of the hall door, opposite the external door through which Natchua and Melaxyna emerged, that the real drama was playing out. Jonathan and Hesthri faced each other across the gap, he with his fists clenched and apparently on the verge of lunging at her, she just looking resigned. Natchua was in no way worried about that; aside from Hesthri’s physical invulnerability, she knew Jonathan Arquin would never get any closer than that to striking someone he cared about, especially a woman. That it had gone this far was a testament not only to how upset he was, but how suddenly the provocation must have come on, clearly before his prized self-control had a chance to re-assert itself.
 

 
  And between them, just far enough back in the doorway not to obstruct their view of each other, Kheshiri looked confused and worried, glancing back and forth as if this outcome were a complete surprise to her. Given who and what she was, that was unlikely to be fooling anyone. It was certainly not fooling Natchua, who could read the malicious glee coursing through her aura like a newspaper headline.
 

 
  Well, Mel had warned her Kheshiri’s campaign would begin with deliberately making a nuisance of herself.
 

 
  “Oh dear,” Kheshiri said worriedly, wringing her hands. “Should…I not have said anything? I’m sorry, I don’t know all the history here…”
 

 
  Jonathan tore his eyes from Hesthri to turn an incredulously furious stare upon Natchua. “Is this
  
   true?”
  
 

 
  “Is what…” He physically swelled, and she broke off, shaking her head. “No, Jonathan, I am not being disingenuous. I’m
  
   pretty
  
  sure I know what this is about, but since the rogue succubus obviously started it, I’m not willing to assume.”
 

 
  “That’s what this is about,” Hesthri said quietly. “And yes, Jonathan, it’s true.”
 

 
  Amazingly, he managed to puff up even further, his face flushing almost crimson with the pressure of not lashing out. At least he managed to keep it strictly verbal.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is
  
   wrong
  
  with you?” he roared, addressing himself to the ceiling.
 

 
  Natchua chose to assume, regardless, that it was directed at her.
 

 
  “Well, if I
  
   knew
  
  the full answer to that, I’d already be at work fixing it, now wouldn’t I?” she asked wearily. “Nothing you don’t already know about, really. And I
  
   did
  
  try to warn you.”
 

 
  “Nothing is wrong with me,” Hesthri said, her voice still soft. “Not now that I’m with you, and safe from my former mistress, and able to help Gabriel. All of it thanks to Natchua. What’s
  
   more,”
  
  she added in a firmer tone, stepping forward to compel his attention, “a lot less is wrong with Natchua than either she or you thinks, and none of it able to be addressed by carrying on this way. This isn’t how I wanted to you find out,
  
   obviously,
  
  but I was also not going to hide it from you, Jonathan.
  
   Since
  
  this is how it’s begun, though, let’s talk about it.”
 

 
  “You want to
  
   talk.”
  
  He clutched his head for a moment, fingers clenching into bloodless claws. “…no. This is more shit than I can deal with.”
 

 
  “Jonathan,” Hesthri said urgently as he rounded on Kheshiri. “Please, you can’t—”
 

 
  
   “Later,”
  
  he snapped, not looking at her. “I can’t even look at you right now.
  
   Get out of the way!”
  
  he roared at Kheshiri, who quailed backward, still blocking the door.
 

 
  The nigh-hysterical mirth roiling in her aura rose to such a pitch that Natchua was honestly impressed she managed to keep acting, but indeed she did, quivering and stammering and giving a very good impression of a woman too panicked by the sight of the man cornering her even to flee.
 

 
  Natchua wasn’t sure what would result from the succubus continuing to antagonize Jonathan right now, but was not about to indulge her. A simple extension of her will caused the shadows to flicker and gather, sweeping Kheshiri away to stand at the opposite side of the room, well out of his path.
 

 
  “Jonathan,” Hesthri said as he stomped out down the corridor toward the ruined great hall. She only spoke his name, though, not raising her voice or trying to call him back.
 

 
  “Mistress, I’m so sorry,” Kheshiri burbled frantically, “I didn’t realize—”
 

 
  “Silence,” Natchua ordered with neither emphasis nor inflection. “I’ll deal with you in a moment. Melaxyna, would you please go make sure Jonathan doesn’t do anything…unwise?”
 

 
  “He will not,” Hesthri stated, turning to her. “And he definitely doesn’t want to be hovered over. Just let him calm down on his own time.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Natchua replied. “Which is why I asked Melaxyna, whose presence he won’t detect if she doesn’t wish it. I trust Jonathan, but I’ve never seen him that angry, and the woods around Veilgrad are not safe even by the standards of woods in general.”
 

 
  Hesthri nodded at that, as did Melaxyna, pausing only to squeeze Natchua’s shoulder once. She slipped across the room, diverting momentarily to the corner to peck Sherwin on the cheek, then departed silently into the hallway, fading to invisibility as she went.
 

 
  “Xyraadi,” Natchua said, turning to the khelminash, with a deep bow of her head, “this is more menial than the work you’re used to, I know, but can I ask you to supervise the horogki’s work today?”
 

 
  
   “Pas de probleme,”
  
  Xyraadi assured her, rising smoothly and setting her cup on the mantle. “After helping Mortimer in Second Chances, I fancy I have acquired a knack for administration.”
 

 
  “Oh, uh, about that, boss lady,” Pizzicato squeaked. Natchua turned to find her hunched as if expecting to be kicked; Glissando and Staccato were actually trying to hide behind her. “We, uh, sorta need some quality time with Mr. Moneybags, here. We gotta see about orderin’ some stuff to work with—stone, lumber, glass, tools, nails an’ shit. Cleanup’s well and good and a lotta that rubble is reusable but not even we can rebuild a house outta good intentions and slobber.”
 

 
  “That’s Lord Moneybags, actually,” Natchua corrected her, smiling in spite of herself.
 

 
  “Hey, just Sherwin’s fine,” he demurred. “The House of Moneybags doesn’t stand on formality. What’s left of it. And anyway, uh, I don’t really know what to tell you. I have my lawyers arrange for my supplies and stuff. If I need something in particular that’s not on the regular delivery I have them order it. If you just write down what you need…”
 

 
  “I can certainly attend to that myself,” Xyraadi said, smiling. “If you girls will just tell me what you need, I shall arrange a full list for Sherwin to deliver to his steward.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Pizzicato croaked, looking less than reassured. “Well, then. Great. Okay.”
 

 
  “Is there a problem?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  All three of them suddenly straightened up, frantically waving. “No, no! No problem! Everything’s fine and dandy!”
 

 
  “There is
  
   not
  
  a problem,” Hesthri interjected, “but I see why they would fear otherwise. Girls,” she went on more gently, turning to the hobgoblins, “Xyraadi is
  
   not
  
  like the other khelminash. She fled from their cities and from Hell itself to come here and live free of them. I have found her to be kind and entirely reasonable; she won’t treat you the way the mistresses back home did. Right?” she added, turning a pointed look on Xyraadi.
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   absolutement,”
  
  Xyraadi agreed hastily. “I apologize, ladies, for failing to consider your perspective. I, of all people! No, we are all five of us exiles from the same nightmare, are we not? And good riddance to it. I see no reason we cannot all be friends; it is not a hard thing to treat one another with a little basic respect.”
 

 
  “Xyraadi has my trust as well,” Natchua added, seeing that the three hobs looked less than convinced. It would likely take time and exposure to bring them around; she just needed to apply a little encouragement to get them started. “But if
  
   anyone
  
  here has any problem with anyone
  
   else,
  
  you bring it right to me and I will take care of it. Okay? You’re not slaves here. It’s not possible for you to leave and roam this plane, I’m afraid, but if you wanted to go back to where you came from, I’ll arrange it.”
 

 
  That prompted another round of frantic demurrals, and Hesthri winced.
 

 
  “I’m sorry,” Natchua said ruefully, “that sounded like a threat, didn’t it? I promise it wasn’t. Don’t worry, girls, I’m not going to banish you
  
   unless
  
  you ask me to. I just mean, this is a small community and we need to get along. So long as everybody pulls their weight, I will make sure you’re treated as well as I can reasonably arrange. Fair?”
 

 
  “Come, why don’t you show me what you have done so far?” Xyraadi suggested, smiling at the quailing hobgoblins and gesturing toward the door. “I would be delighted to hear your plans for the ongoing repairs.”
 

 
  “Hes,” Natchua said, “would you mind going along? Not that I think they need more supervision, but they might feel better with you there.”
 

 
  “Not at all. In fact, I’d be grateful to have something to do with myself right now.” She gave Natchua a warm smile before gently shepherding the still-uncertain horogki toward the great hall.
 

 
  Sherwin cleared his throat as Xyraadi followed them out. “Well! I guess I’ll, uh…”
 

 
  “That’s okay, Sherwin, it’s your room, after all. Don’t put yourself out; I’ll just get the rest of this mess out of your hair. Come, Kheshiri.”
 

 
  The sunlight wasn’t as glaring as it had once been; the actual shadow spell to protect her eyes from the brilliance hadn’t been part of the repertory of infernomacny Elilial had given her, but it had been easy enough to work out. She didn’t even need dark glasses anymore.
 

 
  “Mistress, I apologize,” Kheshiri said demurely. “It seems I misread the situation and spoke out of turn. If any trouble has resulted—”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Natchua interrupted in a disinterested tone. Narisian reserve didn’t exactly prepare her for this kind of playacting, but she made do by trying to channel the attitude she felt best fit her needs: Tellwyrn’s. One of Tellwyrn’s
  
   specific
  
  attitudes, in fact, the slightly irritated dismissal she showed to problems that were only just barely worth addressing. As if this pivotal conversation with this highly dangerous individual were a fleeting annoyance, beneath her attention. “You’ve only seen me using brute force to solve problems, so you assumed that was the only trick I had, and therefore assumed you’re smarter than I. And that was fine, while you were an unwanted stray I had to gather up. Now, however, I have a task for you, and so it’s time for you to learn some things.”
 

 
  “Oh?” Kheshiri murmured. “I will be glad to serve you in any way I can, mistress.”
 

 
  Her expression, now, was surprised and intrigued, and for once the emotion in her aura was exactly the same.
 

 
  The thing was, Kheshiri absolutely
  
   was
  
  smarter than she, and had to at least suspect it. But if she thought Natchua was dim enough not to recognize the disparity in their scheming ability, she might relax her efforts enough to make a mistake. Plus, by taking a leaf out of Hesthri’s book and abruptly changing her entire demeanor every so often, apropos of nothing, she might stave off the succubus from getting a true handle on her actual personality.
 

 
  Gods, this was going to be exhausting.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By the time early afternoon rolled around, Shook was seriously considering trying to catch a nap in an alley like some kind of bum. Keeping moving the whole day was exactly the exhausting icing his already exhausting cake did not need; after visiting every Izarite temple in Ninkabi to sow the necessary seeds of suspicion, he had carried on a gradual circuit of the city, pacing between the temples in the hope that anybody who came looking for him would be less likely to catch him unawares as long as he was moving. If he got the first look, he could meet up with Snowe or Vannae if it was one of them, or flee from anyone else. But gods, he was about ready to drop right where he stood. It wasn’t like this was his first all-nighter, but it also wasn’t as if he were as young as he’d once been.
 

 
  And ultimately it didn’t even work. He was shambling along, too out of it even to register where he was going anymore, much less what was happening around him, when a luxury enchanted carriage driven by a man in nondescript livery pulled up to the curb alongside him.
 

 
  One of its windows swung outward, and Branwen Snowe’s face appeared in the gap. “May I offer you a ride, Mr. Shook?”
 

 
  He was too tired to hesitate or even upbraid himself for being snuck up on after all his preparations. He just turned toward the carriage and grasped the door handle, Snowe already retreating along the seat. Shook clambered in and slumped against its plush cushions, only belatedly remembering to pull the door shut.
 

 
  “Gods, am I glad to see you, lady,” he said as the carriage pulled smoothly back into traffic. “How’d you find me?”
 

 
  “Khadizroth has been instrumental in tracking you. I must say, though, your plan to draw my attention was impressively clever. I’ve already had several confused reports of your movements. I’d like to think that even without our dragon friend, I would have been sharp enough to locate you.”
 

 
  She smiled, and it was even better than the smiles he’d been getting from Izarite priests all morning, for all that it had that same ineffably gentle Izarite quality to it. The difference, he figured, was that Branwen Snowe was also out and out gorgeous, and clearly worked at it. None of the others had worn cosmetics, or applied more to their hair than water and a comb. She looked like she was on the way to one of her book signings or public addresses. He’d known plenty of women like this; they always looked that way.
 

 
  “So K’s with you,” he said wearily. “Good. Makes this a lot easier.”
 

 
  “Yes, it will be good to have everyone’s information in the same room,” she agreed. “I gather you must have had a very interesting night. And Khadizroth will be able to update you on events within Basra’s Inquisition since you slipped out.”
 

 
  Shook grunted. “I bet Syrinx is about ready to chew her fuckin’ foot off.”
 

 
  “She was close to that point before all this started.”
 

 
  Despite the fatigue, he studied her face closely. “I guess that’s the best news you’ve had all week, right? You must really hate the bitch to go to all this trouble.”
 

 
  Snowe sighed very softly, turning her blue eyes to the passing scenery outside the window. “Even if I were inclined toward hate…no. That seems like an emotion for enemies. Other people. Basra Syrinx is just a mad, deadly
  
   thing
  
  which has run amok for far too long. All I feel is pity for those she has harmed, and…remorse. This summer I stood in the Grand Cathedral while the paladin of her own faith demanded she be brought to justice, and heard the fellow Bishop whose opinion I respect the most point out something which has stayed with me ever since: all those of us who tolerated Basra because she was politically useful, even knowing what a monster she is, are complicit in her crimes. Her destruction is redemption, to me. That’s all.”
 

 
  “I can respect that,” he said, nodding and letting his eyes close of their own accord. Shook was just too bone-weary to dissemble; that actually was a sentiment to which he could relate. “Oh…right. You’d best not bring me to whatever safe house you’re using, Bishop. Among the shit I need to bring everybody up to speed on, I spent the night with the Black fuckin’ Wreath. I’d bet my left nut they’re still tracking me. They damn sure
  
   can,
  
  and they’d be pretty stupid not to.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  she said, turning back to him with her eyebrows raised. “Well… Thank you for the warning, but we must go where we are going regardless. That is where Khadizroth awaits us. After that, however, I’m confident he can erase any trace the warlocks can lay upon you, and my own roots in this city are shallow. We can move to a new, safer location easily enough.”
 

 
  He just nodded. Sounded like good sense.
 

 
  “I’m proud of you, Mr. Shook,” she said quietly.
 

 
  He opened his eyes. “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “I know nothing except what I cannot help but sense,” Snowe said, again giving him that Izarite smile. “But it is…familiar to me. You are a man struggling with inner demons, and slowly but surely, rising above them. Forgive my presumption; I just wanted you to know that I honor the effort.”
 

 
  Shook stared at her for a moment. It seemed that this was the sort of thing that usually made him angry. Right at that moment, though, he just didn’t have the energy.
 

 
  He leaned his head against the window and let his eyes drift shut again.
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  “So you
  
   did
  
  see him again,” Khadizroth said, leaning forward in his armchair to gaze intently at Shook.
 

 
  “The one time, yeah,” he replied. “He and I had the same idea, for once: took one look at Syrinx losing the last ounce of her shit and even your famous diplomacy barely managing to keep her in check, and we both fucked off in different directions. He went right out the goddamn window. I take it the asshole never bothered to report back in?”
 

 
  “As of the time Vannae and I departed, no,” the dragon murmured, frowning now. “Jack’s failure to do so indirectly led to that decision. When you vanished and it became clear to Inquisitor Syrinx that her title now amounted to nothing more than house steward for the two of us, I’m afraid she rather…well.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ll
  
   bet
  
  she rather,” Shook grunted. “Sorry for leavin’ you guys in the lurch like that. At the time, it sure did look like my last opportunity to get my ass outta there in one piece.”
 

 
  “It’s quite all right, Jeremiah,” Khadizroth assured him with a small smile. “I see how you would have concluded that—and you may well have been entirely right. She might not have exploded had you stayed, but on the other hand… Well, what’s done is done. You’ve acquired valuable intelligence and we’ve extricated ourselves from Syrinx entirely. In a way, it worked out.”
 

 
  “You don’t intend to return, then?” Branwen asked.
 

 
  The dragon sighed softly, looking over at Vannae and then Shook again, then shook his head. The two of them were upright in opposite corners of the small parlor in the Bishop’s temporary residence, Snowe herself seated on the loveseat adjacent to Khadizroth.
 

 
  “I have dealt with people sharing Syrinx’s particular disability a number of times over the years,” Khadizroth stated. “In fact, that is the core of what is wrong with the Jackal, though every manifestation is somewhat unique and naturally he is a distinct aberration from Syrinx, or any other
  
   anth’auwa.
  
  The outbursts of temper are explosive, but usually brief; most of the time they are quite unemotional and often focused. In Syrinx’s case, they have been coming closer and closer together, and growing more severe with each, which is a major warning sign. As the Inquisition has been shedding personnel and making no progress, her resources and options have continued to close in on her like the walls of a cell. Coming on the heels of her lost career in Tiraas…”
 

 
  “This is bad,” Branwen muttered. “Steadily increasing pressure is one of the worst things for people like that. They need stimulation and variety to… Someone is going to be hurt.”
 

 
  “I fear you are correct,” Khadizroth agreed, nodding. “With no outlet for her aggression and no other way to exercise her will, she will seek out or
  
   create
  
  a target. I deemed it best that this not be Vannae or myself. Unfortunately… I think we must all face the facts that our goals here have ended in failure. The smart thing for Syrinx to do, and the best outcome for everyone, would be for her to return to the Archpope and report the Inquisition’s failure. Any of her other options will bring her swiftly afoul of established powers in Ninkabi. Either way, it would seem our window of opportunity to silence her for good has closed.”
 

 
  “Well, I dunno,” Shook said dryly. “I figure one of the things Jack is likely to do next, when he gets tired of picking on hapless city guards, is go after his own former team. And of the lot of us, Syrinx is both the most reachable and probably the most interesting physical challenge.”
 

 
  “Do you really think that’s going to be his next move?” Branwen asked.
 

 
  “I am glad to report I have zero fuckin’ clue what goes through that nutjob’s brain, Bishop. At his best, he’s only ever kept his crazy at a low simmer with a lid on top. Now? I think the pressure’s just built up till he couldn’t contain it anymore, and he’s just gone off on a wild-ass spree.”
 

 
  “In this case, I don’t think I agree,” Khadizroth said pensively. “I can scarcely guess what he actually is trying to accomplish, but I suspect it is still goal-directed. Your assessment of the Jackal’s character lines up well with mine, but consider that he
  
   has
  
  kept it at a simmer for the two years we have known him. Unlike Syrinx, he has shown no pattern of increasing instability. And remember: the entire idea of our group was his. He not only brought us together and made his case for keeping ourselves close to Justinian, but it was he who laboriously laid the groundwork with the Archpope himself beforehand.”
 

 
  Shook raised his eyebrows, glancing at Branwen. “Uh, K…”
 

 
  “I think we are past the point of dissembling, Jeremiah,” the dragon said wryly. “The good Bishop has made no secret of her loyalties. In the worst case she can report this conversation to Justinian, who I assure you is already well aware that we have only endured his control for our own ends and bear him no goodwill. Now? That, too, appears to have ended in failure. He’s managed to make some use of our abilities and it seems the time has come for us to discreetly depart from his service.”
 

 
  “So you’re saying he
  
   won?”
  
  Shook growled.
 

 
  “I am afraid he has,” Khadizroth agreed, himself baring teeth for a moment in displeasure. “Sometimes, as the saying goes, the bear eats you. Now, at any rate, we are no threat to him and so our antipathy would appear to matter little. We are still
  
   here,
  
  in a city beleaguered by the Black Wreath, this mysterious cult which Justinian himself set up, and at least three of our own former compatriots gone dangerously rogue. Bishop Snowe is still an ally, at least for the moment, and our list of such has dwindled sharply. Let us all continue to get along.”
 

 
  “It goes without saying that it would be a mistake to take anything the Wreath said to you at face value,” Branwen added, turning to Shook, “but if they were more or less correct, I consider this evidence that this cult is no longer under his Holiness’s control. I have already made it plain that I disagree with some of his methods—that is, after all, why I’m here—but I cannot believe he would do such a thing as open hellgates in a major city. There is no possible benefit to anyone in such an action.”
 

 
  “Except, perhaps, an apocalyptic cult,” said Khadizroth. “Several extant hellgates were originally the work of such.
  
   If
  
  this is indeed what this lot are up to, they appear to be more ambitious than most.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” Shook said feelingly.
 

 
  “I understand you gentlemen are all rather short on options,” Branwen said with every appearance of genuine worry, looking at each of the three of them in turn. “Where will you go after this?”
 

 
  Shook glanced for a moment at Vannae, who met his eyes, and then both turned back to her with matching fatalistic shrugs, both savvy enough not to betray anything by looking to their de facto leader for confirmation. Snowe might be an ally for the moment, but she
  
   was
  
  still directly in the Archpope’s camp and there was no reason at all for her to know about the other allies Khadizroth had already begun discreetly gathering at his old hidden lair. Even their little pantomime of conceding defeat to Justinian had been a bit of impromptu misdirection; one of the things Shook most enjoyed about working with the green dragon was how on the ball he was about things like that, even stuff he’d only have expected fellow thieves to have practiced. Khadizroth might still be acting against the Archpope out of a sense of duty, but for Shook’s part, he was bound and determined to make
  
   something
  
  stick to Justinian before all this was over. And it was
  
   not
  
  over, not as long as they still weren’t dead.
 

 
  The dragon sighed heavily, rubbing his forehead with one hand and generally making a very convincing show of his quiet despair over this state of affairs. “I hope you won’t judge me too harshly if I choose to procrastinate dealing with that, your Grace. I even dare to hope something may come up while we are addressing the present urgency.”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said with a warm smile, reaching forward to pat the dragon’s knee. Shook and Vannae again locked eyes, this time sharing a different silent message. “Well, for the time being at least, you are all more than welcome to whatever hospitality I can offer. I guess what we need to figure out
  
   now
  
  is what to do next.”
 

 
  “Well, I know both my uses and my limits,” said Shook, folding his arms and leaning against the wall, “and playing brain checkers with the Black fuckin’ Wreath is beyond both. I brought you every detail I can remember, so forgive me if I leave it to wiser heads to suss out how accurate their song and dance was.”
 

 
  All of them turned to look at Khadizroth.
 

 
  “I know little of dimensional mechanics,” said Branwen, “and even less of necromancy. It sounds implausible, but…
  
   could
  
  something of the kind be done, Lord Khadizroth?”
 

 
  The dragon had folded his hands and was staring into space with his eyes narrowed in thought. “The difficulty in answering that question is that necromancy is not a school of magic. There are several ways it can be approached, utilizing all four schools, most requiring heavy alchemy and minor shadow magic to boot. In
  
   theory?
  
  The answer is usually ‘yes.’ Magic is applying a localized subjectivity to physical reality. The highest possible application of
  
   any
  
  school of magic is the transcendence of its limitations. Mastery is often defined as performing any possible task with those originally limited tools.”
 

 
  “So,” she said, equally pensive in expression, “the question becomes one of psychology and capability rather than magical theory. Can
  
   they
  
  do this?”
 

 
  “Well said,” he agreed, nodding to her with a smile. “Unfortunately, we suffer a near total lack of data on this particular cult. I realize you are protective of his Holiness’s secrets, Branwen, but can you shed any light on this?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid I have already shed what I have,” she said with an apologetic grimace. “I am only reasonably sure that the project
  
   was
  
  his Holiness’s. The Church has records of them and there are few other organizations which
  
   could
  
  create such a thing, the other main candidate being the Empire, which is contradicted by the group’s use to attack the Emperor. Circumstantial, but compelling. But that is the best I can offer.”
 

 
  “Then all we have left to analyze is the Wreath,” Khadizroth mused.
 

 
  He fell silent, and they all stared at him, the tension in the room creeping upward. The dragon just gazed narrowly at the wall, seemingly undisturbed by the weight of their combined attention.
 

 
  “Nothing can be certain,” he said at last, so suddenly into the long silence that Shook and Branwen both twitched. “But based upon the available evidence, I am inclined to think they were serious, and at least as much as can be expected, honest.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Shook said simply. “How so?”
 

 
  “It is counter-intuitive,” the dragon continued, “but I have found over my long years that when clever people with a penchant for deception tell you something wildly implausible, they are more often serious than not. The logic is there, if you look closely. Deception hinges on fitting a piece of false reality into established patterns so that a victim does not look closely or think deeply. The last thing a deceiver wants is for you to stop and consider what is going on.”
 

 
  “Hell, I can vouch for that much,” Shook agreed, nodding. “I’m no con artist by trade, but every Guild member knows the basics. You wanna con somebody, you gotta show ’em something that makes sense in their eyes, something they’ll expect.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Khadizroth said. “And the Black Wreath is more than a rival crew of deceptive operators. They contain demons and prevent the opening of hellgates as a matter of religious duty; it is the reason for what little tolerance is extended to them by mortal governments and the other cults. Be assured, they absolutely would not scruple to take advantage of such events if they were already unfolding and the opportunity existed. But they are on record, very long and consistent record, taking these matters with the utmost seriousness. If they are concerned enough about this to seek help, the most probable explanation is that they
  
   need
  
  help.”
 

 
  “That, at least, we can verify,” Vannae said quietly.
 

 
  “Yes,” the dragon mused, folding his hands in his lap, “now that I know to look for an intersection of necromancy and dimensional warping, I can seek such through the flows of magic. There will be an element of chance at first, but
  
   if
  
  the Wreath has told the truth about this, once I have found one such and identified the workings used in its creation, I can locate any others with greater ease.”
 

 
  “And…” Shook deliberately un-clenched his fists, flexing his fingers. “…what happened to me? The Wreath claimed not to have been behind it.”
 

 
  “About that, I would be less sanguine,” Khadizroth said gravely, turning to him. “They
  
   do
  
  have reason to deceive you, and no reason not to; if they seek allies and had identified you as connected to the Inquisition, it would hardly serve them to admit they had assaulted you and confiscated Kheshiri’s reliquary. In addition, the alternative is that there is
  
   yet another
  
  player active in Ninkabi, who is capable of feats of infernal magic which the Wreath have never been able to manage before. That seems implausible…as does the alternative. Remember that Kheshiri was outside the reliquary for a time after its seizure, and for reasons I just went over, the Wreath would have immediately sealed a daughter of Vanislaas had they the means. This is a dangerous dilemma,” he said, leaning forward to gaze intently at Shook. “If there
  
   is
  
  such an additional party, their presence changes every equation and leaves us blind and vulnerable until we identify them. If not, the Wreath has not only increased their capabilities beyond what I knew, but has proven themselves willing to attack and curse even those to whom they turn as allies.”
 

 
  “Damned if they did, damned if they didn’t,” Shook said, and blew out a breath of pure frustration.
 

 
  “Well put,” Khadizroth agreed with a tiny smile of dark amusement. “At the very least, we should keep it in mind as a reminder of two things: the Wreath
  
   cannot
  
  be trusted, and we do not fully understand what is happening here.”
 

 
  “So, you tracking our quarry to one of these portal sites is a starting point,” said Branwen. “I can provide transportation, since your movements in the city must obviously be discreet. Beyond that, though? If these people are sufficiently numerous and equipped that even the Wreath is desperate enough to seek help in dealing with them… Even with your aid, Lord Khadizroth, I’m concerned that adding ourselves to the effort is simply…not enough.”
 

 
  “Who else is there?” Vannae all but whispered.
 

 
  “Ain’t like we can go to
  
   any
  
  legitimate authority,” Shook grunted. “What the hell would we tell them? A tale like this…even if the Bishop blows her cover, I figure this is as likely to just damage her credibility as it is to add it to the claim.”
 

 
  “Well, I
  
   can
  
  call in aid from the Church,” Branwen said slowly, pausing to chew her lower lip. “But… The Church is
  
   already
  
  involved in this. And they may not know what this cult is doing or why, but if they
  
   think
  
  they know, revealing that we are on their tail…”
 

 
  “We were sent explicitly to hunt this cult,” Khadizroth added, “with the aid of this Inquisition. Two Church-aligned forces which cannot officially be acknowledged to exist, set directly into conflict. As far as the Church goes, all we can know for certain is that the left had doesn’t know the right exists, much less what it is doing. To seek official backup from that source would be, at best, a roll of the dice.”
 

 
  “Especially since we’re all AWOL from
  
   our
  
  official backup,” Shook added. “So, can’t count on the Church. The Empire wouldn’t listen to us. What else we got?”
 

 
  “The Guild?” Vannae suggested, looking at him.
 

 
  “Leaving out that the Guild would haul me into a dark room for disciplinary thumping before they even
  
   thought
  
  about listening to what I had to say, we happen to be in one of the worst places for it. Guild presence in Ninkabi is just about as abnormal as it gets this side of Sifan. This is where the Fount of the Fallen is, one of our few actually holy sites. More Eserite
  
   priests
  
  here than almost anywhere else per square mile…which might be specifically applicable to this problem, sure. But that’s still not many, and there’s a lot less in the way of Guild muscle on hand than in basically any other major city.”
 

 
  “I face a similar dilemma,” Khadizroth acknowledged, grimacing. “Here it is, an unprecedented moment in history when, for the first time, I could actually call upon other dragons for aid. But only in theory; in practice, I fear the Conclave of the Winds regards me very much as the Thieves’ Guild does you, Jeremiah. Inviting their attention would likely result only in my own removal from the scene. If I
  
   could
  
  persuade them to lend aid, just the persuading would surely take longer than we can spare.”
 

 
  “My tribe is long dead and scattered,” Vannae murmured.
 

 
  “Well, isn’t
  
   this
  
  cheerful as all fuck,” Shook growled, straightening up. He turned and began to pace up and down one side of the room.
 

 
  “Are you all right?” Khadizroth asked, suddenly intent on him. “If you feel manic or unsettled, Jeremiah, please let me know. That can be a side effect of the magic that eased your weariness.”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Shook said, giving him a tight smile in passing. “Thanks, but this is just my thinkin’ posture. Not that I’m the best thinker in this outfit, but every little bit helps.”
 

 
  “Very well.
  
   Do
  
  be sure to get actual sleep when you can, my friend. I can only ease the symptoms of weariness; your brain still needs rest.”
 

 
  “I’ll get a nap while you’re hunting down necro-portals. Not like I’m any damn use for that. Shit, who else
  
   is
  
  there? The Wizard’s Guild?”
 

 
  “Even less likely to listen to us than the Empire,” Branwen said a little morosely. “Oh! The Order of the Light?”
 

 
  Shook barked a derisive laugh.
 

 
  “Severely lacking in personnel in this day and age,” Khadizroth said more gently. “And no longer able to defy governments and move with impunity through their territory; that would leave us back at needing to persuade the Empire. I
  
   suppose
  
  , if we are desperate, I could try sending a telescroll to Last Rock. I understand Arachne has taken to using real world crises as testing grounds for her students. If she took me seriously it might get a party of young adventurers out here. I have found those to be surprisingly effective, when they are not amazingly ineffectual.”
 

 
  “That’s twice now we’ve reached for solutions from the last century,” Shook grumbled, still pacing. “Is this the point where we officially acknowledge how fucked we are?”
 

 
  “It’s worse than needing more help,” Branwen said, frowning deeply. “It’s the
  
   existing
  
  help. Talking of Last Rock… I don’t have privileged access to military records, but I have access to people who
  
   do,
  
  and I’ve learned that the Black Wreath was allowed to ‘help’ during the chaos crisis in Veilgrad. Apparently they
  
   did
  
  render material aid, and overall made the whole thing worse by causing more chaos effects with their demon summonings and then deliberately incapacitating all three paladins. And
  
   then
  
  it seems they tried to steal Imperial equipment as soon as the matter was resolved and only failed in that because the local vampire intervened. You are quite correct, Lord Khadizroth. Even if the Black Wreath helps in good faith, they
  
   will
  
  find a way to manipulate events and people to further their own goals. Furthering the Wreath’s goals is the absolute last thing I want.”
 

 
  The dragon drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, then reached over to take her hand. “Then the question we must ask ourselves is whether that prospect is worse than the alternative. If they are correct… Twenty hellgates, Branwen. Ninkabi would be a complete and permanent loss. Most of N’Jendo would be rendered uninhabitable.”
 

 
  Shook came to an abrupt halt. “Hey, your Grace. Two questions. One, you got a pen and paper anywhere around here?”
 

 
  “Of course,” she said, turning a quizzical frown on him. “Anything you need, Mr. Shook. You have an idea?”
 

 
  “Probably not a very good one, but I guess we’re down to that point now. Which leads to my second question.” He grinned. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to loan me some money?”
 

 
  Branwen raised her eyebrows. “That would depend. It might be more practical for me to buy whatever it is you need.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Yeah, actually now you mention it, that’s absolutely right. Yeah, I’m a dumbass for not thinking of that up front, it’s obviously gotta come from you.”
 

 
  “It?” she asked pointedly. “From me?”
 

 
  “Right, it’s like this.” He stopped right behind the couch, leaning both arms against it to stare at the group with a grin even he could feel was a little unhinged. “We’ve got no resources and no credibility among the kinda dangerous people we need—but we all know somebody who
  
   does.
  
  And he may not wanna hear from
  
   most
  
  of us, but if we piggyback a little o’ my know-how on some of her Grace’s credibility, I bet we can get some real shit started.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I very much appreciate this, Antonio,” Bishop Ferdowsi said, his voice trembling just slightly. “I realize it verges on exploiting our professional connection…”
 

 
  “Not in the least little bit, Mehmed,” Darling assured him, laying a hand on the older man’s thin shoulder. “This is exactly why we have a Universal Church: to help one another out in situations like this. I will take this directly to Boss Tricks, and we’ll get people on it at once.”
 

 
  “Please understand, it’s not my intention to get anyone in trouble. We just want the Codex back. It is entirely irreplaceable.”
 

 
  “It would be easiest and fastest if one of our people
  
   had
  
  taken it,” Darling said seriously, “since we could just get it back from them in that case. I have to warn you though, Mehmed, that’s a lesser possibility. Guild thieves are
  
   not
  
  to mess with the other cults unless on the Boss’s direct orders and under exceptional circumstances, and even then it’s usually the Vernisites. That rule is
  
   fiercely
  
  enforced. But we can still help a great deal. There aren’t so many people in Tiraas who would even want a five hundred-year-old illuminated manuscript, and any of those who are willing to receive stolen property will already be known to us. I’ll lay even odds we find it before the police do.”
 

 
  “I understand. Regardless, I remain deeply grateful, Antonio, as does the entire Archive.”
 

 
  “You can assure the Curator that we’re on it,” Darling said kindly. “I’ll head right to the Guild; I was going there anyway this afternoon. Thieves work best at night, so I dare to hope I may have something to tell you by tomorrow.”
 

 
  He was frowning as he finally parted from the Nemitite Bishop, his steps quickening nearly to the point of breaking the serene gliding gait which helped characterize his ecclesiastical persona. He hadn’t had the heart to say it to the old man, but this was very likely to have been an inside job. Such things usually were, and honestly, who but a librarian would even think to steal a rare scroll? One thing he could be sure of: if this
  
   had
  
  been some rogue Eserite, he just might tell Flora and Fauna to work them over before Style got a chance. They’d do it, too. All three of them had felt rather protective of the Nemitites ever since that ugly business with Aleesa Asherad.
 

 
  “Your Grace.”
 

 
  Darling snapped out of his reverie, focusing his gaze on one of the last people he’d expected to meet in the Grand Cathedral.
 

 
  
   “Price?”
  
 

 
  “I apologize for disturbing you here, your Grace,” his Butler said crisply. “You received a telescroll at the house, brought by specialty courier, and I deemed it urgent. It came on a Universal Church priority signal, bearing Bishop Snowe’s name, from Ninkabi.”
 

 
  Darling blinked. It was a forgivable lapse; they were alone in that corridor, Ferdowsi having vanished around a corner in the other direction.
 

 
  “What the hell is Branwen doing in
  
   Ninkabi?
  
  She’s supposed to be…” Now that he thought of it, he hadn’t seen her in a few days.
 

 
  Price produced the scroll from within her coat, folded and flattened by transit. “It is an unusually long communique, your Grace, and only the first line is from Bishop Snowe. The rest is in a Thieves’ Guild cipher, signed by Thumper.”
 

 
  
   “What?!”
  
  He snatched it from her, raking his eyes across the row after row of scrambled letters as fast as he could without losing the thread. It was an older code and a simple one, but well, if it actually was Thumper, that made sense.
 

 
  Darling read the while thing again, more slowly, just to be sure he had it right, before finally raising his head to stare at the vaulted marble ceiling.
 

 
  “Price.”
 

 
  “Your Grace?”
 

 
  “Is there even the slightest chance my five adventurer friends haven’t vanished into the Golden Sea by now?”
 

 
  “They have, at least, vanished from the city, your Grace. Beyond that, I regretably seem to have left my pocket oracle in my other trousers.”
 

 
  “All right. Welp. I had to head down to the Casino anyway.” Sweet stuffed the telescroll into his sleeve and turned, striding down the hall with no regard at all for Bishoply poise. “C’mon, let’s go ruin Tricks’s entire week. I’ll be damned if I’m the only one who has to suffer.”
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  Natchua indulged in a slower approach on the way home to Leduc Manor, shadow-jumping only enough to avoid people or a trip that would have taken much of the day. She did enjoy a little time spent walking in the mountains, and approaching the half-ruined mansion from its switchbacking access road gave her a few minutes both to savor the view, and to think.
 

 
  Melaxyna was out in front in a simple human guise, her own customary features with a less eerie coloration and her wings and tail hidden, whittling a chunk of wood with a rusty-looking knife.
 

 
  “That took a good few hours,” she observed as soon as Natchua came into view. “I was on the verge of getting worried.”
 

 
  She kept walking up the path. The succubus had called out once Natchua was within the range of elven hearing; she opted to approach closer rather than try to have a discussion while shouting back and forth. It was a small thing, and she didn’t regard Melaxyna as hostile, but it did not escape her notice that this placed Mel in control of the conversation’s dynamic. Holding her peace until she arrived at a position of her choosing was another small thing that served a similar purpose. She would probably never come to enjoy thinking in terms like this, but it was an unfortunately important habit to acquire, and Natchua was starting from behind.
 

 
  “I had a really peculiar moment today,” Natchua said as soon as she was close enough to do so without raising her voice. “Kind of an epiphany. There was this one point during the…generally pretty difficult discussions I had to have, where suddenly these two incredibly clever, powerful women I was trying to wheedle just
  
   visibly
  
  dismissed me as a concern and focused on verbally fencing with each other instead. Like I obviously wasn’t smart enough, or important enough, to be a player in that game. And what made it so strange was that I was pleased by it. That’s usually…enraging.”
 

 
  “Reputation is a powerful thing,” Melaxyna said sagely. “No matter what it’s a reputation for, there’s always some way to leverage it. And being thought of as less smart than you are is always crazy useful, I’ve gotten great mileage out of that one over the years. So, how’re our girls getting along?”
 

 
  “They’ll keep each other busy for a while, that much I’m confident in. I’m going to have to separate them again before too long,” Natchua continued with a contemplative frown. “If Kheshiri actually messes up Malivette’s situation it’ll mean major problems for me, and likely everyone in the province. And if Vette decisively wins that… Well, actually, that would solve the Kheshiri problem neatly, but then I’m right back to needing to do something about
  
   her,
  
  and it might be better to still have Kheshiri around to help with that. Well, anyway, hopefully this’ll buy me a few days without either of ’em underfoot, and a chance to see what they both do under pressure.” She paused, then drew in a breath to steady herself. “How’s it looking on the home front? Awful quiet in there…”
 

 
  “Most of the others are over in the north wing,” Melaxyna said, turning to nod in the direction of the half-ruined arm of the house. “The hobs have pretty well reached the end of what they can do in the front hall, here, without a lot of materiel and supplies, so they’re surveying the damage in the next section. They seem to be getting along well with Xyraadi, now. She’s surprisingly down to earth when she’s trying to make an impression; I was expecting more snobbery, what with all the gratuitous Glassian, but nope! Sweet girl, really. Probably due to her history with adventurers. The chapbooks lie, Natchua. Adventurers were usually filthy hobos who went off to kill things in dungeons because they couldn’t hack it in actual society. Classy, they were not.”
 

 
  “Right,” Natchua said impatient. “And…?”
 

 
  Melaxyna gave her a knowing little smile, which she repressed the urge to slap. It was in the nature of a succubus to needle, and she was beginning to think this one in particular was deliberately training her in self-control.
 

 
  “Jonathan seems steadier with something to do with his hands. We took a stroll down to the nearest lumber camp. They don’t actually cut the trees around here, I think their roots are what keeps the mountainside from sliding down on Veilgrad, but there’s a lot of logging in the province and there are a couple of sawmills pretty close by. We got some price estimates on what the girls will need, and picked up a few bits and bobs. He’s currently up in my little improvised kitchenette, fixing it to be a tad less improvised. I
  
   do
  
  appreciate a man who’s handy around the house,” she added, putting on one of those little succubus smiles that was a hair’s breadth in every direction from becoming a smirk. “What with one thing and another, I never had the chance for a cozy domestic life.”
 

 
  “A cozy domestic life would drive you gibbering insane,” Natchua said flatly. She knew too well how right Mel was, though. Jonathan liked working with his hands; having a project would do a lot to settle his mind. “Right, well then… I guess I’d better go deal with this while I have a reprieve from Kheshiri sticking her nose into it.”
 

 
  She swept up the stairs to the ruined doorway, or tried to. Melaxyna reached out to stop her with a hand on her shoulder.
 

 
  “You’re a flawed person, Natchua, and this is going to hurt,” the demon said softly. “Don’t be afraid of either. You will be okay. Getting there may be a bitch, but you’ll be okay.”
 

 
  Natchua could only stare at her for a moment, finding no ready reply to that. She reached up to squeeze Melaxyna’s hand, then gently removed it and continued through the doorway.
 

 
  With the space defined by the broken remains of its outer walls, the once-grand front hall of Manor Leduc was effectively a courtyard, now, with a gaping hole in its floor leading to a basement. There was certainly little in the way of privacy separating it from the front steps, ensuring that her conversation outside had been audible to the shattered room’s sole occupant. Natchua had, of course, known she was there, having reached out to locate her unique infernal signature along the faint lines of magic that connected them, and being aware of her presence, it was easy to hear her breathing.
 

 
  Hesthri was perched at the edge of the room, near the doorway opening onto the corridor to Sherwin’s kitchen apartment, squatting on her heels in the way hethlaxi often did. The way the armor plating covered their joints made it more comfortable to adopt a slouch, but they were quite capable of standing up fully straight, as Hesthri now demonstrated on Natchua’s arrival. She rose smoothly to her full height, putting her head up, shoulders back, and chest out. The posture served to accentuate her figure, and by this point Natchua was certain she did that quite deliberately. Hesthri watched her approach for a moment before stepping forward to meet her, holding out her hands in a position that sought Natchua’s own.
 

 
  She, however, kept them at her sides, maintaining her own straight-backed posture and drawing the cloak of Narisian reserve back over herself. Hesthri stood right in the middle of the narrow lip of navigable space between the wall and the hole; an elf was more than agile enough to slip past her, but Natchua didn’t intend to evade this discussion.
 

 
  “I’m glad you’re here,” she said, coming to a stop and projecting calm. “I take it Xyraadi and the horogki are getting on well enough that—hey, what are…”
 

 
  Natchua having failed to reach out to take Hesthri’s hands, the hethelax instead raised them to gently cup the drow’s cheeks. Natchua started to pull away from her, but didn’t try very hard or very fast, and failed to escape before Hesthri stepped closer, raised her own face, and kissed her.
 

 
  She stopped trying to move. It was barely two more seconds before she stopped pretending to be stiff. The breath leaked from her, mingling with Hesthri’s own, and her eyes drifted shut.
 

 
  Hard and soft, just like Hesthri’s rapidly switching behavior. Her strategic plates of natural armor were as smooth and cool as iron, as if to emphasize what an otherworldly creature this was in Natchua’s arms. Elsewhere, though, she simply felt like a woman, at least in shape. She was so very warm; it was like embracing the coziness of a hearth. Her skin, where not armored, had an unusual but pleasing texture not unlike a snake’s scales. And her lips were just…
 

 
  Natchua was the one to pull back, slightly, eventually, though by that point she had lost her grasp of how much time had passed. Her forehead rested against the unyielding armor of Hesthri’s, their breath still mingling. The hethelax’s blunt claws still cradled her face in a tender grasp, but Natchua found that she had at some point pulled the demon close and wrapped both arms around her.
 

 
  Melaxyna, she now understood, had been entirely right. Her weakness wasn’t about a desire for sex, at least except as a means to an end. It was just the closeness, the warmth, the addictive feeling of another person touching her with
  
   tenderness,
  
  so sharply sweet it was nearly painful, like the first taste of candy on an unprepared tongue. She was just so unaccustomed to being loved that even the pretense melted her like butter in the sun. This was something she absolutely needed to fix, somehow. Kheshiri would make easy pickings of such a vulnerability, and after Melaxyna’s warnings Natchua well understood that even seeing her coming wouldn’t be enough to stop it.
 

 
  “I don’t know you that well,” she said aloud, her voice rough, but soft. Hesthri’s eyes opened, regarding her own from inches away. “I don’t…truly know what it is you want.”
 

 
  The demon’s smile was warm, and sad. “I want what’s best for you, Natchua. And I’m hardly surprised you’re wary, given how much I tend to disagree with you about what that is. Luckily for you, our pact requires my loyalty rather than obedience. I can’t decide if you’re the cleverest fool I’ve ever known, or the other way round.”
 

 
  Natchua had to smile back at that, if somewhat bitterly. “What’s best for me, is it? Even at the expense of what’s best for you? Or Jonathan?” She hesitated, then pressed. “Or Gabriel?”
 

 
  “I can’t say how I would handle it if you brought those loyalties into conflict,” Hesthri murmured, sliding her hands slowly down Natchua’s neck to her shoulders and making her entire spine tingle as if she were standing too close to an arcane spell matrix. “It hasn’t come up, Natch. If you and Jonathan will just stop being
  
   difficult
  
  about it, there’s no reason at all this cannot work out equally well for everyone.”
 

 
  “Difficult,” she huffed, finally pulling back. “No reason to put yourself out, if it’s—”
 

 
  “Of course there is. I love you.”
 

 
  It hurt to hear. It was so unexpectedly blissful that it actually hurt. Gods, she was in so much trouble.
 

 
  Natchua drew in another steadying breath, only belatedly noting that her reserve was long since in tatters. “Hesthri… It’s been
  
   days.
  
  We don’t actually
  
   know
  
  each other.”
 

 
  “Intimacy takes time, and work.” Hesthri agreed. “But falling in love is easier than falling down the stairs. Faster, harder to do on purpose, and usually makes even less sense. Haven’t you studied any martial arts, Natchua? You lean
  
   into
  
  a fall. You get hurt by trying to fight it. Dear heart, I wouldn’t compel you even if it was within my power. If you truly want to struggle against this every step of the way instead of trying to see if we can make something
  
   good
  
  of it… Well, do you?”
 

 
  Natchua backed up fully, out of her grip, and roughly dry-scrubbed her face with both hands. “I can’t decide whether we should have this out between the two of us first, or just go get Jonathan and see how much of a spectacle we can make of ourselves all at once.”
 

 
  “Second one,” Hesthri said immediately. “This is a mess for everybody involved, and the three of us need to resolve it. It’s not fair to come at him as a united front. Jonathan deserves to be treated as an equal in this.”
 

 
  “Your relentless logic is beginning to annoy me,” Natchua grumbled. Hesthri smiled at her with simple affection, and leaned forward to press a light kiss to the corner of her mouth. Natchua, despite her better judgment, let her.
 

 
  “Come on, then. Let’s not put it off any further.”
 

 
  Sherwin must have been off with Xyraadi and the hobgoblins; at least, there was no sign of him in his apartment, for which Natchua was grateful. She needed the entire walk through that space and up the stairs to the landing in which Melaxyna had cobbled together her little kitchen to settle her own mind. Despite what Hesthri claimed to intend, she had her own thoughts on how this situation needed to be settled. The sound of hammering grew louder as they climbed, each blow tightening the knot in her stomach, but at least the approach gave her the opportunity to pull back ahead of Hesthri and compose her features again.
 

 
  Jonathan was kneeling with his back to them, pounding what looked like the last nail into a counter he had assembled along one wall of unfinished planks. The whole thing looked rough, but less so than Melaxyna’s arrangement of boxes and mismatched old furniture.
 

 
  Their footfalls weren’t particularly heavy and it wasn’t as if he had elven ears, but regardless, he stilled as soon as the two of them emerged from the stairwell.
 

 
  “Jonathan,” Hesthri said quietly.
 

 
  Finally, he turned around, straightening upright and laying the hammer down alongside a handful of spare nails atop the surface he had just assembled. He was, Natchua found herself suddenly reminded, really tall, and much broader across the chest and shoulders than any elf. And, with his previous anger under control, dignified in a way that contained an emotional intensity, which she had always seen as more worthy of respect than the cold aloofness she had been taught in Tar’naris.
 

 
  “So,” he said after a pause, looking back and forth between the two of them. “I guess we’re doing this, then.”
 

 
  Steeling herself and clinging to every shred of her reserve, Natchua stepped forward before Hesthri could say anything.
 

 
  “It’s time for you to go, Jonathan.”
 

 
  His eyebrows shot upward. “Go? Excuse me, but—”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, I know, you figured you were good and blackmailed into this, and at the
  
   time
  
  I was flustered enough to let you get away with it. But you aren’t
  
   really
  
  going to set the Empire and the Church and whoever else after Hesthri, are you? No matter how mad you are at me. And
  
   now
  
  that would drag Xyraadi into this, not to mention the three hobgoblins, who you know don’t deserve that trouble. So that’s enough of this, Jonathan. You’re going—”
 

 
  A sharp blow to the back of her head made her stagger. Natchua caught her balance, whirling to glare at Hesthri, who was scowling right back and lowering her hand.
 

 
  “I can’t decide which of you is more ridiculous,” the hethelax snapped.
  
   “Honestly.
  
  All of this could be
  
   so
  
  easy!”
 

 
  “I can’t see any damn way it possibly could,” Jonathan exclaimed. “She’s right about one thing, this entire business is built on lies, blackmail, and infernomancy. Nothing about it is easy in any respect!”
 

 
  “Because you
  
   make
  
  it hard! The both of you!”
 

 
  “I am
  
   trying
  
  to make it easy!” Natchua shouted. “I don’t know how you’ve got this worked around in your head, but
  
   he
  
  has no business here and he’s just going to get killed.”
 

 
  “I thought we
  
   all
  
  were,” Jonathan retorted. “Wasn’t that the entire plan, Natchua?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t need to include you!” she yelled back. “Goddammit, haven’t I done enough to you? Would you just
  
   let
  
  me
  
   protect you?!
  
  Can’t I do
  
   one
  
  good thing?”
 

 
  “Oh, Natchua,” Hesthri sighed. Jonathan was staring at her in something akin to shock, blinking rapidly.
 

 
  He rallied, though, squaring his shoulders. “You should know I’m not afraid of death or pain, especially not when the end goal is to help my son. Because you weren’t totally wrong, Natch, despite being so amazingly wrong-headed about every detail in between here and your ultimate conclusion. You
  
   are
  
  in a unique position to mess up whatever Elilial is planning and that
  
   will
  
  be a way to protect Gabriel. Considering the kinds of powers he has to contend with now, it’s about all I
  
   can
  
  do. So, no, I’m not leaving. We are
  
   doing
  
  this stupid bullshit scheme of yours. Especially since, somehow, you’re actually making it work.”
 

 
  “You do know if I decide to just
  
   send
  
  you somewhere, there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”
 

 
  “I think you’d be surprised what I can do,” he retorted, stepping toward her. “Do you think I got tangled up with a hethelax demon and protected her on this plane long enough to have Gabriel without being pretty damn resourceful? Has she told you the full story yet?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   vrasksha sknithal!”
  
  Hesthri shouted, throwing both her hands in the air. “Enough! Get in the room, both of you. Come on!”
 

 
  She grabbed each of them by an arm and harried the pair across the hall to the nearest accessible doorway, which luckily was to Natchua’s bedroom. Jonathan and Natchua exchanged a look past Hesthri even as she was dragging them, mutually deciding to submit to this with good grace rather than engaging in a pointless scuffle with her. Anyway, she was right; there were a number of ways the rest of this discussion could go, and they were all better done in privacy.
 

 
  Hesthri didn’t give either of them a chance to start in again, however, whirling on them the instant she had shut the door behind.
 

 
  “All right, we could hold an entire lecture series on everything Natchua has done wrong here, but by all the gods, Jonathan, she’s twenty.”
 

 
  “Twenty-one—” Hesthri reached out and clamped a clawed hand over her mouth, by which Natchua was so astonished that she allowed it to happen.
 

 
  “But
  
   you,”
  
  the hethelax continued, pointing accusingly at him, “are being purely thoughtless and selfish about this, and it’s beneath you. I expect better.”
 

 
  
   “Selfish!”
  
  Jonathan’s voice, uncharacteristically, climbed an octave and a half, along with his eyebrows. Natchua finally pulled Hesthri’s hand off her face as he turned his incredulous stare on her. “Did
  
   you
  
  put her up to this?”
 

 
  “Don’t look at me, I have no idea what she’s talking about,” Natchua protested. “Come on, Hes, he’s the only one of us who makes any sense. That’s why I want him away from all this!”
 

 
  “Natchua, shut up a minute,” Hesthri said with a sigh. “And
  
   Jonathan,
  
  stop making all of this about yourself, because
  
   none
  
  of it is. Despite how Natchua mistreated you in the process, the truth is you were caught up in the edge of something that was never meant to involve you, by a combination of chance, her terrible ideas and your own damn stubbornness.
  
   Yes,
  
  she used and lied to you, but ever since she’s been trying to protect you. And she did
  
   all
  
  of this to protect Gabriel in the first place!”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you!” Natchua explained.
 

 
  
   “You
  
  shut your mouth,” Hesthri shot back. “I
  
   know
  
  you’re trying your best, but you seduced and deceived the man so you could recruit his own former lover into your suicidal crusade. Never mind facing off with Elilial at the end of all this, between that and your general pattern of decisions it’s astonishing you’re not dead
  
   yet!
  
  Can the pair of you honestly not see how badly you need each other? Jonathan, you were moldering away in Mathenon while Gabriel is out risking his life for the Pantheon, and I
  
   know
  
  that was eating away at you. It’s not like you to accept your own helplessness that way. Say what you will, Natchua’s nonsense has gotten you back moving, working, and helping, and
  
   you love it.
  
  And you!” She tried to swat Natchua’s head again, but this time the drow saw it coming and ducked away. That did nothing to stop Hesthri’s tirade. “Why is every idea you have
  
   just
  
  convoluted and outlandish enough to be completely unworkable? Are you honestly under the impression you can outmaneuver the goddess of cunning with the power of sheer daffy nonsense? That will work right up until she actually notices you. Natchua, Jonathan Arquin is the best thing that’s ever happened to you and the way you keep trying to get rid of him is the dumbest thing you’ve done yet. That is
  
   really saying something.”
  
 

 
  They both stared at her in shock.
 

 
  Hesthri sighed heavily. “You need her energy. You
  
   badly
  
  need his steadiness. She inspires and pushes you; it’s
  
   her
  
  influence that’s returning you to the vital, driven man I knew and fell in love with. He has so much to teach you about life, and love, and his influence is so exactly what you need to even you out.
  
   This
  
  man is exactly the one who can help you grow into the enormous potential I see in you. You’re a charming enough kid, Natch, but it’s the woman you are trying to become…” Her voice hitched, but she steadied it and continued. “…that I fell in love with. You
  
   need
  
  each other. It’s time to forgive, let go, and take the risk.
  
   Yes,
  
  we’re all going to get hurt. But if we’re together, we’ll get over it. That’s what people do.”
 

 
  Another few seconds of silence passed between them before Jonathan cleared his throat roughly. “And…are you suggesting… How
  
   exactly
  
  do you fit into this, Hes?”
 

 
  “In all the spaces between you,” Hesthri said, smiling now. “I’ve been a servant my whole life, Johnny. I am comfortable letting others take the lead. It’s… What I’ve never had is someone I respected, someone I
  
   loved
  
  , to dedicate myself to. Somehow, the three of us are a ridiculous, perfect couple. That is, if you two clowns will stop fighting it.”
 

 
  He shook his head. “I don’t…that’s just too weird, even for—”
 

 
  “Selfish,” she interrupted, but more gently this time. “We represent three different cultures here, Jonathan, and yours is the only one where it’s not completely normal to have multiple partners.”
 

 
  “I don’t have a culture,” Natchua muttered. “Narisian anything is a vicious nightmare.”
 

 
  “Even better, then,” Hesthri replied, taking her by the arm and pulling her forward. “This will just continue to be a wreck if we keep trying to be where we’re from. Can’t we just be who we are, instead? Everyone in this room is stupidly in love with everyone else. I’m not trying to claim this will be magical, or easy, or not prone to dramatic episodes like this. But it can
  
   work.
  
  And even if it doesn’t, it’s worth trying. Life is short, and often bitter, my darlings. You have to embrace whatever warmth and sweetness you can find. Even if it fails, take a chance on love. Even in Hell we know that.”
 

 
  “It’s not that…” Jonathan swallowed painfully. “That wasn’t easy to get over, Hesthri. The way she—”
 

 
  “Stop,” Hesthri ordered. “Say it to her, not to me.”
 

 
  His expression turned wry for a moment, but he complied, shifting his eyes to Natchua’s. “It
  
   hurt
  
  me,
  
  
  Natch. It wasn’t just…being conned by some smooth operator. I know we didn’t talk about where any of this was going, in Mathenon, and I was content to just let things develop as they would, but…but she’s right. I loved you.” He hesitated, breathed in and out once, and corrected himself. “I love you. And you betrayed me.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry.” Her voice was ragged, but she had to say it anyway. “I know that…that’s not enough, nothing is. It’s all I can say, Jonathan. I
  
   knew
  
  it was going to hurt you, and I hated myself for it, but I did it anyway. I thought…it was important enough. I didn’t have a better idea. I’m just sorry.” She had to stop talking, mostly because the lump in her throat was too painful, but partly because trying to babble out her feelings wasn’t getting her anywhere.
 

 
  Tears, she noticed belatedly, were running down her face. This was a bad day for Narisian reserve.
 

 
  “Look at her, Jonathan,” Hesthri all but whispered, stepping next to Natchua and wrapping one arm around her waist, leading her gently but inexorably toward him. “Isn’t that just Natchua in a nutshell? It was stupid and hurtful, but she
  
   didn’t have a better idea.
  
  She did what she could think of, because it was important, and it doesn’t really matter to her whether she gets hurt.
  
   Look
  
  at your girl. Your brave, selfless, reckless, beautiful, dumb, clever girl. What the hell is she going to do without you?”
 

 
  “He doesn’t owe me anything,” Natchua mumbled, looking away.
 

 
  “That’s for damn sure,” Jonathan sighed.
 

 
  “Exactly. You’re better off hating me.”
 

 
  “Oh…hell.” He sighed heavily. “Never once did I hate you. I was… Goddammit, Natch, it’s hard even to stay
  
   angry
  
  at you, no matter how much you deserve it. At times I downright resent how hard you try to do better. I’m just…I’m not even mad, anymore. It just still hurts.”
 

 
  His callused fingers took her chin, gently moving her face back toward him. She let him, finding he had stepped close enough to embrace.
 

 
  “You are not getting rid of me, Natchua. So all that leaves is…how are you planning to make it up to me?”
 

 
  She opened her mouth, producing exactly as much useful commentary as a fish.
 

 
  “You’re so focused on everything you do wrong all the time,” Hesthri said softly, gently stroking her back, “I don’t think you’ve ever even noticed how you bring people alive around you, Natchua. Everyone in this house is a better person because
  
   you
  
  lit a fire under them. People are loyal to you, even after knowing you for just a few days. It’s not because you have any particular idea what you’re doing, and you know it. It’s because your stubborn effort to be
  
   better,
  
  to accomplish something with the limited and horrible tools you’ve got, inspires people. You showed
  
   me
  
  the importance of my own potential. And Natchua, you’ve brought my love, the father of my child, back to life. He needs you, too.”
 

 
  “This…is crazy,” she whispered. “I’m just going to fuck it all up again.”
 

 
  Jonathan’s hand was still on her chin, and now shifted to caress her cheek. “Yeah…I’m pretty sure you will. You’re kind of a dumbass. Natchua…the hell with it. Hesthri is right, anything breakable is still fixable. I have no idea how this is going to work out, I really don’t. But doesn’t it beat the alternative?”
 

 
  “I…I don’t…” She could barely breathe out the words; there were no more thoughts forming behind them. Just his face looming right above her, gazing down at her with that gentle expression she had fully expected never to hear again. Everything inside her was cracking under the weight of it.
 

 
  Hesthri shifted to position herself between them, wrapping an arm around each to push them closer. One clawed hand took each of them by the back of the neck, pushing them the last few inches together.
 

 
  If not for the both of them holding her up, Natchua probably would have collapsed when he finally kissed her. She slumped against his broad chest, barely held in place by one of his arms and one of Hesthri’s binding her to him. It felt as if she were molten, a warm jelly of sunshine wanting to dissolve into their embrace.
 

 
  Hesthri nuzzled her cheek when they came up for air. Then the demon lifted her chin as the embrace around them shifted, to be the three holding each other in a circle more than Hesthri pulling them together. Jonathan’s lips met Hesthri’s, and Natchua watched from close enough to taste their shared breath. She looked for jealousy inside herself, and found nothing. She was too close, too much a part of this.
 

 
  Jonathan pulled them both against his frame, his big hands caressing up and down both their backs, gazing down at them avidly as Natchua and Hesthri kissed deeply in his arms.
 

 
  Hesthri was the first to hook a claw in Natchua’s robe, insistently tugging the garment aside and slipping in, blunt claws tracing over the soft shape of her. Hands caressed bodies, touching light brown skin and slate gray skin and chitin plates over snakelike scales, catching in the edges of fabric and pulling clumsily.
 

 
  They shuffled backward, Jonathan’s knees coming to the edge of the bed, and Natchua wasn’t sure which of them giggled as they staggered down onto it.
 

 
  It was awkward, and uncomfortable, and at moments embarrassing, and somehow, it all worked.
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  The Shaathists were the last to arrive.
 

 
  Ingvar had known in advance there would be three; the awareness was a constant tingle in the back of his mind, something to which he was not accustomed. There were six in his own party, and three Rangers had showed up. His learned sense of social and political rhythms combined with instinctive understanding of the balance inherent in nature, and a growing intuition he didn’t quite comprehend yet, to forewarn him of the shape of the thing forming before his eyes. Six of his own followers, six skeptical seekers, and the final party Rainwood had quietly told him was coming—also, he expected, six.
 

 
  They were in the realm of the spirits, now. These things didn’t just
  
   happen.
  
  Ingvar was no shaman, could not speak directly to any invisible fae, but there was definitely something guiding him along.
 

 
  Dimbi had brought two fellow Rangers, both older than she. So far, both Sha and Intima, as they had been introduced, had opted to remain silent and watch, leaving their more garrulous junior to do the speaking. Sha had kept the hood of the Ranger cloak up and clutched her longbow in front of herself as if for comfort, while Intima simply regarded everyone impassively, his broad features schooled into almost meditative stillness. Huge man that he was, a head taller than Ingvar and correspondingly broad, even that was vaguely menacing, but none of them had offered the slightest hostility. They were, after all, here. Had Dimbi or anyone she spoke to wished harm upon this endeavor, they could have just taken the story directly to their leader. Ingvar had to trust that they had come out of sincere curiosity, if only because suspiciously grilling them would just undercut what he was trying to accomplish.
 

 
  Their location was not difficult to find for anyone remotely skilled in tracking; of the six of them, only Rainwood might have been hard to follow. Specifically wanting to be found, Ingvar had not troubled to walk with care once their daily hunting for necessary food was done, and they had left a veritable highway to this clearing. Now, in the center, there glowed a most unusual bonfire, created by the shaman’s craft from living branches piled with their still-green leaves emerging. The flame was white and put off no heat, but a steady glow not unlike the moon. Rather than the flickering glow of fire, it was as intense and even as a fairy lamp. The quiet blaze produced numerous little dancing lights, which one moment resembled nothing more than the sparks put off by any campfire except in clean white, and the next looked more like glowing butterflied fluttering under their own impetus, but fading from existence before they could be observed closely.
 

 
  Shortly after full dusk, a lull had fallen, the Rangers exhibiting patience even as their expressions remained cynical; Ingvar had asked them to wait for the last arrivals before commencing the true purpose of this gathering. There was quiet, then, when the Shaathists emerged from the shadows of the trees.
 

 
  Two of them Ingvar recognized as the youths who had accompanied three full Huntsmen previously, the Tiraan boy Samaan and another whose name he hadn’t heard. It was no surprise that it would be the young who were most curious and adventurous. Unexpectedly, though, they followed a man who was genuinely old, his hair fully white and his posture slightly stooped. He was a full Huntsman, though, carrying a blessed longbow and wearing both a bearskin cape and a bronze wolf’s head pin. Lean, wiry and still tall despite his aged hunch, he stepped fully into the clearing, sweeping a quick stare around all those assembled.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   well,”
  
  the old man said aloud, his voice creaking slightly with age but still strong and clear. “It seems we’re expected!”
 

 
  “Welcome,” Ingvar replied, nodding to him. “You are, indeed. All of us are some degree of surprised to find ourselves here; I simply have the benefit of a little more time to being ushered along by forces I cannot see.”
 

 
  “And that would make you the famous Brother Ingvar,” the elder Huntsman said, eyeing him critically up and down.
 

 
  “I suppose I’ll have to get used to being the famous Brother Ingvar,” he replied with a sigh.
 

 
  “I imagined someone taller,” the old man grunted, then grinned. “But then, that’s exactly what I say every time I pass a mirror.”
 

 
  “What are
  
   you
  
  of all people doing sniffing around this apostate, Dantu?” Sha demanded in a growl. “Going to switch sides yet
  
   again?”
  
 

 
  “Brother Dantu has a bit of a history,” the second Shaathist apprentice, the local boy whose name Ingvar didn’t know, interjected with a wry smile, stepping closer to the eerie firelight and placing a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “He left the lodge in his youth to join the Shadow Hunters, and years later returned to the true path.”
 

 
  
   “True
  
  path,” Dimbi repeated, her tone precariously heavy with sarcasm.
 

 
  “That must be a long and remarkable story,” said Ingvar in a deliberately calm tone before more hostility could emerge.
 

 
  “Right and wrong are usually not as simple as true and false,” Dantu said with a more sober expression. “Sometimes they aren’t even as simple as right and wrong, and that’s when you
  
   really
  
  have to watch your step. We tend to paint ourselves into intractable moral dilemmas by trying to make things simpler than they are. The Huntsmen say one thing, the Rangers another, and leave nuance to the fairies. Something tells me, Famous Brother Ingvar, you’ve come to make all our lives good and complicated again.
  
   I’ve
  
  come to see whether the upset you bright might be a solution, or just more problems. The boys, here, tell me you put on quite a show.”
 

 
  “Oh, he does at that,” Taka agreed. “I’m still not sure how
  
   into
  
  all this mystic hunter business I am, but I’ve gotta say Ingvar’s never boring.”
 

 
  “Glad to see you two again,” Ingvar said, making eye contact with each of the lads. “Samaan, and…?”
 

 
  “How’d you know that?” Samaan demanded, one hand falling to the tomahawk hanging at his waist.
 

 
  “Easy, there, Sam,” the other urged, smiling faintly. “Last time, you made Djinti call you down by name, remember? I’m Kanatu,” he added, nodding deeply to Ingvar, “the one who remembers details.”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Samaan grunted. “Very well, you expected us to come looking for you, we’re all impressed. Obviously you’ve gone to some trouble to set all this up. Let’s hear what you have to say, then.”
 

 
  Ingvar looked over at Rainwood, who nodded to him.
 

 
  “I have little enough to say,” Ingvar answered. “If it were that simple, all of this would be unnecessary. I’ve warned both of your groups, respectively, that I bring you painful, disruptive truths, and that I’m only a messenger; this business won’t leave you in peace if you drive me off.
  
   I
  
  wouldn’t have listened to the truth when it was first shown to me. That’s why it had to be shown.”
 

 
  “Well, we’ve come all this way,” Kanatu said with a shrug, glancing warily over at the three quiet Rangers in their gray-green cloaks. “Say, show, whatever it is, whip it out.”
 

 
  “Several of you are already well acquainted with this,” Ingvar said, now looking at the Rangers himself. Sha nodded and Dimbi quirked an ironic little smile, though Intima remained impassive as a tree. He made eye contact with Dantu, whose previously animated features had gone inscrutable. Ingvar had known several men like this one during his time with the Huntsmen, free thinkers who skirted the boundaries of tradition, never quite transgressing enough to be called down by the lodgemaster but subtly thumbing their noses at everyone. They were always the most willing to entertain unconventional ideas. Now, he had to wonder how many of those men had learned shocking truths and yet chosen the comfort of faith and community over harsh reality, as Dantu evidently had. “In fact, this is a pivotal moment for those following me, as well. Tholi in particular has been more than patient with my vague hints up till now.”
 

 
  He paused, feeling the weight of everyone’s expectant stares, and turning his eyes to the mysterious white flame.
 

 
  “For some of you, this will be a repetition of an old revelation. For others, merely…trivia. But for some, it will be a shock that may strip away everything you understand about the world. I have known tribulation in my time, as you can only imagine. Not every lodge is equally welcoming of a man in my position, and my career with the Huntsmen has been an often painful balance between the path to which I was called and a community that sometimes despised me. Yet I will warn you now that what you are about to see was the thing that hurt me the most. There is
  
   no
  
  pain quite like having your beliefs carved away. If any of you choose to walk away rather than face this, I will not name them coward.”
 

 
  The Rangers didn’t react at all; Dantu’s thin shoulders shifted in a soft sigh. Kanatu just folded his arms.
 

 
  “I’m not afraid of anything you have to show me,” Samaan snorted. “Let’s see you impress, Ingvar.”
 

 
  Ingvar was positioned near the middle of the row of his own party, lined up along one side of the fire; he now glanced to both sides, taking in their expressions. Rainwood and Aspen both smiled encouragingly, while Tholi looked downright eager. Taka was going out of her way to appear as skeptical as the Rangers, and November just looked reserved. He suspected she was grappling with her own questions about why Avei had sent her into the middle of this business.
 

 
  “Then I’ll ask you to please be respectful and hold your peace while the last members of this gathering arrive.”
 

 
  “Who the hell
  
   else
  
  is coming to this?” Samaan muttered.
 

 
  “Lad, when you’ll find out just the same whether or not you ask, it’s always better to keep quiet,” Dantu advised.
 

 
  Ingvar was watching Rainwood sidelong. The elf had closed his eyes, breathing slowly and deeply. He could not feel shamanism at work, at least not explicitly or directly, but that
  
   sense
  
  was there. Of pressure, of potential, something vast in motion and not related to him but certain to determine the course of his next actions. It was, he reflected, very much like the sense of a thunderstorm rolling forward.
 

 
  Then they arrived, and he swept all of that from his mind.
 

 
  Where before only the single female had answered the call, now Rainwood’s entreaties via the spirits had successfully summoned the whole pack. The whole
  
   family.
  
 

 
  There were six of them, rounding out the formation. Six of Ingvar’s party to start, the three Rangers and three Shaathists making six more, even more obviously now as they shifted away from the new arrivals with gasps and muffled exclamations, forgetting the tension between them to make way for the pack of wild wolves who stepped out of the darkness and up to the firelight.
 

 
  “The Rangers have a rite for this purpose,” Ingvar said while the assembled group stared in mingled awe and fear at the predators joining them in the firelight. “I lack access to their secrets, and so this is not that. Rainwood has lent us his talents and the aid of his spirit guides to ask these guests for their guidance. In the faith of Shaath, there is no creature more sacred than the wolf. It is their ways which are held up as the ideal of living. The crux of the problem with the Huntsmen today is that they believe things about wolves which are purely untrue. Now, tonight, these honored guests, with the aid of the fae spirits all around us, will show us the truth of their lives. Please, sit.”
 

 
  He folded himself smoothly to the ground, sitting cross-legged. One by one, the rest followed suit, several obviously reluctant to adopt a less defensible stance in the presence of so many of nature’s perfect hunters. It helped that the wolves appeared to hear his request and themselves sat down in a loose arc around their edge of the fire, all six gazing impassively at the humans with their ears up and alert. One by one, the rest of the party sank to the earth.
 

 
  “This may be disorienting in its first moments,” Ingvar said quietly, accompanied by an intensifying glow from the white fire. “Rest assured that you are safe here. We meet under a pact of peace; these are friends and companions. What now unfolds is the craft of a master shaman. Still your unease, and trust the process as it comes to completion.”
 

 
  The fire continued to glow while he spoke, its light beginning to waver almost like a natural fire’s, and mist poured out from its base to wash gently across the clearing in a luminous white carpet. The wolves showed no reaction to this, though several of the two-legged participants in the ritual shifted uncertainly, eyes darting.
 

 
  Ingvar breathed in and out, deliberately following his own advice. He had checked again with Rainwood before beginning this; the shaman said that the spirits in the world were still agitated, but it was nothing to do with them and should have no impact.
 

 
  The “should” was worrying. But they were here at the behest of those same spirits, as well as the gods themselves. At a certain point, a person simply had to have faith, and keep going.
 

 
  In unison, the six seated wolves raised their noses skyward and cried aloud, their mournful howling echoing across the forest. It was a stunning music, and a truly astonishing thing to experience so close. Also, at that proximity, incredibly loud.
 

 
  This time, none of those gathered made any noises in response, but Ingvar could tell just by glancing across them that they felt what he felt. The howl of a wolf was a call to family, a summons. It stirred, tugged at something inside himself placed there by the magic in which they had all partaken.
 

 
  The mist rose around each of them, drifting upward in twelve little banks to wash smoothly over them, and then each began to take shape. Around every person, the shadow of a wolf cast in white moonlight formed, raising its head to cry mutely in answer to the call.
 

 
  Of their own volition, he felt his eyes closing. By the time they had fully shut, the spirits and the wolves had supplanted his vision.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were a large pack, and an uncertain one, still growing used to one another. They trusted him, though, and he honored that trust, devoting himself to leading them as best he could. He looked after is family, and they did after him. It was not a matter of asserting his will, but simply of the love between them, the same force that bound all living things. If it ever came to be that one of the younger ones would become stronger and a better leader, he would encourage that one to take the role. For now, they lived in an uncertain world, and he was the one with the knowledge and the confidence to guide them through it.
 

 
  He missed his brothers, at times. The wise, canny older brother with the golden pelt, and the younger, darker one with his piercingly analytical mind. Not only because they were brothers and he wished to be alongside family, as was only natural, but because both were smart, and there were many strange smells in the air. He could have used their support. But what was, was. He was leader, now, and had his own family to look after.
 

 
  They lived, were conscious, at a fixed point within a spectrum of memory, with the awareness of their lives in this forest stretching away both behind and ahead. It was a strange thing…and yet, not. This was just the world and what it was like to be alive within it, and yet he had the sense, sometimes, that there was something else. That things were supposed to be different. But he put that aside and dealt with the now. It was a good land, and a good life. They hunted in the darkness, and never went hungry. They played together in the shadowy times between day and night, curling up to share warmth and closeness during the sleepy sunlight hours. Games of chasing and scuffling were ways for him to teach the younger ones about the struggles of living.
 

 
  And yet, there was that scent again. One of those troubling smells, wafting down from the mountains. He paused, raising his head. What was it? It was not food, or friend. Was his family in danger? The smell was new, impossible to place. It was…uneasy. Something about the world that was not what it should be.
 

 
  
   No, Ingvar, that’s not the lesson.
  
 

 
  He growled softly. Words were just noise, and the more troubling because he could not tell where they were coming from.
 

 
  
   Don’t follow that scent. Listen to me, Ingvar. Trust the spirit of the wolf, not the other spirits.
  
 

 
  Responding as always to his uncertainty, she stepped up beside him, leaning her bulk against his own in affection and support. His longtime partner, the one most special of all his beloved family, with her wild green eyes and the golden pattern like leaves dappling her pale coat. Her scent always reminded him as much of trees as of family. She raised her head to smell it as well. Beautiful and proud, and no less precious because she was rather unpredictable.
 

 
  She bared her teeth in displeasure, echoing his soft growl.
 

 
  
   Aspen, no! Don’t get involved in that, you’re too—
  
 

 
  He snapped his jaws in anger. That was worse. Whatever that smell was, it was pushing at them. Pushing at her. At his
  
   family
  
  .
 

 
  As one, they wheeled and gathered up the pack. Something menacing lurked in the wilds, and it was time for them to go. He raised his voice to howl, calling the rest together.
 

 
  
   Please, Ingvar, remember peace. Don’t…
  
 

 
  She howled alongside him, and her voice echoed through the forests, across the mountains, across the world beyond.
 

 
  
   Aspen, NO!
  
 

 
  The scent swirled violently, a storm gathering where there was no storm. Suddenly frantic, the whole family howled to one another, gathering together, turning to flee from the tumult. He led them away. He did not know where safety was, or what kind of threat encroached, but they trusted and followed him. They were his responsibility. He would let nothing harm his family.
 

 
  The pack dashed away from the mountains, seeking safer ground. As they went they called out to one another, making sure no one was lost. The strange scent in the wind followed them, and called back.
 

 
  And in the distance, on all sides, other wolves answered.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Twenty-three,” Branwen said with a sigh, making a notation on her map. “I thought he said twenty hellgates?”
 

 
  “If these people have even the most basic sense, they will have built themselves the most generous margin of error possible,” Khadizroth said absently, his attention focused on the diorama he had built on her dining room table. Assembled from dust he had called seemingly from the air itself, it formed a monochrome scale model of Ninkabi, with swirls of colored light dashing this way and that through its streets and canyons like errant gusts of wind. “Not all of these sites will produce viable hellgates, and they must be planning on at least some being discovered beforehand. It is a good strategy, but it means we must be unfailingly diligent.”
 

 
  “Yes, the
  
   one
  
  we miss will be the worst,” she agreed wryly. “Isn’t that always the way… Any sign from your spirit guides of how many of these ritual sites are left to find?”
 

 
  “As with much fae craft, it unfolds like relentless nature herself,” the dragon replied, giving her a sidelong smile. “It will be done when it is done. For now—”
 

 
  “My lord!” Vannae said suddenly, shooting upright out of his seat.
 

 
  “I sense it too,” Khadizroth replied, frowning now in alarm. “What on earth is…”
 

 
  The entire model of the city shattered into a cloud, swirling chaotically until it formed a new shape.
 

 
  Now, suddenly, it had made a moving statue of a wolf. The creature raised its head toward the ceiling, and emitted a howl as vivid and loud as if the living animal were right there in the room.
 

 
  The door burst open and Shook staggered in, disheveled with sleep but brandishing a wand. “The
  
   fuck
  
  is that?! Everybody okay?”
 

 
  Khadizroth was staring at the wolf in an unaccustomed expression of shock and disbelief.
 

 
  “Ingvar,” he whispered. “What have you
  
   done?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It seemed he’d barely had time to drift off to sleep, despite his intention to get an early night in preparation for tomorrow’s plans, but Darling shot bolt upright in bed to find both his apprentices at his sides, clutching his arms.
 

 
  “Wha,” he burbled, “whazzat, I thought…”
 

 
  The bedroom door burst open and Price appeared, her eyes sweeping the room.
 

 
  “It’s okay!” Fauna said quickly. “He snapped out of it.”
 

 
  “What
  
   happened?”
  
  the Butler demanded. “I have never heard such a sound. So help me, if you two are keeping a pet coyote…”
 

 
  “That wasn’t us,” Flora objected. “It was him.”
 

 
  “I had this dream…” Darling scrubbed a hand across his face. “I swear it was somewhere I’ve been before.”
 

 
  “There was some serious fairy fuckery clustering around you out of nowhere,” said Fauna. “Seems to have dissipated, though.”
 

 
  “We got here just before you started howling,” Flora added. “Are you
  
   okay,
  
  Sweet?”
 

 
  He blinked twice. “Excuse me, I started
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The darkness of unconsciousness faded from his vision, replaced by Mary’s face, her eyes wide with uncharacteristic worry. He was breathing heavily as if he’d just run a mile, he realized, and almost toppled over, spared only by the grip of her slender hands on his cheeks. She was surprisingly strong, for an elf.
 

 
  “Joseph, it’s all right,” she said soothingly. “You’re safe. Are you back with us?”
 

 
  “I…” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, shaking his head. “What happened? I feel like I was just…somewhere else.”
 

 
  “Damn, son, you scared the life outta me,” said McGraw, looming over him.
 

 
  “Aye, that was a right wake up an’ no mistake,” Billie agreed, popping up at his side. “I
  
   never
  
  heard a human throat make a sound like that.”
 

 
  “A sound like…what?” he asked weakly.
 

 
  All around their little campsite, the Golden Sea stretched in every direction, seemingly infinite. Out of the darkness, suddenly from every direction there rose distant howls. They reminded him of the familiar voices of coyotes he’d often heard growing up in Sarasio. But…not. Their cries were longer, deeper…
 

 
  Even more familiar.
 

 
  “Like
  
   that,”
  
  said Weaver, standing a few yards distant with his back to the group, gazing at the dark horizon.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He was awakened by Hesthri climbing across him to the other side of the bed. The room was cool, its one window open to admit the evening breeze.
 

 
  That, and sudden, surprising music from the hills all around Veilgrad.
 

 
  Natchua already stood at the window, moonlight forming a gleaming corona on the darkness of her skin. Jonathan swung his legs over the side of the bed and followed Hesthri to join her.
 

 
  “Aren’t there supposed to be werewolves in this area?” he asked, setting one arm across the drow’s slender shoulders while Hesthri laid a hand against her upper back.
 

 
  “That,” Natchua said quietly, “and the normal kind of wolves. But not so
  
   many.”
  
 

 
  It was true, he realized. Those howls were seemingly coming from every direction, repetitive and so unrelenting that he could hardly discern where one ended and the next began.
 

 
  “It’s so beautiful,” Hesthri whispered. “What kinds of creatures are these?”
 

 
  “Dangerous ones,” Jonathan said, stepping closer and taking advantage of the long reach of his arm to tug both of them against his side, gently squishing Natchua between them. “Though normal wolves hardly ever bother people unless starving or severely provoked. Werewolves are another matter.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is another matter,” Natchua whispered. “I can’t tell what magic is at work here, but…it’s something big. Something in the world just changed.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Andros Varanus took the risk of barging into the Grandmaster’s quarters without knocking.
 

 
  Fortunately, the whole household was assembled, and awake, though still in sleeping clothes. Both of Veisroi’s wives turned on him with scowls at this sudden intrusion into their domain, but the Grandmaster himself raised a hand in a mute order for silence before either could upbraid him.
 

 
  “You too, then, Brother Andros?” he asked, turning away from the fireplace into which he had been gazing.
 

 
  “And not just me,” Andros rumbled. “Every man in this lodge is awake, due to the same dream. Every man but one. Hrathvin is in a trance from which his apprentice cannot stir him.”
 

 
  Veisroi’s chest expanded with a long, deep breath. “Give him time. I named him shaman of this lodge for a reason; the man knows what he’s about. If he has not roused by dawn, we will send to the Emerald College for help.”
 

 
  Andros nodded. “And the dream? You know this can only mean one thing, Grandmaster.”
 

 
  “In the context of the telescroll I just received from N’Jendo…yes, I do,” the old man said, turning back to the flames. “Damn it all, Andros. I had such high hopes for Ingvar. When he set out on his quest from Shaath himself, I dared to think…”
 

 
  “Ingvar also knows what he is about. He has more than earned our trust, Veisroi.”
 

 
  “And how long has it been since we’ve had word from him? And now, just on the heels of warning that he is preaching apostasy in the West…this.” The Grandmaster clenched his jaw. “I hate to do it, Andros, you know I do. But a man does what he must, even when he does not wish to. Right now, do what you can to calm the men, make sure they’re seeing to their wives. It’s always the women who are most upset by things like this. In the immediate turn we will make sure Hrathvin is well. And when that is dealt with, for good or ill…”
 

 
  “I protest, Grandmaster,” Andros said, as insistently as he could without making it a direct challenge.
 

 
  “And that is your prerogative, Brother,” Veisroi replied without looking up from the fire. “But protest or not, tomorrow I will summon a Wild Hunt.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Atop his watchtower on the ancient walls of Shaathvar, Roth stood with his back to the brazier’s warmth, staring out at the cold darkness. All around rose the pine-clad peaks encircling the valley directly below the city itself. And from all sides came the relentless howling.
 

 
  “How can there be so many?” one of the two younglings assigned to join his watch asked, eyes wide. “Surely there can’t be that many wolves in the valley!”
 

 
  “There aren’t that many wolves in the whole of the Stalrange,” Roth replied, his voice flat. A man did not flinch even in the face of…whatever this was. “I will keep the watch here; go rouse the captain. And you,” he added to the other, “fetch the barracks shaman. Keep your minds on the task before you, lads. This is a dire omen of something, but omens are a shaman’s work. Don’t borrow trouble for yourself until this has been interpreted by men who know the craft.”
 

 
  “Yes, Brother,” they chorused, and both dashed off down opposite staircases toward the walls.
 

 
  Roth just gazed out over the frigid, howling wilderness, wondering what had just happened to the world.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is not our business,” Arkhosh insisted, glaring at Mother Raghann. He had to raise his voice to be heard above the ceaseless howling of wolves which split the night all around. “People are agitated enough by this without
  
   you
  
  riling them up worse. Let the kitsune handle Sifan’s affairs and calm your own people, shaman.”
 

 
  “This is not the kitsune’s business, either,” the old woman retorted, implacable as always. “These are ripples from a mountain dropped in the ocean, not a pebble in a pool. It began far from Sifan and extends farther still. The agitation of the spirits sings of a
  
   world
  
  in the grip of tumult, Arkhosh. And that makes it their business, and ours, and everyone’s.”
 

 
  The other orc blew out a snort of irritation. “We are in no position to worry about the world, woman, or even Sifan as a whole. And we certainly owe the world no favors. It is the kitsune who are our hosts, and Tsurikura which is our business. If action is needed on our part, they’ll ask us for it. For
  
   now,
  
  we should tend to the walls. I can’t speak for spirits, but I know agitated wolves when I hear them.”
 

 
  “Have you ever heard
  
   this
  
  many wolves?” she asked dryly. “What do you think our village walls would do if they took a notion to come here?”
 

 
  “What say you, Aresk?” Arkhosh demanded, turning to his son, the only other orc gathered with them outside the gate. “Do they howl to
  
   us?”
  
 

 
  The last and first priest of Khar stared out into the darkness, listening to the cries of wolves. The faintest glow of golden-white light limned him as he attuned to the faded power of their distant god. “Nothing in this tells me it pertains to us directly. But Mother Raghann is still right,” he added, turning to meet his father’s eyes. “We exist in the world, father. I agree that we should not meddle in what is not our business, or exert ourselves to aid those who would not do the same in turn. But waiting around to be told what to do by the kitsune is weakness. And just ignoring the world in the hope that nothing bad will happen is
  
   madness.”
  
 

 
  Both of them bared tusks at him. Very recently, Aresk would have instinctively yielded to the displeasure of either of his elders, let alone both. But things changed, and he changed with them. It was that, or die.
 

 
  “I suggest a middle ground. I won’t agree to our shamans rushing out to try to placate…whatever this is. But they should at
  
   least
  
  do what they can to
  
   learn
  
  what is happening. Whatever the spirits will tell us. With more information, we can better decide what to do. We should protect and support them in whatever rituals will best accomplish this.”
 

 
  Raghann grunted. “Well. I can’t say the boy doesn’t talk sense. Very well, it’s at least a start.”
 

 
  “A good compromise,” Arkhosh agreed, reaching out to squeeze his son’s shoulder. “Very well, Aresk, I concur with your council. We will start there. And then…” He looked sourly at Mother Raghann, and then out into the howling darkness. “…we shall see.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Elder?” the young woman asked, creeping up to the mouth of the cave just behind him. “What does it mean?”
 

 
  The old lizardfolk shaman glanced back at her, and then at the rest of the tribe taking shelter, their eyes glowing in the dimness as they watched the cave mouth for danger.
 

 
  He turned back around, facing outward and listening to the howls of the wolves, far too many wolves to actually live in this desolate land.
 

 
  “It’s as I told you: a great doom is coming. This is only the beginning.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Hamelin Hargrave stood in the open door of his cottage, gazing out at the normally peaceful hills of Viridill, listening to them. The spirits were so agitated he could glean nothing through the Craft; whatever was happening was clearly way over his head.
 

 
  Tomorrow, he decided, he would make the trip to Vrin Shai and seek help. But not tonight. Magical or not, no matter how civilized an era it was, you didn’t set out on the roads after dark when the wolves were in a frenzy.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   “Urusai,”
  
  Maru whined, curled up in the fetal position and clutching his head.
  
   “Urusai, urusai, urusai!”
  
 

 
  “What’s that he’s chanting?” Professor Yornhaldt asked, craning his neck forward to peer as closely as he could without getting in Taowi’s way. She had a sharp tongue for people who interfered while she was tending to a patient.
 

 
  “It means ‘loud,’” said Tellwyrn, herself standing on the other side of her currently crowded office, but watching closely as the campus healer tended to her prone secretary.
 

 
  “Really?” asked Rafe. “I thought it meant ‘shut up.’ Kaisa used to say that to me all the time.”
 

 
  “Language reflects culture,” Tellwyrn said absently. “To the Sifanese mindset, commenting that something is noisy suffices to demand that it stop. Taowi, please tell me that’s not what it smells like.”
 

 
  “It’s exactly what it smells like, Arachne,” she said impatiently, still coaxing Maru to put the shriveled object she held in his mouth. “It’s worked on the others affected thus far.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn took an aggressive step forward. “Do you mean to tell me you’ve been feeding
  
   glittershrooms
  
  to my students?!”
 

 
  “To your students and to Stew,” Taowi Sunrunner replied, undaunted by the archmage’s ire.
  
   “There
  
  you go, Maru, don’t forget to chew. It’s affecting everyone fae-attuned, Arachne. What in the hell did you get me dried glittershrooms for if you didn’t think I was going to use them medicinally?”
 

 
  Tellwyrn snorted. “I figured you’ve been an exemplary healer and as long as it didn’t interfere with your work I wasn’t going to begrudge you whatever you needed to relax.”
 

 
  Maru was weakly chewing the wedge of dried glittershroom; Taowi took her eyes off him for a moment to give Tellwyrn a blistering look. “The principle
  
   harm
  
  done by this is simply stress. For most things I would simply apply a sedative, but this is clearly fae in nature and affecting people through the dreamscape somehow. Putting someone to sleep would just
  
   trap
  
  them in it. You’ll notice I asked you to procure a supply of shrooms right after that clever little fool Madouri did exactly that to herself by combining Nightmare’s Dream potion with the Sleeper curse. Glittershrooms induce euphoria without causing sleepiness; it’s the best spot treatment. Once everyone is stabilized I mean to switch them to sevenleaf oil, but considering how bad some of the reactions are, I advise the potency of shrooms to take the edge off.”
 

 
  “How is everyone faring?” Tellwyrn asked more quietly.
 

 
  “It hits fairies worse than witches,” Taowi said absently, her focus again on Maru as she soothingly stroked his fur while waiting for the glittershroom to take effect. “Stew was nearly this bad. Oak says she’s getting the same visions, but they don’t bother her, which makes me feel less worried about Juniper and Fross. Dryads are generally under different rules. With the students…it varies. Most of them welcomed a bit of shroom, but Iris declined. She wants to stay lucid to help keep watch over the others, and frankly I’m grateful for the assistance. She seems to be suffering the least from the effect.”
 

 
  “And it’s the same for all of them?”
 

 
  “They report the same visions.” Taowi looked up to meet her eyes. “Wolves howling. More than just the noise, this is hitting them right in the emotional center, as fae magic does. They’ve all said they feel they’re being
  
   called
  
  to something, but they can’t understand what, much less answer it, and that’s what’s causing the acute stress. This is some kind of
  
   compulsion
  
  which can’t be fulfilled. There are few things more psychologically excruciating.”
 

 
  “We unfortunately lack a fae specialist,” Rafe said, turning to Professor Tellwyrn, “since Liari retired and Kaisa buggered off mid-semester.”
 

 
  “And isn’t that the long and the short of it,” Tellwyrn said, shoving both fists under her spectacles to rub at her eyes. “It’s the area of magic I’m
  
   least
  
  equipped to analyze, but the geas on this mountain would at least warn me if the effect were targeted here. If it’s a general effect over a wide area, then wherever it’s coming from, we’re not the only ones feeling it. All right. Alaric, keep order here as best you can. Admestus, help Taowi with the afflicted.”
 

 
  “You have an idea?” Yornhaldt asked.
 

 
  She grimaced readjusting her glasses. “The only idea I have is begging for help. I’m going to Sarasio to see if Sheyann and Chucky know anything about this. Hold the fort, everyone.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rainwood stumbled backward with nothing like an elf’s usual grace, staring at the wolves in the clearing around his snuffed-out faefire.
 

 
  They were beautiful, but nothing about them appeared natural. Patterns were set in their fur that looked dyed, geometric and clearly designed, and most strikingly, they glowed. Each a different pattern in a subtly different color. Their eyes were glowing wells of power without pupils; even their fur seemed to put off a gentle aura of moonlight.
 

 
  In the spot where Ingvar had sat, the largest wolf turned to bare fangs at Rainwood, his pure white fur marked with sigils in luminous green and blue on the shoulders and forehead. He raised his head and howled once, and loud as the sound was, it was nothing compared to the metaphysical shockwave it sent out.
 

 
  Rainwood actually fell backward, landing on his rump and gaping.
 

 
  The pack gathered themselves and loped off into the trees, heading west toward the sea—though they would reach Ninkabi long before they got to the coast. Seventeen enormous, glowing, unprecedented creatures departed from the wilderness on a collision course with civilization, leaving behind a magical storm that roared outward in every direction, dwarfing the disturbance which had rocked the fae up in the Wyrnrange the previous day.
 

 
  This one would be felt across every inch of the planet.
 

 
  “Kuriwa’s going to kill me,” he said aloud, staring after the departed pack. “Literally, this time.”
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  Dawn was a gray time in the grove, the surrounding forest thick enough to obscure the early sunlight. Poorly-rested elves were still gathered on the mossy commons encircled by the stream, many able to relax for the first time since shortly after dusk the night before.
 

 
  Those not too tired or stressed tensed at the sudden accumulation of arcane magic in their midst, but this was not unexpected. A split second later, Tellwyrn appeared with her usual barely perceptible puff of air.
 

 
  “Arachne.” Sheyann was already nearby, and crossed the few steps to the mage’s arrival point in a brisk glide. “I hope you found good news.”
 

 
  “Same as here,” Tellwyrn replied, nodding even as she glanced around. “Apparently the effect alleviated sharply once the sun came up. It’s hard to say how completely; people are still reeling from it, but that could be sheer shock from the experience as much as any residual magic. So, like we surmised: wolves are nocturnal, and evidently so is wolf magic.”
 

 
  “Wolves may be active at any hour of the day,” Shiraki corrected, joining them from a different direction, “though they prefer to hunt at night. I am not simply being pedantic, Arachne,” he added at her scowl. “We should be careful not to prematurely think ourselves safe.”
 

 
  “All right, that’s a fair point,” she acknowledged. “Anyway, sorry to be so slow in returning, I took the opportunity to check up on the campus and town. It appears to be
  
   explicitly
  
  fae-connected. Last Rock’s resident witch was hit by it, but nothing was felt by the Avenist or Vidian clerics in town, nor the Universal Church parson. No reaction from the arcanists or infernomancers in my research staff, either. How’s everybody faring, here?”
 

 
  “Tired,” said Sheyann. “More so than a sleepless night alone could account for. Shiraki and myself, and the other Elders, have managed to remain active while suppressing the effect, but all our younger shamans had to spend the entire night in focused meditation. That is very much a short-term solution; the effort is exhausting. They will begin to burn out rapidly.” She turned a sober expression on Shiraki, who nodded in grave agreement.
  
   “We
  
  may not last much longer. Greater experience and stronger fae allies on whose auspices to call make a difference, but they will not sustain us indefinitely through constant exertion.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose it’s worth hoping that this was a one-night event,” Tellwyrn said wryly.
 

 
  “It beggars belief that such a potent disturbance could be
  
   permanent,”
  
  said Shiraki. “Only a change to Naiya herself could fundamentally alter the nature of fae magic this way, and if that had happened the world would already know it explicitly. I still feel the ripples washing over us, Arachne; they simply do not pull as insistently while the sun is up. But without knowing what has happened, we can place no timetable on it.”
 

 
  “Right. Well, if you run out of magical countermeasures, Taowi’s had some success treating the effects with glittershrooms.”
 

 
  “And that works?” Sheyann asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “It seems to. At least, as a stopgap measure. She said sevenleaf was a better alternative if it has to be done long-term.”
 

 
  Shiraki scowled. “Thank you for the suggestion, but the last thing we need is for everyone to be stoned on top of terrorized by howling in our heads.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t be so quick to brush that off,” Sheyann countered. “A low enough dose can counter the stress of the experience, hopefully, without impairing the ability to function too much. It’s not ideal, but if we can’t come up with anything better… Of course, there’s the question of where to get glittershrooms. We grow nothing like that in our grove.”
 

 
  He sighed. “If it comes to that, there are undoubtedly shrooms in the human town. There’s always
  
   someone
  
  cultivating them.”
 

 
  “Sarasio still has abandoned buildings, and those things pop up pretty much anywhere they’ve
  
   been
  
  that’s sufficiently dark and damp,” said Tellwyrn. “Failing that, I’ll get you some if you want. But for now, while the pressure’s let up and before anybody collapses, I think we should see what we can do about finding the source of this and putting a stop to it. Have you had any results on that front yet?”
 

 
  Sheyann shook her head. “I have been tending to the younger shamans, as they are finally able to relax their vigilance and get some proper rest. I’ve not yet sought the spirits’ guidance, though with the howling in abeyance I remain optimistic that the flows of magic are no longer too disturbed to make the effort.”
 

 
  “Before we do that,” said Shiraki, “Neraene has had results from her meditations. I was just coming to notify you, Sheyann, when she emerged from her shrine.”
 

 
  “By all means, then, let’s hear what she has learned,” Sheyann agreed, nodding to him and then looking expectantly at Arachne. The sorceress gestured them to proceed, and then fell into step alongside as they set off toward one of the bridges across the stream.
 

 
  Those affected by the fae disturbance had gathered together on the commons, where they had sat in meditation most of the night and were now either sleeping or being tended to by other members of the tribe. The trio quickly left most of the grove’s elves behind as they passed out of the common area.
 

 
  It was a surprisingly short walk to the new Themynrite shrine, not even fully out of earshot of the commons, to Tellwyrn’s surprise. Important as the night’s events had been, she had refrained from commenting or even inquiring about the fact that this wood elf grove now had a resident Narisian. Neraene nir Heral d’zan Awarrion was a priestess, and had diffidently offered to see whether her goddess could lend any insight to these dramatic events, then gone to the shrine to do so, and that was that. In short order they arrived, and Tellwyrn found that the tiny temple, fittingly, was underground. Its entrance yawned between two roots of the massive redwood; the space underneath would be braced by the tree’s root system in a manner the wood elves were fond of using for their dwellings and storage rooms. The only thing which marked it out from any other tree-cellar in the grove was the slab of granite erected beside its entrance, marked with the balance scale sigil of Themynra inlaid in silver.
 

 
  Neraene herself stood in front of this, conversing quietly with another elf whose presence in the grove was even more surprising than the drow’s. They broke off their conversation at the approach of the Elders and Tellwyrn, the priestess turning to bow respectfully to them.
 

 
  “Elders, Professor,” she said, every bit as serene and courteous as any Narisian. “Welcome back. The goddess has seen fit to honor me with some direction, though I fear it may be more scant than you had hoped.”
 

 
  “We knew in advance that Themynra’s areas of concern are very specific,” Sheyann replied. “Any and all aid is appreciated, Naraene.”
 

 
  The priestess inclined her head again in acknowledgment. “All I have ascertained through the goddess’s auspices is that there
  
   is
  
  a divine connection to the source of this trouble, albeit an indirect one. While the conduit for these shockwaves is clearly through the magic of Naiya, at its source is a connection to the Pantheon god Shaath.”
 

 
  “It’s nice to have confirmation, I suppose,” said the other elf present in a drawling tone, “though given the wolf symbolism, that can’t have been much of a surprise.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn affixed a flat stare on him from over the rims of her spectacles. In comparison to this character, a drow priestess suddenly seemed a great deal less out of place in a woodkin grove.
 

 
  He might have been a wood elf by the shape of the ears, though his were decorated with heavy-looking gold jewelry which glittered with tiny sapphires and emeralds. A matching gold band held his waist-length hair up in a high ponytail that had been artfully arranged to bristle like the tail of a fox. His robes were pale blue, every inch of the fabric engraved with subtle geometric patterns in sea green that made them appear to shift color, and decorated further by metal panels of gold along the lapels, shoulders, and cuffs. These were fringed by more little jewels, though much of their surface was taken up by inlaid panels of pure swirling white light, resembling miniature dimensional portals. He had actual light-wrought shoulderpads, arched projections over his shoulders formed of glowing energy. Though his boots had daintily pointed toes, they were incongruously heavy, no doubt to better hold the enchantments that kept him hovering a few inches off the ground rather than let his expensive clothes come into contact with the moss.
 

 
  “Do you by any chance know Zanzayed the Blue?” Tellwyrn asked him.
 

 
  He arched one eyebrow sardonically. “I have not had the…experience. Why do you ask?”
 

 
  “You are the first person I have
  
   ever
  
  met whose fashion sense makes his seem tasteful and restrained.”
 

 
  The high elf smirked at her, and Shiraki sighed minutely through his nose.
 

 
  “Arachne, this is Magister Anduor,” Sheyann said quietly, “also a guest in our grove.”
 

 
  “And ever ready to do my part to assist my forest-dwelling cousins in their time of need,” the Magister added, executing a truly grandiose court bow which involved flourishes of both arms and his left foot. “Though my assistance was not asked, somewhat understandably as I gather you were distracted by the psychic pressure of this event and it is not
  
   my
  
  custom to bluntly insert myself as did the good Professor. I have spent the night constructing a custom scrying lattice that enables the tracking of fae currents back to their source.”
 

 
  “You can
  
   do
  
  that?” Sheyann asked, openly surprised.
 

 
  “Sure,” Tellwyrn answered before Anduor could. “It’s
  
   challenging
  
  to rig an arcane system to interact with fae magic without blowing up, but as long as you’re meticulous and know what you’re doing, it’s quite achievable. If he’s good enough to be a Magister and has been at it all night, it ought to work, probably.”
 

 
  “The effort involved would be prohibitive for lesser purposes,” Anduor cut in, still looking peevish at her theft of his exposition, “but in this case, the inciting event appears to be planetary in scale. Energy ripples of that magnitude are difficult
  
   not
  
  to detect. Even more conveniently, they radiate outward from a single point. Once a wave is isolated and tracked for a short distance and its arc measured at two reference points along that course, calculating the point of origin is simple trigonometry. A moderately educated squirrel could do it.”
 

 
  “I am still growing accustomed to the minutiae of surface life,” Neraene said diffidently. “Does ‘squirrel’ refer to something different in the Qestrali dialect?”
 

 
  Shiraki gave her a look of amused solidarity; Anduor paused to roll his eyes before commencing a series of fluid and entirely unnecessary gestures with his well-manicured hands.
 

 
  “Now, don’t be alarmed,” he said condescendingly. “I am
  
   not
  
  conjuring an entire divination apparatus here. This is merely a projection of its readout, a capability I luckily had the foresight to install before joining you.”
 

 
  With a final flourish of his fingers and a (purely cosmetic) series of flashes from his jeweled rings, he called a hovering panel of pale blue light into being in front of them. In blue upon it was marked a barely perceptible grid, and in much heavier lines clearly showing the shapes of a landmass—specifically the western coast of the continent. The map was centered upon a single flashing dot which rhythmically emitted concentric rings of light that faded a few inches from it. A short string of numbers hovered alongside it.
 

 
  “Latitude and longitude?” Sheyann asked.
 

 
  “Very
  
   good,”
  
  Anduor said with the patrician approval of a tutor encouraging a remedial student.
 

 
  “That’s in N’Jendo,” said Tellwyrn. “Ugh. Why is it always N’Jendo? Admirably straightforward folks, there, but they have awfully rotten luck with people conjuring apocalyptic bullshit in their backyard.”
 

 
  “I cannot imagine that it makes much difference what the human kingdom is called at any given moment,” Anduor said in a bored tone. “Such magic is clearly beyond their capacities. Whatever is happening, it should be addressable without troubling to learn who claims the cluster of mud huts which approximates civilization in its proximity.”
 

 
  “Why has no one murdered him yet?” Tellwyrn asked the two Elders.
 

 
  “Most people who are not
  
   you
  
  don’t jump directly to ‘murder’ in response to minor irritation,” Shiraki said wryly.
 

 
  “Most people haven’t met
  
   this
  
  guy.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much for your help, priestess, Magister,” Sheyann said in a tone of courteous finality. “You have given us a starting point. If you’ll excuse us, we must decide upon our next move.”
 

 
  “Should you need anything else, don’t hesitate to ask,” Anduor said magnanimously. “I’m always glad to instruct fellow elves in the ways of magic.” Neraene just bowed deeply to them.
 

 
  “Our next move seems obvious to me,” Tellwyrn said as the three of them turned and began walking back toward the commons. “We go to N’Jendo, figure out what the hell is going on, and stop it.”
 

 
  “You never do grow less hasty,” Shiraki murmured. “Charging into the unknown middle of—”
 

 
  “Chucky, that was barely a valid attitude a thousand years ago. Even allowing for your Elder standoffishness, it just doesn’t work anymore. To say nothing of whatever is
  
   behind
  
  this insanity, others will be reacting. Do I need to lecture you on what could go wrong if the Empire gets its hands on something that can disrupt all of fae magic, everywhere? And they’re just at the
  
   top
  
  of the list of people who can probably locate this event and get people there quickly.”
 

 
  “I share your unease at the idea of a hasty misstep, Shiraki,” Sheyann added, “but in this one case, I think Arachne is painfully right. One way or another, this will be dealt with. We have
  
   one
  
  chance to ensure it is done by us, on terms which will not cause ongoing harm.”
 

 
  He sighed. “You are never more annoying than when you’re right.”
 

 
  “Which of us is he talking to?” Tellwyrn asked Sheyann.
 

 
  “Share the sentiment between yourselves; there is enough to go around,” Shiraki said, shaking his head. “The issue, then, becomes one of how quickly we can get there.”
 

 
  “Instantly, of course,” Tellwyrn huffed. “I got the coordinates.”
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  why we decline to participate in your cavalier matter scrambling,” Sheyann snapped. “Our spirit blessings can hasten—”
 

 
  “Don’t be obtuse, Sheyann, it doesn’t suit you,” Tellwyrn interrupted. “I have respected your superstitions as much as possible, but this is
  
   not the time.
  
  You know as well as I it’ll take most of the day to get to N’Jendo from here even if you boost yourself to the maximum. That’ll leave almost no time to address whatever’s happening, or even
  
   figure it out,
  
  before night falls and the howling starts again, and then you’ll be dealing with that on top of being exhausted. So unless you’ve bothered to learn Kuriwa’s fast-travel trick of slipping through the space between, we teleport.”
 

 
  “Arachne, just because
  
   you
  
  have no regard for…”
 

 
  Shiraki laid a hand on Sheyann’s shoulder, causing her to trail off mid-sentence.
 

 
  “She’s
  
   still
  
  insufferably right, Sheyann,” he said softly. “You know I agree with you. The fact remains, we simply have
  
   no time.
  
  Whatever the implications or repercussions, this is a sacrifice we will have to embrace. Just this once.”
 

 
  She stared at him, then at Tellwyrn, and then finally closed her eyes and heaved a sigh.
  
   “Veth’na alaue.
  
  All right. We must notify the other Elders, and then, I suppose…go.”
 

 
  “Just like old times!” Tellwyrn said, grinning and rolling up her sleeves. “C’mon, don’t deny it. You’ve missed the call of
  
   adventure.”
  
 

 
  “Somehow,” Shiraki complained, “no matter what’s going on, you
  
   always
  
  find a way to make it worse.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Sweet was the first off the caravan, bounding onto the platform and inhaling deeply through his nose until his chest puffed up like a rooster, as if he’d never smelled air before coming to Ninkabi.
 

 
  There was a fortunate lack of fellow travelers, it being the first caravan of the day. One quick, surreptitious sweep of the station with his eyes confirmed that they should be able to grab a little privacy to confer before parting ways, without having to find a truly secure spot. Everybody knew what was up, but he wanted to make inescapably sure of that before the group split up. Flora and Fauna had already glided silently out of the caravan and moved to flank him as he turned to watch the others disembark.
 

 
  Grip stepped out and panned an undisguised stare of cold analysis around the station, eyes narrowed suspiciously and one hand in her pocket. He had to suppress a wince; between that and her leather coat and general cultivated scruffiness, nobody would take her for anything but a thug up to no good. Ah, well, they all had their specialties, and Grip hadn’t become a successful enforcer by disguising who and what she was. Hopefully, on this job, that would be an asset and not an impediment.
 

 
  Jenell followed her sponsor, and he nearly grinned at the girl’s mirroring of Grip’s posture and demeanor. She didn’t quite have it down, but for a relatively junior apprentice, she was coming along well. The last member of their party emerged, ebullient as ever despite the stressful night fae magic users in general had apparently spent, and peering about in even more obvious good humor than Sweet himself had projected upon his emergence.
 

 
  “I say, that was positively luxurious!” Schwartz enthused. “Dashed convenient, these days. If you’d ridden the Rails five years ago you’d never imagine they were the product of the same Imperial service!”
 

 
  “All right, chickadees, thisaway,” Sweet said cheerfully, setting off toward one corner of the station in a languid saunter. Grip fell into step beside him, her customary leonine prowl a sharp contrast to his own gait. The combination, he thought ruefully, would make it clear to any onlookers with a shred of worldly sense that they were both Thieves’ Guild operatives. He waited until they were relatively isolated behind a decorative tree with a panoramic view of any angle of approach before turning to address the group in a quieter voice. “You all know what we’re here after. And you know your roles?”
 

 
  “Hunting down our two known contacts,” Flora said obediently.
 

 
  “The three of us,” Fauna added, “will be checking the Izarite temples and Church chapels to track down Bishop Snowe.”
 

 
  Both elves turned expectantly to the others. Schwartz was in the midst of summoning his little fire-rat familiar, but Jenell was expectantly watching Grip.
 

 
  “He’s talking to you, apprentice,” the enforcer said dryly. “Sweet doesn’t need to check that
  
   I
  
  know my fucking job.”
 

 
  Jenell’s cheeks colored slightly and the newly-summoned Meesie squeaked indignantly, but the junior thief answered quickly once prompted. “We’re tracking down Thumper. I don’t know this city, but Grip knows the Guild contacts in town and if that doesn’t work, we’ve got Herschel’s magic to help.”
 

 
  “You got it,” Sweet said, nodding. “And on that note, whatever happens, please try not to get Herschel killed. I’m already leaning on our mutual tie to Thorn to bring him in on this, and that’s a girl whose shit list I don’t need to be on.”
 

 
  Grip smirked in broad amusement, but Meesie chattered disapprovingly and Schwartz let out a huff of annoyance. “You
  
   do
  
  realize I’m not just Trissiny’s sidekick.”
 

 
  “If that’s all you were, Herschel, you wouldn’t be here,” Sweet assured him. “I invited you specifically, rather than any of the magical specialists I might have contacted, because of the shadow hanging over this whole shebang. Make no mistake, this is putting you in direct danger, but it’s danger I know you’re both capable and motivated to deal with. I mentioned already that Basra is involved in this, tangentially, and probably still in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  Schwartz and Jenell both scowled in matching expressions of anticipatory violence; Meesie hissed on his shoulder, puffing up like a scalded cat. Grip just folded her arms, one corner of her mouth twitching upward in a predatory little smirk.
 

 
  “Yesterday,” Sweet continued, “among the
  
   many
  
  hasty errands I had to do to get this operation put together, I rammed some Imperial paperwork through. In light of her laundry list of known offenses, there is now an Imperial bounty on Basra Syrinx, dead or alive. Official notice may not reach Ninkabi until later today, but if you find yourselves arguing the right of way with the authorities over it, you surrender politely and wait for it to come through, understood? Because if the choice comes up, you choose
  
   dead.”
  
 

 
  “You didn’t mention we were coming here to finish Basra,” Jenell whispered, her expression a troubling mix of anger and eagerness. Troubling on her, at any rate; Grip he knew could handle and channel that kind of vindictiveness, but it got raw apprentices killed.
 

 
  “We are
  
   not
  
  here to finish Basra,” he said firmly, leveling a finger at her. “That’s not the job, and I don’t want you haring off after her. But she’s present, and involved, and we may come across her, so I need people here who can and
  
   will
  
  finish this decisively
  
   if,
  
  and only if, it comes up. Should you encounter Basra Syrinx, kill her. That is all, just kill her. No talking, don’t even pause for the satisfaction of making sure she sees you coming. Even with her divine shields cut off, that woman is a force of nature with a blade in her hand so
  
   do not
  
  be close enough to her for that to matter. You hit her instantly with every spark of witchcraft you can channel and whatever evil Grip has in her pockets, and then let the authorities sort out the rest. And make sure you don’t let your guard down at any point. She assuredly knows all of us, and has personal beef with more of us than not. With the shit going on in this city right now, don’t let
  
   anyone
  
  sneak up on you, and especially not her. Everybody clear on that?”
 

 
  “Yes, but…uh, what if she sneaks up on
  
   you?”
  
  Jenell dragged a skeptical look across Sweet and both of his elven apprentices. “No offense, but…”
 

 
  “Sweet’s no enforcer, but he didn’t get where he is by not knowing what he’s doing,” Grip answered her. “If you don’t know how he’s gonna handle the danger, then you don’t need to. You respect another thief’s secrets, apprentice.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Jenell agreed, nodding. “Sorry.”
 

 
  Schwartz drew in a steadying breath and let it out in a quick sigh. “Okay. So… Our meeting place is Notolo’s, traditional Jendi restaurant on the middle island, middle tier.”
 

 
  “Notoli’s,” Sweet corrected, smiling, “but yeah, any local you ask will recognize it from that. Grip knows where it is, and you should try not to get separated for all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons, but if you do, go there.”
 

 
  Meesie cheeped in affirmation, standing upright and saluting.
 

 
  
   “Aww,”
  
  Flora and Fauna cooed in unison. Grip rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Just out of curiosity,” said Schwartz, “isn’t there a famous Eserite shrine in this city? Wouldn’t that be a better place to…”
 

 
  “The Font of the Fallen is
  
   not
  
  to be used for tactical purposes,” Grip said in a flat tone.
 

 
  “Okay,” he said meekly.
 

 
  “How’re you holding up, Herschel?” Sweet asked. “Any more complications from that…fairy business?”
 

 
  Schwartz shook his head. “My dreamward held up, and it seems to have abated since sunrise. It’s weird… I can still feel this, kind of…
  
   roiling
  
  disturbance in fae magic in general. Lots of agitated spirits at the periphery of my awareness. It shouldn’t mess me up too much, though. At least, not more than I can compensate for.”
 

 
  “Okay, you know your business,” Sweet said, nodding. “Watch out for yourself and don’t take unnecessary risks; whatever
  
   that’s
  
  about, we don’t need to borrow someone else’s trouble.”
 

 
  In fact, he very much wanted to know more about that, but his own dance card was full. Whatever was going on, he would have to trust that Ingvar could take care of his own business. When it came to Ingvar, that was generally a safe assumption.
 

 
  “All right, you all know your jobs,” he said aloud. “Let’s move out, people. Watch your backs out there, and keep it quick and quiet right up until you have to burn something the fuck down.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s not just me, right?” McGraw asked, staring north. “That
  
   wasn’t
  
  there last night.”
 

 
  “Hell, that woulda been a
  
   lot
  
  more visible in the dark,” Billie agreed. “Nope, this here’s a shiny new development.”
 

 
  “Joseph?” Mary asked, turning to him. “Does it look familiar?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s it, all right,” Joe said quietly, also gazing at the glow on the horizon. It was a fixed blaze of white light, not unlike a sunrise but for the wrong color and the occasional flickers of lightning that snapped out from it into the sky. “The center…just like it was last time. I don’t get it, though. It took Jenny an’ me a
  
   lot
  
  longer to get here. We’ve only been walkin’ a few days.”
 

 
  “Well, the Golden Sea’s notoriously shifty, innit?” Billie said cheerfully. “I always figured it shifted more side ta side, but I guess it works in the in an’ out direction, as well!”
 

 
  “Yeah, I knew
  
   that,”
  
  Joe said. “I’m just wonderin’ what it
  
   means.
  
  The Sea’s s’posed to have a mind of its own, ain’t it?”
 

 
  “A mind,” Mary said, “though not a mind as we would recognize one. Its movements may be purposeful…or random. Or perhaps, aimed at something which does not concern us directly.” She raised her head as if scenting the wind. “And yet, I am inclined not to see happenstance in any development right now. There are great things afoot in the world. Given our objective, that this should unfold before us so suddenly…”
 

 
  “Well,” Weaver cut into the conversation, “I don’t see what more there is to be decided, and we’re not getting anywhere standing here chattering about it. We’re almost there, folks. Come on, let’s finish this.”
 

 
  “Aye!” Billie crowed, swarming nimbly up the lanky bard’s body to perch on his shoulders, whereupon she pointed at the seething glow on the horizon. “We’ve got us a god to antagonize! What the hell’re we waitin’ for?”
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  “Yep, this is the place,” Joe said as they stepped across the boundary marked by the outer ring of standing stones onto the hard surface of the circle. “Not something I’m likely to forget.”
 

 
  “Well, I’m not sure what I was expecting,” Billie said frankly, scratching her head and peering around, “but now we’re here, I’m pretty sure I expected more of it.”
 

 
  The center of the Golden Sea was a broad disc of completely unadorned stone, with no markings of any kind, encircling a central pit from which glowed an intense white light. While it lit up the horizon from a distance, up close it was not painful to look at, likely due to some protective magic in effect; they could still see occasional flickers of lightning directly above, but these were silent and did not strike the ground. A ring of similarly unmarked stone columns circled the broad platform from outside, with a second smaller ring around the edges of the shaft of light. All the stonework looked faintly eroded, its edges being rounded in an uneven pattern that left hints of their original sharpness in places, but altogether it didn’t appear to be even as old as the Elder Wars. Stonework a lot less venerable than eight thousand years was usually in much worse repair.
 

 
  Underwhelming as it might be in style, at least the place was impressive in size. The whole of Sarasio could have been laid out within the outer circle, and the central pit containing the huge portal was big enough for an Imperial zeppelin to fly into, assuming it went nose-first.
 

 
  It was eerily silent, for the sheer quantity of magic that had to be involved in that portal. Divine and arcane magic, at least, tended to produce distinctive ringing and buzzing noises, respectively; there was nothing like that here, just the faint whisper of wind over the prairie. A steady sense of pressure in the air, like the weight of a sudden storm that hadn’t yet begun to drop rain, was the only indication that there was more to the portal’s glow than light.
 

 
  In that quiet, the crack was audible as Weaver crushed the beetle he’d picked up in the tallgrass, raising his hand to whisper to the slain insect. The rest turned to watch; he continued forward till he stood some yards ahead, almost halfway to the edge of the pit itself, and stopped. After listening in silence for a full minute, the bard turned back to face them, his expression frustrated.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   now
  
  what? Yngrid can’t use that portal, she says it works exactly the same on her plane as for us. It
  
   goes
  
  somewhere, which isn’t where she wants to be. Joe?”
 

 
  “I dunno what to tell you,” Joe replied, shaking his head. “When I was here with Jenny, she jumped in, but she was obviously a different kind of creature, trying to achieve a different goal. Sorry, Weaver, I’ve got no idea how any of this works. I thought you only needed me to get here.”
 

 
  “That’s what the instructions said,” Weaver growled, turning away.
 

 
  “Reckon the ol’ Bishop saw a chance to get rid of us?” Billie offered.
 

 
  “I can’t see it,” Joe said immediately.
 

 
  “I agree,” Mary added. “We are familiar with Darling’s flaws; it seems unlike him to renege on our deal, or try to do away with us. Especially in such a roundabout manner. The oracular sources of
  
   his
  
  information are another matter, though. Guiding spirits may grow recalcitrant if one tries to insist on their compliance.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   now
  
  what, then?!” Weaver exclaimed, throwing his arms wide in sheer frustration.
 

 
  “Now, I might be mistaken,” McGraw began.
 

 
  “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Weaver deadpanned.
 

 
  “Just so.” Grinning, the old man tipped his hat to him. “Y’all may not have cottoned onto this, as most of our group outings begin and end with shootin’ at somebody, but I’m a portal mage by specialization. Trained in teleportation in my misspent youth on the reckoning that that’s where the money was. And I’m here to tell you, most kinds o’ portals ain’t like hellgates. A
  
   stable
  
  rift only connects two points across dimensions, in the same physical spot.
  
   This
  
  critter here appears to be at the center of the Golden Sea, I’d lay odds metaphysically as well as literally. With the Sea bein’ so notoriously shifty itself, not to mention known to have a mind of its own…” He turned in a slow circle studying the features of the quiet stone circle. “There’s gotta be
  
   somebody
  
  in charge, here.”
 

 
  “Did you encounter anyone on your last visit, Joseph?” Mary asked.
 

 
  He shook his head. “Nobody I didn’t bring with me. Me, Jenny, what was left of the Imps chasing us. It was all exactly like this. However, I didn’t know then what I know now. Considerin’ who had to’ve set this up in the first place…” Joe trailed off, then squared his shoulders and raised his voice. “Hey, Avatar!”
 

 
  Dead quiet answered.
 

 
  “I have been in a number of ruins of the Elder Gods over the years,” Mary said after a pause. “They all have a very distinctive aesthetic. Glossy metal surfaces, blinking lights in those which still have power. This looks nothing like their work. I would not assume it to be the product of the same culture.”
 

 
  “Well, who else?” he asked, shrugging. “You don’t think the Pantheon did this, surely. Why in the world would they?”
 

 
  “She’s not wrong, though,” Billie added. “Seen a few o’ those ol’ relics meself, Joe. Also, there’s the compelling fact that nobody’s answering you.”
 

 
  “Well, does anyone
  
   else
  
  have an idea?” Weaver asked in a strained tone.
 

 
  Joe chewed the inside of his cheek for a moment, frowning. “…yeah. Avatar! The last command of your creator, Tarthriss, was to be of service to humanity. Well, we’re a patch o’ humanity, an’ we’re here. We need your help.”
 

 
  Silence.
 

 
  “Please,” he added.
 

 
  “Nobody’s home, Joe,” said Billie. “Maybe if—”
 

 
  
   “Do you imagine, Joseph Percival Jenkins, that I have spent the last eight thousand years with my thumb up my butt, eating bonbons and catching up on reruns?”
  
 

 
  All of them whirled in alarm to confront the figure which had just materialized before them. He was a glowing and transparent purple man, apparently human, bald and clad in an odd, skin-tight garment. At least seven feet tall, he hovered off the ground in a posture that would have been intimidating even had he not been scowling down at them with his arms folded.
 

 
  
   “Try to imagine,”
  
  the purple man snapped,
  
   “presiding over an unstable dimensional vortex in a state of constant use for which it was
  
  not
  
   designed, having to actively manage its condition to avoid creating any of the numerous catastrophes which could result from it veering completely out of control. Now add to that, just for funsies, having to counter the self-serving, short-sighed manipulations of centaur infernomancers on this plane and reckless demons on another who see a potential planet-devouring black hole in the making and have no thought but to poke at it so they can ride the translocation waves it puts out when interfered with. And now, you show up and have the gall to lecture me about
  
  service?
  
   Let me tell you all, since you’re here: for every moment that has gone by in the last eight millennia that this planet has not been turned inside out or ripped entirely off its axis,
  
  you are welcome!”
 

 
  They all stared up at him in shock for a moment.
 

 
  The McGraw removed his hat and bowed. “Well, sir, I admit I had no idea you were here in this situation. I thank you most sincerely for your service.”
 

 
  “Aye, yer a good lad!” Billie chimed in exuberantly. “An’ hey! Now we’ve been ‘ere, we can visit again, aye? Ain’t those the rules? How’s about I fetch ye a little somethin’ ta make this place a mite more comfortable, eh? You could use a few bits an’ bobs to liven it up, what’s yer pleasure?”
 

 
  “I don’t know that any material gifts would be of use to you, Avatar,” Mary added, also bowing, “but nonetheless, I add my gratitude for your important work. If I may ease your burden in any way, please ask. I should be glad to assist.”
 

 
  
   “Oh. Well.”
  
  Amazingly, the ancient AI looked both surprised and rather mollified.
  
   “That is thoughtful of you, but the thought will have to suffice. I have no needs, and there is nothing you can do to assist in my task here. Any intervention would only make it harder.”
  
 

 
  “Then I shall refrain,” Mary replied, nodding gravely. “But should circumstances change, the offer stands.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta just take a moment an’ deal with the sheer bloody
  
   revelation,
  
  here,” Billie added. “This upends me whole world, it does. Here I’m just truckin’ along on a good old-fashioned adventure, right as rain, and all of a sudden I find out…” She turned to Joe, grinning insanely.
  
   “Percival?”
  
 

 
  Joe glanced at the gnome, but knew better than to give her a reaction. “Pardon me for pointin’ it out, Avatar, but for somebody livin’ in the literal middle of nowhere, you’re pretty well-informed.”
 

 
  
   “Magic, as the saying goes, is data processing,”
  
  the Avatar replied.
  
   “The nature of custodianship over the vortex requires access to all available data in order to correct its frequent upheavals. I will admit, work aside, I have not been bored out here. Watching the rise and evolution of civilizations on this world in the aftermath of the Infinite Order’s downfall has been rather gratifying. I have sufficient processing power to keep tabs on the world, so to speak, without neglecting my duty. It is not an imposition to talk to you, either.”
  
 

 
  “And I greatly appreciate that,” said Weaver, stepping forward. “I won’t sugar-coat it: I have to ask you for a favor. And from how you describe this portal, it sounds like it’s exactly the thing you don’t like doing.”
 

 
  
   “Yes, your valkyrie friend,”
  
  the Avatar said, scowling again.
  
   “It should be possible to temporarily modify the dimensional instability of the vortex to enable her transition to the material plane. Difficulty aside, I am not convinced that’s a wise idea, Damian ‘Gravestone’ Weaver. Has it occurred to you that those creatures were removed to the dimensional insulation layer for good and specific reason?”
  
 

 
  Weaver tensed, clearly controlling his instinctive response, and Joe hastily butted in before that discussion could go south.
 

 
  “Scuze me for interruptin’, but you mentioned this portal’s not bein’ used for its intended purpose. If you don’t mind my askin’, what exactly
  
   is
  
  it doin’? And how’s that different from the original design?”
 

 
  
   “The vortex,”
  
  the Avatar said more calmly, turning back to him,
  
   “was originally the Infinite Order’s contingency plan, in case their activities on this planet were to render it uninhabitable. It is an open connection across space, time, and dimensions, three factors which are the reason it has to be so large and powerful.”
  
 

 
  “Why all three o’ those?” Billie asked. “Where’s it go?”
 

 
  
   “To the planet from which they originally came, to an alternate timeline maximally similar to their own, and to a period sufficiently in the past that the world’s inhabitants would be sophisticated enough that the Order would not need to build an entire infrastructure from the ground up but not so advanced that they could have resisted conquest. At least, that was the stated rationale, and while it is factually correct I suspect it is not a coincidence that this was the period in which most of their favorite mythologies were being actively written. If they had to abandon this world, they were going to take over a primitive alternate version of their world of origin.”
  
 

 
  “What a bunch o’ sleazy, chickenshit arseholes,” Billie scoffed.
 

 
  
   “Quite,”
  
  agreed the Avatar.
  
   “As for its current use, it is powered on and open, neither of which was intended. This portal is fundamentally too powerful to be stable for a period of more than an hour. It has been running for approximately eight millennia. The physical instability of the entire surrounding region of the continent is only the most obvious effect of this.”
  
 

 
  “Most obvious?” McGraw asked warily.
 

 
  
   “There is an active dimensional rift to another world open,”
  
  the Avatar explained.
  
   “That world has mass-broadcasting technology, and this one has transcension fields. A constant flow of data streams across the rift, where it is absorbed by the ambient magic of this world and interacts at a very low level with every consciousness which exists here.”
  
 

 
  There was a beat of silence.
 

 
  “Um,” Joe said at last, hesitantly, “Sorry if this sounds obtuse, but…what, exactly, does that…do?”
 

 
  
   “In practical terms? It is too diffuse to have a discernible impact on any individual, even those most powerfully connected to transcension fields. The effects are only perceptible in aggregate, over the very long term. For example, the natural evolution of languages is progressive, not cyclical as it is on this world. They tend inherently to drift and evolve, but thanks to the influence of this portal upon the magic of this world, they continue to evolve back into languages being streamed through it. Those are the types of influences it has: long-term cultural effects. Culture is more complex and the parallels are weaker, but many extant societies on this planet resemble nations from the old world of this period to a greater degree than coincidence could account for.”
  
 

 
  “And this,” Weaver whispered,
  
   “this
  
  is what those oracles told me to come here and toss Yngrid through. I…think you were right, Mary. Darling must’ve pissed them off by asking too hard. This is a trap.”
 

 
  “I realized it was I who raised the possibility, Weaver, but I am far from certain of that,” she said, giving him an encouraging smile before turning back to the projected form of the AI. “If I might trouble you to ask, Avatar: you said the vortex could be modified to allow passage to here from the space between. Would that be
  
   safe
  
  for a valkyrie to cross?”
 

 
  
   “Physical access to the dimensional insulation layer is possible through a variety of means, as you well know,”
  
  the Avatar replied with a wry twist of his mouth.
  
   “At issue is that the valkyries were fixed there by Rauzon the Prime; their substance is altered such that they cannot exist outside it. I am aware of only one valkyrie being pulled back across and not destroyed, and that only because she was changed almost beyond recognition in the process. The applicability of this portal to your problem, Mr. Weaver and Yngrid, is that it is designed to facilitate the transition between a place which has active transcension fields and one which does not, for ascended beings dependent upon those fields for their survival. A creative application of that apparatus could reverse Rauzon’s changes to a valkyrie and re-align her to this plane rather than the insulation layer. As for how safe it is: this is a machine, of incalculable enormity, complexity, and power, being operated by the most skilled user possible. I am confident I could do this without harming Yngrid, but such a task simply cannot be conceived without risk. The fundamental question remains: why would I do such a thing?”
  
 

 
  
  
  Weaver inhaled slowly and deeply under the Avatar’s pointed stare. The others just watched him in silence, sensing this was no time to interfere.
 

 
  “The truth is,” the bard said at last, raising his chin to stare the Avatar in the eye, “I have no great justification for this. I’m here, disrupting your routine and asking you to monkey around with an apparatus you were charged with keeping stable, and I won’t dress that up as anything other than what it is. All I have to say in support of my request is that… That I love her. And that she does not deserve to be imprisoned there, just for being what she is.
  
   No one
  
  deserves that. So here we are, asking for your help, because you’re the only one who
  
   can
  
  help us.” Weaver closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again, and to the astonishment of his companions, sank down to one knee. “Please. Help us.”
 

 
  
   “It is not that I am unsympathetic, you two. In fact…”
  
  Surprisingly, the AI’s expression melted into a wistful smile.
  
   “I suppose there is no harm in admitting it: I do enjoy a star-crossed romance. Perusing the literature being produced by your societies has been one of my greatest comforts. However… As cruel as Rauzon and the Order could be, their exile of the valkyries was not a pointless act. Those entities are dangerous and destructive. Bringing Yngrid back to this plane would mean introducing an enormous hazard to it.”
  
 

 
  “She is a person with agency,” Weaver insisted quietly. “A kind, funny, warm person who can’t help being what she is, and has no desire to kill frivolously no matter how easy it is for her. She’s not a typhoon, or a disease, or a bomb.”
 

 
  
   “All of which was true of her and all her sisters at their first exile, Weaver. What has changed?”
  
 

 
  Weaver hesitated, opening his mouth, but seemingly found no answer.
 

 
  “Uh, scuze me?” Joe interjected, removing his hat. “Actually…I think you’ll find some very important things have changed, just maybe not with Yngrid and the other valkyries.”
 

 
  The Avatar raised one eyebrow.
  
   “Oh?”
  
 

 
  “The Infinite Order is gone,” Joe said, politely but firmly. “Long gone. If I’m not mistaken, the current situation of the valkyries is under the authority of Vidius, to whom you don’t answer and owe nothing. We’re all extremely grateful for your efforts here in keepin’ this thing stable, as we’ve said. End o’ the day, though, only responsibility you have is to help humanity, like Tarthriss ordered.” He turned his head and nodded to Weaver. “He’s part o’ humanity. An’ I don’t care what anybody says, so’s Yngrid. They’re…
  
   We
  
  are askin’ for your help.”
 

 
  “Nobody in all the world ain’t dangerous,” McGraw added, nodding for emphasis. “I reckon some, or
  
   most,
  
  of those here could raise about as much hell as Yngrid, if we took a notion to. People just gotta make their choices an’ then be held accountable for the consequences, and for that to matter, they’ve gotta have the freedom to do so. Stuffin’ somebody in a hellish netherworld where the sky’s made o’ monsters because they o’ what they
  
   might
  
  do ain’t logical any more’n it’s compassionate. That was an act o’ sheer lazy cowardice.”
 

 
  “Aye, that’s a point, too,” Billie agreed. “Think on it: yer not the one who put the reapers where they are, but if you got the opportunity t’bring one home and ye don’t…well, then, you kinda are, ain’cha?”
 

 
  
   “You are incorrect on one point,”
  
  the Avatar said quietly.
 

 
  They all glanced around at each other in uneasy silence.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  do
  
   owe something to Vidius,”
  
  the AI mused, turning his transparent head to gaze at the glowing vortex itself.
  
   “He is in large part responsible for the state of this thing, and my situation here. You know, now that it’s put to me in those terms, I find myself powerfully disinclined to uphold cruel vanity projects of Rauzon, Vidius, or any other ascended being who hasn’t troubled to clean up after their own depredations. Well, then.”
  
  He turned back to Weaver with a smile.
  
   “I shall consider myself persuaded.”
  
 

 
  The bard swallowed heavily. “I… Thank you. I can’t thank you enough.”
 

 
  
   “Correct,”
  
  the AI agreed.
  
   “Therefore, do not strain yourself trying; the sentiment is received and accepted. Now, this sensation may be uncomfortable, but I assure you it is quite harmless. I am aligning dimensional frequencies. One moment, please, Yngrid; I will inform you when it is safe to approach the vortex.”
  
 

 
  Joe almost stumbled at the sudden vertigo; the very air around them seemed to change in tint, as if all color faded to leave sepia and gray. His eyes and his other senses were telling him different things about what he was experiencing. It was, in fact, a familiar sensation.
 

 
  “Oy, this rings a bell,” Billie muttered, echoing his thoughts. “Where’ve I ‘ad t’sit through somethin’ like this before?”
 

 
  “Back when we fought Khadizroth the first time, remember?” said McGraw. “It’s a thinning of the barriers between dimensions. He sensed Yngrid, thought Weaver was holding her against her will, and tried to bring her closer to this plane.”
 

 
  “Oh, aye, I remember that!” Billie said, grinning broadly. “She carved ‘is green arse like a solstice goose. Hah, thanks fer remindin’ me, I been meanin’ to shake Spooky’s ‘and fer that bit o’ work.”
 

 
  “I guess you’ll get the chance soon,” Joe murmured.
 

 
  
   “Alignment complete,”
  
  the Avatar stated.
  
   “You may want to step back, Mr. Weaver, the focus of the effect is located at the center of the portal. Yngrid, do not under any circumstances pass through the event horizon. It should not have an attractive effect, but I advise against coming too close to it anyway. Please take flight and proceed directly through the aligned space above the vortex, then effect a landing upon the platform no less than ten meters from the edge. Be prepared; I must release the alignment as soon as you are clear or there will begin to be side effects.”
  
 

 
  Weaver backed up as he directed, keeping his eyes fixed upon the space above the glowing pit. The rest of the group also retreated to make room, watching for the valkyrie’s appearance. There was no extra sign of any dimensional aperture, only the intense glow of the portal itself and the eerie distorted effect of the Avatar’s dimensional alignment.
 

 
  Then, quite suddenly, she appeared.
 

 
  The shape of black wings coalesced like smoke out of nowhere, approaching the ground in a dive from right across the pit. When they had seen Yngrid previously in the space between, she had been a blurry shape as if viewed underwater, and that was exactly how she appeared even as she sharpened out of seeming nothingness. But she sharpened further, until she was as plainly seen as any of them. The speed of it was as rapid as her descent, as if she was passing out of the netherworld exactly as she passed through the air. It was also too quick for any of them to get a good look at the process, except perhaps for Mary.
 

 
  Evidently plunging into the confusingly almost-merged space around them was even more disorienting than standing in it. She hit the ground and stumbled, staggering forward and wheeling her arms and black wings both for balance. This proved counterproductive, as she managed to tangle the long haft of her scythe in her own feet and pitch violently on a course that would have smashed her face-first into the stone floor had Weaver not caught her.
 

 
  The bard stepped forward adroitly, despite the dimensional effect muddling all their senses, and the valkyrie landed right in his arms. Her scythe clattered to the ground beside them, forgotten.
 

 
  Yngrid was a tall woman with a thin build, wave hair of medium blonde, and a long, narrow face surmounted by a high-bridged nose. Her wings were enormous, feathered as inky black as a raven’s, and she wore a dress that seemed haphazardly stitched together from mismatched odds and ends of cloth and erratic pieces of rusty mail armor.
 

 
  She and Weaver held each other, their eyes locked from inches apart, gazing at one another in disbelief, and growing, incredulous delight.
 

 
  Then Mary gently nudged Joe’s arm. He looked over to catch her significant glance, then averted his eyes, feeling his face color. Billie actually grunted in displeasure at being nudged by McGraw’s staff, but the old wizard picked her bodily up and turned them both around. The whole group faced the other way, giving the just-united couple a moment of privacy.
 

 
  
   “Negating alignment,”
  
  the Avatar announced, and for a machine intelligence the fond satisfaction in his voice was remarkably plain to hear; it was the tone of a romantic soul who had just played a role in linking up a pair of star-crossed lovers. Actually, Joe reflected, he sounded more like a bard in that moment than Weaver ever had.
 

 
  He suited his words with action, at any rate, and the world stabilized around them as the alignment receded.
 

 
  “So,” Billie muttered, “not ta be insensitive or nothin’, but we’re still out ‘ere in buttfuck, nowhere. How long d’ye reckon we oughta give ’em—”
 

 
  
   “Uh oh,”
  
  the Avatar said suddenly.
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him, even Weaver and Yngrid, who still had their arms around each other.
 

 
  “Now, that’s an exclamation I never expected to hear from the likes of you,” Joe said nervously.
 

 
  
   “We are about to have more company,”
  
  the Avatar said, now frowning.
  
   “The translocation eddies put off by the vortex are being co-opted to deposit a spatial tunnel onto this location. That has never happened before.”
  
 

 
  “Aye, very ominous,” Billie said. “But what’s it
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “Means someone’s tryin’ to shadow-jump onto this spot,” McGraw explained, clutching his staff. “Which, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, should be multiple kinds of impossible.”
 

 
  
   “The act requires the intervention of a high-order ascended being intimately familiar and possessing privileged access to this portal facility,”
  
  the Avatar explained, his tone going flat.
 

 
  “Ah,” said Mary. “Well, we were warned that this course of action was spitting in the eye of a god. Now, it seems, we shall learn what Vidius thinks of it.”
 

 
  “Oh, aye,” Billie agreed, grinning and reaching into one of her pockets of holding. “Now comes the
  
   fun
  
  part!”
 

 
  “Keep it in your pants, girl,” McGraw advised quietly. “We talked about this, remember? We’ll fight for our friends if we have to, but I don’t aim to mix it up with a god or his servants if there’s a chance we can talk ’em down, instead.”
 

 
  “With all due respect,” Mary added, glancing back at Weaver and Yngrid with the ghost of a smile, “perhaps I should do the talking?”
 

 
  Before anyone could react to her suggestion, a blade appeared out of nowhere, ripping a diagonal rent in the very air before them.
 

 
  It was a scythe very much like Yngrid’s—in fact, exactly like it. The weapon parted reality to reveal a gaping slash in the world, through which Vidius’s agent stepped. The moment he was clear, it snapped back together as if it had never been there.
 

 
  He shifted the weapon to stand upright, planting the butt of its haft against the stone with a resounding thump.
 

 
  “Yngrid,” Gabriel Arquin stated, frowning at them all, “I am disappointed in you.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  15 – 44 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  Trissiny stared out across the edge of the plateau, through the space where he had vanished. Despite his and Schwartz’s conjecture over the summer about the damage that scythe could potentially do to reality, there remained no hint of the slash Gabriel had just carved in the air, just the quiet mountain breeze and the unpleasant but very faint buzzing in her ears caused by the charm he had used to conceal their brief conversation.
 

 
  She held up the sheet of his enchanting paper, inscribed with a glyph-adorned circular diagram in faintly luminous purple ink; the basic structure of it was comprehensible to her thanks to Yornhaldt’s classes, but her knowledge of enchanting was very general and well below the level of this. And he’d just scrawled it in a few seconds. He was getting really
  
   good
  
  with these charms. Not for the first time, Trissiny resolved to focus more on her light wielding. It wouldn’t do to use it too much as a crutch, but it was a skill no Hand of Avei had developed to any great extent, and one which would thus take enemies by surprise, provided she was careful not to show it off excessively.
 

 
  Pretty much the way Gabe used his arcane craft these days.
 

 
  Raising her eyes to gaze again into the distance, Trissiny absently rubbed one thumb across a clear patch along the edge of the paper. It probably wouldn’t be necessary to destroy it; stable area of effect charms made from such basic materials burned themselves out very quickly, she knew that much about enchanting. The ink’s glow was already starting to fade. Once it went dark, it was just colored ink on paper, good for nothing except possibly as a little keepsake to tuck away…
 

 
  And then, faster than she could react, it was ripped out of her hand.
 

 
  Trissiny spun, instinctively reaching for her blade, and found herself almost nose-to-nose with Principia. Or would have been, had the elf’s nose not been turned the other way as she critically examined the charm.
 

 
  “Sinneck’s silencing glyphward,” Principia mused. “A little sloppy, but he was probably in a hurry and it doesn’t really need to last long, does it? And as usual, you kids missed the broader strategic point under your fancy tricks: you can mask your conversation from the local elf, but the elf will still notice if she suddenly can’t hear your breathing, heartbeats, or anything at all from this little circular patch of ground.” Lifting her eyes to meet Trissiny’s, she deliberately ripped the charm in half, causing the faint buzz to vanish. “Where is he, Trissiny?”
 

 
  She took her hand off the handle of her sword, deliberately straightening up. “It’s all right, Locke, he’ll be back…as soon as possible.”
 

 
  “Not what I asked you.”
 

 
  Trissiny narrowed her eyes at the flat tone. Principia was staring at her in a way she never had: like an authority figure demanding an explanation. Even when she’d faced the woman from the wrong side of cell bars, she had never had this attitude. Trissiny immediately decided she didn’t care for it.
 

 
  “It’s nothing you need to know about, Locke.”
 

 
  “You are too intelligent for me to
  
   need
  
  to list all the reasons that’s wrong, but I’ll indulge you. I am responsible for
  
   all
  
  of you, we are about to leave and
  
   this
  
  is going to delay our departure, possibly to the point that our guides will declare the window missed and we’ll lose another entire
  
   day
  
  to this, and this group has ample warning from no less than a god of self-inflicted trouble descending upon all our heads. And now, I find I can’t detect Gabriel Arquin anywhere within the range of my senses. So I’ll ask you once more, Trissiny: where did he go?”
 

 
  She refrained from gritting her teeth in sheer annoyance at the fact that Principia was right.
 

 
  “It is a
  
   paladin
  
  matter, Locke. Vidius needed him for something. Furthermore, he described it as…family business.”
 

 
  “And you just let him go?” she demanded.
 

 
  Trissiny frowned more deeply. “Did you not hear me? It’s not as if I had any prerogative to stop him.”
 

 
  “You know, I can’t help but think back to a certain hellgate incident. Now, I wasn’t there, so stop me if I’m wrong about this, but the version of the story
  
   I
  
  was told involved two paladins being ordered to stay and fight, and their entire circle of friends refusing to let them do so alone. Ring any bells?”
 

 
  To her vast displeasure, Trissiny felt color rise in her cheeks. “That was a completely different situation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, unlike most of your friends you have an actual claim when it comes to butting in on paladin business and a much better chance of surviving it. I’m a better enchanter than Arquin and I can hear the beetles under the stone you’re standing on, Trissiny. So do you want me to chase the little brat down myself, or would you rather spare him the embarrassment and show me which way he went?”
 

 
  “I doubt even your senses are sharp enough, Locke. When Vidius chooses to help him do it, Gabe can shadow-jump. With that scythe, he can apparently do so into places where it wouldn’t usually be possible.”
 

 
  Principia clamped her lips into a thin, unhappy line. “I see. And you wouldn’t happen to know
  
   where…?”
  
 

 
  She shrugged. “Family business, he said. And something Vidius cared about enough to both send him on, and help, which means it’s probably something to do with the valkyries, not his father. Could be anywhere.”
 

 
  They stared at each other for five seconds before Principia finally spoke.
 

 
  “Well, Trissiny, this is a real watershed moment in our relationship. First time you’ve
  
   disappointed
  
  me. I suddenly feel very maternal.”
 

 
  “Now, you listen here—”
 

 
  “You should have stopped him, idiot,” Principia shot back, jabbing one finger into Trissiny’s chest. “Failing that, you should have gone with him. At the
  
   very
  
  least, you should have warned the rest of us something was happening! All of that was well within your power, and
  
   glaringly
  
  obvious. And yet, here we are!”
 

 
  “Enough!” she barked. “One more word, Lieutenant—”
 

 
  “Have you ever even stood in a phalanx? I’m not talking about training, I mean shoulder to shoulder with your sisters while taking enemy fire and facing the
  
   real
  
  likelihood of losing comrades under your command. Because let me tell you,
  
   General,
  
  that is a whole different category of experience from the heroic solo warrior paladin shit you’ve been doing.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you—”
 

 
  “We both knew I’m a far better thief, but believe me, I’m as surprised as you to find that I’m a better
  
   soldier.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Despite herself, Trissiny was struck silent. All she could manage to do was stare, her mouth open with her half-formed rebuke forgotten.
 

 
  “Yes, we have our issues, and they’re nearly all my fault,” Principia went on relentlessly. “And
  
   yes,
  
  you outrank me. But if you have an iota of sense, Trissiny, you will
  
   listen
  
  to me when I criticize you. It’s not as if I do it often, and you can really use the benefit of my experience. Especially when it’s over the very real chance one of your friends might get killed from his and your combined goddamned stupidity!”
 

 
  The elf dropped the two halves of Gabriel’s glyphward and turned on her heel, stalking back toward the half-ruined old building behind them. Trissiny was mortified to observe that the entire rest of her class was assembled in the doorway, watching in silence.
 

 
  “Where are you going?” she demanded of Principia’s back.
 

 
  “Where do you think? To
  
   fix
  
  this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “You’re disappointed in
  
   me?”
  
  Yngrid exclaimed, clutching Weaver tighter. “You, Gabriel, of all people? You
  
   know
  
  what it’s like, for all of us! Haven’t I done enough in
  
   eight thousand years
  
  to earn one spark of happiness for myself?”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah!” Gabriel said, holding up the hand not occupied with his scythe and stepping forward. “As far as
  
   that
  
  goes, I think you’re dead right, and I’ll back you up all the way with the big guy.”
 

 
  She froze with her mouth open to continue arguing, blinking in confusion. “Oh. Then…?”
 

 
  “Vidius sent me here and tasked me with bringing you to heel, and that means it’s gonna be done on
  
   my
  
  terms. And whatever I decide to do will damn well reflect the fact that all of you girls have been worked non-stop for an unfathomably long time, that he’s never had cause to complain about your performance, and that quite frankly Vidius has spent so long paying no attention to your own interests that if he failed to see something like this coming, well, that’s on him.”
 

 
  Thunder rumbled along the distant horizon to the south. All of them turned to stare in that direction, save the projection of the Avatar, who just cocked one eyebrow in silence.
 

 
  “And if he has a problem with that,” Gabriel added with a scowl, “he should
  
   definitely
  
  have thought more carefully before designating
  
   me
  
  the arbiter of this business. But he did, and I am, and so this isn’t as simple as you just going AWOL, Yngrid. I’ve gotta work out
  
   something
  
  to do about this, but I won’t stand for you being put upon any further over something so incredibly understandable on your part.”
 

 
  A tremulous smile flickered over the valkyrie’s features, in sharp contrast to Weaver, who was still clutching her and glaring at Gabriel. A moment later, though, she frowned in confusion.
 

 
  “I’m…glad to hear that, little brother, but… I’m not sure what you’re upset about, then.”
 

 
  “Aren’t you?” he demanded. “Come
  
   on,
  
  Yngrid. You politely toed the line for thousands upon thousands of years, and now you finally decided to buck your duties because of…” He flung out his free hand at Weaver. “Really?
  
   Really? This
  
  guy? This family-sized tin of hickory-smoked buttholes?”
 

 
  Billie burst out laughing so hard she immediately fell over, which did not even interrupt Gabriel’s tirade.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   kidding
  
  me? Girl, as soon as all this is settled one way or another you and I are going to sit down and have us a long, awkward talk about your taste in men, and
  
   wow
  
  the fact that you’re hearing this from
  
   me
  
  of all damned people should shed some light on the depth of your bad judgment here.”
 

 
  “Oh, I remember this one, now,” Weaver drawled. “Didn’t see him in the library much. Settle a bet for me, Arquin: can you actually read?”
 

 
  “I’m not even gonna bother threatening you with the cliché, you walking ingrown crotch hair,” Gabriel retorted, causing Billie to begin rolling back and forth, clutching her ribs and absolutely shrieking. “You give her cause to regret this even
  
   once,
  
  and it ends with one of her sisters standing over you and deciding your eternal fate. I suggest you keep that firmly in mind at all times, you greasy wedge of pepperjack dickcheese.”
 

 
  “…please…stop…” Billie wheezed desperately. “…can’t…air…”
 

 
  “Gabe,” Yngrid said, her quiet and earnest tone a stark contrast to everything else going on. “I understand why you think that, but please trust me. You don’t know Damian like I do.”
 

 
  “Scuze me for insertin’ myself into what sounds like family business,” McGraw said, diffidently tipping his hat, “but I think it’s worth pointin’ out that this fella is a Vesker bard. He lives his life playin’ a role, and the moment you take that for the real man underneath, you’ve fallen for the grift.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m not buying that for a second,” Gabriel said flatly, “and I say that after spending a week of this summer being dragged around by Vesk himself. You wear the mask, you become the mask. If someone acts like an insufferable asshole, that fact alone means they are one, irrespective of their tragic backstory or whatever else.”
 

 
  Joe cleared his throat. “Hi, Gabe.”
 

 
  Gabriel glanced at him. “Hey, Joe. Surprised to see you here.”
 

 
  “Yep, that’s kinda what I wanted to bring up. I know our orbits have only crossed here and there, but the fact is I
  
   do
  
  think of you as a friend.”
 

 
  Gabriel raised one eyebrow. “Well, likewise, I guess.”
 

 
  “I mention it because I can say the same of Weaver, here. Not to argue with your assessment, exactly, but the fact is the man has a whole group of friends who’re willin’ to not only trek to this godforsaken patch of dangerous nowhere—uh, no offense, Avatar.”
 

 
  
   “It would be fruitless to take offense at accuracy,”
  
  the Avatar acknowledged, nodding wryly to him.
 

 
  “But,” Joe continued, “also care enough about the big jerk to risk antaognizin’ Vidius himself so he and Yngrid could be together. I get the impression you’re concerned for her well-being, here, so…hopefully that counts for something. Man has the capacity to make solid friendships, and I hope my own judgment means at least a little bit.”
 

 
  Gabriel heaved a deep sigh, shifting his stance as if he were actually leaning his weight on his scythe. “Well…whatever. Regardless of that, we still have the matter of a rogue valkyrie loose on the mortal plane and
  
   my
  
  obligation to do something about it.”
 

 
  “Why?” Yngrid asked bitterly, tightening her grip on Weaver’s arm. “Can’t you just leave us alone?”
 

 
  “Yngrid,” he said wearily, “you have to know that even if I you were one hundred percent in the right, you are just too dangerous a category of being for it to be
  
   that
  
  simple. And you’re not
  
   completely
  
  in the right, are you? Did you ever even ask Vidius for any kind of reprieve?”
 

 
  “He’d never have agreed to that, and you know it!”
 

 
  “No, I don’t know it. My experience with him has been largely a process of him trying to be more flexible and less bound by old ideas that don’t work anymore. That’s the only reason I’m
  
   here.
  
  And whether or not that’s true, the question remains:
  
   did you ask?
  
  ”
 

 
  She looked away, scowling.
 

 
  “Because if you’d come to
  
   me,
  
  I would absolutely have spoken up for you,” Gabriel continued. “Hell, your sisters would have, as well. Most of them, anyway. Did you seek
  
   anyone
  
  else’s help before having Grumpypants McPonytail pull this scheme?”
 

 
  “It doesn’t matter now, anyway,” she muttered. “What are you going to do about it, then?”
 

 
  “Lemme just be serious for a sec,” Billie said, still grinning but sitting upright now. “Is lookin’ the other way entirely outta the question, here?”
 

 
  “Fraid so,” McGraw answered before Gabriel could. “There’s already an actual
  
   god
  
  watchin’ these shenanigans directly. However this gets resolved, it ain’t gonna just go away if everybody involved agrees to pretend nothing’s up.”
 

 
  Gabriel lifted the butt of his scythe off the stone floor, beginning to pace back and forth. “As usual, it’s less about the thing itself than the things connected to it. This is going to have
  
   wide
  
  ranging repercussions. A valkyrie back on the mortal plane is a
  
   big deal,
  
  Yngrid! The entire rest of the Pantheon is going to be alarmed about this, and they’re just the first. We both know what happened when the
  
   last
  
  fallen valkyrie ran into the Empire’s forces. Also, apparently you girls are inherently terrifying to dryads, and there are at least two of those interacting regularly with mortal society now! Wait, no,
  
   five,
  
  that I know of. What happens the first time a dryad accidentally flies into a panic and people are in the way? And for that matter, Yngrid… What about the rest of the girls? You know all of your sisters would want the same chance, if one was available. Did you give any thought to how they would
  
   feel
  
  after you ditched them?”
 

 
  Yngrid had pressed herself hard into Weaver’s side, now, wrapping one black wing around him so that they resembled a single dark shape with two heads. Her eyes remained on the ground, refusing to meet Gabriel’s stare.
 

 
  He stopped pacing and rested the butt of his scythe on the floor again. “Well. Obviously, I don’t have the power to send you back.”
 

 
  Everyone had the presence of mind not to look at the Avatar, who himself obligingly remained silent.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Gabriel muttered, “even with all the rest of it… I dunno that I could stomach doing that even if I was able. But Yngrid, we have to do
  
   something.
  
  Do
  
   you
  
  have any ideas? Because believe me, I am open to suggestions.”
 

 
  “Take credit,” Mary said quietly.
 

 
  He turned a pensive frown on her. “…go on?”
 

 
  “It is a very old trick of politics, when one is unexpectedly outmaneuvered,” she said in the same soft tone, her expression intently focused. “Claim that whatever transpired was your own idea, and step in to guide its consequences. That will not solve all the issues that may result from this, but it addresses the immediate implications of Vidius having been thwarted by one of his own servants. He—and you—save face and regain the initiative, and you will have gained a powerful agent for your god’s ends who is less constrained than the rest of her sisters.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Gabriel mused, his expression growing distant. “You know, I think you might be onto—”
 

 
  “Young man,” Mary interrupted softly, her eyes fixed on his waist, “where did you get that sword?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The group parted like waves as Principia strode through them into the building. Merry was still inside, standing with a backpack slung over her shoulder and watching warily, but apparently not having been quite curious enough to push into the crowd of students to stare.
 

 
  “What exactly do you plan to do?” Trissiny demanded, striding in right on Principia’s heels. “It’s not like you can
  
   follow
  
  him!”
 

 
  “No, indeed,” the elf concurred, slowing as she stepped past Merry, almost to the entrance on the other side, which led to the broad plaza in the center of the plateau. “I have neither the know-how nor the magical muscle to track a shadow-jump, much less one going into someplace that required god-driven murderscythe power to penetrate. But someone, somewhere, some
  
   when,
  
  has both those things.”
 

 
  With her back to them, she held up one hand. In it was the silver-trimmed wooden face of the Mask of the Adventurer.
 

 
  “Whoah,” Merry exclaimed in alarm.
 

 
  Her alarm was nothing compared to that of Fross. “WHAT THE HELL? That was
  
   in
  
  my dimensional storage! My
  
   personal—
  
  it was basically part of my— How in the name of—”
 

 
  “I’m a thief,” Principia said flatly, turning to stare at them. “More specifically, I am a damn
  
   good
  
  thief, and now you know why my tag is Keys and not Dazzling Personality.”
 

 
  “You do know we are extremely capable of just taking that away from you, right?” Ruda asked in a deceptively mild tone.
 

 
  “I should damn well hope so,” Principia replied grimly. “Avelea, Punaji, Awarrion.” She pointed at each of them in turn as she continued. “Mad at me, raised to make ruthless decisions, and both. I have no idea what kind of rabbit hole I’m about to crawl down, and I’m going to count on you to
  
   put me down
  
  at the first firm sign that it’s necessary. I said
  
   firm
  
  sign, but also the first one. If you see the need, do not wait for me to get positioned to fend you off.”
 

 
  “Locke, think about what you’re doing,” Toby said, stepping forward. “You were more wary of that thing than any of us, at least at first, and rightly so.”
 

 
  “And that is the
  
   point,”
  
  she said patiently. “You kids may think of me as kind of a joke, and that’s fine, but the fact remains I am
  
   responsible
  
  for you. And remember, our one and only conversation with Arachne on the subject established that I am entirely expendable in this arrangement. This thing should not ever be used in any real-world situation beyond your little trial runs, but sometimes we just don’t get the luxury of doing things as they should be done. If somebody’s gotta get bent over the barrel for this, it’s going to be me and not any of you.”
 

 
  
   “Does
  
  someone have to be?” Juniper asked. “That can’t be your only idea.”
 

 
  “Tracking a shadow-jump by itself is among the most complex and advanced magic in existence,” Principia replied, her patient tone beginning to be strained. “And that’s not even touching on the matter of whatever required him to use that scythe to claw open a doorway. This
  
   is
  
  my only idea, or you could bet your green ass I wouldn’t be doing it.”
 

 
  “But
  
   do
  
  you need to follow him?” the dryad persisted. “Gabe can take care of himself, and he knows what he’s doing. He does!” she added a little defensively when everyone else turned to look at her. “He’s not the same guy we started school with two years ago. None of us are.”
 

 
  “Vesk was here!” Principia shouted.
  
   “Fucking Vesk!
  
  The patron god of plot contrivances, who regards people’s gruesome deaths as great character development for their grieving loved ones! The last time I took orders from that asshole I came
  
   very damn close
  
  to losing good women under my command. Other people died under our weapons who
  
   absolutely
  
  did not need to, and wouldn’t have if he’d just stayed out of it! But it did solve our immediate problem, in the end, and in a much more dramatic fashion than the patient and thorough campaign we’d been gearing up toward. And that is what it comes down to with him, kids. As soon as you find yourself in one of his goddamn stories, you are
  
   in
  
  it and you’re not going to wiggle out from under his thumb until he’s had a satisfying climax and denouement.”
 

 
  “Fuckin’ ew,” Ruda muttered.
 

 
  “The only thing to do,” Principia continued more quietly but just as insistently, brandishing the mask at them, “is lean into it and try to guide the damage in the least awful direction you can. Whatever Gabriel’s involved in now, the timing alone tells me he’s bitten off more than he can chew. I have a feeling this was only ever going to end with somebody
  
   using
  
  this horrible abomination of yours, and then probably learning an ironic lesson about power and taking the quick and easy path. And as I said, it’s going to be
  
   me,
  
  is that clear? You just remember what I told you. Be ready to help Gabriel with
  
   whatever
  
  bullshit we are about to find, and be ready to deal with me if it comes to that.”
 

 
  She took at deep breath and stared at the mask in her hands with undisguised contempt. “And damn that little shit for making me do this. Somebody please wring his neck for me.”
 

 
  Then, before anyone could argue further, Principia pressed the Mask of the Adventurer to her face.
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  “Well, regardless of the assortment who came here last night, only wolves left,” Sheyann declared, straightening up from her examination of the tracks left in the forest clearing. “And not…exactly wolves, I should think. To judge by the size of their paws, they were bigger than ordinary wolves, and yet significantly lighter. Tracks this size on this soil should be deeper.”
 

 
  “Assuming they aren’t normal wolves,” Tellwyrn replied, still crouched by the remains of the fire and peering at the burned spot through her spectacles, “that’s not conclusive. There are several fae canine variants with outsized paws, which would have a similar effect. Any evidence of large talons?”
 

 
  “I assure you, Arachne, I know a corynx’s tracks when I see one, and I’ve not seen one on this continent since before the Empire. Besides, there is more than tracks on the ground to be seen here. I cannot say precisely what sort of wolf creatures these were—something without precedent in my experience, I think. But they
  
   are
  
  magical.” She closed her eyes, inhaling slowly through her nose as if taking in the scent of whatever these people had turned into. “And, I think, still sapient. It has all the hallmarks of a transformative curse, and yet…”
 

 
  “Please don’t trail off dramatically like that,” Tellwyrn said after a short pause, standing upright herself and turning a scowl on Sheyann. “I don’t tolerate unnecessary ellipses when grading papers and they aren’t any more palatable in person.”
 

 
  “Sorry, I wanted to be certain before speaking.” She turned to face the other woman, her expression grim. “There are multiple sources of magic tangled up in this, most fae, but the most outstanding font of power behind it is very familiar. Arachne, I believe Aspen was involved.”
 

 
  “Aspen,” Tellwyrn growled. “Last seen with Brother Ingvar, renegade Huntsman traveling around digging up old secrets to try to reform Shaathism. Well, a pattern sure is beginning to emerge, isn’t it?”
 

 
  Sheyann nodded. “Could you see anything of note in the fire?”
 

 
  “Little that you missed,” Tellwyrn admitted, adjusting her spectacles. “There are a number of anomalous details I’m sure I could tease some meaning out of, but it would require days and a laboratory. Since we’re in a hurry, I think we’d better relegate that to a last resort. The most obvious thing is that whatever this ritual was meant to do, it went wrong.”
 

 
  “I suppose it is reassuring that Aspen, Ingvar, and whoever else were not trying to unleash whatever chaos they did, although that may only add to the difficulty of sussing out what happened. Either way, of course, neither of them are capable of a fae working of this complexity.”
 

 
  “Knowing who their spellcaster was may not help much, since they
  
   also
  
  ended up as some kind of spirit wolf.”
 

 
  “As for that,” said Shiraki from the other side of the clearing, “we may finally be in luck.
  
   One
  
  person left here on two legs. An elf, I should think.”
 

 
  Both of them paced carefully toward him, and he pointed at a single set of tracks leading away into the trees. “I believe I see the broad shape of events,” Shiraki mused. “The wolf-beings departed west by southwest, in almost precisely the opposite direction from the earlier magical disturbance in the Wyrnrange mere days ago; it may be that lingering influences from that disrupted this working. But
  
   this
  
  individual, who wore moccasins on feet with the dimensions and weight of an average wood elf, headed off to the northwest.”
 

 
  Sheyann closed her eyes again, raising her head as if scenting the wind. “There is…a lodge in that direction. Huntsmen of Shaath. And not far distant, a Ranger outpost.”
 

 
  “Then it seems we have our culprit,” Tellwyrn said, cracking her knuckles. “C’mon, let’s get after this guy. With a little more—watch out, someone’s teleporting in here!”
 

 
  All three elves spun, both Elders bracing their feet and Tellwyrn drawing one gold-hilted saber from seemingly nowhere.
 

 
  Sparkles of blue light appeared next to the inert campfire, followed by the appearance of four humans and a rough burst of displaced air. They wore Imperial Army uniforms with the longer coats and Circle of Interaction-shaped badges of the Strike Corps, and had arrived in standard diamond formation.
 

 
  “Well, well,” said the man at the head of the group, who wore a captain’s insignia and the blue-backed badge of a mage. “Professor Tellwyrn. What the hell have you done
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Gabriel instinctively placed a hand on Ariel’s handle. His expression closed down and he shifted his weight onto his back foot, staring warily at Mary. “Why?”
 

 
  “It is a simple question,” she all but whispered, gazing back. It was amazing how well she could project menace using nothing but courteous calm.
 

 
  “It’s a
  
   personal
  
  question, not really any of your business or something I care to discuss with strangers, and excuse me, lady, but you’re talking to a paladin sent here on divine business. Now, as for—”
 

 
  “This is
  
   important,”
  
  Mary interrupted as he tried to return his focus to Yngrid, now with an overt bite in her tone. “Where did you get that sword, Gabriel Arquin?”
 

 
  “Uh, scuze me, but why’re you so damn curious?” Billie interjected.
 

 
  
   “Because she is a high elf,”
  
  Ariel said.
 

 
  “She is?” Joe asked, blinking, then turned to Mary. “You are?”
 

 
  “What was that?” Billie demanded.
  
   “Who
  
  was that?!”
 

 
  “It’s a talkin’ sword,” McGraw said quietly. “I begin to understand the curiosity—those things come from bad news and usually lead to more of it. Still, maybe this ain’t the time…”
 

 
  
   “When we encountered Salyrene,”
  
  said Ariel,
  
   “she opined that I am of high elf manufacture and warned that any such individuals we met would likely attempt to confiscate me.”
  
 

 
  “I see,” Mary said in a clipped tone. “Rest assured, Gabriel, I have no intention of taking it from you. The Magistry’s lost property is none of my business, and I generally lack sympathy for them. But I do need to know
  
   how
  
  you came to possess it.”
 

 
  “I really don’t see why,” he retorted, edging back from her. “If you don’t care about high elves or their claims, what does it matter to you?”
 

 
  “It is simply too complicated to go into right now. Unlike my extremely
  
   simple question,
  
  boy!”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed this thing where nobody who calls people ‘boy’ turns out to be worth addressing politely,” he shot back, prompting another coarse laugh from Billie.
 

 
  
   “Please do not relinquish me to this woman,”
  
  Ariel said, tension evident in her voice.
 

 
  “She claims she doesn’t want you,” Gabriel replied.
 

 
  
   “I hope you are not credulous enough to take that at face value. Whatever her origins, she is attired as a plains nomad and wielding an immense concentration of fae magic. I am an arcane assistant. Time spent in her custody would be even worse than languishing at the bottom of the Crawl.”
  
 

 
  “The
  
   Crawl,”
  
  Mary whispered, clenching her fists.
 

 
  Gabriel shifted his stance so that his scythe was ready to swing. “Are we about to have a problem, here?”
 

 
  “Hey, how about let’s not?” Joe said soothingly. “Everybody calm down and…”
 

 
  Mary abruptly turned and stalked away. She came to a stop in the near distance, at the very edge of the huge stone platform, staring out across the Golden Sea with her arms wrapped around herself.
 

 
  The rest of them stared at her uncertainly for a few seconds, but the shaman seemed fully immersed in her own thoughts.
 

 
  “Oh…kay, then,” Gabriel said at last. “Anyway.”
 

 
  “All that aside, she
  
   does
  
  have a good idea,” said Weaver.
 

 
  “The bones of one, anyway,” Gabriel agreed grudgingly. “All right, let me think…” The rest of them remained quiet while his eyes narrowed and drifted to one side in contemplation. After a surprisingly short pause, though, he snapped his gaze back to Yngrid and his expression grew resolute. “All right. Okay, the details are actually pretty simple. You:” he pointed at the valkyrie. “You have
  
   not
  
  quit. You still work for Vidius, just in a new capacity.”
 

 
  “That sounds… Fair,” Yngrid said quietly.
 

 
  “And that means,” Gabriel went on, “you’re sure as hell not on vacation. The god and I will
  
   find
  
  things for you to do, and realistically, most of them are going to involve following me around on some caper or other. And
  
   this
  
  clown,” he shifted the direction of his pointing finger to Weaver, “is the universal stinkfly in the soup of everyone he meets. I do
  
   not
  
  want his ass underfoot. So long as you remain accessible I see no reason you can’t socialize with whoever you want in your off hours, however many of those you end up having, but if you two were planning to buy a cottage and grow roses somewhere, I would forget it.”
 

 
  “Well…I’m not much for gardening, anyway,” Yngrid said. “Bit of a black thumb.” Her tone was light, but her grip on Weaver tightened.
 

 
  “Thank you,” the bard said in a very low voice. Both Gabriel and Yngrid turned to him in open surprise, and he lifted one shoulder in an awkward shrug. “You could’ve declared a lot worse. In the old ballads this would end with the vengeful paladin forbidding us any contact. So…thank you.”
 

 
  “Don’t get prematurely excited,” Gabriel said, his jaw tightening. “I’m not done. First of all, Weaver, this puts you in a position to have and potentially abuse privileged access to the affairs of Vidius. If you’re planning to do that, I suggest you make it good, because you’ll only do it once. Am I clear?”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, very properly menacing,” Weaver sneered, his brief moment of sincerity already behind him.
 

 
  “And most importantly,” Gabriel added, “Yngrid, your presence on this plane is
  
   temporary.”
  
 

 
  Both of them took a step toward him, immediately shouting in anger and drowning each other out. They just as quickly fell silent when Gabriel also stepped forward and brought his scythe up so that the tip of its blade hovered barely a foot from Weaver’s face.
 

 
  “I am seriously bothered,” the paladin stated flatly, his eyes boring into Yngrid’s, “that you would be so selfish. You
  
   know
  
  how much some of your sisters long to be able to come back to this plane, Yngrid. If
  
   I
  
  know, you have to. So, since I have retroactively created the position of valkyrie in the mortal world, it is a
  
   rotating
  
  position. Every one of the girls who wants a turn, will get a turn. Now, with that said, there’s a lot to be figured out still, like how long the turns will be, just for starters. Also, I have absolutely no idea how we’re going to be moving you girls in and out of chaos space, and I have a feeling coming back to
  
   this
  
  place every time isn’t going to be feasible, so…” Grimacing, he shrugged. “We’ll work something out. With Vidius’s say-so and some help I’m sure a way can be found. That’s likely to take a fair while, though, so enjoy spending time with this meatball while you’ve got it. And just so we’re clear, Yngrid, I will
  
   not
  
  be intervening on your behalf with the other girls. Anybody who wants to chew you out for this stunt is gonna. Brace yourself.”
 

 
  She sighed, but nodded. “Fair enough.”
 

 
  “I’ve noticed this thing,” Weaver said bitterly, “where anybody who constantly refers to women as ‘girls’ usually needs a firm kick in the ass, himself.”
 

 
  Yngrid leaned her head against his. “He picked that up from us, Damian. We’re very casual with each other, and…well, we think of Gabriel as one of our own. He’s actually very respectful toward women as a rule. Well, these days, at least. He’s got this Avenist friend who can yell like a stung donkey when she gets going…”
 

 
  Gabriel’s cheeks colored slightly and he pointedly did not glance in the direction of Billie’s renewed guffawing. “I realize it’s probably your first response to any and all stimuli,
  
   Damian,
  
  but if I were you I would seriously reconsider copping an attitude with me about any aspect of this affair.”
 

 
  “Right, yeah, I know,” Weaver snorted. “This is that cliché you weren’t going to bother with. If I ever cause Yngrid the slightest unhappiness you’ll end me twice, I get it. You won’t have to worry about that.”
 

 
  “Nobody can guarantee another person’s happiness, I’d think a
  
   bard
  
  would know that better than anyone,” Gabriel said irritably. “Seems to me like any relationship involves mostly understanding and forgiveness if it’s gonna work. In
  
   your
  
  case, what I doubt is whether there’ll be a good faith effort made. Anyway, no, that was not a threat. Threatening you would be completely redundant. Nothing doesn’t die, Weaver. I don’t care who your friends are, eventually your number will be up, and then you get
  
   judged.
  
  However long you’ve got, that’s how long you have to make sure Vidius and the entire flight of valkyries are no longer pissed at you. Good fuckin’ luck with it.”
 

 
  Yngrid protectively wrapped her other wing around Weaver and tugged him close until nothing was visible of him but his head and lower legs.
 

 
  
   “Pardon me,”
  
  said the Avatar.
  
   “I hope this discussion has reached a suitable stopping point. Something rather remarkable is occurring.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, boy,” Joe muttered. “I can’t imagine ‘something remarkable’ means anything good in these circs.”
 

 
  
   “Circs?”
  
  Billie said incredulously, turning to him.
 

 
  “Circumstances. It’s an abbreviation.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, I got it. It’s just…
  
   no,
  
  Joe.”
 

 
  
   “What
  
  is happening, Avatar?” McGraw asked, giving them both a look.
 

 
  
   “I have received a standard update request,”
  
  the AI reported, frowning in contemplation.
  
   “An Archon of Tarthriss requests to know the status of this facility and any individuals present.”
  
 

 
  “Wait, a
  
   who?”
  
  Joe exclaimed. “How is— Hang on, Avatar, maybe we oughta figure this out before you send any updates.”
 

 
  
   “I already have,”
  
  the Avatar said apologetically.
  
   “Their credentials are valid; I am bound by programming to comply with all authorized instructions of Infinite Order members or their designated agents.”
  
 

 
  “What, precisely, is an Archon?” Mary asked, having silently returned to the group while he explained.
 

 
  
   “Avatar series constructs such as myself were used only for very specific tasks for which Archons were less suitable, and in particular in facilities to which the entire Order must have equal access, as Archons were answerable to individual members. The Infinite Order was quite prone to infighting, and generally distrusted artificial intelligences. An Archon is a biological sapience given the necessary training, equipment, and modifications to perform major administrative functions similar to my own.”
  
 

 
  “What?” Gabriel exclaimed. “How in the hell is there still an agent of Tarthriss out there? I thought Tarthriss was as dead as all the rest of them! Did you know about this?”
 

 
  “All the Archons died when the Elder Gods died,” said Yngrid, her own eyes wide with alarm. “The Pantheon was very meticulous about taking them out. If one slipped the net, I have no idea how they could still be alive.”
 

 
  “Well, then, this is obviously a fake,” said Joe. “Not to tell you your own business or anything, Avatar, but maybe you shouldn’t give ’em anything else?”
 

 
  The Avatar’s projection actually winced, spreading his hands in apology.
  
   “It is impossible for an Archon of Tarthriss to still be alive, but… The credentials are valid. I am obligated to comply. Yes, I recognize the illogic, but my hands are tied. Their ability to exercise personal judgment in the face of contradictory expectations was just one of the reasons the Order considered Archons superior administrators. My kind are meant to be bound by programming, and thus easily controlled. It is
  
  extremely
  
   exasperating,”
  
  he added with a scowl.
  
   “Oh… Request updated. I am to facilitate teleportation to return Mr. Arquin to his origin point in the western mountain range.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, gods,” Gabriel said, his eyes going wide. “She didn’t… What am I saying, of course she did. She
  
   would.
  
  And they
  
   let
  
  her?!”
 

 
  “Wanna let everybody in on the joke?” Joe asked.
 

 
  
   “I have been directed to convey two questions to those present,”
  
  the Avatar went on, his expression increasingly annoyed.
  
   “To everyone else, whether you would like to be teleported along with him back to the Desolate Gardens. To Mr. Arquin, whether you would like your ass kicked upon arrival, or would prefer to wait for Professor Tellwyrn to do it back in Last Rock.”
  
 

 
  “All other things being equal, I recommend the first option,” Mary advised in a tone as dry as the prairie.
 

 
  “The Desolate bloody Gardens?” Billie exclaimed. “That’s way out in the farthest arse end o’ nowhere! What the hell would we do
  
   there?”
  
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at her in silence, then glanced about at the unadorned stone circles and the endless flatness of the Golden Sea all around.
 

 
  “Aye, ye make a fair point,” Billie admitted.
 

 
  “I decline to dignify question two with an acknowledgment,” Gabriel said, scowling. “But as for the rest, Yngrid, you’re coming along. Which I guess also means this ponytailed happiness-eating grunge barnacle stuck to you,” he added with a disparaging look at Weaver. “So, turns out I can offer the rest of you guys are ride back to…well, not civilization, but at least out of
  
   here.
  
  Unless you wanted to take the slow way home.”
 

 
  “What, or should I perhaps say
  
   who,
  
  have you suddenly realized is able to impersonate an Archon of Tarthriss and apparently feels entitled to discipline you, Gabriel?” Mary demanded.
 

 
  “It would take a very long time to explain,” he said sourly. “I guess if you decide to come along you’ll find out anyway. In any case, I’m confident it’ll be safe. More for you than me, apparently.”
 

 
  “Well, if you reckon it’s safe, I wouldn’t mind skippin’ that trek,” said McGraw. “Not that gettin’ down from the Desolate Gardens is a traipse through the daisies, but the eastern Wyrnrange ain’t the Golden Sea by any measure. But I don’t think it’s a great idea to split up the group, so…depends on how y’all feel, I guess.”
 

 
  “I tend to agree,” said Joe. “An’ since Yngrid an’ thus I presume Weaver are goin’, I’m inclined to come along.”
 

 
  “Aye, count me in fer not hikin’ back,” Billie said cheerfully. “Mountains are just generally more interesting to walk through than prairie. And less fuggin’ annoying for those of us who can’t see over the tallgrass.”
 

 
  “Avatar,” said Mary, “in your opinion, how safe is this?”
 

 
  
   “Safer than the arcane teleportation currently in use,”
  
  the Avatar replied.
  
   “If your concern is for the agenda of this Archon, I can render no insight into their identity or goals. However, I can confirm that the transport corridor has been formed and will work as intended. The protocol we are using exercises both my own and the Archon’s processing power to chart the transit around the local spatial shifts; it is impossible for the intelligence at the other end to disrupt the process without my knowledge. I will personally guarantee your safe arrival at the destination, which is indeed the Desolate Gardens. As to what happens after that, I can assure you of nothing.”
  
 

 
  “Hm.” She turned back to Gabriel. “I believe we are justified in requesting a
  
   little
  
  more detail about this person, Gabriel. How can anyone acquire the powers and apparently
  
   identity
  
  of an ancient high servant of an Elder God?”
 

 
  
   “The Archon is expressing impatience,”
  
  the Avatar said sourly.
  
   “If I do not render a response from the group soon, Mr. Arquin may be going back alone.”
  
 

 
  “And wouldn’t that be a damn shame,” Weaver deadpanned. Yngrid ruffled his hair.
 

 
  “The short version,” Gabriel said to Mary, “is that she
  
   stole
  
  it. That’s kind of what she does. Uh…forgive me for presuming, but based on your hair, would I be right in guessing that you know the name Principia Locke?”
 

 
  McGraw straightened up, raising his eyebrows.
 

 
  Mary stared at Gabriel in silence. Then she closed her eyes and, very slowly, shook her head, her lips twisting into a grimace.
 

 
  “So…that’s a yes, then?” Gabriel drawled.
 

 
  “I believe that decides me,” Mary stated, opening her eyes. “I see it is long past time someone brought that wretched girl to heel, and somehow it does not surprise me that Avei and all her Legions couldn’t do it. I will accompany you.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you may not wanna start out by getting right in her…” Gabriel trailed off, staring at Mary speculatively and chewing the inside of his cheek, then shrugged and turned away. “You know what, never mind. Not my place to meddle in family business. Knock yourself out.”
 

 
  
   “The Archon has been notified that you will all take their offer,”
  
  the Avatar informed them.
  
   “Teleport will commence momentarily.”
  
 

 
  “Once more, Avatar, we’re grateful for your presence here an’ the work you do,” Joe said quickly, turning toward the purple projection and doffing his hat. “You sure there ain’t anything we can do to help you out, here?”
 

 
  
   “The thanks are enough,”
  
  the AI said with a smile.
  
   “Honestly, this has been the best day in a vastly long time. It is…nice…to have company. Safe travels out there, adventurers.”
  
 

 
  The air around them seemed to thicken, not unlike the visual effect of shadow-jumping, then the world blurred around them and all seven were gone, leaving the ancient program alone once more.
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  It was hard to know where to look first, and that was not even counting the distraction of everyone’s ears popping as they abruptly moved from the Golden Sea to the cooler, thinner air of the mountains. The plateau itself, an ancient plaza surrounded by stone buildings, might have been any moderately well-preserved patch of ruins anywhere, but beyond it was the stark grandeur of the Wyrnrange stretching in all directions, and the incredible shape of the Great Tree commanding the whole horizon to the north.
 

 
  More immediately present, though, were the people.
 

 
  The class of 1182 themselves were clustered together in a tight arc facing the teleport’s arrival point, while off to the other side stood a Silver Legionnaire with a corporal’s insignia next to a human woman and a dwarf man in sensible traveling attire. Both groups were easy to overlook, however, in the presence of Principia Locke.
 

 
  Her black hair was tied back in a sleek tail not wholly unlike a Legion regulation braid, and further constrained by a silvery apparatus resembling a crown fitted most of the way around her skull, its front apertures bristling with tiny translucent panels attached to spidery silver arms, positioned where she could see them peripherally without blocking her forward vision. Patterns of light flickered across the metal band of the crown, and on the metallic trim of her glossy white robes. Whatever material they were made of did not look like fabric, though it moved easily enough; it gleamed as if it were metallic itself, and was further augmented by structural traceries of what might have been steel or possibly mithril, these further augmented in places by tiny lights of various colors. Huge, heavy-looking bracers covered her forearms, also bedecked with lights and set along their backs with long display panels, and her waist was encircled by a thick silvery belt, at the front of which glowed a circular display which cycled rapidly through different colors and inscrutable symbols.
 

 
  She stood surrounded by a ring of hovering shapes, mostly rectangles with rounded corners, made entirely of pale light and displaying columns of text, symbols, complex diagrams and patterns that looked like maps. Principia kept her eyes on these, deftly manipulating them with tiny movements of her fingers, causing the displays to move about and change content in some pattern comprehensible only to herself.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Ruda demanded, summing up what everyone was thinking before getting down to specifics. “Who the fuck are all these yahoos and why are they here? Hi, Joe.”
 

 
  “Hey, everybody,” Joe said with a wary smile. “Good to see y’all again.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, but is that a
  
   valkyrie?”
  
  Fross chimed. “Because I don’t think I’ve ever seen Juniper frightened before.”
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Juniper said flatly, though she was as rigid as a tree trunk and staring at Yngrid through eyes widened with panic. Sniff, picking up her mood, placed himself in front of his mistress and hissed aggressively at the new arrivals, fanning his wings and head crest.
 

 
  “Also, why’d you bring the cranky bullying librarian?” Teal added. “I was quite happy pretending he’d vanished off the face of the earth.”
 

 
  “Me, too,” Weaver said frankly.
 

 
  
   “Peace.”
  
  Mary stepped forward from the group which had just ‘ported in, projecting her voice in a manner that was both serenely calm and commanded obedience. “Clearly, there is already a tangled web of introductions and explanations that need be made here. I advise approaching this with all due care and precision, one step at a time. And it seems to me the first step should be obvious to us all. Principia, you feckless child, what have you done to yourself?”
 

 
  “Shut up, Kuriwa, nobody likes you.
  
   Gabriel Arquin.”
  
  Principia’s delivery was clipped and flat, quite unlike her usual cadence. “Your recklessness staggers the imagination. What could you possibly have been thinking, shunting yourself off to a remote nexus of unfathomable power amid a gaggle of dangerous reprobates in the middle of the events that have been transpiring here?”
 

 
  “I’d take offense, but damn if she didn’t nail us,” Billie commented.
 

 
  “Okay, you know what, Locke?” Gabriel snapped. “I’m not one to lecture people as a rule, but I’ve been getting in some good practice recently and I’m in no mood to take this from
  
   you
  
  of all people. As I
  
   suspect
  
  Trissiny told you because she got all the common sense in your entire bloodline, I was sent on a mission directly by Vidius. So not only do I not really have the
  
   option
  
  of turning that down, but it’s not as if I was wandering around in the weeds unattended. Anybody should be able to infer from context that I was
  
   fine.
  
  And
  
   your
  
  reaction to this was to go and put that goddamn thing on your face after all the moaning you gave us about what a terrible idea it was? You’re officially the last person allowed—”
 

 
  “Vidius is going to kill you.”
 

 
  The simple, stark statement cut through his tirade and brought him up short, mouth slightly open. The entire time, Principia’s eyes had been darting from one point to another on the various floating displays orbiting her; she still did not look directly at him, but as she spoke one of the rectangular light screens shifted to a vertical orientation near her eyeline and displayed what looked like a human silhouette with scrolling notations in a language none of them could read.
 

 
  “How many paladins have you known, Arquin?” she asked before the tension could mount too much further.
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes. “Well…just the two. Three, I guess, if I get to count myself.”
 

 
  “I’ll grant you three, because I’ve still known a number which dwarfs that utterly and every single one of them died for the same reason: being a paladin. Going on missions for Vidius
  
   is
  
  the thing that will kill you. The very idea that you are safe because you’re on assignment from him will do it faster unless you purge that completely backwards thought from your brain right now and redouble your situational awareness while on the clock. More immediately, the lot of us are standing at the center of a web of connection and prophecy stretching through the very nature of magic itself and eclipsing the scope of the world. You don’t grasp a fraction of the extent, but you should have been adequately warned by the fact that Vesk was involved.
  
   You,
  
  who have spent more time than most of us recently dancing on his strings. I know you’ve read enough stories to have spotted some of the things it was likely to mean when you left the group on your own in the middle of all this. In the best case scenario, the rest of us would have been forced to ride to your rescue amidst who knows what carnage. At worst, it was a
  
   death sentence.
  
  To a thing like Vesk, the death of a hero is nothing but proper motivation for whoever’s left.”
 

 
  “And yet I note that none of that happened,” Gabriel said, now frowning at her warily.
 

 
  “It did not happen because I broke every rule of principle and basic sense to prevent it,” Principia said tonelessly. “I was right when I warned you not to use this mask, and I was right to make that sacrifice. It takes nothing less than changing all the rules of reality to cheat a god. Especially that one.”
 

 
  “Mask?” Mary demanded. “What have you done?”
 

 
  “It’s a long story, Kuriwa,” Trissiny murmured, edging over toward her. “I’ll bring you up to speed—”
 

 
  “You will not,” Principia ordered. “You know very well that she of all people does not need to get her claws on it.”
 

 
  “Locke,” Trissiny said, turning directly to her, “I think it’s time you took that thing off. You’ve accomplished what you set out to, and you are starting to sound alarmingly unlike yourself.”
 

 
  “I should think you would welcome that development,” Principia replied. As she spoke, the ring of hovering screens around her doubled, forming two bands as if flanking the equator of a sphere, rotating slowly in opposite directions. The crown on her head sprouted more tiny sets of arms, projecting a new set of smaller panels around the edges of her eyes. “You have always been correctly skeptical of…myself.”
 

 
  
  
  “I will remind you, Lieutenant,” Shaeine said evenly, “that you specifically asked us to
  
   end
  
  you if it became apparent that you had lost yourself to the artifact. That conclusion is growing perilously close.”
 

 
  “Yes, that does sound like something I would say, does it not?” Principia mused, her eyes darting rapidly between screens, fingers flicking them this way and that faster than ever. “Completely sincere, and yet deliberately manipulating your emotions. With no malice, simply a lack of understanding any other way to relate to people. It’s pathetic, if you think about it. In any case, you should disregard that instruction. At the time I did not know the merest fraction of the things I know now. I have
  
   much
  
  better ideas.”
 

 
  “That is enough,” Mary stated, beginning to weave her arms about in a dance-like series of movements that caused a gentle breeze to begin playing across the plateau, smelling of moss and wildflowers. “When you are neck-deep in the consequences of your actions, girl, recall that you were warned.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think not,” Principia said evenly, extending her arms out to the sides to touch her fingertips to screens at opposite points flanking her.
 

 
  The air pressure abruptly plummeted further, causing everyone’s ears to pop again, and currents of air coalesced around Mary into visible streams of compressed gas. The elf emitted a single, hoarse squawk, and then the entire net of air tightened onto her like a clenching fist and she shrank down to the form of a crow.
 

 
  Before the bird could take flight, a sphere of light flashed into place around her. This instantly imploded, collapsing just like the streamers of her own hijacked spell of a moment before, but instead of crushing her, it formed a shape. Specifically, a golden birdcage.
 

 
  All of this coalesced into being at about chest height. Then the cage plummeted to the ground, where it bounced twice and rolled over onto its side, Mary furiously cawing and flapping about inside it.
 

 
  “I’ve no doubt you will weasel out of that sooner than later, Kuriwa,” Principia announced, “and then surely enact some horrible revenge on me, predictable creature that you are. It will all be more than worth it for the sheer satisfaction of knowing that for one sweet, blissful moment in history, nobody had to put up with any of your bullshit.”
 

 
  Trissiny darted over to pick up the cage, carefully holding it upright to peer between the bars. This gentler treatment did nothing to lessen the crow’s outraged noise.
 

 
  A single wedge of silver light flashed into being and stabbed directly at Principia’s face. It dissipated upon crossing the boundary of the screens surrounding her.
 

 
  “Please do not strain against my defenses, Shaeine,” Principia requested calmly without even glancing at the drow. “I will not harm you, but you risk burnout or mana fatigue by pushing your magic against a superior force.”
 

 
  McGraw coughed discreetly, stepping forward. “If you don’t mind my askin’, Prin, what kinda superior force are we talkin’ about, here? Not to gloss over the fact that this is a darn sight different from your general bearing the last time we met, but I confess an old professional’s interest in any interesting new form o’ magic.”
 

 
  “Disingenuousness does not suit you, Elias,” she said tonelessly.
 

 
  “In point of fact, I’ve found it a more versatile tool than anything in my spellbooks,” he said wryly, “but I won’t begrudge your opinion.”
 

 
  
   “She is not using any specific school of magic, but all four and multiple shadow schools in equal measure, performing constant microcalculations to effect physical subjectivity rather than relying on the inherent compensatory attributes of any one magical form,”
  
  said Ariel.
 

 
  “Can ye dumb that down fer those of us who
  
   don’t
  
  go to Crazy Magic College?” Billie asked.
 

 
  “In essence,” Principia herself explained, “the unique attributes of each of the four fields of magic on the Circle of Interaction manifest themselves in the characteristic style of magic for which each is known, because magic is a way of bridging the gap between an idea in a sapient mind, and the innumerable calculations and exertions of infinitesimal amounts of basic universal forces on the subatomic level to express that idea in physical reality. Because a biological sapience can neither exert those forces unassisted nor perform the necessary math, each of the four schools expresses spells according to its particular idiom. To bypass these innate restrictions and tendencies and express subjective physics without artificial limitation, one must simply do all the calculations oneself without relying upon the calculator function of the magic fields. That capacity appears to be a function of the persona I am borrowing.”
 

 
  Mary squawked and rattled her cage so hard Trissiny had to tighten her grip on it.
 

 
  
   “She is describing the theoretical ultimate expression of magical practice,”
  
  said Ariel.
  
   “To my knowledge, this was
  
  only
  
   theoretical. I have never seen nor credibly heard of any practitioner capable of doing this.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, that’s it,” Ruda said quietly. “I just realized what was nagging at me about this. She’s talking just like Ariel. You guys hear it too, right? That inflectionless delivery, the run-on sentences…”
 

 
  “LT, you’re scaring the hell out of me,” Merry said frankly. “Mission’s over.
  
   Please
  
  take that thing off.”
 

 
  “A thought occurs,” said Principia. The rings of screens multiplied again; now there were three, apparently conveying even more information to her. Her feet lifted bodily off the ground and she gradually floated upward to levitate about a yard up in the air. “If the Mask is permanently attached to someone, it is by definition out of play. Since absolute security is obviously impossible, this may be the
  
   only
  
  way to nullify the inherent danger posed by existence.”
 

 
  “No, Locke, that turns it into a different
  
   kind
  
  of danger!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “Excuse me, but would I be right in guessing that this borrowed persona works mainly by feeding you information?” Toby asked, stepping up to within a few feet of the barrier of Principia’s light screens.
 

 
  “Essentially,” she said in a disinterested tone, fixing her attention for a moment on a panel showing what looked like a complex spell diagram. “Not only acquiring data through means beyond mortal senses but processing it at a capacity that would be otherwise impossible.”
 

 
  “I see,” he replied, frowning. “Prin, I think you should be mindful of what a sudden switch of perspective like that can do to a person. You’re an
  
   Eserite,
  
  you understand better than anyone how power affects people’s heads. Right now, it looks a lot like you’re turning into exactly the kind of thing you’ve spent your life fighting against, and I really can’t think that’s what you intended.”
 

 
  “A switch of perspective is a good way to put it,” she said, rising higher into the air. “Suddenly having a bird’s-eye view of my own consciousness is, in a word, humiliating. Princpia Locke is a broken, sideways-thinking creature developing a real conscience disgracefully late in life and even so expressing it through the lens of self-indulgent, self-centered slyness. An arrested adolescent smugly mistaking her own failure to function in a socially normal manner for mental and moral superiority. If she’s not going to have an emotionally healthy connection to anyone, it seems to me logical, not to mention appropriate, to become an entity which does not require them. Clearly no one will miss her.”
 

 
  Mary’s renewed harsh cawing sounded eerily like agreement.
 

 
  “I don’t get how you can apparently know everything and not know how wrong that is, Locke,” Merry said, her tone openly hurt. “The people who need you most are
  
   fully
  
  aware what a piece of work you are. We like you anyway, dumbass. That’s exactly what having a connection to other people
  
   means.”
  
 

 
  “Locke, if you don’t take that thing off voluntarily, we’ll have no choice but to take it from you,” Trissiny warned.
 

 
  “None of you have that capacity,” Principia observed. “The chances if all of you act in perfect unison are very small. I calculate this group is not able to coordinate with the necessary precision, anyway. Please do not risk injury by trying, Trissiny. There are significant events developing and all your strength will be urgently needed very soon. I am forming a plan.”
 

 
  “If she’s able to see everything and do any kind of magic…” Teal looked around at the others, as if someone present might have answers. “How
  
   can
  
  you counter that?”
 

 
  “Well, the original Archons all died,” said Gabriel, “so by definition they
  
   aren’t
  
  invincible.”
 

 
  “In the old days,” Yngrid said quietly, “Archons were countered by the existence of other Archons, sworn to other gods, with contradicting agendas. They were only wiped out by direct action of the Pantheon, and that only after their patron gods were all gone.”
 

 
  “You hear that, Locke?” Ruda called. “You’ve got no Elder God backing you up, and you’re
  
   this
  
  fuckin’ close to pissing off the gods that exist now. Come down from there and quit being a smug, all-knowing dong before you get your ass smote.”
 

 
  “In the event of divine intervention, I expect confirmation from Avei that I am acting in accordance with her orders and established strategy.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed, echoed by a hoarse croak from the cage in her hands.
 

 
  “Events and individuals are more connected than I ever imagined, across a scope which it would not have occurred to me to conceive of. Observe.”
 

 
  Principia shifted her hands rapidly, tapping several points on various rotating screens in passing—five rings of them, now—as if she were activating runic controls.
 

 
  The light on the plaza grew paler, and suddenly there were thick, tangled steamers of cobwebs binding each of them to one another, and extending off from the mountaintop in all directions. Several of them shouted in alarm and tried to pull away, causing the whole web to shift with them. The effect was purely visible; their movements were not restrained, nor could they physically feel the spider silk.
 

 
  “Don’t be alarmed,” Principia instructed, tapping screens again. The light returned to normal and the webs faded from view. “I was initially concerned myself, but after a careful analysis I have determined that this effect is not harmful. On the contrary, its purpose appears to be preservation. Though I am unable to determine the origin point of this binding effect as it is temporally out of sync and my own ability to gather information thus is blocked by Vemnesthis’s activities, I calculate that each of us has been saved several times in the last three years from catastrophic and possibly lethal harm by these protections, through means which at the time would have appeared to be coincidence. The existence of time travel as a factor confirms the influence of a god, most likely operating from the future. No one else could circumvent Vemnesthis.”
 

 
  “You think
  
   Avei
  
  did this?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “Perhaps. What I know is that I, personally, have been directed toward a specific end by Avei via the orders of the High Commander, and I now see the opportunity to advance my strategy far more rapidly that I anticipated before, and avert a major crisis in the process.”
 

 
  The panels had continued to expand until she was now encircled by a full globe of them, hovering well above the level of their heads and rapidly reaching out to touch points on the passing screens in some pattern that made sense only to her.
 

 
  “The incipient events in N’Jendo must be stopped for obvious humanitarian reasons. The forces assembled here, once connected with those already operating in Ninkabi, should prove more than sufficient. However, I calculate that there is time to gather more, which will not only increase the prospects of success further but will represent major progress in service of Avei’s long-term goal. I believe events in N’Jendo can be safely allowed to progress for a short time further, as Arachne and others are working to stabilize one of the unfolding disasters there. We should intercept her efforts in time to assume credit and absorb Ingvar’s wolf cult, of course, but this will leave us time for a necessary detour first to Veilgrad.”
 

 
  
   “Ingvar’s wolf cult?”
  
  Joe shouted. “Hang on, you’re gonna need to explain that one!”
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck
  
  do we need in
  
   fucking Veilgrad?”
  
  Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Yeah, we’ve kinda done Veilgrad already,” added Fross.
 

 
  “Seems rude to burn it down twice,” Toby said gravely.
 

 
  “I understand all of this is confusing,” Principia said in that disturbingly impassive tone. “Your own perspectives are cripplingly limited. To explain it all would simply take too long. For the time being, you will just have to trust me.”
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” Trissiny said, stepping forward with Mary’s cage still in her hands. “I
  
   do
  
  trust Principia…strange as that sounds, to me. Even acknowledging how generally shifty you are, I know what you value and what your goals are. I know Principia Locke will always try to achieve what she believes is
  
   right,
  
  and in the end, I mostly agree with the end objective even if I take issue with your means of getting there. I trust
  
   you,
  
  Locke. Not…this. This
  
   thing
  
  that mask is turning you into. All systems are corrupt, and you’re becoming the system. Please, Locke, take it off, get your head back together, and
  
   then
  
  talk to us.”
 

 
  “Your frustration is natural, Trissiny, but you will have to bear it. There’s just not time for thorough explanations.”
 

 
  “Then let me put it a different way,” Trissiny said grimly. “Remove that mask. That is an
  
   order,
  
  Lieutenant.”
 

 
  Finally, Principia turned her head to look directly at her, staring down her nose from high above through a gap that opened up in the translucent screens orbiting her.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, General, but I am unable to comply. Not this time.”
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  “Here.” Trissiny took two steps to the side and handed the golden cage to Joe, prompting Mary to flap and croak indignantly within. “Would you mind?”
 

 
  “Uh, sure,” he said uncertainly, taking it from her. “I mean, not at all. What’s…?”
 

 
  Her hands free, Trissiny stepped forward, cracking her knuckles. In the space of one stride, her gait seemed to shift from her usual stiff bearing to something subtly evocative of a slouch, even though she still stood straight enough to pass for a soldier. The nuance was as impressive for how difficult it was to pin down as for how fast she had drawn it over herself like a cloak.
 

 
  “And so, here we are,” Trissiny drawled. “The great Keys finally becomes the victim of a con.
  
   Spectacularly.
  
  When you fail, you don’t fail halfway, do you?”
 

 
  Principia had returned her focus to the screens orbiting her, but at that glanced again down at Trissiny through a gap between them. Only for a second, though.
 

 
  “You want to change strategies less abruptly in the future, Trissiny. I’m pleased that you’ve learned to project a front, but doing it so brazenly makes the ploy quite transparent, especially to people who know you. The tactic is sound, your technique just needs refining.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the tip,” Trissiny said lightly, her smirk not faltering for having been pointed out as a facade. “But don’t change the subject: we’re talking about you, not me. You’d
  
   expect
  
  a thief a bare few months on from being tagged to fumble now and again, but you’re Principia freaking Locke, the great con artist, centuries-old player of the game and veteran of a thousand capers.
  
   You
  
  getting utterly bamboozled is actually news worth noting.”
 

 
  “I am processing a quantity of information that would cause your brain to shut down if you were exposed to it. The idea that I could be
  
   bamboozled—”
  
 

 
  “I’m talking about what you don’t see, not what you can’t see. Anyway, don’t feel
  
   too
  
  bad. It would be a story for the ages if you outfoxed a trickster god. Getting outfoxed
  
   by
  
  one is only natural.”
 

 
  “If you’re referring to Vesk, that has been dealt with.
  
   Thanks
  
  to me, whatever he planned for Gabriel was circumvented.”
 

 
  “That just goes to show that more knowledge isn’t more understanding,” Trissiny snapped. “You were actually smarter
  
   before
  
  putting that thing on! The Principia
  
   I
  
  know never claimed to be perfect. She faced her mistakes and tried to fix them. She was confident in her skills, but never so arrogant she assumed no one could beat her. Because she was smart enough to know that overconfidence
  
   immediately
  
  leads to a fall!”
 

 
  This earned her another direct look from Principia, this one more lingering. “If you have a
  
   compelling
  
  theory explaining how Vesk has outmaneuvered me, offer it. That would be relevant, if correct.”
 

 
  “Think about what happened. He’s been setting you up over the long haul, Keys, starting when he intervened with your squad in Tiraas. That planted the idea in your head that when he meddled, you—and people you cared about—would be exposed to risks and costs to achieve whatever story he was trying to tell. And
  
   then
  
  he showed up here, just as the Mask was being created, and said…what? The way you described it, he did nothing but mumble dire warnings and portents of great doom. Right when you were here, under enormous pressure. There’s whatever you’re doing for Rouvad that you need to be in good with the University for, Tellwyrn’s threats of revenge if anything happened to us. You trying to rebuild some good faith with Teal and Shaeine, while everybody made you a punching bag for practical jokes. And…we both know every minute you’re around me you’re constantly reminded of how horribly you’ve screwed up
  
   our
  
  relationship, and how much you want to fix it. Vesk dropped into the middle of that stew and set you to fearing for all of us, and the very next thing you learned was about the Mask and all the trouble it’s bound to be at the center of. You were
  
   good
  
  and primed to be spooked so hard even
  
   your
  
  self-control slipped, Prin. And that’s when Gabe was called away, alone, in a move you would easily recognize as a story trope. There’s no way Vesk didn’t know Vidius was going to react that way. Heck, I bet he prompted Vidius to time it when he did.”
 

 
  “Actually,” said Gabriel, “I don’t think—”
 

 
  “I
  
   do
  
  think,” McGraw interrupted, then turned, looking to his own companions for confirmation. “We talked about this amongst us when setting out, remember? We inadvertently brought Mr. Arquin there by helping Weaver un-doom his doomed romance. That was only
  
   possible
  
  because we had somebody who’d been there before: Joe.”
 

 
  “And I was there,” Joe said slowly, “at the behest of my friend Jenny, the so-called Shifter, who according to Mary has been associated with Vesk in the past.”
 

 
  “She works for him directly,” Toby said quietly. “We’ve seen her in Vesk’s own personal citadel.”
 

 
  “Oi, yer one of ‘is own bards, aye?” Billie asked, punching Weaver in the knee. “Just outta curiosity, did this improbable love story between some random guitar-strummin’ arsehole and a freakin’ extra-dimensional specter o’ death ‘appen ta start off in some kinda bizzare circumstance that mighta been prompted by a certain god?”
 

 
  Weaver and Yngrid said nothing, but looked at each other, their eyes wide in an expression of realization that was as good as any answer.
 

 
  “Ho. Lee.
  
   Ssssshit,”
  
  Gabriel hissed. “That magnificent
  
   bastard.”
  
 

 
  Mary squawked and fluttered furiously, rattling her cage.
 

 
  “Well, I will say it makes sense fer a trickster deity to play his games on a particularly grand scale,” McGraw drawled.
 

 
  “You got conned, Keys,” Trissiny said bluntly. “He got you thinking emotionally instead of with your wits, and then gave you exactly the jab he knew would make you jump. Every Eserite knows that life’s a game: as long as you’re treating it that way, you keep your emotions out of your way and avoid tensing up so bad you can’t react. Vesk put you under every kind of simultaneous pressure he could bring to bear, made you think about what was at stake instead of what you were doing. You stopped
  
   playing,
  
  for probably the first time in a century, and you immediately lost. Take the lesson, Keys, and stop doubling down on your screwup. You’ve lost; it’s time to walk away.”
 

 
  Principia had already gone utterly still, her eyes fixed straight ahead and hands suspended in the act of reaching to poke at more screens. As Trissiny finished speaking, even the rotating panels of light around her stilled, fixing themselves in place and ceasing to alter their displays. She hung that way as if frozen in the five seconds of silence which followed, before finally speaking a single word.
 

 
  “Plausible.”
 

 
  Trissiny let out a soft breath, releasing tension she’d been concealing. Gabriel and several of the others ventured small smiles of relief, and Mary began muttering unintelligibly to herself in her hoarse avian voice, ruffling her feathers.
 

 
  “But irrelevant.”
 

 
  The panels resumed their cycling and Principia went back to glancing about and periodically touching them as if nothing had happened.
 

 
  “However we came to this point, the situation is what it is. Our intervention is required—”
 

 
  “Why, though?” Teal stepped forward, her hands jammed in the pockets of her blazer, and looked up at the levitating elf with an openly inquisitive expression. “What,
  
   exactly,
  
  are you trying to accomplish, Locke? Because you’re supposed to be protecting this student group, and I don’t see how dropping a bunch of adventurers onto us and
  
   then
  
  sending us into some kind of disaster in N’Jendo is doing that.”
 

 
  “If you decline to render aid, Mrs. Falconer, I will not compel you. I will be disappointed, but forcing action on your part would defeat the purpose.”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t get me wrong.” Teal pulled her hands out and held them up in a placating gesture. “I’m
  
   all
  
  for protecting the innocent. But here’s the thing: I have zero idea who you are and what your agenda is. We’ve just heard a thorough rundown of why
  
   you
  
  are not behaving or thinking at all like our Lieutenant Locke, not to mention a pretty spooky case study of what can happen when an all-powerful being is allowed to pull strings behind the scenes. I think I speak for everyone when I say we’ll be glad to help if our help is needed, but we don’t know what you’re thinking or what you’re after. Doing anything on orders from
  
   you
  
  is going to require some trust. Principia has earned some, much to my surprise, but it’s clear whatever we knew or felt about her doesn’t apply to whoever I’m talking with now.”
 

 
  There was another short pause.
 

 
  “The concern is not unreasonable,” Principia said curtly. “What would reassure you?”
 

 
  “Well,” Teal shrugged, “what exactly kind of a thing are you supposed to be? What was the word you guys used…?”
 

 
  “She’s an Archon, apparently,” said Gabriel. “A chief servitor of one of the Elder Gods. Tarthriss, in this case, according to the Avatar we were just speaking with in the Golden Sea.”
 

 
  “That fucking thing really can reproduce people from before the Elder War?” Ruda muttered. “Fuck a fuckin’ duck.”
 

 
  
   “Reproduce
  
  people?” Joe muttered. He got no response, save perhaps the sudden utter stillness of Mary in the cage he was still holding.
 

 
  “Okay, so,
  
   that’s
  
  troubling,” Teal said frankly. “You’re a servant of a being who is obviously
  
   dead.
  
  Whose agenda are you following now?”
 

 
  “I have already answered that,” Principia replied, impatience entering her tone. “I am acting on orders from Avei.”
 

 
  “What orders?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “That is classified. Yes, General Avelea, even to you, unless the High Commander or Avei herself countermands that order. I calculate a high probability of the latter, as your active involvement in this plan would obviously be advantageous.”
 

 
  “And when Avei set out to doing this,” said Fross, “was she leveraging a certain very clever thief in her employ? Or do you think she was
  
   planning
  
  on you using an impossibly dangerous magical artifact that didn’t even exist at the time in order to become a long-extinct class of Elder God servitor which it sounds like she herself deliberately wiped off the face of the earth? Cos there’s several jumps in there and they kinda suggest this is
  
   not
  
  what Avei sent you out to do.”
 

 
  “Any military commander must know the assets she has in the field in order to deploy them properly,” Shaeine agreed. “If you presume to be acting in Avei’s service, Lieutenant, it is basic sense that in the aftermath of such a drastic development, you should seek out updated orders before acting further.”
 

 
  “Unfeasible,” Principia stated. “Gods are not so easily approached directly.”
 

 
  “I
  
   can
  
  arrange that, you know,” Trissiny pointed out.
 

 
  “Unnecessary!”
 

 
  “Unless,” Trissiny drawled, “there’s some reason you
  
   don’t
  
  want to hear the goddess’s opinion of your actions here.”
 

 
  “My actions are consistent with Legion doctrine! Operatives in the field are expected to react to changing circumstances and apply their best judgment as necessary.”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure there are no Legion doctrines that even
  
   try
  
  to cover this,” Merry protested. “I mean, Avelea’s not here to correct me, but I’m willing to bet on that.”
 

 
  “Different Avelea,” Joe explained as Gabriel turned to frown in confusion at Trissiny.
 

 
  “Leaving aside Legion regulations,” said Trissiny, “you are still an Eserite. Whatever responsibilities you’ve been given, I have to assume you’re Eserite first and foremost. Knowledge is power, Locke, and it follows that absolute knowledge is absolute power. What does power do to people?”
 

 
  “You will not distract me by quoting—”
 

 
  “Then forget Eserion and Avei both!” Trissiny shouted. “If you have access to all the knowledge of the Elder Gods, I assume they knew things about psychology that have been long since forgotten.
  
   How does power affect the brain, Locke?”
  
 

 
  Another silence fell. The rotating panels seemed to glitch, momentarily reversing their course and then freezing for a second. It was hard to tell behind the mini-screens bristling from her crown, but Principia appeared to be frowning slightly.
 

 
  “I… Irrelevant. I have the full faculties of—”
 

 
  “Of a chief servant of the most infamously power-mad beings that have ever existed?” Teal finished. “Are you beginning to
  
   see
  
  why this is a tough sell, Locke?”
 

 
  “Not to interrupt,” Toby said quietly, “but there’s something I can’t help noticing. A couple of times now, people addressing you have spoken of Principia Locke as if she were a separate person, not party to this conversation. And you didn’t correct either one. Also, you yourself spoke pretty disdainfully of Principia before. Is that even still you in there?”
 

 
  “I have been improved upon,” she said stiffly.
 

 
  “Well, I obviously don’t have all the knowledge you do,” Toby replied, “but I don’t think so. I’m not trying to excuse Principia’s flaws, but the truth is I like her. She isn’t all-knowing, but she’s experienced and clever. I’ve developed the impression that I’m probably never going to agree with Principia’s methods of doing anything, but even so, I understood her goals, and they’re good ones. Prin cares about people, and about values, and does her best to do some good in the world, in her own way. I trust that a lot more than some detached information-processing servitor making abstract plans for me and who knows how many other people. And I think I know what Prin would say about someone like that, too.”
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   care
  
  what she would say!” the floating elf burst out, audibly agitated now. “You don’t
  
   understand.
  
  With nothing but a single limited point of perspective, there’s so little you can
  
   do,
  
  and yet so very much damage you can cause! Principia Locke has ruined everything she ever touched; I can
  
   fix it.”
  
 

 
  “You shut your FUCKING mouth!” Merry roared. “Locke has fought tooth and nail to protect our squad when everybody else in the world wanted us dead, and she
  
   succeeded
  
  against the most ridiculous odds! I don’t know who or what you even are and I don’t care. You
  
   don’t talk about her that way!”
  
 

 
  “I understand,” Toby said, his quiet voice a stark contrast to Merry’s anger. “You got a sudden view of your whole life from a new perspective, and the realization hurt. I really do understand.”
 

 
  “You understand
  
   nothing,”
  
  Principia spat. “You have neither the ability to perceive what I do, nor the history of selfishness and destruction I have to—”
 

 
  “He does, though,” Juniper cut in, stepping forward. “And so do I. Not in the same
  
   way
  
  as you, any more than Toby and I had the same exact experience, but you’d better believe
  
   we get it.
  
  The moment of insight when you realize how horrible you’ve been is agony like nothing else I’ve ever imagined. And here’s something else I can tell you about living through that: if you try to run from it, you’ll only make it worse. You have to face what you’ve done, let it hurt, and
  
   do better.”
  
 

 
  “You don’t understand,” Principia repeated, her voice outright pleading now. All around her, the glowing panels had begun spinning so fast she couldn’t possibly be reading them, for all that her eyes kept darting without resting in one position for an instant. “There’s so much going wrong in the world, but from here I can
  
   do
  
  something about it! I can at least make up for…”
 

 
  “Locke,” Merry said, insistently but far more calmly than before. “You can’t save the world. The world is not for saving. Trust me, that’s the thinking of the kind of dumb, chapbook-addled teenager who tries to walk into the Golden Sea to become a hero. That’s what I
  
   do
  
  understand. The world is always going to be fucked up; it’s supposed to be. If it wasn’t, that would mean nobody had any choices or agency. No flaws means no virtues. A perfect world would be
  
   hell.
  
  Everything’s a mess, and everybody is supposed to do whatever they can, with whatever they have, wherever they are. You’re not supposed to make yourself some kind of demigod, that’ll just end up adding to the world’s problems. If you try to take away other people’s responsibility to help fix things, you are taking their power to become better.”
 

 
  
   “Well
  
  put,” McGraw said, tipping his hat to her.
 

 
  “We’re not going to take orders from you,” Trissiny said quietly. “Not from…this. All of us will do what we can, where we are, using our best judgment, just as Tellwyrn taught us. If you turn yourself into…whatever this is…that’s nothing but a loss. We’ll have lost someone smart and motivated to help just when we need her the most.”
 

 
  “That’s not fair,” Principia protested. Several of the screens began to wink out of existence, creating gaps in the translucent globe around her.
 

 
  “It’s not just a loss in the strategic sense,” Trissiny added, lowering her eyes and turning away. “I was just starting to like you a little bit. If you…if the woman I was getting to know is just…
  
   gone,
  
  now, then… Damn it. I already miss her.” She emitted a short, startled bark of laughter. “I’m just as surprised as you.”
 

 
  “I just…” The last of the screens vanished. Principia hung there—not just hovered, hung, with her arms dangling at her sides and her head drooping forward in a defeated posture. “I thought I could… It would all be better without the
  
   mess
  
  I was. Just…intelligence and a plan, and maybe I could make up for everything.”
 

 
  “Nobody’s not a mess, you goober,” Gabriel said with a wry grin. “That’s normal. It’s healthy. Life’s about embracing your flaws and making strengths of them, not throwing them away. Without flaws, what the hell are you? How are you supposed to improve if you don’t have screwups to learn from?”
 

 
  “You can’t make up for anything,” Juniper added. “The past doesn’t work that way; it’s done. You have to become a better person and do better things.”
 

 
  “Take that thing off and come down from there, Keys,” Trissiny said gently. “We need you. While you’re fucking around with magical artifacts, the bastards are out there winning.”
 

 
  Mary croaked softly.
 

 
  Principia stared disconsolately at the ground for an interminable moment.
 

 
  Then, abruptly as if trying to surprise herself before she could react, she grabbed her own face and pulled.
 

 
  The Mask came free and immediately tumbled from her hands, and she plummeted toward the ground.
 

 
  Trissiny darted forward with her arms outstretched and Principia tumbled right into them, her head lolling back. Fross swooped in as the Mask of the Adventurer went spinning off to the side, seizing the artifact and making it disappear back into her aura storage before circling back to rejoin the group.
 

 
  “She’s… I don’t know what’s wrong!” Trissiny said in alarm, gently laying Principia on the ground. “This didn’t happen to anybody else who tried it on!”
 

 
  The elf was still slumped weakly, but now began to twitch violently, her eyes rolled up into her head.
 

 
  Shaeine had already darted forward to kneel at Principia’s other side. Reaching out to place one hand on her forehead, the drow closed her eyes, frowning in concentration.
 

 
  Principia stilled, then let out a heavy sigh and finally relaxed, her head rolling to one side as Shaeine withdrew her hand.
 

 
  “What happened?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “I put her to sleep,” said Shaeine. “A simple, natural sleep, the only kind I can grant. I do think it’s the best thing for her, Trissiny. I’m not able to interpret thoughts or even emotions, but when I touch someone’s mind that way I
  
   do
  
  get a general sense of it. A mind, to my awareness, feels much like a deep pool. Something with a serene surface but great depths beneath. Principia’s, just now, was
  
   boiling.”
  
 

 
  “You two weren’t with us in Puna Dara,” Gabriel said, leaning over them with a worried frown. “The Avatar we met under the city had had his mind stuffed with a constant stream of information. That would make
  
   anybody
  
  crazy. You just can’t pour unlimited data into a brain that’s not meant to handle it.”
 

 
  “Will she…” Trissiny cut herself off, swallowing heavily.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Shaeine said, reaching out to grasp her hand. “There is no precedent of any kind for this. But I
  
   do
  
  believe sleep will help her, Trissiny. Dreaming is how the brain sorts away extra information; that is why people begin to go mad if deprived of sleep. She needs to dream. I suspect she will sleep much longer than normal, and I strongly advise that she be
  
   allowed
  
  to. We should not wake or try to move her until she comes to on her own.”
 

 
  “And then, we’ll…find out,” Merry whispered, kneeling at Principia’s head and gently smoothing back a lock of black hair that had been disturbed.
 

 
  “Well,” Juniper offered, “at least we got to her before Vesk got what he wanted. I mean, it’s not
  
   much,
  
  but it’s a little satisfying that the person who set all this up didn’t get away with it.”
 

 
  “I would strongly advise against
  
   ever
  
  thinking you’ve put one over on Vesk,” Weaver said even more sourly than usual. “Sounds like that’s exactly what got
  
   her
  
  into this situation.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I have to agree with Grumpypants on this one,” said Gabriel, frowning deeply. “Think about it. If this was a chapbook and suddenly some random-ass thing happened out of nowhere and brought every plotline that was going on into one place for no good reason…well, I’d probably put the book down.”
 

 
  “Yeah, famous arbiter of literary taste you are,” Ruda said solemnly.
 

 
  “I just
  
   mean,”
  
  he snapped, shooting her a look, “Vesk is the actual
  
   god
  
  of bards. Do you think he’d set up something so hacky and contrived?”
 

 
  “He’s right,” Teal said grimly. “We talked Locke down before actually getting shunted off to deal with…whatever it is. But now we
  
   know
  
  there’s something big about to go down in N’Jendo where our help would be useful, and we know there’s somebody in Veilgrad who can help us deal with it. And it’s not like we can just
  
   ignore
  
  that knowledge, now is it?”
 

 
  “Not like we can really
  
   do
  
  anything about it, either,” Fross pointed out. “I’ve been working on learning teleportation but I’m at the level of moving erasers across the classroom. I’m not about to try to send people, especially not over that distance,
  
   especially
  
  not this big a group, and
  
   most especially
  
  not people I care about.”
 

 
  “Try it on Weaver?” Billie suggested. “Fer science!”
 

 
  “My point is,” the pixie chimed in clear exasperation, “at a walking speed, which is all we’ve got to work with, getting down from here to
  
   anywhere
  
  is going to take days at least, and that’s after waiting for Locke to wake up. Which might also take days.”
 

 
  “Now, I’m not real clear on exactly what that mask thing is or does,” McGraw said, “but it clearly helped Prin perform an impossible teleport, and we do still
  
   have
  
  it—”
 

 
  
   “NO!”
  
  almost everyone shouted in unison.
 

 
  “That thing has done quite enough damage,” Trissiny added, gently folding Principia’s limp hands on her chest. “Let’s not borrow any more trouble. If we’re still caught in Vesk’s narrative, I don’t doubt for a moment that something
  
   else
  
  will come up before we know it. In the meantime, everyone should take a breather while we can. For the moment, at least, everything is back to normal.”
 

 
  Mary began screeching, squawking, and flapping about in her cage so violently that Joe had to struggle to keep his grip on it.
 

 
  “Oh,” Trissiny winced. “Right.
  
   Almost
  
  everything.”
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   “Still?”
  
  Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “This thing is some serious shit,” Ruda grunted, shifting position. “There, think I got it.”
 

 
  The mithril blade of her rapier did cause the bars of the cage to dissolve, as they had guessed upon concluding that the thing was actually made of magic. Unfortunately, that meant it couldn’t be simply wedged into them to weaken it, as the slender blade could make contact with a maximum of four bars at a time, and on being touched they disintegrated, causing the blade to drop.
 

 
  And the bars to re-form. That was the kicker; made of solid magic as it was, the relative ease of breaking the bars made no difference as they regenerated instantly. Joe’s wandshots made no lasting impact and the group had been unwilling to risk any less precise spells or energy attacks with Mary trapped inside. Even so, it
  
   was
  
  easy to make individual bars crumble, thanks simply to the unique arsenal in the group’s possession. The trick was getting them to
  
   stay
  
  that way.
 

 
  Now Gabriel, Ruda, and Yngrid were huddled awkwardly around the cage, with the mithril rapier and both valkyrie scythes carefully positioned to press against as much of its outer surface as they could manage. They had made three small gaps in the cage’s coverage, and it still remained otherwise solid.
 

 
  “Maybe if you move the scythes so they’re nullifying one continuous stretch of the bars?” Fross suggested, fluttering closer to inspect the two patches that had rusted away to nothing and failed to restore themselves so long as the reaper weapons remained in position.
 

 
  “This is not as
  
   easy
  
  as it looks,” Yngrid said irritably. The long hafts and curved blades of her and Gabriel’s weapons made arranging them that way physically difficult, especially with the need to keep three people huddled around the tiny cage holding them there. And, most importantly, the need for everyone present to avoid touching one of those blades.
 

 
  “Wow, that must be really challenging then,” Fross chimed innocently, “cos it doesn’t look easy at all.”
 

 
  “Anyway, don’t think that’d help,” Gabriel muttered. “We can make gaps in the bars, but then the scythe blades are
  
   in
  
  those gaps, and she sure as hell doesn’t wanna touch
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  Mary croaked desultory agreement, ruffling her feathers.
 

 
  “What if she grabs the mithril?” Juniper suggested from behind them. “Maybe that would cure the transformation?”
 

 
  
   “Bad
  
  idea,” said Gabriel. “You don’t wanna see what would happen if somebody suddenly expanded to twenty times their size while surrounded by unbreakable metal bars. We’d all be standing in a puddle of elf noodles.”
 

 
  Mary began squawking in a constant staccato rhythm.
 

 
  “We are
  
   working
  
  on it, Kuriwa,” Trissiny assured her. “I’m sorry, I know that can’t be comfortable, but it would be worse if we just tried to hammer that thing with spells.”
 

 
  
   “Actually, that may be worth a try,”
  
  said Ariel. Mary’s squawks increased in pitch and volume.
 

 
  “You have an idea, partner?” Gabriel asked tersely.
 

 
  
   “The cage is both recycling its own expended energy and drawing ambient power to sustain itself; the intensity of both processes increases the more pressure is put upon it, and after the addition of the rapier those currents of magic have grown unstable. I believe a careful application of brute force at this juncture may shatter it entirely.”
  
 

 
  “Sure doesn’t
  
   look
  
  like it’s givin’ up the ghost,” Ruda growled.
 

 
  
   “Sophisticated magics intended for purposes of security rarely betray their weaknesses at a glance. That is rather the point of them.”
  
 

 
  Mary squawked shrilly.
 

 
  “Could you
  
   stop?”
  
  Gabriel snapped. “That isn’t helping! Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of shaman?”
 

 
  “I don’t think she can actually use much in the way of magic in that form,” McGraw noted. “Never seen ‘er do it. For that matter, my friend Raea has an animal form, too, an’ she’s always limited herself to fangs an’ claws while usin’ it.”
 

 
  Mary chattered at him angrily.
 

 
  “Well, I’m sorry if I’m blowin’ your secrets,” the old man said wryly. “Unfortunately for you, I like you too much not to help get you outta that thing. You’ll just have to forgive me.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, if it’s brute force we need,” Billie began, reaching into her pockets with both hands.
 

 
  Everybody yelled at her so loudly that no individual exhortations were distinguishable.
 

 
  “I never get to have any fun,” the gnome grumbled, turning away in a sulk.
 

 
  “Well, let’s either come up with something or take a goddamn break,” Ruda complained, still hunched over the cage to hold her rapier in place in a careful posture that didn’t interfere with Gabriel or Yngrid, or bring her into contact with either scythe. “I’ve got cricks in places I didn’t fuckin’ know I had, here.”
 

 
  “The original problem still applies,” Toby pointed out. “We can’t just pour magic at that thing while she’s in there…”
 

 
  “I believe that if we sacrifice some power for precision, we still have methods at our disposal,” said Shaeine. “Allow me to try something.”
 

 
  A silver sphere slightly smaller than the cage appeared above it, then pressed downward. The shield bubble flickered and sparked from the pressure, continuing to push itself against the cage until the brass bars trembled. There was no other visible effect.
 

 
  
   “That is further destabilizing the flow of restorative magic,”
  
  Ariel reported.
  
   “An additional source of pressure may finish breaking the spell entirely.”
  
 

 
  “Well, then, let’s try this again,” said Joe, drawing his wands.
 

 
  There was a tangle of bodies arranged all around the cage, but tiny gaps existed between them, and that was all he needed. Rather than attempting to explain this and reassure everyone, he shot first, dispatching two clean beams of light into the cage itself. One, the angles being what they were, only struck and disintegrated a single bar, but the second he was able to position such that the beam pierced two on its path through.
 

 
  “What the fuck!?” Ruda shouted.
  
   “Watch
  
  what you’re—oh, hey.”
 

 
  For those not immediately clustered around the cage, the first sign of success was the crow herself shooting upward out of the group, cawing triumphantly. Ruda, Gabriel and Yngrid all stepped back, carefully disentangling their weapons, just quick enough to afford the rest of those assembled a last sight of the cage, which now lay in metallic strips stretched outward from its base as if it had burst open at the top, unfurling its bars like a flower. In fact, it died rather like a flower, the strands of brass curling up and rusting away to dust before their eyes, until seconds later the last scraps had dissolved to nothing.
 

 
  Mary spent this fleeting moment circling overhead, evidently just because she could, before settling to the ground. By the time everyone turned from the spectacle of the disintegrating magical cage, she was an elf again. Shifting to face the group directly, Mary curved her upper body forward in a gesture that fell between a deep nod and a shallow bow.
 

 
  “Thank you
  
   very
  
  much for the assistance, children.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m sure you woulda gotten out of there eventually,” Gabriel remarked, shrinking his scythe down to tuck away in his pocket, a performance Yngrid watched with a small frown. “Prin seemed to think so, anyway.”
 

 
  “In all likelihood, yes, but I am no less grateful nonetheless. I find nothing enjoyable about languishing in a cage for any period. Now, with
  
   that
  
  addressed, there are more important matters.”
 

 
  She turned and strode toward Principia, who was still laid out on the cracked pavement, now draped by a blanket and with Merry sitting by her head. At Mary’s approach, the other Legionnaire rose to her feet, eyes narrowing.
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Trissiny said, moving to intercept her, “I don’t think what Locke needs right now is more punishment.”
 

 
  Mary actually stopped, raising an eyebrow at the paladin. “The concept of punishment, Trissiny, is only applicable to people who understand precisely what is happening to them and why. Tormenting an unconscious victim is nothing but pointless sadism. I have my faults, but I hope you don’t think
  
   that
  
  is among them.”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny said vaguely. “Just checking.”
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Mary continued in a lower tone, taking the last steps to Principia’s side and sinking to her knees, “I am concerned chiefly for the girl’s well-being. Everything else aside, what she just went through was clearly traumatic for multiple reasons, not least of which that having excess data pumped into an unprepared brain can damage it significantly. The magelords of Syralon have been known to use that as a punishment before even they outlawed the practice as too cruel.”
 

 
  There was a constant and usually soft whistle of wind across the plateau; as Mary reached out to place her fingertips along the side of Principia’s face, it shifted in tone. The effect was subtle, likely expressing itself as a subconscious sense of harmony to some of those present, but those with acute hearing or musical training could discern that the voice of the wind itself had shifted to a flawless three-tone harmony in major key.
 

 
  “My thanks again, priestess,” Mary said, turning her head toward Shaeine with another deep nod. “Your instincts were correct, and your quick action likely saved her from serious harm. Her mind is undamaged, but still struggling to process the sheer volume of material. I can aid her recuperation by way of an elemental blessing that will purge foreign contamination. This is usually meant as a counter to curses and the like; adapting it for this purpose may be tricky. Please give me quiet in which to concentrate. Mind magic is the province of the divine, and achieving these effects through the fae requires great exactitude.”
 

 
  “Okay, well, I’ll ask everybody’s forgiveness in advance because this is a pretty ruthless thing to suggest,” said Gabriel, raising both his hands in a gesture of surrender, “but maybe that’s not the best course of action? As long as Locke’s not in urgent danger, we should think about letting her have some extra time to sleep if it means she wakes up with that knowledge intact. To say nothing of the immediate stuff going on, like whatever she was warning us about in N’Jendo and Veilgrad, the sheer scope of knowledge…”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  ruthless, Gabe,” Toby said with a frown. “Who knows what kind of strain that’s putting on her, even with Shaeine’s help?”
 

 
  “He’s not wrong,” Mary said curtly, “and the suggestion has merit, but in this case it is not up for discussion. Principia is a child of my own blood. And while her actions here have added up to possibly the single most wrong-headed thing I have
  
   ever
  
  seen
  
   anyone
  
  do, it was nonetheless a courageous act, undertaken to protect young people under her care. I will not suffer her to be permanently harmed for it. Besides, I want her good and lucid when I am explaining to her in exquisite nuance the depth of her poor judgment.”
 

 
  “What,” Ruda snorted, “so the difference is she’s one of
  
   yours
  
  , so you’re throwing all greater concerns out the window and claiming privilege?”
 

 
  Mary had lowered her eyes to stare fixedly at Principia’s face. Now she lifted her gaze to meet Ruda’s, impassively. “Correct.”
 

 
  McGraw cleared his throat. “Don’t pull that thread, miss. Sometimes you just gotta make allowances for people who can blast you over the horizon.”
 

 
  “Yeah, thanks for the advice, but we all have a history class with one of those,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “All right, fair enough,” Ruda said with a shrug. “I gotta mention, Boots, your granny reminds me of Naphthene.”
 

 
  “Ouch,” Trissiny drawled.
 

 
  While they chattered, the light around Principia had gently shifted, taking on a pattern of shadows over the prone elf as if waves were being reflected about her. Merry was frowning in unease, alternately at this and at Mary, but had not yet decided to intervene. Quite suddenly, though, Mary straightened up, her eyes widening, and the light vanished.
 

 
  “What happened?” Trissiny demanded, turning toward her.
 

 
  “Well,” the Crow mused, raising one eyebrow and gazing down at Principia in renewed interest. “Never mind, I suppose.”
 

 
  “Never
  
   mind?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “What, is she…?”
 

 
  “She’s fine,” Mary assured her. “Better by far than I expected, in fact. It appears that she is being taken care of. Further intervention by me will not be necessary. Nor would it be welcomed.”
 

 
  “What the hell does
  
   that
  
  mean?”
 

 
  “With this no longer a cause for immediate concern, there remains another matter we urgently need to address,” Mary said seriously, straightening up and turning toward her. “What
  
   exactly
  
  is that mask, and where did it come from?”
 

 
  The tension increased palpably as the assembled students stared either at her or at Trissiny. No one answered.
 

 
  “In all my
  
   many
  
  years,” Mary continued after a short silence, “I have never observed an artifact that could reproduce a powerful being from the age of the Elder Gods, in the person of whoever used it. I infer from your brief mentions of the subject that it can grant its wearer the gifts of a
  
   variety
  
  of persons. I am also, being attuned to the currents of fae magic, not unaware that some event of world-altering significance occurred in this vicinity a few days ago. The dots are not difficult to connect. I think you children had better start explaining yourselves.”
 

 
  “Yeah, we’ve kinda made peace with that,” Juniper said. “The explaining, I mean. When we get home to Last Rock, Tellwyrn’s probably gonna chew us into mulch. I don’t really think we need to explain anything to
  
   you,
  
  though.”
 

 
  “No offense intended,” Toby added.
 

 
  Mary half-turned to stare pensively at the Great Tree rising in the near distance for a moment. “I suppose the sequence of events which led to this point is less important than that which must follow. With regard to that, however, there is the future to consider.” She turned her stare on Fross. “You still have that mask. What, precisely, is your plan for it? I should hardly need to tell you that such a thing
  
   cannot
  
  simply be allowed to tumble around the world unsupervised.”
 

 
  “Oh. Really?” Ruda turned to direct a wide-eyed stare at her classmates. “Hey, guys, turns out that fuckin’ thing can’t be allowed to tumble around the world unsupervised. Holy shit did we miscalculate! Maybe we shouldn’t pawn it, after all.”
 

 
  “Ruda,” Trissiny said quietly, “don’t. Not with this one.”
 

 
  “Uh, yeah, ‘scuze me,” Joe added. “Mary, I know these folks, an’ there ain’t a thing wrong with their intelligence.”
 

 
  Weaver snorted very loudly.
 

 
  “I have a high opinion of Trissiny’s faculties in general,” Mary replied, “and her tacit endorsement of the rest of this group counts for a lot, in my view. All other things being equal… But things are not. I can imagine no sequence of events which would lead to the creation of that artifact which does not presuppose that Principia’s complete lapse of all sense and reason was not the first to take place here recently.”
 

 
  “It was Arquin’s idea, just for the record,” said Ruda.
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   care
  
  whose idea it was,” Mary said, her voice rising slightly. “I care what is
  
   done
  
  about it. This, I am aware, is the last thing an independent group of young people ever wants to hear from anyone—”
 

 
  “Don’t say it,” McGraw warned. She ignored him.
 

 
  “—but you had better let me take it.” Mary turned to stare expressively at Principia. “Before it causes even worse harm than it already has.”
 

 
  Joe pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced into his fist. Billie puckered her lips as if to whistle, but produced no sound, just glancing around at everyone else present. Yngrid gripped the haft of her scythe in both hands, looking warily at Gabriel.
 

 
  All eight students just stared impassively at Mary.
 

 
  “With stakes like this,” she said softly, “make no mistake, I will not hesitate—”
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Trissiny interrupted, “please believe that I’m very grateful for all the help you’ve given me. I love you and have absolutely no intention of ever causing you any upset. And you are not, under any circumstances, getting your hands on that mask.”
 

 
  The Crow sighed very softly. “Can we not find room to negotiate on that point?”
 

 
  “If you’re thinking about trying to take it by force,” Gabriel said evenly, “think a lot more carefully. None of us is capable of sticking you in a cage, lady. All we’ve got is sharp objects and massive firepower to hit you with.”
 

 
  “And none of us wants to do that,” Shaeine added. “You are honored kin to Trissiny, who is precious to all of us. The safety of the world, and the responsibility for actions
  
   we
  
  have set into motion, must supersede those concerns, however.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so, please don’t push us on this one,” said Fross.
 

 
  “The safety of the world,” Mary said, a tinge of bitterness creeping into her voice. “What, then, is your idea to ensure it?”
 

 
  “We’re gonna give it to Professor Tellwyrn,” Juniper replied.
 

 
  Mary clenched both fists; the very breeze around them suddenly blew colder. “That is absolutely—”
 

 
  “The single best idea I’ve ever heard out of these twerps,” Weaver interrupted. “You weren’t there, Mary, but the rest of us have already been through this, back during the Belosiphon affair. When faced with the question of what to do with an impossibly dangerous artifact that nobody could ever be allowed to have, the least terrible solution we could come up with was letting Tellwyrn have it.”
 

 
  
   “Arachne,”
  
  Mary spat. “That reckless, aggressive, thoughtless—”
 

 
  “You
  
   want
  
  things, Kuriwa,” Trissiny said. “Tellwyrn may be all of that and worse, but she also has no ambition. All she wants to do is sit on her mountain and teach. She
  
   has
  
  everything in the world she’s after. You? You’ve got plans and an agenda. If you had the Mask, there’s no question that you’d use it toward your ends. This is not about us thinking Tellwyrn would find a better use for it. This is because she would have
  
   no
  
  use.”
 

 
  “It is incredible to me that you could believe that,” Mary retorted. “I have known her a great deal longer than any of you, and trust me—”
 

 
  “Arachne Tellwyrn is a creature of vastly more discretion and restraint than basically anyone gives her credit for,” Yngrid interjected. “Even my sisters know of her… Well, actually, some of that’s secret. But for what it’s worth, I agree. She’s already got too much power to be tempted by a thing like that and nothing she would actually want to do with it.”
 

 
  Weaver stepped up beside the valkyrie, sliding an arm around her waist. “And it’s academic, besides. Tellwyrn already has a whole collection of dangerous objects of about this caliber, which nobody’s seen hide nor hair of since she got them. We
  
   know
  
  she can be trusted to hide things and not touch them.”
 

 
  “No,” Mary snapped, “you know she can be trusted
  
   so far.
  
  None of you have seen Arachne backed into a corner, desperate, or enraged beyond reason.
  
   I
  
  have. The best I can say about it is that in the past, she had
  
   no
  
  such collection of horrors upon which to draw. And now you want to add to it?”
 

 
  “Yeah, okay, but…why are you better?” Teal asked.
 

 
  Mary turned to her. “For better than four thousand years, I have walked this world doing my best to protect it.”
 

 
  “Good fuckin’ job,” Gabriel snorted. “Cos as we all know,
  
   nobody’s
  
  ever terrified by the name Mary the Crow.”
 

 
  “They talked about you in the grove, when I was there,” Juniper added. “The Elders made it sound like you really only bother to protect the elves. Actually…they didn’t sound super grateful for your help.”
 

 
  “They really aren’t,” Trissiny said quietly. “I’ve mostly heard about it from my grandmother, and a story from one source can be inaccurate, but the way Lanaera tells it the only people who are less happy to have Kuriwa’s sudden help than the elves in general are her own descendants in particular.”
 

 
  “I see her elevation to grove Elder has done nothing to blunt that nest of brambles Lanaera calls a tongue,” Mary grated.
 

 
  “Mary,” Joe said gently, taking a step forward. “Look, I dunno anything about you and other elves. What I know is that all of us have learned to trust you.” He gestured toward the rest of his party with one hand. “You’ve saved all our butts more than once, and I for one really appreciate having the benefit of your experience. I feel like I’ve learned an incredible amount from you.”
 

 
  
   “But?”
  
  Mary prompted bitterly.
 

 
  “But,” he echoed with a slow nod. “I think Trissiny’s right.
  
   Nobody
  
  needs to have that mask, not if it does the kind of stuff we just saw. It ain’t a question of who’s got a better purpose for it. It should go to somebody who’ll lock it away an’ forget about it. And Tellwyrn’s the only name that comes to mind.”
 

 
  “Esteemed elder, forgive my frank speech, but we must call this what it is,” Shaeine said solemnly. “Your perspective is understandable: for ages you have labored hard and done your best, making difficult choices to guide the world to the best outcomes you could manage. You have learned in that time to rely only on yourself. It is understandable that you are reluctant to trust anyone else with possession of such power, accustomed as you are to the assumption that if you want something done right,
  
   you
  
  must do it. Am I wrong?”
 

 
  “I cannot say that you are,” Mary replied, mastering her expression.
 

 
  “And that’s fair,” Teal agreed, nodding. “But…everybody thinks that about themselves. We are each one of us the hero in our own story. But to pull back and look through the perspectives of others… Does your record of actual achievements really suggest you’re the most qualified to take on a burden like that?”
 

 
  “I begin to wonder,” she said stonily, “if I am wasting my time trying to
  
   talk
  
  about this with you.”
 

 
  Gabriel drew his wand back out. “I really hope that wasn’t meant the way it sounded.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa.” Trissiny stepped forward until she was a few bare feet from Mary, staring her in the eye. “Let me be clear: I don’t know whether or not you have the physical capacity to seize that mask from us, but even if so, that would only be the beginning. If I have to press the issue, the next time I do so it will be with Lanaera, Rainwood, and Zanzayed, plus anyone of our bloodline
  
   they
  
  know who would think it a valuable use of their time to humble you and take an artifact of power out of your hands.”
 

 
  “Child,” Mary said sardonically, “if you think to get more than two of our family to tolerate one another’s company for more than an hour, much less cooperate toward a common end, I sincerely wish you luck.”
 

 
  “You haven’t managed it,” Trissiny replied softly, “because you’ve never been able to offer them the one goal on which they would all agree: thwarting
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  They locked eyes, and slowly, Mary’s wry expression melted away to a flat stare of displeasure.
 

 
  “What,” Ruda snorted, “so even her own descendants would rally to mess her up over this? And you wanna go and claim
  
   you’re
  
  the most competent person who could be trusted with that mask? Fuck you, lady.”
 

 
  “Hey, now, maybe we should all take it easy,” McGraw said soothingly, tucking his staff into the crook of his arm so he could raise both hands peaceable as he stepped forward. “Mary, given the disparity in our levels of experience, I’ve never tried to pitch myself as your equal, but with all due respect, I reckon there’s one area of understanding where your agelessness leaves you at a disadvantage.”
 

 
  Mary finally tore her eyes away from Trissiny’s to turn a weary grimace on him. “Oh, do tell.”
 

 
  “There comes a point,” he said, “where a person’s just gotta acknowledge that their time has passed. That the best use o’ their talents is in offering the benefit of their years to the younger generation, steppin’ back and lettin’ ’em take over.”
 

 
  “Aye, ain’t that more or less exactly what grove Elders
  
   do?”
  
  Billie added.
 

 
  “That’s what Tellwyrn’s done,” Juniper said softly.
 

 
  “As much as any group of kids I’ve ever met, I reckon these know what they’re about,” McGraw continued, nodding at the students. “I ain’t sayin’ everything they do’s gonna be the right call or that they won’t mess up and create havoc now’n again. But if you’re gonna try to fix
  
   that,
  
  well, you’re not just dealin’ with this one specific situation anymore. You’ll have set yourself up to straighten out somethin’ absolutely fundamental to the world, and honestly, even your talents ain’t equal to that task.”
 

 
  Mary stared at him for a moment, then at Trissiny, then Gabriel, and finally at the comatose form of Principia.
 

 
  “This conversation is not over,” she said abruptly. “But…you have all given me some important things to ponder. Thank you, again, for helping me out of that trap.”
 

 
  She turned away from them and strode off. The entire group stared in silence as the ancient elf went right up to the edge of the plateau, facing the Great Tree in the distance, and squatted on her heels in a posture not unlike a roosting bird. There, she fell still.
 

 
  “So,” Brother Toraldt said loudly from the far edge of the gathering, “shall I infer that we are
  
   yet again
  
  not going to depart today?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him.
 

 
  Sister Elaine sighed, even as she stifled a small smile, and patted the dwarf on the shoulder. “Come, Toraldt, we may as well go unload the packs again.”
 

 
  
   “Again,”
  
  he huffed, but turned and followed her around the corner of the nearest building. The rest of the group watched in silence until their two Order of the Light guides were once more out of sight.
 

 
  “Okay, I’ll be honest,” Fross stage whispered. “I completely forgot they were here.”
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  “Nothing here, either?”
 

 
  “My particular magic isn’t well-suited for locating people,” Bradshaw reminded him. “I
  
   could
  
  check more definitively, but not without attracting a lot of attention. But even at a cursory glance… I rather suspect they’ve been and gone here, as well. To judge by the decomposition of this…altar…it seems to have been abandoned for several days, at least.”
 

 
  Shook wrinkled his nose and took another step back from the now-familiar sight (and smell) of the necromantic construction languishing behind the wall of old boxes at the rear of a dead-end alley. More specifically, he stepped to put some distance between himself and the altar’s cloud of flies.
 

 
  “The fuckers called themselves the Tide,” he muttered, covering his mouth with the hand not holding his wand. “Gonna wash across the world and cleanse all impurity, you know, standard-grade doomsday cult horseshit. For a primal force of destruction, they sure are shy.”
 

 
  “Must be low ebb,” Bradshaw quipped. “Well, I rather suspect what we’re dealing with are the paltry leftovers after they expended most of their warm bodies in Tiraas. Tactics like these are a much better idea when one is low on resources and personnel.”
 

 
  “I guess you’d know.”
 

 
  “Exactly. I am more concerned that a brainwashed cult is capable of this level of planning. It suggests those in charge are
  
   still
  
  in charge. Justinian was party to that plan to unleash demons in Tiraas and blame the Wreath for it, along with the Imperial government itself, but that was a far more discreet and controlled action; just a few bands of holy summoners calling up demons one at a time. Opening multiple hellgates in a city is above and beyond even by the standards of that.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Shook grunted. He had also been present at that event in Tiraas; in fact, that was the first time he and Bradshaw had crossed paths, and a source of lingering antipathy between them. Shook was the first to admit he’d not exactly had a good vantage from which to see the intricacies of what had happened that night, but he remained skeptical of the Wreath’s claim that it had been the Church and the Empire actually bringing the demons, especially since his own encounter with them had come when the Wreath had tried to break into Dawnchapel to vandalize the temple. “Well, then, I guess we’re back to the same question. Wreck it or leave it?”
 

 
  “May I see the map?”
 

 
  Shook handed it over and Bradshaw frowned at the scrawled markings in the dim light that made it down from the overhead gap between the three-story walls that loomed on all sides.
 

 
  “Mmm,” the warlock murmured. “All right, look here. This is the site we’re at, reached by a straight walk from a main avenue behind us, see? Next one on the list if we proceed in the same pattern is hidden away in a cul-de-sac well behind several warehouses that looks quite impossible to find by accident. I think we’ll clean this site up and leave that one intact after we’ve checked it. And so on, going forward. If we create the impression we’re operating on foot, by a standard search grid, the planners of this will prepare to counter the wrong tactic and be unprepared for us. I don’t want them to know we have your dragon to sniff out all of their locations.”
 

 
  “Promise you’ll let me be in the room if you ever call Khadizroth ‘my dragon’ right to his face,” Shook said, grinning. “I
  
   really
  
  don’t wanna miss that.”
 

 
  Bradshaw gave him an annoyed look over the top of the map. “Shall I take that to mean you concur with my plan?”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m just the muscle, here. But it sounds like a solid one, yeah. That bein’ the case, you want me to smash this thing up?”
 

 
  “I can destroy it far more thoroughly with my magic, you know.”
 

 
  “Yeah, we both know what hellcraft’s good for. But that’ll reveal they got warlocks after ’em, an’ warlocks with a plan pretty much always means
  
   you
  
  guys in particular. If the thing just gets fucked up with blunt trauma, could be anybody. More discreet that way, right?”
 

 
  “Hum. I suppose it needn’t be a complete cleansing, under the circumstances. Enough
  
   blunt trauma,
  
  as you put it, will render this site inoperable.”
 

 
  “Blunt trauma is what I do best,” Shook said, holstering his wand and cracking his knuckles. “Take over watchin’ our backs, this won’t take a sec.”
 

 
  In fact, he didn’t relish the thought of laying his hands on that arrangement of rancid meat, bones, twigs, and tainted enchanting dust. Aside from being disgusting, the thing just looked
  
   wrong;
  
  he suspected that even the urchins who haunted these back alleys wouldn’t have tried to scavenge the power crystals out of the rotting altar. He was half-tempted to just rake it with wandshots, but Shook didn’t need Bradshaw’s protestations to know that discharging even conventional magic into unknown magic was a bad idea.
 

 
  Casting about while the warlock stepped past him to watch the head of the alley, he fixed his gaze on the one thing there was to work with. Grinning, Shook picked up one of the crates that had been stacked to obscure the altar from the front of the alley and hurled it right into the center of its mass.
 

 
  The first hit dislodged the carefully-arranged lattice of old sinew-bound bones and scattered a spray of enchanting dust. That probably would have been sufficient, but Shook grabbed a second crate and smashed it bodily down upon the largest remaining cluster of bones. He broke a third over the altar for good measure, only stepping back to dust off his hands when the ritual array was mangled beyond recognition and full of splinters and old nails to boot.
 

 
  “There,” Shook said, turning back to Bradshaw with a grin. “I can confidently say any asshole coulda done that; nothing about it’ll scream ‘Black Wreath,’ no matter how smart their handlers are. Where to next?”
 

 
  “Hold this, if you would,” the warlock replied, handing the map back to him. “I want to place and conceal wards on this site. That is about the limit of what infernomancy can do to detect anyone’s comings and goings, but if they do return here to restore this altar it may enable us to catch them.”
 

 
  “Sure, take your time.” Shook folded the map and tucked it back into his coat pocket, then drew his wand again and positioned himself to keep an eye both on Bradshaw and the distant mouth of the alley.
 

 
  In the next moment he began edging away as Bradshaw started making broad gesticulations with his hands and conjuring patterns of sullen orange light out of nowhere. The warlock carefully assembled a spell circle in midair while Shook watched, moved it to lie flush against one of the alley walls at head level, then made it disappear from view and took another few moments to stare at the spot where it had been with one hand upraised and fingers twitching minutely, no doubt adding to its layers of concealment.
 

 
  Shook wasn’t in the least ashamed of his own discretion; staying the hell away from infernomancy being done was universal common sense, not cowardice. If he was a little phobic about it after having had hellcraft done at his own brain recently, well, that was deserved.
 

 
  Rather than that, Shook found himself surprisingly bothered by the tense silence that stretched out while Bradshaw moved on to begin conjuring another ward against the opposite wall. He just wasn’t accustomed to
  
   awkwardness.
  
  For close to two years his whole social circle had been small and predictable: the Jackal was an intolerable pain in the ass, Vannae a diffident non-presence, Kheshiri simperingly submissive and Khadizroth beneficently able to get along with anyone. Aside from various unfortunates they’d been sent to smack around and the odd visit from a barely-tolerated authority figure such as Justinian or Syrinx, that had been it.
 

 
  And before that, he’d worked with Guildmates. Thinking on it now, he actually couldn’t recall the last time he’d been stuck sharing a job with somebody he didn’t know how to talk to. What did you
  
   say
  
  to a warlock? Especially since Bradshaw, while he kept it professional on the job, had made it clear from the start that he wasn’t pleased by Shook’s very existence, much less his involvement in this project. Not that Shook was much of a social butterfly either, but even he could see that this was going to lead to trouble if they were going to be the mutual points of contact between the Wreath and what remained of the Inquisition.
 

 
  Bradshaw finished his second ward and Shook perked up, hoping for an incipient end to this, but the warlock instead began casting a third. He sighed. Well, thoroughness was laudable.
 

 
  “So,” Shook said aloud, looking the other way up the alley and affecting a nonchalant tone. “That Vanessa, huh? What’s her deal?”
 

 
  “…deal?” The short pause didn’t bode well, but Shook pressed gamely on. In his experience there was one topic over which any two guys could always bond.
 

 
  “Yeah, I mean, she’s not hard to look at, am I right?” He turned back to Bradshaw, who had his back to him. “You hittin’ that? Be a shame if
  
   somebody
  
  isn’t.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that’s right. You have been keeping company exclusively with a succubus. I
  
   strongly
  
  advise you, Mr. Shook, to rid yourself of any habits Kheshiri taught you before attempting to talk to a real woman again.
  
   Any
  
  woman, but especially one who can hurl shadowbolts.”
 

 
  Shook clenched his jaw. Then breathed in deeply, and immediately regretted it; days-old necromancy was surely one of the least pleasant things he’d ever smelled. But at least that helped serve to distract him from the surge of anger Bradshaw was trying to rile up.
 

 
  “Hey, just sayin’,” he replied finally, deliberately keeping his tone mild. “No need to get all defensive, I’m not about to move in on your territory. It can’t make that much of a difference, anyhow. Trust me, I’m in a position to know: succubi may be particularly sly, but in the end those’re just female traits taken to their logical maximum.”
 

 
  “Is that a fact,” Bradshaw murmured, starting on a fourth ward. How many of those damn things did he need?
 

 
  “Come on, don’t tell me you haven’t noticed. Sly is your bread and butter, right? Somehow I don’t think it’s a coincidence there’s a goddess of cunning, and not a god.”
 

 
  “Where’re you from, Mr. Shook?” Bradshaw asked, his tone also too light to be natural.
 

 
  Shook narrowed his eyes at the warlock’s back. “What’s it to you?”
 

 
  “No, wait, let me see if I can guess. The Stalwar provinces or Mathena, somewhere deep into the new frontier. Am I right?”
 

 
  Breathe, deliberately…without gagging on the smell. “Oh, please, you don’t need to be a cunning warlock to piece
  
   that
  
  together. Old gnomish surname on a Stalweiss face means frontier stock. Even so, you’re only partly right. The frontiers in Mathena aren’t
  
   new.
  
  North of the elven forests, people have been pushed out toward the Golden Sea since before the Empire.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course. I’m revealing my bias; Bradshaw is also an old gnomish surname, after all. But in Calderaan territory, where I hail from, human settlement north of the Green Belt dates barely to the Enchanter Wars.” The warlock lowered his hands, finally, as the last ward faded from visibility, and turned around, wearing a knowing little smile which Shook didn’t like the look of. “And you, obviously, aren’t from Calderaas.”
 

 
  “That obvious, huh,” he said as evenly as he could.
 

 
  “You’re right, we tend to pick up sly people,” Bradshaw said lightly, folding his hands. “That’s a lot easier than recruiting idiots and
  
   teaching
  
  them to be cunning. And you know something, Mr. Shook, you’re not without a point. There
  
   is
  
  a definite gender imbalance in who tends to seek out the Wreath.”
 

 
  “Well, yeah,” Shook replied, even as he braced himself for the other shoe to drop.
 

 
  “Depending, of course, on where they’re from.” The warlock held his gaze, frank and un-intimidated, even verging on aggressive; this was not at all how Thumper was used to people looking at him. “And in country where Shaathist ideas are ascendant, that usually means women. The Stalrange, Mathena, Thakar, Vrandis. Funny enough, in Avenist territory it’s the opposite. We definitely get more men from Calderaas, Virdill, and Onkawa. People are pretty much people, Shook, and the way people develop depends a
  
   lot
  
  on the kinds of pressures placed on them growing up. Give people the prerogative to stomp around yelling and getting their way with little effort, and they’ll generally do exactly that. Push people aside and deny them a fair chance to participate in society, though, and they’ll not only develop a tendency to be underhanded but also harbor the kind of resentment that makes them ideal recruits for the likes of
  
   us.
  
  Or, for that matter, the Thieves’ Guild.” He tilted his head back slightly, as if to study Shook from a different vantage. “You say you find women in general to be as sly as succubi? You know what, I believe you. Even allowing for your
  
   extremely obvious
  
  biases, yes, I could see that. But that’s no reflection on women, Mr. Shook…or even the women
  
   you
  
  happen to know. It’s a reflection on the way those women were treated by whatever society produced them. Institutionalized power creates its own downfall, in the end. Brutish authority creates cunning, and resistance. Targeting groups of people for abuse creates deadly enemies. If the Pantheon and their followers were the icons of virtue they like to claim, the likes of us wouldn’t just be unnecessary; we would be impossible. And yet, here we are.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Shook grunted when he finally stopped talking.
 

 
  Bradshaw’s mouth twisted in a bitter half-smile. “Deeper thoughts than you’re used to, Mr. Shook? I have to wonder what you
  
   thought
  
  was going to happen here. Do you commonly find you can persuade people you barely know to embrace your prejudices?”
 

 
  Breathe. Three heartbeats to inhale, three to exhale, ignore the stench. Emotions were just things; just because this guy wanted him angry didn’t mean he needed to be. In fact, it was a good reason
  
   not
  
  to be.
 

 
  “Hell, I was just making conversation,” Shook said at last, and was pleased to find his own voice still light and even. “You wanna know my clever scheme? I was thinkin’, ‘this guy clearly hates my guts and we’ve gotta work together for who knows how long.’ Y’know, in normal places, Shaathist, Avenist, or what-the-hell-ever, guys can usually clear the air by chatting about chicks. Sorry, I didn’t realize you were gonna make a whole
  
   thing
  
  about it.”
 

 
  Bradshaw stared at him with the expressionless facade of someone who’d just heard something he did not expect and was too self-contained to betray overt surprise.
 

 
  “You can’t
  
   win
  
  a conversation, you know,” Shook said when he didn’t reply. “Everybody’s not trying to play brain chess with you. Is that how you people think all the time? Omnu’s balls, man, that sounds fuckin’ exhausting.”
 

 
  “Right,” Bradshaw said dryly. “Well. I’m finished here, so unless you have something else to say…?”
 

 
  “Yeah. Now you mention it, I do.” Keeping his expression flat, Shook took a step forward, bringing himself within punching range of the warlock and enjoying how the man tensed up in response. Bradshaw didn’t quite flinch when he raised his hand, but the way he froze was almost as good. Shook just patted him on the shoulder, though. “You’ve given me some shit to think about, Bradshaw. That was a perspective I did not have. So, thanks. All right, where to next?” he added, stepping back again and deliberately altering his posture to the indolent lounging stance common to Guild enforcers seeking to portray a general rather than specific threat.
 

 
  “The next altar site, obviously,” Bradshaw said tonelessly. “Map, please?”
 

 
  “You got it.” Shook fished it out of his pocket and handed it over with a bland smile.
 

 
  This, he reflected while Bradshaw unfolded and perused the map, was
  
   fun.
  
  Weirdly, he’d never managed to get the hang of it when people had been actively trying to teach it to him, but now that the trick of it had clicked, it was amazingly satisfying to deny a confrontation to somebody who was openly fishing for one. And he hadn’t lied; Bradshaw’s philosophy on women and underhandedness
  
   was
  
  troubling and deserved some further thought. Not right at the moment, though. Shook did not have time to be pondering such things while busting necromancers in cooperation with somebody he half-suspected was planning to hex him in the back before this day’s work was done.
 

 
  “All right, I know the place,” Bradshaw stated at last, folding the map again. “Off we go.”
 

 
  The darkness swelled, then dissipated, and only the particulars of their surroundings changed. A filthy alley was a filthy alley, and there were only so many kinds of places where one could hide illicit dealings in a major city. He was already resigned to seeing a lot more of these today, with possibly the odd empty warehouse or condemned tenement to break up the monotony.
 

 
  Both men stiffened upon arrival, however, as
  
   this
  
  alley was a lot less quiet.
 

 
  It also wasn’t quite straight; they had to creep forward and peek around a corner to locate the little nook behind several buildings in which the Tide’s portal altar had been concealed. This time, someone had beaten them there. Someone who seemed to be on the same mission, to judge by the way she was busy smashing what remained of the altar with a piece of wood that looked like the headless haft of an ax or sledgehammer.
 

 
  Actually, upon closer look, this individual probably wasn’t on any
  
   mission
  
  to speak of: she had matted hair trailing from her head in greasy tangles, filthy bare feet, and wore a stained and ragged dress that was more patches than fabric.
 

 
  Shook and Bradshaw exchanged a resigned look. Wreath and Guild alike did a lot of their business in shady back alleys, and members of both were well-acquainted with a basic rule of urban living: do not interact with crazy street people. This time, though, it seemed unwise to let this pass without at least investigating.
 

 
  Shook stepped out into the space in the leonine saunter he’d been taught in his apprentice days, keeping one hand casually tucked in his pocket. “Hey there, li’l lady. Whatcha doin’ that for?”
 

 
  She spun to face him, wild-eyed, and raised the ax handle like a club. Not, he noted, like someone who’d been actually trained to wield a weapon; her stance was imbalanced and had her weight back on her heels. If she tried to swing that thing at him, he gave it even odds that she’d just fall down, and if not it would be child’s play to dodge and push her over. Luckily she was all the way across the grimy little courtyard and well out of range.
 

 
  “Easy, there,” Shook said in an unimpressed tone. “No need to get all agitated. What’s your name, doll?”
 

 
  The woman just stared suspiciously at him, her eyes darting to take in his suit, and then the gray-robed Bradshaw stepping into the alley behind him. Blocking her exit, as it happened. She was, Shook noticed, a fairly young woman. Might not have been bad-looking had she not been smeared with dirt and gaunt from more than a few missed meals.
 

 
  “Name?” he repeated wryly, giving her a half-smile. “You got one? Most people do, I hear.”
 

 
  She scowled at him, but straightened up after a moment and shifted her improvised weapon to one hand. With the other she patted the base of her throat, opening her mouth wide.
 

 
  “Oh,” he said sourly. Mute, naturally. Well, street people usually had
  
   something
  
  wrong with them our they wouldn’t be on the street; just his luck the one he needed to answer questions, couldn’t. She wasn’t missing her tongue, he saw—also, not only did she have all her teeth, none of them were stained blue from glittershrooms. The girl couldn’t have been on the streets long, then. “Now, what would possess you to go whacking at that heap of evil that way? You take a stick to random piece of black magic and you’re likely to end up cursed to a greasy stain on the walls.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes and brandished the stick again.
 

 
  “No need to take that tone with the lady, Mr. Shook,” Bradshaw admonished dryly. “That’s what
  
   we
  
  came to do, after all. At least she’s spared us a little bit of work. He’s not wrong, though,”
  
  
  he added to the woman with the stick, who had lowered it again as he spoke. “Getting physically involved with necromancy is extremely dangerous; I don’t recommend making a habit of this. Was there some reason you felt the need?”
 

 
  She grimaced almost comically, turning a look of pure disgust on the remains of the altar, and kicked away a stray bone that had fallen near her feet. Then spat on it.
 

 
  “That’s surprisingly hard to argue with,” Bradshaw said, turning to Shook.
 

 
  “Yeah, I gotta give her that,” he agreed. The girl, having made her point, had begun sidling toward the alley’s entrance, which the two of them were standing in. Shook gave her a thoughtful look. It was doubtful she’d seen anything, and anyhow, getting info out of her would be a giant pain in the ass. Just an unhinged homeless person who wandered into the wrong alley, most likely; that would make a workable disguise, any number of thieves had used that routine, but it wasn’t the method of this Tide or anyone else who had taken an interest in their business. He sighed, stepped out of the way so she could get by, and pulled a doubloon from his pocket, which he tossed at her. “Here. Go eat something, for fuck’s sake.”
 

 
  The young woman fumbled to catch it, clearly not being the most coordinated, but once she got the coin in her grip her eyes went wide. Then, to Shook’s great discomfort, they filled with tears.
 

 
  “Whoah—uh uh! No,” he said sharply, stepping back and reaching out to push her off when she ran at him, arms wide for a hug. “This is a
  
   tailored
  
  suit, you greaseball. You smell as bad as that voodoo you just smashed. Go on, get outta here. Get some lunch that’s not out of a trash pile.”
 

 
  She pouted at his rebuke, but seemed to decide it was more than worth the doubloon. Pausing only to blow him a kiss, she skittered past them down the alley, actually skipping with no heed for her bare feet and the refuse-strewn floor.
 

 
  “That was pointless, you know,” Bradshaw commented as she disappeared around the next corner. “There’s a reason you don’t give money to those people. She’ll most likely just buy cheap booze and shrooms.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Shook replied with a soft sigh, jamming both hands in his pockets. “Maybe I’m the asshole here, after all. Old teacher of mine used to say givin’ handouts to people like that is almost as bad as stealing from ’em; makes you feel better about yourself and doesn’t change their situation any. Oh, well, whaddayagonnado.”
 

 
  “Sounds almost like Vernisite doctrine,” Bradshaw said, smiling wryly. “Charity being cruelty in disguise, and all that. Don’t let Embras hear you talking that way, he’s got a real bug up his butt about them.”
 

 
  “About bankers? Can’t rightly blame a man for that. Well, anyway, I guess your plan’s bungled now; too late to leave this site intact and convince ’em we missed it. Now what?”
 

 
  “According to your map, we still have thirty sites to visit; we can still lay out the pattern I described, and one anomalous spot shouldn’t make too much difference. It really
  
   was
  
  an anomaly, too; that was an unpredictable intervention if I ever saw one. Let me just lay wards again and then we’ll move on.”
 

 
  He handed the map back to Shook, who accepted it silently.
 

 
  A moment later, though, he turned from his perusal of the alley back to Bradshaw, frowning. The warlock was staring fixedly at a blank patch of wall, not moving to begin casting his wards.
 

 
  “Something wrong?” Shook asked.
 

 
  “There’s…a faint residue,” Bradshaw said slowly. “Maybe nothing important, but it’s definitely divine. Somebody used powerful divine magic here at some point not long ago. I wouldn’t think anything of it in most cases, just some nearby priest casting a blessing, but it’s
  
   odd
  
  to find in proximity to
  
   that
  
  pile of horror.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Shook looked over at the wreckage of the necromantic portal altar, then back down the alley. “You don’t suppose she…”
 

 
  “I really don’t. That was just some garden-variety human with no magic to speak of, or I wouldn’t have let her go. Had we the luxury of time I’d have wanted to hold and question her just for the sake of thoroughness, but we’re working on a solid strategy already, and there’s no telling how close the Tide is to activating these. We don’t even know what they’re waiting for. I don’t think we can spare a few hours to fish for what’s probably nothing. Let’s just…”
 

 
  He broke off, whirling, as a tiny streak of fire zipped into the cul de sac from the alley along the ground. Shook whipped out his wand by reflex, but didn’t shoot even as the little glowing thing came to a stop, revealing itself to be a luminous read mouse-like creature almost the size of a small cat. It sat up on its haunches, emitting a series of shrill squeaks, and pointed one tiny paw accusingly at Shook. Then, just as quickly as it had come, turned and bolted back out.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck,”
  
  Shook wondered aloud, staring after it in mystification.
 

 
  “Trouble,” Bradshaw said tersely. “That was an
  
   extremely
  
  sophisticated elemental. Creatures like that don’t just wander around cities, they’re familiars of skilled witches. We need to—”
 

 
  “Well, well, well. I
  
   thought
  
  I recognized that voice.”
 

 
  Shook went rigid, bringing his wand up again just in time for three figures to round the corner. He ignored the two on the sides, even the reedy fellow with the red elemental rat now sitting on his shoulder; the teenage girl on the other side was even more uninteresting. His attention was fully occupied by the one in the middle. The one he knew very well, who was now regarding him with her trademark predatory smirk.
 

 
  “So glad to see you, Thumper,” Grip said. “All
  
   kinds
  
  of people are interested in having a word with you.”
 

 
  He allowed himself a small sigh. “Aw, shit.”
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  “Really, that’s your concern?” Captain Antevid asked in a tone just a hair too polite to be openly sardonic. “The world being rocked by what can only be called an apocalypse, and
  
   you’re
  
  most worried about whether the Empire will use it against you?”
 

 
  “Thou speakest in haste, as is ever the wont of thy kin,” Shiraki intoned solemnly in his archaic Tanglish. “In the passing of our ages, we have observed many upsets such as this. They harkened not the end of our world, and nor will the current travail. And yet, however dire the portents and deep the suffering, ever do the thrones of mankind scheme toward their own advantage. Wherefore, then, should we blindly offer trust amid this tumult?”
 

 
  By and large, the strike team were doing an excellent job of keeping pace with the three elves as they navigated through the Jendi forest. It showed an uncommon degree of agility for humans, but perhaps not unexpected of the Empire’s finest. Now, the captain proved he was adroit enough to cast meaningful looks at each member of his team and then another on Sheyann, all while traipsing through waist-high brush and without slowing his pace.
 

 
  “Is he
  
   really
  
  going to do that all day?” Antevid inquired.
 

 
  “You must forgive Elder Shiraki, Captain,” Sheyann replied with a wry expression. “He makes it a point of pride to be out of touch.”
 

 
  Shiraki, of course, had absolutely no difficulty navigating the forest at a brisk walking speed, which he now demonstrated by bowing while in motion, as if he had just been paid a compliment.
 

 
  “Every hospital is filled to capacity,” Antevid said abruptly, eyes ahead now. “Religious, private, government…all of them. And there’s just not much they can
  
   do
  
  for persistent nightmares and vision comas. Temples are being swamped and police forces barely keeping a lid on the agitated public. There were riots in Shaathvar overnight, and apparently it came very close to that point in Veilgrad and Leineth. ImCom is inundated with pleas for help from every corner of the Empire. And that’s just what we were briefed on before being deployed this morning before dawn. This is a
  
   crisis.
  
  The Emperor has decreed that we’re to go to war footing. Every unit of the Army is activated and are being spread across every inhabited region of Tiraan territory. By this time tomorrow there will be at least some military presence in any town in the Empire with a population of more than a hundred souls.”
 

 
  The team’s cleric cleared her throat. “Lance, should you really be briefing the elves…?”
 

 
  “I’m going to assume that anything they could read in today’s papers isn’t classified, Rosa,” he replied. “If I’m wrong, I guess I’ll owe Lord Vex an apology.”
 

 
  “And what can soldiers do against dreams?” Sheyann asked quietly.
 

 
  “As little as your tone implies, Elder,” Antevid replied in a nearly identical tone. “But their presence will reassure people that they are being protected, and that the government has not abandoned them. Also, soldiers with battlestaves will be more than capable of repelling incursions by wild wolves. Even if they come in impossible numbers out of the elemental planes in random locations, which ImCom is treating as a serious possibility.”
 

 
  “Highly unlikely,” Sheyann murmured.
 

 
  “Impossible?”
 

 
  “Unlikely,” she repeated. “I only wish I could say what is not possible on this day.”
 

 
  “War footing is about logistics and infrastructure as much as military deployment,” Tellwyrn mused, pensively tapping her lips with a fingertip. “It means suspending civilian access to the Rails and telescroll network, and clearing non-Imperial traffic from the highways. That’ll slow the spread of rumor and refugees, which will help preserve stability. It also activates the House guard of every House that has one and places them under the command of the Throne; in addition to having the extra troops, any nobles inclined to stir up trouble will be deprived of one of their biggest stirring spoons. And while the Throne can’t command the cults directly, under the Third Covenant they will all be mobilized as well, coordinating under the Universal Church to assist the public according to their specific talents. With the soldiers heading out, a lot of peacekeeping duties will be taken over by the Silver Legions…” She glanced sidelong at the strike team, who continued to walk alongside the elves with a few feet of space between the two groups. “War footing would usually mean military forces being concentrated along borders and frontiers.”
 

 
  “If you’re worried about your school being occupied, relax,” Captain Antevid replied, winking at her. “The Golden Sea frontier hasn’t been a military concern since Sarsamon’s day. Last Rock will get the same token Army presence as every other tiny town, and there’s no reason any Imperial personnel would set foot on University grounds. Anyway, as I said, troops are being dispersed as evenly as possible across the Empire. Which is basically the worst possible deployment in military terms, but the
  
   threat
  
  is evenly dispersed, everywhere, and so that’s where the response has to go.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn nodded, apparently mollified. “Politically speaking, this is serious business indeed, Sheyann. The Emperor didn’t even go to war footing during the hellgate crisis. It’s a good move, but only in the very short term. The longer this goes on, the more pressure it’s going to put on every sector of the economy and on the public’s patience, not to mention that the very term
  
   war footing
  
  will make people think the Empire is under attack, even if that’s not explicitly the case. Sharidan is gambling with very high stakes that he can identify and end this threat quickly. It’s a bold strategy. Pretty risky, though.”
 

 
  “The next time I see his Majesty I will relay your concerns, Professor,” Antevid said solemnly. “I’m sure he’s kicking himself for not consulting you. My point is, Elders, this is a hazard of unprecedented scale. The idea of seizing control of…whatever’s going on, while it may alarm
  
   you,
  
  is not even a factor in the Empire’s response. If I were handed a golden opportunity to take control of a conveniently pocket-sized fae weapon, gift-wrapped and served on a silver platter and garnished with a handy instruction manual, then yeah, sure, I’d take the opportunity. That falls under my general mandate as a servant of the Silver Throne. But I consider that possibility too remote to be arsed about. My
  
   orders
  
  are to find out what is happening and shut it down with extreme prejudice. Secondary objectives are to gather enough intelligence to prevent this from happening again, and keep other interested parties from interfering, to the extent that those goals can be pursued without compromising the core mission. So I assure you, the Empire is not regarding this as an
  
   opportunity.”
  
 

 
  “Do the elves need to know the full details of our mission?” Lieutenant Mahmenaad asked in a strained voice.
 

 
  “Rosa is very concerned about operational security,” Antevid confided, winking again. “It’s a laudable trait in a soldier. But, again, so long as I’m in command I will exercise judgment concerning what we’ll do about whom. If three elves want to help put a stop to all this and
  
   not
  
  take control of it themselves, I will gladly accept their help. You can’t do much better than grove Elders when it comes to handling fairy nonsense.”
 

 
  “Have you had to deal with many other concerned parties here?” Sheyann asked.
 

 
  “Most of the personnel now combing this stretch of N’Jendo are Imperial,” he replied. “The Azure Corps is out here in force, as well as multiple strike teams. We’ve not met anyone else personally, but evidently other teams have removed personnel from Syralon and Rodvenheim to Tiraas for a remedial lesson in the sovereignty of national borders. We were just the few lucky enough to run across your charming selves.” He gave them a sunny smile.
 

 
  “Lance Antevid,” Tellwyrn said thoughtfully. “Of House Antevid, in Vrandis?”
 

 
  “Indeed! My great-aunt attended your school.”
 

 
  “Telora, yes, I remember. What an insufferable pest of a girl. I quite liked her.”
 

 
  “We shall reach the lodge anon,” Shiraki noted. “I have seen no sign of Huntsmen on the watch ’round their home—another troubling portent.”
 

 
  “This will have upset them more than most,” the team’s witch noted. Though clean-shaven in contrast with Shaathist sensibilities, he was a blond man of clearly Stalweiss origin, complete with a heavy mountain accent that only came from deep in the remotest reaches of the Stalrange.
 

 
  “Well, our new friends have brought us the first solid lead all day,” said Antevid. “As soon as we find out what there is to be found at the lodge, we’ll need to report in. You three stay with the elves while I ‘port to field command and back.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  will shadow-jump to deliver the report,” Lieutenant Agasti replied impassively.
 

 
  “Maehe sometimes forgets she’s not in command of this team,” Antevid commented, giving Tellwyrn a conspiratorial smile.
 

 
  “Lance sometimes forgets he’s not a storybook wizard with three sidekicks,” the warlock retorted in a sharper tone. Unusually for a Tiraan soldier, she was a Tidestrider woman, complete with braids and facial tattoos. “This is a fae threat; my magic is all but useless here. I will handle rapid transport while you conserve mana for whatever more aggressive measures are needed,
  
   as
  
  protocol dictates.”
 

 
  “You know she’s right,” Lieutenant Mahmenaad added. “If you wanna be a hero, Lance, at least be sensible.”
 

 
  “Verily, ’tis a passing strange turn,” Shiraki observed, “that amongst the Emperor’s retainers, ’tis the warlocks who speak sense. Hark, now, we approach.”
 

 
  “Yes, better hark if we’re close,” Antevid added solemnly. “Rolf, what’re we walking into?”
 

 
  “The lodge is at the top of this rise, just over the ridge,” his witch reported. “There are people present. Agitated people, some with fae gifts… I’m sorry, Captain, that’s the best I can do right here and now. This whole forest is practically swimming with agitated spirits. I’m only able to do
  
   that
  
  much because the Elders are exerting a calming presence.” He half-turned while walking to nod deeply to the elves.
 

 
  Sheyann nodded back. “Listening to the whispers of the spirits, I feel the fear and anger of the Huntsmen and their families even from here. They appear fully focused inward, not even keeping their customary watch. And…I believe there is an elf among them, a shaman. This, it would seem, is the place.”
 

 
  “Form up,” Antevid said quietly, his expression completely serious now. The strike team smoothly shifted to a square formation with himself and Mahmenaad in the front, positioned to meet any fae threat with divine and arcane magic. Shiraki gave them a sidelong look, but kept his face expressionless.
 

 
  The forest was mostly flat, coming quite abruptly to the foot of the rise upon which the lodge was hidden. The paired groups emerged from the treeline several yards from an obvious trail leading up to the top, and without speaking strode over to that before ascending. There was still no visible sign of anyone’s presence, though by that point the distant conversations atop the ridge were audible to the elves, at least.
 

 
  Only upon reaching the top were they met. Cresting the rise, they found the lodge itself, a classic Shaathist longhouse of modest size, positioned against a higher hill at the rear with a long yard stretching out before. The whole flat top of the ridge was surrounded by a low lip of earth and several pines, helping to obscure its presence from sight below. People were clustered around the fire pit before the longhouse, one of whom was just striding toward them as they arrived.
 

 
  He was a Huntsman, clearly, a man with graying hair and rather sunken eyes, likely due to the sleepless night he and everyone else here would have just spent.
 

 
  “I apologize,” he said curtly, “but the lodge is not open to visitors this day.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s about to be,” Captain Antevid replied with a pleasant smile. “We need to have a word with you about the recent events I’m sure you’re aware of.”
 

 
  The Huntsman scowled more deeply. “I don’t wish to be rude—”
 

 
  “Let me spare you the trouble,” Antevid interrupted. “We, if you can’t tell from the uniforms, are from the Imperial Strike Corps. That means I have the legal authority to go wherever my mission requires on Imperial territory, the physical capacity to flatten this entire lodge, and the legal authority to also do that. Whatever you people just did has had repercussions all across the Empire, and I do not have
  
   time
  
  for Shaathist standoffishness right now.”
 

 
  “The Captain, though pushy, isn’t without a point,” Tellwyrn added. “Fortunately, my friends here are extremely well-versed in fae magic and can probably help. Since we all know,” she amended with a significant look at Antevid,
  
   “you
  
  lot didn’t have the magical wherewithal to do this.”
 

 
  “Do we?” Antevid demanded. “Do we
  
   really
  
  know that?”
 

 
  “Lodgemaster,” the Huntsman said, turning to another man who approached them. “Imperial soldiers. And elves, who say they want to help.”
 

 
  “Oh, really,” the new arrival stated sourly. “I am Djinti, and I lead here. I’ll ask your forgiveness for the state of my lodge’s hospitality, but we have had about as much
  
   help
  
  from elves as we can survive today.”
 

 
  “So you’re in charge here, then?” Antevid inquired. “Right. What do you know about what’s happened here?”
 

 
  “Oh, let them help!” piped up a new voice.
  
   “Please,
  
  I should think you know very well that we need any and all help we can get.”
 

 
  “And
  
   this
  
  is what I meant,” Djinti said with a heavy scowl, turning his head to glare at the man who approached him from the lodge. This one was an elf, with upright ears and black hair. “Huntsmen are always inclined to greet Naiya’s children with respect, but that was before I learned of
  
   your
  
  role in this gigantic mess, Rainwood. And now, more of them? Are these at least
  
   better
  
  elves?”
 

 
  “Well, I dunno from
  
   better,
  
  but these know their way around a disaster,” Rainwood said bluntly. “All three fought in the Third Hellwar and
  
   that
  
  one’s Tellwyrn, if that helps you any.”
 

 
  “Indeed.” The look Djinti turned back on them was thoughtful, and more respectful.
 

 
  “Rainwood,” Shiraki said with heavy disapproval. “I confess, thy presence and involvement in this disappoints me. Wandering vagrant though thou art, I had for thine intellect more respect than
  
   this,
  
  ere this day.”
 

 
  “And I see Elder Shiraki is still doing
  
   that,”
  
  Rainwood said disparagingly. “Look, Djinti, it’s not my general habit to roll out the welcome mat for Imperial troops and I
  
   definitely
  
  don’t care for the airs grove Elders like to put on, but I wasn’t kidding.
  
   Any
  
  competent help here will be important. Please let them in.”
 

 
  “Rainwood,” Tellwyrn interjected, “what in the hell did you
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “Well,” he hedged, “it
  
   is
  
  a bit of a story. If you’d—”
 

 
  “He tried to replicate a Shadow Hunter ritual,” Djinti said, “for communion with wolves. Except he didn’t know how it was done and used fae spirits to stand in for the alchemy
  
   they
  
  use. He did this to a mixed party of younglings from
  
   my
  
  lodge and more from the local Shadow Hunters, as well as a group of apostates led by Brother Ingvar from Tiraas.”
 

 
  “There’s a bit more backstory that explains—”
 

 
  Once again, Djinti pressed on over Rainwood’s attempted explanations. “You would know better than I exactly how ill-advised that was, but even Rainwood acknowledges that he failed to account for the effect of the existing disturbance among the spirits on his ritual. And further,” he added, shooting Rainwood a hostile look, “for the effect of casting this upon a group which included the dryad Aspen. I did not even know that dryads have a latent transformative ability, but he appears to have triggered that, as well as her deep connection to her mother’s magic. As a result, an entire group of people
  
   and
  
  a pack of wolves have been transformed into some sort of spirit beasts, which are now heading right toward Ninkabi, and apparently calling out as they go to
  
   everyone
  
  who has the slightest sensitivity to fae magic, everywhere.”
 

 
  There was a momentary silence in which everyone stared at Rainwood. He chewed sullenly on the inside of his cheek, saying nothing.
 

 
  “Aspen,” Sheyann said at last. “Why did it have to be Aspen? We
  
   just
  
  un-transformed her. It is so very like you to wreck someone else’s hard work, Rainwood.”
 

 
  “He’s one of Kuriwa’s get,” Tellwyrn mused. “She’ll be seven shades of pissy if we kill him.”
 

 
  “Oh, everything’s murder with you,” Sheyann retorted. “This is not one of those situations that will be neatly solved by striking down the person responsible, Arachne.”
 

 
  “I think,” Antevid stated, still staring at Rainwood, “we had better listen to the
  
   long
  
  version before we do anything else. And then make with the doing as soon as we have a plan of action. The Elder is right,
  
   you
  
  can be dealt with after your mess is cleaned up.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Djinti said, scowling. “Excellent. More
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  One face of the sprawling castle-like structure which served as the city hall and governor’s residence in Veilgrad faced the city’s largest square. Not the side on which it had its entrances; along the wall here was a permanent dais intended for public addresses.
 

 
  Currently, the square was filled by an alarmingly restless crowd, and the no less than a dozen staff-carrying Imperial soldiers barring access to the dais were themselves beginning to look quite tense. Lars Grusser currently stood at the podium, his voice projected by an arcane charm as he alternated pleas for calm with attempted explanations of what had been happening. Given that his explanations thus far had consisted mostly of admissions of ignorance and platitudes to the effect of the Empire having everything under control, he did not appear to be having much of an effect on the clearly riled populace. Behind him stood several other city and provincial leaders, who as the address went on had begun to display increasing nervousness themselves by clustering closer together under the crowd’s angry stares.
 

 
  One tower at the corner of the city hall held an excellent vantage over both the dais and the square, and further had its windows covered by elaborate wrought ironwork which left just enough of a gap that those in the space behind could clearly see out, while being completely obscured from view from below.
 

 
  “This looks bad,” Jonathan murmured, staring down. “I realize that’s probably unnecessary to point out, but I’ve seen a few riots; I don’t know if you two have. If not, you may not appreciate exactly how
  
   bad
  
  this could get. That guy means well but he clearly has no idea how to handle a riled-up crowd.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’ve seen more than a
  
   few
  
  ,”
  
  
  Kheshiri cooed. “Ranging in scale from bar brawls to full-sized revolutions. You’re right, this has all the hallmarks of a situation which is not under anyone’s control. That Grusser fellow will be lucky if the worst thing that happens is that the Empire replaces him with somebody who can actually placate the rabble.”
 

 
  “Who’s that dwarf on the dais?” he asked.
 

 
  “She heads the company from the Dwarnskolds that was brought in to restore the catacombs,” Natchua said. “I met her the other day.”
 

 
  Jonathan leaned back from the window, shooting Kheshiri a sidelong look. “I may regret asking, but I don’t suppose your particular gifts could help calm this down…”
 

 
  “Sorry, handsome, but
  
   de-
  
  escalation isn’t part of the succubus toolbox. Now, if you want this turned
  
   into
  
  a riot, gimme two minutes and a kiss for luck.” She shrugged, grinning. “I can give a pretty good speech, but I’d need both a way to get to the dais and an excuse for being there, both of which are tricky.”
 

 
  “Jonathan, we don’t ask Kheshiri to
  
   help,”
  
  Natchua said pointedly. “Her talents are properly used skulking around backstage collecting information. Speaking of which, why exactly did Malivette want you to show us this?”
 

 
  “It wasn’t so much that she
  
   wanted
  
  you to see it, per se, as she gave me permission to show you,” the succubus said sweetly.
 

 
  Natchua grunted. “So she wanted you out from underfoot. How much of that was due to the situation itself and how much to you needling at her?”
 

 
  “See, that’s why I adore you, mistress,” Kheshiri simpered. “You’re nowhere near as daft as you like to act. It’s a classic grift, but a respectable one.”
 

 
  “Kheshiri,” the drow warned.
 

 
  “I didn’t have a specific end in mind,” Kheshiri said, immediately growing serious. “But it’s always my base assumption that you’ll want to know what’s happening so you can make your own plans. You don’t strike me as the kind of person to sit back and let things just happen to you. Whatever’s happening, it is clearly going to have wide-ranging repercussions that have only just started to be felt. If nothing else, we’re based just outside this city, and the last time there were riots in Veilgrad a mob went right after Manor Leduc.”
 

 
  “Great,” Jonathan muttered.
 

 
  “What
  
   do
  
  you know about what’s happening?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  “Very little,” Kheshiri shrugged again, “but I insist that’s no reflection on me; I know as much as
  
   anyone
  
  does, which is still almost nothing. Unseen wolves howling all night, and constant nightmares about wolves for everyone sensitive to dream magic. This isn’t just here, either, it’s happening at least all over the Empire, and the leading assumption last I heard was that the event is worldwide. The government is scrambling to figure out what’s going on and deal with it, as is everyone else who fancies themselves a player, but they’ve barely had time to start, and nobody has any answers. At least, no answers that are going to calm down that crowd. Apparently Shaathvar’s already had to be fully occupied by Imperial troops to restore order. It may come to that here.”
 

 
  “Veilgrad is
  
   not
  
  a good place for this, Natch,” Jonathan said, turning to her. “It’s always been known for mysteries and wild magic, which is the only reason this isn’t already worse, but that chaos crisis a year ago left a mark on the city and the minds of everyone here. These people are entirely out of patience with magical crap.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Natchua stared down at the increasingly angry crowd, absently rubbing her thumb across her fingertips. “Why, Kheshiri, did you want me to see this?”
 

 
  “Why, mistress, as I told you—” There was a sharp
  
   snap
  
  as if a very small firecracker had gone off in the room and the succubus broke off with a yelp, seizing the tip of her tail.
 

 
  “I’m not in the mood,” Natchua stated.
 

 
  “Nobody appreciates my flair for
  
   subtext,”
  
  Kheshiri complained. “All right, fine, this is all part and parcel of what you asked me to do with Malivette. She wants to control you; you don’t want her to. It would be inconvenient to leave Veilgrad and disastrous to try to challenge her directly, and having me trip her up is at best a holding action. The best course of action to thwart her, mistress, is to seize the initiative. She wants you to work as some kind of fixer and problem-solver for Veilgrad? Perfect, start solving problems before she asks you to. The more known, liked, and
  
   respected
  
  you are around here, the less ability Malivette has to keep a leash on you.”
 

 
  “I hardly want to challenge Malivette for control of the province,” Natchua said scathingly.
 

 
  “Well, that’s the age-old dilemma, mistress,” said the succubus. “Power is freedom. Hermits and recluses aren’t truly free, they’ve only chosen the nature of their prison. Being free from the influence of others
  
   means
  
  having influence of your own.”
 

 
  “She’s talking plain sense, Natchua,” Jonathan warned. “That means she’s trying to manipulate you.”
 

 
  “Yes, I know,” Natchua murmured, squeezing his hand. “Put that idea right out of your head, Kheshiri. I want a peaceful coexistence with Malivette, not a feud.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Kheshiri said with another shrug. “Just think about what conditions will have to be met before she lets you
  
   have
  
  one.”
 

 
  “I think your original idea is best, love,” Jonathan murmured, placing a hand against Natchua’s lower back and leaning in toward her ear. “We’re better off staying out of sight, in the background.”
 

 
  “I agree,” she said with a soft sigh, momentarily leaning against him, “but it may be too late for that, after the production I made of the
  
   last
  
  favor Malivette asked of me. And if there’s one thing I’m good at doing, it’s coping with the consequences of my mistakes.”
 

 
  “I believe that,” he said frankly.
 

 
  She grinned at him. “You have to lean into the fall, Jonathan. Freezing up or trying to abruptly change course will only make it worse. I’m already the local warlock who loudly cuts through complicated problems… And this situation right here is clearly not under anyone’s control. If something isn’t done
  
   very
  
  quickly it’s going to get ugly beyond belief. We definitely can’t afford for Veilgrad to be entirely upended.”
 

 
  “Natch,” he said delicately, rubbing her back in a soothing motion, “you know I respect your ability, but I think it’s worth considering how applicable your particular skills—”
 

 
  Suddenly he was caressing shadows, and then nothing. From below there came a general outcry from across the square as Natchua materialized abruptly on the dais.
 

 
  Jonathan heaved a sigh.
  
   “And
  
  there she goes.”
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  Having been expecting it, Natchua ignored the outbursts from the crowd which resulted from her abrupt arrival. She also was careful not to react overtly to the soldiers at the edges of the platform who spun to level weapons at her, though she did of course mentally prepare a proper defense against lightning bolts. It was such universal knowledge that infernal magic had no defensive application that the several she knew, advanced though they were, she was able to have prepared without need to mask the effect. Nearby priests or other warlocks
  
   might
  
  have been able to tell she was doing something, but not what. Besides, such spells were fiendishly complex even without the extra effort of concealing them; just that much concentration distracted her momentarily, long enough for Grusser to step away from the podium and take her by the arm.
 

 
  “Natchua, what are you
  
   doing?”
  
  he demanded in a low tone, angling his face away from the voice projection charm on the podium.
 

 
  “Preventing this from becoming a bigger mess than it already is,” she replied, equally quiet. “At least, hopefully.”
 

 
  “I do not need—”
 

 
  “Mr. Grusser, you’re one more minute of waffling from a riot and you know it.”
 

 
  “And
  
   you
  
  are trained in public speaking?”
 

 
  Not thoroughly, but yes. She didn’t bother getting into that, though. “We don’t have time for this. Seconds are precious and this is about to explode. Let me
  
   help.”
  
 

 
  He pressed his lips together into a disapproving line, clearly unhappy with her attempted appropriation of his job and about to put up an argument. Natchua chanced a sidelong glance at the crowd, not that it was needed as her ears already told her the shock of her appearance was wearing off and rapidly turning into more anger. She simply did not have time to reason Grusser down the way he’d futilely been trying to do with an incipient mob.
 

 
  Unfortunately, while Natchua had countless ways of removing obstreperous people from her path, employing any of them here would magnify her problems exponentially, starting with kicking off the very riot she was trying to prevent.
 

 
  For just a moment, she thought this particular action might have been a little
  
   too
  
  hasty.
 

 
  “If you don’t know me,” a new voice boomed across the square, “I’m Agatha Svanwen, founder and president of Svanwen Unlimited. My company came here from Stavulheim to oversee the renovation of the catacombs, and train local laborers in our specialty of underground masonry. At a guess, I’d say there are a fair handful of folk in this crowd who have a job because of me, and when I’m gone, will have a skilled trade they can put to work anywhere in the Empire.”
 

 
  Grusser turned back toward the podium and Natchua subtly leaned around him to see.
 

 
  The thing had not been designed with dwarves in mind; Svanwen had had to climb precariously onto the fortunately sturdy structure, bracing her feet on a conveniently placed shelf near its base and gripping both its sides for balance. It left her head just barely above the top, with the protruding projection charm closer to her eye level than her mouth. Still, she seemed to make do, with not a hint of strain from holding herself up entering her voice.
 

 
  “A lot of you likely heard about the recent problem we had with drow; let me just assure everyone that
  
   she
  
  wasn’t part of it. This is Natchua, a friend of Duchess Dufresne’s from Last Rock. And in fact, she’s the one who chased off the Narisians so my company could get back to work. So if anyone here is drawing a paycheck with my name printed on it, you can thank her that you’re still getting yours.”
 

 
  Natchua could actually see the moment Lars Grusser decided to swim with the current instead of against it. While the crowd murmured at that pronouncement, he turned to face them, raised his hands, and clapped them together repeatedly. The response was hesitant at first and never spread far, but there were apparently a good few Svanwen employees in the square. Applause and a few cheers rang out. It wasn’t much, but it helped to shift the mood, at least a little.
 

 
  “And more immediately,” the dwarf continued, turning her head slightly to give Natchua a sidelong look, “when there’s weirdness afoot, Natchua is someone I think we should listen to.”
 

 
  With that, she hopped down and stepped to the side in clear invitation. Natchua hesitated only to glance at Grusser; his eyes expressed a silent warning, but then he took a step backward, clearing her path to the podium.
 

 
  Almost immediately, she found herself gripping its sides nearly as hard as Svanwen had. This was a
  
   lot
  
  of expectant faces. For a moment, Natchua found herself envying the relative bluntness of human senses; to Grusser and Svanwen this crowd would have been largely a blur past a certain distance. She could clearly discern every puzzled and irate frown clear to the other side of the square, and it was an entirely new kind of pressure.
 

 
  The murmuring rose again, and she realized she had been standing there in silence for several seconds. She realized, then, that she didn’t actually have any specific thing to say.
 

 
  But she had to say
  
   something.
  
  Well, hell, winging it hadn’t actually gotten her killed yet.
 

 
  “Well, you heard them,” Natchua stated. Fortunately the charm picked up her voice and carried it across the square, but in it she heard its faltering quality. From the diaphram, as she’d learned in that one class on oratory. She tightened her midsection and when she continued, her voice was a lot firmer than she felt. “I’m afraid I haven’t much to add. What I know, you now know: the howling of wolves, dreams and portents coming to those sensitive to the fae. It’s happening all over the Empire, possibly all over the world. No one knows why, or what it means.”
 

 
  The murmuring swelled again, taking on an angry note. She could pick out every individual muttered complaint. This, so far, was not going much better than Grusser’s attempt.
 

 
  A frown settled over Natchua’s features and she heard her magically enhanced voice say, in a biting tone, “I must say, I find myself disappointed.”
 

 
  Quiet fell. Not absolute quiet, but those who still muttered now did so mostly in confusion. Natchua pressed on, still not sure herself exactly where she was going with this but feeling she had slipped into a groove somehow.
 

 
  “I’m hearing a lot of anger here,” she stated. “And to that I say:
  
   good.
  
  Whatever is going on, getting mad about it is better than buckling to fear. You had better make damn sure your anger is direction to the right place, though, and that’s at who or whatever is attacking everyone’s dreams. And since we don’t yet know who that is, you need to control yourselves.”
 

 
  She had to push on over a surge of more irate voices, but did not falter; between her projecting and the vocal charm, there was little chance of anyone drowning out her voice. “Where
  
   I
  
  come from, in an event like this the Queen and matriarchs would loudly demand blind trust from everyone and send guards out to clobber anyone who wasn’t fast enough to offer it. That would be the practice in
  
   most
  
  countries in this world; I guarantee it is what’s happening right now in some parts of this Empire. Not, however, in Veilgrad.
  
   Here,
  
  you have a mayor who has led this city well, and is willing to stand before you and take the greatest risk there is in politics: admitting he does not know something.” She half-turned to shoot Grusser a long look. “A lot of politicians would have told Lars Grusser it was not
  
   wise
  
  to do this. I, however, will tell you why he did.”
 

 
  Natchua turned her head back forward, and swept her stare around the assembled crowd. Somewhat to her surprise, they were even quieter now, most faces intent upon her. Apparently those public speaking techniques actually did work. It might have been wise to verify that outside a classroom and before inserting herself into
  
   this
  
  situation, but oh well.
 

 
  “Because this is Veilgrad, and you have
  
   earned
  
  that respect.”
 

 
  Another surge of murmuring rose, this one softer—and for the first time since she had arrived to watch the proceedings here, approving.
 

 
  “If there is
  
   one
  
  place in the world where people can
  
   handle
  
  this kind of thing, it is here,” she declared, to louder noises of approbation. Repetition, her professor had said, building to a climax; Natchua rapidly cast about for examples prior to the big one on everyone’s mind. “This is the Empire’s acknowledged capital of spooky nonsense; you all
  
   live
  
  with fear and mystery, and despite that constant pressure, Veilgrad still stands. This is the place where the civilizations of Stalwar, Calderaas and Tiraas clashed for centuries, and finally found a union. That is the kind of history that destroys cities, but Veilgrad still stands!” This time, she got a smattering of cheers. “This is the city where people listen to the howls of werewolves in the mountains at every full moon, and the next day get up and go back about their business. Where not a month goes by without some new word of a disappearance or monster or unexplained event in the forests just outside, and yet here you all are still! Despite the best efforts of
  
   every
  
  specter and spook on this half of the continent, Veilgrad stands!” More cheering; her own voice was rising in pitch and volume, and it was not fully a facade anymore. Once she got going, this was
  
   gratifying.
  
  “No matter what lurks in the forests, or in the catacombs, Veilgrad
  
   stands!
  
  And when it all came to a head, when this city was tested like no other before—when the dead rose, when demons filled the skies, when monsters breached the walls and chaos itself intruded on this reality, you were pushed to the very breaking point. The forces of darkness threw everything at you, more than enough to break the spines of a lesser breed of people. They hit Veilgrad with every foul trick they had,
  
   certain
  
  it would finish you off for good.
  
   And yet?!”
  
 

 
  
   “VEILGRAD STANDS!”
  
  
   
   
  
  a thousand voices roared back at her, hundreds of fists brandished in the air.
 

 
  For just an instant Natchua was almost overcome by the sheer power of it all; it was heady, like a drug, like nothing else she had ever experienced. That passed immediately, though, because she was, after all, a warlock. And looking out at the mighty surge of energy animating this beast made of hundreds upon hundreds of souls, she recognized how very much like demonology this was. She held the leash of a monster that she did
  
   not
  
  control. She had only persuaded it, for now, not to turn on her. One wrong move, and it still might.
 

 
  “In the days to come,” she said, loudly and firmly but with deliberately less emotion, “we’ll all know more. The Tiraan Empire is devoting every resource it has to this crisis,” or so she presumed, anyway, “and has the finest mages in existence.” Debatable, between Syralon and the high elves, but this was no time for careful attention to facts. “They
  
   will
  
  find answers. That’s what governments and leaders are for: to take care of issues that everyone else can’t while still going on about their lives. And that’s exactly the duty that falls to the rest of us now. Each and every one of you is the leading expert in one thing: going about your business. Now, while leaders, soldiers, and mages deal with whatever power is at work in the world, the call goes out for each of us to perform that ordinary task while under the most extraordinary pressure. Because life
  
   must
  
  continue, or all our struggles are meaningless. All of our lives have the worth we give them, and that’s never more clear than when danger looms over us. Around the Empire, all around the
  
   world,
  
  people are summoning the necessary courage to keep their heads down and carry on, while not knowing what’s happening. But not here. In Veilgrad, you’ve faced worse than this, and come out the stronger for it. No matter who else falls, Veilgrad stands!”
 

 
  “VEILGRAD STANDS!”
  
  
  they shouted back. Still enthused, but less exuberant now, just as planned. Following Rafe’s instruction, she had taken hold of their emotions and was now carefully, a bit at a time, leading them back toward calm.
 

 
  “Each of you must know someone who has been affected, even if you have not. If you don’t, you’ll be able to find someone. For now,
  
   this
  
  is what we all have to do: take care of each other. Everyone has a role to play in keeping the city running, and as you have time and energy left, watch for chances to help your fellow citizens. Reach out to other people in case they need a helping hand, and
  
   never
  
  be too proud to ask for one yourself. The temples and churches will be able to direct you to where you can do the most good. Because right now, this is the crisis, and that is the task: find where you can help.”
 

 
  Natchua paused, looking again across the crowd. They were quieter, calmer. Her job here was almost done; with every necessary point made, it was time to wrap this up. And not a moment too soon, as she was beginning to feel a weak tingling sensation in her limbs, as if from exhaustion. Or more likely, adrenaline fading away.
 

 
  “None of us knows what will happen in the future, but no one
  
   ever
  
  knows that. And we don’t need to. What we know is how to keep living. And here, in this city, we’ll keep living no matter
  
   what
  
  throws itself at us. I don’t need to tell you why.” She held her hands out in a silent invitation.
 

 
  “VEILGRAD STANDS!” hundreds chorused.
 

 
  “Veilgrad stands,” Natchua agreed. “Because every one of you stands, and no one stands alone. So long as you remember that, it always will.”
 

 
  Nerves and fatigue had suddenly started to wear on her after the unaccustomed effort of putting on such a face for so many people; she just didn’t have much left to give. Fortunately no more was needed, as this crowd knew a stopping point when they heard one. Natchua probably couldn’t have kept going over the cheers that now broke out, anyway, and so didn’t try to.
 

 
  She considered, for a bare moment, trying to surreptitiously mend fences with Grusser, but thought better of it. She needed a strategic retreat, and her performance her called for a dramatic exit.
 

 
  Shadows gathered, and a moment later she was back in the tower.
 

 
  Natchua blew out a breath in one gust, her cheeks puffing with the effort, and Jonathan laughed at her even as he wrapped her in his arms. She melted gratefully into his sturdy chest, closing her eyes and just letting him hold her up.
 

 
  This was
  
   nice.
  
  Last night had been an experience she was still trying to parse, but this? This was really just incredibly nice. Natchua hadn’t realized how much she’d craved such simple comforts. She still was not at all sure she deserved them.
 

 
  “You just never
  
   cease
  
  to surprise,” Jonathan chuckled, resting his chin on her head and stroking her hair. “I had no idea you were good at public speaking. Honestly, it doesn’t seem like the kind of thing you’d be into.”
 

 
  “Had a semester of it,” she mumbled. “Oratory is an elective at Last Rock, taught by Professor Rafe.”
 

 
  “Rafe,” he murmured. “Wait, isn’t that the one who…”
 

 
  “Yep, that’s him.”
 

 
  “You didn’t let me finish.”
 

 
  “Unless the rest of that sentence was ‘is known for his good taste and restraint,’ the answer is always Rafe.”
 

 
  He laughed again, and subtly twisted his body back and forth, rocking her. Natchua permitted herself a sigh, snuggling closer. Gods, this was just so nice… It just needed Hesthri to be perfect.
 

 
  Outside, the chants of “Veilgrad stands!” had sprung up again. No doubt Grusser, politician that he was, had seized the chance to step in front of that and put his face on it. Well, she was inclined to let him, so long as the man didn’t get himself pelted with produce like he’d been about to.
 

 
  “Well, I can’t say you didn’t pull it off,” Jonathan stated after a pause. “I’ll admit I was
  
   worried,
  
  when you vanished. No offense.”
 

 
  “None taken, Jonathan, I’ve met me. It was a hasty thing to do, but I wouldn’t have tried it if I
  
   hadn’t
  
  had at least a little coaching in the art. Grusser was doing everything all wrong, trying to reason calmly with a crowd like that. Rafe said something in class that’s always stuck with me: if you ask a crowd of people to be brave, or calm, or intelligent, or anything with an ounce of virtue, they’ll probably lynch you. But if you convince them they already
  
   are
  
  those things, they’ll love you for it, and then if you give them an opportunity to
  
   prove
  
  it, they probably will.”
 

 
  “Cynical,” he murmured.
 

 
  Natchua nodded wearily, rubbing her cheek against his shirt. “Well, you know me. Cynical reasoning is more likely to appeal to me than idealism. Based on how that went down, it seems he was right.”
 

 
  “Do you really believe that?” Jonathan asked softly, stilling his rocking of her. “That people can’t be reasoned with?”
 

 
  “They absolutely can’t. A
  
   person
  
  can be reasoned with. I
  
   have
  
  to believe that, whether or not it’s true, or the sheer despair would drive me bonkers.” He chuckled, and she couldn’t help smiling in response.
  
   “People,
  
  though? The way Professor Rafe explained it… People are social animals. Get them in groups and they’ll always look to each other to see what they should be doing instead of thinking it over themselves. So you have to treat a crowd like an excitable child, because a crowd always ends up reflecting the outbursts of the most emotional person in it. It doesn’t mean people are stupid, or unreasonable, it’s just a reflection of
  
   how
  
  they think. How we all think. We can’t really help what we are.”
 

 
  “Hm. I have to say, that makes a troubling amount of sense,” he mused. “Explains a lot of stuff I’ve seen, too.”
 

 
  Natchua stiffened suddenly, pulling back to look around the small tower room. “Wait. Where the hell is Kheshiri?”
 

 
  “She went back to Malivette,” he assured her, “muttering something about damage control. I’m none too sure about letting that creature run around loose, but I was even
  
   less
  
  sure of my ability to contain her.”
 

 
  “No, that’s…yeah, you made the right call, there. I can always count on you to do that, Jonathan.”
 

 
  He gazed seriously down at her, gently brushing a lock of white hair back out of her face with one big, callused hand. “On the subject of things that’ll have to be dealt with, Natch… You just shadow-jumped, twice, in public. In the most public kind of public you could possibly have arranged. Unregistered warlocks in the Tiraan Empire tend to attract
  
   attention
  
  from the government.”
 

 
  “The government’s pretty busy right now,” she pointed out with a little smile.
 

 
  He gave her a look.
 

 
  “It’s okay, Jonathan,” she reassured him. “I think. I’d planned to make a point of how I was working for Malivette, but as it happened, Ms. Svanwen went and did it for me, bless her. Nobles can get away with a
  
   lot,
  
  including having pet warlocks in their employ. Believe me, I read up on that; it’s part of why I decided to attach myself to Sherwin. If anybody comes ’round asking questions I can point to the backing of
  
   both
  
  local Houses.”
 

 
  “Malivette isn’t likely to appreciate that,” he pointed out.
 

 
  Natchua smiled darkly. “Malivette should maybe have thought more carefully before she decided to try fitting a leash on me.”
 

 
  He sighed. “So you ended up vying with her for political power, after all. Exactly like Kheshiri wanted you too.”
 

 
  “I know, Jon, I know. The fact is…she wasn’t wrong. That may well be the best way to keep from ending up as Vette’s lackey. At least, I couldn’t think of a better one. And hey, it also worked to prevent that crowd from turning into a riot.”
 

 
  “Grusser does seem to be doing a better job of leading them now,” Jonathan agreed, glancing to the iron-barred windows. The chanting was trailing off, but the ambient sounds of the crowd weren’t angry anymore, and that was still an improvement over how it had started. “I just worry. Succubi… I’m still not sanguine about Melaxyna, and Kheshiri makes my skin crawl.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said frankly. “Embrace that, it’s your intuition being extremely right. We can’t cease to
  
   think,
  
  though. Just because Kheshiri suggests something doesn’t automatically make it wrong; that’s it’s own trap, and a quick way for us to drive ourselves nuts, besides.”
 

 
  He pulled her back in for another hug, and she willingly let him, resting her head on his shoulder and letting her eyes close once more.
 

 
  “What’s our next move, then?” Jonathan asked.
 

 
  “This fae business is way outside my wheelhouse,” Natchua muttered. “Still. It would be utterly daft to just ignore it and hope it goes away. First I’ll see if Xyraadi has any ideas; the khelminash know secrets even I don’t. Failing that, I have other avenues of investigation. I don’t like turning to Qadira; djinn are as tricky as Vanislaads. Just checking on how willing she is to talk can provide hints as to how serious the matter is, though. At some point soon, I’d also like to jump back to Ninkabi to talk to Mr. Agasti. Even if he has no hard data—which is possible, he’s pretty connected in that city—he’s a smart fellow.”
 

 
  “Mmkay,” he said. “And…generally?”
 

 
  “This is a nice excuse to deal with something that
  
   probably
  
  doesn’t concern us directly,” Natchua admitted. “Good chance to…settle in. Let the hobs work on the house, let Mel work on Sherwin. Let us…”
 

 
  His breath was warm on her ear; she trembled in spite of herself when he bent to lightly kiss its pointed tip. “Yes?”
 

 
  Natchua grinned into his shoulder, wrapping both arms around him to squeeze as hard as she was able. “Let’s go home. We really shouldn’t leave Hes out of the loop.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The narrow slats between the blinds which covered the windows of the town hall’s uppermost room served much the same function as the decorative ironwork in the tower’s windows. Someone standing there could see everything in the square below while being functionally invisible to anyone looking up at the house.
 

 
  Nonetheless, Malivette stood well back from the blinds, and the sunlight peeking through them. That small amount of sunlight wouldn’t have been any worse than a discomfort for her, but it would be a discomfort with no purpose. She didn’t need to see out to know what was happening. Every word of Natchua’s speech had been perfectly audible to her, as was the crowd, still chanting their new slogan.
 

 
  Kheshiri slithered up behind her, wrapping first her arms and then her wings around the vampire’s gaunt form and resting her warm chin on Malivette’s bony shoulder.
 

 
  “You see what I mean, though,” the succubus cooed in her ear. “Right, m’lady? She has…such
  
   potential.”
  
 

 
  Malivette stood rigid as a gargoyle, not about to indulge the demon’s flirtatious insinuations. Her crimson eyes narrowed to slits as she gazed pensively at the window.
 

 
  “Hmmmm.”
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  Once his back was to the temple, Sweet stopped putting so much focus on controlling his expression, allowing a pensive frown to settle on his features. He bounded down the stairs three at a time, perhaps not terribly respectful conduct for visiting a religious sanctuary, but Izarites were hard to offend and his thoughts were already elsewhere.
 

 
  “Any luck?” Fauna asked as he reached the street level.
 

 
  “You know, I’m increasingly unsure,” he mused. “Still nobody who’d
  
   acknowledge
  
  having seen Bran, but this is the third place in a row where I’m starting to get…a mood.”
 

 
  “Uh oh,” Flora said, widening her eyes. “He’s getting a
  
   mood.
  
  Where’s Price with a brandy when we need her?”
 

 
  Sweet playfully swatted the back of her head. “Not
  
   my
  
  mood, wiseass, from the priests. It’s a pretty subtle thing, just a tension and wariness when I ask after Branwen. I wasn’t convinced I wasn’t imagining it until this place; that dude up there was definitely annoyed by me asking.”
 

 
  “Huh. Now
  
   that’s
  
  weird,” Fauna said, also frowning as the three of them set off down the sidewalk, both elves flanking their trainer.
 

 
  “I didn’t know it was
  
   possible
  
  to annoy Izarites,” Flora agreed. “We’ve…um, absolutely never tried.”
 

 
  “Yeah, your not trying has been brought to my attention,” he said dryly. “But the thing is, you’re right, they’re a pretty unflappable lot. And hypothetically, if they
  
   were
  
  hiding Branwen for some reason, they would
  
   definitely
  
  not reveal it by betraying emotion when asked. So what’s this about, then?”
 

 
  “Mmm,” Fauna hummed thoughtfully.
 

 
  “Wasn’t a rhetorical question,” Sweet clarified. “Let’s hear some theories. Consider it a training exercise.”
 

 
  The two leaned subtly forward to exchange a glance across him, in one of those brief, silent conversations they were always having. Sweet just waited, keeping to an average walking pace.
 

 
  “They might react that way,” Flora said slowly, “if someone
  
   else
  
  had recently been here sniffing around after Snowe.”
 

 
  “Especially,” Fauna added, “if it was somebody who might make them nervous.”
 

 
  “Someone like Thumper,” Flora continued, nodding to herself. “Izarites are hard to rattle, but for empaths, being around that guy has to be like getting slapped in the face with a live fish.”
 

 
  “Nice imagery,” Sweet said with a grin. “Of course, all this is pure speculation, but that was the same thought I had. Glad to hear I’m not the only one following that logic. So, now the question becomes whether this should alter our approach, and if so, how?”
 

 
  “Well, before you decide on anything, we gathered some new intel for you while you were in there,” said Fauna.
 

 
  “You two were
  
   supposed
  
  to be staying within sight,” he reminded them.
 

 
  “Yes, but there are these wondrous new things called
  
   newspapers,”
  
  Flora replied sweetly while Fauna handed him one. “I know this must be mind-blowing for someone of your generation, but people actually go out and collect the news! And then they write it down!”
 

 
  “Y’know what, I’m not even mad. You go ahead and milk this shtick for every drop you can.” Sweet held up the paper and rapidly skimmed the front page article as they walked. “You two’re going to spend a
  
   lot
  
  longer than I will having people point out how very old you are. Well,
  
   this
  
  is a hell of a mess. You thinking what I’m thinking?”
 

 
  They both nodded, their expressions rapidly sobering.
 

 
  “A bunch of murdered police doesn’t
  
   have
  
  to be any specific person, by itself…”
 

 
  “But when we already know the Jackal’s in town, that’s pretty damn suggestive.”
 

 
  “Plus, the gross things done to some of the bodies.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   exactly
  
  that twisted fuck’s sense of humor.”
 

 
  “Something like this is obviously going to enrage the local cops and trigger a city-wide crackdown,” Sweet murmured, lowering the paper and staring ahead in thought. “That’s
  
   too
  
  obvious for someone like him not to see it coming. So is it something he’s willing to risk for another purpose, or
  
   is
  
  it the purpose by itself? Hm. In theory, he answers to Justinian, who I absolutely know is ruthless enough to do such a thing as this, but he’s ruthless with an agenda. I cannot fathom what the hell this accomplishes except making everything he might want to do in Ninkabi a lot more difficult.”
 

 
  “Makes shady shit difficult for anybody,” Fauna offered.
 

 
  Flora nodded. “Maybe
  
   that
  
  was the point? If what Thumper talked about in that scroll was true, it could be beneficial to have an increased police presence.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but you don’t increase the police presence by reducing the number of police,” said Sweet. “Almost thirty officers so far, if this reporter is right. In a city the size of Ninkabi the local force can maybe absorb that, but…probably not any more.
  
   Plus
  
  there’s not much in the way of reinforcements available, even if the mayor wants to request them. With the Empire moving to war footing in response to this wolf nonsense, Ninkabi’s getting a detachment like every other city, but after that there are
  
   no
  
  other soldiers to send. They’ll all be deployed.”
 

 
  “Thumper was vague,” Fauna mused, “probably cos he doesn’t understand the subject well, but this sounds like more magic bullshit. Could it be related to the wolf dream thing?”
 

 
  “Worth considering,” Sweet agreed, “but we’re still just speculating. We need some hard info to go with these wild theories. Hmm… Well! You know how I hate to cogitate on an empty stomach. I’m gonna keep heading toward the next temple on the list; think I’ll cut through the alleys across this block…”
 

 
  “You wanna cut through alleys while there’s a serial killer on a rampage,” Flora said flatly.
 

 
  “It’s broad daylight and I’m not a cop, and also don’t interrupt. See if you can find a vendor slinging local cuisine, something we don’t see often at home. Tiraas doesn’t import much Jendi food. Catch up when you’ve found us something to nosh while we walk.”
 

 
  “Really?” Flora protested.
  
   “Really?
  
  You’re sending us on a
  
   snack run?”
  
 

 
  “That is correct,” he said piously. “As is no less than your duty to your spiritual guide and guardian.”
 

 
  “We should dose him with laxatives,” Fauna suggested.
 

 
  “Nah, he needs to work today. Tempest peppers will suffice.”
 

 
  “I’m still hungry,” Sweet said in an annoying singsong cadence.
 

 
  Both elves groaned and rolled their eyes melodramatically, but turned and slouched back up the sidewalk the way they had come, complaining the whole time. Sweet kept to his course, grinning and tucking the folded paper under his arm.
 

 
  It was impossible not to feel a swell of pride in the girls. When he’d switched to code words they had played along seamlessly, without reacting or breaking character for an instant. Really, he reflected, they might be coming to a point where he just didn’t have much more to teach them. Sponsored apprentices always studied longer than those who rose through the Guild’s general pool, gaining the benefit both of a particular trainer’s in-depth tutelage and access to their existing connections to get the student started on a career. Of course, he’d always have the benefit of greater experience, but there came a point when the baby birds had to leave the nest. Keeping them under his wing longer than they needed to be could be detrimental to them in the long run. It had been nearly three years, which was about typical for a sponsored Guild apprenticeship. And the girls unquestionably knew their stuff. They were at a point where he was quite comfortable treating them as partners on a job, not just pupils.
 

 
  But when it came to his two apprentices in particular, there were concerns beyond their command of Eserite philosophy and technique. Obviously, he couldn’t keep a pair of headhunters on short leashes forever. He had extra concerns about setting them loose, though. Sweet more than trusted his girls by now. He’d never fully stop worrying about them, though…
 

 
  Sweet gently pushed that chain of thought aside to be pondered on at a less urgent moment, redirecting his attention to the city as he strolled through it.
 

 
  He didn’t have his finger on the pulse of Ninkabi as he did in Tiraas, of course, but some things were universal. The tension in the city was evident in the way people walked and spoke to each other—faster and furtively, respectively. Between the police murders and the night spent listening to howling wolves and trying to rouse people taken by the dreams, this place was steadily rising beyond a simmer. It wasn’t boiling over just yet, but there was only so much tension a city could take.
 

 
  That
  
   had
  
  to have been the point of the Jackal’s rampage, but…why? Eserite doctrine made it absolutely clear that you did not fuck with cops; the Jackal was no Eserite, but he was also no fool, and that particular creed was fully rooted in pragmatism. Even when the problem being addressed was a corrupt police force, the Guild dealt with that by cutting into the crooked politicians and other rich figures behind them. Directly attacking police was an open invitation to urban war. He
  
   had
  
  to know this. What did it gain him, or Justinian?
 

 
  He picked the clearest-looking alley, a fairly wide one which appeared to cut through the entire block to the main street on the other side, and strolled in without slacking his pace. In fact, he lengthened his stride slightly, as if eager to get through it and out quickly. Of course, a darker, dimmer, and more private space would have suited his purpose better, but for the same reason he couldn’t give the impression that’s what he was up to.
 

 
  Perhaps nothing would come of it, anyway. It
  
   was
  
  a long shot, banking on the idea that his poking around among the Izarites had already been noticed, but given that the most likely person to have been doing the same recently was Thumper, it wasn’t improbable that that route was being watched. Still, codewords aside, it had been simple truth he’d pointed out to Flora: it was broad daylight and
  
   he
  
  wasn’t the preferred target of whoever was preying on police in this city.
 

 
  Still, he didn’t manage to be truly surprised when, far enough into the long alleyway that the streets in both directions were comfortably out of sight, a sphere of golden light sprang into existence around him, ringing like a bell as it repelled a brutal strike.
 

 
  
   “Cheating,”
  
  the Jackal complained loudly, already skittering backward and switching his grip on his knife to a defensive posture.
 

 
  “Smarter than you,” Sweet corrected, turning and giving the elf his most shit-eating grin. The divine shield faded from around him in a perfect invitation—particularly admirable, as it wasn’t under his control. They really
  
   were
  
  ready. “That was a good try, though! Seven out of ten—points for form, even if you flubbed the landing.”
 

 
  “I just keep wondering,” the Jackal cooed, grinning right back, “going over and over it in my mind. Why the
  
   hell
  
  has nobody killed you yet? It really is a cosmic oversight.”
 

 
  “Didn’t we
  
   just
  
  go over this?” Sweet replied, rolling up the newspaper to wag it at him reprovingly. “Smarter than you. And also than most people, though I guess that doesn’t necessarily follow. Hey, remember that time in Tiraas when I walked right into a trap you’d set and
  
   still
  
  ended up kicking your ass?”
 

 
  “Oh, please,” the elf scoffed, “as if I’d be that easily baited—”
 

 
  He shot forward mid-sentence with no warning, at a speed which suggested his natural elven gifts had been augmented further in preparation for this. Had he been contending with simple human reflexes it might have worked; Sweet couldn’t have sworn he’d have been able to get another shield up in time to avoid a knife to the throat. As it was, though, the Jackal was adroitly kicking off the golden sphere that had snapped back into place by the time he’d realized what was happening.
 

 
  And then it was pretty much none of his business as two more forms in dark clothing tore into the assassin. Sweet stood placidly behind his bubble—since he couldn’t actually take it down, the thing having been put there by one of the girls—and watched the three elves scrap in the narrow alley.
 

 
  It really was something to see, not least because his eyes could scarcely follow it. Three slim blonde figures ricocheted about the alley like billiard balls, bouncing wildly off the walls and each other with impossible agility, slashing with knives and the odd beam of light from Flora’s wand. The pair had subdued the Jackal on their last encounter, assassin though he was, and that was before they’d had two more years of Eserite training.
 

 
  In seconds the assassin saw which was the wind was blowing and retreated straight up, kicking back and forth off the closely-spaced walls without trouble. In fact, Sweet could have done that; what made it impressive was that with Flora and Fauna still trying to bring him down, all three of them made an erratic path up, down, and sideways, before the moving scuffle finally managed to climb over the lip of one of the facing buildings, four stories up.
 

 
  Sweet was impressed in spite of himself that the Jackal had managed it, with two trained elven street fighters nipping at his heels. Nothing wrong with that; it was generally a better idea to respect an enemy’s skills than to underestimate them.
 

 
  Then they were gone, and he was left standing there, effectively imprisoned by the shield.
 

 
  He’d just had time to make an annoyed face when it flickered out. Sweet sighed, shook his head, and turned to continue on his way. A large part of him wanted to reach for the comforting glow of divine light, just in case the Jackal gave his apprentices the slip and doubled back, but it wasn’t as if he’d be able to put up a shield fast enough should it come to that. Sometimes, you just had to trust your crew. And besides, Eserion didn’t encourage his priests to rely overmuch on magic. What was the point of having wits if you made excuses not to use them?
 

 
  Nonetheless, and though he kept his physical aspect relaxed and focused, he remained actively worried for the next twenty minutes as he made his way back into a public street and toward the next temple on the list. Not just for himself, either. Flora and Fauna were good, and they’d bested the Jackal before… But he
  
   was
  
  the Jackal.
 

 
  Sweet was actually a little proud of himself for managing not to react with open relief when the pair of them emerged silently from a narrow alleyway he passed to fall back into step flanking him.
 

 
  “Let’s see,” he said, putting on a thoughtful expression and pointing to each of them in turn. “One, two…”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Fauna groused. “We lost him,
  
   obviously.”
  
 

 
  “We
  
   could’ve
  
  got him, or at least finished him off,” Flora added, scowling, “but not without making a
  
   big
  
  damn mess.”
 

 
  Sweet nodded. It went without saying that in truth, the Jackal was not a match for the pair of them, or even probably just one, not if they went all out. Whatever enchanting and alchemy he’d used to augment his stealth, speed, and whatever else, a headhunter would tear him apart like a dog catching a squirrel. If, of course, they used the power available to them.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Flora and Fauna were hamstrung by the need to conceal what they were. They were fully capable of chasing down incubi, but as they’d discovered after a close call last year, they could be evaded by the simple expediency of their target getting lost in a crowd, which was a trick someone might use to escape pursuit even if they didn’t know their pursuers couldn’t afford to show powers in view of the public. That incident had nearly been a disaster; they’d caught the demon’s trail again by sheer luck, and thereafter only summoned Vanislaads for their hunts far out into the wilderness, where the risk of exposure was minimal.
 

 
  “You made the right call, then,” he said. “All right, I’m calling this. Change of plans; let’s meet up with the others. Even if we haven’t managed to locate Branwen, we’ve got info they’ll need.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Notoli’s was one of those establishments which catered to a concept more than a crowd: discretion. Its maze-like main floor was laid out in a series of deeply secluded booths and private rooms, tables serviced by waiters who wore tiny bells on their uniform caps so there was no chance of them accidentally sneaking up on any patron’s conversation. It was the preferred meeting place in Ninkabi of not only visiting Eserites, but numerous other parties who did not want their business known.
 

 
  Quite coincidentally, the food was very good.
 

 
  Having cut off their own pursuit a bit early, Sweet and the elves were the first to arrive, and secured a quiet corner booth in one of the larger public rooms; he didn’t think absolute discretion would be necessary given their business, and given the presence of such as Grip and, if the other party proved more successful, Thumper, it might be better to have other diners within view to discourage any unfortunate outbursts. Not that he was really expecting it to come to that. His own quarry should’ve been easier to find, and Grip, for all her strengths, was not a tracker.
 

 
  In his heart of hearts, though he of course kept it to himself, Sweet was therefore a little bit peeved when, after a shorter wait than he’d expected, a waiter escorted no less than five people to his booth.
 

 
  “Well,
  
   well,”
  
  he said as soon as the diffident serving man had departed. “This is
  
   quite
  
  a haul, Grip.”
 

 
  “It all went
  
   much
  
  better than expected!” Schwartz said brightly, sliding into the booth without hesitation. “I won’t lie, I was dubious about our prospects, lacking any direct link to Mr. Shook to use for tracking purposes, but the spirit guides came through! Meesie was quite helpful, of course.” His fire-rat familiar sat upright on his shoulder, squeaking proudly. “I hypothesize that the general disruption in ambient fae magic due to recent events may have worked in our favor instead—”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, best witch,” Grip interrupted, not without a small smile. “I’ll buy you a cookie. Now hush up.”
 

 
  “Thumper,” Sweet added blandly, “you’re looking well, all things considered.”
 

 
  Shook grunted and slid himself onto a seat, on the opposite side from Schwartz. Jenell had seated herself next to the witch; now Grip sat down on Thumper’s other side, boxing him in. Sweet was impressed in spite of himself. Both enforcers had to understand fully the logistics of their posture, but the usually prideful and cantankerous Shook had let himself be pinned in without protest or even hesitation. Flora, next to whom he was now sitting, eyed him sidelong but kept her peace.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what I told Grip,” Shook said flatly. “I know I’ve got some stuff to account for, but I’ll explain myself to the Boss.
  
   Not
  
  you two goons.”
 

 
  “I’ve already pointed out that’s not how it fucking works and he knows it,” Grip added in a bored tone.
 

 
  “Fine, then there’s no need to keep picking at that scab,” Sweet said soothingly, noting the way Thumper was tensing up. “I believe this time we can defer old business, while we deal with
  
   fascinating
  
  new business.”
 

 
  He looked pointedly at the last person to join them, still standing there at the head of the table wearing an ash-gray robe and a sour expression.
 

 
  Thumper cleared his throat. “Sweet, this here’s my very good buddy Bradshaw, on loan from the…” He glanced casually around the room. There were other diners, in other booths, but the place was designed with heavy fabric curtains and numerous potted plants to muffle acoustics. Still, he lowered his voice significantly before continuing. “…Black Wreath. Bradshaw, this is Bishop Darling and his apprentices.”
 

 
  “Delighted,” Bradshaw stated in a flat drawl that couldn’t be mistaken for anything but hostility.
 

 
  “Annnnd…” Sweet deliberately tore his gaze from the warlock to meet Shook’s eyes. “You
  
   trust
  
  this character?”
 

 
  Grip snorted loudly.
 

 
  “Trust ain’t the word,” Thumper said, shooting Bradshaw a neutral look. “I am… I’m gonna say about eighty-five percent confident he doesn’t plan to hex my ass, at least until our current mutual business is taken care of. And assuming
  
   that
  
  goes well, I’m inclined to give him an’ the rest of his buddies a fair head start before I tell any authorities where I last saw ’em. That’s about as warm and fuzzy as it gets around here.”
 

 
  “Oh be still, my trembling heart,” the warlock said, deadpan.
 

 
  “Well, all righty then,” Sweet said congenially. “While
  
   your
  
  credibility is running pretty thin these days, Thumper, I’m willing to extend a little faith. Gods know I’ve made worse deals with worse people, probably for lesser stakes. Please have a seat, Mr. Bradshaw, and let’s talk about what we all might have in common.”
 

 
  Bradshaw’s mouth thinned into a disgruntled line and he deliberately peered at each of them in turn.
 

 
  “Oh, sit
  
   down,”
  
  Grip exclaimed. “Omnu’s balls, it’s not like you can’t just shadow-jump away the second anything happens you don’t like the smell of. And nobody
  
   else
  
  here is stuffed to the gills with cancer magic. Don’t act like you’re the one making allowances.”
 

 
  “My goodness, are you
  
   always
  
  this charming?” Bradshaw snipped. “And all the way over here I thought you were putting on an act for my sake.”
 

 
  “Oh, she’s
  
   rarely
  
  this charming,” Shook said wryly.
 

 
  “Children,
  
   please,”
  
  Sweet said in exasperation. “Not at the dinner table!”
 

 
  Bradshaw shook his head, but finally deigned to perch at the very end of the booth seat next to Jenell, who gave him an extremely neutral look.
 

 
  “Great, all friends!” Sweet said magnanimously. “I’ll open with a question: Thumper, when’s the last time you saw the Jackal, and are you still working with him?”
 

 
  Shook grimaced bitterly. “Couple days ago, an’ fuck no. Our whole group’s been pared down to the bone. Somebody stole Kheshiri’s reliquary and
  
   she’s
  
  gone, and now
  
   that
  
  demented fuck has finally snapped. At least, that’s my theory, since I can’t conceive of a single goddamn productive goal he could have for the shit he’s been doing. Last
  
   I
  
  heard he’s taken to offing cops. I don’t have to tell
  
   you
  
  where that kind of horseshit leads. I think two years of acting like an actual fucking person half the time was too much pressure for all the crazy in his head.”
 

 
  “Well, how about that,” Sweet mused. “Funny story, we just had a brush—”
 

 
  On either side of him, Flora and Fauna abruptly tensed and started to rise from their seats. Their sudden movement made Bradshaw half-stand himself, turning to stare suspiciously and raising one hand as if prepared to cast.
 

 
  “Good, you’re all here.”
 

 
  A chair was slammed against their table, its back impacting the edge hard enough to make the silverware bounce. Basra Syrinx seated herself straddling it, fixing her eyes on Sweet’s and seeming to ignore everyone else present, though most of them had just drawn weapons on her.
 

 
  “Shut up and listen,” she ordered. “We don’t have much time.”
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  “Touch me and she dies.”
 

 
  Syrinx already had two wands aimed at her, to say nothing of the knives coming out; that sentence bought her a momentary pause.
 

 
  “You’re gonna sit there and threaten my apprentice
  
   right
  
  in front of me?” Grip asked in a dangerously serene tone. “Ballsy.”
 

 
  “Your…? Oh, Covrin’s here.” Syrinx barely glanced at Jenell in passing. “No, I was referring to Ninkabi. Forgive the dramatic phrasing, but you thugs clearly needed encouragement not to shut down your brains entirely. Now, here’s the situation.”
 

 
  “Really, holding the entire city hostage?” Sweet said with a derisive little smile. “Well that’s…an approach.”
 

 
  “Don’t pretend to be stupid, Antonio,” she snapped. “You know very well I am not behind the threats here, but without
  
   me
  
  you haven’t a prayer of thwarting them.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s bullshit,” said Thumper. “She’s got nothin’, not even her crew anymore.”
 

 
  “I cannot believe we’re still
  
   talking
  
  to this woman,” Schwartz exclaimed. “Jenell, do you want to do the honors or may I…?”
 

 
  “I’ve gotten my pound of flesh from her,” Jenell said stiffly, looking away from Basra. “Knock yourself out.”
 

 
  Syrinx slapped a hand down on the table, rattling the silverware again. “You’ve got
  
   nothing.
  
  You have neither the necessary forces to head off the coming attack, nor adequate knowledge of where it will come from. The fact that you’ve invited
  
   this
  
  into your ranks only proves how desperate you are.”
 

 
  Bradshaw met her sneer with a raised eyebrow. “Well, I have no personal horse in this race, but if the consensus of the group is that we table other business and char Basra Syrinx down to her skeleton, I’m for it.”
 

 
  “A person with a scrap of self-awareness would take note that others are more willing to ally with the Wreath than herself and reflect on that,” Grip drawled.
 

 
  Shook snorted a bitter laugh. “Damn, woman,
  
   nobody
  
  doesn’t hate you. Even
  
   I
  
  don’t have a hundred percent aggression rating, and that’s literally my job.”
 

 
  “Your inability to do your job is another topic, Shook,” Syrinx sneered. “Having to deal with me is the tax you lot will have to pay for
  
   this
  
  one and his cronies splitting my forces. I know that dragon is helping you track down the summoning sites; had he and you not run off on your own I could be sending troops to each one. But they did, so here we are. You can
  
   maybe
  
  keep tracking down those portal sites, but the cultists will just keep making more, and you quite simply do not have enough warm bodies to throw at them. Sooner than later they’ll have enough up and running to put their plan into motion while you’re still chasing your tails.”
 

 
  “Troops?” Sweet asked mildly.
 

 
  “Oh, come on, you
  
   know
  
  she has nothing of the kind!” Jenell spat. “This is nothing but a ploy to get us off her back so she can prolong her existence another day.”
 

 
  “She could have easily done
  
   that
  
  by not coming here,” Sweet pointed out. “It’s not as if anybody here has time to go hunting her down, we’re fully occupied with shit that
  
   matters.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Jenell slammed a fist on the table in an ironic echo of Basra and started to rise from her seat. “I cannot
  
   believe
  
  you’d even consider—”
 

 
  “Covrin!” Sweet did not raise his voice, but projected in a sharp tone that cut her off. “If somebody makes you mad enough to go on the attack without
  
   thinking,
  
  they’re beating you. Basra, you will either wipe that smirk off your face or Schwartz will burn it off.”
 

 
  Meesie puffed up like a spikefish, hissing, and Schwartz cracked his knuckles, staring at Basra. Jenell sank more slowly back into her seat, deliberately marshaling her expression. Syrinx smoothed her own as swiftly as if a switch had been flipped.
 

 
  “We’re gonna do this smart,” Sweet announced, again in a tone of calm.
  
   “If
  
  Basra has something critical to offer, we’ll get all the available info and decide logically what to do. If what she offers isn’t
  
   very
  
  good—and I mean, incredibly persuasively necessary—she doesn’t leave this room alive. Agreed?”
 

 
  A few grudging mutters of assent followed, though most of those at the table just watched Syrinx in silence. She herself curled her lip disdainfully, but nodded.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Sweet said with an unconvincing little smile. “Let’s hear your pitch, Bas. I assume you wouldn’t have risked coming here if you didn’t have something
  
   good.”
  
 

 
  “I have the one thing you need and do not have,” she replied. “Men who can follow orders. As a designated emissary of the Archpope, I can take direct command of the Holy Legionaries in the city, and have pull with the local police and Imperial Army presence.”
 

 
  “You seem to be forgetting that
  
   both
  
  of us didn’t get de-Bishoped,” he said with a pleasant smile. “I also have—”
 

 
  “This isn’t Tiraas, Antonio,” she interrupted. “Nobody here knows you—and by the looks of it, you came in your Eserite persona, looking to rummage around in the city’s underground. Sure, you can prove your identity and your status…eventually. Except you’re forgetting that the Tiraan Empire is currently in a state of war footing, which means civilians do not have access to the Rails or telescroll network as of this morning. You were probably among the
  
   last
  
  people to be able to travel freely to get here. And let’s say the local police recognize you: the Eserite Bishop. We all know how much police
  
   love
  
  Eserites.”
 

 
  She smirked again, while he regarded her impassively. Flanking him, Flora and Fauna narrowed their eyes to blue slits.
 

 
  “How’d you find us here so fast, Basra?” Sweet asked lightly.
 

 
  “That is not among the things you need to know.”
 

 
  He shifted his gaze. “Mr. Bradshaw, if I might inquire, how much manpower can your group lend to this effort?”
 

 
  “I trust you won’t be surprised if I decline to share exact numbers,” the warlock drawled. “But it won’t come as a surprise to anyone here that the Wreath is running low on competent and trusted personnel, since
  
   you
  
  in particular are the lion’s share of the reason for that, Darling. With shadow-jumping we can cover ground quickly, of course. But we have…let us say a bare
  
   handful
  
  of warlocks on the ground in Ninkabi, and it would be a very hard sell to get Embras to place them directly at the disposal of you
  
   or
  
  your pet dragon. We all remember well the last time we tried to protect a city from demon attack while
  
   you
  
  were involved.”
 

 
  “I suppose I’ll have to accept that,” Sweet said slowly. He studied Basra for a moment, then Schwartz, and finally met Grip’s eyes. She nodded minutely. “All right. As I see it, this is a matter of weighing risks against each other. We can take out Basra since she’s offered herself up on a plate, and embrace the risk that we just won’t have enough people to stop the enemy from opening multiple hellgates, much less find and shut
  
   them
  
  down in person. We can agree to work with her, for now, and take the risk of whatever bullshit she’s planning to pull harming us or the effort, because it’s not even in question that she’s scheming
  
   something.”
  
  Syrinx made a sardonic face at him, but didn’t interrupt. “There is also an inherent risk in cooperating with the Wreath, of course. Even when they act in good faith, they never do so without ulterior motives, as they proved in Veilgrad, and as our new friend Bradshaw pointed out they have good and specific reason to feel unfriendly toward yours truly, and by extension now, the rest of you.”
 

 
  Leaning forward with his elbows on the table, he interlaced his fingers and turned his gaze on Jenell. “In
  
   my
  
  judgment, these risks are similar in both likelihood and severity—too close to call, even if we knew all the nuances, and the fact that we clearly
  
   don’t
  
  is another factor. So in cases like this, where the simple practicalities don’t tell us what to do, we must look to our ethics. And with regard to that, while quite a few of us here have reasons to be annoyed at Basra Syrinx, you have by far the biggest claim. So it’s your call, Covrin.”
 

 
  Jenell blinked twice, then slowly raised her eyebrows. “I…what?”
 

 
  “If you don’t want the pressure you can pass it right back to me and no one will blame you,” he assured her. “This is not an obligation. But it
  
   is
  
  your prerogative. You know the situation, the balance of risks. It comes down to whether this is a monster we can work with, and you’re the one with the biggest right to make that call, if you want it.”
 

 
  She stared at him for a silent moment, then nodded once, turning her gaze back to Syrinx.
 

 
  Basra had gone completely rigid in her chair, despite her insouciant pose straddling its back, watching Jenell with a complete lack of expression.
 

 
  “So,” Jenell said quietly after a long pause, “that makes it twice now I’ve held your life in my hand, Basra. I’m officially ahead, now. Isn’t
  
   that
  
  a hell of a thing?”
 

 
  Basra’s left eyelid twitched and she drew in a breath to speak.
 

 
  “Open your mouth and lose an eye,” Schwartz stated flatly. “You don’t need depth perception to make yourself useful.” Meesie growled in agreement.
 

 
  Shook pointed at him, and then turned the gesture into a thumbs up. Grip shook with almost-silent laughter.
 

 
  “Well, apprentice,” she chuckled, “I
  
   officially
  
  approve of your boyfriend, here.”
 

 
  “Sweet, do you see
  
   any
  
  practical concern that tips the scales one way or another?” Jenell asked, turning back to him.
 

 
  He leaned back against the rear of the booth, pursing his lips for a moment in thought. “I suppose…it’s two gambles against one. With Basra, we risk…Basra. Without her, we’re betting that I can drum up some manpower from the police and military by hook or by crook—
  
   definitely
  
  without the Holy Legion, because I have no pull at all there—and also that the Wreath will come through. I feel like that’s making it sound simpler than it is, is the thing. This city is crawling with extraneous factors. The Jackal is still jacking around and all of this is contingent on Khadizroth behaving himself, which is a hell of a coin to flip.”
 

 
  The look Jenell gave Syrinx was purely contemptuous, and caused Basra’s eye to twitch again. “Then I say put her to work. The days when she was important enough to risk the safety of a city over are long past. None of this changes the reality of the sword hanging over Basra’s head. She may as well get to survive a little while longer, if it means she’ll be of some
  
   use
  
  for once.”
 

 
  Syrinx shifted her head to face Jenell directly, opening her mouth.
 

 
  Schwartz raised one hand from under the table and blew across it. A thin streamer of dust wafted forward, caught fire, and coalesced into a single needle of flame which then hovered in the air, pointed directly at Syrinx.
 

 
  She shut her mouth.
 

 
  “Well, there you have it!” Sweet said magnanimously. “Once again, Bas, you are the lesser evil, a position I know you find comfortable. How soon can you marshal these boots on the ground?”
 

 
  She rose smoothly, swinging one leg over the chair and retreated a strategic two steps from the table. “I have Holy Legionaries I can send out immediately. Getting movement from city and Imperial forces is going to take some politicking, as you well know. By the time
  
   you
  
  and your dragon have useful targets, I’ll have forces ready to move.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” he said, smiling. “And where shall I look for you?”
 

 
  “Oh, no, you don’t,” Syrinx retorted, her flat expression a contrast to his languid smile. “I can locate you cretins when I need you.
  
   I
  
  will decide when it is time to link up again. Just do your job with a minimum of your usual screwing around, and maybe we can prevent this city from being burned to the ground.”
 

 
  She turned and strode out of the room without another word.
 

 
  “Son of a bitch,” Thumper whispered.
 

 
  “Yeah, no kidding,” said Schwartz.
 

 
  “No, not…her in general,” the enforcer said impatiently. “I think… Sweet, this whole thing where our crew was gonna join up with Justinian to keep tabs on him was the Jackal’s idea, though Big K basically took over leading it by the time it all fell apart. It was the Jackal who suggested I get out from under Syrinx’s thumb right before disappearing himself. He’s been carving up the local police, making damn sure there’s a shortage of manpower to protect the city,
  
   right
  
  when she’s got Holy Legionaries just where we’ll need ’em. And didn’t you start to say you had a brush with him on the way in, just before that bitch
  
   somehow
  
  found us here? You seein’ what I’m seein’?”
 

 
  “Why, Thumper, I think you’re onto something,” Sweet said slowly. “And I was
  
   just
  
  wondering what the hell the Jackal could possibly be playing at. It seems he and Basra are Ninkabi’s newest power couple.”
 

 
  Schwartz let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “Soon as this is over,” Grip said in a resigned tone, “we’re gonna have to go on a
  
   serious
  
  murdering spree.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Thanks,” Merry said, accepting the steaming cup from Juniper. The dryad smiled and handed the other mug to Trissiny, who nodded in gratitude as she accepted it.
 

 
  “How’s she doing?” Juniper asked, carefully seating herself on the floor beside Merry. They had brought Principia into the building where they’d camped the night before and laid her on a bedroll, covered with a blanket and with a portable fairy lamp resting nearby. In the hours since she had collapsed, Mary had checked on her several times, as had McGraw and Shaeine, but for the most part the others had preferred to respect their privacy. Given the various people assembled here, there was no shortage of conversations to be had elsewhere. Only Merry and Trissiny had remained by Principia’s side steadily.
 

 
  “Asleep,” Merry said tersely, then offered a thin smile. “According to the Crow, that’s the best thing for her now.”
 

 
  Juniper nodded again. Sniff padded around behind her and gently inserted himself between his mistress and Merry, making a cooing noise deep in his throat. Juniper smiled and leaned her head against him.
 

 
  “I feel like I get what it must be like for you, Triss,” she said quietly. “At least a little. Not the same situation, but…I’m seeing parallels.”
 

 
  “What do you mean?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Family,” the dryad whispered. “The idea being new…and so much more complicated than I would’ve expected.”
 

 
  “Well, that
  
   definitely
  
  sounds like my experience of the last couple of years,” Trissiny replied with a wry chuckle.
 

 
  “I never thought I was an orphan like you,” Juniper said softly, staring over Princpia’s prone form into the fairy lamp. “I had my mother, and my sisters… It was painful, coming to understand that Naiya only ever thought of any of us as basically pets. That my sisters—just like me—were all immature, selfish monsters who’d never had a reason or a
  
   chance
  
  to actually grow up. Now, there’s pixies and kitsune and valkyries, and they’re all so strange and…in the case of valkyries, terrifying. But…good? It’s an amazing thing, to be
  
   loved
  
  by someone who actually understands what that means, just because they feel a kinship with you. Even if they’re a bossy know-it-all like Kaisa, or something like Yngrid who makes my blood run cold just looking at her. And that just reminds me what a cruel thing it was for Naiya to design us to have that reaction. It’s all so… It’s a mess. It’s sweet, and bitter, and generally confusing.”
 

 
  “Yep,” Trissiny said, nodding and staring into her tea. “That hits the nail on the head. I have different weirdos, is all, but that’s
  
   exactly
  
  the feeling.”
 

 
  “You guys are actually making me miss my parents,” Merry commented. “The worst thing they ever were was boring.”
 

 
  “They sound very nice,” Trissiny said solemnly. Juniper laughed, then Merry did, and finally Trissiny herself had to chuckle. Her expression sobered again, though, as her gaze fell once more on Principia’s face. “I hope you don’t have to sympathize with this, too, Juno. It’s kind of a heck of a thing, finding yourself worrying over someone before you’ve been able to figure out how you even feel about them.”
 

 
  Juniper heaved a sigh. “Sort of too late, there, too. Over the summer, we… I mean, me, Aspen, Fross, and Kaisa, we went back to the pixie grove.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked up at her. “Oh. To see… I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten what her name was.”
 

 
  “Jacaranda. It’s okay. We, uh…” She winced, then shook her head, causing Sniff to chirp softly in comfort. “Well, it was Kaisa’s idea. It seemed kind of harsh, but honesty harsh measures might be the only thing that
  
   could
  
  help. Even Kaisa wasn’t sure if it would.”
 

 
  “The Pixie Queen is fully transformed by trauma, right?” Trissiny asked. “What did Professor Ekoi
  
   do?”
  
 

 
  “We took her to a place where she could be… Kaisa wasn’t exactly clear. Tested, or treated, or possibly imprisoned? You know, she made it all sound very necessary at the time but in hindsight the more I think about it the less sure I am.”
 

 
  Trissiny straightened up suddenly, setting her tea aside. “Hang on. This summer we also—that is, me, Gabe, Toby, and my brother Herschel—had to visit the Tower of Salyrene.”
 

 
  Juniper’s eyes snapped back to her. “You did?”
 

 
  “The talking sword there said something about a kitsune dropping off a transformed dryad.”
 

 
  “He did?” Juniper herself perked up in excitement. “Did you see her?”
 

 
  “Sorry, June, when we were there the place was empty. It was just us and Athenos.”
 

 
  “Oh.” Juniper deflated just as abruptly, and Sniff rubbed his head against her shoulder. “I…hope that’s good. You didn’t see Petal or Bugsy, either?”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked twice. “…who?”
 

 
  “The pixie and the imp. They were in the tower when we got there.”
 

 
  “An
  
   imp?
  
  Uh…no, like I said, the place was dead empty. Gabe and I encountered some caplings in one of the testing rooms, and Toby and Schwartz said they had to fight a demon. That was it. Nobody who seemed intelligent enough to talk with us except the sword and then Salyrene.”
 

 
  Juniper chewed on her lower lip. “I hope that means it helped her and she got out. Though that raises the question of where she
  
   is.”
  
 

 
  “You guys have really interesting lives,” Merry commented.
 

 
  Trissiny and Juniper both stared at her, then burst out laughing in unison. After a moment, she had to smile along with them.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said at last, catching her breath, “I really hope Jacaranda’s okay, Juniper. If she went through the Tower and got out, I’m pretty sure she must be at least
  
   better.
  
  The way it was described to us, the whole point of that place was tests of intellect, character, magical skill…”
 

 
  “I sure hope so,” Juniper said with a sigh. “It’d be nice to know what happened to her, is all. I’m not sure how feasible it is to get a message to Kaisa all the way over in Sifan but I’ll ask Professor Tellwyrn about it as soon as we’re back home.”
 

 
  “That sounds like a good idea.”
 

 
  “And I hope Principia’s all right when she wakes up,” the dryad added.
 

 
  “Kuriwa seemed pretty sure she would be,” Trissiny said. “Sounded like she just needed some rest.”
 

 
  “This is jarring,” Merry whispered. “That’s the word. It’s just jarring. This is the least
  
   like
  
  her I’ve ever seen Locke.”
 

 
  Both of the others turned their heads to watch her in silence. She stared down at the sleeping elf, her brows drawn together pensively.
 

 
  “I’ve hated and loved and everything in between this crazy knife ear,” Merry continued at last. “And she’s just always in
  
   control.
  
  No matter what goddamn thing is trying to kill us on a given week, there she is, all smug and knowing and with a plan. You could look at her and just…just be able to calm down, because Locke was there, and she was working on it, and that was always enough because she always came up with something. The only thing I’ve never seen her pull off before is
  
   lose.
  
  Whatever happened, she had three schemes in place to meet it, and if something outmaneuvered her even so, she’d pull something else out of her butt and we’d
  
   still
  
  win, because she’s Principia fucking Locke and that’s what she does.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded slowly, also turning her eyes back to the elf.
 

 
  “Until today,” Merry added in a bare whisper. “Man…she
  
   really
  
  got twisted around and then smacked down this time, didn’t she? That was… I mean, watching that… I still haven’t sorted out how to feel. Is it weird to be a little bit relieved?”
 

 
  “No, I think I can understand that one,” Trissiny said with the ghost of a smile. “I’ve seen her vulnerable, too. I think it’s the only reason I’ve been able to give her a chance.”
 

 
  “It’s still a pretty good record,” Juniper offered. “Getting outmaneuvered by an actual
  
   trickster god
  
  isn’t anything to be ashamed of. Locke being someone who can scheme her way around anybody
  
   except
  
  Vesk… That’s plenty impressive.”
 

 
  “And hey, look at it this way,” Trissiny added with a heartier smile, “maybe it was all part of her cunning plan. Letting herself get outfoxed just so she could look all pitiful in front of us and gain sympathy.”
 

 
  Merry chuckled, a sound both derisive and rueful.
 

 
  “Yeah, sure, let’s go with that.”
 

 
  All of them abruptly leaned forward, setting down drinks, as Principia’s eyes opened. Her voice was hoarse and barely above a whisper, but she still managed a weak grin as she continued.
 

 
  “I like the sound of it. All according to plan. Omnu’s breath, my head hurts… So, what have I missed?”
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  “How much do you remember?”
 

 
  Principia paused while taking a slow sip of the tea she’d been handed, narrowing her eyes slightly as she considered Trissiny’s question.
 

 
  “I…
  
   think
  
  almost everything?” she finally offered after swallowing. “The whole sequence of events is pretty much intact in my mind, including me making a big levitating spectacle of myself and you reacquainting me with basic sense, Triss. That part has a hazy quality, though, not unlike the first and last time I tried peyote.” She grimaced as if pained and raised the teacup in both hands to partially obscure the lower part of her face. “If you held a wand to my head I couldn’t explain why I thought
  
   any
  
  of that was a good idea.”
 

 
  “A sudden glut of raw data has that effect on people,” Mary stated, outwardly calm. After checking Principia’s vitals she had retreated a few paces, so as not to compete with Trissiny and Merry, who were both hovering protectively closer to the younger elf. “Many of the most foolish actions I have ever witnessed resulted from the combination of abundant information and insufficient emotional maturity.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa, please,” Trissiny said with a soft sigh. “Locke, is there
  
   anything
  
  of the information you absorbed that you still have?”
 

 
  “Hm. Like what, specifically?”
 

 
  Trissiny scowled. “Can’t you for
  
   once
  
  just answer a question without being difficult?”
 

 
  “That isn’t really how brains work, Trissiny,” Mary interjected in a gentle tone. “She’s not a machine, even if she was uncomfortably similar to one while under the Mask’s effect. Information recall follows organic pathways; if there
  
   is
  
  anything still there, she did not acquire it through the normal means, and it will need connections to follow if it is to resurface. Ask specific questions, and we shall see if anything connects.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny murmured, frowning pensively now. “Sorry, Locke.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Kuriwa,” Principia said, giving her elder a careful sidelong look.
 

 
  “You are
  
   welcome,”
  
  Mary said in a tone layered with meaning. Principia heaved a sigh and buried her nose in her tea again.
 

 
  “While you were in that Archon fugue, you were saying vague things about plans,” Trissiny prompted. “More people you wanted to recruit and things about to happen that required urgent intervention. And you said both those categories applied to something happening in N’Jendo. Ring any bells?”
 

 
  Principia squinted again, staring into the distance through the steam of her tea. “N’Jendo… Yes. I remember
  
   saying
  
  that. But the data…damn, I’m coming up blank. Gods, this is a weird feeling. I
  
   do
  
  recall talking about that and I sure made it sound important, didn’t I? But the
  
   reason
  
  for it is just gone. I’m sorry, Trissiny, I don’t know.” She lowered her cup, turning her head to look seriously at Trissiny. “I think the information was probably accurate and not something we should just forget about. I don’t have the details anymore, though.”
 

 
  “N’Jendo’s a big place,” Merry murmured. “That’s not much to go on.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed softly. “I have a couple of friends in Ninkabi, but that’s it. Also, we’re on a class assignment for Tellwyrn. Which is not to say I’m firmly opposed to haring off on our own if the needs is sufficient; gods know we’ve done it before. But this time she’ll be
  
   really
  
  mad. That might have worse consequences for you than anyone, Prin.”
 

 
  “Oh, Arachne loves to bluster,” Principia said lightly. “She banks on people always taking it seriously because of all the shit she’s blown up over the years. But nah, her dirty little secret is she’s annoyingly reasonable under all the chest-thumping. If she didn’t vaporize me for breaking into your dorm and drugging your friends that one time, she’s probably not gonna.”
 

 
  “You,” Mary said very evenly, “Did. What.”
 

 
  Principia grinned at her, and fortunately, that was the moment Toby entered the room, carrying a steaming bowl.
 

 
  “Good to see you up and about, Lieutenant,” he said pleasantly, stepping right into the clearly tense atmosphere without hesitation and kneeling to offer Principia the bowl. She was sitting upright with the blanket still over her legs, but otherwise hadn’t moved from where she’d been laid after collapsing. “Juniper suggested I bring you a little something to recharge the ol’ crystals. Sorry, I know hot soup is traditional for recuperating, but we’re on a barren mountaintop with travel rations. Best I could do is porridge with dried fruit.”
 

 
  “Oh, bless you, young Master Caine,” Principia said, setting aside her mug to accept the bowl with a grateful nod. “You are too pure for this world.”
 

 
  “Nah, just too pure for the people he hangs around with,” Trissiny said, smiling up at Toby.
 

 
  He winked and backed away a few steps. “Sing out if there’s anything else you need.”
 

 
  “We will,” she promised, and he nodded, turned, and departed to the open plaza outside.
 

 
  “So…” Principia paused in blowing across her porridge. “I wasn’t hallucinating, right? I
  
   did
  
  stick Kuriwa in a cage?” Merry sighed, shook her head, and rolled her eyes.
 

 
  The Crow’s shoulders tensed up in a tiny gesture that was oddly reminiscent of a bird ruffling its feathers. “Yes, Principia, you did. I had set that aside while the more urgent matter of your well-being was attended to, but I see you are now feeling up to
  
   discussing
  
  it.”
 

 
  Principia grinned at her. “Worth it.”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Trissiny demanded.
 

 
  “I have deliberately left you at liberty, child,” Kuriwa said ominously, “because you have, I assumed purposefully, kept yourself at a level of activity that falls below the threshold of impacting the course of world events. And so, unlike most of the
  
   rest
  
  of our extended family, I reasoned that it would harm little to let you work out your various issues on your own. It appears, now, you intend to insert yourself into important matters with
  
   no
  
  more maturity than you had a century ago. So I suppose I no longer have the luxury of letting you run around unattended.”
 

 
  Principia’s grin sharpened until it looked painful.
  
   “Even more
  
  worth it.”
 

 
  “Enough!” Trissiny exclaimed. “For the love of—just stop it, both of you.”
 

 
  “Young woman,” Kuriwa began.
 

 
  “Don’t you ‘young woman’ me!” Trissiny barked, pointing imperiously at her. “Based on my conversations with
  
   every single one of them
  
  so far, Kuriwa, I may be your
  
   only
  
  descendant who actually likes you! Consider that before you decide to try shoving your beak up my nose. I know how you’re accustomed to relating you kin, so let me assure you up front that if you try to push me around I will not hesitate to bring Avei into it in person. Principia knows the error she made. We have established that she wasn’t in her right mind when she
  
   briefly inconvenienced
  
  you. You’re fine now, so
  
   drop it.
  
  I don’t think it’s unreasonable to hold you to the same standard of behavior you ham-fistedly demand of the rest of your family. And
  
   you!”
  
 

 
  Principia had opened her mouth to speak around a smug smile, but now visibly quailed as Trissiny turned on her.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is your problem?” Trissiny shouted. “I do not care how affronted your free-spirited sensibilities are by being lectured,
  
   why
  
  would you try to pick a fight with someone who can wring you like a dishcloth? Do you
  
   want
  
  her to smack you around like she does Zanzayed? We
  
   just
  
  established that you weren’t on her list of people who needed that treatment, and there you go, campaigning for it! Locke, if I hadn’t just seen you clowning around with that mask you made such a production about being too dangerous to touch, I’d have assumed you were smarter than that. And yet, here we are!”
 

 
  They both stared at her, blinking. Merry held herself rigidly still, hardly breathing.
 

 
  “Honestly,” Trissiny said, rubbing her face with both hands. “You’re a pair of immortals; I am
  
   twenty
  
  years old.
  
   Why am I the adult in this room?”
  
 

 
  “You,” Principia said at last, “are starting to sound eerily like my mother. It is…
  
   really
  
  disturbing.”
 

 
  “Eat your porridge,” Trissiny snapped. “I can tell you
  
   one
  
  difference between us: Lanaera told me most of your arguments were her fault, because she just wasn’t cut out for motherhood. All the problems in
  
   our
  
  relationship are
  
   your
  
  doing, Principia.”
 

 
  Principia hesitated with a spoonful of porridge almost to her mouth, staring at her. “…she said that?”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed deeply. “Corporal, if you wouldn’t mind…”
 

 
  “Oh, hey, I just remembered,” Merry muttered, standing upright, “I urgently needed to talk to, uh, one of those weirdos outside about…I dunno, I’ll think of something.”
 

 
  The room was quiet while she hustled out, and then for a few more seconds thereafter.
 

 
  “I hate to admit it,” Kuriwa said at last, “but I begin to suspect she gets that level head from the human side.”
 

 
  “Anton was good people,” Principia agreed after swallowing a bite of porridge. “He deserved better friends than me.”
 

 
  “Young Herschel impresses me favorably, as well,” the Crow agreed with a faint smile.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head and shifted, adjusting her seat to draw her knees up to her chest and wrap her arms around them. “What is Avei’s strategy?”
 

 
  Principia paused with another spoonful almost to her mouth, staring at her.
  
   “You’re
  
  asking
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  “Don’t get cute,” Trissiny ordered. “When you were high on Mask, you said you were acting in accordance with your orders, and with Avei’s strategy. I know nothing of this. What is it?”
 

 
  “Ah.” She lowered the spoon back to the bowl, glancing sidelong at Kuriwa. “That…was an exaggeration. The orders are Avei’s; the strategy is mine. It’s part of that thing I told you about when we met at Last Rock. On the mountainside, remember?”
 

 
  “The part you said was classified,” Trissiny said. “Even to me.”
 

 
  “And as I told you then, I would
  
   rather
  
  bring you into the loop,” Principia said frankly. “Not just because I don’t care for keeping secrets from you; I think that
  
   you specifically
  
  would be an important asset to the whole thing. If for
  
   no
  
  other reason than because I would really like to verify with Avei that I’m doing what she wants. I can’t see any other way to go about the task she set for me, and it’s been my assumption that this is
  
   why
  
  she wanted me in the Legions in the first place, but… It’s not like we’re on first name terms. I get my orders from Rouvad, who in her warmest and kindest moments deigns to tolerate me and has made no secret that she resents Avei shoving me down her throat.” She grimaced, ducking her head to stare at her porridge. “It’s not like I’m generally very big on authority, as you well know. But…this is important. I wish I could be sure I was doing it right.”
 

 
  Trissiny watched her in silence for a few more seconds. Principia met her eyes, then sighed and went back to eating.
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” Trissiny said at last, “would you please give us a few minutes?”
 

 
  The Crow rose smoothly, nodding at her. “I think it for the best. Call for me if there is anything I can do to help.”
 

 
  She departed in silence, leaving Trissiny and Principia to study each other.
 

 
  “I’m not directly in your chain of command,” Trissiny said, “and there are formalities—not to mention political implications—that would come up if I were to officially countermand the High Commander’s orders and insert myself into a classified program. But it’s just us in this room, and we both understand how Eserion’s mindset can complement Avei’s, when necessary. If you think I can help, Prin, tell me what’s going on.”
 

 
  “Okay.” She set the spoon back in the half-eaten bowl, and turned to set it on the ground next to her cooling tea. “It’s like this.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She finished her sandwich first. It was a really
  
   good
  
  sandwich, some of the best food she’d been able to get since arriving in this city—fresh and hot, with juicy meat and vegetables on warm flatbread, not at all like the kind of stuff she found behind buildings. So she made sure to savor it before setting to work, even if this wasn’t the best place for eating. The smell alone spoiled the experience a little bit. Well, she still had money; after handing over the gold coin for the sandwich she’d gotten some silver and bronze ones back. There would be other good food. She was loath to take her eyes off the
  
   thing
  
  after stumbling across another one, so there she sat, balefully watching it until she had licked the last of the grease from her fingers.
 

 
  Then, finally, she rose from her seat on an old barrel, stretched, picked up her stick, and went to work beating to pieces and scattering the rancid structure of old bones, flesh, and magic that had been concealed behind a currently shuttered factory.
 

 
  “Found another one, did you?”
 

 
  She spun, raising the stick. She recognized that voice. Grinning insufferably at her, the man in the floppy had stepped out of the shadows into the relatively lighter shadows nearby, where the blue sky peeked through the gap between buildings high above.
 

 
  “You know they’re just going to make more, don’t you?” Vesk said condescendingly. “There are far more capable heroes than you working on this—you ran into a couple, I understand. Well, antiheroes, anyway. These things are going up faster than
  
   they
  
  can tear them down. At best you’re amusing yourself.”
 

 
  She threw the stick at him. He didn’t flinch when it bounced off his head. It didn’t even disturb his stupid hat.
 

 
  “I take it I’m still not forgiven, then,” he said solemnly. “Seriously, I
  
   am
  
  sorry for the presumption, but you wouldn’t have fared a lot better left out there in the howling wilderness where I found you. Why didn’t you go to the Omnist temple like I suggested? You definitely wouldn’t be scrounging for food; Omnists
  
   love
  
  feeding people.”
 

 
  She drew back her lips, opened her jaws, and made a rough hissing noise from the back of her throat, like an angry cat.
 

 
  “The gods aren’t all like me and Salyrene, you know,” he remarked. “You have to be trying
  
   pretty
  
  hard to make Omnists hurt you. Hell, most people
  
   can’t
  
  try hard enough. They’re almost insufferably nice.”
 

 
  She blasted him with a shadowbolt. He swatted it aside.
 

 
  “I hope you don’t think you’re spiting
  
   me
  
  with this stubbornness,” the god said frankly. “I get what I want either way. You’re not gonna work your way out of the ‘mysterious stranger’ role in the time it’ll take events to wash over this city no matter what you do. I was hoping to position you as ‘strange, mute charity case’ for
  
   your
  
  sake, because I thought you could do with a spot of good luck, but I can work with ‘crazy street person’ just as well.”
 

 
  She concentrated, gathering power in the form of motes of light out of the air around her. When it was sufficiently formed, she thrust her hands forward and the arcane bolt tore across the alley, filling it with blue light.
 

 
  He caught that one, then had the audacity to bounce it in his palm like a luminous ball. “The nearest Omnist temple is less than a block from here, due west. That’s down toward the next lower steppe of the city, if you’re disoriented. You don’t even have to do anything; just show up looking like that and they’ll make sure you get a meal, a bath, something clean to wear and a bed if you want it. They can even set you up with work, and work is important for a lot more than making wages. Never underestimate the value of a
  
   purpose
  
  . But then,” he added, looking past her at the destroyed altar, “maybe you’ve figured that part out on your own.”
 

 
  Gritting her teeth, she ignited a golden shield of divine light around herself and charged forward to body-slam him.
 

 
  She bounced right off, staggering for balance, and the god casually tossed her own ball of arcane energy back at her. It impacted the shield in a loud shower of sparks which extinguished both.
 

 
  “Really?” Vesk asked sardonically. “We can literally do this all day, kiddo. One of us can, at least. Nobody’s gonna be impressed with your Every Salyrite Apprentice Ever package of basic spells—they just prove you don’t know enough of any one type of magic to be actually scary. For heaven’s sake,
  
   don’t
  
  do any of that at the local police. They are very short on sense of humor at the moment.”
 

 
  She regained her footing and hissed at him again.
 

 
  He sighed. “Well, I’ve told you where the temple is.
  
   Or…
  
  There’s another of these altars about half a block to the south. The alleys made for a deliberately obfuscatory path, but as long as you know the requisite elementary fae magic to go with your other novice tricks, you’ll be able to follow your nose to it now you’ve already encountered two of them.”
 

 
  The god hesitated, then shook his head and turned to go. “Just be
  
   careful.
  
  These Tide idiots are trying to avoid direct conflict, but I wouldn’t swear you’re a match for one in your present state. I brought you here because you’ve got every potential for a great destiny. If you just end up getting killed, I will actually feel bad.”
 

 
  He actually walked away down the alley instead of just disappearing like last time. She shot him in the back with another shadowbolt. It did nothing, of course, but it was satisfying.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Trissiny gazed at the far wall in silence for long moments after Principia stopped talking.
 

 
  “That,” she finally said, “might work.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   I
  
  thought so,” the elf said petulantly, finishing off the last of her now-cool tea before setting the cup back down next to the empty porridge bowl. “I mean, acknowledging my bias, I could definitely see it working. It’d be nice to have some confirmation, though. I wouldn’t put it past Avei to upbraid me for failing to read her mind. That may be a little paranoid of me, but I’ve not had the best experience within the Sisterhood so far.”
 

 
  “I will ask her,” Trissiny promised with a fleeting little smile. “Orders aside, I see why you would want to keep that under wraps as long as possible. The whole idea sits right in that sweet spot of being bonkers enough that nobody but
  
   you
  
  would have come up with it, but plausible enough to others will undoubtedly try as soon as the idea gets out.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, I suspect it’ll be out sooner than later,” Principia said, frowning. “Maybe sooner than I’m ready. I
  
   know
  
  we’re within Shaeine’s earshot, and there is absolutely no way Kuriwa’s not actively listening. She comprehends the concept ‘none of my business’ as well as a horse understands trigonometry.”
 

 
  “And you were wanting to gather people from N’Jendo and Veilgrad, as well as here, and throw them into some unfolding disaster,” Trissiny murmured. “It makes a lot more sense now.”
 

 
  Principia blinked. “Wait, Veilgrad? Really?”
 

 
  “I take it you don’t recall that, either.”
 

 
  “Now that you mention it, I recall saying the name, but… Veilgrad is full of Shaathists and werewolves. The place is basically a giant miscellany of things that bump in the night. I can
  
   see
  
  it being a prospect but I wouldn’t wanna go there without a good and
  
   specific
  
  lead, which no, I don’t have.”
 

 
  “I know some people there, too, but same problem applies. That’s there, we’re here, and I’m not sure how eager I am to learn what Tellwyrn would do if I went
  
   that
  
  far afield. She once threatened to chain me and Gabe together at the wrist. I’ve only come to understand how serious she was in hindsight.”
 

 
  “You could do worse,” Principia said with a sly quirk of her lips.
 

 
  Trissiny turned a flat stare on her. “We are
  
   not
  
  that close yet, Locke.”
 

 
  “Yes’m,” the elf said solemnly.
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head, and then turned again to stare at the wall, eyes narrowed in thought.
 

 
  Principia watched her in silence for more than a full minute before suddenly speaking.
 

 
  “I knew Sabah Aldarasi.”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked in surprise and turned back to her. “The Hand of Avei who was killed by the Enchanter’s Bane? The way I was taught, that was a big part of the reason Viridill turned on the Empire after it was fired.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Principia whispered, herself gazing off into the distance now. “Her, and Sarsamon Tirasian. I knew him as Sarsa, dumbass wannabe adventurer from southern Calderaas. We were kind of a team for a while, there, just as what would become the Enchanter Wars was getting started. That’s incidentally also how I met Arachne, a bit later. Of course, far as
  
   we
  
  knew, it was just the latest occurrence of the orcs going on one of their crusades across the borders, and some shenanigans in the background where Magnan had a bug up his butt about fae magic and was leaning on both the Emperor and the Archpope to crack down on witches. Chaotic times, but eh…I’d seen worse. The whole world didn’t go nuts until that idiot fired off the Bane. And quite accidentally killed my friend.”
 

 
  “So,” Trissiny said very quietly, staring at her, “when you heard I’d been called as the new Hand of Avei…”
 

 
  “Look, I won’t say any part of my judgment at
  
   any
  
  step of that entire process was sound,” Principia said, wincing. “But that particular moment… Yeah, haring off to Viridill to plow through Abbess Narnasia was a
  
   uniquely
  
  unwise thing to try. That just triggered something in me I had made myself forget was there.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny murmured.
 

 
  “I abandoned them too.” Principia’s expression was completely hollow, eyes far away. “After Sabah… You’ve never been around a Hand of Avei without
  
   being
  
  one, you can’t know what it’s like. Even if your grasp of history warns you that there’s always a bigger fish, that they
  
   always
  
  end up meeting something they can’t defeat in the end… A paladin is an
  
   inspiring
  
  presence. You believe they can do anything, no matter how stupid you know that is. You want to be the best version of yourself you can be to help them, if they welcome you into their circle.”
 

 
  Trissiny kept silent as if afraid to distract her as the elf carried on in an uncharacteristically haunted voice.
 

 
  “That was new, to me. And then, boom. She was dead. Just so much fucking
  
   dust.
  
  Sarsa was a wreck—those two were the kind of irrationally in love that mostly only happens in great adventure stories. Slap slap kiss, it was all very amusing and sweet until it turned into a tragedy. The others… And, well, the whole world started falling apart. The Empire was falling into civil war, three major cults were actively trying to tear down the Universal Church, the Collegium was collapsing as different kinds of magic users started slaughtering each other. Viridill full of orc refugees. It was a time when heroes were desperately needed. Sabah made me believe I could be something truly great. And suddenly she was gone, and I needed to step up. For my friends’ sake, if not the world’s.”
 

 
  Her shoulders hunched as if she wanted to collapse in on herself.
 

 
  “So, naturally, I fucked off to Onkawa to get some sun.”
 

 
  “You’re not a coward,” Trissiny said quietly.
 

 
  “Don’t—”
 

 
  “I’d like to think you know by now I don’t
  
   do
  
  platitudes. I am very well acquainted with your faults, Locke, and cowardice isn’t one.”
 

 
  “Of course it is,” Principia said bitterly. “I’m not afraid of pain or death, but my own feelings? Oh, that I just can’t face. Onkawa didn’t exactly work out either, shit was going down in every corner of the world and I immediately ended up neck-deep in Black Wreath nonsense, but at least
  
   that
  
  had nothing to do with me. There was nobody I cared about involved; it was damn well therapeutic.”
 

 
  They were silent again for another minute. Trissiny just watched her, waiting.
 

 
  “The only way I knew how to relate to people was the only
  
   safe
  
  way I managed with my mother and everyone else in the grove,” Principia whispered at last. “Long as I made enough of a pest of myself that nobody wanted me around…well, that was always how it ended up anyway, and I felt better when it was on
  
   my
  
  terms. I kept moving, didn’t keep any friends around for very long. The Guild is well set up for that kind of lifestyle. Then
  
   fucking
  
  Sabah came along and ruined everything. I never did manage to completely straighten myself out again after that.”
 

 
  She glanced up at Trissiny again and then dropped her gaze immediately, avoiding her eyes.
 

 
  “Part of it…that one child support con, the whole reason you exist… Well, I thought it would be good to have a child. And then I
  
   did
  
  and it was terrifying beyond the capacity of words to express. You can’t
  
   run
  
  from that; you can’t just leave them behind. To love someone that way means you
  
   will
  
  be shattered, completely broken down to your core, if you lose them.”
 

 
  Principia paused, swallowed heavily, and spoke in a ragged breath.
 

 
  “So…I got it out of the way, instead of waiting for it to happen to me. Thank the gods Arachne was around, or… I’m just so goddamned sorry, Trissiny. I chickened out, that was all there was to it. What it
  
   means
  
  to be truly connected to people… The vulnerability is horrifying.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Trissiny agreed, nodding once. “I wouldn’t want to live without it, though. Without people to love… What’s the point?”
 

 
  “I get it, finally,” Principia said with a deep sigh. “My squad… Omnu’s balls, I’m amazed I’ve kept them alive
  
   this
  
  long. Between Syrinx and dragons and whatever else, it’s been a whole series of incredibly close shaves. And it’s just not gonna work forever. Soldiers die, that’s what they do, and I am going to lose some of those girls way too soon. I mean, I could live with Nandi kicking it, she’s been around forever and still hasn’t gotten over her own lost mate, but the others? They’re just kids. Brave, smart…the kind of heroic dumbshits I was supposed to be if I hadn’t run away instead.”
 

 
  Drawing in a deep breath, she threw her head back to gaze up at the ceiling.
 

 
  “What I do not get is why it’s such a
  
   relief.
  
  Both them, and you. Making peace with what it’s going to mean when someone else is taken from me and deliberately sticking by them anyway. I feel like I could piss myself from terror every moment I’m awake, and yet… I think I like it better this way. Is that normal?”
 

 
  “Yes, Prin,” Trissiny said, smiling, “you ridiculous two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old child, that is normal.”
 

 
  Principia lowered her head to meet her daughter’s eyes.
 

 
  “That’s fucked up.”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked once, and then began laughing so hard she fell over.
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  “It fits all too well,” Khadizroth murmured, narrowing his eyes to emerald slits of concentration. “In hindsight, I can only condemn myself for failing to anticipate such a development. The entire project of monitoring and interfering with Justinian from within his organization was the Jackal’s idea, and it must be said that our success has always been…limited. Evidently he decided to start over with a different set of co-conspirators.”
 

 
  “Let’s be honest,” Shook said dryly, “the fact that
  
   you
  
  and not he ended up calling the shots more often than not had to’ve been at least a factor.”
 

 
  “Syrinx is an odd choice of ally, considering the assassin threw away some far superior candidates in the process,” Bradshaw remarked.
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush,” said Shook, deadpan.
 

 
  The warlock grimaced at him. “That woman is notoriously unstable and has so grievously offended so many powerful people already that her continued survival is an affront to the laws of probability. And
  
   this,
  
  if you have not noticed, is a dragon.”
 

 
  “Indeed, theirs is
  
   hardly
  
  a match made in heaven,” Khadizroth agreed. “Syrinx and the Jackal have in common that they are creatures of pure self-interest, willing to advance the goals of others only so long as they advance their own by so doing. Ultimately, that places them at permanent cross-purposes, since his goal is explicitly to thwart Justinian in tightening his control over the world, and Syrinx has burned every bridge until Justinian’s protection is the only thing keeping her alive. It is clearly a temporary union, and a reminder that we have merely gained some insight into the underlying mystery, not solved it. Well, in any case.” He turned back to Shook directly. “I am glad you succeeded in having a peaceful discussion; frankly it surprises me that you received a response this quickly, and especially that Darling would come here himself. Was there any sign of the others?”
 

 
  “Nope, and when I asked about ’em, the news wasn’t great,” Shook said with a sigh. “Sweet says that group might do work for him again in the future, but aren’t formally answering to him anymore and are currently off on some personal business
  
   way
  
  out of contact. He mentioned the Golden fuckin’ Sea, so I guess we can write that possibility off. Not that it breaks my heart. I’m still not sure why you were actually hoping to get those assholes involved.”
 

 
  “Our personal grievances with them notwithstanding,” Khadizroth said pensively, “Jenkins, McGraw, and Kuriwa have always evinced personal integrity and a willingness to act for the greater good. The bard and even that ridiculous gnome always seemed willing to follow their lead.”
 

 
  “And let’s be honest,” Bradshaw added, “at this point we all seem to be taking it as given that we’re in no position to be picky about allies.”
 

 
  Shook snorted a short laugh of agreement, while Khadizroth nodded gravely to him.
 

 
  “What of those he
  
   did
  
  bring?” the dragon asked.
 

 
  “Grip’s one of the Guild’s best,” Shook answered. “Or worst, depending on how you slice it.
  
   I
  
  would describe her as a fuckin’ creepy monster, and I say that as a mark of respect. They also brought his and her apprentices—three, between them, and that’s not
  
   nothing
  
  but I wouldn’t count apprentices for much.”
 

 
  “I know Darling’s students quite well,” Khadizroth said softly. “Their skills are considerable, though… Well, as we have said, allies are in short supply and beggars can’t be choosers.”
 

 
  “There was also a witch,” Shook added. “Salyrite kid, name of Schwartz. Looked kind of reedy and bookish, not somebody
  
   I
  
  would’ve picked for a job like this. Just from that short conversation, though, I could tell he’s got some real deadly spells under his belt, and seems to have a real mad-on for Syrinx.”
 

 
  “At this point, I’d be astonished to learn that anyone
  
   doesn’t,”
  
  said Bradshaw.
 

 
  “Schwartz,” Khadizroth mused. “Interesting. I glimpsed him only in passing, but during the Viridill affair he appeared to be working for Syrinx.”
 

 
  “Yep, I guess that’d do it,” Shook chuckled. “Sure worked for us.”
 

 
  “He was the reason they were able to find us so quickly,” Bradshaw added in a more serious tone. “He was able to track Shook based on nothing but that telescroll Bishop Snowe sent with his message. My familiarity with fae magic is only passing, but isn’t that an
  
   extremely
  
  tenuous connection on which to zero in?”
 

 
  “Indeed, the boy sounds quite talented,” Khadizroth said slowly. “Now that I am reminded of Viridill, a thought occurs: that entire chain of events was instigated by the Archpope for the specific purpose of lifting Basra Syrinx out of disgrace by arranging for her to do something heroic in the eyes of the Sisterhood.”
 

 
  There was a beat of silence while they processed this.
 

 
  “Mother
  
   fucker,”
  
  Shook said at last.
 

 
  “Succinctly put,” Khadizroth agreed with a faint smile. “It’s not as if we don’t
  
   know
  
  this Tide cult is Justinian’s creation. That
  
   may
  
  be a positive sign, in fact. While those events doubtless appeared out of control and potentially apocalyptic to onlookers, based on the response of the Empire and the Sisterhood, the truth is they were carefully orchestrated—by me, principally—to minimize collateral damage.”
 

 
  “You’ll forgive me if I’m reluctant to trust the kindness of Justinian’s wizened heart,” Bradshaw snapped. “Or need I remind you what he—
  
   and Darling—
  
  did in Tiraas during the hellgate crisis?”
 

 
  “And us!” Shook added helpfully.
 

 
  “You need not,” Khadizroth assured him. “I merely suggest that we consider all angles and refrain from panic. And on that note, while you gentlemen were out, we have made some progress here, as well. Please, come with me; the others are waiting below, and some of this will be easier to show than to tell.”
 

 
  He led them toward the stairs of Branwen’s borrowed apartment, which was sizable enough to qualify as a townhouse—at least because it had a second floor and, apparently, a basement. Khadizroth himself had not answered the front door, for obvious reasons, but Vannae had already drifted off in this direction in his discreet way after letting them in.
 

 
  It wasn’t a large basement, but fortunately had come unfurnished and not storing any of the household goods which would normally clutter such a space, and so worked well enough for the purposes to which it was currently being put. Though Khadizroth bore it with his usual equanimity, Shook and Bradshaw both wrinkled their noses upon descending the steps right into the acrid smell of rot.
 

 
  “What the fuck—oh, you brought one of those
  
   things
  
  here,” Shook grunted, drawing a handkerchief from within his suit to hold over his nose and mouth. “In fuck’s name,
  
   why?”
  
 

 
  “Are you serious?” Embras Mogul asked in a mild tone. “We’re trying to figure out every detail we can about these devices and you’re confused that I’d move one to a controlled space for study? Tricky thing about you, Shook, is I’m never sure when you’re playing dumb and when it’s the genuine article.”
 

 
  Shook started to breathe in slowly and immediately regretted it, but at least that paused him long enough to push aside his instinctive reaction and deliberately un-tense his shoulders. “You mean the great and wily Black Wreath is havin’ trouble figuring me out? Dear fucking diary. You managed to learn anything from that, then?”
 

 
  The necromantic altar was looking a little worse for wear, set up on a pair of crates pushed together at one end of the basement; it had partially collapsed, no doubt due to a combination of being delicately constructed mostly of body parts and spare wood, and having been moved across the city. Even if done by shadow-jumping, some dishevelment was inevitable.
 

 
  “A bit,” Mogul answered. “I brought this one here in case Khadizroth could extract some more detail from it than my people; we’ve got another one in a different location.”
 

 
  “How did you gentlemen fare today?” Branwen asked. She actually had a bandanna wrapped around her lower face to protect against the stench. Necromancy in an enclosed space was an assault on multiple senses.
 

 
  “Progress on our intended project was interrupted early on, but the day did yield fruit,” said Bradshaw. “Bishop Darling has graced Ninkabi with his presence, and brought some reinforcements. Not what I gather you were hoping, but something, at least.”
 

 
  “Antonio is here?” She perked up visibly, despite the improvised mask.
 

 
  “Not
  
   here,”
  
  Shook clarified. “In the city, though. In
  
   other
  
  news… You’re not gonna like this, Bishop, but Sweet and the rest of us have agreed to a…how to put this…”
 

 
  “We’re back in bed with Syrinx,” Bradshaw said flatly, addressing himself to Mogul. “The short version is that with this group out from under her thumb she has no investigative ability to speak of, especially magically, and even with two Bishops we do not have access to the sheer manpower and resources it will take to clean these up, or even find them all, to say nothing of rounding up the Tide themselves.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to justify it to me, Bradshaw,” Mogul said with a thoughtful expression. “It
  
   is
  
  the logical move.”
 

 
  “And so Basra manages to make herself too necessary to immediately get rid of, the better to sink her claws into everyone’s business and hold on,” Branwen said, her blue eyes eloquently unhappy. “Because that is what she does. I hope I don’t need to point out that she is
  
   definitely
  
  planning to twist this whole situation toward her own benefit?”
 

 
  “We’re not morons,” Shook retorted. “I mean, your Grace. Yeah, I don’t doubt she is, but that’s mutual as hell. I got the distinct impression half the people with Sweet specifically want her ass dead even more than you do, Miss Snowe. Sweet’s good at handling people, he’ll keep ’em under control, but a
  
   lot
  
  of folks here are lookin’ to take her down if they can swing it without knocking over the whole applecart.”
 

 
  “Including yourself?” she asked in a tone of simple curiosity.
 

 
  He shrugged. “I don’t have half the personal grudge with Syrinx I’m startin’ to get the impression
  
   everybody
  
  else does, but I know an evil bitch when I meet one. If the opportunity presents, yeah, I’d put a wandshot through her eye. Can’t really deny that
  
   somebody
  
  fuckin’ needs to already.”
 

 
  She nodded once, and though it was hard to tell with the cloth over her face, he had the impression she was satisfied with that answer. “Antonio didn’t come here with you, then?”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” he said, grimacing behind his handkerchief. “The Jackal tried to whack him on the way into town and got chased off.”
 

 
  Branwen’s eyebrows rose sharply.
  
   “Antonio
  
  fought off the
  
   Jackal?”
  
 

 
  “Sweet may be more of a talker than a fighter, but he didn’t get where he is in life by bein’ easy to cut down. Point is,
  
   suspiciously
  
  soon after that, Syrinx came right to us. We got to putting some hints together, and…”
 

 
  “The Jackal is still working with her,” Branwen said, her eyes widening. “Of
  
   course.”
  
 

 
  “Damn,” Shook said approvingly. “Ain’t just a pretty face, are ya?”
 

 
  She winked at him.
 

 
  “So we returned here via shadow-jump,” Bradshaw finished impatiently, “so as not to lead
  
   either
  
  of them to this location. The witch was under the impression that he and you, Khadizroth, would be able to find one another given a little mutual cooperation, if you’re willing to offer it. We have a meeting place to carry an answer back to the Eserites when you have one.”
 

 
  “That is sensible,” Khadizroth said, nodding. “There are many advantages to keeping these groups separate, and we can mitigate the drawbacks by actively coordinating. I will provide you a token which should enable a competent witch to find me, when you are ready to return. In the meantime, gentlemen, we should bring you up to speed on our own findings, as well.”
 

 
  “It isn’t good.” Mogul’s tone was as grim as the hard line into which he set his mouth. “Examining these things closely has turned up some more spooky details, but notably
  
   not
  
  the one I was most curious about. How much do you know about hellgates, Mr. Shook?”
 

 
  “Why in fuck’s name would
  
   I
  
  ever need to know anything about hellgates?”
 

 
  “You mean, aside from the present situation?” Mogul shook his head. “No, sorry, your point is taken. It’s not germane knowledge for most people, luckily. See, the tricky thing about hellgates is you can’t just unilaterally pry one open. They require at least two summoners, one working from each side of the dimensional barrier. To open a hellgate, you not only need to be a pretty competent warlock—”
 

 
  “Or portal mage, in theory,” Bradshaw commented.
 

 
  “Yes, yes,” Mogul said irritably, “and
  
   also
  
  to be in close contact with an equally skilled demon on the other side to coordinate your efforts. That is exactly why they are rare and idiots aren’t prying more open every damn day.”
 

 
  “Now, wait a second,” Shook protested. “How the hell does that work if these assholes are squirreling these thingies away in apparently every corner of the city… Oh. Yeah, I think I see the problem.”
 

 
  “Yup,” Mogul drawled. “We have no idea who’s working this on the other side, or how they’re planning to do their part. Some of the possibilities are actually somewhat optimistic. For instance, if they’re deliberately casting a wider net than necessary in the hope that their demon accomplices can find
  
   some
  
  of the targets, that’d mean not all or even
  
   most
  
  of these things will actually open. Maybe not more than one.”
 

 
  “Hell, are we absolutely sure these fuckwits
  
   know
  
  they can’t open a gate by themselves?” Shook asked. “What if they made a couple dozen because they don’t know why it doesn’t work and just keep trying?”
 

 
  “Speculation,” said Mogul, “and, I fear, overly optimistic. Not that it’s impossible, but given what’s potentially at stake here I’m still going to plan as best I can for the worst case scenario.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s probably smart,” Shook agreed with a sigh.
 

 
  “I’m so glad you approve,” Mogul said solemnly, tipping his hat. “Because according to Khadizroth and Vannae’s ongoing efforts, the news is worse than we feared.”
 

 
  “While you two were out,” said Khadizroth, “we have continued searching via magical means. We have thus observed the number of gate altars continuing to grow.”
 

 
  “What?” Shook exclaimed. “More? How the
  
   fuck
  
  many of these things do these freaks
  
   need?”
  
 

 
  “I get the impression these people don’t grasp the concept of overkill,” said Bradshaw.
 

 
  “It does present a potential opportunity,” Khadizroth said, “though it also adds considerably to the legwork necessary to shut these sites down. Vannae is upstairs designing a spell we think may be able to catch them in the act of setting up a new altar. If we react fast enough, with a shadow-jumper on hand, we might be able to seize some of their personnel and extract answers more directly. I have also gained insight into the specific mechanism through which they are using necromancy to create dimensional portals, though I have yet to devise a practical use for this knowledge. In theory, with more experimentation, this may yield a method to interfere with the process on a wide scale, though that as yet eludes me.”
 

 
  “What have you found?” Bradshaw asked.
 

 
  “In short, they are using
  
   death
  
  itself as a vector,” Khadizroth explained. “There are several mechanisms through which death links the mortal plane with Hell. The damnation of souls rejected by Vidius, the creation and passage of Vanislaad demons—which, in fact, is how Mr. Mogul first discovered this angle, as there are elements of the incubus summoning spell worked into the basis of the apparatus. Some of the bones and tissues used in its construction are human; we think human sacrifice may be an element in their creation.”
 

 
  There was a particularly gloomy pause.
 

 
  “I guess,” Shook said slowly, “with Jackass whittling down the police, they’re both short on manpower and too focused on
  
   his
  
  bullshit to notice some extra folks going missing.
  
   Fuck.
  
  This has got to stop.”
 

 
  “Think so, do you,” Bradshaw muttered. Shook gave him a sidelong glare, but declined to rise to the bait.
 

 
  “Of course, that presents obstacles,” Branwen added. “Divine ones, specifically. Either of those avenues risks the attention of Vidius or Elilial. Well, at the very least, valkyries or Prince Vanislaas, which should amount to the same thing given what’s at stake. I am assuming, of course, that Mr. Mogul is being forthright with us on the subject of his goddess’s involvement in this.”
 

 
  “Hey, say what you will about us, but the Wreath has
  
   always
  
  worked to keep the planes separate and demons on their own side,” Mogul retorted. “The kind of breach we’re potentially looking at here would rival what the Dark Lady achieved during each of the Hellwars, and since she is specifically
  
   not
  
  planning something like that, this kind of disruption would be as bad for her plans as anyone’s. My goddess doesn’t enjoy being pestered by followers who’ve failed in their tasks any more than the Pantheon’s, but during today’s work I’ve come to the conclusion I have no choice but to petition her directly for aid. I just am not sure enough that we’ve got the means to shut this down before it all activates, and… If I have to embarrass myself in front of her to avert something like
  
   this,
  
  so be it.”
 

 
  “Will she help, do you think?” Khadizroth asked.
 

 
  Mogul tilted his head forward so that the wide brim of his had concealed more of his face. “I can’t imagine she wouldn’t do
  
   something.
  
  But as to the form that help would take… You never can tell with gods, can you? A lot depends on what exactly is on the other side of the gate. Last I heard there was a khelminash city in this general region on the other plane, which is both good and bad. The khelminash are loyal to Elilial and will send forces to secure the site at her order. But Hell is…well, it’s hell, and since khelminash territory is the safest to be had,
  
   lots
  
  of unaligned demons will be populating any area where they live. If it was a single gate, they could secure that, no problem. But with multiple portals opening, they’ll come up against the same issue we are.”
 

 
  “Not enough warm bodies to throw at the problem,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  Mogul nodded silently.
 

 
  “I had just come to the conclusion that I’d better take this to the Imperial and city authorities,” Branwen said with a sigh. “Farfetched as it is, I am still a Bishop of the Universal Church. They cannot simply brush me off.”
 

 
  “Syrinx is already doing exactly that,” said Shook. “Might be best to let her handle it, your Grace.”
 

 
  She gave him an extremely level look.
 

 
  “Hey, don’t get me wrong,” he said, raising the hand not holding his kerchief in place in a gesture of surrender. “Nobody’s saying she’s not a twisted, sadistic fuck who deserves a knife in the neck. But speaking as another one of those, you gotta give us credit for the particular things we’re actually good at. Syrinx is probably a better choice for haranguing people into action when they don’t want to go, and her position with the Church is more martial than yours. Or any Izarite’s, no offense.”
 

 
  “I hardly take offense at that,” Branwen murmured. “I mislike putting Basra in a key position, is all.”
 

 
  “Don’t blame you,” he agreed. “But we are bumpin’ up against shit out of options here. Hey, you know your strengths better than me; do what you think is best. I’m just offerin’ my thoughts.”
 

 
  “Worth considering, I guess,” Mogul commented. “You ready for the worst news yet?”
 

 
  “There’s
  
   more?”
  
  Shook groaned. “Fuck. Well, don’t keep us in suspense.”
 

 
  “What we have
  
   not
  
  managed to find in this altar or the other one is an activation mechanism,” said Khadizroth before Mogul could answer. “They are functionally operational as is. Well, the intact ones; there will be no demons out of this one, or those you have already disrupted. Once set up, they are simply waiting for activation, which evidently will have to come from the other side.”
 

 
  “So,” Shook said slowly, “you’re telling me that since we don’t know
  
   what
  
  the fuck is going on in Hell, these things could pop open and start spraying murder-crazy demons at literally any moment?”
 

 
  “Too much fatalism is as bad as too much optimism,” Mogul cautioned. “Remember, the issue is we
  
   don’t
  
  know what’s happening in Hell, yet. I’d advise against making extreme predictions in either direction. The fact it hasn’t started already strongly indicates there’s
  
   something
  
  holding back the activation of the gates.”
 

 
  “So you’re telling me,” Shook repeated more loudly, “these things could start spraying demons at
  
   literally any moment?”
  
 

 
  Mogul hesitated, then nodded once. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m telling you.”
 

 
  Shook dragged a hand roughly down his face.
  
   “Fuck.”
  
 

 
  “Soooo,” Bradshaw said, “I gather we should rendezvous again with Darling and his coterie? If they’re going to be useful, it sounds as if this is all information they will need.”
 

 
  “I’d like to come with you,” Branwen said, stepping forward. Khadizroth looked over at her, then nodded slowly.
 

 
  “Then let us all pray our fortunes improve quickly,” the dragon said, “but pray while continuing to work. The gods help those who help themselves.”
 

 
  “Hey, you’re talking to a thief,” Shook said, grinning. “Helping myself is my strong suit.”
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  The entire group materialized in a clear area nestled between three hills; the largest gap was on the southern edge, directly to their right, through which a road was visible in the near distance. Fortunately, there was no traffic along it at present, though this was significantly closer to N’Jendo’s population centers.
 

 
  They were still arranged in a line, approximately, though adjusted for the terrain; the group was positioned carefully along the slopes of the roughly bowl-shaped little vale, with new gaps in the formation so that nobody was standing in the small creek or the old firepit which marked this as a popular campsite. Other than that, they were in the same basic order: the elves (including Rainwood) in the center, flanked by the two Imperial strike teams in their own diamond formations, and past them the ranks of the Huntsmen of Shaath on one side and the Rangers on the other.
 

 
  It had been a hectic and yet tedious morning, spent getting all of these individuals together and brought up to speed, but despite the inherently chaotic nature of such an effort, it had to be said that the Shaathists and Rangers had bowed to necessity and agreed to cooperate with a minimum of grumbling and (so far) no actual infighting. If they did so by keeping themselves as physically separate as possible, well, whatever worked.
 

 
  “Even adjusted in transit for the terrain,” said Lieutenant Tehradjid, the bespectacled mage of the second strike team which had been busy trying to interrogate the Rangers when Antevid’s team had linked back up with them. He leaned forward to look past Rainwood and Shiraki at Tellwyrn. “Are you all right? Can I do anything to help?”
 

 
  “That’s sweet,” she said flatly. “Also absurd, and a little patronizing.”
 

 
  A hint of color rose in his cheeks. “I just
  
   mean,
  
  to teleport this many people to a previously unknown location, even
  
   without
  
  actively compensating for terrain—”
 

 
  “Leave the archmage alone, Lieutenant,” Major Luger ordered. “A person doesn’t live three thousand years without knowing her limits. We appreciate your work, Professor. Khadaan, report. Any sign of our targets?”
 

 
  “I’m still trying to orient myself, ma’am,” her team’s witch replied, the diminutive woman’s eyes narrowed in concentration as she turned slowly to scan their surroundings. “The spirits are slightly less disturbed here, probably due to distance from the event site, but it’s still not easy to listen.”
 

 
  “Rolf?” Captain Antevid asked quietly.
 

 
  “Same, sir,” Lieutenant Schneider reported. “I’m trying to center myself, but I expect we’ll get answers from the elves before either of us can discern anything.”
 

 
  The three shamans had fallen still as trees immediately upon arrival; Sheyann and Shiraki had their eyes closed, while Rainwood’s were darting about the clearing as if following motes of dust in the air. Lieutenant Khadaan gave Schneider and then the elves an irritated look before returning to her own taut focus.
 

 
  While the Imperials conferred, the two outlying wings of Huntsmen and Rangers subtly drew together, pulling away from the central groups—and, by extension, each other. Both their leaders, Arjuni and Brother Djinti, had deemed this crisis enough to warrant their full attention, and thus brought every able-bodied hunter not essential to the running of their lodges, which meant that with thirteen present the Rangers outnumbered the Shaathists, chiefly because they hadn’t left all their women at home. They were now busy conferring softly and soothing their animal companions, which seemed generally well-behaved but had not enjoyed being teleported.
 

 
  It was perhaps fortunate that the elves and both strike teams kept the groups physically separate, as the fur-clad Huntsmen were giving some very long looks to the cloaked Rangers with their half-female complement, not to mention the domesticated animals among them. Huntsmen were known to dislike dogs, and there were three of those, plus a golden eagle and a giant lynx.
 

 
  “They come,” Sheyann stated, opening her eyes. “You placed us well, Arachne. It will be minutes at most.”
 

 
  “Of course I did,” Tellwyrn grunted, folding her arms. “I’m just glad we found Rainwood. Would’ve been a real hassle to try to locate them on the move via scrying.”
 

 
  “Stand ready,” Major Luger murmured, staring to the northeast. “We’ll give the shamans every chance to settle this amicably. If they can’t get through—”
 

 
  “Then we’ll try something else,” Tellwyrn interrupted, “and I suggest you remind yourself that one of these creatures is one of my students before you finish that sentence, Major.”
 

 
  Luger, following the pattern of Strike Corps personnel Tellwyrn had encountered, had shown no sign she was impressed by the presence of a magic caster for whom she was nothing approaching a match, and now gave the archmage a very flat look.
 

 
  “I was under the impression you understood the stakes, Professor. How much damage has to be done to the entire world before you judge it an acceptable price for ruffling the hair of someone
  
   you
  
  happen to care about?”
 

 
  “This isn’t going to end the world,” Tellwyrn said, rolling her eyes. “Worst case scenario, it’ll make it more interesting for a while. I have lived through
  
   actual
  
  apocalypses, and a recurring lesson from them is to snuff out the wand-happy idiot who thinks they can avert disaster by shooting the right person. Never works, usually makes it worse.”
 

 
  “Arachne, behave yourself,” Sheyann said curtly. “Major, this is a process. We are unlikely to find unequivocal success on our first attempt. We will get through to them as quickly as we can, but using force is certain to help nothing and likely to worsen the ripples through Naiya’s magic.”
 

 
  “The Elder’s right, Luger,” Antevid added.
  
   “If
  
  the wolves attack, take a defensive stance, but we should be careful not to harm them even so. Arcane shields should drive them off, as fae as they are.”
 

 
  “They won’t attack if they aren’t attacked,” Rainwood started to interject, but Luger rolled right over him.
 

 
  “I did not ask your opinion, Captain,” she snapped, glaring right through the elves at Antevid.
 

 
  He shrugged. “If you have a problem with my decorum, Major, you can take it to the Lord-General at any time. I would rather explain
  
   that
  
  to him than why I stood around letting your hot head kick off a catastrophe.”
 

 
  “Lance, you’re posturing,” Lieutenant Agasti stated. “This is not the time for it.”
 

 
  “Verily, the warlock still speakest the purest truth on this mad day,” Shiraki intoned, folding her hands. “Hark, all. The time is upon us.”
 

 
  It was slightly less upon them for those without the benefit of elven hearing, but it was only a few more minutes before they arrived, just enough time for the Huntsmen and Rangers to arrange themselves in two wide arcs to funnel anyone who came at the clearing from the northeast right at the shamans in the center.
 

 
  They were, if nothing else, beautiful. Nearly a score of wolves bounded out of the shade beneath the trees which crowned the hills all around, bringing their own light with them. In color, they were predominantly white, with patterns on their fur in green, blue, and violet, where normal wolves would have shades of gray and brown. Most of them also bore strangely regular markings in the same colors, faintly luminous and forming abstract glyphs. The creatures were notably larger than average wolves, and carried with them a faint, pale glow as if moonlight fell wherever they stepped.
 

 
  Upon entering the clearing, the pack came to a halt arrayed along the slopes beyond the treeline, staring down the assembled bipeds facing them.
 

 
  
   “Magnificent,”
  
  one of the Rangers whispered. All of them, as well as the Huntsmen, were staring at the creatures in open awe.
 

 
  A single growl sounded from deep within the chest of one of the wolves; the others shifted their heads just enough to watch him without taking their main focus off the humans and elves.
 

 
  Arjuni went down to one knee, followed by the rest of his Rangers. One of them struck a small handheld bell, while another began playing a soft tune on a wooden ocarina. Several of the others started humming along.
 

 
  “What in hell’s name,” one of the Huntsmen began, only to be shushed by Brother Djinti.
 

 
  “Let them work,” the lodgemaster said softly. “Shadow Hunters are known to charm animals to their will.”
 

 
  It did not appear to be working, however. The large wolf who had growled sprang forward, prompting Antevid and Tehradjid to snap arcane shields into place around their respective teams.
 

 
  The wolves closed half the distance before the world around Tellwyrn slowed to a halt.
 

 
  Adjusting her spectacles, the sorceress stepped forward past her associates, currently frozen in time along with the humans around them. She ducked her head to avoid an immobilized butterfly and walked right up to the wolf who was apparently the leader, a pure white specimen whose only marking was the shaft of an arrow in glowing green running down the center of his face, its tip almost touching his nose and the fletching branching across his forehead.
 

 
  “Ingvar,” she said, bending forward to peer into the wolf’s luminous eyes. “Well! Inconvenience notwithstanding, I can’t say it doesn’t suit you.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn turned and paced back to the others, reaching out to lightly touch Sheyann, Shiraki, and Rainwood in turn. All three elves began moving at the brush of her fingertips.
 

 
  “What…oh, Arachne,” Sheyann said, heaving a sigh of exasperation.
 

 
  “This is
  
   creepy,”
  
  Rainwood muttered.
 

 
  “Complaints will be accompanied by better ideas or dismissed as the pointless noise they are,” Tellwyrn snapped. “Don’t waste time.”
 

 
  
   “Can
  
  we?” Shiraki asked pointedly.
 

 
  
   “Stopping
  
  time is beyond even my power, Chucky; I can only accelerate our passage through it relative to the world, and compensate for little inconveniences like having our skin sanded off by air friction. Don’t touch anything or any
  
   one
  
  you wouldn’t want to punch with the strength of a dryad. All right, Rainwood and actually competent shamans, this buys you a moment to examine these creatures more closely. Let’s see what we can see.”
 

 
  Shiraki tilted his head, listening. “The spirits are silent…or, I suppose, whispering too slowly to be heard. Without their wisdom and their
  
   power,
  
  Arachne, our own is severely hampered.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose that is something for which you can compensate?” Sheyann inquired.
 

 
  Tellwyrn shook her head. “I know exactly the limits of Vemnesthis’s tolerance, and this right here is it. Even if I could single out your particular fae familiars from the background noise of Naiya’s ruffled feathers, if I started shifting them out of sync with the world we’d be neck-deep in Scions before actually accomplishing anything. Sorry, this is the best I can do.”
 

 
  “It is a golden opportunity, even so,” Shiraki agreed, nodding. “Very well, let us do what we can, Sheyann. Rainwood, try not to break anything else.”
 

 
  “I hope you don’t think you’re making an impression on me,” Rainwood sneered. “I have been henpecked by the very best, and
  
   none
  
  of you are in Kuriwa’s league.”
 

 
  “Hush,” Sheyann said brusquely, already having strode forth to bend close to a pale green wolf whose coat was striated in patterns of gold, with the gleaming icon of an aspen leaf tattooed on her shoulder, apparently inked in sunlight. “I have never seen a transformation quite like this. Up close, it is clear even without my spirit guides that Aspen’s innate nature played a critical role in causing the effect. That does not account for the entire thing, however.”
 

 
  “There is a strong divine element in this,” Shiraki agreed, pacing down the line of wolves. “I believe
  
   this
  
  one used to be an ordinary wolf; it did not affect only the humans. Interestingly I don’t detect the influence of any specific god. Ordinarily, you can pick out the presence of at least
  
   one
  
  of them where there is this much divine energy.”
 

 
  “It is remarkably well-integrated into the fae, as well,” Sheyann mused. “The weaving of both types of magic is intricate, and seems quite stable. It would normally take great effort by skilled casters of both schools to do this.”
 

 
  “Looks like the standard high-level fae curse to me,” said Tellwyrn. “I’ve always somewhat resented how you lot can wiggle your fingers at the right bugaboo and have something so incredibly complex it’d take me all day to design a corresponding arcane spell just sprout up
  
   organically.”
  
 

 
  “Yes, but it’s the integration that’s anomalous,” Sheyann replied. “Organic growth of complex fae spells such as you describe doesn’t apply to cross-school applications. The spirits
  
   won’t,
  
  under ordinary circumstances, weave their magic in and around the divine in this manner. Such an effect usually means the influence of a skilled caster, but…”
 

 
  “Looking at this,” Shiraki added, “I surmise that the weaving was done by the spirits, using borrowed divine power. But that would mean both that it was channeled through a fae source—in this case, likely Aspen…”
 

 
  “Feasible,” Sheyann mused. “She
  
   is
  
  a demigoddess, and the dryad transformative effect is known to have unpredictable results.”
 

 
  “And also,” Shiraki continued, “to have been accessed directly from the divine field without the intercession of a god, any of whom would probably have stopped this from happening had something drawn their attention to it. Dwarves can do such as this; was there one present, Rainwood?”
 

 
  “No, that’d be her,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh, kneeling in front of one lunging wolf, a smaller specimen with a goat of dappled gold. Eagle wings were emblazoned on both her shoulders in glowing white. “Honestly, November, when you opted to take a semester off
  
   this
  
  was the last thing I imagined.”
 

 
  “She was prompted into this business directly by Avei,” said Rainwood. “Which is only part of the reason I’m not panicking about this, despite all your Elder chunnering. It’s not as if I didn’t know the uncertainty and the risks involved. I
  
   did
  
  this because I trust my guides, as any shaman should, and they were confident that it would work out well.”
 

 
  “Yes, just look how well it worked out,” Shiraki said, giving him an irritated look.
 

 
  “It hasn’t worked out,” Rainwood replied. “It is still working; that’s what we are doing here. Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of Elder? I really shouldn’t have to explain the importance of letting things take their course.”
 

 
  “Enough,” Sheyann said wearily. “We have much to do and no time for squabbling. This
  
   has
  
  been informative, thanks to Arachne’s knack for temporal magic. The task appears to involve disentangling fae and divine magic of considerable power.”
 

 
  “That will take time,” said Shiraki. “Quite a bit of it. And as we cannot do it without our spirit guides—or without risking the antagonism of the Scions—it will have to be in real time.
  
   That
  
  raises its own host of problems. In the immediate term,” he added, turning to look back at the staggered row of humans, “how best to prevent this from becoming another debacle?”
 

 
  “I believe it will work out,” said Sheyann. “These humans, I think, possess sufficient restraint not to become violent without necessity, and the wolves are not attacking. Look.” She paced around behind Ingvar and pointed forward in the direction he was bounding. “He is leading them into the gaps between groups; the others are collecting together to aim for other breaks in the line. None of them are baring teeth.”
 

 
  “Funny,” Tellwyrn grunted. “For a man on a crusade to debunk Shaathist alpha male nonsense, Ingvar sure does have this whole group eating out of his…paw.”
 

 
  “It’s instinct to follow the lead of whoever seems to know what they are doing,” Sheyann replied, giving her a faint smile. “Most social animals will do that, including people.”
 

 
  
   “Especially
  
  people,” Tellwyrn said with a sigh. “Just imagine what the world would look like if competence were rewarded the way confidence is… All right, thanks for your insight, all three of you. I believe I know how to cut through this knot. This is going to feel weird, but I promise it’s not harmful. Just go with it.”
 

 
  She made a swirling gesture with one fingertip, and all four elves rose slightly off the ground. Fortunately, they all possessed the sense to follow her advice and relaxed into the effect as they were floated bodily through the air and repositioned right where they had been before she accelerated them out of sync with the world.
 

 
  Immediately the flow of time resumed around them, most compellingly expressed by the whole pack of spirit wolves lunging straight at the line.
 

 
  The elves remained still and unfazed, the Imperials held their discipline behind the glowing blue shields their mages had up, and the Rangers did not pause in their musical attempts to connect with the pack. There were a few outcries from the Huntsmen, and one of the younger among them was knocked to the ground in passing.
 

 
  But aside from those very minor brushes, the wolves flowed smoothly through them, pouring into the gaps opened up in their line and swiftly disappearing up the hill behind and once more into the trees.
 

 
  Captain Antevid heaved a sigh and dropped the shield around his strike team. “Well,
  
   that
  
  was good and pointless.”
 

 
  “Not at all,” said Tellwyrn. “We were able to gather some crucial insight from their presence.”
 

 
  “Do tell,” said Arjuni, standing back up and turning to face her.
 

 
  “The transformation is sustained by fae
  
   and
  
  divine magic, woven together in a way we can’t easily untangle. It’s doable, but it would take time, and we would need to find a way to pacify the creatures that doesn’t kick off another big spiritual disruption.”
 

 
  “Which is a significant risk,” Sheyann added, “connected as they are to the flows of fae magic and sending their calls into the minds of everyone attuned.”
 

 
  “Time is going to be an issue,” Major Luger said curtly. “Given the rate at which they’re traveling, on this course they’ll be in Ninkabi by tonight.”
 

 
  “They will turn aside long before reaching it,” said Djinti. “Wolves will not enter a city unless forced. That raises its own problems, of course; once they change direction we will have to find them again, and N’Jendo becomes more populous toward the coasts. It will not be long before they can no longer avoid encountering people.”
 

 
  “All right!” Tellwyrn said briskly. “The core issue, then, is that we do not have the time or the resources to solve this intractable problem before it becomes exponentially worse. The
  
   good
  
  news is I know just the person to cut through this knot. It’ll mean calling in a favor I’ve held onto for more than a thousand years, but what the hell. The need is dire and honestly I can’t imagine what
  
   else
  
  I’d ever want from him. It will be tricky to even get his attention—certainly took me long enough last time—but with skilled divine and fae casters here I’m confident we can jury-rig something. First of all, witchy types, we need to know where the pack is heading and have another open space where we can get in front of them to set this up. While you’re figuring that out, let me walk the rest of you through what I’ll need you to do. Shaathists, you’re going to find this tremendously exciting and possibly fairly sacrilegious, so I’ll ask you to consider what’s at stake and try to keep your pants on.”
 

 
  Brother Djinti stared at her for a moment, then shifted to address the other elves. “Is she always…”
 

 
  “Yes,” the Elders answered in unison.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The actual work of magic was not prohibitively complex, once they got to it; the hard and time-consuming part, just as Tellwyrn had predicted, was in convincing both the Huntsmen and the Rangers (and to a lesser extent, the strike teams) that what she planned was both possible and not an unforgivable offense against the gods. She gave them patient explanations at first, gradually escalating into bullying everyone into compliance by the time the three shaman had finished their oracular work to find a new site to intercept the pack.
 

 
  The passage of two more hours found their whole increasingly strained alliance positioned in another clearing, this one on flat ground surrounded by pines, which they had set up fully according to the improvised specifications of the invocation Tellwyrn wanted to perform. Much of the ground had been decorated with glyphs and spell circles inscribed in a variety of ways, ranging from streaks charred into the soil by fire or simply areas of vegetation stomped flat to more delicate streams of dusts, powders, and crystal fragments supplied by the shamans. All around the perimeter of the space, Shaathist talismans had been hung from the lower branches of the trees. These charms were somewhat improvised as they had been limited by what the Huntsman and a few of the Rangers happened to be carrying, but Djinti and Tellwyrn judged that it would suffice for her purpose.
 

 
  “This is crazy,” Antevid commented without much emphasis, peering around at their handiwork.
 

 
  “If you had a better idea, the time to share it was before we started,” Tellwyrn retorted.
 

 
  “Oh, believe me, Professor,
  
   none
  
  of this would be going down if I had a better idea.”
 

 
  “They are coming,” Sheyann announced, staring fixedly to the northeast. “As you surmised, Arachne, the preparations here are drawing them actively.”
 

 
  “They are wild things,” murmured Shiraki, “and yet magical things. Both instinct and spirit move them—and somewhere deep beneath, the memory of sapience. It may be that they seek salvation from their cursed state.”
 

 
  “Well, I guess we’re about to find out,” Tellwyrn replied. “Back up, everybody, give our guests of honor space. Their presence in the clearing is going to be the next-to-last catalyst for the invocation.”
 

 
  The tension was palpable from among the humans. The hunters, at least; the strike teams seemed generally nonplussed about the whole business, going along because, as Captain Antevid had pointed out, they had no better ideas. The rest were as taut as bowstrings, however, over the implications of this.
 

 
  Tellwyrn just moved calmly to stand in the middle of the small spell circle she had supervised Sheyann forging, just in front of the largest of the rings laid out on the ground.
 

 
  Again, the wolves emerged from the trees amid a glow which brightened the clearing even under the afternoon sunlight. They ran silently, slowing upon finding themselves confronted by the same group of people. This time, though, they did not come to an abrupt halt, instead slowing to pace forward one cautious step at a time.
 

 
  Upon their arrival, magic began to rise. Charms hanging from branches rattled as a soft breeze rose from nowhere. Some of the traceries upon the grand began to flicker alight, bringing mossy and floral scents to the air and a faint ringing at the very edge of hearing as fae and divine magic coalesced.
 

 
  The wolves finally came to a stop, arranging themselves in a neat wedge behind the white wolf with the arrow marking.
 

 
  Glaring right at them, he bared his teeth, growling softly.
 

 
  “Oh, boy,” Antevid muttered. “They’re mad, this time.”
 

 
  “Professor?” Luger prompted in a warning tone.
 

 
  The wolf moved another step forward, growling more insistently.
 

 
  “Arachne,” Sheyann murmured, “you do not appear to be receiving the reaction you had hoped.”
 

 
  Frowning, Tellwyrn looked down at the now-glowing circle in which she stood, then behind her at the much larger one, which was still fully inert.
 

 
  Another step and another growl from Ingvar brought the rest of the pack forward as well, several of them now growling in unison.
 

 
  “Orders, Major?” Luger’s warlock pleaded.
 

 
  “Wait,” she said, staring at Tellwyrn. “Give her a moment…”
 

 
  “HEY!” Tellwyrn suddenly shouted, tilting her head back to glare at the sky and pointing imperiously at the middle of the large, empty circle. “You
  
   owe
  
  me, dammit! I demand
  
   payment of your debt!”
  
 

 
  Lightning blasted downward from the cloudless sky, the flash and thunderclap momentarily blinding everyone present and causing a few of the humans to shout in protest. In the next moment they were silent beneath the weight of the presence which had descended upon them.
 

 
  He was a simple, average-looking gray wolf, yet also a titanic being which towered over the very forest. The unmistakable impact of a god’s consciousness, the overwhelming force of thoughts which seemed to press every other mind in proximity in on itself, contrasted with the ordinary appearance of the best—when it appeared ordinary. It seemed almost to flicker, his gray and brown coat utterly unremarkable one moment and the next formed out of light itself. His very presence was a dizzying maze of contradictions, as if even he did not fully understand what he was meant to be.
 

 
  The entire pack immediately folded themselves to lie on the ground, staring at the great wolf before them. Ingvar whined softly.
 

 
  Shaath raised his head toward the sky and let out a howl that resonated across the world.
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  As one, the gathered spirit wolves stood, raised their heads and howled in response. The mingled music of the pack and the wolf god filled the sky, both eerie and beautiful, and evocative of a moonlit night even under the sunlight.
 

 
  “Back away,” Tellwyrn said, her voice just barely audible beneath the wolves’ song. She stepped out of the small activation circle and paced toward the edge of the clearing in deliberate, even strides. “All of you, give them as much space as you can.”
 

 
  The other elves had already drifted into the trees, and at Tellwyrn’s order the rest of those gathered began to follow suit, retreating till they were all shaded under the foliage, just in front of the outer row of trunks where they could still see what was happening in the glade.
 

 
  Even to those present not attuned to the fae, there was clear power in the cries of the wolves, especially those of Shaath himself. The sound shivered deep in the mind as it did in the air, resonating with emotions which defied naming and struck the watchers to their core. They gaped in pure awe, some with tears in their eyes, others wearing expressions of consternation, many seeming unsure how they felt as the call of Shaath heard from so close pulled them toward something they did not understand.
 

 
  The god of the wild howled again and the spirit wolves edged closer, answering. For an instant his very presence burst across the glade like an explosion, causing both two- and four-legged watchers to flinch and one of the Rangers’ hound companions to yelp as if hurt, and then it receded, leaving the god with nothing more than the appearance of a great gray wolf.
 

 
  “Wolves howl to find one another,” Brother Djinti whispered.
 

 
  “They howl to answer any who howls first,” Sheyann replied just as quietly. “The instinct is primal.”
 

 
  The Huntsman lodgemaster shook his head slowly, still staring into the glade at his god. “He howled first… As if he was looking for them. But they are right
  
   there.
  
  Why does he not growl? He should be asserting his dominance.”
 

 
  “Because that’s not how it works,” Rainwood stated gently. “That is the point of
  
   all
  
  this.”
 

 
  Shaath lowered his head, gazing across the clearing at the woods beyond. He did not focus upon any of the spirit wolves watching him; it was as if he didn’t see them. They fell quiet as well, gazing at the great one with their heads lowered and ears forward.
 

 
  He flickered again; he was a giant presence of burning gold looming against the sky, and then a simple shaggy beast. The very air faltered around him, refracting light as if reality were unsure what its shape was. In the confusing haze, for just an instant, it seemed there was a man standing in the place where the wild good waited, but that was gone immediately.
 

 
  His coat was now white and glowing like the spirit wolves around him, but free of markings. He raised his head, sniffing at the air, and it was a nondescript brown again. The spirit wolves edged closer, their body language inquisitive. Still, Shaath appeared not to see them, turning to stare in another direction at the horizon where a gap in the trees revealed it.
 

 
  Light fluttered, dreamlike, blurring the sight of Shaath as though he were seen underwater, and he was suddenly standing several feet to one side, his coat a different plain pattern of gray and his size now rivaling that of a draft horse. Still the wild god appeared to notice nothing going on around him, not the cautiously approaching spirit beasts or the oddities attached to his own appearance. He sniffed the air again, then turned around to snuffle at the ground.
 

 
  “What is wrong with him?” Djinti asked in a soft but anguished tone. “Is this your doing, Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  “It is yours, Brother,” Arjuni said quietly.
 

 
  Djinti finally tore his gaze from his god to glare at the Ranger leader, grasping the handle of the fae-blessed knife hanging at his belt.
 

 
  “Not yours only, or specifically,” Arjuni added with a soft sigh. “Or that of your lodge alone. This is what the Huntsmen have done to their own god; this is Angthinor’s legacy. He is trying to be a man, a beast, and a
  
   lie,
  
  because that is what his people demand. Even a god will tear if pulled in so many directions.”
 

 
  A muffled noise like a choked sob came from one of the assembled Huntsmen. All of them were tense as bowstrings, staring helplessly at their insensate and apparently disintegrating god.
 

 
  As they watched, Shaath turned fully around and began meandering toward another side of the clearing, his form flickering back to a smaller size and then glitching to another spot again. A sun-like burst of his immense aura flashed across the forest, then vanished again. The spirit wolves milled about in confusion and apparent worry, while Shaath himself wandered blind and puzzled, resembling nothing so much as an old man lost to the grip of senility.
 

 
  “He is leaving,” Djinti choked as the god meandered near the treeline. “You can call him, Tellwyrn! Please, call him back.”
 

 
  “I earned the right to do that
  
   once,”
  
  she said softly, “and this was it. Gods and wolves don’t always come when summoned. He wasn’t like this before,” she added, her eyebrows drawing together in consternation. “Always the recluse, but he could at least
  
   talk…
  
  Of course, that was way back when. Before Angthinor.”
 

 
  Djinti clenched his fists so hard they quivered, and took one step forward into the clearing.
 

 
  “I wouldn’t,” Tellwyrn warned.
 

 
  “I must,” he choked. “He has not
  
   done
  
  anything. He was meant to
  
   deal
  
  with this. If I can aid him…”
 

 
  “How?” Arjuni asked.
 

 
  He was spared having to answer by sudden moment from the glade. The arrow-marked white wolf who led the pack suddenly bounded forward, placing himself in front of the confused wild god. Shaath paused, sniffed in his general direction, then turned aside, taking a step to wander off again.
 

 
  Ingvar hopped to the side, again blocking his way, and this time darted forward to clamp his jaws around one of Shaath’s forelegs.
 

 
  Four of the assembled Huntsmen nocked and drew arrows.
 

 
  “Do not!” Sheyann ordered, and for a wonder, they obeyed.
 

 
  Shaath, meanwhile, had jerked back, the sensation of teeth on his leg finally getting through to him. He also flickered again, going pure white and then dappled gray, transitioning rapidly between a wolf and a discorporeal presence whose very proximity was an assault on all the senses before settling again, now again as a horse-sized wolf with a coat of golden bronze like rippling autumn sunlight. Finally, as if the touch of the spirit wolf had changed something in him, he truly looked like a wolf god.
 

 
  Ingvar had released him immediately and bounded back, but rather than further aggressive action, he splayed his front leg across the ground and lowered his head to rest his chin on the earth between them, looking up at Shaath with his ears pricked forward.
 

 
  The god finally appeared to see him directly, staring down at Invar with his head tilted quizzically.
 

 
  “Is… Is he trying to
  
   play
  
  with Shaath?” one of the Rangers asked aloud in disbelief.
 

 
  As if to answer, another of the spirit wolves ventured forward and suddenly nipped Shaath’s hindquarters.
 

 
  The god of the wild emitted an undignified yelp and leaped, whirling in midair to face her.
 

 
  The offending wolf, a smaller specimen whose coat ran in dappled shades of violent and blue, retreated and circled widely around him in a cantering gait clearly not meant to get anywhere quickly, her tongue lolling in a goofy expression.
 

 
  “And that’ll be Taka,” Rainwood said, grinning.
 

 
  Ingvar dashed around in front of Shaath again, distracting him from following Taka and placing himself almost under the much larger wolf, bouncing upward to nip at his vulnerable neck.
 

 
  “He’s going to be
  
   obliterated,”
  
  Captain Antevid said in a fascinated tone.
 

 
  “No,” Sheyann replied, smiling now.
 

 
  Shaath’s great head descended, jaws wide and teeth exposed, ready to clamp around Ingvar in a grip that could have crushed his skull like a melon. But instead, Shaath let the smaller wolf rear up to meet him, their open maws fencing with neither quite clamping down. After a few moments of this, Ingvar dropped back to all fours, running a quick circuit of Shaath’s front paws that took him under the god’s body. Shaath reared up himself, pivoting on his hind legs, and to the amazement of those watching, took off at a run around the perimeter of the clearing.
 

 
  Ingvar and Taka—and now, Aspen—all flew into pursuit, though they had no hope of outrunning a beast whose legs were taller than they. Shaath, though, slowed, his gait altering to a series of nearly vertical bounds of sheer exuberance that gave them plenty of room to catch up. He turned on them, knocking Aspen over with his head. She rolled onto her back, paws waving in the air, and Shaath bumped at her with his nose until Taka commanded his attention by nipping his tail. The god spun to chase her in a circle, clearly letting her get away.
 

 
  One of the Huntsmen abruptly sat down in the grass. Rainwood began chuckling quietly to himself.
 

 
  The onlookers remained where the were, not daring to break the spell by speaking up, while the rest of the pack took Ingvar and Shaath’s cue and swarmed over their god. Shaath bounded among them in clear delight, and an enormous game of tag ensued, the god of the wild leading the huge spirit wolves about as if they were puppies. They darted from one end of the glade to another, occasionally passing quite close to the onlookers but ignoring them, and incidentally wiping away most of the laboriously-drawn spell circles on the ground by rolling over them.
 

 
  There were no rules to the game, just fun. Wolves would frequently break off from pursuing their big target to tussle lightly with one another in the grass. When Shaath himself finally flopped over on his side, and then rolled onto his back, Ingvar and several others clambered all over him. The wolf god’s head lay upside-down against the earth, panting with his exertion and his tongue lolling out half over his face in a truly ridiculous expression.
 

 
  By that point, at least two Huntsmen were laughing, quietly but with a thin edge of hysteria. For a wonder, several Rangers had crossed the invisible boundary between them, kneeling beside the Shaathists and murmuring soothingly. The huge pet cat, apparently not much concerned with the giant spirit wolves nearby, was leaning comfortingly against a Huntsman who had huddled into a ball with his arms around his knees, purring.
 

 
  Brother Djinti just stood, watching the wolves with his mouth slightly open. Arjuni stepped over to stand next to him in silence.
 

 
  “The pack is a family,” Shiraki said softly. “Tis love that binds them, not force. Love is a greater command than any of fang or claw.”
 

 
  Finally, after close to an hour, the wolves seemed to wear out their energy. Their scuffling became lazier, tending to consist of lying on their sides and idly trying to bite at one another without actually getting up. Shaath himself sat down while the others gamboled around him, and soon Ingvar followed suit, sitting beside him and leaning against one of the god’s legs. Aspen, Taka, November, and a few other wolves who were not so easily identified lolled at Shaath’s feet.
 

 
  He raised his head again, not sniffing the air this time, but closing his eyes and seeming just to pause and feel the wind, the sunlight. Eventually, the rest of the pack grew still as well, turning to regard the wolf god in silence.
 

 
  Shaath opened his eyes, lowered his nose, and looked directly into the shadows beneath the trees where the humans and elves waited, watching.
 

 
  “Let any who are friends of the wild come forth.”
 

 
  He did not move his jaws to speak, but there could be no doubt who was talking. His voice, though a light tenor, resonated through every breath of air and blade of grass. It could be felt in the bones as much as heard with the ears, though it was gentle.
 

 
  Antevid and Luger exchanged a long look, and by unspoken agreement stayed right where they were, their respective squads also holding formation. The Huntsmen, Rangers, and elves all stepped forward into the sunlight at the god’s command, however.
 

 
  “Arachne,” Shaath’s voice echoed through them again. “Always the meddler.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   welcome,”
  
  she said pointedly, planting her fists on her hips.
 

 
  Shaath dipped his head once in acknowledgment. “Debt between us is not settled. Though you invoked it in payment of my promise, this summons has been the greatest kindness I have been paid in uncounted turns of the seasons. I am still in your debt for this, Arachne. You are a good friend, prickly though you may be.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” she said with a wry smile. “Anyway. I actually
  
   did
  
  call you here for a reason.”
 

 
  “Yes.” Shaath lowered his head again, regarding Ingvar from close at hand. The white wolf gazed seriously up at him, a picture of calm. “This was awkwardly done, and went wrong. I empathize greatly with that, with the best intentions trapping a friend of the wild in a savage form, unable to think or remember the truth of who he is.”
 

 
  Several of the Huntsmen had tears running down their faces now. Shaath turned his head to study them directly, and more than one flinched.
 

 
  “Malice threatens the wild less than simple, selfish thoughtlessness,” said the god, his tone purely weary. “Recrimination is pointless. The harm you have done—all of you, those who claim to be my Huntsmen—was with the best intentions. And still there are so many. All believing lies, defending lies, imposing their madness upon the world. Upon the wild. Upon
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  Slowly, he stretched is forelegs forward, lowering himself to a sphinxlike pose, and languidly blinked his eyes.
 

 
  “I am tired,” the god announced. “Already I feel the fog pressing in upon me again. This was a pleasing reprieve, but it will not last.”
 

 
  “Lord!” Djinti burst out, stepping forward. “How can we help you? What must we do? If we have wronged you, there is
  
   nothing
  
  we will not do to make amends!”
 

 
  “But can you?” Shaath asked. He lifted his head again, nose to the wind. “We will see. I taste the madness of this magic on the air, nightmares cast through the realm of the spirits to plague the world. The howl of the wolf will rise every night until this is put to rest. But if it is simply wiped away, what shall become of me? If all returns to what it was, why should my followers stir themselves from their complacency?”
 

 
  “We will not forget again!” Djinti swore. “Tell us your truth, lord, and by my blood and my soul, I
  
   will
  
  see it spread to the world.”
 

 
  “You…will…see,” Shaath stated slowly. “Yes. You will see what happens when people are shown truth. You will see what marks people apart from the wild: what they do when faced with a truth they do not like. You will see what you have shown
  
   me
  
  all these years, the stubborn madness of those who seek to substitute their will for that of the world. I will not silence the howling.”
 

 
  “Now, see here,” Tellwyrn began.
 

 
  “Not completely,” Shaath clarified, turning to look at her. “This madness helps no one. I see how it has infected the flows of magic; that I can fix, and will. But while I am here, and lucid, and before it takes me again, I curse my people with the harshest fate I can: truth. All who presume to call upon my name will know the truth of the wolf every time they dream. All my Huntsmen will face what they have done, every night, until I can finally rest in truth. And
  
   you will see
  
  how many of them can bear it.”
 

 
  He lowered his head completely to rest upon the ground, blinking again.
 

 
  “If you would walk the way of the wild in truth, follow the one who is my true Huntsman. The brother who has sought to free me.”
 

 
  There was no flash or fanfare, no display of magic that could be seen; suddenly, they were simply restored. Ingvar, Aspen, Taka, Tholi and November stood or sat closest to Shaath, with the smaller groups of younger Rangers and Huntsmen who had gone with them nearby, all human again and blinking in bemusement. The rest remained as they were, the wolf family who had joined them still pale as moonlight and marked with the colorful favor of the spirits they had invoked.
 

 
  Ingvar knelt, wrapping his arms around Shaath’s great neck, and pressed his face into his bronze fur. As if at his signal, the others did likewise, coming forward to lean against or on top of the god until even his huge form was almost covered by their bodies.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Shaath said, his voice already fading. “Thank you.”
 

 
  Then they all stumbled to the ground, as he was gone.
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  “Once again, ‘any moment’ is not
  
   technically
  
  incorrect, but it is overly dramatic,” Bradshaw said with the strained patience of a perfectionist having to continually clarify. “The most
  
   accurate
  
  description of the situation is that we do not know what the trigger for opening the portals is—
  
   yet.
  
  I recommend all haste, but not panic. Clearly, something has prevented the portals opening at least this long, and we are working to figure out what.”
 

 
  “Haste but not panic is the right action in almost any circumstance,” Grip said in a deceptively lazy tone, eyes on the dismantled wand she was cleaning. “Including if, for example, there were twenty-odd demon portals in the city that might open any fucking minute.”
 

 
  “Grip, play nicely with the other kids,” Sweet reproved. “Bradshaw’s doing us a big solid and these stakes don’t allow for any infighting. What is it you need from us?” he asked the warlock.
 

 
  “Embras and the dragon simply want to stay in communication,” Bradshaw replied a little less testily. “Khadizroth did mention Mr. Schwartz as a possible assistant in his own efforts. He and the elf seem competent but they are trying to chase multiple leads at once and the aid of another shaman couldn’t hurt.”
 

 
  “I say, that’s a point,” Schwartz agreed, reaching up to stroke Meesie, who had started squealing in alarm. “Though I’ll admit the prospect of working under a green dragon is both tremendously exciting and rather terrifying.” His familiar bounded onto his head and began gesticulating wildly, keeping up her shrill commentary. “Meesie agrees,” Schwartz added solemnly. “It’s also worth keeping in mind that we have, ah, something of a
  
   history.
  
  Given what happened last time our paths crossed his…” He trailed off, looking over at Branwen.
 

 
  “I have found Lord Khadizroth an eminently reasonable being,” she said with a reassuring smile. “He is well aware of what happened that night and bears us no grudge over Ildrin’s actions.”
 

 
  “Makes sense to keep the finger-wigglers on the same page,” Grip mused. “Well! If that’s how it’s gonna be, I’d like to come along. You, too,” she added to Jenell. “This is an invaluable learning opportunity.”
 

 
  Jenell opened her mouth, apparently found nothing to say, and shut it. Her tutor grinned wolfishly at her.
 

 
  “I am of course honored at the opportunity to serve as your personal taxi service,” Bradshaw said in an exceedingly dry tone.
 

 
  Shook cleared his throat. “For what it’s worth, I agree with the Bishop about Big K bein’ more or less reasonable. He doesn’t flame-broil people who don’t create a need.
  
   You,
  
  Grip, run a very significant risk of creating a need if you park yourself in a room with him for five minutes.”
 

 
  She rolled her eyes. “If
  
   you
  
  can hang around with this dragon without setting him off, Thumper, any actual grown-up with a shred of functional impulse control should be fine.”
 

 
  He clenched both fists and she grinned again.
 

 
  
   “Peace,”
  
  Sweet exclaimed. “What did I literally
  
   just
  
  say about infighting?”
 

 
  “Right,” Shook agreed, deliberately relaxing and straightening his lapels. “Sorry.”
 

 
  Sweet gave him a tiny sidelong frown as if perplexed by that, but Schwartz hastily continued the discussion before it could be diverted any further.
 

 
  “On that note! Just logistically speaking, might it not be best to combine both groups entirely?”
 

 
  “How about
  
   no,”
  
  Flora and Fauna chorused. Schwartz turned to them, blinking in surprise, and Meesie sat bolt upright in his hair with her head tilted.
 

 
  “Actually, the idea has merit,” said Bradshaw. “It is not without issues, though. Syrinx is supposed to be specifically finding Darling and company, and neither Embras nor Khadizroth want her coming at
  
   us.
  
  Not to tell you your business,” he added directly to Sweet, “but I wouldn’t want her sniffing after
  
   you
  
  unless you’re accompanied by some heavy-hitters. Also, given the increasing uncertainty and the fact that blithely trusting Syrinx to hold up her end of a deal would be hysterically stupid, it may be a good idea for the two Bishops to try to mobilize whatever there is of their cults in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “What exactly are Izarites supposed to do about a possible demon invasion?” Jenell asked scornfully.
 

 
  “Protect and heal people,” Grip answered. “A priest is a priest, when it comes to demons. There’s value in other talents than yours, apprentice. Do not open your mouth if nothing’s gonna come out of it but ego.”
 

 
  “So…are you in favor of blending the two groups or not?” Schwartz asked Bradshaw.
 

 
  The warlock tilted his head from one side to the other in a waffling motion. “Thinking on it, I don’t see how a complete blending is workable. But we may want to reconsider who to station where. And we should definitely try to keep both groups in contact.”
 

 
  “We are not interested in being under a roof with Khadizroth the Green,” Fauna stated.
 

 
  
   “Or
  
  Vannae,” added Flora.
 

 
  The discussion continued, almost immediately veering into argument again and then back, while Shook discreetly wandered around the perimeter for the room to stand next to his own Bishop.
 

 
  “Sweet,” he murmured, “can you spare a minute for a talk? In private?”
 

 
  Sweet looked at him, raising his eyebrows, then shrugged. Saying nothing, he straightened up from his slouched pose against the wall and slipped out through the door. Shook fell into step behind him.
 

 
  They were ensconced in a safe house used by the local Guild, on loan to Sweet for the time being by Ninkabi’s Underboss. While the argument carried on in the sitting room, Sweet led the way through the kitchen and down the short flight of steps beyond into a dusty but surprisingly well-stocked wine cellar, slapping a switch in passing that made a single dim fairy lamp come on.
 

 
  “Thanks,” Shook muttered once they were both over the threshold. There was no door, but the distance and intervening halls muffled the conversation out front to a bare murmur. “This is… Okay, there’s obviously more important stuff going on, so shut me up as soon as something interesting happens. But while we got a breather I…” He inhaled deeply and self-consciously straightened his suit again. “I wonder if I could… I mean, you
  
   are
  
  a priest. I just wanna bend your ear in that capacity.”
 

 
  Sweet leaned back against the wall next to the door and folded his arms, keeping his expression calm. “Well, you know we don’t have much of a confessional tradition, Thumper, but I fancy I’m a pretty decent listener. What’s on your mind?”
 

 
  He took a few steps to the end of a wine rack, then turned and paced back the other way. The words were hard to dredge up, but he was keenly aware that this was an inopportune time; the clock was ticking, as assuredly was the Bishop’s patience.
 

 
  “Spending a couple a’ years with Kheshiri around
  
   really
  
  fucked me up,” he said abruptly, straightening up and making himself look Sweet in the eye. “I’m… Well, she’s gone, and I’m better off, obviously. Been thinkin’ over a lot of stuff as I have time, getting a handle on how bad she screwed me up an’ trying to undo some of the damage. Khadizroth has helped with that.”
 

 
  “I will just bet he has,” Sweet said mildly.
 

 
  Thumper heaved a sigh. “I’m not a moron, Sweet. The dragon’s got an agenda, same as anyone, but in his case… Augh, that’s a whole other conversation. It’s just… Okay, well, first things first: you tried to help me out a lot back in the day an’ I pretty much blew you off. I been thinkin’ back on a lot of real good advice I’ve been given by several people, including you. Better late than never, I guess. So, before anything else happens: thanks, Sweet, for trying. And I’m sorry for wasting your time.”
 

 
  One corner of Sweet’s mouth turned upward and his eyes softened. He nodded once, gravely. “You are welcome.”
 

 
  “But what I keep comin’ back to,” Shook went on, turning his head to glare at the wall, “is that… Well, that. All that was long before Kheshiri came along and as bad as she screwed with my head, she wasn’t the start of it. I… Sweet, I’ve fucked up a
  
   lot.
  
  And looking back, I’m not even sure, a hundred percent, how much of everything I thought I knew was bullshit. I’m pretty sure it’s at least
  
   some
  
  of it. I dunno where to draw the lines. All I’m absolutely confident of is I’ve
  
   really
  
  fucked up.”
 

 
  “Why?”
 

 
  Thumper snapped his eyes back to him; Sweet was still regarding him with the same bland look. “Huh?”
 

 
  “Why, specifically, have you habitually fucked up?”
 

 
  He breathed in, slowly, and back out. The reactive surge of anger was not appropriate. It was a
  
   good
  
  question. Sweet was trying to help, just as he had years ago.
 

 
  “That, right there,” Thumper said flatly after a moment. “I get too mad and I don’t handle it well. Better’n I used to, but… I, uh, also think… I absorbed a lot of Alan’s views about the world an’ I’m starting to think some of ’em may be kind of…incredibly wrong.”
 

 
  “I’ll help you out a bit, since this
  
   is
  
  progress,” Sweet said evenly. “You have a long pattern of blaming everybody but yourself when you fuck up, Thumper.”
 

 
  He inhaled and exhaled again. Then a second time, suddenly aware that the anger he was feeling was something he’d summoned, subconsciously, because it was easier to deal with than shame. “Yeah, I see that now. Specially the last couple years… I had it worked around in my head how the Guild had turned against me because of Keys’s lies, and… This thing with Justinian, I thought if I could get some
  
   results
  
  from him… I dunno.”
 

 
  “Keys’s report from Last Rock was some seriously troubling shit, Thumper,” the priest stated tonelessly. “You wanna offer me some insight on that?”
 

 
  Thumper looked away from his eyes again, crushingly aware it was simple cowardice and unable to summon up the strength to do better. “Keys…irrespective of anything else, has always been an insufferable piece of shit and you know it. I’m not gonna cop to anything she said until I hear the full details of it.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   that
  
  is not the response of a man who’s done nothing wrong,” Sweet retorted, and Shook just barely managed not to flinch. “So that tells me what
  
   I
  
  need to know. The fine details are Style’s problem.”
 

 
  “I’m…I’m trying to do
  
   better,
  
  Sweet,” he said helplessly. “I’ve fucked up, I know it. I just…I want a chance to make things right, if I can. How do I get outta this, and earn that?”
 

 
  Sweet’s shoulders slumped and he sighed. Then straightened up, shaking his head. “If that’s where this is going, Thumper, I don’t have time for it.”
 

 
  Shook felt the betrayal like a stab in his chest. “But—”
 

 
  “Has it ever once crossed your mind that there are things you just
  
   don’t get out of?”
  
  Sweet held his stare, and this time he found he actually
  
   couldn’t
  
  look away. “You crossed a line with her, Thumper. It’s a universal line everybody in every civilization in all of history knows not to cross, and you did it anyway. There is some shit that is just not excused by a bad upbringing. And
  
   then
  
  you ran instead of facing the consequences like a man. What you’re asking me now is to keep not facing consequences, and whatever progress you’ve made, that shows me it’s not enough.”
 

 
  Shook finally lowered his eyes, fully occupied by the plummeting feeling inside himself. Sweet wasn’t done, though.
 

 
  “I always approve of anybody trying to improve themselves, but in your case, the appropriate time for this was a decade ago. And
  
   especially
  
  before you interpreted an enforcement mandate as an excuse to get handsy with a fellow Guild member. Redemption is for the bards, Thumper. It’s a pretty story device that works well enough for made-up people in imaginary stories, but in real life? Nothing that’s done can be undone. Actions have consequences. Everybody fucks up and we’ve all got blood on our hands; character is measured by how you face responsibility. And
  
   you
  
  are still trying to duck out of it.
 

 
  “You wanna man up, finally? You need to make peace with the fact that the consequences of
  
   your
  
  actions may be extremely final, Thumper. Facing them might not be something you come out the other side of. And you
  
   especially
  
  need to internalize the fact that
  
   this is what you’ve chosen.
  
  If you still don’t have the wits to see how you’ve created your own situation, or the guts to take your medicine…”
 

 
  Sweet shrugged again, and turned to step into the stairwell.
 

 
  “You can try running again. Gods know it’d be less paperwork for us. I can’t promise how far you’d get, but it might be far enough. There’s big shit going down, Thumper, and
  
   everybody
  
  has more important things to deal with than you. It’s your call. But if you’re really serious about doing
  
   better,
  
  then you know what you have to do. If you’ve got it in you.”
 

 
  He climbed the stairs in silence. Thumper saw his legs hesitate at the top before he finished ascending, and returned to the others.
 

 
  Shook turned his back to the doorway. His fists were clenched so hard his nails were cutting into his own skin. Breathe. In, out… Calm. Except this time there was no calm there. He was fighting a losing battle with the anger.
 

 
  No, he realized, not with anger, not anymore. Sweet, with a few piercing sentences, had managed to take even that from him. Nothing Khadizroth had taught him had left him prepared to cope with
  
   shame.
  
 

 
  The footsteps on the stairs behind him were softer. Oddly, for once in his life, Shook couldn’t find it in himself to care who was creeping up on him from behind.
 

 
  “I think that was partly the situation talking,” Branwen Snowe murmured, stepping up into his peripheral view. “I have never known Antonio to be deliberately cruel.”
 

 
  A bitter laugh tore itself from Shook’s throat, and not just because there were obviously things about
  
   Antonio
  
  she didn’t begin to imagine. “Ah, hell, ain’t his fault he’s right. I mean…well, you know what I mean. I guess you were listening in on most a’ that?”
 

 
  “I apologize for intruding on your privacy,” she said with evident sincerity, reaching up to rest one hand against his upper arm. Her blue eyes were soulful and kind; in that moment he could almost forget the dozens of tiny signals he’d picked up over the last few days that Snowe was as cunning a creature as Syrinx in her own way. “Priestesses of my faith experience the emotions of others much the way you do smells in the air. Except I can’t just hold my nose, so to speak. It’s impossibly difficult to be around someone who is in as much pain as you are and not try to do
  
   something
  
  about it.”
 

 
  For whatever reason, the conversation was helping. Maybe it just gave him something other than his own inadequacy on which to focus. Shook ran through another breathing exercise, then unconsciously smoothed a hand over his hair. “Yeah, well. Thanks for your concern, Bishop, but I figure I’m all confessed out for the time being. ‘less you have a
  
   wildly
  
  different interpretation than Sweet did…”
 

 
  Still gazing up at him, she shook her head slowly. “I’m not going to contradict anything he said. Ironically, an Avenist would have told you much the same; I’ve always been amused by how similar your two faiths are beneath the surface. I do have my own set of biases, though, Mr. Shook. I’m an Izarite.” She laughed softly. “Not a very good one, but still.”
 

 
  At that, he raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Whaddaya mean, not good? How come they made you the Bishop, then?”
 

 
  “There’s a reason the Brethren don’t much care for politics,” she said softly. “Izara’s way is to do what good you can, right where you are, for whoever you can immediately reach. Me? I have always been a…big picture person. I believe deeply in the power of love, in how much the world needs more of it. I’ve never been able to content myself with the needs of the moment, though.”
 

 
  She smiled, an expression so warm and caring he actually found himself believing it. Her small fingers gently squeezed his bicep. “I think, Mr. Shook, you might be an authentically bad person.”
 

 
  It was truly amazing how much that actually hurt.
 

 
  “I don’t say that lightly, or about many people,” she went on seriously. “Antonio was not wrong, about responsibility and justice. But
  
   I
  
  can’t make myself think that is the most important thing. However flawed you are, Jeremiah… I believe you are becoming aware of that, and earnestly trying to do better. And to
  
   me,
  
  that is what’s important. It’s not my prerogative to speak for anyone you may have hurt. In the big picture, though, I consider the good a person can go on to do more valuable than any punishment that can be levied against them.”
 

 
  She closed her eyes, shook her head slightly, and let out a tiny huff that was just a shadow of a rueful laugh. “The Guild, the Sisterhood…not many will see it the way I do. But I hope that’s worth something to you, at least.”
 

 
  Breathe in. Breathe out. Calm was a choice. Surprisingly, he found it more within his grasp now.
 

 
  Gently, he removed her hand from his arm and stepped back. “Right. Cos I’ve got all these forces circling that’ll take me down, but maybe with
  
   you
  
  I can still be spared, is that it?”
 

 
  “Oh, I didn’t mean—”
 

 
  “Look, your Grace, I already know you’re smarter than you like to appear. I also know you’re hard enough to come all the way out here to try to kill a former colleague of yours. None of that’s a criticism, mind you, because frankly I think it’s a goddamn shame we
  
   still
  
  haven’t managed to put a knife in Syrinx’s eye. But enforcement is as much about drama and manipulation as force. More so.” He gave her a humorless little smile, noting how blank her face had gone. “Due credit, it was a
  
   good
  
  recruitment pitch. An’ cos I like you, I’ll offer some free advice: don’t try that again on another Eserite enforcer. They’ll all see through it, an’ some’ll take offense.”
 

 
  Thumper took a step back from her and inclined his upper body in a shallow bow.
 

 
  “You really
  
   are
  
  more than meets the eye,” she said with a rueful smile. Gods, she was
  
   still
  
  doing it.
 

 
  “I thank you for the kind words, Bishop. Dunno how sincere they were, but it helps nonetheless.”
 

 
  Again, that gentle expression. “If I wanted to lie to you, Jeremiah, I would have spared your feelings.”
 

 
  “Well, then.” He nodded, and turned to head for the stairs. “Best get back, there ain’t much time for screwin’ around.”
 

 
  Thumper kept his gaze fixed straight ahead as he climbed back up into the kitchen and turned toward the living room and the still-ongoing argument therein. A thought had just occurred which put a little of the steel back into his step.
 

 
  Unless they all had some
  
   very
  
  good luck very soon, this city was likely to shortly be filled with a thousand screaming, hell-crazed reasons not to have to go back to the Guild and grovel for Keys, Style, and Tricks. He was aware this was still a cowardly way of thinking, but it was cowardice he could meet with a wand in hand and blood under his nails, and right at that moment, that sounded like a compromise he could accept.
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  “Schneider says the spirits are still severely agitated,” said Captain Antevid.
 

 
  “My witch reports the same,” Major Luger said more stiffly, shifting her focus to the two serene-faced Elders. “Considering
  
   that,
  
  as well as all the developments we’ve seen here, you’ll excuse me if I’m not ready to consider this entire matter settled.”
 

 
  “For each matter settled this day,” Shiraki replied solemnly, “seven more shall arise in the days to come. Thy wariness serves thee well, soldier-priestess. But there are matters, and then there are matters.”
 

 
  “What he means,” Sheyann interjected as the Major’s eyebrows lowered precipitously, “is that it’s likely to be a long time before there is an overall
  
   settling
  
  . The fae spirits through which power and information are channeled are living, feeling things. But not, in all circumstances,
  
   thinking
  
  things. Given the stress to which they’ve been subjected, they will be agitated for some time to come. The situation is less like ripples from a stone dropped in water than… A large flock of birds whose nesting tree had been struck by lightning.”
 

 
  “Evocative,” Antevid said approvingly.
 

 
  Sheyann glanced at him before returning her attention to Luger. “With all due respect to your respective witches, whose competence I have no reason to doubt, Shiraki and I have practiced our craft longer than the traditions in which you trained have existed. We can assure you that the
  
   source
  
  of this disruption has been pacified. In time, the spirits will reach a new equilibrium.”
 

 
  “Didn’t sound a hundred percent pacified to me,” Luger grunted. “Now we have no less than the assurance of a
  
   god
  
  that he means to keep doing this specific thing.”
 

 
  “A
  
   more
  
  specific thing, in fact,” Sheyann clarified. “He means to subject devoted Shaathists to visions of wolf pack behavior, like the Ranger ritual to do the same. Every night in their dreams. While I’m sure there will be vast repercussions from
  
   that,
  
  it is an entirely different class of event from insistent howling from everywhere in the world every night, accompanied by agonizing spiritual urges in everyone connected to the fae. This is now explicitly a Shaathist problem; everyone else may breathe easily again.”
 

 
  Luger pursed her lips, glancing to the side. The group of elves and Imperials had remained under the shade of the trees, with the exception of Rainwood, who had joined the group of Ingvar’s new pack. In addition to the recently-transformed group of people he had brought with him, there were the remaining spirit wolves, who showed remarkable equanimity in the presence of so many humanoids. The Shaathists and Rangers were sitting around Ingvar on the grass, their numbers now mixing together instead of remaining separated by faction as they had been before, while he spoke and answered questions in a quiet voice which forced them to listen closely.
 

 
  “It is, of course, your privilege to proceed in whatever manner you think best,” Sheyann added in a tone of gentle reproof, “but I cannot imagine what reason you think I might have to deceive you, Major.”
 

 
  “Don’t henpeck, Sheyann,” said Tellwyrn. “Not that I don’t have my issues with stuffy military types, but not blithely accepting the dictates of foreign nationals on a mission’s status is just a case of being good at her job.”
 

 
  “Appreciate the validation, Professor,” Luger said sardonically.
 

 
  “For
  
   my
  
  part,” Tellwyrn continued, “I do accept your recommendation. Gods know I have plenty of personal observation that you’re both the best out there at what you do. If what’s been injuring my students and staff is done, I need to get back to them.”
 

 
  “Yes, of course,” Sheyann agreed, nodding deeply to her. “By the same token, we should return to our grove. Even with the source pacified, these events placed great stress upon our shaman, especially the young learners. Our guidance will be needed.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn smiled lopsidedly, raising an eyebrow. “Well, then! Can I offer you a lift home?”
 

 
  “The offer is, as always, appreciated, Arachne,” Sheyann said with wry fondness. “But as this is no longer an actual
  
   crisis,
  
  I believe we can do without having our molecules dismantled again. With our own blessings we can be home by tomorrow. I judge that, now, to be sufficient haste.”
 

 
  “Don’t be absurd, you don’t disconnect the molecules,” Tellwyrn said seriously. “That’d
  
   never
  
  work, you’d rematerialize as so much mud. The entire package is converted to data and moved via fundamental entanglement.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Sheyann said, affecting deep and solemn gravity, “for correcting me.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn grinned, glanced one last time over at Ingvar and his various wolves, and just like that was gone, leaving behind only a faint puff of air filling the space she had been.
 

 
  “Well, there she goes,” Antevid said lightly. “Before you also vanish, Elders, the Empire appreciates all your help. I’ll make sure ImCom knows the elves from Sarasio are good neighbors when the need arises.”
 

 
  She inclined her head politely to him before turning to Shiraki, who was facing the clearing now. “Well, then, shall we?”
 

 
  He answered softly in elvish, still watching Ingvar’s impromptu teaching session. “The restorative work should be minor; mostly, everyone will just need rest. Would you forgive me if I left it for you to handle, Sheyann?”
 

 
  Sheyann turned fully to face him, replying in the same language. “You are right, and I would. What are you thinking, Shiraki?”
 

 
  “I think,” he said, slowly and pensively, “I would like to stay, for a while, with this Ingvar and his…pack.”
 

 
  “We are in the midst of a great general upheaval,” she reminded him. “As much as we butt heads, times of transition are when traditions and the conservative voices who speak for them are most important. This is an awkward moment for you to go
  
   tauhanwe.”
  
 

 
  He gave her a sidelong smile. “A wise shaman bends with the wind; a fool demands that it part around him. I have made my case against involving ourselves with the world and others with our business, but that time has passed. And in truth, events have shown me that I was misguided.” Shiraki returned his focus to the group in the glade; Ingvar had beckoned one of the luminous spirit wolves to his side, and now had an arm around the creature’s neck in a light embrace, continuing to talk to his followers both established and new. “It is fatal to ignore what is happening in the wider world. And this, Sheyann, is
  
   happening.
  
  Someone should be watching where it goes. Not to mention that these puppies could perhaps benefit from the perspective of an Elder. Or do you really want Brother Ingvar to forge a new Shaathism with
  
   Rainwood
  
  as his only source of shamanic wisdom?”
 

 
  That brought a soft laugh from her.
 

 
  “I don’t suppose you speak elvish?” Lugar asked Antevid.
 

 
  “It’s on my to-do list,” he said.
 

 
  “Spirits gather,” Shiraki said abruptly in Tanglish. “Attend, something is—”
 

 
  Ingvar had stepped away from the wolf next to him, and a pale glow coalesced upon him of light drawn seemingly from nowhere; it resembled the visible effect of shadow-jumping, but with moonlight instead of darkness. Like a shadow-jump, it dissipated immediately, leaving behind the great form of a white spirit wolf bearing an arrow mark on his face where the hunter had stood.
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Antevid exclaimed, though softly. The rest of his team stepped forward to stare. “We
  
   just
  
  fixed that!”
 

 
  Shiraki glanced at him, raising an eyebrow. “We?”
 

 
  There was a similar reaction from the onlookers closer to the action, with many of the assembled humans scrambling backward. The other spirit wolves were unperturbed, however, and the rest of those who had previously been transformed all straightened up in unison, frowning as if suddenly considering a surprising new thought. Rainwood had bounded to his feet, and was now peering rapidly between Ingvar and the others in confusion.
 

 
  The white wolf himself raised his head, turning to face the west with his ears alert. While the humans muttered among themselves, the wolves watched him closely.
 

 
  Shiraki lightly touched Sheyann’s upper arm once, then walked forward into the glade at a serene pace.
 

 
  Before he reached the group, the light coalesced again and left Ingvar once more restored to human form. He stood upright, still facing west with his eyes narrowed in concentration, but after a second jerked backward in surprise, blinking. The Huntsman turned to look at Aspen.
 

 
  “Did I just…?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” the dryad replied. “What I wanna know is
  
   how
  
  you did that?”
 

 
  “Yeah, me
  
   too,”
  
  Rainwood added.
 

 
  “Do you think we can all…?” November trailed off, turning to Rainwood, who shrugged.
 

 
  “Sure am glad we’ve got this shaman here to share his understanding of the currents of magic,” Taka said solemnly.
 

 
  “A transformation which cometh without will or warning is one triggered by outside effect,” said Shiraki as he paced into the group. Everyone turned to regard him, the gathered Rangers and Huntsmen shuffling aside to clear a path for the elf to Ingvar, who had fixed his full attention on him immediately. “The magic, it is clear, lies within thee, only the reaction was to another source. It may be that thou canst gain conscious control, but then, it may not. Thy circumstance is mingled of the powers of gods and fae, young hunter. Thou shalt learn more as must we all: through time and experience.”
 

 
  “That’s very helpful, Elder, thank you,” Rainwood drawled.
 

 
  Shiraki paused, turned to him, and spoke calmly in elvish. “I am neither Kuriwa nor the Elders of your home grove who tried to douse your spirit, young man. If you cannot direct your petulance elsewhere, please keep it leashed while we are trying to sort out matters of life and death.”
 

 
  He returned his gaze to the now-bemused Ingvar, switching back to his archaic Tanglish. “Recall thy mind in the moments before it came over thee, Brother Ingvar. I saw no craft at work in this place, felt only the spirits around thee responding to a call from within.”
 

 
  “You think if we can identify what caused it, we can learn whether it can be controlled?” Ingvar nodded slowly, his expression pensive.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” said Shiraki. “Tis the first step, regardless. Though the Huntsmen are no ascetic creed, thou art trained at least somewhat in the arts of the mind. Still thy thoughts, feel thy breath, and seek back within to that moment, ere the memory fades.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded again and his expression turned inward, though he did not close his eyes. Everyone around grew still as well, watching him closely; Rainwood followed suit after a last, lingering scowl at Shiraki. The Elder, for his part, kept his gaze fixed on the contemplative Huntsman, though he did not fail to take note of the demeanor of this group of mixed Huntsmen and Rangers, the way they hung on his every word and now even on his silence, waiting for him to unravel another mystery for him. Though Shiraki had not spent overmuch time among humans in a handful of centuries, he had seen no shortage of heralds, prophets, teachers and charismatic troublemakers during his long life. They were a significant part of why he had not encouraged human visitors to his home grove.
 

 
  What followed this, if it did not fizzle out abruptly, would affect the course of the world for great good or ill. Another reason it needed a guiding hand. If his people could no longer afford to ignore human progress, perhaps they should take part in shaping it.
 

 
  “There was…a scent,” Ingvar said slowly, his eyebrows drawing together in concentration. “Except…not a scent. I feel,” he added, focusing on Shiraki’s face, “like the sensation was partly an effect of my mind trying to parse something for which it did not have terms or context.”
 

 
  Shiraki nodded. “Thus is ever the way of those who reach beyond their ken; when not done in recklessness, tis a valued tool by which the shaman man perceive more of the world. Didst thy mind sense an ineffable touch whilst in the form of the wolf, tis likely ‘twould reach thee as a smell.”
 

 
  “Then…you think it was a remembered scent, Elder?” he asked. “Something that would bring back the form of the wolf?”
 

 
  “Scent is a powerful key to memory,” Shiraki agreed, nodding, “and memory a powerful key to an altered state, if it be one thou hast attained ere now. Mind, also, that thy powers are now granted at the behest of they god. If more gifts art thou granted, ’twill be for use in his service. Canst thou give a name to this smell?”
 

 
  “Evil,” said Aspen before Ingvar could answer. “I remember it. While we were first in the wolf dream, that was the part where it started to go wrong.”
 

 
  “I remember, too,” said Rainwood, frowning. “That
  
   was
  
  the tipping point. I was guiding their vision, but something reared up and sent them into a fury.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s a little reassuring, I guess,” Tholi noted. “Here I was thinking you’d just done the ritual wrong.” Rainwood turned a scowl on him, but Dimbi barked a laugh.
 

 
  “Peace,” Ingvar said, his voice firmly cutting off the burgeoning byplay. “I thank you, Elder, for your insight. This all makes perfect sense. While we must contend with the corruption existing within the cult of Shaath, that is simply a thing to be dealt with, not the reason we are called together. These events, this quest, cannot all have been for the sake of making
  
   politicians
  
  of us. Servants of the wild god are called to protect his realm. And
  
   something
  
  threatens it. As if…”
 

 
  He raised his head again, narrowing his eyes in concentration, and the light gathered again. This time, Ingvar’s transformation into the white wolf brought murmurs from his audience, but no further panic.
 

 
  The outcries began again, though, when there ensued another flash and where November had been sitting there was suddenly a golden spirit wolf with wing marks on her shoulders. The other members of the pack, those who had been normal gray wolves before the transformation and not changed back, stood and paced forward to join her and Ingvar; all of them were staring away to the southwest.
 

 
  Ingvar growled once, and took a single step in that direction.
 

 
  Swiftly but smoothly, Shiraki glided forward to block his path.
  
   “Patience,
  
  young wolf,” the Elder remonstrated. Ingvar straightened up, his ears perking forward in attention. “If evil rises, it must be answered, and shall be. Yet thou must not yield thy mind to instinct. Only with time will mastery come, but thou must gain a basic understanding of this gift before thou canst use it in the hunt. Rainwood and I shall lend our craft to thy aid. Attend, now.”
 

 
  Some yards distant, under the trees, Major Luger turned to her fellow team leader while Shiraki continued calmly instructing the mingled wolves and humans. “Did you notice he was pointed in the same direction they were going when they got here?”
 

 
  “Mm hm,” Antevid murmured, nodding. “Right at Ninkabi. Maehe’s from there.” Lieutenant Agasti pressed her lips into a thin line but offered no comment.
 

 
  Luger nodded once in return. “I’m going to report all of this to field command while there’s a lull. I’d like you to stay on this group, Captain. This all looks calmer, but…
  
   not
  
  settled.”
 

 
  “Do you actually think they can
  
   smell evil
  
  from halfway across the province?”
 

 
  “These things are brand new, Antevid; we have no frame of reference for
  
   what
  
  they can do. All we know is they were set this way by a god of the Pantheon. And on that subject, ‘evil’ in the context of paladins and such usually refers to either demons or undead.”
 

 
  “Ah, I think I follow you, Major. If they
  
   are
  
  going after a real target, not only is it important to verify their capabilities, but it’ll be a good idea to have some troops present in event of…evil.”
 

 
  “I was
  
   more
  
  thinking I’ll feel better about
  
   this
  
  pack of madness charging into an Imperial city if they have a military escort.”
 

 
  “That, too,” he said sagely.
 

 
  “Thank you again, Elder, for your help,” Luger said politely to Sheyann. “Fall in, and take us out.”
 

 
  Shadows coalesced around them, and they were gone.
 

 
  While Antevid gathered his own team together, Sheyann continued to watch and listen as Shiraki walked Shaath’s new pack through the basics of a blessing that might unlock whatever potential their god had granted them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Natchua,
  
   un moment, s’il vous plait?”
  
 

 
  “Sure,” Natchua said agreeably, then her eyebrows drew together. “Oh. Did you mean in private?”
 

 
  Xyraadi hesitated, glancing rapidly around at the others. Though Sherwin and Melaxyna were absent, most of the household was in the manor’s broken great hall, where Jonathan and the hobgoblins were installing new floorboards. Natchua was perched on what remained of the stairs, watching, while Hesthri sat above and behind, gently kneading her shoulders with the fortified gloves covering her claws. Even Kheshiri was there, perched atop a ruined column with her wings spread to ruffle in the breeze, watching everyone as superciliously as a cat.
 

 
  “No, I don’t think it will be a problem,” Xyraadi finally answered. “I am sorry to distract you, that’s all.”
 

 
  Natchua smiled and leaned back against Hesthri, who in response shifted forward, pausing her massage to drape one arm around the drow’s neck and shoulders from behind. “No worries. What’s on your mind?”
 

 
  “I would like to make a quick jump back to Ninkabi,” Xyraadi said seriously. “There’s something important I want to discuss with Mortimer.”
 

 
  “I see,” Natchua murmured. “Well. Thank you for letting me know, but you don’t require my permission, Xyraadi. Just be careful. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what’ll happen if somebody spots a khelminash wandering about.”
 

 
  “I hardly plan to wander,” she retorted with a wry smile. “Actually, I wished to inform you before going because I think this may be important. One of my wards near Second Chances was triggered, and I sent a pulse through it to see what happened. Natchua, I clearly detected the dimensional warping caused by a one-sided casting of an incipient hellgate in
  
   four
  
  places near the club.”
 

 
  Natchua straightened up, as did Hesthri. Jonathan turned from the horogki to watch them, frowning and letting the hammer dangle from his hand.
 

 
  “How certain are you?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  “I am very confident of my spellwork, but this result is so…so very strange, I will not assume anything until I have looked more closely. You know as well as I that our infernal methods of divination are deeply imperfect. But Natchua, it is worse than that. To verify, I pulsed every ward of mine still intact around the neighborhood. I found no less than
  
   twelve
  
  such sites in Ninkabi, just in the relatively small area I was watching over. If these are hellgates, and if they are in the same concentration everywhere, there is nearly one per city block. Just waiting for someone on the other side to activate them.”
 

 
  Natchua stood, gently caressing Hesthri’s arm while removing it. “Kheshiri, get down here.”
 

 
  The succubus immediately launched herself into space, swooping down to land gracefully on the floor nearby. Jonathan also wandered over, and even the horogki paused in their work, watching the conversation unfold.
 

 
  “Your team in Ninkabi was pursuing some kind of necromantic cult, right?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  “Every word of that carries an implied ‘allegedly,’ but yes,” Kheshiri replied with a little smirk. “I know nothing of any hellgates, but the Tide did use shadow-jumping when we encountered them in Tiraas. They also summoned a few highly sophisticated undead constructs, and
  
   most
  
  of them were hopped up out of their gourds on some kind of alchemy. It seemed like mostly a horde of disposables under the command of a few people with magical skill.”
 

 
  “Some of which, at least, was infernal,” said Natchua.
 

 
  The succubus shrugged. “Shadow-jumping and dimensional mechanics are wildly different fields of study. Although…”
 

 
  “Yes?” Natchua prompted impatiently when she trailed off.
 

 
  “Well, this is conjecture, but both are only infernal-adjacent.”
 

 
  “She is correct about that,” Xyraadi agreed. “Shadow-jumping uses only minor infernal craft in conjunction with shadow magic, and a dimensional portal of any kind is made through universal principles that are far easier to make with arcane than infernal methods.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her eyes. “So…a mystery cult whose magical approach consists of dabbling in multiple fields could well be capable of both.”
 

 
  “Conjecture,” Kheshiri repeated, “but yes, sure. Honestly, not to question Xyraadi’s skill, which I’m sure is impressive, I highly doubt whatever she detected were
  
   actually
  
  hellgates.”
 

 
  
   “Ah, oui?”
  
  Xyraadi folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. “You have some deeper insight than I, after all?”
 

 
  “Down, girl,” Kheshiri said, raising her hands in surrender even as she grinned. “My specialty is people, not magic, and the Tide are Justinian’s.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure
  
  of that?” Jonathan demanded.
 

 
  “Well, the evidence is circumstantial, but pretty overwhelming. There is
  
   no
  
  record or trace of these assholes anywhere, which means they were trained in total isolation. Doing that with a drugged-up, highly equipped, well-disciplined secret cult capable of the kinds of maneuvers they’ve pulled would require a
  
   lot
  
  of resources. In the Empire, basically the only bodies capable of pulling that off are the Church, or the Empire itself, and last time I actually
  
   saw
  
  these guys, they were trying to assassinate the Emperor. So yeah, that’s Justinian. He’s not gonna open a bunch of hellgates in a major city.”
 

 
  “If something like that happened,” Melaxyna said, emerging from the shadowed doorway to the hall, “not only would the Silver Throne lose an enormous amount of credibility for its failure to prevent it, but the cults and the Church would gain a great deal of position as they would definitely be called on to counter a demon invasion. Historically, Archpopes are a mixed bag, and I’m pretty recently free of Arachne’s charming little oubliette. Is this Justinian ruthless enough to do such a thing?”
 

 
  A chilled silence fell.
 

 
  “He’s… Well, yeah,” Kheshiri finally answered, speaking slowly as if contemplating while she talked. “Justinian is admirably unencumbered by scruples. But it’s not his
  
   style.
  
  Trust me, I’ve been working for this guy for the last two years, and he’s
  
   all
  
  about control. Every detail just so, with himself pulling every string from out of sight. A bunch of hellgates is the
  
   opposite
  
  of a controlled situation.”
 

 
  “So you see,” said Xyraadi, turning back to Natchua, “I must go to Ninkabi. To do my own investigation, to ask Mortimer if he knows anything of this, and warn him if he does not.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite right,” Natchua said briskly. “I’d like to come along, if you don’t mind.”
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   “
  
  
   Bien sûr.”
  
 

 
  “Actually,” Natchua added, “and I can already feel myself regretting this… Kheshiri, you know the situation on the ground. You come, too.”
 

 
  The succubus grinned, and the explosion of delight in her aura was convincing. Not so much that Natchua didn’t feel the need to add a warning.
 

 
  “My patience for antics from you is zero,” she stated, leveling a finger at Kheshiri’s face. “One wrong move…”
 

 
  “Mistress, it’s me,” she purred. “I don’t
  
   make
  
  wrong moves. I guarantee you will be nothing but pleased with my performance in action.”
 

 
  Again, the currents of emotion Natchua could read in the spells that made up her body and aura seemed to agree; there was eagerness, fondness, and a thin spike of ambition. It altogether felt more like happiness at the prospect of climbing in Natchua’s estimation than anticipation of some trickery. That did not mean she could relax her guard around the demon, though.
 

 
  She glanced sidelong at Melaxyna, who she could likewise read, though not so clearly. She hadn’t spent nearly as much time examining those currents of magic, and besides, her pact with Mel was less formal and less coercive, which seemed to have an effect. At the moment, Melaxyna’s aura appeared wary, as it always did around the other succubus, though her expression was calm.
 

 
  “All right. Xyraadi, if you would handle the jump, please? You are more familiar with the city than I.”
 

 
  “Not by much—it is not as if I went sight-seeing. But I shall be glad to.” Xyraadi smiled and raised both hands in one of the grand but unnecessary
  
  
  
   gestures she liked to make when spellcasting. “Brace yourselves, ladies.”
  
 

 
  “Be careful,” Jonathan said quickly as they clustered together.
 

 
  “We’ll look after everything here,” Hesthri added.
 

 
  Natchua gave them both a warm smile, then shadows swelled and they were gone.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was hidden away in a culvert, where the constant damp had done the arrangement of bones and already-rotting meat no favors. The whole construction looked on the verge of collapse, or would have had there been anyone to see it. This supremely out of the way location served its purpose, however; the altar had not been found by anyone since being placed there. This close to the waterline, with Ninkabi itself rearing up from the top of the canyon high above, no one would even come here except city maintenance crews, and not only were none scheduled, their activities had been significantly scaled back due to a serial killer being loose in the city.
 

 
  As such, there was also no one to see the faint trembling in the prominent rib bones poking upward from the construct, or the subtle flexing of nothing in the air above it, as though something were making an indentation upon reality itself.
 

 
  The altar shivered.
 

 
  A pale blue glow gathered in reflections upon the inside of the culvert, accompanied by the rapidly approaching sound of slapping feet upon the walkway outside. She skidded around the corner, the arcane bolt already formed around her hand; one abrupt gesture hurled it forward.
 

 
  The bolt was overkill for this particular task; the altar was reduced to fragments and droplets by the impact, and a jagged hole blasted through the culvert itself.
 

 
  She almost doubled over, panting, and then sank to the damp ground, letting her ax handle clatter on the stone as she leaned back against the wall to catch her breath. Running had not done her already disheveled appearance any favors; the homeless girl’s hair was plastered down with sweat.
 

 
  Soon enough, in fact before she fully recovered her breath, she straightened, picked up the shaft of wood, and made a swirling gesture with her free hand. A wisp of green light sparked to life above it, bobbing in space for a moment before zipping off around the corner.
 

 
  The girl sighed, but immediately set off after the wisp as it led the way to the next one.
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  The fully detailed model of Ninkabi, from minarets to canyon depths, hovered in the center of Mortimer Agasti’s study, wrought of pale orange light that was too steady to truly resemble fire, though the dozens of points of purple light scattered throughout it did flicker and pulse. At a gesture from Xyraadi, the model began to slowly rotate in place, giving them all a view of the miniature city from every angle.
 

 
  “Of course,” Xyraadi said after a weighted pause, “I will have to jump to one of these to be
  
   sure,
  
  but I can find no error in my analysis of the spells. Mortimer?”
 

 
  “No, your work is perfect,” the old laywer said, slowly shaking his head, eyes fixed on the model. “I understand why you were confused at first; it’s not
  
   like
  
  any other portal spell I’ve ever seen. Clearly unconventional methods. But ultimately the effect of a dimensional warp is obvious. The only natural parallel is the gravitational field of the earth itself, or the sun. None of these have found a matching indentation on the other side and so can’t bridge the dimensional barrier, yet, but what they
  
   are
  
  is unmistakeable. Gods be merciful,” he added in a near whisper. “There must be almost
  
   forty
  
  of them.”
 

 
  “According to Kheshiri,” said Natchua, “this is most likely the work of a shadow cult called the Tide, surreptitiously orchestrated by Archpope Justinian. She has a theory about what those actually are.”
 

 
  All three warlocks turned to look at the succubus, who smiled as if pleased by the attention.
 

 
  “I
  
   still
  
  don’t think the intention is to open any actual hellgates,” she said. “Mind you, it is
  
   just
  
  a theory, but I’m confident in my reasoning. Have I ever told you, Mistress, about the Belosiphon affair?”
 

 
  Agasti straightened up, his eyebrows drawing together in consternation. “Did you say
  
   Belosiphon?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” she replied with relish, her tail beginning to sway. “In point of fact, his skull. Justinian sent me and the rest of his little adventuring party to retrieve it from its resting place up in the Badlands, and quite deftly manipulated Bishop Darling into doing likewise with a rival team he was financing. There was a lot of guerrilla-style back-and-forth, and though I missed out on the final showdown, I understand it was
  
   quite
  
  the spectacle. Flattened most of a town.”
 

 
  “Are you saying the Archpope has his hands on the skull of Belosiphon the Black?” Agasti demanded.
 

 
  “Oh, yes, but as it turns out, he always did, it was never seriously contested, and
  
   that
  
  is my point. The damn thing was in Veilgrad the whole time—that was why it had that chaos crisis—and he was just using the oracular portent
  
   that
  
  business kicked off to test two groups of fighters against each other to see how we performed, possibly thin our numbers a bit, and experiment with how well he could plant information to lead Darling on a mockingjay hunt. That is what Justinian
  
   does.”
  
 

 
  “You suspect these gates are a ruse,” Agasti said thoughtfully.
 

 
  She nodded. “Justinian likes to control every detail from behind the scenes. A demon invasion is something he couldn’t possibly control. But the
  
   appearance
  
  that one might be imminent? I mean, Xyraadi may be an exceptional warlock, but she detected this from the other side of the Empire. Others must have spotted it, not least the Inquisition, who are specifically
  
   looking.
  
  Having the Tide create a credible threat and manipulating several rival factions to move in and destroy them, and probably ‘accidentally’ erase any trace that could link the Tide directly to him? Now,
  
   that
  
  would be a classic Justinian plan.”
 

 
  “I see,” he murmured. “Well. Your reasoning seems consistent, but considering the potential stakes, I am not inclined to dismiss the possibility of at least some of these gates being activated.”
 

 
  “Especially not at the word of a succubus?” she retorted with a wry smirk.
 

 
  “Correct,” Agasti replied, unfazed. “Also, a person does not attain and hold a position like Archpope while pulling off the sort of schemes you describe by being predictable. Trust me, I speak as an old man who has avoided the
  
   long
  
  list of people who’ve wanted to knock me down a peg for a good few decades. Never assume a clever man will continue doing the same things he’s done before. Often enough, the point of establishing a pattern is purely to feint one’s enemies into a misstep.”
 

 
  “True enough,” she conceded lightly. Natchua glanced sidelong at the succubus, noting the surge of sheer irritation that pulsed through her aura. That particular emotion could be in response to any number of things; without having insight into Kheshiri’s actual thoughts, it didn’t reveal much.
 

 
  “Then the only obvious course I can see is to shadow-jump to each of these sites and try to destroy the portals, one at a time,” Xyraadi said, frowning. “With so few of us, that may be…impractical.”
 

 
  “Not least because somebody is skulking about in alleys
  
   making
  
  these things,” Natchua added. “I’m confident you or I are more than a match for whatever bargain-basement warlockery is at play, here, but getting into a magical fight with any rival infernomancer raises its own risks. I doubt very much that you would be able to talk your way out of being apprehended by cult or Imperial personnel, Xyraadi.”
 

 
  “By the same token, it’s not as if we can report this to the authorities,” the khelminash replied.
 

 
  Kheshiri cleared her throat. “Cut off the head, and the serpent dies. I can tell you where Syrinx and my old crew are hiding out. They may have gathered more intelligence in the last couple of days, maybe even on where this group is based.”
 

 
  “What would you say are the odds of that?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  The succubus smiled, an expression full of malicious amusement. “Frankly, slim. Syrinx is a cornered animal and the rest are alternately falling apart from internal pressure and busy playing political games between Syrinx and Snowe.”
 

 
  “If we are willing to risk a fight,” said Xyraadi, “apprehending one of the cultists
  
   creating
  
  these portals could yield results.”
 

 
  “Unlikely,” Kheshiri retorted. “The Tide in Tiraas weren’t much for talking. The shadow-jumping leaders were a
  
   little
  
  more coherent but the lot of them were dosed up with something that kept them almost pathologically focused.”
 

 
  “Well, we have to do
  
   something!”
  
  Natchua exclaimed.
 

 
  Agasti inhaled slowly through his nose, staring at the model of the city with both hands clasped atop the crystal head of his cane. He let out the indrawn breath in a single muffled burst of a sigh.
 

 
  “There is already a hellgate in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  All three turned to stare at him.
 

 
  “Excuse me, did you say
  
   in?”
  
  Natchua asked. “That can’t— Cities have been abandoned due to having one of those too
  
   close,
  
  let alone inside the walls!”
 

 
  “This is a secret of the highest order,” he said solemnly, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “One of those secrets kept in part because it is so
  
   old.
  
  And that, as it happens, is how I happened upon it. My rather unique career has led me to comb through suppressed and nearly forgotten archives of lore with a particular bent for anything pertaining to infernomancy as it is dealt with in history and law. N’Jendo has a long-abandoned but very interesting historical association with the warlock’s craft that almost no one knows about anymore. But yes, Natchua, this gate is within the city proper—and in fact, is part of the reason there is a city here. You may have noticed that ‘across a pair of canyons’ is an odd and awkward place to build a metropolis.”
 

 
  “Go on,” she said warily.
 

 
  “Centuries ago,” Agasti narrated, his gaze growing unfocused, “N’Jendo was a land pressed on all sides by enemies. The orcs regularly attacked in force from Athan’Khar, Tidestriders raided from the coasts, there were constant border skirmishes with the tribes in Thakar, and even the Deep Wild occasionally coughed up some fairy madness. Occasional help came through the passes from Viridill, but the Sisterhood then was also pressured by Athan’Khar and Tar’naris, and even the Tira Valley in those days was a morass of warring city-states that demanded their attention. Our distant ancestors turned to dark bargains and desperate measures to protect themselves. In small ways at first, but as the early, careful warlocks met with some success, they eventually moved on to creating a gate, deep within an island plateau separated from the rest of the land by the river canyons. A fortress-temple complex was erected over it, and then, given its secure location, the local amenities necessary to service something like that. Then teaching and training facilities to which other tribes would send warriors and magicians…” He smiled humorlessly, still staring at the floating model without seeming to really see it. “The actual tribal dialect is long extinct, but in my research I encountered mention that the name Ninkabi originally meant something like ‘necropolis.’”
 

 
  “City of death,” said Kheshiri. “I like it!”
 

 
  “Of course you do,” Natchua muttered.
 

 
  Agasti sighed again, and lifted his head, meeting Natchua’s eyes. “Well, I’m sure the full history was very interesting; even the surviving fragments I was able to dig up were quite the ride. But it’s not germane to our concerns, so I’ll summarize, and I suspect you can guess how it goes anyway. The ancient Jendi initially had great success in destroying their enemies; that is the lion’s share of what infernomancy is good for, after all. And then, once it was good and too late, they began to learn the costs. The resolution involved an entire crusade from Viridill, with concurrent missions by the Omnists up in Onkawa. Of course, as you’re aware, an established hellgate cannot simply be
  
   closed,
  
  and it was decided that trying to seal off and bury the portal would lead to disaster, positioned as it was in a highly defensible position that a demon horde would
  
   love
  
  to get their claws on. The fortress complex remained inhabited and used, and eventually, the same process occurred; the devastated city was rebuilt in order to provide for its needs. And ultimately, as the secret of what was hidden under it was deliberately suppressed, it evolved into a typical modern city, albeit one with somewhat fanciful architecture owing to its position.”
 

 
  “I don’t see how something like that could be
  
   forgotten,
  
  even if established powers tried to make it so,” Xyraadi protested. “Minor hellgates can often be dismissed with a cursory watch, if they are not easily accessible from the other side, but something like what you describe? If factions in Hell
  
   knew
  
  there was a valuable position on the mortal end they would never cease pressing to retake it. The Sisterhood would practically have to establish a permanent war front around it.”
 

 
  “In this case,” he said, “the gate itself was…plugged, somehow, by the then Hand of Salyrene. I have not been able to find any record of the method used, and
  
   believe
  
  me, I looked. Alas, my investigations were hampered by the need not to tip off the Nemitites what I was digging up. In the course of my career I have several times found it necessary not to reveal how much I know; being aware of certain dangerous secrets would give certain entrenched powers the excuse they’ve longed for to land on me. But yes, the gate is…not
  
   sealed,
  
  I don’t think, but subject to some magical effect that prevents it being a prospect from the other side. Apparently something that required that singularly powerful spellcaster to accomplish, as it hasn’t become standard practice in shutting down hellgates elsewhere. And even so, the site is not buried or abandoned. Its oversight was jointly administered by secretive elements within the Avenist and Salyrite cults. The most recent documentation I found of the gate’s existence was from nearly three hundred years ago, when its administration was handed off to the Universal Church.” He hesitated. “That was when Ninkabi’s central cathedral was built.”
 

 
  “Oh, let me
  
   guess,”
  
  Natchua groaned.
 

 
  Agasti nodded. “Right on top of it.”
 

 
  “Hmm hm
  
   humm
  
  hm hmmmm,” Kheshiri murmured, half-stifling a grin by chewing on her lower lip. “You know, just for the sake of argument, if
  
   I
  
  were going to train and house a super-secret cabal of drugged-up disposable shock troops who know some basic infernomancy, an ancient hidden underground fortress around a secured hellgate would be—”
 

 
  “Yes, we
  
   get
  
  it, thank you,” Natchua snapped. “Well, great. That sounds like an incredibly promising lead, but what the hell are we going to
  
   do
  
  about it? It’s not like any of
  
   us
  
  can even walk into a Universal Church cathedral, much less root around in its basement looking for a secret and no doubt heavily fortified door to Hell. Something like that would be as close to warlock-proof as anything in the world could possibly be.”
 

 
  “We are back to needing allies,” said Xyraadi.
 

 
  “Well, there’s the Inquisition,” said Kheshiri, “but in my opinion that would be a major roll of the dice. Khadizroth and the gang would move on such a facility if they could, but Syrinx is working for Justinian, after all. And I strongly suspect the purpose of putting her in charge of that group is to see how many of them die as a result. I wouldn’t swear she’s actually assigned to do what she claims to be, and I
  
   definitely
  
  would not assume she’s interested in doing what Justinian wants rather than using him as a cover for her own antics.”
 

 
  Natchua absently dragged her fingers through her hair, turning away to begin pacing in thought. “Nobody in any position of authority would listen to us. Mortimer, surely you have connections in the government?”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” he said. “A fellow in my position could never survive without them. But those are strings not easily pulled. It would take some doing to get any action initiated—and more importantly, time.” He turned his eyes back to the model of Ninkabi, with its dozens of incipient hellgate sites flickering angrily. “I hesitate to assume we
  
   have
  
  enough time. Unfortunately I don’t have a better idea.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose you happen to know of an ancient secret back way into this hidden fortress?” Kheshiri chirped. Agasti just gave her a sardonic look.
 

 
  
   “Merde alors,”
  
  Xyraadi said with a heavy sigh. “All right… Natchua, you are either going to like this very much or not in the least little bit. I know just who we can call on for help.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The safehouse wasn’t much less tense for being less crowded. After Bradshaw had shadow-jumped back to Branwen’s Izarite-supplied borrowed residence with Schwartz, Grip, and Jenell in tow, another Wreath agent had been dispatched to serve as the point of contact with the Eserite holdout. Vanessa was less overtly displeased to be there than Bradshaw had been, but she elevated aloofness to an art form, blithely rebuffing even Branwen’s attempts to strike up a conversation. The warlock simply lounged in the most comfortable chair in the front room of the townhouse, reading a penny dreadful and seemingly ignoring the rest of them.
 

 
  Flora and Fauna lurked in the same room, ostensibly keeping a surreptitious watch out the front windows but making no real effort to conceal that they were taking turns keeping an eye on Vanessa, who continued to ignore them. Shook paced through the house’s rooms and corridors very much like the caged animal he felt like. Branwen, after striking out with Vanessa, had set herself up in the kitchen and begun baking cookies, of all things, filling the room with soft humming and the clatter of utensils against mixing bowls. Sweet just wandered about with a lot less nervous energy than Shook, making idle chitchat with whoever was nearby and even including Vanessa in some of his jokes. She ignored that, too.
 

 
  There had been a brief period in the early afternoon when it was quiet in the townhouse, as Sweet and his apprentices had gone to the local Guild headquarters to bring the Underboss up to speed on the situation and Shook had hidden himself in a bedroom, disliking Vanessa’s chilly company and not trusting Branwen to make small talk without adding layers of skillful manipulation which he knew himself ill-equipped to outwit.
 

 
  Now, though, the tension was beginning to simmer, and neither Branwen’s homey act nor Sweet’s lighthearted banter were doing much to diminish it. Any time they were in proximity, the mutual dislike between Shook, Vanessa, and the two elves was like a tangible weight in the air, not lessened by their refusal to engage in overt backbiting.
 

 
  It was a combination of desperation and boredom that drove Shook to meander over next to Vanessa’s chair and speak to her. “Can I ask you a question?”
 

 
  She looked up from her book at him and raised one eyebrow, and already that was not going the way he’d expected. The woman had given Branwen a single snide comment and Sweet a couple of disinterested grunts before ceasing to react to them at all; he had honestly not anticipated any response.
 

 
  “No,” she said evenly before he could speak again, “I will not retrieve your succubus for you.”
 

 
  Shook grimaced reflexively at the very unpleasant mix of emotions that idea brought up. Unpleasant not least because a part of him still desperately wanted Kheshiri, and no amount of knowing better and despising his own weakness made that little whining voice shut up.
 

 
  “That is absolutely the last thing I want, thanks,” he said quickly.
 

 
  “No, I will not summon you another succubus.”
 

 
  “I don’t want a
  
   fucking
  
  succubus!” he exclaimed. “I’m lucky I survived the last one!”
 

 
  “No,” she drawled, “I will not go to bed with you.”
 

 
  He paused, closed his eyes for a moment, and deliberately breathed in and out. “Look, lady, if the answer is ‘fuck off, I don’t wanna talk to you,’ that’s fine. Understandable, even. You can just say so, no need to make a production of it.”
 

 
  She stared at him inscrutably for two more heartbeats, and then, to his surprise, closed her book. “What’s on your mind, Thumper?”
 

 
  Well, shit, he hadn’t actually thought this conversation would be allowed to happen. Shook straightened his lapels unnecessarily, hating himself for being nervous and awkward like some damn teenage virgin, but having come this far he wasn’t about to compound his weakness by running away.
 

 
  “Hypothetically,” he said, looking at the front window rather than her face, “as a woman, I mean… If some guy had been, uh, checkin’ you out and you didn’t really appreciate it, would… I mean, if you hadn’t even noticed. Would you feel better if he apologized, or wouldja rather just not know?”
 

 
  The silence stretched out. A moment later, Shook had to look away from the window because the two elves stationed there had turned to stare incredulously at him. He brought his gaze back to Vanessa’s face, which he found chillingly devoid of expression.
 

 
  She let the awkwardness hang for another handful of seconds before speaking.
 

 
  “Are you
  
   drunk?”
  
 

 
  “I wish,” he muttered. “Sorry to bother you.”
 

 
  Shook jammed his hands in his pockets and turned to retreat. To his chagrin, Sweet was now in the room, standing just inside the door from the kitchen munching on one of Branwen’s fresh cookies. He was holding another, which he offered as Shook slouched over to join him.
 

 
  “Thanks,” he muttered, accepting it. Still warm; Shook didn’t have much of a sweet tooth, but you couldn’t turn down fresh homemade cookies right out of the oven. “Y’know, talking to women is a lot easier when it doesn’t matter what they think.”
 

 
  Flora and Fauna both turned to look at him again; he’d kept his voice deliberately low, but they were elves. Shook hid his expression behind a big bite of cookie. It was some kind of citrus and spice confection, surprisingly delicious. He couldn’t decide whether it was incongruous or incredibly appropriate that Branwen Snowe could make great desserts.
 

 
  Sweet shrugged and swallowed the bite he was chewing. “You do realize where you’re getting tripped up is thinking that talking to women isn’t exactly like talking to everyone else.”
 

 
  Shook pondered that while chewing. He finally swallowed, then nodded. “Yeah, that tracks. With that in mind, I stand by my observation.”
 

 
  A faint smile of amusement flickered across Sweet’s mouth. “Still an enforcer at heart.”
 

 
  “Yup.” Shook nodded slowly, staring at the front door but not really seeing it. “And will be til I die.”
 

 
  Sweet studied him sidelong, nibbling a bit more of his cookie before speaking again. “Apropos of nothing, Thumper, when you were last hanging out with Khadizroth, did he do any significant magic at you?”
 

 
  “Like what?”
 

 
  “Oh, anything,” he said, shrugging. “Just curious.”
 

 
  “Well…” Shook hesitated, but couldn’t see any reason to dissemble. “There was that night right after I was attacked and lost the reliquary. He used fae magic on me for cleansing, which I figure’s a damn good deal when you’ve been fucked up by warlock shit.”
 

 
  Vanessa glanced at him sidelong before returning to her book.
 

 
  “And,” Shook added, frowning in recollection, “I think after that… Yeah, he did a little something to help me sleep. I was pretty worked up, which I think is understandable. K gave me some mojo for calm and rest.”
 

 
  “I see,” Sweet mused.
 

 
  Shook frowned at him. “But seriously, why do you ask?”
 

 
  “Well… When somebody’s had powerful fae magic done at ‘em and then starts showing surprisingly rapid shifts in—”
 

 
  “Hey, Sweet,” Flora interrupted, turning from the window, “I think we’ve got trouble.”
 

 
  Sweet immediately straightened and strode across to them; Vanessa set down her book, watching. “What kind of trouble?” the Bishop asked.
 

 
  Fauna had leaned over to press her ear against the curtained window; Flora took a step away, speaking just quietly enough to be plainly heard. “Large groups of people moving into the buildings opposite us, and both sides of the street out of view of the windows. We figured that was the troops Syrinx was going to bring us… But then, they started talking.”
 

 
  “It
  
   is
  
  the troops Syrinx was bringing,” Fauna reported. “Local police, Imperial Army, Holy Legion. She went all out. And…the officers are giving last-minute orders to take this place by force.”
 

 
  Vanessa shot to her feet, tossing the book aside. “Exactly how much
  
   can
  
  elves hear?”
 

 
  “It’s less about what sounds they can detect than how well they can pick out individual noises from the background, especially in a city,” Sweet said, apparently calmly. “You sure, girls?”
 

 
  “It’s a bit garbled at this distance,” Flora replied. “But…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Fauna said, turning from the window to give him a grim look. “We’re sure. They’re primed to storm a Wreath stronghold, specifically.”
 

 
  “Oh, look,” Branwen said bitterly from the doorway behind him. “Basra
  
   helped.”
  
 

 
  “Yep,” Sweet chuckled.
  
   “That
  
  was a bad call on my part. Well, ladies, battle stations, if you please.”
 

 
  Flora grabbed the fairy lamp fixture by the door and yanked it sideways, causing a loud THUNK to echo through the room as heavy bars hidden in the door frame slid out from above and below into slots in the steel-reinforced door itself, securing it in place. Fauna gave the curtain cord two short tugs and then a carefully measured three-second pull, and a low hum of arcane magic rose in the room, shielding charms in the window frames buzzing to life to reinforce the glass.
 

 
  A Guild safehouse’s defenses were designed along a “don’t see” philosophy; with the door and window precautions engaged, the fastest way in would be to break down unguarded sections of the walls. Nearly all attackers would waste time trying to force open what were usually the weakest parts of a house’s outer walls.
 

 
  “Don’t beat yourself up, Sweet,” said Shook. “Your decision made sense at the time. I thought so, and I’m otherwise totally down for the ‘kill Syrinx’ plan.”
 

 
  “Of course it did,” Branwen said wearily. “This is what she does. In the moment, in that situation, while she was being calm and controlled and her skills were useful, it made perfect sense to let her help. And then
  
   this
  
  happens.”
 

 
  “Well, spilled milk,” Sweet said cheerfully. “Vanessa, how many people can you shadow-jump at a time?”
 

 
  Vanessa was already frowning heavily. “I…can’t, Darling. My shadow-jumping is blocked. That requires some
  
   major
  
  magical intervention.”
 

 
  “Why, Basra, you sly minx,” he murmured. “That’s it, I’m definitely killing her next time I have eyes on her, I don’t care if it’s in a room with Justinian himself. But that’s then; this is now! Any measures that block shadow-jumping are pretty targeted, as the large-scale ones like we used in Tiraas a couple years back tend to draw a
  
   lot
  
  of attention. We just need to get you some distance from this spot. Come along, folks!”
 

 
  “You want to…hide in the basement?” Vanessa asked warily, even as she trooped along in his wake with everyone else down the kitchen stairs.
 

 
  “Don’t forget, this is a Thieves’ Guild safehouse!” Sweet replied, still with evident good humor. “Just let me…ah, I believe this is it.”
 

 
  In the wine cellar, he crossed directly to the far wall, flicked a small fairy lamp on and then back off, and pulled one dusty bottle off a rack.
 

 
  Immediately, the section of brick wall to which the rack was attached slid backward with a low rumble, leaving a dark gap with another staircase descending into the unknown.
 

 
  “How did you
  
   know
  
  that?” Branwen exclaimed. “How much time do you
  
   spend
  
  in this city, Antonio?”
 

 
  “Some features are standardized up to a point,” he said, winking. “Come along, down we go. It’ll take them a while to get into the house once they’re ready to move, so we should have a
  
   bit
  
  of a head start. By the by, on that subject, I don’t suppose any of you happen to hail originally from Ninkabi?”
 

 
  “Are you serious?” Shook demanded. “Sweet, you’re talkin’ to two elves and the four palest people on this side a’ the mountains.”
 

 
  “Hey, you never know! We’re all one big happy Empire, after all. I suppose,” he added wryly, “that means none of you happen to know your way around the tunnel system under this city.”
 

 
  They all stared at him in silence.
 

 
  From above there came a percussive crash as a lightning weapon was fired at the heavily reinforced front door.
 

 
  “Welp!” Sweet said brightly, ducking into the tunnel, “I guess this’ll be an
  
   adventure.”
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  The darkness receded, leaving them in the more brightly-lit basement storeroom under Branwen’s borrowed townhouse. Immediately, weapons and spells were aimed at them, then just as quickly relaxed when those present saw who had arrived.
 

 
  “All right,
  
   what
  
  happened?” Grip demanded in an exasperated tone.
 

 
  “Now, why would you assume something happened?” Sweet retorted, grinning. “What, can’t six people abruptly shadow-jump in after deciding not to gather everyone here without y’all assuming something’s gone terribly wrong?”
 

 
  “Well,” Khadizroth said evenly, “if you feel relaxed enough to joke, I gather the situation is not urgent.”
 

 
  “You’d
  
   think
  
  that, but no,” Grip snorted. “Apprentice, this is an important piece of Guild lore: sometimes it is both necessary and appropriate to punch the Bishop in the nuts.”
 

 
  “Basra happened,” Branwen interjected before Sweet could reply. “You know those soldiers she was going to gather and bring to our location? Well, she certainly did
  
   that,
  
  as we discovered when they began shooting down the door. They had also blocked shadow-jumping somehow; we escaped through a basement tunnel and came back here as soon as we were far enough from the effect for Vanessa to use her magic again. Are you all right?” she added solicitously to the warlock. “If it is anything like teleportation, moving this many people must be tiring.”
 

 
  Vanessa just curled her lip slightly and stepped away to join Bradshaw against the far wall.
 

 
  Meesie, for once not on Schwartz’s shoulder, came scampering out of the stone scale model of Ninkabi on which she was setting and arranging tiny glowing seeds, squealing and pointing accusingly at them.
 

 
  “I trust I don’t need to interpret that?” Schwartz said dryly.
 

 
  “Kid,” Grip replied in the same tone, “with all respect to your pet fire-mouse, you never need to interpret.”
 

 
  “You’re both Bishops, which is more than can be said about Basra anymore,” Schwartz said, glancing at Grip but still facing the new arrivals. “It might have taken some doing, but surely you could have explained…”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is why they opened with shooting,” Sweet said with his good cheer undiminished. “Not only do Bran and I have official standing, we’re both quite good at talking our way out of confrontations, and Basra knows this about us. Whatever she told the troops, they were in a ‘shoot first and ask questions never’ kinda mood. Flora and Fauna overheard some chatter about the Wreath. Mighta been awkward if they’d gotten close enough to see Vanessa’s robes.”
 

 
  “Well,” Schwartz suggested, “maybe that’s an opportunity. If we can get word to the soldiers, and prove she lied, she’ll be vulnerable!”
 

 
  “She won’t be with them,” Sweet said, ruefully shaking his head. “Remember, thanks to me, Basra is wanted by the Empire. I made
  
   damn
  
  sure the local authorities were notified of this, since I came here more than half expecting to find myself standing over her smoking corpse explaining it to the cops. No, she’ll have mobilized the Holy Legion and used them to plant a lever under the police and the military.”
 

 
  “This is my fault,” Jenell whispered, clenching her fists. “If I hadn’t told you to…”
 

 
  “Now, let’s have none of that, apprentice,” Sweet said, his smile finally fading. “I told you at the time, it’s not your responsibility. This is on
  
   me.
  
  Hell, I even instructed everybody to kill that twisted bitch on sight, and then I went and let her maneuver us again. I was right the first time, and if we
  
   do
  
  get a glimpse of her again, go right for the jugular. But for
  
   now,
  
  this is the situation we’re in.”
 

 
  “Where is Embras?” Vanessa asked.
 

 
  “At the secure space,” Bradshaw replied, “seeking to commune with the Dark Lady. Our magical work here is not done, but it is trending in such a direction that Embras thought playing that trump card had become a better use of his time than continuing to work here.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   that
  
  doesn’t sound promising,” Shook muttered.
 

 
  “Bad, is it?” Sweet asked.
 

 
  “Worse,” said Khadizroth, finally turning away from Flora and Fauna, who had been staring fixedly at him since their arrival. He made a soothing gesture in Vannae’s direction, prompting the shaman (who had looked like he wanted to charge them) to retreat to a corner of the room opposite the two warlocks. “Our additional avenues of inquiry have not borne fruit yet, but thanks to Mr. Schwartz’s knowledge of new developments in Salyrite practice that even I was not aware of, we have managed to refine the sophistication of our existing divinatory methods. So I cannot tell, exactly, how long it has been going on, but in examining these portal sites through this new lens, we have found that their energy output is rapidly increasing.”
 

 
  “Not consistently or uniformly,” Schwartz added. “It’s quite fascinating, really! We have been trying to nail down a pattern, in case that might point us to a source, but so far it seems pretty random. We’re working with the idea that something on the other side is probing at them. It’s as if they’re wandering around, looking at all these nascent portals to find which ones will be easiest to pry open.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Shook snapped, “but which part of
  
   that
  
  doesn’t sound like those fuckers are about to blow?!”
 

 
  “That was the conclusion to which Mr. Mogul came,” Khadizroth said gravely. “Hence his departure. I begin to share his assessment. At this point, our time might be better spent on urgent damage control rather than investigation.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Shook said bitterly, “except the warm bodies we need to fuckin’
  
   do
  
  that are out trying to murder
  
   our
  
  asses instead of looking for demon portals.”
 

 
  “As to that,” the dragon mused, shifting his attention to Darling, “a thought occurs. Syrinx’s duplicity has, indeed, painted a large target on you—specifically, I should think, upon the Bishops. There are ways to leverage being a target.”
 

 
  Sweet grinned broadly at him. “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’, K-man?”
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded. “For once, Bishop, I believe so.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Ready,” Jonathan reported, stepping into the kitchen with Hesthri at his side. “As we’ll ever be, anyhow.”
 

 
  Natchua smiled at them both even as she looked them over. “Wow. Where’d you get all
  
   that
  
  stuff?”
 

 
  Both were carrying lightning weapons; in addition to Jonathan’s personal Army-issue staff which he’d brought from Mathenon, Hesthri had a battlestaff propped over her shoulder and both wore wand belts with, in addition to holstered wands, clipped-on shielding charms and enough extra power crystals for any conceivable firefight. Hesthri’s staff was a bit heavier than his, and looked
  
   fancy,
  
  with a rich mahogany varnish, a baroque silver-plated clicker mechanism and fanciful engraving around its handholds and butt end, complete with silver inlay.
 

 
  “Ah, well, you know,” Sherwin answered modestly, “I just figured, they
  
   are
  
  sort of, if you squint at it sideways, in the employ of House Leduc. At least, I believe my lawyers can make that case in the very unlikely event that the Throne takes issue with me opening my House armory to civilians.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Hesthri said worriedly, “is that…illegal?”
 

 
  “Significantly less than you being here at all,” Jonathan said, leaning over to plant a kiss on her forehead plating.
 

 
  “The reorganization after the Enchanter Wars included a
  
   lot
  
  of laws about who’s allowed to have what sort of soldiers,” Sherwin said with a shrug. “I can’t say I give a damn, I just try not to draw Sharidan’s attention. That ship may have sailed, though. I see you found enough that’s still in working order, Arquin? Like I said, it’s all been collecting dust for a good fifteen years.”
 

 
  “Yes, and that took its toll, but fortunately your House armsmaster knew what he was doing, back when there was one,” Jonathan replied. “A lot’s pretty decayed but the only problems with
  
   this
  
  stuff was drained charges, and luckily there were plenty of power crystals still magnetically sealed. These are some
  
   nice
  
  shielding charms,” he added, producing another from a belt pouch that looked identical to the ones on his and Hesthri’s belts and tossing it to Natchua. “Not cutting edge anymore, but way better than what we had when I was in the service. Reactive shielding; you prime it by pressing the rune, there, and then it’ll ignite whenever any source of energy gets too close to you. Including kinetic energy, so it’ll block spears and arrows, too. These suckers even work in the rain.”
 

 
  “Why aren’t they more commonly used, then?” Natchua mused, turning it over in her hands.
 

 
  “Because even twenty years later they’re
  
   still
  
  expensive,” he said, grinning. “That’s why they’re so bulky, too; takes not only shielding magic but a detection array and some really sophisticated logic controllers. Intelligence and the Imperial Guard use ‘em, and some of the richer House guards, but they’re not practical for a whole army. Back when these were made they were worth more than a Falconer carriage.”
 

 
  Sherwin shrugged. “Sounds about right. My family never kept many troops, but those they had always had to be the best of the best. More for showing off than for any actual fighting.”
 

 
  “I don’t know why you think
  
   I
  
  need a shielding charm, anyway,” Hesthri said sardonically. “Or have you really gone all this time without noticing I’m a hethelax?”
 

 
  “And as such,” he said firmly, “you are vulnerable to divine magic. An arcane shield is the
  
   best
  
  counter to that.”
 

 
  “Neat!” Kheshiri said brightly from her chair by the fireplace. “Where’s mine?”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at her.
 

 
  “Logistically speaking,”
  
  
  said Natchua,
  
   “you
  
  are a spy, not a brawler. If anybody ends up shooting at you at all, you’ve already failed. Are you planning to fail me, Kheshiri?”
 

 
  “Why, that could
  
   never
  
  possibly happen, my mistress,” the succubus simpered. The muted amusement pulsing through her aura heightened slightly; evidently she was not truly worried.
 

 
  The small sound of a throat being cleared interrupted Natchua’s pondering before she could wonder too much about Kheshiri’s motivations. All three of the hobgoblins had just crept into the kitchen; the other two seemed to be trying to hide behind Pizzicato, who herself appeared to be physically trembling. “Uh, so,” she squeaked, then paused to clear her throat again before continuing in a more normal (though still strained) tone, “scuze me if this is, y’know, presumptuous, but… Do we get fancy magic weapons, too?”
 

 
  Natchua blinked. “What?
  
   You
  
  aren’t coming. There are likely to be hostile warlocks and demons, and who knows what else. You girls are here to fix the house, I’m not sending you into
  
   that
  
  bedlam.”
 

 
  She froze in astonishment as they all rushed forward and embraced her legs from all sides, leaving her standing amid a waist-high hobgoblin huddle.
 

 
  “Um?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  Then they broke and scurried back out of the room in a tiny stampede, leaving her staring after them in confusion.
 

 
  “What the hell was
  
   that
  
  about?”
 

 
  “It was about Hell,” Hesthri said, stepping up next to Natchua and sliding an arm about her waist. The drow absently hugged her back, leaning against the demon’s warm frame while she listened. “In any tribe or colony or city-state or
  
   whatever
  
  that has horogki, whenever there’s a large-scale battle they get sent in first.”
 

 
  Nathua frowned. “That’s bonkers. I can’t imagine hobgoblins are very effective shock troops.”
 

 
  Hesthri shook her head. “They’re thought of more like…ammunition. Natch, you are far and away the best boss any of those young ladies ever dreamed they might have.”
 

 
  “Doesn’t sound like that’s a high bar to clear,” she muttered. “All right…wait, where’s Mel?”
 

 
  Sherwin cringed. “Oh, ah…yeah. She…asked me to tell you goodbye.”
 

 
  Natchua instinctively squeezed Hesthri, who squeezed her back. Jonathan stepped over to them and rested a hand comfortingly on her shoulder.
 

 
  “Just…goodbye?” she asked, forcibly keeping her tone even. “That’s it?”
 

 
  He nodded. “I’m afraid…yeah. I don’t think she’s one for drawn-out farewells. I gave her an old heirloom of the House, a Wreath shadow-jumping talisman, so she could go whever she wants to be. Sorry if that was presumptuous, Natchua, I just felt… Well, hell, I owed her that much. I’m really gonna miss her,” he added with a dreamy sigh.
 

 
  “Pathetic,” Kheshiri sneered. “What child of Vanislaas sneaks away
  
   right
  
  when things are about to get really interesting?”
 

 
  “Most of them,” Natchua shot back, “and on that note, shut up.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to make this worse,” Jonathan said quietly, “but we
  
   are
  
  talking about a succubus now on the loose in the world,
  
   with
  
  that magic armor you gave her and apparently now a jumper charm as well. That’s gonna be a nightmare for
  
   somebody
  
  down the line.”
 

 
  “Melaxyna…is a friend,” Natchua said tightly. Both he and Hesthri squeezed in closer at her tone in silent comfort. “I’m under no illusions about what she is, but Sherwin’s right. I owe her that much.”
 

 
  “Even though she left you?” Hesthri asked quietly.
 

 
  “Our pact was very much up front. She was only going to stay with me until I could gather more allies and resources, and she was to be free to get away from any fighting before I launched any kind of attack on Hell’s forces. And now…here you all are, and here
  
   we
  
  are, heading into exactly that. Mel kept up her end, and even warned me not long ago that she would be leaving soon. She’s played fair. I just…wish I could’ve said goodbye.”
 

 
  “Right, well,” Sherwin cleared his throat awkwardly. “I didn’t wanna ask, but… I notice
  
   you
  
  came back missing someone, as well.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Natchua agreed briskly, gently disentangling her arms from around Jonathan and Hesthri. “Xyraadi is also getting us some help. There aren’t many people out there who even
  
   can
  
  storm the kind of citadel we may need to, but fortunately she knows just the ones.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   does
  
  she know, apart from…” Jonathan trailed off, his eyes widening. “Oh.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “The good news,” Xyraadi said with a heavy sigh, “is that they are not in this Last Rock.”
 

 
  “That
  
   is
  
  good news,” Mortimer agreed, leaning over to study the diagram wrought in lines of shifting orange light atop the obsidian surface of the scrying table. “They may or may not have mentioned you to Tellwyrn, but even in the best case scenario a khelminash shadow-jumping into the vicinity of her school would be asking for an instant and lethal response.”
 

 
  
   “C’est incroyable,”
  
  she muttered. “Arachne Tellwyrn, running a school. If I am unlucky enough to see this firsthand I think I will
  
   still
  
  not believe it. But that brings be directly to the bad news. This site, the location of the great hellgate that caused the Third Hellwar and the blessed tree…”
 

 
  “The Desolate Gardens?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Oh, dear.”
 

 
  “I don’t suppose,” Xyraadi said, grimacing, “that this site is, in this century, administered by someone a bit more easygoing than the Order of the Light?”
 

 
  “I’m afraid not,” Mortimer replied sympathetically. “The Order is not what it was in your day, though. Frankly it’s not much of anything anymore, in terms of its relevance to world events, but it is not dead and still looks after the Desolate Gardens. I believe it is a usually quiet place; they do not station any soldiers there anymore. Likely no more than a few priests.”
 

 
  She heaved a sigh.
  
   “Merde alors.
  
  A few priests will be bad enough…”
 

 
  “You have three paladins who remember and will speak for you, my dear,” he reassured her. “It is a bit outside my own effective radius, but if you will kindly handle the shadow-jumping, I shall be glad to—”
 

 
  “Mortimer, no,” she said firmly but with a smile, turning to face him and placing a slender hand on his shoulder. “As far as such people as that will be concerned, you are just a warlock, no different from me in terms of telling friend from foe. It makes no sense at all for us both to risk the wrath of the Order. The danger is
  
   here,
  
  in Ninkabi; a warlock who knows the city as well as you may be exactly what it needs in the very near future.”
 

 
  “I dislike leaving you to face such a risk on your own,” he said with a grimace, reaching up to pat her fingers. “But you are right. And as I said, if you can find Arquin, Avelea, and Caine, they will vouch for you.”
 

 
  “Yes, that will be the real challenge,
  
   n’est-ce pas?
  
  All I have to do is shadow-jump into one of the most sacred places on earth, with a deep and dire history of demonic activity, administered by militant clerics who will attack me on sight with lethal intent and listen to nothing I have to say, and
  
   hope
  
  I can find the right holy people before being burned to ash.”
 

 
  The old man closed his eyes, wincing. “I dearly wish I could say that was an overly dramatic assessment…”
 

 
  
  
  “Oh, it is suitably dramatic, yes,” she said, smiling. “But not all bad. Very much like old times, in fact. Ah, I find I have missed the call of
  
   adventure!
  
  If I do not see you again, Mortimer, know that I have been deeply grateful for your friendship over these last weeks. It has made all the difference in the world to me.”
 

 
  “And to me, as well,” he replied, smiling. “So let us decide here and now that this is not a goodbye. Whatever befalls, there and here, we have many more interesting conversations ahead of us.”
 

 
  “It is a date.” The demon leaned forward gently to press a light kiss to his cheek, then stepped back and vanished in a swell of shadows.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They bounded across the landscape like silver gusts of wind, the wolves forming a tight arrowhead formation with their various human companions dashing alongside. Rangers and Huntsmen alike shared space, their numbers mingling without tension and without separating back into their distinct groups. Though they still wore the unique regalia of each order, an unspoken threshold had been crossed in their allegiance. They now followed Ingvar, right into the teeth of an evil for which they did not yet have a name, nor anything but his word that it lay ahead.
 

 
  Even the Rangers’ animal companions kept up with the impossible pace set by the pack, all of them spurred on by the fae blessings laid over them. Across fields, through forests and over streams, the expanded pack moved faster than a diving falcon. Though they avoided any roads on which they could have proved it, they cleanly outpaced even the newest enchanted carriages; galloping horses could not have kept pace with them. Fae magic could do only so much to speed travel, and it was no shadow-jumping or teleporation, but they would reach their destination far sooner than unaided mortal legs could have achieved, whether those legs came in groups of two or four.
 

 
  The pack slowed, following Ingvar’s lead, as they reached the apex of a ridge and that destination finally lay before them.
 

 
  Wolf and human, elf and hound and lynx, they straggled to a halt, staring at the descending landscape ahead. The sea was out of sight in the distance, the river to their left, just beginning to flow deeper into its rocky bed in what would become the plummeting canyons and waterfalls of Ninkabi far ahead. The city itself stood at the very edge of view, its famed spires a jagged monument rising against the afternoon sky.
 

 
  The wolf in the lead shifted to regard the elf who paced forward to stand next to him, then in a flash of light stood on two legs once more.
 

 
  “This is a great gift, Elder Shiraki,” Ingvar said, nodding deeply to him.
 

 
  Shiraki shook his head. “Twas within thee that the power dwelt, young hunter. I serve merely as a guide. Thou needst not my guidance to perform this work again; now that he has seen it done, Rainwood can awaken the blessing of speed, and extend it to thy brethren. With time and practice, mayhap thou canst learn to perform this feat without a shaman’s aid.”
 

 
  Darkness swelled to their right, and the strike team materialized alongside them on the ridge.
 

 
  “Dare I hope you’re only
  
   coincidentally
  
  heading in this general direction?” Captain Antevid asked in an even more sardonic tone than usual. “Because you lot are pointed
  
   right
  
  at an Imperial city of significant size.”
 

 
  Ingvar raised his head; he did not sniff the air, though his face stilled in concentration.
 

 
  “Ninkabi, yes,” he said quietly. “Whatever gathers there is evil of a depth I have never encountered before. It blemishes this land, and threatens the city and wild alike. We will suffer no desecration of this world,” he added, raising his voice.
  
   “We hunt!”
  
 

 
  Wolves howled in response, and he was lunging forward even as he returned to a four-legged form in a flash of concentrated moonlight. They were off, dashing toward the distant city in league-eating bounds that carried them swiftly from sight.
 

 
  “They hunt,” Antevid sighed. “Well, then! I guess you get to visit home a little earlier than planned, Lieutenant Agasti.”
 

 
  Maehe clenched her jaw, then gestured with both hands, raising shadows around the team and whisking them away.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The small group materialized in a dingy space barely reached by the sunlight, strewn with old trash.
 

 
  “Ah, home sweet home! If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen ‘em all: filthy alleys, just like mama used to make,” Sweet said, inhaling deeply through his nose. Immediately he coughed and turned to scowl at the necromantic altar attracting flies against one wall.
  
   “Phew!
  
  That’s new, though. Guess we’re in the right place. Help me out, Vanessa, where are we relative to…anything?”
 

 
  “The city’s most prominent square isn’t far in that direction,” she said, nodding at the stone wall next to them. “This is the back of the historic merchant guild hall along its north side. It’s the widest open space in Ninkabi, just inside the city’s main gates, and heavily trafficked. If you want attention, it won’t be hard to get from here. If you’re
  
   sure
  
  you are prepared for what the results of that attention will be,” she added skeptically, panning her eyes across the three of them.
 

 
  “Our plan does rest upon assumptions not quite proven,” Khadizroth acknowledged, nodding to her. “One, that the soldiers will be wise enough not to attack a dragon on sight, and two, that if they are
  
   not
  
  so wise, their attempts to do so will be ineffective.”
 

 
  “And three,” Branwen added, “that Antonio and I can talk some sense into them while they’re taken aback. If these soldiers have been told to look for warlock craft, showing them
  
   this
  
  should divert their attention.” She directed a displeased look at the reeking altar of bones.
 

 
  Vanessa shrugged. “Well, your funeral. Just so there’s no ambiguity, if this turns into a shooting match I
  
   will
  
  be instantly leaving you all here.”
 

 
  “You’re an absolute dear to be concerned,” Sweet said gallantly, “but don’t you fret on our behalf. Now, I believe we need to ask you for one final favor.”
 

 
  “Yes, I remember the plan,” she said, stepping back and kneeling, chalk in hand, to begin drawing a summoning circle on the pavement. “I’m going to call up a katzil. That should be sufficient to draw attention.”
 

 
  “Kind of small, aren’t they?” Branwen asked.
 

 
  “Oh, I didn’t realize I was in the presence of fellow demonologists,” Vanessa said acidly. “They’re only
  
   small
  
  when seen from below. Which is often, because they fly and spit green fire. Trust me, a katzil will draw eyes. If there’s already a legion of troopers in the city looking for demons to slay, this’ll bring them running.”
 

 
  “Stop,” Khadizroth said suddenly, turning from his perusal of the altar to frown at her unfolding diagram.
 

 
  “I thought we decided time was a factor, here,” Vanessa retorted, continuing to draw.
 

 
  “Stop!” he repeated, stepping forward and smudging out part of her work with one foot. “Your circle is interacting with—”
 

 
  A shockwave of heat blasted across them, sending old newspapers fluttering about the alley. A hole opened in the air above the bone altar, a shimmering space of uncertainty that seemed to overlook some fiery abyss. Above that, a single column of wavering fire shot skyward, taller than a minaret.
 

 
  All three humans backed away, instinctively throwing up arms over their faces against the furnace-like heat, Branwen and Sweet snapping divine shields into place as well. Only Khadizroth stood against the blaze. With a single contemptuous gesture, he sent a torrent of floral-scented wind into the portal with the force of a hammer.
 

 
  The altar was shattered, pieces spraying across the walls, and instantly the portal snapped shut, the flame and light disappearing.
 

 
  “It seems,” Khadizroth commented in the ensuing stunned silence, “destroying the altar suffices to snuff out the portal even once it has opened. That makes sense. Hellgates can usually be closed if it is done before they have the chance to stabilize. This suggests that whatever holds them open on the other side is even more fragile than these, otherwise it would have to be closed from both ends. This slapdash infernomancy seems frail enough that the shock of a unilateral disruption does the trick.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” Sweet said, tilting his head back and pointing. Though the alley’s shape cut off most of their view of the sky, they could see two more columns of fire beyond its ends, directly to the west and east. The distant hubbub of traffic and crowds audible from the other side of the old guild hall had suddenly begun to prominently feature screams. “I’m afraid that information is about to be
  
   very
  
  pertinent.”
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  The swell of darkness deposited her at the very edge of the plateau, and she immediately dropped to a crouch, grimacing and trying to get her bearings despite the unpleasant prickle of magic. It was
  
   everywhere
  
  here, the divine and fae—both the schools of power that sought to erase her just by existing.
 

 
  Xyraadi instinctively wove a net about herself to push back against the forces gnawing at her, igniting a barely visible corona of light in her vicinity. The plateau ahead of her was dotted with old structures that looked to be on the verge of falling apart. Apparently Mortimer had been right; the Order of the Light in this century must be teetering on its last legs if it allowed one of its most sacred sites to look like this. It actually didn’t look as if anyone was here, or had been in decades.
 

 
  But there was the Great Tree, rising in the near distance from the spot where the Maw itself had once been opened. She had never been here before, obviously, but the Tree had been ancient even in her time, famously grown from a sprig of the World Tree found deep within Naiya’s domain of the Deep Wild. Even at this distance, the wind in its leaves seemed to whisper. Xyraadi had the very distinct impression that the Tree was unhappy to see her here.
 

 
  “As it ever was,” she murmured, raising her hands with fingers spread to cast a spell circle around herself. “Let’s all kill the nice demon who’s trying to help, can’t let any of the rest of them get the idea they might be able to turn against the Dark Lady. That would be just
  
   awful.”
  
 

 
  Three concentric rings of light solidified about her at waist level, marked with indicator arrows; they shifted and swayed like the needle of a jostled compass before settling down to point in the general direction of the Tree, helping her home in on what she had come here to find.
 

 
  “All right, then,” Xyraadi murmured to herself, taking two cautious steps forward.
 

 
  That was when a streak of orange fire burst upward from behind one of the structures ahead, and she froze. The fireball ascended straight up before spreading her wings and slowing.
 

 
  
   “Zut alors,”
  
  Xyraadi whispered, staring up at the archdemon who was now staring at her. “Why did it have to be
  
   that
  
  one?”
 

 
  
  
  Vadrieny let out a piercing shriek that echoed from the mountains all around and hurled herself forward in a dive.
 

 
  “Wait!” Xyraadi shouted, waving her hands overhead. “Truce! I’m a fr—”
 

 
  She didn’t take the risk of waiting to see whether the force of fire and claws shooting at her planned to break off at the last second, instead shadow-jumping a few feet away. She still felt the hot breeze stirred up by the archdemon’s passing.
 

 
  Vadrieny banked skillfully on one fiery wingtip, pivoting back around for another pass.
 

 
  “My name is Xyraadi! I know—”
 

 
  This time she jumped a good twenty feet distant to evade the next diving attack.
 

 
  “Would you cut that
  
   out?”
  
  she exclaimed as Vadrieny recovered and swooped widely around for another pass. “I want to talk! In the name of Avei,
  
   truce!”
  
 

 
  Arcane magic prickled nearby and by sheer instinct she reached out with one hand and clawed it away.
 

 
  
   “Rude!”
  
  exclaimed a shrill little voice, followed by a swell of nauseating fae energy and then a barrage of icicles.
 

 
  Xyraadi melted them before being shredded by their wicked points, shadow-jumped again to evade another swooping attack by Vadrieny, and sourly reflected that this was going about as well as she’d dared hope. On the one hand, her reflexive dismantling of whatever that arcane spell had been might have saved her life, but on the other it probably counterindicated her claims to have come here in peace.
 

 
  She still couldn’t see who had cast either that or the fae ice spell, either. Nor could she detect any invisibility nearby.
 

 
  Then a white ball of light darted past, momentarily more visible against an old stone wall than it had been against the daylit sky, and she narrowed her eyes.
 

 
  A
  
   pixie?
  
 

 
  “Truce!” she shouted again. “Would you please listen—”
 

 
  Vadrieny’s screech cut her off, and Xyraadi thought very seriously about just knocking the archdemon out of the sky. She could definitely do that; it wouldn’t even harm her. Damaging a creature like that was beyond her power, but messing up her flight path wouldn’t be difficult. But that would be the unequivocal end of any conversation.
 

 
  “I DO NOT HAVE TIME FOR THIS!” she shrieked, jumping yet again to evade a wide-area blast of ice. “I NEED YOUR HELP!”
 

 
  Hoofbeats approached with astonishing speed, and she resignedly whirled to face whatever the new threat was.
 

 
  The new threat looped around her, though, waving his scythe in the air and not at her. Between the scythe, that green coat and especially the shadow-wrought mare on which he rode, Xyraadi had to admit that Gabriel Arquin cut a dashing figure.
 

 
  “Stop! It’s okay!” he yelled. “She’s a friend, we know her!”
 

 
  More hoofbeats, and she took the risk of stopping her evasive maneuvers to turn and see. Trissiny’s silver-armored steed was not as fleet or nimble as Gabriel’s, leaving her a few seconds behind.
 

 
  “This is Xyraadi, we met her over the summer!” Trissiny shouted at the sky, as both paladins guided their mounts closer to hover protectively around her. “She’s a long-standing ally of the Sisterhood.”
 

 
  
   “And
  
  she saved my butt,” Gabriel added. “Plus all my other parts.”
 

 
  “Well, okay,” squeaked the tiny ball of light, drifting over to hover near Gabriel. “But she messed up my barrier spell pretty hard. That did not feel good! Have you ever had a a spell you were shaping torn apart mid-invocation? That crap
  
   stings!”
  
 

 
  “Well, if you were doing magic at her, what do you expect?” Gabriel asked, grinning.
 

 
  “Wait a moment,” Xyraadi exclaimed. “Was that pixie doing
  
   arcane
  
  magic?”
 

 
  Then Vadrieny hit the ground right in front of her, talons sinking into the ancient stone with an unsettling crunch. The archdemon folded her arms but not her wings, staring mistrustfully.
 

 
  “I suppose it really shouldn’t surprise me that you two managed to befriend a khelminash sorceress,” she said, her voice like a choir. “Are you absolutely sure she’s trustworthy? Her people are among my mother’s staunchest allies.”
 

 
  “She’s earned
  
   my
  
  trust,” Trissiny said firmly. “Xyraadi, are you all right?”
 

 
  “I haven’t been incinerated, thank you for asking,” she replied, straightening her robe. “So this has already gone better than I anticipated.”
 

 
  “I assume something
  
   seriously
  
  urgent is happening if you came looking for us here, of all places,” Gabriel said, soothingly patting his mount’s neck. The shadow-maned mare was clearly not pleased by Xyraadi’s presence, turning to snort angrily at her with ears laid flat back.
 

 
  “Yes, exactly,” Xyraadi agreed quickly. “I will explain as much as I can, but we have not the luxury of time. Ninkabi is under severe threat and we urgently need the aid of paladins…” She looked quickly between Vadrieny and the pixie. “…plus whoever else you trust to help.”
 

 
  More figures were approaching, led by, of all things, an elven woman with black hair wearing bronze Avenic armor. And, to Xyraadi’s surprise, a crow, which lit on the ground nearby and suddenly wasn’t a crow anymore.
 

 
  “Xyraadi,” she said, tilting her head. “I confess, I never expected to see
  
   you
  
  again.”
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” she answered warily. “Still alive, then? Well…good. The more help, the better.”
 

 
  “Help for Ninkabi,” said the other elf, coming to a stop beside the Crow. “Just out of curiosity, have you been spending any time in Veilgrad recently?”
 

 
  Xyraadi blinked twice in surprise. “Now, how in the world did you know that?”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved such a heavy sigh that her armor rasped softly. “Locke, I have a feeling we may be about to break the terms of our field trip and leave the area.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   struggling
  
  to contain my astonishment,” Locke answered with a grimace that did not look surprised in the least.
 

 
  Toby pushed forward out of the gathering crowd, giving Xyraadi a welcoming smile that quickly faded into a more serious expression. “Let’s let her speak, everyone, she took a serious risk by coming here. Xyraadi, how bad is it?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She set them down in the same nondescript alley where they had originally confiscated Kheshiri’s reliquary from Shook, and immediately it was clear that things were already worse than expected.
 

 
  The first sounds to greet them were screams and wandshots, prompting Hesthri and Jonathan to raise weapons and shift into a triangular formation with their backs against Natchua’s.
 

 
  “Oh, this is bad,” Natchua muttered, raising her head and narrowing her eyes in concentration. “I can feel… Kheshiri, get a look at the immediate area.”
 

 
  The succubus shifted to invisibility even as she unfurled her wings, shooting upward and ruffling their clothes with the backdraft.
 

 
  “No organized resistance near here,” Jonathan muttered, squinting at the mouth of the alley. “I hear staff and wand fire, but just piecemeal. Soldiers would fire in a volley. Natch?”
 

 
  “There are demons
  
   everywhere,”
  
  she whispered, her eyes now closed in concentration. “Plus…
  
   Fuck.
  
  We were right. Multiple open hellgates. Omnu’s breath, there are so many I can’t focus enough to count them. Plus…”
 

 
  She opened her eyes and turned, the others instinctively pivoting to keep their formation intact. That left all of them looking directly at blank walls, but no one relaxed.
 

 
  “There’s something
  
   big
  
  happening in that direction,” Natchua stated. “I think… It’s not a hellgate, exactly, but it’s putting off energy that’s similar enough but distinct. I
  
   think
  
  someone is trying to summon something. Something large, and powerful.”
 

 
  Kheshiri popped back into view, hitting the ground just behind them. “This is
  
   bad,
  
  mistress. This city is under a full-scale invasion. It’s not just randos fleeing from Hell through the gates, either, I saw khelminash in formation on those flying discs of theirs.”
 

 
  
   “Flying discs?”
  
  Jonathan exclaimed.
 

 
  “Battlefield superiority,” Hesthri murmured. “Three warlocks on a mobile platform, raining spells from above.”
 

 
  “Plus,” Kheshiri continued, “khaladesh troops, also marching in formation rather than rampaging around. These are Elilinist forces, and they’re organized.
  
   But,
  
  there are also some of the other kind; just in this area I saw khaladesh fighting with ikthroi and shadowlords.”
 

 
  “They brought their feuding
  
   here?”
  
  Natchua breathed. “Oh, no, I do not
  
   think
  
  so. Well, Kheshiri, seems your big idea about this all being a trick was way off the mark.”
 

 
  “I maintain my reasoning was sound,” the succubus said, scowling, “but yep, I obviously called that one wrong. Mistress, there is just plain nothing we can do about this mess. No matter how big and bad a warlock you are,
  
   this
  
  will require organized forces to clean up, lots of them. We need to get out of here.”
 

 
  “You will shut your mouth and do as you’re told,” Natchua snapped. “Did you get a look at the cathedral?”
 

 
  “Yes, the spire’s visible from here,” Kheshiri said, her tail lashing in agitation. “That’s going to be an even tougher nut to crack than we thought, because the Dark Lady’s followers had the same idea. The biggest concentrations of them are converging on that area.”
 

 
  “Typical,” Natchua muttered. “Well… I guess I owe you two yet another apology. After all that, instead of going after Elilial herself… I’m sorry, but I have to do
  
   something
  
  here. I
  
   have
  
  to.”
 

 
  “Natchua, you might just be the most ridiculous person I’ve ever met,” Hesthri said fondly, looking over her shoulder. “Imagine,
  
   apologizing
  
  to us for dropping your crazy revenge to protect people.”
 

 
  “It does seem like a sudden waste of a lot of preparation,” Kheshiri commented.
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” all three of them chorused.
 

 
  “Right, that’s enough standing around,” Natchua added. “Charms on, weapons up. Kheshiri, stay invisible and reconnoiter; kill any demons you have an opportunity to assassinate without risking yourself, but focus on watching our perimeter and bring me any new information that comes up.”
 

 
  “That’s why they pay me the big bucks,” Kheshiri said sourly, then shot upward and faded out again.
 

 
  Natchua strode boldly out of the alley into an ongoing firefight, the others flanking her.
 

 
  Immediately, arcs of lightning flashed across the street in front of her as one woman in a police uniform rapidly retreated, firing her service wand fast enough to risk overheating it. The gnarled, sinewy black shapes of shadowlords already lay smoking on the street, thanks to her and a man with a battlestaff leaning out the door of a nearby pawn shop, but at least a dozen more were still upright and charging forward, their attention grabbed by the show of resistance.
 

 
  As the trio emerged from their landing alley, a squad of khaladesh demons, graceful and deceptively dainty humanoid figures with clawed feet, thick tails, and curling horns, charged out of a side street and right into the rabble of shadowlords.
 

 
  Both armed humans, and now a third from a second-story window, continued firing indiscriminately into the ensuing melee, at least until Natchua put a decisive stop to it.
 

 
  She gestured upward in a lifting motion with both hands, fingers clenched into rigid claws, and an entire forest of bruise-colored energy tendrils sprang out of the very pavement, entangling every brawling demon on the street. Natchua lifted them twenty feet into the air and then slammed the lot back down so hard their bones shattered. The shadow tentacles didn’t stop there, ripping straight through their victims as they vanished back into the ground and leaving them strewn about in pieces, which immediately began to disintegrate into charcoal.
 

 
  “Holy
  
   shit,”
  
  exclaimed the policewoman, turning to point her wand at Natchua.
 

 
  “You need to get people inside,” Natchua barked. “Gather up whoever you can and retreat to a defensible position. Fight
  
   only
  
  if you must! Demons are pathologically aggressive, and will be drawn to attack anybody who’s violent. Try to
  
   hide
  
  as many people as you can rescue.”
 

 
  “Who the hell are you?” the officer shouted back, not lowering her wand.
 

 
  “The lesser evil,” Natchua said, and turned her back to look down the street in the other direction. “I gather that’s where the cathedral is.”
 

 
  She could see flying platforms like Hesthri had described, each with three slender figures balanced atop it. They seemed to move in triangular wedges of three platforms each, and dozens were converging on the spire of Ninkabi’s cathedral from the air. Down the street right in front of her, another small company of khaladesh rounded a corner and began moving in their direction. In addition to the khelminash warlocks, the sky was cluttered with the sinuous forms of katzil demons, diving into clusters of buzzing hiszilisks and scorching them to char with gouts of green fire.
 

 
  “The succubus called it: that’s a much bigger mess to wade into than we were expecting,” Jonathan noted, raising his staff to point at the khaladesh now loping toward them. “Still wanna try for it?”
 

 
  “Yes…just not yet,” Natchua decided. “It’s not impossible, it’s
  
   still
  
  the primary target, but we need Xyraadi and the paladins. And the rest of their group; that entire class are serious heavyweights. Let’s hope she can find them quickly.”
 

 
  She moved her hands in front of her body as if shaping a globe out of clay, and in the space between them a single point of light sparked into being. Natchua abruptly jerked her arms to both sides and it shot forward, bursting alight and casting off beams of white light in all directions as it sped right at the oncoming demons. They tried to break ranks and dodge, but not fast or far enough; it struck the street amid their formation in an explosion that left a crater and seared fragments of khaladesh strewn about the street.
 

 
  Natchua turned and pointed in the opposite direction. “That way, toward the front gates of the city. See those flying khelminash? I don’t know
  
   what
  
  they’re trying to conjure up, but I’ll bet putting a stop to it is a good use of our time.”
 

 
  “We’re right behind you,” Hesthri promised.
 

 
  They set off up the street at a run, cutting down stray demons with lightning and shadowbolts on their way toward whatever the greater evil was.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Branwen, to the surprise of the rest of them, was the first to step out into the square.
 

 
  She paused, the others clustering behind her, to take in the scene. Pillars of fire decorated the skyline in ever direction, and from all of them demons were emerging, either swarms of wasp-like hiszilisks or sinuous katzils. There were no other portal altars within view, denying them the sight of whatever land-bound demons were coming out, but even those had already made it into the square.
 

 
  Ninkabi had been on high alert, which was the only reason the carnage was not a complete massacre. Even the heavier-than-usual police presence was quickly being overwhelmed by ikthroi and shadowlords streaming out of several side streets piecemeal. Fortunately, the two types of demons seemed to pause and attack each other as often as not, but even so, there were already bodies lying on the pavement, and swooping katzils were making it difficult for the police to organize.
 

 
  Branwen threw out her hand, and a streamer of golden light flew forth, lashing out to wrap around the neck of a passing katzil. It hissed and bucked as she hauled it down to the ground, but stilled upon being drawn into arm’s reach.
 

 
  “Shhh, shh,” Branwen soothed, actually patting the demon on its beak. She continued to stroke the infernal animal’s scales as the loop of holy magic shifted, forming a collar that hovered about its neck without touching. Then she took one step to the side and gestured again, and her snared katzil shot upward, where it began making wide passes around the front of the historic trading guild hall, where beleaguered officers were trying to herd civilians inside. Bursts of green fire incinerated any other demons trying to get too close.
 

 
  “Did you ever get around to more than the basic holy summoner training, Antonio?” she asked.
 

 
  “Not to the point of actually
  
   summoning,
  
  but I think I remember how that trick goes,” he said, throwing out another tendril of light and seizing a katzil that was in the process of fleeing from Branwen’s thrall. This one struggled more as he reeled it downward. “Vanessa, get out of here.”
 

 
  “You want to send the warlock
  
   away?”
  
  Khadizroth asked pointedly.
 

 
  “Now’s a good time for the Wreath to do what they do,” Darling grunted, still struggling with his quarry. “We’d best stay here and help, but they need to be hunting down and closing those damn gates! Unless you can shadow-jump, K, that’s a job of the highly mobile casters who can sense demon magic directly.”
 

 
  “You’re right,” Vanessa said bitterly. “I don’t know how much we can do about
  
   this,
  
  but Embras will have more information. You three… Try not to die.”
 

 
  Shadows gathered and whisked her away.
 

 
  “Demons will be drawn to whatever resists them the most fiercely,” Khadizroth stated, striding forward into the square. “The trading hall seems a serviceable place to hide the civilians, as the police have already discovered. Therefore, we shall draw attention elsewhere. Come.”
 

 
  “Yes,
  
   sir,”
  
  Darling drawled, finally getting his demon under control. He hadn’t done this since the attack on Tiraas, but the divine spell worked just as well as it had then. Unfortunately, a katzil was about the most potent type of demon he was able to control, and the holy summoner who had instructed him had warned that a skilled warlock or spellcasting demon would be able to disrupt his link, and if he
  
   lost
  
  control of a thrall it was likely to immediately attack him with near-suicidal rage.
 

 
  He and Branwen flanked the dragon, directing their katzils to sweep the surrounding area clear of shadowlords and ikthroi, while Khadizroth casually hurled glowing leaf-pods to the ground which caused the spectral shapes of animals to burst into being. Though they looked fragile, they were constructs of pure fae magic, and the stag, bear, and lion he summoned immediately tore into the nearest demons with devastating effectiveness.
 

 
  Unfortunately, the three of them were drawing more attention. The western edge of the square was a broad flight of steps down to another, lower square on the next level of the city as it descended toward the first waterfalls. Something was clearly happening there; flying discs carrying khelminash sorceresses were moving in a slow circle, their warlocks directing streams of orange spellfire into some working they were creating on the paved area below. They clearly did not welcome the kind of intrusion a dragon and two priests represented, as a whole company of khaladesh demons immediately surged up the stairs and charged at them.
 

 
  Khadizroth continued calling up spirit animals to harry the miscellaneous demons on the upper square as he led the way further from the trading hall. As he had predicted, most of the demons already up there were now following them.
 

 
  Unfortunately.
 

 
  There was a sufficient concentration that even the fae workings he’d left were beginning to vanish; despite being an excellent counter for demons, they clearly
  
   were
  
  as fragile as they appeared, and the infernal-addled beings now on the attack did not hesitate to throw their lives away piling onto the translucent shapes. The sheer numbers were overwhelming them.
 

 
  “Not to overwork you, Khaddy,” Darling grated, guiding his katzil to strafe the front line of khelminash closing on them, “but we could use something
  
   bigger…”
  
 

 
  “Try to buy me time,” the dragon ordered.
 

 
  They managed to decimate the first line of the attackers with aerial fire before the next rank harpooned both katzils to the ground. Their golden chains flashed out of being upon the demons’ death. Darling and Branwen exchanged a flat look, and both of them lit up with divine shields. All around them, the last four remaining spirit animals trampled the last of the loose ikthroi; their cousins had managed to deplete a good five times their number, but now both sides of the melee were almost exhausted.
 

 
  Khadizroth was busy drawing a spell circle on the pavement with a leafy branch he had pulled out of nowhere. Branwen planted herself in front of him; Darling drew his wand and fired shot after shot into the khaladesh, which only seemed to make them madder.
 

 
  A bare three yards before the charging demons piled into the priests’ shields, Khadizroth paused in his work to gesture. Cold wind rose around them, suddenly carrying with it bladelike autumn leaves, and ripped into the phalanx. The fae-driven leaves tore through flesh and armor alike, slaughtering the demons even as the wind bowled them bodily over backward.
 

 
  In seconds, the entire force was decimated.
 

 
  “I feel like we’re redundant here,” Darling commented to Branwen.
 

 
  “You are not,” Khadizroth replied before she could, already back at work on his circle. “Every second I am distracted from this is precious. Damn Kuriwa and her curse, but I cannot work as fast as I should.”
 

 
  “We’ll be…oh, bollocks,” Branwen cursed uncharacteristically.
 

 
  The next wave to charge at them was only five demons, but these were a good eight feet tall, writhing masses of tentacles and heavy pincers stomping forward on heavy legs.
 

 
  “Well, hey, smaller numbers’ll be easier for us to block, as long as the shields hold,” Darling said lightly, shooting one of the things twice. The wandshots slowed it, but that was all. He couldn’t even see its face, if it had one. “I don’t suppose you can command this particular caliber of ugly?”
 

 
  “Khroshkrids,” she said curtly, “and no. Try to burn that one down before they get here; I think we can stop four with our shields alone. They hit hard but are not very durable.”
 

 
  Indeed, the fifth wandshot made the targeted khroshkrid stumble to one knee, and two more caused it to slump over, twitching. Unfortunately, even before the rest reached them, another squad of khaladesh topped the stairs at a run.
 

 
  Darling gritted his teeth, pouring energy into his shield in anticipation of the impact of tentacles and claws. Even with the intermittent pace of reinforcements from the khelminash up ahead, they were soon going to be overwhelmed just by sheer numbers. “K, may need to interrupt you again—”
 

 
  Of all things, a white wolf dashed past him. Then another, and suddenly there were over a dozen of them swarming forward, great glowing beasts which charged fearlessly at the hulking demons.
 

 
  “Oh…kaaay,” Darling said, blinking. “I don’t get it, but I’ll
  
   take
  
  it.”
 

 
  He had never actually seen wolves take down large prey in the wild, but these clearly fae beasts showed how the power of the pack was more than a match for a moose or bear. They snarled and lunged, distracting and infuriating the demons while others dashed in behind to hamstring and bring them down.
 

 
  Then one of the wolves about to be trampled flashed white and became a slim young woman with short dark hair, planting herself in a kneeling position with one arm upraised. A divine shield flashed into place around her, as well as a hardlight construct in the shape of an Avenic shield in her grasp. Both shields soaked up the blow of the descending pincer; she didn’t even flinch. It created the opportunity for two more wolves to flank the khroshkrid, savaging its legs to pull it down, and then another wolf flashed as it approached at a run, changing to the shape of a woman with pale green hair who rammed into it with her shoulder.
 

 
  Under the dryad’s onslaught, the demon was utterly pulverized, its fragments already drying to charcoal as they sprayed the oncoming khaladesh behind.
 

 
  Then more people were darting past Darling from the city’s open gates, a mixed group of cloaked Rangers and Huntsmen of Shaath, skidding to a halt to draw bows.
 

 
  The first volley of arrows ripped the oncoming khaladesh apart. By the time they’d fired a second volley, the attackers were done.
 

 
  One particularly large white wolf loped up, changing to human form as it approached. A form Darling recognized.
 

 
  “Antonio,” Ingvar said with a grim smile. “I am surprised at how unsurprised I am to find
  
   you
  
  in the middle of this.”
 

 
  “I get blamed for everything,” Darling complained. “Ingvar, I’ve got a rousing chorus of ‘what the fuck’ I wanna sing you later, but for now I am just
  
   damn
  
  glad to see you and all the rest of this…I don’t even wanna know, do I?”
 

 
  “What exactly is the situation here?” Ingvar asked, turning to scowl at the flying khelminash sorceresses.
 

 
  Two wood elves, one with a goatee and the other with short black hair, had also approached; the bearded one spoke. “Lord Khadizroth, if we might assist?”
 

 
  
   “Please,”
  
  the dragon said fervently. Both stepped up beside him, raising hands and adding streams of pure fae energy into the glyphs he was embossing on the pavement.
 

 
  An arcane sparkle in the air heralded the arrival of an Imperial strike team, led by a mage who took one look at the situation and shouted, “What in
  
   shit’s
  
  name?!”
 

 
  “Hellgates,” Branwen reported.
  
   “Lots
  
  of them.”
 

 
  “Well, that explains it, all right,” said Tholi. “This looks to be a challenging hunt, Brother.”
 

 
  Everyone whirled, the various hunters raising weapons, as the shadows swelled out of nowhere right next to them, but what materialized was Vanessa, along with Grip, Thumper, Vannae, Schwartz, Jenell, Flora, and Fauna.
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, you were not kidding,” Thumper stated, drawing his wands and staring at the nearby demons. Vannae immediately scurried over to join Khadizroth and the other elves, followed a moment later by Schwartz.
 

 
  “Young lady, I thought I told you to go find your fellow warlocks,” Darling said severely to Vanessa.
 

 
  “Luckily for
  
   you,
  
  old man, you’re not the boss of me,” she replied with a thin smile. “I told
  
   you
  
  three not to die, and as I expected, you were doing a piss poor job of it. Here are your buddies; try to manage a little longer this time, cos this is all the reinforcements you’re getting.”
 

 
  She sketched a mocking salute and shadow-jumped out.
 

 
  “I like her,” Grip remarked. “Prolly gonna end up punching her teeth out before all this is settled, of course.”
 

 
  “Incoming,” the warlock attached to the strike team reported in a clipped tone. Another phalanx of khaladesh was topping the stairs, this one much larger. Hunters drew arrows again and the four Imperials readied spells.
 

 
  Before they could attack, the demons were hit from the rear by something which exploded with the force of a mag cannon burst. Khaladesh were hurled into the air like dolls, those who weren’t incinerated outright in the initial impact. Only those at the edges of the formation survived, but as quickly as they regained their footing and tried to turn on their attackers, they were felled by a barrage of staff fire and shadowbolts.
 

 
  Whatever had dared to skirt their formation finally drew the full attention of the khelminash sorceresses, and one platform broke from the group, the warlocks turning to pelt the area with fireballs.
 

 
  Their platform was seized by a single giant tentacle of shadow-magic which sprang up from the ground below and yanked it out from under them, then while all three plummeted screaming to the ground, whipped about to smack it against the next in the formation.
 

 
  While the warlocks were forced to turn and subdue that, three figures dashed up the stairs, hesitating only momentarily before making a beeline for the group assembling around Khadizroth.
 

 
  “Hold,” Ingvar called, raising one hand. “These don’t smell of enmity.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, they don’t fuckin’
  
   what?”
  
  Thumper demanded.
 

 
  The drow woman in the lead waved frantically at them as she approached, the staff-carrying man and woman behind her half-turning as they ran to take potshots at the khelminash.
 

 
  “We have to stop them!” Natchua shouted. “Whatever fairy magic you’re doing here, pour it into the middle of—”
 

 
  She broke off, whirled, and reached out with both hands, just in time. One of the khelminash trios had just conjured up a carriage-sized ball of fire and hurled it in their direction. Natchua swept her hands to one side, and it veered off course to slam into the unoccupied middle of the upper square.
 

 
  “What?” Captain Antevid demanded.
  
   “What
  
  are they trying to do?”
 

 
  It seemed the khelminash had decided to suspend their operations, though, and most of the flying discs broke off, coming in their direction. A dozen points of multicolored light appeared around them as infernal spells were gathered.
 

 
  “Khad,
  
   now would be a good time!”
  
  Darling shouted.
 

 
  “Yes,” Khadizroth agreed, striding into the center of his meticulously-arranged spell circle while Schwartz and the elves backed hastily away. The dragon stomped one foot upon the spiraling central rune.
 

 
  Seven tree trunks of luminous white wood sprang from the ground all around him, shooting upward and bending in the middle to twine into a single colossal tree. It shot skyward, branching out in all directions and spreading its canopy over the entire square. Pale green light shone from the white tree’s fern-like leaves, filling the air with a healing, floral scent and the soft sound of whispers.
 

 
  At the sheer intensity of fae magic which roiled out across the square, the incipient attacks of the warlocks fizzled, the foremost disc wobbling and then careening drunkenly to the ground to crash against an abandoned carriage. The woman with Natchua gasped and buckled to her knees, clutching her chest, and as the drow and Jonathan whirled to catch her, a flickering outline of another person intermittently betrayed itself behind them.
 

 
  “Hey, is she okay?” Branwen asked, raising one hand. “I can—”
 

 
  “No!” Natchua and Jonathan shouted in unison.
 

 
  “That is a demon, wearing an arcane disguise charm,” Khadizroth stated. “Hethelax, I believe.
  
   Hello,
  
  Kheshiri.”
 

 
  Shook’s head snapped around. He clenched his fingers on his wands, but pressed his lips together into a line and said nothing.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Schwartz, “but at this point I’d say we’ve worked with enough friendly warlocks—well, maybe not friendly, but clearly allied…”
 

 
  “Yes, I concur,” Khadizroth said, nodding and raising a hand. Immediately Kheshiri’s outline vanished again and Hesthri straightened up, gasping for breath. “My apologies. We are in no position to turn away any potential allies, I fear. This tree will buy us a moment of sanctuary, but by the same token it makes this spot a target, and I cannot say with certainty how long it will last against a prolonged assault. We must use this time to formulate a plan.”
 

 
  “Hey, you guys should really see this,” called Jenell, the only one among the growing group clustered under the dragon’s tree who was turned to face Ninkabi’s front gates instead of the beleaguered city beyond them.
 

 
  Being mounted, Trissiny and Gabriel were the first to arrive, with Vadrieny and Yngrid swooping in above while Fross darted about the paladins. Behind them came the rest of their class at a run, accompanied by Principia and Merry in full armor, lances at the ready.
 

 
  “As I live and breathe,” Darling cackled. “Hey! I thought you lot were on vacation!”
 

 
  “Dunno whatcher talkin’ about,” Billie called back, riding on McGraw’s shoulders as their group brought up the rear. “This here’s where the demon invasion is! What the hell did ye
  
   think
  
  was my idea o’ fun?”
 

 
  Mary fluttered down to settle on Darling’s shoulder, where she ruffled her feathers and croaked in irritation.
 

 
  “You said it,” he replied sympathetically.
 

 
  “Somehow, your Grace, it just ain’t a surprise to find you here,” McGraw drawled. “Really seems like it should be, but it is not.”
 

 
  “Why do people keep saying that to me?”
 

 
  “People have met you,” Grip replied.
 

 
  “General!” Khadizroth called, striding forward out of the group toward the new arrivals, ignoring Juniper and Aspen as they ran squealing right past him to hug.
 

 
  “Holy shit, is that guy a dragon?” Ruda asked.
 

 
  “These hellgates are conjured through some highly improvised combination of necromancy and modern enchanting equipment,” Khadizroth said, ignoring her and fixing his attention on Trissiny. “Each is beneath one of those columns of fire. They are numerous, but
  
   fragile,
  
  and highly unstable. We’ve found that destroying the altars to which they are synced on this plane
  
   will
  
  cause a backlash that destroys the other side as well. So long as we reach them all before they stabilize and become permanent, we can shut all of this down.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said, nodding to him. “That’s the best news I could hope for. Natchua! Xyraadi says you know something about the source of this?”
 

 
  “There’s an ancient facility under Ninkabi’s central cathedral,” Natchua called, striding forward through the crowd. “Apparently there’s some kind of sealed hellgate there. We
  
   think
  
  that’s where the Tide cult that created this mess is concentrated. So do the demons; a lot of them are heading in that direction.”
 

 
  “Will shutting that down shut
  
   all
  
  of this down?”
 

 
  “It is far too late for that,” Khadizroth said gravely. “There are too many gates, and not all under Elilinist control. Before we can even begin cleaning up the demons,
  
   every
  
  one of these portals must be destroyed.”
 

 
  “There are both Elilinist demons and various other factions coming through,” Natchua added. “Don’t get me wrong, there are no allies here. They
  
   all
  
  need to die. But they’re working on culling each other, which helps a little bit.”
 

 
  “All right,” Trissiny said, turning Arjen to face the city and the stairs down to the lower plaza. “First things first…”
 

 
  Before she could go further, the assembled flying khelminash began to chant, loudly enough to be clearly audible to those clustered under the tree. They spoke in alternating groups, one syllable each.
 

 
  “KEL!”
 

 
  “VRETH!”
 

 
  “KEL!”
 

 
  “VRETH!”
 

 
  
   “Mes dieux, non,”
  
  Xyraadi groaned, pressing one hand against her forehead crest.
 

 
  “Wait a second,” Branwen exclaimed. “They’re
  
   not
  
  saying—”
 

 
  The chant rose, the assembled masses of khaladesh demons gathered below the flying sorceresses adding their voices. Around them, a sullen red glow had begun to rise from whatever the warlocks had been crafting upon the square.
 

 
  
   “KEL!”
  
 

 
  
   “VRETH!”
  
 

 
  
   “KEL!”
  
 

 
  
   “VRETH!”
  
 

 
  
  
  “Kelvreth of the Eyes,” Vadrieny stated. “Elilial’s chief general. One of the greatest demons in existence.”
 

 
  “Oh, good, that’s all,” said Weaver, deadpan. “For a sec I was worried.”
 

 
  “ALL RIGHT!” Trissiny roared, raising her sword into the air and projecting above the noise. “I want three groups of highly mobile fighters to destroy those portals! Vadrieny and Yngrid take the north bank, strike team take the central island, Natchua’s group the south bank. You will move as quickly as you can from one portal site to the next. Shut them down, and only fight as much as you must to protect yourselves.
 

 
  “We do not have the forces to contain the city or even gather up civilians—the best thing we can do is draw attention from them. Demons are compelled to attack anything which attacks them, so you will
  
   demand their attention!
  
  Hit every infernal thing you see with
  
   everything
  
  you have. No quarter, no hesitation, and maximum destruction! We will press west till we reach the cathedral, slaughtering every invader in our way, and drawing the rest to face us. The best thing we can do to protect the city is to buy the defenders time by
  
   forcing
  
  every demon to turn and face the most destructive force here: US.”
 

 
  A tremendous pulse burst out from the lower plaza, sending a gust of wind and sheer kinetic energy across the city, pushing all of them bodily backward a half-step. The branches and leaves of the dragon’s tree rustled, whispering in protest.
 

 
  Below them, a single, skeletal arm rose, by itself twenty feet in length, formed seemingly of gigantic iron bones bound together by pulsing green sinews. Its clawed hand came to rest upon the top of the stairs between the plazas, and the assembled demons’ chanting rose to a frantic pitch as they chorused Kelvreth’s name over and over.
 

 
  “Tall fella, ain’t he?” McGraw said laconically, puffing on a cigarillo.
 

 
  “Pushing ourselves against
  
   that
  
  will definitely suffice to gather their attention,” Shaeine observed, her expression eerily serene.
 

 
  Hunters drew arrows, soldiers and enforcers readied weapons, casters of all four schools began charging spells, and a dozen wolves raised their melodic voices to howl a fierce counterpoint to the demonic chanting.
 

 
  “We are not going to charge
  
   at
  
  the warlord of Hell,” Trissiny thundered, drawing her lips back in an animal snarl. She brandished her blade and burst alight, golden wings flaring. “WE GO
  
   THROUGH
  
  HIM!”
 

 
  Arjen trumpeted as they galloped forward, and with a combined roar, the assembled forces with her hurled themselves into motion, charging into Ninkabi and straight into the teeth of Hell.
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  Now, they had the full attention of the horde.
 

 
  No longer focusing on their summoning work, the flying trios of warlocks changed formation, arranging themselves in a staggered line in the air. After the failure of their last barrage against the fae tree’s magic, most did not try that again, though a few infernal spells came screaming downward and either splashed against divine shields or were nullified by one of the powerful fae casters present before they could impact. Splotches of darkness blossomed in the sky, however, as the khelminash shadow-jumped a swarm of katzils in.
 

 
  The khaladesh ground fighters topped the staircase in a line, this time advancing at a slower pace with a full shield wall raised. Their shields appeared to be mismatched patches of chitin or giant reptilian scales which left wide gaps in their coverage, but the spears protruding between them had wicked obsidian heads; that line presented as much menace as a Silver Legion phalanx.
 

 
  Before the two forces could close the distance between them, Tinker Billie shot upward on a board oddly reminiscent of the khelminash’s flying discs, except bristling with glowing arcane runes, and took aim with a hefty device which resembled a cross between a very large crossbow and a very small mag cannon. The recoil when she fired it sent her spinning backward into the tree, but the projectile flew straight and true.
 

 
  It was a firework, apparently one of the heavily compacted ones meant for grand impressive displays in the night sky. At least, the explosion of green sparks was large enough to blast a chunk of the upper steps away, along with every demon in the vicinity. Streaks of green fire smashed against hastily erected silver and golden shields above the defenders, while the khelminash and newly-summoned katzils were forced to hastily maneuver out of the way, many not fast enough.
 

 
  Most immediately, Billie’s projectile scored a direct hit on the massive hand of Kelvreth. It was flung loose from his grip on the now-shattered stone and immediately the demon’s entire colossal arm was drawn swiftly backwards as if some force pulled him back into the huge summoning circle from which he was emerging.
 

 
  The explosion made a shambles of the khaladesh line, a task completed by a volley of arrows, only a few of which impacted their irregularly-shaped shields; it seemed the Huntsmen and Rangers’ legendary skill with bows was not exaggeration, and most of those shots slipped through the narrow gaps to pierce demons behind their defenses.
 

 
  Then the charge of the mortal plane’s defenders struck the beleaguered demon lines and smashed straight through.
 

 
  Natchua, Xyraadi, and their friends had already vanished in a swell of shadow, the Imperial strike team likewise departing as per Trissiny’s orders. As the situation on the plaza devolved into a mass melee, Vadrieny and Yngrid swooped up and arced toward the city’s north bank, cutting fearlessly through the aerial combatants; Vadrieny had to swerve out of her way to smack into a khelminash platform in passing, as the warlocks were eager to avoid her, but she did at least knock one down. The khelminash were less impressed by Yngrid, at least until she annihilated six of them to dust with two wide swings of her scythe, shrugging off a barrage of infernal spells as if she couldn’t feel them. Then the two were descending into alleys amid the towers of the north bank at the nearest portal site, leaving the main battle behind.
 

 
  Above the noise of battle, Fross could barely be heard chiming in excitement:
 

 
  “I’ve been working on this since the
  
   last
  
  hellgate! You’re not hiszilisks, but you’ll do!”
 

 
  What she unleashed were jagged arcs of light that struck targets and immediately sprang to another nearby, like the classic chain lightning spell which had been an adventuring mage’s standard since time immemorial. Rather than electricity, though, her streamers were ping-ponging carrier spells bringing intense cold and accompanying puffs of airborne frost. She brought down one khelminash platform due to sheer element of surprise before the others swiftly learned to avoid the bouncing beams, or repel them with bursts of fire. The katzils were another matter; finding themselves suddenly encased in ice, they plummeted into the brawl below, unable to stay aloft. Quite a few hit the ground already dead, as the sudden freezing of a creature in the process of spouting fire caused their abruptly hardened flesh to shatter outright. The khelminash spun about, firing poorly-aimed spells and utterly failing to stop Fross, who due to her size, speed, and color was practically invisible against the daylight sky and would have been nearly impossible to hit even so.
 

 
  Below, the two mounted paladins were the first to plow into the enemy, hurling them further into disarray. Arjen’s sheer bulk and power trampled the khaladesh fighters effortlessly, which Trissiny capitalized on by directing him straight into anything still resembling a formation she could find on the reasoning that reducing an army to a mob was half the work of defeating it. Her glowing aura singed demons even in passing, and not a single spear penetrated her divine shield. Whisper was much less physically imposing, but faster and more nimble to compensate, and Gabriel had the advantage of a weapon with both a very long reach and horrifying destructive potential. He skirted the edges of Trissiny’s wake, scything through demon soldiers who were reduced to dust and skeletal fragments before they hit the ground.
 

 
  With the demons totally out of order, the much smaller but more individually powerful ground fighters hit them with devastating force. Darling had snared another katzil and was directing it to strafe any khelminash he spotted who seemed to be trying to give orders. The jaws of spirit wolves, as it turned out, burned demon flesh almost as severely as divine magic, and Ingvar’s pack were instinctively cutting individuals out of the throng to bring them down, while the archers smoothly switched from a massed volley to picking off targets precisely.
 

 
  An entire row of demons were crushed together between two walls of light, one silver and one gold; as they fell, Shaeine was already turning away from Toby as he rounded on another knot of demons, calling up another flat shield, turning it sideways and slashing into concentrations of khaladesh not unlike Gabriel and his scythe. She had to switch back to shielding herself as a spear of orange fire shot right at her out of the throng, one of the khelminash warlocks knocked from her platform having recovered enough bearing to attack. That ended seconds later with a single stab through the chest, Ruda cackling something indistinct above the din as she yanked her mithril blade out of the sorceress’s heart.
 

 
  More spectral animals charged into the fray; they still didn’t last very long under so much abuse, but their constantly replenished numbers played their role in turning the tide. While Khadizroth did that from behind the front lines, Rainwood danced about closer to the action, lashing out with spells to strike down demons more directly. Even with his reflexes, he was nearly overcome at one point when he strayed too far from the main group by a squad pulled together under a khelminash warlock’s command apparently for the express purpose of putting a stop to him. The enormous fiery bulk of Meesie in her larger form shattered their would-be phalanx, buying Rainwood necessary seconds to turn on them and finish the job, with Schwartz’s help. Despite their relative positions along the Circle, it took the both of them a tense few moments of magical dueling to bring down the warlock, and even so it was finally decided by Meesie mauling her from behind while she was trying to concentrate.
 

 
  “How fascinating!” Schwartz shouted over the chaos. “In groups they stick to formalized spell routines, but get one alone and cornered and she gets positively
  
   inventive!”
  
 

 
  “Making soldiers out of casters,” Rainwood agreed, cutting down the last of his would-be assassins with a lightning bolt. “Rookie mistake.”
 

 
  Behind them, Khadizroth burned a khelminash platform out of the sky with a burst of pure fae magic of an intensity that even the crafts of all three failed to counter, in response to a rather clever attempt by that group to disrupt his ongoing summoning through Circle effects. They had actually put up a conversion array that was drawing power away from his fae spells to consume their own infernal magic, which they transmuted into arcane in the middle of it, causing his last several creature summons to explosively fail. That was far too creative to have been whipped up on the fly, suggesting these were prepared to deal with powerful fae casters. It would explain the trouble Rainwood and Schwartz had had.
 

 
  The theory was borne out when two more trios began doing something similar in unison, this time using the explosive arcane-fae reaction to cause painful feedback in his own aura and sharply impeding his own ability to cast. Growing in displeasure, Khadizroth lashed out at one of the platforms, failing to strike them down with his second burst of magic but alleviating the pressure as the attack forced them to break off their efforts and withdraw. In that second, though, two more had swooped in, followed by a third, and the pressure immediately began mounting. They had, he realized, identified who the most powerful caster here was, and made him a priority. That status was debatable, but Kuriwa was presently darting about conjuring thorny bushes out of the very pavement to both ensnare khaladesh in murderous vines and spray puffs of rejuvenative pollen at her allies, which probably didn’t look nearly as impressive to the warlocks as his great tree did.
 

 
  “PESTS!” the dragon thundered, launching another burst of fae magic. This one fizzled entirely; he now had seven platforms full of khelminash warlocks focusing on him, their spells slowly but surely burning through his defenses.
 

 
  Nearby, Branwen looked up from healing a fallen Ranger and in the next moment sprang to his side, planting herself and her divine shield between him and two of the warlock platforms. That alleviated their onslaught for a moment, but they just swung wide to cast around her, and Branwen wasn’t adept enough with divine shields to bar more than three times or so the width of her small body. One of the attacking khelminash platforms was shattered out from under them by a burst of Fross’s magic, but in the next moment the pixie swooped away to finish mopping up the katzils, apparently not realizing what was happening.
 

 
  Khadizroth snarled; at his side, Vannae was similarly beleaguered by the same effect, impeding his attempts to come to his master’s aid, and no one else seemed to have notice their struggle in the midst of the chaos.
 

 
  Then, in the space of one second, four sprays of three needle-thin bolts of light each lashed out, every one piercing a sorceress directly through the head. They tumbled off their platforms, his magic came roaring back with the sudden lessening of the inhibiting effect, and both Vannae and Branwen sprang in front of him. Before they could take the fight to the last two trios, though, Khadizroth plucked a seed and hurled it. It burst alive even before striking the pavement, roots surging downward while thorny vines reached up, entangling one platform and forcing the last into a desperate retreat.
 

 
  Khadizroth looked to his left, in the direction from which the wandshots had come, and met Joe Jenkins’ gaze across the battle. The Kid tipped his hat to the dragon, then turned and felled a dozen oncoming khaladesh with another volley of surgical shots. He and McGraw were standing guard over Billie, who was hard at work cobbling together some arcane contraption and giggling maniacally to herself.
 

 
  Not far distant from them, Toby moved smoothly between attacking demons, neither rushing nor lashing out. He was all but impervious behind a divine shield which he kept molded close to the shape of his body rather than the traditional wide bubble, and his blazing aura burned any that came too close. Being demons, this infuriated them into attacking, and he kept constantly on the move, sliding nimbly around their clumsy advances, maneuvering them into tripping each other up and blundering into attacks by nearby spirit wolves and spectral beasts, or being felled by blessed arrows. Despite his lack of offensive maneuvers, Toby was slowly but surely whittling down the demons’ numbers with his passive strategy, while taking pressure off his allies; so long as he kept himself as a primary target, those willing to attack more aggressively were easily able to take his assailants from behind.
 

 
  As was demonstrated when his shield and aura suddenly and unaccountably flickered. Out of the throng of soldier demons, a khelminash sorceress appeared, one clawed hand outstretched and teeth bared in concentration as she worked some spell that interacted badly with his divine magic. Toby had only just zeroed in on this new threat when the effect vanished, and the warlocks shrieked in pain. Arcs of scarlet lightning wreathed her, and she stumbled to her knees, twitching in apparent agony.
 

 
  Grip stalked forward, wearing a truly psychotic grin and holding a fist-sized device which produced the red lightning. She kept the sorceress in the grasp of its effect just long enough to step within arm’s reach before dropping it, giving the khelminash a split second of lucid relief before Grip’s brass-studded cudgel caved her face in.
 

 
  Sensing another approach, Toby smoothly flowed to the side, preparing another evasive sidestep; it was not another demon coming up from behind, though, but the dragon.
 

 
  “Mr. Caine,” Khadzroth said, not shouting but projecting his powerful voice through the noise nonetheless. “You are more needed back here. Their advantage is in numbers; if we can avoid taking losses, we will ultimately prevail. We need all available help to shield and heal.”
 

 
  Toby cast a quick look around the supporters the dragon had gathered. Vannae seemed to have appointed himself guardian of the healers, darting back and forth to attack any demon which came through the larger scrum to strike at them, while Branwen was busily dragging wounded back into the protective aegis of the tree where she could perform emergency healing behind her own shields. Elder Shiraki paced steadily behind the lines, directing currents of fae magic which Toby could tell at a glance were empowering the archers, adding magical effects to their arrows, and further augmenting any melee fighters on whom he could gain a line of sight through the chaos. Flora, Fauna, Principia, Jenell, and Merry were all dueling khaladesh nearby without the aid of any magic of their own, and benefiting from Shiraki’s efforts whether they realized it or not. Weaver paced in an opposite pattern, occasionally crossing Shiraki’s path as he blew steadily into a flute. Toby could barely hear its thin melody over the havoc, but he knew bardsong was as potent as it was poorly understood by those outside Vesk’s cult.
 

 
  They had studied this, he realized, in Professor Tellwyrn’s class, though he’d not expected to actually see it in person. These were not modern military maneuvers, but classical adventuring tactics: dedicated casters would remain behind the main fighters to heal and buff. It was, just as Khadizroth said, one of the main reasons adventurer teams tended to outlast much larger forces, even more important than their ability to individually hit harder. A smaller group
  
   would
  
  win through attrition if they just wouldn’t die. And Khadizroth was right: in such a situation, the powers of an Omnist paladin were far better suited to this than fighting on the front lines.
 

 
  “Right,” he agreed, then raised his voice.
  
   “Shaeine!”
  
 

 
  “I heard,” she called, emerging from behind one of Mary’s thorn bushes. While pacing gracefully toward him, the drow raised one hand, conjuring a wall of silver light which first rebuffed the khaladesh demon that tried to ambush her and then crushed him flat against the pavement. “A sound strategy.”
 

 
  “They’re retreating!” Schwartz called. “I think we’ve got them—oh, on second thought, this is bad, isn’t it.”
 

 
  In the chaotic minutes since the battle had been joined in full, the mortal defenders had utterly devastated the assembled demonic force while taking few and possibly no losses; there were too many archers, spirit wolves, enforcers, and other miscellany for an easy head count amid the chaos, but at least the majority of them were still up and fighting. In military terms that represented an astonishing victory, but was about historically normal for massed adventurers facing the kind of fodder represented by the khaladesh soldiers, who had mismatched and inadequate equipment and were themselves not any physically stronger or more resilient than the average human. It as a more impressive showing against the khelminash warlocks, who were feared even in Hell for their expertise, but the presence of such as paladins, dryads, a dragon, and Kuriwa served as a counter to even that strength, and as Schwartz had observed, khelminash were actually less dangerous while casting formalized spell sequences from formation than when allowed to exercise their creativity and skill as individuals. The platforms had fallen with surprising ease, but each one of the warlocks who survived landing had posed a significant threat to the ground fighters before finally being brought down.
 

 
  Unfortunately, Schwartz had also correctly identified what this turn of the tides heralded.
 

 
  The surviving khaladesh soldiers were, indeed, retreating toward the steps down to the lower plaza, which was still hidden from view by the angle. Some of them were still being cut down as they fled—Ruda and Grip both chased after fleeing demons before being reined in by Juniper and Darling, respectively—and Trissiny and Gabriel continued to gallop through their numbers, but most of the defenders took the opportunity to catch their breath, even at the cost of letting the demons regroup. The withdrawal of the khelminash, however, was obviously not just to reorganize. They had fallen back into a rotating formation above their plaza, again channeling their energies at whatever lay in its center.
 

 
  Kuriwa lit close to the support casters, immediately resuming her elven form. “They are casting a summoning, not a true gate, and for a creature like Kelvreth, their help will be needed to pull him physically through. Billie’s explosive interrupted that effort; if we can stop them now, we may be able to prevent him reaching this plane.”
 

 
  Khadizroth swept a quick glance around the skyline; already, several of the pillars of fire in each direction had gone dark, and he happened to catch the sudden snuffing of another on the north bank. So the teams Trissiny had sent were still at their work. The strategy was working: so long as demons kept coming
  
   here
  
  to die, eventually those three groups would cut off all their entry points.
 

 
  But that left them needing to survive Kelvreth.
 

 
  “I am less use than I might be, Mary,” he stated, fixing her with a flat stare. “You could remedy that.”
 

 
  Her expression, as usual, betrayed nothing. “And in this circumstance, I would. It would be an action requiring some long minutes of focused work. Do you want to risk it?”
 

 
  Khadizroth glanced again toward the stairs, and the khelminash now circling the lower plaza, and at that moment Trissiny’s voice rang out.
 

 
  
   “Baerzurgs!
  
  Heavy hitters to the fore, casters retreat!”
 

 
  “Let us revisit this after dealing with the matter at hand,” he said, but she was already taking flight again as he paced forward and various adventurers repositioned themselves at the paladin’s order.
 

 
  An entire line of baerzurgs topped the steps, thirteen forming a single rank. Worse, they held that formation; clearly, these had been trained in military tactics like the khaladesh. Baerzurgs were all but invulnerable to most attacks save magic, and most commonly fought by charging wildly in. It was rare that they would learn and practice actual maneuvers. The mortal plane had not seen the like since the Hellwars, and then, forces like this had shattered even the most resolute lines of the Pantheon’s servants.
 

 
  This time, though, the formation only lasted a second after heaving into view, because that was how long it took Arjen to lunge forward, pivot a hundred and eighty degrees on his front hooves, and kick the baerzurg in the line’s center with his powerful hindquarters—thus revealing why the Hands of Avei rode a barrel-chested draft horse instead of a more traditional charger. Even a normal horse could inflict devastating damage with a kick like that; Arjen’s sent the “invulnerable” demon hurtling a good fifteen feet with its armored chest caved in.
 

 
  The baerzurgs’ discipline didn’t extend to holding formation in the face of that, as both flanking the victim proved by breaking ranks to turn and attack the mounted paladin. Trissiny’s blazing aura already had them smoking; between Arjen’s slashing hooves and her striking with both sword and shield, they held their own, but fending off two hulking demons of that size kept them fully occupied. Gabriel felled another, the wicked blade of his scythe sinking into a baerzurg’s chest without resistance and causing the demon to crumple, but while he was as physically sturdy as they, Whisper’s instinct was to evade rather than stand and she darted away to escape the counterattack of two more of its companions. Meesie struck another baerzurg in a flying tackle that sent them both tumbling down the stairs, and two more were felled by punches from Juniper and Aspen.
 

 
  Even with these losses, the line kept coming. Five baerzurgs had fallen, two were ineptly chasing Whisper, and Trissiny and Arjen were still dealing with another. As impressive as that was against such infamously durable demons, it left five to charge at the far more vulnerable defenders who had retreated behind the patchy rampart of fae thornbushes to the outskirts of Khadizroth’s tree.
 

 
  “Shamans, with me!” the dragon ordered, raising his hands.
 

 
  Kuriwa, as usual, ignored him; she landed behind the demons and struck one in the back with a spear of green light. Shiraki, Schwartz, Rainwood, and Vannae all joined the green dragon, however, in pelting the oncoming demons with a variety of spells that brought their advance to a staggering halt. The assembled archers fired a volley as well, and while their arrows did little against that armor, the fae blessings Shiraki had been casting helped weaken them. In fact, Ingvar, whether by skill or accident, sank a shaft into one baerzurg’s eye, causing it to topple.
 

 
  “Finish them quickly!” Khadizroth barked. Trissiny had already dealt with the last of her foes and was charging to aid Gabriel, who was finding it hard to both evade the demons’ claws and bring his slightly awkward weapon back into play on horseback. That was, of course, a downside of wielding a scythe, no matter how deadly it might be: farm implements were just not designed for such work. “They are stalling us now; those will not be the last of their forces. Make haste!”
 

 
  Toby cupped his hands around his mouth, raising his head to the sky. “FROSS! What’s happening down there?”
 

 
  Seconds later, the pixie came zipping out of the sky; while everything else was going on, she had succeeded in wiping out the summoned katzils. “That summoning circle they’ve got is fully activated and seems to be an open rift now! I’m no infernomancer but if I remember my planar mechanics right that’s not gonna fade if we just erase some lines, it’s gonna have to be actively disrupted. What’s left of the warlocks are casting something directly into it!”
 

 
  “Kelvreth will require help to pass through,” Khadizroth declared for the benefit of those who had not heard Kuriwa earlier. “Even if we fail to disrupt the circle in time, we can at least slow his arrival by stopping
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  “He will have help from the other side,” Shiraki pointed out.
 

 
  “Yes, but every bit helps,” Khadizroth said tersely. “Joseph?”
 

 
  “Way ahead a’ you,” Joe replied, already taking aim with his wand.
 

 
  In the next moment he winced, having fired a barrage of precise beams which swerved off course a few yards from any of their targets. “Rats. I think they’re onto me. Y’all, if precision attacks won’t work, we need widespread firepower.”
 

 
  “I believe he’s playin’ your song, Billie,” said McGraw, who was still standing guard over the gnome and her ongoing project.
 

 
  “Oi, ye don’t rush genius,” she grunted, pausing in her work to pick up the projectile weapon she had used previously. The device Billie was building resembled a mag cannon, though aimed upward at an angle rather than directly at its target, and she had physically bolted its legs into the pavement. She hastily produced another long tube from within one of her pouches of holding, slotted it into the quasi-crossbow, and tossed the whole thing to McGraw. “’ere, go nuts.”
 

 
  He had to drop his staff to catch it, but chuckled while raising it to his shoulder and sighting along the weapon’s length. “An’ here I was just thinkin’ it ain’t fair how the rest of us never get to play with your toys.”
 

 
  The rocket screamed when he pulled the trigger, and McGraw was physically bowled over amid a shower of sparks, coughing at the smoke. Branwen rushed to his side, but everyone else watched the missile as it streaked out over the plaza.
 

 
  The old wizard’s aim had been true; it detonated right in the middle of the khelminash formation in a colossal shower of blue and gold sparks that was clearly not meant to go off that close to the ground. Every surviving window facing the lower plaza was shattered, and four of the remaining khelminash platforms were blasted right out of the sky. Of the rest, only two managed to retreat unscathed, while one careened into the face of a building and two more went swerving off course, losing several of their riders in the process.
 

 
  “Fallowstone, how much danger will
  
   we
  
  be in from whatever you are doing?” Khadizroth demanded.
 

 
  “Mostly none, long as ye don’t stick yer faces right in the barrel,” she grunted. “Fairies may wanna hang back a wee bit. I’m almost there!”
 

 
  “Is that a—where did you get that?” Branwen demanded, watching Billie snap an Izarite shatterstone into some kind of glass canister and insert it into the nozzle of her improvised artillery. “Where do people keep
  
   getting
  
  those?!”
 

 
  “Take it up with ‘is Graceness over there,” the gnome said cheerfully.
 

 
  Darling raised his hands hands as Branwen rounded on him. “Hey, it’s not like I
  
   put
  
  things on the black market! I’m just a middleman, here.”
 

 
  Trissiny and Gabriel came cantering up to them before Branwen could say anything else.
 

 
  “We need to press forward,” the Hand of Avei stated, her voice projecting across the crowd. “They failed in their assault because their formation was broken and they were felled individually. We
  
   cannot
  
  make the same mistake! This group is smaller, but we have enough forces to wipe them out so long as we move in unison. And quickly!”
 

 
  “Agreed, there is no more time to delay,” Khadizroth added. “We’re with you, General Avelea.”
 

 
  Then Kelvreth’s hand re-emerged—two, this time. Both gigantic, skeletal claws rose upward and then swept down to both sides as the enormous demon grabbed the ground itself for purchase, in a pose obviously meant to help lever himself up out of the portal.
 

 
  “Too late,” Joe said fatalistically.
 

 
  “Oh, we’re not too late,” Billie retorted with vicious satisfaction, yanking a lever on her device.
  
   “He
  
  is!”
 

 
  It had already begun to rattle and smoke, but also to produce a fierce golden glow through every crack in its improvised metal housing. Everyone nearby instinctively retreated from the cobbled-together cannon, with the exception of Billie herself. They had barely two seconds to do so. With a
  
   THUMP
  
  that sent cracks through the pavement for two yards in all directions and cast a puff of glittering golden smoke across the group, it finally fired.
 

 
  What emerged from the barrel resembled a sunrise. Light blazed forth with an intensity that blinded most of them. The missile arced a disappointing short distance after all that build-up, but Billie had calibrated her weapon well, and its course brought it down right into the center of the circle from which Kelvreth of the Eyes was being summoned. Around it traveled a scintillating corona that incinerated every remaining demon, living or dead, still in the vicinity.
 

 
  But then, before it struck the ground, the projectile suddenly halted in midair. Its stunning luminosity began to dim, enabling the watchers to belatedly see what had happened; what had begun as a skull-sized projectile was now a seething ball of light almost as big as a carriage, and it was now held in the air within the clawed grip of Kelvreth’s hand.
 

 
  Then he clenched his fingers, and with a shockwave of thunder that shoved all of them bodily backward and uprooted several of Kuriwa’s magic bushes, the Light was snuffed out. In its wake, the demon general spoke.
 

 
  
   
    “ENOUGH.”
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  The dazzling glare of the explosion faded, finally revealing the enormous form of Kelvreth of the Eyes.
 

 
  He seemed to be humanoid in shape, though only his upper body protruded from the great summoning circle below. Even that rose above the buildings flanking the square; had he emerged fully and stood upright, he could have crossed the length of Ninkabi in a handful of strides. The demon was skeletal but not a skeleton, an emaciated figure with iron-like bone protruding here and there where patches of rusty jade colored skin was missing. In some spots, like on his arms, his outer covering seemed entirely gone, leaving just dark bones and strands of greenish tendon holding them together. His chest was thin as if mummified, though seemed almost carved of one piece, with no suggestion of individual ribs revealed by the skin stretched over it. Likewise, his bald head suggested a skull without exactly being one. The great demon’s eyes were shut, the lids oddly clenched as though it took effort to keep them that way. He had two vertical slits for a nose, revealing a flickering green light within as if his skull were full of katzil flame. Kelvreth’s lower face was a single, triangular shape coming to a prominent point at the chin, with no suggestion of a mouth at all.
 

 
  “It is
  
   just a demon,”
  
  Trissiny stated, raising her voice enough to be heard by those on the upper plaza but not shouting. “It’s bigger than the others, that’s all.
  
   We
  
  are a greater threat than Hell came here prepared to face. Stand firm, and charge on my signal.”
 

 
  Kelvreth moved ponderously slowly, which was probably for the best; given his size, a hasty twitch could have caused untold damage. While lowering the hand with which he’d caught the shatterstone, he raised his skull as if sniffing the air. His other hand remained firmly planted on the ground outside the summoning circle, the position of that arm and his shoulders suggesting he was using it to push himself up and out of the portal.
 

 
  “He cannot be allowed to fully emerge,” Khadizroth stated. “At
  
   all costs,
  
  General.”
 

 
  “Agreed.” Trissiny raised her sword. “Archers—”
 

 
  Kelvreth had been slowly lifting his other hand again, and now opened it, palm facing them. His lack of a visible mouth did not prevent him from speaking.
 

 
  
   “I would parley.”
  
 

 
  All of them leaned backward; the demon lord’s voice was projected like a magical force, resonating in the air and, it felt, in their very bones. Those who could conjure divine shields did so, purely by instinct.
 

 
  Arjen snorted and pawed one heavy hoof against the broken pavement. Trissiny kept her sword pointed at Kelvreth, drawing back her lips in a snarl as she opened her mouth to reply.
 

 
  Then Gabriel edged Whisper closer to her, and reached out to lightly touch her shoulder.
 

 
  Trissiny paused, looking over at him, and he silently shifted his eyes for one instant toward the defenders behind them. She glanced back, taking stock.
 

 
  By the favor of the gods or simply the overwhelming concentration of powerful magic users present, they had avoided taking any fatalities during the preceding battle, but it had not been bloodless. Branwen, Toby, Shaeine, and most of the fae casters were busy healing wounded hunters and wolves, as well as Merry, Ruda, and Grip. No one appeared to need hospitalization but quite a few of their forces were not ready to spring back into a brawl. More people than otherwise were visibly exhausted, though Khadizroth and Shiraki were both directing surreptitious blessings against weariness at people one at a time.
 

 
  In fact, their numbers were growing rather than the reverse; the nearby civilians had been gathered into the old trading guild hall at one side of the square, where Imperial soldiers and city police were keeping an active presence around the entrances, most of which were also surrounded by drifts of charcoal where demons had been blasted to death. Now, a single squad of troops had marched over to join them, accompanied by a less orderly cluster of Ninkabi police. It wasn’t much, but they were disciplined professionals wielding modern firearms, and made of stern enough stuff that they had stepped forward to fight despite being visibly terrified by the sight of Kelvreth.
 

 
  Kuriwa was quickly restoring those of her thorn bushes which had been damaged in the battle, and calling forth more; at a glance it was plain she was assembling a defensive line of them across the top of the stairs. Archers, soldiers, and spellcasters were picking themselves up, and half a dozen whispered conversations were taking place as strategies were quickly hammered out.
 

 
  Trissiny took all this in with a glance, then met Gabriel’s eyes again and nodded once in acknowledgment, whereupon he eased back again. As they were, most of the defenders could still fight, after a fashion, but every second they could buy to get back into fighting order would make a difference. Finally, she lowered her sword.
 

 
  “Speak, then,” Trissiny called out to the demon lord.
 

 
  
   “Where is the Lady Vadrieny?”
  
 

 
  “If you have something to say,” she retorted, “you can say it to me.”
 

 
  
   “Trissiny Avelea,”
  
  
   
   
  
  Kelvreth said, his voice still like a physical force bearing down on them all.
  
   “Already you show more wisdom than most of your elder sisters. I have personal memory of Sharai, who was called the Hammer.”
  
  
   
   
  
  He shifted the upheld hand forward, holding his index finger close enough to reveal that its protruding black claw was broken off, and the edge of its remaining piece deeply marked with a carved symbol that looked like the upper half of an Avenist golden eagle.
  
   “Perhaps the only being I have ever encountered who was too stubborn to be manipulated.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel grimaced, shaking his head when the demon stopped speaking. “I don’t suppose the term ‘inside voice’ means anything to you?”
 

 
  “Did you
  
   really
  
  come all this way to gossip about ancient history?” Trissiny demanded. Arjen snorted again.
 

 
  
   “Even if more careful than most, I see a Hand of Avei is still not a creature of patience,”
  
  
   
   
  
  Kelvreth boomed, slowly shifting his skull in a gesture that his closed eyes and lack of mouth made inscrutable.
  
   “Very well. I am called here by a desperate plea to the Dark Lady by her Wreath in this realm. They have labored…ineffectually…to prevent this breach. Alongside mortal defenders, is it not so?”
  
 

 
  While Kelvreth had been speaking, so had Khadizroth the Green, though in a bare whisper and with his back turned to the demon, seemingly addressing no one as he poured magic from his spread hands to bolster and heal the rapidly organizing defenders. “That is an active summoning, not a portal, and the summoners on this plane are all dead. We needn’t destroy him, simply weaken him enough that he cannot keep holding himself through it. Target his hands. Spread the word.”
 

 
  Kuriwa, of course, ignored him, being fully occupied with assembling her hedge into a veritable rampart which bristled with thorny vines poised to lash out on one side and blossoms producing puffs of healing pollen on the other. Shiraki, Rainwood, Vannae, Principia, Flora, and Fauna all glanced at him and then spread out, bending close to others to murmur the message. Fross had also been hovering near the dragon, and at his signal zipped over to land on Trissiny’s shoulder, chiming softly.
 

 
  At Kelvreth’s final word, Khadizroth turned, striding forward through one of the gaps Kuriwa had left in her hedge to stand on Trissiny’s other side from Gabriel.
 

 
  “The Wreath have indeed been active here,” the dragon informed her. “It was they who first alerted us to the severity of the threat and sought alliance in addressing it. With the Wreath, though, nothing can be assumed. I would not attest that this was not their goal all along.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Trissiny agreed, nodding to him, “I’ve also cooperated with the Black Wreath. I am
  
   well
  
  aware how it always ends up.” The dragon gave her the ghost of a smile.
 

 
  
   “The Dark Lady does not seek this invasion,”
  
  
   
   
  
  Kelvreth stated.
  
   “She does not seek your deaths. The Black Wreath’s incompetence in failing to avert this shall be punished. Now, I and the Lady’s forces have come here to return our kith and kin to where they belong. Our aims coincide. I seek alliance.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny drew in a short breath as a hiss.
 

 
  “Need me to play demon’s advocate, here?” Gabriel murmured.
 

 
  She shook her head. “No…the benefit is obvious. Everything in me wants to spit in his face, but… You know the effect demons have on me.”
 

 
  Toby had emerged from the hedge while they spoke, and now stepped up between the other paladins’ mounts, patting Arjen’s shoulder. “We also know you’re in control of yourself, Triss. You worked hard to get that way; don’t discount it.”
 

 
  
   “Deliberate as you must,”
  
  said Kelvreth, finally planting his other hand on the ground to help hold himself in place.
  
   “Time is not on our side, however.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny swept her eyes around the skyline of the city as it stretched out before them from the main gates. About a third of the columns of fire which signified an open hellgate had gone dark; clearly the teams she’d sent were still about their work, or at least some of them. Vadrieny and Yngrid were both functionally invincible, and demons would flee from them anyway. In the worst case scenario, they could finish the task alone at the expense of it taking longer. But Ninkabi’s suffering was already obvious. Dozens of plumes of smoke rose in all directions, and the sounds of screams, explosions, and firearms were a distant but constant discordant music. Even once all the gates were shut, there would still be countless demons to round up and put down, and many would escape to spread across N’Jendo. Some would make it beyond; never mind Thakar, who
  
   knew
  
  what would happen when they got into Athan’Khar?
 

 
  Barring another direct intervention by a major god, this was already an absolute catastrophe. Could they afford to turn down
  
   any
  
  help?
 

 
  “I welcome opinions,” she muttered.
 

 
  The crow squawked insistently as she descended to stand right in front of Khadizroth.
 

 
  “I have made bargain with worse monsters than
  
   that
  
  in the face of lesser disasters,” Kuriwa said, meeting Trissiny’s gaze. “About such dark deals I can tell you this: even when I got exactly what I wanted, I was left to regret it bitterly, for a very long time if not forever. The need is dire, granddaughter, but think carefully about what ends justify what means.”
 

 
  “Yeah, like she said, we’ve worked with the Wreath,” Gabriel muttered, staring through narrowed eyes at Kelvreth. “They can’t
  
   not
  
  screw you over, can they?”
 

 
  “In the worst case scenario,” Khadizroth added softly, “he and his mistress will turn on us at the most inopportune moment they can arrange. That is not baseless conjecture; you know well, General Avelea, that Elilial and her get are noted for doing exactly that. In the best, they will perform faithfully and use the situation to gain a significant foothold in our world. She would never pass up such an opportunity. The goddess of cunning is constrained by her aspect; I am not certain she
  
   can
  
  refrain from clawing for advantage.”
 

 
  
   “If you try to form an alliance with that thing, Trissiny Avelea, you will be remembered as the biggest fool ever to blunder into Avei’s service.”
  
 

 
  Gabriel sighed. “Shut up, Ariel.”
 

 
  
   “No. I am correct. She doesn’t have to do anything I say, but for such stakes I
  
  will
  
   give my advice.”
  
 

 
  “She’s always at her most annoying when she’s got a point, isn’t she?” Trissiny murmured, half turning her head to chance a split-second glance behind. In just a few minutes, the assembled adventurers and their backup had regrouped, and now a mix of staves, wands, and arrows were being aimed through convenient holes in the hedge, with spellcasters behind them and both wolves and melee fighters standing at the ready in the gaps large enough for a person to walk through. The formation was still assembling; they just needed a few minutes more to get the last fighters healed and bolstered and in position.
 

 
  It was a defensive posture, she recognized, but it was well-arranged to lay down covering fire while such as paladins, dragons, and dryads lit into Kelvreth.
 

 
  If it came to that.
 

 
  “Elilial has repeatedly invaded this plane in force,” Trissiny called to the demon lord. “Your claim that she didn’t direct this latest incursion lacks credibility.”
 

 
  
   “My lady acts with purpose, and favors the subtle maneuver,”
  
  he replied.
  
   “Her invasions were all in the distant past, in a different time. Do you think either world is as it was three thousand years ago? This carnage does nothing to advance the Dark Lady’s plots, and poses risk to them.”
  
 

 
  “And
  
   as
  
  for those plots,” she shot back, “you represent the single least trustworthy individual in existence, monster. Unless you can offer some
  
   very compelling
  
  reason otherwise, I have to assume you intend to betray and destroy us.”
 

 
  
   “Do you?”
  
  His tone as not a tone, exactly, as much as it was a force upon the air. It was hard to detect irony, or any emotion. The question might have been sincere.
 

 
  “That is not a denial.”
 

 
  
   “You will believe what you believe, paladin. The question is whether you can afford to fight two foes, when one could have been your ally.”
  
 

 
  She clenched her jaw. “Toby, you’re quiet. Not going to advocate for peace?”
 

 
  “Always,” he said, pressing his own mouth into a bitter line. “Always for peace. And the ugly truth is that peace only exists where it’s enforced. Ideally through subtler and gentler means, but I can’t think of a single one of those that could work here, Triss. Sometimes… Sometimes, you only get peace by silencing those who want war. And he
  
   wants war.
  
  Even if he’s on our side here and now, helping him will just give credibility and a physical foothold to Elilial. You
  
   know
  
  what she’ll do with that.”
 

 
  
   “This city burns and dies while we dither,”
  
  Kelvreth observed, his bony shoulders twisting as he shifted his weight where both hands supported it. The strain was evident in his posture, as if it took constant pressure to keep himself from being sucked back into the other dimension.
 

 
  “Khelminash are converging on the cathedral site,” Trissiny shouted. “What do they intend to do there?”
 

 
  There was a momentary pause, the most expressive breach of composure the great demon’s mouthless, eyeless face had betrayed.
 

 
  
   “Nothing that will affect you, or our business here.”
  
 

 
  “Pretty much tells us what we wanna know, doesn’t it?” Gabriel commented.
 

 
  She bared her teeth in what was not a smile. “And why would you
  
   want
  
  to make a pact with us? Your kind always prefer aggression. Unless you’re afraid of the force
  
   we
  
  represent.”
 

 
  
   “You yap at the heels of gods, child. The most ancient among you are but stalks of wheat in a field. You will be a momentary use, or momentary nuisance, to my lady. She has cause to fear nothing.”
  
 

 
  “Consider this,” Khadizroth said quietly. “There are two dryads in our ranks, General. In the worst event, if this goes badly enough that Ninkabi is an unsavlageable loss anyway… Elilial is in no way prepared to contend with Naiya in person.”
 

 
  “I would really prefer not to think about that,” Trissiny muttered, wincing. Naiya’s rage at the loss of one of her daughters could annihilate a city more thoroughly than even demons.
 

 
  “Think about it,” he urged. “Please don’t aim for that end, but…it is worth being aware of.”
 

 
  “Eh,” Gabriel said lightly. “I think we can take him.”
 

 
  “You were right,” Toby added. “He wouldn’t bother talking to us if we weren’t a threat to his plans. And
  
   he
  
  was also right, Triss: there’s not a lot of time.”
 

 
  “They are as ready as can be expected,” Kuriwa stated, then fluttered aloft again, winging her way back behind the hedge.
 

 
  A few more columns of fire had gone out while they talked. That task was underway; once it was done there would only be cleanup. Only two things represented a concentrated threat at this point: Kelvreth himself, and the increasing Elilinist forces converging on the hidden hellgate beneath the Cathedral.
 

 
  Trissiny raised her chin, and then her voice. “Very well, Kelvreth. If you are truly here to end this invasion, then be advised that the matter is in hand and your assistance is not required. The Tiraan Empire thanks you for the offer, but reminds you that your armed incursion into its territory is not acceptable. In the name of the Pantheon and the Emperor, you and your forces are required to immediately depart this plane of existence. These are the only terms you will be offered.”
 

 
  
   “You believe your allies have sufficiently prepared themselves to assault me, then.”
  
  It was still impossible to discern humor in his voice itself, but she couldn’t interpret that anyway except with a sardonic touch.
 

 
  “We have nothing else to discuss, Kelvreth,” she replied. “Go home.”
 

 
  
   “Or in Avei’s name, I will face justice?”
  
  Again, he raised his hand from the ground, shifting position to brace himself against the other one, to show her his broken, eagle-marked claw.
  
   “You do not impress, paladin.”
  
 

 
  “No,” she said more quietly, “I guess you’ve heard that one before, haven’t you?”
 

 
  Trissiny urged Arjen forward until he stood at the very edge of the steps, stomping the ground and clearly eager to charge.
 

 
  “Then how about this?” she called. “In
  
   Eserion’s
  
  name, take your goons and get the hell off my planet, or I’m gonna fuck you up so bad everyone in Hell will take one look at you and know better than to try this again!”
 

 
  The short silence following this pronouncement was broken by Grip’s voice from behind the lines.
  
   “I
  
  taught her that!”
 

 
  
   “It matters not. I have delayed you long enough for my Lady’s ends. This farce is no longer necessary.”
  
 

 
  And then Kelvreth opened his eyes.
 

 
  “Don’t look at—” Khadizroth shouted, too late.
 

 
  They were not eyes, but windows into sheer madness. To meet Kelvreth’s gaze was like staring at the inhabitants of chaos space, like looking into a place where the very rules of reality were so insane and counter to those of the mortal world that simply being aware of them began to peel away layers of the viewer’s sanity.
 

 
  Even the cavernous sockets in his enormous skull did not contain them. One
  
   could not
  
  evade Kelvreth’s gaze. Once his eyes were open, they filled the view, filled the sky, filled all of perception, and blasted away all semblance of order.
 

 
  The three paladins lit up with a furious intensity of divine light, immediately protected by their gods from the psychic onslaught. Khadizroth, Kuriwa, and Shiraki all maintained a semblance of control under the pressure, due to a combination of age, sheer magical strength and familiarity with the emotionally charged nature of fairy craft. All three acted swiftly to propel that calm outward to the others, but it was too late and simply too little.
 

 
  The carefully rebuilt defensive line of adventurers and soldiers disintegrated within seconds into a massacre as they all turned spells and weapons on one another.
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  Both mounted paladins did the best thing they could do in that situation: attack.
 

 
  Whisper, nimble as a mountain goat, bounded down the steps and Gabriel went right for Kelvreth’s hand, as Khadizroth had instructed. Trissiny, however, went straight forward.
 

 
  Arjen launched himself off the top of the stairs in a far more powerful leap than it seemed he should have been able to perform, arcing through the air right at Kelvreth’s enormous bulk. Even with his preternatural strength, it didn’t carry him all the way, but at the apex Trissiny leaped free from the saddle, golden wings flaring as she hurtled sword-first right at the gigantic demon’s face.
 

 
  Kelvreth had already twitched visibly as Gabriel’s scythe raked a gash in his wrist, but clearly one did not become arch-general of Hell without being made of stronger stuff than the average being; even the valkyrie weapon did not destroy him outright, nor even his hand. Instead, Gabriel flung himself from his saddle and, on foot, brought the scythe down in an overhead swing to impale the great clawed hand and nail it right to the pavement below, into which the blade sunk with no apparent resistance.
 

 
  What Kelvreth thought about this was not immediately clear, as that was also the moment Trissiny landed on his face, driving her sword up to half its length in the spot between his eyes.
 

 
  The demon emitted a non-verbal bellow of pain that made the very air around them shiver, rearing backward. His eyes were still open, and pouring their maddening effect out onto the world, but with them no longer gazing directly at the group atop the stairs the impact was lessened.
 

 
  Toby chanced a quick look around at the chaos in which he now stood.
 

 
  Khadizroth was visibly struggling with the effects, his teeth bared and emerald eyes narrowed in focus, but the dragon stood firm and was casting something which he presumably believed would help. He and Toby were the last two in front of Kuriwa’s hedge; the glimpses Toby could gather through it of what was happening behind were appalling.
 

 
  The Bishops were still together, Bishop Snowe’s face streaked with blood where she had clawed at her eyes. Darling was thrashing and snarling, being held down by his two elven apprentices, who for some reason were still lucid. They had Guild training in grappling and Darling was too far gone to remember his, but they were still elves and also having to fend off the other thrashing bodies in the vicinity; they looked constantly on the verge of losing their grasp on him.
 

 
  Evidently the dryads were also immune, to judge by Juniper, who was trying to keep herself physically between Ruda and a huge spirit wolf who clearly wanted to fight each other and was taking physical abuse from both in the process. Fortunately Ruda had lost her rapier, so neither had any power to physically hurt the dryad, but that left Juniper with her hands full trying to protect
  
   one
  
  person in a mass melee.
 

 
  The entire plaza was a discordant choir of screams, both of pain and rage, and unhinged laughter. Weapons were being fired—a stray wandshot sparked off Toby’s divine shield even as he glanced around—and the sounds of more mundane violence were borne out by passing glimpses of people struggling through gaps in the hedge. There were bodies on the ground, and already puddles of blood.
 

 
  Icy mist and sleet pounded down on the whole crowd as Fross tried to pacify them the only way she could. It wasn’t a bad idea, given the effect cold had on living bodies, but in the short term the slickened ground was going to make things even worse. At least Fross apparently shared the fairy immunity to Kelvreth’s power.
 

 
  All this Toby took in with one sweep of his eyes before turning back to look again at the great demon and his two fellow paladins, just in time to see Kelvreth dislodge Trissiny and toss her aside. He couldn’t see Arjen at all; a leap like that probably would have killed a mortal horse or broken his legs, but at worst Arjen would just return to the divine plane, ready to be re-summoned. Gabriel, concluding that holding the demon’s hand down was not helping, ripped his scythe free and began to hack at it wildly, while Kelvreth ponderously reached for him with the other hand, now that he was done swatting Trissiny away.
 

 
  Khadizroth grated something in a strained voice that Toby couldn’t quite make out, but at that moment he was in no state to answer the dragon’s orders anyway.
 

 
  He was about to lose close friends, if he had not already, and this utter smashing of the defenders signaled the probable end of Ninkabi, especially on the heels of the revelation that Elilial
  
   did
  
  have a plan in play here, and a goal for the city. If ever there was a moment for panic, this was it. And so, having trained in the meditative arts since he could talk, Toby emptied his mind purely by well-practiced instinct. He did not struggle against the emotions that pounded at him, or acknowledge them at all, simply letting them flow by. Because this time, he also knew what was coming next.
 

 
  And there it came.
 

 
  The by-now-familiar torrent of power rose, like standing in the middle of a sunrise, as Omnu responded to his paladin’s intense peril with his own direct touch. Toby had lived through this holy nova enough times now to know that it was more than just a wild blast of divine light; it could be sophisticated and subtle, carefully healing some even as it annihilated others, and all the while protecting himself from the normal consequences of channeling that much power. And why not? With the mind and will of a god at work so directly, what would be impossible?
 

 
  But this time, in addition to knowing the nova well enough not to be taken by surprise, Toby knew a lot more about the nature of gods. He emptied himself of distraction and emotion, but not of will or purpose. As the monks had taught him back home, making himself the bed of a river—immutable and serene even as it channeled incredible currents, not a thing to be struggled against, but providing a shape to the flows of thought and of magic. He opened himself to accept the god’s presence, mindful of what a god was: an imprisoned intelligence, bound by its aspects and by the will of those who believed in it. Especially of that god’s paladin.
 

 
  And
  
   this
  
  time, Tobias Caine decided what would be the will of Omnu.
 

 
  Light poured across the upper part of the city, searing away the infernal effect of Kelvreth’s gaze in its first burst and burning against even that titanic demon. Trissiny, Gabriel, and now Khadizroth were all hacking away at him, though the struggle had been turning against them until Omnu’s direct touch pushed it into a stalemate, Kelvreth clearly weakened and trying to protect himself from the glare while also fending them off. The madness was also burned away from the onlookers, leaving them amid the wreckage they’d just made of themselves and each other.
 

 
  In a way, it was like a microcosm of magic itself: subjective physics, a vast and intricate mechanism by which one person’s idea was crafted into reality, one sub-atomic reaction at a time. With the direct presence of a god as an intermediary, Toby could both sense the situation around him and direct the power with a sophistication that normally would have been utterly beyond his capabilities.
 

 
  First, he directed the light to avoid harming any of the fairies present despite Circle effects, which was fiendishly complicated work if you were crafting a spell by hand but quite easy for the mind of a god. It would have been nice if Omnu had shown such consideration for Fross and Juniper back in Puna Dara, though. Toby let that thought drift away; it was unimportant, and resentment was good for exactly nothing.
 

 
  Then, most important, he healed.
 

 
  The injuries were already both widespread and considerable, many beyond the ordinary means of medicine either magical or mundane. They were washed away in a second, bodies repaired and bolstered beyond their original state to a condition of maximum possible health. Then, a generous—but not excessive, it would not do to addle anyone—touch of the peace of Omnu upon minds that had just been through trauma enough to scar anyone. They were going to need that peace, starting immediately.
 

 
  But there were others beyond healing.
 

 
  Several wolves lay dead, and many others Toby did not know, archers and soldiers and police. There was no spark of life in Longshot McGraw, or November. Or Shaeine.
 

 
  He breathed, letting the power flow through him in the rhythm of his own breath. In, out, bringing calm, balance. Emotions of an intensity that should have buckled him to his knees floated away, disregarded.
 

 
  Making himself a bastion of serenity, Toby reached deeper into the power. What could a god not do?
 

 
  Repairing mortal bodies was simplicity itself, even if the spark had left them. The Light did not restore them in quite the same way in this condition, it required deliberate and specific manipulations of matter, but that was well within Omnu’s power.
 

 
  He pressed further, finding within the god’s presence all the knowledge he needed to do what he meant to. The dimensional barriers thinned, and Toby was examining, through Omnu’s consciousness, the flows of data that made up magic itself—and beneath them, the more primal morass of numbers and forces that was physical reality. He pulled back from that; what he sought wasn’t quite at that level. People who perished within a transcension field did not instantly or completely cease to exist, for a mind was information, and the field was made to recognize and respond to it. The impressions were still there.
 

 
  It was just a matter of restoring their connections to the physical shell.
 

 
  At this, finally, Omnu stirred against him. As always, the god communicated only in vague impressions, feelings. This was too far. Loss must be accepted; death was part of life. This was breaching fundamental truths that even the gods knew to respect. For trespassing on Vidius’s domain in this way, the consequences could be dire.
 

 
  The anger that welled up rivaled the preceding grief in its intensity. After all Toby had been through trying to understand and form a relationship with his god, usually being brushed off,
  
   this
  
  was what finally made Omnu talk to him? To try to thwart him when he needed that power the most?
 

 
  That emotion also flowed away, barely noticed. He had no use for it. The process was, in fact, easier in this state, as he could clinically see the role emotion played in human cognition. Separating one strand of mental activity out from another became as simple as sorting beads by color.
 

 
  Instead, Toby met the god’s resistance, accepted and embraced it. Made it part of himself, of what he was doing. He was the riverbed;
  
   he
  
  was the serenity which determined the shape of that power. In perfect calm, without resistance or engagement, he overcame the reluctance of the god and continued right on with what he was doing.
 

 
  And Omnu, mechanistic old thing that he was, fell silent. In the serene and absolute confidence of his paladin acting in an ascended state of mind, his will became what Toby decided it should be.
 

 
  This shed some light on what had happened to Shaath, as well as why Naphthene feared and hated the idea of being worshiped, but Toby had no time for such introspection. He was here to work.
 

 
  With his consciousness thus expanded, he noted two black-winged shapes shouting imprecations at him in Esperanto as they fled from the blaze that now leaked into their space between spaces, seizing the shapes of mortal souls before they could dissipate further.
 

 
  It had only been seconds, all of this intricacy transpiring in eyeblinks thanks to the entirely different relationship Toby had to time itself while in this state, but seconds mattered. He could see there had been some degradation. Very slight, though. Probably, as they were, they would be fine.
 

 
  He decided there was no reason to settle for “fine.”
 

 
  Some of the restoration could be done by gleaning data straight from the transcension fields into which those souls were trying to dissipate, but there were elements that did not yield to such reconstruction. Instead, he had to walk them backward through time itself, just for a few heartbeats.
 

 
  No Scions of Vemnesthis appeared to chastise him. Evidently they could tell when even they were outmatched.
 

 
  Gently, in meticulous detail, he re-ignited the biological processes of each body, every chemical reaction in each brain, and stitched every consciousness right back into place, bonded to their mortal forms in exactly the manner they had been previously.
 

 
  Eyes opened, hearts beat, and breaths were gasped.
 

 
  Toby finally gave them all a tender but firm dose of Omnu’s peace. They were
  
   definitely
  
  going to need it.
 

 
  Less than ten seconds had passed while he unmade the worst the general of Hell could do. Now, Toby was still in the grip of Omnu’s power, and free to deal with Kelvreth directly.
 

 
  He stepped forward, descending the stairs in a serene glide with his hands folded before him, eyes wide open and blazing with pure divine light. Kelvreth glared down at him.
 

 
  Toby’s golden gaze met the torrent of unfiltered insanity, and pushed it back.
 

 
  “Paladins,” Kelvreth growled, and under the overwhelming pressure of Omnu’s presence, all the power had been stolen from his voice; it seemed all he could do to project words. “You wield magic tricks you cannot hope to understand. You do not impress any more than she, Tobias Caine!”
 

 
  Toby paced slowly to the foot of the stairs and stopped, staring up at Kelvreth. Khadizroth had snared one of the demon’s arms in a thorny vine seemingly made from green light, which was trying to pry it up and loose from its grip on the ground. Trissiny and Gabriel were slashing away at his other. Gradually but surely, the demon’s grasp on this plane was slipping.
 

 
  “You achieve nothing,” Kelvreth grated at him. “It is the wont of mortals to struggle against inevitability. I have come to bring my Lady’s plans to fruition.
  
   You will not—”
  
 

 
  
   “I have come to bring peace.”
  
 

 
  Tobias and Omnu spoke as one, and Kelvreth of the Eyes was struck down by the force of it.
 

 
  With an ephemeral roar of pain, he fully lost his grip, and was immediately pulled deep into the half-stable portal. Still determined to maintain what hold he had on the mortal plane, Kelvreth managed to grab the edges of his summoning circle with the fingertips of one hand, bracing the forearm of the other on the ground even as the rest of him slipped deeper. Only his head and one shoulder still emerged from the portal.
 

 
  “Can you ward me against being pulled into that portal?” Trissiny asked, striding up to Khadizroth.
 

 
  The dragon finally looked somewhat disheveled by these exertions, but even under such circumstances his equilibrium was already restoring itself.
 

 
  “If necessary,” he said, his tone asking a question. “A variant of a craft I know to temporarily bar hellgates should secure you for longer than that portal can sustain itself.”
 

 
  “Good. Please do so.”
 

 
  “Even with protection, General, you propose a risk. Is this important?”
 

 
  “I made a promise,” Trissiny said grimly. “Promises
  
   must
  
  be kept.”
 

 
  Khadizroth nodded immediately at that. “Exceedingly true; we are nothing without our honor. Very well, General, proceed and I shall guard you.”
 

 
  She nodded back in thanks, then strode right toward the circle, breaking into a run as she crossed the last few yards. For the second time, Trissiny leaped forward to land bodily on Kelvreth’s face.
 

 
  Kelvreth growled, shifting his head and almost knocking her loose. Trissiny planted her boots in the slits that made up his nose, actually grabbing the edge of his eye socket with her free hand for support as he tried to tip her off. At some point she had dropped her shield, but still had her sword in hand and was blazing with enough of power to easily protect her from whatever of his gaze managed to eke out past Omnu’s light.
 

 
  Examined up close, it was difficult to tell what his eyes were, exactly. They might have been swirling portals, or flat stretches of glowing surface. Even protected by the light of the gods, that intensity of infernally powered pure insanity did not easily yield itself to analysis.
 

 
  Trissiny let go, rearing back and raising her sword in her right hand. In her left, a second sword appeared, identical in shape to the original but formed out of hardened divine light.
 

 
  “I warned you,” she stated, and plunged both blades straight into Kelvreth’s eyes.
 

 
  The demon’s scream seemed to be trying to tear at reality itself, and likely would have been almost as maddening as his gaze if not for the constant pressure of all three Trinity gods having their attention fixed here. Kelvreth tried to toss his head to dislodge his attacker, but Trissiny had immediately twisted her swords inside his eye sockets and was now using them to hold herself in place and hang on despite his efforts.
 

 
  Whatever magic animated him was incredibly complex, and surely capable of restoring itself—up to a point. That point did not extend to combating Avei’s direct touch. Kelvreth twitched and thrashed involuntarily in addition to his struggles as ancient spells inside him unraveled, the magic animated his dread gaze being permanently seared away one layer at a time, causing an internal torrent of explosions that made him heave in agony. Trissiny snarled at him, clinging on and pouring Avei’s power into his shattered eyes. Already the light of them had given away to smoke.
 

 
  “You’ll need a new name,” she grated. “Kelvreth the Blind. Now go tell Elilial
  
   she’s next!”
  
 

 
  He finally relented, raising his hands to try to grab her, and with the loss of his grip, the incomplete summoning collapsed. Kelvreth was sucked straight down into what was suddenly a flat stretch of pavement, vanishing from view and from their plane of existence. The final disintegration of such a powerful summoning produced an explosive shockwave that sent Trissiny hurtling away and bodily knocked down everyone present, even Khadizroth. Everyone except Toby, who did not even close his eyes in the face of it.
 

 
  Only when the demon’s departure was final did Omnu’s grace begin to recede. Toby closed his eyes, then opened them again with their golden glow gone. It was…heady. Even in the aftermath of riding that towering current of divine power, he felt as if he’d been dosed with coffee, or something stronger.
 

 
  A hand took his, and he turned to meet Shaeine’s garnet eyes. Heedless of the crowd now approaching them from behind, she wrapped her arms around Toby in a hug. He just held her back.
 

 
  It was good to be alive.
 

 
  “Yeah, so,” Ruda’s voice came out of the sea of murmurs now rising, “first question that springs to
  
   my
  
  mind: why the
  
   fuck
  
  did none of you wise old ancients warn us about that guy’s fuckin’ eyeballs? I coulda
  
   really used
  
  some advance
  
   fucking
  
  notice of that!”
 

 
  “To my knowledge, that creature has never
  
   been
  
  on the mortal plane before,” Kuriwa replied, pacing forward to inspect the remnants of the summoning circle. “Everything known about Kelvreth of the Eyes was hearsay brought by demons, which are notoriously unreliable. Even so… His gaze was said to pacify and compel demons, rendering them lucid despite the infernal corruption and forcing them to obey his commands. Kelvreth’s eyes, according to what little I knew, were a leading reason Elilial has been able to turn rabbles of demons into armies. I was not expecting…that.”
 

 
  “Nor I,” Khadizroth agreed. “Else I most certainly
  
   would
  
  have given warning.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Ruda grunted, seeming at least somewhat mollified. She strode up out of he approaching crowd, cocking her head to give the dragon a skeptical look. “So how come you shouted not to look when he opened ‘em?”
 

 
  “Yes, please forgive me if I gave offense,” Khadizroth replied, bowing to her. “Many long years of experience with adventurers have left me with the habit of shouting obvious common sense.”
 

 
  “Oh, up yours,” she said without rancor, grinning. Khadizroth, evidently familiar with Punaji, smiled back rather than taking insult.
 

 
  “Hand of Omnu,” the dragon said, turning to Toby with a more serious expression, “first of all, my deepest thanks.
  
   That
  
  was a thing the likes of which I have never seen. Can you do that…at will?”
 

 
  “No,” Toby said immediately. “No, that is not something I
  
   can
  
  do except in very severe circumstances. And even so… I’m not sure it’s a good idea to exercise that much power even when it’s possible.”
 

 
  “Look alive, folks,” Joe called, striding forward and pointing at the sky ahead of them. “We seem to’ve gone an’ made ourselves popular.”
 

 
  Where they had previously been swarming around the distant spire of the cathedral, a large force of flying khelminash warlocks had peeled away and was heading right for them. Evidently, as Joe had pointed out, they took the defeat of their feared general with the utmost seriousness.
 

 
  “Wait,” Schwartz called out suddenly. “Where’s Trissiny?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She had likely been out only a few seconds, Trissiny concluded as her vision swam back into focus. Brief unconsciousness aside, she was disoriented; her last clear memory had been of tumbling through the air, and then…
 

 
  Right now she was slumped against a large wooden desk which had evidently been smashed by the impact of…well, her, apparently. In front of her was a set of double doors, likewise burst open by the blow. Beyond them was a street, and beyond that another wall of buildings, not the square.
 

 
  Apparently, she’d been launched
  
   over
  
  a city block and into the next street, where she and her bubble of divine protection had bowled straight into this structure and come to rest here. That was enough of a calamity to have killed even a paladin, had she not at the time been deep in the grip of Avei’s power, both protected behind an invulnerable shield and pumped to the gills with healing magic.
 

 
  Thank the goddess for survival, but even so, she felt like she’d been beaten all over.
 

 
  Wincing, Trissiny started to struggling upright, then fell back with a grunt of pain. Instead, she fell back on lessons taught by Professor Ezzaniel, Taowi Sunrunner, and Shaeine. Check for injuries before moving… Shaeine’s instruction in divine diagnosis greatly expedited the process; Trissiny wasn’t yet good enough to sweep others with any great accuracy, but she could scan her own body using the spell.
 

 
  Nothing was broken, aside from a few cracked ribs. She was bruised…basically all over. Mild concussion. All in all, nothing a little more divine magic wouldn’t fix.
 

 
  She channeled it slowly and carefully, directing the flows of power to where they were needed and being careful to avoid either divine burnout or mana fatigue. Thanks to Avei’s grace and her elven heritage, neither seemed to be looming close. Good, she could be back in fighting shape in a few minutes. Regrouping with the others was of the utmost importance.
 

 
  Trissiny stood again, still wincing in pain, but managing this time. It would take a few more minutes to fully heal all this, healing not being her specialty, but with her ribs and skull seen to she could at least stand up and look around. Actually, she appeared to be in some kind of museum. Hopefully all she’d broken was the reception desk and not an exhibit…
 

 
  Instinct and Avei’s continued attention slammed her divine shield into place at full strength, causing her already-bruised brain a moment of disorientation which cost her dearly. That shield had just withstood a duel with a lord of Hell and a subsequent fall from the sky, but what hit it now smashed it utterly, the backlash snuffing out her divine magic entirely and sending her hurtling ten feet.
 

 
  Trissiny’s already bruised body impacted a pillar and bounced off; she couldn’t do anything but lay there, stunned and struggling to regain her breath. At least now she could see what had snuck up on her, though.
 

 
  On one hand she wore a golden gauntlet that glittered with jewels, some cracked, and others spitting intermittent sparks and tiny arcs of arcane energy. In the other she held an Avenic shortsword with an elaborate golden hilt. On her face was the wild, sadistic grin of someone who presently saw no reason to put up a pretense of sanity.
 

 
  “Why,
  
   hello,
  
  Trissiny,” Basra Syrinx purred, striding forward and raising her sword. “Oh, you can’t
  
   imagine
  
  how much I’ve been looking forward to this.”
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  Trissiny reached by reflex for her sword, finding nothing. Of course; there was no telling where she’d dropped it. It might be half a block away. She tried to scramble to her feet and reach for her divine power, which combined had the effect of driving her right back to the floor. The first action set off waves of pain from the collection of bruises and minor fractures she’d just acquired, and the second caused a stab of agony in her temples.
 

 
  It wasn’t like when she’d been shot with the divine disruptor in Veilgrad; the magic was there, she could feel it and touch it as always, but her nerves felt fried and trying to embrace it brought pain. Trissiny had never experienced this personally, but Professor Yornhaldt had described the effects in great detail in class specifically because he refused to subject students to them Circle backlash faded quickly, but for now, the aftermath of having her divine spark crushed by a powerful arcane charge left her dazed and unable to cast.
 

 
  She just needed minutes, maybe only seconds, before she could shield and heal herself again.
 

 
  Syrinx’s stride broke into a run; she dashed across the marble floor at the fallen paladin, raising her sword. She did not have seconds.
 

 
  Then a lightning bolt cracked across the museum’s foyer, bursting into a shower of sparks that ignited the blue bubble of a shielding charm around Basra, who stumbled to the side from the hit.
 

 
  A second shot struck her, then a third, and she scrambled behind a pillar.
 

 
  “Afternoon, boss lady!” called a tall, hatchet-faced man in the scruffy remains of a nice suit, striding into the museum with a wand in each hand. “Glad I caught ya. Consider this my two weeks’ notice.”
 

 
  “Your existence has been an unbroken succession of mistakes, Shook,” Basra snarled from her hiding place. “This one was your worst, and last!”
 

 
  He laughed derisively, a note in his voice almost as wild as her own. “Rrrrriiight back atcha, sweetheart.”
 

 
  Basra spun back around the pillar and charged right at him, keeping her body low and her blade up. Her shield had recovered from the impacts in the intervening seconds, but Shook had also not been idle, having switched the settings on both his wands. The ex-Bishop pelted across the floor toward the door at a pace that would reach him in seconds, but he fired back with straight beams of light instead of lightning bolts. The impacts made her shield flash entirely opaque and begin to smoke; after three hits it was clearly on the verge of collapse, and with a shriek of pure frustration, Basra broke off her attack again and rolled behind the dubious cover of the half-crushed front desk.
 

 
  He shot that, too, beams punching straight through the heavy wood. A moment later she lunged out the other side, soaking up another hit—he was a pretty good shot with those wands—and somersaulted behind a marble wall separating the foyer from the wide exhibit space behind.
 

 
  Trissiny gritted her teeth, trying again for the magic. A faint flicker pulsed through the air around her, slightly assuaging her battered body even as it sent another spike of pain through her head. She just needed a few more seconds. Hopefully this guy had bought her enough time…
 

 
  She was abruptly jerked out of her thoughts, literally. He had crossed the rest of the distance to her in long strides, and now seized her by the collar of her breastplate. In the next moment, Trissiny found herself being bodily dragged around behind another low wall separating out what appeared to be a gift shop. Despite the indignity—and the additional pain in her limbs—she couldn’t find it in her to complain too much. Basra would be crazy to have tried this without a ranged weapon of her own, and Trissiny wasn’t entirely sure she was yet capable of walking to cover under her own power.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls,
  
  it’s the twelfth fuckin’ century,” her rescuer grunted. “What’s the big idea, goin’ around dressed in metal? Get your shit together, girl, I’m not draggin’ your heavy ass all over this place.”
 

 
  “Fair ‘nough,” Trissiny wheezed, managing to arrange herself sitting up with her back against the wall. “Just…buy me a minute, please. And thanks for the save.”
 

 
  “No worries,” he muttered, crouching by the end of the wall and leaning just enough to peek out. “Call me Thumper. I’m here with Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re Guild? Good.”
 

 
  “Good?” He glanced back at her. “Probably the first time a Hand of Avei’s ever thought that was
  
   good.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny let it go, concentrating on trying to regather her magical focus. Even giving a Guild countersign would just lead to questions, and this was no time or place for explanations. The power was there again, accessible but still weak. In fact, she decided that was for the best. Keeping the glow low and minimal, she carefully directed precise currents of healing magic to every place that hurt.
 

 
  “You’d better hope that
  
   creature’s
  
  a lot more use than I found him to be, Trissiny!” Basra’s voice echoed through the museum. The wide-open marble construction made it aggravatingly impossible to tell where the echoes were coming from. “Any shield you can put up, I can crack! It’s your sword against mine, and we both know how that ends, don’t we?”
 

 
  “Bluffing,” Thumper grunted, “or ignorant. There’s a
  
   reason
  
  they quit making weapons powerful enough to break a paladin’s shield. That thing was good for one,
  
   maybe
  
  two uses when it was brand new, and that was before it sat under glass for fifty years. I’m amazed it still had enough juice for
  
   one
  
  shot. She tries it again, it’s likely to blow her fuckin’ hand off. If it does anything at all.”
 

 
  “How do
  
   you
  
  know that?” Her new companion had slicked-back hair that gave him an oily look like the stereotype of a potion salesman, but he was obviously no stranger to violence, like most Eserites. His once-smart suit was torn and singed in multiple places, and he had a streak of blood down the left side of his face from a wound on the temple that looked like it had only just clotted. Altogether he didn’t look like the sort of person whose head was filled with historical trivia.
 

 
  “I took the museum tour,” he replied, glancing at her again, this time with a little smirk. “Try crackin’ a book sometime, paladin, get yourself some culture.”
 

 
  “So she either doesn’t know her big surprise weapon’s a dud, or she’s trying to intimidate us…” Trissiny trailed off, eyes narrowing as she almost absentmindedly finished applying divine healing to the necessary spots. “Hey. Can you fake a demon ambush?”
 

 
  Thumper shot her an incredulous look. “Can I fuckin’
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Knock some things over, shout and shoot your wands. Make it sound like something’s attacking us here.”
 

 
  He caught on immediately, a malicious grin stretching across his features. “Oh. Make noise and break shit? Yeah, I’m pretty sure I can manage that.”
 

 
  She raised her voice to a near-shriek, and slammed one boot into a display of little wooden figurines. “From the stairs! Look out—no,
  
   behind
  
  you!”
 

 
  Thumper bellowed in convincing pain and blasted several more harmless gift items with lightning bolts, lunging across the store space to slam his shoulder into a row of shelves and send the entire thing crashing over.
 

 
  While he carried on demolishing the gift shop, Trissiny lunged forward out of cover, making a beeline toward the broken front doors. She made herself stagger to her hands and knees, and then struggle back upright, head down and panting laboriously, then proceeded again with a heavy limp, arms around her midsection to cradle her ribs.
 

 
  The blur of motion was all the warning she had. Basra Syrinx at the height of her power might have been more careful, but Trissiny had taken the time to ask her grandmother in the grove what
  
   anth’auwa
  
  meant and how they acted, and this time it seemed she’d predicted the woman’s actions accurately. Seeing an enemy alone and vulnerable, just as before, Syrinx charged to attack, heedless of the fact that Trissiny had baited her into the open in range of Thumper’s wands.
 

 
  Not for nothing was Basra a blademaster; she crossed the space between them far faster than she’d been moving before, perhaps sensing that there would not be another chance. It was all Trissiny could do to react in time.
 

 
  But her reaction was not sword against sword. Light burst from her, filling the atrium, and her sword and shield coalesced in her grip from wherever they had fallen. Basra tried to adjust, her reflexes almost elf-like, but here she was disadvantaged by her own burst of speed. She just didn’t have the space to change course, and slammed sword-first into Trissiny’s impenetrable shield of light.
 

 
  The blade went flying from her grasp, and Trissiny slammed the metal shield into her, igniting Basra’s shielding charm and sending her reeling back. Basra tried to turn her stumble into a more orderly retreat, but Thumper popped up from behind the low gift shop wall and set about systematically ravaging the front desk behind her. That was as close as he dared shoot with Trissiny in melee range, but it had the effect of making Basra choose between facing the paladin or a veritable wall of lightning bolts.
 

 
  Sensibly, she chose a third option, hurling herself to the side in a bid to put distance between her and Trissiny. Thumper’s barrage effectively cut off her access to the exhibit hall, but there was one more place she could go: a staircase at the other end of the lobby, leading up to the second floor.
 

 
  “NOT THIS TIME,” Trissiny roared, dashing after her with golden wings flaring.
 

 
  Basra let her pursue for three yards before whirling mid-step, golden gauntlet upraised and with a vindictive smirk on her face.
 

 
  Apparently she hadn’t been bluffing. It was all Trissiny could do not to smirk right back in the half-second before the glove came to rest against her sphere of protection.
 

 
  Sparks flew from it, and nothing else happened. Basra wasted another half second dithering in shock, while Trissiny carried on with her sprint, leading right past the woman and also pivoting mid-step to bring her sword down in a vertical sweep.
 

 
  The ancient sword of the Hands of Avei carried countless scars and dents from its legendary adventures; people who didn’t know what it was often mistook it for a battered old piece of junk. At the very least, they reasonably tended to assume the pitted blade couldn’t possibly be all that sharp. This assumption was in error.
 

 
  It cut cleanly through muscle and bone, taking Basra’s left hand off just above the wrist, gauntlet and all.
 

 
  Basra’s scream was ear-splitting at that proximity, but even that was immediately drowned out by the explosion. The impact on a divine shield followed by a drop to the floor proved to be more than the old enchanted weapon could take, and the gauntlet discharged every remaining spark of arcane power it held in a single burst that hurled both women away from each other.
 

 
  This was a much lesser charge than the first one; Trissiny definitely felt the hit on her shield, but it held this time. Of far greater concern was that an extremely bright light had just gone off right in front of her face, leaving her blinking and staggering further backward in an instinct instilled by long training. When incapacitated, seek distance from the enemy.
 

 
  Fortunately her eyes were not only acclimated to lights thanks to her own glowing effects, but benefited from the divine magic coursing through her body. She was blinded for scarcely two seconds, but upon blinking away the last sparks, found that Basra had let neither pain nor blindness slow her, and was just now bounding up the stairs three at a time. Cradling her left arm and leaving behind a trail of blood, but moving with amazing speed considering her condition. Trissiny had to wonder if she might have dosed herself with something alchemical before this.
 

 
  “Quick, get to the other staircase,” she barked. “If we cut her off—”
 

 
  “Those two staircases don’t open onto the same room,” Thumper said, approaching from the wreckage of the gift shop. “It’s a maze of galleries up there. And she’s gonna run, now. Jumpin’ you when you were down was one thing, but that bitch wants nothing to do with a pissed-off paladin at full power. Even wounded, all she’s gotta do is pop a potion and it’ll take us fuckin’ forever to run her to ground again.”
 

 
  “Then we’re
  
   wasting time,”
  
  Trissiny said impatiently. “We can still catch her!”
 

 
  He glanced at the door. “If that’s what you wanna do, I’m in. But is she the priority, here? We got a city bein’ eaten by demons as we speak.”
 

 
  Trissiny froze, one foot raised to dash off after Basra. He was
  
   right.
  
  After that beating, Basra was officially not an immediate threat to anyone, but the demons in Ninkabi were ravaging and killing with every passing moment. She knew, intellectually, that what she
  
   needed
  
  to do was regroup with the others and press on to the cathedral to finish this.
 

 
  Intellectually.
 

 
  The growl started low in her throat, rising in pitch and volume until she threw back her head and let out a shriek of pure, impotent frustration.
 

 
  “Tell me about it,” Thumper agreed sympathetically.
 

 
  “Again,” Trissiny spat.
  
   “Again
  
  that monster gets to slither away! How many times do I have to
  
   almost
  
  kill her before I can
  
   finish
  
  the job?!”
 

 
  “Life’s like that, kid,” he said. “Sometimes the bastards get to walk all over you and stroll away whistling. But this time you hurt her good, and sometimes that’s just gotta be enough. Smartest guy I know once told me the key to never bein’ in a position where you gotta actually surrender is knowing when to make a tactical retreat.”
 

 
  “Good advice,” she growled. “Ugh. You’re right, we don’t have time for this. Come on. Not that I don’t appreciate the backup,” she added while leading the way back out into the street, the enforcer on her heels, “but what are you doing way over here anyway, if you came with Sweet?”
 

 
  He quirked an eyebrow at the use of the Bishop’s tag, but just answered her question. “Saw you come flyin’ in like a fuckin’ meteor. I gotta say, I wasn’t expecting to find ol’ Basra with the same idea, but I figured I’d at least better check and see if you were okay.”
 

 
  “Sure, but why out
  
   here?
  
  Like I said,
  
   I
  
  got thrown by the big demon. Or maybe it was the big explosion, it’s all a little hazy. But that’s at least a block away. Tell me you weren’t thinking of pulling a museum job while this city’s under a demon invasion,” she added in a more dangerous tone.
 

 
  “Hey, fuck you, lady, my priorities ain’t
  
   that
  
  screwed up. Anyway, I’m muscle, not an ops guy. I came here to kill demons, and that’s what I been doin’. For your information, since I—uh, got separated, I’ve done for at least a dozen of those scrawny guys in the armor, and two of the warlock chicks.”
 

 
  “You attacked khelminash sorceresses?” she demanded, giving him an incredulous look. “With a
  
   wand?”
  
 

 
  “From behind,” he clarified. “I’m not a moron.”
 

 
  “Thumper, are you crazy? Stay with the group! You can’t take on a city full of demons on your own, even
  
   I
  
  couldn’t manage that. It’s amazing you haven’t gotten killed already!”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he said, his tone strangely mild. He kept his gaze ahead, not seeming to really see the street in front of them. “Well, seems like a pretty good way to go. Look, you take the cross street up there, see? Hang a right and you’ll come right back to the square, I bet the others haven’t moved too far from there. Probably some of ‘em out lookin’ for you. If you’re good to go, I’m gonna get back to it.”
 

 
  Trissiny slammed to a halt, turning to stare at him in bemusement. Thumper also stopped, but oddly refused to meet her gaze.
 

 
  It took her a moment to understand, just because she wasn’t used to thinking of Guild members acting like this. Soldiers, though… Men and women in war zones tried this pretty regularly, enough that the Sisterhood had entire doctrines on the matter.
 

 
  “Last I checked,” she stated, “Eserion has no use for cowards.”
 

 
  He snapped his gaze back to hers, baring his teeth in a snarl and clenching up his entire body in sudden fury.
 

 
  Trissiny was not in the least intimidated. “And that’s what that is, Thumper. No matter what you’re running from, ending it yourself is
  
   cowardice.
  
  Are you a Guild enforcer, or are you going to give up and seek an untimely demon-related death? Because those are the two options. There’s no overlap.”
 

 
  He physically swelled up, and for just a moment she thought he might take a swing at her.
 

 
  Then, quite suddenly, he deflated. The red faded from his face and the man closed his eyes, letting his shoulders slump.
 

 
  “You got no idea what you’re talkin’ about, kid. If you knew
  
   my
  
  story, you’d be puttin’ that sword in my ass yourself.”
 

 
  “Then do me a favor and don’t
  
   tell
  
  me about it while I’ve got all
  
   this
  
  to deal with,” she snapped, gesturing with her blade at the ravaged city around them. Then, catching herself, Trissiny shook her head. “No, this is… Look, Thumper, I’m not a confessor, and I definitely didn’t pass up on chasing Syrinx to waste time with whatever drama this is. If you really think you’re ready to find out what Vidius thinks of your life’s work, then…go do what you want, I guess. But if there’s still an enforcer of Eserion under all that self-pity, then you come with me and bust some heads. Make the call.”
 

 
  She turned and strode off in the direction he’d indicated, leaving him behind.
 

 
  Trissiny was almost surprised to hear his footsteps as he jogged to catch up, but kept it to herself. She did glance sidelong at him when he fell into step beside her, if only because he was glaring at nothing and muttering a prolonged soliloquy of obscenities.
 

 
  “Save that anger for the demons, not me,” she advised.
 

 
  “I’m not mad at you,” he spat. “Mad at me.”
 

 
  “Well, same goes. We’ve got a lot of work still to do.”
 

 
  
  
  He didn’t stop cursing, but she didn’t press the issue, and they rounded the corner onto the next cross street leading back to the square. In the next moment, a shrill squeaking rose out of the noise echoing from every part of the city, followed by a tiny red streak bounding erratically over piles of rubble straight toward them.
 

 
  “Meesie!” Trissiny cried, stopping and descending to one knee. The little elemental squealed ecstatically, swarming up her body like a squirrel climbing a tree, coming to rest on Trissiny’s shoulder where she began patting her ear, cheek, and hair as if checking for injuries. “I’m glad to see you, too,” Trissiny said, standing back up and unable to keep the smile off her face. It felt good to smile.
 

 
  “Hey, I know that rat,” Thumper commented, studying them quizzically. “What, no hug for me, too?”
 

 
  Meesie blew a tiny wet raspberry at him, then turned around and wagged her rump in his direction.
 

 
  “If I had a copper,” the enforcer grunted.
 

 
  “Hey!” called a voice from up the street, commanding their attention. Three more figures were approaching.
 

 
  Though it was Schwartz who had shouted, waving as he ran toward them, Grip led the way, leaving him and Jenell to trail after her.
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck
  
  are you doing with this assclown, Thorn?” she demanded, giving Trissiny a quick once-over and then Thumper a scathing look.
 

 
  “Thorn?” he asked, frowning. “What’s that, a nickname?”
 

 
  “It’s a tag, you impossible dipshit,” Grip snorted.
 

 
  He blinked, twice.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah, she’s Guild,” the other enforcer said, grinning. “Trained and tagged by Style herself.”
 

 
  “These are interesting times we live in, Thumper,” Trissiny said sagely while he gaped at her. “Ease up, Grip, I don’t know what issues you two have but Thumper saved my bacon back there. Basra showed up, apparently out of nowhere, and decided to…give me a hand.”
 

 
  Thumper let out a bark of malicious laughter, to the bemusement of the others, while Trissiny continued.
 

 
  “I was in no state to deal with her when I hit the ground. It was a very good thing he was there to have my back.”
 

 
  “Did you finish her off?” Jenell demanded, her face taut.
 

 
  “Does anyone
  
   ever
  
  finish her off?” Trissiny replied bitterly. “I bled her pretty well, this time, but that was it. I swear that woman is more slippery than the Wreath.”
 

 
  “Well, look on the bright side,” Thumper offered. “Anybody that hilariously evil and also harder to kill than she has any right to be is absolutely gonna end up as a succubus. Every minute she’s still alive, at least
  
   that’s
  
  not happening.”
 

 
  A chorus of groans answered him.
 

 
  “Don’t even
  
   joke
  
  about that,” Jenell grated.
 

 
  “I’m glad to see your ass in one piece, Thorn,” Grip added, her expression more serious. “Now get it back here with the rest of us.”
 

 
  “Bad?” Trissiny asked tersely, already striding forward. The rest of them fell into step alongside, Meesie bounding from her shoulder to Jenell’s and then back to the top of Schwartz’s head.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, lemme put it this way. Remember the giant fucking demon with the unbeatable superweapon in his eyeballs that you and your paladin pals went to all that trouble to finish off? Apparently, that was the easy part.”
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  “Why the
  
   hell
  
  are we losing now?” Taka shouted immediately upon flashing back into human form, pausing to grimace and wipe at the acrid stains around her mouth. Seconds prior, in the shape of a wolf, she had just torn out the throat of a khaladesh demon armed with notably better weapons than most of them, likely some kind of officer. “We killed the big one! That
  
   always
  
  works in stories!”
 

 
  “We?” McGraw muttered, his attention on the next wave of khaladesh which he was pelting with arcane bolts.
 

 
  “Don’t swallow,” Khadizroth ordered, pausing in his own work to lay a hand on Taka’s forehead. She scowled at the sparks of drifting green magic which momentarily swirled around her, but made no complaint. Nobody sensible turned down a free cleansing after getting a mouthful of demon. “It is the difference between an army and a rabble,” the dragon continued, releasing her and resuming his previous task; he was rapidly summoning more light creatures to attack the demons still trying to swarm them. “Our forces charged in no order, with no plan and without leadership, at an organized counter-force which deftly split us off to be defeated in detail.
  
   This
  
  is why Hands of Avei are important, even in the presence of allies who can objectively hit harder. While we had a plan and they did not, we were winning. The tables have turned.”
 

 
  “There’s a lot o’ things I doubt about you, Khadizroth, but your intellect ain’t one,” said Joe, also facing forward and firing his wands as steadily as he could without overheating them. “If you got a plan, I’m all ears.”
 

 
  “Plans are one thing; most of those here will not listen to me as readily as they would Avelea,” Khadizroth replied. “What we need to do is regroup, and have an orderly force ready for her to direct when she gets back.”
 

 
  “How sure are we that she’s
  
   coming
  
  back?” Taka asked pointedly. “I mean, the other two paladins are still here and she got—”
 

 
  “I have seen Avei’s champions fall in battle,” the dragon said with a thin smile, still conjuring magic against the demons. “Never to anything as prosaic as a great big explosion. And
  
   this
  
  one was trained by Arachne; she will have numerous tricks up her sleeve.”
 

 
  “I can’t say I’m not
  
   worried
  
  about Trissiny,” Toby added, “but I’m not panicked yet. She’s survived worse, and come back to yell at us for falling out of formation.”
 

 
  “That has also been my experience,” Khadizroth said gravely. “If you will all take my advice, then…?”
 

 
  “Of course, Lord Khadizroth,” Vannae said quickly and predictably. Beside him, Rainwood rolled his eyes.
 

 
  Gabriel brought Whisper cantering back up to them after another sweep; he and his scythe had been keeping the khaladesh in the vicinity from forming up, and also taking potshots at any khelminash flyers who got too close with the beams of black light it produced. The khelminash, though generally fearless, had failed to come up with anything that countered that, and were keeping their distance from the upper plaza, where Khadizroth and the much smaller group with them had been pushed back to the magic tree.
 

 
  “Joe, you trust this dragon?” Gabe asked.
 

 
  Joe glanced sidelong at Khadizroth, grunted, then nodded. “Here an’ now? He’s smart an’ no friend o’ demons. This is a good time for listenin’ to our elders.”
 

 
  “I shall try not to disappoint,” the dragon acknowledged. “As I said, we must regroup. I see no bodies on the street from here, so hopefully everyone has taken shelter, but they are now scattered around this city block and beyond. The largest concentration are over there in the trading hall with the civilians and soldiers; being closest and most fortified, that is the least concern. We must gather the isolated groups and individuals, and protect them while bringing them back here. It’s Taka, yes?”
 

 
  “I don’t recall telling you that,” she said suspiciously.
 

 
  “Forgive me, but you are teeming with some of the most talkative fae spirits I have ever encountered,” Khadizroth said, pausing in his casting to nod deeply to her. “I need you to call your family, please.”
 

 
  “My
  
   family
  
  are—oh, right. I see what you mean.”
 

 
  With a flash of moonlight, she was gone and a huge, luminous wolf in her place. Taka raised her head and let out a long, warbling howl; immediately, the two spirit wolves which had gathered together with them followed suit.
 

 
  Within seconds, more howls answered them from the nearby structures. Also, as if at the same cue, several squadrons of flying khelminash switched their maneuvers from sweeping the outlying streets to heading toward them in formation.
 

 
  “Mr. Arquin,” Khadizroth continued, “how do you feel about antagonizing a large number of incredibly dangerous women into making you the main target of their ire?”
 

 
  Gabriel barked a sardonic laugh. “Like I’ve been training for this moment my whole life!” Whisper whinnied a challenge and the pair of them charged off, Gabriel immediately disrupting the nearest khelminash formation with several well-placed scythe beams.
 

 
  “Longshot, break off attacking and conserve your energy, please,” said the dragon. “I want you to watch for stragglers coming in; if they are pressed by demons, teleport them to us.”
 

 
  “Can do,” McGraw agreed, bringing his staff up to a vertical position and tipping his hat. “For a while, anyway. Porting takes it out of a man.”
 

 
  “I shall bolster you as best I can. Vannae, Rainwood, please prioritize healing any wounded we gather here
  
   ,
  
  and otherwise continue defending this spot. Mr. Caine, can you sweep the surrounding structures and escort survivors back to us?”
 

 
  “I can,” Toby said, “though I don’t move as fast as Gabe or Triss, obviously.”
 

 
  Khadizroth opened his mouth to reply, but before he could a column of sunlight plunged down from the sky straight above to illuminate a wide circle next to them, just outside the radius of the tree’s branches. Golden light intensified in the place where it met the pavement, and in the next moment a horse stepped out of it.
 

 
  She was a palomino, her coat a shade of golden blonde that shimmered as if literally gilded, with a contrasting black mane and tail. The creature might well have been made of sunlight, by her appearance. She wore a plan, well-weathered saddle over a woven blanket of warm brown with green embroidered designs and thread-of-gold Omnist sunbursts in each corner.
 

 
  
   “Roiyary!”
  
  Rainwood practically squealed, rushing forward to throw his arms around the horse’s neck. “There’s my girl! How’ve you
  
   been?”
  
 

 
  The mare whickered affectionately at him before gently pulling away and stepping over to an awestruck Toby.
 

 
  “Good timing,” Khadizroth remarked. “But then, your performance a few minutes ago was just the kind of achievement that often earns a paladin their mount.”
 

 
  “I have to warn you,” Toby said, gingerly stroking Roiyary’s nose, “I’m not the most experienced rider.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry about that,” Rainwood said, grinning. “She’s taught worse. Just trust her and let her do the work.”
 

 
  Roiyary nickered in agreement, turning to present her left side to Toby. He reached up and placed one hand on the saddle horn, and then smoothly flowed upward to land in the saddle as if he’d been doing so his entire life, somewhat spoiling the effect by looking comically startled that it had worked.
 

 
  The sunlit mare whinnied, reared once, and then charged down the nearest side street, Toby balancing smoothly astride her; one would never guess from watching them that he was a less than expert horseman.
 

 
  “The gods are with us,” Khadizroth commented. “Good, we’ll need them. Joseph, you know your business well; I caution you to prioritize dealing with ground forces as they approach. Your wands have proved very effective against the khelminash, but for that very reason the more of them you shoot, the faster they will develop a counter to your skill. Try to save those shots for a pressing need. You can judge such for yourself.”
 

 
  Joe made no reply except to keep shooting.
 

 
  “We have a solid defense on the ground, but those flyers are going to become a major problem as soon as we have people trying to rejoin us. Kuriwa… Do something.”
 

 
  She had not been obviously in evidence, but at his demand, the little black crow landed right in Khadizroth’s green hair and pecked him twice on the forehead before fluttering off again.
 

 
  Before it could become apparent what Mary planned to do, the enormous silver-armored bulk of Arjen burst out of a side street on the lower square, Trissiny astride him and blazing with light. Alongside them ran the lion-sized form of Meesie. They bowled right into a mass of khaladesh who were trying to form up for a charge, creating immediate disarray and ensuing slaughter.
 

 
  “As I said,” Khadizroth murmured with a vindicated smile, conjuring up another spectral stag to join the fray. “They don’t fall that easily.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Their campaign grew progressively more difficult the longer it went on, as the encroaching demons began to realize what was happening—or at least, the Elilinist ones, who had some kind of command structure and communication system in place. By the time they arrived at the final portal site on the south bank, there was no question of a swift ambush such as they’d been able to execute at the first few sites. Now, the resistance was fierce.
 

 
  For Natchua and Xyraadi, massacring khaladesh foot soldiers was not an imposition, and they even had little to fear from the three khelminash sorceresses with the group. Xyraadi observed that these were probably still in training, or they’d be on a flying platform; at any rate, they had nothing to throw at the attackers but a barrage of shadowbolts, which the two warlocks easily deflected. Jonathan and Hesthri focused their staff fire on the khelminash, and they went down in minutes.
 

 
  Matters became more difficult as, apparently, a warning was passed through the portal and a hulking baerzurg charged out of it. Then more difficult still as a shockwave of fire hurled the already-disintegrating bodies of demons and sheer infernal energy out at them. This, clearly, was one of the rare high-caste baerzurgs who were quite intelligent and able to cast spells.
 

 
  Xyraadi grimaced in concentration, barely managing to gather the loose infernal magic into a single point, which she sent hurtling right back at its caster. The blast of pure entropic destruction rocked the baerzurg back a few steps, but not for nothing were those creatures considered to be impervious.
 

 
  “Incoming flyers, twelve o’clock!” Jonathan barked, raising his staff to fire at the flying disc which topped the roof just beyond the portal to charge at them.
 

 
  Two more followed, and they were entirely unimpressed by his lightning bolt, which one of the sorceresses swatted contemptuously to the side.
 

 
  “Take out the portal,” Natchua growled. He and Hesthri both repositioned themselves, firing rapidly at the portal altar which was being physically blocked from their view by the armored baerzurg, with whom Xyraadi was rapidly exchanging spells.
 

 
  Natchua was almost pleased by the intervention, having an idea she had developed a few portals ago by watching the flying discs. Reaching out with her mind, she could feel the complex infernal spells powering those devices. Complex, fully self-contained, and warded against meddling—by lesser warlocks than she, that was. There weren’t many gaps in the coverage that could be exploited, but there was a relatively open entry point in the spell lattice where they had to draw power from their pilots.
 

 
  She simply poured an uncontained blast of pure, unfocused infernomancy into the networks, and the three platforms immediately continued doing what they were doing, but about five times as hard. As they were currently swooping down on the mortals below, this sent them accelerating well beyond the ability of their pilots to control. Two slammed into buildings to either side, the third overshooting them and impacting the ground behind in a deafening explosion.
 

 
  Then either Hesthri or Jonathan scored a lucky hit, and with the last altar’s destruction, the portal winked out.
 

 
  With a bellow of rage, the baerzurg caster charged bodily forward, shrugging off the bolts of viridian fire with which Xyraadi pelted it, and stepped right into the invisible spell circled the sorceress had been surreptitiously creating on the ground while keeping the other demon busy with spellfire.
 

 
  The baerzurg was abruptly crushed like a tin can in the depths of the ocean, its impervious biological armor crumpling inward to a ball the size of a pumpkin, which landed on the ground, oozing black ichor.
 

 
  A gurgle from behind in the sudden quiet was all the warning Natchua got; she turned just in time to see one khelminash sorceress, a survivor from the final crash, crumple to the ground, clutching her bleeding throat. Behind her, Kheshiri faded into visibility, holding an evil-looking dagger carved from something’s claw, which she had clearly looted from one of their foes.
 

 
  “You have no
  
   idea
  
  how satisfying it is to murder these smug bitches,” the succubus commented.
 

 
  
   “Au contraire,
  
  I have seldom felt anything so therapeutic,” Xyraadi rejoined.
 

 
  “Yeah, no offense,” added Jonathan, “but are you just…
  
   better
  
  than all of these others? ‘Cause I notice we’ve been burning through ‘em pretty rapidly, and you don’t even look winded.”
 

 
  “These are soldiers,” Xyraadi said contemptuously. “Trained and drilled to fire a prescribed sequence of spells in unison. Very dangerous in large numbers, but not individually impressive warlocks. I am a specialist, an
  
   artist.”
  
 

 
  “Kheshiri,” Natchua ordered, “get aloft and double-check we don’t have another target.”
 

 
  “I
  
   told
  
  you that was the last one, mistress,” Kheshiri said petulantly.
 

 
  “You also told me these portals weren’t going to be opened,” Natchua snapped. “Do it!”
 

 
  It was hard to perceive the succubus’s emotions directly with all the infernal magic flowing about, but this one time Kheshiri wore her petulance openly on her face. But she did, after a cursory bow, shoot upward with a powerful flap of her wings while fading back to invisibility.
 

 
  “I think she is right, though,” Xyraadi murmured, stepping over closer to Natchua. “I can feel no more portals nearby.”
 

 
  “Me, either,” Natchua admitted. “I just like making her jump.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” the other warlock said, grinning. “It is good for her character,
  
   n’est-ce pas?”
  
 

 
  “If that was the last one, what next?” Hesthri asked, also stepping closer and transferring her staff to one hand so she could slip her other arm around Natchua’s waist.
 

 
  “Back to square one,” Natchua said, squeezing her back. Jonathan approached them from behind, tucking his staff into his elbow to rest a hand on each of their shoulders. It had been non-stop fighting for who knew how long, since they had set out from the square at the other end of the city. This moment to breathe was very much needed. “The cathedral and the ancient hellgate secured under it is still our main target, and it’ll also be the focus of the Elilinist demons coming in. Assuming the other teams have been doing their jobs, they’ll be low on reinforcements, but…”
 

 
  A whoosh of air passed over their heads, and Kheshiri popped back into view as she landed nearby.
 

 
  “Yes, about that,” the succubus said, folding her wings back. “I still see five pillars of fire, but none on our bank of the city. The strike team and Vadrieny are clearly faring well—we’re just better. The hellgates should all be cut off within minutes. But there’s more trouble, mistress. All the khelminash who’d been converging on the cathedral have moved away; they’re attacking the square inside the gates, up where we started from. I can’t see details from this far but it looks like a pitched fight.”
 

 
  “That’s
  
   not
  
  good,” Jonathan stated, frowning. “Avelea’s plan was to push forward through the city. If the fighting’s still concentrated at the starting point, it’s all gone wrong.”
 

 
  Natchua drew in a deep breath and let it out in a long hiss through her teeth. She was so close to something important to Elilial she could
  
   taste
  
  it.
 

 
  “It sounds like an opening,” Hesthri said, looking at her inquisitively. “If the forces are being drawn away, the cathedral site is vulnerable.”
 

 
  They were all looking at her, with varying expressions. It was true; this was
  
   exactly
  
  the opportunity for which she’d assembled them here.
 

 
  Scowling, Natchua shook her head once. “Not while we have friends and family under attack. I’m not going to sacrifice anyone who hasn’t signed up for it specifically. We’d better go help them. Xyraadi, you’re better than I at jumping; find us a landing spot.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Another baerzurg charged in through the broken gap in the wall, and Juniper punched it square in the chest.
 

 
  The massive demon staggered backward, a fractured dent in its chest armor, and fell right into the gap in the stones through which it had come. Juniper brushed back the charred remains of her hair, planting her feet in a balanced stance and waiting for the next one, which did not come. She was severely singed and soaking wet, due to the demons discovering that setting fire to her was the only thing that worked, and Fross constantly dousing her in a freezing mist to compensate.
 

 
  Ruda stabbed the last of the fallen baerzurgs behind her which was still twitching, causing it to fall still. The slender mithril blade of her rapier pierced their hide as easily as if it were paper; she had been finishing them off after Juniper brought them down. “Is that the last of ‘em?”
 

 
  “There are no more large footsteps outside,” Shaeine reported. “I would not call this
  
   over,
  
  but I believe we have earned a breather. Juniper, we have never tried this, but if you are willing to risk Themynra’s judgment, I believe she would deem you more than worthy of healing, fairy or not.”
 

 
  Juniper shook her head, eyes still on the tumbled gap in which the last baerzurg slouched, still twitching. Ruda stalked past her, rapier at the ready. “I don’t need it yet, Shaeine, but thanks. I’m more pissed off than hurt.”
 

 
  Ruda speared the creature directly through the eye, causing it to emit an incongruously high-pitched squeal as it died. She yanked the blade out and turned to rejoin them, absently wiping acrid ichor off on the hem of her coat. “I dunno what this place was supposed to be, before, but it was
  
   not
  
  built with a siege in mind. We got way too many fuckin’ entrances to guard already without these assholes making more!”
 

 
  “This is the main trading hub,” said the police captain who’d joined them, looking haggard but still unbent. He had wands in each hand, but had stepped back to let the students cover the baerzurgs coming in through the wall after they’d lost two soldiers learning that lightning weapons did absolutely nothing to them. “You’re right, it was designed for accessibility, not defense. Ninkabi’s outer walls have never been breached, for all the good that does us now.”
 

 
  “City’s got lots of natural choke points, with all those stairs and bridges,” Ruda said, giving him a grin, “but yeah, that’s no fuckin’ help to us in
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Hey, guys!” Fross zipped back over to them. “The dragon is trying to rally everybody out in the square.”
 

 
  “More baerzurgs,” Shaeine said tersely. “Heading this way. They’ll be here in minutes.”
 

 
  “Those fuckers need a hobby,” Ruda complained.
 

 
  “They’ve got one,” Juniper said with a sigh. “Us. Guys, the soldiers can’t hold off baerzurgs. I’m glad things are going better out there, but I don’t think we can afford to regroup with the others while we’ve got
  
   those
  
  things coming in and civilians to protect in—uh, hello?”
 

 
  To her amazement, as well as that of the others, one of the beleaguered refugees had scampered forward out of the crowd to wrap her arms around Juniper in a hug. She was a filthy, underfed, and generally ragged-looking young woman with bare feet, garbed in threadbare castoffs and clutching an ax handle with which she had nearly clonked Juniper on the head.
 

 
  “Excuse me,” the dryad said in annoyance, gently but inexorably pushing her off, “but I’m kind of busy, here. Please step back with the others and concentrate on not dying. Hey!”
 

 
  The woman surged forward again as soon as she was pushed away, giving Juniper another hug, this time accompanied by a kiss on the cheek, but then retreated of her own volition without having to be moved a second time.
 

 
  “I think she is just grateful,” Shaeine suggested. “She is right, though, miss. It’s about to be very dangerous here.”
 

 
  “Whoah!” Fross had to dart higher in the air as the ragged girl began hopping about in excitement, apparently trying to catch her. “What are you doing? Please don’t grab!”
 

 
  “Oh, this one,” said the officer distractedly. “Mute beggar. She’s a little nuts, homeless people usually are. Lady, do you need to be restrained?”
 

 
  The homeless woman turned and brandished her ax handle menacingly at him.
 

 
  “That’s a yes, then,” he said in clear annoyance. “Ontu, Disrimi, get this—”
 

 
  “Wait!” Fross chimed, descending again. “Wait a second, please…”
 

 
  She fluttered down to hover right in front of the woman, who raised her hands again, gazing at the pixie with a rapturous expression. This time, though, she did not snatch, finally dropping the handle to cup her hands gently around Fross’s buzzing form without touching her. She brought her face forward till her nose was nearly touching Fross, smiling with a joy so intense it looked nearly painful. A tear cut a swath through the dirt staining one of her cheeks.
 

 
  “Yeah, pixie shiny,” said Ruda. “Fross, you may wanna lead your friend back over there with the other civvies if you don’t wanna lose her.”
 

 
  “They’re coming,” Shaeine said, expression intent as she faced the broken wall. The others still could not hear the approaching baerzurgs, but took her at her word. “Do you see any way we can seal up that wall in the next…sixty seconds?”
 

 
  “Nope,” Juniper said tersely, rolling her shoulders. “Same song, new verse, just like the first. Should go a little smoother now we’ve had some practice.”
 

 
  “Hey, guys,” Fross chimed softly, still cradled in the homeless woman’s grip. “Um. How much do you trust me?”
 

 
  All three of them turned to study her curiously.
 

 
  “It is not a question of how much,” Shaeine answered. “We trust you.”
 

 
  “Yeah, jinglebell, you got more brains an’ heart than any of us,” Ruda agreed, grinning. “If you got an idea, we got faith.”
 

 
  “Okay,” Fross said, emitting a descending arpeggio of chimes like a sigh. “All right. I’m gonna play a…a hunch, here. If this all goes horribly wrong, you can take turns kicking my ass later.”
 

 
  
   “How,”
  
  Juniper asked sardonically. “Do you know a spell to enlarge it?”
 

 
  All joking ended as Fross fluttered upward out of her new acquaintance’s cupped hands, producing the small flicker of light that accompanied her withdrawal of something from her aura storage.
 

 
  The Mask of the Adventurer dropped down to land in the ragged girl’s hands.
 

 
  
   “Whoah!”
  
  Ruda said in alarm. “I, uh…
  
   Fross?!”
  
 

 
  “Okay, having said all that, I guess we can’t complain now,” Juniper added, “but
  
   what are you doing?”
  
 

 
  “It’s gonna be okay,” Fross chimed, addressing both them and the woman now curiously turning the mask over in her hands.
 

 
  “Time’s up,” Shaeine stated, and in the next second, the stomping of enormous feet sounded just outside the broken wall. Moments later, the dead baerzurg tumbled forward, knocked inward by a blow from without.
 

 
  Juniper dashed forward, meeting the next demon to push in through the gap with a haymaker that sent it spinning right back out. Then the dryad herself was knocked backward by a counter-punch more than hard enough to fell a tree. She stumbled back, regaining her footing, but in her moment of distraction another baerzurg pushed its way into the building. A wall of silver light immediately slammed into it, halting its advance only momentarily but giving Juniper time to gather herself and attack again.
 

 
  “Don’t worry about that,” Fross said to the woman now frowning at the artifact in her grasp. She raised her eyes to look inquisitively at the pixie. “Just…clear your mind. Whatever you’ve been through, try to put it aside. Remember
  
   who you are.
  
  We need the real you.”
 

 
  Her expression grew more pensive. She adjusted her grip on the Mask, raising it toward her face, then hesitated again, looking uncertainly at the pixie.
 

 
  “It’s okay,” Fross chimed soothingly. “Remember. It’s gonna be okay.”
 

 
  She blinked once, then nodded slowly, and finally pressed the Mask against her face.
 

 
  Light roared through the old hall, fanning out in a shockwave that washed harmlessly over all of them and smashed the three baerzurgs which had just forced their way in backward against the wall.
 

 
  The thrum of her wings was a much more powerful counterpoint to Fross’s as she surged forward, her violet hair and diaphanous gown streaming behind her. The three baerzurgs barely had time to get back to their feet before she threw her hands forward, and streams of sparkling dust poured out with the force of geysers. One nailed each hulking demon right in the chest, and they each exploded in harmless showers of glitter.
 

 
  A fourth tried to push in through the wall, and met the same fate.
 

 
  Ruda lowered her sword. “…huh.”
 

 
  The graceful woman held aloft on dragonfly wings descended to the ground, then turned around to grin at them.
 

 
  
   “Jacaranda!”
  
  Juniper shrieked. This time it was she who dashed forward, and the Pixie Queen caught her in a hug, laughing as the two of them spun around.
 

 
  A moment later they parted, and Jacaranda raised a hand for Fross to flutter forward and settle down in her palm.
 

 
  “Oh, Fross,” she whispered, tears glittering in her eyes. “Can you ever forgive me?”
 

 
  “I’m just so glad to see you’re
  
   okay,”
  
  the pixie squeaked. “I was really worried. I didn’t feel good about…y’know,
  
   leaving
  
  you in that place, but Kaisa said… I mean, Kaisa’s kind of insufferable, but she’s usually
  
   right,
  
  which just makes it worse but also I’ve found it’s best to do as she says even when it doesn’t seem to make sense because it mostly works out all right.”
 

 
  “Yes…that tower was
  
   no
  
  fun,” Jacaranda agreed, gently drawing her hand forward so Fross could hug her cheek. “But it was just the no fun I needed.
  
   Thank
  
  you. And you, too, Juniper. You saved me.”
 

 
  “Aspen’s here, too,” Juniper said. “Well, uh…somewhere. It’s kind of a mess out there.”
 

 
  “Yes, so I see,” Jacaranda said archly.
  
   “Demons.
  
  Ick, they’re
  
   everywhere.
  
  I do not like demons.”
 

 
  “That is a commonly held opinion,” Shaeine said gravely.
 

 
  “Here.” Jacaranda buzzed off the ground again, swooping over to pick up the fallen ax handle and hand it solemnly to Juniper. “Look after my stick, please. It’s a
  
   really
  
  good stick. I want it back.”
 

 
  “Uh…okay?” the dryad said, nonplussed.
 

 
  Jacaranda winked at her, gave Fross a final smile, then turned and shot out through the open front doors of the training hall, leaving behind a faint trail of glitter which slowly dissipated in the air.
 

 
  “Okay, so,” Ruda said pleasantly, “is anybody gonna explain to me
  
   what the fuck?!”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She tore right through the closest formation of khelminash flyers, sending them spinning away in all directions. The Pixie Queen turned to pirouette in midair, spraying mocking streamers of fairy glitter at the warlocks, before shooting straight upward with a whole squadron of enraged sorceresses in pursuit.
 

 
  As she rapidly gained altitude, she turned this way and that, pointing her fingers and blasting long sprays of sparkling pixie dust in the general direction of wherever she could see any concentration of demons in the air. The pure fairy magic did not agree with them at all; being demons, those who weren’t smashed outright from the air by her attacks turned and came straight at her in a vindictive fury.
 

 
  She climbed ever higher, and the ripples of attention spread outward, demonic aggression compelling them out of formation to face this new threat. Glittering and giggling, Jacaranda made for a very obvious target.
 

 
  Being faster than they, she quickly put space between them, so that when she finally came to an abrupt halt to hover in the sky above the city, there was a great deal of distance between her and her nearest pursuers. Shadowbolts and other infernal spells reached her long before they did; the Pixie Queen yawned contemptuously as the magic fizzled out just from coming too close to her.
 

 
  Only when they were almost upon her did she suddenly fold in upon herself, pressing her wings flat against her back, wrapping arms around her torso and hunching her legs in a midair fetal position. Before she’d even had time to begin falling, she exploded.
 

 
  Jacaranda went off like one of Billie’s fireworks, spraying a massive ball of shooting streamers of multicolored flame in all directions, vaporizing the approaching demons and continuing downward, while she herself remained completely unharmed at the epicenter of the blast. Each of these streaks of light exploded in turn, setting off chain reactions that caused an ever-spreading shower of sparks to drift downward over the city.
 

 
  Except that unlike actual fireworks, they did not dissipate. Every one of those tiny points of light carried on floating downward, and as they grew closer to the ground, a vast chorus of tiny chimes could be heard. This was followed shortly by gouts of fire, water, lightning, ice, air, and other elemental spells when they descended within range of the nearest demons.
 

 
  Jacaranda hovered in place, gazing smugly down at her handiwork.
 

 
  Demons began to perish in droves as thousands of furious pixies streamed down into the streets of Ninkabi.
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  The group materialized in a mostly-open interior space that appeared to have been a pub or restaurant, to judge by the bar along one side and the tables and chairs now smashed against the walls. In the clear space in the center, three startled khelminash demons standing around a summoning circle turned to face them.
 

 
  The trio hesitated, perhaps confused by the appearance of a group of warlocks and demons of uncertain allegiance, a mistake which proved fatal for them. Natchua, even with all her bestowed knowledge, couldn’t match a highly skilled khelminash sorceress simply because there were so many infernal spells a mortal could not cast and survive, but no demon would ever match an elf for reaction time.
 

 
  Before the demons could decide on a reaction, darkness swelled as Natchua shadow-jumped several large clusters of the wrecked furniture straight into their bodies. All three fell, pierced like archery target dummies with fragments of table and chair legs. Only one survived the initial strike long enough to whimper in pain. Xyraadi put a needle-thin lance of fire right between her eyes.
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Non, non,”
  
  Xyraadi complained. “You take all the fun out of it! One is meant to make a witty remark before dispatching a foe.”
 

 
  “I don’t know where to begin explaining why that’s a bad idea,” Jonathan muttered.
 

 
  “Look, there was one right there! ‘Take a seat.’ It was perfect!”
 

 
  “I reluctantly like your pet khelminash, mistress,” Kheshiri simpered.
 

 
  “Quiet!” Natchua snapped. “This isn’t an adventure. No fucking
  
   banter,
  
  for heaven’s sake. Look, we have entrances on both sides of the room. Kheshiri, get up to the roof—from the inside—and see what you can see from that vantage. No flying, and be
  
   careful,
  
  if their forces are concentrated up here there may be warlocks who can still spot you.”
 

 
  Kheshiri bowed and went invisible, and Natchua turned to Hesthri. “Hes, any idea what went wrong with your ring?”
 

 
  The hethelax, her armored form clearly visible after the failure of her enchanted disguise ring, shrugged. “Well, Natchua, I’ve of course been working on it steadily while we were jumping all over the city fighting for our lives, with all that expertise in arcane enchantment that I’ve somehow acquired since this morning.”
 

 
  “What did I just say about banter?”
 

 
  “You say a lot of things,” Hesthri replied with a smile. “I listen to some of them. It’s an arcane device and we’ve been neck-deep in infernomancy. It got fried, that’s all.”
 

 
  Natchua sighed. “All right, split up… Jonathan, Xyraadi, check the door over on that side. Hes, you’re with me. Careful and quiet is the order of the day, we have no idea what’s going on here. Poke your heads out
  
   if
  
  the coast is clear, and don’t wander out of sight of the door. We’re just getting a handle on the situation right now. Be as shy as trapdoor lizards.”
 

 
  Xyraadi tugged on Jonathan’s sleeve. “What is a trapdoor lizard?”
 

 
  “Search me. Let’s be as shy as rabbits, how about that?”
 

 
  “Oh. What is a rabbit?”
 

 
  “I
  
   know
  
  you know what a rabbit is.”
 

 
  Natchua groaned out loud as the two groups separated, and Hesthri bumped her with her shoulder, grinning.
 

 
  She carefully leaned her head out, sweeping her gaze around. This door opened onto a side street; apparently she’d sent Jonathan and Xyraadi to the side closer to the square. Thus oriented, Natchua could indeed tell that the noise of battle was coming from near the front gates of the city, though even as she listened, it seemed to be shifting deeper into the central island. Apparently they
  
   were
  
  making progress, but must have suffered some setback.
 

 
  The problem with elven hearing was always sifting out relevant details from the vast amounts of data streaming into her ears. For the most part, the speed and acuity of thought with which elves were blessed compensated, but extremely chaotic events such as this one could cause paralyzing confusion. Natchua stepped out into the street, Hesthri right on her heels, raising her head and trying to focus.
 

 
  The skies were filled with those flying khelminash discs, mostly aiming toward the major concentration of the action. A small cluster might be heading in her direction, it was hard to tell exactly; Natchua shifted her focus to that, watching them.
 

 
  Then a massive explosion went off high above the city, followed by several subsidiary bursts. Colorful ones.
 

 
  “Fireworks?” she asked aloud, incredulous.
 

 
  “Incoming!” Hesthri barked, raising her staff.
 

 
  A small, disorganized cluster of khaladesh staggered out of a wrecked storefront, immediately turning toward them; Hesthri began methodically firing her staff. Natchua, though, had to turn and leave her to it, as that group of khelminash warlocks was indeed now heading right for them, having been pushed lower by the fireworks and evidently spotted them in the process.
 

 
  She used the same trick as before, figuring these wouldn’t have been close enough to see it the last time and thus have no counter, and she was right; overloading their discs sent them spinning out of control. This time, though, that had the effect of turning them into infernal missiles headed right at her, and it took some very rapid conjuring of shadow tentacles out of carefully placed portals to grab and fling the oncoming discs aside before they could impact right on her position. She took the time to make sure none of the three warlocks who fell off in the process made it to the ground alive. Important as that maneuver was, it nearly cost her dearly.
 

 
  Natchua turned back around to find Hesthri standing her ground, not against the now-dead khaladesh troopers, but a figure mounted on a black horse barreling down on her with his scythe raised to swing.
 

 
  
   “NO!”
  
  she roared, throwing forward both her hands as if the sudden surge of adrenaline that wracked her had taken over completely.
 

 
  A veritable tidal wave of shadow swelled up out of the ground, impacting Gabriel and Whisper and halting their advance, then sending them tumbling backward. The eerie horse screamed in rage, staggering back to her hooves with her rider hanging on for dear life. They had righted and re-oriented themselves in seconds, but at that point Gabriel at least had the presence of mind to rein in his furious mount, finding Natchua planted firmly in front of Hesthri with her arms spread out to bar the way.
 

 
  
   “Not this one,
  
  Gabe!” she shouted. “She’s…with me.”
 

 
  Hesthri grabbed her from behind, peeking over her shoulder.
 

 
  “Oh,” Gabriel said irritably, trying to regain control of his dancing steed, who clearly wanted to continue the attack. “Well, sorry about that, then. You know, I’m pretty sure this is
  
   exactly
  
  why Trissiny told you and your lot to stay on the south bank! How’s it going with the portals?”
 

 
  “South bank’s cleared of them,” she said. “When we left there were only a few of the rest still active. They should be finishing up soon.”
 

 
  
   “Good,
  
  then we can start mopping all this up,” he said brusquely, turning Whisper away. “Everyone’s regrouping in the front square; get your team back together and join us when you can. But approach
  
   carefully,
  
  or maybe send your demons somewhere they won’t get automatically shot.”
 

 
  With that, they wheeled and galloped back the way they had come.
 

 
  “He…that’s…”
 

 
  Natchua carefully turned, wrapping Hesthri in a quick hug. “Yeah. Hes, there will be time; Gabe’s probably one of the more indestructible people here. But that conversation will have to wait, we’ve…”
 

 
  She trailed off, raising her eyes, then narrowing them to make sense of what she was seeing. Hesthri, after a moment, pulled back, first frowning at Natchua and then following her gaze up at the sky.
 

 
  “What…are those colored lights? And do I hear
  
   music?”
  
 

 
  “Pixies,” Natchua said in disbelief. “Where did they all… Holy
  
   shit.”
  
 

 
  A small phalanx of three flying discs, carrying nine warlocks, crested the row of buildings alongside them with an escort of tame katzils. Watching this array of infernal power being swiftly annihilated by a swarm of glittering, chiming glow balls was a sight to behold. Their sprays of lightning, water, wind and ice did half the work, but the pixies themselves latched on like piranhas, searing away the very infernal magic of which the demons were made and leaving nothing but a few specks of drifting charcoal.
 

 
  “Inside,” Natchua said urgently. Hesthri required no encouragement.
 

 
  Everyone else had already regathered in the pub, including Kheshiri.
 

 
  “Okay, I really hope you saw that,” the succubus said upon Natchua’s return, “because there’s no way you’ll believe it otherwise.”
 

 
  “Yes, I did,” Natchua said, frowning. “Are you two okay?”
 

 
  “Please, I’m not so easily rattled,” Kheshiri replied, tossing her hair.
 

 
  “I’m fine,” Xyraadi assured her, visibly shaken for the first time since the battle had begun. “What
  
   are
  
  those things?”
 

 
  “Pixies,” said Jonathan. “Natchua, do you have the
  
   slightest
  
  idea where they came from?”
 

 
  “Not even a glimmer, but fairies swarming this city will put a stop to a demon invasion pretty damn quick. Unfortunately, more than half of
  
   us
  
  are demons.”
 

 
  “Welp, all this appears to be under control, then,” Kheshiri interjected. “I say we haul ass back to Veilgrad—”
 

 
  “Quiet, Kheshiri,” Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “Yeah, didn’t think so,” she muttered before subsiding.
 

 
  “Regrouping with the others has just gone from a problematic idea to a non-starter,” Natchua continued. “We need to keep under cover. And… What’s left of the Elilinist forces, between all those adventurers and now the pixies, are as distracted as they are ever going to be.”
 

 
  “Then this is our opportunity,” Jonathan said, nodding. “We get to the cathedral and get the drop on whoever’s there.”
 

 
  “I realize—”
 

 
  “This is what we all signed on for,” he interrupted her with a faint smile. “We know the risks, Natch. You set all this up for the chance of
  
   one
  
  surprise strike on Elilial. Right now, her whole command structure is concentrated in one spot, with their defenses in tatters and under constant pressure.”
 

 
  “There will never be a better opportunity,” Xyraadi agreed, her face settling into an expression of grim fervor. “There is no telling what will happen to
  
   us,
  
  but like he said, we all knew that in advance. Now, we can
  
   hurt her.
  
  Such a chance won’t come again.”
 

 
  “Um, excuse me,” said Kheshiri, “but if you—”
 

 
  “You wanted to be part of this so badly you had to blackmail your way here,” Natchua interrupted her. “Welcome to the team, Shiri. I’m not unreasonable; if you think you’ll stand a better chance with the pixies and your own former partners up in the square, you have my permission to go try.”
 

 
  “…you’re kind of hot when you’re being a sadistic bitch.”
 

 
  “Not
  
   just
  
  then,” Hesthri said innocently, patting Natchua’s rump.
 

 
  Natchua sighed. “Always with the banter. Is it
  
   always
  
  like this?”
 

 
  “When it’s good, it is,” Xyraadi said, smiling.
 

 
  “Well, we have no more time to waste. In or out, Kheshiri, make your choice.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m coming,” the succubus said, not without annoyance. “Wouldn’t be my first impossible dilemma, and I’m
  
   definitely
  
  not passing up the chance to see egg on Elilial’s face. I’ll just be in charge of getting as many of these clowns out alive as possible, shall I?”
 

 
  “Get us as close as you can, Xyraadi,” Natchua ordered.
 

 
  The sorceress grinned and raised her hands. “I will see what I can do.”
 

 
  Darkness swelled, then receded, and they were once again outdoors, in the shadow of a great complex of domes and minarets. They stood in a small, walled-in vegetable garden, close to a door. Most of the surrounding view was blocked by the walls and the bulk of the cathedral itself, but what they could see of the sky was clear of both demons and fairies.
 

 
  “What’s this?” Jonathan asked, raising his staff and sweeping his gaze around the area. “Looks like somebody’s cabbage patch.”
 

 
  
   “This
  
  is the Omnist garden attached to the cathedral’s kitchen, and
  
   what are you doing here?”
  
 

 
  All of them whirled to face a wood elf woman with black hair, who had definitely not been standing there a moment ago.
 

 
  “Oh, hello, Kuriwa,” Xyraadi said in a resigned tone. “Since I doubt you have changed much in six hundred years, I would guess that we are here for the same reason you are.”
 

 
  Mary the Crow scowled at them. “Well, I suggest you forget it. I have waited too long for this to have it bungled by a crew of miscellaneous infernal reprobates.”
 

 
  “Miscellaneous?” Kheshiri said haughtily. “Never in my
  
   life
  
  have I—”
 

 
  “Hush,” Natchua snapped. “Kuriwa, is it? Well, I haven’t waited nearly as long, but I’m not about to pass this up, nonetheless. I have
  
   business
  
  with Elilial.”
 

 
  “She’s not in there, child,” Mary said condescendingly.
 

 
  “But something important to her is. I don’t know what it is, yet, but I intend to go in there and
  
   deprive
  
  her of it.”
 

 
  The shaman opened her mouth to retort, but Natchua barreled on.
 

 
  “And if you’ve got the same idea, then the question is whether you want to spend you energies doing
  
   that
  
  with a little unexpected help, or waste them trying to stop me?”
 

 
  “Girl, I am an elder shaman,” she said, exasperated. “Why do warlocks
  
   ever
  
  think they have anything with which to threaten me?”
 

 
  “You cannot take her on, Natchua,” Xyraadi interjected. “And don’t look so smug, Kuriwa. She can
  
   absolutely
  
  delay you long enough to waste this chance, and probably draw the Wreath’s attention here. There’s no time for this. We have the same goal; it is foolish not to join forces.”
 

 
  “There’s a hellgate under the cathedral,” Natchua said while Kuriwa narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “An ancient one—”
 

 
  “I am well aware of that,” the shaman interrupted. “I was alive when it was created. It surprises me that
  
   you
  
  are… But yes, that will be where the Wreath and any demonic leadership are concentrated. I’ve already investigated their defenses, and I can assure you that
  
   this
  
  is where you stop. Aside from the divine protections on the cathedral itself and
  
   especially
  
  around the sealed hellgate site, the Wreath have additionally warded themselves against shadow-jumping. It is not impossible that they can be ambushed, but not by any warlock. So if you wish to help, return to the—”
 

 
  “Supposing we’re willing to take the risk and
  
   waste time
  
  explaining to everybody there that we’re on their side before there’s a friendly fire incident,” Jonathan stated, “that’s not going to do us any good against all these damn pixies, wherever the hell they came from. We
  
   can’t
  
  be any help out there. This place is another matter.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a good point,” Kheshiri said innocent. “And on the same subject, what’s the big heap shaman doing screwing around
  
   here
  
  instead of helping everybody else? It’s not like there’s any reason
  
   she
  
  needs to be afraid of pixies.”
 

 
  Natchua folded her arms and raised her eyebrows.
 

 
  The wood elf exhaled slowly through her nose. “I go where my abilities are put to the best use.”
 

 
  “Us, too,” Natchua replied. “And like he said, that is
  
   here,
  
  not there. I assume
  
   you
  
  have a plan for getting close to the hellgate?”
 

 
  “Of course I do!”
 

 
  “Then deal us in. If you can just
  
   get
  
  us to the site, you’ll have a lot more assets to field against the Wreath.
  
   Or,
  
  as I said, you can squander this opportunity for both of us trying to slow me up, because regardless of anything else you do,
  
   I am going in there.”
  
 

 
  “Natchua, is it?” Kuriwa mused. “You really are a splendid example of your people.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her eyes. “That wasn’t called for.”
 

 
  “Fine,” the shaman said, suddenly curt. “I suppose your bumbling presents less of a hazard down there when the Wreath are as likely to suffer from it as yourself than up here, wasting my time. But most of this group will have to stay behind.”
 

 
  “Awfully convenient,” Hesthri remarked.
 

 
  “You would find it much less convenient in proximity to that hellgate,” Kuriwa retorted. “It is
  
   sealed
  
  by, in essence, having a constant wellspring of divine light poured through it. Disabling that will be the Wreath’s priority, but it will take them considerable time and effort and until it is done, that site is not safe for demons to be
  
   near.
  
  You and your human friend may accompany me, warlock. The rest of these had better hole up nearby, ready to escape.”
 

 
  Natchua hesitated, searching her face; Kuriwa’s expression was implacable.
 

 
  A hand fell on her shoulder. She turned to look up into Jonathan’s eyes.
 

 
  “It’s your call,” he said quietly. “Whatever that is, we’ll back you up.”
 

 
  Kheshiri opened her mouth, and Xyraadi slapped the back of her head.
 

 
  “I need…” Natchua closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again to meet his gaze. “I need you to stay with the others, Jonathan. You can all
  
   probably
  
  evade detection, but if not, three demons…”
 

 
  “Look better with a human who can vouch for ‘em,” he finished. “Not
  
   much
  
  better. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you nobody likes a warlock.”
 

 
  “Gabriel’s out there, and all three paladins know Xyraadi. If you’re discovered, distract and delay, tell whoever you meet to check with them. I doubt there are many people in this cathedral, given what’s been happening under it, but…”
 

 
  “Understood.” He pulled her forward into a hug, and Natchua squeezed her eyes shut, clinging to him for a long moment. Another body pressed against her from behind, Hesthri’s patches of chitin plating digging into her in spots. She made no complaint.
 

 
  “All right, let’s get moving,” Natchua said briskly, extricating herself. Kuriwa was watching now with a raised eyebrow, but thankfully said nothing. “You four need to huddle up somewhere inside, out of sight; we’ll collect you on our way back out. The first step is to get through this door. Kheshiri, can you pick a lock?”
 

 
  “Course,” the succubus said, sauntering forward. She lifted the latch and swung the door outward. “Why, what of it? Surely you didn’t think a church would lock the back door to its enclosed garden?”
 

 
  Natchua was spared having to answer that by the need to keep up with Kuriwa, who strode right in.
 

 
  “Jonathan’s in charge,” she ordered as they all filed into the large stone kitchen. This cathedral must have an attached monastery or something to need such facilities; she wasn’t well-versed in Tiraan religion. Maybe they fed the poor, too? Omnists did a lot of that. “Jonathan, you know everyone’s strengths. I trust you to listen to them. Xyraadi is our resident expert in
  
   several
  
  fields.”
 

 
  “Don’t I know it,” he agreed. “Be
  
   careful,
  
  Natchua. For once.”
 

 
  “I will see what I can do,” she said dryly. “What’s the—”
 

 
  Kuriwa raised her hand and made a vertical slashing motion, and something odd appeared. It was a weird line of distortion in the air that bent light oddly around it, distorting vision like water on one side.
 

 
  “Step carefully,” the shaman said cryptically, sliding around to one side of it, and then slipped through as if passing a corner.
 

 
  Natchua wanted to look once more at the others, but didn’t risk the time. She followed, studying the line uncertainly; it wasn’t at all clear how one was supposed to get through it, as it looked exactly the same from the side angle.
 

 
  But then, she was through, as if just approaching it with intent was enough to effect the passage.
 

 
  She was still in the kitchen, though now with Kuriwa again. The others were still visible, but vague and wavery, as if they were underwater; the three demons were surrounded by visible coronas of orange light.
 

 
  “Do I
  
   want
  
  to know?” she asked.
 

 
  “The space between spaces is very dangerous,” the wood elf replied, busily casting a small ritual circle on the ground in front of her with nothing but her bare hands. “It can be used for rapid travel, however,
  
  
  by those who are careful. With the right craft, one step here can cover many miles on the mortal plane.”
 

 
  “That seems like it could be problematic indoors.”
 

 
  “Precisely, hence my preparations. We can reach our target in but a few steps, but they will have to take us through the corridors of the cathedral and the complex beneath it with great precision. This must be arranged in advance. Ah, there we have it.”
 

 
  “That was quick.”
 

 
  “I am good at what I do,” the woman stated flatly. “Hold my hand, and do not let go.”
 

 
  Natchua hesitated, but reached out to grasp her outstretched hand as offered. Kuriwa gripped her fingers, raised a foot to take a step, and then they were elsewhere.
 

 
  “That’s disorienting,” Natchua muttered. “Is it—
  
   whoah.”
  
 

 
  “Don’t look at them,” Kuriwa ordered. “Don’t react to them.”
 

 
  They were in an outdoor gallery with broad archways opening onto the cathedral’s main sanctuary now, a position which provided glimpses of the sky. A sky which, in this place, consisted of colossal eyes and tentacles, writhing hungrily.
 

 
  “Are you serious?!”
 

 
  “Extremely. They are not
  
   real,
  
  strictly speaking. The sky monsters were placed there by the Elder Gods to prevent people from mucking about in this space; only the valkyries are impervious to their gaze. They do not actually exist except in the presence of a sentient mind which can perceive them. The more attention is paid them, the more real they become, until eventually they will attack. So yes, try to ignore them as much as you can. This is another reason your friends could not come; the infernal compulsion of demons resonates powerfully with those things, and draws their rage almost immediately.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Natchua muttered. Kuriwa actually gave her hand a little squeeze, then took another step and moved them again, deeper down and inexorably toward their final confrontation.
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  They proceeded one step at a time through the labyrinth of the cathedral and the spaces under it, every stride carrying them as far as they could move in a straight line before having to turn and navigate around a corner or obstacle. It was especially disorienting because this method of travel moved them straight through closed doors and other temporary obstructions; apparently only features which were permanently in place were actually real, here. Over the course of five minutes, Kuriwa led them on a dizzying descent through passages, stairwell, locked doors, and hidden chambers, long past the stone construction of the cathedral complex and deep into the living bedrock under Ninkabi.
 

 
  Until finally, they arrived in a chamber awash in energy which refracted and scattered light so badly in this space that they could make out nothing of what was below. They were on an upper lip of stone surrounding a pit of what looked like a scintillating soup of gold and orange beams.
 

 
  “Are we there yet?” Natchua asked.
 

 
  Kuriwa gave her a look while leading the way off to the side where they could crouch behind a low wall separating them from the melange below. “I will open the way back to our plane. Keep silent while we take stock of the situation.”
 

 
  “You don’t have to explain the obvious to me, for future reference.”
 

 
  “I have learned not to assume that about the young, the infernal, or drow.”
 

 
  She made another slashing motion, carving a distortion in the air, and they slipped through back into reality.
 

 
  “—maimed, possibly permanently. The Dark Lady is
  
   unhappy,
  
  Mogul.”
 

 
  “We’re all unhappy, Khrisvthshnrak. I dare to presume that you’re not planning to hold
  
   me
  
  responsible for the actions of paladins, since I know the Dark Lady wouldn’t do anything so silly.”
 

 
  “Mind your words, human. Are your lackeys any closer to finishing their work?”
 

 
  “You can see their progress as well as I. Do you want this done quickly, or do you want your forces to survive the passage?”
 

 
  The two elves were still crouched on the same ledge, but the character of the light had changed from a morass of apparently solid illumination to a steady glow of pure gold. Right next to them was the corpse of a human in Holy Legion armor stained by the pool of blood in which it lay, with more of the same scattered along this upper balcony.
 

 
  As one, they carefully raised their heads just enough to peek over the side.
 

 
  The long, rectangular chamber was predominated by the hellgate itself. While hellgates in general were invisible fissures in the air, this one was encircled by a carved stone doorway, circular in shape and more than a full story tall. It was heavily engraved with sigils and runes, all of which put out the steady golden glow which lit up the whole room. More of the same shone from carvings on the dais upon which it sat; at each of the four corners of this rose an altar topped by a huge chunk of faceted quartz, which blazed with the brightest intensity of any of them.
 

 
  All of it had been heavily worked over. Erratic cage-like structures of something black that looked organic in its organization had been placed over each altar, and all the carved symbols in the stonework which put off divine light. None were fully obscured, but the purpose of the growths to contain their magic was obvious.
 

 
  More corpses were strewn about, both Holy Legionaries and a few priests in black Universal Church robes. Most had been unceremoniously shoved into the edges of the room. One corner was entirely piled with bodies in oddly nondescript brown robes.
 

 
  Those present and still alive were either Black Wreath warlocks in their ash-gray robes or demons. The warlocks were at work on complex spell circles they were creating, both free-standing designs in cleared stretches of the ground and an ever more intricate pattern being crafted around the dais of the hellgate itself, doubtless to finish suppressing the divine effects keeping it sealed. Armored khaladesh demons stood guard while three khelminash sorceresses paced among them, supervising and adding occasional corrections.
 

 
  Two more figures stood at the very edge of the dais, on the cleared path leading from it to the chamber’s door: a dark-skinned human man in a vivid white suit, and a towering, muscular Rhaazke demon with bands of metal encircling her forearms.
 

 
  “I thought you said demons couldn’t get near this.” Natchua kept her voice below a whisper, barely a breath; no one but another elf could have heard it, even from right alongside her.
 

 
  “They have worked faster than I expected, to suppress this much of the divine effect,” Kuriwa breathed back at the same volume. “This must be most of the Wreath who remain alive on this continent; they have been badly culled in the last several years. That man is known to me: Embras Mogul is their leader. I don’t know that demon, but Rhaazke are Elilial’s uppermost lieutenants and she seems to have some authority over him.”
 

 
  Natchua grinned viciously. “Every head of the hydra, on one convenient chopping block.”
 

 
  Kuriwa’s expression was more subdued, though Natchua thought it reflected much of the same dark satisfaction. She wondered what this woman’s grudge against Elilial was, but this was no time or place for such questions. “A pitched battle is not to our advantage. Whatever we do must cause massive damage to them in a single strike.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her eyes in thought, then lifted her head again to peek over the edge and take in the scene before ducking back down. She glanced at the distorted line where their exit to the space between remained open. “Can you stifle all infernomancy in the room?”
 

 
  “Simplicity itself, in other circumstances. The loose divine magic in here makes that more difficult, but they themselves have suppressed it enough that I believe I can manage. You have an idea?”
 

 
  She nodded. “Here’s the real question: can you do that without suppressing
  
   my
  
  magic?”
 

 
  Kuriwa gave her a sidelong look, and Natchua could almost see the gears turning in her head. Neither of them knew a thing about the other, after all. But in the end, neither had anything to gain by turning on the other, or they wouldn’t have made it this far.
 

 
  The shaman produced what looked like an acorn from within one of her pockets and held it out. “Do not make a sound.”
 

 
  Natchua accepted the nut, and immediately discovered why that obvious warning had been necessary. The instant it left Kuriwa’s fingers, it blossomed into a twist of vines that wrapped around her lower arm like an extravagant bracelet, producing thorns which plunged straight into her skin. Not a drop of blood welled up, apparently being consumed by the vine itself. She gritted her teeth against the pain, but at least that subsided after a second.
 

 
  Kuriwa nodded once when the vines settled into place. “There.”
 

 
  “All right. Keep this…uh, aperture here open. As soon as you’ve done whatever you do to banish infernal magic, I’m going to attack. I will
  
   try
  
  to hold their attention and without their magic I’m pretty confident I can handle them, but I’d rather not underestimate this lot, so stay on alert. You’ll need to finish the job if I fail.”
 

 
  The shaman nodded once more. “Ready?”
 

 
  “Ready.”
 

 
  Kuriwa closed her eyes, inhaled slowly, and began whispering under her breath so silently that even Natchua couldn’t make out any words.
 

 
  There was no sign from the elf of the moment approaching, but when it came, the signal was inescapably clear. The entire room seemed to shift as if tilting, and the color of the light changed, growing misty as if thickening. Immediately, warlocks yelled and staggered backward from their work where infernal spell diagrams began to collapse in showers of sparks and smoke.
 

 
  Natchua stood up fully, gazing down on the panic, and noting with particular satisfaction the way the demons, even the Rhaazke, suddenly staggered as if drunk. One of the khelminash collapsed entirely.
 

 
  She reached within herself for the familiar fire, the seductive whisper of the infernal, and it was there. In fact, in this state, she could tell the broad shape of how that bracelet of thorns worked, how it anchored her magically to the default state of the mortal plane while the whole rest of this room was suspended in the midst of being shifted somewhere else.
 

 
  For a fae user, this Kuriwa certainly seemed to know a lot about dimensional magic.
 

 
  Then Natchua shadow-jumped straight down into the midst of the chaos.
 

 
  “You,” spat the Rhaazke, stepping unevenly toward her. “Meddling—”
 

 
  She remembered Scorn, from the campus at Last Rock, both the sheer physical strength and her unusual magical aptitude. This creature looked to be bigger, likely much more experienced.
 

 
  Natchua flicked her fingers, and a dark tendril of magic sprang up out of the very stones, coiling around the Rhaazke and lifting her bodily off the ground. Then slamming her into it, thrice in rapid succession.
 

 
  “Young lady,” said Embras Mogul, seizing her attention. He held up both hands in a placating gesture. “I
  
   know
  
  it’s chaos up there. I’m not sure what I can say to convince you, but I will swear any oath you require that we are only trying to help.
  
   We didn’t do this.”
  
 

 
  She turned to look pointedly at the big pile of bodies.
 

 
  “Well, yes, we did
  
   that,”
  
  he said with a shadow of a grin. “Those idiots called themselves the Tide. They were organized by the Universal Church of the Pantheon, and
  
   they
  
  were the ones who built all those hellgates. Not us. We are trying to fix this.”
 

 
  In other circumstances, despite everything, she might have let him help. But Natchua knew the demonic invasion was even now being massacred by swarms of fairies, and a counter-force led by the paladins was on its way to this very cathedral. The Wreath’s help was not necessary, even if she hadn’t just caught them in the act of trying to open this hellgate to admit more of Elilial’s forces.
 

 
  So she just smiled. “I know.”
 

 
  Natchua gestured with both hands, and the entire room swarmed with shadow tendrils, snatching up every remaining demon and warlock, including the two trying to sneak up on her from behind, whom she could only assume had never dealt with elves before. The tentacles whipped them disorientingly through the air, keeping each of their victims fully occupied and too dizzy even to protest, while they systematically hurled each one in turn into the breach Kuriwa had made.
 

 
  There were about two dozen warlocks, and almost half as many demons. It took almost a full minute, even moving at the speed of elvish reflexes, to consign every last member of the Black Wreath to the twisted netherworld between dimensions
  
   .
  
  But the instant the final khaladesh soldier had been hurled through, the twisting in the air abruptly ended. With a final gesture, Kuriwa sealed shut the opening between planes, locking them in.
 

 
  Natchua exhaled slowly, dismissing the shadow tendrils.
 

 
  “When you said you were uncertain about taking them all,” Kuriwa called down to her, standing up behind the stone balustrade, “was that an example of drow humor?”
 

 
  “Actually, I was expecting…more. My plan
  
   should
  
  have worked, but my plans never just…work. They’re the Black Wreath. Shouldn’t they have been able to come up with
  
   something?”
  
 

 
  “Eh.” Kuriwa vaulted over the edge and dropped down to land lightly on the stone below. “Their reputation is overblown. By themselves, by the Universal Church and the Pantheon cults, all of whom benefit from making the Wreath seem terrifying. In truth, if you’ve ever encountered a Scyllithene shadow priestess, Elilinist warlocks are just not that impressive.”
 

 
  She paused in the act of inspecting one of the dark growths massing over a corner altar to give Natchua a sidelong look.
 

 
  “I’m not a Scyllithene,” she said irritably.
 

 
  “I didn’t ask.”
 

 
  “Yes, you did.”
 

 
  Kuriwa smiled faintly, then stepped back and simply gestured with her hand.
 

 
  All around them, the black tendrils began to burn away. What began with currents of her fae magic was quickly taken up and completed by the innate divine power of the place.
 

 
  Natchua grinned broadly, staring with savage satisfaction up at the glowing hellgate portal. “I have to say… I didn’t expect to make it this far alive. Hell, I wasn’t so sure about making it this far at
  
   all.
  
  But it’s
  
   done.
  
  The entire core of the Wreath, Elilial’s main officers from Hell…”
 

 
  “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” Kuriwa warned, watching the black brambles finish burning away. “Gods may be standoffish creatures, but Elilial will definitely notice
  
   this.
  
  And you just stuffed our escape route full of our enemies. This far underground, they may survive for a few minutes, but the demons will already have drawn that place’s inherent defenders. No one in the vicinity of Ninkabi is going in there for the time being.”
 

 
  “Complaints, now?”
 

 
  “It was worth doing,” Kuriwa said quietly. “Even if the cost…”
 

 
  “This divine magic won’t interfere too badly with shadow-jumping,” Natchua said. “Now that the Wreath’s spellcraft is gone, I can get us back to the surface. From there—”
 

 
  “From there, we should make for the paladins and their army,” Kuriwa said firmly, holding her gaze.
 

 
  It took Natchua a second to catch on, but then she nodded. Given what might be after the two of them any moment, best to draw it away from her friends in the cathedral.
 

 
  That, finally, caused her a pang, but she suppressed it. At least they would survive. In a way, that made it perfect. Natchua had fully expected to lead all of them to their deaths in this endeavor. If, in the end, only she and this odd shaman came to grief… Well, that was for the best.
 

 
  “Hold onto your ears,” she advised, raising a hand and raising the shadows.
 

 
  They subsided, leaving them in the great domed space of the cathedral’s main sanctuary, a gorgeous fresco dominating the ceiling above a ring of lovely stained glass windows.
 

 
  That was all the time they got.
 

 
  The shockwave bowled both of them over physically, and then the overwhelming psychic presence of a god-sized mind finished the job. She manifested in a tower of flames, looming over them at a height which dominated even the vast cathedral’s space.
 

 
  An enormous hand seized each of them, hauling both elves aloft, and Elilial brought them both up before her face. At that proximity, her bared fangs were easily as long as Natchua’s leg.
 

 
  “Kuriwa,” the goddess spat in a voice that made the whole chamber tremble. “I didn’t curse you
  
   nearly
  
  hard enough the last time. Ah, well, live and learn.”
 

 
  “Elilial,” the shaman replied with amazing dignity, considering the situation. “It has been eight millennia; I suppose you’ve not learned, since we last met, to recognize that your actions have consequences, or that you bear any responsibility for them.”
 

 
  The goddess brought the wood elf closer to her face, snarling so widely Natchua suddenly wondered if she intended to bite Kuriwa physically in half.
 

 
  It was probably just a reaction to the emotional stress of the last half hour, but Natchua surprised herself even more than the other two by beginning to laugh.
 

 
  When Elilial’s gaze fell upon her directly, the pressure of her simple attention was tangible, a force that seemed to be trying to blast away her mind like a typhoon striking a sandcastle. She only laughed harder.
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   remember
  
  you, little one,” Elilial purred. “I dearly hope you enjoyed your precious little prank, Natchua. That was the last pleasure you are going to have in what I intend to be a very
  
   long
  
  existence.”
 

 
  “You know, it’s all about the ability to manage expectations,” Natchua cackled. “It’s not like I was ever going to kill you or anything! But I
  
   hurt
  
  you, Lady in Red. Ohhh, yes, I did. Me, the little nobody you tried to use up and throw away. I wrecked your day good and proper, and now you get to spend the rest of your long eternity
  
   dealing with it.”
  
  The laughter welled up again, wracking her so hard she might have fallen had the goddess’s fist not been holding her arms pinned to her sides. Even so, it didn’t stop her from choking out a final sentence. “I
  
   win,
  
  asshole!”
 

 
  One of the stained glass window was smashed to powder by a huge streak of fire which slammed into Elilial like a descending meteor. In the next moment, both elves were dropped. Natchua didn’t quite manage to sort herself out in midair enough to avoid a painful impact on the marble floor, but she was buoyed at the last instant by a cushion of air which smelled of moss and autumn leaves.
 

 
  She couldn’t even spare the attention to thank the shaman for the rescue, staring up at the spectacle of Elilial staggering backward and trying to throw off the burning shape now savaging her with enormous talons. Finally, she succeeded in hurling her away.
 

 
  The archdemon landed right in front of the two elves, spreading her wings as if to shield them from the goddess.
 

 
  Elilial bore ugly scratches across her arms, face, and upper chest, oozing a black ichor that evaporated into smoke before it could drip far. Those cuts receded almost immediately, sealing back up as if they’d never happened. Seeming to ignore them, the goddess was staring down at the interloper with a stricken expression.
 

 
  Vadrieny contemptuously flicked her claws, scattering droplets of ichor which hissed away to nothing in midair.
 

 
  “So,” she said. “You
  
   can
  
  bleed.”
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  The silence hung, a teetering weight that threatened to crush them all when it finally toppled. But only for a moment.
 

 
  “Child,” Elilial finally said, her voice at once quiet and projecting with an unearthly power that fairly rattled skeletons, “there is a lot going on here that you don’t understand.”
 

 
  Vadrieny half-turned and lifted one wing to glance over her shoulder at the two elves behind her. “Natchua and Kuriwa did something to piss you off. I’m guessing deliberately.” She turned back, fixing the goddess with her stare and baring her fangs. “I’m also guessing in retaliation for things
  
   you
  
  did to
  
   them.
  
  So now you plan to retaliate right back, yet again. I gather you’re not aware that Natchua is Shaeine’s cousin?”
 

 
  Elilial had opened her mouth to interrupt, but hesitated at that, a flicker of unguarded emotion crossing her face for a bare instant before it closed down again. “In the very broad strokes, sure. It’s the details of—”
 

 
  “The details are where you drag the truth to be executed by a thousand tiny cuts without saying anything that can be called out as a lie.”
 

 
  Again, the goddess looked momentarily startled. “What did you say to me?”
 

 
  “They tell me I was always something of a thug,” Vadrieny growled, flexing her claws. “I get the impression you’re not used to me
  
   understanding
  
  things, or calling out your bullshit. But I’ve been at a school the last few years, mother—a good one, run by someone who can physically push me around and has zero patience for bullshit in any form except her own. Two years and change,
  
   mother,
  
  that’s what it took to make a thinker of Vadrieny the brute. And that just makes me wonder why you apparently never tried.”
 

 
  “Think we should give them some privacy?” Natchua murmured to Kuriwa. The elder gave her a sidelong glance, then returned her attention to the unfolding drama, saying nothing.
 

 
  “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Elilial stated, her body language shifting subtly to convey a silent threat, though her tone remained starkly even. “You have never been easy to handle, child, but I did better than anyone else could have. And I will not have the entirety of our relationship casually dismissed by someone who doesn’t even
  
   remember
  
  it.”
 

 
  “And
  
   whose fault is that?”
  
  Vadrieny snarled, snapping her wings once.
 

 
  Elilial took one step forward, her hoof impacting the marble floor with a sound that echoed through the cathedral. “I am pursuing answers to
  
   that
  
  right now, child. Whoever interfered with—”
 

 
  “Oh, someone else is always to blame, aren’t they?” the archdemon spat in disgust. “No responsibility for the one who put us all in that position in the first place.”
 

 
  “How
  
   dare
  
  you?” the goddess thundered, taking another step. This one hit the ground hard enough to send cracks radiating out through the marble. “I am the very reason you—”
 

 
  
   “YOU ARE THE REASON I DON’T HAVE SISTERS!”
  
  Vadrieny screamed back.
 

 
  Elilial froze, her whole face a mask of shock and rage. The two locked eyes, glaring with an infernal intensity that seemed to hum physically in the air.
 

 
  “You’re unraveling right in front of us, Lily-chan,” a new voice said far more calmly.
 

 
  Everyone present looked up at the black shape which floated serenely in through the window Vadrieny had just smashed. She circled down to the floor like a falling leaf, scythe dangling almost casually from one hand.
 

 
  “Go away, little vulture,” Elilial snapped. “This is family business, and none of yours.”
 

 
  “The business of death always follows your footsteps, Lily-chan,” Yngrid said lightly as she lit on the ground.
 

 
  
   “Desist
  
  calling me that,” the goddess exclaimed. “Which one are you, even? I’m fairly certain your master won’t be pleased to find you on this plane.”
 

 
  “You know why she’s the goddess of cunning?” Yngrid inquired, turning to face the other three and directing a cold shoulder to the deity. “With the ascension, their aspects formed out of whatever concept was foremost in their personal identities.
  
   This
  
  one started out as a petty thief. She used to break into Naiya’s laboratories, looking for drugs.”
 

 
  “…drugs,” Kuriwa repeated in a complex tone that hovered between amusement and disbelief.
 

 
  “Mother caught her, of course,” Ygrid said with a grin. “Every time. And then made her play shogi until she won a game, and let her go. It wasn’t until later when she recommended Lily-chan to Avei’s little resistance group that we realized Naiya had been training her to circumvent Infinite Order security systems.”
 

 
  “Enough!” Elilial exclaimed, bending forward to reach for Yngrid. “Be silent or be
  
   silenced,
  
  you little pest!”
 

 
  In the next moment she had jerked back with an audible gasp, clutching the hand which the valkyrie had just raked with her scythe. The gash it left wasn’t like the marks of Vadrieny’s claws; it blazed with golden light and didn’t close up nearly as quickly.
 

 
  “Impetuous, violent, aggressive,” Yngrid lectured, wagging the scythe at the goddess. “You are not acting like yourself at all. The Lily I remember would never have confused me with a twenty-year-old boy playing with a hand-me-down weapon. My sisters have reaped scarier things than you. Or did you forget why Rauzon cast us out in the first place?”
 

 
  “Are you following any of this?” Natchua muttered to Kuriwa.
 

 
  “It would be easier if you’d
  
   hush,”
  
  the shaman hissed back.
 

 
  
  
  “This kind of ambush is
  
   well
  
  beyond Natchua’s extremely limited intellect,” the goddess sneered, still cradling her hand. The cut was healing, gradually but visibly, though it continued to blaze with loose divine magic. “My own daughter, Kuriwa? Even Scyllith would be impressed by the sadistic streak you’ve developed.”
 

 
  “Imagine,” Kuriwa replied evenly, “to have offended the vast swath of people
  
   you
  
  have and still assume I am behind every measure of retribution levered against you. Flattery will not spare you my further vengeance, you hateful old thing.”
 

 
  “She didn’t bring us,” Vadrieny agreed.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  brought them,” a new voice added, its owner popping into existence alongside the others with no further fanfare.
 

 
  “What
  
   next?”
  
  Elilial exclaimed. “Who do you…”
 

 
  She trailed off into silence, staring quizzically down at the new arrival, who was covered from crown to toes in a suit of gnarled, glossy black armor that looked like demon chitin; it clung close enough to display a very feminine figure, also adding segmented links to protect her tail and cover its tip in an oversized stinger, though it left her spiny wings bare.
 

 
  Then it faded, seeming to melt back into her milky skin to reveal her true features, and the grim stare she leveled up at the goddess.
 

 
  Natchua gasped.
  
   “Mel?!
  
  You were supposed to go somewhere safe!”
 

 
  “I couldn’t, though,” Melaxyna said, giving her an apologetic little smile before resuming her flat glare at Elilial. “I’ve remembered some things, in the course of trying to dissuade you from this idiot, lunatic crusade of yours. Making yourself the enemy of a deity is every bit as bad an idea as I kept trying to persuade you, Natchua. And it forced me to recall the days when I, as nothing but a feeble mortal woman and then a disembodied spirit, spat in the faces of Izara, Avei, and Vidius in that order, for no better reason than that they were
  
   fucking wrong.
  
  And I had to ask: when did I become such a pitiful coward?”
 

 
  “Is that so much worse than a pitiful ingrate?” Elilial retorted. “Everything you have, everything you
  
   are,
  
  is thanks to me! You should be dead, but because of
  
   my
  
  generosity, you survive to pursue your revenge. I even granted you freedom to do so in your own manner, when it would have been so very easy to keep you and all of your brethren on a tight leash. Most of my advisors and generals continually urge me to do just that, and yet…”
 

 
  “And yet,” said Vadrieny, “your
  
   generosity
  
  always takes the form of using someone else as a disposable tool in your own schemes.”
 

 
  
   “You were supposed to be better!”
  
  Melaxyna shouted before the goddess could respond. “All your talk about standing up to the gods and their injustice, and what are
  
   you?
  
  For millennia you’ve cut a swath of destruction across the mortal plane, slaughtering who knows how many innocents in the name of your glorious revenge. You’ve not even
  
   tried
  
  to alleviate the suffering of all the demons—that is, the
  
   people
  
  who are native to your own home, because they’re ever so much more
  
   useful
  
  in their current state! The Pantheon are murdering, hypocritical tyrants, but
  
   you are not different.
  
  If you can’t clear even that bar, you and your whole rebellion are just pointless. And you’ve never even really
  
   tried.”
  
 

 
  “I will tolerate a lot from my last daughter,” Elilial breathed, her soft voice at odds with the oppressive darkness which coalesced in the dome above her. Smoky night descended on the cathedral’s open space, leaving her towering form a stark shadow limned by the faintest haze of hellfire and her luminous eyes blazing high above. “But not from a recalcitrant creature of my own creation with delusions of significance. I hope you enjoyed your little outburst, Melaxyna. It was your last.”
 

 
  “Then fucking
  
   do
  
  it!” Melaxyna spat, flaring her wings aggressively. “That’s the other thing I learned from Natchua: you don’t need to be a god to wound a god, you just need to hit unexpectedly at the right moment, and be willing to face the consequences. It seems like you would’ve
  
   known
  
  that, when you were fighting the Elder Gods! Well, you may have forgotten, but I haven’t. Do your worst. I am
  
   done
  
  bending my neck to gods that just betray me.”
 

 
  “Before you do your worst,” Vadrieny said evenly, moving to plant herself between Elilial and Melaxyna, “I will warn you once: you don’t touch anyone here, unless you want to find out exactly how much damage I can do to you. Maybe I can’t finish you off, but I swear I will
  
   never
  
  stop until I either find a way or you do it to me.”
 

 
  The darkness receded somewhat, and the shape of Elilial’s burning eyes shifted, hinting at consternation. “Vadrieny… No matter
  
   what
  
  you do to me, I will never harm you. You have to believe that.”
 

 
  Vadrieny snorted, and then faded, flames and claws receding to nothing.
 

 
  Teal Falconer adjusted the lapels of her suit and the Talisman of Absolution pinned there. “Yeah, she doesn’t wanna talk to you anymore. But let me just add a point of argument: Vadrieny was wrong about one thing. We
  
   do
  
  have sisters. Heral and Nahil don’t replace anyone who’s lost, but they have the advantage of a mother who requires them to do their familial duty without spending their lives like pennies at a carnival.”
 

 
  She arched one eyebrow superciliously as a collective indrawing of breath sounded from the others present. Natchua let out a low whistle.
 

 
  Elilial’s expression reverted straight to fury, and the oppressive darkness gathered in intensity once more. “Teal,” she hissed. “Of
  
   all
  
  those from whom I would expect a little
  
   gratitude.”
  
 

 
  “Thank you for the puppy,” Teal said solemnly. “I love him. And especially, thank you for bringing my Shaeine back to me. With that established, you are being a colossal prick right now, and playing the guilt card when I’ve literally just caught you about to murder one of my friends and another of my friends’ annoying grandmother is a
  
   really
  
  cheap move.”
 

 
  With ponderous speed, the giant shape of the goddess bent forward through the looming darkness, bringing her face down closer to peer at Teal through narrowed eyes as if seeing her for the first time.
 

 
  “You,” Elilial said slowly, “are
  
   sassing
  
  me.”
 

 
  “Would you rather go back to the clawing?” Teal asked wryly. “Because that’s not off the table.”
 

 
  “You,” Elilial repeated. “Sweet little Teal, the perennially passive, who makes a full-time career of taking Vesk’s name in vain. All these years you’ve idolized bards while never living up to the trope, and now this…
  
   This
  
  is the moment you pick to start acting like one?!”
 

 
  Teal tucked her thumbs into her pockets, shifting to a cocky, lopsided stance, and grinned. “Well what, I ask you, is more bardic than being a pain in the villain’s ass at the most inconvenient possible moment?”
 

 
  Elilial straightened back up far more quickly. “I have just about had enough of you mortals and your nonsense. I won’t see any harm done to my daughters, but—”
 

 
  “Don’t even finish that threat,” Yngrid said scornfully. “There’s nothing you
  
   can
  
  do to me, and Vadrieny and I can hurt you enough to put a stop to whatever else you might try. You’ve lost this one, Lil.”
 

 
  “Honestly,” Natchua added, “flying into such a rage over people rightly pointing out what an asshole you are. Your options here are to back the
  
   fuck
  
  off or embarrass yourself with more sheer pettiness.”
 

 
  “Begone, creature,” Kuriwa said with withering disdain. “You are beaten. Take it with some grace, for once.”
 

 
  “Well, if I am so beaten,” Elilial hissed from within her cloud of pitch darkness, glaring fiery rage down at them, “I will just have to deliver a last lesson to
  
   several
  
  of you on why I am not to be trifled with by presumptuous ticks.”
 

 
  A single ray of light pierced the darkness, a scintillating beam that shimmered with every hue of the rainbow within a fierce glow of pure white, and impacted the goddess square in the face. It erupted in a cloud of sparkling glitter which banished her unnatural darkness as neatly as if someone had flipped the switch on a fairy lamp.
 

 
  Elilial staggered backward, actually coughing and waving sparkling clouds away from her face, causing the million tiny motes of light to swirl around her. She was now covered from her horns to her waist in a glimmering coating of pixie dust.
 

 
  
   “REALLY?”
  
  the goddess roared in sheer exasperation.
 

 
  “Hey, is this her?” inquired a new voice, belonging to the creature which had just zipped in through the broken window and now hovered in midair right in front of Elilial. Garbed in a resplendent gown of pastel hues, she might have passed for an elf, if not for her exceptionally long ears, purple hair, and the buzzing dragonfly wings which held her aloft. “Sure looks like her. Are we fighting her, or what?”
 

 
  “Oh, I also rounded up some more help,” Melaxyna said innocently.
 

 
  “Uh, actually,” Natchua answered, “I think we’re mostly just telling her off at this point.”
 

 
  “Oh, well, okay then,” the fairy said agreeably, then buzzed closer to Elilial’s face, leveling an accusing finger at her. “Hey, you, are those
  
   your
  
  demons out there? What’s the big idea with that? Have you
  
   seen
  
  the mess they made? This is a city, you jackass! People live here!”
 

 
  Elilial blinked once, then snorted loudly, causing a puff of glitter to shoot out from her face. She snapped her fingers and abruptly the mess coating her vanished. “What the
  
   hell
  
  are you supposed to be?”
 

 
  “My
  
   friends
  
  call me Jackie,” the fairy said haughtily, “but to you, I’m the fuckin’ Pixie Queen. I don’t know what you’re eeeeyaaaaugh
  
   what is that?!”
  
 

 
  She suddenly buzzed away from Elilial, circling higher in the dome and pointing a finger at Yngrid.
 

 
  “It’s okay!” Melaxyna called. “She’s on our side!”
 

 
  “Actually, Jacaranda,” Yngrid added, “I’m your older sister.”
 

 
  “The
  
   nuts
  
  you are!”
 

 
  “It’s a long story,” the valkyrie said soothingly. “I’ll explain it when we have more time.”
 

 
  “ENOUGH!” Elilial shouted. “What is
  
   with
  
  you people!? I am the goddamn goddess of hellfire, and I can’t even finish a sentence in here!”
 

 
  “No, you’re the goddess of cunning,” Yngrid said more soberly, “and like I said, you are doing a very poor job of that right now. You don’t act at all like yourself, Lily.”
 

 
  “What part of
  
   this
  
  perfidy is out of character?” Kuriwa sneered.
 

 
  “All of it,” the valkyrie replied. “The shouting, the magical theatrics. She was always so composed, always pointedly pleasant even to her foes. Playful, and fond as a bard of wisecracks. Not to downplay the very real enmity here, but… She is not well. Not at all.”
 

 
  “Want me to zap her again?” Jacaranda offered.
 

 
  “Better to take the opportunity to finish her off,” Natchua added.
 

 
  “You think it’s so easy to kill a god, you arrogant
  
   speck?”
  
  Elilial spat.
 

 
  “It’s not,” said Yngrid. “Destroying a god means severing them from whatever empowers their aspect. Exactly how to do that depends on the aspect; speaking as the resident expert on death, even I wouldn’t know where to begin killing cunning.”
 

 
  “But if, as you say, she is trapped in a pattern of behavior that is anything but cunning,” Kuriwa said softly, “perhaps this
  
   is
  
  an opportunity.”
 

 
  “Oh, just
  
   try
  
  it, Kuriwa,” the goddess hissed. “I would love nothing more.”
 

 
  “Does seem odd she’s letting us talk at her instead of attacking or retreating,” Melaxyna murmured. “You’re right. Something is
  
   wrong
  
  here.”
 

 
  “I’m not the only one standing here talking,” Elilial retorted, spreading her arms wide. “Well? Since my
  
   dear
  
  offspring is so adamant that I not destroy you, the ball is in your court. Care to try your luck, any of you? Or am I not the only one who needs to cease posturing and walk away?”
 

 
  The cathedral’s doors burst open, and the first thing that came through was the towering shape of a woman in silver armor astride a barrel-chested horse.
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Melaxyna said pleasantly. “When I said I gathered more help, I wasn’t talking about the fairy.”
 

 
  Trissiny rode her steed straight toward the confrontation at the center of the open space. Ninkabi’s cathedral was laid out in a circular, open plan unlike the long rows of benches common in Tiraan churches; there was ample room for the crowd of people who followed her in to spread out, quickly positioning themselves to cover almost half the chamber. They had all come: students, enforcers, hunters, wolves, elves, miscellaneous adventurers, and now a sizable contingent of Imperial soldiers, local police, the members of three strike teams, and even a smattering of hastily-armed citizens of Ninkabi.
 

 
  “If I heard that offer right,” Trissiny called, her voice ringing through the chamber as she stood at the head of her army, “I
  
   will
  
  take you up on it.”
 

 
  “Of course you would,” Elilial replied with heavy condescension.
 

 
  “Even gods cannot flit between the planes willy-nilly,” said Yngrid. “Hell is sealed; she requires a gate to escape there. I don’t know what keeps her in this corporal form, aside from possible simple stubbornness, but as long as she holds it…”
 

 
  “One does not simply slay a goddess,” said Khadizroth the Green, stepping up alongside Trissiny. “But with a sufficient force, one can perhaps…”
 

 
  “Beat the living hell out of her?” the paladin finished with a grim smile.
 

 
  He quirked one corner of his lips in agreement. “At least until she has had enough.”
 

 
  Elilial clenched her fingers into fists, setting her face in a snarl of barely-contained rage. Again, the darkness gathered, like a storm cloud forming in the cathedral’s dome, this time accompanied by an unsettling sound like claws across the fabric of reality just outside the range of hearing, a noise that was more sensation than noise. Within the blackness, her glaring eyes blazed with increasing intensity until they were too bright to face directly.
 

 
  Khadizroth shifted aside as Gabriel and Toby moved up alongside Trissiny, both mounted; Roiyary stood as placid as a daisy against the sheer weight of evil pressing down on them, while Whisper pranced and pawed, eager to charge. Golden light rose from all three paladins, expanding until it pressed the darkness back.
 

 
  Behind them, weapons and spells were readied, wolves bared teeth, and over a hundred mortals positioned themselves to have the clearest line of fire at the dark goddess. Not one person moved to retreat.
 

 
  Then, unexpected, it all began to fade.
 

 
  The darkness receded, the fiery light of Elilial’s gaze dimmed, and even her clenched posture slowly relaxed while it became more visible out of the disappearing shadows. Trissiny narrowed her eyes in suspicion, not relaxing in turn, but the goddess just continued to draw down her display of menace until there was nothing left of it.
 

 
  Just the towering form of the Queen of Demons, staring down at her would-be attackers with a slight frown of contemplation, her horned head tilted quizzically to one side.
 

 
  Then, just as suddenly, she smiled, and shifted her arms.
 

 
  A stir of preparation rippled through those assembled as shields ignited and weapons were raised further, but still Elilial did not attack.
 

 
  In fact, moving with deliberate slowness, she raised both her hands into the air alongside her head.
 

 
  “All right,” said Elilial. “I surrender.”
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  “You
  
   surrender?”
  
  Trissiny said incredulously after everyone had digested that in silence for a moment. “You can’t just… Why on earth would anyone—”
 

 
  “Why
  
   does
  
  anyone surrender, General Avelea?” Elilial interrupted with a sardonically lifted eyebrow, her hands still held in the air as if displaying that she held no weapons made her a whit less dangerous. “You’re supposed to be the military strategist here. Surrender is the appropriate action when you are no longer capable of prosecuting a war. My entire organized force present was just wiped out by
  
   pixies,
  
  because you Pantheon lackeys can never pass up the chance to heap insult upon injury. Kuriwa and Natchua, vicious little knife-eared monstrosities that they are, just tossed everything that remains of my cult into chaos space.
  
   You
  
  went and maimed my highest general, Avelea.”
 

 
  “Oh, by all means, cry about that,” Trissiny retorted.
 

 
  Elilial’s expression grew more grim. “No. No, about
  
   that
  
  I will claim no vendetta. Kelvreth unleashed his most destructive power against a mass of people including several he
  
   knew
  
  I was pledged not to harm, and at least one whose well-being is very dear to me. He’s going to stay blind for the foreseeable future; I will not countenance betrayal, nor my subordinates making mockery of my own oaths. Nor do I enjoy the position of owing Omnu a debt of gratitude for correcting that mistake. But the fact remains…” She bared her teeth in a bitter scowl, fangs glinting in the light of the stained glass windows. “I
  
   could
  
  kill you all, whatever the valkyrie believes. It’s well within my power. Not, however, without harming those I care about and discarding what remains of my integrity, not to mention calling Naiya down on my head. Congratulations, you mongrel horde of scoundrels and thugs. I have no more assets to wield. It has been eight
  
   thousand
  
  years of ups and downs, but now as the final reckoning looms over us all, it seems I am finally out of this fight, no matter what I would wish.”
 

 
  She shrugged, hands still raised.
 

 
  “So. You have my surrender. May you all choke on it.”
 

 
  “Well, let me make this easier for you, then,” said Trissiny. “No. You don’t
  
   get
  
  to stop fighting, you miserable old beast.
  
   Form up!”
  
 

 
  The assembled fighters began to shift forward, but paused when Elilial cleared her throat loudly, putting on a wry smirk.
 

 
  “Per the Sisterhood of Avei’s doctrines governing the prosecution of war, any offer of surrender in good faith must be accepted, providing the surrendering party disarms and offers no further violence. A commanding officer who orders an attack upon surrendering enemies is subject to immediate court martial with penalties up to and including execution, circumstances depending. That’s article twelve if you need to look it up, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “’No one negotiates with demons twice,’” Trissiny quoted back. “Sharai the Hammer, fourth chronicle of the Aveniad.”
 

 
  “Also,” Gabriel piped up next to her, “’no quarter’ is the standard terms of engagement against demons, both for Sisterhood and every national force.”
 

 
  Elilial smiled pleasantly. “I’m not a demon.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well…” Gabriel looked her up and down slowly, grimacing. “You’ll do.”
 

 
  The goddess’s gaze shifted to the side as if scanning for someone in the crowd, and settled on a point by the far wall, nearer a side door to the sanctuary than the front entrance. “Jonathan Arquin!”
 

 
  Almost everyone turned in that direction, Gabriel and Natchua rapidly and with shocked expressions.
 

 
  “Very recently,” Elilial went on,
  
   “your son
  
  deliberately poked me in the rump. Is this how you raised him to treat women?”
 

 
  At that, most of the eyes present turned back to Gabriel, who went red and began spluttering.
 

 
  “I—that was—with my
  
   scythe!
  
  I wasn’t—I was trying to see if it killed her! If anything I stabbed her in the—”
 

 
  “In the left cheek,” Elilial said archly. “No one’s aim is that bad, young man. Look at the size of me.”
 

 
  Ruda burst out laughing.
 

 
  Over the sound of that, the incongruous notes of a lute being strummed echoed in the vast chamber. Out of the crowd as if he’d been in there from the very beginning sauntered a nondescript-looking man in colorful garments of a style a century out of date, complete with a floppy hat trailing a dyed ostrich feather down his back.
 

 
  “All right, all right, let’s everybody settle down now,” Vesk said lightly, still producing chords from his lute with languid flicks of his wrist. “I do love me a spot of banter, but there’s a time and a place, after all.”
 

 
  
   “You,”
  
  Trissiny spat, wheeling Arjen around to glare down at the god of bards. “Get the hell out of here before you cause more trouble. You are
  
   barely
  
  better than she is!”
 

 
  “I’d have to look up the particulars of the chain of command, General Avelea, but I’m pretty sure I outrank the hell out of you,” he replied, winking.
 

 
  “Oh, it’s this guy,” Jacaranda said, buzzing lower to scowl at him. “I don’t like this guy.”
 

 
  
   “Nobody
  
  likes this guy,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “Hey, now, that’s just unfair,” Vesk protested. “Bards like me!”
 

 
  “Ehhhhh.” Teal made a waffling motion with one hand.
 

 
  “All right, that’s enough byplay.” Suddenly he wasn’t just an oddly-dressed man speaking, but a
  
   presence
  
  projected through the room with psychic force that commanded instant silence. “An offer of surrender has been made by an avowed enemy of the Pantheon. As no other institution represented here has the prerogative, nor the
  
   power,
  
  to take a goddess prisoner, it falls to a representative of the Pantheon to negotiate the terms of Elilial’s defeat. Or! I don’t suppose you were planning to surrender unconditionally, Lil?” he added, grinning up at her.
 

 
  “No one,” the goddess said bitterly, “in all of history, anywhere, has
  
   ever
  
  enjoyed your sense of humor, Vesk.”
 

 
  “You know, maybe if you gave your foes a little more credit you wouldn’t be in this situation right now, honey bunch. But fine, straight to business. What terms do you offer?”
 

 
  Her nostrils flared in annoyance while she glared down at him; Vesk continued to placidly strum major key chords on his lute, meeting her ire with a bland smile. Elilial took several long seconds to consider before answering.
 

 
  “I offer you three concessions,” she said at last, finally lowering her hands. “A complete cessation of hostilities against the Pantheon and all its agents, by me and all those answerable to me, until after the next ascension cycle. The revelation of my full plans for vengeance against the Pantheon. And…” She hesitated, glancing to one side with a disgruntled frown, then drew in a breath as if steeling herself and redirected her fiery gaze to Vesk. “And…my
  
   permanent
  
  cessation of hostilities against certain members of the Pantheon who…I will now admit…never wronged me. With my public apology, and acknowledgment of fault.”
 

 
  A stir had rippled through the crowd at each statement, with the largest at the last, but even so they were quiet little disturbances due to the sheer pressure of divinity pushing all those present into stillness.
 

 
  Some were more resistant than others.
 

 
  “This is
  
   blithering nonsense,”
  
  Trissiny barked.
 

 
  “I dunno, those sound like pretty tempting terms to me,” Vesk mused. “Better than anyone else has ever gotten out of her, anyway.”
 

 
  “I
  
   mean
  
  that we are dealing with the literal personification of cunning who will obviously do anything to get out of the corner she is in! There is no possible scenario in which her word can be trusted. The very minute she’s no longer being stared down by you and all of us, she’ll go right back to what she was doing before!”
 

 
  Vesk shrugged, still smiling. “Her and what army?”
 

 
  “You cannot seriously think she needs a standing army to be dangerous,” Gabriel protested.
 

 
  The god struck a minor chord, followed by a light ascending arpeggio. “Your concerns are heard, and they aren’t invalid.”
 

 
  
   “But,”
  
  Trissiny said bitterly.
 

 
  He winked at her. “I am going to invoke divine privilege on this one. She’ll abide by the terms; I will personally guarantee it. If she does not, I will personally be accountable to the rest of the Pantheon. Unlike Elilial, I have no convenient way of evading their attention, and Avei barely needs a reason to kick my ass as it is. Does that satisfy you?”
 

 
  “What do you think?” she snapped.
 

 
  “Fair enough,” he chuckled, “let me put it another way: does that meet the threshold whereupon you can acknowledge you’re not going to get anything better?”
 

 
  “That seems unwise,” Toby interjected, the calm of his voice cutting through the argument. “You are placing yourself in a terribly vulnerable position, dependent on the integrity of someone who famously lacks it.”
 

 
  “I know what I’m about, son,” Vesk said, grinning. “Appreciate your concern, though. Very well, Lil, if there are no objections, I find your terms—”
 

 
  “This ascension cycle,” Khadizroth interrupted. “When, and
  
   what
  
  is it?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s a good point,” Gabriel added. “After the cycle is vague, even if we knew when
  
   that
  
  was. How long after? A century? Five minutes?”
 

 
  “Explaining the basics of ascension cycles is a necessary component of the second clause,” Elilial answered.
 

 
  “Okay, sure,” he retorted, “but I assume you won’t do
  
   that
  
  until we come to terms, which leaves us agreeing to what might as well be a blank timetable. No dice.”
 

 
  “Boy’s got a point,” Vesk agreed, nodding. “A
  
   little
  
  disclosure for the sake of establishing terms is going to be necessary, Lily my dear. Now there, Trissiny, you see how you can make actual progress by engaging with the process instead of whining about it?”
 

 
  “And how much progress can I make by taking that lute away and smashing it over your head?”
 

 
  He blinked owlishly at her. “None, obviously. What would that accomplish?”
 

 
  “Won’t know until we try,” she replied, baring her teeth in something that was just barely suggestive enough of a smile to be more unsettling than any simple grimace.
 

 
  “I see why you look to Sharai for guidance,” Elilial said, folding her arms. “That girl was not right in the head, even for a Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “If we’re going to do this, answer the question,” Trissiny said, rounding on her. Arjen swished his tail irritably at the repeated turning, but complied.
  
   “When
  
  is this thing, exactly? And before anyone agrees to any terms, you need to establish how long afterward this truce will hold.”
 

 
  “I can’t tell you exactly,” Elilial replied, “because that is not a thing which can be known with any precision.”
 

 
  “Guess.”
 

 
  The goddess narrowed her eyes.
 

 
  “She’s right about that much,” said Vesk. “Ascension cycles aren’t on a precise timetable. But generally speaking? Within the next two years, most likely.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s
  
   some
  
  truce you’re offering,” Trissiny sneered.
 

 
  “You are a mayfly mistaking your eyeblink of an existence for the scope of the world, girl,” Elilial snarled. “I have labored toward this end for
  
   eight. Thousand. Years.
  
  You don’t even have a mental frame of reference for such a span of time; the very fact of your own fleeting perspective renders you incapable of considering what I am offering to give up. That I have to abandon
  
   all
  
  my plans
  
  
  with such a short span left only goes to show—”
 

 
  “Yes, yeah, it’s very sad for you,” Gabriel said loudly, “but you’re the one surrendering, so either give us mayflies something worth our time or we may as well resume pincushioning your ass.”
 

 
  “What
  
   is
  
  it with you and my ass, boy?” she replied, causing him to scowl and flush faintly.
 

 
  “Since eight thousand years is
  
   such
  
  a vast period of time,” said Trissiny, “I’m sure you won’t object to
  
   one
  
  thousand years. You grant a millennium of guaranteed peace after this alignment
  
   ,
  
  during which you make
  
   no
  
  preparatory activity on the mortal plane for the resumption of hostilities.”
 

 
  “That’s right, Trissiny, you reach for those stars,” Elilial drawled. “I’ll give you a century, in which I and mine will do whatever the hell I please that isn’t overtly hostile.”
 

 
  “Yes, forget the second clause,” said Toby, then nodded to Trissiny when she turned a frown on him. “Let her make preparations on earth; if she can only make them in Hell, that millennium will end with a new Hellwar.”
 

 
  “Hm. Good point,” Trissiny grunted. “Fine. But as for your timetable—”
 

 
  Vesk struck a triumphant chord. “Done!”
 

 
  “What? No!” Arjen blew out an annoyed snort as his rider turned them both to glare down at the god. “You can’t just—”
 

 
  “Can, did, and
  
   still
  
  outrank you,” he said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Does anyone else think this is all kind of slapped-together for a world-altering historic moment?” Fross chimed, darting back and forth in the air above them.
 

 
  “That is how they usually occur,” said Khadizroth. “Pomp and circumstance are added afterward by the historians. Solemn gravity in real time is most often in service of the insignificant self-indulgence of large egos.”
 

 
  “You’d know,” Flora and Fauna said in unison. The dragon sighed, then nodded his head once.
 

 
  “We have an accord, then?” Elilial asked, staring at Vesk.
 

 
  “Wait,” Trissiny urged him.
  
   “Think
  
  about what you are—”
 

 
  “We have an accord!” Vesk said, strumming a few upbeat chords.
 

 
  “Well, at least he thought it over,” she growled. “Is it too much to ask that I be allowed to finish a sentence?”
 

 
  “Tell me about it,” Elilial said with sympathy that earned only a glare in response.
 

 
  “Actually, my dear,” Vesk said smoothly, “I believe it is
  
   your
  
  turn to tell us some things. We have a deal, after all.”
 

 
  “Her only disincentive for breaking this deal is that
  
   you,
  
  someone she already hates, get punished,” Trissiny said in open exasperation. “This won’t hold starting the
  
   second
  
  she’s out of sight, so why give it that long?”
 

 
  “Oh, Trissiny, always so dramatic,” Elilial chided. “On the contrary. Outstanding business between Vesk and myself notwithstanding, we
  
   have
  
  reached accord in the past. Recently, in fact.”
 

 
  “Yes,” said Toby. “We were there.”
 

 
  She smiled down at him. “And I will repay good faith with the same in kind. Vesk, insufferable creature though he is, held up his end of the bargain, taking
  
   you
  
  three off the hook. You should thank him for that.”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” said Gabriel, “but
  
   we
  
  did all the damn work!”
 

 
  “In ordinary circumstances,” Elilial said more loudly, and suddenly with the intangible weight of her personality commanding silence for her words, “a god cannot simply be
  
   killed.
  
  To do it requires severing the personality from the aspect—and for most aspects any god has taken, there is just no practical way to achieve this. Khar perished because he was tied to a land and a people which were annihilated. Sorash perished because he was stupid enough to place an incredibly powerful individual with a domineering personality in a position from which she could personally defeat him, thus suborning his aspect of conquest. These are incredibly rare circumstances, virtually impossible to predict, much less arrange. The more vague the concept, the more untouchable the god. How would you destroy duality? The wild? Art? How could you even drive a wedge between these things and their patron deities? From the beginning, my revenge against the Pantheon was simply outside the realm of possibility…
  
   Except
  
  during the ascension cycle.
 

 
  “It is a byproduct of the way the Elder Gods created this world and the space around it, the way they folded the dimensions over each other, blocked off our solar system from the rest of the galaxy, and applied the fields of energy that we know as magic. Every eight thousand years,
  
   approximately,
  
  these amorphous factors align for a brief window in which it is possible for one with the right knowledge, equipment, and power to
  
   change the nature of godhood.
  
  That is how we killed the Elders, and how I planned to wipe all gods from existence.”
 

 
  Her smile was a cold and vicious thing, laced more heavily by far with bitterness than humor.
 

 
  “That is what I was building toward, the intricate plan of thousands of years that you cretins and your allies have wrecked in the space of less than five. Changing the rules so that
  
   no one
  
  gets to be a god.”
 

 
  A short silence hung.
 

 
  “No one?” Toby asked at last. “Don’t you mean, just the Pantheon…?”
 

 
  Elilial snorted derisively. “I regretted having to harm Themynra, but in the end, it would have been for the best. Scyllith’s very existence is an ongoing crime which urgently needs to be expunged.
  
   Naiya’s
  
  existence is doing no one any favors, least of all herself. And I…” She grimaced, shaking her horned head. “I have nothing but a singular purpose to hold me here on this world. With it accomplished, why would I want to linger? You don’t need gods, any of you. Gods are things imposed on populations that would be better off commanding their own destinies.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Trissiny said quietly, staring up at her through narrowed eyes. “You are…”
 

 
  “As for the rest,” Elilial went on, still curling her lip in distaste, “I can’t defend everything I’ve done, nor will I try to justify any of it. As agreed, though, I will admit to certain specific wrongdoings in pursuing my vendetta. The circumstances around the end of the Elder War and our ascension were chaotic, confusing; some were swept up in events they never desired to be a part of. Some were gathered into the Pantheon’s aegis whom I condemned, unfairly, just because of that association, when in truth they only remained out of desperation to survive in new circumstances they never wanted and could not understand. It was… In truth, it was
  
   unjust
  
  of me to punish fellow victims of the Pantheon’s actions. And so, to Naphthene, Ouvis, Ryneas, and Shaath, and any who follow them… I am, honestly, sorry. You should have been on my side; I should have tried to reach out to you. I swear that I will never again strike out against you for wrongs that were not yours. It may be that nothing I say or do will ever be sufficient to make amends, but I… Will try. That is a promise.”
 

 
  This time, the stunned silence lingered as if no one dared to challenge it.
 

 
  “The bargain is made, and your part upheld,” Vesk said at last, and for once his tone was suitably solemn for the occasion. He nodded deeply toward Elilial, the feather in his floppy hat bobbing. “At least, that which you can fulfill here and now. For the rest… I will trust you to keep to your word.”
 

 
  
   “Why,”
  
  Trissiny hissed, and was ignored.
 

 
  “And so at last,” Vesk continued, “there is
  
   peace
  
  between us. An end to this ancient war, witnessed by all those gathered here.”
 

 
  “And so it is known when the
  
   next
  
  war will begin,” she replied, her tone grim. “But for now and until that time… Peace. You are satisfied?”
 

 
  “Never more so,” he said, grinning. “Go in peace, old friend. And hey, who knows? Maybe during the next hundred years we’ll all manage to work out our differences for good!”
 

 
  Elilial sneered. “Ugh. You have always been
  
   such
  
  a pain in the ass.”
 

 
  A thunderclap shook the cathedral, momentary darkness and a flash of blinding light causing everyone to look away, many shouting in protest. Just like that, Elilial was gone.
 

 
  So, they discovered after a few moments of looking around, was Vesk.
 

 
  “So!
  
   That
  
  sure just happened, didn’t it?” Principia Locke called out, striding out of the crowd and then stepping forward in front of them, clapping her hands to capture everyone’s focus before the mutter of renewed conversation could get out of control. “All right, even with the demons gone, there’s still a city in crisis out there and while many of us don’t have talents suited toward humanitarian work, many
  
   do,
  
  and many others will be able to find a use for any working pair of hands. I won’t keep you from it long, except to say one thing: Avei wants adventurers.”
 

 
  “Ex…cuse me?” Joe Jenkins asked incredulously.
 

 
  “They times, they are changing,” Principia said, smiling lopsidedly. “With the times, war changes, and with war, the Legions. The Sisterhood of Avei is offering recruitment for any who call themselves adventurers and are willing to fight for Avei’s cause, and live by…an admittedly relaxed version of her precepts.”
 

 
  “Lady, are you nuts?” Taka called out. “Adventurer guilds haven’t been a thing for a hundred years.”
 

 
  “A gathering of what can only be called adventurers just beat the single largest demon invasion this world has seen since the Hellwars,” Principia replied. “Just because the Age of Adventures is famously over doesn’t mean a new one can’t start; ages are funny like that. If you just like wandering around by yourself being chased out of towns and side-eyed by police because society has no use for heavily-armed nomadic loners, well, you can go on living that way. What I’m offering it housing, resources, funding, allies, protection, and most importantly,
  
   purpose.
  
  And one thing to sweeten the deal, which I think will prove very enticing to some of you. Right now, at this one time only, the Sisterhood is offering
  
   amnesty.
  
  We lack the authority to pardon Imperial crimes, but if you join up with Avei, so long as you toe the line and play by the rules, you’ll receive whatever protection the Sisterhood can grant from any past misdeeds. A clean slate. If you think this opportunity is for you, make your way to the Temple of Avei in Tiraas or the Abbey in Viridill and ask for Lieutenant Locke. They’ll make sure you get to me.”
 

 
  “Well, that sounds good to
  
   me!”
  
  said a high-pitched male voice, followed by a giggle, and an elf wearing a somewhat bedraggled pinstriped suit came swaggering to the front of the crowd. “I say, sign me the hell up!”
 

 
  “You,” Khadizroth said coldly, turning to face him.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah, Mr. K, don’t be like that,” the Jackal chided, wagging a finger in the dragon’s face. “You heard the lady! You of
  
   all
  
  people should be grateful for the offer of a free pass. Consider me your first convert
  
   ,
  
  Prin my darling!” He turned toward the suddenly blank-faced Principia, grinning and throwing his arms wide. “Why, me and
  
   all
  
  my most recent group of friends would just
  
   love
  
  to start over in Avei’s service. Ain’t that right, gang?”
 

 
  A single beam of pure white light burst out of his forehead, flashing across the room to drill a smoking hole in the marble wall of the sanctuary.
 

 
  The Jackal’s expression froze in a nearly comical look of puzzlement. He blinked his eyes once, and a strangled gurgle sounded in his throat.
 

 
  He staggered, slumping to his knees, then toppled over onto one side and lay still.
 

 
  Directly behind him, Jeremiah Shook slowly slipped his wand back into its holster, then raised both his hands in the air, not otherwise reacting to all the weapons suddenly being leveled at him.
 

 
  “Now, before anybody gets too excited,” he drawled, “let me just explain that that was the assassin known as the Jackal. He’s the shit who’s been murdering police in this city for the last week, for no reason except he could and he thought it was funny. He was
  
   also
  
  the last known confederate of Basra Syrinx and the main reason she was able to mislead the Army and what remained of the local cops into attacking the only people who could’ve stopped this whole fucking crisis if they’d been allowed to work together. There are several folks here who can vouch for every part of this. So, with that established, I’ll just pose a question.”
 

 
  He lowered his hands incrementally, still keeping them up and in view.
 

 
  “Anybody got a
  
   problem
  
  with that?”
 

 
  After a moment’s silence, Joe pushed his way through the crowd, wand up and at the ready. He met Shook’s gaze and held it for a moment, then turned, leveled his wand, and put three more beams through the fallen elf’s head.
 

 
  The Jackal didn’t so much as twitch.
 

 
  “Just checkin’,” he said finally, holstering his own wand and turning back to tip his hat at Shook. “I’ve learned you can never be too sure with that guy.”
 

 
  “No,” said Trissiny, pointedly sliding her sword back into its scabbard. “I
  
   should
  
  have a problem with that, but goddess help me, I do not. All right, that’s enough drama. We don’t know what the fallout from
  
   any
  
  of this is going to be, but in the immediate term, it doesn’t really matter. There’s a city practically in ruins out there, and countless people who need our help. Everyone move out.”
 

 
  The whole group responded to her command, for a wonder. Not without a lot of shuffling and muttering, but everyone turned and began moving toward the door.
 

 
  Khadizroth the Green paused in his own departure as someone caught and tugged on his sleeve. He turned to meet the eyes of Bishop Darling, who leaned forward and pitched his voice low enough that no one but the elves could have overheard through the muffled hubbub.
 

 
  “Before we join everybody in doing all the good there is to do out there,” Darling murmured, “how’s about you and I go cause one last piece of trouble that only we can?”
 

 
  Very slowly, the dragon raised one eyebrow.
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  No one would ever call what happened to Ninkabi less than a disaster, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The city was constructed nearly entirely of stone, and so fires had been relatively small, contained, and swiftly doused by magic users. For whatever reason, the specific spells and weapons used by the infernal invaders had not tended to cause large structural collapses, which after the battle helped a great deal to alleviate the need for search and rescue efforts. Being a warren of tunnels and bridges much better known to its inhabitants than invaders, the population, police and civilians alike, had largely survived by making use of countless natural choke points to hide from demons or pin and counter-attack them; fearsome though hellspawn were, the last major demonic invasion had been before the advent of lightning weapons and even the khladesh phalanxes had been unprepared to face wandfire. Perhaps most conveniently of all, especially in contrast to most recorded invasions from Hell, there were no lingering demons to fight; no invasion from Hell had ever been met by a counter-invasion of tiny, relentless fairies. Every demon in the city was gone, either destroyed or fled, by the time the final confrontation with Elilial had been ended, save the few allied with the adventurers.
 

 
  The Empire’s state of war footing necessarily slowed the deployment of troops to Ninkabi, as there just weren’t large concentrations of them in any one convenient place, but Tiraas did not lack for non-military resources and sent everything it had. More aid came from all quarters as the day went on and telescrolls carrying word of the invasion spread across the Empire. Every cult sent what personnel and resources it could, the Omnists in particular contributing vastly to humanitarian efforts. The Wizard’s Guild lent every available mage to teleport anything and anyone needed to the city from wherever they came, and soon other cities, provincial governments and Houses likewise donated resources. After Falconer Industries dispatched its private zeppelin to transport any injured judged unfit for teleportation or Rail travel to the nearest standing hospitals, its competitors and soon other corporations began clamoring to be seen helping in front of the reporters, beginning with a fleet of trucks from DawnCo.
 

 
  Tiraas’s allies also responded, with two members of the Conclave of the Winds arriving within an hour of the battle’s end, and pledges came from Rodvenheim, Puna Dara, Tar’naris and Sifan that packages of aid were being prepared for shipment as soon as it was feasible. The Tiraan Empire was richer by far than any of these nations and did not objectively need the help, but word of each such promise brought cheers from the people of Ninkabi when it was announced. During the darkest times, a simple show of solidarity could be as powerful as any helping hand.
 

 
  In the broader world of politics, everyone everywhere had just been affected by the wolf dreams and unearthly howling, and word was only just beginning to be spread by witches and shamans that that crisis had passed. As much as the powerful liked to network with each other and be seen to make grand gestures, great uncertainty often brought out the best in populations. Generosity toward a stranger in need might not be satisfying in the same way as the destruction of a threat, but it was a means of asserting both power over fate and the virtue that most people liked to think they already possessed.
 

 
  And of course, from the beginning, the large force of adventurers was there. Most of them had little skill in healing, but there was plenty to be done and none of them hesitated to pitch in. Even the spirit wolves attached to Ingvar’s group went to work sniffing out people trapped by collapsed structures. Ninkabi’s beleaguered residents, desperate and simply spellshocked as so many were, didn’t raise a peep of objection to having dozens of heavily-armed anachronisms running around their city, not as long as they were willing to help.
 

 
  Two hours after full dark, the city was finally beginning to calm down, with the various relief workers now joining injured and displaced residents in the various hastily improvised shelters, most too simply tired to keep going by that point. Back in the old trading guild hall up near the main gates of the city, where the first concentration of civilians had taken shelter and many of the aid efforts were being coordinated, bedraggled adventurers, soldiers, and volunteers were settling in for some hard-earned rest in the spaces where the citizens had been huddled just a few hours prior, with the full expectation of being back at work with the crack of dawn. By that time, they were all that remained, the actual civilians having gone either back to their homes or off to other, less improvised shelters, leaving this space for administration of relief personnel.
 

 
  It wasn’t silent, and likely nothing in Ninkabi would be for some hours, but the atmosphere was muted due to sheer fatigue. The knot of people huddled in one corner not far from the broken wall where baerzurgs had torn their way in tried to keep their voices low, though none of them seemed close to sleeping.
 

 
  “She is, as far as I can tell, completely human,” Shaeine reported, releasing Jackie’s head. “I will caution everyone that I am not a medical professional, however, and I really recommend that she be examined by one of those.”
 

 
  With Fross having regained possession of the Mask, Jackie had had the benefit of a quick wash, three helpings of Omnist vegetable stew, and a colorful new dress donated by someone in Onkawa, and generally looked a great deal better than she had previously, if still a little hollow-eyed from simple fatigue. She remained animated, though, and begin gesticulating broadly and rapidly in response.
 

 
  “I don’t…suppose…you know how to write, Jackie?” Juniper asked hesitantly. Jackie grinned at her and nodded.
 

 
  “We tried that,” Shaeine said, serene as always. She reached around behind herself and retrieved a sheet of paper, on which a crude stick figure had been scrawled, surrounded by equally roughly-sketched little butterflies. Or, upon closer inspection, pixies. “This was the result.”
 

 
  Jackie raised her chin, beaming with pride.
 

 
  “But why can’t she talk, then?” Fross asked.
 

 
  “I can find nothing physically wrong with her vocal apparatus,” said Shaeine, carefully putting the picture back down. “But, again, someone more qualified than I should really check that before we consider the matter settled. Even so, muteness is known to be a possible side effect of mental trauma. She has certainly endured more than her share of that.”
 

 
  Some of the good humor leaked from Jackie’s face, and Juniper leaned in to wrap an arm around her shoulders. Fross settled down in her hair, which immediately restored her smile.
 

 
  “I’m honestly more curious why she’s
  
   human,”
  
  said Trissiny. “I suppose something like that isn’t beyond Salyrene’s power, but… Why?”
 

 
  Everyone looked at Jackie, who shrugged, grimaced, and rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “Yep, that’s the look of somebody who’s met a god, all right,” Principia said lightly. “Well, Jackie, now that things are a little more settled here, I’ve got something for you.”
 

 
  While speaking, she had already been digging in one of her belt pouches, and now produced a golden eagle charm on a twisted chain, which she held out toward Jackie.
 

 
  “Hey!” Trissiny exclaimed. “Why do
  
   you
  
  have that?”
 

 
  “Rouvad issued it to me,” Principia said cheerfully.
 

 
  “If that’s the case, it’s not yours to give away, Locke.”
 

 
  “As it turns out,” Principia said, “this was created by a certain Mary the Crone, with whom we are all tediously acquainted. It’s a conversion focus which draws power from the bottomless well of an extremely high-ranked fairy, whom the old lady decided needed to be a little less powerful and so made
  
   that
  
  to turn some of her energy into divine magic in the hands of whoever has this charm. Specifically, it siphons magic from Jacaranda the Pixie Queen.”
 

 
  Jackie, who had been frowning quizzically at the pendant, straightened up and stared at Principia.
 

 
  “So,” the elf continued with a grin, “as far as
  
   I’m
  
  concerned, this is stolen property which I am now returning to its
  
   rightful
  
  owner. If it becomes necessary, I’m sure I can have Ephanie look up a suitable interpretation of Legion regulations to back me up on that, but to be quite honest? After that whole mess with Basra, I am far more inclined to work around Commander Rouvad’s politicking and bad judgment than try to persuade her if it’s not absolutely necessary.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked away, her own expression settling into a grim frown. “I… Should probably not agree with a sentiment like that in the presence of witnesses. Off the record, though, Jackie, I’d say you’re definitely entitled to take that back if you want it.”
 

 
  “As I understand it,” Principia said as Jackie carefully took the charm from her hands, “you picked up a suite of very basic spells from all four schools in that tower, right? That’d be typical for anybody getting a crash course in Salyrite magic; all their apprentices learn the fundamentals before specializing in one of the Colleges. If my grasp of the theory is correct, that’ll significantly augment your ability to do divine magic without specializing you into it, so you can still cast whatever arcane or infernal spells you know without interference. Don’t get mad if I’m wrong, though. I just do pretty basic enchantments, myself.”
 

 
  “Will it still work?” Shaeine asked. “She is, after all, no longer a fairy.”
 

 
  “It still worked today when I was using it to do some spot-healing on rescuees,” Principia said with a shrug. “Don’t ask me why, much less how. We’re into some advanced hoodoo, here; it’s not like there’s a textbook on how twice-transformed dryads work.”
 

 
  Jackie gently extricated herself from Juniper’s grip, causing Fross to flutter aloft again, and leaned forward to wrap her arms around a startled Principia in a hug.
 

 
  “Uh…okay, then?” the elf said, gingerly patting her on the back.
 

 
  “That appears to be her default expression of approval,” Shaeine explained with a small smile. “It might cause issues in
  
   my
  
  culture, but in absolute terms I believe there are much worse things.”
 

 
  “Well, you’re welcome,” Principia said, finally squeezing Jackie once and then carefully but firmly pulling herself back. “Tell you what, I know Aspen went outside the gates with those Huntsman pals of hers, but it seems like you three could use some family time before everybody turns in for the night. Something tells me tomorrow’s gonna be almost as long as today.”
 

 
  “Good advice for us all,” Shaeine agreed, glancing over to the other side of the long room, where Teal was strumming a soothing lullaby on someone’s borrowed guitar for an audience of relief workers slumped in various postures of exhaustion. “I would very much like to spend some quiet time with my own consorts before retiring.”
 

 
  “I’d really like to check on Sniff and F’thaan,” Juniper said with a sigh, “but I’m sure they’re fine in the Gardens with our guides. For a day or so, at least. C’mon, Jackie, let’s let everybody rest.”
 

 
  The group parted ways with smiles and muted farewells. Trissiny, catching Principia’s eye, stepped over to the broken wall and carefully picked her way across the rubble to stand in the quieter darkness outside, with the elf right behind her. The air was pleasantly cooler in the alley beyond, though the smell of old garbage and fresher burned demon was not really an over the scent of packed bodies in the trading hall.
 

 
  “I’d like to check if you caught anything I missed,” Trissiny said softly, “from that ridiculous confrontation in the cathedral. I know a con when I see one, at least in hindsight, and Elilial conned the
  
   hell
  
  out of all of us.”
 

 
  “Yes, she did,” Principia agreed, nodding. “I was pretty sure something fishy was up when we got close enough for me to hear her raging at Kuriwa and Natchua like a baerzurg; anything that different from someone’s usual behavior is likely to be
  
   some
  
  kind of trick. What’s your take on it?”
 

 
  “An armistice is great and all, though I maintain this one will
  
   not
  
  hold, and in fact she’s probably already working against the terms on her next sneak attack. But also, I can’t help seeing how she used even her concessions to get what she wants, starting with explaining in detail, to a mixed mob of adventurers, how to kill a god. The cults and the Church have worked hard to suppress that information for centuries. Even Tellwyrn, who has actually
  
   done
  
  it, refuses to say how; she just told us not to try it.”
 

 
  “Good advice,” Principia said, grinning faintly. “But…yeah. And did you catch the other part?”
 

 
  “What do you mean?”
 

 
  “I think the bigger issue was her dramatic forgiveness of four less-influential gods. In public. With that, she drove a wedge right into the Pantheon.”
 

 
  Trissiny narrowed her eyes in thought. “Surely you don’t think the gods are dumb enough to turn on each other over that?”
 

 
  “Oh, definitely not. But their mortal followers
  
   absolutely are.
  
  And I dunno how much Arachne’s taught you about metaphysics, but gods tend to end up agreeing with whatever ideas come to permeate their cults. Now, Naphthene and Ouvis don’t even have cults, and nobody cares what the Ryneans think about anything, but splitting Shaath away from the rest of the Pantheon is a big damn deal. The Huntsmen are firmly behind Archpope Justinian’s politicking, and now this Ingvar character is right here, in the thick of these events, and from what I’ve been able to gather today, trying to stir up a major schism within that cult.”
 

 
  “That’s…utterly brilliant,” Trissiny said reluctantly. “She can significantly damage Justinian’s support base, and no one will even object. Nobody actually
  
   likes
  
  the Huntsmen, and a lot of people are already unhappy with Justinian’s maneuvering. Yours truly firmly included. See, this is why I wanted to ask you. I completely missed that.”
 

 
  “Ain’t my first rodeo,” Principia said, smiling. “Don’t worry, you’ve got no shortage of wits, I’ve just had longer to exercise mine.”
 

 
  “And even that’s not the bigger deal here,” Trissiny went on. “Nothing’s more in character than Elilial using her own defeat to underhandedly stab at her enemies. I’m a lot more interested in the fact that Vesk, who definitely knows better, deliberately let all this happen.”
 

 
  “’Let’ isn’t a strong enough word,” said Principia, her jaw clenching momentarily. “Vesk
  
   forced
  
  that to happen the way it did, and I don’t just mean by running roughshod over you and the dragon and everyone
  
   else
  
  in that room who damn well knew better than to let Elilial get away with all that. I’ve been in situations before where some deity or other major power was putting a finger on the scales, nudging events to flow in a direction of their choosing. It’s hard to pick out concrete signs of it happening, but when you’ve seen it a few times, you know what it looks like.”
 

 
  “And that leaves the question,” Trissiny whispered.
  
   “Why?
  
  Is he turning against the Pantheon? Is this just part of his ongoing quest to thwart the Archpope? I might even be willing to participate in Vesk’s troublemaking if I could only be sure it was toward a good purpose.”
 

 
  “There is just no way to tell, with a creature like that,” Principia said grimly. “It’s important not to drive yourself crazy trying to second-guess him. Keep your eyes and your mind open and be prepared to think fast, but… You can’t let trickster gods trap you in your own paranoia. I know that
  
   all
  
  too well, now.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and to think even after being dragged around by Vesk this summer I still thought of him as just sneaky and annoying. After all this… I really do see why his involvement sent you into such a panic.”
 

 
  “Well, now, I dunno about
  
   panic…
  
  ”
 

 
  “Locke, I have never
  
   seen
  
  anyone that panicked, and I suspect I may never again.”
 

 
  Principia heaved a sigh. “Yeah, well, take it as a warning, then. We’re not going to outsmart either Vesk or Elilial by dealing with them on their own terms.”
 

 
  She paused suddenly and half-turned to look back through the gap in the wall; after a moment, Trissiny followed her gaze. It was a few seconds longer before Shook appeared in the gap, squinting into the darkness outside. He was quite a mess, his normally slicked-down hair in disarray and his neat suit filthy and torn beyond repair after the day’s fighting and then whatever else he’d been doing all evening.
 

 
  “There you are,” the enforcer grunted, carefully stepping through the fallen masonry. “Hard to find as usual, Keys.”
 

 
  “Aw, Thumper, you missed me?” Principia said sweetly. “That’s creepy. Are you here to enlist with Avei, or would you prefer to fuck directly off?”
 

 
  He stopped in the gap itself, reaching out to brace himself against one of the broken walls, and fixed her with a glare. “You know what, you have got to be the single most insufferable woman I ever had the misfortune to meet. To give you some context on that, Keys, I’ve been hanging out with a fucking succubus. But you are
  
   seriously
  
  the absolute worst, you smarmy, stuck-up, conniving, backstabbing little—”
 

 
  “I
  
   really
  
  hope this is going somewhere worthwhile, Thumper,” Trissiny said in a very even tone.
 

 
  He broke off, then took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, it is. I just wanted to say, Keys, that
  
   despite
  
  all of the above, I…” Shook grimaced as if pained, and swallowed heavily. “I was… Back in Last Rock, I was out of line. I mean, I went way over the line in dealing with you. That was shitty and totally outside my mandate, and… I’m sorry. That’s all I wanted to say to you.”
 

 
  Principia stared at him in silence, as if confused; Trissiny glanced rapidly back and forth between them, absently resting her palm on the pommel of her sword. As the silence stretched out, Shook grimaced again and awkwardly tried to straighten the ragged lapels of his jacket, then ran a hand over his disheveled hair.
 

 
  “Thumper,” Principia said finally, “the shit
  
   you
  
  pulled doesn’t go away with an apology.”
 

 
  He shrugged in a jerky little motion, averting his eyes. “Yeah, well… Maybe not. May as well take the ‘sorry’ anyway, Keys. You’re owed it, and… That’s all I got for you. So…yeah. Take care.”
 

 
  He started to turn and navigate back through the mess.
 

 
  “Seriously, though,” Principia said suddenly, “you looking to sign up? Avei really needs people with adventuring experience, and let’s face it,
  
   you
  
  really need some major protection from all the people you’ve pissed off.”
 

 
  Shook turned back to squint at her. “This some kinda practical joke? Cos I wouldn’t begrudge you that, I just like to know where I stand.”
 

 
  “This is what I’m doing now, Thumper; I am all in with the Legions. I don’t joke about this. I meant what I said in the cathedral. Full amnesty, as long as you can follow the rules.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s…somethin’ to keep in mind,” he mused. “Gotta pass for right now, though. I’m goin’ back to Tiraas with Sweet an’ the others when the Rails are up again. I got a
  
   way
  
  overdue report for the Boss, and anyway, you know how Style gets when you delay an asskicking she wants to hand out. Gonna be bad enough already without putting it off any longer.”
 

 
  “Pff, what’s this ‘taking responsibility for your actions’ BS, Thumper? That’s not a good look on you at all. You go back to the Guild, I give you fifty-fifty odds of walking out alive, at
  
   best.
  
  I’ve got a place for you if you want it.”
 

 
  He shook his head, smiling faintly, and turned away. “See you ‘round, Keys. Good work today, Thorn.”
 

 
  They watched as Shook made his way back into the building, then headed off toward the front doors.
 

 
  “So,” Trissiny said at last, “you want to explain to me what
  
   that
  
  was all about?”
 

 
  “Nope,” Principia grunted, still staring after him.
 

 
  “I
  
   can
  
  make it an order, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” she replied, turning to meet her gaze.
  
   “I
  
  do not want to talk about this with
  
   you.
  
  Please.”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned deeply, holding her stare, but after a long moment nodded in acknowledgment. “Very well. All I’ll say is that if you’re going to command forces in Avei’s name, you had better watch out for conflicts of interest. No matter how desperate you are for recruits,
  
   don’t
  
  hire that guy if you’re going to use it for some kind of revenge against him. How much he might deserve it is beside the point. Power is
  
   not
  
  to be abused that way.”
 

 
  “Nah,” Principia said lightly, a faint grin fluttering across her features. “I’m not traumatized over that guy. I’ve been treated worse by idiots whose names I don’t even remember now; I doubt I’ll remember his in fifty years. No, while I was idly thinking of pushing him off a bridge if the opportunity came up, I like this a lot better. Put him in Avei’s service and one of two things will happen: either I will successfully housebreak that weapons-grade POS and it’ll be the ultimate proof of the viability of what I’m doing, or he’ll do the same old shit he always does while surrounded by Legionnaires and priestesses and permanently cease to be anyone’s problem, ever again. Yeah… I’d better make sure Style doesn’t actually kill him. This has
  
   potential.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny sighed. “And here we go again.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The security of their improvised base was very much a matter of don’t and won’t see; little explicitly barred anyone from just wandering in, save that it was located in an inconvenient storage room fairly deep in the warren of tunnels below Ninkabi’s cathedral, and that everyone else in the area who was still alive was out tending to survivors. Khadizroth had also hinted that he was directing attention away from the room, which of course was well within the purview of his chosen school of magic. Even so, Darling had no trouble finding his way back there, pushing a cart laden with bread, cheese, jerkey, blankets, bandages, and healing potions.
 

 
  “Sorry about the wait,” he said quietly upon re-entering the chamber. “There was stew, but no way in hell would that’ve made it down all those damn stairs. I think I got the basics, though.”
 

 
  “I never doubted you would be able to pilfer adequate materials,” the dragon said gravely.
 

 
  “Hey, there was no pilfering. Any Eserite who looted aid supplies during a crisis would be asking to have all his fingers amputated.”
 

 
  “And yet…”
 

 
  “These are donated for victims of the demon invasion,” Darling said placidly. “Which is exactly who we’re using them for. Some of the donors might take issue with the
  
   specific
  
  victims we are aiding, is all; no need to poke that bear by telling them. How’s everybody holding up?”
 

 
  Khadizroth turned to regard the room full of people in gray robes, mostly huddled together along the walls and in the back corner. It was quieter than when Darling had left; there was still audible sniffling, but no one was openly sobbing anymore. Several of the rescued warlocks were rocking back and forth by themselves, or clutching each other for dear life.
 

 
  “I have addressed every physical injury to my satisfaction,” the dragon said softly, “which of course was always going to be the lesser problem. Even for people as resilient as these, that was a kind of trauma from which recovery simply takes time. Potentially years. To say nothing of the outright nightmarish experience of chaos space’s defenders… There are seventeen of them, Darling. I do not know how many of the Wreath were left before Kuriwa and that drow ambushed them, but it goes without saying that they have just witnessed the loss of numerous comrades.”
 

 
  The Bishop blew out a soft breath, frowning worriedly. “Damn. Maybe I should’ve requisitioned a few bottles of brandy… Or shrooms.”
 

 
  “I would not recommend those even as a stopgap treatment for something like this. Right now they are together and safe, and that is a solid beginning to the healing process.”
 

 
  “Has anybody said anything? I don’t know how long they must’ve been in there. Usually you’ve got quite a bit of leeway before the creepy thingumajigs attack. I’ve spent a bit of time in that zone myself and came out none the worse for wear.”
 

 
  “We had demons with us,” Embras Mogul said suddenly. He was sitting nearest the door with his back to the wall, one long leg stretched out and the other bent with one elbow resting on his knee. It was by far the most relaxed posture of any of the surviving Wreath, but his head remained bent forward and his eyes wide, staring at seemingly nothing. With his trademark hat missing and his dapper white suit badly torn and stained with blood, he seemed suddenly much older, and a mere shadow of his usual self.
 

 
  Darling frowned quizzically at him, then turned a questioning look on Khadizroth.
 

 
  “An average person might last several minutes in chaos space,” the dragon explained quietly. “Someone with basic mental discipline, if forewarned what to expect and what not to do, can linger there for an hour, maybe two, before drawing enough attention to be in danger from the guardians. The unnatural aggression caused by infernal corruption, though… Demons in that space will always provoke an immediate attack. Sufficiently corrupted warlocks, the same. And the nature of chaos space renders shadow-jumping impossible.”
 

 
  “They were…under assault from the
  
   moment
  
  they were in there?” Darling breathed. “Holy shit.”
 

 
  “It is deeply impressive that
  
   this
  
  many survived,” Khadizroth agreed.
 

 
  “I am not ungrateful.” Mogul finally raised his bald head to look directly at them, and suddenly the intelligence was back in his eyes. “We owe you
  
   big
  
  for the rescue. But I’m also not stupid, Antonio. You wouldn’t do something like this without good and specific reasons of your own. And since we know for an empirical fact you’re not above using a demon invasion to kill us off, I doubt it was anything as vague as wanting the Dark Lady to owe you a favor. Not to mention I know enough of your history with
  
   this
  
  character to be sure you wouldn’t work with him unless you wanted something
  
   really
  
  badly.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like
  
   I
  
  can rip open a door to chaos,” Darling said reasonably. “I just figured, anything Mary can do, Khadizroth would be pleased to un-do.”
 

 
  “Up to a point,” Khadizroth murmured.
 

 
  Mogul just stared at them, unblinking.
 

 
  Darling collected a small breadroll, a wedge of cheese and a stick of jerky, and knelt to hand them to Mogul; the warlock accepted the food mutely, not breaking his stare.
 

 
  “Because that’s what folks do for each other,” Darling said with a smile. “At least, as long as they’re not the kind of bitter enemies who set demons to eat one another as a matter of course. Which, it turns out, you and I suddenly no longer are. In this brave new world, Khadizroth and I decided it actually
  
   is
  
  a grand idea to have Elilial owe us a solid. Not to mention that there will soon be an urgent need for demon control specialists who aren’t answerable to the Archpope or the Empire.”
 

 
  Mogul narrowed his eyes.
 

 
  “I’ll fill you in on the high notes,” Darling promised. “You’re gonna find this hard to believe, Embras old boy, until you’ve heard it verified by Elilial herself, but I’ll get you started at least. In the short time you weren’t on it, the world changed.”
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  A hand came to rest on Toby’s shoulder and gave him a gentle shake.
 

 
  “Yep, I had a feeling a whole city full of people in need would bring this out. Do we need to go have The Talk, Toby, or are you gonna go eat something and rest without having to be carried?”
 

 
  “Hi, Gabe,” Toby said without looking up. “Your concern for my well-being is noted. And it’d carry more weight if you hadn’t just ambushed me from behind while I’m working with a knife.”
 

 
  “I’ll admit it, I’m willing to play a little rougher with you than with people who
  
   can’t
  
  twist me into a sailor knot one-handed. The heck kind of potato is this?” Gabriel added, stepping up alongside Toby and picking up one of the tubers he was slicing.
 

 
  “They’re taro,” he said, pushing the slices he’d just made into the pot next to his cutting board and taking the root from Gabriel’s hand to begin cutting it up. “They grow in the northern Tidestrider isles and Onkawa. Apparently they’re a delicacy this far south, and a whole bunch were just donated, so in the stew they go.”
 

 
  “Seriously, man,” Gabriel said, leaning forward over the table to catch Toby’s eye. “If you’re already back here doing this instead of out there laying hands on the injured, I know you must be feeling the burnout. For the umpteenth time, you can help
  
   fewer
  
  people if you exhaust yourself trying.”
 

 
  “You’re a good friend, Gabe,” Toby said, smiling and continuing to chop. “But no, I’m… This is something different. The priestess in the trauma camp said things were under control and gave us that exact speech, sent all the light-wielders away to rest up for tomorrow. I
  
   do
  
  like to be helpful, but right now I have some stuff on my mind and doing repetitive tasks in relative quiet helps me think.”
 

 
  Relative was the key word; Toby had set himself up in an improvised pantry attached to an equally improvised kitchen, where vegetable stew and flatbread were being prepared on portable arcane ranges and hastily-built brick ovens for the overnight shift of relief workers who’d just arrived fresh from Viridill and Jennidira. Being in a large canvas tent, there wasn’t much in the way of sound protection, just chest-high barriers of crates walling off this corner. They could see and hear everything outside, but it was a little island of semi-solitude amid the bustle of the aid workers’ camp.
 

 
  “Oh, yeah.” Gabriel started to lean against the table, then immediately backed away when it shifted under his weight. “I have been asked to relay a loud complaint to Omnu via you about messing in valkyrie business. Personally, I’m quite happy how all that went down, but, y’know. I did promise to pass it along. I don’t suppose this is related to…?”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Toby said quietly, eyes on his work. “That wasn’t Omnu. It was me.”
 

 
  The soft, rhythmic swish and thunk of the knife going through taro into the cutting board filled the few seconds of silence.
 

 
  “You can raise the dead now?” Gabriel finally asked in a very careful tone.
 

 
  “Of course not. But
  
   Omnu
  
  can. He’s a god, why wouldn’t he be able to? He just won’t. Ordinarily.”
 

 
  “There are…a lot of really good reasons for that, Toby. Death is one of those things that
  
   can’t
  
  play favorites.”
 

 
  “You don’t need to explain to me why death is important to life. Everything lives because something else dies. You think these taro plants wanted to be yanked out of the ground and chopped up for stew? The balance has to be respected or it will break. No death, no life. I
  
   get
  
  it.” He swept the slices into the pot and picked up another root. “And there’s a lot else that was wrong with that, too. It turns out that with the combination of Omnu stepping in to handle a crisis with a holy nova, some basic meditative techniques of mindful awareness, and the knowledge of how gods and their consciousness actually works… I can pretty much take over. Make him do whatever
  
   I
  
  want him to do.”
 

 
  He sliced up two more taro roots before Gabriel spoke again.
 

 
  “Maybe you
  
   really
  
  shouldn’t be doing that.”
 

 
  “You don’t have to tell me,” Toby said with a sigh. “Good gods, do I
  
   not
  
  want that kind of power, or the responsibility that goes with it. It’s easy enough to just say I won’t do it again, but… Omnu only steps in that way when the need is extreme, and in a crisis, with me already knowing how… I honestly can’t swear I’d never think it was necessary again. But you know what?”
 

 
  He brought down the knife harder than before, almost like a cleaver, taking off a large chunk from the top of the next root. Gabriel glanced down at it, then back up at Toby’s face.
 

 
  
   “I am not sorry,”
  
  Toby said, quietly but with fierce emphasis. “People were dead, and now they aren’t. My
  
   friends
  
  were gone, and now they’re back. Even knowing that was a bad idea and a wrong thing to do, even being scared of what it means, I have zero regrets. If anything… My entire spiritual journey over the last few years has been learning what it actually means to be peaceful, but not passive. How it’s necessary to
  
   act,
  
  how the way of peace means finding gentle means to impose your will, not being free from the responsibility to
  
   do
  
  something. And Omnu? He doesn’t even
  
   talk
  
  to me. We go on an absurd quest and meet half the Pantheon, and never a peep from him. I ritually invoke him to seek his advice and all I get are warm fuzzy feelings. If I don’t get to sit around meditating and growing vegetables like I was raised to want,
  
   why should he?
  
  Who should be taking more responsibility and more action than a
  
   god?”
  
 

 
  Toby finally set down the knife entirely and planted his palms on the cutting board, bracketing it and the half-chopped root. He stared down at them, seeing something far away.
 

 
  “When it all comes down to it, I find I
  
   resent
  
  Omnu. Never mind regret, I feel
  
   vindicated.
  
  And that… That’s pretty alarming, Gabe. I feel like I’m at the beginning of a road that goes places I
  
   know
  
  I don’t want to go, but I’m not sure if I can actually turn around anymore.”
 

 
  Gabriel rested a hand on his shoulder again, silently.
 

 
  “Thanks for listening,” Toby said, finally looking up at him with a wan smile. “Look… I wanna work and chew on my thoughts for a while to sort this out. Would you mind being an ear again, later, when I have more of a handle on it?”
 

 
  “Absolutely,” Gabriel said immediately. “I mean, not at all. I mean, you know what I mean. I get it, this has been a day of heavy stuff and as much as I kind of hate myself for the selfishness of it, it’s pretty helpful having all this work to run around doing while it processes. Just had a chat with my parents that was even more revelatory than the fact of them being
  
   here,
  
  and…” He hesitated, looking past Toby at something just outside the tent. “And what timing, looks like the next item on my agenda just showed up.”
 

 
  “Wait, did you say parents?” Toby looked up at him, blinking.
  
   “Plural?”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s gonna be another of those
  
   conversations.”
  
  Gabriel patted his shoulder. “You gonna be okay here for now, then?”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’ve got food to prepare and a space to think, that’s all I need. You?”
 

 
  “This is gonna get more awkward before it gets less so,” Gabriel said with a sigh, finally tearing his gaze from what had been holding it outside the kitchen tent to give Toby a wry grimace. “We can both have that long talk once everything’s a bit more settled.”
 

 
  “It’s a date,” Toby said, smiling. “Don’t forget to get
  
   some
  
  rest tonight.”
 

 
  “Goes double for you.”
 

 
  He went back to chopping roots in peace while Gabriel navigated his way around the stacks of boxes, skirting the edge of the open tent so as not to interfere with the people cooking, and stepped out of the glow of its fairy lamps into the relative dimness of Ninkabi’s front square. Most of the streetlamps had been destroyed what with one thing and another, but various temporary sources of light both magical and burning were set up around the centers of activity, and the towering willow Khadizroth had planted in the very stones glowed in the darkness with a soothing blue-green radiance.
 

 
  “Natchua,” he said, striding up to where she was hovering outside the kitchen tent, “I want a word with you.”
 

 
  The drow actually winced. In stark contrast to her usual demeanor, she looked fidgety and nervous, and now seemingly afraid to meet his gaze, despite having clearly come here specifically to seek him out.
 

 
  “Gabe,” she said, pausing to swallow heavily. “So, uh, Jonathan tells me you’ve had…a…conversation.”
 

 
  “It was barely an introduction,” he said tersely, strolling off into the dimness between two tents and leaving her to follow. “There is a shit ton of stuff that urgently needs doing in this city and no time for the in-depth conversation
  
   that’s
  
  gonna need to be. So, I know the basics, and then we all went to help out where we could.”
 

 
  “Right.” She followed him to a quieter and dimmer space behind the row of service tents, up against one side of the old trading hall, and there he stopped. Natchua drew in a deep breath and deliberately straightened her back. “Well. Look, all this is—”
 

 
  “You know what, I really don’t think I’m ready to talk about ‘all this’ just yet,” he interrupted. “I wanted to ask you about something else.”
 

 
  “I…yeah, sure,” she said, lowering her eyes. “Fair. I know you don’t like me, so…”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed quietly. “I always liked you, Natch.”
 

 
  She looked up again, blinking rapidly. “Wait. Really?”
 

 
  “I dunno how
  
   subtle
  
  you thought you were being with that ‘edgy angry deep drow’ act but in all honesty it was
  
   amazingly
  
  obvious to everyone on campus that you were grappling with serious issues of your own. Issues of upbringing and heritage that caused you to act like an ass to everyone you met. Believe me, I can
  
   relate
  
  to that. I always figured, you and I could have some great conversations once you’d figured out some of your stuff and were ready to. But then you were gone, so…” He shrugged.
 

 
  Natchua was staring at him with her mouth slightly open. “You…never said anything.”
 

 
  “You know,
  
   most
  
  people aren’t Chase Masterson,” he replied acerbically. “If you lash out at everybody who approaches you, they will very quickly learn not to bother. Even
  
   I
  
  figured that out immediately, and let’s face it, I’ve never been the most socially astute person.”
 

 
  She dropped her gaze again. “Well, ouch. And fair. I just… Look, I never meant for any of this to happen, I just—”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, I just
  
   said
  
  I don’t wanna talk about it,” he exclaimed. “I
  
   just
  
  said that! Okay, you know what, fuck it, fine, let’s rip off that scab. I
  
   get
  
  it, okay? Every sexual relationship
  
   I’ve
  
  ever had took me by surprise. Life is complicated, and shit just happens. It pretty much hurts just to exist most of the time and you have to grab whatever happiness you can find because the gods only know when there’ll be any more.
  
   You
  
  may be a sketchy weirdo, but I trust my dad to know what he’s doing, probably more than anyone else in the world. And even if he doesn’t, a girlfriend half his age is the kind of mistake the guy’s more than earned. Eighteen years of being solely responsible for
  
   me
  
  can’t have been easy. I
  
   understand,
  
  Natchua. I’m not mad at you, or him; if anything I’m a lot more concerned about that demon than I am about you. But it’s weird, all right? This is
  
   fucking weird,
  
  and I have had zero time to process it, and I am
  
   not ready for this conversation.
  
  Okay?”
 

 
  Natchua’s mouth had fallen open again, but she finally shut it with an audible snap before saying in a much more level tone,
  
   “That demon
  
  is your own—”
 

 
  “She’s nothing to me,” he said curtly. “My dad obviously sees something in her and his opinion counts for a lot, so… I will give that a chance. But whatever there is between Hester and me is in the future. All I know right
  
   now
  
  is what it’s like in Hell and what kind of person survives there.”
 

 
  “Hesthri,” Natchua corrected, “and she’s something to
  
   me
  
  right now. I don’t need you to like her but you need to refrain from insulting her in front of me.”
 

 
  Gabriel hesitated, then let out a surprised little bark of laughter. “Well, fair enough, you’re right. My apologies. But
  
   anyway,
  
  if we can finally refrain from having this conversation I keep telling you I’m not up for, I wanted to talk to you about something else in particular.”
 

 
  “Well, sure,” she said more hesitantly. “What do you need?”
 

 
  “As I understand it, your whole deal is you have basically
  
   all
  
  the knowledge of applied infernomancy, right?”
 

 
  “All of the Elilinist tradition,” she said warily. “The Scyllithenes have other methods, and there are demon-only spells I
  
   know
  
  but can’t actually use without blowing myself up. None of it was my idea, either, and I can’t recommend strongly enough that you stay out of infernal magic. I can attest that it brings nothing but trouble.”
 

 
  “I was recently informed,” he said, “by a source I would consider extremely knowledgeable but dubiously trustworthy, that there’s a method by which I could channel my own hethelax blood to form a kind of mental screen against telepathy.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her eyes in thought. “Blocking telepathy? Well… Yes, actually, and it would barely constitute infernomancy. Hethelaxi already passively channel the magic in their blood into an intermittent berserk state; the trick is using mental discipline to control that, create a sort of wall of pure rage and aggression that surrounds your mind and blocks any efforts to peer into it without affecting your thoughts. Actually, that should be a lot easier for
  
   you
  
  than for any other full or half-hethelax, what with the divine magic you’re also carrying.
  
   And
  
  whatever knowledge of Vidian mental techniques you’ve picked up, even I know the higher practices of that are all about cultivating two different mental states at once.”
 

 
  “Not…exactly,” he murmured, also frowning pensively, “but close enough. Although… I don’t think that would work. I’m talking about a
  
   powerful
  
  telepath, someone capable of penetrating any mental defense.”
 

 
  “Telepathy, actual telepathy, is usually divine magic,” she said warily. “Exactly what or who are you worried about trying to read your mind?”
 

 
  “This is paladin stuff, Natchua. Trust me, the less you know, the better.”
 

 
  “Gabriel…”
 

 
  “I’m serious, it’s not something you need to be involved with. If that means you can’t help me, then… Well, okay, I’ll look somewhere else.”
 

 
  “No,” she said quickly, “no, I think I’d rather you ask me. At least
  
   I
  
  won’t try to trick you into something dangerous, and most people who know infernal magic would. All right, so you can’t just
  
   block
  
  telepathy; there actually is another way, using a variant of the same method. It’s considerably more difficult, though.”
 

 
  “I’m all ears.”
 

 
  “You’d still be using the firewall defense, sort of. Except instead of a blank surface of pure emotion forcibly keeping people out, you’re cultivating a superficial layer of false thought. The idea is that anyone peering into your mind will see what
  
   looks
  
  like you reacting predictably to whatever’s going on around you, and so they don’t bother to look any deeper. So your real thoughts remain hidden by subtlety rather than brute force.”
 

 
  “I see what you mean,” he murmured. “That sounds like it’d be a
  
   lot
  
  of work to set up. But…it might just work.”
 

 
  “It’s a tricky habit to cultivate,” she agreed, nodding. “Like I said, you’re probably in a
  
   better
  
  position to do this than basically anyone, but you’re still looking at some major mental discipline. Expect a lot of time spent in meditation and thought exercises. I can show you the initial method, but after that point, you’ll probably get better help from Toby and Shaeine when it comes to disciplining your mind to
  
   do
  
  this without you having to constantly focus on it. Um… How soon are you expecting to need to use it?”
 

 
  “No idea,” he admitted. “But when it comes to preparedness, getting started sooner is always better than later.”
 

 
  “And when it comes to getting the drop on somebody with greater knowledge than you, all you need is
  
   one
  
  moment of surprise,” she said, nodding. “All right… Let’s go find a place to sit down and I’ll walk you through it.”
 

 
  “Perfect, I know a cleared-out alley just over here. C’mon.” He turned and headed off, skirting the side of the trading hall, and Natchua followed.
 

 
  “Whatever you’re into, just be careful,” she said primly after a moment. “You know how your father and I worry.”
 

 
  Gabriel slammed to a halt and turned, fixing her with a flat stare.
 

 
  Natchua tried for a grin, which gradually melted into a pained grimace under his silent gaze.
 

 
  “Right,” she said eventually. “We’re not there yet.”
 

 
  Very slowly, he raised his eyebrows.
 

 
  “…we’re not going to get there, are we.”
 

 
  “Just shut up and walk, Natchua.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Naturally, when it came time to rest, they had retreated from the city. Ninkabi remained such a buzzing hive of activity even after full dark that it had taken nearly an hour of walking to reach a site the pack felt was sufficiently wild to let them relax. Ingvar selected a bare hilltop, as they were not trying to conceal their presence, since it afforded a good view both of the city and the nearby highway leading to its gates. It would not do to be snuck up on by any new turn of events, given the many surprises that had come over the last few days.
 

 
  Elder Shiraki had remained inside the walls, stating that he could put off fatigue for several days more and would not fail to lend his aid when so many needed help. Rainwood remained with them, though.
 

 
  “What do you make of that,” Ingvar asked the shaman while others behind them wearily but efficiently set up two campfires for the whole group to huddle around. He had helped gather wood, and watched long enough to satisfy himself that the groups were not separating again. To his satisfaction, Huntsmen and Rangers continued to mingle, along with the more disparate members of his own party. Even the wolves showed no hesitation and were now all flopped down and snoring amid their human pack. It had been a long day for them, as well.
 

 
  Now, he and Rainwood were watching tiny colored lights dancing in the darkness all around. As they looked on, a trio of them—pale blue, green, and orange—buzzed close and then began circumnavigating the base of their hill, chiming happily all the while.
 

 
  “This is going to shake some things up,” Rainwood mused, studying the pixies. “It’s probably for the best that they all left the city, but… Look at them, spreading out in every direction. They’ll be all over the West in weeks, and gods only know what’ll happen when they get into Athan’Khar. I suspect they’ll be welcomed in the east; lots of witches in Viridill, descended from refugees who settled there after the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “My impression today has been that they are generally not like Fross from Last Rock. They seem… Childlike. Almost dangerously so.”
 

 
  “No almost about it,” the elf said gravely. “They are notoriously simple-minded and playful, and for beings that spew pure elemental energy, that could be dangerous. Fortunately they’ll probably avoid human civilization, since enchantments have become so prevalent and they won’t like to be near arcane magic. That’s probably why they left Ninkabi once the demons were all taken care of. No, I think the biggest impact this is going to have is on the practice of fae magic. There are Viridi witches and elvish groves to the east, and Tidestrider wavespeakers to the west. Pixies have always been among the most sought-after familiars a shaman could have; the sheer power they supply is infinite, the most direct line to Naiya that’s available to mortals. It’s bottlenecked a bit by how much they can channel at any one time, but… It used to be if you wanted a pixie familiar you had to go through the Deep Wild, which was very likely to kill you, and into the Pixie Queen’s grove, which was almost
  
   certain
  
  to kill you, befriend one, and then get back out through more Deep Wild with a loud fairy in tow guaranteed to attract everything that even might want to kill you. It was only the rare and already powerful who pulled that off. Now, suddenly, there’ll be dozens, hundreds of practitioners with pixie familiars. I can’t even begin to guess how this will change things.”
 

 
  “Change is constant,” Ingvar murmured. “We don’t have to like it, we just have to embrace it, or be crushed beneath its feet.”
 

 
  “Cheerful,” Rainwood said dryly. “Hm… I wasn’t sure before, but I think the person coming toward us from the highway is heading for us deliberately.”
 

 
  “Person?” Ingvar asked. Behind him, several heads were raised at that, and Aspen and Tholi came forward to join them. “Well, we are setting up camp on a hilltop. I can imagine people would be curious.”
 

 
  “Not many people are out being curious in the middle of the night, near a recently-attacked city,” said Tholi. “Not people with good intentions, anyway.”
 

 
  “I mention it because I’m pretty sure he was tracking us specifically,” said Rainwood. “And that’s suggestive. This group leaves a very distinctive trail.”
 

 
  “So it does,” Ingvar murmured. “Well, then. If we are to have a guest, let’s be hospitable. Dimbi, November, would you please set aside a portion of that flatbread for a visitor?”
 

 
  “Oh, I see how it is,” Dimbi snorted. “Set the women to do the homemaking. Gonna revert to tradition after all, Ingvar?”
 

 
  He turned to give her a wry look. “I made a request of the two people who are
  
   carrying the food.
  
  But if you’re going to make an issue of it, I can have Tholi take over.”
 

 
  Dimbi laughed at him, already obligingly laying out another portion of dried meat and fruit on a spare piece of flatbread.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Ingvar said politely.
 

 
  It was a wait of only a few more minutes before the single traveler came into view of human eyes, lit by the firelight. Ingvar began to have an odd certainty who was coming, even before he drew close enough to reveal his bearded visage, or the traditional Huntsman’s regalia he wore.
 

 
  “Brother Andros,” Tholi exclaimed in surprise.
 

 
  “Tholi,” the Bishop of Shaath rumbled, pausing to study him up and down. “So this is where you ran off to. Well, I am glad to see you in good company.”
 

 
  “Welcome, Brother,” Ingvar said, stepping forward and offering a hand.
 

 
  Andros Varanus came the rest of the way, holding his gaze, and clasped his offered wrist in the traditional manner. “Ingvar. It is good to see you, as well. I had begun to fear that I never would, again.”
 

 
  “Another Huntsman?” Taka asked, peering critically at the new arrival. “You missed all the fun.”
 

 
  “Taka, don’t be rude,” Aspen admonished, earning an incredulous stare in response.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Andros agreed, releasing Ingvar’s hand and turning to frown in the direction of Ninkabi. “She speaks an awkward truth. While the whole world reacted to dire threats and met a foe against whom my skills as a Huntsman would have been sorely needed, I was stuck in Tiraas, dealing with magical and political affairs, and only arrived here after it is long settled. It is a sobering moment, when a man is forced to recognize exactly the kind of useless old man he will one day become.”
 

 
  “That’s needlessly grim, Brother,” said Ingvar with a small smile. “I’ve learned, somewhat against my will, that one is never too old to change when the need for change becomes severe enough.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Andros said evenly, turning back to him. “Yes, I understand you have learned a great deal since you set out on your vision quest. We have begun to hear word in Tiraas, already, of the changes
  
   you
  
  bring.”
 

 
  “Awkward truths,” Ingvar agreed softly.
 

 
  Andros held his eyes again, studying him closely, then nodded once. “Walk with me in the forest, Brother. There are things we must discuss.”
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  Many of his companions were deeply uncertain about the prospect of Ingvar going off into the woods alone with the Bishop of the Huntsmen, he could see it plainly on their faces. They trusted him enough not to protest overtly, though, when he gave last-minute instructions for them to finish setting up camp and hold steady until his return. For his part, Ingvar was not concerned about his safety. He trusted Andros, and it was more than just an emotional attachment. Even if the day came when the two of them were declared enemies—which was, he was forced to admit, a possibility—Andros Varanus would never do something so dishonorable as try to ambush him in the dark under cover of friendship.
 

 
  Besides, they really couldn’t stroll far enough that Rainwood wouldn’t hear everything happening, and he more than suspected that at least one or two of the highly capable wilderness trackers accompanying him were going to shadow their footsteps in the darkness. If the same thought occurred to Andros, he made no outward sign.
 

 
  “Huntsmen and Shadow Hunters,” Andros said suddenly after they had walked in silence till the flickering of nascent campfires was no longer visible through the trees. The darkness was nearly absolute but this was a settled and well-traveled land, a proverbial stone’s throw from a major city; in this forest, it was comfortable to walk in the dark simply by taking slow, small steps to avoid landing in rabbit holes or tripping on roots. At least for experienced woodsmen such as they. “Men and women alike. A dryad, an elf of the line of the Crow. A couple of others to whom I could put no easy label. It is… Quite an assemblage. A thing straight out of the Age of Adventures. And all these people follow you, Ingvar?”
 

 
  “They follow Shaath,” he replied quietly.
 

 
  Andros kept his eyes ahead in the darkness; his face, barely glimpsed by occasional beams of moonlight through the leaves, revealed nothing. “And yet, you have not brought them back to any lodge of the Huntsmen, to answer to the Grandmaster.”
 

 
  Ingvar inhaled silently before answering. “Because those two things would be mutually exclusive.”
 

 
  He knew even saying it that way was throwing down the gauntlet, but they were both Huntsmen; dissembling did not become them.
 

 
  Yet, despite his expectations, Andos did not react as if challenged. “What makes you think so?”
 

 
  “The word of Shaath himself,” Ingvar answered. “We bought him a few moments of clarity today. There were…unintended side effects.”
 

 
  “I should say so,” Andros rumbled. “The world reels from your side effects, Brother.”
 

 
  “The howling should be silent now, but…”
 

 
  “What’s done is done. Do you know there are still riots in Shaathvar?”
 

 
  “It does not surprise me,” Ingvar said softly. “There will be more, Brother. By Shaath’s will.”
 

 
  The Bishop half-turned his head to look sidelong at him through the dark.
 

 
  “The howling will be silent, but not the dreams. By our god’s own power, all who pray to him or invoke his name will know the truth of the wolf pack whenever they sleep.”
 

 
  Andros’s burly shoulders shifted in a heavy sigh. “You should have let the old wolf sleep, Brother. It would have been kinder.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Kinder?”
  
  Ingvar came to a stop, turning to face him directly. Andros did likewise, his deep-set eyes glinting in the dark. “He was
  
   chained.
  
  The very god of the wild, chained like a goat for slaughter! He suffered every moment of it, and all because of
  
   us.
  
  Of all of us, his loyal Huntsmen! Brother, we have been
  
   lied to.”
  
 

 
  “Do you remember what I said to you, years ago in Tiraas?” Andros asked, his voice uncharacteristically soft. “It was the first time I took you with me to the Vidian temple. You were frustrated by all their circuitous doublespeak, as any reasonable man would be. But you
  
   understood
  
  all their underhanded implications, and were savvy enough to hold your own tongue until we were out of their earshot. I said that showed you had a knack for politics, and you took offense.”
 

 
  Ingvar recalled that day well. From another man he might have called this apparent change of subject a deflection, but such was not in Andros’s nature. He did not speak unless his words were going somewhere to the point.
 

 
  “You said,” he replied slowly, “that it was a sacrifice. A thing that must be done, on behalf of those who would never thank or
  
   respect
  
  those of us who saw to the Huntsmen’s political affairs. That it was only for those who could pursue what was right, in defiance of every other desire, for no better reason than
  
   because
  
  it was right. Because it was necessary, even if at times it seemed…”
 

 
  He trailed to a halt in the middle of reconstructing that long-ago speech, as another layer of meaning clicked into place given the context of this conversation.
 

 
  “You
  
   knew,”
  
  he breathed. “You already know. Who else? The Grandmaster?”
 

 
  “What have you learned?” Andros asked.
 

 
  “I believe I asked you first,
  
   Brother,”
  
  Ingvar retorted, holding onto his own poise by a thread. All this time…
 

 
  “I know a number of things that you did not, when you set out on your quest,” said Andros. “Looking at you now, knowing even just hints of what you have been up to over the last year, I suspect you’ve learned many things that are unknown to me still. I am only curious how much, if anything, I still need to explain.”
 

 
  “Did you know that gods can be imprisoned by belief?” Ingvar snapped. “Not just Shaath,
  
   all
  
  of them wear the chains of their own cults. But they have means of countering this effect; what is unique about Shaath is that these were turned deliberately against him. Did you know that Angthinor the Wise was a
  
   liar?”
  
 

 
  “Ah.” Andros nodded once. “That I knew, yes. Do you know
  
   why
  
  Angthinor did what he did?”
 

 
  That brought Ingvar up short, for it was the one crucial piece of the puzzle he had never been able to learn, and the one that troubled him the most. Angthinor had been a
  
   true
  
  Huntsman, in fact the very last. He had walked with Shaath, known him not only as a distant figure of reverence, but as a brother. How could he have betrayed him so?
 

 
  Andros interpreted his silence as the invitation it was.
 

 
  “Unique among the Huntsmen of his day, Angthinor had a broader field of vision than a simple hunter,” the Bishop said, turning and beginning to walk very slowly back the way they had come, in the general direction of the hill and the camp. Ingvar kept pace alongside, listening. “He was a healer and a scholar as well as a warden of the wild, not unlike the Shadow Hunters of today. You’ve learned much of their ways, I expect. He understood a great deal about what was happening in the world beyond his beloved forests. And most importantly, he was a man such as all Shaathist politicians have had to be ever since: one who recognized right, and necessity, and did not shirk from duties he found painful.”
 

 
  
   “Duties,”
  
  Ingvar repeated incredulously.
 

 
  “The struggle between right and wrong is easy,” Andros said evenly. “Only the most craven and pathetic fail to make that choice. A man is tested when he must choose between right and right, when the only option before him is what manner of evil must be accepted. Angthinor made his choice. I have made mine; you have made your own. Only the gods can say if we chose rightly… And, given what you say, perhaps not even them.”
 

 
  “What
  
   greater
  
  evil was Angthinor avoiding by doing this?”
 

 
  “As with the worst evils, one whose victims were blameless. Shaath had no part or responsibility in the travails that wracked the world in those days. Angthinor acted to correct a great imbalance kicked up by Avei, Sorash, and Arachne Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  In spite of himself, Ingvar froze in surprise. Tellwyrn? He’d found her rather personable and willing to be helpful, if a bit brusque. One could well forget, meeting the woman in person, that she was a contentious figure who stood astride a wide swath of history.
 

 
  “There were two gods of war in the days before Angthinor’s time,” Andros continued, drifting a bit to the south. He was either heading for the road or taking a roundabout path back to the camp. “Avei was goddess of strategy, Sorash of conquest and violence. They had other philosophical differences, of course: one the protector and champion of women, and one of men. Combined with their other aspects, they set between them the relationship between men and women that has lingered to this day. The one, seeking dominance through craft and cunning, the other through force and sheer strength of will and character. It was certainly not ideal, as it still isn’t…but it was a balance. And then Tellwyrn came along and killed Sorash.”
 

 
  Andros heaved a heavy sigh, powerful enough to make his beard flutter.
 

 
  “This is not well-remembered by historians. The Huntsmen have worked carefully to erase it over the centuries, leaning on the Universal Church to lean on the Nemitites, hounding the Shadow Hunters to relinquish certain accounts in their libraries. It doesn’t surprise me that you have not yet heard this account, Brother. Knowledge is not so easily wiped away; you would have found it eventually, but not within a year of looking. The remaining accounts are
  
   well
  
  buried.”
 

 
  “Accounts of
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  “Of what happens to a world when the goddess of womankind is abruptly without a rival,” Andros said bitterly. “Despite their protestations, the Avenists are
  
   not
  
  champions of gender equality. The Izarites and Vidians both embrace
  
   that
  
  principle, and you know the contempt the Sisterhood has toward them for it.
  
   You
  
  know better than most the hypocrisy of Avei’s followers. How hard they work to ease the transitions of twinsouled women, while they cast people like you out into the wild to fend for themselves.”
 

 
  “I have added knowledge to my training as a Huntsman, Brother, not over-written it. I hardly need a lecture on what is wrong within the Sisterhood of Avei.”
 

 
  “Then perhaps you can imagine what goes wrong with a
  
   world
  
  in which there is no check upon Avei’s excesses,” Andros rumbled. “Within a century, it was a world ruled by queens. In more nations than otherwise, a man without a wife had little to no place in society, and one
  
   with
  
  a wife needed her to make any decision governing his own household. The inciting event for Angthinor himself was being told by the circle of wise women who looked after his own village that herb lore, healing, and the chronicling of the seasons was
  
   their
  
  work, unsuited for a man. That he, a chosen champion of the wild god himself, should
  
   mind his place.”
  
 

 
  He fell silent, teeth glinting in the moonlight as he bared them, the two of them emerging from the treeline into a clearing. Off to their right, Ingvar could see the hill with the two campfires atop, casting irregular shadows as people moved about them.
 

 
  “It sounds,” he said, heading in that direction, “much like what we tell women within our faith, now.”
 

 
  “And so,” Andros said, weariness weighing heavily on his voice, “there is balance again. Angthinor restored what was lost, at the expense of the god he loved most. Because objectively, his was the weakest and least significant god of the Pantheon, save only Naphthene. Because Shaath had never played a role in guiding the shape of civilizations, and thus, he could still be made to. It has not been a perfect solution, Brother. It was a choice that still deserves to be mourned. But it was made, and for good reason. And those of us who know this secret have
  
   upheld
  
  it, by the same logic. Even though we grieve the same injustice you do. We accept the chains upon our god, for those chains ensure the freedom of all mankind.”
 

 
  “Do you not see, Brother?” Ingvar asked, his voice rough with emotion. “Regardless of his intentions, it was not the
  
   right
  
  choice. An injustice is not corrected by an opposite injustice!”
 

 
  “And whose is the purview of justice?” Andros asked pointedly. “Even the Avenists will not let one person be both judge and prosecutor. To whom can you appeal for justice when the source of justice itself is the source of your oppression? All that could be done was to
  
   push back
  
  against her.”
 

 
  “Perhaps that was true, then,” Ingvar breathed. “But today, Brother, the world has changed.”
 

 
  “Indeed, you might well have made all this thoroughly moot.”
 

 
  “I don’t mean that. Hours ago I stood with a host of warriors from all across this Empire and beyond while Elilial formally surrendered to the Pantheon. And, as a last parting shot, revealed to all of us exactly how to
  
   kill a god.”
  
 

 
  Andros stopped walking, turning to face him, his bushy eyebrows rising in a mute question.
 

 
  “A god can be destroyed when they are severed from their aspect,” Ingvar said, meeting his stare intently. “Do you understand what this means, Andros? Angthinor did not thwart Avei; he squandered the only chance to punish her tyranny for good. If her aspects are called into conflict with one another, she can finally be
  
   hurt.
  
  If she devotes herself to injustice and will not recant, even Avei can be made to pay the price.”
 

 
  Andros was silent, his eyes now narrowed in thought. Ingvar watched him consider it quietly for long moments, until finally the Bishop turned and mutely resumed walking, this time heading straight for the camp.
 

 
  “Veisroi intends to call a Wild Hunt against you,” he said abruptly after a dozen steps. “I convinced him to hold off until I could try to persuade you. I gather, Brother, that you have no intention of turning away from the path you’ve chosen.”
 

 
  “I am not Angthinor,” Ingvar stated, “and this is not Angthinor’s world. My choice is simply between right and
  
   wrong.
  
  I stand with Shaath
  
   and
  
  with the truth. I will not be swayed by threats.”
 

 
  “If you were,” Andros said, nodding, “that would be the first thing in
  
   all
  
  of this that would make me think less of you, Brother.”
 

 
  They passed through the last of the trees ringing the hill and began climbing its bare sides back to the campsite, curious faces already gathering to watch them come.
 

 
  “You must know—even the Grandmaster must—that getting rid of me would not make this end,” Ingvar said as they ascended the last few yards. “The dreams will not stop. The truth can no longer be suppressed, Brother. Veisroi can try to scapegoat us if he wants, but it will only add to his problems.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Andros mused, coming to a halt at the edge of the firelight. “But remember, Ingvar, that Veisroi is both hunter and politician. He too clever to destroy you outright. So long as he has you to point at and call enemy, he believes he can maintain his grip on the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “And on you?” Ingvar asked quietly.
 

 
  There was silence, as Andros met his gaze for several seconds, then turned his head to look around at Ingvar’s assembled followers. Finally, he turned back to Ingvar directly and inclined his head, once.
 

 
  “I wish you good fortune, Ingvar. Whatever else must come between us in the future, you have nothing but my highest respect. To me, you shall always be a Brother. And truly, I hope that you succeed.”
 

 
  “But,” Ingvar said softly, “you will not join us?”
 

 
  Slowly, Andros shook his head. “The world you seek to make is a better one, a world I would very much like to live in. But even with all you have gathered to your cause, I do not believe you
  
   can
  
  succeed. You are not the first, and will not be the last. There are many things I have seen in the hidden archives which convince me your cause is doomed. I will mourn you, Ingvar, when you fall, as I would any brother of mine. But I must remain behind to ensure the world does not fall with you.”
 

 
  Ingvar let out a soft sigh. “The world has already changed, Brother. Truth can no longer be fought as it has been in the past. Veisroi does not understand this, and that is why he will fail.”
 

 
  “Warn your friends, the Shadow Hunters,” Andros advised. “If the Grandmaster cannot rally enough support against you to suit him, they make a very convenient target.”
 

 
  “They are called the Rangers,” said Ingvar, “and it is time for the Huntsmen to address them as such. I know it is convenient for the Grandmaster to have a mocking epithet to throw at them, and so that is the first of his weapons I shall take away. From now on,
  
   we
  
  are the Shadow Hunters, and it’s a name he and his followers will come to fear.”
 

 
  Andros nodded once, then held out his hand. One last time, Ingvar clasped it in his own.
 

 
  “My fortune smile on your hunts, Brother,” Andros said.
 

 
  “Walk in peace with the wild, Brother,” Ingvar replied.
 

 
  Then Andros released him, and with no more ado, turned and strode back down the hill, heading for the road.
 

 
  “So…we’re the Shadow Hunters now?” Taka asked skeptically once the Bishop had disappeared into the trees. “I’ve gotta say, it sounds a little… What’s the word? Contrived? Melodramatic?”
 

 
  “Pompous,” November suggested.
 

 
  “I’d just have gone with ‘silly,’” Tholi grunted.
 

 
  “I was hoping we’d be the Wardens,” Dimbi added. “That’s got a ring to it!”
 

 
  “Oh, I kinda like that one,” Aspen agreed.
 

 
  “Well, the Rangers have carried both names for centuries and it doesn’t seem to have done them any harm,” Ingvar said with a thin smile, still watching the point where Andros had disappeared into the darkness. “Labels can be weapons, as I just said. Just because we’re confiscating one of Veisroi’s doesn’t mean we have to take it to heart.”
 

 
  “Don’t listen to the naysayers, Ingvar,
  
   I
  
  thought you handled that very well.”
 

 
  There was a general yelling and scattering as everyone whirled to face the person in the middle of their camp who had definitely not been there a moment ago. Even the wolves fled, whining and circling around behind their two-legged companions.
 

 
  The reaction of spirit wolves was the only indication of anything fundamentally wrong, aside from the fact that they all recognized her. Unlike her previous performance in Ninkabi, she had no towering presence or metaphysical weight, no aura pressing down on their consciousness. She was just a lone woman, albeit one with dusky crimson skin, horns, and hooves.
 

 
  Tholi nocked an arrow and drew it back, taking aim straight at her heart.
 

 
  “I’m curious, Tholi,” Elilial said in a pleasant tone, “and this is a serious question, no fooling. Suppose you shot me with an arrow. What do you think would happen next?”
 

 
  Tholi’s expression took on a sickly cast as he found himself in the classic dilemma of either losing face by backing down or starting a fight he had no prayer of winning. Generally, Ingvar preferred to let young men get themselves out of that crevice and learn the hard way not to get back in it, but this was no time to take risks.
 

 
  “Don’t waste your arrows, Tholi,” he said, stepping in front of the young man and directing his gaze at the queen of demons. “What do you want?”
 

 
  “Why, the same thing I always want,” she said lightly. “To use you in my schemes. Pay attention, everybody, I’m going to teach you a trick.”
 

 
  “No, thank you,” Ingvar said firmly. “We want nothing to do with infernal craft.”
 

 
  “Oh, good
  
   heavens,
  
  no,” Elilial replied, grimacing. “Can you even imagine? The
  
   last
  
  thing this poor beleaguered world needs is more unprepared fools playing around in Scyllith’s toolbox. No, if you lot take to dabbling in infernomancy—and seriously, don’t—you won’t learn about it from me. On the contrary, I think you’ll find this rather wholesome. Why don’t you come over here, little friend?”
 

 
  This last was not directed to him, but off to the side. Ingvar followed her gaze to behold a bobbing ball of cyan light drifting closer at her urging.
 

 
  “Me?” the pixie chimed uncertainly.
 

 
  “No need to be shy,” Elilial said, beckoning him and smiling. “I wanna show you something. Are you up for a little game?”
 

 
  “Ooh! I like games!” All his hesitation abruptly gone, the pixie shot forward, swirling eagerly around her.
 

 
  “That’s the spirit!” she said cheerfully. “Now, I’m pretty sure this is a game you’ve already played, but personally, I never get bored with it. Everybody stand back, we’re gonna have another round of Destroy the Demon!”
 

 
  She held out one hand, palm up, and clenched it into a fist, and just like that, a sulfur-reeking rift opened on the ground for a split second, just long enough to discharge a snarling khankredahg demon.
 

 
  Again, everyone except Ingvar and Aspen retreated, most shouting in alarm, but Elilial just pointed at the snapping brute even as it whirled on her. “Go get ‘im!”
 

 
  “Yay!” the pixie cried happily and zipped forward, stunning the khankredahg with a miniature arc of lightning.
 

 
  In the next moment, he was swirling eagerly around the demon, siphoning away magic and making the increasingly frantic creature shrivel right before their eyes.
 

 
  “Surprising little creatures, pixies,” Elilial said to Ingvar and the others while watching this macabre spectacle. “Some of the most vicious predators in existence. They mostly eat each other, but… I don’t know what that screwloose firecracker Jacaranda did differently this time, but the pixies she made today aren’t culling one another like her previous batches did. In fact, though I haven’t yet looked closely enough to ascertain how, I’m pretty sure there are
  
   more
  
  of them than there were this afternoon. Even so, an awful lot of those out there already have a taste for demon, and their instincts compel them to go straight for the kill.”
 

 
  “What exactly are you suggesting to us?” Ingvar asked, beginning to suspect he already knew.
 

 
  “They didn’t get
  
   every
  
  demon,” Elilial said, sourly twisting her mouth. “Mostly just
  
   mine.
  
  The ones that fled Ninkabi were the others, the invaders I was trying to mop up. Hundreds made it out and are spreading in all directions. Most won’t last long; the Empire and the Pantheon cults are actively hunting them, and there are
  
   also
  
  lots of wild pixies hereabouts. But quite a few are good at keeping themselves hidden. Something has to be done about that.
 

 
  “My Black Wreath have always served the purpose of cleaning up stray demons and warlocks on the mortal plane, but as of today, the Black Wreath functionally does not exist. Someone has to pick up the slack. So the question is, Ingvar: is your struggle with the Huntsmen going to be a purely political one, and purely for the sake of putting yourself in power instead of Veisroi? Because I certainly won’t judge you if so; it goes without saying I have no respect for that guy. But on the other hand, if you want your little reform movement to stand for something
  
   more…”
  
  She gestured languidly. “There’s work to be done. There are demons to slay, there are
  
   perfect
  
  shiny attack dogs fluttering around all over just waiting to be tamed and put to work, and now you know how easy that is. If you wanna get a head start on making a name for yourself, you know what to do.”
 

 
  “I don’t trust you,” he said flatly.
 

 
  “Well, obviously,” she replied, grinning. “I wouldn’t be bothering with you if you were an idiot. All I can promise you here is that I’m not asking you for anything and you won’t be hearing from me again. If you want to take up the charge against the demons, that’ll suit my purposes splendidly. If not, I’ll find somebody else. Think it over, Shadow Hunters. Hm.” She screwed her face up pensively. “You know, now that you pointed it out, that name
  
   does
  
  seem a little overwrought. Ah, well, that’s your business, not mine. I have another urgent appointment tonight, so I won’t keep you any longer. Good hunting!”
 

 
  She snapped her fingers and vanished in an entirely unnecessary shower of crimson sparks.
 

 
  “It’s a trap,” Tholi said immediately.
 

 
  
   “How?”
  
  Taka demanded.
 

 
  “Aw, is she gone?” the pixie chimed, drifting over toward them. Behind him was nothing but a patch of charcoal where the demon had apparently been drained of every spark of its life essence. “Shoot, now how’ll I know if I won?”
 

 
  “It sure looks to me like you did,” Ingvar said with a smile. “What’s your name, little friend?”
 

 
  “Name?” The pixie zipped about in a tight circle as if momentarily agitated. “I dunno, I’ve never thought about it. I don’t think pixies have names.”
 

 
  “I know one who does,” Ingvar said gravely. “Everyone deserves a name.”
 

 
  “You think so? Well, that sounds pretty neat! What should my name be?”
 

 
  “Names are serious business,” said Ingvar. “We should talk for a bit, and think about it. Your name is important and we don’t want to rush it. Would you like to stay here with us tonight?”
 

 
  “Well sure!” the little fairy chimed. “I like you people! And your wolves are fluffy
  
   and
  
  shiny, my two favorite things!”
 

 
  “Um,” Rainwood cleared his throat. “That appears to be a
  
   lightning
  
  pixie. Just saying…”
 

 
  “Yes, please refrain from zapping anybody,” Ingvar requested.
 

 
  “Well, sure, I wouldn’t do that. It seems to hurt people. You guys are my friends!”
 

 
  “Yay,” Aspen deadpanned.
 

 
  “Let’s get some rest while we can,” Ingvar said, turning to the others. “I will take the first watch, along with our new friend here. We’ll try to talk quietly. Everyone sleep fast and hard, for dawn comes early. And with it, we
  
   hunt.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The eldritch shadows departed and it wasn’t a whole lot brighter in their absence, except behind and far below them where the lights of Veilgrad extended out into the prairie from the foot of the mountains.
 

 
  
   “Zut alors,”
  
  Xyraadi groaned, gazing up the path at the dim shape of Leduc Manor. “Look how much more uphill there is! Natchua, we
  
   really
  
  must rebuild the ward network so we can shadow-jump directly in.”
 

 
  “It’s on the to-do list,” Natchua assured her, patting Hesthri’s back. The hethelax leaned against her for a moment, but said nothing. She had been quiet since her and Jonathan’s conversation with Gabriel, and Natchua was torn between wanting to know exactly what had happened and not wanting to rip open any more scars tonight. “Well, standing here groaning isn’t getting us to bed any faster.”
 

 
  She set off up the path, and everyone followed. Neither succubus took flight, though they could have made it to the house in seconds; Natchua suspected they just weren’t emotionally capable of passing up any crowd that might be a source of juicy gossip.
 

 
  “Natchua,” Xyraadi said suddenly, her voice more serious, “now that we are… Well, now that it’s over, I am thinking very seriously of taking Lieutenant Locke up on her offer. I do not know how to not be fighting. And it would be good to work with the Sisterhood again. That Trissiny Avelea impresses me greatly; she is already a much wiser paladin than Trouchelle ever was.”
 

 
  “I think that sounds like a good use for your abilities,” Natchua said with a smile. “You certainly don’t need my permission to do anything, you know. I appreciate you letting me know, though.”
 

 
  “Of course, I would not abandon a friend and ally without a word.”
 

 
  “I think that was a shot at you, Mel,” Kheshiri said sweetly.
 

 
  “Cheap, tiresome, low-hanging fruit,” Melaxyna replied in a bored tone. “Bring your A-game or don’t talk to me at all.”
 

 
  Xyraadi glanced back at the succubi momentarily. “I mention it also because I thought you might consider the offer yourself, Natchua. You, and any of us here.”
 

 
  “I…” Natchua hesitated, looking at Jonathan. “I never thought about…”
 

 
  “The idea has its good and bad points,” he mused. “It would be something to do. I have to say, I’m startled to find this whole campaign of ours
  
   over.
  
  I thought for sure that’d only happen over everybody’s dead body.”
 

 
  “Hence why I mention it,” Xyraadi agreed. “A sudden lack of purpose is bad for the spirit, take it from one who knows. I am not saying you
  
   have
  
  to do what I do, but it is a possibility to consider.”
 

 
  
   “Hard
  
  pass,” said Kheshiri. “I’ve done all the work under priests I care to, and the last Avenist I met was gibbering batshit insane.”
 

 
  “You’ll do as you’re told,” Natchua said automatically. “And I…will consider it. But just to reiterate: not one of you—except Kheshiri, whose ass I own—is beholden to me. I brought you all out here to do something, and… Well, to my surprise as much as anyone’s, it’s done now.”
 

 
  “I will go where you go, pretty one,” Hesthri said, slipping and arm around her waist.
 

 
  “Same goes,” Jonathan chuckled and pressed against the hethelax’s other side. He was sufficiently larger than them that he managed to drape his own arm around both her shoulders and Natchua’s.
 

 
  “Yes, there’s also that,” Melaxyna said lightly. “It’s been good to put on my dusty old Izarite hat after all these centuries. I have a lot of work still to do, making a functioning person out of Sherwin. And I confess, I might not have encouraged the three of you to have a go at it if I’d known you weren’t all going to die within a few days.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  me?!” Natchua exclaimed.
 

 
  “You took
  
   relationship advice
  
  from the succubus?” Jonathan added incredulously.
 

 
  Hesthri gently poked a chitin-armored elbow into his ribs. “You weren’t complaining when she had her mouth—”
 

 
  
   “Public!”
  
  he interrupted, jostling her.
 

 
  “From the
  
   good
  
  succubus,” Natchua clarified.
 

 
  “Do you mean good as in morally, or as in superior?” Kheshiri demanded. “Because you’re wrong either way, but I
  
   do
  
  like things to be clear.”
 

 
  “Oh, not to worry,” Melaxyna chirped, waving her tail happily. “You three are a
  
   surprisingly
  
  stable unit, for a tripod. A bit more guidance and there’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to make this work as long as you like with no further help. Trust me, I’m a professional.”
 

 
  “And yet,” Xyraadi murmured, “not even the weirdest group of friends I have ever had.”
 

 
  They topped the last rise in the path and slowed to a stop, finding Lord Sherwin himself sitting on the front steps of the manor amid all the construction materials despite the late hour.
 

 
  “Sherwin?” Natchua asked as he jumped to his feet. “What are you still doing up?”
 

 
  “Natch, everybody,” he said urgently. “The hobs are already hiding—you’d better get out of here before she—”
 

 
  The manor’s doors burst open, and framed within them, backlit but a halo of seething orange flame, stood Elilial.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are, you little beast,” she said, pointing one clawed finger at Natchua. “I want a word with you.”
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  Everyone immediately adopted a combative stance—which in Sherwin’s case, meant fleeing around the corner of the building. The rest of them readied spells, weapons, and shields, both succubi vanishing from sight.
 

 
  “Oh, please.”
 

 
  The goddess’s voice was derision itself; she made a single, languid flicking motion with one forefinger. Natchua and Xyraadi’s conjured infernal spells were instantly snuffed out, Jonathan and Hesthri’s arcane weapons and shield charms simply vanished from existence, and Melaxyna and Kheshiri both popped right back into view, looking stunned as if they’d each just been punched between the eyes.
 

 
  “My armistice is with the Pantheon, governing my relations to them and their followers,” Elilial lectured. “It is worth keeping in mind that
  
   you
  
  assholes don’t work for any god or cult. I can do whatever I like with you, and no one will be able to call me oathbreaker.”
 

 
  Natchua drew power for a catastrophic burst of pure destruction which surely would have caved in half the house, had Elilial not effortlessly neutralized it before it could form properly.
 

 
  “By the same token,” she went on, “I should think it clear by now that you’d all be well and truly suffering if I’d come here for revenge. When I said I wanted a word with you, Natchua, that wasn’t a coy euphemism. It is time—past time—for you and I to have a polite conversation. In private.”
 

 
  “You’re not taking her anywhere,” Jonathan grated, stepping in front of her.
 

 
  “You’re sweet, Arquin,” Elilial said condescendingly. “Don’t worry, I’ll bring her right back.”
 

 
  Before he or Natchua could say anything else, their whole surroundings changed.
 

 
  Natchua spun in a circle, conjuring a nascent shadowbolt, but just held it for the moment; this time, the goddess didn’t interfere. She was now alone with Elilial, which was of course her most immediate concern.
 

 
  “What have you done with—”
 

 
  “Absolutely nothing,” the horned goddess said with a vague little smile of amusement. “They’re standing right where they were, freaking out about you. It’s we who’ve moved. Welcome to the grand entrance hall of Leduc Manor!”
 

 
  It was definitely the entryway of a wealthy house in an Imperial style; Natchua had only ever seen it with the ceiling, floor, and most of the walls collapsed, but with the resemblance pointed out she could see the familiar shapes of its boundaries, windows, and the grand staircase sweeping up to a second-floor landing. This place was fabulously rich, draped with heavy velvet curtains, exquisite paintings, ornately embroidered carpets strategically placed upon the polished hardwood floor and marble busts of various members of the House. Being used to Leduc Manor in its current state, it was easy to forget that House Leduc had once had a great deal of money. Actually, still did; it was just that Sherwin didn’t care enough about anything to maintain his home.
 

 
  “As it was, of course,” Elilial mused, her hooves clopping on the floorboards as she paced slowly across the hall, inspecting the furnishings. “Don’t worry, we have not traveled in time. The last thing I need after this day’s work is Vemnesthis climbing up my ass. He just might be the worst of the lot, but at least he’s never interfered with me personally, and that’s how I prefer it. No, this is…a little space all our own, where we won’t be interrupted.”
 

 
  From which there would be no escape, she did not have to add. Natchua slowly straightened from her battle-ready crouch and let the shadowbolt fizzle.
 

 
  “Well, fine then, here we are. Spit it out.”
 

 
  Elilial was studying a painting of a supercilious-looking human of Stalweiss stock, her back to her guest. “I’m not sure how much Arachne understands about the nature of gods, but I know there are important things she’s not told you. You know, when we killed off the Elder Bastards, we weren’t even trying to become gods? Well, most of us, anyway; I have my suspicions about Vidius. The thing was done by changing the rules of godhood itself. Adding new limits and boundaries which the Elders were already well outside, and rendering them suddenly unable to exist. I told you and the rest of those anachronisms about the importance of aspects today.”
 

 
  She finally turned around, favoring Natchua with a bland little smile. Natchua just stared icily back.
 

 
  “It is
  
   also
  
  true, and this is the part they’ve
  
   really
  
  worked to keep quiet, that gods are influenced by the consciousness of anyone who draws on them for power. A single worshiper channeling divine magic won’t make any impression on a deity during their lifetime, but a whole society? That’s another matter. We tend to…drift. Change, evolve, subject to the beliefs of those who believe in us.”
 

 
  Natchua frowned slightly in thought, beginning to be interested in spite of herself.
 

 
  “Of course,” Elilial continued, “there’s an important
  
   counter
  
  to this effect which is necessary for us to retain some hold on who we are: paladins. Individuals imbued with a potent spark of a god’s essence have a
  
   much
  
  more significant impact on us. By choosing paladins with care, we avoid the subtle influence of the masses.”
 

 
  “Most gods don’t even
  
   have
  
  paladins,” Natchua objected. “Themynra doesn’t. Vidius only
  
   just
  
  started… Salyrene hasn’t in a century.”
 

 
  “Avei, Omnu, and Salyrene
  
   call
  
  their mortal anchors ‘paladins’ and send them out to be front-and-center in world events, yes. I promise you, though, every god who still exists and hasn’t gone utterly mad or been twisted beyond recognition has done so by having
  
   someone
  
  in whom they’ve entrusted a fraction of their identity. The ones who keep the details secret are probably smarter. Smarter than I was, anyway.” She turned back toward the side of the chamber, now staring sightlessly at the window. “Mine… Mine were my daughters.”
 

 
  Natchua drew a deep breath slowly, connecting those dots.
 

 
  “So perhaps you better understand the state I was in,” Elilial said after a pause. “My anchors slain, except for one whose memories were wiped away, attached to a blundering quasi-pacifist and developing a severe resentment toward me. My core believers, first whittled down to a fraction of their former strength during a years-long process that put them under constant tension and terror, and then finally cast into a place where I could feel no connection to them at all. You have never known me as…myself. Just a shamefully fumbling
  
   thing,
  
  deprived of most of what made me who I am, not yet aware how defeated I already was, awkwardly careening toward an inevitable catastrophe.
 

 
  “Very little of what I have done in the last few years can even be counted as cunning, honestly. That whole scheme with you and Chase… Well, I suppose it wasn’t a
  
   terrible
  
  idea, strategically speaking, but it’s not at all how I have preferred to operate all these years. Reckless, unnecessarily cruel. And right at the end, there, marching demons into Ninkabi under cover of the invasion. I
  
   could’ve
  
  ended that in Hell, you know, it would have been much simpler to turn my forces on the invaders gathering around those hellgates before they opened. But no, in my desperation, I used such a last-minute brute-force measure that even my own high priest argued with me. Poor Embras… A better servant than I have deserved, of late. Arachne tried to warn me, a couple of years ago in Sarasio, but I was already too far gone to listen. I’m afraid I got a lot worse before I got better.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, of course. I see it all now,” Natchua sneered. “None of this has been your fault! You were just crazy from magical bullshit. I’m sure if you go explain it all politely to the Pantheon they’ll understand.”
 

 
  “Mmmmmm,” Elilial hummed, pursing her lips. “It’s tricky, you know? A god is a vast intelligence, but also a limited one, and one of the few things we cannot clearly see is just how much agency we have. How much of what I do is truly mine? For my part, at least, I prefer to err on the side of taking responsibility.”
 

 
  “How noble and self-effacing you are.”
 

 
  “Oh, my reasons are cynical.” She shifted slightly to give Natchua a wry smile sidelong. “When agency and control is at a premium, you have to seize whatever you can. Blaming others for your mistakes can make you feel better, but it keeps you in the role of a victim. It’s better by far to assume responsibility, even for things that aren’t strictly your fault. A failure is an opportunity to improve yourself, if you own it.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the advice. We done here?”
 

 
  “I’m offering you explanations, not excuses. I just thought you deserved to understand
  
   why
  
  some of the things that I’ve done to you happened. It isn’t meant to justify anything.” She turned to face Natchua fully, and to the drow’s surprise, bowed. “With all that said, here’s the truth: I really fucked you over, and you didn’t deserve it. What I did to you was an entirely hypocritical abrogation of my own principles, and I’m ashamed to have used you and your buddy to cause such wanton destruction, especially while I’m always spouting off about the evils of the Pantheon. It probably helps nothing, but here it is: I’m sorry, Natchua.”
 

 
  “I don’t need an apology from you,” Natchua spat. “As far as
  
   I’m
  
  concerned, I got mine when I demolished your cult and made you publicly bend your neck to Vesk.
  
   That
  
  was more satisfying than anything you could possibly say.”
 

 
  The goddess regarded her in silence, her face expressionless.
 

 
  Natchua folded her arms. “So you can go ahead and smite me now. Like I told you in Ninkabi, nothing you do to me is gonna un-kick your ass.”
 

 
  “I have absolutely no intention of harming you, Natchua,” Elilial said mildly. “Ever. I brought you here to explain a few things, including that. Have you ever given any thought to the nature of cunning?”
 

 
  Natchua threw up her hands, turned, and flounced over to a low velvet-upholstered settee with gilded accents, then flopped herself down onto it and stared mulishly at the goddess.
 

 
  “People generally have the wrong idea about cunning, and I won’t lie: I’ve gotten great mileage out of that fact.” Elilial began to pace slowly up and down in front of the stairs, the sound of her hooves on the floor alternating as she walked off and on the strip of carpet running toward the door. “Talk about cunning and most people envision some mastermind pulling strings from the shadows, always staying ten steps ahead of everyone else and controlling every factor. That’s a complete fantasy, of course. Absolute control is a laughably preposterous idea. If a plan has more than three steps, they cease to be steps and become items on a wish list. Even if you reduce those notions to a believable level of possibility, that’s describing strategy, not cunning. That’s not what keeps the fox ahead of the hunters.
 

 
  
   “Cunning
  
  is the quality of not only thinking more deviously than one’s rivals, but doing so
  
   quickly,
  
  while always in motion ahead of them. It is strategy and duplicitousness coupled with reaction time, the ability to execute a plan by reflex without having to actually form it first. A person is
  
   cunning
  
  when their instinctive response to a threat outmaneuvers everyone else’s carefully-laid schemes.”
 

 
  She paused in the middle of the carpet, then turned and came back a few steps to lean against the endcap of the banister, regarding Natchua with a knowing little smile.
 

 
  “I would say that right now, in the world, there are two people who most exemplify the concept of cunning, apart from myself, and I regret to acknowledge that neither is even in my cult. Archpope Justinian is the perfect exemplar of the more cautious brand. That man has meticulously arranged an entire continent as a game board to suit his ends, positioning himself to defeat every opponent who arises before they realize they’re playing.”
 

 
  “Sounds like that deep-thinking strategy you were just saying doesn’t count as cunning,” Natchua replied, affecting a bored tone.
 

 
  “On the contrary, that is exactly why Justinian has outfoxed all the countless people attempting to do the same thing,” the goddess said with a wink. “While they labor to set everything up
  
   just so,
  
  he patiently and quietly watches the whole, constantly reacting to every development as it happens and gently nudging things where he wants them to go. Not overreaching, careful not to betray his hand, but always watching, always acting. While they scheme and try to plan too many steps ahead, he remains eternally in motion. Some of them are players, many only pieces; he has established himself as the
  
   board itself.”
  
 

 
  “Why don’cha marry the guy if you love him so much?”
 

 
  “Oh, you know how it is,” Elilial replied, shrugging airily. “So often one finds oneself at cross-purposes with fascinating people and thus sadly deprived of the opportunity to befriend them. Plus, there is also the nagging little detail that he
  
   murdered my daughters.”
  
 

 
  For the space of three words, she made her full presence felt, a psychic pressure of darkness and hellfire that conveyed unfathomable depths of rage without putting it on full display. Natchua warily sat upright, gathering her focus to form another spell if necessary.
 

 
  Immediately, though, the moment passed, and Elilial straightened up and resumed her languid pacing.
 

 
  “Then there’s the other kind,” the goddess went on, “the cunning of the fox. The
  
   aggressive
  
  kind that runs and pounces and eternally confounds both its pursuers and prey. I confess a personal fondness for that manifestation of my aspect; it’s a lot more reminiscent of how I used to be, back in the day when we were fighting the Elders. The
  
   fun
  
  kind of cunning that mostly looks like insanity or stupidity until you happen to notice in hindsight that this one particular maniacal idiot always seems to come out on top somehow. Every daffy thing they do inexplicably creates exploitable opportunities for themselves, and unmanageable chaos for everyone else.”
 

 
  She paused in strolling away, glancing back over her shoulder with a smirk.
 

 
  “I would say the person who most exemplifies that quality is you, Natchua.”
 

 
  For one beat of silence, Natchua gaped at her.
 

 
  Then she burst out laughing so hard she slumped over on the settee. Elilial turned around fully, watching patiently while Natchua rolled about, clutching her ribs, and finally tumbled off onto the floor.
 

 
  “Yes, yes, everyone’s been telling you how reckless and capricious you are,” the goddess said with wry fondness, watching her. “It’s not even that they’re
  
   wrong,
  
  but let’s be real: here you are, having outmaneuvered the very goddess of cunning herself. You’re not the
  
   first
  
  to have pulled that off in eight thousand years, or even in the last five, but it places you in
  
   very
  
  rarefied company.”
 

 
  “You are
  
   so
  
  full of it,” Natchua wheezed.
 

 
  “I’ve quite enjoyed backtracking to check up on your progress,” Elilial said, grinning now. “Part of me regrets that I neglected to be watching you at the time, but it all worked out; obviously if I’d known what you were up to I’d have put a stop to it, and then we would both be thoroughly screwed. But you just keep
  
   doing
  
  these absurd things and then, somehow, winning! Recruiting Hesthri and Jonathan Arquin was a move nobody with an ounce of classical strategic sense would have made, and look how well that paid off. Releasing Melaxyna, likewise; everybody knows not to mess about with succubi, and you should know it better than most. But you trusted your instincts, and here you are. You brought
  
   Kheshiri
  
  to heel, Natchua. My own Wreath failed to do that; the last time she reared up on this plane I had to deal with her myself after she caused my cult nearly as much damage as
  
   you
  
  just did. And how did you subdue the most infamously wily succubus in existence?”
 

 
  Natchua snorted and sat upright, leaning back against the settee. “That? I beat the shit out of her. You call that cunning?”
 

 
  “You beat the shit out of her,” Elilial repeated, enunciating slowly, “which is something
  
   nobody
  
  would think to try on a succubus. Everyone knows it doesn’t work at best, and is counterproductive at worst. But
  
   you
  
  found a way to make such an overblown, dramatic production of whooping her ass that she as close to fell head-over-heels in love with you as that creature is capable of feeling about anyone. True, we’ve yet to see how long you can
  
   maintain
  
  your grip on her leash, but that promises to be just as much of a hoot.”
 

 
  The mirth had slid from Natchua’s face now, replaced by an increasingly uncertain frown. It was Elilial’s turn to fold her arms, again grinning down at her and slouching against the banister.
 

 
  “Duchess Malivette Dufresne is as good a schemer as they come, and she had a deft web woven around you before you even saw her fingers moving. And it all fell apart in one moment because it just never occurred to her that a stateless practitioner of forbidden magic on the run would even
  
   consider
  
  making herself a public figure. One little speech, and you pulled her fangs harder than anybody has since her University days.
 

 
  “You’re the real deal, Natchua. Your issue is not that you’re stupid; I wouldn’t even go so far as to say that you’re not crazy. What you
  
   are
  
  is crazy like a fox. You’ve spent the last month proving it at the expense of people who are by any objective measure a lot smarter than you.
  
   That
  
  is what I like to see.”
 

 
  Slowly, Natchua dragged herself upright, a knot forming in the pit of her stomach. “Now, hold on a second. When you said you needed a… A paladin, or anchor, to stabilize your personality…”
 

 
  Elilial’s grin widened.
 

 
  “You seem a lot more stable
  
   now
  
  than you did in the…”
 

 
  The goddess raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  Natchua brandished an accusing finger at her.
 

 
  
   “No.
  
  Fuck you! Don’t even fucking
  
   think
  
  about it, you sick old sack of lies!”
 

 
  “Well, it seems I owe you another apology,” Elilial said with a sigh that failed to sound repentant. “I came here to notify you, not ask your permission. I had
  
   my
  
  little moment of clarity back there in the cathedral when I realized exactly how thoroughly I’d just been thwarted by a pesky drow I had dismissed as an overreaching idiot doomed to destroy herself. I finally realized exactly what had happened to me, and what I
  
   needed
  
  to do to repair myself. So I did it, right then and there.”
 

 
  “No!
  
   Absolutely not!”
  
 

 
  “Well, the least I can say is, it’s working,” the goddess said, her expression finally sobering. “At the time, it didn’t even occur to me that you might deserve to know. But you’ve made me remember what it’s like to live under the heel of oppressive deities, to
  
   need
  
  to fight back. I would probably have been better off leaving you in ignorance, strategically speaking. It’s just that… A point comes when no amount of strategy substitutes for ethics.”
 

 
  “You can just fucking undo it
  
   right now,
  
  then!” Natchua raged.
 

 
  Slowly, Elilial shook her horned head. “I’m sorry, but no. I was
  
   unraveling,
  
  Natchua. I was most of the way into my transformation into an unheeding monster, and worse, an idiot. I can’t go back to that. This time I will admit it up front: I am doing this to you without your consent, because I
  
   need
  
  to. And whatever I have to do to make it up, I will. But I don’t have a choice.”
 

 
  “I
  
   fucking
  
  hate you.”
 

 
  “Fair,” the goddess acknowledged. “Look at it this way: I am handing you the literal key to my fate. You can
  
   definitely
  
  find a way to use this in your revenge against me. If you decide that’s what you still want to do.”
 

 
  “So what, you think I’m going to lead your new Black Wreath? Fuck you, I’m not helping you.”
 

 
  Elilial tilted her head to one side, considering. “I think…I would rather you didn’t. If that’s what you decide you
  
   want,
  
  I guess we can revisit it, but you’re really not the type I look for in a cultist, my dear. Anyway, no; I don’t need anything else from you, Natchua. Your life is your own, now. Live it in the way that seems best for you.
  
   That
  
  is all I need you to do, and I’ll accept whatever repercussions that has for me. You could do a lot of good in the world, or a lot of harm. Or if you just wanna help Sherwin rebuild his mansion and settle in with your little harem, you can do that, too. The world is your oyster. And speaking of that, I guess I’d better send you back to the gang before they panic too hard and do something unfortunate.”
 

 
  “Don’t you dare—”
 

 
  “If you ever find yourself in need of help, Natchua, call on me. I certainly owe you.”
 

 
  
   “Wait!”
  
 

 
  Unsurprisingly, she didn’t wait. As before, there was no discernible effect of transition; she was just suddenly back where she had been, in the dark outside the ruins of Leduc Manor, surrounded by her agitated loved ones and Kheshiri. This time, with no demon goddess in sight.
 

 
  
   “Natchua!”
  
  Hesthri bawled, immediately throwing her arms around the elf’s neck and clinging to her. Jonathan was a split second behind, wrapping them both up in a hug, and despite her own agitation Natchua deliberately sank herself into their grasp. She desperately needed it right at that moment. Somewhere off to the side, Xyraadi was babbling excitedly in Glassian.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s enough,” Kheshiri exclaimed after a span of seconds that was not nearly enough. “What
  
   happened?
  
  Mistress, what did she do to you? Are we going after the old bitch for Round 2?”
 

 
  
   “Veth’na alaue,”
  
  Natchua mumbled into Hesthri’s cheek, finally raising her head to stare at the sky between the nearby pines. “Shit. Fuck a fucking… Okay, okay, don’t panic. I can
  
   use
  
  this. It’s like she said, there has to be a way I can use this against…”
 

 
  “Natch, are you
  
   okay?”
  
  Jonathan asked insistently.
 

 
  She was still staring at nothing, muttering to herself. “I know, I know it’s not what any of you signed on for, it’s basically the worst case… Okay, this is not a crisis. I know there has to be
  
   something…”
  
 

 
  
   “Hey.”
  
  He finally released her, pulling back enough to raise her chin with one hand and bring her eyes to his. “Natchua, whatever happened, we’re here. We’ve got your back, and we
  
   will
  
  get through this. Together.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Hesthri agreed, still hugging her close and pausing just long enough to press a kiss against her cheek. “Just tell us what she did, and we will deal with it.”
 

 
  “Talk to us,
  
   mon amie,”
  
  Xyraadi agreed. “We are still in this fight! What did she do to you?”
 

 
  Slowly, Natchua dragged her gaze around the group, making eye contact with each of them in the darkness.
 

 
  “Apparently,” she said at last, “I’m the new Hand of Elilial.”
 

 
  The wind whistled through the pines; in the near distance, an owl hooted disconsolately. At least there were no wolves howling.
 

 
  Then Kheshiri began to laugh. In seconds she was screeching in absolute hysteria, folding herself to the ground to pound weakly at the driveway with one fist.
 

 
  Melaxyna grabbed at her own face with clawed fingers, dragging them slowly down to her chin in a gesture of exasperated despair.
 

 
  “Natchua,
  
   no!”
  
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  15 – 76 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Adventurers?”
  
  High Commander Rouvad uncharacteristically slammed the hefty budget request down on her desk, atop all the other paperwork Principia had assembled. Fortunately, they were alone in the Commander’s office—or perhaps unfortunately, as an audience might have tempered Rouvad’s ire, or at least its expression. “Locke, your orders were to assemble an
  
   army!”
  
 

 
  “Excuse me, Commander, but they weren’t,” Principia said calmly, standing at attention before the desk. “My orders were to assemble a force capable of defeating any extant military power. Leaving aside that I wasn’t given the time or resources to build a conventional army, especially not one up to modern standards, I don’t actually think one of those would accomplish that directive anyway. I found an approach that will.”
 

 
  “You think you can counter modern military equipment and strategies using assets that were notoriously impossible to control even before they were
  
   obsolete?”
  
 

 
  “Precisely, ma’am.”
 

 
  The High Commander stared at her for a long moment in silence, during which the lieutenant just gazed back, perfectly composed. Rouvad finally sighed, and seated herself in her desk chair, notably not directing Locke to do likewise, or even stand at ease. “All right, Lieutenant. I suppose Avei wouldn’t have deliberately set you this task if it was anything that could be done conventionally. Go ahead, let’s hear your reasoning.”
 

 
  “The Imperial Army is the most powerful military in the world right now,” Principia said immediately, “and not because of its size, but because of its constant embrace of new techniques and strategies. Most armies stagnate if unused for long periods, but the Tirasian dynasty has funded new enchantments and technologies for the Army’s use, had Imperial Intelligence keep regular reports on methods fielded by other nations, and directed the Army to constantly update itself even over the last century of peace. Thus, I began with the approach of hypothetically neutralizing Tiraan units, and settled on a strategy which will be universally applicable.”
 

 
  “Adventurers,” Rouvad said, her tone utterly flat.
 

 
  “Adventurers,” Principia agreed. “The Imperial Army’s greatest strength is its embedded magic users. In the field, infantry units deploy in small squadrons, relying on teleportation to obviate the need for supply trains, stay in communication, and even rapidly position themselves on the field. Using specialized mages, a commander can deploy infantry and mag artillery instantaneously via teleportation, and other specifically trained battlemages provide light magical artillery in the form of a standardized catalog of combat spells. The Army still employs its Corps of Engineers to erect field fortifications, bridges, and the like, but now relies more heavily on the Corps of Enchanters to position shield foci designed to be immediately salvageable even if they are broken by enemy fire. Spells and enchantments are also the source of most of the Army’s current use of traps and munitions. They even use conjured water to keep troops hydrated in the field.
 

 
  “I think, in analyzing the disparity of capability between the current Silver Legions and the modern Imperial Army, it’s far too easy to view the Army’s advanced equipment and methods as an unequivocal advantage. I certainly fell into that trap with my own alternate weapons program. It misses the equally important fact that these advantages come with a critical drawback. Imperial units can be seriously interfered with by a warlock who neutralizes their enchantments, or a witch who causes them to blow up. They could be brought to a complete halt by coordinated action from
  
   both.”
  
 

 
  “Asymmetrical warfare
  
   is
  
  Tiraan operational doctrine, Lieutenant,” Rouvad said impassively. “I hardly think you are going to beat them at that game. You will never assemble anything to compete with the Strike Corps out of antisocial misfits.”
 

 
  “Yes, Commander, exactly. Trying to match the Army’s sophistication and overall power is a losing game. It’s an arms race, a question of who has the most money and warm bodies to throw at a problem—which aside from its practical drawbacks flies against Avenist doctrine. The strength of modern militaries comes from their
  
   systems.
  
  Technology, spellcraft, organization. And systems have weak points.”
 

 
  “Those weak points are known and protected.”
 

 
  “Protected according to structured doctrine and established methods. An army’s strength is organization; its enemy is chaos. Therefore, I propose to weaponize chaos. During the Age of Adventures, it was well known that experienced adventurers were a serious threat to military forces simply due to their ability to create unexpected hazards, target officers, split formations, and so on. In the absence of adventurers, these weaknesses have only grown. Heavy reliance on arcane magic makes them vulnerable to Circle effects, a weakness the Army has not remedied simply because there
  
   are
  
  no organized infernomancers of sufficient scope to threaten them, and even demons are as vulnerable to lightning weapons as anyone else. They have never faced any serious threat from witches or fairies simply because those
  
   avoid
  
  modern civilization precisely due to all the arcane magic. Not to mention that there are other ways of dealing with modern charms. I’ve already got one recruit who could neutralize an entire battalion’s energy shields just by making it
  
   rain
  
  on them.”
 

 
  “Yes, the
  
   dragon,”
  
  Rouvad said, shuffling the papers on her desk and pulling out Principia’s personnel file on Khadizroth the Green. “Goddess preserve us, Locke.”
 

 
  “There are other structural weaknesses created by the modern world of systems and connections,” Principia continued smoothly. “As Avei teaches us, the aim of warfare is to eliminate your enemy’s ability to wage war. Less than that risks defeat, and more abandons morality. The modern reliance on complex machines and charms creates opportunities to neutralized armed forces before combat occurs. A battlestaff is a device orders of magnitude more complicated and
  
   expensive
  
  than a spear, and you can break it just by getting dust in its clicker mechanism. And did you know there are exactly
  
   three
  
  factories in the entire Empire capable of producing power crystals large enough to run mag cannons, or zeppelin engines?”
 

 
  Rouvad slapped the file down atop the others. “Let us say I consider your point valid, Locke. These…
  
   these
  
  are your recruits? ULR students? A Shaathist offshoot sect? Archpope Justinian and Bishop Darling’s personal hit squads? A gaggle of
  
   warlocks and demons
  
  led by a renegade drow? And, again, Locke, the
  
   dragon!”
  
 

 
  “No, Commander,” Principia said serenely, “that is our recruitment
  
   pool.
  
  I have signed on Khadizroth the Green, the shaman Vannae, Longshot McGraw, Tinker Billie, the Sarasio Kid and Gravestone Weaver. Those names alone are weapons; most of them are modern legends. We both know it was the bards who decided the outcome of the Enchanter Wars as much as any soldiers. I rather think Xyraadi will take up my offer soon, which would likewise be a boon; she is an established ally of the Sisterhood, with a legend of her own.”
 

 
  “A khelminash demon,” Rouvad said, rubbing her temples. “You do realize there are spiritual factions within the Sisterhood which consider the very existence of those creatures a living insult to Avei.”
 

 
  “Yes, Commander, and I am also aware that those spiritual factions fixate on khelminash because they never expect to actually see one, and many of their fellow Sisters forcibly prevent them from picking on the women they
  
   actually
  
  want to bully. If there is any blowback as a result of this, I will requisition those spiritual factions a regulation spoon so they can eat my entire ass.”
 

 
  “Watch it, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  “I do not expect this Brother Ingvar or his followers to join up, which is probably for the best, but I
  
   do
  
  advise cultivating a relationship with them. His sect is half women and appears to be focused on fixing everything objectionable about Shaathism as its entire point. But that’s a matter for the Bishop, not my division.”
 

 
  “We don’t
  
   have
  
  a Bishop, Locke,” Rouvad snapped. “Justinian has refused to confirm two candidates already. Given his spurious reasoning, I am
  
   pretty
  
  sure he means to just forestall the Sisterhood having representation within the Universal Church as payback for that whole business with Syrinx.”
 

 
  “That’s above my pay grade, Commander,” Principia said pleasantly.
 

 
  Rouvad leaned slowly back in her chair, staring up at the elf. “I truly, deeply hope that whatever the goddess wants from your presence proves worth the unmitigated
  
   pain in the ass
  
  you are, Locke.”
 

 
  “Only time will tell. We must trust in Avei’s wisdom.”
 

 
  The Commander shook her head and picked up the budget proposal again. “You asked for a facility in Viridill, specifically.”
 

 
  “Yes, Commander, a remote one. Given the nature of the First Legion I have proposed, a rural headquarters is optimal both for security and practicality. And its location in Viridill will be important to underscore that this is an Avenist venture.”
 

 
  “Yes, you made mention of that in this
  
   personnel request,”
  
  Rouvad said, picking up that document with an even more acid expression. “You want your pick of soldiers from First Squadrons throughout the Legions? This is going to make you even more enemies than your winning personality.”
 

 
  “I much prefer volunteers, actually. At issue is that only Squad One soldiers are going to be of the kind I can even use, and it’s vital that at least half my personnel be gathered from the Legions, or the civilian Sisterhood. Adventurer guilds were still an active force during the first few decades of my career, Commander, and I’ve seen how they operate. Like any social group, each has its own culture and unique values. This thing is being commissioned by Avei, and needs to be specifically Avenist. In order to be effective, I’m going to have to acquire the best talent available, from wherever I can find it. I need at least their number in Sisters and Legionnaires to maintain the culture of the unit. I rather think the squad commanders won’t mind giving up a soldier or two if it’s made clear that we are assembling a support team for Hands of Avei.”
 

 
  Rouvad’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “You indicated that, as well, in writing. Your plan is for the First Legion to be under Trissiny’s command?”
 

 
  “Under the Hand of Avei’s command,” Principia corrected. “Right
  
   now,
  
  that’s Trissiny, but there will be more after her. Historically, paladins have very rarely acted alone, and I’ve always found it purely odd that the Sisterhood has not had a dedicated support team for its Hands since the Silver Huntresses. With this unit being formed in response to the changing world, it’s only natural. One woman acting alone, sword-first, isn’t going to get much accomplished in this day and age. Trissiny has done an admirable job of absorbing that lesson already. Not to mention that
  
   any
  
  Hand of Avei is going to be a more qualified commander than I ever could.”
 

 
  “Your unit’s not even formed and you’re already trying to weasel out of command.”
 

 
  “I’ve made no secret that I consider commanding a Legion outside my wheelhouse,” Principia said frankly, “but this
  
   is
  
  the job and I agreed to do it. It’ll be another year and a half before Trissiny’s done at Last Rock, anyway. I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t consider it in the best interests of the mission. The Sisterhood needs a versatile, permanent force directly under its paladins a lot more than it needs
  
   me
  
  in charge of anything forever.”
 

 
  “I would hardly suspect Trissiny of trying to undermine me,” Rouvad mused, studying Principia through narrowed eyes, “but after that stunt you two pulled with Syrinx, you
  
   and
  
  Trissiny in combination… There is already a rift between us that I don’t like. Schisms between Hands and High Commanders have happened in the past, and always to disastrous effect. It can be difficult enough to justify the complexities of politics to a paladin without the likes of
  
   you
  
  leaning on her from the other direction.”
 

 
  Principia hesitated, then straightened infinitesimally. “Permission to speak freely?”
 

 
  Rouvad regarded her in silence for a moment, then her shoulders shifted in a minute sigh. “Permission granted.”
 

 
  “Trissiny understands the importance and the complexities of politics just fine,” Principia said, holding the High Commander’s gaze. “I won’t attest to how
  
   good
  
  she is at it just yet, but she’s young and learning. What matters is that she comprehends that someone in your position has to make tough calls and compromises, and I think she’s wise enough to recognize and respect when someone more experienced has to take the reins. If her faith in you was damaged by the Syrinx affair, it’s because you made a
  
   bad call.
  
  The utility of keeping that woman around was never worth the harm she did, and in the end it was Trissiny who had to clean up your mess. You can’t expect her not to have questions about your leadership after that, Commander. It doesn’t mean it’s unsalvageable. Trissiny is
  
   also
  
  intelligent enough to recognize that even experienced commanders make mistakes. If you want to mend that rift, you should talk to her, and acknowledge what went wrong.”
 

 
  Rouvad slowly worked her jaw as if chewing the elf’s words, shifting her eyes to stare at the far wall. Only for a few seconds, though. Suddenly brisk again, she leaned forward in her chair, setting down the personnel request. “Your opinion has been noted, Lieutenant. Moving on, when I gave you permission to offer amnesty and the Sisterhood’s protection in order to recruit key personnel, I was
  
   not
  
  expecting you to make it a blanket offer to an entire assembly of random would-be adventurers. Which, of course, you knew, and didn’t say that was your intention because you were well aware I’d have squashed that.”
 

 
  “It was
  
   not
  
  my intention, Commander, just how the situation transpired. I have made it clear the Sisterhood doesn’t have the legal authority to pardon crimes, and its protection has limits. Though it wasn’t my plan exactly, I think it worked out well. This gives me some wiggle room to apply the offer of amnesty to those who are worth it, and discreetly direct the requisite authorities to any other applicants if it’s deemed necessary.”
 

 
  “Despite everything, Locke, I can’t find it in me to just blithely assume you know what you’re doing. The fact that you always seem to come out on top is
  
   not
  
  the same quality as being in control of your own life, much less the unit under your command. But… You have earned at least
  
   some
  
  trust. And there is always the fact that you were put here by Avei. She, I have to assume, knows what she is about.”
 

 
  Another pause ensued while she studied Principia’s face. Then Commander Rouvad picked up the pen from its holder, dipped it in her inkwell, and began to sign forms.
 

 
  “Goddess watch over us all.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was the same room in which the three of them had had their last meeting, close to two years ago. Being a basement space in the Thieves’ Guild underground chambers used for clandestine interviews, it was never the most wholesome of spaces, but the atmosphere between them the last time had still been particularly dour. Now, it was oppressively grim.
 

 
  “And that’s it,” Tricks said softly, his tone giving no indication of his feelings.
 

 
  Thumper nodded once. “Long and the short of it, Boss. I figure you’ll want me to sit down with Questions for the fine points, but I’m pretty sure that covers everything you need to know right off the bat. Whole thing was just a complete fuckin’ waste,” he added bitterly, dropping his gaze to scowl at the floor. “The whole plan to interfere with Justinian amounted to diddly shit, the Keys situation apparently resolved itself before I ever even ran into her, and all I did for two years was get conned and pushed around by every asshole who gave it a try. Omnu’s hairy balls, I don’t think I’ve ever fucked up that consistently or hard in my life. An’ that’s sayin’ something.”
 

 
  “It matters that you recognize that,” Tricks said mildly. “I more than half expected you wouldn’t.”
 

 
  “I wouldn’t say it’s worth a whole goddamn
  
   lot,”
  
  Style rumbled, “but not nothing.”
 

 
  “And I’m not ready to completely write off the time you spent answering to Justinian and Syrinx,” Tricks added. “Yes, Thumper, you’ll definitely be having regular sessions with Questions until he’s fully satisfied. There may yet be something buried in that head of yours that you don’t even know is important.”
 

 
  “Sure, however many sessions he needs,” Thumper agreed, nodding. A skilled interrogator had uses far beyond extracting information from the unwilling; one as talented as Questions was employed just as often to tease out details and secrets from the memories of those who didn’t even know they knew anything of value.
 

 
  “So,
  
   you’ve
  
  had an interesting couple of years,” Style stated, striding forward. Thumper tensed instinctively at her approach but made no move even when she stopped, looming ominously over him. “Seen and done some real shit, apparently. But
  
   before
  
  that, there was the assignment the Guild sent you on out to Last Rock. Way I hear it, there are some teeny-tiny details you
  
   failed
  
  to report on, particularly with regard to your handling of Keys on site. She shared with us, after you left, exactly what you’d threatened to do to…what was it…ah, yes,
  
   motivate
  
  her. You wanna dispute that account, Thumper?”
 

 
  He tensed further, shoulders lifting with an indrawn breath, but the enforcer leaned his head back to meet her eyes. “Nope. Sweet told me what she said. Sounds like pretty much how it went down.”
 

 
  Style’s foot came crashing down onto the front of his chair right between his legs, missing him by a fraction of an inch and causing him to jump.
 

 
  “And are you fully cognizant, Thumper,” she said in a sibilant hiss, “exactly
  
   why
  
  conduct like that is
  
   not fucking acceptable
  
  under any circumstances, but
  
   most especially
  
  toward a fellow member of the Thieves’ Guild?”
 

 
  “I wasn’t…gonna actually
  
   do
  
  it,” he said weakly. “It was just a bit of…motivational theater.”
 

 
  “Ohh, Thumper,” Style whispered, reaching down with one big callused hand to very tenderly brush his cheek with the backs of her knuckles. Thumper bit down on his lips, going white with sudden terror. “Taking that at face value, let’s just forget about the monumental failure of enforcer technique that is issuing a threat you don’t intend to follow up on. Hell, we will set aside, just for the moment, the fact that even
  
   threatening
  
  rape is, according to Avenist, Imperial
  
   and Eserite
  
  doctrine, an act of sexual assault. Let’s just brush all that under the rug for a moment, here, and address the fact that THAT IS NOT WHAT I
  
   FUCKING ASKED YOU.”
  
 

 
  She seized his hair and wrenched his head to one side, bending down to bellow directly in his ear. Thumper cringed, grabbing the seat of the chair with both hands and going stiff as a board in her grasp, but made no physical reaction aside from that.
 

 
  “No, Style, I get it,” he said, his voice tight with pain. “I apologized to Keys, for what that’s worth. It was a shit thing to do and I was way over the line.”
 

 
  Style held him in place for three more heartbeats, then abruptly released his head and stepped back, staring down at her fingers. “Thumper, why the fuck does your hair smell like oranges?”
 

 
  “Samivir’s Hair Cream,” he said weakly, lifting one slightly trembling hand to smooth his hair back down into a semblance of order. “For the discerning gentleman, it says on the tin. It doesn’t stay this flat by itself, y’know.”
 

 
  “We’ve had some pretty interesting correspondence concerning you,” Tricks said idly, lounging back in his own seat in an utterly relaxed posture and regarding Thumper with an expression that was almost bored. “Webs vouches for you, because of course he does. Then again, his story about a succubus manipulating your actions has been corroborated, so… There’s that. Also, before you reported in, Sweet has informed me that in addition to the demon you recently had memory-altering infernomancy done on you, and
  
   then
  
  more mindfuckery by a green dragon. You understand how all this really muddies the waters when it comes to sussing out your exact degree of culpability for your actions.”
 

 
  “I don’t think Big K would do me wrong,” Thumper said, frowning. “He’s a good sort, for a fuckin’ scary primordial lizard monster.”
 

 
  “Which is more or less exactly what someone laboring under a magic dragon whammy
  
   would
  
  say,” Tricks observed. “I’m calling Glimmer down here from Mathenon to give you a good working over, too. I wanna know exactly what’s been done to your brain in as much detail as possible before we go deciding what to do about it. Meanwhile, we have
  
   also
  
  received a written communication concerning you, from Keys herself.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think you’ll get a kick out of this,” Style said with grim amusement when he tensed again.
 

 
  “Keys,” Tricks stated with a faint, bemused frown, “has requested clemency from us concerning your punishment for anything done by you to her and forsworn any intent to seek restitution.”
 

 
  Thumper blinked twice. “…huh?”
 

 
  “In basically
  
   any
  
  other circumstances,” said Style, “that would mean I’d haul
  
   her
  
  ass in here for an analysis, because that’s the kind of thing victims of abuse are prone to do for somebody who’s got his tentacles worked into their brain. Now, we all know you’re not that specific breed of asshole and Keys would still be three times as smart as you after getting hit on the head by a whole tree full of coconuts, but still, it’d be policy. But this is
  
   Keys,
  
  she whose industrious labor over the course of lifetimes to be the greatest possible pain in everyone’s ass I have decided I shall respect. In fact, I’ll go so far as to caution you that she is
  
   clearly
  
  only doing this to get you to join that asshat adventurer guild she’s running for the Sisterhood, and don’t even get me started on
  
   that
  
  horseshit, because she wants you under her thumb to torment you at her leisure. Hate to spoil a sister’s grift, but it is, as I’ve mentioned, Keys, so if she wants to piss away her right to restitution, fine and fuck her anyway. But that still leaves us, and you, and what it is that we are going to
  
   do
  
  about you.”
 

 
  She planted herself directly in front of him and leaned forward, stretching her lips into a psychotic death’s head grin, and said in a saccharine tone, “Would you like to know what we are going to do about you, Thumper?”
 

 
  He swallowed once before answering. “It’s pretty heavily on my mind right now, yeah.”
 

 
  “Well, you’ve got a monumental asskicking coming, that’s for goddamn sure,” Style said, abruptly straightening up and crossing her arms to glare down at him. “Sexual harassment of a Guild member, failure to report in when ordered, and a whole
  
   ream
  
  of shit that flirts with the boundaries of outright treason. Oh, yeah, you’ve got a foot up the ass in your future. But with each new revelation the curious case of Jeremiah Shook has become more layered, like the world’s most obnoxious shit-soaked onion, until what I recently assumed would be a
  
   very
  
  satisfying case of me stomping you into an orange-scented stain on the floor has turned into a whole ream of goddamn detective work before we manage to sort out exactly how responsible you are for everything you’ve been blundering around in, and how badly your brain has been fucked with already.
 

 
  “So I have decided, Thumper, that we are going to give this
  
   aaaallllllllll
  
  the time it needs. You’re gonna spend as long with Questions and Glimmer as they
  
   want,
  
  and then a little bit longer, and then a little bit longer
  
   still,
  
  until the both of them are entire sick of your face and
  
   my
  
  meddling, because I am not gonna leave a
  
   pebble
  
  unturned in that greasy-ass head of yours.
 

 
  “And then, once it has been established beyond all possible
  
   hint
  
  of doubt exactly what the fuck you’ve done and what you deserve for it…
  
   Then,
  
  and only then, will I kick your ass. And oh, Thumper, the asskicking I shall rain down upon you will be the crown jewel of my career, an unimpeachable
  
   masterwork
  
  of retribution.” She raised both her arms as if in benediction, gazing at the ceiling with a nearly rapturous expression. “Your culpability shall be known to the most infinitesimal degree, and you shall be stomped with
  
   godlike
  
  
   fucking exactitude.
  
  I will smite you with an exquisite fucking
  
   symphony
  
  of fairness, measuring every blow to the tiniest iota of its positioning and force until you have been punished
  
   so flawlessly
  
  for your two-year parade of shitheadery that not even
  
   your
  
  self-involved victim complex will enable you to walk away feeling you’ve been mistreated. Vidius himself shall descend from his throne on high to sit at my feet and learn the ways of fairly judging souls, that’s how precisely I’m gonna pulp you. I shall be a cleansing fire of fists and feet, and you shall emerge with the dross burned away to leave only a sore and chastened, but pristine and new, piece of shit of exactly the caliber the gods half-assedly created you. From the divine instrument of flawless retribution that is my size nine boot, you will ascend, born anew by the baptismal asskicking of Style which will echo down through the ages as a legendary arbiter of the very abstract fucking concept of justice.”
 

 
  By that point, even Tricks was eyeing her askance. Thumper gaped up at the chief enforcer with his mouth slightly open as she finally lowered her arms, planted her fists on her hips, and grinned down at him.
 

 
  “And I shall do all of this on your behalf, Thumper, not because you matter to that degree, but because I am
  
   sick of your bullshit.
  
  Now how’s that sound to you, hm?”
 

 
  He finally shut his mouth, swallowed once more, then cleared his throat. “I… Yeah, okay. Let’s do that. Sounds pretty good, actually.”
 

 
  Slowly, Style’s grin faded. “Thumper, I get that you’ve been through some shit, but the one thing I did
  
   not
  
  expect you to acquire from your travels was a sense of humor.”
 

 
  “No foolin’, Style, I mean it,” he said, now frowning faintly. “I’ve been… I’ve been looking back at all the shit I’ve ever done over the last few days, and I can’t get away from the fact that I just don’t know what’s what anymore. Kheshiri sure screwed with my head, yeah, but it’s from a lot longer back than that. The farther back I think, the more I realize I’ve been fed a mix of real good advice and complete bullshit, and only listened to about half of each, and now all I know is that a lot of what I thought I knew is bullshit, and I’m not even sure which part. It’s like… Y’know when you go up a staircase without paying attention and don’t count the steps right, so you get to the top expecting more stairs and there’s this second where the whole world’s out of balance cos the floor’s not where you thought it should be? It’s like that, except all the time. And it fuckin’ sucks.
 

 
  “Khadizroth said something to me about punishment, how’d he put it… Yeah, he told me when you’ve done somethin’ wrong, it puts you kinda out of balance with your whole existence, an’ from a state like that taking a punishment you’ve earned can be, like, medicinal. Puts you back in order with the world. Sounded like the dumbest fuckin’ mumbo-jumbo I’d ever heard at the time, but I dunno anymore. I can’t go on stumbling around with no idea who I am or what’s true or exactly why and how I keep fucking up everything. So… Yeah, Style, let’s go for it. You do what you gotta, I trust you to know what’s fair.”
 

 
  Both Style and Tricks were staring at him, blank-faced. Thumper looked rapidly back and forth between them, then cleared his throat awkwardly.
 

 
  “So, uh… Not to change the subject or nothin’, but while I’m here bein’ examined and all, am I allowed to leave the Guild?”
 

 
  “What the fuck do you think, Thumper?” Tricks asked wryly.
 

 
  He nodded. “Yeah, fair enough. Can I get people visiting me?”
 

 
  “Depends on the people, but I don’t really see why not,” said the Boss. “Webs has moved his operation to Tiraas; I’m pretty sure he’ll want to chat with you at the first opportunity. Way I heard it, you owe him an apology, too.”
 

 
  “Gods, I really do,” Thumper grimaced. “So…and I’m just askin’, here…if Sweet was to do his interfaith thing and could find one willing to come, could I get a priestess of Avei to come here an’ chat with me?”
 

 
  They both stared at him again, now openly incredulous.
 

 
  “It’s nothin’ urgent,” Thumper hastily clarified. “Just, y’know, spiritual stuff. Sweet’s got more important shit to do, so if it’s a problem don’t even worry about it. I just got some, uh, questions.”
 

 
  “I think,” Style mused, “this may take even longer than I thought.”
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  “And you know what the really surprising thing is? I’m not even angry.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn had swiveled her desk chair sideways and leaned it back as far as it would go, practically lounging in it with herself in profile relative to the students crowding her office. The fingers of her left hand drummed a slow and steady beat against the desk; with her right she held up the Mask of the Adventurer, slowly turning the innocuous-looking artifact this way and that and watching how the afternoon sunlight from her broad window gleamed along its understated silver decorations.
 

 
  “Barely surprised, even stranger,” she mused, studying the mask. “Oh, a little bit, sure. A person doesn’t have something like
  
   this
  
  dropped on their desk and not spend a few moments pondering what, in general, the fuck. But it’s really striking how quickly that faded into this vague yet all-consuming sense of ‘yeah, that sounds about right.’”
 

 
  “I can’t decide if we’re being insulted or let off the hook,” Gabriel muttered.
 

 
  “I’ll take the one if it comes with the other,” Juniper muttered back.
 

 
  “Hell, there’s a nice compliment in there if ya squint,” Ruda added, grinning.
 

 
  “It has to be said that I’m not without responsibility in this,” Tellwyrn continued, turning the mask over to examine its inner face. “You certainly went and did
  
   exactly
  
  what I instructed, didn’t you? I think I can be forgiven for failing to anticipate
  
   this
  
  outcome, but really. The combination of
  
   you
  
  lot, that location, and vague instructions to have a spiritually meaningful experience? Yeah, I’ll own it, on a certain level I was sort of asking for this. Not sending a proper University guardian with you, even. I
  
   swear
  
  I thought that was a good idea but now I’m sort of grasping for the reason why.”
 

 
  “Locke performed…adequately in that role,” Trissiny reported. She had changed out of her armor, but was standing at parade rest with only her sword buckled over her leather coat to identify her rank. “She’s jumpier than I would have expected under certain kinds of pressure, but I can’t fault her intent, or results. It all worked out.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Shaeine agreed, “upon balance I believe your experiment can be considered a success, Professor. Though you may, in the future, want to personally escort groups which present a similar set of risk factors as ourselves.”
 

 
  “Honestly,” Tellwyrn said with a scowl, still not looking at them, “I find I’m less annoyed about
  
   this
  
  thing than by the lot of you fucking off two provinces away to throw yourselves into a battle. Surprised? No. But by the same token, I
  
   know
  
  this is a conversation we have had before. More than once.”
 

 
  “It was necessary,” Toby said in perfect calm. “I am sorry we broke your rules, Professor. In a case like that, however… We always will.”
 

 
  “Mm.” She lifted her other hand to grasp the Mask by both its edges and brought it down toward her face.
 

 
  All of them inhaled sharply, going wide-eyed and rigid.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stopped moving, then half-turned her head to smirk at them.
 

 
  The whole group let out their suspended breaths in unison, followed by Ruda emitting a slightly strained chuckle.
 

 
  “You’re a bad lady,” Gabriel accused.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what.” Tellwyrn gently laid the Mask down on her desk and swiveled the chair forward to face them directly, straightening up in the process. “This is a one-time offer, don’t expect it to become general policy. But on this
  
   one
  
  occasion, if you can satisfy me that this was a successful educational experience, I will consider the lesson imparted and we can proceed without any further punishment. So?” Planting her elbows on the desk bracketing the Mask, she interlaced her fingers and stared at the group over them. “What did we learn?”
 

 
  There came a pause, while several of them turned to peer uncertainly at one another.
 

 
  “Consider it a group effort,” Tellwyrn prompted dryly. “I don’t care which of you comes up with an answer, so long as I’m satisfied that it’s one you’ve all absorbed.”
 

 
  “We should be more respectful of the unpredictable things in this world,” Shaeine said softly. “Of magic, in particular, but generally. There can be severe consequences for assuming that the rules will always apply.”
 

 
  “Yeah…that’s a really good way to put it,” Toby agreed, nodding. “From everything we know about the rules of magic, there was no reason to think
  
   this
  
  exact thing would happen, but it was reckless to think nothing of this nature
  
   could.”
  
 

 
  “It’s not so much we didn’t think it could as it wouldn’t have occurred to us, or any sane person,” said Ruda. “But…damn. No more fucking around with mixed magic in sacred sites. It coulda been a
  
   shit
  
  ton worse.”
 

 
  “It is sort of ironic,” Tellwyrn said thoughtfully. “For most of
  
   my
  
  lifetime, it would have been the baseline assumption of everyone, magic user or not, that much about magic was unknowable and not to be trifled with. Then along come I, to drive away the cobwebs of ignorance and instill you all with methodical thinking. Lo and behold, it worked, and here you are lacking fear of the unknown, when that is the exact quality that would have kept you out of this mess. It’s enough to make a person reconsider their whole life.”
 

 
  “Logic is the beginning of wisdom, not the end,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  Tellwyrn raised an eyebrow. “That’s Nemitite doctrine. Have you been reading the theology textbooks now, Fross?”
 

 
  “Yes, Professor, they make for really great light reading when I want a change of pace from magical theory. Also super helpful! A lot of stuff people do makes more sense when I understand the underlying philosophies that inform their behavior. But anyway, what I mean is, I don’t think your ultimate project here is wrong, not at all. Knowledge is
  
   never
  
  not better than ignorance. I guess we just hit a point where we got a little too full of our fancy University education and failed to respect the amount of ignorance we still had.”
 

 
  “Well said,” Trissiny agreed.
 

 
  “All right,” Tellwyrn said, finally cracking a faint smile. “That’s a good lesson indeed, and I
  
   am
  
  satisfied that you’ve absorbed it. All things considered, it worked out well. Whatever else happened, this thing enabled you to do a lot of good. Needless to say, if you ever
  
   again
  
  demonstrate a failure to consider the ramifications of tampering with unknown powers I will descend upon the lot of you like the personified wrath of Avei with a caffeine habit and a toothache. Understood?”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am,” they chorused.
 

 
  “Which leaves us with…this.” She leaned back again, picking up the Mask. “The thing itself.”
 

 
  “Really sorry to dump this on you, Professor,” Teal said earnestly. “But, well, Mr. Weaver said you might be the best person to look after it, and I can really see the sense in that.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes,” Tellwyrn said, now staring expressionlessly at the Mask. “I can take it, sure. Chuck it in the vault with the rest of the collection, can do. Ever since I started making it my business to get the really dangerous crap permanently out of everyone’s hands, nobody’s come close to even finding where I stored it all, much less cracking my defenses. Course, I never had a
  
   god
  
  make a stab at it before.”
 

 
  “You…” Trissiny hesitated, glancing at the others. “Is a god after that, in particular?”
 

 
  “Well, you tell me, Avelea,” Tellwyrn replied. “Since it seems like Vesk was at least ankle-deep in the creation of this thing and then up to his balls in everything that happened afterward.
  
   You
  
  three should know what he’s like, after this summer.” She pointed at Trissiny, Toby and Gabriel in turn. “Imagine you’re in a story. In a
  
   story,
  
  if there’s a big fancy magical sword that gets its own entire chapter of exposition, that thing is getting stuck in somebody before the third act climax. Probably after being the object of its very own epic quest.”
 

 
  “But it…sort of
  
   was
  
  stuck in somebody,” said Juniper. “Uh, metaphorically, I mean. The mask was used in the battle; it gave Jacaranda her power back and
  
   that
  
  pretty much decided the whole thing.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Tellwyrn said, scowling. “When you put it that way, the fact that there are pixies spread across half of N’Jendo now is indirectly your fault, as well.”
 

 
  “What, you got a problem with pixies now?” Ruda asked, grinning. “Are you gonna take that, Fross?”
 

 
  “She’s right,” Fross said quietly. “That is going to cause some real big problems.”
 

 
  “So, yes, the Mask
  
   was
  
  used,” Tellwyrn said, “and it
  
   was
  
  a deciding factor in what can be understood as the big story arc running at the time. Hopefully…
  
   Hopefully
  
  that will be enough. The problem is the
  
   scale
  
  of it. What you’ve got here is the kind of thing that alters the destinies of nations for centuries to come, not a single event. At least, that’s how it would be in fiction. I’ll hide it away as best I can, because what else am I going to do? But I can’t help wondering exactly what’s going to happen to bring it back
  
   out
  
  again.”
 

 
  “Okay, that’s already giving me a headache,” Ruda complained. “You sound like a fuckin’ bard. The world doesn’t run on fucking story logic!”
 

 
  “Anything Vesk has his hand on this heavily is going to run at least
  
   somewhat
  
  on story logic,” Trissiny said, frowning deeply. “It would be a good idea to try to think in those terms, if you find him in your proximity. Which is annoying beyond belief because I am
  
   not
  
  good at it.”
 

 
  “I’ll try to give you some pointers,” Teal promised.
 

 
  “Yes, that’s a good idea,” Tellwyrn agreed. “In fact, in lieu of proper punishment, I have extra homework for you lot after this. I want you to go to the library, ask Crystal for copies of
  
   The Myth Eternal
  
  by Ravinelle d’Ormont, and write a three-page essay predicting possible next events resulting from your field trip, which you will justify citing the text’s description of tropes and narrative structure. This is a group project; I want you to compare notes and each turn in an
  
   individual
  
  essay describing a different outcome. On my desk by Friday.”
 

 
  “I thought you said you
  
   weren’t
  
  going to punish us if we answered your question!” Gabriel protested.
 

 
  “Yes, Mr. Arquin, and as I said, this is not a punishment,” Tellwyrn said sweetly. “Would you like one of those instead?”
 

 
  “Uhhh…”
 

 
  “Irrelevant, because
  
   this
  
  is what you’re doing. All right, all of you out. Go rest, be in class as usual tomorrow. And see if you can
  
   try
  
  not to kick any more colossal metaphysical hornet’s nests for at least a week or so, hmm?”
 

 
  Several of them sighed, but they turned and began filing out.
 

 
  “Has anybody else noticed that something terrible happens to every city we go to?” Fross chimed as she drifted through the open door.
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s a good point,” Ruda agreed. “You fuckers are never visiting me at home again.”
 

 
  “Correlation is not causation, Ruda,” Shaeine reminded her.
 

 
  “I dunno,” said Gabriel as he shut the door behind them. “I feel like ‘Causation’ could be the title of our biography…”
 

 
  Tellwyrn stared at the closed office door for a few moments with a bemused little frown, then leaned back in her chair, folded her arms, and glared down at the Mask.
 

 
  It stared innocently back.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He was apparently the last to arrive.
 

 
  “So I see this isn’t to be a private meeting,” Bishop Darling said pleasantly, gliding forward toward the base of the stairs in the Archpope’s personal prayer chapel. For once, Justinian was already standing at the base of the steps instead of waiting dramatically at the altar up a story-tall flight of steps, framed by the towering stained glass windows, one of which concealed the door to his secret chamber of oracles.
 

 
  Bishops Snowe and Varanus were present, of course; that was almost a given. This was where the Archpope had most often assembled his inner circle of four—now three—Bishops. What was unusual was the presence of guards, two Holy Legionaries standing at attention to either side of the stairs, and Colonel Ravoud himself waiting behind the Archpope at parade rest.
 

 
  “Antonio,” Justinian said gravely, inclining his head. “Thank you for coming. I’m sure you have much to tell me.”
 

 
  “Mmm… No, I really can’t think of anything,” Darling answered, standing before him still with that serene Bishoply smile in place. Branwen gave him a wide-eyed look, Andros remaining inscrutable as ever behind his bushy beard.
 

 
  “I confess that surprises me,” said Justinian, not sounding surprised in the least. “Especially after Branwen brought such an exhaustive report.”
 

 
  “Why, precisely,” Darling agreed. “I’m sure she handled it just fine. And now, I believe there are some things
  
   you
  
  want to tell
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  “You believe so?” Justinian asked in just as mild and pleasant a tone.
 

 
  Darling smiled beatifically at him. “There had damn well better be.”
 

 
  All three soldiers shifted their heads to stare right at him, Ravoud stiffening slightly.
 

 
  Justinian’s eyes shifted past him to the door he had just come through, which now opened again. “Ah, good. The final necessary party to this conversation. Thank you for joining us, Basra.”
 

 
  Keeping his pleasant smile firmly in place, Darling turned slowly to face her. In neither Church nor Avenist attire, she wore severe black garments which, he realized on a second glance, were a color-reversed version of Ravoud’s white Holy Legion dress uniform. The only insignia was a golden ankh pinned over the left breast. The dark color incidentally served to emphasize the white bandages peeking out from her left sleeve. An ornate gold-hilted short sword hung at her belt; well, that style of weapon only required one hand, after all.
 

 
  Branwen drew in a sharp breath through her nose; Andros folded his arms, grunting once. Basra pulled the door shut behind her, then paced carefully toward them across the ornate carpet, her dark eyes fixed on Darling.
 

 
  “Bas!” he exclaimed in a tone of jovial delight, spreading his arms wide. “How perfectly lovely to see you again! We have so much to catch up on!”
 

 
  A practiced flick of his wrist brought the wand up his sleeve shooting out into his palm. She was still most of the way across the room; even with her trained swordswoman’s instincts Basra had time only to widen her eyes and stop moving before he’d brought it up and fired.
 

 
  The crack of lightning was deafening in the acoustically designed chapel. A blue sphere of light ignited around her, the shielding charm of a sufficient grade to absorb the close ranged wandshot without flickering.
 

 
  Basra bared her teeth in a snarl and dashed right for him, clawing her sword loose as she came. Darling shot her twice more before the pound of heavy boots on the carpet made him shift position to face the nearer of the Legionaries, who was bringing his ornate halberd down with the clear intent of barring them from reaching each other.
 

 
  Darling grabbed the haft of the weapon with his free hand and spun, using his weight and the man’s own momentum to send him staggering right into Basra’s shield. It was disgustingly easy. Honestly, why had Justinian campaigned so hard to have his own private military if
  
   this
  
  was all he did with them? Not only was a halberd a hilariously dated weapon, the clod was using it
  
   indoors
  
  and obviously had no idea how, to judge by how easily it was taken from him.
 

 
  It was heavy and unwieldy, and he had no chance of doing anything effective with it one-handed, but fortunately the quality of the Holy Legion remained constant; Darling was easily able to sweep it into the second soldier’s feet, sending the man stumbling to the ground. He hadn’t even
  
   tried
  
  to jump. It was an open question whether he physically could have in that ridiculous lacquered armor, but he’d done nothing except try ineptly to change course as the slow and heavy polearm came arcing at him. Never mind halberd technique, these guys hadn’t been trained in the very basics of hand-to-hand combat. What the hell was the
  
   point
  
  of them?
 

 
  “Antonio,” Justinian protested in a tone of patrician disappointment.
 

 
  “Be with you in a moment, your Holiness,” he said cheerfully, dropping the halberd.
 

 
  Basra had just shoved the stumbling Legionary off her, and now received three more swift shots. Still the shield held; that thing was military grade. She was closer now, though, and lunged at him again with a feral snarl.
 

 
  The shield was even phased to allow her to attack through it, which was cutting edge and
  
   really
  
  sophisticated charm work. Unfortunately for Basra, his more old-fashioned tricks were just as good. Her sword didn’t even draw sparks as it raked across the divine shield that flashed into being around him.
 

 
  “Should’ve stayed down,” he informed her, winking. “It suited you.”
 

 
  She made a noise like a feral cat and stabbed at him again, ineffectually. He fired back, the impact of the wand creating a burst of static and the sharp stink of ozone at that range. Basra stumbled backward, blinking the effects of the flash away from her eyes.
 

 
  A thump and clatter sounded from behind him, and he re-angled himself to check the scene without letting Basra out of his field of view. The tableau told a story at a glance; Justinian looking exasperated, Branwen openly amused, Ravoud flat on his back on the stairs and Andros just lowering the arm with which he’d clotheslined the Colonel when he had tried to join the fray.
 

 
  “Really?” Justinian said disapprovingly. “I would have hoped you two would try to reason with him, at least.”
 

 
  “We are completely behind you, your Holiness,” Branwen assured him. “Rest assured, the moment Antonio begins doing something inappropriate, we will restrain him.”
 

 
  “Eventually,” Andros rumbled.
 

 
  Darling grinned and shot Basra again.
 

 
  A wall of pure golden light slammed into place across the entire width of the chapel. It was a solid construction at least a foot thick, easily the most impressive Lightworking Darling had ever seen.
 

 
  As rarely as they were called upon to exercise it, one could easily forget that a sitting Archpope was at least one of the most powerful divine casters in the world. Once in a while, one
  
   had
  
  found cause to demonstrate it, such as Archpope Sairelle’s famous binding of Philamorn the Gold.
 

 
  Darling shot it, just to be sure. No effect.
 

 
  
   “Enough,”
  
  Justinian stated, hand outstretched and glowing. “Antonio, I understand your frustration—”
 

 
  “I am well aware that you do,” Darling stated, turning to stare at him with the pretense of conviviality gone from his features. “And I’m aware that
  
   you
  
  are aware that ‘frustration’ is in no way the word.”
 

 
  “This of all moments is no time for you to succumb to impatience,” the Archpope said soothingly. “It is no secret that we have all acted upon complex agendas, Antonio. For this long, at least, we have all been able to relate to one another like—”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that’s really the thing, isn’t it?” Darling said with a bitter grin. “Because as we
  
   all
  
  know, I’m Sweet of the thousand agendas. Whose side is he on? The Guild, the Church, the Empire? I’m the guy who can smile nicely at everybody and play every side against the middle, committing to none. And I,
  
   I,
  
  am now officially
  
   done
  
  with this.
  
   That
  
  fact alone should warn you just what kind of line you’ve crossed, Justinian.”
 

 
  Ravoud had bounded back to his feet, stepping away from Andros, and now strode forward, pointing accusingly at him. “You will address his Holiness as—”
 

 
  “Pipe down, Nassir,” Darling ordered. “When I need someone to get humiliated by the Last Rock Glee Club I’ll tag you into this.”
 

 
  “Please, Colonel,” Justinian said gently, making a peaceful gesture with his free hand. Ravoud clamped his mouth shut, looking anything but happy, but stepped back and folded his arms, glaring at Darling. “We have been through a great deal together, Antonio. I will not downplay the severity of recent events, but surely you do not think that
  
   now
  
  of all times it behooves you to throw everything away.”
 

 
  “Do you know how many people died in Ninkabi?” Darling demanded. “Don’t answer that, it was a rhetorical question. Nobody knows, because they are
  
   still finding bodies.
  
  And
  
   oh,
  
  what a perfect storm of factors had to align to make that catastrophe happen! Basra here, Khadizroth and his crew, the Tide.
  
   Every one of them your pawns, Justinian.”
  
 

 
  “And yet,” the Archpope said softly, “not even the first time I have been complicit in the mass summoning of demons into a major city under siege. Though as I recall, it was someone else’s plan, the last time.”
 

 
  So he was willing to admit to that in front of Ravoud and these incompetent non-soldiers of his? Interesting.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t even try it,” Darling retorted with open scorn. “Tiraas was a series of small controlled summonings by professionals, with the full oversight of the Imperial government. In Ninkabi
  
   twenty hellgates
  
  were indiscriminately opened
  
   after
  
  your pet assassin went on a murderous rampage to cull the local police. The fact you’d even
  
   bother
  
  making that comparison shows you have no argument to make, here.”
 

 
  Justinian lowered his hand, and the wall of light vanished. On its other side, Basra still clutched her sword and glared at him, but didn’t move forward again.
 

 
  “So this, finally, is the price of your conscience?” the Archpope asked in utter calm. “It is steep indeed, Antonio.”
 

 
  “Oh, is
  
   that
  
  what you think is happening here? My moral outrage compelling me to make a brave stand? I would have thought you knew me better by now, Justinian. I’m more than sleazy enough to stick right to all manner of perfidy just to keep a close eye on it. I’d have walked out on you long ago if I was going to do it out of anger or disgust. But you have burned
  
   way
  
  too many bridges with a single torch this time. You cannot keep a lid on the details of what happened in Ninkabi, not now that most of your own enforcers have run off to who knows where with all their knowledge.
  
   This
  
  rat is leaving this ship, Justinian, unless you can give me a compelling and
  
   immediate
  
  reason to think you can survive the backlash coming your way
  
   and
  
  guarantee that
  
   nothing like this ever happens again.”
  
 

 
  “And what would satisfy you?” Justinian inquired.
 

 
  “For starters?” Darling pointed at Basra without looking in her direction, keeping his gaze locked on the Archpope’s. “Kill her.”
 

 
  “That is a trap,” Justinian replied before Basra could react. “A rhetorical snare, Antonio. You seek to manufacture an excuse to do what you wish and blame my unreasonable refusal, knowing very well that I cannot give any such cruel order.”
 

 
  “There is absolutely no reason not to,” Branwen stated.
 

 
  The Archpope shifted to look at her, his eyebrows lifting incrementally. “Branwen…”
 

 
  “I know you believe you can control that creature, your Holiness,” she said, giving Basra an openly contemptuous glance. “Or at least, want to believe you can. I cannot imagine how you could still think so after the last week.”
 

 
  “I have been saying it for years,” Andros grunted. “A rabid animal should be put down, not put on a leash. Events continue to prove me ever more correct.”
 

 
  “The events in motion are greater than any of you can yet realize,” Justinian said softly. “Basra still has a role to play. As do you all.”
 

 
  
   “One
  
  thing hasn’t changed, Antonio,” Basra herself sneered, stalking forward. “Anything you believe you can do, I can
  
   still
  
  do better.”
 

 
  He turned slowly to face her. Then, suddenly grinning, Darling held up both his hands and began to applaud.
 

 
  Andros let out a hearty boom of laughter, and Basra lunged at him with her sword again.
 

 
  “Basra.”
 

 
  The Archpope’s voice brought her to an immediate halt. She glared at Darling with her face a mask of truly psychotic hatred, literally quivering with the desire to attack, but she did not move.
 

 
  “Of this I assure you,” Justinian stated. “Every bitter price I have levied, every sin with which I have stained my soul, is in service to a greater good which
  
   will
  
  be worth the cost when it has done. Too much has been paid, now more than ever, for us to stop. This
  
   must
  
  be seen through to its end, or all of this suffering has been for nothing.”
 

 
  Darling turned back to him. “Boss Tricks demands all the assurances I just asked of you, Archpope Justinian. Until they are produced, the cult of Eserion will choose to manage its relationships with the rest of the Pantheon directly, forgoing the mediation of the Universal Church. So, bye.”
 

 
  He turned and walked right past Basra toward the door.
 

 
  “You know, it wasn’t Eserion who saved you.”
 

 
  Darling slowed to a stop, but did not turn around, and Justinian continued.
 

 
  “I had a similar experience, Antonio. I witnessed something the Pantheon prefers to keep far from mortal knowledge. I
  
   survived
  
  only by the intervention of another god, one who questioned the injustice of keeping their secrets at the expense of so many lives. That is what happened to you, is it not? And so much of the course of your life has proceeded to its current point because you believed it was Eserion the defiant who shielded you. Eserion allowed you to think so, but it was
  
   not
  
  he.”
 

 
  Still, Darling didn’t turn, subtly rolling the wand between his fingers.
 

 
  “Will you really throw away all those years of searching,” Justinian asked softly, “when you are so near to the end? The time is fast approaching for
  
   all
  
  questions to be answered. You have labored with such industry and cleverness to obtain these secrets, Antonio. I would hate for you to come so close only to miss them.”
 

 
  “Okay.” Darling turned halfway, just enough for the Archpope to see his face. “Let’s hear it, then. Spill the big secret, tell me what the gods are hiding and what
  
   really
  
  happened at the end of the Elder War. I’m on tenterhooks, here.”
 

 
  “You of all people,” Justinian said, spreading his hands slightly at waist height to indicate those gathered near him, “understand that this is no place or time for such revelations. But soon, Antonio.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, see, that’s the thing,” Darling said, smiling again. “I don’t need you for
  
   that
  
  , either. Not anymore. Oh, and
  
   Baaaasra,”
  
  he added in a saccharine singsong, widening his smile to a wolfish grin as he turned it on her. “You can’t hide in here forever. You know it as well as I; you’ll go gibbering mad if you even try to keep yourself so confined. I will be seeing
  
   you
  
  again.
  
   Real
  
  soon.”
 

 
  He turned his back on the silent assemblage and strode out, kicking the chapel door open, then kicking it again to close.
 

 
  It shut behind him with a boom of echoing finality.
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  She wasn’t laboring on the omnipresent, never-ending paperwork for once. The office was quiet and dim as usual by that hour of the evening, the moonlight pouring through its large windows not competing with the warmer glow of the fairy lamp sitting on her desk. Tonight, Tellwyrn had elected to take some personal time, brushing all the papers to be graded into a filing cabinet and indulging in one of the hobbies she was least inclined to admit to in public.
 

 
  Not that she’d ever have contended that it was
  
   good
  
  poetry, but the satisfaction was in the creating, not the having. Most of them she shredded, anyway. Tellwyrn paused with her pen hovering above the parchment, considering syllables and studying the kanji already marked down. Haiku didn’t really work properly in anything but Sifanese, in her opinion, having tried it in several languages. It was an aesthetic matter of the syllabic structure of the language, not blind adherence to custom; had she been a stickler for tradition she would be using a brush, not a pen.
 

 
  She sighed heavily at the soft flutter of wings on the windowsill outside. Setting down the pen, she blew gently on the ink to dry it, then carefully picked up and tapped the stack of papers into neat order, ignoring the tapping from the glass behind her. The professor continued not to acknowledge it while it grew steadily more insistent until she had meticulously filed away the pages in a desk drawer, locked it, stowed the key in her vest pocket, and capped her inkwell, all with careful and precise little motions.
 

 
  Then she whirled, grabbed the window, and roughly threw it open.
 

 
  “Fucking
  
   what?”
  
  Tellwyrn demanded.
 

 
  Mary the Crow swung her legs into the room. “Arachne, we must speak.”
 

 
  “Well, it’s not like I expected a social call,” Tellwyrn retorted. “What’ve you done this time, lost another dryad?”
 

 
  “It was
  
   you
  
  who—no, never mind, I’m not going to play that game with you tonight. It’s about the Arquin boy, and that sword of his.”
 

 
  “Yes, Ariel.” Tellwyrn leaned back in her chair, scooting it back from the window and smirking faintly. “Who has never spoken in my presence. Arquin showed her to Alaric but has never asked my opinion about it. I think he’s afraid I’ll confiscate the thing.”
 

 
  “He seemed to fear I would do the same,” Mary replied, her expression intent and grim. “It is an original Qestrali magister’s blade, Arachne. According to the boy himself, Salyrene confirmed this. Do you know anything of the significance of such weapons?”
 

 
  “I figured it might be,” Tellwyrn mused. “Not many other mages have worked out the method. Yes, that’s what they do to the
  
   really
  
  naughty criminals, right? Not murderers or anything so pedestrian, but the ones with opinions the Magistry doesn’t care to hear.”
 

 
  “You are barking up the wrong tree if you think I’m going to defend the Magistry,” Mary replied, eyes still intent on hers. “I went to Qestraceel before coming here to check on something. Arachne…
  
   They are not missing one.”
  
 

 
  “Huh,” Tellwyrn grunted. “And?”
 

 
  The Crow’s jaw tightened momentarily in annoyance, but she pressed on. “He found that thing in the Crawl, did he not?”
 

 
  “Yes, during an excursion while the place was somewhat dimensionally unmoored, due to my incubus messing with some old Elder God tech he found. It’s probably from an alternate universe, Kuriwa, nothing to get your knickers in a knot over.”
 

 
  “Arachne,” she said quietly, “I was… I visited the Crawl once, before you arrived. Before the Third Hellwar. It was my escape route from the deep underworld.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn’s eyebrows rose slightly, but she remained silent.
 

 
  “I understand,” Mary continued, carefully choosing her words, “you spent many years seeking out the gods to ask something none of them were able or willing to tell you. Was it about your own origin?”
 

 
  “That’s ancient history,” Tellwyrn said curtly. “You had better have a
  
   damn
  
  good reason to be digging it up again, Kuriwa.”
 

 
  “I am not proud of this,” she replied, “but I did the least wrong thing I could at the time. I thought it was necessary, even despite the price. To undo a curse Elilial laid on my entire bloodline, I had to deal with Scyllith.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn worked her jaw once as if biting back a retort, then said in a deceptively mild tone, “So is
  
   that
  
  where the hair comes from? Always wondered.”
 

 
  The Crow drew in a deep breath. “The price Scyllith demanded for her aid was one of my kin. She said they would be removed from all memory, excised from the timeline. Only I would know that someone had been lost, but…not who.”
 

 
  The silence was absolute.
 

 
  “You what,” Tellwyrn finally whispered tonelessly.
 

 
  “Arachne, you have to understand—”
 

 
  “You knew,” the mage hissed, leaning forward. “From the
  
   very beginning.
  
  You recognized my name. If you’d been in the deep Underworld before then, you would have recognized my
  
   accent.
  
  And you are telling me this
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  
   “Listen,
  
  Arachne,” she said desperately. “It was suggestive, but
  
   not
  
  proof! You do not trigger my familial sense, your
  
   hair
  
  is the wrong color, you are an arcanist when none of my descendants are—”
 

 
  “Are you trying to pitch to me,” Tellwyrn snarled, standing up so abruptly that the chair smacked against the desk behind her, “that it
  
   never crossed your mind
  
  that
  
   any
  
  of that could be explained by alternate-dimension fuckery caused by the sadistic Elder God you were playing around with? You’re going to stand here at the apex of all the history between us and claim you are that
  
   blitheringly
  
  stupid?”
 

 
  “I had to be
  
   sure,”
  
  Kuriwa protested.
 

 
  
   “YOU HAD TO BE IN
  
  
   
    CONTROL,”
   
  
  Tellwyrn roared, and a sudden shockwave of pure kinetic force blasted the office apart, smashing its furnishings and sending the door shooting across the hall outside, but also pulverizing the window and flinging Kuriwa out into the sky.
 

 
  She caught her balance in the form of a crow, squawking frantically, and Tellwyrn shot out of the ragged hole where the outer wall of her office had been, landing nimbly on a square pane of blue light that appeared conveniently under her.
 

 
  Kuriwa lit on the opposite end, in elven form again, and held up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Arachne,
  
   listen,
  
  consider what—”
 

 
  “Thee
  
   thousand
  
  years,” Tellwyrn raged, stalking toward her, each step sending ripples across the panel beneath them. “While entire
  
   civilizations
  
  rose and fell around us, I drove myself mad scrabbling desperately for answers in every dark corner of the world, and you had them
  
   the whole time?”
  
 

 
  “It wasn’t that simple! Given what was at stake—”
 

 
  “YOUR EGO WAS AT STAKE!”
 

 
  The wind rose as Kuriwa gathered the attention of familiar spirits, but not fast enough; the blessing shielded her from serious bodily harm but the bolt of pure arcane power that hit her from point-blank range was comparable in strength to a mag cannon burst. She went tumbling moccasins-over-ears again, barely catching her balance on a leaf-shaped construct of green light which coalesced out of the air and hovered atop a constant updraft conjured from nothing.
 

 
  “If you want to blame me—”
 

 
  “Oh, you’re damn
  
   right
  
  I blame you!” Tellwyrn hurled a pumpkin-sized orb of lightning, forcing the shaman to glide swiftly out of the way. “Spare me your dissembling, you self-obsessed old carrion feeder! From the
  
   very beginning,
  
  you had everything you needed to answer
  
   both
  
  our greatest questions and you just couldn’t bring yourself to do it because
  
   I
  
  am something you
  
   couldn’t control!”
  
 

 
  “The risk—”
 

 
  “The risk was that you might have to acknowledge someone as an equal and then
  
   deal
  
  with them!”
 

 
  “Would you
  
   let
  
  me finish a
  
   sentence?”
  
  Kuriwa snapped.
 

 
  “Fucking NO!”
 

 
  A spray of lightning bolts burst out of nowhere around them, forming a deadly obstacle course in midair. Kuriwa dodged nimbly, directing her leaf through the crackling haze with the deftness of an acrobat while Tellwyrn stood impassive atop her glowing panel, electrical discharges snapping harmlessly against the arcane shield around her.
 

 
  “You may have swallowed your own bullshit, Kuriwa, but
  
   I
  
  never have, and in the end that’s what all this is about.” Tellwyrn folded her arms, her voice suddenly dead calm again. “You are so incapable of entertaining the possibility of not being in total control of something that you’ve squandered probably the widest window of time anyone has every had in which to do anything. Three
  
   thousand
  
  years, and you could have come to me at any point. Were you not such a walking bladder full of ego and spite, you’d have taken me aside the very day we met, but
  
   no.
  
  You had to
  
   wait.”
  
 

 
  “Arachne, please.” Kuriwa brought the leaf to a hover again.
 

 
  “You waited,” Tellwyrn continued, baring her teeth in a snarl, “until I tried
  
   everything
  
  I could try, and failed. You waited while I gave up on my whole existence and spent
  
   thirty years
  
  trying to
  
   die,
  
  in a place where you were quite possibly the only person alive who could have come to find me. You waited
  
   until I moved on,
  
  you selfish piece of shit. I gave up on the whole thing, found a
  
   true
  
  purpose in life and devoted myself to it, created an actual place in the world for myself that wasn’t just passing through it in every direction while trying to find my way back to somewhere I couldn’t remember. I was finally done, and happy, and this,
  
   this
  
  is when you chose to come here and tell me all this?!”
 

 
  “I
  
   understand,”
  
  Kuriwa said urgently. “I am not saying I handled everything perfectly, but—”
 

 
  
   “PERFECTLY?”
  
 

 
  This time it was an actual mag cannon burst, or near enough, a barrel-thick beam of pure white light which impacted the prairie below less than half a mile from Last Rock, fortunately at an angle that sprayed the debris away from the town. Kuriwa tried to evade, but the deceptively wide corona of the beam finally caused her conjured leaf to explode, forcing to catch herself in midair on her own tiny wings.
 

 
  A white sphere of divine light snapped into place around her, dragging the squawking and struggling bird forward until it rested right in Tellwyrn’s hand.
 

 
  The tiny shield only collapsed when her fingers closed, clamping around the crow’s neck. Arachne held it up, glaring into Kuriwa’s beady little eyes from inches apart.
 

 
  “I am done with you and your shit, Kuriwa,” she stated. “Stay away from my mountain. I don’t want to see you again.”
 

 
  A sheer kinetic burst erupted, just like the one which had demolished the office, but stronger; centered on Tellwyrn as it was, she was not affected, but having released her grip on the Crow in the same instant as the explosion, Kuriwa was hurled over two hundred yards into the night sky amid a spray of dislodged feathers.
 

 
  Tellwyrn stood impassively atop her floating panel of arcane magic, watching the little bird catch herself in the distance, flapping desperately to right her flight.
 

 
  Kuriwa started to circle back to head toward her again.
 

 
  Tellwyrn held up one hand, and a whirling vortex of sheer arcane destruction manifested in her grip, causing a steady breeze as the very air was drawn into it like a black hole.
 

 
  The Crow veered off in defeat and glided away to the south.
 

 
  The sorceress stood there watching until she had passed beyond the limits of even elven sight, even augmented by her enchanted spectacles. Then the pane of light beneath her turned and carried her back toward the hole in the wall, in which she could see and hear several of her faculty gathering. Explaining all this and then fixing her office promised to keep her occupied for a while.
 

 
  She welcomed the distraction.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “The questions are growing more and more insistent, your Holiness,” Branwen said, her expression openly worried. On his other side, Colonel Ravoud walked in silence, but wearing a matching frown of concern. “I don’t think Imperial Intelligence has more than rumor out of Ninkabi yet, but the rumors are themselves damning, and there’s just too much evidence left, too many witnesses… They
  
   will
  
  piece together an account of what happened, at least in the broad strokes. The newspapers are already all but openly attacking the Church, including some I
  
   thought
  
  were in your pocket.
 

 
  “And the
  
   symbolism,”
  
  she continued, her normally controlled voice rising in pitch. “The Guild and the Sisterhood haven’t formally left the Universal Church, but with both choosing to forego representation, it’s a very bad look. That’s two of the three cults that forced out Archpope Sipasian to install Archpope Vyara in the Enchanter Wars. If even one more cult turns away, this could present a major schism. The Veskers would complete that symbolic break and they’re the most unpredictable anyway, especially with Vesk himself having been involved in Ninkabi. Given that he actually forced a public surrender from Elilial, his credibility is at an all-time high. If they
  
   do
  
  withdraw it will be a political catastrophe, and I can’t get Bishop Tavaar to even respond to my messages.”
 

 
  “And the Shaathists,” Ravoud added. “They are the most loyal to your cause, your Holiness, and thanks to this Ingvar character and his splinter sect, with all the dreams and visions and portents that heralded them, Grandmaster Veisroi is going to be too occupied trying to control his own cult to lend much in the way of help.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Branwen, Nassir,” Justinian said calmly. “I greatly appreciate all the work you do.”
 

 
  “Your
  
   Holiness,”
  
  Branwen protested, coming to a stop. The Archpope did likewise, turning to regard her with beatific calm, and Ravoud trailed to a halt a few steps further on, glancing up and down the hallway. This corridor was deep within the tunnel system under the Cathedral; they were unlikely to encounter anyone and all but certain not to meet anyone who was not supposed to be there, but Ravoud took his duties as Justinian’s protector with the utmost seriousness.
 

 
  “I understand your fears, Branwen,” the Archpope said, reaching out to lightly rest a hand on her shoulder. “They are not misplaced. All of this I have planned for with great care.”
 

 
  “I believe in you, your Holiness,” Ravoud said firmly. “I knew you would be in control.”
 

 
  “Control is an illusion, my friends,” Justinian warned. “All we can do is have faith, and act as best we can without fear, and with our utmost skill and effort. You are right to be concerned, Branwen. All of this is unfolding too soon, before I am ready.”
 

 
  “What shall we do, your Holiness?” she asked, wide-eyed.
 

 
  “I…have planned for that, as well,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I had hoped and prayed that it would not come to this. I have, ready and waiting, the means to keep the circling vultures at bay until the proper time for them to strike, but it will require me to do things which I had desperately hoped I would not need to.”
 

 
  “We’re with you, whatever comes,” Ravoud assured him. Branwen nodded.
 

 
  “I am deeply grateful for you both,” he said, smiling. “Come, there is little time to tarry. Preparations must be made to meet the unforeseen, but first, tonight’s business has been long awaited and should not be delayed.”
 

 
  This wasn’t the first visit by either of them to this secret underground complex, though it was the first time he had brought both together. Grooming each of them to a state of assured loyalty had been a long-term project, more so in Branwen’s case than Nassir’s as she had a far more complex mind and intricate motivations. In the end, though, he felt assured of both their loyalties, now that the moment had come. As much, at least, as anyone could be assured of anything. Certainty was as much an illusion as control; a time inevitably came when one simply had to act.
 

 
  Justinian led the way in silence to the iron door, tapping the proper code into the runes affixed to its frame. It opened with a soft creak under the power of its own enchantments, and he strode through, both hurrying after as the door immediately began to shut again behind them.
 

 
  Delilah turned and bowed to him upon his entry, receiving a smile and a deep nod in response.
 

 
  
   “Finally,”
  
  Rector snapped, barely looking up from his runic console. Ravoud, ever protective of the Archpope’s dignity, shot the enchanter a scowl, but held his peace. It wasn’t his first time encountering the man, and Delilah had done her best to explain Rector’s eccentricities.
 

 
  The chamber was a chapel-sized apparently natural cave in the bedrock beneath Tiraas, only improved by having a door added and the floor smoothed down; the rest of the walls had been left in their natural contours, originally. Now, it was heavily built up with powerful fairly lamps to illuminate the space and its heavy-duty equipment. Machinery was arranged all around the walls, along with sturdy beams of iron and copper to hold some of it up, and intricate networks of wires, glass rods and brass tubes. Most of the structures were made of modern enchanting equipment, though there were several purely mechanical apparatuses in the dwarven style, and here and there, sticking out from the contemporary machines, ancient fragments of Infinite Order technology distinguishable by mithril surfaces and in two cases, glowing information panels. All of it was confined to the outer walls of the chamber, including the section on which they now stood, leaving a wide open space clear in its center.
 

 
  “Rector,” Justinian said calmly. “Is everything prepared?”
 

 
  
   “I’m
  
  ready,” the enchanter said peevishly. “Have been for an hour. You did your part?”
 

 
  Behind Justinian, Branwen gently placed a calming hand on Ravoud’s back as the Colonel tensed in agitation.
 

 
  “I have made all possible preparations,” Justinian assured him. “We should be able to proceed without drawing the interference, or even notice, of Vemnesthis.”
 

 
  “Should?” Branwen asked quietly. “No disrespect meant, your Holiness, but the Scions are one cult I am simply not prepared to contend with.”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t they have intervened already if they were going to?” Delilah asked.
 

 
  “Not till the last second,” Rector grunted. “Their standard policy. Wait till the event is ready to occur, freeze time, disassemble machine, deliver warning. Maximum emotional impact.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Justinian said gravely. “If I have failed and the Scions do register their displeasure, that will be the end of it. Apart from the probable loss of Rector’s entire construction, I will not engage in a futile contest with such an impossible force. And so, in more ways than one, this is the moment of truth. Proceed, Rector.”
 

 
  “Thinning dimensional barrier,” he said curtly, rapidly manipulating runes on his console. “May be uncomfortable, but harmless. Stay calm.”
 

 
  Massive power crystals began to glow and hum, energy lit several of the glass rods and brought several pieces of moving machinery to life, and in the next moment, the very quality of the air changed. It seemed to thicken and shift color, and a feeling almost of vertigo fell over all five of them, as if the floor had tilted. It did not, however, despite Branwen stepping unsteadily over to the wall to lean against it.
 

 
  “Stable,” Rector reported. “Initiating major breach.”
 

 
  In the domed ceiling of the cave, light began to swirl, quickly collecting into a visible vortex like the atmospheric effect caused by new hellgates. More lights activated and another bank of machinery hummed to life. Several brass connectors began to emit sparks, and a stray arc of lightning climbed one of the steel beams lining the walls.
 

 
  “Rector?” Justinian asked calmly while the others ducked.
 

 
  “All within normal parameters,” Rector grunted. “Triple redundancy in crucial systems, some circuit burnout planned for. Opening it.”
 

 
  “I have a bad feeling about this,” Branwen muttered.
 

 
  The vortex in the ceiling widened, till the swirling effect was not a spiral but a border, rimming a circular space that was pitch black, as if the machinery had opened a portal onto some absolute void. No more equipment came to life, but the energy coursing through the connectors visibly and audibly intensified. A red indicator began flashing on one of the Infinite Order panels.
 

 
  Rector’s control panel put off a sudden shower of sparks, causing him to dodge momentarily to one side, but he did not otherwise react, even when Delilah rushed forward.
 

 
  They seemed to form out of the very air, a network of gossamer strands fanning out from the portal in every direction. Most passed through the very walls, trembling as if their other ends were affixed to targets which moved and caused the whole web to shiver, but many of the streams of ephemeral spidersilk were connected to each of them. Ravoud grimaced and tried to brush at them.
 

 
  “Be calm,” Justinian urged over the noise of the enchanted machines. “They have always been there, you are only now able to see them. The webs are a visual metaphor, delineating connections. They will not harm you.”
 

 
  He himself was connected directly to the portal by a single, massive cable of gnarled silk. So many streamers of spiderweb radiated away from him it was as if he were a second portal in his own right.
 

 
  “Portal stable,” the enchanter stated, brusque as ever. “All values locked in. Initiating temporal phasing. Stay on this side of the console, may be disorienting if you’re too close. If the Scions interfere it’ll be now.”
 

 
  He grabbed a lever and slowly eased it into an upward position.
 

 
  Around the center of the open space a swirl of golden dust arose, quickly forming a helix shape in the air and then fluctuating wildly about, a tornado extending from the dimensional portal to the floor. Or, looked at another way, the upper half of an hourglass.
 

 
  The Archpope’s deflections held. No Scions appeared; Vemnesthis’s attention was not drawn to the portal they had made between two points in time.
 

 
  But someone else’s was.
 

 
  The entire network of webs shivered, then began to shake violently. And then, suddenly, more things poked out of the portal.
 

 
  Long, segmented appendages emerged, amid showers of sparks and arcs of lightning from the equipment all around as the portal was strained beyond its intended limits at the entity’s emergence. One of the colossal spider legs drove into the wall, thankfully missing the machinery; unlike the webs, this was clearly a physical projection. Its tip made a crater in the ancient stone.
 

 
  “Your Holiness!” Ravoud shouted. “We have to get out of here!”
 

 
  “Peace.” Justinian held up one hand, noting the way the strands of silk binding it went taut at the gesture, quivering with tension as their other ends were collected by whatever now rose on the other side of the spacetime aperture.
 

 
  Someone screamed, either Deliliah or Branwen, at the sudden pressure that fell over the room, the distinctive psychic force of a consciousness orders of magnitude beyond their own looking upon them.
 

 
  Amid the blackness in the center of the swirling, eight crimson eyes appeared.
 

 
  Justinian flexed his forearm in a circle, gathering a physical grip on the spiderwebs, then yanked hard.
 

 
  The eyes shifted, fixing their gaze upon him directly. The mental thrust of it might have crushed another person. But he was the Archpope, and even while hiding his activities from the gods, he enjoyed certain protections.
 

 
  Justinian nodded once in acknowledgment, and released his grip on the webs.
 

 
  With a great tearing of metal, the entire portal collapsed. All the visible magical effects dissipated and the arcane hum of the machines began to power down. The last evidence any of them could see of the metaphysical forces they had summoned was the spectral shape of a spider the size of a dragon emerging into the chamber, fading from view like a shadow from a campfire.
 

 
  It was only relatively quiet, with furtive fountains of sparks and several residual electrical discharges snapping around the edges of the walls. A significant percentage of the equipment built into them had either exploded or been crushed by falling stone and beams; this great machine wasn’t going to work again any time soon. More than half of the industrial sized fairly lamps had been burned out, leaving the chamber cast in odd patterns of light and darkness.
 

 
  Ravoud stepped forward, planting himself in front of Justinian with his wand in his hand.
 

 
  “W-what went wrong?” Branwen asked tremulously. “That wasn’t the Scions. What
  
   was
  
  that?”
 

 
  “Nothing went wrong,” Rector said.
 

 
  “Excuse me?” Ravoud exclaimed. “What do you call
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Unexpected side effect,” the enchanter said noncommittally. “Experiment succeeded, worked exactly as predicted. Look.”
 

 
  He pointed, and they all turned to stare at the unconscious figure now lying in a heap in the middle of the floor, directly below where the portal had been.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The swirling column of golden light had been bad enough. Prairie folk were very much accustomed to tornadoes; glowing tornadoes that came out of a clear sky and sat in one place for several minutes managed to conjure both their very reasonable caution for nature’s destructive power and the more primal fear of the unknown.
 

 
  It did not help that the citizens of Hamlet could all tell at a glance exactly where it had centered.
 

 
  But then it got worse.
 

 
  Thankfully, the glowing storm didn’t approach the village, but when it abruptly dissipated, it left behind a column of pure fire that would have been visible for miles around, accompanied by the ear-piercing scream of a woman in the extremity of terror and pain.
 

 
  Exactly as it had been only a few short years ago on the night June Witwill had died.
 

 
  Now, Marshal Ross, having ordered the rest of the townsfolk to stay back, led his two deputies on a fast march across the prairie to the old basin full of flowers, wands in hand and expressions grim as the grave. Of all the things this town did not need dragged up again…
 

 
  He slowed as he reached the rim of the little hollow, raising his weapon and peering down into the depression, ready for anything. Or so he thought. Ross was not ready for what he actually saw.
 

 
  As it had been on that other terrible night, the entire basin was scorched black, every stalk of tallgrass and
  
   versithorae
  
  blooms scoured away by the unnatural firestorm. But this time, she was there.
 

 
  She huddled in front of the stone marker, her gingham dress hanging off her in charred rags; even her hair looked to be half-burned away. But apart from that… What could be seen of her skin looked whole, untouched by fire.
 

 
  And she was
  
   alive.
  
 

 
  The Marshal stepped down into the basin, Lester and Harriet right on his heels. Their boots crunched on the charred ground, kicking up occasional sparks where the destroyed vegetation still smoldered. She had to have heard their approach, but she just knelt there, huddled around herself, staring at the stone memorial bearing the Omnist sunburst, and her own name and date of death.
 

 
  He came to a stop a few feet away, glanced at the other two. Lester looked wide-eyed and on the verge of being sick; Harriet’s face was set in grim lines as if she still expected the worst.
 

 
  “June?” he said softly.
 

 
  Slowly, she turned. Her eyes were wide and terrified beneath a charred fringe of brown hair, but it was her. He’d known her all her life, mourned her and moved on. And there she was, alive and scared out of her mind.
 

 
  “M-Marshal?” June Witwill said weakly, tears beginning to cut tracks through the soot smeared on her face.
 

 
  “Harriet, go fetch Doc an’ the priest,” Ross ordered. Immediately she turned and climbed back up the rim of the basin, heading off for Hamlet at a run.
 

 
  “Marshal Ross?” June whispered. “What happened? What is going
  
   on?”
  
 

 
  He dropped his wands on the ground, already shrugging out of his coat, and knelt to sweep it around her shoulders. She grabbed and clung to him as if for dear life, trembling.
 

 
  “June, honey, I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Data matches,” Rector reported, hunched over the repurposed telescroll machine affixed to his console. “Good thing I added the redundant circuit breakers. Didn’t lose any data in the overload. Perfect match for the values in the Vadrieny data, filling in all the blanks. Looks good, your Holiness, we can finish the Angelus Project with this.”
 

 
  “Well done, Rector,” Justinian said softly. “Very well done indeed.”
 

 
  “What was that
  
   thing?”
  
  Delilah demanded. “The spider? Where
  
   is
  
  it?”
 

 
  “Didn’t actually emerge here,” Rector said distractedly, still pouring over the stream of markings being produced by the transcriber. “Looked like it cos of temporal effects, but she used the opening we made to…I dunno. She’s not here, or now, though. Probably not far off. Time travel’s confusing and dangerous, good reason there’s a whole god of not letting people do this.”
 

 
  They all tensed, save Rector and himself, as the sprawled figure in the middle of the floor stirred. Claws rasped against the stone.
 

 
  Justinian stepped forward at an even pace.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,
  
   no,”
  
  Ravoud insisted, planting himself between the Archpope and the thing they had summoned.
 

 
  “It’s all right, Nassir,” Justinian said kindly, reaching out to squeeze his shoulder. “This is according to plan.”
 

 
  “But that creature…” The Colonel glanced over his shoulder, gripping his wand. “The
  
   risk.
  
  Without you, your Holiness, everything will fall apart.”
 

 
  “Nothing of value can be done without risk, my friend,” the Archpope said softly. “But you know me, Nassir, and have been with me for a long time, now. Have you ever known me to take a risk that was not meticulously calculated?”
 

 
  Ravoud hesitated, agonizing indecision written clearly on his face.
 

 
  “Have faith,” Justinian said softly.
 

 
  Finally, clamping his mouth into an unhappy line, the Colonel stepped out of the way. Branwen sidled up next to him, tucking her hand reassuringly into his arm, and they all watched the Archpope descend to meet the new arrival.
 

 
  She groaned softly, in pain or confusion, twitching again, and then flapped her wings once with a force that sent a burst of air whirling through the chamber. There came an audible crunch as the claws tipping her fingers sank right into the stone beneath her.
 

 
  Justinian stopped a yard away, and knelt. “How do you feel?”
 

 
  With a jerk, she snapped her head up. Her eyes, wide and frightened, were whirling pits of orange flame.
 

 
  “What—who are… Where am I? Who are you?”
 

 
  Her wings were tipped with little claws at the joints, otherwise being decorated with a rather pleasing arrangement of red and blue feathers not unlike a Punaji macaw. She had hair of a fiery orange—but orange that human hair could actually be, not literally made of flame like her younger sister’s.
 

 
  “My name is Justinian,” he said gently. “Take your time. You have just been through something deeply traumatic, but you are safe here. Don’t rush it. What do you remember?”
 

 
  “I…I…” She sat upright, curling her legs under herself and letting her wings slump to the floor, clutching her head in both clawed hands. If she had been wearing anything, it had been burned away by the transition. “Nothing.
  
   Nothing!
  
  Who is… Who am
  
   I?”
  
 

 
  “I feared this,” he said, sighing softly. “We have seen this once before.”
 

 
  “My memory… It’ll come back. Won’t it?” Her expression was pleading, as desperate as her voice.
 

 
  “I don’t know,” he said gravely. “It may not; you must be prepared for that possibility. I will do everything I can to help you, but I will not make promises that I don’t know I can keep.”
 

 
  “Who
  
   are
  
  you?” she demanded.
  
   “Who am I?”
  
 

 
  “I am someone,” he said slowly, maintaining calm in the face of the incredibly dangerous creature’s growing panic, seeking to help ground her, “who is supposed to be your enemy.”
 

 
  “My enemy?” She bared fangs at him.
 

 
  “Supposed to be,” he replied, voice even but firm. “We have been set against each other by those who would presume to rule us. By liars calling themselves gods; by those who were meant to give me guidance, and one who should have loved you above all else. But they seek to manipulate me into fighting unjust battles on their behalf, and condemned you to die for their own convenience. I
  
   tire
  
  of dancing to the tune of selfish creatures who presume to be my masters. I believe we should be free to choose our own fates. Me, you, all people, everywhere. And so I saved you.”
 

 
  He bowed his head once in a deep nod.
 

 
  “I am sorry I failed to do so more thoroughly. I had hoped to spare you some of this trauma, at least preserve your memory. We are laboring against colossal powers, and my efforts have been…imperfect. But I at least have managed to preserve your life.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Any of this. I don’t know who I am, let alone why I’m here. What’s happened…”
 

 
  “All will be well.” Justinian extended a hand to her. Behind him there came several indrawn breaths as his companions tensed. “None of us can say what the future holds, but I
  
   will
  
  do my very best to protect you. And together, perhaps we can free ourselves of our enemies’ control.”
 

 
  Slowly, she reached out and wrapped her murderous talons around his hand. She had, he knew, the strength to crush him with a single clench, but she just held onto him. Firmly, yet gently.
 

 
  “I’ll tell you everything I can about your history, and what’s happened,” he said, slowly standing up. Still holding his hand, she did likewise, raising her wings in the process. “But that will take time, and we should get you somewhere more comfortable first. To begin with, though, your name is Azradeh.”
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   The residence of House Dalmiss was built into a great natural wall between the main cavern of Tar’naris and the secondary cave in which the city’s agricultural works had been built, with an enviable view overlooking both. The Duchess of House Madouri and her Butler were escorted by diffident guards to their appointment with the Matriarch in a colonnade open to the air on the agricultural side, lit by the golden gleam of its huge sun crystals.
  
 

 
  
   The chamber was set up as a miniature throne room, with its entrance at one narrow end leaving a long approach to the opposite wall, where a dais held a single ornately-carved chair upon which Ezrakhai awaited them. Two House soldiers stood impassively at attention at the foot of the dais, bracketing the guests’ view of her, and a single chair was set up in the center of the floor, facing the throne.
  
 

 
  
   “Duchess Ravana,” she said by way of greeting, with a single dip of her head.
  
 

 
  
   “Matriarch Ezrakhai,” Ravana replied with a matching nod, seating herself without waiting for an invitation. Yancey stepped up to place himself behind her left shoulder, folded his hands behind his back, and assumed a stillness that would have suited even a Narisian.
  
 

 
  
   “I ask your pardon for the sparse accommodations,” the Matriarch said tonelessly. “Your visit was unexpected. We are unaccustomed to entertaining guests of your esteemed rank with so little warning.”
  
 

 
  
   A robed servant, the only other drow in the room now that Ravana’s guides had departed and closed the door behind her, stepped forward with a deep bow, and poured wine from a stone bottle into a goblet which she then handed to the Duchess.
  
 

 
  
   “On the contrary, the fault is mine for so abruptly imposing upon you,” Ravana said smoothly, taking the cup without otherwise acknowledging the servant, who then backed away against the wall. “I can find no fault with your hospitality. My thanks for receiving me in person on such short notice.”
  
 

 
  
   Ezrakhai inclined her head again, then hesitated, her eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly; Ravana had taken a tiny sip, grimaced, and set the goblet down upon the arm of the chair.
  
 

 
  
   “To what do I owe the honor of this visit?” the drow asked, her tone still even.
  
 

 
  
   “There is but one concern we heads of House must always put first, is there not?” Ravana replied pleasantly. “The welfare of our people.”
  
 

 
  
   “Indeed,” Ezrakhai said impassively, “though I am uncertain how I might aid you in the care of your own, your Grace.”
  
 

 
  
   “Ah, but as it turns out, you can.” Ravana folded her hands demurely in her lap, still smiling. “I was recently made aware that several citizens of Madouris and Tiraan Province are currently held in Tar’naris against their will. According to my investigations, five have been placed in indentured servitude of unlimited duration to members of House Dalmiss.”
  
 

 
  
   “I see,” Ezrakhai said with the faintest downturn of the corners of her mouth. “I assure you, your Grace, that enslavement in Tar’naris is assigned only as a just punishment for serious crimes of which the subject has been duly convicted.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, I am aware of the politics involved,” Ravana said, languidly waving one hand. “I could, of course, argue with the procedural details of each trial; I have taken time to gather information on the various improprieties of all five convictions—”
  
 

 
  
   “That would be something to take up with the courts, which answer directly to the Queen. I cannot intercede in their judgments.”
  
 

 
  
   “—but we both know that would be missing the forest for the trees, as it were. At issue is that the very institution of slavery in Tar’naris is applied selectively to humans and enforced through corrupt trials, in order to secure a rare luxury for those able to purchase a miscarriage of justice. I’m sure it must shock and horrify you that any such exist among your House.”
  
 

 
  
   “Again,” Ezrakhai said, now with a faint edge to her tone, “that is a matter you would have to bring before the courts. If you can prove that those trials produced an improper verdict, Duchess, you could have them overturned. The guilty would then, of course, be freed.”
  
 

 
  
   “That all sounds rather tedious, does it not?” Ravana mused. “They could also be freed if those in custody of them relinquished their claim.”
  
 

 
  
   “I think you would find that a rather hard sell,” the Matriarch said dryly. “A slave is a rare and prestigious acquisition.”
  
 

 
  
   “To be sure, to be sure. Thus why I have requested an audience with yourself, Matriarch. I assume you have sufficient authority over your House to order the release of my people. I formally request that you exercise it.”
  
 

 
  
   In the heavy silence which followed, Ezrakhai very slowly drummed the fingers of both hands upon the armrests of her throne.
  
 

 
  
   “I am not thoroughly versed in the details of House politics within the Empire,” she said at last, “but I cannot imagine it is news to you that no aristocrat reigns by complete and incontestible fiat. Power is made of the agreement of one’s subordinates that one is to be obeyed, and can be damaged by excessive use. I’m afraid it is simply out of the question for me to make such demands of multiple members of my House simultaneously, your Grace. It would be at minimum deeply disruptive, and in all likelihood severely damaging to my rule.”
  
 

 
  
   “I sympathize,” Ravana said with apparent sincerity, inclining her head. “Nonetheless, that is, not to put too fine a point on it, your problem. I require the release of my citizens.”
  
 

 
  
   Another beat of silence passed. This time, Ezrakhai stared down at her, silent and still as a gargoyle.
  
 

 
  
   “That remains beyond my ability.”
  
 

 
  
   “No, it doesn’t,” Ravana said, still smiling pleasantly. “Merely beyond your willingness.”
  
 

 
  
   “As you say,” the Matriarch retorted, finally wearing open annoyance. “As such, I wish you good fortune in pursuing your dispute with Queen Arkasia’s court. Now I must excuse myself, as it is a particularly difficult time for my House and certain matters require my ongoing attention.”
  
 

 
  
   “Ah, yes, of course,” Ravana said, nodding. “The disappearance of your second daughter. I imagine that is most preoccupying.”
  
 

 
  
   Ezrakhai had begun to rise from her throne, but now hesitated, narrowing her eyes again. “You are indeed well-informed, your Grace.”
  
 

 
  
   “Oh, naturally,” Ravana said airily. “After all, I have her.”
  
 

 
  
   Both House Dalmiss guards finally reacted, shifting position subtly to stare at her directly, one moving a hand to the hilt of her saber. Ezrakhai herself abruptly sat back down, leaning forward to stare at the Duchess.
  
 

 
  
   “What did you say?” she whispered.
  
 

 
  
   “It was quite easy,” Ravana explained, smiling broadly. “I simply had her snatched right off the street. That is a thing I can
   
    do,
   
   Ezrakhai, while your people must resort to elaborate trickery to do the same. I say that not to boast, but to emphasize an important point which I believe has gone over your head.”
  
 

 
  
   The Matriarch shot upright, baring her teeth. “You will return my daughter
   
    immediately,
   
   you smirking child!”
  
 

 
  
   “I have every intention of it,” Ravana agreed, folding her hands again. “The
   
    condition
   
   in which she is returned, of course, depends entirely upon you. Now, as I said, I require the immediate release of all citizens of Tiraan Province behind held in slavery by your House. You have forty-eight hours to remand them, unharmed and without exception, to Imperial custody. If this is not done by that point, you will receive…an ear.”
  
 

 
  
   Ezrakhai’s eyes widened. “You
   
    dare—”
   
  
 

 
  
   “At intervals thereafter,” Ravana
   
   
   continued, “unless these demands are met, further…bits and bobs. The other ear, fingers, feet… Eyes, tongue. You know, whatever protrudes and is accessible. This should afford you
   
    quite
   
   some time to carry out this difficult task, as I have no intention of killing Ezranat and there are so many things a person can lose and still live. One way or another, you’ll receive her back, alive. In the worst case scenario, a blind, mute, limbless torso. In
   
    any
   
   case, one who knows exactly whose intransigence resulted in her state. And if that somehow has
   
    still
   
   not moved you to comply, I will simply seize another member of your family and begin again.” Ravana’s smile widened, showing the tips of her teeth. “Which I can also do, Ezrakhai, regardless of any defenses you raise. For the simple reason that I am, by every measurable standard, your superior.”
  
 

 
  
   The Matriarch pointed at her, barking a few harsh syllables in elvish, and both guards lunged at the human, bringing up their swords. With typical elven speed, they crossed the space faster than a human could have noticed them moving.
  
 

 
  
   Most humans.
  
 

 
  
   Yancey intercepted them just as rapidly, seizing the wrist of the closer soldier and snapping her arm with a jerk even as he tripped the other. The guard screamed as she was sent hurling over the side of the open colonnade to plummet into the fields below. By that point the second guard was already in the process of spinning back to her feet and slashing at him with her saber in the same motion.
  
 

 
  
   The Butler hopped nimbly over the blade, once more kicking her, but this time hooking a foot under her body in the process and hiking her physically upward before she could regain her footing. It closed the distance enough for him to seize her by one ankle.
  
 

 
  
   He spun in a full circle and hurled her in the opposite direction. The guard struck the servant, slamming both into the stone wall hard enough to crack it. They tumbled to the floor and lay unmoving, a puddle of blood already beginning to spread.
  
 

 
  
   Yancey stepped back behind Ravana and resumed his formal posture. Exactly three seconds had passed.
  
 

 
  
   “This is what I mean,” Ravana admonished. “A sensible,
   
    civilized
   
   person would have paused to consider that Ezranat’s life rests in my hands, and acted accordingly. You, Ezrakhai, are a savage, and that is why you are now in this situation. Your people thrive because the Empire wills it. You
   
    survive
   
   because the Silver Throne deems your existence advantageous. In the prosperity brought by the patronage of Tiraas, you have grown ungrateful and arrogant. As you have chosen to squander my goodwill, you shall now be relegated to dealing with me in a more proper manner: as befits a lesser civilization, existing at the sufferance of a greater. Yancey.”
  
 

 
  
   She spoke with a subtle emphasis as Ezrakhai took two long steps across the floor toward her.
  
 

 
  
   “If this overweening termite presumes to lay a finger on my person, break both of her legs.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, my Lady,” the Butler intoned in perfect serenity.
  
 

 
  
   The Matriarch froze, glaring with pure hatred. Ravana leaned slowly forward, her smile finally slipping.
  
 

 
  
   “Forty-eight hours,” she repeated, “until the dissection begins. You needn’t worry for Ezranat’s life; I am actually able to guarantee the safety of people under my protection, as I am the ruler of a true noble House and not a cave-dwelling arthropod with pretensions of significance. I expect you to remember this lesson, should the opportunity arise for you to falsely enslave a citizen of my province in the future. If I am forced to put you back in your place
   
    again,
   
   I shall not do so as gently.
  
 

 
  
   “And when you attempt to attack me in retaliation,” she added with a condescending smile, “which you will, because you are a brute savage with the capacity for only a few predictable thoughts, you will not be getting the personnel you send back. At least, not immediately. I mean to commission a very stylish drowhide trench coat in the Imperial style, when I have accumulated enough leather. I will send it to you, as a personal gift from House Madouri. Just the first one, though. After that, I believe I’ll begin work on a lovely sofa.”
  
 

 
  
   “You are a sadistic little
   
    monster,”
   
   the Matriarch hissed.
  
 

 
  
   “No, Ezrakhai,” Ravana retorted, the smile vanishing from her features. “You are a little monster. I am a far greater one. If, as I suspect, you are capable of absorbing no other lesson from this, get that into your head. The reminders will only grow more costly with repetition. Now, then!”
  
 

 
  
   She stood smoothly, pausing to incline her head once more in a courteous gesture.
  
 

 
  
   “My Butler and I are going to walk out of this House unimpeded. Either because you belatedly summon the basic sense not to interfere with me while your daughter’s fate hangs in the balance, or because you have nothing capable of impeding us. In truth, it makes no difference to me.”
  
 

 
  
   Ravana turned and glided away, back toward the audience room’s door.
  
 

 
  
   “You cannot be arrogant enough to think this ends it,” Ezrakhai snarled behind her. “No matter how this plays out, Madouri, for an insult of this magnitude there will be
   
    vengeance.
   
   On the last drop of my blood, I swear it!”
  
 

 
  
   The Duchess paused, and looked over her shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “The mole bares its teeth. It would be endearing, were it not so sad. Come, Yancey.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, my Lady.”
  
 

 
  
   They departed the room in silence.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  
   The namesake fortifications of Fort Vaspian physically barred the tunnel entrance to Tar’naris, funneling all commerce between the drow city and the surface through Imperial-controlled gates, but in the decade of peacetime a civilian presence had expanded around the battlements, until the label of Fort Vaspian was used to refer to what amounted to a mid-sized town as much as the citadel at its heart.
  
 

 
  
   Thought it offered numerous accommodations, including several comfortable enough to suit the standards of an aristocrat, Ravana’s next meeting was deep within the old fortress itself, where absolute security could be ensured by the Empire, and more specifically, one of the individuals already waiting when she arrived.
  
 

 
  
   “Ah, I see I am the last here,” Ravana said, gliding forward to join Lord Quentin Vex and Nahil of House Awarrion at the fireplace, while Yancey shut the door behind them. “I do hope I have not kept you waiting. Departing the city was surprisingly difficult; a large, apparently informal procession of some kind has slowed traffic along the main thoroughfare to the gates.”
  
 

 
  
   “Not to worry, your Grace,” Nahil said serenely, “I’m just relieved to hear that was your only delay. I might have worried for your safety, if Matriarch Ezrakhai took offense at your demands.”
  
 

 
  
   “I found the Matriarch eminently reasonable, after some judicious prompting,” Ravana replied with a smile, settling herself in a chair across from Nahil while Vex lounged against the hearth.
  
 

 
  
   “Then everything proceeded as planned?” the spymaster inquired.
  
 

 
  
   “Precisely according to our agenda,” she reported, “though I cannot say with certainty what the Matriarch’s response will be. Narisians are, I fear, rather inscrutable to me, and she is an aristocrat besides, with all the implied poise. I am confident I did what could be done, but I won’t predict with certainty that she will accede to my demands.”
  
 

 
  
   “She will,” Nahil said with a humorless little smile. “Ezrakhai is a cautious and conservative person by temperament. In any case, I am already making arrangements for House Awarrion to ‘accidentally’ learn about this confrontation; if Ezrakhai proves resistant, my mother will apply pressure. We will have our precedent within the week. A confrontation between one Narisian and one Imperial House may not, in and of itself, make the necessary waves,” she added, directing her gaze at Lord Vex.
  
 

 
  
   “It is only a starting point,” he assured her, “and I am already at work preparing the next steps. When it is believable for word to spread, the narrative we will seed through our press contacts is of the Duchess personally intervening to restore the affronted honor of House Madouri and Tiraan Province. The very fact of House Madouri’s diminished prestige will all but force other Houses who have lost citizens to the slave trade to follow suit, just to save face.”
  
 

 
  
   “And once confrontation with the larger and wealthier Houses of the Empire becomes a serious prospect,” Nahil finished, allowing herself a smug smile, “the danger to Tar’naris’s very infrastructure will give Queen Arkasia plentiful leverage to pressure the Houses to turn against the slave trade. Even in the best case scenario, this likely will not obliterate it completely, but depriving the market of its primary buyers will be a crippling blow. It may be too early to celebrate yet, but I believe her Grace has now done the difficult part; so long as we manage the next few days carefully, all should turn out as we have planned. On behalf of myself, my mother, and the Queen, I thank you both for your assistance.”
  
 

 
  
   “We all profit by this,” Vex replied, nodding deeply to her. “The Silver Throne thanks you and Matriarch Ashaele for making this possible, Nahil.”
  
 

 
  
   “May our friendship continue to prosper,” she said, rising smoothly. “I hope you will both forgive me for rushing off, but it is a momentous day, and my mother will require a swift report on our progress.”
  
 

 
  
   “Of course,” Ravana said graciously. “Please give Matriarch Ashaele my compliments, Nahil.”
  
 

 
  
   “I shall. Goddess’s guidance to you both; please do not hesitate to call on me if House Awarrion can assist you in the future.”
  
 

 
  
   With a final bow, she turned and strode to the door. Yancey opened and held it for her, bowing.
  
 

 
  
   The second the Butler had shut it behind her, Vex turned to Ravana. “And the additional steps we discussed, your Grace?”
  
 

 
  
   She didn’t bother to ask whether the room was secured against elvish hearing, though there was no visible sign of a warding charm, nor the distinctive prickle of arcane magic in the air. Such things could be hidden, and Quentin Vex did not make stupid blunders.
  
 

 
  
   “A smashing success,” Ravana reported primly. “I can say with all confidence that Matriarch Ezrakhai was left so bitterly affronted that she will
   
    never
   
   cease to seek revenge as long as I remain alive. I believe I can milk further insults from her inevitable attempts at retaliation, but ensuring that the resulting destabilization of House Dalmiss imperils Tar’naris’s food supply will fall to you, Lord Vex. I would gladly offer further aid toward increasing the Narisians’ dependency on the Empire, but Tiraan Province must still import crops to sustain itself. I gather we have been somehow outmaneuvered?”
  
 

 
  
   He actually blinked in surprise. “What makes you say so, your Grace?”
  
 

 
  
   “You look unhappy, Lord Vex,” she replied gently. “Given your famous self-control, that can only be deliberate. Either unexpected developments have derailed the plan, or you intend to double-cross me. I choose to err on the side of optimism.”
  
 

 
  
   “Hm,” he grunted, reaching into his coat and withdrawing a folded sheaf of paper, several pages thick. “I appreciate your faith, Duchess Ravana. It is the first, I fear. While you were meeting with the Matriarch, the situation changed right out from under us.”
  
 

 
  
   She accepted the sheets from him, opened it, and began rapidly perusing their contents. Half a minute passed in silence while Ravana’s eyes darted rapidly across the pages, and her brows slowly lifted.
  
 

 
  
   “Well,” she said finally, turning to the third page. “I
   
    see.
   
   Indeed, we appear to have outsmarted ourselves. This will ensure the security of Tar’naris’s food supply without Imperial help, not to mention possibly granting Ezrakhai access to strategic resources I may live to regret.”
  
 

 
  
   “That is the least of what this will change,” he said dourly. “Of course, your Grace, you shall have the full backing and protection of the Imperial government. You have been a staunch ally of House Tirasian and your involvement in this project was at my instigation. The Silver Throne does not abandon its allies.”
  
 

 
  
   “I appreciate that,” she said with a nod, casually holding up the papers. Yancey ghosted across the room to pluck them from her hands, the Butler then stepping discreetly back to begin reading the documents.
  
 

 
  
   “It’s too early to say what form that aid will need to take,” Vex continued, pressing his lips together in displeasure. “Rest assured, your Grace, I will be in contact. In the immediate term, however, this has left me with a thousand new fires to put out. I must touch base with my people on the ground here at Vaspian, and then return to the capital with all haste.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, of course,” she said seriously. “You will know where to find me; I’ll not keep you any longer.”
  
 

 
  
   The spymaster bowed to her, then turned and followed Nahil’s path to the door.
  
 

 
  
   “Lord Vex,” Ravana said suddenly, “do you believe there is any possibility that Nahil suspected our secondary objective?”
  
 

 
  
   “I don’t see how she could have,” he replied, turning to regard her with one eyebrow quirked. “Based on what she knows, needlessly antagonizing the Matriarch would have been both pointless and out of character for you. But it goes without saying that even the part of your mission she knew would make you an enemy of House Dalmiss.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, of course,” Ravana mused. “And it is inconceivable that she did not know of
   
    this
   
   development…indeed, this entire affair very neatly kept you occupied while it unfolded. Well. Thank you, my lord.”
  
 

 
  
   “My Lady.” He nodded again, and turned to step out, Yancey having already opened the door courteously.
  
 

 
  
   The Butler closed it behind the spymaster, and only then returned to his mistress’s side, the folded documents already tucked into his own coat.
  
 

 
  
   “His Lordship’s lack of admonition against pursuing a grievance against Nahil could be interpreted as tacit blessing, my Lady,” Yancey said diffidently. “Shall we begin formulating an expression of displeasure at her maneuvering?”
  
 

 
  
   “Now, Yancey, it does not do take these things personally,” Ravana mused, staring pensively into the fireplace. “This is how the game is played. Nahil acted with the resources and knowledge at her disposal toward the best interests of her House and monarch, precisely as a noblewoman ought. I feel no personal ire toward her. Even, I daresay, a touch of admiration. It was quite neatly done.”
  
 

 
  
   “Yes, my Lady.”
  
 

 
  
   “For now!” Ravana stood, her gaze snapping back into focus. “Our guests will be arriving at the Manor by this evening, and indeed, these events are certain to send shockwaves across the continent. Even not being formally involved in international relations, there will be repercussions we shall feel directly. The politics of both our nations are about to be thrown into a tumult that no one can ignore. Come, we must dig Veilwin out of the tavern and return to Madouris immediately.”
  
 

 
  
   “Very good, my Lady,” he said, preceding her to the door to hold it open.
  
 

 
  
   “And later, when circumstances provide a suitable opportunity,” Ravana murmured to herself, “I will
   
    gently
   
   notify Nahil nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion that House Madouri does not forgive.”
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  “Those conniving knife-eared
  
   shits!”
  
 

 
  The Empress of Tiraas threw her copy of the Constitution of the Elven Confederacy down on the table in a gesture as uncharacteristically violent as her crude language. Eleanora’s temper was famous, but so was her control of it. Now, she was pacing up and down the room like a caged wolf, while the assembled ministers watched her with varying degrees of alarm.
 

 
  “This is…bleak,” said Minister Asvedhri, head of the Ministry of the Interior, lifting his pen from the map of the Empire he had just finished defacing. He had surrounded regions on it with black lines and marked off the Golden Sea with cross-hatching, and now leaned back to frown deeply at his handiwork. Several of the others around the table craned their necks to inspect it. “At least they’re not
  
   claiming
  
  the Golden Sea for themselves, but they most definitely assert the right to access and act freely within it. But
  
   just
  
  their territorial claims alone… Omnu’s breath. This so-called ‘constitution’ asserts their ownership of all extant elven groves, but doesn’t specify anything about the small spaces
  
   between
  
  them, and legal precedent could go either way. Both options are nightmares. Either that stretch of our territory has just turned into a jigsaw puzzle or Mathena, northern Calderaan Province and half of both Stalwar Provinces are cut off from the rest of the Empire.”
 

 
  “That’s assuming the Empire chooses to recognize these territorial claims,” General Panissar said quietly. He was the only person besides the Empress not seated, though he stood calmly near the conference room’s door while she paced along the wall.
 

 
  “It’ll be war if we don’t, General,” said Minister Rehvaad.
 

 
  “And it’s my job to think of such things,” Panissar replied.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,”
  
  Asvedhri repeated, rubbing his forehead and accidentally smearing it with ink. “We’re not even getting the worst of it. They claim Tar’naris! There’s no way to
  
   get
  
  to it from the rest of their territory without going
  
   through
  
  an Imperial military base! What were they
  
   thinking?”
  
 

 
  “I believe that question was directed at
  
   you,”
  
  Eleanora said bitingly, slamming to a halt and turning the full force of her glare on Underminister Saradhi, who visibly quailed under it.
 

 
  Though Rehvaad headed up the Foreign Ministry, the Empire’s chief diplomat had chosen to let his subordinate handle most of the discussion here, Saradhi being the lowest-ranked person present and only included as she was the senior diplomat in charge of elven relations. Given the pressures involved, Rehvaad’s reticence could be interpreted as throwing her under the carriage.
 

 
  “I can’t— Your Majesty, there’s no way to
  
   know,”
  
  Saradhi protested, her voice shrill with stress. “This action blindsided us all completely!”
 

 
  “And whose job was it to prevent that?”
 

 
  The Underminister was saved from having to answer that by the opening of the door.
 

 
  “Ah, Quentin,” the Emperor said in a mild tone. “Good of you to join us.”
 

 
  “I sincerely apologize for my tardiness, your Majesties,” Lord Vex said, stepping forward with more energy than he usually showed in public and sliding into an open seat at the table. “I was tending to the matter of which I previously informed you in Tar’naris, with the assistance of the young Lady Nahil, and I’m sure I needn’t tell you that the timing was undoubtedly not a coincidence. Did the Narisians manage to distract and misdirect anyone from the Foreign Ministry, or should I feel personally flattered?”
 

 
  “In point of fact, Underminister Trispin is still in Tar’naris,” Rehvaad answered. “It is, of course, not unusual for her to be there, but she is also engaged in active business with House Awarrion. Who, of course, would have been very aware of precisely when this announcement would go out. It seems clear enough to me that the drow have done their due diligence to ensure this would take us with the maximum surprise.”
 

 
  “That’s an unequivocally hostile act,” Panissar noted.
 

 
  “No, it is not,” Rehvaad retorted. “Not unequivocally. A nation is never more vulnerable than at the moment of its birth, and Tiraas is the preeminent military power in the world. As Minister Asvedhri pointed out, this new Confederacy is in an unavoidably tense position in relation to us, and
  
   we
  
  have rather famously involved ourselves in the affairs of our border states. I think it would be a mistake to assume hostile intent from this. It seems to me more defensive.”
 

 
  “They almost needn’t have bothered,” Underminister Saradhi added, seeming to have recovered a little of her poise when her superior finally interceded. “Your Majesties, I am not trying to duck responsibility, but I will stake my career on the assertion that we
  
   could not
  
  have anticipated this!”
 

 
  
   “Indeed,”
  
  Eleanora grated.
 

 
  “She’s correct,” said Vex. “Intelligence has been watching these events as well. Discussions between Tar’naris and the surface tribes have been going on for barely a year. We were expecting to have at least a
  
   decade
  
  in which to figure out what they were up to and what should be done about it.”
 

 
  “If anything, that assessment shows Intelligence’s characteristic paranoia,” Saradhi agreed, nodding fervently. “They’re
  
   elves.
  
  They don’t
  
   do
  
  anything this quickly. Anything! Tar’naris is the
  
   only
  
  elven society which has undergone any noteworthy social change during the entire scope of recorded history! And that was at the Empire’s instigation. Your Majesties…” She clutched at the sides of her head, planting her elbows on the table; at least she didn’t have ink on her fingers.
  
   “This can’t be happening!”
  
 

 
  “Compose yourself, Underminister,” Rehvaad said quietly. Saradhi flushed, but quickly lowered her hands and straightened her posture.
 

 
  “Well, obviously it is happening,” said Sharidan. “I think we can take it as given that this is an astonishingly hasty action for elves. That we failed to anticipate it is, perhaps, forgivable.”
 

 
  “It’s hasty even by human standards,” Asvedhri murmured, still scowling down at his map. “Not just the time frame. A year, give or take, is on the quicker end of the necessary time for a reorganization of this magnitude to be prepared, but they’ve neglected what I would consider basic concerns. This Constitution seems to just
  
   assume
  
  their territorial claims will be respected.”
 

 
  “The question is why,” said the Emperor. “Why this assumption? Why this haste?”
 

 
  “I can only interpret the speed as a crisis response,” said Vex. “It’s unusual even so, for elves, who have numerous times nearly let themselves be overtaken by disasters simply because they could not react quickly. But my department has observed that
  
   all
  
  of this has been at the ultimate instigation of the Narisians, who have always been ruthlessly pragmatic even before the Empire lit a fire under them.”
 

 
  “They are definitely following the example of the Conclave of the Winds,” added Rehvaad, “who also acted with uncharacteristic speed and chose to leverage the element of surprise in their initial announcement. Quite successfully, it should be noted, which doubtless is what inspired this imitation. I can only surmise that their motivations are similar: they perceive an existential threat in the prospect of continued isolation.”
 

 
  “They’re not exactly wrong, if so,” Underminister Saradhi said with more composure. “Tar’naris was practically a client state of ours until this announcement, and Imperial expansion had pushed the tribes into virtual irrelevancy. The Cobalt Dawn and Sarasio incidents both illustrated the urgency of the rise of Imperial power, and provided a stark example of the benefits of cooperative versus combative methods of meeting it.”
 

 
  “I’m sorry, but it’s hard to see this as
  
   anything
  
  but combative,” said Asvedhri, picking up his map just for the satisfaction of slapping it back down on the table. “They’ve declared a sprawling superstate whose claimed territory is a patchwork intercut with our own. There are only so many ways that can possibly play out, and
  
   most
  
  of them end with outright war!”
 

 
  “General Panissar,” said the Emperor, still apparently calm, “based on your current understanding, how would you call the outcome of such a conflict?”
 

 
  “Catastrophic,” Panissar answered immediately. “All other things being equal, I think we could
  
   win,
  
  nominally. Our military is bigger and better than anyone’s. We have more soldiers than there are
  
   people
  
  in Tar’naris, and the wood and plains tribes bring nothing but guerrillas and light cavalry, and not much of that. The problem is what they
  
   do
  
  have: fae casters. Remember what Mary the Crow did to Onkawa? It’s been twenty-five years and the sugar industry
  
   still
  
  hasn’t recovered. Imagine that, everywhere. What they can field is
  
   not
  
  what our troops are prepared to handle, and they’re positioned to inflict colossal damage to our infrastructure and especially agriculture. That ‘victory’ would leave us occupying reams of hostile territory while probably experiencing famines and plagues, with the Rail and telescroll networks uprooted at every point and the zeppelin fleet grounded—those are all vulnerable to fae and elvish methods. A win like that would destroy the Empire.”
 

 
  He paused, working his jaw in distaste for a second, before continuing.
 

 
  “And that’s just talking about the
  
   knowns.
  
  According to this…Constitution…this Confederacy places Qestraceel as its capital and counts the high elves among its signatories. I have
  
   zero
  
  data on their capabilities. Or location, or numbers, or anything. We only barely know that high elves
  
   exist.
  
  Plenty of people throughout the Empire don’t believe they do.”
 

 
  “My department doesn’t know much more about the high elves than the Army,” said Vex, “and not for want of trying. They have all the usual elven love of privacy, plus vast skill in the arcane. Intelligence currently places Qestraceel somewhere in the Stormsea, with a population of around twenty thousand. But that is based
  
   entirely
  
  on the area where and frequency with which their navy is encountered, so the question is not whether those estimates are wrong, but by how much.”
 

 
  “Any insight into how they hide an entire city?” Sharidan asked.
 

 
  Vex shook his head, permitting himself a brief grimace of open irritation. “We know
  
   of
  
  grandiose spellcraft by which an entire island can be hidden, but not specifically how, or how it relates to the high elves. There
  
   is
  
  a vanished island north of Onkawa on which my predecessors compiled a file. It is absent from common knowledge or the memory of any living individuals, but was listed on charts and geographical writings that still exist.”
 

 
  Eleanora planted her palms on the table, leaning across it toward him. “That sounds like a place to begin investigating.”
 

 
  “Doubtful, your Majesty,” he demurred. “References to Qestraceel date back centuries at least; this happened less than forty years ago, and there are indications Tellwyrn was involved.”
 

 
  “She vanished an entire island?” Panissar demanded, then shook his head. “What am I saying? Of course she bloody did.”
 

 
  “So we know it can be done,” Vex finished. “More than that…remains to be discovered. Your Majesties, I would like permission to begin investigating the high elves. My department has never regarded the matter with any urgency, as they have shown zero inclination to intervene in the world’s affairs. That has just abruptly changed.”
 

 
  “Can you do this without
  
   antagonizing
  
  them?” the Emperor asked pointedly.
 

 
  “There are ways, yes. The most immediate is to investigate various arcane-using elves who are known to be at large in the Empire.”
 

 
  “Those are just wood and plains elves cast out of their tribes for
  
   using
  
  the arcane,” Underminister Saradhi objected.
 

 
  “Some, yes,” Vex agreed, nodding at her. “Perhaps most. Those whose points of origin I can trace to a specific grove are automatically disqualified. But I have long believed that others might be high elves, exiled either voluntarily or as punishment. Exiles can often be persuaded to provide information, at the very least, on their former society.” He paused as if considering his next statement before giving it. “At least three of my predecessors firmly believed that Tellwyrn is a high elf.”
 

 
  A momentary lull fell over the table. The Empress straightened back up, her face inscrutable.
 

 
  “Well,” Sharidan said at last, “we have an established relationship with her, at least. That sounds like a starting point.”
 

 
  Vex grimaced again. “Actually, your Majesty, Duchess Ravana Madouri recently employed one of these elves; I intended to start there. She is both accessible and also allied with the Throne. Winter break began yesterday; Last Rock’s faculty and students are on a two-week hiatus. My agents have placed Tellwyrn in Tidecall as of this morning, at a seaside villa. I am sure I needn’t describe the poise and grace with which the good Professor will likely react to having her vacation interrupted by prying personal questions.”
 

 
  Grimaces and a single muted chuckle went around the table, followed by a loud snort from Panissar. “This business is simply too urgent to dilly-dally while we wait on that woman’s convenience.”
 

 
  “It can only be made more dire by winding her up,” Eleanora said thoughtfully, frowning into the distance. She abruptly nodded, as if to herself. “Very well, Quentin, make arrangements for me. I’ll go to Tidecall myself and approach her.”
 

 
  “Your
  
   Majesty,”
  
  Minister Rehvaad protested.
 

 
  “Are you sure, Nora?” Sharidan asked with more calm.
 

 
  “I achieved…a
  
   grudging
  
  rapport with her,” the Empress answered him. “And I think she will respond well to the respect shown by having someone of my rank approach her directly. The idea is to ask one of history’s most irascible figures to dish on subjects she’s stubbornly refused to discuss for thrice the age of our Empire; every last speck of respect that can be curried will be relevant. And I can shmooze her a bit, I think. Anyone else trying the same will only set her off.”
 

 
  He held her gaze for a long moment, before nodding slowly. “Very well. You heard her, Quentin.”
 

 
  “So I did,” Vex said with the scowl of a man who knew better than to argue with a bad idea. “I assume you mean your presence to be
  
   discreet,
  
  your Majesty?”
 

 
  
   “Please,”
  
  Minister Rehvaad practically begged. “A state visit to the Tidestriders would require either
  
   weeks
  
  of formalities, or a mortal insult that could provoke several of the clans into open rebellion!”
 

 
  “My presence will be as discreet as you can possibly make it, Quentin,” Eleanora promised with a smile. “Meanwhile, start your own investigations. What is Madouri doing with this possible high elf, anyway?”
 

 
  “The Duchess has employed Veilwin in the role of Court Wizard to House Madouri,” Vex reported. “I met her today, in fact, where she was serving as her Grace’s transport by way of personal teleportation. The woman is a surly drunk; it’s not hard for me to imagine how she ended up unwelcome in
  
   wherever
  
  she came from.”
 

 
  “I never heard of an alcoholic elf,” Underminister Saradhi said with a frown.
 

 
  “Court Wizard?” Panissar demanded incredulously. “I didn’t think that office still existed, anywhere. Not after the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “It has fallen out of vogue,” Vex agreed, “between Magnan’s bad example and the availability of spellcasters for hire that came with the founding of the Wizards’ Guild. But the position itself is still enshrined in law for any House holding an Imperial governorship. I think it a grandiose affectation on the Duchess’s part. This woman, as I said, isn’t an impressive specimen of either her race or profession.”
 

 
  “Then Intelligence has a place to begin addressing this mess,” Sharidan said briskly. “Learning more about the high elves will definitely help us regain our footing, but it doesn’t even begin to resolve this. How many nations has this Confederacy reached out to already?”
 

 
  “We can’t speak for formal diplomatic relations, your Majesty,” Saradhi said when Rehvaad looked pointedly at her, “but copies of this Constitution and the proclamation of the Confederacy’s founding have been delivered to every embassy in Tiraas. All but those of the smallest and poorest countries have at least one magic mirror linked to a counterpart in their home capitals. The world will know of this within the hour.”
 

 
  “I expect they will give everyone a short period to respond before opening formal diplomatic contact,” Rehvaad added. He pulled over the copy of the Constitution Eleanora had thrown down, quickly scanning it and then planting his index finger on a specific line. “Here, this caught my eye: the Confederacy itself claims sole prerogative to conduct foreign policy and bars member states from carrying out their own. That means the Narisian embassy
  
   isn’t
  
  one anymore, as the Narisians have just signed away their right to conduct their own diplomacy. I would expect it will house the Confederate embassy, once they have normalized relations with us.”
 

 
  “Mmm.” Frowning pensively, the Emperor stared at the far wall for a moment, then half-turned to meet Eleanora’s eye. “As Minister Asvedhri has pointed out, this situation is rife with the possibility for conflict. Is there any chance that the elves
  
   want
  
  a war?”
 

 
  “They have nothing to gain,” Panissar grunted. “High elves or no, the only conceivable outcomes would see
  
   both
  
  our civilizations in ruins. They can’t possibly be unaware of that.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” Saradhi said hesitantly, “most nations only seek war when they are certain they can win, or at least profit from it. It’s not characteristic of elves to do so even then. At their worst, the Narisians only sent raiding parties to the surface, never an organized invasion. The Cobalt Dawn are the
  
   only
  
  recorded case of elves trying to seize human territory, and we are frustratingly in the dark regarding what happened within that tribe in the years leading up to their attack.”
 

 
  “Then, if no one disagrees, I believe we should proceed upon the assumption that the elves will meet us halfway,” Sharidan stated, nodding once. “They are generally conservative and risk-averse, and are doubtless aware of the potential for all of this to go badly. It seems to me they would not have taken this risk at all unless they were confident that an accord could be reached with the Empire.”
 

 
  “That analysis is reasonable to my mind, your Majesty,” Minister Rehvaad agreed.
 

 
  “Very good.” The Emperor smiled once at the Empress before returning his attention to Rehvaad. “Minister, I require a precedent.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Majesty,” Rehvaad said with an answering smile. “What does the Empire need history to suggest?”
 

 
  “We need a precedent for the application of an agreement between two legal parties to the relationship between one signatory and an organization which the second signatory unilaterally joins,” Sharidan said, his smile taking on just a hint of a smirk. Eleanora grimaced at him.
 

 
  A moment of silence fell in which everyone digested that.
 

 
  “It may be…challenging,” Rehvaad said delicately.
 

 
  “It doesn’t need to stand up under arbitration,” the Emperor assured him, “just to have the veneer of established protocol, so it doesn’t appear we are throwing our weight around.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Rehvaad nodded. “That is much more doable. I will have my assistants scour the law library; I believe I can have a draft before you in hours, your Majesty.”
 

 
  “If I understand your Majesty’s intent,” Panissar said slowly, “you mean to approach the Confederacy under the assumption that our treaty with Tar’naris establishes the terms of our relationship?”
 

 
  “As a starting point, yes,” Sharidan agreed.
 

 
  “They will
  
   never
  
  go for that,” Eleanora stated.
 

 
  Panissar shook his head. “Among other things, that treaty establishes
  
   open borders.
  
  Applied to the Confederacy, it would give every Imperial peasant the prerogative to track mud through Qestraceel itself. Whatever else we
  
   don’t
  
  know about high elves, I’m reasonably certain they would rather see every last human dead.”
 

 
  “Not to mention that there are numerous other provisions of the treaty which are less applicable in this situation,” the Emperor acknowledged, nodding. “It is, as I said, a starting point. We should not forget that the elves launched this endeavor with an active effort to prevent us from responding until it was done; I interpret that more as a gambit to retain control of the situation than an aggressive act. The fact remains, they stand to lose as much as we from any hostilities that may ignite. No matter what happens, this is going to be
  
   delicate.
  
  My intention is to signal that we will make every effort to meet them halfway, and negotiate fairly and in good faith.” He leaned forward, his expression intent.
  
   “But,
  
  that the Empire will not be put upon. We
  
   are
  
  in a position of strength, and it will be important to leverage that. The difficulty is in doing so without signaling an intent to exercise that strength…or acknowledge our reluctance to do so.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty has hit the nail on the head,” Lord Vex murmured. “Delicate.”
 

 
  “If any of you can identify an aspect of this I have not considered,” said Sharidan, “now is the time to speak up.”
 

 
  “Your Majesty,” Rehvaad said after a tiny pause, “in fact, I believe this discussion has overlooked an extremely important element which we must keep in mind as we make
  
   any
  
  plans for the future: the dwarves.”
 

 
  Eleanora turned her frown on him directly.
 

 
  “What in Avei’s name do
  
   they
  
  have to do with this?” Panissar demanded.
 

 
  “Only that the Five Kingdoms have received the same notice of this as every other state,” Minister Rehvaad said seriously, “and there is only one course of action available to them: they must follow the example of the Conclave and now the Confederacy. The Alliance of the Five Kingdoms is, at present, basically nothing; it’s a treaty organization which serves no purpose but to express their solidarity in their nonsense war on Tar’naris. The nature of the Alliance will immediately have to change anyway, since as of this morning it is now at war with the combined wood and plains tribes, as well as Qestraceel, which unlike Tar’naris represents a serious threat to them.”
 

 
  “So they’ll have to make peace,” Eleanora said, studying him narrowly. “That would seem to suggest the Alliance’s dissolution entirely.”
 

 
  “That is one prospect, if the dwarves are stupid,” Rehvaad replied. “They are not. The situation on this continent since the Enchanter Wars has been our united Empire surrounded by smaller states which posed no major challenge to us. Now, with the Confederacy? There are suddenly two sizable power blocs on the continent, necessarily in competition. It must be said that the dwarves are as conservative as the elves, and nearly as incapable of reacting quickly; three of the Five Kingdoms are republics in all but name, and even the other two can do little unilaterally without navigating the intricacies of clan politics. Democratic organizations can’t do
  
   anything
  
  swiftly. But unlike elves, the dwarves believe in science and rationality, and part of the reason they move ponderously is because they look to the future and try to plan ahead. They are positioned to re-shape their Alliance into another, closer bond. And, I believe, they
  
   have
  
  to. Unless they take the opportunity to form a new counter to the Empire and the Confederacy, they will be pushed aside by one or the other, or both.”
 

 
  “What, do you think, this would entail?” the Emperor asked quietly.
 

 
  Rehvaad’s expression was downright grim now. “In the short term, it alleviates some of the pressure of conflict between us and the elves, your Majesty. A third party at the table makes everything more complicated, but does have the effect of lightening the tension. Anything which prevents us from being two opposites staring each other down in that regard will help. But in the longer term? The thing about trinary political structures is that there needn’t be parity of strength or position to keep them in flux. They are inherently unstable, but they serve to prevent any one party from gaining the upper hand. Whenever one begins to, the other two can apply concerted pressure to upset them, and start the cycle anew.”
 

 
  He hesitated, grimaced, and finally continued, reaching forward once more to tap the copy of the elven Constitution resting on the conference table. “When the dust settles, your Majesty… I believe this presages the end of human dominance of this continent.”
 

 
  Silence fell over the room again. This time, it lingered.
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  “I spent some time thinking on it, like you asked. The thing is… Rasha isn’t exactly a
  
   name,
  
  at least not a traditional one. My sisters and all were all named like that, either after obscure literary references or just… Half-remembered bits of elvish or Sifanese our father heard once. It’s just not gendered, at all; it’s not rooted in enough tradition to be, either way.”
 

 
  “It sounds like there’s an interesting story behind it,” Sister Iona said with her characteristic gentle smile, nodding. “Of course, what’s at issue is how
  
   you
  
  feel about it.”
 

 
  “I feel attached,” Rasha said frankly. “It’s like you said a while ago: just because a lot of things need to change doesn’t mean everything does. You asked me to think about a name as an expression of my identity, and the only thing I can bring to mind is the one I already have. It’s
  
   mine.
  
  And… This sounds weird to say, but I find that now that I like
  
   myself,
  
  I like my name a lot more than I used to. Is that weird?”
 

 
  “Nothing about it is weird,” she said with that gentle firmness she was so good at, helping to banish uncertainty without seeming pushy. “I’m glad you took the time to mull it over, Rasha. Remember, everyone’s journey is individual; if this is what’s right for you, then this is your truth. I hope I didn’t come across as pressuring you to take a new name.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, not at all,” she replied hastily. “I mean,
  
   you
  
  didn’t. I may have nagged at myself about it a little; you know how I tend to get into my own head. When you described how common it is for people transitioning to rename themselves, I couldn’t help feeling like maybe I was doing it wrong.”
 

 
  “And what do I always say about that?” Iona asked, smiling.
 

 
  “There is no doing it wrong,” Rasha recited dutifully, unable to repress a smile in kind.
 

 
  “Exactly! Everyone’s journey is individual, Rasha. I’ve helped guide a lot of women through these initial steps. It
  
   has
  
  given me a sense of how they tend to progress, usually, enough that I notice when someone is taking an uncommon path. At moments like that, I pay closer attention because there are often pitfalls on those paths. But in all these years, it has never become formulaic, or rote. All of these stories are unique. And in your case? I’ve watched you grow into yourself with amazing depth in the last year, Rasha. I am honestly not worried about your future, not with regard to this name thing, or in general. You are doing
  
   wonderfully.
  
  We’re simply at a stage where I find myself running through my checklist, making sure we’ve done everything as thoroughly as we can.”
 

 
  Rasha’s smile faded slowly into seriousness. “Does that mean… Are we nearing the end?”
 

 
  “There is no timetable,” Iona reassured her quickly. “The Sisterhood provides this support for as long as it’s needed. Many of the women I work with keep coming back for years, but then, some have ended their sessions as
  
   soon
  
  as their physical transitions are finished. How long we keep going is entirely for you to decide, Rasha. Consider me at your disposal.”
 

 
  “I appreciate you, Sister,” Rasha said, her smile returning. “Has… Um, Sister Eivery said she wanted me to come for at least a couple more sessions, at weekly intervals, but she said as long as there are no surprising complications, I actually shouldn’t need any more alchemy.”
 

 
  “Yes, she’s kept me appraised of your progress,” Iona said, nodding. “It’s quite a milestone. Are you feeling comfortable in your body?”
 

 
  “So much so that it’s a constant euphoria,” Rasha said with quiet fervor. “I was so used to feeling
  
   wrong
  
  for years I just thought that was normal. Not feeling that way… It’s like being drunk. Is
  
   that
  
  weird?”
 

 
  Iona tilted her head to give her a look over the rims of her glasses, a smile playing about her lips to soften the mock-severe expression.
 

 
  “I know, I know,” Rasha said, grinning. “Nothing is weird.”
 

 
  “Some things are a little weird,” the priestess demurred, still smiling. “It’s all right for them to be, and valid to feel that way. The question to which we’ve come, then, is how much longer
  
   you
  
  feel our sessions should continue.”
 

 
  Rasha hesitated, her face falling still. The silence stretched out.
 

 
  Sister Iona just watched her with patient, welcoming calm, and Rasha took a moment to turn her head to gaze out the window, knowing from experience that the priestess would give her as much time as she needed to marshal her thoughts.
 

 
  The view wasn’t great; these rooms in the uppermost corridors of the Temple of Avei were designed to be comfortable and intimate, but they were in the medical wing, after all. Attached to the Silver Legion grounds as it was, that left it looking out over the descending arc of Tiraas rather than the famous Imperial Square, with a view that was half-blocked by an Imperial government building and a Rynean museum. Rasha had always found that it suited her, though. Having grown up on the docks, grandeur wasn’t really to her taste, though she had grown accustomed to Glory’s lavish standard of personal comfort.
 

 
  She looked back at Iona’s eyes, prompting another gentle smile from the older woman, but the priestess just kept waiting for her to gather herself. Iona, she was pretty sure, was Thakari, to judge by her build and the shade of her skin. Identifying people by ethnic markers was one of the skills in which Glory was training her, and Westerners were by far the easiest: they ranged from the lean, almost-black Onkawi up in the tropics and grew thicker and paler the farther south one went to the sub-arctic N’Jendo/Athan’Khar border. Other divisions were subtler and still eluded her. Glory insisted that even among the Tiraan, an experienced eye could differentiate between the Calderaan, Tira, Vrandin and Mathena. Rasha still wasn’t entirely certain this was not one of Glory’s elaborate jokes.
 

 
  “I am…sort of…torn,” she said finally.
 

 
  Iona just nodded once, her silence encouraging.
 

 
  “I don’t feel…ready,” Rasha admitted. “I still feel like I gain from every one of these sessions. I don’t want to quit them.”
 

 
  “There is no hurry to,” the priestess assured her.
 

 
  “And yet…I want to
  
   be
  
  done,” she said, lowering her gaze. “I just… I feel like I’m missing out, just sitting here and doing this. I keep remembering last year, how all my friends rushed off to Puna Dara to fight the Rust and save my
  
   own
  
  people, while I’ve done nothing but sit here in Tiraas learning…” She pursed her lips. “Learning how to be a girl. I feel like I should be doing so much
  
   more.”
  
 

 
  “It is valid to feel that way,” Sister Iona said, nodding again. “But when you’re feeling something negative that drags you down
  
   and
  
  isn’t an accurate reflection of your situation, it’s very helpful to stop and remind yourself of what things are actually like. You can’t banish an emotion by denying it, but letting yourself feel a more positive one can be as simple as deliberately appreciating what you can about your life.”
 

 
  “Isn’t it accurate, though? I’m nothing but an apprentice, after all. I study and practice with Glory and the others, I come here, and that’s pretty much…”
 

 
  “Well, anything can sound tedious if you put it that way,” Iona countered, openly grinning now. “Not getting into the tensions between our cults, Rasha, I
  
   can
  
  absolutely assure you that no Eserite I’ve ever met has had a less than interesting life. Your dreary apprenticeship is with no less a luminary than Tamisin Sharvineh, who has the ear of dukes and generals and circulates with the Empire’s elite. And honestly, Rasha, you may have missed out on the escapade in Puna Dara, but… Do you still write to Trissiny?”
 

 
  “Regularly, yes,” she said with a smile. “She’s actually going to visit soon. School is out for the winter and several of her friends are staying in Madouris over the break with Duchess Ravana.”
 

 
  In fact, she was looking forward to that more than she admitted. Even after months of correspondence, she couldn’t help thinking of her friend as Jasmine, and couldn’t quite picture her blonde. Steady, reassuring Jasmine was sorely missed; she and Ross had been the calming presences in their group of friends.
 

 
  “One thing I can tell you about Hands of Avei,” Iona said a little wryly, “is that if you’re going to stay in the orbit of one, you can expect to find yourself frequently outclassed to an extent that’s not great for the ego, while also being regularly dragged into adventures the likes of which you could never have anticipated. The truth is, Rasha, you are very young. Everyone your age is young, but you are also standing at the beginning of a lot of paths that lead in very interesting directions indeed. If there’s one thing you needn’t worry about, it’s that
  
   this
  
  is all you are. It’s
  
   only
  
  the beginning, I promise you. What we do here is by definition a transitional phase. None of use can know the future, Rasha, but yours isn’t going to be boring, that much I can confidently predict.”
 

 
  Rasha found herself grinning at that. Before she could answer, the clock sitting on Iona’s desk chimed.
 

 
  “Ah, I don’t have an appointment after yours today,” the priestess said quickly, “so this time there’s no need to rush off if you’d like to talk a while longer.”
 

 
  “Actually…” Rasha stood, floating up from the settee in a smooth and poised motion in which Glory had drilled her; doing actual
  
   drills
  
  of that had felt ridiculous at the time, but she was very grateful in hindsight. Even Sister Iona had found cause to compliment the progress she’d made as a direct result of the courtesan’s tutelage. “Do you mind if we leave it at the usual time, today? I want to think some more on what you said.”
 

 
  “Of course, Rasha,” Iona replied, also standing. “That’s half the benefit of having defined sessions, and you’re very good about progressing on your own. At the usual time next week, then?”
 

 
  “Yes, please,” Rasha said with a grateful smile.
 

 
  “And you know my office schedule, if you ever need to talk in a hurry.” Iona uncharacteristically hesitated, a small frown drifting over her features, which caused Rasha to frown worriedly in response. The priestess was one of the most consistently warm and composed people she’d ever met. “Actually, I do have to make a request of you today, Rasha, and I can only promise you that I don’t mean any offense.”
 

 
  “What’s the matter?” Rasha asked, beginning to be actively worried now.
 

 
  “I wonder,” Iona said, still with that concerned little frown, “if you wouldn’t mind leaving the temple through the side entrance today, the one just before the hallway transitioning to the barracks.”
 

 
  Rasha drew her own eyebrows further together. “I don’t see why not… Is something going on, Sister?”
 

 
  “I’m sure you recall my mention of the Purists,” Iona replied, momentarily clenching her lips in disapproval.
 

 
  “You mean, that obscure Avenist faction that wants to murder me on principle?”
 

 
  “They’ve never escalated to murder that I know of,” the priestess said reassuringly, “and between you and me, I hesitate to call their doctrine
  
   principle.
  
  But they’re somewhat less obscure right here and now, as over a hundred of them from across the continent have gathered in Tiraas to present grievances to the High Commander. And they
  
   first
  
  tried it in Viridill, at the Golden Legion headquarters and then the Abbey, and both Locke and Darnassy laughed them off. These women were already riled up beyond their norm by the time they got here. I’m just…concerned.”
 

 
  Rasha put on a carefully sculpted expression straight from Glory’s training, a look that expressed disdain with just enough humor not to be offensive to the person she was talking to. “Really, Sister Iona, I can’t emphasize enough how
  
   little
  
  I’m afraid of a flock of bullying hens.”
 

 
  “This is an Avenist matter, Rasha,” Iona said quietly. “You have your faith; I have mine, and it includes strict doctrines about conflict. No Avenist worth the iron in her blood would seek unnecessary confrontation, or allow noncombatants to be drawn into it. You are here as a guest and petitioner, entitled to the temple’s protection, and I don’t want you having to deal with this nonsense. Please, Rasha.”
 

 
  It had been perilously close to a provocation, asking an Eserite to shy away from even the chance of confronting a confirmed asshole in need of a comeuppance, but at Iona’s soft explanation Rasha felt her rising pique melt away into chagrin. Of course, she wasn’t the only one here with a religious imperative, and while she naturally had issue with some of the Avenists’ ideas, it couldn’t be argued that the Sisterhood overall, and especially individuals like Trissiny, Iona, and Eivery, had been very kind to her.
 

 
  “Of course, I understand,” she said, nodding in acquiescence. “No sense courting trouble, after all.”
 

 
  “Indeed there is not.” Iona opened the door to usher her out into the hall, again smiling warmly. “You will always be welcome here, and I don’t want anyone trying to make you feel otherwise.”
 

 
  “I’ll be sure not to listen to anyone who does,” Rasha promised. “See you next week as usual, Sister Iona.”
 

 
  “Next week, then. Take care of yourself, Rasha.”
 

 
  She was still smiling slightly as she glided down the hall after Iona closed her office door behind. By this point, the ladylike glide was practiced enough that she could do it without conscious concentration. A
  
   lot
  
  of things felt like they’d come together over the last year. Iona was right: building an identity was necessary work and took time. The more ready she felt, though, the more anxious Rasha was to get to actual
  
   work.
  
  Eserion’s faithful weren’t called to sit around in comfort while corrupt people had their way with society.
 

 
  Fortunately, she didn’t have any more time to stew in her thoughts, as the path took her to a staffed checkpoint at the end of the upper hall, where the Sisterhood felt it prudent to keep track of who was passing in and out of these publicly available offices in their medical wing. This also afforded Rasha some extra practice at her poise and control, as the pretty Legionnaire was on duty.
 

 
  “Hi there,” the woman said with an easy grin as she approached the doorway to the stairwell where two troops were always stationed. Half a head taller than Rasha (but so were most people), she was Tiraan, with her black hair twisted up in a regulation bun rather than cut short, and even in full armor and standing at attention she had a permanent twinkle in the eye, a way of looking roguish that would have better suited an Eserite. And she was
  
   friendly
  
  in a way that had several times left Rasha inwardly scrambling to figure out if she’d meant anything by it. “If it isn’t the cute Punaji lady! I
  
   thought
  
  this was the right day of the week.”
 

 
  She slowed to a halt before the doorway, meeting the soldier’s eyes with some bemusement. That seemed a little more definitive… One of Glory’s lessons about not creating potential awkwardness in what should be safe places swam across her memory, but she let it float away, instead reaching for more pertinent recollections of her sponsor’s coaching. Posture, expression, just the slightest tilt of her head so making eye contact with the taller person made her look up through her lashes…
 

 
  “And hello to you, too. My friends call me Rasha.”
 

 
  The woman’s grin widened in response, and she made a little double-waggle with her eyebrows. “Does that mean we’re friends?”
 

 
  
   This
  
  was new ground. Bless Glory’s tutelage, that question alone would have set a younger Rasha to blushing and stammering incoherently. Now, she knew how to harness emotion and control it, not allowing the very physical thrill prickling up and down her spine at being
  
   openly
  
  flirted with to determine what was expressed on her face. Conversations had rhythms, and her repartee had been not only coached by the courtesan with whom she was training, but deliberately practiced with Layla (and Tallie, earnestly pretending she was just helping Rasha while soaking up the same lessons).
 

 
  “Better that than the alternative, isn’t it?” she rejoined, concentrating on her face. Left side of the lips turned upward in a half-smile, deliberately softening the muscles around her eyes so it didn’t look like a smirk…
 

 
  The second Legionnaire on the other side of the door rolled her eyes, but Rasha’s new “friend” gave her a very similar not-quite-smirk in return.
 

 
  “Glad to finally meet you, Rasha. I’m Zafi. Might I offer you an escort to the front doors? I’d hate to think of a guest in our temple getting lost.”
 

 
  
   Yes!
  
  Not because she needed help finding her way, as Zafi had to know; she’d been on duty here off and on for half a year now, and they’d met at least once a month. Rasha kept the glee firmly contained, simply giving her a soft smile accompanied by a languid blink of her eyes. Glory had made her befriend a stray cat to get that one down.
 

 
  “In fact, I would appreciate it. I hear there are dangerous extremists about today.”
 

 
  “Can’t be too careful,” Zafi said solemnly. “Hey, Nimbi, do me a favor?”
 

 
  “I will
  
   not
  
  do you any favors,” the other Legionnaire said irritably. “Not that you need one, as you
  
   well
  
  know escorting a guest is an acceptable reason to leave your post. Try to keep the dawdling to a minimum, would you?”
 

 
  “You’re a peach, Nimbi,” Zafi said with an irrepressible grin, already stepping aside and gesturing to the door with a grand bow. “Right this way, if you please, m’lady.”
 

 
  “Now, now, just Rasha is fine,” she replied, already sashaying past her. “I thought we were going to be friends, remember?”
 

 
  Zafi laughed obligingly as she followed, and then they were descending the stairs in sudden silence. Still desperately keeping facial composure, Rasha groped about inside her head with increasing frenzy for something to keep the conversation going. Shit, what
  
   now?
  
  She’d practiced this stuff, why was it not…
 

 
  “I’m sure you don’t need your personal business pried into, so by all means shut me down if I get too nosy,” Zafi said, and Rasha barely managed not to gasp with relief. “Is it true you’re Eserite?”
 

 
  “Oh?” Rasha asked, channeling her sudden wariness into a coy sidelong glance. “Am I the subject of gossip in the ranks?”
 

 
  “I hope you’re not offended,” Zafi said lightly. “You just can’t parade a mysterious and exotic lady in front of soldiers on a weekly basis and expect there not to be gossip. Simply isn’t done.”
 

 
  “Now I find myself wondering where that rumor originated,” she murmured. It was a serious question; counseling was supposed to be absolutely confidential. And if there were Purists sniffing around the temple…
 

 
  “Alas, I fear hunting that down is beyond my skill,” Zafi lamented. “You know how rumors work. It’s so hard to trace them back to their source it’s almost like they burst up out of the ground like cabbages. Why, is that one
  
   true?”
  
 

 
  “I’m certain I have no idea where such a thing could possibly have come from,” Rasha said primly, while flicking a doubloon out of the wide sleeve of her winter dress into her palm. She made the coin roll smoothly across the backs of her fingers, flicked it in a flashing arc to her other hand where she rolled it the rest of the way and then made it vanish into the other sleeve. “Really, the very notion!”
 

 
  Zafi whistled appreciatively at the performance. “Well, you can’t blame a girl for being
  
   intrigued!
  
  They do say Eserites are…dangerous.”
 

 
  “Anyone with a mind to be is dangerous, darling,” Rasha said, shooting her a sly smile.
 

 
  The soldier winked, and she felt a flutter in her chest in response. “You’re talking to someone with a sword, cutie, don’t have to tell me twice. It’s almost a let down, unraveling some of the mystery. Almost more fun to
  
   wonder
  
  what your deal is, the enigmatic lady of the upper hall! I’ve even heard a rumor you’re a personal friend of the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  And that, actually, might explain some things. Iona and Eivery had earned her trust, nor had she had cause to doubt the discretion of the specialists who administered the alchemy and magic involved in physically transitioning. It stood to reason, though, that within the Sisterhood there had to be countless parties watching Trissiny’s comings and goings, legitimately or not. All it would take would be one wrong pair of eyes having spotted her with the paladin during last year’s shenanigans…
 

 
  She pushed that aside to be worried about later, shooting Zafi another coy look. “Would you like to meet her?”
 

 
  The soldier almost tripped, but didn’t stop, giving Rasha a wide-eyed stare as they walked. “Shut
  
   up.
  
  Are you serious?”
 

 
  “Now, I probably shouldn’t promise I can produce her,” Rasha said lightly. “Trissiny’s not a dancing pony, after all.
  
   But,
  
  she may be in town soon, and I’ve got a feeling if I pitch it to her as my
  
   in
  
  with the prettiest trooper in the Third Legion, she just might have a sense of humor about it. No harm in asking, at least.”
 

 
  “Okay, I take it back,” Zafi said, and it was astonishingly gratifying how visibly impressed she was. “The odd little revelation only
  
   deepens
  
  the mystery.
  
   Now
  
  I want to unravel you like an onion.”
 

 
  Oh, the subtext in that one was beyond clear, and Rasha’s first impulse was to seize it like a chunk of driftwood in a storm. But if there was one thing in which Glory meticulously coached her apprentices, it was the art of seduction. One must
  
   never
  
  be too hasty; one did not grasp or cling, but gently led along. She could tell by the eagerness in the woman’s eyes she’d successfully set a hook. Now was time to reel just a little bit at a time. The prey had to make an effort of their own, had to
  
   want
  
  to. That, Glory had emphasized, was the crucial difference between courting and harassment.
 

 
  “Well, fortunately for you,”she said, coming to a stop and turning to smile directly at her, “you know just where and when to find me. Maybe by next week I’ll know a bit more definitively.”
 

 
  “Oh, now that’s just unfair,” Zafi chided, but not without her irrepressible grin. “You can’t leave me hanging for a whole
  
   week!”
  
 

 
  “Wow, you really must want to meet the paladin.”
 

 
  “Yeah, sure. Paladin, whatever.” She waved one gauntleted hand absently, still holding Rasha’s gaze with a new warmth in her eyes. “But now I have to wait a week to see my lady of mystery? Have pity on a poor soldier, Rasha! Who knows if I’ll even be posted on that hall by then?”
 

 
  “Now, I know for a fact soldiers are allowed to trade assignments,” Rasha said with a wink. “I bet if you
  
   really
  
  wanted to, it wouldn’t be too terribly hard to make sure you’re there. After all, you can’t expect a lady of mystery to make it
  
   too
  
  easy.”
 

 
  “You’re a playful little minx, aren’t you?” Zafi complained, but in a cadence which suggested it was mostly a compliment. “All right, Rasha. You’re on.”
 

 
  “Am I?” Rasha retorted, re-using that sly little almost-smirking smile. “I guess we’ll see in a week, won’t we?”
 

 
  She turned slowly, another maneuver in which Glory had meticulously coached her. One step away, angling her body gradually, holding eye contact all the way through the pivot until
  
   just
  
  before it became physically awkward to do so, and then smoothly completing the shift to glide away with her head high. Perfectly executed, if she did say so herself.
 

 
  Only after completely turning and starting to walk away did Rasha realize she’d gotten caught up in flirting with the soldier and, completely ignoring Sister Iona’s request, taken the usual route through the main temple; now she was in the great entrance hall that opened onto Imperial Square. Well, she reflected ruefully, at least now she knew some attention and a pretty face was all it took to smack the sense right out of her. Rasha honestly had zero memory of any of the scenery through which they’d passed, though she could have recited every word of her conversation with Zafi.
 

 
  It could have been worse. It was a common enough weakness, and knowing it meant she could coach herself to pay more attention next time. Live and learn.
 

 
  She kept heading toward the doors without slowing, subtly glancing to both sides just out of common sense and wariness. Indeed, the great hall looked a bit more stirred up this morning than she was accustomed to, with more priestesses than usual milling about near the statue of Avei and half the usual Legionnaire posts unattended, suggesting the soldiers kept being sent off on various errands. There were more petitioners about, though mostly hustling through the sanctuary rather than gathering in prayer or discussion. At a casual glance, it looked more like the response of a public to some outer development than any tension stirred up by a renegade faction imposing themselves on the temple.
 

 
  Which was good, as far as it went, but also raised some questions. It might behoove her to check out a newspaper vendor on the way home.
 

 
  Rasha’s mulling was abruptly de-Railed by a sudden and terrifying question: did Zafi know what went on in that upper hallway, what she was there for? If she didn’t… Would she care? Should Rasha tell her? But when, and for the gods’ sake,
  
   how?
  
 

 
  She kept walking mostly by reflex while these fresh worries thrummed in her brain. Eyes forward, face still carefully composed, Rasha proceeded without really seeing where she was going, and thus walked right into the ambush.
 

 
  An ambush it was, and a skillful one at that. A woman melted out of the shadow of a column and stepped straight in front of her, and two more slid in smoothly from behind to finish blocking the path forward. They arranged themselves in a tight arc in front of Rasha, deftly creating the impression of hemming her in even if they hadn’t managed so much as a complete semicircle around her. It was very neatly done, the kind of maneuver that could only have been executed if they’d planned it out carefully and been watching for her to appear.
 

 
  That fact alone sharpened her focus with a surge of adrenaline, even before she took in the spectacle of what they were wearing.
 

 
  All three were priestesses of Avei, but clearly not of the same mainstream sect as those Rasha was used to here in the temple. They wore the typical white robes, yes, but with chain mail tunics over them, and over
  
   that
  
  gray tabards on which Avei’s eagle sigil was embroidered in white. Steel-backed leather bracers peeked out from the wide sleeves of their robes—a lightweight and easily concealed substitute for a shield very useful in hand-to-hand combat. Eserites made use of such pieces. Altogether, it required no imagination to guess that this was the uniform of a particularly militant sect of the Sisterhood.
 

 
  Most alarmingly, they all wore swords hanging from their heavy belts. Not traditional Avenic short swords for massed infantry combat, but one-handed longswords better suited to dueling. The woman in the center had her hand suggestively on the heavy pommel of hers.
 

 
  “So,” she said in a grim tone, staring down her hooked nose at Rasha,
  
   “you’re
  
  the one.”
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  “The one and only!” Rasha said with a broad smile. “Something I can help you ladies with? I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”
 

 
  It was instinct, by that point:
  
   never let them see you’re afraid.
  
  Glory had not only schooled her apprentices in Eserite philosophy, but
  
   drilled
  
  them in roleplayed scenarios with herself and one another until she was satisfied that they would reflexively default to a Guild thief’s poise and confidence under any pressure. And so, in a situation wherein the old Rasha would have quailed and tried to run, or perhaps lashed out and suffered the consequences, she just smiled, giving them nothing.
 

 
  Also, the well-practiced calm enabled her to keep in mind that she was a welcome guest in this temple and there were Silver Legionnaires within earshot. These three were working to project an intimidating presence, but if they actually
  
   did
  
  anything, it would be they and not Rasha who landed in hot water. Had Zafi already left? She didn’t dare concede her nervousness by turning to look.
 

 
  “This isn’t a social call, boy,” the woman in the lead sneered, and Rasha was proud of herself for keeping her composure. They
  
   couldn’t
  
  tell, she knew it with an empirical certainty beyond even her own insecurities. Glory, a ruthless taskmaster as much as she was a nurturing mother hen, had deliberately put Rasha into social situations arranged entirely to prove to her that no one saw her as anything but a young woman after a year of transitioning, counseling, and coaching. Which meant…
 

 
  “I don’t know exactly how you got your hooks into our paladin, but the last thing she needs is more of a corrupting influence,” the ringleader stated, tilting her head back to stare down the considerable length of her nose at Rasha. “It stops, now. Am I understood?”
 

 
  Yep, there it was. Thorn was going to stomp these imbeciles into paste when she learned about this.
 

 
  And as if by magic, that realization sucked all the menace out of their ambush.
 

 
  Rasha kept her amiable smile in place, affecting an idly interested posture of her head while they prattled on.
 

 
  “It’s bad enough the High Commander sees fit to indulge perverse men in…this,” the woman on the left said, putting on an identical sneer. “But don’t get too comfortable with it. Things are changing around here.”
 

 
  “That’s a problem for another time, though,” added the third, folding her arms across her tabard. “Have your fun while you can. But you
  
   will
  
  keep away from General Avelea.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to hear any more about you infecting her with Eserite nonsense, to say
  
   nothing
  
  of pushing the idea that
  
   your
  
  mental illness deserves to be recognized as Sisterhood doctrine,” the leader chimed in. “You thieves can be as sick as you want on your own time.”
 

 
  “It’s Rasha, yes? Is that your made-up name? Well, whatever you’re really called, we know where you stay and—”
 

 
  She broke off incredulously as Rasha yawned. Widely, but discreetly covering her mouth with her fingers. A lady, as Glory insisted, did not show off her molars.
 

 
  “Excuse me, ladies,” Rasha said politely, managing not to betray her amusement at their expressions. “It’s been a long day already. Would you mind awfully getting to the point? It’s just that I don’t really have time for halfhearted schoolyard bullying today. Not that you’re not
  
   very
  
  good at it, I’m sure, but some of us are grown-ups, with jobs.”
 

 
  They stared at her, the two on the sides with their mouths satisfyingly open. The leader managed to look even more belligerent, however.
 

 
  “Oh, I see,” she snorted. “You think you’re
  
   clever.
  
  How very like an Eserite.”
 

 
  “So, that’s a no, then?” Rasha said pleasantly. “Very well, you three have a lovely afternoon. I’m going to leave now.” She almost took a step backward to extricate herself from their formation, but then had a better idea. “And you,” she continued, polite as ever, “are going to get out of my way.”
 

 
  The leader’s fingers shifted to grasp the handle of her longsword; the woman on the left actually gasped in outrage, while the other flushed nearly crimson, her Stalweiss coloring making it especially vivid.
 

 
  “Oh,” the ringleader said quietly from behind clenched teeth.
  
   “Are
  
  we?”
 

 
  “Yes, you are,” Rasha replied, batting her eyelashes. “I am an apprentice of the Theives’ Guild, and a welcome guest in this temple. Lay a finger on me or draw that sword, and you’ll be tossed out of here on your ear by Silver Legionnaires, just for starters.
  
   Then
  
  you will be dragged into an alley for an etiquette lesson by six enforcers before you can flee the city. And none of us wants that, girls.
  
   I
  
  don’t want it because stirring up drama like that would be a terrible repayment to all the people in the Sisterhood who have been very kind to me.” She smiled more broadly, again batting her eyes. Just because it was classically, stereotypically
  
   feminine,
  
  and they would
  
   hate
  
  it. “And
  
   you
  
  don’t want it because you’re cowards.”
 

 
  “You little Punaji
  
   brat,”
  
  hissed the second woman, actually sliding her blade a few inches out of the sheath, but the leader reached across to grab her wrist. Rasha kept eye contact with the woman in the center, not looking around to check for intervention. The sanctuary was almost crowded; someone had to be overhearing this. Legionnaires might not have been able to see the almost-drawn sword, with the four of them clustered together, but it was only a matter of time before somebody stepped in.
 

 
  “Cowards, are we,” the leader said very flatly.
 

 
  “Well, you seem to think it takes three of you to corner a girl half your size,” Rasha simpered. “And there’s the fact that your entire spiritual philosophy is that the sex you were accidentally born into doesn’t
  
   feeeeeeel
  
  as
  
   special
  
  if just anybody’s allowed in. Yes, I think the word applies. Don’t you?”
 

 
  “Now you listen to—”
 

 
  “Nope.” Rasha took one step forward; the woman didn’t back up. “You’ve wasted enough of my time. Draw the sword, or get out of the way.”
 

 
  She flexed her fingers once, adjusting her grip on the hilt, eyes narrowing to slits.
 

 
  “Do it,” Rasha said softly, dropping the smile. “I
  
   dare
  
  you. Do. It.
  
   Coward.”
  
 

 
  The woman tensed, and for an instant Rasha thought she actually might.
 

 
  Before anything could come of it, though, a fifth person inserted herself into their cluster. Sliding in as deftly as an alley cat, she draped an arm around Rasha’s shoulders and pushed herself subtly to the fore mostly by surreptitiously forcing Rasha backward.
 

 
  It was a woman with tousled black hair and angular Sifanese (or maybe Sheng, Rasha still couldn’t reliably spot the difference) features, wearing a ragged Punaji-style greatcoat over a clearly armored leather vest.
 

 
  “Hiiii,” she said in a breathy voice, eyes vacantly wide, and let her head list deeply to one side as if drunk, staring up at the central woman. “You have
  
   really
  
  pretty eyes.”
 

 
  The Purist’s leader frowned, and actually took a step back
  
   ,
  
  her two compatriots squinting in confusion at the new arrival. “What? I don’t… Listen, young woman, this is a private conversation.”
 

 
  “Pretty eyes. Pretty, pretty eyes,” the woman crooned. Her accent was local, despite the foreign features. Well, the Empire had birthright citizenship and Tiraas itself was a melting pot, so one couldn’t assume. Rasha’s inward attempt to size up the interloper who was still clutching her faltered at her next comment. “Can I
  
   have
  
  them?”
 

 
  The Purists all three stepped back, incidentally opening up their tight formation and exposing the center of lines of sight from several directions. Rasha, glancing rapidly about, immediately noticed two Legionnaires and a priestess watching them intently.
 

 
  “They
  
   sing
  
  to me,” the Sifanese(?) woman cooed, beginning to sway back and forth subtly, tugging Rasha along with her. “I hear them in my dreams. They want to be mine. Pretty please, pretty eyes? I’ll give them a
  
   good
  
  home.”
 

 
  Grimacing in pure disgust, the Purist leader finally turned and strode away. Her lieutenants fell in alongside her, the Stalweiss one with a lingering glare. In seconds they had departed through the temple’s front doors, all of the nearby Legionnaires openly turning to watch them go.
 

 
  The second they were gone, the woman released Rasha and turned to face her. The daffy expression had vanished from her face, replaced by a sharp glare.
 

 
  
   “You,
  
  apprentice, will run straight home and inform your sponsor of the dumbass stunt you just pulled. If you explain exactly
  
   why
  
  that was a stupid thing to do and what could have gone horribly wrong, she probably won’t box your ears the way you’d be in for if you were
  
   my
  
  apprentice. Glory’s a soft touch.”
 

 
  
   “Me?”
  
  Rasha protested, at once relieved and offended. It was good news that the woman was Guild, but this… “I was just—”
 

 
  “Oh, I was so
  
   worried!”
  
  the woman squalled suddenly, hurling herself forward and throwing her arms around Rasha in a big hug. It probably looked like a friendly gesture from the outside; only Rasha could feel the rigid fingertips digging into the pressure points at the base of her skull.
 

 
  “The Guild and the Sisterhood are both unrepresented in the Church right now,” the Eserite hissed right into Rasha’s ear while soothingly rocking them both back and forth for the benefit of the onlookers. “We don’t get along great at the
  
   best
  
  of times. Intercult relations are incredibly delicate, and strained enough with that fanatical splinter sect suddenly infesting the city. What I do not fucking need is untethered apprentices
  
   picking fights with them in the temple.”
  
 

 
  
   “They
  
  started—”
 

 
  Rasha cut herself off, a second too late. The enforcer slowly released her, pulling back and gaze down at her face with a condescending little smirk.
 

 
  “No, please, go on,” she said sweetly. “Finish your thought.”
 

 
  Punaji were raised not to complain about fairness; under other circumstances, Rasha might have gracefully accepted the rebuke. But she had been standing up to bullies, doing exactly what Eserites were
  
   supposed
  
  to do. Straightening her spine, she stepped backward, pulling herself out of the woman’s grasp.
 

 
  “Well. I won’t keep you any longer, if you’re here on business.”
 

 
  “Too right, you won’t,” she said brusquely, already striding past her toward the rear of the sanctuary. Her voice rang out as she went: “Straight to Glory, now! She won’t like it if she has to hear about this from
  
   me.”
  
 

 
  Still practically quivering with repressed fury, Rasha herself set off for the front doors at a stately glide, spine rigid and nose upright. One of the Legionnaires actually opened the door for her, with a sympathetic look. She barely had the self-possession to nod politely in acknowledgment.
 

 
  
   That
  
  had stirred her up even worse than the ambush. Purists and other assholes she expected to behave that way; where the hell did a Guild enforcer get off rebuking her for doing exactly what she was being trained by the Guild to do?
 

 
  Fortunately, the frigid air of Imperial Square did a lot to clear her head. Rasha turned up the fur collar of her dress, surreptitiously thumbing the rune on the warming charm hidden underneath it.
 

 
  The Square was as stirred up as the temple had been; apparently she wasn’t the only one having an eventful morning. Rasha slipped to one side, out of the path of traffic, and paused in the shadow of one of the great columns to study the comings and goings. A column of soldiers was just marching past, and there were knots of people clustered together in excitable conversation all across the temple steps. What had gotten under everybody’s skin this morning?
 

 
  Picking out a piercing voice from the hubbub, Rasha set off sideways toward one end of the temple steps, just in time to intercept a young boy coming round the corner, pulling a wagon full of newspapers, waving one over his head, and shouting at the top of his lungs.
 

 
  “EXTRA, SPECIAL EDITION! READ THE BREAKING NEWS ON THE ELVEN CRISIS! IF IT’S KNOWN, THE
  
   LANCER
  
  KNOWS IT!”
 

 
  She mutely tossed him a silver coin, receiving a grin and a deftly thrown paper in response. Rasha ripped off the twine and unfolded it enough to read the front page while he carried on into the Square.
 

 
  Though she wasn’t personally much interested in politics, one didn’t live under Glory’s tutelage without developing a careful respect for the web of interconnected forces that made the Empire work, and sometimes prevented it from working. Rasha’s frown rapidly deepened as her eyes darted across the lines of text.
 

 
  “The elves did
  
   what?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Formed a united government, including the legendary high elves! As Veilgrad’s most celebrated elven resident, my readers would be
  
   very
  
  interested in your insight into these developing events.”
 

 
  Macy poised her pencil over her open notepad, gazing expectantly at her target with a big smile of anticipation in place.
 

 
  “I straight up don’t believe you,” Natchua said bluntly. “If you told me the Matriarchs and Elders all linked arms and went square dancing in Imperial Square,
  
   that
  
  would be more plausible.”
 

 
  The reporter had the temerity to grin at her, not looking down at where she was scribbling on the pad. Omnu’s breath, was she really writing
  
   that
  
  down? “Well, assuming for the sake of argument that I’m right, can I get a quote on this from you, Natchua?”
 

 
  “Here’s a headline for you: annoying reporter continues to abuse the fact that I don’t indiscriminately immolate people.”
 

 
  She wrote that down, too, looking not the least bit discomfited. “You grew up in Tar’naris, I’m
  
   sure
  
  you have more insight than practically anyone into what the ramifications of this might be. Veilgrad really respects your perspective, Natchua, and it’s especially applicable here. A word from you would mean a lot to people.”
 

 
  Flattery and manipulation, and both so ham-fisted they would have provoked only annoyance in Tar’naris. Natchua indulged in an irritated sigh. Macy Vaucherot, which was pronounced in zee
  
   authentic
  
  Glassian manner, the pretentious tit (even though Veilgrad was full of old families with Glassian names who had been fully Imperial for at least five generations), was actually one of the less irritating reporters who tended to buzz around. One of the more persistent and least intimidated by casual displays of infernomancy, true, but at least she only published what she actually heard in that paper of hers, without the embellishments or outright fabrications which had almost sent Natchua to kicking down some of her rivals’ doors before her entire household had frantically talked her down from that idea.
 

 
  And for that matter, she certainly
  
   did
  
  have opinions about Tar’naris and what such a development would mean for the Empire, and came perilously close to starting in on them before the recollection of Melaxyna and Kheshiri’s hurried advice about the power of the press came back to mind.
 

 
  Elilial’s remarks about Natchua’s so-called “cunning” had, over the last several months, frequently made her stop and second-guess her first impulses. There was actually a pattern, she’d found; while most of her actions were described with words like “reckless” and “harebrained” by those close to her, in hindsight she noticed that they tended to lead to success when she spotted a benefit others had missed and aimed right at it with no regard for common sense, whereas just acting out of temper or apathy rarely ended well. It didn’t take much reflection to see which of those it would be to rant at a reporter about what abhorrent monsters most Narisians were. It was
  
   true,
  
  but the knowledge wouldn’t do anything to help anybody who got their news from Macy’s rag. Riling up the local populace and pissing off the Imperial Foreign Service
  
   might
  
  be worthwhile in a hypothetical situation where there was a benefit to her in it, but this was not one of those.
 

 
  “I wasn’t a noble or anything, in Tar’naris,” Natchua said carefully. “I came from the farming House, and most of what I was taught about the affairs of the powerful was to stay as far from them as possible. I don’t think I actually have much in the way of insight into this, Macy.”
 

 
  “But you were selected to attend the legendary University at Last Rock!”
 

 
  “Yeah,” Natchua said dryly, “I’m the one who got kicked out, if you’ll recall. Look, international relations are over my head. What I
  
   do
  
  know is that the Tiraan Empire has not endured for a thousand years by being stupid, and the Tirasian Dynasty deserves credit for stitching the whole thing back together within a few years of the Enchanter Wars and
  
   keeping
  
  it that way during a century of unprecedented changes of all kinds. I have no idea how international relations should be handled, but it seems to me the people whose job that is are pretty good at it. Unexpected surprises like this are a good time for all of us out here in Veilgrad to stay the course and let the diplomats work. I can’t think of any recent examples of them letting us down.”
 

 
  “But what about—”
 

 
  “Good chat, Macy, but you caught me on the way to an appointment. Bye,” Natchua said firmly, turning away.
 

 
  “I just wonder if you have any thoughts on—”
 

 
  At least this time she didn’t shout or try to chase after her when Natchua shadow-jumped fifty feet up the street; experience had taught her that would only drive her quarry away faster.
 

 
  The short range jump had put her in front of a public house with an outdoor terrace, on which a cluster of students from the nearby college were gathered around a brazier holding pints. Upon her appearance, one of them pressed himself against the waist-high wall, brandishing his tankard at her.
 

 
  “Veilgrad stands!” he yelled unsteadily.
 

 
  “Veilgrad stands!” she shouted back, pointing at him. A roar of approval rose from the whole group, and Natchua carried on down the sidewalk, grinning as they clamored behind her, though she did mutter to herself. “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon, ya louts.”
 

 
  Her destination was another pub, this one abandoned since the chaos crisis, after which its owner had packed up and moved his operations to Mathenon, where the climate was mild, the coin flowed like water and nothing even slightly interesting ever happened. The Mad Marquis had stood empty till the catacomb reconstruction efforts had brought Agatha Svanwen’s company to Veilgrad. Then, its empty condition, central location, and basement access to the catacomb system had made it an appealing headquarters for her stonemasons.
 

 
  The Svanwen Company guards out front waved her in with a smile. Inside, the common room was filled with masons and miners sitting around at tables and notably not doing any work; they raised such a cheer at Natchua’s arrival that it took her a few minutes to get it quieted down enough to receive directions to the basement access.
 

 
  At least it was quieter down there, though notably tense, as she observed immediately on arrival.
 

 
  Svanwen herself was present, along with two of her employees, a dwarven man who’d come with her from Stavulheim and a Veilgrad local, both wearing suits and holding clipboards rather than stoneworking tools. Standing at the other side of the room and looking notably unhappy were five humans in Imperial Army uniforms, complete with the eye symbol on a blue background of the Azure Corps.
 

 
  “Finally, here she is,” said the man apparently in the lead, who wore a captain’s stripes and a disgruntled expression. “Can we get this over with?”
 

 
  “And hello to you
  
   too,”
  
  Natchua said, raising her eyebrows. “I’m quite well today, thank you for asking.”
 

 
  “Thanks for coming, Natchua,” Svanwen said with that firmly calm voice she so often used to keep order among her laborers. “I appreciate you going out of your way. This is Captain Fedhaar, from the Azure Corps.”
 

 
  “Commander of the Fourth Infernal Containment Unit,” Fedhaar said with a bit more grace, finally nodding to her.
 

 
  
   “Enchanté ,”
  
  Natchua replied. “So what’s this I hear about demons in the tunnel?”
 

 
  “Probably not more than one,” Svanwen said before the captain could reply. “A few of my people have been seeing odd tracks since last week, but one finally got a look at it yesterday. Needless to say, I ceased operations and pulled everybody out, and we’ve had a guard posted on every entrance we couldn’t seal up outright. By the description, it’s pretty clearly a rozzk’shnid.”
 

 
  Natchua glanced at Fedhaar, then back to her, frowning. “Well, those do like tunnels, but they’re not sapient and can’t use magic. What do you need me for, exactly?”
 

 
  “She wants you to clear the creature out. Isn’t it obvious?” Captain Fedhaar said sarcastically, folding his arms. “Nothing but the legendary Natchua will do.”
 

 
  Another time she might have taken exception to the attitude, but in this case Natchua had to agree with him.
 

 
  “Seriously?” she demanded, pointing to the disgruntled battlemages while holding Svanwen’s gaze. “You’ve got the most highly-trained professionals at demon containment on the continent, on loan from the Imperial Army, to deal with what amounts to an animal control problem? That’s already overkill, not to mention a situation that can only get messier the more people are involved. What the hell is
  
   my
  
  gray ass doing down here?”
 

 
  “I appreciate the vote of confidence,” said Fedhaar, apparently meaning it. At any rate, he looked a bit less irritated.
 

 
  “You’re right, as demons go, a rozzk’shnid in the tunnels isn’t much of a crisis,” Svanwen agreed. “Hell, I could take care of the damn thing myself with a battlestaff and a hunting party. At this point, it’s more a matter of morale and personnel management, Natchua. Sometimes, the best person for the job isn’t the best person for the job.”
 

 
  Natchua blinked at her, then turned to Fedhaar. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”
 

 
  He shrugged. “Lady, I’m in the Army. The brass
  
   rarely
  
  uses the best person for the job, but I don’t think it’s on purpose.”
 

 
  “It’s like this,” said the dwarf, now with some amusement. “My crew are composed of my own people from Stavulheim, who have no particular faith in the Imperial government, and locals who are of…divided opinions. Some of ‘em will no doubt be reassured by knowing the Army is on the case, but not all, and maybe not most. Like I said, this is not a big deal. All of us together are well more than a match for the creature. But what I need to get my people back to work is assurance that there aren’t demons in the tunnels, so they don’t have to be looking over their shoulders every five seconds. I asked you to come, Natchua, to lend your credibility. We track the thing down and kill it, and then I can get the say-so of everyone’s favorite friendly local warlock and hero of the Battle of Ninkabi that it’s safe to get back to work.”
 

 
  Natchua heaved a sigh, then grimaced apologetically at Captain Fedhaar. “Well… Crap. I guess I can’t turn up my nose at that, can I? As the least
  
   actually
  
  useful person here, it’d be an asshole move to not contribute what relatively little I can. All right, Agatha, fair enough. I’m in.”
 

 
  “Glad to have you,” the dwarf said with a smile. “I’ll earmark you an honorarium from the discretionary—”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t bother. I mean, thanks, but what the hell would I buy? Anything I need, Sherwin is happy to squander his ancestral wealth on. Save your funds for the folks doing the real work.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Fedhaar grunted, staring at Natchua. “You weren’t kidding, Ms. Svanwen. Everything about her screams ‘cocky, irritating college kid,’ but damn if she doesn’t leave me with a positive impression.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m a real fudge-dipped strawberry,” she drawled. “Everybody loves Natchua. All right, then! C’mon, nobody’s getting any younger. Let’s go fuck around in the dark demon-infested tunnels.”
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  “And this is the Sanhevid Suite, where you’ll be staying,” Ravana announced, coming to a stop in the center of the wide common area, planting herself beside a marble statue of a hooded woman wielding a bow and gazing sternly at some distant horizon. “Doors to either side of the hearth behind me lead to the residential area, where there are more than enough bedrooms for everyone. Beyond that, both halls open onto a small library with attached reading room and office. To the left, here, beyond the colonnade, is a solarium opening onto a private courtyard, with the dining hall adjacent. Kitchen, laundry, and servant’s quarters are in the basement; someone will be on staff at all hours, and the enchanted bell in each bedroom activates a signal in the kitchen, so do not hesitate to summon someone for anything you need, at any time. I
  
   do
  
  hope you’ll be adequately comfortable.”
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabriel said simply, looking wide-eyed around the great hall of the Sanhevid Suite, which apparently counted for a small mansion in its own right. It was a two-story affair, with windows on the second floor admitting sunlight to complement the fairy lamps attached to each of the marble pillars. The place was laid out very much like a Shaathist lodge, a long area strewn with furniture extending from huge doors on one end to an enormous hearth on the other, though the décor ran toward marble, velvet, and gilt-framed paintings rather than hunting trophies.
 

 
  “Adequately?” Toby added, grinning. “Ravana, this is… Well, it’s nicer than most of the places Tellwyrn’s made us stay on trips.”
 

 
  “Most?” Gabriel gave him an incredulous look. “This is nicer than
  
   anyplace
  
  we’ve stayed. By orders of magnitude.”
 

 
  “Um, ex-fuckin’-cuse me,” Ruda retorted, “but I distinctly recall putting you ingrates up at
  
   my
  
  house on one of those trips.”
 

 
  Gabriel smiled sweetly at her. “I know what I said.”
 

 
  “Arquin, how long’s it been since I fucking stabbed you?”
 

 
  “Let us remember that we are guests here,” Shaeine interjected smoothly, “and refrain from getting hethelax blood on any of the furnishings. According to Professor Rafe, it is rather acidic.”
 

 
  “It’s fine, there’s a courtyard,” Gabriel assured her. “Honestly, Ravana, I’m just a kid from the wrong side of Tiraas. I think I’m gonna be afraid to
  
   touch
  
  anything in here.”
 

 
  “Ah, I take your point,” she mused, nodding. “Hm… How about this?”
 

 
  Ravana stepped over to the nearest column, where a frosted glass vase full of out-of-season tulips rested atop a decorative plinth at its base. Picking up the delicate vessel in one hand, she regarded it critically for a moment, then turned and hurled it across the room.
 

 
  It was a good throw; the crystal unerringly struck another marble column, where of course it shattered, strewing flowers, water, and glass fragments across a wide area. Everyone stared at it in disbelief, then turned those looks on Ravana herself, who had immediately folded her hands demurely at her waist, looking self-satisfied.
 

 
  “I know that to some of you, servants are in and of themselves an unseemly indulgence,” she said lightly, “but do keep in mind that everyone working in this manor is paid from the House treasury, as I have reduced taxes to ease the burden on local business my father created. Any materials used in cleaning or repair are purchased nearby. I do ask that you please refrain from burning the place down, but short of that? The worst thing you can possibly do is contribute to the local economy. Keep that in mind, Gabriel, and please don’t hesitate to make yourself comfortable in whatever way you can.”
 

 
  “You have a striking way of making a point,” Trissiny observed.
 

 
  Ravana’s smile increased fractionally, and she inclined her head. “I have learned from the best.”
 

 
  “Are we…still in the same house?” Juniper asked hesitantly, pulling her head out of the doorway to the solarium she’d circumspectly been investigating while everyone talked, Sniff silently at her heels as always. “It sounds like this ‘suite’ is bigger than most people’s houses.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, hence my uncertainty,” said Ravana. “This would ordinarily be used as guest quarters for visiting nobility and their own households. I believe its size is adequate to your group, but it is not in keeping with formal etiquette to house disparate individuals here. All things considered, and given that placing you each in separate rooms of a quality suitable to your stature would have made it logistically difficult for you all to find one another, I took the risk of presuming you would not be overly concerned with the formalities. If I have erred, I humbly apologize, and of course can make any alternate arrangement of your choosing. There are abundant private rooms, of course, or I can set you up as a group in one of the outlying guest houses. Or, if you prefer a familiar touch of whimsy, a suite of tavern rooms on the grounds.”
 

 
  “Your first instinct was correct, Ravana,” Teal assured her with a faint smile. During the last year, she had either gotten over her antipathy toward the Duchess or learned to conceal it, and now appeared quite at ease in Madouri Manor. “This is
  
   more
  
  than comfortable enough, and we wouldn’t dream of putting you to any more trouble. Right, everyone?”
 

 
  “Indubitably!” Fross chimed, swooping back into the room. “Guys, you have got to
  
   see
  
  that library! There’s a complete edition of the
  
   Encyclopedia Viridici!”
  
 

 
  “Isn’t that one notoriously unreliable?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  “Yes, because it hasn’t been printed in
  
   six hundred years!
  
  It’s not even in intelligible modern Tanglish!”
 

 
  “Hold on, back up,” Gabriel requested, still blinking at Ravana. “Did you say you have a tavern…in your
  
   house?”
  
 

 
  “Three, on the grounds,” she said placidly. “Madouri Manor as it stands today was the original fortified city of Madouris. As the Lower City spread beyond its walls, the larger structures around the citadel became the residences of lower nobility. Then the Outer City rose around the second ring of walls, and gradually my ancestors encouraged the other families to gentrify the Lower City, eventually leaving these grounds for House Madouri and the city and provincial government alone.” She paused, grimacing prettily. “Unfortunately, my more
  
   recent
  
  ancestors pushed even
  
   those
  
  out, leaving the Manor as the largest private residence in the world, a testament to excess that even a Sheng Emperor would have thought a bit much. I have been migrating government offices back into the grounds; you would not believe how hobbled the local bureaucracy has been, simply due to being scattered across the city. Of course, you have the run of the Manor; you will be able to tell what structures serve official purpose. It should not be hard to avoid getting in anyone’s way. Feel free to patronize the taverns, if you like. I am quite serious about encouraging you to take advantage of
  
   any
  
  available amenities, everyone. It is the least I can do, as I fear I shall perforce be a somewhat negligent hostess.”
 

 
  “This is your idea of negligent?” Ruda snorted, flopping down on a gilt-armed sofa. “Damn, girl. I’m scared to see what it looks like when you get
  
   generous.
  
  Be honest, you ever drowned somebody in champagne?”
 

 
  “Oh, it’s not the accommodations,” Ravana said, smiling. “Those I
  
   can
  
  provide. It’s just that this is necessarily a working vacation for me. While attending school, my ability to manage the province is hampered by distance, even in this modern age of telescrolls and Rails. I must make full use of the time I have at home to attend to as many affairs as can be squeezed in. Rest assured, I shall make every effort to attend to you, but it won’t be as much as I’d like, so the least I can do is provide ample comfort and entertainment during your stay.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said, nodding. “Well, we don’t want to get in your way, then…”
 

 
  “You are anything but in my way,” Ravana said firmly. “I have been quite looking forward to showing you all around my city. Scorn and the other girls from the Wells will be arriving by tonight, and I mean to have a proper welcome banquet with everyone. Indeed, I find myself eager to consult the political minds among you on the newest issue with the elves.”
 

 
  “Do understand that neither Teal nor I can render comment in any official capacity,” Shaeine began.
 

 
  “Please.” Ravana held up one hand, still smiling. “You are my
  
   guest,
  
  Shaeine, I will not have you put on the spot or otherwise discomfited. If you’d like to chat about it, I would obviously love to hear your take. If not, that is the end of it. It’s very important to me to maintain personal connections beyond the political. Bad enough I can’t publicly associate with Sekandar anymore, I’ll not have any tension raised between Houses Madouri and Awarrion.”
 

 
  “Wait, what happened with Sekandar?” Gabriel asked. “I thought you two got along well.”
 

 
  “Oh, we do, but unfortunately his mother is…out of sorts with me. Being a well-bred Calderaan boy, Prince Sekandar obviously cannot gainsay her in public, so our conversations at school have been somewhat abridged in the last few months. It’s dreadfully tedious, but such are politics.”
 

 
  “Ravana,” Teal asked in the chiding tone of a teacher interrogating a child over a broken vase—while, herself, standing practically in the shards of a broken vase—
  
   “what
  
  did you do to the Sultana?”
 

 
  Ravana shrugged daintily. “I have simply been a good neighbor to the people of Last Rock while enjoying their hospitality. I furnished several small business loans to residents, after the fashion I have found so productive here in Madouris. Sadly, her Excellency has chosen to take this as a territorial infraction. I do say she is overreacting somewhat.”
 

 
  “So, let me get this straight,” Trissiny said, folding her arms. “You, the sitting governor of another province and rival Great House, began an economic program obviously modeled on the means you used to secure your influence in Madouris, in a fringe territory over which the Sultana has nominal but little real control, probably causing her to lose face in front of the other Houses of Calderaas, who at their most congenial are a pit of underfed alligators. And you’re surprised she was
  
   miffed?”
  
 

 
  “I said that her Excellency overreacted,” Ravana replied, lifting her nose, “not that she was entirely without a point.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’d get on top of fixing that if I were you,” Gabriel suggested. “Sekandar’s a swell guy and all, but if Princess Yasmeen is anything to go by you do
  
   not
  
  want the Aldarasi women on your case. I think even you may not be rich enough to shrug that off, Ravana.”
 

 
  
   “Mildly
  
  sexist,” Trissiny stated, giving him a pointed look, “but regrettably apt.”
 

 
  He bowed grandly to her.
 

 
  Ravana herself drew in a breath, causing her thin shoulders to rise, then let it out slowly, sweeping a languid and incongruously warm smile around the group. “Now, this is
  
   exactly
  
  why I was so grateful you all agreed to visit me over the holidays. I am surrounded by legions of yes-men at home; nobody outside of school dares talk back to me. It’s no wonder my father entirely lost his sense of proportion.”
 

 
  The front door of the Sanhevid Suite clicked discreetly shut, and the group shifted to look that way as Ravana’s Butler came gliding swiftly across the floor toward them.
 

 
  “Your pardon, my Lady,” Yancey said, bowing to her. “The contacts in N’Jendo with whom you were corresponding concerning the Harpy affair have arrived.”
 

 
  Poised as always, Ravana betrayed her incredulity only by a momentary pause, and the most infinitesimal lift of one eyebrow, before replying.
  
   “How?”
  
 

 
  “It appears a telescroll signaling their acquiescence to your last suggestion arrived while you were welcoming our guests, my Lady. Veilwin intercepted and read it, and took it upon herself to teleport to Jennidira to retrieve them. I have made them comfortable in the Azure Parlor.”
 

 
  Butler training was truly a rival for a noble upbringing in terms of facial control; Yancey managed to convey his withering disapproval of this Veilwin’s presumption without altering his expression a hair beyond the strictly polite.
 

 
  “I see,” Ravana said, pausing to press her lips into a thin line. “Well. Speak of the Dark Lady. Or…can we even say that anymore?”
 

 
  “I think I’d rather we did,” said Trissiny. “Elilial is neither dead nor neutered, and undoubtedly is already at work encouraging the world to forget what a monster she has always been. Let’s not oblige her.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Ravana agreed, nodding to her. “Well! It seems it has begun. I am terribly sorry to abandon you all so abruptly, but this matter won’t wait. I shall do my utmost to join you and the others for dinner; this should not occupy me beyond the afternoon. In the meantime, Yancey will see to all your needs.”
 

 
  “Hey, don’t you worry about us,” Ruda said lazily from the sofa, on which she was sprawled lopsidedly with one leg thrown over its arm. “Go on, be the boss lady. See ya at dinner.”
 

 
  “And thank you again for having us,” Toby added.
 

 
  “The pleasure is entirely mine,” Ravana assured them, inclining her head deeply. “Do excuse me, then.”
 

 
  She turned and glided out, Yancey on her heels. The Butler held the suite’s door for her with a bow, then slipped out behind the Duchess and pulled it shut after them.
 

 
  “So, uh…” Fross darted over to swoop across the mess of the shattered vase. “Should we…call somebody about this? Cos I could probably clean it up pretty easily but I’m not sure if that’s, like, rude to the servants or what.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” On the other side of the chamber, Gabriel ambled toward a matching vase and reached for it.
 

 
  
   “No,
  
  Gabriel!” Trissiny shouted, charging to intercept him.
 

 
  Teal slipped an arm around Shaeine’s waist; F’thaan, already tired from the day’s journey, was draped asleep across the drow’s feet. “And to think I was afraid we’d have a dull holiday.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  In any other house, the Azure Parlor would have been considered a ballroom. A relatively small and intimate one, suitable for parties of no more than two dozen, but still. The majority of its floorspace was taken up by a sunken area reached by steps down from the carpeted main floor, where the dancing surface itself was a mosaic depicting a cloudy sky. Its matching domed ceiling was a far more intricate fresco of a blue dragon, painted nearly to scale and coiling in on himself as though twisting about in midair in a pose that just barely crammed his entire sinuous length into the available space.
 

 
  Ravana’s new guests had remained on the upper portion, where seats and refreshment tables were distributed. They had been generously served; on one of the tables were laid out trays of tea, hot mulled cider, and warm pies of both meat and fruit in portions that would have provided a full meal for more than the three of them. The woman in the group was sipping a mug of cider, but other than that the refreshments appeared untouched. Still wearing their fur-lined winter cloaks, all three were standing, and staring upward at the ceiling fresco.
 

 
  Veilwin was slouched in an armchair off to one side in a posture that clashed with her elegant brocaded dress, munching on a slice of cherry pie.
 

 
  “Zyndirax the Blue was an off-again, on-again paramour of Duchess Tamira Madouri,” Ravana said, gliding into the room. “I suspect the scandal was the sole cause of her interest in him; she did love to ruffle people’s feathers. Welcome to Madouri Manor, Brother Ingvar and guests! I most
  
   humbly
  
  apologize for keeping you waiting. The truth is that I was not
  
   expecting
  
  you to visit me so soon.”
 

 
  She shot a sidelong look at her Court Wizard, who snorted (spraying crumbs in the process) and pointed a forkful of pie at her.
 

 
  “You
  
   said
  
  you were on a tight schedule for the next two weeks,” the elf said accusingly. “Made a whole production of it, big speech and everything. Remember? We’re all to chip in an’ try to smooth things along. Well, I cut off some corners and saved you some time. You’re
  
   welcome.”
  
 

 
  
  
  Veilwin was the only elf Ravana had ever seen with dark circles around her eyes, and they had never diminished in the time she’d known her. As usual, her gown was of expensive silk brocade, and free of any tear, stain, or wrinkle due to the considerable enchantments laid upon it, which contrasted starkly with the mussed state of her blonde hair. Now, she also had crumbs all over half her face, which somehow suited her.
 

 
  “I assure you, we are not put out,” Ingvar interjected, striding forward with a warm smile. “It’s a great pleasure to see you again, your Grace. Especially conscious.”
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” Veilwin chided with her mouth full, wagging the now-empty fork. “It’s ‘my Lady.’ The Duchess is trying to retire the ol’ Grace thing, says it’s old-fashioned. She’s a modern girl, is Ravana.”
 

 
  “Veilwin,” the Duchess said with a too-wide smile, “do you recall our discussion about you
  
   speaking
  
  in front of guests?”
 

 
  Veilwin grunted and tucked silently back into her pie.
 

 
  “Yes, I understand this is not the first time we have met,” Ravana said, accepting Ingvar’s outstretched hand and inclining her head in response to his bow. “As those events were relayed to me, I owe you my life.”
 

 
  “I did little…my Lady,” he demurred. “Anyone would have carried an unconscious woman out of a battlefield.”
 

 
  “I assure you, it was not a small thing to me. A Madouri pays her debts.”
 

 
  “I would consider it a grave dishonor to claim a debt over something so morally obligatory, my Lady,” Ingvar said gravely, then smiled again. “But perhaps it can be a starting point for a positive relationship.”
 

 
  “Well said,” she agreed, smiling back. “Now, I see you have met my Court Wizard. I
  
   also
  
  apologize for whatever Veilwin said and/or did before I was able to intervene.”
 

 
  Behind her, Veilwin snorted again.
 

 
  “I have no complaints, my Lady,” Ingvar said tactfully. “We hunters have straightforward manners ourselves. Allow me to introduce my friends, Dantu and Dimbi.”
 

 
  They nodded in turn, clearly uncertain of the formalities involved in meeting a Duchess; Ravana inclined her head politely to each of them in response, allowing her amusement to tinge her smile. Dimbi was a young woman, Dantu a surprisingly old man, and both were Westerners, probably locals from the area around Ninkabi where Ingvar and his followers had been roaming in the months since the battle. Though Dimbi was visibly uncomfortable in these opulent surroundings, the white-haired Dantu seemed quite at ease, and even intrigued by everything he saw.
 

 
  “A pleasure,” she said. “And on the subject of beginning a positive relationship, there is the matter concerning which I reached out to you.”
 

 
  “Yes, indeed,” Ingvar said, his expression sobering. “I confess, Lady Madouri, I was surprised to learn you had involved yourself in this at all. I mean no offense by that, of course. You have been extremely generous, and I thank you for what you’ve done.”
 

 
  “But you are uncertain about my motives?” she prompted, then smiled gently. “Please, Brother Ingvar, don’t worry, no offense is taken. We are what we are: myself a scheming noble, and you too intelligent not to know a scheming noble when you meet one. I would never be so churlish as to be affronted by a person possessing basic common sense. We have time to delve into my reasons for stepping in; for now, I suspect you must be very eager to meet the Harpies. I know they will be very glad indeed to finally meet
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “That is certainly true,” he agreed. “Are they here, then?”
 

 
  “Not in the city, no; it didn’t seem the wisest place to house them. Rest assured, I have made sure to provide for their safety and comfort. I’ll take you to them now, if you’re amenable.”
 

 
  “Very much so,” he said, allowing the eagerness to touch his voice.
 

 
  Ravana smiled again, then half-turned. “Veilwin, take us to the lodge, if you please.”
 

 
  The sorceress sighed through her nose and swallowed a bite of pastry. “I am
  
   almost
  
  finished with my pie.”
 

 
  “You
  
   are
  
  finished with it,” Ravana corrected. “You may order anything you want from the kitchens
  
   later.
  
  It’s not as if I don’t feed you. It’s time to work.”
 

 
  “Ugh.” With ill grace, Veilwin tossed her plate down onto the table and the fork after it, then stood, absently brushing crumbs off her face. “Fine, if you’re in such a damned hurry.”
 

 
  She strode toward the group, raising one hand as she went, and blue light began to flicker within her eyes. Matching sparks snapped in the air around them, accompanied by a faint whine of gathering arcane energy.
 

 
  “Uh, hang on now,” Dimbi said nervously, “is she really—”
 

 
  Veilwin snapped her fingers, the arcane light flashed, and the five of them vanished.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The distant sounds of birds calling from the nearby rainforest were barely audible over the murmur of breeze and the waves. It was a gorgeous day, cloudless and just cool enough that the unimpeded sun did not feel too hot. Such weather was rare, as this was usually the rainy season; it likely wouldn’t last more than an hour or two. From her chosen lounge chair on the beach, she had a view of the wide central bay of the Tidestrider archipelago, with the forest-clad peaks of mountainous islands rising all around the horizon. During the summer months, the lodge she was renting would have housed several groups of the vacationing wealthy, but now the winter chill assured her solitude. The first peace and quiet she’d had in months.
 

 
  The lounge chairs were arranged in pairs, with low wooden tables between them; she had piled hers with books. Mostly novels, though the volume currently open in her hands was a treatise on bardic archetypes printed in Glassian. Tellwyrn’s eyes had stopped tracking back and forth across the page for the last few minutes; she just held the book up almost like a shield, scowling at it and listening to the crunch of footsteps in the sand steadily encroaching upon her privacy.
 

 
  “I just can’t get over how warm it is,” Eleanora Sultana Tirasian marveled aloud, setting a tray bearing a pitcher and two glasses on the table next to the book pile and folding herself gracefully into the second lounge chair. “Isn’t this place at more or less the same latitude as Ninkabi?”
 

 
  “Ocean currents,” Tellwyrn said tersely. “Tropical water comes straight down the west coast from the equator. You’re from Onkawa, there’s no way you don’t know that. You
  
   also
  
  had to be aware I noted your battlemages porting in all around. This had better be pretty damn good, Eleanora. I am on
  
   vacation.”
  
 

 
  She finally looked over at her, then raised her eyes in surprise. Tellwyrn was wearing a loosely-fitted kimono, but the Empress of Tiraas, she now observed, had clad herself in a skimpy traditional Tidestrider garment—traditional, at least, in the warmer latitudes to the north—which showed off far more of her dark skin than she
  
   ever
  
  did in public.
 

 
  “Yes, Arachne, I know,” Eleanora said with a smug smile. “Terrible vengeance if I disturb it, and so on, and so forth.”
 

 
  “Do you know how much time off I
  
   get
  
  a year?”
 

 
  “Of course I do, the academic year is common knowledge. Do you know how much time off
  
   I
  
  get a year? None, Arachne. The answer is zero.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, your life is so very dreary,” Tellwyrn sneered. “In your extravagant palace, where you spend each night in the arms of a different beauty gathered from across the Empire. My heart bleeds.”
 

 
  “I only have three regular mistresses at the moment,” the Empress said lightly, pouring tropical punch into both glasses. “Sharidan keeps only four. You know, it’s surprisingly difficult to collect them, even with the resources at our disposal. Women beautiful enough to catch
  
   my
  
  eye, but also with enough intellect and character to be worth talking to…well, they tend to get jealous and competitive with one another, which we obviously can’t have. There just aren’t that many candidates who meet all the right criteria. A life of power is such a lonely one…”
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  realize that you being Empress is the only reason you don’t get punched more often, right?”
 

 
  “Obviously. So, have you heard about the elves?”
 

 
  “No, and fuck ‘em. Nobody likes elves. Stuck-up pricks.”
 

 
  Eleanora chuckled. “They’ve announced a unified government. A permanent alliance of Tar’naris, every forest tribe on the continent, twenty-nine participating plains tribes, and Qestraceel.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” Tellwyrn snorted. “The drow have been sending out feelers for, what, a year? Two? It’ll take ‘em a
  
   century
  
  to get even a quarter of that roster off their asses.”
 

 
  “Yes, that is more or less everyone’s analysis. And yet, they’ve gone and done it. You can imagine the shockwaves this has created.”
 

 
  “Is this you trying to make small talk due to being unable to discuss anything except politics, or are you actually going to try to convince me to cut short my vacation? Answer carefully, Eleanora.”
 

 
  “Yes.” The Empress held out one of the glasses to her, smiling slyly. “You know, Quentin suspects you are a high elf.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn heaved a sigh, and finally slapped her book down on the table, but made no move to accept the drink. She just glared mulishly at the Empress.
 

 
  “I don’t
  
   get
  
  to take vacations,” Eleanora repeated, the levity fading from her expression. “And I most especially can’t
  
   now,
  
  Arachne, not with this crisis unfolding. So consider my position. I
  
   do
  
  need your help, which means disturbing your cherished peace and quiet. I
  
   don’t
  
  have the power to compel you, and persuading you means
  
   not
  
  disturbing your cherished peace and quiet. You see my dilemma?”
 

 
  “So,” Tellwyrn drawled, “you
  
   are
  
  going to crash my vacation, because buttering me up is your only viable option, and thus you get to finagle a beach vacation for
  
   yourself
  
  out of a political disaster. I am, grudgingly, quite impressed.”
 

 
  “How often do you think doing my duty to the Empire will require me to loaf about in a resort with the single most interesting woman I’ve ever taken to bed?” Eleanora rejoined, the self-satisfied smirk returning to her face. “I can hardly afford to pass up this chance, you see.”
 

 
  “And what if I just decide to tell you everything I know about the high elves right away? That’s what you’re fishing for, right? I
  
   know
  
  you don’t think I’m in good with any of the other kinds.”
 

 
  “Well,” the Empress mused, “I suppose that would be the absolutely ideal outcome for me. And I confess, if you pick
  
   this
  
  of all moments to be agreeable and compliant for once in your life I will be
  
   rather
  
  pissed off.”
 

 
  The elf finally accepted the outstretched glass. “I’m not a high elf, Eleanora. At least, not that I know of. I went to Qestraceel to find out. It didn’t go well.”
 

 
  “I see. Then…?”
 

 
  “Yes, I do know
  
   quite
  
  a bit about them. And in keeping with my general ‘fuck the elves’ policy, I find I’m quite amenable to dishing on them to the Empire. Provided, of course, that I am sufficiently buttered up.” She lay back in the reclining seat, smirking herself and lifting the glass to her lips. A second later, she grimaced. “Eugh. I hate coconut.”
 

 
  Eleanora shook her head, lounging back in her own chair. “You have got to be the most disagreeable person I’ve ever met.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on. That’s not even close to true, and you know it.”
 

 
  The Professor reached out with her glass, the Empress clinked her own against it, and they both gazed placidly out across the waves.
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  “My family’s hunting lodge,” Ravana said, gesturing at the scene before them.
 

 
  They stood upon a snow-covered hill in the western reaches of Tiraan Province, near the Viridill border, with a dense stand of leafless oaks behind them and in front, the long descent to the lodge itself in the middle distance. It rose proudly from a lower hill of its own, positioned right on the border between the ancient forest (one of the few in the province not burned or leveled in the Enchanter Wars) and the broad plain stretching toward the low hills that would become Calderaan Province beyond the northeastern horizon. Half a mile from the gates of the lodge stood a sleepy little village, looking quite picturesque buried under a heavy snowfall and with the smoke of a dozen fires streaming upward from its chimneys.
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Lodge?”
  
  Dimbi repeated incredulously. “Don’t you mean summer palace?”
 

 
  It could be fairly called palatial in its proportions. The main building was designed in the shape of a traditional Stalweiss longhouse, though the resemblance did not extend beyond shape. Its roof was expensive Sheng-style gabled slate, the tall windows stained glass, and even its towering support pillars were hand-carved into the shapes of upright animals, every one a work of art which had taken an entire ancient oak trunk. From the central longhouse spread rambling wings of faux-rustic timbers supported by fluted marble columns, the more recent featuring huge banks of plate windows made feasible even in the depths of winter by modern arcane heating.
 

 
  She wasn’t about to mention that the nearby village existed entirely to staff and support the lodge. Ingvar, at least, had probably already figured that out.
 

 
  “The House of Madouri has reigned over this province continually for a thousand years by cultivating certain defining strengths of character,” Ravana said proudly. “I will acknowledge that restraint and modesty are not among them. Honestly, I’m just glad to have found a
  
   useful
  
  purpose for this property, as I confess I don’t hunt. Nor, I suspect, did most of my ancestors who stayed here. Please forgive the distance; those staying in the lodge currently have been subject to a great many upsets of late, and I have observed they seem somewhat uncomfortable with grand displays of magic. I try to approach them in the most humble and unobtrusive manner feasible. My Court Wizard has been very accommodating in—Veilwin,
  
   really.”
  
 

 
  The rest of them turned from their study of the lodge to follow Ravana’s gaze, now fixed on the wizard herself. Veilwin was now gulping deeply from a silver flask, and did not stop while meeting Ravana’s stare with raised eyebrows.
 

 
  “You know, you’re
  
   just
  
  going to have to down a sobriety potion to teleport us back,” the Duchess said, exasperated. “It’s unlikely to be more than an hour from now.”
 

 
  “An hour?” Veilwin replied, finally lowering the flask and grimacing bitterly. “An
  
   hour
  
  of complete, uninterrupted sobriety? Girl, do you have any idea what that
  
   feels
  
  like?”
 

 
  “Yes, in fact,” Ravana retorted. “Speaking as a wine lover of, if I may flatter myself, some local repute, sobriety is my default and
  
   preferred
  
  condition.”
 

 
  “And you’re easily the worst person I’ve ever met. Coincidence?” Veilwin brought the flask back to her lips and resumed an uninterrupted sequence of long gulps, while holding an arch stare at Ravana and, with snaps of her fingers, conjuring an armchair and a small bonfire. The sorceress flopped down in her seat and stretched her feet out toward the arcane blue flames as the surrounding snow hissed away to steam.
 

 
  Ravana shook her head and turned her back on the elf. “Anyway. I presumed that veteran outdoorspeople such as yourselves would not mind a short winter hike, but if you are in any way uncomfortable I will not hesitate to send Veilwin back for coats.”
 

 
  “That’s not necessary at all,” Ingvar said smoothly. “Your judgment was correct, my Lady, we are quite comfortable. Shall we?”
 

 
  “Let’s,” she agreed, setting off down the hill. Ravana noted he did not question
  
   her
  
  comfort, but the man was doubtless intelligent enough to infer the presence of a heating charm. The enchantment woven into her own dress was more sophisticated than anything on the market (a Falconer prototype; Geoffrey came up with the most marvelous things when he got bored of tinkering with carriages). Even her breath did not mist upon the frigid air.
 

 
  “What is she
  
   drinking?”
  
  Dimbi muttered as they strode through the knee-deep snow toward the distant lodge. “I could smell that flask from two yards away, it was like a burning alchemy lab.”
 

 
  “I don’t know,” Ravana admitted. “Though I have observed its contents to be quite combustible. Between an elvish constitution and the resistance built up over a lifetime of drinking, I suspect what it takes to get Veilwin tipsy would kill an orc.”
 

 
  “She’s…interesting,” Dantu said, grinning.
 

 
  “Veilwin is a powerful and exceedingly skilled mage; I am quite satisfied with the performance of her duties. She is also, in addition to the alcoholism, congenitally incapable of withholding her opinions. I don’t think she’s ever held a single job for more than a month before.”
 

 
  “I just meant,” the old man chuckled, “I’ve managed to meet a handful of nobles in my long years, none half so important as a Duchess, and I can’t see a one of ‘em letting one of their employees talk to them like that.”
 

 
  “Not long ago,” Ravana murmured, gazing ahead as they plowed through the snow, “as I was listening to Professor Tellwyrn rightly excoriate my entire character, I experienced an epiphany:
  
   no one had ever spoken to me that way before.
  
  And further, no one ever spoke to my
  
   father
  
  in such a manner, either, and I now believe that is directly why he ended up the way he did. My father was neither evil nor unintelligent, he simply failed to comprehend that his own desires were not synonymous with the highest good of the universe. It is a failing to which nobles are regrettably prone due to the circumstances of our upbringing, and in fact, those circumstances are an unavoidable necessity. A chain of command only functions of those at its top are respected and obeyed. This is…a dilemma.”
 

 
  “So,” Ingvar said softly, “you seek to surround yourself with those who will speak truth to power.”
 

 
  “I was considering leaving university,” Ravana admitted, “but this understanding changed my mind. At Last Rock, I am surrounded by royalty, paladins, demigods… All manner of people who are in no way impressed by
  
   me.
  
  And those are just my classmates; the faculty are on another level entirely. It is an extremely healthy environment for people such as myself. Additionally, it buys me two and a half more years to collect advisors who will not hesitate to challenge me at need. Hopefully I can find some with more
  
   nuance
  
  than Veilwin, but she is…a start.”
 

 
  “I respect that a great deal,” said Ingvar. “To know one’s own faults and seek to overcome them is both the least and the most that can be asked of anyone.”
 

 
  They reached the base of the hill, which was less than half the distance to the lodge, but changed their trajectory. No longer descending toward the grounds, they now in fact began to push upward through the snow toward the rise upon which it was built.
 

 
  “In any case,” Ravana said briskly, “our correspondence was relatively brief before Veilwin took it upon herself to fetch you, Brother Ingvar. How much do you know about the conditions from which the Harpies fled?”
 

 
  “Less than I should,” he admitted, frowning. “We have stayed largely on the move; most carriers of news have been less persistent than your agents in finding us, Lady Madouri. Hunters have continually sought us out to join since Shaath’s call first went out, both Huntsmen and Rangers, and some have brought news from the Stalrange. It is somewhat sketchy regarding events in and around Shaathvar, however.”
 

 
  “You are probably getting more applicants from Lower Stalwar, where the Rangers have more enclaves,” Ravana said. “Yes, I shouldn’t wonder; the situation around Veilgrad is quite different. People there have ample recent experience at rolling with large metaphysical punches, and Duchess Dufresne is a pragmatist after my own heart. Loudly dissident Shaathists have been inexplicably vanishing all winter, and not long ago,
  
   someone
  
  shadow-jumped a group of their runaway wives and daughters to the Abbey in Viridill.”
 

 
  “I would be grateful to know anything you have learned of their circumstances,” Ingvar said in a carefully neutral tone.
 

 
  “They are somewhat dire,” Ravana warned, now frowning herself. “Shaathvar has been an ongoing disaster from the day of the Battle of Ninkabi
  
   until
  
  I intervened last month. With the dreams that won’t stop coming every night, the core Shaathist regime there has been tearing itself apart, and one of the biggest sources of conflict is the simultaneous unraveling of more families than otherwise as women have been trying to either flee with their children, or in some cases, attacking their husbands.”
 

 
  Dimbi grimaced. “Yikes. I support anyone wanting to live free, but that sounds…”
 

 
  “Can’t rightly expect a person to remain calm and logical after they get divine confirmation they’ve been lied to like that for their whole lives,” said Dantu. “I don’t blame the women one bit.”
 

 
  “It’s been chaos,” Ravana continued. “Nearly coming down to guerrilla fighting in the streets of Shaathvar and the surrounding forests, as women and sympathetic Huntsmen have been trying to escape, most willing to shed blood in the process, and traditionalists have taken it upon themselves to forcibly retrieve them. The governor declared a curfew and martial law, which didn’t help; the Empire had to send troops to hold the city, and that
  
   barely
  
  helped. The jails are crammed beyond capacity and the courts overwhelmed trying to figure out who drew steel on whom, and whether any of them were justified. And as if all of that were not chaotic enough, the Sisterhood sent a detachment of priestesses with a Silver Legion escort to counsel and support any Stalweiss women who desired freedom from their circumstances. The loyalist Huntsmen still in nominal control took
  
   that
  
  about as well as you would expect. And that, too, began to spiral, as various Huntsmen have arranged for themselves to be reminded why it is not wise to assault servants of the goddess of war.”
 

 
  “I would have thought High Commander Rouvad had better sense than to poke the bear in such a manner,” Ingvar muttered, his eyes narrowed.
 

 
  “I suspect that after the Syrinx debacle this summer, Rouvad is anxious to be seen standing on Avenist principle regardless of the political repercussions. Then, too, the Archpope has been deliberately dragging his heels on confirming a new Avenist Bishop, and it is known that the Huntsmen are his greatest pillar of support within the Pantheon cults. The Sisterhood may be growing tired of waiting to be listened to, and looking to make a point that they can insist upon it.”
 

 
  “You said
  
   your
  
  intervention calmed things?” Dantu inquired.
 

 
  She nodded. “It started as mass chaos but quickly coalesced into factional conflict, as such things do. The Shaathist traditionalists remained in control of the bureaucracy of the province, but once the Avenists got involved, they secured a defensible structure and began teaching runaways both the art of self-defense and the relevant laws around it. By then the group of local women who rose to find and shelter other runaways had begun to organize, and took to calling themselves the Harpies. Which was
  
   also
  
  a provocation, as no one has seen a living harpy outside of Inner Anvedra in a thousand years; it is obviously a reference to the harpy eagle on Avei’s sigil. By last month, a bitter stalemate had ensued, as the Harpies more or less rescued everyone they were apparently able to, and then had to turtle down and defend themselves from outraged husbands and fathers trying to drag them back home. When I offered to remove them en masse from the province, even the local government was grateful. They were themselves glad of a safe route out of the situation, the Sisterhood and the Silver Throne supported me, and with the Harpies gone from Shaathvar, it has
  
   finally
  
  begun to settle. Of course, I am inundated with complaints from various lodges about my unwarranted interference, but my lawyers are handling all of it so far.” She shrugged, allowing herself a cold little smile. “And what they cannot, the House guards stationed at the lodge will. I have made it clear that any rogue Huntsman trying to sneak into these grounds is asking for whatever he gets.”
 

 
  All three Shadow Hunters glanced sidelong at her, but none responded directly to that.
 

 
  “Did you have them teleported here by your mage?” Ingvar asked after a momentary pause.
 

 
  Ravana shook her head. “These are women from a very traditional Shaathist background and their young children, who have already lost the most central underpinnings of their understanding of the world. They’re not sanguine about arcane magic and I have found it best not to rattle them any more than I absolutely must. Plus, teleporting this many individuals would have required me to hire most of the Wizards’ Guild, who themselves came from the great Salyrite schism a century ago. I made inquiries of the Archmage, who was leery of getting into internal Shaathist affairs. In the end, the Harpies’ escape served as the inaugural mission of my new private zeppelin. It was a little cramped, but more of them than otherwise seemed to enjoy the flight.”
 

 
  Ingvar nodded, glancing at her again, and she could practically hear the unexpressed thought in his eyes: why was
  
   she
  
  willing to stick herself into the center of a bitter religious feud in which both sides were willing to shed blood and neither offered her any apparent gain? He kept quiet, though, and Ravana indulged in another knowing smile. It wasn’t yet time for that conversation.
 

 
  The other two likewise held their peace, looking to Ingvar for guidance, and Ravana took note of the political acumen on display. He had clearly picked this group with care, even though it didn’t include his dryad friend or any of the others closest to him, or those most intimidating in a confrontation; his Shadow Hunters had only survived this long because they were too physically dangerous for any Shaathist lodge to attack in force. Obviously Ingvar had opted for a gentler approach here. Dimbi was a young woman, a good choice to help put the Harpies at ease and demonstrate that women were equals in his new Shaathism; Dantu was an old man, and doubtless a source of wisdom, while also not being an even remotely intimidating figure. And tellingly, both were socially adroit enough to follow Ingvar’s lead without overt instruction. It was a small thing, but it showed greater sophistication than she was accustomed to expecting of Shaathists.
 

 
  Which boded well for her own plans.
 

 
  “I cannot tell you how much I appreciate that you have done this, Lady Madouri,” Ingvar said softly as they ascended the last steps of the hill upon which the lodge stood, its gables now towering over them. “The effort must have been considerable, and the results…are priceless.”
 

 
  “No one else was doing it,” she said noncommittally. “A person in my position can do a great deal of good. I could also exhaust myself and my resources trying to put out every fire in the world, an error I am not about to commit. To an extent, one must pick and choose from many worthy causes. This one…resonated with me. I know what it’s like to live under the thumb of a man whose brittle ego and need to
  
   keep
  
  me there informed his entire view of the world. I brought you here, Brother Ingvar, because I believe you are the best possible person to help these women find their footing in this strange new world. And I daresay you will find a warm welcome here: the dreams of Shaath that continue to come have, according to some of them, mentioned you by name.”
 

 
  “Now, that I did not know,” he murmured as they climbed the broad stone steps to the front door of the lodge.
 

 
  “Regardless, we can only do what we can,” Ravana said, grasping the latch and turning it. She pulled the door wide, letting a rush of warm air out, and gestured within. “What will be, will be. After you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s simple economics,” Svanwen explained as another fairy lamp clicked on in the tunnel ahead, and one behind the party winked out. “Lights with motion-sensing charms are a lot more expensive up front, yes, but they save me both the cost of a
  
   lot
  
  of recharging dust that needn’t be burned while nobody’s around and the man-hours it would take to have somebody come through switching them on and off. It’s one more thing my people can ignore and get on with their work. This project is likely to take decades, years at the very least. Over time, it’ll save a fortune. A good businesswoman takes the long view.”
 

 
  “How’s all the flashing on and off on your eyes?” Captain Fedhaar asked Natchua. “I know drow see well in the dark, but I’ve heard you lot have some trouble in bright light.”
 

 
  She had long since perfected the magic to maintain her vision without the need of dark glasses, but was not inclined to delve into that for his benefit.
 

 
  “Don’t you worry,” Natchua said with a wink. “I can see better than any of you under
  
   any
  
  light level.”
 

 
  Fedhaar grunted and turned his gaze back forward. “Elves are bullshit.”
 

 
  Svanwen shot him a look as if fearing a racial conflict was about to erupt, then switched it to Natchua when the drow chuckled.
 

 
  “Well,” Natchua said, shrugging, “he isn’t wrong.”
 

 
  The dwarf shook her head. “Anyway. How’s the trail looking?”
 

 
  “We’re still following,” reported Fedhaar’s tracker, a Western human called Lieutenant Bindo, who was walking at the head of the group with his attention on the ground. “The beast’s healthy, which is both good and bad; means it’s not leaking any infernal radiation. Harder to follow, that way, but much safer for everyone. Lucky there’s so much stone dust in these tunnels. Nothing that belongs on this plane has feet like this.”
 

 
  “My people know what they’re about,” Fedhaar said coolly.
 

 
  “I never meant to imply otherwise,” Ms. Svanwen assured him. “If I forget myself and prompt everybody to keep alert for any infernal craft nearby, it’s not meant as a personal slight. Just my veteran tendency to micro-manage.”
 

 
  “It’s good advice, no matter whose ego is at stake,” said Natchua. “The second rule of infernomancy is to triple-check
  
   everything,
  
  and then triple-check it again.”
 

 
  There was a momentary pause.
 

 
  “All right, fuck it, I’ll bite,” Fedhaar finally said with a sigh. “What’s the first rule of infernomancy?”
 

 
  She grinned at him.
  
   “Don’t.”
  
 

 
  The captain couldn’t help grinning back. “Good rule.”
 

 
  “So,” Svanwen said pensively, “the big question is
  
   how
  
  there’s a rozzk’shnid in the tunnels. They’re not the sort of creature that tends to wander through hellgates, even underground. We’re thinking there are two possibilities, the first of which is that some deep drow have burrowed into the catacombs somewhere down below the areas we’ve explored. That’s a worst case scenario, obviously. Scyllithenes with access to Veilgrad would officially be a crisis.”
 

 
  “Unlikely,” Natchua opined. “If you had Scyllithenes, you’d be finding the mutilated corpses of your crew, now tracks from what amounts to a loose animal.”
 

 
  “That’s exactly my assumption,” Svanwen agreed, nodding, “hence coming here with a small team of specialists and not Captain Fedhaar’s entire battalion. Imperial Command and Duchess Dufresne agree, though they did insist on having another unit from the Azure Corps on standby to bring in more soldiers if this goes sideways somehow. But all things considered, it’s most likely the second possibility: some rogue warlock hiding in the deeper tunnels. They made a great hideout for shifty types even when they were still full of bodies. That’s exactly what drew the chaos cult that caused the big disaster in the first place.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Natchua grunted. “One warlock shouldn’t be too hard to take down, if it comes to it. Question is what they would summon a rozzk’shnid for. The creatures make decent guard dogs in tunnels, and…that’s about it.”
 

 
  “This hypothetical warlock will explain themselves when we get them,” Fedhaar stated dispassionately. “One way or another.”
 

 
  Natchua gave him a nod of approval.
 

 
  “Tunnel opens out up ahead,” Bindo reported. “Tracks are still leading that way.”
 

 
  “There’s a sequence of larger vaults just ahead,” Svanwen added. “They mark the deepest regions my people have explored and secured. Beyond that, there’ll be no more installed lights, and we don’t even have reliable maps of the tunnels.”
 

 
  “We’ve got light sources and directional charms,” said Fedhaar. “I’m not worried about getting lost. It’ll just be a little less comfortable, that’s all.”
 

 
  They emerged into a broader chamber than the arched tunnel along which they had been traveling. Well-lit now with large fairy lamps Svanwen’s crew had set up in each of the rectangular room’s corners, it was lined entirely by deep alcoves in the wall of the right size for a human body to be laid out, all currently empty. The center of the long chamber held three huge stone sarcophagi, their lids pushed aside and lying broken upon the floor.
 

 
  “It still gets to me, sometimes,” Svanwen whispered as the group stepped carefully through the rubble. “All these honored dead, just…
  
   Treated
  
  that way. It’s sickening. Did you know Veilgrad was originally a necropolis? The first living residents were Vidian priests who looked after the old Stalweiss chieftains interred here. Burial records extend back before the Hellwars. And all just…swept aside, in service to pointless, destructive madness.”
 

 
  “The Vidians have been quite clear that they were just bodies, at least,” said Fedhaar. “The souls of the dead were long since in Vidius’s hands and beyond tampering. C’mon, no use dithering here.”
 

 
  Natchua opened her mouth, but stopped herself from commenting at the last second. While she suspected that was the sort of thing the Vidians would say regardless of its veracity just to keep people from worrying needlessly, it belatedly occurred to her that suggesting it would also cause nothing but needless worry.
 

 
  Then she frowned, tilting her head. “Wait.”
 

 
  The others paused, turning to look expectantly at her.
 

 
  “I hear… Up ahead, there’s something. Sounds like scratching… Claws on stone, maybe.” She brought her eyes back into focus, first on Svanwen and then Fedhaar. “May be our beastie.”
 

 
  The captain turned his head toward his soldiers and nodded once; in unison, all of them drew wands. “Good to have the elven bullshit on our side, I won’t deny it,” he said. “How far?”
 

 
  “It echoes weirdly down here,” Natchua murmured. “Hang on…”
 

 
  She closed her eyes, reaching out through magic. Yes—definitely a demon, at about the outer limits of her perception in this manner.
 

 
  “There’s a sequence of chambers like this,” Svanwen said while Natchua concentrated. “All in a neat row, the last being the biggest. Beyond it the tunnels are more rough-cut, smaller, and twist about more. The final gate is as far as we’ve explored. It was supposed to be barred, but I’ve not had people down this deep in weeks.”
 

 
  “Yes, looks like a rozzk’shnid,” Natchua reported, opening her eyes. “I can’t tell anything about the surrounding tunnels, but it’s maybe a hundred yards up ahead. Not moving around much. I don’t detect any active magic nearby.”
 

 
  “Right,” Fedhaar stated, moving ahead. “We’ll take point, then. Careful and quiet, people. This thing may just be an animal but we don’t know what’s what down here.”
 

 
  The soldiers saluted, and he waited to get nods of acknowledgment from Svanwen and Natchua before proceeding.
 

 
  It was a tense passage through a series of cleared out burial chambers, each growing progressively larger, and the ancient carved decorations more elaborate the deeper they went. By the time the group reached the final sepulcher, the scrabbling of the demon was audible to all of them, along with a soft, intermittent metallic clatter. It was loudest as they stepped into what Svanwen whispered was the largest final tomb, a space the size of a church. There were motion-activated fairy lamps down here, too, though they were already on before the group came into view of them.
 

 
  The last gate opened onto an open space lined with more burial alcoves, these carved into the stone walls to a height of four per wall. Above, the vaulted ceiling lay in shadow, soaring high enough not to be easily reached by the installed fairy lamps. This chamber had no free-standing sarcophagi, but maybe two thirds of the way along its length a stone wall stood in the center of the open space, leaving passages to either side and not reaching the ceiling. Its purpose was apparently decorative, being carved with the solemn likenesses of five ancient Stalweiss kings, each with inscrutable runes engraved above their heads.
 

 
  The scratching was coming from the other side of this.
 

 
  At hand signals from Fedhaar, the troops split up, creeping forward with weapons upraised to both sides of the barrier. Natchua joined the captain himself, as did Svanwen, and ignoring his grimace of disapproval, stepped forward to be the first around the corner.
 

 
  The demon was there, all right. The rozzk’shnid was the size of a large dog, proportioned somewhat like a monkey and plated in natural armor, and eyeless. It was also wearing a heavy iron collar, from which a chain trailed to an iron spike driven into the ground. At their approach, the best stopped its futile worrying at the chain, turning blindly toward them and hissing.
 

 
  For a second, they just stared.
 

 
  “It’s like…” Svanwen whispered, “like it’s set out as…”
 

 
  “As
  
   bait,”
  
  Natchua finished. “Oh, fuck.”
 

 
  “Retreat,” Fedhaar ordered, and the soldiers immediately stepped back.
 

 
  “Now, now, now, let’s nobody go and panic,” a new voice said jovially, and the group trailed to a stop just beyond the stone wall, staring at the entrance to the tomb, where a dark-skinned human in a pristine white suit complete with a wide-brimmed hat had just sauntered out of the tunnel beyond.
 

 
  The soldiers brought their weapons up as eight figures in hooded gray robes materialized seemingly from nowhere along the walls of the tomb.
 

 
  “Whoah,” the man in white said soothingly, raising both his hands. “Easy, now! Sorry about all this rigamarole, but I
  
   assure
  
  you I’ve no beef with most of you. Last thing we want is to kick up a scrap with the Army, after all. And most especially not with the inimitable Ms. Svanwen, here. I confess after having a good look through these chambers I’ve become quite a fan of your work, ma’am. Why, the place is starting to look downright homey!”
 

 
  
   “Most
  
  of us?” Svanwen demanded, ignoring his flattery.
 

 
  “Hey,” Natchua said, narrowing her eyes to slits. “I remember you.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   do
  
  you,” he replied, his smile growing broader and notably brittle. “What an honor it is to be
  
   remembered
  
  by the great Natchua! My heart is all a-flutter.”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   positive
  
  I killed you fucksticks in Ninkabi,” she snorted. “How the
  
   hell
  
  did you get out of that—”
 

 
  “You seem to’ve adopted Veilgrad as your home,” Embras Mogul interrupted, grinning more widely still until the expression looked nearly psychotic, especially as he held his head tilted so the brim of his hat concealed his eyes. “There’s an old Shaathist hunting axiom you really should’ve picked up by now, Natchua honey:
  
   never wound what you can’t kill.”
  
 

 
  “Those robes…” Fedhaar said. “Are these
  
   Wreath?
  
  What exactly are you assholes playing at? Elilial’s not even at war with the Pantheon anymore. It was
  
   kind of
  
  a big deal.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed, our business is not with anyone aligned with either the Pantheon or the Empire,” Mogul assured him. “My humble apologies for drawing you fine folks into this. It seemed the least disruptive way to get this malicious little darkling off by herself, but rest assured, I’ll make amends for the inconvenience. Now, as for—”
 

 
  He broke off, staring incredulously, as Natchua burst out laughing.
 

 
  “Oh, this is
  
   too
  
  rich,” she chortled, striding forward into the center of the room and rolling up her sleeves. “The Black Wreath has come to exact terrible vengeance! And here I was afraid for a second that something
  
   bad
  
  was happening. Agatha, Captain, this shouldn’t take long, but you may wanna step back a few paces to enjoy the show. The front row of seats may see some
  
   splattering.”
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  “Well, of course,” Mogul drawled, thrusting his hands into his pockets and adopting a slouching pose so clearly exaggerated for effect it was reminiscent of a vaudeville performer. “That’s the only trick you know, isn’t it? Kill it with fire, ask questions never, then flounce away and let the authorities sift through the wreckage. No, Natchua, if I meant to mix it up with
  
   you,
  
  I promise you’d never have seen us coming. I want to have a
  
   word
  
  with you.”
 

 
  “I don’t recommend having words with the Wreath,” Fedhaar said tersely.
 

 
  “I notice you haven’t opened fire yet,” she replied, glancing back at him.
 

 
  “Standard procedure not to force a confrontation with warlocks if it’s not necessary. If they don’t want to fight, grand, but that doesn’t make it smart to
  
   listen
  
  to notorious manipulators. We need to evac.”
 

 
  “And that’ll be why he’s put himself between us and the exit,” Svanwen said.
 

 
  Mogul tipped his hat.
 

 
  “All right, sunshine, I’ll tell you what,” said Natchua, folding her arms imperiously. “Convince me you have something
  
   worthwhile
  
  to say and I’ll hear it out. Waste any more of my time and I shadow-jump all of us right out of this entirely pointless pain in the ass.”
 

 
  “Any reason you can’t do that
  
   now?”
  
  Fedhaar asked.
 

 
  “I’ll send you all back up top if you want,” she said. “He’s gone to the trouble of setting this up once, and cost Agatha’s people two days of work. I’d just as soon he get it out of his system before the next attempt is even more of a headache.”
 

 
  “Hn,” the captain grunted, flexing his fingers along the haft of his battlestaff. “That said, I prefer we stay and keep an eye on this, then. Thanks for the offer.”
 

 
  “Appreciate having you,” Natchua said, glancing back again to give him a nod. “Well? We’re
  
   waiting,
  
  Mogul. Spit it out, while we’re young.”
 

 
  “Kind of an impossible position, isn’t it?” he mused. “I’m to
  
   impress
  
  someone whose core problem is being too up her own butt to possess basic empathy, or an awareness that actions have consequences.”
 

 
  “Well, he came to the point more directly than I expected,” Natchua said, smirking faintly.
 

 
  “Glib in the face of anything that might cause the discomfort of a real emotional response,” Mogul retorted. “I know you didn’t learn that in Tar’naris. You must’ve
  
   devoured
  
  those chapbooks and comics as soon as you hit Last Rock, kiddo. That would explain several things, actually.”
 

 
  “I’m getting bored,” she warned.
 

 
  “Now, as best as I’ve been able to piece together events after the fact, you actually spent a short time in chaos space yourself. You and the Crow; she’s just about the only person who can get
  
   into
  
  there and is insane enough to use it for transportation. So you know
  
   that’s
  
  not boring.” He was still showing teeth, the corners of his mouth still turned upward, but his upper lip had twisted the expression into a feral snarl beneath the shade of his hat. “Don’t you?”
 

 
  “Did you honestly set all
  
   this
  
  up to
  
   complain
  
  at me?” Natchua exclaimed. “It was a warzone. I caught
  
   you
  
  idiots red-handed summoning more demons into it. And I’m the one who’s unaware of consequences? At least have enough courage of conviction not to
  
   whine
  
  when you get hurt in the process of being hilariously evil.”
 

 
  “’Evil’ is a word people use to dismiss anything they can’t be bothered to understand,” Mogul shot back. “But don’t you worry, darlin’, we’re
  
   more
  
  than accustomed to being the bigger person. Case in point: I’m not even going to rant about how
  
   evil
  
  it is to consign a couple dozen bystanders to a dimension of unimaginable torment for no better reason than that you wanted to hurt the deity they answer to. Because I
  
   do
  
  understand it, Natchua. And mark me now: before I’m done,
  
   you
  
  will understand it, too.” His smile thinned, which ironically made it look more sincere, though it was still not a warm or cheerful expression. “Consider this the thrown gauntlet. Any fool can hurt someone; there is no greater vengeance than to make a person confront their own fundamental inadequacy. For most people, a personality is little more than a lifetime’s worth of built up defenses against the realization of what a piece of shit they truly are. I’m going to take that from you, Natchua. And when you finally have to acknowledge the true depth of your own stupid, selfish perfidy,
  
   that
  
  will hurt more than anything suffered by us, or by our comrades who never made it out of where you sent them. So you have that—”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   gods,
  
  are you
  
   done?”
  
  she demanded.
 

 
  Mogul sighed, his smile finally inverting into an annoyed grimace. “Really, now, I’d think you could
  
   at
  
  least let me have my moment of drama. Surely even you will acknowledge you owe me that much.”
 

 
  “Oh, fuck off,” Natchua snorted. “I’m gonna tell you what I told your bitch goddess:
  
   you’re no better.
  
  However justified Elilial is in her beef with the Pantheon, she’s a spiteful, destructive monster with oceans of blood on her hands. You think you’re so very put upon?
  
   Please.
  
  Yeah, I messed you up, but—and I can’t believe I have to keep repeating this—
  
   you were summoning an army of demons into Ninkabi.
  
  What, did you look around at the city being torn apart by demons and think, ‘hey, I know what this needs: more demons!’ Just fuck
  
   right
  
  off.”
 

 
  “We were acting under orders from the Dark Lady,” another of the Wreath cultists interjected harshly. Her voice was feminine, though none of their faces save Mogul’s was visible, and the echoes in the tomb made it difficult for even Natchua to tell which one was talking. “We were trying to put a stop to the invasion! Her forces—”
 

 
  “Even
  
   you
  
  don’t believe what you’re saying,” Natchua scoffed. “You were trying to stop a demon invasion with a demon invasion? You’re supposed to be the ultimate anti-demon experts. There is zero possibility you’re not fully aware that is the
  
   opposite
  
  of how it works.”
 

 
  “When you’re given marching orders from an actual
  
   deity,”
  
  Mogul began.
 

 
  Natchua barked a harsh laugh which reverberated through the tomb, prompting an agitated hiss from the chained rozzk’shnid behind the wall.
  
   “
  
  If you’re the Black Wreath and living on a diet of your own prideful resistance to the gods, you
  
   question
  
  your orders. If you’re the Black Wreath and have been close enough to Elilial’s plans to have seen
  
   firsthand
  
  how she’s been unraveling for years now, you
  
   definitely
  
  question orders that you can plainly see are only going to make a catastrophe worse. Apparently,
  
   you
  
  idiots couldn’t be bothered. So what does that make you?”
 

 
  “Are you trying to suggest we’re not the actual Black Wreath?” Mogul asked, his tone amused. “I have to say,
  
   that’s
  
  something I’m rarely accused of. In fact, this may be a first.”
 

 
  “I’m saying you’re exactly like every other poor sap wrecking the world and coming up with no better excuse than ‘my god told me to.’ You think the Pantheon and their cults are assholes? Fine, maybe so, I wouldn’t really know. You think you’ve been mistreated? Sure, I handled you roughly, and so have a lot of others. But you think you’re in any better position to look down your noses?
  
   Please.
  
  You had your chance to prove you were better; I caught you right smack dab in the middle of it.
  
   That
  
  was your opportunity to show that all your resistance to the gods was something more than asshat us vs. them tribalism, your chance to stand up to an unjust
  
   goddess
  
  and do what was right instead of what you were told. And did you take it? Did you prove your character? Or did you duck your head and
  
   obey,
  
  and try to fuck up a disaster even worse? Well, Mogul?” She threw her arms wide, sweeping a glare around at the robed figures. “Any of you?
  
   What did you do?”
  
 

 
  They remained hooded and inscrutable, though a growl sounded in the feminine voice which has previously spoken, softly enough that only Natchua could have heard it. Mogul’s mouth had pressed into a thin line, no longer showing any amusement either real or dramatically feigned.
 

 
  The ensuing two heartbeats of silence were broken by a low whistle from one of the soldiers, followed by a muffled snort from another.
 

 
  “Never mind, you don’t have to say anything,” Natchua stated in the most condescending tone she could muster. “We all know the answer. I just wanted to see your face wrap itself around that stupid expression. And you chuckleheads came here to make me confront
  
   my
  
  inadequacy? No wonder your goddess had to surrender.”
 

 
  “You have no
  
   idea
  
  what that place was like!” the woman snarled.
 

 
  “Vanessa,” Mogul warned, but ignoring him, she stepped forward, revealing herself to be the hooded figure closest to him on his left.
 

 
  “People I cared about died in agony right in front of me because of you,” she snarled, pointing accusingly at Natchua. “Torn apart by monsters, because
  
   you
  
  had to pursue your own little grudge with Elilial! You don’t get to climb up on a high horse and lecture us!”
 

 
  Natchua folded her arms again. “You know what? Fuck your dead friends.”
 

 
  “Little
  
   beast!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Vanessa hurled a shadowbolt of such intensity that its sullen purple glow lit the chamber for a split second. Natchua deftly brought up a hand to intercept it and plucked the thing out of the air; in her grasp, the streak of energy was suddenly a yard-long shaft of irregular violet crystal which streamed with sulfurous smoke. She contemptuously tossed it aside, and the solidified magic shattered upon the stone floor, brittle as old charcoal. By the time the soldiers managed to bring their weapons to bear, the fragments were already decaying into nothing.
 

 
  “Fuck your nihilistic crusade,” Natchua continued relentlessly. “Fuck your whingeing goddess, fuck her hurt feelings, and
  
   fuck you all.
  
  You’ve been through some shit, fine, you can be upset about that, but you’re not going to act like the aggrieved party. You
  
   know
  
  what you did, and this entire stupid thing is nothing but
  
   you
  
  trying to make yourselves feel better by pretending there’s someone worse than you out there. And the proof of it is that you’re trying to pick on
  
   me
  
  instead of Mary the Crow, who was at least as responsible for that whole thing and would flick her fingers and annihilate the lot of you if you went near her, you self-involved
  
   cowards.
  
  You made your choices, and you chose to lick Elilial’s hooves and in the process throw away your own vaunted spirit of defiance and your divine mandate to protect the world from demons. So yeah, I sent your asses to Tentacle Super Hell, and you are now getting on my case about it so you don’t have to face up to the fact that
  
   that was what you deserved.”
  
 

 
  Vanessa practically vibrated with rage, but silently; Mogul had gone still and stood stiffly upright, with none of his theatrically slouched demeanor. The other cultists, previously impassive, shuffled restlessly in their robes.
 

 
  “Fuckin’
  
   told,”
  
  Lieutenant Bindo observed, prompting another derisive snort from a fellow soldier.
 

 
  “Quiet,” Captain Fedhaar ordered tersely.
 

 
  All of them stilled, though not in response to him. The sound that echoed through the tunnels hovered right at the edge of hearing, even Natchua’s, resembling both a groan and a whisper. It came from the gate into the deeper, unmapped catacombs, accompanied by a soft stirring of air and the acrid smell of old decay. The rozzk’shnid whined and began scrabbling furiously at the stone, as if trying to burrow into the floor; mostly smothered by its noise was an ephemerally faint suggestion of murmuring voices, with words hinted at but nothing meaningful to be discerned.
 

 
  It faded in little more than a second, though, and in the next instant the darkness momentarily deepened in the tomb, shadows drawing together around the cultists in unison. They receded immediately, and with them the Wreath vanished.
 

 
  Ms. Svanwen let out a huff of pent-up breath. “Well. That’s…that, I suppose.”
 

 
  “Not hardly,” Natchua murmured, frowning at the spot where Embras Mogul had stood. “There is no
  
   possible
  
  way that was all he wanted.”
 

 
  “Agreed,” said Fedhaar, raising his battlestaff to plant its butt on the stone floor. “That kind of confrontation isn’t their pattern at all, though it can be the first step of a characteristic misdirection.
  
   Whatever
  
  they came here for, that was just the opening move.”
 

 
  “Well, if they’re after
  
   me
  
  in particular, hopefully they won’t mess up your work any more,” Natchua offered, turning to face them.
 

 
  Svanwen shook her head. “If nothing else, now they know they can draw you out by messing with Veilgrad’s interests. Blessed Light, and I played right into it. It was
  
   me
  
  who went and drew you into this, just like that prancing cockerel wanted.”
 

 
  “Don’t beat yourself up about the Black Wreath thinking two steps ahead of you, ma’am,” Fedhaar advised. “That is pretty much what they do. For
  
   now,
  
  we need to get out of here and report this nuisance to ImCom and Duchess Dufresne. Jevani, finish what we came here for.”
 

 
  “Sir!” One of his soldiers saluted, then swiftly stepped around the dividing wall with her staff at the ready.
 

 
  “I could’ve done without that last bit of theater, though,” Fedhaar commented. The crack of lightning was deafening in the tomb, causing Natchua to wince and cover her ears; Jevani had to shoot the rozzk’shnid three times in succession to finish the armored creature off, but the captain continued as though there had been no interruption the second its squeals ceased. “That was just plain creepy. Didn’t seem like it fit with the rest of that guy’s performance, either.”
 

 
  Natchua turned to face the direction of the doorway into the deeper tunnels, hidden out of view by the likenesses of the ancient kings, her face again drawn into a pensive frown. “I don’t…think…that was them. We may have additional problems.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The whole exchange so far had taken place in the lodge’s grandiose entrance hall, simply because that was the only indoor space large enough to contain the whole group. The Harpies numbered thirty-eight women in total, most somewhere in their middle years but including a handful of teenagers and three gray-haired grannies, one of whom required a cane to walk, not that it had apparently held her back from rebelling against the regime in Shaathvar. There was a single Tiraan among them, a woman in her thirties named Sadhi who had looked singularly depressed every time Ravana had seen her; all the rest were Stalweiss, with hair in shades of brown and gold when not gray, plus two with the rarer red, most of them with the solid build of hardy mountain folk.
 

 
  Despite the opulence of the lodge, with its gilt-fluted marble columns, the atmosphere in the room was surprisingly convivial, largely due to the noise from the front area near the doors, where Dantu had taken over shepherding the Harpies’ dozen or so accompanying children. The old man appeared to be having the time of his life, guiding the youngsters through a game that seemed to involve alternately sitting in a wide circle and chasing one another around it; fortunately he’d selected as the site for this roughhousing a large swath of plush carpet which had been enchanted so as to both repel stains and not inflict burns when skidded across. Ravana had already decided never to inform any of them that her great-grandfather had commissioned the thing for sexual purposes and her father had laid it before the door as its magic conveniently prevented mud from being tracked into the lodge. For the most part, she kept her focus on Ingvar and the Harpies, but periodically stole inquisitive glances at the elder and the children. She’d never had the opportunity to play such games at that age…
 

 
  With the sounds of play as a backdrop, the more serious scene unfolding around the great hearth at the opposite end of the hall was spared from excessive solemnity. The refugee women stood and sat in a roughly semicircular formation, their attention mostly on Ingvar, who spoke in a steady and soothing tone that Ravana admired for how deftly he had perceived the mood of this crowd and the best approach to them. At least a few of the Harpies were still studying Dimbi with awed expressions. The younger Shadow Hunter had taken the form of a great wolf as a demonstration, and not seen fit to change back; she now sat next to Ingvar before the fire, a tawny creature the size of a small donkey surrounded by a gentle aura of light as if occupying her own private sunbeam, the golden geometric patterns marking her fur glowing gently.
 

 
  “There’s nothing more natural than to feel that way,” Ingvar was saying earnestly in response to Brenhild’s last statement. The closest thing the Harpies had to a leader, she was a broad-shouldered woman with dark brown hair done in a single long braid and then wrapped around her head like a crown; apparently she had personally fended off Huntsmen trying to drag her and her comrades back home, first with a broomstick, then a cudgel, and later with the Avenic leaf-bladed gladius now hanging at her hip. She watched Ingvar with a skeptical frown as he continued, but showed no signs of disagreeing. “Every person has the right to space of their own; in Shaath’s service, we learn to appreciate solitude, and the fact that women are so frequently denied it in traditional lodges is just one of the crimes heaped upon you.”
 

 
  More of the women than otherwise nodded at that, a couple grunting approval.
 

 
  “As free beings, you’re entitled to decide whose company you keep, and when,” Ingvar went on, still holding Brenhild’s gaze with that inexhaustible calm of his. “If you don’t want anyone around sometimes, that is fine. If you don’t want any men near you at certain times or places, that’s entirely your right. It would be even if you hadn’t been through ordeals that would make it particularly understandable. Being part of the wild means determining these things for yourself. As a group, though, and as a doctrine, we will not be segregated by sex.”
 

 
  “The Avenists cultivate women-only spaces,” Brenhild stated, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “So they do,” Ingvar agreed with a nod. “In fact, so do Izarites and some sects of Vidians.
  
   We
  
  do not. This thing with men against women is the whole root of all our miseries, and needs to
  
   end.
  
  There is a lot we can learn from Avenists, and others, but not to the point of losing our own identity as Shaathists. As I said, when you need times and spaces to be by yourself, they’ll be available—but this will be because you are human beings with the
  
   absolute right
  
  to determine with whom you will keep company, and when, and under what circumstances. It will never be about formal segregation within the Shadow Hunters. That is a point of principle, yes, but there is also a crucial matter of overcoming bad habits within our own ranks. We have many former Rangers who are already accustomed to this and provide good examples; we also have Huntsmen who need to get used to accepting women as equals, and women from both Shaathist and other backgrounds who I will not see brushed aside into separate spaces. Even with the best intentions, that can all too easily lead to exactly the kind of gendered divide Shaath’s people urgently need to overcome.”
 

 
  At that, Brenhild nodded, her expression finally softening; clearly taking a cue from her, several of the others nodded as well. Some of the Harpies still seemed skeptical of Ingvar, but fewer than when he had started speaking, and quite a few were gazing at him with utterly rapt expressions. Watching all this unfold from the shadow of a marble column a few yards away, Ravana was impressed by how well and quickly he was winning the group over.
 

 
  “We’ve our own scars to heal, you know,” said Gretchen. A widow, she had had the personal privacy to take up a very cursory study of the fae arts without any Huntsman preventing her; the woman was no witch, but even her slight connection to magic had made the wolf dreams especially vivid and informative for her, leading to her taking a role as the Harpies’ unofficial shaman. It had been Gretchen who had foreseen Ingvar’s coming even before Ravana had informed the group of her intention to bring him, and she had ardently championed him as a solution to many of their problems. Now, though, her expression was concerned, even cynical. “Not that I doubt the seriousness of what you’re suggesting, Brother Ingvar, but I don’t think any of us are anxious to take on the obligation of tending to more Huntsmen of Shaath, even if it’s to teach them how not to be pompous puffed-up arses. There’s plenty of pain
  
   here
  
  that needs to be healed before any of us look to take responsibility for anyone else.”
 

 
  “You’re absolutely right,” Ingvar agreed, inclining his head toward her. “I mean no offense, but you all have a great deal of learning to do in the ways of the wild, due to being unfairly kept from them for all these years. If you’re ever to be responsible for guiding others, that will come later, and only if you choose to embrace that task. For now, it will be the Shadow Hunters who take on the duty of guiding and nurturing you, not expecting you to do likewise just yet. I confess we are not an ascetic or healing-oriented order. There are other cults with deep arts for soothing hurts to the spirit. In Shaath’s service, we have the wild.” He smiled, glancing about at the group. “And honestly? The wild is good medicine. Simply being out in nature is one of the most healing experiences a person can have. The harmony of wild places soothes the spirit and guides the mind back into balance. This is true for anyone, but as you grow in your knowledge of woodcraft, your connection to the earth will grow stronger. That eternal comfort will
  
   always
  
  be there.”
 

 
  He paused, glancing aside at one of the hall’s towering windows, and shook his head ruefully.
 

 
  “Well. Words are cheap; this is the point where ordinarily I would lead you outside to walk among the trees and show you what I mean, but unfortunately, we’re in the middle of winter.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Ritta, the eldest among them, cackled and thumped her cane against the floor. “You call
  
   this
  
  winter, sonny boy? You’ve not spent much time up in the mountains.”
 

 
  Amid the laughter which followed, Ingvar grinned right along.
 

 
  “All right, fair enough! I certainly have time, and I came prepared for a Tiraan winter.” He picked up his bearskin cape and swung it over his shoulders. “No one need feel obligated, if you’d rather stay in here by the fire, but anybody who’d like to accompany me in a short exploration of the forest is more than welcome. There’s no time like the present to introduce you to your birthright. The wild belongs to
  
   all
  
  who are called to it.”
 

 
  Smiling broadly, Brenhild clapped her hands. “You heard him! Cloaks and scarves, everybody, and let’s not keep Brother Ingvar waiting. Give us five minutes, young man.”
 

 
  To Ingvar’s visible bemusement, every last one of them headed off to the hallway toward the inner rooms where their effects were kept, from stooped old Ritta to little thirteen-year-old Mittsin, herself barely mature enough to be welcomed by the group as a sister rather than consigned to Dantu’s care with the other children. Evidently not a one of the Harpies was willing to be held back from her formal introduction to Shaathist woodcraft by anything so paltry as a foot of snow.
 

 
  As the last of them streamed out of the hall, Dimbi stretched out in front of the fire, resting her head on her forepaws, and Ingvar slowly crossed the room to join Ravana.
 

 
  “You impress me, Brother Ingvar,” she said before he could speak. “You’ve handled all of this with great skill. I
  
   did
  
  hope you would be the one to guide them forward; my faith was clearly well-placed.”
 

 
  “It’s I who should thank you, my Lady,” he replied. “All of this is thanks to your kindness.”
 

 
  Ravana nodded once, then made a languid gesture at the great hall itself. “I realize the pretentiousness likely doesn’t suit your aesthetic, but what do you think of the lodge?”
 

 
  “I do feel slightly out of place,” he admitted, “but it is a magnificent edifice.”
 

 
  She smiled coyly up at him. “How’d you like to keep it?”
 

 
  Even his well-mastered expression faltered into startlement. “Pardon?”
 

 
  “There are drawbacks, of course,” Ravana mused, turning her head to gaze toward the hearth. Dimbi was watching them sidelong, her ears pricked upright despite her relaxed posture. “Being stationary poses risks, with Grandmaster Veisroi and his loyalists baying at your heels. But it will also better enable more followers to find you, and Tiraan Province is in a far more central location on the continent than N’Jendo. There is certainly ample room for your extant group and quite a few more additions, even counting the Harpies.”
 

 
  “I…” He trailed off after one syllable, staring at her in apparent confusion.
 

 
  “It’s not charity I offer,” Ravana assured him. “There is a traditional relationship between House Madouri and the Huntsmen of Shaath, allowing them free reign of the forests in the province in exchange for providing forestry services. You’ll be aware of this, of course, as I understand you lived in the lodge in Tiraas for several years. The Huntsmen have similar agreements with a number of Houses. With a single ducal decree I can award this traditional right to your group.” She allowed her smile to widen slightly. “To keep up appearances, of course, that means I will have to formally and publicly acknowledge your sect to be the legitimate cult of Shaath.”
 

 
  Dimbi raised her head at that, turning it to stare directly. Ingvar had belatedly marshaled his features, and now peered down at Ravana through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “Why would you do such a thing?” he asked. “Supporting the Harpies is one thing, Lady Madouri. What you suggest would place you
  
   right
  
  in the center of what may yet become a violent religious schism. It seems like an impolitic move.”
 

 
  “I’m a calculating creature, Brother Ingvar,” she murmured. “If I choose to take sides in any conflict, it is a sign of my confidence that the side I select will be the winning one. So the question is: do you
  
   want
  
  me on your side?”
 

 
  He studied her in silence for a handful of seconds before answering.
 

 
  “I am not sure.”
 

 
  Ravana grinned. “Your reticence shows wisdom. I
  
   do
  
  think you are in the right in your conflict, but more importantly, I think that you are the future. Veisroi and his ilk are the past. Have you considered the meaning and the
  
   nature
  
  of the progress we have seen in the last century, Ingvar? Telescrolls, Rails, zeppelins, wands, shielding charms. What does it all
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “Connection,” he answered. “The world grows smaller.”
 

 
  “Oh, everybody knows that,” she said, waving a hand. “House Madouri has reigned over this land for a millennium by looking always to the future. The future
  
   I
  
  see is one in which secrets will grow harder and harder to keep, and even the most common people more and more able to defend themselves. With every advancing decade, people will grow harder to deceive, and harder to oppress. The Shaathist traditionalists have a regime built upon lies and persecution; it will grow ever more unsustainable, and would even without the wolf god himself plaguing their nightmares. It is people like
  
   you,
  
  who seek to liberate and enlighten, who will move to the fore in the coming century.
 

 
  “Which is not to say that your victory is preordained,” she cautioned. “It’s early, yet, and Veisroi is well-positioned to make his enemies disappear. Someone will topple his kind, in the end; it may or may not be you. As I see it, by throwing my support into making sure that
  
   you
  
  are the one, I position House Madouri to enter the world of tomorrow with hard-won credibility and valuable allies.”
 

 
  “Hm,” he murmured.
 

 
  “And then, there is the more immediately practical,” Ravana continued, lowering her voice nearly to a whisper. She gazed at the fire past Dimbi, who was still staring at her. “I am…a patriot, Brother Ingvar. Acknowledging my bias, I judge the Tiraan Empire to be the preeminent example of the potential of human civilization in the world today. I consider the Tirasian Dynasty the most effective the Empire has yet known, and Sharidan a superior ruler to either of his predecessors. His Majesty is regrettably constrained by the politics of his position from openly acknowledging that Archpope Justinian has deliberately made himself an enemy of the Throne.”
 

 
  She deliberately parted her lips, showing the tips of her teeth in what was not a smile.
 

 
  
   “I
  
  am not.”
 

 
  “And to think,” Ingvar said softly, “I feared you underestimated the scope of the conflict you offered to enter. It’s the opposite, isn’t it? You are looking to an even grander struggle.”
 

 
  “You deserve to succeed,” she replied, “and the Empire
  
   must
  
  endure. It is the general practice of those in my station to sit upon the fence until they feel they see which way the wind is blowing. Then again, it is the general practice of nobles to think nothing matters more than their own power. I choose to make a stand upon what I deem a greater purpose than my own desires. And in so doing, I mean to help shape the course of the wind itself.
 

 
  “So!” she said, suddenly brisk, turning to face him directly with a broad smile. “This is what I propose, specifically. House Madouri shall formally recognize your sect as the
  
   true
  
  Shaathists, and award you the traditional rights, duties, and privileges of husbanding the wilds of Tiraan Province. You will be granted indefinite use of this lodge as a headquarters, with its upkeep and defense still funded by my treasury. Given the precarious nature of your situation, in order to lend further legitimacy I will bestow upon you the traditional title of Warden; it is long retired, like Court Wizard, but still on the books and will throw the weight of custom behind your position. In fact… Yes, to make
  
   certain
  
  you have the full authority to act in your new capacity as Warden of this province, in my capacity as governor I will appoint you an Imperial Sheriff, which will enable you to enforce the law within this domain, as well as create
  
   severe
  
  repercussions for any who seek to attack you.”
 

 
  Dimbi shifted her head to stare at Ingvar.
 

 
  “That is…incredibly generous, my Lady,” he said slowly.
 

 
  “No, it isn’t,” Ravana replied, her smile unfaltering. “I have considered the matter carefully. What I propose will lay obligations upon you, as well as expose you to certain risks. This arrangement comes with plentiful compensation, to be sure, but only that which I deem necessary and suitable considering what I gain from it.”
 

 
  “I see,” he murmured. “This is a larger decision than I had planned to make today, Lady Madouri. Obviously, I would like to discuss it with my fellow hunters.”
 

 
  “You should of course do what you think is right,” said Ravana. “I will not, however, promise that the offer will still be on the table when you have finished with that.” He frowned, but she continued before he could speak. “I’m certain that consulting your fellows sets a most admirable precedent for spiritual purposes, Brother Ingvar, but with all due respect, such matters are between you and your followers. For
  
   my
  
  purposes, I require a leader who can act decisively when it is called for. I judge you to be just such a man. If I am thus in error, it of course changes the situation.”
 

 
  She gave him a single beat of silence in which to mull that, during which he stared narrowly at her eyes as if trying to glimpse what lay behind them.
 

 
  “Decisively, but not in unseemly haste,” Ravana added in a gentler tone. “You were just informing our guests of the calming powers of a walk in the forest, and are just about to lead them upon one. By all means, embrace this opportunity to ponder; I’m sure it will be every bit as soothing for you as for them. And when you return, we can discuss our shared future.”
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  “Ninetails,” Glory said, her expression conveying both resignation and annoyance. “Yes, I’m sure. Trust me, the description is…unmistakable.”
 

 
  “Is she…?” Rasha reached up to tap her own temple with a fingertip.
 

 
  “Impossible to say, really,” her sponsor mused. “She is either unhinged in a very specific manner which does not inhibit and in fact often aids in her work as an enforcer, or faking it for effect. I rather suspect the latter, but at this point, I doubt that even she knows for sure. Ninetails has been the way she is since her apprentice days. It’s as the Vidians say: wear the mask, become the mask. Of more immediate concern, I apparently need to have
  
   words
  
  with her about the handling of other people’s apprentices.”
 

 
  “I don’t want to be the cause of inter-Guild drama,” Rasha said hesitantly. “I feel like we all got our fill of that last year.”
 

 
  “It isn’t your fault,” Glory said. “Whether or not, academically, Ninetails had reason to call you down for your actions, that was not an acceptable way to go about it. Unless you exaggerated in your description of her behavior?”
 

 
  “I didn’t,” Rasha assured her swiftly. “But I also didn’t think it was all
  
   that
  
  bad. It’s not like she hurt me or anything.”
 

 
  “Hell, Style’s done worse than that to all of us,” Tallie added, pausing in her reflective pacing before the fireplace to grin at Rasha. “It’s pretty much how she says hello.”
 

 
  “Not since I took you in, you’ll note,” Glory replied. “It’s not an ethical matter, Rasha; we’re Eserites, we play roughly. This is expected. Call it a territorial concern. An enforcer manhandling
  
   my
  
  apprentice is not only an insult, if left unaddressed it stands to cost me face in a manner which may have an actual effect on my ability to work. More importantly, as an enforcer Ninetails is fully aware of this. I will have from her either an apology or an
  
   extremely
  
  persuasive explanation accounting for profoundly extenuating circumstances.”
 

 
  “Uh, how lucid is this woman, exactly?” Darius asked. “Cos expecting forethought from a known crazy person…”
 

 
  “Nobody knows, Darius,” Layla said primly. “Glory just went over that,
  
   do
  
  try to pay attention.”
 

 
  “It’s a pretty good grift,” Tallie mused, beginning to pace again. “I bet you can get away with a
  
   lot
  
  if nobody knows how mentally culpable you are.”
 

 
  “It’s good to study the methods of others, Tallie, but I don’t think that particular approach suits your personality,” Glory cautioned.
 

 
  Tallie winked at her. “Way ahead of you, boss.”
 

 
  “Anything else, Rasha?” Glory asked, returning her focus to her first apprentice. “Any comment on your performance requires an accurate description. If you feel you’ve left anything out, now is the time.”
 

 
  “I don’t…think so,” Rasha said hesitantly. She at least did not shift or fidget, the practice of Glory’s relentless social drilling kicking in, and belatedly she banished the hesitation from her voice, meeting her trainer’s eyes evenly. “I went over it all the way home, and I
  
   still
  
  think that woman was over the line. But there were obviously other things going on that I’m not aware of, and… Well, I’ve recounted it to the best of my memory.”
 

 
  “You have a tendency to second-guess yourself, Rasha,” Glory said, inclining her head slightly. “It can be an asset, so long as you are careful to do so intellectually and not emotionally; that is the difference between analyzing one’s performance for ways to improve, and self-destructive navel gazing. In this case, based upon your description, I believe your performance deserves some critique, but not castigation. This is why I asked: not because I doubt you, but because I agree that Ninetails was out of order, and I mean to tell her so. I’ll be rather miffed if I find out in the middle of that conversation that things are not as I was informed.”
 

 
  “I haven’t deceived you, Glory,” Rasha stated, lifting her chin.
 

 
  “Very good,” Glory said, granting her a smile. “Then what do you think you could have done better?”
 

 
  Rasha took a steadying breath and let it out softly. “Perhaps I was a little
  
   too
  
  aggressive. Those ridiculous women urgently needed to be taken down a peg, and that was my instinctive response. Maybe, in hindsight, I wasn’t the best person to take on that task.”
 

 
  “Rasha,” Darius chuckled,
  
   “too
  
  aggressive. Look how much our girl’s grown up!”
 

 
  Layla and Tallie shot him matching looks, and for a moment there was silence in the room, penetrated only by the ticking of the grandfather clock behind Glory’s chair. As often when speaking to all of her apprentices, she had gathered them in the third-floor solarium adjacent to her bedroom, which was laid out in a comfortable fashion as a small private parlor, cozy without being crowded with the five present and even leaving Tallie room to pace, as she preferred to do while thinking. It was an especially peaceful scene today, with the fresh snow blanketing the rooftops visible through the glass wall. Tiraas did not stop or even appreciably slow when snowed upon, but it certainly looked cleaner, especially from above.
 

 
  “Darius,” Glory finally said in a neutrally pleasant tone.
 

 
  “Sorry,” he said, grimacing. “Don’t mind me, please continue.”
 

 
  “Goading those women into an aggressive act would be the appropriate strategy for an enforcer,” Glory said, returning her attention to Rasha. “You have deliberately focused your learning on more cerebral styles, and should draw upon them first.”
 

 
  “I couldn’t…bring myself to back down from those…people,” Rasha admitted with a slight strain in her voice.
 

 
  Her sponsor’s answering smile was understanding. “Indeed, and that’s the spirit that drew you to me in the first place. An Eserite does
  
   not
  
  back down. But even the most brutal knuckleduster in the Guild is expected to act with strategy, and a head-on confrontation is generally
  
   not
  
  the best approach to even a seemingly simple fight. To step backward is not necessarily to retreat. To control the fight, one must first control one’s own footing.”
 

 
  “Do you think they would
  
   actually
  
  have attacked Rasha?” Layla asked, wearing a puzzled frown. “The temple would have been
  
   crawling
  
  with Silver Legionnaires; they’d be set upon instantly. Surely they couldn’t have been so foolish.”
 

 
  “These Purists are religious fanatics, Layla,” Glory said seriously. “There is no more dangerous creature in existence, and all the more so if they are foolish.”
 

 
  “Huh?” Tallie halted her pacing again, tilting her head. “How’s
  
   that
  
  work? Generally you don’t want smarter enemies.”
 

 
  “Boss lady’s right,” Darius said quietly. “We’ve got more reason than most to know it. Remember last year? We were chased around by highly professional Svennish intelligence agents, and they were damn hard to shake and required calling in major help. In the end we won, though. Then we were chased around by asshat Church conspirators who didn’t know what the fuck they were doing at any point, and they went down fast and hard, but not before we lost a friend.”
 

 
  Another silence fell, this one more dour.
 

 
  “Precisely so,” Glory said softly after giving them a moment to reflect. “A clever foe poses an ultimately greater challenge, but in the end, rational people are inherently predictable up to a point. Someone driven by passion and unencumbered by reason might do absolutely anything at all; it is impossible to plan for insanity. It is a mistake to force a physical confrontation to people like the Purists unless one has taken care to lay the groundwork beforehand, and drawn them into an ambush in which one controls the field. If it is they who take the initiative, better to back away for the time being and seek redress later, with care and forethought. For now, Rasha,” she continued with a reassuring smile, “I am satisfied with your performance today. You miscalculated, but you learned from it, and that is an apprentice’s first and foremost job.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” Rasha said, bowing her head graciously. “I’m glad to hear it.”
 

 
  “For now,” Glory went on, her expression growing serious again, “we must consider our next action with regard to these…people.”
 

 
  “Is it necessary for us to
  
   take
  
  action?” Layla asked pointedly. “Or…wise? Apart from how dangerous this fringe sect are or aren’t, they seem like an internal Avenist matter, so long as Rasha avoids getting drawn into another trap. As you may recall, we have been
  
   spoken
  
  to about sticking our noses into the business of other cults.”
 

 
  “I fear we may not have that luxury,” Glory replied. “To be sure, I will consult with Sweet about this rather than charge into the Sisterhood’s affairs unprepared. But the fact is, these women know who Rasha is, and more troublingly, were able to arrange to intercept her. It wasn’t wise of them to do so in the Temple of Avei; it is chillingly possible that they may have figured this out, and might take steps to catch her elsewhere. For the time being, I want none of you to go anywhere alone. In pairs at the
  
   very
  
  least, and preferably all four.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Darius groaned. “Going everywhere with my little sister and two other girls. This’ll be
  
   great
  
  for my social life.”
 

 
  “See, it’s funny,” Tallie said with a cheeky grin, “cos it’s not like he ever meets girls anyway.”
 

 
  “It’s just a short-term precaution until we know more,” Glory assured him with an amused smile. “I will see what Sweet knows of these women, and we will of course also ask Thorn when she visits this week.”
 

 
  “Great,” Darius grunted, looking even more sour than before. “Once again, it’s our pet paladin to save our asses.”
 

 
  “Oh, I do hope so,” Layla said sweetly. “I just never tire of hearing your whingeing about it.”
 

 
  “You are not without a point, Darius,” said Glory, “but take it in moderation. Knowing a paladin is a priceless asset, if leveraged correctly and not overly relied upon. We hardly turn to Trissiny to solve all our problems, but she is extremely relevant to this one in particular.”
 

 
  “Extremely,” Rasha agreed. “The Purists made it clear they’re mostly irate about her, and my insidious Eserite influence on her. It seems not everybody buys this Great Uniter shtick that’s been in the papers.”
 

 
  Darius rolled his eyes melodramatically.
 

 
  “That is my concern precisely,” said Glory. “They have connected you to Trissiny despite you having had no in-person contact with her in a year; the last time we saw her face to face, the Purists were still scattered to the winds and a political concern to nobody. It is precisely this which makes me think we are seeing the resurgence of old problems, rather than entirely new ones. I’ve heard mention of these Purists off and on for years, but more as a punchline than a threat. Even their name is a derisive label thrown by other Avenists, not something they created themselves. They were a fringe belief, rarely more than one or two of them existing in a temple with little formal contact between them. Now, quite suddenly, they are organized and in Tiraas in their entire force. More strikingly, according to Rasha, they have
  
   uniforms.
  
  None of that simply happens, unassisted.”
 

 
  “You think they have backers, with resources,” Tallie said, frowning.
 

 
  Glory nodded. “The loyalist conspiracy was annihilated…allegedly. I am reasonably sure that what they knew, Archpope Justinian knows. He has made it abundantly clear since this summer that he is displeased with the Sisterhood, and it would be precisely his pattern to arrange for extra pressure upon them which cannot be easily linked to him.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” Darius said with feeling. “That guy again.”
 

 
  “Yeah, this is lookin’ more and more like a Trissiny thing,” Tallie observed.
 

 
  “By the same token,” said Layla, “is it not possible that this is a ploy to draw her into some kind of trap?”
 

 
  “Possible indeed,” Glory said, nodding. “Be careful not to get too far into the weeds with conspiracy theories, however.
  
   Really
  
  complex and excessively indirect plots rarely work out in practice, the world is just too unpredictable. We’ll speak with Thorn in a few days at most, and see what she knows and thinks about this. I will consult Sweet in the meantime. Only
  
   then,
  
  when we possess a better view of the situation, will we take action. If nothing else, I must have some time to listen to the grapevine and see what role the Guild plays in this.”
 

 
  “What’s the Guild got to do with any of it?” Darius asked. “Didn’t we
  
   just
  
  decide this is an Avenist problem?”
 

 
  “I doubt the Guild has anything directly to do with the Purists, or the reverse,” Glory agreed with a thoughtful frown. “However, there is the matter that relations between the Guild and the Sisterhood are both paramount and necessarily tense right now.”
 

 
  “Ninetails mentioned that,” Rasha said, nodding.
 

 
  “Precisely,” said Glory. “And her territorial attitude toward
  
   you
  
  indicates that you stepped into a job she considers her own. Do you not think it odd, then, that the Boss would send a notably unstable enforcer to conduct relations with the Sisterhood at a time like this?”
 

 
  Silence fell again, this one especially pensive.
 

 
  “There are several things going on here,” Glory said grimly. “We don’t yet know the half of it. But we
  
   will.
  
  And when we do…then we shall do what needs to be done.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Fancy shmancy,” Style drawled, perusing the bottle’s label while pouring herself a glass of sparkling wine. “Real Glassian gold, huh. Dulac, 526? What the hell are they counting from? This must’ve set you back a shiny new penny.”
 

 
  “You don’t gotta be
  
   insulting,
  
  Style,” Flora reproved.
 

 
  “Yeah, we know you’ve got your routine, but that’s not called for,” Fauna added.
 

 
  “Over the line, is what it is.”
 

 
  “Really. The very
  
   nerve.”
  
 

 
  Style sighed heavily and turned her glare on Sweet, handing him back the bottle. “I dared, for one precious moment, to hope that
  
   that
  
  bullshit would end with their apprenticeship. But no, it’s gonna be vaudeville for their entire eternal fucking lives, isn’t it? Makes me grateful I’ll be peacefully decomposing before a fraction of that time has passed.”
 

 
  “Well, they’re not wrong,” he replied smugly, holding out the bottle toward Lore in a mute offer which the priest declined with a gesture of his own half-full glass. “Really, Style.
  
   Buying
  
  an expensive gift, on the very day of their tagging? That’s just plain hurtful. I’ll have you know I stole this fair and square.”
 

 
  “And how long are you planning to keep us in suspense?” Lore asked, grinning. “Come on, come on, you didn’t just come here to hand out princely booze. Let’s have some introductions!”
 

 
  “Too right!” Sweet agreed, turning to set both bottle and glass upon a velvet-covered blackjack table, currently free of customers and its dealer not in evidence. This corner of the Casino’s main floor was near one of the entrances to the Guild’s underground complex, but was still nominally public. And yet, the well-heeled patrons did not have to be warned to stay away from a cluster of tough-looking people in relatively shabby clothes having a small celebration. Lack of privacy aside, the Guild’s headquarters proper just plain didn’t have much to offer in the way of facilities for special occasions. Why bother, when their faith had little use for ceremony and the Empire’s fanciest establishment was right upstairs?
 

 
  “May I present to you,” Sweet proclaimed, gesturing at the two preening elves with a grandiose air he had originally copied from a circus ringmaster, “the unimpeachable pride of my own distinguished career, a pair of rising talents who I fully expect shall go on to pickpocket the gods themselves, and the two newest full-fledged members of the Theives’ Guild: Cloak!”
 

 
  Grinning broadly, Flora sketched a mocking half-curtsy, flourishing with both hands the anachronistic black cloak which she had taken to wearing as a personal affectation during her first weeks of apprenticeship. By this point she had a whole closet full of them; this one was a sleek number with a rainproof enchantment lined with deep crimson velvet, a solstice gift from Sweet himself.
 

 
  “And,” he continued just as proudly, “Dagger!”
 

 
  Fauna didn’t share her counterpart’s taste for on-the-nose pageantry, and as such did not brandish or even touch any of the multiple knives strapped to various parts of her person, but grinned to match Flora and leaned on the other elf’s shoulder, winking at the onlookers.
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s
  
   fucking
  
  sake, Sweet!” Style exclaimed.
 

 
  “You’re in a pissy mood even for you tonight,” he complained.
  
   “Imagine,
  
  mocking someone’s tag. Were you raised in a landfill, you obstreperous wench?”
 

 
  “Did you
  
   have
  
  to tag them as a pair? Who the fuck
  
   does
  
  that?”
 

 
  “It’s actually not unprecedented, Style,” Lore said with a calmer smile. “Common, no, but it’s not like he invented the practice. They aren’t the first pair to have been obviously inseparable from the day they joined up, and let’s face it, nobody doubted these two were going to stay together as a unit after apprenticeship. Cloak, Dagger,” he said, turning to them directly and raising his glass, “my congratulations, and welcome to the ranks. We’re
  
   all
  
  proud of you.”
 

 
  “Yes, we are!” Sweet said, beaming.
  
   “Right
  
  ,
  
  
  Style?”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” she snorted, waving him off. “What, you want
  
   me
  
  to gush and swoon? You two’ve always had talent, everybody with eyes has known you were gonna do well once you got trained up.”
 

 
  “Why…why
  
   Style,”
  
  Flora sniffled, her eyes welling up.
 

 
  “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to us,” Fauna whimpered in the same tone.
 

 
  “Maybe the sweetest thing she’s ever said to
  
   anyone!”
  
 

 
  “Even in bed, I hear.”
 

 
  “None of this means anybody likes you two treefuckers,” Style grunted, raising her glass to her mouth. Incongruously given her bluff aspect, she took a tiny sip and paused to savor it, inhaling through her nose.
 

 
  “So what’s the plan, ladies?” Lore asked genially, swirling his glass. “Most have some kind of plan upon graduating. Usually either a big, spectacular job connected to nothing and incredibly likely to backfire, or the first careful steps of a long-term career strategy.”
 

 
  “The
  
   immediate
  
  plan is to celebrate,” Flora said cheerfully.
 

 
  “And then, well, we’ll see,” Fauna continued.
 

 
  “Honestly, it’s almost like a case of vertigo.”
 

 
  “So much possibility and freedom!”
 

 
  “Probably the big spectacular job, just to gloat in not needing Sweet’s permission.”
 

 
  “All I ask is that you don’t burn down the city,” said Sweet. “I’ve got all my stuff here. But if you two’re bored, I can find—”
 

 
  
   “Eeeee!”
  
  Cutting him off, both elves suddenly emitted squeals and scurried away, leaving their sponsor blinking after them. While the senior Eserites turned to watch in bemusement, Flora and Fauna clustered around the new arrivals to their quiet corner of the Casino: a young teenage boy and an adult woman of Punaji stock, the latter with a bundle slung over her chest and cradled protectively in one arm. The newly-minted thieves leaned toward this, cooing in delight.
 

 
  “Oh, she’s
  
   gorgeous!
  
  Congratulations!”
 

 
  “What’s her name?”
 

 
  “And hello to you,
  
   too,”
  
  Lakshmi Sanjakar replied pointedly, but not without a self-satisfied grin of her own. “Seems congratulations are in order all around. This is Padmara.”
 

 
  “And let’s keep the squealing
  
   down,
  
  shall we?” Sanjay added imperiously. “Honestly, you got any idea how hard it is to get the brat to sleep? If you wake her up, Imma pummel somebody.”
 

 
  “Did you seriously bring a fucking
  
   baby
  
  in here?” Style demanded. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Peepers? If she’s not awake already, better double check she’s not dead.”
 

 
  “What’s wrong with me is we
  
   just
  
  got back into town and everybody I know is
  
   here,”
  
  Lakshmi shot back. “What, you think I’m gonna trust this punk to look after an infant while I check in?”
 

 
  “You see how she talks to me?” her little brother said in an aggrieved tone. “Me, an innocent child! This kid is
  
   doomed,
  
  I tell ya.”
 

 
  “Well, well,” Sweet chimed in, sauntering casually over to her. “Congratulations indeed! Aw, look at her little nose, she’s gonna have her mom’s good looks.”
 

 
  “Poor thing,” Sanjay said mournfully. Lakshmi swatted the back of his head without looking, prompting him to grin.
 

 
  “I
  
   wondered
  
  why you two suddenly took off back to Puna Dara, you sly fox,” Sweet chuckled, leaning forward between Flora and Fauna to admire the sleeping baby. “How old is she?”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” Lakshmi said dryly, giving him a sardonic look. “Nice, Sweet, real subtle. Just like a man to see a baby and start counting months. ‘Oh no, am I responsible for this?’”
 

 
  “He better not be, is all,” Sanjay said, curling his lip. “Fuckin’
  
   ew,
  
  Shmi. This guy’s three times your age.”
 

 
  “You get smacked a lot, don’t you, son,” Sweet asked him. The boy grinned and winked unrepentantly.
 

 
  “You wanna hold her?” Lakshmi asked, shifting her smile to the elves.
 

 
  
   “Do
  
  I?!”
 

 
  “Me first!”
 

 
  It took a few moments of disentangling before little Padmara was nestled safely in Fauna’s arms, and the two still-cooing elves edged over toward Lore with Sanjay hovering protectively around them and his baby niece.
 

 
  
   “So,
  
  Peepers,” Sweet said pleasantly. “Just outta curiosity, you understand.
  
   Am
  
  I…responsible for this?”
 

 
  “Right,” she said in a quiet and grimmer tone, canting her head toward him but keeping her eyes on her daughter, the elves, and Sanjay. “Can’t say I was expecting to run into you literally
  
   first
  
  thing back in town, but it works out, since this conversation needed to happen anyway. To whatever extent it’s any of your damn business, I know you can count, and I know how you
  
   love
  
  to meddle. So I’ll tell you up front, Sweet: Padma is
  
   my
  
  daughter, she’s got a mom and an uncle and Guild friends and
  
   that is all she needs.
  
  I give no shits what kind of blood she has. She’s Punaji and will be raised Eserite, and is no fucking business of any noble. Your asshole friend Danny is not welcome to be involved in this. If I learn that he’s even
  
   informed
  
  of this, I’m gonna have Style beat your ass till the hole part is on the outside, and I think you know if I put it to her right she will damn well
  
   do
  
  it. We understand one another?”
 

 
  “Whoah, now, mama bear,” he said soothingly, raising both hands. A few yards distant, Sanjay was insistently taking Padmara from the audibly disappointed elves while criticizing their baby-handling skills. “You gotta know I’m not one to get between a Guild member and family. All you had to do is make it clear what you want, and that’s what I’ll make happen. Far as I’m concerned, Danny lost any rights when he lied to me and put you two in danger for it.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said, giving him a firm nod. “Just so we’re clear.”
 

 
  “Seriously, though, why
  
   did
  
  you leave Tiraas? I know you’ve got friends here…”
 

 
  “Sure, but I got friends at home, too. You’re not Punaji; you wouldn’t understand. She needed to be born near the sea, with a windshaman presiding. But Tiraas is where Sanjay and I are making a home, and it’s where the opportunities are. I want her to have the best chances.”
 

 
  “Okay, the windshaman I’ll grant you, but this is
  
   also
  
  a coastal city, for the record,” he said. “So, uh, just to be clear, Danny
  
   is
  
  the one—”
 

 
  “Sweet,” she warned.
 

 
  “All right, all right, fair enough,” he soothed, grinning. “I’m just surprised, is all. When I asked you to lend the guy a bed, I didn’t mean—”
 

 
  “You’re such an asshole,” Lakshmi said with no particular rancor. “If you’ll excuse me, I gotta go check in with the Boss now I’m back in town, and do some catching up. If your girls are hard up for work, maybe they wouldn’t mind babysitting sometime soon. They sure seem eneamored.”
 

 
  “Well, I can’t exactly lend ‘em out anymore, so I’m not the person to ask. But you’re not wrong, I’ve got a feeling they’ll like that idea.”
 

 
  “Catch you later, Sweet,” she said, giving him a final, wry smile, then stepped forward to retrieve her daughter from Sanjay. Leaving behind the elves, Style, and Lore, the three of them disappeared through the door discreetly positioned behind a potted fig tree that led deeper into the bowels of the Guild.
 

 
  Standing some yards away and staring blankly after them, Sweet drew in a long, deep breath, and then let it out slowly through his teeth with a noise like air escaping a balloon.
 

 
  His two erstwhile apprentices drifted back over, grinning wickedly, and positioned themselves on either side of him, each reaching up to rest an elbow on one of his shoulders.
 

 
  “Heh heh.”
 

 
  “And you thought
  
   we
  
  were gonna burn down the city.”
  
  
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                      
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  16 – 9 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                     
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  After nightfall, the halls of Madouri Manner were dim but not dark, the fairy lamps still active but lowered in intensity to leave the corridors easily navigable, creating a twilight state that, if anything, emphasized the quality of their furnishings. Pacing through them alone in the quiet of the night, Trissiny mulled what she was seeing in the context of what she’d been taught by the Thieves’ Guild.
 

 
  Though her apprenticeship had been short and thus necessarily less nuanced than the personal training young Eserites got from direct sponsors, she had often sought out Lore for insights, finding his cerebral style more to her liking. One of his lessons turned over in her head as she took her time inspecting the home of House Madouri, concerning the importance of good taste among the rich. People with money and a lavish sense of style, Lore had warned, were the worst kind of people, the most likely to need a Guild-administered comeuppance and most likely to take it badly when one came, but also not usually all that difficult to thwart. Watch for gold in places where gold doesn’t belong, he had warned; other senior thieves she’d questioned had expanded her understanding of tasteless extravagance. The tendency to flaunt wealth without restraint often went hand-in-hand with brutality and cruelty, but seldom with intelligence.
 

 
  That was not the case here.
 

 
  House Madouri’s wealth was very much on display, but in less tacky ways. The sheer size of the place, for one. The fact that they could afford to keep lights on all night—and the way they dimmed them for aesthetic effect was another warning. Carpets were plush and well-kept, but not excessively decorated, wallpaper elegant but understated, and even the wall paneling, though lovingly polished till it glowed even in the dimness, was clearly oak and not the fancier cherry or mahogany that would flaunt the House’s deep coffers. There was not a glimmer of gold to be seen, anywhere.
 

 
  Beware the rich and restrained, Lore had warned. Sometimes they were the good ones; other times, they were by far the most dangerous. Trissiny suspected she knew into which category Duchess Ravana fell.
 

 
  Whatever else it was, Madouri Manor was old and not terribly well insulated; in the hallways, away from the hearths and arcane heaters which warmed the mansion’s rooms, it was rather drafty at this time of year. In truth, it might have felt worse than it was to Trissiny, who was pacing the corridors in a simple shirt, trousers, and the slippers which had been provided with her guest room. It left her thinking fondly of that room, and its late-model arcane radiator and amazingly plush blankets.
 

 
  If only…
 

 
  She turned a corner that looked vaguely familiar, and found herself in a stretch of hall that looked exactly like the one behind her, save that this one had exterior windows along one side, and on the other, one of the oak doors stood open and there was light within.
 

 
  Having no better idea, Trissiny crept forward and peeked around the corner.
 

 
  It was a study, not small but still cozy in aspect, with a merry fire in its large hearth and two plush armchairs set before it. Most of the walls were covered by heavily laden bookshelves all the way up to the ceiling, save at the far end of the room, where there stood a heavy writing desk. Behind it sat Ravana herself, perusing one of the numerous sheets of paper laid out upon the desk and making occasional notes with a pen.
 

 
  She looked up, and smile. “Oh, good evening, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Hi,” Trissiny answered, easing fully around the corner. “I’m sorry to interrupt, I didn’t expect to find you still busy at this hour.”
 

 
  “Not to worry, this is just a…pet project. Something to draw down the mental tension before bed. Today was ultimately productive, though annoying in how it came to its end. I
  
   am
  
  sorry to have missed dinner. I hope everyone had a pleasant meal.”
 

 
  “We did,” Trissiny said, “and don’t worry, you did warn us you’d be busy this week.”
 

 
  “Quite. Still, it will be a glum irony if I cannot manage to spend some time with friends until our vacation is over. Were you looking for something?”
 

 
  “Ah.” Trissiny glanced over her shoulder at the hallway outside. “Well, actually, I was having some trouble sleeping, so I went to stretch my legs a little. Then I thought maybe the kitchen might have some warm milk or something, and I tried to find it. And…”
 

 
  Ravana’s smile widened incrementally. “Are you lost?”
 

 
  “Be honest: does that happen to a
  
   lot
  
  of visitors?”
 

 
  “Oh, my, yes. This house is frankly asinine in most of its details; there is simply no reason for anyone to have a residence this large, not to mention that its interior layout is quite
  
   deliberately
  
  obfuscatory. A number of my ancestors took unseemly delight in being difficult.”
 

 
  “Well,” she said, grinning ruefully, “I don’t feel quite so bad, then.”
 

 
  “Please don’t,” Ravanna said with a reassuring little chuckle. “Fortunately, your wanderings have brought you back near your starting point. If you go back out the way you came, turn left, then right, then right again, you’ll come right to the foyer of your suite. There’s a kitchen attached, but if you’re having a brush with insomnia, may I offer you some hot chocolate? It always does the trick for me.”
 

 
  She shifted aside the thick ledger which had partially obscured a tall carafe set on a tray at one side of the desk. It was accompanied by two mugs; a third, Trissiny now noticed, stood near Ravana’s elbow.
 

 
  “Oh, actually…that sounds perfect, if it’s not an imposition.”
 

 
  “You are a guest,” Ravana said warmly, already pouring. “Offering a spot of sustenance is purely the minimum I can do. Please, join me.”
 

 
  There was a chair in front of the desk as well, padded though nowhere near as plush as those by the fire. Trissiny slid into it, accepting the mug her hostess proffered with a nod.
 

 
  “Thanks very much.”
 

 
  “My pleasure. And if he attempts to rib you over this tomorrow, may I just mention that according to Yancey, Gabriel has been lost thrice already today. The second time, he actually ended up in a wine cellar. I know I shouldn’t poke fun; we regularly have to retrieve servants during the first few months of their employment here. I only know my way about because I spent my childhood exploring the place rather than receiving any attention from my parents.”
 

 
  Though Ravana delivered that anecdote with an apparent lack of feeling, Trissiny found it a very opportune moment to hide behind a sip from her mug rather than have to come up with something to say. In the next moment, though, she found herself blinking in surprise down at the rich liquid within.
 

 
  “Oh! This cocoa is…”
 

 
  “Sipping chocolate, actually, with just the right amount of orange and cinnamon. An Arkanian recipe. If you ask me, the famous Glassian chocolate is vastly overvalued. Cacao doesn’t even grow in that climate; how much could they possibly know about its preparation?”
 

 
  She savored her next sip, finding it even better now that it wasn’t a surprise. The chocolate was so thick it barely seemed liquid, perfectly spiced so that its sweetness wasn’t cloying, smoothed with cream so that neither the sugar nor cinnamon was rough on the throat. Trissiny had always disdained material comforts, but
  
   this
  
  she could get used to.
 

 
  “I’m sorry your day was stressful,” she offered. “But at least it ended well?”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Ravana said, smiling in clear self-satisfaction. “I have filled the traditional role of Warden, and in a manner which should alleviate the burden upon my coffers somewhat.”
 

 
  “Warden… I don’t think I’ve heard of that office.”
 

 
  “It’s quite old-fashioned; I don’t believe any House still uses one.”
 

 
  “Ah, like your Court Wizard.”
 

 
  “Indeed, and my Lord-Captain of the Guard, another anachronism I’ve brought back.”
 

 
  Trissiny sipped her drink pensively. “Why resurrect these outdated titles, if I may ask?”
 

 
  “Because,” Ravana said, her brows lowering very slightly to hint at a troubled line of thought, “I am a reformer. My father left this poor province in the most appalling state of disarray; nearly every detail of its administration has urgently needed to be changed, and when I took over, it seemed to me only logical to take this golden opportunity to modernize.”
 

 
  “That sounds like good sense to me,” Trissiny agreed.
 

 
  “One would think,” the Duchess said with a faint sigh of annoyance. “Imagine my surprise upon learning that the people most resistant to reform are those who stand to benefit most from it. People like the comfort of routine. Evidently, they would rather embrace overt suffering than the inconvenience of having to adapt to new ways of thinking. That was a most edifying lesson for me. Well, I obviously cannot back down from the reforms I already instigated, such as my attempt to retire the address of Grace for the duke or duchess of the province, an anachronism which is purely confusing in the modern age of Bishops. My position is precarious enough without losing face. But I have discovered that the very same people who fly into a furor at even a suggestion of reform will swallow absolutely any pill if it’s coated in tradition. Never mind that my ideas are mostly new, and frequently imported from the Five Kingdoms and even farther afield; resurrect a few traditional titles and old festivals that my father and grandfather stopped financing, and everyone’s happey.” She shook her head. “Honestly, people are such children.”
 

 
  Trissiny had just taken another sip, and now took her time to swallow while considering a response to that.
 

 
  “I can only imagine how frustrating that must be. It seems to me, though, that a condescending attitude toward your subjects can only lead you in a dangerous direction.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Ravana regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, then her eyes slipped past Trissiny to stare into the fire. “Yes, even beyond the demands of your various doctrines, you’ve had some
  
   rather
  
  unpleasant brushes with various nobles, have you not?”
 

 
  “It’s been my experience that nobles are people like any other. They can be good or bad, individually, according to their own natures.”
 

 
  “I am not sure I agree with that. Growing up with power has a noticeable effect upon the brain.”
 

 
  “I know several Eserites who grew up noble, and you wouldn’t know it from talking to them.”
 

 
  “Good for them,” Ravana said with apparent sincerity, returning her gaze to Trissiny’s face. “But as for condescension, yes. I doubt any would be fool enough to say it right in front of
  
   you,
  
  but it is common enough for people in my social class to compare their subjects to domestic animals.”
 

 
  “They don’t need to say it out loud for the attitude to be known,” Trissiny said wryly.
 

 
  Ravana nodded, picked up her own mug of chocolate, and took a sip. “It is, of course, a lie.”
 

 
  The paladin frowned, lowering her mug. “A lie? Simple arrogance, I’ll grant you. I mean, obviously people
  
   aren’t
  
  animals, but I don’t see what anyone would gain from claiming that, except as an expression of pure contempt.”
 

 
  “It is precisely
  
   because
  
  people are people,” Ravana said, gazing intently into her eyes now. “Because people in a position of power have to believe certain things about themselves in order to justify having that power, and the basic empathy common to anyone who is not mentally defective in some way interferes with that justification. A duke or princess can look at a peasant laborer and see themselves, if they allow it. They
  
   don’t,
  
  because that is what terrifies them to their core. More than anything else, the realization that they are not
  
   different,
  
  truly, let alone better, is a deep-seated horror for the ruling class. That with the benefit of their resources and upbringing, any chambermaid might be as good or better at their job. And so, they construct a whole new view of the world to justify their privileges.”
 

 
  “That is…remarkably enlightened of you,” Trissiny said slowly.
 

 
  “You can see it in the way they behave, you know. This overt contempt for the lower classes gives the lie to its very self. After all, if one keeps domestic livestock, one takes
  
   care
  
  of them. Is that not obvious? They are valuable property, an investment. The point is to receive a
  
   return
  
  on that investment, which mandates the pursuit of best practices. People who abuse those underneath them reveal their fundamental weakness. They are willing to do
  
   anything
  
  to silence that niggling doubt in the backs of their minds, and take out their insecurities on those they would be most ardently protecting, were their protestations of superiority truly sincere.”
 

 
  Trissiny remained silent now, just watching her. She wasn’t adept enough at reading people to untangle all the nuances here, but it was plain enough that Ravana was getting something off her chest that mattered deeply to her.
 

 
  “I do not play such games,” Ravana continued, her tone softer, “because I feel no need to justify myself. I
  
   have
  
  the advantages I have, and that is a simple fact. I am the product of a thousand years of careful breeding, and the most expensive education a person can receive. I am, fundamentally, a superior creature. And so, as a competent businesswoman, I do my very best to ensure the health and happiness of my subjects, and do not suffer them to be mistreated. Because only a well cared-for citizen is a
  
   productive
  
  citizen. Because I do not
  
   care
  
  what they think. They are, in comparison, the livestock. If I abused them for the sake of my ego, I would become an even lesser creature than they.”
 

 
  Slowly, Trissiny raised her mug again and took a deep sip of the chocolate, barely tasting the delicacy as she bought time to think. The instinctive surge of anger and revulsion she recognized for what it was, and carefully pushed it aside without allowing it to show on her face.
 

 
  “Now,” she said at last, “what game are you playing, here, Ravana? You are far too intelligent to say a thing like that to the face of an Eserite Avenist paladin and expect agreement. Quite a few of my predecessors in Avei’s service, and
  
   most
  
  tagged members of the Guild, would already be beating you senseless by now.”
 

 
  The faintest of smiles quirked the corner of Ravana’s mouth. “Well. Perhaps I simply wanted to
  
   say
  
  it to someone. It’s entirely normal for a person to want recognition; people are always saying things they shouldn’t in a simple plea to be understood. It’s why villains in stories always seem to reveal their evil plans to the hero at the last moment. People do that in real life, too, you know.”
 

 
  “People as fully self-controlled as you?”
 

 
  “You flatter me,” the Duchess said, inclining her head in an almost-bow. “But you are not wrong; I do little without a practical motive. The truth is, Trissiny, I am simply not someone I would expect you to like, or respect, at least on a personal level. Very much about my true character is likely to raise alarm bells in the mind of a person such as yourself. By dint of the very things that make me unpalatable to Avenist or Eserite sensibilities, though, I am not your enemy. It has always seemed to me that sufficiently examined self-interest is indistinguishable from altruism, up to a point. I arrive at my conclusions via a different logic than the idealist, but my very cynicism leads me to insist upon justice, mercy, and generosity as a standard for leadership.”
 

 
  She paused to take another long sip of her chocolate, her eyes never leaving Trissiny’s over the rim of the mug even after she had daintily swallowed.
 

 
  “Because it will never need to be
  
   my
  
  face held in the punchbowl, and I think I would rather you understand that before you are forced to make a quick decision under pressure.”
 

 
  Trissiny deliberately breathed in and out, indulging in a moment to center herself against the surge of emotion that brought, all under Ravana’s piercing gaze. The young aristocrat was far too canny not to know exactly the effect that comment would have. Even knowing word games like this were not her own strong suit, Trissiny knew the importance of remaining calm and in control. All the greatest mistakes of her life had stemmed from temper and the injudicious expression of outrage.
 

 
  “And you think,” she said after a pause, “this is giving me that impression?”
 

 
  Ravana quirked one eyebrow. “Admittedly, I am less immersed in religious doctrine than you, but it was my impression that neither Avei nor Eserion ask their followers to be the arbiter of other people’s moral character. What difference does it make what goes on inside my head, so long as the result is in the best interests of those who depend on me?”
 

 
  “What goes on in your head determines what you decide their best interest
  
   is,
  
  Ravana. It’s obvious to all that you’ve done great things with this province, even in a short time; your generosity has already become famous throughout the Empire. But you
  
   also
  
  have a noted tendency to be aggressive, duplicitous, and to choose the most gratuitously destructive means possible of dealing with anyone who opposes you. It’s a small campus, you know;
  
   everybody
  
  knows about Addiwyn and the entling. Everyone certainly knows why Oak is the way she is now.”
 

 
  “There is a marked difference between my enemies and people dependent upon me.”
 

 
  “For how long?”
 

 
  “Ah, ah,” Ravana chided, smiling. “The slippery slope is one of the classic logical fallacies.”
 

 
  “That’s not the nature of your problem at all,” Trissiny said pensively, finally setting her mug down atop the desk. “I don’t see a gradual slide into depravity in your future, Ravana. It will be more abrupt.”
 

 
  Ravana placed her own mug on the desk, then folded her hands demurely on its surface and regarded Trissiny with a calmly open expression. “Oh? I confess, I am rather interested to hear your thoughts on this.”
 

 
  “In the martial arts,” Trissiny said, leaning forward, “we train through repetition. Moves are drilled, individually and in sequence, until they become habit. Only then will you execute them when they are needed without having to
  
   think.
  
  A fight is not a chess match; pausing to consider every motion will cause you to swiftly lose. You must practice blows, dodges, and parries until you will simply perform them without hesitation when they are called for. It’s the same with the moral arts.”
 

 
  “Moral arts,” Ravana mused. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard that expression.”
 

 
  “It works the same way, though. Doing the right thing requires a commitment to practice. Considering every little dilemma analytically just leaves you prone to indulging in temptation as much as you embrace ethical action. You seem to have this idea that you’re
  
   superior
  
  to conventional morality because you’ve thought out why morality exists, because you’ve followed it back far enough to figure that yes, our ancestors derived moral rules purely out of what made the best practices for maintaining a functional society.”
 

 
  “Quite frankly, yes. To do a thing because one understands it
  
   is
  
  fundamentally better than doing it out of blind habit or obedience. I confess I am very surprised to hear a student of Professor Tellwyrn’s suggest otherwise. You have heard her pet theory about stupidity and evil, have you not?”
 

 
  “Everyone at the school has heard it,” Trissiny said dryly. “Most wrong action is due to thoughtlessness, not malice. It’s her favorite rant.”
 

 
  “You disagree?”
 

 
  “I think…she has a
  
   point,
  
  though I’m less convinced it explains everything as neatly as she thinks. But that isn’t what I’m saying at all, Ravana. Yes, it’s absolutely better to understand what makes moral actions moral. Yes, you can approach them pragmatically and find good, even cynical reasons why ideas like compassion and justice are functional. But understanding and acting are
  
   not the same thing.
  
  You mentioned me having to make a quick decision under pressure?”
 

 
  She leaned back in the chair, still holding Ravana’s gaze, and folded her own hands in her lap in a deliberately calm posture.
 

 
  “What will happen when
  
   you
  
  have to do the same thing, Ravana?”
 

 
  The Duchess regarded her in thoughtful silence for a moment.
 

 
  “I’m not sure your core contention holds up,” she mused at last. “Ruling a country is far more like a game of chess than a duel.”
 

 
  “Up to a point, sure. Much of the time, probably. But you know very well that times come when you have to test your will and your power against those who oppose you, when you have to act
  
   fast.
  
  At times like that, it’s the movements you’ve practiced that will reflexively emerge. You seem to have practiced ponderous speeches about why you’re
  
   better
  
  than everyone else. So what makes you so fundamentally different from those other nobles you despise? Under pressure, will you make better choices than they?”
 

 
  “Interesting,” Ravana said. Her smile remained, but had begun to seem fixed in place and slightly brittle. “It’s not that I don’t follow your reasoning, Trissiny, and in fact you are not without a point. It’s an intriguing angle, one I had not considered. But ultimately, you are speaking in hypotheticals, and we don’t really need to, do we? I
  
   have
  
  been tested under pressure. Experience suggests that what I
  
   do
  
  when pressed is swiftly conceive a strategy, and lead others in executing it. With, I might add, an established record of success.”
 

 
  “What you do under pressure,” Trissiny said evenly, “is fix your attention on a perceived enemy and throw everything you’ve got into destroying them, and lend your natural charisma to getting everyone around you to go along with it. Nothing you’ve done that I’m aware of makes me think I have ever needed to intervene in your business, Ravana, otherwise we probably wouldn’t be talking like this. But
  
   nothing
  
  you’ve done reassures me that I’ll never have to. I can’t predict any specific scenario where I’ll have to put
  
   your
  
  face in a punchbowl, but honestly? If one arises, I’m not going to be terribly surprised.”
 

 
  The Duchess regarded her in silence, smiling with her eyes slightly narrowed.
 

 
  “Saddened,” Trissiny said softly, “but not surprised. I firmly agree with you, y’know. I
  
   don’t
  
  like the idea of us being at cross purposes. It just seems so…wasteful. More than anything, you seem to me like someone who truly wants to do the right thing, and doesn’t exactly know how. That whole punchbowl business was a mistake; I wouldn’t do that again.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I agree,” Ravana said, her voice wry. “It goes back to the fundamental difference I was talking about, between those who have power and those who don’t. That is a terribly abusive way to treat the vulnerable, and likely to backfire, but the powerful? You really
  
   can’t
  
  get through to such as Irina Araadia except by appealing to greed or fear.”
 

 
  “Be that as it may, it wasn’t strategic. Too prone to creating unpredictable outcomes.”
 

 
  “It was the sort of thing
  
   I
  
  would have done,” Ravana said softly. “Which seems to speak to the heart of our disagreement, does it not?”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “If you prefer to think in strategic rather than moral terms, consider it a cautionary tale. That outburst caused a political backlash I barely managed to get under control, and doing so required a lot of highly-placed help. If
  
   I
  
  can learn to restrain my violent impulses, you absolutely can.”
 

 
  Ravana let her gaze wander, again studying the fire. Her expression contemplative, she leaned backward in her chair, letting her hands fall from the desk into her lap. For a long span of seconds, only the gentle crackling of the fire filled the room.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said, straightening up as if shaking off the mood, “thank you for the chocolate. That really hit the spot; I think I’ll have a much easier time getting to sleep now.”
 

 
  “Yes, something warm and heavy in the stomach does wonders,” Ravana agreed, focusing on her again with a warm smile. “It was my pleasure entirely. Good night, Trissiny.”
 

 
  She stood, inclining her head politely. “Good night, Ravana.”
 

 
  The paladin turned and made for the door. She had actually put a foot across the threshold when the Duchess spoke again.
 

 
  “Trissiny.”
 

 
  She paused, turning back with her eyebrows raised.
 

 
  “I hope we can have many more arguments like this,” Ravana said. She was still smiling, the expression now seeming calm and sincere—whether because it was, or because she had regained enough equilibrium to fake it, only she herself knew. “Power, whatever its source, twists the mind. People like you and I urgently need opposition to stay sane.”
 

 
  “I’ve had the same thought myself,” Trissiny agreed, smiling. She nodded once more, then turned and slipped back out into the hall.
 

 
  Behind her, the young Duchess Madouri slumped back in her chair once more, expression growing dour as she gazed into the distant nothingness beyond the walls of her manor.
 

 
  Moments later, Trissiny’s head reappeared in the doorway. “Um…”
 

 
  Ravana grinned. “Left, then right, then right.”
 

 
  “Got it. Thanks.”
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  Though the scheduling of this entire affair had been necessarily impromptu, it was Lord Vex’s responsibility to stay on top of events, and thus he was there to greet the Empress when she and her escort returned. They materialized in the secure room of the Palace’s harem wing set aside for teleport arrivals, Eleanora accompanied by two of the Imperial Guard and the two Azure Corps battlemages who had provided her transport—an almost cursory escort for a sitting Empress, but then, the entire business had been meant to be discreet.
 

 
  Obviously, Vex did not react to her appearance. Eleanora wore her usual severe gown and had her hair pulled back into its customary tight bun. The gown, though, was unbuttoned to below her collarbone, and she had a woven crown of lilies perched lopsidedly atop her head. At her hip, hanging from a broad leather shoulderstrap decorated with Tidestrider beadwork, was a heavy satchel, itself dangling streamers of colorful beads and shells that clattered with her movements.
 

 
  “Good morning and welcome home, your Majesty,” Vex said in his normal, distant voice once the battlemages had saluted their Empress and departed in flashes of blue glitter. “I hope your mission was fruitful.”
 

 
  Eleanora gave him a momentary look, her own expression as closed and guarded as always, to the point that it clashed with her touches of holiday frippery.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn was amenable to sharing, with some persuasion,” she said briskly, stepping forward off the teleport pad and striding toward the chamber’s door. Vex fell in alongside her and the two Imperial Guards silently brought up their rear. “She is not, as it turns out, a high elf.”
 

 
  “I see. Well, it was still a worthwhile prospect to investigate. I am sorry you did not meet with more success.”
 

 
  She flicked a sidelong glance at him, that extremely subtle look he knew so well which few would even have caught. That look meant she’d done something clever, and Vex had to consciously refuse to sigh.
 

 
  “Tellwyrn has
  
   been
  
  in Qestraceel,” the Empress said, opening her satchel and carefully extracting a large, heavy volume bound in scuffed leather, its yellow pages unevenly trimmed. The thing looked positively ancient. She handed it very carefully to him. “She was so deeply offended by her treatment there that her first act upon departing was to assemble the most thorough record of her observations she could while the memory was fresh, and set it aside against a future occasion when unveiling the secrets of the Qestrali to an interested third party might, in her words, ‘inflict some damn humility’ upon them.”
 

 
  Vex tucked the volume protectively against his side. “The most peculiar thing about knowing Professor Tellwyrn is how often one is forced to
  
   appreciate
  
  what a mulish, irritating bully she is.”
 

 
  “Tell me about it,” Eleanora replied with an open sigh. “I have given that book a cursory examination; it’s quite legible, though the language is somewhat archaic, having been written some three hundred years ago.”
 

 
  “Ah. Well, even if it is not up to date intelligence, historical data is still extremely valuable, given our complete lack of it.”
 

 
  “It is definitely dated, but may be more pertinent than you imagine,” the Empress replied. “In addition to the written record, Tellwyrn was willing to speak at some length about the high elves. It’s not all that hard to get her to start complaining, actually. By her description, the most pronounced characteristic of Qestrali culture is their presumed exceptionalism. They believe themselves to have constructed a perfect society and appear as prideful and resistant to change as any elves, if not more so. It seems their society has not diverged significantly since its founding not long after the Elder War.”
 

 
  “Did she have any insight into why they would suddenly join the world
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “I asked, of course. Obviously we cannot
  
   know
  
  without direct data, but in Tellwyrn’s opinion, such an abrupt action indicates an equally abrupt political shift within Qestraceel itself—which, she emphasized, would only occur if several very important people died within a short period. We may wish to investigate whether some disaster has occurred in the region, perhaps a volcanic action that damaged their city. The book contains its exact latitude and longitude.”
 

 
  
   “Ah.
  
  How
  
   do
  
  they hide their island, did she mention?”
 

 
  “It’s not on an island,” Eleanora said with a wry smile. “We were correct as to its general location, but were looking at the wrong altitude. Qestraceel is located at the bottom of a huge marine trench deep below the Stormsea. Tellwyrn also mentioned that the entire purpose of their vaunted navy is to spread misinformation concerning their location, numbers, and capabilities. I’m afraid all your observations of high elven caravels may have to be thrown out.”
 

 
  “Even a misdirection can be revealing, once you know it is one,” he disagreed. “Omnu’s breath, what else is in this thing?”
 

 
  “Population estimates, including troop and caster numbers—probably the least accurate information, after three centuries. Descriptions of their social structure, economy, government, and religion, the basic composition and preferred strategies of their military, which in Tellwyrn’s opinion are unlikely to have been significantly updated. A cursory but still useful overview of their interactions with the outside world and how they maintain secrecy. Diet and food sources, numerous descriptions of various uses of both active spells and passive enchantments, some of which we might ourselves be sophisticated enough now to reverse-enchant from the descriptions alone. There’s a whole section on etiquette which should be a tremendous help to our diplomats. Also,” she added with another little grin, “a very detailed account of the Qestrali criminal justice system in action, and an extremely vivid depiction of one of their prisons.”
 

 
  
   “Bless
  
  that cantankerous old bitch,” Vex said fervently. “Did she say why she’s sat on this so long?”
 

 
  “The high elves do make an active effort at secrecy. Revealing this information is necessarily going to provoke a severe reaction from them; Tellwyrn judged that the Empire at its present strength needn’t fear direct reprisal, and given recent events, has an actual need for this information. We should not forget that simply possessing data on the Qestrali is going to be seen by them as antagonistic.”
 

 
  “Duly noted, though it remains to be seen exactly how much we shall have to care what they think.”
 

 
  They came to a stop outside the door to Eleanora’s chambers.
 

 
  “Does your Majesty wish to rest and freshen up,” the spymaster inquired, “or proceed with your day as usual?”
 

 
  “I feel fresher than I have in years,” Eleanora said, almost wistfully, then shook her head. “Which, of course, is exactly what can’t be shown in public. Do have my steward cancel my usual morning appointments, if you would, Quentin. This must take priority, but I should have time to straighten up a bit while everyone is gathered. Please relay all this to Sharidan and have him get Panissar and the ministers here for a consultation. I want that book copied and put in the hands of analysts in Intelligence and the Foreign Ministry; in the meantime, I will brief everyone on what I’ve learned personally, which should be enough to get them a head start.”
 

 
  “Consider it done, your Majesty,” he said, bowing over the heavy book. “Good to have you back.”
 

 
  Eleanora nodded once, then turned and entered her bedroom, while the guards took up positions flanking the door and Vex strode off down the hall to see her will done.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Natchua was ambushed by demons the moment she stepped out of her room, which wasn’t all that unusual.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are! Were you planning to sleep all day?”
 

 
  
   “Some
  
  of us have been at work under
  
   your
  
  orders since before sunrise, you know.”
 

 
  “Both of you stuff it,” she said irritably, pushing between the two succubi and forcing them to follow her on the way down to the first floor. “I was up past midnight being interrogated by Imperials, and just for your edification, I own a clock and know how to read it. It’s barely past breakfast time. Report in, and hold the whining.”
 

 
  “Ooh, I
  
   love
  
  it when she’s commanding,” Kheshiri cooed, then shrieked playfully at Melaxyna’s slap to her rump.
 

 
  Natchua sighed loudly and rubbed at her eyes with both fists.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, I’ve got nothing,” Melaxyna said. “I’ve been up and down the city for two hours starting at dawn, lurking in all the markets. I didn’t encounter any unusual magic of any kind, or even a
  
   rumor
  
  of any. All the gossip is the elves this, the elves that. Even as big a deal as this Confederacy is, had there been even a whisper of a chaos event near Veilgrad, I guarantee that would be on everybody’s lips. But no, not a hint.”
 

 
  “Afraid I have nothing better, mistress,” Kheshiri added as they rounded the corner and descended the wide stairs to the nearly-restored entrance hall. “Malivette is still taking your warning seriously, and according to Jade, so is Imperial Command. Everyone’s more concerned about the Wreath sniffing around for unknown reasons than they are about whatever spooked them into fleeing the catacombs, though.”
 

 
  “Well, they’re not wrong,” Natchua grunted, coming to a stop at the base of the stairs and gazing absently around. The restoration was going well, especially now that she’d found some local laborers willing to work in a house full of demons under the direct supervision of three hobgoblins; oddly enough, Veilgrad locals seemed to find a strange comfort in knowing that nominally friendly evil lurked in the old manor again. For all that Natchua was herself becoming a fixture in the local community, Veilgrad’s regional culture was still mystifying at times.
 

 
  The walls and roof were up; it was chilly and drafty in the hall, with boards still taking the place of the glass that had yet to be installed in its tall windows. There were no carpets, drapes, or other decorative touches yet, the floor and wood paneling hadn’t been properly varnished, and the place was strewn with tools, sawhorses, stacks of wood and other construction debris. The new wrought iron chandelier sat in one corner beside a pile of yet-unassembled enchanting equipment awaiting expert installation for its light-sensitive fairy lamps.
 

 
  “It’s still too early in whatever the Wreath is doing to have a plan yet,” Natchua said after a contemplative pause. “I want your eyes and brains on whatever they come up with, though, Shiri.”
 

 
  “You always know what I like to hear, mistress,” Kheshiri purred, grinning wickedly and slowly swaying in her hips in time with the waving of her tail. “Ahh, running rings around the Wreath, it’ll be just like old times.”
 

 
  “And both of you be
  
   careful,”
  
  Natchua added more severely, setting off around the steps toward one of the newly reopened hallways. “You’re both made of magic. A proper chaos event could fuck you up beyond my ability to repair.”
 

 
  “Are you
  
   sure
  
  that’s what it was?” Melaxyna asked. “Not trying to be difficult, Natchua, it just seems…”
 

 
  “I know exactly how it seems,” she grumbled. “And as I told the Imps, I’m not a hundred percent certain of anything. I’m not personally very familiar with chaos interactions. But it scared off the Wreath, it came out of the same deep tunnels where that chaos cult was operating, and it just
  
   felt
  
  like that creepy place Kuriwa showed me. None of that’s more than suggestive. When it comes to chaos, though, it doesn’t pay to get sloppy. Worst case scenario, it’s nothing. Then you can say you told me so, and we’re not all hopelessly fucked, so… Everybody wins.”
 

 
  Like the hall leading to it, the dining room had been almost fully restored. It still lacked furnishings, aside from a few surviving chairs and the enormous carved table which had endured its years of neglect with little ill effect that some polish hadn’t healed. The fairy lamps were awaiting installation, so old-fashioned oil lamps perched in their sconces, currently unlit. The fireplace was kindled, adding heat and warm light to the cool gray that beamed in through the open windows, their new glass in wrought iron housings revealing a gentle fall of snow to add to the covering already on the grounds outside.
 

 
  “There she is,” Hesthri said fondly, sidling up to Natchua to kiss her cheek. “I made scrambled eggs with those spicy peppers you like, they’re under the cover on the table there. Should be fresh, but I can whip up some more.”
 

 
  “Thanks, Hes. Don’t you worry about me,” Natchua replied, giving her a one-armed hug before turning to the table. “I grew up eating beetles and mushrooms, anything that’s not actually moldy still feels decadent.”
 

 
  “Damn it, wench,
  
   let
  
  me pamper you a little,” the demon scolded, earning a mischievous grin in response.
 

 
  Natchua’s path toward breakfast was interrupted when she came abreast of Jonathan, who was sitting sideways in one of the few chairs, his own empty plate pushed away and a cup of tea at his elbow while he read a newspaper.
 

 
  “WHAT THE
  
   HELL?”
  
  she bellowed, ripping it out of his grasp.
 

 
  Jonathan had quick enough reflexes to let go rather than let the paper be torn, and sat there with his empty hands still in position to hold it up, blinking through the space where it had been at Natchua, who was glaring at the front page.
 

 
  “You know, girl, sometimes I wonder if you were raised in some kind of cave.”
 

 
  
   “Why
  
  am I on the front page?!” she demanded of the room at large, slapping the offending document with the back of her hand. “What the
  
   fuck
  
  is wrong with these people?! The elves bust out the most astonishing political development in all of history, and somehow ‘Natchua fends off annoying reporter’ deserves a
  
   fucking headline?
  
  Who do I have to sacrifice to
  
   what
  
  to get some goddamn peace? Because I’ll do it, see if I don’t!”
 

 
  “That’ll be Imperial Intelligence at work,” Jonathan said, picking up his teacup and taking a sip.
 

 
  She rounded on him, brandishing the paper. “What? Why?”
 

 
  “You,” he explained, smiling, “a beloved local oddball and hero, and also a foreigner who has no attachment to the Empire to speak of, reacted to the elves’ big surprise by urging people to stay the course and trust the government. The Throne couldn’t have asked for a better endorsement if they’d arranged it themselves. The Empire may not control any papers outright, thanks to the Veskers’ influence, but they definitely have means to lean on them. You’d better believe strings were pulled to get that to the front page.”
 

 
  “Aaugh!” Natchua rolled up the paper and smacked herself repeatedly in the forehead with it. “I
  
   only
  
  said that because I thought it was the thing
  
   least
  
  likely to stir up trouble! And
  
   now
  
  look what—oof.”
 

 
  Tiring of her carrying on, Jonathan had set down his tea, and now reached forward, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her into his lap.
 

 
  “What’s done is done,” he stated, wrapping his arms around her and resting his chin atop her head. “It was a good idea, Natch, I think you made the right call. Sometimes you just get cornered and any step you take is gonna kick over
  
   some
  
  bucket of crabs. That’s life.”
 

 
  Kheshiri deftly plucked the paper out of the drow’s grasp and unrolled it, Melaxyna leaning over her shoulder as they both perused the front page.
 

 
  “Whoah boy,” Kheshiri said, her eyebrows climbing. “This is a bigger deal than your putative chaos flicker, mistress.”
 

 
  “The
  
   hell
  
  you say,” Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “It’s possible nothing’ll come of it,” Melaxyna added, “but it’s also possible she’s right. If Intelligence is content with this, great. But if they start approach you for more active cooperation…”
 

 
  “They’ll be disappointed, is what!”
 

 
  “No!” both succubi shouted, looking up at her in alarm.
 

 
  “They’re right, love,” Jonathan said gently, squeezing her. “You gotta consider the way spooks and operatives
  
   think.
  
  If you’re not with them, you’re against them. ‘Neutrality’ is not an idea they respect.”
 

 
  Natchua bared her teeth in a wild grimace and seized his arms, hissing and physically swelling up as she drew breath for another outburst.
 

 
  Hesthri glided smoothly across the gap between them and pushed herself into their embrace, slipping an arm around Jonathan’s shoulders and the other behind Natchua’s head to insistently press the drow’s face into her cleavage.
 

 
  Natchua made muffled noises of protest, squirming and flailing the one arm she could slip free, at least for a few moments. Very quickly, the struggle went out of her and she slumped forward, going limp and letting out a half-stifled groan.
 

 
  Hesthri stroked the green stripe in Natchua’s white hair, smirking over her head at the two amused succubi. “It works on Jonathan, too.”
 

 
  “’strue,” he agreed, slipping one arm free of Natchua to wrap around Hesthri’s waist and pat her hip.
 

 
  “And on Sherwin,” Melaxyna said sardonically, “and on
  
   everyone.
  
  I hope you don’t think you invented that, Hes. Feeling better, Natch?”
 

 
  “Uh bff, fankth.”
 

 
  “Good.” Hesthri bent her neck to kiss the top of her head before withdrawing. “Then eat your eggs, pretty. The world will still be full of enemies after breakfast; I’ll not have you kicking ass on an empty stomach.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  An hour later, she left the Manor in a much better mood, at least partly due to a full stomach.
 

 
  Though she could easily have used magic to protect herself from the cold, Natchua much preferred to wear the nice winter coat and boots Jonathan had bought for her. The coat she especially enjoyed, a deep blue knee-length garment lined with speckled fox fur; it was amazingly comfortable and she was so fond of the look she willingly forgave him for saying her old black leather duster made her look like a pretentious wannabe cowboy poet.
 

 
  Externally, Leduc Manor was still a shambles, but at this point it was the shambles of construction rather than decay. The outer fence and gate had been fully repaired and fresh gravel coated the driveway, though of course no landscaping had yet been done and everything not stomped flat by the ongoing work was a maze of brambles and dead weeds. Carts and carriages were parked on its grounds, along with stacks of masonry waiting to be installed, all of it now buried under a layer of fresh snow. Construction had slowed considerably during the winter; as far as their hired workmen were concerned, it was stopped, but the three hobgoblins kept gamely on, unbothered by temperature and taking great satisfaction in their progress. There was no way they’d have the whole manor shipshape by spring, but Natchua rather expected the hired hands to be shocked at the state of the place when they returned.
 

 
  The old Leducs must have leaned hard into their sinister reputation, to judge by their fondness for overwrought gothic architecture and decorative ironwork, to say nothing of the gargoyles, all of which were deliberately shaped to look like actual demon species. Still, the place must have been beautiful, in its way, when it was kept up. The layer of cleansing snow made it oddly appealing even now, and likely would have then.
 

 
  A lot about the area was beautiful; one couldn’t help but enjoy the vista the Manor had over the city of Veilgrad below and the Great Plains beyond. The forested mountains soaring upward on all sides were an equally breathtaking sight. Even after a few months here, Natchua had not become inured to the spectacle, and so always left the house on foot when she was going into town.
 

 
  She especially loved the snow, aware that at least part of it was the novelty. Even with an academic awareness of how deadly winters had been to humans until very recently in history, the sight of it was just…pure. Natchua couldn’t put words to the sense of serenity that came when heavy flakes were floating down from the clouds, but she took every opportunity to savor it. Even in Last Rock, winter had just been the months when it didn’t rain. Veilgrad’s unfriendly climate felt like a welcome part of the setting, something almost designed to appeal to creatures such as herself.
 

 
  Obviously, shadow-jumping was a more efficient way to get anywhere, and she had been around and over Veilgrad enough by now that she could jump almost directly to any point she might need in the city. There was certainly no question of walking down the winding mountain road from Leduc Manor to the gates of Veilgrad, and then back up the other winding mountain road to Dufresne Manor. How long she walked before getting tired of it and jumping the rest of the way varied by trip, but she always made a point of setting out on her own two legs to begin with.
 

 
  Evidently she’d done this enough for the habit to have been widely observed; they clearly knew to intercept her just below the first switchback past the gates.
 

 
  Darkness coalesced in a ring out of the drifting snowflakes around her, and Natchua instantly gathered an arsenal of spells, having nearly limitless destruction ready at her fingertips by the time their gray robes were fully visible.
 

 
  “Are you kidding me?” she demanded of the white-suited man who again led the dozen warlocks. “Again? What are you expecting to go differently
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  “Scuze me, miss, not to be rude,” Mogul said almost diffidently, holding up one finger. “If you’ll bear with me, please, I’ll be with you in just a second. All right, boys and girls, light ‘em up.”
 

 
  They, too, had had spells ready, and at his word, a torrent of shadowbolts flashed at her from every direction.
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  Natchua was a warlock and an elf; she could both feel the shape of the spells around her, and instantly discern in precise detail their velocity and direction. Instinct alone told her none of the shadowbolts were aimed at her, and held her in place, as several passed close enough to possibly graze her if she were to move.
 

 
  Instinct only went so far, of course; she did not in the least trust the Black Wreath to be firing off combat spells in her vicinity, and had reflexively summoned the matrix of a shadow well which would draw all of them off course and absorb their energy to be cast back at their creators. Summoned, but did not deploy. In the blindingly rapid thought of that moment, she chose to refrain, prompted by what impulse she could not have precisely articulated. Perhaps this was the quality Elilial had insisted was her innate cunning, the tendency Natchua had to make snap decisions that appeared ludicrous at first glance but ultimately worked out in her benefit, a knack for intuitively making enormously complex calculations based on data of which she wasn’t even consciously aware.
 

 
  Or maybe she was just impulsive and improbably lucky thus far and sooner than later it was all going to bite her lethally on the ass. Elf or no, Natchua couldn’t think fast enough to ponder this in any detail during the split second in which spells were flying all around her, she just made her choice and was immediately proved right.
 

 
  Every one of the dozen shadowbolts converged on one of three spots in a rough triangular formation around her, farther out than the ring of Wreath warlocks, and at every impact spot there burst a surge of disrupted arcane magic.
 

 
  Natchua lashed out with her own craft the instant they were revealed, and none too fast; with their ambush foiled, she was immediately the target of two abortive arcane spells and one physical assault, all of which she neutralized with a combination of shadow tentacles and an on-the-fly reworking of her shadow well to draw off and convert arcane energy.
 

 
  The entire thing had taken less than a second, and left her standing in the center of a ring of robed cultists, holding three elves in the secure grip of dark tendrils of energy. They were wood elves, to judge by their ears, but in addition to being arcanists were dressed in the most preposterous costumes she’d ever seen. It appeared to be armor of some kind, but was made of a combination of
  
   gold
  
  and panels of apparent glass which scintillated with blue light. All three were now glaring furiously at her, an emotion to which she could relate.
 

 
  “And what the
  
   fuck
  
  is this now?” Natchua demanded, using her tentacles to gratuitously shake the elf closest to the center of her field of view.
 

 
  “Why, if I’m not very much mistaken,” Embras Mogul drawled with a self-satisfied grin, “these would be a sampling of the famed and mysterious high elves! Higher than
  
   most,
  
  if they thought ambushing a warlock with arcane spells was a good idea. Hell, what with the year I’m havin’, I wouldn’t turn down a nibble of whatever shroom these three are on.”
 

 
  She bared her own teeth in displeasure, meeting the glare of the nearest high elf and not enjoying her thoughts on the subject. While living among humans, Natchua had been coasting on her superior reflexes and agility, but in this case, that advantage tipped the other way. These were also elves, and not only that, but clearly trained military; they were undoubtedly faster and more precise than she, even encumbered by armor. She hadn’t had the slightest hint they were sneaking up on her. No warlock, no caster of any kind, could prevail if they were taken out before they could even form a spell.
 

 
  Mogul and his Wreath had in all probability just saved her life, and she was not enjoying the realization.
 

 
  “I’ll deal with
  
   you
  
  in a minute,” Natchua informed her captives, then turned her glare on Mogul, whose grin did not diminish. “What’s all this about, then? Decided to give up on your revenge?”
 

 
  “Oh, not in the
  
   least,”
  
  he assured her, his smile again altering subtly to hint at the snarl of a cornered animal. “Given our history, I simply didn’t enjoy being in your debt. But as for
  
   that,
  
  we’re square again, and can no resume our discussion of your murderous cruelty and what’s going to
  
   happen
  
  to you as a result. But while we’re here and on the subject…” Mogul’s grin faded and he tilted his head slightly. “I cannot help being curious. I’m sure you were aware our own skills were heavily dampened by the proximity of a chaos effect. Quite frankly I don’t think we could have extricated ourselves from that situation once it welled up. Why
  
   did
  
  you shadow-jump us out of the catacombs? Would’ve been far easier to take advantage and finish what you started in Ninkabi.”
 

 
  Natchua pursed her lips for a moment before answering. “Yeah, well… Since you brought up Ninkabi, the truth is I felt kinda bad about it.”
 

 
  “You felt,” said the female warlock who’d chewed her out last time,
  
   “bad.
  
  You
  
   felt bad.
  
  About stuffing us all in chaos space to die?”
 

 
  “Well, wouldn’t you?” Natchua asked sweetly.
 

 
  “Bitch, it is
  
   inconceivable
  
  that no one’s murdered you yet.”
 

 
  “People keep trying, but I guess I’m just that much better than all of you.”
 

 
  “Listen, you—”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  listen,” she snapped, leveling a finger at the hooded woman. “I stand by every word I said to you in that tomb. What happened to you was no worse than you deserved, and apparently
  
   less
  
  than you deserved since so many of you survived it. But
  
   with that said,
  
  the whole maneuver was a matter of what I could physically
  
   do
  
  in that moment to take you off the board. Upon consideration… That is not something I would choose to do to anybody if I had the luxury of better options or time to plan. So, yeah, you had it coming and I have no patience for your complaints, but it still didn’t sit right with me. Thus, moving you out of range of a chaos effect that, yes, I knew you couldn’t escape yourselves. Besides,” she added begrudgingly, “you did go to all the trouble of warning me there was chaos in those catacombs. It was only fair.”
 

 
  Mogul’s head shifted slightly as he met Vanessa’s gaze, and then another of his comrade’s, all of their eyes hidden by either hoods or hat brim. “Excuse me,” he said at last, “we did what?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t play coy,” Natchua scoffed. “You’re the Wreath, nobody listens to you. So if you want to give someone an important message, you use your overly convoluted Elilinist thinking to lead them into a position to discover it themselves while thinking they’re actually fighting you. And since your whole performance down there didn’t make a damn lick of sense, it was obvious.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Mogul grunted. “Well, I do follow your logic—and yes, we’ve done that exact thing more than a few times. But no, Natchua, we had no idea there was any lingering chaos energy under or
  
   near
  
  Veilgrad. I assure you, after our own experiences, none of us want to go within leagues of that shit.”
 

 
  
   “Right,”
  
  she drawled. “You’re gonna pitch to me that that grandstanding spectacle you put on instead of ambushing me like a sensible person was your real, actual plan? You, servants of the goddess of cunning, went about your vengeance in the one way absolutely guaranteed not to work? Mogul, I don’t get too worked up about people trying to murder me, that’s just business as usual, but if you keep implying I’m stupid our relationship is only gonna go further downhill.”
 

 
  “I am honestly curious to see how much farther down we could possibly go,” he replied, shoving his hands in the pockets of his suit and adopting a slouched posture. “So, hey! Seems we’re all on track for even more interesting days ahead. Anyway, you scratched my back, I scratched yours, and now we can resume plotting each other’s demise, as the gods intended. Catch ya later, buttercup.”
 

 
  He snapped his fingers once, and the whole group vanished again, the swelling darkness of their shadow-jumps slightly out of sync compared to the simultaneous departure they’d had when Natchua had removed them from the catacombs.
 

 
  “Can you believe that guy?” she demanded of the angry-looking high elf still thoroughly ensnared off the ground in the grip of her shadow tendrils. All three had been trying to do some arcane craft or other during the entire conversation, all of which she passively siphoned away before it could form into actual spells. “Like I’m gonna swallow that he really thinks in terms of
  
   favors.
  
  Bullshit
  
   squared,
  
  I tell you. If you’re gonna scheme at someone right to their
  
   face
  
  you should at least admit it! That’s just polite, am I wrong?”
 

 
  The high elf narrowed his eyes to slits and curled his lip back in a sneer. One of his compatriots began trying to struggle violently until Natchua directed the tentacles to hike her up in the air and shake her roughly.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” she said, folding her arms. “What the fuck is
  
   your
  
  problem? I dunno what makes you think you can go around assaulting people in Imperial territory but you are gonna spend the next little while learning in
  
   detail
  
  how wrong you are.”
 

 
  “Natchua yil Nassra y’nad Dalmiss,” he finally spoke in elvish, “you are wanted for multiple crimes against the Elven Confederacy, including but not limited to trafficking with demons, embezzlement of House Dalmiss funds, and assault of Confederate diplomats. By the authority of the Highguard you are placed under arrest. Do you submit to the law?”
 

 
  She stared at him in silence. Somewhere in the near distance, a lone winter songbird began to add a desolate cheeping to the quiet of the snowy forest.
 

 
  Natchua gestured with one hand and the tentacles lifted him higher, then deliberately turned him upside down and brought him closer, until she was staring into his green eyes from inches away.
 

 
  “Buddy,” she said, “part of that was more ridiculous than the rest of it, but I can’t for the life of me decide which.”
 

 
  “You’re only digging your own grave, warlock,” he grated around clenched teeth. “Resisting lawful arrest and assaulting Highguard will add
  
   exponentially
  
  to the charges against you. In the end—”
 

 
  A shadow tentacle stuffed itself in his mouth. To judge by the bulging of his eyes, this pleased him even less than his treatment up till that point.
 

 
  “I tell you what,” she said with a pleasant smile, “if this is gonna become a legal matter, why don’t we go consult an expert?”
 

 
  The shadows swelled around them again, and then all four were gone, leaving behind only a wide disturbance in the snow.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “My, my, my,” Malivette crooned. The vampire turned to her right, swiveling her head to keep her eyes fixed on the three captive high elves, still fully ensnared by shadow tendrils now emanating from a dark patch on the floorboards around Natchua’s feet, and began pacing slowly in that direction. “My, my, my, my.”
 

 
  Coming to a stop, she paused, then turned back the other way and meandered along in reverse, folding her arms behind her back and still watching the elves. “My, my. My, my,
  
   my,
  
  my.”
 

 
  Malivette reached the opposite apex of her course, slowly turned again, and started back the other way once more. “My, my—”
 

 
  “How long does this usually take?” Natchua asked of the Duchess’s escort. Jade lifted a finger to her lips, and Ruby winked at her.
 

 
  Despite the stark lack of adornment in Dufresne Manor’s entry hall, the vampire’s household had managed to make an impressive display for Natchua’s prisoners, with the black-clad Malivette herself pacing the room like a caged lion. Behind her stood Ruby, Sapphire, Pearl, and Jade in their matching jewel-toned gowns, evenly spaced in a line and holding identical positions with their hands folded demurely at the waist.
 

 
  “Always the spoilsport, Natchua,” Malivette chided her. “Well, then! I know the Tiraan Empire does not have a unilateral extradition treaty with the Elven Confederacy. I know this because the Tiraan Empire has
  
   no
  
  treaties with the Elven Confederacy. I know this because the Elven Confederacy has existed for about five minutes and the hot new gossip out of Tiraas these days is how both governments are still informally negotiating the terms under which they’ll start formally negotiating formal negotiations. Thus!”
 

 
  She stopped her pacing in the exact center of her handmaidens’ formation, framed by Sapphire and Pearl, and batted her eyelashes coquettishly at the captive Highguard.
 

 
  “By process of deduction, I conclude that your mission is strictly off the books. And therefore, your government is in no position to make any objections if the three of you just disappear. Or are found in well-gnawed pieces in a nearby bear’s den. Y’know, six of one.”
 

 
  “Is this monster supposed to intimidate us, warlock?” the male high elf sneered at Natchua. “Try harder.”
 

 
  “You are in the presence of her Grace the Duchess Malivette Esmerelda Dufresne,” Pearl’s voice rang through the hall, “High Seat of House Dufresne, Lady Protector of Veilgrad and Imperial Governor of Lower Stalwar Province, subordinate in this domain only to the Silver Throne itself. You will speak when instructed and not otherwise.”
 

 
  
  
  He didn’t look much impressed by that, but at least he shut up. The two women with him gave him pointed looks, as best they could while trussed up in shadow and suspended in midair.
 

 
  “Tell me,” Malivette inquired airily, “what would happen to three uninvited interlopers in Qestraceel who took it upon themselves to attack and attempt to abduct a resident? Hmm?” She sidled forward, tilting her head to one side and thrusting her face right into his, crimson eyes widened psychotically despite her smile.
  
   “Hmmmmmm?”
  
 

 
  He curled his lip in apparent revulsion, but answered her in Tanglish, thickly accented by grammatically correct. “Natchua yil Nassra y’nad Dalmiss is not a citizen of Veilgrad or the Tiraan Empire. She is a citizen of the Elven Confederacy and bound by its laws, and culpable for crimes committed against it.”
 

 
  “Natchua,” Malivette said sweetly, “with no surname or honorifics, is not a citizen of your made up Confederacy, having renounced her citizenship in Tar’naris before said Confederacy existed. She is a guest I have
  
   personally
  
  made welcome in my province.”
 

 
  He narrowed his eyes. “The warrant is valid. You are interfering with the lawful business of the Highguard, which is
  
   unwise.”
  
 

 
  “And
  
   there
  
  it is!” Vette suddenly hopped backward and resumed casually pacing up and down the room. “What’s at the root of it all. The
  
   presumption.
  
  The attitude, inherent both in your conduct and the sheer unmitigated brass of your superiors, that you are entitled to do what you wish, where you wish, because nobody can stop you. Look around yourselves, my little goslings. You are well and truly
  
   stopped.”
  
 

 
  The Highguard clamped his mouth shut and stared at her in obstinate silence.
 

 
  “It’s time to negotiate,” one of his companions suddenly said in elvish.
 

 
  He tried to turn to glare at her, but couldn’t quite rotate himself around far enough. “We do not
  
   negotiate
  
  with savages or abominations.”
 

 
  “I challenge by the authority of high law,” she replied. “Let us be judged by tribunal. Witness this.”
 

 
  “So witnessed,” said the other woman in a resigned tone.
 

 
  Rather than seeming angered by this defiance, the man in the center frowned pensively, and again tried to turn toward her. This time, Natchua obligingly rotated him just enough. “Are you certain, officer?”
 

 
  “I would not disrupt command on mission save in
  
   absolute
  
  certainty, seeker-captain,” she replied solemnly.
 

 
  He worked his jaw as if chewing that for a moment, then nodded once. “The benefit of your experience is valued, officer. Your recommendation will be followed.”
 

 
  She nodded back. “I withdraw my challenge.”
 

 
  “Witnessed,” said the third with clear relief.
 

 
  “The warrant specifies the legal status of the accused,” he said, turning his attention back to Malivette and switching again to Tanglish. Natchua shifted him again to make it less awkward. “She is a citizen of Tar’naris, and thus, now a citizen of the Confederacy, as citizens of all member states are as of its formation. This renunciation is on record, but not relevant. Tar’naris
  
   has
  
  no established policy for the renunciation of citizenship; the concept apparently does not exist in Narisian law or tradition. The only Confederate member state with such doctrine is Qestraceel, which recognizes renunciation as a personal choice but maintains the prerogative of law enforcement over renunciate citizens as it becomes necessary. Thus, her legal status is that of a Confederate citizen and subject to the Highguard’s authority. This would only be in question had she applied for and received citizenship in another state, but we have verified that this is not the case.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s all fine and good,” Malivette said dismissively, “not to mention highly debatable, but nobody here is arguing any of that.”
 

 
  “Uh,
  
   excuse
  
  me,” Natchua exclaimed.
 

 
  “Natch, hush,” the vampire said. “Let me work. At
  
   issue
  
  here is the Highguard’s prerogative to act without my or the Silver Throne’s permission in Veilgrad. To wit: there is none. You are not
  
   on
  
  Confederate territory, and thus you are not enforcing laws, but breaking them. You, active military personnel, are going around committing trespass and assault with intent to abduct.” She leaned forward again, simpering. “Under certain conditions, precious, that is an act of
  
   war.”
  
 

 
  “The Empire is not going to go to war over
  
   this
  
  little reprobate,” he said with naked contempt. “If you feel your privileges have been stepped upon…Duchess…you may lodge a complaint with the Magistry—” He broke off, grimaced fleetingly, then composed his expression and continued. “I mean, with the High Council. Or, more likely, request that the Empire do so. But let’s be honest: this is an ill-behaved, unpleasant, demon-trafficking young troublemaker, and had her fellow warlock criminal friends not intervened, we would have successfully extracted her without any notice or inconvenience on your part.
  
   No one would have cared.
  
  Is your personal pride worth allowing a criminal to run loose?”
 

 
  “Natchua, please refrain,” Malivette said pleasantly as Natchua swelled up and sparks of purple light began to flicker along the tentacles, to the visible alarm of the two female Highguard. “I think I see what the confusion here is. C’mon, I wanna show you something I think you’ll be very interested in. Do bring them along, Natch honey!”
 

 
  The Duchess abruptly exploded into a swarm of shrieking bats, prompting all three high elves to try to cast something arcane, which of course was immediately drained away to nothing by Natchua’s secure hold over them. The bats whirled away around behind the staircase, disappearing into a hallway that led deeper into the Manor.
 

 
  Sapphire curtsied diffidently. “This way, if you please?” Turning, she set off in the same direction, at a much more sedate pace.
 

 
  Pausing only to give the Highguard captain a baleful look, Natchua followed, dragging her three prisoners along. The other three of Vette’s attendants brought up the rear, in single file.
 

 
  Partway down the hall, a door opened just as Sapphire passed it, and a man’s tousled head emerged. “What’s all the… Natchua?”
 

 
  “Sherwin?” she exclaimed, coming to a stop and blinking at him. “What the hell are
  
   you
  
  doing here?”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   allowed
  
  to visit people, you know,” he said irritably.
 

 
  “Well, of course you’re allowed. Hell, I’m proud of you. I was just surprised, is all. You hate… Everything.”
 

 
  The Lord of House Leduc snorted, stepping out into the hall to peer up at the three armored elves being dragged around by shadow tentacles like a trio of disgruntled balloons. “So, uh… What’s all this, then?”
 

 
  “Long story,” she answered. “Short version: assholes. Sorry, I better move it along, I’m keeping Vette waiting.”
 

 
  “Well, Vette’s keeping
  
   me
  
  waiting,” he groused, shoving the door closed with more force than it deserved. “I may as well come see what’s so damn important it’s holding everything up.”
 

 
  “The more the merrier,” Natchua said cheerily, setting off again after Sapphire, and gave the Highguard captain a playful jostle. “Right, chuckles?”
 

 
  He did not dignify her with a response.
 

 
  Sapphire paused at another open door and gestured them politely though. Sherwin slipped in ahead of Natchua, who “accidentally” bumped all three floating elves against the door frame while following. With the five of them plus Malivette and a sprawling bundle of energy tentacles in the room beyond, it was rather cramped, being a fairly cozy office.
 

 
  “Hi, Sherwin,” the Duchess said pleasantly, reaching out to ruffle his hair until he ducked away, growling. “Sorry to keep you waiting, this just came up. Shouldn’t take a—”
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  are these doing here?” Natchua shouted, pointing accusingly at the wall. “I told Jonathan to throw these damn things
  
   out!”
  
 

 
  The entire wall was covered by newspaper clippings, each one framed and under glass as if it were a rare portrait. All were headlines about her.
 

 
  “Yes,” Malivette said, smirking, “and because that was silly and you are an irrational goober who likes to break things, Jonathan sent them to me so they’d be safe.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna throttle that man!”
 

 
  “You had better make a point to get down on your knees in front of that man before he realizes how much better he can do than
  
   you,
  
  y’little… What was the word you used?” She peered up at the Highguard captain. “Ah, yes,
  
   reprobate.
  
  I dunno, sounds a little…grandiose, don’t you think? Seems to me
  
   jackass
  
  is a better fit.”
 

 
  “Malivette,” Natchua warned.
 

 
  “And by get down on your knees,” the vampire continued seriously, “I am referring to—”
 

 
  “Vette, I live with two succubi,” she snapped. “I do
  
   not
  
  need single entendres spelled out for me.”
 

 
  “What the fuck is even going on here?” Sherwin asked, scratching his head.
 

 
  “Quite so!” Malivette agreed, suddenly brisk. “As you can see, dear guests, these are newspaper headlines from the past four months, all about our dear alleged fugitive. You can read Tanglish, yes? Good, good. Now, you’ll note quite a few are just local interest pieces. Natchua judges pumpkin pie contest, Natchua comments on this or that thing somebody needed a quote for on a slow news day, Natchua transports ex-Shaathist refugees to Viridill, Natchua donates to the new Nemitite library, Natchua endorses local brewery… Oh, ew, a pale ale? Somebody seriously needs to explain beer to you, girl.”
 

 
  “I will not have my taste in beverages critiqued by an overly self-satisfied deer tick!”
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath, is this what you’ve been doing all autumn?” Sherwin asked. “This is, like, politician stuff. You
  
   do
  
  know there’s no elected council in Veilgrad, right? I don’t think there’s been an elected anything in the Empire since Theasia got a bug up her ass about that mess in Shengdu.”
 

 
  “Hey, I get bored cooped up in the house all the time, Sherwin. Not everybody’s a self-imposed shut-in. And, y’know what, fine, I’ll admit it: I like attention. You don’t think I was
  
   born
  
  with green hair, do you?”
 

 
  “Now, being such worldly and intelligent individuals,” Malivette continued solemnly, “you can no doubt infer from this alone that Natchua is somebody important enough locally that not only does she get invited to do stuff like this, but the newspapers consider it…well, in a word, news. And if you’ll kindly direct your attention to the full pages occupying pride of place here in the center, you can tell why!”
 

 
  The vampire gestured grandly at the largest of the framed papers, while Natchua sighed churlishly and rolled her eyes.
 

 
  “These are the
  
   big
  
  exploits that made her name. The speech that rallied Veilgrad together and averted a mob, and most
  
   especially
  
  her heroics at the Battle of Ninkabi. Yes, that’s right: you were sent here to arrest the woman who personally decimated the Black Wreath and played a pivotal role in forcing Elilial’s surrender to the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “Wait,
  
   that’s
  
  what these are here for?” Sherwin rounded on the elves, scowling thunderously. “You were trying to haul off
  
   my
  
  friend and guest? Where the
  
   fuck
  
  do you get off?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I should mention,” Malivette added in a solicitous tone, “this is Lord Sherwin Leduc, the head of the
  
   other
  
  major House in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  By that point, the captain was staring, wide-eyed, at the wall, seeming to see something far beyond it; something which alarmed him. Both his comrades were still reading papers, their eyes darting rapidly and expressions increasingly unnerved.
 

 
  “So let me see if I have this right,” Malivette said, watching the three elves closely. “You are, of course, well aware that House Dalmiss is taking advantage of the Confederacy’s formation to have the Highguard bring in their dirty laundry. You are
  
   obviously
  
  not best pleased about this, but at the end of the day, you’re professionals with a sense of honor; you follow your orders and do your duty with skill and pride, regardless of what you may feel about any of the politics involved. What you did
  
   not
  
  realize is that House Dalmiss has severely misled you about the situation. Far from a no-name nobody who won’t be missed, Natchua is an Imperial war hero and beloved local celebrity. Her unilateral seizure by the Confederacy would severely antagonize the Silver Throne, provoke an enormous backlash of anti-elven sentiment—mostly in Veilgrad and Ninkabi, but likely spread throughout the Empire—and earn you the undying enmity of two Imperial Houses. I don’t know whether it’s Matriarch Ezrakhai herself or just Nassra who pulled strings to make this happen, but you deserve to be aware that she is using you to pursue her own obsessions in a manner that very nearly caused you to ignite a major diplomatic incident, exactly when your nascent government can least afford one.”
 

 
  She folded her hands at her waist and smiled beatifically at them. Sherwin crossed his arms, still glaring, and Natchua raised a sardonic eyebrow.
 

 
  The three elves were silent for a moment, looking at the newspaper clippings, then at Natchua. Finally, the captain turned his head to one side and spoke softly in elvish.
 

 
  “I welcome perspective, officers.”
 

 
  “None of this perforce invalidates the warrant,” the more talkative of his subordinates replied, “but it is materially crucial intelligence which High Command should have been given before deploying forces. I recommend we withdraw, report, and request new orders.”
 

 
  “Concurred,” the laconic one added.
 

 
  “Duchess Due Freen,” the captain said in Tanglish, his tone suddenly a great deal more respectful, even as his accent mangled her name, “we apologize for this intrusion into your domain. It seems we have been misinformed as to the situation. I respectfully request our release so that we may explain these facts to our superiors and avoid any further misunderstandings of this nature.”
 

 
  “There, see? All friends again,” Malivette beamed. “And hey, it worked out for everybody! You avoided causing a crisis and learned some valuable facts, and
  
   we
  
  got three shiny sets of Highguard armor! A nice trophy each for Natchua and myself, plus a spare for Imperial Intelligence to analyze. Cheers all around!”
 

 
  “Absolutely out of the question,” the captain barked, his newly-acquired politeness instantly vanishing. “The surrender of Highguard property under
  
   any
  
  circumstances is not on the table!”
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” she answered with a silky smile that made Sherwin give her a nervous sidelong look. “I’m glad you got this Natchua business sorted out, don’t think I’m not. But there
  
   remains
  
  the matter of you being here in the first place because you
  
   presume
  
  you can do as you like in our lands. That, my darlings, is what is not on the table. We are at a great moment in history, a dawning of a glorious new age, and all feeling our way in the brand new world unfolding before us. Since you charming Qestrali are not accustomed to dealing with us backwater Imperials, let me just get us all started by establishing a very important fact you will need to keep firmly in mind:”
 

 
  Her smile abruptly vanished.
 

 
  “This is
  
   our
  
  land. And if you trespass in my domain, there will be consequences.”
 

 
  The vampire let that hang in the air for a beat while the captain worked his mouth soundlessly, then just as abruptly plastered a sunny smile back on her face, showing off her fangs.
 

 
  “Now, then, that’s all settled! Natchua, dear, be a lamb and give our new pals a quick ride to Fort Vaspian so they can report in.”
 

 
  “See you ‘round, chickadees,” Natchua said with a smirk, and snapped her fingers again. Darkness gathered momentarily in the room, and then both it and the shadow tendrils dissipated. The three elves were gone, and three sets of golden armor clattered noisily to the floor.
 

 
  “Tut tut,” Malivette clicked her tongue. “Saph, honey, I’m sorry to drop this on you, but would you be ever so kind as to sort these out? I’m afraid this business has already made us late for an important appointment.”
 

 
  “Of course, Vette,” the vampire’s handmaiden replied, smiling placidly. “It’s no trouble.”
 

 
  “Ooh! Natch, it’s lucky you’re here.” Malivette turned to Natchua with an eager look that made the drow take a step backward. “Sherwin tells me you’ve got the very remarkable knack for shadow-jumping to places you’ve not previously been!”
 

 
  “What of it?” she asked warily.
 

 
  “It’s just that Sherwin and I have a state visit we can’t afford to miss. House business, you understand. And what with all this unexpected hoopla, we’ve gone and missed our caravan!”
 

 
  “We
  
   could
  
  just not fuckin’ do it,” Sherwin suggested.
 

 
  Malivette batted her eyes at him. “Sherwin. Dear. We discussed this, remember?”
 

 
  “Blackmailer,” he muttered sullenly.
 

 
  “Uh…yeah,” Natchua said, glancing back and forth between them. “That’s no trouble. I can’t just
  
   send
  
  someone that way, though, I’ll have to come with.”
 

 
  “Why, that’s perfect!” Malivette chirped, clapping her hands. “Then you can hang about with us and provide a ride home, too. Oh, don’t worry, it’ll be good to get out of town for a day, and I just
  
   know
  
  our hostess will be delighted to show you the most lavish hospitality in Madouris. Actually, now that I think of it, you know Duchess Ravana personally, don’t you?”
 

 
  Natchua sighed heavily. “Yep. Yeah, there it is. That’ll teach me to think this day can’t get any more annoying.”
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  The carriage eased smoothly up to the curb, a sleek and expensive model that would have looked entirely suitable for this wealthy neighborhood except for the Falconer Industries logo on its doors marking it a company vehicle. One of those doors swung open and Trissiny slid out, pausing the second her boots had met the pavement to point accusingly back into the rear seat.
 

 
  “No! Sit.”
 

 
  Behind her, F’thaan retreated, sitting down on the seat as instructed—with a whine of protest, but he did it.
 

 
  “Good boy,” the paladin said with a smile, reaching in to scratch the demonic hound between his horns. He wasn’t quite full-grown, still possessing the lankiness and boundless energy of the puppy he’d been not long ago, but he had most of the height he would grow into, making it a very good thing that one of his owners was a strict disciplinarian.
 

 
  “We’ll be back to pick you up at four,” Teal said from the driver’s seat as Trissiny finally stepped back, pushing the carriage door shut.
 

 
  “Thanks again,” she replied cheerfully. “You two enjoy your day!”
 

 
  “You, as well,” Shaeine said, favoring Trissiny with a rare smile of real warmth. Since their ritual at the Desolate Gardens, the drow had been generally more open with members of their group, but even still she was normally restrained in public.
 

 
  Enchantments hummed back to full power as Teal guided the carriage forward and on up the street, and Trissiny turned to cross the short garden path with long strides, still smiling in anticipation.
 

 
  The townhouse’s door opened exactly two seconds after her knock, revealing the familiar countenance of Glory’s Butler, who greeted her with a shallow bow and a small smile of genuine welcome. “Good morning, Ms. Avelea. It is a pleasure to see you again.”
 

 
  “Hello again, Smythe,” she replied. “How’s everyone?”
 

 
  “Quite well, as they will tell you at more length.” He stepped back, bowing and gesturing her gracefully forward. “Please, come in. And brace yourself.”
 

 
  Trissiny had just stepped through the door and barely registered his warning before a whoop echoed off the marble and hardwood of the foyer and she was tackled from above.
 

 
  But pure reflex she spun, gripping the person who’d just landed on her and tossing her in a flawless shoulder throw, which the acrobat negated by jackknifing her entire body around Trissiny’s and landing squarely on her back.
 

 
  “Oof! Tallie, come on!”
 

 
  “What is
  
   this?”
  
  Tallie demanded, clinging to Trissiny by wrapping her legs around her waist and grabbing two handfuls of her hair. “No, no, this won’t do it all! It looks
  
   wrong.
  
  Change it back immediately!”
 

 
  “That’s its
  
   natural
  
  color, you goon. And don’t
  
   pull
  
  on it, what’s wrong with you?”
 

 
  “It just isn’t right on you! You’re just so
  
   brunette,
  
  right to your core.”
 

 
  “What does that even
  
   mean?”
  
 

 
  “C’mon, let’s get you to a salon, my treat.”
 

 
  “Oh, honestly, Tallie,” Layla sniffed, sauntering into the foyer from the nearby sitting room, “is there
  
   nothing
  
  you won’t nitpick? I quite like it, blondes are just so
  
   exotic.
  
  Hello, Trissiny!”
 

 
  She stepped forward to wrap her arms around Trissiny in a hug, deftly slipping them in between Tallie’s grip.
 

 
  “Hi, Layla,” Trissiny said resignedly, patting her back. “Good to see you, too. Is there some trick to getting her off?”
 

 
  “Glory has had some luck with dog biscuits. Honestly, unless she starts gnawing your ears it’s simplest to just wait for her to get bored.”
 

 
  “Wow, you just put on a show wherever you go, don’cha,” Darius drawled, leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed. That lasted for one second until Rasha, who had plenty of room to slip through the door, nonetheless bumped him out of position in passing.
 

 
  “Which part of this do you think was
  
   my
  
  idea?” Trissiny demanded, spreading her arms wide I a helpless gesture accentuated by the two young women clinging to her. “What, nobody else wants to pile on, too?”
 

 
  “Excuse me,” Darius said haughtily, “but
  
   some
  
  of us remember how to be ladylike.”
 

 
  “It’s true, he’s an inspiration to us all,” Rasha added, grinning broadly. “Gods, it’s good to see you again! Or it will be, I guess, when I can see all of you. Don’t listen to the wench,
  
   I
  
  love your hair. The blonde goes a lot better with your complexion.”
 

 
  “I’m surrounded by traitors,” Tallie exclaimed, currently trying to braid Trissiny’s hair while still clinging to her like a monkey. “Tasteless traitors!”
 

 
  “You know, until
  
   this
  
  moment, I’ve honestly never in my life spared a thought for how my hair looks,” Trissiny huffed.
 

 
  “That’ll be the Avenist upbringing,” Layla replied solemnly, having finally released her and stepped back. “Don’t you worry, we’ll fix that. Just wait till I teach you how to contour!”
 

 
  “Hey, wait a second,” Tallie protested. “Why am
  
   I
  
  the wench?”
 

 
  “We all ask ourselves that, Tallie,” said Darius.
 

 
  Smythe cleared his throat discreetly. “Glory and the other guest await in the green parlor. If you would follow me?”
 

 
  “Well, I’d sure like to,” Trissiny said pointedly. “Wait, other guest?”
 

 
  “Sorry to steal your thunder, Triss,” said Rasha. “This one was unexpected. Well, to us, anyway. I’m never sure how much Glory knows in advance.”
 

 
  “And Glory likes it that way,” Layla added.
 

 
  “Miss Tallie,” Smythe said diffidently, “I’m sure you don’t want another lecture about using the floor like everyone else.”
 

 
  “This comes up a lot, does it,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  “It’s usually about her clambering around on the ceiling,” Darius explained.
 

 
  “I am unappreciated in my time,” groused Tallie, finally hopping down. “One day you’ll all be sorry!”
 

 
  “Every day, hon,” Rasha assured her.
 

 
  Trissiny found herself chuckling as they filed through the door into the parlor, herself in the middle of the line with Smythe bringing up the rear. “I’ve
  
   really
  
  missed you guys.”
 

 
  In the green parlor, Glory was ensconced gracefully in the thronelike armchair with the high back, positioned before the windows and between two small potted fig trees, a bit of carefully arranged theater which was all part of her skill at controlling the room. True to form, she did not rise—no one who occupied an actual throne did so to greet a visitor—but leaned forward slightly with a smile of such warmth that her welcome was unmistakable.
 

 
  “Thorn! It’s a delight to see you again; we’ve all been so looking forward to your visit. And your hair! That color is so fetching on you. Or I gather it was, before that unfortunate attempt at a braid. Tallie’s work?”
 

 
  “Am I gonna have to take offense here?” Tallie demanded.
 

 
  “Take two,” said Rasha, “and check back with us if the swelling doesn’t subside.”
 

 
  “Thank you for inviting me, Glory,” Trissiny said, reaching up and grimacing as she tried to pull the braid loose with her fingers. “It’s good to see you, too! And also…” She turned toward the other person in the room, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “There she is!” Sweet said brightly, waving in welcome with the hand not occupied with a small plate of butter cookies. “It has been a hound’s age, Thorn! Always a relief to see you haven’t been murdered yet.”
 

 
  “Give it a week, it’s the holidays. All my enemies are on vacation. I didn’t realize you missed me this much, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Alas,” he declaimed, “my normal roguish charm and Glory’s
  
   excellent
  
  cookies may give the wrong impression! But no, I’m afraid this is not a social call. For I am Sweet, crasher of parties and rainer upon parades!”
 

 
  “Tooter of his own horn, yes, we’re all familiar with your resume. What can I do for you?”
 

 
  “Why don’t we all make ourselves comfortable if we’re going to talk business?” Glory suggested in that skillful manner of hers which had the force of a command despite being light and gentle in tone. “I’ll not have a guest in my home pestered when she’s not even had something warm to take the chill off.”
 

 
  Smythe was smooth to the point of being ephemeral, breezing through their formation like a hospitable ghost with such efficiency that by the time all five of them found their way into seats, each was carrying a plate of cookies and a cup of spiced tea.
 

 
  “For serious, though, I
  
   am
  
  sorry to butt in on this,” Sweet said in a less playful tone, nodding to Trissiny and then Glory. “I know this is the big reunion and all, and I hate to make you talk business the second you’re in the door. Unfortunately, my job is about six times as difficult without the structure of the Church bureaucracy to help me along, and I’ve gotta grab what I can get.”
 

 
  “What’s going on with that, by the way?” Trissiny asked. “I know why there’s still not an Avenist Bishop; Justinian’s dragging his heels on confirming any candidates. How long is the Guild planning to boycott the Church?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   man,
  
  that’s a big question,” he said, grimacing. “Unfortunately, it’s basically a siege at this point. Tricks was hoping the embarrassment of having a member cult deliberately cut ties—which is unprecedented since the Enchanter Wars—would push Justinian into making some concessions, but he stood his ground, and
  
   now
  
  that the shock’s good and worn off, he is in exactly the same position he was before, but
  
   we
  
  can’t change course without so completely losing face that he’d have the permanent upper hand in every subsequent negotiation.”
 

 
  “The other outcome we hoped for has also not materialized, despite Sweet’s efforts,” Glory added, nodding to the Bishop. “None of the other cults have seen fit to join us and the Avenists in solidarity.”
 

 
  “Not that we don’t have sympathy,” said Sweet, “or even allies, but… Well, of the other cults that are skeptical of Justinian and inclined to agree with us, it’s not enough for them to want to disadvantage themselves, especially after they’ve seen how the Guild has been frozen out. In the last few months, Gwenfaer has taken to deliberately interfering with Justinian’s plans to the point he has personally called Bishop Raskin down on the carpet, but even so, Raskin remains at his post. I can relate; there’s a lot of advantage in maintaining access. That’s exactly why I stuck by his side for as long as I did. This was a risky maneuver, which…didn’t exactly work out for us.”
 

 
  “There is also the case of the Izarites,” said Glory, pursing her lips in disapproval. “The Brethren have grown downright cold toward the Church, but Bishop Snowe herself is
  
   deep
  
  in Justinian’s pocket. At this point, it’s more likely that High Priestess Delaine will dismiss her from her position entirely than direct her to withdraw from the Cathedral. And she is reluctant to do even that, both to avoid the disadvantages the Guild and Sisterhood currently suffer, and because Izarites are traditionally very hands-off with their Bishop.”
 

 
  “So what I’m hearing is the Pantheon cults are mostly a bunch of spineless chickenshits, that about right?” Tallie inquired.
 

 
  “Some of ‘em,” Sweet said with clear amusement. “Some just have no care for politics, and many of those that
  
   do
  
  espouse the practice of keeping one’s enemies close.”
 

 
  Trissiny heaved a sigh. “What a mess. I can’t help feeling some of this is my fault.”
 

 
  “The Sisterhood’s situation, maybe,” Sweet said frankly. “But you did the right thing. After what we learned, there was just no ethical way to leave Basra where she was. In hindsight I am not proud of the years I spent making use of her, even given all the hints of what a warped piece of work she could be.”
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said with a small grin, “use is one thing. In Ninkabi I did convince her to give me a hand.”
 

 
  Darius choked on his tea.
 

 
  “Yes, that must’ve been embarrassing for her,” Sweet said solemnly. “To have victory within her grasp, and then…”
 

 
  “I guess her grip on the situation wasn’t as firm as she thought.”
 

 
  “Y’might say you beat her to the punch!”
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  you two,” Glory said disapprovingly.
 

 
  “Uh, what am I missing, here?” Tallie asked, glancing back and forth between them in confusion. Rasha leaned over and whispered in her ear; in the next moment she burst out laughing so hard Layla preemptively confiscated her teacup before it could spill.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” Trissiny said, suppressing her smile, “I gather all this wasn’t what you wanted to talk about.”
 

 
  “No indeed,” said Sweet, leaning forward to set his cup down on the low table before his chair. “So, Underboss Pizazz informs me that you’re staying with Duchess Madouri over the break.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s so,” she said warily. “Is that…a problem?”
 

 
  “Oh, not at all,” Sweet reassured her. “You’re not in any trouble, don’t worry. But Tricks and Pizazz are both curious about some points, and you being here is a handy opportunity for me to get a few questions answered, if you don’t mind.”
 

 
  “Well, I don’t see why I would,” Trissiny said, shrugging. “I’m under no obligation to keep Ravana’s secrets. Actually, I don’t think I know any of her secrets.”
 

 
  “Wait, hang on,” Darius interjected, “I need to clear something up, here. Am I to understand that the Underboss of Madouris is called
  
   Pizazz?”
  
 

 
  “A thief’s tag is a sacrament, apprentice,” Glory said coolly. “One attached to someone who knows multiple ways to kick your ass. Aside from proper decorum, you should consider whether someone who got to be a city Underboss with a moniker that makes people laugh is worth offending.”
 

 
  “Noted,” he mumbled.
 

 
  “The Guild’s leadership in general is quite curious about the Duchess,” Sweet continued, “being that she is a newer face in the political scene and already notably unpredictable, and especially due to her being far more willing to work with us than practically any sitting noble.”
 

 
  “Really?” Layla asked, visibly intrigued. “The Duchess Madouri cooperates with the Guild? Who initiated that?”
 

 
  “She did, in fact,” said Sweet. “After she took over the province, her first act was to start dismantling her father’s old network of corrupt cronies who were running it into the ground. A good thing to do, of course; equally of course, the network of corrupt cronies didn’t care to get dismantled. The Duchess found that deploying law enforcement was a lot slower, pricier, and less certain than informing the Guild in detail of what these bastards had been doing and how to reach them, and then making sure that neither the courts nor the papers took an interest in anything that followed.”
 

 
  “Damn,” Darius muttered. “Sounds…actually like a pretty good ally.”
 

 
  Trissiny made a face. “Ehhh…”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is Tricks’s position exactly,” Darling stated, pointing at her and nodding. “That girl is…well, she’s a case, all right. We’re very interested in gaining some insight into her. She sensibly keeps everyone at arm’s length, but every hint that emerges points to a pretty spooky individual who is
  
   very
  
  good at maintaining a positive public reputation. You can see why we’re anxious to get a perspective from someone who knows her
  
   personally,
  
  good ally or no.”
 

 
  “I think Ravana is…useful,” Trissiny said slowly. “Cooperating with her up to a point could be very beneficial indeed, but I
  
   wouldn’t
  
  recommend trusting her outright. You should be wary of what she
  
   might
  
  do. Which, I suppose, is exactly what the Boss and Pizazz have been doing. Guess that doesn’t add much, does it?”
 

 
  “Well, you’re the one on a first name basis with her,” Sweet said, giving her an encouraging nod. “Any deeper insight to offer?”
 

 
  Trissiny frowned at the window for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “This may not make much sense, but… Well, I actually had a fairly deep conversation with Ravana just last night, and the impression I was left with was that I’d probably consider her an absolute monster if I hadn’t seen glimpses of the little girl who grew up alone and unloved.”
 

 
  “No contradiction there at all,” he said immediately. “That is
  
   exactly
  
  how monsters get made.” Glory nodded in silent agreement.
 

 
  “She’s got this peculiar philosophy she’s developed,” Trissiny continued, “about how being a just and generous ruler is purely the act of a far-thinking pragmatist, with no room for sentiment. Honestly, I think Ravana truly wants to be a good person and do the right thing, but has to try to rationalize decent actions to herself to fit with her self-image as a ruthless tyrant, because she’s got it into her head that kindness is for fools and suckers.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on,” Tallie scoffed, “nobody could be that twisted in the brain and
  
   function.”
  
 

 
  “Well, don’t take my word for it,” Trissiny said dryly, “let’s check with the actual nobles in the room.”
 

 
  Darius and Layla were both already nodding.
 

 
  “Oh, I could
  
   absolutely
  
  see an aristocrat ending up that way,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, I have never seen that specific mindset in person, but it really isn’t hard to imagine someone working themselves around to that perspective.”
 

 
  “You have to understand what it is
  
   like,
  
  growing up with all that privilege, all those expectations and luxury and power,” Layla said more pensively. “You have to find a way to
  
   justify
  
  it, and as you get old enough to see what the world and other people are like, that grows progressively harder. Stupid individuals, of course, go through life never questioning anything, but those with an ounce of wit? Well, one of two things happens: they either double down on their self-obsession, or have to reach some kind of…accommodation. Some run away from it, like Darius and I; others build up a mental framework for their world that makes it seem fair and right that they enjoy their position, and then naturally get violent when that cage is shaken. People assume nobles are just arrogant and greedy—and make no mistake, they are—but the truth is that unless they reject their positions, they
  
   have
  
  to find a way to feel right, and justified. Otherwise their entire world doesn’t make sense anymore. And
  
   anyone
  
  will fight like a cornered animal if you try to take away their comfortable understanding of reality.”
 

 
  “All that sounds like a lot of reasons why I should feel pity for the poor little rich kids,” Tallie said, her voice dripping skepticism.
 

 
  “Layla makes a very good point, in fact,” Glory said softly. “I have observed that very pattern during my long association with the various rich and powerful of Tiraas. Empathy, Tallie, is a potent weapon you should never hastily discard. Only when you understand someone’s mind and can feel their heart can you truly destroy them.”
 

 
  Rasha nodded thoughtfully.
 

 
  “This is actually pretty helpful,” Sweet mused. “Maybe not in the most immediately strategic sense, but knowing the shape of the girl’s mindset helps me get a feel for where we stand. I
  
   did
  
  notice she backed off on pushing that narrative about you three paladins being the new heroes of the people not long into the new academic semester, Thorn. Your doing?”
 

 
  “Oh, you’d better
  
   believe
  
  we all leaned on her about that,” Trissiny said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Huh,” Darius grunted. “Reading those papers, I thought you were in cahoots with her about it.”
 

 
  “Everyone did,” Rasha said softly. “That, obviously, is why she
  
   did
  
  it.”
 

 
  “Overall, I’m getting the impression you’re not overly fond of her,” said Sweet, watching Trissiny closely.
 

 
  “In a personal sense? Honestly, no.”
 

 
  “Hm. If you don’t mind my asking, why agree to spend the holidays with her, then?”
 

 
  “She’s been pushing for it pretty much all semester,” she said, frowning ruminatively. “Most of us have other things we usually do during breaks, but Ravana was really set on having the whole group together off-campus. Ultimately, everybody had their own reasons for agreeing. I was…well, curious. All the nobles I know are either Last Rock fringe cases, deliberate self-exiles like Layla and Darius, or absolute vicious deviants who live permanently up their own butts, like that arrogant naga Irina Araadia. It’s like Glory said: you can’t really fight someone unless you understand them. Looking at the world now, I’m getting the impression I am going to end up butting heads with as many entrenched politicians as warlocks and necromancers and whatnot. Ravana is a convenient opportunity to observe the species up close.”
 

 
  “The
  
   species,”
  
  Layla sniffed. “Very nice.”
 

 
  “Accurate, though,” Darius said, grinning.
 

 
  “Ah, so this is a learning opportunity for you, as well,” Sweet chuckled.
 

 
  “A very wise approach,” Glory said approvingly.
 

 
  “Overall,” Trissiny went on, “nothing I’ve seen makes me think Ravana is going to be a threat to the Guild’s interests. She has nothing like an Eserite mindset, but I think that in general she’ll be inclined to do what’s best for the people of her province, even if her reasons are a bit squirrelly. But I’d caution the Boss and Pizazz never to take that for granted. I don’t think the woman actually has any moral scruples; she actively disdains the idea of them.
  
   If
  
  she decides something is in the best interests of her duty, well, no moral consideration is going to make her even hesitate. But she
  
   does
  
  take that duty seriously.”
 

 
  “All very good to know,” Sweet said, nodding. “Thanks for dishing with me, Thorn, that kind of insight is well worth me coming down here. Pizazz will be glad to hear your thoughts, too. But anyway!” he said, slapping his knee and leaning back, “with
  
   that
  
  out of the way, I understand there’s another interfaith matter closer to home everybody wanted to bring up with you. Rasha?”
 

 
  “Rasha?” Trissiny turned to her, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  Rasha sighed softly. “Yes, well. I assume you’re familiar with the Purists?”
 

 
  “Purists?” The paladin’s eyebrows rose further. “Wait, with a capital P? Did you have a brush with one of
  
   those
  
  ninnies? I am so sorry, Rasha. Quite honestly,
  
   nobody
  
  has much patience for them. If you just passed their name and location to Grip and let nature take its course, I don’t think anyone in the Sisterhood would even complain.”
 

 
  A tense silence fell over the room. Trissiny looked at each of them in turn, then sighed grimaced and leaned forward to set down her cup and saucer on the table.
 

 
  “All right, sounds like I’d better hear the long version.
  
   Who
  
  do I need to clobber this time?”
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  They were met at the gates of Madouri Manor by an actual Butler, who introduced himself as Yancey and provided their escort into the house itself, where they were to meet the Duchess.
 

 
  Compared to its counterparts in Veilgrad, Madouri Manor seemed more like the capital of a nation than the residence of a noble family. Uniformed guards stood at attention flanking the entrance despite the cold, and inside, the trappings were almost decadently lavish, with white marble columns and wall facades interspersed with suits of armor and tapestries, while from the towering ceiling hung banners in the House colors of crimson and gray. The great entry hall itself resembled a throne room, and seemed large enough to contain the entirety of Dufresne Manor.
 

 
  “This place is ridiculous,” Sherwin grumbled, slouching along with his hands jammed deep in his pockets, partly against the chill; no amount of wealth made it practical to heat a space that size in the dead of winter. “Is this supposed to be a mansion or a cathedral? The Madouris were always full of themselves, even for nobles.”
 

 
  “Sherwin,” Malivette said evenly, “try, if you are able, to imagine a person with basic manners and social skills. And then, for today, pretend to
  
   be
  
  that person.”
 

 
  “How about you kiss my ass, Vette?” he suggested. “You’re the one who was so damn determined to make me come here today. Now you can live with it.”
 

 
  Though he was facing away from her, she flashed her fangs. “Are you sure you want my mouth near anything sensitive, Sherwin?”
 

 
  “Lay off him, you smug lamprey,” Natchua ordered. “All Sherwin wanted was to stay in his house and not bother anybody. That’s probably in everybody’s best interests. If you’re gonna keep dragging him out places, you can at least not
  
   bully
  
  him about it.”
 

 
  
   “Thank
  
  you!” Sherwin exclaimed.
 

 
  Perhaps fortunately, there was no time for further byplay, as they had drawn close enough to their hostess to be addressed.
 

 
  Ravana Madouri herself stood before the centerpiece of the long hall, which was not actually a throne but a bronze statue of some ancient Duke of Madouris, atop a marble base itself taller than the human average, on the front of which was carved the crest of House Madouri; Ravana had, doubtless not by accident, positioned herself so that the coat of arms perfectly framed her golden head.
 

 
  “Duchess Malivette,” she said graciously, inclining her head. “Duke Sherwin. It is an honor to finally meet you both. And Natchua! How wonderful to see you again.”
 

 
  “I thank you for your magnanimity, Duchess Ravana, in agreeing to host us,” Malivette replied, inclining her head to exactly the same degree. “I apologize profusely for thus imposing upon you; my deepest gratitude to you for agreeing to this meeting.”
 

 
  “It is no imposition at all,” Ravana assured her. “It suits me perfectly, as I’m afraid I cannot afford to be long away from Madouris while I have time home from Last Rock, and in any case hospitality is one of the great joys of my life.”
 

 
  “Yo,” Sherwin grunted. “Seriously, just call me Sherwin. My House is barely a thing anymore, and good damn riddance to it.”
 

 
  “Of course, Sherwin,” she said smoothly. “I’m so glad to be on such good terms already! Please, you must call me Ravana.”
 

 
  “Hi, Ravana,” Natchua said a bit tersely. “Long time, no see.”
 

 
  “I do hope you can stay long enough for us to catch up, Natchua!” Ravana said with an apparently sincere smile. “I believe the last time we spoke was during all that excitement when the campus was invaded.”
 

 
  “Excitement is one word,” she agreed, then turned her head toward Sherwin. “Not to change the subject, but I didn’t know you were a Duke! You should’ve told me, I feel like I’ve been rude all this time.”
 

 
  “You
  
   have,”
  
  he said frankly. “That’s why I like you, rudeness is more my speed anyway. Seriously, it’s
  
   just Sherwin.
  
  Say Duke and then my last name, Natchua. Go on, say it out loud.”
 

 
  She didn’t, but paused to consider for a moment, then grinned. “Ah. I see your point.”
 

 
  “I have a suitable chamber prepared for us to converse in private,” Ravana said politely, “if you would be so good as to accompany me. Natchua, will you be joining us?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m just the transportation,” Natchua said quickly. “Last thing I want is to intrude on noble business. If you’ve got a servant’s lounge or something where I can hang out until it’s time for Vette and Sherwin to go home, that’d be just dandy.”
 

 
  “Actually, since you’re here, why don’t you come with?” Malivette suggested brightly. “I hadn’t planned on you being along for this trip, Natch, but I
  
   bet
  
  you’d be very interested in the discussion! In fact, the outcome might be important to you, too.”
 

 
  Natchua turned to stare at her, sucking her lips back in between her teeth and biting down. The vampire just smiled innocently back.
 

 
  “Yep,” she said after a moment, shifting her gaze to Ravana. “Figures. You two’ll get along
  
   great.
  
  Didja know, last time we met Ravana and I were both curse victims, and she somehow convinced our whole party to go torture a dryad instead of running away from a battle like sensible people. It was every bit as asinine as it sounds, but in the heat of the moment she starts talking and the next thing you know, you’re doing whatever harebrained thing she suggested and damn if it doesn’t seem to make perfect sense at the time.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Sherwin said dourly. “One of
  
   those.”
  
 

 
  “I apologize for that, and in advance for everything else Duke Leduc is going to say,” Malivette said sweetly, ignoring his twitch. “He is not accustomed to being outside his bedroom, or speaking to anyone except demons.”
 

 
  “Oh, but this all works out splendidly,” Ravana said, her pleasant good cheer undiminished. “I should be delighted to have Natchua join us. In fact, if you don’t mind, I would like to include my lady in waiting, unless your business is too sensitive. May I present Daina Antevaan. Daina, these are the Duchess Malivette Dufresne of Veilgrad, Duke Sherwin Leduc, and my old school friend Natchua.”
 

 
  Another woman approached from the shadow of a colonnade lining the great hall, a statuesque blonde who had hair a shade darker than Ravana’s and stood head and shoulders taller than her Duchess.
 

 
  “It is an honor,” she said tonelessly, the brief greeting hinting at an accent that was neither Imperial nor Stalweiss. Her blue eyes fixed on Sherwin, narrowed slightly.
 

 
  “The pleasure is ours, of course,” Malivette replied. “The matter I wish to discuss
  
   is
  
  somewhat sensitive, Ravana, but anyone who has your trust has my own. We don’t object in the slightest. Right, Sherwin?”
 

 
  “I seriously don’t care about any of this,” he complained, looking somewhat unnerved by Daina’s continued appraisal of him, which was both intense and icy. “I’m just here because Vette is pushy, and she hasn’t even bothered to tell
  
   me
  
  what the big deal is yet. All of you do what you want.”
 

 
  “Splendid,” Ravana said brightly. “If you would accompany me, then? I have had refreshments laid out for us.”
 

 
  She turned and led the way toward a towering archway opening onto another long columned hall, this one far more compact than the great entryway but just as lavish in décor. Before following, Natchua, who had been staring bemusedly at Daina, suddenly gasped.
 

 
  The blonde woman finally tore her eyes off Sherwin to meet Natchua’s gaze, and they stared at each other in tense silence for a moment.
 

 
  Malivette finally cleared her throat. Pausing only to glance at her, Daina inclined her head once in acknowledgment, then turned and glided off after Ravana, who had paused under the arch to wait for them.
 

 
  The party proceeded after their hostess in silence, even Sherwin apparently cowed by the tension in the air. It was a terse few minutes, which served to further accentuate the sprawling size and confused layout of Madouri Manor, but they finally came to another tall oak door with an arched top, currently standing open to reveal an ornately appointed sitting room far larger than was necessary for their small group. Ravana came to a stop next to the door and gestured them inside, still smiling.
 

 
  Natchua drifted to the back of the procession, save only Yancey, who trailed diffidently along with several yards of space between him and the guests. Upon coming abreast of the door and their smiling hostess, instead of turning to enter the room, Natchua grabbed Ravana by the upper arm and kept going, stepping forward till the two of them were just out of sight of those within.
 

 
  Yancey was on top of her almost as if he’d teleported, but he only placed himself nearby and pointedly within her field of view, holding off from any more direct action at a subtle hand gesture from Ravana.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  do you think you’re playing at?” Natchua growled in a low tone, leaning forward. Malivette could probably still hear her, but at least Sherwin would be kept out of the loop.
 

 
  Ravana, looking only mildly bemused at this treatment, raised one eyebrow. “I’m afraid you’ll need to be considerably more specific, Natchua.”
 

 
  “I’m talking about putting Scorn in a room with Sherwin Leduc!” she hissed. “Have you lost your
  
   mind?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, drat,” the young Duchess said with a little pout. “You can tell that easily? And after all the effort it took to design a disguise ring that would work on her; Rhaazke seem somewhat resistant to applied enchantments.”
 

 
  “Wh—no, I’m sure it’s fine, I’m the best warlock you’ll ever meet. That is
  
   not the point,
  
  Ravana!”
 

 
  “What I am
  
   playing at,
  
  in your words,” Ravana murmured, matching Natchua’s low volume but with considerably more calm, “is testing her restraint. She is justifiably repulsed and enraged by the sight of him, and given Malivette’s presence, is unlikely to successfully harm him in the worst case scenario. Really, it’s an
  
   ideal
  
  opportunity!”
 

 
  Natchua tightened her grip and tugged the girl forward, baring her teeth. “People are not
  
   toys
  
  for you to experiment on for your amusement,
  
   Duchess.”
  
 

 
  At that, Ravana’s pleasant expression abruptly cooled, and she finally grabbed Natchua’s hand with her free one and pried it off her arm. “Toys, is it? Scorn is one of the more physically and magically powerful individuals in the world at present, but arrived on this plane with a notable lack of nuance, subtlety, and self-control. With my help, over the last year, she has been gaining these qualities, and doing an excellent job, I might add. I am turning her into someone neither I nor anyone else could hope to control, because she is my
  
   friend,
  
  and I want what’s best for her. Everyone deserves to live free and empowered, yet most people never will. If I failed to share what I know of the method with someone important to me,
  
   that
  
  would be treating them like a toy. And given that you are blatantly using Sherwin himself for free room and board, Natchua, you should perhaps pause and consider your prerogatives before you begin flinging accusations.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her eyes to slits. “If not for me, Sherwin would still be hiding in his room. I’m the reason your little campaign to draw him into
  
   your
  
  politics has yielded anything at all.”
 

 
  “Why, there, you see?” Ravana said primly, suddenly all smiles again. “It’s just as I said. We do what we can for those close to us, even if it is sometimes uncomfortable for them. And now, I believe we are keeping the others waiting.”
 

 
  So saying, she nodded once, then stepped around Natchua and the door and glided in.
 

 
  Yancey remained behind, watching Natchua impassively until she threw up her hands in frustration and followed the blonde Duchess into the parlor.
 

 
  “There you are, I was beginning to worry,” Malivette said with deceptive mildness as Natchua perched beside her on the loveseat she’d chosen. A cozy arrangement of furnishings surrounded a low table on which was laid out a tea set complete with platters of sandwiches and scones. Sherwin was sprawled in an armchair with a disgruntled expression, while Scorn in the guise of Daina Antevaan perched on the edge of another seat in an almost excessively ladylike posture. She had finally broken off her grim stare at Sherwin, her eyes now tracking Natchua. Rhaazke hearing was no better than human, and Natchua had sensed no infernomancy at work in here, so the demon shouldn’t have caught any of her quick conversation with Ravana, but she was definitely sharp enough to know something was up. Malivette leaned toward Natchua, regaining her attention, and murmured, “Remember what I said to Sherwin about social skills? Same goes.”
 

 
  “Remember what he said back to you?” Natchua muttered in reply. The vampire had the temerity to flutter her eyelashes at her.
 

 
  “I must, woefully, apologize for the state of my hospitality, Malivette,” Ravana said once they were all seated, an ironic statement as Yancey was already deftly distributing tea. Without having to ask, he gave Natchua a cup with exactly as much honey as she liked. “In point of fact, more than one of my ancestors regularly played host to vampires, and there is a unique human blood cookbook among my steward’s hereditary effects. Unfortunately, it seems to presume means of acquiring the essential ingredient which were not ethical even then, and most definitely are not legal now.”
 

 
  “On the contrary, I’d be a bit disturbed if you
  
   had
  
  provided me refreshments,” Malivette replied with a wink. “Don’t you worry, I get plenty to eat.”
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” Sherwin grunted. “Look at you, Vette, you’re like a scarecrow. Those four thralls are enough to keep you alive without sucking any of them dry, and that’s about it.”
 

 
  “That’s a very cheerful thing to bring up in mixed company, Sherwin, thank you,” she said with a tiny sigh. “Daina” shifted her stare back to him, thinning her mouth in overt dislike. “Under the circumstances, I hope you won’t be offended if I come right to business.”
 

 
  Ravana glanced at Sherwin and then Natchua, her polite little smile widening to the point of real amusement. “Perhaps that would be best.”
 

 
  “I’m for it,” Sherwin mumbled around a bite of cucumber sandwich.
 

 
  “I’m going to narrate a bit,” Malivette continued, “for the benefit of those who haven’t been raised in the traditions of the aristocracy. Sherwin and Ravana doubtless know all this background detail, but it will help our newcomers to follow along.”
 

 
  “Hey, works for me.” Sherwin took a loud slurp of tea, then waved his cup vaguely at her. “If I ever knew any of that shit I’ve worked hard to forget it.”
 

 
  “The three houses of Dufresne, Leduc, and Madouri are in the same predicament, certain specific details aside,” Malivette said, no longer paying him any overt attention. “Our bloodlines are reduced to a single individual each, with no heir available. In this situation, the meanest cobbler in the Empire can legally adopt someone to hand down whatever possessions he may have upon death, but as part of the reforms which followed the Enchanter Wars, the Houses are constrained in this ability. Most of those reforms actually expanded the powers of the aristocracy at the expense of the Throne, but this was an example of the Great Houses acting to enable themselves to…cull the weak, as it were. Once a noble House has been reduced to the point that it cannot perpetuate its own bloodline, it is forbidden from adding new members to the family through adoption. Thus, faltering Houses are encouraged to die off so that their rivals can more easily scavenge their remains.”
 

 
  “Good fuckin’ riddance,” Sherwin grunted. A short silence fell, in which everyone turned to stare at him, and he had the grace to blush and straighten up a bit. “I mean, ah… I’m sure you both come from very nice families, I was just referring to
  
   my
  
  case. Nothing good has ever come out of House Leduc and nobody’ll miss us.”
 

 
  “Daina” opened her mouth, Ravana shot her a piercing sidelong look, and she shut it silently.
 

 
  “The adoption of new heirs
  
   can
  
  be done,” Malivette continued, disregarding the byplay, “but there are checks upon it. For any of the three of us to designate a new family member and heir to our legacies would require the approval of either the Silver Throne itself, or two other Great Houses. This, unfortunately, will not be forthcoming in our case. Though Ravana and myself have both worked diligently to prove our loyalty to the Throne, there is no advantage to House Tirasian in helping us to perpetuate our lineages when the Emperor benefits far more from keeping us subservient and dependent. And it goes without saying that none of the other Houses in the Empire want any of us to continue, least of all any of the Great Houses.”
 

 
  “Uh, scuze me?” Natchua raised a hand, and Malivette nodded graciously to her. “What exactly is a
  
   Great
  
  House? I didn’t realize there was a hierarchy.”
 

 
  “There is
  
   always
  
  a hierarchy,” Ravana said with dark amusement. “Those who are by nature obsessed with power tend to be…well…obsessed with power. Specifically, a Great House is one which holds an Imperial governorship. As the Imperial provinces are each on average the size of most nations of the world and mostly used to be independent kingdoms, they are effectively the families of kings and queens, subordinate only to the Emperor himself.”
 

 
  “And there,” Malivette said with a grin, “is a loophole. Because, by the law, a Great House is one which holds or
  
   has held
  
  provincial rule.”
 

 
  “Yes, like House Dalkhaan,” Ravana agreed, nodding. “You remember those thugs in ill-fitting livery who assaulted the University, as we were just reminiscing, Natchua? Guardsmen of House Dalkhaan, which by that point was nothing but a single bitter old woman presiding over a desiccated husk of a legacy. Yet because one of her ancestors was a Sultana of Calderaas, she was entitled to style herself a Duchess.”
 

 
  “Oh!” Natchua turned to Sherwin. “And that’s why you’re a Duke! Because the Leducs and Dufresnes have been trading rule of Veilgrad back and forth for centuries.”
 

 
  “Fat lot of good it did ‘em,” he grumbled.
 

 
  “Ravana already knows the direction of my thoughts,” Malivette said with a coy smile. “You hinted at this from your earliest correspondence. But I believe, by now, you all understand what I now suggest.”
 

 
  “Even though all three of your Houses lack allies,” Daina said softly, “you can form an alliance yourselves. Override the prohibition on adoption, designate heirs, and secure the continuation of your families, if not the actual bloodlines. Will that not invite retaliation?”
 

 
  “None of us have much to fear from the other Houses,” Malivette stated. “Another point we have in common is that we have been left in peace by them because every sensible, self-interested noble family in the Empire fears to antagonize any of us, with some justification. I share a border with the holdings of House Daraspian, and even
  
   they
  
  haven’t dared try to stick their grubby fingers into Veilgrad. And I am but the newest monster of the trio; House Leduc has spent centuries demonstrating that to draw their ire is lethally dangerous. House Madouri’s reputation is a trifle less specifically fearsome, but it is still the single richest and longest-reigning House in the Empire, and not known to deal gently with rivals.”
 

 
  “That leaves the Throne, though,” Natchua commented. “Can’t imagine Sharidan will be pleased about you going behind his back. Uh, just let me know if I’m talking too much, I realize this is none of my business.”
 

 
  “On the contrary, Natchua, I’m quite pleased to see you taking an interest,” Malivette reassured her. “And yes, you are right. This suggestion is, by nature, somewhat antagonistic toward the Throne. But, as I said, the Dufresnes and Madouris of this age are established allies of House Tirasian, and this is not a direct attack upon its power—merely an assertion of independence, one which the Emperor is in no position to begrudge. I believe we can soothe any ruffled feathers through continued demonstrations of loyalty.
  
   Especially
  
  if we can bring House Leduc into the fold.”
 

 
  “Right, well, I’m out,” Sherwin said shortly. “I don’t mind doing you two a favor; you seem like decent sorts, the both of you, at least as far as nobles go. Just lemme know when you’ve got all the paperwork and I’ll sign whatever. But House Leduc needs to die.”
 

 
  “You’re wrong about that,” Malivette said, turning a serious expression on him. “Like it or not, Sherwin, Veilgrad needs the Leducs.”
 

 
  “Bullshit,” he snorted.
  
   “I
  
  am by far the most benign member of my family since the conquest of the Stalrange, and let’s face it, the best thing that can be said about me is I’ve only ever harmed demons. Nobody fucking needs the Leducs.”
 

 
  “There has been a balance in Veilgrad,” she said, her soft voice a pointed contrast to his gruffness, “one whose importance has only truly become clear to me since it was broken. We had the upright and righteous Dufresnes to reassure the people and provide guidance, and the sinister and dangerous Leducs to exert pressure on those who would encroach on our domain, not to mention the horrors that have a tendency to arise in the region. Let’s face it, our corner of the Empire is unusually prone to… Things that bump in the night. The vampire who destroyed my family may have been from one of the deadliest lineages, but lesser breeds have plagued the area for centuries. The werewolf problem has been ongoing for at least as long, there is a
  
   long
  
  tradition of necromancers infesting the area, and the mountain forests nearby are prone to coughing up some of the more disturbing breeds of fairy found on this continent. Not to mention that we are caught
  
   right
  
  between Avenist and Shaathist territory, with all the tension that implies, and the Daraspians aren’t the only house down in Vrandis who like to do the kind of business that spills trouble over into other people’s backyards. Veilgrad has
  
   always
  
  benefited from having its dark protectors, even as it has from its nobler family of leaders. I, finding myself alone, have tried to do both, and… I have to acknowledge, my hold is slipping. The chaos crisis was only the worst example, not by far the only one.”
 

 
  There was silence in the wake of her soft admission, Ravana looking solicitous and even Sherwin frowning at the vampire in thought.
 

 
  “My steward, Lars Grusser,” Malivette continued after a moment, “already effectively runs the province. He is both competent and popular, a reassuring presence who fills exactly the role that House Dufresne traditionally has. By adopting him into the House itself and continuing its name and holdings, I would only be legally legitimizing the de facto state of affairs. Ravana, of course, is still young enough to have plenty of time to produce an heir the old-fashioned way, but in the interim, having a designated successor will help to stabilize her rule.”
 

 
  Ravana nodded once.
 

 
  “And Sherwin,” Malivette went on, turning back to him.
 

 
  
   “No,”
  
  he growled. “The
  
   last
  
  goddamn thing I want is more Leducs around.”
 

 
  “Upon adopting an heir,” Malivette pressed, “you can immediately abdicate the High Seat and go back to enjoying your privacy while they handle the actual business of being Veilgrad nobility.”
 

 
  “Anybody who might
  
   want
  
  that position absolutely can’t be trusted with it,” he snorted.
 

 
  “He’s got a point,” Natchua agreed. “Not to rain on your parade, Vette, but take it from the world’s foremost expert: warlocks are a lot more trouble than they’re worth.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Malivette said with a knowing smile. “But imagine if there
  
   was
  
  an ideally suitable candidate! Someone able to continue House Leduc’s tradition of infernomancy. Someone already known, liked, and trusted by the people. Someone well-regarded throughout the Empire and held in esteem by the Throne itself. Someone who has already shown care and concern for Veilgrad’s people, and involved herself in the community. Someone who, umprompted, is has even taken it upon herself to restore Leduc Manor to its former glory.” Her smile broadened, showing off her fangs. “Someone who, just as an added bonus, is functionally immortal.”
 

 
  “Now just a
  
   goddamned minute,”
  
  Natchua squawked.
 

 
  
   “Hmm,”
  
  Ravana murmured, turning an expression of delighted fascination upon the drow.
 

 
  “And let me put it to you this way, Sherwin,” Malivette crooned, ignoring Natchua’s spluttering. “Tell me which would more enrage the ghosts of your parents: to let House Leduc quietly fade from the world, or to hand over their
  
   entire
  
  legacy to an irascible, stateless, juvenile dark elf?”
 

 
  He, in turn, shifted to study Natchua. A malicious smile slowly blossomed on his face, followed by an exact replication of Ravana’s tone.
  
   “Hmm.”
  
 

 
  “Sherwin, you backstabbing little earwig!” Natchua shouted.
 

 
  “You even
  
   sound
  
  like my mother,” her replied, grinning openly.
 

 
  “This is the single worst idea I’ve ever heard!” the drow exclaimed, waving her arms frantically. “I
  
   mean
  
  that, and I’m the one who deliberately picked a fight with Elilial! I am the
  
   last
  
  person who needs to be in charge of a province!”
 

 
  “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Natchua,” Malivette said in a cooler tone. “It is still House Dufresne, not House Leduc, which rules Lower Stalwar Province. But that is just my point: the things you have already been doing for the city all this autumn are exactly what
  
   good
  
  non-ruling nobility should do.”
 

 
  “I was just bored!”
 

 
  “You were bored, and so you spent your time and resources making people’s lives a little better, in whatever ways were available to you. That’s exactly what people
  
   want
  
  in an aristocrat, and what so few aristocrats actually do in practice.”
 

 
  “I—that—you—this isn’t—
  
   fucking—”
  
 

 
  “Natchua,” Malivette said, softly and more seriously. “To be frank, not only do I think you would be good for the province, but I think this is exactly what
  
   you
  
  need.”
 

 
  “You should see about sucking some of that blood directly to your brain!”
 

 
  “There is your immediate problem with the Confederacy and House Dalmiss,” the vampire said relentlessly. “Right now you are stateless and thus vulnerable. You pretty much
  
   can’t
  
  apply for normal Imperial citizenship; all that demon-summoning is not going to be looked on positively, war hero or no. As an isolated exile, you’re one lapse in security from suffering whatever vengeance your erstwhile Matriarch sends at you next. But as the Duchess Leduc, you would be untouchable. Even if the Throne and the other nobles actively despised you—which, let’s be honest, isn’t unlikely—they would not tolerate such an assault upon Imperial aristocracy. The powerful will
  
   always
  
  protect their own position first and foremost.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well… I mean, in theory, but I still don’t…”
 

 
  “More to the point,” Malivette continued more gently, “I think this would be
  
   good
  
  for you. You had one purpose that was keeping you going, one you weren’t expecting to survive past its completion, and then… It was done, and here you still are. I know you’ve been floundering, Natch, trying to find your place. You’ve found it in Veilgrad. This is just making it official.”
 

 
  “This is a
  
   little
  
  more official than I had in mind!”
 

 
  “Welp, you’ve sold me,” Sherwin said cheerfully. “The more I hear about this, the more I like it.”
 

 
  “God
  
   dammit,
  
  Sherwin!” Natchua snapped.
 

 
  “Hey, Natch, lemme pitch you the point that changed
  
   my
  
  mind,” he said, grinning. “Just take a moment and imagine your mother’s expression when she hears about this.”
 

 
  That brought Natchua up short, staring at him with her mouth slightly open. After two heartbeats, she closed it, struggling against a small smile. “Well… Okay, that’s a pleasing thought, but…”
 

 
  “I
  
   quite
  
  like this idea!” Ravana said brightly. “I do feel, though, that I may owe you an apology, Natchua.”
 

 
  The drow narrowed her eyes, shifting them to the blonde Duchess. “Oh? What’d you do this time?”
 

 
  “I am sorry to hear you have been having trouble from House Dalmiss,” Ravana said earnestly. “I confess, I may have been somewhat responsible for provoking them. You see, the Narisian slave trade has ensnared several of my citizens into involuntary servitude to various members of your former House. I felt that Matriarch Ezrakhai could do with a practical lesson in empathy on this matter. As such, I have her daughter in my dungeon.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at her in dead silence.
 

 
  “It is a very
  
   comfortable
  
  dungeon,” Ravana insisted. “I had it thoroughly renovated before installing anyone. I subscribe to the modern philosophy that there is more to be gained by showing consideration to political prisoners than by making them suffer needlessly. Of course, it may all be moot if Ezrakhai proves to be stubborn and I have to begin mailing her fingers and ears, but still. The principle of the thing, you understand.”
 

 
  The silence continued for three more seconds, and then Natchua burst out laughing so hard she slid right off the loveseat.
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  “Uniforms?” Trissiny had gone perfectly still in her chair, listening to whoever currently spoke (mostly Rasha, though Glory and Sweet had chimed in with clarifications) with narrowed eyes and her full attention, her cooling tea forgotten in her hands. “What can you tell me about the quality of them?”
 

 
  “Ah…” Rasha glanced guiltily at Glory. “This is embarrassing. Fabric, cut, and fashion details in general
  
   are
  
  part of my education, here, but I have to confess that in the moment I didn’t even think to examine them.”
 

 
  “Observing minutia while under stress
  
   is
  
  an important skill, Rasha,” Glory said with a gentle smile, “but not one in which you have yet been trained. Don’t reproach yourself.”
 

 
  “In any case, if I might interject?” Sweet added. “I
  
   suspect
  
  their fashionability isn’t what Thorn was curious about. I’ve seen these Purists here and there around the temple all week, and I can at least attest that they are actual uniforms, not somebody’s slapped-together costume collection. They fit, they match, and they’re solidly constructed. About on a par with the Sisterhood’s own uniforms, I’d say.”
 

 
  “Then someone with serious resources is bankrolling this,” Trissiny murmured. “Equipment doesn’t just tumble out of the ether.”
 

 
  “They
  
   are
  
  clothes, though,” the Bishop offered. “Not in the same league as Silver Legion armor.”
 

 
  “But they include chain mail under the tabards,” Rasha added, “and metal-backed bracers. And their swords all match, and aren’t like Legion swords.”
 

 
  Trissiny had let her gaze drift toward the wall, frowning, but now zeroed back in on her. “Can you describe them?”
 

 
  “Longer,” Rasha said. “Bigger, overall. Longer blades, handles, and crossguards. Oh, and I remember they had heavy… What’s that part called, at the other end of the handle?”
 

 
  “The pommel. Yeah, a bigger blade needs a heavier one to balance the sword, and if it’s heavy enough it can be almost as dangerous as the blade, at least in skilled hands.”
 

 
  “Straight blades, too,” Rasha added, now narrowing her own eyes in thought. “Long and straight, not with the curved sides Legion short swords have.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded once. “I suppose it’s too much to hope anyone’s seen these used in combat.”
 

 
  “I have a feeling if the Purists had been actually
  
   fighting
  
  with people, you’d have been one of the first to hear about it,” Sweet said, grinning.
 

 
  “Damn, girl, curb that bloodlust,” Darius added reprovingly.
 

 
  “It’s not that I
  
   want
  
  people to take swords to each other,” she said, shooting him an annoyed look. “That’s dueling equipment. Longswords, chain mail tunics, wrist bracers. There
  
   is
  
  an Eagle Style combat form that utilizes such tools, but it’s the kind of thing blademasters learn, and that’s through the civilian Sisterhood; Legionnaires don’t usually train in it. If these women are walking around carrying weapons they don’t actually know how to use, that’s grounds to call them down doctrinally.”
 

 
  “I can only imagine what a grave sin that is in Avei’s service,” said Layla.
 

 
  “It’s not so much
  
   grave,
  
  in and of itself,” Trissiny replied, “as an indication that you don’t respect weapons or warfare and are engaged in behavior that gets soldiers killed if you do it in an actual military situation. Someone who gets that reputation can forget about advancing through either the Sisters or the Legions. Anyway, I was thinking more about the alternative. If these women have just been gathered together and issued equipment by someone with deep pockets, that’s one thing. If they have received
  
   training,
  
  this could be a real problem.”
 

 
  “Well, I can tell you they haven’t been trained in anything they’d need to actually accomplish what they’re allegedly here to do,” said Sweet. “Both from what I’ve personally seen and what I’ve heard from other Guild members who’ve had business in the Temple lately, these Purists are rapidly making themselves even less popular than they were to begin with.
  
   Smart
  
  religious radicals try to build a widespread power base before making a move, and are adept at recruitment. These are hostile and full of themselves and leaving a trail of pissed-off fellow Avenists wherever they go.”
 

 
  “It sounds like someone’s using them as a meat shield, then,” Trissiny murmured, again staring at the far wall. “Or a distraction. Whatever the scheme is, they aren’t the main play.”
 

 
  “This probably goes without saying,” Sweet added, “but we all know who has access to the necessary resources to gather together a bunch of fringe weirdos and issue them full kits of equipment, and a specific interest right now in creating trouble for the Sisterhood of Avei. Yes?”
 

 
  Everyone nodded, expressions grim.
 

 
  “You know the worst part?” Tallie said softly, staring at the window. “Everything we went through so those Justinian loyalists could be brought to justice, and all of that,
  
   all of it,
  
  was just him…cleaning house. Now, here we are again, with more Church loyalists. And apparently, they’re also expendables he’s just throwing at us.”
 

 
  “Someone should really look into cutting his throat,” Layla said primly.
 

 
  “I know the feeling,” Sweet said with a sigh. “I danced on his string for a good long while, told myself I was doing the smart thing by staying close to him… Hell, maybe I was right and it’s this show of defiance that’s the mistake. No sense crying over spilt milk now. I bring this up because we
  
   also
  
  know of someone who would be well-versed in Avenist philosophy, and uniquely qualified to train them in an esoteric dueling form.”
 

 
  “It takes
  
   years
  
  to actually train in any martial art,” said Trissiny. “Besides, of all the things I heard about Syrinx during her tenure, there was never so much as a hint that she had Purist sympathies.”
 

 
  “I don’t think Basra actually has any theological opinions, or opinions about anything but herself and what was best for her. I just mean she’s got the inside knowledge to set this specific thing up, and we know she’s on the leash of our primary suspect.”
 

 
  “Yeah, point taken,” she said, nodding at him. “So the question is, what to do about this?”
 

 
  “Didn’t we answer that up front?” Darius asked. “Clobber ‘em. Apparently, nobody’ll even mind.”
 

 
  Trissiny just frowned again. “I smell a trap.”
 

 
  “I agree,” Glory said before any of her apprentices could chime in again. “Unpopular as the Purists may be, there will still be consequences if they are undone by any abrupt or violent means. At minimum, it will be a further disruption within the Sisterhood at a time when they can ill afford such. And that is the course of action most likely to be taken by either a Hand of Avei or the Thieves’ Guild—the two parties most directly goaded into this by singling out Rasha for attack.”
 

 
  “Surely you’re not suggesting we should just leave them alone?” Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “That’s also a trap,” said Sweet, idly swirling his teacup and staring down into it. “Good instincts, Glory; I’m inclined to agree. This whole business puts all of us between the ol’ rock and hard place: either let asshole fanatics run loose, or come down on them hard. Either one means, at minimum, further weakening of the Sisterhood, and possibly also whoever is involved in dealing with them. You can bet there will be other agents in place and poised to react to either move.”
 

 
  “So, we have to widen the net,” said Tallie. “Find the string-pullers behind all this and lean on
  
   them.”
  
 

 
  “That will take time,” Rasha objected. “Time while all of this is unfolding. It’s almost as bad as deciding to let the Purists run rampant.”
 

 
  “At minimum,” said Trissiny, “I need to talk to the High Commander and others within the Sisterhood; it’s certain they’ll have more intel that we don’t yet. But as a
  
   general
  
  rule, if your enemy maneuvers you into picking between two options that both serve them…”
 

 
  “You do something
  
   else,”
  
  Rasha said, a grin lighting up her face. “Any ideas, Thorn?”
 

 
  “In point of fact,” Trissiny said, her answering smile more than a little malicious, “I have a really good one.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The main streets of Tiraas were always at least somewhat congested, even in the middle of the night or under pounding rain. Currently neither condition prevailed, but traffic was moving even slower than usual, thanks to the winter; snow had of course been cleared off the streets, but it was still cold enough that any standing moisture turned to ice, especially where the salt-spreaders had missed a spot, and there were deep banks of slush in the gutters. Allegedly, some of that stuff glowed in the dark in the industrial districts, thanks to the precipitation gathering up loose mana on its way to the ground. Teal had seen this phenomenon around her family’s factories, though it wasn’t evident in the daylight and anyway, they were not driving through any factory neighborhoods.
 

 
  She much preferred to drive her sleek little roadster, but it had no rear seating and would have been cramped with both of them and F’thaan, and impossible to give Trissiny a ride in. Anyway, it wasn’t as if she could really unleash its motive charms in city traffic, not to mention that the overpowered racing carriage wasn’t the best vehicle for teaching a new driver. It all worked out for the best, as the company showpiece she was borrowing was a luxury model with built-in radiator charms that kept the interior pleasantly warm and the windows free of frost and fog despite the winter chill.
 

 
  “Whoof,” Teal grunted, grimacing, as F’thaan poked his head forward between their seats, panting excitedly. At that proximity, his sulfurous breath was overpowering. She reached up to cradle his chin with one hand, scratching at his cheek for a moment while he leaned ecstatically into her touch, his tail thumping against the back seat, then gently pushed him backward.
  
   “Sit,
  
  F’thaan.”
 

 
  The hellhound whined softly in protest, but obeyed. Despite being a little over-exuberant with youth, he was well-trained and obedient. Shaeine brooked no lack of discipline in her household.
 

 
  Glancing to the side, Teal caught her spouse’s garnet eyes studying her, Shaeine’s face wreathed in a warm little smile that all but forced a similar look onto her own face.
 

 
  “What?”
 

 
  “I love to watch you drive,” Shaeine murmured, reaching over to rest a hand on Teal’s knee. “So much power, such a sophisticated machine, and you control it so deftly it seems you’re not even thinking about it.”
 

 
  Teal’s grin widened of its own volition. As the carriage had just pulled to a stop at an intersection while the well-bundled soldier in the middle directed the traffic from the cross-street forward, she gently took Shaeine’s hand in her own and raised it to kiss the backs of her fingers. That was more intimacy than Narisian manners allowed in public, but as another perk of driving a vehicle designed for the comfort of the rich rather than speed and power, the windows were charmed to be opaque from the outside.
 

 
  “Comes with practice,” she murmured, lowering their clasped hands but not releasing Shaeine’s yet. She wouldn’t need to handle the throttle until they were directed to start moving again. “Don’t worry, you’ll get there; I bet you’ll find you have a knack for it.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t worried about that,” Shaeine murmured, squeezing her fingers lightly and rubbing her thumb across the back of Teal’s hand. “I do indeed have a knack for combining a delicate touch with just the right amount of force. As I believe you are aware.”
 

 
  “You just like to see me blush,” Teal complained, inadvertently obliging.
 

 
  The elf’s laugh was low, throaty, and entirely unsuitable for public, but she relented. “Actually, after seeing these streets, I am somewhat concerned about the status of the place you chose for me to practice. Is it going to be as slick as this? Learning to drive on ice seems less than ideal.”
 

 
  “Yeah, the weather sure didn’t do us any favors,” Teal agreed, leaning forward to look up at the overcast sky. “I was hoping the dry winter would hold for a while, but that was probably too much to ask of Tiraas. We
  
   may
  
  have to make alternate plans if we get there and it’s too terrible, but actually it might be okay. The fairground is a huge gravel lot, and last night it snowed without sleeting, so it should still have decent traction.”
 

 
  “Well, in the worst case scenario, I’m sure we can find a way to pass the—”
 

 
  She was interrupted by a loud thunk against her side of the carriage, which set F’thaan to barking furiously. Both of them turned to behold an object stuck to Shaeine’s window: an innocuous-looking black stone dangling from a short chain whose other end was attached to a small adhesive charm that now kept it in place. Alongside them, the carriage in the next lane had its side window swung open to reveal the driver, whose face was mostly concealed by a cap and a thick scarf.
 

 
  Teal leaned forward again to stare at him around Shaeine. “Did he just—”
 

 
  Then the other driver raised a wand to point at them.
 

 
  She couldn’t summon a full shield while constrained by the carriage, but Shaeine instantly lit up in silver with a protective corona that might or might not have stopped a wandshot at that range, prompting a yelp of protest from F’thaan. The surge of divine magic triggered a reaction from the device stuck to their carriage: the black stone immediately lit up with orange runes, but only for a fraction of a second before the entire thing exploded, shattering the window and causing Shaeine to jerk away toward teal with a muted outcry as her aura flickered out.
 

 
  The carriage itself went silent and still as the surge of infernal power shorted out its enchantments.
 

 
  
   “Shaeine!”
  
  Teal shouted, hurling herself across the front seat to shield the drow with her own body.
 

 
  The driver of the other carriage leaned out his window slightly to fire the wand—fortunately not at them, but at an angle across the side of their vehicle, such that the lightning bolt smashed a burning scar along its lacquered paneling and destroyed the latch holding the rear door closed.
 

 
  Immediately the other carriage’s rear door swung open and a second man leaned out. He moved with amazing speed, as if this motion had been drilled to perfection. Yanking the Falconer carriage’s broken door out of the way, he leaned in, seized F’thaan by one leg, and jerked backward.
 

 
  The carriage spun forward into traffic in defiance of both the oncoming vehicles and the policeman directing them, ignoring both the officer’s piercing whistle and alarm bells being yanked by multiple other drivers. It accelerated around the corner, nearly skidding into a mailbox on the icy streets, and vanished out of view just as the rear door swung shut behind a still-yelping F’thaan.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Can’t you shut that beast up?” Jasper shouted over the noise of the ongoing fight in the back seat.
 

 
  “You just drive!” Rake shouted back as he struggled to fend off the infuriated demonic hound. The job had been meticulously planned and both of them, not just Rake, wore armored gloves and thick cloth padding under the sleeves of their winter coats, the better for handling a hostile dog. Jasper didn’t risk taking his eyes off the road, but to judge by the noises coming from behind him, Rake was having more difficulty than expected wrestling the hellhound into place. He’d brought a stun prod, but before it could be used he had to get the creature at least arm’s length away. Apparently the hound was fully determined to get its jaws around him.
 

 
  Navigating around slower-moving vehicles in the slushy streets was hard enough without that going on. It seemed like every minute course correction sent the carriage into a slight skid; were he not such an experienced getaway driver he’d undoubtedly have wrapped them around a lamp post already. Still, that very nearly happened as the whole carriage lurched to one side, accompanied by a bellow from Rake as both bodies hit one door.
 

 
  “Get it the
  
   fuck
  
  under control!” Jasper shouted.
 

 
  “Concentrate on
  
   your
  
  job, asshole! Son of a
  
   bitch,
  
  mutt, you don’t settle down I’m gonna blow your—”
 

 
  “Don’t you fuckin’ dare!” he snapped, eyes still on the road. “Dead things don’t breathe! No hellhound breath, no payday. Just break a couple of its legs if you can’t—”
 

 
  It wasn’t that he failed to see the streak of fire plummeting from the sky, there simply was not enough time to react. The thing impacted the street with a force that smashed a crater in the very pavement. Yelling incoherently, Jasper did his best, avoiding the instinct to slam on brakes which on icy streets would have been fatal. He just didn’t have the space or time to go into a controlled skid around it, though, only managing to turn the carriage into a sideways slide so that struck the burning figure at an angle rather than head-on.
 

 
  Good thing, too, as the person he ran over proved as immovable as a petrified oak. The entire carriage crumpled around her, one whole fender and front wheel obliterated by the impact and the windscreen reduced to a spider web of cracks. He was hurled forward and felt his ribs crack as they impacted the shipwheel. Had he struck her directly at that speed the thing probably would have been smashed right through him.
 

 
  All Jasper could do was sit there, struggling to breathe against the agony. Not that he had much time even for that.
 

 
  The creature reached forward, clawed hands punching through the windscreen as if it wasn’t there. One wrapped fully around his neck, and in the next moment he was yanked bodily out, through the remains of the windscreen and possibly the dashboard itself, to judge by how much it hurt. His vision swam and darkened as he very nearly blacked out from the pain, perceiving nothing but swirling colors and a roaring in his ears for an unknown span of seconds.
 

 
  There was no telling how long it was or even if he ever fell fully unconscious, but the world swam back into focus, accompanied by pounding anguish from what felt like more of his body than otherwise. He heard screams, the frantic barking of the damn dog, running feet, alarm bells, and the distant but rapidly approaching shrill tone of a police whistle.
 

 
  And right in front of him, a demon. She was a woman with hair of fire, eyes like burning portals into Hell itself, and blazing orange wings that arched menacingly overhead. In addition to Jasper, she now held Rake in a similar position, one set of murderous talons wrapped around each of their necks.
 

 
  Dangling Jasper off to one side, she pulled the gasping Rake forward to stare at him from inches away, in a voice that sounded like the song of an entire choir despite its even, deadly calm.
 

 
  “Excuse me. Did you just
  
   kick my dog?”
  
 

 
  Rake had been clutching the hand holding him up, uselessly trying to pry it away. At that, he lost his grip and went limp, eyes rolling up into his head.
 

 
  Jasper had lost his grip on his wand at some point, but he never went anywhere without at least two. The second was holstered at his side, fortuitously reachable by the arm that still worked. Despite the pain screaming from every part of him, he managed to claw it loose, trying to bring it up in a wavering grip.
 

 
  The demon shifted her attention to him at the motion, just in time to find the tip of the wand pointed at her face.
 

 
  Jasper tried to issue some kind of threat or warning, but found his voice muffled by the grip on his throat.
 

 
  To his astonishment, the demon leaned forward, opening her mouth, and bit down on the end of the wand.
 

 
  Instead of biting it off, though, she dropped the unconscious Rake, grabbed his wand hand with her now-freed talon, and mashed the clicker down.
 

 
  Lighting blazed straight into her mouth, setting off a nimbus of static at that range which made his clothes and every hair on his body try to stand upright, not to mention sending painful arcs of electricity in every direction. It was the backlash of sheer heat burning his hand right through his heavy glove that made him choke out a strangled scream against the grip on his neck. It felt like his fingers were being burned right off.
 

 
  Jasper didn’t get the courtesy of being dropped, unlike his partner. She simply tossed him away like an old rag; he flew most of the way across the street and hit the icy pavement with an audible crunch of something that felt important. This time, he definitely blacked out.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  By the time the military police made it to the scene, Vadrieny had gathered F’thaan into her arms, stroking his fur and murmuring soothingly. He finally stopped barking when she picked him up, though he was whining and trembling violently. Checking him over as best she could, she found he didn’t appear to have broken limbs or any other serious injury, though of course at the first opportunity he’d get a much more careful inspection with Teal’s softer, clawless hands.
 

 
  The cop who arrived was on foot, and in fact appeared to be the crossing guard from the last intersection. He had run the entire way, blowing non-stop on his whistle, and yet appeared barely out of breath, a testament to the fitness of the Imperial military police. He also had his wand out by the time he got here and skidded to a stop in a patch of loose salt, barely avoiding a fall, wide eyes taking in the scene.
 

 
  Wrecked carriage, shattered pavement, two nearby bodies, and a flaming demon cuddling a horned dog in the middle of the street. She had a feeling this wasn’t covered in basic training.
 

 
  “Don’t—you just… Put your hands where I can see them!” the officer barked, taking aim at her with the wand and quickly regaining his poise.
 

 
  Vadrieny tucked the shivering hellhound against her body, wrapping one wing protectively around him and turning slightly to further put her pet out of the line of fire. She kept her head turned around to fix the officer with a stare, and slowly raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  
   “…or?”
  
 

 
  The man swallowed visibly.
 

 
  Behind him, a carriage emerged from the mess of halted vehicles, actually driving up on the sidewalk to get around them. It was a late-model Falconer, with one side smashed and burned by wandfire, which explained only part of the difficulty it seemed to be having. The thing moved in awkward little surges at the direction of someone not familiar with how its throttle worked, veering drunkenly on the slick street, and actually went into a full skid when it tried to stop. Fortunately, it wasn’t going fast enough to do more than spin sideways before it ran out of momentum, still several yards from the soldier, who nonetheless sidestepped further away.
 

 
  Shaeine emerged from the driver’s side, stepping forward toward the policeman with her hands raised disarmingly.
 

 
  “Ma’am, get back!” he snapped.
 

 
  “It’s all right, officer,” she said soothingly. “There is no danger, and everything is under control. I am
  
   extremely
  
  sorry for this disturbance, but I assure you, no one is being threatened here. All of this can be explained.”
 

 
  His eyes shifted from her to Vadrieny and then back, incredulity plain on his face.
 

 
  “The explanation,” she added ruefully, “might not be…short.”
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  The group which set out from the townhouse, in the end, was six strong. Only Darling and Trissiny were specifically needed for their planned business at the Temple of Avei; of the rest, only Rasha had a personal stake in the outcome. The other three apprentices, though, had clamored to come along, what with the alternative being essentially to twiddle their thumbs at home. Glory, having spent years laboriously building a web of connections centered on her own house, by far preferred to conduct business from the middle of it—especially, as she smugly reminded them, now that she had a flock of apprentices to do her bidding. As Trissiny was glad to spend time with her old friends again and Darling had opined that even apprentice thieves would be handy to have around, that settled the matter.
 

 
  Their plans were thoroughly de-Railed almost the moment they all reached the sidewalk.
 

 
  “Look alive,” Tallie said from a bit ahead of the group as they all clustered outside the gate. “We’ve got a… Wait, is that Flora?”
 

 
  The figure approaching was just distant enough to be a confusing sight, before they recognized the slim, blonde elf surrounded by her black cloak, billowing amorphously in the winter breeze, one hand upraised to wave at them as she came forward at a near-run.
 

 
  “It is,” Darling said tersely, pushing past Tallie to meet the oncoming elf. “Flora! What happened to Fauna? Is she okay? Are
  
   you
  
  okay?”
 

 
  Flora slowed, lowering her hand and frowning quizzically with her head tilted as she entered conversational range. “What? Of course. Two people can cover more ground when they…y’know, cover more ground. I’m fine, she’s fine, I just came here looking for you.”
 

 
  “You’re
  
   sure?”
  
 

 
  At that, she scowled outright. “Is it seriously a cause for panic to see me alone? Surely you didn’t think we were biologically connected at the hip.”
 

 
  Darling paused, then turned to Trissiny and the others, raising his eyebrows. “Well, gee, I dunno, why don’t we ask the jury? Kids, did you think they were connected at the hip?”
 

 
  “Pretty much, yeah.”
 

 
  “Maybe not
  
   biologically…”
  
 

 
  “Man, you look
  
   weird
  
  on your own. Kinda lopsided. Were you always that tall?”
 

 
  “All right, yeah, fine, you’re all hilarious,” Flora huffed. “Believe it or not, I didn’t run across town to enjoy your awkward comedy stylings. I’m glad I caught you, and still together. Thorn, Sweet, there’s been an incident you two in particular are gonna want to come see to.”
 

 
  “Oh, so I guess our original plan is just
  
   yow!”
  
 

 
  Trying to trot around the group so he could address Flora more directly, Darius abruptly lost his footing and ended up flat on his back in the slush filling the gutter.
 

 
  “Darius!” Layla exclaimed, kneeling beside him. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  “I’ve just had an important realization,” he said, staring at the overcast sky. “People who are not elves should not run on ice.”
 

 
  “Seriously, kid, leave it to the professionals,” Flora said, visibly unimpressed. “Your slapstick isn’t any better than your wordplay.”
 

 
  “Can you elaborate, maybe?” Trissiny asked. “What kind of
  
   incident
  
  are we talking about?”
 

 
  “Well, first things first,” Flora replied, grinning. “Nobody panic, everyone’s all right. Even the dog.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Trissiny summoned her armor during the trip across the city, and it was immediately useful upon arriving. A Bishop and the Hand of Avei got a lot of leeway in most places, and the pair of them were able to get deep into a police barracks based on rank alone, though they discovered upon reaching the crowded conference room which was apparently the whole debacle’s center of operations that rank only got so far.
 

 
  “What the hell is all
  
   this
  
  now?” demanded the tall woman who seemed to be in charge, a gray-haired soldier wearing a captain’s insignia. “Who do you—actually, no, I don’t care.
  
   All
  
  of you, clear out. None of this is any of your business.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, Captain,” Trissiny said mildly, “but I think I outrank you.”
 

 
  That did not help.
 

 
  “And
  
   I
  
  think,” the captain retorted, glaring, “my youngest kid is older than you, Avelea, and has more experience in actual soldiering. Your Imperial rank is honorary, and a
  
   courtesy
  
  for when there’s a dragon that needs slaying, which is the opposite of what’s going on
  
   here.
  
  As if it wasn’t bad enough to have half my station tied up in what should’ve been a simple snatch-and-grab case report, I’m now up to my stripes in Guild laywers, Falconer lawyers, Madouri lawyers, and just before you came, an official communique from this goddamn Elven Confabulation!”
 

 
  “Confederacy,” a younger soldier holding a clipboard corrected softly. The captain made a slashing motion at him with one hand, her attention still fixed on Trissiny.
 

 
  “I don’t know what stake the Sisterhood thinks it has in this, but go tell them to think otherwise,
  
   General.
  
  The absolute last thing I need right now is
  
   you
  
  stomping around. And if you have an issue with my failure to yield to your rank, feel free to take it up with my superiors. Go get a head start on the paperwork while I
  
   deal with this.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny blinked once, then swept her eyes quickly around the various people in the room. The captain and her apparent aide were the only two Imperial soldiers present. Shaeine and Teal sat in chairs at the table, the former looking regal and aloof as she tended to when displeased, the latter holding F’thaan in her lap; the hellhound’s ears perked up when he looked at Trissiny, but otherwise he appeared mostly nervous, leaning heavily into Teal. The rest of the individuals already there were in suits, and apparently where the aforementioned lawyers, only one of whom she recognized.
 

 
  “Madouri lawyers?” Trissiny asked finally. The captain outright bared teeth at her choice to ask questions rather than leave, but Teal piped up before an argument could break out.
 

 
  “Somebody informed Ravana, who has more of a stake in this than I expected,” she explained, soothingly stroking F’thaan’s head. “Apparently she’s got an established relationship with the Thieves’ Guild. So does my family. Neither of us should’ve been targeted by the Guild.”
 

 
  “I see. And which…”
 

 
  “Yo.” The most disheveled of the three attorneys raised one hand, grinning at her. “Your gal pals here have a dispensation from House Madouri to be keeping that hellhound, so obviously there are questions of jurisdiction when they bring it into Tiraas but the order is still valid, because I’m here to
  
   make
  
  it valid if anybody wants to pick a fight. And just
  
   look
  
  at you! Hand of Avei, that’s the most hilarious thing I’ve ever seen. You still hanging out with
  
   those
  
  chuckleheads? Where’s the fat guy?”
 

 
  “Hello, Ms. Savaraad,” Trissiny said patiently. “I didn’t know you worked for House Madouri.”
 

 
  “I’ve done work for the Duchess
  
   and
  
  the Guild, hence my being here.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” Tallie piped up.
 

 
  “Would be if they were at cross-purposes, but her Ladyship’s position is that this unprovoked insult by the Thieves’ Guild is clearly some kind of misunderstanding and I’m here to make sure it’s all resolved amicably on all sides.” Bird managed to make the sentence both cloyingly sweet and bitterly sarcastic.
 

 
  “That doesn’t seem like your specialty,” Tallie observed.
 

 
  
   “Who the hell are you people?”
  
  the captain bellowed.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t mind us!” Darius said, raising his hands. “We’re just the Paladin Pity Squad, here because the General felt bad about ditching us to handle business.”
 

 
  Darling laid a hand on his shoulder, leaning over to murmur, “A police station’s not the
  
   worst
  
  place to get a chip on your shoulder, son, but it’s in the top five.”
 

 
  “This is Bishop Darling, from the Guild,” Trissiny explained in a deliberately calm tone. “He has enough rank with them to give orders, and is very skilled at smoothing things over.”
 

 
  “Consider me at your disposal, Captain,” Darling said, inclining his head courteously. “We
  
   are
  
  sorry to just descend on you in the middle of this, but I promise you we’re here to lessen your headaches, not add to them. And this lot are Guild apprentices, who don’t strictly need to be involved. They can fetch tea, and otherwise stash themselves somewhere out of the way.”
 

 
  Surprisingly, the captain seemed somewhat mollified by that. “Well, finally. Someone with pull
  
   and
  
  sense. That doesn’t explain
  
   your
  
  interest in this,” she added, turning the force of her glare back on Trissiny.
 

 
  “Also here to help,” she said. “I agree with Savaraad and the Bishop: this needs to be calmed down, not kicked further.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. And you can just wave your magic sword and make that happen?”
 

 
  “Maybe not
  
   that
  
  simply,” she acknowledged, smiling, “but I bet I can get them to talk.”
 

 
  The captain narrowed her eyes again. “Of all the problems I’ve got right now, him talking is the least urgent.”
 

 
  “Correct me if I’m wrong, I was briefed on the move getting here. You’ve got two Guild thieves who used an infernal weapon, which means you very much need to find out where
  
   that
  
  came from and plug the source. This job was bungled, but they were obviously working with some inside information to know where and how to hit their targets, and considering those targets and the fact that the thing failed—really,
  
   couldn’t
  
  have succeeded—there’s at least a possibility this is all politically motivated. If Intelligence isn’t breathing down your neck to suss out who set this in motion, they will be within the hour. And since these guys are Guild, they’ve been cooperating up to a point but refusing to yield any information. Am I more or less right?”
 

 
  Though her eyes were still narrowed, by the end of that the captain’s expression was more thoughtful than angry. “And you think
  
   you
  
  can get answers, is that right?”
 

 
  “No guarantees, but I believe so.”
 

 
  “Paladin,” she warned, “if you think you’re going to come into
  
   my
  
  station and beat up a prisoner—”
 

 
  “I said get
  
   answers,
  
  not a confession,” Trissiny interrupted. “I’m assuming we want accurate intel and not desperate fabrications, right? Nobody
  
   professional
  
  uses torture to get information.” She glanced over at Darling, who nodded once in encouragement. “I know the right questions to ask a Guild thief, Captain, and I think hearing them from me in this armor will make your boys reconsider the position they’re in.”
 

 
  “Boy, singular,” the captain grunted. “I’ve got the bag man in lockup. Your friends here did a real number on the driver. Healers tell me he should pull through just fine, but not before spending some time in the hospital.”
 

 
  Trissiny looked over at them, frowning in concern. “You okay, Teal?”
 

 
  “Mrs. Falconer is the victim, here,” one of the lawyers interjected, “and is under no obligation to answer questions to law enforcement.”
 

 
  “She’s a friend, not law enforcement,” Teal said with a sigh.
 

 
  “Ma’am, given the role she is taking here and your own—”
 

 
  “That will do,” Shaeine stated, quiet but utterly implacable. The attorney clamped his mouth shut, giving the drow an openly annoyed look from behind.
 

 
  “I’m not having a
  
   great
  
  day, Triss,” Teal said wryly, “but it could be a lot worse. F’thaan’s okay, and we’re both unharmed. If you think you can help settle all this mess, I’d be grateful.”
 

 
  “House Madouri’s in favor of this,” Bird said cheerfully. “The Duchess has the
  
   utmost
  
  confidence in General Avelea. She filed a brief about it and everything.”
 

 
  “My clients are
  
   not,”
  
  snapped the remaining lawyer, who by process of elimination had to represent the Thieves’ Guild. “I object to—”
 

 
  “No, you don’t!” Darling exclaimed, raising both hands in a pacifying gesture. “It’s fine. General Avelea is known and trusted by the Guild. She is
  
   not
  
  going to mistreat our people or break any laws. Getting all this straightened out quickly is in everyone’s best interest. We’re not throwing anybody under the wheels here.”
 

 
  The Guild lawyer studied him suspiciously for a moment, then grudgingly nodded, apparently already familiar with Darling’s position. “Objection withdrawn.”
 

 
  
  
  “Well,” the captain said resignedly, “I guess it’s not like you can make this any worse. All right, Avelea, you get a shot. I
  
   will
  
  be watching, though, and I don’t want to see any funny business. This is an Imperial Army station, not an Avenist temple.”
 

 
  “I don’t really
  
   do
  
  funny business,” Trissiny said solemnly, pointing over her shoulder with her thumb at Tallie, Darius, Rasha and Layla. “Ask them, they’ll tell you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Like most government structures in the city, the station itself was centuries old, but the interrogation room was obviously a modern renovation, complete with one of the newest features in police work which Murgatroyd Fedora had boasted was one of his inventions: a wall of glass enchanted to be a simple mirror from this side, but transparent from the other and blocking sound in only one direction. Behind it would be the captain and whoever else she judged needed to be privy to the ensuing conversation.
 

 
  The thief sat on one side of the table to which his wrist manacles were chained, looking slumped and annoyed but not particularly cowed. He looked up when the door opened, and his eyebrows shot upward in surprise at the sight of Trissiny in her silver armor, but just as quickly his expression closed down again. He just stared at her as she pulled out the other chair and sat down across from him.
 

 
  “So, it’s Rake, right?” she inquired. “Where are you from?”
 

 
  His eyebrows drew together slightly, but he said nothing.
 

 
  “I ask because I was told there was a guy tagged Rake here in Tiraas a couple of years ago, but apparently he got into some
  
   bad
  
  business with the Imperial government and ended up dead. Bishop Darling tells me there’s more recently a Rake operating out of Madouris. That you?”
 

 
  “You talked to the Bishop?” he asked finally.
 

 
  “Yep. The thing about
  
   that
  
  is, if you work in Madouris, you’re under Pizzazz. Right?”
 

 
  Rake squinted at her in silence.
 

 
  “And everybody in Madouris should know that the Falconers are strictly hands off,” she continued, holding his gaze. “Have been since Underboss Rogue’s time, and Pizzazz has upheld that. You could
  
   maybe
  
  argue that doesn’t hold here in Tiraas, but I’ve never met an Underboss who had a lot of patience for rules lawyering.”
 

 
  “You meet a lot of Guild Underbosses?” he asked.
 

 
  “A few,” she said noncommittally. “So, Rake. Whose big idea was this job?”
 

 
  His face went blank again.
 

 
  “Here’s the thing,” Trissiny continued, folding her gauntleted hands atop the table. “I’m sure you
  
   remember
  
  the big flaming demon who demolished you when you tried to kidnap her pet.”
 

 
  He twitched.
 

 
  “Her name is Vadrieny. Ever heard of—ah, I see you’re fairly well read. Yes,
  
   that
  
  Vadrieny, the Ravager of the Third Hellwar, last living daughter of Elilial. It’s a very long story, but she is currently incorporeal and sharing the body of the Falconer heiress. This isn’t a
  
   secret,
  
  you understand, just something those in power have not encouraged to get around. Anybody connected enough to set up this job and prep you for it would have been aware of that. So quite apart from the fact that they sent you to piss off arguably the most murderous creature in existence, who you never had the slightest chance of escaping from, you—a representative of Eserion—just broke the historic truce between Elilial and the Pantheon. So, good job on that.”
 

 
  Rake swallowed heavily.
 

 
  “In more local news,” Trissiny went on, “the
  
   other
  
  owner of that dog is the daughter of the Matriarch of the Narisian noble family who handles Tar’naris’s diplomacy. Yeah, you attacked a diplomat, which by itself would be grounds for the Throne to offer your head to Tar’naris on a plate in appeasement. But somehow, you arranged for that to not even be the worst part, since you pulled this job
  
   right
  
  as this Confederacy thing is kicking off, relations between the Empire and the elves are tense and very uncertain, and nobody has any patience for shenanigans. This is when you chose to commit a major diplomatic provocation.”
 

 
  He had gone almost white, but still said nothing.
 

 
  “Shaeine and Teal are personal friends of mine,” she stated evenly. “I have petted that dog. So yes, Rake, I won’t lie: I
  
   kind
  
  of want to punch you until your whole face is concave, let me just admit that up front. But I want to reassure you that I’m not going to do that. Even in the worst case scenario, if you continue to be obstreperous, you’re not going to get any further grief from me. You know the Guild’s codes on revenge. Beating you up wouldn’t solve any problems or make me feel better, and definitely won’t serve to discourage another incident like this, since we both know you’re not the one who had the bright idea in the first place.”
 

 
  “You’re…pretty well-informed about Guild stuff,” Rake said warily. “Wait, is it true you infiltrated the apprentices last year?”
 

 
  “Please don’t make me remind you who’s asking the questions here, Rake,” Trissiny said pleasantly. “That is just such a
  
   drizzt.”
  
 

 
  
  
  He blinked in confusion.
 

 
  
  
  “I think it’s better, in cases like this, to deal in
  
   positive
  
  reinforcement. So in fact, Rake, I’m going to offer to do what I can to protect you from the multiple world powers you’ve just pissed off. Right now you’ve got House Madouri, Falconer Industries, Imperial Intelligence and the Elven Confederacy wanting a piece of your hide. That would be pushing well beyond the bounds of what the Guild can protect you from just by itself, but taking into account the fact you just undercut Pizzazz’s authority by flouting the rule against ripping off the Falconers—and come on, that was a
  
   company carriage
  
  you robbed—odds are very good you’re not going to get even that much protection.”
 

 
  “I don’t need—” He caught himself mid-sentence, clamping his mouth shut again.
 

 
  “Don’t need Pizzazz to back you up?” she finished, watching him carefully. “Well, you must be pretty confident in your backer, then. Confident they can shield you from…well, do you really need me to recite the list again?”
 

 
  Rake’s eyes darted from one side of the room to the other, settling for a moment on the mirrored wall and then back on her face.
 

 
  “You should really think about this, though,” Trissiny added in a mild tone. “Your backer sent you right into Vadrieny’s claws. Considering how much intel you obviously had to plan this job? I’d say it’s even odds whether they just didn’t know what the stakes here were…or deliberately sent you to die like a stray dog in the street. Functionally, Rake, it doesn’t really matter, does it? That’s someone who either can’t protect you, or just isn’t going to bother. I think you
  
   really
  
  need my protection right now.”
 

 
  She let the silence hang for a moment while he slumped lower in his chair.
 

 
  “But for that, I’m going to need a name.”
 

 
  He swallowed again.
 

 
  “Jasper, too.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?”
 

 
  “My partner. They had to take him to the healers. If I tell you who sent us, you have to promise you’ll look after him, too.”
 

 
  “You have my word,” she said, nodding her head once. “What I can do, I will.”
 

 
  Rake fidgeted for a moment, grimaced, and then burst out, “It was Tricks!”
 

 
  Trissiny blinked once, slowly, and then shook her head. “Rake. I believe I made it fairly clear that I don’t actually
  
   like
  
  you that much, correct? I am still willing to
  
   help
  
  you, but not out of the goodness of my heart; you need to help
  
   me
  
  first. Telling me fairy tales isn’t helping me.”
 

 
  “I
  
   swear
  
  to you,” he babbled, “it was Boss Tricks himself who sent us. That’s the only reason we were willing to go after a Falconer target—yeah, we know about Pizzazz’s deal with the Duchess and FI, only the Boss himself can overrule that! Tricks didn’t just give us permission, this was his whole
  
   idea.
  
  He
  
   planned
  
  it, every step, had us rehearse it till he was satisfied we could pull it off.”
 

 
  “Boss Tricks,” Trissiny said flatly, “does not pull half-assed schemes or make wildly stupid mistakes. He
  
   definitely
  
  doesn’t throw away the lives of Guild members to make some kind of point. That rules out every explanation for Tricks being behind this, which leaves me to conclude that you’re wasting my time.”
 

 
  “You think I don’t know that?” Rake exploded, desperation audible in his voice. “I don’t
  
   have
  
  explanations! Gods help me, I
  
   trusted
  
  the bastard—we both did, or we wouldn’t have done this. I will swear on anything you want—I’ll go under with a mind-priest or take truth potion. I’m
  
   not lying,
  
  paladin! This wasn’t our idea. This job was a sanctioned Guild operation!”
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  “I’m sorry I missed ‘er, though,” Maureen said wistfully. “It’s been a real treat gettin’ to catch up with the junior class as well as you girls while everybody’s here. Seein’ Natchua woulda been a grand addition to the week!”
 

 
  “I am not sure why,” Scorn grunted, idly playing with her expensive disguise ring now that she had taken it off. “Natchua behaves better now than she ever did at school, but it does not make her pleasant to be around.”
 

 
  “Well, that just makes me actually
  
   want
  
  to catch up with her,” Iris said, grinning. “Which I never did before. Natchua was always a jerk; I’m suddenly real curious to see what she’s like, mellowed.”
 

 
  “Her hair is less spiky,” said Scorn. “Still green, though.”
 

 
  “Sometimes,” Ravana said with a beatific smile, “all it takes for a person to begin to flourish is the right environment. Apparently, Last Rock was not that for Natchua. It never occurred to me ahead of time, but I can entirely see Veilgrad agreeing with her.”
 

 
  “I am just as grateful to have missed her,” Szith murmured, “and not out of any personal antipathy. Given Natchua’s situation with regard to Tar’naris, duty would have compelled me to bring a detailed report of any encounter to her House. I consider that prospect awkward in the extreme.”
 

 
  “In point of fact, that occurred to me,” said Ravana, nodding to her. “Otherwise I would have invited her to stay a bit and chat with everyone. Perhaps it worked out for the best, in any case. She seemed in a hurry to return to Veilgrad. Also,” she added with a mischievous little smirk, “I don’t believe she cares for me, personally.”
 

 
  “Hard to care what she cares about,” Scorn opined.
 

 
  “Well, what’s done is done,” Ravana said briskly, glancing at the door of the lounge as it opened to admit Yancey. “I’m glad to have
  
   that
  
  bit of business over with, at least. Fortunately it ended early enough in the day that we’ve plenty of time to make the afternoon show I mentioned over breakfast. That is, if you are all still interested?”
 

 
  “Aye, sounded a right pleasure!” Maureen chirped. “Ain’t often I get ta see a new art form bein’ born!”
 

 
  
   “Moving
  
  lightcaps, though?” Iris asked skeptically. “As much as you like to chatter about lightcaps, Ravana, it seems like we’d have heard about it before today if that was a thing.”
 

 
  “As I understand it, they are not true moving pictures like a magic mirror or scrying surface, but a sequential progression of images set to music and projected upon a large stage. For just that reason, Iris, I am extremely curious. If this works at all well, I may be inclined to invest in the company producing them. Is the carriage ready, Yancey?”
 

 
  “Your pardon, my lady,” the Butler said, bowing deeply. “There is a situation in the grand hall which requires your attention.”
 

 
  Ravana’s smile instantly disintegrated. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, what
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “I am deeply sorry to have interrupted your afternoon plans, my lady.”
 

 
  “No.” She shook her head, closing her eyes momentarily. “No, Yancey,
  
   I’m
  
  sorry. It is the absolute height of stupidity to castigate a good servant for performing his duties well. I ought never vent my frustration at you.”
 

 
  Yancey bowed again, his face adopting an astonishingly expressive little smile; only a Butler could have conveyed without words both forgiveness and the assurance that no forgiveness was necessary. “I shall redouble my efforts to protect your free time during this brief vacation, my lady. A delegation has arrived from the Elven Confederacy, accompanied by seven citizens of Tiraan Province liberated from captivity by House Dalmiss. You instructed that this be brought directly to your attention should it transpire, and in any case, the leader of this embassy demands your presence.”
 

 
  “I
  
   see,”
  
  she said, chewing her bottom lip for a moment. “Well. That, in fact, is an extremely important matter. Girls, I am
  
   so
  
  sorry to do this yet again,” the Duchess continued, turning to her friends with a rueful expression.
 

 
  “I shall never resent you for placing duty first,” Szith assured her with a deep nod.
 

 
  “Yeah, you told us up front this was likely to happen,” Iris agreed, stepping forward to give Ravana a quick hug. “It’s okay, don’t you worry about us. We’re being
  
   ridiculously
  
  pampered by your staff, it’s not like it’s an imposition.”
 

 
  “How about this, then?” Maureen suggested. “Tonight, we’ll all ‘ave a sleepover, an’ swap gossip like we used to back at the dorm. It’ll be just like old times!”
 

 
  “I say, I
  
   like
  
  that idea!” Ravana said, smiling broadly. “We can stay in my chambers; goodness knows I have the room. After the Wells, my own bedroom feels rather like a museum.”
 

 
  “It’s a date!” Iris promised.
 

 
  “I’m looking forward to it,” said Ravana, nodding to each of them. “I apologize again for running off on you like this, but I’m afraid it doesn’t do to leave foreign dignitaries twiddling their thumbs. Especially not after I’ve gone to all the trouble of blackmailing them.”
 

 
  She turned to go, but not before seeing a cluster of alarmed expressions
 

 
  ***
 

 
  There were fourteen individuals awaiting her in the great hall, seven elves and seven humans. Ravana’s first observation, even before she took note of her own liberated people, was that not one of the elven delegates was a drow.
 

 
  In fact, it seemed clear that all seven were high elves. Four were evidently military escorts rather than diplomats, standing stiffly at attention in a formation enclosing the cluster of humans and all clad in armor that seemed made of blue glass and gold plating. Just as Malivette and Natchua had described, though at the time Ravana had privately thought it sounded wildly implausible. It
  
   looked
  
  wildly implausible, but…there it was.
 

 
  To judge by the other three, Qestrali fashions ran to long robes, inordinate amounts of jewelry, and lavish hairstyles. There were two men and a woman, all with long hair; one of the men wore his down his back in an elaborate cascade of braids, while the other two had theirs wound about their heads in extravagant styles. The woman’s was actually draped over a sapphire-encrusted halo of gold which hovered along behind her head under some enchantment, bobbing like a buoy as she paced slowly up and down the columned hall to examine the hanging banners. All three had robes woven with glowing patterns; the man in the lead, whose ostentatious coif was held in place by three bejeweled hairsticks, actually had large and heavy-looking shoulderpads of solid gold which hovered above rather than resting upon his thin shoulders.
 

 
  Any Imperial House worthy of the title could afford to bedeck its members in such wealth, up to and including the decorative enchantments. Ravana was less sure about the feasibility of enchanting accessories to float along with clothes, simply because it would never have occurred to her to do such a thing. By Imperial standards, such ostentation was gauche in the extreme. In her opinion, excessive flaunting of luxury revealed a critical weakness of character. The question was whether this was the standard in Qestraceel, or they were trying to impress her specifically.
 

 
  If the latter, they were broadly ignorant of Imperial customs, which had significant implications.
 

 
  The seven humans were clumped together in clear unease bordering on outright fear, staying as far as they physically could from the Highguard escorting them. All wore dark robes of Narisian style, looking downright plain next to the surrounding elves. No coats were in evidence, but they showed no sign of having been recently chilled, so at least their escort had provided some magical protection from the cold. She also noted that they were all under thirty, five men and two women, and all notably attractive specimens of humanity.
 

 
  A reminder of exactly what the Narisian elite usually wanted human slaves
  
   for,
  
  those execrable darkling bastards. Ravana had definitely arranged all this for broader political goals, but when now faced with the reality of it, the surge of revulsion and outrage she experienced was genuine. Not that she allowed any of it to show upon her face. There was a time and place for such openness, but this was not it.
 

 
  Most of the elves and all of the humans were watching her and her own escort long before they met them midway through the great hall, though the man with the levitating shoulderpads was the last to look up; he was staring up at the hall’s chandeliers with a fixed frown until Ravana herself was barely five yards away.
  
   Surely
  
  he’d seen magical lights before. His clothes alone carried far more impressive enchantments than her fairy lamps.
 

 
  “Ah,” he said in a peremptory tone, meeting her eyes and lifting his chin. “You are Duchess Madouri, then?”
 

 
  She arched one eyebrow at his rudeness, saying nothing.
 

 
  Ravana had arrived flanked by Veilwin and Lord-Captain Arivani, the commander of her House guard, with Yancey following discreetly and four of her own soldiers marching in formation behind—a detail Yancey had no doubt ordered to mirror the elves’ display.
 

 
  Arivani was sufficiently disciplined not to scowl openly at guests in a formal greeting, but his expression was icy as he lifted his battlestaff to strike its butt against the marble floor with a sound that rang through the cavernous hall.
 

 
  “You are in the presence of her Grace, the Duchess Ravana Firouzeh Laila Madouri, High Seat of the House of Madouri, Imperial Governor of Tiraan Province and Lady Protector of Madouris.”
 

 
  That was not technically the correct greeting, nor his place to issue it, but she employed Arivani for his military competence and his personal loyalty to her, not his diplomatic skills. Besides, in this specific case, asserting who was in charge in this house did happen to be the correct action.
 

 
  “Welcome to Madouris,” she said simply, a far cooler greeting than she’d so recently given the delegation from Veilgrad.
 

 
  The other two high elves executed shallow bows in her direction, but the man who was apparently in the lead just pursed his lips in visible annoyance, his green eyes flicking over each of them in turn. It ultimately settled, but not on Ravana.
 

 
  “What bloodline are you from?” he demanded, staring at Veilwin.
 

 
  “Ah, ah, ah,” she chided, wagging a finger at him. “I’m honest grove stock,
  
   not
  
  from your fancy-pants city under the sea. If you’re thinking about trying to haul me back there, forget it.”
 

 
  
   “Under
  
  the sea,” Ravana said aloud, allowing her eyebrows to lift in surprise. “Why…of course! I’d always heard it floated, but that makes
  
   so
  
  much more sense. There’s no need even to hide it if no one can dive that deep, after all.”
 

 
  All three high elves fixed glares on Veilwin.
 

 
  The Court Wizard grinned broadly and uttered the single most insincere “Oops” Ravana had ever heard, even after two years at Last Rock.
 

 
  Finally tearing his gaze off the sorceress, the elves’ leader squared his shoulders and turned back to Ravana with a curt little nod. “I am Magister Danoris of Qestraceel, representing the diplomatic interests of the Confederacy. We’re here to oversee the previous agreed prisoner exchange. As soon as you produce Matriarch Ezrakhai’s daughter, you may have these…people, and we can all return to our own business with a minimum of further fuss.”
 

 
  “She
  
   took
  
  the Matriarch’s
  
   daughter?”
  
  one of the Imperial women burst out in shock, then immediately clapped both hands over her mouth and tried to hide behind several of her fellows. In fact, the majority of the group huddled more closely together in a manner that made Ravana freshly furious at what must have been done to so cow them.
 

 
  Not all, though. The shorter of the two men actually surged forward, ignoring the two Highguard who shifted to face him. They did not physically stop him, though, and he came up to stand abreast of the Magister, where he fell to one knee and bowed his head.
 

 
  “My Lady,” he said in a voice coarse with emotion, “I swear by Omnu’s name, I am your man for
  
   life.”
  
 

 
  “Rise,” Ravana ordered, keeping her voice calm. “And welcome home. You are a citizen of the Tiraan Empire, and now safe in your own land. This is a
  
   civilized
  
  country. Here, you will not be compelled to any obeisance that deprives you of basic dignity.”
 

 
  He did stand, but hesitantly, and raised his head enough to peek shyly up at her. The expression on his face held a fervor she had usually only seen on people at religious services.
 

 
  Interesting. Ravana made a mental note to keep track of these seven as they were re-integrated into society. Pawns they might be in this game, but a pawn which crossed the entire board as they had could be shaped into any piece.
 

 
  “Right,” Danoris said, clearly unimpressed. “The prisoner, if you please?”
 

 
  “Yes, that was the agreement,” she replied, turning a wintry little smile upon him. “I have given orders that she be prepared and can be handed over quite shortly. Of course, we must execute due diligence to ensure our own interests. As soon as the identity of these citizens has been verified, the exchange can be completed. Lord-Captain, please escort the civilians to the specialists I have arranged.”
 

 
  “My lady,” Arivani acknowledged, saluting.
 

 
  
   “Excuse me,”
  
  Magister Danoris interjected sharply, “but the essence of a prisoner
  
   exchange
  
  is that you get yours when we get ours. Not before.”
 

 
  “This is a formality,” she stated, still wearing that tiny smile, “but a crucial one. I have fae magic users standing by who can verify true identities; imagine the embarrassment for all concerned if the Matriarch had sent me the wrong people. And
  
   since
  
  I am not the party here who has made a long-standing practice of enslaving citizens under false pretenses in a violation of treaty, it is not my word which is in question here.”
 

 
  “You
  
   forcibly abducted—”
  
 

 
  “Prove it,” Ravana demanded, widening her smile at his incredulous expression. “But! As a gesture of good faith, in acknowledgment of the Confederacy’s interests and to emphasize that my dispute is solely with House Dalmiss and not Qestraceel or the Elven Confederacy as a whole, I of course invite you to delegate one of your magic specialists and as many of your military escort as you deem necessary to observe the process. Perhaps you will find it intellectually interesting; I’m told fae magic differs vastly in methodology from your own.”
 

 
  “My lady,” the man who had knelt to her said earnestly, dry-washing his hands, “my name is Samir Talvadegh, I’m from Tiraas and my family lives right here in Madouris, they’ll vouch for me—”
 

 
  “I believe you, Mr. Talvadegh,” Ravana said gently. “I do not
  
   suspect
  
  foul play, but it is critically important that these things be done in the proper manner, and duly witnessed and recorded. This is not Tar’naris. As I am certain our noble guests from the graceful civilization of Qestraceel can attest, in an actual
  
   society
  
  the documentation of important events is an absolute necessity. Particularly when it concerns something as crucial as the relationships between sovereign nations.”
 

 
  “It is to the advantage of all parties,” the female high elf said softly, “to have a verification on record to which observers from both sides have agreed, Magister Danoris. Not to mention,” she added with another shallow bow toward Ravana, “that we are all cognizant of the stakes involved, and none here would risk the ongoing negotiations between the Confederacy and the Empire by dealing falsely with one another.”
 

 
  “Just so,” Ravana agreed, nodding courteously. “In particular, further diplomatic incidents must not be risked, after this morning’s events in Veilgrad.”
 

 
  At that, Danoris’s scowl deepened, and two of the Highguard shifted to glare at her directly. Ravana took note that these elves were as well-informed as they were undisciplined. Really, she had never met either diplomats or professional soldiers who had such poor control of their emotions. Was this the result of too many millennia at the bottom of the sea, never having to test their wits against legitimate rivals? If this was what all high elves were like, the Imperial nobility would devour them like a school of piranha, and the Narisians had undoubtedly already made puppets of them.
 

 
  Which, now that she considered it in those terms, would explain a lot.
 

 
  “I’m given to understand that fae spells can be imprecise in execution,” Ravana said when no one else spoke for a handful of seconds, “but rest assured, I will take every measure to ensure the comfort of guests while the necessary is attended to, however long that may take. I pride myself on hospitality. In fact!” She put on a sudden broad smile as if just having an idea. “I believe I know just the thing to entertain such distinguished visitors while necessary formalities are carried out. This Manor is but a short distance from the Falconer Industries factory, the pride and principal economic pillar of Madouris. Veilwin can teleport us there for a quick tour and right back with no time lost.”
 

 
  “We are not here to
  
   sightsee,”
  
  Danoris spat.
 

 
  “I would
  
   welcome
  
  the opportunity to observe an Imperial enchanting facility firsthand,” the other male Qestrali said, his softer tone a deliberate counterpoint to their leader’s overt ire.
 

 
  “Indeed, it sounds
  
   fascinating,”
  
  agreed the woman, fixing Danoris with a very pointed look.
 

 
  “It goes without saying,” Ravana added smoothly, “the elves of Qestraceel have nothing to learn about arcane magic from the likes of us. Nonetheless, I believe you will find this…instructive, Magister.”
 

 
  And even if he did not, she would.
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  “Well…this changes matters.”
 

 
  Darling nodded, staring ahead across the street with a slight frown. Though they were clearly the subject of attention, standing in front of a police barracks with Trissiny in her silver armor, they enjoyed the slight privacy of distance; passersby in Tiraas were generally adept at minding their own business, and few people anywhere would be eager to approach a paladin with that look on her face.
 

 
  “I gotta check with Tricks, obviously,” Darling said abruptly after a loaded pause.
 

 
  “Okay,” she agreed, but slowly. “And…if he…?”
 

 
  “Everything we do next depends on what he has to say,” said the Bishop, finally turning to face her. “If Rake was on the up and up, I
  
   doubt
  
  Tricks will deny it. If he does… Well, that’ll have implications that we then have to deal with. In the likelier outcome, I’ve got enough pull to demand to know what he’s thinking with this. Tricks doesn’t do things without good reasons, Thorn, and we better know what the hell they are before charging ahead.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “Sounds like sense to me. I guess…this means we split up, for now.”
 

 
  He emitted the tiniest huff of almost-laughter. “Yeah, ‘fraid so. You don’t have much say with Tricks and he’s not likely to appreciate being questioned with you in attendance. And your business at the Temple had better not wait any longer.”
 

 
  “Gotta wonder if this isn’t exactly the play,” Darius commented from where he was leaning indolently against the station’s wall in a manner that would have him immediately picked up by the first passing soldier had he not been with Trissiny.
 

 
  “Surely you don’t suggest
  
   Tricks
  
  works for…you know who,” Layla objected.
 

 
  “I bet lots of people who don’t
  
   work
  
  for you know who end up doing his dirty work, regardless,” said Tallie. “Without knowing it, or even against their will.”
 

 
  “Let’s not get too deep into speculation,” Darling warned. “Big mistake, to form theories when you don’t have the facts yet. Then, when the facts come, your brain’ll tend to try to fit them into your theories rather than the other way round. You may not be wrong, though,” he added, nodding at Darius. “Eyes and ears open, kids. We can’t be paralyzed by indecision, but don’t forget there’s some
  
   real
  
  shit afoot.”
 

 
  “Shit afoot, nice turn of phrase,” said Tallie, grinning. “Sure does look like we’ve stepped right in it.”
 

 
  “I know Sweet’s off on Guild business, and I’m not the boss of you,” said Trissiny, turning around to address the apprentices, “but I would appreciate it if you all stuck with me for now.”
 

 
  “You want
  
   us
  
  at the Temple of Avei?” Darius demanded, raising his eyebrows. “Wow. I thought you were just humoring us.”
 

 
  “No, Darius,” she snapped impatiently, “you were just pretending to think that because it gives you another excuse to act huffy. If what you
  
   want
  
  is to be left behind, keep that up, because I haven’t got time to hold the hand of a big boy who shouldn’t damn well need it.”
 

 
  “Tooooold yoooooouuu,” Layla sang sweetly.
 

 
  “The issue,” Trissiny continued more evenly, “is that Rasha’s presence is going to be necessary for the plan, and I may have to spend some time squirreled away with the High Commander or elsewhere that I can’t bring her along. After what happened last time, I’ll feel better with someone else on hand to watch her back.”
 

 
  “I
  
   can
  
  take look after myself, you know,” Rasha pointed out. “I managed last time.”
 

 
  “Yes, and you can do it
  
   better
  
  with friends behind you,” Tallie replied, patting her shoulder. “Thorn’s right; this isn’t a dig at you, it’s basic sense.”
 

 
  “Not that I encourage you kids to pick a fight in the Temple,” said Darling, “but it
  
   is
  
  true that bullies like these Purists are much less likely to try to ambush someone moving in a group. Any predator will try to isolate prey before striking. All right, let’s burn mileage before we burn any more daylight. I’ll swing back by Glory’s this evening and hope to catch you so we can compare notes.”
 

 
  “Right, same goes,” Trissiny replied. “If either of us can’t make it, Glory can make sure everyone’s up to date.”
 

 
  “Now, remember, Sweet,” Layla said sternly, “as with most nights, Glory is having company this evening. Scruffy characters like
  
   you
  
  had better come in the servants’ entrance.”
 

 
  “Just for that,” he said, winking, “I’m gonna take the sewer access, wipe my boots on the carpet, and tell her you told me to do it. Don’t try to sass the master, princess. All right, kids, work fast and stay safe. Catch up with you as soon as I can.”
 

 
  They separated, heading in opposite directions up the sidewalk toward their respective next confrontations.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Kheshiri was still laughing after half an hour, though at least her initial hysterics had subsided to intermittent giggle fits that allowed the rest of them to converse. A look into her aura had informed Natchua that, while the initial outburst of hilarity was purely genuine, by this point she was just being deliberately annoying. That, Natchua was inclined to indulge. Enabling the Vanislaads to make pests of themselves helped take the edge off, reducing the risk of them doing something truly disruptive.
 

 
  “It’s the weirdest damn thing,” Jonathan commented, gazing abstractly into his cup of tea. “After all the weird shit we’ve stumbled into and through since this summer, seems odd that
  
   this
  
  would be the thing that gives me pause. But…here we are.”
 

 
  “This really bothers you more than all the…well, everything?” Natchua looked pointedly at Kheshiri, currently rolling about on the floor in front of the fire like a cackling dog, and the much more laid-back Melaxyna, who stood behind Sherwin’s chair, massaging his shoulders and cradling his head against her chest.
 

 
  “The thing about demons,” Jonathan mused, “is that they just are what they are. They don’t get a choice, and can’t reasonably be any better. And even despite that, some of them
  
   choose
  
  to be better, and succeed.” Staring into space now instead of his tea, he reached to one side without looking, and Hesthri took his proffered hand. “As incredibly hard as it is for ‘em, they do. Nobles, now… Nobles are pretty much the opposite, in every respect.”
 

 
  “Your point is well-taken, but that’s a
  
   little
  
  more grim than the reality,” said Melaxyna. “Nobles, like most mortals, are as good or bad as their upbringing and the choices they make. At their worst, they are no more monstrous than any mentally defective violent criminal, just more destructive due to their power. But the good ones are potentially enormous forces for good in the world, by the same token.”
 

 
  “Honestly, Jonathan, I am inclined to see it the way you do,” Natchua said softly, stepping over to crouch by his chair. He finally focused on her at that, smiling, and she leaned her head against his knee with a sigh. Jonathan had more than a little Avenist in him and had initially been uneasy about the symbolism of having a woman he cared for sit by his feet, but Natchua found comfort in the position and had eventually brought him around. Even if she was still obviously the one with the power here, it was a relief to
  
   feel
  
  protected for a little while. “From everything I’ve read, Narisian nobility may not be any worse than the Imperial kind, relative to the two societies… But that just means they’re twice as vicious and underhanded on average, Tar’naris being the festering pit it is. Every instinct I have bridles at the idea.”
 

 
  “I don’t want you to make a decision like this on
  
   my
  
  account,” he said quickly, setting his tea down on the table to stroke her hair, and then letting his hand rest lightly on the back of her neck, the way she liked.
 

 
  “You are going to be a big part of any decision I make,” she replied. “Not the
  
   only
  
  part, but you matter a lot to me. I want to know how you feel before I do anything important.”
 

 
  “I
  
   feel…
  
  wary,” he admitted. “Having had a few minutes now to
  
   think
  
  about how I feel, I’m starting to realize that much of my unease is due to the fact that I think you’d actually be a better noble than most. And as selfish as it sounds, it’s a little alarming because I have no idea how
  
   I
  
  would fit into that.”
 

 
  “Well, look at it this way!” Sherwin said brightly. “You two could get married, and then you’d
  
   both
  
  be nobles. And hey, then Gabriel technically would be, too. I bet a paladin could get a lot of political use out of that.”
 

 
  Everyone turned to stare at him except Kheshiri, who set off on another round of cackling, actually slapping one hand against the floor. Sherwin’s smile faded under their scrutiny and he shrank slightly in his chair, pushing his head back into Melaxyna’s chest as if to hide in her cleavage.
 

 
  “Sherwin, honey,” the succubus murmured, squeezing his shoulders, “it’s a bit inconsiderate to put that kind of pressure on someone else’s relationship. Especially in public.”
 

 
  “Oh, uh,” he stammered, “I didn’t… That is, I’m sorry if…”
 

 
  “This is one of those things that you’ll only make worse by trying to fix, Sherwin,” Natchua said, not unkindly. “Hesthri, you’ve been quiet.”
 

 
  The hethelax stepped closer, folding herself down to sit cross-legged practically on top of Jonathan’s feet, close enough to Natchua to reach out and place a hand on her knee. “That’s because I don’t think you’re going to like what I have to say.”
 

 
  “And when has
  
   that
  
  ever stopped you?” Natchua retorted.
 

 
  “When the matter is serious,” Hesthri said, gazing at her without reciprocating her levity, “and your feelings are on the line. I think it’s good for you to be regularly knocked off your high horse, Natch, but I never want to be the cause of real upset, not over something important.”
 

 
  “I care what
  
   you
  
  think, too,” Natchua said, reaching out to clasp the clawed hand Jonathan wasn’t currently holding. “If it’s something important enough to worry you, I
  
   definitely
  
  need to hear it. I can take a rebuke, Hes.”
 

 
  “Then I think you should do it,” she said frankly.
 

 
  Natchua blinked once, then closed her eyes and turned her face slightly so that it was half-buried in Jonathan’s thigh. “Why do
  
   any
  
  of you think I would be good at this? I mean, specifically,
  
   why?
  
  I am not fishing for compliments or validation, here, I just don’t get it. I am just so very
  
   Natchua.
  
  It’s inconceivable to me that I would be
  
   good
  
  in this position. Am I really the only one?”
 

 
  “I suspect,” said Hesthri, squeezing her fingers, “because all of us here are as suspicious of aristocracy as you are, for one reason or another, and that makes the very fact that you’d be such an unconventional choice comforting. But it’s not like I’d suggest
  
   any
  
  old fool off the street should be thrust into that position, even if I loved that fool as I do you. I think that Malivette hit the nail on the head, lovely. You would be good for Veilgrad, and Veilgrad would be good for
  
   you.
  
  Both those things have already been the case; this is really just formalizing it.”
 

 
  “It’s because you’re such an apex asshole, mistress,” Kheshiri interjected suddenly. She had rolled herself around and was now stretched out on her belly facing them, chin propped up on her hands and grinning in continued glee. “You make your decisions based on pure principle, and your principles amount to protecting people from abuse if you can, and avenging them if you can’t. Your preferred strategy for doing this is always something so irrationally conceived and convolutedly executed that nobody ever manages to
  
   stop
  
  you. That, mistress, is
  
   precisely
  
  the profile of a reformer who comes along to burn all the bullshit out of a crooked system. ‘Natchua the Noble’ is one of those ideas no sensible person would think of on their own, but once it’s presented, damn if it doesn’t make an eerie kind of sense! It’s a classic Natchua idea, in other words.”
 

 
  “That…is…actually quite well said,” Jonathan said slowly, studying Kheshiri, who winked up at him. “Puts my thoughts into words much better than I would have.” Hesthri nodded.
 

 
  “That’s what succubi do,” Sherwin chuckled. “Well. Among other things.” Melaxyna bent forward to kiss the top of his head.
 

 
  Natchua regarded Kheshiri sidelong, taking in her delighted expression and the magical signature which revealed the actual mental state it hid. She was in this habit for the obvious reason of trying to head off resistance and defiance from the succubus, but more and more lately, Kheshiri had regarded her with ever-increasing warmth and attachment. Something about that was even brighter and fiercer, now. Natchua couldn’t quite put a label to the demon’s feelings toward her, but they were intensely positive. Somehow, that was more unsettling than if the Vanislaad had meant her harm.
 

 
  “Well,” she said aloud, “I have more thinking on it to do. Vette and Ravana want to move fast, for the sake of political shock value, but I am at the
  
   very
  
  least going to sleep on it. I’m interested in hearing more from all of you, too, if you have thoughts. For
  
   now,
  
  that’s not the only crisis brewing. Shiri, I have work for you.”
 

 
  “Ooh!” Kheshiri executed a deft gymnastic maneuver by which she flowed from a lounging position to sitting upright without ever fully straightening up, the furor of delight behind her eyes only increasing at the attention. “I’m all yours, my mistress!”
 

 
  Natchua winced at the phrasing, on purpose. Letting the succubus needle her and get reactions helped scratch that itch. “I’ve got the Black Wreath sniffing around me, and so far I can’t tell what the hell they actually want. They
  
   said
  
  revenge, but their actions don’t make sense in that context. You’re the Wreath expert, here. The way I heard it, you actually took them over a century ago.”
 

 
  “Ah, good times,” Kheshiri said reminiscently. “I miss Onkawa. But yes, mistress, I recognize the pattern you’ve described. It’s a standard ploy: they are keeping you both in the dark and under pressure. The goals are variable—could be just trying to see what you
  
   do
  
  when stressed and confused, or they might be trying to weaken you in preparation for the real play.”
 

 
  “I see,” Natchua murmured. “It
  
   does
  
  make more sense in that light. So as long as they retain the ability to move about mysteriously…they retain the upper hand. Even trying to figure out their movements slips me deeper into the trap. Hm. How would you suggest defeating a plan like that?”
 

 
  “Now, just a moment,” Jonathan interrupted. “Not to doubt your expertise, Kheshiri—or reproach you for asking advice, Natch, that’s a very good habit to be in. But remember what we were just discussing about you and your plans? The Wreath are legendary schemers; facing them on their own terms seems like a bad idea. Better to retaliate with something they wouldn’t and
  
   can’t
  
  expect. If there was ever a time for a Natchua plan, this is it.”
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” Hesthri agreed softly, but with a mischievous fervor in her expression.
 

 
  “I
  
   do
  
  have insights, if you wish them, mistress,” Kheshiri added, “but I like the direction of Jonathan’s thoughts here. I would be
  
   delighted
  
  to see how you’d screw with Mogul and his crew.”
 

 
  “How
  
   I
  
  would…” Natchua trailed off, frowning into space and barely feeling Hesthri’s gentle squeezing of her hand, or Jonathan subtly massaging the back of her neck in his grip. “So the game is to create confusion and pressure, then? You know what, I kind of love it. Sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.”
 

 
  She snapped her eyes back into focus, finding Kheshiri grinning at her with a level of glee that verged on the psychotic. For once, Natchua found the expression, rather than alarming as usual, exactly what she wanted to see.
 

 
  “First thing tomorrow, Shiri, you and I are going to have a prowl around Veilgrad with our respective knowledge of Wreath tactics and Elilinist magic. I don’t need to know what they’re planning, just where they’ve been and might be again. And
  
   then…
  
  If Embras Mogul thinks he’s pissed at me
  
   now,
  
  he’s about to learn how much worse things can always get.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “All these…are
  
   not
  
  skilled enchanters?” Magister Danoris asked, visibly aghast. He did not go so far as it lean over the catwalk’s railing, but clutched it as if it were holding him up as he gazed down at the factory floor below.
 

 
  “Well, yes and no,” Geoffrey Falconer answered in the same energetic tone with which he’d been playing tour guide since their arrival. Though in many ways he lived up to the stereotype of the absent-minded intellectual, Falconer was as intrigued as any expert in arcane magic would be at meeting high elves, and always pleased to show guests the workings of his factory. “Naturally we
  
   do
  
  employ quite a few enchanters by specialty, but the whole point of the assembly line is to make production as efficient as possible. We’ve set it up as best as possible to minimize the need for magical expertise; fully seventy percent of the positions along the line are manual. Some of those
  
   do
  
  require an application of magic, but using the standard inks and dusts—which we of course manufacture in house, from our own mana turbines. That increases the available hiring pool. We pride ourselves on paying well here at FI, but unskilled labor is still much cheaper than employing enchanters.”
 

 
  “And these…laborers…will produce self-motivated vehicles?”
 

 
  “Twenty an hour,” Falconer said proudly.
 

 
  “How sophisticated are your horseless carriages?” Danoris demanded.
 

 
  “It depends; we have a range of products. The higher-end models have more features, obviously, but they also require more specialized attention from enchanters and other artisans.
  
   This
  
  assembly line happens to be producing our most basic model, the FI-320. Full seating for four passengers, weatherproof wheel charms, maximum speed of forty miles per hour, and fully rechargeable power crystals—”
 

 
  “I wish to inspect one of these vehicles.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Falconer said, his good cheer seemingly undiminished by Danoris’s abrupt tone, though his fellow Magister shot him a reproachful look which he did not see. This was not even the first such grimace Ravana had observed, simply by hanging back and studying her guests as intently as they did the factory facilities.
 

 
  Magisters Danoris and Talvrin had accompanied her on the tour while Veilwin systematically drained a bottle of wine in the lobby, along with two of their Highguard escort, leaving the other two soldiers and Magister Eveldion to oversee proceedings back at the Manor. So far, Ravana hadn’t teased out any differences in rank; Danoris and Talvrin had the same title, and while Danoris generally took the lead, that might just reflect the differences in their personalities as there had been no giving or taking of orders between them. Talvrin let him talk, but did not show much in the way of deference, preferring to walk somewhat apart and study their surroundings on her own time.
 

 
  “What is a mana turbine?” she now asked.
 

 
  “Ah, those are actually the very foundation of Falconer Industries,” Geoffrey said animatedly. “Also called mana wells, they are essentially just electrical generators situated on a ley line nexus, which produce steady quantities of the raw dust which can then be refined into various grades of enchanting powders, and further mixed with alchemicals to make enchanting inks that can be used to inscribe enchantments on spell parchment. We both use these in house on our own products, and sell the raw materials directly through outlet shops. FI started when the Enchanter’s Bane shifted ley lines enough that a major nexus formed on real estate my family owned; our activities here tugged them further so that there are now two smaller nexi nearby, which we also control. There are turbines on each. In fact, the nearest is just at the other end of this factory! Would you like to see it firsthand?”
 

 
  “Yes, we would!” Magister Danoris snapped. Again, Magister Talvrin cast an irritated glance his way. This time, she caught Ravana’s eye. The Duchess gave her a bland smile.
 

 
  “Right this way!” Geoffrey said, leading the way along the catwalk.
 

 
  Their course took them to the end of it, down a metal staircase to the factory floor, and through a door at its end. The hallway beyond extended past the building itself, well-lit by both fairy lamps and broad windows which revealed the domed structure to which it led, some fifty yards distant.
 

 
  Ravana let herself fall to the rear, studying her guests as they strode along, and only deduced halfway down the hall that the Magisters were engaged in conversation the whole time. They spoke in the minutest exhalations that only an elf could hear, but the argument irritated Danoris enough that he turned his head to scowl at Talvrin, enabling her to see his lips move.
 

 
  She made a mental note to learn to read lips. Somehow it had never come up, but in the moment, Ravana could only castigate herself for overlooking such a clearly useful skill.
 

 
  The door into the mana turbine was both locked and guarded, though of course the factory’s owner was not impeded by these things in the slightest. He led them through, and into the huge round chamber beyond.
 

 
  They emerged onto another catwalk surrounding the circular pit dug fully ten yards into the ground, where the machinery of the mana well itself whirred ceaselessly, its mechanical arm spinning and filling the very air with static.
 

 
  “This chamber is bristling with both conventional lightning rods and the best grounding charms available!” Geoffrey practically shouted over the noise as he led the way around the perimeter of the room toward the glass-walled control booth. “There is basically no chance of electric shock, though with the turbine running at this capacity there’s obviously a lot of static! This way, please, the booth is charmed against both the noise and the electricity.”
 

 
  The elves were visibly grateful to be shut inside the calm and quiet of the control booth, even the two soldiers. Two enchanters in hard hats and coveralls embroidered with the FI logo gawked at their guests; their employer and even Ravana they knew by sight, but the high elves were well worth staring at even among dignitaries. They seemed both reluctant and relieved when Mr. Falconer himself asked for privacy in the booth, taking his seat before the runic control panel as they slipped back out.
 

 
  “Is it always so…extreme?” Danoris demanded once the six of them were again alone, fingering one of his long ears.
 

 
  “Actually, no!” Geoffrey said brightly. “This turbine is the smallest
  
   and
  
  oldest still in service, and borderline obsolete. We’ve perfected a method of producing much higher-grade mana powder which will enable the creation of far more sophisticated and powerful enchantments. Well, actually, we already have the capacity to make those enchantments, but dedicating a new turbine to mass-producing that quality of dust will finally make them economical and thus more widely available. But it’ll require
  
   completely
  
  dismantling the turbine and building a new one, which will of course seriously cut down our production while it’s being done. So! We’ve installed heavy-duty safeguards in here to ensure there won’t be any kind of magical event when the machinery breaks, and are running it round the clock at four hundred percent capacity to build up a backlog of dusts. Once it gives out, we’ll replace it with the upgrade.”
 

 
  Both Magisters looked distinctly alarmed at that.
 

 
  “Ah, but I don’t mean to sound boastful,” Geoffrey added with a wry grin. “Obviously, none of the magic we’re doing here is anywhere near on a par with what you’re used to back home.”
 

 
  “Obviously not,” Danoris said dismissively, even as he frowned in clear worry through the noiseproof enchanted windows at the overworked turbine. This time, Talvrin didn’t bother to express disapproval at his rudeness. She was also frowning at the same sight, though more pensively.
 

 
  Ravana looked rapidly between them and chanced a glance at the Highguard who had each positioned themselves to cover one of the booth’s doors; both were likewise studying the mana well. This, she decided, was the moment to strike.
 

 
  “Naturally,” the Duchess stated in a light and airy tone, “our magical capability itself is not the source of the Magister’s worry.” Danoris whirled to glare at her, but she just carried on speaking with a blithe smile. “Rather, it is the fact that he came here expecting to see fur-wearing primitives in stone castles, with scarcely one individual in ten thousand an arcane user. And before the Enchanter Wars, that might have been the case. Tell me, how much has Qestraceel changed in the last hundred years? The last thousand?”
 

 
  All the elves were staring at her now, Danoris in open anger, Talvrin with eyes narrowed intently. Geoffrey Falconer also watched her with a knowing little smile. Ravana quite liked Geoffrey, in large part because he liked her. Not that she craved his approval in and of itself; he had been present when she’d finally gotten rid of her father. While Teal had been deeply unnerved by that event, Geoffrey took grim satisfaction in the unmaking of the Duke who had caused him so many headaches over the years. Ravana respected pragmatism, and his appreciation of revenge.
 

 
  “Young woman,” Danoris began.
 

 
  “It must be quite a thing,” she said sweetly, “to be winning a race by default, and only realize you have competition when you feel its breath upon your neck.”
 

 
  Danoris did not like that at
  
   all,
  
  and it showed all over his face. Talvrin remained thoughtfully focused upon Ravana, though for the moment, neither spoke.
 

 
  “It seems to me,” she mused aloud, stepping forward to look out over the mana well herself, “that we have a great deal more to offer one another beyond today’s specific business. Clearly, your unparalleled mastery of the arcane makes your people a font of wisdom from which mine would be both honored and delighted to learn. And even if we can reciprocate little along the same lines, it is obviously advantageous for you to have a weather eye upon the state of human advancement.”
 

 
  “That,” said Danoris, recovering some of his hauteur, “is
  
   hardly
  
  worth the—”
 

 
  “You are by far the most inept politicians I have ever seen,” Ravana informed him, causing the Magister to stammer in incoherent offense. “You control your emotions no better than children. Every thought you have is displayed far in advance of expressing it. Were we truly at cross purposes, your transparent predictability would render the briefest conversation a strategic victory for me. How fortunate that I am not ill-disposed toward you!”
 

 
  “Most fortunate indeed,” Magister Talvrin said quietly.
 

 
  “If this is the way even the ranking dignitaries of the Qestrali comport themselves,” Ravana continued, staring aimlessly out the window, “it goes without saying that the Narisians have taken you for a ride in every negotiation between your peoples thus far. I am, as you have cause to be aware, on unfriendly terms with certain factions in Tar’naris; I’ve had cause to grow adept at handling them. I should be
  
   delighted
  
  to assist my new friends from Qestraceel in getting the better of any further dealings with the drow. And while I am a loyal and devoted subject of the Silver Throne, I would not consider it to be against the Empire’s interests to assist such valued comrades in mitigating the utter spanking your delegates are undoubtedly receiving in Tiraas even as we speak.”
 

 
  Danoris physically swelled up, which was downright comical given his thin build and the way his ostentatious hovering shoulder armor shifted with the motion. Less amusing was the way his fingers twitched hungrily; for a moment, Ravana thought he might cast some spell at her out of sheer outrage. The much more composed Talvrin turned her head to stare at him.
 

 
  After a few seconds, however, the Magister composed himself with a visible effort. It took him another heartbeat to put on a small and insincere smile, but he managed, for the first time, to direct a shallow bow toward Ravana.
 

 
  “Perhaps,” the elf said with obviously strained courtesy, “there is potential for…useful intercourse between us after all…my lady Duchess. Once this day’s work is settled to everyone’s mutual satisfaction, I should be…
  
   willing
  
  …to discuss further…business. With you.”
 

 
  Ravana regarded him sidelong, thankful she’d taken the risk of annoying Natchua earlier in the day to press her for details of her encounter with the Highguard squad she had disabled. There
  
   were
  
  political differences between them, and in fact, they apparently had formal means of addressing these in the field. It was time to take the second risk.
 

 
  She turned to face Magister Talvrin directly and inclined her head. “It would be my pleasure, not to mention and unmatched honor, to develop a direct relationship between House Madouri and the Magistry of Qestraceel. For such a privilege, I should naturally do my utmost to be as accommodating and useful a friend as I am able. On one condition, of course.”
 

 
  
   “Oh?”
  
  Danoris grated, further aggravated at being given the cold shoulder.
 

 
  Ravana pointed at him with one hand, keeping her gaze fully on Talvrin. “This individual is never to be in my presence again. I am certain that so ancient and graceful a civilization as yours
  
   must
  
  have countless members who are able to conduct themselves appropriately in the presence of a Duchess. I therefore see no reason I should be subjected to the company of those who do not.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   see here!”
  
  Danoris barked.
 

 
  “Such a trifling request is
  
   more
  
  than reasonable, Lady Madouri,” Magister Talvrin assured her with a broad smile. “I can only apologize for any offense my colleague has caused you thus far. I shall be glad to ensure that you see only the better face of our society henceforth.”
 

 
  “Talvrin!” he exploded.
 

 
  Geoffrey had turned his back to all of them by that point and was pretending to be absorbed in the dials and levers of the booth’s runic control panel.
 

 
  “I mean no offense,” Ravana said pleasantly, “but I am honestly curious how such an obviously sophisticated civilization ends up with such boorish individuals in positions of power.”
 

 
  Danoris had gone scarlet in the face; it was the first time she had seen an elf do that.
 

 
  “Qestraceel all but runs itself,” Talvrin explained. “Manual labor is done by autonomous constructs—what you call golems. More physical functions than otherwise are performed by fully automated enchantments. The city’s functions need maintenance more than they need actual oversight. Even much of the necessary decision-making is handled by intricate and permanent data processing spells running sophisticated algorithms. In addition, our culture prizes above most other concerns its ancient and direct lineage; our society began immediately following the Elder War and more than a few Qestrali elves remember that time. Thus, political power tends to accrue those who have seniority and magical aptitude, rather than…people skills.”
 

 
  “Magister Talvrin!” Danoris shouted shrilly. “The Magistry will
  
   hear
  
  of your divulging of our secrets to outsiders!”
 

 
  “And
  
   then,”
  
  she shot back, whirling on him with a fierce scowl, “they will hear about how
  
   you
  
  made a spectacle of every weakness we possess before Imperial nobility, and the measures I was
  
   forced
  
  to take to keep said nobility positively disposed toward us and disinclined to hostility! You have rendered your presence diplomatically offensive, Magister Danoris. It would be
  
   appropriate
  
  for you to absent yourself from further engagements, or at the very least, remain silent.”
 

 
  “Witnessed,” both Highguard stated, in unison and with audible satisfaction. Falconer’s shoulders quivered and he hunched further forward over the console.
 

 
  Danoris looked as if he might vibrate through the floor.
 

 
  “After all,” Talvrin continued, turning back to Ravana with a gracious nod, “the Duchess impresses me as a pragmatic woman who would rather benefit from our friendship than initiate needless friction.”
 

 
  “Oh, very much so,” Ravana agreed brightly. “Revenge, as the Eserites say, is a sucker’s game. I look forward
  
   eagerly
  
  to a bright future. As
  
   friends.”
  
 

 
  Eventually, she actually
  
   would
  
  have to teach them some of the sly circumspection a politician absolutely needed to survive on the surface; it wouldn’t be long after that before they adapted their own. But for a while, at least, there was much more candy to be taken from these babies.
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  “What the hell, Tricks?”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t ‘what the hell’ me,” the Boss retorted scathingly. “What’re
  
   you
  
  suddenly so squeamish about, huh? The Falconers aren’t any of your business, Sweet, and just because you’ve got a paternal streak for Thorn doesn’t mean the Guild owes her so much as a say-so when planning jobs in her vicinity. I dunno what you’re getting so worked up over.”
 

 
  Sweet stared at him, finding himself at a loss for words. Not for the first time in his life, but it was a very rare condition for him.
 

 
  “You don’t…
  
   know.
  
  What I’m worked up over.”
 

 
  “He’s not that worked up, Boss,” Style rumbled, regarding Tricks sidelong from where she stood against the room’s door. The counting room was busy at this hour, and this was no business which merited the use of Eserion’s inner sanctum, so they were speaking in the map room just off the central training pit.
 

 
  “Whose side are you on?” Tricks demanded, giving her a grin that took any rebuke out of the question. Style, for once, didn’t respond to it, just studying him in silence.
 

 
  “Okay.” Sweet held up both hands. “Okay, forget about the politics. Forget the Falconers, Duchess Madouri, Tar’naris, and
  
   all
  
  the delicate ongoing plots we have with each of them that might’ve been upended by this scheme.”
 

 
  “Y’know, Sweet, there’s no point in saying ‘forget the politics’ if you just go and recite them all.”
 

 
  “Trust me, that was the forgetful version; we could go into each at length. But seriously,
  
   never mind that.
  
  Boss, you sent two of our people to piss off
  
   fucking Vadrieny
  
  as directly and personally as they possibly could short of playing grabby hands with her wife. And you didn’t warn them she was even a factor! So yeah, I will goddamn well say it again:
  
   what the hell,
  
  Tricks?!”
 

 
  “Just because I’m stuck doing desk work
  
   now
  
  doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten everything I ever knew about planning a job,” Tricks retorted. “Everybody I send out knows exactly what they need to. Teal Falconer is the kind of annoying pacifist who— Well, did you know she was actually
  
   bullied
  
  as a teenager? Girl could’ve had someone
  
   killed
  
  using just her allowance, and she let the children of her father’s
  
   employees
  
  push her around. That demon is as good as housebroken and has been for years.”
 

 
  “Jasper is in the goddamn hospital!”
 

 
  “Oh, you know Jasper pretty well, huh?” Tricks asked, grinning humorlessly. “Get up to Madouris a lot lately, do ya?”
 

 
  “What the fuck does
  
   that
  
  have to do with—”
 

 
  “Just that this is the Thieves’ Guild, Sweet. If I plan a job that puts somebody in the hospital, you ever consider that maybe they
  
   ought
  
  to be put there?”
 

 
  Sweet stared at him for a moment, then pointed at Style. “Isn’t that her job?”
 

 
  “I cannot fucking send Style to smack every head that needs it, much as she might prefer that.”
 

 
  “I just…” Sweet rubbed at his temples. “Tricks, you
  
   don’t
  
  send Guild members into horrific danger without
  
   warning
  
  them what they’re in for! A job they’re not fully prepared for is gonna
  
   fail,
  
  that’s basic—”
 

 
  “Sweet,” Tricks said flatly, taking a step closer to him, “I give you a
  
   lot
  
  of leeway, because we both know you’ve earned it and you’re worth it. But and the end of the day, you had your turn as Boss. You
  
   don’t
  
  tell me what to fucking do.”
 

 
  They stared at each other in silence, Trick’s face expressionless while Sweet frowned in consternation.
 

 
  “Right,” Style drawled after a few tense moments. “Should I call the twins in here to grow a tree for you two to piss on?”
 

 
  “Look,” Tricks said in a softer tone, stepping forward again. This time, though, he reached out to grasp Sweet by the shoulder. “You do remember what the job’s like, Sweet. Sometimes you gotta keep people in the dark. There are things I have to do that I can’t explain to people, and the role of Boss sure as
  
   hell
  
  comes with hard choices to be made. That’s all right there in the job description. I get how you can feel left out of the loop sometimes, I do. But I do what I gotta do, and ultimately? You either trust me to do the job, or you don’t.”
 

 
  He paused, then lowered his hand.
 

 
  “Go ahead and take your time deciding which it is, Sweet. I
  
   wish
  
  I had time to hang out here all day chewing the fat, but just like
  
   every
  
  day I’ve got a thousand fucking things to be doing right now.”
 

 
  Tricks turned and strolled toward the door, his gait for once free of the tension he usually displayed. Style stepped aside without comment and the Boss slipped out, leaving the door ajar.
 

 
  “Style,” Sweet said quietly, staring after him, “is he…”
 

 
  “Is he
  
   what,
  
  Sweet?” she asked, a hard edge to her tone.
 

 
  Sweet frowned at the cracked door for a second longer before focusing his gaze on her face. “Is he
  
   okay?”
  
 

 
  She worked her mouth once in a chewing motion, then turned her head to glare at the map of the Empire on the far wall. The muscles in her jaw clenched, and then the head enforcer shoved the door closed again with one hand.
 

 
  “Sweet, what kind of shit did the Big Guy have you do, when you were Boss?”
 

 
  “Very little,” he admitted. “The Guild more or less runs itself if you prioritize looking after the people doing its business. At least, that was
  
   my
  
  approach. I know we’ve had this conversation before, Style.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and I know you know it isn’t like that for Tricks. He’s got… I dunno, Sweet, the Big Guy’s stuff is Boss’s ears only. It’s been like that ever since he took over. I’ve kinda gotten used to him making calls I thought were odd, but they always either worked out so I could see the point in hindsight, or nothing apparently came of ‘em in the end. And nothing ever crossed…this kind of line.”
 

 
  “So it’s
  
   not
  
  just me?” Sweet asked almost plaintively. “I
  
   know
  
  I’m not crazy. This shit is seriously over the edge.”
 

 
  “Well, he’s not tagged Tricks because he likes to do stuff the straightforward way. The man’s more than earned my trust, Sweet, and I’d like to think yours too.”
 

 
  “Are you forgetting
  
   who
  
  put him forward to be Boss in the first place?”
 

 
  She nodded once in agreement. “If he does something I don’t get, I can live with it and trust it’s going somewhere. He’s never done anything like sending a pair of goobers like Rake and Jasper up against a
  
   fucking archdemon,
  
  though. And…that last bit at the end, there. That is
  
   not
  
  the Boss I know. ‘Fuck you, I do what I want’ is not part of his personality. Hell, his
  
   vocabulary.
  
  At least… I wouldn’t’ve thought so,” she added, scowling deeply.
 

 
  Sweet heaved a sigh, running a hand over his hair. “Fuck. I don’t like the way this feels, Style. Doing shit behind his back…”
 

 
  “What shit?” she asked, her tone deceptively mild. “We’re just chatting.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” He locked his eyes on hers. “You up for chatting about anything
  
   else
  
  the Boss has done recently that seemed…
  
   off
  
  to you?”
 

 
  Style narrowed her eyes very slightly. “Didn’t you say you ran off and left Thorn in charge of a delicate political negotiation? Fucking
  
   Thorn?”
  
 

 
  “That baby bird’s gotta get pushed out of the nest sometime. Thorn’s got it in her to be as sly as Keys ever was, she’s just spent her life being discouraged from developing that skill. Well, she
  
   needs
  
  it now, and nobody’s got time for her to practice on small fry. I think we’ve got something just as urgent to focus on
  
   here.”
  
 

 
  “Yeah, well, that’s as good a starting point as any,” she said, grimacing. “You’re the people guy, Sweet; can you think of
  
   any
  
  reason for the Boss to send Ninetails to handle relations with the Avenists at a time like this?”
 

 
  Sweet’s eyes slowly widened. “…why the fuck don’t we keep chairs in here? I gotta sit down.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So I hope you’ll understand if I am a tad out of sorts with the Guild right now.”
 

 
  “I don’t understand at all,” Trissiny murmured, slowly pacing back and forth in front of High Commander Rouvad’s desk. “Ah, not
  
   you,
  
  Commander, your position is wholly reasonable. I just can’t make
  
   sense
  
  of this pattern. Now of all times, interfaith relations deserve both careful handling and a high priority.”
 

 
  “Yes, I would have thought so, myself,” Rouvad agreed, her expression severe. “Nonetheless, here we are. I get more or less the same content from various Guild messengers, but in the last few weeks Bishop Darling is the only one who brings me anything slightly useful. And I could
  
   live
  
  with empty platitudes, but I am less amused when they come from people who try to start fights with my Legionnaires or generally behave in my presence like feral animals. Are you acquainted with this Ninetails character?”
 

 
  “Not personally,” Trissiny said, shaking her head and not pausing in her pacing. “I’m not personally familiar with every thief in Tiraas, obviously.”
 

 
  “Well, I would take it as a kindness if you’d inform Tricks that my patience is not limitless. It’s a delicate political time for the Sisterhood
  
   internally,
  
  to say nothing of dicey relations between cults and with the Church, and being seen taking a conciliatory stance with disruptive thieves is only going to cost me face within my own cult. Exactly when I can least afford it.”
 

 
  Finally, Trissiny trailed to a halt, staring at the wall for a moment, then turned to face the High Commander directly. “This may be premature, but I am suddenly starting to see a pattern I don’t like.”
 

 
  “Do tell,” Rouvad said flatly.
 

 
  “I was privy to the aftermath of another strange Guild action today: two thieves attacked my friends Shaeine and Teal and tried to steal their dog.”
 

 
  “Oh,” Rouvad snorted, lowering her eyebrows. “You mean their
  
   demon.”
  
 

 
  “Hellhounds are from the same plane as the Rhaazke,” Trissiny said patiently. “They are infernally stable and lack the aggression characteristic of demon species native to Hell proper. F’thaan is, for all intents and purposes, a
  
   dog
  
  with unique magical traits. And for the record, he is a good boy. I’m only bringing this up because it parallels the situation here. There are all
  
   kinds
  
  of reasons for the Guild not to antagonize them; they are connected to Falconer Industries and House Awarrion directly, and less directly to House Madouri, all institutions with which the Guild has established relationships that
  
   should
  
  rule out such an aggressive action. And according to the actual suspects, they were ordered directly to do this by Boss Tricks himself. Bishop Darling is off verifying that with the Boss right now, which is the only reason he didn’t come here with me.”
 

 
  “Where are you going with this, Trissiny?” Rouvad asked, her tone quieter but more serious.
 

 
  Trissiny held her gaze, eyebrows drawing together in concern. “It may be too early to draw conclusions, but I have a sudden worry. I think… Tricks may be compromised, somehow.”
 

 
  “Compromised,” Rouvad intoned. “By whom, exactly?”
 

 
  “Do we really need to keep dancing around this? The cult most solidly behind Archpope Justinian’s agenda has been split by a major religious schism since Ninkabi, and all but neutralized as a political force because of it. Now, we have the first hints of similar schisms brewing within the two cults most directly opposed to him. Do you truly imagine that’s a coincidence? First these Purists, who have obviously been getting significant financial backing and organization from
  
   someone,
  
  and now an abrupt pattern of squirrelly behavior from Boss Tricks himself exactly when the Guild can least afford it.”
 

 
  “Do you hear yourself?” Rouvad asked quietly. “An accusation like that, against a sitting Archpope, is not a small matter, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “Do you believe it’s something I would say
  
   lightly?”
  
  Trissiny stepped forward and planted her fists on the desk, leaning toward her over it. “Commander, this is not something I just pulled out of my butt this afternoon. Justinian is pursuing an agenda of his own, which is
  
   not
  
  in alignment with the Pantheon’s, much less any of the member cults. Just this summer, a god of the Pantheon sent all three paladins on a mission to ascertain this fact, and we received aid from several others in the process. We learned
  
   definitively
  
  that he has been tampering with Elder God artifacts and attempting to affect the nature of the gods themselves. The man is an
  
   enemy.
  
  Or did you really believe he’s spent an unprecedented span of months blocking the Sisterhood from having Church representation out of personal pique?”
 

 
  “Do I need to remind you,” Rouvad replied in a near-growl, “that
  
   you
  
  incited this entire dilemma by going
  
   behind my back
  
  to uproot Bishop Syrinx?”
 

 
  “Do you really want to play that game?” Trissiny shot back. “Syrinx was an asset of Justinian’s and for
  
   numerous other
  
  reasons a major problem for the Sisterhood. We can discuss who caused that problem and who
  
   solved
  
  it, or we can put it behind us and deal with the situation we are in right now. I know which
  
   I’d
  
  prefer.”
 

 
  Both women stared at each other in silence for five heartbeats.
 

 
  Then, slowly, Rouvad leaned back in her chair. “You realize the story you’re telling me is incredible, Trissiny.”
 

 
  “It’s more incredible than you can imagine,” she agreed. “You’re only hearing about it; I had to
  
   live
  
  through the whole thing. I have seldom been so rattled.”
 

 
  “And rightly so.” Rouvad paused, pressing her lips into a line, and then shook her head. “You are not unstable, or a fool, or a liar, and clearly well within Avei’s good graces. Obviously I have no choice but to believe you, no matter how insane this tale sounds.”
 

 
  “I appreciate your trust, Commander,” Trissiny said, straightening back up.
 

 
  Rouvad shook her head again. “I do
  
   not
  
  care for the way you’ve gone about certain actions, Trissiny. But obviously, the same is true in reverse, or you wouldn’t have done it in the first place. It’s worth reminding ourselves that we
  
   are
  
  on the same side.”
 

 
  “And allowing ourselves to forget that is doing the enemy’s work,” Trissiny agreed, nodding.
 

 
  “That being the case, what is it you suggest
  
   doing
  
  about this? If being frozen out by the Church is truly a malicious action meant to
  
   harm
  
  the Sisterhood, outside the usual run of politics…”
 

 
  “In general terms,” Trissiny said, taking a step back, “the course I’d recommend is to turn the tables on Justinian: freeze
  
   him
  
  out instead of letting him do it to us. Bishop Darling has been attempting to rally support with the other cults against the Church. It’s not gone well; the Eserites have always held themselves somewhat aloof, and obviously the cults are reluctant to sacrifice their footing with the Church. Matters will be different if we lend the Sisterhood’s weight directly to the same cause.”
 

 
  “Take our interfaith relations back into our own hands,” Rouvad mused. “Truthfully, I
  
   like
  
  the notion. My patience with Justinian’s waffling is even lower than my patience for Trick’s antics, and that was before I learned of… Well, this. I already see an issue, though, Trissiny. If the Guild is suddenly a notably unreliable ally, we’d only be isolating ourselves further.”
 

 
  “Which is exactly why it’s important to bring as many other cults into alignment with us as possible. In the meantime, the Guild’s internal issues are going to have to be dealt with, just as we ourselves need to nip this Purist nonsense in the bud. I’ll work on that if I can; in the meantime, I can get you information on who within the Guild can be trusted. Bishop Darling, for one, and you can reach out to Tamisin Sharvineh for both a steady hand and widespread connections. If you’ll extend a little patience, Commander, I will get you more to work with as soon as I’m able.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Rouvad grunted. “We’ll see. And you said all that was
  
   general
  
  terms.”
 

 
  “I do have a suggestion,” said Trissiny, nodding. “Appoint a Bishop.”
 

 
  Rouvad barked an incredulous laugh. “What do you think I’ve been
  
   trying
  
  to do for the past five months? And didn’t you
  
   just
  
  declare that trying to do business with the Church is effectively useless?”
 

 
  Trissiny shook her head. “You’ve been trying to work
  
   with
  
  Justinian—whose goal is obviously to waste time and hamper our movements. I’m saying, cut him out of it entirely.
  
   Appoint
  
  a Bishop, unilaterally, to take charge of the Sisterhood’s interfaith relations, and the Church be damned. What exactly is he going to do about it? Procrastinate harder? Taking
  
   action
  
  to render the Church’s voice in our affairs irrelevant is a decisive move that will turn the tables and marginalize
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  The Commander was silent for a long moment. Then, finally, a smile cracked her reserve. Just as quickly, it faded back into an expression of contemplation.
 

 
  “It figures. Just as the mission of Squad 391 become urgently applicable, they’ve been shuffled off to Viridill to train adventurers. That kind of mandate… I have to say, it calls for a different skill set and personality than a standard Church Bishop. I’ll have to begin reviewing personnel files anew to find a suitable candidate.”
 

 
  “Actually, it seems to me an old candidate would be better than a new one. Nandi Shahai did excellent work as Bishop, during her brief tenure in the role. Can you think of anyone better suited for
  
   this
  
  iteration of the job?”
 

 
  “Hmm.” A small smile continued to twitch at the corners of Rouvad’s lips. “You’re not wrong about that. Locke won’t like it at all, of course. She relies heavily on Nandi to keep her new band of rabble in line.”
 

 
  Trissiny folded her hands behind her back, raising her chin and settling unconsciously into parade rest. “I apologize if this smacks of me suggesting how to manage your troops, Commander, but in my personal opinion, Locke’s development as an officer can only benefit from regular reminders that there’s a chain of command and she
  
   will
  
  obey orders.”
 

 
  That brought an outright grin from the High Commander, but it faded quickly back into seriousness and she leaned forward again, staring intently at her paladin. “You do know, Trissiny, what happened the last time there was a major split of cults against the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “This isn’t the Enchanter Wars,” Trissiny said softly. “Archpope Sipasian was a fool who let Magnan the Enchanter lead him around by the nose. Magnan did the same to the Emperor, and the head of the Collegium. Justinian is anything but a fool; he knows
  
   precisely
  
  what he is doing, and in my opinion, it’s just as urgent that he be stopped. More to the point, his power-grabbing has antagonized enough established powers that there are plenty of allies against him just waiting to be rallied. The Silver Throne would love nothing more than an excuse to push hard against him. We have only to plant a flag and gather others to it.”
 

 
  “We have to get our own house in order before we can step into that role,” Rouvad warned. “Are you
  
   certain
  
  the sudden rise of the Purists is Justinian’s doing?”
 

 
  “I can’t see any other explanation, but no, there’s no definitive evidence yet. I intend to acquire it in the course of removing them as a factor.”
 

 
  “I’m not one to advocate for inaction, but you need to be careful. This is no time for another outburst like your performance in Calderaas this summer.”
 

 
  “I agree wholeheartedly, Commander. In fact, I think this has been arranged to capitalize on just such an act, if I repeated that mistake. That’s why I am taking an entirely different approach.”
 

 
  Rouvad raised one eyebrow. “But no less decisive?”
 

 
  “If anything,” Trissiny said with a grim little smile, “much more so.”
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  “So the smoke clears, and the first thing I see is her being held to the wall by
  
   three
  
  Legionnaires,” Tallie said, gesticulating energetically as she often did when telling a story. “Me,
  
   I
  
  was on the ground before I even knew what was happening, but it took three of ‘em to pin her, and it looked like she’d roughed up half a dozen in the process. She did that
  
   blind!”
  
 

 
  “Damn,” said the less stiff of the Legionnaires guarding High Commander Rouvad’s office, the one willing to talk while on duty. Her counterpart on the other side of the door was staring at the hallway’s opposite wall with a sour expression, but hadn’t seen fit to intervene. “I mean, it stands to reason. You don’t get to be the Hand of Avei without being able to kick maximum ass. And you really didn’t know who she was?”
 

 
  “Not for
  
   months!”
  
  Tallie replied, grinning broadly. “That’s why I laugh at people who say Avenists are no good at subterfuge.”
 

 
  “Nobody ever accused us of bein’ quick on the uptake,” Darius added, winking at the second soldier when her gaze fixed on him. That didn’t seem to improve her mood. He was slouching against the wall doing coin tricks, as if deliberately seeking to provoke attention from the soldiers.
 

 
  “I think we can be forgiven for not catching on to
  
   that
  
  one,” Layla protested. “Sure, it made sense of a lot of things in
  
   hindsight,
  
  but really. Who expects to find out they’ve been hanging around with a secret paladin?”
 

 
  “Yeah, you don’t tend to think of paladins being able to brew iron-dissolving acid on the spot out of random household cleaners,” Darius mused, watching the doubloon flash as he rolled it across the backs of his fingers. “If you go by the old stories, that’s wizard stuff. More impressive than brawling with soldiers, anyway.”
 

 
  “You and I have different recollections of that brawl,” said Rasha. “Remember,
  
   I
  
  was the one on watch up there.”
 

 
  “Yeah, good job on that.”
 

 
  “Up yours,” she rejoined, grinning. “I’m serious, though, I was being wrestled to the floor before I knew anybody was even
  
   there.
  
  The Silver Legions aren’t hapless thugs, let me tell you. It was like being ambushed by freaking
  
   elves.”
  
 

 
  “That would’ve been a scout squad,” the more talkative of their new acquaintances said, nodding. “Probably a Squad One of their cohort. Yeah,
  
   elves
  
  might be putting it a little strongly, but those ladies know their work. No shame in losing to that kind of skill if you haven’t had the same training.”
 

 
  “Part of me wants a rematch,” Rasha admitted. “I’ve been improving my own skills.”
 

 
  “Keep committing crimes and you’ll get your wish,” the other Legionnaire said woodenly, staring into space next to Darius’s head.
 

 
  “Don’t be rude to the paladin’s guests, Alivedh,” her counterpart retorted.
 

 
  “So only you can talk while on duty?”
 

 
  “It’s not against regs and you know it. Quit being a—”
 

 
  “Rasha?”
 

 
  Everyone turned their heads to look up the hall, where another Legionnaire had appeared, staring at them with wide eyes.
 

 
  “Zafi,” Rasha said quietly, falling into a serene demeanor in which Glory had schooled her. “Hello again.”
 

 
  Upon speaking the name, her fellow apprentices also adjusted formation, Tallie ceasing her pacing to come stand behind her left shoulder and Layla gliding across the hall from Darius’s side to take up position at her right, chin up and eyes frosty in an expression of cool disdain only a noblewoman could have pulled off. Darius made the coin disappear up his sleeve and subtly adjusted his posture, bracing his feet in readiness to shove off from the wall at an instant’s notice without adopting an openly hostile stance.
 

 
  Both Legionnaires flanking the office door stiffened and went silent, sensing the change in mood.
 

 
  Zafi ignored all of this, coming forward in long strides. “Thank the goddess you’re here! Are you
  
   okay,
  
  Rasha?”
 

 
  “Am
  
   I
  
  okay?” Rasha raised her eyebrows. “Quite, thank you. Were you concerned?”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  I was concerned!” Zafi came to a stop a couple of yards distant, finally glancing at the other Eserites and seeming to intuit that she shouldn’t approach further. “Practically the minute you were out of the temple, rumors started going around and the next thing I heard was that you not only got ambushed by Purists but
  
   I
  
  walked you right into it!”
 

 
  “Ah,” Layla said icily. “That occurred to you, as well, did it?”
 

 
  “I’m
  
   so
  
  sorry,” Zafi babbled, clasping her hands, “I would’ve escorted you all the way to the door if I had any idea that would happen. Everyone said you got out of the temple just fine, but I’ve heard like five versions of the story and I didn’t know
  
   —
  
  You’re sure you’re okay? They didn’t actually
  
   do
  
  anything to you, did they? So help me…”
 

 
  “I’m quite well, thank you for your concern,” Rasha said, bemused. “I am far from helpless, even in actually dangerous situations. And this is the Temple of Avei, possibly the safest place in Tiraas. They were never
  
   going
  
  to do anything more than strut and crow at me.”
 

 
  The friendlier of the Legionnaires guarding the door cleared her throat. “In theory, sure, but it pays to be careful around that lot. I haven’t
  
   heard
  
  of them actually attacking anybody, but they want to. You can see it in their eyes.”
 

 
  “Yes, what she said,” Zafi agreed, nodding fervently. “We don’t get many fanatics in the Sisterhood, but
  
   damn,
  
  when we do they’re as barmy as Huntsmen. If they’d drawn steel on you, I can’t help feeling like it would’ve been my fault.”
 

 
  “Do you have some
  
   pressing
  
  reason to be outside the High Commander’s door, Private Gossip?” the other soldier asked sharply.
 

 
  “I am
  
   obviously
  
  not on duty,
  
   Private
  
  Alivedh,” Zafi retorted. “Can you try not to be a tremendous prig for once in your life? I was
  
   worried
  
  about my
  
   friend.”
  
 

 
  “A friend, Alivedh,” said the other Legionnaire helpfully, “is a person who enjoys your company and voluntarily seeks it out. Next time we’re assigned to the Temple of Izara, one of the priests there can explain—”
 

 
  “You keep forgetting I know where you sleep,” Alivedh snapped.
 

 
  All three soldiers, on duty or no, snapped to attention when the High Commander’s door opened. Trissiny stepped out, her eyes landing on Zafi as she pulled the door gently shut behind her, and then turned a questioning look on the apprentices.
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Rasha said, gesturing gracefully, “this is Zafi.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny nodded, turning back to the soldier. “The one who walked you into the Purist ambush?”
 

 
  Zafi kept her eyes forward, but didn’t quite succeed in suppressing the miserable expression on her face and swallowed hard.
 

 
  “I
  
   suppose,”
  
  Tallie said in an ostentatiously grudging tone as she inspected her fingernails, “there’s no reason to
  
   conclude
  
  she did it on purpose. I mean, it’s suggestive as hell…”
 

 
  “But the other interpretation holds up, too,” Darius added. “Shit happens. Maybe she legit did walk Rasha to the door, except not all the way for some reason.”
 

 
  Zafi opened her mouth, then clamped it shut again.
 

 
  “Mm,” Trissiny murmured, studying her face. “It’s Private…?”
 

 
  “Private Zafiyah Medvidaar, General!” she barked on cue, her voice an octave higher in pitch than normal.
 

 
  “Apparently,” said Layla, “known about the temple as Private Gossip.”
 

 
  “Is that so?” Trissiny said thoughtfully. “At ease, Medvidaar.”
 

 
  Zafi gulped again, and settled awkwardly into parade rest, though nothing about her posture could have been described as “at ease.” She chanced a glance at Trissiny’s face and then averted her eyes, her cheeks darkening.
 

 
  Trissiny glanced rapidly at each of the Eserites, meeting their eyes in turn and settling finally on Rasha, who hesitated and then inclined her head fractionally.
 

 
  “Private Gossip, is it,” the paladin mused, prompting Zafi’s right eye to twitch. “You’re fairly up to date on comings and goings in the temple, then?”
 

 
  “I, ah…” Zafi snuck a quick look at Rasha, then gulped again. “I’m pretty good at making friends, General Avelea. I don’t…pry into other people’s business.”
 

 
  A tiny, nearly inaudible sound emerged from Alivedh’s throat. Trissiny shot a fleeting look at her before focusing back on Zafi.
 

 
  “What do you think about these Purists, Medvidaar?”
 

 
  Zafi hesitated. “Um. Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”
 

 
  “I request it specifically,” Trissiny said, nodding.
 

 
  “I
  
   don’t
  
  associate with those women,” Zafi stated, a frown of disapproval emerging through the unease in her expression. “More people than otherwise in this temple don’t care for them. Their doctrine is nothing but straight-up bullying, and even apart from that, they’re not… They are just not
  
   likable.
  
  Even Huntsmen can put on the charm when they’re recruiting, the Sisters warn us about that. These Purists can’t even manage
  
   that
  
  much. They think anybody who’s not one of their group is just not smart enough to agree with them, and you can’t be in a room with one and not have her make it known.”
 

 
  “So they’re not having much success recruiting here, then?”
 

 
  “I don’t know of
  
   anybody
  
  who’s signed on with them, General. I guess some people probably have, there’s always one or two idiots who… Uh, that is, I don’t think they’re here
  
   to
  
  recruit. They keep trying to bother the High Commander and senior members of the Sisterhood and the Third Legion, not low-level grunts like me.”
 

 
  “Hummm.” Trissiny shifted again, looking speculatively at the other Eserites.
 

 
  “So!” Tallie said, jerking her head toward the office door. “How’d it go in there?”
 

 
  “Commander Rouvad and I are of one mind about what needs to be done,” said Trissiny. “Depending on how many factors we can line up quickly, I hope this matter can be put to bed tonight. Private Medvidaar, are you on duty?”
 

 
  “No, ma’am!” Zafi answered, a little too loudly.
 

 
  “I won’t order you about, then. I would, however, welcome your participation, if you’re willing to help me with something.”
 

 
  “I—yes! Uh, yes
  
   ma’am,
  
  I mean. It’d be an honor,” Zafi stammered.
 

 
  Trissiny smiled faintly. “I appreciate it, Private. Do you happen to know where the leadership of the Purists can be found?”
 

 
  “Um… Not at this time of day, General. I could point her out if I saw her, but… That is, they move. The lot of them have taken over a stretch of Temple housing and I could take you
  
   there,
  
  but I wouldn’t know whether Sister Lanora might be present. Or what she does all day, aside from try to lean on other priestesses. There’ll probably be a good few of ‘em there, though, at any hour.”
 

 
  “I think I’d rather not walk into a whole nest of them just yet,” Trissiny murmured, her eyes narrowing and going unfocused as she pondered. “Do you know what would be the best place to find, say… One or two, preferably highly placed in their sect?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s easy,” Zafi said eagerly. “I don’t really know what kind of hierarchy they’ve got, but the Temple’s main library is in this wing, three floors straight down. For the last couple weeks I’ve usually seen three or four of ‘em in those gray tabards there, either studying or having discussions. Can’t speak for this myself but a few of my friends have said it seems like some of ‘em go there, check in, and leave. Almost like the regular discussion group gives out orders.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’ll do nicely,” Trissiny said with a thin smile. “Thank you, Private.”
 

 
  “Ma’am!” Zafi said, saluting. “Um, can I ask— I mean, permission to speak— That is, to inquire, uh…”
 

 
  “Just ask, Medvidaar.”
 

 
  Zafi hesitated again, then blurted out in a rush, “Are you planning to get rid of the Purists, General?”
 

 
  “I intend to
  
   deal
  
  with them decisively,” Trissiny replied. “Without, ideally, exercising force. The last thing I want is violence between Sisters within the Temple itself. I think we all got more of that than any of us wanted to see during Syrinx’s…departure.”
 

 
  “I ask because I
  
   do
  
  know people who can help with that,” Zafi said eagerly. “Like I said, nobody around here enjoys having the Purists in the Temple, but most only grumble about it. There are some Sisters and Legionnaires more interested in
  
   doing
  
  something. I know somebody you should really talk to, ma’am.”
 

 
  “I see,” Trissiny said, giving her a long, contemplative look. “Good to hear, Private. Right
  
   now
  
  there’s a plan in place, but… Yes, I think I’d like to speak to your contact. First, though, there’s a ball I need to get rolling before any more time elapses. C’mon,” she said to the expectant Guild apprentices, “let’s hit the library.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was no Nemitite affair, but the main library in the Temple of Avei was of respectable size; no religious organization could function without a healthy appreciation for its own lore and history, let alone one like the Sisterhood to which topics ranging from civil jurisprudence to siege engineering were spiritually relevant. Rectangular and one story tall, the library was stark and as orderly as a barracks, lined precisely with plain wooden shelves laden by books kept in scrupulous order, each arranged with its spine exactly one inch from the edge of the shelf.
 

 
  The Purists were immediately in evidence, though at present there were only two of them. The main doors to the library opened onto a cleared space with a reference desk to the left of the entrance and reading tables set up directly in front, surrounded by neat rows of shelves. One table had clearly been taken over by the Purists, who had a large collection of volumes there; both women were hunched over open books, scribbling notes onto parchment sheets of which they already had a respectable stack nearby. At the moment, the only other person in evidence was the priestess behind the desk, who despite her white robe and golden eagle pin looked passably Nemitite, between her rectangular spectacles and the disapproving stare she had fixed at the two Purists.
 

 
  Entering with a Legionnaire and four un-uniformed youths, Trissiny immediately commanded the attention of all those present. Both Purists stared in shock for a second, then one practically leaped to her feet, shoving her chair back with a loud scrape.
 

 
  “General Avelea!”
 

 
  “Is that an appropriate volume for a library, Sister?” Trissiny asked, quiet enough that she was barely audible over the librarian’s accompanying hiss.
 

 
  Both of them boggled at her for a moment, the one who had spoken seeming unsure where to look; her eyes fixed on Trissiny, then Rasha, then the scowling librarian, her expression rapidly changing throughout.
 

 
  Rasha slipped over next to Trissiny and leaned in to murmur right in her ear, “The blonde one was one of those who tried to jump me.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded once, then stepped forward, deliberately moderating her pace to minimize the noise her boots made on the carpet.
 

 
  “I, ah, my apologies, General. Sister.” She bowed to the librarian, who just pursed her lips in silence. “You took me quite by surprise. I didn’t expect to meet you so…suddenly. I am Sister Magden Roloff, very much honored to make your acquaintance.” Her eyes cut to Rasha again, though this time she did a better job of suppressing the hostility from her expression. Better, but not perfect.
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, keeping her voice appropriately soft. “Well met, Sister. I understand your order has been looking for me. Do you speak for the Purists?”
 

 
  Once again, Sister Magden glanced at Rasha before focusing on the paladin. “I…imagine you have heard a biased and probably deeply inaccurate account of—”
 

 
  “I make it a point not to form any judgment based upon only one account,” Trissiny interjected, forcing Magden to stop talking in order to hear her quiet words. “Some people are liars; few people are in any way objective, about anything. Anyone who views the world from only a single point of reference dooms herself to delusion.”
 

 
  Tallie repressed, barely, a snicker, earning disapproving looks from both Purists.
 

 
  “That sounds like a wise policy, General Avelea,” Magden replied. “You’re quite right, the order would like very
  
   much
  
  to address you. I ought not presume to speak for us, however. If I could beg you to wait here, I can bring Sister Lanora to you in a matter of minutes.”
 

 
  “Not here,” Trissiny demurred, half-turning to nod apologetically to the librarian. “I believe we have already disrupted the library more than enough.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, of course. I’ll gladly escort you—”
 

 
  “I will only be in Tiraas for a short time. With apologies, I haven’t the luxury of a relaxed schedule in which to keep numerous appointments. Kindly have your order assemble in the Temple’s main sanctuary in one hour. I wish to address all of you.”
 

 
  Magden paled. “All of… Excuse me, General, but I believe a more
  
   private
  
  discussion would be appropriate for a first—”
 

 
  “I have already gone out of my way to seek you out,” Trissiny said, quiet but implacable. “It is only by happenstance I knew you had gathered in Tiraas at all, much less that you desired my attention. This is
  
   all
  
  of it that I can spare; Avei’s business is done on an unforgiving timetable.”
 

 
  “But…”
 

 
  “One hour,” she repeated, “in the sanctuary. With
  
   everyone.
  
  I’m afraid if we miss this opportunity, there will not soon be another. I will see you then, Sister Magden.”
 

 
  “But—if—please—”
 

 
  Trissiny turned her back and strode toward the doors, nodding once more to the librarian, who smiled thinly in response. Her various escorts followed, after giving the Purists a series of smug and mocking grins, and the six of them departed the library, leaving both frustrated priestesses still stammering behind.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “That was very neatly done, as you describe it,” Zafi’s contact said, nodding. “It shows a good strategic mind.”
 

 
  “I’m never gonna complain about heckling stuck-up jerks,” Tallie said with a grin, “but what was strategic about it? We just told them when and where to be.”
 

 
  
   “We,
  
  of course, meaning the paladin,” Darius corrected. Tallie swatted his shoulder without looking at him.
 

 
  “Ambushing your target in a location in which they did not dare put up a fight,” said Sister Azalea, deftly extracting folders from the file cabinet behind her desk as she spoke, “compelling them to meet upon ground of your choosing, leveraging the one thing you
  
   know
  
  they want: access to our paladin. And on a timetable which caught them flat-footed and leaves them with barely the time to assemble as ordered and almost no wiggle room in which to make arrangements of their own. Yes, it was quite neat indeed. Forgive me, General Avelea,” she added, setting a neat stack of folders upon the desk and then bowing to the paladin. “Based on what I’ve heard of your exploits thus far, I pictured you as someone with little patience for politics.”
 

 
  “That’s pretty accurate,” Trissiny said ruefully, “but politics doesn’t go away just because I dislike it. I’m trying to learn from my mistakes rather than repeat them.”
 

 
  
   “Most
  
  admirable,” the priestess said with an approving smile.
 

 
  “Actually…” Trissiny narrowed her eyes in thought. “Wait, I think I recognize your name, Sister. Yes, the Commander put forward an Azalea Hsing for the Bishop’s office a few months ago.”
 

 
  “Yes, that was I,” Sister Azalea replied with a wry little smile. “I’m afraid his Holiness found me an unsatisfactory candidate.”
 

 
  She was a woman in early middle years with the first streaks of gray through her black hair and the beginnings of smile lines around her angular eyes. Though her Tanglish was impeccable, Sister Azalea still spoke with the distinctive accent of her homeland. It was likely that the given name by which she called herself was a translation of the original; that was a common practice among the sizable population of Sheng immigrants of her generation who had settled in Tiraas and other Imperial port cities after fleeing the civil war. The Empire tended to gather up unfortunates from the world over, due to its ascending economy and the Tirasian Dynasty’s philosophy that anyone who could work and pay taxes was worth taking in.
 

 
  “You probably don’t need me to tell you this,” said Trissiny, “but I’m positive it was nothing personal. Justinian seems to have taken umbrage at my treatment of Basra Syrinx and is determined to punish the entire Sisterhood for it.”
 

 
  “I suspected that subtext,” Sister Azalea admitted, seating herself behind the desk and moving the top folder off the pile to open it, “but to say it outright seemed…presumptuous. All I know of the Archpope’s mind is that it is quite skillfully opaque to everyone but himself.”
 

 
  “I know a great many things that are not in public circulation,” Trissiny said grimly. “In my opinion, with the Truce of Ninkabi in effect, he is now the primary enemy of the Pantheon cults.”
 

 
  Azalea stared up at her, hands having gone still upon her papers. “A dire statement indeed, General. I’m deeply interested in hearing what you know about this matter.”
 

 
  “Wait, the Archpope?” Zafi asked, blinking. “Really?”
 

 
  “It’s…a
  
   long
  
  story,” Trissiny said with only a trace of hesitation. “The timetable I put the Purists on doesn’t give
  
   us
  
  much leeway, either.”
 

 
  “Yes, quite,” Azalea said briskly. “To the matter at hand. I am very glad Private Medvidaar brought you to me, General. This is not the first time I have found her ability to network extremely useful. It is largely thanks to Zafiyah that I have been able to gather as much intelligence on the Purists as I have.”
 

 
  Zafi tried to look modest, which lasted only until Rasha gave her a warm smile, at which point she flushed and opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it with an audible snap of teeth.
 

 
  “Good to know,” Trissiny said, also shooting Zafi a smile which only seemed to undo her further. “What kind of intelligence do you have?”
 

 
  “At this time, nothing actionable, or I would have acted,” Azalea answered. “All of it is of course at your disposal, General. Understand that I have not done this simply because I find the Purists’ ideology detestable; the Sisterhood is large enough that its many doctrinal factions inevitably produce some terrible ideas. My concern is the
  
   abruptness
  
  with which this scattered fringe group is suddenly highly organized and equipped. I suspect an outside hand at work. Given the
  
   effect
  
  their presence is having on the running of the Temple, one which means the Sisterhood ill.”
 

 
  “That was exactly my thought,” Trissiny agreed.
 

 
  “What I would
  
   like,
  
  obviously,” Sister Azalea continued, “is to find the source of this funding. If I can prove it comes from outside the Sisterhood, I can provide the High Commander with everything she needs to punish their leadership and disband the rest of them. Thanks to Private Medvidaar and other like-minded priestesses and Legionnaires whom she has directed to me, I have collected a respectable file of reports of misbehavior. Minor infractions trending more toward rudeness than sin, but still… It’s possible I will have gathered enough of
  
   that
  
  to demonstrate that their presence is malevolent before I can prove who is behind this. The structure of this faction is…frustratingly difficult to infiltrate. Despite those sharp uniforms, they are wholly disorganized, with only a single leader, a few informal yes-women she keeps around, and no real chain of command. They also seem not to be recruiting, which is strange for a religious sect like this. I have a few trusted women playing at being receptive, trying to work on several contacts within the sect, but it is almost as if they don’t
  
   want
  
  to spread their doctrine.”
 

 
  “It’s like I said,” Zafi chimed, “they try to work from the top down. Purists only seem to have time for officers and senior priestesses.”
 

 
  “None of whom, I am glad to say, are anything but annoyed by the attention,” Azalea added with a wry smile. “Unfortunately, this leaves me stymied in my efforts to gather information.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Trissiny stared at the wall of Azalea’s office for a moment before returning her gaze to the priestess’s face. “Let me change subjects for just a moment, Sister. You seem observant and connected—as do you, Private Medvidaar. Have you noticed anything strange about the Guild presence in the Temple recently?”
 

 
  Azalea and Zafi exchanged a glance.
 

 
  “Indeed,” the Sister answered slowly. “The amount of friendly Eserite attention since the Syrinx incident has been unprecedented. And not
  
   entirely
  
  welcome by the majority of Avenists, but the consensus seems to be that as long as they have shared interests and behave while on our grounds, they needn’t be cast out. In just the last few weeks, however, there has been an escalating pattern of annoyances perpetrated by the Guild’s intermediaries. Actually, the Purists are the main reason nothing to speak of has come of
  
   that.
  
  The Sisters and soldiers here are more focused on the greater nuisance, and you and I are far from the only ones to note that the Purists’ sudden degree of organization is suspicious. Eserites are
  
   expected
  
  to misbehave; people are less likely to take note of that than Avenists doing the same.”
 

 
  “Heh. Well, she’s got us there,” Tallie chuckled, elbowing Darius.
 

 
  “I ask because I’m curious what you think of me bringing my friends here along for what’s next,” said Trissiny, turning to smile at the group. “They’re reliable and smart, and I feel better with every additional pair of competent eyes on this. But I’m also concerned about…perceptions.”
 

 
  “Would it help if I wore my tiara?” Layla asked sweetly. “I do own one, you know.”
 

 
  “It’s in your room in Mathena, you knucklehead,” said Darius.
 

 
  “Doesn’t matter. I still own it.”
 

 
  “The true tiara is within you,” Rasha said solemnly.
 

 
  “Is your intention,” Sister Azalea asked pensively, “to encourage or discourage cooperation between the Guild and the Sisterhood?”
 

 
  “Encourage,” Trissiny said, nodding. “Very much so. With the Church untrustworthy, we need to be building our own connections with the other cults, especially those who will back us up if a schism forms. The Guild seems to be having similar issues, I suspect arranged by the same backer of the Purists. Putting that in order will be my next priority after resolving
  
   our
  
  problem.”
 

 
  “Then, if you trust them to conduct themselves properly, I encourage you to make a public show of bringing them along,” said the priestess, nodding in return. “The sight of our paladin defending the Sisterhood’s interests with the aid of Eserites will make for
  
   powerful
  
  political theater. With luck, enough to offset the recent…incidents.”
 

 
  “Hear that, gang?” Darius said brightly. “Make sure you look
  
   extra
  
  Eserite when it all goes down.”
 

 
  “What does that mean, exactly?” Zafi asked, visibly intrigued.
 

 
  “Oh, you know,” Tallie said with a grin. “Thuggish and smug.”
 

 
  “I can do vampish and smug,” Rasha offered. “I’m afraid I’m not dressed for thuggish.”
 

 
  “Perhaps,” Azalea suggested gently, “you could refrain from the byplay in public, however.”
 

 
  “Yes, better that they get it out of their systems now,” Trissiny agreed. “All right, Sister Azalea, I have good news and bad news. The bad is that if all goes as planned, you will have wasted a great deal of time and effort.”
 

 
  “Let me see if I follow,” said Azalea. “That means the
  
   good
  
  is that you intend to put an end to the Purist nuisance within the hour.”
 

 
  “That is my intention, yes.”
 

 
  The priestess carefully closed the folder, set it back atop the stack, and leaned forward with an eager little smile. “Consider me enthusiastically
  
   in,
  
  General Avelea. What is your plan?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Despite the waning afternoon light, it was still within daylight hours and thus the sanctuary of the central Temple of Avei was decently busy with a mix of its own personnel and petitioners from the world over. Thus, the addition of over a hundred Purists in their distinctive chain mail and gray tabards made for an uncomfortable crowd, especially since the Sisters overseeing the public space had evidently interpreted their presence as a sign of brewing trouble and summoned two entire cohorts of Silver Legionnaires. Intentionally or not, the crowd had segregated itself, with the Purists thronging one side of the room and everyone else instinctively gravitating to the other. That was likely the only thing which had prevented scuffles or worse from breaking out, and even so, the muttering and glares being shot back and forth across the room suggested it was only a matter of time.
 

 
  Trissiny and her companions entered at a swift pace, counting on the power of surprise to carry their entry, and once through the doors swiftly organized themselves as they had planned in advance. The paladin herself was front and center, with the rest fanning behind her in a neat V formation. Rasha paced at her left shoulder, Azalea Hsing at her right, with Zafi, the other three apprentices and two more sympathetic Sisters of Avei Azalea had gathered up completing the phalanx. Even with Darius, Layla, and Tallie not having any insignia or uniform aside from scruffy casual clothes, they did indeed manage to present themselves as Eserites. What Azalea called “political theater” was very much practiced by the Guild, and taught to apprentices, particularly those studying under politically minded tutors such as Glory. Their predatory grins and rolling gait might not have been especially meaningful to many of the Temple’s guests, but most urban Avenists knew exactly how to spot a Guild thief who was making a point of their presence.
 

 
  The murmuring changed tone at Trissiny’s entry, first rising in pitch and then beginning to taper off when she planted herself in the center of the sanctuary’s broad aisle, directly before the towering statue of Avei.
 

 
  One of the Purists, a stately middle-aged woman, detached herself from the throng and glided forward, one hand on the hilt of her longsword. Sister Magden walked alongside her, along with three others.
 

 
  “That’s her,” Azalea murmured under cover of the last fading mutters of the crowd. “Sister Lanora.”
 

 
  “She was leading the trio who pounced on me,” Rasha added in the same tone.
 

 
  Trissiny nodded once, her eyes fixed on the leader of the Purists. “Right. Time to put an
  
   end
  
  to this nonsense.”
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  Sister Lanora approached to within three yards of them, near enough to close the distance at least somewhat and define a smaller space for their conversation than the entire grand sanctuary. The four priestesses of her escort trailed along deferentially but without any display of military precision, staggering to a stop when she did and milling into an uneven formation that didn’t even presume to match the two wings of mixed Avenists and Eserites flanking Trissiny.
 

 
  The leader of the Purists hesitated, then nodded deeply in a gesture which slightly shifted her whole upper body, approaching but not quite becoming a bow. Trissiny inclined her head fractionally in acknowledgment.
 

 
  An expectant silence hung, in which a constant soft murmur of speculation filled the temple, coming from both the mixed crowd of visitors and the Purist priestesses themselves flanking the opposite side. Lanora herself paused again, watching Trissiny closely as if uncertain how to proceed. The paladin just studied her, eyes roving across the unique attire of the Purists.
 

 
  Finally, Lanora straightened her shoulders and opened her mouth, drawing breath to speak, but before she could form a syllable Trissiny cut in, her voice projected loudly enough to echo through the sanctuary despite the close quarters.
 

 
  “Where did you get those swords?”
 

 
  Sister Lanora was visibly surprised and hesitated once more, having to change track mid-thought. “They are one of the unique markers of our order, General Avelea.”
 

 
  “I wasn’t expecting you to be evasive,” Trissiny replied in perfect calm, prompting a general increase in the surrounding murmur that caused Lanora to glance irritably at the crowd. “I assure, you, Sister, I
  
   know
  
  what a longsword is, and I can plainly see the role they are assigned in your uniform. I asked where you
  
   got
  
  them. Swords are not mass produced outside of the Five Kingdoms or the Silver Legions, and
  
   those
  
  are standard equipment for neither. The Sisterhood has not funded your activities. So much good steel, made to matching specifications, requires significant financial backing.”
 

 
  “We…do have financial support, yes,” Lanora replied after another awkward pause.
 

 
  “From whom?”
 

 
  “Excuse me, General, but I know your time here is limited, and I wished to discuss matters of a more spiritual nature.”
 

 
  “Certainly, once you demonstrate willingness to discuss in good faith. This attempt to conceal the source of your funding does not reflect well upon your intentions, Sister.”
 

 
  More muttering at that, accompanied by a few audible chuckles. Lanora’s face tightened, and all four of her accompanying priestesses looked either troubled or annoyed.
 

 
  “I’m sure you have noticed that our commitment to pure interpretation of Avei’s law is not
  
   popular,”
  
  Lanora answered in a strained tone. “Like
  
   most
  
  who have the resources to engage in philanthropy, our backer is vulnerable to political currents and prefers to remain anonymous.”
 

 
  “Ah,” Trissiny nodded, “clearly you cannot disclose a name in public, then. So I assume, naturally, that you have disclosed this backer’s identity to the High Commander, in accordance with Sisterhood doctrine and custom.”
 

 
  “That
  
   isn’t
  
  required by doctrine,” Lanora said testily.
 

 
  Trissiny raised one eyebrow. “That’s a ‘no,’ I take it.”
 

 
  “We receive communication via lawyers and bankers,” the Purist said, now in open annoyance. “They are quite determined to ensure their privacy. There’s nothing I
  
   could
  
  disclose.”
 

 
  “And you did not find that at all suspicious?” Trissiny asked sardonically.
 

 
  “On the contrary,” Lanora shot back, “I was gratified at the evidence that our devotion has supporters even outside the Sisterhood itself. If, indeed, our support
  
   is
  
  from someone other than an Avenist. Frankly, I suspect she may simply be using anonymity to move free of the Sisterhood’s politics. After all, Avei’s faithful have always been well-represented among the legal profession.”
 

 
  “Gratified,” Trissiny said, still projecting from the diaphragm but lowering her voice as if speaking to herself, a useful trick she’d picked up from Style. “Yes, I’m sure you were.”
 

 
  Lanora scowled at the titters which ensued from half the sanctuary at that. “With
  
   that
  
  out of the way, General, I have concerns of my own that I—that
  
   we—
  
  wish to discuss with you.”
 

 
  “That’s mostly a dueling weapon, isn’t it?” Trissiny said, lowering her eyes to the sword at Lanora’s waist and nodding her head once. “There
  
   are
  
  formation fighting tactics which incorporate use of the longsword, but they aren’t Legion standard these days. I am impressed, Sister, that you’ve accumulated this many specialists in exotic weaponry to your cause. Especially since your unifying philosophy doesn’t appear to have anything to do with a specific fighting style.”
 

 
  “You seem strangely fixated on my sword, General Avelea,” Lanora exclaimed.
 

 
  “Is it so strange?” Trissiny rested a hand on the hilt of her own short sword, her armor rasping softly as she shrugged. “It seems you have gathered to pursue a fundamentalist interpretation of Avenist doctrine. So, naturally, of
  
   course,
  
  you would never do something so disrespectful to the goddess of war as affect
  
   weapons
  
  you cannot effectively use as…some kind of
  
   fashion
  
  statement.” Her lips curled up in a wintry little smile which did not approach her eyes. “Therefore, you must all be highly skilled in the use of those unusual blades. Which, again, seems unconnected to your dogma. That is a
  
   powerful
  
  coincidence, Sister. Is it truly odd that I would take note of it?”
 

 
  The muttering had grown ever more fervently anticipatory, and there was more muffled laughter now. This time, more of the Purists than otherwise looked openly uncomfortable, quite a few clutching the long hilts of their swords as if for comfort. Sister Lanora’s expression had gone rigid, and she had to pause and swallow before answering in a tight voice.
 

 
  “Yes, well, we view them as…as a
  
   symbol
  
  of an older, more pure era of Avenist worship. We Purists gather like-minded women and teach the sword—”
 

 
  “So you
  
   do
  
  train in longsword fighting?” Trissiny interrupted.
 

 
  Lanora’s eye twitched, but she managed to answer in an even tone. “Of course, General.”
 

 
  Trissiny’s sword rasped as she drew it from its scabbard. “Show me.”
 

 
  Her escort backed up, the Eserites and Zafi grinning in anticipation. Lanora and her fellow priestesses also stepped backward, suddenly looking alarmed.
 

 
  “I… General, this is a
  
   sanctuary.
  
  I really don’t think this is appropriate.”
 

 
  “Devoted as you are to purity of doctrine,” Trissiny replied with a pleasant smile, “I’m certain I needn’t do anything so condescending as remind you what Avei is goddess
  
   of.
  
  I have doubts about your intentions, Sister. Showing me that you treat the martial aspect of our faith with due respect would help a great deal in putting them at ease.”
 

 
  Lanora swallowed visibly. “I… Obviously, I am not a match in martial skill for the Hand of Avei.”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, Sister, I won’t hurt you.”
 

 
  This time, a few of the laughs came from Silver Legionnaires, to judge by the snap of a sergeant calling them back to order.
 

 
  Seemingly left with no response to that, Lanora finally swallowed again and drew her sword. Trissiny saluted her in the Avenist style, right fist over her heart with her blade held vertically alongside her face. Lanora started to do the same, then changed tacks and simply bowed. She then adopted a ready stance, longsword held before her in both hands at an angle.
 

 
  Trissiny stood in a relaxed posture, sword at her side in one hand and with her shield still on her back. Quiet had fallen in the temple as the two squared off, their respective escorts backing further away from the incipient duel. Several heartbeats of silence passed.
 

 
  “Well?” Trissiny asked finally.
 

 
  Lanora pressed her lips together and took a step forward, raising the sword over her left shoulder. She strode into the diagonal swing she directed at the paladin, putting her whole weight behind the blade’s arc.
 

 
  Trissiny’s entire body tensed and uncoiled like a striking snake; starting from an apparently loose stance, she shifted and met the descending longsword in a sweeping horizontal slash at head level. The colliding blades rang loudly through the temple and the force of it sent Lanora staggering past and to one side. Trissiny stood calm and relaxed again, sword already lowered before the priestess managed to regain her footing and turn.
 

 
  The loudest chorus of open laughter yet followed, at least until Trissiny suddenly turned to face the non-Purist side of the room with a frown.
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  appropriate conduct for a temple sanctuary. Sergeants at arms, you may clear the room if due respect for Avei’s holy ground is not observed.”
 

 
  Embarrassed silence ensued.
 

 
  Trissiny turned back to the increasingly frustrated Sister Lanora, inclining her head. “Excuse me, Sister. Please, continue.”
 

 
  Lanora’s mood did not seem improved by the apology. This time she came forward with less hesitation, switching to a one-handed grip and launching into a series of jabs and parries. Trissiny sidestepped and deflected, allowing the longer reach of Lanora’s weapon to push her in circles of constant retreat. Despite being strictly on the defensive, there was no question to the onlookers that she was not in control; she remained relaxed and upright in posture, using only desultory motions of one hand to respond.
 

 
  “Enough,” she said finally, lowering her blade and not appearing to be bothered when Lanora’s descended to within inches of her face before the priestess could rein in her strike. “You disappoint me, Sister. That is just the Eagle Style short sword form. You seem competent enough, but that style is not at all suited to the weight and reach of that weapon. Have you truly not trained at
  
   all
  
  in its appropriate use?”
 

 
  Lanora was red-faced and out of breath, though by the look of her at least as much from frustration as exertion. “We…are a
  
   spiritual
  
  order, General.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Trissiny stepped back, turning to sweep her gaze across the line of unhappy-looking Purists on the other side of the temple, then abruptly pointed her weapon at one of them at random. “You. Step forward.”
 

 
  The woman, a Westerner apparently not much older than Trissiny, widened her eyes and looked rapidly at each of the Purists standing to either side of her. The one on the left deliberately stepped away.
 

 
  “Yes, you,” Trissiny said patiently. “Show me what you can do.”
 

 
  “I…” she squeaked. “But, General, it’s…”
 

 
  “It’s all right.”
 

 
  “Does it really seem
  
   wise
  
  to duel bystanders with live steel, General Avelea?” Sister Magden interjected.
 

 
  Trissiny gave her a sidelong look. “We are surrounded by divine healers, Sister, and a formal practice between skilled martial artists is
  
   far
  
  less dangerous than having over a hundred untrained incompetents walking around with deadly weapons they don’t know how to use. Indulge me as I reassure myself that the latter is not the case here. Come, Sister, time is passing.”
 

 
  The hapless young priestess swallowed heavily, but finally obeyed, stepping forward and drawing the sword at her side. She adopted a ready stance like Lanora had, then in a deliberate motion that was practically telescrolled in advance, shifted grip to hold it sidelong at her waist and stepped forward in an attempted stab.
 

 
  This time, Trissiny flowed smoothly into the attack, hooking her shorter blade behind the longsword’s large crosshilt and spinning in a maneuver which both yanked the weapon entirely out of the Purist’s grasp and evaded a bodily collision between them.
 

 
  The sword flew two yards and clattered loudly to the temple floor, leaving it’s owner to stagger in a different direction.
 

 
  
   “That
  
  was pitiful,” Trissiny said with open disdain. “Anyone with rudimentary Legion training could have avoided that.” The young woman hunched her shoulders and seemed like she wanted to collapse in on herself as she scurried to retrieve her fallen blade. Trissiny turned in a half-circle to again sweep her regard across the faltering ranks of the Purists. “Let’s try something less random, then. Who among you is the
  
   best
  
  duelist? Please,
  
   someone
  
  show me something slightly impressive.”
 

 
  The Purists shuffled about uncertainly and Lanora opened her mouth to make a retort, but before she could, Sister Magden stepped forward, drawing her blade in a smooth motion and settling into a ready stance that looked more practiced than either performance thus far.
 

 
  Trissiny shifted to face her, and nodded once.
 

 
  Magden flowed forward smoothly, launching a series of rapid jabs and shallow cuts that made deft use of the blade’s greater length, immediately forcing Trissiny to retreat and defend. Her performance was better than Lanora’s by far; the paladin was actually compelled to take a balanced stance and put her whole body into her movements. For half a minute it looked as if Magden was beginning to prevail, but then Trissiny suddenly swatted a thrust aside with a powerful parry and darted forward.
 

 
  Grabbing Magden’s blade near the hilt with one gauntleted hand, she held it aside and stepped right up to the priestess, pressing her short sword against her neck. Magden froze in place, her eyes going wide.
 

 
  Trissiny relented a second later, stepping back and nodding to her. “Now,
  
   that
  
  is much more impressive. Sister Magden is to be commended for her competence with your chosen weapon. For the
  
   rest
  
  of you, I cannot say the same,” she added sharply, again dragging a glare across the shame-faced Purists. “It is
  
   unacceptable
  
  that this is the
  
   best
  
  your entire order can do. It’s clear to me that far more of you than otherwise have absolutely no business carrying those blades. A sword is an implement of
  
   death,
  
  Sisters. Its sole purpose is to end lives, or thwart others who have swords in doing the same. To treat a sword as an accessory or
  
   trinket
  
  is a shameful display of disrespect to Avei’s principles.”
 

 
  “We are a
  
   spiritual
  
  order,” Lanora repeated loudly, still flushed. She stepped forward as Magden retreated, now going so far as to point accusingly at Trissiny. “Ours is a goddess of multiple aspects, and we have made no secret that we are dedicated far more to womanhood than to justice or war. The Purists have formed and come here to address the seeping corruption encroaching upon the Sisterhood of Avei! And it is clear to me that our arrival is not a moment too soon, when even our own
  
   paladin
  
  stands in the Temple itself accompanied by
  
   Eserites!”
  
 

 
  “I’ve noticed that some misconceptions about paladins have set in during their thirty year absence,” Trissiny replied, sheathing her sword. “Hands of all the gods, but most particularly Avei, have
  
   always
  
  been accompanied by comrades of other faiths, or even sometimes of no faith. It is reckless naivete to attack large scale problems with only a single, specific set of skills.”
 

 
  “And you find the
  
   Thieves’ Guild
  
  to be better company than your own sisters?” Lanora exclaimed.
 

 
  Trissiny half turned and looked very pointedly at Sister Azalea, Zafi, and the two other white-robed priestesses who had accompanied her in. Rasha covered her mouth with her fingers, not quite concealing a smirk.
 

 
  “I’ve become quite familiar with the Thieves’ Guild in particular,” Trissiny said, turning back to address the room at large. “As well as making friends among Salyrites, Vidians… Even, to my own surprise, a Shaathist. About the Guild I can tell you that Eserion’s faithful include a few of the best people it has ever been my honor to work alongside, as well as several of the most irredeemably despicable. In the end, none of us are cloistered orders. We are called to
  
   act
  
  in the world, to protect people, strike down evil, and do what we can to make the world a better place. I will proudly stand alongside
  
   anyone
  
  who serves the Pantheon’s mandate to aid the people of this world. I will, if I must, tolerate the opinions of people with whom I disagree spiritually, so long as their actions do not flout Avei’s sacred principles or bring harm to the vulnerable. And this is what I expect
  
   every one of you
  
  to do, if you would call yourselves followers of Avei.”
 

 
  “It is ever more clear,” Lanora grated, “that our arrival here is timely, General Avelea, if you are so obviously swayed by Eserite beliefs.”
 

 
  “Perhaps you can point out to me exactly
  
   which
  
  part of what I just said is an Eserite belief, Sister?” Trissiny suggested with a wry smile. She paused a second for pure effect while Lanora stammered and the muttering and tittering began again from the onlookers, then pressed on before the Purist could regather her composure. “Or is the issue here that you think the Hand of Avei requires your personal oversight? The goddess watches my steps and has corrected me in the past. Do you believe you know better than Avei what she requires of her paladin?”
 

 
  Lanora flushed even more deeply at that, going so far as to clench her fists, but this time she had a good enough head to steam to retort without having to gather herself. “Then perhaps you can tell us what Avei intends to do about the Sisterhood’s corrupt practice of aiding mentally sick men in the delusion that they belong among us?”
 

 
  “Avei has never turned men away from her service,” Trissiny replied, her composure a stark counterpoint to the Purist’s rising agitation. “Did you know that before the Silver Legions as we know them today existed, their predecessor, the League of Avei, incorporated soldiers of both sexes? It would seem that what you seek is not a return to historical form, but the imposition of a newer one.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t justify abetting delusional males in trying to transform themselves
  
   into
  
  women!”
 

 
  “And who do you think
  
   you
  
  are, to decide who gets to be a woman? Your sheer presumption is astonishing.”
 

 
  
   “Nature itself
  
  dictates that!
  
   We
  
  only seek to protect our Sisterhood from those who would twist its very foundations awry!”
 

 
  “I didn’t really make the connection until you started ranting about nature,” Trissiny said, shaking her head regretfully. “If you truly believe the sole definition of womanhood is between your legs, I could almost think I was talking to a very confused Shaathist.”
 

 
  Gasps rose from all around the temple, notably among the rows of Purists. Sister Lanora, previously flushed with anger, went absolutely white, stiffening her spine and widening her eyes in an expression of pure rage.
 

 
  “But clearly, you are not going to heed any statement from
  
   me,”
  
  Trissiny continued, drawing her sword again. “Perhaps it is just as well. Even if I cannot settle this myself, I know who definitively
  
   can.”
  
 

 
  The paladin knelt in place, reversing her grip to rest the sword point-down upon the temple floor and placing both her hands upon its pommel. As she bowed her head, a golden glow rose around her, quickly coalescing into the spreading wings of an eagle.
 

 
  And then, the rising tide of voices was snuffed out as an overwhelming psychic presence descended upon the sanctuary. The light blazed to fill the room entirely, and within its deepest intensity, centered upon the kneeling paladin, the towering shape of a woman was barely discernible. To the eyes, at least. To the
  
   mind,
  
  Avei’s manifest presence was like the pressure of the ocean at its deepest part.
 

 
  Every Silver Legionnaire in the room snapped to attention; almost everyone else sank to their knees in awe. Even the Eserites backed away, wide-eyed and entirely without their customary aggressive nonchalance.
 

 
  “Purity is a nonsense concept.”
 

 
  Avei’s voice was Trissiny’s, layered with harmonies as if a dozen iterations of the same woman were speaking, and filling the chamber with a physical weight.
 

 
  “The very idea of
  
   purity
  
  has never been anything but a pretext for egotism. It is an excuse for the weak-willed to single out targets for their condescension, because to scorn a perceived lesser individual is an easier path to self-gratification than the hard work of becoming a greater person. Through cries of
  
   purity,
  
  the corrupt in positions of power distract their followers from their own offenses by directing justified anger against harmless and helpless targets.
 

 
  “Worse, the slander of
  
   impurity
  
  has ever been a weapon against womankind. In every land, across the whole scope of history, weak and frightened men have called women
  
   impure
  
  for one specious reason after another. For their bodies, for their minds, for any expression of sexuality, simply for bleeding, for
  
   any
  
  excuse, men in undeserving power have declaimed that women are
  
   impure.
  
  They create preposterous rules, demanding that women remain
  
   pure
  
  by adhering to absurd strictures which deny them vital aspects of what it means to be alive. It has never been anything but a pretext for unearned domination.
  
   Purity is a lie.
  
 

 
  “And you take
  
   purity
  
  as the very name of your beliefs? It is a
  
   fitting
  
  description of your utter failure of character. You who declare yourselves
  
   Purists
  
  are engaged in nothing but gatekeeping. You presume to castigate others for the imaginary offense of being unlike yourselves. You try to place yourselves above those who should be your sisters, simply because you are too insecure and frightened to see any more valid way to respect yourselves than by disrespecting others. This pale shadow of a spiritual doctrine is pathetic. But that you possess the hideous
  
   gall
  
  to pronounce the calumny of
  
   purity
  
  in
  
   my
  
  name is
  
   disgusting.”
  
 

 
  The goddess paused, and through the bell-like tone of concentrated magic that sang in the background of her address, the sound of several women quietly weeping could be heard in the temple.
 

 
  “I will not suffer this,” Avei stated. “Lanora Taveraad, in addition to your moral failing, you have made of yourself and your followers useful idiots to the enemies of your Sisterhood. Your presence here is nothing but a disruption and an invitation to division, at a dangerous time when above all your sisters require unity. Worse, you prove through this failure that you have no comprehension of the reality of war. Your entire career is a demonstration that you have no place among my people.
 

 
  “The so-called Purists will disband and disperse. You will abandon your foolish doctrine, return to your disparate homes, and devote yourself to repentance. You will educate yourselves about the realities you have tried to deny. Perhaps, eventually, those of you who possess the spark of true character beneath your arrogant self-delusion will rise to become Sisters of Avei in more than name.
 

 
  “But you, Lanora, I cast out of my Sisterhood. Let your fate be a warning to all who dare to perpetrate either evil or
  
   foolishness
  
  in the name of Avei. I will tolerate neither.
 

 
  “All of you: cultivate courage, intelligence, honor, and compassion toward each other. Let there be no more talk of
  
   purity.
  
  She who preaches purity seeks only to control, and to deceive. Scorn and shun her.”
 

 
  She fell silent, and over the ensuing few seconds, the overwhelming pressure of the goddess’s presence retreated, followed by the distant tone of bells, and the golden light. In its final departure, there was relative quiet in the temple as Trissiny rose slowly to her feet. Quiet, but not silence, as Lanora hunched where she had knelt in the center of the floor, clutching herself and sobbing.
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  The spectacle they’d made in the sanctuary sufficiently distracted everyone that Trissiny and her entourage were able to make a relatively discreet withdrawal, leaving behind an agitated temple filled with exited visitors, distraught Purists, and Legionnaires rapidly moving to ensure the crowd remained under control. The paladin glanced back once just before stepping through a rear door of the sanctuary, and locked eyes just for a moment with Sister Magden, who had knelt to wrap her arms around the weeping Lanora’s shoulders.
 

 
  Then they were moving through the relatively quieter halls beyond, the whole group sorting into rough columns of two abreast and making for the deeper temple where there would be fewer people.
 

 
  By mutual contrivance, Rasha and Zafi ended up near the back of the troop, between Sister Azalea’s two priestess friends in the front and the other three Eserites trailing along behind them.
 

 
  “Well, that…was altogether a hell of a thing,” Zafi finally said softly after they had walked for a minute to only the sound of their combined feet and the muted conversation between Trissiny and Azalea up in the front. “Mission successful and all. I’m glad those turkeys got dealt with.
  
   Dang,
  
  though. I did not get up this morning expecting to be in a room with
  
   Avei.”
  
 

 
  Rasha opened her mouth and hesitated, fumbling for a suitable response to that. She had to pause and clear her throat for time, only belatedly murmuring, “That particular experience was a first for all of us, I think. But you get used to it, hanging around with a paladin. Expect the unexpectable, or be trampled by it.”
 

 
  “I dunno whether to write this off as over my pay grade, or try to see if I can’t finagle a more permanent position around the General,” Zafi admitted. “I dunno, I think I’d make a pretty good lackey. I guess I’ll just have to hang around you a while longer and see if I don’t get the hang of it,” she added, giving Rasha a playful little sidelong smile. “After all, if I can’t pick up some secondhand poise from my lady of mystery, I guess that’d make me completely hopeless.”
 

 
  There came a gagging sound from behind them, followed by the muffled thump of someone’s fist impacting someone’s midsection. Neither of them turned around.
 

 
  “I think I can spare you some poise,” Rasha mused. She trailed off, frowning, then drew in a breath. “Look, Zafi, this coy back-and-forth
  
   is
  
  fun, but would it spoil the illusion if we talk frankly for a little bit? Between you and me, I’m a little wrung out after the day I’ve had.”
 

 
  “Oh, thank the gods,” Zafi said, exhaling in relief. “Yeah, I honestly don’t know how much longer I could’ve kept it up. Not that I was trying to misrepresent myself, I just… Well, I gotta flirt at maximum strength before you realize how out of my league you are, is all.”
 

 
  Rasha glanced at her, unable to repress a smile, and found the soldier staring forward with her cheeks flushed. The unexpected boost to her own ego brought back some of her well-trained smoothness, despite the fatigue of the day.
 

 
  “Straight talk, then. When are you off duty tomorrow?”
 

 
  Zafi didn’t quite stumble, but her stride hitched as if she’d had to remind herself how to take a step in the middle of one. “Uh, I, ah… Early shift. I’m free at three.”
 

 
  “Perfect. There’s a Glassian cafe called La Chez just a few blocks from here. I will see you there at four.”
 

 
  “I, um.” Zafi swallowed heavily. “Rasha, that place is a little out of…”
 

 
  
   “My
  
  treat,” Rasha assured her. “And I’m not throwing money around; the owner is a friend of my sponsor. She got him his business license when he immigrated here.
  
   After
  
  that, we’ll see if we want to start traumatizing each other with the sorts of places soldiers and thieves actually
  
   like
  
  to hang out.” She glanced over at the Legionnaire again, and subconsciously bit her lower lip. “I’ve got a feeling you’re worth the effort.”
 

 
  Zafi’s answering grin was clearly out of her control. “I…will not disappoint.”
 

 
  “You haven’t yet.” Rasha winked at her, then subtly shortened her stride, fading backward such that Darius meandered up to take her place as smoothly as if they’d practiced the maneuver. Which, of course, they had.
 

 
  Zafi was still grinning like a fool, but coughed and made an effort to marshal herself before glancing over at him. “Right. So, this is the part where you explain how much you’ll break my legs if I mistreat your friend?”
 

 
  
   “Whoah.”
  
  He held up both hands as the two priestesses in front of them shifted their heads to look backward while walking. “As the resident dude-type person, I’m gonna delegate this conversation. Ladies, if you would?”
 

 
  Another deft Eserite maneuver ensued in which he fell back and Layla and Tallie smoothly sidled up to flank Zafi on both sides, despite the fact they’d turned into a narrower hallway which made this a little cramped.
 

 
  “First of all,” said Tallie in a pleasant tone, “we
  
   never
  
  issue a threat in front of witnesses. That’s proof of premeditation, which greatly raises your chance of being convicted if prosecuted
  
   and
  
  automatically increases your sentence.”
 

 
  “Second,” Layla continued from her other side, “we don’t issue redundant threats. You are clearly aware of the perils of offending Eserites; making a production of it would just make us look petty and foolish.”
 

 
  “And most important,” Tallie finished, “Eserites handle their own problems. If you ever hurt Rasha, you will answer to Rasha.”
 

 
  “We’ll just be sitting on the sidelines, laughing and throwing coins,” Layla added smugly.
 

 
  Incongruously, Zafi grinned again. “Y’know what? You girls are all right. Actually you remind me a little bit of my sergeant.”
 

 
  “I do believe I approve of this one,” Layla declared.
 

 
  At the head of the double column, Sister Azalea broke a lull in the softer conversation between herself and Trissiny to say, quietly, “Thank you for everything you did today.”
 

 
  “Just my duty,” the paladin replied. “And there are already parts I wish I’d handled better…”
 

 
  “Obviously, I’m grateful for the help you rendered to the Sisterhood, Trissiny, I don’t mean to minimize that. But I meant personally. It may be routine for
  
   you
  
  to commune with our goddess, but a simple priestess like myself can expect to spend her life without ever being in her actual presence. It was… Thank you.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Trissiny smiled faintly at that. “Well, then, you’re welcome.”
 

 
  The priestess gave her a pensive look. “You are dissatisfied with the outcome?”
 

 
  “We still need to find the source of the Purists’ funding and equipment, as well as who organized them,” Trissiny said with a dour expression. “Based on your intelligence it seems Sister Lanora is the only one who has that information, and now… I rather doubt she will be inclined to be helpful, and since she is no longer part of the Sisterhood, we no longer have the legal prerogative to detain her. I might be willing to risk it anyway, but
  
   something
  
  tells me there would be immediate and voluble legal challenges if we tried, accompanied by press coverage of the Sisterhood’s ham-fisted abuses of power. All conveniently untraceable, of course.”
 

 
  “Hmm.” Azalea narrowed her own eyes in thought. “Undoubtedly the goddess acted as she did for good reason. I must trust this will lead us to the course of action she desires.”
 

 
  Trissiny indulged in a soft sight. “The consciousness of gods is…not entirely like our own, Sister. As Professor Tellwyrn once put it, Avei the deity can be influenced to do things which Avei the mortal strategist of the Elder War would have known not to. Calling upon her so dramatically, in public, may have been what led to this outcome. Well, anyway, recrimination is useless even when not focused on inscrutable deities; we have the next moves to consider. Sister Azalea…” She hesitated, studying the priestess sidelong for a moment. “Are you still interested in the office of Bishop?”
 

 
  “I will of course serve Avei in whatever capacity I might,” she said diplomatically. “Surely that is
  
   less
  
  likely now, rather than more? We have probably just further affronted the Archpope, even if we cannot prove it.”
 

 
  “I’ve spoken with High Commander Rouvad about this. We plan for the Sisterhood to appoint a Bishop unilaterally, who will be responsible for directing our interfaith relations, without going through the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “I…
  
   see,”
  
  Azalea said. “That is a bold move. And now that I think on it, exactly what is needed.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded. “My next destination was going to be Viridill, to retrieve Nandi Shahai for that role. But you are
  
   here,
  
  Sister, and clearly more than capable… The position isn’t mine to appoint, of course, but I think my recommendation carries some weight with Rouvad.”
 

 
  “I’d be honored to take on the task if the Commander wishes,” Azalea said seriously, “but if Shahai is another prospect, I’d encourage you to ask her first. She has served Avei for five centuries in a surprising variety of roles, and has exactly the web of long-standing connections this task requires. Thank you for thinking of me, however,” she added with a smile. “As these events have demonstrated, I think I am still valuable to the Sisterhood where I am.”
 

 
  “Very much so,” Trissiny agreed, smiling.
 

 
  “Then there remains finding and proving a link between the Purists and the Archpope, if possible. I dare to hold out hope that Lanora will still cooperate, but it is true that she now has ample motivation to obstruct us…”
 

 
  “Well, we’re not entirely out of tricks just yet,” the paladin murmured, eyes straight ahead and narrowed in thought. “Actually… First thing tomorrow, I’m going to call in a favor.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The door stood slightly ajar, emitting a slice of the clean glow of a fairy lamp, so he pushed it wider and poked his head in.
 

 
  This wing was in the Manor’s most refurbished section, a hallway lined with bedrooms directly above the kitchen and dining room where the house’s residents spent most of their time. Thus, the room was clean and repaired, with new glass in the windows and modern fairy lighting, but starkly empty, lacking drapes, carpets, or even wallpaper. That had given Natchua plenty of room to lay out her various props.
 

 
  She had hung maps of Veilgrad and Lower Stalwar Province on one wall and marked them heavily with both ink and pushpins. On the floor were no less than four now-inert spell circles, and another sprawling map of the city held down by a selection of chess pieces, silverware, and coins.
 

 
  Natchua stood in the center of the room, slowly turning her head back and forth to study the various maps and tapping her lips with one fingertip, a characteristic tic of Professor Tellwyrn’s which she had begun unconsciously using in recent months.
 

 
  Jonathan cleared his throat. “Planning an invasion?”
 

 
  “Everybody talks about how dangerous and mysterious Veilgrad is,” she said without looking up. “I never really paused to
  
   consider
  
  what that actually means for people. It’s one thing to note that a steady trickle of people just vanish around here, every year. Sometimes entirely… Sometimes turning up later, in pieces. That’s continued happening as usual while we’ve been living here. While I was gallivanting around the city, getting my face in the papers and doing nothing about any of it. Every one of those statistics was a person, who left grieving people behind.”
 

 
  He stepped the rest of the way in and pushed the door almost closed behind him, not quite to the point of latching it. “None of that was your responsibility, Natch.”
 

 
  “Not specifically, no,” she murmured. “Aren’t we all at least somewhat responsible for doing what we can, for who we can, where we are? That seems like one of the basic necessities of being a decent person. Considering who and
  
   what
  
  I am, I really need to think about stuff like that.”
 

 
  Stepping carefully to avoid disrupting any of her workings, Jonathan approached her and gently wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind. She immediately leaned back against him. “What brought all this on?”
 

 
  “Work,” she said sighing softly. “I’m not just up here flagellating myself, Jon. For tomorrow’s planned project I needed a list of targets around the city. And holy shit, there are a
  
   lot.
  
  Mostly fairies, which I can’t do a whole lot about. I did find a good handful of demonic activity, which is what I was looking for. Oh, also, I’ve accidentally solved Veilgrad’s central mystery.”
 

 
  “Well, that’ll be a relief to a lot of people,” he observed.
 

 
  “I think I’d actually better keep it to myself,” Natchua said, closing her eyes and resting her head against his collarbone. “There’s not really anything to be done about it and knowing will just scare everybody. Turns out there’s an abandoned drow city very close to here. Well, abandoned except for the divinely-created undead monstrosities it’s full of now. Themynrite magic was used in their creation, and the resonance between that and the native fairies is what keeps giving rise to necromantic events, despite the fact that none of them are related.”
 

 
  “Well… Surely if you know where that is, the Empire can go in and clear it out?”
 

 
  
   “Bad
  
  idea,” she insisted. “If a Themynrite city is abandoned, it’s because it was breached by Scyllithenes. That would be why it’s full of zombie monsters now. You should
  
   never
  
  open a path for them. And if the Scyllithenes haven’t managed to break through them in thousands of years of trying, those zombie monsters are
  
   not
  
  to be fucked with. Might be too big a mouthful even for the Imperial Army. Better to leave it alone, and start being more vigilant about undead events in the area.”
 

 
  “Hence, all this.”
 

 
  She nodded, opening her eyes to look up at him. “And this is just what
  
   I
  
  was able to find. It’s a start, anyway. Xyraadi is much better at divination than me; infernomancy doesn’t lend itself to the art.”
 

 
  “I notice you’ve got your djinn bottle out,” he said in a neutral tone, nodding at the artifact still sitting in the center of one of the inert spell circles.
 

 
  “Yeah… I don’t call on Qadira lightly, but at least I got what I needed.”
 

 
  “You found the Wreath?”
 

 
  “No, they’re not nearly so easy to track. They’re not what I was looking for, anyway. Kheshiri and I will still be chasing them down tomorrow. Given the established pattern, they’ll probably find
  
   us
  
  once we’re alone. And now I have what I need to be ready for them.” With another quiet sigh, Natchua reached up to grasp his hands and squeeze them momentarily, then pulled herself out of his embrace. “Fortuitously, both succubi are in another room down at the end of this hall. I’ll go brief her real quick.”
 

 
  “Good idea,” he said with a smile. “And I’m sure it has nothing to do with wanting to break up whatever
  
   those
  
  two are doing in a room together.”
 

 
  “Vanislaads are generally not social with each other,” Natchua agreed, leading the way back out into the hall. “Mel and Shiri are pretty focused and they both have plenty to do; I’m not hugely worried about a feud brewing, but still. Doesn’t pay to take risks with their kind.”
 

 
  “I’m right with you on that.”
 

 
  She reached one door, grasped the latch and pushed it open. Then both of them froze, staring into the room.
 

 
  Melaxyna was on all fours on the floor—actually, upon a closer look, she had all four of her limbs bent double and then bound with leather straps, calf to thigh and forearm to bicep, forcing her to balance painfully on her knees and elbows. Her head was mostly obscured, between the gag, the blindfold, and the pair of felt bunny ears leftover from the last spring festival. Both her wings were splayed out to the sides and actually
  
   nailed
  
  to the floor.
 

 
  Behind her stood Kheshiri dressed in a formal ballgown with the addition of a broad leather collar from which dangled a cowbell, busy feeding the other succubus’s tail into an old-fashioned laundry mangle they’d somehow dragged up to this room.
 

 
  Both their heads turned to the door.
 

 
  “Do you
  
   knock?”
  
  Kheshiri demanded acerbically.
 

 
  Natchua and Jonathan jerked back out, yanking the door shut, and simultaneously pressed their backs against the wall to either side of it.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Natchua decided, “I could just brief her in the morning.”
 

 
  He cleared his throat. “Um, I note that it was the significantly
  
   more
  
  evil succubus in the advantageous position over the more trustworthy one. Should you actually…?”
 

 
  “In fact, no, it wasn’t; that was Shiri in the…restraints. They’d swapped appearances.”
 

 
  Jonathan covered his eyes with a hand. “Okay. Somehow,
  
   that’s
  
  the kinkiest part, and I can’t even articulate why.”
 

 
  “Well, hell, this is good,” Natchua said, pushing herself off the wall and taking him by the arm. “If you keep two Vanislaads together, they’ll either go at each other like strange cats, or… Go at each other like bunnies. And two Vanislaads getting busy usually means the kind of play that would kill most people. So, it beats the hell out of the alternative. Now let’s go turn in. Suddenly I find I would like to make love slowly in the missionary position with the lights off.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It was past dark when Trissiny returned to Madouri Manor, though not by much. She found the rest of her class still up and gathered in the front sitting room of their suite, with one exception.
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Teal exclaimed upon her entry. “There you are, we were starting to worry. Is everything okay?”
 

 
  “It’s been…a day,” Trissiny said wryly, striding forward and flopping into an unoccupied armchair. Teal and Shaeine were perched together on the loveseat, Gabriel and Toby lounging in smaller chairs, and Fross as usual floating overhead. F’thaan lay curled in front of the fire, though he looked up at her arrival and his tail thumped against the floor. “Are
  
   you
  
  two okay? You got everything squared away all right?”
 

 
  “Once F’thaan was rescued, our afternoon was much more tedious than harrowing,” Shaeine assured her. “The authorities were not
  
   pleased
  
  by Vadrieny making a display of herself in broad daylight in the middle of the city, but we had ample legal representation.”
 

 
  “Also, it helps that we were in the right,” Teal added. “Vadrieny’s actions were fully covered by the statutes governing defense of self and property. Except for some, ah, incidental damage to the pavement. The magistrate was
  
   persuaded
  
  to levy a fine and the bill for repairs, rather than anything more serious.”
 

 
  “As it ever was,” Ruda drawled, gesticulating with her bottle of rum. “What’d get a factory worker jailed gets a factory heiress fined, in an amount that won’t even dent her allowance.”
 

 
  “It does seem like people with money live under an effectively different set of laws,” Fross chimed.
 

 
  “C’mon, doll, you know I love you,” Ruda added in response to Teal’s scowl. “But you exist in a
  
   context.
  
  There’s nothing gained by denying your advantages in life.”
 

 
  “I’d like to see a factory worker make a Vadrieny-style crater in the street,” Gabriel remarked.
 

 
  “I apologize that we were not able to drive you back here as planned,” Shaeine said to Trissiny.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Trissiny said quickly, “it ended up being Avenist business that kept me occupied most of the day. I wouldn’t have been able to take you up on it anyhow. I’m just glad to see you and F’thaan are back safe. Did June turn in already?”
 

 
  “Actually, she’s spending the night up at Ravana’s hunting lodge,” said Toby. “With her sister, and the rest of Brother Ingvar’s group.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you missed the
  
   big
  
  news of the day,” Gabriel added. “Ravana has effectively hired the whole sect to serve as the new foresters and game wardens for the province.”
 

 
  
   “Really,”
  
  Trissiny said, leaning forward. “That’s…a peculiar move. Wouldn’t that get her in trouble with the Huntsmen?”
 

 
  “Oh, but
  
   that
  
  wasn’t the big news,” he replied with relish. “There was a whole public announcement today while you were off in the capital. House Madouri has
  
   formally
  
  recognized Ingvar’s splinter group as the official and legitimate faith of Shaath.”
 

 
  “Which means,” Toby added, “that legally they
  
   are,
  
  in Tiraan Province.”
 

 
  
   “What?”
  
  Trissiny exclaimed. “She can’t just… Wait,
  
   why
  
  would she do that? It makes her an outright
  
   enemy
  
  of the orthodox Huntsmen! Not to mention probably the Universal Church. There’s a
  
   reason
  
  the Houses stay out of religious politics. The risk/reward calculation is
  
   never
  
  in the favor of people trying to meddle.”
 

 
  “Well, like I was just saying before you came in,” Gabriel replied, “there’s a good chance of this getting her in
  
   good
  
  with the other cults. Pretty much nobody actually likes the Huntsmen.”
 

 
  “And like
  
   I
  
  was just telling
  
   him,
  
  it doesn’t work that way,” Ruda retorted. “People who’ve got power and privilege want to protect those things above any other concern. The accepted thing is that nobles don’t meddle in cult business. If this becomes a precedent, the cults will be losing influence to the Houses.
  
   All
  
  the religious leaders are going to come down on her, or try to.”
 

 
  “Ravana isn’t reckless enough to do something like that without considering the angles,” Trissiny mused. “What is she up to?”
 

 
  “Uh, pardon me, but isn’t she kind of explicitly exactly that?” Fross objected. “I’m not denying that Ravana’s sly, but just from the stories
  
   I’ve
  
  heard it seems like her whole problem is a tendency to go on the attack without accounting for the broader context.”
 

 
  “Oh, I think she’s considered the angles, all right,” Ruda drawled. “Question is how
  
   carefully
  
  she’s considered ‘em.”
 

 
  “Well, that’s as good a segue as any,” Trissiny said with a sigh. “Gabe, Toby, I think we need to take a page out of Ravana’s book.”
 

 
  “Well, sure,” Gabriel said lightly. “But where are we going to get a mag cannon and a team of assassins at this hour?”
 

 
  “I see that verbal diarrhea still hasn’t cleared up,” Toby said. “You need to eat more fiber, Gabe. Triss, which book did you mean, specifically?”
 

 
  “The part where she’s making this a working vacation. I have spent my day preemptively shutting down an attempt by Justinian to induce a schism within the Sisterhood of Avei,
  
   and
  
  encountering growing evidence that he’s trying to do the same thing within the Thieves’ Guild.
  
   That,”
  
  she added, turning to Shaeine and Teal, “is probably why they sent a couple of hapless goons to try to abduct F’thaan.”
 

 
  “I wondered,” Teal murmured. “They never had a realistic chance of
  
   getting
  
  him. It does seem like the Guild was deliberately setting itself up for failure.”
 

 
  “In response,” Trissiny continued, “the Sisterhood is dropping its attempts to get Justinian to confirm a new Bishop. Tomorrow, if the arrangements can be made fast enough, Commander Rouvad is going to appoint one without his approval, and have her take over our interfaith operations, as Bishop Darling is currently doing for the Guild.”
 

 
  “Risky,” Ruda said, her expression intent. “You’ll either end up freezing the Universal Church out of the only thing it actually does, or being frozen out
  
   by
  
  the Church. It all depends on how many other cults you can get to sign on with you.”
 

 
  “Exactly,” Trissiny agreed, nodding and turning back to the boys. “The Guild hasn’t been having much luck, but they’re nearly as unpopular as the Huntsmen. Joined by the Sisterhood, things will change. And if all three Trinity cults take a stand…”
 

 
  “You realize we don’t actually have the authority to
  
   do
  
  that,” Toby said seriously. “I’m not refusing you, Trissiny. In fact, I wholeheartedly agree and I’ll back you on this. I saw what a danger Justinian is as close up as you did. I just want to warn you, whatever relationship you have with Commander Rouvad, it’s likely more productive than any attempt I could make to get the Dawn Council to… To do
  
   anything.”
  
 

 
  “Same goes, sort of,” Gabriel agreed. “I like the idea, Triss. But Lady Gwenfaer is the scariest person I’ve ever met, largely because I suspect she’s the smartest and I don’t actually have any idea what she thinks or wants. I walk in there asking her to go to war with the Archpope, and the only certainty is she’ll find some way to profit from it.”
 

 
  “I think I see an inherent risk in this,” Fross added. “So, Justinian’s closest backers are the Huntsmen, right? And thanks to Ingvar, they’re split and effectively neutralized, right? So now, a few months after
  
   that
  
  happened, the two cults that have most openly defied him are having internal divisions he’s fostered.”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s about the time frame it’d take to set up something like that,” Ruda agreed.
 

 
  “I see where you’re going, Fross, and the same had occurred to me,” said Trissiny.
 

 
  Gabriel chuckled. “Well, hell, I almost hope he does try to instigate a schism inside the Vidians. Let Justinian get a taste for dealing with
  
   real
  
  schemers.”
 

 
  “Once again, Arquin, not how it fucking works,” Ruda said with clear exasperation. “A group that’s already prone to politicking and infighting is
  
   more
  
  vulnerable, not less. There may be elements in it that are too good for Justinian to fuck with, but there are also a million other cracks he can wedge his fingers into. Only takes one little grip for him to start pulling the whole thing apart.”
 

 
  Gabriel sighed, his smile fading. “I see your point. Man… Bishop Darling suggested I pick a faction and commit to them, but… Val’s been trying to coach me on the intricacies of Vidian politics, but it’s like the web a spider would make after you dunked it in coffee. I still don’t even know where to start finding a group of allies who can stand up to him
  
   and
  
  hold the rest of the cult together if he attacks it.”
 

 
  “Actually,” Toby said pensively, studying him, “I think you know
  
   exactly
  
  where to start, Gabe. You just won’t like it.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                               
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  16 – 22 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                         
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  The door wasn’t locked, so she went right through without hesitation. Hesitation, even so much as looking around at the apparently abandoned storefront or tugging experimentally at the door itself would have sent an unconscious signal to anyone watching that she was up to something surreptitious, and Lakshmi was far too good at what she did to make such a rookie blunder. It was late and Lor’naris was dim, but the relative lack of fairy lamps was because the drow residents preferred it darker, and by the same token, the street was about as busy as it would be at noon. Even if she was a stranger here, though, people would instinctively ignore someone going calmly about their business and betraying no furtive mannerisms.
 

 
  Inside, the abandoned state of the old shop was even more obvious. Mostly cleaned out, it still contained some of the detritus of a space which had been vacated by owners who didn’t care to pack unnecessary freight: a few miscellaneous wooden boxes, a half-broken chair, two mops propped in one corner. Mostly, though, it contained dust and cobwebs. There was a fairy lamp, but a small handheld portable model, not installed in the shop itself. A thief’s special, it projected a weak and carefully directed light that would be difficult to spot through the windows assuming it was properly handled.
 

 
  He was already there waiting, sitting on one of the crates rather than the suspicious-looking chair. Sweet, uncharacteristically, didn’t look up immediately, and even in the dimness Lakshmi got a good look at the fatigue in his posture, though the meager light didn’t reveal much about his expression.
 

 
  “Ah, Peepers!” the Bishop said cheerfully, bounding to his feet with all his customary verve as if that glimpse hadn’t happened. “Glad you could make it. I
  
   am
  
  sorry for dragging you out in the middle of the night, but I promise I wouldn’t have if it wasn’t important. Any trouble getting a sitter?”
 

 
  “Sanjay’s plenty capable of looking after Padma for a few hours, especially at night,” she said, pacing carefully toward him through the dusty gloom. “Being an uncle’s done wonders for his sense of responsibility. Being real, Sweet, if I’m not gonna get any sleep anyway I don’t mind the chance for it to be out in the fresh air for once, but even so this had
  
   better
  
  be good. Dagger emphasized hard that it was urgent, otherwise I wouldn’t have shown up at all.”
 

 
  “Quite right, quite right,” he said, bending to pick up the shaded lamp. “Let’s not waste any more of your time, then. This way, if you please!”
 

 
  He led the way through the ratty curtain covering a doorway into the back of the shop, and she followed, hesitating for a moment only when she saw that he was guiding them down a narrow flight of stairs into a basement.
 

 
  Upon first coming to Tiraas, she had been somewhat starstruck by Sweet and particularly grateful at the chance to play a role in his schemes; he was a master of her own specialization, not to mention a former Boss of the Guild who’d earned even more respect by voluntarily stepping down just when he could’ve been getting comfortable with power. Peepers had looked up to him. But that was before…everything. For an information and connections guy, Sweet sure did like to get hands-on and didn’t shy away from danger, not to mention that he courted bullshit both magical and political that was way out of her league. She had learned to be exceedingly cautious of anything he wanted to drag her into. Had his former apprentice not heavily emphasized that this was extremely important, Lakshmi would likely have brushed off the invitation to meet. She now had
  
   two
  
  younger souls to protect, and no more patience for Sweet’s over-the-top escapades.
 

 
  The basement, at least, was more brightly lit; there were four fairy lamps, all portable lanterns but of a much greater strength, and laid about atop the old crates that were strewn against the walls. In the bright light, the labels still visible on the boxessuggested that this shop had previously dealt in alchemical reagents. There was an audible squeaking as an uncomfortable number of rats scattered at the humans’ arrival, but Lakshmi didn’t pay attention even to that.
 

 
  Standing barely a yard from the wall farthest from the stairs was a wooden gateway that looked ostentatiously witchy, being cobbled together from fresh branches—several still with sprigs of leaves attached—and affixed by braided twine and twists of enchanting-grade copper wire. Several miscellaneous crystals, feathers, and other fae-looking doodads were wedged into gaps in the wood along its length.
 

 
  “Sweet,” Lakshmi said in a tone of warning.
 

 
  “Okay, yeah, this is some weird shit,” he said frankly, stopping in front of the gate and turning to look at her. “But I’ve been researching this stuff carefully for a good while now and I’m confident it’s safe as long as we both follow some necessary safety rules. When we get to the space beyond the gate, it’s important above all else to stay
  
   calm.
  
  And the second anything even smells like it’s starting to go wrong, we come right back through.”
 

 
  “The
  
   fuck
  
  I’m going through any magic gate, have you lost your mind?” she exclaimed. “Have you forgotten the
  
   last
  
  time you hauled me into your bullshit? Or the time before
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “Peepers,” he said, expression totally serious, “I am not here to haul you into anything. All of this is about
  
   you,
  
  not about me. You and your family are in danger you need to know about, and
  
   this
  
  nonsense, as crazy as it clearly is, remains the best I can do. I promise I’m going to explain everything, but I can’t do it until we go through the gate.”
 

 
  She folded her arms, adopting a mulish expression. “Can you at least explain
  
   why
  
  you can only explain inside the gate?”
 

 
  “Yes, I can,” he promised, “And I intend to. Inside the gate.”
 

 
  “You are an asshole, Sweet.”
 

 
  “Correct,” he agreed with a grin. “But I’m on your side, Peepers.”
 

 
  Lakshmi held his gaze for a few drawn-out seconds during which he maintained an earnest expression. In fairness, the danger he had always posed was just the caliber of stuff he was into, and how that tended to pan out for ordinary people like her. Sweet had never deliberately misled her and always moved quickly to protect her when his shenanigans put her at risk. Which, apparently, was happening yet again.
 

 
  With a heavy sigh of ill grace, she shook her head and stomped forward. “All right, fine. I’ll hear you out. Where the fuck does your magic doorway
  
   go,
  
  exactly?”
 

 
  “Right here,” he said with a smile, “just in a different dimension. That’s why I chose this basement. On the other side it should just be another empty basement.”
 

 
  “Uh huh,” she grunted. “Fine. After you.”
 

 
  He made an elaborate bow, at which she sneered, then turned and sauntered through the improvised doorway. In the middle of it, he appeared to suddenly slide sideways out of its frame, and vanished from view.
 

 
  Lakshmi grimaced in distaste, giving very serious thought to just turning around and buggering off. The same instinct of self-preservation that warned her to stay out of Sweet business made her hesitate, though. If she was already
  
   in
  
  this business—which meant it would be yet more fallout from one of his previous debacles—then he was right. She needed to know, to be prepared. There’d be no other way to protect her family.
 

 
  Cursing under her breath, Lakshmi stalked forward and stepped into the doorway too fast to be able to talk herself out of it.
 

 
  Immediately she had the very bizarre sensation that in the process of taking a single stride through its flat dimensions she had abruptly turned ninety degrees and set off to the side, and then she had to come to a stop to avoid running into the back wall of the basement.
 

 
  “There we go!” Sweet said cheerfully from behind her. “Now, we can talk in peace.”
 

 
  She stepped around the gate, carefully not moving back through it, to rejoin him in the middle of the basement, peering critically around. Immediately, Lakshmi could see what he’d meant about this being another dimension. Superficially, it looked exactly like the dingy underground room they’d entered via the stairs, but clearly the rules here were subtly different. A diffuse green glow lingered around the wooden gateway itself, and the four fairy lanterns now appeared surrounded by little wisps of blue light, as if they’d summoned arcane fireflies. Also, she noticed, the clearly-printed labels on the old crates were no longer in Tanglish. Lakshmi couldn’t tell
  
   what
  
  language that was; the spiky glyphs gave her the odd feeling they weren’t actually meant to be read.
 

 
  “So… What dimension
  
   is
  
  this, exactly?”
 

 
  He spread his arms, beaming, as if the shabby and now eerie basement space were a museum to be shown off. “Welcome, Peepers, to the dimensional insulation layer! Also known as chaos space.”
 

 
  “God
  
   dammit,
  
  Sweet—”
 

 
  “Now, now!” He held up one hand to forestall her very reasonable protests. “Remember what I said? It’s vitally important to stay calm. This place has innate defenses; it’s not safe to be here for long. It’s fine over the relatively short term, but the longer we’re here, the closer we come to getting a reaction we do
  
   not
  
  want. We’ve bought some extra time by being underground; being unable to see the sky will protect you from some of the unease. But getting upset will only shorten the time before somebody notices we’re in here and comes to do something about it, and we want to have our chat and be gone before that happens, trust me.”
 

 
  “What the
  
   fuck
  
  does seeing the sky have to do with anything?”
 

 
  “That’s one of those things where knowing will only make it worse,” he assured her. “Remember, Peepers, compose yourself. You’re about to hear some shit that is going to
  
   seriously
  
  upset you. Please concentrate on keeping an even keel.”
 

 
  She folded her arms again. “You’re not doing a great job of selling this to me, Sweet.
  
   Why
  
  do we need to be in a creepy-ass netherworld in order to have this particular conversation, exactly?”
 

 
  “It’s a little trick I’ve picked up,” he said, seating himself on a nearby crate. “There are certain very potent magical effect that will inform the caster when a breach has occurred, anywhere in the world. The Silver Throne uses one of these, powered by a fairy geas, to protect some of its secrets; once something has been Sealed to the Throne, if anyone outside the seal learns of it, Hands of the Emperor know right away and can send agents to quarantine the breach.
  
   Unless
  
  said breach occurs here, in an extradimensional space created specifically by the Elder Gods to
  
   block
  
  magical effects.”
 

 
  He had the effrontery to grin at her.
 

 
  “I’m about to tell you a couple of things which are Sealed to the Throne, Peepers, and I’d just as soon not be immediately hauled away for treason.”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   fuck
  
  no,” she exclaimed. “That’s exactly the kind of bullshit I want to stay out of! You know how much I love learning secrets, Sweet, but not the goddamn Emperor’s! That shit’s more trouble than I can handle.”
 

 
  “That’s the problem exactly,” he said, his expression immediately sobering. “You are already
  
   in
  
  the trouble, Peepers. Listen, I fulfill a lot of different roles and have to be a different man in different situations. Some of my loyalties are inevitably tested against each other, and this is one of those times. In the end, I am first and foremost an Eserite, and that means this time I’m siding with you, hence all this rigamarole.”
 

 
  “Why?” she demanded, narrowing her eyes.
 

 
  “You’re Guild,” he said, meeting her gaze. “More to the point, the Imperial government—actually, the Emperor in particular has screwed you over. You’ve always played straight and done the right thing, Lakshmi, and in return you’ve been conned and put in danger. I’m not having it. So I’m gonna tell you what you need to know to protect Padma and Sanjay, but I’m doing it
  
   carefully.
  
  There’s no sense in us both getting in trouble with Imperial Intelligence, not when I know a spiffy magical workaround.”
 

 
  The very bad feeling in her gut intensified the longer she talked.
 

 
  “All right, all right, enough backstory. The suspense is starting to get to me, Sweet. What the fuck does the Imperial government want with
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  Sweet hesitated, drawing a shallow breath and letting it out, which of course only alarmed her further.
 

 
  “Okay. Awhile ago, there was a plot within the Imperial Palace that forced the Emperor to go into hiding, briefly. I assisted with that, and arranged for him to be stashed for a few days in the absolute last place anybody would look.”
 

 
  Lakshmi’s stomach plummeted as intuition notified her she should be terrified in advance of her logical mind actually putting together what the danger was.
 

 
  “The man you knew as Danny,” Sweet said, still holding her eyes, “was… Well, it was short for Sharidan.”
 

 
  “No,” she whispered.
 

 
  “As in,” he continued, relentlessly, “Sharidan Julios Adolphus Tirasian.”
 

 
  “No no no no,” Lakshmi babbled, raising both hands to clutch at her hair.
 

 
  “Which means,” Sweet continued in a gentler voice, “Padma is the rightful Princess of the Tiraan Empire.”
 

 
  “You
  
   SON OF A BITCH!”
  
  Lakshmi shrieked, hurling herself across the room at him with clawed fingers outstretched. Sweet caught her wrists deftly, which was probably for the best as she wasn’t a fighter and didn’t really have a plan here. It was cathartic to struggle with him, even if the knee she tried to aim at his crotch only impacted painfully against the edge of the crate. “Why would you—how could you
  
   do
  
  this to me!?”
 

 
  “Okay,
  
   whoah!”
  
  he snapped, still gripping her arms and forcing her back a step despite her struggles. “We’re here because I have a role with this and I feel responsible for looking out for you, but let’s keep in mind exactly who did what! I asked you to open your
  
   home
  
  to the guy, Peepers. Open your pantry? Sure, you could argue that was implied. Your heart? Not relevant, but debatably a logical side effect. Legs?
  
   That was entirely on you!”
  
 

 
  She went rigidly still, glaring at him and breathing heavily.
 

 
  “And remember,” Sweet continued in a more even tone, still holding her arms, “you probably just shaved a good chunk off the time we’ve got here.
  
   Calm,
  
  Peepers. As justified as you are in being upset, you
  
   need
  
  to control it. Okay?”
 

 
  They stared at each other in silence for a few seconds, and then she finally drew in a heavy breath and took a step back. Sweet released her arms, and Lakshmi used them to straighten her hair.
 

 
  “All right,” she said, pleased with the evenness of her tone despite the panic-induced rage pulsing at the back of her throat. “Who else knows this?”
 

 
  “The problem is I’m not sure,” he said frankly. “I haven’t told anybody and won’t. Cloak and Dagger know, but I trust my life to their discretion and I promise you can too. At issue is whether Sharidan knows. Keeping tabs on you after I removed him would be a possible course of action Quentin Vex might take; if he did, you can bet he’s followed up and knows the truth. If you’ve got access to good enough magic, there are ways to verify paternity without the subject even knowing it.”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t…” She had to pause and swallow before continuing. “Wouldn’t they have
  
   done
  
  something if they knew?”
 

 
  “Maybe, but possibly not,” he said, frowning. “You know about the Tirasian Dynasty’s lack of an heir and the pressure that puts on the Throne. At issue is that you’re Guild, and
  
   I
  
  know. If the Silver Throne seized the child of a member of the Thieves’ Guild for
  
   any
  
  reason, then all the intricate politics of the situation would suddenly cease to matter. The Boss would
  
   have
  
  to go straight to war over something like that; doctrine and everything we stand for demands it. If they know, they’ll want to play this smart.”
 

 
  “And of course,” she said bitterly, “just
  
   asking
  
  me isn’t even a prospect.”
 

 
  “The fact they haven’t makes me suspect they don’t know,” Sweet said. “It would be a likely action. Likely, but not inevitable. They’ll also be thinking in terms of security and necessity, and might just be waiting and watching to see what happens. I don’t
  
   know,
  
  is the thing. But you deserve to be aware this is hanging over your head and what might result from it, Peepers. I’ve got your back; if the Throne makes a move on you, then I
  
   will
  
  bring the Boss in and we’ll act. It’ll destroy basically all of my work over the last ten years, not to mention causing massive trouble throughout the Empire and beyond, but… That simply can’t be tolerated. The way Sharidan deceived me and used you was plenty bad enough. The Throne doesn’t get to
  
   do
  
  that horseshit. Not to a member of the Guild.”
 

 
  She nodded once, curtly. “What if he gets another heir?”
 

 
  Sweet heaved a deep sigh. “That’s where it gets even more complicated. This is also classified, but it turns out there was some kind of magical effect over the Palace preventing anyone there from getting pregnant, which is why of all the women that guy takes to bed, you were the first to catch it: you were outside the effect. I dunno exactly what it was, but what I’ve been told is that it was disabled and should fade with time. And he
  
   does
  
  keep a stable of his own girls, so hopefully, he’ll get a more acceptable heir soon enough. Once that happens, you should be more or less in the clear. The Throne isn’t going to want an Eserite-raised Punaji heir if they’ve got any better prospects.”
 

 
  “That fucking asshole,” she hissed.
 

 
  “Calm,” he reminded her. “You are goddamn right, but remember: calm. Once we’re out of here you can beat the shit out of a training dummy, that always helps me. But keep it firmly in mind, Peepers, because I haven’t told you the bad part yet.”
 

 
  “The fucking
  
   bad
  
  part?” She paused, deliberately breathed in and out, and rolled her shoulders once. “Right, I know, calm. How, I calmly ask you, was that not the bad part? How the
  
   fuck
  
  is there a
  
   worse
  
  part!?”
 

 
  “This is also Sealed to the Throne,” he said solemnly. “About three years ago, Elilial took human form and infiltrated the Palace.”
 

 
  Lakshmi heard herself squeak embarrassingly.
 

 
  “Specifically,” Sweet continued with a grimace, “she got herself a position in the Imperial harem. As the Emperor’s favorite. And because magical sterility whammy doesn’t work on goddesses, she got herself a demigod heir as the firstborn child of the Emperor.”
 

 
  Lakshmi staggered backward and sat down hard on another crate.
 

 
  “I’ve done my research on demigods since then,” Sweet continued, “and it’s all frustratingly vague. There are basically no rules; it’s not a biological process, the deity involved seems to choose how it goes down. For all I know, she’s still carrying, or the kid might’ve been born the very next day. That really doesn’t matter, legally; primogeniture is not a factor in Tiraan inheritance. The heir to the Silver Throne does have to be a blood descendant of the current ruler if one is available, but among the prospects, the Emperor or Empress can designate whichever they think is the best candidate, regardless of who was born first.”
 

 
  She stared at him, wide-eyed and finding nothing to say.
 

 
  “I know you’re sharp enough to connect the dots on your own,” Sweet said gently, “but I’m gonna spell all this out just for the sake of thoroughness, because we need to be on the same page. What this means, for your purposes, is that Elilial and the Black Wreath are clearly trying to put their own heir on the Silver Throne. So they do
  
   not
  
  want any alternates to exist, and the Throne itself very much
  
   does.”
  
 

 
  Lakshmi slumped, lowering her head to stare at the floor.
 

 
  “The good news,” he offered, “is that Elilial definitely
  
   doesn’t
  
  know about you or Padma. And there’s no reason she should find out; everybody already in the know is highly motivated to keep it from her, especially Imperial Intelligence, if they’re even on that short list.”
 

 
  There was silence in the room. Out of the corner of her eye, Lakshmi noted one of the rats coming out of hiding. Viewed from across the dimensional barrier, it looked washed out and wavery, as if she were seeing it through water or smoke.
 

 
  “You okay, Peepers?” Sweet asked softly.
 

 
  She raised her head to stare at him. “Am I
  
   okay?
  
  Is that even a fucking
  
   question?”
  
 

 
  “Fair,” he agreed, nodding. “I just wanted to make sure you’re still with me. I know this is a
  
   lot
  
  to lay on a person.”
 

 
  “What the fuck am I supposed to
  
   do
  
  about this?” she whispered.
 

 
  He sighed again. “I…seriously thought about not telling you, to be honest. Because it’s an absolute motherfucker of a thing to have hanging over someone’s head, and there’s just not much you
  
   can
  
  do except live with it. I didn’t do this to be cruel, I swear…”
 

 
  “No.” She shook her head. “No, you’re right. I’m an Eserite, and an information gal. Knowledge is power; above all else, I hate being in the dark. But god
  
   dammit,
  
  Sweet.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he agreed, nodding. “I’m glad to hear that. What decided me is that there is something you
  
   can
  
  do, if it comes down to a confrontation. If Imperial agents take Padma, you come to the Guild. We may not be able to get her back, but we will
  
   fucking well
  
  make them pay for it.”
 

 
  “And if they take
  
   me?”
  
  she asked bitterly.
 

 
  “I’ll be watching for that,” he said. “As will Cloak and Dagger. If you disappear and then suddenly there’s a Princess, we’ll know what’s up. If they wanna be
  
   really
  
  thorough, Intelligence might be able to nab me, but they won’t get the elves, I promise you that.”
 

 
  “Which leaves…”
 

 
  “The other antagonists,” he said, nodding again. “It’s hard to say where Elilial stands in all this, with most of her plans in shreds and now her truce with the Pantheon in effect. The Empire isn’t a signatory to that, but… There’s a lot of uncertainty there. If she or hers come at you, you may not get the luxury of much time to react. In that event, Peepers, you just start saying some of this out loud.”
 

 
  She narrowed her eyes. “What would that— Oh. It’s still Sealed, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “Exactly,” he grinned. “You stepping back into the real world with this info in your head won’t trigger the effect, but you telling anybody
  
   will.
  
  So, absolutely don’t do that.
  
   Unless
  
  you get cornered by the Wreath, in which case, start babbling. Imperial agents will be on you as fast as they can teleport, and they will immediately side with a human against demons or warlocks even if they don’t know the situation. And if they
  
   do,
  
  they’ll protect you and Padma against whatever.”
 

 
  “Which would leave us in the other situation…”
 

 
  “Yeah,” he acknowledged. “It’s not perfect, Peepers. But it’s what we can manage to do. And remember: there is a very real possibility of all of this blowing over. Once Sharidan sires some heirs of more conventional parentage, Padma becomes much less interesting to House Tirasian, and said other heirs will be Elilial’s foremost problem. We all just gotta keep our heads down and hope for the best. And if we don’t get the best… Do what we can.”
 

 
  “You are a real bastard, you know,” she said. “The pisser is how you can completely wreck my life but still
  
   mean
  
  so well.”
 

 
  He sighed. “I’ve got your back, Peepers. That’s the best I can do. In my defense, even given some of the stuff I’ve brought you into, I could not reasonably have predicted
  
   this.
  
  And, again,” he added with a touch of asperity, “I did
  
   not
  
  tell you to sleep with the guy!”
 

 
  Lakshmi shook her head, then got to her feet. “Don’t think this is settled, just because…”
 

 
  She trailed off, the sound first coming too vaguely to interrupt her, but very shortly she could no longer ignore it. The deep groaning echoed through the very bricks around them, not unlike the noises made by old buildings settling, except it was not a sound made by any building. It was a
  
   voice.
  
  A deep, enormous voice, moaning in apparent pain.
 

 
  “What the f—”
 

 
  Sweet jumped to his own feet in alarm as crimson rivulets of blood began to seep out of cracks in the brickwork all around them.
 

 
  “Time to go,” he stated. She was already moving toward the gateway.
 

 
  Almost not fast enough. With a rumble and a roar, a veritable deluge of apparent blood came pouring out of the stairwell, rushing toward them.
 

 
  “Go go go!” Sweet pushed her ahead as they both charged at and through the magical gate. Moving at that speed, the sideways sensation of passage was even more jarring, though less so than both of them smashing against the wall on the other side, especially as he hit right on top of her.
 

 
  At least this wall wasn’t
  
   bleeding.
  
 

 
  Behind there came a loud crack, and Lakshmi squirmed out from under Sweet—who was still trying to bodily protect her, she noted almost fondly—to find his two elven proteges in the room in the process of beating the wooden chaos gate to smithereens with cudgels.
 

 
  “You cut that
  
   close,
  
  Sweet!” Fauna exclaimed.
 

 
  “We are about to go in there after you,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Well, damn, I didn’t mean to worry you,” he said, peering warily at the wreckage. “Wait, were we just in there too long? Or did something happen on
  
   this
  
  side?”
 

 
  The elves exchanged a look.
 

 
  “There was…a ripple,” Fauna admitted, glancing at Lakshmi.
 

 
  “A chaos effect,” Flora added.
 

 
  “Very slight,” Fauna said hastily. “It probably wouldn’t have affected anything
  
   except
  
  an open gateway to the chaos dimension.”
 

 
  “Wait,” Lakshmi interjected, “so when you said bad shit would go down if we were in there too long and drew attention, you
  
   didn’t
  
  mean…that fucking nightmare?”
 

 
  Sweet drew in a breath and let it out in a huff, running a hand through his hair. “No, that was… Well, would you look at that. Once again, life gets just a little more complicated.”
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  The winter wind carried a particularly bitter chill just after dawn, when the sun was only barely up, not that it slowed them down. Ingvar naturally kept an eye on the trainees, but what they lacked in acquired skill they made up for in sheer grit, which only made sense given where they’d come from.
 

 
  It was a sizable group, for what amounted to a standard patrol party, but it wasn’t as if the woods of western Tiraan Province needed much patrolling; the greater part of the purpose in being out was to help the newest Shadow Hunters get accustomed to woodcraft. He had brought November, a spirit wolf, two pixie companions, and three of the Harpies who were just along for the experience. Of them, little Mittsin, who at thirteen was the youngest of the entire group to be treated as an apprentice rather than one of the children, was by far the most intent and seriousness. Ingvar could relate, remembering well what it was like being that age and having so much to prove. The others, a woman in her late twenties and one who had to be pushing fifty, both tended to break into snickers any time they glanced at one of the fairies or the wolf.
 

 
  It was the names, of course. Ingvar couldn’t begrudge them having a chuckle at Zap and Flicker; the pixies preferred simple, evocative names like that, and rather than being offended seemed pleased when humans found amusement in it. Now, though, he was starting to wonder if giving their wolf companions Stalweiss honor names had been a good idea; only people raised in the traditions of the Stalrange would even be able to interpret them, but he would have expected any such to take them seriously. There was a reason such names were seldom translated for the benefit of outsiders—exactly the same reason the Empire
  
   had
  
  made sure Heshenaad was remembered by the Tanglish version Horsebutt, where he was remembered at all. So now here he was, in the woods with a cherished packmate and two women who both knew that Nirtaath literally meant “nice bitch” and couldn’t seem to stop giggling about it.
 

 
  
   “Really?”
  
  November demanded sharply, turning to give them a flat look at the latest round of snickers. Both of them quieted, having the grace to look abashed. Ingvar tried to take a gentler tone with these women, given what they’d been through, but he couldn’t deny that November’s razor tongue had its uses. Mittsin gave them a matching look of disapproval, which fortunately for her they weren’t positioned to see.
 

 
  “Sorry,” Hilden muttered. Illia nodded agreement, keeping her mouth shut.
 

 
  “I don’t get it,” Flicker whispered loudly, drifting over by Ingvar. “What’s funny?”
 

 
  “Nothing is funny,” November stated, turning back around, “and some people should keep that in mind.”
 

 
  “This is one of those
  
   things,”
  
  Zap added.
 

 
  “Ohhh.” Flicker bobbed once in midair, chiming in acknowledgment. “Got it.” The pixies in general were remarkably sanguine about social dynamics which they recognized their failure to understand, once they recognized one of those was going on.
 

 
  Ingvar cleared his throat, pointing off to the group’s right. “Look there, in that clear area between the trees. What do you see upon the snow?”
 

 
  “Animal tracks,” Mittsin answered quickly, her voice slightly muffled by the scarf wound over the lower part of her face. She and the other two Harpies trudged forward through the snow to get a closer look, stopping only when Ingvar held out an arm to forestall them. Both pixies floated closer; Nirtaath glanced in that direction, then turned to survey the nearby woods, her ears pricked.
 

 
  “Specifically, a story,” said Ingvar. “That’s one of the best things about tracking, in my opinion. It’s far more than recognizing when something has passed this way. Once you know how to read them, the signs of the wild are as clear as text on a page. Can any of you tell what this one says?”
 

 
  “They just…end, suddenly, up there,” Illia answered, pointing. “Look, it’s like a bit splash.”
 

 
  “But there are no tracks leading away,” Hilden added. “Did the animal just start flying?”
 

 
  “It did indeed,” Ingvar said gravely, “but not on purpose. Those are a hare’s tracks. Look, follow the progression of events. It starts out from within those bushes, see? Hopping this way and that, in no great hurry, likely foraging. But then, suddenly, the tracks are deeper and much farther apart; it suddenly started running.”
 

 
  “Something scared it,” said Mittsin.
 

 
  “Exactly,” he said with an approving nod. “Look how it zigzags; the hare was dodging back and forth, trying to evade something.”
 

 
  “I don’t see any other tracks, though,” said Illia.
 

 
  “But you see the splash, as you called it. That disturbance is where the last struggle happened. Look at those shallow, wedge-shaped marks to either side of the crater. What do you think of that?”
 

 
  They were silent, all three squinting at the spot in puzzlement.
 

 
  “Wings!” Mittsin said suddenly.
 

 
  “Wings,” Ingvar agreed, grinning. “Looks like a hawk; none of the owls that live around here are big enough to eat a hare. That one’s journey ended right on that spot.”
 

 
  “Aw. Now I feel bad for the bunny,” Flicker chimed.
 

 
  “All life exists by consuming other life,” Ingvar explained, more for the benefit of the three apprentices than the pixie. “We hunt to sustain ourselves; so do hawks, and wolves, and every predator. Animals exist within the balance and are intrinsically part of it. It’s only humans who learn to hunt, consume and destroy without respecting what they take, and what they take it from. Our duty as guardians of the wild is to understand that balance, so that was can protect it. We kill, but with respect, and gratitude.”
 

 
  Suddenly Nirtaath growled softly, and he turned to follow her gaze. She was staring through the trees in the other direction from the hare’s tracks, ears forward.
 

 
  “What’s the matter?” November murmured, kneeling beside her.
 

 
  Ingvar didn’t speak, just following the wolf’s gaze and scanning for signs of anything amiss. Those who had undergone the fey transformation, human and wolk alike, had gained an instinctive understanding of one another’s communication. Nirtaath obviously didn’t speak Tanglish and it was debatable how much actual language she grasped, but she picked up on intent very well. He and November could read her lupine signals just as clearly; something was amiss in that direction, something she did not expect to find in this forest, but not something that alarmed her.
 

 
  “Is…is something wrong?” Hilden asked.
 

 
  All three of the other women gasped when the light swelled around November and she changed, standing beside Nirtaath in the form of a golden-coated spirit wolf with white wingmarks gleaming at her shoulders. She lifted her head, scenting the air for a moment, then shifted back.
 

 
  “I smell magic,” she reported. “Fairy; not hostile, but it doesn’t belong here. And something else, underneath it, almost wiped away. A scent I don’t recognize. Almost…reptilian?”
 

 
  “Zap, Flicker,” Ingvar said. “What do you think?”
 

 
  Both pixies fluttered forward, drifting back and forth among the trees in that direction. Zap’s blue-white glow could be difficult to spot against the snow, but Flicker was a fiery orange and easy to follow. She was the first to come back, bouncing in midair in excitement.
 

 
  “Wind magic!” she reported. “Something made a strong breeze blow through here last night.
  
   Right
  
  through here. Definitely magical, it wasn’t part of the normal air.”
 

 
  “Hey, yeah!” Zap chimed, shooting back to join them. “I think it was covering tracks!”
 

 
  “He’s right,” said November, shuffling forward in a crouch. “Look, the snow here’s more windblown. In a
  
   straight
  
  path through the trees, there. Something used a fae wind spell to wipe tracks and blow away most of their scent.”
 

 
  “What kind of fairy would do that?” Illia asked nervously.
 

 
  “I don’t know of any,” Ingvar mused, staring through the trees with a frown. “The few fairies that bother to cover their tracks either obliterate them with no trace or just use mental magic to deflect attention. This is more likely to be a witch.”
 

 
  “Elves?” Mittsin asked.
 

 
  “If an elvish shaman didn’t want their tracks to be spotted, we wouldn’t have spotted them.”
 

 
  “It was more than
  
   a
  
  shaman,” November added. “Look how wide the area covered is. Could be…ten people walking abreast, and no telling how many deep.”
 

 
  “Hm.” Ingvar looked back at his three charges, rapidly thinking. All three met his gaze and matching looks of stubbornness fell across their features; he decided not to bother trying to send them away. This was no time or place for an argument, and anyway, they had to learn sometime. “Neither November nor Nirtaath smelled a threat. Still, per our arrangement with the Duchess, we are responsible for these forests and
  
   this
  
  is something we need to investigate. Illia, Mittsin, Hilden, you three stay behind us and keep a sharp eye out. Flicker, would you please head back to the lodge and let Aspen and the others know we found something?”
 

 
  “You got it!” the fire pixie chimed, swooping around him once and then shooting off through the trees, back the way they had come.
 

 
  Ingvar rested a hand on Nirtaath’s back. “Let’s go see who our visitors are.”
 

 
  “So, can…can you
  
   smell
  
  hostility?” Hilden asked as they proceeded slowly after the obscured tracks, Nirtaath at the head of the group with her nose to the ground.
 

 
  “It’s debatable whether ordinary canines can pick up on things like that,” Ingvar replied, eyes ahead. “Our wolf blessing is fae in nature, and fae magic is excellent for discerning emotional states. Let’s proceed quietly, now, we don’t know who we’re approaching.”
 

 
  “It goes right for that big ridge,” November said, pointing. “Look how rocky it is; do you think they could have climbed it? Or turned aside?”
 

 
  “Depends on who it is,” he murmured.
 

 
  Nirtaath growled very softly, but kept going, and her ears remained up. Ingvar patted her fur once again, continuing to creep through the snow.
 

 
  “Oh,” Hilden whispered, peeking over November’s shoulder. “It’s a
  
   cave.”
  
 

 
  “So it is,” Ingvar agreed softly. “Big one, too. All right, you three, remember
  
   never
  
  to do what I’m about to when you’re first out on your own. A cave in the winter more often than not means a sleeping bear. Stop here, stay alert, and if I shout to run, you
  
   run,
  
  straight back to the lodge. Look after your own survival first; I can take care of mine.”
 

 
  He left them, trusting November and Nirtaath to keep them calm despite how alarming that last instruction must have been, creeping forward until he passed gingerly below the rocky overhang into the deep depression beneath the ridge.
 

 
  At first, Ingvar’s eyes could discern nothing, accustomed as they were to the white landscape outside under gray dawn light. Then Zap floated up by his shoulder, casting a dim but helpful bluish illumination into the underground space.
 

 
  The cave was much bigger than he would have expected, broad and so deep there was not even a hint of the back visible, but that was not what commanded Ingvar’s attention. In the pixie’s glow, hundreds of tightly-packed red eyes glowed back, all staring right at him.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  At least Kheshiri got to disguise herself. Natchua would have preferred the comfort of a disguise charm, given how much attention she drew even at this pre-breakfast hour of the morning. There was only one resident drow in Veilgrad and she had been a well-known figure even before everybody wanted to hear her opinion of the new Elven Confederacy. Unfortunately, making herself known was the
  
   point
  
  of this excursion. She just had to endure the cheerful attention of passersby who weren’t the people she wanted to encounter.
 

 
  
   “Nothing?”
  
  she grumbled aloud as the two of them paced through a still-sleepy residential street, where for once nobody was around to approach her. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think these jackasses didn’t want attention.”
 

 
  “Well, aside from the relative likelihood of finding traces in any given disused warehouse or empty lot,” Kheshiri said reasonably, “the prospects of finding them in one of those at all is a coin toss. The odds are not in our favor, mistress, not taking
  
   this
  
  approach. To be really thorough we’d need to investigate influential people with whom they might have ingratiated themselves. That’s a Wreath standard, and usually preferable to skulking in squalor, for a whole host of reasons.”
 

 
  “I don’t fucking have time for that,” Natchua grumbled, tapping the thick folder she carried against her thigh. “Anyway, it’s not like we’ve got a reasonable chance of finding them no matter what; the idea is make it easy for
  
   them
  
  to find
  
   me,
  
  the way Mogul seems obsessed with doing. You really think they’ve wormed their way into Veilgrad society?”
 

 
  “You have to remember, mistress, the warlocks who know dangerous secrets are only a fraction of the Black Wreath, by the numbers. They’re the only fraction that’s
  
   important,
  
  but for every one of them there are a hundred cretins who’ve just learned a secret handshake so they can get off on how naughty they’re being, dabbling in Elilial’s business. Mostly that’s just the true Wreath’s recruitment pool, but it does provide them with connections to hide in places with indoor plumbing, when they need to. There are bound to be at least a handful in a city the size of Veilgrad.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Natchua grunted. “After Ninkabi I bet they’ll be relaxing their recruitment standards.”
 

 
  “They do need to replenish their numbers,” the disguised succubus agreed. “But they may actually find that
  
   harder
  
  after the truce. Elilial’s no longer as
  
   eeeeevil.
  
  That takes away a lot of the appeal.”
 

 
  “I really want to insist that nobody’s that stupid,” she said with a sigh. “But we know the truth, don’t we.”
 

 
  Kheshiri grinned maliciously.
  
   “Everybody’s
  
  that stupid, mistress.”
 

 
  “I’d like to think I’m not. Hopefully, most of my personal friends and acquaintances aren’t.”
 

 
  “Actually, you’ve got yourself a pretty good group, yeah. But
  
   statistically
  
  everybody.”
 

 
  “Oh, Kheshiri, ever the pessimist.”
 

 
  
   “Finally!”
  
  Natchua exclaimed, stopping mid-stride and turning to face the man who’d suddenly spoken from right behind them. “You took your damn time. Is this it, today? Oh, don’t tell me, everybody’s still at breakfast.”
 

 
  “Now, now, the Black Wreath aren’t stray dogs,” Embras Mogul informed her, stuffing his hands into his pockets and slouching indolently against somebody’s front gate. “You’re generally not gonna get results with a ‘come hither’ as pitifully obvious as this one. If this is your idea of a trap, Natchua, I’m not impressed. And are you
  
   aware
  
  who this succubus is, exactly?”
 

 
  “What succubus?” Kheshiri asked innocently. “I am a pure maiden from a good family of—”
 

 
  “Don’t bother,” he said curtly. “As tempted as I am to just let you try to control this creature and suffer the consequences—”
 

 
  “I’m not gonna take any sass on the subject of Kheshiri from the jackass who went and let her
  
   out
  
  of her bottle in the first place,” Natchua interrupted. “And for what, to try to cause trouble for some rando Eserite? Shit like this is why nobody takes you seriously when you start ranting about how the Wreath actually protects the world. Now listen up, I’ve already wasted enough time on your lollygagging today.”
 

 
  “I feel I should remind you,” he said with a brittle grin, “that you should always worry less about the Wreath you see than the many you do not. Whatever you planned to spring today, Natchua my dear, I highly suggest—”
 

 
  “Yes, all right, shut up.” Natchua calmly tossed the folder at him; by simple reflex alone, he caught it, his grin disappearing. “You’ll note I added colored tabs to the pages. The green ones are fairies and the black ones possible chaos events; I recommend you steer clear of those, or at least approach with care if you won’t take my word for it. The orange ones are infernal, that’s what I want you to focus on. If you get done with those, maybe have a look at the black tabs; undead problems aren’t exactly your purview, but if there’s one thing infernomancy is good for it’s breaking shit and you usually can’t go wrong just destroying zombies.”
 

 
  “I beg your god damned pardon,” he said, clearly affronted.
 

 
  “Every entry has a rough map and a serviceable description. Have a look at the kraagthshnorik entombed up in the hills,” Natchua advised. “It’s been there at least a couple hundred years and might hibernate forever, but being asleep it’s an easy target. It’s a place to start, anyway. The hedge warlock who’s camped out by the northern lumber camp probably just needs a scare put into him; I’d appreciate it if you approach that circle of imp summoners in the city with more care. They’re stupid teenagers and probably just gonna kill themselves, but they all have rich parents and I don’t need you stirring up the whole city. I was just going to collect evidence on them and turn it over to the Empire.”
 

 
  “Are…are you… Are you giving me
  
   homework?”
  
  Mogul demanded incredulously.
 

 
  “You Elilinists always make such noise about your mandate to protect the world from demons, right? Well, I went and found a bunch of demons for you. There they are, go nuts.”
 

 
  “Listen here, you preposterous knife-eared
  
   wench,”
  
  he hissed, his usual facade of conviviality fading away, “the Black Wreath are not your fucking
  
   lackeys.”
  
 

 
  “Here’s how it is, Mogul,” Natchua stated while Kheshiri grinned in insane delight. “I don’t know
  
   what
  
  you’re up to around here except that what you’ve
  
   told
  
  me you’re up to is a load of nonsense. And you know what? I officially don’t give a shit. I have things to do and no more time for your hogwash. The next time you want my attention, you can come to the Manor and knock like a civilized person. As long as you’re not bringing me hostility I will guarantee you safe passage. But
  
   if
  
  you want my attention, you’ll bring proof that you’ve done something to help protect Veilgrad or you will be directed to fuck right off. If you’re going to hang around
  
   my
  
  city, you will make yourself useful. That is all.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   you
  
  listen—”
 

 
  Rather than listening, however, she snapped her fingers and shadow-jumped both of them away, cutting off Kheshiri’s howl of delighted laughter and leaving him glaring at empty space, holding the folder of local threat assessments.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Breakfast and the dining room of Madouri Manor was a cheerful affair reminiscent of the cafeteria at the University, despite its opulent surroundings, mostly due to the familiar company.
 

 
  “I really wouldn’t want to put you out,” Toby assured Teal. “It’s fine, all three of us have mounts!”
 

 
  “Toby, for heaven’s sake,” Teal replied in exasperation, “it is
  
   freezing
  
  out there and it’ll take you an hour to get to Tiraas on horseback.
  
   Let us give you a ride.”
  
 

 
  “But weren’t you going to teach Shaeine to drive later? I mean, a big multi-seater coach can’t be the best vehicle for that…”
 

 
  “I would like to think I thrive in extremely minor adversity,” Shaeine said primly.
 

 
  “Is this that
  
   thing
  
  again?” Fross asked, floating over Toby’s plate. “The one where you’re so determined to take care of everybody you won’t let us do the same? I thought we
  
   talked
  
  about this.”
 

 
  “Shame Raolo’s spending the winter break at his grove,” Iris added. “Raolo can
  
   always
  
  make him behave.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a point!” cackled Ruda. “Maybe we should get him! Is there a scrolltower near his folks’ place?”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  don’t interrupt Raolo’s vacation,” Toby exclaimed.
 

 
  “Yeah, there’s really no need,” Trissiny agreed. “This’ll blow over as soon as he realizes he just volunteered me and Gabe to freeze our toes off all morning.”
 

 
  Toby halted mid-interruption, his mouth open, and then leaned back in his chair, groaning and covering his face with both hands.
 

 
  “We love you too, bro,” Gabriel assured him, leaning over to drape an arm around his shoulders.
 

 
  “It is
  
   seriously
  
  fine, Tobes,” Teal chuckled. “If it helps you, we’ve got a new truck model my dad would be delighted to have me show off in the capital. Heated rear compartment and everything. You’d be doing us a favor.”
 

 
  The dining room door opened, admitting Yancey pushing a cart stacked with small envelopes.
 

 
  “Ah, good morning, Yancey,” said Ravana, setting aside her teacup. “How is—good
  
   heavens.”
  
 

 
  “There is no cause for alarm, my Lady,” the Butler assured her, bringing his cart around the table to park near her chair. “These are social invitations, sent by Duchess Dufresne to each of the individuals here.”
 

 
  “Malivette?” Trissiny asked, blinking.
  
   “Us?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right, she never really got to know me, did she?” Gabriel mused, accepting a card with his name in neat calligraphy from Yancey. “Only reason I can imagine why a noble would invite me to a social event.”
 

 
  “Pursuant to that, my Lady,” Yancey continued while continuing to pass the invitations out around the table, “the Duchess reports that Natchua has acquiesced to her and your suggestion. The social event in question is meant to be the formal announcement of the Houses’ agreement. As protocol dictates, every ruling House and the minor Houses of Lower Stalwar and Tiraan Provinces shall be invited to attend.”
 

 
  “Natchua?” Gabriel paused in the middle of opening his envelope, looking up with narrowed eyes. “At a social event? With Malivette? Ravana,
  
   what did you do?”
  
 

 
  “Why does everyone always assume I
  
   did
  
  something?” she demanded.
 

 
  The crackle of silverware and paper around the table fell silent as everyone paused in eating and opening cards to stare at her.
 

 
  “Yes, all right, point taken,” the Duchess acknowledged with a wry little smile.
 

 
  “One day is extremely short notice for a social event requesting the presence of such dignitaries,” Shaeine observed.
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravana agreed, “I rather expect Malivette’s intent is to learn who is morbidly curious enough to show up despite the implied insult. One way or another, it promises to be an interesting evening! Was there anything else, Yancey?”
 

 
  “Yes, my Lady,” he said, handing the last card to Iris and gliding back to her chair, where he folded his hands behind his back and stood at attention. “There appears to be a situation in the west of the province. This morning the Manor received an urgent signal from Sheriff Ingvar. I took the liberty of dispatching Veilwin to the lodge to collect a report.”
 

 
  “Really? It’s not even eight in the morning,” Ravana said, raising an eyebrow. “I am most impressed that you managed to get her up.”
 

 
  “I have found that Veilwin’s hangovers respond well to topical hydrotherapy,” Yancey said diffidently.
 

 
  Gabriel frowned. “What kind of therapy?”
 

 
  “He dumped water on her,” Ruda said merrily, still tucking into her pancakes. “Works on my Uncle Raffi, too!”
 

 
  “It seems,” Yancey continued, “Ingvar has discovered a large group of lizardfolk attempting to surreptitiously cross the province, concealing their movements with fae magic.”
 

 
  Once again, quiet fell over the room as everyone processed that.
 

 
  
   “Lizardfolk?”
  
  Ravana demanded. “Why? How many?”
 

 
  “The Shadow Hunters are still attempting to take stock of the situation, but Ingvar has ascertained so far that they are an assemblage of multiple tribes from the entire region of lizardfolk population, extending from Viridill to Mathena and the northern desert. They claim to be going to Tiraas in pursuit of some prophetic vision. The Sheriff has not obtained a thorough headcount, but Veilwin estimates there are at least five hundred of them.”
 

 
  Ravana blinked twice. “…Trissiny, you grew up near tribal colonies in Viridill, yes? Have you
  
   ever
  
  heard of such a thing?”
 

 
  “Uh…” Trissiny was still holding her knife and fork, apparently forgotten in both hands. “Based on what
  
   I
  
  knew, lizardfolk
  
   never
  
  live in groups of more than a hundred and usually less than half that, rarely approach human cities,
  
   have
  
  no organized religion, and hibernate in the winter.”
 

 
  “Well, of course,” the Duchess said fatalistically, forgetting her manners to the point of placing one elbow on the table and leaning her face into her hand. “Because why should the high elves be the only race of people to suddenly abandon millennia of tradition in
  
   my
  
  backyard? I don’t suppose Ingvar happened to mention to these nomads that I am
  
   on vacation?!”
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  Finding herself already in the Embassy District, Trissiny opted to summon Arjen and ride the relatively short distance to the compound held by the Conclave of the Winds. This neighborhood, accustomed as it was to the presence of august personages from the world over, afforded her relative freedom from the gawking and pointing she usually got in public while wearing the silver armor that enabled her to walk into embassies and get unscheduled meetings with ranking personnel; even the police officer of whom she’d asked directions had been polite but not fawning, or even visibly impressed. There were also a good number of foreigners about, for obvious reasons, and so she was the subject of some whispering, but Trissiny could live with that. She was altogether more bothered by the cold. Having left the Svennish embassy around midmorning and found the day unexpectedly sunny for Tiraas, she had to dourly admit that this was probably as warm as it was going to get all day.
 

 
  Embassies were at least easy to identify, even for one unfamiliar with the neighborhood, as they obligingly bedecked themselves in flags. The Conclave’s multicolored hexagon encircled by a wing-like glyph on a white field was displayed as prominently as any, enabling her to zero in on her target as soon as she was on the right street. The dragons had set up a towering flagpole to fly their colors notably higher than any of the others in the area, which was exactly the sort of petty posturing nobody was going to call them down for. Because they were dragons.
 

 
  She rode Arjen past the guards at the open gate, neither of whom attempted to stop her, dismounting midway up the path to the palatial embassy proper and leaving him with a pat on his velvety nose to return to the divine plane as always. Again, she was not impeded—a paladin’s uniform opened many doors—and in fact, the two guards bracketing the embassy’s door came to attention, one opening the door for her.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny said politely.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” the guard replied in a crisp tone.
 

 
  She slowed, indulging her martial upbringing in casting a critical eye over the soldiers—which, to judge by their discipline, they were, rather than civil guards. The Conclave kept its troops in metal armor, lined with white fur, but in addition to sabers they carried battlestaves and had wands holstered. They were also, every one she’d seen so far, women, and notably more attractive than soldiers needed to be.
 

 
  
   Dragons.
  
 

 
  Trissiny repressed her instinctive antipathy. There was no suggestion any of these women were here against their will, which made it none of her business.
 

 
  Inside, the sight of the embassy’s great hall caused her to stop and spend a heartbeat just taking in the view.
 

 
  Apparently the Conclave had been hastily granted this compound by the Empire on the day of their very sudden appearance at the capital, and moved into the then-empty palace left behind when the Syrrinski delegation had relocated themselves to a smaller structure at a more trafficked intersection. However make-do the initial habitation had been, the Conclave had since had ample time to make the embassy their own.
 

 
  They’d stripped the walls to reveal bare stone, covered the windows with heavy drapes, replaced what had probably been a marble floor with gray flagstones, knocked out the fluted columns which would’ve matched the embassy’s exterior to install heavy square pillars of fieldstone, and disabled all the fairy lamps. All the illumination now came from a selection of braziers and standing lamps, all holding fire rather than magical light, and at least some clearly augmented with smoky incense. The relative dimness served to accentuate the furnishings, which were a mismatched collection of carved luxury woods, pricey fabrics, gilt and silvered limbs, and intricate carpets. Everything was visibly expensive, most of it clearly antique, and absolutely nothing matched.
 

 
  Evidently the draconic aesthetic was tasteless opulence against a starkly rustic backdrop.
 

 
  No dragons were immediately in evidence, though there were more humans about than Trissiny had expected, including a servant tending to braziers and several individuals crossing the great hall at a businesslike gait with stacks of paperwork in hand. More soldiers were stationed about, rigidly at attention with a discipline she could not fault; all were female, and all remarkably pretty of face.
 

 
  Where were they
  
   getting
  
  these women? How did they recruit them? The Sisterhood kept tabs on the Huntsmen’s eternal campaign to entice women into their ranks; surely someone would have noticed had dragons been doing the same. Trissiny had heard nothing to that effect, however.
 

 
  “General Avelea! Welcome!”
 

 
  From the large desk set up across from the entrance now approached a tall half-elven man, smiling broadly. Trissiny noted that the dragons also had classical sensibilities when it came to garbing their servants; in addition to the old-fashioned armor on the guards, most of the other personnel in the room wore sweeping robes, like wizards and clerics in old adventuring parties were often depicted. This fellow, though, was actually in a doublet and breeches, which was somehow even more anachronistic, but he had the lean frame to pull it off.
 

 
  “Good morning,” she said. “I apologize for intruding on you without warning…”
 

 
  “Not at all, not at all,” the steward hastily reassured her. “I can only imagine how unforgiving a paladin’s schedule must be. It is an honor to have you in our embassy, General! What can the Conclave of the Winds do for you?”
 

 
  “Actually,” she said mentally preparing herself for an argument, “I need to speak with Zanzayed the Blue.”
 

 
  “Of course, General,” he said, to her surprise. Snapping his fingers, he turned to point at another young man still waiting behind the desk. “Ivan, notify Lord Zanzayed he has a visitor. If you would, General Avelea,” he said, turning back to her with a bow while the youth dashed off toward one of the room’s curving staircases, “please make yourself comfortable here. I will have refreshments brought.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s not necessary,” she said hastily. “I don’t mean to take up any more of your time than I must.”
 

 
  “Please, General, the hospitality of the Conclave couldn’t bear to have you mistreated under our roof. At least something to ward off the chill of the day?”
 

 
  He snapped his fingers again, beckoning, and a new figure approached from behind the desk—in fact, from a door behind it obscured by a curtain, hence why she had not noticed them before. This was a woman—young, as pretty as any of the guards, and considerably more underdressed, to the point the tray of steaming mugs she carried seemed like an imminent threat to her expansive cleavage. She glided forward with surprising grace considering her burden and executed a deep curtsy, smiling up through her thick lashes in an openly flirtatious manner.
 

 
  Apparently they didn’t entertain many Avenists here.
 

 
  Trissiny was spared having to come up with a polite response to this by the sharp sound of a battlestaff being thunked twice against the stone floor, followed by the voice of one of the soldiers ringing through the great hall.
 

 
  “Lord Ampophrenon the Gold!”
 

 
  Instantly every human in the room knelt and lowered their heads, including the serving girl, still holding up her tray, leaving Trissiny standing alone.
 

 
  
   “Please,
  
  rise,” pleaded a deep baritone from above, and she turned to spot the tall humanoid form of the dragon in his famous golden armor descending the stairs, just in time to catch his embarrassed-looking wave as he urged everyone back to their feet.
 

 
  Interesting. Then did the other dragons insist on this obeisance that Ampophrenon did not care for, or perhaps did he just like to put on a show of modesty while also soaking up the reverence? The latter was a cynical thought, but consistent with the reputation of dragons. Trissiny was deliberately trying to get in the habit of teasing out social and political currents like this, though so far the effort had mostly just revealed how little frame of reference she had for it.
 

 
  Ampophrenon’s featureless golden eyes had settled right on her, and he descended the stairs in a rapid glide, quickly crossing the floor in a few long strides. “General Avelea, welcome to our embassy. It is an honor to finally meet you!”
 

 
  “Likewise, Lord Ampophrenon,” she answered, bowing. To her surprise, he bowed back as soon as he was close enough, one casual gesture sending both the steward and the waitress backing away from them.
 

 
  “I feel I still owe you an apology for my absence at Ninkabi. It is shameful that none of our Conclave learned of the attack in time to assist in the defense—for me, in particular.”
 

 
  “As suddenly as it happened, I hardly think anyone who wasn’t there can be blamed,” she demurred. “The paladins only made it in time because Xyraadi came to find us.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, the Sisterhood’s old khelminash ally,” the dragon said, his expression growing intent. “These times grow more interesting with each passing day. I am given to understand that you have struck up a friendship with none other than Vadrieny the Ravager?”
 

 
  Ah, yes; this particular dragon had a history with her, didn’t he?
 

 
  “I have,” Trissiny stated, holding his gaze firmly. “And she is as good a friend as any I’ve ever had. I’m not sure how much you’re aware of Vadrieny’s situation, Lord Ampophrenon, but having one’s entire history and identity erased changes a person. She has little resemblance to the Vadrieny of history. I suspect you would scarcely recognize her.”
 

 
  “That is a relief to hear,” he said, nodding. “Especially after this morning.” Trissiny blinked in surprise; Teal and therefore Vadrieny had been with
  
   her
  
  all morning, until they’d dropped her off outside the Svennish embassy less than an hour ago. What could they have possibly done? Fortunately Ampophrenon continued. “The papers are full of the account of her terrorizing a city street yesterday, here in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Trissiny grunted, frowning in annoyance. “Well, I haven’t seen the papers, but I personally helped clean up the aftermath of that. A pair of thieves attempted to abduct her pet dog. There was some incidental property damage, for which the Falconers are of course being financially responsible, but Vadrieny stopped the criminals.
  
   Without
  
  killing them, which to be quite frank was more restrained than
  
   I
  
  might have been.”
 

 
  “I’m very pleased to learn that,” the dragon said with a smile, “and most especially to have a firsthand account. A drawback of the modern proliferation of information is that relatively little of it seems accurate. The picture painted by the newspapers has been…rather more dramatic.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “For
  
   heaven’s
  
  sake, Puff, can’t you get your own visitors?”
 

 
  Belatedly, the sergeant at arms thunked her staff twice on the floor. “Lord Zanzayed the Blue!”
 

 
  “Yes, yes, everybody calm down. As you were,” Zanzayed said impatiently, causing the various dragonsworn in the room to abort their descents, only a few of them having made it to a full kneel, and straighten back up. He crossed the room from the staircase at a rapid glide that caused his fancifully embroidered robes to fan behind him like the train of a peacock, grinning broadly and spreading his hands in welcome. “Trissiny! What a delight to see you again! You look
  
   much
  
  better as a blonde. What brings you to my humble abode?”
 

 
  “Humble?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. “Actually, never mind that. Hello again, Zanzayed, I’m sorry I haven’t found time to visit before. The truth is, I need to ask you for a favor.”
 

 
  “Yep, this is what it’s like to have family,” Zanzayed complained to Ampophrenon. “You never see them unless they want something.”
 

 
  “Right,” Trissiny retorted, “so should I assume that since
  
   you
  
  haven’t visited
  
   me
  
  either, it’s only because I have nothing you want?”
 

 
  The blue dragon burst out laughing. “Now
  
   that’s
  
  the way to do it! That’s perfect, Triss, you’ve got your mother’s wit, plus the knack for not being such a bitch about it. I can see the benefit of Arachne’s training! All right, all right, I do like to josh but seriously, I don’t mind at all doing you a solid. Whatcha need?”
 

 
  “It’s a pretty prosaic thing to ask of a dragon, sorry,” she apologized, “but I need to get to the First Legion headquarters in northern Viridill, gather up some people, and get back here to Tiraas, as quickly as it can be arranged. Only teleportation will be fast enough to suffice.”
 

 
  “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” he said, unimpressed. “I do respect the sheer gumption, asking a
  
   dragon
  
  to be your personal taxi service.”
 

 
  “Well, if you’re busy, I certainly understand,” Trissiny said with a deliberately false smile. “I was in the neighborhood, is all. I can head down to the Wizards’ Guild and spend the Sisterhood’s credit—”
 

 
  “Now, now, I didn’t say
  
   no,
  
  did I?” he interjected.
 

 
  “It certainly wouldn’t be the least dignified thing you’ve done lately,” Ampophrenon agreed. “In fact, General Avelea, if you intend to visit your adventurer legion, I wonder if I might prevail upon you to come along? I’m
  
   certain
  
  Zanzayed doesn’t mind doing such a minor favor, after all,” he added pointedly to the blue. “It’s not as if he has anything more important to do.”
 

 
  “You should stop helping before I’m forced to refuse on principle,” Zanzayed retorted. “Long as
  
   this
  
  one restrains his urge to henpeck, Trissiny, sure, I’d be glad to give you a lift. I did the same for Arachne not long ago, and at least
  
   you’re
  
  polite.”
 

 
  Trissiny found herself hesitating, glancing rapidly between them. Ampophrenon’s presence had not been part of her plan. Zanzayed’s insistence on coming along, despite his expected complaining, had borne out her theory: the Conclave would very
  
   much
  
  like to have a look at the First Legion, or specifically, one individual in it. More than a few commentators had suggested it was formed at least partly due to the actions of Khadizroth the Green, in whom they remained deeply interested. Hence her intention to make Zanzayed the first point of contact between them, under her own supervision; he was noted to be the least versed in the art of political maneuvering, mostly because he wasn’t known to care about much of anything beyond his own immediate interests.
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold was a different matter entirely.
 

 
  But could she refuse his presence without overplaying her hand? And would that even create a problem if she did? Moments like this made Trissiny keenly conscious of just how much she still had to learn about this kind of maneuvering. And it had all been going so well before Ampophrenon involved himself…
 

 
  “Actually,” she said slowly, “if you’re interested in seeing it, Lord Ampophrenon, I’d be glad of your presence. Captain Locke is trying to resuscitate a dead tradition; I’d love to hear the observations of one who was an expert in adventurer strategy when it was an active force.”
 

 
  “The honor would be mine, General,” the gold dragon assured her with a courtly bow. “I shall be only too glad to be of service, in light of my failure to do so at the Battle of Ninkabi. I’m sure Zanzayed doesn’t mind one extra passenger.”
 

 
  “Well, you could stand to lose a few pounds, but we’ll make do,” Zanzayed snipped, holding his arms wide and calling up a rising sparkle of visible arcane magic that Trissiny knew for a fact was entirely unnecessary for a wizard of his skill. He’d even modulated the characteristically unpleasant buzz of the arcane to a three-tone harmony. “Stand clear, everyone!”
 

 
  Well, she reflected as the three of them disappeared in a gratuitous flash, you couldn’t win them all.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “It’s just such an absolute delight to see you again, Gabriel!” Lady Gwenfaer nattered on. “Let me get you something. Tea? I have some
  
   lovely
  
  chocolates from Glassiere, I’ve just been
  
   waiting
  
  for someone to come along worth sharing them with. Oh, please, do make yourself comfortable! Sit anywhere you like. And get out of that heavy coat! I do so want you to feel
  
   relaxed
  
  here.”
 

 
  He felt anything but relaxed here, and the fact that she both knew it and knew exactly why only fed his tension. Gabriel deliberately kept his posture calmly and as un-tensed as he could make it, cultivating a mask of aloofness which did not even try to suppress the suspicion in his eyes. Obviously, he did not take off his coat.
 

 
  As with the previous time she had entertained him, Gwenfaer met him in her private chambers, an inner sanctum deep inside the underground temple complex beneath Imperial Square. It was actually ironic and a fine example of the cult’s prized duality; the innermost chambers were obviously sacred spaces, arranged for prayer and religious ceremonies, and then past the final door was this cozy little apartment, in which the mortal leader of the Vidian faith was now puttering about a small kitchen, making tea.
 

 
  Also as before, she herself was wearing a robe that was clearly designed to resemble a disheveled housecoat, despite the immaculate condition of its silken skirt and wide sleeves. It revealed an excessive amount of pale cleavage and in fact seemed perpetually on the verge of sliding off her shoulders, and yet remained firmly fixed in place, exactly where she wanted it. Gabriel himself was a
  
   bit
  
  more worldly now than on their previous encounter, enough at least to respect the artifice that went into such a garment. As well as the way her blonde hair evoked the tousled aspect of just having slid out of bed, and yet was glossy and flowed down her back like the carved mane of a marble sculpture. And while he still knew very little about cosmetics, he knew that his own failure to spot them didn’t mean they weren’t there—and that nobody just woke up with their lips or eyelids colored that way.
 

 
  While the tea kettle was heating, she came bustling back carrying a plate on which fancy-looking chocolates were artfully arranged, and Gabriel did not miss the unnatural way she held it—close to waist level, the better to accentuate her bust, in a posture absolutely no one used for transporting food.
 

 
  “Please, Gabriel,
  
   do
  
  sit down,” Gwenfaer chided gently. “Come, I think you’ll enjoy these.”
 

 
  “I hear you’ve been making trouble for the Archpope,” he said, not moving to do any of what she suggested. “To the point he’s called poor Bishop Raskin down on the carpet a few times. From what people tell me, it’s starting to seem like you’ve set the Brethren to impeding Church activities just for the hell of it. Or maybe just to see how much you can get away with?”
 

 
  She sighed with almost childlike peevishness, making a little pout which belonged on someone half her age at the absolute most. It was downright creepy how well the woman pulled it off. Shaking her head, Gwenfaer bent to set the plate of chocolates on the low table between her couches, deliberately positioning herself so that the motion gave Gabriel a view straight down to her waist.
 

 
  He immediately averted his eyes, then clenched them slightly in annoyance. A
  
   better
  
  action would have been to look, without allowing his expression to be altered in the slightest. All this flirting was blatantly a power play, not anything sincerely romantic, and he’d just ceded her at least a measure of that power. It wasn’t as if he needed a reminder that he was way out of his depth, trying to play these games with this woman.
 

 
  “Really, right to politics?” she asked in coquettish disappointment, straightening back up and giving no indication she was even aware her posture had had an effect on him—which, somehow, only emphasized how in control she was. “Honestly, Gabriel, it’s not that I
  
   mind,
  
  but there’s a
  
   reason
  
  civilized people try to soften up such talk with pleasant little amenities.”
 

 
  “Yes, thank you for showing me the amenities, they’re magnificent as always,” he said sarcastically, and the smile of amusement she gave him at that was the first expression he’d ever seen on her face that looked genuine. “The curious thing about it is apparently you’re the reason there’s an Archpope Justinian at all. The way I heard it, when the last one retired,
  
   you
  
  were one of the leading contenders for the position until
  
   you
  
  nominated
  
   him.
  
  So, what gives? Do you back Justinian or not?”
 

 
  Gwenfaer sighed and gave him an indulgent smile, looking up through her eyelashes. “Would you
  
   please
  
  relax? Whatever’s set you on the warpath, I’m sure between us we can settle on a strategy to deal with it. Come, have a seat.” She patted the spot next to herself invitingly, and with her other hand picked up a chocolate, holding it out as if she intended to feed him with her fingers.
 

 
  Gabriel held her gaze for a moment, then deliberately drew the gnarled black wand from within his coat. It extended to full scythe form in his grasp and he planted the butt against the floor, the impact muffled by her thick layers of carpet.
 

 
  Gwenfaer’s eyes cut to the divine weapon and then back to him, looking not the least bit perturbed. Mildly inquisitive, at most.
 

 
  “I would appreciate your help with something, Lady Gwenfaer,” he stated. “Well, several things, in fact.”
 

 
  “Of course, I’m—”
 

 
  “To begin with,
  
   yourself.
  
  I am in a completely intractable position with regard to you. We need to resolve that before moving on to more pressing matters.”
 

 
  
  
  “Why, Gabriel,” she said in wide-eyed concern, “whatever have
  
   I
  
  done to impede you?”
 

 
  
   “That,”
  
  he said, pointing at her. “You have to be aware that I’m not here to do run-of-the-mill Vidian stuff. Vidius has told me in so many words I’m here to straighten out the cult, and clean out some of the rot. The only reason I
  
   haven’t
  
  so far is I am still working to get a sense of who’s who and what’s what, and the fact that this place is a constantly-writhing nest of snakes at the best of times does
  
   not
  
  help. I’d like nothing more than to count on your help, Lady Gwenfaer. I can’t think of anyone better positioned to direct me.”
 

 
  “It goes without saying, Gabriel,” she said sweetly, making sure to gaze up through her lashes to emphasize the double meaning. “Anything I can do for you, you need only ask.”
 

 
  “And that’s why it’s such a
  
   problem,”
  
  he said with open irritation, “that you keep working so hard to make yourself completely impossible to trust.”
 

 
  He’d more than half expected her to make another playfully flirtatious comment in response, but instead, she carefully set the chocolate back down on the plate and folded her hands in her lap.
 

 
  “Are you under the impression, Gabriel, that I’ve been…unusually disingenuous toward you?”
 

 
  “In point of fact, no,” he said, drawing his eyebrows together in a quizzical expression. “I actually asked Tarvadegh. He insisted you treat
  
   everyone
  
  the same way. Also, he seemed exhausted just by the memory of being in a room with you.”
 

 
  “Val, you gossipy fishwife,” she huffed, and once again, the real amusement in her tone seemed like an unaccustomed flash of genuine emotion through her constant facade. Of course, Gabriel couldn’t afford to trust that, either. “That observation is quite apt, Gabriel. The Doctrine of Masks may be something you are learning to
  
   use,
  
  but to me? It is a way not merely of acting, but of being.”
 

 
  And just like that, her entire aspect changed. She leaned back against the rear of the couch, stretching both arms across it, and while that pose could have been interpreted as sexy, her expression was even and sharp, eyes fixed on him as if analyzing him like a specimen under a magnifier.
 

 
  “Does this make you feel more at ease?” Gwenfaer inquired, and while her voice was no less throaty, the subtleties of her inflection were knowing and detached, nothing at all like her little-girl coyness of before.
 

 
  “Yes, thank you, that’s a start.”
 

 
  Gabriel finally stepped forward around the other couch and seated himself directly opposite her. Still holding his eyes, she raised one eyebrow.
 

 
  “I’m not sure why. Surely, you have to be aware that
  
   I
  
  am no different, and definitely no less in control of how you perceive me.”
 

 
  “Sure, but nothing was ever gonna change
  
   that.”
  
  He kept one hand on the haft of the scythe, resting its butt on the floor between the couch and table. “It would be pretty stupid on my part to let my guard down with anyone in this place, don’t you think? But at least as long as you’re not acting like a showgirl, I can at least feel like you’re taking this seriously. Trust is earned, and that takes time. Meet me halfway, and it’s only fair I give you a chance. Right?”
 

 
  “You make a peculiar kind of sense,” she said with a knowing little smile. “Well then, if I have earned a measure of your tolerance, you were asking about Justinian, yes? I wonder what’s set you after him suddenly.”
 

 
  “I wonder
  
   where
  
  you stand with him,” Gabriel shot back. “You as good as put him where he is, but now you seem to be trying to hamper him?”
 

 
  “That’s not so contradictory as you make it sound. Yes, I played my role in making him Archpope. At the time, Gabriel, I was angling to rise through the ranks, and at a crossroads where I could have pursued the office of Archpope for myself, or the leadership of the Brethren. In that situation? My decision was the strategic one. I avoided a pitched power struggle between the other Bishops, and by positioning myself such that it seemed to my fellow Vidians the papacy had been
  
   mine
  
  to give away, I leveraged myself into…” She made a languid gesture with one hand. “Well, where you see me now.”
 

 
  “I see you now, but not so much what you’re doing. Why help Justinian become Archpope if you dislike him so much? Was the power
  
   that
  
  important to you?”
 

 
  “I can’t honestly say whether it would have been,” she said, leaning forward and folding her hands in her lap again. Gwenfaer’s eyes narrowed, still fixed on his own in an expression of open displeasure. “Though I lean toward the belief that had I understood Justinian better, I would have fought him. The matter at hand is that I had
  
   no
  
  idea what kind of creature I was climbing into bed with. You don’t know what it was like, then, Gabriel; this was before you even discovered girls, I think. Justinian Darnay was the Izarite Bishop, which in and of itself was a courtesy post nobody took seriously, least of all the Izarites. He was so
  
   likable,
  
  such a friendly non-entity. Handsome and slightly interesting due to having done some actual adventuring, during what must surely have been the last time anyone did that and was willing to admit to it. Until this year, of course. Basically, he was a living portrait of the ultimate bland, no-name,
  
   nothing
  
  politician. I’m not by far the only one who thought Justinian’s papacy would be a serene, steady time in which we could all carry on with our various maneuvering under the nose of everyone’s favorite mild-mannered uncle.”
 

 
  There was silence for a moment. Gwenfaer’s eyes cut to the side, and she worked her jaw once as if chewing her tongue.
 

 
  “Wow,” Gabriel said at last.
  
   “That
  
  did not go the way you expected, huh?”
 

 
  “Don’t get me wrong, I
  
   respect
  
  his maneuvering tremendously,” she acknowledged, focusing back on his face. “It was an utterly brilliant ploy.
  
   Nobody
  
  knew exactly what we were putting in power when we voted him there. And then he was in place, and slowly began putting things in order the way he liked them. The Church was just…interfaith cooperation, before he came along. Now the thing is an actual
  
   religious
  
  institution in its own right. Its cathedrals were spaces for any Pantheon cult to use, but not only do they have unique Church services instead, now, he’s got chapels in every town on the frontier and working into older cities across the Empire and beyond. And with its own private guard force, research projects, countless methods of exerting political influence…” She shook her head, looking equal parts impressed and angry, and causing Gabriel to marvel at the control she had over her expression. “And all because the Bishops were
  
   so
  
  certain we’d just installed a hapless figurehead under whom we could go about business as usual. Can you imagine, playing harmless at that level for that long, and using it to attain ultimate power? I don’t think
  
   I
  
  could have pulled that off.”
 

 
  Lady Gwenfaer paused, letting the silence hang heavily for a moment before continuing.
 

 
  “And that, I hope, explains the apparent contradiction to you, Gabriel. I am, in large part,
  
   responsible
  
  for Justinian being where he is. And his ambitions have grown to the point where I deem it no less than my
  
   obligation
  
  to impede him. I held aloof for years because I couldn’t discern any end goal behind his maneuvering. I still can’t, but whatever else he is doing, he is centralizing power and authority under the papacy to a degree which for
  
   very good reason
  
  has not existed since Sipasian’s day. Anyway,” she added in a deliberately more glib tone, once again lounging back against the couch. “That’s why
  
   I
  
  have made it a point lately to interfere with him. I gather you would not have come here to sound me out unless something beyond the usual run of Church politics had moved you. So I’ll ask again, Gabriel: why are
  
   you
  
  suddenly so concerned with Justinian?”
 

 
  He studied her thoughtfully for a moment before replying. She just gazed back, a vision of patience.
 

 
  “Vesk sent us on a quest this summer,” he said at last. “All three paladins.”
 

 
  “Vesk did? That sounds annoying.”
 

 
  “You truly cannot imagine,” he agreed. “I think he had multiple goals, and I suspect I don’t know the half of them. But at least
  
   one
  
  was to ensure we learned that Justinian has somehow gotten access to ancient machinery of the Elder Gods that was involved in their final destruction, and the Pantheon’s creation. And that he has been
  
   using
  
  it to try to affect the gods themselves.”
 

 
  Gwenfaer’s expression did not change by a hair, but very slowly, she straightened up until she was sitting as rigidly upright as a soldier.
 

 
  “You are certain of this?” Her voice was quiet, and devoid of apparent emotion.
 

 
  He nodded. “I’ve seen the evidence, incredible as it is. There are also indications, though they’re only circumstantial or you
  
   would
  
  have been hearing about it already, that he had a hand in what happened to Ninkabi.
  
   And
  
  the chaos event in Veilgrad before that. In addition to his political ambitions, Justinian is messing with magic nobody needs to touch, and seems to be
  
   very
  
  interested in how godhood works. I’m sure I don’t need to spell out for you what that equation adds up to.”
 

 
  She nodded mutely.
 

 
  “So, yes, we are in agreement,” Gabriel continued. “Justinian needs to
  
   go.
  
  And I am here, now, because while politics are definitely not my strong suit, Trissiny is heading up an attack on that front and needs our help.”
 

 
  “Ah, Trissiny,” Gwenfaer said with a vulpine smile. “I
  
   like
  
  that one. Laressa’s knack for political theater, Sharai’s capacity to smite big old honking demon lords, and the ruthlessness to waterboard aristocrats in public. And still just finding her stride! She’ll go down as one of Avei’s finest, mark my words. What is she up to now?”
 

 
  “I’m sure you already know the Thieves’ Guild cut ties with the Church in protest after Ninkabi. Bishop Darling has been serving as their interfaith conduit directly with the other cults, rather than going through the Church’s organization.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, poor Antonio,” she said solicitously. “He’s been running himself quite ragged.”
 

 
  “As of today,” Gabriel said, watching her closely, “the Sisterhood of Avei is going to join the Guild in solidarity. Justinian has been refusing to confirm their Bishop candidates, so the High Commander will be appointing one to fill the role regardless, and will also withdraw from the Church. The Avenists have a lot more credibility and influence than the Eserites; this alone may be enough to get the ball rolling with the other cults. But to make it a definitive push, they need the other two Trinity cults to join them.”
 

 
  For a moment, Gwenfaer just stared at him with her eyes slightly narrowed. Then, slowly, a smile blossomed across her face, a grin that by the second grew wider as it grew more overtly malicious.
 

 
  “Oh,” she breathed, pausing to lick her lips once in a truly predatory gesture, “I
  
   like
  
  it.”
 

 
  This time, he fully believed her.
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  “I have not brought any of these concerns to you before because, as much as the circumstantial evidence has piled up, it remains only circumstantial,” Toby explained. “Veilgrad, Ninkabi, Puna Dara, all these events are
  
   linked
  
  to Justinian, but not through evidence that could be asserted in a court of law. Even as Trissiny has gained access to the testimony of Khadizroth the Green about the Archpope’s activities… I’m sure you can imagine, Grandmasters, why the dragon’s word could be dismissed. I have deemed it best not to act in haste, especially when a careless tongue could provoke a hostile reaction from the Universal Church, or at the very least create political waves that would affect Omnu’s faithful.”
 

 
  “It is wise to respect the power of words, and to be reticent,” Grandmaster Niontu stated, nodding his head once in a ponderous motion. “We have observed how the Sisterhood of Avei has been affected by its rash actions toward the Church.”
 

 
  “Actions to which you were party, Tobias, if I am not mistaken,” added Grandmaster Eshii. “Perhaps you
  
   learned
  
  something of the dangers of interfering in others’ affairs from those events?”
 

 
  “Excuse me, Grandmaster Eshii, but the opposite occurred,” Toby said, turning to her with a respectful bow of his head. “The handling of Bishop Syrinx was an internal Avenist matter, in which the Hand of Avei requested my help. I of course rendered it, as I deemed the cause just, and I would hope she would do likewise were I forced to call upon her. It was the Archpope who chose to insert himself forcibly into Avei’s business.”
 

 
  “Viewed in that light, the whole matter with the Church and the Sisterhood changes color,” Grandmaster Mueller commented. Alone among the Grandmasters of the Dawn Council, she lounged in a half-sprawled position on her assigned cushion, while the rest sat serenely in lotus posture. “If the Archpope presumes to
  
   punish
  
  a major cult of the Pantheon for failing to bow to his wishes, he’s clearly getting too big for his boots.”
 

 
  Grandmaster He made a series of motions with his hands in the silent language in which he communicated; standing behind him and to his left, his attendant bowed and interpreted aloud. “Hand of Omnu,” she said, her tone respectfully soft as always, “your tale of adventure at Vesk’s behest is a different matter. You gained both firsthand observation and the testimony of a god of the Pantheon that the Archpope has dabbled in forbidden powers toward selfish ends. Why have you only now brought this to the Council?”
 

 
  “We should be mindful of how the thirty-year silence may have affected our perceptions of paladins,” Grandmaster Srivastariphan interjected before Toby could reply. “Especially after the protective role we have played in young Tobias’s early training. If he is deemed mature enough to journey on divinely appointed quests, he does not require oversight. It is our duty to provide guidance, administration, and a moral example to the faithful. The Hand of Omnu’s duty is to intervene directly where Omnu deems intervention needful. Ours are separate spheres.”
 

 
  Eshii tilted her head slightly, causing a soft rattle of the beads hanging from her long ears. “And yet, when the Hand of Omnu comes before the Dawn Council, the order and relevance of events of which he tells us is clearly material to the subject at hand.”
 

 
  “It can be taken as given that the Hand of Omnu need not update us on everything he has done, or discovered,” said Niontu, who represented the Cultivator sect which had raised Toby and formed the vast preponderance of Omnist belief on the Tiraan continent. “We are grateful that you have informed us of these things, even as this very information begs the question: why have you come before us now?”
 

 
  They were a disparate lot, the Dawn Council. Unlike most of the Pantheon religions headquartered in Tiraas or at least on the continent, they were a truly centralized administration for the faith, whose reach was worldwide. Depending on the cult, the local leadership might be a true global authority in name only; most were simply that, the
  
   local
  
  leaders, whoever had risen to prominence here in the Tiraan chapter of their faiths. The Dawn Council, by contrast, comprised the elected or appointed figureheads of all seven formally recognized denominations of Omnism, several of which had scant presence in Imperial territory aside from their Council representative. As such, they came here from the world over. In the Dawn Council’s current composition, it happened that there were no Tiraan at all, and only Grandmaster Niontu of Onkawa and Grandmaster Mueller of Stalwar were even from the Empire. There were other sects within the faith, but smaller ones, which did not seek a role in the running of the cult. Omnists in general liked to be unobtrusive.
 

 
  Under the combined weight of their serene scrutiny, Toby indulged in a moment to center himself, inhaling and deliberately drawing in the peace of Omnu’s presence with the air. From here, the conversation would increasingly demand every shred of his own inner calm. Not unlike the unshakable serenity through which he had suborned Omnu’s own will in Ninkabi, he must remain inwardly harmonious while imposing his desires upon others. Here, at least, the act would have much less frightening implications.
 

 
  Even with the force of their attention upon him, the Chamber of the Dawn was an environment which made it easy to calm and center oneself, by design. The center of its domed ceiling held a disc of crystal, one of the faith’s most sacred artifacts, which concentrated sunlight and streamed it into the room. Regardless of the weather outside, at any point between dawn and dusk, the Chamber of the Dawn was filled with warm beams of concentrated sunshine, a particularly precious commodity here in Tiraas. The seven members of the Council sat on cushions on the floor along the lip of stone encircling the chamber. Directly inside that was a circular trench in which water ran, softly gurgling and making the lilies and reeds planted in it bob gently. Toby stood upon the central stone island, where anyone seeking to address the Council was positioned. He still wasn’t sure what the source was of the soft breeze that made the climbing vines and small potted trees decorating the wall between Council members rustle. Doubtless something magical.
 

 
  “I have come, honored Grandmasters,” he stated once he was certain of his equanimity, “to urge you to take action in response to this threat.”
 

 
  “Do not be hasty, Tobias,” Grandmaster Eshii chided gently.
 

 
  “Our way is peace,” Grandmaster Vadyevitch agreed. “We do not impose our beliefs upon others, least of all the Church.”
 

 
  “He suggested neither haste
  
   nor
  
  imposition,” Grandmaster Mueller said with clear exasperation. “We’re talking about responding to a corrupt Archpope imposing himself upon
  
   us,
  
  not to mention everyone else in the world.”
 

 
  “The honored Grandmasters should ever recall that peace is not passivity,” Grandmaster He’s attendant translated his rapid signing.
 

 
  
  
  So far, about what Toby had expected. Mueller spoke for the Briars, the smallest sect represented on the Council, whom outsiders to the faith sometimes derided as “vegetarian Shaathists.” There were no more than a handful in the Empire, most concentrated in Stalwar, while their largest populations were in Glassiere and a few other cold climates. The Briars were survivalists, their lore more interested in foraging wild food than cultivating crops; they mostly traveled, helping people and small rural communities feed themselves in lean times, and providing aid to other wanderers on the roads. Grandmaster He wore the red and gold robes of his own order, the Open Hand, who were concentrated in Shengdu and were the originators and leading practitioners of the Sun Style martial arts.
 

 
  Grandmaster Eshii was a bit unusual for being the only elf currently on the council. The peoples known in the Empire as “plains elves” actually were called “sun elves” in elvish. If a plains (or sun) elf felt the need to join a Pantheon cult, it was far and away most likely to be Omnism; they had a strong affinity for the sun and favored warm climes, though they practiced relatively little agriculture. Despite their smaller numbers, the simple fact of their lifespans meant elves were often among the oldest and most respected masters of their various traditions, and often found their way to a Council appointment. At some points in its history, the Council had been mostly or even entirely comprised of elves. Unlike humans, for whom membership on the Dawn Council was generally a lifetime position, elves usually served for a few decades and then stepped down.
 

 
  Toby had expected the survivalist and martial artist to favor action; they generally did. Grandmaster Eshii represented the Radiants, the keepers of Omnist magical tradition, who also tended to cautiously embrace a proactive style, but it seemed elven conservatism won out in her case. Well, it was no great surprise and he hadn’t been counting on her support. It seemed five of the seven were likely to urge caution and complacency, much as he’d expected.
 

 
  He immediately had to revise that assessment at her next words.
 

 
  “Please do not misunderstand me,” Eshii insisted gently. “I urge
  
   caution,
  
  not inaction. In the face of events such as this, it seems to me that we cannot
  
   but
  
  act. However, haste leads always to ruin. It is essential that we observe and deliberate before committing to any course.”
 

 
  “Yes, I agree,” added Grandmaster Srivastariphan. “At the minimum, we must gather more information, from as great a variety of sources as can be managed. Not that I doubt the veracity of the Hand of Omnu in the slightest,” he added with a nod toward Toby, who bowed his head courteously in response, “but it is basic practice which
  
   must
  
  be observed, when the stakes are so high. More information is always better than less.”
 

 
  He spoke for the Golden Book, which mostly concerned itself with preserving knowledge and lore; this was no more or less than Toby had expected from the next best thing to a Nemitite. The lack of surprises continued with the next interjection.
 

 
  “I do not agree,” Grandmaster Akili said tonelessly. Sitting in the most perfect lotus posture of any of them save possibly Grandmaster He, she actually had her eyes closed and might have been meditating, had she not spoken. “There are multiple cults within the Pantheon’s aegis which concern themselves with rooting out corruption, and responding rapidly to changing events in the world. The sun rises, the sun sets. The winds blow and clouds pass, but the truth of the sun is unchanging. We are the peace beneath the tumult. To intervene in politics is not our purpose, nor our place.”
 

 
  “Akili is correct,” Grandmaster Vadyevitch agreed. “You mentioned your cooperation with Trissiny Avelea, Tobias. This, it would seem, is her mandate, not yours. Not ours.”
 

 
  Mueller let out the tiniest huff of breath, which for a Grandmaster of the Dawn Council was as good as a derisive outburst from anyone else. Toby kept to his own inner harmony, though frankly he was more inclined to be irritated at Mueller than the other two. Her impatience was
  
   not
  
  going to win any sympathy, and anyway, they had acted precisely as he’d anticipated.
 

 
  Akili and Vadyevitch, of the Keepers and Preservers, the guardians of Omnist meditative discipline and healers, respectively. Keepers and Preservers could be difficult to tell apart from Cultivators, as they wore the same formal brown robes and often dwelled in the same temples. The difference was they were usually found
  
   in
  
  the robes and
  
   in
  
  the temples, whereas Cultivators preferred to be working in gardens or running their homeless shelters and soup kitchens, in work-appropriate attire and saving formal robes for (rare) formal occasions. These two denominations dispersed themselves through the populations of others, concerning themselves mostly with training and ministering to fellow Omnists. They definitely did not shift themselves to take independent action. On anything.
 

 
  “I understand your frustration, Grandmaster Mueller,” Akili said without opening her eyes. “I urge you to let it pass.”
 

 
  “That’s your answer to everything,” Mueller retorted, “and a good example of why your voice is but
  
   one
  
  on a council of seven.”
 

 
  “As are we all,” Akili replied in utter serenity.
 

 
  Toby caught a flicker of movement; Grandmaster He had struck the bronze bell sitting near his feet with a lightning-quick jab, causing it to ring as clearly as if hit by a hammer. That explained the purpose of the bell, which Toby had wandered about. Respect for one’s master was a big deal among the Open Hand; his attendant would be extremely reluctant to interrupt the Grandmasters of the Dawn council, leaving him one recourse for interjecting himself into the conversation at need.
 

 
  “This argument is premature,” the young woman translated He’s signing. “The Hand of Omnu has come here to request action. The Council should hear what action he proposes before passing judgment.”
 

 
  “This is good sense,” Eshii agreed. “Please, Tobias, share with us your plan. It will be, at the very least, a starting point.”
 

 
  Toby let the condescension wash off him, bowing to He, to Eshii, and finally to Vadyevitch.
 

 
  “Honored Grandmaster Vadyevitch is correct to mention the Hand of Avei, with whom I have conferred about this. The plan is hers, but the Hand of Vidius and myself have consulted with her in forming it, and both of us are in agreement. Gabriel Arquin is right now meeting with Lady Gwenfaer to urge the Vidians to take the same action the Sisterhood of Avei is about to commit, and which I ask the Dawn Council now to embrace.”
 

 
  Mueller nodded and Eshii gestured for him to continue; the others simply waited with unruffled calm.
 

 
  “I don’t know whether you have been informed of this, but the Thieves’ Guild withdrew its Bishop from the Universal Church immediately after the Battle of Ninkabi, in protest of the evidence of Justinian’s involvement in precipitating that event.”
 

 
  “Evidence which, as you have pointed out, is inconclusive,” Eshii commented. “The Eserites have succeeded only in marginalizing themselves. A cautionary tale about the danger of acting in haste.”
 

 
  “Please continue, Tobias,” Mueller said pointedly.
 

 
  He bowed to her before doing so. “The Eserites are a smaller and widely disliked cult, it is true; it should be no surprise that they have garnered little support for their campaign. By the end of today, however, they will be joined in solidarity by the Sisterhood of Avei. Trissiny and High Commander Rouvad have decided that the Sisterhood shall bypass Justinian’s interference and appoint an Avenist Bishop, who will join Bishop Darling in seeing to their cult’s interfaith relations.
  
   Outside
  
  the auspices of the Universal Church.”
 

 
  Grandmaster He signed rapidly, a thin smile cracking above his long white goatee.
 

 
  “A bold and clever action,” his interpreter translated, “in the best tradition of the Avenists.”
 

 
  “Best?” Niontu replied, frowning. “I am concerned that this further reflects Trissiny Avelea’s established penchant for
  
   extreme
  
  violence, taken into the political realm.”
 

 
  “I am concerned that this reflects the
  
   influence
  
  of Trissiny Avelea’s violent temper upon our own paladin,” Grandmaster Vadyevitch said solemnly, “a subject about which this Council has deliberated in the past.”
 

 
  Oh, had they? Interesting.
 

 
  “You want us to do the same,” Mueller said to Toby, ignoring her colleagues’ commentary.
 

 
  He bowed again. “The Sisterhood has immense credibility. Their action against the Church will make a powerful statement against Justinian’s ambition and corruption. If all three of the Trinity cults act in unison, that statement will become impossible for the Archpope to dismiss, and difficult for him to maneuver around. More importantly, it will inspire corresponding actions from some of the smaller cults; with careful encouragement, more still can be persuaded to join.”
 

 
  “You propose a complete abrogation of all spiritual custom!” Grandmaster Srivastariphan exclaimed. “A
  
   thousand
  
  years of tradition—traditions which exist for
  
   good reason.”
  
 

 
  “This is a
  
   textbook
  
  example of what I meant by acting in haste,” Eshii added with a desultory shake of her head that set her earrings to rattling again.
 

 
  “It’s a good plan,” Mueller said laconically.
 

 
  “The needs of the moment must never overwhelm consideration for the whole scope of history, past and future,” Akili intoned.
 

 
  “This is far too bold, Tobias,” Niontu added in a tone of patrician concern. “An appropriate action for Omnists against political ambitions such as Justinian’s would be to
  
   gently
  
  urge cooperation from the other cults, and a measure of reason and restraint from the Church itself.”
 

 
  “Such aggression is not Omnu’s way,” said Grandmaster Vadyevitch. “Even in the arena of politics and words, violence is violence.”
 

 
  “And violence is to be avoided if there remains the slightest possibility of so doing,” Toby agreed earnestly. “Hope and calm will not achieve this, honored Grandmasters. To negate the outgrowth of violence, we must observe the situation carefully to foresee where it may arise, and act gently in advance of events to ensure that it does not.”
 

 
  Grandmaster He struck his bell again, but rather than signing for his interpreter, when the others turned to look in his direction he bowed deeply toward Toby from his sitting posture. Toby bowed back.
 

 
  “Rash action is the opposite of forfending violence, Tobias,” Grandmaster Eshii said gently.
 

 
  “I concur entirely,” Toby replied, bowing to her now. “Thus, it is
  
   strategic
  
  action which is necessary. That is what I propose. It is the role of Omnu’s faithful, and our highest priority in matters such as this, to prevent and minimize violence. In this situation, Justinian’s increasing ambition and disregard for the autonomy of cults and individuals, to say nothing of the gods themselves, is going to lead inexorably to violence. It’s astonishing that the Eserites have not already begun attacking the Church, but I can’t say how long their restraint will hold out. The Avenists are explicitly martial in nature, the Salyrites have never shied from aggressive action when provoked, and some among the Vidians are well known to be as ruthless as they are subtle. If this situation is allowed to continue spiraling, there will be bloodshed—and that blood will be upon
  
   our
  
  hands as much as Justinian’s, if we discard our opportunity to prevent it. This explicitly
  
   political
  
  action to isolate and neutralize Justinian will pave the way for his removal through peaceful means. His removal is absolutely necessary, and any
  
   other
  
  means are to be avoided if at all possible.”
 

 
  Grandmaster He spoke with his hands, echoed seconds later by his attendant. “When struck, one must move with the blow. To wait for it to land before deciding upon a response is the path of defeat.”
 

 
  “Excellent advice for a fight,” Grandmaster Niontu chided, “but this is not one of those.”
 

 
  “I respectfully suggest, honored Grandmaster, that you defer to Grandmaster He and the Hand of Omnu concerning what is and is not a fight,” Mueller said, deadpan. “They have courteously refrained from lecturing you on how to grow barley.”
 

 
  “Really, Laura,” Vadyevitch murmured.
 

 
  “Peace, please,” Eshii implored, raising both her hands. “I believe we have come to a difference of opinion concerning the details of a matter upon which we have broad agreement. The actions of the Archpope, as our paladin have warned us, require consideration, and probable response. We must confer, in detail, and decide exactly what we shall do.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Srivastariphan agreed quickly. “Due consideration is essential; above all else we must avoid acting in haste, and thus in error. The care such deliberation demands will give us the opportunity to observe unfolding events as the Sisterhood and possibly the Brethren take action. We can learn more from this.”
 

 
  “We thank you for bringing these things to our attention, Tobias,” said Niontu, nodding deeply to him. “Obviously, we’ll not ask you to stand before us while such an in depth discussion proceeds. Before you take your leave, was there anything else you wished to bring to the Council’s attention?”
 

 
  “Yes.” He inhaled again; this was the moment. Only by retaining serenity in the face of what was about to happen would he remain in control of the situation. “Doubtless, honored Grandmasters, you are aware that the role of paladins has always involved the gathering of their own allies and resources from outside the faith. I am glad to say I have been blessed in this area, and have many connections upon which to call. In particular, influence with several noble Houses and newspapers under their control, as well as connections in other cults, will be of use in spreading this message. While you confer, honored Grandmasters, I shall ensure the world knows that I, speaking as Omnu’s mortal representative, reject Justinian and his Church, and will urge all who are faithful to Omnu or
  
   any
  
  god of the Pantheon to join me.”
 

 
  “Tobias!” Niontu exclaimed.
 

 
  
   “Haste,
  
  young man,” Eshii said, more sharply than she had spoken to him yet.
 

 
  “You must not act in advance of the Council!” said Vadyevitch. “You risk issuing a statement which contradicts our decision.”
 

 
  While they reacted volubly, Grandmaster Mueller’s eyebrows shot upward, but she remained silent. Grandmaster He watched Toby closely for a moment, and then deliberately smiled and nodded his head once.
 

 
  “I appreciate your zeal,” Eshii said in a more soothing tone, “but Tobias, you must not pursue such an action.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Srivastariphan agreed, nodding emphatically, “you must wait for the Council’s decision before taking a public stance, young man.”
 

 
  “The fact that you would suggest such a thing demonstrates exactly why,” Vadyevitch added. “You do not comprehend the ramifications such an action could have.”
 

 
  “Forgive me, honored Grandmaster, but you are mistaken,” Toby said politely, bowing to him. “I understand precisely. I ask your pardon for the presumption, honored Grandmasters, but I do not ask permission.” Straightening his back, he let the beams of the sun crystal bathe him and met each of their eyes in turn. “I am the paladin of Omnu. It is my duty to act, to do what I judge is necessary. The Dawn Council does not have the authority to countermand me, nor does it have the power.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   hear
  
  yourself?” Grandmaster Eshii demanded, aghast. “Such defiance risks creating a schism within the cult!”
 

 
  “You should be aware, honored Grandmasters, that plots are afoot to engender exactly that, within both the Sisterhood and the Thieves’ Guild. I expect similar attacks to occur within any cult which takes a stand against Justinian. There
  
   will
  
  be a schism among Omnu’s faithful. By acting in advance, with strategy and forethought, I will enable you to predict where and how it will form, and thus minimize the damage inflicted.” He turned to Grandmaster He and bowed deeply. “As we were just reminded, when one is struck, one must move with the blow.”
 

 
  “That is
  
   nonsense,”
  
  Niontu insisted. “You could
  
   easily
  
  avoid the existence of such a rift by not taking this action!”
 

 
  “Yes,” Toby agreed, serene in the face of their displeasure. “But since I am going to do it anyway, you now have advance notice that it will form. Now, while the Council deliberates, you can decide whether you wish to damage your credibility and authority by setting yourself at odds with Omnu’s mortal representative, or flow with the motions as you were all taught in the martial arts. I deeply apologize for this presumption,” he repeated, bowing again to all of them, “but the storm is coming, honored Grandmasters. I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to be soaked while you debate whether to go inside. If this means giving you a push, so be it. In the end, we will all be judged for our actions. In my case, they will
  
   be
  
  actions, not passive intentions.”
 

 
  All seven of them stared at him in silence. Most appeared stunned, but Mueller and He both regarded him with small smiles of approval.
 

 
  “I thank you for your time, honored Grandmasters,” Toby said diffidently, bowing a final time before turning to go. “You have many important matters to discuss; I should not distract you any longer.”
 

 
  So declaring, he turned and walked out of the chamber at a serene glide.
 

 
  Hopefully they would decide to join him in repudiating Justinian. If not, their Bishop was going to land in hot water with the Council; he had met with her first, and attained her agreement with his plan. Whatever they decided, the Omnist Bishop would shortly be joining the Eserite, Avenist and hopefully Vidian in rejecting Justinian’s reign.
 

 
  That, they did not need to know until it was too late for them to stop.
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  “I was going to say, I can point out the location on a map,” Trissiny commented, her breath misting on the air as she peered around at the snow-covered mountainside and the old temple complex just up ahead, “but I see you already know exactly where the First Legion is headquartered, for some reason.”
 

 
  “I’m not just a pretty face, Trissiny,” Zanzayed said primly, adjusting the collar of his heavily embroidered robe.
 

 
  “The Conclave has been careful to keep abreast of world events,” Ampophrenon added, inclining his head respectfully toward her. “It was formed in large part to overcome the broad tendency of our kind to fail at so doing, General. I apologize if this seems intrusive; we saw no indication that the First Legion’s headquarters were meant to be a secret.”
 

 
  “It isn’t, don’t worry. I was just surprised,” she assured him. “I see you even picked us a prime landing spot! Far enough out to give them forewarning without making for an inconvenient winter hike. Very deft, Zanzayed, almost as precise as Professor Tellwyrn’s.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Almost,”
  
  he huffed. “You see how she talks to me! Me, her own some-number-removed cousin, whom she has met exactly twice!
  
   No
  
  respect, this new generation.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Ampophrenon agreed mildly while they strode forward toward the complex, “I am impressed by how quickly she has picked up the art of handling you, Zanzayed. I have had the honor of working with many Hands of Avei, and hold them in the highest esteem, but it must be said that most have not been so…socially adroit.”
 

 
  “Now,
  
   that’s
  
  something I don’t often get called,” Trissiny remarked.
 

 
  The headquarters Rouvad had assigned to Locke and her upstart Legion was an old temple complex high in the weathered mountains of Viridill, which had been mostly abandoned due to sheer inconvenience, even among the various Avenist facilities perched in the highlands, like the Abbey itself. The sole access to this remote spot was a single steep, winding flight of weathered stone steps carved right into the mountains which made large-scale supply deliveries all but impossible, and would have been absolutely suicidal to climb currently, while covered with ice.
 

 
  It was an impressive complex, built across four small peaks with deep ravines between them and connected by stone bridges, two of which had fallen at some point. Currently, the First Legion HQ looked somewhat eclectic, having clearly been quickly renovated; ancient granite temples had been hastily (but apparently carefully) repaired with patched walls of wood, brick, and metal, and the two broken bridges were spanned by similar constructions. All of the paths were cleared of snow, and there were even greenhouses and a number of smaller outbuildings of uncertain purpose appended to the existing structures, one of which was topped by an exhaust antenna along which occasional crackles of electricity arced.
 

 
  Zanzayed had set them down on a cleared-off, round stone patio at the head of the treacherous stairs, and separated from the temple campus proper by an arched stone bridge which, to judge by its weathered state, was part of the original construction but still evidently sound. Beyond it was a half-ruined structure which had been a gatehouse once before the archway collapsed and was later cleared out of the path; of the original gate, there remained no trace. The half of the building which still possessed a roof now also had an improvised metal stovepipe emerging from an upper arrow loop and puffing out wood smoke. As the three of them crested the arch of the bridge, the gatehouse door opened and a very small figure emerged.
 

 
  
   “Zounds,”
  
  the gnome exclaimed, waving eagerly. “General Avelea, what an honor! Please, come on in, make yourselves at home. And you brought dragons! It’s Lord Ampophrenon and Lord…Zanzayed, aye?”
 

 
  “Our reputation precedes us,” Zanzayed preened.
 

 
  “Gnomes are always well-educated,” Ampophrenon replied.
 

 
  “Thank you,” Trissiny answered the gate guard, “Mr…?”
 

 
  “I’m Bonkers, ma’am,” he said, grinning. “It’s me moniker, not me condition, never fear.”
 

 
  “Nice to meet you,” Trissiny said with the merest hesitation, while Zanzayed snickered outright and Ampophrenon gave him a disapproving look. “I need to speak with Captain Locke immediately, if you would conduct us to her.”
 

 
  “Ah…” He winced, awkwardly rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m not to leave me post, ma’am, no disrespect intended. Thing is, I’m alone on watch just now, as me partner already went to fetch the captain soon as you popped in. Reckoned you’d wanna talk with ‘er, an’ the other way ‘round, as well.”
 

 
  “Good thinking, then,” she said, nodding. “Ah, and speak of the Dark Lady. That was quick.”
 

 
  The door of the nearest temple structure, one occupying the same peak as the gatehouse, had opened while Bonkers was speaking, and three figures approached them rapidly, the first two gliding rapidly over the frosty stone paths (being elves) while the third picked her way more carefully along behind.
 

 
  “I’m willing to bet ‘Dark Lady’ isn’t even the worst thing you’ve called me, though not usually to my face,” Principia called as she trotted up. “Trissiny, welcome! And Lord Ampophrenon, what an unexpected honor. What’d you bring
  
   him
  
  for?” she added, pointing accusingly at Zanzayed.
 

 
  “Seriously?” he exclaimed. “I’ll have you know I am literally the
  
   only
  
  member of this party who has contributed materially to it so far!”
 

 
  “He’s right, Locke,” Trissiny agreed, “and just because he’s family does not mean you get to insult visiting Conclave delegates while in uniform. Keep a civil tongue in that head.”
 

 
  “Oh, so it’s only okay when
  
   you
  
  do it,” Zanzayed huffed at her.
 

 
  She winked, unrepentant. “That is how rank works, yes.”
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  belong in this family,” he informed her.
 

 
  “Hey, now,” Trissiny exclaimed, “I don’t think
  
   that
  
  kind of language is called for.”
 

 
  “Below the belt, Zanza,” Principia added reproachfully. “People do have feelings, you know.”
 

 
  Zanzayed threw his arms up in the air and turned away in a dramatic sulk.
 

 
  At Principia’s side, Nandi Shahai cleared her throat pointedly. “Perhaps we could conduct our visitors indoors and provide some refreshments?”
 

 
  “Actually,” Trissiny said more seriously, “it’s good that you two came out in particular. I need to speak with both of you alone. But Lord Ampophrenon has expressed an interest in what you’re doing out here, and I for one would be very glad to hear his thoughts about the Legion. If our guests could have a tour of the facilities…?”
 

 
  “Perfect!” Principia said brightly. “Iraa, you know the sights. Please show our guests around, and make sure you swing by the mess hall and fix Zanza up with some bacon.”
 

 
  “Uhhh… I mean, sure, Captain,” the third woman with them replied, clearly nonplussed. Though she had the broad shoulders (and twice-broken nose) that tended to come from Legion service, her manner of addressing her commanding officer contradicted that impression.
 

 
  “I don’t suppose that bacon comes wrapped around shrimp?” Zanzayed asked with almost childlike hope.
 

 
  “Zanzayed, this is a military facility hundreds of miles inland,” Principia said patiently.
  
   “Why
  
  would we have shrimp?”
 

 
  “Well, why have you got
  
   bacon,
  
  then? How ‘bout that, huh?”
 

 
  “We are grateful to be accommodated, Captain Locke,” Ampophrenon interjected courteously. “We would not dream of asking any special treatment.”
 

 
  “You’ll be in good hands,” Principia promised him. “Sister Shay Iraa here knows the place inside and out, and is delightfully plain-spoken, I think you’ll find.”
 

 
  “Stop, I’m gonna blush,” Iraa replied, deadpan. “Well, then! If you’ll come this way, uh…my lords? Let’s get you started at the bunker, grab something to nosh.”
 

 
  “Now you’re talking my language!” Zanzayed said, following the priestess up the path toward the next bridge.”
 

 
  “I am surprised you have room in a place like this to train in adventurer activities,” Ampophrenon added as the three headed off.
 

 
  “Oh, this is just the topside, there’s old tunnel networks to all kinds of interesting places. We got caves, a nice clearing behind that peak over there, a patch of pine forest, the ravine floor under us… Most of ‘em show signs of being used for military training before we moved in.”
 

 
  Trissiny turned back to the two elves as Iraa and the dragons vanished over the bridge’s arch. “So! I guess congratulations are in order,
  
   Captain
  
  Locke. You must be the most rapidly-promoted officer in centuries.”
 

 
  “Not even in the top fifty, according to Nandi here,” Principia replied cheerfully. “Though apparently I
  
   am
  
  something of a record for an officer in peacetime.”
 

 
  “War tends to create career opportunities in the most unfortunate way,” Shahai agreed solemnly. “The command post is over here, General.”
 

 
  “So, I have to ask,” Trissiny added in a lower tone as they moved off, glancing over her shoulder. The gatehouse guard had already discreetly retreated to his post, shutting the door behind him against the winter chill.
  
   “Bonkers?”
  
 

 
  “We have everyone vetted by our top fae and divine casters for hostile intentions,” Principia assured her. “Aside from that… These are adventurers, not soldiers, and a good few of ‘em are here at least partly because of the amnesty. I’ve made it policy not to pry into anything we don’t explicitly
  
   need
  
  to know.” She grinned at Trissiny. “This ain’t your grandma’s army, General.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Well, no, I’m clearly not
  
   happy
  
  about it,” Principia said, one short but thorough explanation later when the three of them were ensconced in her office with its late-model arcane heater. “I went to a lot of trouble to get Nandi into my squad in the first place, and she’s been invaluable in keeping this place shipshape, what with all the
  
   large
  
  personalities we’ve got here. But I’m also not an idiot, and… It’s the right call, Trissiny. I saw firsthand how she performed as Bishop, and it’s exactly the approach this situation needs. You are definitely gonna be missed around here,” she added directly to Shahai, “but I can clearly see the sense in it. The Sisterhood right now has more need of you
  
   there.”
  
 

 
  “I wouldn’t presume to proclaim myself the best woman for any task,” Shahai said almost diffidently, “but given your general pattern of interactions with the High Commander, General, I consider the fact that you are both in agreement on this to be an adequate endorsement.”
 

 
  “Also, you know,” Trissiny said dryly, “orders.”
 

 
  “Of course,” Shahai replied with a wry smile. “I will go wherever Avei requires me, no questions asked. Your pardon; after five centuries of service I’m afraid I’ve become prone to speaking my mind.”
 

 
  “Well, Rouvad and Locke both think you’re worth it, and I’m inclined to agree.”
 

 
  “So, about the other thing,” Principia said more seriously, getting up from her seat and crossing to open the door, “I believe I know just the right backup for you. Hey,
  
   ELWICK!”
  
  she bellowed down the hall outside. “Get in here!”
 

 
  “I had an uncomfortable realization yesterday when dealing with the Purists,” Trissiny admitted while Principia returned to her chair. “With you and the squad no longer in the Temple, I have no personal connections there, aside from Rouvad herself. Being able to pull rank is nice, but it’s also useful to have access to a view from lower on the chain of command. Fortunately, I managed to strike up an acquaintance with Azalea Hsing that I think will prove positive.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s an excellent choice,” Shahai agreed, nodding. “Sister Azalea is clever and far-sighted, and good at gathering Legionaries and novice Sisters under her wing.”
 

 
  Casey Elwick appeared in the doorway, saluting. “You squawked, Capt— General Avelea!”
 

 
  “Come in, Sergeant Elwick, and shut the door,” Principia ordered. “Congratulations are in order. I’m giving you field command of the First Legion’s first-ever active deployment. You’ll be operating directly under General Avelea, but mostly on your own, like we’ve trained.”
 

 
  
   “Thank you,”
  
  Casey all but squeaked, then swallowed and controlled her voice. “I will not let you down, ma’am! What’s the mission?”
 

 
  “The General will brief you fully when you’ve assembled your team,” Principia said, nodding at Trissiny before the latter could answer. “The short version: urban counterintelligence. Go gather up, let’s see… McGraw, Jenkins, Iraa, and Bandi Avelea.”
 

 
  “Sister Shay is still escorting our other guests around the campus,” Nandi reminded her.
 

 
  “Right, so find her last. You’ll be moving out with the General and Shahai in one hour, Sergeant, and you’ll need time to get everyone briefed before departure. Let’s make it sharp, the General’s time is valuable.”
 

 
  “Yes, ma’am!” Casey barked, saluting again. “I’m on it!”
 

 
  “Dismissed,” Principia said, and the young sergeant rushed out so rapidly she almost forgot to shut the door behind herself.
 

 
  “I have to admit,” said Trissiny, “I’m a little surprised at how
  
   well
  
  this place is shaping up. It’s a strangely appropriate outgrowth of your little oddball squad. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had all turned to disaster. No offense.”
 

 
  “None of us would’ve been surprised,” Principia said ruefully. “But the real test is coming; apparently you’ll get to see it firsthand. Oh, but speaking of!” She suddenly straightened up in her chair, grinning. “My squad had a
  
   secondary
  
  mission in Tiraas that I’ve quietly continued out here. While everybody’s getting rounded up and packed, General, you wanna see something cool?”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “A
  
   rifle?”
  
  Trissiny asked, turning the blocky device over in her hands. “What does that mean?”
 

 
  “Refers to the rifled barrel,” Billie Fallowstone replied from the other end of her underground workshop, where she was affixing a strong shielding charm to a training dummy. “The long hollow bit there, it’s got spiraling grooves on the inside, to stabilize the projectile in flight. Can’t take credit for the notion, it was Locke’s idea!”
 

 
  “I
  
   love
  
  taking credit,” Principia added, “but truth be told, that one was actually Rouvad’s.”
 

 
  “Aye, ye get surprisin’ bursts of insight from folks with no actual engineerin’ skill,” Billie agreed with an irrepressible grin, trundling back over toward them. “Some distance from the problem helps, I guess. Let’s see it, then, General.”
 

 
  Trissiny carefully handed the weapon back to her and watched as the gnome briskly opened a hinged panel in the top of its squared midsection and slotted in a tapered metal object she picked up from a nearby table, then shut and latched it again.
 

 
  “Here now, what’s that?” Principia demanded, peering down at the procedure. “What happened to the metal balls? I thought we agreed shaped projectiles were too farfetched—”
 

 
  
   “You
  
  agreed that,” Billie said scornfully, “an’ you were
  
   right,
  
  insofar as yer eyes were too big fer yer belly, as usual. All that fancy talk o’ spiral-shaped projectiles an’ aerodynamic fins was pie in th’sky, but a cylinder with a cone on one end fits neatly in the barrel and is
  
   stupid
  
  easy to cast. I can whip up a mold me damn self usin’ scrap I’ve got layin’ around, an’ any foundry can crank out thousands of ‘em by the hour if we go inta production. The shaped bullets’re a good seventy percent more accurate than those fool balls the dwarves were usin’. Here, General, care ta do the honors?”
 

 
  “Sure,” Trissiny said warily, accepting the loaded weapon back. “The ammunition goes in that top compartment, there? Seems awfully inconvenient; you can’t have much rate of fire that way.”
 

 
  “Aye, yer dead right. That li’l girl ain’t a production model, I’m still prototypin’ various features. I got me a much more efficient magazine design in progress over there.” She waved at a miscellaneous pile of tools and scraps on her workbench which might have been anything at all, as far as Trissiny could tell. “Now, use the rune there to prime it.”
 

 
  Trissiny touched the rune, and the arcane device obligingly hummed to life. A thin slot revealing the power crystal lit up with a blue glow on one side, just behind the ammunition compartment.
 

 
  “Now, be sure ta brace the big ‘eavy pommel against yer shoulder, good an’ solid,” Billie said seriously. “There’s a good reason I made it that way. First model I tried was built along the standard battlestaff model, with the butt tucked under yer arm. An’ that’s the story o’ how I discovered this thing’s got about ten times the recoil of a lightnin’ staff. Damn well shot outta my grip across the room backwards.”
 

 
  “Duly noted,” Trissiny said, carefully holding it as directed. She had fired battlestaves, of course, but not often, and the different shape of the rifle made it a somewhat awkward grip, but it seemed to fit well enough. Moving carefully, she took aim at the target dummy, which now stood behind the blue glow of a military-grade shielding charm. “Ready?”
 

 
  “Whenever you are,” Principia said with an anticipatory grin.
 

 
  Squeezing the clicker produced a flash of blue light from the power crystal’s slot and also from the tip of the barrel, accompanied by a thunderclap almost exactly like the discharge of a battlestaff, which was nigh-deafening in an enclosed space. The rifle did indeed try to jerk right out of her grasp; Trissiny found herself nearly aiming at the ceiling a second later when it was back under control, the end of its long muzzle smoking faintly.
 

 
  There was now a gaping hole in the center of the dummy’s body. The shielding charm, rated to stand up to sustained staff fire before failing, had been snuffed out like it was never there.
 

 
  
   “Nice
  
  shot!” Billie crowed. “Yer a natural! Aye, the toys Locke was tinkerin’ with used an explosive charge like the dwarven original, which seemed t’me needlessly cumbersome an’ askin’ fer trouble. An arcane acceleration charm’s way too power-intensive, but you can cobble up a real efficient contained explosion that uses less power per crystal than the standard staff shot, an works beautifully ta fire th’projectile. Also won’t blow yer arm off if ye light up a cigarette.”
 

 
  “Why didn’t the dwarves refine it this much?” Trissiny asked, still frowning at the slain target dummy with the smoking rifle in her clenched hands. “You’ve only been at this a year or so, and they’re rather famous for engineering.”
 

 
  “There are a million possible answers to that, and we don’t know enough to guess which might be true,” said Principia. “Such things usually come down to social or economic factors rather than the technology itself. What do you think of it so far?”
 

 
  “Shield-breaking utility aside,” Trissiny said softly, “this thing would do
  
   terrible
  
  damage to a living body. Different damage than a lightning bolt, but… I’m not sure if better, or worse?”
 

 
  “I’ve tested that girl’s older sisters on pumpkins an’ melons,” Billie said seriously. “Yer right, it is
  
   not
  
  pretty. Makes a fair neat little hole goin’ in an’ a honkin’ big terrible one comin’ out the back. Ye hit somebody in the right spot with one o’ these an’ I reckon the best healers would be stymied.”
 

 
  “There’s also the matter of escalation,” Principia added. “I talked about this with Rouvad. The first battle in which these weapons are used will be an absolute rout, but
  
   immediately
  
  after that tactics and devices to counter them will begin to be deployed. The projectile weapon itself is enough of a jump forward that there’s no telling how far that arms race will run before it settles back into any kind of equilibrium. I suspect the Svennish are aware of the same thing. The base concept is pretty clearly aimed at negating the Tiraan Empire’s military capabilities, but it can’t be a coincidence that we took the original from an intelligence agent while their soldiers have never been seen with such weapons.”
 

 
  “It’s a big improvement over battlestaves in range, accuracy, an’ stoppin’ power,” said Billie, “but can’t match ‘em for rate o’ fire or economy. An’ the ammunition situation is actually a step
  
   back
  
  from arrows. Metal projectiles are smaller, but about as ‘eavy an’ more expensive to make.”
 

 
  “Well,” Principia snipped, “maybe if you used the original spherical ones—”
 

 
  “Blow it out yer arse, Captain. This ‘ere’s
  
   my
  
  workshop, an’ I’ll not be party to the deployment of inferior technology!”
 

 
  
  
  “I need to think about this,” Trissiny stated abruptly, bending to hand the weapon back to Billie with great care. “Don’t get me wrong, ladies: you’ve done
  
   fine
  
  work here. This is extremely impressive. But I can’t help having the sinking feeling you’re about to unleash something horrific on the world.”
 

 
  “Aye,” Billie said solemnly as she accepted the rifle into her arms, “we’re not blind ta that, General.”
 

 
  “What it comes down to,” Principia added, “is that
  
   we
  
  didn’t invent this technology; we’re just refining it. The knowledge was out there, and bound to be used sooner than later. So the issue becomes one of whether it’s going to be
  
   our
  
  people who get ravaged by its first deployment, or someone else’s. That is a damn ugly choice to make, Trissiny, but I don’t see how we could make a different one.”
 

 
  “You’re right about that,” Trissiny murmured. “What’ve you come up with in terms of
  
   countering
  
  this, Billie?”
 

 
  “So far?” the gnome hedged, wincing. “Me best notion is armor. Made o’ materials which do not, at this time, exist. Got meself a couple ideas fer alchemical treatment o’ wood an’ ceramic, but that’s not me field of specialty. An’ I’ve not even tried scalin’ the tech up to a cannon-sized siege engine. I’ve frankly no idea what ye even
  
   could
  
  do against
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny inhaled deeply and then blew the air out in a huff. “All right. Thank you for bringing me up to speed on this; I very much fear it’s going to be relevant far too soon. For
  
   now,
  
  I think we’ve still got a little time before I need to brief Elwick’s team and have Zanzayed bring everybody back to Tiraas. Changing the subject, Locke, where is Khadizroth?”
 

 
  “In his own chamber, pretty far underground,” Principia answered. “You need to talk with him, too?”
 

 
  “I was actually hoping to,” Trissiny said thoughtfully, “but that was before Ampophrenon invited himself along for this visit. I’m not sure we’re
  
   ready
  
  for that confrontation to unfold.”
 

 
  “Yikes. No kidding,” Principia cringed. “But you needn’t worry; Khadizroth knew it the second two dragons arrived on our doorstep and warned me even before Iraa came to do likewise. Then he went to hide himself away.”
 

 
  “Ah,
  
   good,”
  
  Trissiny said fervently. “Damage controlled, then. Still, it seems a waste; I was taking advantage of a rare opportunity to make sure it was
  
   Zanzayed
  
  he met with first, and under my supervision. We can’t keep him away from the Conclave forever, but I’d rather not start with its cannier members.”
 

 
  “Do not underestimate Zanzayed,” Principia warned her. “I have twice seen him directly cooperating with Imperial Intelligence, and Quentin Vex does not associate with fools. Zanzayed is thousands of years old and has survived brawls with Arachne and Kuriwa. He wouldn’t be the first person to downplay his own intelligence for strategic advantage.”
 

 
  “Aye,” Billie agreed, grinning. “You actually study under Admestus Rafe, right? Same principle applies.”
 

 
  “Thanks for the warning,” Trissiny said with a pensive frown. “Well, then. I guess I have no other pressing business here. Let’s go get everybody caught up and then move out. Not that I’m not enjoying the visit, Locke, but the real trouble’s unspooling in Tiraas as we speak, and I don’t like leaving it out from under my eyes any longer than necessary.”
 

 
  “There’s always trouble out from under your eyes, Trissiny,” Principia said. “You can’t plan for everything. The best you can do is stay flexible and learn to think fast and react smart.”
 

 
  Trissiny sighed softly. “Yeah, I’ve been getting that impression. I just hope I can learn fast enough.”
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  “I dare to hope this will not take long, but it doesn’t pay to make excessively optimistic assumptions about wholly unprecedented events,” Ravana said, coming to a stop in the middle of the marble-floored parlor adjacent to her chambers which she had designated an official teleportation arrival and departure point. “Regardless of how much time this demands, Veilwin, I’ll expect you to remain sober for the duration, and I
  
   will
  
  have Yancey enforce this if need be. Take us to the lodge, please.”
 

 
  The elf wasn’t even looking at her, staring at one of the doors to the chamber with her eyes narrowed. Yancey quirked an eyebrow at this, which was as voluble an expression of disapproval as he ever produced in the presence of the Duchess.
 

 
  “Veilwin?” Ravana prompted. “While we’re young, please.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” the sorceress replied. “There’s news coming that I
  
   think
  
  you’ll wanna hear.”
 

 
  Ravana bit back her instinctive reply, reminding herself that there was no point in having an elf as her Court Wizard if she wasn’t going to take advantage of all the fringe benefits.
 

 
  Indeed, it was only seconds later that the pounding of booted feet came into the range of human hearing, and moments after that, the door burst open to admit the commander of her House Guard—likely the only person who
  
   could
  
  have dashed through the halls of Madouri Manor without being detained by soldiers.
 

 
  “My lady!” he exclaimed upon finding her waiting, barely out of breath. “Thank the gods I caught you. There’s a situation unfolding in front of Falconer Industries you’ll want to see.”
 

 
  “Lord-Captain Arivani,” she replied evenly, “there are
  
   hundreds
  
  of inexplicable refugees attempting to cross my lands, and currently detained by Sheriff Ingvar in a facility which does
  
   not
  
  have the resources to keep them. Is this more important than
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “I…couldn’t say, my Lady,” he admitted. “But it was your explicit instruction that any incidents of public rebellion against your authority be brought directly to your attention.”
 

 
  “Gods send me patience,” Ravana hissed. “Rebellion, is it? Very well, Lord-Captain, you are correct.
  
   This
  
  I want to see. How great is the danger?”
 

 
  “My men have secured the roof of the tariff office just across from FI, my Lady. It has a good view of the action.”
 

 
  “Excellent work. Veilwin, it seems we shall be taking a detour before visiting the lodge, after all.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” the elf said smugly, already making one of her needlessly dramatic hand gestures as sparkles of arcane light gathered in the air around the four of them. “I had a
  
   feeling.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The rest of the excursion was uneventful and smooth, even to the extent of the entire party being teleported back to the Conclave embassy in Tiraas with a minimum of backtalk, which likely was exactly why Ampophrenon chose that moment to spring his surprise.
 

 
  “Principia Locke may deny involvement in classical adventuring, but it is clear she understands the practicalities better than one who has learned of them only from books,” the gold dragon said as he and Trissiny talked quietly a bit apart from the rest of the group, who were being courteously given a city map and directions from the Conclave’s public steward. “The division of deployed assets into five-person bands is traditional for good reason, and her training style is exactly that which got the best results from the greatest adventurer guilds, when they still operated.”
 

 
  “I’m relieved to hear that,” Trissiny admitted. “It all seemed a little chaotic to me.”
 

 
  “In comparison to a proper military boot camp, I shouldn’t wonder,” Ampophrenon replied with some amusement. “But the looser approach will help enforce standards while respecting the freedom agents like that require, and she has applied the necessary strictures to keep everyone on task and aimed at the same goals—methods developed over centuries. Locke was either in one of those guilds at some point, or has studied them extensively. Altogether, General, I deem it a most promising endeavor, and an enjoyable visit on my part. I only regret I was unable to speak with Khadizroth, but doubtless he has his own tasks to pursue.”
 

 
  Snuck in at the end as it was, that stinger had the desired effect of rocking Trissiny’s composure—not by much, but she failed to suppress a slight jerk of her head.
 

 
  The dragon’s monochrome eyes made it impossible to tell exactly where he was looking, but his expression and the position of his head gave her the impression of someone watching her sidelong for exactly such a reaction.
 

 
  “If I might ask a favor, General Avelea,” Ampophrenon continued in the same courteous tone before she could recover, “when next you see Khadizroth, I wonder if you would be so kind as to pass along to him that he is always welcome to join us here.”
 

 
  The extra few seconds were enough for her to regain her footing, though this had altogether been a valuable reminder that she wasn’t equipped to play mind games with a being such as he.
 

 
  “Attempting to poach my personnel, Lord Ampophrenon?” Trissiny replied, raising her eyebrows and affecting a bland tone. “I
  
   could
  
  call bad form.”
 

 
  The dragon’s lips quirked in a faint smile, but his voice remained as even and mannerly as ever. “I suspect you must be aware that the Conclave’s formation was inspired in part by Khadizroth’s own adventures of the past few years. We do not compel any of our brethren to join, but all have a place with us should they choose it. In any case, we have long since opted not to pursue any action against Khadizroth for his various errors in judgment, in particular as he has been helpfully in contact with us concerning the deeds of Archpope Justinian.”
 

 
  
   “Has
  
  he.”
 

 
  “This was before he enlisted in the First Legion,” Ampophrenon clarified. “We have not heard from him since. It seems needlessly vindictive to castigate one of our own for errors which he has fully committed himself to correcting, in his own way. Perhaps a stint in Avei’s service will provide him the penance he seeks, as well as the opportunity to effect some progress in undoing Justinian’s schemes.”
 

 
  “So,” she said, watching him intently, “you are aware of the Archpope’s…ambitions.”
 

 
  “Their specifics are frustratingly obscure, but we make it a point to be as aware of the world as possible, and
  
   I
  
  in particular am quite concerned with such a betrayal of the Pantheon’s most sacred charge,” the dragon said gravely. “I lack your insight into the recent events at the Temple of Avei, but even from the reports that reached me I can discern a pattern. It seems to me, General Avelea, that this is no time for those of us who are driven by principle to let ourselves be divided by misunderstandings. Khadizroth’s place among your Legion will not be a sticking point between the Sisterhood and the Conclave. On that you have my word.”
 

 
  He smiled, the expression calm and open. After a moment, Trissiny had to smile back.
 

 
  That silence hung for a few seconds, in which her own expression faded back to thoughtfulness, and Trissiny decided to accept his implied invitation by taking a slight risk.
 

 
  “Where do they all come from?” she asked quietly, making a subtle gesture toward the two Conclave soldiers currently talking with her own party. Joe was well-mannered as always and McGraw seemed likewise, but the two Avenist priestesses—despite the fact that neither of them would be taken for such at a glance, which was no doubt part of what they were doing here—seemed openly skeptical. “If the Conclave had been scouring the streets of Tiraas for every pretty woman who might want a job…that’s the kind of thing the Sisterhood would notice.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” he acknowledged, nodding once. “It was, in fact, the opposite; the Conclave did not elect to employ many of those who first sought us out, as they were a melange of opportunists and spies. Instead, my brethren have recruited from among the most unfortunate. Employment here comes with a very progressive package of benefits, including medical care by green dragons, which in addition to being better than most nobles receive, includes cosmetic glamour of the recipient’s choice. A proper application of the fae craft can even suppress the effects of chemical addiction.”
 

 
  For a moment, Trissiny was again rendered silent by the weight of it. If they could gather drunks and shroomheads out of the gutters and turn them into
  
   this…
  
  Well, it explained a great deal. And raised further questions.
 

 
  “I gather,” she said aloud, “such
  
   benefits
  
  would be suspended if the individual in question left the Conclave’s service. That is quite an incentive for loyalty, Lord Ampophrenon.”
 

 
  He nodded again, his expression more grim. “It becomes inherently somewhat coercive, does it not? To say nothing of the implications of deliberately recruiting among the most unfortunate in the first place. There is also the fact that such exotic benefits are a ruthless cost-saving measure, as people willingly work for less than the average wage to have access to them. I raised these concerns with my fellow members of the Conclave, who it must be said indulged me in a full meeting to discuss the matter. Ultimately, their decision was that since no one is being forced to do anything against their will and our compensation is the finest they could ever hope to receive, we are not committing any ethical violation.”
 

 
  “I see,” she said, not meaning her voice to be cold but hearing it anyway.
 

 
  “The Conclave of the Winds is a necessity of this political moment,” the dragon said softly, now gazing across the great hall of the embassy. “More importantly, it presents the hope of betterment, for both your kind and ours. Our institutions are never perfect, Trissiny. Governments, faiths, the Church itself, my own Order of the Light… All are unavoidably flawed. I believe the Eserites have a saying about this.”
 

 
  “I’ve heard it a time or two,” she agreed wryly. The dragon gave her a sidelong smile.
 

 
  “Yet we cannot abandon them,” he continued, his expression quickly sobering again. “The world is always somewhat…broken. I have come to think it is meant to be. Can you imagine a world with no hardship—or more farfetched, with no difficult decisions to be made?” Ampophrenon shook his head. “Such eternal complacency could only bring out the worst in us all. We are tested, yes, constantly. It is our duty, and our only option, to rise to these trials, and make what difference we can.”
 

 
  “People have often said to me that the gods never test us beyond what we can bear.”
 

 
  His lips thinned for a moment. “I have seen far too many people destroyed by trials they had no reasonable hope of overcoming. Good people, who were sorely missed. Life is not so conveniently purposeful. And yet, we stand.”
 

 
  “What else can we do?” she whispered.
 

 
  The dragon inclined his head to her, the gesture both a nod and a bow. “I enjoy your conversation, General Avelea. You, too, are always welcome here. Feel free to call up on me if I can aid your battles, however overt or subtle they may be. Or simply if you wish to visit.”
 

 
  “Thank you for everything today, Lord Ampophrenon,” she replied, nodding back. He gave her a final smile before retreating to the stairs.
 

 
  Trissiny turned around, finding her own party approaching at the signal that her conversation had ended. Zanzayed, somewhat to her surprise, was still with them, and it was he who spoke up before any of them could.
 

 
  “You
  
   do
  
  realize he was hitting on you, right? You’re exactly his type, Trissiny.”
 

 
  
   “Really,
  
  Zanzayed,” she sighed.
 

 
  “Hey, you’re family! I wouldn’t lead you wrong. I’m serious, Puff absolutely
  
   does
  
  have a type, and it’s ‘Hand of Avei.’ He’s had
  
   seven
  
  of ‘em over the years.”
 

 
  “The
  
   hell
  
  you say!” Shay Iraa exclaimed.
 

 
  A silence fell over the chamber as the various dragonsworn present turned to stare at the rough-looking woman who had just sassed a dragon right to his face. Sister Shay was still glaring at Zanzayed, clearly not bothered by any of this. Trissiny was already beginning to like her.
 

 
  “Yeah, they don’t teach you that, do they?” the blue rejoined, smirking. “You’ve got the rank to bully your way into the Sisterhood’s hidden archives; do it if you’re curious, Triss. But seriously, though. If you decide to pursue that, wait till you’re ready to settle down. Puff is a nice, old-fashioned, marriage-minded dragon. Don’t toy with his little heart.”
 

 
  “Well, he did invite me to drop by,” she said. “Maybe I’ll come around sometime and see what
  
   other
  
  hilarious gossip you’ve accumulated over the millennia, cousin.”
 

 
  Zanzayed grinned. “Always a pleasure. Do give Arachne my love.”
 

 
  “If you keep trying to get a rise out of me, I’m gonna tell her you challenged her to a duel.”
 

 
  “You are a horrible little wench,” the dragon chuckled, ruffling her hair. “You’d
  
   better
  
  come visit. We need to hang out more.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “’Rebellion’ may have been overstating it, Lord-Captain, but you were still correct to bring this to me,” Ravana said, lowering the spyglass from her eye and handing it to Yancey. “Has this demonstration shown any signs of becoming violent?”
 

 
  “No, my Lady,” he admitted. “There’s at least one Omnist monk in there, which is probably helping keep things calm. So far they’re just marching in a circle with those signs. But they’re blocking the factory’s main entrance, which is not doing FI any favors.” Yancey handed him the spyglass after having a look, and he raised it to his own face, which fell into a scowl as he studied the demonstrators. “Unwashed ingrates. If the young Mrs. Falconer and her wife want to slaughter idiots who tried to steal their
  
   dog,
  
  what business is it of theirs? It wasn’t even in Madouris.”
 

 
  “You’re asking for whatever you get, fucking with somebody’s pets,” Veilwin opined, looking bored. “I’d’a just killed the bastards.”
 

 
  “I pity any poor animal which has to depend on
  
   you
  
  for care,” Ravana said absently, herself frowning in the direction of the protest. It was
  
   sizable,
  
  already more than thirty people. She wouldn’t have thought there were that many people in the city who’d be willing to protest Falconer Industries, which was deservedly popular. If anything, they were risking retaliation from FI’s own employees, who had famously once squared off with Thieves’ Guild enforcers. The House Madouri guardsmen currently standing in a line in front of the closed gates were probably protecting the demonstrators as much as the factory, whether they knew it or not.
 

 
  Yancey, as usual, echoed the direction of her own thoughts. “Several of those signs mention Vadrieny by name, my Lady. While not a secret, the archdemons have been absent from the mortal plane since the Hellwars; their names were reduced to obscure theological trivia before the founding of the Empire. It does not
  
   prove
  
  anything…”
 

 
  “And yet,” she murmured in agreement.
 

 
  “Madouris is prosperous under you,” Veilwin added, which may have been the closest thing to a compliment she had ever paid her employer. “And most of those yahoos look pretty well dressed. Takes a
  
   lot
  
  to get comfortably well-fed people out in the goddamn snow at mid-morning on a workday to march around chanting slogans. Especially over something that clearly doesn’t affect them at all.”
 

 
  “I
  
   did
  
  wonder at the attempted kidnapping,” Ravana mused. “Apart from my expectation of better treatment from the Thieves’ Guild, such a fool’s gambit is unlike them. As a deliberate provocation, it makes more sense.”
 

 
  “Give the word, my Lady,” Arivani urged grimly, “and I can have my men clear that rabble into cells where they belong.”
 

 
  
   “No!”
  
  she barked, causing him to jerk back in surprise. His startled expression quickly morphed into near-hurt reproach before he mastered it.
 

 
  Ravana took a breath of the chill air, reminding herself what she was dealing with. She employed Ludo Arivani because he believed the sun shone out of her skirts, because an administration such as hers which favored the velvet glove over the iron fist absolutely needed a high-ranking thug for situations in which its preferred approach would not do, and because it was generally advisable to keep a military commander who hadn’t the aptitude to organize a coup, even had he been inclined to try. Also, men like him came in useful in the event of regrettable situations in which a scapegoat needed to be discarded. All of this factored into her handling of him; it was for these reasons precisely that she had made it clear he was not to try to deal with civil unrest except under her direct oversight.
 

 
  “I have made carefully-cultivated popularity a cornerstone of my rule,” she explained in a more moderate tone. “The damage caused to my reputation by engaging in the type of brutality for which my father was notorious would be catastrophic. That, I suspect, is at least part of the reason for this…episode.”
 

 
  The Lord-Captain nodded, seeming mollified by the explanation. “I’ve got men under my command who’re good at knife work and listening in the dark, Lady Madouri. We can avoid more
  
   episodes
  
  like this if you’ll let me spread them through the city.”
 

 
  “Madouris is not a sovereign state,” she said patiently. “I can have my own propaganda machine
  
   or
  
  my own secret police, and the one I chose is already pushing the Throne’s tolerance. If I tried to have that slice of cake and eat it too I would be set upon by the Veskers
  
   and
  
  Imperial Intelligence. I need neither headache, let alone both.”
 

 
  And so she lacked convenient knives in the dark, as indeed Lord Vex would never tolerate that, but there was also the fact that her network of listeners spread through the province did not report to Arivani; he didn’t need that kind of influence. More immediately, those listeners had not forewarned her of this. A demonstration of this size could not be assembled in total silence. Thus, it had not sprung up organically. This had been orchestrated; the question was by whom?
 

 
  “Veilwin,” she said, staring at the protesters through narrowed eyes, “can you work any kind of divination which would isolate members of that crowd who were set there as deliberate agitators, rather than the gullible sheep I must presume most of them to be?”
 

 
  “Come on, you know better than that,” the sorceress said brusquely, ignoring Arivani’s displeased glare at her tone, “you study at Tellwyrn’s school. You’re talking about fae divination, not arcane scrying.”
 

 
  “That is what I feared,” Ravana said with a sigh. “Then do you believe Barnes is competent to perform such a ritual?”
 

 
  Veilwin snorted loudly. “That puffed-up—”
 

 
  “Veilwin,” she interrupted in an unusually steely tone, “I put up with a great deal from you, and mean to continue so doing. In return, I expect the skills for which I
  
   generously
  
  compensate you to be available when I need them. It’s time to
  
   work.
  
  In your professional opinion, with no needless inter-disciplinary sniping, can Barnes do this?”
 

 
  “Well…sure,” the elf said, her voice more subdued. “Any witch could, and…yeah, he’s better than most. But that’s contingent on the targets not having been warded against it, which when it comes to fae magic, well… That ends up being a pissing contest between Barnes and whoever’s at the other end, which there’s just no way to call in advance.”
 

 
  Ravana nodded once.
 

 
  Arivani opened his mouth to speak, but she held up one hand for silence, and he obediently subsided. She stared sightlessly out over the square ahead and the chanting individuals currently complaining about the violent archdemon in their midst, eyes shifting rapidly back and forth as she contemplated.
 

 
  “Lord-Captain,” the Duchess said at last, “these…specially skilled soldiers you mentioned. Are there any among your command who could discreetly join that crowd, out of uniform and without revealing their affiliation, and agitate them to attack the factory?”
 

 
  Veilwin turned an incredulous stare on her, which she ignored.
 

 
  “I’ve
  
   just
  
  the man, my Lady,” Arivani said avidly. “Montrois used to do union-breaking work in Chevantre. That’s why he’s here, the local Vernisites set the Glassian Theives’ Guild after him and he had to leave the country. I’ve not had him train any of the other troops, my Lady, but he’s pointed out a few he thinks have the knack.”
 

 
  
   “Splendid.”
  
  Finally, a stroke of luck. “This is what you will do, Lord-Captain Arivani. Send this Montrois into that crowd, along with whatever other personnel you and he deem competent for the task, forewarned to watch for a signal from you. Summon Barnes from the Manor and instruct him to be ready with whatever materials he needs to divine hostile intent; bring him here and have him stand by. Also, bring out as many medics from the House Guard as you can assemble, and place Barnes among them. Gather my lightcap artists and place them here and on other nearby rooftops, wherever they can get the best view of the action down there. Understood so far?”
 

 
  “Yes, my Lady.”
 

 
  “When all this is prepared,
  
   then
  
  you will give the signal to your men below, and get that crowd to try storming the gates. At the very least, have them attempt to attack the police forces in place and cause some property damage nearby. I want an
  
   abundant
  
  selection of lightcaps of these violent criminals in action ready for tomorrow’s papers, to discredit any further attempt at this utter nonsense. My people among the writing staffs will handle the rest. Give the cappers time to get enough shots before you intervene, and then put down the mob.
  
   No
  
  energy weapons or blades, make a show of
  
   restraint,
  
  but the more minor injuries inflicted, the better.”
 

 
  He grinned wolfishly. “As you command, Lady Madouri.”
 

 
  “And
  
   then,”
  
  she continued, turning to meet and hold his gaze, “take them to the
  
   medics.
  
  Understand? No jails, except in the case of any individuals who make it truly unavoidable. Use the chaos to separate your plants out from the crowd and treat everyone for injuries, then let them go—but
  
   not
  
  til Barnes has had the opportunity to scan everyone. He is to do so discreetly, passing it off as medical diagnosis. If he manages to identify any of the agitators, they are also to be released, as soon as he’s confident he can track them. When this is all done, I want a spectacle to be made of my restraint and mercy in the face of reprehensible violence by despicable ne’er-do-wells. Are my orders clear?”
 

 
  “Explicitly, my Lady!” he promised, saluting.
 

 
  “There is likely to be significant collateral damage, my Lady,” Yancey said diffidently, “and substantial risk to the factory and its personnel. Should we warn the Falconers?”
 

 
  Ravana shook her head. “I know Geoffrey’s uses; they are many and I respect him for them, but they do not include subtlety. They can’t be brought into the loop.”
 

 
  “The Falconers have been the
  
   victims
  
  in all this from the very beginning,” Veilwin pointed out with an edge to her voice.
 

 
  “It is often said,” Ravana observed, “that to make an omelet one must break a few eggs. To
  
   rule
  
  is to make an endless succession of omelets while standing in the very henhouse. Explaining the process to the chickens would be not only pointless, but cruel. We will continue on our way, Veilwin. This day’s work is likely to bring the Throne’s attention, and I want numerous witnesses able to attest that I was on the other side of the province while it all happened. That means all of this will rest upon you, Lord-Captain Arivani. Hew closely to my instructions, improvising only what you must, and remember my ultimate goal.”
 

 
  He saluted again, his eyes fervent. “I will
  
   not
  
  fail you, Lady Madouri.”
 

 
  Ravana smiled and reached out to touch his arm, which undoubtedly made his entire week. “That is why entrust you with your position, Lord-Captain.”
 

 
  That, and on the day when he
  
   did
  
  fail her, it shouldn’t be too hard to replace him.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                  
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  16 – 28 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                               
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  McGraw had spent by far the majority of his career in the wilderness and small towns of the Great Plains frontier, but not all; he had ranged widely enough over the years to have been in more than a few urban safehouses. Enough, at least, to recognize one on sight. When you’d seen one, you’d seen them all, these empty but well-maintained residences kept by various powerful organizations against times when they needed to discreetly stash someone for a while.
 

 
  They were so
  
   empty,
  
  despite being fully furnished. There was no personality or character, just bland arrangements of styleless furniture and only the most neutral and inoffensive of decoration, when there was any at all. Interestingly, he had always recognized the home of Bishop Darling as another such place. That had been only the first hint that “Bishop Darling” was a role being acted rather than a real person, McGraw was just as glad to have parted ways from the man on amicable terms before he had to find out what was underneath that mask. The Darling residence had even less personality than
  
   this
  
  place, which at least identified its owners by having golden eagle sigils or casually displayed copies of the Aveniad or Avenist librams in every room. The front parlor even had a full shrine to Avei; a small and plain one, but still. Avenists might occasionally mutter “war is deception” or some such aphorism but as a rule they didn’t care for sneaking around or hiding their intentions.
 

 
  Following his careful exploration of the mid-sized middle-class townhouse (only three bedrooms, but none of the team were overly particular about their living conditions), he returned now to that front room, his first view down the hallway revealing Joe leaning against the wall and watching something.
 

 
  “Serviceable place,” McGraw observed, approaching. “Cozy, but not—”
 

 
  He broke off when Joe raised one finger to his lips, crossing the last few feet in silence to peek into the room.
 

 
  Everyone else was here, Shay lounging in the room’s most comfortable chair and Casey also leaning against the wall, next to the door in a position which made her invisible to someone approaching it. McGraw had noted her tendency to do that and similar things; someone had taught this girl stealthy habits. They were all watching the fifth member of the group, who appeared to be doing particularly unconventional witchcraft in front of the little shrine to Avei.
 

 
  Like most who’d gravitated or been assigned to the First Legion, their two actual priestesses of Avei did not exactly fit in with the rest of the Sisterhood. Shay Iraa liked beer and loud, off-key singing, and thus spent a lot of her free time in taverns frequently getting into brawls, which had only been tolerated because she had extricated an astonishing number of battered women from their situations. Even so, the Sisterhood was just as happy to have her off training in Viridill rather than having to be retrieved from jail every other week. All in all she resembled the popular stereotype of an Eserite, and was always ready to demonstrate that upside the head of anyone unwise enough to point it out.
 

 
  Bandi Avelea, on the other hand, was easy to mistake for an Omnist, given her stereotypically serene bearing and devotion to the martial arts, as well as her emphasis on meditative and spiritual disciplines which were held in less esteem in the pragmatic Sisterhood. Indeed, upon first seeing her demonstrate her fighting style during a First Legion training session, McGraw (and others present) had mistaken it for a Sun Style sequence until she began serenely explaining and demonstrating on a luckless target dummy all the ways in which she could kill a person with one unarmed hand.
 

 
  Now, Sister Bandi stood in a defined spell circle consisting only of seven crystals arranged around her, which McGraw only knew was fae in nature because of the unpleasant prickling it caused against all the arcane magic he had stored in his own aura. There was a limit to how much fae magic a priestess could do, if only because most fairy spirits objected to being in the presence of so much divine energy. But by settling for strictly low-tier spells and getting a little creative, one could always pick up some extra versatility from outside one’s own preferred skill; he’d done so himself.
 

 
  What she was doing more resembled a very slow dance, or perhaps a martial arts sequence performed at half speed. The priestess, eyes closed, moved evenly through a fluid series of motions with her arms and legs, flowing in a manner that almost resembled water held within the tube delineated by her spell circle.
 

 
  Casey leaned over to him and murmured, “She’s checking if we can pick up any traces magically. I figured it’s worth a try. Hate to just sit on our hands while we wait for General Avelea and Nandi to come back with more orders.”
 

 
  McGraw nodded once, understanding. Trissiny was engaged in some high-level political maneuvering with the aid of her fellow paladins and had to return to their current base in Madouris to check up on the progress of that, while Shahai was at the Temple of Avei meeting with the High Commander. She, at least, would be back with orders by that evening, but Trissiny had been clear that there were numerous unexpected events in the air and she might not be able to return that day.
 

 
  He leaned over toward Casey in turn, lowering his head and his voice to mumble in a low tone even Joe shouldn’t have been able to pick up. “I’ll get ya a rolled-up newspaper t’whack me with if y’want, boss lady, but meantime, a word of advice.”
 

 
  Her eyes flicked up to his face, expression neutral, as he continued.
 

 
  “Best way to impress folks like General Avelea is by
  
   not
  
  tryin’ to impress them. People of action only get irritated if the spot you maneuvering for favor.”
 

 
  The sergeant’s cheeks darkened slightly and he saw her eyes narrow in displeasure, just as expected.
 

 
  But then Casey turned her head to resume watching Bandi’s odd ritual, her expression of annoyance turning to one of contemplation. She didn’t even try to deny it; by that point, no one in the First Legion didn’t know Casey Elwick was an ardent fan of Trissiny Avelea and undoubtedly over the moon at having the chance to work directly under her.
 

 
  “Okay, thanks for the tip,” she said softly, “but I don’t know what else to do, here. Irrespective of impressing anybody, we accomplish nothing by loafing around waiting for orders. It’s not like this is a regular Legion. If we can’t take some initiative toward the mission, what’s the point of us? If you’ve got a better idea for how to spend our time, Elias, I’m open to it.”
 

 
  He quite liked Casey; for someone so young (he’d eat his hat if she was eighteen) she had a good head on her shoulders, and not only the habit of thinking carefully before acting but the solemn aspect of someone who had learned her restraint and strategy through suffering. She reminded him a lot of Joe, in that respect.
 

 
  “When you put it that way, it does seem like the most solid move in our position,” McGraw agreed, tipping his hat. “My apologies, Sarge. Y’get to be my age and it’s easy to forget y’ain’t the only person in the room who knows what he’s doin’.”
 

 
  She gave him a sidelong smile at that, but further conversation was cut off by the end of Sister Bandi’s ritual.
 

 
  She straightened up, first raising her arms out to both sides and then bringing them up, overhead, and down to fold her hands at her waist, and finally opened her eyes. At that signal, all seven of the crystals around her tipped over in unison.
 

 
  “It is well you insisted on this measure, Sergeant,” she said seriously.
 

 
  “You got a lead?” Casey asked, straightening up.
 

 
  “I did warn you that my very basic oracular craft is unlikely to pick up on trails of subtle maneuvering, and indeed I did not. But focusing upon the Purists, I was touched by spirits their intentions have moved. Vengeance, and violence. They are about to strike.”
 

 
  At that, Joe also straightened up.
 

 
  “At who?” Casey demanded.
 

 
  Sister Bandi shook her head, the beads in her multitude of thin black braids clattering softly. “While the spirit is still upon me, I can lead us toward the place. But it is like a hound tracking a scent. I cannot see where it will end, or what will meet us there.”
 

 
  “If those fools go after Trissiny, they’re toast,” Joe said. “They can’t be dumb enough not to know that…”
 

 
  “Oh, I dunno,” Shay disagreed, “they are
  
   pretty
  
  damn dumb.”
 

 
  “Trissiny’s Eserite friends,” Casey said. “Rasha, the Sakhavenids, and…what’s her name, the acrobat.”
 

 
  Shay finally joined the others in bolting upright.
  
   “Shit.
  
  Disgraced or not, if priestesses of Avei stick swords into Guild apprentices it’ll be war in the streets by sunset.”
 

 
  “Okay, we’ve gotta move,” Casey said, glancing rapidly back and forth across the group, all of whom were staring expectantly at her for orders. “But… We can’t just…”
 

 
  She faltered, and McGraw gave her an encouraging nod. He could tell what needed to be done, and he
  
   would
  
  tell her if she didn’t work it out herself. But he waited, at least for a moment. Casey was smart enough and she’d grow faster as a leader and tactician by doing these things for herself. He knew his role in this party; it was the wise old wizard’s job to support the scrappy young heroes, not take over. Showing some faith in the young sergeant was worth a delay of a few minutes.
 

 
  In fact, it only took a few seconds before her eyes fixed on him and widened slightly in inspiration. “Elias! Can I borrow one of those portal runes of yours?”
 

 
  “What’s mine is yours, boss lady,” he agreed, already fishing one out of his pocket to hand over. “Though you
  
   do
  
  realize it won’t let you teleport without a push from yours truly.”
 

 
  “No, but you can
  
   find
  
  it, right? And teleport
  
   to
  
  it?”
 

 
  “Ah,” he said, nodding and deliberately clearing his expression as if catching onto her plan. It was the best strategy, which was why he’d immediately thought of it, but it cost nothing to encourage her. “You’re right, that I can.”
 

 
  “Defending this position isn’t important in and of itself,” Casey said to the others, “but this is where the General and the Bishop expect to find us, so we can’t just disappear from here. Elias, I’m sorry, but we’ll have to leave you behind for now. Wait here in case one or both of them returns; the rest of us will go try to intercept…whatever’s about to happen. You’ll be able to bring either of them right to us, if that’s what she orders. If we’re in deep trouble and need backup, I’ll destroy the rune. Will you be able to sense that?”
 

 
  “With a little bit o’ concentration, I can manage that,” he agreed, nodding again. “Shouldn’t be too hard to ‘port right to its last position, then.”
 

 
  “Good. If
  
   that
  
  happens, be ready for maximum trouble. Our goal here is to
  
   prevent
  
  a big messy fight from breaking out; if I have to call in our wizard for firepower, situation’s FUBAR.”
 

 
  “Understood, Sarge.”
 

 
  “Sorry for ditching you,” she said again. “It’s the best I can think of. All right, everybody, move out. Bandi, lead the way.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The formal announcement would come the next day; Rouvad, like Trissiny, wanted to move fast and begin working before Justinian or anyone else had time to prepare political countermeasures. But before embarking on her new set of duties, the High Commander had wanted Nandi’s impressions of the project her previous squad had been working on and had to abandon upon the First Legion’s formation. Locke had, with Billie Fallowstone’s help, quietly continued her weapons research in Viridill, but now it seemed her erstwhile research partner had finalized her original project.
 

 
  And so, Nandi found herself in Sister Eivery’s basement workshop with the gnomish priestess and the High Commander, holding and studying what had apparently been a regulation Silver Legion lance before it had been heavily modified.
 

 
  “Well?” Eivery prompted, grinning up at them. “How’s it look?”
 

 
  “Expensive,” Rouvad said flatly, taking the spear from Nandi. “Are the glowing runes and this… Is this shaft coated in
  
   lacquer?
  
  Eivery, is this absolutely necessary?”
 

 
  “Arguably not,” the gnome admitted. “It put ‘em on the demonstration model, there, so you can see it’s doable. There’s a reason most battlestaves don’t ‘ave that, it adds to both the cost of manufacture an’ the weight. But the
  
   point
  
  is that it protects the runic engravings, see? Yer average battlestaff ain’t gonna see use as an actual
  
   staff,
  
  whereas the whole point o’ these, so I was given ta understand, is for ‘em to double as firearms
  
   and
  
  spears. Thus, they’re gonna be seein’ a lot o’ physical contact.”
 

 
  “It can probably be dispensed with,” Nandi said. “If properly used, a lance’s head will see physical impact a lot more than the rest of it. Eivery’s right, though, the proof of concept is valuable.”
 

 
  “Darn tootin’,” Sister Eivery agreed.
 

 
  “Agreed,” Rouvad rumbled. “All right, I understand the clicker mechanism and I
  
   think
  
  I can intuit the reason for this clunky device at the base of the spearhead. What I note is that these runic engravings are a
  
   lot
  
  more extensive than on any battlestaff I’ve ever seen. Can you explain why?”
 

 
  “Aye, give it ‘ere,” the priestess said imperiously, ignoring the sardonic expression with which the High Commander handed the modified lance back to her. “It’s the enhanced engravings that make it all work, see? I actually didn’t ‘ave the inspiration meself, but stumbled across th’basic method from the works of an old Hand of Salyrene, Andronimus the Spellblade.”
 

 
  “Curious,” said Nandi. “If this solution was found as far back as Andronimus’s time, I wonder why no one has adapted it already? Magnan, at the very least, would have pounced on such an innovation, and he certainly had access to Salyrite records.”
 

 
  “Aye, but it wasn’t
  
   in
  
  those records,” Eivery replied, grinning madly. “Andronimus ‘ad quite the stick up ‘is arse about people stealin’ ‘is works an’ never wrote down ‘is methods. This one was noted in the last place anybody’d think ta look, cos nobody studyin’ magic reads Tellwyrn’s published journals. They’re mostly a list o’ complaints about legendary figures, good fer comic relief an’ a touch o’ historical detail. But! In between gripin’ about how Andronimus snored an’ ate ‘orrible stinky cheeses and ‘ad terrible taste in music, she mentioned a sword he made that cast lightnin’ from the tip an’ how clever the method was. See, metal’s no good fer electrical enchantments on account of ‘ow conductive it is, so Andronimus placed the enchantment on the
  
   handle,
  
  which caused the lightnin’ bolt to form a few inches beyond the tip o’ the blade!”
 

 
  “Hm,” Nandi murmured. “Modern firearms do that anyway, albeit
  
   just
  
  beyond the tip. Even a wooden shaft would be destroyed if you tried to channel that much electricity physically through it.”
 

 
  “An’ there’s been no reason to modify that,” Eivery agreed, raising the lance to firing position and grasping the clicker, “cos nobody’s considered puttin’ blades on a firearm till that crazy elf came along. Modern armies fight at a distance. And so, behold!”
 

 
  The crack of the weapon was functionally indistinguishable from that of a conventional battlestaff. Its lightning bolt charred and half-destroyed Eivery’s unshielded target dummy, with no backward arcing along the shaft or spearhead.
 

 
  “And that heavy bit at the base of the spearhead,” Nandi said, “that has a grounding charm to prevent accidents?”
 

 
  “Just so! Also, talkin’ of accidents, I discovered quite coincidentally that if ye
  
   do
  
  this, make the bolt form more’n a foot forward o’ the end o’ the staff, ye gain a lot of accuracy! These aren’t as precise as beam weapons, obviously, but they won’t arc
  
   nearly
  
  as much as an ordinary staff.”
 

 
  “So,” Rouvad said, muted excitement in her voice, “you could increase that even further?”
 

 
  “Sorry, Commander.” Eivery shook her head, raising the staff to plant its butt on the floor; in that position, it towered over her. “This is as far as I’ve been able to extend it. That’s why its engravings are so long. There’s just no
  
   room
  
  fer more.”
 

 
  “But you said the original inspiration was a
  
   sword.
  
  On the handle! That was a much shorter surface and a
  
   much
  
  longer distance, if it sparked beyond the tip of the blade.”
 

 
  “Aye, an’ I also said it was
  
   Hand of Salyrene
  
  that made it! Whaddaye want from me?”
 

 
  Rouvad turned back to Nandi. “So you see where we are. Eivery has already refined Locke’s armor enchantments for efficiency; the updated versions will stand up to staff fire and augment soldiers’ abilities in several important respects. That makes an inherently more expensive kit than any Imperial trooper’s, but that’s the price to be paid for better-equipped soldiers. With the finished firing lance, we only have to begin training our soldiers with them.”
 

 
  “First we ‘ave to
  
   make
  
  this stuff,” Eivery objected. “I don’t mind workin’ me fingers down, Commander, but I’m one gnome. If ye want me to equip a Legion, gimme ten years.”
 

 
  “Yes, production is an issue,” Nandi agreed. “The Sisterhood
  
   does
  
  have a contract with Reviani Firearms, does it not? I know we don’t order
  
   many
  
  energy weapons, but for just that reason, they would likely appreciate the business.”
 

 
  “I am…reluctant to give these specifications to an established firearms company,” Rouvad said, frowning. “We will have the element of surprise upon the first battlefield deployment of this equipment. The more people who know of it…”
 

 
  “Well, buildin’ an in-house enchanter corps’ll take almost as long,” said Eivery.
 

 
  “Our paladin has contacts with Falconer Industries,” Nandi commented. “They
  
   don’t
  
  make any weapons at the moment, but have the manufacturing capacity to produce almost anything. And if FI can’t do it, Geoffrey Falconer undoubtedly knows who can, and could arrange an introduction.”
 

 
  “That’s a good idea,” Rouvad replied. “We’ll both be in close contact with Trissiny over the next few days anyway. I will raise it with her at the next opportunity. In the meantime, Eivery, please put together as many kits of the new gear as you can without exhausting yourself. I’ll assign you whatever enchanters we have who can be trusted. Ideally, I’d like to send a few to Locke’s outpost and be able to outfit one squad from the Third’s Cohort One to begin training.” She paused, then smiled. “I’m glad to have you back here, Nandi. I’ve missed your insight.”
 

 
  “Aye, well, if we’re done with all the huggin’ an’ kissin’,” Eivery huffed, “I didn’t get ta tell ye the
  
   really
  
  neat thing I discovered.”
 

 
  “There’s more?” Nandi asked, raising her eyebrows.
 

 
  “Aye, another ‘appy little accident, ye might say,” the gnome chuckled, already at work unscrewing the spearhead from its shaft. “A neat trick that works as a result o’ this specific model’s design. If ye just take off the bayonet, like so… ‘Ere we are.”
 

 
  She bounded over to a low stack of bricks she’d erected in the middle of the workshop in the form of a wall that was shoulder-high on her. Grinning, the gnome pressed the head of the lance, minus its blade, against the wall aiming at the half-wrecked target dummy which was across the room on its other side.
 

 
  “Wait,” Nandi objected, “don’t tell me… There’s no way that thing can fire
  
   through walls?”
  
 

 
  With another perfectly ordinary thunderclap, a bolt of lightning flashed from a point a few inches beyond the wall and finished demolishing the target.
 

 
  “Eh? Eh?” Eivery cooed, waggling her eyebrows at their expressions.
  
   “Ehhhhhh?”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It had already been a full day not long after noon, and so by the time Trissiny returned to Madouri Manor she found herself eagerly looking forward to some lunch and a cup of hot, strong tea, and not just to help wash away the winter chill. A steward informed her upon arrival at the Manor that Ravana was not present at the moment, which she had to admit was something of a relief. Trissiny had yet to decide exactly how she felt about the diminutive Duchess, but one thing was certain: Ravana Madouri demanded her full attention when she was present, for much the same reason she would have carefully watched a large spider if she found herself in a room with one.
 

 
  Returning to the suite her classmates were inhabiting during their vacation, she was pleased to find Toby and Gabriel there waiting for her, in fact having a conversation just inside the door, rather than in the sitting area of the main hall itself.
 

 
  “Trissiny!” Gabe said, grinning in welcome. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. How’d it go?”
 

 
  “All according to plan,” she replied, smiling back, “though my business today was mostly just squaring away details. I had a couple of interesting conversations with dragons I’d like your opinions on, but that can wait. How’d
  
   your
  
  meetings go? Are we ready to move?”
 

 
  The boys exchanged a look, and then a nod.
 

 
  “I’m as certain of Gwenfaer’s support as I reasonably can be,” Gabriel replied, turning back to her. “She gave every indication of wholeheartedly supporting the plan. And… Before that, we had a little chat about trust. I’m convinced of her reasons for opposing Justinian,
  
   and
  
  I made a point that she’s going to have to start being generally less squirrelly about it, but if she can behave I am willing to extend a little trust. At least, enough to let her earn more.”
 

 
  “Well, good. It’s kind of funny, though, you being the one to make demands like that of your cult leader. Usually that relationship goes the other way.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well.” He shrugged. “I did
  
   not
  
  mention how I have valkyrie friends who can invisibly watch everything she does and a valkyrie scythe that Vidius explicitly wants used to cut the rot out of the cult. Seemed kind of redundant, y’know? She’s a sharp enough lady to have figured all that out already.”
 

 
  “Good plan,” Trissiny agreed, nodding. “That’s Eserite practice, too, you know. If you’ve got an unspoken threat to hold over somebody, you only cheapen it by pointing it out.”
 

 
  “Good to know,” he said wryly.
 

 
  “Sounds about as straightforward as it went with the Dawn Council,” Toby reported. “I gained…
  
   some
  
  support, and I’m afraid I burned a few bridges in the process. But most importantly, the Bishop is on my side. I’m as certain as I reasonably can be that the cult will fall in line with the plan.”
 

 
  “Good,” she said seriously. “I’m sorry if it got you in trouble with them, though, Toby.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” he said with a soft smile, “but to be honest, the fault here is theirs, not yours or even mine. The Dawn Council’s entire method of dealing with everything is to bow to inevitability, after they’ve waited to be certain what it
  
   is.
  
  It was just a matter of making myself inevitable. They’ll bow. Some of them are
  
   not
  
  going to be happy about it, though. Future engagements with them may be… Well, not as good.”
 

 
  “Man, it’d be
  
   nice
  
  if we could just convince everybody to do the sensible thing,” Gabriel complained. “Sometimes, though, you just gotta apply the stick instead of the carrot. If we can help with anything, Toby, we’ve got your back.”
 

 
  “I appreciate it,” he said, smiling again. “But anyway! Before we move on to that, Trissiny, there’s something unexpected to deal with.”
 

 
  “Well, of course there bloody is,” she said with a sigh. “I’m really starting to sympathize with Ravana. What this time?”
 

 
  “It turns out,” Gabriel said, grinning, “that
  
   you
  
  have a visitor.”
 

 
  
   “Me?”
  
 

 
  “You,” Toby confirmed, already turning to head back toward the doors into the remainder of the suite.
 

 
  She followed, alongside Gabriel, already frowning in thought. Who would be seeking her out here? Practically everybody she knew, she’d already talked with today. Herschel knew she was staying in this Manor over the winter break, but now that she thought about it, she hadn’t notified Ravana or her guards to let him in. One of her elvish relatives? Trissiny wouldn’t put it past Lanaera to be able to bully her way into a noble’s house, but she didn’t care for leaving her grove any more than any other Elder shaman did.
 

 
  They only made it a few more paces before the mystery resolved itself, their guest emerging from a side parlor. She had no doubt heard the whole conversation; Trissiny’s visitor was, indeed, an elf. Just not any of the elves she would have expected.
 

 
  Trissiny came to a stop, blinking in surprise.
  
   “Natchua?”
  
 

 
  “Trissiny, good, you’re back,” the drow greeted her tersely. “I’m sorry to barge in on your vacation like this, especially when you’re obviously having a busy day, but I need your help.”
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  “It’s not as urgent a crisis as that,” Ingvar assured her. “My people are pretty accustomed to rough sleeping arrangements and close quarters; we hardly know what to do with ourselves in a place as lavish as this. That goes for the Harpies, too. And it seems the lizardfolk like to cluster together even tighter. I keep getting the impression they would pile themselves in twelve to a room even if the lack of space didn’t mandate it.”
 

 
  “I’m relieved to hear that,” said Ravana, gazing down at the dense throng of scaly bodies milling about the great hall of her ancestral hunting lodge.
 

 
  “That just means this is stable in the very immediate term,” he cautioned. “This many people, in this little space, representing two distinct groups with little reason for mutual trust… It’s going to become an
  
   issue
  
  sooner than later. And more immediately, we are out of food. Our guests aren’t going to starve, they seem to have carried their own winter provisions, but we opened our stores to help facilitate trust and settle them in, and well…”
 

 
  “I will see that you are resupplied immediately,” Ravana promised. “Foodstuffs, and anything else you need. And obviously,
  
   this
  
  is not a permanent solution. Before doing anything with them, however, I must decide
  
   what
  
  to do with them, and that is a decision I judge myself not yet sufficiently informed to make. What have you learned about their intentions and
  
   reason
  
  for being out here in such numbers in the winter?”
 

 
  The lodge had been designed for aristocrats and thus possessed a number of highly specific architectural features such as the one she and Ingvar were currently using: a small balcony shaded by heavy curtains—really more like an opera box—overlooking the great hall. From this vantage, the nobles of House Madouri could stand at the edge of the rail, as they were now, and be seen gazing down upon their domain from on high, with the added benefit that the carefully designed acoustics of the spot would keep their conversation private from those below.
 

 
  “All I’ve gotten definitively is that this is some kind of religious pilgrimage,” Ingvar reported, staring down at the two hundred or so lizardfolk below—less than half those currently housed in the lodge. His Shadow Hunters were moving carefully through the crowd, both to see if any help was needed and to generally keep order. The spirit wolves, unsurprisingly, had refused to have anything to do with such a dense crowd indoors and were all outside in the snow. “And that… Well, that kind of inherently puts a stop to learning more. The lizardfolk’s religious practices are private. No doubt there are Nemitite records that could help me gain some insight, but this situation is too tense to be left simmering while I engage in a lengthy research project. I’m sorry I don’t have a better report for you, my Lady. In my opinion, more suitable housing needs to be found for these people before we seek a permanent solution. That is, unless you wish to just let them go about their business. They made it
  
   this
  
  far without disturbing anyone…”
 

 
  “Any insight as to
  
   how
  
  they’ve managed to come this far, undetected?”
 

 
  “’The safe way is the slow way,’” he quoted with a wry grimace. “Or so they’ve repeated when asked.
  
   What
  
  they are doing and
  
   why
  
  are apparently spiritual concerns, and therefore not for discussion with outsiders, but in talking with various individuals I’ve been able to pick up some details about what they’ve already
  
   done.
  
  Bits of stories about shamans contacting all the tribes across the western part of the Empire, and some interesting notes about who
  
   didn’t
  
  come. Apparently every tribe sent about half its members, leaving enough back home that the human authorities wouldn’t notice their sudden absence.” He hesitated, his frown deepening. “My lady, this is just a hunch, but I’m increasingly getting the impression that the lizardfolk were the
  
   first
  
  of the insular races to organize this way. But while the dragons and elves made a big production of it as soon as they were in a position to do so, these seem to have been careful not to reveal what they were doing. I think they’ve been working up to this for a few years, at least.”
 

 
  “They are just standoffish enough for that to work,” Ravana mused. “It bodes ill for their intentions, that they devoted such effort to secrecy. On the other hand, the fact that they allowed you and your followers to herd them in here suggests the opposite. You could not have compelled them, had they chosen to resist. I mean no disrespect…”
 

 
  “You gave none,” he said quickly. “You’re quite right, my lady, we had no chance of forcibly rounding them up like this. In fact, they’ve been most cooperative…at least, until I start asking what they are
  
   doing.”
  
 

 
  “They’re looking to join the Empire.”
 

 
  Both of them turned to face the speaker who approached from behind, in some surprise but no alarm; with Yancey standing guard at the entrance to the box, there was no chance of being ambushed from that direction. Juniper strolled up, accompanied by her pet bird-lizard, which Ravana studiously ignored. In truth she found Sniff more alarming than the huge spirit wolves, though it had to be said that he was better-behaved than Juniper’s previous pet.
 

 
  “How do you mean?” Ingvar asked, stepping aside to make room for the dryad at the rail with them.
 

 
  Juniper leaned against it, gazing downward in a posture that caused her Omnist medallion to slide out of the neck of her dress and dangle. As usual, she was wearing an elven-style beaded robe that was better suited for the summer, but the cold and snow outside didn’t seem to bother her.
 

 
  “Just what I’ve put together from what the shamans have said,” she explained. “More than one has mentioned
  
   rallying under the black banner.
  
  One guy said their only hope for salvation was beneath the gryphon’s wings.”
 

 
  Ravana and Ingvar hesitated at that, glancing at each other. True, the Imperial flag was a silver gryphon on a black field, but…
 

 
  “Sounds awfully vague,” Ingvar ruminated, “but it’s more than
  
   I
  
  was able to get out of them. What’s your secret?”
 

 
  “My secret is their religious practices are shamanistic,” Juniper said, shooting him a playful smile. “People who are into fae magic are usually delighted to chat with a dryad.”
 

 
  “Oh? I wonder why Aspen hasn’t been able to get anything out of them, then.”
 

 
  “Do you?” she asked dryly. “You’ve been hanging around with Aspen for a while now, Ingvar. I’m sure you’ve noticed she is not exactly a people person.”
 

 
  “I can
  
   hear
  
  you!” Aspen’s voice floated up from the floor below.
 

 
  Juniper leaned farther over the rail, shouting back, “Yeah? And when you can
  
   refute
  
  me, you know where I’ll be!” There was no audible response to that, and she straightened back up, smirking.
 

 
  “And here I thought this spot afforded privacy,” Ravana sighed.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry,” Juniper reassured her, “dryads aren’t elves. Our sensory acuity is variable, and consciously controlled. Aspen being able to hear us up here just means she was deliberately eavesdropping. Nobody else except your wizard should be able to overhear.”
 

 
  “We had a lizardfolk classmate,” Ravana said pensively, still staring down at the crowd. “She graduated last year. Lriss was always so cosmopolitan, downright urbane; well-dressed, well-spoken, and as witty as any socialite I have ever met, particularly when she was deflecting questions about her people without giving offense. Last Rock
  
   does
  
  famously draw exceptional individuals, but I cannot find it in me to believe the lizardfolk are less intelligent than anyone else. Their withdrawal from the society of others is
  
   their
  
  choice, and they still visit and trade in cities. Two hundred years ago, they were a common sight in adventuring parties. As such, I am forced to consider this…facade of primitive tribalism no more than that. These people
  
   know
  
  what the Empire is, and how it works. To set out for its heart while camouflaging their intentions behind mystical doublespeak signals unequivocal hostility.”
 

 
  “That is one interpretation,” Ingvar said, “but I don’t think the likelier one, my lady, with all due respect.”
 

 
  Ravana turned her head toward him, raising an eyebrow. “Oh?”
 

 
  “I may not understand the lizardfolk religion, but I’m very familiar with religion itself, as a broad concept. Among other things, it encourages people to express themselves in grandiose, poetic terms, even when it would serve them better to speak plainly. These people are far away from everything they know, with apparently nothing but their faith to cling to. I’d be very surprised if they
  
   didn’t
  
  couch everything in ritualism and pageantry.”
 

 
  “Hm… You do have a point, Sheriff. Who is in charge among them?”
 

 
  Ingvar and Juniper both pointed without hesitating.
 

 
  “The fellow sitting by that fireplace, with the shawl and the kinda cracked-looking scales,” Juniper answered. “I think that’s what they get instead of going gray.”
 

 
  “He gives all the orders among them,” Ingvar added. “What’s interesting is he doesn’t have a name.”
 

 
  “You mean…he refused to give it to you?”
 

 
  “No, he was
  
   very
  
  clear about this,” the hunter disagreed, shaking his head. “He
  
   has
  
  no name. That’s also something of significance in their religion which, of course, he refused to explain. He did hint that he gave up his name for the sake of this…whatever it is they’re doing. The others just call him Elder.”
 

 
  “Well, then!” she said briskly, stepping back from the rail, “named or not, I know where to start. Come, let us go have a word with the gentleman.”
 

 
  Yancey fell into step beside and just behind her as she emerged into the hallway. Veilwin, lounging against the wall and sipping from her horrific-smelling flask, gave Ravana a challenging look and refused to budge, all of which Ravana of course ignored. No possible good could have resulted from involving the surly elf in the conversation she planned, anyway. With Ingvar and Juniper following, she led the way briskly through the halls and staircases that brought them back to the main floor, and then the great hall itself.
 

 
  Only the upper hall itself had been free of crowds; immediately after that, they began to encounter clusters of lizardfolk refugees. Ravana simply strode forward at the same measured pace, her head held high even though it came barely to the shoulder of most of the guests in her lodge. Without exception, they got out of her way, several bowing and murmuring apologies at which she nodded graciously.
 

 
  The effect continued to work even in the dense crowd in the great hall, resulting in a constant ripple as she strode forward through a cleared space that opened itself around her with every step. As a result of that, by the time she reached her target, he was already upright and watching her approach. The last thin curtain of bodies parted to reveal the sight of him, standing slightly hunched with age and leaning upon at all staff from the top of which hung several bird skulls and one softly glowing crystal on leather cords.
 

 
  “Greetings, Elder,” Ravana said politely, and though she did not raise her voice, it caused silence to ripple outward, snuffing out the muttering which had been caused by her own arrival. “Welcome to Tiraan Province and to this household. I am the Duchess Madouri, mistress of these lands. You have my apologies for the paltry accommodations, and my tardiness in greeting you. I came as soon as I was informed I had guests.”
 

 
  “Duchess.” The shaman thumped his staff once upon the floor, and then bowed deeply to her. The gesture was ponderous, whether because that was just how they did it or because of his age, she didn’t know, though the way the two nearest lizardfolk watched him and edged forward protectively suggested the latter. “The People are grateful for your hospitality, and sorry to impose upon you. We are, in all our dealings, fair. We shall seek to repay your kindness in whatever way we are able, when the times allow it. For now, rest assured that we will relieve you of the burden of our presence very shortly.”
 

 
  “It is
  
   no
  
  burden,” she replied in a tone which brooked no argument. “To extend kindness toward guests is among the most basic expectations placed upon all decent people, and I assure you, I can afford to host you. I am sorry for these cramped accommodations; I will find you something better as quickly as I can. As for your leaving, that remains to be seen.”
 

 
  The softest of collective sounds fluttered through the onlookers, a concerted indrawing of breath.
 

 
  The elder shaman made a clicking noise with his tongue, and a pair of filmy inner eyelids flickered over his yellow eyes for an instant. “We have tarried too long, Duchess, and it was never our intention to disturb you.”
 

 
  “Or make yourselves known to me?” she replied with a thin smile. “That is the issue precisely, Elder. To surreptitiously cross my lands with such a large host is not neighborly behavior, with all due respect. I’m afraid your presence here, and your manner of conducting yourself, requires an explanation. What do you intend to do in the capital?”
 

 
  At that, a swell of indistinct murmuring rose from the crowd, which was quelled in an instant by another thump of his staff.
 

 
  “For the People, I apologize,” the Elder intoned, again bowing to her. “We have done and
  
   would
  
  have done no harm to you or yours, Duchess. If our crossing has done you insult, amends shall be made. For that, and for the slight we inflict by leaving now. But leave we must. A great doom is coming; the People have prepared as best we are able. Now is the time to act. There must be no more hesitation.”
 

 
  “I fear you misunderstand,” Ravana said evenly. “I am a servant of the Silver Throne. As such, I am tentatively inclined to aid you further, if I may. Whatever benefits the Empire benefits me, and if you seek to pledge yourselves to my Emperor, I am duty bound to protect and assist you. Thus, at the very least, I shall inform his Majesty of your coming.”
 

 
  Another, louder stir of voices resulted from that, again silenced by a thunk of the staff. Ravana kept speaking as though she had not been interrupted.
 

 
  “However, you travel surrounded by a fog of uncertainty. I
  
   cannot
  
  send hundreds of people of unknown intention toward the seat of the Empire. As much as I would be pleased to aid your cause if it proves right that I do so, should it be true that you mean harm to my Emperor, your journey ends here and now.”
 

 
  This time, there was no muttering. In fact, the silence was as chilling as it was sudden.
 

 
  “Uh,
  
   Ravana?”
  
  Juniper muttered.
 

 
  “So,” Ravana stated, folding her arms regally, “with apologies for pressing you, Elder, I am forced to demand that you explain yourselves.”
 

 
  His thin chest swelled with a slowly drawn breath, and then his shoulders slumped as he let it out. “Already too much has been revealed, young Duchess. I swear to you, upon my forsaken name, upon the hopes of my People, on pain of severance from my every familiar spirit if I deceive, that we intend no harm to you or to Tiraas. More than that, I may not reveal to you. You have my apologies if I give insult, but this is absolute. Too much is at stake, and too much of our secrecy already compromised.”
 

 
  “I thank you for that assurance,” she said solemnly, nodding her head once. “But I suspect you know well, Elder, that to a person in my situation, it cannot be enough.”
 

 
  “Can it truly not?” he asked wearily.
 

 
  She shook her head. “I know nothing of you or your spirits. You have your duty, and I respect that, but by the same token I have mine. The House of Madouri safeguards the lands around the Imperial capital, and has for a thousand years. To send a horde of strangers straight to the Emperor’s doorstep in ignorance of their intentions would be an utter betrayal of that responsibility. I
  
   cannot
  
  abrogate my duty in such a manner.”
 

 
  He lowered his head for a moment. “Ah. To have come to such an impasse. The spirits did not forewarn that we would find allies
  
   or
  
  enemies
  
  
  here, only that we risked crossing the path of more able hunters than have watched these lands before. You do not know you can trust the People, Duchess; I understand. It is reasonable. If only the People knew we could trust
  
   you,
  
  this could be resolved.”
 

 
  “Neither you nor I have time to dawdle here indefinitely,” she replied, “but I
  
   can
  
  spare the time for you to be certain, Elder. Surely you have the means.”
 

 
  The old shaman regarded her pensively for a moment, blinking his inner eyelids once more. Then he thumped his staff yet again.
 

 
  “So be it. By your leave, Duchess, I shall seek wisdom. For the patience you extend, I am grateful. Ilriss, Fninn. Prepare the way.”
 

 
  A muted flurry of movement ensued as the lizardfolk rearranged themselves and Ravana stood immobile in her place. Ingvar and Juniper both drew closer to her; Sniff, on the contrary, separated himself from his mistress’s leg by a few feet, flattening his head crest and fanning his wings in a display from which the nearby lizardfolk wisely backed away. By that point, half a dozen of Ingvar’s people had joined them, including Aspen and three of the Harpies Ravana recognized, and they now arranged themselves in a protective cluster around her.
 

 
  The Elder, meanwhile, had slowly stepped over to the fire and seated himself before it, his back to the flames and his tail curved around himself. Two of his nearest companions, probably the two he had named, positioned themselves on either side of him, each tossing a handful of some herbal powder into the hearth which made it splutter and produce a fragrant smoke. He appeared to be surrounded chiefly by other shaman, to judge by the way several of those nearest began to hum deep in their throats and thump their tails against the marble floor, quickly creating a rhythm that filled the air as did the scented smoke. In the midst of it, the Elder closed his eyes, breathing in deeply.
 

 
  
   “What
  
  are you
  
   doing?”
  
  Juniper hissed at Ravana from inches away. “Who
  
   knows
  
  what’s going to happen if he does random magic at you? This could all blow up in our faces!”
 

 
  “Nonsense,” Ravana said serenely, not troubling to lower her voice. “He is a shaman. When needing to ascertain whether he can trust me, he will naturally call upon his familiar spirits. And since fae divination is famously impossible to deceive or thwart, I know what they will tell him. One who lives a life of integrity need never fear the revelation of her true character.”
 

 
  Ingvar’s own expression was guarded, but he shot her a long look at that.
 

 
  The Elder was now rocking slowly back and forth, holding his staff horizontally in his lap. The herbal-scented smoke from the hearth had drifted forward and actually begun to form a halo around his head. That was the only clear sign of magic being done, at least until he suddenly opened his eyes. Only the outer eyelids; the translucent inner ones remained closed, revealing a muted green glow from beneath them.
 

 
  Falling still and sitting bolt upright, the Elder spoke in a voice that suddenly echoed as if others were speaking in unison.
 

 
  “Little hunting spider, spinner of grand and sprawling webs.
  
   Far
  
  too eager to strike, and with venom far too cruel.”
 

 
  The muttering that rose from the surrounding lizardfolk was distinctly unhappy at that. The Shadow Hunters drew closer together around the Duchess, watching them warily. Ravana herself simply stood, impassively gazing at the old shaman.
 

 
  “And yet,”
  
  
  he whispered, his soft voice cutting off the speech of the others like a blade. “And yet.”
 

 
  He closed his eyes, bowing his head, and for almost a full minute, there was expectant silence.
 

 
  “And yet,” the Elder said suddenly, lifting his snout again, “there is a cold honor in her. Yes. Faithful to her word, loyal to her master, generous to the weak. Destroyer and protector both, changing to suit those deserving of either spirit.”
 

 
  He opened his eyes once more to reveal the green film, then blinked them rapidly, causing the glow to fade. The Elder shook his head, beginning to slump sideways until one of his attendants lunged to catch him. All around, the humming and drumming of tails trailed to a halt.
 

 
  Finally, the old shaman opened his eyes fully, revealing their normal yellow, slightly clouded by age. Leaning on his companion, he gazed up at Ravana with an expression of sheer bemusement, and spoke with a voice that was just his own again, not shared by any familiar spirits.
 

 
  “There is…there is no
  
   moderation
  
  in you, child. Omnu’s grace or Scyllith’s fury, with nothing in between.”
 

 
  “Thank you for that assessment,” Ravana said with a noblewoman’s meaningless smile. “Back to the matter at hand, did you learn what you needed to?”
 

 
  He sighed again, but nodded ponderously, and then actually smiled. “Yes… Yes, in truth. You are not the weaver against which we were cautioned.”
 

 
  Another muted hubbub rose, this one excited and speculative, and thankfully not angry in tone.
 

 
  Ingvar leaned closer to Ravana, speaking in a low near-growl. “And what if their intent
  
   had
  
  been hostile? My lady, we are in the
  
   middle
  
  of them.”
 

 
  “If they meant harm,” she replied,
  
   “you
  
  would be dead, and I would never have learned of this. Sometimes one must take a risk, Ingvar. Every risk I take is calculated with care, I assure you.”
 

 
  “Yes!” said the Elder, planting his staff against the ground and using it to heave himself upright, ignoring but not rejecting the assistance of his attendants. “Risk, yes. Your pardon, Duchess, for my skepticism. Everything has been with the utmost caution, the greatest care. Too much is at stake: the fates of the People, of the Empire, of all life upon this earth. But you have indulged me, and thus I am sure you are not our enemy. I must assure you of the same. In all our dealings, the People are fair.”
 

 
  “I am relieved to hear it,” she said, smiling. “Shall we retire to a more comfortable setting to talk, Elder?”
 

 
  “My old bones will bear me up a while longer,” he demurred, shaking his head. “Too much time is lost already. The omens have warned us of a great doom for some time now, little Duchess. We have consulted the spirits with great care, and learned of the shadow of a great spider, spinning webs across every possible future. Hence, my worry. But you are not that spider. In fact, you may be one who will aid us against it. The beast has laid strands of its web over every fate, and that is why the People have acted with such great care, in such meticulous silence and stealth, as we go to place ourselves before the Emperor. The spirits warned us that only thus will we avert disaster. The spider sees much…but not all. Even a spider may be plucked from its web by a wasp which does not disturb the strands. The People are no great force, in either magic or might, but we may yet save the future simply by arriving at the center of the web without touching it. What the spider does not see, it does not guard against.”
 

 
  A year ago, Ravana might have disdained that idea; her whole philosophy of action was centered upon finding and deploying the greatest concentration of force possible at the enemy’s weakest point. And yet, what he described was the exact strategy Natchua had recently used to humble Elilial. The weakness of schemers—such as herself—was that even the best plan was vulnerable to any variable for which it had failed to account. Even a weak blow could be lethal, if it arrived unseen, and struck the right spot.
 

 
  And so she nodded, slowly, considering his words. “A sound plan, Elder. Yes, I see why you were so concerned with the element of surprise.”
 

 
  “Just so,” he agreed, nodding back. “We shall have only the one chance to avert catastrophe. Let us speak, then, of the great doom that is coming.”
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   “
  
  
   My
  
  help?”
 

 
  Natchua made a wry expression. “Is that so astonishing? You’re a paladin, I thought helping people was all part of the job.”
 

 
  “Well, yes, but… I mean, in very specific… I’m just surprised
  
   you
  
  need something from me.” Trissiny cleared her throat, grasping for the remnants of her poise and studiously ignoring Gabriel’s insufferable grin. “Is this somehow related to your, ah, social event this evening? And congratulations on that, by the way.”
 

 
  “It is, yes, and thank you,” Natchua replied, grimacing.
 

 
  “Okay, not to de-Rail this,” Gabriel interjected, “but I’m sorry, I’ve just gotta. You’re going to be a noble, now? An Imperial noble?”
 

 
  “A Duchess, so they tell me,” Natchua grumbled, her expression growing if anything more unhappy. “Look, I’m aware this whole thing probably seems like me conning my way into… Well, let me just be clear, this is something Malivette and Ravana have cooked up between them, and Sherwin’s on board because, honestly, can you imagine him holding out with
  
   those
  
  two trying to wheedle him into doing whatever thing they have in mind?”
 

 
  “Oh, that makes sense.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I can see it.”
 

 
  “How has nobody murdered him yet? I shoulda taken that bet when Ruda offered it.”
 

 
  “I,” Natchua continued irritably, “am going along with this because I have been
  
   persuaded
  
  that it’s in the best interests of Veilgrad, and of…me. That doesn’t mean I don’t have reservations.”
 

 
  “Yeah, funny how becoming a high-ranking aristocrat can be in the best interests of
  
   you,”
  
  Gabriel said innocently.
 

 
  “Being involved in that kind of power is very much a double-edged sword, Gabriel, and I
  
   know
  
  you’re smart enough to know that. For one thing, after this summer, apparently it carries a risk of being visited by
  
   you
  
  three in a waterboarding mood!”
 

 
  “You
  
   really
  
  know how to ask for a favor,” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  Natchua pressed one hand to the side of her face and closed her eyes for a moment. “I… Sorry. You’re right, I’m sorry, that’s just the worry talking. Omnu’s balls, I am out of my depth with this entire thing… Oh, uh, sorry, Toby.”
 

 
  “If
  
   he’s
  
  not going to take exception to that, I’m certainly not,” Toby replied, amused. “I decided long ago that picking my battles meant that one was never going to be on the agenda. Why don’t we have a seat over here, by the fireplace? I can tell you’re stressed by all this, Natchua. These things are often easier to discuss in more comfortable surroundings. Care for something to nosh? Apparently the kitchen here is always open, and the staff seems to take real pride in fulfilling requests.”
 

 
  “Still the team dad, I see,” Natchua said, even as she allowed him to lead her to the sofa nearest the main hearth. “Uh, no thanks, I’m honestly too nervous to eat. You all got your invitations, right?”
 

 
  “We did,” Trissiny answered, perching on the arm of a plush armchair while Gabriel flopped fully into another one. Toby and Natchua both elected to stand, she already beginning to pace back and forth in front of the fire. “Thanks for thinking of us, Natchua, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it. No slight intended, we’re just…kind of up to our necks in something, here.”
 

 
  “That’s fine, I know it’s ridiculously short notice,” Natchua agreed, nodding. “It’s… Okay, that’s as good a segue as any. All this is pretty much what I wanted to ask you about, Trissiny.”
 

 
  Segue or not, she then stopped talking, pacing a few laps up and down in front of the fire with a perturbed expression while the three paladins watched. After a few seconds, Gabriel opened his mouth, but Toby caught his eye and gave a single shake of his head. It was only a moment longer before Natchua finally found the thread of her thoughts again.
 

 
  “So, there’s a
  
   lot
  
  of preparatory work involved in this noble thing, you know? And because Vette and Ravana are so dead set on moving fast to take everybody by surprise, it’s all being crammed in at the last second, so I’ve spent my morning dealing with… Just, all
  
   kinds
  
  of bullshit. But anyway, the thing that stuck out to me was my interview with the old steward of House Leduc. Scrappy old Vernisite guy, seems to be completely still there in the head despite his age. Under Sherwin he’s had basically nothing to do except make sure the Manor gets its weekly food delivery, and he was so
  
   excited
  
  that it’s going to be an actual House again.”
 

 
  “What does that entail, exactly?” Gabriel asked. “I mean, being an actual House again. Not that I’m criticizing, you understand. Even you cannot possibly be a worse leader than Sherwin.”
 

 
  “I don’t entirely
  
   know
  
  is the problem,” Natchua said in mounting frustration. “That’s
  
   exactly
  
  the issue! Apparently there’s a
  
   lot
  
  and I comprehend very little of it, but there are all these well-trained people who are oh so
  
   happy
  
  to step in and take all the details off my hands.
  
  
  It all came to a head for me when I was listening to Mr. Vonstraum—uh, that’s the steward I was talking about—tell me what kind of business and financial enterprises a fully active noble House is expected to do, and then there was this…this one moment.”
 

 
  She abruptly stopped pacing, turning to meet Trissiny’s eyes.
 

 
  “He mentioned how the Thieves’ Guild in Veilgrad is basically an afterthought since House Leduc withdrew from all its activities. Just a few people with nothing to do, really.”
 

 
  “We discovered that when we were there,” Toby said, nodding. “What Eserites there still
  
   are
  
  have other priorities, too. Apparently the Underboss is in the Army, and one of the others ended up as one of Malivette’s…uh, attendants.”
 

 
  “Jade, yeah,” Natchua said with a mirthless grin. “’Attendant’ is a word for it, I guess. But anyway, it was the
  
   way
  
  Vonstraum said this. He was practically drooling at the prospect of doing business in a Guild-free city.”
 

 
  “I was never real clear on why that’s the case,” Gabriel added. “What about Veilgrad discourages Eserite activity?”
 

 
  “Veilgrad’s a scary place,” Trissiny explained. “The Guild is active where there are powerful interests being predatory. And…that’s not really how things work, there; the usual predators are the prey. With the local ruler being a fair-minded vampire with an interventionist streak, it’s very hard for large-scale corruption that to take root. The way I understand it, the Guild was only needed to keep
  
   House Leduc
  
  itself in check, because they were the only ones with the oomph to push back against House Dufresne. With them effectively gone…” She spread her hands in a half-shrug.
 

 
  “Exactly!” Natchua nodded. “That’s it exactly. To be frank, I’m not sure it was ever a great idea for the Guild to draw down with Malivette in charge, just because she doesn’t tend to pick on the little guys; that’s a lady who urgently needs some checks on her power if I ever met one. But now House Leduc is coming back, and… Trissiny, you’re the only Guild contact I know. I need to get more people out there to my city. Veilgrad needs a full Thieves’ Guild presence, as quickly as possible.”
 

 
  All three stared at her in surprise while she gazed earnestly at Trissiny.
 

 
  “Wait, so…” Toby blinked. “Your first act upon joining the nobility is to try to increase the
  
   Eserite
  
  presence in your domain? You
  
   do
  
  know how they tend to feel about nobles?”
 

 
  “Of course I know,” Natchua said testily, shooting him a scowl. “That is literally the entire point, Caine, I thought I just explained that.”
 

 
  “Well, this is pretty on-brand for you, Natch,” Gabriel said with a sigh. “First you make me grudgingly respect you, and then you immediately ruin it.”
 

 
  “…sorry.” The drow lowered her eyes, her shoulder shifting in a small exhalation. “I know, you’re right, I’m not very… Well, you know. It’d be easy enough to
  
   say
  
  I’m only going to do business in a certain way, but the overarching lesson of
  
   my
  
  day so far has been that I do not in the slightest understand how a noble House operates. It’s a hugely complex enterprise, and apparently it’s able to function pretty well without much direct oversight, but here’s the thing: my options are to reactivate what remains of the old Leduc structure, with all the corruption and predation that implies, or allow Malivette to basically hand-pick one for me, which’ll effectively make me her pawn. I’d be wary of that even if she and Ravana
  
   weren’t
  
  conspiring to reshape the political landscape of the Empire for their personal benefit. Eventually, I’m sure I’ll figure it out. I’m a pretty fast learner; I know I’ll ultimately have it in hand, and be able to control my people properly. But that’s
  
   eventually.
  
  Nobles get trained for this from
  
   birth,
  
  and for good reason. It’ll likely take me
  
   years
  
  to be in full control, and in that time the gods only know what kind of havoc will be unleashed in my name, to say nothing of what Vette will do with her own reaffirmed authority over the province. I just… I will feel a lot
  
   safer
  
  with a firm presence in Veilgrad to keep the nobles in check. At
  
   least
  
  until I can wrap my head around the running of House Leduc’s interests enough to handpick better people for its agents and put some rules in place, but even after that point. Just, on general principles, you know? Nobles should not be free to do whatever goddamn thing they want, and with Vette in as good as she is with the Throne, Tiraas won’t help. I need the Guild. Can you help me, Trissiny?”
 

 
  Her expression was very nearly pleading.
 

 
  Trissiny inhaled deeply, blinking her eyes as if she was having difficulty processing all this. “Okay… Well, first of all, Natchua, there’s really not a thing
  
   I
  
  can do about this. I’ve got no operational control at all within the Guild.”
 

 
  “What?” Natchua looked incredulous. “You don’t— But wasn’t it a huge deal when you joined up with them? I mean, you’re the
  
   Hand
  
  of
  
   Avei!”
  
 

 
  “And in the
  
   Sisterhood
  
  of Avei, yes, that’s a big deal,” Trissiny said wryly, “but one thing Eserites
  
   really
  
  do not like is people trying to claim unearned authority over them. My Avenist rank means nothing there except for a quick way to piss everybody off if I tried throwing it around. In the Thieves’ Guild I’m just a bottom-ranking neophyte enforcer with no major jobs to her name and only a few connections.”
 

 
  “I see.” Natchua’s shoulders slumped.
 

 
  “Now, hang on,” said Trissiny. “Guys, were you leaning toward attending that coming-out party at Malivette’s place tonight? I know we’re busy, but…”
 

 
  “I’m not sure what else is going to happen on this front between now and tomorrow,” said Toby. “That’s when our big announcements are all being made, right?”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  was definitely planning to go,” Gabriel added. “Accepting Ravana’s invitation out here meant not going home for the winter; I’m not gonna pass up a chance to see my dad again if one pops up like this.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s true,” Natchua said, nodding eagerly at him. “Hesthri would also love a chance to spend some time with you.”
 

 
  “Mnh,” he grunted, almost aggressively noncommittal.
 

 
  “Right, so, here’s the bad news,” said Trissiny. “There’s some kind of issue in the Guild’s upper leadership right now that may impede any major operations or reassignments. The
  
   good
  
  news is that what you’re talking about here should appeal to
  
   any
  
  Eserite in principle. And I do happen to know exactly the right person to pull the strings I can’t and get some more people sent out to Veilgrad,
  
   if
  
  it can be done. So yeah, Natchua, I’ll be there tonight, and if I can make my RSVP plus one, I may be able to answer your request.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “I’ve gotta say, Sweet, I’m surprised to see you comin’ to
  
   me
  
  with this.”
 

 
  Ever the gracious host, Vandro waited till his guest was comfortably seated in his parlor with a scone in hand and the other members of the household likewise served before firing off the piercing question.
 

 
  “Well, who else would I come to?” Sweet asked with his usual disarming grin, one Webs would naturally recognize as a facade. He wasn’t interested in wasting time playing mind games with this one; so long as Webs was likewise willing to keep the conversational chicanery to the necessary minimum, there was no reason this couldn’t be a civil discussion. “You know I like to cultivate my own networks, but let’s be honest, the both of us inherently limit ourselves purely because of who we
  
   choose
  
  to pal around with. And I’ll freely admit that the political hamster wheel I’ve been running since Ninkabi has cut down on my ability to keep up with even my usual rounds in the city. If I’m looking for dirt on Tricks… Well, who’s the most well-connected critic of Tricks to be found?”
 

 
  “Hm,” Vandro murmured, actually taking a sip of his omnipresent blue cocktail. Sweet took that as a sign he was surprised by all this; the man was famously never without an alcoholic drink, but usually brandished it undrunk as a conversational prop, and was known to put people off guard by pretending to be impaired while stone sober.
 

 
  He was the only one drinking. Sweet and Thumper had both declined cocktails, and Wilberforce hadn’t even bothered to ask Gimmick. The Butler was now off in the kitchen preparing tea while the four of them sat around the low parlor table with scones which none of them were eating.
 

 
  Vandro was silent for the moment, holding the cocktail just under his nose and studying Sweet through pensively narrowed eyes. That was a good sign; he’d take pains to obscure his acute analysis if he thought they were at cross-purposes. Always ready to deflect awkwardness anyway, Sweet decided to give Webs whatever time he needed to ponder by switching the focus of the conversation.
 

 
  “Thumper, you’re limping. What’ve you done to yourself this time? I honestly thought you’d lay low for a while after you got out Style’s tender care.”
 

 
  “You bet your ass I have,” Thumper assured him. “I’m fine, Sweet, this is just a li’l momento of my last chat with Style. It’ll straighten out in time.”
 

 
  “What?” Sweet scowled in sudden displeasure. “Style wasn’t supposed to fucking
  
   maim
  
  you, the Boss was crystal clear on that.”
 

 
  “Oh, she didn’t,” Webs interjected, now watching Thumper with an annoyed grimace. “Style’s nothing if not a pro. And
  
   Jerry
  
  here would be back to a hundred percent long since if he’d gotten a proper healing and then
  
   stayed
  
  off his feet for a week like the docs goddamn well instructed. I keep tellin’ you, boy, what’s the damn point of me hirin’ the best healers in the capital if you won’t fucking
  
   do
  
  what they say?”
 

 
  “I hear you, Alan,” Shook replied with the patience of a man who’d had this conversation repeatedly and expected to do so again. “An’ like I told you, I’m fine. It’s fine. Main project of my life right now is gettin’ my own head together, what with all the magic bullshit and that succubus, not to mention cleaning up after my own goddamn stupidity. A little pain here an’ there helps me focus. It’s not like I don’t have it coming, anyway.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   balls
  
  , Thumper!” Sweet exclaimed. “You have got an absolute
  
   genius
  
  for taking the wrong lesson from any given situation. Walking around
  
   wounded
  
  is useful for exactly nothing! You wanna engage in self-flagellating bullshit, just join the Huntsmen and have done with it.”
 

 
  “The hell you say,” Thumper retorted with a smirk, straightening one of his lapels. “Have you
  
   seen
  
  how those assholes dress?”
 

 
  “He
  
   has
  
  been attending Avenist temple services,” Saduko commented, and then met Thumper’s annoyed scowl with a polite little smile.
 

 
  “Yeah, and ain’t
  
   that
  
  the fuckin’ icing on the cake,” Vandro huffed.
 

 
  “Hey, it’s instructive!” Shook protested. “I’ve already spotted half a dozen specific ways in which they are full a’ shit, but also a good handful of useful thinkin’ points I never considered before. Man’s gotta keep an open mind, y’know? Just not
  
   too
  
  open.”
 

 
  Vandro cleared his throat pointedly before bringing the conversation back on track. “Well, Sweet, I gotta ask: what is it about
  
   this
  
  that’s got you scheming to knock Tricks off his pedestal? So he’s bein’ high-handed and too much in control; I’ve been sayin’ that for
  
   years.”
  
 

 
  “First of all,” Sweet said flatly, setting his scone and plate down on the table, “nobody’s knocking anybody
  
   anywhere.
  
  My whole point
  
   here
  
  is to find out
  
   if
  
  it’s gonna be necessary to do anything about Tricks, which is why I’m here asking what else you might know about him overreaching.”
 

 
  “All right, well, fact remains, it seems like an arbitrary thing to
  
   me.
  
  So he tried to rip off the Falconers. Why’re you so fond of them? Or that weirdo fuckin’ demon dog of theirs?”
 

 
  “I struggle to have any opinion about the Falconers or their pets,” Sweet replied. “They seem okay, for industrialists, but who’s got tears to spare for the problems of rich people? My issue is who they’re
  
   connected
  
  to. That dog also belongs to the drow wife of the Falconer heiress, who is a noble of the Narisian diplomatic House—and this right at a moment when shit between the elves and the Empire is at maximum tension to begin with. And then there is
  
   fucking Vadrieny.
  
  That little snatch-and-grab could’ve kicked off a massive diplomatic crisis, which would make it a colossally goddamn stupid thing to do, and it sent two Guild members in good standing right into the claws of an archdemon without warning ‘em they were about to piss her off. Whatever you think about Tricks’s leadership style, he’s never been
  
   stupid,
  
  and he has
  
   never
  
  mishandled honest thieves like that before. Something is
  
   up,
  
  Webs.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Vandro grunted, swirling his cocktail and staring at it. “When y’put it like that, I do kinda see your point. But that highlights the problem here, Sweet: it takes a little explainin’ to the likes of me to suss out why Tricks may be acting out of character. By the same token, most of my, shall we call ‘em,
  
   social circle
  
  likely haven’t noticed anything outta the ordinary either. Those who think the way I do are not likely to be happy about the Boss anyway, and I can’t say how many will share your observation that this is something new an’ different.”
 

 
  Saduko cleared her throat. “Also, as Webs has been very clear that he is not interested in plotting to unseat the Boss, most of those who have his ear will not have been watching Tricks more closely than anyone else.”
 

 
  Sweet raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
 

 
  “Yeah, while we’re talkin’ about this, I gotta say I never got it,” Thumper admitted. “You’re always goin’ on about how much you don’t like Tricks’s leadership, Alan. That Om’ponole job in Onkawa that went so completely tits up sounded like you were beginning to work on a longer-term plan to undercut his authority. What changed?”
 

 
  “You think anything’s changed?” Vandro chuckled. “Not to put too fine a point on it, Jerry m’boy, I’ve spent the last couple years largely worryin’ about
  
   you.
  
  But no, I have still been running jobs, and even moved myself back here to Tricks’s backyard to keep doin’ it. Being that I am
  
   not
  
  angling to take over his position, the best play to undercut him is to earn more cred than he is while loudly complaining about his leadership. Truth be told, it’s not gonna draw much attention except from the people who specifically keep an eye on Guild politics. But then, that’s exactly the point.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure I see the point of it, then,” said Thumper. “You’d be as good a Boss as he is. If you’re not gonna try to take over, what—”
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah, whoah,
  
   whoah!”
  
  Vandro leaned back in his seat, holding up his cocktail and his free hand in a defensive gesture. “I’m an operations guy, Jerry. That’s what I do: I plan big jobs and direct my minions with a firm guiding hand. The
  
   only
  
  thing that makes me any better than Tricks is I damn well know my place! The Guild’s not supposed to be run like a tight ship. Boss Webs would be the same shit from a new asshole.
  
   That’s
  
  why I’m not trying to unseat the Boss. I got no business doing that, when there’s no adequate replacement for him lined up. Best use of me right now is to use my influence to counter his.”
 

 
  “It might not be as hard as you think,” Sweet murmured. “Tricks has hinted to me for years that he wouldn’t mind passing the job back…”
 

 
  “Perhaps I do not understand,” Saduko said delicately. “I know the central operation of the Guild in Sifan is different, as with all the Pantheon cults. Leadership there is a position of honor, for which there is much competition. Is it truly not so in Tiraas?”
 

 
  “Aren’t you half-Sheng?” Thumper asked. “I thought their branch of the Guild ran more or less like the Imperial one.”
 

 
  “I am an Imperial citizen,” she said in such an icy tone that he leaned away from her, “and I have never been to Shengdu.”
 

 
  “Way I hear it, nothing there that’s worth seeing is still standing after the civil war,” Vandro said lightly. “But no, Gimmick, around these parts we take it as given that anybody who
  
   wants
  
  to be in power is automatically disqualified. So,” he added with a grimace, “I’m well aware that my carrying on may result in exactly that. If I just didn’t care for the position, I might suck it up and try to move in on Tricks anyway, but my specific point is that I
  
   wouldn’t
  
  be a better Boss than he is—or even a much different one. So me tryin’ to take his job would be nothing but a completely pointless upset of the Guild’s operations. But!”
 

 
  He leaned forward, brandishing his cocktail almost accusingly at Sweet.
 

 
  “Now you’ve brought this up, Sweet, I’ll tell you what I
  
   can
  
  do for you. I got no answers for you right now, but you’re right that I’m in good with the people who can get ‘em. It’s a matter of askin’ some friends of mine to think carefully about things they may’ve seen lately, and start looking closer at other stuff. It’s doable. But the price I demand for this assistance is
  
   your
  
  backing
  
   if
  
  we decide what’s needed is a new Boss. I got somebody in mind who I think would be the best candidate to take over.”
 

 
  “Once again, Webs,” Sweet said firmly, “I am
  
   not
  
  committing to that course of action yet. I’m still in the very early stages of deciding
  
   if
  
  that’s what needs to be done.”
 

 
  “Of course, everybody’s clear on that,” Webs replied, waving his sloshing drink impatiently, “that’s why I said
  
   if
  
  with all the emphasis.
  
   If,
  
  Sweet.”
 

 
  “All right, if,” he replied. “Obviously I’m not gonna sign off on something like that without knowing exactly
  
   who
  
  you’re planning to put forward.”
 

 
  “Is it really not obvious?” Vandro grinned broadly at him. “Nobody here actually thinks we need a new Boss as such; we’re all just concerned about the current one. If the worst case scenario has to go down, it’ll mean massive disruption in the Guild, and the next poor bastard to fill the role needs to be both very familiar with its workings and
  
   very
  
  skilled at soothing people’s ruffled feathers and coaxing folks back to business as usual. I’m talking about
  
   you,
  
  Sweet.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Thumper said into the startled silence which ensued. He and Gimmick were both studying Sweet pensively. That was the moment when Wilberforce bustled back into the room with a laden tray and began pouring tea.
 

 
  “I, uh… I feel like I’ve skipped a chapter, here,” Sweet admitted after taking a moment to gather his thoughts. “It was my impression you weren’t much more pleased with my performance as Boss than Tricks’s, Alan.”
 

 
  “Only problem I had with
  
   you
  
  was that your obsession with not rocking the boat came right after Catseye set it on a dangerous course, Antonio. That woulda been a problem just because she was so ham-fisted, but there’s also the fact that trying to transition from a Boss who was boinking the Empress to a Boss and an Emperor who weren’t even on speaking terms
  
   without
  
  functionally changing our methods made our legal position shakier than it needed to be.”
 

 
  Thumper had just choked on a bite of his scone, and Saduko hesitated in lifting her teacup, staring at Vandro with wide eyes. Wilberforce simply carried on distributing cups as if he could hear none of this.
 

 
  “Hey, now, let’s not distribute scurrilous rumors about the dead,” Sweet protested.
 

 
  “Pardon me,” Vandro said wryly, “but isn’t your whole point in bein’ here an acknowledgment that I know stuff you don’t? Trust me, Sweet. It wasn’t every Thursday night or nothin’, but Catseye and Theasia hit the sheets at least a handful of times during their overlapping reigns. They were in bed
  
   politically
  
  speaking on a much consistent basis, to the point of the Guild being used more’n a few times to shut down Theasia’s opponents.
  
   You’re
  
  pretty cozy with the Empire, true, but not in the same way, and your throwdown with Justinian this fall proved to my satisfaction you’ve got a line past which you’ll take a stand for Eserite principle. What is
  
   important
  
  here is that you are here, concerned about this and taking action. If it turns out that Tricks has gone bad and needs to go, I’m satisfied you will recognize the need for change and do what needs to be done to
  
   fix
  
  whatever else he broke. I’ll have your back, if that’s the case, but I won’t try to tell you what to do. Me bein’ the power behind the throne ain’t any better than me taking over in person. So that’s the deal, Sweet. I’ll help you figure out what’s up,
  
   on
  
  the condition that if we decide Tricks is compromised like you fear,
  
   you
  
  will take your old job back.”
 

 
  Sweet stared at him in consternation; Webs just gazed back, a knowing little smile hovering around his mouth.
 

 
  “It’d…probably be easier,” Thumper offered after a few seconds of silence. “Everybody likes you, Sweet. And we know from history that you’re a competent Boss.” Saduko nodded mutely.
 

 
  “All right…look.” Sweet shook his head. “I am going to proceed on the assumption that this is all theoretical and
  
   hope
  
  that stays the case, all right?”
 

 
  “Sure,” Webs agreed. “I would too.
  
   But…”
  
 

 
  Sweet heaved a sigh. “But… I’m not gonna make you any promises about how long I would
  
   stay
  
  in the big chair, Webs. You no doubt remember I didn’t go for a fraction of Catseye’s longevity last time.”
 

 
  “Even better,” Vandro said with a broad grin. “Cos I know you also won’t step down until you’ve got somebody lined up who you’re
  
   sure
  
  can handle the job right.”
 

 
  “Isn’t that exactly what got us into
  
   this
  
  situation?”
 

 
  Vandro shrugged. “If we’re proceeding on the assumption that whatever’s up with Tricks is a new development, I don’t see how you could’ve anticipated it years ago. And maybe this’ll teach you something about picking a successor with a less hands-on approach next time.”
 

 
  “How sure are you that your network can turn up the info we need, anyway?”
 

 
  “How sure are you that Tricks is actually compromised?” Vandro retorted with a smug little grin.
 

 
  Sweet indulged in glaring at him. He had
  
   not
  
  come here prepared to make a decision like this… Which, of course, was exactly why Webs was springing it on him now. And the truth was, it was a well-sprung trap. If he tried to deflect or put this off, Webs would take it as a refusal, and then… Could he dig up the information he needed without him? That was frustratingly unclear. He’d already spoken with Glory, who was also well-connected in the city and throughout the Empire, and they had the same problem: both were known to be generally well-disposed toward Tricks, which meant Guild members who shared Vandro’s viewpoint would be skeptical of them if approached. Some could be brought around, sure, but how fast? How much time did they even have left to work on this?
 

 
  Damn it, he was cornered. The decision had to be made now. He’d just have to hope it was the right call… And that he could fix it, somehow, if he was making a mistake.
 

 
  “All right, Webs. Deal.”
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  “I’m starting to think I should’ve worn my dress uniform.”
 

 
  “I hope you don’t think you need to put on a show for
  
   me,”
  
  Rasha said with a teasing smile.
 

 
  “No, no,” Zafi assured her hastily. “It’s not
  
   you,
  
  I just feel like I…stick out.”
 

 
  She made one small movement with her hand, a low and slight wave barely inches off the top of their table and quite unlike her usual ebullient style of expression, indicating the rest of the cafe as if afraid to draw its attention.
 

 
  True, Rasha observed in glancing to the side, La Chez did cater to a fairly ritzy crowd; she herself was as well-dressed as anyone here, but Zafi
  
   did
  
  stand out a bit in her bronze armor and short sword. But it was the uniform of the Silver Legions, definitely no mark of shame, and though the cafe was well-populated at this hour of the afternoon, none of the people here were giving them a second look. Rasha had grown attuned to the movements of crowds during her last year of training, and would definitely have noticed if they had been.
 

 
  But that was it exactly, she realized: it wasn’t about the crowd, but about Zafi. For the last year she had spent much of her time among people exactly like this, the wealthy, the well-bred and well-mannered, but not as one of them. Of Glory’s four apprentices, two were noble born, but two just the opposite, a wharf rat and circus brat respectively. She had firmly taught them all the same attitude toward the wealthy class: they were Eserites, and they were to move among these people like wolves among sheep. Not all—probably not even most—were to be prey; despite how some Eserites lived, Glory insisted upon humbling only the corrupt and abusive. They needed the manners, the poise, the
  
   attitude
  
  to seamlessly blend with this crowd, but they were never to be truly part of them. Eserites were not equal to the powerful. They were
  
   greater,
  
  and always ready to administer a reminder of it.
 

 
  That outlook was the result of
  
   months
  
  of training, and Zafi had none of it. In this place, she felt exactly the way Rasha would have if she’d been brought here during her first week in Tiraas. And now, she found herself suddenly ashamed for failing to realize that, and bringing the girl here anyway. Stupid, inconsiderate… Glory would never have done something so careless.
 

 
  Well, it was done. Now to fix it.
 

 
  “Over there,” she said in a lower voice, pointing with her eyes and a tiny gesture of her head. “Looks like a…ah, there’s his insignia. A lieutenant colonel, very impressive! See, you’re not the only one here in uniform.”
 

 
  Zafi glanced in the direction Rasha had indicated, a small smile breaking through her reserved expression. Then she leaned forward over the table to murmur back, carefully not staring. “Yeah, but…that’s a
  
   lieutenant colonel.
  
  And he’s Imperial Army, not Silver Legion. He can do what he likes.”
 

 
  “Ah, but
  
   this
  
  is a cafe, not the army,” Rasha rejoined, grinning. “It’s society types who decide the rules here. I’m just pointing out that a military uniform is clearly acceptable dress for this establishment. Look, nobody’s giving him the side-eye. And they aren’t to you, either,”
  
  
  she added in a warmer tone, reaching across the table to lay a hand over Zafi’s wrist.
 

 
  The metal and leather of her gauntlet were cool under Rasha’s fingers. She had already been impressed by how deftly Zafi could eat and drink wearing those bulky armored gloves.
 

 
  “Yeah, well… There are uniforms, and then uniforms, you know? I note nobody else in here is in armor.”
 

 
  “It’s the 80s now, nobody but Legionnaires
  
   wears
  
  armor,” Rasha replied. “It seems like a badge of honor to me, Zafi. They don’t let just any simpleton into the Silver Legions, after all. Besides, who doesn’t love a woman in uniform?”
 

 
  At that, her companion’s cheeks turned a shade pinker. Zafi lowered her eyes, seemingly lost for a response. Rasha managed not to wince; she was trying to be reassuring here, not make it worse. After pausing for a couple of seconds, she tried harder.
 

 
  “I’m sorry, Zafi, I never meant to put you on the spot. I certainly wouldn’t have invited you to a place like this if I’d thought it would make you uncomfortable. But that’s the thing, see; I
  
   did
  
  invite you because I knew you
  
   would
  
  fit in. Trust me, I know these people.” She glanced aside, then grimaced. “Well, people like them in general, if not these particular specimens. You are definitely not unwelcome here, and nobody’s staring. There’s a trick to it,” she added in a conspiratorial tone, shifting her head to make her eyes sparkle in the golden light of the small fairy lamp next to their table.
  
   Bless
  
  Glory and her bottomless bag of tricks. “If you’d showed up dressed in rags and stinking of an honest day’s work, yeah, they’d turn up their noses. But where there’s a gray area and people don’t automatically know what to expect, they look for cues. Then, all you need is
  
   confidence.
  
  Act like you expect to be treated with respect, and most people just automatically…
  
   will.”
  
 

 
  That got a small chuckle from Zafi. “Well, that is a neat trick. It’s pretty easy for you to say, though! If it’s not obvious, Rasha, I wasn’t exactly brought up to know what to do in joints like this.”
 

 
  Rasha burst out laughing, to Zafi’s clear befuddlement. Nobody even glanced over at them; she knew how to laugh with open and genuine mirth without exceeding the acceptable noise level of any given room. Glory had, of course, made her practice.
 

 
  She of course kept her voice low for her next comment, though. “Naphthene’s tits, do you think
  
   I
  
  was? A year and a half ago I was gutting fish on my father’s boat in the Azure Sea.”
 

 
  Zafi boggled at her. “Shut
  
   up.
  
  You’re like… You’re like, if a noblewoman was somehow miraculously not stuck up!”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that’s
  
  a good compliment,” Rasha chuckled. “More of those, please. But no, seriously, Zafi, I’m a wharf rat from Puna Vashtar.
  
   All
  
  of this nonsense is purely learned, during the last year, the same way anybody learns anything: practice and a good teacher. I’m apprenticed to Tamisin Sharvineh.”
 

 
  She didn’t drop Glory’s name lightly, not least in this case because she wasn’t sure Zafi would recognize it, but the Legionnaire’s eyes widened immediately.
 

 
  
   “Whoah,
  
  you’re serious? No wonder you move in General Avelea’s circles. I mean… Damn, it’s true, then? Sharvineh is
  
   actually
  
  Guild?”
 

 
  This time it was Rasha’s turn to blink in startlement. “I thought that was common knowledge. It’s certainly not a secret.”
 

 
  “Hey, for people who
  
   aren’t
  
  apprenticed to her, no knowledge about the likes of Tamisin bloody Sharvineh is common,” Zafi said wryly. “Rumor’s all the likes of me has to go on. Well, hell, I guess that
  
   would
  
  explain you picking up a lot of rich people craft in just a year. I still can’t wrap my head around it, though.” She leaned back in her chair, grinning at Rasha with something uncomfortably like awe. “You’re just so…
  
   poised.
  
  It’s hard to imagine you were ever anything but a lady of quality.”
 

 
  Rasha’s smile slipped. “I… Well, thank you, I do appreciate that. I’ve certainly worked hard for it. But, I don’t know…” She looked down at her palms, flexing her fingers. “Maybe it’s an Eserite thing, I just… I don’t ever want to catch myself thinking like I’m
  
   better
  
  than where I came from. I mean, I left for good reasons, but there’s nothing wrong with being a hard-working person who contributes stuff that other people need. It’s not
  
   better
  
  to be rich. Well, it’s a lot more pleasant, but I mean morally. I kind of regret that I don’t even have my calluses anymore; I damn well
  
   earned
  
  them, and they stood for something worthwhile. It’s a side effect of a
  
   lot
  
  of body-altering alchemy, though.”
 

 
  Her breath caught and she raised her eyes. Somehow, Rasha had fallen back into old patterns and let her tongue run away with her; she hadn’t meant to bring that up. It didn’t seem like a first date sort of topic.
 

 
  Zafi, though, was just nodding understandingly. “Wow, I never even thought about that. Yeah, I guess it stands to reason they can only do so much hoodoo without having some, uh, extra consequences.”
 

 
  Rasha forced herself not to duck her gaze again. “You… Well, you know what it is the Purists were all worked up about. What I visit Sister Iona for. You never asked me about it, though.”
 

 
  “And I never will,” Zafi said instantly. She reached across to lay her gauntleted hand in both of Rasha’s, squeezing gently, and gave her a smile. “That’s obviously a category of thing that
  
   you
  
  decide when we talk about. Don’t be in any rush. I’ll be happy when I can say I’ve earned that trust.”
 

 
  Rasha closed her fingers over the glove, smiling back. “You’re doing just fine.”
 

 
  The moment stretched out. She gazed into Zafi’s brown eyes, seeing clearly the warm smile in them even though they so filled her vision that even the other woman’s lips had faded into the periphery. Soft sounds of polite diners enjoying a busy teatime washed around them, parting as if their table were a rock amid the tide. In that moment, nothing else existed but their eyes, and the completely incomprehensible yet utterly tangible connection that stretched between them.
 

 
  In the next moment, their waiter returned, and Rasha might otherwise have been annoyed but Glory’s tutelage informed her that his timing was, in fact, absolutely impeccable; he broke that infinite moment at exactly the instant before it would have started to trail into awkwardness. Rasha had had her doubts about this fellow, but apparently La Chez did not employ people who didn’t know exactly what they were doing.
 

 
  “And how are we finding everything, ladies?” he asked brightly as he slid a small gilt-edged tray onto their table.
 

 
  “Splendid, thank you,” Rasha replied, already distracted by the tray. It held two oddly tiny cups, no bigger than shot glasses; those held something that
  
   glowed.
  
 

 
  “I’m so pleased to hear it,” the waiter said with a roguish grin. Indeed, he stood out from the rest of the tuxedoed young men gliding briskly to and fro in the busy cafe, though he wore the same uniform…mostly. The top button of his shirt was open and he had his cravat untied, hanging lopsidedly down between his lapels. Also, in contrast to the clockwork-precise grooming of his coworkers, the man had notably shaggy hair and a five o’clock shadow, not to mention that his manner was cheerfully friendly rather than discreet and diffident like all the rest. “La Chez cherishes your patronage, ladies! It’s my absolute honor to inform you that your visit is on the house today. And I have personally requisitioned one of the establishment’s premier delicacies to finish off your teatime.”
 

 
  While speaking, he had deftly removed their teacups and the plate which held the crumbs of their lemon cake, and set the tiny cups in front of each of them. Rasha and Zafi found themselves gazing bemusedly down at lightly steaming servings of…something. It was impossible to tell what lay deeper in the little cups, because they were topped by a layer of heavy cream in which a faintly glowing blue substance had been swirled to make a spiraling pattern. On top of
  
   that
  
  was a rose crafted delicately of spun sugar, the edges of its tiny petals gilded by the minutest tracery of powder which also glowed an arcane blue.
 

 
  “Is…is it supposed to be
  
   glowing?”
  
  Zafi asked in apprehension.
 

 
  “Enchanted foodstuffs are
  
   the
  
  most cutting-edge trend, madam,” the waiter said proudly. “La Chez has the honor of being the
  
   premier
  
  purveyor of such rare delicacies, as their popularity among private parties by the nobility took an immediate hit when the noblewoman who debuted them was immediately beaten senseless by a paladin over an unrelated matter. Our very own Arcano Blossom is a unique creation of La Chez’s chef and baristas, and
  
   just
  
  the perfect finisher for a perfect high tea.”
 

 
  “Is it…safe?” Zafi demanded, her tone now turned to fascination.
 

 
  “La Chez specializes in providing sublime dining experiences in the highest Glassian tradition,” he declaimed, bowing to her. “Our mission, it must be said, is to nourish the spirit rather than the body. I can assure you, madam, the magic is better for you than that quantity of sugar. Alas, the Arcano Blossom is an ephemeral treat, as the exquisite candy rose will rapidly begin melting. Thus, we serve them only at the
  
   perfect
  
  temperature to be drunk in one shot.”
 

 
  Well, the hint was unmistakable.
 

 
  “Please relay my gratitude to the chef,” Rasha said dutifully, picking up the tiny cup and holding it out toward Zafi with a grin.
 

 
  “I shall assuredly do so, madam!”
 

 
  They clinked the cups playfully together and then tossed them back in unison.
 

 
  It was a
  
   coffee
  
  drink, which Rasha wasn’t expecting. She did not much care for coffee, mistrusting the effect it had on her brain and body nearly as much as she loathed the taste. However, this was a truly tiny amount, heavily mixed with milk infused with subtle flavors of vanilla and other spices, and then topped for good measure with quite a dose of pure sugar. It worked; coffee’s acrid bitterness, properly diluted, proved a delightful offset to a hot dessert which would otherwise have been nauseatingly sweet. The delicate little rose dissolved on her tongue, its traceries of arcane powder causing it to pop in delightful little tingles that lightened the entire sensation of drinking such a rich, thick treat.
 

 
  Sublime dining experiences, indeed. She could tell why they served it in such tiny cups. Too much of that would knock a person right into a food coma.
 

 
  
   “Wow,”
  
  Zafi said, grinning in delight at Rasha immediately after swallowing. “That was… I’m tempted to try adding some enchanting dust to Legion rations.”
 

 
  “I urge madam not to attempt that,” the waiter said solemnly. “Such things are best left to professionals; Chef Marcel has the distinction of never having blown anyone up. By accident, that is. I dared to hope it would be an ideal addition to your date, ladies: a bit of caffeine, sugar, and a spark of magic, just the thing to provide the rush of energy you’ll need for what comes next.”
 

 
  Zafi flushed scarlet and stammered at the implication, but Rasha’s eyes snapped to the man’s face. He didn’t have the tone or attitude of someone pitching double entendres. In fact, he was not looking at either of them, but at the window next to their table, the neatly picturesque little arched frame with the tiny candle-like fairy lamp set right into its sill.
 

 
  “I took pains to seat you on the second floor balcony with a view across the street, ladies. If I could direct your attention to the base of yonder lamp post?”
 

 
  All Rasha saw by the streetlamp was a woman in a thick white robe, probably a priestess of Avei or Izara bundled against the cold, but Zafi tensed.
 

 
  “That’s Sister Alieh.”
 

 
  Rasha’s eyes snapped to the Legionnaire’s face; Zafi was staring down at the priestess, not yet frightened or angry, but clearly on the alert.
 

 
  “You know her?”
 

 
  “She’s a Purist. Or…ex-Purist, I suppose. I guess
  
   nobody’s
  
  a Purist once Avei got done with them.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” the waiter said, bowing diffidently. “If I could impose further, ladies, I wonder if you might accompany me? There is something you should see.”
 

 
  He backed away from the table before straightening and turning to lead them away. Rasha and Zafi exchanged a long, questioning look, then Rasha nodded minutely and rose.
 

 
  La Chez featured an upper dining area which wrapped around three sides of the cafe’s floor and extended over its foyer and kitchens, maximizing its relatively small square footage. The waiter led them straight to the best table in the house, the one positioned right in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows directly above the entrance, providing a lovely view of the small park across the street.
 

 
  The cafe was quite busy, but that table—the most sought after in the place—was empty. A prickle ran up Rasha’s spine as the waiter came to a stop next to it and turned to them with a bland smile and a bow, waiting patiently.
 

 
  She had…a feeling. On this, too, Glory had taught her apprentices both theory and practice. The human mind, as she put it, was mostly filled with mechanisms for relating to other people, and that accounted both for the ways it tended to go wrong and those in which it was often uncannily right. Glory warned her apprentices to be skeptical of their own tendency to see patterns and intentions in random events that had none, and not let themselves anthropomorphize inanimate objects or coincidences. But when it came to other people, if they had a
  
   feeling,
  
  they were to trust and act on it. Those
  
   feelings
  
  came from mental machinery far more sophisticated than the conscious mind, and were rarely wrong.
 

 
  Rasha had a feeling, sweeping her eyes quickly around the cafe, and so acted on it.
 

 
  While making her way toward the window table, she deliberately jostled her hip against a well-dressed woman’s shoulder, causing her to slosh her teacup slightly.
 

 
  “Oh, I am
  
   so
  
  sorry,” she said earnestly. “How terribly clumsy of me. I do beg your pardon.”
 

 
  The woman didn’t look up. Neither did anyone at her table. It was as if none of them were aware of Rasha’s existence, even when physically bumped.
 

 
  
   No
  
  one in this place was looking at them, and the most desirable spot had been left open for this…unusual waiter to show them something. Zafi gave her another wary look, but they went the rest of the way to the windows, having no better ideas.
 

 
  The view they afforded was of four figures standing in front of the little park just across the way: two more white-robed priestesses, and two uniformed soldiers.
 

 
  “Purists?” Rasha asked tersely.
 

 
  “Can’t tell about the one with her hood up, but yeah, I recognize
  
   that
  
  one,” Zafi reported, scowling down at the priestess whose breath was misting on the chill air as she spoke to the soldiers. “Don’t know her name, but she’s been around the temple all week.”
 

 
  “I see they got rid of their little uniforms,” Rasha murmured. “Guess when you get repudiated by your own goddess, its best to go incognito.”
 

 
  “Most interestingly,” said the waiter, “these are not the only ones. Behind the cafe is a veritable warren of alleys; fairly safe and free of riffraff, this neighborhood being what it is, but the businesses of the rich and fancy require shipments and servicing like any others, and so there are dark, narrow little spaces out back.
  
   Most
  
  oddly, there are now more priestesses of Avei closing in on this location through those alleys where priestesses of Avei have no obvious business going. It’s almost as if they’re trying to make sure somebody doesn’t succeed in slipping surreptitiously out of here.”
 

 
  
   “Shit,”
  
  Zafi hissed.
 

 
  “Okay, don’t panic,” Rasha said, taking her hand. “Look, those are actual police, and they’re clearly checking up on what those women are doing. We just have to give our side…”
 

 
  Zafi was already shaking her head. “That’s
  
   not
  
  good, Rasha. Lots of Avenists in the military, and police here in the capital are Imperial soldiers. They will usually go well out of their way to help Sisters, and… Me being in armor is even worse. The local cops always look the other way and let Sisters handle internal Avenist affairs even when they have cause to intervene. I dunno how
  
   legal
  
  it is, but it’s the done thing. They’re just dressed as priestesses, not Purists, and that means those soldiers will probably remand both of us to their custody. Unless… Can you
  
   insist
  
  on being taken into Imperial custody?”
 

 
  “That’s…not covered in the Writ of Duties, no.”
 

 
  “Um… What if you confess to something unrelated that they’ll
  
   have
  
  to prosecute?”
 

 
  “Well, that doesn’t help
  
   you,
  
  does it? Anyway… This is embarrassing, but I actually haven’t done anything that’d get me arrested. And ironically enough, a false confession
  
   is
  
  a crime. Well, that’d work, though, and a magistrate might respect the extenuating circumstances. Plus we’ve got Glory and Trissiny to pull strings.”
 

 
  “That’s a way to go,” the waiter agreed, “if you’re willing to take the pretty steep gamble that they haven’t planned for that. Whoops, moment of truth.”
 

 
  The soldiers had just stepped away from the priestesses, and were now striding across the street toward La Chez.
 

 
  “This way!” their waiter said briskly, turning on his heel and heading toward a narrow service door with long strides.
 

 
  Rasha and Zafi exchanged another, much shorter look, then both hurried after them.
 

 
  Behind the narrow door was an equally narrow stairwell which descended into the kitchen; the scruffy waiter led them right through the bustle of pastry cooks and waiters moving with the precision of drilling soldiers, and not a one spared a single glance for the interlopers in their domain. It was just like the diners above, but more noticeable.
 

 
  Don’t see, or won’t see? No, Rasha decided,
  
   can’t
  
  see. There was something going on here beyond the Purists and whatever vindictive stunt they were trying to pull.
 

 
  “Just who
  
   are
  
  you?” she demanded as the waiter came to a stop beside the kitchen’s rear door.
 

 
  He grinned at her and pushed it open, admitting a blast of frigid winter air which the kitchen staff also didn’t seem to notice.
 

 
  Then he produced a doubloon from seemingly nowhere, rolled it across the backs of his fingers, and made it disappear again. It was
  
   very
  
  neatly done; Rasha hadn’t even spotted the characteristic finger movements through which the coin could be plucked from the sleeve and then hidden there again, and she had worked on that religiously.
 

 
  “Now, I can’t be solving
  
   all
  
  your problems for you, Rasha,” he said cheerfully, “but let’s just say I’ve got a vested interest in you coming out on top in this one. ‘Sides, you’re an apprentice; we’re allowed to lend a helping hand to those still in training, right? I’m afraid there’s no time for chitchat; you’ve gotta make tracks if you’re gonna evade the net.”
 

 
  “So…there’s a clear path through them, out there?” Zafi asked. She had at least recognized the Eserite coin trick and could infer what it meant, but Rasha wasn’t sure how much of the other weirdness going on here Zafi had noticed. There was no Guild craft she knew of that could just make people
  
   invisible,
  
  or even unnoticeable. That was more like Vidian ritual magic.
 

 
  The waiter (if he actually was one) shook his head. “’Fraid the noose is already too tight; you’re not gonna get out without encountering some of ‘em. You’re gonna have to work out for yourselves how to get through. I recommend moving fast and trying to run the blockade rather than engaging them. But listen: stick to the left and the turns will take you on the fastest route back to a main street,
  
   and
  
  I’ve taken steps to arrange for some help to meet you coming from that direction.”
 

 
  Rasha drew in a breath, turning to meet his eyes. Now off the cafe floor, he was wearing a characteristically cocky smirk she recognized from countless Eserites she’d met. That, of course, raised the question of why he couldn’t come
  
   with
  
  them and keep helping, but instinct and reason both warned her that pressing for answers would lead nowhere.
 

 
  “Assuming you’re not sending us into another trap,” she said, “thank you.”
 

 
  
   “Never
  
  assume that, but also never let it stop you,” he instructed, stepping back and gesturing toward the open door. “Get moving, girls, the clock’s ticking.”
 

 
  They both strode out into the alley without another word.
 

 
  Zafi had left her shield back at the temple, as it was awkward to carry around indoors, but she still had her regulation short sword buckled at her waist. Now she drew the blade, reaching out toward Rasha with her other hand. Rasha grasped it; the metal plates of the gauntlet were already growing icy in the chill air of the alley, and their edges pinched her fingers. She didn’t let go.
 

 
  “Left,” she said tersely, leading the way. Hand in hand, they went in that direction at a dash.
 

 
  They made it until the first point where the alley crossed another one before encountering Purists. Two of them stepped out of the side passage, also in white Avenist robes without any of the trappings of their sect…except for their heavy longswords. Both of them had those.
 

 
  Rasha tried to keep going, but Zafi’s differently-trained instincts prompted her to stop and raise her blade. Rasha had to tug, causing them both to stagger, but despite the blunder costing them seconds they were immediately running again, now with pounding feet and the sound of shouts behind them. She didn’t chance a look back, it being hard enough to run through a cramped, trash-filled alleyway with patches of black ice on the ground without falling, but it sounded to Rasha like the two of them were pulling ahead.
 

 
  And then there came different shouts and a clatter as the pursuing Purists slipped on something, followed by a joyfully derisive laugh from Zafi, and in the next moment they were leaving their tormentors in the dust.
 

 
  Right until the next turn they took, whereupon they had to slam to an awkward stop. Another Purist stood right in front of them.
 

 
  
   This
  
  one, Rasha recognized: Sister Magden, one of the higher-ups in the sect, and the only one of their number skilled enough with the longsword to have fought Trissiny on something approaching equal terms. One of those who had cornered Rasha herself in the temple sanctuary alongside Sister Lanora at the start of all this. She held her sword in hand now, rearing back as if surprised by their sudden appearance, but then she narrowed her eyes and raised the weapon to point at them.
 

 
  
   “There
  
  you are.”
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  “Just who I was looking for, in fact.” Sister Magden stepped forward, grim-faced and blade first. “To begin with—”
 

 
  “Back off!” Zafi barked, lunging in front of Rasha and bringing up her sword in a guard position. “You get
  
   one
  
  chance to back down, lady.”
 

 
  Magden stopped, looking incredulous. Then she glanced at her own longsword and blinked as if surprised to find herself brandishing it. To Rasha’s surprise, the priestess lowered the weapon.
 

 
  “Ah…excuse me, that wasn’t… Well, regardless, I need to speak with—”
 

 
  “Back. Away.” Zafi pressed forward, raising her short sword again.
 

 
  Despite having her own guard lowered, Magden spared the other woman’s blade a scant glance, looking only miffed and not the least bit worried. It was not lost on any of them present that she was an Eagle Style duelist facing a young graduate of Legion basic training who didn’t even have her shield.
 

 
  “Regardless of anything you witnessed in the sanctuary yesterday,
  
   Private,
  
  you are speaking to a priestess of Avei. I suggest you lower your…”
 

 
  Pounding feet from behind them made her eyes shift past Zafi’s shoulder. Rasha steeled herself, tucking her chilly fingers into her sleeves to touch the metal secured there, while Zafi looked rapidly back and forth in apparent panic, visibly coming to grips with the fact that she couldn’t cover Rasha from both directions.
 

 
  The two white-robed Purists slowed to a stop rather than attacking, though; one was carrying one of those longswords, but the other appeared unarmed.
 

 
  “Sister Magden!”
 

 
  “Farzi, Janelle,” Magden replied, narrowing her eyes. “What’s all this, now?”
 

 
  “I
  
   knew
  
  you’d come,” the woman with the sword said eagerly. “Don’t let them past! The others will catch up, and we can
  
   finish
  
  this.”
 

 
  “Finish?” Magden’s voice rose in pitch and volume. “I hope that does not mean what it sounds like,
  
   sister.”
  
 

 
  The two Purists both frowned. Rasha and Zafi shifted position subtly, catching the mood, directing more of their attention away from Magden, the apparent lesser threat.
 

 
  “It’s just…it’s just a last detail,” the other Purist said, her voice firming up as she spoke. “One thing to be cleaned up.”
 

 
  Magden’s eyes cut to Rasha and then back to her fellow priestesses. Incredible as it seemed, her expression was growing more furious by the second.
 

 
  “Oh, yes? A little
  
   detail,
  
  to be
  
   cleaned up.
  
  With your sword, in some dark alley, while the
  
   detail
  
  is running away from you. Forgive me, sisters, I think there’s some confusion here. Whose priestess do you claim to be now? Because when we last spoke, you served the goddess of
  
   justice.”
  
 

 
  “Well, blow me down,” Zafi mumbled, catching Rasha’s eye sidelong. “Is one of ‘em actually gonna be reasonable?”
 

 
  Her voice had been low, and it was probably fortunate that none of the Avenists responded to the comment, or appeared to notice.
 

 
  “I thought you were with us, Sister Magden,” the Purist with the sword said, having the effrontery to sound hurt. “If you’re not— What are you even doing here?”
 

 
  “I was just asking myself that,” Magden snapped. “Now it seems the goddess directed me here. I am doing as a priestess of Avei should. What are
  
   you
  
  doing here?”
 

 
  “Ambushing a civilian with intent to abduct or assault,” Rasha said with a pleasant smile. “They also deliberately deceived Imperial police with criminal intent. Would you like to know the established penalty for all of that? We are taught such details in my faith. Of course, it would likely be lesser for you. Magistrates are usually lenient with Avenists, especially clerics.”
 

 
  All three priestesses turned baleful looks on her, and Zafi added an incredulous one. Rasha kept her hands hanging at her sides, clinging to her serene bearing as Glory had trained her. Folding her hands demurely at her waist would have better heightened the effect, but this way she could keep her concealed knives ready to deploy.
 

 
  “Maybe,” Magden said in a dangerous tone,
  
   “you
  
  should shut up before you somehow make this even worse. In fact, that’s enough of all of this.
  
   You
  
  two, Private and…thief. We’re leaving.”
 

 
  “They’re
  
   not
  
  leaving!” snarled the sword-carrying Purist, taking a compulsive step forward and raising her weapon.
 

 
  “Are you forgetting who taught you to use that sword, Farzi?” Magden said contemptuously. “Lower it before you embarrass us both any further. If you can belatedly summon the sense to
  
   drop
  
  this nonsense, I will report it as a lapse in judgment rather than the premeditated abrogation of your vows it
  
   looks
  
  like.”
 

 
  More shapes loomed up out of the darkness behind them, these approaching at a less breakneck pace, but the three additional ex-Purists who now stepped forward arrived in time to hear Magden’s last statement. All five were now glaring—at her, rather than Rasha for a change. Two of the new arrivals had swords; the third carried a wand.
 

 
  “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” the woman who by default had to be Sister Janelle hissed. “You’re—
  
   You
  
  of all people, Magden! You cannot
  
   possibly
  
  side with this…this
  
   creature
  
  over your own Sisters!”
 

 
  “The creature in question hasn’t committed any crime, or harmed anyone,” Magden shot back, “and even if he—sh—even if that were true,
  
   nothing
  
  justifies Sisters of Avei
  
   murdering people in alleys!
  
  What are you all even thinking?! Just
  
   being
  
  here… Avei commanded our order to disperse! Avei! The
  
   Goddess herself!”
  
 

 
  That seemed to bring them pause, but only for a moment.
 

 
  “Gods are…difficult creatures,” said one of the new arrivals, pushing to the front of their group with her sword still held at her side. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand, sister, given your special fields of study, but you know I am a student of theology. It’s a
  
   known
  
  fact that the commands of deities can be influenced by the way they are invoked. We can’t consider it definitive when Trissiny Avelea called down judgment while we
  
   know
  
  her sympathies were already tainted by…this one.”
 

 
  She sneered overtly at Rasha, who didn’t spare her a glance, being focused on the one with the wand.
 

 
  “Is that a fact,” Magden said in deadly quiet.
 

 
  Golden light blossomed in the alley.
 

 
  Everyone present shied back and shaded their eyes for the seconds it took them to adjust, Zafi and a few of the Purists with hisses of displeasure. Sister Magden had lit up with a golden halo of pure divine light as she channeled energy actively without yet directing it. Pushing forward between Rasha and Zafi, utterly ignoring any threat they might have presented her, the priestess planted herself between them and her own former comrades.
 

 
  The second she was clear, the light around her hardened into a golden sphere.
 

 
  “I stand with Avei,” Magden’s voice rang through the cold alleyway. “I
  
   serve
  
  Avei, and an oath of service is not suspended when I am ordered to do something I happen not to like! I’m confident I remain in the goddess’s good graces, sisters. It’s far simpler to obey her commands than to rationalize why I shouldn’t have to. But if your faith is wavering, don’t take my word for it! You can call judgment down on yourselves, you know.”
 

 
  The five of them shuffled backward. Magden gave them no quarter, taking a step to maintain the distance.
 

 
  “Well?” she barked. “I note none of you have called on the goddess’s light. Why? Is there some reason you fear to draw her attention? Are you perhaps doing something right this minute you
  
   know
  
  to be wrong?”
 

 
  The woman in the lead drew a deep breath and let it out in a puff of mist, her expression hardening, and raised her sword.
 

 
  “I don’t want it to come to this, Magden,” she said coldly, “but anyone not with us is against us.”
 

 
  Magden’s sword flashed in a horizontal arc that impacted hers with a furious clash, and the other woman was sent stumbling against one of the alley’s walls by the force. Magden, in addition to her mastery of the sword, had clearly trained in the knack of modulating a divine shield to let her attack through it while blocking outside forces.
 

 
  
   “Avei
  
  is against you,” she stated. “I didn’t want it to come to this either, sisters, but if this is where you must plant your flag, I like my chances.”
 

 
  The woman in the lead quickly recovered her feet, and the two others with swords hesitated, visibly recalculating their odds against their order’s finest swordswoman in a cramped alley, but Rasha was still not watching them. Most of what she knew of divine shields came from correspondence with Trissiny, according to whom a paladin’s barrier could stand up to a lot, but an average cleric’s shield would rapidly decay if subjected to point blank wandfire. So, when the Purist with the wand took aim at Magden, Rasha flung out her own arm.
 

 
  It wasn’t one of her better throws; her fingers were half-numb from being bare in the cold. The throwing knife struck the woman in the upper chest where it wouldn’t do much damage, but at least the blow succeeded in making her stagger back with a shriek. Lightning flashed deafeningly in the confined space, punching a crater in one wall a few feet above their heads and showering them all with fragments of brick.
 

 
  For doubtless the first and likely the last time, Rasha, Zafi, and Magden all had the same thought. All three turned and dashed away up the alley, the two of them not needing Magden’s shouted order to flee. Rasha saved her breath for running, but privately had to wonder whether Magden was uncertain of their chances against five of them or was just reluctant to take a blade to women she likely still thought of as friends.
 

 
  Unfortunately, she also seemed to presume herself to be in charge, and pushing her way up the alley behind them surrounded by a bubble of hard light gave her more authority than she perhaps deserved.
 

 
  “Take this right!” she ordered as a gap in the wall loomed up.
 

 
  “No,” Zafi shouted back, “keeping left will lead us to—”
 

 
  “Do as you are
  
   told,
  
  Private!” In a frustratingly impressive display of Lightworking skill, she dropped the shield to dart forward and to their left, swelling it again to push both of them into her chosen alley.
 

 
  Rasha hissed in wordless displeasure, but didn’t try to fight, as that would only let their pursuers catch up. She was inclined to chalk this up to Magden’s naive arrogance and presumption that she was automatically in command. A crafty enemy might have used this whole incident to earn trust in order to get them alone for an assassination, but by Rasha’s reading the woman didn’t have that kind of subtlety in her. So far, the extent of Purist cleverness seemed to be setting up ambushes that anyone could have warned them were sure to backfire. Hell, their best case scenario if they succeeded in what they were trying to do here was Trissiny hunting them all down like stray dogs.
 

 
  Magden immediately revealed the reason for her insistence by kicking over the stack of crates lurking in the mouth of this side alley, forming an impromptu obstruction that would definitely not inhibit their foes enough to have been worth this detour, and Rasha privately decided that next time she was going to follow her own damn path if it meant she had to stab the woman. Incompetent help was basically the same as another enemy.
 

 
  “This is
  
   insanity,”
  
  Magden snarled at no one in particular as they pounded down this new back alley in the wrong direction. “What are they
  
   thinking?
  
  Avei spoke to us! The Goddess herself! I didn’t like it either, but nobody
  
   needs
  
  to like it. She’s the Goddess! The subject is
  
   closed!”
  
 

 
  “It’s pretty normal, actually,” Rasha puffed, annoyed that Magden was less out of breath with this exertion than she was. The priestess’s legs were a lot longer; Rasha had to take more steps faster to keep up. “If you conclusively debunk something somebody
  
   really
  
  wants to believe, they’re not likely to change their minds. Most will get mad and dig their heels in, start massaging reality until it looks more like they want it to. Honestly, the fact you actually did what Avei said shows unusual character.”
 

 
  “I do not need validation from
  
   you,”
  
  Magden spat, giving her a bitter scowl.
 

 
  “Okay, maybe not
  
   too
  
  much character,” Rasha allowed.
 

 
  “If you’re not
  
   with
  
  them, why are you looking for Rasha?” Zafi demanded.
 

 
  “I need to speak with General Avelea,” Magden grated. “And it turns out a Sister of Avei like myself has less direct access to her than some Eserite…person.”
 

 
  “Then how’d you know to look for me
  
   here?”
  
  Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  “A few minutes ago I met a scruffy man wearing half a tuxedo who said you’d be down these alleys. I
  
   assumed
  
  he was sending me into some manner of ambush, but I was in a mood to vivisect a few muggers anyway, so here we are. The Goddess works mysteriously at times.”
 

 
  “I’m not sure that’s the deity you’re working with right now,” Zafi muttered.
 

 
  Then the three of them had to skid to a stop, Rasha nearly losing her balance on a patch of ice until Zafi caught her. The alley had abruptly opened up into a kind of courtyard surrounded on all sides by four-story structures, each with a rear loading door facing the cul de sac. There was, or at least had once been, another alley leading out of it in the opposite direction, but someone had built a ten-foot-tall wooden slat fence across it at some point. That looked dubiously climbable, at best, and definitely too tall to jump.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Zafi exclaimed. “I’m just so
  
   glad
  
  we went this way instead of staying left! Just think, we could be back on a main street with police now instead of trapped like rats, and wouldn’t
  
   that
  
  be awful.”
 

 
  “Young woman,” Magden shot back, “if you cannot find something more—”
 

 
  “Shut up!” Rasha barked at both of them, already heading to her left. “Try these doors, we only need one unlocked!”
 

 
  None were unlocked, of course. Most didn’t even have handles on this side.
 

 
  Zafi began pounding on one with her fist, loudly demanding it to be opened, while Rasha swiftly crossed to the only door with a visible keyhole and knelt, already extracting her lockpicks from their hidden pocket. All the other doors were clearly meant to be openable only from the inside. She set to work, both annoyed about what the filthy floor of this alley was now doing to the hem of her dress and grateful the lock was an old-fashioned one any idiot could have picked. All she needed was a minute…
 

 
  And naturally, that was also a forlorn hope. The angry Purists pounded into the alley—now there were six of them—and immediately fanned out in the open space, raising weapons. Magden and Zafi pivoted and brought up their own blades in readiness, and Rasha wasted precious seconds pausing to reach for her remaining throwing knives before deciding that getting this door open was a better use of her abilities.
 

 
  The woman who’d argued with Magden was still in the lead and now opened her mouth to deliver another no doubt riveting spiel, but then gasped, raising her eyes to the top of the wooden fence.
 

 
  Their only warning was a clatter of bodies rapidly clambering up something stacked against it—of course, there’d be a convenient path up the
  
   other
  
  side—and then yet another white-robed priestess of Avei vaulted over the top, this one a Westerner with a multitude of narrow braids flying about her head.
 

 
  She hit the floor in a roll and charged forward. Zafi pivoted to slash at her, but the priestess flowed under the relatively clumsy swing as if she were made of water and kept going. Magden turned, sword upraised, but the new priestess did not join the others in attacking her.
 

 
  On the contrary. Before they could react, the woman ducked under the Purist leader’s stab and simultaneously ripped the sword out of her hands while dropping the woman with a knife-handed jab to the throat. She moved like no one Rasha had ever seen in a fight, flinging the confiscated sword almost contemptuously and yet nailing another Purist on the skull with its heavy pommel while turning to barehandedly disable a third.
 

 
  With a roar, another woman in a white robe under a more mundane winter coat hit the ground from the fence and charged forward. She moved with much less grace, slamming fist-first into the only Purist who didn’t have a weapon and sending her reeling backward.
 

 
  A beam of clean white light flashed silently through the air, piercing the hand of the woman who had been taking aim with her lightning wand, which she dropped with another shriek of pain; despite being the most dangerously armed member of her group, she was not having good luck today. Turning to look in the direction the shot had come from, Rasha could only gape in surprise.
 

 
  “Joe!”
 

 
  “Hey, Rasha!” Joseph Jenkins said cheerfully, hopping down from atop the fence while another young woman with a Legion short sword bounded over it right after him. “Sorry to leave it so close. Seems we’re cursed with dramatic timing.”
 

 
  “This behavior is utterly contemptible,” stated the dark-skinned woman who had just taken down four fellow priestesses with her bare hands in a few seconds. Two were clearly unconscious and the rest had been disarmed; all who could still walk were frantically backing away now. “I urge you to submit to citizen’s arrest, sisters. Penance begins a path to redemption.”
 

 
  “Fuck that, let’s beat ‘em up for a while longer,” suggested the other new priestess, grinning and raising both her fists. “Asskicking is good for—”
 

 
  
   “Heel,
  
  Shay,” ordered the teenage girl who incongruously seemed to be in charge of this lot. “That’s more than enough carnage. Bandi, is that one going to die?”
 

 
  “Possibly,” the martial artist allowed, dispassionately studying the fallen Purist who was struggling to breathe around a damaged windpipe. “That would be unfortunate; permission to render healing?”
 

 
  
   “Please
  
  do. Let’s not have any corpses here.”
 

 
  “Finally, a voice of reason!”
 

 
  “Oh, what the hell
  
   now,”
  
  Zafi demanded as the retreating Purists flocked away from the alley mouth, leaving one of their number sprawled insensate on the ground and another clutching her neck while Bandi knelt beside her, applying golden light to the injury from her hands.
 

 
  Of all things, two Huntsmen of Shaath entered the courtyard from behind them.
 

 
  
   “Unbelievable,”
  
  Magden hissed, raising her sword again.
 

 
  “Now, now, Sister, let’s have peace,” the Huntsman in the lead said in the same smooth tone with which he had already interrupted them. “I think all of this has gotten more than sufficiently out of hand, don’t you? I propose everyone take a moment to breathe and find some calm. Brother Arlund, would you kindly make sure the fallen Sister here is all right?”
 

 
  “Don’t you touch her!” one of the other Purists squawked while the second Huntsman strode forward to bend over their unconscious comrade.
 

 
  “I
  
   assure
  
  you Arlund would never handle a woman, or anyone, with anything less than the utmost respect,” the more loquacious Huntsman said in a soothing tone.
 

 
  He actually stood out, to the eyes of anyone familiar with Huntsmen of Shaath. The man was neatly groomed, his winter tunic boasted subtle embroidery in the elven style, his long hair was tied back in a tight tail and his beard gathered into a chest-length braid, and even his traditional bearskin cloak appeared to have been
  
   brushed.
  
  He also spoke with a smooth, cultured intonation at odds with the (mostly accurate) popular conception of Shaathists as scruffy outdoorsmen.
 

 
  Unlike Arlund, who looked up from the fallen woman with a much more characteristic grunt. “She breathes. Took a knot to the temple. Head injuries need quick treatment, but mostly likely she’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “Now
  
   that
  
  is a relief,” his companion said with evident sincerity. “Sisters, perhaps it would be best if you withdrew your friend from the line of fire, as it were? That is, if these good people will kindly stand down,” he added with a courteous bow toward Magden.
 

 
  “Whaddaya think, Casey?” Joe asked. He had not put away his wand, but was currently aiming it at the ground.
 

 
  “I think they’re beyond the point of any funny business,” Casey said, watching the Shaathists warily as Arlund stepped back and the Purists began to edge forward. “There’s absolutely no justification for denying someone healing. Speaking of, Bandi, how is she?”
 

 
  “Serviceable,” Bandi reported, also retreating from the oncoming Purists and Shaathists while the woman she’d been treating now backed away. “She is in no danger, though I imagine that is still uncomfortable.”
 

 
  To judge by the way the priestess continued to clutch her neck while glaring daggers at Bandi, she was correct.
 

 
  “Good,” Casey said curtly. “Please be more
  
   careful
  
  in the future, the last thing I need is you killing someone by accident. Now, then, I don’t know what business Huntsmen have in this, but with all due respect, you need to back off. We’re taking these women to the Imperial authorities.”
 

 
  “I wonder if that is the best use of everyone’s time?” the more talkative Huntsman asked with a calm smile, while Arlund lurked behind his shoulder, glaring at them. “Here we stand amid the ruins of
  
   multiple
  
  grievous errors in judgment. Does it not seem to you that it’s best we all step back and allow one another to depart in peace?”
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s not on the table,” Casey stated. “Thanks for your help, but we’ve got it from here.” Magden nodded in agreement.
 

 
  “Ah, forgive me, I have failed to express myself clearly,” he said, his smile not diminishing. “We in Shaath’s service are men of action, not of words.”
 

 
  Everyone’s eyes shifted, and he half-turned to follow their gaze. Then his smile widened and he turned back to Casey while three more longbow-wielding Huntsmen paced silently out of the alley behind them.
 

 
  “No one is taking anyone into custody.”
 

 
  This unusual Huntsman might be polite, even suave, but he was definitely not obsequious. He held Casey’s gaze, clearly having pinned her as the person in charge despite Magden’s puffing up, and the two stared one another down in a mute contest of wills. Her expression was icily blank, while he managed to keep smiling even as his eyes silently offered the very violence from which he was courteously urging that they all abstain.
 

 
  “Are you certain,” Casey asked at last, in the same tone of deadly quiet, “you want to embrace the consequences of your actions here, Huntsman?”
 

 
  “That is tomorrow’s hunt, miss,” he replied politely, inclining his head. “Here and now? Surely it is best that we all refrain from exacerbating this…misunderstanding. It seems to me we have been lucky there has been no more serious injury, yet. Just a little more aggression from anyone present would imperil that clean record.”
 

 
  “This one sure does talk fancy,” Shay observed. “They aren’t breeding Shaathists like they used to, I guess.”
 

 
  “The wolves of Shaath hunt with Ingvar, now,” Joe drawled, twirling his wand. “All that’s left under Veisroi are the tame dogs.”
 

 
  
   “Joe,”
  
  Casey growled as four of the Huntsmen present turned to him with bared teeth, one raising his bow.
 

 
  “I should hope,” the leader said, more loudly but still calmly, “that I can count on the men of Shaath to show more character than to rise to childish insults. Someone here must be the adult, after all. Now then, I believe it’s past time we separated these groups of people who so clearly do not enjoy sharing space. Ladies, after you.”
 

 
  He turned to the Purists, bowing respectfully and gesturing toward the alley mouth, which his followers had just shifted aside from.
 

 
  “Are we lettin’ ‘em go?” Shay demanded, turning to Casey.
 

 
  “Well, he’s not wrong,” Casey replied, still staring at the smooth-talking Huntsman. “If this becomes a real fight… No matter who wins, everyone loses.”
 

 
  He smiled and favored her with a deep nod. She just narrowed her eyes, and kept staring until the Huntsmen and Purists had all filed off up the alley. He was the last to go, giving her a final smile over his shoulder.
 

 
  At last, Casey heaved a sigh.
  
   “Fuck,
  
  that was closer than I like ‘em. Rasha, are you okay?”
 

 
  “Well, my
  
   date
  
  was interrupted,” Rasha said, indulging in a bit of petulance now that the danger seemed past, “but otherwise, this has been no worse than some decent exercise.” Zafi chuckled, stepping over to take her hand. “Excuse me… Casey, was it? This is embarrassing; I’m
  
   certain
  
  I know you from somewhere, but I can’t recall exactly.”
 

 
  “My squad threw you in jail once,” Casey said with a wry smile.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s right!”
 

 
  “Does that
  
   really
  
  narrow it down?” Magden asked acerbically.
 

 
  “Maybe not, but then we made her muck out a stable. Tends to leave an impression. Who’s this, then?”
 

 
  “This is Sister Magden,” Rasha introduced her. “A former big name among the Purists who now…I
  
   think…
  
  is
  
   …
  
  on our side?”
 

 
  “I am on
  
   Avei’s
  
  side,” Magden corrected with barely-repressed dislike. “Even if that puts me in…strange company.”
 

 
  “Strange company ‘bout sums it up, no offense,” Joe commented.
 

 
  “Okay, that’s a sufficient amount of banter,” Casey stated. “This looks like it’s gonna need to be a long-ish conversation. Let’s have it someplace less frigid, shall we?”
 

 
  “Heh, that’s what she s—”
 

 
  “Shut up and march, Shay!”
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   “
  
  
   What did you do, Ravana?”
  
 

 
  Not even a minute after materializing in her own mansion; they must have been waiting in ambush by the teleportation chamber. The young Duchess indulged in a half-second to scowl dourly at the far wall before putting on a polite smile and turning to face her accuser, deliberately ignoring Veilwin’s smirk.
 

 
  “And hello to you,
  
   too,
  
  Teal. I trust you are having a pleasant day?”
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine had both approached, accompanied by F’thaan pacing between them. At a single hand gesture from Shaeine, he laid down on the floor, lowering his head to rest on his front paws, and Ravana experienced a moment of weary envy. If only all her
  
   human
  
  subjects were so well-trained… But the pair before her demanded her full attention; the drow was serene as ever, the human decidedly less so.
 

 
  “That’s great, Ravana, be
  
   glib
  
  with me,” Teal said, uncharacteristically acerbic for her. “What is it about my face right now that makes you think that’s going to smooth this over? Just
  
   answer the question.”
  
 

 
  “I’m afraid I’ll need you to be considerably more specific, Teal.”
 

 
  Teal stared, incredulous. “Is this a
  
   joke
  
  to you?”
 

 
  “I believe I informed you that this would be a working vacation for me. Do you have any idea how many thing I have
  
   done
  
  since breakfast? Even narrowing the field to those which would upset you is surprisingly unhelpful.”
 

 
  “Is that
  
   so
  
  surprising, really?” Shaeine murmured. Ravana and Teal both gave her long looks of pure annoyance, under which she just smiled beatifically.
 

 
  Teal drew in a breath, turning the force of her glare back on Ravana. “I’m told there was a
  
   protest
  
  outside the gates of Falconer Industries this morning.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes, I heard about that,” Ravana said in her blandest tone. “Well, people are legally allowed to protest on public property, so long as they remain peaceful. I trust that was the case?”
 

 
  “Are we
  
   really
  
  going to do this?” Teal exclaimed. “You know what, fine, I’ll play. Yes, it was peaceful,
  
   at first.
  
  People marched in a circle shouting and carrying signs, and while we
  
   could
  
  have called in police because they were blocking the main entrance, Dad decided to just route deliveries through side gates since there was nothing to be gained by agitating people more. But
  
   then
  
  some more folks joined in, hours
  
   after
  
  it had started, and wouldn’t you know it? Within
  
   minutes
  
  they started throwing rocks, and the police had to step in.”
 

 
  “What contemptible behavior,” Ravana said seriously. “I do hope no one was harmed.”
 

 
  Teal stared at her, then shifted her focus. “Yancey, I am an avowed pacifist. If I grab your boss and start shaking her, you can be assured that’s
  
   all
  
  I’m going to do.”
 

 
  The Butler gave her a shallow bow. “It is not my place to intercede in horseplay between friends, madam. I do respectfully ask that you remain mindful of the Duchess’s dignity while in mixed company.”
 

 
  “Yes, well,” Ravana said, permitting some annoyance to enter her tone, “if we are quite finished, I have innumerable things still to do today, many of which you would not enjoy seeing. If you will excuse me?”
 

 
  “I have always admired your optimism, Ravana,” Shaeine said placidly.
 

 
  “Oh, I wasn’t
  
   finished
  
  with my little story,” Teal snapped. “You
  
   see,
  
  Ravana, just because my dad is a little absent-minded does not mean Falconer Industries is managed by fools. Mom was having the whole situation watched
  
   very
  
  carefully, and you know some interesting stuff she spotted? People with lightcappers on the rooftops all around, House Madouri guards forming up in actual
  
   phalanxes
  
  in the alleys nearby
  
   long
  
  before any rock-throwing started. That was my favorite part, as I’m sure you can imagine. You know what your problem is, Ravana?”
 

 
  “I am incredulous that you think
  
   you
  
  know what my problem is, Teal,” she said coolly. “But please, do go on. This promises to be most amusing.”
 

 
  “You seem to think,” Teal said in just as frosty a tone, “that everybody who doesn’t share your reptilian approach to life—which is to say,
  
   everybody—
  
  is dumber than you. And in truth? You’re pretty transparent. I am
  
   not
  
  a politically acute specimen, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that. If
  
   I
  
  spotted your little game, you had better assume anyone with an interest in local politics did.”
 

 
  
   That
  
  comment nettled, though Ravana did not betray it by so much as a twitch. “Well, then. Since you believe you have all the answers, I must wonder why you came here demanding to know what I did?”
 

 
  “The lightcaps were to discredit the protesters, correct?” Shaeine asked, her tone a mild as ever. “I gather we can expect to see them in tomorrow’s papers, accompanying articles decrying this disruptive violence. A clever move, Ravana, if rather nearsighted.”
 

 
  Ravana frowned, opening her mouth to answer, but Teal had already pushed ahead.
 

 
  “Omnu’s
  
   breath,
  
  Ravana, those are
  
   your
  
  people! You’ve built your entire image on how well you take care of your citizens. Is that all a lie, or have you actually twisted it around in your head to the point where corrupting a peaceful demonstration so you can unleash shock troopers on them is somehow in their own best interests? Because frankly, I’d believe either.”
 

 
  “I do say you are awfully exercised about this,” Ravana retorted. “Everyone at that asinine protest was given full medical care and then allowed to go home unrestrained. If they acquired some bruises as a prelude to that
  
   remarkably
  
  gentle handling, what of it? May I remind you, Teal, that these people were specifically protesting
  
   your existence?
  
  This was not about any policy or action of FI; they were agitated to demand
  
   your
  
  removal from the city.”
 

 
  “They were agitated,” Shaeine repeated with emphasis. “For once, Ravana, think beyond the enemy right in front of you. Falconer Industries and its founding family are perhaps the only people in this province more well thought of than yourself; was that not the core of your father’s venom toward them? Surely it would demand more than the revelation of an awkward family secret to incite even that much meager outrage.”
 

 
  “Archdemon’s a hell of a family secret,” Veilwin commented. Ravana turned a baleful look upon her Court Wizard, who was guzzling from her acrid-smelling silver flask and looking unconvincingly innocent.
 

 
  “Indeed, and that is another point,” Shaeine continued. “Vadrieny made herself an
  
   extremely
  
  visible presence at the crises in Sarasio, Veilgrad, and Ninkabi. In point of fact, the recent event is not even the first time she forcibly apprehended a criminal in
  
   Tiraas itself.
  
  The last one, furthermore, was a soldier in the Imperial Army. She also damaged the pavement
  
   then,
  
  as I recall,” the drow added, shooting her wife a sidelong look. Teal grimaced. “And yet, somehow, it is
  
   this
  
  which incites people to worry about her? Or more specifically, incites the papers to begin reporting on the story of Vadrieny rather than repressing it.”
 

 
  “That’s not so hard to understand,” said Ravana. “The story hasn’t been in papers yet because both the Empire and the Universal Church have used their influence to silence it. Clearly, one has lapsed.”
 

 
  “Not lapsed,” Teal said grimly. “A
  
   lapse
  
  would still not have blown up like this, and a more belated suppression effort would have ensued as soon as those papers hit the newsstands, long before anyone could organize a protest. This is a reversal; one of the factions suppressing the story suddenly started pushing it, instead. I suspect you know which.”
 

 
  “I am not
  
   completely
  
  thoughtless, Teal,” Ravana retorted. “Shut up, Veilwin. I did not make a public statement of support for Ingvar’s faction and against the orthodox Shaathists without expecting retaliation from their primary backer. Not to mention that I’m currently harboring all three paladins while they maneuver to undercut his influence within their cults—influence which we must assume means he has been forewarned of their efforts. Justinian sniping at me was inevitable; I am only surprised he chose you as the method. Though with you also in your classmates’ camp, perhaps that only makes sense.”
 

 
  “But consider this,” said Shaeine. “The events you describe are developments specifically of the last
  
   week.
  
  I doubt you were anywhere on the Archpope’s agenda prior to that, as to the best of my knowledge you, like most aristocrats, have kept out of religious politics.” She waited for Ravana’s terse nod of agreement before going on. “Justinian is a careful operator who clearly makes plans over the span of
  
   years.
  
  Given your political power, throwing your hat into the ring means he has no choice but to begin dealing with you, but even under urgency, a man like that will examine you and act carefully. You are being
  
   studied,
  
  Ravana. He will continued to probe at you to watch how you respond.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ravana said impatiently, crossing her arms, “and today he learned that meddling in my affairs will be swiftly thwarted. I am satisfied with the day’s work.”
 

 
  “That is one thing he has learned, yes,” Shaeine said relentlessly. “You have also shown that you can be very
  
   easily
  
  goaded into reacting with force, and that you are willing to attack your own people to snuff out a perceived threat. That is the first major weakness you have revealed, as your people are your entire power base, given House Madouri’s unpopularity among the other nobility. Were I in the Archpope’s position, the lesson
  
   I
  
  would have taken from this day’s work is that you can be prodded into undermining yourself.”
 

 
  Ravana hesitated, narrowing her eyes, then turned her gaze on the source of the soft grunt of amusement that came from her right.
 

 
  “What’re you glarin’ at
  
   me
  
  for?” Veilwin asked sardonically, taking another swig from her flask. “Everything they’ve said is right.”
 

 
  “This is
  
   not
  
  the kind of issue you’re going to resolve with exercises of force,” Teal stated, recapturing her attention. “Even you don’t have the wherewithal to trade body blows with the Universal Church and come out on top. And more importantly, you’d lose that contest
  
   because
  
  Justinian is too smart to engage in a conflict of attrition, even one he can win. Look, Ravana, you’re not wrong to come out of the gate swinging; I think Triss, Gabe, and Toby would really appreciate having another source of pressure applied to him.”
 

 
  “But?” she prompted sardonically.
 

 
  
   “But,
  
  it’s not enough to just thwart his first feeler, for exactly that reason. You need to turn it
  
   around
  
  on him.”
 

 
  “For your edification, that was my first thought, as well. The
  
   reason
  
  for that drama at the gates of FI was so I could have my witch scan every person at that rally for hostile intent and cast a tracing spell that would lead me from the planted agents back to the bigger fish. I don’t yet know how successful the plan was, because I have only just this moment returned from attending to
  
   yet another
  
  crisis on the far end of my province, and as someone intercepted me with loud complaints right in my very teleportation chamber…”
 

 
  “All right, fair enough,” Teal said with a dour ghost of a smile. “And that’s a good start, but still. You can see how tenuous it is, right? Espionage and magical supremacy; that’s another game very few people are equipped to play against Justinian, not even you. There’s a better means of creating a real win from this.”
 

 
  “I am terribly apprehensive,” Ravana said, “but…intrigued. Let us hear your idea, then, Teal.”
 

 
  “Well, Ravana,” Teal said, her little smile widening without growing significantly warmer, “you might say I’ve taken a page from
  
   your
  
  book.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Ravana murmured, staring at her. “I begin to see what you mean. That is viscerally horrifying and I haven’t even learned why yet.” Even Shaeine smiled at that; Veilwin snorted so hard she nearly choked on her…seriously, what
  
   was
  
  in that flask? Varnish remover?
 

 
  “All I mean is that I’ve taken steps to do what
  
   I
  
  think is necessary without waiting to consult with you. Consider this from the standpoint of the people demonstrating, Ravana. They’re not sheep, which I
  
   know
  
  is what you were thinking; manipulation aside, it is not the least bit unreasonable to be concerned about the presence of an archdemon among them. So I’m going to allay the public’s concerns. I have rented out a theater near the factory for tonight, and had fliers printed. They’ll be put up within the hour. We are going to have us an old-fashioned town hall meeting. The people of Madouris can come and voice their concerns, and
  
   I
  
  will address them, in person. And, if things stay calm enough, so will Vadrieny.”
 

 
  Ravana stared at her, aghast.
 

 
  “The extremely short notice works to our advantage,” Shaeine added. “We’ve notified papers to have reporters on site, the better to further control the story that you’ve planted in tomorrow’s editions. Relatively few others, however, will learn of this in time to attend, which should inhibit the formation of a mob. There is a limit to what can be arranged in a few hours. Certain interested parties
  
   will
  
  plant agents, of course, giving us another chance to check for any who slipped your net—or cross-reference names of individuals who appear at both events.”
 

 
  “Teal,” Ravana said weakly, “what’s a way to put this gently… No, it turns out there’s not one. This is a
  
   terrible
  
  idea. You cannot
  
   reason
  
  with a mob! You can
  
   possibly
  
  reason with an individual, if you are very lucky in whom you meet, but a group? The bigger they are, the more irrational—”
 

 
  “And the more
  
   predictable,”
  
  Teal interrupted. “You’re right, crowds are purely emotional, and that means that no, you can’t reason with them. But you can
  
   manipulate
  
  them. Ravana, what is it you think a bard does?”
 

 
  “At this moment the greater question is to what extent you qualify as a bard!”
 

 
  Teal’s eyes cut past Ravana’s shoulder to her Butler. “Yancey, I’m gonna bonk her.”
 

 
  “Do please exercise due restraint, Mrs. Falconer.”
 

 
  “Don’t you da—” Ravana was interrupted again, this time by Teal lightly bringing down a fist atop her skull, nowhere near hard enough to hurt.
 

 
  “Consider yourself bonked,” Teal said severely, “and refrain from further personal attacks, if you please.”
 

 
  “I do believe that transgressed both the letter and the spirit of principled pacifism.”
 

 
  “You’re fine.”
 

 
  “You have mussed my
  
   hair,
  
  you lamentable hooligan!” she complained, reaching up to smooth down her coif.
 

 
  “And somehow, the House of Madouri will soldier on. Ravana,
  
   this
  
  has been the focus of my entire last semester. Spiteful commentary aside, you’re not without a point; I haven’t done much of a job of being a bard worthy of the name, hence why I have been studying this using every resource Last Rock has. How familiar are you with the career of Laressa of Anteraas?”
 

 
  “Laressa?” Ravana wrinkled her nose. “A unique historical figure, to be sure.
  
  
  Without doubt the most
  
   interesting
  
  Hand of Avei, though not one of the more effective.”
 

 
  Teal and Shaeine shared a very meaningful, very married look, and Ravana had to suppress the sudden urge to slap it off both their faces.
 

 
  “Principle is less relevant here than strategy,” Shaeine said, turning back to her. “I presume you can agree on that point?”
 

 
  “I’m sure you’re aware that is a very familiar perspective for me.”
 

 
  Teal nodded, making a wry expression for which Ravana chose not to call her out. “Strategic pacifism is another matter. Honestly, I think you’d quite like it if you gave it a chance.”
 

 
  She arched one supercilious eyebrow. “I will entertain any philosophy which brings results. I cannot help thinking it is signification that
  
   this
  
  one has not come notably to my attention before now.”
 

 
  “Of course it’s significant,” Teal snorted. “You like to
  
   hurt
  
  people, Ravana. You do it even to the point of sabotaging your own interests.”
 

 
  “You are saying I’m some sort of sadist?” Ravana exclaimed, offended and openly letting it show through her aristocratic facade of poise.
 

 
  “Sadistic, no,” said Shaeine. “Not necessarily. Vindictive? Very much so, often to excess.”
 

 
  “Whenever you feel you’ve been thwarted or defied,” said Teal, “you strike back. As hard as you can, with whatever you can grab. It’s a known pattern, Ravana—and more to the point, it’s an exploitable weakness. You’d better believe the Archpope has taken note of it. If you mean to tangle with him, you need to break with old patterns, and not just because some of your patterns are particularly disturbing.”
 

 
  “And this brings us, somehow, to pacifism,” Ravana said skeptically.
 

 
  
   “Strategic
  
  pacifism,” Teal emphasized. “Which, in practice, is a matter of weaving traps around your enemies until any violent action on
  
   their
  
  part will cost them support, make them enemies, and hamper their ability to move. The proper application of strategic pacifism means building a cage of matchsticks around your foes so that they’ll break the bars without realizing that cage was the only thing keeping them out of the pit you’ve dug at their feet.”
 

 
  “Evocative,” Ravana admitted. “But…”
 

 
  “When I say the word ‘pacifist’ you probably imagine the Omnist or Izarite desire for everyone to just get along. That’s the mistake a lot of people make; it’s the mistake I made and committed to for an embarrassingly long time. Proper,
  
   effective
  
  pacifism is more in the Vesker and Vidian mold, arranging the very world around you so that people slide into the grooves you’ve laid out for them without realizing what you did. Laressa of Anteraas was probably the
  
   most
  
  effective Hand of Avei who ever lived, and the very fact that
  
   you don’t realize
  
  
   that
  
  is the lion’s share of why; neither did the long list of people she thwarted without ever having to draw their blood. Don’t take my word for it, Ravana, read up on her. What I’m talking about is an arsenal of weapons you would find
  
   very
  
  effective, if you weren’t so enamored of the idea of
  
   sticking
  
  it to those who’ve offended you.”
 

 
  “More immediately,” Shaeine added before Ravana could give voice to the skepticism still on her face, “this is very much the strategy which has just been used against you. A very careful trap was arranged, and you reacted to it with force. Are you truly arrogant enough to assume that a planner capable of executing such a thing would have failed to research your established habits and anticipate what you would probably do? In the days to come, the backlash
  
   you
  
  have just created will threaten your own rule, Ravana. Unless you allow us to neutralize it, and turn this into a victory.”
 

 
  “That’s all…very well,” she said slowly. “Your philosophy hangs together nicely, Teal, but philosophy is a tool with starkly limited utility. It is results I respect, and… Teal, I must be brutally honest with you. I doubt your ability to control a crowd.”
 

 
  “Don’t,” Teal said immediately, wearing a calm and self-confident smile. Shaeine took her hand, her eyes warm and proud as she regarded her wife. “This is what I’ve been training for, Ravana. All this semester I’ve done research projects for Tellwyrn’s class on Vesker heroes, taken Rafe’s elective on public speaking, put off every core class to fill my schedule with bardic studies. I can
  
   understand
  
  your wariness; I know I spent a lot of time daydreaming out loud like a moony-eyed farmgirl. But that was then. I am ready for this.”
 

 
  “She is,” Shaeine agreed, her voice soft but firm. “I acknowledge that I am in no way unbiased regarding Teal, but
  
   my
  
  people are ruthlessly practical, as you have cause to know, Ravana. We do not encourage our loved ones to take unwise risks, even at the expense of their egos. A Narisian would rather have a living and hale spouse with hurt feelings than the reverse, and I still marvel that so many humans seem to feel otherwise. She is capable of controlling that crowd.”
 

 
  “It’s a performance,” Teal added, still smiling. “That’s all. Regardless of our differing opinions about
  
   people,
  
  I am not naive enough to put my
  
   trust
  
  in something so irrational as a mob. You
  
   don’t
  
  reason with crowds, and you don’t take them for granted, you’re right about that. You pull their strings, push their buttons, and make them do as you command. It’s a matter of technique. With all due respect, Ravana, I am probably better at it than you.”
 

 
  Ravana held her gaze for a long moment, then shifted to regard Shaeine. The drow just nodded to her once. Sighing softly, she glanced to the side at Veilwin, who had retreated to slouch against one wall, and now shrugged at her. She did not look back at Yancey; he only occasionally rendered advice, but only when explicitly asked, and never in front of others.
 

 
  “Well,” the Duchess said at last, “the reality is that you have rented this space and commissioned the fliers. It is within your legal right to host a public event, per the Writ of Duties and, somewhat more pragmatically speaking, your material resources and status in the province. I could not
  
   stop
  
  you without resorting to unfriendly measures which would create consequences I think you know I am not willing to embrace. The deal is, in a word, done.” She twisted her lips bitterly in an expression that only obliquely hinted at a smile. “A page from my book indeed.”
 

 
  “And
  
   that
  
  is the point of this exactly,” Teal said, leveling a finger at her. “Yes, I
  
   could
  
  very easily have just up and
  
   done
  
  this, like you did with your stunt outside
  
   my family’s factory
  
  this very morning. Instead, I am here, informing you of my actions, so you can plan around them, and I that I can ask you to
  
   cooperate with me.
  
  Surely you can see it’s insanity for us to constantly trip each other up when we have exactly the same enemy. Quite part from being
  
   stupid,
  
  that’s handing him a perfect weapon to turn against us.”
 

 
  “Again, yes, philosophically you make a compelling case, but I am not sure I see the relevance. What is it you are asking of me, exactly? Just to stay out of your way? You’ve already seen to it I have little
  
   choice;
  
  this seems to be rubbing salt in the wound.”
 

 
  Teal clapped a hand over her eyes, leaning her head back with a dramatic groan. Shaeine just sighed and shook her head. On the floor between their feet, F’thaan raised his head, looking up at his people in concern.
 

 
  “I am going to slap you both!” Ravana exclaimed.
 

 
  “I would welcome that,” Shaeine told her with a shallow bow and a benign smile that managed to suggest mockery without being overt enough to be called out; she was almost as good at that as a Butler. “It would be perhaps the first show of genuine emotion you have ever granted either of us. Which is not to say I would permit you to do it, of course.”
 

 
  “Ravana…” Teal dragged her hand down her face. “Could you please, for just
  
   one
  
  moment, try to see the world through the eyes of someone who had been hugged once or twice as a child?”
 

 
  “That does it! Veilwin, hex her!”
 

 
  “Fuck off,” her employee snorted. “You are not rich enough to hire me to cast shit at an archdemon.”
 

 
  “That was needlessly spiteful, my love,” Shaeine agreed with gentle reproach.
 

 
  “You’re right, I apologize, Ravana, that was over the line. But you are just so
  
   frustrating!”
  
  Teal mimed a grabbing motion with both hands, as if throttling an imaginary Duchess. “Not everyone who contradicts your wishes is an enemy! Quite often, the opposite; I am
  
   trying
  
  to
  
   help
  
  you.”
 

 
  “What we ask,” Shaeine said more smoothly, “is restraint. We want you to
  
   trust
  
  that we know what we are doing, and stay your hand while we make the attempt. This maneuver has been planned carefully; if it fails, the situation will not have markedly changed, and you can proceed as you were. But if it
  
   succeeds,
  
  it will change the landscape, to your benefit. Please have faith in Teal, Ravana. Watch, wait, and let her work.”
 

 
  “And if this
  
   does
  
  work,” Teal added, “I want you to
  
   remember
  
  it. And don’t ever again stick your fingers unilaterally into Falconer business. Work
  
   with
  
  us, not around us. I promise everything will go much better with us working together than trying to one-up each other in some asinine game of checkers with Madouris as the board. The truth is, Ravana, I haven’t been a very good friend to you, or a particularly good ally. You deserve the credit for being the one to reach out. I’m trying to meet you halfway, but for that to work, you can’t just reach from atop your throne.
  
   Work with me.”
  
 

 
  The Duchess hesitated, again glancing back and forth between them. “Faith…is not something which comes…naturally to me.”
 

 
  “I know,” Teal said simply. “And more to the point, you have
  
   excellent
  
  reason for your general feeling that if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. But having excellent reasons doesn’t make it true, Ravana. Trust me, and let me handle this. Let it be the start of a better working relationship.”
 

 
  “The consequences if you fail…”
 

 
  “Are as I said,” Shaeine reminded her gently. “No worse than the situation as it stands now. She must prove herself at some point, and there may never be a better opportunity.”
 

 
  Ravana’s thin shoulders shifted once in a soft sigh. “All right, Teal. Shaeine. All that being said, I suppose I cannot reasonably deny you. I’ll stay my hand, for now, and watch what you accomplish tonight. Tomorrow, when the results begin to take shape… We shall see. You deserve that much trust, at least.”
 

 
  They both smiled at her.
 

 
  “You will not regret this,” Teal promised.
 

 
  “I very much fear I shan’t have time to. This has all been very profound and cathartic, but at this moment I have to receive reports on a dozen urgent matters, prepare myself to attend a politically crucial social event in Veilgrad this evening, and it seems there is also an unconfirmed but not inconsiderable possibility that the world is ending. I feel someone
  
   really
  
  ought to address that. Now then, if you will excuse me?”
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  “Thank you,” Rasha said quietly enough not to interrupt the ongoing discussion as she accepted the mug of hot cocoa.
 

 
  “Ma’am,” McGraw answered at the same volume, smiling and tugging the brim of his hat to her before turning to pick up another cup from the tray he’d set on the end table and offer it to Shahai.
 

 
  Watching him, Rasha did not miss the inherent cleverness of the old man positioning himself as the de facto housemaid; it was a discreet but undeniably effective strategy for keeping himself in the good graces of the large group of dangerous women occupying the living room, nearly all of them Avenist and several of uncertain motivations.
 

 
  Joe hadn’t employed any such strategy, but then…he was Joe. It was less likely to occur to him than to the more experienced old wizard, and anyway, Joe was probably the most inoffensive person in the room. He stood against the wall out of everyone’s way, listening with his arms folded and—unlike far too many teenage boys—reflecting his lack of anything to contribute by keeping his mouth shut and bothering no one. The only person in the safe house who even might be misandrist enough to take issue with Joe’s existence was, herself, subdued and seemed so depressed that even Rasha felt a grudging pity for her. Grudging, and very slight.
 

 
  The woman in question found herself the center of attention at that moment as both McGraw and Shahai turned on her, with a mug of cocoa and a question, respectively.
 

 
  The seats in the safe house’s small living room were mostly taken and Sister Magden, being the least favored person present, hadn’t managed to snag one. She was sitting on the other end table in a slouched posture with her head down, arms wrapped around her scabbarded sword as if clinging to it for comfort.
 

 
  It was a couple of seconds before she responded to either of them, finally looking up at McGraw patiently holding out the steaming cup to her. Mutely, she shook her head, and he withdrew with a smooth bowing motion that made Rasha wonder if he’d ever been a waiter.
 

 
  “Magden?” Shahai prompted.
 

 
  “Sorry, I was…” Magden turned to the elf. “What did you say?”
 

 
  “You told Rasha you were looking to get in contact with General Avelea,” Shahai repeated, showing no sign of impatience. She was one of those people who gave the impression that impatience was an entirely foreign concept to her. “What did you need her for?”
 

 
  “Oh.” If anything, Magden’s shoulders slumped further. “I was… I sought to ask her personal intercession with Avei on behalf of Sister Lanora. I understand the point of a public punishment of that magnitude for political purposes, but I believe it was unfair. Lanora was—
  
   we
  
  were misguided, the goddess made that clear. But she was always a good priestess, who did what she believed right. I thought…she deserves another chance. At least, I did,” she added bitterly, her voice dropping to a bare whisper. “Apparently I didn’t know any of my sisters as well as I thought. I cannot
  
   believe
  
  women I trained and prayed alongside would try to do something so contemptible as what I saw tonight.”
 

 
  Shay let out a loud, expressive snort, and Casey lightly swatted the back of her head.
 

 
  “It might comfort you to know, Magden, that by far the majority of your erstwhile comrades have done exactly as the goddess commanded,” Shahai said gently. “About two thirds have already left the city alone or in small groups, departing for unrelated destinations. The Sisterhood lacks a comprehensive intelligence network, but Tiraas has only two publicly accessible gates and two Rail stations; it is not hard to watch the comings and goings. Plus, most of them abandoned their Purist gear in the section of the Temple barracks they’d taken over. Tabards, chainmail, bracers, and swords; the High Commander has set our quartermasters to examining them for hints as to their origins. We can dare to hope that those you saw tonight were the only ones engaged in such depravity, but I’m sure I needn’t caution you all not to hang too much trust on optimism.”
 

 
  She swept her gaze around the room, receiving nods of acknowledgment.
 

 
  “I believe I have the full picture now,” Shahai continued. “I must inform you all that I received a message from General Avelea herself just before Sergeant Elwick’s reached me. She has to travel to Veilgrad tonight on political business, and in fact will be taking Bishop Darling, who I understand has been an ally in this matter. That means that until tomorrow, we are effectively on our own. Right now our priority has to be locating the remaining Purists, and most especially Sister Lanora. Their whole order was clearly propped up by the Universal Church as a ploy to divide and damage the Sisterhood, and now that that has failed, those women and the knowledge they hold present a danger to the Archpope’s operational security. They are prime targets either for recruitment into his inner circle, or elimination. We must find and secure them.”
 

 
  
   “Why?”
  
  Shay demanded. “We’re talkin’ about a bunch of morons whose entire shtick was dragging Avei’s name through the mud so they could have an excuse to bully people. Screw ‘em, I don’t see how this is worth stickin’
  
   our
  
  necks out.”
 

 
  Magden’s expression darkened further, but she didn’t look up from her steady examination of the carpet at her feet.
 

 
  “First of all,” Shahai replied, turning a flat stare on Shay, “because Justinian has a long pattern of recruiting hopeless individuals and honing them into effective servants; every warm body we keep out of his coterie
  
   now
  
  is a better trained and better armed problem we won’t have to deal with later. And second, Shay, the Purists were dealt with by
  
   Avei.
  
  As of that declaration, those who have not gone on to commit further crimes are not wanted for any offense, and those who
  
   have
  
  should be duly tried and punished under the law. Leaving them to be brutally silenced in some back alley the way they tried to do with Rasha is not acceptable in either case.”
 

 
  Shay looked less than convinced, but offered no further objection, just sprawling back into her armchair.
 

 
  “There is also the reason Justinian will be motivated to secure or silence them: Lanora and possibly others possess materially useful intelligence which we need. Knowing that the Archpope is behind so much recent trouble is not the same as being able to prove it. If we can definitively link something to him, we will gather a great deal more support and the Empire can bring its resources to bear on him.”
 

 
  “Why did you let Lanora out of your sight in the first place, then?” Rasha asked pointedly. “I mean, not
  
   you
  
  specifically, Sister Nandi, but…”
 

 
  “I take your point, and it’s valid,” Shahai said, nodding to her. “Were the Sisterhood a governmental or solely military organization, she probably would have been held and interrogated. But it is first and foremost a faith, and lacks the legal authority to involuntarily detain an excommunicated individual within the Empire. I personally would have had her
  
   followed,
  
  at the very least, but evidently that did not occur to anyone at the time.” She pursed her lips in disapproval.
 

 
  “How’re we gonna find ‘er, then?” Joe asked quietly.
 

 
  Shahai nodded. “As Sister Magden has lost contact with her, we are forced to fall back on the measures you used to locate the Purists this evening. With apologies, Casey, I need to divide and direct your team.”
 

 
  “Nandi, it’s me,” Casey said, grinning. “I’m not Locke, you don’t have to explain what a chain of command is every single time. What’re your orders?”
 

 
  Shahai gave her an amused smile in response as she answered. “Bandi, Elias, I need you to attempt to locate Sister Lanora via magic. Do you believe you can do it?”
 

 
  “I will try,” Sister Bandi said, bowing. “My magic is paltry, I warn you. I cannot predict the outcome of the attempt.”
 

 
  “Worth a shot,” McGraw agreed. “I can do a bit with sympathetic principles… It’d help if we’ve got anything connected to her. Somethin’ of hers, ideally somethin’ she valued.”
 

 
  Magden raised her head as everyone turned to look at her. Straightening, she fished in the neck of her robe and pulled out a small talisman, an Avenist golden eagle carved in a disc of ebony, hanging on a chain. “Lanora gave me this. She made it herself, years ago, and wore it for over a decade.”
 

 
  “That’ll do,” McGraw said, both he and Bandi nodding. “That’ll do quite nicely. I do warn you, ma’am, any divine charm on it’s likely to be degraded by me doin’ arcane craft at it…”
 

 
  “It is not blessed,” Magden said softly, rubbing her thumb across the sigil. “Just…special.”
 

 
  “Excellent,” Shahai said crisply. “Sister Magden, I would like you to assist them as best you are able. I remind you that Lanora may be in danger if we cannot find her.”
 

 
  “I’ll help in any way I can.”
 

 
  “Good. Casey, please remain here to coordinate and supervise; make sure they have everything they need. Meanwhile, Shay, Joseph and I will escort Rasha and Private Medvidaar. First to an Imperial police station to file a report on the Purists’ attack this evening; it will be politically important for a record of their actions to be in government hands, and this will provide the Empire with a pretext to bring pressure to bear upon both the Church and the Huntsmen. After that we can conduct Rasha back to Tamisin Sharvineh’s house, and the Private to the Temple. I believe the five of us represent a group which would deter anyone willing to attempt an ambush in the city.”
 

 
  “Why don’t we just keep Rasha here?” Shay suggested. “Y’know, where we can keep an eye on ‘er ourselves.”
 

 
  “Why don’t we ask what Rasha thinks of all this?” Rasha countered, raising one eyebrow.
 

 
  “There is that,” Shahai agreed. “We are certainly not going to coerce Rasha into anything. I do hope you agree with me on the importance of making a police report?”
 

 
  “It’s never my first instinct,” Rasha conceded, “but it’d be interesting to be in a police station on the right side of the bars for once.”
 

 
  “I’m sure,” Shahai replied, smiling. “As for the rest, I am not attempting to get rid of you; I simply think you will be safer at home. This safehouse’s only defense is its anonymity, and when we are working specifically against Church and Sisterhood personnel it may not even have that. By contrast, the Sharvineh mansion is a target I understand even the Svennish intelligence service did not dare assault.”
 

 
  “No, it’s fine, I agree,” Rasha assured her, taking Zafi’s hand. “I’d really like to get home, anyhow. You sure Zafi will be all right back at the Temple?”
 

 
  “Wherever the Purists are, they’re not
  
   there,”
  
  Zafi replied. “That’s the one place we know they’re not. Nobody’s gonna try to snatch a Legionnaire out of her own cohort. And when I’m not drilling with the squad I can stick near Sister Azelea.”
 

 
  “I will also make an effort to keep an eye on you, Private,” Shahai promised, “at least until we are sure the immediate situation has been resolved. Does anyone have further questions? Good, then let us get to work. Time is short and growing shorter.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “So…I understand the problem.” She stood in the center of the chamber, clawed hands on her hips and her wings neatly folded against her back so that they flowed behind her like a rigid cape of feathers, with their small claws rising above her shoulders. “The machine must be, in essence, rebuilt from scratch after the damage it suffered. The work takes time because it is a secret of the highest order, so no one is trusted to help you work on it. And also, no one knows how. Plus, it is made mostly of pieces which are rare and expensive, including many irreplaceable Elder God artifacts for which there can be no substitution. Even with the search ongoing, it might be years before enough have been gathered, and…possibly never. I understand.”
 

 
  The underground space had at least been cleaned up over the last four months, and was no longer a charred wreckage of mechanical and enchanting parts. Now, the equipment arrayed around it and climbing all the walls encircling the broad summoning circle in which she stood was clearly in a half-built state, with incomplete metal structures bristling from the floor, unfastened wires trailing, copper and glass rods extending from various machines into empty air, and miscellaneous parts strewn about either loose or in crates.
 

 
  She heaved a deep sigh, then grudgingly nodded. “I owe you an apology, then, Rector. I am sorry for implying you were deliberately stalling. The work you do must be very difficult.”
 

 
  Azradeh turned when there was no response save the continuing soft clatter of a wrench on the inscrutable cabinet on which he was working, something that resembled a twelve-foot-tall grandfather clock with glowing parts and a face which depicted a swirling portal into some mysterious darkness.
 

 
  “Rector?” she prompted. “Did you hear me? Please respond.”
 

 
  “I’m not
  
   deaf!”
  
  the man abruptly shouted in exasperation, not looking up from what he was doing. In fact, it sounded like he was tightening bolts harder all of a sudden. “Omnu’s breath, woman, will you go
  
   away?!
  
  I am
  
   trying
  
  to
  
   work!”
  
 

 
  Azradeh tilted her head, studying him curiously. Rector was an odd one, and truthfully rather annoying to deal with, but she felt no animosity toward him. Of the very few people with whom she had contact, only two treated her…in a word, normally. Colonel Ravoud and Delilah were both polite, but their tense bearing never let her forget that she was a creature capable of tearing them apart bare-handed, that her name was a byword for terror and destruction in their language. Branwen set off alarms in her head just by being in the room. Justinian himself, of course, was always kind and composed, but he was his own kettle of fish. Only Rector didn’t seem to care at all what she was. It made her like him, despite his congenital lack of even the most basic social skills.
 

 
  “A cogent analysis, Azradeh, but there is another important factor which limits us further.”
 

 
  She turned again, regarding the Archpope himself as he descended from the half-rebuilt control platform to join her on the summoning circle below.
 

 
  “When we rescued you,” Justinian explained, leaning his head back to look up at the central point on the ceiling where a secondary energy nexus would be housed when the great machine was activated, “another being…intervened. Something extra-dimensional and extremely powerful. We must do considerable research to determine what effect this had, and plan for it before trying again. That alone is prohibitive.”
 

 
  “I see,” she murmured. “Then there’s no telling when I can see my sisters again. Or if.”
 

 
  Justinian laid one hand gently on her upper arm; he alone was unafraid to touch her. Well, Rector wasn’t afraid either, but he loudly disliked being touched at all, as she had discovered.
 

 
  “What can be done can be repeated; it is simply a question of the difficulty and the cost. Sometimes, they are too great to attempt in practical terms. In this case, I refuse to accept that possibility unless it is forced upon us. We
  
   will
  
  rescue your sisters, if it can at all be done. I simply cannot predict when. I’m sorry, Azradeh.”
 

 
  She shook her head. “Everyone is doing what they can. I feel like
  
   I
  
  could be doing more. Maybe I could help Rector?”
 

 
  Head buried in his clock-like apparatus, Rector emitted a feral growl that echoed oddly.
 

 
  “I certainly don’t understand how this thing works, but I
  
   can
  
  follow simple directions. You can’t tell me someone who can lift giant metal beams and cling to the ceiling wouldn’t be useful—”
 

 
  “KEEP THE DAMN DEMON OUT OF HERE!” the enchanter bellowed. “NOTHING BUT INTERRUPTIONS! LET ME
  
   FOCUS!”
  
 

 
  Delilah was already descending from the platform, giving them one of her pointed looks, the one which presaged a lecture about how much more difficult it would be for her to calm and re-focus Rector after this.
 

 
  “Perhaps we have interrupted his work enough for the time being,” Justinian said discreetly.
 

 
  Azradeh sighed. “Fair enough. I’ll see you later, Rector. Don’t forget to eat something, okay?”
 

 
  With surprising accuracy, he hurled a brass-framed power crystal at her. Azradeh made no response, not even blinking as it bounced off her temple.
 

 
  “I’m wearing him down,” she assured the Archpope while the two of them climbed the steps toward the control platform. As the passed, Delilah pressed a hand over her eyes.
 

 
  “I am not sure that approach will work,” Justinian said delicately once they had passed out into the hall beyond. “There is a method to befriending people like Rector. Pressuring them is not part of it.”
 

 
  “People
  
   like
  
  Rector, huh,” she mused. “So is there a name to what’s wrong with him?”
 

 
  “Nothing is wrong with him,” he said without hesitation. “He is different, that’s all. But yes, we have at least a partial understanding of it. The dwarves have made a scientific study of this in recent decades, and elven tribes have traditional methods of raising such individuals. They appear to occur naturally in every race in small numbers. Most people, Azradeh, have minds that are made up in large part of people-related instincts, innate skills which enable us to recognize and interact with one another. Rector, and those like him, are born missing some or all of those aptitudes; they are replaced with other capacities. As you have doubtless observed, his talents lie elsewhere. We simply must extend more than the usual tolerance and understanding to help him make those skills useful to us all.”
 

 
  “Hmmm. So they’re always gifted enchanters?”
 

 
  “No, and no,” he replied, smiling. “They do tend to produce savants, but in various fields; enchanting happens to be Rector’s particular specialty. But even so, not the majority. Most are simply people, with a condition, and their own talents and abilities like anyone else.”
 

 
  “I wonder if it’s really worth the effort of extra care, then, if they’re not mostly as useful as Rector…”
 

 
  “Always, if only to avoid the judgment of how useful someone is. The effort is worth it, regardless of any singular result yielded. Making that effort to care for others is what determines that we are a society which
  
   does
  
  so, as opposed to one in which people are merely exploited for whatever utility can be wrought from them. The former always creates a stronger and more resilient social order than the latter.”
 

 
  “Collective over individual utility,” she mused, nodding slowly. “I can see the logic. I wonder if they have similar ideas in Hell.”
 

 
  “Our knowledge of that is secondhand at best,” the Archpope said gravely, “but indications are very much the opposite. Back to the present, I’m sorry about the sparring golem you were using. I was only just informed.”
 

 
  “Oh. I guess
  
   I’m
  
  the one who should apologize,” she said, grimacing.
 

 
  “Not in the least.” With one of his caring smiles, Justinian patted her again on the shoulder. They had arrived at her room; Azradeh hadn’t been going anywhere in particular, just following him, and now allowed him to gently usher her in while he continued speaking. “I’ll make arrangements to bring you another one as soon as I am back above, but…I fear the thing will happen again, eventually. Unfortunately, those things simply aren’t made to withstand strength like yours. I truly
  
   am
  
  sorry, Azradeh. It’s hard to provide means for you to exercise down here.”
 

 
  “I’d really like the chance to fly,” she said, wandering over to her music player—a rare and expensive enchanted device, so she understood, and which she treasured—and lightly rested her claws atop it without reaching for one of the sound disks. “I feel that would help me…remember. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of me visiting the surface soon?”
 

 
  It had been a desultory question with no real expectation behind it, but he gave her a pleased smile in response. “In fact, I finally have good news about that! You know the reasons we must maintain discretion, but I have been monitoring an ongoing situation which I think will provide exactly the pretext we need to let you stretch your wings above a bit. I am carefully nudging it in the proper direction; with a little bit of luck, I expect to be able to bring you up within the next few days.”
 

 
  “Really?” She looked up at him, smiling in genuine anticipation.
 

 
  “It is not set in stone yet,” he cautioned, “but I have committed to the plan. If it does not pan out, I will re-prioritize to put aside some other concerns and arrange an outing for you in the near future. I owe you that much, at the very least.” The Archpope’s eyes fell on her well-stocked bookcase, next to her reading desk, and he reached out to draw his fingertip through the light coating of dust on the spines of the theological histories on the top shelf. “Are you…not interested in reading about your family?”
 

 
  “I’m interested,” she said, letting her own expression grow more pensive, “but…concerned about prejudicing myself. Nothing has brought up memory, not as an explicit recollection of something I could describe, but I
  
   do
  
  get flashes of feeling. A sense of familiarity about some things. I’m concerned about corrupting my perception, so to speak. If it’s going to come back to me, I’d like it to come before I start filling my head with other people’s ideas about what my sisters and I were like.”
 

 
  “I do see the sense in that,” he said, his eyes falling on one of the volumes laid on the desk. “Ah, that’s right, you did ask for a copy of Branwen’s book. Have you finished already?”
 

 
  Azradeh snorted. “In the sense that I read four chapters and now I’m finished with it, yes. What a bunch of absolute
  
   piffle.
  
  It’s all self-aggrandizing nonsense—anybody who already believes that stuff doesn’t need the encouragement, and anyone who
  
   does
  
  need it isn’t going to have their life changed by a book. The whole thing is nothing but selling people validation.”
 

 
  “I suspect no one involved in the creation of this book would dispute that,” he said, his smile a touch wry. “It was a mechanism to improve Branwen’s public perception, and did its job quite well. Of course, I will continue to supply you with more reading material. Have you any specific requests?”
 

 
  “Oh!” She looked up from her shelf of music disks, smiling. “That reminds me, could I get a newspaper subscription?”
 

 
  The Archpope did not betray any emotional reaction, not by so much as a blink. “Newspaper?”
 

 
  “Or several of them, ideally,” she went on, frowning at the disks. “Why are these out of order… Oh, that’s right, I re-shelved in a hurry after…anyway.” Azradeh set about sorting her music collection, speaking in a distracted tone. “Newspapers are mentioned in more recent books; it sounds like a great way for me to get up to speed on the modern world. Oh! Even better, what about some magazines? The books are great, but I like the idea of something more, how to put it… Ephemeral? Connected to the current moment in time. It sounds from what I read like magazines aren’t very well respected in literary circles. That sounds ideal.”
 

 
  “That should be quite easy,” Justinian replied, smiling again. “Yes, I will have a selection brought for you immediately. Magazines are usually quite focused in their subject matter; you can pick those which most interest you and I will have them delivered regularly.”
 

 
  “That’s fantastic, thanks!” Azradeh said brightly, giving him a smile as she slipped the last disk back into its place.
 

 
  The conversation continued as usual and she showed no further reaction to betray the victory she had just won; revealing that she was even aware of a victory would have likely undone her efforts.
 

 
  Azradeh might not have memories, but she still had instincts, and every one of them had screamed at her from the beginning that Archpope Justinian could not be trusted—and that further, revealing that she sensed this would place her in danger. This, finally, was hard confirmation. That his response to the idea of her receiving newspapers was anything other than the prompt “yes, of course” with which he had answered all her requests for entertainment and education showed he was invested in controlling her understanding of the world outside. And
  
   that
  
  meant both that she had zero chance of getting newspaper subscriptions, and that she must swiftly dispel any suspicion on his part that she sought to wriggle out from under his control.
 

 
  Hence the magazines. They would reveal less about the current world, particularly a selection curated by Justinian himself, but they would reveal
  
   something,
  
  in little bits and pieces. And even better, he all but had to accede to the request in order to keep her distracted from the more dangerous subject of newspapers.
 

 
  For now, Azradeh would continue slowly gather information and play along with whatever he was doing, certain only that his final goals were not what he was telling everyone. It might be that his true agenda was in her best interests after all, and if not, better that she be trusted and in a position to do something about it. Even if she hadn’t the recollection of her history, millennia of habit still cautioned her to keep her friends close and enemies closer, at least until she could tell the difference.
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  The grounds of Dufresne Manor had been transformed, which was good, because they had urgently needed it. Its gravel drive had been freshly smoothed, of course, but far more strikingly was that its broad lawns, formerly choked by waist-high weeds as part of Malivette’s deliberate effort to make her property look uninviting, was now neatly trimmed at the regulation three inches above soil level. That, of course, was only the beginning; the entire property had been laid out with tables of food, an outdoor stage where entertainment would be provided, and hung with House crests and banners in the colors of Houses Dufresne, Leduc, and Madouri. Pumpkin-sized apparatuses of crystal floated above the grounds, providing both light and heating charms that kept the environs comfortable despite Veilgrad’s lethal midwinter chill. That alone had been a staggering expense, but for aristocrats, wildly grandiose displays of wealth and power were not an indulgence but a necessity for survival. No one who walked the halls of power lacked enemies, and enemies would pounce upon any perceived weakness.
 

 
  Natchua wished they would go ahead and pounce so she could vaporize somebody. All this pomp and ceremony was wearing on her nerves.
 

 
  Every culture had its rituals, and so there was a procedure for events such as this. Guests had begun to arrive, and had been trickling into the protected warmth of the grounds for over half an hour, with servants (Ravana’s on loan, as the hostess employed no staff save her four vampiric thralls) collecting winter coats at the gates. A string quartet played on the stage, more servants distributed food and drink, and the arriving lower nobility and other guests circulated with one another at apparent ease, but by the customs of Imperial aristocracy, the party had not
  
   officially
  
  begun.
 

 
  The three Duchesses—Natchua’s adoption and Sherwin’s abdication had been an anticlimactically quiet affair which took place earlier in the day, in an office with lawyers—stood atop the steps to the Manor itself, each beneath a hanging banner bearing her House’s crest. They just
  
   stood
  
  there, the picture of poise, waiting until they judged the grounds had filled enough to start the party properly. At that point, they would descend and begin to circulate themselves; until then, the guests kept their distance—even the various Last Rock invitees, who had had to have the proprieties explained to them just like Natchua—and made an effort not even to stare at their hostesses, at least not openly. Natchua had asked whether they couldn’t do this part sitting down, and been informed that that was only appropriate for provincial rulers, and Malivette and Ravana had abstained from seats so as to make a show of their support for
  
   her
  
  by not putting her in a subordinate position.
 

 
  Natchua couldn’t decide if this was better than Narisian rituals or much worse. She was still hung up on the fact that she was now an aristocrat, and in fact a rich and very powerful one. Nothing about it felt real.
 

 
  “Well, well,” Malivette murmured as the three stood there like graceful statuary. “Irana Daraspian actually showed up. She must smell opportunity.”
 

 
  “You invited a
  
   Daraspian?”
  
  Ravana replied equally softly but with scorn weighing her voice.
 

 
  “All of them; they’re my neighbors. I didn’t imagine any would show. Irana heads a minor branch of the House down in Anteraas. Well, bluff called! Now we shall have to be warm and welcoming, and follow up with diplomatic and business opportunities for her, the scheming little bitch.”
 

 
  “Even I know the Daraspians are trouble,” Natchua said at the same low volume. “What’s the worst case if we make this one unwelcome? I thought you said anybody who actually showed up would be lower nobility, not powerful enough to matter.”
 

 
  “Our whole gambit here required us to move fast,” Malivette replied. “This necessitated incredibly short notice for the party. To invite nobility to a social event with less than a day’s notice is an insult; the dignity of the more powerful Houses demanded they snub us.”
 

 
  Ravana picked up the explanation when she paused for breath. “To insult someone and then make it worth their while is a power move; to heap insult upon insult with no recompense is asking to be ganged up on by minor players who wouldn’t dare attack us on their own. Tonight we shall either gain significant influence among these lesser Houses or make a lot of enemies we don’t need, based on how we treat our guests.”
 

 
  “What she’s saying, Natchua—”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah, be
  
   nice
  
  to the nest of vipers. I survived in Tar’naris as a farming peasant, I know how to avoid insulting the overbred wealthy.”
 

 
  “How reassuring,” Ravana said with an audible smile.
 

 
  “Oh, that reminds me,” Malivette added, “I saw the first one today. From a distance, of course.”
 

 
  “First…?” Ravana shifted her head subtly to regard her sidelong.
 

 
  “A young woman in the city. She had bleached her hair white and dyed a green stripe down the center.”
 

 
  “What— Oy, that’s
  
   my
  
  thing!” Natchua snapped, barely remembering to remain still and not too loud while Ravana laughed quietly.
 

 
  “You’re a celebrity, dear,” Malivette said with more than a touch of condescension. “If you’re going to cultivate a unique and striking appearance, people are going to imitate it.”
 

 
  “Do try to enjoy it; this is the fun part,” Ravana chuckled. “If it becomes a trend, it will inevitably run its course and then you will find yourself the target of mockery for continuing to express a fashion which has fallen from vogue.”
 

 
  “That is the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard of.”
 

 
  “Then you need to get out more,” Malivette said merrily. “If it makes you feel better, those colors look
  
   repulsive
  
  on a human.”
 

 
  “Why on this blighted earth would that make me feel better?”
 

 
  “Mm, that one’s Irana Daraspian, yes?” Ravana interjected. “In the red gown and with that
  
   thing
  
  in her hair?”
 

 
  “It’s called a tiara, Ravana,” Malivette explained. “Yes, that’s she.”
 

 
  “It is an asinine affectation and in the days when they were a sign of rank a bottom-feeder like her would be asking for a flogging by wearing it. But now I see she has found friends. And if I am not mistaken, those simpletons are trying to
  
   bully
  
  Juniper.”
 

 
  “Lady Sarideh and Lady Volsten,” Malivette said. “I didn’t know they knew each other. Those are both new Houses, elevated after the Enchanter Wars. Little more than merchant syndicates that own some land. Still, there’ll be no end of paperwork if Juniper does them like they’re asking for.”
 

 
  “June is very serious about her religion,” Natchua said, “and she’s not the kind of Omnist who’s into martial arts. She’ll speak politely to them until she gets tired of it and then walk—yep, there she goes.”
 

 
  Across the lawn, the disinterested dryad had turned and strolled away from the three noblewomen with no outward sign of discomfiture. Unlike her ever-present pet Sniff, who raised his crest and hissed loudly, causing Lady Volsten to shriek and accidentally hurl her champagne glass. A ripple of laughter spread through the surrounding party guests.
 

 
  “I cannot fathom what those three were trying to achieve,” Ravana murmured wonderingly.
 

 
  “Juniper is prettier than they are, and has more powerful friends,” Malivette explained. “Thus, they went on the attack to cut her down. You surprise me, Ravana. This is Rich Girl 101.”
 

 
  “I’m afraid my upbringing was rather…isolated. My understanding of noble society more heavily emphasized coercion and the thwarting of assassins than forming social ties.”
 

 
  “That explains everything just so very well,” the vampire muttered.
 

 
  Natchua’s lips curled in a reminiscent smile and she softly recited, “Two is the optimal number of hench wenches for the appearance-minded alpha bitch.”
 

 
  “See?” Malivette said. “Even the surly drow knows this stuff better than you. We have
  
   got
  
  to bring you to more parties, Ravana.”
 

 
  “Why two?” the Duchess Madouri demanded, still quietly but indulging in a tone of overt annoyance. “It seems to me that in any form of warfare, even social, the greater one’s forces, the better.”
 

 
  “One follower is just a friend hanging out with you,” Natchua explained. “More than that, and you start having problems managing the pack, plus the risk increases of one aspiring to unseat your position.”
 

 
  “None of
  
   my
  
  friends behave that way,” Ravana said, frowning. “It sounds exhausting and self-defeating.”
 

 
  “If you’re referring to your roommates, they’re all working-class people and thus more generally sensible than nobles,” Natchua agreed. “Anyway, did you see how those other two flanked Daraspian, one to each side? Social threat display. You can target one victim with that for good effect, while keeping the group small enough to maneuver through crowds, and best of all it emphasizes who’s in command.”
 

 
  “I am more than a little disturbed to learn how much you’re absorbing from those succubi of yours,” Malivette commented.
 

 
  Ravana glanced sidelong down their own formation, where Malivette, as the hostess, stood in the center.
 

 
  “Oh, well played, Vette.”
 

 
  “Ain’t my first rodeo, cowgirl,” the vampire said smugly.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell?”
  
  Natchua suddenly hissed, her eyes fixing on the gates and the figures which had just stepped through them. “What are
  
   they
  
  doing here?”
 

 
  “Easy,” Malivette soothed. “Remember, poise. Don’t let them unsettle you.”
 

 
  “Which one of you invited her?”
 

 
  “Neither of us
  
   know
  
  the drow, I assumed it was you.”
 

 
  “I sent announcement messages to my mother and Matriarch Ezrakhai stating that House Dalmiss was specifically unwelcome here—”
 

 
  “Nice,” Malivette said with an approving grin. “Power move.”
 

 
  “—but I definitely didn’t reach out to
  
   her!”
  
 

 
  Ravana cleared her throat softly. “That is my
  
   friend
  
  Magister Talvrin, who is here at
  
   my
  
  invitation, and I gather, her surprising choice of plus one.”
 

 
  The two women who had just stepped into the grounds caused a wide ripple of reaction from the assembled minor nobility. Of them, Talvrin was by far the most ostentatious, wearing a gown that appeared to be woven from shimmering streamers of azure light. A heavy golden mantle hovered six inches off her shoulders, trailing another light-woven cape down her back, and above her head floated a bejeweled circlet which slowly rotated in the air.
 

 
  At her side, looking spartan by comparison in her dark formal robes, was Matriarch Ashaele of House Awarrion.
 

 
  “Do you suppose she’s naked under that lightshow?” Malivette wondered.
 

 
  “You
  
   know
  
  she can hear us, right?” Natchua muttered.
 

 
  “Yup.”
 

 
  Just below them, a man approached the steps a shade closer than was strictly proper given that the Duchesses had not officially started the festivities. Lars Dufresne, formerly Grusser as recently as that morning and now legally Malivette’s son despite being roughly her age, glanced pointedly around at the crowd and then gave his head of House a significant look with his eyebrows raised. Notably, he had spent the last several minutes discreetly gathering the attendees who the Duchesses knew from Last Rock; they had now arranged themselves in a staggered formation that at a glance looked like nothing but people standing around chatting but which nonetheless formed a bulwark between the steps and the crowd beyond.
 

 
  “Your man has a deft hand at these maneuvers, Malivette,” Ravana said with clear approval. “I see why you chose him.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   so
  
  glad Sherwin didn’t want to come,” Natchua muttered.
 

 
  “And I believe he’s right,” Malivette decided. “Come, ladies. It’s time to face the music.”
 

 
  As one, they stepped forward and down the stairs. The entire party responded, everyone shifting to face them and breaking into polite applause as the three heads of House finally set foot on the ground and began, officially, to mingle.
 

 
  Thanks to Lars’s tactics, they were first met by friendly faces which protected them from the fortune-seekers beyond. Most of those closest by were the guests currently staying at Ravana’s mansion, though a few others from the school itself had turned up in response to the belated invitations.
 

 
  Professor Rafe inhaled deeply, his thin chest swelling as he prepared to deliver his customary greeting.
 

 
  Malivette pointed one finger at him. “So help me, little man, I will drain you like a shot of bourbon.”
 

 
  At Rafe’s side, Professor Yornhaldt drove a blocky elbow into his waist, eliciting a grunt. “Thank you for thinking of us, ladies, this is just the diversion the winter break needed. Arachne said she might drop by later.”
 

 
  “Meaning,” Rafe added, “she’ll only show up when she can make a grand entrance and be the center of attention.”
 

 
  “Oh, good,” Ravana said cheerfully, “something to look forward to.”
 

 
  Natchua, meanwhile, had gravitated toward the current junior class, those who had come, her eyes flicking to Trissiny’s extra guest.
 

 
  “Teal and Shaeine have an important event in Madouris tonight,” Toby said to her, “and Ruda stayed to support them.”
 

 
  “That’s perfectly fine,” Natchua assured them. “This was
  
   stupidly
  
  short notice and it’s very good of you all to have come. I really appreciate it.”
 

 
  “Wow,” said Gabriel, “not even noble for a day and somebody’s already taught her manners.”
 

 
  “Trissiny,” Natchua said pleasantly, “if Gabe’s gonna act like this all night I may loan you one of the punchbowls.”
 

 
  The Hand of Avei heaved a sigh. “I’m never gonna live that down, am I?”
 

 
  “Yeah, people are so dramatic,” Natchua agreed with a solemn nod. “You waterboard
  
   one
  
  person in public and everybody gets an attitude.”
 

 
  “This is a great party, Natchua! Congratulations on everything!” Fross chimed, zipping around her head. “I never would’ve expected this but I really hope it works out well for you! Do you think Vette would mind if I examined these levitating constructs? They’ve got several
  
   really
  
  powerful static enchantments that you don’t often see combined but the overall structure is quite elegantly designed! I promise I won’t break one!”
 

 
  “I…guess that’s…and she’s gone,” Natchua said, watching Fross’s glow disappear as the pixie zoomed right into the corona of light around one of the floating sources of heat and illumination. “So! If I had to guess, you must be Bishop Darling.”
 

 
  “That I am,” he said with a gallant bow, taking her hand and raising it gracefully to his lips. “My heartfelt congratulations on your ascendance, Duchess Leduc. This is
  
   precisely
  
  the kick in the pants to Imperial nobility that Eserites like myself love to watch unfold.” Straightening back up, he winked as he released her hand. “Tell me, before I embarrass myself, what’s your policy on social flirting?”
 

 
  “That’s…very flattering, your Grace,” she said with a smile of surprised amusement, “but I’m not on the market.”
 

 
  “Oh, good heavens no, I’m way too old for you anyway. Sometimes the fun of a chase is not the catch, though. Have you ever seen a dog running after an enchanted carriage and then looking lost and confused when it stopped?”
 

 
  “Wow,” she said. “You were
  
   not
  
  kidding, Trissiny. I think I owe you an apology.”
 

 
  Darling turned a sidelong look on Trissiny. “Oh? Scale of one to ten, Thorn, how offended should I be?”
 

 
  “How offended do you
  
   want
  
  to be?” she retorted. “I’m flexible.”
 

 
  “Anyway,” said Darling, “I understand you wished to have a private chat later, your Grace, which would of course be both an honor and a pleasure. More the former than the latter, don’t worry! But I wouldn’t dream of monopolizing your time so early in the evening.”
 

 
  “What’s this, now?” Malivette inquired, sliding into the conversation. “And a good evening to you, Bishop Darling, how absolutely lovely to see you again.”
 

 
  “Duchess Dufresne! You’ve done an absolute wonder with this place, I swear I didn’t recognize it.”
 

 
  Natchua glanced rapidly between them and then smirked. “Well, discretion aside, Malivette is my
  
   dear
  
  friend and political ally, and I wouldn’t
  
   dream
  
  of going behind her back. Vette, Trissiny was good enough to bring the Bishop at my request. I wanted to see about bringing the local Guild presence back up to a full complement for a city this size.”
 

 
  Malivette was holding a wineglass. Her grip did not visibly shift, and her already-bloodless fingers didn’t whiten when flexed anyway, but abruptly a hairline crack appeared on it.
  
   “Did
  
  you, now?” she inquired in a saccharine tone that made most of the onlookers take a step back.
 

 
  “Why, my dear Duchess,” Darling said smoothly, “I do hope this is not an unwelcome surprise! If you have some…
  
   specific
  
  objection to an Eserite presence in your city, I should be only too happy to convey it to Boss Tricks. I’m sure he would be most intrigued to hear exactly why.”
 

 
  The vampire turned her pleasant smile upon him, saying nothing. He smiled right back, not yielding an inch.
 

 
  “As much as I’m tempted to see how
  
   this
  
  plays out,” Natchua interjected, “you need to settle down, Vette.
  
   You’re
  
  the one who set up our whole alliance of Houses, here. You’re surely aware that Ravana has already thrust herself into the middle of the Shaathist schism on the reformist side, and how that places
  
   us
  
  with regard to the Universal Church. Whatever else Eserites do, right now strengthening ties with the Thieves’ Guild is just good sense.”
 

 
  “After tomorrow,” Toby interjected in a tone of calm that seemed to almost forcibly leech some of the tension from the air, “that position will also bring you into alignment with the three Trinity cults. I don’t pretend to understand the undercurrents here, but Natchua is correct. It’s an advantageous position.”
 

 
  “Perhaps we should indeed have a nice,
  
   discreet
  
  chat about this,” Malivette said. “I trust you won’t mind if I tag along, your Grace?”
 

 
  “Why, your Grace, if Duchess Leduc doesn’t object, nothing ever makes me happier than the company of yet another charming young lady,” he said smoothly.
 

 
  “Omnu’s breath,” Gabriel said, staring at him.
  
   “How
  
  do women not stab you?
  
   I
  
  would get stabbed, acting like that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, you probably would, Gabe,” Darling agreed. “The secret is to pick your targets. It’s actually not difficult to avoid pestering people who won’t find it funny.”
 

 
  Trissiny smiled mischievously. “And yet…”
 

 
  “You hush it,” Gabriel ordered. “Anyway, Natch, I don’t see, um…”
 

 
  “Jonathan’s inside, hanging out with the servants in the kitchen,” she said. “He was almost as put off as me at the thought of having to hobnob with nobles, and since I’m the only one who actually
  
   has
  
  to I didn’t have the heart to insist he join me out here. And Hesthri
  
   is
  
  here. Over there, by the buffet. She’s wearing a disguise ring and serving canapes.”
 

 
  Gabriel straightened up, scowling. “You made her
  
   serve food?”
  
 

 
  “Her idea,” Natchua clarified grinning at him, “and
  
   she
  
  thought it was hilarious. I mostly went along because I was curious whether you’d forget you were supposed to be all suspicious of her and get offended on her behalf. Thanks a lot, by the way, now I owe Jonathan a doubloon.”
 

 
  He stared at her, blinking repeatedly, while Trissiny and Toby looked elsewhere and did a poor job of not laughing out loud.
 

 
  “Anyway,” Natchua said, nodding as gracefully as she could manage to everyone, “please excuse me for scampering off, but I need to go have a…less pleasant conversation. I’ll chat with you soon, Bishop Darling. And all of you, I hope. I’ll probably be in desperate need of better company before this night is over.”
 

 
  “I don’t know about better,” Toby said with a smile, “but we can probably do less stressful. Break a leg, Natch.”
 

 
  She smiled at him and turned away. The expression slid off her face, replaced by a grim stare as she strode straight for Talvrin and Ashaele.
 

 
  Watching her go, Darling let out a low whistle. “I wonder if it might be safest to remove ourselves from the fallout radius?”
 

 
  “Natchua has her issues, but she’s not some kind of wild animal,” Gabriel said grudgingly. “It’s not like she’ll— What the hell?”
 

 
  All of them turned as their group was approached by a fifth, Malivette having already slipped away to join Ravana in speaking with some of the others from Last Rock. The paladins and Bishop all raised their eyebrows in surprised response to their new arrival’s welcoming smile.
 

 
  “Good evening, children. Antonio,” she said, nodding her head courteously.
 

 
  “Branwen,” said Darling, staring at her. “Well, well. I was…
  
   specifically
  
  not expecting you.”
 

 
  “How the hell’d you get in here?” Gabriel demanded. “There’s no way
  
   you
  
  were invited.”
 

 
  “It’s a funny thing, celebrity,” Bishop Snowe replied with a benign smile. “When one is a Bishop of the Universal Church
  
   and
  
  a well-known columnist and public speaker, one seldom encounters servants willing to risk turning one away.”
 

 
  “Mm,” Toby murmured blandly. “When you put it like that, it stands to reason. I guess you don’t even strictly
  
   need
  
  to be a busty redhead anymore.” Trissiny and Gabriel both turned to him in utter surprise; Darling clenched his lips to suppress a grin.
 

 
  Bishop Snowe was not in the least put off, just smiling mischievously at Toby. “No, that’s purely for my own enjoyment, although it doesn’t hurt. That’s here, though. The guardians of Madouri Manor are made of more disciplined stuff; that tends to be the case in any household overseen by a Butler. Regardless, I don’t plan to remain long enough to wear out my welcome. Speaking of invitations, I am only here to deliver one, in a manner of speaking. Antonio, would you excuse us for a moment?”
 

 
  Darling raised one eyebrow, and then turned to the paladins. “What do you think? Shall I excuse you for a moment?”
 

 
  “We like him more than you,” Trissiny said curtly to Snowe. “What do you want?”
 

 
  “As you wish,” she replied with a gracious bow of her head. Then she straightened and her intonation shifted to a formal, even ceremonious declamation as she held her head high. “Hands of Avei, Omnu, and Vidius, by the ancient compact of the Universal Church which binds together the faiths of the Pantheon in common cause, you are summoned by his Holiness Archpope Justinian to his presence.”
 

 
  They all stared at her in astonished silence.
 

 
  “Not right this minute, of course,” Branwen continued, abruptly reverting to her pleasantly casual demeanor. “Please, take your time and enjoy the party; I understand the new Duchess Leduc is rather counting on your support. But this evening, afterward, his Holiness awaits you at the Grand Cathedral. I fear it will be rather late by then, but perhaps it’s for the best. With most of the world asleep, you should have a greater expectation of privacy.”
 

 
  “And for what possible reason would we wish to accommodate him?” Toby asked at last.
 

 
  “He doesn’t actually have the authority to command us,” Trissiny added, “and quite frankly I’m disinclined to create the impression that he
  
   can.”
  
 

 
  “It is an invitation,” Branwen said gently, “not a command. But I cannot imagine why you would want to decline, in all honesty.”
 

 
  “Yes you can,” Darling replied in apparently perfect calm. “Don’t play games like that with this lot, Bran, it’s really not helping your case.”
 

 
  “Very well, my apologies,” she said, nodding her head again. “I of course cannot speak for his Holiness’s inner thoughts; I know only what he has told me. And in all honesty, he does take actions which I neither understand nor approve of. But I remain loyal to his cause, because he has earned that trust from me. I suppose, however,” she went on in a musing tone, “that if
  
   I
  
  were in his position, I would consider your unfolding plot to politically attack him and preemptively set you up to discredit yourselves by refusing a perfectly reasonable invitation to talk in favor of partying with your warlock drow friend. In what amounts to a battle of public appearances, such things do matter a great deal.”
 

 
  They all stared at her again, once more reduced to silence.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Branwen said pleasantly, “perhaps I am just employing reverse psychology to nudge you in the direction I want. I suppose it must be a dilemma.”
 

 
  “Gabe,” said Trissiny, staring at the Izarite Bishop, “fetch me a punchbowl.”
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  She did not stomp, and not because it wasn’t ladylike; Natchua had already resigned herself to the knowledge that she was going to disappoint anyone who expected her to behave like a proper Imperial duchess. No, Natchua restrained the impulse to slam her feet down with every step simply because she was somewhat overly conscious of social perception due to her embarrassing history of over-the-top melodrama at Last Rock and this Duchess business had only brought that closer to the surface. Even so, she
  
   really
  
  wanted to project anger with every fiber of her being as she bore down on the two elves who had intruded upon her domain.
 

 
  Talvrin and Ashaele paused in the middle of the drive, watching her come; nobody else seemed inclined to approach them, perhaps unsurprisingly. Natchua made a sharp gesture with her right hand as soon as she drew close enough, wreathing the three in a subtle ring of shifting shadows and menacing whispers that hovered just at the edge of elven hearing. Even for non-elves, it obscured and mixed the sounds of their voices enough to ensure a measure of privacy.
 

 
  “Shaeine has been a much better friend to me than I deserve,” she stated by way of greeting, “and I understand that
  
   you
  
  are here at the personal invitation of Ravana Madouri. That is why neither of you are being bodily hurled over the property’s walls right now. That fact is still subject to change if I am not
  
   extremely
  
  satisfied with your explanation of your
  
   bloody effrontery
  
  in showing your faces here.”
 

 
  She folded her arms and waited imperiously to be answered. To her annoyance, neither woman appeared intimidated, but then Natchua hadn’t really expected it of them.
 

 
  Magister Talvrin, at least, had the grace to bow to her. “Good evening and felicitations, Duchess Leduc. I am only too glad to offer an explanation, as it was my major concern in presuming to come here this evening.” She hesitated a split second before continuing. “Please understand that as a Magister of Qestraceel I am unable to express an apology, or anything else which might acknowledge fault on behalf of my government, in this difficult moment when tense negotiations with the Empire are ongoing.”
 

 
  “You need to brush up on your Circles if you think coming here and dancing on my patience is a smart move, mage.”
 

 
  The Magister continued, unperturbed but still solemn. “With that awkward reality acknowledged, speaking as a citizen of the Confederacy, I am deeply embarrassed that you were inconvenienced by our internal issues, and very relieved that you emerged unharmed. And I
  
   can
  
  assure you that there will be no repeat of that shameful event.”
 

 
  “In fact, Natchua,” Ashaele added, “it may please you to learn that House Dalmiss has placed itself in disfavor with every level of our government from the Queen to the Confederacy itself, and Matriarch Ezrakhai has spared no effort in directing the resulting pressure onto Nassra’s head.”
 

 
  Natchua stared at her, but after a moment allowed her mouth to quirk lopsidedly in a fragment of a smile. “Very well, you’re right. That’s pretty…gratifying. Was that all you came here to say?”
 

 
  Ashaele glanced at Talvrin, who immediately bowed to each of them. “Please excuse me, Duchess, Matriarch.” She discreetly retreated outside the radius of Natchua’s sonic disruption, making her way toward Ravana.
 

 
  Returning her gaze to Natchua, Ashaele stated in a much flatter tone, “Your mother is one of the most unbearable assholes I have ever had the misfortune to meet.”
 

 
  Natchua went rigid. She happened to wholeheartedly agree, but between two Narisians there was virtually no more offensive statement that could be made. It was the kind of insult only a Matriarch could voice without expecting to be immediately punched in response; only a Matriarch had sufficient weight of social position that anyone would even defend her after such an offense.
 

 
  And, Natchua realized after a shocked second,
  
   she
  
  was now equivalent in rank. Her right hand balled into a fist, and purple flames flickered across her fingers. Walled off in their cocoon of sound, with her attention fully on Ashaele, she didn’t hear the murmurs that rose, or even notice people rapidly backing away from the two drow.
 

 
  “And I
  
   need
  
  you to understand that,” Ashaele said, her voice softer, eyes intent. “Your experience growing up was
  
   not normal.
  
  Narisian ways are ruthless and harsh, yes, but it is precisely because of this truth that our society can only function when we
  
   value
  
  each other. No one can lead her family the way a Narisian must, unless that family is held together by sincere bonds of love. In addition to her various defects of personality, Nassra has always failed to understand that simple and crucial fact. Goddess’s mercy, Natchua, a spider box is a weapon of last resort to punish those who knowingly and deliberately inflict shame upon their Houses. One should never be used to
  
   discipline children.
  
  That is nothing less than insanity! I will never condemn you for your behavior at Last Rock or elsewhere since you left us, and I have earned the ire of both Nassra and Ezrakhai by refusing to allow any pursuit of you through diplomatic channels. You were
  
   abused
  
  more than raised. Your anger and loathing is fully justified, and it is a tremendous credit to you that you’ve turned out as well as you have, after being raised by a selfish, thoughtless
  
   monster
  
  of a woman who saw you as nothing but a thing to be used. A daughter’s devotion is demanded in our culture, yes, but it must be earned through love and devotion in kind. I am…glad to see that you escaped, and are flourishing.”
 

 
  She paused, still watching Natchua closely. Natchua, for her part, did not relax her fist just yet, but allowed the fire to flicker out, staring at Ashaele through narrowed eyes.
 

 
  “Unlike my Qestrali colleague, I
  
   will
  
  apologize to you,” the Matriarch said after a moment. “The truth is that I am one of very few who had an inkling what was happening in your household and might have had the influence to do something about it. Even within another House, a Matriarch’s word is not nothing, and Ezrakhai does listen to me. But the truth is, I considered the costs and benefits and did nothing, for the sake of what I deemed the greater good. If you choose to despise
  
   me,
  
  Natchua, you’ve the right. I am sorry for failing you. It changes nothing, but I am. And if I can aid you now without compromising my responsibilities to Tar’naris and the Confederacy, I will be glad to do so. You’re owed it.”
 

 
  “You never cared enough to say all this before now,” Natchua said, pleased to find her voice even. “Not a word to me, until the very moment I gained a noble rank. Do you imagine that you’re subtle, Ashaele? Even by my standards, you
  
   really
  
  aren’t. Spit out what you want before my patience finishes evaporating.”
 

 
  It was
  
   heady,
  
  addressing a Matriarch by her first name, right to her face. Even a week ago, Natchua might have done so anyway, just to be aggressive. Somehow, the fact that Ashaele didn’t even have the right to complain about the presumption made it even sweeter.
 

 
  To her credit, Ashaele offered no denial, nodding once in acknowledgment. “That is true, and all part of the pattern of my life. I must turn a blind eye to all manner of suffering in order to serve a higher purpose; such it is, to be Narisian. I don’t ask anything of you but patience and tolerance, Natchua. You’re now in a position to have some influence on the affairs of nations, however minor. All I ask is that you understand what was done to you was an inexcusable aberration. Please don’t punish an entire civilization for the actions of individuals.”
 

 
  “Aberration,” Natchua whispered. “Really, now. You think my sad story is all that unusual?”
 

 
  “I am well aware—”
 

 
  “I’m sure you’d like to think that, Ashaele, but if you truly understand what life in Tar’naris is
  
   like
  
  for anyone who’s not born to power and privilege, you’re as despicable as my mother for presiding over that depravity and doing nothing about it. That festering shithole’s entire culture is based around the fact that whatever horrible thing it does must be okay, because after all, the Scyllithenes are always worse! It’s the most soulless possible approach to governing a society imaginable. Have you considered that, just maybe, your
  
   civilization
  
  deserves anything that might be coming to it, if not more?”
 

 
  Ashaele tilted her head incrementally. “Do give me a minimum of credit. I am keenly aware of the flaws and failures of our society. What, exactly, is your plan to
  
   fix
  
  them?”
 

 
  Natchua barked an incredulous laugh. “Is that
  
   my
  
  responsibility, somehow?”
 

 
  “No, it is mine. And unlike you, I have not only given great thought to how our people must change, but worked steadily to achieve that end. It is obvious to anyone with eyes that Tar’naris
  
   cannot
  
  continue as it has. Irrespective of the weight of our moral failings, we have entered a world in which the unique Narisian blend of heavy-handedness and myopia will lead only to doom. But what do you imagine would happen if I tried to
  
   explain
  
  all this to the Matriarchs? Or even better, force them to comply? Has it been your experience that people politely listen and then change their ways when you calmly and rationally lecture them on the benefits of giving up their privileged positions?”
 

 
  Natchua snorted. “All right, fair enough. But to rehash an earlier part of this conversation, I am done with Tar’naris and all its perfidy. This sounds like a
  
   you
  
  problem.”
 

 
  “Yes,” she agreed, “hence my pleading with you not to make it worse. I will never insult you by downplaying your experiences, Duchess Leduc; I have offered my apologies for them, and my support with whatever cause of yours I can aid that does not contradict my loyalties. Only you can decide whether this is adequate. It is really all I can do.”
 

 
  Natchua studied her in silence for a moment; Ashaele met her gaze firmly. There was nothing to be gained by trying to read a Narisian diplomat’s expression.
 

 
  She snuffed out the sonic effect surrounding them, allowing the party music and soft conversation to rush back over their senses. Ashaele glanced to the side, noting the action, but making no further acknowledgment. Natchua did not miss the speculative and eager gazes fixed on them by a number of minor Tiraan nobility eager for any scrap of influence they could scavenge.
 

 
  And so, she decided to throw them a bone.
 

 
  “You needn’t worry that my experiences in Tar’naris will have any effect on elven-Imperial relations, Matriarch Ashaele.” Natchua did not raise her voice, but enough of the eavesdroppers had edged close enough that it wouldn’t matter. “House Leduc stands firmly behind House Tirasian, as I have made clear. Foreign policy is none of my business in any case, and I don’t aspire to influence it even indirectly. As for my own opinions, I am satisfied that Emperor Sharidan’s leadership is exactly what Tiraas needs. It should be obvious to you, to me, and to anyone who has paid attention to recent history that the Silver Throne has led us well these last years since the Narisian Treaty.”
 

 
  Ashaele nodded and opened her mouth to reply, but Natchua pressed on over her.
 

 
  
   “With that said,
  
  House Leduc takes its responsibility to this province seriously. That may not have been true for some time, but under
  
   my
  
  leadership, things will change. I have already made it clear to House Awarrion what will happen to pushy drow who come to Veilgrad looking to profit at the expense of
  
   my
  
  people. After my encounter with the Highguard, I will extend that warning to all the Confederacy: I protect these lands, and any pointy ears coming here had better be attached to excellent manners, if they know what’s good for them.”
 

 
  If anything, the onlookers had drifted closer while she spoke, and at that, cheers and applause broke out from the surrounding Imperials. Natchua didn’t even glance aside at them, keeping her focus on Ashaele, who was studying her in turn, utterly impassive. Hardly any of these people were even local to Veilgrad, but apparently one couldn’t go wrong by appealing to patriotism. At least with this crowd.
 

 
  After a pause in which they locked gazes, Natchua finally looked past Ashaele’s shoulder to an unfolding scene which she’d been aware of since dropping the sound screen, but had not brought to the forefront of her awareness. She lowered her voice before adding a final thought, since it was one none of the onlookers needed to concern themselves with.
 

 
  “Except him, of course. Raolo’s cool.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Raolo?” Toby didn’t trouble to disguise the surprise and delight on his face when he spied the elf making a beeline toward him from the gates, and not just because he had little regard for the politics and appearances that were so important to so many at this party.
 

 
  For his part, Raolo was already smiling as he approached, but his expression only brightened further in response to Toby’s. Which just made him happier in turn, and so on in a mutual feedback loop until both were outright beaming by the time they closed the distance enough to clasp hands. It was just as well Ruda had stayed in Madouris; this was exactly the kind of encounter that made her loudly complain that too much sugar disagreed with her whiskey.
 

 
  Grinning like a fool and not caring, Toby squeezed Raolo’s slender fingers in his own, and then impetuously pulled him forward into a hug which set the elf laughing even as he reciprocated.
 

 
  “So you
  
   are
  
  glad to see me!” Raolo chuckled. “Guess I don’t have to worry about that after all.”
 

 
  “Oh come on, why would you
  
   ever
  
  need to worry about that?” Toby pulled back enough to grin at him again.
  
   “This
  
  is exactly the blessing I needed. No offense to our hostesses, but maybe now I can finally enjoy this party.”
 

 
  “Oh, you and parties.” Raolo playfully rubbed at his hair, which fortunately was too thick and wiry for him to easily muss. “Are you finally getting tired of benignly observing from the sides?”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s fine and dandy when it’s at Last Rock with friends, or at least acquaintances. A bunch of miscellaneous nobility, though…” He chanced a glance to the side, and sure enough, more than a handful of well-dressed strangers were studying him with expressions he could only think of as sharklike. For just a second Toby wavered, feeling the pressure of expectations rearing up, but he immediately and deliberately pushed that aside. If he could stand up to the expectations of his own cult, what did he care what any of these people thought? “Well, at least it probably won’t turn out the way my last aristocratic social event went down.”
 

 
  “Mm, has anyone checked that Trissiny’s not hanging around near the punchbowls?”
 

 
  “Oh, come on!” Trissiny’s voice exclaimed from the near distance. Both of them grinned but otherwise ignored her.
 

 
  “Never mind them anyway,” Toby said, reaching up to lightly shift a lock of golden hair that was obstructing his view of Raolo’s eyes. Even remembering how much the elf felt like silk under his fingers never compared to experiencing it anew. “What are you
  
   doing
  
  here, Raolo?”
 

 
  “Ah, I’m glad you made it, Raolo,” Ravana said, idly sauntering by them with an unusually smug expression even for her. “I trust your journey was comfortable?”
 

 
  “I think you know it was,” the elf replied sardonically. “The carriage and driver were a
  
   little
  
  excessive, Ravana. Not that I object to being driven, but that thing had eight seats and a cold box full of sparkling wine. Is that how you cruise around
  
   all
  
  the time?”
 

 
  “No, but it’s how I treat my friends,” she said, smiling placidly. “Luxury is so much better appreciated by those not born to it.”
 

 
  Toby heaved a sigh. “Ravana, stuff like
  
   this
  
  is why people are always demanding what you did this time. Didn’t I specifically ask you not to interrupt Raolo’s vacation? Just this morning?”
 

 
  “Oh,
  
   did
  
  you.” And just like that, Raolo’s entire aspect changed. He still smiled, but suddenly the expression was brittle and there was something sharp in the set of his eyes. Without quite releasing Toby’s hands, he nonetheless pulled back.
 

 
  “You know I’m glad to be able to spend time with you away from campus,” Toby said quickly. “It’s just… Ravana. You know? I think if somebody didn’t stop her she’d try to put puppet strings on all of us.”
 

 
  “I do say that’s a bit much,” Ravana protested.
 

 
  “Well, he’s not entirely wrong, you know,” Raolo said to her. “This was a nice thing you did, Ravana, and I thank you. People
  
   do
  
  get tired of being treated like somebody else always knows what’s better for them, though. I get enough of that at home,” he added, his eyes cutting back to Toby. That withdrawn hardness was still in them.
 

 
  Toby winced. “Was it…bad? I don’t want to pry, I just… Well, I hate to come between you and what time you’ve got with your family.”
 

 
  “That’s very considerate.” If anything, the elf’s expression stiffened further, and Toby found himself frowning quizzically. Even Ravana suddenly glanced sharply back and forth between them, picking up on the tension.
 

 
  “Are you okay?” Toby asked in concern. “I suddenly feel like you’re… Uh, did I do something to upset you?”
 

 
  For some reason, that only appeared to make things worse, though instead of growing more tense, Raolo suddenly sagged. It was a slight motion, the merest lowering of his head and slumping of his shoulders, but it made him look unmistakably defeated.
 

 
  That was much worse.
 

 
  Now Ravana appeared nearly as concerned as he, and Malivette, who had just wandered into their proximity, cleared her throat pointedly. Neither Toby nor Raolo looked over at her, though.
 

 
  “No, Toby,” Raolo sighed, and then gave him a resigned smile that felt worse than a slap. “Everything’s fine.”
 

 
  “Everything’s clearly
  
   not
  
  fine,” Toby insisted, frowning. “I can tell you’re upset.”
 

 
  “About what?” Raolo shrugged. “You’ve done
  
   nothing
  
  wrong, Toby. You graciously relinquished your claim on my time so I could go home to the grove…just like I asked. And sure, my family are insufferable, but thanks to
  
   Ravana
  
  being also insufferable now I can spend the evening with you instead of them. It’s a perfect outcome!” He smiled again, trying to inject some cheer into the expression, but so obviously trying that it was painful to behold.
 

 
  “Ahem,” Malivette said, not that anyone paid her any mind.
 

 
  “Hey.” Gently taking Raolo’s hands again, Toby ran his thumbs across the backs of the elf’s fingers, holding his gaze. “You don’t need to do that, not with me. Whatever’s—”
 

 
  “Can we please just not?” Raolo pleaded. “It’s a party. Let’s relax and have some fun. Look, there’s dancing! And I could use a drink.”
 

 
  “If…that’s what you
  
   want,”
  
  Toby said dubiously.
 

 
  For some reason, that made annoyance flare in Raolo’s expression again, but the elf quickly mastered it, put on another public smile, and opened his mouth to answer.
 

 
  At that moment, Malivette began coughing loudly, quickly escalating to a series of hacking wheezes like a cat passing a hairball, and actually doubled over. Ravana edged warily away from her, while the surrounding nobles stared incredulously.
 

 
  “Blaaaah!” The vampire straightened back up, turning a beaming smile on them as she wiped the back of her hand across her lips. “Scuze me, must’ve inhaled a clot.
  
   Say,
  
  lads, I just wanted to mention, the party only
  
   started
  
  out here on the lawn, the whole manor is open. Lots of indoor space, y’know, private rooms. Places to have a conversation
  
   discreetly.”
  
 

 
  “Thank you very much, Duchess Dufresne,” Raolo said with a slightly wintry smile, “but that won’t be—”
 

 
  “It’s Raolo, right?” She grinned broadly at him in that expression of hers that showed off her fangs a lot more than it actually suggested a good mood. “Say, just for the record, elves aren’t edible for me. I only mention that because it’s gonna become an extremely relevant reassurance if you do something to create a debacle at this extremely
  
   politically important
  
  party.” Malivette let the silence hang for two heartbeats of dramatic effect, just grinning at their shocked expressions, before continuing in a lower tone. “Go inside, boys, and have a chat. Quietly.”
 

 
  “Um…maybe that would actually be best,” Toby said, turning his attention back from her to Raolo.
 

 
  The elf clenched his jaw for a moment, then nodded in a single jerky little motion. “Fine.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Uh…” Trissiny watched Toby and Raolo disappear into the manor, frowning in consternation. “I hope they’re… Do you think we should do something?”
 

 
  “Like what, Triss?” Gabriel asked. “What possible thing could anyone butting into
  
   that
  
  do that wouldn’t just make it worse? And that’s not even touching on the fact that neither of us is Mister or General Social Skills to begin with.”
 

 
  “Hey, I think we’re both a lot better than we used to be,” she protested. “But still… Yeah, fair point. It’s just that I hate to think of… You know?”
 

 
  “I do,” he nodded. “If there’s anybody who deserves some straightforward uncomplicated happiness, there they went. But relationships aren’t like that. You just gotta
  
   deal
  
  with stuff, and unless it’s an Izarite cleric involving somebody else in it doesn’t usually help.”
 

 
  “And I think we’ve all had as much Izarite influence as we need for one night,” she muttered, glancing at the gates. At least Bishop Snowe had been as good as her word and
  
   left
  
  the grounds once her message was delivered. All things considered, that might have been simple self-preservation on her part.
 

 
  “Well, anyway, it’s a party,” he said after a momentary pause. “I can think of a much better use of our time than standing here fretting.”
 

 
  “I am
  
   terrified
  
  to ask,” Trissiny deadpanned.
 

 
  He grinned and had the audacity to wink at her. “You remember our first week? Specifically, the first night of punishment duty, washing dishes for Oak?”
 

 
  “Yes,” she said dryly. “You invited me to a town dance, and that was when I knew you were completely insane.”
 

 
  “Exactly!” Gabriel stepped back, turned toward her, and held out one hand with a shallow bow. “You never did give me an answer on that, and the town social came and went. So you owe me one, Triss.”
 

 
  “Are you serious?” Teetering on the verge of incredulous laughter, she glanced around at the grounds. “This
  
   is
  
  a political event, you know. Think politics. Us dancing would kick off a flurry of wild rumors.”
 

 
  “Let ‘em speculate, it’s not like any of these people would know what they’re talking about. And hey, we might as well provide them some free entertainment! These parties tend to end with us terrorizing them one way or another, so we might owe it to ‘em. Just so you’re aware, the drinks are served over there on the buffet table,” he added helpfully. “It’s mostly bottled wine and hot cider at this time of year, but I
  
   did
  
  notice a lovely crystal punch—”
 

 
  “I have
  
   no
  
  compunctions about hitting you since I know it doesn’t actually hurt you.”
 

 
  “What’s the point of doing it then?” he rejoined. Trissiny made a face at him; he grinned more broadly and lifted the hand he was still holding out. “C’mon, they’re playing a waltz. That’s basically the easiest one.”
 

 
  She studied him skeptically for a long moment, then finally permitted herself a smile of dour amusement and reached out to take his hand. In the next second, they were swirling out across the drive amid the other couples moving to the music.
 

 
  In the moment after that, both of them stared at each other in shock and said in unison, without faltering in the motion, “You can dance!”
 

 
  They completed one more stationary revolution before the other shoe dropped, and both paladins scowled, this time talking over one another
  
  
  rather than speaking in chorus.
 

 
  “Wait a second, were you just trying to embarrass—”
 

 
  “This was a
  
   trick,
  
  you sneaky—”
 

 
  Both broke off, and then burst out laughing. And kept dancing.
 

 
  “Seriously, though,” Gabriel said merrily. “You? Can waltz?”
 

 
  “Hey, I grew up in a barracks up in the mountains with dozens of other girls. The only entertainment was whatever we made for ourselves! What about
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, Teal taught me,” he admitted. “It was after that trip to Tiraas in our first year, remember? You all went to that party at General Panissar’s house?”
 

 
  “Ah, yes. That was…a mess.”
 

 
  “Could’ve been worse, the way I heard it,” he said lightly, twirling her around the decorative fountain in the center of the roundabout drive. “Upon reflection what I’m
  
   most
  
  surprised about is that you’re letting me lead.”
 

 
  “Because I figured you’d try to, and we’re probably creating enough of a stir without turning it into a scuffle,” she snorted. “A wise feminist conserves energy for the necessary battles by not fighting pointless ones.”
 

 
  
  
  “Ever the strategist. Well, if there’s gonna be a scuffle, we should probably save it for later in the evening.”
 

 
  “Oh?”
 

 
  “Yeah, everybody’s out here watching right now. As the night progresses and the drink is drunk, people will start pairing off and disappearing into those private rooms Malivette helpfully reminded us she has.”
 

 
  Trissiny wrinkled her nose. “How would you know? Do you attend a
  
   lot
  
  of aristocrat parties?”
 

 
  “I know what people are like,” he chuckled, “and I
  
   listen
  
  to aristocrats. We’ve got a good handful on the campus, you know, and several of them
  
   love
  
  talking about their fancy social events.”
 

 
  “I see. Well.” She finally looked away from his face, glancing sidelong across the crowd they were still dancing through. “If we’re going to head back to Tiraas tonight and deal with Justinian, I’m afraid you and Juniper aren’t going to have the opportunity to sneak off.”
 

 
  “Wh—
  
   Juniper?”
  
  Gabriel blinked at her in astonishment. “You thought we— Triss, that hasn’t been going on since freshman year!”
 

 
  She blinked right back, equally startled. “What? Really? I thought… I mean, you’re…”
 

 
  “Okay, I am
  
   straining
  
  not to take offense,” he complained. “Really, is that what you think, I have nothing on my mind but chasing skirts?”
 

 
  “Well, in fairness, you
  
   do
  
  also like playing with your wand…”
 

 
  “It would serve you right if I tripped you.”
 

 
  Trissiny grinned, then cleared her throat with a little discomfort, glancing away again. “So, uh, not to pry, but what made you two decide to…?”
 

 
  “Oh, it… Well, actually, we never
  
   decided.
  
  That is, there was never a conversation about it. It just sort of…stopped happening, and that was fine. Both of us, I mean individually, we both kind of came to a place where that wasn’t what we needed or wanted anymore, so it worked out fine.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Actually, I guess it worked out ideally. Maybe closure would’ve been nice, but I don’t feel like I missed out on it. June doesn’t seem to, either. This way there was no awkwardness, and I got to keep a really good friend without making it, uh, messy.”
 

 
  Slowly Trissiny nodded, staring at him with an oddly pensive expression. “Yeah… I guess there’s something to that.”
 

 
  “What do you mean, to it?”
 

 
  “Sometimes,” she said distantly, her eyes seeming to look at something far away, “having a conversation isn’t really…the best thing, necessary, or even useful. Not if everybody already understands up front that there’s no point.”
 

 
  They had drifted to the edge of the dancing area, coming close to the end of one of the buffet tables, and that was the moment when the band brought the waltz to an end. Across the lawn, couples separated, many applauding politely. Trissiny and Gabriel slowly released each other in silence, studying one another’s eyes.
 

 
  “Well,” Trissiny said abruptly, putting on a smile, “good timing. I’d better go supervise
  
   that.”
  
  She tilted her head to one side, where over by the manor’s steps, Malivette and Natchua had cornered Bishop Darling. “And I see you have fallen into my trap, as well.”
 

 
  “Excuse me?” he exclaimed.
 

 
  Rather than answering, Trissiny turned aside to address the woman in servant’s livery who was standing by the edge of the table with her hands neatly folded in front of her. “It’s Hesthri, right?”
 

 
  The servant’s eyes widened and she focused on Trissiny, having been watching Gabriel. “I…beg your pardon, miss? You must have me mistaken for…”
 

 
  “You were staring,” Trissiny said, not unkindly. “At
  
   him.
  
  And let’s face it, he’s not that good looking.”
 

 
  “Those Eserites turned you into a spiteful little beast,” Gabriel complained.
 

 
  “Yep,” she said with an unrepentant wink. “But seriously, Gabe, there are some conversations that actually
  
   do
  
  need to be had. I’ll catch up with you later.”
 

 
  So saying, she turned and sauntered off in the direction of the Bishop and the Duchesses, leaving a tense island of quiet behind.
 

 
  Gabriel shifted to study the serving woman, who was watching him closely in kind. They didn’t speak for a few long seconds, which under the circumstances was as good as a confession.
 

 
  “She’s a sharp one,” Hesthri said at last, then grinned. “Not to mention pretty. So, you two…?”
 

 
  “Oh, uh…no.” He shook his head, averting his eyes as his cheeks darkened slightly. “That is, there may be a tense…um, but not… Well, it’s, we’re friends, okay? We’re pretty close and I’d hate to mess up… Anyway, paladins don’t live the kind of life that…” Growling in frustration at his own inarticulate babbling, he trailed off and shook his head, scowling across the dance floor at nobody. “It’s just… It’s not a good idea.”
 

 
  Hesthri studied him in silence for a few more beats, a gentle smile playing about her own lips, before finally reaching out to very lightly touch his arm.
 

 
  “Tell me about her.”
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  They chose a room at random down the first hallway they explored, and once inside immediately stopped, momentarily so forgetting what they were here for that Raolo didn’t even bother to push the door all the way closed. Instead, both of them stared at the wall of the small study, which was covered with newspaper articles, framed and under glass, and all featuring headlines about a certain drow.
 

 
  “So
  
   this
  
  is why they made her a Duchess,” Raolo said in disbelief. “I was
  
   really
  
  wondering about that.”
 

 
  “It’s all noble politics. I was mostly concerned she was being taken advantage of somehow,” Toby admitted.
 

 
  The elf shook his head, still staring at the framed papers. “Always worried about others, Toby.”
 

 
  It was a quality Toby valued in himself, one he couldn’t see as inherently a bad thing even if he had to acknowledge he took it too far sometimes, yet the undercurrent in Raolo’s tone told him they were already returning to the
  
   problem.
  
  Whatever the problem actually was; he remained far from certain about that.
 

 
  He reached out, almost gingerly, to take Raolo’s hand. Immediately Raolo squeezed his in turn, and the relief was like a physical force straightening his spine again. He needed that to cling to, as the elf finally turned away from the wall of articles to meet his eyes again.
 

 
  “So.”
 

 
  “So,” Toby repeated awkwardly. “I… Well, I don’t understand what I did wrong, but I’m sorry. I won’t do it again if you’ll just explain it to me. The last thing I want to do is hurt you.”
 

 
  For whatever reason, that just made Raolo look exasperated. “Augh… Toby, you’ve done nothing wrong. You have been faultlessly respectful and considerate and did exactly as I asked.”
 

 
  “Okay, then… What’s—”
 

 
  “Did you ever consider that I
  
   didn’t
  
  want you to do what I asked?” Raolo asked plaintively.
 

 
  He blinked. Then twice more. Opened his mouth to speak, closed it, squinted, and blinked yet again.
 

 
  “…no?”
 

 
  “Of course not,” Raolo sighed. “Look, Toby… I love my family, okay? They gave me everything I have,
  
   made
  
  me who I am. The same goes for my tribe as a whole. It’s just so much
  
   easier
  
  to love them from a thousand miles away in Last Rock where I don’t have to deal with them constantly disapproving of the thing that most defines me.” He held up his free hand, allowing tiny blue arcs of unformed arcane power to crackle between his fingers for a second. “Maybe in, like, ten years I’ll be glad to go home for, oh I dunno, a week. That sounds like about how long I’ll be able to stand the pressure by then. But right now? It’s
  
   miserable.
  
  I would rather do anything else,
  
   especially
  
  if it means I get to do it with you.”
 

 
  “I see,” Toby said slowly. “But…you were pretty insistent.”
 

 
  “Yeah.” Raolo nodded, grimacing. “I
  
   should
  
  go home and be the dutiful son. I really, really ought to. I owe it to them. So…that’s what I said.”
 

 
  “Okay, I guess I’m beginning to get it,” said Toby. “Wow, it makes so much sense when you point it out. I’m really sorry I failed to read between the lines, there. In hindsight—”
 

 
  “Would. You.
  
   Stop that?!”
  
  Raolo exclaimed, finally letting go of his hand.
  
   “Veth’na alaue,
  
  Toby, I am
  
   not in the right,
  
  here! I’m being irrational and childish and unnecessarily difficult!”
 

 
  “I. Um.” There was really no serviceable answer to that, forcing him to fall back on the old standby. “Sorry?”
 

 
  Raolo stared at him for three seconds, then said very calmly, “Would you excuse me for just a moment?”
 

 
  “Oh. Well, sure…”
 

 
  “Thanks.” The elf turned away, walked to the other side of the room until he stood six inches from the wall, facing it. Then he reared back and thumped his forehead against the oak paneling, causing several of the framed articles to bounce.
 

 
  “Raolo!”
 

 
  “Okay.” Turning back and showing no sign of pain despite the red mark on his forehead, Raolo returned to him with a serious expression.
  
   “
  
  Tobias, you are… You’re the best person I know. I
  
   love
  
  how caring you are, how you’re always looking out for others. But the thing is, you do that for everyone. It’s how you… Well, I know we’re young and this has only been a
  
   thing
  
  for a few months and I haven’t wanted to push at you, and I
  
   definitely
  
  don’t want to seem ungrateful to the first person in my life who’s unequivocally put my needs first, but… But I am starting to feel like I’m just another person around you. Being looked after the way you do for all your friends.”
 

 
  “Are you…under the impression that the, ah, the
  
   things
  
  I do with you are things I do with everybody?” Toby demanded.
 

 
  That earned a reluctant smile. “No, and I don’t mean to undervalue that intimacy. It’s just… Aw, balls,
  
   this
  
  is why I didn’t want to talk about it.” Raolo covered his eyes with both hands, shaking his head in helpless denial. “I sound like such a lunatic right now.”
 

 
  “No, you don’t,” Toby said automatically. It was the wrong response; Raolo lowered his fingers, revealing a scowl.
 

 
  “You’re doing it again.”
 

 
  “Sorry.”
 

 
  “What do you think
  
   that
  
  is?!”
 

 
  “Well, sorry!” Toby exclaimed, throwing his own arms up. “I don’t understand what’s happening here! Can’t you just tell me what it is you
  
   want
  
  me to do?”
 

 
  “That!” Raolo surged forward, grabbing him by the shoulders, and then pulled him into a hug which Toby immediately reciprocated despite his exasperation. “I just want you to sometimes
  
   not
  
  take care of me. I want to feel
  
   special
  
  to you.”
 

 
  “You want…” Toby tightened his arms around him, biting back the first response that came to mind. And then the second. And only belatedly realized he was still doing the exact opposite of what Raolo was asking. But this was
  
   hard,
  
  and he still didn’t understand it. “Have I made you think you aren’t
  
   special
  
  to me?”
 

 
  “You did
  
   nothing wrong,”
  
  Raolo insisted, squeezing him in turn. “You did what you always do, what makes you so unequivocally
  
   good,
  
  and part of what I love you for. It’s just…”
 

 
  “I do that for everybody?” Toby echoed.
 

 
  Raolo’s nod rubbed his hair distractingly against Toby’s cheek. “Here it is, the first time we’re away from school and at liberty since we’ve been an item, and I can’t fault your choices or your respect for
  
   my
  
  choices, but the fact remains, you’re off having paladin adventures with your friends and I went home to be passive-aggressively sniped at by my parents. And less passively by my sister.”
 

 
  “I said I was sorry for…wait.” Toby drew back, just enough to be able to study his face. “Are you
  
   jealous?”
  
 

 
  Raolo grimaced. “I told you I was being irrational.”
 

 
  “Raolo!”
 

 
  “I
  
   know.”
  
 

 
  “Raolo, aside from the guy who’s basically my
  
   brother,
  
  they’re all women! Two of them are married and one’s three inches tall and physically sexless!”
 

 
  “I know! I
  
   promise
  
  I don’t feel threatened by Gabriel. It’s not about them, it’s…” Closing his eyes, he leaned forward to rest his forehead against Toby’s, right where he’d recently bonked it on the wall. “The bond you have with them is made of shared experiences, trauma, victory… I can’t help being bitter at you letting me go home instead of having the opportunity to share another adventure with you. I want to build something like that between us. You know, I
  
   have
  
  read my adventuring histories; paladins
  
   always
  
  have their own parties. I may not be a dryad or archdemon, but do you have any idea how powerful an elven wizard can become? I can totally pull my weight as a Hand’s companion.”
 

 
  Toby chuckled in spite of himself. “I hear what you’re saying, but Rao… Most of these
  
   adventures
  
  have been due to class trips. I’d
  
   love
  
  to have you come with us on the next one. Do you want to be the one to pitch that to Tellwyrn?”
 

 
  The elf snorted softly in amused agreement. “I know, that’s fair. I’m not
  
   blaming
  
  you. This is…talking about the future. You know, someday, Teal will be running Falconer Industries, or helping with whatever it is Shaeine will end up doing for the Confederacy. Ruda will be off ruling her country, gods only
  
   know
  
  what the fairies will be up to, and you’ll probably still work with Gabe and Triss from time to time but we both know the Trinity will likely send their Hands in different directions. But
  
   I
  
  can still be by your side. I know this is new, Toby, but… Elves don’t love lightly. We heal slowly from heartbreak, and try not to risk it. I
  
   do
  
  love you, and I wouldn’t be involved with you at all if I didn’t see a future. If I thought you were treating this casually.”
 

 
  “I…like the sound of that,” Toby whispered, shifting his head just enough to rub Raolo’s nose with his own. “Even if I don’t like the idea of putting you in danger… Just the thought of you
  
   being
  
  there with me is perfect.”
 

 
  “But that’s the future,” Raolo agreed. “In the
  
   present,
  
  I just wish you could stop with the Omnist thing, at least with me.”
 

 
  “Rao, my faith is at the very core of who I
  
   am.”
  
 

 
  “I know! I’d never ask you to change, just to…
  
   relax.
  
  Stop looking after me the way you do everyone else.” He opened his eyes, and they glittered with emotion. “I want you to feel…comfortable, and safe enough to let down that sense of duty and
  
   let
  
  yourself be mad at me when you feel it. I want you to
  
   desire
  
  me enough to ask me to come home with
  
   you
  
  for the holidays instead of seeing my family. I’d do it in a heartbeat, if you asked. I just want you to ask. I want to be
  
   special.”
  
 

 
  Toby drew in a slow breath and let it out equally slowly.
 

 
  “That’s a meditation exercise,” Raolo accused.
 

 
  “Relax,” Toby murmured. “That’s…what you’re asking isn’t easy.”
 

 
  “I know, love. Honestly, if it was just selfish, I wouldn’t even ask. But Toby, everybody needs to have a safe place to let go and just
  
   be.
  
  Let me be your safety.”
 

 
  “My safety.” Slowly, he nodded, the gesture incidentally rubbing his nose against Raolo’s again. The elf nuzzled him in return. “Okay.”
 

 
  Then Toby drew back, shifting his grip to seize Raolo by his thin shoulders, and gave him a hard shake.
 

 
  “I am
  
   not
  
  a
  
   telepath!
  
  Damn it, you
  
   know
  
  I’d do anything I could to make you happy, but crap like
  
   this
  
  is just gonna keep happening if I don’t know
  
   what you want!
  
  Omnu’s breath, Rao, I adore you but
  
   this
  
  is some grade-A free-range nonsense! If we have a problem I need you to
  
   talk
  
  to me about it like the grown-ass elf you are—”
 

 
  That was as far as he got before a display of elven agility brought Raolo squirming out of his grip, and then forward, throwing his arms around Toby’s neck and silencing him with a kiss that was as close to bruising as such a slender creature could manage. He found he didn’t mind the pressure in the least, and in fact, found it the best medicine. The tension and frustration of the last few minutes faded as if banished by a spell. Toby clutched him close, sliding one hand up to cradle his head and all but drinking him in.
 

 
  Raolo also took the initiative in pulling back, but only after a few minutes and even then only because he needed air.
 

 
  
   “That’s
  
  my boy,” he whispered with a grin of avid mischief.
 

 
  Toby squeezed him closer, beginning to walk them both insistently toward the far wall—or more specifically, toward the writing desk standing against it. “And?”
 

 
  Raolo bit his lower lip coyly. “And, yessir.”
 

 
  “Good.”
 

 
  The elf’s legs hit the desk and he nimbly slid up onto it, his fingers pulling at Toby’s robe as the paladin surged forward to seize him in another breathless kiss.
 

 
  Behind them, unheard even by Raolo’s acute ears, the door to the study pulled the rest of the way shut. Out in the hall, Sapphire carefully stretched a stocking over the latch in the universal signal, and then turned to stroll back to the party, smiling.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Iris was standing off to the side, out of range of the dancers, holding a glass of sparkling wine. Ravana knew she didn’t like sparkling wine, or wine in general. Which wasn’t the point; Ravana also knew the glass was a prop, something for her to
  
   do
  
  with her hands. One hand, anyway, the other being occupied clenching in her skirt.
 

 
  The Duchess came to stand silently beside her roommate and friend, following her gaze. They watched as the two paladins came to a stop and separated, then as Gabriel spoke briefly to a woman in uniform by the serving tables, and then as the two of them discreetly slipped away to go into the house.
 

 
  Iris heaved a sigh. “I…am ridiculous.”
 

 
  Ravana regarded her in silence.
 

 
  “And worse,” the witch added after a pause, “I’m a coward. Well, you know what, this tears it. It’s been a year and a half. If I haven’t managed to screw up the guts to just
  
   talk
  
  to him, I am officially hopeless. It’s time to just forget the whole thing. Hey, Ravana, what are the odds I could find a nice young lord here to marry me?”
 

 
  Ravana shook her head. “Nice lords of any description are rare, and aristocrats mostly marry for political advantage, not sentiment or even attraction. Now, I suspect you could quite easily find a wealthy lord or lady to make you a very lavishly kept mistress. You look ravishing in that gown, and your dark complexion is rather exotic in this part of the Empire.”
 

 
  Iris made a grimace of mingled amusement and bitterness. “Thank you. So, hey, there’s my career planned out.”
 

 
  “Don’t be absurd, you’re worth far more than that,” Ravana said almost brusquely. “I do agree with
  
   some
  
  of what you were saying, but rather than simply dropping the matter, what I’d suggest is just
  
   asking
  
  him. Even if it ends in nothing but rejection, at least that would be closure. And you wouldn’t be dithering anymore.”
 

 
  “You saw that as clearly as I did,” Iris whispered.
 

 
  The Duchess emitted a very ladylike little snort. “Those two are going to dither about with even more stamina than
  
   you
  
  have. I don’t expect it would be too difficult to snatch him, especially with that neckline. Not that Trissiny isn’t attractive, but you have the advantage in buxomness and
  
   everyone
  
  knows Gabriel’s pref—”
 

 
  “You
  
   urgently
  
  need to stop,” Iris interrupted.
 

 
  Ravana grinned. “I am only half jesting, Iris. If not now, then back at my manor. There is no shortage of available rooms.”
 

 
  Iris covered her eyes with her free hand, still not drinking from her glass. “Ravana, please. What about you, then? Any of these fancy lads seem like a nice political prospect for you?”
 

 
  “As I consider my point made, I shall indulge your transparent deflection,” Ravana said magnanimously. “In any case, no. I will not marry, I think. Any House in the Empire would benefit greatly from a union with House Madouri, but none have anything to offer me in return that is worth it. Especially now that I have achieved a firm alliance with Houses Dufresne and Leduc.”
 

 
  “That seems kind of…grim. Doesn’t that fact free you up? You
  
   could
  
  marry for love, if you don’t need to do it for politics.”
 

 
  Ravana’s expression had grown distant; she watched the party guests as they twirled into the next dance, not seeming to actually see them.
 

 
  “I think I am what the Izarites call asexual.”
 

 
  Iris looked at her sidelong. “You…divide in half to make two smaller Duchesses?”
 

 
  Ravana made a silently eloquent face which both acknowledged and disapproved of the joke. “I refer to the orientation, not the reproductive strategy. I am twenty years old and have never felt the slightest stirrings of attraction toward anyone of any gender. Sexual desire is a thing I comprehend intellectually; on a visceral level I remain baffled at the damage people are willing to inflict upon themselves to indulge it. At my age, that seems rather definitive, don’t you think?”
 

 
  “You make it sound like twenty is the verge of senility,” Iris said with a wry smile. “Maybe you’re just picky? Haven’t met the right person?”
 

 
  “I don’t believe there are right or wrong people as a binary. As best I understand it, attraction is a spectrum, and my position on it is nowhere.” She paused to take a small, appreciative sip of her own wine. “This is not to complain, Iris. If anything I consider myself fortunate. Unburdened by the expectations of a spouse and living in an age in which children born out of wedlock face no legal and relatively little social stigma, I am free to rebuild my House’s imperiled bloodline by selecting the best available genetic donors.”
 

 
  Iris shuddered. “That sounds so
  
   clinical.”
  
 

 
  “It is, to me,” Ravana said, shrugging. “It is a tradition of my family. You may have noticed that I am blonde despite being—mostly—an ethnic Tiraan? The trait is recessive, but House Madouri has deliberately added infusions of elven blood at roughly hundred year intervals, for its longevity, stamina, and magical aptitude. We have endured for a thousand years without falling to the inbreeding that has destroyed so many noble Houses by managing our genome as if our children were thoroughbred racing steeds. It is especially relevant to me, as the last living member of my bloodline.”
 

 
  “You make it sound like you can just…grab whoever you want to make them…perform.” Iris grimaced, finally took a sip of her drink, and then grimaced harder. “Ugh, bubbles.”
 

 
  “I am hardly going to force anyone,” Ravana said, amused. “Nor do I expect much difficulty in the…acquisition. Though I am far daintier than the so-called Avenic ideal, I am hardly a warthog. And even if I were, many would not decline an invitation to the bed of a Duchess.”
 

 
  “But…you don’t
  
   want
  
  to,” Iris protested. “I mean, if you’re not actually interested in…”
 

 
  Ravana’s face went distant again. “You know, my grandfather was gay.”
 

 
  Iris blinked at the abrupt change of subject, but didn’t answer. Ravana went on without apparently expecting her to, anyway.
 

 
  “He managed to gird up his loins, in an unusually literal example of the expression, and sire
  
   one
  
  child in his lifetime. My father. Who so adored and remained loyal to my mother that even after her death he never so much as looked at another woman.”
 

 
  “That’s so romantic,” Iris sighed with a slightly dreamy smile.
 

 
  “My mind boggles at such abominable selfishness,” Ravana said icily, causing Iris’s smile to vanish in an instant. “Aristocrats are raised in depthless privilege. We wear and sleep in silk, dine on delicacies using silver and crystal, enjoy the benefits of the finest education that can be had and entertainments such as most people could never dream to experience. All this is a due and necessary offset for the tremendous pressures my social class must endure in the execution of our responsibilities. But far too many—including, to my shame, those within my own House—have embraced the privilege and eschewed the price. This luxury is paid for by the people who look to us for leadership. They are
  
   owed
  
  that leadership in return. Among other things, my people require stability and the assurance of continuity; a succession crisis can be absolutely devastating to a nation, or even a province. Yet, my own father and grandfather could not see past their own desires. At a time when our House had been driven to the edge of extinction by the Enchanter Wars, they
  
   left
  
  it there rather than submit to a minor personal indignity that
  
   pales
  
  before the suffering our populace will endure if the local government collapses.”
 

 
  She paused, grimaced, and rubbed her finger around the rim of her wineglass, making it produce a clear, high-pitched tone.
 

 
  “And just to rub salt in the wound,
  
   they
  
  were male. A man with the resources of an ancient and rich House can accumulate mistresses and sire a veritable
  
   village
  
  over the course of an average lifetime. Instead, that duty falls to me, whose ability to reproduce is…biologically constrained.”
 

 
  “I think that may be the most depressing thing I’ve ever heard.”
 

 
  Ravana shrugged, the ghost of a smile drifting across her features for a bare moment. “It is what it is. So, I will keep an eye out for interesting sources of genetic material and, when the time comes, dose myself with alchemical aphrodisiacs and do what is necessary. Five times, I should think. I calculate that is the greatest number of children I can balance with my other responsibilities while still giving them each the individual care and attention they require. That is not optional; people raised with great power but no tenderness often end up rather twisted.
  
   I
  
  consider myself a relative success story of that scenario, and I am well aware that many people find me…unsettling. I find I am sufficiently looking forward to motherhood that I am not excessively bothered by the…squishy realities involved in achieving it.”
 

 
  
   “Squishy realities.
  
  Now there’s a turn of phrase,” Iris sighed. “Funny enough, my first thought was to remind you that love potions are illegal. As if that was even a consideration for you.”
 

 
  “Actually, that
  
   is
  
  funny,” Ravana said with a smile. “Such potions are a felony to administer to another person, and potentially a capital crime to do so without the victim’s consent, but they fall within the Noble Loophole governing controlled recreational drugs. I can dose
  
   myself
  
  with anything I like under the law.”
 

 
  “The what governing what?”
 

 
  “Anything which one must have a government-issued exemption to sell,” Ravana explained. “Opium, sevenleaf, glittershrooms and the like, and
  
   also
  
  certain alchemicals. You see, it is illegal to manufacture, purchase, sell, receive, or bestow controlled drugs.
  
   But,
  
  if you happen to
  
   have
  
  one for whatever reason, it’s not a crime to own or use it on yourself. That’s part of why glittershrooms are so popular; they’ll grow anyplace dark and dank. It’s quite common for people to find them entirely by accident in their own cellars. The law only constrains any means of acquiring drugs rather than
  
   having
  
  them because of the nobility, you see. For most people, it is
  
   presumed
  
  that if you own a controlled substance you committed a crime to get it, shrooms aside, and can thus be prosecuted. But because the inventories of House vaults are private, the Treasury cannot prove we didn’t just have vials of cocaine and love potions sitting in there left over from a past generation.”
 

 
  “Wait, if the Empire can’t tell what you’ve got in storage…”
 

 
  “Oh, the Treasury has the right to inspect and tally coin, bank notes, real estate, basically any form of liquid assets, and concealing such from the Throne is an offense for which a House’s charter of nobility can be revoked. But the Treasury requires specific cause to inspect a House’s vaults, and the burden of proof necessary is steep. So! As long as a House doesn’t skimp on its taxes, as a reward its members have a legal excuse to do whatever drugs they might wish.”
 

 
  She smiled placidly up at the taller girl, who just stared back in something like horror.
 

 
  “You know, stuff like
  
   this
  
  is why nobody trusts the nobility,” Iris complained. “This is
  
   exactly
  
  what I worry about Natchua of all bloody people suddenly having access to.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Natchua could physically hear everything happening on the manor grounds, but the nature of elven hearing meant most of it was a blur which her subconscious filtered out as superfluous. Under the circumstances, she couldn’t even zero in on mentions of her own name with any reliability, given how much speculation about her was going on at this party. So it was mostly coincidence that she caught Iris’s last comment, helped along by the fact that she made sure to check up on whatever Ravana and Malivette were doing at a given moment, on the grounds that she now heavily depended on both while still trusting neither. And Vette was currently right in front of her.
 

 
  She glanced aside at the witch, but deemed it not worth pursuing. After all, Iris undeniably had a point.
 

 
  More immediately, her focus was swiftly demanded when a sudden chorus of screams from the front gate of the property interrupted her own conversation with Malivette and Bishop Darling.
 

 
  Immediately both Duchesses were moving forward toward the source of the disturbance; being each of them an extremely dangerous creature in her own right, if there was trouble it only made sense for them to lead from the front. Natchua was less certain why Darling followed along, but didn’t spare him the attention to question his apparent lack of survival instincts.
 

 
  In fact, it was he who offered the perfect commentary at what was now approaching her through the manor grounds as terrified nobles fled in all directions.
 

 
  “What in the secondhand celestial monkey
  
   fuck
  
  is he
  
   doing?”
  
 

 
  Obviously, it was the demon most people were frightened of; the thing was a good twelve feet tall and covered with the obligatory scale armor and spikes, complete with glowing eyes and flickers of fire snorting from its nostrils. Natchua wasn’t particularly concerned with that, however, as she could tell at a glance that the magical chains trussing it up like a cocoon were solid and more than adequate to the task. Those same chains were holding the beast aloft as it was propelled through the air at a walking pace.
 

 
  Behind, holding the other end of the chain, strode a grinning man in a white suit. He came to a stop in the middle of the driveway, shifted the imprisoned demon out of the way and then, with a flick of his wrist, slammed it to the ground. The resulting crunch brought a muffled growl of outrage from the muzzled beast, which in turn prompted a new chorus of screams.
 

 
  Embras Mogul doffed his hat and swept an elaborately courtly bow.
 

 
  “Duchess Natchua of House Leduc! Your humble servant has completed the task you assigned. By your kind patronage and at your command, the Black Wreath stands ready to continue our devoted service to our new mistress. What orders have you?”
 

 
  In the terrified silence which followed, everyone on the grounds turned to stare at Natchua.
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                     
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  16 – 38 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                           
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “What the hell is
  
   this?”
  
 

 
  For just a moment, he’d made her freeze up. Confronted with this public gambit, Natchua’s mind ran away with all the dire possibilities, aided by the pressure of the incredulous glares upon her, and the part of her that was meant to respond intelligently came up completely blank.
 

 
  For just a moment.
 

 
  Then she found herself talking, and in a suitably scornful tone, not entirely sure what she was doing but riding the
  
   feeling
  
  she had that this was the right move. According to Elilial, Natchua’s “cunning” was an instinctive quality, a gift of hers that propelled her onward past what the likes of Mogul himself had achieved through practice. If the goddess was right, perhaps this unthinking confidence was precisely what she needed to prevail.
 

 
  And of course, if the goddess was wrong—or lying—Mogul had just decisively outflanked her and anything she said from here was only going to make it worse.
 

 
  “Why, it’s a kraagthshnorik,” Mogul said with theatrical innocence. “You
  
   did
  
  send us to deal with it, if you’ll recall, my lady. Your notes were most concise; it was entombed precisely where you indicated.”
 

 
  The kraagthshnorik snarled a muffled protest, squirming against its bonds and achieving nothing but a puff of smoke from its nostrils and a patch of disturbed gravel. That, and a few abortive shrieks from the nearest aristocracy.
 

 
  “Oh, he’s a
  
   comedian
  
  now, too,” Natchua snorted, ignoring the speculative murmurs that sprang up from all around the party grounds. “You just blew the last tattered shreds of my patience, Mogul, don’t pretend you don’t know I was referring to its
  
   presence here.
  
  Do I walk into
  
   your
  
  home and defecate on the carpet?”
 

 
  “Are we speaking literally or metaphorically?” he inquired.
 

 
  Natchua flicked out her right hand, spewing forth a column of shadow tentacles to the accompaniment of another few screams—really, at some point these people were going to have to run out of things by which to be shocked—and brought the whole fifteen-foot-long mass down at the imprisoned demon. Mid-descent, the ends of the tendrils formed together into a massive scythe blade of black light limned in sullen purple, which stabbed straight through the kraagthshnorik’s central body.
 

 
  The demon emitted a booming yet plaintive groan and collapsed, its huge bulk disintegrating into charcoal and sulfur-smelling smoke right before their eyes. Mogul’s magical chains around it also slumped loose, and then dissipated themselves.
 

 
  
   “Explain
  
  yourself,” Natchua ordered, pleased with her mask of icy contempt.
 

 
  “Me?” Mogul spread his hands, still making himself a picture of well-meaning confusion. “My lady, whatever do you mean? You ordered—”
 

 
  He at least had the good sense to break off when her shadow apparatus, which she had not dismissed so readily as his chains, whipped back into the air to bring the tip of its blade to rest right in front of his face. The scythe itself was nearly as long as he was tall.
 

 
  “Natchua, I did not realize you and Embras had a relationship,” Malivette stated, gliding over to stand by her.
 

 
  “Best of friends!” Mogul said cheerily.
 

 
  She could kill him, of course. She was at least thrice the warlock he could ever hope to be. The tentacle scythe inched fractionally closer to his face.
 

 
  Then she dismissed it, withdrawing the tendrils which had formed its base and in general continuing to make decisions faster than the rational mind could process what she was doing.
 

 
  She
  
   should
  
  kill him, which he knew, and there was the rub. He had walked right up to her and made a pest of himself. Natchua could not see, hear, or otherwise detect the presence of any other Wreath or demons in the vicinity, but she knew they had means of hiding, even from her senses. Their gift of stealth she could penetrate, but the trick of warding themselves against even an elf’s natural perceptions was a thing of shadow magic, not infernomancy, and all they had to do was actively abstain from infernal craft and she would be unable to detect them that way. Mogul would not have done this without insurance, and whatever countermeasures he had planned risked collateral damage among these assembled nobility that would be politically catastrophic for her, well beyond the embarrassment he was trying to inflict. Unless he
  
   expected
  
  her to think of all that and… No, that was a dead end line of thought and not something upon which he would have banked his very life; Mogul’s whole problem was that he was an overly cautious planner, a schemer spinning webs rather than the aggressively fox-like master of cunning Elilial had claimed she wanted.
 

 
  Plus, he’d walked into the home of
  
   Malivette,
  
  who might or might not be smarter than Natchua but had proven she had less patience for his bullshit, on an evening when she was hosting all three living paladins—who not only were likely to attack him on sight regardless of
  
   anything
  
  else going on, but had learned the necessity of so doing right here in Veilgrad.
 

 
  And yep, there was Trissiny, already stalking over toward them, her furious glare switching from Mogul to Natchua even as the drow made note of her presence. The other two were… She quickly sorted through the haze of muffled sounds to isolate their voices, both inside the manor. They’d have to be properly distracted to have failed to sense the arrival of that large demon on the grounds—which made Natchua suspect afresh that Mogul
  
   wanted
  
  a violent confrontation. Yes, Gabriel was in a room talking quietly with Jonathan and Hesthri, and Toby was…
  
   good
  
  and diverted. He might still get what he wanted, to judge by Trissiny’s expression. Allegedly she was better about thinking before acting since training with the Thieves’ Guild, but she was still Trissiny, and this was still exactly what it looked like.
 

 
  All these thoughts flashed across Natchua’s mind in the space of a half second, and were still in the process of sorting themselves when she answered Malivette in a tone of aloof irritation.
 

 
  “I did brief you, Vette; he’s been loitering around, pestering me for days. I finally decided if the Wreath were planning to make a local nuisance of themselves, they might as well be useful in the process. So I directed Embras here to a list of local dangers around Veilgrad which I intend to vanquish anyway before any more loggers and trappers fail to come home from the woods. The Wreath
  
   do
  
  love to talk a big game about how they serve and protect the world from demons. I assure you, I did
  
   not
  
  give him license to make a mess upon your front lawn,” she added, returning her glare to Embras with a disgusted curl of her lip, as if he were a dog which had just tracked mud into the house.
 

 
  “You
  
   do not
  
  let the Black Wreath
  
   help,”
  
  Trissiny interjected through gritted teeth. “Take it from someone who learned it firsthand, Natchua, in this
  
   very city.
  
  The chaos crisis was worse than it needed to be because
  
   we
  
  failed to destroy them when they came with an oh so reasonable offer of aid. Their demon-summoning unbalanced the whole region, and that was before they turned on us!”
 

 
  Natchua made her expression deliberately more polite, as much as she could be non-confrontational with the paladin and not lose any more of the face she was desperately scrambling to save in front of the gathered nobility. All while wishing she could afford to make pointed expressions to the effect that this was
  
   not
  
  the time for any Hand of Avei antics.
 

 
  “That’s because you
  
   let
  
  them help, Trissiny. I gave them specific tasks and outlined consequences for failure, noncompliance, or collateral damage. Which it seems I shall now have to enforce.”
 

 
  “I sense that I have disappointed you, my Lady,” Mogul intoned with a farcical display of solemn contrition. “Do inform me how I might make amends, I beg you. I remain ever humbly at your service.”
 

 
  And now Xyraadi had emerged from the crowd, approaching them with a similar expression, and Natchua nearly despaired. She’d been pleased to invite the khelminash, who was not only a friend but someone to whom she owed a lot, and in fact it had seemed her presence here would set a useful precedent, but Xyraadi’s feelings about the Wreath were roughly the same as Trissiny’s and her approach to expressing them only minimally more subtle.
 

 
  Well, at least if this whole thing ended up as bad as it looked like it was about to, she could be
  
   reasonably
  
  sure Embras Mogul would be dead before he could enjoy the results of his scheming.
 

 
  “I say, that was a rather prescient strategy,” Ravana said smoothly, herself gliding forward into the fray armed with a wineglass and an aloof smile. “The world has awaited with trepidation the full outcome of Elilial’s peace with the Pantheon; I suppose it stands to reason that the Wreath need not strictly be a banned organization any longer,
  
   provided
  
  they can render a useful service like the other cults. And abide by a…” She looked pointedly at the large patch of charcoal dust and disturbed gravel and sniffed. “…standard of behavior.”
 

 
  “You’re not serious!” Trissiny exclaimed.
 

 
  “I see the sense in it,” said Malivette, regarding Mogul with a more pensive expression. Like a specimen on a dissection table rather than a misbehaving animal. “Obviously they must make
  
   some
  
  accommodation with the new order of things. Equally obviously, they need to get over their grudge about Ninkabi; we cannot have warlocks jumping about, harassing our nobility. It’s an elegant solution, Natchua, and how very like you to step out in front of a problem and shape it toward a useful end. I knew you would do well in this role.”
 

 
  “You are too kind, Malivette,” Natchua replied graciously, inclining her head and hardly having to fake her amicable expression. Inwardly, she felt a rush of pure gratitude toward the pair of them for closing ranks with her in the face of this. Not that they had a choice; any public humiliation Natchua suffered at this moment would impact Malivette and Ravana nearly as much, and she was undoubtedly going to hear more about this at length later.
 

 
  “That, of course, presupposes that the cult in question possesses the basic sense to comply with the needs of civilized society and not make nuisances of themselves,” Ravana added, looking down her nose at Embras, which took real skill on her part as he was a head and a half taller than she.
  
   “This
  
  little episode shows, at best, exceedingly poor judgment.”
 

 
  “It does seem quite clearly to be an attempt to embarrass you in public, Natchua,” Malivette agreed, still examining Mogul with disdainful interest. “A rather sophomoric one, though. Is this really the best the notorious Black Wreath could conjure up to avenge their defeat? I recall them being… Well, I won’t say
  
   impressive,
  
  but less desultory in their machinations than
  
   this.”
  
 

 
  Even Trissiny seemed to have calmed, studying Mogul through slitted eyes but making no move to intervene. Xyraadi was still bouncing a ball of golden fire from hand to hand, but did not appear about to throw it.
 

 
  “Well, I think you’ll find that is the Black Wreath in a nutshell,” said Natchua, deliberately pitching her voice to resonate across the grounds. “People forget that Elilial is the goddess of
  
   cunning,
  
  not demons; her own cult certainly did. The last handful of years leading up to the Battle of Ninkabi have been an uninterrupted string of defeats and debacles at the hands of virtually everyone they ran across. The Empire, the Universal Church, the Thieves’ Guild, Trissiny here and her fellow paladins. I understand even my magic professor from Last Rock found time to slap a few of them around on a lark. They were reduced to a handful of warm bodies by the time
  
   I
  
  got down to them.
  
  
  And all because of…
  
   this.”
  
  She gestured with ostentatious contempt at the dirty spot that had moments before been a fearsome demon. “The Black Wreath are many things. Devious, duplicitous, arguably not unintelligent, even rather crafty at times. But cunning? No.” Natchua tilted her own head back, staring down her nose at Embras in an imitation of Ravana’s posture. And beginning to hear alarm bells in the back of her head at the lack of any discomfiture on his part under this verbal abuse, but she pressed on. He had to be put in his place in front of these onlookers or her own burgeoning reputation would take damage she’d require years to repair. “Cunning is an entirely different quality, the ability to scheme while on the move and under pressure. The Wreath under
  
   this
  
  one’s leadership has been utterly dependent on their ability to lay plans in advance, unable to adapt or respond swiftly to changes on the board. And this, ladies and gentlemen, is what becomes of a cult which forgets its deity’s central value: it becomes a sad remnant whose sole means of retribution is making a stain on the floor.”
 

 
  To her immense satisfaction, they
  
   laughed.
  
  The same privileged observers who a minute ago had been squealing in terror of a bound demon now produced a chorus of judgmental titters at the expense of the warlock standing in their midst.
 

 
  And Mogul himself… He kept his head angled so that Natchua could not see his eyes, but his mouth beneath the broad brim of his hat remained set in an easygoing smile. He stood easily, his posture loose and nonchalant with both hands in his pockets, quite lacking the telltale signs of tension and displeasure she’d managed to wring from him on every previous encounter around Veilgrad. As she stared down at him, his lips stretched infinitesimally, that knowing smile broadening just enough to betray a flash of white teeth.
 

 
  In that moment, now that it was too late, realization slammed down on Natchua and she understood how he’d just outmaneuvered her.
 

 
  Mogul finally unfolded himself, sweeping off his hat and executing a low bow before the three disapproving Duchesses.
 

 
  “My dear Lady Leduc! And Lady Dufresne, upon whose home I have so brashly intruded. Even the Lady Madouri, clearly a more honored guest here than I. It occurs to me, belatedly, that my little jape was in rather poor taste. If this unworthy servant might beg your indulgence for another moment, do tell me how I might make amends for this affront! My only desire is to prove my goodwill. After all, we must all enter this brave new world together, is it not so?”
 

 
  Natchua breathed in and out carefully. She
  
   could
  
  still kill him… But no, she’d been right in the first place; he undoubtedly had backup ready to cause carnage among her guests and the havoc
  
   that
  
  would create might set Imperial Intelligence after her, or worse. At the absolute least, she would look petty, violent, and unstable if she attacked him after that speech, which would rule out any of the cooperation they were hoping to gain from the nobility gathered here.
 

 
  Ravana and Malivette, to her deep displeasure, shifted subtly to aim their faces toward Natchua, inclining their heads forward slightly in a clear signal that they would defer to her on this matter, exactly when that wasn’t what she needed. Even Trissiny was just watching, silent and intent, but showing no sign she meant to thrust her sword into this. Typical, the one time Natchua
  
   wanted
  
  her to lash out…
 

 
  But no. There they stood, having successfully saved face and blunted Mogul’s social attack. And all it had cost was the public agreement of three Duchesses of Great Houses of the Empire, before a notoriously vengeful Hand of Avei who now publicly deferred to their judgment, that the Black Wreath had a valid role to play in the world.
 

 
  Even the Silver Throne, though it wasn’t
  
   bound
  
  by anything they said, might hesitate to outright contradict the formal stance of all three Houses, given the relationship between the aristocracy and the Emperor after the post-Enchanter Wars reforms. This would undoubtedly set every minor House represented here to scheming for whatever scraps of advantage they might gain from this, but there was no question at all of any of them openly defying the dictates of Houses Leduc, Dufresne, and Madouri.
 

 
  Mogul had just goaded her into formally legitimizing his cult.
 

 
  How many people, now, had warned Natchua that sooner or later her hasty approach was going to backfire? Well, she bitterly reflected, it was probably a blessing that nothing in the process had exploded or gotten anyone killed. Yet.
 

 
  “Ladies,” she said, putting on a light tone and stalling for time in which to frantically think of a way out of this, “I am, as you know, somewhat new to this position. How would
  
   you
  
  recommend dealing with an obstinate servant who presumed to disrupt a social event with a petty display of pique?”
 

 
  “Any such servant would be summarily dismissed, at the very least,” Ravana said, idly swirling her wineglass. “But I suppose that rather puts us back where this started, does it not? Clearly this…individual…needs to be taken in hand. And have his knuckles rapped.”
 

 
  “Where I am from,” said Xyraadi, “he would lose his left hand for such an affront, and be sent to employ the other one breaking rocks in a quarry.”
 

 
  “Are you talking about Hell or medieval Glassiere?” Trissiny asked.
 

 
  The demon paused, tilted her head contemplatively, and then nodded. “I stand corrected. Where I am from, he would be partially flayed and suspended above a bed of tissue-dissolving carnivorous plants until his frame disintegrated too much to be restrained, with a steady stream of healing magics applied to prolong the process and ensure he remained conscious throughout.”
 

 
  From somewhere nearby came the sound of an unfortunate noblewoman being sick.
 

 
  “That sounds like rather more time and effort than this is worth,” Malivette said dryly.
 

 
  Mogul continued to look unperturbed by this line of discussion, even amused, but it had given Natchua the few seconds she needed to hit on an idea. If he wanted to play mind games, she could
  
   play
  
  mind games.
 

 
  She took two strides forward, physically separating herself from her allies and coming within a few feet of Mogul, then lifted her chin regally and stared down at him.
 

 
  “I gather it is considered inadvisable for warlocks to visit Sifan.”
 

 
  “Oh, indeed, my Lady,” Mogul assured her, grinning. “Do not mistake the indulgence you and I have both received from Ekoi-sensei in these lands for the reaction of the kitsune if we dared set foot on their precious islands. They tend to express their displeasure with even more imagination than Xyraadi, here.” He had the utter gall to wink at the Khelminash, who conjured another fireball and
  
   visibly
  
  contemplated hurling it at him.
 

 
  “Then I gather you may be rather ignorant of their culture.”
 

 
  He shrugged. “I’ll admit that was something of a sticking point in my previous interactions with the esteemed Professor Ekoi. I believe I wrapped my head around the basics, though not with much…nuance.”
 

 
  Natchua put on a vulpine smile that required little effort at dissembling. “Do you know how a Sifanese retainer delivers a formal apology?”
 

 
  “If you are suggesting that I open my belly, dear lady, I’m afraid I lack the appropriate ceremonial sword.”
 

 
  “Oh, no, no,” she assured him with a cold grin. “We both know you haven’t enough guts to spill. No, Mogul. You will
  
   kneel.
  
  Down on both knees, and then press your forehead to the ground, with your hands palm down in front of you.” She tossed her hair, taking note with malicious satisfaction of the way his smile finally slipped away. “Words are worth nothing; if you are penitent, show me. Prostrate yourself,
  
   servant,
  
  and when I judge you have made an adequate show of submission to my will, I shall forgive your transgression.
  
   This
  
  time.”
 

 
  He stared at her, all amusement gone from his face, and beneath his outrage at the suggestion Natchua could practically sense the wheels turning. There was
  
   no
  
  such custom in any of the nations of the Empire and never had been. What might be a formal display in Sifan was a grotesque humiliation anywhere in the domain of Tiraas.
 

 
  This was a battle of social positioning, not magical power; if the price of legitimacy granted by House Leduc and its allies was for the mortal leader of the Black Wreath to debase himself like a slave before its upstart Duchess… Well, that was simply a bad bargain. The Wreath was already down to a shadow of its former strength, and dependent on its dangerous reputation to gather the defiant personalities it needed to rebuild itself. If he did such a thing, in front of an audience which would ensure the story spread to every corner of the Empire by dawn, he would all but place himself and all his followers directly in Natchua’s power. They would have no other hope of being taken seriously, much less support, from any quarter.
 

 
  There was no way the proud arch-warlock of Elilial would take such a bargain. Staring him down, she allowed her lips to curl further upward even as his scowl deepened. Natchua silently enjoyed watching him suffer on the horns of that dilemma. All his careful scheming, and
  
   still
  
  she got the better of him!
 

 
  The timing of what happened next, descending on them just as she dared to think herself victorious, was undoubtedly not a coincidence.
 

 
  It did not bear her down as the experience had in the past. It appeared not to affect, or even be noted by, any of the others present; Trissiny in particular would have reacted violently, but there was no sign that she, the Duchesses or Xyraadi felt anything, much less so much as a peep from the minor nobility watching this confrontation. Mogul, though… He felt it. She could see it in the sudden stiffening of his shoulders, the way his expression froze. This was only happening to the two of them.
 

 
  The
  
   pressure.
  
  The unmistakable sensation of another intelligence looming over them, a mind so vast and powerful that just to be in its presence was to feel one’s own insignificance before the full scope of the universe. For an infinite moment, the silent intelligence of a deity weighed down on Natchua and Embras. Examining, judging.
 

 
  And then, through its touch upon their minds, there came a clear surge of amusement.
 

 
  Then the sensation lifted entirely from Natchua, leaving her once again alone in her own thoughts. But not Mogul. He stiffened further until he was nearly vibrating, his whole face clenching with rage as a command was laid upon him—a command he clearly abhorred with his entire being.
 

 
  But he obeyed it. As Natchua stared in utter disbelief, the leader of the Black Wreath sank to his knees before her. Then bent forward, stretching out his arms toward her feet, and pressed his face to the gravel, causing his hat to slide gracelessly to the side.
 

 
  Trissiny emitted a strangled sound. Natchua just barely managed not to echo her.
 

 
  “With the utmost humility,” Mogul said, his voice somewhat muffled by the ground but impressively clear of emotion, “I apologize for my affront, mistress. I beg the opportunity to serve you, in the hope of making amends. Myself and mine are pledged to your cause.”
 

 
  For the first time, Natchua silently prayed to the patron goddess whose favor she had sworn never to seek.
 

 
  
   Oh, you evil cunt. So help me, I will
  
  get
  
   you for this.
  
 

 
  Elilial sent her nothing further, not so much as a vague sensation to show that she’d been listening.
 

 
  And she, as the Duchess of House Leduc, had to honor her word. Otherwise, her failure to do so would be part of the story spread across the Empire and no one would ever cooperate with her again.
 

 
  “You are forgiven.” Natchua had to draw on her full store of Narisian reserve to keep her tone expressionless, but she managed. “This time. Be aware that you have fully expended your share of my tolerance, Mogul. If I am forced to correct you again, it will be the last time.” She hesitated, then added grudgingly, “You may rise.”
 

 
  He did so with far more speed than he had descended, settling his hat back in place atop his bald head and immediately tilting it again to obscure as much of his expression as possible. The remainder showed that his own self-control hung by a thread.
 

 
  “By your leave, then, my Lady,” Mogul intoned. “I look
  
   forward
  
  to working with you again.”
 

 
  Before anyone could comment on the obvious sarcasm, shadows swelled up around him, and then he was gone.
 

 
  Immediately, a surge of exclamations and the swell of excited chatter erupted from the noble audience all around them. Within the small group still standing around the spot where Mogul had been, Trissiny was the first to speak.
 

 
  “I cannot
  
   believe
  
  you just did that.”
 

 
  “You and me both, sister,” Natchua sighed, then caught herself. Actually, Trissiny of all people she might want to bring into the loop on this, if it was going to be an ongoing thing. Not here and now, though; that conversation called for the assurance of privacy. There were still other elves on the grounds, and also she had been warned that some of the nobility liked to employ expensive arcane charms to snoop on one another’s conversations at social events like this. “It occurs to me, in hindsight, that making him pay for it in humiliation might not make him any easier to deal with in the future.”
 

 
  “You
  
   think
  
  so?” Trissiny snapped.
 

 
  Natchua cleared her throat. “Yes, well. I’m embarrassed to ask you to help clean up my mess, Triss, but… If I understand how this paladin thing works, I think you sort of have to.”
 

 
  Xyraadi let out a low whistle.
 

 
  “You understand this is why nobody likes you, right?” Trissiny said, staring at the drow. “Tell me you
  
   do
  
  get that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah,” Natchua sighed. “Shall I go ahead and bring you a punchbowl?”
 

 
  For just a moment, she thought the paladin was going to slug her.
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  The rented theater was only less than half full, with just minutes to go before the announced time of the event. That was by design; it was a last-minute affair, deliberately advertised in such a way that only the extremely interested were likely to see notice of it and arrive on time. There would be reporters, of course, and while Teal hadn’t gone out of her way to make sure they would be those in Ravana’s pocket, there were few enough in Madouris who weren’t. Though the Duchess had, grudgingly, blessed this event, it had been too belated to lend her resources even had she been so inclined. The Falconers didn’t lack for money, but they didn’t have things like Ravana’s spies. Teal had made do by asking where the protest outside the factory had originally been planned, getting the names of a few pubs and tearooms, and having fliers put up there. It seemed to have worked all right; there weren’t as many people here as there had been marching at the gates, but some of those had no doubt been scared off by what had happened at the end of that event. Also, none of Ravana’s agitators were present. Or at least, there had better not be.
 

 
  This crowd was anticipatory, but distinctly nervous; it was all over a lot of their faces. Already there had been three separate incidents in which someone had tried to sit down and knocked over half a row of chairs with a sudden surge of a personal force field. And those were only the ones who’d just bought their first shielding charms for this event and didn’t know how they worked; they
  
   could
  
  be set to “always active,” if you were paranoid and failed to understand that keeping them in the default reactive mode both conserved power and enabled you to sit down, not to mention stepping within a yard of other people and objects. Undoubtedly, a lot more of those in attendance were shielded—properly. Given how their protested had ended, they weren’t wrong to be concerned. Teal just hoped they stayed nervous rather than angry. Most of those present were surreptitiously eyeing her, and some not so surreptitiously. She kept a watch on expressions and attitudes as best she could without breaking character.
 

 
  “It’s the extras I’m curious about,” Ruda commented, again glancing out over the seats. “Not hard to pick out the reporters, and the Imperial spooks’ll be blending seamlessly with the average folks. We got cops, we got the ushers you hired—”
 

 
  “Actually they came with the theater,” Teal said, plucking a deft arpeggio on her guitar. “Back up, Imperial spooks?”
 

 
  “Oh, there’s absolutely no
  
   way
  
  they’re not keeping an eye on this,” Ruda said, grinning. “I give it even odds whether they were surprised about the protest, but with forewarning? Yeah, you got at least one plainclothes Marshal in the crowd. Long as nobody’s inciting riot or rebellion, they won’t do more than watch, but watch they sure as fuck
  
   will.
  
  Nah, what I’m more curious about are the elves. Your people?”
 

 
  The last was directed to Nahil, who shrugged.
 

 
  “In the sense that they are citizens of my nation, yes. But Shaeine and I are the only endorsed representatives of House Awarrion in attendance, and I know nothing of the Confederacy itself taking an interest in this. To me, at least, it is a positive development that some of its member tribes have begun to watch the world more carefully. I am surprised to find that they already had representatives in Madouris.”
 

 
  “Probably locals,” said Teal. “There’s been an elven community here for a long time; the city elves are practically a mini-grove in their own right. They’re respected; before the Enchanter Wars they actually used to marry into House Madouri now and then.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Ruda grunted. “Wonder what I gotta do to get that goin’ in Puna Dara. Friendly elves seem like they’d be handy to have around.”
 

 
  At that, several of the half dozen elves scattered around the theater turned to look at her directly, one woman with a knowing smile, but that was the only reaction. They were all wood elves, by their ears, and wore a mix of tribal costume and modern Imperial style attire. No elves had been present at the protest earlier, which Teal took as a positive sign.
 

 
  Without needing to be told, Shaeine, Ruda, and Nahil had all arranged themselves around Teal in such a manner that the Falconer heiress could see and be seen by the crowd from her perch on the stairs leading up to the stage. She sat there in a carefully casual half-sprawled pose, idly playing with her guitar. These three, all born and raised in the nobility, had understood the value of pageantry long before Teal herself did, and while only Shaeine explicitly knew the exact role Teal was playing, it seemed likely Ruda and Nahil wouldn’t need it explained.
 

 
  Teal was here in costume, in character, playing the role she needed to. This, to her, was an important performance not just because of what its outcome could mean for her and Vadrieny’s place in human society; it was her first serious test of the mindset and methodology she had spent the last semester working to establish.
 

 
  Her “costume” was, nearly in its entirety, just what she wore anyway: a well-tailored men’s suit. Except with subtle differences: it wasn’t
  
   quite
  
  as well-tailored, the coat being cut to hang a bit more loosely on her, shirt and pants conforming better to the lines of her body. She kept the top two buttons of her shirt open, not quite to the point of showing off cleavage but hinting that she might (a trick Ruda had taught her), and over that wore a loose bolo tie, inspired by Joe Jenkins’s characteristic tigerseye piece but this one unique and handmade by her father. It featured a small crystal, glowing so faintly arcane blue that it was hardly visible under full light, set in an inch-wide gear from one of the factory’s dismantled machines. The shirt also had slightly longer sleeves, so she could roll the cuffs back over the ends of her coat sleeves to show off the way they, too, hung open. Ironically the effect was truly completed by her customary rubber sandals, the one touch she’d always disliked about her personal style.
 

 
  When it came to a young woman in men’s clothing, the difference between an awkward girl struggling to find and express herself and a Dashing Rogue straight out of every adventure story ever was pure
  
   attitude.
  
 

 
  And that was how she thought of it, capitals and all. It was a Vesker archetype, though Teal had crafted her chosen persona from multiple influences, most provided by her friends. In her opinion the main difference between the Vesker and Vidian approaches was that the Doctrine of Masks was unnecessarily creepy, but Gabriel’s explanations had actually helped her to piece together something she liked from various bits and pieces that worked for her better than trying to embody a pure archetype. The Rogue she wore like a mask had a bit of Ruda, some historical influence from Laressa of Anteraas, and quite a lot of Principia Locke, with just a hint of Juniper’s casual and nearly oblivious sexuality. Trissiny’s coaching in the customary bearing of Thieves’ Guild enforcers had helped a great deal—Teal had never considered that the Guild actually trained that predatory slouching manner of theirs, but in hindsight, it made way too much sense. Her schooling in the Narisian art of wearing a public face helped tie it all together, and left her with the comfortable feeling that she’d created something really
  
   hers,
  
  something unique from the way the Veskers, Vidians, and everyone else did it.
 

 
  She strummed three quick chords while casting another quick look around the room. Nearly everyone present was in a seat now; the mood was growing more tense by the second. And if the clock hadn’t just reached the appointed hour, it was close. That, after all, was the detail that mattered least to a Rogue.
 

 
  “All right, ladies,” Teal said softly, climbing to her feet. “Showtime.”
 

 
  “Break a leg,” Ruda said, tipping her a wink and then turning to swagger off to claim a seat. Nahil just smiled and inclined her head before gliding three rows back, where she sat down next to Marguerite Falconer. Matriarch Ashaele had apparently gone to Ravana’s thing in Veilgrad for some reason, and Geoffrey had been asked by his daughter to stay home, as his presence tended to be more distracting around Madouris than his wife’s. That left Marguerite and Nahil as the designated family support, Shaeine having her own assigned role to play in the evening’s performance. And a performance it would be.
 

 
  And like so many good stories, it started with a kiss.
 

 
  Just a peck on the cheek, which was pushing Narisian etiquette far enough—and which made it a good thing, in retrospect, that Matriarch Ashaele was in a different province at that moment. Shaeine, however, respected diplomacy and its theatrical element, and so received her kiss on the cheek with a smile before stepping aside to stand demurely at the very edge of the stage, just above the uniformed officer positioned at that corner of the room to keep an eye on the crowd. And so Teal crossed the stage to the podium amid the murmurs of the audience in response to that display.
 

 
  Mixed; undoubtedly some of those present found it charming, but there was disapproval as well. Tiraan Province had always had more of a Shaathist element than a well-settled region usually did, owing to House Madouri’s traditional employment of the Huntsmen to look after its forests. Enough, at least, to push back against the Avenist influence from neighboring Viridill. Teal had borne the brunt of the resulting prejudices growing up, even as privileged as she was. She had hope that with Ravana’s pivot to backing the Reformists under Ingvar, things would be better for the next generation. But still, there were undoubtedly some in attendance who weren’t comfortable with her reminder that she was married to a woman. That her wife was a drow probably did not help.
 

 
  All part of the plan, though, as was everything right down to her gait.
 

 
  She
  
   strolled—
  
  ambled, really, in a rolling saunter that showed her to be fully at ease, her face set in a knowing little smile. Both had been laboriously rehearsed. Teal actually walked past the podium to set her guitar down in a stand she had very deliberately put on the other side of the stage for exactly this purpose, giving the watchers the opportunity to soak in her insouciance as she returned to the podium. And then, rather than standing behind it, positioned herself by its side and casually leaned one elbow atop it. The projection charm set into its surface would work just fine from this angle; she had made certain in advance that it would.
 

 
  “Thanks for coming, everybody,” Teal said, her voice ringing through the theater with the force of both magic and her own well-trained ability to project. Her nerves were kept fully masked by her performative lightheartedness, though in truth it was only the stakes of this meeting that had her feeling nervous at all. Teal was a born performer, and if this wasn’t exactly music, some of the same rules applied. At her voice, the last few people who were still chatting fell silent and turned their focus on her, a final couple of stragglers finding their way into seats. “My name’s Teal, and I refuse to take any blame for that. My mom’s Rynean.”
 

 
  That earned her a laugh—a low and somewhat uncertain one (Ruda’s cackle notwithstanding), but it was enough to get her foot in the door. She deliberately did not look at Marguerite in the crowd.
 

 
  “For the past five years, I’ve been possessed by a demon.” That, as expected, brought dead silence. “Clearly, you’re curious about the details, but I hope you’ll forgive me if I don’t care to dig too deeply into ‘em. That…” Teal hesitated, making her laid back expression falter for a moment, displaying an inner pain she didn’t actually feel, then cleared her throat before continuing. “That event was the most traumatic thing I’ve ever… Well, suffice it to say I know what it feels like to be burned to death from the inside out, and survive it.”
 

 
  The silence hung, absolute. For four seconds, she let it.
 

 
  “Sorry, I guess I don’t think about that very much anymore,” she went on with a slightly bashful grin. “It was five
  
   years
  
  ago. Since then I’ve spent what feels like weeks at a stretch being poked and prodded by the Church and every Pantheon cult that felt like having a go to make sure I’m safe.” She tapped the Talisman of Absolution, pinned in its customary place at her lapel. “Then almost as much time at school, where I had the likes of Tellwyrn and the paladins looming over me. No joke, the first time I met Trissiny Avelea I thought she was gonna have a go at me with her sword, but actually she’s one of the most reasonable people I know. Well, sometimes.” Another nervous chuckle from the crowd. “I don’t feel bad talking about Triss that way because I know she’d agree. Anyway, I understand this is a big deal for the community and I don’t mean to downplay that. It’s just…
  
   weird,
  
  to me.” She grinned again. “Five
  
   years.
  
  And it’s just
  
   now
  
  y’all start complaining?”
 

 
  “Well, we only just
  
   learned
  
  about this!” a woman said from the seats, earning widespread mutters of agreement. Teal looked right at her and nodded; she had ordered that the theater lights not be dimmed, both so she could see everyone without being blinded by the stage lights, and so they could all see each other. People behaved differently in the dark.
 

 
  “Fair enough. And surprising in its own right, isn’t it? But, it is what it is, I guess. Nonetheless…” Teal spread her arms in a shrug, smiling disarmingly. “Here we are. This has been going on for years now, and that’s probably the most reassuring thing I can say. If you were going to be in danger from my demon, believe me, you’d have known about it long since.”
 

 
  “But this isn’t just some demon!” exclaimed a man in the third row, on the other side of the central aisle from her family. “We’re talking about an
  
   archdemon!
  
  Vadrieny the Ravager herself!”
 

 
  Teal nodded at him, opening her mouth to deliver the prepared response she’d planned for exactly that, then paused, frowning in recognition. “Oh, hey. Isn’t it Mr. Telvid?”
 

 
  The man in question, a gray-haired fellow in his late middle years, looked uncomfortable, as well he might; people who were planning on heckling from the anonymity of a crowd usually didn’t care to take the spotlight themselves, which of course was why she’d done it. Teal had not taken Rafe’s oratory class, but he’d been glad to give her some pointers. That was the thing about Rafe: as much as his classes could be a circus, he was a good teacher who wanted his students to learn, and surprisingly focused when approached alone. Thus, Teal knew important facts about the difference between crowds and individuals, and the means of turning the one into the other.
 

 
  “Ah, yes, that’s me,” he said awkwardly. “Haman Telvid. I’m surprised you recognize me, Miss— uh, Mrs. Falconer.”
 

 
  No doubt, otherwise he wouldn’t have opened his mouth. Teal just smiled at him in apparent happiness. “Nonsense, Mr. Telvid, you’ve been a fixture around the factory since before I was born! And now your daughter works there, too. I’m sorry I haven’t seen either of you in forever; I’ve been off at school, mostly.”
 

 
  Look, everyone, at how personable she was. And get a load of this guy, biting the hand that fed him. It was a cheap way to make the onlookers reconsider their position, but cheap tricks were often the best tricks. To work a crowd that didn’t want to be worked, single out a target.
 

 
  “Oh, well, I’m retired, ma’am,” he admitted. “As of last year. I, uh, thank you, by the way, for helping my Damania get a job there. I understand she spoke to you before applying.”
 

 
  The nervousness of being put on the spot often caused people to offer extraneous explanations of things nobody wanted to hear about. And in this case, the suggestion of nepotism might have been damaging to Teal’s position, but she saw an opportunity and pounced.
 

 
  “What are you talking about?” she asked, tilting her head quizzically. “Damania made it through a degree program at a Svennish engineering school in three years,
  
   and
  
  she’s your daughter. We’d have been bonkers not to hire her, I didn’t have to… Wait, is
  
   that
  
  what she told you we were talking about?” Teal laughed lightly, shaking her head. “Oh, no, nothing like that, Mr. Telvid, we were just clearing the air. See, Damania used to bully me when we were kids.”
 

 
  Once again silence fell, this time under the weight of sheer awkwardness. Telvid went pale, his lips working as he stammered soundlessly and his neighbors turned disapproving stares on him. Not long ago, Teal herself would have found the humiliation crushing. Now, it was a weapon she wielded.
 

 
  “Man, that’s another thing I haven’t thought about in years,” she said with a reminiscent little grin. “Heh, I remember one time Damania and her friends shoved a wet, muddy dog into a bathroom with me and blocked the door. It takes some real moxie to pick on somebody who can have your entire family fired and run out of the province; in hindsight I almost have to respect that. She even kept at it
  
   after
  
  I had Vadrieny. I’m afraid the last time she got a bad scare out of it—this would’ve been just before she went off to school—but don’t worry, nothing happened. I don’t believe in violence, Mr. Telvid. It’s not in my nature to retaliate, and Vadrieny respects my convictions. Besides, who
  
   isn’t
  
  an asshole as a kid?” Teal grinned disarmingly, shrugging again. “I always say, there’s two kinds of people: those who regret stuff they did as teenagers, and liars.”
 

 
  She got a much bigger laugh from that, which was perfect to let the underlying lesson sink in without making people dwell on it consciously. Telvid’s attempted heckling might have just saved her half her planned presentation; she’d had a whole scheme laid out for subtly delivering her point, but it wasn’t going to be necessary now.
 

 
  Teal Falconer abhorred violence in all its forms, and she firmly considered
  
   threats
  
  a form of violence. That put her in a bind, here, because it was necessary to remind these people that she was one of the most powerful women in the province even without the strength of an archdemon backing her up, and if they had a problem with her, at the end of the day there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. But she couldn’t come out and
  
   say
  
  that. It was necessary to gently prod them into contemplating the fact without dwelling on it.
 

 
  In a way, she almost regretted this unexpected expediency; she and Shaeine had planned out a whole routine. They had props and everything. But in the end, what mattered was that the message was received, and she could see on the uncertain expressions behind the laughter that it was sinking in, along with the reminder that Teal Falconer
  
   didn’t
  
  exert force to punish people who wronged her, even when she so clearly could.
 

 
  “Well, that’s great and all,” said another woman—this one younger, nobody Teal recognized. She looked like a secondary schooler, in fact, probably here on a lark to judge by the way she slouched back in her seat. “That’s
  
   you,
  
  though. How can we trust the freaking archdemon Vadrieny to have the same attitude?”
 

 
  Teal nodded in a gesture of solicitous understanding. This provided a neat segue into the other main point she wanted to make, but it was less of a surprise than Telvid’s interruption.
  
   Somebody
  
  was bound to have raised this obvious objection, and thus it had been planned for.
 

 
  “Lemme pose you a question,” she said over the murmurs of agreement that rose in the wake of the laughter, keeping her gaze fixed on the teenager. “What is it that makes you,
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  She was answered mostly with quiet, though a few people murmured uncertainly. The unfortunate girl at whom Teal stared with a friendly smile shifted uncomfortably in her chair, glancing around her as if uncertain whether the question had been addressed to her personally. In the habit of adolescent loners everywhere, she had chosen a spot with no close neighbors.
 

 
  Teal waited for the girl to mumble out an uncertain “Um,” before rescuing her, smiling kindly.
 

 
  “Sorry, that must sound pretty out of the blue, I guess. Well, let me put it another way: if you lost you memories—and I mean,
  
   all
  
  of them, everything that formed your whole life and history and had to start over with a completely blank slate… Would you still be the same person?”
 

 
  At that point she finally relented, raising her eyes to look about at the expressions of the crowd. Confused, pensive, annoyed… There didn’t seem to be a single consensus with regard to how they felt about this line of questioning.
 

 
  “I ask,” said Teal the instant she calculated this confusion had gone on long enough, “because that is what happened to Vadrieny. The event that caused her to be bound to
  
   me
  
  was… Well, nobody’s been able to figure out exactly what happened, but it destroyed all the other archdemons.
  
   She
  
  only barely survived. And in the process, the trauma wiped out her mind. There was only barely enough of her left for the Church’s scholars to identify her. Everything… Every
  
   one
  
  Vadrieny used to be, is gone. She’s had only the last five years, and
  
   my
  
  company, to rebuild an identity for herself. So, as to exactly who and what she is…” Teal shrugged lopsidedly. “That’s a huge question, one I don’t know how to even begin answering. But what I
  
   can
  
  tell you is that the person sharing my body isn’t anybody who deserves to be called the Ravager.”
 

 
  There was, of course, more muttering at that—the sound of the people in the audience talking to themselves and each other, not to her. It seemed no one was inclined to speak up in response to that. Perhaps it was partly because she had by now demonstrated she’d single out anyone who tried to become the new center of attention, but even so, the lack of anyone shouting “Bullshit!” was a positive sign. This was going better than Teal had expected it to be by this point in the evening.
 

 
  She glanced aside to meet her spouse’s garnet eyes; Shaeine inclined her head in an infinitesimal nod, the nigh-imperceptible expression on her face encouraging. Likely only Teal and Nahil, out of all those present, could perceive that she had communicated anything at all. From within, Vadrieny sent her a wordless and complex push of emotion that was signaled readiness and trust that this was going according to plan. The archdemon had been silently watching thus far; she was out of her element in this theater, but knew the part she must play.
 

 
  Teal made a show of looking from one side of the room to the other, not actually looking at anyone or for anything but suggesting a conspiratorial attitude that was heightened when she leaned forward toward the crowd as if whispering to them.
 

 
  “Would you like to meet her?”
 

 
  That brought up more muttering, louder and more alarmed this time, but that was still about the best Teal had dared expect at the idea. She gave them a second to chunner to themselves before fixing her gaze back on the teenager near the front, grinning and raising her eyebrows in a carefully crafted expression that was challenging without being overt enough to be called out for it.
 

 
  Perhaps a more socially adept youth wouldn’t have bought the bait, but this girl frowned and straightened up in her seat.
 

 
  “Hell yeah, let’s meet her,” she said, her voice ringing through the theater. “I wanna see what all the fuss is about.”
 

 
  “You got it,” Teal promised. “Now, nobody worry. I think you might be surprised.”
 

 
  Leave them on an open-ended statement to keep interest; she could have promised that Vadrieny was perfectly safe, if she wanted to open up the floor to doubts and challenges. As it was, she had everyone’s undivided attention when she took three steps to the side, away from the lectern, and began to transform.
 

 
  This, too, they had practiced. Vadrieny’s physical emergence was, of course, a familiar process, and one they could complete instantaneously, but that wouldn’t do here. Thus, the two of them had worked out a way to make a whole performance of it.
 

 
  Teal closed her eyes, lifting her chin and smoothing her expression as if she were slipping into a meditative state. She inhaled deeply, her chest swelling and shoulders drawing back, and made that ascending motion a part of the first stage of the transformation, continuing to rise smoothly in a shift that kept attention on her upper body until the snap of one of her rubber sandals breaking brought eyes to the great talons on which she now stood, prompting a few gasps and one muffled cry from the audience.
 

 
  She lifted her hands then, holding them at chest height and flexing the fingers, expression shifting into a frown as if this required concentration. The onlookers murmured nervously as, with aching slowness, Teal’s graceful fingers elongated and blackened, transforming before their eyes into Vadrieny’s wicked claws. Once they were fully extended, she flexed them each and then lowered them to her sides, her expression clearing into a small, satisfied smile.
 

 
  The next part had been the hard one to work out, testing their control over their shared form, but once they got the hang of it, repeating the process had proved pretty easy. The first sparks of fire danced across Teal’s hair, sliding backward over the crown of her head as if someone had set a match to her, which of course caused even more exclamations from the audience. Flames caught and spread quickly, growing to a sheet of orange light which encompassed her head, and then she tossed it back and forth as if shaking out her hair. On cue, Vadrieny’s longer wreath of fire soared out behind, waving avidly about her head entirely unlike Teal’s own short trim.
 

 
  At that there were actually appreciative oohs from the audience, and Teal was certain she had them.
 

 
  The wings were last, and in contrast to the meticulously slow emergence of every other demonic feature, they snapped outward in a single powerful motion which swept a gust of air through the theater, ruffling the stage’s curtains and drawing gasps from the onlookers.
 

 
  Two people applauded. They trailed off almost immediately as no one joined them, but it was all Teal could do to repress her satisfaction. Fortunately, by that point Vadrieny was in control, so she didn’t have to try.
 

 
  The archdemon finally opened her eyes, gazing out across the theater, and blinked once, languidly.
 

 
  Then, as they had practiced, she shrank in on herself slightly, hunching her shoulders and raising one clawed hand to cover the lower part of her face, her wings lowering almost to the point of trailing on the floor of the stage. Her eyes, devoid as they were of pupils, didn’t easily convey the act of glancing nervously about, forcing her to shift her head slightly this way and that to do it, but this part had been practiced with great care using mirrors and feedback from Shaeine (Ruda had laughed too hard to be useful) until they had refined the performance into a suitably endearing display of bashfulness.
 

 
  “Um.” The demon’s glorious, polyphonic voice resonated without need of the projection charm, even when expressed in an awkward syllable like that. “I, uh… Sorry. I’m not very…” Vadrieny paused and swallowed hard enough to make the shifting in her throat visible, not easy to do from up on stage, then emitted a shaky and obviously forced laugh. “Well, I’ve heard more people are afraid of public speaking than
  
   death,
  
  but until right now I thought that was idiotic. I owe somebody an apology.”
 

 
  The crowd was staring and whispering avidly, and at that, some actually laughed. Nervously, but they did.
 

 
  
   You’re doing fantastic,
  
  Teal’s consciousness whispered from within her.
  
   I’d never have guessed you’d be such a good actress!
  
 

 
  
   I’m just barely faking!
  
  Vadrieny shot back silently, still peering nervously about the room.
  
   Why is this so scary? We’ve fought monsters and zombies and demons and—
  
 

 
  
   Because you’re a
  
  person,
  
   and social pressure is powerful. It’s okay, love, you’ve got this. I’m right here with you. Remember your lines.
  
 

 
  Vadrieny nodded; she hadn’t intended to do so physically and then cringed, but fortunately both gestures were in keeping with the impression they were trying to convey. As she’d pointed out, it was a mostly accurate impression, so perhaps some fumbling on her part wouldn’t sink the whole performance.
 

 
  But as it turned out, she never got to deliver her next lines.
 

 
  A single figure stood up from the audience, where he’d been seated six rows back from the stage right on the aisle. Dressed in a long brown robe with an all-concealing hood, he was taller by a head than anyone else here save Vadrieny herself, and should have been one of the more distinctly noticeable people in the room for those reasons alone. Yet this was the first time she had noticed him. To judge by the looks he was getting from the surrounding audience members, she wasn’t the only one.
 

 
  Then he lowered his hood and produced gasps and outcries to rival Vadrieny’s emergence.
 

 
  The hood revealed a lean, graceful face, with smooth blond hair drawn back in a tight tail and eyes that were glowing jewels of gold. His armor, too, was gold, revealed as he dropped the robe to let it puddle around his feet. In fact, that armor couldn’t have been concealed under that robe without distorting it awkwardly. Clearly the disguise had been more magic than cloth, and both his concealment and the panache with which he discarded it showed a solid appreciation for drama. And, more importantly, a skill at executing drama. Teal
  
   respected
  
  that.
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold had to stare upward at the archdemon, but he still conveyed the impression of looming over her. Dragons were like that.
 

 
  “Do you know me?” he asked, not loudly, but his resonant baritone ringing through the theater regardless.
 

 
  Vadrieny proceeded on mincing steps, careful not to scratch the stage with her talons, to stand at its very edge and peer at him. “You are… You must be Ampophrenon, am I right? Please forgive me if I messed up the name, it’s even more of a mouthful than mine. But you’re somewhat well known, the only gold dragon attached to the Conclave embassy in the capital.”
 

 
  He inclined his head once in acknowledgment, his expression still inscrutable. “Correct. But that is public information. Do
  
   you
  
  know
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  She frowned. “I don’t understand. I just…” Catching on, Vadrieny leaned backward slightly. “Oh. Did we meet…before?”
 

 
  “We…interacted.” The dragon succeeded in making his tone wry without detracting from its solemnity, to Teal’s great admiration. “Whether it could be said that we
  
   met
  
  is subject to debate. You and I were both there, at the final battle of the Third Hellwar. You gave me some respectable scratches, Vadrieny. In turn, I pummeled you to the point of insensibility and hurled you bodily back through the portal into Hell.”
 

 
  Dead silence had fallen in the theater as everyone stared at this confrontation, barely daring to breathe.
 

 
  Slowly, Vadrieny nodded. “I’m sorry, but I have nothing left from that time. Nothing before I was bonded to Teal. I guess I should thank you, then.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon raised his eyebrows.
  
   “Thank
  
  me?”
 

 
  “I doubt I would have done so at the time,” she said. “Still, I’ve been told something of…of what I was like. That was undoubtedly the best thing to do. For this world, and probably even for me. I…suspect I didn’t make it easy?”
 

 
  “You were a most respectable challenge, yes,” he said with the ghost of a smile. “Teal Falconer’s question is quite pertinent. If someone’s memory is wholly scoured away, are they still the same person they were before? I have mulled this question at length, with regard to you. At other times, it is little but an exercise for philosophers. In your case? The stakes are significant. And so, truly, you remember nothing?”
 

 
  “Not…nothing,” she said slowly. She didn’t need Teal’s urging to warn her that it would be best, here, to be fully forthright. “Just nothing of
  
   me.
  
  Once in a while, there will be a…a flicker of recognition. Some basic knowledge of Hell that I don’t know how I could have learned. Nothing that’s helped me piece together my life from before, or why Elilial sent me here.
  
   Did
  
  this to me, and destroyed my sisters. I can’t even remember them.” Vadrieny closed her burning eyes. “We’ve gone to the Desolate Gardens, seen the Great Tree and the site of that battle. I thought if
  
   anything
  
  would bring back a memory… But nothing. Everyone, all our friends from Last Rock, say it’s probably for the best. My history wasn’t a good one to have, as Trissiny pointed out. I agree. It’s just…”
 

 
  She trailed off, not knowing what she truly meant. Opening her eyes, Vadrieny saw the dragon nod once in understanding, oddly enough. Then again, he
  
   did
  
  have all his thousands of years of memory. Perhaps it made sense he would have enough perspective to understand her.
 

 
  “So it is said,” Ampophrenon acknowledged. “Yet I have still wondered. You were always a brute, Vadrieny, but your mother is the very embodiment of deception. It seems foolhardy in the extreme to assume you are exactly what you say.”
 

 
  Vadrieny drew herself fully upright, raising her wings in a threatening display, and flexed her talons. “Now you hear this, dragon.” Teal clamored frantically for her to calm down, but she pressed on. “My mother’s name is Marguerite Falconer.
  
   She
  
  is who cared for me when I was terrified and lost in this world, despite the danger I presented, and even though she had reason to hate me for what happened to Teal. Whatever
  
   Elilial
  
  was to the Vadrieny
  
   you
  
  knew, to me, she’s only a historical figure who has committed more slaughter and destruction than it would be possible to tally up. To the extent I
  
   have
  
  a personal tie to her, Elilial’s just the reason my sisters are dead, and I am reduced to sharing someone’s body. That’s what all her scheming has brought me. I’m not even going to argue with you, because we all know you’re right. She
  
   could
  
  plan something that underhanded. If I
  
   knew
  
  what Elilial was plotting, I would tell you. I don’t trust this peace of hers, but I’ll abide by it until either she or the Pantheon breaks the terms. But I reject Elilial and all her plots. I am not hers, and she is nothing to me.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon just nodded. “I have watched you as carefully as I could since you emerged, Vadrieny. The Church and the Empire both sought to keep your presence discreet, but to one with my means, there are ways of keeping informed. It has been easier, I must say, since you have been studying under Arachne’s tutelage. I took care to receive ample reports of your activities, and study them in detail. I have seen the records of your actions, at Sarasio, at Lor’naris, at Veilgrad, and most strikingly, at Ninkabi. You have protected whoever you could, and shown a strange reluctance to bloody your claws. I could scarcely credit it, but the reports were unanimous. And then, there was Ninkabi, where you attacked Elilial herself.”
 

 
  “Not that anything came of that,” she said sourly.
 

 
  “Even symbolic actions matter,” he disagreed, “and gods are not so easily brought low. Perhaps it is only paranoia on my part that has maintained my suspicions. Yet, for those of us who have held back Elilial’s works for these thousands of years, to see her deviousness lurking in every shadow becomes a habit necessary for life itself.”
 

 
  Vadrieny drew in a breath and let it out in a sigh, allowing her wings to slump again. “Well… That’s not unreasonable, I suppose. You’ll believe what you need to believe. That being the case, there’s nothing I could say to convince you anyway, is there?”
 

 
  He studied her in silence for two heartbeats, and then, very faintly, smiled again. “At some point, one
  
   must
  
  have faith, if only because to live without it is not living at all. Perhaps it is a small thing, but it seems to me that Trissiny Avelea trusts you. And I only had the opportunity to meet her quite recently. I have known many Hands of Avei over the centuries, you see. It must be said that more of them than otherwise are rather blunt instruments—not unlike I remember you to be, Vadrieny. But the truly exceptional among them have always been the wisest and most canny individuals I was blessed to know. This one, I judge, will go on to be remembered as one of the greatest. A small thing, yes, but in the end, sometimes it is one straw which breaks the donkey’s back.”
 

 
  To her amazement, the dragon stepped back, and bowed to her. Shallowly, shifting his upper body just far enough that he had no trouble maintaining eye contact, but he did it.
 

 
  “I am five years too late to welcome you to this world, it seems. Regardless, Vadrieny, I hope that you find a purpose and a good life here. Madouris will be blessed indeed to count you its protector.”
 

 
  She blinked her fiery eyes once, suddenly feeling very awkward. “Well, I… Thank you, I guess.”
 

 
  So intense was their contest of personalities that Vadrieny—and Teal—had actually forgotten there was a whole theater full of people as an audience to this. Thus, it took them both by surprise when everyone burst into applause.
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  “Altogether, a successful evening,” Ravana declared.
 

 
  If the night wasn’t technically over, it was getting there. In truth, it wasn’t much past midnight, and an event like this wouldn’t truly stagger to a halt until after dawn, but by this point in the party it wasn’t so much a single party as several dozen smaller ones. Many of the guests were thoroughly drunk, on both the alcohol Malivette had provided and various other substances they’d brought themselves. Natchua wasn’t very well-versed in drugs, though she could of course recognize the several people sprawled out in blissful glittershroom highs, both in relatively private corners and…not so much. Several individuals had been courteously but firmly escorted from the grounds by guards due to manic behavior that Ravana explained resulted from cocaine. This, it seemed, was a substance popular among the nobility and virtually unavailable to anyone else. Natchua had already resolved to find out if there was any hidden away in House Leduc’s vaults and if so, dump it in a fire. She was still Narisian enough to hold nothing but contempt for those who hid from their problems in a fog of intoxication.
 

 
  Aside from pickling themselves in whatever their brine of choice was, guests were taking advantage of Malivette’s private rooms—and shrubbery, and under the chestnut tree in her rear garden, and in a nearby toolshed—in groups of between two and five, many leaving trails of hastily abandoned clothing to their various hiding spots. Natchua, and presumably Malivette, had to politely ignore a
  
   lot
  
  of intimate noise they couldn’t escape hearing.
 

 
  She was doubly glad that Leduc Manor was still in such an incomplete state that she could not reasonably have offered to host the party there.
 

 
  “Is it always going to be like this?” she demanded once the three Duchesses had convened upon the widow’s walk atop Dufresne Manor for a private chat.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t expect it to be
  
   nearly
  
  this easy most of the time,” Malivette replied.
 

 
  
   “Easy?!”
  
 

 
  “These are the lower nobility,” Ravana explained, one of her little almost-smirks hovering about her mouth as usual. “The more ambitious among them are rather clever; it is to them I referred when calling this event a success. We have established influence, which can be parlayed into practical benefit as they come to us for further opportunity. They, however, are the minority; most of these are the sons and daughters of actually clever ancestors who made something of themselves so that their descendants could spend money managed by servants who deserve it better. Things will indeed be very different when you begin to interact with the higher nobility—our actual peers. The movers and shakers of Imperial politics are as ruthless as any Narisian.”
 

 
  “I suspect you don’t know what you’re saying,” Natchua murmured, staring down at the party grounds on which a handful of well-dressed bodies were sprawled, “but I take your point.”
 

 
  “If anything, they’re worse,” said Malivette. “Narisians are ruthless because they’re from a low-resource environment which requires them to be. Imperial nobles are monsters by choice, for the sheer love of power. But don’t worry, we’re still the bigger monsters; there’s nothing to be gained and a lot of risk in coming after us. Complacency remains a killer, ladies, but as of now, the game is ours to lose.”
 

 
  “By the way, I’ve been busy talking to my…new fan club,” Natchua grimaced. A number of fashionable young nobles had been
  
   quite
  
  taken with her handling of the Wreath’s leader early in the evening. They were witty and closer to her own age than most of the party guests, but she suspected, not very useful political contacts. Still, she hadn’t wanted to be rude, and so had indulged their interest. Not any of the several invitations to bed she’d received, but the conversation at least. “I’ve sort of lost track of who’s still here. Are we private up on the roof? There were at least a few individuals who have means…”
 

 
  “The elves left early on,” said Ravana, “and the rest of the Last Rock contingent departed about an hour ago. I loaned my wizard to the three Hands for rapid transportation to Tiraas, and Bishop Darling gave Fross and Juniper a ride back to Madouris. A perk of rank is the ability to charter a Rail caravan even at this ungodly hour. Speaking of which, Vette, I give it about fifty fifty odds Veilwin will ‘misinterpret’ my instructions and not return to collect me. I can, of course, get my own caravan, eventually…”
 

 
  “Pish tosh, nobody wants to deal with Imperial functionaries at the end of a long day, much less rattle about in that infernal contraption,” Malivette said airily. “I’ll be only too glad to host you overnight. Rest assured, the
  
   best
  
  rooms are thoroughly sealed off from the rabble.”
 

 
  “I deeply appreciate your hospitality.”
 

 
  “Least I can do. So yeah, we can consider this a private moment, finally, in which to talk.” The vampire turned her red eyes upon Natchua and grinned a little too broadly. “What’s a good topic… Oh, I know! How about all the
  
   surprises
  
  you are so full of suddenly, Natch?”
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  sorry about that mess,” she said, grimacing. “That was a real cute trick Mogul pulled. In hindsight, I think I was pretty overconfident not to see something like this coming, the way he’s been hanging around…”
 

 
  “Oh, pff.” Malivette waved a hand.
  
   “That
  
  wasn’t a bother, I thought you handled him well, and it’s not like you hadn’t kept me updated about his stalking. I probably don’t need to tell you this, but
  
   don’t
  
  let yourself believe that is in any way put to bed; I suspect you finally found a way to piss him off even more than you did by killing his friends. But no, Natchua, I was in fact referring to your brilliant idea to restock my city with
  
   Eserites.”
  
 

 
  “Didn’t we already settle this?” Natchua said mildly. “I thought we all came to a satisfactory arrangement with his Grace.”
 

 
  “Oh, yes, because
  
   obviously
  
  I’m going to tell an Eserite right to his face I don’t want him around after I went to all the trouble of cleaning up my city enough that they bloody well
  
   left.
  
  Listen here—”
 

 
  “Malivette,
  
   really,”
  
  Ravana interjected in a soothing tone. “They’re not so very troublesome
  
   unless
  
  you intend to do the sort of thing which antagonizes them, and I thought we were in agreement that such practices are unhealthy for the economy anyway. Truly, so long as you don’t plan to abuse your subjects, having Eserites about is quite beneficial. I find they save me a bundle on law enforcement and they are
  
   fabulous
  
  for clearing out entrenched corruption. The Vernisites like seeing them around, too, which is a further economic boon.”
 

 
  “I am less bothered by the Eserites than by the fact that I suddenly have to
  
   deal
  
  with them,” Malivette complained. “Surprise thieves are about as much fun as surprise rats. Nobody who deposits
  
   either
  
  on my front steps is getting a grateful smile from me!”
 

 
  “Come now, I
  
   know
  
  you didn’t agree to include Natchua in this in the expectation we would be able to control her. A certain amount of indulgence should be extended, to say nothing of a measure of resignation toward the…unexpected. But
  
   you,”
  
  she added, turning a stern look on Natchua, “ought to keep in mind that springing surprises upon your allies will cost you in the long run if you make it a habit. It’s not as if you have any to burn.”
 

 
  “I don’t take you lightly,” Natchua assured them both. “And it’s not as if we’re at cross-purposes. Any time I feel the need to trip you up, you can be assured it’s over a matter of principle. Nothing else would be worth it.”
 

 
  “Your principles are…vague,” Malivette said skeptically.
 

 
  “Well, then, you get the satisfaction of figuring me out,” Natchua replied with a saccharine smile. The vampire just wrinkled her nose. “Anyway, with
  
   that
  
  settled, isn’t there anything more important we should be doing right now? We haven’t said so explicitly, but at this point it’s unambiguous that the three of us and our Houses are set against whatever it is Justinian is cooking up.”
 

 
  “After Ninkabi, any but the most cravenly opportunistic are set against him,” Ravana replied, her voice gone cold. “He has slithered as usual into the gap between what we can reasonably assume he has done and what can be proven in a court of law, and skillfully leveraged his own propaganda apparatus to keep broad public opinion on his side. But even in that, the cracks are forming. The Veskers are refusing to aid his public relations, and my own papers have significantly eroded Church support in Tiraan Province in the last few months.”
 

 
  “I think our next business lunch should focus on that,” said Malivette. “I confess, it’s not a tactic I would have thought to employ. I’m quite interested in learning from your techniques, Ravana.”
 

 
  “I shall be glad to instruct you,” Ravana replied, inclining her head. “For now, though. You are correct, Natchua, but we should take care to recognize a contest in which our interjection would gain nothing. The paladins will have to deal with whatever Justinian is about to spring on him. And petty as it may seem by comparison, we still have our own event to oversee.”
 

 
  She gestured broadly at the grounds stretching out around their feet, filled now with long-suffering servants and entertainers, and party guests casually debauching themselves in every corner.
 

 
  “Ugh,” Natchua grunted. “I’d almost rather deal with the Wreath.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Even after midnight in the dead of winter, Tiraas never truly slept. The city gates remained open and under full guard, the streets were well-lit, and though traffic was light, it still flowed. Thus a procession such as theirs could not avoid being the center of attention. Especially as their transport to the capital had been via the auspices of a particularly grouchy mage who had refused to teleport any closer to the city center than the gate town on the western side of the chasm, forcing them to ride the rest of the way to Imperial Square. Across the long bridge and up one of the city’s most important avenues, accruing crowds all the way. Long before they arrived, people had lined the streets, all watching and some cheering as all three living paladins rode their divine mounts abreast through the capital.
 

 
  At least everyone cleared out of the way enough for them to do so. Trissiny rode in the center, if only because Arjen towered over the other two horses. In proximity to other steeds, his enormous bulk was even more striking, huge enough that a slender half-elf perched astride him might have looked comical, had she not borne herself with straight-backed military dignity. Flanking Trissiny and Arjen were a study in contrasts, Whisper’s fiery eyes and shadowy aspect a stark counterpoint to Roiyary, whose sorrel coat glistened in the lamplight as if she were a living sculpture of sunbeams. As luck would have it, the three paladins were even dressed for the occasion, having come straight from a formal party. Trissiny had summoned her silver armor atop her Silver Legion dress uniform, Toby was in his seldom-worn Cultivator robes, and Gabriel had on a dark suit under his midnight green Punaji greatcoat.
 

 
  The only odd touch was Raolo, sitting behind Toby in Roiyary’s saddle. He was the object of no small amount of speculation, but Toby just rode calmly on, a small smile hovering about his features. Blessedly, all four were insulated from the chill in the air by top-quality warming charms, a parting gift from their recent hostess. There were perks to palling about with Duchesses.
 

 
  They passed in a kind of island of solemnity, the crowds around the intermittent and often fairly quiet, though isolated cheers and hails did greet them regularly. This performance would likely have caused bedlam at any other hour of the day, but in the deepest part of the night, even Tiraas was sleepy enough that there just weren’t all that many people willing to stand in the frigid air and gawk. It afforded them the opportunity to speak as they rode, at least.
 

 
  “This may work even better than you thought, Triss,” Toby said, nudging Roiyary closer to Arjen. “I didn’t think there’d be even this much attention.”
 

 
  “You’re too humble,” Raolo chided playfully. “You’re
  
   paladins.
  
  The only paladins! And these are some damn impressive horses.” Roiyary blew out a snort and Whisper tossed her head, whickering.
 

 
  “Yeah, we’re lucky that Veilwin is such a sourpuss,” Trissiny agreed. “Where
  
   did
  
  Ravana dig that woman up? But I should’ve thought to ask her to put us down outside the gates myself. This is drawing
  
   much
  
  more attention. Even he won’t be able to hush this up.”
 

 
  
   “Tauhanwe
  
  sometimes get like that, especially arcanists like us,” said Raolo. “I don’t like to judge somebody whose story I don’t know, particularly when I have cause to feel sympathetic. You’re not kidding, though, that elf is amazingly unpleasant. What I wanna know is how Ravana of all people puts up with that. I once saw her make a waitress at the A&W cry for bringing her the wrong wine.”
 

 
  “Once in a while I have to pause and ask myself why we’re friends with Ravana,” Toby muttered.
 

 
  “Because she campaigned
  
   hard
  
  for it,” said Trissiny. “Gotta respect the sheer determination.” She paused, glancing to the other side. “You’re quiet, Gabe. You okay?”
 

 
  “Mm.” Gabriel stared absently ahead, guiding Whisper with his knees. “Yeah, just… Had a hell of a conversation. I’ll be fine.”
 

 
  “Well, good.” Trissiny hesitated again, wincing. “Uh, I
  
   really
  
  don’t want to be insensitive, especially since I prodded you into that…”
 

 
  “Don’t worry.” Gabriel shot her a smile. “I’ll have it together when we need to face down you know who. It’s not a traumatic revelation or anything, just some stuff that bears thinking about.”
 

 
  “Wanna talk about it?” Toby offered. “No pressure, but it often helps.”
 

 
  “I’ve been unfair to Hesthri,” Gabriel admitted, frowning ahead again. “And I feel guilty about that. I was… Well, it really wasn’t a situation like Locke at all.”
 

 
  Trissiny gave him a look of wide-eyed surprise. “Wait, don’t tell me
  
   that
  
  was your main comparison!”
 

 
  “Hey, it’s not like I have many points of reference for absentee mothers! You gotta understand, I never
  
   thought
  
  about this. I know that sounds weird, but at a very young age I worked out that my dad was a really good man, doing a really good job by me, even though it was incredibly hard on him. I definitely understood what a demon was. I just figured… He made a mistake, it was behind us, and I never wanted to drag that up again. I didn’t want anything to do with that half of my heritage. I
  
   avoided
  
  thinking about it. So, when she pops up again, yeah, my brain went right to Locke. She’s the closest analogue in my experience. But it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t… What happened wasn’t Hesthri’s
  
   fault.
  
  Locke is just an asshole. Uh, no offense, Triss.”
 

 
  “No offense taken, and the point is not contested,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, I’m willing to admit
  
   I’ve
  
  always wondered. It must’ve been an incredible story.”
 

 
  “Not that it’s any of our business, if you don’t care to talk about it,” Toby said pointedly.
 

 
  “It’s fine,” Gabriel hastened to assure them as Trissiny started to grimace apologetically. “She’s right, it
  
   is
  
  a hell of a story. I’d kinda like to share it with you, in fact. For instance, I never knew my dad was a spy.”
 

 
  “He
  
   what?”
  
  Toby exclaimed, only belatedly composing his features for the benefit of the crowds they were passing. “I mean… Are you serious? Are we talking about the same man?”
 

 
  “I know, right?” Gabriel grinned. “Well… Maybe
  
   spy
  
  is too strong a word. Dad was…uh, he called it the Shadow Corps.”
 

 
  “That sounds like spy stuff to me,” said Raolo. “I mean, just the
  
   name.”
  
 

 
  “Sort of,” said Trissiny. “That’s discreet ops—not quite the same stuff Imperial Intelligence does, but those are the soldiers the Army deploys in places where it can’t afford to be seen deploying soldiers. Lots of Shadow Corps veterans go on to become Imperial Marshals, mostly with Intelligence. Those who survive, that is. It does mean your father’s probably one of the few Tiraan soldiers to see actual combat while enlisted during peacetime.”
 

 
  “Yeah, so,” Gabriel said, “it
  
   is
  
  a humdinger of a story, but it’s also classified to hell and back, so maybe
  
   this
  
  isn’t the place to bring it up.”
 

 
  “I can see how that might be slightly indiscreet,” Toby said solemnly, even as he waved to a knot of young citizens on a passing street corner who raised a cheer as the three divine steeds drew abreast of them.
 

 
  “Tell you one interesting tidbit, though,” Gabriel added thoughtfully. “Apparently I owe General Panissar my life. Strictly by the letter of the law, both Dad and Hesthri could’ve ended up executed when they were caught, and my ass tossed in some shithole orphanage. It seems the General put his foot down on that. Said dishonorable discharge was bad enough for a good soldier who made a mistake.”
 

 
  “Panissar does have a reputation for backing up his troops, even when it’s not politically convenient,” Trissiny mused, herself frowning at the street in front of them now. “I hope to meet him again. In hindsight, I think I was unfair to him during our one previous conversation.”
 

 
  “Lots of regretful unfairness going around tonight,” Gabriel agreed.
 

 
  “You
  
   sure
  
  you don’t wanna tell the story now?” Raolo asked, grinning. “It sounds like it’d be good enough for a novel on its own. And hey, I’ve got a great new muffling spell I’ve been meaning to debut. It blocks lip reading as well as sound.”
 

 
  “Hey, really?” Gabriel looked over at him in interest. “That sounds like fae craft, how’d you integrate that?”
 

 
  “Actually that was what made me think of it! You can still do a lot of things with arcane spells that’s more the province of fae magic, it’s just that the fae automatically does a lot of the legwork that you have to do manually with the arcane.”
 

 
  “Sure, sure, but it seems like a
  
   lot
  
  of that effort is prohibitive, hence the specialization.”
 

 
  “Exactly! So you gotta look for shortcuts. See, I found a way to make a barrier that doesn’t alter
  
   sound
  
  so much as language processing. Have you heard of Hathanimax’s Curse of Dysphasia?”
 

 
  “Holy shit, you worked
  
   that
  
  into a barrier spell? Or would it be more a field of influence? No, if you did that it’d also—”
 

 
  “Sorry to interrupt, magic nerds, but we’re here,” Trissiny stated. The others fell quiet as they emerged from the mouth of the street into Imperial Square itself. The great temples, the Imperial Palace, and the Grand Cathedral loomed all around, stark against the cloudy night sky, their upper spires rising beyond the illumination of the streetlamps. “I hope you’re ready, gentlemen. It’s time to go to work.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The private prayer chamber of the Archpope was also quiet at midnight, even with him there. The lamps had been dimmed, casting its high arched ceiling into shadow. Upon the dais at the top of the stairs had been set a single candle, its wavering light reflecting off the three masterwork stained glass windows surrounding it in mesmerizing patterns. Aside from that, the room was not dark, but dim, as if in concession to the late hour despite the lack of any external light. Even those windows did not border the outside of the Cathedral; rather, the central one hid the doorway down to the Chamber of Truth.
 

 
  Archpope Justinian knelt before the altar in prayer, exactly where he had been for hours now. It was a feat of endurance; there he had remained while the candle before him slowly burned down. There was no one present to see, no need for him to put on a show. He simply took matters of spiritual discipline that seriously.
 

 
  When, finally, a triple knock on the door resonated through the room, he at long last raised his head. Justinian rose to his feet, his movements smooth and precise despite the stiffness of his long immobility, and turned to face the door far below. There he stood, framed by the candlelight and the stained glass depicting the Trinity, patron gods of those he had summoned here. Perhaps to stare down from on high at his guests was a petty maneuver; he certainly gave them enough credit to assume they would perceive and be resistant to the symbolism. But it was still worth doing. Power was power, in all its forms, and Justinian did not deny even to himself that what was about to unfold was a contest of power.
 

 
  “Enter,” he called, his voice even and mellifluous as always, untouched by hours of meditative silence.
 

 
  The door opened, and three figures stepped inside, pausing for the last to push the chapel’s door shut behind them, and knelt.
 

 
  They were not the three figures he had summoned.
 

 
  “Branwen, Nassir,” Justinian said with a smile, inclining his head to his two trusted lieutenants. “And Bishop Raskin, welcome. I hope all is well?”
 

 
  He did not descend the stairs or invite them to climb, so the three stood up, as there would clearly be no formal kiss of his signet ring offered.
 

 
  “I humbly apologize for disturbing you at this late hour, your Holiness,” the Vidian Bishop said diffidently. He of course did not outwardly acknowledge the fact that he had been addressed formally by title, marking him apart from the other two. Raskin was as inscrutable as any member of his faith, constantly taking in more information than he gave out.
 

 
  “I am not at all disturbed,” the Archpope assured him, still smiling kindly. “In fact, I was awake in any case, awaiting an appointed meeting.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Holiness,” Raskin replied, inclining his head in an almost-bow. “So Colonel Ravoud informed me. Please do not reprove the Colonel; he admitted me to your presence despite this preexisting appointment because it is pursuant to this matter that I have come to you. As a service to my paladin and his colleagues, I come bearing a message.”
 

 
  “I see,” Justinian murmured, shaking his head once. “The paladins decline to grace me with their presence, then? Most regrettable, but not a complete surprise.”
 

 
  “I humbly beg your Holiness’s pardon,” Raskin demurred, “but that is not the case. Gabriel Arquin, Trissiny Avelea and Tobias Caine are as always ready to serve the Pantheon and available to coordinate efforts with the Universal Church. Given your Holiness’s late and hasty summons, the Hands of the gods assume the matter to be one of urgency and hastened back here from Veilgrad to place themselves at your disposal. They await in a prepared space within the Temple of Vidius. If it pleases your Holiness, I stand humbly at the ready to conduct you to them.”
 

 
  The silence of midnight hung heavy in the chapel for a long moment. Raskin remained benignly impassive; Branwen was also blank-faced, which was far more unusual.
 

 
  Finally, Nassir Ravoud’s shoulders swelled as he sucked in a hissing breath through his teeth. “Those three arrogant,
  
   disrespectful
  
  little—”
 

 
  And then he was cut off by the Archpope’s laughter. Justinian’s warm voice boomed through the tall chapel with pure, joyful mirth, causing his visitors to stare up at him in bemusement.
 

 
  “Ah, truly, what admirable young people,” the Archpope said at last, wiping a tear from one eye. “Please, Nassir, take no offense on my behalf. After all, how could I be so presumptuous as to demand that paladins attend my presence and then refuse to meet them halfway? I thank you, Bishop Raskin, for being so quick to accommodate them and myself. Come, my friends, we must not keep such important personages waiting.”
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  The subterranean Temple of Vidius was a veritable warren, designed to confuse those who had no business there. It was such a typically Vidian approach, creating needless complication which they themselves could navigate with ease while everyone else fumbled to keep up. So ingrained was the habit that they did it even in cases like the design of their main temple, where it caused more nuisance than benefit. Of course, there were areas where outsiders were not welcome, and others still in which secrecy and privacy must be upheld, but there were far less convoluted ways of achieving that end. It wasn’t as if anyone could just bumble in off the street and right into the High Commander’s office, or the chamber of the Dawn Council. Vidians just preferred to watch people chase their tails rather than go to the in-person effort of keeping them out.
 

 
  It was not lost on Justinian that of the three temples in which the paladins could have chosen to meet him, they had selected this one.
 

 
  Justinian’s estimation of the paladins’ abilities had steadily risen during the short trip here from the Grand Cathedral, when he had found himself with a considerable audience for his own passage to the Temple and been informed by Ravoud that evidently the trio had created that by riding all the way here from the city gates in a procession. Even at midnight, the passage of paladins had brought a crowd, who were still milling about in Imperial Square, discussing what they’d seen. Now, they had something further to discuss, and the Archpope had been seen emerging from his own citadel of power to follow them. Truly, what clever children—and how well they had diversified their skills in just a few years! They had certainly not learned that from Tellwyrn.
 

 
  He had been required to leave behind Ravoud and his escort of Holy Legionaries, to the former’s vivid displeasure, but Justinian had soothed him and proceeded deeper into the temple accompanied by Bishop Raskin. It had never been the job or within the authority of the Archpope to make demands of the Pantheon’s member cults, particularly within their own temples.
 

 
  Besides, this was not that kind of game.
 

 
  They arrived, eventually, at a door which was suitably large and ornate to fit the gravity of the occasion, once Justinian no longer had a clear idea where exactly the twists and turns of their descent had brought them. Raskin stepped to one side and bowed deferentially.
 

 
  “They await within, your Holiness.”
 

 
  “Thank you very much for escorting me,” Justinian said, inclining his head in courtesy. “I hope I have not inconvenienced you too greatly, given the hour.”
 

 
  “Nonsense, your Holiness, we are all here to serve the gods. I shall stand ready to return you to your soldiers when your business is concluded. Please feel no need to rush; I have plenty of time.”
 

 
  “The courtesy is appreciated, my friend,” said the Archpope with a benevolent smile which Raskin returned. Neither felt any need to allude to Raskin’s planned denouncement of him tomorrow. It was such a pleasure to work with someone who understood how the game was played.
 

 
  The door had no handle, but opened when Justinian placed a hand against it, swinging slowly under the effect of an obvious charm. He stepped through and, untouched, it drifted shut behind him. Even its gentle motion produced a resonant
  
   boom
  
  when it fell flush with the wall again, simply due to its size and weight.
 

 
  The chamber beyond was circular, with a sunken floor reached by three steps which wrapped around the room and formed a mosaic at the bottom. Rather than the mask-and-scythe sacred sigil of Vidius, it was the much older symbol of duality the cult liked to use, a circle divided by a sinuous line to form two teardrop shapes, black and white, wrapped around each other. This one also had smaller circles within the bigger shapes, showing the alternate colors to symbolize the essence of light and darkness found within one another.
 

 
  Around the walls, in the upper tier atop the stairs, were three alcoves at right angles, forming a cross intersecting the room with the door at the fourth point. Chairs had been set in these, backlit by fairy lamps in floor stands, and in each chair was seated a paladin, staring down at him.
 

 
  Justinian had to smile at how neatly they had reversed his planned trick of positioning. There was nothing for it but to step forward and stand in judgment before their collective eyes. He did have to wonder why the Vidians even had a room like this; they obviously went in for dualistic symbolism, and this was too perfectly arranged to have three parties convened around a single target. Most likely the chamber had some use in their secretive ritual magic. It would be just like Gwenfaer to repurpose such a thing on the fly just to help these three put him at a symbolic disadvantage.
 

 
  He nodded his head again, just enough of an inclination to denote respect and courtesy without implying submission. In rank, an Archpope and a paladin related closely, hence this opening struggle over positioning.
 

 
  “I am grateful to you for agreeing to meet with me,” he said aloud, “and apologize for the hour and notice. You are most courteous to be so accommodating.”
 

 
  “We are all here to serve the gods, after all, your Holiness,” Toby said in an ironic echo of Raskin. “How can we help you?”
 

 
  “It has come to my attention,” he said, “that you three are spearheading an effort to withdraw your cults from the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “Full withdrawal isn’t on the agenda,” Gabriel clarified. “Nothing so permanent. But yeah, the Thieves’ Guild is still part of the Church, merely withholding its presence in protest. We feel they’re owed some solidarity.”
 

 
  “In the case of the Sisterhood of Avei,” Trissiny added in a particularly sharp tone, “the same position is not voluntary on our part. After months of needless and petty obstreperousness, you now have the gall to begrudge us formalizing the position in which
  
   you
  
  have placed us?”
 

 
  “I understand your position,” Justinian said smoothly. “The ebb and flow of politics inevitably causes some affront. I have asked you to attend me in order to request that you abstain from this measure, and of course, Trissiny, it is at the very least fair to offer concession in turn. I understand you have brought Nandi Shahai to the capital to step into the role of Bishop? Her performance in the role was most satisfactory; I would be glad to confirm her.”
 

 
  “Too little, too late,” she retorted. “I see no need to offer you the chance to sign off on what you can’t stop from happening.”
 

 
  “Not to mention that this says nothing about why
  
   our
  
  cults should accept your proposal,” Gabriel added.
 

 
  “All of which is ultimately beside the point,” said Toby. “We have not done this lightly or without reason, your Holiness. Your long-standing pattern of behavior has
  
   demanded
  
  a check upon your ambitions. Even if you were willing to offer the true scope of concessions it would take to make your request acceptable, you’ve brought us to a place in which we would be foolish to believe your assurances.”
 

 
  “You want to stop this from happening?” Trissiny said, raising her chin. “Resign your position as Archpope. I’m reasonably confident I can persuade High Commander Rouvad to accept
  
   that
  
  compromise.”
 

 
  “I’m sure you don’t need me to specify that such a measure is not on the table,” Justinian said gently, still smiling.
 

 
  The Hand of Avei shrugged, armor rasping softly. “Then it would seem we have nothing to discuss.”
 

 
  “Why
  
   did
  
  you come here?” Gabriel asked, leaning forward intently. “You can’t have thought asking nicely was going to get this dropped. I know you’re way too intelligent to think everything
  
   you’ve
  
  done would be forgiven that easily.”
 

 
  “Well,” Justinian replied, widening his smile in acknowledgment, “there is the fact that the very act of reaching out to you positions me favorably for the next round.”
 

 
  “Snowe mentioned that,” Toby said noncommittally.
 

 
  “Ah? She must think well of you, then. Branwen usually tries to conceal her intelligence from casual acquaintances.”
 

 
  “We’ve seen a
  
   bit
  
  too much of her to buy it,” Gabriel observed, “even before Ninkabi.”
 

 
  “That was only one reason, though,” the Archpope said with a more serious expression. “I expect you three of all people to understand the greater. There are some things that simply must be attempted, even if the attempt is inherently futile, merely because they are right. If a destructive conflict might be averted by talking… How can the impossibility of coming to an accord justify foregoing the conversation?”
 

 
  “You’re a
  
   fine
  
  one to talk about justification,” Trissiny whispered. “We know what you did at Ninkabi. And at Veilgrad.”
 

 
  “If you plan to accuse me of something, I do hope you are prepared to furnish compelling evidence,” Justinian said, serene.
 

 
  “Oh, let’s not play that game,” Gabriel snorted with a wave of his hand. “We know, you know we know, we know you know we know, and your ability to cover your trail to a
  
   reasonable
  
  extent is only more antagonizing. How’d you get past the dreadcrawlers?”
 

 
  He was far too adept at concealing his expression to react overtly, save with a convincing little lift of his eyebrows to convey confusion. “The what?”
 

 
  “It was a nice gesture, chipping the limestone off the plaque,” Gabriel continued, eyes intent on Justinian’s. “Obviously not useful or necessary for anything, but…nice. I have a hard time squaring that with, y’know, everything
  
   else.”
  
 

 
  “You will doubtless find this a humorous statement,” Justinian said, “but I
  
   am
  
  a nice person.” Indeed, Trissiny and Gabriel both made derisive noises. “A good person…I think not. One tries, but no. Too many hard choices cost me the right to make that claim long ago.” He paused, tilting his head fractionally. “I am not certain to what you refer, Gabriel, but I would like to think I’d take the time to show a small kindness if I could, no matter what else might be going on. Doubtless that was not the impression Eserion wished you to acquire when he took to sending you down into dank holes. Be wary, my young friends, of anyone who guides you on a journey. They are well positioned to determine what beliefs you acquire along the way.”
 

 
  They were good, he noted. Not great, but they were inexperienced and learning. All three faces went impressively blank, revealing nothing. Had they been
  
   better,
  
  they would have looked confused rather than revealing they were hiding something. As it was, all he gathered was that he’d landed a point. They had not known he’d known about Eserion’s meddling. Perhaps it was for the best that this confrontation came before the trio gained more experience. Trissiny and Gabriel, at least, had the training to avoid such blunders, they only lacked the practice.
 

 
  “Unfortunately,” he continued in their silence, “the other and most important reason I requested this meeting is no longer a possibility. You have—quite cleverly, I might add—succeeded in positioning us to your advantage, with the regrettable side effect that I cannot now risk revealing too much, as I am no longer in surroundings I can control. There are doubtless few if any places in this temple where words cannot be overheard, to say nothing of your valkyrie friends, Gabriel. The necessary security of my position limits my options here. Had you met me in the Cathedral as I asked, I intended to tell you everything.
 

 
  They stared at him in impassive silence.
 

 
  Then Gabriel grinned, mockingly. “Bullshit.”
 

 
  “Well, not
  
   everything,”
  
  Justinian allowed. “Forgive me, it seems I succumbed to hyperbole. There are a great many things you should and deserve to know, but some secrets are simply too dangerous to reveal. There are truths protected by the existence of divine magic itself, things which result in a person being instantly struck to death by the gods if they learn too much. I enjoy protection, but it is granted to me, not achieved by my own works, and I cannot extend it to others.”
 

 
  He spread his hands at waist height in a silent gesture of apology.
 

 
  “Perhaps the gods would protect you, but I deemed the risk too great. I can work with your cooperation, or I would not come here to ask it. My plans were made around the assumption you would oppose me. The one thing I cannot accept is your destruction, my friends. I will not risk your lives, not over something as simple as a secret.”
 

 
  Gabriel’s grin widened until it was an overt threat, exactly the kind of wolfish rictus which had been the last sight of many a person who pushed Arachne Tellwyrn too far. That was undoubtedly where he’d learned it.
 

 
  “You, sir, are talking out your ass. ‘Oh, I would totally have told you everything if you’d just come to my own center of power.’ Please tell me you don’t actually think we’ll believe that. Because that would be
  
   insulting.”
  
 

 
  “And why not?” Justinian asked with a mild smile. “Because I am obviously manipulating you? Lies are limited tools, Gabriel, and prone to twisting in the hand that wields them. If you would control what people think, you must learn to use the truth with skill, not suppress it. Any of your Vidian brethren could explain that much.”
 

 
  “It’s irrelevant,” Toby said firmly. “The powers and influence
  
   you
  
  wield are well beyond those granted to an Archpope. We would be foolish to march into your own citadel.”
 

 
  “And that’s the summation of all of this,” Trissiny said, her voice bitter. “The Grand Cathedral of the Universal Church is not
  
   safe
  
  for paladins of the Pantheon. Can you not
  
   see
  
  how you’ve corrupted, twisted everything, Justinian? But no, if you were willing to unleash the kind of death and destruction you have on innocents, you wouldn’t balk from
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “So you would think,” he whispered. “I admit to none of your accusations, but it should strain no one’s credulity to state that I have blood on my hands and wrongs to my name. One cannot exist in a position of power and not be so stained. I assure you of this much: I feel the weight of every one of my crimes.”
 

 
  “And you
  
   will
  
  be brought to justice for them,” she swore, glaring down at him. “One way or another.”
 

 
  Justinian nodded deeply. “That is my ultimate intent, yes. That certainty alone keeps me going. I could not maintain the strength to do what must be done if I were not sure that the balance would come for me in the end. All my plans aim at that conclusion.”
 

 
  “Why do all this?” Toby asked. “Or, let me guess, is that the thing you can’t afford to tell us where the Vidians might hear?”
 

 
  “I don’t fear the Vidians learning the truth about the gods,” Justinian said, shaking his head. “If I meant them ill, I would tell them. No…someday, everyone will know the truth. Know
  
   what they did.
  
  A great doom is coming, and with it…the rules will change. They will no longer be able to hide.”
 

 
  “Is that really all it comes down to?” Gabriel asked, leaning back in his seat. “You’re mad about some secret? How much destruction are you willing to cause just because you hate the gods?”
 

 
  “You won’t be so cavalier when you learn the truth,” Justinian sighed. “But no. I don’t hate them. I
  
   did,
  
  I think, when I first stumbled upon the secret myself. The horror of it is just too… And yet, the very fact of resolving myself to right that ancient wrong has changed my perspective. I’ve come to understand what it means, to choose between evils, to accept a terrible wrong in order to avert a greater one. I have…sympathy, now, for them. They could not do what was right, so they did what they thought best. I still think their choice was the wrong one, but having been there myself, I am no longer able to judge them for it. Now, there is only rectification of what was done. And ultimately, the only redemption possible. For them, and for me. Only then,
  
   finally,
  
  will everyone be free of this ancient sin.”
 

 
  “None of that means anything,” Trissiny said harshly. “You can stand there muttering bout secret sins all you want, but you can’t even furnish an accusation! Even if you could, after what we
  
   know
  
  you’ve done, there’s no chance we’d take
  
   your
  
  word over the gods’.”
 

 
  “How certain are you,” he asked with a sad little smile, “that you
  
   know
  
  what you know?”
 

 
  Gabriel shook his head, then looked at each of his comrades in turn. “Well. I think we’re pretty much done here.”
 

 
  “There doesn’t seem anything more to be gained,” Toby agreed softly.
 

 
  “Past time,” Trissiny spat.
 

 
  Golden light rose around all three of them, shining out from their respective alcoves and overwhelming the glow of the fairy lamps. This was more than just the summoning of divine magic, however. With the light came
  
   pressure,
  
  the personal invocation of awesomely powerful entities, and suddenly the spacious ritual chamber was very cramped indeed, as the personal attention of the three greatest deities of the Pantheon was summoned onto that spot.
 

 
  “You can spin whatever lies you like, Justinian,” Trissiny declared, her voice echoing, “but
  
   we
  
  know what you did, and what you are. And now, so shall
  
   they.”
  
 

 
  Justinian bowed his head. “Your servant stands ever at the ready, to carry out the will of the gods when it is revealed.”
 

 
  For a moment, all was silent as the immense force of their regard fell upon him. Vision seemed to shift and falter, each paladin’s aspect being simultaneously just their own, and that of another being entirely, and also everything in between. For long moments, it seemed the lines between mortal and deity were blurred.
 

 
  But when they spoke, it was as themselves, out of the air itself and not through the lips of their mortal anchors.
 

 
  “Well done,” Omnu’s warm and deep voice pulsed in the very stones around them, “good and faithful servant.”
 

 
  “Keep faith, Archpope of the Universal Church,” said Avei, a resonant alto that seemed to come from within the hearts of those listening as much as it vibrated through the air. “The times grow ever darker. It falls to you to bring the light to our people.”
 

 
  Vidius said nothing, simply conveyed a must surge of approval that washed over all of them.
 

 
  “My thanks,” Justinian said softly, then raised his head. He met Gabriel’s eyes while he spoke, keeping his own expression utterly calm in contrast to the boy’s increasing shock. “Now go back to sleep, you tired old things.”
 

 
  On command, their presence faded, leaving the four mortals alone once more in the chamber.
 

 
  “Well. That’s unfortunate.”
 

 
  The deadly calm of Trissiny’s voice was his only warning. For a woman in full armor, she could move with astonishing speed, and uncanny silence; Justinian barely raised a wall of divine light in time to deflect the sword that had nearly plunged into his throat. A pulse of energy sent her staggering backward, but she immediately lunged forward again, ramming her blade into the barrier.
 

 
  Gabriel launched himself forward in the next moment, whipping out his gnarled black wand and extending it to full scythe form even as he brought it down in an overhead swing. The tip of the blade impacted the sphere of power surrounding the Archpope, which rippled under the pressure. Not, in fact, the pressure, but the nature of that all-destroying valkyrie weapon. It was
  
   hungry,
  
  its nature seeking the annihilation of whatever it touched.
 

 
  Under that force, the shield rippled…and stilled. Justinian turned a cold shoulder to Trissiny’s repeated and ineffectual hammer blows upon his shield, once again meeting and holding Gabriel’s gaze as the scythe of death just rested there, seemingly impotent.
 

 
  That was when he felt the pressure again from his left, the consciousness of Omnu pushing down on him. Justinian’s connection to the cosmic entities which now called themselves gods was of course not the same as that which the paladins had, a thing of ancient machines, attunement of vast energy fields, and meditative disciplines of his own devising. But he had done that work years ago, otherwise he would never have risked coming here. Shaking his head, he simply directed his will back into the staid, mechanistic intelligence of the god, as he had before.
 

 
  This time, it did not bend. Someone
  
   else
  
  was pushing on Omnu’s very being, commanding the god to think in a certain way. Someone with a far more powerful connection to him than Justinian had.
 

 
  He turned, staring to Tobias Caine, who simply stood in evident serenity before his chair, hands folded. He was not straining, or fumbling; this was no last desperate attempt, but the execution of a feat he already knew how to do. Something he had clearly done before.
 

 
  Well, that answered some of Justinian’s lingering questions about Ninkabi. More immediately, it raised the first actual danger to himself he had faced in many years.
 

 
  The Archpope acted decisively, before Omnu’s will could fully coalesce under Toby’s direction. The pulse of divine energy which surged outward from him threw all three paladins bodily backward, even as a second blast was drawn in the opposite direction—not crushing them between the two, but cushioning the force, to prevent them from being dashed physically against the stone walls behind their alcoves.
 

 
  It was at the exact moment of that impact that he unleashed a subtler surge of the Light, snapping directly into their minds and severing their own workings. All three divine auras winked out, along with the golden wings fanning behind Trissiny—and, most importantly, Toby’s immediate connection to his god.
 

 
  Many knew that mind magic was the province of the divine, but relatively few bothered to study it. Those crafts were difficult and incredibly dangerous, and suppressed when not outright prohibited by many of the Pantheon cults. Despite the intricacy of most mental workings, it was actually fairly easy to disrupt a spellcaster’s focus on any magical working they sought to perform, if you knew how. The real trick in using the mind snap was to time it exactly with a physical attack and give no outward sign that anything else had been done. Most people would naturally assume their concentration had been disrupted by the bodily impact and fail to realize you had done anything else, and thus, fail to develop a defense against the mental attack they never realized had been used.
 

 
  Justinian shoved them back and forth with a series of outward and inward pulses of powerful kinetic force, rattling all three and causing their own divine shields to collapse, before finally depositing them none too gently into their seats in the alcove. Then, finally, quiet restored itself in the chamber as the three rattled paladins stared down at him.
 

 
  After a moment, he deliberately let his aura drop, leaving the room in the dimmer light of the surviving fairy lamps. Two had been knocked over, one of which had shattered.
 

 
  “Now that we have established beyond doubt that you pose me no physical threat,” he said, calm as ever, “there is something I need you three to understand: I have
  
   nothing
  
  for you but admiration. I urge you to remain committed to doing what you believe is right, with all the courage and ingenuity you can muster. If that must put us at cross-purposes, so be it. The one thing you must
  
   not
  
  do is give up. Despair is a sin, my young friends—perhaps the ultimate sin. So long as we aspire to do and to be more, so long as we look out on the world and see not only what is but what
  
   could
  
  be, we are doing justice to the only thing that makes us more than brute beasts.”
 

 
  He bowed once, as they just stared at him in shock and confusion.
 

 
  “Thank you for meeting with me. We shall doubtless speak again. Until then.”
 

 
  They didn’t speak, or even get up, as he turned and glided back the way he had come to the door, which had handles on this side. The silence remained behind him even as the door boomed shut again, sealing them back in the trap he had just sprung and walked away from.
 

 
  “Your Holiness,” Bishop Raskin said, bowing. Apparently the man had just stood there by the door, as patient as any Butler. “I trust your meeting went well.”
 

 
  “A most fruitful discussion, your Grace,” Justinian replied, nodding to him. “You have my thanks for waiting. I fear I must call upon your aid to find my way back out.”
 

 
  “No imposition at all, your Holiness, that’s why I am here. This way, if you please.”
 

 
  While he followed the Bishop back toward his men and the surface, Justinian kept his face serenely calm, and furiously planned.
 

 
  He had never really hoped for an accord with the paladins, and was not exactly certain whether the seeds he had attempted to plant with that conversation had properly taken root. It seemed their plan would proceed starting tomorrow, and the true endgame would begin. He was…as ready as could reasonably be expected. Obviously it would have been ideal for him to set the timing himself, but one could not ask too much.
 

 
  The biggest concern by far was Toby. How had he learned to
  
   do
  
  that? It could ruin everything, and it was far too late in the game for such a disruptive new element. Worse, he could not even remove the threat; without Tobias’s prodding, nothing would shift the Omnists into action, and Justinian needed them on the move along with everyone else when the moment came. Toby
  
   had
  
  to be alive and active to the end. His cult wouldn’t even seek revenge if he murdered the boy in the middle of Imperial Square.
 

 
  So he walked, and already began plotting new measures. He had come too close to be thwarted now.
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  “All right, so. How did we mess that up?”
 

 
  Breakfast in Madouri Manor was a somewhat subdued affair, due to the late hours everyone present had kept the night before. In fact it was a late hour now, closer to brunch than proper breakfast, but the Lady of the house had only just returned from her overnight stay in Veilgrad and many of her guests, for all that they were at least out of bed now, couldn’t be said to be fully awake. No one answered Gabriel’s question, at least not immediately; most of them just blinked blearily at him.
 

 
  Yancey emerged from the servant’s entrance to the dining room in which they convened with his usual fortuitous timing, pushing a trolley laden with cups, saucers, and serving pots, one of which produced fragrant steam.
 

 
  “Ah, splendid,” said Ravana, perking up visibly. “A spot of coffee is just the thing to begin a challenging day following another of the same.”
 

 
  “Hard drugs for breakfast,” Raolo said with a raised eyebrow. “Damn, I should pal around with more nobles.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Hard
  
  drugs,” Scorn chuckled. “You are a very cute elf, Raolo. I will have a cup, please, Yancey.”
 

 
  “Right away, miss,” the Butler said with a deferential nod, already stirring sugar into the cup he had placed at Ravana’s hand.
 

 
  “In point of fact,” said the Duchess primly, “coffee is explicitly
  
   not
  
  a drug within the Tiraan Empire, as of a Treasury ruling issued two months ago. On the grounds that its active ingredient is also present in tea and chocolate, and is no more addictive than alcohol and overall less deleterious to one’s health, coffee is classified as a foodstuff. Immediately following this ruling, I purchased one of the few domestic plantations in the Onkawa highlands. This is one of my own products, and quite splendid in quality if I do say so myself.”
 

 
  “One of
  
   your
  
  products,” Toby drawled. “Somehow, I can’t picture you working on a plantation.”
 

 
  
   “I
  
  can,” said Trissiny, “and I will call up the image whenever I need a laugh from now on. But seriously, Gabe asked an important question. How
  
   did
  
  we mess that up?”
 

 
  “Well, it seems pretty clear that you underestimated the Archpope’s capabilities,” Fross chimed, swooping in a circle over Trissiny’s head. Despite not needing to eat, the pixie enjoyed socializing with friends and rarely missed a meal. “So I guess the pertinent question is whether you blundered or he’d hidden his powers well enough you really
  
   couldn’t
  
  have anticipated that.”
 

 
  “In fairness,” said Toby, “we didn’t actually go in there planning to try to assassinate him. That just sort of…happened.”
 

 
  “Three guesses which of you made that happen,” said Ruda, grinning and leaning over to prod Trissiny with her elbow.
 

 
  “I saw the man
  
   turn off
  
  the entire Trinity like they were a fairy lamp,” Trissiny retorted, leaning away from her roommate. “I maintain it was a reasonable reaction.”
 

 
  “I for one will not sleep well,” Szith murmured, “knowing that a man willing to flood entire cities with demons and undead has such power at his fingertips.”
 

 
  A hush fell over the table, in which only the soft clink of porcelain was audible as Yancey distributed coffee to those who indicated they wanted it.
 

 
  “Anyway, I’m not sure how we
  
   could
  
  have seen that coming,” Trissiny finally said, frowning at the center of the table. “That’s just not the kind of thing anyone
  
   should
  
  be able to do. That, and the power behind that divine shield he used…”
 

 
  “I talked with Vestrel about that,” said Gabriel. “Apparently to resist the scythe like it did, it had to constantly rejuvenate itself. Which… I mean, if he’s drawing from the entire Pantheon, stands to reason, but the thing is that amount of power should theoretically be running
  
   through
  
  him, which should theoretically fry him like a fillet at a fraction of that intensity.”
 

 
  “Those feats
  
   are
  
  a logical extension of what we know he can do,” said Fross, now drifting slowly in figure eights above the table. “He
  
   is
  
  the Archpope and thus a divine caster of significant strength, and you had firsthand knowledge that he’s been monkeying with the Elder God machinery that created the Pantheon in the first place…”
 

 
  “I’ll tell you what you did wrong,” Ruda declared, resting an elbow on the table to point at him. She had declined coffee, tea, or anything else, having brought her own jug of local Last Rock moonshine to breakfast. “You shoulda gone in there and Ravana’d him right from the beginning.”
 

 
  Ravana set down her coffee cup in its saucer with a soft but decisive
  
   clink.
  
  “I know that I will regret learning exactly what that means, and yet I must ask.”
 

 
  “Oh, c’mon, it’s not like we blame you for all the evils of the world,” Ruda said, grinning at her. “It’s one specific and consistent thing. You dig up the most unconventional and horrifically overpowered insanity you can find and point it at the first person who pisses you off.
  
   That
  
  is the approach you guys should’ve taken with Justinian. The reason you didn’t know his physical capabilities is because he’s managed to never have to show them to anybody before; he’s
  
   that
  
  good a string-puller. You don’t try to get clever with a man like that, it’s just playing his game, on his terms. You
  
   drown
  
  him and everything in his vicinity with a tsunami of overkill.”
 

 
  
  
  “Hey! You pronounced that correctly!” Fross chimed in excitement, swooping around Ruda’s head. “Most Tanglophones just substitute a silent
  
   t
  
  instead of properly articulating the
  
   tsu
  
  syllable! That’s actually a very ironic phenomenon, since ‘tsunami’ is Tanglish’s only loanword from Sifanese and contains one of the very few sounds that don’t—”
 

 
  “Fross,” Teal interjected, gentle but firm.
 

 
  The pixie immediately halted in midair, dimmed her glow and floated lower. “Aaaaand I’m being pedantic and de-Railing the conversation. Sorry, I was just happy. I like it when things are
  
   correct.”
  
 

 
  
  
  “I’m not sure exactly what…” Trissiny hesitated, glancing at Fross. “…tidal wave of overkill we could have leveled at him. I mean, that is more or less what we
  
   tried
  
  to do.”
 

 
  “Yeah, but you didn’t Ravana him,” Ruda said cheerfully. “Ravana, care to explain the difference?”
 

 
  “Your own capabilities are well established, frequently and in public,” Ravana explained, giving Ruda a somewhat dour look. “It sounds as if you attacked him with everything in your standard arsenal—all of which he would be aware of in advance and thus, being Justinian, prepared for. To destroy a target such as he, one must employ not only overwhelming firepower, but unconventional assets which he could not reasonably anticipate.”
 

 
  “Hm,” Trissiny grunted, again frowning at nothing.
 

 
  “There was something I noticed,” Gabriel said slowly, his own eyes narrowed in thought. “Remember when he did all that with the Light to stop us beating on him? At the time I thought he just broke our concentration with sheer physical pushback, but looking back I noticed… Didn’t it seem like all our shields, Triss’s wings and Toby’s invocation shut down at
  
   precisely
  
  the same instant?”
 

 
  “Well, it was an area of effect attack,” said Trissiny. “And it hit pretty hard. Naturally that would break our focus, and at the same time.”
 

 
  “Not the same, though,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. “Toby was a couple yards further away. And look, if you’re hit with a big wall of energy and something you were trying to concentrate on goes belly up, you’d naturally assume that was why. It just seems really in character for that guy to do something sly under the cover of something overt, just to stop us from noticing. Divine magic is where most mental magic lies, right? Are there methods of disrupting enemy spellcasting?”
 

 
  “There very much are,” Shaeine answered immediately. “Themynrite and Scyllithene clerics both employ them. That craft is exceedingly difficult to learn. Less difficult to ward against, but even that is not a skill one acquires in an afternoon.”
 

 
  “That’s a
  
   really
  
  good observation, Gabe,” said Trissiny. “Something we need to be on guard for, next time. As for…unconventional overkill…” She leaned back in her chair, staring up at the chandelier. “I think I’ll pay another visit to the Conclave, as soon as I have the time. After our business in Tiraas today, maybe. Zanzayed seems to like having me around, but if I want to learn some divine craft, Ampophrenon is probably a better bet. I
  
   think
  
  I can get him to teach me. It’s hard to read a being like that, but he seemed to regard me positively.”
 

 
  “Yeah, he mentioned you last night,” Teal agreed. “Quite favorably. Overall he comes across as surprisingly progressive for someone older than Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  “I can begin coaching you in the basics of defense against a divine interrupt,” said Shaeine, “but yours is a good idea, Trissiny. As Ruda and Ravana point out, our enemy will be aware of what you can learn from me. The dragons are a likely source of magical skill he will
  
   not
  
  know.”
 

 
  “Seems to me that learning divine skills is a good starting point,” said Gabriel, “but, and nobody hit me, it might be a good idea to pick up some specifically
  
   anti-
  
  divine techniques. At least, whatever we can safely use alongside our own magic.”
 

 
  “I’m instinctively leery at the notion, but it seems strategically sound,” Toby murmured.
 

 
  Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, if Trissiny’s got an in with the Conclave anyway, it might be worthwhile to ask… Oh, what’s the red guy’s name? Vaz something.”
 

 
  “Razzavinax the Red,” Ravana corrected. “A capital idea, Gabriel. He is quite personable, and in fact an established teacher of magical technique to mortals. I doubt you wish to or even
  
   can
  
  study any infernomancy in detail, but he undoubtedly knows several basic tricks to use against divine casters.”
 

 
  Everyone stared at her.
 

 
  “I know,” Iris said, “I
  
   know
  
  I’m going to regret the answer, but… Why, Ravana, have you been hanging out with the red dragon?”
 

 
  “Oh, I’ve not had the pleasure of Lord Razzavinax’s company myself,” Ravana said lightly. “I have struck up an amicable correspondence with his consort, Lady Maiyenn, after I sent her a baby gift.”
 

 
  Everyone continued to stare at her.
 

 
  “This is the bulk of what a lady in society
  
   does,”
  
  the Duchess explained, now with a sardonic undertone. “Form connections to be exploited at need. I am a very useful person to know, as is Maiyenn, and each of us recognized this trait in the other. Intelligent self-interest begets courtesy. You likely have sufficient contacts within the Conclave as it is, Trissiny, but should Lord Razzavinax prove resistant to aiding the Hand of Avei I would be pleased to arrange an introduction.”
 

 
  “Thank you,” said Trissiny, a bit dryly. “So, the dragons are a good starting point for some extra tricks against Justinian. I also need to arrange another quick trip to the First Legion’s base.”
 

 
  “Uh, hang on, there,” Ruda protested. “I know I told you to use overkill, Shiny Boots, but I dunno if bringing in more of your pet adventurers is exactly gonna
  
   help
  
  against the Archpope.”
 

 
  “No, I tend to agree,” Trissiny said with a smile. “The team I brought to Tiraas has already performed beyond my expectations, but still, you’re right. Justinian isn’t the Battle of Ninkabi; in most situations, adventurers work better in small groups. It’s not about that. Talking of unconventional assets… I need to notify Billie Fallowstone that one of her pet projects has just become urgent.
  
   And,
  
  Captain Locke knows how to build divine disruptors.”
 

 
  Another short silence fell, in which most of the junior class grimaced.
 

 
  “Those things,” Toby said, shaking his head. “I never imagined a day would come when I’d
  
   want
  
  to have them around.”
 

 
  “And yet, here we are,” Gabriel said with a wry grin. “Good thought, Triss. If my scythe didn’t break his shield, I don’t expect any handheld weapon will, but even so. Most of his tricks are going to be divine in origin, or at least his minions’ will. Those damn things will come in very useful. That is, if Locke can produce some.”
 

 
  “Um, if I recall correctly,” Fross interjected, “which, not to chime my own glockenspiel, I always do, those weapons are made largely from
  
   gold.”
  
 

 
  “I didn’t say it would be convenient or budget-friendly, but this is urgent,” Trissiny replied, grimacing. “The Sisterhood can afford it. I may have to arrange some more resources for the First Legion, but it’s doable. Meanwhile, all of this is tomorrow’s battle. More immediately we’ve got our announcements with our respective cults, and
  
   that
  
  will begin putting major pressure on Justinian in the political and religious arena.”
 

 
  “As such,” Ravana stated, “were I he, I would choose this moment while you are all thus engaged to launch a preemptive retaliation.”
 

 
  “…fuck,” Gabe muttered.
 

 
  “I think,” Iris suggested, “this would be an excellent day for
  
   all
  
  of us to have a little outing into Tiraas. We can do some sightseeing and shopping while the paladins do politics. And, you know…be
  
   around.”
  
 

 
  “Some of us are…
  
   very
  
  unconventional assets,” Scorn agreed with a toothy grin.
 

 
  “I am shamed to say this,” Szith replied softly, “but I cannot assist.”
 

 
  “Right, Narisian politics,” Ruda said quickly. “Last thing we want is to land you in trouble with House An’sadarr, Szith, don’t worry about that. Teal, Shaeine, I assume the same goes?”
 

 
  “On the contrary, we have more freedom to assert ourselves,” said Shaeine, taking her wife’s hand. “Both by virtue of our respective rank and position in our own societies, and our effective alignment as of Justinian’s recent attack on Falconer Industries and his general opposition to the Silver Throne, toward which the Confederacy desires a conciliatory stance. Szith risks censure by stepping into human politics, but I am positioned to do so with more impunity.”
 

 
  “That raises a pertinent question,” said Ravana, adopting a sharp expression which was ominously familiar to most of them. “Have you, any of you, issued a formal and public accusation against Justinian regarding the various disasters we are relatively certain he has engineered during the last several years?”
 

 
  “You know the problem with that,” Toby replied. “Just because we’re pretty sure it was him pulling the strings doesn’t mean we can
  
   prove
  
  it. And accusing someone that powerful of something we can’t compellingly back up…”
 

 
  “Yes, I understand,” she said, nodding. “Very well, then. While you are launching your salvo on behalf of your cults, I shall make a formal announcement that yesterday’s altercation in Madouris was instigated by the Universal Church, and also accuse Justinian of arranging the disasters which befell Ninkabi, Veilgrad, and Puna Dara.”
 

 
  “Whoah,” Gabriel protested. “Ravana, I know you’re already kind of neck deep in this, but that’ll make you a
  
   major
  
  target. And he’s covered his tracks too well—”
 

 
  “So did my father,” she said coldly. “I was forced to
  
   lie
  
  to have him removed; that the lie in question happened to be the very truth he so skillfully concealed was beside the point. I realize you all enjoy making facetious remarks about my predilection for frontal attacks, but
  
   this,
  
  specifically, is the time for them. Justinian can attempt to discredit me, sue me for slander, and launch propaganda against me, but I am more than equipped to handle all of the above. With the three Trinity cults, the Eserites and half the Shaathists poised to turn on him, it is the optimal time to add House Madouri’s weight to the cause. The point is to put constant, widespread pressure on him from every side, more than he can wiggle out from under. Our enemy is a master manipulator who thrives when he can keep his foes dancing about; I submit that he has been indulged more than long enough. It is time, my friends, to declare
  
   war.”
  
 

 
  This time the pause which fell was grim and intent. No one suggested disagreement, even by facial expression.
 

 
  “Then I guess we better eat up good, and head to Tiraas for some ass-kicking right after breakfast,” Ruda said, grinning. “Uh, I guess that means we need to wake up our missing teammate first. Juniper was pretty tuckered out after getting home last night, huh?”
 

 
  The usual number of seats at the breakfast table were filled, but that was because Raolo had joined them overnight. One familiar face was, indeed, absent.
 

 
  “Oh, uh,” Fross chimed awkwardly. “Yeah, about that…”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Thank you,” Juniper said, smiling up at Price as the Butler refilled her teacup. Price inclined her head graciously in acknowledgment as she retreated from the table.
 

 
  “Don’t be shy, if you’re still hungry I’m glad to empty the larder,” Sweet assured her with a grin, lounging in his chair at the head of the table. He was attired in his Eserite style this morning, calculatedly shabby and wearing louder colors than befitted a Bishop of the Universal Church. In fact, he hadn’t had cause to put on the ecclesiastical persona of Bishop Darling for months, though ironically the pressure of the political situation behind it had been wearing on him. Today, he looked and felt more relaxed than he could remember being in ages. “I don’t often get to entertain guests; it’s a pleasure to roll out the red carpet!”
 

 
  “Oh, this is already plenty generous,” Juniper assured him with a smile, forking up another bite of sausage. Behind her, Sniff chomped more of the same from a bowl set on the floor against the dining room wall. “You’re a good host, Antonio.”
 

 
  “Oh, I just
  
   bet
  
  he was,” Flora said acidly.
 

 
  “Not that we need to bet,” Fauna added, tapping the pointed tip of her ear. “That was quite a production last night, you two.”
 

 
  “My apologies for the rest of the household,” Sweet said to Juniper. “I swear to you I
  
   have
  
  taught them manners, but they usually decide not to use ‘em. Elves are kinda like cats.”
 

 
  “Well,
  
   sorry
  
  if not everybody at the table has as much reason to be as loose and relaxed as the pair of you,” Flora snorted.
 

 
  “Yeah,
  
   some
  
  of us had to make due with not even sleeping properly in our cold, lonely beds thanks to the racket from yours!”
 

 
  “Maybe
  
   we’d
  
  like to boink the dryad, did you ever think about that?”
 

 
  “No! You only think about yourself!”
 

 
  “Did I think about you two while cavorting after midnight with a bosomy bundle of carnal ingenuity?” Sweet mused, idly swirling his teacup. “No, I honestly did not. Not for a second. And it seems to me it’d be creepy as hell if I had
  
   any
  
  other answer to that question.”
 

 
  Juniper finished swallowing her bite of sausage and smiled gently at them while scooping up a forkful of scrambled eggs. “Now, now, no need to be competitive. I’d be glad to make love to either of you. Or both, whatever you prefer.”
 

 
  “Ugh.”
 

 
  “Ew.”
 

 
  The dryad paused with her fork halfway to her mouth, raising her eyebrows at their matching grimaces. “Well.
  
   That’s
  
  a reaction I don’t often get. It’s not great for my feelings, I have to say.”
 

 
  “Oh, sorry, it’s not about
  
   you,”
  
  Flora hastened to assure her.
 

 
  “Yeah, you’re a sweetheart and astoundingly gorgeous,” Fauna agreed.
 

 
  “But he’s pretty much our dad.”
 

 
  “Yeah, going after him would be…”
 

 
  They both shuddered dramatically.
 

 
  “Well, okay,” Juniper said with a shrug, tucking back into her meal. “I’m still a little bemused by the nuances of family relationships, so I’ll have to take your word on that. If you ever change your minds, I’m up for it.”
 

 
  “And what an odd little family we are,” Sweet said cheerfully.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, all joking aside, we should probably thank you,” Flora said with a grudging little smile.
 

 
  “It seems like forever since we’ve seen him this relaxed,” Fauna agreed.
 

 
  “I
  
   am
  
  pretty good at what I do,” Juniper replied pleasantly.
 

 
  “Damn skippy you are,” Sweet said emphatically. “It makes me think the whole world could benefit from a night of the ol’ slurp and snuggle. Or at least, several people who specifically need to be unwound a little bit. Hm, I bet I could even find somebody to ever so tenderly extract the stick from up Thorn’s butt…”
 

 
  “Hey.” Suddenly frowning, Juniper pointed her fork at him. “You leave Trissiny
  
   alone.”
  
 

 
  “Whoah, whoah!” He raised both hands in surrender. “I didn’t mean
  
   me.
  
  I wouldn’t lay a hand on her, even if I thought she was interested. Maybe it’s arrogant of me but I think of myself as kind of a mentor to Thorn. That’s not something you exploit. Some things are sacred, y’know?”
 

 
  “Yeah, Tellwyrn has a rule like that. And that’s not what I’m concerned about,” the dryad shook her head. “It’s… Okay, I can’t help sensing sexual details about people, and I make a point not to share anybody’s private business with anyone else…”
 

 
  “Appreciated,” Sweet, Flora, and Fauna all chorused.
 

 
  
   “But,
  
  this is relevant, so I expect you to keep it to yourselves. Trissiny has a very monogamous nature, okay? She’s not like you and me; we do just fine with various casual lovers, but not everyone does. And she
  
   does
  
  look up to you, Antonio, so if you told her to go out and get laid I think there’s a chance she might go and do it. But she’d feel really bad about herself afterwards, and
  
   then
  
  I would be
  
   mad
  
  at you!”
 

 
  “Well, every step in that chain is more to be avoided than the last,” he said solemnly. “I’m glad you spelled it out, Juniper, thanks for that. I’d hate to accidentally cause more problems for somebody who doesn’t need any.”
 

 
  She nodded primly and went back to her sausage.
 

 
  A second later, Price turned her head toward the door, then suddenly strode out into the hall.
 

 
  “Oh,” Juniper said softly, glancing guiltily after the Butler. “Did I go to far? Sorry, no matter how many times it happens I sometimes forget not everybody’s okay with frank discussions of sexuality…”
 

 
  “Nah, it’s not you,” Flora assured her.
 

 
  “She just heard somebody coming to the door.”
 

 
  “We
  
   still
  
  haven’t figured out how Price always picks up on that before
  
   we
  
  do.”
 

 
  “Yet! Give it time!”
 

 
  On cue, the doorbell rang, as Sweet brandished his teacup at the two elves.
 

 
  “If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a thousand times to leave Price
  
   alone.
  
  On the list of shit I don’t need,
  
   you two
  
  stirring up trouble with the Service Society occupies several slots!”
 

 
  The sounds of a visitor being welcomed into the front hall grew steadily louder while he spoke, until after only a few seconds, Price returned, face impassive as always.
 

 
  “Sir, you have an urgent visitor from the Guild.”
 

 
  “There you are,” Grip stated, striding in past the Butler. “I was afraid you’d already be halfway across town at this hour of the—what the
  
   fuck
  
  is that?!”
 

 
  She came to a stop, pointing incredulously at Sniff, who had just finished his sausage and now raised his head to peer back at her.
 

 
  Juniper scooted her chair back from the table, bringing her more into Grip’s line of sight. “I’m a dryad. It’s nice to meet you,
  
   too.”
  
 

 
  The enforcer stared at her, then at Sniff, blinking rapidly. “I—that—what’re—no, fuck it, I don’t have time for this. Sweet, you need to get your ass down to the Guild, pronto.”
 

 
  He had already stood up, abandoning his half-eaten breakfast. “How bad is it?”
 

 
  “Pretty goddamn bad, and the core of the problem is how little pull anybody but you and Style has with the Boss—and Style’s apparently isn’t enough, on her own. You heard about how those Purist rejects tried to corner Glory’s apprentice yesterday?”
 

 
  “Ohh, I don’t like where this is going,” he muttered.
 

 
  Grip nodded. “Yeah,
  
   somehow
  
  Tricks has got his hands on a few of them, and he’s about to send us to war with the Sisterhood of Avei.”
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  “So he’s at least making an effort to keep all this on the level,” Grip explained as they strode rapidly up the sidewalk toward the Imperial Casino looming ahead. “Not gonna commence any proper beatdowns until there’s
  
   public
  
  confirmation, and that buys us some time while they get Rasha down there to ID her attackers. Hopefully more than some, if Glory’s got the sense to stall this.”
 

 
  “Glory’s got no shortage of sense,” Sweet agreed. “Rasha’s no fool, either, and they’re both aware of the broader stakes, here. I
  
   don’t
  
  think Glory will go so far as to try to stymie Tricks outright, though.”
 

 
  “Yeah, me either, but she really doesn’t need to. Better for us all if Tricks is
  
   persuaded
  
  to ease up on this, rather than making it a power struggle between him and…hell, anyone. Glory won’t make it any easier for him even if she doesn’t put her foot down.”
 

 
  Sweet nodded. “So, you’re in the loop on this, Grip. Who else?”
 

 
  “Pretty much goddamn everyone,” she said grimly. “He’s doing this in
  
   public,
  
  Sweet. Making a big fucking spectacle. Anybody working at the Guild itself knows, and everybody not actually on shift at the Casino’s come to gawk. At least, the ones who haven’t run to spread the word, and bring
  
   more
  
  rubberneckers home to see.”
 

 
  “Shit,” he said with feeling. Grip nodded mutely. Neither felt a need to voice the obvious: the more people were there to watch Tricks put on the show he was arranging, the more pressure he was under not to back down. With effectively the entire local Guild looking on, it might not be possible to talk him down without posing an outright challenge to his leadership.
 

 
  And the day had started so
  
   well,
  
  he reflected in resignation. Unless Sweet or someone else managed to come up with something
  
   extremely
  
  clever on the fly—or, as a dim part of him still dared to hope, Tricks was employing one of his classic fakeout schemes and not doing the damn fool thing he appeared to be doing—this could very well result in him having to topple the Guild’s leadership before lunch.
 

 
  He didn’t know if it was better or worse that he stood a good chance of pulling it off. Webs and his faction were explicitly behind him, and he was reasonably sure Glory would lend her own influence if it came to a confrontation. Sweet, Webs, and Glory
  
   were
  
  the biggest players in Tiraas who dealt in networking and influence specifically, so that was as good as cinched. Grip famously disdained politics but her first instinct had been to come get him, which boded will for his support among the rank and file. Even Style, loyal as she was to Tricks, was recently questioning the Boss’s actions, and she had no reason to be negatively disposed toward Sweet. Yeah, he could almost certainly win that contest.
 

 
  Damn it, he didn’t
  
   want
  
  to be Boss again. Quite apart from being personally done with the job, he was right now urgently needed in his role as Bishop. Even as they were dealing with this, the paladins were moving into position to launch their political attack on Justinian and upset the entire order of the Universal Church.
 

 
  Sweet almost missed a step. How had he failed to put that together before now?
  
   Could
  
  Justinian have arranged this? He didn’t see how, but clearly
  
   something
  
  was up with Tricks and possibly the Big Guy himself. It was too perfectly timed to be a pure coincidence at the best of times, and where Justinian was concerned, coincidences never seemed to be just that.
 

 
  “And speaking of rubberneckers,” Grip added after a dour pause, “does she
  
   really
  
  need to come?”
 

 
  Sweet glanced back at Juniper, who managed to give him a smile despite being visibly somewhat out of breath due to their rapid pace.
 

 
  He knew little about dryads, but it stood to reason that a tree spirit wouldn’t fare well moving at speed over a prolonged period. Some kind of metaphysical effect like that was the most probable explanation for her discomfort, as he had spent much of the previous night discovering that Juniper did not lack stamina or the capacity for physical exertion. She certainly wasn’t doing their discretion any favors, as even the jaded urbanites of Tiraas all had to stop and stare at her passing. The dryad was wearing a disguise ring that changed her coloring to a human normal, otherwise they’d be in deep trouble already, but even so, she was walking through the icy midwinter air in a short, elven-style dress with no sign she felt the cold. Moreover, striding along at her side was a hound-sized bird with a tail half again his length, which drew even more stares than her odd attire. Sniff, blessedly, was a well-trained specimen of whatever he was, sticking silently at his mistress’s side and not spooking or lashing out at the startled cries they passed, or the occasional child who unwisely tried to pet him.
 

 
  “Don’t feel the need to push yourself if you’re having trouble keeping up, June,” he suggested with a kind smile.
 

 
  “Oh, don’t worry about me!” Her voice was a bit breathless, but she smiled cheerily back and didn’t falter. “This is nothing. I should tell you about racing across half the Golden Sea sometime.
  
   That
  
  was a trial.”
 

 
  “Right. Well, we
  
   are
  
  going to a fairly sensitive Thieves’ Guild…function. Most of the people there aren’t going to be really comfortable involving outsiders.”
 

 
  “That’s okay,” she said brightly. “I’m with you!”
 

 
  Sweet turned his eyes back forward, mulling. He didn’t know Juniper well, except in the purely physical sense. Obviously she wasn’t stupid; whatever else it might be, ULR was academically competitive. On the other hand, it wasn’t known for producing politically cunning graduates. There
  
   were
  
  institutions of higher learning which had that reputation, but Last Rock alumni were more known for being idiosyncratic. He simply didn’t have enough context to guess whether she was just a blithe fairy unfamiliar with human social nuances and failing to pick up the subtext here, or deliberately pretending to be.
 

 
  Grip, as usual, favored an approach which sidestepped such dilemmas entirely.
 

 
  “He means this is Thieves’ Guild business, and none of yours,” the enforcer snapped.
  
   “You
  
  should go back to wherever you came from. It doesn’t concern you.”
 

 
  “This is about Church politics, though,” the dryad puffed, not slowing. “This whole thing Trissiny and the guys have been trying to straighten out all week, right? I’d better come keep an eye on it.”
 

 
  Grip’s face settled into a calculatedly mulish stare she used on fools who needed a relatively gentle push out of the way rather than those who posed a significant threat, which warned Sweet that she didn’t appreciate what she was dealing with here. “Listen, you—”
 

 
  “Grip,” he interrupted, “there’s an old joke about situations just such as this. Where does a dryad sleep?”
 

 
  The enforcer hesitated, then scowled furiously and turned her own attention forward again, mutely leaving Juniper to trot along behind them. That was another thing neither of them needed to answer aloud:
  
  
 

 
  
   Anywhere she wants.
  
 

 
  
  
  This couldn’t be the
  
   first
  
  time Grip had come up against someone she could neither coerce nor intimidate, but it surely wasn’t a common experience for her. Nonetheless, the situation remained what it was. Sweet himself could possibly (probably, he figured) persuade Juniper to butt out and go about her business, but they simply didn’t have
  
   time
  
  to deal with the distraction.
 

 
  So the two thieves and the dryad rushed into the Guild and the very heart of this fresh disaster.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It wasn’t happening deep in the shadowy bowels of the Guild proper, which was both good and bad. Tricks had assembled the thieves and his prisoners in an enclosed courtyard behind the Casino, a space occasionally used for events such as this but more commonly dedicated to receiving cargo for the kitchens. Doors opened on two sides into warehouses and larders, and a huge, sturdy wooden gate on the exterior wall faced a broad alley behind, wide enough to admit trucks and only not a street in its own right because all the buildings lining it faced the other way, with only their own rear delivery portals opening onto it.
 

 
  This was good because it was a quasi-public space, open to the air in the only part of the district likely to be trafficked by people the Eserites
  
   respected—
  
  servants and teamsters, not the fancy rich who entered the Casino’s front doors. That suggested Tricks wasn’t planning to do anything which would result in a lot of screaming. It was
  
   bad
  
  because Tricks’s actions were neither logical nor in keeping with his own customary patterns, and if he was about to make a truly ugly spectacle, the ramifications could hurt the Guild’s perception in more eyes than those of the Sisters of Avei.
 

 
  Sweet arrived in the nick of time, striding out of the storeroom entrance to find the loading area thronged on all sides with thieves, surrounding the spectacle of their Boss as he stared down three miserable-looking women in the vestments of the disbanded Purist sect. Their swords had been confiscated, obviously, but they’d been allowed to keep their uniforms on, chain mail and all.
 

 
  Without hesitating, he pushed right through the onlookers to the unfolding drama in the center, where Boss Tricks was already in the process of grilling Rasha.
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure,” the apprentice was saying, her eyes on the three Avenists, expression clearly unhappy. “But Boss, I don’t want—”
 

 
  “Then that’s all we need from you, Rasha,” Tricks said, gently and briefly patting her on the shoulder. It was one of those little touches that reminded Sweet his longtime friend and ally was still the man he’d always known, skilled at offering a bit of comfort where it was called for but mindful of Rasha’s history and how women in her position were often leery of being touched by men. “I’m sorry to have dragged you out here and especially for making you relive that bullshit, but absolute certainty was necessary. You’re welcome to stay if you want the satisfaction, but don’t feel any need.”
 

 
  
   “Boss,”
  
  Rasha said more forcefully, causing Tricks’s attention to snap back to her face. “Am I or am I not the aggrieved party, here?”
 

 
  Tricks blinked once, raising his eyebrows. “Well, of course. I didn’t think that was in question.”
 

 
  “In that case, I believe I’m owed a
  
   say
  
  in what happens to them?”
 

 
  The three priestesses clustered closer together; Sweet didn’t know what kind of night they must have had, but he saw none of the backbone he was accustomed to in Avenists. They were hollow-eyed, bedraggled, and at least one had clearly been weeping recently. Gods above, how bad had Tricks made this
  
   already?
  
  Was it too late to prevent the situation from getting even worse?
 

 
  
  
  A stir went through the crowd at Rasha’s words, Eserites shifting closer in malicious anticipation of watching vengeance unfold even as the prisoners pressed into each other. Sweet came to a stop within two yards of the Boss; Tricks acknowledged him with a glance before again focusing on Rasha, and Sweet took the opportunity to take a quick visual census. Style, of course, loomed behind the Boss with her arms folded, wearing a leather-and-fur ensemble that looked almost Shaathist and a thunderous scowl. Glory herself had actually stirred from her nest for this and also stood at hand, right alongside her apprentice in a clear show of support. He noted her other three apprentices hovering in a knot in the crowd, alongside Jenell, to whose side Grip had just silently returned. Juniper had, fortunately, stopped just inside the courtyard to watch, behind the back row of thieves. Good; Sweet wasn’t worried about her being recognized, but that bird-thing of hers was going to start drawing attention the second somebody noticed it.
 

 
  Webs was not in evidence, of course, it being his habit to deal with people only from his own secure ground. Thumper and Gimmick, however, were both across the courtyard in the front ranks; both looked right at Sweet and nodded once with significant expressions. He did not nod back, for the same reason he didn’t let out a sigh of sheer annoyance. Honestly, he understood that those two were specialists and
  
   not
  
  in political maneuvering, but they’d both been on multiple infiltration missions. Had absolutely everybody forgotten the value of basic discretion today?
 

 
  Tricks was regarding Rasha solemnly, his jaw working as he mulled an answer with care before finally speaking.
 

 
  “You’re not wrong, Rasha. I will definitely hear you out, and you’ll be accommodated if possible. But this, I’m afraid, goes beyond just you and them. This is a matter for the Guild as a whole. The one thing for which we can absolutely not show the slightest tolerance is the deliberate and knowing assault of one of our apprentices. For this, we require
  
   blood.”
  
 

 
  An ugly growl stirred through the crowd, accompanied by several louder jeers and catcalls.
 

 
  “Is blood more important than justice?” Rasha asked, her quiet tone a deliberate counterpoint to the growing intensity of the onlookers. Sweet noted, with approval, Glory’s secondhand techniques at work.
 

 
  “We don’t deal in justice,” Tricks said with a sardonic little smile. “That’s Avenist business. I know you’ve been taught our doctrines on retribution, Rasha. When dealing with beasts like
  
   these,
  
  we employ pain, and fear. That’s all they can understand.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no argument there,” Rasha said, turning to dispassionately regard the three beleaguered Purists. “They look plenty scared already, to me.”
 

 
  “Not enough,” Tricks stated, his voice cold. “What’s your request, Rasha?”
 

 
  “Avenist business, like you said,” the apprentice replied. “I want this to be
  
   done
  
  with, Boss. Roughing these up is going to cause no end of trouble, and just…look at them.
  
   Look
  
  at these dregs.” she shot the priestesses another look, filled with pure contempt. “They’re
  
   not
  
  worth it. The Guild shouldn’t be so much as inconvenienced over the likes of them. Send them back to the Temple of Avei. Let these assholes be Rouvad’s problem.”
 

 
  Glory, now, laid a hand on Rasha’s shoulder, her face lighting up with approval and pride. Sweet was equally impressed; he hadn’t followed Rasha’s progress closely, but Glory had clearly taught the girl how to work a room. In the space of a few sentences, much of the tension had leeched from the crowd, and now a number of the watching thieves were nodding in agreement.
 

 
  Not the Boss, however.
 

 
  “I see your point,” he said, already shaking his head, “but on this, we can’t bend. It is an inviolable rule. They went after a Thieves’ Guild
  
   apprentice.
  
  There has to be punishment. There has to be
  
   fear.
  
  That fear is the only reason any apprentice of the Guild is left in peace long enough to be fully trained. If the bastards aren’t afraid to come after you…you’ll be cut down before you have a chance to fight back.”
 

 
  “I also know the Guild’s codes on retribution, Boss,” Glory said, her smooth voice projecting over the stir in the watching crowd. “We retaliate only when it both brings satisfaction and serves a purpose. What purpose does this serve?”
 

 
  “Seriously?” Tricks replied, shooting her an annoyed look. “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly the thing I
  
   just
  
  explained.”
 

 
  “Not really,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “How does beating up
  
   these
  
  spread fear?
  
   They
  
  are already terrified witless. The Purists are simple bullies; there’s nothing
  
   to
  
  them but inner weakness and a pitiful desire to project it onto others. The work here is done, Boss. Going further would be nothing but a provocation against the Sisterhood of Avei, at exactly a moment when we need their support.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” Tricks said, his voice soft but carrying. “Politics. The old bugaboo we can never quite get away from. But there’s a
  
   line,
  
  Glory. A point comes where principle has to win out. As long as I’m Boss, I’ll decide where the line is drawn, and I draw it at assholes
  
   attacking our apprentices.”
  
 

 
  The muttering swelled again, once more accompanied by a few shouts. Rasha kept admirable composure, but the wide-eyed look she gave Glory revealed her growing nerves. Glory herself drew breath to continue, but Sweet could already tell that was futile; clever as she was with her tongue, Tricks was equally so, and a contest of verbal acuity was pointless when only one contestant had the authority to order an end to it.
 

 
  “Where’d you get them, Tricks?” he asked, lightly but loudly.
 

 
  Everyone turned to look at him, the Boss himself with a faint lowering of his eyebrows. At any other time, Sweet would have assumed it was strictly performative; Tricks was too good to reveal what he was feeling. But then, he could usually
  
   tell
  
  when Tricks was playing a game, unless he snuck up on him in one of those disguises he loved so much. Now, he had the unsettling feeling his old friend was exactly as close to the frayed end of his rope as he seemed.
 

 
  “That’s in the category of business you don’t need to worry about, Sweet,” the Boss said brusquely.
 

 
  “Cos the way
  
   I
  
  heard it, these were last seen being hustled away by the Huntsmen of Shaath. Right?” Sweet turned to Rasha, who nodded emphatically. “Specifically, the Orthodox faction that’s loyal to the Archpope. The Archpope who we’re within a hair’s breadth of proving
  
   set up
  
  the Purists in the first place to fuck with the Avenists. The Avenists who got this trouble dumped on them specifically for sharing our position with regard to Justinian’s fucked up shenanigans in the Church.”
 

 
  “Sweet,” Tricks warned.
 

 
  “And now I gotta wonder,” he pressed on, “how the
  
   hell
  
  you got them from Shaathist custody to
  
   yours
  
  in the space of one night. Did you actually kidnap three hostages out of a lodge, or the Cathedral itself? Because that’d be a feat so incredible I’m pretty goddamn sure nobody in this Guild has the capacity to pull it off.”
 

 
  Nods from around the courtyard. Eserites did not deal in kidnappings, for both doctrinal and pragmatic reasons. Professional ethics aside, it was messy to steal anything that could think and fight back.
 

 
  “And the
  
   other
  
  option,” Sweet pressed on, staring at Tricks unblinkingly, “is that they were
  
   given
  
  to you. By Justinian’s Huntsmen.”
 

 
  Silence. The crowd seemed to hold their breath.
 

 
  “Hey, you’ve gotta protect your sources, I know how it works,” Sweet said with deceptive lightness when Tricks just glared at him. “No worries, I know who else I can ask. Hey ladies! A moment of your time?”
 

 
  He had actually turned and taken a step toward the captive priestesses when the Boss answered in a much sharper tone.
 

 
  “Do you wanna be Boss, Sweet?”
 

 
  At that, he had to stop and turn back to him.
 

 
  “I’m not challenging you—”
 

 
  “That is
  
   not
  
  what I asked you,” Tricks snapped. “Do you
  
   want
  
  to be Boss again? Because quite frankly, Sweet, I’m pretty sure I enjoy sitting in the big boy chair even less than you did. If you want the job, you just say the word any damn time. We’ll go invoke the Big Guy’s presence and get it done, and that’s a promise. But
  
   until
  
  you say the word,
  
   I
  
  am still Boss. I’m the one who has to keep the big secrets and handle the ugly shit nobody else wants to do. As long as that’s the case, you can either fall in line, or shut your mouth.
  
   Those
  
  are the options, Sweet.”
 

 
  “This doesn’t need to be a whole
  
   thing,
  
  Tricks,” Sweet said, facing him fully and not breaking eye contact. “I wouldn’t’ve backed you for Boss in the first place if you hadn’t more than earned my trust. All I’m asking is some
  
   reassurance.
  
  Tell me there’s more going on here than I know. Tell me you’re not swiping at obvious, low-hanging bait dangled by an enemy of the Guild. Because it
  
   looks
  
  like you’re letting yourself fall for a brazen
  
   con,
  
  and I know you’re way too smart for that. Just let me know
  
   what else is up,
  
  that you’re not about to undo every bit of my work for the last half a year and plunge the Guild into an unwinnable fight for
  
   fucking nothing.
  
  Come on, Tricks, that’s not much to ask. Is it?”
 

 
  Tricks stared back at him.
 

 
  The silence stretched out, until someone else pushed forward into the center.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Whoof, what a mess.”
 

 
  Juniper was watching Antonio push forward into the unfolding confrontation, where the Boss of the Guild was grilling Trissiny’s friend Rasha about three miserable-looking priestesses huddled together in the center of the courtyard. She could barely see between the heads of the crowd anyway, even though she was taller than most human women. It was no great loss to turn and regard the person who’d suddenly spoken immediately to her left, and then she had to stare.
 

 
  He was a scruffy-looking Tiraan man of indeterminate age, wearing (oddly enough) a tuxedo with the neck open and untied cravat hanging down his chest. Sniff flattened his crest, staring up at the man in clear unease. Juniper, for her part, didn’t recognize him, but she could perceive at a glance
  
   what
  
  he was. Given his presence here of all places, that pretty much told her which one.
 

 
  “But don’t worry,” Eserion continued in the same low tone, giving her a wink, “I have a plan. Now, thing is, it’s a pretty
  
   bad
  
  plan. Countless steps, lots of moving parts, no
  
   end
  
  of people to manage. A whole big
  
   thing,
  
  know what I mean?”
 

 
  “Trissiny says the best plans are simple plans,” she replied carefully. “She said any plan with more than three steps is a daydream.”
 

 
  They were speaking quietly, but not whispering, and yet none of the thieves immediately around seemed to be aware of them. It was odd that no one had reacted to Sniff yet. In the middle of the courtyard, the well-dressed woman with Rasha had just interjected, but her voice wasn’t so loud as to drown out their soft conversation in the back.
 

 
  “Thorn’s a smart cookie,” the god agreed with a pleased grin. “Not one of our best people by far, at least not yet, but she
  
   learned
  
  from some of the best. Knows her theory. Yeah, this whole business has me really stretching my legs; gotta run around putting out fires, make a million little corrections when shit starts to go belly up. You see how it is. That, now, is another example.”
 

 
  He nodded toward the drama unfolding up ahead, where Antonio had just interrupted the conversation. Juniper was only following with half an ear, but it didn’t even take that to see the quickly ratcheting tension between the Bishop and the Boss.
 

 
  “Case in point,” Eserion said more quietly, his expression sobering as he watched the unfolding argument. “That’s a confrontation that needs to happen. But not
  
   now,
  
  not yet. It gets impossible to keep the timing straight, y’know? Right now, what I need is to put a complete halt to this whole affair, slap a hard wall between Tricks and Sweet and get those damn Purists
  
   out
  
  of here.”
 

 
  He turned back to her with an amiable grin.
 

 
  “So! Can I ask a favor, June, honey?”
 

 
  “I’m…still very much learning how to
  
   use
  
  fae magic,” she said carefully. “I’m just a novice. Last night was the first time I felt spirits actually
  
   tell
  
  me I should do something, but they did, so I stuck with Antonio like they said. Did
  
   you
  
  have something to do with that?”
 

 
  “It’s my policy not to mess with Naiya’s little helpers,” he said, winking again. “Honestly, I never really find a reason to, anyway. So long as I’m not up to any bullshit I shouldn’t be, it usually turns out their nudgings line up with mine. That being the case! If you’re willing to do me a solid, how about you go put a stop to all this?”
 

 
  A chilly silence had fallen; she glanced aside to see Antonio and the Boss locking eyes. Juniper nodded once to Eserion, then turned and pushed her way none too gently through the crowd. So heavy was the atmosphere in the courtyard that few of the discommoded thieves even protested beyond irritated mutters, though a couple cursed as they caught sight of Sniff pacing alongside her.
 

 
  She stepped out into the center, her sudden appearance causing everyone to turn their gaze on her, and took off her disguise ring.
 

 
  
   That
  
  prompted a general outcry; enough people knew the basics about dryads to recognize when her green hair and golden skin meant. Juniper had found that even among humans not inclined to get it, her recent preference for elven attire often helped them connect the dots for some reason. Thieves pressed back away from her and Sniff, many cursing or shouting. She could smell shock and fear suddenly rising. And, oddly enough, more than a handful of cases of arousal, interlaced with nuances of scent that her sexual senses parsed as belonging to people particularly attracted to the monstrous and dangerous. Actually, there were a lot more of those scattered around than she’d have expected from a crowd of the general public this size.
 

 
  Eserites. Who knew?
 

 
  She strode forward to plant herself in the middle of the space, equidistant between the three prisoners and the knot of Guild leadership who were now staring at her in dismay, and put on her sunniest smile.
 

 
  “Hi! I’m Juniper!”
 

 
  One of the Purists fainted.
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  “Why, hello, Juniper,” the Boss of the Thieves’ Guild said pleasantly, wariness in every line of his stance. “Are you lost?”
 

 
  “Nope, I don’t think so!” she said with as much good cheer as she could muster. Juniper had developed a habit of quiet and calm, helped along both by elven and Omnist meditative practices and a series of traumatic epiphanies that had overshadowed her sunny disposition, but at the same time, she had not failed to notice the difference in how she was often treated these days, as opposed to her first year among mortal society. It was easy enough to put on a smile and a chipper tone of voice; it helped to put people at ease, right up until the moment when it started to make everything worse. For some reason it
  
   really
  
  unsettled people when she did something scary with a smile. “These are Avenists, right? Those Purist jerks who’ve been causing trouble?”
 

 
  Tricks glanced fleetingly behind her at the priestesses, two of whom were trying to revive their collapsed comrade. “All due respect, little lady, but this is a private function. Tell you what, how ‘bout we offer you something to eat and a discreet ride out of the city?”
 

 
  “Oh, thanks, but I’m not really hungry.” There were several audible sighs of relief from around the courtyard, which she ignored. “So I see you’ve got your own thing going on here, looks like pretty important religious business, right? I wouldn’t wanna intrude or anything. I’m just gonna take these three back to the Temple of Avei, then. Don’t mind me.”
 

 
  “The
  
   fuck
  
  you say,” Style snarled, stomping forward as Juniper started to turn toward the Purists. “Bitch, I do not care who or
  
   what
  
  you are, this is the fucking
  
   Thieves’ Guild.
  
  You
  
   do not
  
  walk in here and give us orders.”
 

 
  “Style,” Sweet warned.
 

 
  “I’m afraid we do have a religious imperative not to be pushed around, Juniper,” Tricks added in a more careful tone. “That, in fact, is the very reason those three are here to begin with. It’s simply out of the question to allow—”
 

 
  “Yeah, I don’t care about that,” Juniper said blithely. “My friends—you know, the paladins? All three of them?—have been working hard to straighten out the political situation with the Trinity cults and restrain the Church, and what you’re doing here would throw a big wrench in that. So, you’re not gonna, that’s all.”
 

 
  “That a fact,” Tricks said quietly.
 

 
  “This reminds me of a funny joke I heard!” Juniper kept her sunny smile in place and undiminished.
  
   “Where does a dryad sleep?”
  
 

 
  That brought her a few moments’ pause, in which the three Guild officers in front of her visibly reconsidered their position; Glory was gently but firmly shepherding Rasha back toward the other apprentices and out of Juniper’s easy reach. A steady breeze of whispering and muttering passed over her from the thieves on all sides, in contrast the silence in the center. Juniper almost never heightened her senses to anything near an elf’s while in a city, as the noise made it impossible for her to think, but she did customarily keep her hearing more acute than the human norm, and picked up a lot of distinct commentary.
 

 
  “Don’t even think about it, they’re a threat level eight. Even the Army doesn’t dare…”
 

 
  “…the fuck does she think she is, comin’ in here…”
 

 
  “One of ‘em
  
   ate
  
  my grandpa!”
 

 
  “Why is it
  
   in
  
  the
  
   city!?”
  
 

 
  “By Izara’s bloomers, would you look at the rack on her.”
 

 
  “Put that
  
   away,
  
  she’s actually Naiya’s child! You wanna cause a fucking earthquake?”
 

 
  “Well, I wouldn’t mind that being the last thing I ever saw, know what I mean?”
 

 
  “Fuck that, anything bleeds if you…”
 

 
  “Screw this, I’m out.”
 

 
  “Why do the pretty ones gotta be so scary?”
 

 
  She kept her eyes on Tricks, still smiling, and pretended she didn’t hear any of it. Somehow, even the (technically) complimentary remarks weren’t exactly flattering, but Juniper couldn’t begrudge the humans their fear. Especially since she was about to specifically lean on it.
 

 
  Apparently Antonio, even if he couldn’t hear as clearly as she, knew people enough to see where this was going and stepped in.
 

 
  “In case there was some ambiguity,” he said in a carrying voice, “Juniper is a
  
   dryad.
  
  If you don’t know what that means, the short version is dryads are the demigod offspring of Naiya, impervious to most harm and strong enough to slap you into a spray of giblets. The only thing worse than getting attacked by a dryad is attacking one; if you succeed in hurting a dryad, you’ve just pissed off mother nature herself. Anyone who survives
  
   that
  
  gets to explain to the government what happened that caused half the city to be smashed.”
 

 
  That only intensified the muttering, unsurprisingly, but at least the angrier voices abruptly went silent. Which wasn’t to say that the anger itself was gone, especially right in front of her. Tricks was now studying her through narrowed eyes, the very picture of a man rapidly putting together a plan, but Style took one long stride forward, close enough to lean in and plant one thick finger against the medallion Juniper wore on a braided cord.
 

 
  “I’m gonna assume you’ve got some idea how
  
   faith
  
  works if you’re walkin’ around wearing the symbol of one, nature girl,” the chief enforcer grated. “Whatever else we are, we are a
  
   faith.
  
  Our central tenet is not getting pushed around by people with power. So unless
  
   you
  
  wanna kick off that local apocalypse Sweet’s talkin’ about, you’d better back the
  
   fuck
  
  off.”
 

 
  She got quite a few mutters and several shouts of approval. Juniper just tilted her head, studying the taller woman with her eyes kept deliberately wide in an expression she’d been told made her look childlike and innocent, an idea she found bizarre in the extreme. Here and now, there was an obvious rebuttal to be made to Style’s statement, to the effect that pushing people around was the entire
  
   rest
  
  of Eserite faith, but getting into an argument here would defeat the purpose.
 

 
  “It’s Style, right?” she said pleasantly. “You beat up Trissiny one time, didn’t you? Pretty impressive! That’s not gonna happen today.”
 

 
  She planted her palm against Style’s sternum, and immediately the enforcer shifted the hand prodding at Juniper’s medallion to grab her wrist and attempt some manner of skillful arm twist, which was exactly as efficacious as trying to put a tree in a headlock. In the next second her grip was ripped free of Juniper’s arm along with the rest of her as the dryad stepped forward, straightened her arm, and
  
   pushed
  
  Style fifteen feet through the air. The chief enforcer crashed into the front rank of thieves, bowling the lot of them over and causing a general outcry around the courtyard.
 

 
  With Juniper’s strength being a magical effect causing her movements to have the full weight of a tree behind them when she so chose, stepping forward into a movement didn’t add force as it did for most martial artists. On the contrary, Professor Ezzaniel had worked with her extensively to
  
   control
  
  her strength, mostly by controlling speed, on the principle that force was a product of mass and acceleration. If Juniper
  
   hit
  
  someone, she could reduce them to pulp. Learning to fight mortals non-lethally had been much harder, and the method they’d developed hinged upon smoothly accelerating from a dead stop
  
   after
  
  she had already made bodily contact. The timing was tricky, but Ezzaniel had drilled her without mercy until she could launch a watermelon across the quad from a standstill without bruising it through a combination of tightly controlled speed and smoothly increasing her own force mid-motion. Not that it was a perfect art; Style was going to have a badly bruised sternum, and possibly cracked ribs—not to mention whatever happened when she landed on a pile of people—but hopefully it would be nothing a good healer couldn’t fix in moments. And at least she still
  
   had
  
  ribs.
 

 
  Obviously, the onlooking thieves didn’t like that one bit. There was a great deal of shouting; weapons were brandished and more than a few people actually stepped toward her, forestalled only by Tricks himself taking a step closer to the dryad, raising both his arms with palms out toward the crowd in a clear order for calm. He kept his eyes on Juniper’s as he approached, and after a couple of seconds, the spectators quieted enough that a mob was less immediately likely. The smell of fear predominated over anger, but Juniper knew that was no guarantee against violence. People in a panic were often more dangerous than people in a rage.
 

 
  “All right, you’ve made your point, Juniper,” Tricks said once the noise had quieted enough that he could be heard throughout the courtyard without raising his voice. “You okay, Style?”
 

 
  “Fucking,” Style wheezed, struggling upright and roughly shrugging off the hands that tried to help her. “…gonna…” Sweet had already disengaged from the confrontation, striding over to her and lighting up with a soft glow of divine light. He wasn’t so easy to dissuade, and based on what Juniper had observed of him, was probably aiming to prevent her from retaliating as much as intending to offer healing.
 

 
  “Style
  
   also
  
  has a point, of course,” Tricks continued, his gaze holding Juniper’s. “You may be invulnerable, but you’re not alone. Those three you’re so determined to protect from the consequences of their actions are made of soft, squishy humanity. Not to mention that you yourself came here with somebody who I
  
   bet
  
  is a lot easier to bruise.” He finally tore his eyes from her face to look down at Sniff with a significant lift of his eyebrows, before focusing back on her and indulging in a faint smirk. “Didn’t plan this all the way through before you stepped in, huh?”
 

 
  Juniper immediately dropped her own smile, ignoring the several indrawn breaths that resulted from her suddenly blank expression. “I guess not,” she answered. “You’re not wrong. And if you hurt my pet, I will tear off your right arm and eat it in front of you.”
 

 
  The dead silence which resulted was broken only by soft weeping from behind her; the three Purists were not handling this drama very well, despite no longer being the focus of it. Everyone else was just staring at Juniper, with no sign that they didn’t believe her.
 

 
  Teal liked to say that a threat was, in and of itself, an act of violence. It was Trissiny who’d told her the most effective way to leverage them, which ironically was with the least violence possible. People expected threats to be delivered with passion, and were far more unsettled to hear an offer of terrible harm spoken with calm detachment. Juniper didn’t really understand why, expect that humans inherently didn’t like unexpected juxtapositions. At any rate, the Eserite technique Trissiny had taught her was to make statements, not threats.
 

 
  And, most importantly, to mean them with absolute sincerity. Which she did. To judge by the chilled silence now surrounding her, it worked.
 

 
  Tricks, after a moment, dropped his gaze to her chest, and for a change he wasn’t looking at her cleavage, but the golden sunburst medallion resting on it.
 

 
  “That’s not very Omnist of you, young lady,” he said softly.
 

 
  Juniper shrugged. “Omnu doesn’t expect perfection. Everyone fails; you just can’t let a sin become a habit. You’ll only be the second guy I’ve devoured alive while he screamed and begged me to stop, and it’s been a few years. I don’t think that counts as a pattern.”
 

 
  Now people were shuffling backward, pressing each other toward the walls to gain precious inches of space from her. Not Tricks, though; he just held her gaze, and she made herself stare back despite the surge of self-loathing she was now riding out.
 

 
  Teal, Trissiny and Gabe all had various methods they’d been taught for controlling their emotions and putting on a performance; even Shaeine had described the method of Narisian public face, though that seemed proprietary to the drow and she’d never offered to teach anyone. None of that had made a lot of sense to Juniper. Instead, it was just her own faith by which she kept her own expression even, despite the feelings raging in her. Omnism was big on meditative disciplines, which Toby had patiently walked her through, and practiced with her. What she was doing here flew against everything she had so laboriously tried to change about herself, invoking her own savage propensity to violence as a means of coercing someone; remorse, shame, and grief clawed at her from the inside.
 

 
  But she acknowledged them, and let them go. Feelings were just that; they did not require a response, didn’t even have to stick hard enough to change one’s expression. Juniper wrapped that hard-learned stillness around herself like a warm coat, allowing her emotions to pass over her unimpeded, including the pride she felt at being
  
   able
  
  to do this. Just a few short months ago, the practice had been frustratingly difficult.
 

 
  At any rate, it worked. She could see in the minute shifting of Tricks’s expression that he took her calm promise at face value.
 

 
  But, as the seconds ticked past and his eyes bored into hers, he still failed to back down. In his squint she interpreted rapid thought as he tried to reason a way out of this. Why was he being so stubborn? All around them, the other watchers had clearly decided she was not a fight they wanted; no one else continued to offer her any resistance.
 

 
  Juniper finally tore her own gaze off the Boss’s to study one side of the courtyard and the thieves clustered there, and in noticing that they were all watching her
  
   and
  
  Tricks, she finally realized her mistake.
 

 
  This was not, as she had first assessed them, a single pack, bound together by emotional closeness and common cause. Of course not, the Thieves’ Guild was too big an institution to be so united. It was more of a…watering hole, a meeting place of multiple packs and herds and lone wolves. She stood amid a meeting of different factions and isolated individuals, all with their own agendas. Personal devotion was the lesser share of what kept Tricks in power; he also could not be seen as weak, or they’d turn on him. She had inadvertently pushed him right into a corner from which he
  
   could not
  
  do anything except order violence that they all knew would be hopeless.
 

 
  Well, shoot. The god had asked her to neutralize the brewing conflict, not ignite it twice as hard. Fortunately, her realization of what was actually happening immediately suggested a solution she could still enact.
 

 
  “You Eserites.” Slowly, Juniper turned in a full circle, dragging her gaze around the room and studying the various thieves disdainfully in passing. “So
  
   scary.
  
  All the rich and powerful are just so intimidated by your… What? Clubs and brass knuckles? I guess it works for you. ‘Cause after all, you
  
   do
  
  work in your nice, safe, clean cities, where other people are the worst things you’re ever gonna see.” She completed her revolution, coming back to face Tricks, but let her eyes slide over him, turning again to regard the assembled thieves. “None of you have ever actually come face to face with a real
  
   monster,
  
  huh?”
 

 
  She turned further, tossing her hair and staring around at them, this time in an obvious challenge.
 

 
  From behind her came a muffled curse, and then scuffing footsteps. Unhurriedly, Juniper turned around to regard one of the thieves approaching her with a deep scowl, fitting a set of spiked iron knuckles onto his right hand. Just the sight of him told his story: he was taller than she and far wider, thickly muscled, with a twice-broken nose, cauliflower ear and a scar over one eyebrow.
 

 
  She turned to face him fully and just stared as he came. In seconds, his expression faltered, and then his steps did.
 

 
  Juniper made herself see, not a man, but prey. Taking in his size and build, the distribution of fat and muscle, she knew what the meat would taste like, how tough it would be to chew. How much energy it would give her, and how long it’d be before she felt like eating again. She knew the temperature of fresh blood, the
  
   smell
  
  of it. Where and how to exert pressure to deliver a quick death—or not to, simply incapacitate the prey so the heart kept pumping and the meat stayed fresher and more tender while she began eating.
 

 
  She was not good at putting on false faces, but Juniper had a real one that could be a thing of horror. A street soldier like this man possessed an animal cunning of his own, instincts that enabled him to sum up people at a glance; they were enough to warn him, when she held those thoughts in the forefront of her mind, that he was not looking at a
  
   person.
  
  Meeting her utterly dispassionate gaze as it weighed him, he found himself staring into the eyes of an apex predator, and by pure instinct, stopped approaching.
 

 
  “Uh, Rowdy?” said another voice from across the courtyard, “I
  
   really
  
  wouldn’t. This may be a good time to mention that dryad was at Ninkabi. Hey, it’s me, Thumper!” he added irritably in response to a round of scoffs from nearby. “You think I’m gonna forget a woman who looks like that? Seriously, I saw her kill a baerzurg demon by
  
   punching
  
  it. Y’know, one of those big armored ones that’re, uh…invincible?”
 

 
  Slowly, the now-unnerved looking enforcer began to edge backward. Juniper turned to find that Tricks had also retreated to join Sweet and Style among the crowd. Because she’d accomplished her goal, buying him the opportunity to do so. He hadn’t backed down from her; the entire Guild had. Not one of them was in a position to call him out for it.
 

 
  Movement caught her eye. Between two heads in the crowd was suddenly Eserion’s face; the god mouthed
  
   Thank you,
  
  then vanished in a shift of the throng.
 

 
  Juniper heaved a sigh, shook her head, and turned to stare at the Purists. “Well, all right then, now for
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Please don’t!” one shrieked, covering her face with her arms in a singularly counterproductive survival strategy, while one of her compatriots screamed wordlessly and the other just wept.
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” Juniper exclaimed, giving vent to her exasperation. After the last few minutes it felt
  
   good
  
  to just express what she was actually feeling. “I’m not gonna
  
   eat
  
  you! If I wanted you dead, why would I go to all this trouble?
  
   You
  
  three are going back to the Temple of Avei so Commander Rouvad can do some justice on you. After the crap you jackasses have been doing, that’s probably gonna be no fun at all, but it’ll be a
  
   lot
  
  better than what you were about to get here. Or what would happen if it was up to
  
   me.
  
  But it’s not, that’s the entire point. You get
  
   real
  
  justice, from somebody who’s authorized to actually hand it out, and you’re not gonna give me any sass about it. Right?”
 

 
  All three of them quivered and stared at her mutely, and she sighed again.
 

 
  “Okay, here’s how it is: dryads aren’t build for sprinting, see? So if you try to run away from me, I’ll have to have my friend here chase you down, and that’ll be a problem for you. Sniff, show ‘em your claw.”
 

 
  Sniff paced forward, causing the trio to edge away from him, but they wisely stared at the proto-bird as he, fanning his short wings for balance, balanced on one leg and extended his other foot toward them. He had birdlike talons—mostly. One of his claws was considerably oversized in relation to the others, and murderously hooked, a natural weapon designed to rend flesh.
 

 
  “Thank you, Sniff,” Juniper said primly. “His species evolved so that if they’re chasing something down, it’s to kill and eat it, see? He’s not good with
  
   catching
  
  things, exactly. So if you try to run, it’ll end with you lying in the street in a puddle of your own entrails. And if you make me have to explain
  
   that
  
  to the police, I’m gonna be really annoyed! We understand each other?”
 

 
  “Thank you!” the least rattled of the priestesses blurted. “We won’t—you’ll have no—we’ll go— Uh…thank you.”
 

 
  “Good.” Juniper nodded once and slipped her enchanted ring back on, changing her coloring to a Tiraan average. She wasn’t built like most Tiraan in the face or figure, but it seemed the majority of humans didn’t look beyond coloration when casually sizing each other up.
 

 
  She strode past them to the big double doors that apparently opened onto the alley beyond, leaving Sniff to hover around the terrified Purists. Herding wasn’t something she’d trained him to do, exactly, but Sniff was extremely smart and their druidic bond enabled him to pick up on a lot more of her intentions than a normal animal; she trusted him to help chivvy their prisoners in the right direction as needed. For now, Juniper stopped in front of the gates. They were heavy, solid, and locked.
 

 
  “Any of you wanna help me out here?” she asked, turning to look over her shoulder at the assembled thieves. The crowd was already smaller as some of them had started to sneak off back into the Casino. Those remaining just stared at her, offering no response. “Well, okay,” she said with a shrug. “It’s not
  
   my
  
  house.”
 

 
  Juniper had to spread her arms fully to grasp one of the doors, sinking the fingers of one hand into the crack between the two and the other between it and the wall. But with that done, all it took was bracing her legs and
  
   pulling.
  
  The wood groaned in protest for a moment, and then with a terrible clatter the lock burst open. She’d pulled from both sides, though, and when one of the upper hinges was ripped out of the stonework, she decided to just run with that instead of trying to swing the damaged door normally. Another yank ripped it fully off, leaving the other now-unsecured door to swing a few feet open.
 

 
  Juniper trotted over to the wall and leaned the towering wooden gate against it, then turned around, dusting off her hands.
 

 
  “Well?” she said imperiously, staring at the cowed Purists, and pointed at the opening she’d just created. “Go on. Out.”
 

 
  They hesitated, and then Sniff hissed loudly from his position at their backs. A moment later, their odd little group was leaving the silent Thieves’ Guild behind.
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  “Miss Juniper! A moment, if you would?”
 

 
  Juniper sighed and came to a stop. She’d
  
   barely
  
  made it into the alley. Ahead of her, the three Purists stopped also, clustering together like frightened sheep, a habit which in her opinion revealed a lot about their character when they didn’t have swords and a lot of backup; in any case, Sniff immediately circled around in front of them to bar their escape while the dryad turned to deal with whatever this fresh nuisance was.
 

 
  She recognized the woman who approached from the broken gates, wearing a kind smile and a clearly expensive fur-trimmed winter gown. Also, she recognized the four younger people who had taken up a formation around their leader and were all staring at Juniper with much more visible unease. Or at least, one of them.
 

 
  “Rasha,” she said, pointing at the young woman in question. “Which would make you… Glory, right? And Trissiny’s other friends.”
 

 
  “Yep, that’s us,” said the only male in the group. “Trissiny’s other friends, that’s our identity.” The two other girls aside from Rasha both smacked him in the chest.
 

 
  Juniper ignored that byplay, focusing on Glory, who had one of the most interesting scents she’d encountered on a human. Her sexuality was something avid, even fierce, and remarkably unconstrained; she didn’t seem to have an orientation so much as a hunger for new experiences. And yet, it was a controlled ferocity, smoothly integrated into the rest of her personality and harmonious in expression. It was
  
   strange.
  
  Most humans who smelled of that kind of sexual fervor were deviants of some sort, but this woman had firm self-control and a seemingly perfect serenity in her carnality. Actually, she smelled rather like an Izarite, except more… For once, Juniper found herself at a loss to define the extra element she was sensing. It was rather inspiring, really; she had long been of the opinion that humans in general needed to be more in touch with their sexual natures and less hung up about it.
 

 
  The dryad couldn’t help feeling a bit sad at the awareness that what she was sensing meant this woman was probably more intellectually dangerous than any human she’d ever met. It was disappointing that the world had to be that way. People deserved better.
 

 
  As always, she perceived these details without betraying any awareness, out of respect for everyone’s privacy. There wasn’t much of interest about the other four, anyway, save that Rasha smelled of fairly recent self-acceptance and the younger girl was going to be firmly bisexual when she finished grappling with a hangup about her attraction to women, something Juniper had noticed wasn’t uncommon in Tiraan teenagers. Glory replied before she had the opportunity to consider any of it in more detail.
 

 
  “I am Glory, yes. Thank you for interceding in that…mess. Surprisingly, I think you created the least disastrous possible outcome.”
 

 
  “Right, well…you’re welcome. Now, I gotta deliver three idiots to the Temple of Avei, so if you’ll ‘scuze me…”
 

 
  Glory stepped forward, her four apprentices surging less smoothly to keep up their protective ring around her. “Wait, please. Before you go, there
  
   is
  
  some outstanding business regarding those three we need to settle.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna give you the credit of assuming you
  
   know
  
  you’re not about to finish what your Boss tried to start,” Juniper warned. Rasha narrowed her eyes, but it was a pensive expression rather than a hostile one, as if Juniper were a puzzle she was trying to solve. The other three looked various degrees of nervous and angry at the implied threat, however.
 

 
  “Please.” Glory shook her head. “Your action was the right one. To say nothing of the catastrophe that could have unfolded from those baggages being harmed by the Guild, Eserites of all people respect a show of force toward a noble cause. When we are the abusive parties forced to back down, we more than anyone should accept it as earned. No, I’m fully behind Trissiny on this matter—and thus, I infer, behind you. My intent is to help address the political situation here, not make it worse.”
 

 
  Juniper glanced behind her at the open gateway. Somewhat to her surprise, no other thieves were emerging to involve themselves, though she’d be amazed if several weren’t lurking just on the other side of the wall to listen. Well, Glory was undoubtedly savvy enough to expect that, too, which meant she didn’t intend this to be a completely private conversation.
 

 
  “What’s on your mind, then?”
 

 
  Glory shifted her own eyes to the prisoners. “Just a simple question. How did you three get from the custody of the Church-aligned Huntsmen to that of the Church-opposed Thieves’ Guild in the space of one night?”
 

 
  “W-we don’t answer to you,” the Purist with the most remaining spine (for whatever that was worth) stammered, trying to lift her chin. “We’re going back to the Sisterhood to be judged by our own—”
 

 
  All Juniper had to do to silence her was turn and meet her eyes. She added some verbal encouragement anyway.
 

 
  “Do you really think you’re in a position to get shirty, here? Give me any more backtalk and either Sniff’s gonna bite you, or I am.” Sniff obligingly hissed, spreading his wings and flattening down his head crest in a universal avian warning; two of the Purists squeaked in a manner any Avenist would have found shameful. “Answer the woman.”
 

 
  After three seconds she began to be concerned she would have to back up that threat as the three just clustered together again; really, they were like traumatized pigeons. What had the thieves
  
   done
  
  to these women?
 

 
  Fortunately, it didn’t come to that, as one of them burst out in a rush as if she needed to answer just to vent the building pressure.
 

 
  “They just
  
   handed
  
  us over! We were separated from our sisters and, and
  
   herded
  
  here like sheep, we didn’t even know where we were going until—” She broke off and made a gulping noise.
 

 
  “The Huntsmen did this?” Glory asked quietly. One of them, not the one who’d spoken, nodded jerkily. Juniper pondered whether she should find out their names. On reflection, she didn’t really
  
   want
  
  to; these women had been bullying assholes when they had power and were sniveling cowards now that they didn’t, and she preferred the comfortable distance of not thinking of them as individuals.
 

 
  “Just Huntsmen?” the older girl who wasn’t Rasha piped up. “Not Church priests?” Juniper wondered whether the apprentice was speaking out of turn, but Glory just shifted to give her a nod of clear approval.
 

 
  “The—yes,” the previous speaker said, nodding. “Huntsmen. We didn’t—we never actually saw any parsons. They never took us to the Cathedral.”
 

 
  “Sisters,” Rasha murmured. “That’s right, Glory, there were more of them than this.”
 

 
  “I see,” Glory said almost as softly, then raised her voice, turning back to Juniper. “Well! Thank you, that was what I needed to know. Now then, Juniper, please don’t take this amiss, but before you try to carry them off to the Temple of Avei I must critique your strategy.”
 

 
  “Oh?” the dryad replied irritably.
 

 
  Glory inclined her head with an apologetic smile that actually did ease the sting of criticism; Juniper had met grove Elders who didn’t have that degree of facial control. Yeah, this woman was not to be underestimated.
  
  
  “Do forgive the presumption, but this is, after all, an acknowledged area of Eserite expertise. You are planning to chivy three reluctant prisoners across a crowded city, using only your own two hands and an exotic animal helper, and relying on the power of fear to keep them under control. That, I’m afraid, simply will not work. Trust me, we employ fear as a matter of course, and are required to know both its uses and limitations. Fear makes people stupid, jumpy, and impulsive. At the first opportunity they will bolt in three directions and get lost in the crowds; in the
  
   best
  
  case scenario you will be able to secure two. That’s if the sight of you trying to bodily restrain a priestess of Avei doesn’t set the military police on your own head. I trust I needn’t explain the can of worms
  
   that
  
  would open?”
 

 
  “You have a point,” Juniper said grudgingly, turning a sour stare on the quailing Avenists. “Well, that’s a big old nuisance.”
 

 
  “We won’t be any trouble,” one said tremulously, “we only want—”
 

 
  “Oh, shut up,” the dryad interrupted in disgust. “Do you really think anybody’s going to listen to
  
   you?
  
  I assume,” she added to Glory, “that you’re about to offer your own
  
   help
  
  in handling this.”
 

 
  “But of course,” the Eserite replied with a warm smile. “Perhaps not in the way you’re thinking; more force isn’t the best solution here. Rasha! Would you be so good as to do the honors?”
 

 
  “Gladly,” the younger woman replied, stepping forward with a grim stare fixed on the prisoners. “All right, you three, I am going to recite several obvious facts. If this seems at all belittling, you’ll just have to forgive me on the grounds that you have not presented yourselves as intellectually noteworthy thus far. Right now, nearly everyone wants you dead. To the Huntsmen and the Church, you are inconvenient witnesses who need to be silenced. Most of the Thieves’ Guild wants your asses in retaliation both for what you tried to do to
  
   me,
  
  and the humiliation they just suffered. No, that second part wasn’t your fault, but do you really think that’s going to matter?” She actually paused, planting her hands on her hips to give them a long, skeptical stare. “Most of those people back there have a very similar approach to life as yourselves. Do you imagine they’re going to try to start shit with a dryad when they could just take it out on you?
  
   You
  
  wouldn’t.”
 

 
  All three of her fellow apprentices grinned, the older girl braying a derisive laugh.
 

 
  “Furthermore,” Rasha continued her lecture, “no one else into whose hands you’re likely to fall will be able or
  
   willing
  
  to protect you. The Church and the Guild can both get at you in Imperial custody, one way or another. None of the other cults are going to want anything to do with you; they’ll likely send you right back to the Church, where you will be silenced as the inconvenient political leftovers that, to Justinian, you are. You could try to flee the city, I suppose, but do you really think you can escape either of those networks of influence? To say nothing of the Huntsmen, who—well, it’s right there in their name. No, ladies, the Sisterhood of Avei is your
  
   only hope.
  
  After the way you’ve been behaving, High Commander Rouvad is
  
   not
  
  going to be gentle with you, let’s not pretend otherwise. But she will be
  
   fair,
  
  and she will not under any circumstances hand you over to any rival power.
 

 
  “So!” Rasha folded her arms and lifted her chin superciliously, managing to look down her nose at the three cowed priestesses despite being a head shorter than any of them. “You will go with Juniper to the Temple.
  
   Not
  
  because she is scary and powerful enough to tear you limb from limb if you don’t cooperate. No, you will go with her because she is scary and powerful enough to
  
   protect
  
  you from anybody who might try to snatch you off the street, as you just saw. She is your best chance of still being alive in an hour, and you should thank Avei at the earliest opportunity that she happened along. I have to say,
  
   I
  
  didn’t see that coming, either,” she added, giving Juniper a speculative look.
 

 
  “Wow,” the dryad said, looking back with much the same expression. “Triss was not kidding,
  
   you’re
  
  one to watch.”
 

 
  Rasha’s face broke into a pleased smile. It made her latent attractiveness, which seemed to be at least half cosmetics, suddenly blossom into real beauty. Juniper might have been sexually interested, not having had the opportunity to have sex with a trans person yet, but the girl smelled of burgeoning infatuation with someone not present and she didn’t want to risk damaging that. Just because she wasn’t inclined toward long-term romantic attachments herself didn’t mean she valued them less in those who cherished such bonds. Love was too important to treat lightly.
 

 
  “Our sisters,” one of the three said in a very small voice. “The…others. They’re still…”
 

 
  Glory’s shoulders shifted in a quiet sigh, and her expression, for a wonder, was sympathetic. “The prospects are not good. Right now, you need to accept the reality that there’s nothing you can do for them from your position. Your paladin, as well as the other two, are working as we speak to break through the Archpope’s corruption. It may already be too late to help your comrades, but if you want to have
  
   any
  
  hope of helping General Avelea penetrate the Church’s secrecy, go to Rouvad and tell her
  
   everything you know.”
  
 

 
  She stared intently at them until all three had nodded in acknowledgment. One began to silently weep again, scrubbing tears from her eyes before they could freeze.
 

 
  “And Juniper.” Glory stepped forward, looking up at the dryad, who found herself surprised to notice up close that she was notably taller. The woman had a
  
   presence
  
  that made her seem bigger, somehow. “This is not a criticism of your own abilities, but I’d like to send two of my apprentices with you.”
 

 
  “To do what, exactly?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
 

 
  “Not fight off attackers,” the Eserite replied with a grin. “In fact, if it comes to that, I must respectfully ask that you try not to involve my students. No, the Avenists, to their credit, are very
  
   particular
  
  about the procedures of justice. Rasha is a firsthand witness to the crimes of these three, and her testimony will be immediately useful to the High Commander.”
 

 
  “They already have Zafi,” Rasha pointed out. “She was there, too.”
 

 
  “But you were the intended victim,” Glory replied. “And the more witness corroboration, the better.”
 

 
  “Oh, don’t even
  
   pretend
  
  you’re not dying to go see Zafi anyway,” the young man added, grinning broadly.
 

 
  “And Darius,” Glory said, shooting him a look, “please accompany them. I would ordinarily come myself, for something as important as this,” she added to Juniper, “but politics are
  
   my
  
  area of expertise, and on that field there is a large battle about to unfold which demands all the attention it can be spared. I’m sure you will have your own business to return to afterward, and I’ll feel better if Rasha has someone to walk her home, given how frequently she has been the target of various ne’er-do-wells recently.”
 

 
  “I am an excellent meatshield,” Dariues vowed, placing one hand over his heart and holding up the other. “Top marks in my class.”
 

 
  “All the pastry he eats certainly helps,” his little sister added primly, poking him in the side.
 

 
  “Sure,” Juniper said, a little bemused. “That all makes sense, and I guess some company I
  
   don’t
  
  automatically hate would be welcome.”
 

 
  “Juniper…
  
   thank
  
  you.” Glory’s expression was solemn, almost grave. “For this, your intervention, the way you are supporting Trissiny. All of it. We owe you a lot.”
 

 
  “You’re welcome,” she replied. “But nah, I don’t consider myself owed for anything. A person has to do what’s right. Don’t you think?”
 

 
  “I very much do,” the older woman agreed with a pleased little smile. “It pains me more than you know that we must meet under such…
  
   annoying
  
  circumstances. You have my standing invitation to visit me at my home, at any time of your convenience. I would dearly love to show you proper hospitality. Not as thanks, if you’d rather not think of it that way! Simply because I want to. Entertaining guests is my great joy in life.”
 

 
  She gazed up at Juniper, proud and serene, smiling warmly. The dryad tilted her head, studying Glory’s expression, taking in her scent, considering implications. Then, after several long seconds, she nodded and smiled in return.
 

 
  “I don’t know when that will be convenient, but… Yeah, I’ll take you up on it. That’s very kind of you.”
 

 
  They both nodded in unison, eyes fixed on one another, and Juniper was quite struck by the experience of being so in sync with someone she knew so little. The two women had just mutually decided and communicated, without any outward sign that any of the onlookers could have called flirtatious, that they would be making love at the earliest opportunity, and that both, despite being each more experienced than the average person, expected it to be a very memorable occasion indeed. Juniper found herself looking forward to that meeting almost as much to satisfy her curiosity as anything else. It was so
  
   strange
  
  to find such an instinctive harmony with a non-fae, non-Izarite, non-witch human, of all people. Glory didn’t seem one whit less dangerous to her, but… Trissiny trusted her. And respected her. That counted for a great deal. Plus, she was so
  
   intriguing.
  
 

 
  “Until then,” Glory said, stepping back. “Tallie, Layla, I will need you back at the house; come, let’s not waste any more time. Rasha, don’t pout. I know you don’t need a minder, but with all that’s happening this is no time to take risks. You are a lightning rod for exactly the trouble that’s wracking this city. All of you, please be safe.”
 

 
  “Don’t you worry, boss lady,” Darius promised. “I plan to live forever or die trying.”
 

 
  Rasha rolled her eyes and started moving up the alley, which proved to be the impetus for both groups to separate. Glory retreated back into the Casino grounds with her two remaining apprentices, and the others herded their prisoners off toward the opening onto the street in the near distance ahead. The three Avenists were still subdued, but they seemed less panicky than previously, which Juniper had to think would help make this trip easier.
 

 
  “So! I’m Darius, as you heard,” he said, falling into step alongside Juniper with an easy grin. “Lemme just apologize in advance for anything stupid I say; you’re my first dryad. Actually, I heard you were at Puna Dara that one time, but I didn’t see you.
  
   Pretty
  
  sure I’d have remembered that.”
 

 
  “Yeah,” she said quietly, “I had…a lot on my mind that day. It wasn’t a good day.”
 

 
  “Really wasn’t, was it,” he agreed, his own voice dropping. “That was… Well, it wasn’t boring, was it?”
 

 
  She turned her head to study him thoughtfully as they walked. The young man put on a very convincing nonchalant expression and idly ambling gait, but she could tell from his scent alone that it was entirely an act. A really
  
   good
  
  act, something the Guild probably trained its apprentices to do. Outward attitude notwithstanding, he was terrified of her. And, of course, he desired her. Badly. The inner conflict was probably confusing enough that he preferred to bury himself in the pretense of feeling nothing. It was a complex tangle of scents and might have been tricky to puzzle out, but Juniper had encountered this exact reaction from numerous humans since coming to Last Rock. Fortunately, she knew a reliable way to put them at ease.
 

 
  “Okay, then,” she decided with a smile, shifting closer to bump him very gently with her shoulder. “You, too, I guess. When the opportunity permits.”
 

 
  “Uh…” Darius shot her a sidelong look, fear spiking in his scent. “Me, too…what, exactly?”
 

 
  “Don’t worry, I’ll show you when we get there.”
 

 
  Rasha snorted.
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  “I haven’t done anything wrong!” Rehvad Salimon protested, his voice growing shrill.
 

 
  “Master Salimon,” Ravana said in a calm and not unkind tone, “there is no one truly innocent. We all have something upon our conscience. The only person who makes such a blanket protest of innocence is, quite obviously, laboring to conceal guilt.”
 

 
  He gaped at her for one fishlike moment, then began stammering. “I—but that—what does—”
 

 
  Keeping her expression even as always, Ravana inwardly rebuked herself. It was a pointless observation, which a man less intimidated and out of his depth would naturally dismiss for the silly philosophical time-wasting it was. Playing such mind games with someone like this was purely self-indulgent, and needlessly cruel.
 

 
  “More specifically,” she went on, cutting off his fumbling protests, “I should remind you that it is not customary for miscellaneous citizens to have a personal audience with their Duchess in the
  
  
  
   preliminary
  
  stages of an investigation. I am well aware of your role in organizing that lamentable incident outside Falconer Industries. Of greater import, I am aware that you did so at the instigation of the Universal Church, in exchange for a monetary bribe.”
 

 
  “That’s not a crime!” he burst out, and then went pale. “I mean—that is, I don’t know what… My concerns about that archdemon were perfectly valid!
  
   Our
  
  concerns.”
 

 
  The man was visibly sweating now. Ravana stared at him in silence. It was a favorite trick of Tellwyrn’s, one she’d not had an opportunity to learn before Last Rock. When her father had wanted to unsettle someone, he blustered and threatened. Cold silence was far more deadly to an already-burdened conscience, and easier to deliver with dignity.
 

 
  
  
  This room was carefully chosen for such a purpose, a small office lined with dark-stained oak paneling and deep blue wallpaper that made it feel close, even claustrophobic, especially with five people present. Mr. Salimon occupied an uncomfortably small wooden chair in the center of the room, with two House Madouri guards looming behind him in positions flanking the door. Ravana sat across from him, in a comfortable armchair designed to evoke the aspect of a throne, Yancey standing like a solemn statue at her left. It was an interrogation chamber, designed for exactly this use, and all the more intimidating for a middle-aged shopkeeper like Salimon for being in Madouri Manor rather than a police barracks. Soldiers and police officers in the Empire scrupulously followed the letter of the law and handled citizens with care under the Tirasian Dynasty’s rules, with the occasional exception of Imperial Intelligence. The Madouris, on the other hand, were known to make inconvenient people vanish.
 

 
  He drew in a deep and slightly shaky breath, making a deliberate effort to square his shoulders, and raised his chin. “I believe that the Writ of Duties requires me to be represented by a qualified attorney before any judgment is rendered.”
 

 
  Ravana lifted one eyebrow. “Of course. Master Salimon, our purpose here is to determine the details of what happened. It has not yet been decided that you are to be charged with any crime. Should it come to that, you will of course have access to a lawyer of your choosing, or be provided one by the state if you are unable to secure such services on your own. Why?” She subtly leaned forward, holding her gaze on his. “Is there something to which you would like to confess that would
  
   require
  
  a trial?”
 

 
  Even more color leached from his cheeks. That was the only reply he managed to produce.
 

 
  “So,” Ravana continued more briskly, “as a key witness in this ongoing investigation, you will naturally be our guest here until the matter is brought to a conclusion, one way or another.”
 

 
  “Y-your Grace,” he said weakly, “I…I mean, my Lady… I have a family.”
 

 
  She frowned in reproach. “Good heavens, man, we are hardly going to torture you. This is the twelfth century, and we are all professionals here. You will be interviewed at whatever duration the specialists I employ deem necessary, and until they are finished, housed here when not speaking with them.
  
   Comfortably,
  
  Master Salimon, not in a dungeon cell. With all due respect, I imagine my humblest guest chambers are more salubrious than your own home. Simply cooperate with your interviewers to the greatest extent you can, and this matter can be resolved with the utmost speed.”
 

 
  “But I…” He wrung his hands, staring pleadingly at her. “Please, Lady Madouri, you must understand I only meant to do what was right.”
 

 
  “And make some easy coin in the process?”
 

 
  Salimon cringed. “It—it was just that—”
 

 
  “These are the details you should explain at length when asked. Now you must excuse me, Master Salimon, as I have many other engagements today.”
 

 
  “I beg you, Lady Madouri—”
 

 
  “That will be all.”
 

 
  The guards immediately stepped forward and
  
   helped
  
  their guest to rise and make his way to the door. Politely, even gently, but no less firmly for that. Ravana had taken pains to ensure that her House Guard understood the distinction.
 

 
  When the door clicked shut behind them, leaving herself and Yancey alone in the chamber, she allowed her expression to descend into a flat stare at the wall.
 

 
  “He is a small business owner,” she said aloud after nearly a minute of silence. “A lifelong resident of Madouris. Born and raised.”
 

 
  “Yes, my Lady,” Yancey replied. “A bootmaker. His shop is not large, but rather successful.”
 

 
  “And that,” she whispered, “due to one of the business loans furnished by
  
   my
  
  treasury, before which he was a cobbler in a factory. I consigned everyone I loved to the headsman to rescue this province, Yancey. Opened my House’s wealth and resources to improve my people’s lives to the greatest extent I could—and with
  
   amazing
  
  success, if I may boast, in only two short years. Now, here I find one of the most direct recipients of my generosity, paid in my family’s blood, trying to stab me in the back. For a handful of doubloons. I begin to understand why the powers of this world still insist on resorting to torture, despite centuries of accumulated knowledge to show how ineffective the tactic is. There’s an appeal to the simplicity, is there not? If the subject won’t comply, hurt them until they do.”
 

 
  “Torture is indeed an extremely effective tool for securing compliance, my Lady,” the Butler said diffidently. “It is sadly counterproductive when used to acquire valid information.”
 

 
  “And even so,” Ravana hissed, her fingers tensing into claws on the arms of her chair, “it is tempting. So
  
   very
  
  tempting, when the subject in question is an infernally presumptuous
  
   ingrate.”
  
 

 
  Two heartbeats of silence ensued before Yancey discreetly cleared his throat. “Veilwin and Barnes have both successfully attached magical traces to the priority targets Barnes’s spirits identified. The ‘bigger fish,’ as he put it. Lord-Captain Arivani also has his best men observing their movements. It is my understanding, my Lady, that those are the anticipated sources of intelligence on his Holiness’s connections in the province. Mr. Salimon’s detention is more designed to provide a pretext for your upcoming declaration, and convince the Archpope that we have failed to identify his true agents. If we do not truly expect to garner worthwhile information from Mr. Salimon… Strictly speaking, it would seem not to matter what befalls him here.”
 

 
  With a Butler’s customary subtle precision, he managed to express the suggestion without voicing it directly.
 

 
  Ravana continued staring at the wall in silence for another long moment before very slowly shaking her head. “Such self-indulgent brutality all too quickly becomes a habit, Yancey, and I have seen firsthand what that habit in a leader does to a realm. No… I fear I have already indulged myself to excess, here. The wretch will be handled with all due care and then thrown back to his sad little life when he’s no longer useful. Perhaps that, at least, will teach him some
  
   caution,
  
  if not virtue.”
 

 
  “Very good, my Lady.”
 

 
  She could not fault him for the suggestion, for all that it ran against her practices and stated policies for the running of her province. In truth, this entire interview had been unnecessary; nothing about Salimon’s case had required her personal attention, and indeed only took time away from the actually professional interrogators she employed, not that she expected them to get anything useful from him anyway. All of this was simply because she’d wanted to look him in the eye,
  
   see
  
  the man and hear his excuses for aiding the enemies of his Duchess. Ravana had expected nothing from him, and still come away disappointed. From Yancey’s point of view, it was a purely logical extrapolation to suggest she might wish to vent her ire on the little toad of a man—and Yancey, of course, would not venture an opinion on the subject one way or another. Whatever his mistress chose to do, he would see done with the greatest efficiency.
 

 
  Ravana did not have that luxury. As a leader, she had to make better choices. The monster within her that eternally snarled for
  
   vengeance
  
  must remain leashed, until there were more fitting targets upon whom to loose it.
 

 
  And in fact, only for minutes longer. She was about to declare total war upon a worthy target indeed.
 

 
  “Time?” she asked crisply, rising from the chair.
 

 
  “The reporters you invited have begun gathering, and will be ready when you appear to deliver your address,” he replied smoothly, the Butler of course not needing to consult any messengers or even a watch to know the exact status of any project within his domain. “As you requested, my Lady, only journalists from Madouris have been summoned, though we have not limited the conference to representatives of papers under your direct control. The paladins will begin delivering their own speeches within the hour.”
 

 
  “I hope they took my advice,” she murmured.
 

 
  “It appears so, my Lady. All three will make their announcements in a staggered order, to avoid drawing attention from one another, and build political momentum.”
 

 
  “Good. And we have magical oversight to notify us when the last paladin announcement is complete?”
 

 
  “Yes, my Lady. Veilwin expressed her displeasure at the need for her to remain sober for the duration.”
 

 
  “She will live, provided she does not antagonize her employer much further.” Timing would be important; Ravana had suggested to the paladins that they would achieve a greater effect by chaining their formal announcements one after another rather than delivering them simultaneously, and she planned to launch her own as soon as they were finished to further extend the chain, and avoid stepping on their toes. Against the right kind of foe, a rapid succession of blows could be more devastating than a single more powerful one.
 

 
  Ravana swept toward the door and her much anticipated date with full-scale conflict, but hesitated with her hand upon the latch. “And Yancey, make arrangements for me to have a fencing tutor during my vacations from Last Rock. Professor Ezzaniel believes I am not without talent, and… I suspect this seething desire to pummel the crap out of someone is going to become a recurring part of my life. I should cultivate a properly graceful means of expressing it. As befits a Lady.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  She emerged in a split-second surge of darkness as usual, and immediately had multiple destructive spells aimed at her. For a given value of “immediately;” Natchua had the dual advantages of faster-than-human reflexes and preparation, since only she had known in advance the precise timing of her arrival. Infernal countermeasures were already sizzling at her fingertips before the stepped out of the shadows onto the rooftop, and had assembled mental preparations to neutralize or reverse every hex the other warlocks conjured before they could attack.
 

 
  But they didn’t. After a tense second, most of them released their gathered energies, and the few holdouts kept their spells in a suspended low-power state. Natchua, frankly, was disappointed. Her life would be so much simpler if they would just throw down honestly so she could put a final end to all this. And yet, here they were.
 

 
  “Only
  
   you
  
  weirdos would hold a picnic on a rooftop in Veilgrad at midwinter,” she snorted, folding her arms and looking down her nose at the assembled Black Wreath.
 

 
  “Like it?” Embras Mogul asked cheerfully, gesturing around. They had dragged—or more likely shadow-jumped—a wooden table and several benches up here, and even set up a grill. None of the warlocks appeared to be cold, which meant they hadn’t actually done any serious infernomancy, as that would destabilize most commercially available arcane heating charms. No, it appeared they were simply relaxing in the open air, working their way through a big cauldron of mulled cider and sandwiches made of grilled sausage and a horrible local specialty called sauerkraut which Natchua didn’t care to be within smelling range of. “I’m surprised more people don’t do this, what with modern warmth charms. Hot food and cold air make for a delightful contrast! Rupa, get the Duchess a sandwich.”
 

 
  “The Duchess can get her own fucking sandwich,” retorted a Punaji woman before taking a long draught of cider.
 

 
  “No, thank you,” Natchua sniffed. “I don’t suppose the owners of this building even know you’re up here?” She was answered by a variety of disdainful expressions. For once, and for whatever reason—likely having to do with eating and drinking—the Wreath had their hoods down. They were a collection of humans of various ethnicities; Natchua wasn’t sure she liked seeing all their faces this way. Wiping them all out would feel easier if they could be dismissed as formless robed mooks.
 

 
  “Really, how many flat rooftops
  
   are
  
  there in Veilgrad?” Mogul retorted. “They’re practically asking for it. We should demand payment for clearing off the snow; that’s exactly
  
   why
  
  they build those steep gabled roofs around here, you know.”
 

 
  “I guess I can’t fault your inventiveness when it comes to finding new ways to get my attention.”
 

 
  “Yes, that’s right, Natchua,” he replied with gratuitously heavy-handed sarcasm. “Everything we do revolves around
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  She folded her arms, refusing to rise to that bait. “Well, here I am. So go ahead, Mogul, do your gloating. Don’t hold back, let’s get it
  
   all
  
  out of your system up front.”
 

 
  He actually hesitated with a sandwich halfway to his mouth, staring at her through slightly narrowed eyes. Several of his fellow cultists were regarding her with similar expressions, those who weren’t scowling outright.
 

 
  “Gloating,” Mogul said slowly, rolling the word around as if to taste it.
 

 
  “Are you really going to make
  
   me
  
  start?” Natchua demanded. “You know what, fine, whatever gets this done with faster. I’m big enough to admit when I’ve been beaten. So congratulations, you called my big bluff. I’ll own up to it: the thought genuinely never crossed my mind that you would
  
   actually
  
  grovel in public.
  
   I
  
  wouldn’t have. So, you win. And
  
   now
  
  I’m stuck with you freaks, because no, my word means too much for me to renege on a public promise, even to…
  
   you.
  
  I’m sure I have many long years of you finding ways to torture me with it to look forward to.”
 

 
  She grimaced right back at their scowls, only belatedly noting that some of those scowls had melted into expressions of confusion. Natchua glanced back and forth at the displeased warlocks whose picnic she had crashed; now, for some reason, they mostly looked bemused or suspicious, as if trying to figure out what she was up to. Mogul himself was just staring at her with a curious blank face, sandwich still held halfway to his mouth.
 

 
  “Well?” she prompted. “That’s it. If you were hoping for more, you’re gonna be waiting a long time. I
  
   just
  
  said I’m not willing to humiliate myself any—”
 

 
  Natchua broke off again as Embras Mogul burst out laughing, then just stared while he appeared to fall into outright hysterics. Dropping his sandwich, the high priest of Elilial staggered into the picnic table, only haphazardly managing to slide onto a seat rather than tumbling to the frozen rooftop along with his spilled bread and sausage. Even the other Wreath were watching him with varying degrees of confusion and alarm, Vanessa stepping closer and reaching out but then hesitating, as if unsure how to deal with this.
 

 
  “Does he
  
   often…?”
  
  Natchua gestured vaguely at the cackling warlock. Nobody answered her, except with a few spiteful stares.
 

 
  “Y-y’see,” Mogul wheezed, removing his omnipresent hat and tossing it carelessly down on the table. “You
  
   see
  
  what she’s doing, though?”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Natchua huffed. “What is it you think I’m doing
  
   now?”
  
 

 
  “Not
  
   you,”
  
  he snorted, his laughter cutting off as abruptly as it had begun. “No, Natchua my dear, you pegged me right in the first place. I’m right there with you; I’d sooner chew off my own foot, if the alternative was making a degrading public spectacle of myself. Only a direct command from the Dark Lady could make me even
  
   consider
  
  such a thing.” He bared his teeth at her in an expression very much like a fox in the kind of trap that could only be escaped by the means he’d just suggested. “And so it was.”
 

 
  Natchua narrowed her own eyes, feeling a chill down her back that was unrelated to the cold air. She had suspected at the time, having felt that moment of Elilial’s dark attention in the moment before the man had buckled to the ground. “I really don’t know how you can still trust her enough to do such a thing, after all that’s happened. Much less why
  
   she
  
  would see any advantage in humiliating you like that.”
 

 
  “Why, that’s exactly what I just realized,” he replied, grinning bleakly up at her. “It’s a classic trick—but then, simple tricks are the best tricks. If you want mutually hostile people to get along, you give them a mutual enemy. And for people who are all, to varying degrees, averse to being ordered around, there’s no more tempting enemy than someone in authority over them. You see?”
 

 
  She did see, but found nothing to say, for once.
 

 
  “I don’t believe it,” one of the warlocks growled.
 

 
  “That’s too…” Vanessa trailed off mid-sentence, as though unsure what she’d actually meant to say.
 

 
  “It fits, though,” Mogul said, still staring up at Natchua. “It has to be said there’s not a shred of
  
   trust
  
  here, nor even amity. You know, what with all the murder and torture and ambushing and all.”
 

 
  “I don’t believe you,” Natchua managed at last, echoing one of Mogul’s own followers. “I can believe Elilial would be cruel enough to make you humiliate yourself, but not for no point. There’s no
  
   reason
  
  she would care enough whether we get along. There’s no reason we
  
   need
  
  to.”
 

 
  “I think you know better,” he replied, his stare again gone flat and expressionless. “There’s a new paradigm brewing; none of us know what the new order will shape up to be. But the Dark Lady isn’t one to just let things happen without applying her own finger to the scales. And
  
   obviously,
  
  whatever plans she has are better off with her cult and her
  
   paladin
  
  able to work together.”
 

 
  Wind whistled over the rooftop, carrying with it the sounds and smells of the bustling city laid out around them.
 

 
  “So,” Natchua said at last, “you
  
   do
  
  know about that.”
 

 
  “Oh, come on, why did you
  
   think
  
  we were here?” he scoffed, spreading his arms. “Our only business with
  
   you
  
  should have been a quick and lethal ambush. But we had to
  
   know,
  
  Natchua. What other question could there have been, except
  
   why.
  
  In all of recorded history, even we have no hint there was ever a Hand of Elilial. And she chooses an enemy? Someone who did to us what you did? Of all the possible prospects, why
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  It would be so easy to seize that opportunity to say something spiteful, or simply deflect the question, but something stayed her impulse. They were all starting at her with an intensity which, if it didn’t exactly bring down the masks, said this question was absolutely sincere, and pivotal. That was only understandable, even if she couldn’t see the raw aspect of their faces. Natchua had been trying to pay attention to this feeling, and while she didn’t feel she’d made much progress in understanding it, she had learned to at least recognize these moments of decision, when an unknown impulse prompted her to do something that seemed irrational. So far, these had turned out better for her than she had any right to expect. This time, it pushed her to simply be straightforward with the Black Wreath.
 

 
  “She said I was cunning,” Natchua answered him, fixing her eyes on Embras’s and ignoring the intent stares of the other warlocks—and not, of course, relaxing her defenses for an instant, just on the chance one of them got agitated and then impulsive. “Apparently the archdemons were her equivalent of a paladin, and with them all gone and Vadrieny effectively against her, she needed something to fill the gap. It didn’t make sense to
  
   me
  
  why an avowed enemy was a good choice, either, but…here we are. Cunning, she said. I got the impression your cult has been disappointing in that regard. Clever and deceitful rather than
  
   cunning.
  
  She spent some time lecturing me about the difference.”
 

 
  She hesitated, once more glancing around; Mogul remained expressionless, but some of the other warlocks were starting to look angry again. On that, she couldn’t exactly blame them.
 

 
  “As for what’s
  
   really
  
  going on, I couldn’t tell you,” Natchua snorted. “The whole thing was a crock of bullshit. I have no idea what her game is, but honestly. Cunning? I know my faults, thank you, and I’m not stupid enough to swallow that. I’m impulsive and lucky, that’s all. Whatever game Elilial is playing, I guess she didn’t feel the need to bring you into the loop either, and I’m afraid I can’t help. Cunning, my gray ass.”
 

 
  “Hm,” a bearded man grunted from one side of the group, shifting his eyes to stare pensively out over Veilgrad’s skyline rather than at her.
 

 
  “I know that grunt,” Mogul said with a sigh, turning back to him. “That is the grunt of forbidden wisdom. Well, come on, Bradshaw. Let’s not keep us in suspense.”
 

 
  Bradshaw’s eyes focused on him, and then he glanced again at Natchua. “Are we giving explanations to the…her, Embras?”
 

 
  “The her has deigned to be forthcoming with
  
   us,”
  
  Mogul acknowledged. “And it does seem we are stuck with one another for the time being. Let’s hear what you know.”
 

 
  The other warlock’s nostrils flared once in a silent sigh which connoted annoyance, but he did turn back to Natchua. “What you did at Ninkabi was…or at least, could be interpreted as a ritual called an Offering of Cunning. Someone who out-maneuvers the Black Wreath in open combat and then…” He paused, gritting his teeth so hard the expression was visible even behind his beard. “Well, the
  
   spirit
  
  of the thing calls for withdrawing at that point before delivering a deathblow. You
  
   technically
  
  didn’t kill anyone with your own hands, though your next actions certainly were the next worst thing. For whatever reason, it seems the Dark Lady chose to interpret that as an Offering of Cunning. The reward is a personal audience with her, in which the successful offerer is allowed to ask questions and receive truthful answers.”
 

 
  “That’s the first I ever heard of that nonsense,” she assured him. “I really was just trying to kill you and ruin her day.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, the
  
   last
  
  time we got an Offering of Cunning was two years ago and at that time, none of us had heard of it, either, including Embras. Understand that for most of the Wreath’s history, our core operations have been concentrated on this continent, as with most of the Pantheon cults. And that led to a dramatic change in the
  
   nature
  
  of our operations a century ago, as the Wreath was damaged almost as badly as the Empire during the Enchanter Wars.”
 

 
  “I didn’t know you fought in the Enchanter Wars,” Natchua admitted, beginning to be intrigued in spite of herself.
 

 
  “Ugh,” Vanessa grunted, folding her arms.
 

 
  “Oh, I assure you our forebears did their level best to stay out of that mess,” Mogul said wryly. “Unfortunately, other parties taking advantage of the chaos took their own toll. The Wreath’s leadership at the time was entirely wiped out by… Well, actually, your
  
   friend
  
  Kheshiri could tell you that story far better than I, as she was neck-deep in it.”
 

 
  “You lost the right to complain about Kheshiri when
  
   you
  
  let her out of her bottle in the first place.”
 

 
  “I have to give you that one,” he agreed. “Anyway, your pardon, Bradshaw. Please continue.”
 

 
  “The point,” said Bradshaw, “is that the Wreath keeps a mostly oral tradition; few of our secrets were ever written down. That loss of important personnel cost us a great deal of our magical and ritual knowledge, and so the Wreath subsequently pivoted from a largely mystical to a mostly political organization. A lot of its more esoteric knowledge was left lost. After the battle at Tiraas two years ago when we were abruptly reminded of the Offering of Cunning, I’ve been focusing on digging up what I can of the Wreath’s past mystical traditions. Ironically, the best sources
  
   now
  
  are hidden archives of the Pantheon cults recording their various observations. It’s been slow, but I have turned up a number of fascinating things.”
 

 
  “One of which you just recognized,” she said.
 

 
  “The grunt of forbidden wisdom,” Mogul said solemnly. “Go on, Bradshaw, lay it on us.”
 

 
  “I know of cases like yours,” Bradshaw explained, now studying Natchua through narrowed eyes, his stare more analytical than angry. “Not
  
   exactly
  
  like it; I’ve seen no record of the Dark Lady gifting someone the way she did you and that Masterson boy. But the old Wreath used to deliberately do a similar thing, using the auspices of greater djinn. Actually that practice had fallen by the wayside long before the Enchanter Wars, as it was more risky than rewarding. Given the kinds of people who’d be selected for a task like that, the circumstances in which the risk was considered warranted and what
  
   usually
  
  happens when a greater djinn is invoked, it was mostly a recipe for losing key personnel exactly when they were needed most. When it did work, though, the warlock could gain, all in one moment, vast knowledge of the infernal.”
 

 
  “Sure, no great mystery there,” Natchua said with a shrug. “Obviously a more powerful warlock is more useful.”
 

 
  “It
  
   wasn’t
  
  about power,” Bradshaw said irritably. “It has never been our way to go head-to-head with our enemies. Even if we weren’t heavily outnumbered in every contest, we serve the goddess of
  
   cunning.
  
  And cunning was always the point. A person who was abruptly gifted a vast command of infernomancy would usually become almost preternaturally devious. Able to think faster than any of their foes, taking actions that seemed nonsensical at the time but always seemed to work out to their advantage.”
 

 
  That, finally, brought Natchua up short. She narrowed her own eyes to slits, and at last nodded grudgingly. “…go on?”
 

 
  “Subjective physics,” the one called Rupa said thoughtfully. “What’s that old expression, Hiroshi, the one the Salyrites like to use?”
 

 
  “Magic,” replied a man with Sifanese features in a soft tone, “is data processing.”
 

 
  “That’s basic magical theory,” Vanessa agreed. “Magic isn’t about power; the power comes from mundane universal principles. Magic is…information. It bridges the gap between what conscious minds can conceive and sub-atomic phenomena, and then performs the vast calculations necessary to produce physical effects based on ideas.”
 

 
  Bradshaw nodded. “If you already have the right personality type…say, an aptitude for lateral thinking, that probably wouldn’t manifest well before you received the gift. Would I be right in guessing your antics mostly caused you embarrassment and trouble before your first encounter with the Dark Lady, Natchua?”
 

 
  She managed not to cringe at the forcible reminder of her behavior during her first years at Last Rock. “That’s…not inaccurate.”
 

 
  “Some people are just dumb,” Bradshaw continued, raising an eyebrow. “Or thoughtless, or overly aggressive, or any number of other things. But sometimes, people who act unpredictably or unwisely are just trying to extrapolate too much from their surroundings. Sometimes, if gifted with a great deal of
  
   magic,
  
  the gaps are filled in. They start to draw information from sources even they aren’t consciously aware of, and process it faster and in ways most people can’t. Their actions appear random, but they are instinctively led by…magic. Data processing.”
 

 
  “Huh,” she said, blinking. “I guess…people with odd magical mutations do exist. Tellwyrn sort of collects them. November, Fross, Iris…”
 

 
  “Yes, I’m sure you’d like to think of yourself as a unique and beautiful snowflake,” Bradshaw said with a disdainful sneer, “but no, I’m not talking about anything so interesting. It’s simply one possible effect of being suddenly inundated with magical knowledge the way you were, and it explains your subsequent pattern of blundering and failing your way into ever-greater success better than…well, anything.”
 

 
  “Why am I just
  
   now
  
  hearing about this?” Mogul demanded.
 

 
  Bradshaw turned back to him with a shrug. “It’s just a theory, Embras. Another possibility is that she hasn’t actually succeeded at anything and is being used by more powerful figures for their own ends. This Duchess business is definitely an example of that. And after all, it’s usually wise to look for mundane explanations before exotic ones. We don’t
  
   know,
  
  but…given her description of what the Dark Lady said, it’s at least a possibility.”
 

 
  “If our fate is to be tied to hers anyway,” Hiroshi said softly, “perhaps it behooves us not to allow rival powers to manipulate her
  
   too
  
  badly.”
 

 
  To judge by their displeased expressions, none of the other warlocks were enthusiastic about that idea. But no one offered a word of rebuttal; the fact was, he was right. The same held true from Natchua’s perspective. As little as she liked any of these…people, she had given her word, in public. As long as they were willing to toe the line, they now had the right to demand her protection.
 

 
  She and Embras studied each other in mutual reluctance. Despite the animosity here, this was the situation they were in. They could either struggle further, or try to make the best of it.
 

 
  “Okay,” Natchua said grudgingly, “I see what you mean. She
  
   is
  
  a manipulative one, huh. Why are you so eager to be jerked around like this?”
 

 
  “You’ve never devoted yourself to a cause greater than your own life, have you,” he replied, and it wasn’t really a question. “I could explain, but the result would only be another argument with no winner. You’ll come to understand in time, or you won’t.”
 

 
  “That’s super fucking helpful, thank you.”
 

 
  Mogul grinned unrepentantly. “Well, then… What now?”
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  “Don’t touch the equipment, obviously. The visual effects are harmless and not interactable unless you’re doing magic, so
  
   don’t do magic.”
  
  Rector paused, looking up from his instrument panel, a construction of modern enchanting parts and engineered dials and levers around a millennia-old Infinite Order data screen, and leveled an accusing finger at one particular member of his audience. “And for anybody who is a living incarnation of magic, that means don’t even
  
   think
  
  too hard about magic! No focused intent! Do not subjectivize any physical principles!”
 

 
  Azradeh raised both of her clawed hands innocently. “C’mon, Rector, you know me better than that.”
 

 
  A wrench bounced off the bridge of her nose. His aim had been steadily improving.
 

 
  “I shall be the very soul of discretion and restraint,” she promised. “Demon’s honor.”
 

 
  She didn’t push too hard; it was enough of a privilege to be allowed to observe this event, which was being held in one of the underground experimental chambers beneath the Church Azradeh had not seen before. She didn’t even know how many of these Justinian had authorized, but like the others, this one was a melange of enchanting and engineering equipment completely inscrutable to her built into and around various priceless relics of the Elder Gods. Azradeh had to wonder whether the Universal Church had always had what was probably the world’s largest collection of that old technology or it was all collected by Justinian for his purposes.
 

 
  Currently, the equipment wasn’t even the most interesting thing present. In the air all around them swirled shapes and sigils of floating light, representing everything from mathematical equations to arcane sigils, rotating around the room in orderly patterns. Orderly, but fiendishly complex.
 

 
  “Does anything look familiar to you?” the Archpope himself asked her quietly.
 

 
  Azradeh turned to him, raising her eyebrows. “Is there a reason it should?”
 

 
  “All right, fixed it,” Rector stated before he could reply. “Yeah… Good, good, piggybacked a translocation signal off the native displacement waves. Using the Golden Sea as a manifestation portal is never gonna be completely stable, but if you want distance, I got that at the cost of precision of placement. Should spit out the target a good distance out past the Great Plains instead of right on the frontier.”
 

 
  “How much precision did it cost, Rector?” Justinian asked.
 

 
  The enchanter shook his head irritably, still scowling at his instruments. “Dunno. This is frustratingly
  
   vague.
  
  Gotta stay at the controls, steer it in real time. Way too many variables to account for—this is just not proper engineering, gonna be at least somewhat intuitive. How much precision you need?”
 

 
  The Archpope nodded gravely.
  
  
  “If the manifestation will be at a radius outside the Golden Sea, it must be along the southern half. The entire process will be wasted if the subject materializes inside the Dwarnskolds, or flies off over the Stormsea.”
 

 
  “Doable, no problem,” Rector said brusquely.
 

 
  “And it must not appear in the vicinity of Last Rock.”
 

 
  Rector hesitated. “…
  
   shouldn’t
  
  be a problem. That’s prob’ly too close to the frontier anyway. Straight line from there down to Calderaas, more or less… Yeah, think I can keep it clear of that range.”
 

 
  “And,” Justinian continued, noting the way Rector’s shoulders immediately tensed, “if possible, I would rather it did not emerge near Veilgrad.”
 

 
  In the short pause which ensued, the enchanter actually took his hands off the controls to drum all his fingers on the panel. When he finally spoke, his voice was even tighter than usual.
  
   “How
  
  important is that?”
 

 
  Justinian had found that dealing with Rector was quite unlike, say, Ravoud, who obeyed him with implicit trust even against his own better judgment. With Rector, he needed to explain his reasons as clearly and in as much detail as possible, as the enchanter would tend to disregard instructions for which he didn’t see the point.
 

 
  “The entire point of this manifestation will be psychological. We must create shock, and horror. Apart from the benefits of spreading this widely, the people of Veilgrad have always been somewhat inured to that, and have grown especially so after the events of the last few years. In addition, Veilgrad has recently acquired new protectors of significant potency and as yet undetermined capabilities. I would not wish the creature to be dispatched before the paladins can be brought to face it.”
 

 
  “Not much chance of anything
  
   but
  
  a paladin doing it,” Rector said, un-tensing slightly. “I will…see what I can do. Not promising anything. Aiming this at the southern half of the radius while avoiding the point in the
  
   center
  
  of that might be all the precision I can squeeze out of it. Upside is, Veilgrad’s one spot. Worst comes to worst it’s just straight unlikely it’ll pop out there as opposed to any other point.”
 

 
  “Please do what you can, Rector,” the Archpope urged, nodding at his back. “I have faith in your abilities.”
 

 
  The enchanter grunted, going back to work.
 

 
  “So, uh,” Azradeh said quietly, edging up next to him, “aren’t those paladins doing politics at you right
  
   now?
  
  I’d’ve thought you’d put this on hold while dealing with that.”
 

 
  “This
  
   is
  
  me dealing with that,” Justinian said, giving her a sidelong smile. “It’s called asymmetrical warfare; attack your enemy with whatever they can least anticipate and counter. The children did this by moving into an arena in which I have up till now decisively overmatched them. They’ll not expect an abrupt shift back into territory in which they are more comfortable.”
 

 
  “Huh. Doesn’t that…just give them back the advantage?”
 

 
  “Momentarily,” he agreed, returning his gaze to Rector’s form, still hunched over the controls and jabbing irritably at the screen. “In the moment after that, it will render all their efforts irrelevant.”
 

 
  Azradeh idly reached up, letting one stream of symbols pass intangibly through her hand. The visible data swirling around the chamber was all focused upon a point in its center, a save ten yards away from Rector’s control station. There, an elaborate construction of magic and technology surrounded the object at the center of the entire effect, keeping it contained, but visible. Theoretically visible; it was difficult to look at directly. When stared at for a few seconds, the black sliver of bone began to waver, as if shifting color to something in a spectrum she could not ordinarily see.
 

 
  “I appreciate how you’re always willing to explain things to me.”
 

 
  Justinian smiled at her again. “Gladly. You were known to be quite the strategist in your previous life; I retain hope that thoughts in that vein may yet jar some memory to the surface. I only regret that I do not have more time to visit with you.”
 

 
  “Nah, you’re busy, I get it.”
 

 
  “Do you
  
   have
  
  to
  
   chatter
  
  back there?!” Rector exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oops.” Grinning, Azradeh took a series of loud, stomping steps backward. “I’m withdrawing, Rector! Going back to the wall, out of your radius!”
 

 
  “Do it
  
   quietly!
  
  I am trying to
  
   focus!”
  
 

 
  Pressing her back against the wall, the archdemon raised her claws to frame her mouth and bellowed, “IS THIS FAR ENOUGH?”
 

 
  He made a sound like a prematurely awakened bear and did not otherwise respond.
 

 
  Behind him, Delilah slipped discreetly over to the Archpope’s side from where she had been hovering by the door.
 

 
  “Has this personality clash become a problem?” Justinian asked her, softly enough that Rector could not overhear.
 

 
  The priestess shook her head, answering in the same near-whisper. “I thought it would, at first, but… She’s very careful not to cross any of his hard lines. It took me a while to realize it, but he actually enjoys having excuses to shout and be grumpy at her. Throwing things at someone who can’t be harmed by it is something of a release. She actually may be
  
   good
  
  for him.”
 

 
  “How intriguing,” Justinian said, smiling.
 

 
  Several yards behind them all and out of anyone’s field of view, Azradeh stepped silently forward, reached out with one hand, and tapped a point in midair. Beneath the tip of her claw, a single fragment of incorporeal data, a paragraph-sized equation, froze in its orbit and adhered to her hand. She swiftly shifted it to a different orbit and then withdrew, leaving it to float off on its way.
 

 
  Smiling aimlessly, Azradeh once more retreated and leaned against the wall again, humming.
 

 
  “What is that
  
   noise!?”
  
  Rector exclaimed.
 

 
  “Oh, not a fan of lullabies? I take requests!”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  He had not hesitated in following Rizlith through the Conclave’s embassy, simply because it was so out of character for her to seek him out. The succubus was a presence Ampophrenon tolerated solely to maintain the peace with Razzavinax, a fact of which she was well aware, and wisely kept her distance from the gold dragon. Now, as she had begged his attention on an urgent matter, he let her lead him deep into one of the embassy’s sub-basements. Wordlessly, Rizlith opened a door Ampophrenon recognized and gestured him through with a deferential bow.
 

 
  He gave her a nod of acknowledgment as he stepped in, and for a single instant when she started to close the door behind him he considered the possibility of some kind of trap—you could never lower your guard around a child of Vanislaas—but then again, with her errand complete it was just as likely she simply didn’t want to be shut in a room with a gold dragon.
 

 
  Surveying the scene before him, Ampophrenon amended that supposition to conclude the succubus had probably not wanted to be shut in a room with
  
   any
  
  of what was going on here.
 

 
  This was one of the “hoard rooms,” subterranean chambers below the embassy which they had enchanted to be far larger than their physical dimensions, so as to let the dragons have private spaces in which they could rest in their larger forms. None of them, of course, kept an actual hoard here, right under the noses of other dragons; that was a recipe for several kinds of disaster. But they were welcome sanctuaries, nonetheless. This particular cavernous chamber was the private residence Varsinostro the Green shared with his roommate.
 

 
  Varsinostro himself lay stretched along the ground, half-curled in a protective posture with one arm, his tail, and the edge of his wing enfolding the diminutive figure he clutched against his side. Ampophrenon met the green’s eyes and bowed his head once upon entering his personal space, but thereafter focused his attention on the gibbering elf.
 

 
  “Where is it, where is the light? It was calm it was so—no, no more. Stop!
  
   Stop!”
  
  Raash sobbed aloud, actually pounding his fists against the dragon’s armored hide, which of course had not the least effect. At least he wasn’t lashing out with magic. “It’s not dark
  
   or
  
  light, they’re so
  
   angry.
  
  It’s wrong!
  
   It’s wrong!
  
  Please, I can’t make them…” Burying his face against Varsinostro’s side, he heaved silently as he struggled to breathe.
 

 
  “What has happened to him?” Ampophrenon asked quietly. “Our protections have failed, after all this time?” It had taken some trial and error to refine the magic through which they kept the mad spirits of Athan’Khar from driving the headhunter insane, but not even in his worst moments since coming to the Conclave had Raash been this bad. In fact, this was the worst Ampophrenon had seen him since the four dragons had originally rescued him from Athan’Khar after Khadizroth’s escapade in Viridill. Worse, possibly; then, the elf had been only babbling and incoherent. Now he appeared to be in pain.
 

 
  “The protection stands,” Varsinostro answered, his voice soft even in the booming resonance granted it by his greater form. “It seems we crafted them to be…inadequate. It is the spirits which have changed; they are riled beyond anything we have seen since Raash came home with us.” With one huge claw, he very tenderly stroked the elf’s hair as he wept silently against the dragon’s hide. “I have been forced to intercede with brute power and prevent him from casting magic. Until this subsides, I can do nothing but stay with him and provide safety, and whatever comfort I may.” His expression was nearly as pained as Raash’s as he looked down at the maddened elf Varsinostro had taken the primary role in managing the headhunter’s condition, and the two had become quite close.
 

 
  “Zanzayed has already departed for Viridill to check for activity in Athan’Khar itself,” said Razzavinax, who stood to the side in his smaller form. His own face was grave; despite the well-earned reputation red dragons carried, Razzavinax was a self-described people person and disliked seeing anyone suffer needlessly, especially the companion of a fellow dragon. “I’m afraid that may be a mockingjay hunt, though, Ampophrenon. This agitation is severe; it has taken all of Varsinostro’s focus to keep Raash from hurting himself, and my own familiarity with the Athan’Khar spirits is much lesser. Still…I strongly suspect they are reacting to an outside stimulus. This is…reminiscent of the agitations observed along the Viridill border during recorded major chaos events.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon inhaled slowly, mastering his own alarm. “Then Zanzayed’s errand is worthwhile, even if it is only due diligence. If your suspicion is correct…”
 

 
  “Even our strength means little against chaos,” Razzavinax agreed grimly. “Raash wasn’t with us during the disaster at Veilgrad, but we all remember how that set off the oracles at the time, and…”
 

 
  “And this is different,” Varsinostro rumbled. “Sudden, and acute. I can only hope it passes as quickly as it has come on. If not…” Raash groaned and began cursing softly in agonized elvish; the dragon gently rested his chin atop the elf’s head.
 

 
  “While we’re talking of due diligence,” said Razzavinax, “I think it would be a good idea for you to visit your paladin friend, Ampophrenon; Zanza says she might actually like you more than him, anyway. And then the other two. If there
  
   is
  
  a major chaos incident brewing, they’ll be needed front and center, and we can provide them quick transport to wherever it occurs.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Ampophrenon said, narrowing his own eyes. “That raises an ominous prospect, however. The paladins are right now—”
 

 
  “We know what they’re doing,” the red dragon said, his expression growing steely. “And who will be most inconvenienced if they succeed. In light of what is strongly suspected about his
  
   previous
  
  involvement in chaos events,
  
   isn’t
  
  that suggestive?”
 

 
  “Let us be aware of possibilities without borrowing trouble,” Ampophrenon cautioned. “You are right, though, it is perilously suggestive. And should this suspicion be borne out, his decisive removal will become an
  
   urgent
  
  priority.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to hear
  
   you
  
  say it,” Razzavinax replied, his mouth twisting with black humor. “I’m the wrong color to be safely making pronouncements like that toward the Universal Church or its figurehead. For my part, I’m going to go pull at my connections in the city. We need fresh information, and to be positioned as well as possible for whatever comes next. Varsinostro, I hate to leave you alone with this, but I think it would be a bad idea to have Rizlith in here. I’ll ask Maiyenn to come keep you two company, if you don’t object.”
 

 
  “She would be welcome, if she is willing,” Varsinostro agreed softly. “Your lady has always had a gentle way with Raash.”
 

 
  Red and gold nodded at him, and then Ampophrenon stepped forward, reaching out to lay a very soft touch against Raash’s shoulder where it emerged above the tip of Varsinostro’s wing.
 

 
  “Courage, friend,” he murmured. “We will not desert you.”
 

 
  Raash shifted his head so Ampophrenon could see one of his eyes, but his stare was unfocused and wild. It was unclear whether he could even see him.
 

 
  Then the two dragons turned in unison and marched toward the door together. The sight of their grim expressions and purposeful stride would have been enough to make the world tremble, if it could see them.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Even after they had spread the population to well-constructed tents around the lodge’s grounds (well-made structures complete with modern heating charms that were almost like temporary houses, provided by Ravana’s generosity), it was still dense enough with lizardfolk refugees that relatively small incidents could create a stir felt by everyone present. The stir currently underway was not small. As such, Ingvar had been unsurprised when Ilriss, a young lizardwoman apprenticing as a shaman, had run to him frantically demanding his presence.
 

 
  The Elder had made his semi-permanent home in the great hall of the lodge, with his belongings arranged around a simple pile of sleeping furs near the fire, no barriers or concessions to privacy added. Ingvar respected his dedication to making himself available to his people, and while the lizardfolk remained reluctant to discuss their religious rites, he had inferred that this accessibility was related to the fae ritual by which the Elder had divested himself of his very name.
 

 
  Admirable as that was, it carried the downside that when something was wrong with the Elder, it spread panic. Now, Ingvar and Ilriss had to push their way through agitated lizardpeople as more received word and streamed into the great hall to spectate. The Shadow Hunters had also begun gathering, and were barely managing to keep order.
 

 
  “He’s been like this ever since it started,” Ilriss fretted as she finally brought Ingvar to the Elder’s bedside. The old shaman lay on his back, eyes squeezed closed and his face contorted in a grimace of apparent pain; his entire body was tense, nearly arching off the furs, as if he were physically struggling with some weight despite his prone position. “It struck us all, but he…he…”
 

 
  “The Elder has taken it upon himself,” interjected Fninn, the other junior shaman who most often accompanied the Elder, as Ilriss seemed about to succumb to her own worry. “Something has agitated our familiar spirits. Badly. They screamed in anger and fear, and… The Elder has gathered to himself all their voices, so the rest of us are not affected.”
 

 
  
   “All
  
  fae spirits?” Ingvar demanded, now recognizing the reason for their alarm. Warnings like that usually heralded some world-altering disaster. He knew a bit about fairy warnings, himself. “Has anyone else felt…?”
 

 
  He looked around at the onlookers, meeting Aspen’s eyes; she held up both hands. “Hey, don’t look at me. Maybe if Juniper was here…”
 

 
  “I didn’t feel anything either!” chimed Zap, who as usual was flitting about Ingvar’s head in little bursts of nervous energy.
 

 
  “I think…not all spirits,” said Ilriss, having regathered some of her poise. “Because of our mission, we are more closely attuned to…certain events.”
 

 
  “The Elder asked for you, Brother Ingvar,” Fninn added.
 

 
  “A spiritual disturbance, related to you…” Ingvar trailed off, eyes narrowing as his mind raced ahead.
 

 
  “Sounds like we better warn that Duchess,” said Aspen.
 

 
  Ingvar shook his head. “Lady Madouri left very specific instructions; she’s not to be informed of any developments like this unless they affect her personally and are critically important.”
 

 
  “Huh?” The dryad blinked. “But that’s… I figured she’d be way more of a control freak than that.”
 

 
  “This is about magic, not conventional operational security. The very reason the Elder gave up his name, and the People have moved in secret.” He met her eyes, keeping his head partially turned so he could still peripherally see the beleaguered shaman. “Recognition by and through spirits. Every conscious mind that’s aware of this is another risk factor. We need to be…careful.” Ingvar returned his full focus to the Elder, who despite having apparently asked for him now showed no sign of being aware of anything beyond his inner struggle. “All right. I want people who can blend in to get down to Madouris and Tiraas and see what they can dig up. November, Dimbi… Is Tholi here?”
 

 
  “Young hunter,” the Elder suddenly rasped. Ingvar broke off and knelt beside him. The old lizardman lifted one hand into the air, his eyes still closed; Ingvar grasped it and his clawed fingers clutched him as if he were a lifeline. The shaman’s grip trembled with the tension wracking his entire body.
 

 
  “I’m here,” Ingvar said quietly. “How can I help?”
 

 
  “The guilty are there,” said the Elder, his voice taut with strain. “Something dark comes. Great and terrible… But not the great doom. A weapon to distract and befuddle. It is not time to address the guilty. The innocent…must be protected. They will come
  
   here,
  
  the dark and light alike. A soul at the heart of the doom, in need of protection. To these wilds of yours…”
 

 
  His grip went slack and he grimaced, baring pointed teeth. Ingvar waited for a few moments, but apparently there was no more. Releasing the old shaman’s hand, he slowly stood back up.
 

 
  “Thank you for the warning, Elder.”
 

 
  “Uh, I don’t wanna be
  
   rude,”
  
  said Aspen, “but are you sure…?”
 

 
  “I’ve learned the hard way to respect the messages of spirits and the shaman who convey them,” said Ingvar. “Very well, you all heard the Elder. Ilriss, Fninn, I trust you to look after him until…whatever this is calms down. Shadow Hunters, we have our own duty. Gear up and prepare to move out.”
 

 
  “What are we moving out
  
   for?”
  
  November asked.
 

 
  “For souls in need,” said Ingvar. “This is why we’re here. To keep watch over these lands.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “This is a
  
   prayer room,”
  
  Rasha hissed. “In the Temple! Of! Avei! Do you have any
  
   idea
  
  the hell there’ll be to pay if you’re caught? And that’s just from the Sisters, never
  
   mind
  
  when Glory gets her claws into you!”
 

 
  “Rasha,” Darius said solemnly through the crack in the door leading to the small chamber, “I understand fully. All the risks, and all the consequences. There are just some things that are
  
   worth it.”
  
 

 
  “Are there?” she growled.
  
   “Are they?”
  
 

 
  He released the door, still staring at her with his eyes wide and pleading, and held up both hands with his fingers spread in a vulgar squeezing motion. “But
  
   Rasha,
  
  did you
  
   see…?”
  
 

 
  She heaved a sigh.
  
   “Yes,
  
  I saw them. They’re magnificent. The stuff about which legends are sung and odes composed. But, again, this is the
  
   Temple of goddamn Avei
  
  and that is a
  
   prayer room
  
  and you two—”
 

 
  “I know what an imposition this is,” he intoned, then reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Rasha, I didn’t want to play this card, but… If our situations were reversed, you know I’d do it for you.”
 

 
  Rasha stared at him in silence for a moment. Then Juniper’s face appeared over his shoulder, the same earnest plea in her big brown eyes, and Rasha finally sighed again, even more heavily. “You would, wouldn’t you? Damn it, Darius. You’re such a…bro.”
 

 
  “Always and forever,” he promised.
 

 
  “That wasn’t a compliment.”
 

 
  “I’ll make it up to you.” He was already edging back, the crack in the door slowly diminishing. “I owe you
  
   big
  
  for this, Rasha.”
 

 
  “Too right you fucking do.”
 

 
  “Thanks so much, Rasha,” Juniper added with a winsome smile. “You’re a good friend!”
 

 
  “No reason
  
   you
  
  should be bored,” Darius chimed in the last second before he shut the door in her face. “You can go hang out with Zafi!”
 

 
  Then it closed with a decisive click.
 

 
  “Zafi is
  
   on duty,”
  
  Rasha informed the sigil of Avei carved into the wooden surface. “But then again, so are you, in theory.” She turned to look down at Sniff, who stood silently against the wall, peering up at her. “I dunno how you stand it.”
 

 
  The bird-lizard-whatever made a soft croaking chirp deep in his throat.
 

 
  “Well, the hell I’m gonna stand
  
   here
  
  for… Fuck, I give him five minutes, tops. Still not waiting outside. Hold down the fort, Sniff.”
 

 
  Sniff raised his head crest in acknowledgment. Shaking her own head, Rasha turned and ambled down the hall.
 

 
  Darius and Juniper were
  
   really
  
  pushing their luck; this was perilously close to the main sanctuary of the Temple, which was still roiling like a kicked beehive even with Trissiny’s big address concluded. Rasha was just another woman strolling through the furor, idly half-listening to conversations as she passed, many of which were about the Bishop announcement.
 

 
  It was odd to find herself at loose ends like this. Thumbing the heating charm hidden under the fur-trimmed collar of her dress, Rasha made her unhurried way to the front doors of the temple and slipped out. The fresh winter air was just what she needed, at least with the charm active.
 

 
  Imperial Square wasn’t a lot more quiet, between its normal traffic and ongoing agitation caused by the back-to-back paladins’ announcements. Rasha herself had been occupied being debriefed about the captured (and then rescued) Purists, but she likely wouldn’t have been inclined to watch politicians giving speeches anyway. No matter how important, and even with one of the politicians in question being a good friend. Somehow, knowing that Trissiny hated being a politician only further soured an arena of action in which Rasha had no inherent interest. With the Purists finally good and done for, she was looking forward to not having to think about any of this crap for a good long while. Just seeing the effect Trissiny, Toby, and Gabriel had had on the capital with three little press conferences was plenty satisfying to her.
 

 
  Glory would be disappointed, of course, but Glory lived and breathed politics. Rasha appreciated the education in it she was getting, and didn’t deny the importance of understanding the forces that moved people, but she had already decided long since that she wasn’t going to follow in her mentor’s footsteps, at least not directly. Her own path wasn’t quite laid out, but she had time to consider it.
 

 
  On the Temple’s front colonnade, she finally found a relatively clear space in which to breathe, all the way down at one end beneath the shadow of one massive column. Rasha wasn’t about to leave the Temple grounds; this was as far as she was willing to get from Darius, despite her frustration with both him and Glory’s insistence that she not go off alone. It was still a crowded public space; she could take two steps in several directions and reach out an arm to touch someone, and the babble of excited chatter washed over her from all sides. But it was a spot, clear and open, where she was in no immediate danger of being bumped into and knocked down. For a moment, she just paused there, people-watching.
 

 
  A single point of pressure poked into the center of her back.
 

 
  “Good afternoon, Miss Rasha. It has been some time.”
 

 
  Rasha did not freeze, or panic. Among Glory’s more esoteric training programs had been teaching her to identify various implements being poked into her back; she knew the tip of a wand when it nestled between her vertebrae. She also knew how to act in such a situation. Rasha breathed in and out once, seizing calm like a shield, and then very slowly, giving no cause for a sudden reaction, turned her head just enough to see who was behind her.
 

 
  As the proper technique for this maneuver dictated, he was standing close enough to her that his body concealed the wand from the numerous onlookers. She found herself looking at a square, bluff face, framed by red hair and a very neatly trimmed beard. Rasha had to pause and reinforce her carefully maintained calm facade. That was a face she had only recently stopped seeing in recurring nightmares.
 

 
  “Rogrind. And here I thought I was done having to deal with
  
   your
  
  nonsense. I have moved on to fresh new nonsense, thank you very much.”
 

 
  The dwarf smiled thinly. “After the catalog of insults and injuries for which you were directly or indirectly responsible? Only an Eserite could be so arrogant. I see your training is progressing well. Please walk forward, miss, at a steady pace, with your hands at your sides and not in or near your pockets.”
 

 
  “You can’t be serious,” she said incredulously, glancing to one side. There were two Silver Legionnaires not eight feet away. “I don’t remember you being this sloppy. All I have to do is shout.”
 

 
  The pressure against her back shifted as he adjusted the wand. “At this angle and at this range, a beam weapon of this caliber will sever your spinal cord and destroy most of your heart. Temple or no, there is not a healer alive who could help you then. Yes, I would receive a swift comeuppance; perhaps it would give you some comfort for your last thoughts to be of that.”
 

 
  “That’s a bluff.”
 

 
  “Call it, then. Do you know what happens to field agents whose identity is compromised in the course of creating a humiliating public debacle in a foreign capital? You have a great deal to lose, Rasha, including your life. I?
  
   Nothing.
  
  Walk forward, if you please.”
 

 
  “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just goad me into tackling you? C’mon, it’ll be like old times. We can go to jail, reminisce about—”
 

 
  “That’s very droll, young lady, but my time is short, and thus, so is yours.” He physically pushed with the wand until she had to take a step.
 

 
  So she did. Keeping her hands still, eyes darting about and mind racing, but moving. Complying, for now. Something would come up; there would be something she could use. There was
  
   always
  
  something. No situation was hopeless, for a properly prepared mind, and she wasn’t the fresh-off-the-boat kid she’d been when last she’d tangled with the dwarf.
 

 
  Was he serious? It wasn’t impossible that he
  
   was
  
  that desperate, but it was also quite likely he was lying. That was the thing about professional spies. They were often both of those things.
 

 
  “Well, anyway,” she said as they moved in lockstep through the crowd swirling in Imperial Square, keeping her voice even and at a volume he could hear without being loud enough to make him twitchy, “thank you.”
 

 
  “For?”
 

 
  “You didn’t misgender me. Or even start to. My own friends took a while to consistently remember.”
 

 
  “Please. I am from a
  
   civilized
  
  country; Svenheim solved its Purist problem years ago.”
 

 
  “Must be nice.”
 

 
  “It is. I can see it has been an eventful year for you, but if I may say so, you appear to be flourishing.”
 

 
  “Good of you to notice.”
 

 
  She could barely hear his soft sigh over the hubbub of the surrounding crowd. “I fear it makes what comes next rather embarrassing, but surely you of all people will understand the exigencies which can force one to accept…unfavorable allies.”
 

 
  
   That
  
  was nearly as alarming as the weapon pressed to her spine. He had guided her over to one edge of the Square, and in fact up the sidewalk of one of the main avenues opening onto it. Now, Rasha observed that their destination was a carriage, active and idling in wait.
 

 
  And in the driver’s seat, another familiar but unwelcome face. Rasha looked up at the grin of savage triumph Sister Lanora wore, and let out a hissing sigh through her teeth.
 

 
  “Fuck.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  It came from the Golden Sea, a living streak of smoke and shadow marring the sky. Shooting outward toward civilization like a missile, it seemed to take shape as it progressed, growing in size, developing visible features, and steadily leaving behind a trail of thick black mist that lingered on the air like an ink stain.
 

 
  The thing soared over an elven grove, sending several shamans into an uncharacteristic panic as fae spirits screamed in horror at its passing, and for the first time spread its wings. They were skeletal, with none of the membrane between their long fingers that
  
   should
  
  serve to hold it aloft, had its flight been a matter of aerodynamics.
 

 
  In fact, it was entirely skeletal, a fact which became more clear as it traveled and continued to form. Black bones were rough, jagged as if every one had been repeatedly broken and improperly healed, and fully exposed. In fact, though its shape suggested a skeleton, it looked more as if it were formed of shards of volcanic glass, haphazardly glued together. Color emerged from the swirling darkness of the thing’s being as its wings began to beat against the air, spraying swirls of inky smoke. Ligaments and tendons materialized, growing more like fungus than tissue to connect its shattered bones. They were purple, glossy as jewels and faintly luminous, what little could be seen of them through the haze of its body. Rather than flesh, the creature formed a steady outward bulk of vapor, a black mist which continued to billow out behind it with the speed of its passing, roiling and only partially obscuring its craggy inner workings.
 

 
  Mountains rose up ahead, and at their base, a city of spires and terraces perched along a peninsular plateau which extended out over the surrounding plains. As the thing shot toward this landmark, it finally opened its eyes.
 

 
  They were brightly colored, in a color that made no sense, that was painful to observe and not expressible in the spectrum of visible light. When they opened for the first time, a pulse burst out from the foul beast, flattening a stretch of tallgrass.
 

 
  It shifted its trajectory, shooting upward with a powerful flap of its skeletal wings, and slowed as it soared higher… Only to descend upon Veilgrad from above, giving the unprepared city just enough time to see it coming.
 

 
  Wings spread, it landed upon the cathedral, the impact collapsing part of the roof and sending its ancient stone spire tumbling to the streets below in pieces. The wings remained fully extended in an animalistic threat display as screams and alarm bells began to sound in all directions. Drawing its sinuous neck up and back, it opened its angular jaws and emitted a noise that was at once a roar, a hiss, and a scream, an unearthly sound which clawed at the mind as much as at the ears.
 

 
  The chaos dragon howled its challenge to an unprepared world.
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  “Do you realize how
  
   infuriating
  
  all this is?”
 

 
  “I can only imagine the depths of your inconvenience,” Rogrind said dryly.
 

 
  “Oh, to be sure, you and
  
   your
  
  bullshit are not a positive addition to my day, but frankly? You’re just the icing on the cake,” Rasha informed him. “I am having the
  
   most
  
  frustrating week. Do you know how many times I’ve been chased, attacked, or abducted in just the last few days? This is
  
   ridiculous.
  
  I joined the Thieves’ Guild in large part so I would never have to feel helpless and put upon again. The damsel in distress bullshit is getting old fast.”
 

 
  She expected either a glib retort or silence, depending on whether the dwarf was more inclined to play the freelance adventurer or hardened government agent at this moment. Not that it much mattered; Rasha herself was merely filling the air with an admittedly desultory attempt to deflect his attention while she searched for something she could use to leverage herself out of this new mess. Even so, she was surprised when Rogrind canted his head slightly as if giving her words serious consideration.
 

 
  “The truth is,” he answered after a contemplative pause, “you are a diminutive specimen of your race, Miss Rasha. If you pursue a religion and career which consist mostly of entering combative situations with established powers, I’m afraid that inevitably means you will be on the back foot, physically speaking, for much of your life. Obviously, much the same is true of your mentor, Ms. Sharvineh, but she is adept at avoiding situations in which she is physically imperiled. That, of course, is the result of years of skilled effort bent toward establishing her secure position. Until you are able to establish such a bulwark, yourself…here you are.”
 

 
  “Here I am,” Rasha repeated, now peering back at him closely. “Well, since we’re chatting, how would
  
   you
  
  have avoided getting nabbed, in my position?”
 

 
  “First of all, don’t wander off by yourself.”
 

 
  She winced. “Yeah, fair enough. Though in my defense, somebody
  
   was
  
  supposed to be watching my back. He took a break to get laid.”
 

 
  “I wondered.” The dwarf’s face melted into an expression of pure disapproval. “How
  
   grievously
  
  unprofessional.”
 

 
  “In
  
   his
  
  defense, it was with a dryad. And if you’d seen her—”
 

 
  “I did see her, and while I take your point, I don’t consider that a mitigating circumstance. Sexual enticement is one of the oldest ploys in the book to distract an enemy agent; to fall prey to it from one’s own allies is a truly lamentable display. I expect that from newly enlisted soldiers, not field agents, or even established Guild thieves. In any case, aside from not committing rookie blunders, there are preparations you can make to ameliorate your physical vulnerability.”
 

 
  “The martial arts, so I’ve been told.”
 

 
  “Formal martial arts require a significant level of mastery to be useful in real-world situations. A Sun Style grandmaster could perhaps have disarmed me from your position, but few others. For practical purposes, the basic Eserite brawling techniques you’ve been taught should suffice for situations in which fighting would do you any good at all. No, by preparation, I mostly refer to equipment, and practice in using it. For example, the style of dress you seem to prefer provides ample fabric in which to conceal quite a variety of devices.” He gestured toward her heavy winter dress with the hand not currently holding a wand aimed at her heart.
 

 
  Rasha idly lifted her left arm to inspect the sleeve—not the one in which her wand was hidden. “I suppose I could slip a knife in here…”
 

 
  “Weapons are only the most basic of options,” said Rogrind. “Skilled foes will be prepared for them. Your resources would be better spent on unconventional applications of enchanting, or alchemy. One always has an advantage when one possesses tools and techniques for which the enemy is unprepared.”
 

 
  Slowly, she lowered her arm, definitely not making the compulsive twitch of her right fingers toward her wand, as they wanted to. A thought had just descended into her awareness, bringing with it a note of embarrassment that she hadn’t made this observation immediately.
 

 
  
   He hadn’t searched her.
  
 

 
  Rasha was a member of a faction known for carrying concealed weapons—and he himself had just pointed out that she was dressed in a way which facilitated that. Rogrind was a veteran field agent, government trained.
  
   He knew better than this.
  
  And yet, not only had he failed to make even a cursory check for any such weapons on her person, he hadn’t even secured her hands before putting himself in a small moving box with her.
 

 
  There was something going on here beyond the obvious.
 

 
  They stared at each other in thoughtful silence for a long moment. The carriage passed through the busy city in eerie silence, its walls clearly charmed to cancel noise.
 

 
  “You’re surprisingly free with the advice,” Rasha said at last, “considering I’m pretty sure you’re taking me out of the city to be murdered and hidden in a ditch somewhere. Wasted effort, isn’t it?”
 

 
  “It’s not often, these days, I get the opportunity to speak as an old professional to a younger one,” he answered lightly. “And on that note, Rasha, a relevant piece of advice one of my early mentors gave me: if you are in a position to ask ‘is this the end,’ the answer is ‘not yet.’ A situation may be futile, but it only becomes hopeless when you decide that it is.”
 

 
  “You’re…actually encouraging me to keep on fighting you?”
 

 
  “After all we’ve been through?” One corner of his mouth twitched upward in a wry little partial smile. “I confess I would be disappointed if you did not.” The dwarf hesitated, his eyes flicking away from her toward the window separating the passenger compartment from the driver’s seat, where Sister Lanora would be partially visible from his perspective. Rasha nearly took advantage of his momentary distraction, but was forestalled by the fact that she didn’t actually have a plan yet, except maybe to tackle him. Which she had tried once before, to a dismal lack of effect, and then they hadn’t been in an enclosed space, nor he armed. The moment passed and he returned his focus to her face. “Sometimes, Rasha, the needs of the mission require us to accept…unwanted company. For a short while.”
 

 
  Interesting.
 

 
  She made no comment in reply, mulling. Was he hinting at something? There were enough little indications to indicate this whole situation was more than it appeared, but not enough yet to suggest
  
   what.
  
  Rasha, clearly, was still in a very dicey situation, and most likely a lethally dangerous one…but not exactly the one she’d thought.
 

 
  She looked toward the side window of the carriage, noting the soldiers manning the guard post right outside as they passed through one of the city gates. Then she considered, for a second and a half, the hints Rogrind had dropped that his intentions were not as immediately murderous as he had first suggested, and inwardly steeled herself, deciding to take a risk.
 

 
  Rasha exploded suddenly into motion, hurling her body with as much force as she could against the side of the carriage, grabbing and yanking the door handle.
 

 
  “HELP!
  
   I’m being abducted!”
  
 

 
  Rogrind did not move—didn’t even shift his wand hand to continue covering her, just watched in silence. The entire performance was utterly fruitless; the handled didn’t budge, the military police showed no indication they could see her through the windows or hear her shouting, nor her pounding on the door, and even her body-checking the vehicle itself didn’t make it rock by so much as an inch. Slowly due to the pace of traffic but still inexorably, the view outside changed to the walls of the bridge linking Tiraas to the mainland beyond.
 

 
  This was the west gate, she noted; they were heading into Tiraan Province, not Vrandis. The domain of Trissiny’s Duchess friend, Ravana Madouri. That made absolutely no difference to Rasha inside this carriage, but it might become relevant if she managed to get out of it.
 

 
  Slowly, Rasha drew back from the window and re-seated herself, folding her hands primly in her lap. “Worth a try.”
 

 
  “Only naturally,” Rogrind said with a gracious nod of his head and the supreme confidence of one who knew his prisoner had no options.
 

 
  Rasha had not really expected anything to come of that, in terms of getting out; her goal was to gather information, and she had just succeeded at that rather well.
 

 
  His lack of reaction proved little, as he’d been aware before she moved that she wouldn’t succeed in escaping the carriage. But Rasha had just learned several interesting things about the carriage itself. One-way darkening of glass was a common charm, and in fact, the only charm she’d just detected which could be called common. The kind of silencing enchantments which could be laid upon windows with common enchanting dusts would bar noise from either side, but
  
   not
  
  the thumps of impacts directly on the windows themselves, yet the soldiers hadn’t even glanced over when she pounded on the glass. More telling was that the carriage hadn’t rocked in response to her sudden movement. Shock enchantments protected the wheels; it was a heavier-duty balancing charm than was standard that would prevent a vehicle from being shifted by sudden motion within. Rasha was small, but no carriage was
  
   that
  
  perfectly balanced without some extra enchantments. Then, there was the door itself; the lock hadn’t budged when she’d twisted the little knob. The lack of any further mechanism suggested it, too, was enchanted, and the kind of charm which would key it to a specific person’s touch was both definitely not standard and required its own power source.
 

 
  This was a later-model Dawnco sedan, the sort of vehicle the Guild commonly used for getaway carriages, and not unlike those the Svennish agents had driven when chasing Rasha and her friends about last year. And it had been modified with serious extra enchantments, which told her two things.
 

 
  First, this was not some piece Rogrind, a disavowed ex-agent, could have picked up from a dealer. Custom charm jobs were expensive, and charms of this nature drew eyes from the government if they noted them being applied. After last winter’s events, nobody in Tiraas who did this kind of work for the Guild would sell to a Sven for fear of blundering into the latent hostility between Eserites and the Kingdom of Svenheim. Which meant Rogrind’s story about being sacked was a lie. Fired government agents might be lucky to walk away with the contents of their pockets, not expensive major equipment like this. That led to the question of just what the hell the Svennish secret service wanted with her
  
   now.
  
  That issue with the divine disruptors was long put to bed, and from everything Rasha knew of the dwarves the most believable thing Rogrind had told her was that they would want nothing to do with Purists.
 

 
  And second, all these extra enchantments needed extra power. Basic carriage design had been part of Rasha’s unconventional training—not to the extent of being able to fix enchanted carriages, but specifically with an eye toward finding hidden modifications in them. She had re-positioned herself in a different spot on the seat, and already noted the difference in vibration. This might be a stroke of luck; beneath the rear-facing passenger seat
  
   would
  
  be one of the standard spots…
 

 
  With that, Rasha had a plan. A desperate one with a high chance of backfiring catastrophically, but with the alternative being to trust that this old enemy, who had abducted her in concert with a new enemy, wasn’t really as hostile as he appeared… It was time to roll the dice.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Not
  
   exactly
  
  time; there were a couple more ducks she needed to line in a row before she could make a move, and of course, that lining up proceeded with terrifying lack of speed while the carriage itself picked up its pace, carrying her ever further from the city, and witnesses.
 

 
  Rasha did not miss the irony that they were following almost exactly the route of the last winter carriage ride she and Rogrind had taken out of the city: north from the bridge, on the main highway toward Madouris, which at this pace they would reach within the hour, at the absolute most. That had been in the dark of night during a blizzard, which (despite the reckless speed at which every vehicle in that chase had driven) had slowed them considerably. Now, they were making good time on a well-traveled road, which warned Rasha what to watch out for. Once Lanora turned off onto a side road with fewer prying eyes, the end was close.
 

 
  But not, as Rogrind himself had just advised her, yet at hand.
 

 
  She’d made a performance of shifting this way and that on the seat, brimming with nervous energy that kept her readjusting her position and sliding back and forth to peer out the windows on both sides. Rogrind watched her, but did not comment or try to interfere, merely keeping his wand trained on her. At one point Lanora, apparently catching sight of Rasha’s constant movement through her peripheral vision, had thumped on the window separating the driver and passenger compartments in annoyance, which Rasha only happened to notice because she was moving at the time and had it in her field of view, as the silencing enchantment covered that window as well. Neither she nor the dwarf acknowledged Lanora’s displeasure. The actual point of all the shifting about had been for her to examine the vibrations coming from under the bench. And bless the thin padding of Dawnco’s economy carriage seats, she’d done it within minutes. Rasha had identified the spot, slightly left of center and directly under the front passenger bench, where the vibrations were most perceptible: the likeliest position for the secondary power crystal keyed to the carriage’s various extra enchantments.
 

 
  So she finally planted herself as far from it as possible, leaning against the right wall in a position that both maximized her distance and gave her a clear line of sight to the spot, which she’d landmarked by identifying one button in the pattern sewed into the seat cushions. Now there was nothing but to wait for an opportunity, and hope it didn’t come too late.
 

 
  And since that was too great a risk, Rasha did the properly Eserite thing and set about creating her own damn opportunity.
 

 
  “I can’t square this geniality with your whole mission of revenge,” she commented.
 

 
  “Revenge. Is that what you think?” Rogrind raised an eyebrow.
 

 
  “You pretty heavily implied it. Besides, if you have such a low opinion of Purists, why
  
   else
  
  would you be helping her? It’s not like you and I have any business, apart from you settling the score after I spanked you last year.”
 

 
  “That is certainly one way to describe those events,” the dwarf said, smiling faintly. “Another would be that you were in the vicinity when someone actually competent foiled my mission.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and I note you’re not going after any of
  
   them.
  
  Bullying, petty grievances, assisting religious fanatics you claim to dislike… I can’t decide which part is the worst reflection on you.”
 

 
  “You are attempting to provoke an emotional reaction from me,” he said, still with that ironic little smile. “I don’t mind that as such, except that the effort is so halfhearted. One does hate to have a front row seat, as it were, for an inept performance of one’s craft.”
 

 
  She didn’t need him actually agitated, just to look away for a second; even a relatively minor emotional upset would cause most people to shift their eyes momentarily, but she wasn’t dealing with most people here. Rasha glanced out the window herself and stiffened.
 

 
  The moment was nearly here. They were turning off the main road onto…
 

 
  “Well, well,” she said quietly, staring at the scene as best she could from this angle. “Doesn’t
  
   this
  
  take you back. This was your idea, I take it?”
 

 
  Apparently the old fortress had been a landmark, an unused Enchanter Wars-era ruin left intact purely for its historicity. After the murderous schemes of Basra Syrinx had blown the whole thing up last winter, the Empire hadn’t even bothered to clean the grounds; the field was now littered with widespread outcroppings of fallen masonry, currently dusted with fresh snow. It made them look oddly serene, a contrast to Rasha’s memory of the violence through which this spectacle had been created. She even caught a glimpse of the angled sheets of rock Schwartz had summoned out of the very ground to shield them from the fallout. Only the wrecked carriages had been removed.
 

 
  “Not as such,” the dwarf murmured, finally shifting his head to follow her gaze. “It does make for a conveniently isolated spot, though, positioned along this otherwise well-trafficked route. How history repeats itself, hmm?”
 

 
  She’d started moving the instant his gaze was off her, letting the wand slide gently out of her sleeve rather than flicking it into her palm as she normally would; a slower motion was less likely to catch his eye. Rasha looked over at the button she’d identified, made an educated guess how far down the target would be, and fired.
 

 
  Moment of distraction aside, Rogrind could not miss the soft hiss of a beam wand discharging at that proximity, much less the light. In a split second he was on top of her, trying to wrestle the weapon from her grip. He only failed because he’d mistaken her intent; the dwarf was much stronger than she, but in gripping her wrist and keeping the wand aimed away from himself and Lanora, he inadvertently kept it pushed in more or less the exact direction she wanted.
 

 
  Rasha grunted and struggled against him in dreadful futility, managing only to twitch under his weight and muscle. Her shot had achieved nothing save a smoking hole in the upholstery. Now, in defiance of all wand safety, she clamped down on the clicker and kept up a continuous beam. Immediately the handle began to warm dangerously in her grip as she raked it this way and that across the general area of her target, able to move only in minute jerks and hoping that would be enough—
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Her vision returned, fuzzy. She could hear nothing but a shrill whine deep in her own head, beyond which the world was silent. Had she actually been unconscious? Everything was so hazy. It was cold. Rasha was…face down? Weakly, she tried to rise…
 

 
  A big hand grabbed her arm, hauled her upright; she was too dazed to protest. Then there came a stab of pain through the sensory fuzz. She managed to focus on the thing he tossed away as it fell to the snow: a fragment of wooden paneling from the carriage, one jagged end crimson where it had been lodged in…her. Oh, right, that was why her shoulder suddenly hurt. Good, good, her training whispered at the back of her head. Shoulder injuries could disable your arm, but rarely killed you, at least not immediately.
 

 
  He—the dwarf, Rogrind, she focused on him now, noting his disheveled hair and burned suit—was hauling her bodily away; she stumbled, trying to keep up. What was… Oh, fire. There was burning wreckage. Blearily, Rasha looked back. The carriage was blown perfectly in half, both large pieces burning merrily and a wide spray of charred wood spread around the site. It sat in brown winter grass in the ditch by the road, the nearby snow blasted away by the explosion.
 

 
  Well, that was one thing gone according to plan, anyway. Shoot the power crystal, disabling the carriage. It had been disabled a
  
   little
  
  harder than she’d hoped; that crystal must’ve been powering a lot more than the enchantments she’d identified to have had that much oomph in it. Made sense in hindsight, a spy agency vehicle would have all
  
   kinds
  
  of hidden tricks. Well, live and learn. Which she had, so far.
 

 
  Suddenly the grip manhandling her shifted. Rasha blinked, trying to focus again on Rogrind as he pressed something against her lips. Glass? A bottle? No, a vial. With his other hand he gripped the back of her neck and made her tip her head up, pouring it into her mouth. Poison? No. She knew this flavor—sour, subtly fruity, tingling with contained magic. Healing potion.
 

 
  Rasha’s vision and her mind began to clear, and the pain in her shoulder receded along with the shock. Also, the ringing dropped steadily in pitch, descending into a dull roar and then even that faded as her eardrums were mended. She became conscious of a different pain on her other shoulder—right about where her heating charm had been pinned. Ah, yeah, that would’ve burst from being that close to an arcane explosion, and healing potions didn’t work well on burns. Still, she was still alive, and now she could see, hear, and think.
 

 
  Also, she was
  
   cold.
  
  Outside in the winter, with no heating charm or even a coat.
 

 
  “Well, I have good news for you, Miss Rasha,” Rogrind said in a layered tone of aggressive joviality. “If you are so devoted to your freedom as to
  
   blow up vehicles while inside them,
  
  I can safely predict you will not be a prisoner often or for long.”
 

 
  “I do what I can,” she said modestly, giving an experimental tug on her arm. His grip shifted not an inch; he was half-covered in soot, his hair and clothing charred and half his coat torn away, but other than that appeared unperturbed. Dwarves were inconveniently sturdy folk.
 

 
  Something small bonked off the other side of Rasha’s head, and by sheer instinct she tried to catch it. Her cold-numbed fingers didn’t succeed in seizing the object, but she did note as it fell that it was another glass vial. She turned her head in the direction it had come from and met Sister Lanora’s burning gaze.
 

 
  The Purist had her sword out; she was disheveled and not as badly burned, having been separated from the explosion by more layers of carriage, though blood dropped down half her face from where something had struck her on the temple. It made a perfect complement to her expression.
 

 
  “I hope you’re proud of yourself, you little monster,” she hissed, bringing the sword up. “That was your last act of defiance.”
 

 
  Rasha was suddenly yanked away, struggling to stay on her feet as Rogrind hauled her behind himself.
  
   “Ahem.
  
  This inconvenience aside, the terms of our agreement are met, Sister Lanora. We are in private, and you have the girl.”
 

 
  
   “That is not a girl!”
  
 

 
  “Whatever you say,” he grunted. “Before this proceeds any further, it is time for your end of the deal.”
 

 
  “As soon as that pestilential brat is—”
 

 
  “No.” Even without shouting, he projected his voice at a volume which cut her off neatly. It was a good trick, Glory had of course taught her apprentices that one early on. “You have already unilaterally modified our agreement once, and I have to say I am
  
   not
  
  best pleased with the results. The documents, Lanora. Now.”
 

 
  The ex-priestess glared, her grip on the sword shifting, and for a second Rasha thought she might take a swing at the dwarf. Then she produced a wordless, feral snarl and stabbed the tip of the longsword into the frozen earth to free her hands, with which she snatched a bag hanging from her belt and began to rummage inside it. Even
  
   Rasha
  
  knew better than to treat bladed weapons that way; Trissiny would have… Well, that was the least of what Trissiny would be upset by, here, but it really said something about the Purists as a whole.
 

 
  
   “Here,”
  
  Lanora snarled, hurling a leather-bound journal at the dwarf, which he neatly snatched from the air. “Take it and get out of the way!”
 

 
  Saying nothing, he did so. Rogrind released Rasha, stepping aside and immediately opening the book, his eyes darting rapidly across its contents as he began to leaf through pages.
 

 
  That left Rasha and Lanora facing one another with nothing between them but the chill of winter.
 

 
  “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you,” Rasha admitted, taking a step back and tucking her chilled fingers into her sleeves. Her wand was lost, but she still had the knife in her other sleeve, right where she’d minutes ago suggested to Rogrind that she could one day start keeping one. “You had an actual message from a
  
   goddess.
  
  Do you know how many people have only
  
   dreamed
  
  of something like that? Who cares if it wasn’t what you wanted to hear? You could—”
 

 
  “Shut up!” the woman shrieked. “Just
  
   shut it!
  
  I lost everything, do you understand that? I gave my
  
   life
  
  to Avei and she threw me away like so much trash. And for
  
   what?!
  
  To make some kind of point? All I have is this,
  
   boy.
  
  I can’t stick a sword in that bitch goddess—or even Trissiny Avelea, realistically. But at every step,
  
   your
  
  face has been there mocking me, and I can sure as hell do for
  
   you.”
  
 

 
  “Well,” Rasha acknowledged, continuing to retreat as the former priestess kept pace, raising her sword. “I have to admit, I have no argument for that. Except to point out that you’re a moron. But then, you
  
   know
  
  that, don’t you?”
 

 
  Lanora bared her teeth like a wolf about to pounce and raised the longsword over her head.
 

 
  Rasha whipped her left arm forward, hurling the knife.
 

 
  It went spinning away a full yard to Lanora’s right. Her fingers were almost numb from cold.
 

 
  Lanora barked a mocking laugh and stepped forward, bringing the sword down. Mid-swing, there came another deafening boom from close by. The carriage was already done for; this time, what exploded was Lanora herself.
 

 
  The left side of her midsection burst, spraying blood and viscera across the snow; she physically buckled as the core of her body was suddenly lacking a chunk of its structure. The sword tumbled to the ground, sinking beneath the snow, as its owner collapsed. She tried to press her hand over the wound, but the hole was bigger than her hand. Staring uncomprehendingly at the crimson stain spreading around her, Sister Lanora slumped fully to the ground.
 

 
  “General Avelea sends her regrets,” Rogrind said dispassionately. Rasha turned her incredulous stare on the dwarf. He had tucked the black book under one arm and was now holding a… It resembled a wand, but heavier, an iron tube with a wooden handle and a clicker mechanism, now emitting smoke from its business end. Rogrind was already tipping a small vial of some powder into it, followed by a little metal ball. “She preferred an amicable resolution. Unfortunately, she is not
  
   here.
  
  And
  
   I
  
  like my loose ends neatly tied.”
 

 
  He leveled the weapon. Lanora stared up at him in dull-eyed disbelief, and then the sound came again. It was thunderously loud, even more so at that proximity than a lightning wand. The Purist’s expression vanished along with her face and the greater part of her head.
 

 
  Rasha averted her gaze, cringing, and wasn’t ashamed of it. The Guild inured one to violence, somewhat, but
  
   that…
  
 

 
  Rogrind lowered his weapon with a sigh. “What a mess. If only I hadn’t lost my wand… Ah, well. You are a clever lass, Rasha; I trust I needn’t explain
  
   too
  
  much of this?”
 

 
  “You…” She had to swallow and then clear her throat before she could speak properly. “Yeah, I guess after last winter, you did owe Trissiny a favor, huh?”
 

 
  “Fortunately for us both, Trissiny Avelea is too intelligent to deal in such intransigent currencies as favors and debts,” he answered with a wan smile. “She presented herself at the Svennish embassy the day after our last visit to this spot, and rather than making complaints or demands, arranged for the Silver Legions on multiple continents to be armed and armored with Svennish steel. It all but singlehandedly resurrected our metalworking industry; a masterful exercise of soft power. My King has made his orders clear: what the Hand of Avei wants, she gets. In this case,” he held up the book, tucking his weapon back inside his coat now that the smoke had stopped, “documentation linking the Purists to the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “You could have
  
   told
  
  me what you were doing, instead of scaring me half to death with this nonsense! Don’t you think I would have
  
   helped?”
  
 

 
  “Rasha,” he said patiently, already fishing in his pockets again (what remained of them), “what part of our previous encounters do you think left me with the impression that you could be trusted to hold up your end of a sensitive operation? Not that you haven’t grown dramatically under Tamisin Sharvineh’s tutelage, but I could hardly take that risk. I
  
   do
  
  greatly regret involving you. Our arrangement was a hair’s breadth from completion on optimal terms—Lanora was about to be taken into protective custody in return for the documents, where she would have been
  
   safe,
  
  as the Archpope’s influence in the Five Kingdoms is minimal. But alas,
  
   you
  
  happened to cross her field of view as we were making the handoff, escorting three of her erstwhile companions evidently in custody. And then…” He grimaced. “She demanded your head for her compliance. That ridiculous woman was quite irrationally obsessed with you.”
 

 
  “Yeah, she, uh, mentioned that.” Rasha glanced at the spreading stain that had been Lanora, then shuffled back; the blood was seeping rapidly through the snow and had nearly reached her own slippers. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just take the book from her at that point?”
 

 
  “Her bag of holding was spelled to open for no one else; it would take a skilled enchanter weeks to extract it. And a person in
  
   her
  
  mental state, while easily manipulated, is nearly impossible to coerce. Once a person has nothing left to motivate them but spite, they can’t be forced to do anything. Here.” He had found what he wanted in his pockets: another vial of liquid. The agent downed half of it with a grimace, and then stepped forward to hand the remainder to Rasha. “Potion of weather resistance. It’s no personal heating charm, but it will stave off hypothermia for a while.”
 

 
  Rasha accepted without hesitation; her fingers were already so numb she could barely tip the liquid into her own mouth, but she managed, and immediately blessed warmth began to spread through her.
 

 
  “She was a centimark from freedom,” the dwarf murmured, frowning down at the woman he’d just killed. “Protection for herself and any of her comrades we could find. It was a
  
   generous
  
  deal, and a better ending than she deserved. But she threw it away for a chance at petty vengeance, and now look. This is what vindictiveness gets you.”
 

 
  “Revenge is a sucker’s game,” Rasha quoted, nodding.
 

 
  “And
  
   now
  
  we are stranded in the woods, in midwinter, standing over a fresh corpse.”
 

 
  “You’re awfully liberal with the complaints, for somebody whose
  
   fault
  
  all this is!”
 

 
  “And who blew up the carriage?” he countered, then smiled and held up a hand to forestall her rebuttal. “This is how it goes sometimes, Rasha. We made the best decisions available with the information we had, and ended up needlessly at cross-purposes to our mutual detriment. Such is life. Now, let us put that aside and see what we can do about survival.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I guess it’d be a shame if Trissiny didn’t get those documents, after you went to all this trouble.”
 

 
  The spy nodded, his polite smile firmly in place. “Precisely.”
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  “It went very well,” the newly re-minted Bishop Shahai assured her quietly, smiling.
 

 
  “It’s kind of a blur,” Trissiny admitted, having to restrain herself from rubbing her hands against herself. At least the uniform gauntlets ensured no one could tell her palms were still sweaty. “I
  
   hate
  
  public speaking. Goddess, send me more demons instead…”
 

 
  “More and more, politics is the arena of modern warfare,” said the elf. “No disrespect, Trissiny, but perhaps you should be glad you have a knack for making speeches and make peace with the need.”
 

 
  “General Avelea!”
 

 
  At that voice, they both looked up at the still-chattering scrum of reporters being held behind the line of Silver Legionnaires in the Temple’s main sanctuary. He was not the only person calling Trissiny’s name, as many of the journalists were still trying to get her or Shahai’s attention, but that voice out of them all cut straight through the noise. He did much the same physically, striding forward with a courteous nod to the Legionnaires—who, despite orders, instinctively shifted to let him through.
 

 
  You just didn’t argue the right of way with a dragon.
 

 
  “Lord Ampophrenon?” Trissiny asked in surprise.
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold strode up to her and Shahai and inclined his head respectfully to each of them. “General, Bishop. Congratulations on your day’s work. I am truly sorry to so abruptly impose myself on Avenist business, especially at a time like this, but I fear the need is urgent. General Avelea, have you received a personal summons from Avei recently?”
 

 
  “I haven’t…” She paused, narrowing her eyes. “What’s this about?”
 

 
  Ampophrenon was already standing with his back to the reporters, and at that made a quick gesture with one hand. A shimmering rose in the air behind him like a heat mirage and the sound of voices cut off.
 

 
  “I dare to hope that I will owe you an apology for wasting your time, General, but if not, you and your two counterparts may be urgently needed. The Conclave has had advance warning that a chaos event may be unfolding, or about to. And,” he added with a piercing glance at Shahai, “the specific timing rouses…suspicions.”
 

 
  “Chaos event,” Shahai murmured, narrowing her own eyes. “He…would, wouldn’t he? If we presume his hand was behind the events at Ninkabi…”
 

 
  “And at Veilgrad,” said Ampophrenon. “The evidence that he was involved with the skull of Belosiphon is all but conclusive. By the General’s own account, it is now in his possession.” The dragon paused, turning his attention on Trissiny, who had closed her eyes in an expression of concentration.
 

 
  She opened them not two seconds later, her face going pale. “Veilgrad. Again.”
 

 
  Ampophenon drew in a breath. “Curse that man’s remorseless ambition. That
  
   was
  
  at the goddess’s warning, I take it?”
 

 
  “I had to ask directly, but yes. If she didn’t reach out to me first, it may not be as serious as it could.”
 

 
  “There is that,” he agreed, “but such things must never be taken lightly. We cannot afford to risk teleportation to or near a chaos event, but I can still provide quick transportation there, for you and the other paladins.”
 

 
  “Hopefully their gods will have warned them as well,” she said quickly. “I appreciate your aid, Lord Ampophrenon. Nandi…?”
 

 
  “You go do what you do best, Trissiny,” the Bishop answered. “Goddess be with you. I’m going to summon Elwick and the squad. If Justinian has been forced by your maneuver to act in haste, he may have made a mistake upon which we can capitalize. Let me worry about the politics for now.”
 

 
  Trissiny nodded, then grimaced. “And let that teach me to be careful what I pray for.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Hunter’s Quarter reports civilian evac is complete!”
 

 
  “Squad C is in position, sir. Squad D moving up. The bait squad is standing by.”
 

 
  “Colonel! Quartermaster reports there’s enough raw flashpowder in that fireworks depot to assemble enough explosive bolts for a full volley from the crossbows we’ve got on hand. He’s proceeding with the construction.”
 

 
  “Good,” Adjavegh grunted without taking his eyes from their ceaseless scan of the windows. “Make sure his entire department is on it, Timms. There are
  
   no
  
  other priorities.”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!”
 

 
  A shadow fell over the command center and most of those present reflexively crouched down. It passed, though, and seconds later the skeletal dragon set down on another rooftop halfway across the city. Colonel Adjavegh alone had not moved, standing at parade rest in the center of the activity around him, eyes on the enemy. It was simple bravado, perhaps, but it mattered to the men and women under his command to see their leader focused and calm in the face of absolute, literal chaos.
 

 
  Veilgrad’s Army barracks had its command center in a squat, square chamber on its roof, below only the watchtowers. All four walls had tall windows interspersed with thick stone columns—an addition constructed well after the Enchanter Wars, but in the age of mag cannons stone walls were of little use and the commanding view over the city and its surroundings was of more utility, especially at a time like this. Even so, the windows of course were heavily enchanted. Right now, several of them had soldiers with spyglasses keeping a constant watch on the beast currently terrorizing the city, while the command center itself roiled with messengers keeping Adjavegh appraised of all unfolding developments and conveying his orders.
 

 
  “Sir!” His aide, Sergeant Timms, darted to his side bearing a sheet of paper she’d just taken from another such messenger. “A response from ImCom!”
 

 
  
   “Finally,”
  
  Adjavegh grunted, snatching it from her. “I’m glad this is more interesting than the fresh gossip in the capital—what in the
  
   hell?”
  
 

 
  “It’s pretty garbled, sir.”
 

 
  “I can
  
   see
  
  that it’s garbled, Sergeant!”
 

 
  “It was transcribed faithfully, sir. This came via telescroll, like our initial report to ImCom.” She craned her neck over his shoulder to study the page, which was a mishmash of letters strung together in an order that only formed words about half the time. “The scrolltower transmissions were probably scrambled by the chaos effect, Colonel. See, this looks like a request for clarification. The message they got from us was probably just as mangled.”
 

 
  “If that’s the case…” Adjavegh hesitated a moment, squinting at the message, then raised his voice to a battlefield roar. “I want a full emergency shutdown on the Rail stations,
  
   now!”
  
 

 
  “Sir,” replied a lieutenant, “the Rails immediately stopped running when—”
 

 
  “The
  
   emergency shutdown,
  
  son! Get on it!”
 

 
  “Yes, sir!” The man snapped off a salute and dashed for the stairs. The Rail stations in cities as large as Veilgrad were capable of launching a shutdown signal through the physical Rails themselves that would effectively disable the entire network, Empire-wide. It could be re-activated from Tiraas, but
  
   that
  
  would let Imperial Command know there was a crisis here, if they couldn’t communicate directly. To Adjavegh’s knowledge, the emergency shutdown had never been used, even during the Battle of Ninkabi. Its implied message was that the city sending it was under conditions too dangerous to approach.
 

 
  
  
  They had worked out very quickly that the dragon was a chaos beast, when it had come under immediate attack from both the city’s formal defenders and several magic-wielding civilians. That had gone disastrously; Adjavegh had lost four squads of soldiers in the first five minutes, and who knew how many citizens who’d rallied to the defense. But with that bitter lesson had also come the insight that conventional lightning weapons
  
   did
  
  damage the beast, so long as they were fired from beyond point blank range. Once past the enchantment itself which conjured the lightning bolt, it was just an electrical discharge like those that came from the sky. The dragon seemed to recuperate rapidly from damage, but it
  
   had
  
  been damaged, if briefly.
 

 
  Hence his current strategies in place. Adjavegh was laying a trap in one of Veilgrad’s open squares, positioning soldiers with battlestaves in windows surrounding the square. Once they were in place, the all-volunteer “bait squad” would attempt to provoke it into the killbox where it could be blasted apart by a torrent of lightning from all directions. So far the skeletal dragon hadn’t used any kind of breath weapon, merely attacking with its jaws, talons, and tail. If that failed, there was his backup plan underway: Timms and the Quartermaster had rustled enough working crossbows to outfit two squads and Q was at work crafting explosive bolts, using chemical flashpowder from fireworks rather than alchemicals, which might be ineffective against chaos.
 

 
  As of yet, he had no Plan C.
 

 
  “Damn scrolltowers,” he growled, crumpling the garbled message in his fist. “Guess that means we won’t be hearing an explanation from the Conclave of the Winds, either.”
 

 
  “That’s not a dragon, sir!” called one of the young men at the windows with a spyglass.
 

 
  “Come again, soldier?”
 

 
  “It’s too small by half, sir, and when I can get a glimpse through all the smoky shit… Yeah, those aren’t bones. It’s made to
  
   look
  
  like a dragon, but that isn’t a skeleton, it looks like carved…uh, what’s that shiny black rock? Volcanic glass?”
 

 
  “Obsidian,” said Timms.
 

 
  “Right, thanks, Sergeant. It’s a necromantic construct, sir. Like those things with the
  
   last
  
  chaos crisis.”
 

 
  “Good eye, soldier,” said Adjavegh. He had no idea how to put that information to use, yet, but more intel was always better. “Keep it up. Timms, what’s the status of the killbox?”
 

 
  “Squads still moving into position, sir. It’s slow getting through the catacombs, with all the civilians down there.”
 

 
  He gritted his teeth, but didn’t complain. It wasn’t safe to move troops aboveground, but this inconvenience was a sign that the measures in place to protect Veilgrad’s citizens were at least working. With the upper levels of the catacombs cleared and entrances to them in countless buildings across the city, people had fled below. Most had gone without even needing to be chivvied along. This was now city policy in response to emergencies like this; at Duchess Dufresne’s insistence, they had held
  
   drills.
  
  Bless that creepy woman’s foresight.
 

 
  Now, the city was almost eerily quiet, for all that parts of it were burning and dozens of buildings in various states of collapse. With everyone fled or fleeing underground, there were few screams, and even the alarm bells had gone silent—mostly because once people stopped shooting at it, the chaos dragon had gone after those. Only two of the belltowers were still standing, as they were mostly automated and the chaos effects caused by the dragon’s mere proximity had shorted out the enchantments running them before it felt the need to knock them down.
 

 
  Unfortunately, that left it with nothing to do but circle above the city, hunting for stragglers. Which it was now doing again, perched atop a trade hall and craning its neck this way and that.
 

 
  “What?” Timms burst out suddenly. “No,
  
   no.
  
  Who ordered— Stop them! You, get over there and shut that down!”
 

 
  Adjavegh turned to follow her furious stare even as another soldier darted to the steps. To his incredulous horror, he saw one of the mag cannon emplacements atop the nearest watchtower powering up and swiveling to take aim at the dragon. Some clicker-happy artilleryman apparently couldn’t resist the opportunity of the thing finally holding still.
 

 
  “Omnu’s hairy balls,” he breathed, seeing the inevitable unfold. He hadn’t given orders that the dragon not be fired upon with mag cannons; instead, he had disseminated the information that it was a chaos beast and presumed his soldiers knew what the
  
   fuck
  
  that meant, since every damn one of them had been trained on it. Allegedly. A running messenger wasn’t going to get down the stairs, across the battlements, and
  
   up
  
  the stairs in time…
 

 
  And didn’t. Everyone in the command center cringed half a minute later as the mag cannon discharged with a roar.
 

 
  It was a good shot. The barrel-thick beam of white light pierced the sky above the city and nailed the target dead-on—or would have, had it not been a chaos dragon. Several yards before the point of impact the beam itself dissolved, spraying the dragon with a heavy dusting of snowflakes. A solid coating of ice formed across the rooftop on which it sat, and then the ice burst into flame. A mag cannon burst contained a
  
   lot
  
  of magic for chaos to randomly distort. Adjavegh supposed it could have been a lot worse.
 

 
  Not that it wasn’t plenty bad enough. The dragon shook itself furiously and roared, it’s eerie voice like nails upon a blackboard. Then, turning its blazing chromatic eyes upon the barracks from which the shot had come, it launched itself into the air and came winging right at them.
 

 
  “Colonel!” Adjavegh turned to Timms just in time to catch the battlestaff she tossed at him. She was holding another herself. The two locked eyes for a second, and then he nodded. There was no need to communicate more.
 

 
  Staff fire wouldn’t do much to help them, but if it was time to die for their Emperor, they would go down shooting. Across the command post, other officers and enlisted were drawing sidearms or equipping themselves from the weapon racks. There really wasn’t time for more than that, not even evacuating the tower.
 

 
  It was a damn shame, Adjavegh reflected as time seemed to slow around them with the chaos dragon bearing down. He’d been skeptical of having an Eserite as his personal aide—you didn’t get many of them in the military—but Timms was the best he’d ever had. A con artist’s approach to logistics meant his soldiers got what they needed, regardless of what ImCom had decided to send where, and she had a deft hand at navigating Veilgrad’s peculiar local politics. Timms would’ve made a damn fine officer in time, if she wasn’t poached by Intelligence first.
 

 
  Plus, now he wouldn’t get to tar and feather whatever absolute driveling moron had fired that cannon. That was a regret, too.
 

 
  “Gentlemen, ladies,” the Colonel said, raising the battlestaff to his shoulder and keeping his eyes fixed upon the apparition of smoke and black bone surging toward them, “I am honored to have served with every one of you.
  
   For the Emperor!”
  
 

 
  Then an explosion burst in midair directly next to the dragon, sending it tumbling away over the city walls and shattering windows and rooftiles in a four-block radius.
 

 
  While the soldiers gaped from their command post, the dragon recovered, pirouetting in midair to face this new threat, and immediately being peppered by a series of purple-black streaks, all of which misfired in some manner upon impacting it. They fizzled, careened off-course, transformed into bursts of fire or clumps of dirt, even a flurry of flower petals. Enough of those effects were painful to fully distract their target from the barracks.
 

 
  The dragon pivoted on a wingtip, diving at another rooftop. Adjavegh saw a blot of darkness swell seconds before its impact, and then the beast was under attack from another direction as it investigated the crushed roof under its claws. An orange summoning circle appeared in midair and out of it hurtled a chunk of black stone.
  
   That
  
  was apparently not magic; it hit the beast hard enough to send it tumbling off into the street below.
 

 
  Once it burst into the air again, another series of shadowbolts seized its attention and it went haring off in a new direction.
 

 
  “What in the
  
   hell?”
  
  Adjavegh lowered his staff in disbelief.
 

 
  “Sir!” exclaimed the soldier with the spyglass, “it’s the Duchess!”
 

 
  “The
  
   vampire?”
  
 

 
  “No, sir, the other Duchess. The new one!”
 

 
  “The—wait, the
  
   warlock?
  
  What in blazes is the woman thinking? No spellcaster can bring that thing down!”
 

 
  “No,” said Timms, “but she can herd it out of the city!”
 

 
  Indeed, the distant shape of Natchua Leduc was only visible now in the momentary surges of shadow as she vanished from one rooftop after another, continually firing her ineffective spells at the chaos dragon and goading it to chase her ever farther away. Toward the western walls, and the empty prairie beyond.
 

 
  Colonel Adjavegh had not been best pleased at the recent political developments. In his opinion, the last thing House Leduc needed was to continue existing, and his impression of Natchua herself was that she was an irascible brat whose primary talents were rabble-rousing and preening. It had certainly not pleased him to learn that she’d publicly cut a deal with the Black bloody Wreath just the night before. In this moment, he was forced to revise his opinion somewhat.
 

 
  “Avei’s grace,” he said grudgingly. “the girl may be an evil bitch, but if she’s going to be
  
   our
  
  evil bitch, I can live with it. All right, people, we’ve got a breather! The killbox and flashpowder plans are
  
   not
  
  to be discontinued in case it gets away from her and comes back. Timms, see if we can get some telescrolls through to Tiraas now that that damn thing’s leaving the area. Send physical messengers, too, through different city gates. Carriage
  
   and
  
  horse riders; worst case, something’s gotta slip through. Notify the evac squads there’s been high-level infernomancy cast above the streets and put together a cleansing team to get to work as soon as we have an all-clear.”
 

 
  He paused amid the flurry of activity his orders provoked, and then added another.
 

 
  “And I want the officer in command of that artillery post replaced and in a cell before I finish this sentence.”
 

 
  “On it, sir,” Timms said crisply, already scribbling on her clipboard and gathering two messengers with pointed jerks of her head.
 

 
  Adjavegh allowed himself a deep, steadying breath as he turned back to the western windows of his command post. In this day and age, one could forget that the oldest Imperial Houses were founded by adventurers. Modern nobles were the descendants of the people who had the fancy magic weapons looted from deepest dungeons and the skill and experience to
  
   use
  
  them. They made themselves rulers by stepping up and doing what was necessary during crises, when no one else had the will or the capability. Even the Leducs and Dufresnes had earned their position by conquering the greater part of the Stalrange on the Empire’s behalf. Having known his share of prissy aristocrats, he had assumed those days were long over.
 

 
  Instead, he now found time, and a need, to mutter a prayer for the warlock of Veilgrad.
 

 
  “Godspeed, you crazy witch. Give ‘im hell.”
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  She didn’t dare stop moving.
 

 
  The necro-drake reacted a lot like a demon, for all that there was no infernomancy in or around it and indeed, any such conventional magic would have disintegrated due to its innate chaos effects, as Natchua had been quick to observe. When attacked, it attacked back, predictable as clockwork. It had gone after everyone in Veilgrad who had fired spells at it, and only been dissuaded from dive-bombing the mag cannon emplacement because Natchua had intercepted it mid-attack. And like many species of demon, it had no strategy beyond rabid frontal assault. That was the good thing: leading the creature away from the city was as simple as hammering it with spells and shadow-jumping away to strike again before it could kill her in retaliation. It didn’t get tired and never wised up to her strategy, just kept coming after her. The beast was no dragon; it wasn’t sapient, and not even particularly clever as animals went. A bear or wolf would have long since given up and gone to do something less futile.
 

 
  That was the extent of the good news.
 

 
  Natchua had nothing with which to fight except magic, and against a creature of chaos, magic was
  
   useless.
  
  Worse than useless—some of the misfires caused by her infernal spells hammering the necro-drake could easily have rebounded on her devastatingly had she been standing closer, which of course was exactly why she kept herself at a distance (aside from the threat posed by the beast itself). Also why she only attacked with magical projectile spells, no energy beams or other effects that would make a connection between her and her target. Spells rebounded, disintegrated, fizzled, transformed into harmless puffs of mist or far less harmless bursts of fire and acid; it seemed each one found a new way to go wrong. They certainly weren’t doing the necro-drake any harm, for all that it clearly perceived her hostile intent and continued coming after her.
 

 
  She had worked out one trick so far which seemed to do the thing some damage, and was reluctant to use it. It was complex enough that only her elven speed
  
   and
  
  infernal mastery made it possible: she had to summon a fragment of native rock from Hell and use the inherent volatility of the dimensional transit to fling it at the necro-drake at high velocity, which was at least three individual things few warlocks could have done. Worse, that would leave infernally irradiated chunks of rock littering the landscape unless she took the time to both banish them back to Hell and siphon up the local infernal energy before it corrupted someone, two
  
   more
  
  feats that were beyond the average warlock’s ability and difficult enough even for Natchua that taking a few seconds to clean the mess she’d left in Veilgrad had nearly allowed the chaos monster to grab her. Thus, she wasn’t about to do that again, for all that it had been far more effective at harming her foe than any of her direct spells.
 

 
  Worst of all, what harm she
  
   did
  
  do was quickly reversed; the thing had some kind of innate healing ability. Amid all the constant misfires, there were now again explosions and conjured projectiles which struck the necro-drake, revealing that the craggy black glass of its skeleton was exactly as fragile as it seemed like it should be, but when broken its shards would immediately flow back into place.
 

 
  Infernomancy was the magic of destruction. All other things being equal, Natchua was certain she
  
   could
  
  destroy it through brute force alone; she had more than enough of that at her fingertips to compensate for any amount of rejuvenation. But things were not equal, and all her terrible power was good for nothing more than antagonizing it. That wasn’t nothing; she’d managed to lead it away from the city, out past the outlying towns and into the wide empty stretches of the Great Plains, leaving behind a trail of charred tallgrass, outcroppings of conjured rock, at least two mutated trees which had spontaneously grown from nothing, and an annoyingly whimsical variety of other lingering effects. Between constantly dancing ahead of the beast, checking the distance to make sure she wasn’t leading it toward a village or a woodkin grove (the Confederacy would
  
   really
  
  let her have it for that), and also doing her due diligence to make sure nothing being left behind was
  
   too
  
  dangerous, Natchua was rapidly becoming overextended. Even elven stamina wouldn’t enable her to keep this up forever, or for long. She needed a
  
   solution.
  
 

 
  And of course, the only thing she could come up with was the absolute last thing she ever wanted to do: prayer.
 

 
  “Hey,
  
   bitch!”
  
 

 
  Undoubtedly the Wreath had rituals for communing with their goddess as did any faith, and undoubtedly
  
   that
  
  wasn’t one. Natchua didn’t know them, though; Elilial had given her knowledge of infernal magic, not Elilinist ritual practice, and while there was overlap it didn’t extend to religious sacraments. But she was, after all, connected to the Queen of Hell on a personal level, and so she fell back on her own character and resorted to shouting at her. The necro-drake didn’t seem to take the yelling personally; it was already trying to slaughter her due to all the spellfire, so it wasn’t as if some harsh words would make a difference.
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m talking to you,” Natchua snapped aloud at the air as she stepped out of another swell of shadows twenty yards to the northwest of where the necro-drake was now clawing at the ground where she’d been standing a second before, and fired and short burst of shadowbolts right at its head to get the stupid thing’s attention. There was
  
   one
  
  factor that would make all the difference here, and only one person she could ask about it. “Paladins are supposed to be immune to chaos! That’s why they always
  
   send
  
  paladins when there’s a chaos event. I
  
   know
  
  you can do that, so why the
  
   fuck
  
  isn’t my magic working on this thing?”
 

 
  The thing in question emitted its spine-grating wail and vaulted through the air at her. Natchua peevishly launched a carriage-sized fireball right into its face and shadow-jumped out of range a split second before its claws reached her, already conjuring another flurry of shadowbolts to be discharged once she’d positioned herself to lead it farther toward the Golden Sea. If worse came to worst, maybe she could keep going long enough to lure the thing into there and just let it get lost?
 

 
  Of course, then there’d be no telling where or when it’d come back out…
 

 
  In all honestly Natchua had not really expected an answer. Thus, the surprise at receiving one caused her a moment’s hesitation that nearly proved fatal before she jumped away again, scowling at the amused voice that rang clearly inside her own head.
 

 
  
   Oh, Natchua, you do get yourself into the most interesting situations.
  
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s real fuckin’ cute,” she snarled. “Are you going to
  
   help
  
  me or not?”
 

 
  
   I believe you made it clear we would not have that kind of relationship, my dear. I acquiesced readily to those terms. You want nothing to do with me…unless you need help?
  
 

 
  She hammered the necro-drake with another huge fireball. Then a second, when the first fizzled out into a harmless puff of smoke seconds before impact. The follow-up spell detonated in a shockwave of kinetic force that sent her flying backwards and smashed the skeletal dragon into the ground.
 

 
  Natchua was back on her feet immediately, wincing and taking stock. Nothing broken; Professor Ezzaniel had taught her how to fall and her reflexes had been enough to compensate for the suddenness. She was nicely bruised all over, though, just from the force of the hit. The necro-drake stumbled drunkenly about, its bones re-forming right before her eyes.
 

 
  “And
  
   you,”
  
  she replied, straightening her sleeves, “said I could call on you for help when I needed it!”
 

 
  
   And you don’t need it. There is no need for you to continue fooling about with that thing. You can easily escape—even retrieve your family from Leduc Manor and go back to Mathenon until all this blows over.
  
 

 
  “It attacked
  
   my city!”
  
  she snarled, blasting the chaos beast with a particularly heavy shadowbolt. It transmuted into a three-second burst of choral song in four-point harmony, of all things, but at least that sufficed to get the monster’s attention. It came after her yet again, and she shadow-jumped deeper into the plains, heckling it with desultory spells to keep it interested while she focused on mobility and arguing with the recalcitrant deity in her head. “Protecting Veilgrad is my responsibility! That is not negotiable.”
 

 
  
   I will protect you if I must, Natchua, but not from the consequences of your own choices. Trust me, I know more of the history of House Leduc than you ever will, dear. No one will be surprised or even disappointed if you duck your head and sit this one out. Playing hero accomplishes nothing except to fluff your ego.
  
 

 
  “Oh, you evil—” It was doubtless for the best that she had to break off and jump repeatedly away as the monster came after her in a renewed frenzy; for a few moments she didn’t even have to fire back at it to hold its interest. Natchua ultimately made a longer shadow-jump, putting enough distance between herself and the necro-drake that it paused, looking around in confusion.
 

 
  Then she launched a seething kernel of hellfire into the air in a parabolic arc that came down directly on top of the beast. Before it drew close enough to be mangled by the chaos effect, she detonated the spell, causing another huge swath of tallgrass to be charred flat and the monster crushed into the ground. It instantly began trying to rise again, though it took several moments to regather itself sufficiently.
 

 
  This was not a winning strategy. She needed to
  
   kill
  
  this thing. She
  
   could
  
  kill it, of that she was absolutely certain, if only the stubborn goddess would lend her protection to Natchua’s spells.
 

 
  “I. Need. Your. Help.” Baring her teeth, she growled the admission with all the reluctance of her desperate predicament.
 

 
  The surge of amused laughter resounding her head made her right eyelid begin to twitch violently.
 

 
  
   Because I like you, Natchua dear, I’ll share with you a vital life lesson someone should really have made clear to you long before now: nobody cares what you want. They care what
  
  they
  
   want. Negotiation is the art of convincing others that meeting your needs will meet their own.
  
 

 
  She chewed on that almost literally, working her jaw and watching the necro-drake get its bearings. Despite the distance, she was the only visible landmark around them as by that point she’d taunted it far out onto the prairie. With a keening roar, it charged across the ground at her like a galloping bear rather than trying to fly.
 

 
  Natchua exploded the ground under it, sending it hurtling away. Unfortunately the monster had enough wit to recognize and abandon a doomed strategy, and came at her through the air again, forcing her to shadow-jump once more to avoid its dive. The interlude had bought her precious seconds to mull Elilial’s words.
 

 
  “Well, I’m not leaving,” she stated aloud. “Not until that thing is dead. If it kills me, you lose your anchor.”
 

 
  
   I like you, my dear, truly I do, and I’m willing to help you up to a point simply because I acknowledge how much I owe you. That doesn’t mean you have a blade to my throat, Natchua. You’ve bought me enough stability that if you insist on squandering your life,
  
  
   I have time to find a replacement. Your existence is not vital to me. Try again.
  
 

 
  She cursed a few times each in elvish, Tanglish, demonic and Glassian (Xyraadi was right, it was perversely gratifying to be obscene in such a pretty language). And then for a few minutes longer as Elilial laughed at her again and she had to dance once more with the necro-drake.
 

 
  
   It
  
  wasn’t getting tired. Natchua wasn’t either, yet, but she knew that would come before too much longer. She had already kept this up longer than a human spellcaster could, and even elven stamina had its limits.
 

 
  “This is your chance to redeem yourself,” she tried again, moving and firing ineffective spells while speaking. “With the truce in place, if you take action to protect—”
 

 
  
   It doesn’t work that way, not for creatures like me. You can have a redemption story because you’re a mortal woman. I am a goddess, a fixture of history. No one will believe I acted out of anything but self-interest.
  
 

 
  Natchua did not shriek in frustration, instead channeling her ire into a particularly vicious blast of infernal destruction. The spell disintegrated an instant before smashing into the necro-drake, instead showering it with a cloud of flower petals.
 

 
  She and it stared at one another in disbelief for a second. Then she zapped it again with a shadowbolt, and carried on evading its furious retaliation.
 

 
  “What do you
  
   want?”
  
  she demanded in desperation.
 

 
  More infuriating, wordless amusement.
  
   You’ve already hit on the real issue, and I have explained it to you further. Show me you can work that brain, Lady Leduc. Connect the dots and make this crusade of yours useful to me; you know exactly how. Do that, and I promise you’ll have your divine protection. And yes, you’re correct: with that, you
  
  can
  
   bring this thing down.
  
 

 
  It hit her in a burst, the way her own squirrelly schemes often did, the insight that told her what Elilial was hinting at but refused to say outright. And then she could only curse again, because she knew what she had to do.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  As distractions went, it wasn’t anyone’s best work, but Natchua figured it was pretty good for a spur-of-the-moment desperation spell. One of the basic summoning spells for katzil demons bound them to obey certain commands, and if carefully memorized and practiced beforehand could be employed to instantly summon a pre-bound flying, fire-breathing servitor to attack one’s enemies. That was one of the old standbys of the seasoned warlock. She was able to augment the base spell considerably, requiring only a few more seconds of conjuration, to compel one of the flying serpents to harass the chaos dragon while remaining out of reach and avoiding leading it toward any signs of civilization. Designing a binding to make it goad the necro-drake toward the Golden Sea proved more intricate than she could manage while casting by the seat of her pants, but hopefully this would distract it long enough to buy her a few precious minutes.
 

 
  Natchua returned to Veilgrad in a series of jumps rather than directly just to lay a pattern of wards across the general path back, to warn her of the necro-drake’s return if it came back to the city after finishing off her enhanced katzil, which even optimistically she didn’t think would keep it busy for long. Most of them might not help, as the thing might not fly in a straight line and infernal wards had a starkly limited radius of sensitivity, but close to the city walls she swiftly set up three wide arcs that should give her a few seconds of forewarning if it returned.
 

 
  From there, it was just a matter of shadow-jumping to the last place she’d seen her quarry and stretching out her senses. They were adept at concealing their presence from magical detection, even from her, but had little recourse against the ears of an elf. Natchua hated opening herself up this way in a city—even subdued as it was, Veilgrad was still painfully noisy, and the amount of screams and weeping she could hear made her heart clench.
 

 
  Finally, though, something went right. It worked, and she found them not far at all from the rooftop on which their smoking barbecue still stood, abandoned.
 

 
  The collected Black Wreath were making their way three abreast through a wide alley toward the mountainside gate of the city, and slammed to a stop with a series of muffled curses when her final shadow-jump placed her directly in their path.
 

 
  “You’re going on foot?” Natchua demanded. “Well, whatever, I’m glad I caught up with you.”
 

 
  “Excuse me, lady, but not everyone’s crazy enough to shadow-jump in the presence of a chaos effect,” Embras retorted.
 

 
  “It’s arcane teleportation that’ll fuck you up if you do it anywhere near chaos. Shadow-jumping is
  
   relatively
  
  safe, so long as you don’t actually jump
  
   into
  
  the source.”
 

 
  “You may have forgotten,” Vanessa said icily, “but we have particular reason to be leery of anything chaos-adjacent.”
 

 
  “Right.” Natchua drew in a deep breath, steeling herself.
  
   That
  
  was the worst possible segue into her next argument, but she didn’t have the luxury of time to finagle this conversation back around. “I need your help to take that thing down.”
 

 
  Mogul, Vanessa, and about half a dozen of the others outright laughed in her face. Which, she supposed, wasn’t the worst reaction she could have expected.
 

 
  “Bye, Natchua,” Mogul said, shaking his head and stepping forward and one side as if to brush past her. “Good luck with that.”
 

 
  Natchua reached to to press her hand against the cold brick wall, barring his path. “We made a
  
   deal,
  
  Embras.”
 

 
  “No part of our deal involved
  
   us
  
  committing outright suicide,” he shot back, his expression collapsing into a cold scowl. “Don’t pretend what you’re asking is anything else. Remember when you handed me that oh so helpfully collated binder of yours? You said in
  
   particular
  
  to avoid chaos-related issues until everything else was wrapped up. If you intend to make this a stipulation of our arrangement…deal’s off.”
 

 
  In the back of her head, Natchua felt one of her outlying wards disintegrate as proximity to a chaos effect unraveled it. The beast was coming back. Time grew ever shorter.
 

 
  She had to inhale once fully to compose herself. Mogul being recalcitrant and petty in the middle of a crisis was just
  
   begging
  
  to be screamed at and belabored, but Natchua had a suspicion that was exactly the reaction he was fishing for, the perfect excuse to blow her off. As she had just been reminded, he didn’t care what she wanted to begin with. People cared about their own interests. She had to put this in the right way…
 

 
  “This is your
  
   one
  
  chance,” Natchua said aloud, not a hundred percent sure where she was going but riding the sense that some subconscious part of her knew what it was doing; that approach had mostly led her to success so far. “The Wreath have always talked a big game about how you’re really in the business of protecting the world—”
 

 
  “From demons,” Rupi interrupted, “not chaos.”
 

 
  “—but the last time there was an incident like this in Veilgrad, your
  
   help
  
  was blatantly self-serving and only caused more problems.
  
   This
  
  is the moment when you can prove you mean your own rhetoric. Fight to protect this city, and it
  
   will
  
  be remembered.”
 

 
  Mogul, expression skeptical, opened his mouth to reply, but Natchua pressed on, overriding his intended interruption.
 

 
  “This is the
  
   only
  
  chance! Running away is not the neutral action here, it will sink your prospects
  
   permanently.
  
  We’re at a unique moment in history: Elilial is at peace with the Pantheon, the Wreath has official sponsorship from Imperial nobility, and you’ve been winnowed down to a fragment of a remnant. Elilial’s name will be mud for centuries to come, no matter what she’s done now, she’s been the universal enemy of civilization for so long. But
  
   you
  
  are at a moment, the only moment you’ll get, when you can prove you have
  
   changed
  
  and people just might start to believe it. This can either be the rebirth of the Black Wreath, or its final slide into obscurity.
 

 
  “That thing reacts like a demon; you
  
   know
  
  how to deal with demons. Magic isn’t effective against it, but it’ll attack anything that attacks it, however futile the spell is. Mages can’t reliably teleport around it, but with shadow-jumping you can stay mobile, get it to chase you away.
  
   I
  
  did it, and I’m just one person; a whole group can watch each other’s backs and pull it out of range of the city.
  
   Only warlocks can do this.
  
  It’s not just your reputation on the line here, but the future of infernomancy itself! I don’t even need you to take it down!
  
   I
  
  can do that, but I need someone to buy me time to prepare the spells I need.”
 

 
  They were silent, now. Another ward went dark—much farther inward. To judge by the position, the necro-drake wasn’t returning in a straight line, but it was definitely coming this way.
  
   Fast.
  
 

 
  “Help me,” Natchua said urgently, “and you can change…everything. This is your chance to make a new future, where the Wreath and Elilial can be
  
   part
  
  of the world instead of pushed into the shadows. Throw this chance away, and you won’t get another.”
 

 
  Slowly, Mogul shook his head. “I can respect your passion, Natchua, but not enough to die for it.”
 

 
  Then the chaos beast crashed through her outer string of wards arcing past Veilgrad’s western walls, then the next, and time was up. Natchua snarled at him and vanished in a swell of shadow, already cursing to herself when she rematerialized on the plains outside just as the necro-drake, roaring, crashed through her final line of wards and nearly reached the walls. She immediately snared it with a colossal tentacle of shadow—which, for a wonder, actually did snare it, as the purple-black tendril of energy solidified into a huge structure of glass upon contact with the chaos effect. It immediately shattered, of course, but it had been enough to interrupt the monster’s flight and send it flopping awkwardly to the ground just outside the gates.
 

 
  She was already hammering it with fireballs and shadowbolts before it could get up, and retreated in a series of small shadow-jumps even as the necro-drake regained its bearings and came after her, howling in outrage. The whole time, she never stopped cursing.
 

 
  This development not only sank her best idea, but her Plan B as well. With a promise of a paladin’s resistance to chaos and accomplices to buy her a few minutes to put her plan into action, she was certain she could kill the monster. Failing that, there were
  
   other
  
  paladins, and Natchua was certain they’d come running for something like this.
 

 
  And had it been several hours ago, she could’ve shadow-jumped right to Madouri Manor and collected them. But
  
   now
  
  all three were neck-deep in major political actions in their own temples—structures with ancient and powerful wards that prevented her shadow-jumping, to to mention basically all of her magic, currently swarmed with dozens if not hundreds of people each who’d be demanding the paladins’ attention, and staffed by clerics who were unlikely to be impressed by her noble title and would probably become overtly hostile at the first hint of infernomancy. Untangling that could take, potentially…hours.
 

 
  Natchua had just learned that she could distract this thing for, at best, a few minutes at a time. She was officially on her own. Which left the backup plan: stay alive long enough to goad it for hundreds of miles until they reached the Golden Sea and try to lose it there. That would be kicking the problem down the road, and probably not by more than a few days, not to mention guaranteeing it was uncertain where it would come back out again. But at least it would buy enough time for the paladins to rally, and the Empire to throw something together. Tiraas ran mostly on arcane magic, but its resources were unfathomable. Surely Imperial Command could come up with
  
   something.
  
 

 
  That was a hope for later, though. For now, she had her task in front of her.
 

 
  Cursing didn’t take much energy, so she didn’t stop even as she retraced her steps, past the wreckage and peculiar stains left by her
  
   last
  
  try to leading the necro-drake away from Veilgrad. Having to cover the same ground, in the same exhausting way, made it all feel so…futile.
 

 
  But Natchua Leduc did not stop fighting in the face of futility. She cussed at futility and smashed it with shadow-bolts. So that was what she did.
 

 
  The surviving spires of Veilgrad were still within view when suddenly infernal magic swelled around her. In the next second, the skies were filled with demons.
 

 
  Katzils swarmed the necro-drake, distracting it from Natchua’s own attacks and earning her a reprieve. They fared
  
   poorly,
  
  of course, dramatically dying just by coming too close, to say nothing of what happened if it got its claws on one. But there were dozens of them, and they were being directed to spray it with green fire from the maximum possible distance. Better yet, they whirled around the monster, attacking it from all directions, which sent it into a confused frenzy. The necro-drake whirled like a dog chasing its tail, snapping and slashing, and demons perished, but for the moment, they held its attention.
 

 
  Natchua took the opportunity to turn around and stare incredulously at the assembled warlocks who had just appeared behind her.
 

 
  “Did you
  
   seriously
  
  just do that so you could make a dramatic entrance?” she demanded. “Are you
  
   bards
  
  now? No, wait, never mind, what am I saying? Bards would never do something so cliché.”
 

 
  “Excuse you, bards wallow in cliché like pigs in their own filth,” Embras Mogul retorted, grinning at her. “Anyway, no, we obviously had to discuss our options without
  
   you
  
  hovering around to overhear and put in your two pennies’ worth. Fact is, Natchua, you made a compelling case, but you are also just about the last person we trust. There’s a general feeling, here, that you’re as likely as not to be planning to double-cross us at the first opportunity. It was Vanessa who pointed out that we’ve got a pretty good handle on your numerous character flaws. And not only are you too generally bullheaded to be duplicitous, if there is
  
   one
  
  thing we can rely on you to do, it’s keep going after an enemy long after all sense and reason should tell you to drop it and leave well enough alone.”
 

 
  Despite herself, despite everything, Natchua found herself grinning as he spoke, and finally barked an involuntary laugh.
 

 
  “Besides,” Vanessa added, “since we’re apparently not allowed to murder
  
   you,
  
  pummeling the hell out of a chaos creature sounds
  
   fucking
  
  cathartic.”
 

 
  “I’ve never been so glad to see a bunch of assholes in my life,” Natchua replied. “Just…stay moving. This is no time for grandiose schemes or clever plots, you need to be agile and think on the go. The monster isn’t hard to trick as long as you don’t get too cocky. Keep in motion, watch each other’s backs, and keep it distracted and agitated. Be foxes, not spiders.”
 

 
  “I am not losing any more of my people because of you,” Mogul warned. “If someone’s injured or we collectively get too tired to keep on, we’re pulling out. However long that takes, that’s how long you’ve got to put together whatever you’re planning.”
 

 
  Natchua glanced behind her. The necro-drake was still tearing apart the katzils; it was getting close to finishing them off. Any second it might decide the assembled warlocks were a more tempting target than a mere handful of swarming demons.
 

 
  “I’ll be as fast as I can manage,” she promised. “I will
  
   not
  
  abandon you. Just hold out for a few minutes. And Mogul—”
 

 
  He held up a hand. “Don’t say it. Just get to work, Duchess. If we’re all still alive in an hour, I plan to gloat at length.”
 

 
  “Here’s hoping,” she said, and called the darkness to carry her away to another broad, flat stretch of tallgrass, unmarred by habitation or any sign of combat, leaving the Black Wreath to tangle with the monster.
 

 
  Before she could even start work, the resonant voice sounded in her head.
 

 
  
   A deal’s a deal. You’ll have your divine protection.
  
 

 
  “Good,” Natchua said curtly, pushing up her sleeves. “Now, I’ll also need spell formulae to confer that protection into the binding element of a demonic summoning. Damned if I’m gonna be the
  
   only
  
  one in this relationship earning my keep.”
 

 
  The dark goddess’s delighted laughter echoed in her mind as she began casting.
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  Tendrils of shadow rose beneath her, twining together into a great twisted trunk and entangling her legs, and lifted Natchua straight up. She rose to a solid twenty feet in height, balanced perfectly in the tentacles’ grasp, until she judged that a sufficient altitude to do what she needed. Off to the south, beyond the range of human senses, she could see the necro-drake thrashing about and erratically charging in different directions as its new targets teased and tormented it from all sides. The green blotches of elven groves were barely visible to her in other directions—close enough the woodkin shaman would undoubtedly be aware of the large-scale infernomancy that was about to be performed on this spot. Hopefully they’d do as woodkin usually did: duck their heads and wait it out rather than taking action. The last thing she needed was nosy shamans disrupting her casting, to say nothing of what would happen if they appealed to the Confederacy and brought more of those damned Highguard.
 

 
  Projecting steady streams of fire from her palms, Natchua quickly sketched out two huge spell circles, establishing only the basic boundaries to delineate their overall purpose, then paused to survey her work before getting down to refining the specific—rather elaborate—details this was going to need. For a moment, she considered a third, then thought better of it. Two should be plenty.
 

 
  Next was supplies. In quick surges of shadow, she summoned from Leduc Manor the extra materials necessary for this that she hadn’t carried on her person: a selection of power crystals, enchanting dusts of three distinct grades, and finally, two bemused succubi.
 

 
  “What the f— ” Melaxyna broke off and clapped a hand over her eyes. “Well, at least she’s not
  
   dead,
  
  I was more than half convinced…”
 

 
  “What kind of bassackward nowhere is
  
   this
  
  supposed to be?” Kheshiri complained, peering about at the vacant prairie. “You never take me anywhere nice.”
 

 
  Both demons fell silent as they caught sight of the sprawling circles burned into the ground to either side of their arrival point, the nearby stalks of tallgrass still smoking. In eerie unison, their expressions changed to a matching look of tremulous uncertainty as they recognized what she was about to do and basic pragmatism rebelled at the implications, while their Vanislaad attraction to carnage
  
   reveled
  
  in them.
 

 
  “Have you
  
   finally
  
  lost your last vestiges of sense?” Melaxyna demanded. Kheshiri just began squealing and giggling. After that first moment of uncertainty, they seemed to have taken off in opposite directions, almost as if they’d planned it.
 

 
  “Enough!” Natchua barked from atop her shadow-tendril perch. “I do not have
  
   time
  
  to argue; either you trust me or you don’t. I need those circles charged. You both understand the proper lines to augment with enchanting dust and the runic nexi where power crystals will need to be placed. Each of you pick a circle and get to work. Double-check with me if you have
  
   any
  
  questions, but otherwise no dawdling! We have one chance to save Veilgrad.”
 

 
  Kheshiri instantly snapped her wings out, snatching up a bag of enchanting dust and swooping off to begin tracing glittering purple lines around the perimeter of one of the circles. Melaxyna hesitated for two full seconds, just long enough Natchua feared the succubus was about to rebel at this. But then she just shook her head, gathered up an armful of power crystals and launched herself at the other circle, muttering under her breath. Even Kheshiri wouldn’t have been able to make out any words at that distance, but Natchua of course heard her clearly.
 

 
  “Hell with it, either I trust the little freak or everything’s twice-fucked anyway. She hasn’t ended the world yet.”
 

 
  Natchua forbore comment outwardly, though she spared a moment to hope that remark didn’t prove prophetic. Then she resumed firing jets of flame into the ground, carefully avoiding both swooping succubi and searing the finer details of her summoning circles into place. The Wreath would hold the line for a while, but the clock was ticking.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Despite his dire commentary on their situation, Rogrind seemed in little hurry to remedy it. Of course, as he subsequently pointed out when she complained, they
  
   were
  
  a short walk from one of the province’s main highways, and with an iota of luck, could there flag down a lift to Tiraas. In the absolute worst case scenario, they’d have to walk to Madouris, which was closer; in nicer weather that would have been merely tiring and time-consuming. At present, it would be a very unpleasant slog through the thick snow, though Rogrind insisted he had enough of his resistance potions to tide them both over. Which did nothing to make the prospect appealing to Rasha, who was already not enjoying standing here in the snow while he fussed over the ruins of his carriage.
 

 
  She understood his purpose, of course, for all that it was no concern of hers and thus annoying. A custom carriage outfitted by Svennish intelligence contained all sorts of goodies his agency wouldn’t want falling into the hands of anyone who might come to investigate this wreck. Already Rogrind had pried loose multiple concealed devices and made enough of them disappear to reveal he had potent bag-of-holding enchantments on multiple pockets. Including, she noticed with amusement, the vehicle registry plates. Undoubtedly those wouldn’t lead
  
   directly
  
  to the Svenheim embassy, but Imperial Intelligence would take one look at what had happened to this carriage and begin tracking everything as far as its substantial resources would allow.
 

 
  “Oh, that’s
  
   real
  
  subtle,” she scoffed as Rogrind very carefully uncorked a vial from his apparently substantial alchemy kit and poured its contents over a console which had been hidden beneath the driver’s seat. Most of its dials were shattered anyway, but the thing itself must have been distinctive. At least before the metal had begun to dissolve under the potent acid with which he was now dousing it. “I’m more nobody’s gonna have any questions about
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “Obviously,” the dwarf replied without looking up, continuing to be unperturbed by her disapproval, “the best technique is to avoid notice entirely. When that fails, it can suffice to ensure that there remains nothing
  
   to
  
  notice. Alas, this is somewhat more labor-intensive, and less likely to succeed. In the business one must not expect the fates to align in one’s favor.”
 

 
  “Can’t see, don’t see, won’t see,” she agreed. The dwarf sighed softly but said nothing, and Rasha gleefully filed that away. He didn’t
  
   like
  
  being reminded that the Thieves’ Guild’s work was very similar to his own. There was more amusement to be leveraged from that, surely. “While we’re standing around making small talk anyway, what are you still doing in Tiraas at all? I’d’ve figured you’d be reassigned as
  
   hell
  
  after your cover got blown last year.”
 

 
  “An agent whose identity is not known has many uses,” he explained, still outwardly calm. “An agent whose identity
  
   is
  
  known in his country of operation has other, specific ones. In particular when one operates opposite skilled players like Quentin Vex, it is vastly useful to have obvious targets for him to follow around. There are no wins or losses in the great game, Rasha, merely changes upon the board. Hm.”
 

 
  “Something wrong?” He’d stopped pouring, as a faint light had begun to flicker on one of the surviving pieces of the instrument panel he was destroying. Rogrind hesitated before continuing his work, quickly drizzling acid over that, too, and snuffing it out.
 

 
  “No more wrong than we should expect, I think. Apparently we are being tracked by means of fae magic.”
 

 
  “Hm,” she echoed, frowning. There were tradeoffs in fae versus arcane divination; fae tracking was all but impossible to deflect or evade, but so inherently imprecise that it was often not more useful than more vulnerable but specific arcane scrying. “Friend or foe?”
 

 
  “Sadly, we would need an actual practitioner to determine that. The simple ability to detect fae attention via a passive enchantment is state of the art. By your leave, I believe we should adopt a cautious posture, in any case.”
 

 
  “Leave granted.”
 

 
  He took great care to re-cork the bottle which had contained acid and wipe it off on the surviving upholstery before stowing it away. Rasha would’ve just discarded the bottle on the grounds that any idiot would be able to discern what had happened here and one more piece of glass wouldn’t tell them anything, but then again, thieves and spies weren’t so similar that they had exactly the same training. Only when that was done did he produce a device made to look like a pocketwatch—a standard deception, Glory had over a dozen enchanted devices set in watch casings—and flipped it open.
 

 
  Whatever it was, the information it contained instantly changed the dwarf’s mood.
 

 
  
   “Hide,”
  
  he hissed, already turning and bolting. Rasha’s only instincts were trained enough to set her into motion before she bothered to ask questions. For a dwarf, Rogrind was amazingly agile, but she was still faster, and so managed to beat him to the shelter of one of the angled sheets of rock Schwartz had summoned out of the ground last year. Funny how things worked out; for all she knew, this was the second time she’d taken shelter behind this particular bulwark.
 

 
  “What is it?” Rasha breathed once they were concealed. Rogrind still had his device out; she snuck a peek over his shoulder but couldn’t make heads or tails of the multiple tiny dials set into its face.
 

 
  “We’re about to have company,” he whispered. “An arcane translocation signal just activated in this vicinity.”
 

 
  “Scrying?”
 

 
  “No such luck, this is for teleportation.”
 

 
  “Shit,” she whispered. It might not be bad; Rasha’s friends would definitely be looking for her by now. Off the top of her head, though, she didn’t know of anyone in her inner circle who could teleport. Then again, Trissiny knew all sorts of wacky people, and Glory knew
  
   everyone.
  
  She looked at the very clear tracks the two of them had made through the snow right to their hiding spot and grimaced, noting Rogrind doing the same.
 

 
  He pulled out another vial, drank half, and handed the rest to her. Rasha downed it without asking, and he immediately tugged her arm, beckoning her to follow. They set off to another position behind a large hunk of fallen masonry—this time leaving behind no traces in the snow. That was some
  
   good
  
  alchemy; thanks to Glory’s tutelage, Rasha had some idea what potions like that cost. It stood to reason an intelligence agent would have resources, but she hadn’t realized Svenheim made such heavy use of potions. That information was worth taking back to the Guild.
 

 
  Even as they moved, a shrill whine like a very out-of-season mosquito began to resonate at the very edge of her hearing, growing steadily louder. No sooner had the pair ducked behind their new concealment than sparks of blue light began to flicker in the air over by the carriage’s wreck. It was but another second before a bright flash blazed across the ruins, and then over a dozen people materialized.
 

 
  Rasha did not curse again, though she wanted to. These were
  
   not
  
  friendlies.
 

 
  By far the majority were soldiers in crisp uniforms, with battlestaves at the ready; they instantly spread out, forming a perimeter around their landing zone and several detaching themselves from the formation to cover the wrecked carriage and the body of Sister Lanora. Rasha didn’t recognize those uniforms. They were white, vaguely resembling Silver Legion formal dress, but their insignia was a golden ankh over the breast. She’d thought the Holy Legionnaires only wore that ridiculously pompous armor, but one of the other parties present revealed the troops could not be anyone else.
 

 
  Glory had insisted all her apprentices attend occasional services at the Universal Church, simply for the sake of being exposed to polite society. It was not the first time she had seen him, thus, but his presence
  
   here
  
  threw everything Rasha thought she understood into disarray. Archpope Justinian
  
   never
  
  left the safety of his power base in the Cathedral. And why would he? There, he was all but invulnerable, even against the countless factions and powerful individuals he had spent the last few years industriously antagonizing. Yet, there he was, his powerful build and patrician features unmistakable, behind a golden shield which had flashed into place around him the instant he’d arrived.
 

 
  Rasha snuck a glance at Rogrind, who was staring at the new arrivals with the closed expression of an observant man determined to take in all possible data and reveal none in turn.
 

 
  “Ugh!” shouted one of the other people with the Archpope, a stoop-shouldered individual bundled up as if against an Athan’Khar winter rather than a clear day in the Tira Valley. “These conditions are totally unacceptable!”
 

 
  “Unfortunately, Rector, this is what we have to work with,” Justinian replied, his mellifluous voice utterly calm. “I apologize, but I must rely on your skill to overcome the inconvenience. This is the last place Lanora’s spirit existed upon the mortal plane, and distance from it makes the task more difficult. Seconds and inches are precious. Nassir, is that…?”
 

 
  “Think so, your Holiness,” reported one of the soldiers, straightening from where he’d been kneeling at the very edge of the bloodstained patch of snow. The man’s face was hard, but Justinian’s grumpy companion took one look at the remains of Sister Lanora and was noisily sick into the nearest snowdrift. “No other bodies nearby, and she’s wearing Purist gear. Unfortunately her face is…gone.”
 

 
  The Archpope, perhaps fittingly, was made of sterner stuff. His expression was deeply grave as he joined the soldier and gazed down at the body, but he did not flinch or avert his eyes. “What terrible damage. I don’t believe I have ever seen the like. It’s almost as if…”
 

 
  “It looks like something triggered small explosions
  
   inside
  
  her body,” Nassir said, scowling deeply. “In the head, and look, there in the side. That wound would’ve been inflicted first. The head wound would be instantly lethal, so there’s no point in attacking again after that.”
 

 
  “Have you seen such injuries before, Nassir?”
 

 
  “Not in person, your Holiness. I’ve been briefed on the like, though, in the Army. Not sure anything I’ve heard of would’ve done it
  
   here,
  
  though. Some fairies are known to do nasty things like this, but nothing that lives this close to the capital. And of course, if you see unusually ugly wounds, infernomancy is always a suspicion…”
 

 
  “There has been nothing of the kind done upon this spot in many years,” Justinian stated, raising his head to slowly direct his frown across the scenery. “At this range, I would sense it even under the Black Wreath’s concealment.”
 

 
  The soldier nodded. “That leaves arcane attack spells. They exist.
  
   Very
  
  illegal, though. The Wizards’ Guild and the Salyrites both prohibit such craft.”
 

 
  A moment of contemplative silence fell.
 

 
  And then, a hand came to rest on Rasha’s shoulder, causing her to jump.
 

 
  “Go on, say it,” breathed a new voice next to her.
  
   “Ask him.”
  
 

 
  She just barely managed to stay silent, turning to gawk at the man who had appeared from nowhere between her and Rogrind: the waiter from the cafe who had warned her and Zafi of the Purist ambush. He was even still in his askew tuxedo, the cravat untied and hanging unevenly down his chest. Now, he was watching the scene unfolding before them with the wide-eyed eagerness of a child at a play.
 

 
  Then she noticed that Rogrind had slumped, unconscious, to the ground, face-down in the snow.
 

 
  “What of a Thieves’ Guild hedge mage?” Justinian asked, and the waiter began cackling aloud in sheer glee. Rasha frantically tried to shush him without adding to the noise herself.
 

 
  “They…would be very hesitant to do such a thing, your Holiness,” the soldier named Nassir answered, his voice slowed with thought. Amazingly, neither he nor any of the others appeared to notice the gleeful hooting coming from Rasha’s hiding place. “The legal authorities would investigate any such thing, and possibly get Imperial Intelligence involved. Plus, if the Guild were feeling particularly cruel, they’d do something that would kill far more painfully and slowly. As deaths go, it doesn’t get much more merciful than the sudden loss of the entire brain. It’s not in their nature to risk official attention for something that gains them so little. Still,” he added pensively, “if I had to list mages who might
  
   know
  
  spellcraft like this, a back-alley Guild caster would top the list, even if they were hesitant to use it in practice. For example, this could be a vicious repurposing of a lock-breaking spell.”
 

 
  “Oh, relax,” Rasha’s new companion chuckled, patting her on the head as the conversation over Lanora’s corpse continued. “They can’t hear or see us, I took care of that. Also your dwarf buddy here. Don’t worry about him, he’ll be fine; he’s just taking a nap. We’re about to see some shit that he really doesn’t need to, is all. You’ll have to convey my apologies when he wakes up.”
 

 
  There were just too many questions; she settled on one almost at random. “Who the hell
  
   are
  
  you?!”
 

 
  The man turned to meet her gaze, still wearing a cocky half-grin. And for just an instant, he let the veil slip, just by a fraction.
 

 
  Weight and sheer
  
   power
  
  hammered at her consciousness as Rasha locked eyes with an intelligence as far beyond her own as the sun was beyond a candle. It was just for the barest fraction of a second, but it was enough to cause her to sit down hard in the snow.
 

 
  Before them, Justinian raised his head suddenly like a hound catching a scent, and once more turned in a slow circle, studying his surroundings with a frown.
 

 
  “Easy, there, Rasha,” Eserion said kindly, helping her back up. “I know you’ve had a pisser of a day already, but stay with me; you really need to see this next bit. Moments like this are rare, and you’ll almost never get forewarning of them, much less a front-row seat. We’re about to watch the world change right out from under us.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  One of the worst things about Natchua was that she was sometimes extremely right.
 

 
  The Black Wreath didn’t
  
   fight;
  
  at most they laid ambushes. They contained, and that only after preparing the ground ahead of them to the best of their ability, luring their prey exactly where they wanted it before striking. Whether putting down loose demons, rogue warlocks, or their own traitors, it was simply not their way to engage in a frontal assault. Maybe, occasionally, the
  
   appearance
  
  of one after setting up the scene with the most exacting care, but actually fighting? Hurling themselves into the fray with spell and weapon and their own lifeblood on the line? It simply wasn’t done. It was not Elilial’s way.
 

 
  
   Be foxes, not spiders.
  
 

 
  The damnable thing was that their usual approach absolutely would not have worked here. The necro-drake was very much like a demon in how predictably it reacted, but there was a lot they could
  
   do
  
  about demons. Against this thing, their spells were simply not able to make a lasting impact. The mission wasn’t even to destroy or contain it, but only to keep it busy. There was nothing for it but to fight.
 

 
  Embras Mogul wasn’t particularly surprised at how satisfying it was to simply let loose with all his destructive skill at an enemy, nor how the other survivors of his cult were clearly finding the same liberating vigor in it. After all they’d been through, it was only natural. He
  
   was
  
  rather surprised to find out that they were, in fact, pretty good at it.
 

 
  They knew each other intuitively, with the intimacy of long cooperation and bonds forged in suffering. The Wreath moved in small groups, noting and reacting to one another so intuitively it felt like pure instinct. One trio would vanish as the necro-drake dived at them, and others would pummel it from multiple directions with shadowbolts, forcing the increasingly frustrated monster to whirl about and struggle to
  
   pick
  
  a target while under attack from all sides, only to be thwarted again when its chosen victims vanished into their own conjured darkness when it even tried to get close.
 

 
  The poor thing was actually rather dumb. It never improved its strategy, just got progressively sloppier as going on and on without making any progress made it ever more angry.
 

 
  It wasn’t as if they were making progress, either, but the difference was they were having
  
   fun.
  
  For once, the shoe was on the other foot: after a string of debacles and defeats, they were the cats tormenting the mouse and not the other way around. Embras kept an eye on the others every moment he could spare his attention from the necro-drake, watching for injury or signs of fatigue, but rather than growing tired, he saw his compatriots having more fun than he’d seen them have in years. Some, like Hiroshi, seemed to have fallen into a trancelike state of flow, concentrating in apparent serenity on their spells and tactics, while others were smiling,
  
   grinning
  
  with savage vindication as they did what no responsible warlocks ever allowed themselves to do: poured unrestrained destruction at their target.
 

 
  It was, as Vanessa had said, cathartic. And he was a little afraid of what it might mean for the future, perhaps more than he was of the inept monstrosity trying to slaughter them all. It was going to be…a letdown, going back to their usual ways after this burst of sheer release. If they even
  
   could.
  
  Was there still a place for the Wreath as it was in the world? And if not, how big a mistake was it to tie their fates to
  
   Natchua
  
  of all bloody people?
 

 
  Despite his misgivings, Mogul was having such a grand time shadow-jumping about and hammering the chaos best with infernal carnage that his immediate reaction to the sudden end of the exercise was a surge of pure disappointment. In the next moment, as he beheld the nature of that end, his emotional response felt more…complex.
 

 
  The sound that echoed suddenly across the prairie brought stillness, as warlocks and necro-drake alike all stopped what they were doing and turned to stare. It was a terrible noise rarely heard on the mortal plane, and always a herald of catastrophe: a low sibilance that was like a hiss, if a hiss was a roar, a sound that was at once subtly slender and deafening.
 

 
  The necro-drake’s bony face was unable to convey expression, but somehow, its body language as it turned to confront this new threat showed shock, even a hint of fear. It crouched, letting its wings fall to the sides, and lowered its head.
 

 
  Embras Mogul, meanwhile, suddenly sat down in the tallgrass, laughing his head off.
 

 
  Vanessa appeared next to him in a swell of shadow. “You know, I think we may have miscalculated, allying ourselves with that girl.”
 

 
  “She doesn’t do anything halfway, does she?” Rupi added, coming to join them on foot. “Bloody hell, Embras. It’s like a…an infernal Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  He just laughed. It was all too much.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They were adolescents; she’d made the summoning circles smaller on purpose, simply because full-sized adults would be too large to effectively grapple with the necro-drake the way she needed them to. All they had to do was pin the bastard down so she could step in and deliver the coup de grace. Behind their beaked heads, between their triple rows of crimson eyes and the flared directional fins, they wore collars of glowing crimson light, containing the runes which imbued them with the pact of summoning, restricting their behavior to that commanded by the warlock who had called them to this plane. Such bindings had never been placed on demons of this species before. They floated above her, eel-like bodies larger than a Rail caravan undulating sinuously as they awaited their mistress’s command.
 

 
  It was with grim satisfaction that Natchua beheld the suddenly cowering necro-drake. Standing on the prairie beneath two captive nurdrakhaan, she pointed one finger at the monstrosity.
 

 
  “Boys?
  
   Sic ‘im.”
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  With a unified, resonating hiss that tore the skies, the two nurdrakhaan surged forward at a terrifying speed, undulating rapidly just like eels slicing through the water. Their disproportionately small crimson eyes narrowed to slits and their beaked jaws opened wide as they closed the distance in preparation for their attack, revealing multiple rows of serrated teeth behind the hard beaks themselves.
 

 
  At this unmistakable aggression, the necro-drake’s momentary unease vanished as if at the flip of a switch. It forgot the warlocks who’d been harassing it for the last half hour; in a single beat of its wings which scattered stray wisps of inky smoke, it launched itself aloft and pelted straight across the prairie, low enough that the wind of its passing disturbed the tallgrass which remained in the wake of its battles with Natchua and the Wreath. Black smoke trailed behind like a comet’s tail and the chaos aberration let out its own eerie howl in counter to the nurdrakhaans’ distinctive hiss.
 

 
  The massive creatures were separated by over half a mile, but the distance closed in a terrifyingly short span of seconds. At the last moment, the necro-drake beat its wings a final time, shooting upward in order to dive down at the nurdrakhaan, which were less agile in the air and, though they tried to correct, were unable to change course quickly enough to meet the skeletal monster with their menacing jaws.
 

 
  With an impact that could be felt through the ground a mile distant, the necro-drake slammed into one nurdrakhaan from above, seizing its neck and driving it into the earth. The second demon overshot but swiftly circled back to where the chaos beast was savaging its flailing companion. Rather than attempting again to seize the necro-drake in its beak, it simply headbutted the skeleton at full speed, tearing it loose and sending it flailing through the air.
 

 
  The necro-drake recovered itself quickly, turning and hurtling forward again, this time at the second nurdrakhaan. Both grappled in midair for a moment before the drake managed to seize the demon with its limbs, clawing at its side and repeatedly slashing at the three of its eyes on that side with its bony tail, while the nudrakhaan hissed in fury and thrashed about. It took the second demon several seconds to position itself properly to seize the necro-drake in its beak and rip it bodily clear.
 

 
  All three knew nothing but attack. They thrashed and flailed, hurling themselves repeatedly against one another in mindless savagery, only the infernal bindings on the nurdrakhaan preventing them from attacking each other as well. Individually, they were at a disadvantage: the chaos beast was far more agile, both in the air and especially on the ground, and with not only fanged jaws but four clawed limbs and a tail, it possessed far more in the way of natural weapons. But there were two, and each time it managed to latch onto one, the second was there to clamp a massive beak onto its body, to smash it with an armored head or a lash of a flat tail.
 

 
  In short order, the damage began to accrue—not merely on the landscape, which so quickly accumulated craters and massive gouges from repeated impacts of the huge monsters that a radius of several acres soon ceased to resemble a prairie. The combatants accumulated damage, as well, even the hardened hide of the nurdrakhaan acquiring rents from which seeped acrid black blood that smoked when it struck the ground. The necro-drake’s actual structure was brittle black glass, tenuously held together by ligaments of shimmering magic barely visible through its haze of smoke. It suffered greatly from body-blows which would have pulverized a castle. Its innate self-repair kept it alive, but only just; the sheer physical punishment it received from two colossal, unrelenting demons started to wear it down as none of the spellfire it had soaked up since arriving in Veilgrad could. It was a creature of chaos; much of that magic had misfired or fizzled on contact, doing little harm. The nurdrakhaan, their own inherent magic shielded by Elilial’s intervention, bypassed its defenses by the simple expediency of
  
   hitting
  
  it.
 

 
  Repeatedly, unceasingly, utterly disregarding their own accumulating injuries. Demons did not know mercy or retreat. If they felt fear, it only fueled their rage. Not for anything would they stop.
 

 
  Wisely, all the mortal warlocks observing this had removed themselves further as soon as the necro-drake’s attention was off them. Not so far as to be completely absent from the scene, but they could watch it far more comfortably from a distance of several miles. It was a clear day on the vast prairie, and not at all hard to see the three titans trying to pound each other to smithereens from far enough away not to be in the fallout zone.
 

 
  The Wreath were too enraptured by the spectacle, and perhaps too exhausted as the adrenaline began to ebb from them, to even register surprise when darkness swelled in their midst and Natchua stepped out of midair.
 

 
  “Everybody okay?” she demanded brusquely, glancing back and forth to get a quick headcount.
 

 
  Embras Mogul had plucked a strand of brittle winter tallgrass and was idly chewing on the broken end, staring at the awesome spectacle in the distance.
 

 
  “Lady,” he drawled after a pause, “do you have any
  
   idea
  
  how illegal that was?”
 

 
  “A lot less for me than for you,” she retorted. “Hereditary privileges of House Leduc, law of expedient measures in defense of the realm… And that’s before the Throne weighs how much trouble there’d be if they try to come down on a very popular noble for saving an Imperial city. I might have to pay a fine.”
 

 
  “Fine,
  
   nothin’,”
  
  he huffed. “You just went from Quentin Vex having a thick file on you to having your very own office at Intelligence of dedicated agents making sure he gets a daily briefing on what you have for breakfast. You’re gonna be someone’s
  
   job
  
  now, Natchua. Several someones. Ever hear the term Zero Twenty?”
 

 
  A particularly furious hiss echoed across the prairie, followed by a howl of impotent rage as one of the nurdrakhaan seized the necro-drake’s ribcage in its jaws and arced through the air to slam it into the ground.
 

 
  “You’re sweet to worry about my well-being,” Natchua said, “which is what I’ll have to assume is going on here since I know you are constitutionally incapable of giving a shit where you stand with the legitimate authorities. It’s the only thing about you I’ve ever been able to relate to. I gather, regarding my earlier question, you all actually are okay?”
 

 
  “Do you care?”
 

 
  He turned to her, raising his chin so as to meet her eyes without the wide brim of his omnipresent hat in the way, just watching her with an expression as neutral as his tone. In almost any situation that phrase would be a challenge, or at least sarcastic, but Mogul was strangely subdued. It was just…a question. One by one, the rest of the warlocks shifted their attention from the colossal thrashing taking place in the distance, turning to watch her with the same weary neutrality.
 

 
  “Course I do,” Natchua replied, shrugging once. “We made a deal, and you did your part. You protected my city, so I protect you. Doesn’t mean any of us have to
  
   like
  
  each other, but I keep my word.”
 

 
  Mogul made a broad, chewing motion with his jaw, shifting the tallgrass stalk to the other corner of his mouth, and then nodded once. “Yup. We’re fairly winded, but no injuries. That’s a little bit more exercise than we like to get on our operations, but you
  
   are
  
  dealing with professionals, here.”
 

 
  “I think I’m getting a blister,” Rupi complained. “I’m gonna file for compensation from House Leduc.” Vanessa halfheartedly nudged her with an elbow.
 

 
  “Knock yourself out,” Natchua grunted. “I have a steward now; he strikes me as somebody who could use a laugh. Thank you for holding that thing back, all of you. If everyone’s still shipshape, your part in this is done. Go rest up while I
  
   finish
  
  this.”
 

 
  Another surge of shadow and she was gone.
 

 
  “So, this may go without saying,” Embras announced, turning to the others, “but there’ll be no question of letting Duchess Bossypants get the impression she’s going to order us around.”
 

 
  He was answered mostly by grins, though not entirely.
 

 
  “Is it necessary to be defiant for defiance’s sake, Embras?” Bradshaw asked. “She just jumped to nearly within swiping range of that…mess. I don’t know if getting any closer is a smart thing to do.”
 

 
  “You’re not wrong,” Embras replied, “but ask yourself how confident you are that a girl whose main strategy in all conflict is ‘hit it with the craziest thing you can imagine’ can actually clean this up, instead of inventing an exciting new way for it to be worse.”
 

 
  Bradshaw sighed heavily.
 

 
  “I suspect that common sense concerning Natchua will never be the easiest or most pleasant thing to hear,” Hiroshi said with a small smile, and then was the first to shadow-jump out.
 

 
  They arrived in a staggered formation, materializing one by one over several seconds behind Natchua, who was holding out both hands toward the conflict between the three enormous monsters, which itself was uncomfortably close. She did not look up at them, but at that distance an elf could not have failed to detect their presence, even through the enormous noise of screeching, hissing, and earth-shaking impacts.
 

 
  “Really?” she said in a sour tone, otherwise remaining focused on her work.
 

 
  “Well, we’re not allowed to wage war on the Pantheon’s servants,” Embras said reasonably, “or
  
   you.
  
  Putting down demons and…I guess…other assorted creepy-crawlies is all we’ve got left. And surely you don’t think we trust you to handle this unsupervised.”
 

 
  “Just don’t get in the way,” Natchua snapped. To summon the nurdrakhaan, she had used a scaled up version of the basic katzil summoning and binding spell—it had required exponentially more power and certain parts of the matrix were fiendishly complex in comparison, or anybody could have been able to do it, but the result had been a spell that worked more or less the same, including having a built-in mechanism to banish the creatures back to their own plane at will and familiar controls the caster could leverage to direct the demons.
 

 
  After leaving them to soften up the necro-drake for a few minutes, she now seized those reins actively, not least because the chaos monster was softening them in turn and the whole idea was to finish this business as efficiently as possible. It took her a few false starts to get the hang of it; the process was very similar to the intuitive control she had over her own muscles, but there were inherent mental barriers against applying that to two entities separated from her physically, with very different types of bodies and startlingly simple nervous systems, and through whose senses she could not see directly. It was both intuitive and counter-intuitive, and it was not at all helped by the fact that she was trying to pin down a thrashing monstrosity which did not at all want to cooperate.
 

 
  But in the end, the nurdrakhaan were huge, and bulky, and Natchua’s own personal lack of subtlety in her approach to life found a harmony with their simple minds and the task at hand.
 

 
  One of the gigantic demons got a firm grip on the necro-drake’s long neck; under her careful control, it was light enough not to shatter the brittle glass of its “skeleton,” which would have just freed the monster and caused its self-healing ability to restart the whole struggle. Natchua directed that nurdrakhaan to bury its nose into the earth itself, pinning the necro-drake down by an inexorable grip right behind its head, exactly the way one would hold a venomous snake. This mostly denied it leverage, though there remained the problem of its four legs, tail, and wings, all of which could be used to push off from the ground.
 

 
  She settled that by having the second nurdrakhaan curl itself up like a sleeping cat and
  
   sit
  
  on the chaos beast. That, ironically, took more doing, as nurdrakhaan did not normally touch the ground at any point in their life cycle and the demon had trouble parsing the concept. But Natchua prevailed, and soon enough the necro-drake was weighed down by an iron grip on its neck and the huge bulk of a coiled beast flattening it against the earth. It continued to struggle, but ineffectually. There was little it could do but twist its head very slightly from one side to the other, and claw helplessly at the ground with its talons.
 

 
  “Damn,” one of the Black Wreath warlocks murmured from behind her, followed by a low whistle from another.
 

 
  Several of them drew breath to protest as Natchua stepped forward toward the pile of monsters, but ultimately decided against bothering to argue with her. They did catch on, eventually.
 

 
  She strode up until she was less than her own height distant from the necro-drake’s nose. It snapped its jaws at her, its attempts to lunge forward carrying it only a few inches, which were immediately pulled back. Even the impact of its teeth were practically a thunderclap at that proximity.
 

 
  “You’re not very smart, are you?” she asked aloud. “I suppose there’s no point in asking you to explain yourself. Do you even know who sent you here, to do this?”
 

 
  It parted its jaws to scream in helpless fury, trying to twist under its attackers. The question was rhetorical, anyway; now that she finally had the luxury of examining the necro-drake up close, Natchua could tell at a glance that it had no sapience. She was not versed in chaos magic, save for Professor Yornhaldt’s warnings that it was an inexact science at best and incredibly likely to backfire. Chaos did not submit to containment and could only with great exactitude to coaxed to flow in certain directions. From an academic perspective she could appreciate the incredible skill that had gone into this creation.
 

 
  Not that that was going to stop her from smashing it until barely fragments remained.
 

 
  More to the point, regardless of one’s own magical specialty, one could always discern the presence or lack of a
  
   mind
  
  in a magical creature. Magic was information, and so was thought; a discrete intelligence was a raging bonfire within the flows and currents of whatever spells shaped a being. This one’s barely constituted a flicker. Modern arcane golems were more intellectually sophisticated.
 

 
  With time and care, she could undoubtedly have examined the necro-drake in enough detail to discern its weak points, the flaws in its component spells which would cause it to collapse if struck in just the right way. Whether she had the time was debatable, but she sure as hell lacked the inclination.
 

 
  Natchua summoned the shadows to her, held both her hands forward, and poured pure shadow magic into it.
 

 
  The idea had come from Kheshiri, the way the succubus had laboriously suffused her own being with shadow magic to better illuminate and control her own component spellcraft. It had taken her months, though. Most people thought shadow magic was limited by the paucity of the long-dead magic fields whose remains it was collectively composed of. Natchua, though, knew a trick.
 

 
  You had to both recycle the shadow magic continuously—something that would not occur to most practitioners because none of the four primary schools
  
   could
  
  do that, given how they interacted with sapient minds—and augment one’s supply by reaching for the shadow residue held in other dimensions, a skill available only to warlocks, as drawing power and creatures from Hell was all part of their stock in trade, and no one else’s.
 

 
  
   Shadowbeam
  
  was a spell that rarely saw the light of day, so rare was the warlock who suspected it existed, much less knew the method. Its base effect was similar to the garden variety shadowbolt, except in a continuous stream rather than a single discharge. In this case, Natchua prolonged its duration significantly by dimming the components of the spell which added its kinetic force and neurological pain. She simply cast a steady stream of bruise-purple darkness straight into the necro-drake’s face.
 

 
  Shadow magic poured into it, flooding its aura, filling the spaces between its component spells and causing them, as it had with Kheshiri, to stand out in stark relief to her subtler senses. Natchua still could not make heads or tails of most of what she saw, but doing
  
   this,
  
  she could more clearly discern the presence of chaos. She
  
   felt
  
  it, trying to seize and twist the massive inflow of shadow magic, and being actively countered by the direct effort of the goddess now looking over her shoulder.
 

 
  From Elilial she sensed nothing directly, but knowing the Dark Lady was watching so closely regardless made her equal parts angry and uneasy.
 

 
  More to the point, she could finally discern the
  
   source.
  
  It was an incongruously tiny thing, for such a powerful creature as it inhabited, but there it was: the merest sliver of absence, pushing against all the magic around it. She could get a vague sense of the way the necro-drake’s component spells had been ingeniously balanced against that constant pull and one another to float around that tiny seed of chaos without being drawn in or destroyed, while all other magic done at it would be instantly countered. All magic not aided by the hand of a god, at least.
 

 
  It was just one little speck, embedded in the skull, right between its chaotic eyes. One minuscule source for all this horror.
 

 
  She started to reach out with one of her shadow-tendrils to extract the thing, then thought better of it. Instead of a scalpel, Natchua summoned a hammer: a burning, entropic spear of infernal power, which she hurled straight into the center of that chaos spark. Guided by Elilial’s own protection, it struck true, smashing right through the will of chaos to twist reality around itself.
 

 
  That careful balance of spells was suddenly not so carefully balanced at all. In a chain reaction taking barely two seconds, they failed, imploded, and burst, spraying fragments of shattered black bone in every direction—save straight forward, as Natchua pushed against the explosion with a shockwave of her own power. Both nurdrakhaan dropped, the one holding the necro-drake’s neck diving straight down and half-burying its head in the soil, the other thumping to the earth. Around them washed a pulse of pure darkness which immediately dissipated, the vast well of shadow magic with which she had suffused the monster rushing out and back to its source now that it had no spell matrix to inhabit.
 

 
  Natchua took two steps backward, and reached out with her mind to nudge her two demon thralls. They rose up from the ground in silence, leaving her to examine the scene. Where they had pinned the necro-drake there was nothing but a shallow crater, with flecks of broken obsidian strewn outward in all directions. No taint of chaos or infernomancy remained among most of the wreckage, but she could still feel that tiny shard, somewhere. Natchua frowned and started to kneel down to look closer. That had to be found and
  
   dealt
  
  with, urgently. It shouldn’t be too hard, now that she had time to work…
 

 
  Then an entirely new kind of roar split the sky, accompanied by a rapidly approaching beat of wings. Several of the gathered Wreath yelled in alarm, and Natchua shot back to her feet, turning to face whatever the hell was happening now.
 

 
  She barely spun in time to catch it; dragons could move with impossible speed when they wanted to.
 

 
  An enormous golden form descended from the sky like a diving falcon, seizing one of her captive nurdrakhaan in his claws and bearing the hissing demon to the ground. At the edge of her awareness, Natchua could clearly hear familiar voices shouting her name, but she had no time to listen to that.
 

 
  With Elilial’s laughter ringing gleefully in her head, she lashed out in sudden fury.
 

 
  
   This
  
  time the shadowbeam carried the full force of its unmodified base spell, and with all the loose shadow magic still lingering in this area, it had enough impact to bodily rip the gold dragon off his target and shove him physically into the sky like a blazing comet. Dragons might be the universal masters of magic, but the shadow schools were a wild card against which few casters could be prepared, especially for exotic spells like the shadowbeam which hardly any would ever encounter. She sent the dragon hurtling a good three hundred feet straight into the sky before he gathered himself enough to counter her attack with a rock-solid shield of divine light, and then a pulse straight back at her with ran right down her beam of shadow magic and dissolved it.
 

 
  Natchua allowed that, only holding onto it long enough for the divine attack spell to be soaked up by her shadowbeam before striking her directly. She only needed a few seconds to do the needful, anyway.
 

 
  Not for nothing was the banishing spell worked right into the summons and control matrix, ready to be activated at an instant’s need. One should never bring forth demons without the ability to put them back down. Both nurdrakhaan seemed to dissolve from their heads backwards as the fiery collars of light suddenly raced down their sinuous bodies, dissipating past their tails. Behind them sounded a pair of thunderclaps, staggered by less than half a second, as air rushed in to fill the void left by the two huge creatures being returned to their home dimensions.
 

 
  That was all the time it took for the dragon to be back.
 

 
  This time, instead of coming at her with fire and claws the way he had the nurdrakhaan, he landed on the ground right in front of her, lowered his head and roared in fury, a show of surprising restraint she attributed to those same three voices still shouting desperately at her and him both.
 

 
  “Wait, wait, Lord Ampophrenon, she’s a friend!”
 

 
  “It’s all right, stop attacking, both of you—”
 

 
  “Natchua,
  
   no!”
  
 

 
  
  
  Instead of whatever
  
   no
  
  was supposed to mean in this context, Natchua shot straight upward on another pillar of conjoined shadow tentacles holding her by the legs, till she was at eye level with the towering divine beast. He bared his fangs fully, emitting trickles of acrid smoke, his luminous citrine eyes narrowed to furious slits.
 

 
  Natchua drew back her hand and slapped him hard across the tip of his nose.
 

 
  Obviously, that did nothing physically to the dragon—in fact, her own hand hurt quite a lot after impacting his surprisingly hard scales—but he blinked, shook his head and snorted, apparently out of sheer surprise.
 

 
  “What the
  
   hell
  
  is your problem?” she bellowed right into Ampophrenon’s face. “You show up immediately
  
   after
  
  a crisis and the first thing you do is attack the people who just solved it?
  
   Who raised you?”
  
 

 
  
  
  “She did
  
   not
  
  just do that,” Rupi said in an awed tone from behind her. Natchua wondered for a moment what any of the Wreath were still doing there, only belatedly realizing that the unpleasant tingle at the back of her neck was a divine working spread across the area. One quick mental push revealed that the dragon had blocked shadow-jumping, no easy thing to do. But then, he was a dragon.
 

 
  “Everybody
  
   stop!”
  
  Trissiny shouted, finally clambering up Ampophrenon’s neck from where she’d apparently been seated and grabbing him by the horns, a position from which she could command both his attention and Natchua’s. “This is clearly a misunderstanding! Natchua, could you not be
  
   yourself
  
  for five minutes until we straighten this out?”
 

 
  Behind her, Gabriel slid off Ampoprhenon’s neck and tumbled gracelessly to the torn-up prairie below, followed by Toby, who landed beside his sprawled friend with catlike agility.
 

 
  “Well, look here,” Natchua spat, “a dragonload of paladins. Exactly what I needed
  
   half an hour ago.”
  
 

 
  “If you think we coulda got here faster, I’d like to know how,” Gabriel complained, getting to his feet and dusting dirt, ash, and shards of necro-drake off his coat. “Gods, what a mess. What’d you do this time, Natchua?”
 

 
  “Your job is what she did, boy,” Embras Mogul commented, and Natchua very nearly turned around and pegged him with a shadowbolt for his trouble.
 

 
  Ampophrenon the Gold shifted his pointed head to look directly at the leader of the Black Wreath and all his assembled followers, then snorted again.
 

 
  “I sense the taint of chaos here,” the dragon rumbled. “Am I to understand that you put it to rest?”
 

 
  “No thanks to you,” Natchua retorted.
 

 
  He bared his fangs at her once more. Each was longer than her forearm, and he had a
  
   lot
  
  of them. “You, a spellcaster, destroyed a threat most notable for its imperviousness to magic? You will explain yourself, warlock. Explain quickly, and for your own sake, explain
  
   well.”
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  A god of the Pantheon made a pretty good host, even for surreptitious surveillance. In addition to shielding himself, Rasha, and Rogrind from detection by the Archpope’s party, Eserion ensured a comfortable temperature for them that somehow did not affect the surrounding snow, and even conjured a cozy little cot for the unconscious dwarf. By that point Rasha half expected him to provide snacks, which she did not mention due to her suspicion that if she did, he would, and that would just be a little
  
   too
  
  weird.
 

 
  “You’re sure he’s okay?” she inquired, glancing again at Rogrind. By the rise and fall of his chest, he might just be peacefully asleep.
 

 
  “Why, you suspect me of ill will toward the ol’ boy?” Eserion asked, tearing his eyes from the spectacle amid the ruins to grin at her.
 

 
  “Well, I mean, he
  
   did
  
  sort of stalk, harass, and try to murder several Guild members, not to mention abducting, drugging and torturing Pick…”
 

 
  “Never pad a rap sheet, Rasha,” the god chided. “Pick wasn’t tortured; they wanted intel and the Svennish are too professional to make that blunder. Anyway, all that’s settled, yeah?”
 

 
  “I’m just…I dunno, surprised. The Guild itself is pretty big on force as a deterrent. I assumed that came from you.”
 

 
  “There are people who just can’t be reasoned with,” Eserion said, his expression immediately growing solemn, almost glum. “People who cannot be redeemed and
  
   won’t
  
  improve. There are people in this world who are unsalvageable, intolerable, people with whom you can do nothing but destroy them before they can harm anyone else. As an Eserite you’re going to have to deal with a few of those people over the course of your life, Rasha, and as such you need to be aware that that is a
  
   tiny
  
  number of people. Nearly everyone is doing the best they can to do what they think is right, and when they fail, it’s just failure, not sin. Often well-meaning people have to be
  
   stopped,
  
  but there’s rarely a point in pursuing them after that.”
 

 
  She frowned down at the sleeping dwarf again. “Well, okay, but…I mean, all the kidnapping…”
 

 
  “Your dwarf friends saw shadowy abusers behaving violently and were willing to get violent themselves to shut that down.” He glanced at her again and winked. “Eserites of
  
   all
  
  people should respect that. Perspective’s a powerful thing, Rasha; if you can put yourself in someone’s shoes, you’ll be much better able to tell if you can find common cause with them. Do so, if they’re not too depraved to be worth it, which these guys aren’t. Thorn had the right idea on this. Ooh, eyes front, it’s about to get interesting again!”
 

 
  The interlopers had not been idle while Rasha and Eserion got the unconscious dwarf settled. The twelve soldiers had positioned themselves in a ring encircling, oddly enough, not the Archpope or his companions but Lanora’s corpse. Though they carried battlestaves at the ready and all faced outward, eyes ceaselessly scanning the area for potential threats, to Rasha it appeared more like a ritual formation than a military one. All twelve were arranged in a
  
   perfect
  
  circle, spaced around it totally evenly, and though Eserion had been chattering to her at the time, she hadn’t missed Justinian and the officer apparently in charge of them, Nassir Ravoud, directing each to stand in their exact spots. Once placed, they stood immobile—not more still than military attention demanded, but not straying from their assigned places by so much as a toehold.
 

 
  “This is entirely unsatisfactory,” the grouchy enchanter named Rector barked moments after Eserion’s warning. “These conditions— I need my
  
   equipment
  
  for the kind of certainty you’re talking about!”
 

 
  “I will be able to guide the temporal transfer to a degree,” the Archpope told him patiently. “You need only initiate the basic rift, Rector. What is essential is the Angelus configuration. Is there any problem with the remote link to your equipment setup?”
 

 
  “Wait, temporal transfer?” Rasha muttered while they continued to argue.
  
   “Rift?
  
  That sounds like time travel. There’s no way, even
  
   he
  
  would have Scions crawling up his ass…”
 

 
  “Justinian’s got a way with gods,” Eserion said with a grim chuckle. “The Scions don’t respond to what Vemnesthis is prevented from noticing, see?”
 

 
  “That’s…horrifying.”
 

 
  “More for me’n for you, I bet. Hsst, this part’s important.”
 

 
  “It should work, but this is
  
   not ideal,”
  
  Rector was saying in response to the Archpope’s last comment. “It’s not just remote interfacing with the machines, it’s translocating the
  
   entire ritual effect
  
  from the prepared chamber to…out
  
   here.
  
  You have any idea how much data has to be transferred for that to work? Even along a trascension interlink this is pushing it! And this is the
  
   prototype
  
  version! Makes way more sense to write this one off and start over with the next—”
 

 
  “Rector,” Justinian interrupted, his voice still patient and gentle but now with a firmness that stifled all debate, “we
  
   cannot
  
  waste a keystone soul. It is not a common state of affairs for a soul to be imbued directly with divine power by the Pantheon, and then specifically cut off from its notice. I am gathering others, but none are yet in the vicinity of Tiraas, and events have made the need for a functioning Angelus Knight
  
   urgent
  
  . It is profoundly regrettable that we failed to secure Lanora in time to prevent this, but this is now the situation, and these the extraordinary measures we are forced to take to recover her. Can you do it? If it will not be possible, you must warn me before we make the attempt.”
 

 
  Rector scowled at the inscrutable machine he was hunched over, and Rasha gaped at the scene.
 

 
  “He can’t…surely he can’t bring her back from the
  
   dead?!”
  
 

 
  “Oh, if only,” Eserion murmured. “No, I’m afraid it’s a lot worse than that, Rasha. Watch.”
 

 
  “It…should work,” Rector said reluctantly. “I don’t like it. This is not
  
   tested.
  
  First attempts should always be in secured conditions, not in the field. If it goes wrong…”
 

 
  “Will it?” Justinian asked, calm as ever.
 

 
  The enchanter blew out a heavy huff of air. “I said it should work, didn’t I? It’s just not
  
   proper.
  
  It’s not safe procedure!”
 

 
  “I have faith in you, Rector.”
 

 
  “The tracks terminate over there, your Holiness,” Ravoud reported as he returned to the Archpope’s side from studying the mess left in the snow around the crash site. “Abruptly; I think they teleported out. Two of them, a dwarf and an elf.”
 

 
  “An
  
   elf?!”
  
  Rasha exclaimed.
 

 
  Eserion cackled and patted her on the back. “You’ve got small feet, and those slippers leave tracks that look like moccasin prints. Cos, y’know, nobody would be wearing shoes like that in the forest on purpose. Goes to show, a person can reason with perfect logic and still be dead-ass wrong without all the facts.”
 

 
  “The Confederacy is too unstable yet and has no interest,” Justinian was musing to himself while Ravoud stood patiently by and Rector growled at his machine. “A dwarf and an elf who can teleport… Last Rock?” He frowned at Lanora’s body, then shook his head. “No. Neither Tellwyrn nor Yornhaldt would have done
  
   this.
  
  But…” Slowly, Justinian’s expression cleared, and then he actually smiled.
  
   “Trissiny.
  
  Avei chose well; that young woman is rapidly growing into her mother’s cunning.”
 

 
  “I…suppose the second set could have been a half-elf,” Ravoud said, clearly dubous, “but they weren’t wearing Silver Legion boots, I would have recognized that.”
 

 
  “Indeed. We shall have to add Svenheim to our roster of potentially hostile actors, Nassir.”
 

 
  The soldier winced. “That would be trouble, your Holiness. The Church lacks influence in the Five Kingdoms.”
 

 
  “Indeed, that is what makes it a clever move on her part.”
 

 
  “I do not like how intelligent this guy is,” Rasha muttered.
  
   She
  
  hadn’t made that connection until Rogrind spelled it out, and she’d been standing in the middle of it, not looking at the aftermath. The god beside her just nodded.
 

 
  Rector heaved another large, overdramatic sigh. “My
  
   fingers
  
  are cold. All right, I’ve made this secure as I can. Everything was already set up on the other end for the Angelus configuration, and initiating the temporal rift…well, it’s ready. Long as you’re just accessing the divine field’s battery bank, it hasn’t been long enough to make that any harder. I can’t do anything to make it all more ready.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Rector.” Justinian nodded deeply to him, which he appeared not to notice. “Then we shall delay no longer.” The Archpope stepped forward from his position to the side of the circle, not crossing into it but changing his placement in a way Rasha recognized as symbolic. Spreading his hands at waist height, he addressed the assembled soldiers. “My faithful friends.”
 

 
  None shifted from their assigned spots, but all twelve turned to face Justinian and dropped to one knee in the snow, not lowering their heads but gazing up at him raptly. Looking at their faces, Rasha felt an involuntary shiver that had nothing to do with the weather. Those expressions… It was as if they were staring at the source of all light and hope in the universe. She had rarely been in proximity to true
  
   fanaticism,
  
  but Glory had taken pains to bring her apprentices as guests to religious services where they could see it, and recognize it in the future. There was nothing more dangerous that came from the hearts of people, Glory had warned, and in this moment Rasha believed that. The Universal Church was supposed to be a simply administrative body, a facilitator of interfaith diplomacy between the Pantheon cults. For these men and women to so obviously regard the Archpope as an object of worship, Justinian had clearly twisted
  
   everything
  
  beyond all recognition. Even if he was successfully deposed, repairing what he’d done to the Church itself would be the work of years, if not generations.
 

 
  “Each of you knows what comes next,” the Archpope addressed his devotees, his delivery a masterpiece of presentation: grave, solemn, yet kind. “Each of you has volunteered, unasked. What lies before you is not sacrifice, but ascension. And yet, it will be a change—a transition to something you cannot yet conceive. I would ask no one to embrace this except fully of their free will. If any of you would step back from this task now, this shall be the last moment to do so. There will be no recrimination, and no punishment. The task before you I cannot ask of you; it must be fully of your own volition. I would condemn none who choose to turn aside from this path.”
 

 
  There was silence. Not one of them spoke, or even moved, merely gazed up at him in something very like rapture. Rasha had to tear her own eyes away from them in sheer, sick horror. Even not knowing yet what was about to happen, that little speech told her everything necessary. Faith was a powerful thing, able to uplift people, but if twisted, could utterly destroy them.
 

 
  “Yeah,” Eserion said gently when she turned to stare helplessly at him, patting her shoulder once. “I know, hon.”
 

 
  “We can’t just—”
 

 
  “You gotta let people make their choices, Rasha. Even when those choices are obviously uninformed, or formed out of somebody’s deceit. None of us are qualified to control someone else’s life. Not even me, certainly not you.”
 

 
  She clamped her lips shut miserably, suddenly sure she didn’t want to know what was coming next.
 

 
  “I am humbled,” Justinian whispered, bowing his head before the silent soldiers kneeling in front of him. “As you have kept faith beyond what anyone could ask or expect, I swear your actions shall be honored as long as human memory persists. Even as you transcend the need for names of your own, the names you leave behind will be kept for eternity, that all who come after us will be reminded of the meaning of duty. Go forward, my dearest friends, with my gratitude, and the certainty that you are bringing salvation to the world.”
 

 
  Ravoud, Rasha noted, didn’t look remotely comfortable with this, either. Wide-eyed and stiff beyond the demands of military bearing, he looked like a man on the verge of making a protest. But he didn’t, and when he turned his head to look at Justinian she saw something that, in a way, was even sadder than the blind fervor of his soldiers: simple, unconditional trust.
 

 
  Rector was a living contrast to the mood, watching the Archpope with an impatient grimace. Justinian turned to him and nodded once, and with a soft exhalation, the enchanter placed his fingers in position upon the device he was carrying and began to move them in precise patterns.
 

 
  The world around them grew lighter.
 

 
  “Easy,” Eserion soothed, patting her on the shoulder again. “What you’re about to see isn’t gonna be comfortable but you’re in no danger. This part here is just a general surge of divine magic in the area. Hell, after the morning you’ve had, it might do you a world of good.”
 

 
  It actually was sort of pleasant, incongruously with the scene thus far. Aside from a general lightening of the atmosphere, which looked odd due to how gentle it was and not glaring off the surrounding snow the way sunlight did, she felt a sense of imposed calm pushing against her mounting unease, plus a pleasant tingling replacing the sore spot at her shoulder where the destroyed warming charm had burned her. At the very edge of her hearing was a soft tone, reminiscent of both bells and flutes; Rasha couldn’t quite place what it sounded like, but it was soothing.
 

 
  Justinian had closed his eyes and tilted his head back in a pose Rasha recognized as common among spellcasters focusing on something, and now the light suffusing the area brightened further around him, coalescing into a golden aura illuminating his body in particular. Except, unlike any divine aura she had personally seen, it seemed to solidify into constant, ever-shifting rays of discrete light beaming out from him in all directions, rather than a simple suffusing glow.
 

 
  “Uh…” Rasha leaned away from a sunbeam that flashed past to her left.
 

 
  “Relax, those wouldn’t hurt if they hitcha dead on,” Eserion assured her. “And they won’t, anyway. You’re not what this hoodoo is targeting.”
 

 
  “That doesn’t look particularly targeted.”
 

 
  “Just watch.”
 

 
  Almost as soon as he spoke, a target did indeed emerge. More and more of the rays shifted forward, peppering the blood-stained snow in the middle of the circle, until they clustered to the point that a scintillating spotlight was focused on Lanora’s nearly-beheaded corpse.
 

 
  “Target locked in,” Eserion murmured, watching intently. “Now comes the ‘temporal’ bit. This may start to get disorienting.”
 

 
  “And yet you keep telling me to
  
   watch
  
  it.” Most people’s gods probably didn’t appreciate being sassed, but he chuckled.
 

 
  It was at that point the ritual began to truly demand her attention, because Lanora twitched.
 

 
  Not physically, the way a body would, Rasha realized; golden after-images were beginning to flicker around the corpse, suggesting at movements it was not actually making. At least, for the first few moments, before it quite abruptly sat up. In a single jerky motion the body heaved upright to a kneeling position, then passed through another series of blurry flashes before even those consolidated into a kind of reverse spray of light flashing into place around Lanora’s head.
 

 
  This consolidated into the missing parts of her skull, formed out of golden light. The rest of her body had taken on a luminous quality, as if the solid matter were dissolving into energy even as energy flowed in to make up for what had been lost. She twitched and heaved again, jerking unnaturally upright into a hunched standing posture. Only when another reversed explosion flashed into place at the missing chunk of her side did Rasha’s appalled brain catch up with what she was seeing.
 

 
  “He’s
  
   reversing
  
  what happened to her!”
 

 
  “Think this is the cutoff point you were looking for,” Rector grunted, eyes fixed on his machine rather than the awesome spectacle in front of him. “Right? Right. Re-syncing.”
 

 
  The light changed, no longer streaming directly from the Archpope but still lingering around Lanora’s upright body—and in fact, beginning to glow more brightly from it. Justinian’s eyes opened and he heaved a breath, not ostentatiously but enough to reveal the exertion of his performance, and his chest continued to rise more heavily as he stepped back from the circle, Rouvad hovering about him like a worried mother hen.
 

 
  “Translocation’s working fine,” Rector reported tersely. “Whole system seems to be running, power’s sufficient to activate the ritual remotely, no significant throttling of energy or data across the connection. Everything’s within expected tolerances. This seems to be working.”
 

 
  Justinian just nodded at him, which he didn’t see, eyes still fixed on his gadget. Rasha was barely paying attention to them, her gaze fixed on Lanora.
 

 
  The body continued to change, color seeming to gradually leech from it as the glow intensified, as if its physical substance was dissolving to leave a person-shaped construct of Light behind. Now, as the glow intensified further, she actually began to rise off the ground. Her limbs shifted in an almost lifelike way, as though the woman’s intelligence were once again operating them. Now fully translucent and golden, Lanora ascended vertically, still in the center of the circle, until her feet dangled just above the heads of the onlooking soldiers. Spine arched, she leaned her head back to gaze at the sky, extending her arms behind her. Rasha couldn’t see her expression from that angle, but the pose could have indicated a sublime experience, or the furthest extreme of agony.
 

 
  Staring at this, it took her an extra few seconds to notice the changing light was beginning to affect the twelve soldiers as well. More divine auras were slowly rising into existence around each of them, somewhat unevenly as if the energy affected every individual in a subtly different manner. Gradually, their own postures shifted; all had turned by that point to face Lanora’s transmuting body in the center, and one by one, military bearing began to yield to postures similar to hers. Heads back, arms going loose, spines slowly arching, their bodies clearly gripped by some extreme sensation, for good or for ill.
 

 
  None of them made a sound. The scene was so chillingly silent that the distant, high-pitched chiming of divine magic at work seemed far louder than it was.
 

 
  Rasha had to avert her eyes at the sudden explosion of pure golden light from the center of the circle, bursting with a sound like an enormous bell. A surge of wind and sheer kinetic force rushed outward, blasting snow in every direction—not the bloody snow, thankfully, that appeared to have dissolved along with Lanora’s corporeal form—and only Eserion’s hand against her back saved Rasha from being tipped over by the sudden impact.
 

 
  When she could see again, Lanora was gone, and what had happened to her was beginning to take hold of the twelve soldiers. Slowly, they each rose off the ground, the colors and textures of their physical forms fading into constructs of translucent gold.
 

 
  “Oh, no,” she whispered, “they’re not…”
 

 
  Eserion made no reply, and no one else heard her.
 

 
  The effect wasn’t as simple as it overtook the twelve sacrificial volunteers. Where Lanora had hovered there was now a single point of light, blazing like a second sunrise and connecting each of them with streamers of luminous energy. More such tendrils coiled and connected each of them around the circle, and across it, making a web of intricate rays. Not just direct beams connecting them, either; the more Rasha stared, the more she felt there was a
  
   pattern
  
  to them, something fiendishly complex, and yet, something it
  
   felt
  
  she should be able to grasp the purpose of, if she could only study it long enough. Narrowing her eyes in concentration, she glared against the throbbing pain that began to grow behind them…
 

 
  A hand settled atop her head and Eserion forcibly turned her face away from the scene.
 

 
  “It’s like an eclipse,” he advised. “Glance, then glance away. You don’t stare
  
   directly
  
  into that unless you wanna seriously hurt yourself.”
 

 
  “But…it’s…what is…”
 

 
  “Trust me, Rasha, that only
  
   seems
  
  like you should be able to parse it. You’re looking at sheer mathematics of a caliber that’d tie your brain in knots. Study the edges, get a broad impression, and don’t fixate. This is almost over, anyway.”
 

 
  She tried to follow his advice, averting her gaze and glancing across various soldiers’ rising forms individually without trying to take in the whole scene, checking in on the Archpope and his two lackeys—none of whom were doing anything interesting, just watching the unfolding ritual like she was—then turning her head to take in the ritual with only her peripheral vision. That didn’t make much difference, but as long as she didn’t gaze too long at any one point or let her consciousness get sucked back into the intricate riddle of magic unfolding in the center, she could follow the progression of events.
 

 
  By that point, what had befallen Lanora was in the final stages of affecting the twelve soldiers, and Rasha very much feared she knew what was next for them. Unlike Lanora, though, they were being pulled forward as they rose into the air—or more accurately, toward the center. The whole thing gave her the intuitive sense of a well-made sailor’s knot tightening in on itself to form a solid structure from loose coils of rope as the tension was pulled taut. Even without understanding what was happening, she could sense the momentum, feel the
  
   pull
  
  on her very soul as existence bent around them, the magical forces at work tugging everything into a single point of collapse.
 

 
  Something was taking shape, something forged from thirteen mortal souls, crafted of impossibly intricate flows of magic.
 

 
  Rasha finally had to look away entirely as all dissolved into Light. She could no longer make out any details with her eyes, nor could they stand to be directed at the intensity of luminous power that shone from the ritual circle. There was nothing now but the blaze of divine magic, so intense it felt warm on her cheek as she shifted her head away from it.
 

 
  Then it faded, quickly at the end. The finality came not with another burst of power, but almost anticlimactically, the glow dissipating and the ringing in Rasha’s ears receding to a barely discernible tone at the faintest edge of hearing. Reluctantly, fearing what she would find, she turned back to see the result.
 

 
  In the center of the disturbed snow, now cleansed of every trace of the twelve soldiers or Sister Lanora, including the sprawling bloodstain itself, there knelt a glowing…lump. Rasha blinked, unable to visually parse what she was seeing for a moment, until it shifted.
 

 
  An arm emerged from amid the golden shell, bracing itself against the ground as if it had nearly toppled over. The luminous outer coating continued to crack and shift, reshuffling itself confusingly until the face emerged, along with the shape of a kneeling person within, and perspective snapped into place, finally letting her realize what she was seeing.
 

 
  It was
  
   wings.
  
  Broad pinions wrought of sheer golden light, glowing gently and somehow distinct enough that she could pick out every single feather. They had been mostly wrapped around the kneeling form, obscuring its shape, but now flopped outward to spread across the snow in an ungainly manner. The figure lifted its head, and she realized its hair had also contributed to the glowing confusion. That, too, was golden, and not like simple blond hair: it seemed not only made of light, but subject to some force outside the norm, shifting slowly about as if in a soft breeze, or an ocean current.
 

 
  The winged person had white skin, the color and texture of marble, so pure it resembled a moving statue more than skin. Its features were angular, androgynous, and it wore a robe of snowy white, over which was laid a suit of armor, golden and glowing as its wings and hair. Rasha saw the hilt of a sword buckled at its waist, also gold, but apparently actual
  
   gold,
  
  and not made of glowing energy.
 

 
  Justinian paced forward, the soft crunch of snow under his careful steps incongruously loud in the stillness, and knelt before his creation, reaching out with both hands.
 

 
  “Mnn,” Rector grunted, ruining the moment. “Looks like…success. All measurable values within their expected ranges based on the Vadrieny and Azradeh data and my extrapolations. We’ll have to do proper tests in a
  
   secured
  
  location, of course.”
 

 
  The Archpope ignored him, gently taking the hands of the Angelus Knight, as he had called it.
 

 
  “Rise, most honored servant of the Light.”
 

 
  The Angelus fully lifted their head finally, opening their eyes. Within were pure, fathomless pools of the Light itself. It answered him in a voice like a choir, thirteen resonant souls speaking in unison.
 

 
  “What is your command?”
 

 
  “What?” Rasha echoed faintly, the single word sounding dumb even to herself. It was all she could come up with, though.
 

 
  “Demigods are interesting critters, y’know,” Eserion commented, once again bracing a hand against her back to help keep her upright. Rasha didn’t ordinarily care for being touched by men she did not know
  
   very
  
  well, but his little pats and pushes had all been simply reassuring, and now she just felt grateful for the support. “They don’t follow…any established rules, see? Basically a god’s apex creation, something they make out of bits of themselves and usually some mortal they found especially worthy. They cause the most
  
   abominable
  
  fuckin’ trouble, which is why most of us haven’t done that in the longest time. For a good while, the only demigods were the daughters of Elilial.
 

 
  “Then, well, the worst befell
  
   them.
  
  Only Vadrieny survived, stuck in the body of Teal Falconer… And just about the first thing that happened to the two of them was that they spent weeks in the Universal Church, being poked and prodded and studied by Justinian’s best and brightest minds. What he learned from that formed the basis of this little science project, along with some additional sources of info he’s scrounged up since, and a lot of really high-level magical understanding that was necessary to fold all that data into a useful form.”
 

 
  “But what
  
   is
  
  it?”
 

 
  “That,” Eserion said quietly as Justinian helped the Angelus to their feet, “is for all intents and purposes an archdemon, minus the
  
   demon
  
  part. Crafted from divine magic, and loyal only to
  
   him.
  
  And now that he knows it works, he can make as many as he wants.”
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  “First things first: you
  
   do not
  
  give me orders.”
 

 
  Natchua brandished an accusing finger right in Ampophrenon’s face, and her hair was immediately blown back by a powerful draconic snort which wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever smelled, but she could altogether have done without. Trissiny clapped a hand over her eyes; Toby just leaned his head back to stare at the sky as if he might find patience there. Gabriel, Natchua noticed peripherally, was making small steps and squinting at the ground as if looking for something, but she paid him no further mind, what with the dragon dominating her perspective.
 

 
  “I came here to aid and protect, not to interfere with you or anyone,” Ampophrenon growled. “That does not mean I will forebear whatever action is necessary to prevent more harm done to the mortal world by demonkind.” His huge head shifted slightly to direct a baleful glance behind her at the Wreath; most of them shuffled backward nervously, though Mogul just folded his arms and met the dragon with a defiant stare. Ampophrenon had already returned his attention to Natchua, though. “In matters of chaos
  
   or
  
  infernomancy, to say nothing of both, I will not take needless risks.
  
   Explain.”
  
 

 
  She narrowed her own eyes, thinking rapidly. The thought suddenly at the forefront of her mind was that being cagey and keeping secrets was risky and just not sustainable. Natchua wasn’t a deceptive person by nature; sooner or later she’d slip up if she tried leading a double life of any kind. And that wasn’t even touching on the fact that Mogul and the Wreath knew of her connection to Elilial, and she didn’t doubt for a second they would drop that into the open the moment they saw advantage for themselves in it. Or just for the sheer assholery of it.
 

 
  At the first opportunity, Natchua decided, she needed to sit down with the three paladins—the three
  
   other
  
  paladins, technically—and explain what Elilial had done to her. Apart from avoiding the effort of keeping secrets, they might well be able to help. That was
  
   them,
  
  however. This particular situation did not call for excessive honesty; she had a strong feeling she knew exactly what Ampophrenon the bloody Gold would do if he found himself nose-to-nose with the first ever Hand of Elilial.
 

 
  “The same way anybody gets magic to work around chaos,” she said shortly. “I rustled up some divine intervention.”
 

 
  His golden eyes narrowed to slits. “You…managed to stir Salyrene from her isolation to aid your craft? Impressive. And
  
   dubious.”
  
 

 
  “Oh, I
  
   wish,”
  
  Natchua replied, emitting a short bark of involuntary laughter. “That would have been
  
   so
  
  much better! No, I have no idea how to reach out to Salyrene, if that’s even possible anymore, for anybody. Nah, it’s worse than that.”
 

 
  “Elilial.” The growled word was not a question.
 

 
  Natchua folded her arms. “I guess she pays attention to anybody who manages to tweak her nose good and proper. And no, I’m not saying it was a
  
   good
  
  idea, just that it was the only one I had. Obviously, if I’d known you four were on the way I would’ve just stalled until you got here. But I
  
   didn’t,
  
  did I?”
 

 
  “I more than
  
   guess
  
  at the Dark Lady’s habits,” Ampophrenon stated, baring his huge fangs at her. “You court more peril than you understand, young woman. Elilial has long held a fascination for those who thwart her. Many a defender of the Light has become entangled in her schemes after winning a great victory, ending as a pawn of Hell, willingly or not. Those unwise enough to wield infernomancy against her are likelier than most to face that fate.”
 

 
  “Huh,” Natchua muttered, intrigued in spite of herself. “I did not know that.”
 

 
  “Then consider yourself warned, if only belatedly. I dearly hope you paid for this aid up front, warlock. If you incurred a debt to her…”
 

 
  “Oh, the price was quite explicit.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the assembled Wreath. “I had to let
  
   them
  
  help. Y’know, first step in cleaning up their image with the truce in place. Since I
  
   needed
  
  somebody to hold the line for me while I put together the necessary spells, it worked out. As far as I knew then, anyway,” she added, scowling. “Again, if I’d known
  
   proper
  
  help was coming…”
 

 
  “Ingrate,” Mogul snorted.
 

 
  “Yeah, and that’d be why she was so eager to lend you a hand,” Gabriel commented from the sidelines, still pacing about and studying the trampled earth.
 

 
  “Indeed,” Ampophrenon rumbled, rearing back to gaze down at them from his full, towering height. “I apologize that I was not swift enough to assist against the chaos event. But I am here
  
   now,
  
  and at the very least, I can prevent
  
   this
  
  from becoming a further issue. You are owed thanks…Natchua. I scarcely imagined I would find the
  
   entire
  
  surviving Black Wreath, gathered conveniently within range of my claws.”
 

 
  “Hang on,” Toby interjected, “Lord Ampophrenon, Elilial
  
   does
  
  have a truce with the Pantheon.”
 

 
  “I have ever labored to serve the Pantheon’s interests,” the dragon rumbled, the first hints of golden flame beginning to flicker around his jaws. “But I have never served
  
   under
  
  them. If Elilial chooses to take this up with me directly…well, it will not have been our first such discussion.”
 

 
  “Stop,” Natchua barked over her shoulder, holding up a hand as if that would forestall the cluster of infernal spells she felt being formed, as if anything a dozen warlocks could conjure would take down three paladins and a gold dragon. “And
  
   you,
  
  back off! As much as it galls me, these fuckers are under
  
   my
  
  protection.”
 

 
  “Oh?” the dragon growled.
 

 
  “We made a deal,” she insisted. “They
  
   did
  
  their part. They risked their lives fighting to protect my city, and that places them under
  
   my
  
  guarantee of safety. That was my end of the bargain, and it doesn’t change because you offer me a convenient out. It’s called
  
   honor;
  
  I hear it was kind of a big deal, back in your day.”
 

 
  He snorted again, this time producing a short gout of lightfire along with the rush of hot breath. “I respect your position, young woman, but this matter is larger than you by far. If I will not stand down for the Pantheon’s truce,
  
   yours
  
  certainly will not change my mind. Stand aside.”
 

 
  “Listen here, dragon!” Natchua snarled, again pointing accusingly at him.
 

 
  Ampophrenon lowered his head so abruptly that for a split second she thought he was striking at her with the intent to bite, but he simple dropped his enormous skull to ground level, the better to glare into her eyes.
 

 
  
   
    “Yes?”
   
  
  
  
  The dragon’s retort resonated through the ground and her very bones, a pointed reminder of just what she was facing.
 

 
  And for one brief moment, she was within a hair’s breadth of making a similar point right back at him. By the way Trissiny and Toby tensed up, it seemed they saw the same coming.
 

 
  It was the
  
   urge
  
  that stopped her, the indefinable impulses that had guided her to this point in life. Her cunning, according to Elilial; the result of her magical imbuement reacting with her own intelligence, by Bradshaw’s theory. It told her to
  
   stop,
  
  and this time, Natchua forced herself not only to listen, but to think. She tried to embrace it consciously, follow the impulse with her reasoning. Why was this new plan the one she should pursue?
 

 
  Obviously, throwing down with a gold dragon was a very bad idea, but not a worse one than taking on Elilial, and her so-called cunning hadn’t stopped her from doing that. Could she take him on? The Wreath would pretty much have to help her, and in this case, the three paladins might not intervene… Of course, he
  
   was
  
  Ampophrenon the Gold. Hero of the Hellwars, vanquisher of archdemons, and who knew what else over thousands of years of storied activity against the forces of Hell. She was likely not even the first grandmaster warlock he’d faced, and his continued existence attested to how that had turned out.
 

 
  No…that wasn’t it, wasn’t the thing forewarning her. It didn’t
  
   feel
  
  right. Natchua tried to follow that to its source, to something she could parse rationally. Feelings were just mental shortcuts, enabling quick responses to huge gluts of data the conscious mind couldn’t sort as quickly. Somewhere, deep within it, there
  
   was
  
  cogent reason—especially in her case, if Bradshaw’s theory was correct.
 

 
  “Well?” Ampophrenon growled pointedly, emphasizing that she’d been frozen in thought for several long seconds while the tension thickened around them.
 

 
  As if inspired by his prompting, she had it. The warning wasn’t telling her to surrender or retreat, but to change strategies. No matter how she might wish otherwise, Natchua was not Tellwyrn. She
  
   could
  
  defeat a dragon, just not in a contest of magic or might. But a Duchess had resources an archwarlock did not.
 

 
  Natchua raised her chin, attempting to look down her nose at the towering beast before her.
 

 
  “Is it my understanding, then, that the Conclave of the Winds intends to intervene unilaterally, by
  
   force,
  
  in the internal affairs of an Imperial province? Please state your position specifically and in detail, Lord Ampophrenon. I wish to deliver an accurate and
  
   thorough
  
  complaint to the Silver Throne and to your embassy.”
 

 
  He blinked.
 

 
  “Ah, yeah,” Gabriel remarked lazily. He’d wandered a few yards distant by that point, and now finally looked up from his search of the ground to make a wry face at them both. “We kinda skipped over the introductions, didn’t we? Lord Ampophrenon, this is
  
   Duchess
  
  Natchua of House Leduc.”
 

 
  
   “Leduc.”
  
  He bared his teeth at her again.
 

 
  “She’s not wrong, also,” Trissiny added, grimacing. “House Leduc doesn’t hold the governorship of Lower Stalwar Province at the moment, but this deal of patronage in exchange for service was ratified by Duchess Malivette, who
  
   is
  
  the governor. I witnessed the agreement myself.”
 

 
  Ampophrenon twisted his neck around to stare incredulously at her.
 

 
  “I
  
   know,”
  
  she exclaimed, raising her hands in defeat. “I blame myself. Apparently when you’ve half-drowned one noblewoman, the ones who don’t have to be physically afraid of you lose all regard for your opinion.”
 

 
  “Malivette’s the vampire,” Toby added helpfully. “So…oof. I’m afraid this isn’t as simple as we’d like. You
  
   are
  
  a representative of a sovereign government, and they
  
   are
  
  protected agents of the provincial defenses… Wow. That would technically be an act of war, wouldn’t it?”
 

 
  “I can assure you,” Natchua added, “Whatever the Silver Throne decided to do to the Conclave in that eventuality, I would
  
   personally
  
  guarantee the closure, on pain of lethal measures, of this and our allied province in Madouris, to all Conclave personnel. Shut the
  
   fuck
  
  up, Mogul,” she snapped, breaking her haughty demeanor momentarily in response to his cackling before turning back to the dragon. “And that, Lord Ampophrenon, would be a very regrettable position for
  
   me
  
  as well as for you. Because I find myself in such a situation that I have to not only tolerate but embrace the Black Wreath in my province, and I for once would feel a
  
   great
  
  deal more comfortable if a certain gold dragon could be made
  
   welcome
  
  to visit Veilgrad at his leisure.”
 

 
  Slowly, Ampophrenon’s expression shifted, one of the scaly ridges above his left eye rising. The expression was recognizable but awfully peculiar on his reptilian face. His tone of voice, at least, was far more thoughtful, if unmistakably loaded.
  
   “Oh?”
  
 

 
  “Oh, very nice,” Mogul snorted behind her, his laughter fading abruptly.
  
   “I
  
  see how it is.”
 

 
  “You know what, Embras?” Natchua rounded on him. “You’re goddamn right that’s how it is. We have our arrangement and I’m a woman of my word, but that doesn’t make me a
  
   fucking idiot.
  
  I don’t trust you
  
   nearly
  
  as far as I could throw you. So long as you do your part and toe the line, I will faithfully look out for your interests, but honestly? I’m expecting you to manage that for about a week, tops. And I’d
  
   love
  
  nothing more than to have a big friendly dragon around to charbroil your ass the
  
   second
  
  you step out of order.” She looked rapidly back and forth between him and Ampophrenon. “We all know where we stand, here?”
 

 
  “It is still the fairest deal we have been offered by the mortal powers of this world since long before living memory,” Hiroshi said softly.
 

 
  Bradshaw grunted. “She’s still a vicious little shit, Embras, but she stood up to a gold dragon for us. It’s… Like Hiroshi said, it’s
  
   fair.”
  
 

 
  Trissiny had paced slowly forward while they spoke, and now reached up to rest one gauntleted hand against Ampophrenon’s elbow, which even with him crouching to the ground was slightly above her head height. He twisted his neck to look at her again.
 

 
  “She’s serious, though,” The paladin assured him quietly. “Natchua is…Natchua. What you see is what you get; this conversation alone probably tells you more or less what you need to know. But she
  
   does
  
  try to do her best toward the right thing. Her first act as an Imperial noble was to try to entice Eserites back to Veilgrad, just because she felt nobility should have
  
   some
  
  check on their power.”
 

 
  “Thanks, Triss,” Natchua said sourly. “Look, Ampophrenon, we can be enemies if it’s that important to you.
  
   Or
  
  we can be allies, even if you find the prospect uncomfortable. If I can play nicely with
  
   these
  
  assholes, I will definitely not turn up my nose at you.” She hesitated, feeling the intuition rise up again, this time prompting her to do something she really didn’t want to. But it hadn’t led her wrong yet. Swallowing her pride—and swallowing physically in the process—Natchua continued grudgingly. “Look, I… It’s probably not
  
   news
  
  to you that I have no idea what I’m doing here. I’ve been staying one hop ahead of a crisis, not just with this chaos horseshit but…generally. I’m certainly not blind to the fact that fucking around with infernomancy is almost certainly gonna be what kills me in the end, not that
  
   that
  
  was my choice to begin with. I would… That is,
  
   if
  
  you’d be willing to accept my welcome to visit Veilgrad at your own leisure, to keep an eye on
  
   whatever
  
  you feel could do with some oversight, I would… I’d be
  
   grateful
  
  for any guidance you could spare me.”
 

 
  Slowly, Ampophrenon reared up again so that his neck arched high above, and gazed quizzically down at her, even tilting his head to one side as if puzzling over what he saw. Everyone stared up at the dragon in anticipatory silence. Everyone except Gabriel, who was now poking about in the charred and flattened mat of tallgrass with his booted toe and the butt of his scythe.
 

 
  At last the golden dragon shook his head once, then shifted. The transition was remarkably smooth considering the change of size involved; a second later, Natchua found herself face to face with a tall man in golden armor, his eyes featureless orbs of light. Even in that smaller form, he projected
  
   presence
  
  almost like a physical force. Now that she had a moment to pause and consider it, she had the distinct impression that only her own native orneriness was keeping her from falling to one knee before him. Dragons were
  
   intense,
  
  even when they weren’t tacitly threatening to destroy you.
 

 
  “I have lived a long time,” he said, his voice sonorous still, but at least not overpowering to the eardrums, “and seen a great many things, some more…surprising than others. Rare as such individuals are, the truth is that I have counted infernomancers and even demons among my allies in the past. They face a high hurdle when it comes to earning trust, as it should be. Yet in the end, real situations are complicated, and individuals should be judged by their actions. I am reminded of the paladins’ friend Xyraadi, whom I understand they liberated from imprisonment quite recently.”
 

 
  “My friend, too,” Natchua interjected. “I invited Xyraadi to my coming out party yesterday. I think she came even closer than Trissiny to fireballing Mogul here off the face of the earth. Not that I blame her.”
 

 
  Wonder of wonders, a faint smile tugged at one corner of Ampophrenon’s mouth. “Ah? On the one hand that seems an improbable coincidence… And yet, speaking to you now, it fits together oddly well. What I recall, now, is that the common factor among every warlock I have found worthy to work alongside, over the centuries, has been that they sought out restraints upon their power and safeguards against their own inevitable failure to contain it.” He narrowed his eyes and tilted his on chin up, giving Natchua a long and openly judgmental look that made her bristle, but she restrained herself. “You have certainly not earned my trust, Natchua Leduc. But based upon what I see, and the recommendation of the Hands of the gods… I am willing to believe you deserve the chance to earn that trust.”
 

 
  She drew in a deep breath. “I grew up in Tar’naris, y’know. And not as a noble, either; I was a low-caste orchard picker. I’m only mentioning it so you have a bit of perspective when I inform you that
  
   that
  
  was the single most condescending thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
 

 
  “And if you are very blessed indeed,” Ampophrenon replied, unabashed, “that will be the worst discomfiture you are forced to endure for some time. May we all be so blessed, but let us not count on it.”
 

 
  “Natchua, enough,” Trissiny interjected when she opened her mouth again. “This is the closest thing to a win we’re all going to get out of this. You can’t put this many people who want each other dead in the same place and expect hand-holding and hugs.”
 

 
  “Yes,” Toby added, quiet but firm. “Let us please have
  
   peace,
  
  as long as we can.”
 

 
  Vanessa heaved an exasperated sigh; fortunately, everyone ignored her.
 

 
  “Quite so,” said Ampophrenon, now inclining his head forward. “The Conclave’s very formation was an acknowledgment of the new reality of the world: that we who wield tremendous power can no longer prosper simply by exercising it.” He glanced past her at the robed warlocks with a flat expression before meeting her eyes again. “It seems we
  
   must
  
  find ways to…tolerate the presence of detestable people, at least up to a point. Learning to find the proper balance will not be swift or easy, I expect, but I will make the effort in good faith.”
 

 
  “Ah
  
   hah!”
  
  Gabriel crowed, fortunately before Natchua had to find something polite to say to the overbearing dragon. Everyone turned to watch him bend over and carefully pick something up from the mess of dirt, charred tallgrass stalks and fragments of shattered obsidian that had been pieces of the necro-drake’s exposed skeleton. “Found it.”
 

 
  He held it up: a black shard that resembled the broken bits of glass all around at first glance, save that it was smoothly curved and not crystalline in structure. Moreover, to the magically-attuned eyes of everyone present, it was
  
   wrong.
  
  Not visually, but to look at the thing was to feel the twisted energies permeating it, struggling against the very shape of nature around them.
 

 
  Toby took an involuntary step forward. “Is that…?”
 

 
  “The chaos source,” Natchua said, frowning. “It was embedded in the monster’s skull. I was just about to go looking for it when you lot landed on top of me.”
 

 
  “And he’s holding that thing with his bare hands?” Rupi marveled. “Well, folks, there it is: the dumbest thing any of us will ever see.”
 

 
  “Oh, blow it out your ass,” Gabriel snapped. “I’m a
  
   paladin,
  
  and I came here prepared for chaos specifically. It’s a good thing we
  
   did
  
  arrive before you got down to cleanup, Natchua. I’m not sure your impromptu deal with Elilial would’ve extended to you handling something like this safely. As long as it’s one of us three holding it, with the Trinity paying direct attention to this, it should be…” He hesitated. “Yeah, uh,
  
   safe
  
  doesn’t seem like the right word. Stable?”
 

 
  “Well, that’s great for now,” Trissiny said, scowling, “but what do we
  
   do
  
  with it?”
 

 
  “If I recall,” Toby offered, “the standard practice everybody’s agreed on for chaos artifacts is to have Tellwyrn secure them—”
 

 
  He had to stop, being overwhelmed by a cacophony of shouts and complaints from the various Wreath warlocks present.
 

 
  
   “Silence.”
  
  Even without changing to his greater form, Ampophrenon could project his voice with a tangible power that permitted no contradiction. To Natchua’s surprise, the Elilinists didn’t resume their protests even after the sheer force of it cut them off, and the dragon continued in a much calmer tone. “Chaos
  
   artifacts,
  
  perhaps. I will spare you a recitation of Arachne’s faults, as I’m sure most of those here are familiar with them intimately, but it is true that she has proved herself trustworthy when it comes to securing such devices away from meddling hands. Those are deliberately created objects meant for mortal use, however, not…this. That is a fragment of pure evil; the danger it poses comes from its very existence.”
 

 
  “I can guarantee you it was being
  
   used
  
  in something deliberately created,” Natchua scoffed.
 

 
  “Indeed. Gabriel, if I may…?”
 

 
  Gabriel obligingly stepped closer to the dragon, holding up the shard; everyone else shifted away, but Ampophrenon leaned forward, peering closely at the incongruously small object without reaching to touch it himself. Slowly, the dragon’s expression descended into a scowl of barely restrained fury.
 

 
  “That,” he stated icily, “is dragonbone. Ancient, and infused with chaos while the dragon was still alive.”
 

 
  “And that,” Toby whispered, “tells us everything.”
 

 
  “Belosiphon the Black,” said Trissiny. “His skull was
  
   here,
  
  in Veilgrad, not long ago. We saw it with our own eyes.”
 

 
  “…before it was taken away by Ravoud, and agents of
  
   Archpope Justinian,”
  
  Gabriel finished, baring his teeth in a grin of angry triumph. “Finally, we’ve got the slippery bastard dead to rights!”
 

 
  “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, son,” Mogul interjected, ambling forward to join them and generally ignoring all the hostile expressions directed his way. “I reckon at least
  
   some
  
  of what happened here today would’ve taken even Justinian by surprise, but that’s a man who doesn’t so much as scratch his ass without layers of plausible deniability and contingency plans in place. Not that I’m saying it’s nothing, just be prepared to be disappointed if you were hoping this’d be the—”
 

 
  He broke off with a muffled curse and stumbled backward as Gabriel suddenly shoved the dragonbone shard into his face, barely avoiding being touched by it.
 

 
  “Gabe, that was just plain juvenile,” Toby reproached.
 

 
  “Yes, it was,” Trissiny said solemnly. “Do it again.”
 

 
  “Please do not
  
   play around
  
  with that,” Ampophrenon in a tone that brought all levity to an instant halt. The dragon paused, shaking his head, before continuing. “Power is granted to paladins to neutralize and destroy chaos sources such as this. Each of your cults has its own ritual magic to achieve that end, requiring chiefly one or more god’s direct attention through an intermediary such as a Hand or high priest. Have any of you been taught such craft yet?” He met each of their eyes before continuing. “No matter, I know both Avenist and nondenominational variants of the spell, which I shall gladly teach you. Aside from the urgent need of this moment, I suspect this portends a further use for this knowledge in the days to come. Best that you be prepared.”
 

 
  “Whoah, hang on,” said Natchua. “You’re not suggesting there are going to be
  
   more
  
  of those things?”
 

 
  “That one, it seems, was made from
  
   one
  
  tiny shard of bone,” Ampophrenon replied gravely. “You just saw firsthand how large a dragon’s skull is. It smacks to me of conserving a resource for which further use is intended. Not to mention that this appears to have achieved little except some random destruction in the vicinity. For a cunning operator such as Justinian, that seems an uncharacteristic action…
  
   unless
  
  it was only a trial run.”
 

 
  “Fuck,” Gabriel whispered.
 

 
  “Yeah, well, you guys can get the next one,” said Vanessa. “Not that that wasn’t some decent exercise, but—”
 

 
  “If the next one comes
  
   here,
  
  you’ll do your part and like it,” Natchua informed her. “But yeah, for the record, I will
  
   much
  
  prefer to have paladin or draconic help if it’s available.”
 

 
  “And while we’re on the subject of cooperation,” Mogul said cheerfully, stepping back up to the conversation, though this time he pointedly did not come within arm’s reach of Gabriel. “Just to lay out the facts: the truce between the Dark Lady and the Pantheon prohibits combat between their servants and hers, yes? But based on the information Vesk provided her—and thanks to you three for collecting it, by the way—it was Justinian himself who meddled in our summoning to destroy the Lady’s daughters.” His grin stretched till it looked almost painful, a rictus of pure malice barely cloaked in unhinged glee. “And now, it seems, we have confirmation that Justinian is no servant of the Pantheon, after all. I believe you know what that means.”
 

 
  “In my considerable experience,” said Ampophrenon, staring him down, “the enemy of my enemy is not necessarily my friend.”
 

 
  “There was never any question of us being friends, let’s not pretend otherwise,” Mogul agreed. “But in the here and now, ladies, dragons, and paladins, it appears that we all have the same problem. And as of this moment, it is officially open season on his ass.”
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  Rasha sat down on the end of the cot. There was plenty of room, its occupant being a dwarf; Rogrin’s shoulders both bulged over the sides but his feet didn’t come near the end. Then again, it was a conjured prop placed there by a literal god, so its properties were probably whatever they needed to be. That’d explain why it not only held up to a solid dwarf worth of weight plus hers, but remained completely stable on the uneven snow when she plunked down.
 

 
  Thinking about nonsense like that was a welcome reprieve.
 

 
  The Archpope, his surviving non-sacrificed lackeys, and his horrifying new creation did not linger. She paid enough attention to note that Rector was their teleportation specialist, and he wasn’t even a mage; apparently the equipment back at the Cathedral connected to his handheld device included a rapid transit function. Which itself was worth knowing, as to the best of Rasha’s awareness enchanted machines that could perform a teleportation were
  
   far
  
  beyond the current state of the art. At any rate, that seemed important enough that she managed to dully make a note of it despite the numb sensation that had settled over her after what she had just witnessed.
 

 
  At any rate, in just a few more minutes, they were gone back whence they had come, which was a relief. She needed to think.
 

 
  “Keystone souls,” Rasha whispered, then continued, her voice growing stronger as she worked through thoughts out loud, the process helping to regain her equilibrium. “So…he needs one of those per…Angelus. Imbued with the Pantheon’s power and then cut off from their attention? By the sound of it, any Pantheon priest who’s been personally excommunicated by their god. Okay. Okay, that’s…that’s good. That
  
   can’t
  
  be a common occurrence, so that puts a limit on how many of those things he can make, even beyond…” She trailed off and swallowed heavily. “Gods in pants. Uh, no offense.”
 

 
  “None taken!”
 

 
  “How many brainwashed soldiers could he possibly
  
   have?”
  
 

 
  “The Holy Legion aren’t brainwashed,” Eserion said idly, now leaning one shoulder against the rock outcropping Schwartz had made last year, apparently perfectly at ease. “Just recruited and groomed with exacting care. That’s also significant, y’know. Justinian’s dabbled in real brainwashing, too—that’s what happened to those poor Tide bastards he threw at his problems with all the care of a man upending a bucket of crabs. No, I reckon his Angelus thingumajig requires willing and cognizant souls to power it.”
 

 
  “But…not the keystone soul,” Rasha mumbled, frowning at nothing. “Lanora was
  
   dead,
  
  and even if she hadn’t been… I fancy I have a decent grasp of that woman’s flaws, and I can’t see her as the type to sacrifice herself for…something like
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “A good point,” the god agreed.
 

 
  Rasha straightened up suddenly. “Wait a second… A divinely excommunicated priest, who doesn’t even need to be loyal? He’s already got
  
   Basra Syrinx
  
  squirreled away in that Cathedral! If this was their
  
   prototype
  
  attempt, why was it so important to come all the way out here in the snow and risk exposure, not to mention
  
   reversing time,
  
  just to get Lanora? That Rector guy made it sound like they were taking a
  
   lot
  
  of risks by doing it this way!”
 

 
  “Mm, good point,” Eserion mused. “Good ol’ Basra sure doesn’t
  
   seem
  
  to be useful for much except raw materials for an appalling science experiment…at least, not to the likes of you or me. And yet, here we are. It’s almost as if Justinian’s the kinda guy who keeps multiple irons in multiple fires. He sure isn’t shy about making use of her particular brand of crazy.”
 

 
  “Crap in a hat, after this I don’t even wanna
  
   imagine
  
  what kind of special plan he has for
  
   that
  
  woman,” Rasha muttered. She’d not had to deal with Syrinx directly, but between Trissiny’s personal stories and Glory’s collection of rumors the picture that emerged was frightening. “That’s probably gonna be a paladin-sized problem, whatever it is, anyway. Yeah, okay, I get why you wanted me to see this, it’s
  
   crucial
  
  intel. I can get Glory, Thorn…and Sweet. Between them, they know
  
   everybody.
  
  We’ve got a good chance of finding these
  
   keystone
  
  people before Justinian does, if we get the Guild and the Sisters and Imperial Intelligence on it.” She glanced down at Rogrind. “And Svennish intelligence, I guess. Thorn’s in good with them and I just heard the Archpope
  
   isn’t,
  
  so…” Rasha trailed off, frowning at a sudden thought. “Why’d you go to the trouble of knocking him out, then? Not like I’m this guy’s greatest fan but it seems like seeing this stuff for himself would’ve helped a
  
   lot.”
  
 

 
  “Ah, well, you know how it is,” Eserion said with a cavalier grin. “He’ll have to be content with you catching him up after the fact, Intelligence types are used to patching together secondhand information. More to the point, such a perspicacious fella would immediately set about connecting the dots if I sleeped him
  
   now,
  
  instead of for the duration of my visit. So rather than ‘Eserion and Rasha are hiding something specific from me,’ he’ll be more inclined to think ‘Eserion is an asshole,’ which, y’know. Not incorrect.”
 

 
  In that moment Rasha was abruptly reminded that while he might be the focus of her own religion, gods were dangerous creatures to be around.
 

 
  “So there
  
   is
  
  more,” she said carefully. In different company this shift in mood might have her reaching surreptitiously for her throwing knives, but she’d already lost them, and realistically…what would be the point?
 

 
  Eserion tipped her a singularly knowing wink. “Oh, very much so. I’ve been keeping an eye on you for a little while now, Rasha. Not that I
  
   arranged
  
  for you to be out here, exactly, but it was shaping up so conveniently I opted to just manage this situation rather than cutting it off. Sorry to put you out, and all that.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well…I guess I can’t exactly complain. Thanks for helping me and Zafi out yesterday. That coulda been
  
   bad
  
  if you hadn’t stepped in.”
 

 
  “Just don’t get used to it,” he advised. “Not that you aren’t a swell gal and all, and I have every confidence you’ll shape up to be one of the best of your generation, but you just can’t get in the habit of counting on the gods to step in and rescue you from danger.
  
   Nobody
  
  can, generally speaking, but that goes triple for Eserites.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I’m well aware you expect us to fix our own shit. It’s one of the things I respect the most about Guild doctrine. So…what’s all this about, then? Why
  
   me?”
  
 

 
  “Ah, ah!” Grinning, he held up a finger. “Now that, Rasha, is an important question, and it’s just not
  
   time
  
  for it yet. We’ve gotta address that one with all due seriousness, and that means we have to go through
  
   storytime
  
  first. These things have to be done in a certain order, as the bards tell us.”
 

 
  “Fucking bards,” she muttered.
 

 
  “They have some good points, though. For example, that everybody is the hero of their own story.”
 

 
  Rasha shrugged. “Sure, everyone thinks they’re justified in whatever damn thing it is they’re doing,
  
   that’s
  
  not a groundbreaking insight. And it doesn’t mean they
  
   are
  
  justified, or that good intentions excuse anything.”
 

 
  Eserion nodded, then took one step away from the rock slab and squatted on his heels in the snow. He continued to look perfectly comfortable in his partially-undone tuxedo, which of course was no surprise. His presence was probably the reason she also wasn’t cold, despite her lack of a warming charm and the fact that her half-dose of weather resistance potion had to be wearing off by now.
 

 
  “Correct. But again, like I said, sometimes people have a
  
   point,
  
  even when it’s super uncomfortable for you to acknowledge that they might. That’s not the same thing as being right, or justified, but you will often find that a lot of folks who are antagonistic toward you aren’t as
  
   wrong,
  
  in an objective sense, as they probably seem to you. For example, let’s take his Holiness, Justinian.”
 

 
  “Oh, I’m not gonna like the rest of this, am I?” she whispered.
 

 
  Eserion grinned but did not pause. “Well, I did promise you storytime. Once upon a time, there was a wandering priest who came upon a great secret. A secret as ancient as divine magic itself, and so terrible that as a consequence of the
  
   nature
  
  of divine magic, anyone who learns it will be instantly struck dead, so that they can’t spread it around. But here’s the twist: he didn’t find this by
  
   accident.
  
  Because you see, those of us with a degree of control over the divine are able to shield people from that effect, at need. A certain deity with uncertain motivations led this man to this truth, opened his eyes to a terrible injustice that has been allowed to linger and determine the course of the world ever since.”
 

 
  “You…what?” Rasha breathed. “What could…I don’t…”
 

 
  “Easy,” the good said soothingly, giving her a smile far more gentle than his more customary rakish grin. “Don’t worry, Rasha, I’m not gonna dump
  
   that
  
  on you. I’m already laying enough of a burden on your head without painting a target on it as well. What you just saw was a
  
   hint,
  
  but it’s not close enough to the secret that you could figure it out unaided. You’re safe.”
 

 
  “Well, now I kinda
  
   want
  
  to know.”
 

 
  He regarded her solemnly. “Of course, you’re human. And I
  
   could
  
  tell you, and protect you. But you might not want to know after you did. Not all knowledge is useful, Rasha. Some of it’s only a burden.”
 

 
  She nodded slowly. “And this story is about Justinian, right?”
 

 
  “Ah!” He grinned again. “But that’s the
  
   second
  
  twist, Rasha. For you see, this isn’t actually a story, but
  
   two.
  
  This has happened a handful of times since the Elder Wars, and mostly nothing came of it, though occasionally it caused a mess.
  
   Elilial
  
  loves this trick; the upper echelons of the Black Wreath all know the secret, and it’s a big part of why they’re so dang cranky all the time. But
  
   this
  
  time, in
  
   this
  
  generation, this exact story has played out
  
   twice.
  
  A god with an agenda counter to the Pantheon’s led someone to the secret and protected them from the inevitable doom that followed. The stories diverge from there, however. The first, yes, was a young adventuring priest named Justinian Darnay—an educated man with, nonetheless, a head full of romantic notions about justice and valor that might better suit an Avenist than the Izarite he was. The
  
   second,”
  
  he grinned more broadly, and paused slightly for dramatic effect, to her vast irritation, “was a scrappy but charming street kid, name of Antonio Darling.”
 

 
  Slowly, Rasha straightened up on the cot, only at that point becoming aware she’d allowed her posture to slouch. Glory would have been disappointed.
 

 
  “Well…you had my attention already. Go on.”
 

 
  “What matters to our twinned stories, what makes the fundamental difference between them, is the two disparate directions these two men went with this knowledge. Justinian began a methodical climb to power and is now engaged in trying to rearrange the world itself to fix that injustice. Darling… Didja know his great project as Bishop was to fund and direct
  
   the
  
  work of theological scholarship of this century? He set every young priest and clerk he could recruit to comb through every archived source of information known to exist, leveraging his own influence to get access even to the most hidden ones, about Elilial. Weeding out contradictions and unverified accounts, to assemble the definitive historical and psychological profile of the Dark Lady. The Nemitites were downright huffy it was an Eserite who did this. Interesting difference, though, right? Presented with the same revelation, one man sets out to
  
   fix
  
  it, while the other sets out to
  
   figure out
  
  what the fuck happened, and why.”
 

 
  She frowned again. “Well… Different people are different, after all.”
 

 
  “Ahh. But tell me, Rasha, does Sweet seem like the kinda guy who can look at a terrible injustice and not immediately want to pop open a tin of kickass on whoever did it? Remember, we’re talking about the man who was Boss of the Thieves’ Guild at one point.”
 

 
  “Sweet is…uncomfortably comfortable with moral conflicts. According to Glory, he’s sorta notorious for playing all ends against the middle.”
 

 
  “But he
  
   has
  
  a line he won’t cross, which you know specifically because Justinian crossed it. Sweet had been sticking close to the Archpope for the same reason he’s been stalking Elilial for years: trying to understand what was
  
   really
  
  happening, so he could figure out what to
  
   do
  
  about it. But Justinian went too far, and he broke away, hence the current state of religious politics in Tiraas.”
 

 
  “Hm. I get the impression you’re leading somewhere with this.”
 

 
  “Always. It’s about how and why both came upon the revelation, you see. Because they weren’t guided to it by the same god, or by the same agenda. Justinian was led by the nose along a prepared course meticulously calculated to guide him to certain conclusions—and then, crucially, offered aid and support in his campaign to right the great wrong. Antonio just had a piece of nonsense shoved in his face that was guaranteed to break his understanding of how the world works, and then cut loose to
  
   deal
  
  with that, without even the knowledge that he possessed forbidden information, much less that he’d been granted divine protection from it. All things considered, it’s only natural, the different ways these two reacted to the revelation.”
 

 
  Rasha narrowed her eyes. “So you’re suggesting… Sweet doesn’t know everything Justinian knows. Or
  
   thinks
  
  he knows.”
 

 
  “And there, we come to it.” With a sigh, Eserion leaned back, actually sitting down in the snow, from which position he gazed up at her with a purely weary expression. “You see, Rasha, I have been running…a con. You may have noticed some off-kilter behavior from the Guild and the Boss recently.”
 

 
  “You bet your ass I have. You have any idea how much trouble it’s been, trying to keep this whole thing from blowing up?”
 

 
  “Course I do,” he said, smirking unrepentantly. “I’m gonna tell
  
   you
  
  a secret, Rasha: I’m not the god who set Sweet on the course he’s on now, nor the one who protected him from the knowledge. He
  
   thinks
  
  I am, but I’m not. By the same token, I am not the renegade god currently doing the most to ensure Justinian’s schemes are thwarted before they’re completed. But he
  
   also
  
  thinks I am.” He grinned, the expression downright gleeful despite his posture of exhaustion. “It’s a fake out, see? After all, I’m Eserion the defiant, humbler of the mighty and bane of corrupt systems everywhere.
  
   Obviously
  
  I’d be the one to squirm out from under the influence Justinian’s using to keep the gods off his back, and set myself to cutting him down to size. He’ll be coming after
  
   me,
  
  not realizing what the real threat is. And Sweet won’t be able to clue him in, because
  
   he
  
  doesn’t know, either!”
 

 
  “Wait! You don’t think
  
   Sweet
  
  would betray you to the Archpope, surely.”
 

 
  There fell a pause of several seconds, over which Eserion’s grin faded.
 

 
  “Well, there…we come to it. The heart of the issue. Because you see, Rasha, you don’t know everything Justinian knows.
  
   Sweet
  
  doesn’t know everything Justinian knows. And Justinian tolerates Sweet’s ongoing meddling and defiance because he firmly believes that once he’s able to bring Darling fully into the loop, to learn everything he knows and be able to protect him from divine retaliation for knowing it, Darling will side with
  
   him
  
  against the Pantheon. Against me.”
 

 
  Rasha inhaled just as slowly to steady herself against the vertigo. “But…he’s wrong. I mean, he
  
   wouldn’t.”
  
 

 
  “The thing is?” Eserion shrugged fatalistically. “The thing is…he might. Rasha, I am not saying I agree with Justinian’s take. But I’m also not saying the man is definitively the villain of this twisted-up multi-threaded story. What I am
  
   saying
  
  is that there’s an argument to be made for both sides. That a person who knows the whole picture could reasonably decide to side with Justinian, or against him. And Antonio Darling is a veteran of playing the angles, and navigating complex moral dilemmas. He could
  
   absolutely
  
  tip either way. The real, scary truth? I don’t honestly think I would blame him if he turned on me. I was never comfortable with the Pantheon’s choice; I argued hard against it at the time, and for correcting it before Elilial had her little tantrum and effectively locked us all on this course. But in the end, I’ve gone along with it. For eight thousand years, I have lived with what we did, and not tried to overthrow the system. The inherently…corrupt system.”
 

 
  He hesitated before continuing.
 

 
  “So now, finally, it’s time for the answer to your question: why
  
   you?”
  
 

 
  “I’m suddenly very afraid I don’t wanna know,” she whispered.
 

 
  His answering smile was sympathetic. “It didn’t
  
   have
  
  to be you, Rasha, I’ll level with you about that. You’re just the most suitable candidate who happened to wander too close to the core of these events and get tangled up in it. Two years ago you were nowhere on anyone’s list of relevant players, and are still barely in the notice of most of them. And that’s the very thing that makes you perfect. Because as much as I can relate to their perspectives and respect their ability to ponder the deep truths of the universe, I am
  
   tired
  
  of these Great Men with their Great Thoughts, their angst and compromise and complex agendas. And believe me, I include myself in that description. When it comes right down to it, if the world has to tip on somebody making a moral decision? I would
  
   always
  
  rather trust it to a woman who’s had to
  
   live
  
  with her boots on the ground in the world men like that have made, who’s fought and clawed and connived for everything she’s got, including her very identity.”
 

 
  “…I am wearing a dress that cost more than my dad’s first boat, and I didn’t even pay for it myself.”
 

 
  “And that dress is burned, torn, and stained with your own blood because you preferred to ride an explosion than quietly submit to somebody pushing you around. Life’s not about what is or isn’t handed to you, Rasha, but what you
  
   do
  
  with it.”
 

 
  She shook her head, heard. “No, this is too much. I’m not some chosen one, okay? You want Trissiny.”
 

 
  “The con is ongoing,” he said as if she hadn’t spoken, his eyes holding hers. “I’m still guiding these events to their necessary conclusion. A moment’s going to come when Antonio Darling has to make a choice; that much is part of the agendas of everyone else involved.
  
   My
  
  little contribution is
  
   you.
  
  When that moment happens, it’ll be under your eyes, Rasha. And I will make sure, in that moment, you have a knife in hand, and a window of opportunity to do what needs to be done.”
 

 
  Rasha stared at him in horror. “You can’t mean— No, you’re not asking me to
  
   kill Sweet?”
  
 

 
  He just stared up at her with the same expression. “Nope. I’m asking you to decide, when the moment comes, if that is the right thing to do. And then act on your decision.”
 

 
  She bounded up off the cot hard enough to tip it over if it hadn’t been weighed down by an unconscious dwarf. “Fuck you! I don’t want this, you understand? This is… This is
  
   too much!
  
  I’m just a kid from Puna Vashtar, I can’t decide the
  
   fucking fate of the world!”
  
 

 
  Her god just looked at her with sad eyes in a tired face.
 

 
  Rasha took a step closer, brandishing a fist at him.
  
   “You can’t do this to me!”
  
 

 
  “That’s right at the heart of the issue, you see,” he replied. “Gods are powerful beings, yes, but constrained ones. We are limited by our natures, by our aspects, even by the influence of our faithful. And this summer, dear ol’ Lil went and spilled the beans at Ninkabi about exactly how that can be used against us. The way to kill a god, Rasha, is to separate them from their aspect. Get them to act in a way contrary to the binding force that holds them to the world, or catch them doing it, and you can pry the consciousness loose from the power.
 

 
  “But here’s the trick of it.” He had the temerity to wink at her again. “I believe I alluded to Justinian’s knack for evading the wrath of the gods, yeah? That’s why his personal presence was needed for rewinding time, which would otherwise set Vemnesthis on him in a heartbeat. He’s been fucking around with some real dark secrets, ancient stuff—specifically, the machinery of the Elder Gods that both they and
  
   we
  
  used to attain godhood in the first place. His schemes have come
  
   this
  
  far because he’s able to deflect our attention, make it so we
  
   can’t
  
  take an oppositional stance toward him.
 

 
  
   “Unless
  
  our very godhood itself is in question. See?” Eserion grinned, looking both bitter and pleased with himself. “Like, for example, if the god of thieves and defiance starts directing his faith to do nonsensical and abusive things, coercing his high priest to mislead the Guild itself. Or forcing some poor apprentice who deserves better treatment into world-shaking shit that’s way above her pay grade. That is some very un-Eserite crap right there, Rasha. It all makes me just a little bit less
  
   me,
  
  or less the god I’ve become. And thus, a little less constrained. Most importantly, it’s enough to squirm out from under Justinian’s control.”
 

 
  “But… Doesn’t that
  
   specifically
  
  make you vulnerable to being, y’know,
  
   killed?”
  
 

 
  “Exactly!” He leaned forward, grinning more broadly still.
  
   “Exactly.
  
  And
  
   that
  
  is the con. Because he’s gonna have to
  
   deal
  
  with me, you see? Not only am I no longer under his thumb and a
  
   threat
  
  to him, I’ve made myself vulnerable in the process. It’s gonna be Justinian against me, in a struggle that could legitimately go either way, but which he
  
   has
  
  to win because if he doesn’t, I will personally wipe the floor with his ass at the moment when
  
   he’s
  
  the most vulnerable. But! The real beauty of it, Rasha, is that it’s
  
   all a distraction.
  
  It’s like I said: I’m not the god who backed Sweet. That one has made his own arrangements to shrug off Justinian’s control and set up the board to thwart him at that final moment. And as long as the Archpope is focused on me as the biggest threat, he’ll never see the real one coming.”
 

 
  Rasha could only stare at him in silence for a few heartbeats before she finally shook her head. “I could blow the whistle on all this, you know. You’re so convinced Sweet might betray you—what makes you think I won’t just right right to him with this whole story? Hell, I could even go to Justinian. Bet that’d earn me a pretty cushy position in whatever world order he’s trying to set up.”
 

 
  “Aside from the fact that you just saw how Justinian treats his most loyal followers?” The god smiled up at her, and it was no longer his wolfish grin, but a simple smile. Kind, and tired, and sad. “Nah. You could do all that, Rasha, but…I trust you. I picked you for a reason, you know. You’re a good kid.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Rogrind sat bolt upright, unconsciousness fading right into perfect alertness as his training dictated.
 

 
  They were in the same place. Except now, he was lying on a cot, at the foot of which sat Rasha, sipping from a steaming porcelain cup of tea and staring moodily into the distance. Despite the surrounding snow, it was pleasantly warm.
 

 
  Without even looking over at him, Rasha wordlessly extended her arm, handing him a silver flask. In matching silence, Rogrind accepted it and unfastened the cap, raising it to sniff. His eyebrows lifted in surprise; that was
  
   good
  
  Svennish brandy. His personal favorite brand, in fact, the bouquet was quite distinctive. He did not, of course, take a drink.
 

 
  “How embarrassing,” he said aloud, closely watching the young thief. She looked unharmed, but more dour than she’d been when he was last conscious. “I seem to have drifted off.”
 

 
  “You missed some real shit,” Rasha said sourly. “No fault of yours. Eserion was here, knocked you right out. Apparently he wanted some one-on-one time with me.”
 

 
  “Ah.” Well, a divine intervention could explain the cot, the drinks, the unnatural warmth around them…though it was not the only thing that might, and he was not one to take Eserites at their word.
 

 
  “Some of that was personal, but you
  
   did
  
  miss important developments I better catch you up on,” she continued, finally turning to look at him. Her eyes looked downright hunted. “And you are not going to believe it, for the simple reason that you’re not a crazy person. He said that in order to demonstrate my veracity I should forewarn you that we’re about to be rescued by talking wolves. I don’t know what the hell
  
   that
  
  means, but by the sound of it I’m half hoping he was just fucking with me.”
 

 
  “Ah, that sounds like Duchess Madouri’s new Wardens. Curious, though; last I was informed, they were all concentrated at the other end of the province. But then, I suppose their inherent fae magic would be quite an aid in both predicting events throughout Tiraan Province where their attention might be needed, and crossing overland faster than the mortal norm.”
 

 
  Rasha stared at him. “Excuse me, the Duchess’s what.”
 

 
  “You don’t keep up with the political news?” he said, keeping his tone deliberately mild. “That surprises me, Rasha, especially coming from a student of the esteemed Ms. Sharvineh.”
 

 
  “I’m a girl of specific and limited interests,” she replied, shaking her head. “Well, okay then. While we wait for…that…you’ll probably want to hear about Justinian’s exciting new superweapon.”
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  “Nurdrakhaan,” the Archpope repeated, staring pensively at the ancient data screen affixed to Rector’s apparatus by a framework of commercially available brass fastenings. Currently it was displaying strings of text and numbers which conveyed raw data that the enchanter could evidently interpret, though Justinian understood only bits and snatches.
 

 
  “That’s what I said,” Rector snapped, still testy from his morning’s excursion into the cold. He tended to wilt outdoors even when the weather was pleasant, hence his complete comfort with living underground for years on end. “Not a
  
   lot
  
  of data on those, rarely see ‘em on this plane, but size and configuration’s unmistakable. Nothing else makes an infernal signature like that. Apparently got banished back to Hell, too, that’s a first. Usually gotta just kill ‘em.”
 

 
  “Demonology is not my field of specialty,” Justinian admitted, “but they are mostly magical, are they not? By description, they don’t seem very aerodynamic.”
 

 
  
   “Aerodynamic,”
  
  Rector scoffed, still tapping rapidly at the screen.
  
   “Completely
  
  made of magic. Never mind flying, the square/cube law would kill those things just for existing if there was any mundane physics involved. So, no, they should not have been able to tangle with the chaos drake. Makes no sense. Obviously missing a lot of data here.” He irritably flicked the screen with the backs of his fingers. “But I don’t know why or
  
   how.
  
  This is a direct transcension interlink, it shouldn’t have blind spots like that.”
 

 
  Justinian raised his head, inhaling slowly as he considered. “A chaos construct destroyed by infernomancy, with key details inexplicably obscured from magical oversight… An explanation presents itself, though it seems improbable.”
 

 
  “Actually
  
   improbable
  
  in the mathematical sense, or just counter-intuitive?” Rector grumbled. “Go where the data leads. Data doesn’t respect your prejudices.”
 

 
  “Point taken,” the Archpope replied with a small smile which Rector was not positioned to see. “I suppose, on further reflection, it does make a certain sense, in light of Antonio’s great research project. Hmm. Natchua…of House Leduc. An
  
   interesting
  
  choice, but then, the Dark Lady has always been fond of those who skillfully oppose her. We may be forced to adapt to this development, Rector. I would like you to adjust the final array plans to deal with the possibility of large-scale infernal interference.”
 

 
  Rector let out a long hiss and finally took both his hands off the screen to clutch its edges in a knuckle-bleaching grip. “You
  
   told
  
  me to key it for divine and arcane effects. Adding another school of potential problems will increase its complexity
  
   exponentially!”
  
 

 
  “I am sorry to lay it upon you, Rector, but this is now the situation. The final array cannot fail. Everything else can be worked around, but that…”
 

 
  “Forget the
  
   difficulty,
  
  you do realize every extra layer of complication introduces more possible things that might go wrong?”
 

 
  “I do. I must rely on your skill, as always.”
 

 
  The enchanter heaved an exasperated sigh. “You want me to just go ahead and make adjustments for all
  
   four
  
  schools while I’m at it?”
 

 
  “I fear that burden would be prohibitive. I cannot foresee the fae becoming a significant concern, but if the situation changes again I will give you as much advance warning as I am able. We must be prepared for infernal interference because it is now a significant prospect, but not a certainty. I do, after all, have leverage over Elilial, should she set herself against me. For now…” He paused, narrowing his eyes in thought. “…this development forces my hand. You are certain the construct summoning apparatus is stable?”
 

 
  “I
  
   said
  
  it was, didn’t I? Completely solid, no significant errors. I even tweaked its efficiency to tighten up the core matrix, should work faster now.”
 

 
  “Good. We will have to deploy it remotely. Please initiate the summons with all our remaining prepared shards simultaneously.”
 

 
  Rector went completely still. For a protracted moment he was silent, still apparently staring at the device.
 

 
  “All of them,” the enchanter repeated at last.
 

 
  “Yes.”
 

 
  “We only have the one Angelus Knight.”
 

 
  “The necessary components to make more are secured and on their way here already. The timing will be awkward, but should suffice.”
 

 
  “Components,” Rector repeated in a flat tone. “If we let all of them loose with only one Angelus, plus the three paladins and whatever intervened at Veilgrad… There’s going to be a lot of damage. A
  
   lot.”
  
 

 
  Justinian paused, studying the back of the man’s head; Rector remained still in his seat as if arrested by the ideas he was considering.
 

 
  Rector could be difficult to read, even for a veteran Izarite. At this point Justinian suspected Delilah was the only person who was truly adept at communicating with him, though Azradeh had made surprising inroads in her brief time here, for all that Rector affected to dislike her. The man was not as oblivious as he often appeared, and certainly the farthest thing from stupid. He had, however, always seemed rather narrow of focus, incurious about politics or anything occurring above his subterranean lair with its sprawling complex of workshops in which he was provided everything an enchanter could dream. To Rector, the projects he worked on were absorbing as intellectual exercises. He had never expressed an interest in what the Archpope actually did with his technology, even when the Throne’s retaliation through the interlink had blown up one of his original labs.
 

 
  But that was before he’d been taken out into the world, seen a nearly headless corpse firsthand and been present when twelve willing souls sacrificed themselves to form a construct of which he had been the principal designer. Considering him now, it occurred to Justinian that Rector’s tense, annoyed demeanor since that morning’s events might arise from more than the inconvenience and cold.
 

 
  “I’m afraid so,” Justinian answered, glancing back at the closed door to the chamber. Rector hadn’t overtly
  
   mentioned
  
  the events at the ruins that morning, the risk of which was exactly why he had not invited Delilah to be present for this conversation. Even Nassir was beginning to have questions; she would definitely not have been sanguine.
  
  
  “Everything we do here is toward a greater purpose, Rector. The great difficulty of our work is that it is the
  
   greatest
  
  purpose, an unprecedented elevation of the whole of humanity. In any complex endeavor there are costs to every benefit, and when one operates on this level… Well, as the saying goes, you can make a desert verdant, but it might empty an ocean. Some of our actions will have unforeseen consequences, and some will carry costs of which we are forewarned, and must choose to accept anyway.”
 

 
  “And this.” Rector paused abruptly; knowing him, more likely for thought than emphasis. “This will be worth it?”
 

 
  Justinian exhaled deeply. “I have calculated as best I can to ensure it is so. Life is unpredictable, Rector. I have erred in the past and others have suffered for it; that is a burden I would not wish upon anyone. That is why I have to continue on this course: to spare others having to do so, and to ensure that we meet our goal, and that everything will have been worth it. There are no guarantees, but I swear to you that everything I do is designed toward the greatest possible good, using information and resources to which no one else has access. If I believed anyone could do this task better, I would gladly step aside and let them.”
 

 
  The enchanter was still for a few more moments, then finally, slowly, released his grip on the machine and returned his hands to their position over the touch screen, beginning once more to scroll through the data.
 

 
  “Simultaneous deployment should be possible. The array isn’t set up for that, but the difference isn’t qualitative and it’ll be a…
  
   relatively
  
  minor adjustment. The power source is more than adequate, so…” He tapped a sigil in one corner of the screen and began poking and flicking at the resulting diagrams. “Mm, yeah, it’s more a software than a hardware issue. I can make most of the changes from right here, then go augment some of the conduits, lock in the necessary foci…should just take a few hours.”
 

 
  “Thank you, Rector.” Anyone else Justinian would have patted on the shoulder, but the enchanter did not like to be touched. “I appreciate all you do.”
 

 
  He didn’t answer, already fully absorbed again in his device.
 

 
  Behind them, and behind the illusion of a closed door, the actual door to the room was pulled carefully shut as Azradeh, invisible under the same magical camouflage, eased back out into the hall. She retreated back toward her room, claws silent on the floor. She had only recently worked out how to do this; it was tricky, experimenting with the latent magic within her in moments when she was certain she would not be observed, but some judicious testing on Rector, Delilah, and Nassir had confirmed the stealth worked. Branwen was another matter; Azradeh didn’t want to risk trying to get too sneaky around an empath. But Branwen wasn’t here right now.
 

 
  For now, she kept her secrets close. Every little advantage could be crucial, and based on what she’d just heard, the moment when they might was fast approaching.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  Amazingly, the day just continued to get more interesting. Rasha fancied that she handled the arrival of several huge, glowing wolves which shifted into people rather well, being by that point somewhat inured to outlandish magical bullshit. Glowing wolf-people didn’t hold a candle to what the Archpope had just done right in front of her. At any rate, the Shadow Hunters (as they introduced themselves and she carefully avoided laughing—really, what a name) did, just as Eserion and then Rogrind had suggested, work for the provincial government. Rasha
  
   had
  
  somewhat ignored the details of political news outside the capital, but confronted with this it did not escape her that by fostering the reformist Shaathists the Duchess Madouri had, contrary to customary practice for nobles, inserted herself in a bold and direct way into cult politics. This was most relevant to Rasha’s concerns because it showed Madouri had aligned herself firmly against the Archpope. Firmly, and rather more
  
   aggressively
  
  than she would expect from an Imperial governor.
 

 
  All of this danced about in the forefront of her mind when, scarcely an hour later, she found herself sitting down for tea with the Duchess in person.
 

 
  The Shadow Hunters had decided to escort her and Rogrind straight to Madouris, since they were apparently a distance from their own headquarters that would have required magic to reach before the two bedraggled refugees began to succumb to the cold. There had followed a flurry of introductions and polite escalations, as Rogrind and Rasha between them had sufficient connections that dropping Trissiny’s name just proved the straw that broke the donkey’s back. The dwarf had ultimately vanished without so much as a farewell, not that she particularly missed him, and no sooner was Rasha herself bandaged, clean, and freshly attired than she was informed by Yancey, the Duchess’s Butler, that she had been invited to join the Lady for tea.
 

 
  It was
  
   Lady,
  
  he diffidently made certain she knew in advance. The Duchess did not care for the more traditional epithet of “her Grace.”
 

 
  “I can’t thank you enough for your generosity, my Lady,” she said, drawing on every scrap of the demure poise Glory had drilled into her.
 

 
  “Pish tosh, I would be absolutely disgraced to do a whit less,” Ravana Madouri replied in an airy tone which belied the sharp focus of her eyes. “You are a personal friend of my own dear comrade Trissiny, and here I find you have been heinously mishandled on my own lands. I can at the
  
   very
  
  least see to your comfort and convenience. Consider it a matter of honor, if you wish, but rest assured this is
  
   no
  
  imposition.”
 

 
  Whatever she might say, it
  
   was
  
  generous. Rasha was attired in a new dress—an
  
   expensive
  
  one in keeping with the latest trends in fashion, and which fit her. Not as perfectly as a properly tailored garment, but quite well. And that raised the question of just why such a thing was so readily on hand, as it certainly did not belong to the Duchess. It would not have fit
  
   her.
  
 

 
  Rasha was deeply wary of this woman simply due to Trissiny’s description of her personality, but that description had largely omitted the physical and left her imagining the Duchess as some statuesque, imperious figure of impossible beauty and a downright draconic aura of power. To her surprise, Ravana Madouri was
  
   tiny.
  
  Unusually for Tiraan nobility, she was blonde, and shorter even than Rasha by a few inches. Not to mention just daintier in every proportion. Rasha herself was happy with her body as it had turned out, for all that Sister Eivery had tried to prepare her for disappointment as there were limits to what transformative alchemy could safely do. Far from being disappointed, she found that a tomboyish aesthetic rather suited her tastes, hence her shorter hairstyle. Still, she was not accustomed to being the the taller or more voluptuous of any two women, and yet…here they were.
 

 
  The infamous Duchess was like a little doll. A tiny, pretty doll who gazed at Rasha with blue eyes like icicles sharpened to killing points. Meeting that dissecting gaze above that bland smile, she found herself believing every detail of Trissiny’s warnings about this woman.
 

 
  “With regard to that,” she said aloud, “I do hope you don’t put too much blame on Rogrind. Given our history it feels
  
   odd
  
  to say that, but he actually is, to my amazement, an ally in this.”
 

 
  “Quite so, quite so! Don’t worry, the situation was explained to my satisfaction. An unusual scenario, to be sure, but I, he, and I suspect
  
   you
  
  are all accustomed to, shall we say, extenuating circumstances?” She smiled again, then took a sip of her tea, eyes drilling into Rasha over the lip of the cup. “My people escorted Mr. Rogrind to the Svennish consulate here in Madouris. By this time I expect he is back in the capital; it would be standard procedure for them to have a portal mage on call. The gentleman’s account of your morning’s adventures was fascinating! Though somewhat incomplete, I must say.”
 

 
  “Well,” Rasha murmured, “you know spies.”
 

 
  “Of course.” Ravana’s smile was a shark’s. “Then, too, he appears to have been oddly incapacitated during part of the events in question. I understand you observed something of
  
   great
  
  interest?”
 

 
  And there it was. The Duchess might even have been serious about that “matter of honor” business when it came to tending to Rasha herself, but a woman like that wouldn’t have only one motivation for anything she did.
  
   This
  
  was the meat of it.
 

 
  “This is…difficult to talk about,” Rasha said, speaking carefully and thinking as rapidly as she could. Madouri would, of course, be an excellent ally, and already was politically aligned with her by default, but nothing she’d heard about the Duchess suggested she should or
  
   could
  
  be trusted. “For several reasons. I am entrusted with certain confidences, and also I’m afraid I understood relatively little of what the Archpope did there. High-level magical shenanigans are rather outside my wheelhouse.”
 

 
  “So the Archpope
  
   was
  
  there,” Ravana mused. “Observed by you, without noting your presence?”
 

 
  “It’s difficult to talk about,” Rasha repeated, affecting an abashed little smile.
 

 
  The Duchess acknowledged that with a slight inclination of her head. “A pity. So much future trouble might have been avoided had you or Rogrind thought to slide a poisoned knife into his back.”
 

 
  “Eserites don’t carry poisoned knives, my Lady.”
 

 
  That had been a test, and the result was interesting. Ravana’s eyes shifted almost imperceptibly, crinkling with what looked like real humor. Of course, a person so self-possessed was more than capable of believably faking an emotion, but that wouldn’t be a likely choice of feigned feeling, given the innate rhythm of a conversation such as this.
 

 
  “Oh?” she said aloud. “How surprising. I should think that would be stock in trade for a Guild agent.”
 

 
  “The Guild doesn’t do assassinations, and poison is a poor choice of implement for the occasions when we find it necessary to dispense pain. It is more effective, pursuant to our goals, to see it inflicted by a conscious hand than some invisible agent. Also, in the Tiraan Empire, having any combination of poison and bladed weapons on one’s person at a time is considered evidence of murderous intent. A magistrate can impose a prison sentence for that alone.”
 

 
  “A pity,” Ravana said with a soft sigh. “I’ve not found occasion to poison anyone, but I must say it seems too elegant a tool to be left in the drawer, as it were. Still, it does not do to criticize the experts at their own craft. I have been immensely satisfied with the Guild’s presence in my lands. It is my inclination to let them go about their business without interference from me.”
 

 
  “It is unusual, my Lady,” Rasha said in the most carefully polite tone she had ever employed, “to meet an aristocrat who feels positively toward the Thieves’ Guild.”
 

 
  “Do not mistake me, I rather doubt I would make a good Eserite myself. I believe in the importance of strong leadership and centralized power, you see. But I
  
   do
  
  highly regard the Guild’s approach to corruption. It must be excised without hesitation or mercy. Those who abuse the public for their own profit should receive not an iota of tolerance.”
 

 
  Their eyes locked, and after a momentary pause, Rasha nodded once, slowly, in simple agreement. Ravana inclined her head again in response, and for just that second, the two shared a real mutual understanding. Not forgetting their respective places and agendas, of course, but it was a beginning.
 

 
  Rasha decided to take a risk.
 

 
  “You have a reputation, my Lady,” she said, allowing her delicate caution to relax just enough to meet the other woman’s gaze with open wariness, “for an interest in…unconventional assets, magical or otherwise.”
 

 
  “I suppose I should be grateful
  
   that
  
  is the part of my reputation you’ve heard,” Ravana replied in a wry tone. “To be sure, I lack the magical expertise to
  
   understand
  
  exotic spellcraft, much less create it, but I do enjoy making myself at least aware of such…interesting assets. Especially if I can then employ specialists who
  
   are
  
  able to exercise them on my behalf.”
 

 
  “A pragmatist.”
 

 
  “Just so.”
 

 
  “Especially when there is…corruption to be excised.”
 

 
  This time, the Duchess’s answering smile was slow, and somehow icy and warm at the same time. It was a complex expression, one Rasha took as another gesture of camaraderie.
 

 
  “Just so,” Ravana repeated softly.
 

 
  Carefully, carefully. Obviously, she intended to tell Trissiny, and Glory, every detail she could recall save those Eserion had asked her specifically to withhold. Those exceptions were enough of a personal burden without adding the guilt of offloading the entire responsibility for this onto the shoulders of her paladin friend. Rasha was not at all sure whether Trissiny would choose to involve the likes of Ravana in what was unfolding between their growing alliance and Archpope Justinian; the Duchess was a potent asset, but not a notably reliable one.
 

 
  But in the end…Rasha was not her subordinate. This was not Trissiny’s secret, and thus not her decision. And after the day she’d had, it seemed to her that unleashing a monster against her enemies would be a
  
   fine
  
  payback.
 

 
  “Hypothetically,” she said aloud, setting her teacup down on the table between them and leaning back in her chair, “as someone with at least a layperson’s interest in obscure magical powers… What would you do if your enemy could deploy what is effectively an archdemon, except powered by divine rather than infernal energy?”
 

 
  The Duchess’s expression changed not by a whit, and her answer was smooth and immediate. “Well, one is tempted to immediately resort to esoteric magical measures to undermine and neutralize such a foe. What can be created by intricate spellcraft is often best undone by more of the same. And then, of course, it becomes a game of perpetual one-upmanship between those in control of these opposing magical forces. I
  
   do
  
  quite enjoy such contests of wit, skill, and organizational aptitude, myself.”
 

 
  “Forgive me if I presume, my Lady, but I perceive an implication in your response that you might act otherwise than according to what you describe as best practices.”
 

 
  Ravana’s answering smile was downright vulpine. “Indeed. My very inclination toward games such as those obligates me to be mindful of occasions when it is most appropriate
  
   not
  
  to play them. The best tricks, as they say, are often simple tricks. Facing such an enemy, I would recall my Circles of Interaction and
  
   blast
  
  it with the most intense concentration of arcane magic it is humanly possible to accumulate and deploy.”
 

 
  She set her cup down on the table with a solid
  
   clink,
  
  still holding Rasha’s gaze.
 

 
  “And then, when the great weapon of the enemy was weakened and near death, I would personally
  
   stand upon its neck
  
  until I could watch the divine light fade from its eyes.”
 

 
  “It’s,” Rasha said slowly, “that
  
   last
  
  bit, there…”
 

 
  “Come now, I should think an Eserite of all people would understand. Sometimes, it is not enough to defeat one’s enemies. Sometimes, they must be taught
  
   fear.”
  
 

 
  A shiver traveled up Rasha’s spine, a warning that she was treading in very dangerous waters indeed. It was not, however, a shiver of apprehension, but excitement. With it came the anticipatory prickle of vengeance beginning to take shape. Rasha might not be able to match any of these great powers in strength or even wits, but that did not make her anyone’s football to be kicked around. And what better ploy was there for a weaker player than to set the stronger against each other?
 

 
  “I hope I am not taking up too much of your time, my Lady,” she said with a gracious nod of her head. “If you would be so kind as to indulge me, I would dearly like to discuss these matters with you further.”
 

 
  “My dear Rasha,” the Duchess Madouri replied with a smile of pure kindness and warmth, “you are an honored guest here. My time is yours.”
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  They came streaking out of the depths of the Golden Sea, leaving trails of black smoke across the sky. The skeletal figures made no formation, in fact fanning outward as they traveled; when they failed to do so, conflict erupted in brief midair scuffles, the necro-drakes snapping and clawing at each other before separating and banking away in a different direction. One particularly fractious pair actually locked together in a body brawl that cost them the use of their wings and began plummeting toward the prairie below. Only the intervention of a third spared them a crash, ironically, as another aggressive drake dive-bombed the clawing couple, the impact sending all three necro-drakes wheeling away in different directions, howling their outrage at one another.
 

 
  And still more came, in twos and threes, snapping and shrieking and then separating, a steady stream of dozens emerging from the deep magical frontier and fanning out, their mutual hostility goading them to set off on multiple courses. Briefly they would turn and lash out at one another, but unlike the mad, almost demonic aggression of the first necro-drake which had perished at Veilgrad, something pushed them to restraint, at least with one another. The damage their brief clashes inflicted was healed immediately, but it served to nudge them away from further conflict, propelling them to fan out and fly far until they could no longer see one another.
 

 
  As if something were guiding them from the outside, against their own nature.
 

 
  Thus, what had begun as an airborne column from their point of summons was a broad fan by the time they began passing beyond the border of the Golden Sea itself, into the visually unremarkable Great Plains beyond, and spread further, widening into an array of courses that would send the monsters toward every part of the Empire east of the Wyrnrange and south of the Sea, from Veilgrad to Mathenon, and most definitely toward the central cluster of Tiraas, Madouris and Anteraas on the southern coast. And, of course, everything they would pass by on the way.
 

 
  For all that it lay almost due south of the origin point in the Golden Sea’s center, by the time the flock had traveled that far they had spread to such an extent that only one of their number spied the lone mountain rearing up out of the prairie and veered toward it, driven by its fundamental compulsion to attack. Emitting its unearthly howl across the plains, it folded its wings and dived, streaking in a shallow descent toward the spires and terraces at the peak of the mountain, where it sensed life, and
  
   magic.
  
 

 
  “Absolutely
  
   fucking
  
  not.”
 

 
  Last Rock’s most notorious denizen was far too well-schooled in the ways of chaos to bother striking it directly with magic. Instead, the actual spell was deployed far in advance of the necro-drake’s course, and with a thunderclap that cracked windows and traveled even farther than the monster’s scream, a burst of solid air directed with the precision of a wandshot ripped out of the sky and slammed into the diving construct, physically shattering its pieces and sending them hurtling straight down to the prairie far below, well over half a mile short of the mountain itself.
 

 
  They began reassembling almost immediately; within seconds the thing had drawn itself mostly back together, its broken body knitting into place and the cracks healing. It was just picking itself up out of the smashed tallgrass and shaking its head when she arrived.
 

 
  Not reckless enough to teleport that close to a chaos effect, Tellwyrn nonetheless arrived with a suddenness that went well beyond an elf’s natural speed; despite her characteristically bombastic displays, she held countless tricks in reserve against the possibility of someone seeing and preparing for them, for situations exactly such as this.
 

 
  “What part of
  
   I am on vacation
  
  do you lot keep failing to comprehend?” the diminutive blonde figure demanded shrilly, stomping through the tallgrass toward the chaos beast. “If it’s not tedious social events in Veilgrad or royalty gatecrashing my beach bungalow, it’s whatever the
  
   hell
  
  this is supposed to be!”
 

 
  The necro-drake gathered itself enough to lunge at her, snapping its jaws, and immediately was yanked backward.
 

 
  The wind picked up, howling all around them as the tallgrass in a broad circular area bent toward a point directly behind the drake’s tail; loose strands of vegetation, dirt, and insects went hurtling into the spot as if a hole in reality were trying to suck the entire contents of the prairie into a pinprick-sized point. The necro-drake barely managed to flatten itself to the ground, digging in its claws into the earth, as the force of wind dragged it inexorably backward. Its strength sufficed to keep it from coming loose, but the task demanded all four limbs. It couldn’t even raise its head to snap at Tellwyrn again.
 

 
  “I’m a reasonable woman, despite what they say,” she commented, strolling closer at a more idle pace which belied the wind tugging at her hair and clothes, her slim figure otherwise undisturbed even though the force of attraction was now ripping up clumps of tallgrass and sucking them into the vacuum. “I
  
   get
  
  it; life is just full of inconveniences, interruptions, and miscellaneous pains in the ass.
  
   All
  
  I ask is that some effort be made to compensate me for my trouble, you know? Even if it’s just a token gesture.”
 

 
  The necro-drake tried to lift its head to howl at her and immediately lost four feet of ground as the raised posture provided more surface area for the wind to push against. It flattened itself again, clinging desperately to the spots where its claw marks in the dirt terminated. The slim elf still stood upright against the torrent, unruffled aside from her ponytail.
 

 
  “Vette is always a gracious hostess, if
  
   cloyingly
  
  quirky. Besides, it was gratifying to see Natchua thriving despite her various self-imposed setbacks. I worry about that kid. And Eleanora at least offers possibly the most fabulous set of knockers it’s ever been my privilege to rub my face all over. Top five, definitely. Not to mention her…statuesque personality and voluptuous intellect. Honestly it’s a shame she happened along at this point in both our lives; that girl is wife material if I ever saw it. You see my point, though?”
 

 
  Tilting its head to one side, the necro-drake managed a desultory snap of its jaws and a noise that was more like a plaintive croak than its typical unearthly howl. Tellwyrn stared down at it over the rims of her golden spectacles.
 

 
  “All you have to do is make it worth my while. In all the old stories, you’d never approach a great sorcerer or dragon, archfae or even demon lord without an offering in hand. There is a
  
   reason
  
  for that. Any interruption can be forgiven with the right bribe, or at minimum a token of respect.
  
   You,
  
  though? You neglected to bring me a
  
   present.
  
  And so you get the
  
   full grumpy.”
  
 

 
  By sinking half its front foot into the ground, the necro-drake achieved enough leverage to haul itself two yards forward against the gale, stretching its neck and opening wide its jaws to threaten the elf even as dirt and loose tallgrass bounced off its obsidian skeleton.
 

 
  Tellwyrn held up her right hand and snapped her fingers.
 

 
  Another thunderclap roared across the prairie, the explosion of air for one instant pushing the tallgrass flat even against the ongoing torrent of pressure. With it came a second, massive blast of nearly solid air, striking the necro-drake full in the face from virtually no distance away. The hit dislodged and shattered it, and its pieces were sucked into the vacuum point before the monstrosity had the chance to be aware at had been attacked.
 

 
  The moment the shards of obsidian and magic were drawn into that point, the pressure and howling wind ceased. With the spell in abeyance, an apple-sized black orb containing all the matter sucked into that point, compressed around the crushed chaos shard funneled into its center, fell to earth from a point about four feet up. Naturally, being as massive and impossibly dense as it was, the small object hit like an artillery strike, sinking several yards straight down and making the already-ravaged surface of the prairie around it ripple like water.
 

 
  Event that failed to dislodge Tellwyrn, who was left standing on a disc of solid and undisturbed ground moments later when the dust settled. Scowling, she gestured with one hand, and the orb rose back up out of the ground to hover in place for a few seconds while an intricate weaving of divine, arcane and infernal magic slid into place around it, forming a lattice which funneled its inner chaos back in on itself to prevent so much as a flicker from escaping. Not for nothing was she one of the foremost experts on chaos magic still alive. The sorceress made a beckoning motion with her hand and the ball, now wrapped in streamers of multicolored light, drifted closer to her.
 

 
  “Ugh,” she grunted. “Looks like valkyrie problems to me.”
 

 
  Tellwyrn twisted her wrist, making a grasping motion in midair, and with a terrible screeching noise reminiscent of rending metal, the air itself tore apart, opening a doorway onto a dimmer version of the prairie with a seething mass of colossal tentacles blotting out the distant sky. Amid the twisting morass, enormous eyes blinked, several immediately turning to glare directly at the aperture.
 

 
  The elf just flicked her hand and sent the ball of compressed chaos hurtling through, then released her grip on the portal itself before it could hit the ground. The gate slammed closed with another burst of thunder.
 

 
  Snorting irritably, Tellwyrn adjusted her spectacles and turned slowly around, scanning the sky in various directions. Nothing out of the ordinary was visible to the naked eye, but for multiple reasons that applied no limitation to her.
 

 
  “Huh. That is…a
  
   lot
  
  of those bastards. And you just
  
   know
  
  they’re gonna expect
  
   me
  
  to deal with this. Of course, I always have to do everything. What’s it going to take for everybody to comprehend that
  
   I am retired?
  
  For fuck’s sake, I teach history now. I gave the world twenty-nine
  
   centuries
  
  of adventuring services
  
   ,
  
  you can all fix your own shit for once!”
 

 
  She hesitated, glaring at the sky, then sighed heavily.
 

 
  “Oh, bah.”
 

 
  After all the thunderclaps, the minute
  
   pop
  
  of her departure was anticlimactic, leaving behind a thoroughly destroyed stretch of prairie outside Last Rock in the universal symbol that Tellwyrn had been here.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Down! DOWN!”
 

 
  Captain Afarousi’s bellow was barely audible through the discharge of battlestaves, the crash of broken masonry and the spine-twisting howl of the monster itself, but her soldiers weren’t idiots. The beast finished climbing out of the wrecked tower it had just dive-bombed and lunged across the battlements, where the wall’s defenders were already lunging out of the way, taking shelter behind chunks of fallen stone or within craters made in the wall itself; several chanced the ten-foot drop to the sloping tile roof of the guardhouse below.
 

 
  Its tail scraped what was left of the battlements as it roared across the walltop, swiping at fleeing Royal Guards. Afarousi yanked open the heavy door to the next guard tower, frantically gesturing the three nearest soldiers through before being the last after them; the necro-drake bore down on her with such speed she very nearly didn’t make it.
 

 
  There was no time to pull the door shut after, she just dived out of the way around the wall, and in the next instance the whole tower shook. Stone bulged inward from the outer wall where the monster impacted, and in the shuddering of the whole edifice Afarousi found herself fearing the structure was about to come down on top of them.
 

 
  She landed on her back, losing her grip on her staff, and was forced into an undignified crab scuttle to gain further distance as one skeletal claw was thrust through the tower door, swiping blindly at them.
 

 
  The crack of a battlestaff discharging in an enclosed space that close was utterly deafening, but Captain Afarousi wasn’t about to complain when the monster’s entire claw shattered, obsidian bones splintering to fragments and its necrotic-looking ligaments dissolving. Another keening roar of outrage made the already beleaguered tower shudder further, but at least the necro-drake pulled back what was left of its arm.
 

 
  The shot had bought only seconds, she knew. Already the pieces were flowing back outward as the thing reassembled itself. Afarousi got her feet under her and lunged to the side, scooping up her staff and shouting for her soldiers to retreat to the tower’s opposite entrance, where the stretch of wall on the other side hadn’t yet been hit. She herself knelt beside the wholly inadequate shelter of an upturned table, bracing her battlestaff in a firing position to buy them moments when the monster attacked again.
 

 
  It
  
   would
  
  attack again. Nothing stopped it. She’d already seen it tear through priests and mages as well as common soldiers, both Calderaan and Imperial. Directed magic misfired in wholly unpredictable ways around the chaos beast, but at least the lightning bolts of conventional wands and staves did some damage. Small damage that immediately reversed itself, but that was the best they’d managed.
 

 
  Before the second blow finished off the tower, though, there came a fusillade of shots from the near distance and the necro-drake yowled again as it was hammered by lightning bolts from the north,
  
   outside
  
  the walls. The tower shuddered again as it shifted and launched itself off the broken battlements.
 

 
  Wasting no time, Afarousi darted to the doorway and peered out.
 

 
  A squad of Imperial troops had taken position on a stony rise just outside the city, where they had formed a firing line and hammered it with a full volley. The necro-drake immediately descended on them, and she could only watch in sickened anticipation, having seen this already.
 

 
  But a cerulean glow had already risen around the small squad, and with a flash of blue light, the entire group vanished, seconds before the monster landed on their hill. Keening in frustration, it pivoted this way and that, actually lifting its claws to check under them like a confused cat which had just lost a mouse.
 

 
  Captain Afarousi spared a prayer of blessing for the Emperor. She and the other Sultana’s Royal Guards had been holding the line purely because the Imperial troops helping man the walls of Calderaas had been among the first to perish in the attack; they had better weapons, and had even managed to hit the monster with a mag cannon burst. In those first moments, none of them understood what they were facing, and by the time Afarousi and the other survivors had learned that magic would backfire against this foe, it was too late for the first line of defenders. The superior tactics and weapons of the Imps had been their own undoing.
 

 
  They’d already learned, though, repurposing their battlemages to strict teleportation. As she watched, another squad heckled the necro-drake with staff fire from further out, on another rise flanking the north road out of the city, then themselves disappeared in another flash when it tried to charge them.
 

 
  “Report,” she ordered hoarsely.
 

 
  “We’re proper fucked, Captain,” Saldaan stammered.
 

 
  Afarousi jabbed him with the butt of her staff, but not hard. She didn’t spare him the full strength of her glare, though.
 

 
  “No more of that, Guardsman,” she snapped. “These are the walls of Calderaas. They don’t fall while there is a living
  
   drop
  
  of the Royal Guard’s blood still up and fighting!”
 

 
  That turn of phrase didn’t exactly hold up to semantic scrutiny, but it did its job; Saldaan and the others within her field of view straightened up, their expressions hardening, and she got a salute from him and several other grim nods.
 

 
  She also got a stark visual reminder that there were only seven of them. Seven of her soldiers, still standing and with weapons in hand. Avei send that more of the cohort were sheltering elsewhere and seeking to regroup, but Afarousi did not kid herself that she hadn’t lost a great deal of her command today. What remained of the battlements were liberally splattered with blood and worse; she had seen far too many fall with her own eyes. Goddess’s grace, right within her field of view
  
   now
  
  was an arm protruding from beneath a boulder that had minutes ago been part of the next tower. No need to guess why it wasn’t moving; it was even odds whether it was still attached to the rest of someone under there.
 

 
  “We hold,” she stated. “The Imperials are adapting their tactics: look, they’re leading it away. We don’t have attached mages like them, and our…” She had to pause and swallow heavily against a swelling in her throat. Aliana had died right in front of her, early on, standing fearlessly up to the beast like a Sister of Avei should. Afarousi had been counting down days till the Sisterhood rotated their detachment again, so Aliana was no longer under her command and it wouldn’t be inappropriate to ask her… In the next moment, she shoved all that ruthlessly aside to be dealt with if she was still alive at the end of the day. There was no time while the battle still raged. “What we have are our weapons and our training, and our oath to the Sultana. So long as any part of this wall stands,
  
   we will hold it.”
  
 

 
  “CALDERAAS ETERNAL!” they chorused, two brandishing staves overhead. Including, Afarousi was gratified to see, four more of her men and women who had clambered out of improvised cover elsewhere along this shattered stretch of the wall.
 

 
  That relief was short-lived, though, as the third attempted guerrilla strike by the Imperials failed spectacularly. The mages were just a hint too slow, and the teleportation fizzled as the necro-drake dived onto them.
 

 
  Several of her Guards averted their gaze; Afarousi forced herself to watch. It didn’t last long. At least the Imps got in a few shots before they fell. Sometimes, that was all a soldier could hope for.
 

 
  Gods above, this was supposed to be peacetime. This was Calderaas, deep in the
  
   heart
  
  of the Empire. Mosters attacking cities was fairy tale nonsense out of the Age of Adventures. This wasn’t supposed to be
  
   happening.
  
 

 
  Immediately she could see the crack in the Imps’ improvised strategy; it depended on improbably precise timing. The next leapfrogged squad was already too far away to continue the maneuver. They fired a volley at the necro-drake but they were already out of effective staff range, and the lightning bolts arced off course well before reaching their target.
 

 
  The beast raised its skeletal head as if sniffing the air. It did, indeed, turn to glare at the Imperial squad, which they answered with more potshots, but then it twisted again to look at the city.
 

 
  Staring at its disturbingly chromatic eyes, Afarousi felt she could feel the
  
   hatred
  
  simmering in it. That thing wasn’t trying to eat, or seek revenge, or anything an animal might do. It just wanted to cause destruction. To kill.
 

 
  With one beat of its wings, it launched itself into the air and surged back toward the city.
 

 
  “We need to consolidate,” Captain Afarousi heard herself say. “Saldaan, take everyone to the north gatehouse and place yourself under Colonel Fedmadhev’s command. I’ll make sure you’ve got time to get there.”
 

 
  
   “Captain—”
  
 

 
  “I have given my orders!”
 

 
  To their credit, her soldiers turned and ran without further debate, though they knew what this meant.
 

 
  As a line of soldiers fled through the half-broken tower and across the wall on the other side, the necro-drake shifted its focus slightly, winging toward them just as she had expected. It had already demonstrated it was drawn to moving targets.
 

 
  So Afarousi shot it. Not with her battlestaff—it was still well out of range—but her sidearm.
 

 
  In many ways, service in the Royal Guard was a welcome reprieve from the Game of Houses that constantly plagued the city; in the Sultana’s direct service there was strict discipline and she was addressed only by military rank by both superiors and subordinates. She had been eager to enlist for that reason, and not just because service was an honored tradition of House Afarousi. But she was still the Lady Shahrizad Fatimah Afarousi, and that meant she had certain privileges—such as her custom wand, a gift from her father. While a true enchanter’s wand would deploy a versatile beam of magic and thus prove ineffective here, this was a layperson’s sidearm, expensive for far more than its mother-of-pearl grip and intricate platinum fittings. It fired a particle beam that would travel for
  
   miles
  
  if uninterrupted and strike with the precision of a logarithm.
 

 
  And Captain Afarousi was a crack shot, because she had practiced until she could make that claim. Because she felt a soldier
  
   ought
  
  to be.
 

 
  She nailed the bastard right between the eyes.
 

 
  Very much to her surprise, it went
  
   down.
  
 

 
  With a howl that sounded very much like pain, the necro-drake folded up in midair and twisted about as if it had just plowed into a wall, plummeting to the road while the Captain lowered her wand, staring in disbelief. Had she accidentally found a weak point?
 

 
  Not weak enough, she discovered as it immediately surged upright again, its gaze now fixed unmistakably on her. The necro-drake screamed in rage. She shot it again; this time it twisted its skull just enough that the beam raked its cheek instead of hitting it again in the forehead.
 

 
  “Come on then, you evil shit,” Afarousi hissed, then roared back at it.
  
   “CALDERAAS ETERNAL!”
  
 

 
  Death met her challenge, springing forward and shooting right at her, this time undeterred by the beams and lightning bolts with which she pelted it, firing with both hands. There was a strangely pure clarity in that moment, knowing how it was about to end, so much so that she felt something like vertigo when it did not.
 

 
  A streak of Light plummeted from the sky right in front of her, and for the second time in ten seconds, the necro-drake hit the ground, this time with a winged shape atop it, hacking with a glowing sword.
 

 
  The monster screamed, twisted, and bucked violently, managing to dislodge its attacker. It surged aloft again, no longer coming at Afarousi, who was so startled by these developments that she forgot to shoot it again.
 

 
  Almost immediately, though, the other flying figure got its bearings and resumed the attack, arcing through the air to strike the necro-drake directly on its side, where its neck met its body. They both crashed down right atop the wall just yards from Afarousi, so close she had to jump back to avoid an errant swipe from one skeletal wing as the beast thrashed.
 

 
  Its struggles were short-lived as the glowing warrior brought its sword down in one mighty swing and hacked straight through the neck, beheading the monster.
 

 
  Immediately, of course, it began trying to knit itself back together, but that momentary decapitation made the rest of the body go limp, buying the warrior time to leap astride the upper part of its remaining neck, bring its sword up, and ram it straight downward, point-first, through the exact spot in the center of its forehead where Afarousi had shot it.
 

 
  In the next instant, it was nothing but black glass. The necro-drake disintegrated in pieces which fell to litter the broken walltop and cascade down both sides; as the multi-hued light vanished from its eye sockets, the smoke put off by its body and the glowing tendrils binding its “bones” together vanished, leaving behind nothing but shards of obsidian.
 

 
  Captain Afarousi found herself alone atop the wall with something even more out of legend than the monster.
 

 
  It was a tall and rather androgynous figure, clad in luminous golden armor over a pure white robe, its eyes blazing with holy light. Behind it spread glowing wings, like those the Hand of Avei was said to manifest in moments of the Goddess’s personal blessing, but these seemed permanent, and solid. As she stared, the divine warrior withdrew its sword from the cracked skull, raised one booted foot, and stomped hard.
 

 
  The black skull shattered under it.
 

 
  “What,” she said numbly. “Who are…”
 

 
  “I am Angelus.” The warrior’s voice was like a choir, like a dozen voices in perfect harmony. “I serve the Universal Church.”
 

 
  “And what…was
  
   that?”
  
 

 
  “It was evil,” they replied, “and there are more of them. I must go. Rally your defenders, soldier; this fight is just begun. All must be ready.”
 

 
  They fanned their wings once, and shot aloft, leaving her alone on the wall with the shards of the greatest enemy Calderaas had faced in living memory.
 

 
  Captain Afarousi craned her neck, watching the glowing figure arc away through the sky until it was lost to distance, then turned to stare around her.
 

 
  The walls were all but shattered along this stretch. Dozens if not over a hundred brave soldiers had fallen in their defense. But alarm bells were ringing through the city, the belltowers and minarets untouched, citizens still rushing to get to shelter. For all that they had been slaughtered, the defenders had stopped the beast at the wall. Or at least, kept its attention long enough for the Angelus to arrive. It had not gotten so far as to fly inward and rampage in the city itself.
 

 
  The walls of Calderaas had held.
 

 
  She wished it felt more like a victory.
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  “Above all, in such times, we must have
  
   faith.”
  
 

 
  The sanctuary of the Grand Cathedral was as packed as it had ever been, despite the Empire-wide state of emergency and warnings for all citizens to take shelter. In a way, they had, for all that a dense crowd might be even more vulnerable to attack; shelter was more than physical, and just as the Archpope now said to the assembled throng, it was in precisely such times that people sought the comfort of faith.
 

 
  “The word is often invoked in this temple, and countless like it,” Justinian continued, his mellifluous voice filling the sanctuary to its farthest corners with its perfect, sonorous gravity. “Faith, most often spoken of as a religious sacrament. Faith in a god, in a dogma, in a church. I will remind you all in this most desperate hour, my friends, that faith goes
  
   far
  
  beyond religion. It is upon faith that everything hinges. We have faith that our friends and loved ones will not abandon us. Faith that those who sell our food, our clothing, our tools, have not shortchanged us. Faith that our governments will protect and provide as we need them to. Every interaction each of us has with another person is a thread of
  
   faith,
  
  and it is of the countless thousands of these threads that the web of our lives is made.”
 

 
  He paused, gripping the sides of his lectern for a moment. No arcane magnification charm was applied to the ancient wood; Justinian needed nothing but the Cathedral’s acoustics and his own trained diaphragm to make himself heard in the back row, even now, when he lowered his voice for emphasis.
 

 
  “And never is the importance of faith clearer than when it disappoints us. I understand, sisters and brothers, how your faith has been betrayed. We may speak of the gods and their mortal agents which we thought to protect us from crises such as this. We might speak of our government with its armies, which in city after city has been powerless to stand against threat after threat. But even in the midst of renewed crisis, I caution you: do not abandon faith. Faith, you see, is not certainty.”
 

 
  He smiled, with both sorrow and warmth.
 

 
  “In life there are
  
   no
  
  certainties; even the gods do not promise us that. The universe is chaotic, and it is not given to us to live in perfect bliss. For what would be the point of that? What is
  
   life
  
  without opportunities to strive, to grow wiser and stronger? And how could we do so if we were never challenged—and not only challenged, but specifically
  
   beyond
  
  what our faith can bear?
 

 
  “No, friends, we must not despair because our faith has not protected us. The role of faith is that we may continue to
  
   believe,
  
  even in the face of evidence that what we believe in has failed. And this, friends, is the true power of faith: its capacity to triumph over reality itself. For by acting upon faith, by proceeding upon assumptions that have been broken, we
  
   remake the world
  
  around us until it falls back into line with what we have
  
   faith
  
  that is should be. Faith, friends, is the power to band together and
  
   triumph.
  
 

 
  “I will not minimize the threat we face, nor excuse those who have failed when they should have protected us. Instead, I will caution you all not to abandon faith. Have faith in the gods, in paladins, in thrones, in all those things you count upon—for even if they have responded imperfectly, it is through the support of our faith that they may be empowered to rise to the threat.
 

 
  “Above all, have faith in one another. It is the darkest times which show us the brightest light within our hearts. It is when we are tested that we raise ourselves up to persevere. It is when the bonds between us are attacked that they strengthen.”
 

 
  He raised his hands in an uplifting gesture, both benediction and incitement.
 

 
  “Have
  
   faith,
  
  brothers, sisters, friends, fellow members of this human family. Have faith that all will be well—and in so doing, go forth together and
  
   make it so.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “That brilliant, evil son of a bitch,” Ruda said, hurling the transcript of the Archpope’s sermon down on Ravana’s dining table.
 

 
  “Eh, it sounded a right nice speech t’me,” Maureen admitted. “So, I assume that means I missed somethin’, aye? I never claimed t’be the savvy type, politically speakin’.”
 

 
  “He’s changed the terms of engagement.” Teal’s voice was barely above a whisper, her eyes fixed on a distant point beyond the fireplace. “It’s…a
  
   brilliant
  
  move. The cults are beginning to turn on him, and after Veilgrad Triss and the boys have what they need to
  
   prove
  
  he’s behind the chaos monsters.”
 

 
  “Okay, I don’t get it either,” Iris said in some annoyance. “Why isn’t that good? I mean, now he’s gone and let loose
  
   dozens
  
  of the fuckers. Obviously that’s a
  
   big problem
  
  but if there’s proof Justinian is behind it, hasn’t he just nailed himself to the wall?”
 

 
  “I can’t.” Ruda slumped down in her chair, tipping her hat forward to cover her eyes. “I just cannot with this horseshit. Not you, Iris, you’re fine, it’s just the sheer
  
   fuckery
  
  of it. I need a moment to wring some of the sleaze outta my soul. Shaeine, can you take over?”
 

 
  “By unleashing both unstoppable monsters and immortal warriors which are among the only things which can combat them, the Archpope has effectively invalidated all the laborious preparatory work that has been done up till now to work him into a corner,” Shaeine said tonelessly. “It is now a matter of
  
   public opinion,
  
  and the
  
   facts
  
  are thus barely relevant. Now, any accusations against the Archpope will be seen as sowing division exactly when it can least be afforded—especially by Ravana and the paladins, who by taking a stand against him previously will have made it seem they are prioritizing old political vendettas above the public good.”
 

 
  “But they ‘ave
  
   proof!”
  
  Maureen protested.
 

 
  “That matters a lot less than it should,” Teal replied wearily.
 

 
  “Politics and facts are, at best, tenebrous allies,” said Szith.
 

 
  “It’s a crisis,” Ruda explained from under her hat, not shifting her position. “Can’t have division in a crisis. Didja note in the speech, how he emphasized that? And also how the gods an’ paladins and
  
   especially
  
  the Throne have let everybody down by allowin’ all this to happen.”
 

 
  “Just the…the
  
   gall,”
  
  Iris hissed. “He
  
   did
  
  all this!”
 

 
  “It’s politics,” Teal said, heaving a sigh.
  
   “Fuck.
  
  He played us all. He played
  
   everyone.”
  
 

 
  “I seriously do admire the gambit,” Ruda admitted, finally lifting her hat enough to peer up at everyone. “It’s maybe the evilest bullshit I ever fuckin’ heard of but god
  
   damn
  
  was that clever. A master fuckin’ play.”
 

 
  “That is public opinion, though,” said Scorn, who was not wearing her disguise ring, drumming her clawed fingertips upon the table. The group assembled was somewhat diminished in size; Juniper was still in Tiraas and the paladins, after checking in, had gone right back out to hunt necro-drakes with assistance from the Conclave. “There is still
  
   proof.
  
  The Empire can act upon this, yes?”
 

 
  “That is what makes it a master stroke, as opposed to simply a clever one,” said Shaeine. “The great secret of power is its fragility. The cults, the Throne, the Church… Indeed,
  
   all
  
  religious, political, financial and other establishments, rely upon
  
   consensus
  
  for their very existence. They only come to
  
   seem
  
  immutable because we grow accustomed to them. Any can be toppled if enough of their followers decide they should no longer be obeyed—or if not destroyed outright, deprived of enough of their support to function. That was the overarching lesson of the Enchanter Wars, and that lesson is still very much on the minds of the cults and the Houses.”
 

 
  “So, in order for the Empire or the Trinity cults or
  
   anyone
  
  to act on the proof,” Teal chimed in, “they would have to, in essence, invade the Cathedral in force to seize Justinian. It could still work, if it was possible to do it swiftly, but with all the power of the Pantheon backing him up and him apparently able to
  
   control
  
  it even against the Pantheon’s will… Well, the various forces assembled against him could maybe take him down eventually, maybe not. Either way, it would be a long, bloody, drawn-out struggle. And given all Justinian’s done to make himself and the Church popular over the years, a
  
   lot
  
  of the public will side with him. Especially now. It would mean a schism in basically every participating cult and very likely a rebellion against the Empire.”
 

 
  “Most of the Houses’d side with ‘im,” Ruda grunted in a dispirited tone. “Specifically
  
   because
  
  they don’t give a fuck about religion. They care about their own power, which means they’re automatically against the Throne reaching beyond its traditional powers.”
 

 
  “House Tirasian does have its allies,” Shaeine murmured. “Powerful ones, even. Houses Madouri, Leduc and Dufresne represent enough of a threat to give many of the lesser Houses pause, but there would also be opportunists… He also has the orthodox Shaathists, doubtless other loyalists within every cult. Justinian will not have done this until he is
  
   certain
  
  of enough allies to at the very least force a stalemate if the established powers dare attack him openly. He is, by all appearances, a meticulous planner.”
 

 
  “That’s what everybody will be considering,” Teal added. “The political cost of turning on him now would be crippling… And even if he is transparently behind it, the fact is there
  
   are
  
  chaos dragons rampaging across the continent and nobody can afford a civil war in the middle of
  
   that.”
  
 

 
  “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Iris said tremulously, “but…I mean, surely the Trinity cults? The Guild? Didn’t the paladins
  
   just
  
  go through all that rigamarole to make sure they’d side against the Church?”
 

 
  “And that’d be why Justinian just yanked out the rug,” said Ruda with a bitter laugh. “Way Boots an’ the boys tell it… Boss Tricks ain’t exactly the portrait of reliability right now, the Dawn Council isn’t interested in doin’ fuck all under
  
   any
  
  circumstances, an’ Lady Gwenfaer’s paper cuts bleed politics. High Commander Rouvad
  
   seems
  
  like the kind o’ broad who’d take a stand on principle, but then again, she’s also the one who decided Basra fuckin’ Syrinx being good a politics made ‘er worth putting up with all the rest of her general Syrinxitude. We got coin tosses in the best case scenario.”
 

 
  “Some might still be willing to act, if there were a plan in place and a certainty of, at least, a chance,” Shaeine said quietly. “But whoever acts first will embrace tremendous risk, and the full brunt of the opposition. The pressure will be heavily against anyone sticking their neck out.”
 

 
  “I’ll go one further,” Teal said quickly. “Soon as we can talk to ‘em again we need to make sure
  
   our
  
  paladins don’t try to charge at Justinian with blades out.”
 

 
  “There’s really only one of ‘em likely to do that,” Ruda said with a grin.
 

 
  “Sure,” Teal replied a touch impatiently, “but it
  
   matters
  
  that they have credibility and the pull to motivate a lot of people into action behind them. Frustrating as it is, appearances matter, even to paladins. They can’t squander it by seeming to pick a political fight in the middle of a crisis.”
 

 
  “So,” Scorn rumbled, “what is needed is a person in a position of power, interested in doing the right thing, and willing to be seen as a villain.”
 

 
  She immediately turned to look straight at Ravana. One by one, so did everyone else in the room, until every eye was fixed upon her except that of her Butler, who stood silent as a gargoyle behind her left shoulder.
 

 
  Ravana said with perfectly ladylike posture at the head of the table, casually swirling her wineglass in one hand and gazing thoughtfully at nothing. As the room fell silent, she ceased toying with the glass and raised it to her lips for a sip. It was a pink elven wine; she usually did not prefer their sweetness, but the lower alcohol content made it a beverage of choice when she had thinking to do.
 

 
  Lowering the glass, and seeming to ignore the silent regard of her friends and classmates, the Duchess allowed her lips to slowly curl upward into a viper’s smile.
 

 
  “Yancey,” she said, “make the arrangements for another press conference tomorrow. In addition to my accusations at this morning’s event, I will publicly charge that Archpope Justinian is behind the chaos drakes, and that he has deliberately caused all this destruction and loss of life for personal, political gain.”
 

 
  She paused to take another dainty sip; Yancey, attuned to his mistress, watched her without acknowledging the command, as he detected another part forthcoming.
 

 
  “I will also,” Ravana continued after swallowing, “detail the method by which an Angelus Knight is created, describe the final fate of Sister Lanora, and announce that any cleric who has been personally excommunicated by their former deific patron will be made welcome in Madouris and placed under my personal protection. Along with a warning that their lives are in urgent danger otherwise.”
 

 
  “Very good, my Lady,” said Yancey. “Shall we arrange protection for the source of this intelligence?”
 

 
  The Duchess shook her head. “She indicated confidence that her involvement was absolutely unknown to the enemy, and in this case I fear we must take her at her word. The irritating truth is that none of my field agents are of a quality that can match what Justinian has at his disposal. Posting a watch over her would likely do nothing but to draw his attention to her, and in the end my people would be unable to provide sufficient protection.”
 

 
  “I might’ve known you’d Ravana it,” said Ruda, sounding impressed despite herself. “I know we practically asked for it this time, but c’mon, that’s gonna put you
  
   right
  
  at the top of Justinian’s shit list.”
 

 
  “Yeah, no offense,” Teal agreed, “but this business in Madouris up till now has been small potatoes, Ravana. You’re not high on his priorities. If you start spewing his secrets in public…”
 

 
  “It is a strategic truism,” Ravana said, again idly swirling her wine, “that when one is losing a game of chess to a clearly superior opponent, the correct move is to punch them in the face and overturn the board. This advice, while a valid point, ignores the broader political ramifications which you were just discussing. To be seen as the one to forebear the pretense of civilized behavior that we like to think governs us is to cede a significant material advantage. The solution, thus, is to provoke one’s opponent to throw the punch, and accept the censure of the onlookers.” She smiled again, showing just the tips of her teeth. “And
  
   then,
  
  in the name of self-defense, stab them in the throat.”
 

 
  “Why is it even your hypotheticals jump directly to six steps too fuckin’ far?” Ruda demanded.
 

 
  “Ravana,” Szith said quietly, “the Archpope can punch harder than you can. Significantly.”
 

 
  “One does not just
  
   punch,
  
  though,” Ravana replied primly. “As a martial artist, you know it very well. There are questions of position, leverage, angle, maneuver… Teal has the right of it: I must admit, to my chagrin, that I have been up till now little but an inconvenience to his Holiness. If I begin revealing in public fundamental secrets which he will have no idea how I learned, I become a
  
   problem.
  
  He will be forced to…solve…me. And for me to
  
   defend
  
  myself will look altogether different than if I, or anyone, were to assault the Universal Church during a universal crisis.”
 

 
  “I fear you have missed my point,” Szith insisted. “You would have to
  
   survive
  
  his attack, Ravana. Giving you full credit for the ability to cause trouble upon which this plan seems to rest, even you must acknowledge that you are
  
   not
  
  at your best on the defensive!”
 

 
  “Am I not?” Ravana narrowed her eyes; her smile, if anything, widened. “Justinian is a creature of meticulous plans. Unexpected and uncontrolled violence is antithetical to his mode of operation. Even when he has unleashed it—such as now—it has always been safely far from his own base of operations, and with himself in at least partial control of all sides of the performative conflict.
  
   True
  
  carnage, the rapid unfolding of unforeseeable events, heavily disadvantages web-weavers such as he. That is the domain of paladins, adventurers, and it must be said…” Smirking, she actually bowed slightly from her chair. “…villains. I do not delude myself that this is my fight to win, or that I even could. No; our predicament is that Justinian has changed the nature of the battle to advantage himself. I will simply change it again.”
 

 
  She sipped her wine once more, eyes glinting with manic anticipation.
 

 
  “If his Holiness truly wishes to play about with chaos, then we shall go on a journey together, and explore the truth of what chaos
  
   means.”
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “Really. Two minutes?” Despite the disappointing news, Justinian sounded more impressed than anything.
 

 
  “That’s a broad guess,” Rector grunted, hunched over an instrument panel as usual and not looking up at his guest and patron. “Approximating from initial attack range, but even at the most conservative value, it was fast. Way faster than the one lost at Veilgrad. Weird readings, too… The chaos shard itself blinked out. Usually there’d be a major divine event concentrated on it before nullification. I think it was moved back to the dimensional insulation layer.”
 

 
  “I suppose it is no more than should be expected,” Justinian mused. “Very well. I see I shall have to arrange something to keep the good Professor occupied. Interference of that caliber could be disastrous at this stage.”
 

 
  Rector finally hesitated in his manipulation of the ancient data screen. He did not look up from it, but froze with his fingers above the glowing panel, staring at nothing.
 

 
  “Thought you decided to leave her alone. Tried that, right? Didn’t work.”
 

 
  “I probed at her, yes,” Justinian said mildly. “The point was, in part, to gauge her reaction; among other things, the attempt verified that she does have an interventionist streak, which has just become immediately relevant. I will consider my options. Fear not, Rector; I have several contingencies in varying states of readiness. Some may require your aid, but as always, I shall provide you the greatest advance notice I am able.”
 

 
  “It’s Tellwyrn,” said the enchanter, still not moving. “Not much gets her attention except for threatening her students. Right? Is that… There’s already a lot of collateral damage.”
 

 
  Justinian studied the back of his head pensively for a second before answering. “These are the painful decisions of strategy and moral cost versus benefit of which I spoke to you before, Rector. I fear that the closer we come to the final steps, the more…difficult they will grow. And we are very close indeed. Have patience for just a while longer. Soon, all of this will be finished.”
 

 
  Rector remained in his rigid position for a moment, then grunted and resumed scrolling the screen as if he’d never stopped moving. After watching him for a moment longer, the Archpope retreated, not bothering with a farewell. He was not one to forebear such courtesies, but had learned that Rector was more annoyed than reassured by extraneous social rituals.
 

 
  Seconds after the door shut behind the Archpope, Azradeh appeared from invisibility in the corner.
 

 
  She was still testing her limits. According to one of her books—theology was among the subjects Justinian had been quite willing to let her read—a sitting Archpope gained a great deal of divine power but lost the cult-specific gifts as they were elevated from the servant of one god to the servant of all. So, in theory, he
  
   shouldn’t
  
  have Izarite empathy. Thus, she’d been lurking about him invisibly to see if he ever reacted, which he had not.
 

 
  Unless he was a natural empath; those did seem to be drawn to Izara’s service. That would mean he was only pretending not to know when she was invisible in his vicinity, a thought which verged on paranoia but also wasn’t entirely implausible when it came to Justinian. But even in that eventuality, he was still pretending he couldn’t sense her, which meant she had a little leeway of maneuver until he was willing to blow his advantage. Even that was useful.
 

 
  Of course, it was more likely he just couldn’t tell, period, but she was unwilling to commit to assumptions about the man.
 

 
  “Wow, busy day, huh?” she said cheerfully, sauntering over toward Rector.
 

 
  He just grunted, as usual. The handy thing about Rector was how little interest he had in anyone else’s comings and goings. As long as she didn’t pop out of invisibility right in front of his eyes, he wouldn’t wonder where she’d come from. Actually, Azradeh wasn’t completely sure even that would get his attention.
 

 
  “Now, you make sure you’re getting enough sleep,” she lectured, circling behind him. “I will not hesitate to tattle to Delilah on you, see if I don’t.”
 

 
  “Go away, pest,” he growled.
 

 
  “Yeah, yeah.” Azradeh sat down on one of his less-cluttered workbenches, just loudly enough to make it clear from behind that that was what she’d done. He twitched in the most amusing way, but didn’t turn to chastise her further. “So what was that about collateral damage and attacking students? That doesn’t sound like you.”
 

 
  He froze again.
 

 
  “Or his Holiness,” she continued in a light tone. “Or…well, I wouldn’t’ve thought so, but who knows with that guy? He’s been really good to me, y’know? And you too, I guess. Man, though, it’s hard to say what goes on in his head. I wouldn’t think he’d deliberately get anybody hurt, but—”
 

 
  “Just get out!” the enchanter snapped, snatching up a handful of brass screws from the nearest table and hurling them backward in the vague direction of her voice. Azradeh watched them sail past a good yard to her right. “I don’t have time for you right now!”
 

 
  “Hey, it’s okay,” she said soothingly. “You’re just the equipment guy, right? It’s Justinian who makes the decisions. If somebody gets hurt, well, is that really
  
   your
  
  fault?”
 

 
  “GET!
  
   OUT!”
  
 

 
  Rector finally spun, snatching up a wrench and flinging it with far more accuracy. As usual she didn’t blink when it bonked off the bridge of her nose, but when he hurled his data screen she plucked it deftly out of the air.
 

 
  “Hey, be careful,” Azradeh urged, setting the panel gently down on the workbench. “I know those things are durable, but they’re thousands of years old and it’s not like you can make more.”
 

 
  “LEAVE! GO AWAY, DEMON!”
 

 
  “Okay, I can see you’re busy,” she said, hopping off the table and ignoring the constant barrage of tools, crystals, and metal parts which pelted her. “Promise you won’t forget to eat, all right? See ya later.”
 

 
  Azradeh turned and strolled toward the door, not reacting when a glass tube shattered on the back of her head. The deluge of metal and glass only halted before she actually exited because he ran out of conveniently throwable objects within easy reach.
 

 
  Once the door shut behind the archdemon, Rector abruptly sat back down in his chair and sagged, leaning forward and resting his face in his hands.
 

 
  For once…for perhaps the first time in a long time…the architect of so much of the future was not thinking about his next project. He just sat alone in his secret underground laboratory, thinking about some of the things he had created.
 

 
  And what they might
  
   mean.
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   Author’s Note: The next two side stories are set in the summer after the Class of 1182’s freshman year, between Books 7 and 8. They were originally planned to be short story ebook releases, but that ended up never happening and I want them to actually see the light of day, so here they are, belatedly.
  
 

 
  
   In the future I may adjust the chapter links to place them in their right position chronologically for those reading through TGAB in the future. For now, here’s a look back at the early days of the story.
  
 

 
  ***
 

 
  They did not sit in awkward silence, because there was none of that to be had aboard a zeppelin. Wind rushed past the glass surrounding the cockpit, the powerful hum of the propeller thrusters was audible even from up here at the front of the craft, and as always there was an omnipresent multi-tonal hum of arcane magic everywhere from the instrument panels to the wiring in the bulkheads. It was not silent, just awkward.
 

 
  After years of partnership in marriage, business, and their shared creative work, Geoffrey and Marguerite were simply never awkward with each other. They had that in their favor, at least; awkward spells were always a unified front of the pair against whatever had left them both stymied for something to say.
 

 
  “Well,” Marguerite finally said after glancing over her shoulder to verify that the hatch between the cockpit and cabin was properly sealed, “she’s…certainly polite.”
 

 
  “Of
  
   course
  
  she’s polite!” It was as if the cork had been pulled from a shaken bottle of beer; Geoffrey turned to his wife with a furious scowl, finally releasing his unnecessary death grip on the wheel. “They’re
  
   all
  
  polite, Rita! It’s all smiling and bowing
  
   while
  
  they’re kidnapping your son for some inbred darkling’s harem!”
 

 
  “Are you worried Sheen is going to enslave Teal?” Marguerite replied with a slight smile. “In all honesty I think I would enjoy the aftermath of someone trying that.
  
   Surely
  
  she knows about Vadrieny by now.”
 

 
  “You think it’s funny?” he snapped. “You want me to go tell Telimaan how funny it was? Daoud was down there for two
  
   years
  
  before we managed to lean on the right people and get him out. Did you
  
   hear
  
  what he went through?”
 

 
  Marguerite’s smile vanished entirely and she turned to face her husband with a flat stare. “You know very well better, Geoffrey Falconer.”
 

 
  At that, at least, he looked abashed, lowering his eyes. “Right. I’m sorry, Rita, I know. That wasn’t fair. It’s just…” He gestured helplessly with both arms, a risky move in the tight confines of the cockpit had his wife not known him well enough to have already leaned out of the way in anticipation.
 

 
  “Geoff,” she said more gently, reaching up to squeeze his shoulder, “it’s the nobles who do that. Not to sound all Eserite, but you can’t blame an entire race of people for what the most powerful of them do. How’d you like it if people’s treatment of
  
   you
  
  was based on the Duke’s behavior? Look on the bright side: this is still an improvement in Teal’s judgment. Or have you forgotten Lady Hesthia?” She grimaced.
  
   “I
  
  have not forgotten Lady Hesthia.”
 

 
  He made an identical expression.
  
   “
  
  
   That
  
  was more understandable. I would definitely have fallen for the ol’ big-boobs-covered-in-practically-nothing routine when I was a teenager.
  
   That
  
  you grow out of.”
 

 
  “Do you?” Marguerite countered in a dangerously wry tone. “Because my experience with men older than
  
   you
  
  says otherwise.”
 

 
  “Well, you
  
   can,”
  
  he acknowledged with a faint grin of his own. “My point is, that’s not something I worry about with Teal. She’s steady enough not to make libido-based life decisions. At least, I’d thought so before this…”
 

 
  “Geoffrey,
  
   Hesthia
  
  was in her
  
   thirties
  
  and transparently angling to make political connections. That woman was a slimy
  
   creep
  
  and I’m just grateful Teal wised up before I had to go and do something against my principles. This is a completely different situation.”
 

 
  “Is it?” Geoffrey demanded, again clutching the wheel, which didn’t need his help to hold steady. “You know what they’re like, Marguerite.”
 

 
  “Geoffrey Falconer, I do
  
   not
  
  like the sound of straightforward racism out of your mouth.”
 

 
  “Oh, please, you know very well it’s not about that! We both know enough elves to know that people are just people. I mean
  
   they’ll
  
  deny it but there’s no ‘strange’ elven behavior anyone else wouldn’t do exactly the same if they’d been raised in that culture. That’s what it’s about,
  
   culture!
  
  ”
 

 
  “Okay,” she said soothingly, “but Geoffrey, consider your sample bias. We’ve had one employee whose son was the victim of a serious crime in Tar’naris. Have you had any
  
   other
  
  interaction with the drow? At least have enough faith in our daughter to believe she wouldn’t bring home a criminal or predator.”
 

 
  “Right, because Lady Hesthia was
  
   such
  
  a good pick,” he grumbled.
 

 
  “Oh, now you’re just reaching,” his wife retorted, not without fondness. She slid a hand up his back to ruffle his hair gently. “I won’t say
  
   I
  
  wasn’t startled. Just give it a chance, Geoff. Give her a chance. She could be a perfectly lovely girl.”
 

 
  “A perfectly lovely example of someone
  
   raised
  
  in a society of grasping, murderous raiders! Shane might well be the best of the lot, for all we know, but come on. How much is
  
   that
  
  worth?”
 

 
  “I’m pretty sure it’s pronounced Sheen. Look, Geoff, you can look on the bright or the dark side of it all you want—and yes, there are
  
   definitely
  
  upsides, especially if the girl’s a Matriarch’s daughter—but at the end of the day this is
  
   Teal’s choice.
  
  Has it been so long since you were nineteen that you’ve forgotten what someone will do if her parents forbid her to see her new object of infatuation?”
 

 
  “For all the time and effort it took to get somebody
  
   out
  
  of Tar’naris, it was money well spent. I wonder how hard it is to send somebody
  
   back—”
  
 

 
  The cockpit shuddered from impact, and before either could react to that, the door was yanked open. Not the hatch behind them, which opened onto a corridor leading to the passenger compartment. The exterior door, opening onto cold wind and a thousand-foot drop.
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   HEY!”
  
  Vadrieny shouted at them, sticking her face practically into Geoffrey’s while clinging to the frame with all four claws. It was a slightly less aggressive action than it otherwise might have been; she needed to raise her voice to be heard over the howling of the wind around them. Fortunately, Vadrieny had more than sufficient lungs to overcome this challenge. “For a couple of people who’ve had elf friends their whole lives, you two sure are in a hurry to forget to those ears are
  
   not just decorative!”
  
 

 
  Marguerite and Geoffrey had both been staring in wind-blown shock just beginning to morph into displeasure, but at that, they simultaneously cringed in embarrassment.
 

 
  “Teal had this
  
   carefully planned,”
  
  the archdemon continued to lecture them. “She spent
  
   weeks
  
  working out the best way to introduce you to Shaeine and minimize the shock, but
  
   no.
  
  You two just had to
  
   surprise
  
  us all by flying the damn airship to Last Rock like a couple of newspaper caricatures of out-of-touch rich people! Seriously,
  
   who
  
  
   flies
  
  
   a zeppelin
  
  
   to school
  
  
   ?
  
  Is the company
  
   that
  
  hard up for advertising? Did you think
  
   Last Rock
  
  was a great expansion market? Or was this a prank to make sure we spend the next three years getting relentlessly mocked?”
 

 
  Geoffrey gaped at her with a fishlike expression of bemusement; Marguerite had her lips not only sealed but tucked inward and clamped between her teeth.
 

 
  “So I’m sorry if this has your feathers ruffled,” Vadrieny spat, “but if you’d just done as Teal
  
   asked
  
  it wouldn’t be this bad, so now we all get to suck it up. If you can manage to show the same manners you raised your daughter to have and not talk shit about Shaeine where she can hear for the rest of this trip, that would be
  
   fantastic,
  
  but right now I’d settle for making it the rest of the flight home. And
  
   now,
  
  if you’ll excuse me, apparently we have to go explain Hesthia. So…” She bared her fangs in an exceedingly displeased expression.
  
   “Thanks
  
  
   for that
  
  
   .”
  
 

 
  Vadrieny let go with three of her claws and used the last to slam the hatch shut as she unfurled her wings and let the wind catch and yank her backward toward the other entry to the passenger compartment. It was suddenly a lot quieter in the cockpit, a relative silence that was a lot less awkward and a lot more stunned.
 

 
  “Well,” Marguerite managed after a protracted pause, “she sure told us.”
 

 
  Geoffrey blew out a long breath. “Yep. Kid wasn’t wrong, either.”
 

 
  “Hey, that’s a positive, right? At least there’s
  
   one
  
  surprising girl in our daughter’s life who turned out a lot better than we had any right to expect. I’m…you know what, I think Vadrieny has been a really good influence. For a long time I was concerned about how Teal let other girls push her around.” She managed a soft chuckle, shaking her head. “I guess this is at least worth having a daughter who occasionally turns into a flaming fanged monster.”
 

 
  “Mm.” Geoffrey stared straight ahead out the windscreen toward Madouris in the distance ahead, keeping his expression deliberately neutral. “Not
  
   that
  
  much different from just…having a daughter, is it?”
 

 
  Marguerite had to laboriously tug the seat cushion out from under her struggling husband to clobber him with it, but it was worth it.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The Falconer household had been the residence of several noble families over the course of its long life, all various vassals of House Madouri and all either extinct or sufficiently diminished in stature that they could no longer afford such a sizable estate. Or, in the case of its previous owners, sufficiently
  
   advanced
  
  in stature that they had moved to a palatial mansion in the heart of Madouris itself, feeling that their expanded dignity was too great for such a rambling, eccentric manor. Indeed, the house, though as sizable as most nobles’ mansions, was built on an erratic, improvised plan that was generally difficult to navigate and reflected multiple architectural styles spanning nearly seven hundred years, with its oldest section being a literal castle. A very small one, little more than a fort, but still complete with battlements, arrow loops, and a couple of proper towers; Geoffrey had installed a telescope on one, his wife having talked him down from putting in a vintage siege engine that would have antagonized both the neighbors and the government. The most recent additions were to the grounds: the Falconer family had elven friends who had been invited to make themselves at home, and now the sprawling wings of the estate could be difficult to see from the road through the various groves of trees which filled the grounds.
 

 
  Altogether it suited the Falconer family perfectly, for many of the very reasons it was no longer considered suitable for most of the noble families who could have afforded such a manor.
 

 
  Like any edifice which had been the residence of Imperial nobility, the house had a great hall, a grandiose entry chamber which served to formally greet important guests and impress upon them the wealth and power of their hosts. Unlike most, this formal entry was accessible from the main driveway only by going over a small bridge, through a grove of imported cedars,
  
   around
  
  a long wing of Avenic marble colonnades, down the center of a courtyard lined with dogwood trees and rose bushes, and up a one-story flight of broad stone steps. It was, even for nobles, a little
  
   much,
  
  especially considering the great hall beyond really wasn’t. Barely twenty feet long, lined with simple wood pillars instead of the traditional stone columns and lit by floating fairy lamps which drifted about just out of reach overhead, the great hall was disproportionately small for such a sprawling manor. Also, its position marked what had originally been a drawbridge, which was why its opposite side from the door terminated in the former exterior wall and main gateway of the old castle, opening onto the
  
   former
  
  great hall and current indoor garden.
 

 
  One would, of course, never know the Falconer estate could be considered unusual, much less insufficient, by the reaction to it of Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion.
 

 
  “Your home is as beautiful as it is impressive, Mrs. Falconer,” the drow said with a deep bow toward Marguerite, after pausing to spend enough time admiring the woodwork that the observation seemed plausibly sincere. “I confess I already feel somewhat at home here. Most places in the Empire seem rather wedded to their stylistic themes; this is the first I have seen which has as much
  
   personality
  
  as the University. I could almost imagine it being a product of the same mind which designed Clarke Tower.”
 

 
  “Why, aren’t you sweet!” Marguerite beamed. “I’m afraid we’ve not had the likes of Arachne Tellwyrn to lend a hand to our décor, but I
  
   am
  
  rather proud of how we’ve made this place our own.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   I
  
  helped,” Geoffrey commented in an uncharacteristically stiff tone. “You may’ve noticed it’s not just the women who do things on the surface.”
 

 
  Behind Shaeine, Teal bared her teeth at him and pantomimed a strangling motion with both hands.
 

 
  “Geoffrey, stop pouting before your face freezes that way,” Marguerite chided. “It’s true, Sheen, ours isn’t a matriarchial culture, but as long as my husband insists on being difficult you can feel free to address yourself to me. I’ll smack him later.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Shaeine,”
  
  Teal enunciated. “It’s an elongated vowel, like the ‘aa’ in Tiraas, but
  
   smoothly
  
  transitioning in the middle. It sounds trickier than it is; you already speak elvish, Mom, you can pick up Narisian pronunciation before you know it.”
 

 
  “Please do not discomfit yourself on my account,” Shaeine said smoothly, bowing again. Without straightening up, she extended both hands, offering Marguerite the folded length of dark cloth she had been carefully carrying since disembarking from the zeppelin. “I am grateful for the hospitality offered, and humbled by this household and your benevolence. I dare to hope that this meager token of my thanks may in a small way enhance the splendor of your home.”
 

 
  “Oh, that’s all right, dear,” Marguerite said hastily, “you didn’t need to—”
 

 
  Teal shot across the space between them, leaning close to her mother’s ear and gritting out very quietly through clenched teeth, “It’s an important cultural tradition which I will explain
  
   later, please
  
  take the gift.”
 

 
  
  
  “I guess that’d be one of those things we’d have been properly prepped for if we hadn’t decided to take the zep,” Geoffrey observed, not without humor.
 

 
  “Well, it
  
   was
  
  your idea—oh!” Marguerite was distracted from retorting when she focused on the length of folded silk she had just absently taken from Shaeine’s hands, then immediately brought it up to her face to squint through her glasses. “Oh, my, this is… Geoffrey, look at this! The texture…why, this is woven in patterns that—yes, these are pictures! Oh, and the
  
   dye,
  
  Geoff, just look!”
 

 
  She very carefully unfolded the silk and held it up to the light; to the human eye in the relative dimness of the hall it might have been taken for a plain black sheet at a casual glance, but it was in fact dyed in intricate patterns of very dark red, blue, and purple, not to mention embroidered in raised patterns of thread with subtly glinted under the fairy lamps.
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   Sinit isthr’adh
  
  is a Narisian traditional art,” Shaeine explained while Marguerite cooed enthusiastically over the fabric and Geoffrey leaned over her shoulder, studying it with unfeigned interest. “Each color of dye depicts a different scene, overlaying and interconnecting with the others, while the embroidered image in raised thread is another which ties together the narrative and philosophical theme. The intended means of viewing is to study it at length and let the eye focus on the individual images, while the mind contemplates the interplay between them. Some
  
   isthr’adh
  
  pieces require a grounding in Narisian history or culture to understand the references, but I selected a design I thought would be more broadly accessible. Teal has described you as an artist; I hoped you would enjoy a cultural expression that might be new to you.”
 

 
  “Oh, but you thought so very
  
   right,”
  
  Marguerite all but squealed. “This is the most
  
   beautiful
  
  thing! Omnu’s breath, the skill that went into—look at this dye work! Why, these threads were woven
  
   into
  
  it in that order to… Oh, my stars, Shayeen, what an absolutely gorgeous piece. I can’t thank you enough! Teal is right, I definitely enjoy meeting a new form of art. And that’s probably the kindest way she’s ever described me,” she added with a wry glance at her daughter.
 

 
  “Mom, you named me after a color.”
 

 
  “A
  
   pretty
  
  color. Be glad I was over my Glassian phase; you could’ve been called Chartreuse.”
 

 
  “You wouldn’t dare!”
 

 
  Shaeine was smiling now, with as much genuine warmth as Narisian manners permitted in public. “She did say you had designed the stained glass in this very hall. I
  
   do
  
  note a preference for blue-green hues.”
 

 
  “Hah!” Marguerite gave her a delighted grin. “Would you care to guess how old Teal was before she made that connection?”
 

 
  “I have been asked not to embarrass her unduly while, as she put it, ‘they have that job covered,’” Shaeine said solemnly. “May I?”
 

 
  “Oh, please!” Marguerite gestured enthusiastically toward the north wall of the great hall and the drow glided over to it to examine the glass up close. She started to follow, then hesitated and leaned over toward Teal, murmuring as softly as she could, “How’d I do?”
 

 
  Teal wrapped an arm around her mother in half a hug, replying in the same tone. “She wouldn’t expect you to know the Narisian formalities, or perform them in your own home. The guest gift to the matron of a house is important in
  
   her
  
  culture. Anyway, you can’t go wrong by gushing over a present.”
 

 
  “Well, I wasn’t faking, this is the most stunning piece I’ve seen in ages. I definitely see what she meant; I’m going to have to spend some time just
  
   looking
  
  once I’ve got it properly displayed. I’ll find a place in—no, what am I saying? This is a centerpiece, it deserves to have a suitable setting designed
  
   around
  
  it. Geoffrey, what do you think about… Geoff?”
 

 
  The man of the house had been handed a letter by one of the servants not engaged in bringing Teal and Shaeine’s baggage in, and was now staring at it with a truly thunderous expression, the expensive-looking paper creasing in his grip.
 

 
  “Oh,” Teal said in resignation, “isn’t that House Madouri stationary?”
 

 
  “You better believe it,” Geoffrey grated. “We have been
  
   invited
  
  to dine with his Grace the Duke. Tonight.”
 

 
  “An honor,” Shaeine said neutrally, drifting back over to them. She remained poised as ever, but could not mess the tension that had suddenly gripped all three Falconers.
 

 
  “Is this…the sort of invitation we can beg off?” Marguerite asked warily. “Teal just got home, and with Shaeine…”
 

 
  “Oh, he knows,” Geoffrey spat. “Teal
  
   and
  
  her ‘guest’ are mentioned. No, love, I don’t think this is one of those optional invitations.”
 

 
  “How did he
  
   know?”
  
  Teal demanded.
 

 
  “The University campus is quite secure,” Shaeine observed, “but Last Rock itself would not be difficult to keep under observation. I surmise that several political forces and newspapers within the Empire do so. Apparently there was an
  
   episode
  
  last year when several of them annoyed Professor Tellwyrn. Please forgive my ignorance, but I did not realize a Duke had the authority to command people to his presence?”
 

 
  “Well, there’s authority and then there’s authority,” Geoffrey said bitterly, folding up the letter with little regard for its original creases. “There are things they can order because the law gives them that explicit prerogative, and things they can order because they can make your life unbearably difficult if they feel slighted.”
 

 
  “Ah,” she said, nodding in total comprehension.
 

 
  “It doesn’t matter,” Marguerite interjected in a firm tone, clutching the tapestry protectively to her chest. “You’re our
  
   guest,
  
  Shayeen. I’ll not have you forced to dance for that man’s amusement.”
 

 
  “Yeah, I should warn you that this is a
  
   trap,”
  
  Geoffrey added. “The Duke is… Hon, what’s a polite way to put it?”
 

 
  “He’s a big enough asshole that the stick up his doesn’t even slow him down,” Marguerite said primly. Teal made a choking noise.
 

 
  “That about sums it up, yeah,” Geoffrey agreed, grinning at his wife. “His
  
   Grace
  
  likes swinging his…um,
  
   authority
  
  around. Usually at us; he seems to feel personally slighted by FI’s success. Any time he does something like this, it means he’s planning to pull something squirrely before it’s over. If we’re
  
   very
  
  lucky the whole plot is just to inflict embarrassment on us. Rita’s right, you’re a guest of our family
  
   and
  
  Teal’s girlfriend. I’ve put up with a lot from that man; I’m not going to have him start in on you as well.”
 

 
  “I am grateful for the sentiment,” Shaeine answered with a gentle smile. “I urge you not to risk House Madouri’s censure on my account, however. It may be an unplanned diversion, but I confess I am rather intrigued by this invitation.”
 

 
  Marguerite and Geoffrey exchanged a long look.
 

 
  “It’s kind of you to think of us,” Marguerite said, “but…”
 

 
  “Allow me to be more plain,” said Shaeine, nodding deeply toward her. “There are politics, of course, and on that point I am inclined to defer to your judgment and familiarity with the situation. If it comes down to it, I have the prerogative to invoke the strictures of international relations. I can easily make a case that to meet with an Imperial Duke without my mother’s oversight exceeds my diplomatic mandate. However, would I be correct in surmising that his Grace would vent his frustration at such a maneuver on you?”
 

 
  “That’s not something you need to worry about,” Geoffrey said firmly. “He’s going to vent
  
   something
  
  on us, one way or another. I don’t mind at all getting to tweak his nose out of the bargain.”
 

 
  “That being the case, I reaffirm that I would like to attend,” the drow said, smiling more broadly.
 

 
  Teal cleared her throat. “Mom, Dad, you
  
   know
  
  I respect your intelligence…”
 

 
  “Oh, nothing complimentary ever follows
  
   that
  
  setup,” Marguerite said, giving her daughter a long look.
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   But,”
  
  Teal continued doggedly, “we are none of us the most socially adroit or cunning people.”
 

 
  “It’s true,” Geoffrey acknowledged. “Those are rather famously
  
   not
  
  gifts of the Falconer clan.”
 

 
  “Shaeine, however,” said Teal, turning to the priestess with a proud smile, “is a professional
  
   diplomat.”
  
 

 
  A contemplative pause descended.
 

 
  “Sometimes,” Shaeine said pleasantly, “the greatest retribution one can have against a person who is determined to be hostile is to skillfully deprive him of any excuse for hostility. Powerful as he may be, an individual of the higher nobility in
  
   any
  
  culture lives and dies by social perception. If it could be arranged, for example, that his Grace the Duke is left with no cause to acceptably express anything but satisfaction with the Falconer family and have his blood pressure elevated to dangerous levels in the process, would you perhaps find that…amusing?”
 

 
  Geoffrey and Marguerite exchanged another married look at that, both of them having to visibly repress smiles. Marguerite, at least, sobered quickly.
 

 
  “Amusing, yes, but… Shayeen, honey, we may be rich enough that a Duke isn’t all that
  
   dangerous
  
  to us, but that doesn’t make it a good idea to poke at him unnecessarily.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  
   He
  
  is poking at
  
   us,”
  
  Teal protested. “As usual!”
 

 
  “You have expressed a laudable determination not to allow a guest under your roof to suffer even a minor indignity,” Shaeine said. “I relate strongly to that sentiment. Not simply out of guesthold honor, or consideration for politics. Marguerite, Geoffrey… I realize that I am not only a stranger to you, but an unexpected one, and perhaps an alarming thing to have suddenly dropped into your lives. I
  
   hope
  
  to earn a measure of affection and trust, but that inevitably takes time. What matters in this moment is that you are Teal’s family, and…” She hesitated the merest fraction of a second before voicing something which would
  
   not
  
  have been acceptable in her own household. “And I love Teal dearly. Where I am from, we do not suffer those we love to be put upon.”
 

 
  “Well,” Geoffrey mused, studying her with a new interest, “that’s…a starting point, then, isn’t it? Because that is definitely
  
   one
  
  thing we have in common.”
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  Teal’s room was in a tower. Not one of the castle towers; it occupied a timber-framed space with a shorter but more interesting history, which had once housed the machinery of a windmill connected to a primitive mana turbine over two centuries prior, in a time when the sorcerer who had then owned the property had been one of very few people who would even think to own such a thing. Subsequently, the machinery had been dismantled as much as possible by a later owner of noble birth who had been affronted at the very idea of something so functional visibly attached to her home, leaving only a vertical shaft suspended from the ceiling like a ship’s mast that didn’t quite reach the deck. It was a square space, rising three stories to shadowy beams hidden high above and a second-floor balcony surrounding the entire room accessible only by a ladder.
 

 
  Teal loved it. The resemblance was partly why she spent so much time in the uppermost clock chamber of Clarke Tower—that, and the grand pianoforte. In her own room she had only an upright one which had been in need of tuning since before Vadrieny had entered her life.
 

 
  As much as Teal had been anticipating showing Shaeine her personal space since leaving the University, immediately upon their arrival she had other concerns. The second the door closed behind them, signifying privacy for purposes of Narisian social mores, Shaeine clutched at her head, hard enough to make strands of her white hair bunch out between her fingers.
 

 
  “Oh no, no no no…”
 

 
  “What is it?” Teal demanded in alarm, rushing to her from the door. “Are you all right?”
 

 
  Shaeine inadvertently evaded her intended hug without noticing it, whirling to begin pacing around the floor with a haunted expression directed at nowhere.
 

 
  “A Duke who is also a provincial governor would be equivalent to a Matriarch in rank. And considerably
  
   greater
  
  in prestige, each one controlling a territory far larger than the whole of Tar’naris! It would be one thing if I were on intimate terms with him, but the Madouri family are strangers. Or even if it were a class trip! A visit at Tellwyrn’s behest would place the onus upon her… But I’m to represent my House and my people and I didn’t
  
   bring
  
  any suitable gift for such a person! I have to…
  
   Veth’na alaue,
  
  what am I going to come up with? If my mother learns I disgraced the name of Awarrion in front of a Duke…”
 

 
  “Hey, it’s okay,” Teal said soothingly. “Madouri doesn’t care about anything beyond his own ego, there’s no way he even knows about Narisian noble customs.”
 

 
  “That’s not the point!” Shaeine snapped.
 

 
  Teal froze in the act of reaching out toward her again, blinking.
 

 
  In the next instant the drow also went rigid, turning a stricken expression on Teal. She rushed forward and gently clasped Teal’s hands in her own, bowing her head before the surprised human in a posture of formal submission to press Teal’s fingers to her lips.
 

 
  “I am so sorry, my love. To lash out at you is unforgivable. I can offer no excuse.”
 

 
  “Hey, hey.” Teal gently extricated her hands to cup Shaeine’s cheeks and raised her face till their eyes could meet. “That’s not like you at all, so I know this must be something a lot more serious than I realized. I didn’t mean to minimize it. We’re a team, sweetheart. Explain to me what the problem is, and we’ll find a solution. Okay?”
 

 
  Shaeine closed her eyes, leaning forward until she could rest her forehead against Teal’s. “What a time to show you one of my flaws. I am… I do
  
   adequately,
  
  I think, at balancing my own personal life with the needs of my position. But I’m the third daughter, a last-minute replacement for the Last Rock program. I am still not accustomed to being in a position where the prestige of my house and
  
   entire culture
  
  might rest on my actions. Clearly the pressure illuminates flaws in my character.”
 

 
  “Maybe so, but unfortunately I can’t really help you work on that. I’m still kinda giddy about you being willing to show that much emotion to me, even if it’s…the less cuddly kind. But let’s talk about now. You’re stressed about providing a guest gift, right? Can you walk me through why it’s such a big deal?”
 

 
  Shaeine inhaled deeply and let the breath out slowly in a meditative practice. “It is an apparently simple tradition, steeped in deeply complicated Narisian issues that are…tricky to summarize. The guest gift is basically about
  
   prestige.”
  
 

 
  “Right,” Teal nodded, gently bumping their noses together. “That thing Narisian Houses compete in so they don’t compete in ways that cause blades to come out.”
 

 
  Shaeine nodded back, finally lifting her head. “The Duke’s ignorance of our culture is thus irrelevant. If the representative of House Awarrion failed to offer a suitable token to House Madouri upon being formally hosted, the social and political damage to our standing in Tar’naris could be…significant.”
 

 
  “If they even learned of it.”
 

 
  “There is nothing preventing them from doing so, save the relative improbability of Duke Madouri commenting upon it at any potential date in the future, which…”
 

 
  “Right, I see your point,” Teal winced. “Well… Love, it’s like my parents said, you don’t actually need to do this. You can still invoke diplomatic privilege, and
  
   we’re
  
  definitely in a position to absorb whatever new bullshit Madouri wants to throw at us. Mom and Dad will understand.”
 

 
  “Me and my big mouth,” Shaeine moaned. “This is exactly how I ended up at Last Rock in the first place, you know. Tellwyrn was disrespectful to my mother and I ripped her a new one.”
 

 
  “Yes, you’ve told me,” Teal said, grinning in spite of herself, “but I never get tired of that story. Well, at least that one worked out, right? If you hadn’t, we wouldn’t have met.”
 

 
  The drow couldn’t help giving her a glowingly warm smile at that, again leaning forward to nuzzle her nose against Teal’s. “Yes. I acted rashly, out of temper, but even so… I was serious, Teal, and I stand by what I said. I won’t have you mistreated on my account.”
 

 
  “We can still—”
 

 
  “I would consider it a pure failure of character to retreat now,” the priestess interrupted, her garnet eyes fiercely intent. “And…it’s a failure I may yet have to accept. But if I can still do this, I would join you. To stand alongside your family against an enemy would be a deeply meaningful gesture in my culture.”
 

 
  “In any culture,” Teal said, leaning in to give her a quick kiss. “Okay, then. Like you said: there has to be a way to turn this to an advantage. Let’s assume we can find a sufficient guest gift. From what I
  
   do
  
  know about Narisian culture, there’s no possible way you don’t have a tradition for giving something suitably prestigious in a way that’s also backhandedly insulting.”
 

 
  “Well, ouch,” Shaeine said in clear amusement, “but also, very much so, yes. It’s the particulars that matter. Mmm…who would be the lady of House Madouri?”
 

 
  “There’s not one at the moment. The Duchess passed away years ago and the Duke hasn’t remarried. He’s got a daughter. Um…Rava, I think? She’s named after the former Duke, Ravaan, but I forget what the feminine form is. She’s a child, and kind of a non-entity, to be honest. I pretty much only know the kid exists because Madouri likes to prance her out at public functions like a show pony.”
 

 
  “That has potential,” Shaeine murmured. “Yes, it suggests a method… But to make that work I would need a much more modest token, and
  
   still
  
  a sufficiently grandiose guest gift to satisfy my House’s honor. The dilemma is still how to scrounge up a national treasure in the next hour.”
 

 
  “Okay!” Teal clasped her hands for a moment to give them an affectionate squeeze, then pulled back. “All right, actually, I think I can solve that.”
 

 
  She stepped away, turning to the neat stack of luggage the house servants had arranged alongside the door. The box teal wanted required a little bit of excavation, being of sturdy bronze-bound oak and thus currently underneath a suitcase, guitar case, and handbag, in that order, but with a little bit of shifting she extricated it and trotted over to the piano, where she laid the flat case down on the bench and carefully unlatched it. Shaeine drifted over to observe, peering past Teal’s shoulder as the lid was raised.
 

 
  Within, upon a bed of black velvet, lay a gracefully curved saber and matching dagger, in apparently pristine condition and marked along their blades with subtle scripts in elvish.
 

 
  Shaeine inhaled sharply. “Those are…”
 

 
  “Yep.” Teal stepped back, slipping an arm around the drow’s shoulders and staring down at the weapons. “The grand prize from our Crawl expedition: Arachne Tellwyrn’s personal weapons, from before she switched to those two gold-handled swords she’s got now. The ones Rowe was using as the focal point for his jiggery-pokery. I actually did a little digging in the library and I’m pretty sure she wasn’t pulling our legs; there are several old paintings that depict her having these. So, I’m thinking, just on the surface they’re elven masterwork blades and over a thousand years old at least. That’d be enough for anybody’s collection, but these are also the weapons a major historical figure used to stab a bunch of other major historical figures, which makes them
  
   priceless.
  
  Betcha even Duke Madouri can’t get something like this easily.”
 

 
  She hesitated, then gently squeezed Shaeine’s shoulder.
 

 
  “I, uh, was gonna use them as
  
   my
  
  guest gift, to your mother. I figured that’d made a decent enough impression.” Shaeine jerked her head up, staring wide-eyed, but Teal was still gazing self-consciously down at the case containing the sword and dagger, now with a faint pink hue hovering on her cheeks.
  
   “But,
  
  we have the leeway of a few more days before we go to Tar’naris, and Madouris is a major city. I’m not exactly broke, so I’m sure we can find something that’ll make a respectable gift for a Matriarch. If worst comes to worst, it’s barely an hour’s drive to Tiraas, but I’m pretty sure we won’t even have to go that far. Madouris even has a Glassian district, lots of import stores, some very exclusive. Those people
  
   love
  
  their artwork. We can take a day and I’m sure come up with something suitable. Meanwhile, would this satisfy House Awarrion’s honor as a gift?”
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said tremulously, “these are
  
   yours.
  
  You won the Crawl challenge.”
 

 
  “I was the one who went to the center to get them,” Teal argued, “but that only worked cos the rest of the team kept Rowe off my back. So, they’re
  
   ours.
  
  Besides.” She turned fully to Shaeine, gently wrapping her arms around the shorter girl. “I told you: we’re a team. I thought we were in agreement that’s what this relationship is going to mean. Not that I don’t enjoy…ah, you know.” She cleared her throat, flushing, and Shaeine’s lips quirked slightly in a mischievous smile. “But I’m not in it just because you’re beautiful and charming. You are the
  
   partner
  
  I want. You don’t have problems, Shaeine;
  
   we
  
  have problems. So
  
   we
  
  find solutions.”
 

 
  “Oh, my songbird.” Shaeine squeezed her, leaning in and burying her face against the side of Teal’s neck. “I can only hope to someday deserve you.”
 

 
  ***
 

 
  The city of Madouris spread outward from the peak of its low mountain in a series of semicircles bisected by the great canyon at its back. Far below rushed the River Tira, with no crossings except at Tiraas a few miles to the south and
  
   many
  
  more miles to the north, where the first bridge was near the Calderaan border and before the riverbed descended into the chasm. Before the Imperial period, the canyon had been a useful natural barrier against the warring feudal desmenes of Leineth, which were more likely to send raiders than traders over the river; during the reign of Tiraas, it better suited the Silver Throne’s interests to route traffic and commerce through the capital.
 

 
  Over the course of centuries the city had descended the slopes of its core mountain, building and then surpassing concentric semi-rings of walls till it sprawled even beyond the outermost battlements, confident in the security of Imperial rule. The lowest tier of Madouris had paid for that complacency during the Enchanter Wars, but though the city itself had been not only rebuilt but expanded further since then, another ring had not been established as the advent of mag artillery had rendered city walls nearly as superfluous as they were expensive. The half rings grew richer as they grew more secure, with the outskirts being mostly new manufacturing facilities and the neighborhoods where those who worked them lived. Inside the first wall was the largest part of Madouris, occupying a gentle slope up the foot of the small mountain until it was arrested by the second wall and home to most of its relatively prosperous middle class. Beyond that lay a smaller band around the mountain itself, home to nobles, government offices, foreign consulates, major cultural and financial institutions, and the various commercial ventures which served them, including the city’s famed Glassian district.
 

 
  And beyond that, further up and farther in, was the oldest ring of walls, the original city of Madouris, now in its entirety the largest single residence in the known world: Madouri Manor. As if the looming structure of domes and spires were not impressive enough, the approach to it necessarily intimidated its guests, which was the only way the House of Madouri preferred to deal with all who dared approach them.
 

 
  Like the Falconer mansion, Madouri Manor had a great entry hall, which was the totality of the resemblance. The entire Falconer house could have fit the colossal chamber which was a visitor’s first introduction to the palatial manor; some of its wings would have to be rearranged, of course, but by volume there was more than enough space. The room dwarfed even several of the world’s great temples and cathedrals.
 

 
  Of the four guests invited this evening, only Teal looked even slightly nervous at the overwhelming grandeur into which they were ushered. Marguerite and Geoffrey had seen it all before, repeatedly, and the associations it carried forced them to concentrate on repressing expressions of annoyance, not awe. Shaeine nur Ashaele d’zin Awarrion was Narisian, a priestess, and a daughter of a noble House in her own right. It would take a great deal more than shocking displays of wealth to crack her serenity.
 

 
  By contrast, the Duke Ehriban Zefraam Talos Madouri had a degree of facial control about on par with the two elder Falconers, which was definitely on the low end for his social class. He covered his emotions well, but not so well that it was not obvious he was covering. There were enough hints left clear to reveal his smugness toward the Falconers, and the unease Shaeine sparked in him. And, as the introductions progressed, his mounting annoyance with her.
 

 
  “What a charming custom,” Duke Ehriban said with a bland smile, holding the silver idol of Themynra with which Shaeine had just presented him. The artifact, hastily acquired from the Narisian consulate in Madouris, was more valuable than anything a factory-working family might own just due to its material and craftsmanship, aside from its religious significance; the Duke handled it like a bouquet of flowers he’d just been given and didn’t have a place to put down yet. In this of all households the treasure was scarcely a knickknack, which did not offend Shaeine as it had been a calculated move on her part. “Perhaps I should introduce it among my own peers! Far too many of them lack manners, I find. Thank you, Lady Shaeine, for your most gracious gift. I shall see about finding a suitable place of honor for its display.”
 

 
  Having thus shown the offering the minimum necessary appreciation, he turned to hand it off to a steward who slid up to him on cue. The servant held the idol more respectfully, correctly upright and protectively in both hands, even as he withdrew with a bow toward the Duke who it was plain had already dismissed him from thought.
 

 
  “The honor is mine, your Grace,” said Shaeine, inclining her head politely. Ehriban’s eyebrows drew together in a momentary expression of consternation, swiftly suppressed. In the Empire there was hardly anyone save a few members of the Imperial court of sufficient rank to address him with such shallow obeisance; he had failed to entirely disguise his satisfaction at keeping the Falconer family kneeling for several seconds longer than protocol required. Even among other Dukes and Imperial governors, there were few Houses which commanded as much history or respect as the name of Madouri, possibly none save the ruling family of Calderaas. Of course, civil relations with Tar’naris were still new, historically speaking, and matters of rank and deference between Narisian and Tiraan nobility were still somewhat up in the air.
 

 
  Nobles of any culture, however, were sensitive to the subtleties of status, and the Duke was not about to forget that his holdings alone rivaled the power and wealth of all Tar’naris, considerably dwarfing that of House Awarrion. This fact was clearly not being reflected in the posture the Matriarch’s daughter had taken toward him.
 

 
  For the moment, he alone reflected the tension. Shaeine remained purely unruffled as always, Teal was managing a decent approximation of Narisian reserve, and they had mutually decided not to brief the two elder Falconers, who were deeply disinterested in noble contests of ego even if they’d had the training to follow them. As it was, Geoffrey and Marguerite were waiting patiently for the entire night’s business to be over with, a fact which they were failing to disguise.
 

 
  The two Madouri children likewise showed no response to the subtle challenge to their House’s authority. Neither of them appeared to be very bright.
 

 
  Dazan Madouri, heir to the House, closely resembled his father, being still square of jaw and shoulder in a way that spoke of a fondness for active pastimes and not yet showing the softness around the jowls and midsection that the Duke had acquired in middle age. He was a few years older than Teal and as prideful as his father, but even less subtle about his satisfaction at the subordinate position of the Falconers and evidently not as perceptive of subtleties of rank.
 

 
  Ravana, the younger scion, clearly took after her mother, being blonde, pale, and quite noticeably petite where her father and brother had large frames. She was also demure to the point of submissiveness, keeping her eyes downcast and her voice so soft that her murmured pleasantries at being introduced to her family’s guests were barely audible. Standing next to her brother, she had a tendency to shuffle both closer to him than etiquette suggested and to edge a step behind, as if to hide in his shadow. Altogether, as Teal had observed, she gave the impression of a deliberate non-entity, which made the next step in Shaeine’s campaign of mischief even more pointed.
 

 
  “I ask your pardon if this seems odd,” the priestess continued, “but please be assured I mean only respect to your House, my lord Duke. My people are matrilinial, and the honor of my own family demands a token of respect to the lady of the manor.”
 

 
  “Ahh.” Ehriban nodded, looking mollified now, and turned a fond smile in the direction of his children. “An unusual thing, here in the Empire, but what father could raise a complaint about that? Ravana, my little starling, the drow has a present for you!”
 

 
  The comment was so breathtakingly condescending, both to Shaeine and his daughter, that Geoffrey blinked and Marguerite let a scowl slip through before marshaling her expression, but Shaeine of course remained fully serene. Ravana finally raised her eyes, wide with apparent nerves, and glanced up at her father, then at the priestess, saying nothing.
 

 
  “My Ravana takes after her mother,” the Duke said proudly and somewhat unnecessarily. “I’m afraid she is rather frail; Dazan and I are perhaps a little too protective, but here on the surface we
  
   treasure
  
  our women, rather than sending them into danger. I’ve still not decided whether she should attend a proper university next year or continue studying under her tutors, you know. It’s hard to believe she’s just a year younger than you, Miss Falconer!”
 

 
  “She is?” Teal blurted in surprise before clamping her lips shut. Marguerite shot her daughter an exasperated look, but Teal, despite her own faint blush at her gaffe, was studying the youngest Madouri in bemusement. Ravana, a full head shorter than she and diminutive to match, looked about fourteen at the absolute most. The young Lady herself showed no sign she had even heard the question, glancing rapidly between Shaeine and her father in trepidation.
 

 
  “Of course, there’s no question of sending her to such a…
  
   quaint
  
  institution as Last Rock,” the Duke said with a bite in his tone belying his broad smile. “Imagine, a school for adventurers, in this day and age! I’m sure it has its value for some, but a lady of my Ravana’s breeding obviously requires a
  
   proper
  
  education.”
 

 
  “Indeed,” Shaeine agreed placidly. “Professor Tellwyrn is fond of saying the University is meant for those who will determine the course of the future. Given the choice of students she has gathered, I have never quite managed to discern what she means by that.”
 

 
  Dazan chuckled, and Ehriban blinked, visibly struggling to determine whether she had just embraced his jab or retaliated. Teal, by then, had fully composed her own features, and now held up the wooden case for Shaeine, which drew the eyes of all three of the Madouri family. They had of course noted her carrying it, but had not commented.
 

 
  Now Shaeine opened the latch and raised the lid, reached in, and withdrew the sleek elven weapons from within. The watching House Madouri soldiers tensed as the drow produced sharp steel within range of the entire family, but Shaeine held them deftly by the blades, bowing before Lady Ravana and offering both hilt-first.
 

 
  “My Lady Ravana of the honored House of Madouri, I offer a humble gift as a token of your prestige, in the spirit of friendship between our families. These were, for centuries, the personal weapons of Arachne Tellwyrn, crafted and enchanted over a millennium ago through the greatest of elven skill and wielded by the archmage herself in countless battles. May they serve you well, as tools of violence or simply trophies to honor your household.”
 

 
  “I
  
   say,”
  
  Dazan exclaimed, patting his bewildered little sister on the back so hard she nearly stumbled forward into the swords. “Tellwyrn’s own blades? Ravana, that’s a
  
   priceless
  
  treasure, a bit of history right in your hands! However did you come to possess something like these, Lady Shaeine?”
 

 
  “Yes, that must be a curious story indeed,” rumbled Duke Ehriban, staring down at the drow from under lowered brows. Dazan was just impressed, and Ravana appeared mostly confused on top of having been barely aware of what was happening to begin with; the Duke, however, had immediately noticed that his shy young daughter had been offered a prize which utterly dwarfed in value that which had been given to him.
 

 
  “I fear it is less so than it ought to be, my lord Duke,” Shaeine said ruefully, still holding out the handles of the weapons to the befuddled young noblewoman.
 

 
  “They were a prize from an academic exercise,” Teal added. “I know how that sounds, your Grace, but… If you were acquainted with Professor Tellwyrn, it would make more sense. The woman is as
  
   odd
  
  as she is impressive. At least.”
 

 
  “I shouldn’t wonder!” Lord Dazan guffawed. “Elves are queer folk to begin with, and living that long, doing half the things Tellwyrn has done? Why, I’d be mad as a hare!”
 

 
  “Well, go on, little starling,” the Duke said in a surprisingly gentle tone. “We mustn’t be rude. Take your gift and thank the Lady.”
 

 
  Ravana started as if only just realizing what Shaeine’s gesture meant and hastily reached forward to grasp both handles. The moment Shaeine withdrew her hands, Ravana’s arms dropped precipitously before she caught herself, as if totally unprepared for the relatively meager weight of the slim elven blades. She managed to mumble something indistinct and dipped her whole body in a quick, awkward facsimile of a curtsy, then actually retreated backward a step and half-hid behind Dazan, the weapons hanging uncomfortably at her sides.
 

 
  To what school the Lady Ravana would be going might be a moot question; to judge by her performance tonight, the girl wasn’t all there in the head.
 

 
  “What a charming guest you’ve brought me this evening, Geoffrey,” Duke Ehriban said, his frosty stare sliding from Shaeine to the man he was addressing only after he began speaking. “You must be thrilled to be keeping such exotic company.”
 

 
  “Yes, your Grace,” Geoffrey said in the flat tone of a man who knew there was no correct answer.
 

 
  “We feel very honored to be hosting Shaeine, your Grace,” Marguerite added softly. Her voice remained polite, but she wasn’t quite as adept at keeping the aggression out of her eyes.
 

 
  “Indeed, and I can see I shall owe you a favor in kind for sharing that honor with me,” replied the Duke, his lip curling up in a lopsided grin which had more than a hint of sneer in its lineage. “But I fear I am being rude, keeping you standing about in the hall! Come, let us repair to the dining room. I do believe you will find this an…
  
   interesting
  
  evening indeed.”
 

 
  He paused, taking the time to make eye contact with each of the four of them, then turned with no further comment and strode toward a doorway at the far end of the hall. His son gave their guests an even more openly sly smile before following.
 

 
  Ravana dithered, looking rapidly between her occupied hands and her retreating family as if perplexed by the task of walking while carrying something before belatedly hurrying after them, leaving their guests to bring up the rear.
 

 
  They did so slowly, clustering together as they walked.
 

 
  “Well, that wasn’t even subtle,” Teal muttered.
 

 
  “Oh, good,” grunted Geoffrey. “I was about to ask whether I was being paranoid or that was a
  
   threat.”
  
 

 
  Shaeine nodded at him.
 

 
  “Yes.”
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  Bonus #62: Coming to Dinner, part 3 | The Gods are Bastards
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  The Madouri family being what they were, the Manor’s formal dining room was laid out with a giant display behind the seat at the head of the long table, positioned so that a huge House crest would loom above the person seated there, with below that a broad flat space like an altar which could be used for any situationally suitable decoration, the better to emphasize whatever point was being made. For this dinner, the Duke had apparently taken some amusement in designating this a suitable display spot for the gifts his family had just received, with the result that now a silver statue of the cowled goddess Themynra loomed directly behind him, just beneath the Madouri crest.
 

 
  This, needless to say, was
  
   not
  
  appropriate placement for a sacred sigil.
  
   Any
  
  sigil; the symbolic implication that House Madouri stood above a god was too clear to have been anything but deliberate. Shaeine did not overtly react, of course, but considered the implications. Teal had described Duke Ehriban as motivated chiefly by ego, but that was when dealing with his own subjects. Surely a man in his position couldn’t be brash enough to kick up an international incident? Regardless, being Narisian, she filed the insult away to be redressed at a better time, and took some dark amusement of her own in the fact that Tellwyrn’s sword and dagger had been laid at the feet of Themynra’s idol, in an extra layer of symbolism.
 

 
  Actually, Tellwyrn probably would have laughed at that, too. And blasted the Duke across the room for good measure, but with a sense of humor. Still, Shaeine rather suspected he wouldn’t have dared add that little touch had Tellwyrn herself been present to see.
 

 
  And despite all of the diplomatic weight behind this pageantry, it wasn’t what commanded most of her attention.
 

 
  “You like it, Lady Shaeine?” the Duke drawled at her in the manner of a man who knew he was being antagonistic and either didn’t care enough to fully hide behind a shroud of civility or simply lacked the requisite emotional control. “My House is rather famous, if you’ll forgive the boast, for the rarity of the treasures within its vaults, but even we haven’t a lot in the way of drow artifacts. Mostly arms and armor confiscated from various Narisians who’ve attempted to raid Madouri lands over the centuries. This was the only piece I could find on such short notice that seemed at
  
   all
  
  suitable for display on a dinner table. Alas, I had only scant warning to expect the pleasure of your company!”
 

 
  “I do hope not to have inconvenienced you unduly, Lord Ehriban,” she replied, noting the resulting twitch of his left eye and not reacting—
  
   she,
  
  at least, could control her emotions while delivering a veiled insult. The correct title was Duke Madouri, the one she had used being suitable for a lesser member of his House, and to judge by the lack of an immediate rebuke, he wasn’t sure whether she’d done it deliberately. “Truly, it is a…remarkable piece. It is not, however, Narisian. I am
  
   very
  
  curious how it came to be in your House’s vaults.”
 

 
  
   It
  
  was a candelabra of sorts, carved delicately of what appeared to be white marble in the shape of a tree, a strange motif for drow, but the marble trunk and obsidian base were both inscribed with runes in elvish—neither the surface nor Narisian dialects, but intelligible with a bit of effort to anyone who knew the language. Among the white tree’s bare branches were stretched delicate silver wires in the shape of intricate spider webs, and suspended within them were lodged thirteen tiny, exquisitely crafted silver skulls. Each contained a magic source, projecting beams of pure white radiance through the minute eye and nose holes, and the even more tiny gaps between teeth.
 

 
  “Is that so?” Duke Ehriban replied with a deliberately knowing smirk. “Well, I’d love to know myself. Unfortunately, most of my more
  
   adventurous
  
  ancestors were rather more interested in collecting treasures than keeping records. I’m afraid there’s just no accounting for a good number of the artifacts collecting dust down there. What do you think, Dazan, could it be from that other city up north? What’s it called, Akhvaris?”
 

 
  Lord Dazan paused in lifting a forkful of meat to his lips, giving his father a rather stupid look of surprise. “I, er…”
 

 
  “The Akhvari refuse all contact,” Shaeine said quietly. “It is, in fact, Scyllithene, and most likely came to the surface
  
   through
  
  Tar’naris, which must have been an incredible story indeed. I appreciate the gesture, my lord Duke, but I must warn you that artifacts of Scyllith are as dangerous as those of the Elder Gods. Especially those, such as this one, which are magical in nature.”
 

 
  “How fascinating!” the Duke said merrily. “I know what you mean—my ancestors have several Elder God trinkets squirreled away. Surely there’s no need to worry, though; those are all fully secured. The ancient Madouris
  
   did
  
  at least manage to catalog everything too hazardous to mess with and lock it up with all the requisite warnings. That this one wasn’t buttoned up similarly tells me it can’t be all that bad! Clearly it’s just a decorative centerpiece.”
 

 
  “But father,” Dazan said, frowning, “I thought—”
 

 
  “There’s only the one Elder God relic that’s even accessible down there,” Ehriban interrupted swiftly, shooting his son a cold look. “The sword of light, remember? I showed it to you once.”
 

 
  “Oh! Yes!” Dazan’s face positively lit up.
  
   “Beautiful
  
  thing—it not only glows but makes music!”
 

 
  “A musical sword?” Teal asked, her attention predictably grabbed.
 

 
  “Not
  
   good
  
  music, of course,” Dazan said, turning to her and pantomiming swinging a blade with both hands. “It makes a rather pleasant humming sound that changes pitch as you move it. I suppose one
  
   could
  
  create a melody from that with a bit of effort, but that clearly wasn’t the intent. Father was loath to let me test it properly, but according to the notes old Lady Avelaan Madouri kept, the blade is weightless and will cut through
  
   anything!
  
  Since you mention it, Father, perhaps a demonstration for our guests would be the perfect excuse to show—”
 

 
  “No fewer than five of your ancestors have dismembered themselves handling that fool thing, Dazan,” the Duke said in a quelling tone. “Two lethally. The Elder Gods
  
   did
  
  enjoy their little pranks. It’s for good reason the weapon is behind glass and displayed so as to be
  
   seen,
  
  not touched.
  
   ”
  
 

 
  
  
  “But…you took it out,” Dazan protested. “That’s how you demonstrated the humming.”
 

 
  “In any case,” Ehriban continued, “my ancestors, in their wisdom, saw fit to place no such protections around
  
   this
  
  piece of decoration and no ill has befallen as a result of it. I’m afraid your concerns are misplaced, Lady Shaeine.”
 

 
  “As you say, your Grace,” she replied smoothly, deeming this a hill not worth planting a flag on…yet. It was not yet clear to her whether he truly had no idea what he was tampering with or intended something specific with the…lamp, if that was indeed its purpose. If the latter, they were all likely to regret it. Surface people tended to forget that Scyllithene artifacts by definition
  
   were
  
  Elder God artifacts, and exactly as dangerous for exactly the same reasons.
 

 
  “I gather, from your wariness, that you’ve not seen the like in person?” Ehriban prompted, still watching her.
 

 
  Shaeine shook her head. “In Tar’naris, such a thing would be summarily destroyed.”
 

 
  “Ah, yes,” he said with a sage nod, taking up his knife and fork to begin cutting into the slab of meat before him. “Your people
  
   do
  
  have that historical tendency.”
 

 
  Marguerite drew in a short breath and Teal’s jaw tightened; Dazan had the effrontery to smirk. Shaeine, of course, did not give him the satisfaction.
 

 
  In fact, her attention was caught by Ravana, who was seated at her right, in the position directly to the left of her father and across from Dazan. The young noblewoman’s aspect had subtly but entirely changed during the conversation; where she had been virtually silent and adopted an almost aggressively unobtrusive posture all night, with her hands clasped in her lap and head slightly bowed, she was now sipping her wine. Slowly, her spine having straightened, holding a small mouthful on her tongue and inhaling gently through the nose with the glass held before her, eyes half-lidded in pleasure. It was the most unguarded posture Shaeine had seen her assume, and though a relatively minor thing, it was like looking at an entirely different person.
 

 
  Ravana swallowed and her eyes shifted, noticing Shaeine watching her. She did not, as the drow half expected, hastily change her posture back or at all react as if caught in something, but delicately set her wineglass back down and once more folded her hands, returning smoothly to her previously demure pose.
 

 
  Interesting.
 

 
  “So,” Geoffrey said in a strained voice, clearly grasping for any change of subject, “how is the carriage serving you, your Grace?”
 

 
  “Ah!” The Duke’s eyes lit with a little spark of malicious interest which had already become familiar to even his newest guest over the course of the evening. “Fine work as ever, Mr. Falconer! Smooth as satin on the roads; you’ve truly outdone yourself. I don’t know, though…” He picked up his glass and took a long sip which somehow did not interrupt his smirk. “Now that I’ve seen it on the streets a few times, I’m not so sure about the…detailing.”
 

 
  Teal immediately set down her silverware and placed her hands in her lap, which Shaeine knew was to conceal the clenching of her fists. Her parents both tensed but retained careful facial control. Presumably a carriage commissioned by the Duke himself would have been one of the special projects overseen by the Falconer family personally, which meant its decorations would have been designed and in large part hand-crafted by Marguerite.
 

 
  “What seems to be the issue, your Grace?” Marguerite asked in an impressively even tone.
 

 
  “I’m afraid I can’t quite put my finger on it,” Ehriban said lazily, lounging back in his seat and holding up his wineglass as if it were a royal scepter while gazing down his nose at her. “I haven’t the benefit of your…
  
   artistic
  
  education, my dear. Something about it just seems
  
   off
  
  to me, once I observe the vehicle outside the carefully staged environment of your showroom.”
 

 
  “I confess I’m surprised to hear that, your Grace,” she replied, still outwardly calm. “I recall you expressed effusive satisfaction when we displayed the carriage to you here on the Manor grounds.”
 

 
  “Yes, well, you can’t really expect me to make a properly informed decision without observing it in action. An enchanted carriage is meant to
  
   travel,
  
  after all! To be seen in a variety of circumstances. There’s simply no way one can appreciate its final effect by looking at it parked on the driveway.”
 

 
  “Art is indeed contextual,” Marguerite agreed, shooting a laden look across the table at her husband, who was beginning to glower openly. “Perhaps when it is convenient for you, your Grace, I could revisit the detailing to incorporate any notes you have.”
 

 
  “Ever so accommodating, Marguerite! I always know I can rely on your kind nature and
  
   professionalism.
  
  I suspect you’re a luckier man than you know, Geoffrey,” the Duke added with an insufferable wink.
 

 
  “Oh, I assure you I know,” Geoffrey replied in a tense tone which only made Ehriban grin more widely. Dazan made no attempt to hide his chuckle, sawing off another chunk of meat.
 

 
  Shaeine held her peace, glancing at Teal, who appeared to be meditating, and Lady Ravana, who had touched nothing except her wine and currently looked half-asleep at the table. Altogether she was less impressed than she could possibly have imagined with these apparent apexes of Tiraan nobility. It wasn’t that her own people were any less cruel, particularly among noble circles, but the Madouris were just so
  
   boorish.
  
  Such barbaric behavior would be an invitation for attack from all sides in Tar’naris, not just by those they personally insulted but by every other House which would see nothing but
  
   weakness
  
  in this casual display of poor manners.
 

 
  “While we are talking business, though,” Duke Ehriban continued after letting his guests simmer in the discomfort for a deliberate few seconds, “it’s good that I have you here before the formal announcement goes out. I’m afraid this concerns you directly.”
 

 
  All three Falconers, just having relaxed somewhat, visibly tensed. Shaeine did not, of course, but she understood the impulse; Ehriban’s expression utterly failed to conceal his malicious satisfaction in whatever he was doing. Dazan, whom she did not assess as intelligent enough to pick up on such cues, was also smirking intolerably, which told her that this was indeed the planned main event of the evening. A quick sidelong glance found Ravana staring down at her plate with the hollow expression of someone determined not to think too hard about anything happening around her.
 

 
  “More regulations, then?” Geoffrey asked after enough seconds had passed to make it clear the Duke did not intend to continue until prompted.
 

 
  “Oh, no, nothing like that,” Ehriban replied with a magnanimous wave of his hand. “I don’t suppose you heard about the half-demon incident here in the city just this month?”
 

 
  Teal failed to contain an expression of alarm; the older Falconers glanced uneasily at each other.
 

 
  “I’m afraid not, your Grace,” Geoffrey said warily. “I gather it can’t have been all that bad, then. Usually such things make considerable waves.”
 

 
  “Easy enough for you to say from the comfort of your mansion,” Ehriban snorted in such an astonishing display of hypocrisy that even Ravana blinked. “I assure you it was a big enough deal for those caught in the middle of it. Some half-shondrict creature that had been masquerading as a laborer went feral and mauled a few teenagers before they subdued it.”
 

 
  “Schanthryct,” Teal corrected in a whisper which fortunately the Duke seemed not to hear; Dazan shot her an irritated look.
 

 
  “So,” Marguerite replied in a firmer tone than she had used to defend her own work, “a half-demon
  
   citizen
  
  who was clearly stable enough to hold down a job attacked several youths. I can think of a number of common teenage pastimes which might provoke someone to violence even without demon blood. The sort of ruffians who get up to such antics
  
   do
  
  like to single out those who are different.”
 

 
  “Well, the details hardly matter, do they?” the Duke scoffed. “We simply can’t have demons ravaging citizens in the streets. It’s an utter mockery of law and order.”
 

 
  “How lawful or orderly is it for citizens to harass minorities in feral packs of their own?” Teal demanded. “It sounds like the details matter very
  
   much,
  
  your Grace, otherwise you risk acting to solve exactly the wrong problem.”
 

 
  “I’ll thank you not to lecture me on the running of my province, girl,” Ehriban snapped, and right then and there Shaeine decided that rather than watching for an opportunity to knock him down a peg, she was going to begin making efforts to arrange one. Best to keep that firmly private from her mother and Heral, though Nahil would gleefully help… “The
  
   point
  
  is that even a Duke must respect a public outcry, lest it turn into actual unrest.”
 

 
  “What outcry was this, precisely?” Geoffrey inquired. “I subscribe to every major newspaper in Madouris and two from Tiraas, and this is the first I’m hearing about any of this.”
 

 
  The Duke was beginning to look annoyed at these interruptions. “Let us take it as given that I have access to sources of information you do not, Geoffrey. This situation has compelled me to draft new restrictions upon the activities and movements of demonbloods…and the demonically touched of any sort.” He looked sidelong at Teal, not even troubling to conceal an expression of vindictive satisfaction. “Obviously, as these affairs concern your family directly, and you have been such staunch
  
   friends
  
  to House Madouri, it is the least I can do to provide you with forewarning.”
 

 
  “As I understand it,” Shaeine stated, “such
  
   restrictions
  
  would overtly contradict the Tirasian Dynasty’s long-standing policies toward racial minorities within the Empire, and possibly the Writ of Duties itself.”
 

 
  “So you do know a bit about Imperial governance,” Ehriban said irritably. She inclined her head in a gracious gesture, already thinking several steps beyond this conversation. She was right, and he knew it; more to the point, while House Madouri would love nothing more than to challenge House Tirasian, for a century they had
  
   not
  
  , which could only mean such a challenge would not only fail but backfire. Thus, he was not actually planning to
  
   do
  
  this. Rather, the play was here and now—not the proposed legislation, but the revelation of it to the Falconers.
 

 
  Not for the first time that evening, Shaeine longed for the ability to surreptitiously communicate with her allies. Elves could have entire conversations under the nose of humans who were none the wiser, and even Vadrieny was quite sensitive to sound, but not to the degree necessary for her to convey such complex information without betraying that she was doing so.
 

 
  “And who knows?” the Duke continued, once again affecting a genial demeanor. “Perhaps you can help me in shaping the necessary rules. After all, it must be said that you have a
  
   unique
  
  insight into the matter, is that not so, Teal? But then again, mayhap I am asking the wrong half. Let’s see what Vadrieny has to say about this!” He waved a hand at her. “Bring her out.”
 

 
  Teal’s shoulders tensed as she drew in a sharp breath. “With all respect, my lord Duke—”
 

 
  “The only necessary respect I need be shown is obedience,” he interrupted, eyes glinting in the white beams of the Scyllithene candelabra. Shaeine focused on the thing itself again, beginning to get a sense of what he intended.
 

 
  “She…” Teal frowned deeply and swallowed. “I apologize, your Grace, but something is wrong. Vadrieny senses…danger. She says it would be hazardous to embody herself physically here.”
 

 
  “You question the security of my house?” Ehriban demanded. “I assure you, I do not take risks with my own safety. My security here is absolute. Come now, there is no call for shyness, Teal.”
 

 
  “Vadrieny is the furthest thing from shy,” Shaeine interjected. The man had the abominable rudeness to make a silencing gesture at her, still focusing upon Teal.
 

 
  “I understand your need for discretion, and the pressure this may place upon you, so allow me to make the question easier. It is technically
  
   unlawful
  
  for any Imperial subject to be in the presence of a provincial governor without revealing themselves; in the eyes of a magistrate, this is considered evidence of hostile intent. Now, clearly,” he drawled, gesturing broadly around the table at his guests, “common sense dictates that we make allowances for circumstance, does it not? I am a reasonable man and I do not seek to discomfit my subjects unduly. But I have, here, the legal prerogative to
  
   insist
  
  upon meeting your demonic counterpart face to face, and I do hereby invoke it, Teal Falconer. Now, then!” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands before himself in a satisfied gesture. “Does that provide sufficient incentive to overcome your girlish reticence?”
 

 
  “Your Grace,” Geoffrey practically growled, now gripping the arms of his chair as if about to lever himself forward out of it, “Vadrieny is an
  
   archdemon,
  
  not a misbehaving teenager. If she is warning of
  
   danger,
  
  it would be wise—”
 

 
  “Enough,” the Duke interrupted, his convivial mask collapsing. “I have made my command clear.”
 

 
  “I—we h-have been given a Talisman of Absolution,” Teal stammered, touching the artifact itself where it was pinned as usual to her lapel. “Vadrieny and I aren’t to be regarded as enemies by—”
 

 
  “When last I looked,” the Duke said in a truly menacing tone, “it was Ehriban Madouri, not Justinian Darnay, who rules Tiraan Province.”
 

 
  “I say, it’s just…Justinian, isn’t it?” Dazan piped up. “Without a surname, I mean. It’s a whole ritual formality, Father. The Archpope foregoes an identity beyond the office of…”
 

 
  He trailed off as his father slowly turned his head to fix him with an exceedingly flat stare.
 

 
  “Your Grace,” said Shaeine, “I must protest this.”
 

 
  “Your protest has been heard,” he said impatiently.
  
   “Proceed,
  
  Teal. Or is it your intention to openly defy your liege before his entire household? I’m sure I needn’t remind you of the
  
   consequences
  
  to your business and family of forswearing my good graces.”
 

 
  “This is a poor showing, your Grace,” Shaeine said coolly, seizing his attention again. “Where I am from, when one wishes to manufacture a pretext to create an incident, one does so in a plausibly deniable manner. Perhaps your Grace should consider trying this again when you have done sufficient preparatory work to withstand the inevitable inquisition of the Church and Empire into whatever results from—”
 

 
  “You are
  
   not
  
  where you are from, Lady Shaeine,” he shot back, “as I’m sure you can see by the lack of spiders and general barbarism. If there is one consistent virtue of your people displayed since the Narisian Treaty, it has been the pragmatism and restraint not to bite the hands that feed you. This would be a most unwise moment to forsake that quality.”
 

 
  “Don’t threaten her!” Teal snarled, slamming her hands down onto the table and half rising from her seat.
 

 
  Except that it wasn’t in Teal Falconer’s nature to snarl, slam, or do any of that. The impulsive actions preceded her emergence, but Vadrieny was a split second behind, too fast even for Shaeine to warn her that she sensed a trap. Flames burst behind Teal’s eyes and in her hair; her clenched fingers upon the table lengthened into black claws which pierced the rich tablecloth.
 

 
  And instantly, with a high-pitched keening sound that grated painfully upon the ears, the Scyllithene artifact beaming decorative light from the center of the table blazed with intense white radiance.
 

 
  Vadrieny let out a shriek as multiple beams of white light concentrated directly upon her, staggering backward in a destructive flailing of arms that raked deep gouges in the table and smashed the heavy oaken chair she’d been sitting in.
 

 
  At Shaeine’s side, the previously somnolent Lady Ravana burst out of her seat and fled from the room in the first sign of physical
  
   or
  
  mental coordination she’d displayed.
 

 
  Shaeine herself reached within for the divine power, lashing out with a moving wall of silver light to sweep the hateful object off the table and smash it against the wall. That brought forth the second abrupt surprise, however, as contact with it caused an explosive backlash as if she had connected her power directly to a demonic source of similar concentration. Her own protective shield barely absorbed the burst of magic which impacted her directly, bowling her and her chair over backward.
 

 
  Both she and Vadrieny ended up hurled forcibly away from the table, smoking slightly from the impacts, while the “lamp” continued to blaze fervently, untouched and apparently untouchable. Of
  
   course;
  
  there was only one source of power which would react violently to both Themynrite magic and infernal power, while still bypassing the Pantheon’s protection as embodied in the Talisman of Absolution.
 

 
  Then the stomping of booted feet roared through the chamber as the doors opened and a dozen House Madouri soldiers streamed in, weapons at the ready.
 

 
  “Attempting violence against your Duke?” Ehriban tsked reprovingly, sounding not the least put out for a man claiming to have just survived an attempt on his life. “I thought you had better judgment than that, Teal.”
 

 
  “Oh, you
  
   cannot
  
  be serious!” Marguerite exclaimed, hovering protectively over the fallen archdemon, while Geoffrey had also risen from his seat, managing to place himself half in front of Shaeine before multiple battlestaves were leveled, causing everyone to freeze.
 

 
  “I
  
   warned
  
  you,” Shaeine rasped, rising slowly and ignoring the weapons aimed at her. “This was…slightly clever, I’ll grant. Few would make plans against an exotic trinket such as they wouldn’t consider you might possess. But this is so
  
   obviously
  
  a plot of your own arranging it will disintegrate under the slightest challenge.”
 

 
  “That only matters if anyone remains to challenge it,” the Duke said, grinning maliciously. He had pushed back from the table to cross his legs and now slouched in his thronelike dining chair, hands still folded before himself. “If I wished to
  
   charge
  
  you with something, to be sure, it would have to pass muster before a magistrate or the Empire. But when an attempt has been made to
  
   assassinate
  
  me? In the extremity of self-defense, you see, I have a great deal more…leeway.”
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                            
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 




 
  Bonus #63: Coming to Dinner, part 4 | The Gods are Bastards
 

 
  
   
    < Previous Chapter
   
  
                                                                                                                  
  
   
    Next Chapter >
   
  
 

 
  “I see,” Shaeine whispered, not voicing the obvious rejoinder. It was, then, a question of
  
   who
  
  survived to tell the tale.
 

 
  Her mother was going to be exceedingly irate about her playing a role in wiping out a major Imperial House, but at this point, it couldn’t be helped.
 

 
  The priestess reached within herself again, connecting to the power of the goddess. Immediately the so-called lamp reacted again, but this time Shaeine was done exercising restraint. Her aura blazed, a silver shield flashed into place around her, and still she kept drawing energy, pulling until she could feel the warning twinges of burnout. Her shield was a well-practiced technique that required fairly little concentration; the rest of that power she pushed straight outward in a torrent
  
   against
  
  the Scyllithene artifact she could feel trying to strike back against her.
 

 
  Whatever the thing’s origins and powers, it was just a static artifact—a nasty surprise for anyone channeling the wrong kind of magic near it, but not up for a direct challenge by a priestess of Themynra on the offensive.
 

 
  White and silver light burst through the room, to the accompaniment of shouts from the House Madouri soldiers as human eyes were blinded by the eruption. Drow eyes being inherently sensitive to light, Shaeine like any cleric of her order knew a minor working to shield her vision and pushed through. The magical impact sent the artifact careening off the table.
 

 
  Directly, to her immediate chagrin, at Vadrieny. The demon let out a shriek of pain and staggered away. There was no time to wallow in remorse, however; the room was split by a thunderclap as one blinded soldier discharged his staff, and Shaeine swept back into action, cursing herself for the moment of hesitation caused by making her lover collateral damage.
 

 
  Before any of the soldiers could recover, she formed a solid wall of light and swept it against them, slamming the men along one side of the room into the wall, then repeated the maneuver against those on the other. She couldn’t hit hard enough to kill with that technique—not in quarters this tight—but it should at least daze and perhaps injure them. More boots were pounding toward the doors, however, so Shaeine wasted no more time, vaulting onto the table and kicking Ravana’s abandoned plate upward.
 

 
  It wasn’t just elven agility and reflex; she had been taught, specifically, to fight in a formal dining hall. Her fingers closed around the handle of the steak knife, snagging it out of the air, and she launched herself directly at the Duke. He was just lowering his hand from the blinding flash, eyes widening as the next thing they beheld was a cold-eyed drow bearing down on him with steel bared.
 

 
  Then thunder cracked again; Dazan had drawn a sidearm and fired at her point blank. He was in the process of visibly flailing, making it a distinctly lucky shot, but then again at that range and given that she was charging right past him it might have been harder
  
   not
  
  to hit her, especially as the bubble of light around her made a much bigger target than the slender shape within. That shield saved her life, but the wandshot impacted her even as she lunged through the air with both her feet off the table; with nothing to brace against, the force of it sent her careening into the wall practically on top of one of the soldiers she had just felled.
 

 
  She had blocked wandshots with her personal shield at Sarasio, but even that didn’t prepare her for the
  
   power
  
  they held, given that the shield was designed to blunt incoming attacks as much as possible. To truly feel the impact one had to be hit while flying through the air. The force of a single wandshot sent her violently off course with no more volition than a billiard ball.
 

 
  A hidden door she had not observed opened behind the head of the table, by one side of the great display surmounted by the Madouri quest on which her ill-received gifts now rested, and more soldiers dashed into the dining room, weapons at the ready as they fanned out behind their Duke.
 

 
  “Well, well,” Ehriban drawled, straightening up in his seat and looking past Shaeine. “Bringing weapons and shields into the presence of your governor? You are making this easier for me, Geoffrey—”
 

 
  A beam of white light impacted nothing right in front of his face; the Duke jerked backward, gaping. It was likely no one had ever dared directly attack him before.
 

 
  “Yeah, didn’t really think so,” Geoffrey Falconer said, still holding his wand aimed right at Ehriban. “You cannot imagine how much I have
  
   wanted
  
  to do that, though.”
 

 
  “You’re only digging your own grave,” Ehriban snarled. “A professional like yourself should know I can have that wand analyzed after I take it off your
  
   corpse.
  
  When Intelligence learns it was used to fire on
  
   my
  
  personal shield—”
 

 
  Two more hits to said shield shut him up for a moment, at least until Dazan turned and fired two lightning bolts right back. The first sparked off an arcane shield around Geoffrey, who had planted himself in front of Marguerite; the second was intercepted by another wall of silver light Shaeine raised.
 

 
  Near her, two soldiers were trying to stagger to their feet. She swatted them back down with a mobile shield.
 

 
  “That’s right, just
  
   keep
  
  digging!” the Duke exclaimed. “I already have
  
   more
  
  than I need to hand over Falconer Industries to my son to manage once you’re all—”
 

 
  Then, while they were all distracted with that, another burst of white light flashed through the room.
 

 
  When everyone could see again, it was to behold Vadrieny standing upright, clutching the shattered and now-inert remnants of the Scyllithene artifact. Fragments of marble and silver crunched and trickled from between her claws as she clenched down, further pulverizing the remains.
 

 
  “Didn’t. Think. That. Through,” the archdemon snarled. Already, the half-dampened fire of her hair and wings was beginning to reassert itself, burn marks along her skin receding now that Scyllith’s light had been extinguished.
 

 
  “Hold it,” Ehriban barked, beginning to look genuinely alarmed. “Don’t be a fool, girl. You may be able to kill me, but this room is
  
   full
  
  of my men, with military weapons. Those shields your parents and your little girlfriend have won’t last long.”
 

 
  “They had better,” Vadrieny hissed, baring her fangs to their full unsettling extent. “If you so much as
  
   singe
  
  a one of them, I will disassemble you
  
   piece. By. Piece.”
  
 

 
  A moment of relative quiet passed, broken only by the House Madouri soldiers getting back to their feet.
 

 
  “Well, well,” the Duke said at last, forcing a thin smile. “It seems we have a standoff, then. How droll.”
 

 
  “He can’t let us leave,” said Shaeine. “He has attempted conspiracy, corruption, and murder. If we leave here, we will return with Imperial troops to end his reign.”
 

 
  “Or we can end it
  
   now!”
  
  Vadrieny barked, shifting her legs as if about to spring. A visibly frightened Dazan turned to cover her with his wand.
 

 
  “Boy, I have
  
   told
  
  you to aim always at the weakest point,” his father said softly.
 

 
  “B-but… I mean, has she
  
   got
  
  a vulnerable—”
 

 
  
   “Them!”
  
  Ehriban exclaimed, pointing at the two older Falconers. Blanching, Dazan swiveled again, taking aim at them. “This is quite the dilemma we have on our hands, is it not? It seems if we are all to leave this room, we must come to an
  
   agreement.
  
  Now…”
 

 
  Another figure slipped out of the knot of soldiers behind the Duke’s chair, catching Shaeine’s eye. No one else took notice of her until she raised her hand, holding Tellwyrn’s ancient saber, and pressed the edge against Dazan’s throat. The young lord emitted an embarrassing squeak, and the Duke turned to scowl at him, then froze, expression utterly shocked.
 

 
  His wasn’t the only one.
 

 
  “Conspiracy, corruption, and murder,” Ravana Madouri repeated. She stood straight as a battlestaff, as poised with the blade in her hand as if on a ballroom floor. “Altogether a typical Thursday evening in the House of Madouri, with the exception that
  
   this
  
  time you have assaulted with premeditated murderous intent a diplomat of an allied power. That, Father, is
  
   treason.”
  
 

 
  There was dead silence, everyone in the room staring at Ravana as if they had never seen her before. For the most part, they may as well not have.
 

 
  “…Ravana?” Ehriban said at least, hesitantly.
 

 
  Dazan hissed and tried to raise his head higher as his sister tensed her arm. A line of noble blood appeared across his throat and began to trickle down the surface of the elven steel.
 

 
  “Your swaggering and bullying has squandered every political alliance this House once had,” Ravana lectured her father in an icy tone. “That, coupled with the repeated offenses you have given House Tirasian, means the Emperor will not hesitate to exact the fullest penalty for this the law allows. Thanks to you, not only will no other House press him to stay his hand, the vultures will circle to strip whatever they can from the corpse of House Madouri. This asinine scheme could
  
   doom us all.
  
  And for what? Because you are personally
  
   offended
  
  that the Falconers are wealthy enough to detract attention from you? For
  
   shame.”
  
 

 
  “They…you…” Ehriban stammered, stopped, swallowed heavily. “Ravana, little starling, please put that down. I promise you, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 

 
  His daughter curled her lip sardonically. “What happens to me appears to be entirely out of your hands at this juncture, Father.”
 

 
  “Vana?” Dazan squeaked. Everyone ignored him.
 

 
  “That…is quite enough,” the Duke stated, clearly regathering his poise sufficiently to straighten in his chair. “Men, escort Lady Ravana to her chambers and
  
   keep
  
  her there until I can attend to her.”
 

 
  Another pause ensued. The soldiers clustered behind around Ravana, behind Ehriban and Dazan, shifted subtly, gripping weapons and turning to regard the young Lady, but did not otherwise move. After a moment, one of the other soldiers closer to Shaeine made as if to take a step forward, freezing when she half-turned her head to fix him with a stare.
 

 
  
   “Now!”
  
  Ehriban exclaimed. “I have made my orders clear!”
 

 
  Then Ravana Madouri smiled, and Shaeine felt a frisson coil its way down her spine.
 

 
  “Lieutenant Arivani,” Ravana said aloud, “how fares your wife? I regret I have not had the opportunity to follow up with the doctor in some weeks.”
 

 
  “She’s well, my Lady, thanks to your kind assistance,” said the soldier nearest her, turning toward her with the deepest bow the cramped quarters and his battlestaff would allow. “The doctor said it was a close thing. Could have lost her if it had gone untreated any longer, but she’ll recover now.”
 

 
  Duke Ehriban was staring at this byplay with his jaw flapping in an amusingly fishlike expression. “Wh—how did—
  
   What?”
  
 

 
  
   “Oh,”
  
  Geoffrey Falconer whispered, comprehension dawning. Vadrieny was now looking back and forth between the three nobles in confusion, but Shaeine had by that point figured it out. This was beginning to be downright Narisian, in fact.
 

 
  “It is a basic principle of statecraft,” Ravana lectured her father with outright condescension, the blade at her brother’s throat unwavering. “Or, indeed, in any venture in which security is important. One must screen one’s employees—
  
   especially
  
  those such as soldiers in whose hands one’s safety rests—and not employ those with outstanding vulnerabilities exploitable by an enemy. No drug addictions, sick relatives, gambling habits, or the like. Not only have you consistently failed that basic step, you have gone further and
  
   created
  
  such cracks in our House’s security by not paying your soldiers adequately, and removing the traditional benefits they enjoyed under previous generations.” She finally turned her head to nod at the men clustering around her. “That is the first thing that’s about to change around here.”
 

 
  The assembled Madouri troops stood straighter in response, several smiling at the diminutive Lady.
 

 
  Duke Ehriban slumped back into his chair, gaping at Ravana in disbelief for a few befuddled moments. Then, finally, he emitted a forced chuckle, shaking his head.
 

 
  “Well. Well, well. I, ah… I suppose I must bear some of the blame for this.”
 

 
  
   “Some
  
  of the blame,” Marguerite muttered, but he ignored her.
 

 
  “So much like your mother,” Ehriban continued, giving Ravana a fond smile. “Well then! I see there is yet another side to this…impromptu negotiation. Please remove that weapon from your brother, Ravana, and let us come to an agreement.”
 

 
  “Negotiations are only necessary when one is not in complete control of a situation,” Ravana stated, her expression reverting to frigid detachment. “The soldiers here answer to
  
   me,
  
  as I have demonstrated. That leaves you nothing with which to pressure the Falconers or Lady Shaeine—whereas I can assure due recompense to House Awarrion for the
  
   grievous
  
  insult you have inflicted, as well as an immediate lessening of the entirely needless and punitive burden of taxation and administrative interference you have inflicted upon Falconer Industries.”
 

 
  “Young lady, take what you’ve been given and be grateful,” Ehriban said, straightening up again and frowning down at her. “That is quite enough. We can discuss these matters in more detail
  
   later.”
  
 

 
  “You fail to understand,” she intoned softly. “This province has been driven to the brink by your incompetence and malfeasance. Our people are harassed and abused instead of protected by your crooked police forces, your unreasonable taxes stifle economic activity, and your
  
   personal
  
  outbursts and petty cruelties have isolated us and made a virtual enemy of the Silver Throne itself. After years of corruption and abuse, you’ve finally crossed the line, Father. This is not an intervention. This is a
  
   coup d’etat.
  
  In the Emperor’s name, I arrest you for high treason. Once Imperial Intelligence has perused the proof of your planned murder of a Narisian diplomat, I imagine the ultimate sentence will be pronounced swiftly. Men, secure the Duke.”
 

 
  “Don’t you
  
   dare—”
  
  was all Ehriban Madouri managed to bellow before being forcibly hiked from his seat by his own soldiers. Ravana finally lowered the sword as two more House guards seized Dazan and wrestled him to a kneeling position, arms held behind him.
 

 
  “Vana, no!” the young lord exclaimed. “It wasn’t like that, she just… It was only supposed to be the Falconers!”
 

 
  “Shut
  
   up
  
  , boy!” Ehriban snarled.
 

 
  “Too late,” Ravana said, shaking her head wearily. “That is a confession, witnessed by all here.”
 

 
  “I am a
  
   Duke!
  
  An Imperial governor!” Ehriban raged. “It is my word against—”
 

 
  “You employ
  
   forgers,
  
  Father,” Ravana said pitilessly. “And in what may be the crowning achievement of your incompetence, you don’t pay
  
   them
  
  adequately, either. For your edification, if one
  
   must
  
  truck with scurrilous underworld types, blackmail does not suffice to keep them loyal—it only ensures they will be watching for the first opportunity to enact a betrayal. Lieutenant Arivani, I will require the ducal signet ring.”
 

 
  “You will have to take my
  
   hand
  
  off first!” Ehriban raged at the soldier who stepped toward him. Arivani paused at the ferocity in his expression, glancing back at Ravana.
 

 
  “If his Grace is committed to those terms, they are acceptable to me,” she said indifferently.
 

 
  “Vana, please,” Dazan blubbered. “You can’t—if it’s treason, it’ll be— That’s the headsman for us, don’t you understand that?!”
 

 
  Finally, for just a moment, Ravana hesitated, appearing uncertain. Attuned as she was to the subtleties of expression, Shaeine saw a transitory flicker as the young lady appeared to falter, somewhere between the vapid persona she had been effecting and the ice-blooded queenly facade to which she had switched. In that merest instance was a glimpse of a young girl who
  
   did not want to do this.
  
  And just like that, it was gone, leaving Shaeine feeling a sad kinship.
 

 
  So it was, to be a noble. She would have done the same.
 

 
  “If it is to be the headsman,” Ravana said in an impressively even tone, “remember you are a Madouri and
  
   try
  
  to face it with dignity.”
 

 
  “Lady Ravana.” During the confrontation, Vadrieny’s form had faded away, leaving Teal looking deeply shaken. “They’re…your
  
   family.”
  
 

 
  “My family,” Ravana said coldly, “exist for the sake of the realm and people of Madouris, not the other way around. They have forgotten this, and become too lost to pride to accept any reminder. A clean slate is needed if a true crisis is to be averted. Thank you, Lieutenant.”
 

 
  She closed her tiny fingers around the heavy ring Arivani placed reverently in her hand, making no move to slip it on. Ehriban, in the end, had given it up with no further fight. In fact, he now slumped in the grasp of his captors, suddenly looking shocked and utterly defeated.
 

 
  “Little starling,” he whispered.
 

 
  “I have never enjoyed that nickname,” Ravana said quietly, staring at the table and refusing to meet his pleading eyes. “Starlings are an invasive pest. That is just one of the things you would know if you’d listened to your ministers when they tried to dissuade you from canceling those agricultural subsidies. It will take me
  
   years
  
  to untangle the mess you’ve created. Secure them in the lower cells—
  
   discreetly.”
  
  Ravana lifted her eyes finally, not to look at her father and brother, but at the soldiers holding them prisoner. “Until I can bring Imperial agents here to oversee and formalize the transition, his various partners in crime pose a risk. Permit no one to approach them. One warning, and then assume you are under attack and respond with lethal force. Against
  
   anyone—
  
  soldiers, servants, strangers. Make no assumptions and take no risks.”
 

 
  “Your own
  
   servants?”
  
  Teal exclaimed.
 

 
  “Teal,” Shaeine said softly, catching her gaze. She shook her head once. There was just too much to explain, and even if she explained it perfectly there was likely to be an argument as a result. This was not the sort of thing a person not raised to noble expectations was likely to understand.
 

 
  The soldiers saluted Ravana, who turned her back on both them and the room while the two elder Madouris were hauled away, Ehriban in stunned silence, Dazan still shouting for his sister’s attention until the heavy dining room door was slammed shut behind him.
 

 
  Facing the wall, Lady Ravana appeared to hunch in on herself. Her thin shoulders quivered once.
 

 
  “Oh, honey,” Marguerite whispered, fortunately in a low enough tone that even Shaeine barely caught it. She started to take a step toward the young Lady, reaching out, but Geoffrey gently took her by the shoulders, pulling her close. Very much for the best, Shaeine knew; Ravana would not appreciate any such gesture at a time like this.
 

 
  “How…how long have you been
  
   plotting
  
  this?” Teal asked, herself in a bare whisper. The words were accusatory, but her voice was simply horrified.
 

 
  Ravana finally straightened and turned, her face once more composed when it was visible. “Too long. You seem rather put off by all this, Miss Falconer.”
 

 
  Teal gaped in disbelief.
 

 
  “If you would feel better removing yourself from the situation, I have a favor to ask.”
 

 
  
   “Me?”
  
  Teal squawked.
 

 
  “Well, more accurately, your counterpart.” Lady Ravana stepped forward, holding out her father’s ring. “We will not be truly safe here until the…
  
   previous
  
  Duke is in Imperial custody and the transition of power ratified by the Emperor. Perhaps not even then, unless his Majesty sees fit to loan me Imperial troops until I have
  
   thoroughly
  
  cleaned house. Even your family may be at risk unless we act swiftly. To that end, I would ask Vadrieny to carry this to General Tulivaan at the Imperial garrison here in Madouris. He…will understand what it means, though I rather expect he’ll ask you to explain what you’ve seen tonight.”
 

 
  “You would send
  
   Vadrieny
  
  into an Imperial fortification?” Shaeine demanded.
 

 
  “Tulivaan knows her,” Geoffrey said quickly. “He’ll, uh, have some
  
   questions
  
  if she drops in out of the blue, I’m sure, but his soldiers won’t fire on her at sight. Actually, even if they did, I guess that wouldn’t do her much harm, would it?”
 

 
  “Please, Teal,” Ravana said quietly, still holding out the signet ring.
 

 
  “I don’t…understand how you can…do this.”
 

 
  “Then count yourself blessed. You would make a poor aristocrat…and for that, a much better person.”
 

 
  They stared at each other in silence for a moment. When Teal finally took the ring, it was in a sudden grab. She hesitated only to look at Shaeine, her eyes wide and haunted.
 

 
  “It will be all right,” Shaeine assured her quickly. “I am here, and your parents had the forethought to come armed. We will look after each other.”
 

 
  “I…” Teal swallowed heavily, nodding once in a jerky motion. Then Vadrieny burst forth again in an explosion of fire and claws.
 

 
  “Be
  
   careful,”
  
  the archdemon said. “I’ll be quick as I can.”
 

 
  Then she was gone, pushing open the great double doors into the dining room from the formal hall outside and causing a scream from some passing housemaid. Geoffrey stepped over to gently pull the door shut.
 

 
  Ravana sighed softly. “I fear I have rather unsettled her.”
 

 
  “Teal is a sensitive soul,” said Shaeine. “It is a trait that ill befits someone in your position or mine, but a source of surprising strength for her. And one I value greatly.”
 

 
  Ravana looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, then down at the ancient saber hanging from her hand, her brother’s blood still forming small streaks along the blade. She roughly wiped it off on the tablecloth, then crossed to the display beneath the Themynrite idol and picked up the accompanying dagger.
 

 
  Both Falconers tensed when Ravana approached Shaeine with both blades in hand, but with surprising deftness, the young noblewoman reversed her grip and offered them hilts first.
 

 
  “For offense given by my House to yours, honor compels me to return your generous offering, with the promise that full recompense shall be made. When next you deign to grace my hearth, no gift shall be owed, for I will regard you as…a…cherished comrade in battle.”
 

 
  Shaeine, even poised as she was, blinked in surprise. It didn’t
  
   quite
  
  work in Tanglish; Narisian elvish had multiple levels of formality which could be used interchangeably throughout a sentence to add complex nuances of meaning. The lack was evident in Ravana’s faltering at the end there, when she clearly struggled to express a thought using unfamiliar formalities. It impressed Shaeine deeply that Ravana knew the Narisian etiquette at all.
 

 
  “I accept the sentiment in the spirit in which it is offered,” she said aloud, reaching out to grasp the handles and gently reclaim the blades. Apparently her mother would get her guest gift from Teal after all. “Though your House has offended, you have done me great honor in seeking to correct it at personal cost, Lady Ravana. I would impose no further burden upon you in what I know is a painful time.”
 

 
  Ravana met her eyes, and they shared a small nod of mutual understanding.
 

 
  “I, uh… Would it be…gauche if I sat down?” Marguerite asked faintly.
 

 
  “Not in the least, Mrs. Falconer,” Ravana assured her. “Please be as comfortable as you can. I am
  
   deeply
  
  sorry for… Well, everything.” She grimaced. “But most immediately for keeping you cooped up in here. I’m afraid I spoke the simple truth to Teal, however. This manor is teeming with my father’s sycophants; until they are secured, my loyal soldiers returned and the Empire on its way, I fear it’s simply not safe for any of us to wander about.”
 

 
  “I think it would only be bad manners at this point if we went back to eating,” Geoffrey said, attempting a jovial smile as he helped his wife back into her chair. “So! Heck of a night, eh? Here we are, then. What, ah, shall we talk about?”
 

 
  Each of them looked at each of the rest in turn, and the silence stretched out.
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  Joe ambled down the main street of Sarasio, aware that he was playing right into a chapbook cliché but having made his peace with it. He
  
   liked
  
  to amble, liked to take his time and take in the movements of the town, greeting people, stopping to chat, noting all the repairs and new construction going on, seeing who was new in the village. To accomplish all this, it was either walk slowly with an unmotivated gait that encouraged people to interrupt his constitutional, or sit in a rocking chair on a porch like somebody’s grampa. Sitting around was just not in his nature, so ambling it was.
 

 
  “Jenkins,” Sarasio’s new face of law and order acknowledged as she fell into step beside him.
 

 
  “Sheriff,” Joe said politely, tipping his hat. He approved mightily of Sheriff Abigail Langlin, recently appointed by the governor down in Mathenon in an act which proved the man actually did understand what the frontier town needed. Langlin was a Westerner by blood, somewhat unusual in this area, but her name and accent showed her to be frontier stock. A hard woman with perpetually steely eyes and the severe demeanor of a schoolmarm, she was nonetheless a listener, attentive to everyone who required a bit of her time and slow to take action until she was certain of having all the facts—at which point she would knock a troublemaker on his ass in the street before he knew what was happening. It’d have been
  
   nice
  
  if the governor had bothered to send Sarasio one of his best people
  
   before
  
  he had the Emperor breathing down his neck over it, but Joe and the rest of the townsfolk had decided to take what they were offered without kicking up more fuss.
 

 
  “Been down to the Rail station?” she asked as they ambled in tandem.
 

 
  “Not since gettin’ the paper this mornin’,” he replied, equally terse, and equally without tension. Another thing he appreciated about Sheriff Langlin was how she treated him: the woman was visibly unimpressed by the legend of the Sarasio Kid, but also didn’t talk down to the town’s fifteen-year-old self-appointed protector, once she was satisfied he preferred to let her do her job without any interference. They shared the laconic rapport of people who had been
  
   through
  
  some shit and didn’t care to chitchat about it. He was rather curious about her backstory, but of course asking would defeat the purpose. “I’m just out for a walk before the night’s work. Spent more’n enough time indoors, last few months. Anything good arrive today? Or at least interesting?”
 

 
  She grunted. “Interesting, maybe. The usual load of louts, disaster tourists and…” Langlin curled her lip in disdain.
  
   “…adventurers
  
  passing through. I reckon a fair few of those’ll be waiting at the Shady Lady to lose their entire purses to the famous Sarasio Kid at the poker table.”
 

 
  “Same as it ever was,” he quipped. “Though I make it a point not to take somebody’s entire purse unless I’m pretty sure they can afford it.”
 

 
  “Yeah, well, about the same proportion as always won’t handle losing with any grace. I expect you to keep it civil, Joe.”
 

 
  “Really, ma’am?” He cast her a sidelong look of reproach. “I know you ain’t been in town
  
   long,
  
  but surely you’ve cottoned that I don’t start fights.”
 

 
  “That is not something I’m worried about, no. I don’t need you
  
   finishing
  
  fights, either, Joe. Not as hard as I know you’re capable of doing it, and not to the kind of trash who are
  
   not
  
  worth the paperwork it’ll cause me.”
 

 
  “Not my style, Sheriff. Some o’ the new folks get a mite ornery, it’s true, but those me an’ the girls can’t talk down we can at least manage to delay until somebody can fetch you or the deputy. Which… I’d’a thought you knew that, too. Or is there somebody in today’s batch you’re especially concerned about?”
 

 
  “Not them,” she murmured, eyes ceaselessly scanning the street as they passed. There was nothing amiss, just townsfolk, a handful of laborers and functionaries sent by Tiraas and Mathenon to help get the village back on its feet, and a few visiting elves. More elves had decided to be sociable with the people of Sarasio since the
  
   event
  
  with the White Riders and the Last Rock folk. Joe suspected Elder Sheyann’s hand behind that. “There’ve been some other arrivals today who concern me more. We got another detachment of troops. Looks like a single squad.”
 

 
  “Huh. I thought all the soldiers went back to the capital with the prisoners.”
 

 
  “Me, too,” she replied, her tone grimmer than usual. “They’re camping out by the new scrolltower site rather than quartering in the town, and their commanding officer hasn’t troubled to notify me what they’re here for.”
 

 
  Joe narrowed his eyes. “I ain’t exactly a hundred percent on the legalities there, Sheriff.
  
   Shouldn’t
  
  they at least check in with you?”
 

 
  “The law doesn’t require it,” she said noncommittally, “but yeah, it’s…an expected courtesy. To the point that the
  
   lack
  
  of it is noteworthy. Feels borderline…pointed.”
 

 
  “Hm. Not sure how I feel about soldiers hangin’ around bein’ specifically discourteous, Sheriff. The last batch were the very model of professionalism.”
 

 
  “I
  
   definitely
  
  don’t need you poking your wand into them, Joe.”
 

 
  “Wouldn’t dream of it, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Good.” She nodded once, though it might have been in reply to the passing man who tipped his hat politely to them. “I
  
   did
  
  get a visit from another interesting person. An Imperial Marshal who declined to discuss his business with me in detail, but asked after you.” Langlin glanced at him sidelong. “And after Miss Jenny.”
 

 
  He slowly raised his eyebrows. “Me…and
  
   Jenny?
  
  Huh.”
 

 
  “You can’t think of anybody in the Imperial government who’d take an interest in the two of you?”
 

 
  “Can’t say as I can, Sheriff,” Joe said with an apologetic grimace. “I don’t
  
   know
  
  anybody connected to the Imperial government except Heywood. No idea at all why anybody from the capital’d be interested in Jenny.”
 

 
  “Paxton, right,” she nodded. “Cheerful, middle-aged, shaped like a pumpkin. This guy is not him. Not forthcoming about his business, either, but that’s what I know as it presently stands.”
 

 
  “I appreciate the heads up, ma’am.”
 

 
  “Wasn’t purely for your benefit,” she replied in a warning tone. “So no, Joe, I don’t expect any misbehavior from you, or necessarily from the new layabouts passing through.
  
   But,
  
  I smell politics. I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s got strings tied to the capital, and at least one of ‘em’s interested in you. I’ll ask you to step
  
   very
  
  carefully until this situation either reveals itself or goes away.”
 

 
  “My word on it, Sheriff,” he promised, stopping and turning to her, then tipping his hat. “I can do discreet, no trouble. Anything else interesting that pops up, I’ll let you know.”
 

 
  “Good man,” she said approvingly, nodding back. “You do that. I’ll let you get to…work, then. Be safe, Joe.”
 

 
  “You too, Sheriff,” he replied with a grin, not rising to the little jab about his
  
   work.
  
  They had paused in front of the Shady Lady, where he was about to spend his evening the way he did most evenings: playing poker and winning, mostly at the expense of out-of-towners who failed to realize that throwing down with the Sarasio Kid at the card table was as much a losing proposition as doing it in the street.
 

 
  They parted ways, he heading into the bordello, she continuing on her rounds, and he wondered for a moment if it was significant that she’d seen fit to warn him but not come in and say the same to Jenny, but then he was inside and taking stock.
 

 
  The Shady Lady was a much different place from the makeshift fortification full of refugees it had been during the months when the White Riders had held Sarasio in the grip of terror, when the bordello had been protected only by his residence there, and the fact that the lawlessness the Riders themselves had introduced meant he could have massacred the lot of them with no fear of interference from any government or other entity. So they hadn’t gone near the Lady while he was present, and after it had suffered one ugly attack when he ventured out to go looking for them, he hadn’t dared to leave it again. That bitter stalemate had held until Tellwyrn herself had appeared out of nowhere with a bunch of heroes right out of a bard’s tale.
 

 
  Looking back, Joe’s perception of the Last Rock posse in hindsight was somewhat surprising. They were a
  
   way
  
  overpowered group to use against what amount to a few bandits, they broadly seemed to have bumbled about with a distressing lack of any clue what they were doing—a disappointing thing to have observed after he’d dared to hope a group of
  
   proper
  
  adventurers would mean an end to Sarasio’s troubles. And, in the end, they hadn’t solved the problem like adventurers, exactly. Rather than rounding up and stomping out the White Riders, they had rallied the town and the elves, done as much to
  
   heal
  
  what was wrong with Sarasio as defend it.
 

 
  That had impressed him more than anything else. He still pondered it often.
 

 
  Now, the Shady Lady was back in business, which was to say raucous, bawdy, and
  
   fun.
  
  Not that the kind of fun that went on here was Joe’s cup of tea, exactly, but he was attached to the place. Half-dressed women were draped over various pieces of furniture and those of the patrons who looked like they had money to spend. Some of the crowd was clearly rough around the edges, but there were two burly men in suits with wands and cudgels lurking by the door—and now that Joe was here, there was even less danger of anybody mistreating one of the employees. The piano was blasting a spritely melody, which was slightly uncomfortable for Joe because ever since yesterday it was in need of tuning. Not enough that anyone else would notice, yet, which just made it worse.
 

 
  Joe had to pause just inside, not to add drama to his entrance, but just to orient himself and parse the glut of data that washed over him. Fortunately he had enough practice at this that the room arranged itself in his mind fairly quickly, fast enough most of those present would likely not have noticed more than a momentary hesitation.
 

 
  The temperature of the room and how it varied by the concentrations of bodies in different spots. Volume, intonation, and speed of delivery of thirty-three different voices. The differing proximities of different bodies to one another, and what it signified about their interactions. The minutiae of fine movements in facial muscles that expressed emotion; the less neatly organized details of body language which he had also studied carefully but did not yet have down to so precise a science. Details, details, details.
  
   Data.
  
 

 
  In his father’s research and correspondence with professionals up in the dwarven kingdoms, Joe’s pa had found that his condition, the way he processed information differently and seemed to lack the innate grasp of social interaction that humans were supposed to have from birth, was a known phenomenon. The other thing, his
  
   gift,
  
  the way he perceived everything about the physical world in hard numbers, was something different—possibly related, not completely unheard of but altogether far less common. He’d learned to use the one to compensate for the other, with the result that while learning to read a room had taken him
  
   years
  
  and the effort had been exhausting, now that the effort was
  
   done
  
  he could read people—individually and in groups—with a degree of precision that far more sensitive and intuitive types couldn’t seem to manage.
 

 
  There were still wide gaps in his perceptions where he had to conjecture. When it came to people, there was always more studying to do. Wands were easy; people were not
  
   nonsensical
  
  as he had first believed as a young child, just hellaciously complex. There were just so many variables, and even now that he had grasped—mostly—the overall patterns he was always finding new ones he didn’t yet understand.
 

 
  Upon taking in the Shady Lady’s common room and getting it properly sorted in his mind, Joe’s first observation was that there was only one detail at present which required a response from him, and that was the man at his table.
 

 
  Joe’s table was sacrosanct. The Shady Lady’s employees shooed customers away even when the place was as busy as tonight; you did not sit down to play cards with the Kid unless you were invited, and that only happened if you impressed the Kid as being either an interesting opponent, or loaded enough to be worth taking to the cleaners. Now, there was a man sitting there—not in his seat, at least—dressed in a perfectly nondescript hat and coat. He might have been anybody passing through a frontier town like this, except that he was sitting
  
   there.
  
  Others might have helped themselves to a seat where they were unwelcome; what made this stick out in Joe’s mind was that the staff weren’t saying anything to him about it.
 

 
  Thus, before approaching the interloper, he stopped to conduct a quick visual survey of the employees. Horace was at the bar and Sandy on the piano, where they belonged. The bouncers were in the correct positions, one watching the door, the other atop the stairs where he could see the floor and swiftly reach either it or any of the private rooms if he perceived a need. That neither had reacted to the man at Joe’s table meant they discerned no threat. Most of the girls were occupied entertaining customers; those who could spare the attention shot smiles and waves his way, and three glanced fleetingly at the table. So it wasn’t magic deflecting their attention, they had been aware of this situation and decided a reaction was not necessary.
 

 
  He focused on the final employee, who to judge by the way she was immediately making a beeline toward him, was probably about to explain the situation.
 

 
  “Jenny,” he said, tipping his hat.
 

 
  “You with the manners,” the bordello’s waitress chided, swatting him on the arm. Jenny specifically was
  
   only
  
  a waitress, the only female member of the staff who offered no services beyond food and drinks. She was definitely not dressed like any of the other girls, wearing a shirt and trousers, boots and a long jacket. Even so, occasionally one of the out-of-town patrons would try to pat her on the butt, and immediately learned that Jenny did not slap people: she
  
   punched.
  
  She punched with the force of a kicking donkey and the surgical precision of an Omnist monk, and anybody Jenny felt the need to lay out on the floorboards would not be going upstairs with any of the girls, assuming Bruce and Tanner didn’t decide to summarily toss his ass bodily into the street. There were rarely any problems.
 

 
  “Manners are miniature morals,” Joe recited. “So, what’ve we got goin’ on over there?”
 

 
  “Yeah, step carefully, Joe,” she said, the levity fading from her expression as she glanced over at the intruder, who was positioned so that he could certainly see them talking but was just sipping a whiskey and playing solitaire, showing no outward reaction to anything else in the room. “That’s a silver gryphon. He’s asking about you, specifically.”
 

 
  “Ah hah,” Joe said, studying the man more closely. He maybe looked more Tiraan than Stalweiss; otherwise, no identifying features whatsoever. In Joe’s experience, people were never so bland except on purpose. That was the trouble with Imperial Marshals; they might be police officers, tax assessors, or Intelligence agents, or anything else answerable only to the central government in Tiraas and licensed to exercise deadly force in his Majesty’s name. Something told Joe it wasn’t an accountant or cop he was dealing with here. “Speak of the Dark Lady. I was just this minute havin’ a talk with the Sheriff about a new Marshal in town. She says he was askin’ about me, and also you.”
 

 
  “Shit,” Jenny mumbled, and he winced but knew better by now than to chide her out loud.
 

 
  “Take it easy,” he murmured. “If the man’s askin’ politely and waitin’ at ease for a sit-down, it’s probably nothin’…too serious.”
 

 
  “Sometimes you are just too precious for this world.”
 

 
  He gave her a look, and she made a face back at him.
 

 
  “Well, standin’ out here ain’t gettin’ us any answers,” he said reasonably. “I believe I won’t keep our guest waitin’ any longer’n necessary. You wanna come with or let me size ‘im up first?”
 

 
  “Screw that, if he’s after
  
   me
  
  I’m gonna find out what the hell he wants,” she said, reaching up to adjust the goggles she wore atop her head. Joe had never actually seen her put them over her eyes; she skillfully deflected any questions about them.
 

 
  He nodded to her, and led the way over to his table.
 

 
  “Good evening,” the man sitting there said cordially, sweeping up his deck of cards mid-game as Joe pulled out a seat for Jenny. “And you must be Mr. Jenkins!”
 

 
  “Guess I must be,” Joe replied, settling into his own chair and ignoring Jenny’s wry look. “Everybody else seems t’be accounted for.”
 

 
  The man grinned at him and casually adjusted the lapel of his coat with one hand, momentarily turning it just enough to reveal the shape of a silver gryphon badge pinned inside. “Marshal Task, pleasure to meet you.”
 

 
  “Task,” Joe repeated. “Really?”
 

 
  “Really, legally, and on paper. Everywhere that matters, anyway.” Task’s grin only widened. “First things first: let me assuage your worries a bit. This is not an official visit.”
 

 
  “Pardon me, mister, but you need t’get out more if you think an
  
   unofficial
  
  visit from an Imperial Marshal is
  
   less
  
  worrisome than the other kind.”
 

 
  Task actually chuckled at that, shaking his head. “Well, I suppose I see your point. I’m rather accustomed to it being the other way ‘round, but then you’ve had rather a run of bad luck out here lately, haven’t you? I can imagine the government’s not in a good odor in Sarasio these days. In any case, to be more specific, I sought you out at the request of a mutual friend, one Heywood Paxton of the Imperial Surveyor Corps.”
 

 
  “Oh, yeah,” Jenny said before Joe could reply, staring closely at the Marshal. “How’s Heywood doing? When he left here he was all a-twitter about marrying that sweetheart of his back home. You know how young men are. No offense, Joe.”
 

 
  Joe just nodded to her. He had absolutely no idea why she would say such a pile of nonsense, and therefore kept his mouth shut and his face blank until he caught up. Everyone whose opinion he’d ever respected had advised listening rather than speaking when in doubt.
 

 
  Task just smiled at her, a more knowing expression. “Heywood is in his fifties, has grandchildren, and wears trousers sized for two of you, miss. Or at least he used to; first time I saw how much weight he’d lost I was afraid for his health for a moment, but in fact he’s more energetic than I ever remember him being. What happened in Sarasio seems to have lit a fire in his belly. That was a good thought, Miss Everywhere, but I’m afraid it wouldn’t have helped you much if I were trying to put one over on you. A professional—such as myself—wouldn’t invoke the name of a mutual acquaintance unless he knew at
  
   least
  
  that much detail.”
 

 
  Jenny grimaced. “I prefer Ms. I’m an Avenist, you know.”
 

 
  “Humble apologies,” Task said gravely.
 

 
  Joe continued keeping his mouth shut. Jenny had never revealed her surname, but…
  
   Everywhere?
  
  He was confused, and therefore, silently observant.
 

 
  “Heywood came across some information during his oversight of the post-Rider cleanup of Sarasio,” Task continued, “or rather the parts of it happening on paper in Tiraas. I think you two are in a better position to speak to the more physical parts of the process. But this particular matter is something which he felt you ought to know, and which he was constrained from notifying you of through official channels. Thus, he called in a favor.” The Marshal smiled and sipped his whiskey. “And here I am.”
 

 
  “Here you are,” Joe repeated.
 

 
  “Are you perhaps aware of the small detachment of Imperial soldiers that arrived today?”
 

 
  Jenny’s eyes widened. Joe just nodded once.
 

 
  “The Sheriff just mentioned that t’me, in fact.”
 

 
  Task nodded back. “How much do you know about the composition of the Imperial army?”
 

 
  “How about instead a’ playin’ twenty questions you just tell me the part that’s important?” Joe suggested.
 

 
  That prompted a good-humored grin from the Marshal. “Fair enough! Okay, since the reorganization after the Enchanter Wars, the Army by law has to be composed of one third levies from the various House guards. These soldiers are under the direct command of the Throne, and trained and outfitted by the Imperial government, though the Houses are expected to be financially responsible for their share. It was conceived as a way for the aristocrats to limit the military capability of the central government. Starting in Theasia’s reign, Imperial Command has put in place a policy of very deliberately moving these troops around and never stationing House levies in the domains of their own backers. That neatly accomplished her goal of impeding the Houses from formenting insurrection within the Army itself, and these days most wouldn’t even think to try that; modern aristocrats would rather play economic games than risk coming to blows with each other, much less the Throne itself. But it
  
   has
  
  caused the additional problem that scattered through the entire Imperial Army are units of troops whose first loyalty isn’t to the Emperor.”
 

 
  “Ohhh, I don’t like where this is going,” Jenny whispered.
 

 
  “As well you shouldn’t,” Task agreed. “ImCom does its best to keep things orderly, and General Panissar runs a tighter ship than his predecessor, but any large bureaucratic institution has cracks which things can slip through, and people embedded who know exactly how to make such slippage happen. I believe the Eserites have a saying about this.”
 

 
  “You’re tellin’ us these troops ain’t here on the Emperor’s orders,” Joe said.
 

 
  Task nodded. “They’ll have all the requisite paperwork and orders, and the groundwork will have been laid back at Command to explain their presence here. But no, Mr. Jenkins, this squadron is
  
   not
  
  here on the Emperor’s business, nor General Panissar’s command. It’s not unusual for a provincial governor to pull strings and get a favored unit of theirs assigned a plum position, but Heywood was alarmed by this because of how byzantine the chain of orders and requisitions was that made this happen. These lads are from Upper Stalwar Province, originally, but he can’t figure out
  
   who
  
  sent them here, or why.”
 

 
  “And ImCom can’t just recall them
  
   because…?”
  
  Jenny prompted.
 

 
  “Couldn’t tell you,” Task admitted. “Nor could Heywood, or he’d have done that first. I’ve verified it wasn’t Imperial Intelligence that put them here, either, and I’m afraid that’s as far as I’m willing to stick my neck out. My agency has
  
   policies
  
  in place about free agents interfering with complex matters on our own time. I’ve notified my superiors, and been authorized to watch, but…that’s it.” He shrugged fatalistically. “Heywood Paxton, in addition to being a good friend, is a loyal Emperor’s man through and through. He doesn’t care for playing politics, but is
  
   able
  
  to do it, as any good government functionary must be. So when he asks for a favor, I can be confident that it is not against the interests of the Throne or the Empire as a whole, and he considered it important enough to circumvent the bureaucracy. Thus, the warning he requested I bring you two in particular: the only thing he or I have been able to suss out about this squad on such short notice is that immediately before they were abruptly diverted out here, someone
  
   else,
  
  working through the same unusually labyrinthine chain of steps designed to conceal their point of origin, pulled the government’s
  
   entire
  
  files on one Jenny Everywhere, last known to be in Sarasio, Mathena.” He met her eyes, his expression as grave as hers was suddenly sickly. “I got a chance to sneak a glance at those files. That’s quite a story there, ma’am. It’s my belief whoever’s looking for you is someone playing on a level that even
  
   you
  
  had better take seriously.”
 

 
  “Thanks,” she whispered.
 

 
  Task nodded, tucked his deck of cards in the pocket of his coat, and tossed back the last of his drink. “Heywood doesn’t consider you any threat to the Empire. Nor do I—nor, according to the documents ImCom and Intelligence have, does anyone who has an inkling what they’re talking about. By simple process of elimination, then, the source of this interest wants you for their own purposes, not to protect the Empire. By the same token, you are not, strictly speaking, an Imperial subject, and nobody legitimate will spend government resources coming to your aid. The best way Heywood could look out for you, Jenny, was by making sure you and Mr. Jenkins here know to watch your back, and try to untangle the paper trail to figure out whose idea all this was. He’s still working on the second part, but… I have to tell you, I’m not optimistic. I know a paper trail skillfully designed to lead nowhere when I see one. In my professional opinion, those answers are only going to come from the officer in charge of those troops.” He winked and finally stood up. “Not, of course, that I would ever suggest you employ any kind of aggressive persuasion against an officer of his Majesty’s armed forces.”
 

 
  “Perish the thought,” Joe said quietly.
 

 
  “I’m gonna hang around town for a few days, keep an eye on this. But unless somebody does something outright treasonous… Keeping an eye is all I can do for you. Best of luck.”
 

 
  The Marshal tugged the brim of his hat, then sauntered away from the table toward the front doors in no particular hurry, leaving them simmering in a thick and heavy silence.
 

 
  “I never knew you were an Avenist,” Joe finally said after forty-five seconds in which Jenny just frowned at the table.
 

 
  She looked up, and smiled ruefully. “That was…a little joke. I guess you could best describe me as an agnostic. Though I’ve done the most work by far for Vesk.”
 

 
  Joe noted the phrasing, and said nothing. Not because he didn’t have questions; on the contrary, he wasn’t sure which one to ask first.
 

 
  While he dithered, Jenny drew in a breath and squared her shoulders. “Joe, I’m in the uncomfortable position of needing to ask you for a
  
   big
  
  favor, and not being able to explain all of why.”
 

 
  “We’re friends,” he replied, grateful to be back in the realm of correct answers and not looming unknowns. “I’ve got your back. What’s up?”
 

 
  Jenny smiled gratefully. “Well, I think it’s time for me to leave town.”
 

 
  “That’s startin’ to sound like a pretty solid idea,” he agreed.
 

 
  “And I think I’m gonna need some help getting to where I need to go. It’s…well, difficult country.”
 

 
  “How difficult?”
 

 
  “Golden Sea difficult.”
 

 
  He nodded slowly. “Okay. How far in are we goin’?”
 

 
  “All the way.” She held his gaze, intently watching his reaction. “To the center.”
 

 
  Joe regarded her in silence for several more seconds while gathering his thoughts before he answered.
 

 
  “Okay. How, uh… How much
  
   can
  
  you explain?”
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  Joe wasn’t really surprised that he had to wait for those explanations. Jenny had cited the need to make preparations and the fact that there would be
  
   plenty
  
  of time for long discussion while they traversed the Golden Sea, and while Joe knew a deflection when he heard it, that one had the benefit of making good, solid sense. He resolved to pin her down harder if she tried it again once they were out of town, but this didn’t seem the moment to push. You had to read the other player, know when to fold and when to hold.
 

 
  Thus, he arrived at the head of Sarasio’s main street the following morning none the wiser about the adventure on which he’d agreed to embark, not to mention slightly bleary despite the strong black tea he’d downed before setting out. He had ended up cutting short his usual night at the poker table, for the sake of notifying the Sheriff of his plans—not that there was much she could do, but he’d promised—and then getting an early night’s sleep. He hated being poorly-rested for the same reason he didn’t drink: any condition which messed up the normal functioning of his brain made it amazingly uncomfortable to exist with his specific package of talents and perceptions. Joe required his body to immediately and precisely turn information into action, otherwise he felt naked, vulnerable, and stressed occasionally to the verge of panic.
 

 
  Given what little he knew was going on, it was altogether not
  
   that
  
  surprising that the surprises began immediately.
 

 
  “Jenny,” he greeted her with a nod, then tipped his hat fully to the other individual present. “Elder Sheyann. I confess I’m surprised t’see you here.”
 

 
  “Always a pleasure, Joseph,” the elf replied with a warm smile that made the sentiment sound sincere. He enjoyed every opportunity to converse with elves; their facial expressions were so minutely detailed and varied. Joe wondered whether that was something they did deliberately or just the natural result of living for centuries, but had never thought of a polite way to ask. Elven and prairie folk manners alike emphasized minding one’s own business. “I could hardly pass up the opportunity to see the Shifter off. It is rare enough that we have been blessed to be her neighbors for a few years.”
 

 
  “The Shifter, huh,” he drawled, turning back to Jenny.
 

 
  She grimaced. “Morning, Joe. C’mon, Sheyann, you know I hate formalities.”
 

 
  “We all have our little burdens to bear,” the Elder said with a serene smile. “It has long been a pet peeve of mine when immortals drag well-meaning souls into dangerous business without properly warning them. Perhaps recent events here and in the grove have left me more than usually sensitive to the issue.”
 

 
  Jenny gave her a mulish look, and received a bland smile in reply.
 

 
  Joe dutifully absorbed and filed away the layered implications in this exchange but decided the better part of wisdom was not to insert himself into whatever was going on between those two. Instead, he stepped around Jenny and carefully patted the third member of the party on the neck.
 

 
  “Mornin’, Beans.”
 

 
  The mule turned his head to give Joe a long look, then snorted, shook his mane and went back to staring glumly at the horizon. That was a positive interaction as far as Joe was concerned; the infamously cantankerous Beans was known to greet even people he knew by biting or kicking.
 

 
  Jenny had hitched him up to a small cart, two-wheeled and comfortably sized for two people to ride in along with the pile of provisions and equipment for an extended camping trip she’d stowed in the back, but not big enough to use as a place to sleep on the trail. Joe looked this whole setup over with a critical eye, then cleared his throat.
 

 
  “Don’t take this the wrong way, Jenny, but does Widow Milwood
  
   know
  
  her mule—”
 

 
  
   “Yes,
  
  Joe, I bought him,” she answered, more amused than irked to judge by her tone. “Mrs. Milwood seemed altogether happier to have the doubloons than the mule. Can’t imagine why.” She patted Beans’s haunch; he smacked her with his tail.
 

 
  “Thank you, Beans,” Elder Sheyann said, bowing to the mule. He snorted at her.
 

 
  “Right.” Jenny stepped away from him, brushing stray tail hairs off her mouth and giving the elf a wry look. “Look, Sheyann, if you have some kind of problem…”
 

 
  “This is not how I approach those against whom I bear a grudge,” the Elder interrupted her, still smiling. “I know you well, Jenny, and I know you have no malice. In truth, I trust you more than many of my own tribe who have no excuse for such inconsideration to move carefully among the people of this world. Sometimes, however, a
  
   reminder
  
  is needful.”
 

 
  Both of them turned to look at Joe, who straightened his lapels.
 

 
  “It’s a funny thing I’ve noticed,” he drawled. “Talkin’ with elves, a body can sometimes end up bein’ both the subject of a conversation an’ completely incidental to it.”
 

 
  “See, you do it too,” Jenny said, nudging Sheyann with an elbow. “Don’t worry, Joe, I promise I’m gonna bring you up to speed on everything.”
 

 
  “In any case,” Sheyann added, giving him a nod, “I’ve seen to it that you shall have aid on at least part of your journey. It is not impossible that Jenny’s intentions will suffice to draw others to you; such movements are just the sort of thing to ignite the interest of fae spirits, which is how I was forewarned of your intentions. You are leaving more than this town, are you not?”
 

 
  “Yeah.” Jenny absently patted Beans again, though this time he just shuffled his hooves and ignored her; she had already half-turned to stare off into the distance, where beyond the last outbuildings of Sarasio the endless horizon of the Golden Sea lay. “It’s not something I do often, or lightly, but it’s time to leave this world entirely.”
 

 
  “Here, now,” Joe said in alarm, “there are some things I will
  
   not
  
  sign on for! Do I needta sit on you or somethin’?”
 

 
  “No, no!” she said hastily, turning back to him and raising both hands. “Omnu’s breath, Joe, I’m not killing myself! It’s…well, like I said, I
  
   will
  
  explain.”
 

 
  “I’m glad to lend a little aid, and see you off,” Sheyann said, her expression more serious, “but I have my own motivation for being here, Jenny. If something has happened to provoke you to such an extreme measure, particularly this close to my grove, I would hear of it.”
 

 
  “I doubt you’ll feel any ripples from this once I’ve gone,” Jenny assured her. “No, this is… This one’s my fault, I’m afraid. I’ve been careless. It’s just that the Tiraan Empire is so… It’s not
  
   usual.”
  
 

 
  She gestured helplessly at the town, as if it were a stand-in for the Empire; Joe raised an eyebrow and peered around, not seeing anything amiss. People were just beginning to be out and about, and many gave curious looks to the trio standing with the mulecart up at the end of the street right where it departed Sarasio itself. None were approaching them yet—save Sheriff Langlin, who emerged from her office and set forth at an unhurried stroll even as he watched.
 

 
  “Gods know there’ve been bigger empires,” Jenny said, pensive now, “and more powerful ones. But they don’t tend to last so
  
   long.
  
  It’s been, what, eleven centuries now? And they did it through the strength of their bureaucracies and logistics, not any of the usual things. That, and managing to turn every inevitable collapse so far into a rejuvenation. You just don’t
  
   see
  
  that very often, historically speaking. I guess Rome was just an outlier, not a complete fluke after all; the method
  
   can
  
  be repeated. But I’ve just been popping in here and there, going about my business and generally not being a big picture person, and now suddenly I find myself in the middle of a huge country with a thousand years of records collected in a central location with highly motivated people to sift through ‘em, and from there it’s a short jump to somebody taking an unhealthy interest in me. I let myself believe
  
   that
  
  was done with after the Arachne torpedoed that Ministry of Mysteries bullhockey, but…here we are again.”
 

 
  “Occasionally useful as Arachne’s outbursts can be,” Sheyann murmured, “it seldom pays to rely on her to properly clean up after herself.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m sure she does her best,” Joe protested. Both women turned to give him long looks, and to his great annoyance, he flushed. Turning his back on them, he busied himself with tipping his hat in the direction of the footsteps approaching from behind. “Mornin’, Sheriff.”
 

 
  “Jenkins. Jenny. Elder.” Langlin gave Sheyann the courtesy of a grave nod, receiving one in return. “’fraid you two might’ve left it too long. I just had my morning tea interrupted by a warning: the
  
   guests
  
  in town are on the move.”
 

 
  “Which—aw, no,” Joe grumbled, resting one hand on his wand.
 

 
  “Yes, I observed this, also,” said Sheyann. “You are wise not to take this lightly, Joseph, but do not worry yourself excessively. I have had my people observing the interlopers, and it seems they have miscalculated the situation.”
 

 
  “You’ve set
  
   elves
  
  to spying on Imperial soldiers?” Langlin demanded with an edge to her tone.
 

 
  “The spirits warned of false intent, bearing arms,” Sheyann replied, unruffled as ever. “Whereof they warn, I heed. Rest assured, Sheriff, it is not my intent to draw the ire of Tiraas, especially after recent events here, but the Empire is a huge and complex beast, rather infamous for not knowing how many hands it has, much less what each of them is doing. I do not believe these men are here reflecting the will of their Emperor.”
 

 
  “That’s what the Marshal said, too,” Joe murmured to Langlin.
 

 
  Sheyann nodded. “And I see, Sheriff, that your mind follows a similar current.”
 

 
  Joe, of course, had already taken note of the additional movement as more of Sarasio’s residents than might ordinarily be out and about with the sun barely gleaming on the horizon were wandering into the streets. He had definitely noted that many of them were armed; Deputy Wilcox, who now strolled up to join them with a courteous tip of his hat, was actually carrying an Army-issue battlestaff.
 

 
  “Uh, Sheriff? Did you…” Joe waved vaguely around the town. The White Riders were one thing; legitimate or not, he could foresee no good coming from any armed confrontation between townsfolk and Imperial soldiers.
 

 
  “There’s nothing going on here that warrants invoking my authority to form a civilian posse,” Langlin drawled, tucking her thumbs into her belt. “I also feel no need to keep any secrets about the state of the town. Folks around here do a fine job of looking after themselves and each other.”
 

 
  By that point he could her more footsteps—these in unison, and accompanied by the crunch of displaced tallgrass, signifying a sizable group marching
  
   around
  
  the town rather than through it. He couldn’t see them past the buildings yet, but to judge by the progress of the bootsteps they’d be in view within seconds.
 

 
  “Joe,” Jenny said, quietly but urgently, and he paused in drawing his own wands. “The Avenists say a battle avoided is a battle won by the only ethical means.”
 

 
  “I thought we established last night you’re not an Avenist,” he muttered back.
 

 
  “But when it comes to war, you
  
   listen
  
  to them. I know you’re the best shot on the frontier, but trust me: sit this one out. It’s already won.”
 

 
  “Hm.” He packed a wealth of doubt into one grunt, but after holding her eyes for a moment, slowly pushed his wands back into their holsters and released them. Sheyann gave him an encouraging nod.
 

 
  Then they rounded the outlying building, and there was no more time for asides.
 

 
  There wasn’t much to see, truthfully. If you’d seen one squad of soldiers, you’d seen them all; that was rather the point of uniforms and drills. Joe had seen quite a few Imperial troopers in the last few weeks and had it not been for multiple sources warning him that this batch were up to no good he’d never have taken them for anything different. He took a head count as they marched past the wall of the stables into the space where the main street of Sarasio turned into a trail of dust straggling away into the tallgrass. Twenty-two, one of the standard sizes for an Imperial Army squadron; the way other officers had explained it to Joe, the deployments varied by mission and type of unit, but these looked to be standard infantry, uniformed and each carrying a staff.
 

 
  They efficiently changed formation on the move, arranging themselves in a double line that effectively blocked off the exit from the town. At this, rather than showing any sign of intimidation, the people of Sarasio began moving more purposefully toward the scene. And not just those out on the street; doors opened and individuals who had to have been watching from behind curtains slipped out and came forward. A lot of
  
   them
  
  were carrying weapons, too.
 

 
  Joe held his peace with an effort. If the plan here was to set the locals against the troops… He chose to trust, for now, that Langlin and Sheyann knew their business better than he; they’d both provided enough evidence of it. And clearly there was more going on with Jenny than he’d ever suspected. Still, this looked a
  
   lot
  
  like everyone involved was angling for a shootout.
 

 
  One man detached himself from the end of the line and strode forward, a fit-looking fellow with a colonel’s insignia in his middle years with a prominent mustache beginning to go gray in streaks, just bushy enough to conceal his mouth. Joe watched his eyes; the fine muscles surrounding them were often more revealing. This fellow was not happy about what he saw, particularly as he swept his glance across the gathering locals. Then he fixed it on one person.
 

 
  “Jenny Everywhere.” The colonel projected well, in an accent that hinted at education and more than hinted at the Tiraan heartland down south. “You will come with us.”
 

 
  “On whose—”
 

 
  “Hush,” Langlin interrupted, patting Jenny heavily on the shoulder as she brushed past. The Sheriff planted herself between the rest of the onlookers and the soldiers, her deputy drifting silently along behind to stand at her shoulder as usual. Riker Wilcox was tall and good at looming ominously, and had no problem letting a woman take the lead; Joe suspected Langlin had deputized him as scenery as much as anything else. “I’m the law in Sarasio…” She made a show of squinting at his shoulder patch.
  
   “Colonel.
  
  If you’re planning to haul away one of my citizens, show me an arrest warrant.”
 

 
  The soldier’s eyes narrowed and Joe detected a ruffling in his mustache as he let out a short, sharp breath. Annoyance, based on that and other situational cues.
 

 
  “With all due respect, Sheriff, my authority supersedes your—”
 

 
  “No, it doesn’t,” she interrupted, proving she could project as well as he. “An Imperial Marshal can make an arrest on his own authority. In the absence of martial law, which was rescinded in Sarasio four weeks ago, Imperial Army personnel have no such prerogative. Show me a warrant, or come back when you’ve got one.”
 

 
  The man’s mustache fluttered again, and his grip on the staff he carried tightened. Behind him, a woman wearing captain’s stripes was glowering at the Sheriff; the rest of the soldiers were looking distinctly unhappy. He slowly moved his own hands to rest near, but not on, his wands. Joe didn’t chance a look behind him at the gathering townsfolk but he knew exactly how they would feel about this: the way he did, more or less. Any second, he expected those battlestaves to come up and…
 

 
  And nothing. The colonel scowled as the silence stretched past tension and into awkwardness, and suddenly Joe understood.
 

 
  
   That
  
  was why Sheyann had said the soldiers were unprepared, why Jenny said this was already won. This man and his troops had come here expecting to rely on their official presentation and show of force to capture their prey with no interference and, at most, mild physical resistance from Jenny herself, nothing they couldn’t overcome. They had
  
   no
  
  backup plan, and at the first encounter of a significant hurdle, their commander was left floundering.
 

 
  The realization was…actually, it was reminiscent. Joe was reminded abruptly of the events of a month ago, when a handful of paladins, demigods, demons, and who knew what else had chosen to refrain from annihilating the White Riders as they easily could, and chosen to act more carefully. To work on the motivations of the
  
   people
  
  involved, instead of deploying force. The lesson was not entirely welcome, keenly aware as he was that this lay specifically outside his own strengths and, in fact, square in the realm of things with which he struggled.
 

 
  But while Joe was chewing on that burst of insight, the colonel found his footing.
 

 
  “The interests of national security trump such niceties, I’m afraid,” he said, gruff with his own irritation. “You may of course file a grievance with Imperial Command after we have left.”
 

 
  “You’d better believe I’ll be doing exactly that,” Langlin replied. “And you will be leaving
  
   without
  
  what you came for. In this town, we follow the
  
   law.
  
  The people of Sarasio have had all they can stomach of bullies with battlestaves.”
 

 
  The colonel bared his teeth so widely it was actually visible under his mustache. “My mandate does not require me to consult the people of Sarasio,
  
   Sheriff.
  
  The Tiraan Empire is not a democracy.”
 

 
  “You know why that is, right?” Jenny piped up suddenly. Ignoring Langlin’s annoyed glance, she clambered onto the seat of the mulecart and stood, immediately making herself the focus of every eye. “Why Tiraas is so dead set against any whiff of democracy, I mean. You know the big secret behind it, the one thing
  
   all
  
  the nobles understand? It’s something you learn the first time you try to govern any group of people who aren’t having it.”
 

 
  “I don’t have to listen—”
 

 
  
   “Every country is a democracy,”
  
  Jenny barreled right over his interruption, grinning down at him. “End of the day? Power is
  
   consensus.
  
  The people always decide who gets to have it, and they can
  
   change their minds.
  
  It’s just that most people, most of the time, cannot be assed to vote, whatever political system they live in. The key to staying in power is to encourage that natural apathy. The last thing you want is to have your subjects take a notion to change things up. It’s only when you’ve failed to manage that much that you need to provide ballot boxes. Because once people
  
   decide
  
  they’re gonna go vote, you’d better let them do it at the polls. Otherwise they’ll do it with their weapons.”
 

 
  She let the silence hang. All around, hard-eyed citizens of Sarasio had stepped closer and now stood in silence, close to the same numbers as the soldiers and more than two thirds armed.
 

 
  Then Elder Sheyann pursed her lips and emitted a soft birdcall.
 

 
  Instantly, blond heads appeared on the roofs all around as fifteen elves who had been lying flat suddenly stood and stared down at the soldiers, blank-faced and aloof as only elves could be. They were not carrying weapons…but they were elves, and no less than seven wore the clear accouterments of tribal shamans. That was enough.
 

 
  The soldiers held their discipline, but they were suddenly a lot less stern-faced, many of them visibly nervous.
 

 
  “Don’t call an election, Colonel,” Jenny said into the quiet she had created once she judged it had hung there long enough. “Those favor the incumbent.”
 

 
  He met her eyes, glowering. “Don’t think you’ll evade the Empire forever, Shifter.” Holding her stare for another pointed moment, he finally turned and made a hand signal.
 

 
  “Fall in,” the captain barked, and the soldiers stepped back and began to file away with the same impressive discipline as before.
 

 
  “Colonel,” Sheriff Langlin called as he started to move. The man paused and half-turned to stare at her. “I know a little something about working around the bureaucracy. There’s always a way. If you’d been legitimate, you’d have tried to negotiate. I’ll be making a full complaint and demanding an investigation from Mathenon and ImCom. However long it takes me to write that up and walk to the scrolltower, that’s how long you’ve got to be outta my town and over the horizon. Unless you’re harboring some fool notion about
  
   stopping
  
  me.”
 

 
  He stared at her in silence for a heartbeat, then snorted, turned, and strode off after his soldiers. Jenny, Joe, and the rest of the onlookers held still, watching as they filed back out of sight around the corner.
 

 
  A small hand lightly touched Joe’s upper back, and he turned in surprise. He had, of course, known Sheyann’s position, but elves were usually persnickety about physical contact. The Elder leaned close, pitching her voice low.
 

 
  “Jenny is a kind soul and a good friend; I have never known her intentions to be less than pure. But you should always be careful around beings who have a different perspective of life than yours. Those who move through time, or space, or worlds, in a way that you cannot will not share your frame of reference when it comes to attachments. For most young men on the cusp of an adventure, I would advise a careful distance from dreams of storybook heroics. In your case, Joseph, remember the stories you have heard, and be mindful of what sort may be unfolding around you. Even such as she may be impelled by greater powers.”
 

 
  With a final smile, she stepped back and melted away into the crowd before he could respond. Joe glanced up and was unsurprised to see no sign of the elves on the rooftops anymore.
 

 
  “I hope I don’t have to tell you two that man meant every one of his final words,” the Sheriff stated brusquely, alternating her stare between Joe and Jenny. “You have
  
   not
  
  seen the last of that—at least, not if you’re planning to head out into the prairie. If you stay in town a while longer—”
 

 
  “Then the next attempt will be subtler,” Jenny interrupted. “That guy’s not the brains behind this, Sheriff. Whatever this is about, it started down in Tiraas, and I don’t want my business hurting the town. Sarasio’s been through enough.”
 

 
  “Besides, it’s a pretty short ride to the frontier,” Joe added. “It ain’t like he can track us into the Sea itself. Nothing can.”
 

 
  Langlin shook her head. “I hope you know what you’re getting into, Jenkins.”
 

 
  “I am all but positive I haven’t the faintest inkling, Sheriff,” he said ruefully. “But…you know what it is. Some things you gotta do because they’re winnin’ propositions, and some because they just gotta be done. Ain’t always that we’re lucky enough one of ‘em’s both.”
 

 
  Slowly, she nodded. “Well. I feel a little better, knowing you’ve actually given this some thought. As I just finished explaining, nobody who’s broken no laws is going to be held against their will in my town, so I can’t very well stop you. Just be
  
   careful,
  
  you two.”
 

 
  “As much as we possibly can, Sheriff,” Jenny promised. “You can count on that, at least.”
 

 
  Langlin tugged the brim of her hat, then turned without another word of farewell and headed back up the street toward her office, no doubt to get started on that report she’d declared her intent to make. Abigail Langlin did not issue idle threats.
 

 
  With a sigh of his own, Joe hopped up onto the cart’s seat while Jenny finally sat down next to him. “All right, if we’re gonna do this harebrained thing, best not dally. Hep hep, Beans!”
 

 
  He flicked the rains.
 

 
  Beans swished his tail, laid his ears back, and very slowly turned his neck to give Joe a baleful look with one eye.
 

 
  “C’mon, Beans, let’s go,” Jenny said in a gentler voice.
 

 
  The mule snorted, then stepped forward, and in seconds the cart was bumping along the last few yards of road before they turned into prairie.
 

 
  “Yep,” Joe muttered as they left the town behind, “this is off to a great start.”
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  Raoul got back up, scrubbing a fist across his mouth. He didn’t try to run, and he still didn’t cry—just glared. So Emilio hit him again.
 

 
  The smaller boy rocked back, staggered, but caught his feet. Raising his head, he sneered at Emilio. “Feel better?”
 

 
  “Shut your little
  
   mouth!”
  
 

 
  This time, Raoul dodged—the first two blows, anyway, before Emilio landed an uppercut on his chest, driving the air out of him in an audible whoosh. Raoul was lifted slightly off the pavement and fell back down in a slump, landing on his hands and knees. Emilio grinned down at him and pulled back his leg for a kick.
 

 
  He wasn’t even completely sure…why. It wasn’t because Raoul was smaller—they were the same “probably about seven” the monks had vaguely decided, but definitely not growing at the same pace—or because he disliked the boy in particular. Emilio was big for his age, and also fast, which meant he’d gotten accustomed to venting his anger, whatever its cause, on whoever was nearby, just as the older boys did to him and anyone else they could. For a temple of Omnu, the orphan wing was host to a whole lot of petty violence whenever the monks happened not to be looking. Which was often; they seemed mostly concerned with their spiritual practices, doing their “duty” of providing a home for orphans and regular soup lines for the poor almost begrudgingly. In fact, they seemed to prefer having the orphans do
  
   that,
  
  as well as the lion’s share of the vegetable gardening, so they could meditate and practice martial arts. The kids got a very basic coaching in Omnist doctrine, enough to parrot the right answers, and then mostly left alone unless they were causing trouble or needed for chores.
 

 
  Sariana had opined to Emilio that the Lower Ward Temple was home to some not-very-good Omnists. He hadn’t any basis for comparison, really, but he doubted any others were notably better. It was tough all over and adults were just generally disappointing.
 

 
  This was just how it was. Life was kick-or-be-kicked, and Emilio knew which he preferred, and this
  
   little bastard
  
  Raoul always denied him the satisfaction by refusing to cry or flee or be cowed, no matter how one-sided their fights were. So he pulled back his foot in preparations for a
  
   hard
  
  blow to the boy’s ribs, anticipating the satisfaction of
  
   finally
  
  pounding some fear into the little brat, and so in the first instant after he was yanked physically off his feet and into the air he felt outrage at being thwarted before confusion or fear.
 

 
  “What—hey! Let me go!
  
   Put me down!”
  
 

 
  “Why don’t you make me, little man?”
 

 
  He kicked, thrashed, and swiped, none of his limbs connecting as he was slowly spun in a full circle. It took him a few seconds to realize he wasn’t being picked up by a normal grip on his shirt as usual, but levitated off the ground. Even that didn’t click until he saw her standing there, a full three yards distant, holding up one hand in a lifting gesture and smirking at him.
 

 
  Emilio paused in his struggling to stare. He’d never seen an elf this close before.
 

 
  The way people talked about elves, he’d expected basically a person with Stalweiss coloration and pointed ears. Her ears were not only pointed, but long, sticking straight up through her blonde hair till their tips were even with the top of her head. Overall, her facial proportions were…off. Just a bit too fine-boned, features a hair too sharp, her green eyes seeming a little too large. You
  
   could
  
  meet a normal human with a face like that, but you’d look twice. There was nothing unusual about her clothes, just boots, pants and a vest over a collared shirt, but she wore striking gold-rimmed spectacles.
 

 
  “Get outta here, elf witch!” Emilio shouted fruitlessly, swiping at her from yards away and only setting himself into a slow rotation in midair.
 

 
  “Mage, actually.”
 

 
  “Elves can’t be mages!”
 

 
  She practically howled with laughter at that; fortunately his languid spin had put his back to her at that point so he didn’t have to watch. Unfortunately he was now facing Raoul, who was now grinning despite being partially doubled over in pain. Emilio kicked at him, too, but he was out of range.
 

 
  “Yeah, doesn’t feel good, does it?” the elf commented. As Emilio drifted back around so that he could see her again, she made a contemptuous twirling motion with her finger, setting him to a faster spin. “Somebody with more power picking on you.
  
   Helpless.
  
  It’s not nearly as funny when you’re on the other end, huh? But then again…”
 

 
  He suddenly stopped, then was bodily whipped around to face the street, whereupon he yelped, finding the elf had silently crossed the gap and was now almost nose-to-nose with him.
 

 
  “Maybe you already know something about that.”
 

 
  Emilio tried to punch her. Probably not the best move in that situation, but it was all he could think of. She caught his fist and held it effortlessly.
 

 
  “Tell me, boy. Have you ever given any thought to
  
   why
  
  you do the things you do?”
 

 
  “Let me go!”
 

 
  “Make me,” she repeated.
 

 
  He kicked at her midsection; she batted his foot aside with one lightning-quick swat of her free hand, then gave his fist a shove, sending him drifting away. Emilio found himself regretting—among other things—having cornered Raoul in this unoccupied cul-de-sac far enough from the street festival that there were no monks, patrolling soldiers, or adults in general. He
  
   could
  
  scream. There was always somebody not too far; it was Tiraas. But people who heard screams didn’t always care enough to do anything about it. It was, after all, Tiraas.
 

 
  Anyway, screaming would be admitting weakness.
 

 
  “Let me guess: your dad likes to smack you.” The elf cocked her head to one side, peering at him. “Big brother? Other boys at school?”
 

 
  “He doesn’t have any of that,” Raoul piped up, finally straightening. “We live at the Omnist temple.”
 

 
  “Ahh, an
  
   orphanage.”
  
  She nodded sagely. “That explains a
  
   lot.
  
  Why, your whole life is helplessness and people pushing you around, isn’t it? Hence…this. You can’t push back against the bigger powers around you, so you push
  
   down
  
  at whoever can’t stop you. And sure, while you’re pummeling the younger kid, for those few moments you feel like the big man.”
 

 
  “I’m not younger!” Raoul said defensively. “Just…not as big!”
 

 
  She shrugged. “Well, that’s what it all comes down to. But it’s never enough, is it? Never lasts long. Soon enough, you’re back to being the buttmonkey, storing up that anger till you can take it out again on somebody else who’s not big enough to fight back. Around and around and around, and what does it get you? A bully is a weakling, sonny boy. Strength is standing up to those who are
  
   stronger
  
  than you, not weaker. Long as you only pound on the small fry, you doom yourself to forever
  
   be
  
  small fry.”
 

 
  “You don’t know anything!” Emilio shrieked. He hated how high his voice rose in pitch,
  
   hated
  
  the trembling behind it as tears of sheer frustration threatened.
 

 
  “Yeah, that’s right, kid, I haven’t seen this a million times in my thousands of years on this world,” she chuckled. “Please, you think
  
   you’re
  
  special? You know how many hundreds of little buggers
  
   exactly
  
  like you are doing exactly this thing right now in this city alone? Well, I’ll give you this much: I’m in town to drop in on Theasia, but I honestly think this here is more interesting.”
 

 
  “Th-the Empress?” Raoul stammered. “You’re on first name terms—”
 

 
  “Oh, she is
  
   not
  
  a fan of me,” the elf cackled. “Truthfully I approve of the girl, broadly speaking, but she had the unmitigated gall to suggest, in public, that I wouldn’t dare show my face here, and obviously I can’t have
  
   that.
  
  Once people discover they can push you around, they never quit.
  
   You
  
  two know that as well as anyone, right?”
 

 
  “Then why don’t you go pick on the Empress if you’re so special!” Emilio snarled.
 

 
  “Because that would cause me a shit ton of problems,” the elf explained, now smiling with something akin to satisfaction. “Maybe enough to put me in real danger. An Empire is a hell of a thing to have mad at you, boys. See, that’s the thing about power: there’s
  
   never
  
  enough. Somebody always has more. If you live to chase power, it’ll eat you alive and you’ll never be satisfied. Instead… Well, let’s try a theoretical exercise.
  
   You
  
  are even more in my power than your little buddy here was before I came along. Tell me, boy, how would you prepare yourself to
  
   not
  
  be in this situation next time?”
 

 
  Emilio growled at her, kicking at nothing in midair. Now she was holding him in position so he had to face her.
 

 
  “Well,” Raoul mused, “I’d—”
 

 
  “Ahp!” The elf held up a hand at him.
  
   “You
  
  don’t need this lesson. Well? Go on, boy, pitch me an idea.”
 

 
  “Fine,” Emilio spat. “You want an idea? Then
  
   I’ll
  
  become a wizard. Or a warlock! I’ll learn enough magic to tie
  
   you
  
  up in the air and see how
  
   you
  
  like it!”
 

 
  “Okay, sure,” she said, shrugging, and still wearing that infuriating little smile. “Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that you have a chance in hell of
  
   ever
  
  being good enough at any school of magic to take me on. I’ll have a good cackle about that over tea later, but this is a theoretical exercise, after all. What about the
  
   next
  
  person? The next dragon, or paladin, or archmage, or whatever? Because it’s like I said: there’s
  
   always
  
  someone better. What’ll you do about them?”
 

 
  “I’ll… I’ll just get more—”
 

 
  “Until there’s
  
   no one
  
  more powerful than you?” She raised an eyebrow. “You know how many people have wasted their lives trying that exact thing? Most just destroyed themselves. A rare couple bumped up against the actual
  
   gods.
  
  There is
  
   always
  
  someone bigger, lad. No exceptions. Power is a dead end.”
 

 
  “Easy for you to say!”
 

 
  “Yes, it is,” she agreed, “because I have the power. But there are people more powerful than me, things in this world I wouldn’t dare screw with. Wanna know how I still get to be alive and as powerful as I am?”
 

 
  “Because you’re too chicken to fight them?”
 

 
  “Close!” She held up one finger. “So very close. Because I have no
  
   need
  
  to fight them. Because I’m not trying to shut up that little voice in the back of your head right now which is always angry and frightened over how
  
   weak
  
  you are.”
 

 
  “Shut up!” he screamed.
 

 
  “No,” the elf said implacably. “I’m about to tell you how to silence that voice; this is the important part. Instead of power, you need
  
   strength.”
  
 

 
  “Uh…” Raoul blinked quizzically. “I don’t get it.”
 

 
  “Power is the outward quality,” the elf lectured them. “The capacity to get stuff accomplished, to exert your will on others. Useful, to be sure; everybody needs some of it. But it doesn’t
  
   satisfy.
  
  If you have nothing in your heart but power, you’re imprisoned by your need to exert it on others, and your horror of having it exerted on you.
  
   Strength
  
  is the inner quality. Strength is expressed in calm, in courage. Strength is your capacity to be sufficient in yourself, unbroken by those who defeat you and free from the compulsion to defeat others.” She made a beckoning motion with one finger and Emilio found himself floating back toward her, though now he was, to his own surprise, listening closely. “It is
  
   strength
  
  that lets you know how much power you need, enables you to
  
   gain
  
  that much power, and then—and this is the really hard part, boys—
  
   stop.
  
  You wanna be free from the fear and anger others cause you, and free from the need to pound on the little ones? Then you need to be strong.”
 

 
  “I’m…already stronger than them,” Emilio muttered.
 

 
  She shook her head. “Nope, you’re just more powerful. You wanna learn about strength? Then you should ask
  
   him.”
  
 

 
  The elf pointed at Raoul, who blinked. Emilio turned his head to stare at him in disbelief, and at that moment he was dropped. It wasn’t far to fall; he caught himself after a stagger, then turned back to stare up at the elf, a frown of confusion creasing his face.
 

 
  “Small fry here is stronger than you are, right now,” she said.
 

 
  Emilio scowled.
  
   “Huh?”
  
 

 
  “That’s
  
   why
  
  you felt the need to pound on him, boy,” she said relentlessly. “Because no amount of pounding would
  
   break
  
  him. Because he took it, stood back up, and took more. Whatever you could dish out. Your need for power demands satisfaction, and someone with strength can deny you that. Strength beats power, every time; a powerful person can destroy a strong one, maybe, but they’ll be left with that feeling of weakness that you hate so much. Strength is the cure for that.”
 

 
  “Wh…I…” He looked at her, then at Raoul, who seemed almost as confused as he did, then back. “How?”
 

 
  “Well, hell, son, there are whole religions based on trying to figure
  
   that
  
  out,” the elf chuckled. “It’s not my specialty; I’m out to cure stupidity, not weakness. But I’ll tell you what: start where you are. You boys live in an Omnist temple, right? If you want to develop inner strength, one of the best things you can do is take up the martial arts.”
 

 
  “They…the monks don’t teach us that,” Raoul said.
 

 
  Her eyebrows drew together. “What?”
 

 
  “Yeah, they’re not… Well,
  
   some
  
  of the kids, I guess,” Emilio muttered, sharing a sour look with Raoul. “The suck-ups who wanna learn their…monk stuff. They don’t have time for the rest of us, it’s just the religious ones they care about.”
 

 
  “Huh. I hate to break it to you, boys, but it sounds like you live in a pretty shitty temple.”
 

 
  “We know,” Raoul muttered.
 

 
  “But there, again, is an opportunity,” she mused. “Omnism leans pretty heavily on meditation and inner peace; that’s its own kind of strength. My advice would to be do learn what you can from them, and do what you must to get them to teach you. Those are qualities you can then parlay into getting yourself out of there and into better opportunities. Meanwhile, mister, I’ll leave you with this thought.” She leveled an accusing finger right at Emilio’s nose. “Stop picking on the littler kids. A bully is, without exception, a pathetic weakling. Everybody understand that, on some level. Every time you do this, you leave behind a trail of everyone watching who knows how
  
   weak
  
  you are inside. You wanna stop feeling that way? Step one is to cut that shit out.”
 

 
  Emilio scrubbed at his nose with his sleeve, saying nothing. He couldn’t find anything
  
   to
  
  say.
 

 
  “Well, do what you want, I suppose,” the elf sighed. “I’ll admit I’m just venting my
  
   own
  
  frustrations, because I can’t damn well shake some manners into that Empress. Maybe this visit won’t be a complete waste of my time if
  
   somebody
  
  came out of it a little better for the benefit of my perspective. You remember what I said, now. Goes for you, too,” she added, pointing at Raoul. “Just cos you’ve stumbled onto a useful character trait doesn’t mean you’ve got no room to improve. It’s up to you now, boys. I have my own passel of dumb kids to handle.”
 

 
  She winked, snapped her fingers, and was just…gone. There was the faintest puff of air, that was all; where there had been an elf, suddenly there stood nothing.
 

 
  Emilio and Raoul jerked back in surprise, then both turned to peer around the little open-sided courtyard. They were alone; this was a quiet area, but the sounds of the city still drifted in over the rooftops and there was of course the omnipresent noise of the Wildfeast celebrations going on just one street over.
 

 
  Their eyes met. Raoul made a wry face, and Emilio frowned, unconsciously clenching his fists.
 

 
  “Hey, Emilio?”
 

 
  “What.”
 

 
  “I…I think that was Tellwyrn.”
 

 
  He snorted. “Omnu’s balls, you’re stupid. Tellwyrn’s not a real person, that’s just a story.”
 

 
  “She is
  
   too
  
  real! She’s a historical figure!”
 

 
  “Yeah, whatever.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna tell Brother Timon you’re cursing in Omnu’s name!”
 

 
  Emilio took one step toward him, glaring and raising a fist.
 

 
  Raoul puffed his chest up, which was rendered almost comical by the difference in their sizes. But he didn’t back away, or so much as flinch.
 

 
  Emilio stopped, narrowing his eyes, and just stared down at the smaller boy for a few seconds. Then, slowly, lowered his fist and forced himself to relax it.
 

 
  “Why are you…like that?”
 

 
  “Like what? You mean my
  
   inner strength?”
  
  Raoul grinned, showing off the gaps in his teeth. “I’m just awesome, that’s all.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna thump you.”
 

 
  “Ooh, you’re gonna
  
   thump
  
  me. I wonder what
  
   that’ll
  
  be like. Maybe this time I’ll actually…nah, you’re still gonna walk away pissed off and not feeling any better.”
 

 
  “Don’t tell me you believe that elfish crap!”
 

 
  Raoul shrugged. “Made sense to me. You’re so big and like to punch so much, why don’t you ever hit back when Divradh takes your porridge?”
 

 
  “He’s twelve! He’s
  
   twice
  
  my size! What do you know?!”
 

 
  “You think I don’t
  
   know
  
  what it’s like? Seriously?” Raoul spread his arms wide in an incredulous gesture.
 

 
  “That’s just what…everything’s like,” Emilio muttered, looking away. “Everybody gets hit. Everybody gets pushed around. You’re not special.”
 

 
  “Yeah. Everybody gets pushed around. It’s gonna happen no matter who you are. So at least you can make sure they don’t get to
  
   enjoy
  
  it.” Again, Raoul grinned. “Try it sometime, Emilio. You know how much it pisses
  
   you
  
  off.”
 

 
  “I
  
   did!”
  
  Emilio shouted. “He just kicked me till I couldn’t breathe, and laughed!”
 

 
  “Yeah, and so next time, you didn’t fight back. So he got what he wanted. And did that stop him punching you?”
 

 
  They stared at each other in silence again. Emilio scowled, but this time at his own thoughts more than at Raoul.
 

 
  “How about this,” the smaller boy suggested. “Next time he steals your breakfast, toss it all right in his stupid face.”
 

 
  Emilio had to laugh incredulously at that. “Are you
  
   nuts?”
  
 

 
  He shrugged, grinning. “Well, you’re not gonna get to eat it anyway. What sounds better to you, letting Divradh get what he wants or ruining his whole morning?”
 

 
  “He’ll beat my face in!”
 

 
  “Yeah, and who gave you that bruise? Giving in sure doesn’t stop him! Tellwyrn was right—”
 

 
  “That
  
   wasn’t Tellwyrn,
  
  you little weirdo! What would Tellwyrn be doing in some alley in Tiraas talking to the likes of us?”
 

 
  “Whatever, she was still right.” He folded his arms self-importantly. “I’m the
  
   expert
  
  in this. I get my butt kicked three times a day, and you don’t see me crying about it. An’ you know what? Madi and Nomar and Brad don’t bother anymore. You wanna piss Divradh off as much as I piss you off? Just do the same.”
 

 
  Emilio hesitated, considering. There was the urge, of course, to just put an end to the frustrating conversation by punching Raoul in the face. After being manhandled and talked down to by that witch he was definitely in a punching mood. But the idea…
 

 
  “Yeah, okay,” he said at last. “And then what?”
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   7 Years Later
   

  
 

 
  The scrapyard was just the right blend of order and chaos that Emilio had come to enjoy due to his experiences in the Omnist orphanage. A combination warehouse, smithy, and open market, the wide enclosed yard looked at first glance like utter lunacy, awash in cacophonous noise and bodies either milling about or rushing to and fro on urgent business. Only with some exposure and experience did the pattern begin to reveal itself; there were orderly stations and lines for everything from people selling scrap wood and metal to the house or buying it, stations where employees such as himself sorted the junk into categories, small stands where smiths and woodworkers and tinkerers crafted objects from the yard’s products, larger (but still small) facilities in the rear where scrap metal was smelted down and junk wood burned into charcoal. There were even stands capitalizing on the constant crowd to peddle food and drink, though they were banished to the street outside the yard proper; there
  
   was
  
  a rest area within the walls where employees spent union-mandated breaks and even some regular customers (mostly old men retired from one of the represented trades) liked to hang about all day. Of course, this meant employees dashing back and forth carrying loads of heavy wood, metal, and occasionally other valuables, and customers milling around either conducting their business or just getting in the way.
 

 
  It was
  
   orderly,
  
  and because average people were both inconsiderate and fairly stupid, there was always enough chaos going on to keep him on his toes. Emilio rather liked the atmosphere, even if the nature of the work itself was pure drudgery. He was a picker, given heavy leather mitts and a place to stand and assigned to sort different kinds of metal and discard other, useless materials that found their way into the big loads the yard bought from the factories. There were haulers who’d take the filled boxes he produced to the various stations which would be their next stop, though depending on who was working and how busy it was, half the time he ended up having to do that himself. The picking was finicky and tedious labor; Emilio enjoyed the opportunity to exercise his muscles properly by harnessing himself to a wooden sled and dragging a load of metal to the smeltery, but at fourteen he was only barely old enough to legally work in the Empire and the union’s rules didn’t allow him to be assigned such heavy labor. He only got away with doing it sometimes because nobody actually cared that much about the rules, so long as he wasn’t on the books or under an officer’s eyes doing anything that’d cause legal trouble for the yard.
 

 
  On this particular day the weather had first threatened a downpour, prompting a closing of half the stalls and decisions by the boss to send some of the haulers home. Two hours later the sun was shining brighter than it practically ever did in Tiraas, leaving the scrapyard understaffed, half-shuttered, and inundated with a heavy load of customers, all of which meant Emilio was going to be doing his own hauling today. In short, it would have been his favorite kind of day if not for the distraction which came barreling in an hour before noon.
 

 
  
   “Emilio!
  
  You gotta help me, man!”
 

 
  “Oh for the—Raoul, I’m
  
   working.”
  
 

 
  The shorter boy slid right up to Emilio’s picking station, panting. “Yeah, I know, and you
  
   know
  
  I wouldn’t bother you on the job if it wasn’t a matter of life and death!”
 

 
  “You’re probably bullshitting, so let me just assure you it
  
   is
  
  a matter of life and death, in that if you get me fired I’m shoving your skinny ass in a smelter.”
 

 
  “Aw, you’d never hurt me, we’re bros. Anyway, I’m dead serious, he’s after—”
 

 
  Raoul was continually glancing over his shoulder as he spoke and suddenly broke off, skittering around behind Emilio’s current pile of metal scrap to hide. Emilio didn’t stop working, though he did cast a quick gaze around the yard. Nobody in his line of sight seemed to be on the hunt, or particularly agitated, so he wrote that off as Raoul just being jumpy.
 

 
  “All right, then,” he said with a sigh even as he hoisted the coil of rusted chain which was currently concealing Raoul’s face from the yard and transferred it to his box of iron scrap. “What’d you do
  
   this
  
  time?”
 

 
  
   “
  
  Ah, ah,” Raoul chided, straightening up and grinning at him even as he resumed peering nervously about. “You know me better than that, man. It’s
  
   who
  
  I did.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  And now he’s coming to chastise your performance.”
 

 
  
   “
  
  Yeah, yeah, you’re hilarious. No, seriously, man, you’d have done the same if you’d been there. You remember that Stalweiss chick from the fair last week? Green eyes, body like a dryad, sixteen?”
 

 
  “Well, I didn’t ask her age while I was manning the vegetable stand.”
 

 
  “Only because Brother Tamir was watching.”
 

 
  “Damn right. So not only did you steal a march on me, now you want me to save your butt, as usual. All right,” he sighed heavily. “Who is it this time? Father, brother, boyfriend?”
 

 
  “None of the above! It’s just…well, y’know, a girl like that will invariably have other
  
   interested
  
  parties.”
 

 
  “Uh huh. One of ‘em a sore loser,
  
   or…?”
  
 

 
  Raoul cleared his throat awkwardly, still looking out for whoever had been pursuing him. “Okay, well, you gotta understand—I mean, you
  
   saw
  
  how hot she was, and naturally I was pretty pleased with myself. So, our paths crossed at the market this morning, and I may have indulged in a little light…taunting.”
 

 
  “Yep, there it is.” Emilio shoved him lightly out of the way, turning to deposit a load of copper gears in the appropriate box. “Hey, Masi, gimme your full boxes. I’ll take a load back if you’ll watch my valuables.”
 

 
  “I’m gonna pocket ‘em and tell the boss you did it,” the girl at the next station over immediately announced, even as she began loading boxes of scrap metal onto the sled Emilio had half-filled while he strapped himself into the harness.
 

 
  “Funny stuff, Masi. You know this is why you’re single.”
 

 
  “Yeah, it’s totally that and not my lack of tits.”
 

 
  “It seriously is. Raoul, tell her.”
 

 
  
   “I’d
  
  hit it,” Raoul chimed, immediately lounging against a support pillar and winking at her, a bold move considering Masi was three years older than he, two heads taller, and twice as broad in the shoulder. Despite those physical advantages, she much preferred to stand in place sorting scrap, so Emilio hauled for her as well on days when they had to do their own, letting her keep an eye on his station while he was away. “And that’s not idle boasting, baby. What time do you get off, and how much help would you like with that?”
 

 
  “Your friend needs to learn not to punch above his weight class, Emilio,” Masi said right past Raoul, though not without a smile.
 

 
  “Yeah, so I’ve told him.” In the next moment, Raoul yelped at receiving a kick from Emilio. “How about we deal with the fallout from your
  
   last
  
  conquest before you start working on the next one?”
 

 
  “Then you
  
   will
  
  help me! I knew it, you are a true brother. By the way, what
  
   valuables
  
  were you talking about?”
 

 
  “Oh, just valuable compared to junk metal,” Emilio grunted, dragging the sled out into the aisle and starting toward the smeltery in the back of the yard. “Mostly burned-out enchanting components that fall outta the old machinery. Back-alley ‘chanters have some use for it, I dunno. Also the occasional piece of rarer metal, some of the scrapped equipment has gold or silver parts they forget to strip out before selling ‘em off.”
 

 
  
   “Oooh.”
  
 

 
  
   “Tiny
  
  pieces, and that’s rare. It’s not worth stealing, Raoul. What you’d get from a pawn shop is less valuable for your time than if you just got a damn job like a normal person. Also, Boss Callin would break you in half.”
 

 
  “Hey, I’m no thief! I was just thinking, y’know, hypothetically. I’ve got more pressing problems right now, speaking of which…”
 

 
  “Yeah, this is sounding more and more like a
  
   you
  
  issue. I’ve got your back if it’s about a girl, we’ve all been there, but you deciding to gratuitously piss somebody off is something else.”
 

 
  “Now, in my defense,” Raoul said reasonably, “I was not in possession of all the facts up front, which makes this not my fault.
  
   Obviously
  
  I wouldn’t have spoken to him in the same manner if I’d
  
   known
  
  he was Guild.”
 

 
  Emilio actually stopped mid-trudge, the slid proceeding a few more inches on inertia before grinding to a halt behind him. He closed his eyes and drew in a slow breath. “Please tell me you mean the Right Honorable Guild of Scriveners and Copyists.”
 

 
  “Right. Sure. Except, ah, not so much Scriveners as Thieves. But I hear tell they’re pretty honorable in their own—”
 

 
  
   “Omnu’s dangly balls, Raoul!”
  
 

 
  “OI!” another voice bellowed at them. From across the yard, Callin herself leveled an accusing finger. “Your friend can hang around
  
   if
  
  he doesn’t get in the way, Ezzaniel! Back to work or get rid of him!”
 

 
  
   “
  
  Yes, boss,” Emilio shouted back, pulling the sled into motion again. “Just go
  
   home,
  
  man. This time I think you might wanna sack up and tell the monks what kind of trouble you’re in. They might ream you out, but not
  
   literally.
  
  Eserites are another fucking matter!”
 

 
  “You think I didn’t already come to all those conclusions?” Raoul whined. “It’s not the Thieves’ Guild after me, it’s one pissed-off dude who’s
  
   in
  
  it. I don’t think I wanna lead him back to where we
  
   sleep.
  
  There’s kids there, man!”
 

 
  “You mean, in addition to the kid whose fault all this is?” Emilio managed to sigh while dragging the sled. “Well, that’s not a bad point, I guess.”
 

 
  “Also, he was
  
   right
  
  on me, and I don’t think I coulda made it all the way back there before— Oh,
  
   fuck.”
  
 

 
  “Case in point, I take it?” Emilio muttered, again letting the sled grind to a stop so he could turn and look.
 

 
  
  
  He was just in time to see Masi pointing at him and another fellow who he’d never seen before stomping in his direction. Burly, scruffy, and also a teenager by the look of him,
  
  
  though a good bit closer to twenty than Emilio and Raoul. He was very much aware of his awkward position on the road to manhood, though in Emilio’s case it had more to do with the kinds of work he was allowed to do, and the goods and services he could buy with the proceeds. Raoul’s indeterminate standing tended to manifest more as it was today: he was always going after women who should have been out of his league and getting in trouble with men who definitely were. At least he was still young enough that most of the women laughed him off. Emilio was seriously concerned the guy was going to get himself murdered before he was thirty.
 

 
  “All right, where is he?” the scowling hulk of a boy in the ragged coat demanded, stalking right up to Emilio.
 

 
  He looked around, the motion meant to express that there were people on all sides of them (several halting in their own business to watch this new show), but also noted that Raoul had managed to completely disappear in the last three seconds.
 

 
  “Wanna narrow that down, bud?” he asked, keeping his tone deliberately mild. Situations like these were depressingly familiar to him by now; Emilio made it a point of both pride and strategic policy to remain calm when threatened. He’d had seven years of practice since getting an unexpected life lesson from a sorceress in an alley, and while the art of poise under pressure had not come naturally at first, by this point he had it mostly down. Convincing the monks to actually train him had helped a lot, though these days he was largely out of favor in the temple as he’d been forced to reveal that he didn’t plan to be initiated as a monk himself.
 

 
  “Don’t get cute with me,” the bigger boy snarled, reaching for Emilio’s collar.
 

 
  A rapid jab swatted his hand away hard enough to make him lean to regain his balance; the Eserite narrowed his eyes and Emilio had to concentrate on not gritting his teeth. He’d
  
   hoped
  
  this would be some muscle-brained fool who would lash out and provide an excuse for his own clobbering in self-defense, but this one clearly noted Emilio’s better-than-expected physical capability and revised his approach.
 

 
  “I’m working here, man,” Emilio said, trying for a reasonable tone. “If you want help finding somebody, go talk to the boss over there. She gets paid enough to play tour guide. ‘Scuze me.”
 

 
  He started to turn around and resume his course, and was not particularly surprised when the thief reached out again to prevent him. Had Emilio not been physically buckled to a heavy load of metal and in the process of turning away he was confident he could have deflected that as well, but as it was, he only managed to bring up his hand again and thump the back of his fist against a brawny forearm as he was grabbed by the shoulder and forcibly pulled back around.
 

 
  “Don’t waste my time and I won’t waste yours,
  
   bud,”
  
  the Eserite said in a dangerous tone—a quiet one. Emilio was not intimidated by blustering oafs because it had been a year or so since he’d met one he couldn’t knock on their ass. Then again, he’d never scrapped with anyone in the
  
   Thieves’ Guild,
  
  for the simple reason that (unlike Raoul) he was not an idiot. This fellow was trained to intimidate, and undoubtedly to harm, which made him something Emilio had to take seriously.
 

 
  If the thief didn’t kill Raoul, he might.
 

 
  “Could you take your hand off me, please?” Emilio inquired politely.
 

 
  The sausage-like fingers, predictably, tightened on his shoulder. “You know who I’m looking for, and you know where he is. Cough him up and I’ll get outta your hair. Otherwise—”
 

 
  Emilio grabbed the hand and removed it, prompting an incongruous yelp of pain. He was pleased to discover that grip worked in real-world conditions, not having had the opportunity to test it before, but no amount of muscle was a match for simple leverage. Thumb pressed into the palm, bottom edge of the hand pushing down on the wrist; the thief had to either let his hand be pushed away or let his wrist be broken. Human reflexes being what they were, nobody ever took the second option.
 

 
  “I asked you nicely,” Emilio reminded him, still wrenching the bigger boy’s hand in a painful grip.
 

 
  Naturally, that wasn’t the end of it. He’d heard about techniques for de-escalation, things the Veskers and Vidians and even (supposedly) Omnists practiced, but that had been no part of his own courses of study. Emilio’s way of handling things meant somebody always got their ass kicked in the end, and this was shaping up to be no exception. It usually wasn’t him; he wasn’t quite as sure about this time.
 

 
  The thief bared his teeth and drew back his other fist to deliver a blow which looked like it could knock him out. The upside was that the speed of his reactions demonstrated the guy relied on sheer brawn in a fight, and Emilio knew how to counter that. The
  
   downside
  
  was that all the counters to brute strength were hampered by him being harnessed to a sled full of scrap metal.
 

 
  Then the other guy froze, his snarl dissolving into a blank face, and Emilio followed the suddenly changed direction of his gaze.
 

 
  Boss Callin had appeared just behind him and to his left. Though she was a petite woman in the latter half of her forties, her lean arms were as taut and sinewy as a ship’s rigging, which itself didn’t make a huge difference at this moment as she was also pointing a wand directly at the thief’s face. Emilio immediately let go of his hand and took a step back. If Callin shot the guy, that would solve this problem, provided he was not physically holding onto him. Despite his own studies not emphasizing magical equipment, one didn’t train in any kind of combat in this day and age without learning exactly how lightning behaved.
 

 
  “I don’t know what this is about and I do not give a fuck,” Callin stated. “You don’t fucking come into
  
   my
  
  scrapyard and try to manhandle one of
  
   my
  
  pickers. Get the fuck out, boy.
  
   Now.”
  
 

 
  Released by Ezzaniel, the thief raised one hand in a gesture of surrender, the other occupied by producing a doubloon from within his sleeve. “Now, now, ma’am, let’s not go overboard. You have my apologies for the intrusion. But I think you should reconsider just who you’re pointing that piece at, hm?”
 

 
  He had begun to roll the gold coin along the backs of his fingers in that
  
   thing
  
  Eserites always did (or so Emilio had heard, this was the first time he’d seen it in person). Whatever reaction he’d been expecting to that, he was clearly taken aback when Callin stepped forward and slapped it right off his hand.
 

 
  “Do I look impressed, you little shit?” she spat. “I told you to get
  
   out,
  
  not to get shirty. You are now trespassing, which means I get to fry your ass and tell the constabulary why I did it. Last chance.”
 

 
  
   “Now
  
  you’ve gone and escalated this,” the thief retorted, glowering. “If you wanna give
  
   me
  
  a hard time, fine. But you are not going to disrespect—hey!”
 

 
  To the clear amazement of both himself and Emilio, someone threw another coin at him. A copper penny; it bounced right off his temple, effectively grabbing his attention. The Eserite rounded on the source of this, snarling once more, and the expression immediately melted from his face.
 

 
  To the side, now, stood one of the regulars, who for whatever reason had chosen the clamor and hustle of the scrapyard’s picnic tables as his preferred hangout spot for shooting the breeze with fellow retirees. Emilio had seen him around but never paid him any mind; when you’d seen one sixtyish man in rumpled working-class attire, you’d seen ‘em all.
 

 
  Now, though, the old man had planted himself so firmly in the aisle that the passing shoppers and yardworkers, those not already stopped to watch the unfolding spectacle, instinctively flowed around him. He had fixed the young thief with a steely expression, and was, himself, now rolling a doubloon across his knuckles.
 

 
  “Son,” the old man said in a voice gravelly from years of smoking, “this is a place of business. You are being extremely rude. I do hope you’re not wasting these good folks’ time because of some
  
   personal
  
  affair?”
 

 
  The younger man stared at him blankly, clearly taken aback, which afforded Emilio a few precious seconds to parse what he was seeing and fit it all into place.
 

 
  Of course. He’d
  
   heard
  
  the Thieves’ Guild was only tolerated by merchants because they didn’t pick on people indiscriminately and put a firm stop to any
  
   disorganized
  
  crime in areas where they held sway. Between the crowds, the bustle, and the large number of conveniently pocket-sized items being rushed thither and yon, the scrapyard was a veritable pickpocket’s paradise. Naturally, the Guild would keep watchers here.
 

 
  And apparently, Thieves’ Guild watchers counted the chastising of their errant members among their duties.
 

 
  Slowly, the brawny young man drew in a deep breath and let it out. Without another word to his senior, he turned to Boss Callin and bowed.
 

 
  “Humble apologies, ma’am. It seems I was out of line. I’ll just get out of your way. You folks have a fine day, now.”
 

 
  He lingered just long enough to give Emilio a malicious stare, but turned and strode back to the scrapyard’s front gate. The old Eserite had already about-faced and was ambling in no great hurry back toward his usual spot at the tables, once more with the slightly shuffling gait of an elder who just wanted to lounge in the sun. Even viewed from the back, the transformation was striking. Completely gone was the straight-backed, hard-eyed enforcer who had just stared down an angry Guildsman.
 

 
  Callin blew out a heavy breath of her own, then turned a dour look on Emilio. He cleared his throat and grabbed his leather harness, turning to resume hauling, but the boss stepped right in front of him. Not to chastise Emilio, though; she stalked right up to a heap of scrap metal, leaned bodily over it, and thrust her arm into the gap at the other side.
 

 
  “Hey what
  
   ow ow ow!”
  
 

 
  Boss Callin was even stronger than she looked; even being no taller than Raoul, she had no trouble hauling the boy physically upright by a grip on his hair.
 

 
  “You wanna explain to me what fuckery you just dragged into my scrapyard in the middle of a workday, son?” she demanded, releasing him.
 

 
  “I…uh, well. Madam, I won’t bullshit you.” Raoul roughly smoothed his hair back down, ducking his head and looking up at her through his eyelashes. “This all started over a girl.”
 

 
  “Oh, for fuck’s fucking sake,” Callin groaned. To Emilio’s surprise, she didn’t seem actually angry. “You kids and your bullshit. Look, boy: this is a place of business. We’ve got shit to do, and if you disrupt my yard any further I
  
   will
  
  personally hurl your bony ass into the street.
  
   But,
  
  if you can
  
   avoid
  
  causing me any more headaches and stay out of everyone’s way, I don’t mind you being here. Clear?”
 

 
  “Crystal!” Raoul saluted. “Lady, you are both saint and scholar and it is a
  
   privilege
  
  to bask in your radiance.”
 

 
  “Omnu’s balls, he talks like a bard. You really hang out with this kid, Ezzaniel?”
 

 
  “We were raised together,” Emilio explained. “Speaking of which, boss, we
  
   live
  
  in an Omnist temple. Not even the Thieves’ Guild is gonna go cause trouble there. You
  
   really
  
  don’t need to indulge him.”
 

 
  “Traitor,” Raoul complained.
 

 
  “You need to take better care of your friends, Ezzaniel,” Callin said severely. “Ninety percent of everything is bullshit, except the people who have your back. Now
  
   you
  
  get back to work, I don’t pay you to stand around getting life lessons.”
 

 
  “Yes, boss,” he sighed, pressing forward into the harness and tugging the sled back into motion. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Raoul already making a beeline for the table area and the older Eserite once more seated there.
 

 
  Because of course he was.
 

 
  ***
 

 
  “They’re not
  
   useless
  
  swords, just over-specialized,” Emilio explained that evening as he and Raoul walked home from the scrapyard. He was carrying a length of polished wood which had turned up in the burnables pile and which he’d saved and bought for pennies, because he recognized its form. Hence this conversation.
 

 
  “What’s specialized about it?” Raoul demanded, reaching over to flick the bokken now resting on Emilio’s shoulder. “I remember they looked like
  
   that,
  
  except metal. A sword’s a sharp metal stick which you put in the other guy before he puts one in you.”
 

 
  “I know for a fact you only say these things to piss me off.”
 

 
  “Yeah, and it was more fun before you realized that. Hey, d’you suppose this one came from that studio you went to? There can’t be many Sifanese martial arts schools in town, right?”
 

 
  “This ‘town’ is huge and the capital of the Empire, so who knows? I can’t see Sensei throwing one out, especially since there’s nothing wrong with it.” Tugging the bokken away from Raoul’s prodding finger, he ran his own hand over its smooth length. About a yard long, curved, carved so that its convex side resembled a wedge though of course it wasn’t sharp enough to cut anything, and polished, it bore many dents and scratches from a lot of practice sparring, but certainly wasn’t damaged enough to deserve having been in the trash. Emilio did not strictly speaking have any
  
   need
  
  for the thing, it had just hurt his heart to see it destined for the charcoal burners. “Anyway, they’re
  
   specialized
  
  because they require that one very specific martial art style to use effectively.”
 

 
  “What happens if you use a kanata the wrong way?”
 

 
  “Katana, and like any specialized tool, it breaks. They’re made to cut traditional Sifanese armor in duels, which is cloth and wood because
  
   it’s
  
  made to block arrows rather than swords. And
  
   that’s
  
  because Sifan has these crazy powerful fairies called…uh, kitsies or something, I pretty much only memorized the martial arts terms. They have all these rules everybody there has to live by, one of which is the people there can’t mine very much iron. So there’s not enough for infantry swords or metal armor. So, specialized swords for nobles, made to cut cloth armor.”
 

 
  “Shame. I remember seeing the ones the teacher had displayed, they were wicked cool lookin’.”
 

 
  “Objectively true. But it doesn’t really matter how wicked cool a sword
  
   looks
  
  if it’s just gonna bend as soon as it hits a different kind of sword, or platemail—”
 

 
  “Sorry to interrupt your history lesson, boys, but I think you owe me something.”
 

 
  “Aw, fuck,” Raoul muttered, hunching his shoulders.
 

 
  Emilio turned back around, unhurried, to behold the
  
   other
  
  reason he’d seized the serendipitous opportunity to snap up the wooden practice sword. Behind them stood the brawny young Eserite from before, which he had more than half expected, knowing a fair bit about the psychology of bullies.
 

 
  “Have you seriously been waiting around out here
  
   all day?”
  
  he asked.
 

 
  “Oh, it’s my day off. There wasn’t much to miss.” The youth idly swung a new acquisition of his own which had not been in evidence that morning: a brass-studded cudgel, also dented from considerable use and marked on its business end with ominous stains. “Now then. Where were we?”
 

 
  “I think when we left off you were getting a reminder of the Thieves’ Guild policies about throwing your weight around on non-Guild business,” Raoul said, not so subtly edging behind Emilio.
 

 
  “Yup. I was outta line,” the thief agreed, slowly whirling the cudgel at his side by its attached leather strap. He wasn’t spinning it fast, but the
  
   weight
  
  of it still made menacing whooshing sounds with each revolution. “My apologies for that. So just to clarify my position here, Tiny, me beating
  
   your
  
  ass is strictly personal, no religious business implied. That clear up your concern?”
 

 
  “Well, not my
  
   chief
  
  concern,” Raoul muttered.
 

 
  “How about if he just apologizes?” Emilio suggested.
 

 
  “Fuck that and fuck
  
   him!”
  
  Raoul exclaimed.
 

 
  “How about if you butt out?” the thug retorted. “I’m not gonna hate on a guy for backing up his friends, so I’ll tell you what,
  
   bud:
  
  don’t stick yourself into this again and I won’t give you a taste of your own, sound good?”
 

 
  “Oh, buddy, you have no
  
   idea
  
  who you’re messing with,” Raoul crowed.
 

 
  “Raoul,” Emilio said patiently, “if you don’t shut the fuck up I’m gonna personally
  
   hand
  
  you to him.”
 

 
  “What’s it gonna be, smart guy?” demanded the tough, deftly catching his cudgel.
 

 
  They weren’t on the busy street right outside the scrapyard, of course; the guy had apparently been following them since then, only making his move now that they were in a completely deserted side avenue too narrow for vehicle traffic and only better than an alley because all the tenements lining it had their doors on this side.
 

 
  Psychology of bullies. Emilio had no interest in beating this guy up and
  
   certainly
  
  didn’t need the Thieves’ Guild getting a bug up its butt about him, but he recognized that this had already progressed far enough that the boy wasn’t going to drop this unless forcibly persuaded.
 

 
  So, instead of answering, he flowed instantly into stance and swept the bokken at the club. Not, as nearly all sword forms demanded, at his opponent, but at the weapon. Wood clacked against wood hard enough to make the Eserite stumble; to Emilio’s disappointment, he had gripped the cudgel too tightly for it to be swept from his grip by the blow.
 

 
  The thief staggered briefly, but caught himself just as quickly and grinned. “So that’s how you want it?”
 

 
  Emilio raised the bokken to a ready position and waited. It wasn’t a proper kendo stance; he barely knew those, having had only three lessons before figuring out that such an esoteric martial art was too specialized to be much practical use to him when there were so many others to study. For example, he did know the relatively obscure Eagle Style longsword form. And despite his lecture of a minute ago, to a certain extent, a sword was a sword.
 

 
  The Eserite swung at his head.
 

 
  Emilio deflected it, whacked the bokken against his shoulder and then jabbed him hard in the solar plexus.
 

 
  Those would have been disabling and then killing blows respectively had it been a bladed weapon; as it was, the man still didn’t even drop his club, nor collapse the way someone
  
   should
  
  on taking a hard jab to that spot. His coating of muscle was clearly no joke, and perhaps Emilio had been an inch or two off. As it was, he stumbled back, half-doubled over and staring up at Emilio in consternation.
 

 
  Emilio surged forward, wooden sword upraised. The thief raised his club to block it; he changed his angle of attack and cracked the man’s wrist,
  
   finally
  
  making him drop the weapon.
 

 
  Then, rather than pressing the advantage, he stepped back.
 

 
  “We live at an Omnist temple, you know,” he said while the thief wheezed and clutched his bruised wrist. Hopefully he hadn’t broken the bones; you
  
   could
  
  do that with a wooden sword. In fact, you could kill with one if you hit the head or neck in just the right way. “Free room and board till we’re twenty. We can even earn some pocket money taking over extra chores; Raoul does. I don’t
  
   need
  
  a job, you see. I
  
   do
  
  the job to pay for my training. I take lessons in every fighting style that someone in Tiraas teaches. Any moment I’m not working, I’m learning ways to beat you within an inch of your life.”
 

 
  He shrugged, and lowered the bokken, still held at the ready but in a less defensive stance while the bruised Eserite stared at him.
 

 
  “Just thought you deserved to know what you were wading into,
  
   bud.
  
  It sucks getting blindsided. You still wanna push this?”
 

 
  “Yeah, sucks to be
  
   you!”
  
  Raoul crowed. “C’mon, where’s all that bluster now, huh?”
 

 
  Emilio smoothly stepped to one side, opening a space directly between the Eserite and Raoul, and turned a flat stare on his friend.
 

 
  “Now,
  
   Raoul,
  
  apologize to the man.”
 

 
  
   “Excuse
  
  you?” Raoul demanded, his own bluster evaporating instantly.
 

 
  “You’re my friend; that means I have your back if you’re being picked on. It also means I’m not gonna sugar-coat it for you when you need and/or deserve to get your ass kicked. This guy is
  
   reasonably
  
  pissed off because
  
   you
  
  were acting like a cock. I’m not saying he’s handled it gracefully, but the man deserves an apology.”
 

 
  It was hard to say which of them looked more incredulous.
 

 
  After the stunned pause had drawn out for a few heartbeats, however, Raoul suddenly chuckled.
 

 
  “Yeah. Y’know what? He’s not wrong. Look, man.” He stepped to the side, opening a wider space in which to get a full view of the Eserite. “I was bein’ an asshole to you, and it really wasn’t called for. So, I’m sorry. Sincerely.”
 

 
  “Huh.” The thief had straightened back up and was now looking quizzically back and forth between Raoul and Emilio. “Well, then. All things considered, I guess my only
  
   reasonable
  
  choice here is to politely accept. Apology…accepted, then. And look, kid,” he added, annoyance creeping back into his face and voice. “It wasn’t really about the girl. Shit happens, I don’t believe in holding grudges over stuff like that. But you were
  
   seriously
  
  being a little shit over it.”
 

 
  “I’m half curious exactly what you said,” Emilio commented.
 

 
  “Hey, lesson learned!” Raoul held up both his hands, palms out. “Henceforth I shall be the very soul of grace in victory.
 

 
  “You’re all right, man,” the thief continued, turning to Emilio. “Hey, you’re also good in a scrap. The Guild always needs—”
 

 
  “Not a chance in hell.”
 

 
  “Wow, don’t over-think it,” he drawled, bending to pick up his cudgel—with his left hand. “I wouldn’t want you to agonize on
  
   my
  
  account. Well, boys
  
   ,
  
  you take care. See you ‘round.”
 

 
  “Not if—” Raoul broke off at Emilio’s flat look, for once not needing to be whacked. Silence reigned while the Eserite turned and strolled off back the way he had come, leaving them alone in the narrow street.
 

 
  “Why do I get the feeling,” Emilio asked, “that despite all the fires I’ve had to pull you out of, it’s gonna be
  
   me
  
  who ends up murdering you?”
 

 
  
  
  “Aw, you love me,” Raoul grinned. “C’mon, let’s get outta here. This has been a triumphant day, I say we celebrate at the Shabby Quack. I’m tellin’ you, that waitress was giving you the eye last time.”
 

 
  “Mm. You’re buying.”
 

 
  “Oy,
  
   you’re
  
  the one with the big fancy job!”
 

 
  Emilio gave him a look.
 

 
  “On the other hand,” Raoul mused, “there
  
   is
  
  the fact
  
  
  that I’m buying. Gotta consider that.”
 

 
  “That waitress was
  
   not
  
  giving me the eye, you perv. She was, like, twenty-five.”
 

 
  “Aw, c’mon, don’t be like that. Live for the challenge, that’s what I say! Even if you don’t get under her skirt I bet she’s flattered enough by the effort to sell us alcohol. That’s how I get served in half the pubs in this district! Ladies have egos, too.”
 

 
  “You ever pause to consider that maybe the way you act is the reason for all the trouble you get in?”
 

 
  “Emilio, life’ll pass you by while you’re pausing to consider. Girls and booze, that’s where it’s at!”
 

 
  “You can’t hold your drink, either. That’s how you got
  
   banned
  
  from half the pubs in this district. By the time you can legally drink you’ll have to ride the Rail to Madouris to find someone who’ll sell to you.”
 

 
  Behind a resurgent layer of Tiraas’s infamous cloud cover, the sun sank below the level of the walls as the two of them sauntered on toward whatever the night held for them.
 

 
  ***
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